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From


	Although some may consider this a kind of prequel to his best-selling adult Repairman Jack series, Wilson’s first young adult book gives only a slim indication of the future Jack; here Jack fights evil occult forces while attempting to solve a mystery. Jack and his two friends stumble upon a body and a strange stone pyramid box in the New Jersey Pine Barrens. Things grow even more mysterious when the kids discover links to a cult of sorts in their very own town—and cult members start dying off. Most of the intrigue comes from the trio’s attempts to find out what mysteries the black box holds. The plot is helped out far too much by the fact that a sheriff dates Jack’s older sister, who shares what she learns with Jack. Jack. Blue Balliett’s object-puzzle mysteries (The Calder Game) are much more intriguing, but this does have some gripping moments. Grades 6-9. —Connie Fletcher
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	Praise for Repairman Jack:


	“_The Tomb _is one of the best all-out adventures stories I’ve read in years.”—Stephen King (President of the Repairman Jack fan club)


	“Repairman Jack is one of the most original and intriguing characters to arise out of contemporary fiction in ages.”—Dean Koontz


	“The most welcome discovery, for readers new to the thriller universe, is F. Paul Wilson’s Repairman Jack.”—Janet Maslin
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	They discovered the body on a rainy afternoon.


	1


	“Aren’t we there yet?” Eddie said, puffing behind him.


	Jack glanced over his shoulder to where Eddie Connell labored through the sandy soil on his bike. His face was red and beaded with perspiration; sweat soaked through his red Police T-shirt, darkening Sting’s face. Chunky Eddie wasn’t built for speed. He wore his sandy hair shorter than most, which tended to make him look even heavier than he was. Eddie’s idea of exercise was a day on the couch playing Pole Position on his new Atari 5200. Jack envied that machine. He was stuck with a 2600.


	“Only Weezy knows,” Jack said.


	He wasn’t sweating like Eddie, but he felt clammy all over. With good reason. The August heat was stifling here in the Pine Barrens, and the humidity made it worse. Whatever breeze existed out there couldn’t penetrate the close-packed, spindly trees.


	They were following Eddie’s older sister, Weezy—really Louise, but no one ever called her that. She liked to remind people that she’d been “Weezy” long before The Jeffersons ever showed up on the tube.


	She was pedaling her banana-seat Schwinn along one of the firebreak trails that crisscrossed the million-plus acres of mostly uninhabited woodland known as the Jersey Pine Barrens. A potentially dangerous place if you didn’t know what you were doing or where you were going. Every year hunters wandered in, looking for deer, and were never seen again. Locals would wink and say the Jersey Devil snagged another one. But Jack knew the JD was just a folktale. Well, he was pretty sure. Truth was, the missing hunters were usually amateurs who came ill equipped and got lost, wandering around in circles until they died of thirst and starvation.


	At least that was what people said. Though that didn’t explain why so few of the bodies were ever found.


	But the Barrens didn’t scare Jack and Eddie and Weezy. At least not during the day. They’d grown up on the edge of the pinelands and knew this section of it like the backs of their hands. Couldn’t know all of it, of course. The Barrens hid places no human eye had ever seen.


	Yet as familiar as he was with the area, Jack still got a creepy sensation when riding into the trees and seeing the forty-foot scrub pines get thicker and thicker, crowding the edges of the path, and then leaning over with their crooked, scraggly branches seeming to reach for him. He could almost believe they were shuffling off the path ahead of him and then moving back in to close it off behind.


	“See that sign?” Eddie said, pointing to a tree they passed. “Maybe we should listen.”


	Jack glanced at the orange letters blaring from glossy black tin:


	NO FISHING


	NO HUNTING


	NO TRAPPING


	NO TRESPASSING


	No big deal. The signs dotted just about every other tree on Old Man Foster’s land, so common they became part of the scenery.


	“Well,” he said, “we’re not doing the first three.”


	“But we’re doing the fourth.”


	“Criminals is what we are!” Jack raised a fist. “Criminals!”


	“Easy with that.” Eddie looked around. “Old Man Foster might hear you.”


	Jack called to the girl riding twenty feet ahead of them. “Hey, Weez! When do we get there?”


	She usually kept her shoulder-length dark hair down but she’d tied it back in a ponytail for the trip. She wore a black-and-white—mostly black—Bauhaus T-shirt and black jeans. Jack and Eddie wore jeans too, but theirs were faded blue and cut off above the knees. Weezy’s were full length. Jack couldn’t remember if he’d ever seen her bare legs. Probably white as snow.


	“Not much farther now,” she called without looking around.


	“Sounds like Papa Smurf,” Eddie grumbled. “This is stupidacious.”


	Jack turned back to Eddie. “Want to trade bikes?”


	Jack rode his BMX. He’d let some air out of the tires for better grip in the sand and they were doing pretty well.


	“Nah.” Eddie patted the handlebars of his slim-tired English street bike. “I’m all right.”


	“Whoa!” Jack heard Weezy say.


	He looked around and saw she’d stopped. He had to jam on his brakes to keep from running into her. Eddie flew past both of them and stopped ahead of his sister.


	“Is this it, Smurfette?” he said.


	Weezy shook her head. “Almost.”


	She had eyes almost as dark as her hair, and a round face, normally milk pale, made paler by the dark eyeliner she wore. But she was flushed now with heat and excitement. The color looked good on her. Made her look almost … healthy, a look Weezy did not pursue.


	Jack liked Weezy. She was only four months older, but his January birthday had landed him a year behind her in school. Come next month they’d both be in Southern Burlington County Regional High, just a couple of miles away. But she’d be a soph and he a lowly frosh. Maybe they’d be able to spend more time together. And then again, maybe not. Did sophs hang with freshmen? Were they allowed?


	She wasn’t pretty by most standards. Skinny, almost boyish, although her hips seemed to be flaring a little now. Back in grammar school a lot of the kids had called her “Wednesday Addams” because of her round face and perpetually dark clothes. If she ever decided to wear her hair in pigtails, the resemblance would be scary.


	But whatever her looks, Jack thought she was the most interesting girl—no, make that most interesting person he’d ever met. She read things no one else read, and viewed the world in a light different from anyone else.


	She pointed to their right. “What on Earth’s going on there?”


	Jack saw a small clearing with a low wet spot known in these parts as a spong. But around the rim of the spong stood about a dozen sticks of odd shapes and sizes, leaning this way and that.


	“Who cares?” Eddie said. “If this isn’t what you dragged us out here to see, let’s keep going.”


	After hopping off her bike, she leaned it against a tree and started for the clearing.


	“Just give me a minute.”


	His curiosity piqued, Jack leaned his bike against hers and followed. The knee-high grass slapped against his sweaty lower legs, making them itch. A glance back showed Eddie sitting on the sand in the shade of a pine. Jack caught up to Weezy as they neared the spong.


	“They just look like dead branches someone’s stuck in the sand.”


	“But why?” Weezy said.


	“For nothing better to do?”


	She looked at him with that tolerant smile—the smile she showed a world that just didn’t get it. At least not in her terms.


	“Everything that happens out here happens for a reason,” she said in the ooh-spooky tone she used whenever she talked about the Barrens.


	He knew Weezy loved the Barrens. She studied them, knew everything about them, and had been delighted back in 1979, at the tender age of eleven, when the state passed a conservation act to preserve them.


	She gestured at the sticks, not a dozen feet away now. “Can you imagine anyone coming out here just to poke sticks into the ground for no reason at all? I don’t—” She stopped, grabbed Jack’s arm, and pointed. “Look! What’d I tell you?”


	Jack kind of liked the feel of her fingers gripping his forearm, but he followed her point. When he saw what she was talking about, he broke free and hurried forward.


	“Traps! A whole mess of traps.”


	“Yeah,” Weezy said, coming up behind him. “The nasty leg-hold type. Some dirty, rotten …”


	As her voice trailed off Jack glanced at her and flinched at her enraged expression. She looked a little scary.


	“But they’ve all been sprung.” He started walking around the spong. “Every single one of them.”


	“Whoever did this is my hero,” she said, following close behind. “Didn’t I tell you that everything that happens out here—”


	“—happens for a reason,” Jack said, finishing for her.


	Clear as day that someone had set up a slew of traps around the perimeter of the spong, planning to trap any animals that stopped by to drink from the water in its basin.


	And just as clear, someone else had come by with a bunch of dead branches and used them to tap the trigger plates, springing the traps and making them harmless. In some cases the steel jaws had snapped right through the dead wood; in others it had only dented it, leaving the branch upright.


	“Got to be at least a couple dozen along here,” Jack said.


	“Not anymore.”


	She bent, grabbed one of the trap chains, and started working its anchor loose from the sand.


	“What are you doing?”


	“Watch.”


	As the coiled anchor came free, Weezy grabbed it and the trap itself, then hurled the whole assembly into the spong. The two ends swung around on their chain like a boomerang before splashing into the shallow water and disappearing beneath the surface.


	She turned to him, brushing the sand from her hands.


	“Come on, Jack. We’ve got work to do.”


	He stared at her, surprised by the wild look in her eyes …


	“But—”


	“These rats don’t check their traps for three or four days at a time.”


	“How do you know all this?”


	“I read, Jack.”


	“So do I.”


	“Yeah, but you read fifty-year-old magazines. I read about what’s really going on in the world.” She pointed to a trap. “Three days in one of those. Think about it.”


	He did, imagining himself a fox or possum or raccoon with a broken leg caught in the steel jaws, hungry and thirsty, with water just a couple of dozen feet away but unable to get to it. It made his gut crawl.


	Without a word, he bent and worked an anchor free of the ground, then followed Weezy’s example and tossed the trap into the water.


	“Two down. How many more to go?”


	He found her staring at him with a strange light in her eyes.


	“About thirty.”


	“Then we’re gonna need help.” He turned and waved to Eddie. “Over here! You gotta see this!”


	As Eddie made his way toward them, Jack and Weezy bent again to the task of ripping out the traps and hurling them into the drink.


	Eddie arrived and gawked at what they were doing. “Are you guys crazy? You can’t do that!”


	Jack held up a trap. “Really? Watch.”


	He tossed it into the water.


	Eddie slapped his hands against the side of his head. “What if Old Man Foster comes along and catches us?”


	Weezy said, “Well, his signs do say, ‘No Trapping.’ We’re just helping him out.”


	“That means no trapping by anybody else. We could be in hellacious big trouble.”


	Jack doubted that. Old Man Foster was just a name. No one had ever seen the guy. Everyone knew he owned this big piece of the Barrens and that was about it. Though nobody saw them go up, fresh No Trespassing signs appeared every year. Sometimes poachers would take them down, but before you knew it they’d be back up again.


	Another mystery of the Pine Barrens. A very minor one.


	As for Eddie, Jack wasn’t sure if he was acting as the voice of good sense, or trying to duck the work of pulling out the traps. He hated anything more strenuous than working a joystick.


	“Look,” Jack told him. “The sooner we get this done and get on our way, the less chance we’ll have of being caught. So come on. Get to it.”


	Eddie obeyed, but not without his trademark grumbling.


	“Okay, okay. But I don’t have to ask whose idea this was. It’s got my crazy sister written all over it.”


	In a flash Weezy was in his face. “What did you say?”


	Eddie gave her a sheepish look. “Nothing.”


	“You did! I heard you! Hasn’t this been talked about a million times?” Eddie nodded without looking at her. “Right,” she said. “So you keep your mouth shut or someone’s going to hear about this.”


	Eddie sighed, saying, “Okay, okay,” and returned to working on a trap.


	Baffled, Jack caught Weezy’s eye as she turned from her brother. “What—?”


	“Family matter, Jack.” She turned away. “Don’t worry about it.”


	Jack wasn’t worried. But he couldn’t help but wonder. He’d known these two all his life. What was this all about?
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	“Okay,” Weezy said, stopping her bike. “Here we are.”


	After sinking all the traps, they’d pedaled like mad away from the spong. Along the way, Jack had wished for a few clouds to hide the sun and cool the air, but the sky ignored him. At least now they’d arrived at their original destination.


	Jack followed her gaze. “It’s just some burned-out patch.”


	Fires were common in the Barrens during the summer. Tourists and nature lovers came to camp and sometimes got careless with their campfires or Coleman stoves or cigarettes. Same with poachers. And many times Nature herself took the blame, setting a tree ablaze with a bolt of lightning.


	Usually a ranger in a fire tower, like the one on Apple Pie Hill, would spot the smoke and send out an alarm. Then the local and county volunteer fire companies would go racing to the scene along the fire trails. But the smaller fires started during a storm often would burn only an acre or two before being doused by the rain.


	“Not just any burned-out patch.” She motioned Jack and Eddie to follow. “Come on. I’m going to show you something no one else—except for me—has seen in a long, long time.”


	Eddie said, “Aw, come on, Smurfette—”


	She stopped and turned to him. “And you can cut the Smurfette bit. Unless you like ‘Pugsley.’”


	“Okay, okay. But what about the firemen who put out the fire? They must have seen it.”


	“No firemen for this one.”


	Eddie snorted. “You psychic now?”


	“Check it out.” She gestured around them. “What’s missing?”


	Eddie and Jack did full turns.


	“Green trees?” Jack said.


	Weezy shook her head. “Litter. There’s no litter. Firefighters always leave coffee cups, candy wrappers, Coke cans, Gatorade bottles, all sorts of stuff. But not here. Ergo …”


	Jack knew from his father that ergo was Latin for “therefore,” but a glance at Eddie showed he hadn’t a clue.


	He checked the ground again. Not even a gum wrapper. Weezy didn’t miss a trick.


	As they followed her into the burned-out area, Jack noticed how the pine trunks had been charred coal black. The remaining needles high up were a dead brown, and the usual spindly little branches sticking out here and there lower down the trunks had been burned off. But the trees weren’t dead. Every single trunk was sprouting new little branchlets, pushing them through the scorched crust of the bark and sporting baby needles of bright green. Everyone had heard of the Sears DieHard battery. These were nature’s die-hard trees.


	As she’d done all day, Weezy led the way, winding through the blackened trunks until she came to a break in the trees.


	“Here’s where the mound begins.”


	“Mound?” Eddie said. “Where?”


	But Jack saw what she meant. They stood at the tip of where two linear mounds, each a couple of feet high and maybe a yard wide, converged to a point. Both ran off at angles between the blackened trees.


	“Like some giant gopher,” Eddie said.


	Weezy shook her head. “Except look how smooth they are. And how straight. Nobody knows it’s here, and I never would have noticed it if the fire hadn’t cleared all the undergrowth. I haven’t explored the whole thing, so I—”


	“You were out here alone?” Jack said.


	She nodded. “You know me. I like to explore. Who else is going to come along? You?”


	His two part-time jobs didn’t leave Jack much time to explore the Barrens, especially not to the extent Weezy did. She’d spend hours digging for arrowheads or other artifacts. The only reason he was out here today was because Mr. Rosen closed his store on Mondays.


	He smiled and shrugged. “Beautiful teenage girl alone in the woods … might meet a Big Bad Wolf.”


	She grinned and punched him on the shoulder. “Get out! Now you’re making fun of me.”


	“Maybe a little, but you’ve got to be careful, Weez.”


	She sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. But they’ve got to find me first.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I got a little spooked here before I could explore the rest of the mound, so that’s—”


	“You? Spooked?” Eddie laughed. “You are a spook. Nothing spooks you.”


	“Well, this place does.” She pointed along the lengths of the two ridges to where they faded into the trees. “See how nothing grows on the mounds? I mean, isn’t that weird?”


	Jack saw what she meant. Low-lying scrub—most of it scorched and blackened—crowded around the trees and spread across every square inch of sand between them. Everywhere except on the mounds.


	Yeah. Weird, all right. Sand was sand. What made the mounds different?


	Or was it a single mound, angling in different directions?


	“Feel it,” she said, patting the surface. “It’s still sand, but it’s hard. Like it hasn’t been disturbed for so long it’s formed some kind of crust.”


	Jack ran his fingers along the surface, then pressed. The sand wouldn’t yield. But something else … an unpleasant tingle in his fingertips. He pulled them away and looked at them. The tingling stopped. He glanced at Weezy and found her staring at him.


	“So it isn’t just me. You feel it too.”


	“Feel what?” Eddie said, rubbing his hands over the hard surface. “I don’t feel anything.”


	Weezy was still staring at Jack. “Now you know what spooked me.”


	She reached around to a rear pocket and pulled out the small spiral notebook and pencil she never went anywhere without.


	“I’ll bet somebody designed this in a special shape. Let’s see if we can figure it out.”


	“What do you mean, ‘special shape’?”


	“A lot of these mounds are ancient—thousands of years old.”


	“You mean, like, burial mounds?”


	Jack had heard of those. The Lenape Indians used to inhabit the pines.


	Weezy shook her head. “Some of the most mysterious mounds have nothing to do with burials. Take the Serpent Mound in Ohio. It curves back and forth like a snake for over a quarter mile. And get this—nobody knows how old it is. This could be something like that.” Her face brightened as she smiled. “And I discovered it. I’ve got to get this diagrammed.”


	Wondering how she knew all this stuff, Jack watched her draw a few lines on her pad, then move off, weaving through the trees as she followed the mound to the right. Jack and Eddie followed close behind through air heavy with the smell of burned wood. This was Weezy’s show, but Jack was getting into it. Something about these mounds and the way nothing grew on them gave him a funny feeling in his gut, but he had to admit he was fascinated.


	“Oh, look at this,” she said after she’d gone maybe twenty feet. “Another mound crosses here.” She drew some more lines. “This is getting confusing.”


	“Hey,” Eddie said.


	Jack turned and saw him standing atop the mound with his arms spread.


	“Eddie—” Weezy began


	“You want to map these mounds, right? Well, instead of ducking through all those trees, doesn’t it make more sense to follow the mounds themselves? It’ll be a lot less boracious.”


	Jack to turned to Weezy. “You know, that’s a great idea.”


	Weezy hesitated, then shrugged. “I guess everybody has a good idea in them,” she muttered. “Even Eddie.”


	Jack bowed and made a flourish toward the mound. “Ladies first.”


	She smiled and faked a curtsy. “Why, thank you, kind sir.”


	As the three of them began walking the mound, the sky darkened. Jack looked up and saw a menacing pile of clouds scudding in from the west, blotting out the sun. Weezy shaded her eyes as she stared skyward.


	“Shoot. We’ve got trouble.”


	“Looks like a thunderhead,” Eddie said.


	She nodded. “Cumulonimbus—piled high. Going to be a bad one.”


	“‘Cumulonimbus’?” Jack had to laugh. Weezy never ceased to amaze him. “How do you know this stuff?”


	She frowned. “I’m not sure.”


	“Do you sit down and memorize everything you read?”


	She shook her head. “I don’t have to. If I read something once, it’s there. I never forget it. Ever. At least not so far.”


	No wonder she got straight A’s. Jack would give anything—anything—for that power.


	Thunder rumbled in the distance.


	“Hurry,” she said. “I want to get this done before the downpour.”


	She started quick-walking along the mound until she came to another intersection. As she stopped to mark in her notebook, Jack looked around for Eddie and spotted him a couple of dozen feet back. He was down on one knee, fiddling with his sneaker lace.


	“Come on, Eddie. Don’t want the Jersey Devil to catch you.”


	He grinned. “You kidding? I have JD sausages for breakfast every morning.”


	He jumped up and started trotting toward them. When he neared he jumped and landed inches in front of Jack.


	“Boo!”


	More thunder then, but another sound too. As Eddie’s feet thumped onto the surface of the mound, they kept on going, breaking through the outer shell with a crunch.


	Jack looked down and saw Eddie’s sneakers sunk ankle deep in the softer sand within.


	“Jeez, man! What’d you do?”


	He heard Weezy hurry up behind him and gasp. “Oh, Eddie! How could you?”


	Eddie’s face reddened—whether with anger or embarrassment, Jack couldn’t tell.


	“Hey, I didn’t—”


	“You are the most unbelievable klutz! This mound’s sat here undisturbed for hundreds, maybe thousands of years, and you’re here, what, ten minutes, and already you’ve desecrated it!”


	“It was a soft spot! How could I know?”


	Lightning flashed, followed quickly by a roar of thunder that rattled Jack’s fillings. He looked up at a sky completely lidded with dark clouds looking ready to burst. Jeez, this storm was coming fast.


	“Time to take cover, guys,” he said.


	He grabbed Weezy’s arm and started pulling her back toward the bikes. He knew if he didn’t she’d probably stay in the open, storm or no storm, drawing her diagram. She didn’t fight him. Eddie followed.


	Just as they reached the bikes, the sky opened like a bursting dam. They huddled in the center of a thick copse of young pines.


	“Under a tree,” Weezy said. “The worst place to be in a storm.”


	Jack knew that, but didn’t see as they had much choice. Even under the trees they were getting soaked.


	“In case you haven’t noticed, Weez,” Jack said, “we’re in the middle of the Pine Barrens. If you know of a place without trees, I’m all ears.”


	Weezy said nothing more, just crouched on her haunches, her eyes closed and her fingers in her ears. Eddie too. They both jumped with every thunderclap.


	Jack didn’t get that. He loved thunderstorms—their fury, their unpredictability, their deafening light shows fascinated him. Same with his father. Many a summer night they’d sit together on the front porch and watch a storm approach, peak, and move on. Sometimes Dad would drive him over to Old Town where they’d park within sight of the Lightning Tree. For some reason no one could figure, the long-dead tree took a hit from every storm that passed overhead.


	The thunder grew louder, the lightning flashed brighter, the rain fell harder. The world funneled down to the copse and little else. Nothing was visible beyond their clump of trees. Water cascaded through the branches and swirled around their feet. Might as well have been in the shower—except Jack wished he could have cranked up the hot water handle.


	He felt his Converse All-Stars filling with water.


	Swell.
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	After a couple of forevers, the storm tapered off. When the rain finally stopped they stepped out of the copse and shook themselves off.


	Jack took off his T-shirt and wrung the water out of it. Eddie followed suit. Weezy didn’t have that luxury. Her Bauhaus shirt was plastered to her; she pulled it free of her skin as best she could. Her soaked hair looked almost black, her bangs were plastered to her forehead, and her ponytail had become a rattail.


	“Look at us,” she said. “Three drowned mice.”


	“At least we didn’t get hit by lightning,” Eddie said. “Let’s get home. I need to dry off.”


	“But I haven’t mapped the mound yet.”


	Eddie rolled his eyes. “You’ve gotta be kidding! You can come back any time—”


	“Just give me a few minutes.”


	“Come on, Eddie,” Jack said, nudging him with an elbow. “What difference is a few more minutes going to make?”


	“Okay, okay. I’ll stay with the bikes.”


	She pulled out her notepad and regarded it with dismay. “Soaked!”


	But that didn’t stop her. She hurried ahead, hopped on the mound, and began retracing her steps. The sun popped out as Jack followed. Now he welcomed it.


	Weezy stopped where Eddie had broken through the crust and pointed to the edges.


	“See this? I was so mad at him I didn’t notice before, but it’s really weird.”


	Jack saw what she meant. Eddie had shattered a four-or five-foot length of the crust into about a zillion irregular pieces, but the edges of the broken area—the near, the far, and both sides near ground level—were perfectly straight. Could have been cut by an electric saw.


	The rain had done a number on the soft sand within the mound, washing it out and fanning it around the break like a cloud. Jack didn’t know what kind of cloud it resembled, but he was sure Weezy could tell him.


	He kicked over a random shard of crust and spotted something shiny and black beneath it. Before he could react, Weezy was on her knees and all over it.


	“What’s this?”


	She started scooping away the surrounding wet sand, gradually revealing a black cube the size of a softball. Gently, cautiously, she wriggled her fingers beneath it.


	“Why don’t you just pick it up?” Jack said.


	“Because it may be attached to something.” Her fingers must have met on its underside because suddenly she lifted it free and held it up. “Heavy!”


	She laid it on the ground between them and began to examine it, tilting it a little this way and a little that.


	Jack knelt opposite her. “What do you think it is?”


	She shook her head, looking as baffled as he felt. “I don’t know. Some kind of stone—onyx, maybe? It’s got no writing on it, but I get this feeling it’s … old.” She looked up at him. “Know what I mean?”


	Jack couldn’t say why, but he knew exactly what she meant.


	“Yeah. Very old.”


	“And where there’s one there’s probably others.” Her eyes were wide with wonder and excitement. “Help me, Jack?”


	He laughed. “Try and stop me.”


	He wanted one of those cubes for himself.


	So they started digging—not easy in the wet sand. But they kept coming up empty. Frustration was beginning to nibble at Jack when his fingertips scraped against a hard surface.


	“Got something!”


	He dug his fingers down on each side of whatever it was and pulled it up.


	And found himself looking into the empty eye sockets of a rotting human head.


	He stared in mute, openmouthed, grossed-out shock. Beside him, Weezy screamed.
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	Jack spotted a sheriff’s patrol car rolling down Quakerton Road, Johnson’s main drag, just as he, Weezy, and Eddie raced into town. Johnson—often confused with Johnson Place, fifteen miles northeast of here—wasn’t big enough to rate its own police force, so the Burlington County Sheriff’s Department patrolled the streets.


	Trouble was, the cruiser was moving away.


	Jack threw extra muscle behind the pedals and started waving an arm and yelling as he chased it. Whoever was behind the wheel must have spotted him because the cruiser pulled over and waited.


	He skidded to a halt beside the driver’s window and saw Deputy Tim Davis behind the wheel. Jack knew him from when Davis used to date his sister, Kate, back in their high school days. He looked up at Jack through super-dark aviator sunglasses.


	“Hey, Jack. How’s that beautiful sister of yours?”


	Jack had pedaled so hard on his way back from the mound that it took him a second or two to catch enough breath to reply.


	“Greatwefoundadeadbodyinthepines!”


	He laughed. “Did you say ‘dead body’? What? As opposed to a live one?”


	“I’m not kidding, Tim.” He might be “Deputy” to everybody else, but he’d been “Tim” to eight-year-old Jack back when he’d gone out with Kate and so he’d always be “Tim” in Jack’s mind.


	“It’s true!” Weezy puffed as she pulled up beside him. “I saw it too!”


	Tim’s smile vanished as he stared at Jack. “This had better not be one of your practical jokes.”


	Jack gave him a wounded look. “Who, me?”


	He’d pulled a couple of pranks on Tim and Kate when they were dating—innocent little tricks like resetting Tim’s watch and his car clock ahead so they’d get home an hour early. Truth was, even though he’d liked Tim, he hadn’t wanted Kate dating anyone.


	“Look at us.” Jack pointed to his face, then Weezy’s. “Do we look like we’re joking?”


	People were discovering bodies all the time in the mystery-thriller-adventure stories Jack devoured. He’d always thought he’d be pretty cool if ever in that situation.


	Uh-uh.


	He could still feel the dry, rotted flesh against his fingers, see those empty eye sockets, the grinning teeth, the matted hair. Ugh. It made him queasy to think about it. He tried to push it from his mind but it kept slithering back.


	He wasn’t sure but he thought he might have screamed right along with Weezy. If so, he hoped she hadn’t heard him. That would be majorly embarrassing.


	Tim got on his radio. “This is A-seventeen requesting backup. I have a report of a corpse in the Pines near Johnson.”


	A burst of static followed, choking a voice saying “Roger that” or “Ten-four” or whatever.


	Tim opened his door, unfolding a map as he stepped out. He spread it on the hood of his car.


	“Where exactly did you find this body?”


	Jack looked at the angled lines of the fire lanes and the winding old Piney roads and didn’t know where to begin. He’d been following Weezy’s lead and hadn’t been paying attention.


	Weezy stepped forward and jabbed her finger onto the map. “Right about here.”


	Tim looked at her. “That’s Zeb Foster’s land.”


	Weezy went all wide-eyed and innocent. “Is it? Oh, my goodness. We had no idea. We were just following this fire trail, then we took the right fork here, and the left fork here …”


	Jack spotted Eddie standing by the rear bumper, leaning on his bike and looking annoyed. Jack wheeled over to him.


	“You guys weren’t kidding, were you,” he said. “All the way home I half thought you were putting me on. Wouldn’t be the first time you sucked me in.”


	“But we wouldn’t be putting on the sheriff’s department, right?”


	He shook his head. “I guess not. So if it was real, why didn’t you let me see?”


	“Nobody stopped you. You could’ve gone over.”


	“Yeah, but I thought you were kidding and you’d laugh at me.”


	“We’re a little old for ‘made-you-look’ stuff, don’t you think?”


	Jack hadn’t pulled anything on Eddie since this past winter when he’d pulled the ancient trick of rubbing some black grease around the edges of the eyepieces of a pair of old binoculars. After Eddie had taken a look, he’d wandered around his house for hours with two black eyes. Hadn’t a clue until Weezy came home and cracked up at the sight of him.


	Eddie pounded a fist on his handlebar. “Man, some people have all the luck.”


	“Trust me, if you’d seen it, you’d be thinking ‘yuck’ instead of luck.”


	Eddie’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Yeah, but a dead body. Awesomacious.”


	Jack turned back to Tim and Weezy.


	He heard her saying, “You follow those trails and look for a burned-out area on your right. That’ll be the place.”


	Tim was nodding. “Sounds easy enough. Anything else you can tell me?”


	Jack caught Weezy’s eye and nodded to the black box in the bike basket. She returned a frantic No-please-don’t! look. So he said nothing.


	Tim looked at Jack. “We’ll probably need a statement from you three sometime tomorrow.”


	Another sheriff’s car pulled up then. Tim and the newcomer talked for a minute, then the two of them roared off toward the Pines.


	Jack, Weezy, and Eddie stood there, looking at each other.


	“Now what?” Eddie said.


	Weezy pulled the black box from her basket. “We go back to my place and see if we can open this.”


	Jack said, “What makes you think it opens?”


	She handed it to him. “Check the edges. Don’t those look like seams? This could be some kind of ancient puzzle box.”


	Yeah, the edges did look seamed … or creased.


	“Sounds like fun but …” Jack handed it back. “I promised Mister Courtland I’d mow his lawn today.”


	“You can mow it tomorrow.”


	“Tomorrow I’m at the store. Besides, I promised him today.”


	Weezy sighed. “Okay. Stop by later and see what we found.” She looked at the box, turning it over in her hands, then back at Jack. “Thanks for not mentioning it to Deputy Dog.”


	“Tim’s okay.”


	“Yeah, but he would’ve wanted it for evidence or something.” Her expression was fierce as she clutched it against her chest. “This is mine.”


	Jack dramatically cleared his throat. “Um, if I remember, we found it together.”


	Her expression faltered. “Yeah. Okay. I guess we did. You want it?” Her eyes said, Please don’t say yes.


	“Nah. You keep it.”


	She grinned her relief. “You’re a good friend, Jack. The best.”


	She leaned close and touched his arm, and for an instant he feared she might kiss him. Not that it would be so bad in itself, but jeez, not in front of Eddie. He’d never hear the end of it.


	He said, “Just let me know if you discover any ancient secrets—like eternal life, or how to turn lead into gold. I get an equal share.”


	“Deal. As for secrets …” She stared again at the box. “… the world is full of secrets.”


	Eddie rolled his eyes. “Here we go again. ‘The Secret History of the World.’”


	“Stop it, Eddie. There is a secret history. And who knows? This just might hold one of those secrets.”


	She replaced it in her basket, then waved and started pedaling off.


	“See ya.”


	Eddie followed. “Later, Jack.”


	As Jack watched them go, Weezy’s words echoed in his head.


	You’re a good friend, Jack. The best.


	Am I? he thought as he hopped on his bike and headed home.


	Was anyone really his friend? Sure, he hung out with kids. Not very many. Just a few, in fact. Mostly Weezy and Eddie, and lately Steve Brussard. But he didn’t feel they were true friends. More like acquaintances. The only one he felt any connection to was Weezy, and she was a girl. And even that wasn’t a real connection. He simply found her unique. No one he knew looked at the world the way she did. She was always finding weird links between seemingly unrelated things or occurrences.


	He saw himself, on the other hand, as pretty dull. Whatever he liked to do tended to be something done alone. Like reading. Like mowing lawns. Like swimming—he was on the Johnson swim team, and yeah it was called a team, but he couldn’t think of many things more isolated than stroking back and forth the length of a pool where the only thing to hear was the splash of his arms and legs, and the only thing to see was the black lane strip on the bottom. Except maybe cross-country running, which he also liked.


	Where did he fit? Where did he belong?


	Maybe high school would be different. Dread tinged his anticipation. Meeting new kids. Being at the bottom of the pecking order. SBC Regional had kids from all over the area. Maybe he’d find a bunch he could connect with.


	And maybe he’d follow the same pattern as he had in middle school.


	The difference between loner and loser was one letter.


	Which was he?
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	“Oh, Jackie!” his mother said as she hugged him for the umpteenth time since he’d dropped the bomb about finding the body. “Will my miracle boy be able to sleep tonight?”


	“It’s Jack, Mom. Jack, okay. Please?”


	He’d been called Jackie—at least at home—for most of his life. But he was heading for high school now where he wanted to be Jack. His mother was proving the hardest to break of the habit.


	As for “miracle boy”—forget about it. He’d come along when she’d thought she was through with having children, thus the name. She’d no doubt call him that on her deathbed.


	Mom dying … he brushed the thought away. He couldn’t imagine it. He expected her and Dad to live forever.


	He had her brown hair and brown eyes, and her love of music, although their tastes were nothing alike. She listened to the same Broadway albums over and over—South Pacific was playing now—while Jack was firmly into rock. His current faves were Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” and the eerie “Synchronicity” off the new Police album.


	She used to be thin but now complained about putting on weight these past couple of years. He’d heard her blame it on “the changes.”


	“Okay, yes,” she said smiling at him. “Jack. I’m trying, honey, but old habits are hard to break, you know.”


	“Just think: Whenever you’re about to say ‘Jackie,’ cut it in half.”


	She laughed. “I’ll try, I’ll try.”


	She turned on the dishwasher and headed for the living room to read. She loved novels and belonged to both the Literary Guild and the Book-of-the-Month Club. He’d noticed she was reading something called Master of the Game by Sidney Sheldon.


	Jack had the kitchen with its dark cabinets, Formica counters, and Congoleum floor to himself. The house had started as a three-bedroom ranch and probably would have remained so if not for Jack. Not so many years after his arrival, his folks had added dormers and finished off the attic into a master bedroom suite. They moved upstairs, leaving the downstairs bedrooms to the kids.


	He retrieved a bag of pink pistachios from a cabinet and sat down at the kitchen counter to shell them. Rather than eating one at a time, he liked to collect a pile of twenty or so and gobble them all at once. As he shelled, he thought about dinner, just recently finished.


	The hot topic of conversation around the table had been—no surprise—the body. Tons of speculation on who it was, how old it was, whether it was an ancient Lenape Indian mummy or the victim of a mob hit transported down here from New York in a trunk and buried where they thought it would never be found. Or that maybe it was Marcie Kurek, the sophomore who’d disappeared from SBC Regional last year and never been heard from since. That idea had silenced the table.


	Otherwise it had been kind of fun listening to all the theories. One of those increasingly rare family dinners when everybody was present. What with Tom back and forth to Seton Hall law school and Kate getting ready to start med school at UMDNJ in Stratford, that hardly ever happened anymore. Most nights lately it had been just Mom, Dad, and Jack.


	Of course the event wouldn’t have been complete without the inevitable lecture from Dad about the dangers of kids wandering through the Pine Barrens without adults. Jack had listened patiently, trying to look interested, but he’d heard it so many times he could recite it by heart. Dad was a good guy, but he just didn’t get it.


	Yeah, the Barrens had its dangers. Some of the Pineys were what they called inbreds—what his brother Tom liked to call “the result of brothers and sisters getting too frisky with each other”—and maybe a little unpredictable. And you could come upon a copperhead or timber rattler, or lose some toes to a snapping turtle if you dangled a bare foot in the wrong pond. But you learned to keep your eyes open … you became Pine-wise.


	Old Man Foster might have a deed that said he owned a whole lot of acres and the state conservation agency might pass all sorts of regulations, but as far as Jack was concerned, the Pine Barrens were an extension of his backyard, and no one was keeping him out of his own backyard.


	Kate came in then. Slim with pale blue eyes, a faint splash of freckles across her cheeks and nose, and a strong jawline. Her long blond hair, which she worked at keeping straight, had gone wavy in the humidity. Jack warmed at the sight of her. Eight years older and a natural nurturer, she’d practically raised him. She’d been his best friend growing up and had broken his heart when she left for college. Last year, when she’d spent her junior year abroad in France, had been the worst. He didn’t know what went on over there, but it had changed her. Nothing he could put his finger on, but no denying the feeling that she’d come back just a tiny bit … different.


	“Just got off the phone with Tim,” she said.


	Tom came in behind her, smirking. “Rekindling the old flame?”


	He was ten years older with a bulging middle; his brown eyes and brown hair were the exact same shade as Jack’s. They’d never got along well. Though Tom had never said it, Jack knew he saw him as a fifth wheel on the family car.


	Kate gave Tom a tolerant smile. “Not likely. He’s engaged. But he gave me what information he could on the body.”


	Jack was all ears. He licked his fingertips, red from opening the pistachios. He had seventeen of the little nuts piled before him—three more to go before gobbling time.


	“Do they know who it is?”


	She shook her head. “Not yet. They think it’s maybe two years old.”


	“Aaaaw,” Jack said as he popped open another shell. “There goes the Indian mummy idea.”


	Kate smiled. “Afraid so.” Her smile faded as she glanced at Tom. “Tim says it was a murder.”


	Jack froze, feeling creeped out. The three of them stood silent around the counter. Even big-mouth Tom seemed to have lost his voice.


	Finally Jack regained his. “R-really?”


	She nodded. “Yeah, his skull is cracked. But more than that, he says it was some sort of ritual killing.”


	Jack’s mouth felt a little dry. A ritual murder … images of an Aztec priest cutting out a still-beating heart flashed through his head. Definitely gross … but kind of cool.


	“Did he say what kind of ritual?”


	Kate shook her head. “I asked, but he said that’s all he’s heard.”


	Tom gave a low whistle and grinned at Jack. “And to think, this heinous crime would have remained undiscovered, maybe forever, if not for our own miracle boy.”


	Jack was about to say something when Dad popped his head through the door. He looked excited.


	“Hey, kids. Come here. You’ve got to see this.”


	Jack left his pistachios behind as the three of them trooped into Dad’s study. They found him seated before his brand-new home computer. It looked like little more than a beige electric typewriter with a couple of oblong boxes atop it, crowned with a six-inch black-and-white monitor. On the table next to it lay copies of a magazine called inCider.


	Years ago Dad had built an Apple I from a kit, but it never worked right. This one he’d bought fully assembled. Unlike the Apple I, which used tape cassettes to store programs, this baby used things called disk drives.


	Generally pretty quiet, Dad seemed fired up. He worked as a CPA, recently moving from Arthur Anderson in Philly—for some reason, he hadn’t been getting along with them—to Price Waterhouse in Cherry Hill, which meant a shorter commute. His two loves, outside of his family, were tennis and this contraption, his Apple. Unlike Jack, Tom, and Mom, his eyes were blue, and he wore steel-rimmed glasses for reading. His formerly full head of hair had begun to thin on top.


	“I just wrote this little program,” he said, pointing to the screen. “Watch.”


	Jack caught a glimpse of a short column of text with lines like “N=N+1” and “Print N” and “GOTO” before Dad hit a key. Suddenly numbers began cascading down the left side of the screen:


	1


	2


	3


	4 …


	And on and on, progressing from one-digit, to two-digit, and eventually three-digit numbers.


	“Neat!” Jack said. “When will it stop?”


	“Never—unless I tell it to.”


	“You mean it’ll count to infinity?”


	“If I let it.”


	“That’s great, Dad,” Tom said, his voice dripping sarcasm. “But what’s it good for?”


	“Nothing. I’m teaching myself BASIC, and this is a demonstration of a program called an infinite loop.” He patted his Apple. “Here’s the future, kids. I’ve got forty-eight K of RAM—could have gotten sixty-four, but I can’t imagine ever needing that much memory.”


	Jack had some idea of what he was talking about—he’d been helping Steve Brussard build a Heathkit H-89 computer—but he had a lot to learn.


	As Tom, Kate, and Jack returned to the kitchen, Tom whispered, “The future of what? Maybe if you’re a math geek, but for us normal folks?” He shook his head. “Dad’s gone off the deep end.”


	“Oh, yeah,” Kate said. “Like you’d know a thing about it.”


	“Remember when he said Betamax would last and VHS would fade away? This is the same thing—a dead end.”


	The crossing topics of computers and VCRs brought to mind the tape Jack had rented last month: Tron. Much of the film took place inside a computer. The story was kind of boring but cool to watch.


	“I think it’s neat,” he said.


	Tom pointed to Jack. “Hear that? Miracle boy thinks it’s neat. I guess I’ll have to revise my opinion.”


	Then, with one swift motion, Tom swept Jack’s shelled pistachios off the counter and popped them into his mouth.


	“Hey!”


	“What?” Tom said, chewing. “Were those yours?”


	“You know they were!”


	Jack raised a fist and started toward him—Tom was bigger but Jack didn’t care. Anger had taken control.


	Kate stepped between them. “That was pretty lame.”


	“What? They were just lying there.” He grinned at Jack over Kate’s shoulder. “Want ‘em back?”


	Jack started for him again, but Kate held him back. He could have pushed her aside but no way he’d do that to Kate.


	As Tom sauntered out, Jack said, “Bastard.”


	“Don’t let Mom hear that,” Kate said.


	“Well, he is.”


	“Immature is more like it.” She ruffled Jack’s hair. “You rocked his world when you were born. He was cock of the walk around here for ten years, and then Mom’s ‘miracle boy’ arrived. I don’t think he’s ever gotten over it. A bad case of arrested development.”


	“How about you?”


	She laughed. “Are you kidding? You were a baby, a real, live baby. Suddenly I didn’t have to play make-believe with dolls anymore, I had the real thing to care for. I was in heaven.” She hugged him. “I thought you were the best thing that ever happened to me. I still do, Jackie.”


	“Jack, Kate. Jack.”
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	Jack lay in bed reading a copy of The Spider, a 1939 magazine with yellowed, flaking pages. Mr. Rosen at USED, where Jack worked part-time, had stacks of old magazines and let Jack take home a couple at a time to read—”As long as you return them in the condition you received them.”


	Jack had already read the half-dozen copies of The Shadow in the stacks. Lately he’d moved on to The Spider—Master of Men!, obviously a Shadow rip-off, copying the slouch hat and the billowing black cape, but a different kind of guy. Jack had thought the Shadow was cool, but the Spider was even cooler. The Shadow fought mostly regular crooks while the Spider dealt with threats to the world. Like this issue: “King of the Fleshless Legion,” with all sorts of skeletons on the cover and the Spider rushing in to save a woman locked alive in a coffin.


	Neat.


	He wished he could buy posters of these covers. Some of the posters he had now—especially the one of Devo in their flowerpot hats—were getting ratty. Besides, he hardly listened to Devo anymore. He certainly wasn’t going to replace his Phillies pennant, not when they looked like they had a shot at the World Series this year.


	His beloved Eagles, however …


	After that stupid football players’ strike last season they went a whopping three and six. Wasn’t easy being an Eagles’ fan these days. Maybe with Vermeil out and that new coach—


	He jumped as he heard a single knock on his door. He looked up and saw his father enter.


	“How’s it going, Jack?”


	“Fine.”


	He sat on the edge of the bed. “You sure? Finding that … body today isn’t bothering you?”


	Jack realized this was a side Dad didn’t show much. He tended to be the stiff-upper-lip sort: If you fall down you pick yourself up and keep going without whining or complaining.


	“Really, I’m fine.”


	In fact, what the bad guys were doing to the Spider and what he was giving right back to them had pretty much wiped the body from his mind.


	“You going to be able to sleep okay?”


	“Think so. I’m not scared, if that’s what you mean. It was gross, but I won’t be dreaming about him coming for me or anything like that.”


	At least he didn’t think so. He figured if anything kept him awake it would be questions about who was dead and who had done it and why he was killed and what sort of ritual was used. The last time he’d been too scared to sleep had been a couple of years ago, right after reading ‘Salem’s Lot—afraid to look at his window for fear he’d see Eddie floating outside it.


	Dad patted Jack’s leg. “Good. But if you have any problems during the night, don’t be afraid to give a holler.” His gaze drifted to the magazine. “Good God, where’d you get that?”


	Jack handed it to him. “Mister Rosen’s got a bunch.”


	Dad stared at the cover, a smile hovering about his lips. “I used to read these as a kid.”


	Jack did a quick calculation: They’d celebrated Dad’s fifty-third birthday last month, which meant he’d been born in 1930. So he would have been nine when this issue was printed. Nine might have been kind of young, but yeah, he could have read this very copy. Jack knew his father had been a kid once, but this made his childhood … real. He suddenly saw Dad in a new light.


	“Did you like them?”


	“You kidding? Doc Savage, the Shadow, and this guy … I loved them.” He flipped through the yellowed pages. “Can I borrow this?”


	Jack was only halfway through the story and didn’t want to give it up. He reached into his nightstand drawer and pulled out another issue he’d already finished.


	“How about this one?”


	Dad grinned at the cover: High atop the George Washington Bridge, the Spider battled with a guy in some sort of diving suit over a girl in a shredded red dress.


	“‘Slaves of the Laughing Death.’ I love it.” He rose and slapped Jack on the leg. “Thanks. This’ll bring back old memories. And I think you’ll be just fine tonight.”


	Jack thought so too. But he was concerned about the magazine. Mr. Rosen would have his hide if it came back damaged.


	“Just return it in the condition you got it.”
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	“No matter what I do, I can’t get it open.”


	Jack could sense Weezy’s frustration. It filled her bedroom like a storm cloud.


	He and Eddie knelt on the floor with the black cube from the mound between them. Weezy sat on the edge of her bed, rubbing her hands together. Jack had told them about the ritual murder story from the sheriff’s office. Usually that kind of thing would grab Weezy’s attention like one of those leg-hold traps they’d seen yesterday, but she seemed completely focused on the cube.


	The Cure’s Pornography was running in her eight-track player and, as usual, the whiny voice was grating on Jack’s nerves.


	“Can’t you play something else?”


	Her smile had no humor in it. “You’d like Siouxsie and the Banshees better? Or how about Bauhaus?” Her taste in music matched her taste in clothes and posters.


	He found the black-and-white Bauhaus poster of some shirtless guy hanging by his hands a little too weird. Give Jack the Spider plugging hot lead into mad villains any day.


	Jack winked at Eddie. “I know she’s got Flashdance hidden around here somewhere.”


	Eddie picked up right away. “She must. I’ve heard it through the wall.” He began to sing. Badly. “‘She’s a maniac, maaaaaniac—’”


	Weezy tossed a pillow at him. “You lie! And what have you been told about that?”


	Eddie looked puzzled. “What?” Then a light seemed to go on. “Oh, hey, I wasn’t thinking.”


	Weezy only glared at him.


	Jack didn’t know what was going on between these two, but doubted it had anything to do with Flashdance. He tried to bring the talk back to music.


	“Bauhaus, then,” he said. “Anything but this.”


	As she popped out the Cure cassette—thank you, God—he picked up the cube and turned it over in his hands.


	“Can’t open it, eh? What’ve you tried?”


	Eddie said, “Anything toolacious. Knife, fork, screwdriver, razor blade, chisel—you name it. Even a hammer. I’m ready to get my dad’s electric drill.”


	“Really?” The glossy black surface looked unmarred. “How come it’s not all scratched up?”


	“Because it doesn’t scratch,” Weezy said, returning to the edge of her bed. “No matter what we do to it.”


	“Bela Lugosi’s Dead” began to play. Jack kind of liked this song.


	“Maybe it doesn’t open. Maybe it’s just a solid cube of—what did you call it yesterday?” “Onyx.”


	“What’s onyx?” Eddie said.


	“A kind of black stone.”


	Eddie snorted. “Black, huh? Figures you’d know about it.”


	Weezy gave him a gentle kick. But Eddie had a point. Weezy was into dark—dark clothes, dark music, dark books. She even kept her shades drawn to make her room dark. The bright morning sun outside had been locked out. At least she didn’t have black sheets, although her bedspread was dark purple. Half a dozen gargoyles peered down at them from her shelves.


	“It’s not solid,” she said. “Give it a shake.” Jack did just that—and felt something shift within. Not much. Just the slightest bit, but enough to tell it was hollow.


	For no particular reason, he dug his thumbnails into the faint groove along one of the edges and—


	The sides of the cube fell open and it tumbled to the floor where it flattened out in a crosslike configuration.


	But what captured and held his attention in an icy grip was the black pyramid inside—but not like any pyramid Jack had ever seen.


	Weezy was off the bed and on the thing like a cat on a mouse. She grabbed it and held it up, turning it over and over.


	“I knew it—I knew it!” Then she looked at Jack, frowning. “How’d you get it open?”


	He shrugged. “I just—”


	“Doesn’t matter. What’s important is it’s open.”


	But it mattered to Jack. He hadn’t done anything special, just edged his thumbnails into the—


	“Some kind of pyramid,” Eddie said. “Maybe it’s Egyptian.”


	“No, the Egyptian pyramids are four-sided. This has six. And it’s engraved with these weird-looking symbols.”


	“Let’s have a look,” Jack said. When Weezy hesitated, he added, “What? Afraid I’ll steal it?”


	She flashed a nervous smile as she handed it over. “Don’t be silly.”


	But Jack could tell she didn’t want to let it go.


	The pyramid felt cold against his skin, and Weezy was right: The symbols, a different one carved into each face, were kind of weird. Not exactly hieroglyphics, but not like any letters he’d ever seen either. He upended it and checked the base. Yep. Another symbol there too.


	“Maybe there’s something in this as well. Maybe it’s like one of those Russian dolls, you know—”


	“Matryoshka,” Weezy said. “A nesting doll.” How did she know this stuff?


	Jack searched the surface for a seam but came up empty.


	“Looks like this is it.”


	“Check this out,” Eddie said, pointing to the flattened box. “There’s something carved on this too.”


	Jack looked and saw what he meant. Some sort of grid had been carved inside the crosspiece of the T.


	Eddie echoed Jack’s sentiments when he said, “What’s all this mean?”


	Jack looked at Weezy, who had retrieved the pyramid and was studying it like a jeweler grading a diamond. All she needed was that little magnifying eyepiece. What was it called? A loupe. Right.


	“Ever see anything like this in any of your secret histories?” He waved at her sagging bookshelf. “One of those books has to—”


	She was shaking her head. “Nothing like this at all. Trust me. I know those books by heart.”


	“Then we’ve got to ask somebody.”


	“No-no-no!” She clutched the pyramid to her chest. “They’ll say it’s evidence and take it from us.”


	“We don’t have to mention it’s got anything to do with the body. We’ll just say we found it somewhere in the Pines and leave it at that.”


	“Okaaaay,” she said slowly. “Let’s say we do that. Who can we show it to?”


	A name popped into Jack’s mind immediately. “Mister Rosen.”


	Weezy made a face. “He’s just a junk dealer.”


	“Yeah, but it’s old junk. He knows everything about old stuff. You even got some of your weirdo books from him, didn’t you?”


	“Yeah, but—”


	“No buts. If he can’t help us, he’ll know someone who can.”


	“Okay. But first …”


	She jumped up and hurried from the room, taking the pyramid with her.


	“Hey, look,” said Eddie, holding up a reassembled black cube. “I got her back together. The sides just clicked into place. Simplacious.” He started prying at the edges. “But I can’t seem to get her open again.”


	Jack showed him where to position his thumbnails but, try as he might, Eddie couldn’t get it open.


	“Here. Let me have that.”


	He took the cube, positioned his thumbnails the way he’d shown Eddie, and pried.


	The box popped open.


	“How do you do that?” Eddie said.


	Jack had no idea.
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	Weezy returned carrying the family Polaroid camera.


	“Before we do anything, I’m getting some photos.”


	She set the pyramid on her desk, knelt before it, and snapped a picture from about two feet away. The flash lit the room.


	Probably more light than this room’s seen in a long time, Jack thought.


	The camera whirred and spit out the photo. As expected, it came out blank. Weezy put it aside to let it develop as she rotated the pyramid and—flash, whir—photographed the other side. Then she turned to Jack.


	“Lay that on the floor, okay?” she said, pointing to the unfolded box in his hand.


	He did, then watched as she snapped another picture.


	“Okay,” she said, stepping back to her desk. She picked up the first photo and frowned. “Damn.”


	Jack stepped closer and peered over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”


	“I was too close.”


	Jack wasn’t so sure. “Maybe. But funny how that pen lying right next to it is in perfect focus.”


	Weezy picked up the second photo: Same thing. And then the one of the unfolded box, where she hadn’t been close at all. The box pieces were blurred but the rug around it was in perfect focus.


	“All blurred.”


	Eddie came over and took a look.


	“I don’t know about you guys,” he said, “but that’s creepitacious.”


	Jack agreed, but didn’t say so. There had to be an explanation.


	“Let’s try this,” he said, grabbing the pyramid and stepping back. He held it waist-high before him. “Take a shot of me holding it.”


	Weezy did just that. The three of them clustered and watched as the image slowly took shape. There stood Jack, his head cut off by the top of the photo frame. The Phillies logo on his T-shirt was perfectly legible, but resting in his hand was a …


	Blur.


	He felt a chill run over his skin.


	Beside him, Eddie said, “I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit.”


	Jack couldn’t have agreed more.


	But Weezy … she looked like she’d just found the Holy Grail. Her eyes shone as she clutched the photo and stared at it.


	“We’ve found one!” she whispered.


	“One what?”


	“A secret … a secret object.”


	Eddie groaned. “Your Secret History of the World again?”


	She turned on him. “You like to make fun of me and that’s okay. Why should you be different from anybody else? But there is a secret history. We think we know what’s happened in the past but we don’t. Most history books don’t even get the events right, and they haven’t a clue as to what was going on behind those events.”


	Eddie snorted. “Oh, and you do?”


	“I wish I did. But I know something’s been going on. Secret societies and mysterious forces are out there pulling strings and manipulating people and events and everyone wants to believe they’re in charge of their lives but they’re not because we’re all being pushed this way and that for secret reasons and we don’t even know it.”


	She was talking a hundred miles an hour, like she’d had a box of Cocoa Puffs and a couple of quarts of Mountain Dew for breakfast. She took a breath and continued.


	“There’s too many coincidences out there. Something’s going on—has been going on throughout human history. And this—” She held up the pyramid. “We weren’t supposed to find this. We’re not supposed to have it. Because it’s proof that not everything is as it seems. I mean, why can’t we photograph it? Answer me that.”


	Eddie shrugged. He looked a little cowed by Weezy’s outburst. “I dunno. Maybe the camera’s broken.”


	Weezy tilted back her head and screeched at the ceiling. “Just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it’s not there. Look at those pictures! It’s staring you in the face but you don’t see it because you don’t want to see what you can’t explain because it will upset yours and everybody else’s comfortable little worldview that we’re in control. Well, we aren’t!”


	She stopped, breathing hard. Eddie didn’t speak. Neither did Jack. He’d never seen Weezy like this. Sure, she got hyper at times and had all sorts of strange theories about everything from the Kennedy assassination to Charles Manson, but this was kind of scary. Someone had pushed her hyperdrive button.


	She turned to him. “What about you, Jack? What do you say?” She held up the pyramid. “Something wrong with the camera or something wrong with this?”


	He remembered how clearly he could read his T-shirt in the last photo, yet how blurred the pyramid was, even though he’d been holding it against his chest.


	“The pyramid.” He quickly held up his hand to cut off another speech. “I’m not saying it has anything to do with secret histories—could be it’s made of something that does tricks with light—but I don’t think it’s the camera.”


	She sighed and fixed him with her big dark eyes. “Thank you, Jack. That means a lot.”


	Even though he’d witnessed her mood changes before, her sudden calm jarred him. She’d dropped from pedal-to-the-metal to cruising speed in the blink of an eye.


	“I want to know what it is,” he said.


	She nodded. “I’ve got to know what it is.”


	“Well, we won’t find out sitting here.”


	“Right,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Let’s go see Mister Rosen.”
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	Eddie had decided that defending the Earth in Missile Command would be more interesting than listening to whatever Mr. Rosen might have to say. He talked of beating the world-champion score of eighty million points. Fat chance.


	Jack and Weezy could have walked but figured bikes were faster. Neither wanted to wait any longer than necessary. Jack led the way as they pedaled west, the morning sun warm on their backs.


	Funny, he thought as they rode, how he’d lead the way around town, but Weezy tended to take the point whenever they entered the Barrens. Almost as if something in Jack knew the Barrens were her turf and made him take a step back when the pines closed in.


	As they headed for downtown, Jack noticed people in passing cars slowing to stare and point at them.


	Those are the kids who found the body.


	Calling it “downtown” was kind of a local joke. It consisted of eight stores clustered around the traffic signal at the intersection of Quakerton Road and Route 206, a rutted, patched stretch of two-lane blacktop running from Trenton to the Atlantic City Expressway. Johnson didn’t rate a full traffic light, just a blinker.


	As Jack had heard it, Quakerton was the town’s name until 1868, when President Andrew Johnson, maybe trying to get away from the impeachment proceedings in Washington, spent three nights in the town’s one and only inn, now long gone. Seemed no one had liked the name Quakerton—after all, not a single Quaker had ever lived there—so they changed the name to Johnsonville. By 1900 it had been shortened to Johnson.


	The traffic-light cluster consisted of a Krauszer’s convenience store, a used-car lot, and Joe Burdett’s Esso station—the company had changed its name to Exxon better than ten years ago, but old Joe had never changed the sign. Back east along Quakerton sat Spurlin’s Hardware, Hunningshake’s pharmacy, gift, and sweet shoppe, the VFW post, and Mr. Rosen’s place, USED. The sign used to say USED GOODS, but the nor’easter of 1962 ripped off the right side and Mr. Rosen never replaced it.


	The store had two large display windows on either side of the front door. Mr. Rosen had told Jack they’d been peopled with naked mannequins when he’d bought it back in the 1950s from a wedding shop that had gone out of business. Now they were full of what some people called junk but Jack had come to see as treasures from the past. USED was his personal time machine.


	A bell atop the screen door tinkled as they entered. One step inside and the odors hit him—old wood, old cushioned furniture, old paper, a little dry rot, a little rust, and a lot of dust. He loved the smell of this place.


	“Mister Rosen?” he called. “Mister Rosen?”


	A painfully thin, elderly man with a stooped posture, pale skin, and gray hair wandered into view from the rear.


	“All right, already,” he said with a thick accent that sometimes sounded German and sometimes didn’t. “I’m coming, I’m—” He stopped when he saw Jack. “Well, if it isn’t the Finder of Corpses.”


	“You’ve heard?”


	“Heard? Who hasn’t? Probably all over town before you got home.” He studied Jack. “You okay? You want the day off maybe?”


	“No, I’m fine.”


	“Good. They know who it is yet?”


	“Not that I’ve heard.”


	The old man glanced at the gold-and-glass Jefferson mystery clock on a nearby shelf. “At noon you’re due.”


	“I know.” Jack stepped up to the counter and motioned Weezy forward. “But we’ve got something we’d like you to see.”


	Mr. Rosen slipped on a pair of glasses as he moved behind the counter. “Something maybe to sell?”


	“No way,” Weezy blurted. “I mean, we’d just like your expert opinion.”


	“Expert, shmexpert, I’ll tell you what I know.”


	Before leaving Weezy’s they’d reassembled the cube with the pyramid inside. Now she unfolded the bath towel she’d wrapped it in for transport, and placed the cube on the counter.


	Mr. Rosen adjusted his glasses for a closer look. “You bring me a box, a black box, and want to know what it is? In my expert opinion, it’s a black box. Anything inside?”


	“Oh, yeah,” she said. “That’s what we really want to know about.” She stepped aside. “But it’ll open only for Jack.”


	Jack didn’t understand why Weezy and Eddie couldn’t do it. He’d shown them, they’d followed his directions perfectly, yet it refused to open for anyone but him.


	Which only increased the thing’s creep factor.


	He did his thing to make it pop open, and then the three of them stood there at the counter, staring.


	Finally Mr. Rosen reached for the pyramid. “May I?”


	“Sure,” Jack said as Weezy gave a barely perceptible nod.


	Mr. Rosen lifted it, but instead of examining it he set it aside and picked up the unfolded cube. He wiggled it in the air and watched as the six panels flapped back and forth.


	“Fascinating,” he said.


	Jack was baffled. “Why?”


	“No hinges. The squares appear to be made of thin sheets of some sort of material I’ve never seen. That’s strange enough, but they move back and forth without any sort of hinge. Just … creases. Odd. Very, very odd.”


	“Tell me about it,” Jack said.


	Mr. Rosen looked at them. “This I’d be willing to buy.”


	Weezy gave her head an emphatic shake. “Uh-uh. It’s not for sale. Sorry.”


	Mr. Rosen nodded as he put it down and picked up the pyramid. He turned it over and over in his hands, making little humming and grunting noises as he held it up to the light and checked it with a magnifying glass. His sleeve slipped back revealing a string of numbers tattooed on his forearm. Jack had seen them before but had hesitated to ask about them.


	“Let me tell you, I’ve seen many strange objects in my day—you wouldn’t believe the things people bring in to try to sell me—but the likes of this I’ve never seen. I couldn’t even guess what it is.”


	“Oh,” Weezy said, her voice thick with frustration.


	Jack hid his own disappointment. “Too bad.” Mr. Rosen had seemed to know a little bit about everything. “We were hoping—”


	“But I know someone who might be able to help you.”


	“Who?”


	Jack half expected him to say, The Great and Powerful Oz! But instead …


	“Professor Nakamura. He’s a maven of anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania.”


	Weezy looked at Jack. “U of P? How are we going to get to Philadelphia?”


	“You don’t have to. He lives right here in town.”


	Jack frowned. He thought he knew pretty much everyone in Johnson. “Never heard of him.”


	“Moved in about a year ago. Keeps to himself, I think, but he’s been in here a few times. Interesting fellow. His grandfather ran a laundry in San Francisco but was driven out in the twenties by the Jap haters—all fired up by William Randolph Hearst who hated Jews as well—and fled back to Japan. Now his grandson has returned as an Ivy League professor. For all we know he might be teaching the greatgrandchildren of the bigots who drove his ancestors out. What sweet irony that would be.”


	Jack didn’t remember any Oriental customers.


	“Have I—?”


	Mr. Rosen shook his head. “Hasn’t been in since you started. Collects Carnival Glass, of all things.”


	“What’s Carnival Glass?”


	“Iridescent kitsch is what it is. But he loves it. Bought every piece I had last spring.”


	That explained why Jack had never seen any—he hadn’t started here until late June.


	Mr. Rosen was fishing under the counter. “He left his number to call as soon as any new items came in.” Finally he came up with a card. “Here it is. Let me give it a try. I got the impression his schedule at the university isn’t too heavy, so who knows? You may get lucky.”
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	They didn’t. Professor Nakamura wasn’t home but Mr. Rosen left a message to call him back. Jack and Weezy headed back to her place. He didn’t have long before he was due at work.


	“What do we do now?” he said as they coasted along Quakerton Road.


	“Wait and see if this Professor Nakamura can help us, I guess.”


	“And if he can’t?”


	Weezy shrugged. “I don’t know. Don’t you wish the TV had a channel where you could, say, ask a question and it would search every library in the world and pop the answer onto the screen? Wouldn’t that be great?”


	“Yeah.” Then he thought about it a little more. “Or maybe not so great. You’d have to make TVs two-way before that could happen. I mean, it’s just one-way now—we can watch it and that’s that. But if it became two-way … it might start watching us.”


	Weezy looked at him and smiled, something she didn’t do often enough. “And you call me paranoid?”


	“Hey, less than five months till Big Brother starts watching.”


	Nineteen Eighty-Four was on his high school summer reading list and he’d found it majorly disturbing.


	“Yeah, but—” She braked and pointed. “Aw, no!”


	Jack looked and saw two guys pushing around a third near the rickety one-lane bridge over Quaker Lake. The pushers were Teddy Bishop and a blond guy Jack didn’t recognize. Teddy, with long greasy hair and a blubbery body, was sort of the town bully. His father was a lawyer and that seemed to make Teddy feel he could get away with anything.


	The beard and olive-drab fatigue jacket on the guy getting pushed around identified him as the town’s only Vietnam vet, Walter Erskine—or, as he was more commonly known, Weird Walt. It looked like Teddy and his friend were trying to grab the brown paper grocery bag Walt had clutched against his chest.


	Before Jack knew it, Weezy was pedaling toward the scene, yelling, “Hey! Stop that!”


	Jack wasn’t surprised. Though young enough to be his daughter, Weezy had a thing for Walt. If she met him on the street she’d walk with him; sometimes they’d sit on one of the benches down by the lake and talk—about what, Jack had no idea.


	No use trying to stop her, so he followed. Couldn’t let her face those two creeps alone. He watched her jump off her bike and quickly set the kickstand—Walt or no Walt, she wasn’t going to let that cube fall. Then she ran over, stepped in front of Teddy, and pushed him back. Not that she had much effect. Teddy was an ox. But Weezy was fearless.


	“Leave him alone!”


	“Yeah, lay off!” Walt said, raising a gloved hand. He always wore gloves.


	Walt had a hippieish look with a gray-streaked beard and long, dark hair. His voice sounded a little slurred. No surprise there. Jack didn’t know of anyone who’d ever seen him completely sober.


	Teddy laughed. “Look at this! Weird Weezy and Weird Walt together. How about that?”


	Jack lay his bike on the grass and looked around. Last time Mom had taken him for a checkup he’d been five-five and one-hundred-two pounds. Teddy had two years, two inches, and maybe fifty lardy pounds over him. He’d need an equalizer. He looked for a weapon, a rock, maybe, but found nothing.


	Swell.


	He approached the group empty-handed.


	“What do you want with him?” Weezy was saying. “He’s not bothering you!”


	“We just think he should share some of his hooch. We ain’t greedy. We don’t want it all, just a little. So get outta the way.”


	Teddy’s friend’s hands moved toward Weezy, as if to shove her aside.


	“Don’t touch her!” Jack shouted.


	Teddy spun, looked surprised, then grinned. Jack saw now that he was wearing a Black Sabbath T-shirt.


	“Well, look who it is. What is it with you two—you find a dead body and suddenly you’re Guardians of the Universe?”


	“Just let her take him home.”


	Teddy, his expression menacing, took a step closer. “And if I don’t?”


	Jack felt his heart racing, but with more anger than fear. And the anger was growing, quickly overtaking the fear, blotting it out.


	“You lay one finger on her and I will kill you.”


	The cold way the words came out startled Jack. He sounded like he meant it. And at the moment, he did.


	Teddy stopped and stared, then smiled. Jack wondered at that smile until he felt a pair of arms wrap around him, pinning his arms at his sides.


	“Gotcha, squirt!” said Teddy’s friend.


	Jack had been so intent on Teddy and Weezy he’d forgotten the friend.


	Teddy’s grin widened as he cocked a fist back to his ear. “Let’s see who’s gonna kill who.”


	Jack lowered his head as he struggled wildly to get free. This was going to hurt. He heard Weezy scream, quickly followed by a cry of pain from Teddy, and another from the guy holding him. Suddenly he was free. He leaped to the side, raising his fist, ready to swing, but stopped.


	Teddy and his friend were cowering and rubbing their heads. Between them stood a heavyset old woman brandishing a silver-headed cane. She wore a long black dress that reached the sidewalk and had a black scarf wrapped around her neck. Like Walt’s gloves, she wore that scarf no matter what the weather. Beside her stood a three-legged dog.


	Mrs. Elizabeth Clevenger.


	But where had she come from? Jack was sure she hadn’t been in sight when he’d come over here. How—?


	“Damn you!” Teddy shouted.


	He took a step toward her but stopped when the dog bared its teeth and growled. A thick-bodied, big-jawed, floppy-eared mutt—Jack thought he detected some Lab and some rottweiler along with miscellaneous other breeds—it seemed all muscle under its short, mud-brown coat. He’d seen it lots of times; the missing leg didn’t slow it down at all.


	“That dog bites me my dad’ll sue you for every penny you’ve got.”


	“If I let him at you it won’t be for a bite—he’ll have you for lunch. All of you.”


	One look at the dog’s cold eyes and big jaws and Jack believed her. So did Teddy, apparently, because he backed off.


	Jack felt his heartbeat slowing but his hands felt cold, sweaty, shaky. He’d been awful close to getting his face rearranged. Too close.


	“Bitch!” Teddy said.


	“Don’t you dare speak to your mother like that!”


	“You ain’t my mother!”


	“Sadly, I am. But only because I cannot pick and choose my children. Now be gone.” She brandished her cane. “Off before I cast a spell on you!”


	That seemed to do it. Teddy jammed his hands into his jeans pockets and started to move away.


	“C’mon, Joey. Let’s go,” Teddy said to his friend.


	“Wait,” Joey said, his eyes wide with disbelief. “‘Cast a spell on you’? Is she kidding?”


	“Shut up, Joey. You don’t know nothin’.”


	The two of them walked off, arguing, Teddy looking over his shoulder from time to time.


	Clearly Joey wasn’t from Johnson. Otherwise he’d have known that old Mrs. Clevenger was a witch.
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	“Are you all right, Walter?” Mrs. Clevenger said, rubbing her hand along his upper arm.


	He nodded. “Yeah. They just pushed me around some. I’ve been through worse.”


	“I know,” she said. “Much worse.” Then she turned to Weezy. “That was a brave thing you did, child.”


	“Not so brave.” She seemed to have trouble meeting Mrs. Clevenger’s eyes. “I was scared half to death.”


	“The brave are always scared.” She turned to Jack. “I know why she helped Walter—he’s her friend. But why did you?”


	Jack figured the reason was obvious. “Because she’s my friend.”


	The old woman gave him a long stare, her green eyes boring into his, then nodded. “Friendship … there is nothing better, is there?”


	“Nothing,” Weezy said, beaming at Jack.


	The lady said, “Walter is my friend. I’m going to walk him home now, but first …” She looked past them to Weezy’s bike. “That box … put it back in the ground where you found it.”


	Jack spun and stared at Weezy’s bike. Only a little bit of the towel wrapping the box was visible in the basket, nothing more.


	Weezy’s mouth dropped open. “H-how do you know about that?” Her brow furrowed. “Did Mister Rosen—?”


	Mrs. Clevenger smiled, which added more lines to her already wrinkled face. “I know more than I should and less than I’d like to.” The smile disappeared. “But hear me well. That thing is an ill wind that will blow nobody good. It was hidden from the light of day for good reason. Return it to its resting place.” With that she started to turn away. “Besides, you will never get it open.”


	“But we did,” Weezy said.


	Mrs. Clevenger’s turn came to an abrupt halt, then she swiveled back to fix Weezy with her stare.


	“We? Who is we?”


	Weezy looked flustered. “Well, not ‘we,’ really. Just Jack. He’s the only one who can do it.”


	She turned her gaze on him. “Not such a surprise, I suppose. But that does not change anything. Put it back where it belongs.”


	Jack wanted to ask her why that wasn’t a surprise but she’d turned away again. She took Walter’s arm and the two of them began walking, her dog close behind. Jack heard bottles clinking in Walter’s paper bag.


	“Now, Walter,” Jack heard her say, “you’re overdoing the drinking. You must learn to pace yourself, otherwise you won’t survive to complete your mission.”


	Walter shook his shaggy head. “Not surviving … that doesn’t sound so bad. I hate this …” He glanced back at Jack. “Do you think he might be the one?”


	“I can understand why you might feel that way. But no, he’s not the one you seek …”


	And then their voices faded.


	What were they talking about? Why was Walt seeking someone, and why could Mrs. Clevenger understand why he might think Jack was the one? Jack wanted to trail after them and hear more, then realized that they were both sort of crazy. He couldn’t expect to make sense out of a conversation between those two.


	Weezy too was watching them go, but she had her own questions.


	“How could she know about the box?”


	Jack shrugged. “And where did she come from? Did you see?”


	Weezy shook her head. “No. All of a sudden she was there, swinging her cane.”


	Jack looked at the Old Town bridge that spanned the narrow midsection of the figure-eight-shaped lake. On the far side of that creaky one-lane span lay the easternmost end of Johnson, where it backed up to the Pine Barrens. The area included the six square blocks of the original Quakerton settlement, called Old Town for as long as anyone could remember. Nobody knew for sure when it had first been settled. Most said before the revolutionary war—long before the war.


	Mrs. Clevenger lived in Old Town. She must have come from there.


	Jack reconstructed the chain of events: Johnson didn’t have a liquor store, so Walt must have been stocking up in Old Town. Some of the Pineys had stills, but instead of using corn they made their moonshine from apples. Every Wednesday and Saturday one or two of them would come in from the woods; they’d park their pickups at the end of Quakerton Road where it dead-ended at the edge of the Pines and sell their applejack. They transported it in big jugs and customers had to bring their own bottle—or in Walt’s case, bottles—to be filled.


	Nearly everybody in Johnson had at least one bottle of applejack in the house, and it was an ongoing argument as to who made the best—Gus Sooy or Lester Appleton.


	Walt must have gone over to get his bottles filled and run into Teddy and Joey on the way back. Mrs. Clevenger must have been close behind him.


	Well, wherever she came from, Jack was glad she’d arrived when she did.


	He looked back and saw the pair turning the corner onto the block where Walt lived with his sister and brother-in-law.


	“There goes an odd couple,” he said.


	Weezy nodded. “Way odder than Oscar and Felix. She wears that same scarf day in and day out, and he wears gloves no matter how hot it gets.”


	“You believe she’s a witch?” Jack said as they headed back to their bikes, and immediately realized Weezy was probably the wrong person to ask.


	“Could be. She’s hard to explain. I mean, how did she know about the box?”


	Remembering that caused a trickle of uneasiness to go down Jack’s spine.


	“I don’t know, but should we follow her advice?”


	Weezy looked at him as if he’d suddenly grown a second nose and a third eye. “Are you kidding me? Go back and bury it? No way! Even if she is a witch.”


	Obviously he’d struck a nerve. No surprise, though.


	“Well, I don’t believe in witches, but did you hear her threaten Teddy with a spell?”


	“So? I can threaten you with a spell, Jack. Doesn’t mean I can cast one.”


	“Yeah, well, maybe she just pretends to be a witch. She’s already got the Clevenger name. Maybe letting the more superstitious folks around here think she’s the Witch of the Pines come back from the dead works for her somehow.”


	She and her dog had moved into Old Town a dozen or so years ago. Her mysterious ways—disappearing for months at a time and then suddenly around every day, wandering through the Pines at night—had started some folks whispering that she was really Peggy Clevenger, the famous Witch of the Pines. But how could that be? Everybody knew how the real Peggy Clevenger’s decapitated body had been found in her burned-out cabin back in the 1800s.


	Weezy shrugged. “Could be.” She gave Jack a sidelong look. “You know they say Peggy’s body wanders the Barrens at night looking for her head. But I’m just wondering …”


	“Wondering what?”


	“What if she found it and put it back on?”


	Jack laughed. “Come on! Even you don’t believe that.”


	“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. But how do you explain Mrs. Clevenger’s ever-present scarf? Why would she wear it on a hot day like this?” Weezy dropped into her ooh-spooky voice. “Unless she’s hiding the seam where she reattached her head.”


	Jack picked up his bike and waited for Weezy to knock back her kickstand.


	“You gotta be kidding me.”


	She looked at him with those big, dark, black-rimmed eyes. “Okay, fine. Your turn then: Give me another explanation for the scarf.”


	Jack couldn’t come up with one. Not for lack of trying. He really wanted another explanation. Because he didn’t like Weezy’s one bit.
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	Jack spent the afternoon at USED.


	The best thing about the job was he hardly ever did the same thing two days in a row. One day he’d spend dusting all the antiques and just plain junk; the next he’d supply a third or fourth hand to help Mr. Rosen fix an old clock; another he’d wind all the clocks and watches—not too far—and make sure they were set to the right time. Today he was helping Mr. Rosen pretty up some antique oak furniture he’d just bought—a rolltop desk and a round table with cool lion paws at the ends of its legs.


	The old man’s fingers weren’t as steady as he’d have liked, so he oversaw Jack as he used a stain-soaked Q-tip to darken scratches in the old wood. After the stain dried, Jack would polish the surface.


	For his time and effort he was paid $3.50 an hour—not a princely sum, but fifteen cents above minimum wage. Mr. Rosen had offered him the extra if Jack would save him all the government paperwork by taking cash. Fine with Jack, because that in turn saved him the trouble of finding his birth certificate and applying for a Social Security number.


	He supplemented the USED money by mowing lawns, but that was always subject to the whims of weather—not enough rain and the grass didn’t grow, which meant no mowing; too much rain and the wet grass clogged the mower. He liked the reliability of the weekly cash from USED.


	Not that he had much in the way of expenses. He’d go to the movies—he planned on seeing Return of the Jedi for a fourth time this weekend—or rent sci-fi or horror films on videocassette. He liked to keep up with certain comics like Cerebus and Ronin and Swamp Thing, but he’d lost interest in most of the titles he used to love—especially ones with characters in tights. Occasionally he’d buy a record album if he liked it enough. His latest had been Prince’s 1999; he’d probably buy Synchronicity by the Police next.


	Dad had insisted he find a part-time job that would, in his words, “allow you enough time to enjoy the summer but help you learn the value of a dollar.”


	Well, fine. But Jack would have found one anyway because he wasn’t comfortable with an allowance—given money didn’t feel like it was really his. But the money he earned—that belonged to him and him alone.


	The phone rang and Jack hustled over to pick it up.


	“USED.”


	“Yes, hello,” said an accented voice. “This is Professor Nakamura. May I speak to Mister Rosen, please?”


	He handed over the phone and listened while Mr. Rosen talked about Carnival Glass, then moved the conversation to the “artifact” he and Weezy had found.


	“You say you’ll be around tomorrow morning?” he said into the phone, then pointed to Jack, who nodded vigorously.


	Yeah, they could make it.


	“Fine. I’ll send them over around ten o’clock.”


	Yes! Now they’d get some answers.


	He hoped.
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	Jack kept a careful watch for his brother as he sat at the kitchen counter and shelled his pistachios. He had a pile of sixteen. Four to go. No sign of Tom, but he had this strange sensation of being watched. He looked around and saw no one. Was he getting paranoid?


	Mom had My Fair Lady playing on the stereo. Of all the soundtracks, that was probably his favorite. He loved the melodies, but the lyrics were outstanding.


	He was thinking about the meeting with this professor tomorrow, and about what he might say, when he knocked half a dozen unshelled pistachios off the counter. As he squatted to gather them up he saw a shadow swoop by. Before he could react, Tom had scooped up the shelled pistachios and tossed them into his mouth. Without breaking stride or even looking around, he hit the back door and was outside before Jack could get over his shock and react.


	Rage blazed. He looked at the cutlery drawer and imagined himself grabbing one of the Ginsu knives his father had bought from the TV last year and chasing after Tom. But what would he do when he caught him—cut off his hands?


	Nice fantasy, but …


	Calming himself, Jack sat and stared at the spot where his pistachios had sat. How’d that expression go? Fool me once, shame on you … fool me twice, shame on me.


	Yeah, he thought. Shame on me for leaving those out there. But that didn’t mean Tom wasn’t due a little payback.


	He was calm now, calm enough to remember another old saying: Revenge is a dish best served cold.


	Cold … he’d have to think on this.


	Relax, Tom. Enjoy the moment. Rest easy that you’re home free. But your time is coming. Soon you’re going to regret messing with me.


	Kate rushed into the room then, with Mom and Dad close behind.


	“Jack, they’ve identified the body you found!”


	He held his breath.


	Dad said, “Anyone we know?”


	Mom’s hands folded under her chin. “It’s not that Kurek girl, is it?”


	“No. Dental records identified him as Anton Boruff, a jeweler from Mount Holly who disappeared two years ago. It’ll be in the papers tomorrow.” She lowered her voice. “But what won’t be in the papers is that the police have suspected him of being a fugitive.”


	“Really?” Jack said. This was getting better and better. “From the law?”


	Kate nodded. “Seemed he’d been ripping people off, selling fake diamonds as investment grade. The police thought he’d absconded with the money, but I guess one of his victims got to him before he made his getaway.”


	“At least he’s not a local,” Mom said. “I mean, it’s a shame he’s dead, of course, rest his soul. Just that I was afraid it was someone we knew. The thought of having a killer among us …” She shuddered. “But if he’s from Mount Holly—”


	“Well,” Kate said, “he must have been in and out of here a lot because he was some sort of pooh-bah in the Lodge.”


	“Oh, dear,” Mom said. “I’ve never liked those people. They’re so sneaky. I wish they’d find someplace else to meet.”


	Everybody called it simply “the Lodge” but Jack had heard it was a branch of something called the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order. The Lodge building had been in Old Town forever. The Order was secretive about its activities and purposes and membership. One thing everybody knew: It was very selective about who it accepted. Every once in a while a newcomer to town would try to join, only to learn that membership was by invitation only—you had to be asked. Nobody knew what the qualifications were. Rumor had it the membership included some of the state’s most influential and powerful people.


	“How do they know he was with the Lodge?” Jack said.


	“Because he had some unrotted skin left on his back and the Septimus Lodge’s seal had been branded into it.”


	Mom gasped, Dad winced.


	Everyone knew that seal: an intricate starlike design that made you a little dizzy if you looked too close. A huge model of it hung above the Lodge’s front door.


	Smiling, Kate raised a hand before Jack could speak.


	“I know how your mind works, Jack, and the answer is no: He wasn’t tortured with the brand or anything like that. The medical examiner said it was many years old. Probably some sort of rite they go through.”


	Jack hesitated to ask his next question. He didn’t want to seem too morbid, but he had to know.


	Finally he cleared his throat and said, “What about the ritual?”


	Kate shook her head. “I asked Tim about that and he says they’re holding the details back for now.” She smiled. “But don’t worry. I’ll find out. Jenny Styles from Cherry Hill—you’ve met her, Mom. She’s a year ahead of me at med school, but guess where she’s externing.”


	Jack and his mother shrugged.


	“The ME’s office. She’s been assisting with the autopsies. I know I’ll be able to get it out of her. She loves to talk.”


	“Cool.” Jack could always depend on Kate. “I wonder if they stuffed his mouth with the fake diamonds.”


	Mom said, “Jack!”


	“Well, the Mafia stuffs a dead bird in a stoolie’s mouth, so I just thought—”


	“That’s not exactly a ritual,” Kate said.


	A ritual … Jack figured the possibilities would haunt his dreams tonight.


	“Any other news?”


	She laughed. “Isn’t that enough? Don’t worry, I’m on the case.” She lowered her voice to a mock announcer’s tone, like Walter Cronkite’s. “News bulletins will be reported as soon as they’re received.”


	“Great.”


	He scooped up the unshelled pistachios and dropped them back into the bag. Tom’s theft had stolen his appetite for them.


	“I’m heading over to Steve’s.”


	Steve had been calling all day, saying Jack had to come over tonight because his father had something to show him.


	Dad said, “How’s that computer coming along?”


	“Okay, I guess. The instructions aren’t very clear.”


	“Well, my hat’s off to you for trying. I know what I went through with that Apple One.”


	Jack wondered if they’d ever get finished, what with Steve Brussard getting half smashed every night.
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	“So you saw only the head?” Mr. Brussard said.


	He and Jack and Steve sat around the kitchen table—the boys drinking Pepsi, Steve’s father sipping some sort of mixed drink. He’d started quizzing Jack the instant he arrived.


	Steve’s expression was avid. “Was it gross?”


	“Majorly.”


	Steve was a reduced Xerox copy of his father—same round face, same hazel eyes, same thick, curly reddish hair that clung to the scalp like a bad toupee.


	“So that was it?” Mr. Brussard said, leaning closer. “You didn’t see the rest of the body?”


	“No, and maybe I’m glad I didn’t. I mean, what with it being a ritual murder and all.”


	Steve slammed his palm on the table. “What? No way! You’re putting me on!”


	His father had his eyes squeezed shut and was rubbing them with a thumb and forefinger. “What sort of ritual?”


	Me and my big mouth, Jack thought.


	He’d forgotten that no one was supposed to know about that. At least not yet.


	“I don’t know. They’re … they’re keeping that secret.”


	“Have they identified him yet?”


	With a start Jack wondered how Mr. Brussard knew it was a him, and then realized he’d been thinking of the corpse as a “him” as well.


	“Maybe it’s Marcie Kurek,” Steve said.


	Marcie again. Well, no surprise. For a while last year her disappearance had been all anyone talked about.


	Jack figured he could tell them the identity since it would be in tomorrow’s papers. But he couldn’t remember the man’s name.


	“A jeweler from Mount Holly.”


	“Anton Boruff,” Mr. B said in a low voice.


	Steve’s eyes were wide. “Dad, you knew him?”


	His father said, “Heard of him. It was in all the papers a few years ago. Vanished without a trace. Some people thought he’d left his wife and run off with another woman, but …” He shrugged.


	Jack couldn’t mention the diamonds, and anyway he was tired of talking about the body. Looking for a way off it, he remembered Steve’s calls.


	“Steve said you had something you wanted to show me, Mister Brussard.”


	The man looked confused for a couple of seconds. “What? Oh, right. But it’s not something to see. More like hear. We’ll have to go into the living room.”


	They rose and followed him until he turned and pointed to the middle of the family den floor.


	“All right, boys, sit yourselves down right there—that’s what we call the sweet spot.”


	Jack had no idea what was going on, but complied. Sipping from their Pepsis, he and Steve situated themselves cross-legged on the shag carpet while Mr. Brussard fiddled with a bunch of electronic components racked on a shelf at the far end of the room.


	“Now I know you’ve heard parts, or maybe even all of this before, but you’ve never heard it like this.”


	He seemed to be trying to sound cheerful when he really wasn’t. If that was the case, he was doing a lousy job.


	“Heard what?” Steve said.


	“Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture.”


	Steve groaned. “Aw, man! Classical music?”


	Jack was no fan himself. The only thing he liked less was opera. Listening to some of those fat ladies’ wailing voices was like fingernails on a blackboard.


	“Wait. Just wait. It’s a long piece, but I’m going to get you to the good part. This was digitally recorded and they used real cannons for the finale. You’ve got to hear it to believe it.”


	Jack didn’t know what “digitally recorded” meant, but real cannons … that might be cool.


	Mr. B fiddled with some buttons. “Let me advance it to the sixteen-minute mark so as not to strain your short attention spans. There. Now … listen.”


	With a flourish he hit a button and instantly the living room filled with an orchestra playing a familiar tune Jack had heard a million times on commercials and TV shows. But loud. And so clear. No hiss, no static, no pops … just pure music.


	And then the cannons started blasting. Jack jumped and almost dropped his Pepsi can. He looked at Steve who was looking back all wide-eyed and amazed. The explosions were so real and so loud Jack could feel them vibrating through the floor into his butt. He started laughing with the pure excess of the sound.


	When the cannons stopped, Steve’s father turned off the music and hit a button that popped a little drawer out of one of the components. Then he turned to them.


	“Ever hear anything like that? You’ve just experienced state-of-the-art tweeters and mid-range speaks plus a sixteen-inch subwoofer.” He held up a silvery plastic disk. “All playing this.”


	“What’s that?” Steve said.


	“It’s called a compact disc, or CD, for short. It’s the latest thing in music.”


	Steve’s father was known as a gadget freak. As soon as anything new came out, especially in electronics, he’d be on it.


	Jack had never heard of a CD, but he wanted to hear more. The sound quality, the bone-rattling bass … the possibilities …


	“Do any of these CDs have real music—I mean, rock music?” He looked at Steve. “Just think what Def Leppard would sound like.”


	Steve grinned. “‘Foolin’!’ Yeah. That would be awesome!”


	“Sorry, guys. Not much available yet, and it’s mostly classical. But in the future … who knows?”


	“Can you play that again, Dad?”


	He popped the disc back in the tray, slid it closed, and did his thing with the buttons.


	“You listen. I’ll be right back.”


	As soon as his father left the room, Steve hopped up and rushed to the nearby liquor cabinet. While the cannons boomed and shook the room, he pulled an unlabeled bottle from within and poured a long shot into his Pepsi. He replaced the bottle, closed the door, and was back at Jack’s side just as the music began to wind down.


	From upstairs he heard Mrs. Brussard yelling, “Would you please turn that noise down?”


	“Okay, guys,” Mr. B said as he hurried back into the room. “I’ve got some calls to make, so why don’t you two hit the basement and get to work on that computer.”


	Steve jumped up. “Okay. Let’s do it.”


	As Jack followed Steve toward the basement door he glanced back and saw Mr. Brussard standing by his rack of stereo equipment, staring off into space with a worried expression.


	Though the music had been awesome, he wondered if Mr. Brussard had used this new CD player as an excuse to get him over so he could quiz him about the body.
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	“Are you trying to get caught?” Jack said when they reached the finished basement.


	Steve grinned at him. “Don’t worry about it. Besides, that just makes it more fun.” He offered his Pepsi to Jack. “Sip?”


	Jack hesitated, then took the can and swigged.


	Awful.


	“You do know how to ruin a good Pepsi,” he said, handing it back. “What’s in there this time?”


	Steve tended to grab whatever was available from the liquor cabinet. He didn’t seem to care.


	“Applejack.”


	Jack shook his head. Dad had given him a taste once—”To take the mystery out of it,” he’d said—and he’d hated it. Burned his tongue and nose and made him cough. Same with Scotch, although that tasted more mediciney. And beer … he didn’t know about other brands, but Dad’s Carling Black Label was bitter. He couldn’t imagine ever liking beer.


	Give him Pepsi any day.


	“Let’s get to work.”


	They had all the pieces to the Heathkit H-89 laid out on a card table. The company had been bought and had stopped making the kits, but Steve’s father had picked up this 1979 model for a bargain price. Jack couldn’t wait to get it assembled and up and running. It looked so much cooler than Dad’s Apple because it was all one piece: keyboard, monitor, and floppy drive all in the same casing.


	According to the instructions they were almost halfway there. They’d have been further along if Steve had been more help. But he’d developed this thing for liquor.


	He hadn’t always been like this. In fact he’d never been like this before he went away to that Pennsylvania soccer camp last month. He was a great soccer player, and because of that he tended to get teamed up with older players. Jack had a feeling some of those older players had introduced Steve to hard liquor and it had flipped some sort of switch in his head.


	“Why don’t you put off your cocktail or whatever until we’ve got the CPU installed.”


	The Heathkit came with a Z-80 processor, whatever that was, which was the heart and brain of the computer. If they didn’t install it correctly, nothing would work.


	“Okay, okay.”


	He took a long swig before placing the can on the far corner of the table, then he moved up beside Jack to study the diagram. Jack was a little worried about him.


	“Still don’t know why you want to ruin the taste of a Pepsi.”


	“Well, the booze tastes too bad to drink straight.”


	“Then why—?”


	“Because maybe I like the way it makes me feel, okay?” he said with an edge in his voice.


	Obviously Steve didn’t like talking about it. Maybe he knew he had a problem. Jack tried warning him off another way.


	“Sooner or later your dad’s going to notice his bottles getting empty, and since they can’t be emptying themselves …”


	Steve gave a dismissive wave. “My dad’s too busy at the Lodge to notice.”


	Jack couldn’t hide his surprise. “The Lodge? Your father’s a member of the Lodge?”


	Steve shrugged. “Yeah. Like forever. Why?”


	“Nothing.”


	But Jack’s mind whirled. Just a little while ago when Steve had asked if his father had known the dead man, Mr. Brussard had said he’d “heard of him.” But if they were both members of the Lodge, wouldn’t he have more than heard of him?
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	Professor Nakamura lived on the other side of Route 206 in the well-to-do area of Johnson—the most recently developed section, where they had real sidewalks and curbs and where homes tended to be bigger and more lavish than regular folks’. Since it occupied the westernmost end of town, as far as possible from Old Town on the east, its residents had started calling their neighborhood “New Town.” The name never caught on with anyone else.


	A little after nine-thirty, Weezy swung by Jack’s place with the cube and the two of them biked down Quakerton Road. They had plenty of time so they rode slowly, weaving back and forth as they talked.


	Jack told her what Kate had said about the identity of the corpse and how he had the Lodge’s seal branded on his back.


	“The Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order,” Weezy said, shaking her head. “Should have known.”


	“Why should you have known?”


	“All right, I should have guessed when you said ritual murder.”


	Jack’s stomach did a flip. “They kill people?”


	Weezy shrugged. “Who knows what they do? They’re rumored to have all sorts of rituals. I’ve tried to read up on the order but there’s almost no hard facts. Lots of theories, but it’s so secretive no one seems to know much for sure. One thing that’s certain is the Ancient Septimus Order is really and truly ancient. Lots older than the Masons.”


	“The masons? You mean bricklayers?”


	Weezy rolled her eyes. “No, another secret society. The order has lodges all over the world and they call the shots in many places. Like New Jersey, for instance. It’s said nothing gets done in this state unless the Lodge approves. Everybody chalks it up to corruption, but it’s the Lodge.”


	Jack had to laugh. “C’mon, Weez! We’re talking about Johnson, New Jersey, here. The butt end of nowhere. If this order is oh-so-powerful, don’t you think it’d set up in Trenton or Newark? I mean, anywhere but Johnson.”


	Weezy gave him that tolerant smile she used when she was about to tell someone what she thought everyone should already know.


	“The Lodge wasn’t built in Johnson … Johnson—or Quakerton, as it was called back then—was built around the Lodge.”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“The Lodge was here first. Some say it was here even before Columbus came to the Americas, but no one can prove that.”


	“How can that be? Look at the building. It can’t be that old.”


	Another eye roll. “Ever hear of rebuilding and remodeling? Anyway, some accounts—and I can’t say how reliable they are—say that members had settled themselves around the Lodge in what they called Quakerton—what we now call Old Town—long before the Pilgrims arrived.”


	“How is that possible?”


	“Well, it’s pretty well accepted that the Norse and even Irish had settlements in North America in the eleventh century. Who’s to say who else was around? But here’s what’s really interesting: If the Lodge’s settlement was already here when the Pilgrims arrived in 1620, how could they have called it Quakerton when the first Quakers didn’t even exist until 1647?”


	Jack said, “I don’t know about you, but that sounds like pretty good proof that somebody”—his turn to give a look—”has her dates screwed up.”


	“Maybe it meant something else. Maybe their idea of a Quaker wasn’t our idea of a Quaker.”


	Jack found that unsettling, but couldn’t say why.


	“And another thing—” She stopped and pointed. “Look!”


	They’d reached the light at the highway, and Jack saw what had caught her attention. The flashing lights of a pair of cop cars and an ambulance were spinning like mad at Sumter’s used cars across 206.


	He looked at Weezy, she at him, and they both nodded.


	Jack led the way across the highway and into the car lot where they stopped behind two deputies. Both were watching a guy and a woman from the volunteer first-aid squad work on an unconscious man who lay spread-eagled on the pavement. They’d torn open his shirt and slipped some kind of plastic board under his back. The first-aid guy was on his knees, thumping on the man’s chest while the woman held a face mask over his nose and mouth and squeezed a football-shaped bag to pump air into his lungs.


	Jack wondered who it could be. He noticed one of the deputies was Tim but didn’t dare ask him. He’d shoo them away for sure.


	The first-aid guy was bathed in sweat. He stopped thumping and listened to the chest while pressing two fingers against the man’s throat. Then he leaned back and looked at his watch.


	“Twenty minutes of CPR and nothing. He’s a goner.” Another look at his watch. “I’m pronouncing him at nine-forty-seven.”


	The deputies pulled out pads and pens and made notes as the woman first-aider removed the mask. The dead man’s face was white, his mouth hung open, and his glassy eyes stared at nothing.


	Jack and Weezy gasped in unison when they recognized Mr. Sumter.


	Tim must have heard, because he turned and saw them.


	“Okay, you two. Move on. Nothing to see here.”


	Jack said, “What happened?”


	“Looks like a heart attack.” He waved them off. “Come on, now. Get going. Clear the area. Haven’t you two seen enough dead bodies this week?”


	That startled Jack. It hadn’t occurred to him. Come to think of it, he and Weezy had seen two dead people in less than forty-eight hours.


	Wow.


	As they were wheeling away he glanced back just as the first-aiders were rolling Mr. Sumter onto his side to remove the plastic board from under him. His shirt had ridden up, revealing a symbol scarred into his back.


	The seal of the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order.


	Two dead men … both Lodgers. But they couldn’t possibly be connected.


	Could they?
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	Jack led the way to Professor Nakamura’s place.


	He lived on Emerson Lane, home to Johnson’s biggest houses, and the only street in town that ended in a cul-de-sac. The so-called New Town used to be Eppinger’s sod farm, and so it had no native trees. Any oaks and maples in sight had been trucked in and planted by the homeowners. A cornfield stretched to the north, the leaves on the green stalks waving gently in the breeze. To the south lay an orchard, its trees sagging with fruit.


	The professor answered the door and welcomed them in. A chubby little man with a round face, gold-rimmed glasses, short black hair graying at the temples, he led them to a library. All sorts of stone heads and statuettes vied for space with the books crammed on the shelves. A big window overlooked a sand garden in his backyard. Three big lava stones of varying sizes had been set at odd intervals, and the sand had been raked into curving patterns around them. Jack liked the effect. Very peaceful.


	“Now, what have you brought me?” the professor said in a soft, accented voice as he seated himself behind a mahogany desk. Jack recognized it as mahogany because Mr. Rosen had been teaching him about the different kinds of wood that went into the old furniture in his store. “Mister Rosen says I will find it very interesting.”


	Weezy handed Jack the cube. He placed it on the desk blotter and opened it.


	The professor stared at the pyramid for a moment, then ran his hands over its surface. He removed a magnifying glass from a drawer and gave it a quick once-over.


	“You found this in the woods?” He spoke without looking up.


	“Yes.” Weezy glanced at Jack. “We dug it out of something that might be a burial mound.”


	He grunted and continued his examination. “Really. And you think it is … what? Some sort of ancient artifact?”


	“We don’t know,” Jack said. “That’s why we brought it to you.”


	Professor Nakamura grunted again, then put down the pyramid, took off his glasses, and looked at them. His lips were pursed like he’d just bitten into a lemon.


	“Are you trying to hoax me?”


	The question took Jack by surprise. “Hoax? No way! We really dug that up and—”


	“If that is true, then someone is hoaxing you.”


	“Impossible!” Weezy said. She looked majorly upset. “Nobody knew where we’d be digging, not even us!”


	The professor raised a hand and smiled. “No-no. Not you purposely. Anyone. Hoaxers like to find a mound—burial or otherwise—and plant phony artifacts in them, then wait until they’re found.”


	“But—”


	“A tablet with Phoenician writing ‘discovered’ in Grave Creek mound in West Virginia in eighteen hundreds—fake. Piltdown man—fake. Ica stones from Peru—fake.”


	“I don’t know about that stuff,” Jack said. “But I can tell you, if someone buried that cube and hoped someone else would find it, he must have been ready to wait a long, long time. Because it was buried in an area of the Barrens where hardly anyone goes.”


	Professor Nakamura frowned. “But you said it was a mound. Someone must have told you about it.”


	“Uh-uh.” Jack jerked his thumb at Weezy. “She found it.”


	The professor stared at her. “This is true?”


	She nodded.


	He picked up the pyramid again, tracing his pinkie finger along the symbols.


	“These symbols look pre-Sumerian, which would make them six or seven thousand years old. But on this pyramid … notice how cleanly they have been etched into its surface? Back then, scratching quills on wet clay tablets was state of the art. So it is obviously a hoax.”


	“It’s not a hoax,” Weezy said. “Can’t you feel it? It feels old.”


	The professor offered half a smile. “Archaeology and anthropology cannot operate on feelings, young miss.”


	Weezy looked ready to explode, so Jack jumped in. “Isn’t there some carbon-dating test you can do to see how old it is?”


	His smile broadened. “Carbon-fourteen dating is not a test one does in one’s basement. And besides, carbon-fourteen can date only organic material, like wood or bone.” He tapped the pyramid. “This is not organic.”


	“There must be some way,” Jack said.


	The professor sat silent, as if thinking. Finally he said, “I suppose we can try potassium argon dating. It can date nonorganic material—”


	“Great! Let’s do it.”


	“I must take this to the university then—”


	“No!” Weezy cried. “You can’t take it away!”


	He spread his hands. “Then I cannot help you.”


	Jack touched her arm. “Come on, Weez. Otherwise we’ll never know.”


	“I’ll never see it again. I just know it.”


	She looked at him with glistening eyes—were those tears? He hoped she wasn’t going to cry. He’d never seen Weezy cry and didn’t want to now.


	“Look—”


	“I finally found one, Jack,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I finally got my hands on one of the secrets. I can’t just let it go.”


	He had a sudden idea.


	“Hey, why don’t we compromise? Keep the box and let the professor take the pyramid.”


	She opened her mouth as if to say no without even thinking, but stopped. After a moment’s thought she said, “Look, if we’ve got to give him something, let him take the box. I want the pyramid.”


	“The pyramid will work out better,” the professor said. “Its engravings might be the easiest to date most accurately.”


	Weezy chewed her lip, her gaze locked on the pyramid. Finally she said, “Okay. But you promise I’ll get it back? You promise?”


	“I promise,” the professor said. “My department handles artifacts and specimens all the time. We are experts. You have nothing to fear.”


	“I hope not. But there’s something I’ve got to do before you take it.” She looked around. “Can I have a pencil and a piece of paper?”


	“Of course.”


	The professor produced them immediately from the top drawer of his desk. Weezy grabbed the pyramid and laid the paper over one of its sides. Then she began rubbing the pencil over it. The engraved symbol appeared. She did this with all six sides.


	“Don’t forget the bottom,” Jack said.


	Weezy nodded and finished up with that. She put down the pyramid and held up the paper to look over her work.


	“Got it.”


	Jack peered over her shoulder at the strange symbols. What could they mean?


	He gathered up the flattened panels and snapped them back into a cube while the professor lifted a hard-sided briefcase from the floor. He laid it on the desk, opened it, and placed the pyramid inside.


	As he snapped it closed, Jack glanced at Weezy. She looked like some of those mothers he’d see at the bus stop every fall when they sent their child off to school for the first time.
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	Moments later they were standing outside, blinking in the bright summer sunshine. Weezy looked downhearted.


	“It’ll be all right, Weez,” he said as they got back on their bikes.


	She looked at him. “Will it? What if they lose it?”


	“Come on. He’s an archaeologist. He does this sort of thing all the time.”


	She sighed. “I know, but …” She let the word hang.


	“At least we’ll know how old it is. That’s important, don’t you think?”


	She shrugged. “I guess so. But on the other hand, I don’t care how old they say it is, I know it’s old and I know it’s important.”


	Jack felt a growing impatience. “But that’s just it, Weez—you don’t know. You feel, you wish, you believe, you hope, but that’s not knowing. To know you’ve got to have some facts.”


	She looked at him and shook her head. “You just don’t get it, Jack. I don’t think you’ll ever get it.”


	He was about to ask her just what she meant by that when he heard a car horn toot-toot. He looked around to see a new, light blue Mustang GLX convertible with the top down. They were still in the professor’s driveway and the car had pulled to the curb a few feet away. He instantly recognized the driver.


	Carson Toliver.


	Everybody knew Carson Toliver. Son of Edward Toliver, the rich, big-shot real estate developer who lived in the biggest house in town at the far end of the cul-de-sac. Local boy hero who’d enter his senior year as captain and quarterback of the Burlington Badgers, the high school football team. Probably wind up captain of the basketball team too. He had the tanned skin, long blond hair, and good looks of a California surfer dude.


	And he was looking at Weezy.


	“You’re Weezy Connell, aren’t you.”


	Weezy nodded but said nothing. She looked like a deer in headlights.


	“Yeah, I’ve seen you around. Heard you found a body in the Pines.”


	She may have found a body but she hadn’t found her voice yet.


	“We both did,” Jack said.


	He looked at Jack for the first time. “And you are?”


	“Just Jack,” Weezy said, her voice sounding thick. “He’s a friend. Just a friend. He’s going to be starting as a freshman next month.”


	Carson had already lost interest in Jack and was refocused on Weezy.


	“So … this body. Was finding it gross or cool?”


	“A little bit of both, I guess.”


	“I’ll bet it was. I’d offer you a ride but I see you’ve got your bike. Maybe we can get together sometime and talk about it.”


	“W-with me?” Weezy said.


	“Sure. I’d love to hear all about it.” He put the car in gear and waved. “Later, Weezy.”


	She waved, then stood with her jaw hanging open as she watched him go.


	“Close your mouth before you start catching flies.”


	She turned to him, mouth still open. “Do you believe that? He spoke to me. He actually stopped and spoke to me.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head back. “I can’t believe it!”


	“Am I missing something here?”


	“Carson Toliver wants to get together with me!” She was talking to the air. Jack could have been miles away.


	“So?”


	Finally she came back to Earth—or at least into shallow orbit—and looked at Jack as if he’d just told her he was from the Crab Nebula.


	“‘So’? He’s a hunk! He’s more than a hunk, he’s the hunk! And he … he asked me out. Well, kind of. How cool is that?”


	“Too cool for words,” Jack said, letting the sarcasm drip. “Let’s ride.”


	She didn’t seem to hear him. She was tugging on her ponytail. “Look at my hair! And how I’m dressed! Lame! And I’m on a bike! A bike! I must look like a total dweeb!”


	“Well, it’s not as if you can drive yet. You’re only fourteen.”


	“I’ll be fifteen next month!”


	“Still …”


	“If I’d been walking he’d have given me a ride.”


	Jack had about all he could take. He started riding back toward 206. If Weezy wanted to come that was up to her, but he wasn’t going to stand there and listen to any more of her burbling babble.


	He didn’t know why he was feeling ticked off. Okay, maybe he did. To see Weezy go all gaga just because some guy stopped and said hello … it shouldn’t bother him, but it did. That wasn’t his Weezy—or rather, not the Weezy Jack knew. His Weezy wasn’t like other girls. She was different. Special. Carson Toliver should be gaga because she’d spoken to him.


	“Hey, Jack!” he heard her call behind him. “Wait up!”


	He was tempted to say, Don’t you mean, ‘just Jack’? but didn’t want to let her know how that had bothered him, or that he’d even noticed. Talk about getting dropped like a hot potato.


	She’d probably wanted to let Carson know they weren’t going out or anything like that. And … well … they weren’t. So why had it bothered him?


	He didn’t know.


	He slowed to let her catch up.


	“What’s the hurry?” she said.


	“Got an errand to run.”


	“Oh. Want me to come along?”


	“That’s okay.”


	No traffic in sight when they came to 206 so they buzzed straight across.


	“Is something wrong?” she said when they reached the other side.


	“No, why?”


	“You’re acting weird.”


	Yeah, he probably was. He needed a cover.


	“My brother’s been hassling me. I want to teach him a lesson and I need a special ingredient for that.”


	“And that’s the errand?”


	He nodded.


	She said, “Anything I can do to help?”


	He glanced at her. “This is gonna be pretty much a one-man show, but if I need a hand, I’ll let you know.”


	She smiled. “If you need me, I’m there.”


	Jack didn’t know why, but suddenly he felt a change. Like a weight had lifted from his shoulders.


	Weird.
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	Mr. Vito Canelli lived on a corner up the street from Jack and was known for having the best lawn in town. An older, retired, white-haired widower, he wouldn’t let anyone else touch his lawn. He cut it twice a week, watered it by hand every other day, and trimmed its edges so neatly it looked like he’d used scissors.


	Although his lawn was off-limits, he would hire Jack to shovel his walks and driveway in winter.


	His front yard was open but he kept his back fenced in to protect his vegetable gardens from rabbits and the Pinelands deer that wandered through town. Except for the paths between the beds, almost every square inch of his backyard was planted with tomatoes, zucchini, asparagus, and half a dozen varieties of peppers.


	Toward the end of summer—like now—he’d set up a table in the shade and sell the excess from his garden. Jack’s mom was a regular customer for his huge Jersey beefsteak tomatoes.


	But Jack wasn’t in the market for tomatoes.


	He leaned his bike against a tree and waved to where Mr. Canelli sat in the middle of his lawn pulling crabgrass by hand.


	Jack inspected the peppers on the table. He saw green, red, and yellow bells, and pale green frying peppers. Not what he was looking for.


	“Do you have any hot peppers?” he said, walking up to the old man.


	Mr. Canelli looked up from under a broad-brimmed straw hat.


	“Of course,” he said in his Italian accent. “But I keep for myself. They much too hot for people around here.”


	“I’d like to buy the hottest you’ve got.”


	He shook his head. “You won’t be able to eat. I can eat habañeros like they candy, but my hottest—no-no-no. I use a tiny, tiny amount in soup or gravy.”


	“It’s not for me. This person will eat them.”


	He gave Jack a long stare, then raised his hand. “Help me up and I show you what I got.”


	Jack helped pull him to his feet, then followed him into the backyard.


	“These are jalapeños,” he said, pointing at some dark green oblong peppers maybe two inches long. “They hot.” He moved on and pointed to a shorter orange pepper. “Even more hot habañeros.” And then he stopped at a bushy plant with little berry-size peppers. “And here the king. The smallest of the lot, but the most hot. A special breed of tepin I cross with habañero.”


	“Tay-peen?” Jack had never heard of it. But then, what did he know about peppers? “How much apiece?”


	Mr. Canelli shook his head. “I don’t sell. Too hot.”


	“Please? Just a couple?”


	The old man stared at him, smiling. “You up to no good, eh?”


	Jack fought to keep his expression innocent. How did he know?


	“What do you mean?”


	“You know exactly what I mean. But you a good kid. I see you with the lawn mower, I watch you shovel snow. You work hard. I give you some.”


	“I can pay.”


	“I have dried one inside. You wait.”


	While Mr. Canelli went inside, Jack wandered through the garden, marveling at the size of the tomatoes and zucchinis. The old guy definitely had a green thumb.


	When he returned a few minutes later he handed Jack a small white envelope.


	“You take.”


	Jack peeked inside and saw half a dozen little red peppers.


	“Hey, thanks.”


	“You be careful. You wash you hands after you touch. Never rub you eyes. If you burn you mouth, take milk. Or maybe butter. Water only make worse.”


	“Got it,” Jack said. “Thanks a million.”


	He hopped on his bike and stifled himself until he was well down the street. Then he did the mwah-ha-ha-ha laugh the rest of the way home.
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	As Jack was biking to USED at midday, he heard someone call his name. He looked around and saw a long-haired, bearded man waving to him from the front porch of the Bainbridge house.


	Weird Walt.


	“Hey, Jack! Got a minute?”


	Jack had a few. He swung the bike around and coasted into the driveway. Walt was rocking in the shade of the porch. He pointed a gloved hand at an empty rocker beside him.


	“C’mon up and set a spell.”


	“I gotta get to work.”


	“Just a coupla minutes.”


	Jack shrugged. “Okay.”


	He laid his bike down on the dry lawn that badly needed watering. Walt lived here with his sister and her husband. He took care of the yard, but wasn’t very good at it.


	As Jack hopped up the steps to the porch, Walt patted the seat of the rocker again.


	“Here. Sit.”


	He noticed his gloves were leather. His hands had to be majorly hot and sweaty in those. As Jack seated himself, Walt leaned close and stared, his gaze boring into him. It made Jack uncomfortable.


	“What?”


	“Just checking.”


	“Checking what?”


	“I thought you might be him, but you’re not.”


	“What made you think—?”


	“Don’t worry. I’ll know him when I meet him.”


	With that Walt scooted his rocker a foot farther away, as if afraid to stay too close.


	Well, he wasn’t called Weird Walt for nothing.


	Jack leaned back and started rocking. Not a bad way to spend a summer afternoon.


	“What’s up, Mister Erskine?”


	He laughed. “They called my father ‘Mister Erskine.’ Call me Walt. I wanna thang you for comin’ to my aid yesterday.”


	Jack gave him a closer look. Barely lunchtime and already he had red eyes and slurred words. Jack felt a mixture of sorrow and distaste. And worry … Steve Brussard could end up like this if he didn’t get a grip.


	“I didn’t do anything,” Jack said. “Mrs. Clevenger did all the work.”


	“Yeah, but you were there and you were on my side. Would’ve been just as easy for you and Weezy to join the crowd against me. But you two aren’t herd members.”


	“Yeah, well …”


	“Don’t minimize it, Jack. Look, I know what people think of me. I know I’m the town weirdo and the town drunk—I know I’m ‘Weird Walt.’ I’m a lot of things, Jack, but I ain’t stupid.”


	“I … I never thought you were.” Where was this going?


	“An’ I’m not crazy. I know I act crazy, but I have very good reasons for what I do. Like these gloves.” He held up his hands. “I wear them so’s I don’t touch anyone.”


	“Yeah. Okay.” This was getting weird.


	“An’ I don’t drink ‘cause I want to, I drink ‘cause I have to. I drink to survive.”


	Jack couldn’t help saying, “I don’t understand.”


	“You wouldn’t. You couldn’t. Nobody can. Not even my buddies in ‘Nam.”


	“Is it something that happened in the war?”


	Walt stared at him with a strange look in his eyes. Jack tried to identify it. The only word he could come up with was … lost.


	“Yeah.”


	“What?”


	“I don’t talk about it. I used to, but I don’t anymore. It landed me in a mental hospital once. I don’t want to go back again.”


	“My dad was in the Korean War. He won’t talk about that either.”


	Walt looked away. “Lotta people like that. War changes you. Sometimes it’s something you did, sometimes it’s something that was done to you. Either way, you don’t come back the same.”


	Jack was thinking his dad seemed pretty normal—except for never talking about it. Jack would have loved to hear some war stories.


	He thought of something he needed to know.


	“You know, um, Walt. If you were a soldier and all, why’d you let a couple of punks like Teddy and his friend push you around?”


	He shrugged. “I’m nonviolent.”


	“But—”


	“When I got drafted I said I wouldn’t fight but I’d be a medic.”


	“So you spent the war fixing people up instead of shooting them down?”


	“I don’t know about the fixing-up part. Mostly I just shot ‘em up with morphine so they could stand the pain and maybe stop screaming until dust-off.”


	“Dust-off?”


	“That was what we called a medevac mission—when a chopper would come in and carry off the wounded.” He shook his head. “The things I saw … the things I saw …” His voice became choked. “Maybe I shouldn’t have been a medic. If I’d been just a grunt back in sixty-eight, my life would be different now. But it got ruined.”


	All this was making Jack a little uncomfortable. He wished he’d worn a watch so he could look at it.


	“Um, I gotta run.”


	Walt swallowed and smiled. “I know you do. Thanks for stoppin’ and listenin’ to me ramble. I just needed to talk to you. You did the right thing yesterday and I wanted you to know that you didn’t do it for some useless, drunken lump of human protoplasm. That the guy you see on the outside is not the same as the guy on the inside. Did I get that across?”


	“Yeah, Walt,” he said, going down the porch steps. “Yeah, you did.”


	He smiled through his beard. “Good. Because I owe you one, man. And don’t you forget it. Because I won’t.”


	Jack hoped he’d never need to collect.
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	After putting in his hours at USED, Jack stopped at the Connell house on the way home. He and Eddie were battling for high score in Donkey Kong. Weezy came in just as Jack was handing the joystick back to Eddie.


	“Hey, Weez. I need to borrow the cube tonight.”


	She stopped in midstride and frowned. “Why?”


	“Want to show Steve. He’s handy with gadgets. I want to see if he can open it. I can’t be the only one.”


	“Gee … I don’t know.”


	Jack felt a flash of irritation. “Don’t know what? You think I’m going to lose it or something?”


	“No, I mean I don’t know if it’s a good idea to let it get around too much that we have it.”


	“If that pyramid is as special as you think it is, I’ll bet word of it is all around U of P by now.”


	She sighed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She looked deep into his eyes. “You’ll take good care of it, right?”


	Jack put his hand over his heart. “Guard it with my life.”


	“And you won’t tell anybody we found it with the body, right? ‘Cause they’ll take it away.”


	He held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”


	“I’m serious, Jack.”


	“So am I. You’ll have it back tomorrow.”


	“Promise?”


	“Promise.”


	“Okay, come upstairs. I need you to open it for me first.”


	He followed her up to her room where he opened the cube and laid it on her desk. He watched her pull out a sheet of paper and trace the design on the inside of the panels.


	“Why are you doing that?”


	“Just in case.”


	“You’re acting like you might not get it back.”


	“You think so?” she said without looking up.


	When she was finished she snapped the cube back together, then wrapped it in a towel and put it in a shopping bag. She handed it to him.


	“Don’t let it out of your sight.”


	Jack shook his head as walked back downstairs. You’d think he was borrowing her first-born child.
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	After dinner, Jack took the bag of pistachios to his room but didn’t bother shelling them right away. He needed to do something else first.


	He put on Journey’s Escape—loud—and played a few runs of air bass to “Don’t Stop Believing.” Nodding his head in time, he placed the dried tepin peppers in a cereal bowl and crushed them into flakes. Then, making sure no one was in sight, he crossed to the hall bathroom and added an ounce or two of tap water.


	Back in his room he mixed everything well, then set it aside and started shelling the pistachios. He’d done about ten when he heard a knock. Knowing it wasn’t Tom—he never knocked—Jack placed the latest issue of Cerebus over the pepper bowl and left the pistachios on his desk.


	“C’mon in.”


	He turned down the music as Kate stepped through the door. Her gaze flicked to his desk where she spotted the pistachios.


	She smiled. “Figure it’s safer to eat them in here, huh?”


	“At least tonight. What’s up?”


	Kate’s smile faded and she bit her lip. “I know I promised to find out for you, but I’m not sure I should tell you.”


	“You mean about the murder ritual?” Jack felt his heart rate kick up. He’d been dying to hear this. “Go ahead. You can tell me.”


	“It’s really bizarre.”


	Even better.


	“Tell-me-tell-me-tell-me!”


	“Okay. Well … Jenny told me that it seems whoever killed the man cut off his forearms at the elbows and crudely sewed them into his armpits.”


	“What?”


	Kate nodded. “Truth, I swear.”


	Jack tried to envision it but had trouble. “Oh man, that’s so weird. Was he …?”


	“Alive when they did it?” Kate smiled as she gave him a gentle slap on the back of his head. “Mister Morbid … I knew you’d ask.”


	“Well?”


	“Was he alive when they cut off his forearms? No.”


	That was a relief—in a way.


	“But what does the arm thing mean?” He snapped his fingers as an idea hit. “Maybe it has something to do with stealing.”


	“Traditionally thieves lose their right hand—and it’s not sewn into their armpit. I asked Jenny about it and she says the medical examiner’s going to make some calls, but he’s never heard of anything like it.”


	“Maybe it had nothing to do with the diamond scam.” Jack lowered his voice into an imitation of Weezy’s ooh-spooky tone: “Maybe it’s an ancient, secret cult, living unseen in the Pinelands for thousands of years, killing and mutilating unwary victims who cross their path! Mwah-ha-ha-ha!”


	She laughed and ruffled his brown hair. “Stop it. You read too many of the wrong books and watch too many crummy movies.”


	The crummy part was sure true. He’d seen Jaws 3-D last month and what a waste of money—crummy 3-D and crummier story.


	Kate pointed to the pistachios. “May I have one?”


	He cupped his palm around the pile and pushed it toward her. “You can have them all.”


	And he meant it. Anything Kate wanted she could have, no questions asked.


	She took just one, picking it up between a dainty thumb and forefinger. “This’ll do.” She popped it into her mouth and stepped to the door. “You want this closed?”


	He nodded. “Definitely.”


	“You’re not going to have nightmares tonight about being chased by short-armed men, are you?”


	He laughed. “As if.”


	On the other hand, that might be kind of cool—as long as it was only a dream.


	As soon as the door closed he went to work shelling another half dozen pistachios. When he was done he dropped the whole pile into the tepin bowl and swirled the mixture around and over them. Satisfied they were all nicely coated, he picked them out one by one and lined them up on his windowsill to dry.


	When he was finished, without thinking, he licked his two wet fingertips and instantly his tongue and lips were on fire. Fire! Like he’d licked the sun.


	He jumped up and dashed across the hall to the bathroom for water, but remembered Mr. Canelli’s words just in time: Water only make worse.


	His mouth was killing him, making his eyes tear. What had the old guy said to use instead? If you burn you mouth, take milk. Or maybe butter.


	Jack dashed for the kitchen, yanked open the refrigerator. On the door he spotted an open stick of Land O’Lakes butter. He gouged a piece off the end and shoved it into his mouth, running it all over the burning area. Slowly, the heat eased—didn’t leave entirely but at least became bearable.


	He hurried back to his room and stared at the drying pistachios. He’d touched just a drop—less than a drop—to his tongue and look what happened. If Tom ate that whole pile …


	Jack didn’t want to think about how that would feel. Might be too much payback, even for Tom.


	But on the other hand, Jack wasn’t handing them to his brother. Tom would have to steal them to taste them.


	The decision would be Tom’s, the outcome entirely up to him.
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	Steve couldn’t open the cube either.


	They’d been sitting at the Brussards’ kitchen table where Jack had demonstrated the technique at least a dozen times.


	He wondered if Steve had already been drinking. His fingers seemed kind of clumsy.


	“Hey, Dad!” Steve called. “Come check this out!”


	Mr. Brussard strolled in from the living room where Jack could hear some sort of classical music playing.


	“What’s—?” He froze in the doorway like he’d been hit with a paralyzer ray. His eyes were locked on the cube. “Where did you get that?”


	Remembering Weezy’s warning, Jack told a vague story of the two of them digging it up in the Barrens a while back.


	He concluded with, “I’m not even sure I could find my way back there.”


	Not true, of course, but his promise to Weezy overrode Mr. Brussard’s nosiness.


	“Get this, Dad. It’s impossible to open—at least for me.”


	Mr. Brussard frowned. “What makes you think it opens?”


	“Jack showed me how but I can’t do it.”


	Mr. Brussard stared at Jack. “You can open it?”


	Jack wondered why he looked so surprised. “Yeah. Kind of weird that I’m the only one.”


	“Yes … yes, it is.”


	Jack picked it up. “You ever seen anything like it before?”


	He shook his head. “No. It’s very strange looking, isn’t it.”


	Jack wasn’t sure, but he had a feeling Steve’s father wasn’t being totally honest.


	“Yeah, I guess.”


	“Open it for me,” Mr. Brussard said. “Let me see you do it.”


	Jack showed where he placed his thumbnails, then popped it open. Mr. Brussard’s eyes popped too.


	“But it’s empty!”


	Obviously. But he was acting as if he’d expected to see something.


	Jack told him about the pyramid. No point in keeping that a secret. Mr. Rosen and Professor Nakamura already knew about it, along with a bunch of people at U of P, no doubt. So why not?


	When Jack finished, Mr. Brussard looked like he had an upset stomach. “It’s at U of P? For dating?”


	“Yeah. Can’t wait for the results.”


	“Neither can I,” he said in a flat tone. “Be sure to tell me.”


	“Hey, Dad,” Steve said, clicking the cube back together and handing it to him. “See if you can open it.”


	Jack showed him, placing the man’s thumbnails in the seam as he’d done for everyone else who’d tried.


	“Now … pull them apart.”


	Mr. B did just that—


	And the box popped open.


	“You did it!” Steve cried.


	Mr. B didn’t seem surprised, but Jack certainly was. He didn’t know if he felt relieved or disappointed that he was no longer the only one. He’d belonged to an exclusive club, with a membership of one. Now …


	“Cool!” Steve said, snapping it back together again. “Let me give it another shot.”


	Just then the doorbell rang. When Mr. B opened it, Jack saw a worried looking man who seemed vaguely familiar. They shook hands in a funny sort of way, then Jack heard the newcomer say, “Gordon, we’ve got to talk. Sumter—”


	Mr. Brussard shushed him. “Wait here.” He returned to he kitchen and said, “Okay, boys. Got some business to discuss. Why don’t you two get back to work on the computer?”


	“Okay,” Steve said. “We’re almost done.”


	His father pointed to the cube. “You can leave that here.”


	Jack remembered Weezy’s warning: Don’t let it out of your sight. But he didn’t have to say anything. Steve did it for him.


	“Uh-uh,” he said, still fiddling with it. “I’m gonna get this yet.”


	Jack took another look at the nervous man and suddenly knew why he was familiar: Every few years he plastered his face all over the county during the freeholder elections. The freeholders ran the county, and Winston Haskins was one of them.


	The funny handshake, Steve’s remark about how his father was so involved in the Lodge … did this have anything to do with the Lodge? Or the corpse? The freeholder had mentioned Mr. Sumter.


	Jack burned with curiosity. He didn’t know what was going on, but things were connecting in the strangest ways, and Steve’s dad seemed to be in the middle of it all.


	He even could open the cube.
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	When they reached the basement, Steve put down the cube and produced two little bottles from his pocket.


	“Look what I found.” He grinned as he waggled them in the air. “Airline bottles. My dad’s got a drawer full of them.”


	Jack took a closer look. Booze. The labels said one was Jack Daniel’s and the other Dewar’s Scotch.


	Swell.


	“Which one you want?”


	Jack shook his head. “Maybe later. Hey, your father know Mister Sumter, the guy who died?”


	“Sure. Didn’t everybody? Matter of fact, he was here last night, right after you left.”


	“Here? What for?”


	Steve shrugged and Jack realized he probably hadn’t been very alert at the time.


	He could contain his curiosity no longer.


	“Hey, I gotta go tap a kidney. Be right back.”


	“Hurry up.” He twisted off the cap on the Jack Daniel’s and started pouring it into a Pepsi. “You’ll miss all the fun.”


	Jack padded up the basement stairs and paused at the top. The kitchen looked empty so he stepped out and peeked down the hall. He heard voices coming from the den. The guest bathroom lay halfway between the kitchen and the den. Holding his breath, he made it to the bathroom and closed the door behind him without latching it. Leaving the light off, he stood with his ear to the opening and listened.


	Mr. Haskins was talking.


	“Damn it, Gordon, it wasn’t supposed to be like this. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”


	“Well, it is and it did. So we deal with it.”


	Jack wished he’d arrived sooner. Then he might know what “it” was.


	Mr. Haskins sighed. “Poor Sumter. Why now? What lousy timing.”


	“Timing had nothing to do with it,” Mr. Brussard said. “He was brought down.”


	“Brought down by whom? No … the High Council can’t know.”


	“They don’t have to. I’m certain they’ve sent out a klazen.”


	A klazen? Jack thought as he heard Mr. Haskins gasp. What’s that?


	“That’s a myth,” the freeholder said. “An old wives’ tale. There’s no such thing.”


	“You’re so sure? I’m the Lodge lore master, remember, and I’m telling you a klazen can sniff out those responsible. And when it finds them … well, Sumter was healthy as a horse but now where is he?”


	Responsible? For what?


	“B-but he had a heart attack.”


	“Did he? Maybe his heart simply stopped. That’s not a heart attack, but it’s the way a klazen works.”


	“Oh, God!” Haskins moaned. “What do we do?”


	“The Compendium offers protection.”


	“The Compendium? But that’s a myth too.”


	Mr. B sounded ticked off. “This is getting tiring, Winston. We have partial transcripts in the vault.”


	“What do they say?”


	“To use this. Not now … tomorrow at dawn, face your back to the sun, and use it.”


	“‘Back to the sun’? Oh, come on!”


	Jack could imagine Mr. Brussard shrugging. “It’s up to you, Winston. I did it. I’m protected. If you want to risk going without it, be my guest. I’ve discharged my responsibility. What happens now is on your own head.”


	“All right, all right. God, I’m scared. This had better work.”


	“It will. A klazen can run for only a week. At the end of that time, it will vanish and the Council will assume it’s done what needed to be done. We’ll be home free.”


	“Five more days … if we can just last …”


	“The key to doing that rests in your palm.”


	“What about Challis?”


	“Out in L.A.—some insurance brokers’ convention, his wife said. But who knows? I don’t know about you, but Bert Challis worries me.”


	Bert Challis? Jack thought. The insurance guy?


	He had his office up in Marlton but insured most of the houses and people in Johnson. Jack remembered him coming to the house last year with a life insurance policy for Dad to sign.


	Mr. Haskins nodded. “I know what you mean. He’s a loose cannon. No telling what he’ll do.”


	“Well, if you see Bert or hear from him, tell him to get in touch will me immediately. His life will depend on it. Same with Vasquez.”


	“Yes. Sure. Of course.”


	Jack heard footsteps enter the hallway and felt a flicker of panic. What if they caught him in here? If he’d put the light on it would look like he’d simply been using the bathroom. But standing here with the light off … how would he explain that?


	He didn’t see much choice but to stay hidden and hope neither of them needed a bathroom break.


	He peeked through the slit opening and saw Mr. Haskins standing by the front door. In his left hand he held a funny-shaped red box, maybe two inches across. Mr. B stood there holding something that looked like a cross between a cookie jar and a cigar humidor. Since Jack had never seen a black ceramic cookie jar, he assumed it was a humidor.


	“Good luck to us both, Gordon.”


	Mr. B nodded. “We’ll need it.”


	They shared that strange handshake again, and then the freeholder left.


	Mr. Brussard looked unhappy as he closed the door. With a sigh he returned to his den.


	As soon as he was out of sight, Jack darted from the bathroom and headed back to the basement.


	His mind whirled as he descended the stairs. What was this “klazen” they’d been talking about? From what he’d just heard, it killed people. But not just any people … “those responsible.”


	Responsible for what?


	It sounded crazy, but here were two grown men, one of them a freeholder, both frightened by this thing Jack had never heard of.
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	Despite previous worries about Nineteen Eighty-Four’s Big Brother, Weezy’s idea about a two-way TV that could search all the libraries in the world was starting to sound pretty good to Jack.


	No one in his family had heard of a “klazen” and, try as he might, he couldn’t find a word about it anywhere. The big problem was not knowing how to spell it. So he’d tried every variation he could think of: clazen, klazen, clayzen, klazin, and on and on, but found nothing in the family’s Encyclopedia Britannica or its unabridged dictionary.


	So he called up the source of all weird knowledge—at least in his world.


	“Please tell me the cube’s all right,” Weezy said as soon as she came on the phone. “It is, isn’t it? You didn’t lose it or anything, did you?”


	“And a good morning to you too,” he said.


	“Please, Jack. I’m serious. You’re not calling me to tell me—”


	“Everything’s fine, Weez. I’ve got it right here. And guess what? Mister Brussard can open it too. But Steve can’t. Isn’t that weird?”


	A pause, then, “Yeah, I guess so. Is that what you called to tell me?”


	“No. I heard a strange word last night: klazen. Ring a bell?”


	“No. How do you spell it?”


	He read off all the variations he’d written down.


	“Nope,” she said. “Never heard of it. What’s it supposed to be?”


	“I’ll tell you later. I’m going to ask Mister Rosen if he’s ever heard of it. Want to come along? I can explain on the way.”


	“Okay. But stop here first. And bring the cube.”


	He laughed. “You sound like Linus and his blanket.”


	“Ja-ack!” She made it a two-syllable word.


	“Okay, okay. Will do.”


	Before leaving he returned to his room and checked the tepin-treated pistachios on the windowsill. Nice and dry. Great. He opened the envelope Mr. Canelli had used for the peppers and scooped them into it, then placed that in the top drawer of his desk.


	He rubbed his hands together. Later today, if Tom stayed true to form, big brother would get his. Oh, yes. In spades.


	Mwah-ha-ha-ha!
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	On the way from Weezy’s to USED, Jack noticed that she looked different. Her hair was down and her clothes were a little dressier than usual. Still all black, though.


	He explained what he’d overheard about the klazen.


	Weezy shook her head. “I don’t get it. What’s it supposed to do? Kill you?”


	Jack remembered Mr. Brussard’s words: Maybe his heart simply stopped … it’s the way a klazen works.


	“I think so. He said it can ‘sniff out those responsible.’”


	Weezy looked at him. “Responsible for what?”


	“That’s what I’d like to know. I’m pretty sure it’s a Lodge thing.”


	“Which means it could have something to do with that body we found.”


	That would be cool, but too coincidental.


	“Oh, that reminds me,” he said, realizing he should have told her earlier. “Kate learned something about how he was killed.”


	He told her about the arms being cut off at the elbows and sewn into the armpits.


	Weezy looked shocked, then annoyed. “And when were you going to tell me about this?”


	Jack gave a sheepish shrug. “This klazen thing sort of knocked it out of my head.”


	“Forearms cut off … sewn into his armpits …” She visibly shuddered. “I’ve never heard of anything like that. It’s gross.” Then she smiled at him. “But kind of cool that we found it.”


	Jack hesitated, then decided to go ahead. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”


	“Something else you haven’t told me?”


	“It’s about Steve.”


	“Brussard? What’s up?”


	“He’s drinking. Like every night.”


	“You mean alcohol?”


	“No, Gatorade.” When she looked puzzled, he said, “Yes, alcohol. I’m afraid he’s going to wind up like Weird Walt. But I don’t know what to do. Any ideas?”


	“Tell his folks.”


	Was she kidding?


	“I can’t do that.”


	“Why not? He’s your friend, isn’t he?”


	“Yeah, sort of.”


	“So what are you going to do, stand by and watch him go down the tubes?”


	“No, but I can’t rat him out. He’ll never speak to me again.”


	“At least he’ll still be able to speak.”


	“Yeah, but—”


	“Then make an anonymous call to his dad. Disguise your voice—”


	“He’ll know it’s me.”


	“Well, if he’s your friend, then you’ve got to do something.” She threw up her hands. “I don’t believe this. You ask me what to do, and then you shoot down every suggestion I make.”


	Jack shook his head. “Probably shouldn’t have said anything. Girls just don’t understand.”


	“Well, I’ve given you my solution.” She sounded annoyed. “You don’t like it, come up with your own.”


	“I will.”


	But just what that would be, he didn’t know.


	They arrived at USED then. Jack led the way inside and found Mr. Rosen behind the counter. He looked up with a surprised expression.


	“You’re clairvoyant, maybe?”


	Jack stopped and felt Weezy bump into his back. “What do you mean?”


	“I was just looking up your number to call you. I heard from Professor Nakamura and he wants to tell you something about that pyramid you brought him.”


	Weezy grabbed Jack’s upper arm and squeezed. “He’s found out something?”


	Mr. Rosen shrugged. “He didn’t say, just that he needed to talk to you.”


	In a blink Weezy was out the door, heading for the bikes.


	“Let’s go!”


	“Be right there,” Jack said as he stepped closer to the counter. “Mister Rosen? You ever heard of something called a klazen?”


	“A klazen?” The old man shook his head. “Never. What is it?”


	Jack hid his disappointment. “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Okay, see you later.”


	When he stepped outside, Weezy was already on her bike, wheeling in tight circles.


	“Come on, Jack! What are we waiting for? He’s found out what it is!”


	“Don’t get all worked up. Mister Rosen said he just wants to tell us something. That something could be anything—like it was made in Japan two weeks ago.”


	She gave him a hard look. “Why are you always trying to rain on my parade?”


	Jack couldn’t help but hear Barbra Streisand belting out those lyrics from Mom’s Funny Girl album. Not his favorite.


	“I’m not, Weez. You know better that that.”


	She sighed. “Yeah, I guess I do. Sorry.”


	“I just don’t want you disappointed. I mean, you know, sometimes your parades march right off a cliff. And then you know how you get.”


	She tended to get herself so worked up in anticipation, only to crash and burn when it fell through. He’d seen an up mood change to down in a heartbeat. It wasn’t pretty.


	“I’ll be fine. Because I know he’s found all sorts of strange things about it, keys to a secret. Who knows? It might open the door to the hidden truths of all history!”


	There she goes, Jack thought as she headed toward the highway—off on her bike and off on a bubble of expectation. He hoped the professor wouldn’t burst it, but he sensed it coming. He didn’t want to be there when she fell, but someone had to catch her.
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	The professor took them to the library and pulled up an extra chair so both Jack and Weezy could sit, then seated himself behind the desk.


	“What is it?” Weezy said, squirming in her seat. She couldn’t seem to sit still. Looked like she was going to vibrate herself into another dimension. “What did you find?”


	“Nothing useful, I am afraid. Most sorry. Almost everything points to your artifact as of modern origin.”


	Uh-oh, Jack thought, glancing at Weezy. Here it comes.


	“That can’t be,” she said softly—too softly. “Your tests are wrong. They’ve got to be.”


	He shook his head slowly. “I fear not. We did electron-micro scanning of the symbols and found they have the fineness and sharp edges that only a laser can do. Actually, sharper than most lasers.”


	“‘Sharper than most lasers,’” she said, her voice rising. “Doesn’t that tell you something right there?”


	“It tells me it is a hoax. Those engraved characters are meant to lead us to believe your object is pre-Sumerian, but no pre-Sumerian culture had such technology. As I told you yesterday, they scraped their writings, their pictograms and ideograms, onto clay tablets.”


	“But what if there was an advanced civilization before Sumer? One that was wiped out by the Great Flood?”


	The professor smiled. “That is the stuff of fantasy. No record of such a culture or civilization exists.”


	“All right then,” she said. “What’s the pyramid made of? Did you figure that out?”


	He shook his head—a bit uncertainly, Jack thought. “No. But we know it is some kind of alloy.”


	Weezy leaned back. “An alloy that can’t be scratched—or at least I couldn’t scratch it. Could you?”


	Professor Nakamura looked even less certain. “We did not try. It is not our property—it is yours.”


	“That’s right. And I’d like it back now.”


	Jack said, “We’re forgetting about the most important test. What about that argon dating you mentioned?”


	“Yes-yes. Potassium argon. We did that.”


	Jack waited to hear the results but the professor did not go on.


	“And?” Weezy said.


	Now the professor looked really uncomfortable. “The results were … how shall I say it?… inconclusive.”


	Weezy shook her head, “I don’t understand what you mean. I understand what ‘inconclusive’ means, but what kind of inconclusive results are you talking about?”


	“You couldn’t date it?” Jack said.


	“Oh, yes, we got a date, but an impossible date.”


	Jack felt a fleeting tingle up his spine. Impossible? What kind of date would be impossible? He glanced over at Weezy and saw her sitting rigid in her chair.


	“W-what was the date?” she said.


	The professor waved his hands. “I hesitate to tell you because it will only fuel groundless speculation.”


	Weezy looked ready to explode. She spoke through her teeth. “What … was … the … date?”


	Professor Nakamura folded his hands on his desk and stared at them. He spoke in a low voice.


	“Fourteen thousand years.”


	In a flash Weezy was out of her seat and on her feet, leaning over the desk.


	“Did I hear you right? Fourteen thousand years? Fourteen?”


	“Yes.” The professor looked up at her. “And if you know anything about human history, you will know that is impossible.”


	“I know there’s a lot we don’t know about human history.”


	The professor nodded. “This is true, and there are arguments about which human civilization was first. It appears to be Sumer, but that can be traced back only to five thousand B.C.—seven thousand years ago. The test says your pyramid is twice as old. Clearly that is impossible.”


	“Not if it belonged to an advanced civilization that was wiped out by the Great Flood.”


	Jack glanced at her, not sure if she was kidding or not. But she looked dead serious.


	“You mean like in the Bible?” he said. “Noah’s flood?”


	Weezy kept her eyes on the professor. “The Sumerians had exactly the same legend, long before the Bible was written. All the ancient civilizations of that region had a story about a great flood that cleansed the land. Am I right, professor?”


	He stared at her. “How old are you?”


	“I’ll be fifteen next month.”


	“Fifteen … you know much for fifteen.”


	“I read a lot. But back to the Great Flood. Maybe a flood was only part of it. Maybe it was much more severe. Maybe it wiped out the civilization that made that little pyramid and forced human beings to start all over again from scratch.”


	The professor rolled his eyes. “Next you will be quoting Immanuel Velikovsky.”


	“I know the name,” she said, “but I’ve never read him. I’ve heard he’s a kook.” She smiled. “But then, some people think I’m a kook, so maybe I should look him up.” She held out her hand. “May I have my fourteen-thousand-year-old ‘hoax’ back now?”


	“I am afraid I do not have it with me.”


	Weezy frowned. “You’re going to run more tests?”


	“Yes, but not me, personally. I took the liberty of sending it to the Smithsonian Institution for dating.”


	“You what? Without asking me?” She glanced quickly at Jack. “I mean, us?”


	Jack didn’t care all that much that she’d added the “us.” He too was ticked that the professor had taken it upon himself to send their pyramid all the way to Washington, D.C.


	“Now just a minute, young lady. You gave that over to me for investigation and that is precisely what I am doing. The Smithsonian Institution has access to equipment I do not. They will find an accurate date of origin. Is that not what you wanted from me?”


	Jack thought about that. He’d been to the Smithsonian on his eighth-grade trip just this past spring and had been wowed by the sheer size of the place—all the buildings, all the exhibits. Too many to see on just one trip.


	Weezy’s lower lip showed just a trace of a quiver. “But you should have asked first.”


	The professor nodded. “Yes, I suppose I should have. But I thought you would be happy to know that some of the greatest experts in the field will be studying your artifact.”


	“Well,” she said slowly, “I guess I am. But what if something happens to it along the way? Or what if it gets lost? Things get lost in the mail, you know.”


	“Oh, no. I did not send it by mail. I used overnight delivery. Federal Express. And I packed it very carefully in a box. It will be fine. The Smithsonian Institution handles valuable artifacts all the time. They will take good care of it.”


	“They’d better,” she said.


	Jack didn’t see much point in hanging around here any longer so he rose and stood next to Weezy.


	“Will you call us as soon as you hear anything?”


	The professor slid a sheet of paper and a pencil across the desk.


	“Leave me your phone numbers. As soon as I hear from the Smithsonian, you will hear from me.”


	As Weezy wrote down their numbers, Jack said, “Professor, have you ever heard of a klazen?”


	Weezy stopped writing but did not look up.


	The professor frowned. “An unfamiliar term. What does it refer to?”


	“I’m not sure. A creature, maybe? A spirit?”


	“No. Most sorry. I have never heard of such a thing.”


	Swell, Jack thought. I’m batting zero today.
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	“Well,” he said, squinting at Weezy outside Professor Nakamura’s house, “what do you think?”


	Her expression was grim. “I think I wish I had the pyramid back. I’ve got a bad feeling …”


	Jack tried to look on the bright side. “Yeah, but you’ve got to admit, if anyone can find out what that thing is, it’s the Smithsonian.”


	“I suppose.” Suddenly she perked up and looked at him with bright eyes. “What if they come back with the same age? Fourteen thousand years! Do you know what that means?”


	“It means Professor Nakamura will have to eat a big plate of fricasseed crow.”


	She gave his arm a gentle slap. “Who cares about that. It means we’ll have to start rewriting human history!”


	Jack thought about that and found it kind of scary.


	“Yeah, I guess we will.”


	Just then a blue Mustang convertible pulled up with a grinning Carson Toliver behind the wheel. He pointed to Weezy.


	“Hey, you following me?”


	She reddened. “No, I, no, I mean, no, we were just visiting Professor Nakamura.”


	This guy had just turned the smartest girl Jack knew into a babbling boob.


	“Aw, too bad,” he said, dramatically snapping his fingers. “I was hoping you were. A guy likes to have a pretty girl following him.”


	Weezy said nothing, just stared.


	“Hey,” Carson added, “I bet you like the Sex Pistols.”


	Weezy hesitated, then said, “Yeah. They’re cool.”


	“Knew it! I could tell by the way you dress. I love to blast them as I tool down the road.”


	You are a tool, Jack thought.


	“Want to try that sometime?”


	“Yeah.” She swallowed. “Sure.”


	“Great. I’ll call you up sometime and we’ll go for a spin.”


	He waved and roared off. Weezy watched him go, then grabbed Jack’s arm.


	“Did you hear that? Carson Toliver just asked me out.”


	“Yeah, to listen to the Sex Pistols—which you hate by the way. Or did you forget?”


	“I didn’t forget. They’re awful.”


	“Then why’d you tell him they were cool?”


	“I couldn’t insult him.”


	“If you ask me, he’s following you.”


	“Don’t be silly. He lives right on this street.” She beamed. “And he thinks I’m pretty.”


	Weezy had said she had a bad feeling about the pyramid going to the Smithsonian. Well, Jack had the same sort of feeling about Weezy getting into Carson Toliver’s car.
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	Jack sat by the living room window, pretending to read but really watching the driveway.


	Mom had the annoying Oklahoma! score playing, and he was forced to listen to “The Surry with the Fringe on Top” as he stood watch. Stupid, lame-o song.


	She was in the kitchen fixing dinner and Kate was helping. Dad wouldn’t be home from work for another half hour or so. Only Tom was unaccounted for. He’d been gone most of the day but Mom said she expected him for dinner.


	Jack wanted to know when he arrived so he’d have time to set up his sting.


	When he saw Tom’s ‘79 Malibu pulling into the driveway, he jumped up and hurried to the kitchen. He pulled out the bag of pistachios and, while Kate and Mom weren’t looking, emptied the envelope with the tepin-treated nuts on the counter. He’d just tucked the envelope into his back pocket when Kate turned and saw the pile.


	She frowned. “I’d eat those right now, Jack. You-know-who just arrived.”


	Good old Kate, always looking out for him.


	Jack shrugged. “They’ll be okay.”


	She shook her head. “You’re a glutton for punishment, aren’t you.”


	“Trust me, Kate,” he said with a smile. “I’m anything but a glutton for punishment.”


	But, he thought, I’ve arranged some punishment for the glutton.


	He started shelling pistachios but ate them instead of adding them to the pile. He tensed as he heard the frontdoor screen slam. This was it. Tom still had a chance. He could turn Jack’s plan into wasted effort by walking past and leaving the pistachios where they were. His fate was in his own hands.


	Jack pretended to be looking the other way as his big brother breezed into the kitchen. Without breaking stride and without the slightest hesitation, Tom swept the nuts off the counter and into his hand, then popped them all into his mouth.


	Jack yelled, “Hey!”


	Kate said, “Tom!”


	Mom hadn’t noticed and Tom said nothing as he opened the refrigerator and reached for a beer. He never made it. He froze in mid-reach, then coughed and spat the nuts into his palm.


	“What the—?” As he turned toward Jack, his face started to redden. “What did you—?” Then the redness darkened. “Oh, my God!”


	As Tom dove for the sink, Jack remembered what Mr. Canelli had said about water making the burning worse. He felt it only fair to warn Tom, but he lowered his voice, Willy Wonka style.


	“Stop. Don’t. Come back.”


	“Dear Lord!” Mom cried as Tom dumped the partially chewed nuts in the sink and turned on the water.


	He didn’t wait to get a glass, simply tilted his head under the faucet and let the water run into his mouth.


	“Tom?” Kate said. “What on Earth are you doing?”


	Tom lifted his head—his face was almost purple now—and pointed to Jack. “That little bastard—!”


	Mom whipped him with her dish towel. “Thomas! I will not have that kind of language in this house. Now you—”


	Tom wailed and stuck his mouth under the faucet again.


	“The burning!” he croaked between gulps. “I can’t stop the burning!”


	Jack watched him, trying to keep from smiling. He felt like going over there and dancing around him, chanting, Gotcha-gotcha-gotcha!


	Kate turned to Jack. “What did you do?”


	Jack raised his hands, palms up, and shrugged. “Nothing much. Just spiced them up a little.”


	She smiled. “With what? Pepper?”


	Jack nodded.


	“What kind? Jalapeño? Habañero?”


	“Hotter.”


	She began to laugh. “Oh, this is rich—this is too rich!”


	“It’s not funny!” Tom yelled, his voice echoing from down in the sink.


	Mom was clueless. “What’s the matter? What’s wrong with him?”


	“He poisoned me!” Tom cried, then went back to drinking.


	Mom obviously knew that wasn’t true, because she was half smiling as she turned to Jack.


	“Why did you poison your brother, Jackie?”


	Kate was still laughing. “Tom stole his pistachios, but they had pepper on them!”


	Mom hit Tom again with the towel. “Now are you going to stop stealing from him? Have you learned your lesson?”


	“I’m going to kill him!”


	“You’ll do no such thing. And drink some milk. Water makes it worse.”


	Tom lifted his dripping face. “What?”


	Kate grinned at him. “The stuff that burns is an oil. Water spreads it around.”


	“Oh, no!” Tom leaped for the fridge.


	“And don’t you dare drink from the carton!” Mom told him.
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	Jack stood by while Kate told Dad what had happened.


	“Serves him right.” He laughed, then settled down to watch the evening news before dinner.


	Though the burning from the tepin juice had been intense, it hadn’t lasted long. Tom recovered and had retreated to his room in embarrassment. Jack was heading back to the kitchen when he heard a knock. He reversed direction and arrived in time to see his dad opening the front door for Mr. Bainbridge.


	They shook hands, then Mr. Bainbridge pointed at Jack and smiled.


	“There’s the man I want to see.”


	Jack looked around. Man? Me? Was he in trouble?


	“Jack?” Dad said. “What for?”


	“Seems he stood up for my brother-in-law the other day when that Bishop punk was hassling him.”


	Dad tilted his head down and looked at Jack over the top of his reading glasses.


	“That so?”


	Embarrassed, Jack shrugged. “Not really. Weezy’s the one who—”


	“Yeah. Walt’s not always reliable in what he says, but he told me you and the Connell girl took his back against two guys a lot bigger.” Mr. Bainbridge looked at Dad. “Sound like your boy’s not afraid of anything—just like his old man.”


	Dad gave him a sharp look, then turned to Jack. “Grab us a couple of beers, will you?”


	“Sure.”


	As he left the room he heard Dad say, “No Korea talk, Kurt. You know how I feel about that. Save it for the VFW.”


	Yeah, Dad never wanted to talk about the war. He and Mr. Bainbridge had met in Korea. Then, seven years ago, when his company transferred him from Kansas City to Trenton, he looked up Dad. He loved to fish, and when he learned how plentiful the trout and bass were in these parts, he decided Johnson was the ideal place to live. So he moved in with his wife, Evelyn, and her brother, Weird Walt.


	Jack pulled out a couple of Carlings, red cans with a black label, and brought them back to the living room. On the way in, he heard Mr. Bainbridge speaking in a low voice.


	“Yeah, Walt’s all right. Keeps to himself. Mostly we don’t know he’s there. But the drinking … man, the guy’s always half lit. He says it’s because of ‘Nam, but come on—he couldn’t have seen any worse than we did above the thirty-eighth. We—”


	He cut off when Jack arrived with the beers.


	“Ah, here’s the man we’ve been waiting for.” He laughed as he took the can from Jack. “‘Mabel! Black Label!’ I see you’re still stocking the Canuck stuff, Tom.”


	“They know their beer.”


	They popped their tops, clinked cans, and drank.


	Jack hesitated, then had to ask: “What did you mean by ‘above the thirty-eighth’?”


	Dad shot Mr. Bainbridge an annoyed look, then said, “North Korea and South Korea are divided along the line of latitude thirty-eight degrees north of the equator. It’s called the thirty-eighth parallel. When the commies in North Korea tried to take over the south, we were sent in to kick their butts back above the thirty-eighth.”


	Mr. Bainbridge wiped his mouth. “Which we did pretty easily, and that should have been that. But some REMF ordered us above the thirty-eighth, and that’s when it got ugly. I remember—”


	“Hold on there, Kurt,” Dad said, raising a hand. Then he turned to Jack. “What you’ve just heard is a history lesson. Let’s leave it at that.”


	Before Jack could protest, or ask what a REMF was, Mr. Bainbridge said, “Hey, you hear what happened at Al Sumter’s wake?”


	With no prospect of war stories, Jack had been about to retreat to his room. But now he was all ears.


	“I thought that was tonight,” Dad said.


	“They had a viewing this afternoon. That freeholder, what’s his name?” He snapped his fingers. “God, you see his name everywhere—”


	Jack’s mouth felt as dry as pine needles. Finally he managed to say, “Mister Haskins?”


	He pointed to Jack. “You nailed it!” He smiled at Dad. “Good citizen you’ve got there. Knows his civics.”


	Jack decided to let him go on thinking that. No way could he tell him about eavesdropping on Haskins and Steve’s father.


	“But tell me,” Mr. Bainbridge went on, grinning. “Do you have any idea what the hell a freeholder does?”


	Jack shook his head. “Not really.”


	Mr. Bainbridge laughed. “Neither does anybody else!”


	Jack wasn’t interested in what freeholders did. Who cared? He was interested in the fate of just one of them. He had a premonition he needed confirmed.


	“What happened to him?”


	“Keeled over dead, just like Sumter. Couldn’t bring him back. Seems like his heart just stopped cold.”


	Stopped cold … that was how Jack felt. Could it have been the klazen? Was there really such a thing?


	“Wonder who’ll be next?” Mr. Bainbridge said.


	“What do you mean?” Jack asked.


	“They say deaths come in threes. We’ve had Sumter, and now Haskins. Who’s going to be the third?”


	Jack must have looked as upset as he felt because his dad reached out and gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze.


	“That’s just an old wives’ tale, Jack. And don’t worry, if there’s a third, it won’t be anyone from this house.”


	Jack hadn’t been worrying about that—the idea of anyone in his family dying was, well, unthinkable. He’d been worrying about Mr. Brussard. He didn’t want Steve to lose his father. But he couldn’t say that to Dad. How could he explain something he didn’t understand himself?


	He turned to Mr. Bainbridge. “Can I ask you something?”


	Both Dad and Mr. Bainbridge looked at him expectantly.


	“Go ahead,” Mr. Bainbridge said.


	“Have you ever heard of a klazen?”


	Both frowned. Dad shook his head. “You asked me about that this morning.” He glanced at Mr. Bainbridge. “Kurt?”


	Mr. Bainbridge shrugged. “Doesn’t ring a bell. What is it?”


	“Well … I heard the word and just wanted to know—”


	“Hey, wait,” Mr. Bainbridge added. “I knew a Hans Klazen back in Mizzoo. Dutchman. But that’s the only time I’ve heard the word.” He glanced at his watch. “Oops. Ev’ll have dinner ready. Gotta go.”


	He polished off his beer and handed Jack the empty. “Thanks for the brew, sport.” Turning to Dad, he said, “You coming down to the VFW tonight for the smoker?”


	Jack knew that was a code word for the one night each month the VFW showed dirty movies.


	Dad shook his head. “Not my thing.”


	Mr. Bainbridge laughed. “Deadeye, you amaze me. After all we went through, how can you still be a prude?”


	Dad didn’t smile. “Just the way it is, I guess.”


	Jack barely heard him. Deadeye? Mr. Bainbridge called him Deadeye. Wasn’t that what they called marksmen?
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	After their guest was gone, Dad headed upstairs to change out of his suit into something cooler. Jack followed.


	“Why’d he call you ‘Deadeye’?” he asked as his father unbuttoned his shirt.


	“Did he?”


	“Yeah. Does that mean you were a good shot in the army?”


	He slipped out of his suit pants and hung them on a hanger. He was wearing light blue boxer shorts beneath.


	“We don’t discuss the army or the war, remember?”


	“Yes, but—”


	“No buts.”


	“Walt told me he was in a mental hospital once.”


	Dad gave him a sharp look. “When?”


	“After the war.”


	“No, I mean, when did he tell you?”


	“Yesterday afternoon. Why was he in?”


	“From what Kurt tells me, he came home from ‘Nam saying he could heal people with a touch. The VA hospital in Northport diagnosed him as a paranoid schizophrenic, but harmless. He joined a faith-healing tent show in the South, and Kurt was told some wild story about him really curing people until his drinking got him kicked off the tour. They say he’s harmless, but still … keep your distance.”


	Heal with a touch … was that why he wore gloves all the time?


	As Jack watched his father hang up his pants, he spotted the metal box on the top shelf of the closet. He’d seen it a million times but now it took on special significance.


	“What’s in the box?” He’d asked before but it never hurt to try again.


	“Nothing important.”


	“You always say that.”


	He pulled off his undershirt and Jack spotted the scar where he’d had his appendix removed.


	“That’s because the contents don’t change.”


	Jack was sure now that Dad kept his marksman medals and other cool army stuff hidden there.


	First chance he got, he was going to sneak a peek.
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	After dinner, Jack turned on the living room television and started switching through the channels. Cable TV had arrived in Johnson during the winter, and Jack’s family had signed up the instant their street was wired. For as long as he could remember, Dad had been complaining about the poor reception from their aerial. At last he had a cure.


	The really neat thing about cable TV was the remote that came with the box. Their living room set was an older model where you had to get up and cross the room if you wanted to change the channel. All he had to do now was stand back and press a button. He loved it.


	An all-news channel called CNN was on, showing some comments by President Reagan followed by a story on Hurricane Alicia. Tom stopped to watch on his way out the door. Jack kept an eye on him in case he had some sort of vengeance in mind for the pistachio episode.


	After a few minutes his brother said, “An all-news channel? Whose stupid idea was that? Won’t last a year—I guarantee it.” Then he turned to Jack. “And don’t think you’re home free, numbnuts. I never forget. Reprisal is on the way. It’ll hit when Miracle Boy least expects it.”


	Jack waggled his hand. “Ooooh, I’m shaking.”


	Tom’s mouth tightened into a thin line. He looked like he wanted to throw a punch. Jack readied himself for evasive maneuvers.


	But Tom only pointed a finger and said, “It’s coming. Get ready.”


	As he slammed out the front door, Jack resumed switching channels. He’d decided to skip Steve’s tonight and catch some TV—maybe Cheers and Taxi. They were always good for a laugh.


	“Hold it,” Dad said.


	Jack jumped and looked around. He hadn’t heard him come in.


	His father pointed to the set. “Go back one.”


	Jack did and saw a man in a blue blazer, a light blue shirt, and a patterned yellow tie sitting at a desk and talking to the camera. His hair looked funny: He’d parted it just above his right ear and combed it all the way across the top of his balding scalp to end above his left year.


	“Who’s that?”


	“Ed Toliver,” Dad said, snorting. “Mister Big Shot, telling everyone the surefire way to get rich in real estate.”


	Carson’s father … that was why he looked familiar.


	“Is that a bad thing?”


	“According to him, the only sure way is to give him your money and have him invest it for you—and then let him take a hefty cut of the profits.”


	Jack stared at the screen. “Well, he must do pretty well if they’ve got him on TV.”


	Another snort from Dad. “That’s a public access channel run by the local cable company. Toliver gets a weekly slot because he claims his show is educational. My eye.”


	“You want to listen?” Jack prayed his father would say no.


	“You kidding? See what else is on.”


	As Jack’s thumb moved toward the channel button, he heard Mr. Toliver say, “I’d like to close tonight’s installment a little differently than usual—with a few important remarks about the Septimus Lodge.”


	He paused to listen.


	“I know this will sound strange coming from a broadcast about real estate, but I feel it my duty to speak out. This week has presented us with three dead members of the Septimus Lodge. One was murdered years ago, and the past two days have witnessed the sudden deaths of two more.”


	Jack spun to face his father. “Was Mister Haskins in the Lodge?”


	When his dad nodded, Jack turned back to the screen. Haskins was a member too! And he’d visited another Lodger last night—Mr. Brussard.


	“I think we’re long overdue for answers from the Septimus Lodge. Did it or any of its members have anything to do with the murder of Anton Boruff? Although the cause of death of members Sumter and Haskins appears natural, it seems odd that they coincide so closely with the discovery of Anton Boruff’s corpse. I don’t know about you, but I have questions—questions that will not be answered if I alone ask them. That is why I am calling for a public inquiry into the Septimus Lodge.”


	“He should know better than that,” Dad muttered.


	“Why?” Jack asked.


	“Because he’s not going to get anywhere.”


	“In this day and age of a free and open society, there is no place for exclusive and elitist secret brotherhoods like the Septimus Lodge. Haven’t we learned any lessons from Watergate? Or are we doomed forever to go on repeating the same mistakes? That is why I am calling on the Septimus Lodge to open its records to the public. And if they will not do so voluntarily, then I am calling on the Burlington County DA and the state attorney general to initiate legal action to force them to do so. What have they got to hide?”


	Jack turned to his father. “Do you really think the Lodge has anything to do with—?”


	Dad shrugged. “How can I answer that? Nobody except its members knows anything about the Lodge—and there, I believe, lies the crux of Toliver’s little tirade.”


	“He doesn’t like secrecy?”


	“No. I think he’d love the Lodge’s secrecy if he was in on it, but he’s not. They gave him a thumbs-down when he tried to join and I don’t think he’s ever forgiven them.”


	That surprised Jack. “But, like you said, he’s a big-shot real estate guy. I’d think they’d want him.”


	Dad shrugged again. “Everything about that Lodge crew is odd. Membership is by invitation only. But they’re not like some exclusive country club that admits only folks of a certain religion and a certain color with a bank account of a certain size. They’ve got whites, blacks, yellows, Jews, Catholics—you name it. Rich, poor, and everything between.”


	“Then what was wrong with Mister Toliver?”


	“Who knows?” Dad smiled. “Maybe they don’t like his comb-over.”


	Jack wasn’t sure if asking might embarrass his dad, but he needed to know.


	“Did you ever try to join?”


	“Me? Nah! They tried to rope me in back in the early seventies—used a full-court press—but I wasn’t interested.”


	Jack stared at his father in shock. “They asked you?”


	Dad laughed. “What? You say that like you think there’s something wrong with me.”


	“No … I just … I don’t know … you never said anything.”


	“What for? We went ‘round and ‘round for about a year, them asking, giving me tours of the Lodge—”


	“You’ve been inside? What’s it like?”


	“A lot of old furniture, odd paintings, and that strange sigil everywhere you look.”


	“What’s a sigil?”


	“Their seal—the thing over their front door. They must love it because it’s on everything.”


	Jack shuddered. “Yeah, even its members.”


	“Oh, so you heard about that.”


	“Yeah. That dead body we found had one, and I saw it on Mister Sumter’s back after they gave up trying to revive him. Burned into their backs—ugh!”


	“If that’s part of being a Lodge member, they didn’t mention it to me. But let me tell you, even if I’d wanted in, that would have changed my mind. That would have been a deal-breaker.”


	“I can’t believe you turned them down. They say anybody who’s somebody is a member.”


	Dad smiled. “Well, maybe I’m as much a somebody as I want to be. Besides, it’s easy to say anybody who’s somebody is a Lodger because no one knows their membership. They’re secretive as all hell about that and everything else. I mean, if an individual member wants it known that he belongs, he’s free to tell anybody who’ll listen. But if not, it remains a secret guarded like Fort Knox.”


	Jack shook his head. “But I still don’t see why you didn’t join.”


	Dad shrugged and headed back toward the kitchen.


	
“It’s a secret society. Too many secrets can wear you down.”


	Wear you down? Jack thought after he was gone. Did that mean he had secrets? How many?


	9


	“That’s gotta be the suckiest game ever made,” Steve said as they walked through the growing darkness.


	“I thought the Pac-Man I got last year was bad,” Jack said, shaking his head, “but this was even worse.”


	He and Steve had spent the last couple of hours on Eddie’s Atari trying to make sense of his ET: The Extra-Terrestrial game.


	Steve waved his arms. “How do you take such a great movie and make a boring game out of it. Boooooring!”


	This was the Steve Brussard Jack had grown to like over the past few years—funny, kind of loud, and very opinionated.


	“And who designed ET? He looked like a pile of green Legos.”


	Steve shook his head. “Enough to drive you to drink.”


	Uh-oh.


	Jack landed a friendly punch on his shoulder. “Come on. We had laughs without any of that.”


	“Yeah, but we’d’ve had more with a toot or two. But it turns out you were right.”


	“About what?”


	“The booze. My old man asked me today if I’d been ‘sampling’ any of it.”


	“What’d you tell him?”


	He grinned. “‘Who, me?’”


	“Which means you need to stay away from it—unless you’re looking to get busted.”


	Jack hated sounding like Steve’s conscience, but he didn’t mean it that way. He was talking common sense here. When you see someone heading for the edge of a cliff, you warn him.


	“I am staying away. Got no choice. He locked the liquor cabinet.”


	“But what if he hadn’t?”


	Steve grinned. “Well then—different story.”


	“Well, then, maybe it’s a good thing it’s locked.”


	“Wait,” Steve said, stopping and looking at him. “You think I’ve got some kind of drinking problem?”


	Jack hesitated, then went ahead. “Well, you’ve been hitting it pretty hard.”


	“There’s no problem, Jack. I just like it, is all. I can stop anytime I want.”


	Jack decided to back off. He wasn’t getting through anyway.


	They resumed their journey toward Steve’s house—maybe tonight they’d make some real progress on the Heathkit—and were just crossing Quakerton Road when Steve pointed off to their left.


	“You see that?”


	Jack followed his point but saw nothing.


	“What?”


	“A guy walking toward the lake. Looked like my dad.”


	Really …?


	Jack looked again. Streetlights were few and far between in Johnson so it might be a while before whoever it was passed under another.


	“Does he go out for walks much?”


	“Hardly ever.”


	“Probably not him then. But just for the heck of it, why don’t we follow and see?”


	Because if it was Mr. Brussard, Jack wanted to know what he was up to.


	His stomach tingled as they hung a left and hurried along. Tracking an unsuspecting man … kind of cool.


	Then a strolling figure passed under a light ahead.


	“Yeah, that’s him,” Steve said. “Let’s catch up.”


	Jack spotted a light in Steve’s eyes. He seemed to really like his dad.


	Jack felt a growing sense of disappointment. Mr. B wasn’t doing anything other than walking. Looked like he was heading for Old Town, most likely to the Lodge.


	They were getting closer as he came to the Old Town bridge, but instead of crossing over he veered right.


	Interesting.


	Quaker Lake was really a pond, but “lake” sounded better with Quaker. It had a sort of dumbbell shape with the bridge crossing the narrow point. Mr. Brussard stood on the bank of the south section, staring across at the Lodge on the far side.


	As they approached Jack saw him reach into a pants pocket, pull something out, and throw it into the lake.


	Whoa! What was that all about?


	Jack mentally marked the location of the splash. He might want to come back sometime.


	After another moment or two of staring—watching the ripples fade?—Mr. B turned and looked around and spotted them. He looked surprised and concerned, but his tone was pleasant.


	“Hey! What are you two doing here?”


	“We were on our way home and saw you,” Steve said.


	Before Mr. B could answer, a stocky man with longish black hair strolled up. They shook hands and Mr. B introduced him as Assemblyman Vasquez.


	Vasquez … Mr. B had mentioned him last night. Jack had the impression this was a prearranged meeting because neither seemed surprised to see the other.


	“Mr. Vasquez and I have things to discuss back at the house. What are you boys up to?”


	“We’re gonna work on the computer,” Steve said.


	“I think I’ll take a rain check on that,” Jack blurted. “I’ve got a couple of lawns to do early tomorrow.”


	True, but not why he was begging off.


	“Later,” he said, and trotted away.


	But instead of heading home he began running through the shadows. Sure as night follows day they’d be walking back along Quakerton Road. To avoid it he cut through backyards, setting more than one family dog to barking. Jack wanted to reach the Brussard house first.
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	Now I am acting like a boy detective, he thought as he crouched in the shadows of the Brussards’ yard. How lame is this?


	But so what? He had nothing better to do. TV offered only summer reruns anyway.


	The man he’d seen with Mr. Brussard last night had dropped dead, and now this Vasquez guy they’d mentioned shows up. He sensed something going on, but couldn’t say what.


	No way he could talk to his folks about it—they’d think he was crazy.


	Hey, Dad, there’s this thing called a klazen that’s killing members of the Lodge and Mister Brussard thinks he can protect people against it but he’s not doing too well.


	Right. That would fly—right out the window. They’d be rubberizing his bedroom.


	He knew he should mind his own business, but he couldn’t. He told himself he wasn’t out to solve a crime or anything—wasn’t trying to be the Hardy Boys—he simply wanted to know.


	He had a good view of the front of the house from here. He’d watched the three of them enter, and now he saw the two men step into the den. After a moment or two of hesitation—what if he got caught?—he steeled himself and crept forward to peek through the open window.


	Mr. B and Vasquez stood facing each other. Steve’s father cradled an open humidor in one arm and was placing a little red box in Vasquez’s hand.


	He heard Mr. B saying, “Well, here it is, Julio. I tried to help Sumter and Haskins, but I don’t think they believed the klazen was such a real threat. Don’t you make the same mistake.”


	Some of what followed was garbled as they turned away from the window—then he heard him say, “… tomorrow at dawn, face your back to the sun, and use it.”


	Use what? Was the “it” in one of those little red boxes? Jack was dying to know.


	The rest was garbled as well. Next thing he knew, Mr. Brussard was leading the assemblyman out of the room. Jack darted back into the shadows and watched the front door. He saw that strange handshake followed by good-luck wishes, and then they parted.


	When Vasquez was gone, Jack crept back to the window and stared at the humidor.


	What was in it? More little red boxes? And what was in them?


	Not knowing was making him crazy.
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	When Jack got home he found his folks sitting side by side on the couch watching Hill Street Blues. After a little small talk, he pretended to head to the kitchen for a snack, but instead he sneaked upstairs to their bedroom. He went straight to his father’s closet, stood on tiptoe, and grabbed the box. As he pulled it down he heard things clink and thunk within.


	Marksmanship medals and what else? Maybe some bullets or other souvenirs from Korea. He reached for the latch, but stopped.


	This didn’t feel right.


	Since when was he so nosy, he wondered, feeling the cool metal against his palms. He’d gone from eavesdropping on Mr. Brussard to poking through his father’s private belongings.


	No … the reason this didn’t feel right was because it wasn’t right.


	But something inside was pushing him, egging him on to pop the lid and take a look. Just one look—how much could it hurt? He pressed the lid release and—


	Nothing happened.


	He pressed again but the lid wouldn’t budge. He fingered the tiny keyhole: locked.


	Just his luck.


	But the key had to be somewhere. He went to Dad’s dresser and searched the top. No luck. He pulled open the top drawer, the sock drawer, where Dad kept a shallow bowl for odds and ends. Jack found spare change and rubber bands and paper clips, but no key.


	And then an idea hit—he knew exactly what to do.


	Replacing the box on the shelf, he closed the closet door and padded downstairs to the kitchen. He went straight to the cutlery drawer and pulled out one of the black-handled steak knives. It had a slim blade and a sharp point.


	Perfect.


	He slipped it into his pocket and sneaked upstairs again. Kneeling by the closet with the box cradled in his lap, he worked the knife point into the keyhole, twisting it this way and that. He did it gently to avoid scratching the metal, but no matter how he angled or wiggled or twisted the blade, the lock refused to turn. He fought the temptation to give a quick, hard twist—that might bend the blade or, even worse, break the lock. How would he explain that?


	Disappointed, he stared at the knife, then at the lock. They made it look so easy on TV.


	Well, no use in sitting here like he was waiting to get caught.


	Quickly he replaced the box, angling it just the way he’d found it, then made his way back downstairs as quietly as possible.


	Two boxes—Mr. Brussard’s and his father’s—and no idea of what they held. Maybe he’d never know.


	Bummer.
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	He didn’t feel like watching Hill Street Blues—for a cop show it was mostly talk—so he headed for his bedroom. He still had that issue of The Spider to finish. He passed Kate’s room—empty. Same with Tom’s. Both were out. He didn’t know where they’d gone, but he knew it had to be far from Johnson. Nothing happening here. Ever.


	He stopped when he came to his room and noticed the closed door. He always closed it when he was in it, but left it open when he was out. Could have blown shut, but it was a heavy old hunk of wood and he hadn’t noticed much of a breeze tonight, if any.


	Only one possibility: Tom.


	And don’t think you’re home free, numbnuts. I never forget. Reprisal is on the way. It’ll hit when Miracle Boy least expects it.


	Well, Jack hadn’t been expecting anything tonight. Was this it? Had Tom left a booby trap of some sort before going out?


	Jack inspected the doorknob. Nothing on it. He turned it and eased the door open an inch or so. He checked the space above the inside of the door just in case Tom had set that corny old bucket-of-water-over-the-door trick. He couldn’t see Tom coming up with anything original.


	But no—no bucket poised above. He pushed the door open the rest of the way and stood on the threshold, examining his room from a distance. Finding nothing obvious, he stepped in and looked around.


	At first everything seemed fine, but then a strange sensation began to creep over him, a feeling that something was wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why or how, but he was sure someone had been in here, poking through his stuff.


	Things weren’t quite as he’d left them. At first glance The Spider magazine looked right, but then he noticed how its back cover was partially bent under it. He’d never leave it like that—not after Mr. Rosen’s warning. He picked it up and smoothed it out. A least it hadn’t left a crease.


	He took another look around. He was sure it hadn’t been his mom. Because if she’d messed with The Spider she’d have left it in a nice neat pile with his comic books. She was a neatnik. When she came into his room—or any room, for that matter—she couldn’t help straightening and neatening things up. Nothing here had been straightened. Touched, yes, but not straightened.


	That left Tom.


	Carefully, Jack opened his closet door. No problem. He pulled the string to light the bulb in the ceiling. He was wearing his Vans today, and his black Converse All-Stars lay where he’d kicked them off Monday. Or did they? He couldn’t be sure. He picked them up and looked inside to see if Tom had left him a little surprise. They were still damp from Monday’s rain, and didn’t smell all that great, but he found nothing hidden inside. The clothes on the hangers looked pretty much the same, but the top shelf …


	Someone definitely had been messing around up there.


	He stepped out and dragged his desk chair over for a better look. His comic book collection was arranged in the usual way, but he could swear he’d left his Hulks stacked against the left wall. They angled out now. He checked for his jar of leftover pepper juice. Yep. Still sealed and as red as he’d left it. If Tom had been up here he’d have taken it for sure and tried to figure out a way to use it on Jack.


	But if it hadn’t been Tom, then who?


	No. Had to be Tom.


	He jumped down and pulled the chair back. But why hadn’t he taken anything, or left anything?


	Maybe whatever he was up to was still in the planning stage.


	As Jack pushed his chair into the desk’s knee hole he noticed how the screen in the window to the right wasn’t seated square in the frame. Never noticed that before.


	Why not?


	Because I’m paranoid now, that’s why.


	Maybe that was what Tom was up to. What did they call it? Gaslighting. Right. Do weird little things to someone to make them think they’re crazy, like in that movie.


	But that wasn’t Tom’s style. A bucket of water over the door was more his speed.


	Well then, what was the story with the screen?


	Jack stepped over to it and saw that the old-fashioned hook-and-eye latch had popped free. He grabbed the hook, pulled the screen all the way in, then latched it.


	He looked out into the darkened yard. Their property lay on the north flank of Johnson and backed up to a neighboring cornfield. He couldn’t see the moon itself, but its light played off the stalks.


	Had somebody come in through the window? That somebody could be out there now, watching him. In fact he almost felt as if someone was.


	He shook off a chill. Nah. Nothing like that. He was just reading too many weird books and magazines. Why on Earth would any stranger want to sneak into his room? Not as if he kept a fortune in his desk.


	Desk—his money from USED and mowing.


	He pulled open his middle drawer and found his neat stack of bills.


	Whew!


	Get a grip, Jack.
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	A little later he flopped back on his bed and stared at the ceiling.


	Somebody—a somebody named Tom—had been in his closet tonight. And the only reason for that would be that he was planning something.


	Since the best defense was a good offense, Jack figured it might be smart to do some planning of his own. But not something completely different. He didn’t want to waste a second idea on Tom. Besides, he had all that pepper juice left.


	He lay there thinking, scheming, and after a while he felt a smile stretching his lips: the exact same trick, only this time with a new wrinkle.


	He went to the kitchen and searched through Mom’s junk drawer—where she kept everything she had no other place for—and found an old eyedropper he’d seen some time ago. He grabbed that and the pistachios and headed back to his room.


	He set up at his desk with the pepper juice and the eyedropper. This time he wouldn’t shell the nuts. Instead, he’d dose them while they were still inside. He picked out fifteen good-size nuts with wide-open shells. Using the dropper, he added a generous amount of juice into each opening. When he was finished, he placed the nuts on the windowsill to dry—and couldn’t resist taking a quick look outside to make sure no one was there.


	Back in the kitchen he replaced the bag of pistachios in the cabinet. Then he wrapped a paper towel around the eyedropper, crushed it under his heel, and threw the pieces into the trash. No way he wanted anyone—not even Tom—to use that on their eyes.


	He returned to his room and dropped back on his bed, thinking about Tom sneaking through his room, just as he’d been in Dad’s. He didn’t like the idea, just as Dad wouldn’t.


	Maybe he should just forget about that box. He couldn’t get it open anyway.


	Then he remembered something he’d seen at USED and suddenly the world seemed a little brighter.
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	“Hi, Mister Rosen!” he called as he strolled into USED. “It’s me, Jack.”


	“I can hear you,” the old man said as he ambled from the rear. “In China they can hear you.” He glanced at the clock. “And it’s just after nine. What are you doing here three hours early?”


	Jack held up the issue of The Spider he’d finished last night. “I wanted to bring this back.” He gently and reverently laid it on the counter. “See? The same condition as when I took it.”


	“So it is,” he said as he inspected it, turning it over and back again. “And this couldn’t wait until noon?”


	Jack had thought he could wait but found it impossible. He’d been so anxious to get here he’d had trouble concentrating on the Spider’s exploits last night.


	“I want to buy something.”


	Mr. Rosen stared at him over his reading glasses. “Again—it couldn’t wait till later?”


	“I suppose it could’ve but I wasn’t sure you still had it.”


	“And what might that be?”


	“Let me get it and show you.”


	Jack hurried all the way to the very rear of the store to where a beat-up old dresser sat in a corner. He’d been dusting it off last month when he’d pulled open the top drawer and found a folded piece of felt containing an assortment of metal doohickeys of varying shapes, all odd. Some of them reminded him of the picks his dentist used when he was looking for cavities, others were half cylinders made of thin metal and flanged along the top.


	Folded within was a small booklet titled Lock Picking Made Easy.


	He remembered thinking at the time how cool it would be to know how to pick a lock, but a quick look through the booklet had convinced him it was too complicated to learn without spending more time than he cared to.


	Last night had changed his mind.


	He pulled the kit from the drawer and brought it to the front where he slapped it on the counter in front of Mr. Rosen.


	“How much?”


	The old man picked it up, looked it over, then shook his head.


	“Not for sale.”


	Jack stiffened. “But—”


	“If it was for sale it would be in one of the display cases already. You did not find this in a display case, did you.”


	“Well, no—”


	“Then it’s not for sale. Put it back.”


	Jack had trouble hiding his disappointment. “Then why do you keep it around?”


	“Because often—too often, if you ask me, and even though you didn’t, I’m telling you anyway—I get locked trunks and furniture and the owners have lost the key. Now, if the piece is old enough to have a warded lock, no problem—I have a set of skeleton keys that will take care of those.”


	Skeleton key … Jack liked the sound of that.


	“But,” Mr. Rosen went on, “if it has a pin-tumbler lock—like that curved-glass china cabinet I’ve got sitting back there—I have to call a locksmith.” He frowned. “After a while, that runs into money, so I decided I’d learn how to pick locks myself.”


	Jack’s spirits leaped. “You know how?”


	Mr. Rosen shrugged. “It took a while, but I learned. Lot of good it does me now.” He raised his hand and held it palm side down. Jack noticed how the fingers trembled. “A steady hand, you need, and I haven’t got that any longer.”


	Jack’s mind shifted into high gear.


	“Can you teach me?”


	“Why should I do that?”


	“So I can open locks for you.”


	Mr. Rosen stared at him. “Am I detecting possibly another reason for wanting to be so helpful?”


	Jack wasn’t about to admit to that.


	“I just think it would be cool to be able to say I know how to pick a lock.”


	True—every word.


	“I don’t know.” Mr. Rosen put his hand on Jack’s shoulder as he continued to stare. It made him a little uncomfortable, as if the old guy was trying to do a Vulcan mind meld. “Teaching a teenager to pick locks … that doesn’t strike me as the wisest thing.”


	Jack didn’t have to fake feeling offended.


	“If you think I’m going to rob somebody, then forget it. You can call a locksmith instead.”


	Jack gathered up the kit and started back toward the rear of the store.


	“Wait-wait-wait. You shouldn’t get yourself in a dither already. I didn’t mean that. I meant …” He paused, obviously searching for something to say. “I’m not sure what I meant. I know you’re a good boy.”


	Jack wasn’t so sure he liked the “good boy” bit. He tended to think of himself as kind of cool and detached. He didn’t know if he really was, but that was how he wanted to be. At times he feared he was a nerd and didn’t know it. Nerds never knew they were nerdy. Not knowing was a major component of nerdiness.


	Mr. Rosen added, “And I know you’re honest too.”


	That puzzled Jack. “How? I could be a master thief.”


	He smiled. “I doubt that.”


	And then Jack knew, or at least thought he did.


	“The money I found!”


	Mr. Rosen was nodding. “I may be many things, but careless with my cash I’m not.”


	On three separate occasions since he’d started working here, Jack had found bills lying around. First a single, then a five, and just last week a tenner.


	“You were testing me?”


	“Of course. Who knows when I might have to leave you in charge? When I return I’d like to find at least the same amount in the till as when I left.”


	“You don’t trust me?”


	“I do now. I didn’t know you when I hired you. This is your first real job, so it’s not like I could ask for references. So I tested you and you passed. Others before you have failed.”


	“Didn’t Teddy Bishop work here a few years ago?”


	Mr. Rosen’s expression never changed. “Not for long. And don’t ask me any more because that’s all I’ll say.”


	Jack had found the bills, known they weren’t his, and given them to Mr. Rosen. That was a test? He hadn’t given it a second thought: They didn’t belong to him.


	He’d learned that lesson back when he was eight.


	He’d been out on a trip with his folks—couldn’t remember where—and they’d come to an unattended tollbooth on an off-ramp from the Parkway. The toll was twenty-five cents at the time and drivers were supposed to drop the exact change into a basket, which then funneled it down into the coin machine. Whether by accident or someone’s design, the coin slot had become blocked, allowing the basket to fill with change.


	Jack remembered his excitement when he’d seen the overflowing coins and how he’d starting rolling down the rear window, yelling, Free money! Let me grab some! But his excitement had died when his father turned to stare back at him with a disgusted expression. Jack couldn’t recall what he’d said—something like, Are you kidding? That’s not yours … or maybe, You’d take something that doesn’t belong to you? But that withering look … he’d never forgotten that look.


	Jack smiled up at Mr. Rosen. “So, I guess that means you’ll teach me, right?”
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	“Keep tension on the wrench, Jack. Not too hard, but keep it steady.”


	After almost half an hour of coaching, with Mr. Rosen hovering over his shoulder, Jack wondered if he’d ever learn this.


	Good thing it was a weekday morning, because they tended to be pretty slow at USED. Weekday afternoons were slightly busier, but things started moving Friday afternoon and stayed pretty busy through the weekends. That was when the “tourists”—really just folks from Philly and Trenton and thereabouts—went out for a ride in the country.


	As a result, the lesson wasn’t rushed or interrupted.


	Since the curved-glass china cabinet was pretty much worthless if it couldn’t be opened, Mr. Rosen had said it would be as good a place as any to start.


	Uh-uh. The lock seemed so small.


	He’d inserted the end of the thin little bar with the right angle at each end—called a tension wrench—into the bottom of the keyhole. Jack was supposed to keep pressure on it in the direction he wanted the lock’s cylinder to turn. Then he’d inserted one of the slim little instruments that looked like a dentist’s probe into the opening and gently pulled and pushed it forward and backward inside—Mr. Rosen called this “raking”—to move the pins and make them line up with the edge of the cylinder. Once they were all in line, the tension wrench would be able to turn the cylinder and open the lock.


	The tension wrench seemed to be the key—too much pressure on it and the pins wouldn’t move; too little and they wouldn’t stay lined up.


	It wasn’t hard work, but Jack could feel the sweat collecting in his armpits.


	Mr. Rosen sighed and said, “We maybe should try a bigger lock. I thought this might be better because it has fewer pins, but they’re small and sometimes harder to—”


	“Hey!” Jack cried as the tension bar suddenly rotated.


	A strange, indescribable elation surged through him as he heard the latch slide back with a click. He grabbed the knob and pulled open the door.


	“I did it!”


	Mr. Rosen clapped him on the shoulder. “Good for you, my boy. Once you get that first success under your belt, the next will be easier, and the one after that even easier.”


	Jack stared down at the pick and tension wrench in his hands. He’d simply unlocked a china cabinet, but he felt as if he’d opened the door to a world of infinite possibilities.


	He glanced up and found Mr. Rosen staring at him.


	“What?”


	The old man shook his head. “I hope I haven’t created a problem.”


	Jack had a pretty good idea what he meant. He lowered his voice into Super Friends mode.


	“I promise to never use my newfound power for evil.”


	Mr. Rosen’s stare widened. “‘Newfound power’?”


	Jack laughed. “I remember reading something like that in a comic book once.”


	“This isn’t a comic book. This is life. Do I have your word you will not use what you’ve learned here today for anything illegal?”


	Jack held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”


	“You’re a Boy Scout?” Mr. Rosen said with a frown. “I had no idea.”


	“Only kidding.” Jack laughed. “About the Boy Scout part, I mean. But I won’t do anything illegal. I promise.”


	And he meant it … at the time.
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	For the next hour or so, Jack worked on various locks around the store. Mr. Rosen had keys to all of those, so it wouldn’t matter if Jack couldn’t pick them.


	As he worked he heard classical music waft from the front. Somehow Mr. Rosen had found an FM station out of Philly that played only classical. Jack wished he had one of those new Walkmans so he could listen to his own music, but his dad had refused to buy him one.


	Turned out Mr. Rosen hadn’t been quite right: Each new lock did not become easier than the last. But as each fell victim to Jack’s array of picks and tension wrenches, he felt a growing sense of knowing what he was doing. He learned to refine his raking technique and how to use the finer picks to nudge the more stubborn pins into line.


	He felt a rush every time one clicked open.


	He was sitting on an old ladderback chair near the front of the store, working on a padlock, when an announcer interrupted Mr. Rosen’s music to say something about someone’s “sudden collapse.” He dropped the lock when he heard him mention the name “Vasquez.”


	He leaped to his feet. “What was that?”


	Mr. Rosen looked up from his newspaper. “One of the state legislators collapsed at some ribbon-cutting ceremony today.” He stared at Jack. “You’re all right? Like a ghost you look.”


	“I-I think I might have seen him last night.”


	Mr. Bainbridge’s words echoed through his head: They say deaths come in threes. We’ve had Sumter, and now Haskins. Who’s going to be the third?


	Well, now he knew. He’d been worried that Mr. Brussard would be next, but it hadn’t turned out that way.


	What was happening? The most obvious explanation tied Jack’s innards into knots.


	According to Steve, Mr. Sumter had visited his father Monday night. Tuesday morning he was dead.


	On Tuesday night Mr. Haskins had visited Mr. B. Wednesday morning, Haskins dropped dead.


	Last night, Assemblyman Vasquez … and now he was dead.


	Jack knew that at least two of the three men who’d visited Mr. Brussard had left with a little red box. They’d been told it held something that would protect them from the so-called klazen.


	Jack could come to only one conclusion. The klazen didn’t exist. He didn’t know why or how, but he had an awful suspicion that whatever was in the boxes Steve’s father had given these men had killed them.


	And that would make Mr. Brussard a cold-blooded murderer.
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	“Steve’s father?” Weezy said, her voice hushed. “Ohmygod, I can’t believe it.”


	Jack shrugged. “Neither can I, but can you come up with any other explanation?”


	“Could be coincidence.”


	Jack couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Whoa! The girl who finds conspiracies everywhere says ‘coincidence’? Three visits, three days, three deaths?”


	She shook her head. “But we’re not talking about some mysterious stranger. This is Steve’s father.”


	He’d needed someone to talk to, someone who’d understand, someone who wouldn’t laugh at him. Only one person had fit that bill, though he’d had to wait until she returned from her weekly trip to Medford with her mother.


	They’d biked into the Pines, taking the easy way by finding a semipaved road running through the Wharton State Forest preserve. This was one of the more civilized parts of the Pine Barrens, with canoeing and fishing areas, and even the restored Batsto Village. This time of year it was full of tourists. They’d parked their bikes and claimed an isolated park bench just off the roadway.


	“You’ve got to tell somebody.”


	Jack nodded. “I know. But who? And tell them what? What can I say without everybody thinking I’m crazy?”


	“How about that deputy?” Weezy said.


	She wore her usual black jeans, black sneakers, and a too-large black T-shirt with Choose Death in red letters across the back. As they talked she used a long stick to draw patterns in the sand at their feet.


	“Tim Davis?” He thought about that and decided it wasn’t a good idea. “Nah. He’d just think I was kidding him.”


	“Then it’s gotta be your dad. I don’t think your sister or brother—”


	“Tom? Puh-lease!”


	“Well, whatever, I don’t think they’ve got the gravitas to make the right people listen.”


	“‘Gravitas’?”


	She smiled. “My new word. It means substance, seriousness. I’ve been waiting for days to use it.” She patted the back of his hand. “Thanks.”


	Jack’s hand tingled where she’d touched it. He felt something stir inside. He liked the feeling and wished she hadn’t taken her hand away.


	He laughed to ease his inner turmoil. “You’re amazing.”


	She smiled back at him. “And you’re very perceptive.”


	They shared brief, soft laughter over that, then Jack sighed.


	“I guess that leaves my dad.”


	She looked at him. “You can’t talk to your dad?”


	“Yeah, I can talk. But he doesn’t take me seriously. I’m fourteen but in his head I can tell he still thinks I’m six.”


	“At least you can talk to him. My dad …” She shook her head. “He doesn’t get me.”


	Jack nudged her. “What’s not to get? You’re just a typical teenage girl all done up in frilly dresses and shiny little black shoes.”


	He’d been joking but his chest tightened when he saw her eyes puddle up.


	“That’s what he’d like me to be. But I just can’t be a bowhead. It makes me sick.” She blinked and glanced at him. “No, I mean really sick. If I had to knot a paint-splatter shirt at my hip, or wear floral-pattern jeans and Peter Pan boots, I really think I’d throw up.”


	“Only kidding.”


	“I know, but my dad’s not. He wants me to look like everybody else. And he lets me know it.”


	Weezy’s father was a pipefitter. Like everyone else in town, it seemed, he’d been in Korea. But he hadn’t fought. He’d been in the construction crew that built Camp Casey. More than once Jack had heard his father say that instead of going to college after the war, he should have enrolled in a trade school and become a pipefitter like Patrick Connell. If he had he’d be less stressed and making more money.


	“He just doesn’t get me.” She glanced at Jack again. “Do you?”


	Jack hesitated. He wasn’t about to lie to her, but knew he needed to put this just right.


	“Truth?”


	“Of course.”


	He took a breath. “I don’t get you either.”


	She gave him a sharp look. “Oh, great. Et tu, Brute? Just great!”


	He held up a hand. “Let me finish. I don’t get you, but I don’t need to. I don’t get the black clothes or the downer music—it’s like you’ve joined some club where I’ll never be a member—but so what? We’ve known each other forever, Weez. You are who you are. You’re Weezy Connell, the smartest and also the strangest person I know. Yeah, I don’t get you, but I wouldn’t have you any other way.”


	She dropped the stick, hopped off the bench, and walked maybe a dozen feet away. She kept her back to him but he noticed her chest heaving, as if she was sobbing, or maybe holding sobs back.


	What’d I say? he thought.


	He’d been trying to make her feel good but he guessed he’d screwed that up. Would he ever learn how to talk to a girl?


	Watching her made him uncomfortable so he stared at the ground where she’d been doodling with the stick. He noticed with a start that they weren’t random scratchings—they looked an awful lot like the pattern etched on the inside of the mystery cube. The longer he looked, the more convinced he became. Had she memorized it? But then he remembered how Weezy had told him she had a photographic memory.


	Suddenly two black-sneakered feet stepped into view. Jack looked up to find Weezy’s face only inches from his. She kissed him on the lips. Not a long kiss. Barely a second. But her lips were soft and their touch sent a shock through him.


	And then it was over. She straightened and looked down at him. She was smiling but her face was blotchy and her eyes red.


	“You’re the best friend anyone could have. I don’t deserve you.”


	She stepped over to where her Schwinn leaned against the side of the bench. She swung her leg over the banana seat and looked at him.


	“Come on, Jack. Don’t sit there like a lump. We’ve got to get you back to civilization.”


	But Jack did sit there, totally confused. He’d upset her, but then she’d kissed him. Weezy Connell had kissed him. Not that he hadn’t kissed a girl before—sometimes hanging out turned into making out—but this was Weezy.


	Of course, it hadn’t been a make-out kiss, but still … she’d kissed him. And the feel of her lips lingered against his.


	Unable to sort out the strange mix of feelings bubbling within, he pushed himself off the bench and grabbed his bike.
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	They took a different way home. Weezy, who seemed to have this entire end of the Pine Barrens laid out in her head, led him along deer trails and firebreaks he’d never seen before.


	All along the way he watched her butt.


	Well, what else was there to look at? As far as size went, it wasn’t much. Hard to tell what her baggy clothes hid. She was thin, he knew that, but curvy thin or straight-up-and-down thin he couldn’t say. Either way, he found he liked watching her from the rear as she pedaled along.


	Her shortcut back to Johnson led through Old Man Foster’s land and now things were starting to look familiar. When they came to the clearing with the spong where they’d found the leg-hold traps, she skidded to a stop, turned to give him a surprised look, and pointed.


	There in the clearing stood a lady in a long black dress and a scarf around her neck. She carried a bundle of sticks in one arm and was moving from trap to trap, springing them with the sticks. Her three-legged dog stood by, watching.


	Mrs. Clevenger.


	Without hesitating, Weezy hopped off her bike and walked into the clearing. She seemed to believe in just about every kind of weirdness, but maybe she didn’t believe in witches—or maybe she didn’t believe Mrs. Clevenger was one. Jack wasn’t so sure about that, but he followed anyway. The dog watched their approach but made no move toward them.


	“Hi,” he heard Weezy say as she neared.


	Mrs. Clevenger looked up. She didn’t seem surprised to see them. Jack had a strange feeling this old lady didn’t surprise easily.


	“Hi, yourself, Weezy Connell.”


	She took a stick from the bundle in her arm and jammed it into a nearby trap. It snapped shut, breaking off the end. She used the broken tip on a neighboring trap. When this one snapped closed, it trapped the stick. She abandoned it and grabbed another.


	“Looks like fun,” Weezy said. “Can I try?”


	Mrs. Clevenger gave her a long look, then handed her a stick.


	“I like you, young lady. But be careful where you step. Nasty things, these.”


	Jack grabbed one of the already sprung traps and worked its anchor free from the ground. Then he tossed it into the spong where it splashed and sank.


	“You threw them in there a few days ago,” Mrs. Clevenger said. It didn’t sound like a question—she seemed to know. “A good thing, but in the end, only a temporary solution, as temporary as springing the traps. The trapper simply fishes them out and resets them. All we accomplish by what we do here is a respite for the animals and an inconvenience for the trapper.”


	Jack said, “That’ll have to do, I guess.”


	Her eyes narrowed. “For now, yes. But someday he may do harm to creatures that must not be touched. Should that happen, he will pay dearly.”


	Her tone chilled Jack. For some reason he found himself very glad he wasn’t that trapper.


	“Oh, and we anger and frustrate him as well,” she added, “so don’t let him catch you at this.”


	Weezy looked up. “What do you think he’d do?”


	Her expression was grim. “A man who sets these traps for unsuspecting animals coming to the spong to ease their thirst? What wouldn’t he do?”


	Jack looked over at her dog who hadn’t moved from where it sat. He feared it might be a touchy subject but he had to ask.


	“Did he …” He pointed to the dog. “Did a trap do that to him?”


	Mrs. Clevenger looked at him and smiled. “No, he chose to have only three legs. Perhaps in sympathy for the animals hurt in the traps, perhaps for another reason. He’s never said.”


	Jack could only stare at her. What on Earth was she talking about? It made no sense.


	“What’s his name?” Weezy said.


	She turned toward Weezy, and as she did, Jack craned his neck to see if he could catch a glimpse of a scar beneath her scarf, but it was wrapped too tightly.


	“He’s had many names, and he has none. He simply is.”


	More weirdness. Mrs. Clevenger seemed to like to speak in riddles.


	Weezy took a step toward the dog. “Can I pet him?”


	“He would rather you didn’t. He prefers not to be touched.”


	Jack looked around for a car or even another bike, but found none.


	“How’d you get here?” he said.


	She smiled at him. “The usual way.”


	Jack realized then that he might never get a straight answer from this old woman, so he bent to the task of ripping the traps from the ground and tossing them into the spong.


	After springing the last trap, Weezy joined him. Mrs. Clevenger and her dog watched until the last trap was in the drink.


	Jack was panting a little from the effort, as was Weezy. A sweat sheened her face and arms.


	“Good,” the old woman said. “I am proud of you both. But it’s time for you to go.”


	“Why?”


	“Because I hear the trapper coming.” Jack listened but heard only the incessant bug buzz of the Barrens.


	“You sure?”


	The old woman nodded. “Clear as day. He’ll be very, very angry when he finds what we’ve done. So go now. Quickly.”


	“Are you staying?” Weezy said.


	She shook her head. “No. Though I don’t fear him, it’s best he doesn’t see me. I’ll follow soon.” “It’s an awful long walk.”


	“I’ll return the way I arrived.” She made shooing motions with her knobby, veiny hands. “Now get. Get!”


	They got.
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	They rode side by side along the firebreak trails, talking about Steve’s father and Mrs. Clevenger and this and that until they connected with the end of Quakerton Road in Old Town. They crossed the bridge, cut right onto North Franklin, then stopped at Adams Drive. Here they’d part ways. Weezy lived on Adams and Jack up at the end of Franklin on Jefferson.


	“I’ve got something for you,” she said in a low voice as she moved up close beside him.


	Another kiss?


	“What?”


	She reached into her bike basket and pulled out two folded sheets of paper. She looked around, then thrust them at Jack.


	“Here. Put these in your pocket.”


	He started to unfold them. “What—?”


	“Look at them later! Just get them out of sight!”


	Spurred by her urgent tone, he shoved them into a back pocket.


	“What’s going on?”


	Weezy looked around again, then whispered, “I think someone was out in my backyard last night.”


	Jack felt a chill as he remembered his unlatched screen and the feeling that someone had been in his room. But that had been Tom, right?


	Right?


	“You see anyone?”


	“I saw a shadow that moved.”


	“Could have been a deer.”


	“Yeah, could have been. I hope so. But just in case, when I was in Medford this morning, I had my mother drop me off at the library so I could Xerox copies of the symbols on the pyramid and the pattern inside the cube.”


	Weezy and her mother had been driving to Medford every Friday morning all summer long. Shopping, Jack guessed.


	“Copies? Why?”


	“In case someone steals mine.”


	Jack couldn’t help rolling his eyes. “Weez …”


	“It’s part of the Secret History of the World, Jack. We’re not supposed to have it. Doesn’t it make sense that the people who want that history kept secret will try to get it back?”


	Jack didn’t like the way this was going.


	“But who are these ‘people’?”


	She shrugged. “How should I know? They’re secret, remember?”


	Secret … the word brought back his father’s comment about the Septimus Lodge: It’s a secret society.


	Could the Lodge be involved? After all, Weezy had found the cube next to a dead member.


	But why would whoever it was search his room? After all, Weezy was the one who kept it and—


	His stomach clenched when he remembered that Mr. Brussard was a member—no, more than just a member. He’d called himself “Lodge lore master.” And Jack had showed him the cube. If the Lodge was involved, they’d assume Jack had it. And when they found out he didn’t, they’d move on to the next person involved.


	Weezy.


	He shook it off. Crazy to think like this. Come on. This was lame-o Johnson, New Jersey. Nothing of any interest went on here. Especially not things like that.


	“Okay, I’ll hide them in a safe place.”


	She smiled. “Thanks. An ounce of prevention … you know the rest.”


	Jack did. And he’d do what he’d promised, even if it meant getting involved in one of her weird theories. If she’d rest easier knowing he had copies, that was reason enough.


	He glanced at the sun. Almost noon. Enough time to get home, grab a shower, and rush over to USED.
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	Tonight was another of those rare evenings when everyone was home for dinner. Mom and Dad sat at the ends of the oblong dining room table, with Kate and Jack on one side, and Tom by himself on the other. Mom had made her Friday night meat loaf. She always mixed an envelope of Lipton’s Onion Soup into the meat and Jack loved it. Add local corn on the cob and creamed spinach and he had heaven on a plate.


	As Jack ate he looked for a way to bring up the latest death. Finally he found an opening.


	“Remember what Mister Bainbridge said about never two deaths without three?”


	Dad swallowed. “And like I said—an old wives’ tale.”


	“But the death of that Assemblyman Vasquez makes three, right?”


	“I suppose so.” Dad shrugged. “Every so often old wives’ tales work out, that’s why they never go away.” He looked thoughtful. “And this time not just three random people, but three Lodgers.”


	Jack almost dropped his fork. He’d half guessed the connection, but hearing it confirmed at his own dinner table came as a shock.


	“He was in the Lodge too?”


	Dad nodded. “Saw him there when they were trying to get me to join. Guess they thought it would impress me. It didn’t.”


	Tom spoke around a mouthful. “You should’ve joined while you had the chance, Dad. They ever ask me, I’ll join in a heartbeat.”


	“I’m sure you will.” Dad shook his head, then smiled. “I wonder what Ed Toliver will have to say about another Lodger’s death?”


	Tom forked a big piece of meat loaf into his mouth before replying—a habit that drove Jack up the wall. Most people swallowed their food, then spoke. Tom rarely spoke without his mouth full. Made him sound like a tard.


	“Not much, I’d guess. He’s learning the hard way that you don’t mess with the Septimus Lodge.”


	Kate looked up. “Oh?”


	More meat loaf, then, “Toliver received notice today that his state income tax is being audited. And if that wasn’t bad enough, his requests for variances and permits on that Mount Holly shopping center he’s been working on have been sent back. He’s got to resubmit.”


	“What’s that got to do with the Lodge?” Jack said.


	Tom picked up an ear of corn and began chewing on it left to right like a machine-gun typewriter. Chomp-chomp-chomp.


	“Everything,” he said between finishing the first row and attacking the second. “He called the lodge out.” Another row—chomp-chomp-chomp. “He demanded an investigation.” Chomp-chomp-chomp. “He drew attention to them.” Chomp-chomp-chomp. “Lodge no like attention.” Chomp-chomp-chomp. “Lodge is connected.” Chomp-chomp-chomp. “Lodge lower the boom on Mister Edward Toliver.”


	“They’ve got that kind of power?” Jack said.


	Tom nodded. “Ohhhhh, yeah.”


	Dad narrowed his eyes. “Where’d you get all this information?”


	A huge forkful of creamed spinach went in, then, “The legal grapevine, Dad. Word gets around fast: Judges talk to their clerks, the clerks talk to lawyers and law students they know. In no time it’s all over the place.”


	Mom shook her head. “What kind of a country has this become where you can’t speak your mind?”


	“The real world,” Tom said. “The way it’s always been. You push, you should expect a push back. The secret is to make sure you’re on the side with the most muscle.”


	“How about being on the side that’s right?” Kate said.


	Tom grinned, showing a piece of spinach stuck to one of his front teeth.


	“Wake up, Kate. Might makes right.”


	As Jack watched Kate shake her head sadly and go back to eating, he decided it was time for a little public pistachio shelling.
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	After dinner, Jack followed his father upstairs to his folks’ bedroom.


	“Dad, can I ask you something?”


	“Of course—as long as it’s not about that box.”


	“It’s not. It’s about Mister Brussard.”


	His dad looked at him. “What about him?”


	Jack told him about the meetings, the little red boxes, the warnings about the klazen, the lies, and the three deaths.


	Dad was staring at him. “You shouldn’t be snooping on people. This is what happens with half-heard conversations. It’s called taking things out of context.”


	“But they’re dead, Dad. Three visits, three red boxes, three dead people.”


	He couldn’t know if Mr. Sumter had been given a box, but he assumed so.


	“And you suspect Gordie Brussard of killing them?”


	“Don’t you think it looks that way?”


	A smile played around his dad’s lips. “Since when did you become one of the Hardy Boys?”


	Angry, Jack clenched his jaw. He’d known someone would think that. He’d even thought it himself. But this wasn’t a novel. This was really happening, right here in Johnson, New Jersey.


	“Call me a Hardy Boy, call me Nancy Drew, but there’s something going on.”


	Dad sighed. “Remember that discussion we had about jumping to conclusions? Remember the trouble post hoc, ergo propter hoc can get you in?”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah.”


	Dad had explained that the Latin phrase meant after this, therefore because of this, and how it led to wrong conclusions and superstition. His favorite example was, It rained after I danced around a fire, therefore dancing around a fire causes rain.


	“Well, this is most likely a good example of that kind of thinking. Step back and look at it: What would Brussard’s motive be?”


	Jack shrugged. “I don’t know.”


	“Right. And I can’t think of one either. Those three dead men are his Lodge brothers. They’re a very tight group.”


	“But he said the klazen would find the ones ‘responsible.’”


	“Responsible for what?”


	Jack shrugged. “Murdering that man I found? I mean, that’s when people started dying.”


	“There you go again, Jack. That’s a post-hoc conclusion: The deaths began after you found the body, therefore finding the body is causing the deaths. Do you believe that?”


	“Well, it could be. The man was a Lodger that nobody even knew was dead until I found him, and then three Lodge members die in the week after his body is identified. You think that’s just coincidence?”


	Dad was silent a moment, then, “Odds are it is, but I have to admit it’s one hell of a coincidence.”


	Yes! Dad was beginning to see the light.


	“But,” Dad went on, “it’s also one hell of a leap to accuse Gordon Brussard of doing the killing. I’d almost prefer to blame this mysterious klazen.”


	That shocked Jack. His dad was the least superstitious person on Earth.


	“But no one’s ever heard of it. It doesn’t exist.”


	“It doesn’t have to, Jack. All it needs is for some people to believe it exists. Like voodoo. People who believe in voodoo and learn that it’s being used against them will often sicken, and some have even died. Because they believe someone with magic is trying to kill them. Septimus Lodgers believe all sort of crazy crap—”


	“Like what?”


	“I don’t know. They keep it to themselves. But when I was being courted they made veiled references to all the secret knowledge I would be privy to once I joined. So maybe if they believe a killer klazen is after them, they work themselves up into a heart attack. Don’t forget, they all died of cardiac arrest in public places. Nothing came and tore their throats out.”


	Jack wasn’t giving up. “But what’s in those little red boxes? What if it’s some sort of amulet with a spring-loaded poison needle?”


	Dad laughed. “That’s it! No more. Any more pulp fiction talk like that and I’ll send those old magazines straight back to Mister Rosen.”


	Well, okay, Jack thought as he took the stairs down, maybe an amulet with a poison needle was taking it too far, but something was going on. Had to be.
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	After checking to make sure Tom was still around, Jack retrieved his doctored pistachios from his room. Back in the kitchen, he made a show of pouring a few dozen nuts onto the counter from the untreated bag. Keeping the spicy ones separate, he shelled five of those first.


	From the corner of his eye he saw Tom walk past the doorway, slowing as he looked into the kitchen.


	Perfect.


	He shelled two of the regular nuts and ate them.


	Kate finished loading the dishwasher and leaned against the counter.


	“Mind if I snag a couple?” she said, pointing to the pile.


	“Not those,” Jack whispered without moving his lips.


	Her eyes widened. “You mean …?”


	Nodding, he quickly shelled a couple of regular nuts and slid them toward her. As Tom passed again, Jack pretended to take them from the pile and hand them to her.


	“Here you go,” he said in a louder voice.


	Kate popped them into her mouth and smiled. “I was going to go read, but maybe I’ll hang around awhile.”


	She opened the paper and began to flip through it.


	“Oh, look,” she said. “Here’s a picture of that assemblyman just minutes before he died. What a shame.”


	Jack resisted snatching the paper from her. Instead he hurried around the counter and stared over her shoulder.


	The grainy photo showed a grinning Assemblyman Vasquez holding a large pair of scissors poised to cut a wide ribbon outside a shopping mall. Yeah, he was the guy in Steve’s house last night.


	“Well, I’ll be,” Kate said. She tapped a figure in the small crowd behind Vasquez. “Look who’s there: Bert Challis, our trusty insurance man.”


	Jack stifled a gasp as he recognized him. Hadn’t Mr. B said he was in L.A. at some convention? A strange comment came back to him:


	I don’t know about you, but Bert Challis worries me.


	Worried him how?


	Had he been there to warn Vasquez … or was he the problem?


	Just then Jack spotted Tom peeking around the edge of the doorframe. He lowered his voice again.


	“I think the show’s about to start.”


	As Jack resumed his seat on the far side of the counter, Kate wandered back to the sink and pretended to be busy.


	With Tom watching, Jack shelled five more hot ones, all of which he added to the pile. That done, he made a show of opening one untreated nut and popping it in his mouth. Then a second. Then he quickly shelled the rest of the doctored nuts and added them to the pile.


	Tom, apparently unable to hold out any longer, glided into the kitchen and slid the nuts off the counter into his palm.


	“Gotcha!”


	“Hey!” Jack cried. “Better not. Those are hot.”


	“Not this time. I saw you and Kate eating them.”


	“I’m warning you,” Jack said.


	Kate chimed in. “Better think twice, Tom.”


	“Oh, right,” he said with a laugh. “Like you don’t back up Miracle Boy every chance you get.”


	Kate shrugged. “Your funeral.”


	Tom waved and headed for the back door. “These’ll taste great on the way to Philly.”


	Jack lowered his voice and did his Willy Wonka thing again. “Stop. Don’t. Come back.”


	But Tom didn’t—at least not right away. As the screen door slammed behind him, Kate grinned at Jack and began a countdown.


	“Five … four …”


	Jack joined her.


	“Three … two …”


	They heard a faint, “Oh, no!” from outside, then the screen crashed open and Tom rushed back in, holding his mouth. He ran for the refrigerator, yanked open the door, and started guzzling milk from the carton. Kate was hysterical, so weak with laughter she was down on her knees, clutching the counter so she wouldn’t fall over.


	But Jack wasn’t laughing. Served Tom right for being in his room last night.


	At least he hoped it had been Tom.
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	Following the old saying about discretion being the better part of valor, Jack had skedaddled before Tom recovered from the pistachios. He didn’t want to deal with him tonight.


	Was it okay to dislike your brother? Really, really dislike? He thought of another old saying: You can choose your friends but you can’t choose your family. They had that right. No way in a million years would he have chosen Tom for a brother.


	He reached Steve’s front door and knocked.


	“Hi, Mrs. Brussard,” he said as she appeared. “Steve around?”


	He was glad Steve’s mom had answered instead of his dad. Maybe he wasn’t a killer. Maybe he’d really been trying to protect his three Lodge brothers from the mysterious and dreaded klazen. Maybe they’d died of natural causes or, as Dad thought, scared themselves to death. But Jack had trouble buying that. And he feared that Mr. Brussard would take one look at him and realize that Jack suspected the truth.


	Mrs. B smiled as she pushed open the door for him. She was short and pudgy with straight brown hair. Steve looked nothing like her.


	“He’s down in the basement with that computer. I swear, if he devoted that much time to his homework during the school year he’d be a straight-A student.”


	Jack doubted that. Not with the condition Steve was too often in by the end of the night. But he said nothing about that as he headed for the basement stairs, hoping he’d find Steve sober for a second night in a row.


	No such luck. Steve was slumped on the couch watching that sappy Knots Landing. He looked looped.


	“I never noticed before,” he slurred with a silly grin, “but Michele Lee is cooooool.”


	She was pretty good-looking, but …


	“I thought you were locked out of the liquor cabinet.”


	“I am.”


	“Could’ve fooled me.”


	Steve raised an amber plastic vial and rattled its contents. “I was forced to improvise.”


	“Pills? Whose?”


	“My mom’s.” He tossed Jack the bottle. “Check it out.”


	Jack caught it and examined the label. Under Steve’s mother’s name it read: Valium 5 mg #30.


	“What’s this stuff?”


	Steve grinned again. “A tranquilizer. My mother’s had them around forever. Hardly ever uses them.”


	“You’re taking a tranquilizer? Are you crazy?”


	“Better believe it.” He crossed his eyes and stuck his tongue out the side of his mouth. “Completely nuts.”


	Jack tossed the vial back. Steve tried to catch it but was too slow. It sailed right past his hand.


	“Don’t you want one? They take the edge off everything and make you feel sooooooo mellowwwwww.”


	Jack didn’t get it. Life was too cool to spend in a fog. He didn’t want to miss a thing.


	“Maybe I prefer edgy to mellow.”


	Steve’s gaze drifted back to the TV. “Isn’t she beauuuutiful?”


	“She’s old enough to be your mother!”


	“I wish she was. I’d sit and look at her aaaaaall day.”


	“I thought we were finally gonna get some work done on the computer.”


	Steve looked up at him with bleary eyes. “Let’s do it.”


	“Yeah. Like you could be trusted with a soldering iron right now.”


	“Hey, I’m fine.” He held up a hand. “Look. Rock steady.”


	It did look steady, but steadiness wasn’t all that mattered.


	“Yeah, but touch your pointer to your nose.”


	Jack demonstrated.


	“Easy.” But when Steve tried he missed by half an inch. “Aw, who cares anyway? I ain’t soldering my nose.”


	Jack was losing respect for Steve. He’d been a smart, funny kid until he’d returned from soccer camp. Since then he’d been sprinting down the road to Loserville. Maybe he couldn’t help it, maybe something had gone wrong in his brain. Nothing Jack could do about that.


	Weezy’s words from this morning echoed back to him: So what are you going to do, stand by and watch him go down the tubes?


	No, Miss Know-it-all, he thought, I’m not.


	But right now, other than ratting him out, Jack didn’t see that he had much choice.


	No, that wasn’t true. There were always choices. Steve could choose whether or not to take one of his mother’s pills, and Jack could choose yes or no as to getting him some help. He decided on yes. Easy to make a choice. The real problem was figuring out how to help without Steve feeling he’d been ratted out by a friend.


	Jack needed to give this some serious thought. He was sure he’d find a way.


	As Steve’s eyelids started to drift closed, Jack shook his head.


	Well now, this was exciting. He’d be better off watching TV at home.


	He headed for the stairs.


	“Later, man.”


	Steve mumbled something that sounded like, “Yeah.”


	Upstairs, as he was passing the den, he spotted the black humidor. Mr. Brussard had been holding it when he’d said good-bye to Vasquez. Why? They hadn’t been smoking.


	Did he dare?


	No. Too risky.


	But he hurried into the den anyway. Quickly he lifted the top and found an oddly shaped little red container about the size of a jewelry box for a ring; it had six—no, seven sides.


	What was in them? What was the “it” that had to be “used” at dawn with your back to the sun?


	He had to know.


	As he was reaching for it he heard footsteps hurrying down the stairs. Too heavy for Mrs. B—had to be Steve’s dad. With panic tightening his chest, Jack snatched his hand out of the humidor, replaced the lid, and leaped behind a high-backed upholstered chair.


	Immediately he realized what a stupid move he’d made. If Mr. B came in and spotted him, what could he say? That he and Steve were playing hide and seek?


	Yeah, right. That would fly—like a penguin.


	Looking around he spotted Mr. Brussard’s stack of stereo electronics. He jumped up and stepped over to it. With his hands behind his back, he stood before it and pretended to be studying all the neat-looking equipment.


	He heard Mr. B come in behind him and stop.


	“Jack?”


	He turned. “Oh, hi, Mister Brussard. Just looking at your disc player here. I’d love to get my father to buy one, but he’s not all that into music.”


	“Really liked the sound, did you?” His smile looked forced, like he had something else on his mind


	“Awesome.”


	He picked up the humidor and looked inside.


	“Well, I’d play some for you now, but I’ve got a little work to do. Why don’t you get cracking on that computer. I’m really looking forward to seeing it in action.”


	“I’ve got to get home.” Jack started for the hall. “We’ve still got a ways to go.”


	“Uh-huh.” He seemed to be only half listening.


	“See ya,” he said and headed for the door.


	When he reached the hallway he looked back and saw Mr. B pull a key ring from his pocket and lock the humidor in the liquor cabinet.


	What was in that little box that needed to be locked up?
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	He suspects something, Jack thought as trotted toward home.


	He’d have to be careful.


	He was a block away when he realized he’d just missed a perfect opportunity to expose Steve’s problem. He could have said something to his father, something like, I don’t think Steve’s feeling so hot. That would have sent Mr. B down to check on him. Or at least he thought so. He knew his own dad would be downstairs in a flash. But the terror of almost getting caught had blanked his mind.


	Which meant the Steve problem remained. Jack had done nothing to solve it.


	He’d think of something. And soon.


	Night was falling by the time he reached his house. He noticed that Tom’s car was gone, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t left a little surprise for Jack. He waved to his parents as they watched Falcon Crest. Family drama was not Dad’s favorite by a long shot, but Mom loved it—Jack had even heard her humming the theme music now and again.


	“That was a quick trip,” Dad said.


	“Yeah, well, Steve wasn’t in the mood.”


	He laughed. “You guys better get cranking. Once you start high school you’re not going to have much spare time.”


	It occurred to Jack that tonight might have been a good time to try his new lock-picking skills on Dad’s lockbox, but things had turned hectic at USED and he’d forgotten to bring home the picks. Maybe tomorrow. Anyway, he wasn’t in a lock-picking mood.


	Like last night, he checked his bedroom door for booby traps. Finding none, he stepped inside, turned on the light, and looked around. Unlike last night, he had no sense that the room had changed. Everything seemed just as he’d left it.


	Then he remembered the Xeroxes of the tracings Weezy had given him for safekeeping. He’d stuck them in the top drawer of his desk before running off to USED this afternoon. He’d been running late and hadn’t hidden them as he’d promised.


	He quick-stepped to his desk and yanked open the drawer. Relief—still there. Then he wondered why he was relieved. Why would they be anywhere but where he’d left them?


	But he’d promised to hide them, and his top drawer wasn’t exactly hidden. Had to find a safer spot.


	Safer …


	Listen to me, he thought. I’m starting to think like Weezy.


	As he began looking around for a hiding place, he noticed his open window. He checked the screen—still latched as he’d left it last night. Well, of course it would be. Who besides Tom would have any reason to want to sneak into his room.


	Still …


	He turned out the bedroom light, then pulled out the bottom drawer of his dresser and dropped the papers into the space beneath. Then he replaced the drawer. Not the safest hiding place in the world, but the best he could come up with on such short notice.


	As he stepped toward the light switch by the door he remembered Weezy’s remark about seeing someone in her backyard last night. Not terribly surprising, coming from Weezy. But what if …?


	He started tiptoeing toward the window, then stopped.


	Why am I tiptoeing?


	He walked the rest of the way, then crouched until the sill was at chin level.


	The moonlit cornfield looked just the same as last night. Nothing moving. But he realized anyone standing in the corn rows would be as good as invisible and still have a clear view of his room. That had never occurred to him before, and it gave him a crawly feeling in his gut.


	Thanks a lot, Weez.


	He shook off the feeling. Silly. Nobody out there.


	Still, he pulled the shade, then undressed in the dark. He crawled under the covers before turning on his bedside lamp. He wanted to let the Spider take him away from all these spooky feelings. The Spider’s world was safe in that if things got too weird, Jack could always close the cover.


	But real life had no covers. What did you do when life got too weird?


	1


	“Jack! Jack, wake up!”


	Jack opened his eyes in the dark. An insistent tapping accompanied the frantic, harshly whispered words.


	“Come on, Jack! Wake up!”


	Where was he? He felt the pillow under his head, the sheet pulled up to his shoulders …


	Bed.


	“Jack, please!”


	He jackknifed to a sitting position. The voice … coming from the window. He looked and his heart jumped when he saw a head silhouetted in the moonlight.


	“Who?”


	“It’s me—Weezy. You’ve got to—”


	“Weez? What are you doing out there?”


	“Helicopters, Jack! Over the Pines. They were carrying some kind of equipment.”


	“So?”


	“They’re right over our mound!”


	A second head appeared at the window.


	“C’mon, Jack.” Eddie’s voice. “We’re gonna go take a look.”


	Jack glanced at his clock radio: 1:10 in the morning.


	“Are you guys nuts?”


	“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Nutsacious. And so are you. That’s why we’re here.”


	Weezy said, “We’ve got our bikes. So get dressed. Wear dark clothes. Let’s go!”


	“Do you know how dark it is in there?”


	“We’ve got flashlights. Bring another. Come on. We’ve got to see what they’re doing to our mound.”


	Jack thought for a second. He didn’t know how Weezy knew they were over the mound, but he did know his folks would kill him if they found out he’d sneaked off into the Barrens at night.


	But what were helicopters doing over their mound in the middle of the night? What couldn’t wait until morning?


	He jumped out of bed.


	Well, why not? Not like he was going to be able to get back to sleep now anyway.


	“Be right there.”
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	As usual, Weezy led the way. She kept her flashlight beam trained ahead as she rode, but Jack figured she knew the trail so well she probably could have found her way by the moonlight.


	He stayed close behind, holding his own light in reserve, in case Weezy’s ran out. Eddie brought up the rear.


	“Look,” Weezy called back, flashing her beam along the sand. “Tire tracks. And recent too.”


	Jack saw what she meant. Some of the deeper sand stirred up by the tires was still dark and damp. The cars or pickups or whatever they were had to have come through within the hour.


	At first the Barrens had been dark and silent, the overhanging pine branches blotting out all but a few rays of moonlight. But neither lasted.


	The silence was the first to go.


	They were passing the trapper’s spong, and Jack was wondering if he’d reset the traps, when he began to hear a faint, low-pitched thrumming noise that grew steadily louder as they rode. This graduated to the unmistakable whup-whup-whup of helicopters.


	And then Jack began to catch flashes of bright light through the upper branches. He couldn’t imagine where they could be coming from until he realized the copters were using their searchlights to light up the ground.


	Without warning, Weezy veered to the side and hopped off her bike. She was leaning it against a tree when Jack pulled up beside her.


	“Why’re we stopping?” he said, raising his voice over the racket.


	Weezy motioned her brother to get off his bike. “We should walk from here.”


	“Bikes are faster,” Eddie said.


	“And more easily noticed. We don’t want to be seen.”


	Eddie laughed. “Why not?”


	“Because then we’ll be chased home.”


	Jack could make out Eddie’s face in the light through the branches. He looked insulted.


	“No way! It’s a free country. We can watch if we want.”


	Weezy rolled her eyes. “They don’t want anyone watching.”


	“That’s stupidacious. And besides, how do you know?”


	Jack thought the answer was pretty obvious, but he let Weezy tell her brother. She stepped closer and got in his face.


	“Can you think of any other reason why they’d go to all this trouble at night when it would be so much easier during the day?” When Eddie didn’t answer, Weezy looked at Jack, then back at Eddie. “So, can we all start walking?”


	“Let’s go,” Jack said. “We’re wasting time.”


	He took the lead now. With the lights ahead as a beacon, they no longer needed flashlights or Weezy’s keen sense of direction. He kept to the side of the firebreak until he noticed a deer trail angling toward all the activity. He took it.


	This path was much narrower … branches scraped against him as he passed. He was glad he’d worn full-length jeans instead of cutoffs, but wished he’d picked out a rugby shirt instead of this T.


	As the three of them neared the site, the noise of the copters grew even louder. Ahead and above they looked invisible—black fuselages against a black sky—with their searchlights seeming to come out of nowhere.


	But another sound gradually joined the mix—the throaty, up-and-down roar of diesel engines.


	Construction equipment.


	As they closed in on the mound area, Jack lowered to a crouch, then turned and motioned Weezy and Eddie to do the same. When he reached a break in the trees he came to a sudden stop. Weezy bumped him from behind. He heard her gasp as she saw what he saw.


	Just a hundred feet away, the burned-out area of the mound was ablaze with light, illuminating the dozen or so men walking back and forth among the charred pine trunks. And among those trunks, a backhoe furiously dug up the sand.


	He felt Weezy grip both his shoulders and squeeze—hard.


	“Our mound!” she said softly, leaning over him, so close he could feel her breath on his ear. “They’re tearing up our mound!”


	Not our mound anymore, Jack thought. Pretty soon it wouldn’t even be a mound.


	He watched the backhoe systematically tearing up the ground, its yellow arm swinging up and down, ramming its bucket into the mound, pulling out a yard of sand, then dumping it to the side before backing up for another go. If a tree had grown too close, the backhoe’s tractor simply pushed it aside or knocked it down.


	Weezy said, “That must have been what the helicopter was carrying when I saw it.”


	Men followed in its wake of destruction, some with rakes, some with hoes, some with baskets. Some wore police uniforms with black leather belts that circled the waist and crossed the chest, others wore dark suits and narrow-brimmed hats. They’d poke through the turned-up sand and every so often one would stoop to pick up something. Mostly they tossed whatever they found aside, but every so often one would call the others over. They’d all cluster around and look at his find for a few seconds, then place it in one of the baskets and go back to work.


	“They can’t do this!” Weezy said. “They’re going to ruin everything!”


	She stepped around Jack and started toward the mound. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back.


	“Are you nuts? You can’t stop them.”


	“I can try. They’re ruining everything! They’re—”


	“Hey!” said a gruff voice behind them. “What are you doing here?”
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	Eddie squealed. Jack jumped and turned to find a flashlight beam in his eyes, the glare blotting out whoever was holding it.


	“Did you hear me?” the voice said, louder. “What the hell are you kids doing here?”


	“We-we-we saw the copters,” Eddie said. He sounded scared, his we-can-watch-if-we-want attitude of a few minutes ago vanished.


	“Damn!” the man said. After a pause, he pointed to three state police cruisers parked on the fire trail. Jack had been so intent on the backhoe, he hadn’t seen them. “All right, get over there.” The man gave Eddie a shove in the direction. “March.”


	Eddie stumbled away, his path angling away from the mound. With the light out of his eyes, Jack could see that the man wore a NJ State Trooper uniform. It looked loose on him, as if he’d lost weight. After a few heartbeats’ hesitation, Weezy started to follow. Jack fell in line between her and the trooper.


	A state cop … all he could think of was how this would end: The trooper knocking on his front door in the middle of the night, his father answering, the trooper explaining where they’d found his son, Dad yanking him inside, grounding him for life, maybe longer.


	Oh, this was bad … very bad.


	As they reached the nearest police cruiser, a man in a dark suit came over.


	“What the hell’s going on?” he shouted over the sound of the copters.


	The trooper jerked his thumb at them. “Saw the choppers. Told you we should have made a southern approach. How many more peepers we gonna have to deal with before the night’s over?”


	The suit stepped closer and played a flashlight over them. The beam lingered on Weezy.


	“They’re just kids—dumb piney kids.”


	Jack heard a sneer in his tone and felt a flash of anger. He wasn’t a piney and he wasn’t dumb.


	“Not pineys,” he said. “We’re from Johnson.”


	The suit waved his hands in the air. “Ooh, now there’s a metropolis.”


	“We happen to be on private land,” Weezy said. “We know Mister Foster and he lets us come here whenever we want.”


	Jack glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. They’d never once seen Old Man Foster.


	“Yeah?” the suit said. “Well, if we could find him we could check that out, but he’s a hard man to track down.”


	“I’m sure he wouldn’t like you digging up his land.”


	The trooper said, “Doesn’t matter what he likes. This is a crime scene and we’ve got warrants. It’s all nice and legal.”


	“Then why are you doing it at night?” Jack said.


	Weezy chimed in, “Because you’re not looking for evidence, are you. You’re looking for something else.”


	“Enough of this crap,” the suit said, sounding annoyed and surprised. He turned to the trooper. “Lock them in your unit until we’re done.”


	Jack’s gut tightened. Locked up?


	“We wanna go ho-home,” Eddie said.


	“You will,” the suit told him. “But not till we’re finished here.”


	The trooper opened a rear door and pointed to the backseat.


	“In. Now.”


	Jack thought of bolting—not back down the fire trail, because he didn’t know how fast the trooper was, and he might not be able to outrun him on a straight course. But he was sure he could duck into the brush just ten feet away and disappear among the trees before the guy knew what happened. With his dark clothes and the sound of the helicopters and the backhoe drowning out any noise he made, he could circle around to the bikes and hightail it out of here.


	Get home. Sneak back in the window. Slip under the covers. Pretend nothing had happened. And avoid being grounded for life.


	Yeah … he could do it.


	But it meant running out on Weezy and Eddie. Sure, the distraction he provided might give them a chance to bolt too, but he couldn’t count on it. If he escaped alone, he’d never be able to look them in the eye again. Never be able to look himself in the eye either. Didn’t want to look in the mirror and see a guy who deserted friends.


	Better to be grounded for life.


	Eddie was first to go in. He resisted, whining a little, but a shove from the trooper got him moving, sliding to the far side. Weezy went next, settling in the middle. Jack was last.


	“You kids wanted to see what’s going on. Well, now you’ve got box seats.”


	Jack leaned against Weezy so the door wouldn’t bang him when the trooper closed it.


	It sounded like a prison cell door slamming shut.
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	As soon as the trooper turned his back, Jack tried the handle—it moved but didn’t open the door. Across the car Eddie wiggled his.


	“It doesn’t work!”


	“That’s the way police cars are built,” Jack said. “To keep crooks from jumping out. There’s an emergency door release up front”—he tapped on the thick plastic barrier that confined them to the rear compartment—”but we’ll never reach it.”


	Weezy was staring at him. “How do you know so—?” Then she nodded. “Oh, I get it. Your deputy friend.”


	“Right. He locked me in the back of his cruiser once—just to let me know how it feels. But he also showed me a switch on the door that can undo it.”


	“Well then undo it!” Eddie said.


	“You can’t reach it when the door’s closed.”


	“What if they’re not cops?” Weezy said in a wondering tone.


	Jack looked at her. “Of course they’re cops.”


	“What if they’re just pretending to be? Those guys in suits sure don’t look like state cops. What if they’re some secret government agency—?”


	Jack waved his hands. “Don’t start with that stuff, Weez. Things are bad enough already. We don’t need a conspiracy too. We’ve got uniformed troopers driving state trooper cruisers. Let’s leave it at that, okay.”


	“I’m serious, Jack. You ever see a trooper with such a bad-fitting shirt? And if a government agency is high enough up, don’t you think it can come in and commandeer a few cruisers for a night?”


	A far-out story, Jack thought, but not impossible. That guy in the suit … he had an air about him that gave Jack the creeps.


	“Yeah, but—”


	“Let’s just hope they’re really going to let us go.”


	Jack felt his chest tighten. “What are you talking about?”


	“Yeah, Weez,” Eddie said. “Cut it out, will you. You’re scaring me. You’re always scaring me.”


	“I’m not trying to scare anyone.” Her calm tone was scary in itself. “But it’s pretty obvious they’re not looking for evidence. So what are they looking for? Something they don’t want anyone to know about if they find it?”


	“Fine,” Jack said. “But that doesn’t mean they’re going to keep us prisoners.”


	“We are prisoners, Jack. I’m thinking that real state troopers would have sent us home. We didn’t commit a crime, so why are we locked up in a cop car?”


	Good question, Jack thought. He felt his mouth going dry. Suddenly being grounded didn’t seem so bad.


	“Maybe—” He had to clear his throat. “Maybe they don’t want us going home and talking about it and bringing a bunch of people back before they’re through.”


	“Let’s hope so,” she said. “I’m just worried they might not want anyone ever talking about this.”


	Eddie started working his handle again. “It’s getting stuffy in here.” He sounded panicky.


	Weezy leaned toward Jack and lowered her voice. “He doesn’t like enclosed places. It’s called—”


	“Claustrophobia—I know. I may not know ‘gravitas,’ but I know that.”


	“I didn’t say you didn’t.”


	They fell into silence; the only sound was Eddie’s continuous rattling of his door handle. Jack’s mind raced. They had to get out of this car. But how? Possibilities popped into his head but he tossed them out one after another as unworkable. And then …


	He grabbed Weezy’s arm as a plan leaped full-blown into his head.


	“Wait! Eddie, can you fake getting sick—I mean, puke-type sick?”


	“If I’m cooped up in here much longer I won’t have to fake it.”


	“Great. Look sick.”


	Jack began rapping on his window. The trooper stood a few feet away with his back to them, arms folded across his chest, watching the excavation. He didn’t turn. He might have been ignoring them, but most likely couldn’t hear them over the racket.


	Jack began pounding on the glass with his fists.


	Weezy said, “Jack, you’re going to break it.”


	“I wish.”


	No way he could break auto glass with his bare hands—which were starting to hurt from the impacts.


	Finally the trooper turned. His expression turned from bored to annoyed when he saw Jack pounding. After a few seconds of hesitation he walked over and yanked open the door—not all the way, just a foot or so.


	“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


	Jack jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Eddie. “He’s getting sick! He’s gonna puke!”


	Right on cue, Eddie retched.


	“Oh, no, he’s not!” the trooper said, eyes widening. “Not in any car I’m driving!”


	As Jack watched him slam the door and hurry around the rear to Eddie’s side, a question nibbled at his brain. Wouldn’t a real trooper have said “my car”?


	When he reached Eddie’s door he pulled it open and yanked him out.


	“If you’re gonna puke,” he said, pointing Eddie away from the car, “you do it out here.” He turned and jabbed a finger and Jack and Weezy. “Don’t get any ideas.”


	As soon as he turned away, Jack crawled over Weezy.


	She gasped. “What are you—?”


	“Shhh!”


	He stretched out across her lap, reaching for the edge of the half-open door, then hesitated. The trooper was behind Eddie, holding a fistful of the back of his T-shirt to make sure he didn’t try to run. But if he happened to reach back and slam it closed with Jack’s hand there, it could be bye-bye fingers.


	Let’s just hope they’re really going to let us go …


	Do it!


	He stretched his arm to the limit, ran his fingers along the rear of the door edge until he found the little toggle switch. He pushed it up—no go. But a downward push clicked it into a new position—the unlocked position, he hoped.


	He straightened up and looked out the rear window. He could see Eddie bent over, retching, putting on a great show.


	“C’mon, kid. Get it over with.”


	Eddie glanced up over the trunk and Jack gave him a thumbs-up. Eddie straightened and wiped his face with his shirt.


	“I feel better now.”


	“You’d better be sure,” the trooper said. “You mess up that car, there’ll be hell to pay.”


	“No, really. I’m okay. I just don’t like being cooped up.”


	“Well, get used to it. You’re gonna be there awhile.”


	He guided Eddie back into the rear seat and slammed the door, then walked back around the car. He checked the door on Jack’s side to make sure it was latched, then wandered away toward the excavation.


	Eddie pulled on his door handle. The door unlatched.


	“Hey! It opens!”


	“Keep it closed!” Jack said.


	“Why? I thought—”


	Jack pointed to the light in the ceiling above their heads. “That goes on when the door’s open. We’ve got to make this fast and time it just right.”


	He checked out the trooper. He was maybe a hundred feet away, talking to the guy in the suit. Both had their backs turned.


	Now or never.


	“Okay. When I give the word, Eddie opens the door, we all dive out, stay low, and run into the bushes. We’ll circle around to the bikes and get our butts back home. Everyone okay with that?”


	Weezy was staring out the window. “I wish I knew if they were finding anything.”


	Jack waved a hand in front of her face. “You’re kidding, right?”


	“No. I really want to know.” She looked at him. “But I really want out of this car too. So let’s go home.”


	That was a relief. For a minute there he’d been afraid she’d want to stay.


	“Okay. Get ready, Eddie. I’ll tell you when.”


	Jack fixed his gaze on the trooper and the suit … waiting … waiting …


	And then pine lights appeared, half a dozen of them, swirling above and around the helicopters. Jack had seen a couple once. No one knew what they were—ball lightning, some people said—but every so often they appeared, varying from baseball to basketball size, skimming along the treetops.


	What had drawn them here? The light? The noise?


	Everyone around the excavation stopped what they were doing to point and look up, and then Jack realized his time had come.


	“Now!”


	Eddie opened the door and tumbled out, Weezy close behind him. Jack brought up the rear and swung the door closed—enough to turn out the light but not enough to latch it. With all the racket from the helicopters he probably could have slammed it with no risk of anyone hearing, but didn’t want to risk it. So he leaned his shoulder against it until he felt the latch catch.


	He turned and saw Eddie in a low crouch, disappearing into the brush a few feet away. But Weezy stood tall, gazing in awe at the pine lights.


	“Look, Jack! I’ve seen one or a pair at a time, but six—never six!”


	“Worry about them later. Let’s go!”


	He grabbed her arm and pulled her into the brush.


	Fifty feet or so into the woods the excavation site disappeared behind them and it was safe to walk upright.


	“Did you see them?” Weezy said. “Six pine—”


	She broke off, whirled, and put a hand over Jack’s mouth. Eddie’s too.


	“Don’t move,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.


	Jack froze. What? Had she seen or heard something?


	And then Jack saw it—a dark shape slinking among the pines. If it was a man, it didn’t move like one. A breeze carried its sour odor their way and the smell made Jack break out in a sweat. All his instincts screamed Run! but he held his position. The shape slunk toward the excavation area. About a dozen feet short of the fire trail it stopped and crouched among the brush and trees, watching.


	Who or what it was, Jack couldn’t tell, and didn’t want to know.


	The excavation seemed to be attracting a lot of attention from things that came out only at night.


	Weezy removed her hands and signaled them to follow her. She moved slowly and quietly away from the watcher and the excavation. The farther they got, the faster she moved. Cutting quickly through the brush and weaving among the trees on a curving course that seemed to be taking them away from the fire trail and their bikes. But Jack said nothing. He didn’t see much choice but to trust her sense of direction.


	He was lost.
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	Just when he thought they’d never find their way out, when he was convinced they’d wind up like those hunters who entered the Barrens and never returned, they stepped out of the trees onto a fire trail.


	But which fire trail?


	Jack’s heart leaped as he watched Weezy hurry across to where three bikes leaned against the trees.


	Yes!


	He dashed after her.


	“What was that thing in the woods?”


	“I don’t know. A big piney maybe.”


	“Th-that was the Jersey Devil!” Eddie said. “I just know it!”


	Weezy, who bought into every other weird thing, had never bought into the JD.


	She looked at Jack as they pulled their bikes back onto the trail. “I don’t believe you got us out of that car.”


	“I don’t believe you led us right back to the bikes. We make a pretty good team.”


	She laughed and punched him on the shoulder. “You kidding? We make a great team.”


	The way she said it sparked a flood of warmth inside him, but it didn’t last. Nerves doused it. They had to get out of here.


	No one needed to speak again. They all knew what to do, and where they were going.


	Once they were moving toward Johnson, with the sound of the copters fading behind them, Jack’s heart began to ease its pounding.


	He glanced over his shoulder. No sign of headlights.


	They’d made it.


	Well, not completely. Not yet, anyway.


	They’d be home free if the trooper remained where they’d left him. If he just stayed put, watching those pine lights, he wouldn’t know they were gone. He could look all he wanted, but from that distance he couldn’t see into the dark interior of his cruiser. As far as he knew, they couldn’t open the doors, so he’d assume the “dumb piney kids” were right where he’d left them.


	Another over-the-shoulder look—still no headlights.


	Jack wished he could have hung around to see the look on that suit’s face when he found out they were gone.


	Where’s your sneer now?


	They were passing the trapper’s spong. Great. Halfway home. He took another look behind and—


	He almost lost control of the bike when he saw a pair of headlights bouncing down the trail, coming their way.


	He looked around. Even though a car could go only so fast without bottoming out on these undulating trails, it could still beat a bike. No way they could outrun it.


	“Hey!” he shouted to the others. “They’re after us!”


	He heard a frightened whine from Eddie and Weezy cry, “Faster!”


	“No! Pull off the trail and hide the bikes!”


	“They’ll catch us for sure!” Eddie wailed.


	“Maybe, maybe not. I don’t think they’ve seen us yet. But they will if we stay on the trail.”


	Weezy angled into a stand of pines at the far edge of the spong clearing. Jack and Eddie followed, hauling their bikes into the brush and laying them flat.


	“Tires toward the trail,” Jack said.


	Eddie obeyed but asked, “Why?”


	“Because tires are black.”


	“Oh, no,” Weezy said. “I’ve got reflectors on my spokes.”


	“Do they pop off?”


	“They’re screwed on.”


	Not good.


	“Okay,” Jack said, “we’ve got to get away from the bikes.” He pointed to another copse of pines at the other end of the clearing. “There!”


	Eddie’s gaze was fixed on the approaching headlights. “But that’s going toward them!”


	Weezy pushed her brother from behind. “Exactly. The last direction they’ll expect us to go.”


	Keeping low, they dashed for the copse and crouched among the trunks, panting, waiting. Jack’s bladder was sending urgent signals that it wanted to empty. He did his best to ignore it.


	He saw the wavering glow from the headlights grow brighter as the cruiser bounced closer. Finally it pulled into view.


	“Move along,” he whispered, wishing he knew how to use the Force. “Move along. Nothing of interest here.”


	If the cruiser passed the hidden bikes without seeing them, it would keep going, and Weezy, Eddie, and Jack could follow it at a distance, keeping it well ahead of them.


	The cruiser bounced closer to the bikes … came even with them …


	“Keep moving,” Jack whispered. “Keep moving—”


	The brake lights came on. The car stopped. Went into reverse. Backed up parallel to the stand of trees.


	“Oh-no, oh-no, oh-no,” Eddie whimpered.


	“Hush!” Weezy said, then looked at Jack. “Had to be those reflectors on my spokes—sorry.”


	He was about to tell her it couldn’t be helped when a spotlight beamed from the cruiser onto the bikes. The car backed up farther, the light shining into the spong clearing, then arcing toward their copse.


	“Down!” Jack said.


	They flattened themselves on the ground just before the beam swept over them. The beam swung back again, then remained fixed on their spot.


	“Don’t even breathe!” Weezy whispered.


	As Jack lay frozen he felt something moving on his left forearm. His first impulse was to snatch it away, but that might give away their location. Slowly he angled his head until he could see. The reflected glow from the spotlight revealed a good-sized snake, big around as a plump hot dog, slithering over his arm. Fighting the instinctive urge to throw it off, he held his breath and stayed still. He couldn’t see the head, but its body was mostly black with a white center stripe and yellow-orange stripes along the flanks.


	It’s okay, he told himself. Just a garter snake … a harmless garter snake.


	He’d caught and played with dozens when he was younger. This was a big one, but just as harmless as the little ones.


	That didn’t keep him from breaking out in a cold sweat.


	It kept moving and soon was gone, wriggling toward the spong.


	The search beam moved away just then, giving Jack two reasons for a relieved release of the breath he’d been holding. But he stayed put until he heard voices.


	Raising his head he saw the trooper and the suit standing by the cruiser’s open driver door as they beamed the searchlight back and forth across the clearing. He wished he could make out what they were saying.


	Leaving the light trained on the spong, they stepped into the stand of trees where the bikes were hidden. They pulled out Weezy’s and Eddie’s and wheeled them around to the rear of the cruiser.


	“My bike!” Eddie whispered.


	The trunk popped open, and then it became clear: They were taking the bikes.


	“What are we gonna do?” Eddie said. “We can’t let them—”


	Weezy nudged him. “We’re going to stay here until they’re gone, then we’re going to have to walk home.”


	“That’ll take forever. And that’s my racer!”


	“Better than what might happen if they catch us,” she said.


	Jack didn’t know about that, but he felt a surge of anger as he watched them throw Weezy’s bike into the trunk. Then Eddie’s. His would be next. How was he going to explain the loss of his BMX?


	He glanced into the clearing. He could just make out the rim of the spong in the wash of light from the search beam.


	And that gave him an idea.


	“Rocks!” he whispered as he raked his fingers through the sand around him. “I need a couple of rocks!”


	“Come on, Jack,” Weezy said. “You don’t really think throwing rocks at them will—”


	“Not at them! Find me a couple of good-size rocks.”


	Jack’s fingers found the edge of a piece of sandstone. He pulled it out.


	“Here’s one,” Eddie said and handed him another fist-size piece.


	The crumbly, rust-colored rock was all over the Barrens.


	Jack looked again and saw the suit wheeling his bike toward the trunk.


	Dirty, rotten, sneering—


	He crawled to the edge of the copse, rose to his knees, and hurled one of the rocks toward the spong. It missed, landing near the edge instead. But it made a loud enough clink! to stop the trooper and the suit in their tracks.


	“You hear that?” he heard the suit say.


	He let Jack’s bike fall and leaped to the spotlight, sweeping its beam back and forth across the clearing. Jack waited for it to pass the spong, then tossed his second rock.


	This one sailed over the rim and landed with a loud splash.


	“There!” the trooper cried, pointing. “Must be some sort of a pond. That’s where they’re hiding.”


	Leaving the light trained on the spong, the two of them ran toward it.


	“It worked!” Weezy cried, grabbing the back of Eddie’s shirt. “Let’s go!”


	“Wait,” Jack said.


	“Wait? Are you—?”


	“Remember what Mrs. Clevenger said this afternoon about that trapper coming back?”


	“Yeah. So?”


	“Well, if she was right …”


	“Ohmygod!” Weezy clapped a hand over her mouth. “You don’t think—?”


	A cry from the trooper cut her off. He staggered, yelled again, then fell, grabbing at his ankle.


	Jack pumped a fist. “Yes!”


	“What happened?” the suit said, starting toward him.


	Then he too cried out and dropped to the ground—where he shouted again. He rose to his knees, struggling to remove the steel trap that had closed around his elbow.


	He looked so comical, Jack had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing out loud. He wanted to stand up and shout, How about another sneer for the dumb piney kids? but thought better of it.


	He turned to Weezy. “Now we can go.”


	A steady stream of curses floated from the clearing as Jack led the others to the rear of the cruiser where he helped Eddie and Weezy pull their bikes from the trunk. Then he ran around to the side and retrieved his own.


	“Ready to go?”


	Eddie looked ready to jump out of his skin. “Oh, man, are they ever gonna be mad!”


	“What for?” Jack said. “We didn’t set those traps. It was their idea to go wandering in there in the dark.”


	“Still,” Weezy said, “we’re going to have to cut through the trees, otherwise they’ll just catch up to us again.”


	Jack shook his head. “No, they won’t.”


	“Yeah, Jack, they will.”


	He leaned inside the cruiser and plucked the keys from the ignition, then held them up and jangled them.


	“Not without these, they won’t. Let’s roll.”


	Weezy didn’t move, just stood there staring at him with her wide dark eyes.


	“What?” he said.


	“You’re scary, you know that? Really scary.” She jerked her thumb toward the spong. “What kind of mind thinks up something like that?”


	Jack had no idea where the idea had come from. Suddenly it had just popped into his head.


	“Weez, sometimes I scare myself.”
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	The sound of the lawn mower awoke him.


	Jack opened one eye and looked at his clock. The blurred numbers slowly came into focus … 9:02. He groaned and rolled over.


	That same clock had read 3:22 when he’d crawled back in the window last night. No, not last night—earlier this morning. And then he’d lain here, wide awake, too wired for sleep, too worried there’d come a knock on the door and the trooper and the suit would be standing there with their bloody, banged-up ankles and elbows and messed-up clothes, looking to haul him away.


	He didn’t know when he’d finally drifted off. He did know he needed more sleep, but that wasn’t going to happen with the lawn mower roaring back and forth outside his window.


	Officially it was his job to mow their lawn. Dad paid him to do it once a week, and usually he did it on Wednesdays. But with everything going on, he’d missed this week. He guessed Dad had decided to cut it. He did that every so often when he felt the need for a little exercise. But why today of all days?


	Wait!


	He bolted upright in bed. Had last night really happened? Or had it all been a dream? Could have been. More like a nightmare. Sure was bizarre enough.


	He should have kept the cop’s car keys. Then he’d have proof. Instead he’d left them hanging from a branch over the fire trail. Or at least he thought he had.


	He looked out the window on a sunny summer morning with his father pushing the lawn mower around the backyard. So normal, so everyday. Like something out of that old Monkees song “Pleasant Valley Sunday.” And yet just a few hours ago, and just a couple of miles away in the Pine Barrens, strange men had been digging up the earth in search of … what?


	Or had they? He couldn’t be sure. How could something that had felt so real then seem so unreal now?


	He noticed a small, dark-brown lump on his left forearm. A closer look showed it had little legs.


	A tick.


	It hadn’t buried its head too deeply yet, so he flipped it on its back and pulled it out. He studied it as it crawled across his palm. A simple brown wood tick, not the tiny deer tick everybody was being warned about. Get bitten by one of those and you could catch some new infection called Lyme disease, whatever that was. What’d it do? Turn you green?


	Watching the tick he realized that here was proof of sorts that he’d been in the Barrens last night—the place was lousy with ticks. But he could just as easily have picked it up during the day.


	He took it between his thumb and forefinger, ready to crush it.


	“You have attacked me,” he intoned, holding it up at eye level. “You have bitten me. For that you must die.”


	And then he realized it hadn’t hurt him—hadn’t even had a chance to suck his blood. Just a tick being a tick.


	He stepped to the window, opened the screen, and flicked it out onto the lawn. Then he checked the rest of himself for more but couldn’t find any.


	Since he didn’t see any more sleep in his immediate future, he decided to get dressed. He’d just put on his jeans when his mother knocked on his door and stuck her head in. She looked concerned.


	His gut tightened. Don’t tell me there’s a trooper at the front door! Please don’t!


	“Jackie?”


	“Jack, Mom.”


	“Weezy’s here to see you.” She frowned. “She looks upset. I asked her to come in but she said she’d wait for you in the front yard.”


	Weezy! She could tell him if last night had been real or not.


	“Great. Thanks.”


	As he squeezed by her she put a hand on his shoulder.


	“She couldn’t be in any … trouble, could she?”


	Jack froze. Did Mom know? But how could she? It was—


	When he saw how uncomfortable she looked he realized what she was talking about. He didn’t know whether to laugh or get mad.


	“Weez? Are you kidding? No way! How can you even think—?”


	“Well …” She looked even more uncomfortable. “You two do spend an awful lot of time together … disappearing for hours …”


	Now he laughed. “We’re just friends, Mom.”


	“Famous last words.” She looked stern now. “Don’t you go jumping into anything you’re not ready for. Remember to use your head.”


	“Okay, okay,” he said on his way to the front door. “Message received and understood.”


	Why’d she have to think that? Weezy got upset a lot—a lot. It certainly didn’t mean she was pregnant.


	And certainly not by me, of all people.
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	He found her in the front yard, leaning her back against the big oak. At first sight of her he couldn’t help thinking of him and Weezy … together. He never thought of her like that. They’d known each other forever. They’d hung out in her bedroom lots of times and he’d never thought about …


	But he remembered her kiss. Nice …


	Jack and Weezy sitting in a tree …


	When she saw him she ran over. For an awful second he thought she was going to throw herself into his arms. Not that that would be so bad someplace else, but not here. Because sure as Tuesday followed Monday, Mom was watching. That’d be all she’d need.


	But she stopped short and grabbed his arm and began pulling him toward the sidewalk.


	Jack saw what his mom had meant about looking upset. Her eyes—no liner this morning—were bloodshot and her face was blotchy, as if she’d been crying.


	“It’s gone, Jack!”


	“What?”


	“The cube! It’s gone! So are those tracings I made. And the photos too. Everything is gone!”


	They stopped at the sidewalk where she’d left her bike.


	“What do you mean, ‘gone’? Maybe Eddie’s got them.”


	“He swears he doesn’t and I believe him. Besides, I had them hidden and Eddie can barely find his own shoes. He’d never find the cube.”


	“Your folks?”


	She shook her head. “No. They were sound asleep when we sneaked out last night, and just as asleep when we sneaked back in. I know the cube was in my room when I left—I had it out, trying to open it, before I heard the helicopters.”


	“And you put it away before you left?”


	“Absolutely.”


	Her face scrunched up as tears filled her eyes. She looked like she was going to break down and start bawling. Jack raised an arm to put around her shoulders, but a glance at his house revealed his mom watching from a living room window, so he settled for a hand on her arm.


	He could sense how much she was hurting. That cube and pyramid meant so much to her—as if she’d been looking for something like them all her life. But he didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. Was there anything anyone could say?


	“Weez …”


	She took a deep, shuddering breath, then seemed to pull herself together. She looked back toward the Barrens.


	“Somebody took it, Jack. Someone sneaked into my room last night while we were out and stole it.”


	“But you’re on the second floor.”


	“I know.” She crossed her arms across her chest. “It gives me the creeps. But how did they know?”


	“Maybe because they couldn’t find it in my room.”


	Her head snapped around. “Your room?”


	“When I came back from Steve’s Thursday night, I sensed some stuff in my room had been moved. I thought it was Tom, looking for a way to get even for the pistachios. But now … I wonder.”


	“But only a few people knew we had it. Mister Rosen is the first one we showed it to.”


	“Yeah, but he wouldn’t tell anybody. I mean, he hasn’t got anyone to tell.”


	Weezy’s eyes narrowed. “What makes you so sure? I mean, what do we know about him—really know about him? He comes to Johnson from who knows where, opens a store that sells junk, doesn’t even live in town, and—”


	“His trailer is just up the highway. You know that.”


	“Right, with dozens of antennas on the roof and the biggest satellite dish I’ve ever seen. I mean, that thing belongs at Lakehurst.”


	“He can’t get cable out there so he pulls in the signals with the dish.”


	“How do we know all that stuff’s just for receiving? Maybe some of it transmits. Who’s he communicating with?”


	Jack saw Weezy’s new suspicions as good news and bad news. The good was she seemed to have pulled back from the meltdown point and returned to her old off-the-wall-conspiracy-theory self. The bad was she was talking down Mr. Rosen, and he didn’t like that.


	“He’s a good guy, Weez, and he’s not communicating with aliens.”


	“Who said anything about aliens? He could be—”


	“He’s not doing anything but watching TV. Trust me. But I’m not so sure about Steve’s old man.”


	“Mister Brussard?”


	“Yeah. Add it up: I showed him the box and mentioned that we’d found it. Since he saw me with it, wouldn’t it be natural to assume we were keeping it at my place? And if he wanted it, wouldn’t my room be the first place he’d look?”


	“But since he didn’t find it in your room,” Weezy said in a soft voice, “mine would be the next best choice.” She shook her head. “But wait—I can’t see him climbing up on my roof to get to my room.”


	“Maybe he used the back door. Isn’t that what you used going in and out? And you said no one heard you.”


	Jack realized whoever had been in her room could have used the front door as well. He wondered if maybe it wasn’t such a good thing that most folks in Johnson never locked their doors at night, or even when they went away for a weekend. On hot nights they’d leave all the doors and windows open to let the air through.


	“Yeah, but—”


	“Wouldn’t even have to be him. Could have been someone else from the Lodge.”


	“The Lodge?”


	“Yeah. The Lodge. Every time I turn around lately it’s the-Lodge-the-Lodge-the-Lodge. Mister Sumter and the other two dead guys were Lodge members, and the body we found right next to the cube was another. Mister Brussard’s a Lodger—and he can open the cube. So as far as I can see, the Lodge is definitely involved.”


	“Oh, wow.” Her eyes were wide. “Do you think whoever killed that man buried the cube with him? Maybe both were supposed to stay buried, but we found them.” She looked at Jack with even wider eyes. “We could have had a killer in our bedrooms!”


	Jack had been thinking the same thing, but hadn’t wanted to mention it. The thought of any stranger in his room gave him a major case of the willies. But a killer …


	He kept up a calm front for Weezy.


	“Well, whoever it was, they didn’t come to harm us, just take back what was theirs.”


	Weezy grabbed his arm and squeezed. “The Xeroxes! Do you have them?”


	He nodded. “Safely hidden away.”


	“You’re sure?” Her eyes bored into his. “When was the last time you saw them?”


	“Um, last night.”


	Her grip tightened. “Last night! Then the copies could be gone too! Go check.”


	“Weez …”


	She was squeezing hard now. “Please, Jack. I’ve got to know. I mean, what if that whole operation we saw last night was just a ruse to get us out of our rooms?”


	Jack shook his head. She was getting way far out now.


	“I can’t see them going to all that expense and taking all that time just to get hold of our little cube.”


	“Maybe, maybe not. But you heard that cop say they could have come by another route, from the south, but no, they flew right over Johnson. Why would they do that, hmmm?”


	“Just coincidence.”


	“And weren’t we wondering why they locked us in the car instead of shooing us home?” She was on a roll now. “Maybe they wanted to give their operatives back here enough time to get the job done.”


	“‘Operatives’? Weez, do you hear yourself?”


	Her tone turned angry. “Yeah, I hear myself. Now you hear this: The cube is gone, Jack. And since I didn’t lose it or misplace it, that means someone took it.”


	“Okay, okay. But that doesn’t mean the helicopters and the excavating had anything to do with the cube disappearing. Someone may have been watching your house, spotted you leaving, saw his chance, and took it.”


	“Just check for me, Jack. Please?”


	He didn’t feel like going back into the house, but had to admit that whoever had stolen from Weezy’s room while they were out could just as easily—more easily, since he was on the ground floor—have stolen from his.


	Plus he found it hard to refuse that pleading look in her eyes.


	“Okay. Be right back.”


	“If they’re there, don’t bring them with you. Don’t let anyone know you have them.”


	Wondering at the bizarre turns of events since he’d dug into that mound, Jack hurried inside. He passed Mom on his way through the living room. She was giving him a funny look.


	“Is anything wrong?”


	“Weezy lost something—that little cube I showed you the other night. She thinks someone stole it. That’s why she’s upset.”


	“She should report it to Tim.”


	On his way out of the living room, he said, “She’ll probably do that.” But as he headed down the hall, he thought, Then again, she probably won’t.


	If Jack were betting on it, he’d go with not. Tim worked for the county sheriff’s department, which routinely traded information with the state police. And the state police often wound up working with the federal government—the “feds,” as they said on TV. And the feds worked with the CIA, which was part of a network of global organizations.


	In Weezy’s world they all had secret agendas. Not that she didn’t trust them to do their jobs; she did—as long as those jobs didn’t interfere with their secret agendas. And number one on their list of agendas was guarding the secret history of the world, which included the secret history of America, which in turn involved the secret history of the Pine Barrens.


	No, Weezy would expect no help from the authorities.


	Jack had always laughed off her theories as wacky. After the events of this past week he was finding that a lot harder to do.


	Once in his room, he closed the door, then lowered the shades, thinking, I don’t believe I’m doing this.


	Then he pulled out the bottom drawer of his bureau and checked the space below. Two sheets of paper lay there. He pulled them out and checked them in the dim light.


	Yep. Weezy’s copies, safe and sound.


	He replaced them, slipped the drawer back into place, raised his shades, then returned to the sidewalk.


	“Right where I left them,” he said as he reached Weezy. “Want me to make copies for you?”


	“No-no-no!” she said. “Someone might have copiers staked out. Just leave them right where they are.”


	They stood in silence, looking around. Jack was beginning to wonder if whatever Weezy had was catching.


	“Well,” he said finally, “at least they didn’t get the pyramid too.”


	She slapped her forehead. “Ohmygod! I’ve been so crazy about the box I forgot about the pyramid. We’ve got to get it back!”


	“So it can be stolen too? At least we know it’s safe down at the Smithsonian.”


	“Don’t be so sure. I want it back. I’ll have my mother rent a safety deposit box and keep it there.”


	Jack smiled and nudged her. “What about the international banking conspiracy? Won’t they be able to get into the box?”


	She frowned. “I never thought of that.”


	“Weez, I’m kidding.”


	“I’m not.”


	Jack shook his head, then closed his eyes and pressed his fingers against his temples.


	“I see a visit to Professor Nakamura in the near future.”


	Weez gave his arm a gentle slap. “Not ‘near’—immediate. Get your bike.”
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	A Japanese woman Jack assumed was Mrs. Nakamura answered the door.


	“Ohayo gozaimasu,” Weezy said, all sweetness and light as she made a quick little bow from the waist. “Would you please tell the professor that Jack and Louise wish to speak to him about the pyramid? He will understand.”


	The woman smiled and bowed back. “Dozo yoroshiku. Wait here. I’ll tell him.”


	“Arigato.”


	Jack made a conscious effort to close his dropped jaw as he stared at Weezy.


	She noticed. “What?”


	“Since when do you know Japanese?”


	“Since forever. I’m fluent in it.”


	“No, really.”


	She smiled. “Okay, after we met the professor I started thinking about it, so I picked up a Japanese phrase book at the library.”


	“What did you say to her?”


	“‘Good morning’ and ‘Thank you.’”


	“And what did she say?”


	She frowned. “Not sure. It came out so fast. But I think she said, ‘Pleased to meet you.’”


	The woman was back at the door, but no longer smiling.


	“The professor is out at the moment. In fact, he is away for the weekend. He will get in touch with you next week. Gomen nasai.”


	She looked guilty as she closed the door.


	“Sayonara,” Weezy said in a low voice, then turned to Jack, her features constricted with disappointment and concern. “Do you believe that?”


	“Not for a minute.”


	Anger flashed through him. Nobody blew Weezy off and closed the door in her face when he was around. Suddenly he knew what to do.


	He hopped off the front steps and started walking around the side of the house.


	“Where are you going?”


	He didn’t turn. “To see the professor.”


	Jack led her around to the backyard. Immediately he was drawn to the stone garden, but he pulled his attention away and focused on the windows into the study. There, hunched over his desk with his back to them, sat Professor Nakamura. Jack stepped up and rapped on the window.


	The professor jumped as if he’d heard a gunshot. He spun in his chair and froze when he saw Jack. They locked gazes for a few seconds, Jack giving him his best glare, then the professor took a deep breath and nodded. He gave Jack the stay-there signal as he rose and left his study.


	A few seconds later the rear door opened and he motioned them inside.


	“Oh, dear,” he said as they filed past him. “I was hoping for a little more time before speaking to you.”


	“Why is that?” Weezy said. “Did they find something?”


	“Let us not talk here.”


	The professor led them to the study where the three of them took up seats around the desk.


	“What did they learn?” Weezy said. “Did they date it?”


	The professor kept his eyes down. “Not yet.”


	“Then what?”


	He sighed. “I had hoped this problem would be resolved before speaking to you.”


	“Problem? What problem?”


	With a sinking feeling, Jack sensed what was coming.


	The professor looked up but still did not make eye contact. “The artifact has been … misplaced.”


	“What?” In a flash Weezy was on her feet and leaning over the desk. “What are you talking about?”


	“The Smithsonian … it appears to have mislaid the artifact.”


	Weezy looked at Jack with a stricken expression. “Oh, no! It’s happening there too. They’re everywhere!”


	Jack needed more information before he climbed onto Weezy’s wagon.


	“How does something like this happen?”


	The professor shrugged. “It will be found.”


	“No, it won’t!” Weezy said, her voice rising. “We’ll never see it again!”


	“Young lady, I am sorry for this, but I am quite confident that by Monday, or by Tuesday latest, they will locate it. That is why I told my wife to say I am not here. I felt if I could put off speaking to you until then, all this unhappiness would be avoided.”


	“How did you find out it was gone?” Jack said.


	“My colleague at the Smithsonian called me yesterday, asking the whereabouts of the object I told him I was sending. I had sent it for morning delivery; he should have received it.”


	“Did the delivery company get it there?”


	The professor nodded. “I called Federal Express and they said they had a signature from the receiving clerk. My colleague called the clerk who said he signed for a number of packages. He put them on a cart for delivery, but the package never reached my colleague.”


	“And it never will!” Weezy cried. She slammed her hands on his desk hard enough to make the pens jump. “I never, ever should have let it out of my sight!”


	With that she turned and stomped out of the study.


	Shock flattened the professor’s features. “Why is that one so upset? Does she not believe me? Does she think I stole it?”


	Jack didn’t know what Weezy believed at that moment, but he said, “I don’t think so. She thinks she’ll never see it again. Do you really think we’ll get it back?”


	“Of course. The Smithsonian will find it, I promise you. It has simply been misplaced.”


	Jack wasn’t buying. He didn’t know who ran the Smithsonian, but since it was on the mall by the Capitol, he was pretty sure it was the government. The man in the suit in the Barrens last night—he worked for the government. Jack didn’t know what branch, or whether state or federal, but the way he gave orders to the state trooper made Jack pretty sure he was with some high-up agency.


	High up enough to send one of its people into the Smithsonian to steal a package between the mailroom and the professor’s “colleague”?


	Absolutely.


	“You have our phone numbers, right?”


	The professor patted his desktop. “Yes-yes. Right in here.”


	“Good. Please call me first if you hear anything, okay? Good news or bad news, call me first?”


	“If you wish, of course. But I am sure it will be good news.”


	Jack was just as sure of the opposite.


	He found Weezy out on the sidewalk, getting on her bike. She had an angry expression and tears in her eyes.


	“This is all your fault, Jack. I just wanted to keep it, but no, you had to talk me into letting other people look at it.”


	“Me?” He had trouble hiding his shock. “We both agreed we wanted to find out what it was, and the only way to do that was to show it to people who might know.”


	She shook her head. “No. It’s all your fault. I hate you, Jack! HATE YOU!”


	Hate me? Jack felt as if he’d been slapped in the face. How could she hate him? He hadn’t lost the pyramid.


	As she started pedaling her bike back toward 206, Carson Toliver pulled his convertible in by the curb.


	“Hey, Weezy,” he called.


	Without looking at him she yelled, “Shut up and leave me alone!” as she passed.


	He blinked in surprise and looked at Jack. “What’s up with her?”


	“She’s having a bad day.”


	He smiled. “Oh. I get it. I know all about that from my sister.”


	Jack started pedaling away. “Yeah,” he said around the lump in his throat.


	Let Toliver think what he wanted. Jack wasn’t going to try to explain.
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	He found Weezy on the other side of 206. She’d stopped and was waiting for him.


	“I’m sorry,” she said, head down, staring at the ground. “That was a stupid thing to say. I didn’t mean it.”


	Jack felt the lump in his throat start to shrink, but he kept cool. Couldn’t let on how she’d gotten to him.


	“So you don’t really hate me?”


	She looked up at him. “I could never hate you. I’m just mad at the world right now and I needed someone to blame and you were closest. I never should have said that.”


	Jack hid his relief. “Forget it. I knew you didn’t mean it.”


	Not true. Crossing the highway he’d been trying to imagine life in this tiny town without Weezy to talk to and hang out with.


	“Besides,” he added, “it was part mine too.”


	“Yeah, but you don’t seem upset.”


	He shrugged. “What’s the point? Getting upset isn’t going to help us get it back.”


	“You’re too logical. Maybe that’s what made me lose it.” She shook her head. “There must be something we can do.”


	“You mean, like go to Washington and help them search?”


	“Of course not. It’s gone from the Smithsonian. They’ll never find it there. It’s probably back in the cube, waiting to be used for whatever it’s used for, or buried again.”


	The cube and the pyramid … hundreds of miles apart, yet both stolen, and both thefts within hours of each other. It smacked of an organization with a long reach, which fell right into line with Weezy’s conspiracy theories.


	“If they are back together,” Jack said, “I’ll bet they’re right here in town.”


	Her eyes widened. “Where?”


	“In the Lodge.”


	“Why?”


	“Because the Lodge is involved.”


	Jack remembered what his brother had said about messing with the Lodge, how they had influence in high places. Tom wasn’t an ideal source, but he seemed to know the score on the Lodge.


	He added, “Maybe they’re doing it themselves, or maybe they’re just pulling the strings, but they’re involved. Gotta be.”


	Weezy was nodding. “You’re right. The Septimus Order has lodges all over the country—all over the world.” Her eyes narrowed. “You told Mister Brussard that the pyramid had gone to U of P?”


	“Yeah. Wednesday night when I showed it to Steve.”


	“The Lodge must have someone inside. They might have tried to steal the pyramid there but found out it had been shipped to the Smithsonian. So they had one of their people in Washington grab it from the mailroom. Then, after it’s stolen, someone starts digging up the mound, and while that’s going on, someone steals the cube and everything related to it.”


	“Not everything,” Jack reminded her.


	“Right.” She smiled without humor. “I remember that look you gave me when I handed you the copies. You thought I was crazy.”


	“Crazy, no. But definitely …” He searched for the word. “Eccentric.”


	Another smile, this one warmer. “Eccentric I accept.” She sighed. “But just say all that’s true, what can we do about it?”


	“Haven’t a clue. No way we can get into the Lodge for a look. The place is like a fortress.”


	And even if he could find a way in, Jack doubted he had the nerve to make use of it. He had a feeling he might never get out.


	“Helpless!” Weezy spoke through clenched teeth. “I hate being helpless!”


	So did Jack, but he figured every obstacle had a way around it. You just had to find it. No such thing as an insurmountable object, just people who gave up too soon.


	Just then, a sheriff’s patrol car turned off the highway and cruised into town. Jack recognized Tim behind the wheel.


	“Hey, Weez, want to report a theft?”


	“No way. He could be a Lodger for all we know. And even if he’s not, you can bet someone above him is. Don’t waste your breath. Besides, we weren’t supposed to have something from a crime scene in the first place.”


	She had a point. But Jack wanted to ask Tim something, so he flagged him down.


	“Hey, Tim,” he said as the car stopped.


	“Hey, Jack. What’s up?”


	“Lot of commotion in the Barrens last night.”


	Tim frowned. “First I’ve heard about it.”


	“Yeah. Couple of helicopters with searchlights hanging over the trees. I could be wrong, but it looked like they were concentrating on that place where we found that body.”


	“Helicopters? Probably from Lakehurst.”


	“Didn’t look like it. These were black.” He motioned to Weezy who was hanging back by her bike. “Weezy saw them too, didn’t you, Weez?”


	She nodded but said nothing and moved no closer.


	“And then,” he added, “I saw some cop cars driving into the Pines—three state police cruisers.”


	That last part wasn’t exactly true. The troopers had probably entered the Barrens without going through Johnson, but Jack had seen them in there.


	Tim’s frowned deepened. “Staties? The sheriff never mentioned any activity out here.”


	Jack faked a relieved sigh. “Well, then, I guess everything’s okay. But you know how it is. People see all that commotion and they start worrying about some sort of escaped convict hiding out in the Pines.”


	Tim shook his head. “No worry there. No escapees running around. But I’m going to look into this. The state’s supposed to coordinate with the sheriff when they run an operation in the county.”


	“Yeah, okay, whatever,” Jack said, trying to look uninterested. “Just wondering.”


	As Tim cruised away Jack saw him pick up the hand-piece of his police radio and start talking.


	Exactly what he’d hoped he’d do.


	When he reached Weezy, she said, “I don’t know if that was such a good idea. What if he starts asking the wrong people and they want to know where he got his information? When they hear it’s two kids, a boy and a girl, they may come looking.”


	He shrugged. “I woke up worrying about that, but now I don’t think it’s a problem. If they want to keep that operation a secret, the last thing they’ll do is come into town and cause a scene. We’re just ‘dumb piney kids,’ remember? So who’s going to listen to us anyway, right?”


	“I suppose.” She hunched her shoulders as if feeling a chill. “I just wonder where we’d be right now if we hadn’t got away.”


	Jack decided not to wonder. That kind of thinking did nothing but crowd the brain with useless thoughts that went nowhere and accomplished nothing.


	He preferred to think about their next step and what it could be. Then he remembered something he’d seen Thursday night.


	He turned to Weezy. “How do you feel about going for a swim?”
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	They rode to Quaker Lake. Along the way Jack told Weezy about seeing Mr. Brussard throw something in on Thursday night.


	She smiled. “Which Hardy Boy do you think you are—Joe or Frank?”


	This Hardy Boy thing was getting annoying.


	“Why does everybody have to say that?”


	“Everybody?”


	“Okay, just two—you and my father. But when you consider I’ve only told two people about what I overheard, two out of two makes a hundred percent.”


	“Well, what do you expect? Sneaking around, eavesdropping from bathrooms, spying on a suspected murderer through a window”—her grin broadened—”looking for clues. If that’s not a Hardy Boy wannabe, I don’t know what is.”


	She giggled. Weezy never giggled. A nice sound. But she was getting on his nerves.


	“Okay. Fine. Swell—”


	“See! You even say ‘swell’! Nobody says swell anymore—except maybe a Hardy Boy.”


	Maybe he’d been reading too many of those old pulp magazines, but he didn’t think so.


	“Lots of people say ‘swell.’”


	She laughed. “Next you’ll be calling Steve your ‘chum’!”


	Jack felt a sudden heaviness. “Yeah … Steve.”


	Her grin faded. “Have you done anything about him?”


	“Not yet. There’s been a lot going on.”


	“No argument there. Way too much going on.”


	They arrived at the lake and angled their bikes toward the boat area. Not a dock by any stretch. More like a patch of sandy soil where Mark Mulliner left four old canoes for rent. The charge was three dollars an hour, and renters left their payment in the coffee can sitting on the bank next to the No Swimming sign.


	Mark lived up in Sooy’s Boot but left canoes with the same setup here and there in various small Pine towns. He’d stop by every evening in his truck and empty the can.


	Jack had heard there’d been some sort of trouble last fall when two guys from Trenton sneaked into town, loaded the canoes into a pickup, and took off. One of the bad things about a town as small as Johnson was that everybody knew everybody else’s business. But the good thing was that people tended to watch out for each other.


	Some insomniac on Quakerton Road had been sitting by a window that night and saw an unfamiliar truck go by loaded with canoes. She called someone who called Mark. Soon Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Peter, and Paul Mulliner—their mother was really into the New Testament, apparently—piled into a truck of their own. The story went that they intercepted the thieves on Carranza Road near Tabernacle. What happened after that nobody knew, or nobody was saying, but next morning the canoes were back at their usual spot. Never a mention of the fate of the Trenton guys, and nobody asked. Piney justice tended to be swift, severe, and silent.


	Weezy shielded her eyes as she stared at the canoers already on the lake. “When you talked about swimming, I assumed you meant here.”


	“Uh-huh.”


	“You’re going to go diving for whatever Steve’s father threw in.”


	“Uh-huh.”


	“You’ll never find it.”


	“Don’t be so sure. I have a pretty good idea where it landed. The water’s clear and not very deep. I think it’s worth a shot.”


	“You’re not the type to go looking for trouble. Wouldn’t it be better to do this at night?”


	“But then I wouldn’t be able to see.”


	“Oh, right.” She pointed to the blocklike Lodge squatting on the far corner of the opposite bank. “Yeah, you’ll be able to see, but so will they. If they’re watching, they’ll call the fuzz.”


	The Lodge owned the pond. They let people boat on it, even fish in it—someone had stocked it with small-mouth bass—but absolutely no swimming. Jack had never understood why. But then, the Lodge never explained what it did. It didn’t have to.


	“I think I have a way around that. But I need your help.”


	“If it involves swimming, forget it. I’m not going in that lake.”


	“Don’t worry. I’ll be the only one getting wet. I’m going to paddle one of these canoes to the other side of the bridge. You’re going to follow along the bank. When I get to the right spot, I’m going to become a show-off.”


	“That’s it?”


	“You’ll see.”


	He pulled three dollars from his wallet and dropped it in the coffee can, then handed Weezy his wallet.


	“Here. Keep this dry for me.”


	Then he kicked off his Vans. He was glad he was wearing cutoffs, so he didn’t have to roll up his jeans. He dragged the canoe into the water, hopped in, and began to paddle.


	Weezy pedaled along the bank, looking confused. “What am I supposed to do?”


	“Easy!” he shouted. “Just look beautiful!”


	Even from here he could see her blush. Immediately he wondered if he should have said it. She might take it the wrong way. A guy could say one thing and a girl would hear something else.


	Weezy wasn’t beautiful by most standards. Unless she changed dramatically over the next couple of years, she probably wasn’t going to have a gaggle of guys following her down the street. But she wasn’t bad-looking. She easily could be cute or even attractive if she gave it half a try. He didn’t mean she should become a bowhead or anything like that, not that she ever would. But Weezy considered herself a plain Jane, maybe even something of a bow-wow—she’d never told him so but he could sense it—and so she never made that try. Or maybe she just didn’t care. Maybe she was going to wait until she came across a Cure fan looking for a girl who reminded him of Robert Smith.


	“Easier said than done,” she replied in a barely audible voice.


	“Nah! Just think beautiful!”


	Ouch. That was bad—super hokey. He wished he hadn’t brought this up. But if nothing else, it made him look like he was out here just having fun.


	He guided the canoe under the bridge and into the south half of the dumbbell-shaped lake. His was the only canoe on this end. To his right on the west bank he saw the big oak near where Mr. Brussard had stood when he threw whatever he’d thrown. Jack guesstimated it had landed about thirty feet out.


	He backpaddled the canoe to stop it at the spot. Then he checked for Weezy on the shore. She’d leaned her bike against the big oak and stood watching him with her hands on her hips. She wore a Now-what? expression.


	Okay, Jack thought. Time to take the plunge.


	Carefully he rose to his feet. The canoe began rocking with the shift in weight. When he’d gained his balance he waved to her.


	“Hey, Weezy! Look! No hands!”


	“And no brains!” she replied.


	Can’t argue with that, he thought. Or am I just crazy?


	Maybe he was. This was certainly a crazy stunt. Weezy was right about his chances of finding whatever it was. Slim to none, even if he knew what he was looking for, and he didn’t.


	But he had to give it a try.


	He pretended to lose his balance, windmilling his arms, which increased the canoe’s rocking until—


	“Whoa!”


	Taking a deep breath, he fell/dove off the canoe into the water. The temperature was a shock. He’d known it was fed by a cold spring, but not this cold. Fighting the urge to start swimming for the warm shore, he stroked toward the bottom for a look.


	The water wasn’t crystal clear but enough light filtered through to reveal the muddy bottom. He stayed a few feet above it, stroking gently so as not to stir up the muck. He saw some beer cans, dead tree branches, a sneaker, and some unidentifiable lumps all coated with green-brown ick. They looked like they’d been here a long time. Something down here for only a few days should stick out like Weezy at an Air Supply concert.


	He kept stroking. He’d always been able to hold his breath for a long time. Knowing it was only a short distance to the surface, he pushed it to the max before kicking back toward air.


	Nothing … he’d found nothing. On his next dive he’d search a little farther out from shore.


	A shadow passed over him. He looked up and saw someone else in the water, swimming along the surface.


	Who? Too big for Weezy.


	As his head broke the surface he felt an arm go around his neck.


	“Gotcha!” said a voice close behind him.


	Jack panicked when he recognized it: Steve’s father!


	He heard a high-pitched scream from somewhere as he began struggling to get free.


	“Don’t fight me, Jack. I’m stronger than you.”


	Jack knew that, but didn’t stop his struggles. The killer was going to drown him to make sure he never found what he’d thrown in here.
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	“Be calm, Jack,” said the voice, close to his ear. “Relax. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”


	Safe? He must mean his secret will be safe.


	Jack took a deep breath, preparing for when Mr. Brussard forced him under. He could almost hear him later: I tried my best to save him but just couldn’t.


	But instead of pulling him down, the arm slipped from his neck to across his chest. And then he felt himself being pulled along the surface. He craned his neck and saw that Mr. Brussard was using a cross-chest carry to move him toward shore. Jack had learned this one in his lifesaver course last summer.


	He thinks he’s saving me.


	“I’m okay, Mr. Brussard. I can swim.”


	He stopped stroking. “You can?”


	He released him and Jack treaded water as he turned to face him.


	“Yeah. I … I just fell off the boat.”


	“But you didn’t come up. I thought …” He laughed. “You mean I got soaked for nothing?”


	“Well, I wouldn’t say for nothing.”


	“Poor choice of words. Let’s get to shore. It’s cold in here.”


	“You go ahead. I’ve got to get the boat.”


	“I’ll help you.”


	Together they stroked out to the canoe. Then, each grabbing a side, they swam it ashore.


	As they stood panting on the bank, Mr. B said, “Well, I’ve got to say I didn’t have this in mind when I walked over to the Lodge this morning.”


	Jack felt like a fool. “I’m sorry.”


	He shrugged. “It livened up an otherwise dull Saturday.” He pushed back his wet hair. “I don’t know about you, but I’m heading home for some dry clothes. Boy, that water’s cold.” He clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Next time you’re in a canoe, don’t act like a jerk, okay?”


	As he walked off, Jack said, “Thanks, Mr. B.”


	He stopped and turned. “Thanks? You said you could swim.”


	“I can. But you didn’t know that. Thanks for trying to save me.”


	He smiled. “Hey, Steve needs you. If something happened to you, he’d never finish that computer.”


	As he stood and watched Mr. Brussard walk away, Weezy ran over.


	“Do you believe that?” she said.


	Jack shook his head. “He tried to save my life.”


	“Some cold-blooded murderer he is,” she whispered.


	Jack turned to her. “I don’t get it. What happened?”


	“I was watching where you’d ‘fallen’ in when I heard a splash on the other side.” She pointed toward the Lodge. “I saw a pair of shoes on the bank there and someone swimming like mad toward you. I didn’t know who he was until he grabbed you.”


	“I heard a scream. Was that you?”


	She nodded. “I thought he was going to …”


	“Yeah. So did I. But he was trying to save me.”


	…trying to save me…


	Jack couldn’t wrap his mind around that. He’d suspected Steve’s father of being a murderer. But maybe he’d had it all wrong. Maybe Mr. B had been genuinely trying to protect those men, and whatever he’d been trying simply hadn’t worked.


	That meant someone else—or something else—was killing them.


	The klazen? Or Bert Challis?


	Or maybe they weren’t being killed at all. Maybe it was simply a huge coincidence that all three Lodgers died of cardiac arrest within days of each other. Or, like Dad had said, voodoo.


	Jack shook his head. He knew coincidences happened, but this was too much. Those men had been killed. But how? And by whom or what?


	Could there really be such a thing as a klazen?


	Bert Challis was a better bet.


	Weezy nodded toward the lake. “You going back in there?”


	“No way.” Despite the warmth of the late-morning sun, Jack still felt chilled. “Besides, whatever it is, I’ll never find it in all that muck.”


	“So this was all for nothing?”


	He looked at her. “No, not ‘all for nothing.’ I learned something about Steve’s father.”


	She lowered her voice further. “What? That he’s not some mustache-twirling serial killer?”


	“Well, what else am I supposed to think?”


	“Lots of things.”


	Should have known, Jack thought. If there’s another, darker way of looking at something, Weezy’s going to find it.


	“Like what?”


	“Like maybe he couldn’t drown you because he knew people were watching.”


	“Then why would he swim out at all?”


	“How about to drag you away from the spot where he’d thrown the whatever?”


	Jack hadn’t considered that, but he saw a problem with it.


	“If that was true, wouldn’t he be hanging around to make sure I don’t go back in?”


	She crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe.”


	“Can’t we just give the guy the benefit of the doubt?”


	“Sure we can: He saw you fall in, thought you were drowning, and swam out to save you.”


	“That’s good enough for me.”


	“But that doesn’t mean he didn’t have something to do with the deaths of those three Lodgers. Maybe he’s got a list—and maybe they’re on it but you aren’t. Plus you’re Steve’s friend. That means he does the right thing for you and for anyone not on his list. But if you’re on his list, better watch your back.”


	“But wouldn’t a guy who could plan and do the murders of three men just stand there and watch me drown?”


	Weezy shook her head. “Hardly anybody’s all bad, Jack. Just as hardly anybody’s all good.”


	Jack thought of Mom and Kate and couldn’t imagine anything bad about them. But he didn’t mention that to Weezy. Who knew what she’d dream up? Whatever it might be, he didn’t want to hear it.


	He shivered. “I’m heading home to change.”


	“What about the canoe?”


	He looked at it, half pulled up on the bank. He’d forgotten all about it.


	“Guess I’ll have to paddle it back.”


	Weezy smiled. “Best you stay away from the water for a while. I’ll help you carry it.”


	Not a bad idea.


	It turned out to be pretty light so they each carried it on a shoulder.


	“This is turning out to be one bad day,” she said. “Maybe the worst Saturday ever.”


	Jack knew what she meant.


	“Yeah, we get nabbed in the Pines, the cube gets stolen, the pyramid disappears—”


	“You mean ‘stolen.’”


	“Yeah, you’re probably right. And to top it off, I take a cold-water swim and come up with nothing.”


	“Top it off? The day is still young, Jack. It’s not even noon yet.”


	Swell.
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	They were riding their bikes back toward their homes when Tim pulled his patrol car up beside them. He was grinning.


	“Heard about your dunking.”


	Man, news traveled fast in this town. Jack bet his folks already knew.


	“Yeah, well …”


	“You look like a drowned rat.”


	Jack needed a change of subject. “Did you find out anything about the state troopers I told you about?”


	Tim’s grin vanished. “Yeah. And no. I called the sheriff and he called the state, and the state said they didn’t know what he was talking about. When the sheriff pressed them he was told he’d be a lot better off if he minded his own business.”


	Jack looked at Weezy and she looked back.


	“I saw that,” Tim said. “What do you two know?”


	Weezy gave her head a tiny shake—don’t—but Jack felt he could trust Tim. So he gave him a brief, edited version about the copters, the cops, the suits, and the backhoe digging up the mound. He left out the parts about being locked in the cruiser and the spong traps episode, also the theft of the cube and the pyramid. No use laying too much on him at once.


	“They choppered in a backhoe?” Tim said. “This sounds major.”


	Weezy finally spoke up. “Yeah. So major no one’s talking.”


	“And it looks like no one will. The sheriff told me it was none of our business and to drop it. And I’m supposed to pass the same on to you: Just forget what you saw. No good’s going to come from yakking about it.”


	“Consider it passed on,” Jack said.


	“So whoever they are,” Weezy added, her voice thick, “they get to do whatever they want, whenever they want. Is that the way it’s supposed to work?”


	He knew she was thinking about the pyramid.


	Tim didn’t reply, so Jack said, “Is that what you’re going to do—mind your own business?”


	Tim had never struck him as the type to roll over.


	“For the record, yes. But this is my beat, Jack. So the way I see it, whatever goes on here is my business. And since you live here, it’s your business too. Don’t go snooping around, don’t go sneaking into the Pines at night, don’t pull any Hardy Boys stuff—”


	Weezy snickered and Jack wondered if there was some sort of conspiracy to smack him with the Hardy Boys at every opportunity.


	“What’s so funny?” Tim said.


	Jack waved a hand. “Nothing.”


	Tim pulled out a pen and pad and started scribbling. “Yeah, well, okay, but listen to me: You see something like that again, or anything out of the ordinary, you call me—and only me.” He handed Jack the slip of paper. “That’s my home phone. It has an answering machine that I check all the time. You need me, call and simply say, ‘This is Jack.’ That’s all. Nothing more. I repeat: Say nothing more. I’ll find you.” He nodded to Weezy. “You see anything, tell Jack so he can tell me.”


	This sounded like spy stuff, like intrigue, like he’d stepped into Weezy’s world. It made his stomach tingle.


	“Okay.” Jack folded the paper but thought better of shoving it into a wet pocket. “You expecting anything to happen?”


	Tim shook his head. “Nah. What’s done is done and that’s probably it. But it never hurts to have a couple of extra pairs of eyes on the lookout. And speaking of looking, I think I’ll take a ride out to the mound and see what they’ve done.”


	“Can we come along?” Weezy said.


	Tim shook his head. “Sorry. Better if you don’t.” He put the car in gear. “Take it easy, you two. And keep those eyes open.”


	They watched as he drove away, heading toward the Barrens.


	“Think we can trust him?” Weezy said.


	“Yeah. Tim’s a good guy.”


	Jack just hoped he didn’t get himself in trouble by sticking his nose in the wrong place.


	As they started riding again, Jack saw a car pull to a stop at the end of South Franklin. He wouldn’t have paid it much mind except that the driver seemed so short. His head was so low he could barely see over the dashboard.


	Then he recognized the man and realized he wasn’t short—he was crouched low behind the wheel.


	Bert Challis.


	He glanced Jack’s way. Their eyes met for a second, then he turned away. His hand shot up to the side of his face, hiding his profile as he gunned the car and raced down Quakerton Road toward the highway.


	What was that all about?


	His furtiveness made Jack uneasy. South Franklin led to Harding Street, where the Brussards lived. Was he watching the place?


	This was getting scary.
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	The lock-picking set felt like a fire in Jack’s pocket as he stepped through the front door. Business at USED had been unusually slow for a Saturday, allowing Jack extra time to practice on the locks around the store.


	The big sale of the day had been the curved-glass China cabinet. Once it could be opened, people became more interested in it. Some lady on an antiquing junket from Princeton walked in, took one look at it, and wrote out a fat check.


	A glow of pride had followed Jack home—he’d been responsible for that sale.


	On the way out of the store he’d borrowed the lock picks without telling Mr. Rosen. Was that stealing? He didn’t think so, especially since he didn’t intend to keep the set—just use it and return it.


	As he stepped in the back door his mom said, “Dinner’s going to be early tonight, dear. Your father and I are going to a movie.”


	Yes! He could work on the lock box without worrying about getting caught.


	“Oh?” he said casually. “Going to see Return of the Jedi again?”


	She made a face. “Not likely. This time it’s my choice, and I choose Risky Business.”


	Every few weeks his folks would head up to Mount Holly to catch a movie. They took turns choosing. Though Dad complained about the way the spaceships maneuvered and hearing explosions in space—none of which bothered Jack in the least—he liked the Star Wars movies. Mom liked romantic comedies. For the sake of togetherness, each suffered through the other’s choices.


	“Tom’s going out, and Kate’s in Stratford. You’ll be okay with nobody here?”


	Jack gave her a reassuring smile. He loved having the house to himself.


	“I’ll be here with me.”


	Just then Tom appeared in the doorway to the living room.


	“How’s it going, Miracle Boy?”


	Tom saying hello? Jack was immediately on guard.


	“Fine. How about you?”


	Tom nodded. “Life is good, but it could always get better.”


	Something was up.


	Jack turned to Mom. “I’m gonna wash up.”


	As he headed down the hall to the bathroom he could feel Tom’s eyes on his back. Up ahead he could see his bedroom door ajar—maybe two or three inches.


	Ah-ha!


	He washed his hands and threw water on his face, then stepped back into the hall. Tom stood down by the kitchen, talking to Mom but positioned so he had a clear view of Jack’s door.


	Something definitely up.


	He returned to the kitchen and headed for the backyard.


	“Where you going?” Tom said.


	“Garage. Wanna come?”


	“Nah. I’ll wait here.”


	But instead of the garage, Jack ran around to his bedroom window at the rear of the house. He peeked through the screen and immediately spotted the bucket balanced atop the partially open door.


	The bucket-over-the-door trick. Oh, Tom, you clever, clever guy. So original.


	After half a minute of studying the setup, Jack knew just what to do.


	But first he had to know if he could get into the room unseen. He tugged on the outside of the screen—had he latched it last night? He grinned when the bottom popped out. No, he’d had too much on his mind to worry about latching screens.


	He trotted to the garage and pawed through his dad’s toolbox until he found a couple of eye hooks. Then he pulled out his penknife and cut twenty feet or so of nylon fishing line from one of Dad’s never-used rods. Goodies in hand, he scuttled back to his bedroom window to crawl inside.


	Quietly as possible, he moved his desk chair over to the door and stepped up on it. He screwed one eye hook into the ceiling directly above the bucket. He threaded the end of the fishing line through the eye and tied it to the bucket handle.


	Next he moved the chair to the right, to the corner by his closet, where he placed a second eye hook about six feet up the wall. He threaded the line through that, then looped it around the closet doorknob. He adjusted the tension on the line just enough to lift the bottom edge of the bucket a smidgen off the top of the door, then knotted it into place.


	Moved the chair back, slipped out the window, then returned to the kitchen.


	Mom was setting plates on the table. “Call your father. We’re almost ready.”


	“Okay. Just gotta stop in my room first.”


	With that, Tom stepped back into the kitchen and again positioned himself where he could see Jack’s door.


	As Jack passed him he couldn’t resist: “Wanna share some pistachios later?”


	“Very funny, Miracle Boy. Your time is coming. Sooner than you think.”


	Hoping he’d done everything right, Jack held his breath as he pushed open the door to his room, preparing to be doused if he’d screwed up.


	But no … he stayed dry.


	Immediately he pulled out his penknife and positioned himself by the closet door to wait. He didn’t think it would take long.


	It didn’t.


	Seconds later Tom arrived, wearing a perplexed expression. As he stepped through the door he looked up at the bucket.


	“What the—?”


	His eyes widened when he saw the eye hooks and the fishing line, but too late. Jack had cut the line and the bucket tipped and emptied on Tom’s face. He cried out in shock and rage as he was drenched with cold water.


	Jack thought it was one of the most beautiful sights he’d ever seen.


	The commotion brought Mom running.


	“What happened? What’s—?” She stopped and stared at her soaked son, then at the puddle on the floor. “What is going on here?” She looked past Tom at Jack. “Jackie! What were you thinking?”


	“I did not put a bucket over my own door, Mom.”


	She turned to Tom. “Well, since I doubt very much it was your father, and since Kate isn’t home, that leaves you. When are you going to grow up, Thomas? You’re in law school, for heaven’s sake!”


	“He started it with the doctored pistachios,” he said, wiping his dripping face with a wet sleeve.


	“No,” she said. “You started it when you stole his pistachios. Now, I want the two of you to shake hands and end this. Right now. You heard me: shake.”


	Tom stuck out a hand. “Peace, brother?”


	Jack knew what Tom had in mind: He was going to trap Jack’s fingers in a deathgrip and squeeze with everything he had. This wouldn’t be the first time—not by a long shot. When Jack was younger Tom would squeeze and try to get him to say, “Tom is God.” Jack never would—even though the crushing agony almost brought him to tears, he never said it.


	Tom was still bigger and stronger, but Jack had learned a trick.


	“Peace, brother,” he said, forcing his hand as deep into Tom’s as it would go.


	Tom squeezed but it didn’t hurt, because he was squeezing Jack’s hand, not his fingers. He squeezed harder, the effort showing on his face, but still no pain for Jack.


	“Mom said, ‘shake hands,’ Tom, not go steady.”


	Glaring, Tom released him.


	“That’s my boys,” Mom said as she headed back toward the kitchen. “Tom, you mop up your mess.”


	“I’m not through with you, numbnuts,” he said in a low voice.


	Jack held his gaze, then slipped past him into the hall.


	“Better get mopping or you’ll miss dinner.”
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	Tom had gone out to who cared where. Kate and another student she met were fixing up the apartment in Stratford they’d be using during the coming year at medical school. His folks were off to the movies.


	He had the place to himself.


	Ah, freedom.


	He hurried upstairs to his folks’ bedroom closet and retrieved the lock box from the top shelf. He set it on the double bed and laid out the pick set next to it. He hadn’t found a lock like this in USED but he was sure he could open it.


	Half an hour later he was pretty sure he couldn’t. At least not at his level of experience. He needed more practice.


	Frustration gnawed at him as he folded up the pick kit, returned the box to its original place, and headed back downstairs. The secrets within had become secondary. The lock … the lock had become his Everest and he was determined to climb it.


	After hiding the pick set under the T-shirts in one of his drawers, he wandered through the house. He could read or watch TV, but neither appealed to him at the moment. He could see if he could get past the smart bombs in Missile Command, but he wasn’t in a video game mood. Weezy and Eddie were visiting their grandmother in Baltimore.


	That left Steve and the Heathkit.
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	“Steve’s downstairs working on the computer,” Mrs. Brussard said as she let him in.


	Jack hoped so, but had his doubts.


	“Is Mister Brussard around?”


	She shook her head. “No. He’s over at the Lodge. Why?”


	“I just wanted to tell him something about the black box I showed him the other night.”


	Jack had wanted to see if he would have any reaction when he told him the cube and the pyramid were missing.


	“He shouldn’t be too late.”


	Jack nodded and headed for the basement. As he passed the den he slowed, looking for the humidor. He spotted it—inside the locked liquor cabinet.


	Swell.


	Downstairs he found Steve dozing on the couch.


	Jack shook his shoulder. “Hey.”


	Steve’s lids fluttered open to reveal glassy eyes. “Hey, man.”


	Aw, no. He was at it again.


	“More pills?”


	He grinned as he pointed to a Pepsi can and rattled the vial of pills in his shirt pocket. “Double barreled: Valium with a bourbon chaser.”


	“But how’d you get hold of the bourbon? I thought your father had it all locked up.”


	His grin broadened. “He does. Or at least he thinks he does.” He pointed to a small key lying on the end table. “But he doesn’t have the only key. I had a copy made at Spurlin’s this afternoon.”


	“Swell. So I guess you’re going to spend the night on the couch.”


	Steve burped in reply, closed his eyes again.


	Jack resisted the urge to kick him. Instead he stepped over to the end table and stared down at the key to the Brussard liquor cabinet … and to the humidor.


	Should I?


	He decided he should. He hadn’t been able to learn what was in his father’s lock box, but maybe he’d be able to pierce the secret of the little red boxes in the humidor.


	He snagged the key and hurried upstairs. If Mrs. B was around he’d just go to the fridge for a Pepsi. If not …


	She was nowhere in sight, so Jack hurried to the den and the liquor cabinet. His hand was shaking a little—what would happen if Mr. Brussard returned now?—so it took him a second try to put the key in the lock. As the door swung open he grabbed the humidor and lifted the lid.


	One box remained. He pulled it out, then returned the humidor to its shelf. He turned the little red box over in his hands, examining it. It reminded him of a hatbox, only this was barely two inches tall and wide, and had seven sides. It was covered with some sort of fine shiny fabric, like silk.


	Jack was about to lift the lid when he heard voices in the front yard. Two men … and they sounded like they were arguing. One of the voices was Mr. Brussard’s. Coming closer.


	A jolt of panic coursed through Jack. He didn’t have time to put the box back in the humidor. Didn’t even have time to relock the cabinet. He pushed the door closed and ran in a crouch. He’d just rounded the corner into the stairwell when the door opened.


	He stood there panting like he’d just sprinted a three-minute mile.


	Too close.


	He heard Mr. Brussard saying, “You’ve just got to stay calm, Bert. Everything will be—”


	“Calm? How can I stay calm after all that’s happened? I go to the West Coast for a week and come back to find everything gone to hell!”


	But he hadn’t been on the West Coast, Jack knew. Why was he lying?


	“After two years,” he added, “with my nerves finally calming down, this happens!”


	Two years … Anton Boruff had been murdered two years ago …


	“The important thing is to realize that this will all blow over.”


	“Will it? I’ve heard that the Council is sending someone to take charge of our Lodge.”


	As they moved into the den their voices faded and Jack didn’t have the nerve to try the bathroom trick again. So he tiptoed downstairs and checked Steve. Still out.


	He looked down at the little box in his sweaty palm. How was he going to get it back in the humidor before Mr. Brussard realized it was gone?


	But before he worried about that, he had to see what it held. He lifted the lid gingerly, cautiously, half afraid something would jump out at him. But instead of some exotic insect or mysterious amulet, he found a small, round, white object.


	A pill.


	He picked it up and inspected it but could find no markings to give him a hint of what it contained. But he had a suspicion it might not be good for anyone’s health. Steve’s father had given three of these to three men, and all were dead the following day.


	Questions swirled.


	Could it be some kind of poison, something untraceable that only the Lodge knew about?


	He should take it to the police and tell them his suspicions, convince them to analyze it. That seemed the most logical and direct course, but would they believe him? Or would they react like Weezy and think of him as a Hardy Boy wannabe?


	But what if he was wrong? What if it was something harmless, supposed to ward off the klazen but didn’t. He’d have hurt the reputation of an innocent man, a man who’d jumped into the lake to save him because he thought he was drowning.


	Jack couldn’t help feeling in Mr. B’s debt. After all, what was Challis’s role in all this?


	But he couldn’t ignore what he’d seen and heard. If Steve’s father was guilty, Jack had to find a way to let him hang himself.


	He looked at Steve, then looked at the pill lying in its box, and had an idea.


	But he’d have to set the stage carefully to make this work.
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	“Listen, Bert, I’ve found a way to protect us from the klazen.”


	Jack stood outside the den, listening. He’d been about to walk in but had stopped just around the corner.


	“I don’t need protection from some mythical threat, I need—”


	“Vasquez, Haskins, and Sumter might disagree as to how mythical it is. If I could have got to them in time they’d still be alive.”


	A lie. He’d given them each a pill.


	That clinched it for Jack.


	He’s guilty, he thought. But I’m the only one who knows.


	In the next few minutes he hoped to change that.


	“You know what?” Challis said. “I almost wish I were with them. This is eating me alive. We shouldn’t have taken matters into our own hands like that. We—”


	Mr. Brussard cut him off, saying, “What’s done is done. We’ve got to deal with now. Let me show you what I’ve got. I—hey. This is supposed to be locked.”


	Uh-oh. Time to make his move. Jack quickly stepped into the den. Mr. Brussard was squatting by the liquor cabinet; Challis, a thin, twitchy man, stood nearby.


	“Mister Brussard?”


	He looked around to stare at him. “Jack! How long have you been standing there?”


	Jack dodged the question by saying, “I think there’s something wrong with Steve.”


	Mr. B straightened and stepped closer, his expression concerned. “What do you mean?”


	“I can’t wake him up.”


	In a flash, he was pushing past Jack. He almost knocked over Mrs. B as she stepped from the stairs into the hallway.


	“Gordon, what’s wrong?”


	“Steve! Downstairs!”


	She blanched. “What—?”


	But her husband was already to the basement steps. As he pounded down she hurried after him. Challis followed, though not as hurriedly.


	Jack stayed behind and picked up the phone. He dialed 911 and reported an unconscious person at the Brussard address. Then he headed downstairs.


	When Jack arrived, Steve’s folks were shaking him, yelling at him to wake up. His eyes fluttered open and gave them a dazed look.


	“Wha? Wha?”


	His father spotted the Pepsi can next to the couch and sniffed it. His face turned red.


	“You’re drunk!” he cried and grabbed the front of Steve’s shirt. “You’ve been pilfering from my—!”


	Something rattled in Steve’s breast pocket. Mr. Brussard pulled out the pill vial and stared at it.


	“It’s your Valium!” he said, turning to his wife. “He’s—!”


	And then he froze. Jack followed his gaze to the little red box on the cushion next to Steve.


	“What’s—?”


	He snatched it up and yanked off the top. His red face turned ashen when he looked inside.


	“Oh, no!” He turned to Steve and shook him. “Did you take this?”


	Steve gave him another glassy stare. “No. It’s right there.”


	“I mean the pill, damn it! Did you take the pill that was in here?”


	Steve shrugged and slurred, “Dunno … maybe … coulda.”


	Mr. Brussard tossed the box aside and started lifting Steve under the arms.


	“We’ve got to get him to the hospital!”


	Just then someone knocked on the wall of the stairwell and called down.


	“Hello? Is there a problem here?” A sheriff’s deputy came down the stairs. Not Tim, but Jack had seen him at the car lot when the first aid was trying to revive Mr. Sumter.


	He’d been counting on a deputy’s arrival—the cops always responded to a 911.


	“I heard the first-aid call and came over to see if I could help.”


	“First-aid call?” Mr. Brussard looked around. “Who—? Never mind. My son took pills and liquor! He needs to get his stomach pumped!”


	“The ambulance is on its way.” The deputy leaned closer to Steve. “He’s still conscious. Maybe he won’t need that.”


	“He will! He’ll die!”


	The deputy wasn’t looking where Jack wanted him to, so he picked up the little red box and pretended to examine it. When the deputy saw it he reached toward Jack.


	“May I?”


	As Jack handed it over, Mr. Brussard said, “Never mind that! We’ve got to get him to the hospital!”


	But the deputy wasn’t listening. He was staring at the box, turning it over in his hands.


	“I’ve seen one of these before. Mister Sumter had it on him when he died. And I’ve heard the same box was found on Vasquez and Haskins.” He looked up at Mr. Brussard. “What was in this?”


	“Nothing. Look, we need to—”


	“Nothing?” Challis said. “Nothing? I just heard you ask your boy if he took the pill that was inside.” His jaw dropped. “And when he said yes you went crazy. You just said he’ll die.” He pointed to Mr. Brussard. “It’s you! You poisoned them! Sumter, Vasquez, and Haskins—you killed them!”


	Mr. Brussard looked stunned. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


	“It’s true! It’s all clear! You poisoned them with whatever pill was in that box! And I was next! ‘I’ve found a way to protect us from the klazen.’ Isn’t that what you said? But what I need is protection from you!”


	Mrs. B looked horrified. “Gordon, what is this man talking about?”


	The deputy frowned at Challis. “Why would he want to kill you?”


	“Because five can keep a secret only when four are dead, isn’t that right, Gordon.”


	“I’m not following,” the deputy said.


	“We killed Anton Boruff—the body found in the Pines!”


	“Bert!” Mr. Brussard shouted.


	“There. I’ve said it. It’s haunted me for two years. Now maybe I’ll be able to sleep at night!” He turned to the deputy and his words spewed at machine-gun speed. “He swindled us—fake diamonds. We confronted him. Things got rough. He fell, hit his head. It wasn’t supposed to happen. We didn’t mean to—”


	“‘We’?” the deputy said. “Who do you mean?”


	“Me, Sumter, Vasquez, Haskins, and Gordon here.”


	Just then a heavy guy with a first-aid emblem on his shirt thundered down the stairs.


	“We tried the bell but no one answered. I heard voices—” He looked at the swaying Steve. “Is this the unconscious person you reported?”


	“I didn’t report anyone,” Mr. Brussard said, “but as long as you’re here, he needs immediate hospitalization.”


	Jack figured this had gone on long enough. He snatched the pill from where he’d left it on the floor behind the couch, and held it up.


	“Is this the pill?”


	Mr. Brussard’s eyes widened. “Give it to me,” he said, reaching for it.


	But the deputy grabbed his arm.


	“I’ll take that.”


	Jack gave it to him. He looked at it, put it in the little red box, and shoved the box into a pocket. Then he stepped back and rested one hand on his pistol as he pulled his two-way from his belt.


	“This is Driscoll,” he said. “I’ve got a situation at one twenty-seven Harding in Johnson. Requesting backup.”


	Jack felt a rush of … what? A strange, tingling fire flared in his chest as he realized he’d done it. He’d tricked Mr. Brussard into incriminating himself. He wanted to whoop and yell and do the Snoopy dance around the room.


	But he couldn’t. Now was not the time. Not with Steve and his mother staring in shock and fear and disbelief at the man they called father and husband. Maybe there’d never be a good time for the Snoopy dance.


	Free-form guilt dulled the edge of his elation. He looked around and found Mr. Brussard glaring at him.


	“You called them, didn’t you.”


	Jack couldn’t look at Steve, but he stared Mr. Brussard in the eye.


	“I was worried about Steve.”


	And that was the truth.
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	“Trouble just follows you around, doesn’t it.”


	Jack turned at the sound of the voice and saw Tim leaning out the window of his patrol car.


	“What do you mean?”


	Tim smiled. “You know exactly what I mean. My buddy Driscoll says you were right in the thick of things last night. Even found the pill.”


	“Yeah, well, just hanging with Steve.”


	Tim nodded toward the Brussard house down the street. “Returning to the scene of the crime?”


	The whole town was buzzing with the news of the Brussard arrest and the Challis confession. Jack had wandered over, wondering if he should stop in and see how Steve was handling it. He knew he shouldn’t feel guilty about exposing a murderer, but he couldn’t help it.


	He’d chickened out on the visit, at least on his first pass, afraid Steve would take one look at him and somehow know Jack had got his dad arrested. As he’d passed he noticed that the garbage can near the end of the driveway was full of empty liquor bottles. Mrs. Brussard was cleaning house—a first step toward helping Steve, but Jack had a feeling he’d need more.


	“Brussard posted bail,” Tim said.


	“He’s out? How?”


	“Not much on him beyond what Challis said. But we’re analyzing that pill, and if it turns out to be some funky poison, we’ll have a whole different ball game.”


	Now Jack was doubly glad he hadn’t stopped in. The way Steve’s dad had looked at him last night made it clear he suspected something.


	Tim went on. “Challis, on the other hand, didn’t want bail. Said he felt safer behind bars.”


	Safe from the klazen? Or his Lodge brother?


	“He give any reason for the way they—?”


	“Cut him up?” Tim shook his head. “Not much. Told us Boruff was killed in a ‘sacred rite’ used for those who betray Lodge brothers, then clammed up. Said it was a Lodge matter and nobody else’s business.”


	Cutting off the arms at the elbows and sewing them into the armpits … what kind of sacred rite was that?


	“Seen any more state troopers running around?” Tim said.


	Jack used the title of another book on his summer reading list. “All quiet on the western front.”


	Tim nodded. “It is sort of the western front, isn’t it—the western front of the Pine Barrens.”


	Mention of the Barrens reminded Jack of something.


	“You went to the mound yesterday. How’s it look?”


	Tim shook his head. “I saw it when we dug up the body. Gotta tell you, you wouldn’t recognize the place now. All torn up.” Another head shake. “Shame. One of the pointy heads we had doing the crime scene work-up said he was sure the mound was pre-Columbian.”


	Jack had heard the term before. “Before Columbus? Wow.”


	“Yeah. Wow. He said definitely pre-Columbian, maybe even prehistoric.”


	“Oh, man. Weezy will want to go back.”


	Jack did too, but knew Weezy would want to even more.


	“Nothing left to see. Trust me.” Tim poked his arm. “But even so, you two stay away from there for now … until things settle down. I asked one of the medevac pilots I know to snap a photo or two on one of his many runs to AC.”


	“Why?”


	Tim looked away, through the windshield. “Not sure. Something about that place …”


	A burst of static from his two-way interrupted with a report of an accident near Shamong.


	“Gotta go. Remember what I said: Stay out of the Pines for now.”


	As Jack watched Tim go, he figured he could manage that for another day or two, but there’d be no stopping Weezy once she heard “prehistoric.”


	Good thing she was in Baltimore for the weekend and wouldn’t be back till tonight. Because he wasn’t sure he could keep the news from her.
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	Jack sat in the dark on a thick limb of the tree across the street from Steve’s house, watching.


	It had turned out to be a quiet Sunday, quieter than usual after the rain started around midday. Kate was still at her apartment in Stratford. Tom was packing to move back to his place in Jersey City. Sure signs that summer was drawing to a close. Not much shaking at USED either, so Jack did his cleanups and polishing, and practiced his lock picking when he had a chance.


	After dinner, he’d watched a Knight Rider rerun, followed by the ABC Sunday Night Movie, then hit the sack. But sleep eluded him. He kept thinking about Steve, and how his friend’s family was messed up now because of him.


	No, he kept telling himself. Steve’s father had been the one to mess up that family.


	Finally he’d pulled on a shirt and jeans and slipped out his window.


	He wasn’t sure what had drawn him here. Guilt? Or maybe worry that Mr. Brussard might slip off into the night?


	The rain had stopped earlier but the tree bark and leaves were still wet; a thick mist hung in the air, glowing in the widely scattered streetlights. The house lay dark and quiet. No sign of anyone moving about. Jack finally asked himself what he was accomplishing here. And when he couldn’t come up with a good answer, he decided it was time to go.


	But just as he was readying to swing down from the limb, he saw a thin dark streak flowing through the mist along Harding Street. He couldn’t call it black, couldn’t call it solid. More like something colorless or invisible, displacing the mist. Tapered at both ends, maybe ten feet long and no more than two feet wide, it moved lazily, undulating on the breeze—


	And then Jack realized with a start that there was no breeze.


	Despite the warmth of the night, chill gooseflesh rippled over his skin. He shrank back against the tree trunk and watched as the streak angled toward the Brussard house. For some reason he wanted to shout out a warning, but his vocal cords were clenched tight. And a warning against what? Smoke? A hole in the mist?


	Whatever it was, it nosed against the left side of Steve’s house and then splashed out along the siding like water from a faucet hitting a sink. As it spread it thinned and broke up into tiny dark wisps that swirled and faded to nothing.


	Weird, Jack thought. Really weird. But it was gone now. Time to get back.


	He swung down from the branch and began walking home. As he passed the house he glanced back and saw the streak seeping out the opposite side. He stopped, his Vans glued to the pavement, watching as it reformed into the elongated shape he’d first seen. It began to drift again …


	Toward him.


	And then a light came on in the house and he heard a woman scream.


	Part of him wanted to run up to Steve’s door and see if he could help, but he had a feeling whatever had happened in there was beyond his help or anybody else’s.


	Mr. Brussard had just met the klazen. Jack was sure of it.


	And now it was heading for him.


	No … angling northwest … across his intended path.


	So Jack did an about-face and began walking the other way, taking the long way home. When he looked back he saw the streak still headed in the other direction.


	Safe … or was he? Somehow he didn’t feel safe.


	He broke into a run and didn’t slow until he’d reached his yard. He stopped and looked around, praying he wouldn’t see a dark streak filtering through the misty cornrows of the neighboring field and heading his way.


	Nothing. It must still be heading northwest.


	Wait … the county jail was northwest of Johnson … and Mr. Challis had stayed there … because it was safer …


	He wished Weezy were here. She’d be so into this. But Jack …


	He crawled through the window, closed and locked it behind him, leaped into bed, and pulled the covers over his head.


	He hated things he couldn’t explain.
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	“Did you hear?” Kate said, rushing into the kitchen.


	Jack was just finishing the Taylor ham and egg sandwich he’d had for lunch.


	Mom turned from the sink. “Hear what, dear?”


	“Gordon Brussard dropped dead last night.”


	Mom dropped the plate she’d been fitting into the dishwasher. It didn’t break.


	“No!”


	“Yes! And so did that man Challis, the one who confessed to killing the man Jack found. Within an hour of each other. Can you believe it?”


	“No,” Mom said. “I can’t.”


	Jack could. But even though he’d half expected it, he couldn’t help but feel shock. Had he really been on Harding Street last night? Or had he dreamed it? How could he e sure?


	Kate said, “It’s true!”


	“Where’d you hear all this?”


	“Down at Burdett’s. I was on empty and Jeff filled me in while he was filling me up.”


	That sort of clinched the deaths. Jeff Colton, the pump jockey at Burdett’s Esso station, talked to everyone who stopped in and pumped them for gossip. He knew everything there was to know in this end of Burlington County.


	Jack said, “What are the chances of that happening? I mean, two people arrested for the same crime dropping dead at almost the same time?”


	Kate shook her head. “Astronomical, I’d think. Then again …” Her voice trailed off.


	“Then again what?”


	“Getting arrested has got to be unbelievably stressful, whether you’re innocent or guilty. I can’t imagine that would be good for your heart. And if you had any heart disease …” She shrugged. “I guess it’s possible. If this were Magnum, P.I., I’d be guessing they were both poisoned or something, but in real life …” Another shrug. “Just a bizarre coincidence.”


	Uh-uh, Jack thought. Maybe no coincidence. Maybe a klazen.


	But no way was he mentioning that. Talk about opening a can of worms.


	“Poor Steve,” he said, and meant it. The thought of losing his own father … he couldn’t imagine what Steve was feeling.


	He could imagine Steve’s mom using her Valium today, and Steve probably wishing he had some—needing some.


	Jack realized then that he needed something too: fresh air. He had the day off and didn’t want to spend it thinking about things he couldn’t explain. Besides, Eddie had called to announce that his grandmother had bought him the new Star Wars: Death Star Battle video game.


	“I’m going out,” he said, carrying his empty plate to the dishwasher.


	“Where?” Mom said.


	“Weez and Eddie’s, I guess.”


	Mom gave him a don’t-forget-what-I-told-you look.


	Man …
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	Jack heard cursing as they approached the spong.


	He’d hung out with Weezy and Eddie for a while, the two guys taking turns at Death Star Battle—it looked super on the 5200—and Weezy watching morosely, saying little. She was still bummed out about losing the cube and the pyramid. Somewhere along the line Jack let slip the possibility that the mound was pre-Columbian, maybe even prehistoric.


	Well, that was all Weezy had to hear. Before he knew it she was up and out and headed for her bike. Jack tried to stop her, telling her what Tim had said, but Weezy was deaf to all that. Since he couldn’t let her ride off into the Pines alone, he went with her. Even Eddie tagged along, saying something about it being “fossilacious.” Apparently he’d equated prehistoric with dinosaurs.


	On the plus side, the road trip pulled Weezy out of her funk. She was her old self again, chattering away about her secret-history stuff as she led them down the fire trail.


	The cursing grew louder, and as they reached the spong area they saw a skinny man wearing an Agway gimme cap, bib-front overalls, duck boots, and probably nothing else. He looked like he was dancing around the open area, but he was kicking at the traps, many with sticks jutting from them, and cursing a blue streak.


	The three of them stopped to stare. This had to be the trapper, and it looked like Mrs. Clevenger had been doing her thing again.


	He stopped when he saw them.


	“Whatchoo lookin’ at?”


	When they didn’t reply, he started toward them. He needed a shave and most likely a bath, and his eyes looked wild with rage.


	“You been doin’ this? You the ones been messin’ up muh traps?”


	“We just got here, mister,” Jack said, thinking this couldn’t be Old Man Foster because he wasn’t old. Forty, tops. “Are you Mister Foster?”


	“Zeb Foster? No, I ain’t him.”


	“Then what are you doing trapping on his land?” Weezy said.


	He stepped closer. “Look, I don’t need no little girl asking me no fresh-mouthed questions. Get outa here!”


	Weezy stood her ground. “Well, if you’re not Mister Foster, who are you?”


	“I’m his son, dammit! Now git!” He pointed a dirty finger at them. “And you better not be the ones springin’ muh traps, ‘cause if you are, I’ll skin you like a coon—only you’ll still be alive when I do it. Now git!”


	“Okay, okay,” Eddie said, moving faster than usual.


	“One creepitacious guy,” he said when they’d moved out of earshot.


	Weezy made a face. “Like I believe he’s Old Man Foster’s son.”


	“Maybe he isn’t,” Jack said. “But I do believe he meant what he said about skinning us alive.”
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	“This is criminal!” Weezy cried as she walked among the ruins of the mound. “An absolute sin!”


	Jack agreed. The mound or mounds—he couldn’t be sure exactly what had been here before—had snaked among the burned trunks. Now trenches ran in all directions amid knocked-down and half-downed trees.


	She kicked at the sand. “They’ve destroyed everything!”


	“See any fossils?” Eddie said.


	“Why am I not surprised to find you here?” a familiar voice called.


	Jack turned and saw Tim standing by his patrol car at the edge of the burned area.


	Jack, Weezy, and Eddie looked at one another, then ambled over to where he waited.


	Tim shook his head as he looked at Jack. “Didn’t I tell you to stay away from here?”


	Jack could have said he’d come along only to keep Weezy company, but that wasn’t exactly true and he wasn’t about to lay it on her. No one had forced him to come along.


	So he simply shrugged.


	But Weezy said, “It was my idea, Officer.”


	Tim smiled. “Deputy.”


	Weezy did her whatever face and said, “Isn’t there something you can do about this? Someone you can arrest or we can sue for desecrating this site?”


	“Desecrating?” Tim frowned. “It’s not like it was a church or anything.”


	“Could have been at one time. It might have contained secrets hidden for … forever.”


	“Secrets?”


	Oh, no, Jack thought. Don’t get her started on secrets. He searched for a way to change the subject.


	“Did your friend ever get that photo from his helicopter?”


	Tim nodded. “As a matter of fact, he did.” He reached through the open window of his patrol car and pulled out a half dozen eight-by-ten photos. “Took a bunch of them from different angles on two different runs.” He handed them to Jack. “Take a look.”


	Jack studied the top photo, then handed it off to Weezy. He did the same with all six. The last was taken from almost directly overhead. It best showed the devastation caused by the backhoe because the angle of the sun shadowed the trench. Jack studied this one the longest. Something about it tickled his brain, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.


	When he handed it to Weezy he heard her gasp.


	“See something?” Tim asked.


	Weezy stared a moment longer, then shook her head. “No. Just a shadow.” She looked up at Tim. “Can I have one of these? Please-please-please?”


	He laughed. “Sure.”


	She held up the overhead shot she’d been looking at. “This one.”


	“It’s yours. Now, I want the three of you back on your bikes and heading for home.”


	He stood there and watched them do just that. He paced them awhile, following behind, then bop-tooted and rolled away, leaving them on their own.


	As soon as he was out of sight, Weezy stopped and pulled the photo from her basket.


	“Jack! Did you see this?”


	He stopped beside her and looked over her shoulder. Again that tickling feeling that he was missing something.


	“Yeah. But obviously you see something I don’t.”


	“Watch.”


	The tip of her finger traced the trench that had replaced the mound. Jack stiffened as he recognized the figure.


	“That’s … that’s on the seal”—what had Dad called it?—”the sigil of …”


	She was nodding. “Yeah. The Lodge.”
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	Secret histories …


	As he’d done last night, Jack sat in the dark, staring at a building. Only instead of on Harding Street, he was down near the bank of Quaker Lake. And not in a tree, but sitting with his back against the big oak. And it wasn’t Steve’s house he was staring at, but the Lodge that squatted across the water, a light on in one of its high, narrow windows.


	Secrets … secrets everywhere.


	Maybe Weezy was right. Maybe there was a Secret History of the World. The Pine Barrens probably held a lot of it—like the pine lights and that shape in the woods—but he’d bet the Lodge was well up there in what it knew and hid. Like how old it was, and how long it had existed on that spot—not the building itself, but the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order … how long had it been here? If that mound was pre-Columbian, and had been built by the Lodge, it meant the Lodge had been here a long, long time. And if the mound was prehistoric …


	That didn’t even bear thinking.


	Secrets …


	Did the troopers and suits who’d dug up the mound find anything? If so, they weren’t telling.


	But Weezy knew of other mounds. Maybe it was time for the two of them to start some digging of their own. Maybe they’d find another cube with a pyramid inside. He doubted it, but never say never.


	He still had the copies of the pyramid’s symbols. What secret did they hold?


	And even Weezy … she had a secret or two as well. Jack sensed it, but hadn’t a clue as to what. Maybe it had something to do with all those Friday morning trips to Medford.


	Secrets …


	The town itself had a secret history. How had Old Town come to be named Quakerton before any Quakers existed?


	Even his own family had a secret history. Why wouldn’t Dad talk about the war? What had happened there to make him clam up whenever it was mentioned? And what did he keep locked in that box?


	Jack realized that he too had a secret: exposing Steve’s father. He couldn’t tell anyone about it. Yeah, some people would call him a hero, but sure as the sun rose every morning, Steve would eventually find out. And Steve would hate him. Soon everyone in town would be looking at him strangely, and holding their tongues when he was about.


	Because everybody had secrets.


	Jack simply wanted to come and go as he pleased, with no one taking any special notice of him. Just another face in the crowd.


	Just … Jack.


	Movement across the lake caught his eye. He watched a gray limousine—looked like a Bentley—pull up before the Lodge and stop in the pool of light around its entrance. A uniformed driver hopped out and opened the rear door. A very tall man in a white suit unfolded himself from the passenger compartment. He had black, slicked-back hair but Jack couldn’t make out his face at this distance.


	The man sauntered to the front steps of the Lodge, but instead of going inside, he stopped and turned in Jack’s direction. He seemed to be staring directly at Jack. But how could that be? Jack was sitting in deep shadow. No way the man could see him.


	Yet he kept staring, and it made Jack uncomfortable. Finally he turned and disappeared inside. The chauffeur followed him in, lugging two large suitcases.


	Was he moving in? Into the Lodge itself? Jack had never heard of anyone actually living there.


	Mr. Challis’s words came back to him: … the Council is sending someone to take charge of our Lodge …


	Was that him? If so, he was one creepy guy. And why had he seemed to be staring at him?


	Jack wanted to keep his distance from that place. The arrests of Mr. Brussard and Challis, and Challis’s confession about how they’d killed Boruff according to “sacred rites,” had embarrassed the Lodge. Better they didn’t know he’d been instrumental in that.


	And still … he had a feeling he wasn’t through with the Lodge.


	As for what he’d seen outside Steve’s house last night … better not talk about that. Had he really seen anything? Now, just twenty-four hours later, it seemed unreal. Maybe just a trick of the light. But maybe not …


	The uneasy feeling vanished in the persistent memory of the sensations that had shot through him Saturday night when Mr. Brussard had stepped into the trap and given himself away. All because of Jack, who had come upon a bad circumstance, a broken situation, and fixed it.


	What a rush … maybe like what Steve felt when he drank or popped a pill. At least Steve’s mother was aware of that now. Hopefully she’d get him some help.


	But as for Jack … he was hooked on that feeling. If he saw a chance to do another fix, he’d go for it.


	He could hardly wait.
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	Jack: Secret Circles


	SATURDAY


	Little Cody Bockman disappeared on a rainy morning.
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	Jack dodged puddles as he pedaled his BMX along Adams Street to the Connell house. Even though the sky was overcast now, the air felt dry. He hoped it would last. He was sick to death of rain. People were saying this could turn out to be the rainiest September on record and—


	“Hey!” he shouted as he almost collided with a little kid scooting by on a red bike. “Cody!”


	The kid braked and almost fell off his bike.


	“Jack! Jack! I can do it!”


	“What?”


	“Look! No training wheels!”


	Cody Bockman was five and lived two doors down from Jack. His long hair was a blond tangle and his blue eyes sparkled with excitement. Cute kid, but a little wild man. Jack liked him except when he attached himself and followed him around like a dog. Somehow he always chose times when Jack felt like being alone.


	“That’s cool, Code.” Jack looked around. Not an adult in sight. “Your folks know you’re out here?”


	“No, but it’s okay.”


	“Yeah? You mean, if I go back and ask your mom and dad if it’s all right for you to be cruising the streets, they’ll say it’s fine with them?”


	Cody looked down. “Well …”


	Jack put on a stern look. “You gonna go or am I gonna have to take you back?”


	“I’m goin’!”


	He turned his bike around and pedaled a wobbly path back toward Jefferson. Jack watched him a little, then continued on to the Connells’.


	Weezy’s brother Eddie had asked him over to play Berzerk, the new game his father had bought him for his Atari 5200. The game was simple and so fun when you could trick the robots into walking into walls or shooting each other, but so nerve-racking when that deadly smiley face came bouncing through.


	But no video games today. He’d played enough during the rains. This morning he was going to drag Eddie off the couch and into the sunlight. No easy task, considering Eddie’s weight and re sis tance to any activity that involved moving more than his thumbs.


	As Jack glided past the unlidded garbage cans at the curb—Wednesday and Saturday were garbage days in Johnson—he noticed a couple of familiar items from Weezy’s room in the nearer container. He stopped for a closer look and saw copies of Fortean Times and Fate. Weezy trea sured those weird paranormal magazines. Why was she throwing them out?


	Maybe she was in a cleaning mood. She had all sorts of moods lately. Spin the dial and see who appeared.


	Or maybe she didn’t know. Her parents were always on her case for not being like other fifteen-year-old girls. Had they simply gone in and started tossing stuff? That wasn’t right.


	He spotted a half-folded photo, an aerial shot of the Pinelands, the million acres of woods beyond the town’s eastern edge. He recognized the scene: an excavation of the mound where just last month he and Weezy had found a corpse and a mysterious little pyramid.


	The sight of it released a flood of memories … most of them bad. He’d blocked them out, but now they were back. The dead man was not simply dead, he’d been murdered—ritually murdered—and his discovery had triggered other deaths, all seemingly of natural causes, but all weirdly connected. Then Jack had learned the cause, and it hadn’t been natural at all. But he couldn’t talk about it because he had no proof and everyone—even Weezy—would think he was crazy.


	And the pyramid … shiny, black, embossed with strange glyphs … Weezy had fallen in love with it, memorizing every detail of the symbols on its sides and the weird grid inside the box that had held it. It had turned out to be older that it seemed—much older than anything man-made should be.


	Then it had disappeared.


	And Weezy hadn’t been quite the same since. Jack had felt the loss too—such a neat artifact—but not like Weezy. She’d taken it like the loss of her best friend. But more than that, she was convinced it had been stolen and was sure she knew the culprit … all without a shred of proof.


	So he couldn’t believe she’d throw away this photo.


	He snagged it from the can and stuck it in his back pocket as he hopped up the front steps and knocked on the door.


	“Door’s open,” he heard a man’s voice call from inside.


	As Jack stepped in, Mr. Connell poked his crew-cut head around a corner and grinned. “Eddie said you’d be coming. He’s in the family room.”


	“Is Weezy here?”


	“Yeah. Hey, Weez!”


	“What?” Her voice floated from upstairs.


	“Jack’s here!”


	Weezy appeared at the top of the stairway in her customary black jeans and a black T-shirt. She had dark eyes and pale skin. She’d gone a little heavier than usual on the eyeliner today. She held a book in her right hand, her index finger poked between two pages. She’d been letting her dark hair grow and today she’d parted it in the middle and braided it into a pair of pigtails.


	“Hey, Jack. Come on up.”


	“Going for the Wednesday Addams look?” he said as he took the steps two at a time.


	“Well, it’s the weekend and I’m full of woe.”


	He followed her into her room, christened the “Bat Cave” by her brother. With all the shades drawn, a dark purple bedspread, gargoyles peering down from her bookshelves, and a creepy Bauhaus poster on the wall, it lived up to the name.


	“About anything in particular?”


	“The usual—everything.” She belly-flopped onto the bed and opened her book.


	“What’s so interesting?”


	“Just got it from the library. All about pre-Sumerian civilizations. What’s up?”


	Jack pulled the photo from his pocket and held it up. “I found this in your garbage can.”


	She glanced up with a smile. “Are you Dumpster diving now?” Then her gaze fixed on the wrinkled photo. “Isn’t that …?”


	“Yeah. Never thought you’d toss it out.”


	She was up in a flash grabbing it from him.


	“I didn’t.” Her expression turned furious. “They have no right!”


	As she started for her door Jack blocked her way. She had a wild look in her eyes. Jack had seen that look a few times before when she’d lost it, and she seemed ready to lose it now.


	“Easy, Weezy. Could you maybe wait on this? You’re going to put me smack-dab in the middle of the fight.”


	For a second he thought she might hit him. He didn’t know what he’d do if she tried. He was relieved when the look faded.


	“Because you found it?”


	He nodded. He didn’t want to become a player in the ongoing tug-of-war between Weezy and her parents—mostly her father—who wanted her to be what they called “a normal girl” and what she called “a bow head.”


	“You know,” she said, her voice thickening as she stalked about her room, “if they’re so unhappy with me, why don’t they just send me off to boarding school or something so they don’t have to look at me?”


	Jack didn’t like that idea one bit. Who would he hang with? He tried to lighten the moment by clutching his hands over his heart and giving her his best approximation of a lost-puppy look.


	“But-but-but wouldn’t you miss meeee?”


	It didn’t work. She was off to the races. She’d always been hard to stop once she got rolling, but almost impossible since the disappearance of the pyramid. She’d gotten a little scary lately.


	“I’m going to be fifteen next week! I’ve got a brain, why don’t they want me to use it? They have no right to throw out my stuff!” She stopped her pacing. “Maybe I should pull a Marcie Kurek! That’d show ’em!”


	Marcie Kurek was a runaway who’d been a soph at the high school last year. She lived in Shamong. One night she said she was going out to visit a friend and never showed up. No one had seen her since.


	Weezy turned and threw the photo on the floor.


	Jack knew she tended to leave her stuff all over the house, a perfect invitation for her folks to dump the things they didn’t approve of, especially anything that referred to what she called the Secret History of the World.


	The Secret History was her passion—her conviction that accepted history was a collection of lies carefully constructed and arranged to hide what was really going on in the world, and conceal the hidden agenda and identities of those pulling the strings. Ancient secret societies manipulating events throughout the ages …


	People—especially her family—tended to roll their eyes once she got started on it. Jack too, though not as quickly as he used to. He’d seen and heard things last month that he couldn’t explain … he didn’t know if they fit into Weezy’s Secret History, didn’t know if they fit anywhere, or if they were even real.


	Weezy was convinced that the pyramid they’d found was connected to the Secret History. And maybe it was … this was a picture of the mound where they’d found the body and the artifact, or rather what was left after those strange government men had dug it up in the night.


	He glanced at it now on the floor and was once again struck by the strange outline. As he looked he noticed something to the right of the mound …


	He picked it up for a closer look … a dark object or structure in a small clearing. He’d never noticed it before. But then again, the photo had been in Weezy’s possession all this time, so he’d never had much chance to study it.


	“Hey, Weez. Where’s your magnifying glass? Or did your folks throw that away too?”


	“Not funny.”


	She plucked a magnifier with a two-inch lens from a shelf above her desk and handed it to him. Jack poised it over the area in question and felt a tingle of excitement across his neck as it grew larger and came into focus.


	“Oh, man, you’ve got to see this.” He passed the lens and photo to her, then tapped the spot. “Right there.”


	He watched her brow furrow as she moved the lens up and down and around.


	“Hmmph. Never noticed.” She glanced up. “Could be just a big rock.”


	“Yeah? Take another look. Count the sides.”


	He watched her eyes narrow to a squint as she complied, then widen. She wore an entirely different expression when she looked up this time.


	“Six.”


	“Yeah. Just like our pyramid.”


	A light sparked in her eyes. “Actually it had seven if you count the base. But this is bigger. Much bigger.” She frowned. “Too big for them to steal.”


	Jack knew who “them” were but didn’t want her to get started on that now.


	“You got that right. Want to take a look?”


	“You kidding? Of course I—”


	“There you are!”


	Jack turned and saw Weezy’s portly brother standing in the doorway, twisting a Rubik’s Cube. He had short, sandy hair and a pudgy body, and his striped rugby shirt gave him a definite Pugsley look. Jack was tempted to remark on the Addams Family theme here in the Connell house, but held his tongue. Eddie wouldn’t take kindly to the Pugsley comparison.


	But if Cousin Itt showed up …


	“Hey Eddie. I was just—”


	“No Berzerk today, man,” Eddie said, looking miffed. “My dad’s booting me out of the house. Wants me to ‘enjoy the outdoors.’ Can you believe it?” He shook his head sadly. “Boracious.”


	Eddie was not a fan of the outdoors, unless it meant sitting in the shade with a copy of Uncanny X-Men.


	Jack pointed to the Rubik’s Cube that had become Eddie’s latest obsession. “Hey, anytime you want me to straighten that out for you, let me know.”


	He gave a wry grin. “Yeah, right. Like you could.”


	Jack shrugged. “Just trying to help the helpless.”


	Eddie glanced at his sister stretched on the bed and his grin turned evil. “You too, cave girl. He wants us both out in the”—he grabbed his throat and made a strangled sound—“fresh air.”


	“We were just leaving,” Jack said.


	“Where to?”


	“The Pines.”


	Eddie shook his head. “No way. Last time I was in there with you two we found a dead guy, and pretty soon a whole bunch of guys were dead.”


	Jack shrugged. “Look at it this way: How many times can that happen? Chances of finding another dead guy are almost zilch.”


	“You guarantee that?”


	“Let’s go,” was all Jack said.


	Nothing was guaranteed in the Pines.


	2


	They finally convinced Eddie to come along. Jack was leading the way off Adams onto North Franklin when he spotted a familiar blond-haired kid on a bike.


	“Hey, Cody!” Jack called. “I thought you were going back home!”


	“I am! I am!”


	“Did you stop off in Canada along the way?”


	The kid laughed. “No!”


	Jack pointed toward Jefferson Street. “Better get back before your folks find out and sell you to the circus.”


	He grinned as he pedaled away. “That’d be soooo cool!”


	Jack watched him turn the corner onto Jefferson and disappear from view, then signaled Weezy and Eddie back into motion.


	“You handled that like a pro,” Weezy said as they rode.


	“Yeah, well, I’m positive his parents don’t know he’s out here. My mother knows his folks and she says he wears them out. Never stops moving.”


	She slapped Eddie on the arm. “That’s where all your energy went. Cody Bockman stole it.”


	“I’m gonna sue,” Eddie said. “No, wait. If I get it back I’ll have to run around all the time. Forget it!”


	Jack said, “Check it out,” as he pointed to a colorful poster on one of the telephone poles.


	It announced the arrival of the Taber & Sons circus. The show parked itself near Johnson for a few days every fall. Not a real full-blown circus like Ringling Brothers, just some rides, a few animals, a tent show, and a midway. The local dates had been inked in.


	“Hey, it opens tomorrow,” Weezy said. “Maybe later we can go watch them set up.”


	Eddie grinned. “Count me out. Watching people work wears me out.”


	“Look!” Weezy cried as they approached Quaker Lake. “I’ve never seen it so high.”


	Neither had Jack. The lake was overflowing its banks and puddling near Quakerton Road. Mark Mulliner’s canoes sat upside down at the water’s edge. Jack doubted anyone had rented one in a while.


	Mr. Rosen had been talking all week about how the ground was saturated and couldn’t hold any more water. What ever came down had to run off somewhere, and much of it was flowing into the lake.


	“It’s all the rain,” Jack said.


	Eddie said, “Your obvious-fu very strong.”


	Jack had to smile. Yeah, pretty dumb thing to say. In defense, he puffed up his chest.


	“That’s ‘Supreme Master of the Obvious’ to you.”


	The level was even higher than yesterday when he’d crossed the bridge on his way to Old Town. Water was pooled around some of the lakeside benches and willows.


	A number of his lawn-cutting customers lived in Old Town, the original settlement that had spawned the sprawling, thousand-person metropolis of Johnson, New Jersey. But the succession of rainy days was interfering with his schedule. Yeah, he could cut wet grass, but it always wound up looking crummy, and then he’d have to come back for a fix-up.


	He’d swung by after school yesterday to see if the lawns were dry enough to cut. They were, so he’d raced home to get his mower. But as soon as he wheeled it out of the garage, the skies opened up again.


	No mow, no pay. And the longer the grass, the tougher the job, and the longer to get it done. A vicious cycle.


	As the three of them pedaled across the bridge over the lake, Jack glanced at a boxy, two-story, stucco building known around town as “the Lodge.” It belonged to the globe-spanning Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order. A very secretive bunch, tight-lipped about its activities and purposes and membership, and highly selective about who it accepted.


	It had lodges all over the world. Why they’d put one here in Johnson, New Jersey, no one knew. Well, Weezy knew—or thought she did. She said the Lodge was here before the town, that members of the Order had settled here in prehistoric times. But that was part of her Secret History of the World, and the Septimus Order played a big role in it.


	Membership was by invitation only, and this Lodge was rumored to include some of the state’s most influential and powerful people.


	Weezy glared at the building as they passed. “You want to find our pyramid, look in there.”


	Jack was ahead of Eddie but could hear an eye roll in his tone as he muttered, “Here we go.”


	“It’s true,” she said.


	Against his better judgment, Jack said, “Things do get lost, Weez. It happens all the time.”


	“Things that are clues to the Secret History don’t get lost, they get hidden away. The Order’s job is to keep the Secret History secret. If we searched that place, we’d find it.”


	“Fat chance,” Eddie said. “What are you gonna do, get invited in for milk and cookies?”


	“I’ll think of something. And you’ll come with me, right, Jack?”


	Jack glanced at the Lodge’s barred windows and figured it was safe to agree—no way they’d ever see the inside of that place.


	“If you’re there, I’m there.”


	They passed the empty and supposedly haunted Klenke house that had been for sale ever since Jack could remember, and then the home of the town’s supposed witch, Mrs. Clevenger. Jack had heard stories about the weird smells and noises in the Klenke place, but he’d never been in there himself, so he couldn’t say if they were true or not. He had, however, come into contact with Mrs. Clevenger on a number of occasions since the summer, and though she was strange and never gave a straight answer, she wasn’t a witch. Who believed in witches and hauntings anyway?


	They approached the place where Quakerton Road ended and the Pine Barrens began. Jack recognized Gus Sooy’s pickup parked by the lightning tree. A lot of folks said Gus’s moonshine—known as applejack—was the best in the Pinelands. Jack also recognized the guy buying from him.


	So did Eddie. “There’s Weird Walt,” he said from behind Jack. “Stocking up.”


	“Hey,” Weezy called as she brought up the rear on her banana-seat Schwinn. “Don’t call him that.”


	She and Walt had a strange bond, and she always took his side.


	“It’s gotta be eighty degrees out and he’s wearing leather gloves and you’re telling me he’s not weird?”


	Jack glanced over to where Walt was watching Gus Sooy fill a quart bottle with water-clear liquor from one of his big brown jugs. Hard to argue against him being weird. Folks said Walter Erskine hadn’t been right since he’d returned from Vietnam. He said weird things and wore gloves day in and day out.


	“He’s a good guy,” Jack said as they turned onto a firebreak trail and followed it into the Pines.


	Weezy moved up beside him. “How would you know?”


	“He comes into the store every now and then and we talk. He—”


	A he li cop ter, heading southeast, did its wup-wup-wup thing overhead and Weezy stopped for a moment to stare with an anxious expression.


	Jack understood her reaction. A few weeks ago, late one August night, government men—at least Jack assumed they were from the government—had used black he li cop ters to fly backhoes into the Pines and dig up the mound where he and Weezy had found the pyramid and the corpse. Who had told them about the mound? Who had sent them to tear it apart? These were questions he doubted he’d ever answer.


	“It’s not black,” he said. “And it’s not headed our way. Probably some high rollers headed for AC.”


	Gambling had been legal in Atlantic City for half a dozen years now and was enormously popular.


	Weezy said nothing as she pulled ahead to lead the way. She always rode point when they were in the woods. Made sense. She knew this corner of the Pine Barrens backward, forward, up and down. She never got lost.


	As they rode, the forty-foot scrub pines thickened on either side, stretching their gnarled, green-needled branches overhead as they lined the path like sentinels guarding their woodland domain. Jack checked the overcast sky through the needled canopy. This was the kind of day when people got lost in the Pines and were never seen again. But no worry about that with Weezy along.


	Weezy led them along the dipping, deeply puddled trail onto Old Man Foster’s land. Foster was something of a mystery. Nobody had ever seen him or seemed to know who he was, but he kept his land heavily posted with signs warning against fishing, hunting, trapping, and trespassing. Jack ignored them. He figured obeying the first three out of the four was good enough.


	At least he wasn’t trapping like a certain someone was doing around a spong they’d be passing along the way.


	When they reached the spong they saw Mrs. Clevenger standing with an armload of sticks. She wore her usual long black dress and a black scarf around her neck—which made as much sense in this weather as Walt’s gloves. Her three-legged dog sat to the side, watching their approach. The big, floppy-eared mutt had the thick body of a rottweiler but with lots of other breeds mixed in. Its right front leg was missing as if it had never been—not even a scar.


	Weezy stopped and waved. “Hi, Mrs. Clevenger. Need any help?”


	“No, dear. I’m doing fine.”


	Some Piney had been setting leg-hold traps around the spong—the local term for a wet low spot—trying to catch coons and possums and such when they came for a drink. Mrs. Clevenger had been coming out regularly and springing the traps with sticks. Jack wondered what the trapper would do if he ever caught the old lady at it. What ever it was, he’d have to get past her nameless dog, and that wouldn’t be easy.


	Eventually they reached a burned-out area deep in the Pines. They knew the place well. Maybe too well. Here was where they’d dug up the little pyramid and the corpse.


	After they’d leaned their bikes against some trees, Jack stood in the shade and pulled out their aerial photo of the area. Judging by the position of the midmorning sun, they’d been following the fire trail eastward. The mound lay to the right of the trail, which meant south. The strange-looking thing he’d spotted on the photo was to the right of the mound, which meant farther south.


	He pointed to the burned-out area. “This way.”


	As they walked a weaving course around the blackened tree trunks, Jack saw green branchlets poking through the charred bark. Hard to kill these pines. Fires were common in the Barrens during the summer and fall, mostly the fault of campers and lightning. With all the recent rain, he doubted they’d see any fires at all this season.


	“Think anything’s left in there?” Jack said, pointing to the ruins of the mound as they passed.


	Weezy shook her head. “Look at it. It’s not even a mound anymore.”


	She had a point. The government men had left little more than a twisty-turny trench, now filled with stagnant water.


	The pines thickened past the burned-out area, slowing their progress.


	“This better be worth it,” Eddie said.


	Jack had known it was only a matter of time before he’d start complaining. He was kind of surprised he’d held off this long.


	“Shouldn’t be too much farther now. According to the photo, we should hit a clearing any …”


	He stopped and stared as he spotted an open area dead ahead.


	“… minute.”


	The clearing hadn’t surprised him, but what stood in its center stopped him cold.


	Weezy pushed past him, then stopped, saying “Ohmy-god!” over and over.


	Jack couldn’t speak. The Pines were full of secrets and surprises, but this … this was over the top. Way over.
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	“What is it?” Eddie said from behind.


	“Some sort of … pyramid.”


	At maybe fifteen feet tall, it had nothing height-wise on the ones in Egypt, but this was definitely a pyramid, and unlike any Jack had seen or heard of. He wondered if anyone alive today had ever laid eyes on it.


	Weezy finally stopped saying, “Ohmygod!” and the three of them approached the pyramid. The closer they got, the odder it became.


	As Jack neared he noticed it wasn’t solid. Huge, elongated triangular stones stood in a circle, their bases buried in the sandy soil with their pointed ends jutting skyward and leaning toward each other.


	“Look like Godzilla pizza slices,” Eddie said.


	A typical Eddie comment. If he wasn’t thinking about video games, he was thinking about food. But his comment hit the mark: the structure did resemble half a dozen giant petrified pizza slices, crusts down and arranged in a circle.


	A three-foot-high wall of headstonelike rectangular slabs ringed the whole thing.


	They marched around it in silence. One of the triangular megaliths was broken halfway up, but the undamaged points of the remaining five met and leaned against each other at the pyramid’s apex.


	“Notice, Weez? Six sides … just like our little pyramid.”


	The gleaming black artifact they’d found in the mound back there would have fit inside a softball. It too had six sides—seven if you counted the base.


	Weezy nodded but said nothing. She seemed in a daze, incapable of speech or even taking her eyes off the pyramid. Jack thought he knew how she felt: She’d lost a little piece of the Secret History, but found something much bigger. He felt it too. The strangeness, the ancient, alien feel to the structure.


	They came to a broken fence stone. Without a word, Weezy stepped over it and entered the circle. Jack followed but Eddie hung back.


	Jack turned to look at him. “Coming?”


	Eddie looked uncomfortable. “This whole place is majorly creepacious.”


	Jack agreed, but he put on a smile. “Don’t worry. Weezy will protect you.”


	Eddie rolled his eyes and stepped over the broken slab. “I should know better by now to go anywhere with you guys. You find dead bodies, you get me locked up in a police car and chased by the cops, but do I learn? Nooooo.”


	“Look, Jack.”


	Weezy was standing by one of the leaning megaliths, rubbing her hand over the surface. Her expression was triumphant, beaming vindication. He imagined this was what Percival looked like when he glimpsed the Holy Grail.


	“What have you got?” he said, approaching.


	“Look familiar?”


	With a trembling finger she traced a circle around a faint indentation in the weather-smoothed surface of the stone. Jack squinted until he could make out the full outline, then he gasped. Recognition was like a punch in the chest.


	“That’s … that was on our pyramid!”


	She nodded and jumped to the next where she again ran her hands over the surface. She seemed about to explode.


	“So was this one.”


	Then to the next stone.


	Her voice shook. “This one too.”


	They were connected. No question.


	“So …” he managed, swallowing hard as he stepped back for a longer look. “Is this based on our little pyramid, or was ours based on this?”


	She shrugged. “Who can say? No way they’re not connected. I mean, they’re too much alike. But our pyramid wasn’t made of stone.”


	Right. They’d given it to Professor Nakamura who’d had it analyzed at the University of Pennsylvania. No one there could say what it was made of, but it sure hadn’t been stone. All they’d been able to say was that it was many thousands of years old—and then it had disappeared.


	Jack stepped up to one of the megaliths and felt its surface. “Granite?”


	Weezy moved up next to him. “That’s what it feels like to me. Except …”


	“Except what?”


	“There’s no granite in the Barrens, or anywhere near here.”


	Jack never understood where Weezy got all her information, but he’d learned to believe her. She wasn’t a bull slinger.


	Eddie joined them, saying, “So that means somebody cut these pizza slices somewhere else, drove them all the way out here, and made a teepee out of them. What for?”


	Jack was thinking that “teepee” was a pretty good description when Weezy said, “’Drove’? I don’t think so. Can’t you see how old these are? I’ll bet they were dragged here on rollers.”


	Jack looked at the stones and tried to imagine their weight, and the work it must have taken to carve each from a block of granite and then transport it here from wherever. He remembered Eddie’s last question.


	“But why?”


	“And look,” Eddie said. “It’s not even put together right. They left spaces between the rocks.”


	“They’ve probably shifted over the ages,” Weezy said.


	Jack wasn’t so sure about that. He’d noticed the spaces, but they seemed pretty uniform. Wouldn’t shifting and settling over time have resulted in uneven gaps? These all looked to be an even ten or twelve inches apart at their bases, tapering as they went up. That couldn’t have happened by chance.


	He peered through one of the gaps. The empty space within was lit by strips of daylight streaming between the stones. Its floor lay about three feet below ground level under a couple of inches of rainwater. Jack could make out a layer of sandy soil beneath the surface. A stone column, maybe a foot in diameter and four feet high, stood in the exact center of the space.


	Weezy and Eddie had moved up to gaps of their own on either side of him.


	“It is a teepee!” Eddie cried. “Just like I said: a stone teepee!”


	Weezy’s voice dripped scorn. “A teepee is a place to live, so it needs a doorway—you know, one of those handy openings you use to get in and out? Plus, it’s supposed to protect you from the weather. This flunks on both.”


	“All right, Miss Know-It-All, what is it then?”


	Weezy hesitated, then, “I don’t know. But maybe if I look at it from another angle …”


	To Jack’s surprise, she turned sideways, squeezed through the gap, and jumped down to the inner floor. She landed with a splash. He noticed she was wearing old sneakers. He looked down at his own battered Converse All-Stars. They’d been soaked before, no reason they couldn’t get soaked again.


	Jack squeezed through his gap—a tight fit but he made it—and eased himself to the floor to avoid splashing Weezy. Cool water filled his sneakers as he looked up and saw Eddie watching from outside. He made no move to join them. Jack was about to coax him in when he realized that even if Eddie wanted to join them, he couldn’t. No way he’d fit through the narrow opening. Or worse, if he forced himself in, he might not be able to get out.


	Jack turned in a slow circle, uncomfortable with the trapped feeling that stole over him. He saw a triangle of cloudy sky above the damaged megalith. The broken-off apex rested at an angle against its base.


	What had happened? A weakness in the stone? A lightning strike? He’d never know.


	“Look,” Weezy said, pointing to the perimeter of the sunken area.


	Jack saw how the sides sloped away at an angle, following the inner surfaces of the megaliths.


	“How deep do you think the stones are buried?” she asked.


	Jack shrugged. He had no idea, but the megaliths were even bigger than they appeared from the outside.


	He heard splashing and turned to see Weezy making her way toward the short column in the center. Her speed increased until she all but leaped the last few feet.


	“Jack! Look at this!”


	When he joined her he found her running her hands over the top of the column.


	“Look! It’s the same shape, the exact same size!”


	Jack immediately saw what she meant—a six-sided indentation in the top of the column, a perfect fit for their lost little pyramid. No doubt about it now—the two pyramids were connected.


	“What do you think it did here?”


	“I don’t know but …” Anger washed across her features, leaving steely determination.


	“But what?”


	“Somehow, some way, I’m going to get our pyramid back and find out.”


	Jack shared her desire but couldn’t see any way to make that happen, so he looked for a way to change the subject. He turned and pointed to the megaliths.


	“Why go to all the trouble to drag these things here and set them up like this?”


	Weezy shook her head. “Stonehenge was set up as a sort of solar calendar. Maybe this is something like that. Maybe the sun shines through one of these cracks and—ohmygod!”


	“What?”


	“Our pyramid. I’ll bet they placed it right here in the center so that at certain times of the year a shaft of sunlight hit it and …”


	“And what?”


	She looked at him with a lost expression. “I don’t know. But I’ve got to know. And I will know.”


	But Jack was thinking about something else. He did a slow turn, taking in the placement of the megaliths, the spaces between, the way they were tilted inward, making them virtually impossible to climb …


	He felt a little squeeze in his chest as it all came together.


	“I don’t know about sunbeams and that sort of stuff, but look around. Imagine you’re a tiger or a lion … those openings are wide enough to toss food inside but too narrow for something big to squeeze through. I think this is some sort of cage.”
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	After a moment of stunned silence, Weezy said, “You could be right, but … but we’re talking a major, major project. Chiseling these huge stones somewhere and dragging them here, then somehow setting them upright with exactly the right spacing between them, all to cage a lion?”


	Eddie’s voice was hushed. “Who says it was a lion. Maybe it was the Jersey Dev il.”


	A glance told Jack that Eddie wasn’t kidding. He liked to bring up the Jersey Dev il as the cause of what ever couldn’t be explained in the Pines—and there was no shortage of the unexplained here—but usually he was at least half kidding. This time, however …


	Supposedly, back in the 1700s, a certain Mrs. Leeds, on learning she was pregnant for the thirteenth time, cursed the baby, saying she’d rather bear the dev il’s child than another for her husband. Well, that child was born with the head of a horse, bat wings, cloven hooves, and a spiked tail.


	At least that was one version. Jack didn’t buy into the JD. Neither, of all people, did Weezy, who bought into just about everything else.


	Weezy did believe that something strange lurked in the Barrens, and Jack couldn’t disagree.


	“Eddie,” Weezy said in her must-I-explain? voice, “this was built way before the first Jersey Dev il story. It’s got to be thousands of years old.”


	“No way!”


	“Why not? Stonehenge was started in something like three thousand B.C.”


	Eddie shook his head. “Nuh-uh. The only people around here back then were the Lenape Indians, and they didn’t build this.”


	Jack smiled up at him. “Well, you did say it looks like a teepee.”


	Eddie drew an invisible “1” in the air. “Got me.”


	“Other people were here besides the Lenape,” Weezy said.


	Eddie frowned. “Like who?”


	“The Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order.”


	“The Lodge? No way!”


	“Why not? The first word in their name is ‘Ancient.’”


	“This is your Secret History of the World stuff that nobody believes in but you.” Eddie waved his hands. “But I don’t want to get into that. What I want to know is, if this was a cage, what was in it? And where are its bones?”


	Weezy dug the toe of her sneaker into the sand under the water, kicking up milky clouds.


	“Probably under here. Who knows how much sand and dirt have blown in through the centuries? That wall out there probably kept out a lot of it, but I bet this is a couple of feet deep. And I also bet somewhere below is a big hexagon of granite that served as the original floor.”


	As Jack watched the churned-up water, he noticed the reflection of a blotch of light. He glanced up at the opening atop the damaged megalith. He dropped his gaze to the cracked-off chunk of granite leaning against its base. He imagined an animal—a bear, a lion, or whatever—climbing upon the fallen piece and then leaping, scrabbling, clawing its way to the flat, broken surface atop the megalith. From there all it had to do was slide down the outer surface and run free.


	“It escaped.”


	Eddie and Weezy stared at him.


	“How do you know?” she said.


	Jack pointed to the opening. “Through there.”


	Weezy looked up, then down at the fallen piece, then nodded. “I think you could be right.”


	“That still doesn’t answer the big question: Who would go to all the trouble to cart these stones here and set them up to cage an animal?”


	Jack could not resist. “What if it wasn’t just any animal. What if it was …” He paused, then screamed the last words. “The Jersey Dev il!”


	Eddie and Weezy both jumped, then Weezy laughed. “You’ve been hanging around him too long. Weren’t you listening? It can’t …” But her smile faded as she said, “On the other hand …”


	Eddie grinned. “Hah! Told you it was the JD.”


	“No, it wasn’t. But maybe it became the Jersey Dev il.”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“Did you ever hear of cryptozoology?” She quickly waved a hand at Eddie. “Never mind. Look who I’m asking. It’s the study of strange creatures that may or may not exist.”


	Jack had never heard of it, but had an idea what it was about.


	“You mean like Sasquatch and the Loch Ness monster?”


	She smiled and nodded. “And yeti and the kraken and a bunch of others. So, what if ancient folks—maybe early, early members of the Lodge—built this to house some weird creature? Or maybe two of them—male and female. Maybe they were sacred to them, and maybe the little pyramid sitting in the center here had some significance or some function.”


	“Like what?”


	“I don’t know—yet. But what if they escaped into the wild? And what if they had offspring and their offspring had offspring? Eventually the Pilgrims came and the colonies started, and one day someone sees one of these things. And then somebody else sees it. Pretty soon someone makes up the Jersey Dev il story to explain it. The story starts circulating and eventually we have a Pinelands legend.”


	“But what … ?” Eddie paused and Jack saw him swallow. “What if one of those things is still around?”


	Weezy grinned. “Wouldn’t that be cool?”


	“Hey, guys,” Eddie said. “Let’s get out of here.”


	“What for?” Jack said. “We just got here.”


	“Because I see footprints up here. Big ones.”


	5


	Jack froze. He glanced at Weezy and saw her standing statue-still as well.


	“Where?” he said. “You mean here? Nearby?”


	Eddie looked around. “Right behind me. Didn’t notice them before—I mean, who would with this thing sitting in front of you—but they’re here.” He dropped to one knee and thrust his arm through the gap. “Here, Weezy. I’ll help you up. See for yourself.”


	Jack blinked. Eddie offering to give his sister a hand … he must really want out of here.


	Weezy looked a little surprised too, but took his hand. Her foot slipped as she tried to climb up. Jack instinctively raised a hand to give her butt a boost and instantly thought better of it. Not a good idea. Instead he wove his fingers and held out his interlocked hands for her to step in.


	“Here.”


	The sole of her wet sneaker landed on his palms and he boosted her up. Once she was out he made a point of hoisting himself up and through the gap without help.


	His feet squished in his sneakers as he checked out the sandy soil. He saw their own footprints, clean and crisp in the damp sand, but where—?


	And then he spotted them—a line of indistinct, oblong depressions trailing along the perimeter of the pyramid.


	“I thought you meant fresh tracks,” he said. “These are old.”


	“Not that old. With all the rain we’ve been having, they wouldn’t be there at all if they were old.”


	Jack had to admit he had a point.


	“They’re kind of big,” Weezy said in a small voice.


	Eddie pointed at the nearest. “’Kind of’? That’s a foot long if it’s an inch. Maybe longer. It could have been made before the last rain.” He looked around. “Let’s not kid ourselves, okay? There’s something out here in the Barrens. We saw it that night when the government guys were digging up the mound.”


	Jack remembered the hulking shape silhouetted through the trees. Whoever it was had made Pepe le Pew smell like a rose.


	“Oh, that. Probably just some big piney who hadn’t had a bath since Christmas. All we saw was a shadow.”


	“A big shadow. I don’t want it showing up here.”


	“It won’t,” he told him.


	Eddie looked around again. “Yeah? People go missing in here every year. We all say they got lost and starved to death—”


	Jack smiled. “You always say the Jersey Dev il got them.”


	“I’m not kidding, Jack. What if they don’t starve? What if something gets them and that’s why they never make it back?”


	Weezy looked at Jack. “Maybe we should go.”


	“Hey, wait. The Pinelands cover a million acres. Even if there is something out there, the chances of it crossing paths with us are pretty slim.”


	“I’m not so sure about that,” Eddie said. “This cage or what ever may be special to it. Maybe it comes back here, like, regularly.”


	Jack had to admit they were getting to him. He looked around and sniffed the air. Saw nothing, smelled nothing. Still …


	“All right, all right. We’ll head back.”


	They retreated through the burned-out area to their bikes, with Eddie, of all people, leading the way.


	“Y’think we’re the only ones who know about that pyramid thing?” he said once they were on their way back toward town.


	Jack noticed he’d relaxed since putting some distance between himself and the pyramid.


	Weezy nodded from the lead spot. “Good chance. Otherwise people would be yakking about it all over.”


	“Hard to believe no one’s ever found it before us,” Jack said.


	Weezy slowed and let his bike pull even with hers.


	“Maybe the Indians knew about it. And maybe some pineys do, but they keep to themselves. It’s not like people are looking for it. And like you said: a million acres of woods. There are places in here no human has ever laid eyes on. Don’t forget, that’s on Old Man Foster’s land. It’s even less likely for hikers or campers to be wandering around posted property.”


	“Think Mister Foster knows about it?”


	“I’d bet not. He doesn’t seem to take much interest in his land. No one’s ever seen him. For all we know, he’s dead.”


	“Then who’s posting all these no-trespassing signs?” Eddie said.


	Jack and Weezy answered in unison. “The Jersey Dev il!”


	“Fine,” Eddie grumbled. “Be like that.”


	Weezy said, “No big deal to hire someone to post signs.”


	Eddie looked at her. “Y’think we should tell anyone what we found?”


	“Don’t even think about it!” Weezy cried.


	“Why not? Maybe some experts can come down and figure out what it really is.”


	“I’ll tell you what they’ll come down and do.” She was talking through her teeth and Jack could sense the fury building in her. “They’ll dismantle it and ship it off to the Smithsonian or something. You saw what they did to our mound. What makes you think they’ll have any more respect for that pyramid?”


	“’Our’ mound?” Jack said with a smile, trying to cool her down. “When did it become ours?”


	She gave him an annoyed look. “I know it’s on Old Man Foster’s land, and you know what I mean.”


	That triggered a thought. “Foster … they’ll have to get his permission first.”


	Her voice rose. “Those guys who dug up our mound didn’t have his permission! They just came in the middle of the night and did what ever they wanted to do, then left. They’ll do the same with the pyramid!”


	“Easy, Weezy.” He seemed to be saying that a lot lately. “We’ll keep our lips zipped.”


	She gave him a pointed look. “That means we don’t tell anyone. Not even Mister Rosen, and especially not Professor Nakamura.”


	Jack figured Mr. Rosen could be trusted, but agreed about the professor. They’d lost the baby pyramid because of him.


	“Mum’s the word.”


	“Good.” She looked at Eddie. “You with us, dear brother?”


	Jack tried telepathy: Agree with her. Maybe it got through, or maybe Eddie knew better from experience.


	“All the way, dear sister.” He shrugged. “Besides, who’m I gonna tell anyway?”


	“It’s like a duty,” she said. “The Barrens are special. They’ve kept secrets for ages. We can’t go messing things up just because we got lucky. We—”


	“Goddamn you little bastids!”


	The shout came from off to their left and Jack was surprised to see they’d reached the spong already. The source of the cursing was a skinny man wearing an Agway gimme cap and bib-front overalls. He was hurrying their way, weaving among the traps Mrs. Clevenger had sprung. He snatched an upright stick from one of the traps and began waving it in the air.


	He looked furious as he shouted, “I warned you ‘bout messin’ with my traps!”


	They’d run into this piney before. He claimed he was Mr. Foster’s son but Jack had a feeling Old Man Foster wasn’t a piney.


	“We didn’t touch them!” Eddie called back, then spoke under his breath. “Least not this time.”


	“Hell you didn’t! This is the second time now I find you here with all my traps sprung! I’m gonna teach you bastids a lesson you’ll never forget!”


	He broke into a run, whipping the stick back and forth ahead of him.


	Eddie let out a wail and hit his pedals. His rear tire fish-tailed and kicked up sand as he accelerated. Jack and Weezy were close behind. As they raced away, a fist-size rock sailed through the air, narrowly missing Weezy’s head.


	A blast of rage blazed through Jack. He felt his lips pulling back from his teeth in a snarl as he looked back at the piney. The skinny man had stopped running and was screaming something incoherent as he waved the stick.


	What if that rock had hit Weezy? What would he have done?


	“Jack?”


	Weezy’s voice.


	He looked and found her staring at him with a worried look.


	“What?”


	“You … you looked kind of scary just now.”


	“Didn’t you see that rock? It just missed you.”


	“I know. But the important word is ‘missed.’ You looked like you wanted to kill him.”


	For a second there, Jack realized, that was exactly what he had wanted to do.


	“Just don’t like people throwing rocks at my friends.”


	She kept looking at him. “We are friends, aren’t we.”


	“We are. Old friends.”


	“I like that.”


	The fading rage was replaced by a warm glow that hung on until they found the lost man.
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	Eddie had sped on ahead, racing back to town while Jack and Weezy took their time, talking. Or rather, Jack listening to her rattle on about the two pyramids and wonder how they fit into the Secret History. She glowed with excitement and vindication. She started talking about finding a way into the Lodge to retrieve their little pyramid. He might have said that they didn’t even know if it was in there, but didn’t want to interrupt her flow. She seemed happy just fantasizing about it.


	Something else stopped her—a voice shouting from a distance.


	“Help! Help! Don’t leave! Please don’t leave!”


	They stopped their bikes and saw a disheveled man stumbling their way out of the trees, waving his arms.


	“Please!” he cried in a dry, cracked voice. “I’m lost! I’ve been wandering around in circles for three days.”


	Jack looked at Weezy. “What do we do?”


	“Do? We help him back to town. What else?”


	Good question. That pyramid and the tracks, plus the piney, had left him jumpy. Now this stranger wandering out of nowhere. He didn’t like it.


	And the guy was getting closer.


	“What happened, mister?” he called.


	“Lost. I’ve got a Land Rover somewhere. Came out to do some bird-watching and got turned around and couldn’t find my car.”


	Bird-watcher? Yeah, a lot of bird-watchers in the Pines, but usually in groups. No binoculars around his neck. He could have lost them, but …


	Jack was liking this less and less. He studied the man, closer now, and could see he looked maybe forty, fifty tops. He needed a shave, his shirt was torn, and his pants were filthy. His longish brown hair was all tangled.


	Jack looked at Weezy. “Be ready to ride.”


	“What’s the matter, Jack? You’re acting all strange.”


	“Just being careful is all.”


	Her expression turned concerned as he unlocked his bike chain and unwound it from the seat pole.


	“He’s in trouble, Jack. We’ve got to help him.”


	“We will. But of all people, you, the Queen of Conspiracies, should know things aren’t always what they seem.”


	The man stumbled onto the firebreak trail. He had a wild look in his blue eyes.


	“Thank God! You don’t know what I’ve been through!”


	Keeping a tight grip on the chain, Jack said, “You must be thirsty.”


	“Like you wouldn’t believe. Found a pond of cedar water yesterday but nothing since. You kids got anything—a soda, maybe? Anything?”


	“Sorry. Come on. We’ll lead you back.”


	“Where?”


	“Johnson.”


	“Never heard of it. Far?”


	“Couple of miles that way,” Weezy said, pointing west.


	He looked at her. “I don’t know if I can make it. Think one of you could ride into town and send a cop or an ambulance back?”


	Dream on, Jack thought.


	“We’ll both go. You just wait here and—”


	He waved his hands and began walking. “No-no. I don’t want to even think about being left alone again. I’ll make it. Besides …” He looked around. “I don’t want to run into that thing again. Ever.”


	“What thing?” Weezy said as they began to push their bikes, pacing him.


	Jack positioned himself between the guy and Weezy. If he went for her, he’d have to go through Jack. And Jack had his chain.


	“I don’t know. I heard something pushing through the brush last night and thought it was another human. I was about to give it a shout when I heard it make a sound like a hiss. Right then I knew it wasn’t human. Or if it was, not any human I wanted anything to do with. Suddenly it seemed to catch on that I was there. It let out this ungodly screech and started charging my way.”


	Jack saw Weezy’s eyes widen—she lived for this stuff—and he knew she was thinking about the tracks around the pyramid.


	“What did it look like?” she said.


	“I didn’t wait to see. I ran.”


	“Obviously you won the race,” Jack said. Otherwise he wouldn’t be here to tell his tale.


	He shook his head. “I might have in my college days, but I’m way out of shape. No, I got smart and climbed a tree.”


	“And the thing couldn’t climb?” Jack was having trouble buying into this.


	“Unfortunately it could.”


	Weezy said, “Then how—?”


	“It was heavier than me—a good deal heavier. I was climbing as fast as I could and it was right behind me and gaining when I heard branches start to crack, then break. I kept going until branches started breaking under my own weight. I stopped—I had no choice. I looked down.”


	“What did it look like?” Weezy repeated.


	He shook his head again. “Couldn’t tell you. The sky was overcast—no moon, no stars. The only thing I could see was this dark blob maybe ten feet below me, screeching and clawing at the bark. Then it stopped clawing and started shaking the tree. I tell you, I had to hold on for dear life.”


	“How’d you get away?”


	“I didn’t. I mean, I’m here now, but not because of anything else I did. The thing howled and shook the tree for what seemed like forever. Then it finally quieted and climbed down. I prayed it would move on but it didn’t. It dug up some sort of stone and started slamming it against the tree trunk again and again. I realized it was trying to cut it down.”


	“Ohmygod, you must have been scared out of your mind.”


	“Scared? I damn near shi—” He cut off as he glanced at Weezy. “I was the most scared I’ve ever been in my whole life.”


	Jack relaxed his grip on the chain. Maybe this guy was all right.


	“So I just hung on all night, rain and all. As the sky began to lighten, the banging stopped. The thing gave the tree one last shake, let loose with one more scream, and disappeared into the trees. But I wasn’t going to be fooled. I stayed where I was until it was full light. I wished I could have seen the sun itself, but the dawn gave me an idea where east was, so I climbed down and started walking. I knew if I kept walking east I’d eventually hit the Parkway.”


	“But you were heading west when we saw you.”


	He stopped and shook his head. “I guess I was.”


	Jack pointed up at the thick low clouds. “That’s what a vanilla sky will do to you.”


	“Vanilla sky?”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. Overcast and all one color. And since the Barrens are mostly flat with no landmarks, people get lost all the time.”


	“Vanilla sky …” He looked up. “That’s why I haven’t been able to find my way out of here. Damn clouds. If you don’t know where the sun is, you can’t tell your directions.”


	“That’s why they make compasses,” Jack said.


	The guy didn’t appreciate the remark. He gave Jack a look. “I know that, kid.”


	“There’s always moss,” Weezy said.


	He frowned. “Moss?”


	“Sure. Check tree trunks for moss. It’s always thickest on the north face.”


	“Oh, hell!” He slapped a palm against his forehead. “I know that! Or at least I did once. How could I have forgotten? Not that it matters, because I am never, ever going in there again.”


	“Did it stink?” Weezy said. “The thing, I mean?”


	The man stared at her. “To high heavens. How did you know?”


	Weezy glanced at Jack. “We saw something like that last month.”


	“Did it come with floating lights?”


	Weezy stiffened. “You saw lights?”


	“Yeah. When I was parked in that tree. Two glowing blobs, like maybe the size of softballs. They floated along the tree-tops and circled near me while that thing was bashing the trunk.”


	“Pine lights,” Jack said.


	“They’re also called lumens,” Weezy added.


	Jack frowned. “Where’s it say that?”


	She raised her eyebrows. “I have my sources.”


	He didn’t doubt it. Weezy read stuff hardly anyone else had even heard of.


	“They’re a kind of ball lightning,” he told the man.


	He shook his head. “I can’t buy that. These things didn’t act like any kind of electricity I’ve ever seen.” His expression was unsettled as he looked at Jack and Weezy. “They floated off as the rain began, but as they were hovering there, over me and the beast, I almost got the feeling they were … watching.”
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	“Oh, thank God!” the man cried as they broke from the trees and the Old Town section of Johnson came into view. “Civilization!”


	“Such as it is,” Weezy muttered out of the corner of her mouth.


	The man dropped to his knees and sobbed.


	Jack looked away, embarrassed for him. He’d hoped to find Gus Sooy still here so he could give the man a ride down to the highway where they could call the sheriff’s department. But no sign of his battered old pickup. Must have sold off his applejack and gone back to his home in the Pines.


	“Only a little farther,” Weezy said.


	“I can’t. I’m all in. Go call for help. I’ll wait here. As long as I’m out of those damn woods and can see houses, I’ll be okay.”


	So Jack and Weezy left their bikes and started going door to door, but no one seemed to be home, including Mrs. Clevenger. They didn’t try the Klenke house, of course.


	“Where is everybody?” he asked Weezy.


	She shrugged. “It’s a nice day for a change. Maybe they’re out catching some rays.” She got a funny look in her eyes as she stared over his shoulder. “Let’s try … there.”


	He turned and followed her gaze to the boxy, two-story white building that sat on a rise overlooking Quaker Lake—the lake it owned.


	“The Lodge?”


	“There’s a car in front.”


	True enough. A big gray Bentley limousine was parked by the front entrance. After the murders involving Lodge members last month, two men had moved in. The building had been there as long as anyone could remember, but no one could recall anyone ever living there. Meetings galore, yes, but no residents.


	“Tell me you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking.”


	She glanced at him. “Of course I am. This is a golden opportunity. We have a perfectly good reason for asking to use the phone. Once we’re inside we can look around for signs of our pyramid. Carpe diem, Jack.”


	He knew that meant “seize the day.” Fine. They could seize the day, but he doubted very much they’d carpe the pyramid.


	“Okay. Let’s do it. But I’ll bet you we don’t cross the threshold.”


	“We have to, Jack.” Her tone tightened. “It’s ours and they took it.”


	As they approached the building, Jack realized he’d never been this close. Someone kept it in excellent shape. The stucco walls were clean with no obvious cracks, the paint job fresh looking. The grass needed a good trim, though. And the foundation plantings were looking weedy.


	He got a closer look at the big round seal—or sigil, as Dad called it—of the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order over the pillared front entrance.


	Jack had always found its eye-crossing design vaguely disturbing. As he stared at it he thought he saw a face appear in one of the windows above it, but it disappeared so quickly he wasn’t sure if it had been real or a trick of the light.


	“All right,” he said in a low voice. “Let me do the talking.”


	“You don’t trust me?”


	“Let’s just say you’re not the greatest at hiding your feelings.”


	He knocked on the door and realized it was steel. After ten seconds with no response, he was reaching out for another go when it opened. A thick-bodied, thick-necked man with reddish crew-cut hair stared down at them. He wore some sort of butler getup.


	“May I help you?” he said with a German accent.


	“May we come in and use your phone?” Jack said, pouring on humble politeness. “We need to call the police.”


	“The Order’s phones are not for public use.”


	As the man started to close the door a voice from within said, “Come, come, Eggers.” It carried just a hint of an accent. Perhaps German as well? “Someone must need help.”


	As the door opened wider, the butler stepped back to be replaced by a tall thin man all in white—white suit, white shirt, white tie. He had a tight-skinned face with a high forehead and a hook nose. His shiny black hair started with a widow’s peak and was slicked straight back. His cold blue eyes fixed on Jack as his thin lips curved into a smile. Jack had seen him from a distance when he’d moved in last month.


	“You’re the young man who found poor brother Boruff’s body, aren’t you.”


	Jack nodded, his mouth suddenly dry. He didn’t like the idea of this strange man knowing things about him.


	The man extended his hand. “How may we help?”


	Jack thought he was offering to shake but then noticed he held a white business card between his index and middle fingers. Jack took it.


	ERNST DREXLER II


	Actuator


	ASFO


	He had no idea what an actuator did, and wasn’t about to ask.


	“We found a guy who’s been lost in the Pines for three days. He’s really weak and needs an ambulance.”


	Mr. Drexler stared at Jack a moment, as if processing the information.


	“If we could just come in and use the phone to call nine-one-one—”


	“By all means.” But instead of stepping aside, he turned and spoke over his shoulder. “Eggers, call the sheriff and tell them to send an ambulance.” He turned back to Jack. “Do you know that your father was extended the privilege of joining the Order, yet he turned us down? That does not happen very often.”


	“He mentioned it.”


	“Did he mention why?”


	“Something about too many secrets.”


	“’Too many’?” Mr. Drexler frowned. “What an entertaining concept. Just when does one reach the point of ‘too many’ secrets? Everyone has secrets. Even you.” He turned to Weezy. “Even this young lady.”


	Weezy swallowed. “Wh-what do you mean?”


	“You’re the young lady who found that strange artifact in the Barrens, aren’t you.”


	With mention of the artifact, Weezy changed, losing her flustered look and switching to angry.


	“The artifact you people stole.”


	Swell, Jack thought. No way we’ll get in now.


	Mr. Drexler’s eyebrows rose as he smiled. “Stole? And why would the Order want something you found buried in the dirt? I’m afraid I’ve never even read or heard a description of the object. Would you care to describe it for me?”


	“You know exactly what it looks like.”


	“Do I? ‘Artifact’ is such a vague term—it could be anything. But if you won’t describe it, can you perhaps tell me what it might be used for?”


	Weezy frowned. “Used?”


	“Yes. What did it do?”


	“It didn’t do anything that we know of.”


	“Then what possible use could it be to the Order? Why would we want to … steal it?”


	Her voice rose. “Because it’s proof that there’s a Secret History of the World, something your order and other groups like it want to remain secret!”


	As Mr. Drexler’s smile broadened while he stared at Weezy, Jack edged to the left for a peek through the doors. He saw fringed rugs on the floor—Persian carpets?—dark, indistinct paintings on the walls, a large fireplace with a lot of curios set on the mantel above it. The one in the center looked—


	Jack felt his neck muscles bunch as he took a step closer for a better view.


	Eggers reappeared then, frowning at Jack as he blocked the space.


	But not before Jack spotted a black object similar in size to the pyramid he and Weezy had found—the one that disappeared. This thing seemed to have a pointed top.


	Their pyramid?


	He hid the thrill jolting through his nerves as Mr. Drexler turned to him.


	“Your friend is a most entertaining young lady. I would love to stand here and discuss her Secret History of the World and other wild imaginings, but duty calls.” He lifted his gaze and inclined his head toward a place somewhere behind them. “And besides, your lost man is up and about.”


	Jack turned and saw the man staggering along Quakerton Road toward the bridge. He heard a click and turned back to see the Lodge door had closed. It appeared Mr. Drexler was done with them. Perhaps they’d stopped being “entertaining.”


	“No!” Weezy cried as she started banging on the door. Her features were tight and her eyes wild. “Open up! Let us in!”


	He touched her arm. “That’s not going to help.”


	For an instant she looked as if she was going to pound on him instead of the door, then her shoulders slumped and she nodded. He was afraid she was going to cry, but she took a breath and started down the walk.


	“Let’s go.”


	He’d never seen her like this. What was with her, anyway?
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	They caught up to the lost man at the edge of the swollen lake.


	“Where’re you going?” Jack said.


	“Thirsty.” He looked at them with glazed eyes, then pointed at Quaker Lake. “Need a drink.”


	“That’s probably not such a good idea,” Weezy said. She seemed back in control again. “Might make you sick.”


	“Come on.” Jack pointed to the bridge. “Let’s get you across. There’s an ambulance on the way.”


	A sheriff’s cruiser pulled up just as they reached the other side. Deputy Tim Davis hopped out and helped the man to the car where he sat on the rear seat with his legs outside and his feet on the ground.


	“The ambulance will be here in a few minutes.”


	After handing him a bottle of water, with advice to drink slowly, Tim turned to Jack. He’d dated Jack’s sister, Kate, in high school, so they knew each other pretty well.


	“Where’d you find him?”


	“He sort of found us.”


	“That’s not answering the question.”


	Jack glanced at Weezy and said, “Out by Old Man Foster’s.”


	Tim didn’t look surprised. “That wouldn’t be the land that’s posted for ‘No Trespassing,’ would it?”


	“Good thing we just happened by, huh?” Jack added a grin.


	Tim didn’t return the smile. He looked tense. “I suppose so. Don’t go anywhere. I need to talk to you two.”


	“About what?” Weezy said.


	“About the woods.”


	“Why us?”


	“Because you spend so much time there, you should be made honorary pineys.”


	Ordinarily he might have smiled when he said something like that, but his expression remained grim. Jack wondered what was going on.


	As Tim took out his note pad and began asking the man questions, Jack started pulling Weezy aside to tell her what he’d seen on the Lodge’s mantel. But then he heard the first question and it puzzled him.


	“You didn’t happen to see a little boy in there this morning?”


	The man shook his head. “I didn’t see anyone until I came upon these two.”


	Tim looked at them. “How about it? Did you see a kid?”


	Jack shook his head and saw Weezy doing the same. “No, but—”


	But Tim had turned back to the man. He said his name was Ted Collingswood, a broker in the Prince ton Merrill Lynch office. He’d arrived in the Pines on Thursday, planning to spend a few days birding. He wasn’t due back till today, so nobody would have reported him missing yet. According to his story, Jack estimated he was now at least fifteen miles from where he’d left his car.


	By the time he started telling his tale of being chased up a tree by the “thing,” about a dozen people had gathered. Jack shook his head, thinking how it didn’t take much to draw a crowd in Johnson, New Jersey, the most boring town on Earth.


	“Sounds like the Jersey Dev il,” someone said.


	Jack looked but it wasn’t Eddie.


	Tim said, “Sounds more like a bear.”


	“Bear?” someone else said. “There ain’t no bears in the Pines.”


	“Yes, there are,” Tim said. “We’ve got black bears. Not a lot, but we’ve got some, and this man was unlucky enough to stumble across one in the dark. Let’s leave it at that, shall we? Let’s not start getting all Twilight Zone about this. Bears can climb, and they’re heavy enough to break branches a man’s weight won’t.”


	A bear worked for Jack, maybe even explained the tracks around the pyramid.


	Everyone turned then at the sound of a siren as an ambulance roared up Quakerton Road. They watched the EMTs load Mr. Collingswood into the back and roar away.


	And as it did, another sheriff’s department cruiser pulled up and a deputy got out. Jack didn’t recognize him and couldn’t read his name-tag from here. After a whispered conversation with Tim, the new deputy leaned back against his car with his arms folded across his chest.


	Tim was reaching into a button-down breast pocket of his dark blue shirt as he approached Jack and Weezy.


	“We’ve got a serious situation here, and I’m hoping you can help.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Sure,” Jack said. “What’s up?”


	Tim pulled out a photo and handed it to them.


	“Know who this is?”


	Jack’s stomach clenched when he saw the photo of a smiling little boy with shaggy blond hair.


	“That’s Cody … Cody Bockman. What—?”


	“He’s missing.”


	“The little guy we saw this morning?” Weezy said.


	“You saw him?” Tim said.


	The other deputy straightened from the cruiser and approached as Jack told of his encounter.


	“Last I saw him, he was pedaling toward his house. What happened?”


	“According to the father, the kid had just learned to ride his two-wheeler, and was running it up and down their driveway this morning, going from the street to the garage in back. His dad went in to refill his coffee, and when he came back out, the kid was gone.”


	“But where?” Weezy said.


	“The dad ran up and down Jefferson and every other street in the neighborhood. Not a sign of him.”


	Jack drew a map in his head. Jefferson was his street. Its west end stopped at the buffer woods along 206. The east end stopped at—


	“The lake!”


	Weezy’s hand shot to her mouth. “Oh, no!”


	Tim nodded, his expression even more grim. “That’s a big worry. The good news is, we’ve searched the bank and haven’t found any sign of him or his bike. Still …”


	“There’s that circus too,” the other deputy said. “A bunch of trucks and trailers and RVs arrived last night.”


	“You don’t really think he ran away to join the circus?” Weezy said.


	Jack’s throat tightened as he remembered threatening to sell Cody to the circus.


	The deputy made a face. “Not likely, but some real shady types in that crew.”


	Jack said, “I kidded him about that and he seemed to think it was a cool idea.”


	“We’ll check it out,” Tim said. “But they’re setting up half a mile north on the highway. I don’t see a five-year-old who’s just learned to ride without his training wheels making his way anywhere near there.” He looked down at his pad where he’d taken notes on the lost man. “That Collingswood guy … he shows up out of nowhere just after Cody disappears. Could be coincidence, but I don’t like coincidences.”


	“I’m sure he’ll turn up,” Weezy said.


	“Let’s hope so. We’ve been asking everyone we can find if they saw a little kid riding a brand-new, bright red bike. Walt says he thinks he saw a kid riding a red bike into the Pines.”


	“Thinks?” Weezy said. “Did the kid he saw have blond hair?”


	“You know Walt. He says he wasn’t paying much attention, and even if he was, I don’t know how reliable he’d be. He was in his usual state.”


	Weezy’s expression became defensive.


	“Even in his ‘usual state’ he knows what’s going on around town.”


	Tim shrugged and looked around. “In all fairness, with this being the first dry Saturday in a while, and with so many kids on bikes around here, you’d have to be looking for a specific kid to be able to spot him.”


	His gaze ranged back and forth, pausing on each of them.


	“You two were just in there. Think hard: Did one of you see even a hint of a little kid on a bike?”


	Weezy shook her head as Jack said, “I know Cody. If I’d seen him, I’d’ve grabbed him.”


	Still, he felt bad now for not following him home.


	Tim banged a fist on the fender of his car. “Damn! It was a long shot, but still …”


	“That doesn’t mean he’s not in there,” Jack added. “He wouldn’t have gotten as far in as we were. You know how those firebreaks fork left and right all the time, even close in. He could be just a quarter mile from here but totally lost.”


	“And unless you know your way,” Weezy added, “or know enough to follow your tire tracks back, you can get lost in no time.”


	Jack had a sinking feeling. “And stay lost.”


	He thought about the day ahead of him. He was supposed to put in a few hours at USED, but he was pretty sure Mr. Rosen would let him off if he asked—especially if it concerned a missing child.


	He turned to Tim. “We’ll go back in and ride around to see if we can find him.”


	Tim shook his head. “I’d get my head handed to me for putting even more kids at risk of getting lost.”


	Weezy looked offended. “We wouldn’t get lost.”


	Tim nodded. “I know that, and you know that, but the sheriff wouldn’t see it that way. Besides, he doesn’t want any more bikes in there tracking up the trails.”


	Jack thought that was stupid. They’d be able to spot Cody’s bike tracks before anyone else. And they wouldn’t get lost. Weezy could ride a new path and remember everything about it, then add it to the map she kept in her head. Day or night, she knew exactly where she was in the Pines.


	Jack was less sure about himself. Certain trails he knew by heart, but he’d never be as at home in there as Weezy. The trails forked no matter which direction you were moving. You might try memorizing your turns on your trip in, but everything looked different on the way back. Choose one wrong fork and you could wind up in unfamiliar territory, miles from where you planned to be.


	Retracing your own tracks was the best way, and promised to be pretty easy today—all the recent rains had smoothed out the sandy surfaces of the trails, leaving them blank, like new sheets of paper waiting for someone to write on them. Perfect for finding Cody’s tracks.


	Jack was opening his mouth to protest when a flash of light flickered to the west. He saw the underbellies of storm clouds darkening the overcast. Thunder rumbled a few seconds later.


	Tim gave his fender an annoyed slap. “Just what we need. Another storm. Perfect timing. Damn!” He turned to Jack. “All right, you guys, head home before it gets here.”


	Shoving his smarter instincts aside, Jack said, “Let us ride in for a quick look before the storm wipes out all the tracks.”


	Tim shook his head. “No way. And you know better than that, Jack. The Barrens are the last place you want to be in a thunderstorm.”


	“But maybe we can pick up his trail. Once the rain comes through, it’ll be gone.”


	“I know that, and I appreciate the offer, believe me. But I’ve got my orders, and even if I didn’t, I’d never forgive myself if I let you kids go in there and something happened. We’ll take the cars in and cover as much ground as we can. But as for you two …” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Home. Now. Git.”


	They got.


	Guilt followed Jack all the way home. He should have made sure Cody had got back to his house. If only he’d seen him all the way home and told his folks that he’d been out in the street. But he’d watched him turn onto Jefferson, and hadn’t wanted to get him in trouble. All he could think about was that little kid out in the Pines, lost and alone. He could imagine how scared he had to be. And then to be caught in a thunderstorm …


	Poor kid.
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	That eve ning, Jack and Weezy were biking north on Route 206 under a clear sky.


	The storm had broken hard and mean just minutes after he’d reached his house. Mr. Rosen had called from USED to tell him not to bother coming in—the storm would keep away any potential customers. So he’d spent the afternoon with his father and his frantic mother.


	She’d heard about Cody Bockman and hadn’t been able to sit still. She kept wanting to get an umbrella and go out searching for him in the storm. It never reached the point where Dad physically had to restrain her, but it had gotten close.


	Jack felt the same way. Maybe worse. Should have seen Cody home. The kid must have kept on riding right past his house to who knew where.


	The storm blew off to the east about five o’clock. As soon as the rain stopped, Mom dragged his father into the car to drive around, looking.


	Jack had gone over to Eddie and Weezy’s and they’d biked toward the Pines for their own search. But a deputy had waved them off, saying they didn’t want fresh bike tracks messing up the trails.


	Jack told him they weren’t going to find anything old after the way it had rained, but his arguments fell on deaf ears.


	As they’d ridden back through Old Town, Weezy suggested they go watch the circus set up. Eddie begged off—not interested. Jack knew he didn’t want to make the trip up 206.


	“I think I saw the pyramid,” Jack said as they neared the field where the circus set up every year.


	Weezy nearly fell off her bike as she gave him a wide-eyed stare.


	“You what? W-w-when? How?”


	“Today, when we were talking to Mister Drexler.”


	“And you didn’t tell me?”


	“I haven’t had a chance. And hearing about Cody pretty much blew it out of my head until now.”


	“Oh, yeah. I can see that.” She brightened. “But the pyramid—you think it’s ours?”


	He realized she was changing what he said.


	“I said I thought I’d seen something that might be it. Not even sure it was a pyramid, just looked like—”


	“But it could have been.”


	“Yeah, but—”


	She skidded to a halt. Jack stopped a few feet ahead of her.


	“We’re going back.”


	He stared at her. “And do what?”


	“Find a way into the Lodge and get my pyramid back. I found it and—”


	“We found it.”


	“Okay, we found it. It’s our pyramid. And if our pyramid is in there, we are going to get it back.”


	He wished he’d never mentioned it.


	“I can’t believe I’m saying this to you of all people, but you’re not thinking, Weez. Think: steel door, barred windows … even if we got in we’d be risking more trouble than it’s worth.”


	“Not to me.”


	“It’s worth ending up in jail?”


	“It’s proof.”


	“Proof of what?”


	“That I’m not crazy.”


	“Nobody thinks you’re crazy.”


	Deep hurt peeked through her eyes. “Yeah, they do.”


	Jack realized with a pang that she was talking about her folks, probably Eddie too.


	“Well, if that’s true, you’ll only prove them right by getting caught trying to break into the Lodge.” That seemed to sink in, so he pressed it. “Look, let’s give it some time, put it on a back burner. Maybe we can come up with something that won’t land us in the backseat of Tim’s patrol car.”


	She looked away, then sighed. “Okay. For now. But promise me you’ll find a way in, because if you think I’m going to drop this, you’re wrong.”


	Jack had no illusions on that count.


	10


	A little farther north they came upon a scene of furious activity. The circus had chosen a spot halfway between the highway and the tree line that flowed into the Barrens. Seedy-looking roustabouts were rushing around, unloading trucks, assembling amusement rides, and raising tents. The show’s one elephant trumpeted now and again as it hauled stuff through the mud; shouts and chatter and the clang of sledgehammers on spikes filled the air.


	Jack guessed the storm had put them behind schedule. The field was quickly becoming a mud pie.


	“They call these little circuses ‘mud shows,’” Weezy said. “Now I can see why.”


	“More like a mud bath. People better wear boots tomorrow.”


	Weezy laughed. “Yeah. Waders.”


	They stood in silence awhile, staring at the anthill activity.


	Finally Weezy said, “I was thinking about what the deputy said—about Cody and the circus. He called them ‘shady types.’ You think they might have anything to do with him disappearing?”


	“You mean kidnapping?”


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. These mud shows usually hire their roustabouts from homeless shelters and skid-row hotels. Lots of them are alcoholics and druggies.”


	Jack looked at her. “And you know this how?” When Weezy gave him a duh look, Jack said, “Never mind. Silly question.”


	Weezy had read it somewhere, which meant it was carved on her brain. She never seemed to forget anything she read.


	At least she wasn’t talking about the pyramid.


	Jack watched the workers. Were they really the lowlifes Weezy had read about? Even if so, would they kidnap a kid? What for?


	Jack didn’t want to think about that.


	“Hey, you two,” said a phlegmy voice to their right.


	Jack saw a skinny guy walking their way. He wore a blue T-shirt with multiple salt-caked sweat rings, ripped jeans, and mud-crusted sneakers. A hand-rolled cigarette dangled from his lips. Lank, greasy hair, an unshaven face, tattoos, an earring, and a lot of missing teeth completed the picture.


	Weezy took a quick step back as the guy stopped before them. “We’re just watching.”


	“I can see that. How’d you like to do more’n watch? I’m talkin’ work. I’m the canvas boss. We’re shorthanded and short on time. Give you free passes to the tent show if you help out.”


	“No thanks,” Weezy said without a second’s hesitation.


	“I didn’t mean you.” He focused on Jack. “How about you? Want some passes?”


	Jack hesitated, but not because the free passes were tempting—they weren’t. He was thinking about Cody. A circus, full of seedy types like this guy, rolls into town Friday night and the very next morning Cody goes missing.


	Coincidence? Could be. Most likely was. Just like Mr. Collingswood’s appearance. But there was always the possibility …


	If Jack hired on, it would afford him a chance to look around the circus, see things in an unguarded state, before everything was set up and ready for the public eye.


	No. Crazy. That was dumb boy-detective stuff. Like the guilty party—if one existed—would let Cody be seen. Besides, if the sheriff’s department hadn’t checked out the circus folk already, they soon would.


	But it wouldn’t hurt to mention Cody to this guy and see how he reacted.


	“Nah,” Jack said, knocking back his bike’s kickstand, “I’ve got to get back and help search for a missing kid.”


	The guy stiffened. “Missing kid? What missing kid?”


	“A five-year-old boy disappeared this morning.”


	He threw his cigarette down and ground it viciously into the wet ground.


	“Not again!”


	This wasn’t the reaction Jack had expected.


	“Again?”


	“Some kid took a powder at one of our stops in Michigan during the summer. What a mess that was.”


	“Did they find him?”


	“Don’t know. Didn’t know nothin’ about that kid.” He glared at Jack. “And I don’t know nothin’ about this one. Don’t know nothin’ about nothin’, okay? None of us do. But sure as hell you townies will think we do, just like the rubes in Michigan. Never fails. Somethin’ goes wrong in a town while we’re around, and we automatically get the blame.” He put his hands on his hips and stared around. “A missing kid! As if this Jonah’s-luck weather ain’t trouble enough, now this. Damn!”


	He stormed away without a backward glance.


	“Well-well-well,” Weezy said. “That sure set him off.”


	Jack thought he’d looked anything but guilty. But the fact that another kid had disappeared along their route was disturbing. Maybe that guy didn’t know anything about it himself, but he couldn’t very well know everything his hirelings did in their spare time.


	One of the circus folk could be some sort of perv. Jack shuddered at the thought of Cody in the clutches of a child molester.


	Suddenly he wanted to be home.


	“Let’s get out of here.”
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	Weezy peeled off at Adams Street and Jack continued on alone to Jefferson and home where he found a strange car parked in the driveway. He stowed his bike in the garage and went in through the back door.


	Inside he found the kitchen table set for dinner but no one there. He heard voices from the front of the house and headed that way. In the living room he found three adults and a child: his folks, plus Mr. Vivino and his daughter Sally.


	“Hey, Jack,” Mr. Vivino said, rising and holding out his hand. He was heavyset with a round face and longish brown hair. “Long time no see.”


	Jack gave his hand a firm shake, just as he’d been taught to do. His father had told him wimpy men gave wimpy handshakes.


	“Hi, Mister Vivino.” He turned to the five-year-old girl. “Hey, Sally. How’s it going?”


	“Okay,” she said, barely making eye contact.


	And no smile. Sally used to have one of the biggest, brightest, sweetest smiles. Where had it gone?


	Jack thought he knew: It left with her brother.


	Weezy was pretty much Jack’s best friend now, and Kate had been his best friend growing up. But from age eight or nine until twelve, Jack and Tony Vivino had been near inseparable.


	Then Tony died.


	It started with a broken leg from just hopping over a tree trunk. No way that little jump should have broken his leg. Something was wrong.


	Very wrong. He had some sort of bone cancer that had already spread through his system. They cut off his leg, filled him with drugs that made his hair fall out, and then he died anyway. Jack had cried like a baby. He went to the funeral and hadn’t been back to the Vivinos’ since. Hadn’t seen any of them until last month when Mrs. Vivino and Sally, who’d started kindergarten this year, began showing up at the school bus stop.


	He remembered the old days when he’d tickle her just to see that smile. Jack had recovered from Tony’s death. It didn’t look like Sally had.


	“Mister Vivino’s running for freeholder,” Mom said with a smile of her own.


	People told Jack he had the same hair and eyes as his mother. She used to be thin but had added pounds the past few years. Dad didn’t seem to mind but she was always complaining about it.


	Her smile looked forced and Jack could guess why: no word on Cody Bockman.


	“That’s great,” Jack said to Mr. Vivino. “Can I ask a dumb question?”


	He grinned. “The only dumb question is the one that doesn’t get asked.”


	“Okay. What’s a freeholder do?”


	Mr. Vivino laughed. “They run the county. Mister Haskins’s unfortunate death left a gap I’m ready to fill.”


	The mention of Mr. Haskins changed the mood in the room and triggered uneasy memories. He’d been one of the Lodge members who’d died so mysteriously last month. No one could say for sure whether he’d been murdered, but it was suspected. Stuff like that just didn’t happen around here.


	Mr. Vivino cleared his throat. “His term was about to expire this year so I’m running to take his place. I’m here to ask your folks for their support.”


	“And you’ve got it, Al,” Jack’s father said, rising from his chair and extending his hand.


	No surprise there. His father and Mr. Vivino—his first name was Aldo but everyone called him A1—were both members of the local Veterans of Foreign Wars post. Dad’s war had been in Korea. Tony’s father was a Vietnam vet like Walt. They’d both come back in one piece—at least physically—but Mr. Vivino worked for an engineering firm in Cherry Hill while Walt … well, Walt spent his time being Weird Walt.


	Jack’s dad was trim, with blue eyes and thinning hair. He held his steel-rimmed reading glasses in his free hand. Jack realized the rising, the handshake, and the promise of support were a subtle heave-ho. Dad was probably hungry.


	“Mine too,” Mom said.


	Jack could tell she wanted to get dinner on the table.


	Thankfully Mr. Vivino picked up on it.


	“Tom and Jane, I appreciate that.” He shook Mom’s hand. “I’d be honored if you’d allow me to put a sign up on your lawn.”


	“Sure,” Dad said. “Be our guest.”


	Jack could almost hear him thinking, Anything. Just go.


	Mr. Vivino shook Jack’s hand again, then led Sally out by the hand.


	“Bye, Sally.”


	Sally looked up and gave him a little wave as she followed her father out. Still no smile.


	Jack wished he knew a way to change that. He wished something else …


	“I wish I could vote,” he said as he followed his folks to the kitchen.


	“So you could vote for Al?”


	“Yeah.”


	“Why?”


	“’Cause he’s Tony’s father.”


	Or should that be was Tony’s father? he wondered.


	He guessed he’d always be Tony’s father.


	“I guess that’s as good a reason as any to vote for a freeholder. There’s five of them, so any bad apple that happens to land in that barrel can’t do much damage.”


	That brought Jack up short.


	“You think he’s a bad apple?”


	Dad laughed. “Not at all. No, I’m just saying the freeholder system tends to keep things running smoothly. I think Al will be a good addition.”


	“Why?”


	“Well, partly because of Tony. He was a good kid, and I think that says something about his father.”


	Jack felt his throat constrict. He hadn’t thought about Tony in a long time.


	He remembered the long summer days they’d spent in the Vivinos’ backyard pool, the two of them cannonballing while an ever-smiling Sally paddled around in her floater vest.


	Good times.


	Then he remembered the wake and seeing Tony in his coffin looking like a shrunken wax doll.


	“You miss him, don’t you,” Dad said.


	Jack nodded, unable to speak around the sudden lump in his throat.


	Yeah, he missed Tony. Until this moment he hadn’t realized how much.
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	That night he dreamed of Tony’s wake.


	Lightning strobed the sky as he ran through the rain to the front door of the funeral home.


	Inside, he pushed through a crowd of adults in dark suits and dresses. They were drinking and talking and laughing while waitresses passed among them with trays of canapés.


	What’s going on? he thought. This isn’t a party. A kid is dead, robbed of his entire life. How can you be happy? How can you laugh?


	Worse than that, they were ignoring Tony.


	Jack wove through them until he came within sight of the coffin. The lights flickered as the storm lit and rattled the windows. He stopped, afraid to move closer. But he forced one foot in front of the other until he was standing by the kneeler before the coffin.


	The top was open and Tony lay within, dressed in his Little League uniform with his first baseman’s glove and a ball tucked in beside him. He’d loved baseball.


	Another flash and the lights went out. The people behind Jack went on talking and laughing as if nothing had happened. But Jack stood rooted to the spot, unable to speak or move.


	Still another lightning flash, but this one kept flickering, revealing Tony sitting up in the coffin and staring at him with pitch-black eyes.


	“Save them, Jack. I can’t do it, so you’ve gotta. Save them.”


	And then the lights came back on, but not in the funeral home—


	—in Jack’s bedroom.


	He blinked up at his mother and father standing over his bed.


	“What? Where?”


	“That must have been one hell of a nightmare,” his father said.


	“Nightmare?”


	“Screaming like a banshee.”


	“Are you okay?” his mother said, concern large on her face. “You sounded so frightened.”


	“I guess I was. Tony was in the dream.”


	Dad nodded. “No stretch as to why you were dreaming about him.”


	Yeah. Of course. Mr. Vivino’s visit. But what had Tony meant?


	“Save them, Jack. I can’t do it, so you’ve gotta. Save them.”


	Save whom?


	SUNDAY
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	Jack wheeled his bike past the VIVINO FOR FREEHOLDER sign stuck in his front lawn and cruised over to North Franklin. He had no destination in mind, just wanted out of the house for a while before it started raining again. It had rained during the night, so no sense in trying to cut the sodden mess that the lawns would be. He simply rode and thought about his dream last night and the whereabouts of the little black pyramid and what the canvas boss had said about a missing kid in Michigan.


	As he approached Quakerton Road, he wondered if Cody had been found. Mom hadn’t mentioned him. He supposed someone would have called her, but you never knew. Cody’s folks might be so happy to have him back they hadn’t got around to spreading the word.


	No harm in hoping, he guessed.


	But hope was dashed when he reached Quakerton and saw Mrs. Bockman tacking a flyer to one of the utility poles. She wore a pinkish warm-up and sneakers.


	He coasted up behind her and got a look at the poster: HAVE YOU SEEN THIS BOY? across the top, and a picture of a smiling, blond-haired kid below—the same photo Tim had shown him yesterday.


	Jack didn’t know what to say besides, “Can I help?”


	She started and turned. Her brown hair was messy, like she hadn’t combed it in a while, and her eyes were baggy and bloodshot like she’d been crying instead of sleeping.


	“Oh, Jack,” she said in a wavery, high-pitched voice. “Have you seen him? Have you seen my Cody?”


	“No, ma’am.” He hadn’t meant to say “ma’am”; it had simply popped out. Maybe because here and now, speaking to this devastated woman, it seemed right. “I haven’t. But I can help you post those flyers.”


	She hesitated. “I … I don’t know. I need to be doing something.”


	“Well, you can be looking for him while I’m doing this. I’ll put two on every pole in town—one facing each way.”


	More hesitation as she stared at him. Then, “You were always nice to Cody, Jack. He looked up to you.”


	Looked … that sounded like she didn’t think she’d get him back.


	“We’ll find him. Let me post those.”


	“Okay. Every pole in town, both sides of the highway, right?”


	“Right. Every pole.”


	She seemed relieved. “Thank you, Jack.”


	She finished posting the one she’d been working on, then gave him her hammer, a container of tacks, and a box of flyers.


	Jack hauled it all back to the Connell house and asked for help. Weezy was on board in a flash. Eddie was griping about not being able to find his Star Trek electronic phasers—he’d wanted some target practice—but even he volunteered. They got hammers from their father, split the flyers and tacks with Jack, and were on their way. Weezy took the south side of Quakerton, Eddie the north—because he was already there and wouldn’t have to ride far—and Jack took Old Town.


	As he passed the Lodge he had an idea. He coasted up the walk and knocked.


	The man called Eggers, dressed in his all-purpose dark uniform, answered. He didn’t know if Eggers was a first name or last. Not sure of his exact function either. He acted as doorman and chauffeur, but Jack wondered if he might be some sort of bodyguard too. He certainly looked powerful enough.


	“May I help you?”


	“Can I speak to Mister Drexler?”


	Jack tried for another view of the mantel as Eggers did a Frankenstein-monster half turn and stepped back, but no luck. Mr. Drexler appeared in the doorway immediately, dressed in his usual immaculate white suit and tie.


	“Yes, what is it? I hope you’re not collecting for anything.”


	“It’s not about money. It’s about a missing boy.”


	Mr. Drexler’s eyes turned to ice. “I’ve heard about it. Terrible thing. You can’t possibly think I know anything about it.”


	Jack peeled off about a dozen flyers and held them out.


	“No way. Why would you? I’m just helping find him. We’re hanging up these flyers and I wanted to know if you’d take some.”


	Mr. Drexler stared at them as if they might carry germs.


	“And do what with them? Send Eggers around with a hammer and nails?”


	“No, I just thought you might be able to hand them out to some of the Lodge members.”


	“This is not the VFW or the women’s club. We do not have smokers and don’t find tea parties the least bit entertaining.”


	Whoa. Talk about a cold guy. But Jack wasn’t going to back down. He straightened his arm, pushing the flyers closer.


	“Well, just in case you see any of your Lodge brothers. You know, just to help out. He’s only five.”


	Mr. Drexler hesitated a second, then snatched the stack from Jack’s hand.


	“Very well. If I see any. And now, good day.”


	Some people …


	As the door began to close, Weezy’s words from last night popped into his head.


	… promise me you’ll find a way in, because if you think I’m going to drop this, you’re wrong …


	And with them, an idea.


	“Who’s doing your lawn?”


	“At the moment, no one.” Mr. Drexler gave him an appraising look. “It occurs to me that I have on occasion witnessed you riding your bike around town trailing a lawn mower behind you. From that may I infer that you cut lawns?”


	“Um … you may. Want me to do yours?”


	“The local Lodge’s landscaper—former landscaper, I should say—has been released for incompetence. More accurately: inattention. I believe in hiring locally, so … are you capable?”


	Jack did a quick mental calculation. Lots of grass around the Lodge. Easily three times the average lawn, maybe four. What to charge … ?


	“Absolutely … but it’s a lot of property …”


	“We’ll pay you fifty dollars a week until frost halts growth. Is that sufficient?”


	Sufficient? Was he kidding? Jack charged five bucks for the average forty-five-minute mow. He didn’t know what to say.


	Mr. Drexler sighed. “Very well, sixty dollars, but that is my final offer.”


	Jack found his voice. “Deal.”


	“Excellent.”


	Mr. Drexler’s cold blue eyes fixed on him, and for an instant Jack felt like a field mouse being eyed by a hawk. But the feeling vanished almost as soon as it came.


	Rich! He was going to be rich! Plus he’d have lots of opportunities for another peek at the mantel.


	“I hope you understand,” the man added, “that includes weeding the flower beds and such.”


	“Weeding? Sure.”


	For sixty bucks, of course he’d weed.


	“Good. Now that we’ve come to terms on that—you drive a hard bargain, my boy—good day.”


	He closed the door and Jack walked away thinking about how flush he was going to be and how this was a foot in the Lodge’s door. He was sure, given enough time, he could work his way inside.


	He moved on and attached a flyer to every pole and tree along every street in Old Town. A lot of them already sported posters for the Taber & Son Circus. As he tacked up Cody’s picture next to one of those he thought of the canvas boss from last night and what he’d said.


	“Again?”


	Had there been a connection between the circus and the boy who had gone missing in Michigan? If so, there definitely could be one with Cody’s disappearance.


	But what could he do? He was a fourteen-year-old kid. He could do only so much. Tacking up the flyers was something, but didn’t seem enough.


	Had to be something else. If so, he’d find it.
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	Every so often—like today—Jack got a chance to pick a lock.


	After the posters were up, he rode down to USED to see if Mr. Rosen needed him.


	“I’m glad you’re here,” the thin old man said as Jack came through the front door. “We’ve got a little work to do.”


	Jack had begun working here last spring. USED sold pretty much anything and everything, as long as it was used. Well, not appliances or anything like that, but all sorts of furniture, books, magazines, toys, dishes, glassware, clothes, what ever. Jack cleaned and dusted, rearranged, and manned the cash register whenever Mr. Rosen took one of his naps in the back room.


	A mahogany cabinet stood on gently curving legs near the front counter. Jack hadn’t known mahogany from pine when he started, but Mr. Rosen had taught him how to identify all the different furniture woods.


	“A fellow brought it in yesterday, just as I was closing,” Mr. Rosen said. “He wasn’t asking an arm and a leg, so I bought it. A nice piece.”


	“Nice finish.”


	Jack spotted a few nicks and scratches, but Mr. Rosen had taught him how to fix those.


	The old man pointed to a spot by the left wall.


	“I cleared a space for it over there. Help me move it already.”


	Together they slid it across the floor. Just as they were shimmying it into place against the wall, the street outside lit up, followed by a rumble of thunder.


	“Swell,” Jack said. “Another storm.”


	At least his bike was sheltered under the store’s front overhang.


	Mr. Rosen stepped to the front window and stared out.


	“Like cats and dogs it rains. Where will it all go?”


	“The lake?”


	He turned and looked at Jack. “And after that?”


	Jack shrugged.


	“I have another job for you,” he told Jack as he returned to the cabinet and tugged on its door handles. “It’s locked and they lost the key. I’ll need you to open it for me.”


	Jack put on an evil grin and rubbed his hands together.


	“Goody!”


	“You like this lock picking a little too much, I think.”


	“Like it?” Jack said as he headed toward the rear where they kept the kit. “I love it.”


	And he did. A fair number of the old pieces came locked with no key. Mr. Rosen used to pick the locks, but his hands had become too shaky for the fine manipulations necessary. So this past summer he’d taught Jack the technique. Every lock Jack conquered was a thrill.


	“A Willie Sutton I’ve made.”


	Jack returned with the kit. “Who’s Willie Sutton?”


	“A famous bank robber. When he was asked why he robbed banks, he supposedly said, ‘Because that’s where the money is.’”


	Jack laughed. He kind of liked that.


	The day grew dark outside as he inserted a tension bar into the cabinet’s keyhole and began caressing the lock’s internal pins with a slim, curved-tip rake. The lock hadn’t been opened in a long time and the pins resisted movement—happy right where they were. He was just coaxing them to move when three things occurred almost simultaneously:


	A sun-bright flash, followed instantly by a deafening crackle-roar, and then darkness as the lights went out.


	Mr. Rosen groaned. “Another power failure already!”


	“Swell,” Jack said, feeling around on the floor—he’d jumped and dropped the rake.


	He found it and was about to go looking for a flashlight when he realized he didn’t need light. Once the tiny tools were in the keyhole, the job was all feel.


	He went back to work, teasing the pins into motion. When they were all in place, he twisted the tension bar and was rewarded with a solid click.


	“Got her!”


	He grabbed the knobs but didn’t pull.


	“Good boy,” Mr. Rosen said, approaching with a flashlight. “Wait for me.”


	This was a game they’d begun to play and, next to the actual picking of the lock, Jack’s favorite part. Who knew what lay within a long-locked cabinet or drawer? A skull? An ancient, forbidden book like the Necronomicon? A clue to an unsolved crime? So far he’d been frustrated, but you never could tell. The latest could always hold a surprise.


	Mr. Rosen trained the beam on the doors.


	“All right. Go ahead.”


	Jack pulled on the knobs and swung the doors open to reveal …


	Empty shelves.


	“Bummer.”


	The overhead lights came on just as the front door chimed. Jack went to see who it was. He found a black-haired man in a white suit standing by the counter tapping his silver-headed black cane on the floor. Eggers stood by the door.


	“Mister Drexler,” Jack said, pretty much at a loss for anything else to say. “What are you doing here?”


	“Why, I came for my tango lessons. Why else would I come to a shop called USED?”


	“I’m … sorry?”


	He smiled. “A terribly lame attempt at absurdist humor, I’m afraid. But you did ask a rather inane question.”


	Jack thought about that, then nodded. “I guess I did.”


	“I’m glad you see that. Please try to avoid such in the future.”


	“I’ll do my best. Anything I can help you with?”


	“Yes. I was passing by and remembered I’d been told you worked here.”


	Uh-oh. Had he found someone else to do the Lodge’s lawn?


	“By who?”


	“Whom. It’s ‘by whom.’ And the whom doesn’t matter.” He turned and said, “Eggers, those passes.”


	The big man stepped forward and handed Mr. Drexler a white envelope, which he in turn handed to Jack.


	“Circus passes. I can imagine few things less entertaining than a circus, but I’m sure you’ll find it enthralling. Share these with your acquaintances. But in the meantime, find me something …” He looked around … “Entertaining.”


	Entertaining … what did he mean by that?


	“Well …”


	Another flash, another crash, and the lights went out again.


	Just then Mr. Rosen arrived from the rear. He stopped when he saw Mr. Drexler. “I’ve seen you around town, haven’t I?”


	Mr. Drexler produced a card seemingly from nowhere and placed it on the counter. As Mr. Rosen reached for it, his sleeve rode up, revealing the numbers tattooed on his forearm. He saw Mr. Drexler staring at them.


	“You’ve seen such before?”


	Mr. Drexler nodded but said nothing.


	“You’re too young to have been in the war, but what about your family? Which side?”


	Mr. Drexler’s eyebrows rose. “My family does not fight in wars. At least not in the kind you mean.”


	Mr. Rosen picked up the business card and studied it for a few seconds.


	“An ‘actuator’ it says. What exactly do you actuate?”


	Mr. Drexler gave one of his thin-lipped smiles. “Whatever requires it.”


	And now it was Mr. Rosen’s turn to stare—at Mr. Drexler’s black cane.


	“That looks like it’s wrapped in leather.”


	Mr. Drexler’s smile broadened. “Leather implies bovine origin.” He held up the cane for Mr. Rosen to see. “Nothing so proletarian, I assure you. It’s trimmed with black rhinoceros hide.”


	Mr. Rosen ran a finger along the rough surface.


	“How unusual.”


	“Yes, well, I’ve never had much use for the usual.”


	Jack noticed a squiggle atop the silver head.


	His gut clenched. He was almost sure it was one of the symbols carved on both the big and little pyramids. He had a copy of all seven symbols hidden in his bedroom. He wished he could run home and check it out.


	“You want to sell it?”


	Mr. Drexler pulled the cane back. “Most certainly not. This belonged to my father. He too was an actuator.”


	After another flash and rumble, Mr. Rosen said, “Looks like we’ll have no power for a while. I’m afraid I’ll have to close up.”


	Mr. Drexler nodded. “Very well. Some other time, then.”


	He walked out. As the door closed behind him, Jack peeked into the envelope: four passes to the Taber circus. How did Mr. Drexler come by these? Was there a connection between the circus and the Septimus Order?


	“You can’t ride your bike in this,” Mr. Rosen said. “I’ll drive you home.”


	“Thanks, I—”


	He spotted Weird Walt signaling to him through the front window. Jack stepped out to see what he wanted.


	Walt wore his uniform of jeans, T-shirt, olive-drab fatigue jacket, and black leather gloves. No one Jack knew had ever seen him without those gloves. Word was he even ate dinner with them. He had a gray-streaked beard, and today he’d tied his long dark hair back in a ponytail, giving him a definite hippie look. His eyes had their customary semi-glaze from applejack. He’d been a medic in Vietnam and had spent time in a V.A. mental hospital after the war. He’d supposedly starred in a faith-healing tent show until he got kicked out for his drinking. A few years ago he landed at his sister’s house here in Johnson.


	“Hey, Jack.”


	“Hey, Mister Erskine.”


	He smiled through the beard. “It’s Walt—you know that.”


	“Okay.” Jack had trouble calling a guy nearing forty by his first name. “Looking for anything special?”


	“Yeah, in a way. Came to give you a warning—you and Weezy.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Really?”


	“Yeah. Stay out of the Pines for a while.”


	Jack didn’t know how to take that.


	“What do you mean?”


	“I know you and her—especially her—like to go traipsing around in the Barrens, and I heard about you two finding that lost guy, which is all well and good, but not around the equinox.”


	Right. The autumnal equinox was sometime this week. But …


	“Why not?”


	“Things get a little crazy in there with the fall equinox. It’s due on Wednesday, but the hinges start to loosen a few days before, and don’t get back on track until a few days after. I was in there yesterday and I could feel it getting strange. Couldn’t you?”


	Jack shook his head as he shrugged. “No.”


	He wondered if Walt might have been feeling an excess of applejack.


	“Well, anyway, just do yourselves a favor—me too, ‘cause I like you kids. Haven’t forgot how you took my back last month. Stay outa there till next week, understand?”


	Jack straightened and saluted. “Understood.”


	Walt returned the salute, then said, “You’ll tell Weezy, huh?”


	“Absolutely.”


	“Yeah, I was gonna try to catch you guys on the street but Mrs. Clevenger said I should get in here today, right this very minute, and tell you.”


	Jack thought that if Mrs. Clevenger said so, maybe he’d better listen.


	When he went back inside, Mr. Rosen was waiting. Jack spotted Mr. Drexler’s card on the counter and remembered what it said.


	“What exactly is an ‘actuator’?”


	“In a mechanical sense,” Mr. Rosen said, “it’s a piece of equipment that sets things in motion. In a man, who’s to say?”


	“A guy who sets people in motion?”


	He shrugged. “More generally speaking, a man who makes things happen.”


	Jack looked out the window. What was the Septimus Order’s actuator doing in Johnson … with a cane topped with a symbol from the pyramids?


	Too many connections for comfort.
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	The first thing Jack did after Mr. Rosen dropped him off was go to his bedroom where he knelt before his dresser and pulled out the bottom drawer. In the space beneath lay the Xerox copies Weezy had made of the symbols on the little pyramid—she’d done rubbings before she’d given it over for analysis. That was the last they’d seen of it. She’d made the copies as a backup—in case something happened to the originals. Good thing too: They’d been stolen as well.


	She’d been searching ever since for clues to their meaning but had come up empty.


	Jack stared at the seven symbols.


	He closed his eyes and tried to picture the one he’d seen on the head of Mr. Drexler’s cane. No question: the last one.


	That clinched it: The Septimus Order was connected to both pyramids. Which added weight to Weezy’s claim that they’d had a hand in the little pyramid’s disappearance. If he’d really seen a pyramid on the Lodge’s mantel yesterday, it might be a duplicate, but Jack had a feeling in his gut it was the same one.


	Big question: Tell Weezy or don’t?


	Might be better to hold off. No need in setting her off again. But he’d have to tell her about cutting the Lodge’s lawn—she’d find out eventually. He hoped she didn’t insist on an immediate plan. Lots of potential there. Better to wait and see how things developed. Play it by ear. He’d come up with something, but it had to be good, had to be safe, had to be sure-fire or damn near.


	The rain stopped shortly after that. His pent-up energy prompted him to drag his father out to the front yard for a Frisbee toss, which lasted until the disc wound up in one of the trees. His father was about to pull a ladder from the garage when the current came back on. They left the Frisbee and went to watch the game. The Ea gles improved to two and one by beating the Broncos.


	“Phone, Jack,” his mother called from the kitchen. “Mister Rosen.”


	Mr. Rosen? he thought as he headed for the kitchen. Did he want to reopen the store?


	“Jack,” Mr. Rosen said. “I can assume you’ll be going down to the store to pick up your bike soon?”


	“Uh-huh.”


	“Good. When you do, please ride on down to my place. Not only did I forget to tell you that I’ll be away next week, I forgot to pay you.”


	“Oh, yeah. Okay. I’ll see you soon.”


	With a couple of sources of income, especially the nice chunk of change he’d be getting from the Lodge, he wouldn’t be hurting if his USED pay was late, but he figured he liked it better in his pocket than Mr. Rosen’s.


	But Mr. Rosen going away … he hadn’t taken time off since Jack had begun working at the store.


	He left the house at a loping run and reached USED in no time. He’d broken a good sweat along the way. The sun was out and the air dripped humidity.


	He found his bike right where he’d left it. He supposed in another town you might worry if you left your ride unchained and unwatched on the main drag, but that wasn’t a problem in Johnson. Locals here looked out for each other.


	He hopped on and rode up 206 to Mr. Rosen’s place. He lived on the northbound side of the highway in a trailer about halfway between the Quakerton Road blinker and the lot where the circus had set up. Right next door to the Vivino house, as a matter of fact.


	As Jack approached he gave in to an impulse to pay a visit. Their two-story colonial wasn’t part of any development. It sat alone on a big lot that backed up to an orchard, facing the highway but set back a couple of hundred feet. He saw a car sitting in the driveway so he figured they were home.


	He coasted down the long driveway to the front steps where he rang the doorbell. After two tries and no answer, he decided to peek into the backyard in case they were in the pool.


	As he approached the six-foot picket fence he heard Sally crying and Mr. Vivino yelling. He hesitated to reach for the gate handle. Instead he peeked through a gap between a couple of slats. He saw Mr. Vivino and Sally standing beside the pool, while Mrs. Vivino waded in the low end.


	Mr. Vivino, his belly bulging above his swim trunks, stood over Sally with his hands on his hips looking down at her.


	“I asked you a question, young lady. Where is it? You wanted a pink floater tube, I bought you a pink floater tube, I blew it up for you, and now it’s gone. Where did you leave it?”


	“Right heeeeeeeere!” she wailed, rubbing her teary eyes.


	Mr. Vivino made a show of looking around. “Where is it then? Do you see it? I don’t. Show me where it is.”


	“I don’t know!”


	“You don’t? And why—?”


	“For heaven’s sake, Al!” Mrs. Vivino said from the pool. “Stop browbeating her!”


	Mr. Vivino turned and stepped to the edge of the pool. His tone was low and menacing.


	“Where do you get off butting in when—?”


	“She’s only five. Leave her alone.”


	His face reddening with rage, he jumped into the pool and grabbed his wife by the hair.


	“Shut up!” he shouted. “Shut UP!”


	And then he pushed her head underwater and held it there. Sally screamed while her mother thrashed and kicked and splashed, trying to come up for air, but Mr. Vivino wouldn’t let her. She was thin and he had an easy hundred pounds on her.


	The longer he held her under, the more frantic her thrashing became. Jack overcame his shock and was reaching for the gate handle to run in there and shout at him to let her up when he finally released her.


	As she straightened, gasping, choking, and gagging, he said, “Don’t you ever, ever interfere when I’m disciplining my daughter!” He turned and pointed a finger at Sally. “And you stop that crying!”


	But Sally couldn’t stop. All she could do was cry, “Mommeeeeee!”


	Mr. Vivino climbed out of the pool and roughly dragged her by an arm toward the house.


	“Stop it, goddamn it! Stop it now!”


	But of course she didn’t, and so he slapped her on her backside—Jack flinched at the sharp sound of the wet smack!—which only made her wail louder.


	And as Mrs. V crouched in the pool with her hands over her face, dripping, coughing, sobbing, Jack noticed a dozen bruises on her arms.


	Sickened, he forced back a surge of bile as he staggered away from the fence. His knees felt rubbery. He couldn’t have seen what he’d just seen. Tony’s dad … treating Mrs. V and Sally like that. He felt as if he’d just peeked in on someone’s nightmare … It couldn’t be.


	But it was. He’d seen what he’d seen and it made him sick.


	Made him angry too. Treating little Sally like that … the thought of it loosed a cold, raging darkness within him, urging him to hurt, destroy. He wished he were the Hulk—he was sure as hell furious enough to spark the transformation. He imagined himself smashing through the front door and giving Mr. Vivino a megadose of his own medicine—bouncing him off a few walls and then playing Hacky Sack with him.


	But he wasn’t the Hulk. He was just a skinny kid and he needed to get away from here as quickly as possible so he could blow the whistle on this creep.
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	As Jack raced back toward the highway, he had two choices: turn south toward town or north to Mr. Rosen’s. He chose the latter because it was right next door. The sooner he called the cops, the sooner he could put an end to the nightmare in the Vivino house.


	He pulled into Mr. Rosen’s yard. His trailer sat on a foundation so it looked more like a typical ranch house.


	Nothing else about the house or the yard was typical, though. Half a dozen aerials of all different shapes and sizes jutted from his roof, and a huge satellite dish sat in a corner of his front yard, angled toward the sky. Weezy had jokingly said that he must be trying to receive messages from aliens. Well, being Weezy, maybe only half jokingly.


	Mr. Rosen must have seen something in Jack’s expression when he let him in.


	“What’s wrong? What happened?”


	“Nothing,” Jack said as he stepped through the door.


	He’d never been inside Mr. Rosen’s home. The front room was crammed with electronic equipment. It could have been a Radio Shack.


	“Nothing, shmothing. You look like someone stepped on your grave.”


	Jack felt he had to tell him something.


	“I … I heard shouting at the Vivinos.”


	“Oh, them,” Mr. Rosen said, waving a hand as he turned away. “Like cats and dogs they fight.”


	“You mean it happens a lot?”


	“All the time.”


	“Does he beat her?”


	He shrugged. “Who’s to say? I can’t see through walls.”


	“Did you ever think of calling the police?”


	He turned to face Jack. “If she’s not calling, why should I? Maybe she thinks nothing’s wrong. Maybe she thinks shouting is the way marriage should be. So if I call the cops, and they come, and she tells them nothing’s wrong, like a crazy old fool I look. No. I mind my business, just as you should mind yours.”


	Probably good advice, but Mr. Rosen hadn’t seen Sally get slapped, or her mother sobbing in the pool. No way Mrs. V thought nothing was wrong.


	He remembered those summer days when she’d always keep drinks and chips and pretzels out by the pool for them, how she’d fix Jack lunch and tousle his hair as he bit into the thick ham-and-cheese sandwiches she made for him. He remembered how thin and hollow-eyed she became when Tony got sick, how she’d never leave his side, how she’d sobbed at his funeral.


	Today’s sobs mixed with the echoes of those from memory.


	Maybe she was too scared to call. Maybe she needed someone to do it for her.


	“Can I use your phone?”


	Mr. Rosen gave him a long, appraising look, then nodded.


	“I warned you, but if you must, don’t give your name.”


	“Don’t worry.”


	Jack had already decided to be invisible in this. He had a number of secrets he was keeping. He figured one more wouldn’t hurt.


	“And don’t say where you’re calling from. Just say you were passing by and heard screams, then hang up.”


	“Won’t they be able to trace it?”


	He shook his head and pointed to an ultramodern, multiline phone on a nearby table.


	“Not if you use that.”


	Then he turned and walked toward the rear of the trailer.


	Jack lifted the receiver and dialed 9-1-1.


	“Emergency ser vices.”


	“I think a woman’s getting beaten in Johnson. I was passing by and heard her screaming.” He gave the Vivino address.


	“May I have your name?”


	Jack hung up and turned to find Mr. Rosen returning with a pay envelope in his hand.


	“You made your call already?”


	Jack nodded. “Short and to the point.”


	“No names?”


	“No names.”


	He shook his head. “I applaud your willingness to do something, but it will not turn out as you hope.”


	His cynicism surprised Jack. “How can you be so sure?”


	He gave a sour smile. “Things rarely do.”


	“Look. The deputies will come. They’ll know someone reported a woman being beaten. They’ll ask to speak to Mrs. Vivino. They’ll see all those bruises and ask her about them. All she’s got to do is point a finger.”


	“And press charges.”


	Jack blinked. “Charges?”


	“Simply showing bruises isn’t enough. She’ll have to charge him with battery.”


	“Well, this will be her chance.”


	Mr. Rosen shook his head sadly. “You’re a good kid, Jack, and you mean well, but you’ve got a lot to learn about people and the way the world works.”


	“I know plenty.”


	But did he? When he thought about it, what did he really know? He was a small-town kid who listened to music instead of the news, and limited himself pretty much to the newspaper’s funny pages. He watched sports and science fiction movies or shoot-’em-ups, and read Stephen King or moldy old pulp magazines like The Spider and The Shadow.


	Maybe Mr. Rosen was right. Johnson, N.J., was like an island in a quiet pond. Maybe he needed to start tuning in to the world around him.


	“Here’s your week’s pay,” Mr. Rosen said, handing him the tan envelope. “Not many hours last week, so not much money, I’m afraid. Things wind down after Labor Day. We’ll go into October, then I don’t think I’ll need you till spring. That is, if you want to come back.”


	“Sure. I’ll come back.”


	He would have preferred to be in de pen dently wealthy, but if he had to work, USED was a great place, and Mr. Rosen was an easygoing boss. Plus he paid in cash, which saved Jack the hassle of applying for a Social Security number.


	“Good. And as for this week …” He held out a set of keys. “Take these.”


	Jack recognized the keys to the store.


	“Didn’t you say you’ll be away?”


	“That’s right. I’ll be visiting my nephew.” He pointed to the keys. “While I’m out of town, I’d like you to open the store for a few hours a day if you can. I left some change in the till in case you happen to sell anything. And if there’s a day or two when you can’t open up, just swing by and take a look inside.”


	“Okay.” That didn’t seem so hard.


	“Oh, and keep a record of your hours there and I’ll pay you accordingly.”


	Jack stared at the keys and couldn’t help a swell of pride. A big responsibility. But Mr. Rosen must think he was capable enough … and trustworthy enough.


	“Will do.” He looked up at his el der ly boss. “Don’t worry. I won’t let you down.”


	He smiled. “If I wasn’t absolutely sure of that, I’d simply shut down for the week.”


	Jack looked around at the roomful of electronic equipment—rows of black boxes with dials and red and green lights and glowing meters.


	“Can I ask what all this is? Are you transmitting to outer space?”


	“No, I’m listening.”


	Weezy’s theory popped into his head. “To aliens?”


	He laughed. “To the world.”


	“Why?”


	His smile faded. “To know what’s going on. So I won’t be surprised again. So events can’t take me unawares as they did back in the day when I assumed everything would work out for the best.”


	Jack frowned. “I don’t under—”


	His gaze abruptly shifted past Jack to the window. “Well, well. It appears your call sparked a quick response.”


	Jack turned and saw a sheriff’s department cruiser turning into the Vivino driveway.


	“Now he’ll get it,” Jack said.


	The old man shook his head. “Remember what I told you: It will not turn out as you hope.”
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	To Jack’s dismay, Mr. Rosen was right.


	From where he crouched at the window at the end of the trailer’s front room, Jack watched a deputy he didn’t recognize knock on the Vivinos’ front door. Mr. Vivino answered and let him in.


	Not even ten minutes later the deputy was back outside and shaking hands with the bastard. Jack strained to hear what they were saying but could catch only snatches, mostly Mr. Vivino’s loud voice.


	“Sorry you had to come out here for nothing … probably just some crank … guess I have to expect this sort of thing now that I’m becoming a public figure … maybe a rival for the freeholder job …” He gestured toward Mr. Rosen’s trailer and seemed to look straight at Jack, who ducked farther back from the window. “Or maybe that old coot next door.”


	The deputy said something Jack couldn’t hear but it seemed to surprise Mr. Vivino. “A boy’s voice? Now who the hell … ?”


	His heart sank as he watched the deputy return to his unit and drive away.


	To his credit, Mr. Rosen did not say I told you so.


	Instead Jack heard the echo of the wet smack of Sally’s father’s hand against her butt, almost felt its sting, and the anger returned.


	Mr. Rosen looked at him and said, “That’s a fierce look on your punim, young man.”


	“Punim?”


	Mr. Rosen paused, then gave his head a quick shake. “Sorry. I meant face. I can tuck the old tongue away in the workaday world, but it slips out at home.”


	Jack figured if Mr. Rosen could detect a fierce look on his punim, he was giving away too much.


	“I’m just disappointed, is all. Is that the best they can do?”


	“I’m afraid so. And you should think it’s for the best that you live in a country where they cannot come and drag you away simply because an anonymous caller said you did something wrong.”


	“Yeah, I guess so.”


	“Don’t guess so—know so.” The sudden sharp edge on Mr. Rosen’s voice took Jack by surprise. “Take it from someone who once lived in such a place.”


	“Where?”


	He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter now. It’s gone. But there are other places like it in the world. Be thankful you live here.”


	Jack was thankful, but that didn’t make him any less frustrated. He couldn’t bear to think of Sally having to go on living like that day after day. If her big brother were here, he’d do something—maybe take a licking defending her, but he wouldn’t have stood by and watched.


	Tony, however, was gone.


	But Jack wasn’t.


	He had to do something, had to find a way to bring down Mr. Aldo Vivino. The nerve of the bastard, dragging his daughter around from house to house trying to cadge votes by pretending he was the wonderful family man and loving father. Time to let the world see who he really was.


	Jack had tried going through proper channels with no results. Time to try another way.


	Jack’s way.
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	After dinner, Jack, Eddie, and Weezy rode up to the circus. He found it hard riding past the Vivino house. He got steamed again thinking about what he’d seen.


	When they reached the muddy lot, Jack tried to put Sally out of his head and enjoy the show. Wasn’t easy. Especially with flyers about the missing Cody all over the place.


	Sally … Cody … was it just him, or was the world becoming a darker place?


	He didn’t make much progress with his Sally rage until he reached the shooting gallery. The rifles were air-powered and shot pellets instead of bullets, but they fired, and that was what counted. He pretended the targets were Mr. Vivino and it took him five magazines before he scored enough hits to feel some relief. If he’d had his own BB gun growing up, he might have scored better, but he’d suffered through a gunless childhood.


	“Let’s hit the sideshow,” Eddie said. “They’ve got some freaks and stuff.”


	Jack had never understood the attraction of staring at deformed people, but he did want to see the motorcycle show.


	“Hey, Weezy.”


	Jack turned and saw Carson Toliver approaching.


	Swell.


	Toliver, a muscular, tanned senior with blond surfer hair, was top dog at South Burlington County Regional High School—captain and quarterback of the Burlington Badgers and last year’s high scorer on the basketball team. Girls went gaga over the guy. Weezy was no exception.


	“Hi, Carson,” she said, a giggle edging into her voice.


	For some reason he seemed interested in Weezy, and any contact with him seemed to soften her brain. Jack could almost hear her IQ dropping as she gazed at him.


	Toliver pointed down the midway. “C’mon. I want to show you something.”


	“Okay.”


	Jack wanted to say that the three of them had always done the circus together, but bit it back. She caught him looking at her.


	“What?”


	“Nothing,” he said. “We’ll catch up to you later.”


	“Okay. You two have fun.”


	Jeez, it was like he’d just turned into a little brother.


	He watched her and Toliver walk away for a few seconds, then turned to Eddie. “Let’s do the bumper cars. I feel like crashing into something.”


	As they waited on line, a guy with a camera came up to them. He had signs pinned front and back on his sweatshirt.


	Instant Home Movies!


	Only $10!


	“You kids want movies of you in the bumper cars?”


	“We don’t have a projector,” Eddie said.


	The guy laughed. “You don’t need one. Got a VHS player?”


	“Sure.”


	He patted the camera. “This baby rec ords straight to a videotape. You just take it home and plug it into your VCR. Instant home movies! It’s the latest thing!” He looked around. “Where are your folks?”


	“Home,” Jack said.


	The guy frowned. “Got ten bucks?”


	Jack shook his head. “Not for a film of me and him.”


	With an immediate loss of interest, the guy moved on to greener pastures.


	Instant home movies, Jack thought. What’ll they think of next?


	The idea stayed with him through the bumper car ride where he slammed into everyone in sight, and followed him to the end of the midway where they came upon the traditional game of swinging a mallet and trying to ring a bell atop a board.


	Three Swings for a Dollar.


	Jack wasn’t interested. He knew his skinny arms wouldn’t be able to power that ringer to the top, and the prize was a teddy bear. Who wanted a teddy bear?


	The sun was gone, leaving the circus an island of light in a sea of deepening darkness. Jack glanced toward the trees bordering the field and saw two points of light in the shadow. They blinked off and then on again.


	He thought he could make out a hulking shape within the dark. But then the points blinked off and never came on again.


	Eyes? Had something been watching the circus from the pines? It couldn’t have been a person because human eyes didn’t glow like that. And what kind of animal had eyes so far off the ground?


	Unless …


	He shook it off. That was Weezy territory.


	They entered the sideshow and ambled past the freaks.


	Only half a dozen present if you counted the Siamese Twins as two: Armando the Armless Saxophonist, Corinda the Cow-faced Woman, Tiny the World’s Fattest Man, and Peter the Pinnochio Boy who was a midget dancing around with elastic strings stretching from the ceiling to his wrists and ankles.


	Jack suspected the Siamese twins were tied at the shoulder rather than truly joined. He was watching them closely, looking for evidence of fakery as they juggled—a clever act—when Eddie hurried up and grabbed his arm.


	“Jack,” he said, grinning, “you’ve got to see this thing down here. They’re calling it a ‘machine’ but it doesn’t do anything!”


	Jack followed him to a stall where an odd gizmo sat on a rotating platform under a hand-printed sign.


	THE MYSTERY MACHINE


	The weirdest thing Jack had ever seen: a bunch of odd-colored, odd-shaped pieces—flat, round, oval, irregular, opaque, clear like glass—haphazardly stuck together with no rhyme or reason. Like something a toddler would put together from an alien Tinkertoy set.


	“Isn’t it a riot?” Eddie said. “It just sits there.”


	He was right. It simply sat and rotated on its stand. Dumb. Jack was turning away when something caught his eye. He turned back and stared. He could have sworn …


	Nah. Impossible.


	He made another move to leave when he saw it again—or thought he did.


	For an instant—just an instant—the upper half of one of the pieces seemed to have faded away. It looked fine now, but Jack was sure …


	He stared unblinking. If it happened again, he’d catch it.


	“What did you see?”


	A thin, balding, bookish man to his left had spoken.


	“Not sure,” Jack said. “More like what I didn’t see.”


	“Something faded in and out of view?”


	Jack nodded. “That was how it looked.”


	“I didn’t see anything,” Eddie said.


	“Only certain people can, and then only out of the corner of the eye.”


	“What is it?” Eddie said.


	The man smiled. “A mystery.”


	“Yeah, fine. But it says it’s a machine. What’s it do?”


	“It fascinates.”


	“The fading in and out of view,” Jack said. “Optical illusion, right?”


	The man shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps it goes somewhere.”


	“’Goes’?”


	“As in: leaves here and pokes into another place.”


	“What other place?”


	The man’s smile was almost sad. “That’s the real mystery. I—”


	“Hey, Prather!” someone said, and the man turned.


	“Yes?”


	The canvas boss from last night walked up and said, “Little Taber wants t’see you.”


	As the bookish man hurried off, the boss looked at Jack. “Want tickets to the cycle show?”


	“Well—” Jack started to say.


	“You would’ve had free passes if you’d pitched in last night,” he said with a sharp grin. “But now you’ll have to buy them, won’t you?”


	Jack pulled out the passes Mr. Drexler had given him. “Not exactly.”


	The grin vanished. “Where’d you get those?”


	“I’ve got my sources,” Jack said, turning away.


	“What’s he talking about?” Eddie said.


	Jack told him, keeping watch on the Mystery Machine as they walked away, but nothing faded away this time.


	Pokes into another place … yeah, right. An optical illusion and nothing more.


	“Any word on that kid?” the boss called after them.


	Jack looked back. “Not that I heard.”


	The guy shook his head in what looked like disgust. “We’re doing our part, you know.”


	“Yeah, I saw the posters.”


	As he and Eddie continued toward the main tent, Jack was doubly sure that particular roustabout knew nothing. But that didn’t mean somebody else here didn’t.


	One of the freaks, maybe?


	Instantly Weezy’s voice was in his inner ear: Oh, sure, blame it on the freaks. Just because they’re different doesn’t mean they’re evil.


	Okay, right, sure. Different didn’t equal evil, but that didn’t guarantee not evil. Maybe if you were treated badly all your life because of a twisted outside, you became twisted inside.


	His imagination was running now. What if Peter the Pinnochio Boy pretended to be a little kid—he was small enough to pass—and lured Cody into a trap and—


	Jack’s mind balked at going any further.


	They reached the main tent, showed their passes, and found seats. After watching the animal show—dopey—and cycle stunts—cool—they wandered back outside.


	“Where’s your dear sister?” Jack said as he watched some hapless father trying to win a teddy bear for his little girl by throwing darts at balloons.


	Why wasn’t Mr. Vivino here doing that for Sally? What was wrong with him?


	“With Toliver somewhere, I guess,” Eddie said.


	Jack had had enough so-called fun, and was ready to head home. But they couldn’t leave without Weezy.


	“Let’s go look. You head toward the front, I’ll take the rear. We’ll meet back here in a couple of minutes.”


	As he walked along he heard, “Hi, Jack.”


	He turned and recognized a girl from one of his classes.


	“Hi, Karina.”


	What was her last name? He’d started high school only a couple of weeks ago and hadn’t nailed down all the new names yet.


	Haddon. That was it. Karina Haddon.


	She smiled. “I figured you’d be here, seeing as it’s practically in your backyard.”


	She had a nice smile and wore her dark blond hair short, though not as short as his sister Kate’s. She had most of it hidden under a striped engineer’s cap now. Her brown eyes sparkled in the lights strung overhead.


	He said, “You’re from Tabernacle, right?”


	Tabernacle was the next town north on 206. Karina was always seated on the school bus beside her friend Cristin by the time Jack boarded. Compared to other girls in the class, she tended to dress down—way down. Like bulky sweaters and loose jeans. To night she wore a Bob Marley T-shirt.


	She rolled her eyes. “My dad drove me and Cristin and he’s been like hanging over us.”


	“Where is she?”


	She looked around. “I’m not sure …”


	Just then a grinning brunette slipped through a knot of people.


	“Hey, you found him,” Cristin said.


	Jack saw Karina give her a shut-up look.


	“Oh, uh, well, your dad’s like having a major cow because you wandered off. He wants to find you and skate.”


	Karina turned to him and said, “Gotta run. See you in school tomorrow.”


	She waved and hurried off with Cristin, the two of them blabbing a hundred miles an hour.


	Hey, you found him.


	Had Karina been looking for him?


	Interesting, he thought as he resumed the search for Weezy.


	He found her standing by the hammer game with two other sophomore girls. Though only four months older, Weezy was a year ahead of Jack in school.


	The other two were giggling as they watched Carson Toliver swing the mallet and try to ring the bell atop the board. His muscles bulged beneath his tight T-shirt.


	But he wasn’t having much luck reaching the bell. Despite pounding the pad on the base pretty hard, he was moving the striker weight only a third or halfway up. Weezy joined the others in calling out the labels on the levels as he reached them.


	Whack!


	“Wimp!”


	Whack!


	“Dork!”


	Whack!


	“Nerd!”


	Jack wondered why he felt such plea sure watching him fail. He was supposed to be a pretty nice guy. He’d never picked on Jack—never acted any way toward Jack—but for some reason he disliked the guy.


	A word popped into his head.


	Jealous?


	No way.


	Yeah, Weezy had kissed Jack on the lips last month but that hadn’t meant anything. Little more than a peck. They weren’t like that. They were friends, nothing more.


	Still … nothing more he’d like to do right now than show up Carson Toliver.


	As Jack watched him swing the hammer he noticed how the pad was fixed about four inches in from the outer edge of the rocker board. With that loss of leverage, even Conan the Barbarian would have a tough time ringing the bell.


	But if you just so happened to miss the pad and hit the outer edge of the board …


	He caught Weezy’s eye and jerked his thumb toward the front end of the midway. She nodded and held up a finger: Meet you there in a minute.


	Maybe she didn’t want to be seen deserting Toliver for a frosh. Or maybe she thought Toliver was going to try again. But he threw the mallet down instead.


	“It’s rigged!”


	Jack stared at the sign: Three Swings for a Dollar. On impulse he pulled out a bill and waved it.


	“I’m next!”


	The carny running the game took his dollar and pointed to the mallet. As Jack picked it up he saw Weezy standing between the two snickering sophs and giving him a what-are-you-thinking? look.


	He gripped the very end of the mallet handle, rested the head on the rocker pad, then stepped back six inches. He raised it high above his head, took a breath, and swung with everything he had—


	And missed. The mallet head smacked into the mud with a gushy thok!


	Jack felt his face heat up as Toliver and the two other girls burst into laughter. Weezy stood with her eyes closed, shaking her head.


	The carny gave him a gap-tooth grin as he tapped the rocker pad. “Guess I shoulda told ya. Y’hit ‘er here, not the ground.”


	They laughed louder.


	Jack did his best to ignore them as he reset his grip and repeated the same process, except this time he backed up only three inches. Again he raised it high and swung, putting his back as well as his arms into it.


	The mallet head caught the outer edge of the board, sending the weight shooting all the way to the top. As the sound of the bell rang through the air, Jack dropped the mallet.


	“You don’t get no prize,” the carny said, “because you didn’t hit the pad. Y’gotta hit the pad.”


	Jack didn’t care. He’d just wanted to see if he could do it. He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked away without looking at Weezy and company. Didn’t have to. Their silence said it all. He didn’t wait for her. It definitely would not be cool for her to walk away with the frosh who’d just one-upped Carson Toliver.


	But halfway to the entrance she appeared beside him.


	“I saw what you did,” she said.


	He glanced at her. She was grinning.


	“And what would that be?”


	“Hit the end of the board. Nerds know levers.”


	Jack resented that. “Nerd, huh? I guess I left my taped glasses and pocket protector home.”


	“Maybe nerd’s not the right word. How about misfit? You’re into things most kids wouldn’t understand. Your mind works differently. I should know. I’m the same. But you know how to hide it.”


	“I don’t hide anything.”


	Well … maybe a few things.


	“Yeah, you do. You don’t even know you do. Kids just think of you as kind of a loner. Me … they think I’m weird. But I’m learning how to hide it.”


	“Why?”


	She glanced back at the kids she’d left behind. “Because sometimes I wish …”


	“Wish you were like them?”


	“Not like them, exactly. It’s just that … sometimes I get tired of being on the outside looking in, and I start thinking it might be nice to be on the inside looking out.”


	“Better view?”


	She shrugged. “Maybe. I’d like the chance to compare. You ever feel that way?”


	Jack thought about that. It took only a second.


	“No.”


	“Never?”


	He shook his head. “Never even occurred to me. And I’m surprised to hear you talking like this. It’s not you. You always seemed so … happy with who you are.”


	“Happy?” She looked away. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been happy.”


	“Sure you have.”


	“Okay. Yes. I was happiest when I had the pyramid. And I was happy just now to see you ring that bell.” She gave him a gentle punch on the shoulder. “Brain beats brawn every time, right?”


	“Not every time, but it’s got a good win-loss record.”


	She heaved a theatrical sigh and slipped her arm through his as they walked.


	“My hero.”


	He had to laugh at her unpredictability. Her warm skin tingled against his and made for a nice end to a mostly crappy day.


	I was happiest when I had the pyramid.


	Really? Then Jack was going to get it back for her, one way or another.


	MONDAY
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	Jack’s father slammed on the brakes in their driveway.


	“What the hell?”


	He’d been leaving for work the same time as Jack this morning and offered him a ride down to the bus stop. He worked as an accountant for Price Water house in Cherry Hill and sometimes their departures coincided.


	Now he gaped at their lawn where the VIVINO FOR FREEHOLDER sign lay in tatters.


	He stared a few heartbeats longer, then looked at Jack. “Was that like that when you came home last night?”


	Jack shook his head. “Looked just fine when I rolled past.”


	Very true. Jack didn’t mention that after he’d parked his bike in the garage he’d walked back and torn the sign to shreds.


	He noticed something and used it to change the subject.


	“Hey, where’s the Frisbee?”


	They’d left it in the oak that grew curbside and spread over the street and the front yard. But the spot where it had lodged was empty.


	“Must have fallen out during the night.”


	Jack scanned the front lawn. The disk was bright yellow. If there it would have been easily visible.


	“Yeah, but it’s not there.”


	His father made a sour face. “Maybe whoever tore up the sign took it.” He shook his head as he gave the car some gas. “People … I’ll never understand them. Who on earth would stop and go to the trouble to tear up Al’s sign?”


	Jack shrugged. “Someone who doesn’t like him, I guess.”
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	Jack’s father accelerated away toward Cherry Hill, leaving him alone at the high school bus stop. Nobody else even in sight yet.


	Southern Burlington County Regional High School—known as SBC Regional or just plain SBR for short—lay only three miles south of Johnson. Jack had wanted to ride his bike to school when the weather was decent but his folks put the kibosh on that.


	His mother worried about him riding on the rutted, two-lane blacktop of Route 206. Jack had explained that he knew back roads and paths that would keep him off the highway most of the way. She hadn’t bought it.


	Dad’s objection was that he needed the “socialization” the bus provided. Jack got the impression Dad thought he was too much of a loner and that the bus would force him to meet new kids. In other words, “socialize.”


	He didn’t know the Connells’ reasons for not wanting their kids to bike to school, but Weezy and Eddie wound up at the bus stop every morning just like Jack.


	He knew of ten kids from Johnson who went to SBR. Steve Brussard, who’d been a good friend until the crazy events of last month, would have made eleven, but his mother had placed him in some private school for kids with problems. Of the ten, four of them either had cars—like Carson Toliver—or knew someone who did. The less fortunate remaining half dozen gathered by the vacant lot near the blinker light at the intersection of Quakerton Road and 206, in front of Sumter’s used car lot. The cars were still there, the little red-and-yellow pennants still fluttered on their wires, but the place had been closed since Mr. Sumter’s sudden death last month. He too had been a Lodge member.


	For the previous eight years Jack had waited by the vacant lot across the street for one of the grade-school buses, heading north.


	The other two corners were occupied by Joe Burdett’s Esso station and a Krauszer’s con ve nience store. Jack figured the Krauszer’s would come in handy for a pre-bus coffee or hot chocolate when the weather turned cold.


	The lot and the shoulder were puddled from yesterday’s rain. Cody Bockman posters clung to the poles supporting the blinker light over the intersection.


	Gone almost forty-eight hours and still no sign of him. Jack had heard somewhere that if a crime wasn’t solved in the first forty-eight hours, chances were it would never be.


	So where on Earth was Cody?


	Jack couldn’t dodge the suspicion that the circus was somehow involved. In another day or two they’d strike their tents and be on their way to the next stop. Cody might never be found.


	He glanced at the sky. Clear and sunny. No rain since yesterday afternoon. If this held up, maybe he could cut the Lodge’s lawn today.


	He lowered his gaze to the elementary school bus stop across the highway and saw Sally Vivino standing with her mother. Lots of mothers there this morning. Usually they took turns driving groups of the little ones down to the stop, but this morning it seemed a lot more had decided to personally see their kids off.


	Trying his best to look casual, Jack crossed the road. He wanted to see how Sally was doing.


	“Hi, Mrs. V,” he said when he reached them. “Hi, Sally.”


	She stood with a Cabbage Patch Kid clutched against her chest—Jack couldn’t understand the craze around those homely dolls—and looked up at him with big brown eyes.


	“Hi.”


	No smile. Well, what could he expect?


	“Hello, Jack,” Mrs. Vivino said. “We haven’t spoken for a long time.”


	Something in her voice … Jack couldn’t read her expression because of the oversized sunglasses she wore. After seeing her bruised arms yesterday, he knew why she wore long sleeves even in warm weather like this. Was she hiding a black eye as well?


	“Yeah, well …” The way she was staring at him made him uncomfortable. “I’ve wanted to stop by but …”


	She nodded. “I understand. We missed you. Sally especially. She kept asking where you were.”


	Now he felt really bad.


	“I’ve seen you waiting here and—”


	“I’ve seen you too,” she said. “And not just here.”


	What did that mean? She seemed to be trying to make a point.


	“Oh?”


	“I saw you last night, riding your bike away from Mr. Rosen’s place.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Yes, I, um, work for him.”


	She nodded, still staring at him through those dark lenses. “I know. We had a visitor yesterday. He came because of a call from a boy.”


	Oh, crap.


	He felt himself reddening. She knew! Had she mentioned it to her husband?


	Play dumb, play dumb.


	“Um, a call about what?”


	“About something he probably didn’t understand. About something that’s not his business, something he should leave alone and not get involved in.”


	“Oh.”


	He knew he was red. Had to be.


	The school bus pulled up then—in the nick of time, as the saying went—and Jack backed away.


	“Yeah, well, nice talking to you. Bye, Sally.”


	With a quick glance at him, Sally said, “Bye,” then handed her doll to her mother and climbed on the bus.


	Jack spotted Eddie and Weezy approaching the corner and hightailed it over to join them. He could feel Mrs. Vivino’s gaze on his back.
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	The big yellow school bus lumbered into view and groaned to a stop. Jack was the last to board, right behind Weezy. Since Johnson was one of the later stops on the route, the bus tended to be near full by the time it reached them. Today was no exception. As usual, the older kids—the seniors without cars and the more popular juniors—had commandeered the back rows.


	Only single seats remained at this point, so Weezy took one next to a girl Jack didn’t know; he got waves and smiles from Karina and Cristin as he passed and wound up in a window seat next to Darren Willmon, a fellow freshman he’d met on previous trips.


	Ten minutes later their bus pulled into the parking lot and stopped in line with its brothers. As he waited to get out of his seat, Jack noticed a rusty pickup pull into a far corner of the lot. Half a dozen kids of various ages jumped out of the rear bed, all wearing odd, mismatched, ill-fitting clothes.


	Piney kids. He wondered if any of them were related to the trapper by the spong. Probably. Pineys were related in all sorts of ways. Some people said they were too closely related, like brothers and sisters getting together and having kids. Jack didn’t know if any of that stuff was true. People liked to talk, and some people just naturally exaggerated as they went along. Like a game of telephone where what comes out at the end is nothing like what started it.


	On the other hand, pineys weren’t all that plentiful, so a piney-piney marriage could pretty much count on some sharing of family blood. The result was some kids who didn’t look quite right.


	He watched them troop into SBR’s main building, a sprawling one-story, flat-roofed square encased in beige brick with an open central quadrangle. Whoever had designed it must have been given blueprints of Alcatraz for inspiration. All it needed was a gun tower or two to make it look like an official prison.


	Inside wasn’t much better: A tiled, echoey central hallway ran all around the square with classrooms left and right. A hallway branched off the southeast corner to another flat square that housed the caf. A second hall came off the southwest corner to connect to the two-story gym. The athletic field lay beyond all that.


	Jack had been edgy about finding his way around when he’d started here, but he’d been a frosh for two weeks now and felt like the place was his.
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	“Next year at this time,” Mr. Kressy said, pacing back and forth across the front of the classroom, “we’ll be in the heat of a presidential election.”


	He was gray haired and overweight—not fat all over, just his belly. He looked pregnant. He always wore suspenders and a bow tie.


	Jack had already chosen Mr. Kressy as his favorite teacher. He’d expected civics would be deadly dull, but Mr. Kressy made it interesting. Jack wasn’t sure how he did it, but it worked. Maybe it was because he made them think rather than simply memorize.


	“President Reagan will most certainly run for a second term on the Republican side. Word is that Jesse Jackson will announce that he’s running for the Demo cratic nomination. Did anyone see the Miss America pageant on Saturday night?”


	A few hands went up.


	“If you did, you witnessed history of sorts: the first black woman ever to win. A black woman as Miss America, a black man running for the presidency. Times have changed, and I say it’s about time. But Jesse Jackson is up against John Glenn, Walter Mondale, and a relative unknown named Gary Hart.”


	John Glenn—an astronaut, running for president. He’d get Jack’s vote.


	Smiling, Mr. Kressy paused and scanned the classroom.


	“How many of you just thought, Ooh, an astronaut! I’ll vote for him?”


	A number of hands shot up, but Jack kept his down. Almost as if Mr. Kressy could read minds. And his tone hinted that John Glenn might not be such a good idea.


	“Why?” Mr. Kressy said. “Because some scientists built a rocket and shot him into space? So what? The Russians did that with a monkey. Would you vote for a monkey?”


	This got a laugh.


	“Really: How does being an astronaut qualify him for president?”


	Kelly Solt, a cute, heavyset blonde, raised her hand.


	“It means he’s brave.”


	Mr. Kressy waved an arm. “No argument there, Kelly. The monkey had no choice, but John Glenn chose to do it, and that takes courage.”


	Matt Follette grinned laconically from his perpetual slouch and said, “Maybe it just takes dumb.”


	This got a laugh. Matt had already established himself as the class cynic.


	Mr. Kressy didn’t seem amused. “I think we can assume he’s not dumb. But the country is full of brave men—lots of ex-soldiers who risked their lives so that I could stand here and lead you in a free discussion of ideas. But that doesn’t mean every one of those brave men would make a good president.”


	He looked around. “Anyone else?” He pointed toward the rear of the class. “Mr. Neolin … you look like you have something to say.”


	Jack turned and saw Elvin Neolin, one of the piney kids. He was small, with ruddy skin, high cheekbones, and black hair. He looked shocked that he’d been picked.


	“Uuuh, no.”


	Bulky Jake Shuett, seated to Jack’s right, leaned over and whispered, “How about that? The dumb-ass piney can talk.”


	Jack knew what he meant—this was the first time he’d heard the boy utter a word, but …


	“Doesn’t mean he’s dumb.”


	Shuett made a face. “All those inbreds are retards.”


	Jack felt that was a pretty retarded thing to say, but let it drop. Mr. Kressy’s class wasn’t the place to get into it. Instead he looked at Elvin and wondered if he and his fellow pineys knew about the big pyramid on Old Man Foster’s land. Maybe, maybe not. Nobody knew everything about the Barrens.


	Mr. Kressy walked to the center of the room and stood a few feet from Jack.


	“Okay, another show of hands. How many still want to vote for John Glenn solely because he was an astronaut?”


	No hands went up this time.


	“I see. I take it that means we must find other reasons to vote or not vote for him. Since the winner will be leader of the most powerful nation on Earth, maybe we should learn what the man stands for.”


	Karina raised her hand and said, “Don’t you like what he stands for?”


	“I have no idea what he stands for. At least not yet.” He wandered back to the front of the room. “But he and all the others will be taking positions on certain issues. We’ll hear a lot of po liti cal palaver between now and the election. I want you to listen. We have a civics book we have to study, but this is civics in action. Listen and think.”


	But Jack was thinking about this afternoon … how he was going to earn sixty bucks for mowing the Lodge’s lawn while he figured out a way to get inside.
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	“You look so hot.”


	Jack glanced up and saw Weezy straddling her bike, shaking her head.


	“As hot as Carson Toliver?”


	She gave him a puzzled look, then laughed. “In your dreams.”


	He didn’t know why he’d asked, but that wasn’t an answer he liked.


	She shrugged. “You know what I mean.”


	Yeah, he knew. And truth was, he felt very hot.


	The grass around the Lodge was even thicker than he’d anticipated. The mower kept clogging, and the sun kept hammering away at him. After school he’d changed to a T-shirt and cut-offs before coming over, but that hadn’t helped much. He was drenched.


	But worth it for sixty bucks. He’d more than earn it this week, but have a much easier time next.


	“Have you been able to look inside yet?”


	The mower clogged and stalled again. Jack would have to unclog it, then start yanking on the cord to restart the motor. He felt his mood heading south. He gave Weezy a look.


	“Boy, do you have a one-track mind. No. As you can see, I’ve been a little busy.”


	“Yeah, I guess. Still … every day our pyramid sits in there is like … a beehive buzzing in my head.”


	There she went again, rewriting what he’d told her. “I said I might have seen a pyramid.”


	“Only one way to find out.” She shifted her gaze and stared over Jack’s shoulder. “Is anybody home?”


	Jack turned and realized she was looking at the Lodge.


	“Whoa, Weez. We can’t go snooping around here now.”


	“Looks empty,” she said. “I wonder if the door’s locked.”


	He could sense her getting carried away. Didn’t she have any brakes on that brain of hers?


	“Don’t even think about it.”


	“Can we at least look in the windows?”


	His voice rose as he felt his patience thinning. “Look, you need a little patience and I need to finish here before midnight.”


	“Okay, okay. When you do finish, Eddie’s waiting on you to help him reach the final round of Death Star.”


	Yeah, he’d rather be handling an Atari 5200 joystick than soggy grass, rather be piloting the Millennium Falcon toward the Death Star’s power core than pushing a mower.


	“Death Star? What is a Death Star? It sounds rather entertaining.”


	Jack started as he looked up and saw Mr. Drexler, wearing his ever-present white suit, standing in the Lodge’s front entrance beneath the huge sigil.


	How long had he been there? Had he heard anything?


	“It’s in a movie,” Jack said. “Science fiction.”


	His interest vaporized. “Oh. I don’t like fiction.”


	Weezy looked jumpy. Jack understood. Even though the Lodge had been here forever, probably before the town, maybe before the Pilgrims—long before the Indians, according to her—it was fanatically secretive and mysterious and nobody knew what to make of it. And here she’d been talking about poking around inside it.


	Giving her a keep-mum look, he left her behind and walked over to Mr. Drexler. Mainly because he was standing in the shade, but also because Jack wanted to broach a certain topic. He hesitated, then decided to go for it.


	“What’s it like inside?” Jack said, pointing to the building.


	Mr. Drexler regarded him. “It is what one might call ‘functional.’”


	“Do you give tours?”


	“Tours?” he said, his eyebrows lifting. “Tours are only for prospective members during recruitment. You are too young for recruitment.”


	“But you recruited my father and gave him a tour.”


	“Then you can ask him all about it.”


	“He won’t tell me much. How about it? Make an exception for the son of a recruit who turned you down?”


	“That’s hardly reason for an exception.” He sighed. “I might give you a cursory tour sometime, but not today.”


	Yes!


	“Can I bring a friend?”


	Mr. Drexler nodded toward where Weezy waited with her bike. “By ‘friend’ I suppose you mean your girlfriend, the contentious Miss Connell.”


	“She’s not my girlfriend.” Though she could be contentious as all get-out. “But yeah.”


	“I would hope she wouldn’t think she was going to find her precious missing artifact inside.”


	“Who, Weezy? Not a chance. So how about it?”


	“I suppose.”


	Yes!


	As Mr. Drexler turned away and closed the door, Jack hurried back to where Weezy waited.


	“We’re going on a tour of the Lodge,” he whispered.


	Her eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets. “Ohmygod, I can’t believe it. When?”


	“Not sure yet, but I’ll bug him till he gives in. Operation Pyramid is on!”
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	“I’m going out for a little bit,” Jack said.


	Dinner was over and he was feeling restless. His father looked up from where he sat sipping an after-dinner beer with Mr. Bainbridge, a fellow Korean War vet.


	“Okay, Jack. Homework done?”


	He shrugged. “Yeah. Just going for a ride.”


	“Don’t be too long.” He raised a hand. “Oh, Mom says you’re cutting the Lodge’s lawn?”


	“Those nuts?” Mr. Bainbridge said.


	Jack nodded. “Mister Drexler’s paying me sixty bucks.”


	Dad’s eyebrows shot up. “Sixty!” Then his eyes narrowed. “He just came out and offered you sixty bucks?”


	“No. It was less at first but—”


	“You negotiated more?”


	“Well …” Jack couldn’t really call it negotiating. He’d hesitated and Mr. Drexler had interpreted that as dissatisfaction with the initial offer of fifty.


	Dad smiled. “Good for you.”


	Mr. Bainbridge laughed and slapped his thigh. “Damn, Jack! Maybe I should take you with me next time I buy a car!”


	Outside, Jack looked around his front yard. Too dark to see anything now. He’d scoured the whole area this afternoon, looking for that Frisbee. The bushes, the street, the neighbors’ yards—not a sign of it. All he could think of was some dog had come along and run off with it.


	He hopped on his bike and accelerated. Yeah, he was off on a ride, but he had a destination in mind: the Vivino house.


	He’d thought about Sally while he was mowing the Lodge’s lawn, during dinner, and through his homework. He knew it was crazy, but he had to go check on her.


	Dusk was fading to night as he cut past the Bainbridge house on his way to the highway. He spotted a dark figure rocking on the front porch. Weird Walt, no doubt. His sister was married to Mr. Bainbridge and he lived with them.


	Down on Quakerton he passed USED. All looked quiet there. He hadn’t given a thought to opening it today because Mr. Rosen always kept it closed on Mondays.


	He rode up 206 to Mr. Rosen’s place and leaned his bike against the side of the trailer. Then he crept into the Vivino yard and up to the house. His heart jumped, then sank when he heard Sally screaming.


	He stole to the side of the house and followed the sound to one of the kitchen windows. He suppressed a gasp when he peeked in and saw Mr. Vivino holding his wife in an armlock. Her expression looked agonized but she wasn’t saying anything. Her husband seemed to be doing all the talking but Jack couldn’t hear what he was saying over Sally’s screams.


	“Stop it, Daddy! Stop-it-stop-it-stop-it!”


	Unable to watch, Jack reeled away from the window and ran back to his bike. When he reached it he stood panting—not from exertion, from rage.


	This couldn’t go on. Mr. Vivino had to be stopped. But that didn’t seem doable unless Mrs. V stopped covering for him.


	Had to be another way. Had to be.


	As he rolled his bike back toward the highway, he saw the lights from the circus up the road. He rode up there, looking for distraction, but when he reached the entrance he found he had no interest in wandering the midway again.


	So he turned around and headed slowly back to town. A fog was rolling in so he switched sides and rode against the traffic to see what was coming, all the while cudgeling his brain for a solution. He considered talking to his dad about it. But what could he do? Go up to Mr. Vivino and say, My son’s been spying on your family and says you’ve been mistreating Cathy and Sally.


	Like that would do a lot of good—especially if Mrs. V said nothing was wrong.


	Everything seemed to hinge on her.


	Or maybe he should just mind his own damn business. Yeah, that was exactly what he should do.


	But he knew he couldn’t.
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	Jack pedaled through the foggy town, still unable to think of a solution. Instead of turning off on North Franklin, he followed Quakerton Road toward the lake to see how it looked in the fog.


	Well, it looked like … fog, and nothing but fog; the mist had grown impenetrably thick over the surface, masking the lake and its shores. The fully lit Lodge seemed to float above it, like a boxy cruise ship. He’d never seen it so lit up, so he crossed into Old Town for a closer look. He found perhaps a dozen cars parked around it.


	Well, well, well. Was the Septimus Order throwing a party?


	An unbidden image of Mr. Drexler dancing around with a lampshade on his head made Jack cringe.


	Curious, he leaned his bike against the curb and wandered across the lawn. The cars parked on the gravel driveway were of all types, ranging from limousines to pickups. About a dozen feet from the building, he paused. He really shouldn’t be here. If he got caught he’d probably lose the lawn job and the sixty bucks a week that went with it, plus the chance at a tour of the place.


	Nope, not worth the risk.


	With an effort he turned and was starting back toward his bike when he heard a faint, high-pitched cry—like a child’s voice. He froze and waited, listening. He heard the breeze whispering through the pines and rustling the leaves of the maples that lined the street, but no—


	There. Again. The high-pitched cry.


	Cody? Could it be … ?


	He did a slow turn, trying to identify the direction it had come from. The fog diffused the sound, making it seem to come from everywhere at once. The only place near enough for a source was the Lodge.


	Jack headed back toward the building. He didn’t see any choice but to take a look. If Cody was in there …


	He didn’t want to think about it.


	Lowering to a crouch, he eased up to one of the front windows and peered between the bars into a room with a huge fireplace. No one in sight, and the spot where he thought he’d seen the pyramid wasn’t visible from this angle.


	He heard the cry again. It seemed to come from around the corner.


	Staying low, he slipped along the stucco wall toward the rear of the building. There he peeked into another large room, this one crowded with men gathered around a large table. The familiar sigil of the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order was painted on the ceiling, looking down on the table like a watchful alien eye. Some of the men wore suits, some dressed more casually, but all were avidly staring at something on the table. Jack couldn’t see what it was because they blocked his view.


	His gut twisted as he imagined them torturing Cody in some foul secret rite. And then someone stepped away, leaving a gap that revealed what was so interesting. Jack recognized it immediately.


	The Mystery Machine from the circus sideshow.


	And now he spotted its owner, the thin man the canvas boss had called “Prather.” Mr. Prather appeared to be explaining something about the gizmo to the Lodge members, and they all seemed fascinated. Then the man who’d moved away stepped back, blocking Jack’s view again.


	He backed away from the window. More evidence of a connection between the Order and the Taber & Sons circus. But so what? It didn’t mean anything unless the circus was involved with Cody’s disappearance.


	And if that cry hadn’t come from Cody, then who—?


	Jack jumped as a sound broke the silence from directly to his left, louder and higher pitched than the previous cries. He looked and saw nothing at first, then a pair of eyes flashed as they caught the light from the window.


	A cat … a fat tabby looked up at him and made that sound again. From farther away, through the fog, Jack imagined it could have sounded like a frightened child. He chased it away and stood listening.


	All quiet.


	He gave up and headed back to his bike.
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	Mr. Bainbridge was leaving just as Jack got home. He could tell from his eyes he’d had more than a couple of Dad’s Carling Black Labels.


	“Gonna make it to the smoker on Thursday?” Mr. Bainbridge asked his father.


	Jack knew that “the smoker” was the monthly get-together at the VFW post where they drank, played cards, and showed porno movies.


	Dad shook his head. “Not my cup of tea, Kurt. You know that.”


	“Yeah, but we finally got rid of those old eight-millimeters. We’ve got a VCR now and we can rent all sorts of new stuff.” He laughed. “All in living color!”


	Dad gave him a tolerant smile and waved. “You boys have fun.”


	Mom walked in as he left. She held a dish towel. “That was Kate on the phone. She was talking to Tim and he says they’re stalled on Cody. The state police are involved now. They had a search party in the Pines today and they’re planning on going back tomorrow. They dragged the lake and found nothing. They’re also searching the cornfields and the orchards. There’s so many places he could be.” She twisted the towel and looked about to cry. “His poor parents. Think what they must be going through.”


	“He’s got to be somewhere.”


	As soon as the words left his mouth Jack wanted to kick himself for saying something so ridiculously obvious. Of course Cody was somewhere. Everybody was somewhere. Question was: Wherever he was, was he alive?


	It seemed less and less likely to Jack that this was going to have a happy ending.
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	That night Jack dreamed he was at the Taber & Sons circus, showing off for Karina at the ring-the-bell game. Tony Vivino was nowhere in sight this time, but his mother and Sally were, and he wondered why until he realized that Mr. Vivino’s head had replaced the ringer weight. He swung the mallet in a mighty arc that sent Mr. V’s head to the top and rang the bell. The instant-home-movie guy from the bumper cars was taping it all and everyone was having a great time until Cody Bockman showed up with Mr. Prather’s Mystery Machine and dissolved everyone with the disintegrating ray it created.


	TUESDAY


	1


	After Mr. Kressy’s class, Karina went through the caf line with Jack and they joined a table with Eddie and a few other kids. As he pulled up a chair Jack noticed Elvin Neolin approaching. They made brief eye contact and Jack started to wave him over. He didn’t know any of the pineys and Elvin seemed like an okay guy. Shy as all get-out, but maybe Jack could draw him out … see if he knew anything about a pyramid in the Pines.


	But Jake Shuett raised a hand in a stop signal. “Don’t even think about it, piney. We don’t eat with inbreds.”


	Elvin’s gaze dropped and he veered away.


	Karina slammed her hands on the table. “What?”


	Matt Follette and Erik Burns looked up from their food and Eddie stopped fiddling with his Rubik’s Cube.


	Jake looked surprised. “Hey—”


	Karina jabbed a finger at his face from across the table. “Don’t you ever say ‘we’ when I’m around. I’m not part of you, I’m not like you, and I don’t want to be included with you.”


	She began putting her food back onto her tray.


	Jack watched Elvin approach another table occupied by fellow pineys, then turned to Jake.


	“That was pretty cold, Shuett. And you don’t speak for me either.”


	“What is it with you two?” Jake said. “He’s a piney. They’re retards. He’s probably going to marry his sister just like his daddy did.”


	Karina’s eyes blazed. “Mostly they’re just poor. Some don’t have electricity or running water, but that brother-sister stuff is garbage.”


	“What did you say to Elvin?” said a new voice.


	Jack looked up and saw a tall skinny kid with long, unruly brown hair. His clothes were too small, leaving his gangly arms sticking out of his sleeves and his cuffs above his ankles. He had one blue eye and one brown. His mismatched gaze was fixed on Jake.


	Jake seemed to shrink for an instant, then he puffed up. He had ten or fifteen pounds on the new kid. He picked up a ketchup pack and casually began shaking it down.


	“Who wants to know?”


	“My name’s Levi Coffin.”


	Jake snickered. “Coffin? Is that a made-up name like Sid Vicious?”


	He looked around the table. If he was expecting a laugh, he was disappointed. Jack was feeling acutely uncomfortable.


	“It’s an old Quaker name,” Levi said. “And I’m asking if you called El an inbred.”


	Jake tried to stare him down. “Yeah. I did. What’re you going to do about it?”


	The guy didn’t flinch. “Just wanted to make sure.”


	With that he turned and walked away.


	Jack wondered if a threat had been issued.


	Jake’s laugh sounded forced. “Another piney loser.”


	Just then his ketchup pack exploded, spraying his shirt-front with crimson sauce.


	As he cursed and grabbed for a paper napkin, he must have knocked against his plate, because it spilled his burger and cole slaw onto his lap.


	Everyone at the table burst out laughing as he jumped from his seat and danced around, wiping himself off.


	“Man, I don’t believe this!”


	Karina grinned as she picked up her tray and stepped away from the table.


	“Talk about an inbred retard!”


	Jake reddened. He looked like he wanted to say something but couldn’t think of anything. He hurried from the caf, probably headed for the boys’ room.


	Karina sat down again. “Well, if he’s leaving, I’ll stay.”


	Jack leaned back and looked at her, then at Levi Coffin, reseating himself with the other pineys, then at the retreating Jake Shuett.


	What a weird chain of events. He had the strangest feeling that something had happened here, something more than what he’d seen. But what?


	He shrugged it off and looked at Karina. She was something else.


	He gave her a smile. “Next time, don’t hold back—tell Jake how you really feel.”


	Her returning smile was warm as she looked him in the eye. “Sometimes keeping quiet is just like agreeing. Thanks for backing me up.”


	Karina struck him as a thinker, like Weezy. He liked that. And she’d even been in his dream last night—


	The dream—it fast-forwarded through his head. No way he could tell her he’d been dreaming about her—especially not in front of this crew. Be cool if he could somehow get hold of the videotape that circus guy had been recording in the dream. He could show Karina. Then again, it had been so weird it might scare her off.


	He stiffened.


	Videotape …


	… show the videotape.


	“Jack?” Karina said. “Something wrong?”


	“Hmmm? No. Just had an idea.”


	A very cool idea about something that waited—he hoped—at USED. He prayed Mr. Rosen hadn’t sold it.
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	School seemed to drag for an eternity. As soon as Jack got home he grabbed the keys to USED and raced to the store.


	As long as I’m here, he thought as he unlocked the front door, might as well open for business.


	He shut the door and flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN. Then he headed straight for the rear of the store.


	Where was it? Where had he put it?


	There—he recognized the gray carrying case. He pulled it out and unzipped it to reveal a video camera. Mr. Rosen had bought it off a guy last month. Expecting a quick turnover, he’d put it in the window, but no one had seemed interested. Eventually he’d had Jack move it back into the store to make room for something else in the scarce window space.


	Lucky for me, Jack thought.


	Because he had a use for it.


	He thumbed through the manual, found the charger in a side pocket of the case, and plugged it into the wall. He planned to study the manual during the charging period, but the bell above the front door jangled.


	A customer?


	He walked forward and recognized Mark Mulliner. Jack assumed the woman carrying the baby behind him was his wife.


	“Hey,” Mark said with an easy smile. “Got any screwdrivers? Dropped mine in the lake.”


	Jack glanced out the window and saw a pickup with canoes piled in the bed. Mark rented them out at the lake during the summer.


	“End of the season for the canoes?” he said as he pulled a plastic bucket full of old tools from under a shelf and set it on the counter.


	Mark started sorting through the screwdrivers and pliers and such.


	“Yeah. Temperature’s right but the rain’s a killer.”


	Jack glanced at the dark-haired baby girl. He waved and she smiled, showing a couple of brand-new teeth.


	“Say hello, Poppy,” said her mom.


	“Here we go,” Mark said, holding up a long flat-head screwdriver. “This’ll do.”


	He paid for it and they left just as Weird Walt came in.


	“Hey, Jack. I thought Mister Rosen said he was gonna be in New York this week.”


	He leaned on the counter, close enough so Jack could smell the applejack on his breath. The number of people who’d seen Walt completely sober was about the same as those who’d seen him without gloves.


	Jack explained that he’d promised to open the store now and then while Mr. Rosen was away.


	“That’s cool. Hey, whatta y’think about finding that bike?”


	“What bike?”


	“The little kid’s—Cody Bockman’s.”


	Jack’s neck tensed. “They found it? Where?”


	“Not too far into the Pines, on Old Man Foster’s land.”


	He didn’t know if he wanted an answer to his next question.


	“They find anything else?”


	Walt shook his head. “Nah. But the sheriff’s or ga niz ing a big search party tomorrow morning. Everybody fourteen and up who wants to join is supposed to gather at the lightning tree at oh-eight-hundred, rain or shine.”


	“But shouldn’t we be worrying about the equinox?” Jack said, remembering the warning Walt had given him the other day.


	Walt looked confused for a few seconds, then the light dawned. “Oh, yeah. But this’ll be a big group, and it’s during the day. The real equinox ain’t due till after sundown.”


	“Okay, then,” Jack said. “Count me in. No, wait—I’ve got school.”


	“Sheriff says any kid who joins the search is excused from school.”


	Jack raised a fist. “I’m there.”


	But that was tomorrow. He had something important he had to do to night.
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	“Subcontracting?”


	Jack, squatting as he weeded the foundation beds on the Lodge’s north flank, looked up to see Mr. Drexler, again all in white—didn’t he own any other color? Weezy squatted beside him, helping.


	It had rained again last night, but that didn’t interfere with weeding. They each used a short spade to dig under the weeds and help pull them out by their roots. They’d shake off the excess soil, toss them into a plastic bag, smooth out the mulch, and move to the next.


	“I’m a volunteer,” Weezy said with a pasted-on smile and a sticky-sweet tone.


	She was helping solely as an excuse to hang around the Lodge in case the tour materialized. Jack knew the effort it took her to make nice-nice with someone from the Order, but he’d warned her that mouthing off could queer everything.


	“Really? Why would one volunteer for such hot, dirty, menial labor?”


	The smile remained. “It’s what friends do.”


	“I’d think a true friend would pay you at least minimum wage.”


	“Oh my,” she said, cocking her head and sounding like Glinda the Good Witch of the North, “friends don’t take money from friends.”


	Jack didn’t know how long she could keep up the façade, so he jumped to what mattered most.


	“Are we getting our tour today?”


	Mr. Drexler frowned. “Tour? What ever are you talking about?”


	Jack looked at Weezy and saw her eyes narrowing.


	“Yesterday you said you’d give us a tour of the Lodge.”


	“I believe I said ‘might.’ But I continue to have doubts about including Miss Connell. I don’t want to worry about her opening cabinets and drawers in search of her lost artifact.”


	Jack gave her a be-cool look as he said, “Oh, that won’t be a problem. Right, Weez?”


	He sent up a silent prayer that she’d be able to play along. If this tour meant anything to her, she’d rein in the emotions that tended to run wild where the pyramid was concerned.


	But she surprised him by staying perfectly cool—at least on the outside.


	“I wouldn’t think of it, Mister Drexler. I promise to keep my hands in my pockets. You can even handcuff me if you want.”


	He shook his head and turned away. “I’m having serious second thoughts about this. I’m rescinding my offer.”


	Weezy’s eyes ignited and her lips pulled back, baring her teeth as she started to rise to her feet. Jack pulled her back with a warning look. He was just as surprised, disappointed, and angry, but all might not yet be lost. If she detonated, however …


	Mr. Drexler turned back just as suddenly as he’d turned away.


	“By the way, I understand you discovered the artifact within a box. Was it locked?”


	Weezy had her head down, stabbing her little spade into the dirt like an Aztec priestess cutting out a heart.


	“No,” Jack said, “just hard to open.”


	He leaned forward. “Who opened it?”


	“Me.”


	The blue eyes narrowed. “Really. How interesting.”


	
“Yeah. Seemed I was the only one who could. Oh, yeah, and Mister Brussard could too. But he’s, you know …”


	“Yes. The late Brother Brussard …” He stared at Jack for what seemed like a long time, then motioned to him and Weezy. “Follow me now if you wish that tour.”


	Mr. Drexler moved toward the rear of the Lodge. Baffled, Jack glanced at a very shocked-looking Weezy. But the shock turned to wild anticipation as she sprang to her feet and started after him. Jack held her back a second.


	“Remember,” he whispered. “I only thought I saw the pyramid. If we don’t see it inside, stay cool.”


	She nodded and followed Mr. Drexler. Jack brought up the rear, wondering what had made him change his mind.


	He led them through the rear door that opened into some sort of mud room.


	“Only members are allowed entrance through the front.”


	“Why is that?” Jack said.


	“Because that is the way it has always been.” He gestured to the next room, a small kitchen with a stove and a fridge, but old-fashioned. “Antiquated, yes. A holdover from the days when the Lodge had residents. Eggers and I have used it on occasion, but it is by and large a vestigial space.”


	They moved through a short hallway into a large room dominated by a long table flanked with leather chairs. The sigil on the ceiling confirmed it as the crowded room he’d peeked in on last night.


	Weezy seemed to have lost her voice, but her wide eyes never stopped moving as her gaze lasered into every nook and cranny.


	“This is the conference room, where the members meet to discuss matters of concern to the Order and themselves.”


	Light through the barred windows reflected off the table’s smeared, dusty surface.


	Messy, Jack thought.


	He’d have figured a dapper guy like Mr. Drexler to be a neatnik.


	As if reading Jack’s thoughts, the man said, “The premises need a thorough cleaning. I don’t wish to be bothered with anyone here during my stay, but a crew will be through as soon as I depart.”


	“Really?”


	Mr. Drexler looked at him. “You’re surprised that we’d want to keep the place clean?”


	“No … just surprised you let anyone in.”


	“The cleaning ser vice is owned by a brother, and the workers will be personally supervised by him.”


	Jack noticed the paintings lining the walls. Weezy stopped before the portrait of a stern-looking man in medieval clothing.


	She found her voice. “Who’s that?”


	“A former Arch of the worldwide High Council of the Seven.”


	Jack repressed a laugh. “Well, that clears that up.”


	Mr. Drexler allowed one of his tight smiles. “Briefly: The Order is ruled by the High Council of the Seven, and the leading member of the Council is known as the Arch. All the men you see here are former Arches. The portraits are not originals, of course. They are copies of archived paintings.”


	Jack checked them out, one after the other.


	“So all these guys—” she said.


	“Arches, please. Show some respect.”


	“Sorry. All these ‘Arches’ knew the Secret History of the World?”


	Mr. Drexler gave her an appraising look. “Do you really think such a history exists?”


	She looked him square in the eye. “Absolutely.”


	She’d often told Jack that the Septimus Order was guardian of certain truths that had been kept secret and passed on throughout the history of the world, and that knowledge of those truths allowed them to manipulate people and events—history itself.


	Mr. Drexler’s lips twisted. “Perhaps you are right, but you will never find out.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because women are not allowed in the Order.” He turned to Jack. “But you can learn, should you ever be asked to join.”


	“And accept.”


	The man frowned. “Don’t make your father’s mistake and turn down the invitation. It is offered only once. Who knows how far he could have gone?” He gestured to the portraits. “He could have been here among the Movers.” He turned and pointed to one of the windows. “Instead he’s out there with the Moved. Such a shame.”


	Jack had no idea what he was talking about, but couldn’t help smile. “Believe it or not, he seems to be bearing up pretty well.”


	“Only because he doesn’t know what he is missing.”


	Jack noticed other paintings interspersed among the portraits, mostly of buildings.


	“What are these?”


	“Other Lodges. The Septimus Order is global.”


	Jack heard Weezy gasp as she stopped before a painting. “Look!”


	Jack stepped over to see and suppressed a gasp of his own. She was staring at a painting of the pyramid cage in the woods, but this had no broken section. The faces of its megaliths were clean and smooth, and the glyphs carved into each were clearly visible—the same as on their little pyramid. It sat in a landscaped clearing under a sunny sky. The trees around it looked more like palms than pines.


	“Is that a Lodge too?” Jack said, knowing it wasn’t.


	Drexler came up behind them. “Oh, no. That is simply an ancient decorative structure.”


	“Decorative?” Weezy pointed to a dark shape in the shadows within. “Then what’s that in there?”


	“You’d have to ask the artist, and I’m afraid he’s long dead. Now come this way.”


	Jack looked at Weezy and found her staring back. They both looked again at the painting. No question about it: The artist had painted something trapped in that cage. Something big.


	The painting was one more connection between the Lodge and the pyramids—big and little.


	Now … find the little one—if it was here.


	They followed Mr. Drexler into a large sitting room, the one Jack had peeked at through the front entrance. It was furnished with comfy-looking, overstuffed chairs. A rug woven with the sigil design covered most of the hardwood floor, and another sigil overhung a jumbo fireplace shielded by a brass fire screen decorated with—surprise—another sigil.


	“This room is for less formal gatherings,” Mr. Drexler said.


	Jack barely heard him. His attention immediately fixed on the high mantel where he’d glimpsed the little black object, but now he saw no sign of it.


	Weezy was staring too, a dismayed look on her face.


	Had he imagined it, or had Mr. Drexler removed it before letting them in?


	Motioning Weezy to stay in the center of the room, he wandered in that direction.


	“Wow. Neat fireplace.”


	Nothing the least bit special about it—he simply wanted a closer look at the mantel.


	“It is still used on rare occasions,” he heard Mr. Drexler say behind him.


	Jack made a show of peeking behind the fire screen. He checked out the large brass andirons, then straightened and stretched up onto his toes for a quick close look at the mantel. There, front and center on its dusty surface, was a small hexagon of clean wood.


	Six sides, just like their little pyramid.


	Gotcha-gotcha-gotcha!


	It took all Jack’s will not to call Weezy over and show her, but he didn’t want to risk an explosion.


	He could think of only one reason they’d remove it before his tour: It was the same pyramid he and Weezy had found in the mound. The fact that the Order had been able to steal it from where they had testified to the group’s long reach.


	Maybe it had been theirs to begin with. Maybe it had been stolen and, for some reason known only to members of the Order, buried along with the murdered man Jack and Weezy had found.


	If it had been the Order’s originally, fine. Say so and claim it. But they’d said nothing. Why not? Afraid to draw attention to their oh-so-secret Lodge? What ever the reason, they’d chosen instead to steal it from Weezy and Jack.


	Well, because the Order had never claimed it, as far as Jack was concerned, finders keepers. It belonged to Weezy and him.


	And he wanted it back.


	But how to get it?


	Well, it had been stolen from him, so he guessed it would be only right for him to steal it back.


	He’d composed himself by the time he turned to face Mr. Drexler again. Weezy was staring at him, the question writ large on her face. He gave away nothing.


	“Really cool,” he said. “What’s upstairs?”


	“We won’t be going there. It is divided into smaller rooms, leftover from the day when the Lodge had residents. Eggers and I are using two of those now, but there’s nothing of interest there. Same with the basement: used simply for storage.”


	Jack wandered over to the front door. From past experience he knew it was steel, but he hadn’t realized that the lock was a double-key dead bolt. The key sat in the inner keyhole now.


	“I, um, thought you’d have an alarm system.”


	Mr. Drexler’s eyebrows lifted. “Why would you think that?”


	“Well, the place is empty all the time—I mean, until you showed up. Someone could come in and rob you.”


	He gave his sort-of smile. “It might prove rather entertaining if someone tried.”


	“No, really.”


	“Rob us of what? There’s nothing of value here except the furniture. And to take that they’d have to back a van up to the front door. We have bars on the windows and locks on the doors. Quite enough, I think.”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”


	The first-floor windows were all barred, but even though the ones on the second floor were not, he couldn’t imagine any way to reach them short of a ladder.


	Mr. Drexler clapped his hands once. “End of tour. I hope your curiosity is satisfied.”


	Weezy’s expression became stony. “I’d really like to see the rest of the place.”


	“Sorry. Not included.”


	Jack gave her another be-cool look. He saw her take a deep breath and set her lips in a thin line. But as they passed between the front room and the rear conference room, she froze.


	“Did you hear that?”


	“Hear what?” Jack hadn’t heard a thing.


	“It sounded like a child.”


	Jack’s skin tingled. He almost said he’d heard something like that right outside last night, but held back. He wasn’t supposed to have been right outside last night.


	A heavy, dark oak door stood closed to her right. She pulled it open, revealing a stairway down to a dark basement.


	“What is this, now? I thought we agreed you would confine yourself to what I showed you.”


	“But I heard—”


	“You heard nothing. You are merely looking for an excuse to hunt for your imaginary artifact.”


	Weezy stood at the top of the stairs, eyes closed, listening. But what ever sound she was waiting for never came. Mr. Drexler pushed the door closed and gestured toward the rear of the Lodge.


	“Thanks for the tour,” Jack said as they reached the back door.


	Weezy said nothing.


	On the way out he noticed the rear door was steel too, with a double-key dead bolt to boot. He figured he might be able to pick it, but man, oh, man …


	Sure. Easy enough to say he’d steal it back, but if he got caught he was certain the Lodge would use all its many connections in high places to make sure he was prosecuted to the max.


	Breaking in here … an awfully big step. Risky. He’d be crazy to try.


	Had to be another way.
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	“I know I heard something,” Weezy said as they walked across the lawn.


	Jack told her about what he’d heard last night.


	“A cat?” she said when he finished. “That didn’t sound like any cat to me.”


	“I didn’t hear it, so I can’t say. And you didn’t hear it again.”


	She sighed. “No. I guess it could have been something else.”


	He waited until they’d reached the curb before saying, “Maybe it was the pyramid crying out to you—because they’ve got it.”


	Her eyes widened. “You’re sure?”


	“What do you think: The mantel is dusty but there’s a hexagon of clean wood right where I saw something black and pointy.”


	She spun and started toward the Lodge. “I’m going back!”


	He grabbed her arm. “And do what? He won’t let you in. Probably won’t even answer the door. Let’s not tip our hand.”


	“We’ve got to find a way in there!”


	“Easier said than done. He hardly ever goes out, and even if he does, the place is locked up like Fort Knox.”


	“We’ll think of something. And we’ll do it together.” She put out her hand. “Deal?”


	“Deal.”


	They shook.


	“And while we’re thinking,” she said, “maybe we should take another look at the big pyramid—for inspiration.”


	“You think it’s the same one in the painting?”


	“I’d bet my copy of the Secret History of the World.”


	“But you don’t—”


	“If I did, I would.”


	“And what do we hope to find there? Another little pyramid?”


	Her dark eyes sparkled. “That’d be nice. No, I’m thinking we might find evidence of what ever was kept in there—maybe remains of the thing itself. Another piece of the Secret History. Wouldn’t that be something?”


	“It would,” Jack said, looking back at the Lodge, “but I’ve got to finish up the weeds and trim all the bushes by tomorrow afternoon.”


	“Why then?”


	“He won’t say so, but I think it has something to do with the equinox.”


	Weezy glanced toward Mrs. Clevenger’s place up the street. “Did you get the warning?”


	“About staying out of the Pines? Yeah, Walt told me all sorts of weird things can happen in there. What do you think?”


	Weezy smiled. “I think we’re obligated to check it out.”


	“I thought you’d say that.”


	“We’re on?”


	“Of course. I’m not letting you have all the fun.”


	Jack felt a little uneasy about ignoring Mrs. C’s warning, but he couldn’t back out and leave Weezy to go on her own.


	But really … they knew the woods. What could happen?
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	I must be crazy, Jack thought as he slipped along the hedge separating Mr. Rosen’s yard from the Vivinos’.


	After dinner, he’d picked up the video camera at USED, then ridden out here. His bike now was leaning against the far side of Mr. Rosen’s trailer and the camera hung by its strap from his shoulder.


	He found a spot behind a big spirea. Its dense tangle of fine branches offered good cover. It sat within earshot of the house, so he settled down to wait.


	Alarms kept ringing in his brain, warning him about how much trouble he’d be in if he ever got caught. He knew they were right but he ignored them. He had to. He’d committed himself to this. For Sally and her mother.


	Save them, Jack. I can’t do it, so you’ve gotta. Save them.


	Yeah, and for Tony too.


	A spotlight from the house shone on the pool area. The gate on the chain-link fence was closed. A pink beach ball sat between a pair of lounge chairs.


	In the house, all quiet except for voices from the TV filtering through the window screens. He tried to identify the show but couldn’t.


	He’d skimmed through the camera manual and reviewed what he’d read. Not much to operating the thing: turn it on, sight through the viewfinder, and press the little red REC button.


	He felt torn as he sat and listened. Part of him hoped for peace and quiet in the Vivino house hold to night, and another knew that if he didn’t expose the mistreatment, it would go on and on.


	But how to expose it? Assuming he did capture something damning on the tape, what to do with it? Send it to a newspaper?


	Nah. That wouldn’t work. They’d probably give it to the police, and without Mrs. V’s cooperation he’d be back to square one.


	He had a brief fantasy about sneaking into the cable-TV company’s studio and running it on the local access channel. Hardly anybody watched it, but enough would see the tape to start talking about it, spread the word about what was going on in the Vivino house, and pretty soon everyone would know. And if everyone knew, Mr. Vivino would have to change his ways.


	But that was a no go. Even if Jack could sneak into the studio or the control booth, he wouldn’t know how to put the tape on air.


	The Freeholders? Maybe send the tape to the Board of Freeholders and let them know what they were allowing into their midst. But was that enough?


	Jack decided to shelve it for now. First he had to capture something. If he didn’t do that, the other questions didn’t matter.


	As he waited in silence, he noticed a flicker of light near the western horizon.


	Lightning?


	The sky was clear except for clouds to the far west, and the moon hadn’t risen yet. The murky glitter of the Milky Way arched overhead. Didn’t look like rain, but he hadn’t listened for the weather before going out, so he didn’t—


	Another flicker. No question—lightning. Another storm on the way. Weren’t they ever going to stop?


	He thought he saw movement in the front yard, beyond the glow from the lit windows. He squinted through the darkness but didn’t see anything out of place or that shouldn’t be there.


	Then he caught the stench.


	He knew that stink. The hulking shadow they’d seen in the Pines last month had smelled just like this. The odor seemed to be all around him, like an invisible cloud. He couldn’t tell where it was coming from, because the air was so still. That meant it could be close. Very close.


	Then Mr. Vivino’s voice broke the silence. “What on God’s Earth is that? What’s that smell?”


	The stench must have drifted inside. The front door opened then and Mr. Vivino stepped out on his steps and looked around.


	“God! Did something die out here?”


	“Is it a skunk?” Mrs. V called from inside.


	“No. I’ve smelled skunk and this is no skunk.”


	Jack shrank back as the man came down the steps and began walking around his yard.


	Don’t come over here!


	But he did just that.


	As Mr. Vivino approached, Jack looked frantically about for an escape route but had none. Couldn’t go through the hedge—too much noise. Couldn’t run—no cover. No choice but to stay put.


	So he crouched in the deep shadow at the base of the bush and wished he had a hole to duck into. He tried to make himself as small as possible, curling into a tight fetal position with his forehead down against his knees. The starshine didn’t offer much light and Mr. Vivino had just come from indoors. His eyes wouldn’t be adjusted yet.


	Jack tensed as he heard footsteps approach. His bladder wanted to empty. If Mr. Vivino found him here, no telling what he’d do. He outweighed Jack by an easy hundred pounds. If he lost that temper of his …


	But worse than a beating would be what would come after: caught with a camera outside someone’s home. Everyone would think he was a Peeping Tom, he’d be labeled a perv—


	The footsteps stopped on the other side of the bush, not two feet away. Jack held his breath and watched the shoes turn this way and that.


	He heard Mr. Vivino sniffing the air. The odor had faded.


	“I’ll be damned,” he muttered.


	“Did you find anything?” Mrs. V said from a second-floor window.


	“No, not a thing. Maybe just a cloud of stink passing through from the highway.”


	“Do you think it was dangerous? I mean, toxic?”


	“Nah. Didn’t smell chemical, it just smelled … ripe.”


	Ripe … perfect word for it, Jack thought. Now turn around and go back inside.


	After a couple of seconds, Mr. Vivino did just that.


	But Jack didn’t move. Even after he heard the front door slam he remained curled up.


	And while he hid there he thought about the exchange he had just heard between Mr. and Mrs. Vivino. They’d sounded so normal, so much like a regular couple that Jack wondered if he’d imagined the violence he’d seen.


	No, he hadn’t imagined anything.


	So … could that be the way they were? He gets mad and beats on her and whacks and yells at Sally, and then in the times between they’re just Mr. and Mrs. Average American Family?


	Very strange.


	But what ever, he’d had enough to night. More than enough.


	The rumble of thunder in the distance only underscored his need to be gone from this place.


	He uncoiled slowly and sniffed. No stench. He checked the front yard: all clear. Same with the back—


	He took a second look. Hadn’t he seen a pink beach ball between the two lounge chairs before? No biggie. A breeze probably rolled it away.


	He squeezed through the hedge into Mr. Rosen’s yard, found his bike and headed toward the safety and sanity of his own home.


	And it was pretty sane, wasn’t it. Talk about the Average American Family. He had a rock-steady father who worked hard but always made time for him, a stay-at-home mother who volunteered at the hospital and called him her “miracle boy”—and though he hated the term, he recognized the love behind it. Two parents who hardly ever argued—or if they did, kept it out of earshot.


	He would have liked to live in a bigger town, one with at least a movie theater and a McDonald’s within bike distance. But on the upside, Johnson was a town with no crime, where most folks never locked their doors.


	They weren’t rich and he didn’t have everything he wanted—like a rifle—but he didn’t lack for anything meaningful, including a great sister. The only fly in the ointment was his jerk brother, but nothing was perfect. And Tom was away at law school, which made him almost bearable. Whatever family bumps Jack had encountered along the way had been minor—certainly nothing like a death or even a serious illness to contend with.


	He felt like he lived in a peaceful bubble. He wondered if it would ever pop.


	Never, he hoped.


	WEDNESDAY
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	Jack, Weezy, and Eddie walked through Old Town toward the lightning tree.


	After more rain last night, the lake was way past its banks now. It would be leaking onto the streets soon, and then into people’s basements. Because Old Town sat uphill from the lake, the water would flow west. Jack’s house was blocks away, but who knew where and how fast the water would flow once it hit the streets?


	“Something’s got to be done about this,” he heard his mother say.


	She, along with Mrs. Connell and a few other ladies from town, was walking behind them, all headed to volunteer in the big Cody Bockman search.


	“We should talk to the Freeholders about pumping it out,” Weezy’s mom said.


	Pumping it where? Jack thought. Into the Pines? That’s going to take a monster pump and one long, long hose.


	One thing was certain: If it kept raining, someone was going to have to do something.


	Lots of cars were parked up and down Quakerton Road. The locals were turning out in big numbers. After crossing the bridge and walking through Old Town, he was pleasantly surprised to see a couple of hundred people of all ages gathered around the police cars near the barkless, burned-out trunk of the lightning tree.


	He saw Walt and his sister, Mrs. Bainbridge, Jeff Colton from Burdett’s Esso station, Mrs. Courtland, one of his lawn-mowing customers, plus Professor Nakamura and his wife.


	He glanced at Weezy and saw her glaring at the professor. They’d left the pyramid in his care to be examined by experts, and had never seen it again.


	“Come on, Weez,” he said in a low voice. “I know you’re ticked at him, but let’s keep this morning about Cody, okay?”


	She glanced at him, then nodded. “Okay. Yeah. You’re right.”


	Even blubbery bully-boy Teddy Bishop and his pal Joey had shown up—Jack figured they were here more for the day off than out of any concern for Cody.


	Many in the crowd were drinking coffee or sodas and munching donuts or breakfast sandwiches—the Krauszer’s down on the highway must have done a land-office business this morning—and most were talking, smiling, some even laughing.


	Come on, people, he felt like saying. This isn’t a picnic. We’re here to search for a kid who’s most likely dead.


	He noticed a couple of arms waving in the air from the far side of the crowd and recognized Karina and Cristin. Karina was wearing her engineer’s cap again.


	His spirits lifted at the sight of her. As Jack waved back, Eddie said, “I think she’s got the haaaaahts for you, Jack.”


	“Hots?” Weezy said, straightening and looking around like a dog that just heard a strange noise. “For Jack? Who?”


	“Karina Haddon.” Eddie pointed. “Right over there.”


	Weezy looked and said, “Oh. She’s on our bus.” She frowned at Jack. “She doesn’t look your type.”


	Swell.


	“What’s my type?”


	“I don’t know,” she said, looking a bit flustered. “I just didn’t think it would be a hippie.”


	“She’s not a hippie.”


	“Well, she dresses the part. Remember what you told me about me being a goth because I liked black—”


	“And Bauhaus and Siouxsie.”


	“’If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck …’”


	“I hardly know her.”


	“But do you like her?” The answer seemed important to her.


	Could she be having the same reaction to Karina that he had to Carson?


	Jealousy? he wondered.


	Most likely not. But something close. A queasy, offcourse feeling that things might be changing between them, that they might lose the special bond they’d shared for so many years. High school, with all the new people it was pushing into their lives—pushing between them—seemed to threaten that bond.


	Was she now getting a taste of that too?


	Everything seemed in flux—people dying, people and things disappearing … he didn’t like change. He wanted everything to stay the same—wished Johnson could be kept in a bottle like Kandor in Superman’s Fortress of Solitude.


	Well, Jack wasn’t going to lie to her. “Yeah. I like her. She’s cool.”


	Weezy stared in Karina’s direction.


	“Cool?”
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	The state cops and the deputies divided the crowd into groups. Jack had to decide whether to go with Tim Davis’s group, or edge over and hang with Karina. His mother and her friends were directed toward another group. He settled on Tim. Weezy and Eddie were there and he felt they should stick together. After all, they knew Cody. Karina and Cristin did not.


	“All right, listen up, everybody,” Tim said to the thirty or so people gathered around his patrol car. He had a map spread out on the hood. “We took the area around where we found Cody’s bike and divided it into a grid. Our group has been assigned a specific square of that grid. We’re going to walk out to the spot, and when we get there I’ll show you what to do.”


	He took the lead on the fire trail that led away from Johnson. People followed in groups of two and three, speaking in low voices. The party atmosphere had dissipated.


	“I hope we find something,” Eddie said.


	Weezy folded her arms tight across her chest. “I know what I don’t want to find.”


	“What?”


	“Cody.”


	“I second that,” Jack said. “Been there, done that, don’t want to do it again.”


	He couldn’t help thinking about finding the body in the mound last month. What a shock—hadn’t expected to dig up anything like that. He and Weezy and the rest of Johnson were still dealing with the fallout from that discovery in different ways and to different degrees. No doubt about who it had affected most: Weezy.


	But today was different. Today they’d be looking for a body. Sure, everyone hoped and prayed Cody was okay, but did anyone here actually believe they’d find him alive? Jack didn’t. He hoped for the best, but he knew the chances were approaching zero.


	Yet, if Cody’s body was here, he hoped someone would find it today and stop the Bockmans’ nightmare. If they missed it, the torture of not knowing would go on and on.


	But not knowing allowed for hope. He wondered which was worse—eternal fruitless hope, or the short, sharp shock of the truth?


	Jack didn’t know. He did know that if Cody Bockman’s body was found today, he wanted someone else to find it.


	They turned south off the fire trail and wound their way along deer trails through trees and underbrush. Jack had worn jeans and a long-sleeve rugby shirt. Weezy and Eddie, both seasoned veterans of Pinelands exploration, also wore long sleeves. Jack felt sorry for the neos who had come with short-sleeved and even sleeveless tops—looking to boost their summer tan before fall? They were in for a morning of scratches from the brush and bites from mosquitoes and greenhead flies.


	When they reached the designated area, Tim had his people line up side by side, facing south. Next he had everyone stretch their arms straight out from their sides, then move away until each person was touching fingertips with the person on either side. Weezy stood to Jack’s left, Eddie to his right.


	“Okay,” Tim said through a bullhorn. “Everyone pick out a landmark straight ahead of them. Remember that landmark. Now start walking toward it, but concentrate on the ground. Eyeball every inch, looking for anything that didn’t originate in the Pines. If you see anything—anything, even if it looks like litter—give a holler. Same with any tree you’re passing: Examine the bark and look up into the branches. Again, if you see something, give a holler. Now, whenever you hear someone holler, stop where you are so I can go check it out and tag it if it seems like it’s worth looking into. Got that?”


	He repeated the instructions, then finished with: “Be alert. His bike was found just east of here. We may get lucky.”


	All depends on what you mean by “lucky,” Jack thought.


	Tim started the line moving. The going was slow—lots of trees in the way. Each had to be checked up and down, all the way around. That made it hard to keep moving in a straight line. Open areas were few and far between, and last night’s rain would have washed away what ever tracks had been left behind.


	Someone far to the right yelled. Everyone stopped and waited as Tim hustled over, checked it out, then used a slim bamboo stick with a little Day-Glo red pennant on top to mark the spot.


	“All right,” he bullhorned. “Let’s get moving again. Take your time. No rush. The last thing we want to do is miss something.”


	As Jack began walking and searching, word filtered down from the right that someone had found an old, flattened Wawa coffee cup. Probably litter. Good thing Old Man Foster posted his land. If people camped around here, there’d be no end to the junk the searchers would be finding.


	He wondered if anyone had asked Foster’s permission. Probably not. No one seemed to know where to find him. And anyway, how could he have said no? Even if he had, the search would have gone on anyway.


	Another yell, this time from the left. Another stop and wait as Tim planted another flag. After they were moving again, people passed word of the discovery down the line.


	“Someone found a child’s sneaker,” Weezy told him when the news reached her.


	“Just one?”


	Weezy shrugged. “’A’ sneaker is what I heard.”


	“Boy’s or girl’s?”


	She rolled her eyes. “They didn’t say.”


	They kept moving, searching. By the time the group had finished combing its square of the grid, Jack had found nothing. At the end they came upon another group finishing a neighboring square. No sign of Cody there either.


	While people broke into chattering groups, Jack made his way back toward where the sneaker had been found. He spotted Tim squatting by a flag, speaking into a walkie-talkie as he studied a small sneaker half buried in sand. His back was turned but Jack could hear him loud and clear.


	“Look, it’s a red-on-white Keds and it’s a kid’s size five—just like the mother told us. Get a lab team out here. This could be it.”


	Jack’s stomach coiled. Aw, no.


	A faint garble crackled from the receiver, then Tim said, “Okay. Roger and out.”


	He rose and turned, then froze when he saw Jack.


	“What are you doing here?”


	“Wanted to see the sneaker. Is it … is it Cody’s?”


	“Can’t say.”


	“But you said it fits the description.”


	Tim’s face gave nothing away. “You weren’t supposed to hear that. And even if it does, Keds sells a zillion sneakers like that.”


	“Yeah, but it’s the right size and color and not far from where Cody’s bike was found. What are the odds it’s not?”


	Tim sighed. “Don’t go blabbing about this, okay?”


	“You know I don’t blab.”


	“See that you don’t.”


	Jack squatted for a closer look at the soaked sneaker where it lay on its side, half-filled with wet sand.


	“How—?”


	“Don’t touch it!”


	Jack bit back a duh!—he’d seen enough cop shows to know you didn’t touch evidence—and instead said, “Wasn’t going to. How come there’s only one?”


	“Do I look like the Amazing Carnac?”


	Tim was sounding testy.


	“But where’s the rest of him?”


	“If I knew that, do you think I’d be here jawboning with you?”


	Something in Tim’s tone made Jack glance up at him. He realized he looked exhausted.


	“I was only asking.”


	Tim puffed out his cheeks. “Sorry, Jack. Not much sleep since he disappeared. Johnson’s on my circuit and I feel kind of responsible.”


	“You’ll find him.” Jack wished he could believe it.


	“I’ve got a feeling that if we do, it will be by accident. All this damn rain washes away trace evidence. And check out that sneak—looks like it’s been there for days. Chances of the lab boys getting something off it are slim to none.”


	“What about the circus?”


	Tim shook his head. “They’ve been as cooperative as can be. We’ve been all over the grounds, the tents, the trailers—nothing.”


	“Did you know that a kid disappeared at one of their stops in Michigan?”


	Tim stared at him. “What? Where did you hear that?”


	Jack told him what the canvas boss had said.


	“Well, he didn’t tell us anything about it. Damn. Tomorrow’s their last night. Then they pack up and head to their next stop. I’d better check into this.” He pulled out a notebook. “Did this guy happen to say where in Michigan?”


	Jack shook his head. “No. Just Michigan.”


	As he watched Tim write, he said, “What about the Klenke house?”


	Tim shook his head. “First place we looked. Been back twice. Nothing. But I gotta tell you, the second day I was in there, boy, did it stink. The first and third day, fine. But the second—awful. Could almost make you believe the stories about it being haunted.” When he finished jotting he looked up. “How’s med school treating your sister?”


	“She loves it.”


	“Smartest girl I ever knew.” He grinned. “I guess I should be calling her a ‘woman’ these days. Tell her I was asking for her.”


	“Sure.”


	Jack realized Deputy Tim still had a thing for Kate. They’d dated for almost a year, then stopped. No big breakup. They were still friends and talked now and then. He wondered what happened to them.


	Tim started walking back toward the group. “Gotta go play mother hen. I know you three can find your way back, but I don’t know about the rest. Don’t want someone else turning up lost. Remember: Mum’s the word.”


	Jack was turning to follow him when he saw a figure lurking in the trees, staring at him.
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	Jack froze, remembering the incident in the Vivinos’ yard last night, but no stink stung his nose and this looked like a kid.


	Then he recognized him … that tall, skinny piney kid who’d got in Jake Shuett’s face. Had a weird name.


	Coffin … Levi Coffin.


	“Levi!” Jack called as the kid turned away.


	The kid kept going so Jack started after him.


	“Levi, wait up!”


	Levi stopped and turned to face him. His expression was flat, his mismatched eyes cold.


	“What you want?”


	“Just wanted to talk. I’m—”


	“I know who you are.” His accent sounded almost Southern. “What you wanna talk to an ‘inbred’ for?”


	“Hey, no fair.” Jack stopped before him. “That wasn’t me. Never was, never will be.”


	“You sit with him. You get your laughs on us?”


	“Come on. Lighten up. Can’t always choose who sits at your table. You know that.”


	“Yeah, truth in that. What you want?”


	“Just wondering if you were in the search. I didn’t see you.”


	“Been doin’ our own search.”


	That was heartening. No one knew these woods better than a piney.


	“And?”


	“He ain’t around.”


	That shook Jack. “He’s not in the Pines at all?”


	“Not in this end. Least not as far as we can tell. Someone or something might’ve got him and carried him off, but he ain’t here now.”


	“Something? You mean, like a big stinky bear or—”


	“Stink.” Levi’s eyes widened and he leaned closer. “What you know about stink?”


	Jack told him about the hulking silhouette Weezy, Eddie, and he had seen in the Pines last month.


	“You know what it is?”


	Levi shook his head. “No one does, but when we smell it, we run. You smell it again, you do the same—like the hounds of hell’re after you.”


	Jack thought about the odor in the Vivinos’ yard. Had something come after Sally?


	Taking a shot in the dark, Jack pointed toward the east and said, “Is it connected to that pyramid out there?”


	Levi followed his point, then smiled. “Figured it’d be only a matter of time before you and your girlfriend tumbled onto that.”


	“She’s not my girlfriend, and how do you know—?”


	“We spot you two now and again. Saw you and her messin’ with Jed Jameson’s traps. You might wanna be careful about that. He’s real mean.”


	Jack already knew that.


	“But what about the pyramid? What is it—or what was it?”


	Levi shrugged. “No one knows. But Saree says stay away, so we do. You might wanna do the same.”


	“Who’s Saree?”


	“One of us.”


	By the way Levi said “us,” Jack had a feeling he wasn’t talking about pineys in general, or family. More like something much closer even than family.


	“I don’t understand.”


	Levi smiled and turned away. “And you never will. Stay in your town and leave the Pines to us. You’ve got your place and we’ve got ours. Best to keep it that way. Especially to night.”


	“But—”


	He waved a hand without looking back. Jack got the message: conversation over.


	He watched him disappear into the trees.


	Especially to night … The equinox. He and Weezy had plans for a little trip into the Pines to night. Maybe the smart thing to do would be to call it off.


	Fat chance.
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	“Hey, Walt!”


	On his way down Quakerton Road toward USED, Jack spotted Walt rolling a mower over the lawn of the VFW post on the other side of the street. He veered his bike in that direction.


	He skidded to a stop before the post—really a converted ranch house. The sign over the door read: VETERANS OF FOREIGN WARS—JOHNSON MEMORIAL POST. He stood his bike on the sidewalk and walked over.


	Walt looked up from the mower. His eyes held their usual glassy look from his applejack. The neck of a pint bottle poked up from one of the pockets of his fatigue jacket.


	“Hey, Jack. Saw you at the search.” He scratched his beard with leather-gloved fingers and shook his shaggy head. “Shame we didn’t find that poor kid. People found a lot of stuff, but most of it was junk. Maybe something will give them a clue, but it doesn’t look good.”


	“Our group found a kid’s sneaker, but who knows …” Jack let the subject drift off as he checked out the post’s ragged grass, badly in need of cutting. “That still looks pretty wet.”


	“Yeah, I know, but I gotta get it done today because they’re talking about more rain tomorrow, and tomorrow night’s the smoker.”


	Right. The fourth Thursday of every month was smoker night. Boys’ night out, Dad liked to call it, with emphasis on the first word. He never went. He’d tried it and didn’t like it. Not his cup of tea, as he liked to say.


	Jack knew what went on: cigars and cards and drinking and porno films. He didn’t think it would be his cup of tea—especially the cigar part—but he’d sure like to try it once. He’d heard about porno films, talked to some kids who’d seen some, but had never seen one himself. He was curious.


	The smoker … a whole bunch of the area’s vets, from up Tabernacle way down to Shamong, would be here tomorrow night.


	And then Mr. Bainbridge’s voice from the other night echoed through his head.


	… we finally got rid of those old eight-millimeters. We’ve got a VCR now …


	Yes! Show a tape of Freeholder-wannabe Al Vivino in action to a whole roomful of his VFW buddies. He’d never live that down.


	But first Jack needed a tape.


	Last night’s close call at the Vivinos’ had left him sort of uncertain about going back for another try. It seemed risky and kind of stupid without a plan of what to do with the video if and when he got it.


	But this changed everything.


	“Hey, you know, Walt,” he said, nodding toward the post, “I’ve never been inside. What’s it look like?”


	“Not much to see. Ground floor here’s got the meeting room and the office. Downstairs is the rec room with the bar. Want me to show you around sometime?”


	“Hey, that’d be great. I—”


	“Good day, gentlemen.”


	Jack looked around and saw Mrs. Clevenger and her dog standing a few feet behind them.


	How had she got there? When he’d walked up to Walt she’d been nowhere in sight. Now she and her mutt were practically on top of him.


	“Oh, um, hi, Mrs. Clevenger.”


	As usual she wore her long black dress and scarf.


	“Did Walter speak to you about staying out of the Pines?”


	“I told him,” Walt said. “Weezy too.”


	It seemed lots of people wanted them away from the Pines to night. Didn’t they know it was like waving a red flag before a bull?


	Jack said, “Because of the equinox? What’s so special about the equinox?”


	She pursed her lips. “It’s a time when a delicate balance is temporarily upset … things flux, and then a new balance is achieved. You do not want to be in the wrong place at the wrong time during the autumnal equinox.”


	Did she call that an answer?


	“Excuse me, Mrs. Clevenger, but I have no idea what you just said.”


	She smiled. “I’m afraid that’s as specific as I can get. Suffice it to say in this hemi sphere the autumnal equinox is when the dark supersedes the light, and dominates it to varying degrees for the next six months. Odd phenomena occur during the changeover.”


	“Like what?”


	She smiled again. “I’m afraid ‘odd’ will have to do. But consider it a gross understatement.”


	Why couldn’t she give him a straight answer? Then again, he couldn’t remember her ever giving him a straight answer.


	“Thanks,” he said. “I guess.”


	She and her dog stared at him. “Heed me and stay close to home. Do I make myself clear?”


	“Yeah. Sure. Very.”


	He was about to ask her more but she turned to Walt and gripped his arm.


	“I must speak to you, Walter.” She looked at Jack. “It’s a private matter, if you don’t mind, Jack.”


	He backed away a step. “Oh, sure. That’s okay. I’ve got to get over to the store anyway. Later for the tour, Walt?”


	“Sure, Jack, catch you later.”


	I seem to be into tours lately, he thought as he moved back toward his bike—slowly … as slowly as he could, straining to hear what Mrs. Clevenger had to say. She’d lowered her voice but he was still able to capture most of her words.


	“I need you to stop this for a while.”


	A quick glance back showed her tapping the cap of the bottle in his pocket.


	“What for?” he said at higher volume. “You know what can happen if I do.”


	“That’s exactly why I’m asking you to stop.”


	“It’s gonna wake up.” A hint of a whine crept into his voice. “I don’t want to wake it up.”


	Wake up what? What was he talking about?


	“You may be needed in the next day or so.”


	“Aw, no. You know it hurts me.”


	“I do know. And I would not ask you if I did not think it very important.”


	“But—”


	“Would I ever try to hurt you?”


	“No.”


	“Then do this for me.”


	A sigh. “Okay, okay. Who?”


	“Someone you’ll want to help.”


	Jack reached his bike. To stall further, he squatted and pretended to fiddle with the pedals.


	“Can you at least tell me when?”


	“I don’t know yet. Tomorrow, I think. I’ll know more as the time nears. Right now it’s all a tangle of intersecting possibilities. You might not be needed at all.”


	“Wouldn’t that be great.”


	“Yes. That would be best for all concerned.”


	Unable to delay any longer, Jack kicked back the stand and hopped on his bike. As he rode away, Mrs. Clevenger’s words stayed in his head, tickling his brain. Why was she telling Walt to stop drinking? Because he might need to help someone in the next day or so? What did that mean? What kind of help? Really, Walt was a lovable guy, but he wasn’t good for much but drinking.


	Or was it simply a loony conversation between the town’s two looniest characters?
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	Jack’s resolve to see this through, so strong this afternoon outside the VFW post, had begun to slip with the fading of the daylight. Only Tony’s dream words pushed him out the door and up 206 to the Vivino house.


	Just as he had last night, Jack left his bike on the far side of Mr. Rosen’s trailer, stole across his backyard, and squeezed through the hedge onto the Vivino property. He was about to settle behind the same bush when he heard Mr. Vivino’s voice from inside. He was shouting.


	Jack froze and squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t want to see this. He wanted to be back home in his room reading Stephen King or H. P. Lovecraft or The Spider, lost in a book where the horrors and dangers could be stopped in their tracks simply by closing the covers. Not here where real people were feeling real pain and real fear and he was powerless to help.


	He felt the weight of the camcorder in his hand and realized he wasn’t powerless.


	Clenching his teeth and ignoring the crawling in his gut, Jack turned on the camcorder as he edged forward and peeked in the window where the voices seemed the loudest. He gasped when he saw Mr. Vivino behind his wife, holding her in an armlock again and pressing her against a wall.


	“I’m sick of it, goddammit! Sick of it!”


	Jack’s hands shook as he raised the camcorder, sighted through the viewfinder, and hit the record button. A little red REC lit in the upper left-hand corner of the image just as Mr. Vivino pulled her back and then slammed her against the wall. She had her eyes squeezed shut as pain distorted her features.


	“How many times do I have to tell you not to—”


	“Stop-it-stop-it-stop-it!” Sally screamed as she rushed into the room and clung to her father’s arm. “Stop-it, Daddy!”


	A flick of his arm shoved her away. She tripped over her feet as she stumbled back and hit the floor.


	Mrs. V screamed, “Sally!” and twisted like a tigress in her husband’s grasp, elbowing him in the gut.


	He oomphed, but instead of letting go, he threw her to the floor and kicked her, screaming, “Don’t you ever hit me!”


	Jack was so shaken by the violence he lost his grip on the camcorder, allowing it to slip from his grasp and clunk against the windowsill.


	Mr. Vivino whirled toward the window. “Wha—? Goddammit, someone’s at the window!”


	Didn’t have to think, didn’t have to decide—Jack spun and raced toward the hedge and dove headfirst through the branches into Mr. Rosen’s yard. They scratched his face and caught on his clothes but he landed on the far side before Mr. Vivino saw him.


	He hoped.


	Over his shoulder and through the branches he saw Mr. Vivino lunge into view at the window.


	“He went next door! I’ll get the son of a—!”


	He disappeared and Jack jumped to his feet. The crazy madman was coming for him!


	He looked around. What to do? His first instinct was to run around to the other side of the trailer, grab his bike, and race like mad out of here. But if he tried that he risked Mr. Vivino spotting him.


	Had to hide. But where?


	Like last night, too early for the moon, so he had darkness on his side. He saw the big propane tank nestled against the side of the trailer. He looked under and around it but saw no space big enough to hide.


	A door slammed at the Vivino house.


	“I get my hands on you, I’m gonna tear you apart!”


	Oh, crap!


	No place to hide on the ground, how about up? No trees—but the trailer had a flat roof.


	Swinging the camcorder around so its strap encircled his throat and the cam hung between his shoulder blades, Jack hopped up on the propane tank and levered himself onto the roof where he immediately flattened himself against the damp sheet metal—just as Mr. Vivino fought his way through the hedge.


	Swearing and cursing in a steady stream, he moved to the front of the trailer and started banging on the door.


	“Rosen! Rosen, you nosy old bastard! Was that you? Were you peeking in my window?”


	He kept pounding and shouting, but no one but Jack was listening. The only house within earshot was Mr. Vivino’s own.


	Finally he stopped, and Jack had an awful thought.


	My bike!


	If he searched around the other side of the house he’d find it. He wouldn’t recognize the BMX as Jack’s, but eventually he’d find out.


	But no. Muttering to himself, he headed back to his own yard. Jack didn’t wait around as he had last night. He eased himself down to the propane tank and from there to the ground. He ran around to the other side of the trailer, grab bed his bike, and began pedaling north on 206—away from Johnson. He’d go about a mile, then double back. He’d look like he was returning from the circus.


	The circus … He wondered if the sheriff’s department was looking into the Michigan thing and if they’d found anything. He was glad he’d mentioned it to Tim. He’d helped there.


	He touched the camcorder dangling from his neck. And he could help even more here. All he had to do was find a way to let the vets see this tape at their smoker tomorrow night.


	A tall order, one he had only a vague idea of how to fill.


	But he’d find a way. He owed it to Tony. But more important, he owed it to Sally and her mom. They were the ones living through that hell.
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	Later on, back home, he hid the camcorder in his room, then went back and stuck his head into the living room where his folks were watching Remington Steele. Just another private eye show to Jack, and not a very good one, but he suspected his mother liked watching Pierce Brosnan. And Dad probably didn’t mind looking at Stephanie Zimbalist either.


	He said good night and headed for his room. He closed the door and sat on the bed. He’d promised to meet Weezy for their equinox excursion into the Pines but didn’t much feel like it. After what he’d seen to night, he wanted nothing more than to pull the covers over his head and hide. If he slept, he wouldn’t have to think about it. But he’d probably dream about it.


	Maybe the simple, natural purity of the Barrens would clear his head.


	He climbed out the window. As he eased his bike from the garage and walked it toward the street, he wondered at the strange way events had been connecting lately.


	If Weezy had never found the pyramid in the mound, Jack wouldn’t have started digging to find another, and wouldn’t have found the corpse. If he hadn’t found the corpse, Freeholder Haskins might still be alive. If Mr. Haskins were alive, Mr. Vivino wouldn’t be running for his vacant seat and wouldn’t have visited Jack’s house with Sally Saturday night, awakening memories of Tony. And without those memories, Jack might not have peeked into the Vivino backyard Sunday night. And if he hadn’t done that, this tape wouldn’t exist.


	A strange sequence of events that could be traced directly back to the pyramid. So many incidents—including all those deaths—circled that mysterious little pyramid.


	Where would it end? Would getting it back change things for the better? Or make them worse?


	Maybe if they got it back he could convince Weezy to rebury it in the mound where they’d found it. Put the genie back in the bottle, so to speak.


	Yeah, he thought with a shake of his head. She’ll go for that. Uh-huh.
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	They met up at the lightning tree and Weezy led him into the Pines. The bright, rising moon lit the trails while casting deep shadows beneath the trees.


	“Look!” she cried after they had traveled no more than a hundred yards or so. “Lumens!”


	Three pine lights, varying in size from a Ping-Pong ball to a basketball, drifted in a line along the treetops to their right, heading south.


	Mr. Collingswood had mentioned them and Jack had seen some last month when those mysterious men had been excavating the mound. No one knew what they were. He’d heard them explained as St. Elmo’s fire or swamp gas, even heard they were the souls of dead pineys back for a visit. Mrs. Clevenger’s words about “odd phenomena” came back to him, and how “odd” might be a gross understatement.


	Curiosity urged him to follow, but he hesitated, hearing Walt and Mrs. Clevenger’s warnings about being in the wrong place during the time of the equinox.


	Then he saw another pair of softball-size lights skid by overhead, moving in the same direction as the others, and that clinched it.


	“Let’s go!”


	Following wasn’t easy. The firebreak trails didn’t always match the direction of the lights, but whenever they came to a fork, they angled toward the lights. Luckily the lumens didn’t seem to be in a terrible hurry to get wherever they were going, if anywhere. But Jack sensed a direction, almost as if they had a purpose. But of course they had no purpose. They were just balls of light.


	As he and Weezy traveled, more and more lights joined the procession until they were following a couple of dozen or more. Some moved more quickly than others, zigzagging past the slower ones, like cars on a highway. They seemed to have a definite purpose now, gliding through the dark, weaving from tree to tree along the topmost branches as if following signposts.


	“Jack! Isn’t this wonderful?”


	He wasn’t so sure. He felt a gnawing sensation in his chest. Had anyone ever seen anything like this? Then he noticed the silence. The Barrens were a noisy place, with animals, birds, and insects constantly hooting and crying and chirping, the breeze rustling the bushes. All that was gone now. Even the crickets were quiet. It seemed like the whole place was holding its breath.


	The good thing was he didn’t feel threatened. The bad thing was he didn’t know what to expect.


	The thing he least expected was for their line of lights to meet up and merge with another line from the east. But it did, just up ahead of them.


	They mingled awhile, then began to flow toward the south.


	All except one …


	A soccer-ball-size light stayed behind, then began drifting their way. Jack noticed Weezy’s rapt expression as it neared. He felt a strange tightening in his chest. He gripped her upper arm.


	“I don’t like this.”


	“I do.”


	It sank to about a dozen feet off the ground and hovered before them.


	“The lumen … it’s humming, Jack! Like music.”


	Jack heard a high-pitched hum. His hackles rose and his skin tingled as if the air was charged with electricity. He broke out in a cold sweat.


	“Let’s get out of here.”


	But Weezy didn’t budge, even as the lumen came closer. She reached out a hand, as if to touch it, but Jack snatched it back.


	“Don’t!”


	“Why not? I—ew! It smells.”


	Jack caught it too, a sour stench somewhere between stale sweat and spoiled meat. It turned his stomach and caused a growing sense of dread. He’d smelled it before and he knew what it meant.


	They weren’t alone.


	“It’s not the lumen.”


	Where was it? He gave a frantic twist left and then right, but didn’t see anything. The stink said it was close by. Levi had said to run if he smelled it—like the hounds of hell’re after you. But which way? Think!


	Wait. If he was smelling it, that meant it was upwind. He calmed himself, stood statue still, sensing the breeze.


	There—faint against the left side of his face, to the east. He turned in that direction and froze as he spotted a dark, hulking shape standing half in, half out of the shadows of the treeline. It seemed to be watching them and the lumen. Was this the thing that had chased Mr. Collingswood up a tree?


	Jack pressed a finger over Weezy’s lips and pointed. In the glow from the lumen he saw her eyes widen and felt her stiffen as she saw the shape.


	Without warning, the lumen rose and darted off toward the south, following its kind. Jack didn’t wait to see what the shape would do.


	He slapped Weezy on the back and whispered, “Go!”


	They were only halfway off their bikes. He hopped the rest of the way onto his seat and began pumping the pedals for all he was worth. He heard a hiss and then something heavy crashing through the underbrush behind him as the tires of his BMX slipped and skidded in the sandy soil. He heard Weezy whimpering in fear as her tires did the same. Finally they caught and he almost screamed with relief as he began moving.


	He saw Weezy beside him, grunting with effort.


	“Don’t look back!” he said. “Just go-go-go!”


	The slightest wobble in one of their front tires now could send them into a skidding crash.


	But Jack looked back. He couldn’t help it.


	Something big and dark was racing his way through the moon-dappled underbrush. He couldn’t tell if it was running in a crouch or on all fours, but it was fast and it was closing.


	Jack put every ounce of strength he had into his legs, pushing as hard as he’d ever pushed against those pedals.


	“Go, Weez! Give it everything!”


	At least they were headed west, toward Johnson. He just prayed they’d make it.


	Why hadn’t he listened? When was he going to learn?


	He kept pedaling, leaning over his handlebars, and urging the bike forward. He heard an angry screech but didn’t look back. After traveling somewhere between a quarter and half a mile, and not hearing anything more behind him for a while, he chanced another glance. When he saw an empty trail, relief flooded him.


	“I think we’re safe,” he said, “but keep going.”


	They didn’t slow their pace until they reached Old Town.


	“What was that?” Weezy said, panting as they coasted past the lightning tree.


	Jack’s sweat was cooling as he caught his breath.


	“A bear … had to be a black bear like Tim said.”


	“But it didn’t roar or even growl.”


	Right. Instead it had hissed and come after them, then screeched—probably when it had given up the chase.


	“A bear,” Jack said. “A weird bear.”


	“You’re kidding yourself, Jack. That wasn’t a bear. I’ll bet it’s connected to the pyramid back in the Pines.”


	“Weezy—”


	“Tomorrow, Jack. We’re going out there tomorrow.”


	“Okay,” he said reluctantly. “But in daylight—in broad daylight.”


	She laughed. “If you’re expecting an argument from me, forget it.” She sobered. “You know … they say Marcie Kurek ran away, but what if she wandered into the Pines and was grabbed by that thing?”


	Jack shook his head. “Then I don’t think we’ll ever see or hear from her again.”


	He followed her to her house—he wasn’t simply going to assume she’d get home safe as he had with Cody—and they split with a silent wave at her driveway. A few minutes later Jack coasted into his yard. He slipped in through his bedroom window, then pulled out the videotape. In the hallway he crept to the bottom of the stairs and listened. He heard the sound of the TV drifting down from his folks’ room. They tended to watch the eleven o’clock news, followed by Johnny Carson’s monologue on The To night Show, then shut down and call it a day.


	He stole to the downstairs TV, turned it on, then the videotape player, but lowered the sound to zero. He inserted the tape, rewound, and hit PLAY. As soon as the scene of Mr. Vivino with his wife in an armlock lit the screen, Jack stopped. He couldn’t bear to watch it again, but had to be sure he’d caught the incident before proceeding to the next step.


	He rewound the cassette to its beginning and ejected it. After turning off the TV and the player, he hid the tape in his room.


	What a day. He wanted to talk to someone about it, but couldn’t mention taping the Vivinos to anyone. And as for what he’d witnessed with Weezy, his dad would go ballistic if he knew he’d been in the Pines at night. He didn’t like him in there during the day.


	He went to the window and stared out at the starlit sky. Looked like a long night ahead.


	THURSDAY
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	The videotape cassette had been burning a hole through Jack’s backpack all day at school. Or at least it felt that way. Now at last, after a seeming eternity, he was returning to Johnson.


	He’d found it almost infinitely difficult to wave to Sally and Mrs. V this morning as they waited across the street at the elementary bus stop. She’d stood there in her dark glasses and long-sleeved blouse, seeming to pierce him with her gaze as if she knew.


	Did she? No way. He’d been out in the dark, she’d been inside in the light. She couldn’t have seen him.


	So why had she been staring at him?


	Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe just staring through him and thinking of a better life, a life without her husband.


	Once in school Jack had hidden the cassette at the rear of his locker’s top shelf. He’d checked on it a number of times during the course of the day. He didn’t know why he was so paranoid. No one but he knew it existed.


	He stepped off the bus and headed directly to the VFW post. This was it: Do or die. He had to find a way to get this onto the screen to night. If he failed he’d have to wait until the next smoker. He couldn’t bear the thought of Sally and her mother suffering through another month of what he’d seen last night.


	When he reached the post he found the front door wide open. The smell of strong detergent wafted from within.


	“Hello? Anyone here?”


	No answer.


	Almost too good to be true to find the place open and empty. He could just waltz down to the rec room and do his thing—whatever that might turn out to be.


	He stepped inside and called again.


	“Hello?”


	To his dismay, a familiar voice, accompanied by the sound of feet on stairs, answered.


	“I’m coming, I’m coming.” Walt appeared from a stairwell and smiled when he saw Jack. “Hey, man. What’s up?”


	“I’m cashing in my rain check for the tour.”


	“Oh, hey, I was just about to start mopping the floor downstairs and—”


	“Just a quick look?”


	As Walt hesitated, Jack noticed that his eyes were clearer than he’d ever seen them.


	Then he remembered: Mrs. Clevenger asked him to stop drinking. With all that had gone on since yesterday afternoon, Jack had forgotten about the conversation he’d overheard.


	She’d wanted him to stop because he might be “needed.” What did she expect Walt to do?


	What ever, it looked like he’d listened to her. Jack noticed that his gloved hands were shaking. Ner vous? Or did he need a drink?


	Walt shrugged then. “Sure. Why not?”


	Jack suffered through the ground-floor tour—what did he care about the meeting room and the office? Finally Walt led him down to where he wanted to be: the basement.


	At the moment the rec room was a big open space with a bare floor of dirty vinyl tile. A mahogany bar with beer spigots up front and mirrored shelves behind ran three-quarters the length of one wall. A TV sat on a low cabinet under a squat window. All the chairs and tables were stacked in a corner. A battered wringer bucket sat in the middle of the floor with a mop handle jutting toward the ceiling.


	Walt gestured to the space. “I don’t know why they want the floor mopped before the smokers—these guys are real slobs when it comes to keeping beer in their cups. But if that’s what they want, that’s what they get.”


	Jack wandered over to the TV cabinet and opened the doors. He wanted to make sure he’d heard Mr. Bainbridge right about the new VCR.


	“What’s up, Jack?” he heard Walt say behind him.


	“Just checking out your electronics.”


	Yep. There it sat: a brand-new Panasonic. And next to it a couple of videotape boxes labeled Electric Lady and Pizza Girls with scantily clad women on the covers. He tore his gaze away from them as something clicked in his brain. He looked back at the tape player and his heart nearly stopped when he saw the three letters following the brand logo.


	VHS.


	“No!”


	He checked again. No mistake. It said VHS and the tape slot was definitely too big.


	“Something wrong, Jack? You okay?”


	He was anything but okay, and something was definitely and terribly wrong as he realized what he’d done.


	I screwed up! All that risk for nothing!


	He’d recorded the Vivinos on a Betamax cassette. It wouldn’t play on a VHS.


	“I’m okay,” he managed to say. “Just remembered something I’d forgotten.” He turned and started for the door. “I’ll finish the tour later.”


	“Ain’t nothin’ left to see.”


	Jack didn’t reply as he hurried upstairs and out into the fresh air.


	“Jerk!” he whispered as he broke into a trot up Quakerton Road. “You complete jerk!”


	Mr. Rosen had bought a Betamax camcorder—that was why it had been cheap. Jack had been so tickled to have a video camera at his disposal, he hadn’t paid attention to what kind. And why should he, considering the VCR in his own house was a Beta?


	Dad’s doing. Years ago he’d bought a Betamax, supposedly better than the competing VHS model. Maybe it was, but it lost out to the other format because VHS tapes recorded longer. So most folks used VHS these days.


	But not Dad. He insisted Betamax was better and refused to switch until the current machine died. Why change if it recorded and played back and did everything a VCR should?


	So of course the Vivino tape had played perfectly on his home machine last night—a Beta cassette in a Beta player.


	But it would not play on the VFW machine.


	He had to find some way to turn this around.
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	“Hey, I don’t know, Jack,” Eddie said.


	“Just for thirty minutes,” Jack said as he went about disconnecting the Connell family’s VCR from their TV. “Not a second longer, I swear.”


	“But I still don’t get why you need it.”


	“Just running a little experiment between Beta and VHS.”


	In a way that was true. Sort of. Not so much an experiment as a desperate, last-ditch effort to salvage Operation Vivino.


	“What kind of experiment?”


	“I’ll let you know if it works.” He finished unscrewing the VCR’s coaxial cable. “Until then, have you got a blank tape I can borrow? I’ll replace it later.”


	Eddie fished in a drawer and came up with one still in the wrapper.


	Perfect.


	“Need any help?”


	“That’s okay. You hang here and I’ll be right back.”


	Tucking the VCR under his arm, Jack hurried out the front door toward home. He wanted to run but didn’t dare risk dropping the Connells’ VCR—a VHS model.


	The only good thing so far about today was that it was another of his mother’s volunteer days at the hospital. He had the house to himself until she came home. He wasn’t exactly sure when that would be so he had to hurry.


	Once inside he dropped to his knees before the Betamax—already partially unhooked—and went to work.


	First, he plugged in the VHS and attached the cable from its input to the Beta’s output. Then he unwrapped the new VHS tape, inserted it, and hit the record button. The Vivino tape was already in the Betamax, so all he had to do was hit PLAY.


	He waited ten minutes—the scene he’d caught hadn’t lasted even five—then rewound and ejected the tape. After stuffing it in his backpack, he ran outside, hopped on his bike, and began pedaling like mad.
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	“Please be there,” Jack muttered as he rolled up the front walk.


	His heart sank as he saw the door closed, but he leaped off his bike, letting it fall, and ran up to the front door. He tried the knob and found it open.


	“Walt?” he called, stepping inside. “You still here?”


	“Still here,” came a voice from the stairwell. “Come on down.”


	Jack did just that and found Walt starting to drag a table across the floor. Jack leaped to his side.


	“Let me help you with that.”


	“Now that the floor’s finally dry,” Walt said as they carried it to the center of the room, “time to move everything back. This one goes right here. Thanks, Jack.”


	“No problem. You need help with the rest?”


	“That’s okay.”


	“Hey, I’m here. Why not?”


	Walt grinned. “Okay. Appreciate that.”


	As Jack helped drag chairs and tables to wherever Walt said they belonged, his gaze kept drifting to the VCR cabinet. He had to find a way to get in there again.


	They were maybe three-quarters finished when a woman’s voice echoed down the stairwell.


	“Walter? May I speak with you a moment?”


	“Huh? Oh, yeah, Mrs. Clevenger.” Walt looked at Jack and shrugged. He looked worried. “Be right there.”


	“Go ahead,” Jack said, fighting a grin of triumph. “Take your time. I’ll finish up.”


	As much as Jack would have loved to know what those two were talking about, he had other priorities. So as soon as Walt was out of sight, he grabbed the tape from his backpack and flew to the VCR cabinet. He opened the doors and dumped the Electric Lady tape out of its box, then replaced it with his own. His had no label, but he could only hope no one noticed or cared. He snapped it shut and replaced it in the cabinet.


	Now … what to do with the real tape? He’d have loved to take it home and watch it, but he couldn’t play it on his machine. So he slipped it behind the cabinet. Walt was done with moving furniture for the day, so it would be safe for the present.


	But the tape he’d replaced it with … he hadn’t had time to check it, so he didn’t even know if the video transfer had been successful. For all he knew, they’d be showing a blank tape to night.


	By the time Walt returned, Jack had all the chairs arranged around the tables.


	Walt beamed. “You’re a real good guy, Jack, y’know that?”


	“Nothing to it. Um, what did Mrs. C want?”


	His smile vanished and he looked uneasy. “Not much. She just wants me to hang around somewhere.”


	“Where?”


	“Just … around.”


	Jack could see he was uncomfortable and decided not to push. Besides, he had to get home and straighten out the VCR mess he’d left behind before his mom got home.


	“Hey, what time’s the smoker start?”


	“Oh, guys start wandering in around seven-thirty, but things usually don’t get rolling till about eight. Why? No way you can get in.”


	“Just curious.”


	Jack glanced at the little window above the TV. He knew where he’d be come eight o’clock. But before that, he and Weezy had a date with a pyramid.
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	They rode toward the Pines, each with a short-handle spade-shovel from his garage held across their handlebars. The sun was sinking but they had better than an hour and a half of light left. Plenty of time.


	Passing the lightning tree, he saw Gus Sooy’s pickup. He and Walt were leaning against the rear side panel. Walt wasn’t drinking and wasn’t getting a bottle filled, just seemed to be talking. They both waved and Jack and Weezy waved back.


	Was this where Mrs. Clevenger had told Walt to hang out? Was this where he’d be “needed”? For what?


	He shook his head. He’d probably never know.


	As they neared the spong they picked up speed—they wanted to be a swiftly moving target if that piney started throwing rocks again. But as they passed, Jack saw no sticks jutting toward the sky.


	“That piney must have reset his traps,” Weezy said.


	“And it looks like Mrs. Clevenger hasn’t got to them yet. Think we should … ?”


	Weezy shook her head. “Maybe on the way back. We’ll need all the light we can get at the pyramid.”


	Jack wondered again what would happen if the piney caught Mrs. C springing his traps. She was just an old lady, but that dog of hers, even with three legs, looked like he could inflict a world of hurt on anyone messing with his owner.


	They reached the burned-out area and made their way past the ruined mound to the pyramid.


	The clearing was eerily silent as Jack checked out the ground for fresh tracks. He found none of any sort, and even the old ones they’d seen before were gone, erased by multiple rains.


	They hopped over the low stone wall and squeezed through one of the gaps between the megaliths.


	The floor of the cage—if that was what the pyramid was—was no longer underwater, but the sand was still wet. Any trace that he and Weezy had stood here on Saturday was gone. Weezy walked to the four-foot stone post in the center and again traced her fingers along the six-sided indentation in its top.


	“If we had the little pyramid we could fit it in here and see what happens.”


	“Like what?”


	“Maybe the sunlight during the equinox hits it at a certain angle and …”


	“What? We go back in time?”


	She smiled. “Never know.”


	“Until then …” Jack looked around. “Where do we start?”


	She shrugged. “Anywhere, I guess.”


	He chose a random spot near the center post and began to dig straight down. Weezy did the same a half dozen feet away.


	“I’ve got a suspicion about this place,” she said. “If it’s modeled on the little pyramid we found, it should have a base. With all the sand in the Barrens’ soil, water percolates through pretty quickly. The standing water in here back on Saturday tells me something was slowing its absorption.”


	Sure enough—four feet down Jack hit granite. The seventh side. And no doubt carved into its surface somewhere was the seventh symbol—just like on the baby pyramid.


	Panting a little and sweating a lot, he took a break. He hadn’t paid much attention to what he’d been digging out of the hole, so he turned to that now. Using the side edge of the spade he ran it back and forth over the excavated sand, slowly smoothing it out. And as he did, little bones began to appear.


	“Hey, Weez! Look!”


	She hurried over and picked up a few for a closer look.


	“Not bones. Just pieces—splinters, really.”


	“How—?”


	Then he noticed a larger fragment in the wall of the hole he’d dug. He scraped away the sand packed around it and found it bigger than he’d thought. He yanked on it …


	And came away with part of a leg bone.


	“Ew!” Weezy said, recoiling.


	“It’s okay. Not human. Deer.”


	It ran about eigh teen inches long and was very slim. During the course of his countless trips into the Pines, Jack had come across a number of dead deer rotted down to their skeletons. From its angled, ball-tipped end he knew what this was.


	“A thigh bone. But look. The lower end’s broken off.”


	Weezy leaned closer. “Hey, that looks gnawed off. See those scrapes into the bone? They look like teeth marks.”


	Jack looked around. “How did a deer get in here?”


	Weezy gripped his arm. “Jack! What ever was caged here needed food. It would have been fed by its keepers. The Pines were full of deer. What ever it was must have eaten every last lick of flesh and then gone after the marrow.”


	Jack looked at the shattered bones and deep teeth marks.


	“Strong jaws, sharp teeth.”


	No question about it now—this structure had been used as a cage. But why so massive?


	What had called this place home? Obviously a carnivore, but had it been native to the Pinelands, or had someone imported it? And when? This cage had been here a long time.


	Weezy’s eyes danced with excitement. “Let’s keep digging. No telling what we’ll find.”


	But after half an hour or so, shifting their dig sites three times, they’d found nothing but more animal bones. He’d gone about two feet down in his latest dig when the tip of the spade hit something—something bigger than the small bones he’d been finding. He widened the hole and dug around it.


	It seemed to be curved, like some sort of arch. He worked his fingers around it, got a grip, and pulled. With a wrench it came free and he found himself holding a jawbone.


	He dropped it when he realized it was human.


	“Weez! Check it out!”


	She hurried over and together they knelt and stared at it. Jack found himself nowhere near as grossed out as he’d have thought he’d be. But then again, this wasn’t the first time he’d been through something like this. Yeah, he’d felt a shock, but nothing like when he’d pulled that skull from the mound.


	Funny how he’d been thinking just last night about how things seemed to be going in circles, all revolving around the little pyramid, and here he was inside the big pyramid doing the same thing.


	With this skull—or part of one—another circle had closed.


	“Wh-who could this be?” Weezy said. “It looks so much older than the one in the mound.”


	Yeah, it did. Not a shred of flesh left on it. And the teeth—browned, cracked, and not a single filling.


	For some reason he thought of poor Cody. Chances of finding him alive seemed about zero. Someday someone might be digging in the pines and come up with his little skull.


	Jack thrust the thought away and focused on the bone before them.


	“Where’s the rest of it? And what’s it doing in here?”


	He dug further and only an inch or so down found upper teeth and the roof of the mouth—the skull was buried upside down. No fillings in the upper teeth either. He cleaned more off, then worked his fingers around it and pulled the skull free.


	“Ohmygod!” Weezy cried as he turned it over.


	Both stared in shock at the ragged hole in the top of the cranium. Whoever this had been, it looked like his skull had been crushed—cracked open.


	She pointed to the edges of the opening. “Are those … ?”


	Jack looked closer and felt his gut writhe when he saw the gouges around the hole. Just like the tooth marks on the deer bones.


	Something had been gnawing at this skull—maybe even ate the brain inside. Sure. Why else chew on a skull?


	Now Jack was grossed out. He dropped the skull back into the hole and rose to his feet.


	“You think … you think that could have been some sort of human sacrifice?”


	Weezy was on her feet too, shaking her head. “Maybe one of the keepers got too close at feeding time.”


	What had gone on here? No question that something with big sharp teeth had been caged in this space, but what?


	His neck tingled and he did a quick turn to see if someone was watching. Just his imagination, maybe? He’d been thinking about the captive just now and then he’d got that sensation.


	“What’s wrong?” Weezy said.


	“Nothing.”


	He didn’t want to alarm her. He walked the inside perimeter, peering out at the surrounding trees through one gap after another. No sign of anyone. Or any thing.


	But the sensation remained.


	Thunder rumbled.


	Jack shot a look at the sky and saw that the sun was gone and thunderheads were piling in the west. When had that happened? They must have been so engrossed in their digging they’d failed to notice.


	“Are you thinking about that thing that chased us last night?”


	He turned to Weezy. “You mean the bear?”


	“I mean the thing.”


	“Yeah, I guess I am.” He cupped his hands to boost her out of the cage. “Let’s get out of here.”


	She looked relieved. “Took the words right out of my mouth. So much for this pyramid. From now on we concentrate on getting the little one back. But when we do, I’m bringing it back here and setting it in the top of that center column—just to see what happens.”


	As he boosted her up, he said, “Anyone ever tell you you have a one-track mind?”


	“Yeah. I’ve heard that.” She squeezed between two megaliths and turned to offer her hand. “But the truth is I have a multi-track mind. It’s just that one track’s been getting a lot more use than the others lately.”


	Tell me about it, Jack thought.
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	They beat the storm home by minutes. Jack got in just before his mother and polished off his homework before his father arrived.


	The storm was over by the time he finished dinner. He threw on a green Ea gles sweatshirt and announced that he was going to take a ride over to the Connells’. Which he did: He rode his bike over to their house, into their driveway, and immediately out again.


	Jack hated to lie.


	He rode down Quakerton, dodging puddles as he headed for USED. He noticed half a dozen cars parked in front of the VFW, and spotted Walt standing by the front door. He wasn’t keen on announcing his presence, but he wanted a closer look at him.


	“Walt?” he said, strolling up the walk.


	“Huh?” Walt turned and grinned. “Hey, Jack. I hope you don’t think you’re gettin’ in.”


	In the light from the front of the post Jack could see that Walt’s eyes were still clear. Did that mean he might still be “needed”?


	“Nah. I don’t smoke.”


	Walt laughed. “Good one.”


	More cars were pulling up and parking, more vets strolling into the post. If Mr. Bainbridge appeared and spotted Jack, he’d for sure mention it to his father. Best to get out of sight.


	He waved and headed back to his bike. “See ya.”


	He rode across the street to USED where he parked in the shadows alongside the store. He watched the VFW from those shadows until cars stopped pulling up and the front door closed. Then he stole across the street and around to the rear of the post.


	The backyard was dark, making it easy to find the basement window: He simply followed the light. Someone had opened it for ventilation and air laden with cigar stink wafted out.


	Jack knelt for a look and immediately felt the moisture from the wet grass soak through the knees of his jeans. Crap. He should have thought of that. He bent forward and found himself overlooking the TV set.


	A motley group of mixed ages, shapes, and sizes: World War II vets in their late fifties and early sixties, fiftyish Korean survivors like his father and Mr. Bainbridge, and the Vietnam vets in their late thirties and early forties. They all had one thing in common: They’d made it through the fire of war. The experience bonded them. They seemed genuinely to like each other.


	Smoke layered the air as some stood around smiling and talking, beers in one hand and stogies in the other, while others sat at the tables shuffling cards or counting out chips.


	Boys’ night out …


	He spotted Mr. Vivino in the mix. Jack bet his wife and daughter were glad he was out having a good time and not beating on them. He watched him move through the crowd, grinning, laughing, shaking hands. Mr. Politician. Mr. Freeholder-to-be.


	We’ll see about that.


	Jack backed away a bit when he saw Mr. Bainbridge approach. He bent and disappeared behind the top of the TV. From this angle Jack couldn’t see what he was doing, but guessed he’d opened the cabinet doors. Half a minute later he rose and turned to the crowd.


	“All right,” he said, holding up the cassette boxes. “Which do we want—Pizza Girls or Electric Lady?”


	Jack tried to project his thoughts through the window: Electric Lady … Electric Lady … Electric Lady …


	“Pizza Girls!” someone cried.


	“Yeah!” said another voice. “Pizza Girls!”


	A chorus of “Pizza Girls!” followed.


	No-no-no-no!


	“Pizza Girls it is!”


	Jack suppressed a groan as Mr. Bainbridge popped open the box and pulled out the cassette. He realized then he’d made an awful mistake. He had no idea how long these movies ran. What if they showed only one per smoker? He should have hidden Pizza Girls behind the cabinet with the Electric Lady cassette. Then they would have had to play Jack’s tape.


	And worse, he still didn’t know if his copying had been successful.


	He wanted to kick something.
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	Jack paced the dark, narrow aisles of USED. He’d let himself in but left the lights off so he could hang out while the film was running. Every twenty minutes or so he’d sneak over for a peek into the basement. So far, the same every time: some watching the TV and making wisecracks, some playing cards, some in deep conversation. He’d seen Mr. Vivino and Mr. Bishop, the local lawyer and proud father of blubber-butt Teddy, with their heads together. They looked like they were planning a revolution.


	The one thing Jack could never see was the TV screen, so he had no idea what the men were watching. At this point, he didn’t care. He just wanted it to be over so they could move on to the main attraction.


	He stopped at the store counter and grabbed the flashlight Mr. Rosen kept there. He flashed it on one of the clocks. It had been an hour or so since the film started. He doubted it was over yet but guessed he should check again anyway. Who knew? Maybe the tape would jam and they’d start the next film early.


	Once more he hurried across the street to the rear of the post. As he peeked in the window he spotted Mr. Bainbridge approaching the TV.


	“I think that deserves an Academy Award, don’t you?” he said to his buddies.


	Some laughed, some clapped, some kept talking, and the cardplayers barely looked up from their hands. Mr. Vivino and Mr. Bishop still plotted in the rear of the room.


	Mr. Bainbridge ducked out of sight, then reappeared holding another cassette box.


	“Okay!” he announced. “For our next Oscar contender we have Electric Lady!”


	This was greeted by halfhearted cheers and clapping from the vets, and a silent fist pump from Jack.


	Yes!


	He settled onto his already wet knees and sent up a prayer that there’d be something on that tape.


	Mr. Bainbridge stuck his cigar in his mouth and pulled out the unlabeled cassette. He frowned as he turned it back and forth in his hand.


	Put it in the machine, Jack thought. Just. Put. It. In.


	Finally he shrugged and did just that.


	“Okay! Electric Lady—here we go!”


	A few scattered claps amid the chatter and then he stepped to the side and watched. Jack couldn’t see the screen, only Mr. Bainbridge’s face. But soon enough, if Jack’s copy had been successful, that face would tell the story.


	He studied his expression. The smiling anticipation changed to a puzzled frown. But that didn’t mean much—if Jack’s tape was blank, that was how he’d react.


	Jack watched the frown deepen as the squinty eyes widened and the cigar slipped from loose lips and fell to the floor.


	Jack tightened his fists. He could think of only one thing that would cause that sort of reaction.


	The video had transferred.


	And then he heard the voice from the TV’s speakers.


	“I’m sick of it, goddammit! Sick of it!”


	Mr. Bainbridge gaped. “What the … ?”


	“How many times do I have to tell you not to—”


	“Stop-it-stop-it-stop-it! Stop-it, Daddy!”


	He wasn’t the only one noticing something wrong. A couple of the men who were seated up front lost their grins as the reaction began to spread through the room like ripples from a stone dropped in a still pond.


	“Sally!”


	One of the cardplayers noticed and nudged the guys on either side. A player with his back to the screen turned. And then farther into the room people stopped talking and stared at the screen. Gradually the room became a silent sea of stunned faces.


	“Don’t you ever hit me!”


	Only Mr. Vivino and Mr. Bishop, against the back wall, continued talking. Eventually they must have realized something was wrong because they clammed up and looked around.


	“Wha—? Goddammit, someone’s at the window!”


	Jack focused on Mr. Vivino’s face … watched the blood drain from it as his eyes bulged and his jaw dropped.


	“What the hell is that?” he shouted.


	“Well, if I didn’t know better,” one of the cardplayers said, “I’d say that was you beating the crap out of Cathy.”


	Mr. Vivino let out a cry like an enraged animal and charged the TV with his arms extended before him, fingers curved into claws.


	“Gimme that tape! Gimme that tape!”


	But he never reached the set. Hands grabbed him and stopped him. He fought, he twisted, but a grim-faced pair of his fellow vets held him back from the machine.


	“Who did this?” he shouted. “Who’s the Peeping Tom son of a bitch who did this?”


	“Wait a minute! Wait a minute!” said Mr. Bishop, pushing to the front. “I only caught the end there. What’s this all about?”


	“Rewind it, Kurt,” someone said. “I missed it too.”


	Mr. Bainbridge bent and reached forward. “I could do with another look myself. Not sure I believe what I saw the first time.”


	“Don’t!” Mr. Vivino cried, trying again to struggle free. “It’s a lie! It’s a fake!”


	When Mr. Bainbridge straightened, he had his cigar again. He stepped back to join the rest of the vets who’d crowded forward in a tight, three-deep semicircle before the TV, their eyes fixed on the screen.


	Jack didn’t need to see. The scene was burned onto his brain. The voices conjured the visuals.


	Mrs. V in the painful armlock … slammed against the wall …


	The vets’ faces became grimmer.


	Sally rushing up … getting knocked down.


	Gasps from some of the vets.


	Aldo Vivino kicking his wife.


	The hardened vets wincing.


	Finally the angry shout about seeing someone at the window … end of video, end of story.


	Dead silence in the room as all turned shocked gazes toward Mr. Vivino.


	Finally Mr. Bainbridge spoke: “Al … Al, my God, you kicked Cathy? Kicked her? What the hell’s wrong with you?”


	Mr. Vivino wrenched free and lunged toward the TV, screaming, “Gimme that tape! Gimme that goddamn tape!”


	Mr. Bainbridge swung a fist that caught him in the gut. Jack winced as the man doubled over and sank to one knee.


	“I don’t think so,” Mr. Bainbridge said.


	After catching his breath, Mr. Vivino rose to his feet. He was pale and sweaty and looked somehow smaller as he licked his lips and darted quick looks left and right.


	“Hey, guys, it’s not what it looks like.”


	“I think it’s exactly what it looks like,” Mr. Bainbridge said in a voice dripping with scorn. “We’re soldiers, Al. Women and children are noncombatants.”


	This brought a chorus of agreement from the other vets.


	Jack realized that they had started off the eve ning as comrades in arms, good-buddy veterans of foreign wars. That had changed. They were now husbands and fathers, and they were sickened and angry.


	“And you know what?” Mr. Bainbridge said, getting in Vivino’s face. “You’re not going home to night. ‘Cause if you do, you’ll probably take it out on Cathy. So Evelyn and I are going over, and we’ll stay there all night if we have to.”


	Mr. Bishop stepped forward. “I cannot believe this, Al. I cannot believe it!”


	“Hey, you know how it is.”


	Mr. Bishop reddened. “I know no such thing. I’m going to help Cathy get a restraining order against you. And as for that tape, I’m delivering it to dye-fuss first thing tomorrow.”


	Dye-fuss? Jack thought.


	Then he got it: DYFS—Division of Youth and Family Services. They dealt with cases of child abuse.


	“No!” Mr. Vivino wailed. “You can’t do this!”


	Jack had heard enough. He rose, brushed off his knees, then his hands.


	What was that expression? My work here is done.


	He felt strange. He hadn’t known if his plan would work, but he’d expected to feel happy and satisfied if it had.


	Well, it had worked out perfectly: Mr. Vivino’s abuse had been exposed and his name was mud. He wouldn’t be beating on Sally and her mom anymore.


	So why didn’t he feel great?


	7


	Jack’s mind was elsewhere as he pulled his bike out from beside USED. He was just starting up Quakerton Road when he was startled by a screech of tires. He looked up and saw the grille of a Bentley inches from his front wheel.


	The window rolled down and a familiar voice spoke from within.


	“You almost dented my car.”


	Jack walked his bike to the window. “Sorry, Mister Drexler.”


	His sharp-featured face floated into view. “Even worse, if you’d broken a leg I’d have to find a new groundskeeper.”


	Groundskeeper … was that what he was?


	“Wouldn’t want to put you to extra trouble.”


	“Speaking of groundskeeping, I’m awaiting an invoice for your ser vices.”


	“Invoice … is that like a bill?”


	The thin lips curved ever so slightly upward. “Very much like a bill. In fact, exactly like a bill.”


	“Oh. Okay.”


	Jack had never billed anyone in his life, but he was sure his father would know what to do.


	The window rose and the car glided away.


	As Jack watched it go he realized the Lodge was empty now—or at least would be for a while.


	And it had no alarm system.


	And the pyramid was probably back in its spot on the mantel.


	And his luck had been running high today.


	Still, he hesitated. A big step. Sneaking into the Lodge meant breaking the law, risking arrest. But he and Weezy had as much right to that pyramid as anyone—maybe more. And maybe getting it back would take Weezy off the emotional roller coaster she was riding. If nothing else, she’d stop talking about it. That would be a relief.


	Do it, he thought.


	If not now, when? He was feeling nearly invincible tonight.


	Now … it had to be now.


	He headed back to USED for the lock-pick kit.
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	Thunder rumbled as they approached the rear of the Lodge.


	“Why are we walking?” Eddie whined. “That’s why God gave us bikes—so we don’t have to walk.”


	“Did it ever occur to you,” Weezy said, “that we can’t leave three bikes outside.”


	“Oh, yeah. Duh on me.”


	Jack led the way. He’d been here only a little while ago to pick the lock. He hadn’t said anything about that because he didn’t want word of that particular skill getting around. He could have sneaked in and found the pyramid on his own—if it was still here—but he’d made a deal with Weezy.


	… we’ll do it together …


	“See?” he said. “All the lights are off and the car’s gone.”


	“But how do we get in?”


	“I don’t know.” He pointed to the back door. “Maybe they forgot to lock up. You heard Mister Drexler: No alarm system because why would anyone want to rob the place? Didn’t seem to worry much about a break-in. Try the door.”


	Weezy grabbed the knob, twisted, and the door swung inward.


	“What?”


	Jack looked first at Eddie, then Weezy. He couldn’t make out their faces in the darkness.


	Then lightning flashed. Instinctively he jumped, but the flash illuminated their uncertain expressions.


	“Hey,” he said as thunder followed. “We’re here. We’ve come this far. The least we should do is take a quick look to see if the pyramid’s inside.”


	“Okay,” Weezy said, her voice tight. “Let’s do it.”


	Jack turned to Eddie. “You with us?”


	A long pause, then, “Okay, as long as you can guarantee we’re not gonna see Gargamel in the white suit.”


	“Mister Drexler?” Jack laughed. “I can pretty much guarantee it.”


	“All right. But if I go in with you guys, it’s just for a look because, I mean, I don’t know any kid who’s been inside the Lodge.”


	“But you can’t blab about it,” Weezy said. “This isn’t legal. You could get us all in trouble.”


	“I won’t say a word. Just want to go inside so I can say—just to myself and nobody else, okay?—that I’ve been inside. But when it comes time to snatch back your baby pyramid, I’m outta here. Don’t want anything to do with that.”


	“Fine. What ever. Let’s get in and get out and get home.”


	Jack stepped inside and turned on the flashlight from USED. He held the door for Weezy and Eddy, then closed it behind them. The other two each had flashlights of their own and turned them on.


	“Keep the beams toward the floor,” Jack said. “We don’t want anyone spotting the light.” Lightning lit the windows as he started into the kitchen.


	“That’s it,” Eddie said. “I’m done.”


	Jack turned to him. “What?”


	“I’m here, I’m inside, that’s all I wanted. You two can go get your pyramid. I’m history. See you at home.”


	With that he turned and slipped out the back door. It had started to rain.


	Weezy seemed to waver, then said, “Let’s go.”


	He led her to the front room where he swept his flash beam across the mantel, stopping when it found the pyramid.


	Lightning lit the room as he heard Weezy gasp.


	“They put it back! It’s here! It’s really here!”


	“It sure is.” When Weezy didn’t move, just stood there staring, he added, “Go ahead. Take it. It’s yours.”


	She handed him her flashlight, and he stuck it in his back pocket. Then he watched as she took the pyramid from the mantel and cradled it in her arms like a baby. She gazed down at it a moment, then looked up at Jack. Were those tears in her eyes?


	“I can’t believe it,” she said in a hushed tone that seemed to teeter on the edge of a sob. “It’s back … I’ve got it back. And they’re never taking it away again.”


	Fine with Jack. The sooner they were out of the Lodge, the better.


	“Let’s go then.”


	Feeling jubilant, he trained his flash beam on the floor and led Weezy toward the back door. They’d done it. No doubt about it—today was his day.


	But as they were stepping into the kitchen, light flashed through the windows. But not lightning this time—headlights, swinging around to the rear of the Lodge.


	“Oh no!” Weezy cried as a car pulled up to the back door. “Someone’s here!”


	Jack dashed to a window and peeked out. His knees wobbled when he saw the Bentley.


	Mr. Drexler was back!


	As Eggers stepped out into the rain, Jack rushed back to Weezy.


	“We’ve got to get out of here!”


	He grabbed her arm and pulled her back to the front room where he found the door locked. No time to pick the double-key dead bolt.


	Trapped!


	“Jack!” Weezy wailed. “What do we do?”


	Only one option.


	“Hide!”


	He led her to the stairs but decided against the second floor. That might be just where Eggers was headed. He tugged on the door to the basement Weezy had opened the other day. Mr. Drexler had mentioned it was used as a storage area.


	“In here! Quick!”


	They stepped onto a small landing and closed the door behind them. Weezy huddled against him. He could feel her trembling.


	“I’m scared, Jack.”


	So was Jack, but he didn’t say so.


	“We’ll be okay.” He was trying very hard to believe that. “What’s the worst that could happen? We’re just trespassing. We’re not vandals. We haven’t hurt anything. And we haven’t left yet, so no one can accuse us of stealing.” He forced a soft laugh. “We’ll just be grounded for life.”


	She squeezed his arm. “Don’t you understand? We’re not dealing with regular folks. This is the Septimus Order. They make their own rules.”


	Jack heard the back door open. He recognized Eggers’s voice, but he seemed to be speaking in German. No … it sounded like he was cursing in German.


	Jack put his lips close to Weezy’s ear. “Maybe we’d be better off at the bottom of the steps.”


	He turned on the flashlight and together they tiptoed down to the basement. Once they reached the floor he swept the beam around the big, windowless space and found it full of old furniture. He couldn’t help thinking how Mr. Rosen would have a field day down here.


	“What do you mean about the Order making its own rules? How do you know?”


	“I’ve read a lot. You know that. No one’s actually come out and said anything, but they’ve hinted that the Septimus Order does not play nice with people who get in their way or ask too many questions.”


	“What’s that mean?”


	“Troublemakers simply aren’t seen anymore. They go away. They disappear.”


	A chill rippled over Jack’s skin, but he shook it off. Mr. Drexler wouldn’t …


	He realized he really didn’t know what Mr. Drexler would do. He was soft-spoken and mannerly, but he also seemed cold and unfeeling. He was the Order’s “actuator.” He made things happen. If he saw Jack and Weezy as a threat, would he make them disappear?


	He shook off another chill. That sounded crazy. Still … he didn’t want to find out.


	Just then, stomping footsteps rattled the ceiling. Eggers—or someone else up there—was mad about something. With a start Jack realized what it was.


	“He might think someone’s inside,” he whispered.


	Weezy gripped his arm. “Why?”


	“The back door was unlocked. And maybe he’s noticed the pyramid’s gone.”


	Weezy’s grip tightened. “What if he searches down here?”


	Just what Jack was thinking.


	“Let’s find a hiding place.”


	He pulled Weezy’s flashlight from his back pocket and handed it to her. Together they started walking the narrow lanes between the stacks of furniture, searching for a secluded spot. Jack found a big armoire and pulled open the doors. He flashed his light around the empty interior.


	“No sign of Narnia,” he said.


	“I wish.”


	He glanced at her. “Big enough for two.”


	She shook her head. “I couldn’t stay in there. It’s too …”


	“I thought Eddie was the claustrophobic one.”


	“He is. But hiding in there in a dark cellar in the Lodge of all places … I don’t think I can. I need to be someplace where I can hear and see.”


	Urgency propelled Jack as he flashed his beam around. Behind the armoire sat a low, wide, sturdy-looking table with what appeared to be Chinese lettering along its edges. It was backed against a leather couch and its other side rested against the rear of a bureau, leaving only one side open.


	He focused his beam on the space beneath. “How about under there? If we scrunch up way toward the rear we should be really hard to find.”


	Weezy stared for a heartbeat or two, then nodded.


	“Okay. But you first.”


	Swell.


	But he understood: ladies first—unless there might be spiders.


	He knelt and did a quick inspection. No black widows hanging out, just a thick layer of dust and some cobwebs. He crawled under, and Weezy followed. Jack turned out his flashlight and Weezy did the same. Side by side, with the pyramid sitting between them, they crouched in the cramped, cool darkness.


	Weezy whispered, “How will we know—?”


	The lights came on.


	Weezy grabbed his hand and squeezed.
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	They waited. And waited. It was becoming excruciating—physically as well as emotionally.


	Physically because Weezy was squeezing his hand so hard his fingers were going numb. Emotionally because the light had come on and stayed on and no one had come downstairs.


	Was Eggers or Mr. Drexler standing at the top and listening? Jack wanted to whisper to Weezy to ease up on his hand but didn’t dare. Didn’t want even to breathe, but had no choice in that.


	Finally it came: footsteps on the stairs.


	Someone with a heavy tread—had to be Eggers—stomped down to the basement and began stalking its aisles. Weezy squeezed even harder as the footsteps approached. Jack saw black shoes and black pants cuffs appear and stop right in front of their table.


	Eggers. Mr. Drexler was wearing his usual white suit when Jack had last seen him … not quite an hour ago.


	Not daring to move his head, Jack glanced at Weezy out of the corner of his eye. Her face was ashen and her eyes were squeezed shut. She wasn’t breathing. But then, neither was Jack. He could feel the sweat gathering in his armpits.


	The shoes moved on but Jack didn’t dare let out the breath he’d been holding, not until they’d faded to the other side of the room. And then he let it out really, really slowly. He noticed Weezy doing the same. She looked at him with a terrified expression.


	Did she really think the Order would harm them if they were found here?


	Apparently so.


	Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the footsteps headed back upstairs. The light went out and the door slammed.


	Jack felt Weezy relax and begin to move. He quickly touched her face in the dark, found her lips, and put a finger against them. When he felt her nod that she understood, he began extricating his hand from hers. That done, he put his lips against her ear and spoke in the softest voice possible.


	“Don’t speak, don’t move.”


	She nodded again.


	After another eternity—probably ten minutes—he dared a whisper.


	“Okay. I guess he’s really gone.”


	He felt her stiffen. “What do you mean?”


	“Well, if it had been me, I would have turned out the light and closed the door from the inside. Then I would have waited on the landing and listened to see if anyone moved down here.”


	She let out a breath. “I’m glad whoever that was isn’t like you. But what do we do now?”


	“We wait.”


	“How long? How will we know when he goes?”


	Jack almost said, You mean, if he goes, but thought better of it.


	“We’ll be real quiet and listen for the back door slamming.”


	He didn’t know if that was possible. These walls were thick—he could barely hear the thunder. He kept that to himself. She was already scared enough.
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	Jack guessed that twenty minutes more had passed. If not for the tense circumstances, it might have been nice being squeezed next to Weezy like this.


	He’d heard more footsteps on the other side of the ceiling, and then, maybe ten minutes ago, a sound like the back door slamming. After that, all sounds ceased. He hadn’t heard the car start, but that didn’t mean anything, considering what lay between them and the rear driveway. Only one thing to do.


	He turned on his flashlight.


	“Wait here. I’m going to check upstairs.”


	“No, Jack. He could still be up there.”


	“Yeah, he could. But we can’t stay here forever.” He crawled out from under the table and reached a hand toward her. “Might as well come out.”


	She turned on her flashlight and shook her head. “I’ll stay here till you come back.”


	“Okay. I’ll put the lights on when I pass the switch.”


	“Do you think you should?”


	He shrugged. “No windows down here, so no one outside’s gonna notice. Neither will anyone up there. Be back in a few minutes.”


	I hope.


	He found the light switch at the top of the stairs, but didn’t flip it on. Not yet. He needed to peek onto the first floor before that.


	He bent until his line of sight was at floor level. No light filtered beneath the door. Dark out there.


	Good.


	Grasping the knob, he twisted it as slowly as he could until it would turn no more. Then, praying the hinges wouldn’t squeak, he began to push the door open—also slowly—until the edge cleared the frame.


	Still no sign of light, so—


	He jumped as a flickering flash of white lit up an area to his left, quickly followed by a roar of thunder. He turned on the basement lights before slipping out the door and easing it closed behind him. Bad enough leaving Weezy alone and afraid down there; at least she wouldn’t be in the dark.


	He looked around. No sign of life or man-made light here on the first floor, although the lightning flashes were frequent. Rain blew in torrents against the windows. The storm had hit full force.


	But an empty first floor didn’t guarantee an empty second. He peered up the dark stairwell. No noise or light from up there either.


	He took off his sneakers and glided in his socks to the back door. He sagged with relief when he saw no sign of the Bentley.


	Mr. Drexler and Eggers had gone.


	But just to be sure … just to be absolutely sure, Jack eased up the steps and made a quick, nerve-wracking pass through the second floor. As he wandered the lightning-strobed hallway, a parade of horror film scenes—especially someone or something jumping out of a darkened doorway—flickered through his mind. But his search came up empty—just the way he’d hoped.


	No longer afraid of making noise, he hurried down to the first floor and opened the basement door.


	“Hey, Weez!” he called. “All clear!”


	She didn’t answer.


	“Weez?”


	Still no answer.


	Oh, jeez. Oh, no.


	With his blood feeling as if it were congealing in his veins, he slipped back into his sneakers and crept down to the brightly lit basement.


	“Weez?”


	He ran to the table where they’d hidden and looked under it. He found her flashlight and the pyramid, but not a trace of her.


	“Oh, God—W eez!”


	“I’m right here,” said a voice behind him.


	He whirled and saw her head sticking out from under the table opposite theirs.


	“Don’t do that to me!”


	She puzzled. “I didn’t do anything.” She crawled out, dusting off her hands. When she regained her feet she pointed to the space she’d just left. “Look what I found.”


	Jack dropped to his knees and saw a thick semicircle of braided steel protruding from the concrete.


	“What is it?”


	“I noticed it when I was waiting for you. It looks like a handle.”


	He looked up at her. “A handle? What—?”


	“Help me move the table.”


	He rose and together they moved it off the spot and down the aisle. Once the area was clear, Jack saw a rectangular groove in the floor. He brushed and blew the dust out of the seam on the far side from the handle and found sunken hinges. Pretty clear what they had here.


	“A trapdoor.”


	Weezy nodded. “Just what I thought. Especially when I tapped on it.”


	Jack rapped his knuckles on the surface and heard a deep, hollow, gonging sound.


	“Steel.”


	“Yes,” Weezy said, her voice vibrating with excitement. “Made to look like concrete.”


	Jack bent for a closer look. Based on the amount of dust and dirty sand in the grooves, the trapdoor or what ever it was hadn’t been opened for a long time.


	He grabbed the ring and tugged. The door wouldn’t budge. He put his back into it with the same result.


	“Give me a hand.”


	Weezy added her strength to the pull but to no avail.


	“I think it’s locked,” she said.


	Jack inspected the dirty surface. “If so, it must be from the other side, because there’s no keyhole.”


	“We’ve got to get it open, Jack. It’s obviously a secret compartment that’s been locked for who knows how long. Just think what could be hidden inside. Ancient books, infernal devices, secrets!”


	Jack stared at her shining eyes, her intent expression. “Okay … how?”


	“I don’t know, but—hey, here’s something.”


	She began brushing the dirt from a shallow depression in the trapdoor surface. Only it wasn’t so shallow. The dirt kept coming. And as she brushed it free, the edges of the depression became visible.


	“Jack, it’s got six sides! And it tapers down to a point, I think!”


	Her hands began to shake, so Jack lent his to the task and …


	“You’re right … the same size and shape as … you think … ?”


	Weezy was already under the other table, grabbing the pyramid.


	“Yes! It’ll fit! It has to!”


	Jack brushed-blew out the remaining debris from the hexagonal depression and took the pyramid from her. He placed it point-down into the cavity and leaned back.


	“Near perfect fit.”


	“Jack …” He could barely hear her. “I think it’s the key.”


	The top three-quarters of the pyramid were settled into the opening, leaving the hexagonal base protruding. Jack leaned closer and noticed a circular groove running around the cavity, like it was set in the end of a cylinder.


	“I think you’re right.”


	He gripped the base and tried to rotate it, but it wouldn’t budge—clockwise or counterclockwise, no luck, not even with Weezy’s help.


	“It’s jammed.” He looked around. “Maybe we’d better go. We’re stretching our luck by staying here and—”


	“Are you kidding?” she said, her voice jumping an octave. “They’re gone, right?”


	“Well, yeah.”


	“Then we’re not going anywhere until we get that door open.”


	He realized argument was futile.


	“Okay, but—”


	“Wait a minute,” she said, grabbing a flashlight. “I thought I saw something inside when I was cleaning it out.” She removed the pyramid and trained the beam on the cavity. The light wavered in her trembling hand as it revealed little rough spots on each of its six facets. “Don’t those look familiar?”


	Jack leaned closer and immediately recognized them.


	“The symbols on the pyramid. So it does belong in there.”


	“Right, but maybe it’s got to be in there a certain way—with the glyphs matched up.”


	So that was what they did: Matched up the glyphs on the six sides of the pyramid with those on the facets of the cavity.


	But when Jack tried it again it still wouldn’t turn.


	“It’s got to!” Weezy cried, her tone frantic. “It’s jammed!”


	She rose and stomped on the base of the pyramid with a sneakered foot.


	“Hey!” Jack said as she kept kicking it. “What are you doing?”


	“This is what my dad does when something is jammed. He whacks it. So …”


	Another kick or two and then she knelt beside him and they both tried rotating the pyramid.


	It budged counterclockwise.


	“Did you feel it?” Weezy cried.


	Jack nodded and increased his efforts. He felt another budge. And then another. He and Weezy were grunting, their breath rasping though their teeth.


	With a crunch, something broke free within the mechanism and the pyramid made a quick quarter turn. And then another quarter. And after that it made steady progress until it completed a full turn.


	“I think that does it,” Jack said. “What now? Open it?”


	Weezy nodded, eyes shining. “Are you kidding?”


	Jack thought about the mound, and all the trouble digging into that had caused. And now this. What secrets had the Order hidden behind the trapdoor that only it, as possessor of the pyramid, could open?


	Jack wasn’t sure he wanted to know. He was also sure that no way could he walk away from this door without seeing what lay behind it.


	“Okay. On my count of three.” Together they grabbed the ring handle. “One … two … three!”
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	“I can’t believe it.”


	Jack didn’t know how long they’d stood in silence and stared at the dark hole before Weezy spoke.


	He sighed. “Yeah. All that crazy lock business for a hole in the ground.” He squatted for a closer look at the rectangle of empty blackness. “Or maybe not.”


	He grabbed one of the flashlights and aimed its beam into the opening. About ten feet down he saw a flat expanse of what looked like wet stone and mud. Weezy was at his side, craning her neck for a look.


	“Looks like a subcellar,” she said. “But no stairs.”


	Still beaming his flashlight into the opening, Jack moved around to the other side and found something.


	“Hey. Steps. Sort of.”


	A stone wall sat under Weezy’s side. Deep horizontal grooves had been cut into the surface, allowing it to function as a ladder of sorts.


	“I’m going down for a look,” Jack said.


	“You think it’s safe?”


	He looked at her. “You mean, is there anyone or anything down there? You saw that door. It hasn’t been opened for ages.”


	She shrugged. “I guess you’re right. It’s just that it’s so … dark.”


	He smiled and held up the flashlight. “That’s why we have these.”


	He wasn’t sure why he wanted to descend into the space. Maybe simply because it was there. Or maybe because he didn’t think he’d ever get another chance like this.


	What ever the reason, he felt a tug from the darkness.


	He stuck the flashlight in his back pocket and eased himself over the edge until his sneaker found one of the grooves. Then it was almost like climbing a ladder.


	When he reached the bottom his sneakers splashed a little. More water down here than he’d originally thought. He was glad he’d worn his old Converses.


	“See anything?”


	Weezy knelt at the edge of the opening, staring down at him. He glanced around: stone wall in front of him, stone wall behind, and blackness left and right.


	“Looks like I’m in a passage of some sort.”


	Pulling out the flashlight, he turned it on and moved to his right. He didn’t go far before he ran into a third stone wall. This was cracked and flaky, with water seeping around its edges and through the cracks.


	He closed his eyes and oriented himself within the Lodge and realized he was below and beyond its west wall. Which put this wall right near the bank of the lake. He gauged that it would normally sit just above surface level. But now, with the lake so high, it had to be underwater. This was the lake seeping through.


	He backtracked and found Weezy where he’d left her, peering down at him.


	“Empty dead end back there. I’ll check this way.”


	He’d walked perhaps twenty feet when his beam picked out something leaning against a wall. It took him a moment to recognize its shape, and when he did, he knew he had to show Weezy.


	He made his way back to the shaft of light shining from the Lodge’s basement.


	“Weez! I found something!”


	“What? A book, a scroll? What?”


	“You’ve got to see it to believe it. Trust me.”


	She hesitated barely a second. “I do.” She held out her flashlight. “Catch.”


	He did just that, then watched her scamper down the wall like she’d done it a thousand times.


	“You’re pretty good at that.”


	She smiled. “Queen of the monkey bars—remember?”


	He nodded. She’d been pretty limber and agile as a kid. A lot of the boys had been unable to keep up with her.


	She took her flashlight and turned it on.


	“Now. Where’s this thing I’ve got to see?”


	“Follow me.”


	Aiming his light far ahead, he led her down the passage. His beam soon found the object.


	“There. How soon can you figure out what it is?”


	Jack had been practically on top of it before he recognized it.


	Weezy slowed her pace, then stopped a few feet from it.


	“It looks like the Septimus seal.”


	“Right. It’s the sigil. But I’ve never seen one like this.”


	All the others had been either sculpted or molded in relief on a circular base. This was just the figure itself—six feet high, Jack guessed—and not made of the usual stone or plaster.


	Weezy stepped forward and ran a finger over its dust-laden surface.


	“It feels like …”


	Jack did the same and knew what she was thinking. Under the grime the surface was a smooth, shiny black.


	Her voice was hushed with awe. “The same material as our pyramid!” She ran her fingers over the rough edges at one of the corners. “But the border is all broken off.”


	“All except one section up top.” Jack ran his flash beam over it and immediately recognized the figures carved into the surviving section. “Hey, Weez—”


	“I see. The same seven glyphs as on the pyramid—what do they mean? What do they spell? And why aren’t they on the other sigils, like the one over the front door?”


	“Lots of good questions, Weez. And I’ve got a few more. Like, what was written on the other sections? And why does Mister Drexler have one of the glyphs on his cane?”


	She looked at him. “The glyphs here and on the locking mechanism on that door don’t leave much question as to the true owner of the pyramid.”


	He sighed and gave a reluctant nod. “Yeah. The Lodge.”


	Too bad.


	“You don’t really think I’m leaving it here, do you? No way. Finders keepers, and I found it.” Her expression turned fierce as her voice rose. “I am never, ever giving it up again!”


	“Okay, but—”


	“What is this place, anyway?” she said as she flashed her light around—her mood had done a complete about-face. It seemed to change direction like her flash beam. “I can’t believe they built all this just to store this one broken-down sigil. I—” She stopped when her beam picked up a dark rectangle in the wall farther down on the left side of the passage. “Doesn’t that look like … ?”


	“Yeah,” Jack said, moving toward it. “A doorway. Let’s see.”


	Yes, a doorway in the stone wall, with no door. And a little to its right, another opening, smaller, square, chest high.


	“This almost looks like a window.”


	“But that’s crazy,” Weezy said. “Who’d put a window underground?”


	Jack shone his beam within and saw more walls and what looked like another doorway. He stepped inside and found a partially collapsed stone ceiling. Rocky debris littered the space. Through the second doorway lay another space, this one even more choked with debris.


	“You know …,” Weezy said, close behind him, “this almost looks like a house.”


	“Exactly what I was thinking. A very small house, but a house.”


	They returned to the passageway and moved on. They passed a rock-and-dirt-choked area where something appeared to have collapsed. And then on the right, another doorway leading into what looked like another little house.


	And farther along they came to a wider passage crossing theirs. Jack positioned himself at the center of the intersection and turned in a full circle, beaming his flash in all directions.


	Back the way they had come he could see the shaft of light from the trapdoor opening, but he was sure they’d progressed beyond the walls of the Lodge. Down the three other paths he found darkness and the hint of other doorways and windows.


	“Ohmygod,” Weezy said as she turned with him. “You know what this is?”


	“It … it looks like a town.”


	“Exactly! Jack, we’ve discovered a buried town!”


	“Who would bury a town?”


	“It’s not so much buried as built over. It happens all the time. Look at the ancient city of Troy. Archeologists think there are eight cities on that site, one built over another time and time again. It’s a layer cake. And York, En gland, is built over a Roman town, and sections of Rome and London are built over previous towns and cities.”


	Jack looked around. “So you think we’re in one of those lost towns of the Pines you’re always talking about?”


	“Yes and no. I think this is an ancient, early settlement. Maybe these people built the megalith pyramid out in the Pines. Somewhere along the way, the original Quakerton—what we call Old Town—was built over it.” She started jumping up and down in a sort of Snoopy happy dance. “This is amazing! Amazing! It’s part of the Secret History!”


	Jack could see how it could have been built over—the passages were all roofed with stone.


	“Well, if these used to be their streets, why did they cover them? I mean, it’s like an ancient mall.”


	“Maybe they were hiding from someone or something.”


	“Like what?”


	Weezy shrugged. “How should I know?”


	“I thought you knew all this stuff.”


	“In everything I’ve read about the Pines, lost towns were mentioned, but never anything like this. This wasn’t even hinted at. Not once. Oh, God, this is so great!”


	Then they stood in silence a moment, each turning and beaming light down the passages.


	“Well,” Jack said finally, letting his light come to rest on Weezy. “What do you want to do?”


	“I want to explore—I really do. We may never get another chance.” She chewed her lip. “But I have this awful, terrible fear …”


	“Of what?”


	“That someone is going to come down to the basement, see the door open, and close it.”


	Jack’s stomach lurched. He looked back along their original passage and was reassured by the warm glow shining from the ceiling.


	“You had to say that? You had to say that? Now you’ve got me thinking about it.”


	“Sorry. It’s just that it’s my worst nightmare.”


	“Well, thanks, because now you’ve just made it mine. Let’s get out of here.”


	Before Weezy could reply, Jack heard a high-pitched sound. He touched her arm.


	“You hear that?”


	She cocked her head and stood statue still for a heartbeat or two as the sound rose and fell in pitch and volume. She closed her eyes and looked like she was in a trance.


	“That’s what I heard on the tour. I think it’s a voice.”


	Now that she mentioned it, it did sound something like a voice.


	Suddenly she gasped as her eyes flew open.


	“Jack, it’s a child!”
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	After listening awhile longer, concentrating with everything he had, Jack had to agree. It wasn’t a cat.


	“Yeah. It does sound sort of like a kid.” A small, very scared kid. “Cody!”


	“Oh, no!” Weezy said. “You think Drexler kidnapped him and locked him down here?”


	As weird and creepy as Mr. Drexler was, Jack didn’t think so.


	“Think about it: How would he get him down here? Not through that door we used—we’re the first to open that thing in a long time.”


	“Okay. So maybe it wasn’t him. But if it’s Cody, how did he get down here?”


	“I don’t know. Maybe he fell in somewhere and couldn’t get out. We’ll worry about that later.” He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Cody!”


	They stood statue still and silent, waiting. And then it came … faint, faraway, even higher pitched, but unmistakable.


	“Hello? Is someone there? Hello?”


	Jack wanted to cheer. He was alive! Cody was alive, and they’d found him!


	“We hear you, Cody!” Jack called. “We’re coming to get you! Just keep talking!”


	But he didn’t keep talking. He started crying, and the relief and terror in the sound tore at Jack.


	He grabbed Weezy’s arm. “Let’s go.”


	But she held back, looking over her shoulder. Jack followed her gaze and saw the shaft of light from the trapdoor. He remembered her fear of someone closing it and locking them down here.


	… it’s my worst nightmare …


	Yeah, but they couldn’t leave Cody. Not after what he’d already been through.


	Handing her his flashlight, he said, “Wait here.”


	He ran back toward the trapdoor. Along the way he encountered water sooner than expected. It was spreading and deepening, and had reached all the way to the first doorway now. At the base of the trapdoor ladder it was ankle deep and cold as it filled his sneakers.


	That stone barrier at the other end must have sprung more leaks, or the existing ones had enlarged.


	He rushed up the ladder to the cellar and checked beneath the trapdoor. The pyramid had fallen out when they’d lifted the door. He pulled a chair over to the opening, then lifted the door and wedged it against it. Then he reinserted the pyramid in the cavity and began turning. It took only a fraction of the effort he’d needed to open it.


	As he turned he watched three latches—top, bottom, and side—slide out. He’d thought there was only one. Man, they sure must have wanted to keep people out of that passage down there.


	And then a thought struck: Or had they wanted to keep something down there from coming up?


	Don’t go there, he told himself.


	He pulled the pyramid from the cavity, pushed the door back, and then checked out his handiwork: With the latches locked out, the door couldn’t close.


	And without the pyramid—which Jack was going to take with him—no way anyone could retract the latches.


	Unless, of course, they had another pyramid.


	Don’t go there either, he thought.


	He slipped through the doorway and down the ladder to the passage—


	—where the water was now about an inch above his ankles.


	Not good. That barrier had to be leaking pretty badly. If it ever gave way …


	And especially don’t go there.


	They had to find Cody and get him out ASAP.


	He thought about going for help, but that could take a while. How long for the two of them to find Cody? Five minutes tops. And another five to get him back to the ladder. The poor kid had waited long enough.


	He splashed back to Weezy and showed her the pyramid.


	“No one can lock us down here now.” He placed it in the center of the intersection. “And this will mark the spot we need to come back to.”


	“Where are you?” cried a small, faraway voice. “Are you still there?”


	“We’re coming, Cody!” Jack called. “Stay right where you are and keep yelling ‘hello.’ We’ll find you.” He looked at Weezy. “Okay. Let’s go get him.”


	Weezy nodded and pointed to their left. “I think he’s that way.”


	Jack agreed, so they set off in that direction.


	They’d speed-walked maybe a hundred feet when they came to another intersection, this one a T with the leg running to their right. Cody’s voice seemed to be coming down the leg.


	Jack pointed and started in that direction, then stopped. He looked back the way they’d come and saw only darkness.


	“Hey, we could get lost.”


	“I don’t get lost,” Weezy said. “And you won’t as long as you stay with me.”


	True. Weezy never got lost. She’d wander all through the Pines and always find her way back. But this was different.


	“You’re sure? This isn’t like being in the Barrens. You can’t see the sky. No sun or stars to guide you. There’s not even any light.”


	She tapped her forehead. “I don’t know how it works, but it’s all up here. I always remember the paths I take. I can always go back the way I came.”


	That wasn’t all she remembered. Her photographic memory didn’t let her forget anything she’d ever read. He envied her that.


	“Okay. I’m counting on you.”


	They hurried on, their progress slowed by a pile of rocks and dirt where the ceiling had given way. They picked their way over that, then continued on.


	“I’m worried about something else,” Weezy said. “What if it’s not Cody?”


	“How can it be anyone else? He’s the only kid who’s disappeared.”


	“But what if it’s not a kid? What if it’s something else?”


	“Oh, jeez. You’re not going to start, are you? What else could it be?”


	“Well, we know there’s something out in the Pines, something that chases people—we know that from personal experience.”


	“Okay, yeah. But that was a bear.”


	“You’re calling it a bear, but we never got a clear look at it.”


	“It was a bear, Weez.”


	Had to be.


	“But what if it was something else … something with the power to lure you to it by sounding like a frightened child?”


	“Weez, it’s speaking to us. Listen.”


	Somewhere up ahead a child’s voice was repeating, “Hello? … Hello … Hello?”


	“I know, I know. I just …”


	They came to another four-way intersection and Weezy stopped, turning in a circle.


	“You know what?” she said.


	Jack wasn’t sure he wanted to hear this.


	“What?”


	“Remember the black cube the pyramid came in, and how it had that pattern of crisscrossing lines etched on its inside?”


	“Sure. You made a tracing.”


	“Well, I’ve always wondered what they represented. I mean they weren’t random. They formed a sort of grid. I’m beginning to believe it was a street map.”


	“Of this place?”


	She nodded. “Yeah. I’m not sure yet, but—hey!” She jumped as if she’d been bitten on the foot. “What—?”


	Jack aimed his flashlight down and saw water swirling around their sneakers. He hadn’t noticed because his feet were already wet.


	“This is not good,” he said. “This is not good at all.”


	“What’s going on?”


	“The lake … it’s seeping through.”


	Her voice rose an octave. “You call this seeping?”


	“Okay. It’s breaking through.”


	“But Jack, have you noticed? We’ve been on a slight incline. That means the water’s already lots deeper back where we came from.”


	“Hello?” came the little voice. “Are you still there?”


	“We’re coming, Cody!” Jack called, then turned to Weezy. “We’d better hurry.”


	She said, “Thank you, Captain Obvious,” but her tone didn’t carry its usual edge.


	She was worried. So was Jack.


	Flashing their lights ahead of them, they broke into a trot. Recurrent areas of debris where the roof had collapsed slowed them, but they kept going.


	They arrived at an intersection where the voice seemed to be coming more from their right, so they veered that way. But after maybe twenty feet …


	“Eew!” Weezy said. “What’s that smell?”


	Together they skidded to a halt as a rotten odor rammed into his nostrils. They each clapped a hand over nose and mouth. Not the same as the thing in the Pines last night.


	“It smells like something died,” he said.


	Weezy took a tentative step forward and pointed to a doorway on their left.


	“I … I think it’s coming from in there.” She looked at Jack. “Go see what it is.”


	Jack’s first instinct was to ask her why she didn’t go see, but he bit it back. They needed to know.


	If Cody had wound up in the lost town, then something else might have as well. What ever was stinking up the place probably hadn’t been able to get out and had starved to death. Cody was looking at the same fate if they didn’t get him out.


	Jack shone his light through the doorway as he inched up to it, but saw nothing but bare floor and walls. When he reached it the smell hit him like a punch in the face. Holding his nose wasn’t good enough—-he could taste the odor, and it made him gag.


	Steeling himself he stepped inside and flashed his beam left—nothing—and right—


	Jack stood frozen in shock at the mound of bones piled in the corner—old bones and new bones, a couple with bits of meat still clinging to them, animal bones and human bones, and oh yeah he was sure they were human because he’d seen pictures and had inspected the life-size plastic skeleton in the school’s biology lab and who could mistake those two skulls up front there for anything but human and they had tooth gouges and holes in the top just like the skull they’d found in the pyramid cage in the Pines.


	13


	Jack reeled backward, bumping into Weezy and almost knocking her down.


	“Jack! What—?”


	“Bones!” he gasped, trying to catch his breath. “A hundred—a million of them! Eaten—something’s killing animals and people and bringing them down here to eat!”


	Marcie Kurek’s name flashed through his brain. Could one of those skulls be hers?


	“People?” Weezy stepped back and splashed into a puddle. “Oh, no!”


	The water had followed them.


	“Hello?” came Cody’s voice, louder now that they were closer, and from somewhere to their right, just on the far side of a high mound of debris. “Are you still coming?”


	Jack opened his mouth to reply, then recalled what Weezy had said about something luring people with the sound of a child. He envisioned an angler fish, dangling its wiggly lure right outside its huge, sharp-toothed mouth, drawing unsuspecting prey closer and closer until …


	“Cody!” he called. “What’s your last name?”


	“Bockman! Where are you?”


	Jack glanced at Weezy and saw that she looked as relieved as he felt.


	“Keep talking, Cody!” he shouted.


	They picked their way over the pile of rocks and dirt and came upon a doorway where a little boy, dirty and disheveled with tear-streaked cheeks, stood blinking in their flash beams. He looked different from the last time Jack had seen him. His blond hair was matted, his face pale, his eyes sunken, but no doubt about it: This was Cody Bockman.


	“Who-who are you?” he sobbed, then ducked back inside.


	Jack realized that with their beams directed in his face, all the kid could see was their lights. Jack lowered his beam as he and Weezy slipped through the doorway.


	“Hey, Code. It’s me—Jack!”


	“Jack?” He ran forward. “Jack?”


	He threw his arms around Jack’s legs and clutched him like a drowning sailor.


	It stank inside, but nothing like the bone room back down the passage. He swept the beam around and saw apple cores and scraps of food—plus his Frisbee, and Eddie’s Star Trek phasers, and the pink beach ball he’d seen in the Vivinos’ yard, and lots of other toys and stuff.


	What was going on here?


	“You’re really going to take me home?”


	Weezy knelt before him.


	“Absolutely.”


	He threw his arms around her and sobbed.


	“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Weezy said soothingly, showing a side Jack had never seen. “We’re going to take you back to your folks.”


	“Will it let you?”


	Jack’s gut instantly wound into a Gordian knot.


	“’It’?”


	“The thing that took me.” He began sobbing.


	“Oh jeez, what’s it look like?”


	“I never seen it. All I know is it smells bad. I was riding my bike in the woods and something hit me and I woke up here.”


	“But how have you survived without food or water or—”


	“It brings me food and water. Sometimes fruit, sometimes stuff that’s old and don’t taste good.”


	Jack was having difficulty buying this. “And you’ve never seen it?”


	“It’s dark! I can’t see in the dark!”


	Right. Dumb question. But obviously what ever took him had no problem with darkness.


	Jack flicked his beam over to the toys.


	“How’d these get here?”


	“It brings them, like it wants me to play with them, but I just want to go ho-ho-home!”


	As he started sobbing again, Weezy rose and took him by the hand.


	“That’s where we’re taking you right now.” She looked at Jack with a frightened expression. “As fast as we possibly can.”


	“Even faster,” he said, and led the way through the door—


	—into water. The whole buried town seemed to be filling with water.


	“Better get a real move on,” he said, “or we’ll be swimming home.”


	He started to climb the debris mound. “I’ll go first, Cody. You stay close behind and I’ll help you—”


	“Jack!” Weezy said in a harsh whisper. “Listen!”


	From somewhere in the distance on the other side of the mound, Jack heard a faraway growl.


	“It’s coming!” Cody screamed. “It’s coming!”
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	The knot in Jack’s gut tightened further as the air thickened around him, making it hard to breathe.


	What ever it was that had taken Cody, what ever had eaten the meat off those bones, was approaching along their escape route.


	“Quiet, Cody,” Weezy whispered as she pulled him away from the mound. “We’ll go this way.”


	“But we came the other way,” Jack said, keeping his voice as low as hers as he followed her. “We’ll get lost.”


	“I think I can get us back by another route—by a couple of other routes, actually.”


	“How?”


	She glanced over her shoulder and tapped her head. “The map—it’s in here. I think we’re under the Klenke house. I’m pretty sure I can get us back to the Lodge. Trust me?”


	“I do.”


	He’d trust her even if he had a choice not to—which he didn’t.


	But they had to move quickly, and with Cody looking backward all the way, he was going to slow them.


	“Hang on, Weez.” He pocketed his flash, then gripped Cody’s arm and squatted next to him. “Hop on, buddy. You’re going to ride.”


	Without a word Cody climbed onto Jack’s back and wrapped his arms around his neck. Hooking his elbows under the boy’s knees, Jack straightened and turned to Weezy.


	“Okay, you’re in charge. Move as fast as you want. I’ll keep up.”


	Flashlight aimed ahead of her, she took off at a cautious trot.


	Under the Klenke house … the stench Tim had mentioned there … the stink from the bone room seeping upward?


	He’d worry about that later. Right now he was concerned with the water that had risen to mid-shin level, slowing them.


	They’d made a turn and were just skirting a smaller debris mound when an enraged shriek echoed around them.


	Feeling Cody tense and take a breath, Jack turned his head and whispered, “Don’t make a sound or it’ll find us!”


	Cody’s chest quaked with a repressed sob but the only sound he made was a faint whimper. He tensed again as another shriek split the silence, but he kept mum.


	They came to another, larger collapsed area. Climbing over the fallen rocks and dirt wasn’t easy with Cody on his back—the kid was solid—but Jack managed.


	The water rose to hip level, which was bad because it slowed them even further, but might be good if it meant they were getting closer to their goal. It could also mean the lake was flowing in faster than ever.


	Weezy stopped and grabbed his shoulder. She put her lips close to his ear.


	“Hear that?”


	He listened. Somewhere ahead and to the right, a sound like running water—like a small waterfall emptying into a pond. A good-size hole must have opened up in the stone. Bad news, but it meant they were getting close.


	They began moving again, struggling against the cold water. Jack knew he’d be shivering if not for the exertion. Weezy led them off one passage onto another when a loud splash sounded from the passage they’d just left. A rapid series of smaller splashes followed it.


	“It” was coming their way.


	Jack pointed to an empty doorway.


	“Here!” he whispered. “Light off!”


	Weezy turned off her flash as they ducked through a doorway into a watery space as dark as the bottom of a mine shaft. The splashing was growing louder, coming closer.


	Jack squatted until the water was up to his neck—now he was shivering. He tugged Weezy down next to him, then pulled Cody off his back and positioned him between them.


	“Can you hold your breath underwater?” he whispered to the boy. “Like bobs at swim school?” When he felt him nod in return, Jack leaned closer and said to both of them, “When I give the signal, duck under and stay under as long as you can.”


	He didn’t know about the thing’s sense of smell, but if it was anything like its vision—what sort of eyes could see in this blackness?—the water could help mask their scent. And that might save their lives.


	The splashing grew louder and closer—“it” was pushing hard through the water.


	Closer …


	Louder …


	Closer …


	With his lips next to Cody’s ear Jack whispered, “Okay now, deep breath and down!”


	He pushed Weezy down and went under himself with Cody, praying they hadn’t ducked too soon. He had decent breath control, and was pretty sure Weezy was okay, but Cody … he had no idea how long he could stay under. If he had to come up for air too soon—like when their pursuer was right outside the door—it could mean the end of all of them.


	The absolute darkness above the surface seemed even darker below it. The splashing was still audible, but muffled. He felt Cody start to squirm—out of fear rather than need for air, he hoped, because it was too soon. The splashing was only a few feet away. Jack could feel the turbulence of its passing swirl through the door.


	Cody was struggling now, pushing upward. Jack didn’t want to hold him down any longer, afraid he’d gasp and sputter when he broke the surface and give them away. So he nudged Weezy and all three of them rose.


	“A breath and back down!” he whispered in Cody’s ear as they broke the surface.


	Cody gasped twice, then sank again along with Jack and Weezy.


	The splashing outside stopped. Had it heard them? Its own splashing should have drowned out what ever sounds they’d made, but it must have heard something—or thought it had. Why else stop?


	Jack tried to Obi-Wan it along, thinking, Move on … nothing here … move on …


	After an eternity during which Cody again began to squirm, it began splashing again—splashing away.


	Jack nudged Weezy and the boy to the surface where they gulped air as quietly as they could.


	The splashing was growing fainter.


	“It’s going the way we were headed,” Jack whispered.


	“We can go another way,” Weezy said, her teeth chattering.


	“You’re sure?”


	“Pretty.”


	Jack would have much preferred “totally” or “absolutely,” but he’d take what he could get.


	They waited until the splashing died away, then he hoisted Cody onto his back again. Weezy flicked her flashlight, but nothing happened. She shook it but no light.


	“Jack?”


	Oh no! No-no-no! The possibility of water shorting out the flashlights hadn’t even occurred to him. Without light they were doomed.


	He grabbed Mr. Rosen’s from his pocket. It felt rubberized. As he hit the switch he prayed it had a better seal. The room lit up.


	“Thank God!” Weezy said as she snatched it from him and turned it off. “I’m going to turn it on for a second at a time. We’ll attract less attention that way.”


	“Good thinking.”


	The less attention the better.


	With Weezy in the lead, turning on her flash just long enough to give them a direction, they started moving again, retracing their path back to the previous intersection and turning right.


	The water had risen above Jack’s belt and he was detecting a current—slight, but it slowed their progress more. On the good side, though, if the water was flowing through the crumbling barrier, they need only follow the current to the trapdoor.


	The next time Weezy flicked on her flash Jack noticed that the formerly clear water was now muddy. Must have been picking up dirt from the caved-in spots. He saw it swirling their way from around the corner just up ahead to their right. Which meant that was the way to go. He was struggling to catch up to tell Weezy when she angled that way and turned off her light.


	Either she’d come to the same conclusion, or was listening to her uncanny sense of direction.


	As they rounded the corner a second later he ran into her back.


	“What’s wrong?” he whispered.


	“I can see light up ahead.”


	Jack pushed ahead for a look. He wanted to shout when he saw the glow seeping from a side passage maybe two hundred feet ahead on the left.


	Even though he was ready for it, the current was stronger than he’d expected. Cody was an extra drag, but Jack leaned forward and plowed on. Vaguely silhouetted ahead, Weezy kept the lead, her raised arms stroking the air as if swimming as her lithe body cut through the water—which now swirled around Jack’s lower ribs. Good thing he had Cody on his back. The little guy would be completely submerged here.


	When they made it to the last intersection, Jack wondered if the little pyramid was still sitting at the center. Doubted it. The current had probably washed it away.


	The flow strengthened further as they rounded the last corner. Jack could hear the water rushing in beyond the shaft of light beaming through the trapdoor. He was pretty sure he’d never seen anything so beautiful as that light. He felt a burst of strength and, even though the water was up to his armpits now and Cody seemed heavier than ever, he picked up speed.


	He jumped as he felt something brush against a leg. Were fish being washed in from the lake?


	Weezy gave up walking and swam ahead with smooth, strong strokes. It was slow going against the current but eventually she reached the stone ladder and hung there, panting. She had her face turned up toward the doorway when Jack felt a surge of water behind him. Without warning, a deafening shriek of rage filled the passageway and a bolt of pain lanced his scalp as Cody was torn from his back.


	Weezy screamed and Jack fell forward, plunging face-first into the cold flow. When he regained his footing and turned, he saw nothing but swirling water.


	Cody was gone!
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	“Ohmygod!” Weezy screamed from the ladder. “Ohmygod!”


	Jack tried to wade over to her but had to swim through the neck-high water.


	“What happened? Did you see it? Where’d he go?”


	She pointed a trembling hand toward the darkness of the passage. “Something took him! I heard it screech, and when I looked it had Cody and was diving under the water with him!”


	“Flashlight!” Jack said, holding out his hand. “Give!”


	Weezy pulled it out of reach. “Are you crazy? You can’t go after it! You’ll never find it, and if you do it’ll kill you!”


	But he couldn’t just stay here and do nothing.


	“What’d it look like?”


	She shook her head. “I saw wet black fur and claws and then it was gone. But it was big, Jack. Way bigger than you. That’s why you can’t go.”


	“But—”


	“Right now the best chance Cody has is if we can go find help and get the police and firemen here.”


	She was right—Jack knew she was completely right—but he felt as if he was abandoning that little boy.


	“All right. But we can’t waste a second. Let’s see if we can find a phone upstairs.”


	He wished they’d done that when they’d first heard Cody’s voice. But who knew? Who could have imagined this?


	“I—” Weezy gasped and pointed to his head. “Jack, you’re bleeding!”


	Jack touched the back of his head where it hurt and his fingers came away red.


	“Must have happened when it snatched Cody.” That explained the pain, but he had more important things to worry about. He rinsed his fingers in the swirling water and pointed up. “Come on. Let’s go.”


	As Weezy hauled herself out of the water and began to climb, Jack pulled himself under her and readied to follow. But as he took his first step, something grabbed his trailing leg and pulled him off the ladder and under the surface.


	He hadn’t had time for a breath. He had no air. He felt clawed paws grip his arms and pull him through the water and away from the light. He choked and fought against inhaling water.


	It’s trying to drown me!


	Suddenly it lifted him from the water and pushed him face-first against the side wall. The slam expelled the water that had been seeping into his throat, and he choked and gasped as he drank air, glorious air.


	Though he could hear Weezy’s voice screaming his name from a distance, he couldn’t see the thing here in the dark with his cheek pressed against the cold rough stone, but he could feel the creature’s hot breath on his neck as it growled close behind him. Jack sensed rage and hunger in that sound, and he knew right then he was going to die.


	Something like a smooth, thick wet rope snaked around his throat and squeezed. Was it going to strangle him?


	Its grip tightened and he shuddered as he felt something warm and rough—it could only be a tongue—squirm against his neck and lap at the blood oozing from his scalp.


	The creature stiffened and backed away a few inches, but didn’t release him. After what seemed like a long wait as the water rose toward his chin, the tongue licked him again.


	Suddenly the rope uncoiled from his neck and the paws released him. He was free. He heard a splash behind him and spun in the water, but saw nothing. He was alone and that was fine, that was wonderful.


	He began kicking and stroking with everything he had toward the light and Weezy’s calling voice.


	“Jack!” she cried when she saw him. Her words became mixed with sobs. “Hurry, Jack! Hurry!”


	He was stroking too hard against the increasing current to speak. Finally he reached the ladder and clutched at it. He looked up and saw Weezy’s tear-streaked face staring down at him.


	“Oh Jack, I thought you were gone forever!”


	So had he. And the thing was, he didn’t know why he was alive or how he’d survived. Once the thing had a taste of his blood, it lost interest in him. Was there something wrong with him? With his blood?


	Well, if so, he was glad of it. He would have loved to take a few moments here to think about it and catch his breath before climbing, but every second counted for Cody.


	His foot found a rung somewhere underwater and he was just starting his climb when he heard a loud crunching crack! to his right. He looked and saw a wall of water rushing toward him.


	The lake was exploding into the lost town.


	Terror ignited a burst of speed in his limbs as he rushed to escape the tsunami, but he’d climbed only halfway through the trapdoor when it hit him. He gasped as the force of it tore his feet from the ladder and dragged his legs along with it. He might have been sucked back into the torrent if Weezy hadn’t grabbed one of his arms and helped him the rest of the way through.


	“What happened?” she said as he lay dripping and gasping on the floor.


	“The barrier must have given way.”


	He looked over at the trapdoor opening and saw the foaming water lapping at its edges. He pushed himself to his knees as an awful realization hit like a speeding truck.


	“Cody … he hasn’t a chance.”


	She shook her head. “Don’t say that! We’ve just got to find a phone and—”


	A splash and movement in the opening.


	Jack rolled away, expecting the creature to emerge. But instead Cody appeared, rising through the churning water as if propelled from behind.


	He was being propelled. Jack saw a pair of thick, black-furred arms pushing him out of the water. His limp form flopped onto the floor where he rolled over onto his back and lay still.


	Jack saw those two furred arms reach over the edge of the doorway, saw the sharp yellow talons of its handlike paws frantically claw at the floor, trying to find purchase, but they couldn’t hold. Slowly they slipped toward the opening, leaving gouges in the concrete. Something that could have been a snake or an eel or a smooth tentacle whipped out of the water and waved about as if trying to find something to grip.


	And then with a final scrabbling rasp of claws on concrete, the paws slipped through the opening and disappeared along with the eel or what ever it was.


	Jack stared in openmouthed shock. It had saved Cody—pushed him out of the water. He kept waiting for the hands to reappear, but they didn’t.


	He turned to Weezy. “Did you—?”


	“Jack!” she cried, pointing to Cody. “He’s not breathing!”


	Jack leaned over the boy and saw that Weezy was right. His face was white, his lips blue.


	Cody Bockman was dead.
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	Maybe not, Jack thought as he sorted through his shell-shocked brain, trying to tease out what he’d learned in life-saving class about drowning victims who weren’t breathing.


	Pulse—check for pulse!


	He thrust two fingertips against Cody’s throat, pressing into the flesh about an inch from the midline. He felt a weakly beating artery.


	“He’s alive!”


	“But he’s not breathing!” Weezy said. “He needs CPR!”


	Right—no!


	Can’t get air into water-filled lungs, he remembered. Always do a Heimlich first!


	Jack lifted Cody’s limp body to a sitting position and got behind him. He placed a fist under his breastbone, covered it with another hand and began thrusting.


	“What are you doing, Jack?” Weezy wailed. “He needs CPR!”


	No, he knew he was right.


	Suddenly powerful hands tore him away from Cody. He looked up and saw Mr. Drexler’s angry face.


	“Take over, Eggers,” he said to his driver, then looked at Jack and Weezy. “And you … you two have caused a big problem.”


	Jack watched Eggers sling Cody over his shoulder like an empty sack, then begin jouncing the limp little body.


	“What’s he doing?” Jack said.


	“What you were attempting—only better. I assume that’s the Bockman boy?”


	Jack nodded. “Yes, he—”


	“Quickly, Eggers!” Mr. Drexler said. “Take him up to that sinkhole.” His expression was stern as he turned to them. “Who do you two think you are, breaking into private property and vandalizing it.”


	“We didn’t vandalize anything!” they replied in unison.


	He pointed to the water now bubbling through the opening and spreading over the floor.


	“That water is about to irreparably damage a lot of valuable furniture. I call that vandalizing. Shut that trapdoor immediately.”


	“We can’t,” Jack said. “The pyramid’s down there … in the water.”


	Mr. Drexler looked as if he were about to explode. “You—”


	“Who cares about that!” Jack shouted. “Cody’s dead!”


	He ran for the stairs, pounded up to the first floor and out the open front door. It had stopped raining, but thunder still muttered and grumbled off to the east. Eggers was at the curb, trying Heimlichs on Cody’s limp form.


	It’s no use, Jack thought, feeling his throat lock. He’s gone.


	And then a sloppy, soggy figure stepped from the shadows.


	“Hey, what’s goin’ down here?” he said.


	Jack recognized Walt’s voice. He looked like he must have been standing out in the storm the whole time.


	“Get away,” Eggers said.


	“Naw, man,” he said, leaning over the boy. His voice sounded clear, not a hint of a slur. “I know this kid. I been waiting for him.”


	He reached for Cody’s hand. Jack noticed with a start that he wasn’t wearing gloves.


	Waiting for him? Was this why he’d been hanging around Old Town? But how could he possibly—?


	He touched Cody’s hand and as soon as they made contact, Cody jerked and coughed up what seemed like a quart of water.


	Walt staggered back like he’d received a shock, then began to wander away.


	“Walt?”


	Walt turned and gave him a dazed look, then faded back into the shadows.


	When Mrs. Clevenger had told him to stop drinking, she’d said, You may be needed in the next day or so. Was this what she’d meant?


	What just happened here?


	Then Weezy rushed up behind him.


	“Jack!” she said as she saw Cody gasping for air in Eggers’s arms. “He’s alive!” She threw her arms around Jack and squeezed. “He’s going to be all right!”


	Jack felt his throat tighten. He was all right … Cody was all right. He might have nightmares the rest of his life, but he was alive.


	He felt a surge of pride.


	Because of us.


	Mr. Drexler appeared. “Well, that will make things less complicated. I called in an emergency. And while we’re waiting you two will explain exactly how that child came to be in the Lodge’s basement.”


	Taking turns, Jack and Weezy launched into a rundown of the night’s events. Mr. Drexler didn’t seem too surprised at anything until they mentioned finding Cody in the lost town.


	He held up a hand and stared at them.


	“You found him down there? How could he possibly have—?”


	“The creature brought him,” Jack said.


	Mr. Drexler froze as if hit by a paralyzer beam. After a pause he said, “Creature? What creature?”


	“Some kind of weird bear,” Jack said. “We never saw it except for its black furry arms and claws. Oh, and I saw something wormlike stick out of the water at the end.”


	“I saw it too,” Weezy said, glancing at Jack. “Looked like a tentacle but that couldn’t be, right?”


	Mr. Drexler looked as white as his suit as he leaned heavily on his cane.


	“No … couldn’t be.”


	“Are you all right?” Weezy said.


	Instead of giving an answer he asked a question. “You say this animal brought the child underground. Why would it do that?”


	“It was feeding him,” Jack said. “Maybe to fatten him up?”


	“No,” Weezy said. “It was bringing him toys … like presents. Maybe it was lonely. It almost seemed to be treating Cody like its own child. Maybe it wanted a child and couldn’t have one.”


	“’Like its own child,’” Mr. Drexler repeated in a soft voice.


	Weezy added, “Yes. I mean, it got Cody to safety first, then couldn’t save itself. That has to mean something.”


	Mr. Drexler looked dazed as he shook his head. “Incredible. None of this, however, mitigates your breaking and entering, and the destruction of Lodge property. This will have to be reported to the police.”


	Jack felt his chest tighten. His folks were going to kill him. Plus he’d have some kind of criminal record.


	He glanced at Weezy who looked like he felt.


	We’re cooked, he thought. Deep fried and well done.


	“At least we found Cody,” he said. “So it wasn’t all for nothing.” He looked at Mr. Drexler. “Do you have to report us?”


	The man gave him a disgusted look, then his features relaxed. “Perhaps something can be worked out.”


	“What?” Weezy said, straightening. “Anything.”


	Jack’s mood lightened at the ray of hope, but he was wary of this man.


	“I wish to exclude all mention of the Lodge or the Order from this,” Mr. Drexler said. “Even though it hasn’t been opened in perhaps a century, I do not wish it known that the building’s basement housed a trapdoor into the underground.”


	Jack said, “But Cody will—”


	“The child was unconscious during his brief time in the basement. He nearly drowned in the underground and came to up here on the street. He will have no idea he was ever in the Lodge. But the same cannot be said of you two.”


	“You want us to say we were never in there?” Weezy said. “But he saw us underground. He’ll remember that.”


	“Of course he will.”


	Jack raised his hands. This didn’t make any sense. “Then how do we explain how we got underground?”


	Mr. Drexler stopped and pointed to the front yard of the house next door.


	“You’ll say you fell through there.”


	Jack looked and didn’t see what he was talking about. Suddenly Cody struggled to his feet and stumbled toward them.


	Crying, “Cody!” Weezy ran to him and he fell into her arms. “Jack!” she said, lifting the boy. “Look!”


	And then he saw it: a six-foot-wide hole in the front lawn—the sinkhole Mr. Drexler had mentioned.


	“I noticed the lake was lower on the way in,” Mr. Drexler said. “And when I saw that sink hole, I instantly realized what was happening. But I had no idea …” His words drifted off as he stared in Cody’s direction.


	“Why did you come back?”


	“Hmm?” His attention returned from wherever it had been. “I didn’t at first. We’d stopped for a bite to eat when I realized we’d left something behind.”


	“The pyramid.”


	“No.” He gave Jack a look. “That belongs here. Now I suppose it’s lost forever, thanks to you and your girlfriend.”


	Jack wasn’t going to let that pass. “Just as lost as it would still be if we hadn’t found it in the Pines.”


	Mr. Drexler stared at him, and Jack stared right back.


	“And she’s not my girlfriend,” he added.


	After a moment Mr. Drexler said, “Be that as it may, I sent Eggers back and he found the door unlocked. When he returned to me and reported that the pyramid was missing, I knew exactly who was to blame. But I wanted to see for myself before visiting your and the Connell girl’s parents. Upon my return I noticed the basement lights on. You know the rest.”


	Jack jumped at a loud crunching, sucking sound to his right. He looked and saw a section of the street’s asphalt caving in not thirty feet away.


	Another sinkhole.


	“You can expect many more of those in Old Town before the night is over. The lost town is crumbling beneath us.”


	“Will there be anything left of it?”


	“I doubt it.”


	Jack pointed to the original hole. “So … we say we fell in there and found Cody. How did we get out?”


	“The flood waters floated you high enough to climb out. The revised story is essentially true. All you are changing is the location of your ingress and egress. In exchange, I do not press charges.” He gave a small, condescending smile. “That way the two of you can become big heroes in your little world.”


	Jack didn’t want to be a hero, and was already working on ways to play down his role, reducing it to just happening to be in the right place at the right time. The real hero—at the end, at least—was the animal. It had died saving Cody. Of course, Cody wouldn’t have needed saving if it had left him alone in the first place.


	The animal … Jack had a feeling Mr. Drexler knew something about it.


	“What do we say about the animal down there?”


	Mr. Drexler fixed his gaze a thousand miles away. “Say what ever you wish.”


	“Not much to say since none of us saw it.”


	“Then perhaps the less said, the better. The child’s story will be confused and garbled, and will change again and again. No sense in causing undue alarm over a creature that is undoubtedly dead.”


	“What was it?”


	Mr. Drexler kept his gaze averted. “I have no idea.”


	“Yes, you do. You reacted when we told you about it.”


	Finally he looked at Jack. “I assure you I do not know what it was. I have an idea what it might have been, but …”


	“But?”


	“What it might have been should have died a long, long time ago. It seems impossible that it could have survived this long.”


	Frustration flooded Jack. Mr. Drexler was answering the question without telling him anything.


	“But what ‘might’ it have been?”


	“Let’s just call it a bear … an unusual breed of bear.”


	What ever Jack had seen of the creature could be considered bearish … except maybe for that tentacle thing. Okay … a mutant bear or some such.


	“Could it or one of its ancestors have been caged in that stone pyramid out by the mound?”


	Mr. Drexler stared at him for a long moment. “You do get around, don’t you.”


	The wail of a siren filtered through the night. Jack looked down Quakerton Road and saw flashing red lights heading their way.


	“Do we have a deal?” Mr. Drexler said.


	Jack nodded. “Deal. I’ll fill Weezy in. And I guess I’m fired, right?”


	The dark eyebrows lifted. “Fired? Why would I fire you?”


	“Well, I thought—”


	“Oh, no. I want you where I can keep an eye on you.”
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	“I should have stayed with you guys!” Eddie said for what had to be the thousandth time as they walked toward the bus stop. He was toying with his Rubik’s Cube, absently twisting it back and forth without looking at it. “Why didn’t I stay?”


	“’Cause you’re a wimp,” Jack told him.


	“I am! I am! Wimpacious maximus!”


	They’d told him pretty much the same story they’d told everyone else, but with a special variation since Eddie knew they’d been in the Lodge. They told him they hadn’t found the pyramid and had fallen into the sinkhole after leaving the building.


	“I could be a hero now like you guys!”


	“Not until you straighten out that cube—or let a genius like me do it for you.”


	“And let you be a Rubik’s hero too? As if.”


	“We’re not heroes,” Weezy said. “Please stop saying that.”


	“But you are! Man, if I’d been with you guys when you found Cody, I’d be wearing a Superman cape to school today.”


	“Then I’m glad you weren’t,” she said, glancing at Jack.


	Yeah. Jack was glad too. There’d be no way of keeping a lid on Eddie. Sooner or later he’d spill the beans about being in the Lodge, ruining their deal with Mr. Drexler.


	Jack and Weezy had quickly discussed it last night during the turmoil of the ambulance’s arrival. Neither wanted the attention that was coming, so they agreed to minimize their role in Cody’s rescue.


	When they were questioned—by Tim, who’d shown up even though it wasn’t his shift—they told him they’d fallen through the sinkhole, heard Cody’s cries, and climbed back out with him.


	What of Cody’s story of a monster keeping him prisoner?


	We don’t know … we never saw it. Too dark to see anything down there.


	What you did was very brave. You’re heroes.


	We’re not. We literally fell into the situation and did what anyone else would have done.


	And that was the way it had gone. Jack asked Tim to keep their names out of it as much as possible. He’d seemed puzzled by the request but said he’d do what he could.


	“How’s your head?” Weezy asked.


	He touched the tender area of scalp at the rear, gooey now with Neosporin.


	“Okay, I guess.”


	The EMTs had looked at it last night and told him he’d be better off with stitches but, because it wasn’t a full-thickness cut, didn’t absolutely need them. Jack had opted for a little first-aid treatment.


	His mother had almost fainted when she saw the blood on his shirt, but recovered and was suitably proud when Tim told her and Dad about Jack finding Cody.


	He still didn’t understand what it had been about his blood that turned the animal off. Not that he was unhappy about that—no way. Just curious.


	Curious about Walt too. Had it been pure coincidence that Cody had come to when Walt touched him, or …


	Or what?


	You may be needed in the next day or so …


	This was all so crazy.


	His folks had given him the option of staying home today, but he wanted to go in. Word of the rescue would be spreading through school and he wanted to be there to douse any hero talk. Being a hero meant attention. Neither he nor Weezy wanted that. He wasn’t sure of Weezy’s reasons, but he knew she was self-conscious and probably figured the more people looked at her, the more flaws they’d find. He just wanted to be Jack … just Jack … a kid who could walk the halls and go where he wanted when he wanted without anyone paying much attention.


	Yeah. No hero stuff. At least not on the outside. But inside he was feeling pretty damn good. He’d put Mr. Vivino in his place and found a lost child almost given up for dead.


	Not bad for a night’s work.


	Except for one thing …


	“Think we’ll ever see that little pyramid again?”


	Weezy closed her eyes and flinched—as if the question had caused physical pain.


	He knew the answer, but wondered if Weezy could accept it. He had a wild vision of her at the controls of a backhoe digging up the streets of Old Town in search of the buried city and her pyramid.


	“I don’t want to talk about it.”


	“Well, then—”


	“Okay, yes, I do. It’s gone for good, buried under Old Town. I know that. It makes me want to scream when I think of it lost down there, but it’s better than knowing it’s sitting on a shelf in the Lodge. I want it back like crazy, but I have to accept that it’s gone. At least it wasn’t stolen from us this time … we lost it. There’s a big difference—at least to me—if that makes any sense.”


	“It does, kind of.” He looked at her. “You mean that?”


	“Yeah … for the moment, anyway. I may feel entirely different by the time we get to school, but right now I see it as sort of a circle: The buried pyramid was uncovered—because of us. And now it’s buried again—because of us. Don’t you feel like a circle has closed?”


	A circle closed … Had Weezy too noticed how recent events in their lives seemed to circle the pyramid?


	“Yeah, I do. I definitely do.”


	Jack felt a surge of relief, followed by a strange peace as they reached the highway.


	He figured all the Johnson kids had heard—the word would have spread like the flu through the close-knit community—but the only out-of-town kids who’d know would be those who listened to the morning news on the local radio.


	When they reached the highway he glanced right and was surprised to see Mrs. Vivino waiting at the elementary bus stop. Sally stood to the side with a couple of little kids while a group of the other mothers clustered close around her mother. No way they hadn’t heard.


	The events at the VFW seemed like they’d happened weeks ago rather than just last night.


	To his shock, Mrs. V broke away from the other women and began walking toward him.


	“Jack? Can I speak to you?”


	Jack stood frozen. What could she have to say to him?


	Something about her expression made him want to say “No” and cross the street. But he hung tough.


	“You two go ahead,” he said to Weezy and Eddie, as he walked toward Mrs. V.


	“I suppose you heard about the videotape,” she said as they drew within a few feet of each other.


	Jack nodded, his mouth dry. “Um, yeah. Sorry.”


	“I’m glad you found Cody. I’m glad for him, and I’m glad for his parents, and I’m glad because it gives people something to talk about besides that tape.”


	“Yeah, well …”


	He wanted to say more but felt tongue-tied.


	“Do you know who made it?”


	Oh jeez. He could feel every muscle in his body tensing. Why was she asking him? She couldn’t suspect, could she? No reason in the world she could. He forced himself to look at her and saw a distorted image of himself reflected in her sunglasses.


	“I haven’t heard any rumors or anything.”


	“I’m sure that person thought he was doing us a favor, but he invaded our privacy. He stole what was supposed to be just between two people, and made it public.”


	Stole? Stole?


	“People see one thing, one scene from a marriage and don’t understand. They don’t know what went before. They don’t know what someone was like before … before he lost his son … how when a parent’s worst nightmare becomes a reality, how that can change a person … make him into someone he never was, someone he would never have wanted to be.”


	Was she excusing all that violence?


	She said, “That videotape changed everything. A family splits, a home will have to be sold, Sally will have to move away from her friends.”


	A tear slipped from under her sunglasses and left a glistening trail down her cheek. She wiped it away.


	“Everybody loses … except maybe the videotaper, who probably thinks he’s some sort of hero. If you ever meet him, tell him he’s not. Tell him he may have had good intentions, but the road to Hell is paved with those.”


	Jack watched in stunned silence as she turned and walked back toward Sally.


	She knew. Somehow … she knew.


	He wanted to go after her and defend himself, wanted to say that if she was going to let that go on in her house just to keep her marriage together at any cost, fine for her. But what about the cost to Sally? Sally wasn’t being given a choice. Sally had stopped smiling.


	But he couldn’t say a word without giving himself away.


	Maybe Mr. Vivino had been changed by Tony’s death, or maybe he’d just stopped controlling an awful temper. Jack could only judge the man by his actions, by what he did, and what he’d been doing was wrong.


	But what about what I did? he thought.


	He’d intruded on a private matter. Was peeping into their life and videotaping it right?


	He’d thought so at the time. Now he wasn’t so sure.


	But if you saw something wrong, was it ever right to turn away and just mind your own damn business?


	On the other hand, had exposure robbed them of the chance of working things out?


	Jack shook his whirling head. What had seemed so clearly black and white a few days ago had blurred to gray in the middle. If he could go back in time a week, he wondered, would he do the same thing?


	Yeah, he decided, hearing again the smack against Sally’s wet suit, seeing her knocked down. Yeah, he probably would. It would still seem like the right thing to do. But he knew now that doing the right thing didn’t guarantee a rosy outcome. Or a warm fuzzy feeling.


	He caught Sally staring at him. He forced a smile and managed to give her a little wave. She waved back.


	But she didn’t smile.
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	“Hi, Jack.”


	He’d been following Weezy and Eddie onto the bus, lost in thought and feeling glum. He looked and saw Karina, with her engineer’s cap, baggy sweater, and jeans, smiling up at him from a window seat. The aisle seat next to her was empty.


	“Oh, hi.”


	“Need a seat?” she said, her eyes inviting.


	He looked around. “Where’s Cristin?”


	“Not feeling so hot.”


	He spotted Eddie slipping into an empty seat and Weezy heading for her sophomore friends toward the rear. So he stowed his backpack under the seat and dropped in next to Karina.


	“I heard they found Cody last night,” she said.


	Swell. She listened to the morning news. Then he realized that if anyone on this bus listened, it would be Karina.


	“Yeah. Great news.”


	“What happened? Who found him?”


	Okay, play it cool.


	“Couple of local kids.”


	He hid a smile, wondering at her reaction when she discovered she’d been sitting next to one of those kids and he hadn’t told her. She’d probably think that was pretty cool.


	He found he liked the idea of Karina thinking him cool.


	He felt a tap on his shoulder and looked up to see Eddie holding out his Rubik’s.


	“Okay, boy genius. I give up. You’ve been talking big. Let’s see you deliver.”


	Jack took it and turned it over this way and that, saying, “Boy, you really messed it up.”


	“Yeah. It’s a gift. I did my part, now you do yours.”


	“I’ll have it back to you by the time we get to school.”


	Eddie laughed. “Yeah, right.”


	Jack looked up at him. “You doubt my Rubik-fu?”


	“Hey, if you can straighten that out by school, I’ll carry you from class to class on my back.”


	“Deal.”


	The driver gave Eddie her no-standing-in-the-aisle line, so he returned to his seat.


	Karina stared at the cube. “Can you really straighten that out by school?”


	He smiled. “Of course not.”


	“Then why … ?”


	He pulled his backpack from beneath the seat, unzipped it, and removed a new, unused Rubik’s Cube.


	“I’ve been setting him up for this all week.”


	Karina slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. “You are eeeeevil!”


	“A regular dev il in disguise,” he said as he hid the old cube in his backpack.


	“Oh that’s so funny! He’s going to totally plotz when he sees it.” She laughed again. “First Cody, now this. Almost makes up for that awfulness at the VFW last night.”


	Jack nearly jumped out of his seat. “How’d you hear about that?”


	“My dad’s a vet. He was there. I heard him telling my mother.”


	Jack realized he’d never met Karina’s father, so he couldn’t have known.


	“How do you feel about that?”


	She shrugged. “Serves him right.”


	Her lack of hesitation surprised Jack. Then he remembered Mrs. V’s words and decided to bounce them off Karina.


	“But … someone invaded their privacy.”


	“Yeah, true, but he was running for public office. Don’t people have a right to know who they’re voting for? I want to know everything about anybody who’s going to be making decisions that affect me.”


	“Everyone’s got a right to privacy.”


	She nodded. “Absolutely. But if you want privacy, don’t go public. A man with a secret life shouldn’t step into the spotlight and expect to keep his secrets.”


	Jack had a secret life—things he couldn’t talk about to anyone. He vowed then never to run for any sort of public office.


	But didn’t everyone have a secret life? Even the animal in the buried town had had a secret life.


	“I think it comes down to truth,” she added. “Isn’t the truth important?”


	“Very.”


	She raised a fist. “Truth.”


	“But what is truth?” he asked, just to see how she’d react.


	“The truth is.”


	He waited. She said no more, simply watched him, smiling.


	“That’s it?”


	She nodded. “Yep. The truth is. We can twist it every which way with our minds and our words, but that doesn’t change the truth. The truth is what trips you up when you walk around with your eyes closed.”


	I like you, Karina Haddon, Jack thought.


	“You’re a thinker, aren’t you.”


	She frowned. “Been told I think too much.”


	He nudged her. “Well, someone’s got to make up for all the people who don’t think at all.”


	She leaned against him as she laughed. He liked the feeling and liked the sound. “Thank you! I’ll use that next time I’m accused of thinking too much.”


	“Who tells you that?”


	Her smile faded. “My father, mostly.”


	That rang a familiar bell.


	“Wants you to be a bow-head?”


	Her jaw dropped. “How do you know?”


	“I know someone with the same problem.”


	“Really? How does she deal with it?”


	He glanced back at Weezy, reading a book.


	“She stays herself.”


	“Not easy sometimes.”


	He nudged her. “Stay you. You’re great just the way you are.”


	Instantly sure he’d said too much, he wanted to recall those last words. But then he saw Karina give a secret little fist pump and knew it was okay.


	They sat in silence a moment and Jack thought about what Weezy had said.


	Don’t you feel that a circle has closed?


	Yeah. More than one.


	He thought about how complicated his life had become—a series of intersecting circles all leading back to that strange little pyramid.


	Was it good or evil, or like what they’d been learning about in chemistry: a catalyst … something that kicked off reactions?


	One circle had led to the deaths of a number of Lodge members—one of them a freeholder—but had exposed Steve Brussard’s problems. If Steve was getting help, that was a good thing.


	But the death of that freeholder had led Mr. Vivino to run for his spot, and accidentally brought Jack back into the circle of Tony’s family. Jack had thought that had resolved to a good end until talking to Mrs. V this morning. Now he wasn’t so sure.


	Another pyramid circle had led them to the Lodge last night. Because of that, Cody Bockman was alive and with his folks this morning. He’d have drowned if Jack and Weezy hadn’t gone looking for the pyramid.


	Circles within circles … wheels within wheels … gears in the machinery of his life, turning and turning.


	Was that what the pyramid was—a catalyst?


	If so, maybe losing it was a good thing.


	Or maybe not.


	The last couple of months had been pretty interesting.


	May you live in interesting times … wasn’t that an old Chinese curse?


	But Karina … none of the circles involved her. She was outside the pyramid zone. And that seemed a good thing.


	He liked being with her. She was like Weezy in some ways—smart, opinionated, a thinker—but different in others. He liked her slant on things.


	May you live in interesting times …


	Jack sensed he had more interesting times ahead. He just hoped they weren’t too interesting.
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	SUNDAY


	Weezy was attacked on a Saturday night.
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	“Jack,” his mother called from down the hall. “Weezy’s on the phone.”


	Jack poked his head out from under the covers, forced his eyes open, and checked the clock on the table next to his bed. He saw 8:13 in glowing red numbers. He squinted at his window. A cloudy morning sky peeked around the edge of the drawn shade.


	“I’ll call her back.”


	“She says it’s important.”


	What could be important at eight thirteen on a Sunday morning?


	Groaning, he slid out of bed, pulled on his jeans, and padded barefoot down the hall past his brother’s and sister’s empty bedrooms. Tom was finishing law school in Jersey City and Kate had started med school in Stratford. He veered right, into the kitchen where his mother was cracking eggs, and picked up the receiver lying on the counter.


	“Hey.”


	“Jack, I need to talk to you. Real bad.”


	“Well, hello, stranger.”


	Except for brief conversations at the school bus stop, they hadn’t seen too much of each other lately.


	“I’m serious, Jack. I really need to talk.”


	Something in her voice … he couldn’t put his finger on it, but he sensed she was upset. She didn’t get along too well with her folks, especially her dad. Weezy was a little too strange for him. Maybe a lot too strange.


	Not too strange for Jack. She was just … Weezy.


	Maybe they’d had a blowup.


	“Okay. Want to come over for breakfast?”


	“No. I don’t want anyone else listening in. Meet me on the bridge and we’ll bike into the Barrens where no one can hear us.”


	Weezy … always mysterious. Well, he had some time before he was due for work at USED.


	“Sure. Let me get something to eat and I’ll meet you there in half an hour.”


	“That long?”


	“I’m hungry, Weez. I’ll try for twenty.”


	“Okay.”


	He smiled as he hung up. Now what? Never a dull moment with Weezy Connell. And Jack wouldn’t have it any other way.


	He heard voices coming from the living room—first a man’s, then a woman’s. Radio? TV? His folks never played either on Sunday morning. This was newspaper time. If they played anything, it was one of Mom’s Broadway soundtracks. He went to check and found his father seated before the TV, leaning forward, eyes glued to the screen.


	And on that screen—a pile of burning, smoking rubble with fire trucks and ambulances milling around. A caption said Beirut, Lebanon. The little CNN logo sat in the lower right corner.


	“What happened?”


	Dad looked up, his expression grim. “See that pile of concrete? That was a four-story marine barrack until some crazy Arabs blew it up.”


	Jack stared at the rubble. Four stories? It was barely one now.


	“An air raid?”


	“No. Word coming out is some nutcase drove a truckload of explosives through the front door and blew it up.”


	Jack blinked. “With himself still in it?”


	“Yeah. What they’re calling a ‘suicide bombing.’ Same thing happened to a French barracks a few miles away. They think the dead count is going to reach three hundred.”


	Jack was aghast.


	“Are they crazy? I mean, blowing themselves up?”


	“Well, the kamikaze pilots during World War Two went on suicide missions, but that was in battle, during a war. These kids were all part of a peacekeeping force.”


	“But … why?” He couldn’t fathom anyone doing this.


	“Who knows? Some reporter said it was like Pearl Harbor—a sneak attack at dawn on a Sunday morning. But the Japs had the decency to declare war first. And they had a country and an army and a navy we could strike back at. Some group called Islamic Jihad is taking credit for this. Who the hell are they? No one seems to know a thing about them, except they also claimed credit for that U.S. Embassy bomb back in April.”


	Jack had heard about that but had been only peripherally aware of it. This seemed different, and was so much worse. He could tell from his father’s expression and tone that he was steamed.


	He remembered the Iran hostage crisis of a few years ago, now these suicide bombings. What was going on in the Middle East? Had they all gone insane?


	Mom coaxed Dad away from the tube with a promise of sausage and eggs. An almost funereal breakfast followed, the silence broken only by Mom’s futile attempts at conversation and Dad’s muttered remarks about the “inexcusable lack of security” at the barracks.


	Jack couldn’t remember ever seeing his father like this. He was a Korean War vet who never had anything good to say about the army. He’d always made it very clear that he didn’t want either of his sons anywhere near the armed services. But he seemed deeply shaken by the deaths of so many U.S. soldiers. Maybe he made a distinction between servicemen and the armed services. Maybe some automatic brotherhood sprouted between guys who had been to war. Like at the local VFW post.


	After breakfast he went right back to the TV, and Jack headed for his bike.
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	He beat her to the Old Town bridge, a narrow, one-lane wooden span over Quaker Lake, which wasn’t really a lake, just a good-size pond. It finally had returned to its normal level after all the rains last month.


	He sat on his BMX and wiped an arm across his sweaty forehead. A hot day, despite the clouds, and despite it being late October. The 1983 Farmer’s Almanac had predicted a cool fall for the area. In Jack’s experience that meant keep the swimming trunks handy.


	He looked around at the place where he’d spent all his fourteen years: Johnson, New Jersey, a small town in Burlington County. It began on the west side of Route 206 and ended where it abutted the western edge of the Jersey Pine Barrens. Nobody knew exactly when the town was settled, but it had changed its name from Quakertown to Johnson after President Andrew Johnson spent the night here sometime in the 1860s.


	He saw Weezy round the corner off North Franklin and roll his way along Quakerton Road on her banana-seat Schwinn. Louise “Weezy” Connell was probably the best of the few friends Jack had, but he hadn’t seen much of her in the weeks since the Cody Bockman fiasco. Though only four months older—she’d just turned fifteen, while he’d have to wait till January—she was a full year ahead of him in school. He was a lowly frosh, while she was an experienced sophomore.


	She wore—surprise!—black jeans, a black T-shirt, and black sneakers. Her dark, shoulder-length hair was pulled into a ponytail that swung back and forth as she pedaled.


	When she got close enough for him to see her face, he knew something was wrong. First off, no eyeliner—the only makeup she ever wore. This was the first time in the past year he could remember seeing her without it. Her expression was strange.


	“You okay?” he said when she reached him.


	“No.” She rolled past onto the bridge. “Talk to you in the woods.”


	He followed her into Old Town, the original settlement, which Weezy said was much, much older than anyone thought, part of what she called the Secret History of the World. They passed the boxy structure of the Septimus Lodge and skirted the filled-in sinkholes from last month’s underground flood. A dozen or better pocked the pavement and some of the yards.


	As they neared the end of Quakerton Road, where Old Town petered out and the Pines began, Jack spotted Lester Appleton’s pickup, parked in its usual spot next to the Lightning Tree. That was the applejack spot. Depending on the day of the week, you could find either Lester or Gus Sooy there, ready to sell their moonshine. A couple of men stood by the tailgate, watching as Lester filled their whiskey bottles from a large ceramic jug.


	The Appletons were an old piney family, supposedly inbred. If anyone had a doubt about that, one look at Lester was pretty convincing. Skinny, with his left eye always pointed toward his nose and tufts of wild-looking hair shooting off his scalp in all directions, he wore overalls worn through at the knees, and sneakers with no socks. His hands and his ankles were gray with grime. His back was bent and twisted, which made him lean forward and to the right. He kept licking his lips with a big red tongue.


	Some people said he made the best applejack in the Pines—a secret he learned from his father, Jacob—while others preferred Gus Sooy’s. All strictly illegal, but nobody complained. Applejack was a part of life in and around the Pine Barrens.


	“Where we headed?” Jack called as he followed Weezy onto one of the firebreak trails that cut through the trees.


	“You’ll see,” she said without turning.


	No matter how many times he entered the Barrens—and he’d been doing it most of his life—Jack never failed to feel a little uneasy as the gnarled, forty-foot scrub pines leaned their scraggly branches over the path as if looking for a chance to grab him. The place seemed alive.


	“Want to talk now?”


	“When we get there.”


	They moved deeper into the Barrens, the million or so acres of woods smack in the center of the state that hid places no human had ever seen. Every year a few people walked in and never came out.


	The familiar NO FISHING / NO HUNTING / NO TRAPPING / NO TRESPASSING signs tacked up everywhere were a sure sign they were on Old Man Foster’s land. They passed the spong where a cantankerous piney kept putting out leg-hold traps and Mrs. Clevenger kept springing them. Looked like she’d been here recently because all the traps had sticks stuck in their sprung jaws.


	Weezy led him deeper into Foster’s land until she turned off the trail onto a path that consisted of two ruts with a grassy ridge between. Jack had never been this way but Weezy probably had. She loved to explore the Barrens.


	Finally she came to a stop near a small open area where a sturdy old oak stood tall and wide among the more spindly pines.


	She turned to Jack and said, “This is where it happened.”


	He looked around. “Where what happened?”


	Her face screwed up and her eyes filled with tears. “Where Carson attacked me!”


	Before Jack knew it, he was off his bike and in her face.


	“He what? Carson Toliver attacked you?”


	Suddenly Weezy’s arms were around him and her face was pressed against his chest.


	“Yes! I thought he was going to … you know!”


	As she sobbed against him, Jack raised his arms, unsure of what to do with them. Finally he slipped them around Weezy’s back and gently held her. He tried to think of something to say but came up blank. All he could think of was murder.


	Carson Toliver, a big, studly senior, the captain and quarterback of the Burlington Badgers, and the heartthrob of South Burlington County Regional High. When he’d first shown some interest in Weezy during the summer, her IQ had immediately lost eighty points. Jack had assumed it was because of her notoriety as co-discoverer of a ritually mutilated corpse in the Barrens. He’d seen him sniffing around a few times since then, but hadn’t seen any signs that it had progressed beyond that.


	Apparently it had.


	Weezy sobbed a couple more times then pushed away, head down as she wiped her eyes.


	“Sorry. I guess I’ve been holding it in too long.”


	“Have you told your folks?”


	Her head snapped up and he saw a wild, frightened look in her eyes. “No! No way! And you can’t say anything! They don’t even know I was out with him! They think I was at your house!”


	“Swell.” He remained baffled. “What … how…?”


	“He asked me to go out with him. Said it was so cool, you know, about the body we found, and about Cody, and he wanted to hear all about it.”


	Jack made a face. “And your brain turned into a big gummy bear.”


	She looked offended. “Did not.”


	“I’ve seen it happen before.”


	“Well, okay, when the hottest guy in school is interested in you … you wouldn’t understand.”


	“Got that right.”


	“Anyway, I told him my folks would never let me go out with a senior, especially a guy with a car.”


	Toliver’s car … a cool Mustang GLX convertible. Jack wouldn’t mind a ride in that himself.


	“So he told you not to tell them.”


	She cocked her head. “How did you know?”


	“Lucky guess.”


	“So anyway, last night I walked over to Old Town and he picked me up and drove us into the Pines.”


	“Weren’t you a little worried about that?”


	She frowned. “Looking back, yeah, I should have been, but we were talking about the body and how it had been mutilated and about Cody and about how mysterious the Pines are and he said he’d found a cool place he didn’t think anyone else knew about and would I like to see it and of course I said yes.”


	“Of course.”


	Telling Weezy about a cool new place in the Pines was like dangling a wriggling goldfish before a cat.


	“So we stopped here and instead of showing me anything, suddenly he’s grabbing me.” She blinked. “I told him to stop but he wouldn’t. His hands were all over me and I kept pushing him away but he kept on. He even tried to unbutton my blouse. Finally I hit him and he lost it. He started screaming and cursing about how ‘you goth chicks are always easy’ and I got so scared I jumped out of the car. But even that didn’t stop him. He came after me and grabbed me and ripped my blouse but I got away and ran.”


	“You outran Carson Toliver?” The guy was an ace athlete.


	“I got into the trees and hid. He couldn’t find me, so he just stood there and screamed. Maybe because he’s who he is and lots of girls are easy with him he expected me to be too, but he was…” She raised trembling hands to her face. “Jack, I was so scared. It was like he’d gone insane. Finally he left.”


	“He left you to walk home?” The urge to kill rose again. “You’ve got to report him.”


	“I can’t! I just want it to go away.”


	“He attacked you. That’s assault or battery or both. That’s a crime. You should tell the cops.”


	“Ohmigod, no! If I report it I’ll be in trouble with my folks and he can just say I’m crazy and that we were never together and I can’t prove that we were and everyone will side with him because he’s popular and I’m a nobody, and besides, who’ll believe he’d ask me out anyway, and I’m already known as a weirdo, so just think of what they’ll be saying about me if I say he attacked me.”


	When she stopped for air, Jack jumped in.


	“So … you want me to do something?”


	She looked at him as if he’d just spoken Swahili. “Do something? No. And anyway, what can you do?”


	He had a flash vision of himself as some kind of Galahad defending Weezy’s honor by challenging Toliver to a fight … and being stomped into the dirt.


	Jack wasn’t following. “Then why are you telling me all this if you don’t want my help?”


	Why else would you tell someone a problem?


	“I had to tell someone. I couldn’t tell my folks, and not Eddie of all people. And the girls at school—forget them. You’re the only one I can trust. And just being able to tell someone helps, don’t you see?”


	Jack didn’t, but that didn’t matter. You’re the only one I can trust rang through his head, leaving a warm echo.


	“So you’re just going to give him a pass?”


	“I’m just going to keep my distance and pretend this never happened.”


	“Tell the cops, Weez.”


	“No way! I’ll just make things worse for myself. It’s over and done. I’m okay. And I’ve learned something.”


	“About what?”


	“About getting into a car with a guy I don’t know all that well.” She took a deep breath and looked around. “There. I feel better already.”


	“Weez, a few minutes ago you were crying.”


	“That’s because it was all bottled up. Now that I’ve let it out”—she gave him a weak smile and a pointed look—“now that I’ve told someone, I feel a hundred percent better.”


	Still baffled, Jack shook his head. “You’re crazy.”


	Her wavering smile faded. “Don’t call me that, Jack. Please. Not you.”


	Her intensity took him aback. She was awful sensitive about the word.


	“Okay. Sure.” He smiled. “How about ‘goth chick’? Can I call you that?”


	She batted him on the arm. “I’m not goth!”


	“No? Let’s see … you dress in black and you love Bauhaus and Siouxsie. Like my father likes to say—”


	“Please don’t!” She jammed her fingers in her ears and began making nonsense noises that sounded like “Bobbitta-bobbitta-bobbitta.”


	“—‘If it walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, odds are it’s a duck.’”


	She removed her fingers from her ears. “Finished?”


	“Yeah.”


	“Good. Those are simply my choices. They don’t mean I’ve joined a club. I don’t like labels.”


	Neither did Jack, so he dropped it.
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	They’d walked their bikes back to the firebreak trail and were readying to head back to Johnson when Weezy held up a hand.


	“You know, I’ve never been through this area.”


	Jack smiled. “You mean there’s someplace on Old Man Foster’s land you haven’t seen?”


	She shrugged. “He owns a lot of land. Let’s take a look around.”


	He looked at his watch. “We should be heading back. I’ve got to get to USED—”


	“Come on, Jack. Just a little. I’d go myself but…”


	Jack knew what she didn’t want to say: After last night, she didn’t want to be alone in there.


	“Okay. Just a few…”


	But she was already walking her bike back up the path. He brought up the rear until she stopped and pointed.


	“Looks like some sort of clearing over there.”


	He followed her through a line of trees and, sure enough, a clearing.


	A creepy clearing … almost perfectly square, the size of half a football field, with nothing growing in it.


	Nothing at all.


	“What’s the story here?” Jack said, inspecting the sandy soil. “Does somebody come by and weed this place? Or spray weed killer?”


	“Weed killer would leave dead plants.”


	Jack looked again. She was right: no sign of vegetation, living or dead.


	“Check this out,” she said, kneeling to examine a bright green fern along the edge. She stretched one of the fronds and gave it a close look, then muttered something that sounded like “warts.”


	“What?”


	“Ebony spleenwort. It doesn’t usually grow in the Barrens because the soil’s too acid.”


	Jack felt his eyes roll of their own accord. “How do you know this stuff? And why?”


	She rose and faced him. “Because the Pines have lots of lost towns—villages and such that just up and disappeared.”


	“Or were built over, as we well know.”


	She nodded. “But one way to spot where a town once stood is ebony spleenwort. Pinelands soil is acidic and ebony spleenwort doesn’t like acid. So it grows over buried foundations because the old limestone and mortar reduce the acidity in the soil over them.” She gestured around. “We’re standing in an old foundation.”


	Jack looked at the big square of naked soil. “Of what?”


	Weezy stepped onto the bare earth and wandered toward the center of the square. Jack followed, scuffing the ground as he followed. Not a sign of life. Not a beetle, not a wormhole, not a single anthill. Looked like nothing had ever grown here. Something else seemed to be missing from the soft soil but he couldn’t say what.


	Weezy stopped and turned in a slow circle, pointing. “See? The spleenwort runs all around the edges. A building once stood here—a big one.”


	“Big is right. What was this place? And why won’t anything grow in the center? It’s like it’s some sort of dead zone.”


	“Dead zone…” She looked at him. “Why does that sound familiar?”


	“It’s a movie coming out.” Jack had seen a preview when he’d gone to see the animated Fire and Ice. “I think it’s about—”


	“Shhhh!” Weezy said, pointing.


	Jack looked and saw a pair of young Pineland deer walking their way. He froze and watched as they approached the clearing. It looked as if they were going to step into it when both abruptly turned right and followed the spleenwort to the corner, then turned left and followed the far edge. At the next corner they made another left until they came even with their path on the far side, then turned away. Jack watched their white tails disappear into the trees.


	“Did you see that?” Weezy said, her voice hushed.


	Of course he’d seen it. And now he knew what else was missing from the bare square.


	“Tracks.”


	Weezy stared at him. “What?”


	“Look.” He pointed to the ground around them. “It hasn’t rained for at least a week but the only tracks here are our footprints. The only explanation for that has to be that animals won’t cross this space. It’s really and truly a dead zone. What’s going on here?”


	“Or maybe, what went on here. I don’t know, but … it doesn’t feel right.”


	Jack knew exactly what she meant.


	She gave him a sickly look. “I don’t think I want to be here anymore.”


	Neither did he, but he put on a carefree expression. “Whatever. I’ve got to go to work anyway.” He looked around. “You think this place might be part of your Secret History of the World?”


	She nodded. “Definitely. But maybe some things should remain secret. Let’s get out of here.”


	Jack didn’t argue. If nothing else, the dead zone seemed to have chased Carson Toliver from her thoughts.


	But not from Jack’s.
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	The first clue that something was wrong came on the school bus.


	Jack waited with Eddie and Weezy at the intersection of Route 206 and Quakerton Road with four other Johnson kids who attended South Burlington County Regional High School—SBR for short. They stood in front of Sumter’s used car lot. A FOR SALE sign hung in the showroom window. The place had been closed since Mr. Sumter’s mysterious death a couple of months ago and didn’t look like it was going to reopen. Joe Burdett’s Esso station and a Krauszer’s convenience store occupied two other corners.


	The grammar and middle-school kids clustered by the vacant lot across the street. He saw Sally Vivino and her mother waiting for the northbound school bus. Mrs. Vivino wouldn’t look at him. Jack knew why.


	He and Weezy stood apart. Eddie hung with the others but was in his own world, lost in whatever music his Walkman was pumping through his headphones.


	“You okay?” Jack said.


	Weezy had her eyeliner back on and was dressed in a sweatshirt, skirt, and tights, all black.


	“Fine. Just glad to be out of the house.”


	“Your dad?”


	She nodded. “He just shakes his head and keeps saying, ‘What are we gonna do with you, Weezy? What are we gonna do?’ That’s all he ever says. I think I embarrass him. No, I’m sure I embarrass him. He still thinks I should be wearing pink.”


	Jack didn’t get the whole black thing, but he never gave it much thought. Just something Weezy was into.


	“Weez…”


	Her lower lip trembled for an instant. “You know, if I ran away like Marcie Kurek, I wonder if he’d even care.”


	Marcie Kurek was from Shamong and had been a soph at the high school last year. One night she told her folks she was going out to visit a friend and never showed up. No one had ever seen or heard from her since.


	“Hey, I know you two don’t get along, but that’s crazy.”


	She looked at him. “Didn’t I ask you—”


	“Yeah, okay. Right. Sorry.” Touchy-touchy-touchy. “What about Toliver?”


	“What about him?”


	“What are you going to do when you see him?”


	And she would see him. SBR wasn’t all that big.


	“I won’t see him. If we wind up in the same hall or in the caf at the same time, I won’t look at him. As far as I’ll be concerned, he won’t be there. He won’t exist.”


	The big yellow school bus pulled up and clattered to a stop. Jack and Weezy hung back and were last on. He said hello to Karina and Cristin. He found Karina interesting and, well, attractive too. He wished she and Cristin weren’t joined at the hip. He’d like riding the bus next to her.


	Not that it was a long ride. SBR was only three miles from Johnson. He could have ridden his bike there easily in good weather like today’s, but his folks were dead set against that. Jack saw some of the girls and guys grinning and pointing at Weezy. They whispered among themselves and one girl giggled. Weezy was oblivious.


	Jack wound up next to his usual seatmate, Darren Willmon.


	The bus pulled into the parking lot ten minutes later. Weezy got off ahead of him. He was hanging back, waiting for Karina and Cristin, when a trio of older girls, a blonde and two brunettes with high hair and stick-up bangs, breezed by him and flanked Weezy.


	“So,” the blonde said with a grin that looked as friendly as a great white’s, “I hear you were out with Carson Saturday night.”


	Weezy stopped and reddened. “Where’d you hear that?”


	“From Jerry.” She gave Weezy a frank up-and-down. “You don’t seem his type.”


	Eddie waved as he walked by, still lost in his headphones.


	“I’m not,” Weezy said.


	“Yeah? Cars says you showed him a real hot time.”


	Weezy gaped. “‘Hot time’?”


	“Yeah,” said the heavier of the two brunettes, “we hear you were all over him. He, like, couldn’t stop you.”


	Weezy’s face turned a deeper red. “Me all over him? I had to fight him off.”


	They all laughed.


	The third said, “When a girl like you gets near a guy like Carson Toliver—and will someone please tell me how that happened?—you don’t fight him off. It just doesn’t work that way.”


	“So we came up with a name for you,” said the second. “Easy Weezy.”


	As they all laughed and repeated it, Jack saw Weezy’s stricken expression and wanted to punch them. Just to shut them up.


	“Who’d’ve thought,” said the blonde, giving her another up-and-down. “But I guess if you want to look like that you’ve gotta make up for it some way.” She waved and started to walk away. “Bye, Easy.”


	The other two followed, but not before the heavier one said, “And don’t start thinking you’re Carson’s type. You’re not. You’re just … easy.”


	Weezy, mouth still open, stood and gazed at their retreating backs. The red faded to a sickly white. Finally she turned to Jack.


	“How … what…?”


	“Obviously he’s been spreading lies about you.”


	The urge to hurt, maim, maybe even kill Carson Toliver returned, stronger than ever. Not only had he attacked her, he was now smearing her.


	“But why?”


	Jack hid his anger and hurt with a shrug. “Who can figure a walking turd like that? Maybe he figures every girl should have the absolute hots for him. Maybe he doesn’t hear ‘no’ too often. So instead of letting you talk about how you had to fight him off, he launched a preemptive strike.”


	“But it’s a lie! It makes me sound like a slut.”


	“He’s not worried about your rep, he’s worried about his.”


	Two guys about a dozen feet away stopped and pointed. Jack recognized them as a couple of starters on the football team. Friends of Toliver’s, no doubt.


	“Hey, it’s Easy Weezy!” one cried. “Wanna go out? You can have us both—two for the price of one!”


	They must have thought that was a riot because they laughed all the way to the front door.


	“It’s all over school,” she whispered, looking sick. “It’s not even first period and already everybody’s calling me Easy Weezy.”


	Jack didn’t say it, but none of this would be happening if she’d reported him.


	He touched her shoulder. “Not everybody. Just some big-hair airheads and a couple of Toliver’s jock friends. The girls are jealous he asked you out instead of them, and the guys are just being jerks.” He gave her a gentle squeeze on the shoulder and tried to lighten things up. “Us guys like to act like jerks whenever we can. It’s in our nature.”


	She looked at him then at the two jocks disappearing inside. “I can’t imagine you ever saying that.”


	“Maybe not, but maybe I simply haven’t found the right outlet for all my pent-up jerkiness. When I do—duck and run for cover. Because it’s gonna be ugly.”


	That won half a smile from her. He walked her in through the entrance, then they had to part ways. Jack’s first period class was to the right, hers to the left.


	He’d gone maybe a dozen feet when he heard a guy call out somewhere behind him.


	“Hey! It’s Easy Weezy!”


	He cringed and turned. He couldn’t see who’d said it, but saw Weezy moving away with her head down and her shoulders hunched.
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	“What an awful religion,” Karina said at Jack’s side as they left Mr. Kressy’s class.


	“I’m sure there are worse.”


	The Thuggee cult he’d seen in Gunga Din and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom seemed lots worse.


	The Beirut suicide bombings had come up in Mr. Kressy’s civics class and someone had asked what Islamic Jihad was all about. Mr. Kressy hadn’t known anything about the group, but explained that jihad was an Arabic word for “holy war.” And then he’d had to explain what he knew about Islam—which he admitted was very little.


	“But their treatment of women,” Karina said. “I mean, they’re like little better than slaves.”


	“Slave girls!” said Matt Follette, moving up beside them in his trademark slouching walk. “I want to be a maharajah with a whole harem of slave girls.”


	He’d become the class’s unofficial comedian. His humor tended toward black, which suited Jack just fine.


	Karina said, “They’re called ‘wives,’ but that’s what it sounds like a harem is—nothing but a bunch of female slaves to cook, clean, feed, and pamper the man while having his children.”


	Sounding totally sincere, Matt said, “And the problem with that is…?”


	She gave his arm a playful slap.


	From what Jack had heard about Islam, it sounded like it had been dreamed up by someone like Matt Follette.


	They ambled along the echoey tiled hallways toward the caf. SBR’s class building was a one-story box with an open quadrangle at its center; the caf was a connected square without a quadrangle. Once there they shuffled through the lunch line. Jack picked up a couple of burgers and added a slice of cheese to each. He noticed Karina making a salad.


	“Aren’t you going to be hungry?” he said.


	She shook her head. “This’ll hold me.”


	“A burger’d hold you better.”


	“I don’t eat meat.”


	“No kidding?”


	She smiled. “No kidding.”


	He realized then that he’d never seen her eat meat. He’d heard of vegetarians but had never met one. Truth was, living in Johnson, he hadn’t met a whole lot of people in his fourteen years.


	They found a table and Eddie joined them—physically, at least. He had his Walkman running into his ears.


	Matt must have overheard the no-meat conversation because he turned to Karina and said, “So, are you, like, a Hindu or something? Cows are, like, holy?”


	He said it with his usual sardonic tone, but Jack sensed genuine curiosity.


	“No. I just don’t like the idea of animals being killed just so I can eat.”


	“But that’s sort of the way nature works,” Jack said. “One thing dies so another can live. Plants die to feed deer, deer die to feed wolves. What’s left of the dead deer feeds insects or seeps into the ground to feed plants, which other deer eat. And around and around it goes.”


	Matt grinned. “Where it stops, nobody knows.”


	Karina pointed to her salad. “It stops right here.” She looked at Jack. “Does that make me weird?”


	Jack had to smile. Not eating meat weird? He didn’t get it, but so what? He’d hung out with Weezy Connell for years and years. Karina had no idea what weird could be.


	“Not to me. Now, if you were eating worms or dirt, that would be weird.”


	She made a face. “Ew-ew.”


	“But it still wouldn’t be any of my business. It’s only my business when you try to keep me from eating meat.” He grinned. “Or worse, start eating it off my plate.”


	She glanced at his cheeseburgers. “No way, José.”


	“I should bring you home for dinner.”


	She reddened, hesitated a heartbeat or two, then gave a noncommittal, “Hmmm?”


	Jack realized that hadn’t come out quite the way he’d intended.


	“Uh, yeah. We could be an eating team. I’d take your meat and you could have my vegetables.”


	She smiled. “Yeah. That’d work—as long as the vegetables didn’t touch the meat.”


	“Oh, you’re one of those.”


	“Yep.” Her brown eyes sparkled. “One of those.”


	They laughed. Yeah, Karina Haddon was pretty cool. So was Weezy, but in a different way.


	Weezy … he wondered how she was doing.
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	They had the same lunch period on Mondays, so after finishing his burgers Jack looked for Weezy in the caf. They’d never once eaten together here—the class barrier was hard to cross. Lots of barriers in this room.


	The caf was like a medieval kingdom with all sorts of fiefdoms. The jocks had their domain, which cut across classes but kept out non-jocks. The brainiacs had their groups, the bow-heads and big-hairs had theirs.


	And then there were the pineys. They didn’t seem to fit in anywhere. Jack guessed it was because they looked different.


	A dozen or so sat at two tables in one of the corners. All wore odd, mismatched, ill-fitting clothes—no Swatches, Puma sneakers, parachute pants, or Jordache jeans at that table. Their biggest sin, Jack figured, was being too poor to afford all that stuff.


	Some kids, like Jake Shuett, seem to have it in for the pineys, calling them retards and inbreds. A lot of folks talked about brothers and sisters or first cousins getting together and having kids. Jack didn’t know if that was hot air or not. He did know that some pineys—Lester Appleton was a good example—sure didn’t look right.


	He spotted Elvin Neolin, a pint-size frosh from his civics class, getting up from his seat next to a girl with snow-white hair. They exchanged nods as they passed. Elvin had ruddy skin, black spiky hair, and dark eyes. A lot of Lenape Indian in him from the look of it. Not much of a talker, but he seemed like a good kid.


	But where was Weezy? He wanted to hear how her morning had gone. This “Easy Weezy” stuff could last only so long before everyone got tired of it.


	Or so he hoped.


	He found a table with the girls she usually ate with, but she wasn’t there.


	“Where’s Weezy?” he said.


	A couple of them glanced up and looked through him like he wasn’t there. Another said, “You mean Easy?”


	The others giggled.


	Jack gripped the end of their table and leaned on it. It took all his will not to tilt it and tip their lunches into their laps.


	“No. I mean Weezy. Where is she?”


	Maybe he was radiating something, because the nearest girl leaned away and said, “She disappeared between algebra and social studies. We heard she went home sick.”


	“Hey, maybe it’s morning sickness!” someone else said, and this cracked up the table.


	Jack stalked away before he said or did anything stupid. He wandered into the locker area that lined the hallway running between the main class building and the caf. There he saw Carson Toliver, in the flesh, closing his locker door, spinning the dial on his combo lock, and sauntering down the hall.


	Jack felt his anger come to a boil but held it in check. No point in starting something he couldn’t finish. And no point in drawing attention to himself as Weezy’s defender. Who knew? Some odd accident might befall this guy, or something bad might happen to his precious car, and Jack didn’t want any suspicion—unwarranted, of course—aimed his way.


	He had a few minutes before his next class, so he followed.


	Didn’t take long for Jack to start shaking his head in wonder. The guy was amazing. Mr. Popularity. Girls would go, “Hiiii, Carrrrsonnnn,” as he passed and he’d wave and smile back to one and all, pretty or not. Jack could watch the googly-eyed, weak-kneed, ga-ga reactions in his wake. The heartthrob of SBR. Made him sick. If only they knew.


	But girls weren’t the only ones after his attention. Guys looked for high fives, or even a simple nod, anything to be acknowledged by Carson Toliver, varsity hero. And Toliver ate it up. All he needed was a white suit coat draped over his shoulders and he could have been playing Don Fanucci from Godfather II.


	Jack remembered with relish what the young Vito Corleone had done to Don Fanucci.


	Then a surprise. They came upon Teddy Bishop and his goon buddy Joey hassling little Elvin Neolin, pushing him around. Jack had had a run-in with them over the summer. Nearly got his face rearranged. Everyone else in the hall was ignoring the scene, but as Toliver passed he made a sudden turn and shoved Teddy against the wall.


	“He’s kinda little for a big guy like you to be messing with, don’t you think?” he said.


	Teddy was a junior and probably weighed as much as Toliver, but he was a lard bucket. And knew it. He looked instantly cowed. Especially since everyone in the hall had stopped to watch.


	“Aw, he’s just a piney.”


	“I don’t care if he’s a Martian, you’re a lot bigger.”


	“We wasn’t doin’ nothin’.”


	“Yeah? That’s not what I saw. Wanna try a little of that nothin’ on me? Huh? How about it?”


	“Hey, no, we was just—”


	Toliver shoved him again and turned to his blond-haired buddy Joey. “How about you? You up for a little nothin’ ?”


	Joey raised his hands and backed away. “Hey, no, man. We didn’t mean nothin’.”


	Toliver turned to Elvin. “These guys hassle you again, you come to me.” He pointed to Teddy and Joey each in turn. “And you two … I’ll be watching.”


	With that, Toliver continued his stroll as if nothing had happened, leaving Elvin staring after him with absolute, total hero worship in his dark eyes, while Teddy and Joey slunk away in the other direction.


	Amazing, Jack thought.


	He wondered if Toliver cared a bit about Elvin. Maybe he’d simply seen the situation as an opportunity to put on a performance.


	On the other hand, maybe it wasn’t completely a performance. Maybe he’d been sincerely ticked at seeing a little guy being pushed around by the likes of Teddy and Joey. Whatever the case, he’d made the most of it.


	“You okay, Elvin?”


	He nodded but said nothing. He rarely said anything.


	Jack felt a sudden shove from behind. “Hey, you botherin’ Elvin?”


	He turned to see one of the older piney kids, looking ready to fight. He’d met him before. Levi Coffin, tall and lanky with unruly brown hair. His gangly arms stuck out of his too-small shirt. He had one blue eye and one brown and both flashed anger.


	Elvin waved his hands and pointed back down at the retreating bullies.


	“Oh, them,” Levi said, his tone dripping contempt. “One of these days somethin’ real bad’s gonna befall them two.”


	Like many pineys, his voice had an almost Southern twang. Maybe that was why some people called them hillbillies without hills.


	He looked at Jack. “Sorry. Got my signals crossed.”


	He looked at Elvin, then at Toliver’s receding figure.


	“Don’t you go thinkin’ he’s your buddy and all.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You know what Saree says about him.”


	Jack looked and saw the white-haired girl from the piney lunch table standing a few feet away, staring at him with an odd expression. He realized with a start that she had pink irises. White hair … milk-white skin … what was that called…?


	Albino … she was an albino.


	Elvin and Levi joined her and the three of them walked off. Before they rounded the bend, the albino girl—Saree—stared at him again over her shoulder. What was so interesting about him? And Elvin and Levi … Jack had a weird feeling those two had had a conversation without Elvin saying a word.


	But they weren’t important. Toliver was.


	Being the gridiron hero wasn’t enough, apparently. Not only was he the guy who could do no wrong on or off the athletic field, but he’d set himself up as godfather of the whole damn school as well.


	And clearly he liked the role. He ate up the adoration like candy.


	But if people could see what lay beneath that Mr. Wonderful façade, it would be a way different story.


	The problem was, how could Jack expose the real Carson Toliver without involving Weezy … or himself?
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	“I’m heading for the Connells’.”


	His father looked up from where he sat sipping a beer and listening to Mr. Bainbridge rant about Beirut. His fellow Korean War vet had come over in a rage and hadn’t stopped talking since he stepped through the door.


	“Homework done?”


	“Every bit.”


	“Don’t be late.”


	USED was closed on Mondays, so Jack had had the afternoon to himself. The first thing he’d done when he got home was call Weezy to see how she was, but Mrs. Connell said she wasn’t feeling well and couldn’t come to the phone. He tried a few more times through the afternoon but the answer was always the same.


	He often wished they’d invent something like the Star Trek communicator that you could carry in a pocket and call people when you needed to speak to them, or tell Scotty to beam you up. If he and Weezy each had one, he could have called her directly.


	Maybe someday …


	“Nuke ’em!” Mr. Bainbridge was saying as Jack ducked out the front door. “Kill ’em all and let Allah sort ’em out! Who’ll miss ’em?”


	He’d really built up a head of steam. Dad was simply sitting there letting him blow it off.


	He biked over to Weezy’s and was just setting his kickstand in the driveway when he heard a girl scream.


	He froze and listened.


	“No! I’m not going!”


	Weezy …


	“The hell you aren’t!” Her father’s voice.


	And then her mother’s. “Weezy, you can’t just quit school. Did something happen?”


	Weezy … screaming: “Nothing happened! I’m just never going to school again and no one can make me!”


	Weezy never going to school again? He couldn’t imagine what it was like for a fifteen-year-old girl to be called “easy” by everyone. Bad enough if it was true, but when it wasn’t …


	And worse, no one would believe it wasn’t. Jack had seen the Carson Toliver charisma running full throttle today and it was awesome. No way anyone would believe he’d force himself on Weezy Connell. He was too good a guy. And besides, why would he force himself on any girl when there were so many of them drooling over him?


	Even so, it would all blow over eventually. But Weezy probably couldn’t see that. She was an all-or-nothing sort. No half measures for her. When she got into something, she was into it all the way. So from where she stood, everyone thought she was a slut and would think of her as a slut for the rest of her life. She couldn’t face that on a daily basis so she was never ever going back to school.


	Sooner or later she’d come around, but her parents didn’t seem to see that. Her father kept yelling that she was going back to school tomorrow and she kept screaming that she wasn’t.


	The screams bothered Jack. He’d never heard that tone from Weezy, hadn’t imagined she was even capable of it. She sounded totally out of control, maybe even a little crazy.


	Crazy … she’d been on his case about calling her that, and he remembered her getting in Eddie’s face for it a few times.


	A door slammed, and then her father’s voice again. “Weezy! Open up! You open this door this minute!”


	Jack heard Mrs. Connell say, “All right, that does it! I’m calling Doctor Hamilton.”


	“Not again!” Weezy wailed.


	Something about the way she said it gave Jack an uneasy feeling. Dr. Hamilton? Who was Dr. Hamilton? Jack had never heard of him.


	Sad and worried, he turned his bike around and headed home.
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	Mr. Bainbridge was just going out as Jack came in.


	“He sure was mad earlier,” he said to his father when he was gone.


	“Well, he has a right to be. We all do. But he’s mad at just the Arabs. It’s more complicated than that.”


	“How? Those marines were there just to keep the peace, right? They shouldn’t have been killed.”


	His expression turned bitter. “Murdered is more like it.” He sighed. “But that ‘keep the peace’ bit is a big part of the problem. I just don’t see why every time there’s a dustup somewhere in the world, we have to put our guys in harm’s way. Those boys died for nothing. Absolutely nothing. It’s the law of unintended consequences.”


	“‘Law’?”


	“Well, not a law, per se, but it happens enough that it’s seen that way.”


	Confused, Jack shook his head. “I don’t get it.”


	His father leaned forward. “Used to be, if you wanted to steal a car, you’d cross a few wires under the dashboard to get it started, then drive off. To prevent thefts, car makers installed safeguards against hot-wiring. So what are car thieves doing now? They’re waiting for drivers to get in and start the car, then attacking them and pulling them from the car, and driving off. So, measures to prevent hot-wiring had the unintended consequence of replacing simple theft with violent carjacking.”


	Jack got it … sort of.


	“But Beirut?”


	“The peacekeeping force had the best intentions: Calm the violence so cooler heads could prevail. But the fanatics saw it as an invasion. The result: An attempt to save Middle Eastern lives results in the slaughter of the U.S. peacekeepers. An unintended consequence.”


	Shaking his head, Jack wandered into the kitchen and pulled out the phone book.


	Mom came in then, drying her hands on a towel. She had hair and eyes the same shade of brown as Jack’s. The weight she’d gained over the past few years had made her face rounder than Jack’s.


	“How’s my miracle boy doing?”


	Jack snapped the phone book closed and suppressed a groan.


	Miracle boy … he hated that almost as much as “Jackie.” He’d broken her of calling him Jackie—at least he hoped he had. It had been a whole month since she’d said the word. But he didn’t think he’d ever break her of the “miracle boy” thing. On the plus side, she used it when only family were present.


	“Fine.”


	“What were you looking up?”


	“Just browsing through, looking at the yellow pages and stuff.”


	The “stuff” he’d been looking for was a doctor named Hamilton.


	She gave him an amused look. “Since when are you more interested in the phone book than football?”


	Oh, yeah. The Monday night game. Normally Dad would be glued to it. Jack loved watching football but the voice of one of the Monday night announcers, Howard Cosell, got on his nerves at times. The guy had made some comment a couple of weeks ago that upset lots of people, but Jack had already forgotten what it was.


	“Forgot about it.” No lie there. This thing with Weezy and Toliver had blown it out of his mind. “Who’s playing?”


	She gave a dismissive wave. “How should I know? I don’t understand what anyone sees in grown men fighting over a silly ball.”


	“You play tennis with Dad, and that involves a ball.”


	“Yes, but we’re hitting the ball, not fighting over it.”


	As Mom puttered in the kitchen, Jack peeked in and saw the light from the screen reflecting from his father’s glasses and balding head. The Dolphins were playing the Raiders. He wasn’t a big fan of either team.


	He wondered when the Eagles would make the Monday night game again. He was still stinging from the Phillies’ World Series loss to the stupid Orioles. People had called it the I-95 series, but Jack called it the Crap Series. Just a week ago they choked in the fifth game—a five-nothing shutout, of all things—and went home losers. A black day for Phillies fans like Jack and his dad.


	Well, at least they’d made the series. No hope of the Eagles making the Super Bowl this season. They were awful.


	He heard Mom go upstairs, so without saying anything to his dad he returned to the kitchen and reopened the phone book. He found the Physicians section again and ran through the names. His finger froze when he came to the only Hamilton.


	Selena Hamilton, MD


	Child and Adolescent Psychiatry


	Medford, NJ


	Psychiatry? Weezy was seeing a shrink? No. Couldn’t be. And yet … Weezy had said, Not again! And Medford … she and her mother had made a trip to Medford every Friday throughout the summer. Weezy had never said what for and Jack had never asked, assuming they were shopping trips.


	So many things fit together now, especially her sensitivity about the word “crazy.”


	But what was wrong with her head? Her moods bounced all over the place. When she was up she was flying and when she was down she was in the basement, but she wasn’t crazy.


	Although she’d sure sounded crazy tonight. Maybe she’d been standing on the edge of some kind of psychological cliff and this “Easy Weezy” business knocked her off.


	Only one person to blame for that.


	Jack felt a surge of dark and cold sweep through him, as if a latch had suddenly lifted, freeing something that should remain safely locked away. He closed the phone book and slammed out the back door. He headed for the garage and went straight to the corner where they kept all the sporting equipment—tennis racquets, tennis balls, birdies, badminton racquets, footballs, baseballs, mitts … and bats.


	He pulled a Louisville Slugger from a bin and hefted it.


	Yeah.
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	Jack crouched in the shadowed shrubs along the side of the Toliver garage and waited for Carson.


	The Tolivers lived on Johnson’s western boundary, at the tip of the cul-de-sac that capped Emerson Lane. People who lived in this relatively new and ritzy development on the far side of Route 206 liked to call it “New Town.” The name hadn’t stuck.


	But Jack hadn’t arrived via Emerson Lane. He’d hidden his bike among the used cars in Sumter’s lot and hiked through the sprawling orchard on the north side of the development. Along the way he’d passed Professor Nakamura’s house; through the rear windows he’d seen the professor sitting at the desk in his study. Here was another guy who’d let Weezy down, but not on purpose.


	From the orchard it had been easy to slip through the Tolivers’ backyard to the side of their garage where he peeked through the window to check out what cars it held. He found two: a Cadillac DeVille and a Mercedes sedan. No Mustang convertible in sight. Which meant the Boy Wonder wasn’t home yet.


	Good.


	Jack wore dark jeans, a navy blue sweater, and a knit watch cap. He stoked his rage as he planned his moves.


	When Toliver arrived, Jack would wait till he got out of the car, then pull his cap down over his face, sneak up on him, and crack his kneecaps—good, hard, solid shots to one, then the other, ending his sports-hero days. Then, if time permitted, maybe he’d smash the hands that had groped Weezy. That done, he’d hightail it back through the orchard to his bike and be back home before the sheriff’s office got the call.


	Yeah. That would work.


	But the longer he waited, the more he thought about it. And the more he thought about it, the less he liked it. But he wouldn’t back down. Someone needed to put the hurt on this guy, and Jack had elected himself to the job.


	He crouched lower as he saw lights flare down the street. They reached the end of the cul-de-sac and swept into the driveway as a Mustang pulled to a stop before the garage doors. Jack stretched the cap down over his face and watched through the weave as the convertible top rose from its hiding place behind the rear seat, then lowered itself into place. As he waited for the driver’s door to open he felt sweat collecting in his armpits and on his palms where he white-knuckled the bat. Finally Carson Toliver stepped out. He stood and stretched, and Jack knew here was the perfect time to make his move.


	Yet he remained in a crouch as Toliver strolled up to his front door and stepped inside. When the door slammed shut Jack slumped onto his butt with his back against the wall.


	His first thought was that he’d chickened out, but it hadn’t been that. With darkness, surprise, and a baseball bat against a barehanded kid, even if that kid was older and bigger, Jack had had nothing to fear. But as he’d readied to spring, he thought about cowardice. And he’d realized that making no move wouldn’t be cowardly—but attacking would.


	If he’d gone through with it, he’d have been nothing more than a thug. Yeah, he’d have gotten even for Weezy, but with a sneak attack and brute force. Not the sort of thing he’d take pride in afterward. In fact, he could see himself feeling pretty crummy about it later.


	Besides, Weezy deserved better.


	He rose and trotted back to the orchard. As he reached it he glanced back and saw a light go on in a bedroom. Toliver stepped to the window and pulled the blinds.


	Sleep tight, you rotten …


	As he wove through the droopy trees, their branches lighter now since the recent apple harvest, he searched for a way to balance the scales. He knew he’d eventually find one, because he wasn’t giving up on this. His rage at Toliver hadn’t dissipated one speck, it had simply gone from hot to cold.


	And revenge, they said, was a dish best served cold.


	But how to balance those scales? Or better yet, tip them the other way?


	On one side was Weezy, afraid to go to school and perhaps teetering on the edge of some emotional abyss. From the sound of her earlier, maybe she’d already slipped over.


	On the other side was Toliver, riding high.


	And in the middle … Jack, with very few options.


	Weezy’s refusal to let anyone know about the attack was tying his hands. That had been a bad decision on Sunday morning, and here, on Monday night, it was no longer an option. Toliver had made a preemptive strike, and no one would believe her now.


	Had to be a way.


	Carson Toliver, looked up to and admired by all. The guy must love to come to school every day; walking through those doors had to make him feel like a king entering his court.


	But what would happen if the king lost his crown? What if things changed to make him afraid to go to school?


	That would be cool.


	Yeah, but how? How to change the hallway buzz from Easy Weezy to Creepy Carson … or Cowardly Carson? And all without even a hint that it had anything to do with Weezy.


	Tall order. This would take some thought.


	Jack wasn’t going to let this ride. One way or another, Carson Toliver was going down.


	And if Jack worked it right, maybe, just maybe the creep would end up wishing someone had busted his knees instead.
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	“What the hell is going on in this world?”


	Jack was lying in bed, semi-awake, when he heard his father’s raised voice.


	He hopped out and padded down the hall to find him standing before the TV.


	“Dad?”


	His father turned to him, his expression distraught. “We’ve just invaded Grenada. What the hell?”


	Jack looked at the TV—nothing but talking heads there. He’d heard of Grenada but had no idea where it was.


	“Is that in the Middle East?”


	Dad gave him a look. “The Caribbean—near Venezuela. Apparently some commies took over and executed the prime minister and a bunch of others.”


	“So we’re peacekeeping again?”


	Dad shook his head. “Not this time. There’s a bunch of American kids in the medical school there. It looked like they were in danger—at least that’s the reason given—so the troops hit the beach this morning.”


	“Everything okay?”


	“Don’t know. They’re still fighting.” He shook his head. “What’s going on in the world these days? You never know what you’re going to find when you wake up. Bombings, invasions … what a world. What a world.”
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	Jack figured it best to play dumb.


	“Where’s Weezy?” he asked when Eddie showed up at the bus stop without her.


	His red Izod was tight on his overweight bod. He turned off his Walkman and pulled his headphones off his ears to let them rest on his neck.


	“Not coming.” He looked uncomfortable.


	“She’s still sick?”


	He kept his eyes pointed north on 206, the way the bus would come. “Sort of.”


	Jack didn’t know how hard to push. Weezy was his best friend and he craved information on how she was doing, but he didn’t want to step on her privacy. She obviously didn’t want anyone to know about her psychiatrist.


	“‘Sort of’ how? Is she running a fever, is she contagious, what?”


	Eddie turned and looked Jack in the eye. “Don’t say I told you this, but she says she’s never going to school again.”


	Jack faked shock. “What? Why not?”


	“She won’t say. But she locked herself in her bedroom this morning and wouldn’t come out.”


	Jack shook his head. “I don’t get it.”


	“Neither do I. All I know is—and after hanging around her all these years, you’ve gotta know it too—she takes some things real hard.”


	Jack nodded. He’d seen it before, but never this hard.


	“Well,” Eddie continued, “something must have happened in school—probably something minor that she’s blown up into something majorly hellacious.”


	Obviously he hadn’t heard the Easy Weezy remarks. Jack didn’t think Eddie would consider them minor. He and Weezy didn’t always get along, but Jack sensed he’d turn tiger if he thought anyone was hurting her. Might go for Toliver and wind up hurt.


	Better he didn’t know.


	“She going to be all right?”


	Eddie smiled. “Sure. You know her—up and down, up and down. She’ll get over it and things will go back to normal.” He shook his head. “At least as normal as things can get with Weezy.”


	Jack hoped so. What if she got so low she couldn’t bounce back?


	Eddie was slipping his headphones over his ears again.


	“What’s on?” Jack said.


	“SRV.”


	“Texas Flood?”


	He smiled as he clicked his Walkman back on. “He’s the greatest.”


	As Eddie started nodding his head in time with the music, Jack tried to guess which song.


	“‘Pride and Joy,’ right?”


	Eddie shook his head. “‘I’m Cryin’.’”


	Jack grinned. “Same thing.”


	He too liked Stevie Ray Vaughn, and he had a Walkman of his own, but he usually reserved it for late-night listening when everyone else was asleep, or when he was pushing the lawn mower around.


	As they got on the bus, some girl in the rear called out, “Where’s Easy Weezy?” to no one in particular.


	Jack glanced at Eddie and saw no reaction. SRV was drowning out the real world. At times like this, Jack almost wished he could live inside the headphones like Eddie was doing lately. But sometimes he had to listen to his own voice.


	Especially now when he was plotting the overthrow of King Carson.
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	Mr. Kressy, Jack’s favorite teacher, was discussing next year’s presidential election in civics class, talking about the Democrats who would be vying for their party’s nomination to challenge President Reagan for the White House.


	“Listen to the candidates when they appear on television,” he was saying, “and maybe—just maybe—you’ll be able to determine their guiding principles. If one of them has principles in tune with yours, he may be the man you want for your president.”


	He turned quickly and snapped his fingers.


	“Wait … you each do have a guiding principle, don’t you? You know—a fundamental law, doctrine, or assumption that guides you. Quick: Somebody give me a good guiding principle.”


	Dark-haired Liza Escovedo said, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”


	“Ah, yes. The Golden Rule. That sounds great, but when you think about it, it means the decision of how to treat other people originates with you, rather than with them. What if you’re, oh, say, a very guilty person who feels a great need to be punished, so you want people to hurt you—punch you, kick you, curse you. That makes you feel better. By the Golden Rule, you’d be free to punch, kick, and curse other people, because that’s the way ‘you would have them do unto you,’ right?”


	Liza slunk lower in her seat. He noticed and said, “It’s a good thought, Liza, and probably works well for ninety percent of people, but we’ve got to think our guiding principle all the way through.” He looked around. “Anyone else?”


	Matt Follette, the class cynic, said, “What’s in it for me?”


	This got a laugh.


	Mr. Kressy pointed to him and grinned right back. “You’ve got the makings of a great politician. Or an even better lobbyist.”


	Another laugh.


	Mr. Kressy turned Jack’s way. “Anybody else?”


	Deciding to go for it, Jack raised his hand and said, “How about, ‘Do the right thing’?”


	Mr. Kressy beamed. “Perfect.” Then frowned. “Except … who or what determines the right thing?”


	“God,” said Liza.


	He shook his head. “Sorry. I’m not allowed to discuss theology in this class beyond the concept of separation of church and state. I will say that if ‘God’ works for you, fine, but as far as politics goes, you should remember that a lot of different religions are practiced in this country, worshipping different gods. I don’t know about you, but I definitely don’t want this class arguing about whose god is best.


	“So we need to approach from a different angle. By what process do you arrive at the criteria for what is ‘right’? For that, you have to dig deep. You need to have a first principle to work from. So let’s think about that for a couple of days. Ferret out your prime or first principle, the touchstone belief to which everything you think or do must answer. Searching for that is going to take you places in your head most of you have never been before. We’ll see what we come up with.” He picked up the civics text. “And now for the easy stuff.”


	Jack frowned as he thought about a first principle. Did he have one? He’d never thought about it. He always tried to do the right thing, but he’d never thought about the path he took to deciding what was right.


	The frown eased into a smile. Mr. Kressy was right. This was going to take him places he’d never been before.


	Cool.
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	After finishing lunch, Jack again went in search of Toliver. As he passed the table where Weezy usually sat, one of the girls said, “Weren’t you looking for Easy Weezy yesterday? Guess what? She’s out again.”


	Jack realized with dismay that the “Easy Weezy” thing had legs. It wasn’t going to fade away anytime soon.


	“Maybe she’s morning sick!” said the same one who’d said it yesterday.


	Jack stopped and looked at her. He wanted to get in her face and tell her it wasn’t funny the first time and how about straining the two sporadically connected neurons that passed for her brain to come up with something new and perhaps even remotely clever.


	Instead he moved on. Drawing attention to himself was the last thing he needed.


	What those girls needed, though, was something else to talk about.


	And Jack was going to give it to them.


	He scouted the halls till he found Toliver, then followed him again. As before, Toliver strolled around like the school’s godfather. Finally he stopped at his locker, removed a couple of books, and moved on.


	Jack let him go. He slowed his pace to a crawl as he passed the locker. Number 791. He checked out the lock: a regular spin-dial combination model. He didn’t think he’d have any problem getting past that, but first things first: He had to be able to sneak back into school when no one was around.


	He looked up and stifled a yelp when he found himself inches from the white face and pink eyes of the albino piney girl, Saree.


	“Why can’t I see you?” she said.


	“What?”


	“I can’t see you.”


	Jack waved his hand between them and she flinched.


	“You can see me.”


	“No.” She looked at Toliver’s locker. “I can see him. He’s all sorts of dark, almost black as night.”


	Jack remembered Levi’s warning to Elvin about Toliver yesterday: You know what Saree says about him.


	“What’s that mean?”


	She shook her head. “But you … you’re hiding from me.”


	What was this girl talking about?


	“Gotta go,” he said.


	No lie. Lunchtime was winding down and he had to get to the boys’ room pronto.


	SBR had two of them, one on the east side, one on the west. Jack stood in the east room and washed his hands at the sink closest to the windows. But instead of paying attention to his hands, he was studying the windows: identical top-hung casement types, four feet wide and maybe eighteen inches tall, set a good five feet off the floor. Each had two latches. He didn’t know if they were ever opened, but he could tell from the hinges that they swung out. One overhung his sink, the other looked over the last stall.


	That stall was empty, so Jack dried his hands and slipped into it. He stood there, waiting. Lunch break was almost over. He hung out until the bathroom emptied, then he stood on the seat for a closer look. The handle on the bottom told him this was a simple push-pull window. If it had been the kind of casement that needed to be wound open and shut, he’d have been sunk.


	He studied the latches—simple levers on the bottom of the frame with blades that swung up and down, in and out of slots in the casing. He tugged on one but it wouldn’t move. He tried harder, grunting with the effort, but the thing wouldn’t budge. He tried the other with the same result. Obviously they hadn’t been opened in a long, long time.


	He was going to need some sort of tool for prying. He searched the stall. Nothing. He returned to the sink area and looked around. More nothing. A screwdriver would have been perfect but not the sort of thing he carried around …


	But he did carry a pen.


	He fished out his ballpoint as he returned to the stall. He wedged it under the latch handle, and using it as a lever, managed to budge the latch. It moved only an eighth of an inch, but that was enough to allow him to open it the rest of the way by hand. As he was prying at the second latch, the hard plastic of the pen shattered, but not before it had succeeded in doing its job. Jack pried the latch the rest of the way by hand. He was about to push on the handle when he caught a flash of movement off to the right. He pressed his head against the glass to see who or what it was, but saw nothing. Had someone been out there? Had someone seen him messing with the window?


	Couldn’t worry about that now. He pushed on the handle, and with a squeak and a groan, the window opened an inch.


	But something else opened as well—the door to the boys’ room.


	Jack ducked and crouched with his feet on the toilet seat. He hadn’t bothered to latch the stall door, so it stood half open. If whoever it was wandered this far down …


	He heard a couple of voices and recognized one of them.


	Oh, crap—Toliver!


	If he found Jack here and spotted the open window, it would be more than embarrassing. Jack’s whole plan would be shot.


	Heart pounding, he listened to Toliver talk to whoever was with him, their voices low, casual … something about football and North Burlington Regional.


	Right. Friday’s game was the big rivalry—the South Badgers against the North Greyhounds.


	Their voices were drowned out by flushes and then the room went silent. Jack stayed put until he was sure he was alone, then he rose and pulled the window closed. But left the latches undone.


	Seconds later he was in the hall, hurrying for his next class, not knowing if he’d been wasting his time back there or not. Because he didn’t know if the window opened wide enough to allow him to slip through. If it didn’t, he’d have to go to plan B.


	Trouble was, he didn’t have a plan B.
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	USED started out slow, even for a Tuesday.


	Jack had worked in the store over the summer and into the fall. It sold a mishmash of antiques and junk, with a blurred and wavering line between the two: One person’s precious antique was another’s junk, which some people spelled junque. Whichever way it was spelled, USED had tons of it, all stashed here and there in a seemingly willy-nilly pattern. Jack knew the place held loads of goodies he hadn’t yet seen, and might never see, but Mr. Rosen, the owner, knew where everything was. Or pretended to.


	Jack had been surprised when the old man asked him to stay on into the fall. He’d wondered why at first. Customer traffic had been pretty good during the summer, but dropped off steeply after Labor Day. Weekends still saw people coming through, but during the week, almost nothing. After a while he realized that Mr. Rosen, a pretty frail-looking guy, got tired in the afternoon and liked to hit the cot in the back room for forty winks. Well, more like eighty.


	Turned out to be a good deal for Jack. After he’d done his dusting and polishing and straightening up, he’d man the counter near the front and do his homework, something Mr. Rosen encouraged. Through it all he collected $3.50 an hour—just above the minimum wage


	Today was different, though. After finishing his busywork, he went to the cabinet at the rear of the store and pulled the lock-picking kit from the top drawer. Mr. Rosen had taught him how to use it so he could open cabinets and such that came with locked doors and drawers but no keys. Along with the tension bars and rakes, the kit included an assortment of padlock shims. These were little half cylinders of thin metal with a point on one end and two flanges on the other. He pocketed the kit. He’d return it when he was finished with Toliver.


	He’d just settled himself at the counter, readying to practice on an old combination lock Mr. Rosen had for sale, when the door chimed. He looked up and saw Walt Erskine stepping in. He shoved the shims and the padlock under the counter.


	Weird Walt, as he was known, had a gray-streaked beard and long dark hair tied back in a ponytail. His eyes were semi-glazed from the applejack he sipped all day. He wore his uniform of jeans, T-shirt, olive-drab fatigue jacket, and black leather gloves. Word was he even ate dinner with those gloves. Jack had seen him without them only once—just last month on the weirdest night of his life.


	Walt looked around. “Got anything new?”


	Jack deadpanned him. “No.”


	“Oh,” Walt said with a grin and a wink as he wandered toward the rear of the store. “I get it. Right on.”


	As Walt disappeared down an aisle, the door chimed again and Mr. Drexler walked in. Like Walt, he had his own uniform: a white three-piece suit with a white tie and white shirt. He carried a black hide-covered cane.


	“Hey, Mister Drexler,” Jack said.


	He had black hair combed straight back from a widow’s peak. His cold blue eyes regarded Jack with mild irritation.


	“‘Hey’? What sort of greeting is that?”


	Jack resisted an eye roll. He and Mr. Drexler had smoothed things out after Jack’s misadventures last month, but that hadn’t made the man any less of a stickler for formalities.


	“It’s sort of like ‘hello.’”


	“Well, then, instead of like hello, let’s try for the real thing next time, shall we?”


	“Sure. Can I help you with anything?” he said, wishing he could add, Like helping you out the door?


	“I stopped by to tell you not to wait until the weekend to cut the Lodge’s lawn. I want everything top shape by Friday night.”


	Mr. Drexler worked for the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order that owned the Lodge in Old Town—his card said he was an “actuator”—and last month he’d hired Jack to cut the lawn and keep the grounds tidy. He paid well, but the job took hours.


	“I’ll have to check with Mister Rosen to see if I can have the day off.”


	“See that you do.”


	“What’s going on? Special meeting?”


	“That’s none of your—”


	The door chimed yet again as a young woman stepped in carrying a baby wrapped in a blanket. She looked like she was in her early twenties—maybe just barely twenty—with long chestnut hair, pale skin, and gray eyes.


	“Hello,” she said, smiling at Jack. “I was told I could find Walter Erskine here.”


	Walt suddenly appeared from the back. “Whoa! Who told you that?”


	She smiled at him. “An old woman in black. Oddly enough, she was wearing a scarf in this heat.”


	That could only be Mrs. Clevenger. She always wore black and always had a scarf around her neck. Some people said that was because she was the reincarnation of Peggy Clevenger, the witch of the Pines, who was beheaded way back when. People said Peggy wandered the Pines, looking for her head, but others said she’d found it and wore the scarf to hide the old cut.


	Jack didn’t buy any of that, but Mrs. Clevenger did seem to know an awful lot about the Pine Barrens and was often seen entering and leaving at odd hours, always accompanied by her three-legged dog.


	The young woman was staring at Walt. “You’re him, aren’t you.”


	Walt hesitated, looking like he would have denied it if no one around knew better. Finally he nodded. “Yes, I guess I am. Do I know you?”


	Her gray eyes shone with welling tears. “My name is Miriam. We met, once, but I’m sure you don’t remember.”


	“When was that?”


	“Ten years ago this past June, when I was eleven. You were with a tent show that came through my hometown.”


	Walt paled and glanced around. “I don’t know if that was me. Coulda been somebody else.”


	She beamed at him. “Oh, it was you. Your hair was shorter, so was your beard, and it had no gray then, but I’d know you anywhere. I’ll never forget the man who healed me.”


	“Healed?” Walt looked sick, like he wanted to be anywhere but here with this woman. “I … I don’t know what…”


	She raised her free arm, the left. “See this? I didn’t have one—just a little flipper-type thing in its place. You touched me back then, and it started to change and grow. It took a whole year, but now look: It’s perfect.”


	Jack stared at that raised arm, and yes, it looked perfect—as perfect as the silence in USED. Even Mr. Drexler seemed to be holding his breath.


	Last month Jack had seen Walt touch someone with an ungloved hand. He still wasn’t sure what had happened then.


	Finally Walt swallowed and said, “I think you’ve made a mistake.”


	“Mistake?” Mr. Drexler said. “She’s deranged. Grow an arm? That’s a medical miracle. You’d be famous the world over, young lady!”


	She shook her head slowly. “My hometown is small, high in the West Virginia hills. My folks thought it might be the work of the devil, so they hid me from the neighbors. And when I had my new arm, they sent me to live with kin on the other side of the state.”


	“Why did you come looking for me?” Walt said.


	She smiled again. “To thank you. And to ask you…” Her smile faded as she unwrapped the blanket from her sleeping baby to reveal the left shoulder. “… if you would do the same for my little girl.”


	Jack couldn’t help gasping: The baby had no arm, just a fleshy little flap, maybe two inches long and an inch wide. Like a tiny flipper.


	Walt looked panicked as he began sidling toward the door, giving Miriam as wide a berth as possible.


	“No … I can’t … don’t ask me … you can’t ask me.”


	In a single quick move he jerked the door open and darted through.


	Miriam dashed after him, calling, “Mister Erskine! Please, my baby. You’ve got to help her! I’ll pay you! Mister Erskine, please!”


	Jack watched, stunned. What a crazy—


	And then he realized that Walt hadn’t denied that he could do it. He’d said, You can’t ask me.


	Just then Mr. Rosen shuffled in from the back, rubbing his eyes.


	“Such tumel. Who’s making the racket?”


	Jack stepped to the window and saw Miriam and Walt facing each other by the front fender of a beat-up old Ford station wagon. He noticed Mr. Drexler’s Bentley parked a dozen feet away.


	Miriam was offering Walt an envelope. Money? Jack couldn’t read her lips but remembered her offer to pay him.


	Walt pushed it back, shaking his head as he said something.


	Jack edged toward the door as Miriam pulled a slip of white paper from the envelope and stuffed it into the pocket of Walt’s fatigue jacket. He pulled it out, looked at it, then threw it away.


	As Walt waved his hands and walked off, Jack pulled open the door in time to hear Miriam call after him.


	“I’ll be there till Sunday, Mister Erskine! Please reconsider, I beg you! If you change your mind you can come anytime. I’ll be waiting.”


	She began to cry then, and her sobs tore at Jack’s heart. He watched her place her baby in the car seat in her old station wagon, then get in and drive away.


	Jack jumped as Mr. Drexler spoke over his shoulder.


	“Most entertaining.” He straightened and smiled. “I must make a note to come here more often.” He turned and nodded to Mr. Rosen. “Good day to you, sir. You have the most entertaining clientele.” Then to Jack: “Remember: the lawn and beds taken care of before Friday night.”


	Jack looked at Mr. Rosen. “Can you spare me Friday?”


	He shrugged. “Sure. Somehow I’ll manage.”


	“Friday, then,” Mr. Drexler said and stepped out the door.


	A big man hopped out of the Bentley and held the rear door for him. He seemed to be a combination of driver and bodyguard, although why Mr. Drexler would need either, Jack couldn’t imagine. Mr. Drexler called him Eggers.


	He saw a piece of paper flutter in the wake of the car as it roared off—the slip Miriam had tried to give Walt. Jack ducked out and chased it. He checked it out when he caught it.
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	He stuffed it in his pocket and hurried back inside.


	What an afternoon. Jack couldn’t get Miriam and her poor baby out of his head. He remembered his father telling him that Walt had worked as some sort of faith healer in a show in the south, but had been kicked out for drinking too much. He’d heard about faith healers who could make the blind see and the deaf hear and the lame walk, all things that could be faked.


	But he’d never heard of a faith healer curing an amputee … or causing someone born with a bad arm or leg to grow a good one.


	Had Walt done that? Could he really heal with a touch? Maybe. After all, there’d been that strange incident last month. And if he could, why would he refuse? Jack had a flash of insight: Was that why he wore gloves day in and day out?


	The ding! of the cash register roused Jack as Mr. Rosen popped it.


	“A store full of people and they bought nothing?”


	“I guess they weren’t in a buying mood,” Jack told him.


	Anything but.
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	“Oh, Jack,” Mrs. Connell said, “I’m so glad you’re here.”


	Jack had decided on a direct approach to contacting Weezy. Rather than calling first, he rode his bike over and knocked on the front door. Mrs. Connell had practically hugged him.


	“How’s Weezy doing?” he said, playing dumb like he had this morning. “She still sick?”


	Mrs. Connell chewed her lip for a second, then said, “She’s not sick. She just won’t go to school.”


	Jack feigned surprise—Eddie had told him in confidence—then put on a smile.


	“And it works? Maybe I should try that.”


	“It’s not funny, Jack. She’s very upset about something. I’m sure it has to do with school. Do you know what happened?”


	He shrugged. “She’s a year ahead of me. I hardly see her at all during the day.”


	No lie there.


	“I know,” she said, nodding. “Eddie has no idea either. Look, I know you came over to see Eddie, but do you think you could talk to Weezy? You two are friends. Maybe she’ll tell you what’s wrong.”


	He didn’t correct her about coming over to see Eddie.


	“I’ll give it a try.”


	He took the stairs up to her door and knocked.


	“Hey, Weez, it’s me.”


	“Jack? Come in.” As he opened the door and stepped through, she added, “Close it behind you.”


	The room was dim, lit only by a tiny bedside lamp. Dressed in a black T-shirt and black jeans, looking paler than usual, Weezy sat cross-legged on her unmade bed.


	“What’s it like at school?” she said.


	Jack shrugged. “Same old same old.”


	“Still talking about ‘Easy Weezy’?” She spoke the words as if they tasted bad.


	Jack wanted to tell her it was already yesterday’s news, but couldn’t lie to her … couldn’t have her step on the bus tomorrow thinking she wouldn’t hear those words.


	“A couple of people asked about you…”


	“Asked about ‘Easy Weezy’?”


	He had to tell her. “Yeah.”


	Frowning and shaking her head, she folded her arms and leaned back against the headboard.


	“Damn them,” she said through her teeth. “Damn them all.”


	“It’s going to get old real quick, Weez. This is 1983, not … not colonial times. You’re not going to have to wear a big red ‘A’ on your shirt.”


	“But why me? Why do I have to be known as a slut? Me of all people? I don’t even date!”


	“We both know why.”


	Weezy stared at him. “Yeah, we do. I wish there was some way to get back at him.”


	Jack felt his mouth opening, felt the words forming on his tongue. He so wanted to tell her his plan, but he pulled back. No … no one could know. This was between him and Carson Toliver, and Toliver especially could not know.


	“You ever think you might be making it worse—I mean, prolonging it by not going to school?”


	“I don’t care, because I’m never going back.”


	“Weeeeez…”


	“I’m serious. I’m not going back to a place where they all hate me or look down on me.”


	The words shocked him. That wasn’t anywhere near true—at least in real life. But maybe to Weezy it was. She couldn’t see how she’d blown everything out of proportion. He sensed she was beyond reason. Was this the sort of thing she’d been seeing the psychiatrist about?


	“Weez, that isn’t true. You—”


	“It is.” Tears started rolling down her cheeks. “That’s why I’m never going back. And they can’t make me. No one can make me. They can drag me to the bus stop but I won’t get on. And if they force me on, I’ll get off at the very next stop. And if they drive me to school, I won’t get out of the car. And if they drag me out of the car and into the school, I’ll walk out the first exit I see.”


	“But aren’t there laws—?”


	“I don’t care. I don’t care about anything. I just want to be left alone.”


	“Does that mean you want me to leave?”


	“I’m tired. I need to sleep.”


	That stung, and would have hurt more if he hadn’t known she wasn’t really herself now.


	Desperate, he fabricated a surefire way to get her moving.


	“I saw a couple of pine lights earlier. Want to chase?”


	Jack thought he saw a spark of interest in her eyes—yes!—but it died so quickly he wondered if he’d imagined it.


	“Like I said, Jack. I’m really tired.”


	She turned out the light.


	His heart sank. This was awful. She wasn’t Weezy anymore.


	He sighed. “Okay, Weez. Get some sleep. I’ll stop by tomorrow.” He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Hey, Weez, you gotta know you’ve got at least one person at school who doesn’t think you’re Easy Weezy.”


	“You mean you?”


	“Yeah.”


	“You don’t think so because you know the truth. But what if you didn’t? What would you think then?”


	“Depends on what you told me. If you said it wasn’t true, that would settle it.”


	A sob came out of the darkness.


	“You’d better go.”


	“Sure?”


	“Please.”


	As he stepped out into the hall he heard her say, “I’m sorry, Jack.”


	“’Sokay.”


	He shut the door.


	Sorry … The word nearly broke his heart, but it also removed any misgivings he might have had about the risks of his plan.


	Weezy was sorry?


	Before he was through, someone else was going to be much sorrier.
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	Jack’s chest felt heavy as he walked the block and a half home. He turned his thoughts from Weezy to planning his first move against Toliver. The key, he figured, was to make it look like innocent mischief. Nothing harmful. Its impact would come from the simple and inescapable realization that someone had targeted Mr. Wonderful for a prank.


	By the time Jack reached his house he had an idea or two. Inside he found his mother puttering about the kitchen.


	“Where’s all the Halloween stuff?” he said.


	His mother looked up. “You must be psychic. I was just going to ask you to bring it up from the basement.”


	“Okay. But where in the basement?”


	The storage area was so crammed he needed a Sherpa guide to find anything.


	“Right rear corner, middle shelf.”


	Sure enough, the box was exactly where she’d said—right next to the Thanksgiving decorations. She liked to dress up the house for each holiday, and Halloween was only a week away.


	Jack pulled out the box and pawed through it until he came across the big fuzzy black spider she liked to hang by the front door. It had huge white, googly eyes with black pupils that rolled around when it moved, and was attached to an elastic string. It looked kind of goofy and cute, almost snuggly.


	Jack pulled off the eyes and set it on the floor. Suddenly it was anything but snuggly. It looked like a humongous tarantula.


	Perfect.


	After bringing the box upstairs, he slipped out the back door to the garage. An old backpack hung on a hook. He slipped the spider inside and added a penlight, a roll of masking tape, and a screwdriver from his father’s tool shelves.


	Then he removed the padlock shims from the lock-picking kit. He had four of them, each slightly larger or smaller than the others. He’d never done this before, but he’d studied the booklet that came with the kit—Lock Picking Made Easy—and it looked, well, easy.


	He removed his bicycle padlock from the chain and snapped the shackle closed. Then he tried different shims until he found the one whose half cylinder best fit the shackle. When it was snug against the metal, he worked it down into the shackle hole. Then, with his thumbs against the flanges, he rotated the shim to the right.


	The shackle popped up.


	Jack stared in joyous wonder.


	That’s it? That’s it?


	He did it again—just as easily.


	It took all his will to keep from pealing a loud Mwah-ha-ha-ha!


	Operation Toliver was a go.


	WEDNESDAY
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	Jack stopped on the shoulder of Route 206 and squinted at the glowing dial of his watch: just shy of quarter to two in the morning.


	He’d left his bike on the side of the house before going to bed. That way it had been right there and ready to roll when he’d climbed out his bedroom window. He’d gone as far as he could on off-road paths. Now he was going to have to ride most of the rest of the way—maybe a mile—on Route 206.


	Here he faced the greatest risk of exposure. The good news was that 206 ran pretty much arrow-straight along this stretch. He’d be able to spot approaching headlights a long way off, giving him plenty of time to find cover along the roadside. Even better was the fact that hardly anybody in these parts was out at this hour.


	He felt his gut crawl as he looked up and down the road. Was he out of his mind? This was one crazy stunt he was pulling. So many things could go wrong. The worst would be getting caught inside the school—he could be arrested for breaking and entering.


	Then he remembered the tears on Weezy’s face as she told him she was never going back to school. All because of Carson Toliver.


	Some things you could let slide, and some things you couldn’t.


	Sometimes, when it mattered enough, when a friend was involved, you had to go out on a limb. Weezy was that kind of friend. He had a feeling she’d do the same for him. And even if she wouldn’t, so what? He needed to do it for her.


	He just hoped this particular limb didn’t break.


	Jack avoided a road-killed raccoon as he crossed to the west side of the highway near the Lonely Pine Hotel. An apt name: It consisted of a short strip of seven rooms and an office, all in the shadow of one huge, lonely pine. Everything was dark except for the small neon sign at the road’s edge. Only one car in the lot—Jack recognized Miriam’s beat-up station wagon parked outside a door marked 3.


	He wondered again at her story of growing an arm after Walt touched her. Maybe Walt had touched her at the tent show. And maybe she had grown an arm during the following year. That didn’t mean one caused the other. He heard his father’s repeated warnings about the commonest logical fallacy: Post hoc, ergo propter hoc. Just because one thing followed another didn’t mean the first caused the second.


	And besides, if Walt could truly heal with a touch, he’d be world famous. Certainly wouldn’t be hanging out in Johnson, New Jersey.


	He hopped on his bike and began pedaling.
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	He needed to jump off the road only twice along the way, so he arrived at the high school in good time. He pulled off the road a hundred yards or so shy of the entrance, and approached through the trees.


	The buildings were dark and abandoned looking, the parking lot empty. He made a circuit of the building anyway, just to be sure no janitors were still about. He knew they did most of their work after school, but doubted any would be working at this hour. Still, he’d never done anything like this before and didn’t want to run into any ugly surprises.


	Nope. All clear.


	The starlight was enough to guide him to the boys’ room window. He glanced up at the dusty glow of the Milky Way arcing overhead. He pulled his bike behind the juniper hedge that ran along the wall. He’d known about the hedge, and its thorns were one of the reasons he’d worn his nylon track warm-up. Another was because its fabric was smooth and slippery. He wanted every bit of help to slide through that window. Yesterday afternoon he hadn’t had the time to check how far it opened. If he couldn’t slip through, all his plans and this entire trip would be for nothing.


	He leaned the bike against the wall and shrugged out of his backpack. He removed a plastic baggie containing the penlight, shims, and spider. Clenching it in his teeth he stepped up on the seat. After swaying precariously for a second or two, he steadied himself and removed the screwdriver from his back pocket. He worked the flat tip between the window casing and the bottom of the frame.


	The window wouldn’t budge.


	His heart sank. Had one of the janitors spotted the open latches and relocked the window? He hadn’t considered that possibility.


	He tried again, levering harder, and this time the window moved.


	“Yes!”


	He worked the screwdriver tip farther in, put more weight behind it, and soon the edge of the frame had moved out far enough to allow him to work his fingertips behind it. He yanked back and it swung open with a squeak that echoed through the enveloping silence like an elephant honk.


	He stood silent, listening. All quiet, and yet …


	… a feeling that he wasn’t alone.


	He looked around, expecting to see someone standing behind him in the starlight. But no. No one there.


	Still … a vague feeling of being watched.


	Shrugging off the unease—really, who’d be out here at this hour?—he pulled the window open to the limit and began to wriggle through. For a gut-wrenching second his warm-up caught on the frame and he thought he might be stuck. His head filled with visions of hanging half in and half out all night, then being discovered and becoming the focus of a laughing, jeering crowd of kids until some fireman extricated him like a stray kitten from a tree.


	He’d have to move into Weezy’s room and neither of them would ever show their faces here again.


	But he managed to get free—maybe the warm-up hadn’t been the best idea—and lowered himself into the bathroom stall.


	Wasting no time, he made his way into the hall and hurried toward the senior locker area. When he arrived at 791, he turned on the penlight and held it in his mouth as he reached for the shims.


	His fingers trembled as he tested one after another against the shackle of Toliver’s lock until he found a snug fit. Then he did just what he’d done with his own lock: thumbs on the flanges, push down, rotate right—


	The shackle popped open.


	So easy, it was almost criminal.


	Then again, breaking into someone’s locker was, in a way, sort of a criminal act.


	Did that make him a criminal?


	Whatever. Not as criminal as attacking Weezy.


	He shoved the lock into his pocket and opened the door. He pulled the spider from the baggie and wedged it lightly behind a few books on the top shelf, then taped the elastic string firmly to the inside of the door, leaving very little slack.


	He closed and relocked it, then stepped back to examine his handiwork. He played the penlight up and down the locker but could find no sign that it had been tampered with. Satisfied, he headed back to the boys’ room.


	Sliding out feetfirst was easier than crawling in headfirst. He pushed the window shut, pulled his bike free, and hit the road.


	His heart pounded with elation. He’d done it. Or at least he’d finished the setup without being caught.


	Now all he could do was be on hand tomorrow morning to see if Operation Toliver turned out to be a boom or a bust.
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	The first thing Jack did upon getting off the bus and entering school was to make a beeline for the last stall in the boys’ room where he closed the latches on the window. No sense in risking the chance that someone might notice them open and wonder why.


	After that he positioned himself as far as possible from Toliver’s locker while still maintaining a line of sight. He pretended to be reading, leaning against a wall as if doing a last-minute cram for a test, but all the while keeping careful watch from the corner of his eye.


	He didn’t feel as tired as he’d expected this morning. Not a hundred percent by any stretch, but the adrenaline of anticipation was driving off any effects of sleep deprivation. It also seemed to have driven off his appetite. Mom had been on his case about having only toast for breakfast, but he hadn’t felt like eating anything more.


	He’d heard another “Where’s Easy Weezy?” when he’d got on the bus, which made him glad Weezy had stayed home. Again, Eddie had been too lost in his headphones to notice.


	About five minutes before first period, Toliver strolled by, performing his mayor-of-SBR routine. As soon as Jack spotted him, his gut tightened. He closed his book and began drifting his way. Eddie appeared at his side as if from nowhere.


	“Why’re you heading this way?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Kleiner’s our first and he’s back—”


	“Just taking the long way,” Jack said.


	This earned a funny look. Taking a single step more than absolutely necessary was simply not part of Eddie’s lifestyle. To do so willingly was for Klingons or seriously deranged people.


	“I’m going the not-long way.”


	At that point they were maybe ten feet from Toliver as he spun the dial on his combo lock. This was hit-the-locker-before-first-period time and the area was crowded.


	“Okay, okay,” Jack said, putting on an exasperated tone, “I’ll come with you. Just let me tie my sneak.”


	He leaned his back against the wall and raised his foot, untying and then retying the laces on one of his Converse All-Stars, but all the while watching Toliver …


	… popping the shackle and removing the lock …


	… opening the door …


	… stretching the elastic string …


	Though Jack had been expecting it, even he jumped when the big black spider came flying through the air, straight at Toliver’s face. Toliver dropped the book he’d been carrying and loosed a loud yelp as he jumped back. He bumped into a passing girl, knocking her in turn against the girl beside her. Both girls went down amid flying books and papers.


	“I don’t believe it!” Eddie cried. “Did you see that?”


	“See what?” Jack said, straightening and looking around. He focused on the two girls, kneeling on the floor and gathering their scattered things. “What happened to them?”


	He hurried over, not so much to help—they didn’t need any—as to get closer to Toliver who was staring at the dangling spider, still bouncing on its elastic.


	“Son of a bitch!”


	Gotcha!


	Jack wanted to pump a fist but restrained himself. Stay off his radar—stay off everybody’s radar.


	Toliver grabbed the spider and ripped it free of the masking tape, then threw it down the hall. Red-faced, teeth bared, he turned and scanned the crowd of passersby who had stopped to watch. He looked ready to explode but, with visible effort, caught himself. Instead of raging, he swallowed and laughed. Jack didn’t know what his real laugh sounded like but was pretty sure that wasn’t it.


	“Okay, okay. You got me. Very funny. Who was it? You look over my shoulder and steal my combination? Good one.”


	No one said anything and Jack was very careful not to make eye contact, afraid the dark elation bubbling within would seep through and give him away. Instead he concentrated on helping the two girls pick up the last of their spilled belongings.


	As Toliver turned back to his locker and started to pull out a couple of books, he looked down and froze. Jack craned his neck to see.


	A dirty, pink scrunchy sock had fallen out. After staring at it a second or two, Toliver snatched it up and shoved it into his pocket. He looked around, as if to see if anyone had noticed. His expression seemed embarrassed but tinged with something else Jack couldn’t identify.


	The embarrassment Jack could understand. Physically Toliver hadn’t been touched, but his pride was wounded. Someone had dared to play a practical joke on the much-admired and beloved Carson Toliver. This demonstrated a humongous lack of respect.


	The guy loved attention, but not the kind he’d received in the past few minutes. Soon it would be all over school that he’d been pranked, and everyone would know that someone at SBR didn’t love Carson Toliver.


	And worse, his spaz reaction had been anything but cool.


	Think you’re embarrassed now? Jack thought as he watched him relock his locker. Wait. This is just the beginning.


	Jack had an escalating series of embarrassments planned.


	“That was really stinkacious,” Eddie said as they turned away and headed for class.


	“Yeah?” Jack tried to sound as noncommittal as possible. “How so?”


	“What sort of dork does something like that to Carson? I mean, he’s the coolest guy around.”


	Jack glanced at his clueless friend, thinking, If you only knew, Eddie.


	“Maybe it was one of his football buddies,” Jack said. “You know how those guys are always goofing on each other.”


	Eddie nodded, looking relieved. “Yeah, that has to be it. Who else would have the nerve to try something like that?”


	Jack shook his head. “I can’t imagine.”
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	When lunchtime rolled around, Jack went looking for Toliver to continue his shadow routine, but couldn’t find him at first. Not in the caf, not in the halls, not by his locker. Jack even wandered over to the gym to see if he might be working out. But no Carson Toliver anywhere.


	He was about to end his search and head for class when he spotted Toliver striding in through the front entrance. He looked his usual confident self as he strolled toward the senior locker area, nodding and smiling, bouncing a new-looking combination padlock in his palm.


	When he reached his locker he removed the current lock and replaced it with the new one, then made a big show of tossing the old one in the nearest trash can.


	Toliver walked off with a satisfied, I’ve-got-everything-under-control expression. As he passed a white-haired girl, she shrank against the far wall, as if to stay as far as possible from him.


	That odd, albino piney girl, Saree … she seemed afraid of him. Jack remembered what she’d said about Toliver …


	He’s all sorts of dark, almost black as night.


	Whatever that meant.


	Jack was strolling toward locker 791 to check out the new lock when he saw Saree stop before it. He slowed, watching as she reached a hand out toward the door. Her palm approached it in slow motion, hesitated, then pressed against the metal surface.


	With a sudden small cry she snatched it away and rubbed it furiously against her other hand. Jack was practically on top of her now and his curiosity got the better of him.


	“Did you cut yourself?”


	She looked up at him with a surprised expression—surprised because someone had been watching, or surprised that Jack had spoken to her?


	“No,” she said. “It’s cold … so cold.”


	Jack caught a glimpse of her palm before she hurried off. It looked bright red.


	He glanced around—no one watching. He touched the door briefly, just long enough to feel that the metal was room temperature.


	He looked at the retreating Saree. What was she talking about? One strange piney, that one.


	Before moving on he scoped out the new lock: same model as the old one.


	Think a new combination’s going to solve your problem, Toliver?


	Think again.


	5


	“I’m going to rest my eyes awhile,” Mr. Rosen said as he headed for the back room. “You mind the store.”


	Jack waved the rag he was using to polish an old oak table. “Take your time. I’ll let you know if things get too busy.”


	“I should be so lucky.” He turned and looked at Jack. “Your friend, that Drexler man, he’ll be back?”


	Jack laughed. “He’s not my friend.”


	That seemed sort of like being friends with Skeletor.


	“I’m glad to hear that.”


	He couldn’t read Mr. Rosen’s expression. “I don’t understand.”


	Mr. Rosen sighed. “Neither do I. I simply have a feeling he’s not a nice man, that he’s … dangerous.”


	Jack stiffened, surprised. “What do you mean? Like a killer? An assassin?”


	Mr. Rosen laughed. “Too many pulp magazines you read already!” His smile faded. He raised a hand and tapped a finger against the side of his head. “I mean dangerous here. Dangerous ideas.”


	Jack still didn’t get it. “Hey, all I’m doing for him is mowing the Lodge’s lawn.”


	“Yes, well … be careful.”


	With that he turned toward the back room. Jack wondered at the vague warning, then shrugged it off as he remembered Mr. Kressy’s assignment.


	“Hey, Mister Rosen. Do you have a first principle that guides your life?”


	He stared at Jack. “Why for you ask me this?”


	“It came up in school. I’m looking for a good one. Can you help me out?”


	The old man shook his head, his expression bleak. “I’ve got one, but it won’t help you.”


	“Try me.”


	“‘Never again.’”


	He turned and shuffled off to his nap.


	Jack didn’t have a chance to ask for an explanation because in walked an older couple and a boy about Jack’s age. The woman was thin, wore a worn-looking housedress, and was puffing on a cigarette. The man was heavyset with a thick neck and short red hair. The boy looked like neither.


	“Got any marbles?” the man said.


	Jack pointed to a fishbowl half filled with all shapes and sizes. “Take your pick. Ten cents each.”


	The boy’s eyes lit. “How many can I get?”


	The man handed him two dollars. “Let’s start with twenty.”


	As the boy reached into the bowl, the man wandered toward the back. “Gonna take a look around.”


	“Looking for anything in particular?” Jack said.


	“I’ll know it when I see it.”


	The woman smoked and looked out the window while the boy poked around the shelves by the counter.


	“You collect marbles?” Jack asked for want of anything better to say as he bagged the chosen marbles.


	The boy raised his hands and mimicked firing a rifle. “Target practice. Twenty-twos.”


	“Marbles? Where do you shoot marbles?”


	“In the woods.”


	“Around here?”


	He shook his head. “We’re from Little Egg Harbor. Just riding around.”


	Little Egg Harbor was on the east side of the Barrens.


	“You must be a good shot if you’re hitting marbles.”


	He grinned. “Getting there. Sarge is a great teacher. Gave me a Ruger seventy-seven. It’s really cool. Been shooting pinecones but now we’re looking for something smaller.”


	Jack felt a pang of envy. He’d love a rifle. Not to hunt, just for target practice. He was sure his own dad could teach him to shoot as well as this Sarge. Maybe better. After all, hadn’t Mr. Bainbridge called him “Deadeye”?


	Guns were common in and around the Pines. Lots of hunters. Deer season opened last month, and small-game hunters were waiting for pheasant and quail season to start in a week or two. Almost everyone in Johnson had a rifle or a shotgun somewhere in the house. Or so it seemed.


	But despite countless requests—at times he felt as if he were living A Christmas Story—Dad hadn’t even let him have a BB gun.


	The man returned to the front.


	“Nothing else here, son.” He nodded to Jack. “Be seeing you.”


	The boy said, “See ya,” and the three of them left.


	Jack pondered how to talk his father into letting him have a rifle—he’d pay for it himself—but he had more important matters to address. Like Operation Toliver.


	He headed for the bin where Mr. Rosen kept all the toys—used toys, of course. He began emptying it item by item. He remembered some months ago when he had been cleaning it out he’d found—


	Here it was: a small tin, the size of a beer can, labeled PEANUT BRITTLE.


	But Jack knew it wasn’t peanut brittle.


	He pulled off the cap, and even though he was ready for it, the four-foot green spring snake that launched itself from the can sparked a laugh.


	It wobbled through the air and landed on the far side of the room. Jack retrieved it and inspected it. The snake’s polka-dot fabric was faded and worn in spots that let the metal coils of the internal spring show through, but it still worked. And that was all that counted.


	He stuffed it back into its can and recapped it. Then he took it to the counter. As he began to write it in the sale book, he glanced out the window and recognized the Connells’ car. Mrs. Connell was behind the wheel, and slunk down in the rear, her head barely above the lower edge of the window, sat Weezy. Almost looked like she was hiding. Somehow she’d been pried out of her room. They were coming in from the highway. Jack wondered where they’d been. To that psychiatrist?


	He sighed. Poor Weez. Sure, she wasn’t like everybody else, but did she need a shrink? She wasn’t crazy, just … different.


	When they’d passed out of sight he returned to business, peeling the $1.50 price tag off the spring-snake can and sticking that next to his written entry. He fished two bucks from his wallet, placed them in the cash register, and removed a pair of quarters.


	He was now the proud owner of a novelty spring snake. But not for long.


	He’d heard it was better to give than receive and so he intended to make a gift of it to someone real soon.
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	“I can’t go anywhere, Jack,” Weezy said.


	He’d got off early and had swung by Weezy’s instead of going straight home. They sat in her darkened bedroom.


	“Sure you can. We can take a ride in the Pines. No one will see you there.”


	“No. My folks won’t let me out. They say if I’m not going to go to school, then I can’t go anywhere else.”


	Jack debated mentioning it, then decided why not?


	“Um, then that wasn’t you I saw with your mother earlier?”


	She reddened. “Oh, that. She dragged me somewhere. That was different.”


	Jack didn’t press. He had an idea where.


	“You can’t sneak out?”


	“Kind of hard with my mom checking on me every two seconds asking how I feel.”


	“I was thinking maybe checking out the pyramid and—”


	Tears rimmed her lids. “I can’t go anywhere, Jack. Don’t you get it?”


	Yeah, he got it.


	And so he got going. Their talk had started him thinking about that pyramid in the Pines. He hadn’t been back since last month. Maybe he could find something else out there to interest her, something she couldn’t refuse to go see.


	As he rode through the trees and neared the spong, he spotted a fairly new blue Ford F-150 pickup—maybe a 1982 or ’83—parked off the fire trail in the brush. The piney trapper’s? He doubted it. Then whose?


	No sticks in the traps this trip. The piney must have reset them. He speeded up as he approached, planning a quickie spong flyby, and was halfway past when he glanced over and thought he saw something wriggling on the ground. He looked again and no doubt about it: something moving there.


	He skidded to a halt and stared. Jack wasn’t sure what it was, but a furry little something appeared to have got itself caught in one of those nasty traps.


	Jack’s stomach tightened as he had a sick flash of how much those steel jaws had to hurt when they closed on a little leg. He scanned the spong area for signs of the piney but it looked deserted.


	Knowing he might regret it, Jack leaned his bike against a tree and trotted over to the animal, watching for other traps. The last thing he needed was to step in one himself.


	He stopped a few feet from the struggling animal. Its ringed tail and black-encircled eyes identified it as a raccoon. A young one, probably heading to the spong for a drink when it stepped on one of the traps.


	Not right, he thought as anger spewed acid into his already turned stomach.


	Okay, one thing dies so another can live. That was the way nature worked. But was the piney going to eat this coon or just strip off the pelt and throw the meat away? And even if he did eat it, he should kill it clean. Don’t torture it like this.


	How long had it been here? Raccoons were nocturnal. Probably got caught last night. That meant it had been suffering all night and the whole day.


	Not right.


	As he stepped closer it tried to crawl away, scratching frantically at the dirt with its forepaws. But the trap’s jaws had its left thigh and right lower leg vised. It must have closed pretty hard because both legs were bleeding. And from the angle of the left thigh, Jack was pretty sure it was broken.


	Slowly, carefully, he edged his hands toward the trap. The coon must have thought he was coming for it and scrabbled faster in its futile efforts to get away.


	“Easy there,” Jack said in a soft, soothing tone. “I’m not out to hurt you. Just going to try to help.”


	He grabbed the jaws and tried to spread them but his fingertips kept slipping off. He looked around and found a twig. He forced that between the jaws to spread them just enough to relieve the pressure on the raccoon’s legs.


	Finally its scraping and scratching with its front paws paid off. It pulled itself free and away from the trap, but not very far. Its rear legs were broken and wouldn’t hold it. It stopped and lay panting, looking at Jack over its shoulder with its big black eyes as if to say, What now? It looked exhausted, probably from dehydration and loss of blood.


	Unsure of what to do next, he rose and stared at it. He didn’t feel right just leaving it here. Maybe he could—


	He heard a noise behind him and turned in time to see the piney trapper swinging a tree branch at his head.


	“I knew it was you kids!” he screamed, his unshaven face a mask of rage. “I knew it!”


	Jack’s instincts overcame his shock and he ducked. He heard the branch whistle through the air where his head had been. Keeping in a crouch, he turned to run away but the branch slammed against his thigh before he could get started. His foot slipped in the sand and he went down on all fours. As he was scrambling back to his feet the branch caught him across the back, knocking him flat.


	Terrified now, he rolled onto his back and saw the piney standing over him, looking like a maniac as he raised the branch for a two-handed blow.


	“This’ll learn ya!”


	But then Jack saw something else—a tall, broad silhouette looming up behind the crazed trapper. The piney cried out and stumbled back as the branch was ripped from his hands. When he turned the big figure grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the ground.


	“Jameson!” it roared as it shook the piney like a rag doll. “I should have guessed!”


	Jack squinted against the low sun and saw a big man holding the kicking, struggling trapper. He had broad shoulders and a thick but neat gray beard. A soft hat with a wide, down-turned brim—something like the Shadow of the Spider might wear—hid most of his upper face.


	“Let me go!” the piney rasped—it might have been a screech if he’d had more air.


	The big man shook him again. “How many times have I warned you? How many?”


	With that he shoved him through the air as he released him. The piney—Jameson—landed on his back, clutching his throat and gasping.


	But the big man wasn’t through. He grabbed Jameson by the back of his shirt and dragged him kicking and struggling toward the spong. Before he reached it he dropped the piney and knelt next to him. Jack saw him grab his right arm. He didn’t see what was happening, but a faint clink! followed by a shout of pain pretty much told the story.


	The big man dragged him another half dozen feet, dropped him, and grabbed his left arm this time. Another clink! and another cry of pain.


	The big man ripped two trap anchors from the ground, then stood and stepped back. Jameson rose to his knees and began trying to remove the leg-hold traps from his hands, whimpering as he found it impossible.


	“You can’t do this, Foster!” he screamed. “You have no right!”


	Foster? Was this Old Man Foster himself?


	“No?” Mr. Foster said. “If I catch you trapping on my land again, you’ll go home with one of your traps on your face. Now get!”


	He held up the traps locked on his fingers. “But my hands!”


	“Get!”


	“My traps!”


	Mr. Foster growled and took a step toward him. Jameson jumped and hurried away, dragging the trap anchors and their chains with him. Mr. Foster watched for a moment, then turned and strode toward Jack, his expression fierce.


	“And who are you? Related to him?”


	Jack jumped to his feet and backed up a step. This guy was scary—scarier than that piney by a couple of light years.


	“N-no way! Just passing by.”


	He could see now that the man had blue eyes and olive skin—the two didn’t seem to go together. He wore green work pants, a blue work shirt, and a worn brown corduroy jacket. His blue gaze bored into Jack.


	“You had to be doing more than that for him to start beating you—although anyone who angers Jeb Jameson can’t be all bad.”


	Jack pointed to the young coon, still panting and cowering on the ground.


	“I was just freeing that little guy when he jumped me.”


	Mr. Foster stopped when he saw the animal. His expression softened as he squatted for a closer look.


	“Broken legs.” He shook his head. “Damn him.”


	In one smooth motion, with a gentleness in jarring contrast to the violence he’d inflicted on the piney, he scooped up the terrified animal and tucked it inside his jacket. As he rose he glanced at Jack.


	“Follow me.”


	Something in his tone made disobedience unthinkable. Jack followed and they wound up at the pickup he’d spotted on his way by.


	“I was wondering who owned this.”


	“I found the traps and I’ve been waiting around to see who set them. I figured it was Jameson and wasn’t surprised. Mark my words, he’s going to come to a bad end, that one.”


	“I’ve run into him before. He said he was your son.”


	Mr. Foster barked a harsh laugh. “That’s rich.”


	He opened the passenger door and gently placed the injured coon on the floor in front of the seat. Then he pulled a knife with a gleaming blade at least ten inches long from a sheath attached to his belt.


	Jack stiffened and stepped back. “You—you’re not gonna kill it, are you?”


	“This little fellow?” He stared at it. “A good argument could be made for that—it will never survive on its own—but I feel somewhat responsible. I’ll bring him home to my wife. She’s good with animals.”


	He grabbed a paper coffee cup from a holder and sliced off all but the bottom inch of the base. He opened a bottle of water, rinsed out the shortened container, then filled it and placed it before the little coon. The creature drank greedily.


	“The lord of the land returns,” said an old woman’s voice. “Finally.”


	Jack turned to see Mrs. Clevenger and her three-legged dog approaching. The elderly woman wore her usual long black dress and a black scarf, which made no sense in this heat. The dog moved with odd efficiency despite its missing foreleg. Jack realized that Mrs. Clevenger’s cane was sort of an extra limb, giving the pair the normal complement of eight limbs between them.


	“Is that you?” Mr. Foster said, squinting at her, then the dog.


	She nodded. “It’s me.”


	“You turn up in the oddest places.”


	“No place is odd for me.”


	“I suppose you’re right.”


	Weird conversation, Jack thought. But then, every conversation with Mrs. Clevenger was odd.


	As she and Mr. Foster continued talking, her three-legged dog stepped forward and nudged Jack aside. It stuck its head inside the pickup cab and sniffed the raccoon. Jack expected the little animal to freak but it only stared up at the mutt. Then the dog began licking the coon’s bloody legs.


	“He’s not going to eat it, is he?”


	Mrs. Clevenger looked up with a surprised expression. She tapped her dog gently on the back with her cane.


	“You know you’re not supposed to do that. Remember the natural order—no interfering.”


	The dog looked at her.


	She sighed. “You’ve gone and done it, haven’t you.”


	The dog moved away and sat at her side.


	Jack felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see the big man staring down at him.


	“You’re trespassing on my property.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Just riding through.”


	“You can’t miss the signs.”


	“I know, but—”


	“No buts. I’m going to have to fine you.”


	“What?”


	“Don’t you think that’s fair?”


	Fine? What was he talking about?


	“Come on,” Mr. Foster said. “It’s my land. You’ve used it without my permission. Fair or not? Yes or no?”


	“Well, I guess … what do I owe you?”


	He smiled. “Hard labor.”


	“What?”


	“Spring all of Jameson’s traps and pull them up. Think you can do that?”


	“He already has,” Mrs. Clevenger said. “More than once. And then he’s thrown them into the spong.”


	Mr. Foster gave him an appraising look. “Have you now? Well, seems there’s more here than meets the eye.”


	“Oh, there is,” Mrs. Clevenger said, her gaze fixed on Jack. “There most certainly is.” She looked at Mr. Foster. “There’s something I need to discuss with you in private.”


	Now they both looked at him and the message was clear.


	“I guess I’d better get to work.”


	They both nodded.


	“Bring them to the truck,” Mr. Foster said.


	As Jack hurried toward the spong he wondered what they’d be talking about and why he couldn’t hear.
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	“That’s all of them,” Jack said as he tossed the last of the piney’s leg-hold traps into the back of Mr. Foster’s pickup.


	The bearded man nodded with approval from where he leaned against the passenger door.


	“Good job. You’ve worked off your fine. Now, don’t let me catch you trespassing again or I’ll have to think up something else. Mrs. Clevenger says you come here often with a couple of your friends.”


	Jack glanced at the old woman where she stood down the trail with her dog, staring into the spong area.


	“So does she.”


	“She has my permission to be here. You do not. I want the trespassing to stop.”


	No way, Jack thought. The Pine Barrens were like an extension of his backyard. He didn’t care who had official title to the land, he reserved the right to explore it.


	“We don’t hurt anything.”


	“I’m not worried about that. I’m worried about you being hurt.”


	“We know the Pines. We’re careful.”


	Mr. Foster shook his head. “Nobody really knows the Pinelands. It’s been a dumping ground for a long time.”


	“You mean like bodies? I’ve heard the Mafia—”


	Mr. Foster chuckled. “Ah, if only bodies were the worst of it. Things—some not always dead—have been deposited here for millennia.”


	“‘Deposited’ or dumped?”


	“Let’s just say ‘hidden’ and leave it at that. Especially in this area. That was why I bought this particular parcel—back in the day when you could still buy pieces of the Barrens.”


	“So … you know your land pretty well?”


	“Pretty well, I guess. I haven’t been over every foot of it.”


	“Do you know about the men who dug up the mound east of here?”


	His eyes narrowed. “Mrs. Clevenger told me. They had no right.”


	“They said the body we found made it a crime scene and they didn’t need permission to investigate.”


	“Did they look as if they were investigating?”


	“More like excavating. Do you know who they were?”


	“Yes.”


	Mr. Foster offered no more, so Jack was forced to ask, “Who?”


	He looked away, toward the lowering sun. “No one I can do anything about.”


	Jack looked too, and saw Mrs. Clevenger and her dog approaching. He was a little miffed at her for tattling to Mr. Foster, but supposed she thought she was looking out for him.


	All water under the bridge. What he really wanted were answers, so he turned back to Mr. Foster.


	“What were they looking for?”


	“Remember I told you about things hidden in the Pinelands? That was what they were after: hidden things, lost items. And don’t ask me if they found any. I don’t know.”


	This wasn’t getting anywhere. Jack took a gamble and said, “Could any of it have been part of the Secret History of the World?”


	Mr. Foster trained his blue gaze on him. “Where did you hear of that?”


	“From a friend.”


	“The girl Mrs. Clevenger told me about? She seems quite fond of her. She’s the one who found the mound?”


	“Yeah. But I’m the one who found the cage.”


	“What cage?”


	“The one made of big stones and shaped like a pyramid.”


	Mr. Foster stared at him. “You have been exploring, haven’t you?”


	Jack only shrugged.


	“What makes you think it’s a cage?”


	“Just a guess … I mean, from the way it’s built. Am I right?”


	He nodded. “You haven’t told anybody about it, have you?”


	Jack shook his head. “We didn’t want it dug up. We learned our lesson the first time.”


	“You’re wise beyond your years. Some people live entire lives without ever once learning from experience. I thank you for that.”


	Jack shrugged again. “I don’t like trespassers either.”


	Mr. Foster laughed. “You’re quite something.”


	“What was kept in the cage?”


	The old man’s smile vanished. “Something long gone.”


	“A lion? A tiger? A bear?”


	I sound like someone from The Wizard of Oz, Jack thought. His mind flashed back to the shadowy thing he and Weezy had encountered last month.


	“Take your pick.”


	That wasn’t an answer. He seemed to be taking a cue from Mrs. Clevenger. Why couldn’t anyone give a straight answer?


	“But it escaped.”


	“How do you—oh, I see. The broken stone. Yes, it probably did. But it doesn’t matter. It’s gone. Extinct.”


	“It could have bred—”


	“Forget about it. It’s gone.” He glanced at where the sun was kissing the treetops. “And speaking of gone, that’s what you should be. It will be dark soon.”


	Mrs. Clevenger arrived then.


	“I should be going too,” she said.


	Mr. Foster nodded to her. “Good seeing you, as always.”


	Jack wondered why he didn’t offer the old woman a ride. Then again, Mrs. Clevenger always seemed to prefer moving about the Pines on her own. Mr. Foster turned and gripped the handle of the passenger door.


	“Let me check on our little friend here…”


	But as he pulled open the door the young raccoon leaped out and darted at full speed into the brush. In a flash it was gone.


	Jack gawked at the spot where it had disappeared.


	“But … but its legs! How—?”


	“Couldn’t resist, could you?” Mrs. Clevenger said in a scolding tone. Jack turned and realized she was talking to her dog. “You know about the natural order.”


	The dog stared up at her, panting, then shook itself.


	“But its legs were broken,” Jack said. “How did it run—?”


	Mr. Foster shrugged. “I guess they weren’t as bad as they looked.”


	They were just as bad as they looked, Jack thought. Bloody, bent the wrong way … as broken as broken could be.


	Then the dog had licked them.


	Jack looked at the dog. The dog looked at him. Suddenly he felt creeped out.


	“He’s not magic, is he?”


	“Hmmm,” Mrs. Clevenger said, her lips flirting with a smile. “Let’s think about that. If I had a magic dog, that would make me a witch, wouldn’t it.”


	Jack felt a chill. All those stories about Mrs. Clevenger being the reincarnation of the famous Witch of the Pines. Nonsense, of course. Fun to joke about, and scare little kids—he remembered being scared when his brother Tom had told him about it—but not to be taken seriously at his age.


	Well … easy to joke about when hanging out at someone’s house. But here in the Pines, standing with these two strange people and an even stranger dog, with the sun setting, and a definitely crippled animal jumping up and running away, it didn’t seem the least bit funny.


	Mr. Foster laughed. “She’s only teasing you, Jack.”


	“Of course I am,” she said. “Dear boy, I’m no more a witch than your own mother.”


	“And speaking of your mother,” Mr. Foster said, “I’ve never met the woman, but I imagine about now she’ll be wondering if you’re going to be late for dinner.”


	Jack knew that wasn’t true. They always ate later than most people. But he took the hint.


	“Yeah, I guess I’d better be going.”


	Mr. Foster offered his hand. “A pleasure meeting you, Jack, but that doesn’t mean I hope we meet again. And I say that with only the very best of intentions.”


	Jack’s hand seemed to disappear inside Mr. Foster’s as they shook. On the surface he seemed to be referring to his warnings about trespassing, but Jack couldn’t escape the feeling that he might have been talking about something else.


	“Company,” Mrs. Clevenger said.


	Jack looked and saw Weezy stopped about a hundred feet away.


	“Is that the girl?” Mr. Foster said.


	Mrs. Clevenger nodded. “That’s her.”


	He tapped Jack on the shoulder. “Tell her what I told you: For your own good, stay off this land.”


	Jack nodded as he hopped on his bike and rode toward Weezy.


	“What are you doing here?” he said when he reached her. “I thought you said—”


	“My mom went out and I needed to escape the house. Who’s that?”


	“Mister Foster.”


	Weezy’s eyes widened as she studied the man. “He’s real?”


	“And how. And I just saw the weirdest thing.”


	“Tell me about it as we ride back. I need to be there when my mom gets home or she’ll think I pulled a Marcie Kurek.”


	“Run away? You—”


	“Can’t say I haven’t thought about it.”


	“Aw, Weez—”


	“Don’t worry. I’ve got nowhere to go and no way to get there.”


	That was a relief.


	“Okay, let’s go.”


	As they rode away Jack felt six pairs of eyes on his back.
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	A violent thunderstorm swept in from the west just before dinner and knocked out the electricity. Jack looked out his bedroom window and saw that the whole town was dark. He heard a tap on his door and saw his father standing there with a flashlight.


	“Can’t read, can’t watch TV,” he said. “Only one thing to do in a storm like this, don’t you think?”


	Jack pumped a fist. “Lightning Tree!”


	As he followed his father down the hall and through the living room, he heard his mother say, “Be careful.”


	They dashed through the pelting rain to the car. After a quick drive through the eerily dark town, they parked at the end of Quakerton Road in Old Town, about a hundred feet from the Lightning Tree.


	At some time in the past, before the memory of anyone living, it might have been a stately oak, but it was hard to tell now. Lightning had hit it so many times that most of its branches were gone, leaving only a tall, thick, charred trunk. It looked like a giant used wooden matchstick.


	No one knew why, but something about the tree attracted lightning. It didn’t take a hit from every storm, but often enough to make the trip worthwhile. Sometimes half a dozen cars would be parked around the tree, waiting.


	Theirs was alone tonight. Jack’s father used to drive him out here a lot when he was younger. Some fathers and sons went fishing or hunting together; Jack and his dad watched storms, though not so much nowadays. Maybe Dad thought Jack was too old for it, or not interested, or too busy. Maybe all that was true, but Jack felt good coming out here again. Like old times.


	“We’re kind of late,” Dad said. “It might have been hit already.”


	Jack squinted at the top of the trunk, a tall shadow in the dim light. “I don’t think so.”


	Dad turned off the engine. “Well, if that’s true, then we shouldn’t have too long to wait.”


	As they slid back in their seats, Jack figured this would be as good a time as any to ask. But how was he going to slide into the subject?


	He tried, “You’ve taught me a lot, Dad.”


	“Hope so. And I hope it’s worthwhile stuff.”


	“Oh, it definitely is.” Here goes, he thought, taking a breath and speaking as quickly as he could without garbling the words.


	“Howaboutteachingmetoshoot?”


	Jack concentrated his gaze on the tree as he waited for the reaction. It took a while coming. Finally …


	“Shoot? Where did that come from?”


	“Oh … just talking to a kid today whose father had been teaching him to target shoot. They were looking to buy marbles for targets—that’s how good he was getting.”


	“You’re getting a little old to still be wanting a BB gun.”


	Still studying the tree, he said, “Yes. I agree.”


	Another pause, then, “Oh, no. Not a chance.”


	Finally he looked at his father and found his blue eyes cold, his features like stone.


	“Come on, Dad. I’m in high school. Guys I know have been shooting since they were little kids.”


	“Yeah. Hunting. Is that what you want to do? Hunt?”


	“Well, no.”


	Locals often gave his folks venison or game birds when they had more than they could use, and Jack enjoyed eating them, but centering a deer in his sights and pulling the trigger, or blasting a pheasant out of the sky …


	He’d have to be really hungry before he could do that. And maybe not even then.


	“I was thinking of just a twenty-two. You know—for target practice.”


	“A rifle is a killing tool. You do target practice to improve your killing skills. If you’re not going to use it to kill, you don’t need target practice.”


	“Come on, Dad. It’s an Olympic sport. I—”


	His father held up a hand. “Let me save you some breath and both of us some time: No guns in my house. Ever.”


	“But—”


	“I repeat: No. Guns. In. My. House. Ever. Is there any part of that you don’t understand?”


	“Not even for home protection?”


	“That’s what we pay the police for.”


	“But what if someone’s in the house and—?”


	“No, Jack. No.”


	“I heard Mister Bainbridge call you ‘Deadeye.’”


	“When?”


	“Back in the summer. That must mean you were a good shot and—”


	His father gripped Jack’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze—not painful but hard enough to ensure his attention. He locked his blue eyes with Jack’s.


	“Look, Jack, I understand that you think guns are cool and fascinating and maybe even fun. I suppose I did too when I was a kid. But you get older, you have some experiences—”


	“Like what?”


	He looked away. “Like seeing men die from having half their head shot off, or worse, slowly bleed to death.” He looked at Jack again. “Let’s not bring up the subject again, okay? When you’re grown and living on your own, you can buy all the guns your heart desires. Live in an armory if you want. But here? No. Never.”


	Jack wondered what had happened in Korea to affect him like this. Mr. Bainbridge had been over there with him and he hunted at every opportunity, and always seemed ready to talk about the war. Not Dad. He treated it as if it never happened.


	The answer, Jack was sure, lay in that lockbox in Dad’s closet. If he could just get past that crummy little lock.


	He decided to change the subject.


	“Hey, Dad. Do you have a guiding principle?”


	His father glanced at him. “A what?”


	“You know, an idea or something that guides your life.”


	“You mean like a philosophy?”


	Jack shrugged. “I guess so.”


	Dad was silent a moment, then said, “I guess I believe that all men are created equal, with unalienable rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness—or something like that. Not original with me. You know where that comes from, right?”


	“Sure. The Declaration of Independence.”


	“Good. I think it pretty much says it all. A lot of good people have died to protect those rights. And I do believe they are unalienable. You know what that means?”


	“They can’t be taken away.”


	“Right.”


	“But what if you’re a slave?”


	“Just because some thug prevents you from exercising those rights, doesn’t mean they no longer exist. You have to—”


	They both jumped as a bolt of lightning split the sky and lit up the inside of the car as it hit the top of the tree, loosing a shower of multicolored sparks. The immediate blast of thunder shook the car and rattled Jack’s teeth.


	He slapped the dashboard and shouted, “Yes!” as his father whooped. They’d timed it just right.


	Jack held out his hand for a five slap, but his father shook it instead.


	“This was good, Jack. I’m glad we came.”


	Except for the no-gun part, Jack couldn’t agree more.


	THURSDAY
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	Jack pried at the window to the boys’ room. It moved a lot more easily this time. At least something was going right. For a while tonight he’d thought he wasn’t going to make it here at all.


	The earlier thunderstorm had worried him. If it stalled and hung on through the night, he’d have to cancel his planned trip to the school. But it petered out shortly before midnight.


	And so here he was in the wee hours of Thursday morning, standing on a bike seat in the middle of sopping bushes and yanking on a window.


	The last thing Jack had done before leaving school earlier was slip into his now favorite bathroom stall and unlatch the window again. He didn’t know if anyone was noticing his recurrent trips—he doubted it because different guys were in the boys’ room whenever he came through—but anyone who did might think he had colitis or something.


	Oh, well. Small price to pay.


	Again, that uneasy sensation that eyes were on him, but when he looked around he saw no sign of life. Shrugging, he turned back to the window.


	He wore only jeans and a rugby shirt this time and found he slipped through with much greater ease. The nylon warm-up had been perhaps a tad too clever. He guessed you could overthink things. Best to always remember the KISS rule: Keep It Simple, Stupid.


	Toliver’s new lock opened just as easily as the old one. A shim didn’t care what the combination was.


	Now, decision time: How to set this up?


	He could simply leave the can inside on the top shelf and hope that Toliver would open it and make a fool out of himself. But he’d be suspicious as all hell. He’d probably notice that the can was too light to be full of peanut brittle and didn’t rattle when he shook it. It would take a real dummy not to guess it held something other than candy, and Toliver was no dummy.


	Another option was to take the snake and coil it behind the locker door so that it popped out as soon as Toliver opened it. But that was exactly what had happened with the spider. Yeah, it would spook Toliver that someone had invaded his locker again, but anyone watching would have a feeling of déjà vu or been-there-done-that.


	Jack liked a third option best: Set up the snake for a delayed deployment. It would be tricky but he thought he could bring it off.


	He got down to work …
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	On the way home, as usual, he passed a variety of roadkill and the Lonely Pine Motel. He’d noticed Miriam’s station wagon there on the way out, but now he noticed something else.


	A man stood by the car, staring at the door to room three.


	Jack slowed his bike and stopped, squinting through the dim blue light from the roadside neon sign. Something familiar about him …


	And then he recognized Weird Walt.


	Jack backed his bike deeper into the shadows. He didn’t want to be seen, and was curious what Walt was up to out here at two in the morning.


	Had he come to try to cure the baby’s arm? Did he really think he could make it grow? But even if he did, why now? Why not in the light of day?


	Maybe he didn’t want anyone else to know.


	Walt took a step toward the door, then stopped. He seemed uncertain, and radiated something Jack couldn’t quite grasp. He took another step, then abruptly turned and started walking away—north along 206, toward Johnson.


	Jack waited until Walt had gone at least a hundred yards before cutting across the highway and taking the back paths home.


	While he waited he wondered about what he had just witnessed. Why had Walt walked a couple of miles to get here, only to turn around and go back? What had just happened? Or not happened? Or almost happened?


	And then he realized what he had sensed in Walt as he’d stood outside that door: fear.


	Walt had been afraid. But of what? Certainly not Miriam or her child. What, then?
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	Jack yawned as he stood with the group. The yawns had started a few minutes ago and now he couldn’t stop. So tired.


	No mention of Easy Weezy on the inbound bus today. An encouraging sign, but that didn’t mean the story was dead.


	First thing after leaving the bus, he’d dashed to the boys’ room to relock the window, then hurried back to the senior lockers. The area seemed more crowded than usual, and then Jack realized that some of the kids were hanging around near Toliver’s locker. So Jack hung too.


	Just a face in the crowd.


	When Toliver arrived he noticed the crowd as well. He didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he played to it.


	“Come to see if my secret admirer’s left me another present?” he said with a grin.


	This earned smiles from his audience.


	“Sorry to disappoint you, but it ain’t gonna happen. How’s that old saying go? ‘Fool me once, shame on you, fool me twice, shame on me.’ Well, nobody fools me twice.” He pointed to the lock. “New lock.” He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and held it up. “The combination to the new lock. Not even I know it.”


	This earned a gentle laugh from the crowd which had grown larger as he spoke.


	With a flourish he studied the paper, then turned and spun the dial. When the shackle popped open, he removed it, grasped the door handle, and without an instant’s hesitation, yanked it open.


	You’ve got no doubts, Jack thought, watching avidly. Supremely confident. Let’s see how long that lasts.


	When nothing happened, Toliver turned to his audience and gestured toward his locker.


	“See? Nobody fools me twice.”


	Keep it up, Jack thought, biting his upper lip to keep from grinning.


	This was perfect.


	He glanced at the thick semicircle of faces and saw mixtures of relief and disappointment. They didn’t want anyone picking on their beloved Carson, but a part of each of them thought another spider would have been undeniably cool.


	As the crowd began to break up, Toliver reached for the books on his top shelf. As soon as he moved them, the trapped snake uncoiled, flashing right at his face. He let out a high-pitched squawk as he dropped his books and raised his arms to protect himself.


	Those in the crowd who were looking cried out in alarm, and then everyone began laughing when they saw the spring snake on the floor.


	Jack plastered on a smile and faked surprised laughter—just another face in the crowd.


	The delay had been crucial: Give Toliver and the onlookers a brief respite in which they all thought he’d beaten whoever had set up yesterday’s gag. A few heartbeats of self-satisfaction for Toliver before the boom lowered.


	At one thirty this morning it had taken what seemed like forever to adjust the cap of the can just right: not tight enough to hold back the snake on its own, but assisted by the weight of a few books in front of it. Once those books were removed …


	The laughter continued, but Toliver didn’t think it was funny. He’d managed to brush it off yesterday, but this morning his red-faced embarrassment exploded into rage.


	“God damn it!” he shouted as he kicked the snake. “Who’s doing this?” He turned in a slow half circle. “Show yourself, you son of a bitch! Step up and face me like a man!”


	A female voice giggled. “What if it’s not a man?”


	Toliver turned toward the direction of the voice. “Who said that? Do you know something? Who said that?”


	The first period bell rang then, and everyone started moving.


	“Hey!” Toliver shouted. “I asked a question! Who knows anything?”


	But people had places to go and weren’t listening.


	“Somebody’s got to know some—”


	Jack had turned away with the rest but turned back when he heard Toliver’s voice cut off. He saw him staring at a dirty sneaker that had fallen out of his locker. It looked way too small to be one of his. He seemed weirded out. He kept staring, then suddenly bent and tossed it back into his locker, looking around as he had yesterday with the sock.


	As Jack turned and started walking away, he heard a couple of guys behind him start a conspiracy theory worthy of Weezy Connell.


	“Who’d do something like that to Carson? Can you think of one person?”


	“No way. Unless…”


	“Unless what?”


	“What if … what if it’s somebody from North trying to spook him?”


	“You mean because of the game?”


	“Hell, yeah. Nobody ’round here would do it.”


	“Yeah, but—”


	“Think about it. He’s our MVP, man.”


	“Yeah, one who screams like a girl.”


	They both had a laugh at that, and Jack couldn’t help smiling too.


	“But seriously, what if they’re trying to get him all distracted and everything before the game? He’s the quarterback. If his mind isn’t a hundred and ten percent on the game tomorrow night, we’re screwed.”


	“Man, you could be right. North could be trying to greenlight him.”


	Jack wanted to tell him the term was “gaslight”—after one of Mom’s favorite movies—but resisted the temptation.


	He also figured Carson Toliver had too high an opinion of himself to let any of this rattle him enough to blow the Badger-Greyhound game.


	Still, the idea of NBR trying to drive the SBR quarterback crazy before the big game …


	A whacky theory, guys, Jack thought. But as long as it doesn’t involve Weezy or me, go for it.


	He spotted Levi Coffin, one of the older piney kids, staring at him as if trying to see right through him. He had a strange, knowing look that unsettled Jack. Did he suspect?


	No way.


	Jack chanced a last glance back and saw Toliver slam his locker door closed and start to relock it. But he stopped, staring at the lock.


	Suddenly he hauled back and pitched it against the nearest wall where it cracked a tile. As the lock hit the floor, its black combination dial broke off and rolled around in a wobbly circle.


	Toliver stalked off, leaving his locker latched but unlocked.


	No! Jack thought. You can’t do that.


	Booby-trapping an unlocked locker would have no impact. It was nothing—less than nothing. Anyone could do it.


	Toliver had to get another lock.
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	At lunchtime, Jack made a point of stopping by the table where Weezy usually sat.


	“Any questions for me, ladies?”


	They gave him weird looks. No one mentioned Easy Weezy.


	“Come on, girls. I’m the answer man.”


	“Okay,” said a blonde with sky-high bangs. “Who’s sneaking into Carson’s locker?”


	The question was good news, but Jack hadn’t expected it. He didn’t know what to say until he remembered …


	“I heard someone say that NBR might be trying to spook him before the game.”


	“Ohmigod!” one of them said and suddenly he was forgotten as they leaned together and buzzed.


	Looked like Easy Weezy had become yesterday’s news. His plan was already successful. But it wasn’t enough. The scales wouldn’t be balanced until Toliver was experiencing what he’d put Weezy through.


	He’d planned to spend the rest of lunchtime bird-dogging Toliver but, just like yesterday, he was nowhere to be found until classes were about to resume.


	Jack spotted him walking toward his locker. Two other guys from the football team were coming the other way. One nudged the other and they both let out high-pitched screams.


	Toliver didn’t appreciate the joke. As they broke into laughter he shoved one of them.


	“Something funny, Warner? Huh?”


	Temper, temper, Jack thought. Careful. That’s not a skinny “goth chick.”


	Warner pushed him back. “Lighten up, Cars.”


	“Hey, yeah,” said the other. “We’re just funnin’ ya.”


	“It’s not funny, man. Someone been stealing my combination. Nothing funny about that.”


	“Well, don’t look at us,” Warner said. “Got better things to do.”


	The other nodded. “Damn straight.”


	Toliver held up his right hand to show them a new lock. “Well, whoever it is, his combination-stealing days are over.” He held up a pair of keys with his left hand. “No combination. And I’ve got the only keys.”


	They exchanged high fives and continued on their various ways. Jack followed Toliver to his locker and strolled by as he secured it with his new lock. After wandering into the caf, he doubled back and slowed as he passed 791.


	A bright brass lock gleamed from the locker latch. Mr. Lock was engraved into the metal.


	Jack suppressed a grin as he moved past.


	Tonight—or tomorrow morning, rather—he would introduce Mr. Lock to Mr. Shim.
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	“I’m not feeling so well,” Mr. Rosen said, rubbing his stomach.


	He looked a little green and Jack felt a flash of concern.


	“You okay?”


	“The tuna fish salad I had for lunch—it’s not sitting so well. Stay open maybe another hour, then close up. Unless of course—I should be so lucky—we’re jammed with people in a buying frenzy, then you call me and I’ll come back.”


	Jack laughed. “You got it. But before you go, I need to buy something.”


	The kid from yesterday had given him an idea.


	“Again? You bought yesterday, and now you’re buying today. With business the way it is, you’re going to be the week’s best customer. What now?”


	Jack indicated the round fishbowl full of marbles he’d brought to the counter.


	“These.”


	Mr. Rosen made a face. “Marbles? Why? You’ve maybe lost yours?”


	Jack forced a polite laugh.


	Mr. Rosen shook his head. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. So why does a boy your age want marbles?”


	Jack searched for an answer … and found one.


	“They’re a gift.”


	“For that Connell girl you pal around with?”


	“No. This person barely knows I exist, and won’t know who they’re from.”


	His eyebrows rose and his dark eyes twinkled. “Like from a secret admirer, maybe?”


	He’s got it way wrong, Jack thought, but wasn’t going to straighten him out.


	“Sort of.”


	At least the “secret” part was right.


	“How many you want?”


	“I was wondering what’s your best price for all of them.”


	He smiled. “‘Best price,’ eh? You’ve been listening to me haggle?”


	Jack returned the smile. “Learning from the master.”


	“How many you think are there?”


	“I’d guess a hundred or so.”


	“Well, here’s the list price.” He tapped the 10 ¢ EACH sign taped to the glass. “So let’s see … with volume discount plus employee discount … five dollars will make us even.”


	“Deal.”


	Jack pulled out a five-dollar bill and handed it to Mr. Rosen.


	“Be sure to write it in the book.”


	Jack nodded, staring at the bowl.


	Yes, sir. These marbles were going to make a fine gift for a certain someone.
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	Mr. Rosen had said to close early at five, and Jack was getting ready to do just that when Mrs. Clevenger walked in with her dog.


	“Hi, Mrs. C. Long time no see.”


	She smiled. “I trust you will take Mister Foster’s warning to heart.”


	Rather than answer that he had no intention of doing anything of the sort, he said, “Can I help you find anything?”


	He didn’t want her browsing around. He wanted to close up and go home.


	“Actually, I came to see you.”


	“Oh?”


	“Yes. One of your schoolmates sought me out with a rather odd question.”


	One name leaped immediately to mind. “Weezy?”


	“No. The Toliver boy.”


	“Carson?”


	“I don’t believe there is another.”


	“Oh, right.” Yeah, Carson was an only child. “What did he want with you?”


	“He seems to suffer from the prevailing notion that I’m a witch.”


	Jack glanced at her three-legged dog and remembered that raccoon running off with a pair of broken legs.


	“Did he … want you to cast a spell or something?”


	Like one that would protect his locker?


	She shook her head. “Nothing like that. No, it was the oddest thing: He wanted to know if I could tell whether or not a person was being haunted.”


	“Haunted? I’ve heard of houses being haunted, but people?”


	She only shrugged.


	Jack pressed. “Did he say who was haunting him?”


	“You’re putting words in my mouth. I didn’t say he told me he was being haunted. He simply asked if I could tell.”


	“Well, can you?”


	She sighed and shook her head. “I’ll tell you what I told him: I am not a witch. I do not cast spells, I do not tell fortunes, I simply live my life and mind my business.”


	Not exactly a solid no, he thought.


	Did she know what Jack was up to? Was it Mrs. C he sensed watching as he’d sneaked into the school these past two mornings? She had a habit of showing up without warning in the oddest places.


	He noticed her watching him now with an appraising stare. It made him uncomfortable.


	“What?”


	She said, “Do you have any idea why he would ask me that?”


	Now he was really uncomfortable.


	“Well, someone’s been messing with his locker. Maybe he thinks it’s haunted.”


	Come to think of it, Toliver’s expression had been kind of haunted this morning when he’d found that dirty sneaker.


	“He didn’t mention a locker. He asked about someone being haunted.”


	Jack shrugged. “Sorry. Can’t help you on that.”


	“Very well,” she said, nodding. “I just thought I’d ask.”


	On her way out, a stranger stepped through the door and held it for her. As it closed behind her, he approached Jack.


	Swell, he thought. He was never going to get out of here.


	“You’re the proprietor?” he said with a New York accent. He was heavyset, maybe mid-thirties, with a double chin and a receding hairline. “So young to own such an interesting store.”


	“I just work here.”


	“Ah. A wage slave. I used to be one, but no more. Nu? Where is your slave driver?”


	Jack debated answering that. It wasn’t anybody’s business, especially a stranger’s, that Mr. Rosen wasn’t feeling well.


	“He stepped out.”


	“Back soon?”


	Jack shook his head and pointedly looked at his watch. “No. And we’re sort of past closing time.”


	“So soon? I have a minute for a quick look around?”


	Jack shrugged. “If you’re really interested in something, I’ll wait.”


	“Oy!” He raised his hands as he started down the center aisle. “Like a rabbit I’ll run.”


	Something about this guy—Jack wasn’t sure what—was putting him on alert. Nothing particularly sinister about him, just that … he seemed to have an agenda. Jack just wished he knew what it was.


	The man returned with an armful of old comic books. Mr. Rosen kept a few boxes of them in the back. When Jack had first come to work here the old guy had handed him a copy of something called Overstreet’s Comic Book Price Guide and told him to look up each and every issue to see if it might be rare and valuable. No luck. Mostly the likes of Archie and Hot Stuff and Little Lotta. Kids’ stuff. Not valuable, simply old.


	“Here,” the man said, plopping the stack on the counter. “I’ll take these.” He handed Jack a five-dollar bill. “That should cover it.”


	“Hang on,” Jack said, doing a quick count. “You’ve got twenty here. You’re five dollars short.”


	The man’s eyebrows rose. “For these you want ten bucks? They’re junk. I’m only buying them for my daughter because she likes Archie.”


	“They’re fifty cents apiece.”


	“Nu? You make me a deal.”


	“Can’t do that. If I write down twenty, he’ll expect to find ten bucks paid.”


	“That’s robbery. A ganef you work for. Look, does he know how many comic books he’s got back there? I mean, the exact number?”


	Jack shrugged. He’d gone through them issue by issue himself and hadn’t the faintest. “I doubt it.”


	“Good. Then we can do a little business here. We’re both men of the world, right?”


	Jack stared at him, wondering where this was going. “I’ve been as far as Philadelphia a few times. Does that qualify?”


	“Not by a long shot, but we’ll say it does. Such a deal I’ll make you. This guy probably underpays you, right?”


	“I get enough for what I do.”


	The man gave him an intent look. “If you do, you’re the first person I’ve ever met who admits it. So here’s the deal: I give you seven dollars, you write down ten comics—”


	“I’m not allowed—”


	“Hear me out. You write down ten comics, you put five dollars in the till, and keep two for yourself.”


	Jack shook his head. “Can’t do that.”


	The man’s voice rose half an octave. “Why not? I get a bargain, you get a couple of extra bucks in your pocket. It’s a win-win situation.”


	“You forgot the owner. He loses.”


	“That’s where you’re wrong. Not even he loses. He probably paid pennies for these. I’ll bet he doesn’t have more than a dollar invested in this whole stack. So five bucks leaves him with a profit too. That makes it a win-win-win situation!”


	Jack shook his head again. He’d had enough of this guy.


	“You’d better put them back. We’re closing.”


	“You’re either very stubborn or shortsighted. He’ll never know.”


	Jack thought about looking Mr. Rosen in the eye after being part of a cheesy scam like this. He couldn’t think of any amount of money that would make it right to cheat someone who trusted him.


	“But I will.”


	The man stared at him long and hard, then broke into a smile that changed his whole face.


	“What a kid you are.” His wheedling tone had vanished. “You’re how old?”


	“Fourteen—fifteen in January.”


	Still smiling, he shook his head. “Fourteen, and already a mensch. My uncle Jake left his store in good hands.”


	“Uncle? Mister Rosen’s your uncle?”


	“Distant. My mother’s side. Thought I’d catch him here on my way to Baltimore. How is he?”


	Jack’s head was spinning. He pointed to the stack of comics. “You mean you weren’t serious? You were testing me?”


	“Such a look on your face. You think that’s not fair? I shouldn’t test you? Why not? How else am I supposed to know the mettle of the man watching over my beloved uncle’s enterprise? Life is a test, boychick. Every day, a test of what’s here”—he tapped the side of his head—“and here”—he tapped his chest. “You passed this one—with flying colors.”


	“Well, hooray for me,” Jack said dryly.


	“You’ll get over it. In the meantime…” He pulled out his wallet and withdrew a card. “If you’re ever in New York and you need anything—if you’re tired or poor or homeless or just yearning to breathe free—you call that number.” He patted Jack’s cheek. “You got a friend in the big city, kid.”


	He tucked the card into the breast pocket of Jack’s shirt, waved, then headed for the door.


	Jack pulled out the card and noticed a ten-dollar bill with it.


	“Hey, you forgot your comics.”


	“Comics, shmomics,” he said without turning. “I hate comics. That’s for your trouble. Tell Uncle Jake I said hello.”


	And then he was out the door and gone.


	Jack looked at the card.


	ABRAHAM GROSSMAN


	ISHER SPORTING GOODS


	Level the playing field with our high-caliber gear


	He tucked it in his pocket. He couldn’t imagine any circumstances that would cause him to call this Grossman fellow, but you never knew.


	FRIDAY
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	As usual, Jack approached through the trees. On his last two early morning trips he’d seen no signs of life on the school grounds, but you never knew. Some couple may have parked in a dark corner of the lot to make out.


	He walked his bike to the treeline and scanned the grounds. Nope. Just as empty as ev—


	“Stop right there.”


	Jack froze at the whispered words. Oh no! Toliver?


	He turned and saw a tall, lean figure detach itself from the shadow of a nearby tree trunk.


	“It’s me—Levi.”


	Jack released a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. “What are you—?”


	“Shhh,” Levi said, pointing.


	Jack followed his point to a gleam in the shadows along the western edge of the parking lot. The glow from the solitary streetlight on the road at the other end was reflecting off something metallic. Jack squinted through the dark and made out the lines of a car.


	And just then, behind it, a match or a lighter flared in the front seat of another car.


	Two cars in the dark.


	“Who are they?” Jack whispered.


	“Don’t know. They was parked when I got here. Wanna go see?”


	Jack had a pretty good idea who it was. But … he turned to Levi. He couldn’t see his mismatched eyes and that was okay. He found them distracting.


	“Why are you here?”


	Levi shrugged. “Don’t sleep much. How ’bout you?”


	Good question, one for which Jack had no answer.


	“Um, returning a library book.”


	“Heh. Right. Let’s get a closer look at who thinks they’s hidin’.”


	Jack leaned his bike against a nearby trunk, then followed Levi as he circled around through the trees. They managed to creep within a hundred feet of the cars. When he recognized the Mustang GLX, he stopped. No need to get closer. He knew who was in that one, and could guess why.


	He felt tension tighten his shoulder muscles as he realized what would have happened had Levi not stopped him. Beaten silly.


	
He should have expected something like this—should have put himself in Toliver’s shoes and asked himself what he’d do in his situation. He’d have done just what Toliver was doing: staked out the school to catch whoever was sneaking in to get at his locker.


	Jack was about to retreat when someone got out of the second car—it looked like a Honda hatchback—and walked up to the Mustang. A cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth.


	“Hey, Cars, this is gettin’ old, man. How long we gonna hang out here?”


	Toliver’s voice replied, “Till the son of a bitch shows up.”


	“Maybe he ain’t coming. Maybe he saw you don’t have a combination lock now so he’s called it quits.”


	“Maybe.”


	“You stopped him, man. Let’s get home.”


	“Another fifteen minutes,” Toliver said. “He doesn’t show by then, we call it a night. Deal?”


	Jack heard palms slap.


	“Deal.”


	Fifteen minutes? Jack thought. I can hang another fifteen. He signaled Levi to retreat.


	“So tell me,” Levi whispered when they reached Jack’s bike. “How’d you get Toliver’s combinations?”


	Oh, jeez. He knows.


	Jack could see no course but to play dumb.


	“What are you talking about?”


	“I been watching you. I seen you open that window and seen you goin’ in and out of it at night.”


	So … it hadn’t been his imagination. Someone had been watching. Jack’s gut twisted. Damn. This was bad.


	“You tell anyone?”


	“Nobody else’s business. But you tell me: How about his lock combinations. You read his mind? You got a talent?”


	Talent? What was he talking about?


	“I don’t know a single thing about his combinations.” Which was true.


	“Then what? You just look at a lock and open it? Can you do that?”


	This had to be the weirdest conversation.


	“No. Can you?”


	That seemed to bring Levi up short. He paused, then started to move off.


	“Okay. I’m gone. You do what you gotta do. Don’t worry ’bout me sayin’ nothin’.”


	“Nothing to say anything about.”


	“Sure.”


	“Um … why’d you stop me before?”


	Levi stopped and turned. “Don’t rightly know. You don’t seem like a bad guy, and I guess I ain’t got no love for a rich uppity sort like Carson Toliver, ’specially one that Saree says is all dark inside.”


	“Yeah. She told me that too. What’s it mean?”


	“You wouldn’t understand.”


	“Try me.”


	“It’s her talent. She sees people in colors.”


	“But she says she can’t see me.”


	“Yeah, I know. Right strange, that.”


	Strange? How about out-the-wazoo weird?


	“Yesterday I saw her touch Toliver’s locker and act like she was burned, even though she said it was cold.”


	“Well, if she can touch something that’s real near and dear to someone, she can see all sorts of colors.”


	“But she didn’t mention a color, she said ‘cold.’”


	Jack saw him shake his head in the shadows. “Never heard her say anything like that before. I’ll have to ask her. See you tomorrow.”


	He merged with the shadows and was gone from view. One strange guy. Worst of all, he knew. Jack didn’t want anyone to have even a clue that he was involved. Lucky for Jack that Levi was a piney and they kept pretty much to themselves.


	He turned back to the parking lot. He hoped he didn’t fall asleep waiting. Man, he was tired.
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	Not a single mention of Weezy on the bus this morning. Which was good, because Eddie wasn’t wearing his headphones. Like everyone else aboard, he was talking about what, if anything, Carson Toliver would find in his locker this morning. Stevie Ray Vaughn couldn’t compete with that.


	Jack allowed himself a single pat on the back: mission accomplished.


	Well, partly accomplished.


	He’d succeeded in shifting the focus of talk away from Weezy, but Carson Toliver hadn’t paid enough for what he’d done to her—for laying his filthy hands on her, and for compounding that by spreading lies about her.


	Not nearly enough.


	Jack wasn’t sure where to go from here, but maybe he was getting ahead of himself. He’d yet to see how this morning’s drama at the locker would play out.


	Carson Toliver versus the Mystery Marauder.


	The mystery part was important. Crucial. Jack ached to tell someone what he’d been up to. He and Toliver were the two most talked-about people in school right now. Everyone wanted to know who the mysterious prankster was, and why he’d chosen Carson Toliver.


	The why was another thing that had to be kept secret. Any connection to Weezy would turn attention back to her and her connection to Toliver, undoing what Jack had accomplished thus far.


	Zip the lips, he told himself. And keep them zipped. And pray Levi Coffin did the same.
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	The boys’ room usually had a fairly steady stream of traffic first thing in the morning, but today it was virtually deserted. He had a pretty good idea why. He relocked the window—maybe for the last time—and hurried to the senior locker area.


	He found what seemed like half the school there, all clustered around Toliver’s locker. Jack wasn’t tall enough to see over, and couldn’t get close enough for a clear view.


	Then Toliver showed up behind him, passing nearby as he elbowed his way through the crowd.


	“Coming through!” he cried with authority. “Move it, people! Coming through!”


	People moved aside, because there’d be no show without Toliver. Jack leaped into the void in his wake, staying as close as he could without touching him, and managed to make it almost to the front.


	Yesterday Toliver had quoted the old proverb, Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me. Jack wanted to ask who got shamed after you were fooled a third time.


	Toliver stopped before his locker and turned to the crowd. “Don’t you people have anything better to do?”


	Almost as one the crowd roared “NO!” and then broke into laughter. Even Toliver laughed a little. Using the same flourish as with his combination yesterday, he produced the keys to the lock.


	“Somehow some wiseass stole the combination to my last two locks, but that’s not gonna happen this time.” He waved the keys. “No combination, and I’ve got the only keys.”


	But I have shims, Jack thought as the crowd cheered. He’d brought along the lock-pick kit last night, in case the shim failed, but hadn’t needed it.


	Toliver added, “So whoever you are, up yours.”


	Another cheer went up, then faded as he turned and inserted the key into the bottom of the lock. He gave it a twist, popped the shackle, and removed it from the latch.


	Like a magician waving a prop, he turned and held up the lock, then he reached for the door handle.


	Jack chewed the inside of his cheek. Now the moment of truth.


	After watching Toliver and his friends leave earlier this morning, and waiting a few minutes to be sure they didn’t sneak back, he’d made his way to the locker with the marbles packed in a cardboard box. He’d set the box on the floor of the locker and tilted it forward by wedging one of Toliver’s sneakers under its back end. Then he’d cut a wide flap in the box’s front panel. Holding it closed, he shut the door against it. The weight of a hundred marbles lay behind the flap. The only thing holding it closed was the locker door. When that opened, the flap would drop and … marble avalanche.


	Or so Jack hoped.


	Even if it didn’t open, Jack could still claim victory, because he’d gotten past the new lock. Toliver had been invaded again. He’d know it, and so would everybody else.


	That was part A. The success of part B depended on the success of part A, but was otherwise out of his hands; he’d need a little cooperation from Toliver for that.


	He watched Toliver grasp the door handle and, just for a heartbeat … hesitate.


	Yes! Jack thought. You’ve got a new lock, you’ve got the only key. You should feel you’ve got everything under control, but still you’ve got this nagging doubt.


	Toliver yanked open the door and a multicolored cascade clattered from his locker, bouncing and rolling in all directions. He leaped back in surprise and landed on some of the marbles.


	His soles rolled … his feet kicked … his arms windmilled … he looked like he was trying some sort of spaz break-dance move …


	And then he went down, smack on his butt, making part B a complete success.


	The crowd burst into laughter. Even Jack had to smile at how ridiculous he looked as he tried to get up and slipped again. Only by grabbing his locker door did he prevent another fall.


	The crowd roared louder.


	And that was when Toliver lost it. Really lost it.


	His face was already crimson, but now he looked like Bruce Banner about to go Hulk. His lips pulled back in a snarl as he bent and picked up handfuls of marbles and began hurling them at the crowd.


	“You think it’s funny? Having a good laugh, you sons of bitches?”


	The crowd flinched and ducked as the marbles peppered them. A good many turned and began moving away. One kid thought it was funny and kept laughing. Toliver grabbed him and shoved him against the lockers.


	“What’s so funny? What are you laughing at? You know something about this? Huh? Huh?”


	The kid was small and Toliver kept slamming him against the lockers.


	Suddenly Mr. Kressy appeared and yanked him back.


	“Cool it!”


	Toliver cocked a fist and for a second Jack was afraid the Toliver temper would overcome sanity and he’d take a swing.


	“Don’t even dream about it,” Mr. Kressy said, staring him down.


	Toliver lowered his arm and backed off a step.


	Mr. Kressy looked around, then down at the marbles scattered on the floor. The kid Toliver had been manhandling scooted off.


	“What is going on here? Are these yours?”


	Toliver shook his head. “No way.”


	Shaking his head, Mr. Kressy strode away, saying, “I’ll call a custodian.”


	The remainder of the crowd began breaking up, a lot of the kids looking at Toliver strangely, and giving him a wide berth, like they would a dangerous animal.


	With a roar Toliver turned and began kicking his locker again and again. Something popped out and hit the floor where it spun like a top for a few seconds, then stopped.


	A little silver ring.


	Toliver picked it up, studied it a second, then started turning in circles with that haunted look in his eyes again.


	“Who?” he shouted. “Who, damn it! Who?”


	Something else in his eyes now too: The same hunted look he’d seen in Weezy’s eyes the other night.


	Now you know how it feels, Big Shot. Like it?


	Jack eased away with the rest of the stragglers.


	He wondered at his feelings. Everything had worked out according to his best-case scenario. The marbles had poured out and Toliver had slipped on them.


	So why didn’t he feel better about it? Where was that ecstatic elation he’d felt after the first two pranks? Today had been the most successful of all, goading Toliver into showing his true ugly colors and tarnishing his phony armor. He’d tried to smear Weezy, make people look at her differently, and now it was happening to him.


	But instead of up, Jack felt sour. Maybe because this morning’s gag had turned ugly.


	“Gotta be someone from North,” he heard a guy say.


	“Yeah,” said another. “And it seems to be working. You see how he got? Man, he was like crazy.”


	“Well, it was kinda funny—doing that crazy-legs thing and falling. Just hope it doesn’t lose us the game.”


	“That happens, whoever’s behind this, man, his ass is grass.”


	“You got that right.”


	Jack stopped and let the others pass. He felt as if he’d just had a sign from above:


	Quit now.


	It was Friday. He could make the end of the week the end of Operation Toliver. That had a nice symmetry to it. Plus, it had stopped being fun.


	And if the Badgers lost the game because Toliver was too on edge to focus, it would be his fault. Well, not all his fault, but some of it could be laid at his doorstep.


	That was why no one could ever even suspect he was behind this.


	And then he spotted Levi coming his way, nodding knowingly.


	“Oh, yeah,” he said as he passed. “You got a talent. I know you do.”


	What?


	He prayed Levi would keep his mouth shut.
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	In civics class, Mr. Kressy had returned to the subject of a first principle, asking, “Has anyone come up with a solid touchstone belief to which all your actions must answer?”


	Various principles had been put forth—including “Do unto others…” by someone who had been absent last time—but all were shot down for one reason or another.


	Jack gave it a try, going with Dad’s idea. “How about everyone has a right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness?”


	“Absolutely!” Mr. Kressy said, snapping his suspenders. “One of the finest passages ever written! But why do we have those rights? Whence do they spring? Think: What does every human on this planet have in common?” He paused. When no one answered, he threw up his arms. “We’re all alive! We all have life!”


	“I don’t,” Matt Follette said. “Trust me, I’ve got no life.”


	As usual he got a laugh, but Mr. Kressy wasn’t amused this time.


	“This is serious. We’re getting to the crux of everything. Your life—whose is it? Yours or someone else’s?”


	A chorus of “Mine” rose but a girl somewhere behind Jack said, “Don’t our parents own us?”


	“If they own your life, that means they can do whatever they want with you. Anyone here believe that your parents have a right to kill you, or sell you into slavery?”


	The class was silent. The answer was too obvious.


	“Of course not,” he said. “You own your own life, and that fact should form the cornerstone of how you live your life.”


	“I don’t get it,” someone said. “How does that work?”


	But Jack was getting it, taking the next step, and the step after that.


	Mr. Kressy said, “If everyone owns their own life, it guarantees them liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Note that ‘pursuit’ is a very important word there—it means you can seek happiness, but it’s not guaranteed. Happiness isn’t a right, it’s something you must achieve. Owning your own life means no one can interfere with that ownership by initiating force against you. It also means the opposite: You have no right to initiate force against another. In a nutshell: You have a right to swing your fist anywhere and anytime you wish, but that right stops at someone else’s nose.”


	“What if someone attacks you first?” Jack said.


	“Good question. Since it’s your life, you have a right to defend it.”


	Jack pressed on. “What if you see someone attacking someone else? Can you step in?”


	“Another good question. By defending others’ rights to their own lives, you defend your right to your own.” He beamed at Jack. “You’re thinking. Good man.”


	Normally Jack would have basked in the praise, especially from his favorite teacher, but his concerns lay outside the classroom.


	He had a right to his own life … it was so obvious, yet he’d never consciously formed the concept. Now that he had …


	Toliver had attacked Weezy. She couldn’t strike back, so Jack had struck for her. Would he have been justified using the bat that night? Yeah, probably, since Toliver had already opened the door to violence by physically attacking Weezy, but what Jack had done to him instead—without laying a finger on him—had proven so much worse.


	“So in the coming months, as we hear lots of talk from the president and his challengers, let’s hold up their ideas to the touchstone of owning your own life. We can decide if their ideas enhance or diminish that ownership, and by that we can judge whom we wish to support. Remember, it’s all a tug-of-war about control: Who has power over your life—you or the government?”


	As the end-of-period bell rang he raised his voice.


	“A U.S. senator named Daniel Webster once said, ‘There are men in all ages who mean to govern well, but they mean to govern. They promise to be good masters, but they mean to be masters.’ We’ll keep that in mind as we listen to the palaver.”


	Despite the frustration of not having fully dealt Toliver what he deserved, Jack felt an inner glow as he gathered up his books.


	“The right to my own life,” he muttered. “I like that.”


	“I like it too,” said a girl’s voice.


	He looked around and saw Karina standing behind him, smiling.


	“But not everybody feels that way,” she added.


	“Who wouldn’t?”


	“Whole nations and religions don’t think that applies to women, only men.”


	“Yeah, you’re right. Even here they couldn’t vote a hundred years ago.”


	Her smile broadened. “You know about the Nineteenth Amendment?”


	“Um, yeah.”


	Weezy had mentioned it a few weeks ago.
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	In the caf, Jack was eating a ham sandwich with a group from his homeroom when Cristin came up to the table and started rapidly sliding her feet around while making spastic movements with her arms.


	“Cristin?” Karina said. “What are you doing?”


	She grinned. “A new dance. It’s called the Carson.”


	That cracked up the table, Jack too.


	Oh, yeah. Easy Weezy was history.


	Jake Shuett came running up. “Carson’s by his locker and wants everybody there! He says he’s got a big announcement!”


	Jack was first out of his seat and on his way as dozens of others rushed from the caf. He managed to snag a spot near the front of the crowd centered around Toliver and his locker.


	He’d returned to his usual cool, calm, and collected self as he held up a new lock—a non-combination model.


	“Take a look at this everybody: brand-new.”


	Then he held up a tiny nail.


	“See this? An upholstery tack.”


	He then pulled a small hammer from his back pocket and tapped the tack into the keyhole at the bottom of the lock. The hammer returned to the pocket to be replaced by a small plastic vial.


	“Krazy Glue.”


	He put a few drops of the glue into the keyhole around the tack. Then he turned the lock right side up and emptied the rest of the glue into the shackle hole. He inserted the shackle through the latch in his locker door, then snapped the lock shut.


	He turned to the crowd.


	“It’s over. It ends here. No more games. This clown will not be getting into my locker again. We’ve all had some laughs, but it’s over. The last laugh is on him.”


	We? Jack thought. I don’t remember you laughing.


	“Nobody,” he continued, “but nobody is getting past that lock.”


	“But what about you?” somebody called from the crowd. “How are you getting past it?”


	“Let me worry about that,” Toliver said. “I’ve got it covered. See you all at the game tonight to watch us whip some Greyhound butt.”


	A cheer went up. Jack had to admire the way he worked the crowd.


	“And then we’ll all meet back here Monday morning for the grand opening.”


	Another cheer as he wove through the throng and headed for class. With that, the crowd fractured and dissolved. A few of the guys hung back and approached locker 791. They stood in a small knot, staring at the lock. Jack joined them.


	“Man, nobody’s getting past that,” one said as he upended the lock and stared at the nail in the gooey keyhole.


	“No kidding,” said another. “I’ve played around with Krazy Glue. Once that stuff sets, it’s there to stay.”


	“I can get past it easy,” said a third kid.


	“How?” the other two asked in unison.


	“Hacksaw.”


	All three nodded.


	“Yeah, that’ll do it,” the first said. “But we’ll all know as soon as we see it, so there’ll be no surprise. Carson’s got him beat.”


	As they wandered away, Jack hung back, lost in thought.


	A challenge had been issued.


	Jack had already called it quits, unilaterally ending the operation, but Carson Toliver wasn’t letting it go. He’d thrown down the gauntlet.


	Jack could still walk away. He’d stopped the talk about Weezy.


	And yet …


	If Toliver walked in here Monday morning with his locker untouched, he’d have a moral victory. He’d have proven that he could stop the pranks whenever he wanted. He’d be back on top. Even if Jack returned to pranking him later, it wouldn’t be the same.


	Sure, he could sneak back with a hacksaw and cut the lock off, but that was so crude. Like throwing a bomb. No finesse, no style. Toliver was perceived as having style, so Jack had to show even more. He couldn’t be a bomber; he needed to be a sniper. Needed a surgical strike. Resorting to a hacksaw would be an admission of defeat. It said, Yeah, you beat me—I couldn’t open your lock.


	Plus, cutting the shackle would kill the mystery of the moment and banish that instant of exquisite uncertainty when the door began to swing open.


	Uh-uh.


	Jack couldn’t allow the challenge to go unanswered. One more time … he had to get into Toliver’s locker one more time.


	Mr. Big Shot had to walk in here Monday morning and find the lock on 791 just as he’d left it. But when he opened the door he’d find the surprise of his life.


	But how to make that happen?


	The lockers were steel and bolted to the wall. No way in through the back, and he’d need an acetylene torch to cut through the top. The door was the only way in.


	Jack stared at the two-inch wide, laminated-steel Master padlock, saw the glue pooling around the shackle hole. Once it was fully hardened, he’d never get a shim in there. And with a nail glued into the keyhole, picking the cylinder was impossible.


	Levi wandered by then and spoke out of the corner of his mouth.


	“Well, I guess that ends your pranks.”


	Pranks! Jack wanted to lash out at him. These weren’t pranks. They might look like it, but they were the only course Weezy had left open to him.


	But of course Levi had no inkling of Jack’s higher purpose. He thought he was just goofing on Toliver. Best to play it that way.


	“You might be right. Fun while it lasted, though.”


	“Yeah. But not even you can get past that one.”


	Don’t count on it, he thought, although he had no idea how on Earth he was going to pull it off.


	Then he spotted Saree down the hall and remembered what Levi had said when they were hiding a few hours ago.


	… if she can touch something that’s real near and dear to someone, she can see all sorts of colors.


	What would be near and dear to Toliver. Not his locker …


	His Mustang.


	Yes!


	Jack was desperate for any clue as to how to get to Toliver. If Saree did have some weird “talent,” maybe she could help. He didn’t see how it could hurt.


	He nudged Levi and pointed toward Saree. “Think she’d be interested in what colors she can see around Toliver’s car?”


	Levi looked at him, then at Saree.


	“She might be.”


	“Talk her into it and meet me by his ’stang.”
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	Jack grabbed the lock-pick kit from his backpack and raced to the parking lot. With the lunch period coming to a close, no one was about. When he first got the kit from Mr. Rosen, he went around his house picking every lock he could find. That included the family cars. Cars were easy. Their door locks tended to have big pins that responded smoothly to a little raking.


	He had Toliver’s Mustang open in twenty seconds and had the kit hidden away before Levi and Saree showed up.


	“What do you want me to do?” she said, hanging back and staring at Jack.


	“You said his locker was cold. Is his car cold too?”


	She took a hesitant step forward and gingerly touched the hood with her fingertips. After a second, she pressed her palm flat against it.


	“No … it’s warm.”


	Yeah, well, of course it was warm—he’d just driven to a hardware store for the lock and glue.


	Jack pulled open the passenger door. “How about inside?”


	Levi gawked. “He left it unlocked?”


	Jack didn’t look at him, but scanned the parking lot instead, check for anyone who might spot them.


	“Sure looks that way.”


	“You and locks,” Levi said with a chuckle. “You got a talent, all right.”


	Jack gestured Saree toward the front passenger seat. “See any colors there?”


	Said aloud, the question sounded ridiculous. What did he expect to get out of this? Probably nothing—the girl seemed a little off her rocker—but he couldn’t see a downside to trying.


	She bent, looked, then shook her head. “No.”


	“Maybe if you sit inside.”


	She looked at Levi who shrugged and said, “Go ahead. But make it quick. We gotta get back to class.”


	As Saree slipped into the seat, Levi turned to Jack. “Why you so tore up about this guy, anyway?”


	Jack had figured this was coming, but hadn’t come up with an explanation he could use.


	“Red,” he heard Saree say. “It’s all red.”


	“It’s personal,” he told Levi.


	“I figgered that. But what you ’spect to get outta this?”


	“Well, I’ve got him thinking he’s haunted. Can we leave it at that?”


	Levi nodded slowly. “I reckon we can. But about your talent—”


	Jack heard Saree making noises like “Uhn-uhn-uhn!” and when he looked her eyes were rolled back in her head and she was twitching like she was being electrocuted.


	“Get her outta there!” Levi shouted.


	They both pulled her out and the noises and twitching stopped as soon as she was free of the car. Her eyes fluttered open as they started to lay her on the ground and she pushed herself up to standing. She leaned against the neighboring car, panting, a wild look in her pink eyes.


	“Red! All red! Blood!”


	“Blood?” Levi said. “Whose?”


	“I don’t rightly know.” She rubbed both hands over her face and eyes. “He hurt somebody there. Hurt them bad. He’s got blood on his hands.”


	Jack stood stunned, speechless.


	Blood on Toliver’s hands? Not Weezy’s. She’d just been bruised and scared—bad enough, but no blood. So if not Weezy’s, whose?


	“Levi?” Saree said, her voice quavering. “It’s piney blood.”
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	Between the final bell for dismissal and boarding the bus home, Jack squeezed in a trip to the boys’ room to unlatch the window. He didn’t know what he was going to do about Toliver’s latest lock, but if he came up with something, he wanted to be able to act on it.


	As he exited the stall he let out a yelp of surprise when he almost bumped into Levi.


	“How long’ve you been waiting here?”


	“Long enough. Figgered this’d be your last stop. Listen, this ‘piney blood’ thing’s got me riled.”


	It had been nibbling at Jack too. Gnawing was more like it. The whole episode had been majorly upsetting. But when he stepped back and took a hard look at it …


	“How do you know there’s anything to it?”


	“Saree said—”


	“She doesn’t know. It’s just a feeling she’s got. She doesn’t know who, she doesn’t know when—”


	“That don’t matter. She knows what she knows, and I gotta do something about it.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Like what?”


	“Don’t know. First thing I do is ask around and see if anyone knows of a piney who’s been banged around by a towner. Second is, I join forces with you.”


	“Oh, no,” Jack said, backing away. “No way.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because, like I said, it’s personal.”


	“Well, hell, if he hurt a piney, it’s personal for me too.”


	“You don’t even know if he really—”


	“Pineys stick together—well, when they ain’t feudin’.”


	Jack pulled open the door and stepped into the hall. “Sorry. Not gonna happen.”


	Jack hurried for the bus, thinking how Levi Coffin was becoming a real problem.
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	“Aren’t you done yet?” Eddie said as he watched Jack rake up the grass clippings.


	“Almost.”


	“Well, hurry up so we can—uh-oh. Here comes Gargamel.”


	Jack glanced up and saw Mr. Drexler stepping out the Lodge’s back door in his white suit.


	“Gargamel dresses in black.”


	“Yeah, but this guy looks like he eats Smurfs for breakfast.”


	Mr. Drexler held up a wooden box. “Take a break and come over here. Both of you.”


	Jack didn’t hesitate. Mr. Drexler might be strange, but he was standing on the shady side of the building and Jack needed a cool-off. Eddie held back a few seconds, then walked his bike over.


	As Jack approached, Mr. Drexler leaned his cane against the door frame, then removed the top of the intricately carved box and held it out.


	“Take a look at this. I believe you will find it entertaining.” A soft, white glob lay within. “Hold out your hand.”


	When Jack did so, Mr. Drexler flipped the box over and dropped the glob onto his palm. It felt cool and squishy, and looked like vanilla pudding in a thin, clear skin.


	Then, as Jack watched, it began to change color, moving slowly from white to deep blue.


	“No surprise there,” Mr. Drexler muttered.


	“Weirdacious!” Eddie said.


	Mr. Drexler looked at him. “You’re Louise Connell’s brother, aren’t you.”


	Eddie swallowed. “Um, yeah.”


	He looked jumpy. Jack understood. The Lodge had always weirded him out.


	“I haven’t seen her around. Is she well?”


	Eddie seemed stuck for an answer.


	“She’s home,” Jack said, figuring Weezy’s problems were none of the man’s business.


	Mr. Drexler nodded, then said, “Let your friend hold it, Jack.”


	Eddie put his hands behind his back. “Nuh-uh. Too weird.”


	“Come on,” Jack said. “Don’t be a wuss.”


	With obvious reluctance, Eddie cupped his hands before him, looking ready to drop the thing the instant it touched him. But he didn’t. After Jack dropped it onto his palms, he held it and jiggled it.


	“It’s like Jell-O. Sort of—hey, it’s changing color.”


	Jack had already noticed the dark blue fading. The glob turned a paler shade of blue …


	“Will wonders never cease?” Mr. Drexler said. “Give it back to Jack.”


	Eddie did, and the glob turned dark blue again.


	“Must be because my hands are hot and sweaty,” Jack said.


	Mr. Drexler held out the empty box. “Do you think so?”


	Jack placed it back in the box and watched it return to white.


	“I don’t get it,” Jack said. “What is it?”


	“A crude sort of meter. It measures a certain … inner quality.”


	“Did we pass?” Eddie said.


	Mr. Drexler’s cold blue gaze remained fixed on Jack as his thin lips curved upwards at the corners. Jack couldn’t quite qualify it as a smile.


	“Passing or failing would depend on who is conducting the test, and what result is sought.”


	He replaced the lid.


	“Show over.”


	He turned and walked back inside.


	“Oh, he’s weird, Jack,” Eddie said in a hushed tone. “Majorly weird.”


	Jack couldn’t disagree.
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	Eddie had moved on and Jack had just dumped the last of the clippings into a plastic bag when he heard Mr. Drexler say, “That’s enough for today. Come have a drink.”


	He looked over toward the Lodge and was surprised to see that two chairs had been set out in the shade. Mr. Drexler sat on one, leaning on his cane. A can of Pepsi sat on the seat next to him.


	Jack wanted nothing more than to head home for a shower, but that Pepsi was calling his name. As he walked over, Mr. Drexler lifted the can and held it out to him. Jack popped the top and took a long, cold, bubbly chug.


	“Thanks.”


	The man patted the seat of the chair next to him. “Sit.”


	Jack complied. He closed his eyes and savored the cool shade.


	“Look at all the little people at play.”


	Jack opened his eyes and saw Mr. Drexler gesturing with his cane down the slope toward Quaker Lake. People sat or sunbathed on blankets by the water’s edge. With the arrival of an Indian summer, Mark Mulliner had brought his rental canoes back to the lake. People paddled them to and fro under the bridge.


	“I guess they look little from here.”


	“They don’t merely look little, they are little. In every sense.”


	Jack glanced at him. “I’m not following.”


	“There are two classes of people in this world: the Movers and the Moved, the High and the Low, the Wheat and the Chaff, the Select and the Hoi Polloi.”


	“Hoi polloi?”


	“It’s Greek for ‘the many.’ It refers to the masses. The low folk.”


	Jack shrugged. “I guess it’s always that way—high and low. Some people are smarter than others or work harder than others, some people want it more, and other folks want it less or don’t want to spend the time and effort chasing it.”


	Mr. Drexler’s eyebrows rose, almost framing his widow’s peak. “My dear boy, I am not talking about ants and grasshoppers, nor about success and endeavor. You can’t earn your way into the Mover class. The proverbial sweat and hard work and stick-to-itiveness will not move you up. Nor can you buy your way in. One must be born to it.”


	“You mean, like royalty?”


	“Royalty is more about prestige, and the perception of power rather than the actual wielding of it. True power is knowledge, and that is what separates the Movers from the Moved: knowledge.”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. ‘Knowledge is power.’ I’ve heard that before. But anyone who works at it can get knowledge, right?”


	Mr. Drexler tsked. “Do not confuse knowledge with information. Certain knowledge can be trusted to only a few.”


	Jack had no idea where this conversation had come from or where it was going, or why they were even having it. But it seemed important to Mr. Drexler. He was really into it.


	“Why not just spread it around?”


	“Because, as you said, knowledge is power, and if everyone has power, then no one has power.”


	“You mean, no one would have power over anyone else.”


	Mr. Drexler’s eyes lit as he pointed the silver head of his black cane at Jack. Was it really wrapped in rhinoceros hide?


	“Exactly!”


	“But isn’t that the best way?”


	He snickered. “That’s what the Moved—the hoi polloi—and their naïve, egalitarian apologists would have you think, but that’s not the way the world works.”


	“But isn’t knowledge simply truth? Shouldn’t everyone know the truth?”


	“No-no-no,” he said with a vigorous shake of his head. “Absolutely not. Only the Movers can handle certain truths, only they are entitled to share them.”


	“You’re talking about secrets, then. Secret truths.”


	“Of course. Only a select few share them. It’s been that way throughout history.”


	Jack gave him a sidelong look. “Like what’s under the Lodge?”


	“You mean what was under the Lodge.” Mr. Drexler frowned. “It’s lost now, thanks to you.”


	Jack bristled at that. “Wasn’t my fault that the lake—”


	Mr. Drexler waved a hand. “Water under the bridge, so to speak. I was referring to secrets much larger in scope.”


	Weezy’s pet theory leaped into his brain. “The Secret History of the World.”


	“If you mean that certain truths have been kept secret and passed on throughout the history of the world, yes, that is so.”


	“But when Weezy mentioned it you called it a … a…”


	“A ‘wild imagining’? Yes, I did. Because that’s the way the Moved have been conditioned to see that theory, and that’s the way they must go on seeing it. Because the Moved cannot handle the truth. In fact, at the risk of sounding like I’m quoting purple prose, the truth would drive some of them stark raving mad. So in a sense it is for their own good that they remain in the dark.”


	“But what is the truth?”


	Mr. Drexler stared at him. “Do you really want to know?”


	“Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”


	He shook his head. “No. Not really. Your father, for one. He didn’t care to learn.”


	The words rocked Jack.


	“My father?”


	“He was invited into the Septimus Order but declined.”


	Jack had known that, but …


	“Wait … so what you’re saying is that the Septimus Order knows the Secret History of the World.”


	Drexler gave a soft heh-heh, maybe as close to a laugh as he ever got. “No one knows the entire Secret History, but the Order is privileged to be keeper and guardian of some of those truths. I believe you qualify for membership, in fact I believe you would be an asset to the Order, but you’re not eligible at this tender age. In the future, however, should you be invited, do not be so foolish as to turn down access to those secret truths.”


	“But what do you do with them?”


	That pseudosmile again. “Use them, of course. Put them to work. Once you are a member, and progress through the ranks, you will learn how.”


	An inane thought popped into Jack’s head: Would he find the secret to opening Toliver’s lock?


	“Until then,” Mr. Drexler added, “I’m afraid you must remain among the Moved.”


	The conversation was beginning to make Jack uncomfortable. Lots of people thought they had special knowledge. He’d once seen an ad in a comic book for “Secrets of the Rosicrucians” and had looked them up. They thought they had special knowledge, but they let anyone in. Somehow he doubted that people advertising in comic books knew real secret truths.


	But according to Weezy, the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order was truly ancient. So maybe they did know things no one else knew. Or maybe they just thought they did.


	If they really knew something, did Jack want a piece of it?


	Damn straight.


	But right now he had more immediate, real-life concerns.


	He rose and placed the empty Pepsi can on the chair cushion.


	“Thanks for the drink. I’d better get to the weeds.”


	“The beds can wait until tomorrow,” Mr. Drexler said, standing. “As long as the grass is cut—that is the important thing. Come back then.”


	“But I thought you said—”


	“The gathering I mentioned? They’ll begin to arrive soon, so I want you and your mower gone.”


	“What’s this gathering about?”


	He gave Jack an intense stare. “You ask too many questions. Only members may ask questions, and even they do not always receive an answer. You are not a member. Your concerns about the Lodge are to be limited to the grounds and nothing more. You can finish up your duties tomorrow. Perhaps we can talk a little more then.”


	Jack couldn’t fathom why Mr. Drexler wanted to talk. It wasn’t like he was trying to convince him to join the Order—he’d already said he was too young.


	Was he trying to talk him into something else?


	Without being called, Eggers appeared and picked up one of the chairs. As he returned it to the Lodge, Mr. Drexler moved a few steps closer to the lake, where he stood with his hands on his hips, staring at the “little people.”


	Watching him, Jack had a strange thought about the bombings in Beirut and the trouble in Grenada and all the rest of the turmoil in the world. Could the Septimus Order have something to do with that? Could they be using their secret truths to manipulate events? Were they the method behind the madness?


	Nah. That was Weezy talk. Nobody, not even the Septimus Order, had that kind of power.
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	“Sounds like a load of elitist crap to me,” Dad said.


	“Tom,” Mom scolded. “Not at the table.”


	Jack had just related a nutshell version of his conversation with Mr. Drexler. He glanced across the table at Kate, who smiled and winked at him. They always made fun of Mom’s tender ears.


	She’d served what he and Kate called a “Mommy meal”: roasted chicken and potatoes, plus buttered green beans.


	Kate was home for the weekend, and so the dinner table held four tonight. His older sister had started medical school at UMDNJ in Stratford the same week Jack had started high school. Her apartment there was less than twenty miles away, so it was no big deal for her to visit. Jack hoped she came home often. She was one of his favorite people in the world.


	His brother Tom, on the other hand, was finishing law school up north in Jersey City and probably wouldn’t be back until Thanksgiving. Jack could definitely wait to see him again.


	Kate was slim with pale blue eyes and faint freckles. While away she’d cut her long blond hair back to a short, almost boyish length. It gave her an entirely different look, one that would take Jack some getting used to.


	“‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,’” Dad said.


	Jack’s father and Kate shared the same blue eyes. His hair was thinning. He sipped from a can of Carling Black Label beer.


	“They really aren’t, Dad,” Kate said. “Created equal, I mean. Some are mentally retarded or physically defective from the get-go.”


	“I’m well aware of that, but that’s not the point. This Lodge fellow is talking about people who believe they’re entitled to special benefits and privileges and considerations simply because they are who they are. Congress is full of them.”


	“But they must think you’re entitled too,” Jack said. “I mean, the Lodge invited you to join, right?”


	Dad nodded. “Yeah, they did. But something about the place and the people…” He shook his head. “I don’t know. It didn’t smell right.”


	“Smell?”


	He smiled. “In a figurative sense, not…”


	“Olfactory,” Kate said.


	“Right. Anyway, there was this smug undertone running through everything. Rubbed me the wrong way.”


	“Mister Drexler showed me this glob of stuff that changed color when I held it.”


	“Turned blue, right?” his father said.


	Jack hadn’t expected that.


	“How did you know?”


	“Haskins—you know, the freeholder who died—was a VFW member and he brought something like that to one of the meetings and passed it around. Mostly nothing happened till it got to me and then it turned dark blue.”


	“Me too!”


	“Come to think of it, shortly after that I was invited to join the Lodge.”


	“Do you think it’s some kind of test?”


	Dad frowned. “Test of what?”


	Jack couldn’t imagine.


	“I guess it’s secret. You said you blew the Lodge off because ‘Too many secrets can wear you down,’ remember?”


	Dad rubbed his jaw. “Can’t say as I do.”


	Jack waggled his eyebrows, Groucho style. “What other secrets do you have?”


	Dad gave him a look, then turned to Kate. “You know, Kate, I think I’m getting to like your hair short.”


	Talk about changing the subject!


	“Well, thanks, Dad,” she said. “It was kind of necessary, what with my labs and all. Especially the cadaver lab. I couldn’t get the formaldehyde smell out of all that hair.”


	Jack straightened in his seat. “Cadaver? As in dead body?”


	Kate nodded. “Four students to a body. We’re dissecting it.”


	“Kate, really,” Mom said. “At the dinner table?”


	“Can I come see? Have you cut it open?”


	“Just the back of the neck so far. We—”


	Mom tapped her plate with her fork. “I insist we talk about something else. Please.”


	“Okay,” Dad said, focusing on Jack, “let’s get back to this job at the Lodge. You sure you’re not taking on too much? The store, the other lawns … I don’t want your grades to suffer.”


	Jack shrugged. “So far the teachers are taking it slow and the work’s pretty easy. By the time it gets harder, I’ll be freed up. Mister Rosen says after Halloween he won’t need me anymore till spring, and once we get a good frost, I’ll have nothing to mow.”


	“Got it all worked out, eh?” Dad said, nodding.


	Jack sensed his approval and it warmed him.


	He grinned. “Pretty much.”


	Except how to get past Toliver’s lock.


	He suddenly realized that what he’d done to Toliver had made him, for a short time and in a very limited sense, a Mover.


	Then again, no. Not according to Mr. Drexler’s meaning. Everything that had happened around Toliver’s locker had originated with Jack, not from some secret knowledge someone said he was entitled to.


	Jack said, “Maybe some days you’re a Mover, and maybe some days you’re one of the Moved.”


	“Why be either?” Kate said.


	Jack looked at her. “What do you mean?”


	“Why not just opt out and refuse to be part of the game? Step aside and play your own game with your own rules, and screw the rest.”


	Mom frowned. “Kate!”


	Jack sat there, stunned as epiphanies exploded in his brain like a fireworks finale. Neither a Moved nor a Mover be … refuse to play … step off the board and liberate yourself from the game …


	Dad harrumphed and said, “Sounds like anarchy to me.”


	But it sounded wonderful to Jack.
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	Jack’s dad dropped him and Eddie off in the parking lot, and they had to walk around the side of the high school to get to the football field. They were about halfway there when Jack spotted Levi standing under a stand of trees, gesturing to him.


	Aw, jeez. Now what?


	He didn’t want to talk to him with Eddie around—who knew what might slip?


	“Catch up to you later,” Jack said.


	Eddie nodded. “Okay. Sure.”


	He didn’t look at Jack. His gaze was fixed on the hot dog stand.


	Levi faded back into the shadows as Jack approached.


	“I checked around,” he said when Jack reached him.


	“About what?”


	“A piney getting bloodied up by Toliver—or someone like Toliver, just in case whoever he beat on didn’t know who he was.”


	“And?”


	“And nothin’.”


	“So Saree was wrong.”


	“Saree ain’t wrong. That feelin’ she got was too strong. We pineys gossip a lot, and we got a grapevine like you wouldn’t believe, but it ain’t perfect. May just be someone who ain’t in contact, or who ain’t talkin’ ’cause they’re shamed. If we knew whose blood it was, there’d be piney justice comin’ Toliver’s way.”


	Jack had heard of pine justice—it was swift and to the point and didn’t involve the legal system.


	But all this confusion looked like good news for Jack.


	“Guess you’ll just have to wait for someone to speak up.”


	“Like hell. If Saree says there’s piney blood on his hands, then there’s gonna be another kinda blood on his head. Or at least on his car.”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“I brought along some blood.”


	Jack felt his stomach curdle. “Blood? Can I ask—?”


	“Deer.” He gave Jack a look. “We get our meat on the hoof in the Pines.”


	“And you’re going to pour it on him?”


	“If I can find a way.”


	That had to be the dumbest idea Jack had ever heard.


	“You get caught, there’ll definitely be piney blood on his hands.”


	Levi nodded. “I reckon there will. That’s why I was thinking maybe that fancy car of his would be better.”


	“Go with that thought … but include me out.”


	Levi laughed. “Don’t worry. This is a piney matter, and you ain’t a piney.”


	Jack was wishing he’d never brought Saree out to Toliver’s car and was about to say so when he noticed the beat-up binoculars hanging from Levi’s neck.


	“What are those for?”


	“To watch the game. Should be starting soon. Let’s go.”
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	Jack and Eddie found spots high and to the right. SBR fans occupied the south stands—naturally—and NBR the north. Levi had drifted off. Jack scanned the crowd, hunting him. He finally spotted him standing at the lower corner of the SBR stand by himself. Jack didn’t remember ever seeing him at the games before—for the most part, the pineys didn’t seem to take much interest in school sports—but then again, he’d never looked for him.


	The game began and it soon became clear that Toliver wasn’t himself. His strength was his passing game—he threw bullets with pinpoint accuracy—but he was off tonight. The ones that weren’t high or low were late reaching the receiver.


	Jack’s gaze kept drifting from the game to Levi. Blood … how stupid. He could ruin Jack’s whole plan if he got caught. Had to find a way to talk him out of it.


	As he watched, he noticed Levi peering through the binoculars, but only now and again. By the time the second quarter rolled around, Jack realized that he was using them only when South had the ball, and even then, only when Toliver dropped back to pass …


	… which he was doing right now.


	Toliver shot a bullet to his wide receiver. As Jack watched it arc through the air, he swore he saw it lift in midflight—not much, just enough to make it go high over the raised hands of the receiver who jumped and stretched for it. He got his fingertips on it, sending the ball wobbling through the air and into the hands of one of the North defenders.


	Interception! Crap!


	The player ran it back for a touchdown. As NBR celebrated, Jack noticed Toliver screaming at his receiver.


	Temper, temper …


	He had to be frustrated. Not one completion so far in the first half, and time was winding down.


	He shifted his gaze to Levi and … was that a smile?


	Jack stopped watching the game. Instead, he divided his attention between Levi and the game. Levi followed every Toliver pass with his binocs, and each time the ball behaved strangely. Nothing big, just little shifts like the wind might cause.


	But the air was still.


	The half ended with another NBR interception. The teams left the field with the Greyhounds leading seventeen–zip.


	“What’s up with Carson?” Eddie said. “I’ve never seen him like this.”


	A kid in front of them turned around. “It’s gotta be because of somebody messing with his locker. His concentration’s off.”


	The kid next to him said, “If he’s really any good, the locker stuff shouldn’t bother him.”


	“Well, either way,” said the first, “whoever’s been doing it oughta be strung up on the school flagpole.”


	Jack didn’t like the sound of that.


	“Gotta be more to it than rigging his locker,” Jack said.


	“Yeah? What else is different? Unless he’s throwing the game, and he’d never do that.”


	“Right,” Eddie said. “Never.”


	“No way,” Jack added, and meant it.


	Carson Toliver might have a dark, ugly side, but one of the things he would most want in this world was victory over NBR. So what was happening?


	Jack looked at the lone figure standing at the corner of the stand.


	Levi? He kept talking about “talents”… could he…?


	Nah.


	While Eddie hit the refreshment stand again, Jack spent the remainder of halftime mulling ways to convince Levi to leave Toliver to Jack. The mood of the SBR crowd was dark. A couple of shoving matches started between South and North kids but were quickly broken up. Jack hadn’t come up with anything by the time the Badgers and Greyhounds returned to the field.


	“Okay, Carson!” Eddie yelled. “Do it! Show ’em what ya got!”


	But all Toliver had was more of the same. And Levi kept tracking every pass with his binocs. SBR fans wailed as Toliver threw another interception, his third of the game.


	As the offense came off the field, the coach pulled his quarterback aside and spoke to him. Whatever he said threw Toliver into a rage. He pulled off his helmet, grabbed it by the face mask, and began smashing it against the bench. He kept it up until it cracked, then started walking off the field. The coach grabbed him and shoved him toward the bench, where he sat with his head in his hands.


	Jack suspected what had happened, and that was confirmed the next time the offense took the field: Toliver remained on the bench.


	Levi turned and started to walk away.


	“Be right back!” Jack said as he leaped to his feet and started down through the crowd.


	“Bring me some popcorn!” Eddie called after him.


	Jack caught up to Levi by the school.


	“Where you going? The game’s not over.”


	“Yeah, it is.” Levi slowed his stride but didn’t stop. “We lost.”


	“What do you think of Toliver’s passes? Pretty weird the way they went off course.”


	“Wind can do strange things to a football.”


	“Except there’s no wind.”


	Levi shot him a sidelong glance. “Maybe it’s a haint. If he thought he had one after him before, he’s probably sure of it now.”


	“Haint?”


	“Yeah. You know … a ghost.”


	Oh, right. Toliver had asked Mrs. C about someone being haunted …


	And then a beautiful idea hit Jack, perfect, complete in every detail … a way to tighten the screws on Toliver and keep Levi in line.


	“You said you had blood…?”
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	One of the things about living in a small town was that people tended to know their neighbors, maybe too well sometimes. Everyone knew something about what everyone else was doing. And they recognized strangers. No outsider could cruise the streets without being noticed. As a result, folks tended to be lax about security. The Tolivers were no exception.


	Jack led Levi through the orchard to the rear of the Toliver house. The place was dark. Jack checked the garage—empty. The parents were at the game, watching their son. Jack remembered Carson’s window from Monday night. A twist of Levi’s penknife popped the screen out of its groove, and the unlocked window lifted easily.


	A part of Jack screamed that this was crazy, but he’d done crazier things, so he didn’t listen, and didn’t hesitate. They had to get in and get out ASAP. No telling how long they had.


	Jack went through first, and took the mason jar of blood Levi handed through the window. He checked out the room as Levi clambered through.


	“Look,” he whispered. “A mirror. Perfect.”


	“For what?”


	“For leaving a message.”


	“Why’re you whispering?” Levi said, a nervous laugh nibbling at the edge of his voice. “Ain’t no one here but us chickens.”


	“That’s true, but I’ll keep whispering, if you don’t mind.”


	“Don’t mind ay-tall. Okay, how ’bout we write, ‘You got piney blood on your hands!!!’ That’ll spook him.”


	Remembering the KISS rule, Jack shook his head.


	“Nah. Let’s just make it ‘Blood on your hands’ and leave it at that. If he really does have blood on his hands, he’ll know what it means. If not, the rest won’t matter. But if you put ‘piney’ in there, he’ll start looking at the pineys in school.”


	“Good thought. You want to write it?”


	Dip his finger in clotted deer blood. Uh-uh.


	Jack handed back the jar. “Um, no. You do it.”


	“Hopin’ you’d say that.”


	Levi unscrewed the top, stuck his finger in the jar, and went to work. When finished, he stepped back and surveyed his work.


	“What y’think?”


	Even in the dark room, the message of the glistening letters was clear.


	BLOOD


	ON


	Your


	HANDS


	“Yeah, that’ll do. Let’s get out of here.”


	They climbed out, lowered the window, fitted the screen back into place, and retreated to the orchard.


	“What do we do now?” Levi said.


	“We find ourselves a spot where we can see without being seen, and we watch what he does when he sees the message.”


	Jack had told Eddie he was leaving early. Mr. Connell was supposed to pick them up after the game and Jack didn’t want anyone getting all worked up because they couldn’t find him.


	It turned out to be a short wait before Carson and his folks pulled up in their respective cars. Jack could hear raised voices, arguing about something.


	“Give me the binocs.”


	Levi handed them over, saying, “Okay but don’t hog ’em.”


	Jack raised them to his eyes. “We’ll see what he does, then move on. We don’t want to get caught when the cops show up.”


	“Why’ll the cops come?”


	“If you found a message written in blood on your bedroom mirror, wouldn’t you call the cops?”


	“Nope. Pineys don’t call cops. Cops don’t pay us no nevermind anyhow.”


	“Really?”


	“Really.”


	“That’s not right.”


	“That’s why we got piney justice.”


	Jack saw the bedroom light up and focused through the window. He watched Toliver step into the room, freeze, and then half fall against the dresser before the mirror. It looked as if his knees had given out on him. With his hands braced on the dresser, he stared at the mirror, then straightened and ran from the room.


	Jack lowered the glasses and handed them to Levi.


	“He saw it, he’s spooked, he’s gone to tell his folks. Time for us to disappear.”


	“Wait a second,” Levi said, raising the glasses. “We got time before we gotta skedaddle. I want to see what his folks do. Maybe they know about it. Maybe they’re in on it.”


	Jack was about to say that they didn’t know for sure if there was anything to this “piney blood” thing in the first place, but decided not to bother. Levi seemed to have complete faith in Saree’s “talent.”


	“Hey, he’s back!” Levi said. “But he’s alone. And guess what he’s doing.”


	He handed Jack the binocs. Jack looked and saw Toliver spraying the mirror with what looked like Windex and wiping away the blood.


	He felt a chill settle across his shoulders as he lowered the glasses.


	“He didn’t tell his folks … he’s not calling the cops … that means…”


	“Yeah,” Levi said. “He’s guilty. He does have blood on his hands.”


	Jack couldn’t see any other conclusion.


	“Yeah, but whose?”


	SATURDAY
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	“Why so glum, chum?”


	Jack looked up from his bowl of Cap’n Crunch and found his father staring down at him from the other side of the kitchen table. He was wearing his steel-rimmed reading glasses and had the morning paper folded under his arm. Mid-morning sunlight bathed the backyard beyond the screen door behind him.


	Jack had slept in—the first uninterrupted night’s sleep since Tuesday. He’d almost forgotten how great it felt to wake up rested. But that didn’t soften Toliver’s reaction to the blood, or help open his lock. He couldn’t tell Dad about those, so he chose the most obvious.


	“We got killed last night. Bummer.”


	“The football game? Glad to hear this.”


	Jack nearly choked. “That we lost? You’re glad?”


	He laughed. “No, just glad you care. Good to see you getting involved over there, school spirit and all that.”


	Jack twirled a finger in the air. “Rah. Rah.”


	“I’m serious, Jack. We’ve discussed your loner tendencies before and how I think you’ll regret it later on if you give in to them. You know what I mean, so I don’t see any need to open the subject again.”


	That was a relief. Dad’s heart-to-heart talks, though rare, usually made him uncomfortable.


	“Your high school years can be some of the best of your life. Trust me, the more you put in, the more you’ll get out. I’m glad to see you’re into the Badgers.”


	Jack didn’t respond. What could he say to that? Besides, his head was filled with too many other matters.


	How to explain Toliver’s rotten performance, and the weird behavior of his passes? Not that the guy hadn’t needed a comeuppance, but the rest of the school had been rooting for a win. A lot more people than Carson Toliver had been disappointed last night.


	“Any plans for the day, Jack?” his mother said as she entered the kitchen.


	Yeah, he thought. I’m going to waste more time trying to find a way around that spiked-and-glued lock.


	Maybe he should just forget Toliver’s challenge and let him have his locker victory Monday morning. Looked like it was going to work out that way anyway. He’d hit a wall on that lock.


	But he said, “Just have to finish weeding the beds at the Lodge, then cut the Bagleys’ lawn. Mister Rosen said he’d need me for only a couple of hours today.”


	For nap time, most likely.


	“Well, you’ll be on your own for lunch, I’m afraid. Kate will be out with Jenny Styles most of the day, and your father and I will be shopping in Cherry Hill for a new suit.”


	Dad rolled his eyes. “Be still, my heart.”


	Jack knew he hated shopping, especially for clothes.


	“Oh, stop it, Tom. You need a new suit. You wear one every day. Actually, you could use two new ones.”


	“Jane, I trust your taste implicitly. Why don’t you go and—”


	“Don’t be silly. A suit has to be fitted.” She turned to Jack. “We’ll be back about four. We’ve got leftover chicken in the fridge.”


	Jack nodded absently. He’d just thought of something: Dad’s lockbox.


	He kept it in the top of his bedroom closet. Toward the end of the summer Jack had fixated on it after he’d heard Mr. Bainbridge’s “Deadeye” remark. He’d been convinced then that his father had been some sort of ace marksman and that the box had to contain memorabilia—medals, papers, secrets—from the war Dad would never talk about. He’d tried and failed to pick its little lock a number of times. Starting high school, the pyramid quest, and then the Cody Bockman thing had distracted him, but now he was being handed a golden opportunity.


	He still had the lock-picking kit. He could take another stab at opening that little box while Mom was dragging Dad from store to store.


	First he had to finish up at the Lodge.
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	“So, have you given any thought to our conversation yesterday?”


	Mr. Drexler watched Jack weed the foundation beds along the Lodge’s front.


	“A little.”


	Mr. Drexler smiled. “Excellent. Conclusions? Opinions? Expansions? I’m all ears.”


	After batting this around with his father and Kate last night, he felt more comfortable continuing with it. Because he’d remembered some things Mr. Kressy had said in class.


	“This Mover-and-Moved situation … it sounds wrong.”


	“Wrong? As in incorrect, or immoral?”


	“Immoral, I guess.”


	“How could it be immoral? It’s nature, it’s woven into the very fabric of existence.”


	“But nobody has a right to control other people.”


	“Ah, but they have, and they do. Right and wrong do not enter into the Mover-Moved equation. It’s all merely a question of which you were born to be.”


	Mr. Drexler seemed to be enjoying this. Jack wished he could feel the same. He readied his big question, inspired by Kate.


	“What if you refuse to be either?”


	Mr. Drexler gave a full-fledged grin this time, showing teeth as white as his shirt.


	“Surely you’re not thinking of autonomy! That’s pure fiction. Everything is determined.”


	Jack refused to buy that.


	“I don’t have to play. I can step off the chessboard and refuse to be a Mover or be Moved.”


	“So you can. But free will is an illusion.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I’ll let you in on a secret, Jack, a truth that a few people have suspected and even fewer have accepted: Even the Movers are being moved.”


	He straightened and paused, as if to let that sink in.


	“Should you manage to escape the board and onto the table—not at all an easy feat, I assure you—you need to realize that the table itself is being moved; and if you jump down to the floor, that the floor is being moved. Ultimately it all works back to the Prime Movers.”


	“Prime Movers? What are they?”


	“No one knows. No one will ever know. But they’re there. And we’re their property. No one moves the Primes. Sometimes you can have a say in which of those Primes moves you, but you are moved nonetheless. One way or another, we are all ultimately among the Moved.”


	Jack stared at him. He’d never heard this view of the world before, and didn’t like it. He couldn’t, wouldn’t buy into it.


	“How do you sleep at night, Mister Drexler?”


	“Very well. Extremely well. Because, through the Septimus Order, I have become privy to what your girlfriend calls ‘the Secret History of the World.’”


	“She’s not my girlfriend,” Jack said, but Mr. Drexler ignored him.


	“I have seen how existence works, I know where the battle lines are drawn, and I am comfortable with the side with which I am aligned. So yes, I sleep well at night.” He leaned closer, his eyes bright. “But what of you? How will you sleep knowing what you now know?”


	“Just fine. Because I don’t know anything more than before. This is all just talk, just opinion.”


	“Ah, but opinion based on secret truths, truths to which you may become privy in the future. The easy way is through the Order. The other way is through experience, and that can be most painful.”


	He gave a quick, two-finger salute, then turned and strolled away, swinging his cane as he walked.


	Jack tried to concentrate on the weeds, but he kept picturing a chessboard, and himself as a pawn someone was moving around.


	He hated the picture, and knew he’d be seeing it again as he tried to get off to sleep tonight.
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	With the Bagleys’ lawn done, Jack had some time to himself before he had to show up at USED. He scarfed down the leftover chicken, then grabbed the lock-pick set and bounded upstairs to his folks’ bedroom. After Jack’s birth back in 1969, the house had needed another bedroom. So his folks had finished off the attic, turning it into a master bedroom suite, and leaving a first-floor bedroom to each of the three kids.


	He found his father’s metal lockbox in its usual place on the top shelf of his closet. He reached up and dragged it out, but this time a few papers it had been sitting on slid out with it. He took a quick glance at them—some kind of old bills—and set them on the bed. Then he sat cross-legged on the floor and opened the pick set. He was inspecting the selection of tension rods when he heard a car in the driveway.


	Kate? She was supposed to be out with her friend.


	He rose, padded to the window, and peeked out.


	What? Oh, crap! His folks were home, and already halfway to the door!


	He leaped to the lockbox and fumbled it back onto the shelf just as the back door slammed. He heard their voices as they came through the kitchen. They were hurrying, and now they were coming up the stairs!


	Jack couldn’t get caught up here with a lock-picking kit. But he had nowhere to go except the bathroom, and that was out of the question. The only safe hiding spot was under the bed. He dropped to his knees and was about to slip under when he noticed the papers on the bedspread. He snatched them and took them into hiding with him.


	A heartbeat later he heard his father say, “I swear, Jane, we must be getting senile.”


	“I know,” she said. “How could we forget?”


	Jack watched their feet walk by the bed.


	“Well, in our defense, we made the date weeks ago.”


	“Yes, but I’ve had it written big as day on the calendar. And I always look at the calendar. How could I have missed it?”


	“We’re not late yet. There’s still time.”


	Time for what? Jack wondered as he lay on his belly, barely breathing.


	He watched his father kick off his shoes, saw his slacks hit the floor. He could see his mother’s feet stepping out of her dress.


	What were they undressing for?


	His father’s feet approached his mother’s. They stood toe to toe.


	“Hey,” he heard him say softly. “Jack’s gone.” He heard a kiss. “Why don’t we—?”


	“We don’t have time for that.”


	Jack’s stomach clenched. They weren’t talking about sex, were they? No-no-no!


	“We’ve got time enough.” Another kiss. “And if we’re a little late, the Gillilands can simply warm up a little longer.”


	The Gillilands—his folks played tennis with them now and then.


	And they were talking about sex! This couldn’t be happening. His parents didn’t still have sex, did they? They couldn’t! Hell, Dad was fifty-three! They were too old!


	Tennis! Jack thought, trying for mental telepathy. Play tennis! You don’t want to be late for tennis!


	“Tom…”


	The feet disappeared from view as a weight settled on the bed.


	NO-NO-NO-NO-NO! This cannot be happening!


	“How often do we have the house to ourselves like this, hmmm?”


	“Jack might come home any minute.”


	“But he probably won’t, and he certainly won’t run up here as soon as he comes in the door.”


	Another kiss.


	Jack covered his ears and squeezed his eyes shut. Oh, God, how long before the bed started bouncing? He gave up telepathy and tried for teleportation—anywhere. Anywhere in the world but here.


	And then Jack sensed some of the weight leave the bed. He opened his eyes and uncovered his ears. He saw his mother’s stockinged feet on the floor again.


	Yes!


	“Tom, really. Nice as it would be, I don’t want to spend the game feeling all, you know…”


	He covered his ears again. He was not hearing this.


	Finally his father’s feet reappeared.


	Saved!
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	Finally they were gone.


	He’d watched as stockings and dark socks were replaced by white socks and slipped into sneakers, and watched those two pairs of sneakers leave.


	He waited for the sound of the car starting and rolling out the driveway, but it never came. Could be because he was under a bed. He decided to take no chances. He’d wait.


	To kill the time, he looked at the sheets of paper that had fallen off the closet shelf. They were dusty and looked pretty old, like they’d been up there a long time.


	One was an old photo, faded and creased. It showed a guy wearing a kilt, a fuzzy hat, and holding a rifle. He recognized his mom’s handwriting at the bottom: Uncle Joe. He vaguely recalled her mentioning him a couple of times. He looked like he should have been holding bagpipes instead of that old-fashioned rifle.


	The rest were old bills, mostly from the time they remodeled the house. The last one caught his eye, though—a medical bill, and it had his father’s name on it. He knew he shouldn’t look, but also knew he couldn’t not look, so his hesitation lasted about ten seconds. Maybe less.


	The letterhead said Kurt Welsch, M.D., and it was a bill for surgery performed on his father back in 1968. The procedure was listed as repair of spontaneous recanalization of right vas deferens post 1962 vasectomy.


	Huh?


	Jack had no idea what it meant but it sounded serious as all hell. He reread it twice but it still made no sense. Whatever it was, his father had survived it. The surgery had been fifteen years ago and he was still going strong.


	Fifteen years … 1968 … he hadn’t been born yet.


	He wriggled out from under the bed and paused, listening. No sound from the house. He crept over to the window where a quick peek revealed an empty driveway. He had the place to himself again.


	He returned all but one of the papers to the top of the closet. He was going to keep the medical bill for a while, at least until he figured out what it was talking about.


	His first stop was the dictionary. He was pretty sure he knew what a vasectomy was but he looked it up anyway: Surgical division or resection of all or part of the vas deferens usually to induce sterility.


	Yeah. Okay. And the vas deferens was…?


	A sperm-carrying duct especially of a higher vertebrate that in the human male is a thick-walled tube about two feet (0.61 meters) long that begins at and is continuous with the tail of the epididymis and eventually joins the duct of the seminal vesicle to form the ejaculatory duct.


	Swell. That was a big help.


	He went to the encyclopedia and found an illustration that showed a tube coming off the testicle and running up and …


	Wait. Dad had that cut?


	Jack’s knees locked together of their own accord.


	Yow and ow!


	So wait … the bill indicated that Dad had had a vasectomy in 1962 … had himself sterilized seven years before Jack was born.


	Well then, how had he fathered Jack?


	Jack didn’t want to do it, but saw no way around it now. He was going to have to talk to Kate about this.


	But first he had to get over to USED.
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	As he guided his bike onto Quakerton Road, Jack spotted a familiar car on the Quaker Lake bridge: A light blue Mustang GLX was heading toward Old Town.


	Jack wondered if Toliver was alone, or maybe had another unwitting girl with him. But it was midafternoon, not the usual time for funny business. Maybe a stop at Mrs. Clevenger’s to ask about being haunted again? Because if he suspected he was being haunted before, he had to be thoroughly convinced now.


	Jack looked at his watch. He had time for a quick detour before Mr. Rosen’s nap time.


	He followed the car over the bridge into Old Town, past the Lodge and Mrs. Clevenger’s house. Well, so much for that idea. He rode past the old graveyard and the supposedly haunted Klenke house to odd-looking Lester Appleton’s truck, parked as usual next to the Lightning Tree.


	The Mustang stopped, so Jack stopped. He watched Toliver get out with an empty bottle in his hand. He gave it to Lester, who filled it with clear liquid from a big brown jug. Money changed hands.


	Doubly illegal, Jack knew. Still years from twenty-one, Toliver was underage to buy liquor. But that didn’t stop Lester, and when Jack thought about it, why should it? Lester was already breaking a bunch of laws just by distilling his applejack moonshine, so adding one more by selling to a minor was no big deal to him.


	But the town wouldn’t feel that way. Nobody reported the applejack trade in Johnson and other Pinelands towns. The cops knew, but it was part of the life cycle of the Pines, a private matter, not subject to the rules and regulations common to the rest of the state or even the country. Nobody would dream of blowing the whistle. That would be like sticking a knife in a dying way of life.


	But the quarterback of the high school football team buying applejack … that would make waves. Especially after last night’s performance. People would get upset. They’d blame the applejack and wouldn’t look the other way on that.


	Is this my doing too? Jack wondered. Had the locker rigs and the bloody words driven him to drink?


	But from the way Toliver and Lester chatted, and the way Lester clapped him on the arm, it seemed pretty clear this wasn’t their first transaction.


	As Toliver returned to his car he spotted Jack and froze. Their eyes met and locked for a few heartbeats, then he slipped into the front seat and started the engine. He turned the car around and pulled to a stop beside Jack.


	“What did you just see?” he said, giving Jack a hard look. He had circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept. His air of superiority seemed less natural and more forced today. And his eyes … definitely haunted.


	Jack looked right back. “Nothing.”


	He was tempted to add, Nice game last night, but decided against it.


	“Good,” Toliver said. “See that you keep it that way.” He reached for the gearshift, then looked back at Jack. “Hey, I’ve seen you around.”


	Yeah, Jack thought. I’m the guy who showed you up at the circus last month.


	“I go to SBR.”


	“Right. A frosh. You pal around with Weezy Connell.”


	You mean “Easy Weezy”? Jack wanted to say, but bit it back. Couldn’t risk giving his feelings away. So he simply nodded.


	“Yeah.”


	“Where’s she been lately?”


	“Home.”


	“Yeah?” His stare bored into Jack. “She ever talk about me?”


	“Now and then.”


	“Really? What she say?”


	“Not much, except she used to think you were a great guy.”


	Toliver looked gut-punched for an instant, and Jack wondered if it was because he regretted what he’d done to her, or because after the locker episodes and the blown game, lots of other kids in school might be feeling the same.


	But he recovered quickly and gave a who-cares shrug. “That’s life, I guess.”


	Jack wanted to punch him. Instead he decided to rub it in a little.


	“Want me to say hello for you?”


	“Don’t bother.” He pointed to the bottle of applejack on the passenger seat. “And don’t bother saying anything about this either. Or else.”


	Jack felt his anger rise. He wanted like crazy to say, What’s that red spot on your hand? Could it be … blood? But that would be stupid. That would give everything away.


	Instead, he said, “Or else what?”


	Toliver’s smile was cold. “Or else I make your first year in SBR a living hell. And if you don’t think I’ll do it, try me.”


	With that he hit the gas and roared off.


	Jack watched him go, wondering how he could have felt even a little bit sorry for the guy.


	Let him off? Let him have his little victory on Monday?


	No way.


	Jack had been ready to declare a truce, but now he was back in full war mode.


	But to win the war he had to get past Toliver’s latest lock. And to do that he’d need another close look at it.


	That meant another trip to the school. Tonight, most likely.
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	Later that afternoon, as Jack was pedaling away from USED along Quakerton Road, he heard a car toot. He looked and saw Kate waving as she passed.


	He started to wave back, then remembered the piece of paper folded in his back pocket.


	“Kate!” he cried, releasing the handlebars and waving with both arms. “Kate!”


	As she slowed and pulled over, Jack hopped off his bike and leaned in the passenger window.


	“I need to talk to you.”


	“I’m headed home. We can talk—”


	“I can’t talk to you about this at home.”


	She frowned. “Are you in some sort of trouble?”


	“Nothing like that.” He pulled the medical bill from his pocket and hopped into the passenger seat. “But you can’t tell anyone about this.”


	She cocked her head. “I don’t know…”


	“Please, Kate. It’s nothing bad. It’s just … you just can’t let Mom and Dad know I found this.”


	She held out her hand. “No promises until I see it.”


	Jack hesitated, then figured if he couldn’t trust Kate, who could he trust? She’d be cool with it.


	He handed it to her. “I found this at home.”


	Kate looked it over, a frown deepening as she read it.


	“Where’d you get this?”


	“Can we just say I was somewhere I probably shouldn’t have been, and leave it at that?”


	She glanced at him. “More like ‘definitely’ shouldn’t have been, I’m sure.” She reread the paper. “This is very personal.”


	“I know. I just want to know what it means.”


	“‘Repair of spontaneous recanalization of right vas deferens post 1962 vasectomy,’” she said, reading. “I have an idea what it means but I’m not sure.”


	“But you’re in medical school.”


	She laughed. “For a little over a month! I’ve got four years of studying ahead of me before I can qualify to be even an intern. But Jenny’s in her second year. Maybe she can clear it up.”


	“When can you call her?”


	“I’ll have to wait till no one can overhear, but I’ll get to it as soon as I can.” She looked at the paper again. “I’d like to know what this is about too.”
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	“Dad, you were a soldier, right?” Jack said as he helped Mom clear the table before dessert.


	His father and mother were still in their tennis clothes—they’d beaten the Gillilands. He’d grilled burgers on his trusty Weber. He refused to buy a gas grill, insisting that charcoal was the only way to go.


	Dad looked at him. “You know darn well I was.”


	Yeah, he did. He kept pestering his father for war stories and was continually frustrated.


	“Right. Was your father a soldier?”


	He shook his head. “No. Too young for the First World War, too old for the Second.”


	“But your grandfather was in the Spanish American War,” Mom said.


	“Yes, he was. On San Juan Hill.” He looked at Jack. “Why the sudden interest?”


	“Just curious as to how many soldiers were in the family.”


	He was curious, but that wasn’t why he was asking now. Kate had sneaked off to the phone in her room to call Jenny Styles about the recanalization thing and Jack wanted to keep his folks in the kitchen, far out of earshot.


	Plus he wanted to know about that photo of Uncle Joe.


	“How about your dad, Mom?”


	She shook her head. “No. Too young too. But his older brother, your great-uncle Joe, was a career soldier in the Black Watch.”


	Black Watch? That sounded cool.


	“What’s that?”


	“A Scottish regiment,” Dad said. “Reputed to be some of the fiercest fighting men in history. They used to wear kilts into battle, and because of that their enemies named them the ‘Ladies from Hell.’”


	Jack laughed. “My uncle was a Lady from Hell! How cool is that?”


	Mom pulled a gallon of Welsh Farms peanut butter swirl ice cream from the freezer and handed it to Jack.


	“There’s warriors on both sides of the family.”


	“And thank God we’ll have no more,” Dad said, looking at Jack. “At least in your generation.”


	He felt mildly insulted. “What do you mean?”


	“The draft’s gone, and if we can avoid war for the next ten, twelve years, you’ll be too old should some idiot bring it back. I don’t want anyone shooting at my son.”


	Kate returned then. She looked at Jack with a tiny shake of her head.


	What did that mean? Jenny didn’t know either?


	Jack cocked his head toward the back door and wandered over there, pretending to look out at the backyard. Kate joined him for a second.


	“She’s out for the night,” she whispered. “I’ll call her in the morning.”


	Jack nodded and stayed at the door as Kate drifted away.


	Okay. He was disappointed, but only a little. He could wait till tomorrow.


	His thoughts drifted to tonight—or early tomorrow morning, rather—and his planned trip to school.


	That lock … how was he going to beat that lock?
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	His folks had gone to bed earlier than usual, so Jack decided to get an early start. But just before midnight, as he wheeled his bike into the garage, he caught sight of a glow in the cornfield next door. He stopped and stared in wonder as a softball-size glob of yellow-white light skimmed along the tasseled tops of the stalks, heading east … toward the Pines.


	A pine light. What was this one doing out here, out of the woods?


	He walked around to the back of the garage to keep an eye on it and saw it meet up with another light. They circled each other twice, then continued toward the Pines.


	He felt an urge to follow but held back. Heading into the Pines alone at night was risky. Weezy always knew where they were, but no way he could get hold of her. He wished again for a Star Trek communicator.


	He found the Big Dipper in the moonless sky and followed its leading edge to Polaris, the North Star. Good. If he got lost, the stars would guide him home. All he’d have to do was keep heading west and eventually he’d run into a town, a farm, or Route 206. So, besides wasting a little time, he couldn’t see much downside in following. And the upside … well, you never knew with the Pine Barrens.


	He hopped on his bike and followed the pair. Once in the Pines they picked up others. This reminded him of the time he and Weezy had followed a group of lights—she called them lumens—during the equinox last month.


	Lights of all sizes mingled and circled one another as he followed them along the starlit firebreak trails through the trees. They led him to a place he recognized: the clearing beyond the spot where Toliver had attacked Weezy.


	He stopped his bike near the dead zone and watched as the lights got organized. They formed a line and began swooping down on the bare area amid the trees. They seemed to disappear into the sandy soil for a second or two before reemerging farther on; then they soared back above the trees and looped around a big oak that stood above the pines, only to return for another dip into the barren sand. They flowed around in a continually moving figure eight.


	Jack watched, awed and fascinated, until they dispersed and drifted off in all directions.


	What was that all about? Was that why nothing grew in that spot? Did the lumens somehow sterilize it?


	Questions, questions, questions, but none so pressing as how to open Toliver’s lock.


	SUNDAY
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	A little after one A.M., Jack pushed his bike through the brush and onto the shoulder of Route 206. As usual he emerged opposite the Lonely Pine Motel. In the dim blue light from the roadside neon sign he again made out Miriam’s old station wagon in its same spot before room three.


	She said she’d be there till Sunday. Well, Sunday was here. He imagined her waiting alone with her baby since Tuesday in that tiny room. The poor woman had to be stir-crazy by now.


	He was about to push on when he saw a shadow moving along the motel’s front walk, passing the doors one by one until it stopped by number three.


	Walt?


	Could be, but Jack couldn’t make out any details. The light from the sign didn’t reach that far. All he saw was a man-shaped blob of black.


	The shape stood silent and unmoving before room three. Then, with a suddenness that made Jack jump, three loud knocks echoed through the night. Seconds later the pair of double-hung windows to the right of the door lit. The curtains parted in the middle and Miriam’s face appeared, then quickly vanished. The door opened, letting light escape into the night.


	Jack recognized the figure now.


	Even if he hadn’t, Miriam’s cry of “Mister Erskine!” would have been enough. She was dressed in some sort of bathrobe. She pulled him in and shut the door.


	Jack stood frozen, staring. He knew he should be heading down the road toward school, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the door to room three. What was going on in there? Obviously Miriam believed that Walt had some sort of healing power—she’d said so loud and clear that afternoon in USED. But did Walt believe it too?


	He must, or else why would he have come? But why at this hour of the morning? To keep it secret? Or was there another reason?


	After Miriam had peeked out, she hadn’t closed the curtains all the way. A bright blade of light sliced into the darkness. Jack moved toward it, drawn like the moths already fluttering against the glass.


	He knew he shouldn’t do this—he felt like a Peeping Tom—but the situation was so bizarre, so far-out, he had to see what would happen between Walt, Miriam, and her baby.


	He leaned his bike against the rear bumper of the station wagon and tiptoed toward the window. Gravel scraped under his sneaker as he stepped onto the walk. He stopped, ready to duck away should anyone take a look. But no one seemed to have heard, so he crept the rest of the way and crouched outside the window.


	Through the one-inch gap in the curtains he saw Miriam standing by an unmade double bed, holding her sleeping baby. Walt stood opposite her, looking stiff and awkward.


	“I can’t believe it,” she said, tears running down her cheeks. “I can’t believe you came. I’d given up hope.”


	Jack was surprised he could hear her so clearly, then realized the window sashes were raised a couple of inches, probably to let a little air circulate in the tiny room.


	“I don’t want to give false hope,” Walt said, his voice thick and hoarse.


	His eyes seemed clearer that usual, but his gaze was darting all over the room, settling everywhere but on the baby.


	“It’s not false, Mister Erskine—”


	“Call me Walt.”


	“Okay … Walt. I know it’s not false hope.” She raised her left arm. “I’m living proof.”


	“Yeah, but that was then, this is now.”


	Yeah? Jack thought. Did Walt just say yeah?


	He wasn’t denying it as he had back in the store. It seemed like now that they were alone, their shared secret could come out.


	“I believe in you.”


	“Belief isn’t enough, miss.”


	She smiled. “My name is Miriam.”


	“Okay. Fine. But this is gonna take more than belief. The timing has to be right, and I don’t know if it is. I think it is, but…”


	Her smile faded. “Oh, it must be. It must! My little Tammy needs you so bad!”


	“I know,” he said, finally looking at the baby. “That’s why I came. But I need something first.”


	“Oh? Oh, yes.” She turned and pulled an envelope from her shoulder bag. She extended it toward Walt. “It’s not a whole lot, but it’s all I’ve got. And if it’s not enough…” She averted her eyes. “… if you want anything else from me, you can have that too.”


	Walt looked at her as if she was handing him a timber rattlesnake.


	“I don’t want anything from you but a promise.”


	She stared at him. “A promise? What—?”


	“This never happened. If this works, you’ve got to promise me that you will never tell a living soul about me. Even if it doesn’t work, this never happened, right?”


	“If that’s what you want—”


	“It’s what I need. If this works, people will notice, and they’ll want to know how and why and where and when and, worst of all, who. The who is me, and I just want to be left alone. So, do I have your word?”


	She nodded. “Yes. Absolutely.”


	“Do you swear on the life of your daughter?”


	“I do. And if it makes you feel better, only a couple of people have seen Tammy. The doctor who delivered her is one, but I’ll never see him again. And my ma, but she already knows about you. I’ll hide Tammy away through the coming year, and won’t let anybody see her till her new arm’s fully grown. That way there’ll be no questions to answer.”


	Walt sagged and seemed to shrink inside his coat.


	“Okay,” he said, his voice barely audible. “Let’s get it done with.”


	Miriam dropped the envelope onto the bed and began pulling at the folds of blanket around the baby. In a few seconds the fleshy little flipperlike flap that passed for the baby’s left arm was exposed.


	Walt pulled the black leather glove from his right hand. Jack had seen his bare hand only once before … last month … with Cody …


	He held his breath as Walt’s trembling hand inched through the air toward her. What would happen? Thunder? A flash of light? A weird glow?


	The hand hesitated, fingers hovering an inch from the flipper. Then Walt took a deep breath and pressed his palm against it.


	No light, no sound, but the baby stiffened and her eyes flew open as she began to wail. Walt snatched his hand back and stared dully at the baby.


	“You did it!” Miriam cried over the high-pitched crying.


	Jack wondered how she knew. Her baby’s flipper looked the same as ever.


	Walt mumbled something as he turned toward the door.


	“No. It worked. I know it did.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I felt it through Tammy. I’ll never forget that electric-shock feeling. You did it. Thank you, thank you!”


	With the door halfway open, Walt turned and gave her a strange look.


	“For what?” His gaze drifted to the crying baby, then he said, “Oh … yeah.”


	They held the pose, Walt staring at the baby and Miriam staring at Walt for what seemed a long time, then he turned and stepped through the door.


	Jack had been so mesmerized by the scene, he’d forgotten to move away from the window. He leaped off the walk and crouched behind the wagon’s front fender. Hearing Miriam’s voice, he dared a peek over the hood.


	“Mister Ers—I mean Walt! Please come back. Tammy’s stopped crying and we can sit and talk. I just want to know how you—”


	“Going home,” he said without looking back.


	But Jack saw that he’d started walking south on 206. Johnson was north.


	Miriam called after him a few more times, then gave up. Jack heard her sob as she stepped back and closed the door.


	Jack’s brain was spinning from what he’d just seen. What had he seen? That was the question. Had anything really happened, or was it all in the minds of Walt and Miriam?


	And where was Walt going? Had he somehow got turned around and lost his sense of direction?


	Jack didn’t like revealing himself, out and about at this hour, but he couldn’t leave Walt walking in the wrong direction.
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	“Hey, Walt?” Jack said as he glided up behind him on his bike. “It’s me, Jack.”


	Walt stopped and turned. “Jack? That really you?”


	Jack realized he probably couldn’t see his face in the dark.


	“Yeah, Walt. Where are you headed?”


	“Home.”


	“You’re headed the wrong way.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Johnson’s back that way.”


	“It is?”


	He didn’t seem all there. Then again, he never seemed all there, but tonight he was less there than usual.


	“Want me to show you a shortcut back?”


	He nodded. “Yeah. A shortcut would be good. I’m tired.”


	The shortcut would not only be quicker but would keep them off the road. Jack didn’t want to be spotted.


	They crossed 206 and started walking north. Walt was sort of shuffling. Jack walked his bike beside him, not wanting to admit that he’d been watching, but feeling like he was going to explode if he didn’t ask about it.


	Finally he took a deep breath and said, “I … I saw what happened back there.”


	Walt kept looking straight ahead. “Where?”


	“At the Lonely Pine … in Miriam’s room.”


	“What did you see?”


	“I saw you touch the baby.”


	Walt looked down at his right hand—his ungloved right hand.


	“Oh man.” He pulled a glove from a pocket and wriggled his hand back into it. Then he looked at Jack. “How could you…?”


	“I saw you go in. I…” Might as well get it out in the open. “I peeked through the window.”


	“Shouldn’t’ve done that. It’s not right. People got a right to their privacy.”


	He was absolutely right. Seemed like Jack had been prying into a number of privacies lately.


	“I’m not proud of it, but I just had to look. And I’ve got to ask: Can you heal people, Walt?”


	He didn’t answer right away, just shuffled along. Finally he said, “Kind of.”


	Jack felt a surge of excitement. If this was true, if such a thing was really possible …


	“What do you mean, ‘kind of’?”


	“Okay, yeah. I’ve done it.”


	“How?”


	“Don’t know. A dying grunt passed it to me in Nam, not long after we took back Hue. I was set to end my tour and I couldn’t wait to get home. I think it wanted to come to America.”


	“It?”


	“Yeah. The healing power. It worked when it wanted to. It came and went when it damn well pleased. When it came, I couldn’t turn it off; and when it was gone, I couldn’t turn it on. But I found a way to put it to sleep.”


	He pulled a pint bottle from the side pocket of his fatigue jacket, unscrewed the cap, and took a long pull.


	“Applejack?” Jack said.


	“Any kinda booze. It won’t work when I’m half lit.”


	“That’s why you’re always drinking? So you can’t heal?” Jack felt disappointment tingeing his wonder. “But Walt … think of the good you could be doing.”


	Walt took another gulp, and Jack resisted the temptation to knock the bottle from his hand.


	“You don’t understand, Jack. There’s a price to pay. It’s yin and yang, man, like a cosmic scale that’s gotta be balanced, like TANSTAAFL.”


	“Tan-what?”


	“TANSTAAFL. It’s from a sci-fi book I read. It stands for ‘There Ain’t No Such Thing as a Free Lunch.’ And that’s what it is with this thing, this power inside me. The healings don’t come free, Jack. Somebody pays, somebody always pays. And that somebody is me.”


	“I don’t get it.”


	“Neither do I. But when I found I could knock it out with hooch, I started drinking every day.”


	Jack was confused. “But … then … does that mean you didn’t heal the baby?”


	“I think I did. I could feel the power awake and ready, felt the little shock when I touched her.”


	“But the applejack—”


	“I kept thinking about that baby and knew I couldn’t let her go through life like that, so I put the booze aside today. It woke up. Now I gotta put it back to sleep.”


	Just like last month, when Mrs. C had told him to stop drinking because he might be “needed.”


	He took another swig as they reached the turnoff into the woods. Jack glanced ahead and saw a deer lying on the shoulder, its head twisted at an unnatural angle. Big roadkill. He hadn’t noticed it when he’d come out, hadn’t looked that way. A thought struck.


	“Can you heal that?” he said, pointing.


	Walt looked, made a face, and shook his head. “Nope. Sorry. Can’t raise the dead. Tried a coupla times, but no go. Just as well.” His voice thickened. “Who knows what price I’d have to pay for something like that.”


	He sobbed and the sound tore Jack’s heart. He touched his arm.


	“Walt?”


	Another sob, then, “I’ve paid a big price, Jack. I’ve lost so much of me I can’t even remember what’s gone. I could have had a good life. I didn’t start out as the brightest bulb in the box, but I had some good wattage. Now I’m just a dimwit drunk who’s hanging on only so I can pass it on to the next guy.”


	“Next guy?”


	“Yeah. Supposedly this thing has hopped from person to person through the ages. Mrs. Clevenger knows all about it. She told me.” Walt turned to Jack. “For a while I had this weird feeling that the next guy, the guy I’m looking for, might be you.”


	A lump of ice formed in Jack’s gut. His tongue suddenly felt like old leather.


	“Me?”


	“Yeah. But Mrs. C said no. It ain’t you.”


	Jack relaxed. What a relief.


	He pushed his bike off the shoulder and through the brush that hid the trail.


	“Come on, Walt. I’ll take you home.”


	Didn’t look like he’d get to the school tonight. Too bad Walt didn’t have a touch that could cure a sick lock so it could open.
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	“Hey, lazy pants. Wake up.”


	Sounded like Kate’s voice … coming from far away.


	Jack opened one eye and peeked over the edge of his bedsheet. Yeah, Kate’s voice, but not so far away. She stood in his bedroom doorway, wearing cut-off shorts, a Philadelphia Eagles T-shirt, and a smile.


	“You going to sleep all day?”


	“Sounds like a plan,” he mumbled, closing his eye.


	Walking Walt home had taken a long time. He didn’t know when he’d sneaked back in the window, but it couldn’t have been too long ago.


	“I talked to Jenny.”


	Jack opened both eyes. “Yeah? What she say?”


	“Not here. I’m going to take a walk down to the lake. Meet me there.”


	“Can’t you give me a hint?”


	She smiled. “All I’ll tell you is it’s verrrrry interesting. And it explains a lot of things.”


	Then she winked and closed the door.


	Jack flopped back on his pillow and stared at the ceiling. He felt exhausted.


	Sleeeeep … I need sleeeeep.


	But how could he sleep after what Kate had just said? And that wink hinted at all sorts of secrets and mysteries revealed.


	With a groan he pushed off the covers and rolled out of bed. His jeans and rugby shirt from the early morning excursion lay on the floor where he’d dropped them. He slipped them back on, shoved his feet into his Vans, and headed for the bathroom to throw some water on his face.


	Walking through the kitchen a few minutes later, he realized he was famished. A look at the clock told him why: a quarter to ten. He hadn’t eaten in more than twelve hours.


	He grabbed a couple of Eggos from the freezer and popped them into the toaster. While they were heating he pulled the carton of milk from the freezer. He glanced around. No one in sight. He had the container halfway to his mouth when his mother breezed in. He lowered it and turned to get a paper cup from the pantry.


	“How’s my sleepyhead miracle boy?”


	Miracle boy … how could he make her stop calling him that?


	“As miraculous as ever, as in not at all.”


	She beamed. “Oh, but you are.”


	He shook his head as he filled the cup with milk. She’d never stop. Never.


	The Eggos popped up. He pulled them out and dropped them on the counter. He slathered one with Skippy Super Chunk, then pressed them together. A little melted peanut butter leaked out one side.


	“That’s not a proper Sunday morning breakfast,” she said. “I’ll scramble you some eggs.”


	“Thanks, but I’m gonna take a little walk down to the lake.” He banged out the back door, peanut-butter Eggowich in one hand, milk in the other. “See ya later.”


	A beautiful morning—hazy sunshine, gentle breeze, birds calling back and forth between the trees. He angled across Jefferson to North Franklin and walked toward Quakerton, munching and thinking about last night.


	A few hours ago he’d been pretty well convinced that Weird Walt could truly heal people with a touch. But they’d been in the woods then, and such things are easier to believe in the wilds at night. Now, in the light of day, surrounded by the everyday ordinariness of Johnson, it seemed crazy.


	Walt had told a fascinating story, but that was just talk. What had Jack actually seen? Nothing.


	He passed Adams—Weezy’s street. He had to see her today, but later. First, Kate.


	Repair of spontaneous recanalization of right vas deferens post 1962 vasectomy explained “a lot of things”?


	He wanted to know just what sort of things.
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	He’d finished his Eggowich by the time he found her. She sat on a lakeside bench with some sort of textbook in her lap, staring at the water and what Mr. Drexler had called “the little people.” Any more canoes on the lake and there’d be gridlock. Mark Mulliner would be smiling tonight when he counted his rental money.


	“Whatcha reading?”


	“Histology.”


	“Let me guess: the study of snake noises.”


	She gave him a gentle slap on his thigh. “The study of tissues—all microscope stuff.”


	“Sounds like a page-turner.”


	She laughed. “For me it is. It’s fascinating.”


	“As much as the recanalization of a vas deferens?”


	“Spontaneous recanalization—that’s the important part.”


	He did his bad Ricky Ricardo imitation. “Hokay, Lucy. ’Splain it to me.”


	She closed her book and half turned to face him. The breeze ruffled her short blond hair.


	“Do you know what a vasectomy is?”


	He nodded. “Male sterilization. You cut the vas deferens.”


	She laughed. “I’m impressed.”


	“I looked it up yesterday.”


	“Figured. But the vas is more than simply cut. Its cut end is cauterized—burned so it will scar shut—and then stitched for extra measure. Everyone wants to be absolutely sure that no sperm will get into that tube.”


	Jack shrugged. It seemed obvious. “Otherwise, why bother doing it at all?”


	“Exactly. But rarely—very rarely—the two cut ends meet up and form a new connection, a new passage that allows sperm through and undoes the sterilization.”


	Jack frowned. “But if it’s cut and burned and stitched, how…?”


	“It happens,” Kate said with a shrug. “Dad wasn’t a unique case. It’s been documented a number of times, most often shortly after surgery, but also years later. And it’s not so surprising when you think about it, since everything in our body, in our genes, in our very being, is aimed toward reproduction. It’s second only to self-preservation. A vasectomy is, in a sense, the creation of a vacuum, and nature abhors a vacuum.”


	Jack thought of the margarine commercial where the lady says, It’s not nice to fool Mother Nature!


	He tried to picture the two cut ends wriggling toward each other and fusing, but had trouble. It required picturing Dad’s scrotum, and his mind rebelled.


	“So think about it,” Kate said.


	“I’d rather not.”


	“No, really. According to the bill, Dad had had a vasectomy in 1962. That would be a year after I was born.”


	“Yeah, it would. You think they had their boy and had their girl, and decided to call it quits?”


	She shrugged. “Seems obvious. They were both in their thirties already. The older the mother, the greater the chance of birth defects. The birth control pill was brand-new back then, so it was probably the smart thing to do.”


	“Easy for you to say. You were already born.”


	The thought that he hadn’t been wanted popped into Jack’s brain. He knew it was childish, but it was hard to ignore. Getting sterilized meant they didn’t want any more kids. Therefore his folks hadn’t wanted him.


	He shook it off before woe-is-me violins could begin whining in the background.


	“But listen—six years is a long time to wait before recanalization. Think what Dad must have thought when Mom told him she was pregnant.”


	That hadn’t occurred to Jack.


	“Mom? Oh, he couldn’t have even—”


	“I’m sure it crossed his mind. How could it not? Here he was, certified sterile for six years, and suddenly his wife is pregnant. But a simple sperm count cleared things up, I’m sure.”


	Jack took a breath. “Okay. So I’m an accident.”


	She slapped his arm. “A much-loved accident.”


	Yeah, well, he couldn’t argue with that. His family life was nothing if not tranquil. At least so far. All that might change if his folks learned he’d been sneaking out at night and breaking into the high school, or snooping through their room and trying to get into Dad’s lockbox.


	It was risky business, but sometimes you had to break the rules.


	“So, we’ve learned that this bill means Dad had a vasectomy in 1962 that reversed itself in 1968 and was then redone by this Doctor Welsch. Fine. But you said it explains lots of things. What? It doesn’t explain anything to me.”


	Kate grinned. “It explains why Mom calls you ‘miracle boy.’”


	Her words hit like a hammer against the side of his head.


	“Oh, God! It does!”


	All his life he’d wondered about that, but she’d never had a good answer. Now he knew why she couldn’t explain it to him. By some—in her eyes—miracle, her supposedly sterile husband had become fertile again to give her a surprise baby.


	“It also explains why you’ve been her favorite since the day you were born, something that did not endear you to your big brother.”


	Jack shook his head. He fought a smile but it broke through.


	“I guess I am a miracle boy.”


	In a way it was a relief to realize that he wasn’t expected to perform a miracle sometime in the future. The miracle was already behind him.


	Kate rose and kissed him on the top of his head, then handed him the folded bill.


	“I’m glad you found it. I don’t know how you got your hands on it and I’m not sure I want to, but I’m glad to know what I know. As I said, it answers some questions.” She tousled his already messed-up hair. “Heading back?”


	He shook his head. He had some thinking to do.


	“Not yet. Think I’ll stay here. Catch you later.” As she started to move away, he laughed and said, “And tell the folks their accident says hi.”


	Kate came back and leaned close, shaking a finger in his face. She wasn’t smiling.


	“Don’t make me sorry I explained this to you. I don’t want to hear you refer to yourself as an ‘accident’ again. Okay? Please?”


	He realized he’d upset her, and Kate was the last person on Earth he wanted to upset.


	“Okay. Deal. Never again.” Anything for Kate.


	She smiled. “Great. See you home.” Waving, she walked off.


	Jack slouched on the bench. Now that the “miracle boy” mystery had been cleared up, and a family secret revealed, he felt an oddly peaceful feeling settle over him. But it didn’t last long.


	The lock … Toliver’s damn lock. He couldn’t find any way past it.


	He stared at the water and the canoers for a moment, then let his eyes drift closed. Maybe he could dream up a solution if he caught another forty winks. If nothing else, he needed the sleep.
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	“Some things that seem like accidents are not.”


	Jack’s eyes popped open at the sound of a voice to his right. He thought it sounded like—


	“Oh, hi, Mrs. Clevenger.”


	The old woman sat next to him on the bench, her black scarf around her neck despite the warmth of the day. Her three-legged dog sat at her feet, panting as he stared at Jack.


	Once again, where had these two come from? When he’d closed his eyes, they’d been nowhere in sight. Had he napped?


	She turned her dark eyes on him. “I couldn’t help overhearing.”


	Overhearing from where? he wanted to say. You weren’t in eyeshot, let alone earshot.


	But then, she might have been screened by one of the trees or the people wandering around.


	“Overhearing what?”


	“About the ‘miracle’ of your birth.”


	Jack suddenly felt uncomfortable. “That was private.”


	She smiled. “But spoken in such a public place.”


	Couldn’t argue with her on that.


	“Yeah, well…”


	“As I said, some happenings that appear accidental are not.” She lowered her voice. “Like your father’s return to fertility, perhaps.”


	Jack looked around. Now he was really uncomfortable.


	“I don’t think that’s something to talk about outside the family.”


	She laughed. “Nor inside the family, I gather. Not to worry, no one will hear us. This is a conversation between an old woman and a teenage boy. No one is interested.”


	They could be very interested, Jack thought, if the old woman is rumored to be a witch.


	“Still…”


	She leaned closer. “You should realize that ‘miracles’ very often happen for a reason.”


	“What sort of reason? My father—”


	“There are times when something needs to happen, and so what needs doing gets done, no matter what. Obstacles are removed, plans are undone, sometimes in a ‘miraculous’ or ‘accidental’ fashion.”


	She was sounding a little too much like Mr. Drexler now. Movers and Moved …


	“What are we talking about here? What needed doing?”


	“You, perhaps.”


	“Me? Who needs me?”


	“Perhaps no one. Perhaps the entire world. An important word to remember in this case is ‘perhaps.’”


	Jack felt like he’d entered the Bizarro World, but that wasn’t a complete surprise with Mrs. Clevenger. She always seemed to talk in circles.


	She held up a finger. “A singular event occurs. A threatening event. It triggers other events, defensive moves. Perhaps one of those moves was your conception.”


	“Me?” Unease wormed through his gut. “Why me? What for?”


	She shrugged. “Maybe for nothing. Maybe as a contingency. Maybe just one of a number of contingencies for use against a potential future threat. Perhaps you will face that threat, perhaps not.”


	He forced a laugh. “What comes next? You tell me I have hidden magical powers that I must use only for good?”


	She didn’t seem to think it was funny. She shook her head. “You have no magic, but you are special in your blood and in how you use your brain.”


	Jack had heard enough. She was a crazy old woman who had a knack for sounding like she knew more than she really did. He wasn’t going to learn anything useful here—because useful right now meant finding a way to open Toliver’s lock.


	He hopped up from the bench.


	“Nice talking to you, Mrs. Clevenger, but I’ve gotta go.”


	“Of course you do. You’re a busy young man. Go on about the business of being a boy. Now is the time to enjoy every day. For one thing is certain about joy—it never lasts.”


	Now there’s a cheery send-off, Jack thought as he turned away. But a thought popped into his head and he turned back.


	“Say, you wouldn’t know how to dissolve Krazy Glue, would you?”


	She didn’t even blink as she said, “Acetone.”


	“Really?”


	“Really.”


	“Cool!”
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	Jack picked through the entire inventory of the lock section in Spurlin’s Hardware until he found a two-inch, laminated-steel Master padlock exactly like Toliver’s. In fact, he found three.


	He carried all of them plus two tubes of Krazy Glue to the front counter.


	Mr. Spurlin grinned and said, “What’s up, Jack? Building a new Fort Knox?”


	He was a chubby guy with a salt-and-pepper beard.


	“Just replacing some old locks.”


	This was a potentially risky move. Jack didn’t know where Toliver had bought his lock. Could have been right here. What if he came back for another and found them all gone? He might ask and Mr. Spurlin might say Jack had bought them. Might even mention the Krazy Glue too. And then Jack’s ass would be grass.


	Even though the chances of that happening were way remote, Jack was still uneasy about it. If he could drive he’d have bought his supplies in another town. But with only a bike, it was Spurlin’s or nothing.


	As he paid for the locks and glue, he pointed to the tubes and said, “If I, um, spill some Krazy Glue, what’s a good way to get it off?”


	“Wicked stuff. Keep it off your hands. It’ll glue your fingers together like you wouldn’t believe. Did you know it was used to close battlefield wounds in Nam?”


	Jack had heard something like that.


	“Yeah, but what takes it off?”


	He frowned and scratched his jaw. “Acetone’s the only thing I know.”


	So Mrs. Clevenger was right.


	“Got any?”


	“Afraid not. But most nail polish removers are basically acetone. Use some of that.”


	He was sure his mother had some.


	Operation Toliver was not dead yet.
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	As soon as Jack got home he set up shop in the garage. He spread the classified section of the Sunday paper on the battered workbench, borrowed a hammer and a couple of little tacks from his father’s toolbox, some nail polish remover from his mother’s dresser, and went to work.


	The first thing to do was test the shims. Once he found one the right size, it opened the lock without a hitch.


	Okay. He knew now if he could get past the glue, he could open the lock.


	Next step: Duplicate what Toliver did—Toliverize the locks. So he tapped a tack into the keyhole of one of them and followed it with some Krazy Glue. Then he filled the shackle hole with glue and snapped the shackle into it. He did the same thing with a second lock and put both aside to set.


	He left the third as it was in case he needed an untampered lock for reference.


	He’d promised Mr. Rosen three hours at USED today. That would give the glue plenty of time to set and cure. He’d tackle the locks then.
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	Later, Jack returned to the garage straight from USED. He had a bad feeling as he inspected the two Toliverized locks. The Krazy Glue had cured for hours now, forming a clear, hard seal around the tacks in the keyholes and around the shackles. He went to work on them.


	He tried to force the shim inside but no use. And no surprise. He’d expected that.


	As he unscrewed the cap on his mother’s bottle of nail polish remover, the chemical stink wrinkled his nose. He took one lock and brushed some acetone on the keyhole and on the rim of the shackle hole. Then he waited. He gave it five minutes, then tried the shim.


	No go.


	The acetone seemed to have softened the surface of the glue enough for the shim’s point to scrape it, but that was it. The solvent had had no effect on the deeper levels.


	Same with the keyhole. Jack could not budge the tack.


	Maybe he’d have to use more acetone and leave it on longer.


	He slathered the same areas of both Toliverized locks with nail polish remover, then stood back.


	How long to wait? He’d go nuts standing here counting the minutes.


	Well, he’d planned to stop in on Weezy today. Why not now?


	He grabbed his bike and wheeled it out of the garage.


	9


	“Oh, Jack,” Mrs. Connell said with a smile when she opened the front door. “I’m glad you’re here.”


	“Is Weezy around?”


	Her smile faded. “Around? Of course she’s around. Where else would she be? She’s up in her room, as usual. Go knock on the door, but I can’t guarantee she’ll open it.”


	On his way up the stairs Jack heard the sounds of a football game from the TV in the living room. The Sunday afternoon game. He’d been so wrapped up in vasectomies and Toliverized locks that he’d forgotten all about the NFL. His Eagles were playing the Baltimore Colts.


	He knocked on Weezy’s door and got no answer, so he knocked again.


	“Hey, Weez, it’s Jack.”


	Her voice came faintly through the door. “I’m kinda tired, Jack.”


	“I’ve got news—good news. You’ll really want to hear this.”


	A few seconds later the door opened and Weezy stood there, looking pretty much the same as the last time he’d seen her. Except maybe a little paler, if that was possible.


	“What news? What about?”


	Jack lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “About ‘Easy Weezy.’”


	Her face contorted and she started to close the door. “I don’t want—”


	“Wait.” Jack blocked the door with his foot. “It’s good news. Very good news.”


	She allowed it to swing open again.


	“All right. But just for a minute.”


	He ducked into the dimly lit room—as usual, the shades were drawn—and she shut the door behind him.


	“I could use some good news,” she said. “But I can’t see anything about ‘Easy Weezy’ being good.”


	“How about if nobody’s saying it anymore? Wouldn’t that be good?”


	“That’s only because I’m not around. All I have to do is show my face again—just once—and it’ll be a different story.”


	“No way. Because the only thing on people’s minds now that has anything to do with Carson Toliver is his locker.”


	Weezy gave him a strange look. “What are you talking about?”


	Jack gave her a quick rundown of the surprises in Toliver’s locker—the toy spider, the spring snake, the marbles—and his increasingly furious reactions, capped by his rigging a supposedly unopenable lock.


	“The thing is, Weez, opening his locker has become an event. It’s all anybody’s talking about—‘What’s gonna be in Carson’s locker this time?’ That’s all you hear. ‘Easy Weezy’ is old news—way old news.”


	Weezy stood silent a moment, then, “Who do you think’s doing it?”


	The last thing Jack wanted to do was lie to Weezy.


	He really, really, really wanted to brag that he was the guy and that he’d done it for her because no one dumps on a friend of his without paying a price. He knew it sounded like something out of a lame western, but that was the way he felt.


	But no way could he tell her or anyone else. At least not now. Maybe next summer, after Toliver had graduated and moved on, he could let her know, but not before. She might let something slip.


	“The ‘who’ is another constant topic of conversation. Nobody’s got a clue as to who or why someone would want to make a fool out of the wonderful and glorious Carson Toliver. Or how. Nobody knows how he’s getting into the locker, or when.”


	Weezy folded her arms. “What makes you so sure it’s a ‘he’? You don’t think a girl could be capable?”


	“I didn’t say that. I just—”


	“But anyway,” she said, waving her hands, “it doesn’t mean I won’t be hearing ‘Easy Weezy’ if I show up.”


	“Trust me, Weez: That’s over.”


	Her expression softened. “Are you sure that’s not just wishful thinking on your part?”


	“Even Eddie will tell you.”


	Weezy closed her eyes. “He’s never mentioned ‘Easy Weezy.’ I don’t know how, but I gather he’s never heard it.”


	“That’s because of his headphones and the fact that no one’s going to say that about his sister to his face. Especially since it died down once you weren’t around. But let me get him up here. He’s got no wishful thinking going on, so we’ll see if he has the same impression I do.”


	Jack stepped out into the hall and called down the stairs to the living room where Eddie was watching the game. He arrived a few minutes later.


	“Wow,” he said as he entered Weezy’s room. “I’m allowed to enter the Bat Cave?”


	Jack jumped in before Weezy could respond. “I was just telling her about what’s been going on at school. Besides Toliver screwing up the NBR game, what’ll everybody be talking about tomorrow morning?”


	Eddie’s eyes widened. “You kidding? The crap going on with his locker.”


	He then launched into a tirade about how somebody from NBR had been pranking Toliver to psych him out of the game.


	Jack watched Weezy’s face as Eddie rattled on and saw a look of growing awe.


	“It’s true then? It’s all anyone’s talking about?”


	“True,” Jack said, then turned to Eddie. “Where are you going to be first thing tomorrow morning?”


	“You kidding? Right by Carson’s locker with everybody else. I bet the whole school’ll be there, waiting for him to open it.”


	Jack said, “What do you think he’ll find inside?”


	Eddie’s grin was fierce. “Nothing! Nobody’s getting into that locker. He’s got the bastard beat!” He sobered. “Just wished he’d beat him one day sooner. Maybe we would have won the game.”


	Weezy’s voice dripped scorn. “That’s all it took to make your boy hero blow the game? A couple of jokes and he falls apart?”


	“He didn’t fall apart! It just messed up his concentration!”


	She shook her head. “I don’t know. He never seemed that … fragile. Got to be more than that. And who says it has to be NBR? Maybe it’s personal.”


	“Against Carson? He’s the coolest guy in school. Everybody likes him. You’d know that if you weren’t hiding here in the Bat Cave.”


	Color flushed into Weezy’s pale cheeks. She looked ready to explode.


	“I think you’re wrong, Eddie,” Jack said. “I think Toliver’s going to have another little present waiting in his locker.”


	“Wanna bet? Five bucks says no way.”


	Jack nodded. “You’re on.” He turned to Weezy. “How about you, Weez? Gonna miss seeing Carson Toliver get smacked down again?”


	Eddie looked at her. “What’ve you got against Carson?”


	“Nothing,” Weezy said quickly, then stared at Jack. “But that’s tempting. That’s very tempting.”


	Eddie waved his hands in the air and danced in a circle. “Hallelujah!” he cried with a Foghorn Leghorn drawl. “She’s steppin’ out—Ah said, she’s steppin’ outa th’darkness and inta th’light! Hallelujah!”


	“I didn’t say I would,” Weezy told him. “I might. And then again, I might not.”


	Eddie hurried from the room, still in preacher mode. “Hallelujah! If Sister Weezy—Ah say, if Sister Weezy can leave the Bat Cave, the Eagles—Ah say, the Eagles can beat the Colts!”


	Jack laughed, but Weezy only shook her head.


	“He’s such a dork,” she said.


	“And he’s wrong about Toliver’s locker. There will be a surprise inside. And then he’ll go from honcho to loser.”


	Her eyes narrowed and she seemed to be studying him as she replied. “How can you be so sure?”


	Uh-oh. Had to be careful here.


	“Because whoever this Mystery Marauder is, he’s beaten Toliver every time. Why should this be any different?”


	“Well, from what you told me about the lock…”


	“Yeah. It’s a tough one, but I’m betting he’ll get around it.” He touched her arm. “You should be there to see. You really should.”


	He wanted her to see it. Toliver had become a Big Bad Boogie Man in her mind. If she saw him taken down in front of the whole school, maybe he’d go from Boogie Man to plain old booger.


	She kept staring at him. “I probably should.”


	He grinned. “Then you’re coming back to school?”


	“I’m … I’m not sure. You’ve got me thinking about it, but if you’re wrong about the ‘Easy Weezy’ thing—”


	“I’m not. I guarantee it.”


	As soon as the words left Jack’s mouth, he wished them back. He could not guarantee it. And if Toliver opened an un-booby-trapped locker tomorrow, people might start remembering “Easy Weezy.”


	He prayed the nail polish remover was working.


	“So…” he said slowly, “are we going to see you at the bus stop tomorrow?”


	“I don’t know. I’ll have to see how tomorrow feels.”


	He guessed that was as much of a commitment as he was going to get, so he didn’t push.


	On his way downstairs he heard Mr. Connell in the kitchen.


	“Eddie told me Weezy says she might go to school tomorrow.”


	Mrs. Connell said, “Oh, that’s wonderful!”


	Jack paused, waiting to hear them credit him with the miracle.


	But instead Mrs. Connell said, “Doctor Hamilton told us the pills would take at least a week to work. It’s only been a few days.”


	“I’m not going to complain if they work quicker. Are you?”


	“Heavens, no!”


	Jack hurried the rest of the way down the stairs and out the front door.


	Pills? The doctor had put Weezy on medication?


	That must have been where she and her mom had gone on Wednesday. Jack didn’t know if he liked the idea of Weezy being drugged up by her folks. Then again, after what Jack had heard outside her house Monday night, maybe she needed it.


	Poor Weezy … what was wrong with her?
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	Oh, crap.


	Jack stood at the workbench in his garage and tried to force the shim into the shackle hole of one of the Toliverized locks. It wouldn’t budge. He tried the second with equal lack of success.


	The nail polish remover had done nothing.


	He turned the locks over and tried to pry out the tacks.


	Nothing!


	He cocked his arm to hurl one of them across the garage but stopped himself. What would that prove?


	Think! Think! Think! he told himself as he began pacing back and forth. There has to be a way.


	But he kept coming up blank until his pacing took him past the hacksaw hanging on a nail in the wall. He stopped and stared at it. Then he turned and looked at the extra tube of Krazy Glue on the workbench.


	Maybe … just maybe …


	He grabbed the saw and went to work on the shackle of one of the Toliverized locks. The thin blade quickly cut into the shiny metal. He stopped and stared at the grooves in both sides of the loop, then continued until the curved top fell off.


	Okay, with that cut off, he’d be able to open the locker. But a big question remained: After he’d done his business inside and reclosed the door, would he be able to Krazy Glue the shackle back together again?


	He applied the glue to the cut edges and pressed them together, holding them in place for a couple of minutes. When he let go, the bond held …


	But the result looked terrible. No way that patch job would fool anyone, not even from ten feet away.


	“Crap!”


	Now he hurled the lock across the garage. It bounced off the opposite wall with a solid thunk!


	What was he going to do? He had to open the lock and close it again with no sign that it had been touched. Nothing less would do.


	And it wasn’t going to happen, because it was impossible. At least with the tools at his disposal.


	Fury and frustration exploded within. He was looking around for something to kick when he heard his mother calling from the back door.


	“Jack? What are you doing out there?”


	“Just messing with stuff.”


	“Weezy’s on the phone.”


	Weezy?


	He trotted inside and grabbed the receiver from the counter where his mother had left it.


	“Hey, Weez. What’s up?”


	“I have got to get out of here. Want to go for a ride?”


	He glanced out the window. The sun had set, dark was falling, but there was still light left.


	“Sure. Meet you at the corner.”
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	Jack found Weezy waiting on the corner of Adams and North Franklin.


	“Thanks for coming. I’m going stir-crazy in the house but my folks didn’t want me out alone. And really, I didn’t feel like being alone.”


	“Any time. But I thought they wouldn’t let you out.”


	“I told them I’m going to school tomorrow and so they said okay.”


	“Are you?”


	“I think so.”


	Jack decided to leave it at that.


	“Where to?”


	“Let’s just ride. I need air.”


	“Air?” he said with a laugh as they rolled toward Quakerton. “Since when does Weezy Connell need air?”


	She smiled. “It’s night air, mister. Night air.”


	“That explains it.”


	Jack wondered if the after-sundown timing was because she’d be less visible.


	They cruised down toward the lake and into Old Town.


	They were passing the Lodge when the sound of a car on the rickety boards of the bridge made them turn. A new Mustang convertible was coming their way.


	“Ohmigod!” Weezy whispered, shrinking behind a tree trunk. “It’s him!”


	Jack felt fury rise again. Weezy shouldn’t have to be afraid of anyone. He watched the car cruise toward the end of Quakerton, then turn into the Pines.


	“He’s gone,” he said. “I don’t think he saw us.”


	“Was he alone?”


	Jack shook his head. “Don’t know.”


	“He could have a girl with him … someone who doesn’t suspect…”


	Jack didn’t know where it came from, but he felt a fierce urge to follow the car.


	In Mr. Kressy’s class he’d offered “do the right thing” as a guiding principle. Well, the right thing wasn’t to turn a blind eye to what might be happening, or about to happen.


	“Maybe we should follow.”


	“No way,” Weezy said. “I don’t want to be anywhere near him.”


	“You don’t have to be. If he’s got a girl with him, we know where he’s going.”


	“And what do we do when we get there?”


	“Make sure he doesn’t treat her like he treated you.”


	“And how are you going to do that?”


	“I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”


	He hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but he couldn’t stand here and simply hope for the best. Someone had to stop the guy.


	“Maybe she was one of the ones calling me ‘Easy Weezy.’ Maybe she’s got the same thing in mind he has. He’s Mister Hot to most of the girls.”


	“If that’s the case, then it’s none of our business.” He looked at her. “Coming?”


	She shook her head. She looked cowed. “I can’t.”


	“It’s okay. I understand. See you tomorrow.”


	Jack kicked off and started pedaling. He’d gone maybe a hundred feet when he heard a noise. He turned and saw a grim-faced Weezy riding half a dozen feet behind him. He nodded. She nodded back.
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	Dusk had faded toward night, making it easy to follow Toliver’s taillights without being seen. He drove slowly, weaving back and forth along the sandy firebreaks. Jack suspected he might be heading back toward the dead zone. He told Weezy about his solo trip into the Pines and the strange behavior of the lights.


	“You followed lumens without me?” she said. “That’s not fair!”


	“I had no way of letting you know, and last time I tried to get you into the woods you blew me off.”


	“Sorry I’m such a jerk.”


	Jack could tell by her tone she meant it.


	“Have you ever heard of anything like that?”


	She shook her head. “Never. But then, nobody knows anything about lumens. Some ‘experts’ say they don’t even exist.”


	Jack started to reply just as Toliver slowed near the hidden, rutted path.


	“Let’s hold up here.”


	They stopped and watched as he pulled into it.


	“What now?” she said in a low voice.


	Jack gave that a moment’s thought, then …


	“We ditch the bikes and follow on foot.”


	Jack pushed his bike into the underbrush. It wouldn’t have hidden it during the day, but here in the dark it was fine. He turned and found Weezy still standing next to hers.


	“I’m scared. That was where…”


	“It’s okay, Weez. Wait here.”


	He heard her take a deep breath. “No. I’m coming.”


	She hid her bike next to Jack’s and followed him onto the hidden path. He walked the right rut, she the left.


	They found the car parked facing the dead zone. The engine was off but the headlights stayed on. The wash from the lights silhouetted only one head in the front seat. Toliver appeared to be alone.


	Suddenly the driver door swung open. Jack and Weezy dropped into a crouch. Weezy’s hand was cold and damp where she clutched his arm.


	Toliver got out of the car and staggered toward the mysterious clearing. When he stepped into the headlight beams, Jack spotted a familiar-looking bottle dangling from his right hand. Only a little clear liquid sloshed within.


	He stepped through the ebony spleenwort and into the open area. With the headlights casting weird, elongated shadows beyond him, he stumbled around, kicking at the bare earth.


	“What’s going on?” he shouted to no one. “What’s going ON?”


	Jack watched in amazement. What was going on?


	Toliver dropped to his knees and looked for a moment as if he might be praying.


	To whom? Jack wondered. Or to what?


	Was he somehow connected to this place where nothing would grow, where animals wouldn’t walk and ants wouldn’t nest?


	Then he began pounding the dirt, screaming, “Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!”


	He fell silent but stayed on his knees. Then he screamed again.


	“You’re ruining my life! It was an accident! I didn’t mean it! Leave me alone!”


	“Who’s he talking to?” Weezy whispered.


	All Jack could think of was Toliver asking Mrs. Clevenger about someone being haunted, and Saree’s words about piney blood on Toliver’s hands, and now here he was in the Pines, talking to the air about an accident and for someone or something to leave him alone and—


	Weezy’s grip on his arm tightened.


	“Listen! He’s … he’s crying.”


	Sure enough, tortured sobs were coming from the clearing. Abruptly they broke off as Toliver lurched to his feet.


	“You’re not gonna ruin my life! No way! I’m not letting you!”


	Then with a wordless scream that made Jack jump and Weezy squeeze his arm even harder, he threw his bottle and smashed it against the big oak beyond the clearing.


	As he began to stagger back to his car, Weezy tugged on Jack’s arm and the two of them hurried back to the firebreak trail in a crouch. They hid in the brush until the Mustang rolled by, heading back toward Johnson.


	They freed their bikes and followed Toliver’s weaving path. The guy was drunk as a skunk and should have been anywhere but behind the wheel. Jack wondered if he’d make it home before ramming a tree. But he was driving slowly.


	“What did we just see?” Jack said.


	“I have no idea.”


	“One thing’s for sure: That’s one screwed-up guy.”


	“I already knew that,” Weezy said. “But he’s losing it. Completely losing it.”


	“Sounds to me like he’s already lost it.”


	She was silent a moment, then, “I think I want to see what happens at his locker tomorrow.”


	Jack’s heart leaped, but only for an instant. Then it crashed.


	Great that Weezy was going to be there, but Jack had no way past that lock.


	The big show was going to be a bust. Operation Toliver was going to go down in flames.


	Crap.
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	He stood in the garage and stared in dismay at the workbench. He’d sawed through the shackle of the second Toliverized lock, but very carefully this time, making as clean a cut as possible, flush against the top of the body of the lock. Then he’d glued it back together, but no go: The seam still looked way too obvious.


	He stepped back to the other side of the garage, but he could see it even from there. And the light would be better in the locker area.


	He was forced to admit it: Toliver’s lock had beaten him. The major coup he’d planned was out of the question.


	But that didn’t mean Toliver was home free. No way. One way or another he was going to find something ugly in his locker tomorrow. Jack would saw off the lock, place the surprise, then glue the shackle back together. He had a chance, a very slight one, that no one would notice the seam. Maybe it looked obvious to Jack just because he knew it was there.


	Nah. No use in kidding himself. If no one else spotted it, Toliver surely would when he got close. And he’d point it out. And then the ugly surprise would no longer be a surprise, merely ugly.


	Toliver would have a moral victory: He’ll have forced the Mystery Marauder to abandon sleight of hand and resort to naked force.


	Crap-crap-crap!


	Jack walked back to the workbench but halfway there he froze as the solution, blinding in its simplicity, hit him like a wrecking ball.


	He could do it.


	Yes!


	MONDAY
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	Jack sat on the school bus and stared glumly through the window at the teeming rain.


	He should have been buzzed with the prospect of Toliver discovering the surprise he’d left him, but just the opposite. Maybe it was the weather. Maybe because he was dead tired after his trip to the school at two A.M.


	Nah. He knew what it was.


	Weezy hadn’t shown up at the stop this morning. Neither had Eddie, for that matter.


	He’d been doing this for her and now she’d let him down.


	No, that wasn’t fair. She didn’t know he had anything to do with it, so he couldn’t take her staying home personally. Still, he thought he’d brought her around last night.


	Last night … how weird was that? What had Toliver been doing in that dead zone? Kneeling and screaming … to whom or what? The ghost he’d thought was haunting him? If he’d only said a name, it would have cleared up so many questions.


	But one thing was clear: He was losing it. He’d sounded inches away from a nervous breakdown. But he’d probably be his usual fine-and-dandy self when he walked into school this morning.


	Jack shook his head as the bus turned into the school lot. The world continued to make less and less sense.


	He pulled up the hood on his yellow nor’easter slicker and ran through the downpour, straight from the bus to the locker area where a crowd had already gathered. He skipped the trip to the boys’ room to lock the window. He wanted a good vantage point. He found one and settled in to wait.


	During the next few minutes, as more and more buses emptied, the hallway became packed in both directions. Jack wished Weezy were here.


	“Hope you’ve got your five bucks ready.”


	Jack turned and found Eddie squeezed in behind him.


	“How’d you get here?”


	Eddie made a face. “The Weezster. First she’s gonna go, then she’s not gonna go, back and forth, back and forth. Finally it got so late we missed the bus, so my mom drove us.”


	“‘Us’? You mean she’s here?”


	He jutted his chin toward the other half of the crowd on the far side of the locker. “Right over there—the Bat Lady herself.”


	Jack looked and found her right away—a small island of black in a sea of color. He caught her black-lined eyes and gave her a grin and a little salute. Her face remained grim as she responded with the slightest nod. He could tell she was wound tighter than a magneto coil.


	Eddie nudged him. “About the five bucks?”


	Jack didn’t want to cheat Eddie out of his money, so …


	“I’m canceling the bet.”


	“Hey—”


	“I thought about it and you’re right.”


	“That Carson’s got him beat?”


	“Yeah, or maybe the guy’s given up bothering him. Either way, nothing’s gonna be in that locker.”


	A kid standing in front of them half-turned their way.


	“You’re probably right,” he said. “Too bad.”


	Eddie frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“After the way he blew the game, I hope there’s a can of yellow paint waiting to tip on him.”


	Hmmm … Jack thought. A little anti-Toliver sentiment. Interesting.


	“There he is,” Eddie said, pointing. “The man himself.”


	Jack looked, and sure enough, here came Carson Toliver, carrying a duffel bag. He was pale, with baggy, bloodshot eyes, but putting on a game face for his audience.


	“He doesn’t look so hot,” Eddie said.


	It’s called hungover, Jack thought. And in Toliver’s mind, it’s called haunted.


	And on the subject of haunts or “haints,” where was Levi?


	Jack scanned the crowd but couldn’t spot him.


	“Happy Halloween, everybody,” Toliver said in a slightly hoarse voice.


	He dropped the duffel in front of the locker and grabbed the lock. He bent to inspect the shackle hole and the keyhole, then turned and showed a sickly grin to the crowd.


	“Just as I left it—spiked and glued up the wazoo.” If he expected a laugh, he didn’t get it. “I guess the jerk knows when he’s beaten.”


	“Too bad NBR didn’t,” a voice called.


	More anti-Toliver sentiment. Was he feeling something like what he’d put Weezy through?


	“Okay,” he said. “I deserved that. I’d like to apologize for my performance Friday night. I was sick and didn’t realize it until too late.”


	“You still don’t look so hot.”


	Toliver gave another sickly grin. “Better than I felt Friday night, believe me. I apologize for not taking myself out of the game before it even started. It won’t happen again, I promise.”


	This earned a smattering of applause and even some cheers. Jack tightened his fists and closed his eyes. The guy knew how to work a crowd. He was winning them back. Give him more time and he’d have them in the palm of his hand.


	“What about the locker?” called another voice. “How are you gonna get in?”


	Another smile, a tad more real. He figured he’d won this battle. “Didn’t you ask me that on Friday? Don’t worry—I’ve got it covered.” He squatted and unzipped the duffel. “Time for the grand opening.”


	He removed a long-handled bolt cutter and held it up to another round of cheers. With two quick snaps he severed the shackle, and the lock clattered to the floor. Then with a flourish like a magician opening a box to reveal that his vanished assistant has reappeared, he bowed and yanked open the door.


	A moment of stunned silence as the crowd saw the inside of the locker, then a chorus of shouts and screams as they pushed and tripped over one another in a rush to get as far as possible from the bloody and partially flattened possum roadkill swinging by its ratlike tail from the top shelf.


	Jack remembered wondering as he’d hung the poor dead possum in the locker if maybe he was overdoing it. But this was the swan song of Operation Toliver and he needed a grand finale. Had to go out with such a bang that if Toliver ever mentioned “Easy Weezy” again the words would drown in a sea of memories about spiders and snakes and marbles and “doing the Carson” and roadkill and the Mystery Marauder Carson Toliver could not keep out of his locker.


	Toliver’s dramatic bow had moved his line of sight away from the locker. When he noticed the reaction he looked up. And when he saw the possum, he fell backward to land on his butt, where he stayed staring in mute, openmouthed horror at the dead creature above him.


	And now Jack stared too because he’d just noticed a pink hair band around the thing’s neck.


	Where had that come from?


	Then the possum’s tail slipped free and it tumbled to the floor, landing with a sick splat! Jack heard a retch and another splat as a girl near the front blew breakfast.


	Yep, he’d overdone it.


	He felt bad for her. She wasn’t the target—just the guy she’d been cheering for a second ago.


	But Jack couldn’t take his eyes off the hair band. Where had it come from? It hadn’t been there at two A.M. Someone else must have gotten into the locker after him. But how? And who?


	He looked around for Levi, and finally found him, but his face was as surprised as those around him. No question, he was seeing the possum for the first time too.


	Still on the floor, a wild-eyed Toliver whimpered and scrabbled backward like a crab. When he finally regained his feet he pushed violently through the crowd and ran full tilt down the hall, wailing like the hounds of hell were after him.
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	“Aw, man,” Eddie said, looking a little shaken after Toliver was gone. “This is creepitacious. It’s like supernatural. How’d anyone get past that lock?”


	“Maybe they took the door off,” Jack offered, trying to sound as perplexed as Eddie. He’d considered and discarded the door-removal solution as impossible days ago.


	“How? The hinges are on the inside.”


	“Oh … yeah. I guess it’s going to remain a mystery.”


	At least Jack hoped so.


	“The other mystery is who’d do something so crummacious to Carson.”


	Jack shrugged. “Someone who doesn’t like him, I guess.”


	“Well, duh. Thanks for the news flash.”


	Shaking his head and grumbling, he stalked off toward his first class.


	Jack turned back toward the locker and found himself face-to-face with Weezy.


	“‘Easy’ who?” he whispered.


	She nodded. “You were right.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “You?”


	Oh, crap.


	He gave her an are-you-kidding? look. “What? A lowly frosh like me messing with Carson Toliver? I’d have to be crazy.”


	Her gaze bored into him. “I suspected you were behind it. In fact I was almost sure you were behind it. It’s the kind of thing you’d be so into.”


	She knew him. God, how she knew him.


	“Well, yeah, it’s exactly the thing I’d have loved to do. You know, give the creep his comeuppance. But…” He shrugged. “You know.”


	“I was watching you,” she said. “If there was anything in the locker, I wanted to see your reaction. If you’d known what was coming, I’d have been able to tell.” She glanced back at the dead possum on the floor. “But you looked as shocked as everyone else.”


	True—but his shock was because of the hair band. Where in all of creation had it come from and how had it got around the possum’s neck?


	“Well, I was. Too bad I canceled my bet with Eddie.”


	“Yeah. You’d have earned an easy five.” She looked at him. “Just as well it wasn’t you, I guess.”


	“Why?”


	“Because then I’d have to consider you my knight in shining armor.”


	Whoa. Not that that would be terrible or anything, but … whoa.


	“Again, why?”


	“Because if it was you, you’d have done it for me, right?”


	“Uh, right.”


	“And that would have changed things between us.”


	Jack swallowed. “I kind of like things the way they are.”


	She smiled. “Me too.” She looked at the locker again. “I still can’t figure out how anyone got past that lock without cutting it off or boring into the locker, and neither happened. What gives? I can’t imagine.”


	Jack could.


	The solution had been so simple he didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it earlier.


	“Only the Mystery Marauder knows.”


	She was staring at him. “You’ve got this funny look on your face. Are you sure you had nothing to do with—?”


	The bell for first period rang.


	“Gotta move,” he said, giving her a little wave as he moved off.


	Talk about being saved by the bell.


	Instead of heading for class, he detoured toward the boys’ room to lock the window for the last time. As he entered he sensed someone following him. He turned and found Levi Coffin staring at him with wonder in his mismatched eyes.


	“You got a talent,” he said, pointing a long, spidery finger. “Ain’t no doubt about it. I thought maybe you could think a lock open, but—”


	“Think?”


	“Yeah. You know, just think about pushin’ the innards around so’s everything’s lined up and bang, it’s open.”


	“I wish.”


	What was he talking about? Magic?


	“But ain’t no amount of thinking was gonna open a lock with all that glue gunkin’ up its innards. So how’d you do it? What’s your talent?”


	“I don’t have any talent. I swear.”


	Levi stared at him. “Maybe you just don’t know about it yet, but you got one.”


	Maybe he’s right, Jack thought.


	Maybe it was simply not quitting. Maybe it was just hanging in there and looking at a problem every which way until he found a solution. Maybe his talent was seeing a solution where other people didn’t.


	Like Toliver’s lock. The simplest thing, in hindsight. He’d removed it by sawing through the shackle, just as he’d done on the test locks at home. After putting the roadkill inside—on the way to the school he’d kept an eye out for a suitable specimen and hadn’t been disappointed—he resecured the locker with the leftover identical padlock he’d bought at Spurlin’s. Then he’d tacked it and glued it just as Toliver had. The result was indistinguishable from the original, which presently was lying in the weeds and brush somewhere off Route 206.


	Nothing magical about that.


	“You plannin’ any more larkin’ on that boy?”


	Jack shook his head. “Don’t think I can top this one.”


	“I don’t reckon you can neither—except maybe findin’ whose piney blood is on his hands. Your talent good for that?”


	Jack didn’t want to get into what he and Weezy had witnessed last night.


	“I’ve got no talent, Levi. I’m just a regular kid.”


	Levi stepped back toward the door, shaking his head. “No you ain’t. You ain’t regular ay-tall. But if that’s the way you wanna play it, fine. But while I’m looking for a hurt piney, I’m gonna figger out what your talent is. And when I do, you’re gonna tell me how you did that lock.”


	No, Jack thought. I’m never telling anyone.
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	“Guess what?” Eddie said as he plopped down next to Jack in the caf.


	Two thick ham and cheese sandwiches, four big chocolate chip cookies, and two containers of milk filled his tray. His headphones hung around his neck.


	Jack was still psyched from the locker-area show this morning. How could he not be? Every class had been abuzz with talk of the incident—either about Toliver’s over-the-top reaction or speculating on how the Mystery Marauder had gotten past that unopenable lock. Jack had been sorely tempted to tell them—or rather, presenting it as a theory of how it might have been done—but that would have been terminally risky, and in Eddie-speak, stupidacious.


	Even the teachers got into the act. They’d heard about the roadkill in the hallway and kept asking what it was all about.


	Jack swallowed a bite of his own sandwich and said, “You’re donating your Walkman to charity.”


	Erik Burns, sitting across from them, laughed. “The headphones’ll have to be surgically removed!”


	Eddie made a face. “Yuh, right. Guess again.”


	“How about a hint?”


	“Okay. Guess who left school before first period and hasn’t been seen since?”


	“Toliver?”


	“Give this man a prize.”


	Jack took another bite and thought about how fitting it was that the guy who’d made Weezy afraid to show her face around school was now afraid to show his. Almost poetic.


	“What goes around, comes around,” he muttered.


	Eddie looked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“Nothing.”


	Matt Follette, sitting next to Erik, said, “Did you see him this morning—crawling away from his locker and then running like he’d seen a ghost? I mean, I know it was gross, but it wasn’t that bad.”


	“He’s had a rough week,” Jack said, concentrating on his sandwich instead of looking at Eddie. “Maybe it all got to him. He’ll be back tomorrow, acting like king of the hill again.”


	Eddie shook his head as he took a Godzilla bite of his sandwich and spoke around it. “I don’t know. I think the Locker Magician knocked his crown off.”


	“‘Locker Magician’?” Jack laughed. “Is that what they’re calling … him.”


	Oh, man—he’d almost said “me.”


	“That’s what I’m calling him.” He shook his head. “I don’t know…”


	“Don’t know what?”


	“I got a bad feeling about this. I mean, him running off and not coming back.”


	Jack felt a tingle of unease.


	“Bad feeling how?”


	“I don’t know … like something bad’s going to happen.”


	Jack didn’t like the sound of that one bit, but he shook it off. Eddie was hardly a psychic. Anything but.


	But Toliver had been acting unhinged last night. Jack hoped he wouldn’t do anything rash like run away.


	Eddie’s words followed Jack the rest of the day.
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	“Well,” Jack said as he and Weezy walked up Quakerton Road, “how’d it go today?”


	All around them, trick-or-treating Darth Vaders, Princess Leias, and Ewoks traveled door to door among the more traditional ghosts and witches. Jack had been dying to pull Weezy aside all day but never had the chance, and it wasn’t something they could talk about on the bus. Now, with Eddie a few paces ahead, lost in his headphones, he finally had the chance.


	She shrugged. “Pretty good.”


	Not exactly a rave review.


	“No mention of ‘Easy Weezy’?”


	She shook her head. “No. How could there be? All everyone was talking about was Carson-Carson-Carson.”


	“Not even one snide comment?”


	“Nope. In fact, no one even asked where I was—I mean, if I’d been sick or anything. It was like I hadn’t even been gone. In fact, it was like I hadn’t even come back.”


	Jack couldn’t help feeling a little annoyed.


	“Well, which do you prefer: all the attention last Monday, or all the inattention this Monday?”


	She smiled. “Oh, today was better—definitely better. And it made me see some things.”


	“Like?”


	“Like who my friends are and who aren’t.” She hooked an arm through his. “And you’re definitely a friend. The best friend I have. Maybe the best friend I’ll ever have.”


	Jack found himself strangely moved.


	“Hey, Weez, I just—”


	“No. It’s true. Neither of us makes friends easily. And I know I set myself up by dressing like I do, but you don’t care. You take me as I am. And I learned something else: No one is untouchable. Carson acted like he was and I bought into that. But he’s not. Someone—what did you call him?”


	“The Mystery Marauder. Eddie calls him the Locker Magician.”


	“Well, whatever his name and whatever his reasons, he showed everyone that Carson Toliver was just another kid, just like the rest of us. He’s not so tough, and he’s not untouchable. So that’s why I think I’m going to report him.”


	“To who?”


	“Whom.”


	“I know that. To whom?”


	“The police. He attacked me. I was ready to let him get away with that. Nobody should get away with something like that.”


	Jack saw immediate problems.


	“You’ll have to tell your folks you snuck out.”


	“I know. And I know it will be my word against his, and because I have no proof, nothing will happen to him, but at least he’ll be put on notice. He’ll know a complaint against him is on file with the sheriff’s office, and he’ll think two or three times before he tries something like that again.”


	“If he can find a girl to go out with him after today.”


	She smiled. “And there’s that too.”


	
A sour note struck Jack.


	“But aren’t you afraid of starting up the ‘Easy Weezy’ stuff again?”


	She shrugged. “It was partly my fault it started in the first place. If I’d reported him Saturday night when I had a torn blouse and some scratches and bruises, none of this would have happened. I don’t think it’ll start up again—not after today.”


	Jack hoped not. The main point of Operation Toliver had been to stop it.
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	“Jack?” his mom called from the kitchen. “See who’s at the door, will you?”


	Jack walked down the hall from his room and into the living room. A man stood outside the screen.


	“Hey,” he said, smiling. “Remember me?”


	Jack looked him over. He had longish brown hair, wore an expensive-looking suit, and looked like he was in his late forties.


	“Um, no.”


	He laughed. “I’m not surprised. I was in pretty sad shape last time you saw me.”


	“Wait,” Jack said as recognition flashed. “You’re the man—”


	“Right! Ted Collingswood. You and your girlfriend rescued me from those godforsaken woods last month.”


	“She’s not my girlfriend.”


	Mom entered then, drying her hands on a dish towel. “Who’s not your girlfriend?”


	Jack introduced them. She’d heard about the “rescue,” of course. She invited him in.


	“I can only stay a minute,” he said, stopping just inside the threshold. He pulled a white envelope from inside his jacket. “I just stopped by to give you this.”


	Jack took it, lifted the unsealed flap, and pulled out a check. He didn’t believe the amount the first time, so he read it again.


	“Five hundred dollars!”


	“All yours and you deserve every penny.”


	Jack felt giddy, ready to burst out laughing. Five hundred bucks! He’d conquered the Toliver dragon, and now this. What a day!


	“Yow! I—”


	“Oh, he can’t accept that,” he heard his mother say.


	What? He couldn’t believe his ears.


	Mr. Collingswood said, “Your son saved my life. If he hadn’t found me I’d have died in there.”


	“Well, from what he told me, you found him.” She touched Jack’s shoulder. “You can’t take money simply for helping a stranger find his way. It would be like charging for directions.”


	Jack wanted to protest—after all it was five hundred bucks!—but knew she was right. Still …


	“But Mom, if he wants to give it…”


	“He’s just being gracious and a gentleman. You did the right thing by helping him out, now do it again.”


	The right thing …


	Jack had to force his hand forward to give it back.


	Mr. Collingswood looked him in the eye. “You’re sure?”


	Jack shrugged. “Yeah.”


	If a reward had been offered and he’d gone looking and found him, no way he wouldn’t take the money. But Mom was right. He’d been hanging out in the Pines on his own time.


	The man shook his head. “What is it around here? Your girlfriend wouldn’t take it either.”


	Mom said, “She’s not his girlfriend.”


	He pulled out his wallet and removed a card.


	“At least take this,” he said, handing it to Jack. “If you ever need anything—anything—you call me. I owe you.”


	He shook hands with Jack, then headed for the Land Rover parked at the curb.


	He glanced at the card. Everyone seemed to be giving him cards. Mr. Drexler, the strange Mr. Grossman, and now the normal Mr. Collingswood. Might as well start a collection.


	He sighed as he watched the Land Rover pull away. “There goes five hundred bucks, Mom.”


	She was already halfway back to the kitchen. “You can always make money, Jack. You don’t get many chances to help out a person in need.”


	Yeah, he thought, but wouldn’t it be great to be able to do both?


	Now there was a thought …
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	“All right, everybody, settle down,” Mr. Kressy said. “I’ve got an important announcement to make.”


	Jack had just slid behind his desk. The bus trip to school had been what it should always be: uneventful. All the talk had been about the Carson Toliver show yesterday and how he’d stayed out the whole day. Not a single “Easy Weezy.” Jack had to work hard to keep from grinning like an idiot.


	Mission accomplished.


	He focused on Mr. Kressy. Whatever announcement was coming must be important. He usually saved them for after attendance.


	When everyone was quiet, he said, “Carson Toliver is missing.”


	Jack felt a cold lead weight form in his stomach as he remembered Eddie’s “bad feeling” yesterday.


	“He left school yesterday morning after some incident at his locker—no need to go into that since it’s all you’ve been talking about ever since—and never returned. No one knows where he went after that. He might have gone home, but no one can say so for sure since both his parents were out all day. He wasn’t there when they came home and he never returned last night. His car is gone, but none of his clothes are missing, so he does not appear to have run away. The sheriff’s department is searching for him but they’ve requested that we ask the student body if anyone has seen him since he left school.” He raised his eyebrows and looked around. “Hmmm? Anyone?”


	Jack sat frozen in silent shock and dread as the classroom erupted in a burst of excited chatter—talking to one another or asking Mr. Kressy for more information. He didn’t have any.


	Toliver … gone? Didn’t come home last night? Where could he be? Where could he have gone without extra clothes?


	Yeah, he’d been embarrassed, sure, but to run off like this … it seemed so out of proportion.


	That was what bothered Jack the most.


	All the earlier pumped-up feelings deflated with a whoosh, leaving him feeling small and cold and worried.


	Had he pushed him too far?
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	Mrs. LeClaire, Jack’s French teacher, dropped a hydrogen bomb right after lunch.


	He knew something was wrong the instant he saw her. She looked pale, wobbly, and her eyes were red.


	“I have terrible news,” she said in a shaky voice. “Carson Toliver is dead.”


	As the classroom exploded with wails of shock and grief, Jack’s blood turned to sleet. He saw the whole thing play out in his head: Toliver leaving school, buying some applejack or some other kind of booze, getting drunk, then racing along a back road and wrapping his car around a tree or a bridge abutment.


	He closed his eyes and fought a wave of nausea.


	In response to a chorus of kids asking how, when, and where, Mrs. LeClaire held up her hands to quiet things down. Quiet wasn’t going to happen, not with a couple of girls crying, but the volume dropped enough to allow her to be heard.


	“Here is what I know. A search has been on for him and a helicopter spotted his car in the Pines.”


	I knew it, Jack thought. I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!


	“When the deputies arrived, they found him…” She covered her mouth and sobbed once into her hand. “They found him hanging from a tree. It appears … the police think he committed suicide.”


	The new outburst of dismay from the class dwarfed the previous one. Jack felt the room spin. Bile and acid surged into his throat.


	Suicide!


	No-no-no! It can’t be!


	He’d pushed him, tried to embarrass him, give him a taste of his own medicine, but he’d never intended to push him this far!


	Carson Toliver was a bad guy, a violent phony. He’d earned a comeuppance, but he was only seventeen years old. He didn’t deserve this.


	It was Jack’s fault he’d killed himself.


	He’d pushed him too damn hard!
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	Except for some sobbing now and again, the school bus ride home was silent. Even Weezy looked dejected.


	It had been tough just getting to the bus, what with passing Toliver’s unlocked locker, and worse, seeing knots of weeping girls and stunned-looking guys.


	“You’ve barely said a word,” Weezy said after they’d been dropped off. “What do you think? How do you feel?”


	She, Jack, and Eddie were making their daily after-school trek up Quakerton, with Eddie lost as usual in his headphones. Jack wondered if he was listening to something sad. Some of the dark, gloomy music Weezy liked would have been appropriate.


	“How do I feel?” He searched for an answer. How could he tell her about the massive guilt weighing him down, hunching his shoulders, bowing his back? “I don’t know. You?”


	She shook her head. “Strange. I started out with a crush on him, then I was scared of him for what he tried that night, then I hated him—really hated him for the lies he told, and then I wasn’t afraid anymore and was going to report him—”


	“Did you?”


	“No. I was going to do it today, but now … doesn’t seem much point. You know, during all that Easy Weezy stuff I hated him so much I wanted him dead. I wished him dead. But now that he’s really dead—killed himself, of all things—I feel really, really bad for him.”


	“Yeah. I know what you mean. Somehow, some way, considering what he did to you and did to himself, he must have had some loose wires in his head.”


	Jack had begun telling himself that during the long afternoon. He hoped it might lessen the guilt. And it did, but not much.


	“I know all about that,” Weezy muttered.


	Jack realized immediately what she meant, but hid any sign that he knew what she was talking about. He pretended he hadn’t heard. But he wondered if Carson Toliver had been going to a psychiatrist. Maybe even the same one as Weezy.


	“You saw how he was acting Sunday night. No way you can call that normal.”


	Weezy nodded. “Yeah. That was bizarre. I think the wheels were coming off then. Someone was making a fool of him, he blew the game, he was drinking, he was alone in the woods screaming at no one … all the signs were there.”


	“Of what?”


	“Of a breakdown. Maybe we should have said something.”


	“How could we know? We’re not shrinks.”


	They were passing USED. He was supposed to put in a couple of hours today. Usually he didn’t mind spending the afternoon alone in a store full of musty old stuff, but today that was the last thing he felt like doing.


	“Wait here a sec,” he said as he trotted up to the store’s front door.


	He stuck his head inside and saw Mr. Rosen at the counter, reading the paper and listening to his classical music station.


	“Mister Rosen, is it okay if I don’t come in today?”


	He looked up over his reading glasses. “Of course it’s okay. I heard about your friend at school. What a terrible tragedy.” He shook his head sadly. “So young and yet nothing to live for? Such an awful thing to lose a child. His parents must be inconsolable.”


	Jack hadn’t thought about Toliver’s folks. His dad had a weekly TV show on the local channel. Thinking about them now made him feel even worse. He tried to imagine his own mother’s reaction if someone ever came to the door and told her that her miracle boy had hung himself. His mind shied from the picture.


	“Thanks, Mister Rosen.”


	“Take a couple of days already. It’s slow now, so don’t worry.”


	Jack waved and returned to the street where he resumed walking with Weezy. Eddie was way ahead of them now.


	After a while she said, “Mrs. Morton told us something this afternoon.”


	“Who’s she?”


	“Social studies. Her husband’s an EMT. He helped remove … the body. He said he had a note on him.”


	A suicide note? Jack stopped and grabbed her arm.


	“What did it say?”


	Please, he thought. Nothing about his locker. Please!


	“She said he only got a glimpse at it, but he saw the words ‘I hope you’re happy.’”


	“‘Happy’? Happy about what?”


	She shrugged. “If it said, he didn’t see it.”


	“About him committing suicide?”


	“Jack,” she said with a trace of annoyance, “I only know what she told me.” She looked at him as they started walking again. “You’re acting kind of strange.”


	He knew he was, but couldn’t help it. He felt strange.


	“It’s not every day that someone you know hangs himself.” Mentally he added, And you’re possibly—probably—to blame.


	She only nodded.


	After a while Jack said, “Did Mrs. Morton say where he … where it happened?”


	“No … but I can guess.”


	“Me too.” He made a snap decision. “I’m going out there. Want to come?”


	She stared at him. “Are you crazy? That’s a … what … a crime scene or something. You can’t go out there.”


	“Watch me.”


	They could shoo him away, but he wanted a look—needed a look—at where it happened.


	“And you call me morbid.”


	“So you’re not coming?”


	She sighed. “Of course I am.”
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	They found a sheriff’s department patrol car and two state police cruisers parked on the firebreak trail near where he and Weezy had spied on Toliver’s strange behavior.


	Yellow crime-scene tape surrounded the big oak where the pine lights had performed their loop-the-loop.


	His tongue felt dry as sand as he stared at the tree, wondering which branch Toliver had used, and what kind of rope, and how he’d gone about it, and what had been going through his mind the whole time up until the final …


	Something flashed in the shade. Someone was taking pictures, but Jack couldn’t see what the others were doing. Two sheriff’s deputies stood outside the tape, watching. Jack recognized one of them as Tim Davis.


	“Maybe we’d better go,” Weezy said in a hushed voice.


	Jack shook his head. “I want to see what they’re doing.”


	He led her along the rutted path for a closer look. From the new angle he saw that someone was digging a hole near the tree. He wondered why.


	No one had noticed them yet. If they could find a place where they could see without being seen …


	He glanced around and saw the dead zone amid the ebony spleenwort. He remembered the vague uneasiness he’d felt in there before, but it offered perfect concealment.


	He nudged Weezy and pointed toward the spot. She shook her head and pointed back to the bikes. Jack took her arm and guided her toward the clearing. She came along with no protest other than an unhappy expression.


	As they arrived at the edge of the dead zone, Jack noticed a disturbance in the sand near its center. He pointed it out to Weezy.


	“Look,” he whispered as he spotted a line of scuff marks going toward it and coming away. “Footprints.”


	“Well, that makes sense,” Weezy said. “That’s where we saw him kneeling Sunday night.”


	Jack frowned. That sounded perfectly logical on the surface, but something wasn’t clicking.


	He was about to step through the spleenwort when he realized what was wrong and froze. Weezy angled to move past him but he stopped her.


	“What’s the matter?” she said.


	“Don’t you see? It—”


	“You two!”


	Jack whirled around at the sound of a voice behind them and saw Deputy Tim Davis. His eyes were invisible behind his sunglasses, but the rest of his face did not look happy.


	“Why is it,” Tim said, “that whenever anything strange happens, you two are never far away. What are you doing here?”


	Jack said, “We were passing by and saw the cars.”


	He didn’t want to tell him about following Toliver here.


	“Why don’t I believe you? I know you two like to trespass on Foster’s land, but how did you just happen to end up here on this particular afternoon?”


	Jack tried to change the subject. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder.


	“We were just looking at something strange in that clearing.” He turned and pointed. “See? The sand’s messed up in one spot and there’s one set of footprints going in and out.”


	Tim stared at the dead zone. “So?”


	“So it rained like crazy yesterday. That means those footprints were made after the rain.”


	“Yeah,” Tim said, nodding slowly. “That’s exactly what it means.”


	He looked around at the ground and picked up a three-foot piece of broken branch.


	“You two stay here.”


	With that, he stepped through the spleenwort and entered the dead zone. He dragged the tip of the branch through the sandy soil about a foot to the right of the footprint trails, around the area of disturbed sand, and then all the way back on the left side of the prints.


	Then, staying outside the line, he went back and squatted by the disturbed area and started poking at it with the stick. Jack saw him stiffen as he lifted the stick. A dirty pink sock dangled from its tip.


	He dropped the stick and hurried toward Jack and Weezy.


	“Okay, you two,” he said, his voice and expression tight. “Time to take off.”


	Jack couldn’t take his eyes off the sock where it lay in the clearing.


	“But—?”


	Tim grabbed one of Jack’s shoulders and one of Weezy’s. He turned them around and began propelling them away from the clearing.


	“No buts, no nothing. This whole area’s about to be taped off. You don’t belong here. Skedaddle home. Now.”


	“But Tim—”


	“Now, Jack. This is serious. You can’t be here. And don’t think you’ll get special treatment because of Kate. You push me, I’ll arrest you.”


	Jack could tell from his tone that he wasn’t kidding, but he had to tell him. He twisted free and faced him.


	“That sock—I saw it or one just like it fall out of Toliver’s locker last week.”


	Tim stopped. “You’re sure?”


	“Very sure. He grabbed it and stuffed it in his pocket.”


	Tim stood silent a moment, then said, “Thanks. That helps. But you’re still outta here. Get!”


	“Okay, I’m getting,” he said, moving slowly, “but can I ask you about the suicide note?”


	“Damn it!” Tim said. “Where did you hear about that?”


	“Rumors.” He didn’t want to get Mrs. Morton’s husband in trouble. “It said, ‘I hope you’re happy.’ What does—?”


	Tim raised his arms. “Where did you hear that?”


	Jack ignored the question. “Did it say who he hoped was happy or why he did it?”


	The answer was important to Jack. If he’d done it because of the locker tricks or because he’d blown the game to the Greyhounds, then the blame for Toliver hanging himself rested squarely on Jack’s shoulders.


	“I’m not telling you anything, Jack. I’m not even saying there was a note. This is an ongoing investigation.”


	“Please, Tim?”


	He pointed back toward the firebreak trail. “Get!”


	As they walked toward their bikes, Weezy said, “Why are you so interested in why he did it?”


	“I just am.” How he wished he could unburden himself to her. “He’s the first person I’ve ever known who killed himself. Hopefully the last. I’d like to understand.”


	“We may never know. There could be a million reasons.”


	“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”


	Jack just hoped his locker wasn’t one of them.


	“And what do you think’s going on in the dead zone? I mean, a sock?”


	Jack shook his head. “I wish I knew. There’s something really weird going on here.”


	“You think those were … his footprints?”


	Weezy couldn’t seem to bring herself to say his name.


	“Toliver’s? Yeah, I do. But why he buried that sock there I can’t even begin to imagine.”


	Weezy said, “Maybe he was so completely out of his head that we shouldn’t expect him to make sense.”


	Jack found himself unable to reply to that, because he was the one who’d helped drive him out of his head.
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	It hit Jack hard later on when he was alone. He kept seeing the shock and terror on Toliver’s face when he saw that dead possum. Jack had reveled in it at the time, but now, knowing what it had led to, it sickened him.


	If only he could talk to someone about it—someone who knew the whole story and could understand the guilt he was feeling.


	His folks hadn’t helped. Oh, they’d meant to, but their consolations were based on the assumption that Jack was down because he’d lost a schoolmate he’d looked up to. Nothing was further from the truth.


	But it only got worse.


	He’d struggled through his homework and finally finished it. Now he was trying to read a science fiction novel—one of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s old Mars tales—in the hope that it would grab him and give him a break from thinking about Carson Toliver. It wasn’t working. And then his mom called from the kitchen.


	“Jack? Kate’s on the phone.”


	Kate … good old Kate would help.


	“Oh, Jack, I’m so shocked to hear about this boy at school. You must be feeling terrible. I’m so sorry.”


	“Yeah.” Had to be careful. His mother was over by the sink, hanging on every word while pretending to be busy with something else. “No one saw it coming.”


	“I took a few psychology courses in college and that’s too often the case. But usually, when you look back, there were signs.”


	“Um, someone was kind of harassing him.” He needed to bring this up somehow, and figured this was the best way. “You know, breaking into his locker and leaving stuff. It kind of embarrassed him. And then he had to be benched during the game against North. Do you think all that could have had anything to do with it?”


	“Could have. Mom told me he was the most popular boy in school.”


	Jack could feel his stomach tightening. Come on, Kate. Help me out here.


	“He was. Who could have thought that stuff would make him, you know, kill himself?”


	“You never know, Jack. Some people who look like they’ve got the world on a string are barely holding it together. They’ve learned to hide all sorts of inner turmoil and put on a good front. But when things start to go wrong, they can’t cope. Things that would simply upset you and me bring the world crashing down around them. They decompensate, and some of them … some of them see no way out, so they end it all.”


	Jack closed his eyes and leaned against the wall. He’d picked on a guy who’d been walking a psychological high wire. He’d made him lose his balance and fall. The fact that he hadn’t known about the high-wire act was some defense, but if Jack had stayed away from the locker, Toliver would still be alive.


	Then again, if Toliver had left Weezy alone, Jack wouldn’t have gone near his locker.


	What a godawful mess.


	“Thanks, Kate,” he said, hoping he sounded sincere through the growing wave of nausea. She’d tried her best. She didn’t know the whole story. “You’ve been a big help.”


	Jack managed a little small talk with her, then hung up and wandered back to his room.


	He could tell he had a long, sleepless night ahead of him.


	WEDNESDAY
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	A second bomb dropped the next day.


	The bus to school was not as quiet as yesterday’s ride home. The kids were talking, but only about Carson Toliver. No one was crying … yet.


	In school Jack forced himself to walk by the locker, now draped in black bunting. Nearby he saw three senior girls in a tight group hug, sobbing. The sight built a lump in his throat.


	The school brought in counselors who went from class to class and talked about coping with death and loss. Jack barely listened. He wished they were talking about coping with causing death and loss.


	The teachers tried to teach but they knew the kids were only half there so they didn’t pull any pop quizzes. Mrs. Schneider even canceled a history test she’d had scheduled.


	All the kids who thought they were feeling about as bad as they could feel in school were wrong.


	Things were about to get worse.
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	Jack knew something was up the instant Weezy dropped into the last empty chair at the table where he and Eddie were eating lunch. First off, sophomore girls didn’t hang out with freshman boys, and second, her usually pale face was dead white—as white as Saree’s. Even her lips were white. Which made the redness of her eyes even more startling.


	“What’s wrong?” Jack said. He knew she couldn’t be this upset about Toliver now—not a whole day after the news.


	She sniffed. “Didn’t you hear?”


	“Hear what?”


	“Somebody just heard it on the radio. The police dug up a body in the Pines yesterday.”


	Jack nearly choked on his sandwich as the table went silent. His mind raced. Another Lodge member, like the one he and Weezy had found? Or…?


	“Do they know who it is?”


	She nodded, tears welling in her eyes. “They say it’s Marcie Kurek.”


	Jack felt a chill. Marcie Kurek … the sophomore girl who’d disappeared last year.


	“Did they say where in the Pines?”


	She shook her head. “No.”


	Jack looked straight into her eyes. “Do you think it could have been…?” He didn’t want to say where.


	Weezy stiffened as if she’d been hit with an electric shock.


	“Ohmigod!”


	“What?” Eddie said. “What are you two talking about?”


	A couple of the other kids at the table wanted to know too.


	Jack leaned back. “Nothing.”


	“Bull!” Eddie said. “You guys know something. Give. What is it?”


	Jack looked around the caf. He could see the news spreading from table to table like a wave. He heard screams from over where the junior girls usually sat—Marcie would have been a junior this year. Jack had never met her, and had seen her face only in newspaper photos shortly after she disappeared, but she had been talked about so much in the past year, he felt as if he knew her.


	He closed his eyes and wished he could teleport himself into the Pines, because he knew—or at least was as sure as he could be without actually going out there—where they’d found Marcie.


	School seemed like a prison now. He knew where he’d be headed as soon as he was sprung. He glanced at Weezy and knew she’d be with him.
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	But Weezy couldn’t.


	She had to go to Medford with her mother. She didn’t say why, but Jack suspected it was to see that Dr. Hamilton. He’d spotted her in the car with her mother last Wednesday. A weekly visit?


	The state police and the sheriff’s department had only one car each in the Pines today. Jack recognized the license plate on Tim’s unit. No surprise since he patrolled this section of the county.


	He dropped his bike and hurried along the ruts. This time, in addition to the suicide tree, he found the entire dead zone taped off as well. Jack moved up as close as the tape would allow. A large hole, big enough to fit a human, had been dug in the center of the clearing.


	I was right, he thought, feeling suddenly short of breath. She was buried right here … right where they found that sock.


	He’d suspected it earlier, but now … to see … to know …


	He looked around and saw Tim Davis walking his way, an angry look on his face.


	“You’re really pushing me, Jack.”


	“That’s where you dug her up, right?”


	Tim pointed toward the firebreak trail. “Out. Now.”


	Jack started to obey, then stopped and held his ground.


	“Come on, Tim. You owe me.”


	His expression changed to surprise. “Because I once dated your sister? I don’t think so.”


	“No, because I showed you where that sock was. You wouldn’t have found Marcie without that.”


	“Yes, we would have.”


	“But who knows when? You were digging way over the by the sui—by the oak.”


	“How do you know that?”


	“I saw it yesterday. Come on, Tim. It’s only fair.”


	He stared at Jack a long moment, his eyes unreadable behind his sunglasses. Finally he sighed and looked around.


	“Okay. It’ll be in tomorrow’s paper anyway. I guess I can give you a preview.”


	Jack had been putting the pieces together all day. He was reasonably sure of the answer, but asked the question anyway.


	“Do you know who did it?”


	Tim nodded. “Carson Toliver looks good for it. He’s our number one suspect.”


	Jack said nothing. Like seeing the spot where they’d dug up Marcie—one thing to suspect it, quite another to hear it confirmed.


	“You don’t look surprised,” Tim said.


	“Yeah, well, that’s what I thought.”


	Tim snapped off his glasses and stared at Jack. “The hell you did! No way you could put that together.”


	Based on the little Tim thought Jack knew, that would seem true. But Jack knew Toliver was capable of violence—though he’d never dreamed he would kill—and had seen him in the dead zone Sunday night. It had never occurred to Jack that Marcie might be buried there until he heard that she’d been found. Then the pieces had begun creeping together.


	Blood on Toliver’s hands … Saree had been right about that, but wrong about the piney part. Marcie wasn’t a piney. She’d lived in Shamong.


	Unless there was another victim …


	“Well, I’d seen Toliver with the sock you pulled out of that bare area. Did it belong to Marcie?”


	Tim nodded. “Yeah, we found a ring and a sneaker too, all on the list of things she’d been wearing when she disappeared.”


	“What’d he do … keep them as souvenirs?”


	“That’s the odd part. The crime scene people say they were buried with her—on her—and had only recently been removed. Lots of ‘products of decomposition’ or something like that on them.”


	Jack swallowed. “You mean he dug her up and…”


	“No. They say the body hadn’t been disturbed since it was buried a year ago.”


	“That doesn’t make sense.”


	“Tell me about it. The only thing we’re missing from the list of what she was wearing is a pink hair band. We’re getting a search warrant for his locker and his home.”


	Jack’s mouth went dry. The pink hair band around the neck of the possum—only he hadn’t put it there and hadn’t seen it in the locker.


	As a matter of fact, he hadn’t seen the sneaker in the locker either. And the ring … it had fallen out with the marbles, but there’d been no ring in the box when he’d set it up.


	An ice-footed spider scurried up his spine to his neck and settled there. Something was going on, something that couldn’t be.


	“Okay,” Jack said, choosing his words carefully, “if the sock you dug out of the sand was the same one I saw fall out of Toliver’s locker—”


	“It was—or at least we’re ninety percent sure it was. Here’s what we think happened: He left school, went home, stole a bottle of vodka from the house, a coil of rope from the garage, came out here, got drunk, buried Marcie’s belongings over there, right over her grave, then walked over to the tree and hung himself.”


	“Somewhere along the line he wrote a note, didn’t he?”


	“Right. Forgot to mention that.”


	“Can you tell me now if it said who he hoped was ‘happy’?”


	“From what we can tell, Marcie Kurek.”


	“Huh?”


	“The note said: ‘You win, Marcie. I ruined your life so I guess it’s only fair you ruined mine. I hope you’re happy.’”


	Jack felt his knees soften with relief. He could have kissed Tim, although that might have got him arrested.


	You win, Marcie … That meant guilt over killing her had made him believe Marcie was haunting him, ruining his life because he’d ended hers. That, not losing the game, had driven him to tie a rope around his neck.


	Maybe Toliver had brought her out here thinking she’d be easy, and she wasn’t. Maybe he got rough with her like he had with Weezy, thinking she was playing hard to get, or maybe he simply wanted what he wanted when he wanted it, had always gotten what he wanted, didn’t know the meaning of the word “no,” and didn’t care to learn. Maybe things got too far out of control and he had to silence her.


	He remembered Toliver’s words right out here Sunday night …


	It was an accident! I didn’t mean it!


	Whatever happened, Marcie wound up dead and he’d had to hide her body. Why he chose that particular spot, Jack couldn’t say, but with nothing growing there, he wouldn’t run into any roots, making the digging easy. Like digging at the beach.


	Maybe killing Marcie awoke some sickness in him that liked what he’d done. Maybe it had driven him to kill a piney girl. And to bring Weezy here last week.


	“You okay?” Tim said.


	Jack yanked himself back to the here and now. He’d been fighting a wave of nausea at the thought of what might have happened to Weezy if she hadn’t escaped from Toliver’s car.


	“I-I’m fine. I’d just like to know how that sock got from Marcie’s grave to Toliver’s locker without her body being disturbed.”


	“So would we all. But we’ve learned that someone was harassing him lately, someone who was able to break into his locker and leave surprises. We’d like to talk to that person.”


	Jack went cold. He’d covered his tracks well enough to keep anyone at school from tracing him—except Levi—but was that good enough to elude the police?


	He needed to muddy the waters a little.


	“Everybody would,” he said.


	Tim looked surprised. “They would? Why?”


	“Because no one can figure out how he got into Toliver’s locker the last time.” He described what Toliver had done to his last lock, then added, “But whoever it was got into the locker anyway.”


	Tim shrugged. “All he’d have to do was cut off the lock.”


	Jack shook his head. “Toliver had to cut off the lock the next morning. And the possum was inside. How do you explain that?”


	“I can’t.”


	Jack made a point of taking a long, slow look at the grave.


	“Maybe Marcie was doing it.”


	Tim grunted. “Oh, come on, Jack!”


	“Well, from the sound of his note, Toliver seemed to think so. So until someone comes up with a better explanation, that seems as good as any.”


	Jack had said it as a spur-of-the-moment thing, but the more he thought about it, the better he liked it. Not that he believed it for an instant, but if he mentioned it here and there around school in a half-serious fashion, he bet it would catch on and spread like a midsummer wildfire in the Pines.


	“If you think about it, Tim, it answers all the questions. No one could figure why the prankster was picking on the most popular and best-liked guy in the school, but revenge by Marcie answers that question. It also explains how the objects got off Marcie and into the locker, and how every lock was bypassed.”


	Tim’s expression was incredulous. “You expect me to believe there’s a ghost involved?”


	“It fills in all the blanks. Got a better theory?”


	“No, but I’m sure as hell not telling the sheriff a ghost story.”


	You won’t have to, Jack thought. Because everyone else is going to believe it—or want to.


	That was what living close to the Pines did to people. Strange things went on in that nearby wilderness, and after a while you either accepted them or moved away.


	The Revenge of Marcie Kurek … Oh, people were going to love that story, and they’d tell it and retell it until it became an accepted part of Pinelands lore.


	Jack, of course, knew better. He and he alone knew who had really broken into Toliver’s locker and why.


	Except …


	Except for the sock, the ring, the sneaker, and the hair band … someone had to put them there. Jack didn’t believe in ghosts, but if not Toliver—he’d looked genuinely shocked to see them—and not Jack …


	Then who?
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	“I can’t believe it,” Weezy sobbed as she buried her face in her hands. “Carson Toliver killed Marcie?”


	Dark had fallen and they were sitting on one of the benches by the lake. Jack had relayed what Tim had told him.


	“Tim says, with the note and all, everything points to him. It’ll be in the paper tomorrow.”


	She raised her head and looked at him. Her tearstained cheeks glistened in the glow of a nearby streetlight.


	“But that means I could have been…”


	“I know…”


	He could have added “next” but no need. She’d already reached that conclusion.


	She wrapped her arms across her chest. “I feel so scared and cold and … I think I’m gonna be sick.”


	Jack hesitated, then slipped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. He felt her resist, then tremble and lean into him.


	“You’re safe, Weez. He’s gone and I’ve got your back. It’s over.”


	Except for the piney blood … if there was any.


	“Should I tell the police what he tried to do to me? I thought it didn’t matter once he was gone, but maybe it does.”


	Jack took an instant dislike to that idea.


	“What would that accomplish? The police are convinced he’s the killer. Putting yourself in the middle of this mess doesn’t help them, and can only hurt you.”


	She snuggled closer, like a kitten trying to borrow a little warmth. Man, that felt good.


	“You’re right. You’ve been right a lot lately, Jack.”


	“Just luck.”


	Jack remembered an old saying that went something like, The harder I work, the luckier I get.


	Then she asked the question Jack couldn’t answer.


	“But who was breaking into his locker?”


	So he decided to start the ghost story with Weezy.


	“Maybe it was Marcie Kurek, getting even.”


	He went on to explain his reasoning, just as he had to Tim.


	When he was through, Weezy said, “I believe in a lot of things I can’t prove, Jack, but I don’t believe in ghosts.”


	“Not even a little?”


	“Well, maybe people leave emanations behind when they die violently, but the whole ghost thing … people reappearing and looking like they did in real life … that’s so bogus.”


	“Why?”


	“A ghost is supposedly their spirit, so why should it look like their body? And why should it be dressed, for God’s sake? That always makes me laugh. Why would a spirit dress up in clothes?”


	Jack had to admit she had a point. It did seem stupid. But he wasn’t backing down.


	“Marcie didn’t appear to anyone that we know of—I can’t speak for Toliver, of course—but it answers all the mysteries, Weezy. How else do you explain what happened?”


	She was silent a long time, still leaning against him, and Jack sort of wished the moment would go on and on. But then she straightened, pulling away.


	“Yeah, it does. But it’s too easy. Something’s missing.”


	Uh-oh.


	“What do you mean?”


	“I don’t know. Somehow I think it’s more complicated than that.” She rose and turned to face him. “I’m going to have to do some heavy thinking on this. I don’t need an immediate explanation for everything. But I know there’s one out there. I don’t believe I can know everything—I’m not smart enough and I won’t live long enough—but I’m pretty sure, given sufficient time and intelligence, everything is eventually knowable.”


	Jack agreed. But he wanted the ghost story out there, circulating.


	“But just for the heck of it, why don’t you ask your friends at school what they think about ghost vengeance?”


	“I may just do that.”


	Yeah, spread it around.


	She stared down at him. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll be ready when the news hits tomorrow morning.” She bent and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “You’re a good friend, Jack.”


	I try, he thought as goose bumps raised all over his skin.


	He watched her walk away, then stared at the lake, watching the ripples reflect the single lighted window in the Lodge up on the rise.
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	“How interesting,” said a woman’s voice.


	Jack jumped off the bench and spun to see Mrs. Clevenger and her three-legged dog standing behind him.


	“Oh, hi.”


	She fixed him with her stare. “You speak a truth while thinking you speak an untruth.”


	“Huh?”


	She stepped around the edge of the bench and seated herself. She patted the spot next to her.


	“Come sit again.”


	“Gee, I don’t know…”


	“Sit.”


	She said it like she was speaking to a dog, but Jack had never heard her tell her dog to sit.


	Still …


	He sat.


	“It is strange how things work in there,” she said, staring east to where the Pine Barrens lay.


	“I guess so.”


	She glanced at him. “It was not a question. I was not asking you to agree.”


	“Ooookay.”


	“A girl dies, murdered. She is buried and, in most other places, that would possibly be the end of that.”


	“Most other places? You mean most places other than the Pines?”


	“And even in the Pines. Most of the Barrens is exactly what it appears to be, but places exist within its million acres where, possibly, the usual laws do not apply.”


	“Like where?”


	“Places where plants will not grow, where living things will not tread. And where dead things do not rest easy.”


	She didn’t use Weezy’s ooh-scary voice, but the effect was more real. Jack felt that spider on his spine again.


	“You … you’re talking about the place where Marcie was buried?”


	“I am speaking only of possibilities.”


	“What’s wrong with it? Why won’t anything grow there? Was the ground poisoned?”


	He thought about the pine lights dipping into that dead soil. Did they sterilize it in some annual ritual, or had they been drawn by Marcie?


	“That would depend on what you mean by ‘poison.’”


	“Weezy says there was a building there once—a big one.”


	Mrs. Clevenger looked at him. “And how would she know that?”


	“She says the ebony spleenwort is a clue.”


	“She is very wise, that one. Yes, a building once existed there, a long, long time ago.”


	“What kind of building?”


	“Let us call it a temple of sorts. And let us assume that what went on in that building forever changed—one might say tainted—the place where it sat. It is not the earth itself, it is the place. Remove dirt from there and you will find it supports life very well someplace else. Move new fertile soil in and it will become barren—whatever you sow will not germinate, whatever you plant there will die.”


	Jack swallowed. This was so weird.


	“And if you ‘plant’ something dead there…?”


	She shrugged. “Perhaps it will rest easy, perhaps not. Let us assume the poor Kurek girl was buried in such a place. Perhaps she rested quietly and would have continued to do so had not a certain sequence of events been initiated.”


	Jack realized what she was talking about.


	“Toliver’s attack on Weezy.”


	She nodded. “Violence begets violence. Raw fear and lust are potent emotions.”


	“Do they attract pine lights?”


	She nodded. “You witnessed something few humans ever see.”


	How did she know that?


	“What are they anyway?”


	“They are known to some as lumens, but in essence, they are what they are.”


	Thanks for clearing that up, he thought.


	“But what did it mean? What were they doing?”


	“Who can explain the lumens? They remain mostly isolated and disconnected, but under certain circumstances—the autumnal equinox, for one—they become organized. Something triggered their activity.”


	“Weezy—”


	“Her pain and terror—perhaps. As I was saying, the Kurek girl might have remained quiet had not her killer attempted violence upon another girl so near to where she lay.”


	“She woke up?”


	“No, of course not. She is dead. Death is death, but sometimes death is not the end. A remnant became aware, and with that awareness came rage at the one who had so shortened her young life.”


	“Wait-wait-wait.” This was too much like the ghost story he’d made up. “He asked about someone being haunted. Are you saying it’s true? That Marcie’s ghost got into Toliver’s locker and left those things for him?”


	“I am saying no such thing. I am saying that if an object exists in one place, it can be moved to another.”


	“But something has to transport it.”


	She nodded. “I agree.”


	“But—”


	She gave Jack an intent look. “Sometimes the living help by opening that which is closed.”


	It took a moment or two for that to sink in. And when it did, the meaning blasted through Jack like a winter storm.


	Was she saying that whatever “residue” of Marcie had awakened had been able to follow him into Toliver’s locker? But how could Mrs. Clevenger know about—?


	Oh, crap. Had Walt told her about meeting him in the dead of night? Had she put it all together?


	Or did she just … know? She seemed to know all sorts of things. If she knew about his father’s vasectomy becoming recanalized, and knew about him watching the pine lights a couple of nights ago, then she could easily know about his secret trips to Toliver’s locker.


	Though she seemed harmless, even benign, this old woman gave him the creeps.


	“Wh-who helped?”


	She smiled. “Not to worry. I will tell no one.”


	Tim had said the sheriff’s office would be looking for whoever had broken into Toliver’s locker. He couldn’t imagine them questioning someone everybody considered crazy, or believing her even if she went to them. Still, you never knew.


	“The police—”


	“The concerns of the police are of no concern to me. You acted nobly. Weezy is lucky to have such a friend.”


	Jack couldn’t help a swell of pride at the compliment.


	“So … is it over?”


	She nodded. “The Pine Barrens are all about balance. They allow the scales to remain uneven for only so long, then they must be brought back into line. The scales are balanced.”


	“Are they? Someone told me something about piney blood on Toliver’s hands.”


	“That would be Saree. She is right.”


	“Then—”


	“It is over.” She rose and leaned on her cane as she looked down at him. “I will leave you now. I know you helped the balance. I have no need to discuss it with anyone else.”


	With that she turned and walked slowly away, her dog following in its strange, three-legged gait.


	He watched them cross the Quaker Lake bridge and disappear into the shadows of Old Town.
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	He sat a few moments longer, pondering piney blood and thinking about how his collection of secrets was growing: things he’d done that he wasn’t supposed to do, things he knew that he wasn’t supposed to know.


	He glanced left and saw a figure approaching. He couldn’t make out the face but no need to: A tall, slim man in a white suit could be only one person.


	“Well, well,” Mr. Drexler said, smiling his thin smile as he stopped next to the bench. “Look who’s here, all alone. No friends?”


	“All I need. How about you?”


	He shook his head. “Friendship is highly overrated. The only difference between a friend and an enemy is that a friend will stab you in the heart rather than the back. The few times I’ve tried friendship I found its attendant duties, social and otherwise, quite burdensome. I much prefer to do without.”


	Jack had no idea how to respond to that, so he said nothing.


	Mr. Drexler added, “Some people cannot bear being alone. Perhaps because when they are alone there is no one there. You do not appear to mind.”


	“Just because I’m alone doesn’t mean I’m lonely.”


	He tapped the bench with the tip of his cane. “Excellent response. You’ve got you, and sometimes that’s quite enough.” He waved his cane around. “Quite an entertaining little town you’ve got here, Jack. Murder, suicide, a man named Weird Walt, and you. I shall miss it.”


	“You’re leaving?”


	“Your powers of deduction are positively Holmesian. I have accomplished my purpose. Time to leave this entertaining little town.”


	He kept calling Johnson entertaining. Why?


	“Not to worry. Your gardening job is secure until the frost. I came to town merely to reorganize after the sudden departure of a number of members. My work here is done.”


	Departure of members? Yeah, departed as in dead. As for work, Jack hadn’t seen him do any work. Hadn’t seen him do much of anything except hang around and have meetings. The card he’d given Jack had said he was an “actuator” for the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order, but who knew what that meant.


	He grinned up at him. “Going to go actuate somewhere else?”


	Mr. Drexler’s smile was tight and tolerant. “I suppose one might put it that way. As you can imagine, this Lodge was in severe disarray after the events of August.”


	I’ll bet it was, Jack thought.


	The mysterious sudden deaths of four local members would tend to disarray things.


	“But it’s back on track now. The Order has other tasks for me.”


	“Where next?”


	“Wherever I am sent.” He twirled his cane. “Good-bye, Jack.”


	Jack rose and thrust out his hand. “Nice meeting you. And thanks for the job.”


	It hadn’t really been nice meeting him—he was kind of creepy—but he’d treated him well and fairly, despite the fiasco last month, and it seemed like the right thing to say.


	Mr. Drexler’s hand was cool and dry as it gripped Jack’s and gave it a firm squeeze.


	“Perhaps someday we shall be brothers in the Order.”


	“Um, yeah, perhaps.”


	Don’t hold your breath.


	As Mr. Drexler turned and strolled away, Jack headed home.


	He was halfway up Franklin Street when he saw movement to his right and Levi Coffin emerged from the shadows.


	Jack hid his surprise. This guy had a habit of seeming to appear out of thin air.


	“You following me?”


	“Nope,” he said as he fell in step beside Jack.


	“Well, you’ve got to be a long way from home.”


	“I am.”


	“Then how do you get around? Teleport?”


	“What’s that?”


	Jack couldn’t believe he didn’t know, but explained anyway.


	“That’s when you make a thing disappear from one place and appear in another.”


	“That’s your talent! You moved those things into Toliver’s locker without openin’ the door!”


	“No. Wrong. I don’t have a talent.”


	“Then how’d you know about this teleportatin’?”


	“Teleporting. And everybody knows.”


	“Not everybody. At least not by that word. We call it ‘moving.’”


	“‘We’?”


	“Yeah, well, never mind that. Came by to tell you some news. I found out whose piney blood Toliver had on his hands.”


	“Whose?”


	“Marcie Kurek’s.”


	“No way. She wasn’t a—”


	“Yeah, she was. I never knew. Hardly anybody did, but when news came out she was killed, people who did know started talkin’. Turns out she was Noah Appleton’s little girl. Noah got killed in a huntin’ accident shortly after Marcie was born. Not too long after that her mama took up with this Kurek fellow from Shamong and married him. Left her kinfolk and never looked back. Even let this Kurek fellow adopt Marcie and change her name. That gal may’ve lived in Shamong, but she was born in the Pines, and once a piney, always a piney.”


	Jack shook his head. “So Saree was right.”


	He now understood what Mrs. C had meant when she insisted the scales were balanced.


	“Yeah, her talent held true. And yours … if it ain’t teleportin’, what is it?”


	Jack held up his hands, palms out. “Enough. I’m not doing this again.”


	“Okay, okay. Have it your way. But I’m a-gonna figger out your talent. I’m a-gonna keep an eye on you, and when I catch you usin’ it, I’ll know.”


	Jack didn’t like the idea of anybody watching him, especially a weird piney, but he stayed cool.


	“Well, Levi, you’ve got an awfully boring life ahead of you. And what’s with all this ‘talent’ talk? You got some sort of special talent yourself?”


	He sensed a wall go up around Levi. He was still right beside him but it felt like he’d teleported ten feet away.


	“We ain’t allowed to talk about that.”


	There it was again: We.


	“What do—?”


	“Gotta go,” Levi said, and trotted off toward the shadows.


	“Hey, wait!”


	“Be seein’ you.”


	And then he was gone.


	Be seein’ you …


	That sounded too much like Be watching you … and that gave Jack the creeps.


	And who were the “we” he mentioned, the ones who weren’t allowed to talk about supposed “talents”?


	Jack wondered if he’d ever know.
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	Repairman Jack awoke with light in his eyes, white noise in his ears, and an ache in his back.


	He’d fallen asleep on the couch in the spare bedroom where he kept his DVD player and projection TV. He turned his head toward the set. A nervous tweed pattern buzzed around on the six-foot screen while the air conditioner in the right half of the double window beside it worked full blast to keep the room at seventy.


	He got to his feet with a groan and shut off the TV. The hiss of white noise stopped. He leaned over and touched his toes, then straightened and rotated his lower spine. His back was killing him. That couch was made for sitting, not sleeping.


	He stepped to the player and ejected the disc. He’d fallen asleep during the closing credits of the 1931 Frankenstein, part one of Repairman Jack’s unofficial James Whale Festival.


	Poor Henry Frankenstein, he thought, slipping the disc into its box. Despite all evidence to the contrary, despite what everyone around him thought, Henry had been sure he was sane.


	Jack located the proper slot in the rack on the wall, shoved Frankenstein in, and pulled out its neighbor. Bride of Frankenstein, part two of his private James Whale Festival.


	A glance out the window revealed the usual vista of sandy shore, calm blue ocean, and supine sunbathers. He was tired of the view. Especially since some of the bricks had started showing through. Three years since he’d had the scene painted on the blank wall facing the windows of this and the other bedroom. Long enough. The beach scene no longer interested him. Perhaps a rain forest mural would be better. With lots of birds and reptiles and animals hiding in the foliage. Yes … a rain forest. He filed the thought away. He’d have to keep an eye out for someone who could do the job justice.


	The phone began ringing in the front room. Who could that be? He’d changed his number a couple of months ago. Only a few people had it. He didn’t bother to lift the receiver. The answering machine would take care of that. He heard a click, heard his own voice start his standard salutation:


	“Pinocchio Productions … I’m not in right now, but if you’ll—”


	A woman’s voice broke in over his own, her tone impatient. “Pick up if you’re there, Jack. Otherwise I’ll call back later.”


	Gia!


	Jack nearly tripped over his own feet in his rush to the phone.


	“Gia? That you?”


	“Yes, it’s me.” Her voice sounded flat, almost resentful.


	“God! It’s been a long time!” Two months. Forever. He had to sit down. “I’m so glad you called.”


	“It’s not what you think, Jack.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“I’m not calling for myself. If it were up to me I wouldn’t be calling at all. But Nellie asked me to.”


	His jubilation faded, but he kept talking. “Who’s Nellie?” He drew a blank on the name.


	“Nellie Paton. You must remember Nellie and Grace, the two English ladies?”


	“Oh, yeah. How could I forget? They introduced us.”


	“I’ve managed to forgive them.”


	Jack let that go by without comment. “What’s the problem?”


	“Grace has disappeared. She hasn’t been seen since she went to bed Monday night.”


	He remembered Grace Westphalen: a very prim and proper Englishwoman pushing seventy. Not the eloping sort.


	“Have the police—?”


	“Of course. But Nellie wanted me to call you to see if you’d help. So I’m calling.”


	“Does she want me to come over?”


	“Yes. If you will.”


	“Will you be there?”


	She gave an exasperated sigh. “Yes. Are you coming or not?”


	“I’m on my way.”


	“Better wait. The patrolmen who were here said a detective from the department would be coming by this morning.”


	“Oh.” That wasn’t good.


	“I thought that might slow you up.”


	She didn’t have to sound so smug about it.


	“I’ll be there after lunch.”


	“You know the address?”


	“I know it’s a yellow townhouse on Sutton Square. There’s only one.”


	“I’ll tell her to expect you.”


	And then she hung up.


	Jack tossed the receiver in his hand and cradled it on the base.


	He was going to see Gia today. She’d called him. She hadn’t been friendly, and she’d said she was calling for someone else—but she’d called. That was more than she’d done since she’d walked out. He couldn’t help feeling good.


	He strolled through the third-floor apartment’s front room that served as living room and dining room. He found the room immensely comfortable, but few visitors shared his enthusiasm. His best friend, Abe Grossman, had, in one of his more generous moods, described the room as “claustrophobic.” When Abe was feeling grumpy he said it made the Addams Family house look like it had been decorated in Bauhaus.


	Old movie posters covered the walls along with bric-a-brac shelves loaded with the neat stuff Jack picked up in forgotten junk stores during his wanderings through the city. He wound his way through a collection of old Victorian golden oak furniture that left little room for anything else: a seven-foot hutch, intricately carved, a fold-out secretary, a sagging, high-backed sofa, a massive claw-foot dining table, two end tables whose legs each ended in a bird’s foot clasping a crystal sphere, and his favorite, a big, wing-back chair.


	He reached the bathroom and started the hated morning ritual of shaving. As he ran the razor over his cheeks and throat he again considered the idea of a beard. He didn’t have a bad face. Brown eyes, dark brown hair growing perhaps a little too low on his forehead. A nose neither too big nor too small. He smiled at himself in the mirror. Not an altogether hideous grimace—what they used to call a shit-eating grin. The teeth could have been whiter and straighter, and the lips were on the thin side, but not a bad smile. An inoffensive face. As an added bonus, a wiry, well-muscled, five-eleven frame went along with the face at no extra charge.


	So what’s not to like?


	His smile faltered.


	Ask Gia. She seems to think she knows what’s not to like.


	But all that was going to change starting today.


	After a quick shower, he dressed and downed a couple of bowls of Cocoa Puffs, then strapped on his ankle holster and slipped the world’s smallest .45, a Semmerling skeleton model LM4, into it. He knew the holster was going to be hot against his leg, but he never went out unarmed. His peace of mind would compensate for any physical discomfort.


	He checked the peephole in the front door, then twisted the central knob, retracting the four bolts at the top, bottom, and both sides. The heat in the third floor hall slammed against him at the threshold. He was wearing Levi’s and a lightweight short-sleeve shirt. He was glad he’d skipped the undershirt. The humidity in the hall wormed its way into his clothes and oozed over his skin as he headed down to the street.


	Jack stood on the front steps for a moment. Sunlight glared sullenly through the haze over the roof of the Museum of Natural History far down the street to his right. The wet air hung motionless above the pavement. He could see it, smell it, taste it—and it looked, smelled, and tasted dirty. Dust, soot, and lint laced with carbon monoxide, with perhaps a hint of rancid butter from the garbage can around the corner in the alley.


	Ah! The Upper West Side in August.


	He ambled down to the sidewalk and walked west along the row of brownstones that lined his street. Along the way he pulled out his Tracfone and dialed his office number, then a four-digit code. A recorded voice—not Jack’s—came over the wire with the familiar message:


	“This is Repairman Jack. I’m out on a call now, but when you hear the tone, leave your name and number and give me a brief idea of the nature of your problem. I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.”


	After the tone a woman’s voice started talking about a problem with the timer on her dryer. Another beep and a man was looking for some free information on how to fix a blender. Jack ignored the numbers they gave; he had no intention of calling them back. But how did they get his number? He’d restricted his name to the white pages—with an incorrect street address, naturally—to cut down on appliance repair calls, but people managed to find him anyway.


	The third and last voice was unique: smooth in tone, the words clipped, rapid, tinged with Britain, but definitely not British. Jack knew a couple of Pakistanis who sounded like that. The man was obviously upset, and stumbled over his words.


	“Mr. Jack … my grandmother—was beaten terribly last night. I must speak to you immediately. It is terribly important.”


	He gave his name and a number where he could be reached.


	That was one call Jack would return, even though he was going to have to turn the man down. He intended to devote all his time to Gia’s problem. And to Gia. This might be his last chance with her.


	He punched in the number. The clipped voice answered in the middle of the second ring.


	“Yes.”


	“Mr. Bahkti? This is Jack. You called my office during the night and—”


	Mr. Bahkti was suddenly very guarded. “This is not the same voice on the answering machine.”


	Sharp, Jack thought. The voice on the machine belonged to Abe Grossman. Jack never used his own voice on the office phone. But most people didn’t spot that.


	“An old tape,” Jack told him.


	“Ahhh. Well, then. I must see you immediately, Mr. Jack. It is a matter of the utmost importance. A matter of life and death.”


	“I don’t know, Mr. Bahkti, I—”


	“You must! There can be no refusal!”


	A new note had crept in. This was not a man used to hearing no. The tone had never set well with Jack.


	“You don’t understand. My time is already taken up with other—”


	“Mr. Jack! Are the other matters crucial to a woman’s life? Can they not be put aside for even a short while? My grandmother was mercilessly beaten on the streets of your city. She needs help that I cannot give her. So I’ve come to you.”


	Jack knew what Mr. Bahkti was up to. He thought he was pushing Jack’s buttons. Jack mildly resented it, but he was used to it and decided to hear him out anyway.


	Bahkti had already launched into his narrative.


	“Her car—an American car, I might add—broke down last night. And when she—”


	“Save it for later,” Jack told him, happy to be the one doing the cutting-off for a change.


	“You will meet me at the hospital? She is in St. Clare’s—”


	“No. Our first meeting will be where I say. I meet all customers on my home turf. No exceptions.”


	“Very well,” Bahkti said with a minimum of grace. “But we must meet very soon. There is so little time.”


	Jack gave him the address of Julio’s bar a few blocks uptown from where he stood. He checked his watch.


	“It’s just shy of ten now. Be there at ten-thirty sharp.”


	“Half an hour? I do not know if I can be there by then!”


	Fine! Jack liked to give customers as little time as possible to prepare for their first meeting. “Ten-thirty. You’ve got ten minutes grace. Any later and I’ll be gone.”


	“Ten-thirty,” Mr. Bahkti said, and hung up.


	That annoyed Jack. He’d wanted to hang up first.


	He walked north on Columbus Avenue, keeping to the shade on the right. Some shops were just opening, but most had been going strong for hours.


	Julio’s was open. But then, Julio’s rarely closed. Jack knew the first customers wandered in minutes after Julio unlocked at six in the morning. Some were just getting off their shift and stopped by for a beer, a hard-boiled egg, and a soft seat; others stood at the bar and downed a quick bracer before starting the day’s work. And still others spent the better part of every day in the cool darkness.


	“Jacko!” Julio cried from behind the bar. He was standing but only his head and the top half of his chest were visible.


	They didn’t shake hands. They knew each other too well and saw each other too often for that. They’d been friends for many years, ever since the time Julio began to suspect that his sister Rosa was getting punched around by her husband. It had been a delicate matter. Jack had fixed it for him. Since then the little man had screened Jack’s customers. For Julio possessed a talent, a nose, a sixth sense of sorts for spotting members of officialdom. Much of Jack’s energy was devoted to avoiding such people; his way of life depended on it. Also, in Jack’s line of work he often found it necessary to make other people angry in the course of serving a customer’s interests. So Julio kept an eye out for angry people.


	So far, Julio had never failed him.


	“Beer or business?”


	“Before noon? What do you think?”


	The remark earned Jack a brief dirty look from a sweaty old codger nursing a boilermaker.


	Julio came out from behind the bar and followed Jack to a rear booth, drying his hands on a towel as he swaggered along. A daily regime with free weights and gymnastics had earned him thickly muscled arms and shoulders. His hair was wavy and heavily oiled, his skin swarthy, his mustache a pencil line along his upper lip.


	“How many and when?”


	“One. Ten-thirty.” Jack slipped into the last booth and sat with a clear view of the door. The rear exit was two steps away. “Name’s Bahkti. Sounds like he’s from Pakistan or someplace around there.”


	“A man of color.”


	“More color than you, no doubt.”


	“Gotcha. Coffee?”


	“Sure.”


	Jack thought about seeing Gia later today. A nice thought. They’d meet, they’d touch, and Gia would remember what they’d had, and maybe … just maybe … she’d realize that he wasn’t such a bad guy after all. He began whistling through his teeth.


	Julio gave him a strange look as he returned with a coffeepot, a cup, and the morning’s Daily News.


	“How come you’re in such a good mood?”


	“Why not?”


	“You been a grouch for months now, meng.”


	Jack hadn’t realized it had been so obvious. “Personal.”


	Julio shrugged and poured him a cup of coffee. Jack sipped it black while he waited. He never liked first meetings with a customer. There was always a chance he wasn’t a customer but somebody with a score to settle. He got up and checked the exit door to make sure it was unlocked.


	Two Con Ed workers came in for a coffee break. They took their coffee clear and golden with a foamy cap, poured into pilsner glasses as they watched the TV over the bar. Some guy was interviewing three transvestite grammar school teachers; everyone on the screen had greenish hair and pumpkin-colored complexions. Julio served the Con Ed men a second round, then came out from behind the bar and took a seat by the door.


	Jack glanced at the paper. “Where Are the Winos?” was the headline. The press was getting lots of mileage out of the rapid and mysterious dwindling of the city’s derelict population during the past few months.


	At ten-thirty-two, Mr. Bahkti came in. No doubt it was him. He wore a navy blue Nehru-type tunic. His dark skin seemed to blend into his clothes. For an instant after the door swung shut behind him, all Jack could see was a pair of eyes floating in the air at the other end of the dim tavern.


	Julio approached him immediately. Words were exchanged and Jack noted the newcomer flinched away as Julio leaned against him. He seemed angry as Julio walked toward Jack with an elaborate shrug.


	“He’s clean,” he said as he came back to Jack’s booth. “Clean but weird.”


	“How do you read him?”


	“That’s jus’ it—I don’t read him. He’s bottled up real tight. Nothing at all out of that guy. Nothing but creeps.”


	“What?”


	“Sonthin’ ’bout him gimme the creeps, man. Wouldn’t want to get on his wrong side. You better be sure you can make him happy before you take him on.”


	Jack drummed his fingers on the table. Julio’s reaction made him uneasy. The little man was all macho and braggadocio. He must have sensed something pretty unsettling about Mr. Bahkti to have even mentioned it.


	“What’d you do to get him riled up?” Jack asked.


	“Nothin’ special. He jus’ got real ticked off when I give him my ‘accidental’ frisk. Didn’t like that one bit. You wanna take off?”


	Jack hesitated, toying with the idea of getting out now. After all, he probably was going to have to turn the man down anyway. But he had agreed to meet him, and the guy had arrived on time.


	“Send him back and let’s get this over with.”


	Julio waved Bahkti toward the booth and headed back to his place behind the bar.


	Bahkti strolled toward Jack with a smooth, gliding gait that reeked of confidence and self-assurance. He was halfway down the aisle when Jack realized with a start that his left arm was missing at the shoulder. But there was no pinned-up left sleeve—the jacket had been tailored without one. He was a tall man—six-three, Jack guessed—lean but sturdy. Well into his forties, maybe fifty. The nose was long; he wore a sculptured beard, neatly trimmed to a point at the chin. What could be seen of his mouth was wide and thin-lipped. The whites of his deep walnut eyes almost glowed in the darkness of his face, reminding Jack of John Barrymore in Svengali.


	He stopped at the edge of the facing banquette and looked down at Jack, taking his measure just as Jack was taking his.
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	Kusum Bahkti did not like this place called Julio’s, stinking as it did of liquor and grilled beef, and peopled with the lower castes. Certainly one of the foulest locations he’d had the misfortune to visit in this foul city. He was no doubt polluting his karma merely by standing here.


	And surely this very average-looking man sitting before him was not the one he was looking for. He looked like any American’s brother, anyone’s son, someone you would pass anywhere in this city and never notice. He looked too normal, too ordinary, too everyday to supply the services Kusum had been told about.


	If I were home …


	Yes. If he were home in Bengal, in Calcutta, he would have everything under control. A thousand men would be combing the city for the transgressor. He would be found, and he would wail and curse the hour of his birth before being sent on to another life.


	But here in America Kusum was reduced to an impotent supplicant standing before this stranger, asking for help. It made him sick.


	“Are you the one?” he asked.


	“Depends on who you’re looking for,” the man said.


	Kusum noted the difficulty the American was having trying to keep his eyes off his truncated left shoulder.


	“He calls himself Repairman Jack.”


	“The name wasn’t my idea.” The man spread his hands. “But, here I am.”


	This couldn’t be him. “Perhaps I have made a mistake.”


	“Perhaps so,” said the American.


	He seemed preoccupied, not the least bit interested in Kusum or what problem he might have.


	Kusum started to turn away, deciding he was constitutionally incapable of asking the help of a stranger, especially this stranger, then changed his mind.


	By Kali, he had no choice.


	He seated himself across the table from Repairman Jack.


	“I am Kusum Bahkti.”


	“Jack Nelson.” The American proffered his right hand.


	Kusum could not bring himself to grasp it, yet he did not want to insult this man. He needed him.


	“Mr. Nelson—”


	“Jack, please.”


	“Very well … Jack.” He was uncomfortable with such informality upon meeting. “Your pardon. I dislike to be touched. An Eastern prejudice.”


	Jack glanced at his hand, as if inspecting it for dirt.


	“I do not wish to offend—”


	“Forget it. Who gave you my number?”


	“Time is short … Jack”—it took conscious effort to use that first name—“and I must insist—”


	“I always insist on knowing where the customer came from. Who?”


	“Very well: Mr. Burkes at the UK Mission to the United Nations.”


	Burkes had answered Kusum’s frantic call this morning and had told him how well this Jack fellow had handled a delicate problem for the UK Mission a few years ago.


	Jack nodded. “I know Burkes. You with the UN?”


	Kusum knotted his fist and managed to tolerate the interrogation.


	“Yes.”


	“I suppose you Pakistani delegates are pretty tight with the British.”


	Kusum felt as if he’d been slapped in the face. He half started from his seat.


	“Do you insult me? I am not one of those Moslem—!” He caught himself. Probably an innocent error. Americans were ignorant of the most basic information. “I am from Bengal, a member of the Indian Delegation. I am a Hindu. Pakistan, which used to be the Punjab region of India, is a Moslem country.”


	The distinction appeared to be completely lost on Jack.


	“Whatever. Most of what I know about India I learned from watching Gunga Din a hundred times. So tell me about your grandmother.”


	Kusum was momentarily baffled. Wasn’t “Gunga Din” a poem? How did one watch a poem? He set his confusion aside.


	“Understand,” he said, absently brushing at a fly that had taken a liking to his face, “that if this were my own country I would resolve the matter in my own fashion.”


	“So you told me on the phone. Where is she now?”


	“In St. Clare’s hospital on West Fif—”


	“I know where it is. What happened to her?”


	“Her car broke down in the early hours of this morning. While her driver went to find a taxicab for her, she foolishly got out of the car. She was assaulted and beaten. If a police car hadn’t come by, she would have been killed.”


	“Happens all the time, I’m afraid.”


	A callous remark, ostensibly that of a city-dweller saving his pity for personal friends who became victims. But in Jack’s eyes Kusum detected a flash of emotion that told him perhaps this man could be reached.


	“Yes, much to the shame of your city.”


	“No one ever gets mugged on the streets of Bombay or Calcutta?”


	Kusum shrugged and brushed again at the fly. “What takes place between members of the lower castes is of no importance. In my homeland even the most desperate street hoodlum would think many times before daring to lay a finger upon one of my grandmother’s caste.”


	Something in this remark seemed to annoy Jack.


	“Ain’t democracy wonderful,” the American said with a sour expression.


	Kusum frowned, concealing his desperation. This was not going to work. He felt an instinctive antagonism between him and this Repairman Jack.


	“I believe I have made a mistake. Mr. Burkes recommended you very highly, but I do not think you are capable of handling this particular task. Your attitude is most disrespectful—”


	“What can you expect from a guy who grew up watching Bugs Bunny cartoons?”


	“—and you do not appear to have the physical resources to accomplish what I have in mind.”


	Jack smiled, as if used to this reaction. His elbows were on the table, his hands folded in front of him. Without the slightest hint of warning, his right hand blurred across the table towards Kusum’s face. Kusum steeled himself for the blow and prepared to lash out with his feet.


	The blow never landed. Jack’s hand passed within a millimeter of Kusum’s face and snatched the fly out of the air in front of his nose. Jack went to a nearby door and released the insect into the fetid air of a back alley.


	Fast, Kusum thought. Extremely fast. And what was even more important: He didn’t kill the fly.


	Perhaps this was the man after all.
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	Jack returned to his seat and studied the Indian. To his credit, Kusum hadn’t flinched. Either his reflexes were extremely slow, or he had something like copper wire for nerves. Jack figured Kusum’s reflexes to be pretty good.


	Score one for each of us, he thought. He wondered how Kusum had lost that arm.


	“The point is probably moot,” Jack said. “Finding a particular mugger in this city is like poking at a hornets’ nest to find the one that bit you. If she saw enough of him to identify a mug shot, she should go to the police and—”


	“No police!” Kusum said quickly.


	Those were the very two words Jack was waiting to hear. If the police were involved, Jack would not be.


	“They may well be successful eventually,” Kusum went on, “but they take much too long. This is a matter of the utmost urgency. My grandmother is dying. That is why I’ve gone outside official channels.”


	“I don’t understand this whole thing.”


	“Her necklace was stolen. It’s a priceless heirloom. She must have it back.”


	“But you said she’s dying—”


	“Before she dies! She must have it back before she dies!”


	“Impossible. I can’t…”


	UN diplomat or not, the guy was obviously a nut. No use trying to explain how hard it would be just to find the mugger. After that, to learn the name of his fence, find that fence, and then hope that he hadn’t already removed whatever precious stones were in the necklace and melted down the settings were beyond the wildest possibility.


	He shook his head. “It can’t be done.”


	“You must do it! The man must be found. She scratched him across the eyes. There must be a way he can be traced!”


	“That’s police work.”


	“The police will take too long! It must be returned tonight!”


	“I can’t.”


	“You must!”


	“The chances against finding that necklace are—”


	“Try! Please!”


	Kusum’s voice cracked on that last word, as if he’d dragged it kicking and screaming from an unused part of his soul. Jack sensed how much it cost the Indian to say it. Here was an inordinately proud man begging him for help.


	“All right. I’ll do this: Let me talk to your grandmother. Let me see what I’ve got to work with.”


	“That will not be necessary.”


	“Of course it will be necessary. She’s the only one who knows what he looks like.”


	Was he trying to keep him away from his grandmother?


	Kusum looked uncomfortable. “She’s quite distraught. Incoherent. She raves. I do not wish to expose her to a stranger.”


	Jack said nothing. He merely stared at Kusum and waited. Finally the Indian relented.


	“I shall take you there immediately.”


	Jack allowed Kusum to lead him out the front door. As he left, he waved to Julio, who was setting up his infamous sign, Free Lunch: $5.00. Right under the Free Beer … Tomorrow sign.


	They caught a taxi on Columbus Avenue and headed downtown.


	“About my fee,” Jack said once they’d settled into the back of the cab.


	A small, superior smile curled Kusum’s thin lips.


	“Money? Are you not a defender of the downtrodden, a crusader for justice?”


	“Justice doesn’t pay the bills. My landlord prefers cash. So do I.”


	“Ah! A Capitalist!”


	If that was supposed to rile Jack, it did not.


	“Plain old ‘Capitalist’ has so little color. If you don’t mind, I prefer to be called a Capitalist Swine or, at the very least, a Capitalist Running Dog. I hope Burkes didn’t let you think I do this out of the goodness of my heart.”


	“No. He mentioned your fee for the UK Mission. A rather steep one. And in cash.”


	“I don’t take checks or charges, and I don’t take physical danger lightly, especially when I could be on the receiving end.”


	“Then here is my offer … Jack: Just for trying, I will pay you in advance half of what the British paid you. If you return the necklace to my grandmother before she dies, I will pay you the other half.”


	This was going to be hard to turn down. The job for the UK Mission had involved terrorist threats. It had been complex, time-consuming, and very dicey at times. Normally he would have asked Kusum for only a fraction of that amount. But Kusum seemed quite willing and able to pay the full fee. And if Jack managed to bring back that necklace, it would be a bona fide miracle and he would deserve every penny of it.


	“Sounds fair to me,” he said without missing a beat. “If I take the job.”
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	Jack followed Kusum through the halls of St. Clare’s until they came to a private room where a private-duty nurse hovered near the bed. The room was dark—curtains pulled, only a small lamp in a far corner throwing dim light across the bed. The lady under the covers was old. White hair framed a dark face that was a mass of wrinkles; gnarled hands clutched the sheet across her chest. Fear filled her eyes. Her ragged breathing and the hum of the blower by the window were the only sounds in the room.


	Jack stood at the foot of the bed and felt the familiar tingle of rage spreading through his chest and limbs. With all he’d seen, all he’d done, he’d yet to learn how to keep from taking something like this personally. An old woman, helpless, beaten up. It made him want to break something.


	“Ask her what he looked like.”


	Kusum rattled off something in Indian from beside the head of the bed. The woman replied in kind, slowly, painfully, in a hoarse, raspy voice.


	“She says he looked like you, but younger,” Kusum said, “and with lighter hair.”


	“Short or long?”


	Another exchange, then: “Short. Very short.”


	“Anything else?”


	As the woman replied, she raked the air with clawed fingers.


	“His eyes,” Kusum said. “She scratched him across his left eye before she was knocked unconscious.”


	Good for you, Granny.


	Jack smiled reassuringly at the old lady, then turned to Kusum.


	“I’ll see you out in the hall.”


	He didn’t want to talk in front of the private nurse.


	As he stood outside the door, Jack glanced at the nurses’ station and thought he saw a familiar face. He walked over for a closer look at the Junoesque blonde—every man’s fantasy nurse—writing in a chart. Yes—it was Marta. They’d had a thing a few years back in the days before Gia.


	She greeted him with a friendly kiss and a hug. They talked about old times for a while, then Jack asked her about Mrs. Bahkti.


	“Fading fast,” Marta said. “She’s gotten visibly worse since I came on. She’ll probably last out this shift, but I’ll be surprised if she’s here tomorrow. You know her?”


	“I’ll be doing some work for her grandson.”


	As with most people Jack knew socially—and there weren’t many—Marta was under the impression that he was a “security consultant.”


	He saw Kusum step out of the room.


	“There he is now. See you later.”


	Jack led Kusum to a window at the end of the hall where they were out of earshot of patients and hospital personnel.


	“All right,” he told him. “I’ll give it a try. But I make no promises other than to do my best.”


	Jack wanted to catch up with this creep.


	Kusum exhaled and muttered what sounded like a small prayer.


	“No more can be asked of any man. But if you cannot find the necklace by tomorrow morning, it will be too late. After that, the necklace will be of secondary importance. But I still want you to keep looking for the assailant. And when you find him, I want you to kill him.”


	Jack tightened inside but smiled and shook his head. This guy thought he was some sort of hit man.


	“I don’t do that.”


	Kusum’s eyes said he didn’t believe him.


	“Very well. Instead, you will bring him to me and I will—”


	“I will work for you until tomorrow morning,” Jack said. “I’ll give you my best shot till then. After that, you’re on your own.”


	Anger flitted across Kusum’s face.


	Definitely not used to having someone say no to you, are you?


	“When will you start?”


	“Tonight.”


	Kusum reached inside his tunic and brought out a thick envelope. “Here is half the payment. I will wait here with the other half should you return with the necklace.”


	Feeling more than a twinge of guilt at taking so much money on such a hopeless venture, Jack nevertheless folded the envelope and stuffed it in his left rear pocket.


	“I will pay you ten thousand extra if you kill him,” Kusum added.


	Jack laughed to keep the mood light but shook his head again. “Uh-uh. But one more thing: Don’t you think it would help if I knew what the necklace looked like?”


	“Of course!” Kusum opened the collar of his tunic to reveal a heavy chain perhaps fifteen inches long. Its links were crescent-shaped, each embossed with strange-looking script. Centered side by side on the necklace were two elliptical, bright yellow, topazlike stones with black centers.


	Jack held his hand out but Kusum shook his head.


	“Every member of my family wears a necklace like this—it is never removed. And so it is very important that my grandmother’s be returned to her.”


	Jack studied the necklace. It disturbed him. He could not say why, but deep in his bowels and along the middle of his back a primitive sensation raised warning. The two stones looked like eyes. The metal was silvery, but not silver.


	“What’s it made of?”


	“Iron.”


	Jack looked closer. Yes, there was a hint of rust along the edges of a couple of the links.


	“Who’d want an iron necklace?”


	“A fool who thought it was silver.”


	Jack nodded. For the first time since talking to Kusum this morning, he felt there might be a slim—very slim—chance of recovering the necklace. A piece of silver jewelry would be fenced by now and either hidden away or melted down into a neat little ingot. But an heirloom like this, with no intrinsic value …


	“Here is a picture,” Kusum said, handing over a Polaroid of the necklace. “I have a few friends searching the pawnshops of your city looking for it.”


	“How long has she got?” he asked.


	Kusum slowly closed his collar. His expression was grim. “Twelve hours, the doctors say. Perhaps fifteen.”


	Great. Maybe I can find Judge Crater by then too.


	“Where can I reach you?”


	“Here. You will look for it, won’t you?”


	Kusum’s dark brown eyes bored into his. He seemed to be staring at the rear wall of Jack’s brain.


	“I said I would.”


	“And I believe you. Bring the necklace to me as soon as you find it.”


	“Sure. As soon as I find it.”


	Sure. He walked away wondering why he’d agreed to help a stranger when Gia’s aunt needed him.


	Same old story—Jack the sucker.


	Damn!
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	Once back in the darkened hospital room, Kusum returned immediately to the bedside and pulled up a chair. He grasped the withered hand that lay atop the covers and studied it. The skin was cool, dry, papery; there seemed to be no tissue other than bone beneath. And no strength at all.


	A great sadness filled him.


	Kusum looked up and saw the plea in her eyes. And the fear. He did his best to hide his own fear.


	“Kusum,” she said in Bengali, her voice painfully weak. “I am dying.”


	He knew that. And it was tearing him up inside.


	“The American will get it back for you,” he said softly. “I’ve been told he’s very good.”


	Burkes had said he was “incredibly good.” Kusum hated all Britishers on principle, but had to admit Burkes was no fool. But did it matter what Burkes had said? It was an impossible task. Jack had been honest enough to say so. But Kusum had to try something! Even with the foreknowledge of certain failure, he had to try.


	He balled his only hand into a fist. Why did this have to happen? And now, of all times? How he despised this country and its empty people! But this Jack seemed different. He was not a mass of jumbled fragments like his fellow Americans. Kusum had sensed a oneness within him. Repairman Jack did not come cheaply, but the money meant nothing. The knowledge that someone was out there searching gave him solace.


	He patted the limp hand. “He’ll get it back for you.”


	She seemed not to have heard.


	“I am dying.”
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	The money was a nagging pressure against his left buttock as Jack walked the half block west to Tenth Avenue and turned downtown. His hand kept straying back to the pocket; he repeatedly hooked a thumb in and out of it to make sure the envelope was still there. The problem now was what to do with the money. It was times like this that almost made him wish he had a bank account. But the bank folks insisted on a Social Security number from anyone who opened an account.


	He sighed to himself. That was one of the major drawbacks of living between the lines. If you didn’t have an SSN, you were barred from countless things. You couldn’t hold a regular job, couldn’t buy or sell stock, couldn’t take out a loan, couldn’t own a home, couldn’t even complete a Blue Shield form. The list went on and on.


	With his thumb casually hooked in his left rear pocket, Jack stopped in front of a rundown office building. He rented a ten-by-twelve cubicle here—the smallest he could find. He’d never met the agent, nor anyone else connected with the office. He liked it that way.


	He took the creaking Otis with the penny-studded floor up to 4 and stepped off. The hall was empty. Jack’s office was 412. He walked past the door twice before pulling out the key and quickly letting himself in.


	It always smelled the same: dry and dusty. The floors and windowsills were layered with dust. Dust bunnies clogged the corners. An abandoned spiderweb spanned an upper corner of the only window—out of business.


	No furniture. The dull expanse of floor was broken only by the half dozen or so envelopes that had been shoved through the mail slot, and by an old vinyl IBM-typewriter cover and the wires that ran from it to the telephone and electrical outlets in the wall on the right.


	Jack picked up the mail: Three were bills, all addressed to Jack Finch in care of this office. The rest belonged to Occupant. He stepped to the typewriter cover and lifted it. The answering machine beneath appeared to be in good shape. Even as he squatted over it, the machine clicked on and he heard Abe’s voice give the familiar salutation in the name of Repairman Jack, followed by a man complaining of an electric dryer that wasn’t drying.


	He replaced the cover and went back to the door. A quick peek showed two secretaries from the shoe-importing firm at the other end of the hall standing by the elevator. Jack waited until the door slid shut after them. He locked his office, then ducked for the stairway. His cheeks puffed with relief as he started down the worn steps. He hated coming here and made a point of doing so at random intervals at odd times of the day. He did not want his face in any way connected with Repairman Jack; but there were bills to be paid, bills that he didn’t want delivered to his apartment. And popping into the office at random hours of the day or night seemed safer than having a post office box.


	Most likely none of it was necessary. Most likely no one was looking to get even with Repairman Jack. He was always careful to stay far in the background when he fixed things. Only his customers ever saw him.


	But there was always a chance. And as long as that chance existed, he made certain he was very hard to find.


	Thumb hooked again into that important pocket, Jack moved into the growing lunch hour crush, luxuriating in the anonymity of the crowd. He turned east on Forty-second and strolled up to the brick-front post office between Eighth and Ninth Avenues. There he purchased three money orders—two in negligible amounts for the phone and electric bills, and the third for a figure he considered preposterous considering the square footage of office space he was renting. He signed all three Jack Finch and mailed them off. As he was leaving, it occurred to him to use the cash to pay the rent on his apartment too. He went back and purchased a fourth money order, which he made out to his landlord. This one he signed Jack Berger.


	A short walk past an art deco building to the side of the Port Authority Building, then across Eighth Avenue, and he was in Disney World North. He remembered when Times Square and environs were Sleazeville, USA, a never-ending freak show that would have put Tod Browning to shame. Jack had never passed up an opportunity to stroll through the area. He was a people-watcher and nowhere had there been such a unique variety of Homo sapiens lowlificus as in Times Square.


	The block ahead had once been Exploitation Row, an almost continuous canopy of grind house marquees touting either triple-X sex, kung-fu imports, or psycho-with-a-knife splatter films from the Emeril Lagasse slice-and-dice school of moviemaking. You could walk along here in the rain and hardly get wet. Stuck in between had been hole-in-the-wall porn shops, stairways to “modeling studios” and dance halls, the ubiquitous Nedicks and Orange Julius stands, and sundry stores perpetually on the verge of bankruptcy—or so their window signs claimed. Mingling among the patrons of these venerable establishments had been hookers and derelicts of both sexes plus a startling array of epicene creatures who’d probably looked like boys when they were little.


	All gone now, replaced by new legit theaters and outlets of the franchise factories. Donald would have no qualms about bringing Huey, Dewey, and Louie here.


	Jack crossed Broadway behind the building that had given the Square its name, then turned uptown on Seventh Avenue. Set up on tables along the curb were chess and backgammon boards where a couple of guys would play anyone for a few bucks. Farther along were three-card monte setups on cardboard boxes. Pushcarts sold shish kebab, Sabrett hot dogs, dried fruits and nuts, giant pretzels, and freshly squeezed orange juice. The odors mingled in the air with the sounds and sights. All the record stores along Seventh were pushing the latest group du jour, Polio, playing cuts from their debut album onto the sidewalk. Jack stood waiting for the green at Forty-sixth next to a Puerto Rican with a giant boom box on his shoulder blasting salsa at a volume that would probably cause sterility in most small mammals, while girls wearing tube tops that left their midriffs bare and satin gym shorts that left a smooth pink crescent of buttock protruding from each leg hole rollerbladed through the traffic with tiny headphones on their ears and iPods belted to their waistbands.


	Standing directly in the middle of the flow was a big blind Black with a sign on his chest, a dog at his feet, and a cup in his hand. Jack threw some loose change into the cup as he slipped by.


	Something about New York got to Jack. He loved its sleaze, its color, the glory and crassness of its architecture. He couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.


	Upon reaching the Fifties, he turned east until he came to Municipal Coins. He stopped in front and glanced briefly at the low-priced junk under the red and white We Buy Gold sign in the window—proof sets, Confederate paper, and the like—then went in.


	Monte spotted him right away.


	“Mr. O’Neil! How are you!”


	“Fine. Just call me Jack, remember?”


	“Of course!” Monte said, grinning. “Always with the informality.” He was short, slight, balding, with scrawny arms and a big nose. A mosquito of a man. “Good to see you again!”


	Of course it was good to see him again. Jack knew he was probably Monte’s best customer. Their relationship had begun years ago, after Abe had told him to buy gold. Krugerrands, specifically.


	“It’s completely anonymous!” Abe had said, saving his most persuasive argument for last. “As anonymous as buying a loaf of bread!”


	So he’d bought some coins for cash, and sold them for more cash. He was supposed to report his profits to the IRS, but the IRS didn’t know he existed and he didn’t want to burden them with the information.


	Jack had been in and out of gold since, and was buying it now. He figured the numismatic market was depressed, so he was investing in choice rare coins, too. They might not go up for many years, but he was buying for the long run. For his retirement—if he survived to enjoy it.


	“I think I have something you’ll really like,” Monte was saying. “One of the finest Barber Halves I’ve seen.”


	“What year?”


	“It’s a 1901S.”


	There followed the obligatory haggling over the quality of the strike, bag marks, and the like. When Jack left the store he had the Barber Half and a 1909-proof Barber Quarter carefully wrapped and tucked in his left front pocket with a cylinder of Krugerrands. A hundred or so in cash was in the other front pocket. He felt far more relaxed heading back uptown than he’d been coming down.


	Now he could turn his mind to Gia. He wondered if she’d have Vicky with her. Most likely. He didn’t want to arrive empty-handed. He stopped at a card shop and found what he was looking for: a pile of furry little spheres, somewhat smaller than golf balls, each with two slender antennae, flat little feet and big rolling eyes: Rascals. Vicky loved Rascals almost as much as she loved oranges. He loved the look on her face when she reached into a pocket and found a present.


	He picked out an orange Rascal and headed for home.
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	Lunch was a can of Red Hook Lager and a cylinder of Country Style Pringles in the cool of his apartment. He knew he should be on the roof doing his daily exercises, but he also knew what the temperature would be like up there.


	Later.


	Jack loathed his exercise routine and embraced any excuse to postpone it. He never missed a day, but never passed up an opportunity to put it off.


	While nursing a second Red Hook, he went to the cedar closet next to the bathroom to stash his new acquisitions. The air within was heavy with the scent of the wood. He pulled a piece of molding loose from the base of a sidewall, then slipped free one of the cedar planks above it. Behind the plank lay the bathroom water pipes, each wrapped in insulation. Taped to the insulation like ornaments on a Christmas tree were dozens of rare coins. Jack found empty spots for the latest.


	He tapped the board and molding back into place, then stepped back to survey the work. A good hidey-hole. More accessible than a safe deposit box. Better than a wall safe. With burglars using metal detectors these days, they could find a safe in minutes and either crack it or carry it off. But a metal detector here would only confirm that there were pipes behind the bathroom wall.


	The only thing Jack had to worry about was fire.


	He realized a psychiatrist would have a field day with him, labeling him a paranoid of one sort or another. But Jack had worked out a better explanation: When you lived in a city with a high robbery rate and you worked in a field that tended to get people violently angry with you, and you had no FDIC to protect your savings, extreme caution as a daily routine was not a symptom of mental illness; it was necessary for survival.


	He was polishing off the second beer when the phone rang. Gia again? He listened to the Pinocchio Productions intro, then heard his father’s voice begin to leave a message. He picked up and cut in.


	“Hi, Dad.”


	“Don’t you ever turn that thing off, Jack?”


	“The answering machine? I just got in. What’s up?”


	“Just wanted to remind you about Sunday.”


	Sunday? What the hell was—


	“You mean about the tennis match? How could I forget?”


	“Wouldn’t be the first time.”


	Jack winced. “I told you, Dad. I got tied up with something and couldn’t get away.”


	“Well, I hope it won’t happen again.” Dad’s tone said he couldn’t imagine what could be so important in the appliance repair business that could tie up a man for a whole day. “I’ve got us down for the father-and-son match.”


	“I’ll be there bright and early Sunday morning.”


	“Good. See you then.”


	“Looking forward to it.”


	What a lie, he thought as he hung up.


	Jack dreaded seeing his father, even for something so simple as a father-and-son tennis match. Yet he still accepted an occasional invitation to go back to New Jersey and bask in parental disapproval. It wasn’t masochism that kept him coming back; it was duty. And love—love that had lain unexpressed for years. After all, it wasn’t Dad’s fault that he thought his directionless son had squandered an education and was going nowhere. Dad didn’t know what his son really did.


	Jack reset the answering machine and changed into a pair of lightweight tan slacks. He wouldn’t feel right wearing Levi’s on Sutton Square.


	He decided to walk. He took Columbus Avenue down to the Circle, then walked along Central Park South past the St. Moritz and under the ornate iron awning of the Plaza’s park-side entrance, amusing himself by counting Arabs and watching the rich tourists stroll in and out of the status hotels. He continued due east along Fifty-ninth toward the stratospheric rent district.


	He was working up a sweat but barely noticed. The prospect of seeing Gia again made him almost giddy.


	Images, pieces of the past, flashed through his brain as he walked. Gia’s big smile, her azure eyes, the way her whole face crinkled up when she laughed, the sound of her voice, the feel of her skin … all denied him for the past two months.


	He remembered his first feelings for her …


	With almost all the other women in his life the most significant part of the relationship for both parties had been explored in bed. It was different with Gia. He wanted to know her. He’d thought about the others only when there had been nothing better to think about. Gia, on the other hand, had a nasty habit of popping into his thoughts at the most inopportune times. He’d wanted to cook with her, eat with her, see movies with her, listen to music with her, be with her. He’d found himself wanting to get in his car and drive past her apartment house just to make sure it was still there. He hated to talk on the phone but had found himself calling her at the slightest excuse. He was hooked and he’d loved it.


	For nearly a year it had been a treat to wake up every morning knowing he was probably going to see her at some time during the day. So good …


	Other images crept unbidden to the fore. Her face when she learned the truth about him, the hurt, and something worse—fear. The knowledge that Gia could even for an instant think that he would ever harm her, or ever allow harm to come to her, was the deepest hurt of all. Nothing he’d said or tried to say had worked to change her mind.


	Now he had another chance. He wasn’t going to blow it.
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	“He’s late, isn’t he, Mom?”


	Gia DiLauro kept both hands on her daughter’s shoulders as they stood at the window in the front parlor and watched the street. Vicky was fairly trembling with excitement.


	“Not quite. Almost, but not quite.”


	“I hope he doesn’t forget.”


	“He won’t. I’m sure he won’t.” Although I wish he would.


	Two months ago she’d walked out on Jack. She was adjusting. Sometimes she could go through a whole day without thinking about him. She’d picked up where she’d left off. There was even someone new creeping into her life.


	Why couldn’t the past ever stay out of sight where it belonged? Take her ex-husband, for instance. After their divorce she’d wanted to cut all ties with the Westphalen family, even going so far as to change her name back to the one she’d been born with. But Richard’s aunts had made that impossible. They adored Vicky and used every imaginable pretext to lure Gia and their niece over to Sutton Square. Gia had resisted at first, but their genuine affection for Vicky, their insistent pleas, and the fact that they had no illusions about their nephew—“a bounder and a cad!” as Nellie was wont to describe him after her third glass of sherry—finally changed her mind. Eight Sutton Square had become a second home of sorts. The aunts had even gone so far as to have a swing set and a wooden playhouse installed in the tiny backyard just for Vicky.


	So when Nellie had called in a panic after she’d discovered Grace missing on Tuesday morning, Gia had come right over. And had been here ever since.


	Grace Westphalen. Such a sweet old lady. Gia couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to harm her, and no ransom demand had been made. So where was she? Gia was frightened and mystified by the disappearance, and she ached for Nellie, who she knew was suffering terribly behind her stoical front. It had been only out of love for Nellie and her deep concern for Grace that she’d agreed to call Jack this morning. Not that Jack would be much help. From what she’d learned of him, she could safely say that this was not his sort of job. But Nellie was desperate and it was the least Gia could do to ease her mind.


	Gia told herself she was standing here at the window to keep Vicky company—the poor child had been watching for an hour already—yet there was an undeniable sense of anticipation rising inside her. It wasn’t love. It couldn’t be love.


	What was it, then?


	Probably just a residue of feeling, like a smear on a window that hadn’t been properly wiped after spring cleaning. What else could she expect? It had been only two months since the breakup and her feelings for Jack until then had been intense, as if compensating for all that had been missing from her aborted marriage.


	Jack is the one, she’d told herself. The forever one.


	She didn’t want to think about that awful afternoon. She’d held the memory off all day, but now, with Jack due any minute, it all rushed back at her …


				*

	


	
She was cleaning his apartment. A friendly gesture. He refused to hire a cleaning lady and usually did it himself. But to Gia’s mind, Jack’s household methods left much to be desired, so she decided to surprise him by giving the place a thorough going-over. She wanted to do something for him. He was always doing little things for her, yet he was so self-contained that she found it difficult to reciprocate. So she “borrowed” an extra key to his apartment and sneaked in one day when he was out.


	She knew Jack as a gentle eccentric who worked at odd intervals and odd hours as a security consultant—whatever that was—and lived in a three-room apartment stuffed with such an odd assortment of junk that she had attacks of vertigo the first few times she visited him. His latest “neat stuff”—an original red and green Little Orphan Annie Ovaltine shake-up mug and an official Tom Corbett Space Cadet badge—lay on the round oak table. That was another thing about the apartment: the hideous old furniture. And he was crazy about movies—old movies, new movies, good movies, awful movies. He was the only man she’d ever known who did not have a bank or credit card. He had such an aversion to signing his name that he didn’t even have a checking account. He paid cash for everything.


	The cleaning chores went smoothly until she found the loose panel at the rear of the base of the old oak secretary. She’d been polishing it with lemon oil to bring up the grain and make the wood glow. Jack loved oak and she was learning to love it, too—it had such character. The panel swung out as she touched it.


	Something gleamed in the darkness within. Curious, she reached in and touched cool, oiled metal. She pulled the object out and started in surprise at its weight and malignant blue color. A pistol.


	Well, lots of people in the city had guns. For protection. Nothing unusual about that.


	She glanced back into the opening. There were other gleaming things within. She began to pull them out. As each gun was delivered from the hiding place, she fought the growing pang in the pit of her stomach, telling herself that Jack was probably just a collector. After all, no two of the dozen or so guns were alike. But what about the rest of the contents: the boxes of bullets, the daggers, brass knuckles, and other deadly-looking things she’d never seen before? Among the weapons were three driver’s licenses, and sundry other forms of identification, all with different names.


	Her insides knotted as she sat and stared at the collection. She tried to tell herself they were things he needed for his work as a security consultant, but deep inside she knew that much of what lay before her was illegal. Even if he had permits for all the guns, there was no way the licenses could be legal.


	Gia was still sitting there when he came back in from one of his mysterious errands. A shocked, guilty look ran over his face when he saw what she had found.


	“Who are you?” she said, leaning away as he knelt beside her.


	“I’m Jack. You know me.”


	“Do I? I’m not even sure your name’s Jack anymore.” She could feel the terror growing within her. Her voice rose an octave. “Who are you and what do you do with all this?”


	He gave her some garbled story about being a repairman of sorts who “fixes things.” For a fee he finds stolen property or evens scores for people when the police and the courts and all the various proper channels for redress have failed them.


	“But all these guns and knives and things … they’re for hurting people!”


	He nodded. “Sometimes it comes down to that.”


	She had visions of him shooting someone, stabbing him, clubbing him to death. If someone else had told her this about the man she loved, she would have laughed and walked away. But the weapons lay in front of her. And Jack was telling her himself!


	“Then you’re nothing but a hired thug!”


	He reddened. “I work on my own terms—exclusively. And I don’t do anything to anybody that they haven’t already done to someone else. I was going to tell you when I thought—”


	“But you hurt people!”


	“Sometimes.”


	This was becoming a nightmare! “What kind of thing is that to spend your life doing?”


	“It’s my job.”


	“Do you enjoy it when you hurt people?”


	He looked away. And that was answer enough. She felt as if he’d shoved one of his knives into her heart.


	“Are the police after you?”


	“No,” he said with a certain amount of pride. “They don’t even know I exist. Neither does the state of New York nor the IRS nor the rest of the US government.”


	Gia rose to her feet and hugged herself. She suddenly felt cold. She didn’t want to ask this question, but she had to.


	“What about killing? Have you ever killed someone?”


	“Gia…” He rose and stepped toward her but she backed away.


	“Answer me, Jack! Have you ever killed someone?”


	“It’s happened. But that doesn’t mean I make my living at it.”


	She thought she was going to be sick. The man she loved was a murderer!


	“But you’ve killed!”


	“Only when there was no other way. Only when I had to.”


	“You mean, only when they were going to kill you? Kill or be killed?”


	Please say yes. Please!


	He looked away again. “Sort of.”


	The world seemed to come apart at the seams. With hysteria clutching at her, Gia began running. She ran for the door, ran down the stairs, ran for a cab that took her home where she huddled in a corner of her apartment listening to the phone ring and ring and ring. She took it off the hook when Vicky came home from school and had barely spoken to Jack since.


				*

	


	
“Come away from the window now. I’ll tell you when he arrives.”


	“No, Mommy! I want to see him!”


	“All right, but when he gets here, I don’t want you running around and making a fuss. Just say hello to him nice and politely, then go out back to the playhouse. Understand?”


	“Is that him?” Vicky started bouncing on her toes. “Is that him?”


	Gia looked, then laughed and pulled on her daughter’s pigtails. “Not even close.”


	Gia walked away from the window, then came back, resigned to standing and watching behind Vicky. Jack appeared to occupy a blind spot in Vicky’s unusually incisive assessment of people. But then, Jack had fooled Gia, too.


	Jack fooled everyone, it seemed.
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	If Jack had his choice of any locale in Manhattan to live, he’d choose Sutton Square, the half block of ultra-high-priced real estate standing at the eastern tip of Fifty-eighth Street off Sutton Place, deadending at a low stone wall overlooking a sunken brick terrace with an unobstructed view of the East River. No high-rises, condos, or office buildings there, just neat four-story townhouses standing flush to the sidewalk, all brick-fronted, some with the brick bare, others painted pastel colors. Wooden shutters flanked the windows and the recessed front doors. Some of them even had backyards. A neighborhood of Bentleys and Rolls Royces, liveried chauffeurs and white-uniformed nannies. And one block to the north, looming over it all like some towering guardian, stood the graceful, surprisingly delicate-looking span of the Queensboro Bridge.


	He remembered the place well. He’d been here before. He’d met Gia’s aunts while on that job for the UK Mission. They’d invited him to a small gathering at their home. He hadn’t wanted to go but Burkes had talked him into it. The evening had changed his life. He’d met Gia.


	He heard a child’s voice shouting as he crossed Sutton Place.


	“Jack-Jack-Jack!”


	Dark braids flying and arms outstretched, a little slip of a girl with wide blue eyes and a missing front tooth came dashing out the front door and down the sidewalk. She leaped into the air with the reckless abandon of a seven-year-old who had not the slightest doubt she would be caught and lifted and swung around.


	Which is exactly what Jack did. Then he hugged her against his chest as she clamped her spindly arms around his neck.


	“Where you been, Jack?” she said into his ear. “Where you been all this time?”


	Jack’s answer was blocked by a lump in his throat the size of an apple. Shocked by the intensity of feeling welling up in him, he could only squeeze her tighter.


	Vicky!


	All the time he’d spent missing Gia, never realizing how much he’d missed the little one. For the better part of a year he and Gia had been together, Jack had seen Vicky almost every day, becoming a prime focus of her boundless store of affection. Losing Vicky had contributed much more than he ever could have imagined to the emptiness inside him these past two months.


	Love you, little girl.


	He hadn’t truly known how much until this very instant. Over Vicky’s shoulder he could see Gia standing in the doorway of the house, her face grim. He spun away to hide the tears that had sprung into his eyes.


	“You’re squeezing me awful tight, Jack.”


	He put her down. “Yeah. Sorry, Vicks.”


	He cleared his throat, pulled himself together, then grasped her hand and walked up to the front door and Gia.


	She looked good. Hell, she looked great in that light blue T-shirt and jeans. Short blond hair—to call it blond was to say the sun was sort of bright: It gleamed, it glowed. Blue eyes like winter sky after all the snow clouds have blown east. A strong, full mouth capable of a wide, dazzling smile. High shoulders, high breasts, fair skin with high coloring along the cheeks. He still found it almost impossible to believe she was Italian.
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	Gia controlled her anger. She’d told Vicky not to make a fuss, but at the first sight of Jack crossing the street she’d been out the door and on her way before Gia could stop her. She wanted to punish Vicky for disobeying her, yet knew she wouldn’t. Vicky loved Jack.


	He looked the same as ever. His brown hair was a little longer and he looked as if he’d lost a few pounds since she last saw him, but no major differences. Still the same vitality, making the very air around him seem to throb with life, the same feline grace to his movements, the same warm brown eyes, the same lopsided smile. The smile looked forced at the moment, and his face was flushed. He looked hot.


	“Hello,” Jack said as he reached the top step. His voice was husky.


	He leaned his face toward her. She wanted to pull away but affected sublime indifference instead. She would be cool. She would be detached. He no longer meant anything to her. She accepted a peck on the cheek.


	“Come in,” she said, doing her best to sound businesslike. She felt she succeeded. But the brush of his lips against her cheek stirred old unwanted feelings and she knew her face was coloring. Damn him. She turned away. “Aunt Nellie’s waiting.”


	“You’re looking well,” he said, staring at her. Vicky’s hand was still clasped in his own.


	“Thank you. So are you.” She’d never felt this way before, but now that she knew the truth about Jack, the sight of him holding hands with her little girl made her skin crawl. She had to get Vicky away from him. “Honey, why don’t you go outside and play in your playhouse while Jack and I and Aunt Nellie talk about grown-up things.”


	“I want to stay with Jack!”


	Gia started to speak, but Jack raised a hand.


	“First thing we do,” he said to Vicky as he guided her into the foyer, “is close the door behind us. This may be a ritzy neighborhood, but they still haven’t got around to air conditioning the street.” He shut the door, then squatted in front of her. “Listen, Vicks. Your mother’s right. We’ve got some grown-up stuff to discuss and we’ve got to get down to business. But I’ll let you know as soon as we’re through.”


	“Can I show you the playhouse?”


	“Sure.”


	“Neat! And Ms. Jelliroll wants to meet you. I told her all about you.”


	“Great. I want to meet her, too. But first”—he pointed to the breast pocket of his shirt—“see what’s in there.”


	Vicky reached in and pulled out an orange ball of fur. “A Rascal!” she screeched. “Oh, neat!”


	She kissed him and ran toward the back.


	“Who or what is Ms. Jelliroll?” he asked Gia as he rose to his feet.


	“A new doll,” Gia said as brusquely as she could manage. “Jack, I … I want you to stay away from her.”


	Gia saw his eyes then and knew that she’d cut him deeply. But his mouth smiled.


	“I haven’t molested a child all week.”


	“That’s not what I mean—”


	“I’m a bad influence, right?”


	“We’ve been through this before and I don’t want to get going on it again. Vicky was very attached to you. She’s just getting used to not having you around anymore, and now you come back and I don’t want her to think things are going back to the way they were.”


	“I’m not the one who walked out.”


	“Doesn’t matter. The result was the same. She was hurt.”


	“So was I.”


	“Jack,” she sighed, feeling very tired, “this is a pointless conversation.”


	“Not to me. Gia, I’m crazy about that kid. There was a time when I had hopes of being her father.”


	The sound of her own laugh was harsh and bitter in her ears. “Her real father hasn’t been heard from in a year and you wouldn’t be much of an improvement. Vicky needs a real person for a father. Someone who lives in the real world. Someone with a last name—do you even remember your last name? The one you were christened with? Jack, you … you don’t exist.”


	He reached out and touched her arm. She felt her skin tingle.


	“As real as you.”


	“You know what I mean!” Gia said, pulling away. The words poured out of her. “What kind of a father could you be to anybody? And what kind of a husband?”


	She was being hard on him, she knew, but he deserved it.


	Jack’s face tightened. “Very well, Ms. DiLauro. Shall we get down to business? After all, I didn’t invite myself over.”


	“Neither did I. It was Nellie’s idea. I was just the messenger. ‘Get that friend of yours, that Jack fellow, to help.’ I tried to tell her you were no longer a friend but she insisted. She remembered that you worked with Mr. Burkes.”


	“That’s when we met.”


	“And the long string of deceptions began. Mr. Burkes called you a ‘consultant’, a ‘troubleshooter.’”


	Jack made a sour face. “But you came up with a better job description, didn’t you: ‘thug.’”


	It jolted Gia to hear the pain in Jack’s voice as he said the word. Yes, she’d called him that the last time she’d seen him. She’d hurt him then and had been glad of it. But she wasn’t glad now to know he was still bleeding from it.


	She turned away. “Nellie is waiting.”
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	With a mixture of pain and frustration roiling through him, Jack followed Gia down the hallway. For months he’d nurtured a faint hope that someday soon he would make her understand. As of now he knew with leaden certainty that it would never happen. She’d been a warm, passionate woman who’d loved him, and unwittingly he’d turned her to ice.


	He studied the walnut paneling, the portraits on the walls, anything to keep from watching her as she walked ahead of him. Then they were through a pair of sliding doors and into the library. The dark paneling continued in from the hall, encircling lots of dark furniture, overstuffed velvet chairs with antimacassars on the arms, Persian rugs on the floor, impressionist paintings on the walls, a Sony Trinitron in the corner.


	He’d met Gia in this room.


	Aunt Nellie sat lost in a recliner by the cold fireplace. A chubby, white-haired woman in her late sixties in a long dark dress adorned with a small diamond brooch and a short string of pearls. A woman used to wealth and comfortable with it. At first glance she appeared depressed and shrunken, as if she were in mourning, or preparing for it. But as they entered she pumped herself up and arranged her face into a pleasant expression, putting on a smile that wiped away a good many of her years.


	“Mr. Jeffers,” she said, rising. Her accent was thickly British. Not Hugh Grant British; more like a reedy Alfred Hitchcock. “So good of you to come.”


	“Good to see you again, Mrs. Paton. But just call me Jack.”


	“Only if you call me Nellie. Would you care for some tea?”


	“Iced, if you don’t mind.”


	“Not at all.” She rang a little bell on the end table next to her and a uniformed maid appeared. “Three iced teas, Eunice.”


	The maid nodded and left. An uncomfortable silence followed in which Nellie seemed to be lost in thought.


	“How can I help you, Nellie?”


	“What?” She looked startled. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I was just thinking about my sister, Grace. As I’m sure Gia told you, she’s been gone for three days now … disappeared between Monday night and Tuesday”—she pronounced it Chewsday—“morning. The police have come and gone and found no evidence of foul play, and there’s been no demand for ransom. She is merely listed as a missing person, but I’m quite certain something has happened to her. I shan’t rest until I find her.”


	Jack’s heart went out to her, and he wanted to help, but …


	“I don’t do missing-persons work as a rule.”


	“Yes, Gia did say something about this not being in your line”—Jack glanced at Gia but she avoided his gaze—“but I’m at my wits’ end. The police are no help. I’m sure that if we were back home we’d have more cooperation from Scotland Yard than we’ve had from the New York Police. They simply aren’t taking Grace’s disappearance seriously. I knew you and Gia were close and remembered Eddie Burkes mentioning that your assistance had proven invaluable at the Mission. Never would tell me what he needed you for, but he certainly seemed enthusiastic.”


	Jack was seriously considering placing a call to “Eddie”—hard as it was to imagine someone calling the UK Mission’s security chief “Eddie”—and telling him to button his lip. Jack always appreciated referrals, and it was nice to know he’d made such an impression on the man, but Burkes was getting just a little bit too free with his name.


	“I’m flattered by your confidence, but—”


	“Whatever your usual fee is, I daresay I’ll gladly pay it.”


	“It’s a question of expertise rather than money. I just don’t think I’m the right man for the job.”


	“You’re a detective, aren’t you?”


	“Sort of.” That was a lie. He wasn’t any sort of detective; he was a repairman. He could feel Gia staring at him. “The problem is, I’m not licensed as a detective, so I can’t have any contact with the police. They mustn’t know I’m involved in any way. They wouldn’t approve.”


	Nellie’s face brightened. “Then you’ll help?”


	The hope in her expression pushed the words to his lips.


	“I’ll do what I can. And as far as payment goes, let’s make it contingent on success. If I don’t get anywhere, there’ll be no fee.”


	“But your time is surely worth something, dear fellow!”


	“I agree, but looking for Vicky’s Aunt Grace is a special case.”


	Nellie nodded. “Then you may consider yourself hired on your terms.”


	Jack forced a smile. He didn’t expect much success in finding Grace, but he’d give it his best shot. If nothing else, the job would keep him in contact with Gia. He wasn’t quitting yet.


	The iced tea arrived and Jack sipped it appreciatively. Not a Lipton or Nestea mix, but freshly brewed from an English blend.


	“Tell me about your sister,” he said when the maid had left.


	Nellie leaned back and spoke in a low voice, rambling now and again, but keeping fairly close to hard facts. A picture slowly emerged. Unlike Nellie, the missing Grace Westphalen had never married. After Nellie’s husband was killed by an IRA bomb in London, the two sisters, each with one-third of the Westphalen fortune, moved to the States. Except for brief trips back home, both had lived on Manhattan’s East Side ever since. And both were still loyal to the Queen. Never in all those years had the thought of becoming US citizens ever crossed their minds. They very naturally fell in with the small British community in Manhattan consisting mostly of well-heeled expatriates and people connected with the British Consulate and the United Kingdom’s Mission to the United Nations—“a colony within the Colonies,” as they liked to call themselves—and enjoyed an active social life. They rarely saw Americans. It was almost like living in London.


	Grace Westphalen was sixty-nine—two years older than Nellie. A woman of many acquaintances but few real friends. Her sister had always been her best friend. No eccentricities. Certainly no enemies.


	“When did you last see Grace?” Jack asked.


	“Monday night. I finished watching The Tonight Show and when I looked in to say good night, she was propped up in bed reading. That was the last time I saw her.” Nellie’s lower lip trembled for an instant, then she got control of it. “Perhaps the last time I shall ever see her.”


	Jack looked to Gia. “No signs of foul play?”


	“I didn’t get here until late Tuesday,” Gia said with a shrug. “But I do know the police couldn’t figure out how Grace got out without tripping the alarm.”


	“You’ve got the place wired?” he asked Nellie.


	“Wired? Oh, you mean the burglar system. Yes. And it was set—at least for downstairs. We’ve had so many false alarms over the years, however, that we had the upper floors disconnected.”


	“What kind of false alarms?”


	“Well, sometimes we’d forget and get up at night to open a window. The racket is terrifying. So now when we set the system, only the downstairs doors and windows are activated.”


	“Which means Grace couldn’t have left by the downstairs doors or windows without tripping an alarm…” A thought struck him. “Wait—all these systems have delays so you can arm it and get out the door without setting it off. That must have been what she did. She just walked out.”


	“But her key to the system is still upstairs on her dresser. And all her clothes are in her closets.”


	“May I see?”


	“By all means, do come and look,” Nellie said, rising.


	They all trooped upstairs.


	Jack found the small, frilly-feminine bedroom cloying. Everything seemed to be pink or have a lace ruffle, or both.


	The pair of French doors at the far end of the room claimed his attention immediately. He opened them and found himself on a card-table-sized balcony rimmed with a waist-high wrought iron railing, overlooking the backyard. A good dozen feet below was a rose garden. In a shady corner sat the playhouse Vicky had mentioned; it looked far too heavy to have been dragged under the window, and would have flattened all the rose bushes if it had. Anyone wanting to climb up here had to bring a ladder with him or be one hell of a jumper.


	“The police find any marks in the dirt down there?”


	Nellie shook her head. “They thought someone might have used a ladder, but there was no sign. The ground is so hard and dry with no rain—”


	Eunice the maid appeared at the door. “Telephone, mum.”


	Nellie excused herself and left Jack and Gia alone in the room.


	“A locked-room mystery,” he said. “I feel like Sherlock Holmes.”


	He got down on his knees and examined the carpet for specks of dirt, but found none. He looked under the bed; only a pair of slippers there.


	“What are you doing?”


	“Looking for clues. I’m supposed to be a detective, remember?”


	“I don’t think a woman’s disappearance is anything to joke about,” Gia said, the frost returning to her words now that Nellie was out of earshot.


	“I’m not joking, nor am I taking it lightly. But you’ve got to admit the whole thing has the air of a British drawing-room mystery about it. I mean, either Aunt Grace had an extra alarm key made and ran off into the night in her nightie—a pink and frilly one, I’ll bet—or she jumped off her little balcony here in that same nightie, or someone climbed up the wall, knocked her out, and carried her off without a sound. None of them seem too plausible.”


	Gia appeared to be listening. That was something at least.


	He went over to the dressing table and glanced at the dozens of perfume bottles there; some names were familiar, most not. He wandered into the private bathroom and was there confronted by another array of bottles: Metamucil, Phillips’ Milk of Magnesia, Haley’s M-O, Pericolace, Surfak, Ex-Lax, and more. One bottle stood off to the side. Jack picked it up. It was clear glass, with a thick green fluid inside. The cap was the metal twist-off type, enameled white. All it needed was a Smirnoff label and it could have been an airline vodka bottle.


	“Know what this is?”


	“Ask Nellie.”


	Jack screwed off the cap and sniffed. At least he was sure of one thing: It wasn’t perfume. The smell was heavily herbal, and not particularly pleasant.


	As Nellie returned, she appeared to be finding it increasingly difficult to hide her anxiety. “That was the police. I rang up the detective in charge a while ago and he just told me that they have nothing new on Grace.”


	Jack handed her the bottle.


	“What’s this?”


	Nellie looked it over, momentarily puzzled, then her face brightened.


	“Oh, yes. Grace picked this up Monday. I’m not sure where, but she said it was a new product being test-marketed, and this was a free sample.”


	“But what’s it for?”


	“It’s a physic.”


	“Pardon?”


	“A physic. A cathartic. A laxative. Grace was very concerned—obsessed, you might say—with regulating her bowels. She’s had that sort of problem all her life.”


	Jack took back the bottle. Something about an unlabeled bottle amid all the brand names intrigued him.


	“May I keep this?”


	“Certainly.”


	He looked around awhile longer, for appearances more than anything else. He didn’t have the faintest idea how he was going to begin looking for Grace Westphalen.


	“Please remember to do two things,” he told Nellie as he started downstairs. “Keep me informed of any leads the police turn up, and don’t breathe a word of my involvement.”


	“Very well. But where are you going to start?”


	He smiled—reassuringly, he hoped. “I’ve already started. I’ll have to do some thinking and then start looking.”


	He fingered the bottle in his pocket. Something about it …


	They left Nellie on the second floor, standing and gazing into her sister’s empty room. Vicky came running in from the kitchen as Jack reached the bottom step. She held an orange section in her outstretched hand.


	“Do the orange mouth! Do the orange mouth!”


	He laughed, delighted that she remembered. “Sure!”


	He shoved the section into his mouth and clamped his teeth behind the skin. Then he gave Vicky a big orange grin. She clapped and laughed.


	“Isn’t Jack funny, Mom? Isn’t he the funniest?”


	“He’s a riot, Vicky.”


	Jack pulled the orange slice from his mouth. “Where’s that doll you wanted to introduce me to?”


	Vicky slapped the side of her head dramatically. “Ms. Jelliroll! She’s out back. I’ll go—”


	“Jack doesn’t have time, honey,” Gia said from behind him.


	He winked at her. “Maybe next trip, okay?”


	Vicky smiled and Jack noticed that a second tooth was starting to fill the gap left by her missing milk tooth.


	“Okay. You coming back soon, Jack?”


	“Real soon, Vicks.”


	He hoisted her onto his hip and carried her to the front door where he put her down and kissed her.


	“See ya.” He glanced up at Gia. “You, too.”


	She pulled Vicky back against the front of her jeans. “Yeah.”


	As Jack went down the front steps, he thought the door slammed with unnecessary force.
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	Vicky pulled Gia to the window and together they watched Jack stroll out of sight.


	“He’s going to find Aunt Grace, isn’t he?”


	“He says he’s going to try.”


	“He’ll do it.”


	“Please don’t get your hopes up, honey.” She knelt behind Vicky and enfolded her in her arms. “We may never find her.”


	She felt Vicky stiffen and wished she hadn’t said it, wished she hadn’t thought it. Grace had to be alive and well.


	“Jack’ll find her. Jack can do anything.”


	“No, Vicky. He can’t. He really can’t.” Gia was torn between wanting Jack to fail, and wanting Grace returned to her home, between wanting to see Jack humbled in Vicky’s eyes, and the urge to protect her daughter from the pain of disillusionment.


	“Why don’t you love him anymore, Mommy?”


	The question took Gia by surprise. “Who said I ever did?”


	“You did,” Vicky said, turning and facing her mother. Her guileless blue eyes looked straight into Gia’s. “Don’t you remember?”


	“Well, maybe I did a little, but not anymore.”


	It’s true. I don’t love him anymore. Never did. Not really.


	“Why not?”


	“Sometimes things don’t work out.”


	“Like with you and Daddy?”


	“Ummm…”


	During the two and a half years she and Richard had been divorced, Gia had read every magazine article she could find on explaining the breakup of a marriage to a small child. There were all sorts of pat answers to give, answers that were satisfying when the father was still around for birthdays and holidays and weekends. But what to say to a child whose father had not only skipped town, but left the continent before she was five? How to tell a child that her daddy doesn’t give a damn about her? Maybe Vicky knew. Maybe that’s why she was so infatuated with Jack, who never passed up an opportunity to give her a hug or slip her a little present, who talked to her and treated her like a real person.


	“Do you love Carl?” Vicky said with a sour face. Apparently she’d given up on an answer to her previous question and was trying a new one.


	“No. We haven’t known each other that long.”


	“He’s yucky.”


	“He’s really very nice. You just have to get to know him.”


	“Yucks, Mom. Yuck-o.”


	Gia laughed and tugged on Vicky’s pigtails. Carl acted like any man unfamiliar with children. He was uncomfortable with Vicky; when he wasn’t stiff, he was condescending. He’d been unable to break the ice, but he was trying.


	Carl was an account exec at TBWA\Chiat\Day. Bright, witty, sophisticated. A civilized man. Not like Jack. Not at all like Jack. They’d met at the agency when she’d delivered some art for one of his accounts. Phone calls, flowers, dinners had followed. Something was developing. Certainly not love yet, but a nice relationship. Carl was what they called a “good catch.” Gia didn’t like to think of a man that way; it made her feel predatory, and she wasn’t hunting. Both Richard and Jack, the only two men in the last ten years of her life, had deeply disappointed her. So she was keeping Carl at arm’s length for now.


	Yet … there were certain things to be considered. With Richard out of touch for over a year now, money was a constant problem. Gia didn’t want alimony, but some child support now and then would help. Richard had sent a few checks after running back to England—drawn in British pounds just to make things more difficult for her. Not that he had any financial problems—he controlled one-third of the Westphalen fortune. He was most definitely what those who evaluated such things would consider a “good catch.” But as she’d found out soon after their marriage, Richard had a long history of impulsive and irresponsible behavior. He’d disappeared late last year. No one knew where he’d gone, but no one was worried. It wasn’t the first time he’d decided on a whim to take off without a word to anyone.


	And so Gia did the best she could. Good freelance work for a commercial artist was hard to find on a steady basis, but she managed. Carl was seeing to it that she got assignments from his accounts, and she appreciated that, though it worried her. She didn’t want any of her decisions about their relationship to be influenced by economics.


	But she needed those jobs. Freelance work was the only way she could be a breadwinner and a mother and father to Vicky—and do it right. She wanted to be home when Vicky got in from school. She wanted Vicky to know that even if her father had deserted her, her mother would always be there. But it wasn’t easy.


	Money-money-money.


	It always came down to money. She couldn’t think of anything in particular she wanted desperately to buy, nothing she really needed. She simply wanted enough so she could stop worrying about it all the time. Her day-to-day life would be enormously simplified by hitting the state lottery or having some rich uncle pass on and leave her fifty thousand or so. But there were no rich uncles waiting in the wings, and Gia didn’t have enough left over at the end of the week for lottery tickets. She was going to have to make it on her own.


	She was not so naive as to think that every problem could be solved by money—look at Nellie, lonely and miserable now, unable to buy back her sister despite all her riches—but a windfall would certainly let Gia sleep better at night.


	All of which reminded Gia that her rent was due. The bill had been waiting for her when she’d stopped back at the apartment yesterday. Staying here and keeping Nellie company was a pleasant change of scenery; it was posh, cool, comfortable. But it was keeping her from her work. Two assignments had deadlines coming up, and she needed those checks. Paying the rent now was going to drop her account to the danger level, but it had to be done.


	Might as well find the checkbook and get it over with.


	“Why don’t you go out to the playhouse,” she told Vicky.


	“It’s dull out there, Mom.”


	“I know. But they bought it especially for you, so why don’t you give it another try today. I’ll come out and play with you in a few minutes. Got to take care of some business first.”


	Vicky brightened. “Okay! We’ll play Ms. Jelliroll. You can be Mr. Grape-grabber.”


	“Sure.” Whatever would Vicky do without her Ms. Jelliroll doll?


	Gia watched her race toward the rear of the house. Vicky loved to visit her aunts’ place, but she got lonely after a while. No one her age around here; all her friends were back at the apartment house.


	She went upstairs to the guest bedroom on the third floor where she and Vicky had spent the last two nights. Maybe she could get some work done. She missed her art setup back in her apartment, but she’d brought a large sketchpad and had to get going on the Burger-Meister place mat.


	Burger-Meister was a McDonald’s clone and a new client for Carl. The company had been regional in the south but was preparing to go national in a big way. They had the usual assortment of burgers, including their own answer to the Big Mac: the vaguely fascist-sounding Meister Burger. But what set them apart were their desserts. They put a lot of effort into offering a wide array of pastries—eclairs, napoleons, cream puffs, and the like.


	Gia’s assignment was to come up with the art for a paper place mat to line the trays patrons used to carry food to the tables. The copywriter had decided the sheet should extol and catalog all the quick and wonderful services Burger-Meister offered. The art director had blocked it out: Around the edges would be scenes of children laughing, running, swinging and sliding in the mini-playground, cars full of happy people threading the drive-thru, children celebrating birthdays in the special party room, all revolving around that jolly, official-looking fellow, Mr. Burger-Meister.


	Something about this approach struck Gia as wrong. There were missed opportunities here. This was a place mat. That meant the person looking at it was already in the Burger-Meister and had already ordered a meal. She saw no further need for a come-on. Why not tempt them with some of the goodies on the dessert list? Show them pictures of sundaes and cookies and eclairs and cream puffs. Get the kids howling for dessert. It was a good idea, and it excited her.


	You’re a rat, Gia. Ten years ago this never would have crossed your mind. And if it had you’d have been horrified.


	But she was not that same girl from Ottumwa who had arrived in the Big City fresh out of art school and looking for work. Since then she’d been married to a crumb and in love with a killer.


	She began sketching desserts.


	After an hour of work, she took a break. Now that she was rolling on the Burger-Meister job, she didn’t feel too bad about paying the rent. She pulled the checkbook out of her purse but could not find the bill. It had been on the dresser this morning and now it was gone.


	Gia went to the top of the stairs and called down.


	“Eunice! Did you see an envelope on my dresser this morning?”


	“No, Mum,” came the faint reply.


	That left only one possibility.
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	Nellie overheard the exchange between Gia and Eunice.


	Here it comes, she thought, knowing that Gia would explode when she learned what Nellie had done with the rent bill.


	A lovely girl, that Gia, but so hot-tempered. And so proud, unwilling to accept any financial aid, no matter how often it was offered. A most impractical attitude. And yet … if Gia had welcomed handouts, Nellie knew she would not be so anxious to offer them. Gia’s resistance to charity was like a red flag waving in Nellie’s face, making her all the more determined to find ways of helping.


	Preparing herself for the storm, Nellie stepped out onto the landing below Gia.


	“I saw it.”


	“What happened to it?”


	“I paid it.”


	Gia’s jaw dropped. “You what?”


	Nellie twisted her hands in a show of anxiety. “Don’t think I was snooping, dearie. I simply went in to make sure that Eunice was taking proper care of you, and I saw it sitting on the bureau. I was paying a few of my own bills this morning and so I just paid yours, too.”


	Gia hurried down the stairs, pounding her hand on the banister as she approached.


	“Nellie, you had no right!”


	Nellie stood her ground. “Rubbish! I can spend my money any way I please.”


	“The least you could have done was ask me first!”


	“True,” Nellie said, trying her best to look contrite, “but as you know, I’m an old woman and frightfully forgetful.”


	The statement had the desired effect: Gia’s frown wavered, fighting against a smile, then she broke into a laugh. “You’re about as forgetful as a computer!”


	“Ah, dearie,” Nellie said, drawing to Gia’s side and putting an arm around her waist, “I know I’ve taken you away from your work by asking you to stay with me, and that puts a strain on your finances. But I so love having you and Victoria here.”


	And I need you here, she thought. I couldn’t bear to stay alone with only Eunice for company. I would surely go mad with grief and worry.


	“Especially Victoria—I daresay she’s the only decent thing that nephew of mine has ever done in his entire life. She’s such a dear; I can’t quite believe Richard had anything to do with her.”


	“Well, he doesn’t have much to do with her anymore. And if I have my way, he’ll never have anything to do with her again.”


	Too much talk of her nephew Richard made Nellie uncomfortable. The man was a lout, a blot on the Westphalen name.


	“Just as well. By the way, I never told you, but last year I had my will changed to leave Victoria most of my holdings when I go.”


	“Nellie—!”


	Nellie had expected objections and was ready for them:


	“She’s a Westphalen—the last of the Westphalens unless Richard remarries and fathers another child, which I gravely doubt—and I want her to have a part of the Westphalen fortune, curse and all.”


	“Curse?”


	How did that slip out? She hadn’t wanted to mention that.


	“Only joking, love.”


	Gia seemed to have a sudden weak spell. She leaned against Nellie.


	“Nellie, I don’t know what to say except I hope it’s a long, long time before we see any of it.”


	“So do I! But until then, please don’t begrudge me the pleasure of helping out once in a while. I have so much money and so few pleasures left in life. You and Victoria are two of them. Anything I can do to lighten your load—”


	“I’m not a charity case, Nellie.”


	“I heartily agree. You’re family”—she directed a stern expression at Gia—“even if you did go back to your maiden name. And as your aunt by marriage I claim the right to help out once in a while. Now that’s the last I want to hear of it!”


	So saying, she kissed Gia on the cheek and marched back into her bedroom. But as soon as the door closed behind her, she felt her brave front crack. She stumbled across the room and sank onto the bed. She found it so much easier to bear the pain of Grace’s disappearance in the company of others—pretending to be composed and in control actually made her feel so. But when she had no one around to play-act for, she fell apart.


	Oh, Grace, Grace, Grace. Where can you be? And how long can I live without you?


	Her sister had been Nellie’s best friend ever since they had arrived in America. Her purse-lipped smile, her tittering laugh, the pleasure she took in their daily sherry before dinner, even her infuriating obsession with the regularity of her bowels; Nellie missed them all.


	Despite all her foibles and uppity ways, she’s a dear soul and I need her back.


	The thought of living on without Grace suddenly overwhelmed Nellie and she began to cry, quiet sobs that no one else would hear. She couldn’t let any of them—especially dear little Victoria—see her cry.
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	Jack didn’t feel like walking back across town, so he took a cab. The dark-skinned driver made a couple of heavily accented tries at small talk about the Mets but the terse, grunted replies from the back seat soon shut him up. Jack could not remember another time in his life when he had felt so low—not even after his mother’s death. He needed to talk to someone, and it wasn’t a cabby.


	He had the hack drop him off at a little mom-and-pop on the corner west of his apartment: Nick’s Nook, an unappetizing place with New York City’s grime permanently embedded in the plate glass windows. Some of that grime seemed to have filtered through the glass and onto the grocery display items behind it. Faded dummy boxes of Tide, Cheerios, Gaines Burgers, and such had been there for years and probably would remain there for many more. Both Nick and his store needed a good scrubbing. His prices would shame an Exxon executive, but the Nook was handy, and baked goods were delivered fresh daily—at least he said they were.


	Jack picked up an Entenmann’s crumb cake that didn’t look too dusty, checked the fresh date on the side and found it was good till next week.


	“Going over to Abe’s, eh?” Nick said. He had three chins, one little one supported by two big ones, all in need of a shave.


	“Yeah. Thought I’d bring the junky his fix.”


	“Tell him I said ’lo.”


	“Right.”


	He walked over to Amsterdam Avenue and then down to the Isher Sports Shop. Here he knew he’d find Abe Grossman, friend and confidant for almost as long as he’d been Repairman Jack. In fact, Abe was one of the reasons Jack had moved into this neighborhood. Abe was the ultimate pessimist. No matter how dark things looked, Abe’s outlook was darker. He could make a drowning man feel lucky.


	Jack glanced through the window. A balding, overweight man in his late fifties was alone inside, sitting on a stool behind the cash register, reading a paperback.


	The store was too small for its stock. Bicycles hung from the ceiling; fishing rods, tennis racquets, and basketball hoops littered the walls while narrow aisles wound between pressing benches, hockey nets, scuba masks, soccer balls, and countless other weekend-making items hidden under or behind each other. Inventory was an annual nightmare.


	“No customers?” Jack asked to the accompaniment of the bell that chimed when the door opened.


	Abe peered over the half moons of his reading glasses. “None. And the census won’t be changed by your arrival, I’m sure.”


	“Au contraire. I come with goodies in hand and money in pocket.”


	“Did you—?” Abe peered over the counter at the white box with the blue lettering. “You did! Crumb?” His fingers did a come-hither waggle. “Come to Papa.”


	Abe Grossman defined the concept of rotund. He carried way too much weight for a frame that fell short of five-eight. His graying hair had receded to the top of his head. His clothes never varied: black pants, short-sleeve white shirt, shiny black tie. The tie and shirt were a sort of scratch-and-sniff catalog of the food he’d eaten that day. As Jack neared the counter he spotted scrambled egg, mustard, and what could be either ketchup or spaghetti sauce.


	Just then the door dinged as a big burly fellow in a dirty sleeveless undershirt came through.


	“You got softballs? I need three, quick like.”


	“Softballs we don’t have,” Abe said without looking up. His eyes never left the Entenmann’s box. “Hardballs neither.”


	The guy made a face. “No softballs? What kinda sports store is that?”


	“The kind that doesn’t have softballs.” Abe removed his glasses and gave the man a withering stare. “I should explain my inventory?”


	The guy left, slamming the door behind him.


	Jack pointed at a softball-laden shelf to his right. “You’ve got at least a dozen right there.”


	He shrugged. “I know, but then this cake would be lonely while I dealt with him. An Entenmann’s crumb cake should never be lonely.”


	Jack handed him the box. “You want me to leave you two alone?”


	“Feh!” he said as he lifted the lid. “You really know how to hurt a guy.” He broke off a piece of cake and bit in heartily. “You know I’m on a diet.” Powdered sugar speckled his tie as he spoke.


	“Yeah. I noticed.”


	“I should lie? I’m on low carb—except for Entenmann’s. That’s a free food. All other carbs have to be counted, but Entenmann’s is ad lib.” He took another big bite and spoke around it. Crumb cake always made him manic. “Did I tell you I added a codicil to my will? I’ve decided that after I’m cremated my ashes should be buried in an Entenmann’s box. Or if I’m not cremated, it should be a white, glass-topped coffin with blue lettering on the side.” He held up the cake box. “Just like this. Either way, I should be interred on a grassy slope overlooking the Entenmann’s plant in Bay Shore.”


	Jack tried to smile but it must have been a poor attempt. Abe stopped in mid-chew.


	“What’s eating up your guderim?”


	“Saw Gia today.”


	“Nu?”


	“It’s over. Really over.”


	“You didn’t know that?”


	“I knew it but I didn’t believe it.” Jack forced himself to ask a question he wasn’t sure he wanted answered. “Am I crazy, Abe? Is there something wrong in my head for wanting to live this way? Is my pilot light flickering and I don’t know it?”


	Without taking his eyes from Jack’s face, Abe put down his piece of cake and made a halfhearted attempt to brush off his front. He succeeded only in smearing the sugar specks on his tie into large white blotches.


	“What did she do to you?”


	“Opened my eyes, maybe. Sometimes it takes an outsider to make you see yourself as you really are.”


	“And you see what?”


	Jack took a deep breath. “A crazy man.”


	“That’s what her eyes see. But what does she know? Does she know about Mr. Canelli? Does she know about your mother? Does she know how you came to where you are?”


	“Nope. Didn’t wait to hear.”


	“There! You see? She knows nothing! She understands nothing! And she’s closed her mind to you. Someone like that you don’t need.”


	“I do.”


	Abe rubbed a hand across his forehead, leaving a white smear.


	“Nu? You’ve never been ditched?”


	“Abe … I can’t remember ever feeling about anyone the way I feel about Gia. And she’s afraid of me!”


	“Fear of the unknown. She doesn’t know you, so she’s afraid of you. I know all about you. Am I afraid?”


	“Aren’t you? Ever?”


	“Never!” He trotted back behind the counter and picked up a copy of the New York Post. Riffling through the pages he said, “Look—a five-year old beaten to death by his mother’s boyfriend! A guy with a straight razor slashed eight people in Times Square last night and then disappears into a subway! A headless, handless torso is found in a West Side hotel room! As a hit-and-run victim lies bleeding in the street, people run up to him, rob him, and then leave him there. I should be afraid of you?”


	Jack shrugged, unconvinced. None of this would bring Gia back; it was what he was that had driven her away. He decided he wanted to do his business here and go home.


	“I need something.”


	“What?”


	“A slapper. Lead and leather.”


	Abe nodded. “Ten ounces do?”


	“Sure.”


	Abe locked the front door and hung the Back in a Few Minutes sign facing out through the glass. He passed Jack and led him toward the back where they stepped into a closet and closed the door after them. A push swung the rear wall of the closet away from them. Abe hit a light switch and they started down a worn stone stairway. As they moved, a neon sign flickered to life:


	Fine Weapons


	The Right to Buy Weapons Is the


	Right to Be Free


	Jack had often asked Abe why he’d placed a neon sign where advertising would do no good; Abe unfailingly replied that every good weapons shop should have such a sign.


	“When you get right down to it, Jack,” Abe was saying, “what I think of you or what Gia thinks of you—will that matter much in the long run? No. Because a long run there won’t be. Everything’s falling apart. You know that. Not much time left before civilization collapses completely. Meshugge Islamics are just the tip of the iceberg. It’s going to start soon. The banks’ll start to go any day now. These people who think their savings are insured by the FDIC? Feh! Such a rude awakening they’ve got coming! Just wait till the first couple of banks go under and they find out the FDIC only has enough to cover a pupik’s worth of the deposits it’s supposed to be insuring. Panic you’ll see. And that’s when the government will crank up the printing presses to full speed to cover those deposits. Then runaway inflation just like Weimar Germany. Bushel baskets of—”


	Jack cut him off. He knew the routine by heart.


	“You’ve been telling me this for ten years, Abe. Economic ruin has been around the corner for a decade now. Where is it?”


	“Coming, Jack. Coming. I’m glad my daughter’s full-grown and disinclined toward marriage and a family. I shudder at the thought that a child or a grandchild of mine should be growing up in the coming time.”


	Jack thought of Vicky. “Full of good cheer as usual, aren’t you? The only man I know who lights up a room when he leaves.”


	“A comedian he’s become. I’m only trying to open your eyes so you can take steps to protect yourself.”


	“And what about you? You’ve got a bomb shelter somewhere in the sticks full of freeze-dried food?”


	Abe shook his head. “I have a place, but built for a post-holocaust lifestyle I’m not. And I’m too old to learn.”


	He flipped another wall switch at the bottom of the steps, bringing the ceiling lights to life.


	The basement was as crowded as the upstairs, only there was no sporting equipment down here. The walls and floors were covered with every one-man weapon imaginable: switchblades, clubs, swords, brass knuckles, and a full array of firearms from derringers to bazookas.


	Abe went over to a cardboard box and rummaged through it.


	“You want a slapper or the braided kind?”


	“Braided.”


	Abe tossed him something in a Ziploc bag. Jack removed it and hefted it in his hand. The sap, sometimes called a blackjack, was made of thin strips of leather woven around a lead weight; the weave tightened and tapered down to a firm handle that ended in a looped thong for the wrist. Jack fitted it on and tried a few short swings. The flexibility allowed him to get his wrist into the motion, a feature that might come in handy at close quarters.


	He stood looking at the sap.


	This was the sort of thing that had frightened Gia off. He swung it once more, harder, striking the edge of a wooden shipping crate: a loud crack; splinters flew.


	“This’ll do fine. How much?”


	“Twenty.”


	Jack reached into his pocket. “Used to be fifteen.”


	“That was years ago. A lifetime one of these should last.”


	“I lose things.” He handed over a twenty-dollar bill and put the sap into his pocket.


	“Need anything else while we’re down here?”


	Jack ran a mental inventory of his weapons and ammunition. “No. I’m pretty well set.”


	“Good. Then let’s go upstairs and we’ll have some cake and talk. You look like you need some talk.”


	“Thanks, Abe,” Jack said, leading the way upstairs, “but I’ve got some errands to run before dark, so I’ll take a rain check.”


	“You hold things in too much. I’ve told you that before. We’re supposed to be friends. So talk it out. You don’t trust me anymore?”


	“I trust you like crazy. It’s just…”


	“What?”


	“See you, Abe.”
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	It was after six when Jack got back to the apartment. With all the shades pulled, the dark front room matched his mood.


	He had checked in with his office; no calls of any importance waiting for him. The answering machine here had no messages waiting.


	He had a two-wheel, wire shopping cart with him, and in it a paper bag full of old clothing—woman’s clothing. He leaned the cart in a corner, then stripped down and got into a T-shirt and shorts. Time for his workout. He didn’t want to—he felt emotionally and physically spent—but this was the only thing in his daily routine he’d promised himself he would never let slide. His life depended on it.


	He locked his apartment and jogged up the stairs.


	The sun had done its worst and was on its way down the sky, but the roof remained an inferno. Its black surface would hold the day’s heat long into the night. Jack looked west into the haze that reddened the lowering sun. On a clear day you could see New Jersey over there. If you wanted to. Abe had once told him that if you died in sin your soul went to New Jersey.


	The roof was crowded. Not with people, with things. Appleton’s tomato patch sat in the southeast corner; he had carried the topsoil up bag by fifty-pound bag. Harry Bok had a huge CB antenna in the northeast corner. Centrally located was the diesel generator everybody had pitched in to buy after the 2003 blackout; clustered along its north side like suckling piglets against their mama were a dozen two-gallon cans of number-one oil. And above it all, waving proudly from its slim two-inch pole, was Neil the Anarchist’s black flag.


	Jack went over to the small wooden platform he’d built for himself and did some stretching exercises, then went into his routine. He did his push-ups and sit-ups, jumped rope, practiced his tae kwon do kicks and chops, always moving, never stopping, until his body was slick with sweat and his hair hung in limp wet strands about his face and neck.


	He spun at footsteps behind him.


	“Hey, Jack.”


	“Oh, Neil. Hi. Must be about that time.”


	“Right you are.”


	Neil went over to the pole and reverently lowered his black flag. He folded it neatly, tucked it under his arm, and headed for the steps, waving as he went. Jack leaned against the generator and shook his head. Odd for a man who despised all rules to be so punctual, yet you could set your watch by the comings and goings of Neil the Anarchist.


	Back in the apartment, Jack stuck six frozen egg rolls in the microwave while he took a quick shower. With his hair still wet, he opened a jar of duck sauce and a can of Diet Pepsi, then sat down in the kitchen.


	The apartment felt empty. It hadn’t seemed that way this morning, but it was too quiet now. He moved everything into the TV room. The big screen lit up in the middle of a comfy domestic scene with a husband, a wife, two kids and a dog. It reminded him of Sunday afternoons when Gia would bring Vicky over and he would hook up the Play-Station and teach the little girl how to shoot monsters or hunt for treasure. He remembered watching Gia putter about the apartment; he’d liked the way she moved, so efficient and bustling, like a person who got things done. He found that immensely appealing.


	He couldn’t say the same about the homey show that now filled the screen. He quickly flipped around the dial and across the cable, finding everything from news to reruns to a bunch of couples two-stepping around hip-to-hip like a parade of Changs and Engs dancing to a country fiddler.


	Definitely time for part two of Repairman Jack’s unofficial James Whale Festival. The triumph of Whale’s directorial career, Bride of Frankenstein, was ready to run.
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	“You think I’m mad. Perhaps I am. But listen, Henry Frankenstein. While you were digging in your graves, piecing together dead tiss-yoos, I, my dear pupil, went for my material to the source of life…”


	Ernest Thesiger as Dr. Praetorius—the greatest performance of his career—was lecturing his former student. The movie was only half over, but it was time to go. He’d pick up where he left off before bedtime. Too bad. He loved this movie. Especially the score—Franz Waxman’s best ever. Who’d have thought that later on in his career the creator of such a majestic, stirring piece would wind up doing the incidental music for turkeys like Return to Peyton Place? Some people never get the recognition they deserve.


	He pulled on a D12 T-shirt; next came the shoulder holster with the little Semmerling under his left arm; a loose short-sleeved shirt went over that, followed by a pair of cut-off jeans, and sneakers—no socks. By the time he had everything loaded in his mini-shopping cart and was ready to go, darkness had taken over the city.


	He walked down Amsterdam Avenue to where Bahkti’s grandmother had been attacked last night, found a deserted alley, and slipped into the shadows. He hadn’t wanted to leave his apartment house in drag—his neighbors already considered him more than a little odd—and this was as good a dressing room as any place else.


	First he took off his outer shirt. Then he reached into the bag and pulled out the dress—good quality but out of fashion and in need of ironing. That went over the T-shirt and shoulder holster, followed by a gray wig, then black shoes with no heels. He didn’t want to look like a shopping-bag lady; a derelict had nothing to attract the man Jack was after. He wanted a look of faded dignity. New Yorkers see women like this all the time, in their late sixties on up toward eighty. They’re all the same. They trudge along, humped over not so much from a softening of the vertebrae as from the weight of life itself, their center of gravity thrust way forward, usually looking down, or if the head is raised, never looking anyone in the eye. The key word with them is alone. They make irresistible targets.


	And Jack was going to be one of them tonight. As an added inducement, he slipped a good quality paste diamond ring onto the fourth finger of his left hand. He couldn’t let anyone get a close look at him, but he was sure the type of man he was searching for would spot the gleam from that ring a good two blocks away. And as a back-up attraction: a fat roll of bills, mostly singles, tight against his skin under one of the straps of his shoulder holster.


	Jack put his sneakers and the sap into the paper bag in the upper basket of the little shopping cart. He checked himself in a store window: Well, he’d never make it as a transvestite. Then he began a slow course along the sidewalk, dragging the cart behind him.


	Time to go to work.
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	Gia found herself thinking of Jack and resented it. She sat across a tiny dinner table from Carl, a handsome, urbane, witty, intelligent man who professed to be quite taken with her. They were in an expensive little restaurant below street level on the Upper East Side. The decor was spare and clean, the wine white, dry, cold, the cuisine nouvelle. Jack should have been miles from her thoughts, and yet he was here, slouched across the table between them.


	She kept remembering the sound of his voice on the answering machine this morning … “Pinocchio Productions. I’m not in right now”… triggering other memories further in the past …


	Like the time she’d asked him why his answering machine always started off with “Pinocchio Productions” when there was no such company. “Sure there is,” he’d said, jumping up and spinning around. “Look: no strings.” She hadn’t understood all the implications at the time.


	And then to learn that among the “neat stuff” he’d been picking up in secondhand stores was a whole collection of Vernon Grant art. She found out about that the day he gave Vicky a copy of Flibbity Gibbit. Gia had become familiar with Grant’s commercial work during her art school days—he was the creator of Kellogg’s Snap, Crackle, and Pop—and she swiped from him now and again when an assignment called for something elfin. She felt she’d found a truly kindred spirit upon discovering that Jack was a fan of Vernon Grant. And Vicky … Vicky treasured Flibbity Gibbit and for a while her favorite expression had been “Wowie-kee-flowie!”


	She straightened herself in her chair. Out, damned Jack! Out, I say! She had to start answering Carl in something more than monosyllables.


	She told him her idea about changing the thrust of the Burger-Meister place mats from services to desserts. He was effusive in his praise, saying she should be a copywriter as well as an artist. That launched him onto the subject of the new campaign for his biggest client, Wee Folk Children’s Clothes. There was work in it for Gia and perhaps even a modeling gig for Vicky.


	Poor Carl … he’d tried so hard to hit it off with Vicky tonight. As usual, he failed miserably. Some people never learn how to talk to kids. They turn up the volume and enunciate with extra care, as if talking to a partially deaf immigrant. They sound as if they’re reading lines somebody else wrote for them, or as if what they’re saying is really for the benefit of other adults listening and not just for the child. Kids sense that and turn off.


	But Vicky hadn’t been turned off this afternoon. Jack knew how to talk to her. When he spoke it was to Vicky and to no one else. There was instant rapport between those two. Perhaps because there was a lot of little boy in Jack, a part of him that had never grown up. But if Jack was a little boy, he was a dangerous little boy. He—


	Why did he keep creeping back into her thoughts? Jack is the past. Carl is the future. Concentrate on Carl!


	She drained her wine and stared at Carl. Good old Carl. Gia held her glass out for more wine. She wanted lots of wine tonight.
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	His eye was killing him. He sat hunched in the dark recess of the doorway, glowering at the street. He’d probably have to spend the whole night here unless something came along soon.


	The waiting was the worst part, man. The waiting and the hiding. Word was probably out to be on the lookout for a guy with a scratched eye. Which meant he couldn’t hit the street and go looking, and he hadn’t been in town long enough to find no one to crash with. So he had to sit here and wait for something to come to him.


	All ’cause of that rotten bitch.


	He fingered the gauze patch taped over his left eye and winced at the shock of pain from even the gentlest touch. Bitch! Damn near gouged his eye out last night. But he showed her. Fucking-ay right. Bounced her around good after that. And later on, in this very same doorway, when he’d gone through her wallet and found a grand total of seventeen bucks, and seen that the necklace was nothing but junk, he’d wanted to go back and do a tap dance on her head, but figured someone would’ve found her by then.


	And then to top it all off, he’d had to spend most of the take on eye patches and ointment. He was worse off now than when he’d rolled the bitch.


	He hoped she was hurting … hurting real good. He knew he was.


	Should never have come east, man. He’d had to geese Detroit after losing it with a pry bar on that guy changing a tire out by the interstate. Easier to get lost here than someplace like, say, Saginaw. Bad part was he didn’t know nobody.


	He leaned back and watched the street with his good eye. Some weird-looking old lady was hobbling by on shoes that looked too small for her, pulling a shopping basket behind her. Not much there. Ain’t worth the trouble of a closer look.
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	Who am I kidding? Jack thought. He’d been trudging up and down every West Side street. His back was killing him from walking hunched over. If the mugger had stayed in the neighborhood, Jack would have passed him by now.


	Damn the heat and damn the dress and most of all damn the goddamn wig. I’ll never find this guy.


	But it wasn’t only the futility of tonight’s quest that was getting to him. The afternoon had hit him hard.


	Jack prided himself on being a man of few illusions. He believed in a balance of life and based that belief on Jack’s Law of Social Dynamics: For every action there must be an equal and opposite reaction. The reaction wasn’t necessarily automatic or inevitable; life wasn’t like thermodynamics. Sometimes the reaction had to be helped along. That was where Jack came into the picture. He was in the business of making some of those reactions happen. He liked to think of himself as a sort of catalyst.


	Jack knew he was a violent man. He made no excuses for that. He’d come to terms with it. He’d hoped Gia could eventually come to understand it.


	When Gia had left him he’d convinced himself that it was all a big misunderstanding, that all he needed was a chance to talk to her and everything would be straightened out, that it was just her Italian pigheadedness keeping them apart. Well, he’d had his chance this afternoon and it was obvious there was no hope of a common ground with Gia. She wanted no part of him.


	He frightened her.


	That was the hardest part to accept. He had scared her off. Not by wronging her or betraying her, but simply by letting her know the truth … by letting her know what Repairman Jack fixed, and how he went about his work, and what tools he used.


	One of them was wrong. Until this afternoon it had been easy to believe that it was Gia. Not so easy tonight. He believed in Gia, believed in her sensitivity, her perceptiveness. And she found him repugnant.


	A soul-numbing lethargy seeped through him.


	What if she’s right? What if I am nothing more than a high-priced hoodlum who’s rationalized his way into believing he’s one of the good guys?


	Jack shook himself. Self-doubt was a stranger to him. He wasn’t sure how to fight back. And he had to fight it. He wouldn’t change the way he lived; doubted he could if he wished to. He’d spent too long on the outside to find his way back in again—


	Something about the guy sitting in the doorway he just passed … something about that face in the shadows that his unconscious had spotted in passing but had not yet sent up to his forebrain. Something …


	Jack let go of the shopping basket handle. It clattered to the sidewalk. As he bent to pick it up, he glanced back at the doorway.


	The guy was young with short blond hair—and had a white gauze patch over his left eye. Jack felt his heart notch up its tempo. This was almost too good to be true. Yet there he was, keeping back in the shadows, undoubtedly aware that his patch marked him. It had to be him. If not, it was one hell of a coincidence. Jack needed to be sure.


	He picked up the cart and stood still for a moment, deciding his next move. Patch had noticed him, but seemed indifferent. Jack would have to change that.


	With a cry of delight, he bent and pretended to pick something out from under the wheel of the cart. As he straightened, he turned his back to the street—but remained in full view of Patch, whom he pretended not to see—and dug inside the top of his dress. He removed the roll of bills, made sure Patch got a good look at its thickness, then pretended to wrap a new bill around it. He stuffed it back in his ersatz bra, and continued on his way.


	About a hundred feet on, he stopped to adjust a shoe and took advantage of the moment to sneak a look behind: Patch was out of the shadows and following him down the street. Good. Now to arrange a rendezvous.


	He removed the sap from the paper bag and slipped his wrist through the thong, then went on until he came to an alley. Without an apparent care in the world, he turned into it and let the darkness swallow him.


	Jack had moved maybe two dozen feet down the littered path when he heard the sound he knew would come: quick, stealthy footsteps approaching from the rear. When the sound was almost upon him, he lurched to the left and flattened his back against the wall. A dark form hurtled by and fell sprawling over the cart.


	Amid the clatter of metal and muttered curses, the figure scrambled to its feet and faced him. Jack felt truly alive now, reveling in the pulses of excitement crackling like bolts of lightning through his nervous system, anticipating one of the fringe benefits of his work—giving a dirtbag a taste of his own medicine.


	Patch seemed hesitant. Unless he was very stupid, he must have realized that his prey had moved a bit too fast for an old lady. Jack did not want to spook him, so he made no move. He simply crouched against the alley wall and let out a high-pitched howl that would have put Una O’Connor to shame.


	Patch jumped and glanced up and down the alley. “Hey! Shut up!”


	Jack screamed again.


	
“Shut the fuck up!”


	But Jack only crouched lower, gripped the handle of the sap tighter, and screamed once more.


	“Awright, bitch!” Patch said through his teeth as he charged forward. “You asked for it.”


	Jack heard the anticipation in his voice, could tell he liked beating up people who couldn’t fight back. As Patch loomed over him with raised fists, Jack straightened to his full height, bringing his left hand up from the floor. He caught Patch across the face with a hard, stinging, open-palmed slap that rocked him back on his heels.


	Jack knew what would follow, so he’d been moving to his right even as he’d swung.


	Sure enough, as soon as Patch regained his balance, he started for the street. He’d just made a big mistake and knew it. Probably thought he’d picked an undercover cop to roll. As he darted by on his way to freedom, Jack stepped in and swung the sap at Patch’s skull. Not a hard swing—a flick of the wrist, really—but it connected with a satisfying thunk. Patch’s body went slack but not before his reflexes had jerked him away from Jack. His momentum carried him head first into the far wall. He settled to the floor of the alley with a sigh.


	Jack shucked off the wig and dress and got back into his sneakers, then he went over and nudged Patch with his foot. The creep groaned and rolled over. He appeared dazed, so Jack reached out with his free hand and shook him by the shoulder.


	Without warning, Patch’s right arm whipped around, slashing at Jack with the four-inch blade protruding from his fist. Jack grabbed the wrist with one hand and poked at a spot behind Patch’s left ear, just below the mastoid. Patch grunted with pain. As Jack applied more and more pressure, he began flopping around like a fish on a hook. Finally he dropped the knife.


	As Jack relaxed his hold, Patch made a leap to retrieve the knife. Jack had half expected this. The sap still hung from his wrist by its thong. He grabbed it and smashed it across the back of Patch’s hand, putting all of his wrist and a good deal of his forearm behind the blow. The crunch of bone was followed by a scream of pain.


	“You broke it!” He rolled onto his belly and then back onto his side. “I’ll have your ass for this, pig!” He moaned and whined and swore incoherently, all the while cradling his injured hand.


	“Pig?” Jack said in his softest voice. “No such luck, friend. This is personal.”


	The moaning stopped. Patch peered through the darkness with his good eye, a worried look on his face. As he placed his good hand against the wall to prop himself up, Jack raised the sap for another blow.


	“No fair, man!” He quickly withdrew the hand and lay down again. “No fair!”


	“Fair?” Jack laughed as nastily as he could. “Were you going to be fair to the old lady you thought you’d trapped here? No rules in this alley, friend. Just you and me. And I’m here to get you.”


	He saw Patch’s eye widen; his tone echoed the fear in his face.


	“Look, man. I don’t know what’s goin’ down here, but you got the wrong guy. I only came in from Michigan last week.”


	“Not interested in last week, friend. Just last night … the old lady you rolled.”


	“Hey, I didn’t roll no old lady! No way!” Patch flinched and whimpered as Jack raised the sap menacingly. “I swear to God, man! I swear!”


	Jack had to admit the guy was good. Very convincing.


	“I’ll help your memory a little: Her car broke down; she wore a heavy necklace that looked like silver and had two yellow stones in the middle; and she used her fingernails on your eye.” As he saw comprehension begin to dawn in Patch’s eye, he felt his anger climbing towards the danger point. “She wasn’t in the hospital yesterday, but she is today. And you put her there. She may kick off any time. And if she does, it’s your fault.”


	“No, wait, man! Listen—”


	He grabbed Patch by the hair at the top of his head and rapped his skull against the brick wall. “You listen! I want the necklace. Where’d you fence it?”


	“Fence it? That piece of shit? I threw it away!”


	“Where?”


	“I don’t know!”


	“Remember!” Jack rapped Patch’s head against the wall again for emphasis.


	He kept seeing that frail old lady fading into the hospital bed, barely able to speak because of the beating she’d received at this creep’s hands. A dark place was opening up inside him.


	Careful!


	He needed Patch conscious.


	“Awright! Lemme think!”


	Jack managed a slow, deep breath. Then another.


	“Think. You’ve got thirty seconds.”


	It didn’t take that long.


	“I thought it was silver. But when I got it under a light I saw it wasn’t.”


	“You want me to believe you didn’t even try to get a few bucks for it?”


	“I … I didn’t like it.”


	Jack hesitated, not sure of how to take that.


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“I didn’t like it, man. Something about it didn’t feel right. I just threw it in some bushes.”


	“No bushes around here.”


	Patch flinched. “Are too! Two blocks down!”


	Jack yanked him to his feet. “Show me.”


	Patch was right. Between West End and Twelfth Avenues, where Fifty-eighth Street slopes down toward the Hudson River, sat a small clump of privet hedge, the kind Jack had spent many a Saturday morning as a kid trimming in front of his parents’ home in Jersey.


	With Patch lying face down on the pavement by his feet, Jack reached into the bushes. A little rummaging around among the gum wrappers, used tissues, decaying leaves, and other less easily identifiable refuse produced the necklace.


	Jack looked at it as it gleamed dully in the glow from a nearby streetlight.


	I’ve done it! Goddamnit, I’ve done it!


	He hefted it in his palm. Heavy. Had to be uncomfortable to wear. Why did Kusum want it back so badly? As he held it in his hand he began to understand what Patch had said to him about it not feeling right. It didn’t feel right. He found it hard to describe the sensation more clearly than that.


	Crazy, he thought. This thing’s nothing more than sculptured iron and a couple of topaz-like stones.


	Yet he could barely resist the primitive urge to hurl the necklace across the street and run the other way.


	“You gonna let me go now?” Patch said, rising to his feet.


	His left hand was a dusky, mottled blue now, swollen to nearly twice its normal size. He cradled it gingerly against his chest.


	Jack held up the necklace. “This is what you beat up an old lady for?” he said in a low voice, feeling the rage pushing toward the surface. “She’s all busted up in a hospital bed now because you wanted to rip this off, and then you threw it away.”


	“Look, man!” Patch said, pointing his good hand at Jack. “You’ve got it wrong—”


	Jack saw the hand gesturing in the air two feet in front of him and the rage suddenly exploded. Without warning, he swung the sap hard against Patch’s right hand. As before, crunch and a howl of pain.


	As Patch sank to his knees, moaning, Jack walked past him back toward West End Avenue.


	“Let’s see you roll an old lady now, tough guy.”


	The darkness within him began to retreat. Without looking back, he started toward the more populated sections of town. The necklace tingled uncomfortably against the inside of his palm.


	He wasn’t far from the hospital. He broke into a run. He wanted to be rid of this thing as soon as possible.
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	The end was near.


	Kusum had sent the private duty nurse out into the hall and now stood alone at the head of the bed holding the withered hand in his. Anger had receded, as had frustration and bitterness. Not gone, simply tucked away until they would be needed, leaving a void within him.


	The futility of it all. All those years of life canceled by a moment of viciousness.


	He could not dredge up a shred of hope of seeing the necklace returned before the end. No one could find it in time, not even the highly recommended Repairman Jack. If it was in her karma to die without the necklace, then Kusum would have to accept it. At least he had the satisfaction of knowing he had done everything in his power to retrieve it.


	A knock at the door. The private duty nurse stuck her head in. “Mr. Bahkti?”


	He repressed the urge to scream. It would feel so good to scream at someone.


	“I told you I wished to be alone in here.”


	“I know. But there’s a man out here. He insisted I give you this.” She held out her hand. “Said you were expecting it.”


	Kusum stepped toward the door. He could not imagine …


	Something dangled from her hand. It looked like—it wasn’t possible!


	He snatched the necklace from her fingers.


	It’s true! It’s real! He found it!


	Kusum wanted to sing out his joy, to dance with the startled nurse. Instead, he pushed her out the door and rushed to the bedside. The clasp was broken, so he wrapped the necklace about the throat of the nearly lifeless form there.


	“It’s all right now!” he whispered in their native tongue. “You’re going to be all right!”


	He stepped into the hall and saw the private duty nurse.


	“Where is he?”


	She pointed down the hall. “At the nursing station. He’s not even supposed to be on the floor, but he was very insistent.”


	I’m sure he was. Kusum pointed toward the room. “See to her.”


	Then he hurried down the hall.


	He found Jack dressed in ragged shorts and mismatched shirts—he had seen better dressed stall attendants at the Calcutta bazaar—leaning against the counter at the nursing station, arguing with a burly head nurse who turned to Kusum as he approached.


	“Mr. Bahkti, you are allowed on the floor because of your grandmother’s critical condition. But that doesn’t mean you can have your friends wandering in and out at all hours of the night!”


	Kusum barely looked at her. “We will be but a minute. Go on about your business.”


	He turned to Jack. He looked hot and tired and sweaty. Oh, for two arms to properly embrace this man, even though he probably smells like everyone else in this country of beef eaters. Certainly an extraordinary man. Thank Kali for extraordinary men, no matter what their race or dietary habits.


	“I assume I made it in time?” Jack said.


	“Yes. Just in time. She will be well now.”


	The American’s brow furrowed. “It’s going to patch her up?”


	“No, of course not. But knowing it has been returned will help her up here.” He tapped his forefinger against his temple. “For here is where all healing resides.”


	“Sure,” Jack said, his expression hiding none of his skepticism. “Anything you say.”


	“I suppose you wish the rest of your fee.”


	Jack nodded. “Sounds good to me.”


	He pulled the thick envelope from his tunic and thrust it at Jack. Despite his prior conviction of the impossibility of his ever seeing the stolen necklace again, Kusum had kept the packet with him as a gesture of hope and of faith in the goddess he prayed to.


	“I wish it were more. I don’t know how to thank you enough. Words cannot express how much—”


	“It’s okay,” Jack said quickly. Kusum’s outpouring of gratitude seemed to embarrass him.


	Kusum, too, was taken aback by the intensity of the emotions within him. He had given up hope. He had asked this man, a stranger, to perform an impossible task, and it had been done! He detested emotional displays, but his customary control over his feelings had slipped since the nurse placed the necklace in his hand.


	“Where did you find it?”


	“I found the guy who stole it and convinced him to take me to it.”


	Kusum felt his fist clench and the muscles at the back of his neck bunch involuntarily. “Did you kill him as I asked?”


	Jack shook his head. “Nope. Told you I wouldn’t. But he won’t be punching out old ladies for some time. Don’t worry. He’s been paid back in kind. I fixed it.”


	Kusum nodded silently, hiding the storm of hatred raging across his mind. Mere pain was not enough—not nearly enough. The man responsible here must pay with his life.


	“Very well, Mr. Jack. My family and I owe you a debt of gratitude. If there is ever anything you need that is in my power to secure for you, any goal that is in my power to achieve, you have merely to ask. All efforts within the realm of human possibility”—he could not repress a smile here—“and perhaps even beyond, will be expended on your behalf.”


	“Thank you,” Jack said with a smile and a slight bow. “I hope that won’t be necessary. I think I’ll be heading home now.”


	“Yes. You look tired.”


	But as Kusum studied him, he sensed more than mere physical fatigue. There was an inner pain that hadn’t been present this morning … a spiritual exhaustion. Was something fragmenting this man? He hoped not. That would be tragic. He wished he could ask, but did not feel he had the right.


	“Rest well.”


	He watched until the American had been swallowed by the elevator, then he returned to the room. The private duty nurse met him at the door.


	“She seems to be rallying, Mr. Bahkti! Respirations are deeper, and her blood pressure’s up!”


	“Excellent!” Nearly twenty-four hours of constant tension began to unravel within him. She would live. He was sure of it now. “Have you a safety pin?”


	The nurse looked at him quizzically but went to her purse on the windowsill and produced one. Kusum used it as a clasp for the necklace, then turned to the nurse.


	“This necklace is not to be removed for any reason whatsoever. Is that clear?”


	The nurse nodded timidly. “Yes, sir. Quite clear.”


	“I will be elsewhere in the hospital for a while,” he said, starting for the door. “If you should need me, have me paged.”


	Kusum took the elevator down to the first floor and followed signs to the emergency room. He had learned that this was the only hospital serving the midtown West Side. Jack had hinted that he had injured the mugger’s hands. If he should seek medical care, it would be here.


	He took a seat in the crowded waiting area of the emergency department. People of all sizes and colors brushed against him on their way in and out of the examining rooms, back and forth to the receptionist counter. He found the odors and the company distasteful, but intended to wait a few hours here. He was vaguely aware of the attention he drew but was used to it. A one-armed man dressing as he did in the company of Westerners soon became immune to curious stares. He ignored them. They were not worthy of his concern.


	Less than half an hour later an injured man entered and grabbed Kusum’s attention. His left eye was patched and both his hands were swollen to twice their normal size.


	No doubt. This was the one! Kusum barely restrained himself from leaping up and attacking the man. He seethed as he sat and watched a secretary in the reception booth begin to help him fill out the standard questionaire his useless hands could not.


	A man who broke people with his hands had had his hands broken. Kusum relished the poetry of it.


	He walked over and stood next to the man. As he leaned against the counter, looking as if he wished to ask the secretary a question, he glanced down at the form. Daniels, Ronald, 359 W. 53rd St.


	Kusum stared at Ronald Daniels, who was too intent on hurrying the completion of the form to notice him. Between answers to the secretary’s questions, he whined about the pain in his hands. When asked about the circumstances of the injury, he said a jack had slipped while he had been changing a tire and his car had fallen on him.


	Smiling, Kusum went back to his seat and waited. He saw Daniels led into an examining room, saw him wheeled out to x-ray in a chair, and then back to the examining room. After a long wait, Daniels was wheeled out again, this time with casts from the middle of his fingers up to his elbows. Kusum listened to him whining about the pain.


	Another stroll over to the reception booth and Kusum learned that Mr. Daniels was being admitted overnight for observation. Kusum hid his annoyance. That would complicate matters. He had been hoping to catch up with him outside and deal with him personally. But he knew another way to settle his score with Ronald Daniels.


	He returned to the private room and received a very favorable update from the amazed nurse.


	“She’s doing wonderfully—even spoke to me a moment ago! Such spirit!”


	“Thank you for your help, Miss Wiles,” Kusum said. “I don’t think we’ll be requiring your services any longer.”


	“But—”


	“Have no fear: You shall be paid for the entire eight-hour shift.” He went to the windowsill, took her purse and handed it to her. “You’ve done a wonderful job. Thank you.”


	Ignoring her confused protests, he guided her out the door and into the hall. As soon as he was sure she would not be returning out of some misguided sense of duty, he went to the bedside phone and dialed hospital information.


	“I’d like to know the room number of a patient,” he said when the operator picked up. “His name is Ronald Daniels. He was just admitted through the emergency room.”


	There was a pause, then: “Ronald Daniels is in 547C, North Wing.”


	Kusum hung up and leaned back in the chair. How to go about this? He had seen where the doctors’ lounge was located. Perhaps he could find a scrub suit there that would enable him to move more freely about the hospital.


	As he considered his options, he pulled a tiny glass vial from his pocket and removed the stopper. He sniffed the familiar herbal odor of the green liquid within, then resealed it.


	Mr. Ronald Daniels was in pain. He had suffered for his transgression. But not enough. No, not nearly enough.
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	“Help me!”


	Ron jerked awake. He’d just been drifting off into sleep.


	Goddamn that old bastard!


	Every time he started to fall asleep, the old fart yelled.


	Just my luck to get stuck in a ward with three geezers. He elbowed the call button. Where was that fucking nurse? He needed a shot.


	The pain was a living thing, grinding Ron’s hands in its teeth and gnawing his arms all the way up to the shoulders. All he wanted to do was sleep, but the pain kept him awake. The pain and the oldest of his three ancient roommates, the one over by the window, the one the nurses called Tommy. Every so often, in between his foghorn snores, he’d let out a yell that would rattle the windows.


	Ron hit the call button again with his elbow. Because both his arms were resting in slings suspended from an overhead bar, the nurses had fastened the button to one of the side rails. He’d asked them over and over for another pain shot, but they kept giving him the same old shit: “Sorry, Mr. Daniels, but the doctor left orders for a shot every four hours and no more. You’ll have to wait.”


	Mr. Daniels … he could almost smile at that. His real name was Ronald Daniel Symes. Ron to his friends. He’d given the receptionist a phony name, a phony address, and told them his Blue Cross/Blue Shield card was at home in his wallet. And when they’d wanted to send him home, he’d told them how he lived alone and had no one to feed him or even help him open his apartment door.


	They’d bought the whole package. So now he had a place to stay, three meals a day, air conditioning, and when it was all over, he’d skip out and they could take their bill and shove it.


	Everything would be great if it wasn’t for the pain.


	“Help me!”


	The pain and Tommy.


	He hit the button again. Four hours had to be up. He needed that shot.


	The door to the room swung open and someone came in. Not a nurse. It was a guy. But he was dressed in white. Maybe a male nurse. Shit! He didn’t need no faggot trying to give him a bed bath in the middle of the night.


	But the guy only leaned over the bed and held out one of those tiny plastic medicine cups. Half an inch of colored liquid swirled in the bottom.


	“What’s this?”


	“For the pain.” The guy was dark and had some sort of accent.


	“I want a shot, clown!”


	“Not time yet for a shot. This will hold you until then.”


	“It better!”


	Ron let him tip the cup up to his lips. Funny tasting stuff. As he swallowed it, he noticed the guy’s left arm was missing. He pulled his head away.


	“And listen,” he said, feeling a sudden urge to throw his weight around—after all, he was a patient here. “Tell them out there I don’t want no more cripples coming in here.”


	In the darkness, Ron thought he detected a smile on the face above him.


	“Certainly, Mr. Daniels. I shall see to it that your next attendant is quite sound of limb.”


	“Good. Now take off, geek.”


	“Very well.”


	Ron decided he liked being a patient. He could give orders and people had to listen. And why not? He was sick and—


	“Help me!”


	If only he could order Tommy to stop.


	The junk the geek’d given him didn’t seem to be helping his pain. Only thing to do was try to sleep.


	He thought about that bastard cop who’d busted up his hands tonight. Said it was private, but Ron knew a pig when he saw one. Swore he’d find that sadist bastard even if he had to hang around every precinct house in New York until winter.


	And then Ron would follow him home. He wouldn’t get back at him directly—Ron had a bad feeling about that guy and didn’t want to be around if he ever got real mad.


	But maybe he had a wife and kids …


	Ron lay there in a half doze for a good forty-five minutes planning what he’d do to get even with the pig. He was just tipping over the edge into a deep sleep, falling … finally falling …


	“Help me!”


	Ron jerked violently in the bed, pulling his right arm out of the sling and knocking it against the side rail. A fiery blast of pain shot up to his shoulder. Tears squeezed out of his eyes as breath hissed noisily through his bared teeth.


	When the pain dropped to a more tolerable level, he knew what he had to do.


	That old fucker had to go.


	Ron pulled his left arm out of its sling, then eased himself over the side. The floor was cold. He lifted his pillow between his two casts and padded over to Tommy’s bed. All he had to do was lay it over the old guy’s face and lean on it. A few minutes of that and poof, no more snores, no more yells, no more Tommy.


	He saw something move outside the window as he passed by it. He looked closer. A shadow, like somebody’s head and shoulders. A big somebody.


	But this was the fifth floor.


	Had to be seeing things. That stuff in the cup must have been stronger than he thought. He bent closer to the window for a better look. What he saw there held him transfixed for a long, long heartbeat.


	A face out of a nightmare, worse than all his nightmares combined. And those glowing yellow eyes …


	A scream started in his throat as he lurched backward. But before it could reach his lips, a taloned, three-fingered hand smashed through the double pane and clamped savagely, unerringly, around his throat. The rough flesh was cool and damp, almost slimy, with a rotten stench. He caught a glimpse of smooth dark skin stretched over a long, lean, muscular arm leading out through the shattered glass to … what?


	And then Ron felt excruciating pressure against his windpipe, crushing it closed against his spine with an explosive crunch! He arched his back and clawed at the imprisoning fingers, but they were like a steel collar. As he struggled vainly for air, his vision blurred. And then, with a smooth, almost casual motion, he felt himself yanked bodily through the window, felt the rest of the glass shatter with his passage, the shards either falling away or raking savagely at his flesh. He had one soul-numbing, moon-limned glimpse of his attacker before his oxygen-starved brain mercifully extinguished his vision.


	And back in the room, after that final instant of crashing noise, all was quiet again. Two of the remaining patients, deep in chemical dreams, stirred in their beds and turned over.


	Tommy, the closest to the window, shouted “Help me!” and then went back to snoring.


	TWO


	Bharangpur, West Bengal, India


	Wednesday, June 24, 1857


	It’s all gone wrong. Every bleeding thing gone wrong!


	Captain Sir Albert Westphalen of the Bengal European Fusiliers stood in the shade of an awning between two market stalls and sipped cool water from a jug freshly drawn from a well. It was a glorious relief to be shielded from direct attack by the Indian sun, but he could not escape the glare. It bounced off the sand in the street, off the white stucco walls of the buildings, even off the pale hides of those nasty hump-backed bulls roaming freely through the marketplace. The glare drove the heat through his eyes to the very center of his brain. He dearly wished he could pour the contents of the jug over his head and let the water trickle down the length of his body.


	But no. He was a gentleman in the uniform of Her Majesty’s army and surrounded by heathens. He couldn’t do anything so undignified. So he stood here in the shade, his high-domed pith helmet square upon his head, his buff uniform smelly and sopping in the armpits and buttoned up tight at the throat, and pretended the heat didn’t bother him. He ignored the sweat soaking the thin hair under his helmet, oozing down over his face, clinging to the dark mustache he had so carefully trimmed and waxed this morning, gathering in drops at his chin to fall off onto his tunic.


	Oh, for a breeze. Or better still, rain. But neither was due for another month. He had heard that when the summer monsoon started blowing from the southwest in July there would be plenty of rain. Until then, he and his men would have to fry.


	It could be worse.


	He could have been sent with the others to retake Meerut and Delhi from the rebels … forced marches along the Ganges basin in full uniform and kit, rushing to face hordes of crazed sepoys waving their bloody talwars and shouting “Din! Din! Din!”


	He shuddered. Not for me, thank you very much.


	Luckily the rebellion had not spread this far east, at least not to any appreciable extent. That was fine with Westphalen. He intended to stay as far away from the pandies as he could. He knew from regimental records that 20,000 British troops were quartered on the subcontinent. What if all of India’s untold millions decided to rise up and end the raj? It was a recurrent nightmare.


	And no more East India Company. Which, Westphalen knew, was the real reason the army was here—to protect “John Company’s” interests.


	He had sworn to fight for the Crown and he was willing—up to a point—to do that, but he’d be damned if he was going to die fighting for a bunch of tea traders. After all, he was a gentleman and had accepted a commission out here only to forestall the financial catastrophe threatening his estate. And perhaps to make some contacts during his term of service. He had arranged for a safe, purely administrative job.


	All part of a plan to allow him time to find a way to recoup his considerable gambling losses—one might say incredible losses for a man just forty years of age—and then go home and straighten out his debts. He grimaced at the enormous amount of money he had squandered since his father had died and the baronetcy had passed to him.


	But his luck had run true here on the far side of the world—it stayed bad. There had been years of peace in India before he had come—a little trouble here and there, but nothing serious. The raj had seemed totally secure. But now he knew that dissension and discontent among the native recruits had been bubbling beneath the surface, waiting, it seemed, for his arrival. Here not even a year, and what happens? The sepoys go on a rampage!


	It wasn’t fair.


	But it could be worse, Albert, old boy, he told himself for the thousandth time that day. It could be worse.


	And it most certainly could be far better. Better to be back in Calcutta at Fort William. Not much cooler, but closer to the sea there. If India explodes, it’s just a hop and a skip to a boat on the Hoogly River and then off to the safety of the Bay of Bengal.


	He took another sip and leaned his back against the wall. It wasn’t an officerly posture, but he really didn’t give a bloody damn at this point. His office was like a freshly stoked furnace. The only sane thing to do was to stay here under the awning with a water jug until the sun got lower in the sky. Three o’clock now. It should be cooling down soon.


	He waved his hand through the air around his face. If he ever got out of India alive, the one thing he would remember more vividly than the heat and humidity was the flies. They were everywhere, encrusting everything in the marketplace—the pineapples, the oranges, the lemons, the piles of rice—all were covered with black dots that moved and flew and hovered, and lit again. Bold, arrogant flies that landed on your face and darted away just before you could slap them.


	That incessant buzz—was it shoppers busy haggling with the merchants, or was it hordes of flies?


	The smell of hot bread wafted by his nose. The couple in the stall across the alley to his left sold chapatis, little disks of unleavened bread that were a dietary staple of everyone in India, rich and poor alike. He remembered trying them on a couple of occasions and finding them tasteless. For the last hour the woman had been leaning over a dung fire cooking an endless stream of chapatis on flat iron plates. The temperature of the air around that fire had to be 130 degrees.


	How do these people stand it?


	He closed his eyes and wished for a world free of heat, drought, avaricious creditors, senior officers, and rebellious sepoys. He kept them closed, enjoying the relative darkness behind the lids. It would be nice to spend the rest of the day like this, just leaning here and—


	It wasn’t a sound that snapped his eyes open, more the lack of it. The street had gone utterly silent. As he straightened from the wall he could see the shoppers who had been busy inspecting goods and haggling over prices now disappearing into alleys and side streets and doorways—no rush, no panic, but moving with deliberate swiftness, as if they had all suddenly remembered somewhere else they had to be.


	Only the merchants remained … the merchants and their flies.


	Wary and uneasy, Westphalen gripped the handle of the saber slung at his left hip. He had been trained in its use but had never had to defend himself with it. He hoped he wouldn’t have to now.


	He sensed movement off to his left and turned.


	A squat little toad of a man swathed in the orange dhoti of a holy one led a train of six mules on a leisurely course down the middle of the street.


	Westphalen allowed himself to relax. Just a svamin of some sort. There was always one or another of them about.


	As Westphalen watched, the priest veered to the far side of the street and stopped his mules before a cheese stand. He did not move from his place at the head of the train, did not look left or right. He simply stood and waited. The cheese maker quickly gathered up some of his biggest blocks and wheels and brought them out to the little man who inclined his head a few degrees after an instant’s glance at the offering. The merchant put these in a sack tied to the back of one of the mules, then retreated to the rear of his stall.


	Not a rupee had changed hands.


	Westphalen watched with growing amazement.


	Next stop was on Westphalen’s side of the street, the chapati stall next door. The husband brought a basketful out for inspection. Another nod, and these too were deposited on the back of a mule.


	Again, no money changed hands—and no questions about quality. Westphalen had never seen anything like this. These merchants would haggle with their mothers over the price of breakfast.


	He could imagine only one thing that could inspire such cooperation: fear.


	The priest moved on without stopping at the water stand.


	“Something wrong with your water?” Westphalen said to the vendor squatting on the ground beside him.


	As usual, he spoke in English. He saw no reason to learn an Indian tongue and had never tried. Fourteen major languages yammered across this God-forsaken subcontinent and something like 250 dialects. An absurd situation. What few words he had picked up had been through osmosis rather than conscious effort. After all, it was the natives’ responsibility to learn to understand him. And most of them did, especially the merchants.


	“The temple has its own water,” the vendor said without looking up.


	“Which temple is that?”


	Westphalen wanted to know what the priest held over these merchants’ heads to make them so compliant. It was information that might prove useful in the future.


	“The Temple-in-the-Hills.”


	“I didn’t know there was a temple in the hills.”


	This time the water vendor raised his head and stared at him. The dark eyes held a disbelieving look, as if to say, How could you not know?


	“And to which one of your heathen gods is this particular temple dedicated?” His words seemed to echo in the surrounding silence.


	The water vendor whispered, “Kali, the Black Goddess.”


	Oh, yes. He had heard that name before. She was supposedly popular in the Bengal region. These Hindus had more gods than you could shake a stick at. A strange religion, Hinduism. He had heard that it had little or no dogma, no founder, and no leader. Really—what kind of a religion was that?


	“I thought her big temple was down near Calcutta, at Dakshinesvar.”


	“There are many temples to Kali,” the water vendor said. “But none like the Temple-in-the-Hills.”


	“Really? And what’s so special about this one?”


	“Rakoshi.”


	“What’s that?”


	But the water vendor lowered his head and refused to respond any further. It was as if he thought he had said too much already.


	Six weeks ago Westphalen would not have tolerated such insolence. But six weeks ago a rebellion by the sepoys had been unthinkable.


	He took a final sip of the water, tossed a coin into the silent vendor’s lap, and stepped out into the full ferocity of the sun. The air out in the open was like a blast from a burning house. He felt the dust that perpetually overhung the street mix with the beads of perspiration on his face, leaving it coated with a fine layer of salty mud.


	He followed the svamin through the rest of the marketplace, watching the chosen merchants donate the best of their wares without a grumble or a whimper, as if glad of the opportunity. Westphalen tracked him through most of Bharangpur, along its widest thoroughfares, down its narrowest alleys. And everywhere the priest and his mule train went, the people faded away at his approach and reappeared in his wake.


	Finally, as the sun was drifting down the western sky, the priest came to the north gate.


	Now we’ve got him, Westphalen thought.


	All pack animals were to be inspected for contraband before being allowed exit from Bharangpur or any other garrisoned town. The fact that no rebel activity had been reported anywhere in Bengal did not matter; it was a general order and as such had to be enforced.


	Westphalen watched from a distance of about two hundred yards. He would wait until the lone British sentry had begun the inspection, then he would stroll over as if on a routine patrol of the gate and learn a little more about this svamin and his temple in the hills.


	He saw the priest stop at the gate and speak to a sentry with an Enfield casually slung across his back. They seemed like old friends. After a few moments, without inspection or detention, the priest resumed his path through the gate—but not before Westphalen had seen him press something into the sentry’s palm in a flash of movement. If Westphalen had blinked he would have missed it.


	The priest and his mules were beyond the wall and on their way toward the hills in the northwest by the time Westphalen reached the gate.


	“Give me your rifle, soldier!”


	The sentry saluted, then shrugged the Enfield off his shoulder and handed it to Westphalen without question. Westphalen knew him. His name was MacDougal, an enlisted man—young, red-faced, hard-fighting, hard-drinking, like most of his fellow Bengal European Fusiliers. In his three weeks as commander of the Bharangpur garrison, Westphalen had come to think of him as a good soldier.


	“I’m placing you under arrest for dereliction of duty!”


	MacDougal blanched. “Sir, I—”


	“And for taking a bribe!”


	“I tried to give it back to ’im, sir!”


	Westphalen laughed. This soldier must think him blind as well as stupid!


	“Of course you did! Just like you gave his mules a thorough inspection.”


	“Old Jaggernath’s only bringing supplies to the temple, sir. I’ve been here two years, captain, and ’e’s come by every month, like clockwork, every new moon. Only brings food out to the hills, ’e does, sir.”


	“He must be inspected like everybody else.”


	MacDougal glanced after the retreating mule train. “Jaggernath said they don’t like their food touched, sir. Only by their own kind.”


	“Well, isn’t that a pity! And I suppose you let him pass uninspected out of the goodness of your heart?” Westphalen was growing steadily angrier at this soldier’s insolence. “Empty your pockets and let’s see how many pieces of silver it took to get you to betray your fellow soldiers.”


	Color suddenly flooded back into MacDougal’s face. “I’d never betray me mates!”


	For some reason, Westphalen believed him. But he couldn’t drop the matter now.


	“Empty your pockets!”


	MacDougal emptied only one: from his right-hand pocket he withdrew a small, rough stone, clear, dull red in color. Westphalen withheld a gasp.


	“Give it to me.”


	He held it up to the light of the setting sun. He had seen his share of uncut stones as he had gradually turned the family valuables into cash to appease his more insistent creditors. This was an uncut ruby. A tiny thing, but polished up it could bring an easy hundred pounds. His hand trembled. If this is what the priest gave to a sentry as a casual reward for leaving his temple’s food untouched …


	“Where is this temple?”


	“Don’t know, sir.” MacDougal was watching him eagerly, probably looking for a way out of dereliction charges. “And I’ve never been able to find out. The locals don’t know and don’t seem to want to know. The Temple-in-the-Hills is supposed to be full of jewels but guarded by demons.”


	Westphalen grunted. More heathen rubbish. But the stone in his hand was genuine enough. And the casual manner in which it had been given to MacDougal indicated there might be many more where it came from.


	With the utmost reluctance, he handed the ruby back to MacDougal. He would play for bigger stakes. And to do so he had to appear completely unconcerned about money.


	“I guess no harm has been done. Sell that for what you can and divide it up between the men. And divide it equally, hear?”


	MacDougal appeared about to faint with surprise and relief, but he managed a sharp salute.


	“Yes, sir!”


	Westphalen tossed the Enfield back at him and walked away, knowing that in MacDougal’s eyes he was the fairest, most generous commanding officer he had ever known. Westphalen wanted the enlisted man to feel that way. He had use for MacDougal, and for any other soldier who had been in Bharangpur for a few years.


	Captain Sir Albert Westphalen had decided to find this Temple-in-the-Hills. It might well hold the answer to all his financial problems.


	THREE


	Manhattan


	Friday
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	Jack awoke shortly before ten feeling exhausted.


	He’d come home jubilant after last night’s success, but the glow had quickly faded. The apartment had had that empty feel to it. Worse: He felt empty. He’d quickly downed two beers, hid the second half of his fee behind the cedar plank, then crawled into bed.


	After a couple of hours of sleep, however, he’d found himself wide awake for no good reason. An hour of twisting around in his sheets did no good, so he gave up and watched the end of Bride of Frankenstein. As the dinky little Universal plane went around the world and said “The End,” he’d dozed off again for another couple of hours of fitful slumber.


	He now pushed himself out of bed and took a wake-up shower. For breakfast he finished off the Cocoa Puffs and started on a box of Sugar Pops. As he shaved he saw that the thermometer outside his bedroom window read 89 degrees—in the shade. He dressed accordingly in slacks and a short-sleeve shirt, then sat by the phone. He had two calls to make: one to Gia, and one to the hospital. He decided to save Gia for last.


	The hospital switchboard told him that the phone had been disconnected in the room number he gave them; no Mrs. Bahkti listed as a patient. His heart sank. Damn! Even though he’d spoken to the old lady for only a few minutes, the news of her passing hurt. So senseless. At least he’d been able to get the necklace back to her before she packed it in. He told the operator to connect him with the nursing desk on the old lady’s floor. Soon he was talking to Marta.


	“When did Mrs. Bahkti die?”


	“Far as I know, she didn’t.”


	A flash of hope: “Transferred to another floor?”


	“No. It happened during the change of shift. The grandson and granddaughter.”


	“Granddaughter?”


	“You wouldn’t like her, Jack—she’s not a blonde. Anyway, they came to the desk at shift change this morning while we were all taking report and thanked us for the concern we’d shown their grandmother. Said they’d take care of her from now on. Then they walked out. When we went to check on her, she was gone.”


	Jack pulled the receiver away from his ear and scowled at it before replying.


	“How’d they get her out? She sure as hell couldn’t walk.”


	He could almost feel Marta shrug at the other end of the line. “Beats me. But they tell me the guy with one arm was acting real strange toward the end of the shift, wouldn’t let anyone in to see her for the last few hours.”


	“Why’d they let him get away with that?” For no good reason, Jack was angry, feeling like a protective relative. “That old lady needed all the help she could get. You can’t let someone interfere like that, even if he is the grandson. You should have called security and had them—”


	“Cool it, Jack,” Marta said with an authoritative snap to her tone. “I wasn’t here then.”


	“Yeah. Right. Sorry. It’s just that—”


	“Besides, from what they tell me, this place was a zoo last night after a patient on Five North climbed out a window. Security was all tied up over there. Really weird. This guy with casts on both hands breaks through his room window and somehow gets down the wall and runs away.”


	Jack felt his spine stiffen. “Casts? On both hands?”


	“Yeah. Came in through the ER last night with comminuted fractures. Nobody can see how he climbed down the wall, especially since he must have got cut up pretty bad going through the window. But he wasn’t splattered on the pavement, so he must have made it.”


	“Why the window? Was he under arrest or something?”


	“That’s the really weird thing. He could have walked out the front door if he wanted to. Anyhow, we all figure the grandkids snuck old Mrs. Bahkti out during all the commotion.”


	“What’d the guy who went through the window look like? Did he have a patch on his left eye?” Jack held his breath as he waited for the answer.


	“I haven’t the faintest, Jack. Did you know the guy? I could find out his name for you.”


	“Thanks, Marta, but that won’t help. Never mind.”


	After saying goodbye, he cradled the receiver and sat staring at the floor. In his mind’s eye he was watching Kusum steal into a hospital room, grab a young man with a gauze patch over his left eye and casts on both arms, and hurl him through a window. But Jack couldn’t buy it. He knew Kusum would have liked to do just that, but he couldn’t see a one-armed man being capable of it. Especially not while he was busy spiriting his grandmother out of the hospital.


	Irritably, he shook off the images and concentrated on his other problem: the disappearance of Grace Westphalen. He had nothing to go on but the unlabeled bottle of herbal fluid, and had only a vague gut suspicion that it was somehow involved. He didn’t trust hunches, but he decided to follow this one for lack of anything better.


	He picked up the bottle from where he’d left it on the oak hutch last night and unscrewed the cap. The odor was unfamiliar, but definitely herbal. He placed a drop on a fingertip and tasted it. Not bad. Only thing to do was to have it analyzed and see where it came from. Maybe by some far-out chance it was connected to whatever had happened to Grace.


	He picked up the phone again, intending to call Gia, then put it down. He couldn’t bear to hear the ice in her voice. Not yet. Needed to do something else first: Call that crazy one-armed Indian and find out what he’d done with the old lady. He dialed the number Kusum had left on the office answering machine yesterday.


	A woman answered, her voice was soft, unaccented, almost liquid. She told him Kusum was out.


	“When will he be back?”


	“This evening. Is … is this Jack?”


	“Uh, yes.” He was startled and puzzled. “How did you know?”


	Her laugh was musical. “Kusum said you’d probably be calling. I’m Kolabati, his sister. I was just going to call your office. I want to meet you, Repairman Jack.”


	“And I want to know where your grandmother is!”


	“On her way to India,” she said lightly, “where she will be cared for by our own doctors.”


	Jack was relieved but still annoyed. “That could have been arranged without sneaking her out the back door or whatever you did.”


	“Of course. But you do not know my brother. He always does things his way. Just like you, from what he tells me. I like that in a man. When can we meet?”


	Something in her voice caused his concern for the grandmother to fade into the background. The old lady was, after all, under medical care …


	“Are you staying in the States long?” he asked, temporizing.


	He had a rule that once he was through with a job, he was through. But he had an urge to see what sort of face went with that seductive voice. And come to think of it, this woman wasn’t a customer—her brother was.


	Jack, you should have been a lawyer.


	“I live in Washington, DC. I rushed up as soon as I heard about grandmother. Do you know where the Waldorf is?”


	“Heard of it.”


	“Why don’t we meet in Peacock Alley at six?”


	I do believe I’m being asked out for a date. Well, why not.


	“Sure. How’ll I know you?”


	“I’ll be wearing white.”


	“See you at six.”


	He hung up, wondering at his reckless mood. Blind dates were not his style.


	But now for the hard part: a call to Gia.


	He dialed Nellie’s number. After precisely two rings, Eunice answered with “Paton residence,” and called Gia to the phone at Jack’s request. He waited with a curious mixture of dread and anticipation.


	“Hello?” Her voice was cool, businesslike.


	“How’d things go last night?”


	“That’s none of your business, Jack!” she said, her voice rising in anger. “What right have you got to pry into—”


	“Hey!” he said. “I just want to know if there’s been any ransom note or phone calls or any word from Grace! What the hell’s the matter with you?”


	“Oh … sorry. Nothing. No word at all. Nellie’s really down. Got any good news I can tell her?”


	“Afraid not.”


	“Are you doing anything?”


	“Yeah.”


	“What?”


	“Detective stuff. You know, tracing clues, following up leads. That kind of thing.”


	Gia made no reply. Her silence was eloquent enough. And she was right; wisecracks were out of place.


	“I don’t have much to go on, Gia, but I’ll be doing whatever can be done.”


	“I don’t suppose we can ask for more than that,” she said finally, her voice as cool as ever.


	“How about lunch today?”


	“No, Jack.”


	“A late dinner, then?”


	“Jack…” The pause here was long; it ended with a sigh. “Let’s just keep this businesslike, okay? Just business. Nothing has changed. Any lunches you want to have, you have them with Nellie. Maybe I’ll come along, but don’t count on it. Capisce?”


	“Yeah.”


	He fought an urge to rip the phone out of the wall and hurl it out the nearest window. But he made himself sit there, say a polite good-bye, hang up, and place the phone gently on the table, right where it belonged.


	He forcefully removed Gia from his thoughts. He had things to do.
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	Gia put down the phone and leaned against the wall. She’d almost made a fool out of herself a moment ago when Jack had asked her how things had gone last night. She’d suddenly had a vision of him trailing her and Carl to the restaurant and from the restaurant to Carl’s place.


	They’d made love for the first time last night. She hadn’t wanted their relationship to get that far this soon. She’d promised herself to take this one slow, to refuse to rush or to be rushed. After all, look what had happened with Jack. But last night she’d changed her mind. Tension had been building in her all day since seeing Jack, building until she’d felt it was going to strangle her. She’d needed someone. And Carl was there. And he wanted her very much.


	In the past she’d gently refused his invitations back to his place. But last night she’d agreed. Everything had been right. The view of the city from his windows had been breathtaking, the brandy smooth and burning in her throat, the lighting in his bedroom so soft it had made her bare skin glow when he’d undressed her, making her feel beautiful.


	Carl was a good lover, a patient, skilled, gentle, considerate lover.


	But nothing happened last night. She’d faked an orgasm in time with his. She didn’t like herself for that, but it had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Carl had done everything right. It wasn’t his fault she hadn’t even come close to the release she needed.


	All Jack’s fault.


	Seeing him again had got her so uptight she couldn’t have enjoyed Carl last night if he’d been the greatest lover in all the world. And he was certainly a better lover than Jack.


	No … that wasn’t true. Jack had been good. Very good. There had been times when they’d spent the whole night—


	Nellie’s front doorbell rang. Since Gia was passing by, she answered it.


	A messenger from Carl to pick up the artwork she’d told him about last night. And something for her: a bouquet of mums and roses. She handed the messenger the artwork and opened the enclosed card as soon as the door was closed. I’ll call you tonight. A nice touch. Carl didn’t miss a trick. Too bad—


	“What lovely flowers!”


	Gia snapped alert at the sound of Nellie’s voice.


	“Yes, aren’t they. From Carl. That was Jack on the phone, by the way. He wanted to know if there’d been any word.”


	“Has he learned anything?”


	Gia shook her head, pitying the almost childish eagerness in the old woman’s face. “He’ll let us know as soon as he does.”


	“Something awful has happened, I just know it.”


	“You know nothing of the kind,” Gia said, putting her arm around Nellie’s shoulders. “This is probably all a big misunderstanding.”


	“I hope so. I really do.” She looked up at Gia. “Would you do me a favor, dear? Call the Mission and send them my regrets. I won’t be attending the reception tomorrow night.”


	“You should go.”


	“No. It would be unseemly.”


	“Don’t be silly. Grace would want you to go. And besides, you need a change of scenery. You haven’t left this house all week.”


	“What if she calls?”


	“Eunice is here to relay any messages.”


	“But to go out and have a good time—”


	“I thought you told me you never had a good time at these affairs.”


	Nellie smiled, and that was good to see.


	“True … quite true. Well, I rather suppose you’re right then. Perhaps I should go. But only on one condition.”


	“What’s that?”


	“You go with me.”


	Gia was startled at the request. The last thing in the world she wanted to do on a Saturday night was stand around in a room full of UN diplomats.


	“No. Really. I couldn’t—”


	“Of course you can!”


	“But Vicky is—”


	“Eunice will be here.”


	Gia racked her brain for excuses. There had to be a way out of this.


	“I’ve nothing to wear.”


	“We’ll go out and buy something.”


	“Out of the question!”


	Nellie pulled a handkerchief out of a pocket and dabbed her lips. “Then I shan’t be going either.”


	Gia did her best to glare angrily at Nellie, but only managed to hold the expression for a few seconds before breaking into a smile.


	“All right, you old blackmailer—”


	“I resent being called old.”


	“—I’ll go with you, but I’ll find something of my own to wear.”


	“You’ll come with me tomorrow afternoon and put a dress on my account. If you’re to accompany me, you must have the proper clothes. And that’s all I shall say on the matter. We shall leave after lunch.”


	With that, she turned and bustled away toward the library. Gia watched her with a mixture of affection and annoyance. Once again she’d been outflanked by the old lady from London.
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	Jack walked in the main entrance of the Waldorf at six precisely and trotted up the steps to the bustling lobby. Despite a hectic day he’d managed to get here on time.


	He’d arranged for analysis of the contents of the bottle he’d found in Grace’s room, then had gone down to the streets and looked up every shady character he knew—and he knew more than he cared to count. No talk anywhere about anybody snatching a rich old lady.


	By late afternoon he’d been drenched with sweat and feeling gritty all over. He’d showered, shaved, dressed, and cabbed over to Park Avenue.


	Jack had never had a reason to go to the Waldorf before so he didn’t know what to expect from this Peacock Alley where Kolabati wanted to meet him. To be safe, he’d invested in a lightweight cream-colored suit and a pinkish shirt and paisley tie to go with it—at least the salesman said they went with it. He thought at first he might be overdoing it, then figured it would be hard to overdress for the Waldorf. From his brief conversation with Kolabati he sensed she’d be dressed to the nines.


	Jack absorbed the sights and sounds of the lobby as he walked through it. All races, all nationalities, all ages, shapes, and sizes milled or sat about. To his left, behind a low railing and an arch, people sat drinking at small tables. He walked over and saw a little oval sign that read “Peacock Alley.”


	He glanced around. If the Waldorf lobby were a sidewalk, Peacock Alley would be a sidewalk café, an air-conditioned model sans flies and fumes. He didn’t see anyone at the outer tables who fit his image of Kolabati. He studied the clientele. Everyone looked well heeled and at ease. Jack felt very much out of his element here. This was not his scene. He felt exposed standing here. Maybe this was a mistake—


	“A table, sir?”


	A middle-aged maître d’hôtel was at his shoulder, looking at him expectantly. His accent was French with perhaps a soupçon of Brooklyn.


	“I think so. I’m not sure. I’m supposed to meet someone. She’s in a white dress and—”


	The man’s eyes lit up. “She is here! Come!”


	Jack followed him into the rear section, wondering how this man could be so sure he had the right party. They passed a series of alcoves, each with a sofa and stuffed chairs around a cocktail table, like tiny living rooms all in a row. The paintings on the wall added to the warm, comfortable atmosphere. They turned into a wing and were approaching its end when Jack saw her.


	He knew then why there had been no hesitation on the part of the maître d’hôtel, why there could be no mistake. This was The-Woman-in-the-White-Dress. She might as well have been the only woman in the room.


	She sat alone on a divan against the rear wall, her shoes off, her legs drawn up sideways under her as if she were sitting at home listening to music—classical music, or maybe a raga. A wine glass half full of faintly amber liquid swirled gently in her hand. She bore a strong family resemblance to Kusum but was younger, late twenties perhaps. She had bright, dark, wide-set, almond-shaped eyes, wide cheekbones, a fine nose dimpled over the flare of the left nostril where perhaps it had been pierced to set a jewel, and smooth, flawless, mocha-colored skin. Her hair too was dark, almost black, parted in the middle and curled at the side around her ears and the nape of her neck. Old-fashioned but curiously just right for her. She had a full lower lip colored a deep glossy red. And all that was dark about her was made darker by the whiteness of her dress.


	The necklace was the clincher, though. Had Jack the slightest doubt about her identity, the silvery iron necklace with the two yellow stones laid it immediately to rest.


	She extended her hand from where she was seated on the couch. “It’s good to see you, Jack.”


	Her voice was rich and dark, like her; and her smile, so white and even, was breathtaking. She leaned forward, her breasts swelling against the thin fabric of her dress as it shaped itself around the minute nipple-bulge centered on each. She did not seem to have the slightest doubt as to who he was.


	“Ms. Bahkti,” he said, taking her hand. Her nails, like her lips, were a deep red, her dusky skin soft and smooth as polished ivory. His mind seemed to go blank. He really should say something more. “I see you haven’t lost your necklace.”


	That sounded good, didn’t it?


	“Oh, no. Mine stays right where it is!” She released his hand and patted the cushion next to her. “Come. Sit. We’ve much to talk about.”


	Close up, her eyes were wise and knowing, as if she’d absorbed all the wonders of her race and its timeless culture.


	The maître d’hôtel did not call a waiter but stood by quietly as Jack took his place beside Kolabati. It was possible that he was a very patient man, but Jack noticed that his eyes never left Kolabati.


	“May I get m’sieur something to drink?” he said when Jack was settled.


	Jack looked at Kolabati’s glass. “What’s that?”


	“Kir.”


	He wanted a beer, but this was the Waldorf. “I’ll have one of those.”


	She laughed. “Don’t be silly! I’ll bet you prefer beer.”


	“Well, yes. But only two kinds.”


	“Which are?”


	“Foreign and domestic.”


	She laughed again. “Do foreign.”


	“Okay. Corona—no lime.”


	What he really wanted was a Rolling Rock.


	“Very good.” The maître d’hôtel finally went away.


	“How’d you know I like beer?” The confidence with which she’d said it made him uneasy.


	“A lucky guess. I was sure you wouldn’t like kir.” She studied him. “So … you’re the man who retrieved the necklace. It was a seemingly impossible task, yet you did it. I owe you a debt of undying gratitude.”


	“It was only a necklace.”


	“A very important necklace.”


	“Maybe, but it’s not as if I saved her life or anything.”


	“Perhaps you did. Perhaps return of the necklace gave her the strength and the hope to go on living. It was very important to her. Our whole family wears them—every one of us. We’re never without them.”


	“Never?”


	“Never.”


	Full of eccentricities, these Bahktis.


	The Corona arrived, delivered by the maître d’hôtel himself, who poured the first glassful, lingered a moment, then wandered off with obvious reluctance.


	“You realize, don’t you,” Kolabati said as Jack quaffed a few ounces, “that you have made two lifelong friends in the past twenty-four hours: my brother and myself.”


	“What about your grandmother?”


	“Her, too, of course. Do not take our gratitude lightly, Jack. Not mine. And especially not my brother’s—Kusum never forgets a favor or a slight.”


	“Just what does your brother do at the UN?”


	Jack hated small talk. He really wanted to know all about Kolabati, but didn’t want to appear too interested.


	“I’m not sure. A minor post.” She must have noticed Jack’s puzzled frown. “Yes, I know—he doesn’t seem to be a man who’d be satisfied with any sort of minor post. Believe me, he isn’t. Back home his name is known in every province.”


	“Why?”


	“He is the leader of a new Hindu fundamentalist movement. He and many others believe that India and Hinduism have become too westernized. He wants to return to the old ways. He’s been picking up a surprising number of followers over the years and developing considerable political clout.”


	“Sounds like the Christian Right over here. What is he—the Oral Roberts of India?”


	Kolabati’s expression became grim. “Perhaps more. His singleness of purpose can be frightening at times. Some feared his rapid rise to power, which was why everyone was shocked last year when he suddenly requested diplomatic assignment at the London Embassy. It was granted immediately—no doubt the government was delighted to have him out of the country. Recently he was transferred here to the UN—again at his request. I’m sure his followers and adversaries back home are mystified, but I know my brother. I’ll bet he’s getting enough international experience under his belt so he can go home and become a credible candidate for a major political office. But enough of Kusum…”


	Jack felt Kolabati’s hand against his chest, pushing him back against the cushions.


	“Get comfortable now,” she said, her dark eyes boring into him, “and tell me all about yourself. I want to know everything, especially how you came to be Repairman Jack.”


	Jack took another swallow of beer and forced himself to pause. He had a sudden urge to tell her everything, to open up his whole past to her. It frightened him. He never opened up to anyone except Abe. Why Kolabati? Perhaps it was because she already knew something about him; perhaps because she was so effusive in her gratitude for achieving the “impossible” and returning her grandmother’s necklace.


	Telling all was out of the question, but pieces of the truth wouldn’t hurt. The question was: what to tell, what to edit?


	“It just sort of happened.”


	“There had to be a first time. Start there. Tell me about it.”


	He settled into the cushions, adjusting his position until the lump of the holstered Glock sat comfortably in the small of his back, and began telling her about Mr. Canelli, his first fix-it customer.
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	Summer was drawing to a close. He was seventeen, still living in Johnson, New Jersey, a small, semirural town in Burlington County. His father was working as a CPA then, and his mother was still alive. His sister Kate was in the New Jersey State College of Medicine and his brother Tom had just earned his law degree from Seton Hall.


	On the corner down the street from his house lived Mr. Vito Canelli, a retired widower. From the time the ground thawed until it froze again, he worked in his yard. Especially on his lawn. He seeded and fertilized every couple of weeks, watered it daily. Mr. Canelli had the greenest lawn in the county. It was usually flawless. The only times it wasn’t was when someone cut the corner turning right off 541 onto Jack’s street. The first few times were probably accidents, but then some of the more vandalism-prone kids in the area started making a habit of it. Driving across “the old wop’s” lawn became a Friday and Saturday night ritual. Finally, old Mr. Canelli put up a three-foot white picket fence and that seemed to put an end to it. Or so he thought.


	It was early. Jack was walking up to the highway towing the family Toro behind him. For the past few summers he’d made his money doing gardening chores and cutting grass around town. He liked the work and liked even better the fact that he could adjust his hours almost any way he wished.


	When he came into view of Mr. Canelli’s yard he stopped and gaped.


	The picket fence was down—smashed and scattered all over the lawn in countless white splinters. The small flowering ornamental trees that blossomed in varied colors each spring—dwarf crabapples, dogwoods—had been broken off a foot above the ground. Yews and junipers were flattened and ground into the dirt. The plaster pink flamingos that everybody laughed about were shattered and crushed to powder. And the lawn … not just tire tracks across it—long, wide gouges up to six inches deep. Whoever had done it hadn’t been satisfied with simply driving across the lawn and flattening some grass; they’d skidded and slewed their car or cars around until the turf had been ripped to pieces.


	As Jack approached for a closer look, he saw a figure standing at the corner of the house looking out at the ruins. It was Mr. Canelli. His shoulders were slumped and quaking. Sunlight glistened off the tears on his cheeks. Jack knew little about Mr. Canelli. He was a quiet man who bothered no one. He had no wife, no children or grandchildren around. All he had was his yard: his hobby, his work of art, the focus of what was left of his life. Jack knew from his own small-time landscaping jobs around town how much sweat was invested in a yard like that. No man should have to see that kind of effort wantonly destroyed. No man that age should be reduced to standing in his own yard and crying.


	Mr. Canelli’s helplessness unleashed something inside Jack. He’d lost his temper before, but the rage he felt within him at that moment bordered on insanity. His jaw was clamped so tightly his teeth ached; his entire body trembled as his muscles bunched into knots. He had a good idea of who’d done it and could confirm his suspicions with little difficulty. He had to fight off a wild urge to find them and run the Toro over their faces a few times.


	Reason won out. No sense landing himself in jail while they got to play the roles of unfortunate victims.


	Jack needed another way. And then, as he stood there, it leaped full-blown into his head. For years he’d done fix-its around town, but never anything formal. This would be different.


	He walked over to Mr. Canelli and said, “I can fix it for you.”


	The old man blotted his face with a handkerchief and glared at him. “Fix it. Why? So you and your friends can destroy it again?”


	“I’ll fix it so it never happens again.”


	Mr. Canelli looked at him a long time without speaking, then said, “Come inside. You tell me how you do this.”


	Jack didn’t give him all the details, just a list of the materials he would need. He added fifty dollars for labor. Mr. Canelli agreed but said he’d hold the fifty until he saw results. They shook hands and had a small glass of homemade red wine to seal the deal.


	Jack began the following day. He brought in three dozen small spreading yews and planted them three and a half feet apart along the perimeter of the corner lot while Mr. Canelli started restorative work on his lawn.


	They talked while they worked. Jack learned that the damage had been done by a smallish, low-riding, light-colored car and a dark van. Mr. Canelli hadn’t been able to get the license plate numbers. He’d called the police, but the vandals were long gone by the time one of the local cops came by. The police had been called before, but the incidents were so random and, until now, of such little consequence, that they hadn’t taken the complaints too seriously.


	The next step was to secure three dozen four-foot lengths of six-inch pipe and hide them in Mr. Canelli’s garage. They used a posthole digger to open a three-foot hole directly behind each yew. Late one night, Jack and Mr. Canelli mixed up a couple of bags of cement in the garage and filled each of the four-foot iron pipes. Three days later, again under cover of darkness, the cement-filled pipes were inserted into the holes behind the yews and the dirt packed tight around them. Each bush now had twelve to fifteen inches of makeshift lolly column hidden within its branches.


	The white picket fence was rebuilt around the yard and Mr. Canelli continued to work at getting his lawn back into shape. The only thing left for Jack to do was sit back and wait.


	It took a while. August ended. Labor Day passed, school began again. By the third week of September, Mr. Canelli had the yard graded again. The new grass had sprouted and was filling in nicely.


	And that, apparently, was what they’d been waiting for.


	The sounds of sirens awoke Jack at 1:30 on a Sunday morning. Red lights were flashing up at the corner by Mr. Canelli’s house. Jack pulled on his jeans and ran to the scene.


	Two first-aid rigs were pulling away as he approached the top of the block. Straight ahead a black van lay on its side by the curb. The smell of gasoline filled the air. In the wash of light from a street lamp overhead, he saw that the undercarriage was damaged beyond repair: The left front lower control arm was torn loose; the floor pan was ripped open exposing a bent drive shaft; the differential was knocked out of line, and the gas tank was leaking. A fire truck stood by, readying to hose down the area.


	He walked on toward the front of Mr. Canelli’s house where a yellow Camaro had stopped nose-on to the yard. The windshield was spiderwebbed with cracks and steam seeped around the edges of the sprung hood. A quick glance under the hood revealed a ruptured radiator, bent front axle, and cracked engine block.


	Mr. Canelli stood on his front steps. He waved Jack over and stuck a fifty-dollar bill into his hand.


	Jack stood beside him and watched until both vehicles were towed away, until the street had been hosed down, until the fire truck and police cars were gone. He was bursting inside. He felt he could leap off the steps and fly around the yard if he wished. He could not remember ever feeling so good. Nothing smokable, ingestible, or injectable would ever give him a high like this.


	He was hooked.
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	One hour, three Coronas, and two kirs later, it dawned upon Jack that he’d told much more than he’d intended. He’d gone on from Mr. Canelli to describe some of his more interesting fix-it jobs. Kolabati seemed to enjoy them all, especially the ones where he’d taken special pains to make the punishment fit the crime.


	A combination of factors had loosened his tongue. First of all was a feeling of privacy. He and Kolabati seemed to have the far end of this wing of Peacock Alley to themselves. The dozens of ongoing conversations in the wing blended into a susurrous undertone that wound around them, masking their words and making them indistinguishable from the rest.


	But most of all … Kolabati … so interested, so intent upon what he had to say that he kept talking, saying anything to keep that fascinated look in her eyes. He talked to her as he’d talked to no one else he could remember—except perhaps Abe, who’d learned about him over a period of years and had seen much of it happen. Kolabati was getting a big helping in one sitting.


	Throughout his narrative, Jack watched for her reaction, fearing she might turn away like Gia had. But Kolabati was obviously not like Gia. Her eyes fairly glowed with enthusiasm and … admiration.


	The time came, however, to shut up. He’d said enough. They sat for a quiet moment, toying with their empty glasses. Jack was about to ask her if she wanted a refill when she turned to him.


	“You don’t pay taxes, do you.”


	The statement startled him. Uneasy, he wondered how she knew.


	“Why do you say that?”


	“I sense you are a self-made outcast. Am I right?”


	“‘Self-made outcast.’ I like that.”


	“Liking it is not the same as answering the question.”


	“I consider myself a sort of sovereign state. I don’t recognize other governments within my borders.”


	“But you’ve exiled yourself from more than the government. You live and work completely outside society. Why?”


	“I’m not an intellectual. I can’t give you a carefully reasoned manifesto. It’s just the way I want to live.”


	Her eyes bored into him. “I don’t accept that. Something cut you off. What was it?”


	This woman was uncanny. It seemed she could look into his mind and read all his secrets. Yes—an incident had caused him to withdraw from the rest of “civilized” society. But he couldn’t tell her about it. He felt at ease with Kolabati, but wasn’t about to confess to murder.


	“I’d rather not say.”


	She studied him. “Are your parents alive?”


	Jack felt his insides tighten. “Only my father.”


	“I see. Did your mother die of natural causes?”


	She can read minds! That’s the only explanation!


	“No. And I don’t want to say any more.”


	“Very well. But however you came to be what you are, I’m sure it was by honorable means.”


	Her confidence in him simultaneously warmed and discomfited him. He wanted to change the subject.


	“Hungry?”


	“Famished!”


	“Any place in particular you’d like to go? Know some Indian restaurants—”


	Her eyebrows arched. “If I were Chinese, would you offer me egg rolls? Am I dressed in a sari?”


	No. That clinging white dress looked like it came straight from a designer’s shop in Paris.


	“French, then?”


	“I lived in France a while. Please: I live in America now. I want American food. I want shrimp.”


	“I know a great seafood place up on West Eighty-sixth. I go there all the time. Mainly because when it comes to food I tend to be impressed more by quantity than by quality.”


	“Good. Then you know the way?”


	“I do,” Jack said, rising and presenting his arm. “Then let’s go.”


	She slipped into her shoes and was up and close beside him in a single liquid motion. Jack threw some bills on the table and started to walk away.


	“No receipt?” Kolabati asked with a sly smile. “I’m sure you can make tonight deductible.”


	“I use the short form.”


	She laughed. A delightful sound.


	On their way toward the front of Peacock Alley, Jack was very much aware of the warm pressure of Kolabati’s hand on the inside of his arm and around his biceps, just as he was aware of the veiled attention they drew from all sides as they passed.


	From Peacock Alley in the Waldorf on Park Avenue to Finn’s on the West Side—culture shock. But Kolabati moved from one stratum to the other as easily as she moved from garnish to garnish at the crowded salad bar where the attention she attracted was much more openly admiring than at the Waldorf. She seemed infinitely adaptable, and Jack found that fascinating. In fact, he found everything about her fascinating.


	He’d begun probing her past during the cab ride uptown, learning that she and her brother were from a wealthy family in the Bengal region of India, that Kusum had lost his arm as a boy in a train wreck that had killed both of their parents, after which they’d been raised by the grandmother Jack had met the night before. That explained their devotion to her. Kolabati was currently teaching in Washington at the Georgetown University School of Linguistics and now and again consulting for the School of Foreign Service.


	At Finn’s Jack watched her eat the cold shrimp piled before her. She didn’t peel them. Instead she dipped them shell and all into either cocktail sauce or the little plate of Russian dressing she’d ordered, then bit them down to the tail with a solid crunch. She ate with a gusto he found exciting. So rare these days to find a woman who relished a big meal. He was sick to death of talk about calories and pounds and waistlines. Calorie counting was for during the week. When he was out with a woman, he wanted to see her enjoy the food as much as he did. A big meal became a shared vice. It linked them in the sin of enjoying a full belly and reveling in the tasting, chewing, swallowing, and washing down that led to it. They became partners in crime. It was erotic as all hell.


	The meal was over.


	Kolabati leaned back in her chair and stared at him. Between them lay the empty pot of Jack’s bouillabaisse, an empty pitcher of beer, and the tails of dozens of shrimp.


	“We have met the enemy,” Jack said, “and he is in us. That was as good as a big steak.”


	“I don’t eat beef. It’s supposed to be bad for your karma.”


	As she spoke her hand crept across the table and found his. Her touch was electrifying—a shock ran up his arm. Jack swallowed and tried to keep the conversation going. No point in letting her see how she was getting to him.


	“Karma. There’s a word you hear an awful lot. What’s it mean, really? It’s like fate, isn’t it?”


	Kolabati’s eyebrows drew together. “Not exactly. It’s not easy to explain. It starts with the idea of the transmigration of the soul—what we call the atman—and how it undergoes many successive incarnations or lives.”


	“Reincarnation.”


	Kolabati turned his hand over and began lightly running her fingernails over his palm. Gooseflesh sprang up all over his body.


	“Correct,” she said. “Karma is the burden of good or evil your atman carries with it from one life to the next. It’s not fate, because you are free to determine how much good or evil you do in each of your lives, but then again, the weight of good or evil on your karma determines the kind of life you will be born into—high born or low born.”


	“And that goes on forever?” He wished what she was doing to his hand would go on forever.


	“No. Your atman can be liberated from the karmic wheel by achieving a state of perfection in life. This is moksha. It frees the atman from further incarnations. It is the ultimate goal of every atman.”


	“And eating beef would hold you back from moksha?” It sounded silly.


	Kolabati seemed to read his mind again. “Not so odd, really. Jews and Moslems have a similar sanction against pork. For us, beef pollutes the karma.”


	“‘Pollutes.’”


	“That’s the word.”


	“Do you worry that much about your karma?”


	“Not as much as I should. Certainly not as much as Kusum does.” Her eyes clouded. “He’s become obsessed with his karma … his karma and Kali.”


	That struck a dissonant chord in Jack. “Kali? Wasn’t she worshipped by a bunch of stranglers?” His unimpeachable source was Gunga Din.


	Kolabati’s eyes cleared and flashed as she dug her fingernails into his palm, turning pleasure to pain.


	“That wasn’t Kali but a diminished avatar of her called Bhavani who was worshipped by the Thugges—low-caste criminals! Kali is the Supreme Goddess!”


	“Whoops! Sorry.”


	She smiled. “Where do you live?”


	“Not far.”


	“Take me there.”


	Jack hesitated, knowing it was his firm personal rule never to let people know where he lived unless he’d known them for a good long while. But she was stroking his palm again.


	“Now?”


	“Yes.”


	“Okay.”
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	For certain is death for the born


	And certain is birth for the dead;


	Therefore over the inevitable


	Thou shouldst not grieve.


	Kusum lifted his head from his study of the Bhagavad Gita. There it was again. That sound from below. It came to him over the dull roar of the city beyond the dock, the city that never slept, over the nocturnal harbor sounds, and the creaks and rattles of the ship as the tide caressed its iron hull and stretched the ropes and cables that moored it.


	Kusum closed the Gita and went to his cabin door. It was too soon. The Mother could not have caught the Scent yet.


	He went out and stood on the small deck that ran around the aft superstructure. The officers’ and crew’s quarters, galley, wheelhouse, and funnel were all clustered here at the stern. He looked forward along the entire length of the main deck, a flat surface broken only by the two hatches to the main cargo holds and the four cranes leaning out from the kingpost set between them.


	His ship. A good ship, but an old one. Small as freighters go—2,500 tons, running 200 feet prow to stern, 30 feet across her main deck. Rusted and dented, but she rode high and true in the water. Her registry was Liberian.


	Kusum had had her sailed here six months ago. No cargo at that time, only a sixty-foot enclosed barge towed 300 feet behind the ship as it made its way across the Atlantic from London. The cable securing the barge came loose the night the ship entered New York Harbor. The next morning the barge was found drifting two miles offshore. Empty. Kusum sold it to a garbage-hauling outfit.


	US Customs inspected the two empty cargo holds and allowed the ship to dock. Kusum had secured a slip for it in the barren area above Pier 97 on the West Side where there was little dock activity. It was moored nose first into the bulkhead. A rotting pier ran along its starboard flank. The crew had been paid and discharged. Kusum had been the only human aboard since.


	The rasping sound came again. More insistent.


	Kusum went below. The sound grew in volume as he neared the lower decks. Opposite the engine room, he came to a watertight hatch and stopped.


	The Mother wanted to get out. She had begun scraping her talons along the inner surface of the hatch and would keep it up until she was released. Kusum stood and listened for a while, puzzled. He knew the sound well: long, grinding, irregular rasps in a steady, insistent rhythm. She showed all the signs of having caught the Scent. She was ready to hunt.


	That puzzled him. It was too soon. The chocolates couldn’t have arrived yet. He knew precisely when they had been posted from London—a telegram had confirmed it—and knew they’d be delivered tomorrow at the very earliest.


	Could it possibly be one of those specially treated bottles of cheap wine he had been handing out to the homeless downtown for the past six months? The derelicts had served as a food supply and good training fodder for the nest as it matured. He doubted there could be any of the treated wine left—those untouchables usually finished off the bottle within hours of receiving it.


	But there was no fooling the Mother. She had caught the Scent and wanted to follow it.


	Although he had planned to continue training the brighter ones as crew for the ship in the six months since their arrival in New York—they had learned to handle the ropes and follow commands in the engine room—the hunt took priority.


	Kusum spun the wheel that retracted the lugs, then stood behind the hatch as it swung open. The Mother stepped out, an eight-foot, humanoid shadow, lithe and massive in the dimness. One of the younglings, a foot shorter but almost as massive, followed on her heels. And then another.


	Without warning she spun and hissed and raked her talons through the air a bare inch from the second youngling’s eyes. It retreated into the hold.


	Kusum closed the hatch and spun the wheel. Kusum felt the Mother’s faintly glowing yellow eyes pass over him without seeing him as she turned and swiftly, silently led her adolescent offspring up the steps and into the night.


	This was as it should be. The rakoshi had to be taught how to follow the Scent, how to find the intended victim and return with it to the nest so that all might share. The Mother taught them one by one. This was as it always had been. This was as it would be.


	The Scent must be coming from the chocolates. He could think of no other explanation. The thought sent a thrill through him. Tonight would bring him one step closer to completing the vow. Then he could return to India.


	On his way back to the upper deck, Kusum once again looked along the length of his ship, but this time his gaze lifted above and beyond to the vista spread out before him. Night was a splendid cosmetician for this city at the edge of this rich, vulgar, noisome, fulsome land. It hid the unseemliness of the dock area, the filth collecting under the crumbling West Side Highway, the garbage swirling in the Hudson, the blank-faced warehouses and the human refuse that crept in and out and around them. The upper levels of Manhattan rose above all that, ignoring it, displaying a magnificent array of lights like sequins on black velvet.


	It never failed to make him pause. So unlike his home. Mother India could well use the riches in this land. Her people would put them to good use. They would certainly appreciate them more than these pitiful Americans, so rich in material things and so poor in spirit, so lacking in inner resources. Their chrome, their dazzle, their dim-witted pursuit of “fun” and “experience” and “self.” Only a culture such as theirs could construct such an architectural marvel as this city and refer to it as a large piece of fruit. They didn’t deserve this land. They were like a horde of children given free run of the bazaar in Calcutta.


	The thought of Calcutta made him ache to go home.


	Tonight, and then one more.


	Two more deaths and he would be released from his vow.


	Kusum returned to his cabin to read his Gita.
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	“I believe I’ve been Kama Sutra-ed.”


	“I don’t think that’s a verb.”


	“It just became one.”


	Jack lay on his back, feeling divorced from his body. He felt numb from his hair down. Every fiber of nerve and muscle was being taxed simply to support his vital functions.


	“I think I’m going to die.”


	Kolabati stirred beside him, nude but for her iron necklace. “You did. But I resuscitated you.”


	“Is that what you call it in India?”


	They’d arrived at his apartment after an uneventful walk from the restaurant. Kolabati’s eyes had widened and she’d staggered a bit as she entered Jack’s apartment. A common reaction. Some blamed the bric-a-brac and movie posters on the walls, others the Victorian furniture with all the gingerbread carving and the wavy grain of the golden oak.


	“Your decor,” she said, leaning against him. “It’s so … interesting.”


	“I collect things. As for the furniture, hideous is what most people call it, and they’re right. All that carving and such is out of style. But I like furniture that looks like human beings touched it at one time or another during its construction, even human beings of dubious taste.”


	Jack became acutely aware of the pressure of Kolabati’s body against his flank. Her scent … perfume? He couldn’t be sure. More like scented oil. She looked up at him and he wanted her. And in her eyes he could see she wanted him.


	Kolabati stepped away and began to remove her dress.


	In the past, Jack had always felt himself in control during lovemaking. Not a conscious thing, but he’d always set the pace and guided the positions. Not tonight. With Kolabati it was different. All very subtle, but before long they were each cast in their roles. She was by far the hungrier of the two of them, the more insistent. And although younger, she seemed to be the more experienced. She became the director, he became an actor in her play.


	And it was quite a play. Passion and laughter. She was skilled, yet there was nothing mechanical about her. She reveled in sensations, giggled, even laughed at times. She was a delight. She knew where to touch him, how to touch him in ways he’d never known, lifting him to heights of sensation he’d never dreamed possible. And though he knew he’d brought her to thrashing peaks of pleasure numerous times, she was insatiable.


	He watched her now as the light from the tiny leaded glass lamp in the corner of the bedroom cast a soft chiaroscuro effect over the rich color of her skin. Her breasts were perfect, their nipples the darkest brown he’d ever seen. With her eyes still closed, she smiled and stretched, a slow, languorous movement that brought her dark and downy pubic mons against his thigh. Her hand crept across his chest, then trailed down over his abdomen toward his groin. He felt his abdominal muscles tighten.


	“That’s not fair to do to a dying man.”


	“Where there’s life, there’s hope.”


	“Is this your way of thanking me for finding the necklace?” He hoped not. He’d already been paid for the necklace.


	She opened her eyes. “Yes … and no. You are a unique man in this world, Repairman Jack. I’ve traveled a lot, met many people. You stand out from all of them. Once, my brother was like you, but he has changed. You are alone.”


	“Not at the moment.”


	She shook her head. “All men of honor are alone.”


	Honor. This was the second time she’d spoken of honor this evening. Once at Peacock Alley, and now here in his bed. Strange for a woman to think in terms of honor. That was traditionally men’s territory, although nowadays the word rarely passed the lips of members of either sex.


	“Can a man who lies, cheats, steals, and sometimes does violence to other people be a man of honor?”


	Kolabati looked into his eyes. “He can if he lies to liars, cheats cheaters, steals from thieves, and limits his violence to those who are violent.”


	“You think so?”


	“I know so.”


	An honorable man. He liked the sound of that. He liked the meaning that went with it. As Repairman Jack he’d taken an honorable course without consciously setting out to do so. Autonomy had been his driving motive—to reduce to the barest minimum all external restraints upon his life. But honor … honor was an internal restraint. He hadn’t recognized the role it had played all along in guiding him.


	Kolabati’s hand started moving again and thoughts of honor sank in the waves of pleasure washing over him. It was good to be aroused again.


	He’d led a monkish life since Gia had left him. Not that he’d consciously avoided sex—he’d simply stopped thinking about it. A number of weeks had gone by before he even realized what had happened to him. He’d read that that was a sign of depression. Maybe. Whatever the cause, tonight made up for any period of abstention, no matter how long.


	Her hand was gently working at him now, drawing responses from what he had thought was an empty well. He was rolling toward her when he caught the first whiff of the odor.


	What the hell is that?


	It smelled like a pigeon had gotten into the air conditioner and laid a rotten egg. Or died.


	Kolabati stiffened beside him. He didn’t know whether she’d smelled it, too, or whether something had frightened her. He thought he heard her say something in a tense whisper that sounded like “My gosh!”


	She rolled on top of him and clung like a drowning sailor to a floating spar.


	An aura of nameless fear enveloped Jack. He sensed something was terribly wrong, but could not say what. He listened for a foreign sound but all that came to him were the low hums, each in a different key, of the air conditioners in each of the three rooms. He reached for the 9mm Glock he kept under the mattress, but Kolabati hugged him tighter.


	“Don’t move,” she whispered in a voice he could barely hear. “Just lie here under me and don’t say a word.”


	Jack opened his mouth to speak but she covered his lips with her own. The pressure of her bare breasts against his chest, her hips on his, the tingle of her necklace as it dangled from her neck against his throat, the caresses of her hands—all worked toward blotting out the odor.


	Yet he sensed a desperation about her that prevented him from releasing himself to the sensations. His eyes kept opening and straying to the window, to the door, to the hall that led past the TV room to the darkened front room, then back to the window. Without reason, a small part of him expected someone or something—a person, an animal—to come through the door. He knew it was impossible—the front door was locked, the windows were three stories up. Crazy. Yet the feeling persisted.


	And persisted.


	He did not know how long he lay there, tense and tight under Kolabati, itching for the comfortable feel of a pistol grip in his palm. It felt like half the night.


	Nothing happened. Eventually, the odor began to fade. And with it the sensation of the presence of another. Jack felt himself begin to relax and, finally, begin to respond to Kolabati.


	But Kolabati suddenly had different ideas. She jumped up from the bed and padded into the front room for her clothes.


	Jack followed and watched her slip into her underwear with brisk, almost frantic movements.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“I have to get home.”


	“Back to DC?” His heart sank. Not yet. She intrigued him so.


	“No. To my brother’s. I’m staying with him.”


	“I don’t understand. Is it something I—”


	Kolabati leaned over and kissed him. “Nothing you did. Something he did.”


	“What’s the hurry?”


	“I must speak to him immediately.”


	She let the dress fall over her head and stepped into her shoes. She turned to go but the apartment door stopped her.


	“How does this work?”


	Jack turned the central knob that retracted the four bars, then pulled it open for her.


	“Wait till I get some clothes on and I’ll find you a cab.”


	“I haven’t time to wait. And I can wave my arm in the air as well as anyone.”


	“You’ll be back?” The answer was very important to him at the moment. He didn’t know why. He hardly knew her.


	“Yes, if I can be.” Her eyes were troubled. For an instant he thought he detected a hint of fear in them. “I hope so. I really do.”


	She kissed him again, then was out the door and on her way down the stairs.


	Jack closed the door, locked it, and leaned against it. If he weren’t so exhausted from lack of sleep and from the strenuous demands Kolabati had made upon him tonight, he would have tried to make some sense out of the evening’s events.


	He headed for bed. This time to sleep.


	But chase it as he might, sleep eluded him. The memory of the odor, Kolabati’s bizarre behavior … he couldn’t explain them. But it wasn’t what had happened tonight that bothered him so much as the gnawing uneasy feeling that something awful had almost happened.
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	Kusum started out of his sleep, instantly alert. A sound had awakened him. His Gita slipped off his lap and onto the floor as he sprang to his feet and stepped to the cabin door.


	It was most likely the Mother and the young one returning, but it wouldn’t hurt to be sure. One never knew what kind of scum might be lurking about the docks. He didn’t care who came aboard in his absence—it would have to be a fairly determined thief or vandal because Kusum always kept the gangway raised. A silent beeper was needed to bring it down. But an industrious low-caste type who climbed one of the ropes and sneaked aboard would find little of value in the superstructure. And should he venture below decks to the cargo hold … one less untouchable prowling the streets.


	But when Kusum was aboard—and he expected to be spending more time here than he wished now that Kolabati was in town—he liked to be careful. He didn’t want any unpleasant surprises.


	Kolabati’s arrival had been a surprise. He had thought her safely away in Washington. She had already caused him an enormous amount of trouble this week and would undoubtedly cause him more. She knew him too well. He would have to avoid her whenever possible. And she must never learn of this ship or its cargo.


	He heard the sound again and saw two dark forms of unmistakable configuration lope along the deck. They should have been burdened with their prey, but they were not. Alarmed, Kusum ran down to the deck. He checked to make sure he was wearing the necklace, then stood in a corner and watched the rakoshi as they passed.


	The youngling came first, prodded along by the Mother behind it. Both appeared agitated. If only they could talk! He had been able to teach the younglings a few words, but that was mere mimicry, not speech. He had never felt so much the need to communicate with the rakoshi as he did tonight. Yet he knew that was impossible. They were not stupid; they could learn simple tasks and follow simple commands—had he not been training them to act as crew for the ship?—but their minds did not operate on a level that permitted intelligent communication.


	What had happened tonight? The Mother had never failed him before. When she caught the Scent, she invariably brought back the targeted victim. Yet tonight she had failed.


	Could there have been a mistake? Perhaps the chocolates hadn’t arrived. But how then had the Mother caught the Scent? No one but Kusum controlled the source of the Scent.


	None of this made sense.


	He padded down the steps that led belowdecks. The two rakoshi were waiting there, the Mother subdued by the knowledge that she had failed, the youngling restless, pacing about. Kusum slipped past them. The Mother raised her head, dimly aware of his presence, but the youngling only hissed and continued its pacing, oblivious to him.


	Kusum spun the wheel on the hatch and pulled it open. The youngling tried to retreat. It didn’t like being on the iron ship and rebelled at returning to the hold. Kusum watched patiently. They all did this after their first run through the city. They wanted to be out in the air, away from the iron hold that weakened them, out among the crowds where they could pick and choose among the fattened human cattle.


	The Mother would have none of it. She gave the youngling a brutal shove that sent it stumbling into the arms of its siblings waiting inside. Then she followed.


	Kusum slammed the hatch closed, secured it, then pounded his fist against its damp surface. Would he never be done with this? He had thought he would be closer to fulfilling the vow tonight. Something had gone wrong. It worried him almost as much as it angered him. Had a new variable been added, or were the rakoshi to blame?


	Why was there no victim?


	One thing was certain, however: There would have to be punishment. That was the way it always had been. That was the way it would be tonight.
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	Oh, Kusum! What have you done?


	Kolabati’s insides writhed in terror as she sat huddled in the rear of the cab. The ride was mercifully brief—directly across Central Park to a stately building of white stone on Fifth Avenue.


	The night doorman didn’t know Kolabati so he stopped her. He was old, his face a mass of wrinkles. Kolabati detested old people. She found the thought of growing old disgusting. The doorman questioned her until she showed him her key and her Maryland driver’s license, confirming her last name to be the same as Kusum’s. She hurried through the marble lobby, past the modern low-backed couch and chairs and the uninspired abstract paintings on the walls, to the elevator. It stood open, waiting. She pressed 9, the top floor, and stood impatiently until the door closed and the car started up.


	Kolabati slumped against the rear wall and closed her eyes.


	That odor! She’d thought her heart would stop when she recognized it tonight. She thought she’d left it behind forever in India.


	A rakosh!


	One had been outside Jack’s apartment less than an hour ago. Her mind balked at the thought, yet there was no doubt. As sure as the night was dark, as sure as the number of her years—a rakosh! The knowledge nauseated her, made her weak inside and out. And the most terrifying part of it all: The only man who could be responsible—the only man in the world—was her brother.


	But why Jack’s apartment?


	And how? By the Black Goddess, how?


	The elevator glided to a smooth halt, the doors slid open, and Kolabati headed directly for the door numbered 9B. She hesitated before inserting the key. This was not going to be easy. She loved Kusum but he intimidated her. Not physically—for he would never raise his hand against her—but morally. It hadn’t always been so, but lately his righteousness had become impenetrable.


	But not this time, she told herself. This time he’s wrong.


	She turned the key and stepped inside.


	The apartment lay dark and silent around her. She flipped the light switch, revealing a huge, low-ceilinged living room decorated by a hired professional. She’d guessed that on first sight. She could find no trace of Kusum in the decor. He hadn’t bothered to personalize it, which meant he didn’t intend to stay here very long.


	“Kusum?”


	She went down the two steps to the wool-carpeted living room and crossed to the closed door that led to her brother’s bedroom. It was dark and empty within.


	She went back to the living room and called, louder now. “Kusum!”


	No answer.


	He had to be here! She had to find him! She was the only one who could stop him!


	She walked past the door that led to the bedroom he had supplied for her and went to the picture window overlooking Central Park. The great body of the park was dark, cut at irregular intervals by lighted roads, luminescent serpents winding their way from Fifth Avenue to Central Park West.


	Where are you, my brother, and what are you doing? What awfulness have you brought back to life?
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	The two propane torches on either side of him were lit and roaring blue flame toward the high ceiling of the hold. Kusum made a final adjustment on the air draw to each one—he wanted to keep them noisy but didn’t want them to blow themselves out. When he was satisfied with the flames, he unclasped his necklace and laid it on the propane tank at the rear of the square platform. He’d changed from his everyday clothes into his blood red ceremonial dhoti, arranging the one-piece sarong-like garment in the traditional Mahratta style with the left end hooked beneath his leg and the bulk gathered at his right hip, leaving his legs bare. He picked up his coiled bullwhip, then stabbed the Down button with his middle finger.


	The lift—an open elevator platform floored with wooden planks—lurched, then started a slow descent along the aft corner of the starboard wall of the main hold into the dark below. Not completely dark, for he kept the emergency lights on at all times, but these were so scattered and of such low wattage that the illumination they provided was nominal at best.


	When the lift reached the halfway point, he heard a shuffling sound from below as rakoshi moved from directly beneath him, wary of the descending platform and the fire it carried. As he neared the floor of the hold and the light from the torches spread among its occupants, tiny spots of brightness began to pick up and return the glare—a few at first, then more and more until more than a hundred yellow eyes gleamed from the darkness.


	A murmur rose among the rakoshi to become a whispery chant, low, throaty, guttural.


	“Kaka-jiiiiii! Kaka-jiiiiii!”


	Kusum loosed the coils of his whip and cracked it. The sound echoed like a gunshot through the hold. The chant cut off. They now knew he was angry; they would remain silent. As the platform and its roaring flames drew nearer the floor, they backed farther away. In all of heaven and earth, fire was all they feared—fire and their Kaka-ji.


	He stopped the lift three or four feet above the floor, giving himself a raised platform from which to address the rakoshi assembled in a rough semicircle just beyond the reach of the torchlight. They were barely visible except for an occasional highlight off a smooth scalp or a hulking shoulder. And the eyes. All the eyes were focused on Kusum.


	He began to speak to them in the Bengali dialect, knowing they could understand little of what he was saying, but confident they would eventually get his meaning. Although he was not angry with them, he filled his voice with rage, for that was an integral part of what was to follow. He did not understand what had gone wrong tonight, and knew from the confusion he had sensed in the Mother upon her return that she did not understand either. Something had caused her to lose the Scent. Something extraordinary. She was a skilled hunter and he could be sure that whatever had happened had been beyond her control. That did not matter, however. A certain form must be followed. It was tradition.


	He told the rakoshi that there would be no ceremony tonight, no sharing of flesh, because those who had been entrusted to bring the sacrifice had failed. Instead of the ceremony, there would be punishment.


	He turned and lowered the propane feed to the torches, constricting the semicircular pool of illumination, bringing the darkness—and the rakoshi—closer.


	Then he called to the Mother. She knew what to do.


	A scuffling and scraping from the darkness before him as the Mother brought forward the youngling that had accompanied her tonight. It came sullenly, unwillingly, but it came. For it knew it must. It was tradition.


	Kusum reached back and further lowered the propane. The young rakoshi were especially afraid of fire and it would be foolish to panic this one. Discipline was imperative. If he lost his control over them, even for an instant, they might turn and tear him to pieces. There must be no instance of disobedience—such an act must ever remain unthinkable. But in order to bend them to his will, he must not push them too hard against their instincts.


	He could barely see the creature as it slouched forward in a posture of humble submission. Kusum gestured with the whip and the Mother turned the youngling around, facing its back to him. He raised the whip and lashed it forward—one—two—three times and more, putting his body into it so that each stroke ended with the meaty slap of braided rawhide on cold, cobalt flesh.


	He knew the young rakosh felt no pain from the lash, but that was of little consequence. His purpose was not to inflict pain but to assert his position of dominance. The lashing was a symbolic act, just as a rakosh’s submission to the lash was a reaffirmation of its loyalty and subservience to the will of Kusum, the Kaka-ji. The lash formed a bond between them. Both drew strength from it. With each stroke Kusum felt the power of Kali swell within him. He could almost imagine himself possessing two arms again.


	After ten strokes, he stopped. The rakosh looked around, saw that he was finished, then slunk back into the group. Only the Mother remained. Kusum cracked the whip in the air. Yes, it seemed to say. You, too.


	The Mother came forward, gave him a long look, then turned and presented her back to him. The eyes of the younger rakoshi grew brighter as they became agitated, shuffling their feet and clicking their talons together.


	Kusum hesitated. The rakoshi were devoted to the Mother. They spent day after day in her presence. She guided them, gave order to their lives. They would die for her. Striking her was a perilous proposition. But a hierarchy had been established and it must be preserved. As the rakoshi were devoted to the Mother, so was the Mother devoted to Kusum. And to reaffirm the hierarchy, she must submit to the lash. For she was his lieutenant among the younglings and ultimately responsible for any failure to carry through the wishes of the Kaka-ji.


	Yet despite her devotion, despite the knowledge that she would gladly die for him, despite the unspeakable bond that linked them—he had started the nest with her, nursing her, raising her from a mewing hatchling—Kusum was wary of the Mother. She was, after all, a rakosh—violence incarnate. Disciplining her was like juggling vials of high explosive. One lapse of concentration, one careless move …


	Summoning his courage, Kusum let the whip fly, snapping its tip once against the floor far from where the Mother waited, and then he raised the whip no more. The hold had gone utterly still with the first stroke. All remained silent. The Mother continued to wait, and when no blow came, she turned toward the lift. Kusum had the bullwhip coiled by then, a difficult trick for a one-armed man, but he had long ago determined that there was a way to do almost anything with one hand. He held it out beside him, then dropped it onto the floor of the lift.


	The Mother looked at him with shining eyes, her slit pupils dilating in worship. She had received no lashing, a public proclamation of the Kaka-ji’s respect and regard for her. Kusum knew this was a proud moment for her, one that would elevate her even higher in the eyes of her young. He had planned it this way.


	He hit the Up button and turned the torches to maximum as he rose. He was satisfied. Once more he had affirmed his position as absolute master of the nest. The Mother was more firmly in his grasp than ever before. And as he controlled her, so he controlled her young.


	The field of brightly glowing eyes watched him from below, never leaving him until he reached the top of the hold. The instant they were blocked from view, Kusum reached for the necklace and clasped it around his throat.


	FOUR


	West Bengal, India


	Friday, July 24, 1857


	Jaggernath the svamin and his mule train were due to appear any minute.


	Tension was coiled like a snake around Captain Sir Albert Westphalen. If he failed to net the equivalent of 50,000 pounds sterling out of this little sortie, he might have to reconsider returning to England at all. Only disgrace and poverty would await him.


	He and his men huddled behind a grassy hillock approximately two miles northwest of Bharangpur. The rain had ended at midday, but more was on the way. The summer monsoon was upon Bengal, bringing a year’s rainfall in the space of a few months. Westphalen looked out along the rolling expanse of green that had been an arid wasteland only last month. An unpredictable land, this India.


	As he waited beside his horse, Westphalen reviewed the past four weeks. He had not been idle. Far from it. He had devoted part of each day to grilling every Englishman in Bharangpur on what he knew about the Hindu religion in general and the Temple-in-the-Hills in particular. And when he had exhausted the resources of his countrymen, he turned to local Hindus who had a decent command of English. They told him more than he wished to know about Hinduism and almost nothing about the temple.


	He did learn a lot about Kali, though. Very popular in Bengal—even the name of the region’s largest city, Calcutta, was an Anglicized form of Kalighata, the huge temple built to her there. The Black Goddess. Not a deity to take comfort in. She was called Mother Night, devouring all, slaying all, even Shiva, her consort upon whose corpse she stood in many of the pictures Westphalen had seen. Blood sacrifices, usually goats and birds, were made regularly to Kali in her many temples, but he’d heard whispers of other sacrifices … human sacrifices.


	No one in Bharangpur had ever seen the Temple-in-the-Hills, nor known anyone who had. But he learned that every so often a curiosity-seeker or a pilgrim would venture off into the hills to find the temple. Some would follow Jaggernath at a discreet distance, others would seek their own path. The few who returned claimed their search had been fruitless, telling tales of shadowy beings creeping about the hills at night, always just beyond the firelight, but unmistakably there, watching. As to what happened to the rest, it was assumed that the pilgrims true of heart were accepted into the temple order, and that the adventurous and the merely curious became fodder for the rakoshi who guarded the temple and its treasure. A rakosh, he was assured by a colonel who was starting his third decade in India, was some sort of flesh-eating demon, the Bengali equivalent of the English bogeyman used to frighten children.


	Westphalen had little doubt the temple was guarded, but by human sentries, not demons. Guards would not deter him. He was not a lone traveler wandering aimlessly through the hills—he was a British officer leading six lancers armed with the new lightweight Enfield rifle.


	As he stood beside his mount, Westphalen ran a finger up and down the stock of his Enfield. This simple construction of wood and steel had been the precipitating factor in the sepoy rebellion.


	All because of a tight-fitting cartridge.


	Absurd, but true. The Enfield cartridge, like all other cartridges, came wrapped in glazed paper which had to be bitten open to be used. But unlike the heavier “Brown Bess” rifle the sepoys had been using for forty years, the Enfield cartridge had to be greased to make the tight fit into the barrel. There had been no problem until rumors began circulating that the grease was a mixture of pork and bullock fat. The Moslem troops would not bite anything that might be pork, and the Hindus would not pollute themselves with cow grease. Tension between British officers and their sepoy troops had built for months, culminating on May 10, a mere eleven weeks ago, when the sepoys had mutinied in Meerut, perpetrating atrocities on the white populace. The mutiny had spread like a grass fire across most of northern India, and the raj had not been the same since.


	Westphalen had hated the Enfield for endangering him during what should have been a safe, peaceful tour of duty. Now he caressed it almost lovingly. If not for the rebellion he might still be far to the southeast in Fort William, unaware of the Temple-in-the-Hills and the promise of salvation it held for him and the Westphalen name.


	“I’ve spotted ’im, sir,” said an enlisted man named Watts.


	Westphalen stepped up to where Watts lay against the rise and took the field glasses from him. After refocusing to correct for his near-sightedness, he spotted the squat little man and his mules traveling north at a brisk pace.


	“We’ll wait until he’s well into the hills, then follow. Keep down until then.”


	With the ground softened by monsoon rains, Westphalen anticipated no problem following Jaggernath and his mules. He wanted the element of surprise on his side when he entered the temple, but it wasn’t an absolute necessity. One way or another he was going to find the Temple-in-the-Hills. Some of the tales said it was made of pure gold. Westphalen did not believe that for an instant—gold was not fit for buildings. Other tales said the temple housed urns full of precious jewels. Westphalen might have laughed at that too had he not seen the ruby Jaggernath had given MacDougal last month simply for not handling the supplies on the backs of his mules.


	If the temple housed anything of value, Westphalen intended to find it … and to make all or part of it his own.


	He glanced around at the men he had brought with him: Tooke, Watts, Russell, Hunter, Lang, and Malleson. He had combed his records carefully for individuals with the precise blend of qualities he required. He detested aligning himself so closely with their sort. Worse than commoners. These were the toughest men he could find, the dregs of the Bharangpur garrison, the hardest drinking, most unscrupulous soldiers under his command.


	Two weeks ago he had begun dropping remarks to his lieutenant about rumors of a rebel encampment in the hills. In the past few days he had begun to refer to unspecified intelligence reports confirming the rumors, saying it was thought that the pandies were receiving assistance from a religious order in the hills. And just yesterday he had begun picking men to accompany him on “a brief reconnaissance mission.” The lieutenant had insisted on leading the patrol but Westphalen had overruled him.


	During the entire time, Westphalen had grumbled incessantly about being so far from the fight, about letting all the glory of quelling the revolt go to others while he was stuck in northern Bengal battling administrative rubbish. His act had worked. The common assumption among the officers and noncoms of the Bharangpur garrison was that Captain Sir Albert Westphalen was not going to allow a post far from the battle lines prevent him from earning a decoration or two; perhaps he even had his eye on the brand new Victoria Cross.


	He also had made a point of not wanting any support personnel. This would be a barebones scouting party, no pack animals, no bhistis—each trooper would carry his own food and water.


	Westphalen went back and stood near his horse. He fervently prayed his plan would be successful, and swore to God that if things worked out the way he hoped, he would never turn another card or roll another die as long as he lived.


	His plan had to work. If not, the great hall his family had called home since the eleventh century would be sold to pay his gambling debts. His profligate ways would be exposed to his peers, his reputation reduced to that of a wastrel, the Westphalen name dragged through the dirt … commoners cavorting in his ancestral home … better to remain here on the wrong side of the world than face disgrace of that magnitude.


	He walked up the rise again and took the field glasses from Watts. Jaggernath was almost into the hills. Westphalen had decided to give him a half-hour lead. It was 4:15. Despite the overcast sky and the late hour of the day, there was still plenty of light left.


	By 4:35 Westphalen could wait no longer. The last twenty minutes had dragged by with sadistic slowness. He mounted up his men and led them after Jaggernath at a slow walk.


	As he had expected, the trail was easy to follow. With no other traffic into the hills, the moist ground held unmistakable evidence of the passage of six mules. The trail wound a circuitous path in and around the coarse outcroppings of yellow-brown rock that typified the hills in the region.


	Westphalen held himself in check with difficulty, resisting the urge to spur his mount ahead. Patience … patience must be the order of the day.


	When he came to fear they might be gaining too much on the Hindu, he had his men dismount and continue following on foot.


	The trail led on and on, always upward. The grass died away, leaving barren rock in all directions; he saw no other travelers, no homes, no huts, no signs of human habitation.


	Westphalen wondered at the endurance of the old man out of sight ahead of him. He now knew why no one in Bharangpur had been able to tell him how to reach the temple. The path was a deep, rocky gully, its walls rising at times to a dozen feet or more overhead, so narrow that he had to lead his men in single file, so tortuous and obscure, with so many branches leading off in random directions, that even with a map he doubted he would have been able to keep on course.


	The light was waning when he saw the wall. He was leading his horse around one of the countless sharp twists in the path, wondering how they were going to follow the trail once night came, when he looked up and saw that the gully opened abruptly into a small canyon. He immediately jumped back and signaled his men to halt. He gave his reins to Watts and peered around the edge of an outcropping of rock.


	The wall sat two hundred yards away, spanning the width of the canyon. It looked to be about ten feet high, made of black stone, with a single gate at its center. The gate stood open to the night.


	“They’ve left the door open for us, sir.” Tooke said at his side. He had crept up for a look of his own.


	Westphalen snapped around to glare at him. “Back with the others!”


	“Aren’t we going in?”


	“When I give the order and not before!”


	Westphalen watched the soldier sulkily return to his proper place. Only a few hours away from the garrison and already discipline was showing signs of breaking down. Not unexpected with the likes of these. They had all heard the stories about the Temple-in-the-Hills. You couldn’t be in Bharangpur barracks for more than a week without hearing them. Westphalen was sure there was not a man among them who had not used the hope of pocketing something of value from within the temple to spur him along. Now they had reached their goal and wanted to know if the stories were true. The looters within them were rising to the surface like something rotten from the bottom of a pond. He could almost smell the foul odor of their greed.


	And what about me? Westphalen thought grimly. Do I reek as they do?


	He gazed again toward the canyon. Behind the wall, rising above it, he made out the dim shape of the temple itself. Details were lost in the long shadows; all he could make out was a vaguely domelike shape with a spire on top.


	As he watched, the door in the wall swung closed with a crash that echoed off the rocky mountain walls, making the horses shy and causing his own heart to skip a beat.


	Suddenly it was dark. Why couldn’t India have England’s lingering twilight? Night fell like a curtain here.


	What to do now? He hadn’t planned on taking so long to reach the temple, hadn’t planned on darkness and a walled-off canyon. Yet why hesitate? He knew there were no rebels in the temple compound—that had been a fiction he had concocted. Most likely only a few Hindu priests. Why not scale the walls and have done with it?


	No … he didn’t want to do that. He could find no rational reason to hesitate, yet something in his gut told him to wait for the sun.


	“We’ll wait until morning.”


	The men glanced at each other, muttering. Westphalen searched for a way to keep them in hand. He could neither shoot nor handle a lance half as well as they, and he had been in command of the garrison less than two months, nowhere near enough time to win their confidence as an officer. His only recourse was to show himself to be their superior in judgment. And that should be no problem. After all, they were only commoners.


	He decided to single out the most vocal of the grumblers.


	“Do you detect some flaw in my decision, Mr. Tooke? If so, please speak freely. This is no time for formality.”


	“Begging your pardon, sir,” the enlisted man said with a salute and exaggerated courtesy, “but we thought we’d be taking them right away. The morning’s a long way off and we’re anxious to be into the fighting. Aren’t I right, men?”


	There were murmurs of approval.


	
Westphalen made a show of seating himself comfortably on a boulder before speaking.


	I hope this works.


	“Very well, Mr. Tooke,” he said, keeping the mounting tension out of his voice. “You have my permission to lead an immediate assault on the temple.” As the men began to reach for their rifles, Westphalen added: “Of course, you realize that any pandies hiding within have been there for weeks and will know their way around the temple and its grounds quite well. Those of you who have never been on the other side of that wall will be lost in the dark.”


	He saw the men stop in their tracks and glance at each other. Westphalen sighed with relief. Now, if he could deliver the coup de grace, he would be in command again.


	“Charge, Mr. Tooke?”


	After a long pause, Tooke said, “I think we’ll be waiting for morning, sir.”


	Westphalen slapped his hands on his thighs and stood up. “Good! With surprise and daylight on our side, we’ll rout the pandies with a minimum of fuss. If all goes well, you’ll be back in your barracks by this time tomorrow night.”


	If all goes well, he thought, you will never see tomorrow night.
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	Gia stood inside the back door and let the air-conditioned interior cool and dry the fine sheen of perspiration coating her skin. Short, slick, blond curls were plastered against the nape of her neck. She was dressed in a T-shirt and jogging shorts, but even that was too much clothing. Only 9:30 and already the temperature had pushed into the high eighties.


	She’d been out in the back helping Vicky put up curtains in the new playhouse. Even with screens on the windows and the breeze off the East River, it was like an oven in that little thing. Vicky hadn’t seemed to notice, but Gia was sure she would have passed out if she’d stayed in there another minute.


	Nine-thirty. It felt like it should be noon. She was slowly going crazy here on Sutton Square. Nice to have a live-in maid to see to your every need, nice to have meals prepared for you, your bed made, and central air conditioning … but it was so boring. She was out of her routine and found it almost impossible to work. She needed her work to keep these hours from dragging so.


	She had to get out of here.


	The doorbell rang.


	“I’ll get it, Eunice,” she called as she headed for the door. Here was a break in the routine—a visitor. She was glad until she realized with a stab of apprehension that it could be someone from the police with bad news about Grace. She checked through the peephole before unlocking the deadbolt.


	The mailman. Gia pulled open the door and he gave her a flat box, maybe eight by twelve inches, weighing about a pound.


	“Special delivery,” he said, giving her a frank head-to-toe appraisal before returning to his truck.


	The box—could it be from Grace? She checked and saw it had been mailed from England. The return address was someplace in London called “The Divine Obsession.”


	“Nellie! Package for you!”


	Nellie was already halfway downstairs. “Is it word from Grace?”


	“I don’t think so. Not unless she’s gone back to England.”


	Nellie’s brow furrowed as she glanced at the return address, then she began tearing at the brown paper wrapper. As it pulled away, she gasped.


	“Oh! Black Magic!”


	Gia stepped around for a look at what was inside. She saw a black rectangular cardboard box with gold trim and a red rose painted on the lid. An assortment of dark chocolates.


	“These are my favorites! Who could have—?”


	“There’s a card taped to the corner.”


	Nellie pulled it free and opened it.


	“‘Don’t worry,’” she read. “‘I haven’t forgotten you.’ It’s signed, ‘Your favorite nephew, Richard!’”


	Gia was aghast. “Richard?”


	“Yes! What a dear sweet boy to think of me! Oh, he knows Black Magic has always been my favorite. What a thoughtful present!”


	“Could I see the card, please?”


	Nellie handed it over without looking at it again. She was pulling off the rest of the wrapper and lifting the lid. The strong odor of dark chocolate filled the foyer. As the older woman inhaled deeply, Gia studied the card, her anger rising.


	Written in a cutesy female hand, it had round circles above the i’s and little loops all over the place. Definitely not her ex-husband’s scrawl. He’d probably called the shop, gave them the address, and told them what to put on the card. Or better yet, had his latest girlfriend do it. Yes, that would be more Richard’s style.


	Gia bottled the anger that had come to a full boil within her. Her ex-husband, controller of one-third of the huge Westphalen fortune, had plenty of time to flit all over the world and send his aunt expensive chocolates from London, but not a penny to spare for child support, let alone the moment it would have taken to send his own daughter a card for her last birthday.


	You sure can pick ’em, Gia.


	She bent and picked up the wrapper. “The Divine Obsession.” At least she knew what city Richard was living in. And probably not too far from this shop—he was never one to go out of his way for anyone, especially his aunts. They’d never thought much of him and had never been reticent about letting him know it. Which raised the question: Why the candy? What was behind this thoughtful little gift out of the blue?


	“Imagine!” Nellie was saying. “A gift from Richard! How lovely! Who’d have ever thought—”


	They were both suddenly aware of a third person in the room with them. Gia glanced up and saw Vicky standing in the hallway in her white jersey with her bony legs sticking out of her yellow shorts and her feet squeezed sockless into her sneakers, watching them with wide blue eyes.


	“Is that a present from my daddy?”


	“Why, yes, love,” Nellie said.


	“Did he send one for me?”


	Gia felt her heart break at those words. Poor Vicky …


	Nellie glanced at Gia, her face distraught, then turned back to Vicky.


	“Not yet, Victoria, but I’m sure one will be coming soon. Meanwhile, he said we should all share these chocolates until—” Nellie’s hand darted to her mouth, realizing what she’d just said.


	“Oh, no,” Vicky said. “My daddy would never send me chocolate. He knows I can’t have any.”


	With her back straight and her chin high, she turned and walked quickly down the hall toward the backyard.


	Nellie’s face seemed to crumble as she turned toward Gia. “I forgot she’s allergic. I’ll go get her—”


	“Let me,” Gia said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “We’ve been over this ground before, and it looks like we’ll have to go over it again.”


	She left Nellie standing there in the foyer, looking older than her years, unaware of the box of chocolate clutched so tightly in her spotted hands, Gia didn’t know who to feel sorrier for: Vicky or Nellie.
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	Vicky hadn’t wanted to cry in front of Aunt Nellie, who always said what a big girl she was. Mommy said it was all right to cry, but Vicky never saw Mommy cry. Well, hardly ever.


	Vicky wanted to cry right now. It didn’t matter if this was one of the all right times or not, it was going to come out anyway. It was like a big balloon inside her chest, getting bigger and bigger until she either cried or exploded. She held it in until she reached the playhouse. It had one door, two windows with new curtains, and room enough inside for her to spin around with her arms spread out all the way without touching the walls. She picked up her Ms. Jelliroll doll and hugged it to her chest. Then it began.


	The sobs came first, like big hiccups, then the tears. She didn’t have a sleeve, so she tried to wipe them away with her arm but succeeded only in making her face and her arm wet and smeary.


	Daddy doesn’t care.


	It made her feel sick way down in the bottom of her stomach to think that, but she knew it was true. She didn’t know why it should bother her so much. She could hardly remember what he looked like. Mommy threw away all his pictures a long time ago and as time went by it became harder and harder to see his face in her mind. He hadn’t been around at all in two years and Vicky didn’t remember seeing much of him even before that. So why should it hurt to say that Daddy didn’t care? Mommy was the only one who really mattered, who really cared, who was always there.


	Mommy cared. And so did Jack. But now Jack didn’t come around anymore either. Except for yesterday. Thinking about Jack made her stop crying. When he’d lifted her up and hugged her yesterday, she’d felt so good inside. Warm. And safe. For the short while he’d been in the house yesterday she hadn’t felt afraid. Vicky didn’t know what there was to be scared of, but lately she felt afraid all the time. Especially at night.


	She heard the door open behind her and knew it was Mommy.


	That was okay. She’d stopped crying now. She was all right now. But when she turned and saw that sad, pitying look on Mommy’s face, it all came out again and she burst into tears. Mommy squeezed into the little rocker and sat her on her knee and held her tight until the sobs went away. This time for good.
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	“Why doesn’t Daddy love us anymore?”


	The question startled Gia. Vicky had asked her countless times why Daddy didn’t live with them any more. But this was the first time she’d mentioned love.


	Answer a question with another question: “Why do you say that?”


	But Vicky was not to be sidetracked.


	“He doesn’t love us, does he, Mommy.” It was not a question.


	No. He doesn’t. I don’t think he ever did.


	That was the truth. Richard had never been a father. As far as he was concerned, Vicky had been an accident, a terrible inconvenience to him. He’d never shown affection to her, had never been a presence in their home when they had lived together. He might as well have phoned in his paternal duties.


	Gia sighed and hugged Vicky tighter. What an awful time that had been … the worst years of her life. Gia had been brought up a strict Catholic, and although the days had become one long siege of Gia and Vicky alone against the world, and the nights—those nights when her husband bothered to come home—had been a battlefield, she’d never considered divorce. Not until the night when Richard, in a particularly vicious mood, had told her why he’d married her. She was as good as anyone else for rutting when he was randy, he’d said, but the real reason was taxes.


	Immediately after the death of his father, Richard had gone to work transferring his assets out of Britain and into either American or international holdings, all the while looking for an American to marry. He’d found such an American in Gia, fresh in from the Midwest looking to sell her commercial art talents to Madison Avenue. The urbane Richard Westphalen, with his refined British manners and accent, had swept her off her feet. They were married; he became an American citizen. There were other ways he could have acquired citizenship, but they were lengthy and this was more in keeping with his character. The earnings of his portion of the Westphalen fortune would from then on be taxed at the much lower US rate rather than the British government’s ninety plus percent. After that, he quickly lost interest in her.


	“We might have had some fun for a while,” he said, “but you had to go and become a mother.”


	Those words had seared themselves onto her brain. She started divorce proceedings the following day, ignoring her lawyer’s increasingly strident pleas for a whopping property settlement.


	Perhaps she should have listened. Later she often would wonder about that. But at the time all she wanted was out. She wanted nothing that came from his precious family fortune. She allowed her lawyer to ask for child support only because she knew she would need it until she revived her art career.


	Was Richard contrite? Did the smallest mote of guilt come to rest on the featureless, diamond-hard surface of his conscience? No. Did he do anything to secure a future for the child he’d fathered? No. In fact, he instructed his lawyer to fight for minimal child support.


	“No, Vicky,” Gia said, “I don’t think he does.”


	Gia expected tears, but Vicky fooled her by smiling up at her.


	“Jack loves us.”


	Not this again.


	“I know he does, honey, but—”


	“Then why can’t he be my daddy?”


	“Because…” How was she going to say this? “Because sometimes love just isn’t enough. There have to be other things. You have to trust each other, have the same values—”


	“What are values?”


	“Ohhh … you have to believe in the same things, want to live the same way.”


	“I like Jack.”


	“I know you do, honey. But that doesn’t mean Jack is the right man to be your new father.”


	Vicky’s blind devotion to Jack undermined Gia’s confidence in the child’s character judgment. She was usually pretty astute.


	She lifted Vicky off her lap and rose to a hands-on-knees crouch. The heat in the playhouse was suffocating.


	“Let’s go inside and get some lemonade.”


	“Not right now,” Vicky said. “I want to play with Ms. Jelliroll. She’s got to hide before Mr. Grape-grabber finds her.”


	“Okay. But come in soon. It’s getting too hot.”


	Vicky didn’t answer. She was already lost in a fantasy with her dolls.


	Gia stood outside the playhouse and wondered if Vicky might be spending too much time alone here. She had no children around here to play with, just her mother, an elderly aunt, and her books and dolls. Gia wanted to get Vicky back home and into a normal routine as soon as possible.


	“Miss Gia?” Eunice called from the back door. “Mrs. Paton says lunch will be early today because of your trip to the dress shop.”


	Gia bit down on the middle knuckle of her right index finger, a gesture of frustration she’d picked up from her grandmother many years ago.


	The dress shop … the reception tonight … two places she most definitely did not want to go, but would have to because she’d promised.


	She had to get out of here.
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	Joey Diaz placed the little bottle of green liquid on the table between them.


	“Where’d you get hold of this stuff, Jack?”


	Jack was buying Joey a late lunch at a midtown Burger King. They had a corner booth, each was munching on a Whopper. Joey, a Filipino with a bad case of postadolescent acne, was a contact Jack treasured. He worked in the city Health Department lab. In the past, Jack had used him mostly for information and for suggestions on how to bring down the wrath of the Health Department upon the heads of certain targets of his fix-it work. Yesterday was the first time he’d asked Joey to run an analysis for him.


	“What’s wrong with it?”


	Jack had been finding it hard to concentrate on Joey or the food. His mind had been on Kolabati and how she’d made him feel last night. From there it flowed to the odor that had crept into the apartment and her bizarre reaction to it. His thoughts kept drifting away from Joey, and so it was easy to appear laid-back about the analysis. He’d been playing everything low-key for Joey. No big thing—just see if there’s anything really useful in it.


	“Nothing wrong, exactly.” Joey had a bad habit of talking with his mouth full. Most people would swallow, then talk before the next bite; Joey preferred to sip his Coke between swallows, take another big bite, then talk. As he leaned forward, Jack leaned back. “But it ain’t gonna help you shit.”


	“Not a laxative? What will it help me do? Sleep?”


	He shook his head and filled his mouth with fries. “Not a chance.”


	Jack drummed his fingers on the grease-patinated, wood-grained Formica. Damn. It had occurred to him that the tonic might be some sort of sedative used to put Grace into a deep sleep so she wouldn’t make a fuss when her abductors—if in fact she had been abducted—came by and snatched her. So much for that possibility.


	He waited for Joey to go on, hoping he would finish his Whopper first. No such luck.


	“I don’t think it does anything,” he said around his last mouthful. “It’s just a crazy conglomeration of odd stuff. None of it makes sense.”


	“In other words, somebody just threw a lot of junk together to sell for whatever ails you. Some sort of Dr. Feel-good tonic.”


	Joey shrugged. “Maybe. But if that’s the case, they could have done it a lot cheaper. Personally, I think it was put together by someone who believed in the mixture. It’s got crude flavorings and a twelve percent alcohol vehicle. Nothing special—I had them pegged in no time. But there was this strange alkaloid that I had the damnedest—”


	“What’s an alkaloid? Sounds like poison.”


	“Some of them are, like strychnine; others you take every day, like caffeine. They’re almost always derived from plants. This one came from a doozy. Wasn’t even in the computer. Took me most of the morning to track it down.” He shook his head. “What a way to spend a Saturday morning.”


	Jack smiled to himself. Joey was going to ask a little extra for this job. That was okay. If it kept him happy, it was worth it.


	“So where’s it from?” he asked, watching with relief as Joey washed down the last of his lunch.


	“It’s from a kind of grass.”


	“Dope?”


	“Naw. A nonsmoking kind called durba grass. And this particular alkaloid isn’t exactly a naturally occurring thing. It was cooked in some way to add an extra amine group. That’s what took me so long.”


	“So it’s not a laxative, not a sedative, not a poison. What is it?”


	“Beats the hell out of me.”


	“This is not exactly a big help to me, Joey.”


	“What can I say?” Joey ran a hand through his lanky black hair, scratched at a pimple on his chin. “You wanted to know what was in it. I told you: some crude flavorings, an alcohol vehicle, and an alkaloid from an Indian grass.”


	Jack felt something twist inside him. Memories of last night exploded around him.


	“Indian? You mean American Indian, don’t you?” knowing even as he spoke that Joey had not meant that at all.


	“Of course not. That would be North American grass. No, this stuff is from India, the subcontinent. A tough compound to track down. Never would have figured it out if the department computer hadn’t referred me to the right textbook.”


	India. How strange. After spending a number of delirious hours last night with Kolabati, to learn that the bottle of liquid found in a missing woman’s room was probably compounded by an Indian. Strange indeed.


	Or perhaps not so strange. Grace and Nellie had close ties to the UK Mission and through there to the diplomatic community that centered around the UN. Perhaps someone from the Indian Consulate had given Grace the bottle—perhaps Kusum himself. After all, wasn’t India once a British colony?


	“Afraid it’s really an innocent little mixture, Jack. If you’re looking to sic the Health Department on whoever’s peddling it as a laxative, I think you’d be better off going to the Department of Consumer Affairs.”


	And Jack had been hoping the little bottle would yield a dazzling clue that would lead him directly to Aunt Grace, making him a hero in Gia’s eyes.


	So much for hunches.


	He asked Joey what he thought his unofficial analysis was worth, paid the hundred and fifty, and headed back to his apartment with the little bottle in the front pocket of his jeans.


	As he rode the bus uptown, he tried to figure what he should do next on the Grace Westphalen thing. He’d spent much of the morning tracking down and talking to a few more of his street contacts, but no leads. No one had heard a thing. He couldn’t think of any new avenues at the moment.


	Other thoughts pushed their way to the fore.


	Kolabati again. She filled his mind. Why? As he tried to analyze it, he came to see that the sexual spell she’d cast on him last night was only a small part of it. More important was the realization that she knew who he was, knew how he made a living, and somehow was able to accept it.


	No … accept wasn’t the right word. It almost seemed as if she looked on his lifestyle as a perfectly natural way of living. One that she wouldn’t mind for herself.


	Jack knew he was on the rebound from Gia, knew he was vulnerable, especially to someone who appeared to be as open minded as Kolabati. Almost against his will, he’d laid himself bare for her, and she’d found him … “honorable.”


	She wasn’t afraid of him.


	He had to call her.


	But first he had to call Gia. He owed her some sort of progress report, even with no progress. He dialed the Paton number as soon as he reached his apartment.


	“Any word on Grace?” he said after Gia was called to the other end.


	“No.” Her voice didn’t seem nearly as cool as it had yesterday. Or was that just his imagination? “I hope you’ve got some good news. We could use it around here.”


	“Well…” Jack grimaced. He really wished he had something encouraging to tell her. He was almost tempted to make up something, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. “You know that stuff we thought was a laxative? It isn’t.”


	“What is it, then?”


	“Nothing. A dead end.”


	There was a pause on the other end, then, “Where do you go from here?”


	“I wait.”


	“Nellie’s already doing that. She doesn’t need any help waiting.”


	Her sarcasm stung.


	“Look, Gia, I’m not a detective—”


	“I’m well aware of that.”


	“—and I never promised to do a Sherlock Holmes number on this. If there’s a ransom note or something like that in the mail, I may be able to help. I’ve got people on the street keeping their ears open, but until something breaks…”


	The silence on the other end of the line was nerve-wracking.


	“Sorry, Gia. That’s all I can tell you now.”


	“I’ll tell Nellie. Good-bye, Jack.”


	After a moment of deep breathing to calm himself, he dialed Kusum’s number. A now-familiar female voice answered.


	“Kolabati?”


	“Yes?”


	“This is Jack.”


	A gasp. “Jack! I can’t talk now. Kusum’s coming. I’ll call you later!” She took his phone number and then hung up.


	Jack sat and looked at the wall in bewilderment. Idly, he pressed the replay button on his answering machine. His father’s voice came out of the speaker.


	“Just want to remind you about the tennis match tomorrow. Don’t forget to get here by ten. The tournament starts at noon.”


	This had all the makings of a very bad weekend.
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	With trembling fingers, Kolabati pulled the jack clip from the back of the phone. Another minute or two from now and Jack’s call would have ruined everything. She wanted no interruptions when she confronted Kusum. It was taking all her courage, but she intended to face her brother and wring the truth from him. She would need time to position him for her assault … time and concentration. He was a master dissembler and she would have to be as circumspect and as devious as he if she was going to trap him into the truth.


	She’d even chosen her attire for maximum effect. Although she played neither well nor often, she found tennis clothes comfortable. She was dressed in a white sleeveless shirt and shorts set by Boast. She wore her necklace, of course, exposed through the fully open collar of her shirt. Much of her skin was exposed: another weapon against Kusum.


	At the sound of the elevator door opening down the hall, the tension gathering since she’d seen him step from the taxi on the street below balled itself into a tight, hard knot in the pit of her stomach.


	Oh, Kusum. Why does it have to be like this? Why can’t you let it go?


	As the key turned in the lock, she forced herself into an icy calm.


	He opened the door, saw her, and smiled.


	“Bati!” He came over as if to put his arm around her shoulders, then seemed to think better of it. Instead, he ran a finger along her cheek. Kolabati willed herself not to shrink from his touch. He spoke in Bengali. “You’re looking better every day.”


	“Where were you all night, Kusum?”


	He stiffened. “I was out. Praying. I have learned to pray again. Why do you ask?”


	“I was worried. After what happened—”


	“Do not fear for me on that account,” he said with a tight smile. “Pity instead the one who tries to steal my necklace.”


	“Still I worry.”


	“Do not.” He was becoming visibly annoyed now. “As I told you when you first arrived, I have a place I go to read my Gita in peace. I see no reason to change my routines simply because you are here.”


	“I wouldn’t expect such a thing. I have my life to lead, you have yours.” She brushed past him and moved toward the door. “I think I’ll go for a walk.”


	“Like that?” His eyes were racing up and down her minimally clad body. “With your legs completely exposed and your blouse unbuttoned?”


	“This is America.”


	“But you are not an American! You are a woman of India! A Brahmin! I forbid it!”


	Good—he was getting angry.


	“You can’t forbid, Kusum,” she said with a smile. “You no longer tell me what to wear, what to eat, how to think. I am free of you. I’ll make my own decisions today, just as I did last night.”


	“Last night? What did you do last night?”


	“I had dinner with Jack.”


	She watched him closely for his reaction. He seemed confused for an instant, and that wasn’t what she expected.


	“Jack who?” Then his eyes widened. “You don’t mean—?”


	“Yes. Repairman Jack. I owe him something, don’t you think?”


	“An American—!”


	“Worried about my karma? Well, dear brother, my karma is already polluted, as is yours—especially yours—for reasons we both know too well.” She averted her thoughts from that. “And besides,” she said, tugging on her necklace, “what does karma mean to one who wears this?”


	“A karma can be cleansed,” Kusum said in a subdued tone. “I am trying to cleanse mine.”


	The sincerity of his words struck her and she grieved for him. Yes, he did want to remake his life; she could see that. But by what means was he going about it? Kusum had never shied away from extremes.


	It suddenly occurred to Kolabati that this might be the moment to catch him off guard, but it passed. Besides, better to have him angry. She needed to know where he would be tonight. She did not intend to let him out of her sight.


	“What are your plans for tonight, brother? More prayer?”


	“Of course. But not until late. I must attend a reception hosted by the UK Mission at eight.”


	“That sounds interesting. Would they mind if I came along?”


	Kusum brightened. “You would come with me? That would be wonderful. I’m sure they would be glad to have you.”


	“Good.” A perfect opportunity to keep an eye on him. Now … to anger him. “But I’ll have to find something to wear.”


	“You will be expected to dress like a proper Indian woman.”


	“In a sari?” She laughed in his face. “You must be joking!”


	“I insist! Or I will not be seen with you!”


	“Fine. Then I’ll bring my own escort: Jack.”


	Kusum’s face darkened with rage. “I forbid it!”


	Kolabati moved closer to him. Now was the moment. She watched his eyes carefully.


	“What will you do to stop it? Send a rakosh after him as you did last night?”


	“A rakosh? After Jack?”


	Kusum’s eyes, his face, the way the cords of his neck tightened—they all registered shock and bafflement. He was the consummate liar when he wished to be, but Kolabati knew she’d caught him off guard, and everything in his reaction screamed the fact that he didn’t know.


	He didn’t know!


	“There was one outside his apartment window last night!”


	“Impossible!” His face still wore a bewildered expression. “I’m the only one who…”


	“Who what?”


	“Who has an egg.”


	Kolabati reeled. “You have it with you?”


	“Of course. Where could it be safer?”


	“In Bengal!”


	Kusum shook his head. He appeared to be regaining some of his composure. “No. I feel better when I know exactly where it is at all times.”


	“You had it with you when you were with the London Embassy too?”


	“Of course.”


	“What if it had been stolen?”


	He smiled. “Who would even know what it was?”


	With an effort, Kolabati mastered her confusion. “I want to see it. Right now.”


	“Certainly.”


	He led her into his bedroom and pulled a small wooden crate from a corner of the closet. He lifted the lid, pushed the excelsior aside, and there it was. Kolabati recognized the egg. She knew every blue mottle on its gray surface, knew the texture of its cool, slippery surface like her own skin. She brushed her fingertips over the shell. Yes, this was it: a female rakosh egg.


	Feeling weak, Kolabati backed away and sat on the bed.


	“Kusum, do you know what this means? Someone has a nest of rakoshi here in New York!”


	“Nonsense! This is the very last rakosh egg. It could be hatched, but without a male to fertilize the female, there could be no nest.”


	“Kusum, I know there was a rakosh there!”


	“Did you see it? Was it male or female?”


	“I didn’t actually see it—”


	“Then how can you say there are rakoshi in New York?”


	“The odor!” Kolabati felt her own anger rise. “Don’t you think I know the odor?”


	Kusum’s face had resolved itself into its usual mask. “You should. But perhaps you have forgotten, just as you have forgotten so many other things about our heritage.”


	“Don’t change the subject.”


	“The subject is closed as far as I’m concerned.”


	Kolabati rose and faced her brother. “Swear to me, Kusum. Swear that you had nothing to do with that rakosh last night.”


	“On the grave of our mother and father,” he said, looking her squarely in the eyes, “I swear that I did not send a rakosh after our friend Jack. There are people in this world I wish ill, but he is not one of them.”


	Kolabati had to believe him. His tone was sincere, and she knew of no more solemn oath for Kusum than the one he had just spoken.


	And there, intact on its bed of excelsior, sat the egg.


	As Kusum knelt to pack it away, he said, “Besides, if a rakosh were truly after Jack, his life wouldn’t be worth a paisa. I assume he is alive and well?”


	“Yes, he’s well. I protected him.”


	Kusum’s head snapped toward her. Hurt and anger raced across his features. He understood exactly what she meant.


	“Please leave me,” he said in a low voice as he faced away and lowered his head. “You disgust me.”


	Kolabati spun and left the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.


	Would she never be free of this man? She was sick of Kusum. Sick of his self-righteousness, his inflexibility, his monomania. No matter how good she felt—and she felt good about Jack—he could always manage to make her feel dirty. They both had plenty to feel guilty about, but Kusum had become obsessed with atoning for past transgressions and cleansing his karma. Not just his own karma, but hers as well. She’d thought leaving India—to Europe first, then to America—would sever their relationship. But no. After years of no contact, he’d arrived on these same shores.


	She had to face it: She would never escape him. For they were bound by more than blood—the necklaces they wore linked them with a bond that went beyond time, beyond reason, even beyond karma.


	But there had to be a way out for her, a way to free herself from Kusum’s endless attempts to dominate her.


	Kolabati went to the window and looked out across the green expanse of Central Park. Jack was over there on the other side. Perhaps he was the answer. Perhaps he could free her.


	She reached for the phone.
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	“Even the moon’s frightened of me—frightened to death! The whole world’s frightened to death!”


	Jack was well into part three of the James Whale Festival—Claude Rains was getting ready to start his reign of terror as The Invisible Man.


	The phone rang. Jack picked up before his machine began its routine.


	“Where are you?” said Kolabati’s voice.


	“Home.”


	“But this is not the number on your phone.”


	“So you peeked, did you?”


	“I knew I’d want to call you.”


	It was good to hear her say that.


	“I had the number changed and never bothered to change the label.” He’d purposely left the old label in place.


	“I have a favor to ask you.”


	“Anything.” Almost anything.


	“The UK Mission is holding a reception tonight. Will you accompany me?”


	Jack mulled that for a few seconds. His first impulse was to refuse. He hated parties. He hated gatherings. And a gathering of UN types, the most useless people in the world … a grim prospect.


	“I don’t know…”


	“Please? As a personal favor? Otherwise I shall have to go with Kusum.”


	A choice then between seeing Kolabati and not seeing her … not a tough call.


	“Okay.”


	Besides, it would be fun to see Burkes’s face when he showed up at the reception. He might even rent a tux for the occasion. They set a time and a meeting place—for some reason, Kolabati didn’t want to be picked up at Kusum’s apartment—and then a question occurred to Jack.


	“By the way, what’s durba grass used for?”


	He heard a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “Where did you find durba grass?”


	“I didn’t find any. As far as I know, it only grows in India. I just want to know if it’s used for anything.”


	“It has many uses in traditional Indian folk medicine.” She was speaking very carefully. “But where did you even hear about it?”


	“Came up in conversation this morning.” Why was she so concerned?


	“Stay away from it, Jack. Whatever it is you’ve found, stay away from it. At least until you see me tonight.”


	She hung up. Jack stared uneasily at his big TV screen on which an empty pair of trousers was silently chasing a terrified woman down an English country lane. Something strange about Kolabati’s voice at the end there. Almost sounded as if she were afraid for him.
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	“Stunning!” said the saleswoman.


	Vicky looked up from her book. “You look pretty, Mommy.”


	“Smashing!” Nellie said. “Absolutely smashing!”


	She’d brought Gia to La Chanson. Nellie had always liked this particular boutique because it didn’t look like a dress shop. From the outside, with its canopied entrance, it looked more like a chic little restaurant. But the small display windows on either side of the door left little doubt as to what was sold within.


	She watched Gia standing before a mirror, examining herself in a black crepe strapless cocktail dress. Nellie liked it best of the four Gia had tried on. Gia was making no bones, however, about what she thought of the idea of Nellie buying her a dress. But it had been part of the deal, and Nellie had insisted that Gia hold up her end.


	Such a stubborn girl. Nellie had seen her examining all four dresses for a price tag, obviously intending to buy the cheapest one. But she hadn’t found one.


	Nellie smiled to herself. Keep looking, dearie. They don’t come with price tags here.


	It was only money, after all. And what was money?


	Nellie sighed, remembering what her father had told her about money when she was a girl. Those who don’t have enough of it are only aware of what it can buy them. When you finally have enough of it you become aware—acutely aware—of all the things it can’t buy … the really important things … like youth, health, love, peace of mind.


	She felt her lips quiver and tightened them into a firm line. All the Westphalen fortune could not bring her dear John back to life, nor bring Grace back from wherever she was.


	Nellie glanced to her right on the sofa to where Victoria sat next to her, reading a collection of Mutts funnies. The child had been unusually quiet, almost withdrawn since the arrival of the chocolates this morning. She hoped she hadn’t been too badly hurt. Nellie put her arm around her and squeezed. Victoria rewarded her with a smile.


	Dear, dear, Victoria. How did Richard ever father you?


	The thought of her nephew brought a bitter taste into her mouth. Richard Westphalen was living proof of what a curse wealth can be. Look what inheriting control of his father’s share of the fortune at such a young age had done to him. He might have been a different person—a decent person—if her brother Teddy had lived longer.


	Money! Sometimes she almost wished—


	The saleswoman was speaking to Gia: “Did you see anything else you’d like to try on?”


	Gia laughed. “About a hundred, but this is perfect.” She turned to Nellie. “What do you think?”


	Nellie studied her, delighted with the choice. The dress was perfect. The lines were simple, the black crepe accented her blond hair and clung everywhere it was supposed to.


	“You’ll be the toast of the diplomats.”


	“That’s a classic, my dear,” the saleswoman said.


	And it was. If Gia kept to her current perfect size six, she could probably wear this dress ten years from now and still look good. Which would probably suit Gia just fine. To Nellie’s mind, Gia’s taste in clothing left a lot to be desired. She wished Gia would dress more fashionably. She had a good figure—enough bust and the long waist and long legs designers dream about. She should have designer clothes.


	“Yes,” Gia said to the mirror. “This is the one.”


	The dress needed no alterations, so it was boxed up and Gia walked out with it under her arm. She hailed a cab for them on Third Avenue.


	“I want to ask you something,” Gia said sotto voce as they rode back to Sutton Square. “It’s been bothering me for two days now. It’s about the … inheritance you’re leaving Vicky; you mentioned something about it Thursday.”


	Nellie was startled for a moment. Had she spoken of the terms of her will? Yes … yes, she had. Her mind was so foggy lately.


	“What bothers you?” It wasn’t at all like Gia to bring up the subject of money.


	Gia smiled sheepishly. “Don’t laugh, but you mentioned a curse that went along with the Westphalen fortune.”


	“Oh, dearie,” Nellie said, relieved that was all that concerned her, “that’s just talk!”


	“You mean you made it up?”


	“Not I. It was just something Sir Albert was heard to mutter when he was in his dotage and in his cups.”


	“Sir Albert?”


	“My great-great grandfather. He was the one who actually started the fortune. It’s an interesting story. Back in the middle of the nineteenth century the family was in dire financial straits of some sort—I never knew the exact nature and I guess it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that shortly after his return from India, Sir Albert found an old diagram of the cellar of Westphalen Hall which led him to a huge cache of jewels hidden there since the Norman invasion. Westphalen Hall was saved. Most of the jewels were converted to cash, which was carefully invested, and the fortune has grown steadily since then.”


	“But what about the curse?”


	“Oh, pay no attention to that! I shouldn’t even have mentioned it! Something about the Westphalen line ending ‘in blood and pain,’ about ‘dark things’ that would come for us. But don’t worry, my dear. So far we’ve all lived long lives and died of natural causes.”


	Gia’s face relaxed. “That’s good to know.”


	“Don’t give it another thought.”


	But Nellie found her own thoughts dwelling on it.


	The Westphalen curse … she and Grace and Teddy used to joke about it. But if some of the stories were to be believed, Sir Albert had died a frightened old man, mortally afraid of the dark. It was said he spent his last years surrounded by guard dogs, and always kept a fire going in his room, even on the hottest nights.


	Nellie shivered. It had been easy to make jokes back then when they were young and there were three of them. But Teddy was long dead of leukemia; at least he hadn’t gone “in blood and pain.” More like fading away. And Grace was who knew where. Had some “dark thing” come for her? Could there possibly be something to—


	Rubbish! How can I let myself be frightened by the rantings of a crazy old man who’s been dead for a century?


	Still … Grace was gone and no one could explain that. Not yet.


	As they neared Sutton Square, Nellie felt anticipation mounting within her. There had been news of Grace while she was out—she was sure of it! She hadn’t budged from the house since Tuesday for fear of missing word from Grace. But wasn’t staying in the house like watching a pot? It wouldn’t boil until you turned your back on it. Leaving the house was the same thing: Grace had probably called as soon as they left Sutton Square.


	Nellie hurried up to the front door and rang the bell while Gia paid the driver. Her fists clenched of their own volition as she waited impatiently for the door to open.


	Grace is back! I know it! I just know it!


	But the hope shriveled and died when the door swung in and she saw Eunice’s grim face.


	“Any word?”


	The question was unnecessary. The sad, slow shake of Eunice’s head told Nellie what she already knew. Suddenly she felt exhausted, as if all her energy had been drained off.


	She turned to Gia as she came in the door with Victoria. “I can’t go tonight.”


	“You must,” Gia said, throwing an arm around her shoulders. “What happened to that British stiff upper lip and all that attitude? What would Sir Albert think if you just sat around and moped all night?”


	Nellie appreciated what Gia was trying to do, but she truly did not give a damn about what Sir Albert might have thought.


	“And what am I going to do with this dress?” Gia went on.


	“The dress is yours,” Nellie said morosely. She didn’t have the will to put on a facade.


	“Not if we don’t go tonight, it isn’t. I’ll take it back to La Chanson right now unless you promise me we’re going.”


	“That’s not fair. I can’t go. Can’t you see that?”


	“No, I can’t see that at all. What would Grace think? You know she’d want you to go.”


	Would she? Nellie thought about that. Knowing Grace, yes, she would want her to go. Grace was always one for keeping up appearances. No matter how bad you felt, you kept up your social obligations. And you never, never made a spectacle of your feelings.


	“Do it for Grace,” Gia said.


	Nellie managed a little smile. “Very well, we shall go, although I can’t guarantee how stiff my upper lip shall be.”


	“You’ll do fine.”


	Gia gave her one last hug, then released her. Victoria was calling from the kitchen, asking her mother to cut an orange for her. Gia hurried off, leaving Nellie alone in the foyer.


	How will I do this? It has always been Grace and Nellie, Nellie and Grace, the two as one, always together. How will I do it without her?


	Feeling very old, Nellie started up the stairs to her room.
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	Nellie had neglected to tell her who the reception was for, and Gia never did find out. She got the impression it was to welcome a new high-ranking official to the Mission.


	The affair, while hardly exciting, was not nearly as deadly dull as Gia had expected. The Harley House, where it was being held, was convenient to the UN and a short drive from Sutton Square. Even Nellie seemed to enjoy herself after a while. Only the first fifteen minutes or so were rough on the old woman, for immediately upon her arrival she was surrounded by a score of people asking after Grace and expressing their concern. All were members of that unofficial club of wealthy British citizens living in New York, “the colony within the Colonies.”


	Buoyed by the sympathy and encouragement of her fellow Brits, Nellie perked up, drank some champagne, and actually began to smile. Gia gave herself a pat on the back for refusing to allow her to cancel out tonight. This was her good deed for the day. The year.


	Not such a bad crowd after all, Gia decided after an hour or so. The numerous nationalities, all well dressed, friendly, and polite, offered a smorgasbord of accents. The new dress fit her beautifully and she felt very feminine. She was aware of the admiring glances she drew from more than a few of the guests, and she enjoyed that.


	She was nearly finished with her third fluted glass of champagne—she knew nothing about champagne but this was delicious—when Nellie grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward two men standing off to the side. Gia recognized the shorter of the pair as Edward Burkes, security chief at the Mission. The taller man was dark, dressed all in white. When he turned she noticed with a start that he had no left arm.


	“Eddie, how are you?” Nellie said, extending her hand.


	“Nellie! How good to see you!” Burkes took her hand and kissed it. He was a burly man of about fifty, with graying hair and a mustache. He looked at Gia, then smiled. “Miss DiLauro! What an unexpected pleasure! You look wonderful! Allow me to introduce you both to Mr. Kusum Bahkti of the Indian Delegation.”


	The Indian made a small bow at the waist but did not extend his hand. “A pleasure to meet you both.”


	Gia took an instant dislike to him. His dark, angular face was a mask, his eyes unreadable. He seemed to be hiding something. His gaze passed over her as if she were an ordinary piece of furniture, but came to rest and remain avidly on Nellie.


	A waiter came around with a tray of champagne-filled glasses. Burkes gave one each to Nellie and Gia, then offered one to Mr. Bahkti, who shook his head.


	“Sorry, Kusum,” Burkes said. “Forgot you don’t drink. Can I get you anything else? A fruit punch?”


	Mr. Bahkti shook his head. “Don’t trouble yourself. Perhaps I’ll examine the buffet table later and see if you’ve put out any of those good English chocolates.”


	“Are you a chocolate fancier?” Nellie said. “I adore it.”


	“Yes. I developed a taste for it when I was with the London Embassy. I brought a small supply with me when I came to this country, but that was six months ago, and it has long since been depleted.”


	“Just today I received a box of Black Magic from London. Have you ever had those?”


	Gia saw genuine pleasure in Mr. Bahkti’s smile. “Yes. Superior chocolates.”


	“You must come by sometime and have some.”


	The smile widened. “Perhaps I shall do that.”


	Gia began to revise her opinion of Mr. Bahkti. He seemed to have gone from aloof to quite charming. Or was it simply an effect of her fourth glass of champagne? She tingled all over, felt almost giddy.


	“I heard about Grace,” Burkes said to Nellie. “If there’s anything I can do…”


	“We’re doing all we can,” Nellie said with a brave smile, “but mostly it comes down to waiting.”


	“Mr. Bahkti and I were just discussing a mutual acquaintance, Jack Jeffers.”


	“I believe his surname is Nelson,” the Indian said.


	“No, I’m sure it’s Jeffers. Isn’t it, Miss DiLauro? You know him best, I believe.”


	Gia wanted to laugh. How could she tell them Jack’s last name when she wasn’t sure herself.


	“Jack is Jack,” she said as tactfully as she could.


	“He is that!” Burkes said with a laugh. “He recently helped Mr. Bahkti with a difficult matter.”


	“Oh?” Gia said, trying not to sound arch. “A security matter?” That was how Jack was first introduced to her: a security consultant.


	“Personal,” the Indian said, and that was all.


	Gia wondered about that. What had the UK Mission used Jack for? And Mr. Bahkti, a UN diplomat—why would he need Jack? These were respectable members of the international diplomatic community. What could they want “fixed”? To her surprise, she detected an enormous amount of respect in their voices when they spoke of him. It baffled her.


	“But anyway,” Burkes said, “I was thinking perhaps he could be of use in finding your sister, Nellie.”


	Gia was looking at Mr. Bahkti as Burkes was speaking and she could have sworn she saw the Indian flinch. She did not have time to confirm the impression because she turned to give Nellie a quick warning look: They’d promised Jack no one would know he was working for her.


	“A marvelous idea, Eddie,” Nellie said, catching Gia’s glance and not missing a beat. “But I’m sure the police are doing all that can be done. However, if it—”


	“Well, speak of the devil!” Burkes said, interrupting her and staring toward the entrance.


	Before Gia turned to follow his gaze, she glanced again at Mr. Bahkti, who was already looking in the direction Burkes had indicated. On his dark face she saw a look of fury so deep, so fierce, that she stepped away from him for fear that he might explode. She searched the other end of the room to see what could cause such a reaction. And then she saw him … and her.


	Jack … dressed in an old-fashioned tuxedo with tails, white tie, and winged collar. He looked wonderful. Against her will, her heart leaped at the sight of him—That’s only because he’s a fellow American among all these foreigners—and then crashed. For on his arm was one of the most striking women Gia had ever seen.
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	Vicky was supposed to be asleep. It was way past her bedtime. She’d tried to push herself into slumber, but it just wouldn’t come. Too hot. She lay on top of the bedsheet to get cool. The air conditioning didn’t work so well up here on the third floor. Despite her favorite pink shorty pajamas, her dolls, and her new Rascal to keep her company, she still couldn’t sleep. Eunice had done all she could, from sliced oranges—Vicky loved oranges and couldn’t get enough of them—to reading her a story. Nothing worked. Finally, Vicky had faked sleep just so Eunice wouldn’t feel bad.


	Usually when she couldn’t sleep it was because she was worrying about Mommy. Sometimes when Mommy went out at night she had a bad feeling, a feeling that she’d never come back, that she’d been caught in an earthquake or a tornado or a car wreck. On those nights she’d pray and promise to be good forever if only Mommy got home safe. It hadn’t failed yet.


	But Vicky wasn’t worried tonight. Mommy was out with Aunt Nellie and Aunt Nellie would take care of her. Worry wasn’t keeping her awake.


	It was the chocolates.


	Vicky could not get those chocolates out of her mind. She’d never seen a box like that—black with gold trim and a big red rose on the top. All the way from England. And the name: Black Magic! The name alone was enough to keep her awake.


	She had to see them. It was as simple as that. She had to go down there and look in that box and see the “Dark Assortment” promised on the lid.


	With Ms. Jelliroll tucked securely under her arm, she crawled out of bed and headed for the stairs. Down to the second floor landing without a sound, and then down to the first. The slate floor of the foyer was cool under her feet. Down the hall came voices and music and flickery light from where Eunice was watching television in the library. Vicky tiptoed across the foyer to the front parlor where she’d seen Aunt Nellie put the box of chocolates.


	She found it sitting on an end table. The cellophane was off. Vicky placed Ms. Jelliroll on the little couch, seated herself beside her, then pulled the Black Magic box onto her lap. She started to lift the lid, then stopped.


	Mommy would have a fit if she came in now and found her sitting here. Bad enough that she was out of bed, but to have Aunt Nellie’s chocolates too!


	Vicky felt no guilt, however. In a way, this box should be hers, even if she was allergic to chocolate. It was from her father, after all. She’d hoped that when Mommy stopped home today she would find a package there just for her. But no. Nothing from Daddy.


	Vicky ran her fingers over the rose on the lid. Pretty. Why couldn’t this be hers? Maybe after Aunt Nellie finished the chocolates she’d let Vicky keep the box.


	How many are left?


	She lifted the lid. The rich, heavy smell of dark chocolate enveloped her, and with it the subtler odors of all the different fillings. And another smell, hiding just underneath the others, a smell she wasn’t quite sure of. But who cared? The chocolate overpowered everything else. Saliva poured into her mouth. She wanted one. Oh, how she wanted just one bite.


	She tilted the box to better see the contents in the light from the foyer. No empty slots! None of the chocolates was missing! At this rate it would take forever before she got the empty box. But then she forgot about the box. Chocolates … the chocolates …


	She picked up a piece from the middle, wondering what was inside. It was cool to the touch but within seconds the chocolate coating became soft.


	She held it to her nose. It didn’t smell quite so good up close. Maybe it had something yucky inside, like raspberry goo or some such awful stuff. One bite wouldn’t hurt. Maybe just a nibble from the outer layer. That way she wouldn’t have to worry about what was inside. And maybe no one would notice.


	No.


	Vicky put the piece back. She remembered the last time she’d sneaked a nibble of chocolate—her face swelled up like a big red balloon and her eyelids got so puffy all the kids at school had said she looked Chinese. Maybe no one would notice the nibble she took, but Mommy would sure notice her blown-up face. She took one last, longing look at the rows of dark lumps, then replaced the lid and put the box back on the table.


	With Ms. Jelliroll under her arm again, she walked back to the bottom of the stairs and stood there looking up. Awfully dark up there. And she was scared. But she couldn’t stay down here all night. Slowly she started up, carefully watching the dark at the top. When she reached the second floor landing she clung to the newel post and peered around. Nothing moved. With her heart beating wildly she broke into a scampering run around to the second flight and didn’t slow until she’d reached the third floor, jumped into her bed, and pulled the sheet over her head.
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	“Working hard, I see.”


	Jack whirled at the sound of the voice, nearly spilling the two glasses of champagne he’d just lifted from the tray of a passing waiter.


	“Gia!” She was the last person he expected to see here. And the last person he wanted to see. He felt he should be out looking for Grace instead of hobnobbing with the diplomats. But he swallowed his guilt, smiled, and tried to say something brilliant. “Fancy meeting you here.”


	“I’m here with Nellie.”


	“Oh. That explains it.”


	He stood there looking at her, wanting to reach out his hand and have her take it the way she used to, knowing she’d only turn away if he did. He noticed a half-empty champagne glass in her hand and a glittery look in her eyes. He wondered how many she’d had. She’d never been much of a drinker.


	“So, what’ve you been doing with yourself?” she said, breaking the uncomfortable silence between them.


	Yes—definitely too much to drink. Her voice was slightly slurred.


	“Shoot anybody lately?”


	Oh, swell. Here we go.


	He tried a soothing tone. He wasn’t looking for an argument. “Reading, trying a few videogames—”


	“Which ones? Hitman? Grand Theft Auto?”


	“—and watching movies.”


	“A Dirty Harry Festival, I suppose.”


	“You look great,” he said, refusing to let her irk him as he tried to turn the talk toward Gia. He wasn’t lying. She filled her black dress nicely. It made her blond hair and blue eyes seem to glow.


	“You’re not doing so bad yourself.”


	“It’s my Fred Astaire suit. Always wanted to wear one of these. Like it?”


	Gia nodded. “Is it as uncomfortable as it looks?”


	“More so. Don’t know how anyone ever tap-danced in one of these. Collar’s choking me.”


	“It’s not your style, anyway.”


	“You’re right.” Jack preferred to be unobtrusive. He was happiest when he could walk past with no one noticing. “But something got into me tonight. Couldn’t pass up the chance to be Fred Astaire just once.”


	“You don’t dance and your date will never be mistaken for Ginger Rogers.”


	“I can dream, can’t I?”


	“Who is she?”


	Jack studied Gia closely. Could there be just a trace of jealousy there? Was that possible?


	“She’s…” He looked around the room until he spotted Kusum … “that man’s sister.”


	“Is she the ‘personal matter’ you helped him with?”


	“Oh?” he said with a slow smile. “You’ve been asking about me?”


	Gia’s eyes shifted away. “Burkes brought your name up. Not me.”


	“You know something, Gia?” Jack said, knowing he shouldn’t but helpless to resist. “You’re beautiful when you’re jealous.”


	Her eyes flashed and her cheeks turned red. “Don’t be absurd!”


	She turned and walked away.


	Typical, Jack thought. She wanted nothing to do with him but didn’t want to see him with anybody else.


	He looked around for Kolabati—not a typical woman by any standard—and found her standing beside her brother who seemed to be doing his best to pretend she wasn’t there. As he walked toward the silent pair, Jack marveled at the way Kolabati’s dress clung to her. The gauzy, dazzlingly white fabric snaked across her right shoulder and wrapped itself around her breasts like a bandage. Her left shoulder was completely bare, exposing her dark, flawless skin for all to admire. And there were many admirers.


	“Hello, Mr. Bahkti,” he said as he handed Kolabati her glass.


	Kusum glanced at the champagne, at Kolabati, then turned an icy smile at Jack.


	“May I compliment you on the decadence of your attire.”


	“Thank you. I knew it wasn’t stylish, but I’ll settle for decadent. How’s your grandmother?”


	“Physically well, but suffering from a mental aberration, I fear.”


	“She’s doing fine,” Kolabati said with a scathing look at her brother. “I have the latest word and she’s doing just fine.” Then she smiled sweetly. “Oh, by the way, Kusum dear. Jack was asking about durba grass today. Anything you can tell him about it?”


	Jack saw Kusum stiffen. He knew Kolabati had been startled when he’d asked her about it on the phone today. What did durba grass mean to these two?


	Still smiling, Kolabati sauntered away as Kusum faced him.


	“What did you wish to know?”


	“Nothing in particular. Except … is it ever used as a laxative?”


	Kusum’s face remained impassive. “It has many uses, but I have never heard it recommended for constipation. Why do you ask?”


	“Just curious. An old lady I know said she was using a concoction with a durba grass extract in it.”


	“I’m surprised. I didn’t think you could find durba grass in the Americas. Where did she buy it?”


	Jack was studying Kusum’s face. Something there … something he couldn’t quite define.


	“Don’t know. She’s away on a trip right now. When she comes back I’ll ask her.”


	“Throw it away if you have any, my friend,” Kusum said gravely. “Certain durba grass preparations have undesirable side effects. Throw it away.” Before Jack could say anything, Kusum gave one of his little bows. “Excuse me. There are some people I must speak to before the night is over.”


	Undesirable side effects? What the hell did that mean?


	Jack wandered around the room. He spotted Gia again but she avoided his eyes. Finally, the inevitable happened: He ran into Nellie Paton. He saw the pain behind her smile and suddenly felt absurd in his old-fashioned tuxedo. This woman had asked him to help find her missing sister and here he was dressed up like a gigolo.


	“Gia tells me you’re getting nowhere,” she said in a low voice after brief amenities.


	“I’m trying. If only I had more to go on. I’m doing what I—”


	“I know you are, dear,” Nellie said, patting his hand. “You were fair. You made no promises, and you warned me you might not be able to do any more than the police had already done. All I need to know is that someone is still looking.”


	“I am.” He spread his arms. “I may not look like it, but I am.”


	“Oh, rubbish!” she said with a smile. “Everyone needs a holiday. And you certainly seem to have a beautiful companion for it.”


	Jack turned in the direction Nellie was looking and saw Kolabati approaching them. He introduced the two women.


	“Oh, I met your brother tonight!” Nellie said. “A charming man.”


	“When he wants to be, yes,” Kolabati replied. “By the way—has either of you seen him lately?”


	Nellie nodded. “I saw him leave perhaps ten minutes ago.”


	Kolabati said a word under her breath. Jack didn’t know Indian, but he could recognize a curse when he heard one.


	“Something wrong?”


	She smiled at him with her lips only. “Not at all. I just wanted to ask him something before he left.”


	“Speaking of leaving,” Nellie said. “I think that’s a good idea. Excuse me while I go find Gia.” She bustled off.


	Jack looked at Kolabati. “Not a bad idea. Had enough of the diplomatic crowd for one night?”


	“For more than one night?”


	“Where shall we go?”


	“How about your apartment? Unless you’ve got a better idea.”


	Jack could not think of one.
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	Kolabati had spent most of the evening cudgeling her brain for a way to broach the subject to Jack. She had to find out about the durba grass. Where did he learn about it? Did he have any? She had to know.


	She settled on the direct approach. As soon as they entered his apartment, she asked:


	“Where’s the durba grass?”


	“Don’t have any,” Jack said as he took off his tailed coat and hung it on a hanger.


	Kolabati glanced around the front room. She didn’t see any growing in pots. “You must.”


	“Really, I don’t”


	“Then why did you ask me about it on the phone today?”


	“I told you—”


	“Truth, Jack.” She could tell it was going to be hard getting a straight answer out of him. But she had to know. “Please. It’s important.”


	Jack made her wait while he loosened his tie and unbuttoned the winged collar. He seemed glad to be out of it. He looked into her eyes. For a moment she thought he was going to tell her the truth. Instead, he answered her question with one of his own.


	“Why do you want to know?”


	“Just tell me, Jack.”


	“Why is it so important?”


	She bit her lip. She had to tell him something. “Prepared in certain ways it can be … dangerous.”


	“Dangerous how?”


	“Please, Jack. Just let me see what you’ve got and I’ll tell you if there’s anything to worry about.”


	“Your brother warned me about it too.”


	“Did he?” She still could not believe that Kusum was uninvolved in this. Yet he’d warned Jack. “What did he say?”


	“He mentioned side effects. ‘Undesirable’ side effects. Just what they might be, he didn’t say. I was hoping maybe you could—”


	“Jack! Why are you playing games with me?”


	She was genuinely concerned for him. Frightened for him. Perhaps that finally got through to him. He stared at her, then shrugged.


	He went to the giant Victorian breakfront, removed a bottle from a tiny drawer hidden in the carvings, and brought it over to Kolabati. Instinctively, she reached for it. Jack pulled it away and shook his head as he unscrewed the top.


	“Smell first.”


	He held it under her nose. At the first whiff, Kolabati thought her knees would fail her. Rakoshi elixir! She snatched at it but Jack was quicker and held it out of her reach. She had to get it away from him!


	“Give that to me, Jack.” Her voice was trembling with the terror she felt for him.


	“Why?”


	Kolabati took a deep breath and began to walk around the room. Think!


	“Who gave it to you? And please don’t ask me why I want to know. Just answer me.”


	“All right. Answer: no one.”


	She glared at him. “I’ll rephrase the question. Where did you get it?”


	“From the dressing room of an old lady who disappeared between Monday night and Tuesday morning and hasn’t been seen or heard from since.”


	So the elixir was not meant for Jack! He’d come by it secondhand. She began to relax.


	“Did you drink any?”


	“No.”


	That didn’t make sense. A rakosh had come here last night. She was sure of that. The elixir must have drawn it. She shuddered at what might have happened had Jack been here alone.


	“You must have.”


	Jack’s brow furrowed. “Oh, yes … I tasted it. Just a drop.”


	She moved closer, feeling a tightness in her chest. “When?”


	“Yesterday.”


	“And today?”


	“Nothing. It’s not exactly a soft drink.”


	Relief. “You must never let a drop of that pass your lips again—or anybody else’s for that matter.”


	“Why not?”


	“Flush it down the toilet! Pour it down a sewer! Anything! But don’t let it get into your system again!”


	“What’s wrong with it?”


	Jack was becoming visibly annoyed now. Kolabati knew he wanted answers and she couldn’t tell him the truth without him thinking her insane.


	“It’s a deadly poison,” she said off the top of her head. “You were lucky you took only a tiny amount. Any more and you would have—”


	“Not true,” he said, holding up the still unstoppered bottle. “I had it analyzed today. No toxins in here.”


	Kolabati cursed herself for not realizing that he’d have it analyzed. How else could he have known it contained durba grass?


	“It’s poisonous in a different way,” she said, improvising poorly, knowing she wasn’t going to be believed. If only she could lie like Kusum! She felt tears of frustration fill her eyes. “Oh, Jack, please listen to me! I don’t want to see anything happen to you! Trust me!”


	“I’ll trust you if you’ll tell me what’s going on. I find this stuff among the possessions of a missing woman and you tell me it’s dangerous but you won’t say how or why. What’s going on?”


	“I don’t know what’s going on! Really. All I can tell you is something awful will happen to anyone who drinks that mixture!”


	“Is that so?” Jack looked at the bottle in his hand, then looked at Kolabati.


	Believe me! Please, believe me!


	Without warning, he tipped the bottle up to his mouth.


	“No!” Kolabati leaped at him, screaming.


	Too late. She saw his throat move. He’d swallowed some.


	“You idiot!”


	She raged at her own foolishness. She was the idiot! She hadn’t been thinking clearly. If she had she would have realized the inevitability of what had just happened. Next to her brother, Jack was the most relentlessly uncompromising man she’d ever met. Knowing that, what could have made her think he would surrender the elixir without a full explanation as to what it was? Any fool could have foreseen that he would bring matters to a head this way. The very reasons she was attracted to Jack might have doomed him.


	And she was so attracted to him. She learned with an explosive shock the true depth of her feelings when she saw him swallow the rakoshi elixir. She’d had more than her share of lovers. They’d wandered in and out of her life in Bengal and Europe, in Washington. But Jack was special. He made her feel complete. He had something the others didn’t have … a purity—was that the proper word?—that she wanted to make her own. She wanted to be with him, stay with him, keep him for herself.


	But first she had to find a way to keep him alive through tonight.
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	The vow was made … the vow must be kept … the vow was made …


	Kusum repeated the words over and over in his mind.


	He sat in his cabin with his Gita spread out on his lap. He had stopped reading it. The gently rocking ship was silent but for the familiar rustlings from the main hold amidships. He barely heard them. Thoughts poured through his mind in a wild torrent. That woman he had met tonight, Nellie Paton. He knew her maiden name: Westphalen. A sweet, harmless old woman with a passion for chocolate, worrying about her missing sister, unaware that her sister was far beyond her concern, and that her worry should be reserved for herself. For her days were numbered on the fingers of a single hand. Perhaps a single finger.


	And that blond woman, not a Westphalen herself, yet the mother of one. Mother of a child who would soon be the last Westphalen. Mother of a child who must die.


	Am I sane?


	When he thought of the journey he had embarked upon, the destruction he had already wrought, he shuddered. And he was only half done. Richard Westphalen had been the first. He had been sacrificed to the rakoshi during Kusum’s stay at the London Embassy. He remembered dear Richard: the fear-bulged eyes, the crying, the whimpering, the begging as he cringed before the rakoshi and answered in detail every question Kusum put to him about his aunts and daughter in the United States. He remembered how piteously Richard Westphalen had pleaded for his life, offering anything—even his current consort in his place—if only he would be allowed to live.


	Richard Westphalen had not died honorably and his karma would carry that stain for many incarnations.


	The pleasure Kusum had taken in delivering the screaming Richard Westphalen over to the rakoshi had dismayed him. He was performing a duty. He was not supposed to enjoy it. But he had thought at the time that if all three of the remaining Westphalens were creatures as reprehensible as Richard, fulfilling the vow would be a service to humanity.


	It turned out quite differently. The old woman, Grace Westphalen, had been made of sterner stuff. She had acquitted herself well before fainting. She had been unconscious when Kusum gave her over to the rakoshi.


	But Richard and Grace had been strangers to Kusum. He had seen them only from afar before their sacrifices. He had investigated their personal habits and studied their routines, but he had never come close to them, never spoken to them.


	Tonight he had stood not half a meter from Nellie Paton discussing English chocolates with her. He had found her pleasant and gracious and unassuming. And yet she must die by his design.


	Kusum ground his only fist into his eyes, forcing himself to think about the pearls he had seen around her neck, the jewels on her fingers, the luxurious townhouse she owned, the wealth she commanded, all bought at a terrible price of death and destruction to his family. Nellie Paton’s ignorance of the source of her wealth was of no consequence.


	A vow had been made …


	And the road to a pure karma involved keeping that vow. Though he had fallen along the way, he could make everything right again by being true to his first vow, his vrata. The Goddess had whispered to him in the night. Kali had shown him the way.


	Kusum wondered at the price others had paid—and soon would have to pay—for the purification of his karma. The soiling of that karma had been no one’s fault but his own. He had freely taken a vow of Brahmacharya and for many years had held to a life of chastity and sexual continence. Until …


	His mind shied from the days that ended his life as a Brahmachari. Sins—patakas—stained every life. But he had committed a mahapataka, thoroughly polluting his karma. It was a catastrophic blow to his quest for moksha, the liberation from the karmic wheel. It meant he would suffer greatly, then be born again as an evil man of low caste. For he had forsaken his vow of Brahmacharya in the most abominable fashion.


	But the vrata to his father he would not forsake: Although the crime was more than a century in the past, all the descendants of Sir Albert Westphalen must die for it. Only two were left.


	A new noise rose from below. The Mother was scraping on the hatch. She had caught the Scent and wanted to hunt.


	He rose and stepped to his cabin door, then stopped, uncertain of what to do. He knew the Paton woman had received the candies. Before leaving London he had injected each piece with a few drops of the elixir and had left the wrapped and addressed parcel in the care of an embassy secretary to hold until she received word to mail it. And now it had arrived. All would be perfect.


	Except for Jack.


	Jack obviously knew the Westphalens. A startling coincidence but not outlandish when one considered that both the Westphalens and Kusum knew Jack through Burkes at the UK Mission. And Jack had apparently come into possession of the small bottle of elixir Kusum had arranged for Grace Westphalen to receive last weekend. Had it been mere chance that he had picked that particular bottle to investigate? From what little Kusum knew of Jack, he doubted it.


	For all the considerable risk Jack represented—his intuitive abilities and his capacity and willingness to do physical damage made him a very dangerous man—Kusum was loath to see him come to harm. He was indebted to him for returning the necklace in time. More importantly, Jack was too rare a creature in the Western world. Kusum did not want to be responsible for his extinction. And finally, he felt a certain kinship toward the man. He sensed Repairman Jack to be an outcast in his own land, just as Kusum had been in his—until recently. True, Kusum had an ever growing following at home and now moved in the upper circles of India’s diplomatic corps, but he was still an outcast in his heart. For he would never—could never—be a part of the “new” India.


	“New” India indeed! Once he had fulfilled his vow he would return home with his rakoshi. And then he would begin the task of transforming the “new” India back into a land true to its heritage.


	He had the time.


	And he had the rakoshi.


	The Mother’s scraping against the hatch door became more insistent. He would have to let her hunt tonight. All he could hope for was that the Paton woman had eaten a piece of the candy and that the Mother would lead her youngling there. He was quite sure Jack had the bottle of elixir, and that he had tasted it some time yesterday—a single drop was enough to draw a rakosh. It was unlikely he would taste it twice. And so it must be the Paton woman who now carried the scent.


	Anticipation filled Kusum as he started below.
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	They lay entwined on the couch, Jack sitting, Kolabati sprawled across him, her hair a dark storm cloud across her face. A replay of last night, only this time they hadn’t made it to the bedroom.


	After Kolabati’s initial frightened reaction to seeing him swallow the liquid, Jack had waited to see what she would say. Taking that swig had been a radical move, but he’d butted heads against this thing long enough. Maybe now he would get some answers.


	But she’d said nothing. Instead, she started undressing him. When he protested, she began doing things to him with her fingernails that drove all questions about mysterious liquids from his mind.


	Questions could wait. Everything could wait.


	Jack floated now on a languorous river of sensation, leading he knew not where. He’d tried to take the helm but had given up, yielding to her superior knowledge of the various currents and tributaries along the way. As far as he was concerned, Kolabati could steer him wherever she wished. They had explored new territories last night and more tonight. He was ready to push the frontiers back even further. He only hoped he could stay afloat during the ensuing excursions.


	Kolabati was just beginning to guide him into the latest adventure when the odor returned—just a trace, but enough to recognize as the same unforgettable stench as last night.


	If Kolabati noticed it, she said nothing. But she immediately rose to her knees and swung her hips over him. As she settled astride his lap with a little sigh, she clamped her lips over his. This was the most conventional position they’d used all night. Jack found her rhythm and began moving with her, but like last night when the odor had invaded the apartment, he sensed a strange tension in her that took the edge off his ardor.


	And the odor … nauseating, growing stronger and stronger, filling the air around them. It seemed to flow from the TV room. Jack raised his head from Kolabati’s throat where he’d been nuzzling around her iron necklace. Over the rise and fall of her right shoulder he could look into the dark of that room. He saw nothing—


	A noise.


	A click, really, much like the whirring air conditioner in the TV room made from time to time. But different. Slightly louder. A little more solid. Something about it alerted Jack. He kept his eyes open …


	And as he watched, two pairs of yellow eyes began to glow outside the TV room window.


	Had to be a trick of the light. He squinted for a better look, but the eyes remained. They moved, as if searching for something. One of the pair fixed on Jack for an instant. An icy fingernail scored the outer wall of his heart as he stared into those glowing yellow orbs … like looking into the very soul of evil. He felt himself wither inside Kolabati. He wanted to throw her off, run to the old oak secretary, pull out every gun hidden there and fire them out the window two at a time.


	But he could not move. Fear as he’d never known it gripped him in a clammy fist and pinned him to the couch. The alienness of those eyes and the sheer malevolence behind them paralyzed him.


	Kolabati had to be aware that something was wrong. No way she could not be. She leaned back and looked at him.


	“What do you see?” Her eyes were wide, her voice barely audible.


	“Eyes,” Jack said. “Yellow eyes. Two pairs.”


	She caught her breath. “In the other room?”


	“Outside the window.”


	“Don’t move, don’t say another word.”


	“But—”


	“For both our sakes. Please.”


	Jack neither moved nor spoke. He stared at Kolabati’s face, trying to read it. She was afraid, but anything beyond that was closed off to him. Why hadn’t she balked at the idea of eyes watching them through a third-story window with no fire escape?


	He glanced over her shoulder again. The eyes were still there, still searching for something. What? They appeared confused, and even when they looked directly at him, they did not seem to see him. Their gaze slid off him, slithered around him, passed through him.


	This is crazy! Why am I sitting here?


	He was angry with himself for yielding so easily to fear of the unknown. Some sort of animal was out there—two of them. Nothing he couldn’t deal with.


	As Jack started to lift Kolabati off him, she gave a little cry. She wrapped her arms around his neck in a stranglehold and dug her knees into his hips.


	“Don’t move!” Her voice was hushed and frantic.


	“Let me up.”


	He tried to slide out from under but she twisted around and pulled him down on top of her. It might have been comical but for her very genuine terror.


	“Don’t leave me!”


	“I’m going to see what’s out there.”


	“No! If you value your life you’ll stay right where you are!”


	This was beginning to sound like a bad movie.


	“Come on! What could be out there?”


	“Better you never find out.”


	That did it. He gently but firmly tried to disengage himself from Kolabati. She protested all the way and would not let go of his neck. Had she gone crazy? What was wrong with her?


	He finally managed to gain his feet with Kolabati still clinging to him, and had to drag her with him to the TV room door.


	The eyes were gone.


	Jack stumbled to the window. Nothing there. And nothing visible in the darkness of the alley below. He turned within the circle of Kolabati’s arms.


	“What was out there?”


	Her expression was charmingly innocent. “You saw for yourself: nothing.”


	She released him and walked back into the front room, completely unselfconscious in her nakedness. Jack watched the swaying flare of her hips silhouetted in the light as she moved away. Something had happened here tonight and Kolabati knew what it was. But Jack was at a loss as to how to make her tell him. He’d failed to learn anything about Grace’s tonic—and now this.


	“Why were you so afraid?” he said, following her.


	“I wasn’t afraid.” She began to slip into her underwear. He mimicked her:


	“‘If you value your life’ and whatever else you said. You were scared! Of what?”


	“Jack, I love you dearly,” she said in a voice that did not quite carry all the carefree lightness she no doubt intended it to, “but you can be so silly at times. It was just a game.”


	Jack could see the pointlessness of pursuing this any further. She had no intention of telling him anything. He watched her finish dressing—it didn’t take long; she hadn’t been wearing much—with a sense of déjà vu. Hadn’t they played this scene last night?


	“You’re leaving?”


	“Yes. I have to—”


	“—See your brother?”


	She looked at him. “How did you know?”


	“Lucky guess.”


	Kolabati stepped up to him and put her arms around his neck. “I’m sorry to run off like this again.” She kissed him. “Can we meet tomorrow?”


	“I’ll be out of town.”


	“Monday, then?”


	He held back from saying yes.


	“I don’t know. I’m not too crazy about our routine: We come here, we make love, a stink comes into the room, you get uptight and cling to me like a second skin, the stink goes away, you take off.”


	Kolabati kissed him again and Jack felt himself begin to respond. She had her ways, this Indian woman.


	“It won’t happen again. I promise.”


	“How can you be so sure?”


	“I just am,” she said with a smile.


	Jack let her out, then locked the door behind her. Still naked, he went back to the window in the TV room and stood there looking out at the dark. The beach scene was barely visible on the shadowed wall across the alley. Nothing moved, no eyes glowed. He wasn’t crazy and he didn’t do drugs. Something—two somethings—had been out there tonight. Two pairs of yellow eyes had been looking in. Something about those eyes was familiar but he couldn’t quite make the connection. Jack didn’t push it. It would come sooner or later.


	His attention gravitated to the sill outside his window where he saw three long white scratches in the concrete. He was sure they hadn’t been there before. He was puzzled and uneasy, angry and frustrated—and what could he do? She was gone.


	He walked through the front room to get a beer. On the way, he glanced at the shelf on the big hutch where he’d left the bottle of herbal mixture after taking the swallow.


	It was gone.
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	Kolabati hurried eastward. Jack’s was a residential area with trees near the curb and cars lining both sides of the street. Nice in the daytime, but at night—too many deep shadows, too many dark hiding places. It was not rakoshi she feared—not while she wore her necklace. It was humans. And with good reason. Look what had happened Wednesday night because a hoodlum thought an iron and topaz necklace looked valuable.


	She relaxed when she reached Central Park West. Plenty of traffic here despite the lateness of the hour, and the sodium lamps high over the street made the very air around her seem to glow. Empty cabs cruised by. She let them pass. She had something to do before she flagged one down.


	Kolabati walked along the curb until she found a sewer grate. She reached into her purse and removed the bottle of rakoshi elixir. She hadn’t liked stealing it from Jack, for she would have to fabricate a convincing explanation later. To assure his safety she would steal from him again and again.


	She unscrewed the cap and poured the green mixture down the sewer, waiting until the last drop fell.


	She sighed with relief. Jack was safe. No more rakoshi would come looking for him.


	She sensed someone behind her and turned. An elderly woman stood a few dozen feet away, watching her bend over the sewer grate. A nosy old biddy. Kolabati found her wrinkles and stooped posture repulsive. She never wanted to be that old.


	As Kolabati straightened, she recapped the bottle, and returned it to her purse. She would save that for Kusum.


	Yes, dear brother, she thought with determination, I don’t know how, or to what end, but I know you’re involved. And soon I’ll have the answers.
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	Kusum stood in the engine room at the stern of his ship, every cell in his body vibrating in time to the diesel monstrosities on either side of him. The drone, the roar, the clatter of twin engines capable of generating a total of nearly 3,000 bhp at peak battered his eardrums. A man could die screaming down here in the bowels of the ship and no one on the deck directly above would hear; with the engines running, he wouldn’t even hear himself.


	Bowels of the ship … how apt. Pipes like masses of intestines coursed through the air, along the walls, under the catwalks, vertically, horizontally, diagonally.


	The engines were warm. Time to get the crew.


	The dozen or so rakoshi he had been training to run the ship had been doing well, but he wanted to keep them sharp. He wanted to be able to take his ship to sea on short notice. Hopefully that necessity would not arise, but the events of the past few days had made him wary of taking anything for granted. Tonight had only compounded his unease.


	His mood was grim as he left the engine room. Again the Mother and her youngling had returned empty-handed. That meant only one thing. Jack had tried the elixir again and Kolabati had been there to protect him … with her body.


	The thought filled Kusum with despair. Kolabati was destroying herself. She had spent too much time among Westerners. She had already absorbed too many of their habits of dress. What other foul habits had she picked up? He had to find a way to save her from herself.


	But not tonight. He had his own personal concerns. His evening prayers had been said; he had made his thrice-daily offering of water and sesame … he would make an offering more to the Goddess’s taste tomorrow night. Now he was ready for work. No punishment for the rakoshi tonight, only work.


	Kusum picked up his whip from where he had left it on the deck and rapped the handle on the hatch that led to the main hold. The Mother and the younglings that made up the crew would be waiting on the other side. The sound of the engines was their signal to be ready.


	He released the rakoshi. As the dark, rangy forms swarmed up the steps to the deck, he relocked the hatch and headed for the wheelhouse.


	Kusum stood before his controls. The CRTs with their flickering graphs and readouts would have been more at home on a lunar lander than this old rust-bucket. But they were familiar to Kusum by now. During his stay in London he had had most of the ship’s functions computerized, including navigation and steering. Once on the open sea, he could set a destination on the GPS, phase in the computer, and tend to other business. The computer would choose the best course along the standard shipping lanes and leave him sixty miles off the coast of his target destination, disturbing him during the course of the voyage only if other vessels came within a designated proximity.


	And it all worked. In its test run across the Atlantic—with a full human crew as backup and the rakoshi towed behind in a barge—there had not been a single hitch.


	But the system was useful only on the open sea. No computer was going to get him out of New York Harbor. It could help, but Kusum would have to do most of the work—without the aid of a tug or a pilot. Illegal, of course, but he could not risk allowing anyone, even a harbor pilot, aboard his ship. He was sure if he timed his departure carefully he could reach international waters before anyone could stop him. But should the harbor patrol or the Coast Guard pull alongside and try to board, Kusum would have his own boarding party ready.


	The river lay dark and still, the wharf deserted. Kusum checked his instruments. All was ready for tonight’s drill. A single blink of the running lights and the rakoshi leaped into action, loosening and untying the mooring ropes and cables. They were agile and tireless. They could leap to the wharf from the gunwales, cast off the ropes from the pilings, and then climb those same ropes back up to the deck. If one happened to fall in, it was of little consequence. They were quite at home in the water. After all, they had swum behind the ship after their barge had been cut loose off Staten Island, and had climbed back aboard after it had docked and been cleared by customs.


	The Mother scrambled to the center of the forward hatch cover. This was the signal that all ropes were clear. Kusum threw the engines into reverse. The twin screws below began to pull the prow away from the pier. The computer aided Kusum in making tiny corrections for tidal drift, but most of the burden of the task was directly on his shoulders. With a larger freighter such a maneuver would have been impossible. But with this particular vessel, equipped as it was and with Kusum at the helm, it could be done. It had taken Kusum many tries over the months, many crunches against the wharf and one or two nerve-shattering moments when he thought he had lost all control over the vessel, before he had become competent. Now it was routine.


	The ship backed toward New Jersey until it cleared the wharf. Leaving the starboard engine in reverse, Kusum threw the port engine into neutral, and then into forward. The ship began to turn south. Kusum had searched long and hard to find this ship—few freighters this size had twin screws. But his patience had paid off. He now had a ship that could turn 360 degrees within its own length.


	When the prow had swung ninety degrees and was pointing toward the Battery, Kusum idled the engines. Had it been time to leave, he would have thrown both into forward and headed for the Narrows and the Atlantic Ocean beyond. If only he could! If only his duty here were done. Reluctantly, he put the starboard into forward and the port into reverse. The nose swung back toward the dock. Then he alternated forward and reverse for both until the ship eased back into its slip. Two blinks of the running lights and the rakoshi were leaping to the pier and securing the ship in place.


	Kusum allowed himself a smile of satisfaction. Yes, they were ready. It wouldn’t be long before they left this obscene land forever.


	And Kusum would see to it that the rakoshi did not return empty-handed tomorrow night.


	SIX


	West Bengal, India


	Saturday, July 25, 1857


	People were going to die today. Of that Sir Albert Westphalen had no doubt.


	And he might be one of them.


	Here, high up on this ledge, with the morning sun on his back and the mythical Temple-in-the-Hills with its walled courtyard spread out below, he wondered at his ability to carry his plans through to completion. The abstract scheme that had seemed so simple and direct in his office in Bharangpur had become something quite different in these forbidding hills under the cold light of dawn.


	His heart ground against his sternum as he lay on his belly and peered at the temple through his field glasses. He must have been daft to think this would work. How deep and cold was his desperation that it could lead him to this? Was he willing to risk his own death to save the family name?


	Westphalen glanced down at his men, all busy checking their gear and mounts. With their stubbly faces, their rumpled uniforms caked with dirt, dried sweat, and rain, they certainly didn’t look like Her Majesty’s finest this morning. They seemed not to notice, however. And well they might not, for Westphalen knew how these men lived—like animals in cramped quarters with a score and ten of their fellows, sleeping on canvas sheets changed once a month and eating and washing out of the same tin pot.


	Barracks life brutalized the best of them, and when they had no enemy to fight they fought each other. The only thing they loved more than battle was liquor, and even now, when they should have been fortifying themselves with food, they were passing a bottle of raw spirits spiked with chopped capsicum. He could find no trace of his own disquiet in their faces; only anticipation of the battle and looting to come.


	Despite the growing warmth of the sun, he shivered—the aftereffect of a sleepless night spent huddled away from the rain under a rocky overhang? Or simple fear of what was to come? He had certainly had his fill of fear last night. While the men had slept fitfully, he had remained awake, sure that wild things skulked about in the darkness beyond the small fire they had built. Occasionally he had glimpsed yellow glints of light in the dark, like pairs of fireflies. The horses too must have sensed something, for they were skittish all night.


	But now it was day, and what was he to do?


	He turned back to the temple and studied it anew through his field glasses. It sat hunched in the center of its courtyard behind the wall, alone but for a compound of some sort to its left against the base of a rocky cliff. The temple’s most striking feature was its blackness—not dull and muddy, but proud and gleaming, deep and shiny, as if it were made of solid onyx. An oddly shaped affair, box-like with rounded corners. It seemed to have been made in layers, with each higher level dripping down over the ones below. The temple walls were ringed with friezes and studded along their length with gargoyle-like figures, but Westphalen could make out no details from his present position. And atop it all was a huge obelisk, as black as the rest of the structure, pointing defiantly skyward.


	Westphalen wondered how—short of a daguerreotype—he would ever do justice to any description of the Temple-in-the-Hills. It was simply alien. It looked … it looked as if someone had driven a spike through an ornate block of licorice and left it out in the sun to melt.


	As he watched, the door in the wall swung open. A man, younger than Jaggernath but swathed in a similar dhoti, came out carrying a large urn on his shoulder. He walked to the far corner of the wall, emptied the liquid contents of the urn onto the ground, and returned to the compound.


	The door remained open behind him.


	No longer any reason to delay, and no way in hell or on earth to turn his men back now. Westphalen felt as if he had started a huge juggernaut on its way down an incline; he had been able to guide it at first, but now its momentum was such that it was out of his control.


	He clambered off the ledge and faced his men.


	“We shall advance at full gallop in a double column with lances at the ready. Tooke will lead one column and take it left around the temple after entering the courtyard; Russell will lead the other column to the right. If there is no immediate resistance, you will all dismount and ready your rifles. We will then search the grounds for any pandies that might be hiding within. Any questions?”


	The men shook their heads. They were more than ready—they were slavering for the fight. All they needed was someone to unleash them.


	“Mount up!” Westphalen said.


	The approach began orderly enough. Westphalen let the six lancers lead the way while he brought up the rear. The detail trotted up the path until they were in sight of the temple, then broke into a gallop as planned.


	But something happened on the road leading down to the wall. The men started to whoop and yell, whipping themselves and each other into a frenzy. Soon their lances were lowered and clamped under their arms in battle position as they leaned low over the necks of their mounts, bloodying their flanks as they spurred them to greater and greater speed. They had been told that a band of rebel sepoys was quartered beyond that wall; the lancers had to be ready to kill as soon as they cleared the gate. Westphalen alone knew that their only resistance would come from a handful of surprised and harmless Hindu priests.


	Only that knowledge allowed him to keep up with them. Nothing to worry about, he told himself as the wall drew nearer and nearer. Only a few unarmed priests in there. Nothing to worry about.


	He had a glimpse of bas-relief murals on the surrounding wall as he raced toward the gate, but his mind was too full of the uncertainty of what they might find on the other side to make any sense of them. He drew his saber and charged into the courtyard behind his howling lancers.


	Westphalen saw three priests standing in front of the temple, all unarmed. They ran forward waving their hands in the air in what appeared to be an attempt to shoo the soldiers away.


	The lancers never hesitated. Three of them fanned out on the run and drove their lances through the priests. They then circled the temple and came to a halt at its front entrance where they dismounted, dropping their lances and pulling Enfields from their saddle boots.


	Westphalen remained mounted. He realized that made him an easy target, but felt more secure with his horse under him, able to wheel and gallop out the gate should something go wrong.


	During a brief lull Westphalen directed the men toward the temple entrance. They were almost to the steps when the svamin counterattacked from two directions. With shrill cries of rage, a half dozen or so charged out from the temple; more than twice that number rushed from the compound. The former were armed with whips and pikes, the latter with curved swords much like sepoy talwars.


	It was not a battle—it was a slaughter. Westphalen almost felt sorry for the priests. The soldiers first took aim at the closer group emerging from the temple. The Enfields left only one priest standing after the first volley; he ran around their flank to join the other group which had slowed its advance after seeing the results of the withering fire. From his saddle, Westphalen directed his men to retreat to the steps of the black temple where the light weight and rapid reloading capacity of the Enfield allowed them second and third volleys that left only two priests standing. Hunter and Malleson picked up their lances, remounted, and ran down the survivors.


	And then it was over.


	Westphalen sat numb and silent in his saddle as he let his gaze roam the courtyard. So easy. So final. So quick. More than a score of bodies lay sprawled in the morning sun, their blood pooling and soaking into the sand as India’s omnipresent opportunists, the flies, began to gather. Some of the bodies were curled into limp parodies of sleep, others, still transfixed by lances, looked like insects pinned to a board.


	He glanced down at his pristine blade. He had bloodied neither his hands nor his sword. Somehow that left him feeling innocent of what had just happened all around him.


	“Don’t look like pandies to me,” Tooke was saying as he rolled a corpse over onto its back with his foot.


	“Never mind them,” Westphalen said, dismounting at last. “Check inside and see if there’s any more hiding around.”


	He ached to explore the temple, but not until it had been scouted by a few of the men.


	After watching Tooke and Russell disappear into the darkness within, he sheathed his sword and took a moment to inspect the temple close up. Not made of stone as he had originally thought, but of solid ebony, cut and worked and polished to a gloss. He could not find a square inch anywhere on its surface that had not been decorated with carvings.


	The friezes were the most striking—four-foot-high belts of illustration girding each level up to the spire. He tried to follow one from the right of the temple door. The crudely stylized art made whatever story it was telling impossible to follow. But the violence depicted was inescapable. Every few feet … killings and dismemberments and demon-like creatures devouring the flesh.


	He felt a chill despite the growing heat of the day. What sort of a place had he invaded?


	A cry from within the temple cut off further speculation. Tooke’s voice, telling everyone he’d found something.


	Westphalen led the rest of the men inside.


	Cool within, and very dark. Oil lamps set on pedestals along the ebony walls gave scant, flickering illumination. He had the impression of cyclopean sculptures rising against the black walls all around him, but could make out only an occasional highlight where pinpoints of light gleamed from a shiny surface. After seeing the friezes outside, he was quite content to let the details remain in shadow.


	He turned his thoughts to other matters more immediately pressing. He wondered if Tooke and Russell had found the jewels. His mind raced over various strategies he would have to employ to keep what he needed for himself. For all he knew, he might need it all.


	But the two scouts had found no jewels. Instead, they had found a man. He was seated in one of two chairs high on a dais in the center of the temple. Four oil lamps, each set on a pedestal placed every ninety degrees around the dais, lit the scene.


	An enormous statue made of the same black wood as the temple rose behind the priest. It was a four-armed woman, naked but for an ornate headdress and a garland of human skulls. She was smiling, protruding her pointed tongue between her filed teeth. One hand held a sword, another a severed human head; the third and fourth hands were empty.


	Westphalen had seen this deity before, but as a booksized drawing—not as a giant. He knew her name.


	Kali.


	With difficulty, Westphalen tore his gaze away from the statue and brought it to bear on the priest. He had typical Indian coloring and features but was a little heavier than most of his fellow countrymen. With his receding hairline he looked like a Buddha dressed in a white robe. He showed no trace of fear.


	“I been talking to ’im, Captain,” Tooke said, “but ’e ain’t been—”


	“I was merely waiting,” the priest suddenly said in deep tones that resonated through the temple, “for someone worth speaking to. Whom am I addressing, please?”


	“Captain Sir Albert Westphalen.”


	“Welcome to the temple of Kali, Captain.”


	Westphalen heard no hint of welcome in his voice.


	His eye was caught by the priest’s necklace—an intricate thing, silvery, inscribed with strange script, a pair of yellow stones with black centers spaced by two links at the front.


	“So, you speak English, do you?” he said for want of something better.


	This priest—the high priest of the temple, no doubt—unsettled him with his icy calm and penetrating gaze.


	“Yes. When it appeared that the British were determined to make my country a colony, I decided it might be a useful language to know.”


	Westphalen put down his anger at the smug arrogance of this heathen and concentrated on the matter at hand. He wanted to find the jewels and leave this place.


	“We know you are hiding rebel sepoys here. Where are they?”


	“There are no sepoys here. Only devotees of Kali.”


	“Then what about this?” It was Tooke, standing by a row of waist-high urns. He had slashed through the waxy fabric that sealed the mouth of the nearest one and now held up his dripping knife. “Oil! Enough for a year. And there’s sacks of rice over there. More than any twenty ‘devotees’ need!”


	The high priest never looked in Tooke’s direction. It was as if the soldier didn’t exist.


	“Well?” Westphalen said at last. “What about the rice and oil?”


	“Merely stocking in provisions against the turmoil of the times, captain,” the high priest said blandly. “One never knows when supplies might be cut off.”


	“If you won’t reveal the whereabouts of the rebels, I shall be forced to order my men to search the temple from top to bottom. This will cause needless destruction.”


	“That will not be necessary, Captain.”


	Westphalen and his men jumped at the sound of the woman’s voice. As he watched, she seemed to take form out of the darkness behind the statue of Kali. She was shorter than the high priest, but well proportioned. She too wore a robe of pure white.


	The high priest rattled something in a heathen tongue as she joined him on the dais; the woman replied in kind.


	“What did they say?” Westphalen said to anyone who was listening.


	Tooke replied: “He asked about the children; she said they were safe.”


	For the first time, the priest admitted Tooke’s existence by looking at him, nothing more.


	“What you seek, Captain Westphalen,” the woman said quickly, “lies beneath our feet. The only way to it is through that grate.”


	She pointed to a spot beyond the rows of oil urns and sacks of rice. Tooke hopped over them and knelt down.


	“Here it is! But”—he jumped to his feet again—“whoosh! The stink!”


	Westphalen pointed to the soldier nearest him. “Hunter! Watch those two. If they try to escape, shoot them!”


	Hunter nodded and aimed his Enfield at the pair on the dais. Westphalen joined the rest of the men at the grate.


	It was square, perhaps ten feet on a side, made of heavy iron bars crisscrossing about six inches apart. Damp air, reeking of putrefaction, wafted up through the opening from the impenetrable darkness below.


	Westphalen sent Malleson for one of the lamps from the dais. When it was brought to him, he dropped it through the grate. Its copper body rang against the bare stone floor fifteen feet below as it bounced and landed on its side. The flame sputtered and almost died, then wavered to life again. The brightening light flickered off the smooth stone surfaces on three sides of the well. A dark, arched opening gaped in the wall opposite them.


	They looked down into what appeared to be the terminus of a subterranean passage.


	And there in the two corners flanking the tunnel mouth stood small urns filled with colored stones—some green, some red, and some crystal clear.


	Westphalen experienced an instant of vertigo. He had to lean forward against the grate to keep himself from collapsing.


	Saved!


	He quickly glanced around at his men. They had seen the urns, too. Accommodations would have to be made. If those urns were full of jewels, there would be plenty for all. But first they had to get them up here.


	He began barking orders: Malleson was sent out to the horses for a rope; the remaining four were told to spread out around the grate and lift it off. They bent to it, strained until their faces reddened in the light filtering up from below, but could not budge it.


	Westphalen was about to return to the dais and threaten the priest when he noticed simple sliding bolts securing the grate to rings in the stone floor at two of the corners; on the far side along one edge was a row of hinges.


	As Westphalen freed the bolts it occurred to him how odd it was to lock up a treasure with such simple devices. But his mind was too full of the sight of those jewels below to dwell for long on bolts.


	They raised the grate and propped it open with an Enfield. Malleson arrived with the rope then. At Westphalen’s direction he tied it to one of the temple’s support columns and tossed it into the opening. Westphalen was about to ask for a volunteer when Tooke squatted on the rim.


	“Me father was a jeweler’s assistant,” he announced. “I’ll tell ye if there be anything down there to get excited about.”


	He grasped the rope and began to slide down. Westphalen watched Tooke reach the floor and fairly leap upon the nearest urn. He grabbed a handful of stones and brought them over to the sputtering lamp. He righted it, then poured the stones from one hand to the other in the light.


	“They’re real!” he shouted. “B’God, they’re real!”


	Westphalen was speechless for a moment. Everything was going to be all right. He could go back to England, settle his debts, and never, never gamble again.


	He tapped Watts, Russell, and Lang on the shoulders and pointed below. “Give him a hand.”


	The three men slid down the rope in rapid succession. Each made a personal inspection of the jewels. Westphalen watched their long shadows interweaving in the lamplight as they scurried around below. It was all he could do to keep from screaming at them to send up the jewels. He could not appear too eager. No, that wouldn’t do at all. He had to be calm.


	Finally they dragged an urn over to the side and tied the rope around its neck. Westphalen and Malleson hauled it up, lifted it over the rim and set it on the floor.


	Malleson dipped both hands into the jewels and brought up two fistfuls. Westphalen restrained himself from doing the same. He picked up a single emerald and studied it, outwardly casual, inwardly wanting to crush it against his lips and cry for joy.


	“C’mon, up there!” said Tooke from below. “Let’s ’ave the rope, what. There be plenty more to come up and it stinks down ’ere. Let’s ’urry it up.”


	Westphalen gestured to Malleson, who untied the rope from the urn and tossed the end over the edge. He continued to study the emerald, thinking it the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, until he heard one of the men say:


	“What was that?”


	“What was what?”


	“A noise. I thought I ’eard a noise in the tunnel there.”


	“Yer daft, mate. Nothing in that black ’ole but stink.”


	“I ’eard something, I tell you.”


	Westphalen stepped up to the edge and looked down at the four men. He was about to tell them to stop talking and keep working when the priest and the woman broke into song. Westphalen whirled at the sound. It was like no music he had ever heard, the woman’s voice a keening wail, grating against the man’s baritone. No words, only disconnected notes, none of which seemed to belong together. No harmony, only discord. It set his teeth on edge.


	They stopped abruptly.


	And then came another sound. It rose from below, seeping from the mouth of the tunnel that terminated in the pit, growing in volume. A grumbled cacophony of moans and grunts and snarls that made each hair on the nape of his neck stand up one by one.


	The sounds from the tunnel ceased, replaced by the dissonant singing of the priest and priestess. They stopped and the inhuman sounds from the tunnel answered, louder still, in a litany from hell.


	
Suddenly the singing was joined by a scream of pain and terror from below.


	Westphalen looked over the edge and saw one of the men—Watts, he thought—being dragged by his legs into the black maw of the tunnel, shrieking. “It’s got me! It’s got me!”


	But what had him? The tunnel mouth was a darker shadow within the shadows. What was pulling him?


	Tooke and Russell had him by the arms and were trying to hold him back, but the force drawing him into the dark was as inexorable as the tide. It seemed Watts’s arms would be pulled from their sockets when a dark shape leaped from the tunnel and grabbed Tooke around the neck. It had a lean body and towered over the man. Westphalen could make out no details in the poor light and dancing shadows of the pandemonium below. But what little he saw was enough to make his skin tighten and shrink against his insides, and set his heart to beating madly.


	The priest and the woman sang again. He knew he should stop them, but he couldn’t speak, couldn’t move.


	Russell let go of Watts, who was quickly swallowed by the tunnel, and rushed to Tooke’s aid. But as soon as he moved, another dark figure leaped from the shadows and pulled him into the tunnel. With a final convulsive heave, Tooke too was dragged off.


	Westphalen had never heard grown men scream in such fear. The sound sickened him. Yet he could not react.


	And still the priest and the woman sang, no longer stopping for an answering phrase from the tunnel.


	Only Lang remained below. He had the rope in his fists and was halfway up the wall, his face a white mask of fear, when two dark shapes darted out of the darkness and leaped upon him, pulling him down. He screamed for help, his eyes wild as he was dragged twisting and kicking into the blackness below. Westphalen managed to break the paralysis that had gripped him since his first glimpse of the denizens of the tunnel. He pulled his pistol from its holster. Beside him, Malleson had already moved into action—he aimed his Enfield and fired at one of the creatures. Westphalen was sure he saw it take the hit, but it didn’t seem to notice. He fired three shots into the two creatures before they disappeared from sight, taking the howling Lang with them.


	Behind him the ghastly song went on, playing counterpoint to the agonized screams from the tunnel below, and all around him the stench …


	Westphalen felt himself teetering on the edge of madness. He charged up to the dais.


	“Stop it!” he screeched. “Stop it or I’ll have you shot!”


	But they only smiled and continued their hellish song.


	He gestured to Hunter, who didn’t hesitate. He raised his Enfield to his shoulder and fired.


	The shot rang like an explosion through the temple. A red splatter bloomed upon the priest’s chest as he was thrown back against his chair. Slowly he slid to the floor. His mouth worked, his glazing eyes blinked twice, and then he lay still. The woman cried out and knelt beside him.


	The song had stopped. So had the screams from below.


	Once again silence ruled the temple. Westphalen drew a tremulous breath. If he could just have a moment to think, he could—


	“Captain! They’re coming up!” Malleson cried, an edge of hysteria to his voice as he backed away from the pit. “They’re coming up!”


	Panic clutching at him, Westphalen ran to the opening. Shadowy forms filled the chamber below. No growls or barks or hissing noises from down there, only the slither of moist skin against moist skin, and the rasp of talon against stone. The lamp had been extinguished and all he could see were dark milling bodies crowded against the walls—


	—and climbing the rope!


	He saw a pair of yellow eyes rising toward him. One of the things was almost to the top!


	Westphalen holstered his pistol and drew his sword. With shaking hands he raised it above his head and chopped down with all his strength. The heavy rope parted cleanly and the distal end whipped away into the darkness below.


	Pleased with his swordplay, he peered over the edge to see what the creatures would do now. Before his disbelieving eyes they began to climb the wall. But that was impossible. Those walls were as smooth as—


	Now he saw what they were doing: The things were scrambling over and upon each other, reaching higher and higher, like a wave of black, foul water filling a cistern from below. He dropped his sword and turned to run, then forced himself to hold his position. If those things got out, there would be no escape for him. And he couldn’t die here. Not now. Not with a fortune sitting in the urn at his feet.


	Westphalen mustered all his courage and stepped over to where Tooke’s Enfield propped up the grate. With teeth clenched and sweat springing out along the length of his body, he gingerly extended a foot and kicked the rifle into the pit. The grate slammed down with a resounding clang as Westphalen stumbled back against a pillar, sagging with relief. He was safe now.


	The grate rattled; it shook, it began to rise.


	Moaning with terror and frustration, Westphalen edged back toward the grate.


	The bolts had to be fastened!


	As he drew nearer, Westphalen witnessed a scene of relentless, incalculable ferocity. He saw dark bodies massed beneath the grate, saw talons gripping, raking, scoring the bars, saw teeth sharp and white gnash at the iron, saw flashes of utterly feral yellow eyes, devoid of fear, of any hint of mercy, consumed by a bloodthirst beyond reason and sanity. And the stench … it was almost overpowering.


	Now he understood why the grate had been fastened as it had.


	Westphalen sank to his knees, then to his belly. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to run, but he would not. He had come too far! He would not be robbed of his salvation! He could order his two remaining men toward the grate, but he knew Malleson and Hunter would rebel. That would waste time and he had none to waste. He had to do it!


	He began to crawl forward, inching his way toward the nearest bolt where it lay chained to the steel eye driven into the floor. He would have to wait until the corresponding ring on the shuddering, convulsing grate became aligned with the floor ring, and then shove the bolt home through both of them. Then and only then would he feel it safe to run.


	Stretching his arm to the limit, he grasped the bolt and waited. The blows against the underside of the grate were coming with greater frequency and greater force. The ring on the grate rarely touched the floor, and when it did clank down next to the floor ring, it was there for but an instant. Twice he shoved the bolt through the first and missed the second. In desperation, he rose and placed his left hand atop the corner of the grate and threw all his weight against it. He had to lock this down!


	It worked. The grate slammed against the floor and the bolt slid home, locking one corner down. But as he leaned against the grate, something snaked out between the bars and clamped on his wrist like a vise. It was a hand of sorts, three-fingered, each finger tapering to a long yellow talon; the skin was blue-black, its touch cold and wet against his skin.


	Westphalen screamed in terror and loathing as his arm was pulled toward the seething mass of shadows below. He reared up and placed both boots against the edge of the grate, trying with all his strength to pull himself free.


	But the hand only tightened its grip. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of his saber on the floor where he had dropped it, not two feet away. With a desperate lunge, he grabbed it by the hilt and started hacking at the arm that held him. Blood as dark as the skin that covered it spouted from the arm. Westphalen’s tenth swing severed the arm and he fell back onto the floor. He was free—


	Yet the taloned hand still gripped his wrist with a life of its own!


	Westphalen dropped the sword and pried at the fingers. Malleson rushed over and helped. Together they pulled the fingers far enough apart to allow Westphalen to extricate his arm. Malleson hurled it onto the grate where it clung to one of the bars until pulled loose by one of the fiends below.


	As Westphalen lay gasping on the ground trying to massage life back into the crushed and bruised tissues of his wrist, the woman’s voice rose over the clatter of the shaking grate.


	“Pray to your god, Captain Westphalen. The rakoshi will not let you leave the temple alive!”


	She was right. Those things—What had she called them? Rakoshi? Whatever they were they would rip the lone securing eye from the stone floor and have that grate up in a minute if he didn’t find some means to weight it down. His eyes ranged the small area of the temple visible to him. There had to be a way!


	His gaze came to rest on the urns of lamp oil. They looked heavy enough. If he, Malleson and Hunter could set enough of them on the grate.


	No … wait …


	Fire! Nothing could withstand burning oil! He leapt to his feet and ran to the urn Tooke had opened with his knife.


	“Malleson! Here! We’ll pour it through the grate!” He turned to Hunter and pointed to one of the lamps around the dais. “Bring that over here!”


	Groaning under the weight, Westphalen and Malleson dragged the urn across the floor and upended it on the shuddering grate, pouring its contents onto the things below. Directly behind them came Hunter who didn’t have to be told what to do with the lamp. He gave it a gentle underhand toss onto the grate.


	The oil on the iron bars caught first, the flames licking along the upper surfaces to form a meshwork of fire, then dropping in a fine rain onto the creatures directly beneath. As dark, oil-splashed bodies burst into flame, a caterwauling howl arose from the pit. The thrashing below became more violent. And still the flames spread. Black, acrid smoke began to rise toward the ceiling of the temple.


	“More!” Westphalen shouted above the shrieking din. He used his saber to slice open the tops, then watched as Malleson and Hunter poured the contents of a second urn, and then a third into the pit. The howls of the creatures began to fade away as the flames leapt higher and higher.


	He bent his own back to the task, pouring urn after urn through the grate, flooding the pit and sending a river of fire into the tunnel, creating an inferno that even Shadrach and his two friends would have shied from.


	“Curse you, Captain Westphalen!”


	The woman had risen from beside the priest’s corpse and was pointing a long, rednailed finger at a spot between Westphalen’s eyes. “Curse you and all who spring from you!”


	Westphalen took a step toward her, his sword raised. “Shut up!”


	“Your line shall die in blood and pain, cursing you and the day you set your hand against this temple!”


	The woman sounded as if she meant it, really believed she was laying a curse upon Westphalen and his progeny. That shook him. He gestured to Hunter.


	“Stop her!”


	Hunter unslung his Enfield and aimed it at her. “You ’eard what ’e said.”


	But the woman ignored the certain death pointed her way and kept ranting.


	“You’ve slain my husband, desecrated the temple of Kali! There will be no peace for you, Captain Albert Westphalen! Nor for you”—she pointed to Hunter—“or you!” then to Malleson. “The rakoshi shall find you all!”


	Hunter looked at Westphalen, who nodded. For the second time that day, a rifle shot rang out in the Temple-in-the-Hills. The woman’s face exploded as the bullet tore into her head. She fell to the floor beside her husband.


	Westphalen glanced at her inert form for a moment, then turned away toward the jewel-filled urn. He was forming a plan on how to arrange a three-way split that would give him the largest share, when a shrill screech of rage and an agonized grunt swung him around again.


	Hunter stood stiff and straight at the edge of the dais, his face the color of soured whey, his shoulders thrown back, eyes wide, mouth working soundlessly. His rifle clattered to the floor as blood began to trickle from a corner of his mouth. He seemed to lose substance. Slowly, like a giant festival balloon leaking hot air from all its seams, he crumbled, his knees folding beneath him as he pitched forward onto his face.


	Westphalen felt a faint sense of relief when he saw the bloody hole in the center of Hunter’s back—he had died by physical means, not from a heathen woman’s curse. He was further relieved to see the dark-eyed, barefoot boy, no more than twelve years old, standing behind Hunter, staring down at the fallen British soldier. In his hand was a sword, the distal third of its blade smeared red with blood.


	The boy lifted his gaze from Hunter and saw Westphalen. With a high-pitched cry, he raised his sword and charged forward. Westphalen had no time to reach for his pistol, no choice but to defend himself with the oil-soaked saber he still clutched.


	No cunning, no strategy; no skill to the boy’s swordplay, only a ceaseless, driving barrage of slashing strokes, high and low, powered by blind, mindless rage. Westphalen gave way, as much from the ferocity of the attack as from the maniacal look on the boy’s tear-streaked face: His eyes were twin slits of fury, spittle flecked his lips and dribbled onto his chin as he grunted with each thrust of his blade.


	Westphalen spotted Malleson standing off to the side with his rifle raised.


	“For God’s sake, shoot him!”


	“Waiting for a clear shot!”


	Westphalen backpedaled faster, increasing the distance between himself and the boy. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Malleson fired,


	And missed!


	But the boom of the rifle shot startled the boy. He dropped his guard and looked around. Westphalen struck then, a fierce, downward cut aimed at the neck. The boy saw it coming and tried to dodge, but too late. Westphalen felt the blade slide through flesh and bone, saw the boy go down in a spray of crimson.


	That did it. He jerked his saber free and turned away in the same motion. He felt sick. He found he much preferred to let others do the actual killing. Malleson had dropped his rifle and was scooping handfuls of gems into his pockets.


	He looked up at his commanding officer. “It’s all right, i’nit, sir?” He gestured toward the priest and his wife. “I mean, they won’t be needing ’em.”


	Westphalen knew he’d have to be very careful now. He and Malleson were the only survivors, accomplices in what would surely be described as mass murder should the facts ever come to light. If neither of them spoke a word of what had happened here today, if they were both extremely careful as to how they turned the jewels into cash over the next few years, if neither got drunk enough for guilt or boastfulness to cause the story to spill out, they could both live out their lives as rich, free men.


	Westphalen was quite sure he could trust himself; he was equally sure that trusting Malleson would be a catastrophic mistake.


	He put on what he hoped was a sly grin. “Don’t waste your time with pockets,” he told the soldier. “Get a couple of saddlebags.”


	Malleson laughed and jumped up. “Right, sir!”


	He ran out the entry arch. Westphalen waited uneasily. He was alone in the temple—at least he prayed he was. He hoped all those things, those monsters, were dead. They had to be. Nothing could have survived that conflagration in the pit. He glanced over to the dead bodies of the priest and priestess, remembering her curse. Empty words of a crazed heathen woman. Nothing more. But those things in the pit …


	Malleson finally returned with two sets of saddlebags. Westphalen helped him fill the four large pouches, then each slung a pair over a shoulder.


	“Looks like we’re rich, sir,” Malleson said with a smile that faded when he saw the pistol Westphalen was pointing at his middle.


	Westphalen didn’t let him begin to plead. It would only delay matters without changing the outcome. He simply couldn’t let the future of his name and his line depend on the discretion of a commoner who would doubtlessly get himself sotted at the first opportunity upon his return to Bharangpur.


	He aimed at where he assumed Malleson’s heart would be, and fired. The soldier reeled back with outflung arms and fell flat on his back. He gasped once or twice as a red stain raced through the fabric of his tunic, then lay still.


	Holstering his pistol, Westphalen went over and gingerly removed the saddlebags from Malleson’s shoulder, then looked around him. All remained still. Foul, oily smoke still poured from the pits; a shaft of sunlight breaking through a vent in the vaulted ceiling pierced the spreading cloud. The remaining lamps flickered on their pedestals.


	He went to the two nearest oil urns, sliced open their tops, and kicked them over. Their contents spread over the floor and washed up against the nearest wall. He then took one of the remaining lamps and threw it into the center of the puddle. Flame spread quickly to the wall where the wood began to catch.


	He was turning to leave when a movement over by the dais caught his eye, frightening him and causing him to drop one of the saddlebags as he clawed for his pistol again.


	It was the boy. He had somehow managed to crawl up the dais to where the priest lay. He was reaching for the necklace around the man’s throat. As Westphalen watched, the fingers of the right hand closed around the two yellow stones. Then he lay still. The whole of the boy’s upper back was soaked a deep crimson. He had left a trail of red from where he had fallen to where he now lay.


	Westphalen returned his pistol to his holster and picked up the fallen saddlebag. There was no one and nothing left in the temple to do him any harm. He remembered that the woman had mentioned “children,” but he could not see them as a threat, especially with the way the fire was eating up the ebony. Soon the temple would be a smoldering memory.


	He strode from the smoke-filled interior into the morning sunlight, already planning where he would bury the saddlebags and plotting the story he would tell of how they had become lost in the hills and were ambushed by a superior force of sepoy rebels. And how he alone escaped.


	After that, he would have to find a way to maneuver himself into a trip back to England as soon as possible. Once home, he would just happen to find a large cache of uncut gems behind some stonework in the basement level of Westphalen Hall.


	Already he was blotting the memory of the events of the morning from his mind. No use dwelling on them. Better to let the curse, the demons, and the dead float away with the black smoke rising from the burning temple, a temple that was now a pyre and a tomb for that nameless sect. He had done what he had to do and that was that.


	He felt good as he rode away from the temple. He did not look back. Not once.
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	Tennis!


	Jack rolled out of bed with a groan. He’d been lying there dreaming of a big brunch at Jake’s Steaks and Cakes down on Seventh Avenue when he remembered the father-son tennis match he’d promised to play in today.


	And he had no racquet. Only one thing to do: Call Abe and tell him it was an emergency.


	After Abe agreed to meet him at the store, Jack showered, shaved, pulled on a pair of shorts, a dark blue jersey, sneakers and socks, and hurried down to the street. The morning sky had lost its weeklong humid haze. Looked like a nice day.


	As he neared the Isher Sports Shop, he saw Abe waddling from the other direction. Abe looked him up and down as they met before the folding iron grille that protected the store during off-hours.


	“Tennis balls! You’re going to tell me you want a can of tennis balls, are you?”


	Jack shook his head and said, “Naw. I wouldn’t get you up early on a Sunday morning for tennis balls.”


	“Glad to hear it.” He unlocked the grille and pushed it back far enough to expose the door. “Did you see the business section of the Times this morning? Such talk about the economy picking up? Feh! The Titanic we’re on, and the iceberg’s dead ahead.”


	“It’s too nice a day for an economic holocaust, Abe.”


	“All right,” he said, unlocking the door and pushing it open. “Go ahead, close your eyes to it. But it’s coming and the weather has nothing to do with it.”


	After disarming the alarm system, Abe headed for the back of the store. Jack didn’t follow. He went directly to the tennis racquets and picked out a Wilson Hammer. The grip felt good in his hand, and it was already strung.


	He was about to call out that he’d take this one when he noticed Abe glaring at him from the end of the aisle.


	“For this you took me away from my breakfast? A tennis racquet?”


	“And balls, too. I’ll need some balls.”


	“Balls you’ve got! Too much balls to do such a thing to me! You said it was an emergency!”


	Jack had been expecting this reaction. Sunday was the only morning Abe allowed himself the forbidden foods: lox with his bagels, verboten because of his blood pressure.


	“It is an emergency. I’m supposed to be playing with my father in a couple of hours.”


	Abe’s eyebrows rose and wrinkled his forehead all the way up to where his hairline once had been.


	“Your father? First Gia, now your father. What is this? They talk of self-hating Jews, but a self-hating goy?”


	“He’s not so bad.”


	“Nu? Then why do you avoid him? And why are you in such a black mood every time you return from one of these jaunts into Jersey?”


	“Because he’s a good guy who happens to be a pain in the ass.”


	They both knew that wasn’t the whole story but by tacit agreement neither said any more. Jack paid for the racquet and a couple of cans of Penn balls.


	“I’ll bring you back some tomatoes,” he said as the grille closed across the storefront again.


	Abe brightened. “That’s right. Beefsteaks are in season. Get me some.”


	Next stop was Julio’s, where Jack picked up Ralph, the car Julio kept for him. It was a ’63 Corvair, white with a black convertible top and a rebuilt engine. Not at all Julio’s style, but Julio hadn’t paid for it. Jack had seen it in the window of a classic car store; he’d given Julio the cash to go make the best deal he could and have it registered in his name. Legally it was Julio’s car, but Jack paid the insurance and the garage fee and reserved preemptive right of use for the rare occasions when he needed it.


	Today was such an occasion. Julio had it gassed up and waiting for him. He’d also decorated it a bit since the last time Jack had taken it out: A “Hi!” hand waved from the left rear window, fuzzy dice hung from the mirror, and in the rear window sat a little dog whose head wobbled and whose eyes blinked red in unison with the tail lights.


	Jack gave Julio what he hoped was a withering stare. “You expect me to ride around with those?”


	Julio did his elaborate shrug. “What can I say, meng? ’S in the blood.”


	Jack didn’t have time to remove the cultural paraphernalia, so he took the car as it was. Armed with the finest New York State driver’s license money could buy—in the name of Jack Howard—he slipped the Semmerling and its holster into the special compartment under the front seat and began a leisurely drive cross town.


	Sunday morning is a unique time in Manhattan. Few buses and cabs, no trucks being unloaded, no work crews tearing up the streets, and only a rare pedestrian or two here and there. Quiet. All would change as noon approached, but at the moment Jack found it almost spooky.


	He followed Fifty-eighth Street all the way to its eastern end and pulled in to the curb before 8 Sutton Square.
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	Gia answered the doorbell. With Eunice off and Nellie still asleep, the job fell to her. She wrapped her robe more tightly around her and walked slowly, carefully from the kitchen to the front of the house. The inside of her head felt too big for her skull, her tongue thick, her stomach slightly turned. Champagne … why should something that made you feel so good at night leave you feeling so awful the next day?


	A look through the peephole showed Jack standing there in shorts and a dark blue shirt.


	“Tennis, anyone?” he said with a lopsided grin as she opened the door.


	He looked good. Gia had always liked a lean, wiry build on a man. She liked the linear cords of muscle in his forearms, and the curly hair on his legs. Why did he look so healthy when she felt so sick?


	“Well? Can I come in?”


	Gia realized she had been staring at him. She’d seen him three times in the past four days and was getting used to having him around again. That wasn’t good. But she saw no defense against it until Grace was found—one way or another.


	“Sure.” When the door was closed behind him, she said, “Who’re you playing? Your Indian lady?”


	She regretted that immediately, remembering his crack last night about jealousy. She wasn’t jealous … just curious.


	“No. My father.”


	“Oh.” Gia knew from the past how painful it was for Jack to spend time with his father.


	“But the reason I’m here…” He paused uncertainly and rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m not sure how to say this, but here goes: Don’t drink anything strange.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“No tonics or laxatives or anything new you find around the house.”


	Gia was not in the mood for games. “I may have had a little too much champagne last night, but I don’t go around swigging from bottles.”


	“I’m serious, Gia.”


	She could see that, and it made her uneasy. His gaze was steady and concerned.


	“I don’t understand.”


	“Neither do I. But there was something bad about that laxative of Grace’s. Just stay away from anything like it. If you find any more of it, lock it away and save it for me.”


	“Do you think it has anything to do—?”


	“I don’t know. But I want to play it safe.”


	He wasn’t telling her everything. Her unease mounted.


	“What do you know?”


	“That’s just it—I don’t know anything. Just a gut feeling. So play it safe and stay away from anything strange.” He gave her a slip of paper with a telephone number on it. It had a 609 area code. “Here’s my father’s number. Call me there if you need me or there’s any word from Grace.” He glanced up the stairs and toward the rear of the house. “Where’s Vicks?”


	“Still in bed. She had a hard time falling asleep last night, according to Eunice.” Gia opened the front door. “Have a good game.”


	Jack’s expression turned sour. “Sure.”


	She watched him drive back to the corner and turn downtown on Sutton Place. She wondered what was going on in his mind; why the odd warning against drinking “anything strange.” Just to be sure, Gia went up to the second floor and checked through all the bottles on Grace’s vanity and in her bathroom closet. Everything had a brand name. Nothing like the unlabeled bottle Jack had found on Thursday.


	She took two Advils and a long hot shower. The combination worked to ease her headache. By the time she’d dried off and dressed in plaid shorts and a blouse, Vicky was up and looking for breakfast.


	“What do you feel like eating?” she asked as they passed the parlor on their way to the kitchen. She looked cute in her pink nightie and her fuzzy pink Dearfoams.


	“Chocolate!”


	“Vicky!”


	“But it looks so good!” She pointed to where Eunice had set out a candy dish full of the Black Magic pieces.


	“You know what it does to you.”


	“But it would be delicious!”


	“All right,” Gia said. “Have a piece. If you think a couple of bites in a couple of minutes is worth a whole day of swelling up and itching and feeling sick, go ahead and take one.”


	Vicky looked up at her, and then at the chocolates. Gia held her breath, praying Vicky would make the right choice. If she chose the chocolate, Gia would have to stop her, but there was a chance she would use her head and refuse. Gia wanted to know which it would be. Those chocolates would be sitting there for days, a constant temptation to sneak one behind her mother’s back. But if Vicky could overcome the temptation now, on her own, Gia was sure she’d be able to resist for the rest of their stay.


	“I think I’ll have an orange, Mom.”


	Gia swept her up into her arms and swung her around.


	“I’m so proud of you, Vicky! That was a very grown-up decision.”


	“Well, what I’d really like is a chocolate-covered orange.”


	Laughing, she led Vicky by the hand to the kitchen, feeling pretty good about her daughter and about herself as a mother.
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	Jack had the Lincoln Tunnel pretty much to himself. He passed the stripe that marked the border of New York and New Jersey, remembering how his brother and sister and he used to cheer whenever they crossed the line after spending a day in the city with their parents. It had always been a thrill then to be back in good ol’ New Jersey.


	Those days were gone, along with the two-way toll collections. Now they charged you double to get into Manhattan and let you leave for nothing. And he didn’t cheer as he crossed the line.


	He cruised out of the tunnel mouth, squinting into the sudden glare of the morning sun. The ramp made a nearly circular turn up to and through Union City, then down to the Meadowlands and the New Jersey Turnpike. Jack pushed his speed to 65 miles per hour and settled into the right lane. He was running a little late, but the last thing he wanted was to be stopped by a state cop.


	The olfactory adventure began as the Turnpike wound its way through the swampy lowlands, past Port Newark and all the surrounding refineries and chemical plants. Smoke poured from stacks and torchlike flames roared from ten-story discharge towers. The odors encountered on the strip between Exits 16 and 12 were varied and uniformly noxious. Even on a Sunday morning.


	But as the road drifted inland, the scenery gradually turned rural and hilly and sweet smelling. The farther south he drove, the further his thoughts were pulled into the past. Images streaked by with the mile markers: strange adventures in the Pine Barrens … Mr. Canelli and his lawn … early fix-it jobs around Burlington County during his late teens, usually involving vandals, always contracted sub rosa … starting Rutgers but keeping his repairs business going on the side … the first trips to New York to do fix-it work for relatives of former customers …


	Tension began building in him after he passed Exit 7. Jack knew the reason: He was approaching the spot where his mother had been killed.


	It was also the spot where he had—how had Kolabati put it?—“drawn the line between yourself and the rest of the human race.”


	It had happened during his third year at Rutgers. A Sunday night in early January. Jack was on semester break, he and his parents driving south on the Turnpike after visiting his Aunt Doris in Hightstown; Jack had the back seat, his folks the front, Dad driving. Jack had offered to take the wheel, but his mother said the way he wove in and out of all those trucks made her nervous.


	As he remembered it, he and his father had been discussing the upcoming Super Bowl while his mother watched the speedometer to make sure it didn’t stray too far over the limit. The easy, peaceful feeling that comes with a full stomach after a lazy winter afternoon spent with relatives was shattered as they cruised under an overpass.


	With a crash like thunder and an impact that shook the car, the right half of the windshield exploded into countless flying, glittering fragments. He heard his father shout with surprise, his mother scream in pain, felt a blast of icy air rip through the car. His mother moaned and vomited.


	As his father swerved the car to the side of the road, Jack jumped into the front seat and realized what had happened: A cinder block had crashed through the windshield and landed against his mother’s lower ribs and upper abdomen.


	Jack didn’t know what to do. As he watched helplessly, his mother passed out and slumped forward. He shouted to get to the nearest hospital. His father drove like a demon, flooring the pedal, blowing the horn and blinking the headlights while Jack pushed his mother’s limp body back and pulled the cinder block off her. Then he removed his coat and wrapped it around her as protection against the cold gale whistling through the hole in the windshield.


	His mother vomited once more—this time all blood, splattering the dashboard and what was left of the windshield. As he held her, Jack could feel her growing cold, could sense the life slipping out of her. He knew she was bleeding internally, but there was nothing he could do about it. He screamed at his father to hurry, but he was already driving as fast as he could without losing control of the car.


	She was in deep shock by the time they got her to the emergency room. She died on the way to surgery: a lacerated liver and a ruptured spleen. She’d exsanguinated into her abdominal cavity.


	The incalculable grief. The interminable wake and funeral. And afterward, questions: Who? Why? The police didn’t know and doubted very much that they would ever find out. It was common for kids to go up on the overpass at night and drop things through the cyclone fencing onto the cars streaming by below. By the time an incident was reported, the culprits were long gone. The State Police response to any and all appeals from Jack and his father was a helpless shrug.


	His father withdrew: The senselessness of the tragedy had thrown him into a sort of emotional catatonia in which he appeared to function normally but felt absolutely nothing.


	Jack’s response was something else: cold, nerveless, consuming rage. He was faced with a new kind of fix-it job. He knew where it had happened. He knew how. All he had to do was find out who.


	He would do nothing else, think of nothing else, until that job was done.


	And eventually it was done.


	A decade and a half … a lifetime ago. Yet as he approached that overpass he felt his throat constrict. He could almost see a cinder block falling … tumbling toward the windshield … crashing through in a blizzard of glass fragments … crushing him. Then he was under and in shadow, and for an instant it was nighttime and snowing, and hanging off the other side of the overpass he saw a limp, battered body dangling from a rope tied to its feet, swinging and spinning crazily. Then it was gone and he was back in the August sun again.


	He shivered. He hated New Jersey.
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	Jack got off at Exit 5. He took 541 through Mount Holly and continued south on the two-lane blacktop through towns that were little more than groups of buildings clustered along a stretch of road like a crowd around an accident. The spaces between were all open cultivated field. Fresh produce stands advertising Jersey Beefsteak tomatoes dotted the roadside. He reminded himself to pick up a basketful for Abe on the way back.


	He passed through Lumberton, a name that always conjured up ponderous images of morbidly obese people waddling in and out of oversized stores and houses. Next came Fostertown, which should have been populated by a horde of homeless runny-nosed waifs, but wasn’t.


	Finally Johnson, NJ, on the edge of the fabled Jersey Pine Barrens.


	And then he was turning the corner by what had been Mr. Canelli’s house. Canelli had died and the new owner must have been trying to save water, because the lawn had burned to a uniform shade of pale brown. He pulled into the driveway of the three-bedroom ranch in which he, his brother, and his sister had all grown up, turned off the car, and sat a moment wishing he were someplace else.


	No sense in delaying the inevitable, so he got out and walked up to the door. Dad pushed it open just as he reached it.


	“Jack!” He thrust out his hand. “You had me worried. Thought you’d forgotten.”


	His father was a tall, thin, balding man tanned a dark brown from daily workouts on the local tennis courts. His beakish nose was pink and peeling from sunburn, and the age spots on his forehead had multiplied and coalesced since the last time Jack had visited. But his grip was firm and his blue eyes bright behind the steel-rimmed glasses as Jack shook hands with him.


	“Only a few minutes late.”


	Dad reached down and picked up his tennis racquet from where it had been leaning against the door molding. “Yeah, but I reserved a court so we could warm up a little before the match.” He closed the door behind him. “Let’s take your car. You remember where the courts are?”


	“Of course.”


	As he slid into the front seat, Dad glanced around the interior of the Corvair. He touched the dice, either to see if they were fuzzy or if they were real.


	“You really drive around in this?”


	“Sure. Why?”


	“It’s…”


	“Unsafe at Any Speed?”


	“Yeah. That too.”


	“Best car I ever owned.”


	Jack pushed the little lever in the far left of the dashboard into reverse and pulled out of the driveway.


	For a couple of blocks they made inconsequential small talk about the weather, and how smoothly Jack’s decades-old car was running, and the traffic on the Turnpike. Jack tried to keep the conversation on neutral ground. They hadn’t had much to say to each other since Jack dropped out of college all those years ago.


	“How’s business?”


	Dad smiled. “Great. You’ve been buying any of those stocks I told you about?”


	“I bought two thousand of Arizona Petrol at one-and-an-eighth. It was up to four last time I looked.”


	“Closed at four-and-a-quarter on Friday. Hold onto it.”


	“Okay. Just let me know when to dump it.”


	A lie. Jack couldn’t own stock. He needed a Social Security number for that. No broker would open an account for him without it. So he lied to his father about following his stock tips and looked up the NASDAQ listings every so often to see how his imaginary investments were doing.


	They were all doing well. Dad had a knack for finding low-priced, out-of-the-way OTC stocks that were undervalued. He’d buy a few thousand shares, watch the price double, triple, or quadruple, then sell off and find another. He’d done so well at it over the years that he quit his accounting job to spend his mornings wheeling and dealing. He was happy. He was living by his wits and seemed to love it, looking more relaxed than Jack could ever remember.


	“If I come up with something better, I’ll let you know. Then you can parlay your AriPet earnings into even more. By the way, did you buy the stock through a personal account or your IRA?”


	“Uh … the IRA.”


	Another lie. Jack couldn’t have an IRA account either. Sometimes he wearied of lying to everybody, especially people he should be able to trust.


	“Good! When you don’t think you’ll be holding them long enough to qualify for capital gains, use the IRA.”


	He knew what his father was up to. Dad figured that as an appliance repairman Jack would wind up depending on Social Security after he retired, and nobody could live off that. He was trying to help his prodigal son build up a nest egg for his old age.


	They pulled into the lot by the two municipal courts. Both were occupied.


	“Guess we’re out of luck.”


	Dad waved a slip of paper. “No worry. This says court two is reserved for us between ten and eleven.”


	While Jack fished in the back seat for his new racquet and the can of balls, his father went over to the couple who now occupied court two. The fellow was grumpily packing up their gear as Jack arrived. The girl—she looked to be about nineteen—glared at him as she sipped from a half-pint container of chocolate milk.


	“Guess it’s who you know instead of who got here first.”


	Jack tried a friendly smile. “No. Just who thinks ahead and gets a reservation.”


	She shrugged. “It’s a rich man’s sport. Should’ve known better than to try to take it up.”


	“Let’s not turn this into a class war, shall we?”


	“Who? Me?” she said with an innocent smile. “I wouldn’t think of it.”


	With that she poured the rest of her chocolate milk onto the court just behind the baseline.


	Jack set his teeth and turned his back on her. What he really wanted to do was see if she could swallow a tennis racquet. He relaxed a little as he began to rally with his father. Jack’s tennis game had long since stabilized at a level of mediocrity he felt he could live with.


	He was feeling fit today; he liked the balance of the racquet, the way the ball came off the strings, but the knowledge that there was a puddle of souring chocolate milk somewhere behind him on the asphalt rippled his concentration.


	“You’re taking your eye off the ball!” Dad called from the other end of the court after Jack’s third wild shot in a row.


	I know!


	The last thing he needed now was a tennis lesson. He concentrated fully on the next ball, backpedaling, watching it all the way up to his racquet strings. He threw his body into the forehand shot, giving it as much topspin as he could to make it go low over the net and kick when it bounced. Suddenly his right foot was slipping. He went down in a spray of warm chocolate milk.


	Across the net, his father returned the ball with a drop shot that rolled dead two feet from the service line. He looked at Jack and began to laugh.


	It was going to be a very long day.
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	Kolabati paced the apartment, clutching the empty bottle that had once held the rakoshi elixir, waiting for Kusum. Again and again her mind ranged over the sequence of events last night. First, her brother disappeared from the reception; then the rakosh odor at Jack’s apartment and the eyes he said he’d seen. There had to be a link between Kusum and the rakoshi. And she was determined to find it. But first she had to find Kusum and keep track of him. Where did he go at night?


	The morning wore on. By noon, when she had begun to fear he would not show up at all, she heard the sound of his key in the door.


	Kusum entered, looking tired and preoccupied. He glanced up and saw her.


	“Bati. I thought you’d be with your American lover.”


	“I’ve been waiting all morning for you.”


	“Why? Have you thought of a new way to torment me since last night?”


	This wasn’t going the way Kolabati wanted. She’d planned a rational discussion with her brother. To this end, she’d dressed in a long-sleeved, high-collared white blouse and baggy white slacks.


	“No one has tormented you,” she said with a small smile and a placating tone. “At least not intentionally.”


	He made a guttural sound. “I sincerely doubt that.”


	“The world is changing. I’ve learned to change with it. So must you.”


	“Certain things never change.”


	He started toward his room. Kolabati had to stop him before he locked himself away in there.


	“That is true. I have one of those unchanging things in my hand.”


	Kusum stopped and looked at her. She held up the bottle, watching his face closely. His expression registered nothing but puzzlement. If he recognized the bottle, he hid it well.


	“I’m in no mood for games, Bati.”


	“I assure you, my brother, this is no game.” She removed the top and held the bottle out to him. “Tell me if you recognize the odor.”


	Kusum took the bottle and held it under his long nose. His eyes widened.


	“This cannot be! It’s impossible!”


	“You can’t deny the testament of your senses.”


	He glared at her. “First you embarrass me, now you try to make a fool of me as well!”


	“It was in Jack’s apartment last night!”


	Kusum held it up to his nose again. Shaking his head, he went to an overstuffed couch nearby and sank into it.


	“I don’t understand this,” he said in a tired voice.


	Kolabati seated herself opposite him. “Of course you do.”


	His head snapped up, his eyes challenging her. “Are you calling me a liar?”


	Kolabati looked away. Rakoshi were in New York. Kusum was in New York. She could imagine no circumstances under which these two facts could exist independently of each other. Yet she sensed that now was not the right time to let Kusum know how certain she was of his involvement. He was already on guard. Any more signs of suspicion on her part and he would shut her out completely.


	“What am I supposed to think?” she told him. “Are we not Keepers? The only Keepers?”


	“But you saw the egg. How can you doubt me?”


	She heard a note of pleading in his voice, of a man who wanted very much to be believed. He was so convincing. Kolabati was sorely tempted to take his word.


	“Then explain to me what you smell in that bottle.”


	Kusum shrugged. “A hoax. An elaborate, foul hoax.”


	“Kusum, they were there! Last night and the night before as well!”


	“Listen to me.” He rose and stood over her. “Did you ever actually see a rakosh these last two nights?”


	“No, but there was the odor. No mistaking that.”


	“I don’t doubt there was an odor, but an odor can be faked—”


	“There was something there!”


	“—and so we’re left with only your impressions. Nothing tangible.”


	“Isn’t that bottle in your hand tangible enough?”


	Kusum handed it to her. “An interesting imitation. It almost had me fooled, but I’m quite sure it’s not genuine. By the way, what happened to the contents?”


	“Poured down a sewer.”


	His expression remained bland. “Too bad. I could have had it analyzed and perhaps we could learn who is perpetrating this hoax. I want to know that before I do another thing.”


	“Why would someone go to all the trouble?”


	His gaze penetrated her. “A political enemy, perhaps. One who has uncovered our secret.”


	Kolabati felt the clutch of fear at her throat. She shook it off. Absurd! Kusum was behind it all. She was sure of it. But for a moment there he almost had her believing him.


	“That isn’t possible!”


	He pointed to the bottle in her hand. “A few moments ago I would have said the same about that.”


	Kolabati continued to play along. “What do we do?”


	“We find out who is behind this.” He started for the door. “And I will begin right now.”


	“I’ll come with you.”


	He paused. “No. You’d better wait here. I’m expecting an important call on Consulate business. That is why I came home. You must wait here and take the message for me.”


	“All right. But won’t you need me?”


	“If I do, I will call you. And do not follow me—you know what happened last time.”


	Kolabati allowed him to leave. She watched through the peephole in the apartment door until he entered the elevator. As soon as the doors slid closed behind him, she ran into the hall and pressed the button for the second elevator. It opened a moment later and took her down to the lobby in time to see Kusum stroll out the front entrance of the building.


	This will be easy, she thought. She should have no problem trailing a tall, slender, one-armed Indian through midtown Manhattan.


	Excitement spurred her on. At last she would find where Kusum spent his time. And there, she was quite sure, she would find what should not be. She still did not see how it was possible, but all the evidence pointed to the existence of rakoshi in New York. And despite all his protests to the contrary, Kusum was involved.


	Staying half a block behind, she followed him down Fifth Avenue to Central Park South with no trouble. The going became rougher after that. Sunday shoppers were out in force and the sidewalks became congested. Still she managed to keep him in view until he entered Rockefeller Plaza. She’d been here once in the winter when the area had been mobbed with ice skaters and Christmas shoppers wandering about the huge Christmas tree. Today there was a different kind of crowd, but no less dense. A jazz group was playing imitation Coltrane and every few feet men with pushcarts sold fruit, candy, or balloons. Instead of ice skating, people were milling about or taking in the sun with their shirts off.


	Kusum was nowhere to be seen.


	Kolabati frantically pushed her way through the crowd. She circled the dry, sun-drenched ice rink. Kusum was gone. He must have spotted her and ducked into a cab or down a subway entrance.


	She stood amid the happy, carefree crowd, biting her lower lip, so frustrated she wanted to cry.
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	Gia picked up the phone on the third ring. A soft, accented voice asked to speak to Mrs. Paton.


	“Who shall I say is calling?”


	“Kusum Bahkti.”


	She thought the voice sounded familiar. “Oh, Mr. Bahkti. This is Gia DiLauro. We met last night.”


	“Miss DiLauro—a pleasure to speak to you again. May I say you looked very beautiful last night.”


	“Yes, you may. As often as you wish.” As he laughed politely, Gia said, “Wait a second and I’ll get Nellie.”


	Gia was in the third floor hall. Nellie was downstairs in the library watching one of those public affairs panels that dominate Sunday television. Shouting down to her seemed more appropriate to a tenement than a Sutton Square townhouse. Especially when an Indian diplomat was on the phone. So Gia hurried down to the first floor.


	As she descended the stairs she told herself that Mr. Bahkti was a good lesson on not trusting one’s first impressions. She had disliked him immediately, yet he’d turned out to be quite a nice man. She smiled grimly. No one should count on her as much of a judge of character. She’d thought Richard Westphalen charming enough to marry, and look how he’d turned out. And after that there had been Jack. Not an impressive track record.


	Nellie took the call from her seat in front of the TV. As the older woman spoke to Mr. Bahkti, Gia turned her attention to the screen where the Secretary of State was being grilled by a panel of reporters.


	“Such a nice man,” Nellie said as she hung up. She was chewing on something.


	“Seems to be. What did he want?”


	“He said he wished to order some Black Magic for himself and wanted to know where I got it. The Divine Obsession, wasn’t it?”


	“Yes.” Gia had committed the address to memory. “In London.”


	“That’s what I told him.” Nellie giggled. “He was so cute. He wanted me to taste one and tell him if it was as good as I remembered. So I did. They’re lovely! I think I’ll have another.” She held up the dish. “Do help yourself.”


	Gia shook her head. “No, thanks. With Vicky allergic to it, I’ve kept it out of the house for so long I’ve lost my taste for it.”


	“That’s a shame,” Nellie said, holding another between a thumb and forefinger with her pinkie raised and taking a dainty bite out of it. “These are simply lovely.”
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	Match point at the Mount Holly Lawn Tennis Club:


	Jack was drenched with sweat. He and his father had scraped through the first elimination on a tiebreaker: 6–4, 3–6, 7–6. After a few hours of rest they started the second round. The father-son team they now faced was much younger—the father only slightly older than Jack, and the son no more than twelve. But they could play. Jack and his father won only one game in the first set; but the easy victory must have lulled their opponents into a false sense of security because they made a number of unforced errors in the second set and lost it 4–6.


	So with one set apiece it was now 4–5 with Jack behind in his serve: deuce with the advantage to the receiver.


	Jack’s right shoulder was on fire. He’d been putting everything he had into his serves but the pair facing him across the net had returned every single one. This was it. If he lost this point, the match was over and he and Dad would be out of the tournament. Which would not break Jack’s heart. If they won it meant he’d have to return next Sunday. As much as he didn’t relish that thought, he wasn’t going to throw the match. His father had a right to one hundred percent and that was what he was going to get.


	He faced the boy. For three sets now Jack had been trying to find a weakness in the kid’s game. The twelve-year-old had a topspin forehand, a flat, two-handed backhand, and a blistering serve. Jack’s only hope lay in the kid’s short legs, which made him relatively slow, but he hit so many winners that Jack had been unable to take advantage of it.


	Jack served to the kid’s backhand and charged the net, hoping to take a weak return and put it away. The return came back strong, forcing Jack into a weak volley to the father who slammed it up the alley to Jack’s left. Without thinking, Jack shifted the racquet to his left hand and lunged. He made the return, but then the kid passed Dad up the other alley.


	The boy’s father came up to the net and shook Jack’s hand.


	“Good game. If your Dad had your speed he’d be club champ.” He turned to Jack’s father. “Look at him, Tom—not even breathing hard. And did you see that last shot of his? That left-handed volley? You trying to slip a ringer in on us?”


	His father smiled. “You can tell by his ground strokes he’s no ringer. But I never knew he was ambidextrous.”


	They all shook hands, and as the other pair walked off, Jack’s father looked at him.


	“I’ve been watching you all day. You’re in good shape.”


	“I try to stay healthy.” His father was a shrewd cookie and Jack was uncomfortable under the scrutiny.


	“You move fast. Damn fast. Faster than any appliance repairman I’ve ever known.”


	Jack coughed. “What say we have a beer or two. I’m buying.”


	“Your money’s no good here. Only members can sign for drinks. So the beer’s on me.” They began to walk toward the clubhouse. His father was shaking his head. “I’ve got to say, Jack, you really surprised me today.”


	Gia’s hurt and angry face popped into Jack’s mind.


	“I’m full of surprises.”
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	Kusum could wait no longer. He had watched sunset come and go, hurling orange fire against the myriad empty windows of the Sunday-silent office towers. He had seen darkness creep over the city with agonizing slowness. And now, with the moon rising above the skyscrapers, night finally ruled.


	Time for the Mother to take her youngling on the hunt.


	Though not yet midnight, Kusum felt it safe to let them go. Sunday night was a relatively quiet time in Manhattan. The stores closed early, the theaters had no evening performances, and most people were home, resting in anticipation of the coming week.


	The Paton woman would be taken tonight, of that he was certain. Kolabati had unwittingly cleared the way by taking the bottle of rakoshi elixir from Jack and disposing of its contents. And had not the Paton woman eaten one of the treated chocolates as she spoke to him on the phone this morning?


	Tonight he would be one step closer to fulfilling the vow. He would follow the same procedures with the Paton woman as he had with her nephew and her sister. Once she was in his power, he would reveal to her the origin of the Westphalen fortune and allow her a day to reflect on her ancestor’s atrocities.


	Tomorrow evening her life would be offered to Kali, and she would be given over to the rakoshi.
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	Good gracious, what is that smell?


	Nellie had never thought one could be awakened by an odor, but this …


	She lifted her head from the pillow and sniffed the air in the darkened room … a carrion odor. Warm air brushed by her. The French doors out to the balcony were ajar. She could have sworn they’d been closed all day, what with the air conditioner going. But that had to be where the odor was coming from. It smelled as if some dog had unearthed a dead animal in the garden directly below the balcony.


	Nellie sensed movement by the doors. No doubt the breeze on the curtains. Still …


	She pulled herself up, reaching for her glasses. She found them and held them up to her eyes without bothering to fit the end pieces over her ears. Even then she wasn’t sure what she saw.


	A dark shape was moving toward her as swiftly and as soundlessly as a puff of smoke in the wind. It couldn’t be real. A nightmare, a hallucination, an optical illusion—nothing so big and solid looking could move so smoothly and silently.


	But no illusion about the odor that became progressively worse with the shadow’s approach.


	Nellie was suddenly terrified. This was no dream! She opened her mouth to scream but a cold, clammy hand sealed itself over the lower half of her face before a sound could escape.


	The hand was huge, it was incredibly foul, and it was not human.


	In a violent spasm of terror, she struggled against whatever held her. It was like fighting the tide. Bright colors began to explode before her eyes as she fought for air. Soon the explosions blotted out everything else. And then she saw no more.
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	Vicky lay awake, shivering under the sheet. Not from cold but from the dream she’d just lived through in which Mr. Grape-grabber had kidnapped Ms. Jelliroll and was trying to bake her in a pie.


	With her heart pounding in her throat she peered through the darkness at the night table next to the bed. Moonlight filtered through the curtains on the window to her left, enough to reveal Ms. Jelliroll and Mr. Grape-grabber resting peacefully where she’d left them. Nothing to worry about. Just a dream. Anyway, didn’t the package say that Mr. Grape-grabber was Ms. Jelliroll’s “friendly rival”? And he didn’t want Ms. Jelliroll herself for his jams, just her grapes.


	Still, Vicky trembled. She rolled over and clung to her mother. This was the part she liked best about staying here at Aunt Nellie’s and Aunt Grace’s—she got to sleep with Mommy. Back at the apartment she had her own room and had to sleep alone. When she got scared from a dream or during a storm she could always run in and huddle with Mommy, but most of the time she had to keep to her own bed.


	She tried to go back to sleep but found it impossible. Visions of the tall, lanky Mr. Grape-grabber putting Ms. Jelliroll into a pot and cooking her along with her grapes kept popping into her head. Finally, she let go of her mother and turned over to face the window.


	The moon was out. She wondered if it was full. She liked to look at its face. Slipping out of bed, she went to the window and parted the curtains. The moon was almost to the top of the sky, and nearly full. Its smiling face made everything so bright. Almost like daytime.


	With the air conditioner on and the windows closed against the heat, all the outside sounds were blocked out. Everything was so still and quiet out there, like a picture.


	She looked down at her playhouse roof, white with moonlight. It looked so small from up here on the third floor.


	Something moved in the shadows below. Something tall and dark and angular, manlike yet very unmanlike. It moved across the backyard with a fluid motion, a shadow among the shadows, looking as if it was carrying something. And there seemed to be another of its kind waiting for it by the wall. The second one looked up and seemed to be gazing right at her with glowing yellow eyes. They had hunger in them … hunger for her.


	Vicky’s blood congealed in her veins. She wanted to leap back into bed with her mother but could not move. All she could do was stand there and scream.
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	Gia awoke on her feet after a moment of complete disorientation with no idea where she was or what she was doing. The room was dark, a child was screaming, and she could hear her own terror-filled voice shouting a garbled version of Vicky’s name.


	Frantic thoughts raced through her slowly awakening mind.


	Where’s Vicky … the bed’s empty … where’s Vicky? She could hear her but couldn’t see her. Where in God’s name is Vicky?


	She stumbled to the switch by the door and turned on the light. The sudden glare blinded Gia for an instant, and then she saw Vicky standing by the window, still screaming. She ran over and lifted the child against her.


	“It’s all right, Vicky! It’s all right!”


	The screaming stopped but not the trembling. Gia held her tighter, trying to absorb Vicky’s shudders into her own body. Finally the child was calm, only an occasional sob escaping from where she had her face buried between Gia’s breasts.


	Night horrors. Vicky had had them frequently during her fifth year, but only rarely since. Gia knew how to handle them: Wait until Vicky was fully awake and then talk to her softly and reassuringly.


	“Just a dream, honey. That’s all. Just a dream.”


	“No! It wasn’t a dream!” Vicky lifted her tear-streaked face. “It was Mr. Grape-grabber! I saw him!”


	“Just a dream, Vicky.”


	“He was stealing Ms. Jelliroll!”


	“No, he wasn’t. They’re both right behind you.” She turned Vicky around and faced her toward the night table. “See?”


	“But he was outside by the playhouse! I saw him!”


	Gia didn’t like the sound of that. No one was supposed to be in the backyard.


	“Let’s take a look. I’ll turn out the light so we can see better.”


	Vicky’s face twisted in sudden panic. “Don’t turn out the lights! Please don’t!”


	“Okay. I’ll leave them on. But there’s nothing to worry about. I’m right here.”


	They both pressed their faces against the glass and cupped their hands around their eyes to shut off the glare from the room light. Gia quickly scanned the yard, praying she wouldn’t see anything.


	Everything was as they’d left it. Nothing moved. The backyard was empty. Gia sighed with relief and put her arm around Vicky.


	“See? Everything’s fine. It was a dream. You just thought you saw Mr. Grape-grabber.”


	“But I did!”


	“Dreams can be very real, honey. And you know Mr. Grape-grabber is just a doll. He can only do what you want him to. He can’t do a single thing on his own.”


	Vicky said no more but Gia sensed that she remained unconvinced.


	That settles it, she thought. Vicky’s been here long enough.


	The child needed her friends—real, live, flesh-and-blood friends. With nothing else to occupy her time, she’d been getting too involved with these dolls. Now they were even in her dreams.


	“What do you say we go home tomorrow? I think we’ve stayed here long enough.”


	“I like it here. And Aunt Nellie will be lonely.”


	“She’ll have Eunice back in the morning. And besides, I have to get back to my work.”


	“Can’t we stay a little longer?”


	“We’ll see.”


	Vicky pouted. “‘We’ll see.’ Whenever you say ‘we’ll see’ it ends up meaning ‘no.’”


	“Not always,” Gia said with a laugh, knowing that Vicky was right. The child was getting too sharp for her. “But we’ll see. Okay?”


	Reluctantly: “Okay.”


	She put Vicky back between the covers. As she went to the door to switch off the light she thought of Nellie in the bedroom below. She could not imagine anyone sleeping through Vicky’s screams, yet Nellie had not called up to ask what was wrong. Gia turned on the hall light and leaned over the banister. Nellie’s door was open and her bedroom dark. It didn’t seem possible she could still be asleep.


	Uneasy now, Gia started down the stairs.


	“Where’re you going, Mommy?” Vicky asked with a frightened voice from the bed.


	“Just down to Aunt Nellie’s room for a second. I’ll be right back.”


	Poor Vicky, she thought. She really got a scare.


	Gia stood at Nellie’s door. All was dark and still within. Nothing out of the ordinary except an odor … a faint whiff of putrefaction. Nothing to fear, yet she was afraid. Hesitantly, she tapped on the doorjamb.


	“Nellie?”


	No answer.


	“Nellie, are you all right?”


	When only silence answered, she reached inside the door, found the light switch, but hesitated, afraid of what she might find. Nellie wasn’t young. What if she’d died in her sleep? She seemed to be in good health, but you never knew. And that odor, faint as it was, made her think of death. Finally she could wait no longer. She flipped the switch.


	The bed was empty. It obviously had been slept in—the pillow was rumpled, the covers pulled down—but no sign of Nellie. Gia stepped around to the far side, walking as if she expected something to rise out of the rug and attack her. No Nellie lying on the floor. Gia turned to the bathroom. It stood open and empty.


	Frightened now, she ran downstairs, going from room to room, turning on all the lights in each, calling Nellie’s name over and over. She headed back upstairs, checking Grace’s empty room on the second floor, and the other guest room on the third.


	Empty. All empty.


	Nellie was gone—just like Grace!


	Gia stood in the hall, shivering, fighting panic, unsure of what to do. She and Vicky were alone in a house from which people disappeared without a sound or a trace.


	Vicky!


	Gia rushed to their bedroom. The light was still on. Vicky lay curled up under the sheet, sound asleep. Thank God! She sagged against the door frame, relieved yet still afraid. What to do now? She went out to the phone on the hall table. She had Jack’s number and he’d said to call if she needed him. But he was in South Jersey and couldn’t be here for hours. Gia wanted somebody here now. She didn’t want to stay alone with Vicky in this house for a minute longer than she had to.


	With a trembling finger she dialed 911 for the police.
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	“You still renting in the city?”


	Jack nodded. “Yep.”


	His father grimaced and shook his head. “That’s like throwing your money away.”


	Jack had changed into the shirt and slacks he’d brought along, and now they were back at the house after a late, leisurely dinner at a Mount Holly seafood restaurant. They sat in the living room sipping Jack Daniel’s in near-total darkness, the only light washing in from the adjoining dining room.


	“You’re right, Dad. No argument there.”


	“I know houses are ridiculously expensive these days, and a guy in your position really doesn’t need one, but how about a condo? Get hold of something you can build up equity in.”


	Not a new subject. Dad would go on about the tax benefits of owning your own home while Jack lied and hedged, unable to say that tax deductions were irrelevant to a man who didn’t pay them.


	“I don’t know why you stay in that city, Jack. Not only have you got federal and state taxes, but the goddamn city sticks its hand in your pocket, too.”


	“My business is there.”


	His father stood up and took both glasses into the dining room for refills.


	When they’d returned to the house after dinner, he hadn’t asked Jack what he wanted; he’d simply poured a couple of fingers on the rocks and handed him one. Jack didn’t know how many glasses they’d had since the first.


	Jack closed his eyes and absorbed the feel of the house. He’d grown up here. He knew every crack in the walls, every squeaky step, every hiding place. This living room had been so big then; now it seemed tiny. He could still remember that man in the next room carrying him around the house on his shoulders when he was five. And when he was older they’d played catch out in the backyard. Jack had been the youngest of the three kids. There’d been something special between his father and him. They used to go everywhere together on weekends, and whenever he had the chance, Dad would float a little propaganda toward him. Not lectures really, but a pitch on getting into a profession when he grew up. He worked on all the kids that way, telling them how much better it was to be your own boss rather than be like him and have to work for somebody else. They’d been close then. Not any more. Now they were like acquaintances … near-friends … almost-relatives.


	His father handed him the glass of fresh ice and sour mash, then returned to his seat.


	“Why don’t you move down here?”


	“Dad—”


	“Hear me out. I’m doing better than I ever dreamed. I could take you in with me and show you how it’s done. You could take some business courses and learn the ropes. And while you’re going to school I could manage a portfolio for you to pay your expenses. ‘Earn while you learn,’ as the saying goes.”


	Jack was silent. His body felt leaden, his mind sluggish. Too much Jack Daniel’s? Or the weight of all those years of lying? He knew Dad’s bottom line: He wanted his youngest to finish college and establish himself in some sort of respectable field. Jack’s brother was a judge in Philly, his sister a pediatrician in Trenton. What was Jack? In his father’s eyes he was a college dropout with no drive, no goals, no ambition, no wife, no children; someone who was going to drift through life putting very little in and getting very little out, leaving no trace or evidence that he’d even passed through.


	In short: a failure.


	That hurt. Like most sons, he wanted his father to be proud of him. Dad’s disappointment was like a festering sore that tainted their already attenuated relationship, making Jack want to avoid a man he’d always loved and respected.


	He was tempted to lay it out for him—put all the lies aside and tell him what his son really did for a living.


	Alarmed at the trend of his thoughts, Jack straightened in his chair and got a grip on himself. That was the Jack Daniel’s talking. Leveling with his father would accomplish nothing. First off, he wouldn’t believe it; and if he did, he wouldn’t understand; and if he believed and understood, he’d be horrified … just like Gia.


	“You like what you’re doing, don’t you, Dad?” he said finally.


	“Yes. Very much. And you would, too, if—”


	“I don’t think so.”


	After all, what was his father making besides money? He was buying and selling, but he wasn’t producing anything. Jack didn’t mention this—it would only start an argument. The guy was happy, and the only thing that kept him from being completely at peace with himself was his youngest son. If Jack could have helped him there he would have. But he couldn’t.


	“I like what I’m doing. Can’t we leave it at that?”


	Dad said nothing.


	The phone rang. He went into the kitchen to answer it. A moment later he came out again.


	“It’s for you. A woman. She sounds upset.”


	The lethargy that had been slipping over Jack suddenly dropped away. Only Gia had this number. He pushed himself out of the chair and hurried to the phone.


	“Nellie’s gone, Jack!”


	“Where?”


	“Gone! Disappeared! Just like Grace! Remember Grace? She was the one you were supposed to find instead of going to diplomatic receptions with your Indian lady friend.”


	“Calm down will you? Did you call the cops?”


	“They’re on their way.”


	“I’ll see you after they leave.”


	“Don’t bother. I just wanted you to know what a good job you’ve done!”


	She hung up.


	“Something the matter?” his father asked.


	“Yeah. A friend’s been hurt.” Another lie. But what was one more added to the mountain he’d told over the years? “Gotta get back to the city.” They shook hands. “Thanks. It’s been great. Let’s do it again soon.”


	He had his racquet and was out to his car before Dad could warn him about driving after all those drinks. He was fully alert now. Gia’s call had evaporated all effects of the alcohol.


	Jack was in a foul mood as he drove up the turnpike. He’d really blown this one. It hadn’t even occurred to him that if one sister disappeared, the other might do the same. He wanted to push the car to eighty but didn’t dare.


	At least the traffic was light. No trucks. The night was clear. The near-full moon hanging over the road was flat on one edge, like a grapefruit someone had dropped and left on the floor too long.


	As he passed Exit 6 and approached the spot where his mother had been killed, his thoughts began to flow backward in time. He rarely permitted that. He preferred to keep them focused on the present and the future; the past was dead and gone. But in his present state of mind he allowed himself to remember a snowy winter night almost a month after his mother’s death …
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	He’d been watching the fatal overpass every night, sometimes in the open, sometimes in the bushes. The January wind had frosted his face, chapped his lips, numbed his fingers and toes. Still he waited. Cars passed, people passed, time passed, but no one threw anything off.


	February came. A few days after the official groundhog had supposedly seen its shadow and returned to its burrow for another six weeks of winter, it snowed. An inch lay on the ground already and at least half a dozen more predicted. Jack stood on the overpass looking at the thinning southbound traffic slushing along beneath him. He was cold, tired, and ready to call it a night.


	As he turned to go he saw a figure hesitantly approaching through the snow. Continuing his turning motion, Jack bent, scooped up some wet snow, packed it into a ball, and lobbed it over the cyclone fencing to drop on a car below. After two more snowballs, he glanced again at the figure and saw it was approaching more confidently now. Jack stopped his bombardment and stared at the traffic as if waiting for the newcomer to pass. But he didn’t. He stopped next to Jack.


	“Whatcha putting in them?”


	Jack looked at him. “Putting in what?”


	“The snowballs.”


	“Get lost.”


	The guy laughed. “Hey, it’s all right. Help yourself.” He held out a handful of walnut-sized rocks.


	Jack sneered. “If I wanted to throw rocks, I could sure as hell do better’n those.”


	“This is just for starters.”


	The newcomer, who said his name was Ed, laid his stones atop the guardrail and together they formed new snowballs with rocky cores. Then Ed showed him a spot where the fencing could be stretched out over the road to allow room for a more direct shot … a space big enough to slip a cinder block through. Jack managed to hit the tops of trucks with his rock-centered snowballs or miss completely. But Ed landed a good share of his dead center on oncoming windshields.


	Jack watched his face as he threw. Not much was visible under the knitted cap pulled down to pale eyebrows, or above the navy peacoat collar turned up around his fuzzy cheeks, but a wild light flared in Ed’s eyes as he threw his snowballs. And he smiled as he saw them smash against the windshields. He was getting a real thrill out of this.


	That didn’t mean Ed was the one who’d dropped that cinder block. He could be just another one of a million petty terrorists who got their jollies destroying or disfiguring something that belonged to someone else. But what he was doing was potentially deadly. The impact of one of his special snowballs—even if it didn’t shatter the windshield—could cause a driver to swerve or slam on his brakes. And that could be lethal on the slippery asphalt.


	Either that had never crossed Ed’s mind, or it was what had brought him out tonight.


	Could be him.


	Jack fought to think clearly. Had to find out. Had to be absolutely sure.


	Jack made a disgusted noise. “Fucking waste of time. I don’t think we cracked even one.” He turned to go. “See ya.”


	“Hey!” Ed said, grabbing his arm. “I said we’re just getting started.”


	“This is diddley-shit.”


	“Follow me. I’m a pro at this.”


	Ed led him down the road to where a 280-Z was parked. He opened the trunk and pointed to an icy cinder block wedged up against the spare tire.


	“You call that diddley-shit?”


	It took all of Jack’s will to keep from leaping on Ed and tearing out his throat with his teeth. Had to be sure. Jack’s plan left no room for error. No going back later and apologizing for making a mistake.


	“I call that big trouble,” Jack managed to say. “You’ll get the heat down on you somethin’ awful.”


	“Naw! I dropped one of these bombs last month. You shoulda seen it—perfect shot! Right in somebody’s lap!”


	Jack felt himself begin to shake. “Hurt bad?”


	Ed shrugged. “Who knows? I didn’t hang around to find out.” He barked a laugh. “I just wish I coulda been there to see the look on their faces when that thing came through the windshield. Blam! Can you see it?”


	“Yeah,” Jack said. “I can see it.”


	As Ed leaned over to grab the block, Jack slammed the trunk lid down on his head. Ed yelled and tried to straighten up but Jack slammed him again. And again. He kept on slamming it until Ed stopped moving. Then he ran to the bushes where twenty feet of heavy-duty rope had lain hidden for the past month.


				*

	


	
“Wake up!”


	Jack had tied Ed’s hands behind his back. He’d cut a large opening in the cyclone wire. He now held him seated on the top rung of the guardrail over the south side of the overpass. A rope ran from Ed’s ankles to the base of one of the guard rail supports. Ed’s legs dangled over the southbound lanes.


	Jack rubbed snow in Ed’s face.


	“Wake up!”


	Ed sputtered and shook his head. His eyes opened. He looked dully at Jack, then around him. He looked down and stiffened. Panic flashed in his eyes.


	“Hey! What—?”


	“You’re dead, Ed. Ed is dead. It rhymes, Ed. That’s ’cause it’s meant to be.”


	Jack was barely in control. He would look back in later years and know what he was doing was crazy. A car could have come down the road and along the overpass at any time, or someone in the northbound lanes could have looked up and spotted them through the heavy snow. But good sense had fled along with mercy, compassion, and forgiveness.


	This man had to die.


	Jack had decided that after talking to the State Police after his mother’s funeral. It had been clear then that even if they learned the name of whoever had dropped the cinder block, without an eyewitness to the incident or a full confession freely given in the presence of the defendant’s attorney, he’d walk.


	Jack refused to accept that. The killer had to die—not just any way, but Jack’s way. He had to know he was going to die. And why.


	Jack’s voice sounded flat in his ears, and as cold as the snow drifting out of the featureless night sky.


	“You know whose lap your ‘bomb’ landed in last month, Ed? My mother’s. You know what? She’s dead. A lady who never hurt anyone in her whole life was riding along minding her own business and you killed her. Now she’s dead and you’re alive. What’s wrong with that picture, Ed?”


	He took bleak satisfaction from the growing horror in Ed’s face.


	“Hey, look! It wasn’t me! Wasn’t me, I swear!”


	“Too late, Ed. You already told me it was.”


	Ed let out a scream as he slid off the guardrail, but Jack held him by the back of his coat until his tied feet found purchase on the ledge.


	“Please don’t do this! I’m sorry! It was an accident! I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt! I’ll do anything to make it up! Anything!”


	“Anything? Good. Don’t move.”


	Together they stood over the right southbound lane, Jack inside the guardrail, Ed outside. Both watched the traffic roar out from beneath the overpass and flee down the turnpike. With his hand gripping the collar of Ed’s peacoat to steady him, Jack glanced over his shoulder at the oncoming traffic.


	With the continuing snowfall, the traffic had slowed and thinned. The left lane had built up an accumulation of slush and no one was using it, but plenty of cars and trucks remained in the middle and right lanes, most doing forty-five or fifty. Jack saw the headlights and clearance lights of a tractor-semitrailer approaching down the right lane. As it neared the overpass he gave a gentle shove.


	Ed toppled forward slowly, gracefully, his bleat of terror rising briefly above the noise of the traffic echoing from below. Jack had measured the rope carefully. Ed fell feet first until the rope ran out of slack, then his body snapped downward. Ed’s head and upper torso swung over the cab of the oncoming truck and smashed against the leading edge of the trailer with a solid thunk! His body bounced and dragged limply along the length of the trailer top, then swung into the air, a piñata spinning and swaying crazily on its string.


	The truck kept going, its driver probably blaming the noise on a clump of wet snow that had shaken loose from the overpass. Another truck came rolling down the lane but Jack didn’t wait for the second impact.


	He walked to Ed’s car and removed the cinder block from the trunk. He threw it into a field as he walked the mile farther down the road to his own car.


	No connection to his mother’s death, no connection to him.


	Over.


	Done.


	He went home and put himself to bed, secure in the belief that starting tomorrow he could pick up his life again where he’d left off.


	He was wrong.


	He slept into the afternoon of the following day. When he awoke, the enormity of what he’d done descended with the weight of the earth itself. He’d killed. More than killed: He’d executed another man.


	He was tempted to cop an insanity plea, say it hadn’t been him up there on the overpass but a monster wearing his skin. Someone else had been in control.


	It wouldn’t wash. It hadn’t been someone else. It had been him. Jack. No one else. And he hadn’t been in a fog or a fugue or consumed by a red haze of rage. He remembered every detail, every word, every move with crystal clarity.


	No guilt. No remorse. That was the truly frightening part: The realization that if he could go back and relive those moments he wouldn’t change a thing.


	He knew that afternoon as he sat hunched on the edge of the bed that his life would never be the same. The young man in the mirror today was not the same one he’d seen there yesterday. Everything looked subtly different. The angles and curves of his surroundings hadn’t changed; faces and architecture and geography all stayed topographically the same. But someone had shifted the lighting. Shadows lurked where once there had been light.


	Jack returned to Rutgers but college no longer seemed to make any sense. He could sit and laugh and drink with his friends, but he no longer felt a part of them. He was one step removed. He could still see and hear them, but could no longer touch them, as if a glass wall had risen between him and everyone he thought he knew.


	He searched for a way to make some sense of it all. He went through the existentialist canon, devouring Camus and Sartre and Kierkegaard. Camus seemed to know the questions Jack was asking, but he gave no answers.


	Jack started flunking courses. He drifted away from his friends. Finally he saw no point in continuing the charade. He took all his savings and disappeared without telling anyone, including his family—especially his family—where he was going. He moved to New York where he took odd jobs to survive, and made contacts, started getting fix-it work with a gradually escalating level of danger and violence. He learned how to pick locks and pick the right gun and ammo for any given situation, how to break into a house and break an arm. He’d been there ever since.


	Everyone, including his father, blamed the change on the death of his mother. In a very roundabout way, they were right.
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	The overpass receded in his rearview mirror, and with it the memory of that night.


	Jack wiped his sweaty palms against his slacks. He wondered where he’d be and what he’d be doing now if Ed had dropped that cinder block a half second earlier or later, bouncing it harmlessly off the hood or roof of his folks’ car. Half a second would have meant the difference between life and death for his mother—and for Ed. Jack would have finished school, had a regular job by now, with regular hours, and maybe even a wife and kids. Stability, identity, security.


	And he’d be able to drive under that overpass without reliving two deaths.


	Jack came through the Lincoln Tunnel and headed directly cross town. He drove past Sutton Square and saw a blue-and-white unit parked outside Nellie’s townhouse. After making a U-turn under the bridge, he drove back down to the mid-Fifties and parked near a hydrant on Sutton Place South. He waited and watched. Before too long he saw the blue-and-white pull out and head uptown. He cruised around until he found a working pay phone and used it to call Nellie’s.


	“Hello?” Gia’s voice was tense, expectant.


	“It’s Jack, Gia. Everything okay?”


	“No.” She seemed to relax. Now she just sounded tired.


	“Police gone?”


	“Just left.”


	“I’m coming over—that is, if you don’t mind.”


	Jack expected an argument and some abuse; instead, Gia said, “No, I don’t mind.”


	“Be there in a minute.”


	He got back into the car, pulled the Semmerling from under the seat and strapped it to his ankle. Gia hadn’t given him an argument. She must be terrified.
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	Gia had never thought she’d be glad to see Jack again. But when she opened the door and found him standing there, it required all her reserve to keep from leaping into his arms.


	The police had been no help. In fact, the two officers who finally showed up in response to her call had acted as if she was wasting their time. They’d given the house a cursory once-over inside and out, seen no sign of forced entry, hung around asking a few questions, then they’d gone, leaving her alone with Vicky in this big empty house.


	Jack stepped into the foyer. For a moment it seemed he would lift his arms and hold them out to her. Instead, he turned and closed the door behind him. He looked tired.


	“You all right?” he asked.


	“Yes. I’m fine.”


	“Vicky, too?”


	“She’s asleep.” Gia felt as ill at ease as Jack looked.


	“What happened?”


	She told him about Vicky’s nightmare and her subsequent search of the house for Nellie.


	“The police find anything?”


	“Nothing. ‘No sign of foul play,’ as they so quaintly put it. I believe they think Nellie’s gone off to meet Grace somewhere on some kind of senile lark!”


	“Is that possible?”


	Gia’s immediate reaction was anger that Jack could even consider such a thing, then realized that to someone who didn’t know Nellie and Grace the way she did, it might seem as good an explanation as any.


	“No. Utterly impossible.”


	“Okay. I’ll take your word for it. How about the alarm system?”


	“The first floor was set. As you know, they had the upper levels disconnected.”


	“So it’s the same as with Grace: The Lady Vanishes.”


	“I don’t think this is the time for cute movie references, Jack.”


	He nodded. “You’re right. Sorry. Let’s take a look at her room.”


	As Gia led him up to the second floor, she realized that for the first time since she’d seen Nellie’s empty bed, she was beginning to relax. Jack exuded competence. He had an air about him that made her feel things were finally under control here, that nothing was going to happen without his say-so.


	He wandered through Nellie’s bedroom in a seemingly nonchalant manner, but she noticed that his eyes constantly darted about, and that he never touched anything with his fingertips—with the side or back of a hand, with the flat edge of a fingernail or knuckle, but never in any way that might conceivably leave a print. All of which served as an uncomfortable reminder of Jack’s state of mind and his relationship with the law.


	He nudged the French doors open with a foot. Warm humid air swam into the room.


	“Did the cops unlock this?”


	Gia shook her head. “No. It wasn’t even latched, just closed over.”


	Jack stepped out onto the tiny balcony and looked over the railing.


	“Just like Grace’s,” he said. “Did they check below?”


	“They were out there with flashlights—said there was no sign that a ladder or the like had been used.”


	“Just like Grace.” He came in and elbowed the doors closed. “Doesn’t make sense. And the oddest part is that you wouldn’t have found out she was gone until sometime tomorrow if it hadn’t been for Vicky’s nightmare.” He looked at her. “You’re sure it was a nightmare? Is it possible she heard something that woke her up and scared her and you only thought it was a nightmare?”


	“Oh, it was a nightmare, all right. She thought Mr. Grape-grabber was stealing Ms. Jelliroll.” Gia’s insides gave a small lurch as she remembered Vicky’s scream—“She even thought she saw him in the backyard.”


	Jack stiffened. “She saw someone?”


	“Not someone. Mr. Grape-grabber. Her doll.”


	“Go through it all step-by-step, from the time you awoke until you called the police.”


	“I went through it all for those two cops.”


	“Do it again for me. Please. It may be important.”


	Gia told him of awakening to Vicky’s screams, of looking out the window and seeing nothing, of going down to Nellie’s room …


	“One thing I didn’t mention to the police was the smell in the room.”


	“Perfume? Aftershave?”


	“No. A rotten smell.” Recalling the odor made her uneasy. “Putrid.”


	Jack’s face tightened. “Like a dead animal?”


	“Yes. Exactly. How did you know?”


	“Lucky guess.” He now seemed tense. He went into Nellie’s bathroom and checked all the bottles. He didn’t seem to find what he was looking for. “Did you catch that odor anywhere else in the house?”


	“No. What’s so important about an odor?”


	He turned to her. “I’m not sure. But remember what I told you this morning?”


	“You mean about not drinking anything strange like Grace’s laxative?”


	“Right. Did Nellie buy anything like that? Or did anything like it come to the house?”


	Gia thought for a moment. “No … the only thing we’ve received lately is a box of chocolates from my ex-husband.”


	“For you?”


	“Hardly! For Nellie. They’re her favorite. Seem to be a pretty popular brand. Nellie mentioned them to your Indian lady’s brother last night.” Was that just last night? It seemed so long ago. “He called today to find out where he could order some.”


	Jack’s eyebrows rose. “Kusum?”


	“You sound surprised.”


	“Just that he doesn’t strike me as a chocolate fan. More like a brown-rice-and-water type.”


	Gia knew what he meant. Kusum had ascetic written all over him.


	As they walked back into the hall, Jack said, “What’s this Mr. Grape-grabber look like?”


	“Like a purple Snidely Whiplash. I’ll get it for you.”


	She led Jack up to the third floor and left him outside in the hall while she tiptoed over to the night table and picked up the doll.


	“Mommy?”


	Gia started at the unexpected sound. Vicky had a habit of doing that. Late at night, when she should be sound asleep, she would let her mother walk in and bend over to kiss her good night; at the last moment she would open her eyes and say, “Hi.” It was spooky sometimes.


	“Yes, honey?”


	“I heard you talking downstairs. Is Jack here?”


	Gia hesitated, but could see no way to get out of telling her.


	“Yes. But I want you to lie there and go back to—”


	Too late. Vicky was out of bed and running for the hall.


	“Jack-Jack-Jack!”


	He had her up in his arms and she was hugging him by the time Gia reached the hall.


	“Hiya, Vicks.”


	“Oh, Jack, I’m so glad you’re here! I was so scared before.”


	“So I heard. Your mommy said you had a bad dream.”


	As Vicky launched into her account of Mr. Grape-grabber’s plots against Ms. Jelliroll, Gia marveled again at the rapport between Jack and her daughter. They were like old friends. At a time like this she sorely wished Jack were a different sort of man. Vicky so needed a father. But not one whose work required guns and knives.


	Jack held his hand out to Gia for the doll. Mr. Grape-grabber was made of plastic; a lean, wiry fellow with long arms and legs, entirely purple but for his face and a black top hat. Jack studied the doll.


	“He does sort of look like Snidely Whiplash. Put a crow on his shoulder and he’d be Will Eisner’s Mr. Carrion.” He held the doll up to Vicky. “Is this the guy you thought you saw outside?”


	“Yes,” Vicky said, nodding. “Only he wasn’t wearing his hat.”


	“What was he wearing?”


	“I couldn’t see. All I could see was his eyes. They were yellow.”


	Jack started violently, almost dropping Vicky. Gia instinctively reached out a hand to catch her daughter in case she fell.


	“Jack, what’s the matter?”


	He smiled—weakly, she thought.


	“Nothing. Just a spasm in my arm from playing tennis. Gone now.” He looked at Vicky. “But about those eyes—it must have been a cat you saw. Mr. Grape-grabber doesn’t have yellow eyes.”


	Vicky nodded vigorously. “He did tonight. So did the other one.”


	Gia was watching Jack and could swear a sick look passed over his face. It worried her because it was not an expression she ever expected to see there.


	“Other one?” he said.


	“Uh-huh. Mr. Grape-grabber must have brought along a helper.”


	Jack was silent a moment, then he hefted Vicky in his arms and carried her back into the bedroom.


	“Time for sleep, Vicks. I’ll see you in the morning.”


	Vicky made some halfhearted protests as he left the bedroom, then rolled over and lay quiet as soon as Gia tucked her in.


	Jack was nowhere in sight when Gia returned to the hall. She found him downstairs in the walnut-paneled library, working on the alarm box with a tiny screwdriver.


	“What are you doing?”


	“Reconnecting the upper floors. This should have been done right after Grace disappeared. There! Now no one gets in or out without raising Cain.”


	Gia could tell he was hiding something from her.


	“What do you know?”


	“Nothing.” He continued to study the insides of the box. “Nothing that makes any sense, anyway.”


	That wasn’t what Gia wanted to hear. She wanted someone—anyone—to make some sense out of what had happened here this past week. Something Vicky said had disturbed Jack.


	“Maybe it will make sense to me.”


	“I doubt it.”


	Gia flared into anger. “I’ll be the judge of that! Vicky and I have been here most of the week and we’ll probably have to stay here a few more days in case there’s any word from Nellie. If you’ve got any information about what’s going on here, I want to hear it!”


	Jack looked at her for the first time since she’d entered the room.


	“Okay. Here it is: There’s been a rotten smell that has come and gone in my apartment for the last two nights. And last night I saw two sets of yellow eyes looking in the window of my TV room.”


	“But Jack … you’re on the third floor!”


	“They were there.”


	Gia felt something twist inside her. She sat down on the settee and shivered.


	“God! That gives me the creeps!”


	“It had to be cats.”


	Gia looked at him and knew that he didn’t believe that. She pulled her robe more tightly about her. She wished she hadn’t demanded to know what he was thinking, and wished even more that he hadn’t told her.


	“Right,” she said, playing along with the game. “Cats. Had to be.”


	Jack stretched and yawned—like a big cat—as he moved toward the center of the room. “It’s late and I’m tired. Think it’d be all right if I spent the night?”


	Gia bottled a sudden gush of relief to keep it from showing on her face.


	“I suppose so.”


	“Good.” He settled into Nellie’s recliner and pushed it all the way back. “I’ll just bed down here while you go up with Vicky.”


	He turned on the reading lamp next to the chair and reached for a magazine from the pile next to the dish full of the Black Magic chocolates. Gia felt a lump swell in her throat at the thought of Nellie’s childlike glee at receiving that box of candy.


	“Need a blanket?”


	“No. I’m fine. I’ll just read for a little while. Good night.”


	Gia rose and walked toward the door.


	“Good night.”


	Leaving Jack in a pool of light in the center of the darkened room, she hurried up to Vicky’s side and snuggled against her, hunting sleep. But despite the quiet and the knowledge that Jack was on guard downstairs, sleep never came.


	Jack … he’d come when needed and had single-handedly accomplished what the New York Police Department had been unable to do: made her feel safe tonight. Without him she would have spent the remaining hours till daylight in a shuddering panic.


	She fought a growing urge to be with him, but found herself losing. Vicky breathed slowly and rhythmically at her side. She was safe. They all were safe now that the alarm system was working again.


	Gia slipped out of bed and stole downstairs, taking a lightweight summer blanket with her. She hesitated at the door to the library. What if he rejected her? She’d been so cold to him … what if he…?


	Only one way to find out.


	She stepped inside the door and found Jack looking at her. He must have heard her come down.


	“Sure you don’t need a blanket?” she asked.


	His expression was serious. “I could use someone to share it with me.”


	Her mouth dry, Gia went to the chair and stretched herself alongside Jack; he spread the blanket over both of them. Neither spoke. There was nothing to say, at least for her. All she could do was lie beside him and contain the hunger within her.


	After an eternity, Jack lifted her chin and kissed her. It must have taken as much courage to do that as it had taken her to come down to him. Gia let herself respond, releasing all her pent-up need. She pulled at his clothes, he lifted her nightgown, and then nothing separated them. She clung to him as if to keep him from being torn away from her. This was it, this was what she needed, this was what had been missing from her life.


	God help her, this was the man she wanted.
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	Jack lay back in the recliner and tried unsuccessfully to sleep. Gia had taken him completely by surprise tonight. They’d made love twice—furiously the first time, more leisurely the second—and now he was alone, more satisfied and content than he could ever remember. For all her knowledge and inventiveness and seemingly inexhaustible passion, Kolabati hadn’t left him feeling like this. This was special. He’d always known that he and Gia belonged together. Tonight proved it. There had to be a way for them to get back together and stay that way.


	After a long time of drowsy, sated snuggling, Gia had gone back upstairs, saying she didn’t want Vicky to find them both down here in the morning. She’d been warm, loving, passionate … everything she hadn’t been the past few months. It baffled him, but he wasn’t fighting it. He must have done something right. Whatever it was, he wanted to keep doing it.


	The change in Gia wasn’t all that was keeping him awake, though. The events of the night had sent a confusion of facts, theories, guesses, impressions, and fears whirling through his mind.


	Vicky’s description of the yellow eyes … until then he’d almost been able to convince himself that the eyes outside his window had been some sort of illusion. But first had come Gia’s casual mention of the putrid smell in Nellie’s room—the same odor that had invaded his apartment? Then the mention of the eyes. The two phenomena together on two different nights in two different locations could not be mere coincidence.


	A link existed between what had happened last night at his apartment and Nellie’s disappearance tonight, but Jack was damned if he knew what it was. He’d been disappointed when he could not find any of the herbal liquid he’d found in Grace’s room last week. He couldn’t say how, but he was sure the odor, the eyes, the liquid, and the disappearances of the two old women were connected.


	Idly, he picked up a piece of chocolate from the candy dish beside his chair. He wasn’t hungry, but he wouldn’t mind something sweet right now. Trouble with these things was you never knew what was inside. He could use the old thumb-puncture-on-the-bottom trick, but that didn’t seem right on a missing person’s candy. He dropped it back in the bowl and returned to his musings.


	Jack reached down and checked the position of the little Semmerling where he’d squeezed it and its ankle holster between the seat cushion and armrest of the recliner. It was still handy. He closed his eyes and thought of eyes … yellow eyes …


	And then it struck him—the thought that had eluded him last night. Those eyes … yellow with dark pupils … why they’d seemed vaguely familiar to him: They resembled the pair of black-centered topazes on the necklaces worn by Kolabati and Kusum and the one he’d retrieved for their grandmother!


	He should have seen it before! Those two yellow stones had been staring at him for days, just as the eyes had stared at him last night.


	His spirits rose slightly. He didn’t know what the resemblance meant, but now he had a link between the Bahktis and the eyes, and perhaps the disappearance of Grace and Nellie. It might well turn out to be pure coincidence, but at least he had a path to follow.


	Jack knew what he’d be doing in the morning.
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	Gia watched Jack and Vicky playing with their breakfasts. Vicky had been up at dawn and delighted to find Jack asleep in the library. Before long she had her mother up and making breakfast for them.


	As soon as they were all seated Vicky had begun a chant: “We want Moony! We want Moony!” So Jack had dutifully borrowed Gia’s lipstick and a felt-tipped pen and drawn a face, Señor Wencesstyle, on his left hand. The hand then became a very rude, boisterous entity known as Moony. Jack was presently screeching in a falsetto voice as Vicky stuffed Cheerios into Moony’s mouth. She was laughing so hard she could barely breathe. Vicky had such a good laugh, an unselfconscious belly laugh from the very heart of her being. Gia loved to hear it and was in turn laughing at Vicky.


	When was the last time she and Vicky had laughed at breakfast?


	“Okay. That’s enough for now,” Jack said at last. “Moony’s got to rest and I’ve got to eat.” He went to the sink to wash Moony away.


	“Isn’t Jack funny, Mom?” Vicky said, her eyes bright. “Isn’t he the funniest?”


	As Gia replied, Jack turned around at the sink and mouthed her words in perfect synchronization: “He’s a riot, Vicky.”


	Gia threw her napkin at him. “Sit down and eat.”


	She watched Jack finish off the eggs she’d fried for him. There was happiness at this table, even after Vicky’s nightmare and Nellie’s disappearance—Vicky hadn’t been told yet. Gia had a warm, contented feeling inside. Last night had been so good. She didn’t understand what had come over her, but was glad she’d given in to it. She didn’t know what it meant … maybe a new beginning … maybe nothing. If only she could go on feeling this way. If only …


	“Jack,” she said slowly, not knowing how she was going to phrase this, “have you ever thought of switching jobs?”


	“All the time. And I will—or at least get out of this one.”


	A small spark of hope ignited in her. “When?”


	“Don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “I know I can’t do it forever, but…” He shrugged again, obviously uncomfortable with the subject.


	“But what?”


	“It’s what I do. I know it’s a cliché, but I don’t know how to say it any better than that. It’s what I do and I do it pretty well. So I want to keep on doing it.”


	“You like it.”


	“Yeah,” he said, concentrating on the last of his eggs. “I like it.”


	The growing spark winked out as the old resentment returned with an icy blast. For want of something to do with her hands, Gia got up and began clearing the table. Why bother? she thought. The man’s a hopeless case.


	And so, breakfast ended on a tense note.


	Afterward, Jack caught her alone in the hallway.


	“I think you ought to get out of here and back to your own place.”


	Gia would have liked nothing better. “I can’t. What about Nellie? I don’t want her to come back to an empty house.”


	“Eunice will be here.”


	“I don’t know that and neither do you. With Nellie and Grace gone, she’s officially unemployed. She may not want to stay here alone, and I can’t say I’d blame her.”


	Jack scratched his head. “I guess you’re right. But I don’t like the idea of you and Vicks here alone, either.”


	“We can take care of ourselves,” she said, refusing to acknowledge his concern. “You do your part and we’ll do ours.”


	Jack’s mouth tightened. “Fine. Just fine. What was last night, then? Just a roll in the hay?”


	“Maybe. It could have meant something, but I guess nothing’s changed, not you, not me. You’re the same Jack I left, and I still can’t accept what you do. And you are what you do.”


	He walked out.


	Why do I keep doing this? she thought. She shook her head as she remembered Jack’s words. Maybe it’s what I do.


	The house suddenly seemed enormous and ominous. She hoped Eunice would show up soon.
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	A day in the life of Kusum Bahkti …


	Jack had buried the hurt of his most recent parting with Gia and attacked the task of learning all he could about how Kusum spent his days. It had come down to a choice between trailing Kusum or Kolabati, but Kolabati was just a visitor from Washington, so Kusum won.


	Jack’s first stop after leaving Sutton Square had been his apartment, where he’d called Kusum’s number. Kolabati had answered and they’d had a brief conversation during which he learned that Kusum could probably be found either at the Consulate or the UN. Jack had also managed to wrangle the apartment address out of her. He might need that later. He called the Indian Consulate and learned that Mr. Bahkti was expected to be at the UN all day.


	And so he stood in line in the General Assembly Building of the United Nations and waited for the tour to start. The morning sun stung the sunburned nose and forearms he’d acquired yesterday on the tennis courts in Jersey. He knew nothing about the UN. Most people he knew in Manhattan had never been here unless it was to show a visiting friend or relative.


	He wore dark glasses, a dark blue Izod buttoned up to the neck, an “I Love NY” button pinned to his breast pocket, light blue Bermudas, knee-high black socks, and sandals. He’d slung a Kodak disposable camera and a pair of binoculars around his neck. Figured his best bet was to look like a tourist.


	The tombstonelike Secretariat Building was off limits to the public. An iron fence surrounded it and guards checked IDs at all the gates. In the General Assembly Building there were airport-style metal detectors. Jack had reluctantly resigned himself to being an unarmed tourist for the day.


	The tour began. As they moved through the halls the guide gave them a brief history and a glowing description of the accomplishments and the future goals of the United Nations. Jack only half listened. He kept remembering a remark he’d once heard that if all the diplomats were kicked out, the UN could be turned into the finest bordello in the world and do just as much, if not more, for international harmony.


	The tour served to give him an idea of how the building was laid out, the locations of the public areas and restricted areas. Jack decided his best bet was to sit in the public gallery of the General Assembly, in session all day due to some new international crisis somewhere. Soon after seating himself, Jack learned that the Indians were directly involved in the matter under discussion: escalating hostile incidents along the Sino-Indian border. India was charging China with aggression.


	He suffered through endless discussions that he was sure he’d heard a thousand times. Every dinky little country, most unknown to him, had to have its say and usually it said the same thing as the dinky little country before it. Jack finally turned off his headphones. But he kept his binoculars trained on the area around the Indian Delegation’s table. So far he’d seen no sign of Kusum.


	He was just about to nod off when Kusum finally appeared. He walked in with a dignified, businesslike stride and handed a sheaf of papers to the chief delegate, then seated himself in one of the chairs to the rear.


	Jack watched through the glasses as Kusum exchanged a few words with the other diplomat seated near him, but for the most part kept to himself. He seemed aloof, preoccupied, almost as if he were under some sort of strain, fidgeting in his seat, crossing and uncrossing his legs, tapping his toes, glancing repeatedly at the clock; the picture of a man with something on his mind, a man who wanted to be somewhere else.


	Jack sensed he’d be leaving soon.


	He left Kusum sitting in the General Assembly and went out to the UN Plaza. A brief reconnaissance revealed the location of the diplomats’ private parking lot in front of the Secretariat. Jack fixed the image of the Indian flag in his mind, then found a shady spot across the street that afforded a clear view of the exit ramp.
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	It took most of the afternoon. Jack’s eyes burned after hours of being trained on the diplomat lot. If he hadn’t happened to glance across the Plaza toward the General Assembly Building at a quarter to four, he might have spent half the night waiting for Kusum. For there he was, looking like a mirage as he walked through the shimmering heat rising from the sunbaked concrete. For some reason, perhaps because he was leaving before the session was through, Kusum had bypassed an official car and was walking to the curb. He hailed a cab and got in.


	Fearful he might lose him, Jack ran to the street and flagged down a cab of his own.


	“I hate to say this,” he said to the driver as he jumped into the rear seat, “but follow that cab.”


	The driver didn’t even look back. “Which one?”


	“It’s just pulling away over there—the one with the Times ad on the back.”


	“Got it.”


	As they moved into the uptown flow of traffic on First Avenue, Jack leaned back and studied the driver’s ID photo taped to the other side of the plastic partition that separated him from the passenger area. It showed a beefy black face sitting on a bull neck. Arnold Green was the name under it. A hand-lettered sign saying “Green’s Machine” was taped to the dashboard.


	“You get many ‘Follow-that-cab’ fares?” Jack asked.


	“Almost never.”


	“You didn’t act surprised.”


	“As long as you’re paying, I’ll follow. Drive you around and around the block till the gas runs out if you want. Just as long as the meter’s running.”


	Kusum’s cab turned west on Sixty-sixth, one of the few streets that broke the “evens-run-east” rule of Manhattan. Green’s Machine followed. Together they crawled west to Fifth Avenue. Kusum’s apartment was in the upper Sixties on Fifth. Probably going home.


	But the cab ahead turned downtown on Fifth. Kusum emerged at the corner of Sixty-fourth and began to walk east. Jack followed in his cab. He saw Kusum enter a doorway next to a brass plaque that read: New India House. He checked the address of the Indian Consulate he’d jotted down that morning. It matched. He’d expected something looking like a Hindu temple. Instead, he saw an ordinary building of white stone and iron-barred windows with a large Indian flag—orange, white, and green stripes with a wheel-like mandala in the center—hanging over double oak doors.


	“Pull over,” he told the cabby. “We’re going to wait awhile.”


	Arnold pulled his machine into a loading zone across the street from the building. “How long?”


	“As long as it takes.”


	“Could run into money.”


	“That’s okay. I’ll pay you every fifteen minutes so the meter doesn’t get too far ahead. How’s that sound?”


	Arnold stuck a huge brown hand through the slot in the plastic partition. “How about the first installment?”


	Jack gave him a twenty.


	He turned off the engine and slouched down in the seat. “You from around here?” he asked without turning around.


	“Sort of.”


	“You look like you’re from Cleveland.”


	“I’m in disguise.”


	“You a detective?”


	That seemed like a reasonable explanation for following cabs around Manhattan, so Jack said, “Sort of.”


	“You on an expense account?”


	“Sort of.”


	“Well, sort of let me know when you sort of want to get moving again.”


	Jack laughed and got himself comfortable. His only worry was that there might be a back way out of the building.


	People began drifting out of the consulate at 5:00. Kusum wasn’t among them. Jack waited another hour and still no sign of Kusum. By 6:30, Arnold was sound asleep in the front seat and Jack feared Kusum had somehow slipped out of the building unseen. He decided to give it another half hour. If Kusum didn’t show by then, Jack would either go inside or find a phone and call the Consulate.


	It was nearly 7:00 when two Indians in business suits stepped through the door and onto the sidewalk. Jack nudged Arnold.


	“Start your engine. We may be rolling soon.”


	Arnold grunted and reached for the ignition. Green’s Machine grumbled to life.


	Another pair of Indians came out. Neither was Kusum. Jack was edgy. Still plenty of light, no chance for Kusum to slip past him, yet he had a feeling that Kusum could be a pretty slippery character if he wanted to be.


	Come out, come out, wherever you are.


	He watched the two Indians walk up toward Fifth Avenue … walking west. With a flash of dismay, Jack realized that he was parked on a one-way street going east. If Kusum followed the same path as these last two, Jack would have to leave this cab and find another on Fifth Avenue. And the next cabby might not be as easygoing as Arnold Green.


	“We’ve got to get onto Fifth,” he told Arnold.


	“Okay.”


	Arnold put his cab in forward and started to pull out into the crosstown traffic.


	“No, wait! It’ll take too long to go around the block. I’ll miss him.”


	Arnold gave him a baleful stare through the partition. “You’re not telling me to go the wrong way on a one-way street, are you?”


	“Of course not,” Jack said. Something in the cabby’s voice told him to play along. “That would be against the law.”


	Arnold smiled. “Just wanted to make sure you wasn’t telling.”


	Without warning he threw the Green’s Machine into reverse and floored it. The tires screeched, terrified pedestrians leaped for the curb, cars coming out of the Central Park traverse swerved and honked angrily. Jack hung onto the passenger straps as the car lunged the hundred feet or so back to the corner, skidded to a halt across the mouth of the street, then nosed along the curb on Fifth Avenue.


	“This okay?” Arnold said.


	Jack peered through the rear window. He had a clear view of the doorway in question.


	“It’ll do. Thanks.”


	“Welcome.”


	And suddenly Kusum appeared, pushing through the door and striding up toward Fifth. He crossed Sixty-fourth and walked Jack’s way. Jack pressed himself into a corner of the seat. Kusum came closer. With a start Jack realized that Kusum was angling across the sidewalk directly toward Green’s Machine.


	Jack slapped his hand against the partition. “Take off! He thinks you’re looking for a fare!”


	The cab slipped away from the curb just as Kusum was reaching for the door handle. Jack peeked through the rear window. Kusum didn’t seem the least bit disturbed. He merely held his hand up for another cab. He seemed far more intent on getting where he was going than on what was going on around him.


	Without being told to, Arnold slowed to a stop half a block down and waited until Kusum got in his cab. When it rolled by, he pulled into traffic behind it.


	“On the road again, Momma,” he said to no one in particular.


	Jack leaned forward and fixed on Kusum’s cab. He was almost afraid to blink for fear of losing it. Kusum’s apartment was only a few blocks uptown from the Indian Consulate—walking distance. But he was taking a cab downtown. This could be what Jack had been waiting for.


	They chased it down to Fifty-seventh where it turned right and headed west along what used to be known as Art Gallery Row.


	They followed Kusum farther and farther west, past the theme restaurants, toward the Hudson River docks. With a start, Jack realized this was the area where Kusum’s grandmother had been mugged. The cab went as far west as it could and stopped at Twelfth Avenue and Fifty-seventh. Kusum got out and began to walk uptown.


	Jack had Arnold pull in to the curb. He stuck his head out the window and squinted against the glare of the sinking sun as Kusum crossed Twelfth Avenue and disappeared into the shadows under the West Side Highway.


	“Be back in a second,” he told Arnold.


	He walked to the corner and saw Kusum hurry along the crumbling waterside pavement to a rotting pier where a rust-bucket freighter was moored. As Jack watched, a gangplank lowered itself as if by magic. Kusum climbed aboard and disappeared from view. The gangplank hoisted itself back to the raised position after he was gone.


	A ship. What the hell could Kusum be doing on a floating heap like that?


	It had been a long, boring day, but now things were getting interesting.


	Jack went back to Green’s Machine.


	“Looks like this is it,” he said to Arnold. He glanced at the meter, calculated what he still owed of the total, added 20 percent for goodwill, and handed it through the window. “Thanks. You’ve been a big help.”


	“This ain’t such a good neighborhood during the day,” Arnold said, glancing around. “And after dark it really gets rough, especially for someone dressed like you.”


	“I’ll be okay,” he said, grateful for the concern of a man he’d known for only a few hours. He slapped the roof of the car. “Thanks again.”


	Jack watched the cab until it disappeared into the traffic, then he studied his surroundings: a vacant lot on the corner across the street, and an old, boarded-up brick warehouse next to him.


	He felt exposed standing here in an outfit that shouted “Mug me” to anyone so inclined. And since he hadn’t dared to bring a weapon to the UN, he was unarmed. Officially unarmed. He could permanently disable a man with a ballpoint pen and knew half a dozen ways to kill with a key ring, but didn’t like to work that close unless he had to. He would have been much more comfortable knowing the Semmerling was strapped against his leg.


	He had to hide. His best bet would be under the West Side Highway. He jogged over and perched himself high up in the notch of one of the supports. It offered a clear view of the pier and the ship. Best of all, it would keep him out of sight of any troublemakers.


	Dusk came and went. The streetlights came on as night slipped over the city. He was away from the streets, but he saw the traffic to the west and south of him thin out to a rare car cruising by. Still plenty of rumbling overhead on the West Side Highway as the cars slowed for the ramp down to street level just two blocks from where he crouched. The ship remained silent. Nothing moved on its decks, no lights showed from the superstructure. It had all the appearances of a deserted wreck.


	What was Kusum doing in there?


	Finally, when full darkness settled in at nine o’clock, Jack could wait no longer. In the dark he was pretty sure he could reach the deck and do some hunting around without being seen.


	He jumped down from his perch and crossed over to the shadows by the pier. The moon was rising in the east—big and low and ruddy now, slightly rounder than last night. He wanted to get aboard and off again before it reached full brightness and started lighting up the waterfront.


	At the water’s edge Jack crouched against a huge piling under the looming shadow of the freighter and listened. All quiet but for the lapping of the water under the pier. A sour smell—a mixture of sea salt, mildew, rotting wood, creosote, and garbage—permeated the air. Movement to the left caught his eye: A lone wharf rat scurried along the bulkhead in search of dinner. Nothing else moved.


	He jumped as something splashed near the hull. An automatic bilge pump was spewing a stream of water out a small port near the waterline of the hull.


	He was edgy and couldn’t say why. He’d done sneak searches under more precarious conditions than these. And with less apprehension. Yet the nearer he got to the boat, the less he felt like boarding her. Something within him warned him away. Through the years he’d come to recognize a certain instinct for danger, listening to it had kept him alive. Right now that instinct was ringing a frantic alarm.


	Jack shrugged off the feeling of impending disaster as he took the binoculars and camera from around his neck and laid them at the base of the piling. A rope, better than two inches thick, ran up to the bow of the ship. Rough on his hands but easy to climb.


	He leaned forward, got a firm two-handed grip, then swung out over the water. As he hung from the rope, he raised his legs until his ankles locked around it. Now began the climb: Hanging from a branch like an orangutan with his face to the sky and his back to the water, he pulled himself up hand over hand while his heels caught the finger-thick coils of the rope and pushed from behind.


	The angle of ascent steepened and the climb got progressively tougher as he neared the gunwale. The tiny fibers of the rope were coarse and stiff. His palms were burning; each handful of rope felt like a handful of thistles, especially painful where he’d started a few blisters playing tennis yesterday. It was a pleasure to grab the smooth, cool steel of the gunwale and pull himself up to eye level with its upper edge. He hung there and scanned the deck. Still no sign of life.


	He pulled himself over the gunwale, then ran in a crouch to the anchor windlass.


	His skin prickled in warning—danger here. But where? He peered over the windlass. No sign that he’d been seen, no sign of anyone else aboard. Still the feeling persisted, a nagging sensation, almost as if he were being watched.


	Again he shrugged it off. He had to reach the deckhouse. Well over a hundred feet of open deck lay between him and the aft superstructure. And aft was where he wanted to go. He couldn’t imagine much going on in the cargo holds.


	Jack set himself, then sprinted around the forward cargo hatch to the kingpost and crane assembly that stood between the two holds. He waited. Still no sign that he’d been seen … or that there was anyone here to see him. Another sprint took him to the forward wall of the deckhouse.


	He slid along the wall to the port side where he found some steps. He took them up to the bridge. The wheelhouse was locked, but through the side window he could see a wide array of sophisticated controls.


	Maybe this tub was more seaworthy than it looked.


	He crossed in front of the bridge and began checking all the doors. On the second deck on the starboard side he found one open. The hallway within was dark but for a single, dim emergency bulb glowing at the far end. One by one he checked the three cabins on this deck. They looked fairly comfortable—probably for the ship’s officers. Only one looked like it had been recently occupied. The bed was rumpled and a book written in an exotic-looking language lay open on a table. That at least confirmed Kusum’s recent presence.


	Next he checked the crew’s quarters below. Deserted. The galley showed no signs of recent use.


	What next? The emptiness, the silence, the stale, musty air were all chafing Jack’s nerves. He wanted to get back to dry land and fresh air. But he couldn’t leave until he’d found Kusum.


	He descended to the deck below and found a door marked Engine Room. He was reaching for the handle when he heard it …


	A sound … barely audible … like a baritone chorus chanting in a distant valley. It came from somewhere behind him.


	Jack turned and moved silently to the other end of the short corridor where he found a watertight hatch. A central wheel retracted the lugs at its edges. Hoping it still had some oil in its works, Jack grasped the wheel and turned it counterclockwise, half expecting a loud screech to echo throughout the ship and give him away. But he heard only a soft scrape and a faint squeak. When the wheel had turned as far as it would go, he gently swung the door open.


	The odor struck him an almost physical blow, rocking him back on his heels. The same stink of putrescence that had invaded his apartment, only now a hundred, a thousand times stronger, gripping him, jamming itself against his face like a grave robber’s glove.


	Jack gagged and fought the urge to turn and run. This was it. This was the source, the very heart of the stench. Here he would learn whether the eyes he’d seen outside his window Saturday night were real or imagined. He couldn’t let an odor, no matter how nauseating, turn him back now.


	He forced himself to step through the hatch and into a dark, narrow corridor. The dank air clung to him. The corridor walls stretched into the blackness above him. And with each step the odor grew stronger. He could taste it in the air, almost touch it. Faint light flickered maybe twenty feet ahead. Jack fought his way toward it, passing small, room-sized storage areas on either side. They seemed empty—he hoped they were.


	The chant he’d dimly heard before had ceased, but he heard rustling noises ahead, and as he neared the light, the sound of a voice speaking in a foreign language.


	Hindi, I’ll bet.


	He slowed his advance as he neared the end of the corridor. The light was brighter in a larger, open area ahead. He’d been traveling forward from the stern. By rough calculation he figured he should be almost to the main cargo hold.


	The corridor opened along the port wall of the hold; across the floor in the forward wall lay another opening, no doubt a similar passage leading to the forward hold. Jack reached the end and cautiously peeked around the corner. What he saw stopped his breath. Shock swept through him front to back, like a storm front.


	The high, black iron walls of the hold rose and disappeared into the darkness above. Wild shadows cavorted on them. Glistening beads of moisture clung to their oily surfaces, catching and holding the light from the two roaring gas torches set upon an elevated platform at the far end. The wall over there was a different color, a bloody red, with the huge form of a many-armed goddess painted in black upon it. And between the two torches stood Kusum, naked but for some sort of long cloth twisted and wrapped around his torso. Even his necklace was off. His left shoulder was horribly scarred where he’d lost his arm; his right arm was raised as he shouted in his native tongue to the crowd assembled before him.


	But it wasn’t Kusum who seized and held Jack’s attention in a stranglehold, who made the muscles of his jaw bunch with the effort to hold back a cry of horror, who made his hands grip the slimy walls so fiercely.


	It was Kusum’s audience. Four or five dozen of them, cobalt skinned, six or seven feet tall, all huddled in a semicircular crowd before Kusum. Each had a head, a body, two arms and two legs—but they weren’t human. Weren’t even close to human. Their proportions, the way they moved, everything about them was wrong, all wrong … a bestial savagery combined with a reptilian sort of grace. Reptiles, but something more, humanoid but something less … an unholy mongrelization of the two with a third strain that could not, even in the wildest nightmare delirium, be associated with anything of this earth. Jack caught flashes of fangs in the wide, lipless mouths beneath their blunt, sharklike snouts, the glint of talons at the ends of their three-digit hands, and the yellow glow of their eyes as they stared at Kusum’s ranting, gesticulating figure.


	Beneath the shock and revulsion that numbed his mind and froze his body, Jack felt a fierce, instinctive hatred of these things. A subrational reaction, like the loathing a mongoose must feel toward a cobra. Instantaneous enmity. Something in the most remote and primitive corner of his humanity recognized these creatures and knew there could be no truce, no coexistence with them.


	Yet this inexplicable reaction was overwhelmed by horrid fascination with what he saw.


	And then Kusum raised his arm and shouted something. Perhaps it was the light, but he looked older to Jack. The creatures responded by starting the same chant he’d faintly heard moments ago. Only now he could make out the sounds. Gruff, grumbling voices, chaotic at first, then with growing unity, began repeating the same word over and over:


	“Kaka-jiiiiiii! Kaka-jiiiiiii! Kaka-jiiiiiii! Kaka-jiiiiiii!”


	Then they were raising their taloned hands in the air, and clutched in each was a piece of bloody flesh that glistened in the wavering light.


	Jack didn’t know how he knew, but he was certain he was looking at all that remained of Nellie Paton.


	That did it. His mind refused to accept any more. Terror was a foreign sensation to Jack, unfamiliar, almost unrecognizable. All he knew was that he had to get away before his sanity completely deserted him. He turned and ran back down the corridor, careless of the noise he made, not that much could be heard over the din in the hold. He closed the hatch behind him, spun the wheel to lock it, then ran up the steps to the deck, dashed along its moonlit length to the prow where he straddled the gunwale, grabbed the mooring rope and slid down to the dock, burning the skin from his palms.


	He grabbed his binoculars and camera and fled toward the street. He knew where he was going: to the only other person besides Kusum who could explain what he’d just seen.
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	Kolabati reached the intercom on the second buzz. Her first thought was that it might be Kusum, then she realized he’d have no need of the intercom. She’d neither seen nor heard from him since losing him in Rockefeller Plaza yesterday. She hadn’t moved from the apartment all day in the hope of catching him as he stopped by to change his clothes. But he’d never appeared.


	“Mrs. Bahkti?” It was the doorman’s voice.


	“Yes?” She didn’t bother to correct him about the “Mrs.”


	“Sorry to bother you, but there’s a man down here says he has to see you.” His voice sank to a confidential tone. “He doesn’t look right, but he’s really been bugging me.”


	“What’s his name?”


	“Jack. That’s all he’ll tell me.”


	A rush of warmth spread over her skin. But would it be wise to allow him to come up? If Kusum returned and found the two of them together in his apartment …


	Yet she sensed that Jack would not show up without calling first unless it was something important.


	“Send him up.”


	She waited impatiently until she heard the elevator open, then went to the door. When she saw Jack’s black knee socks, sandals, and shorts, she broke into a laugh. No wonder the doorman wouldn’t let him up.


	Then she saw his face.


	“Jack! What’s wrong?”


	He stepped through the door and closed it behind him. His face was pale beneath a red patina of sunburn, his lips drawn into a tight line, his eyes wild.


	“I followed Kusum today…”


	He paused, as if waiting for her to react. She knew from his expression that he must have found what she’d suspected all along, but she had to hear it from his lips. Hiding the dread of what she knew Jack would say, she set her face into an impassive mask.


	“And?”


	“You really don’t know, do you?”


	“Know what, Jack?” She watched him run a hand through his hair and noticed that his palms were dirty and bloody. “What happened to your hands?”


	He didn’t answer. Instead he walked past her and stepped down into the living room. He sat on the couch. Without looking at her, he began to speak in a dull monotone.


	“I followed Kusum from the UN to this boat on the West Side—a big boat, a freighter. I saw him in one of the cargo holds leading some sort of ceremony with these”… his face twisted with the memory … “these things. They were holding up pieces of raw flesh. I think it was human flesh. And I think I know whose.”


	Strength flowed out of Kolabati like water down a drain. She leaned against the foyer wall to steady herself.


	It was true! Rakoshi in America! And Kusum behind them—resurrecting old dead rites that should have been left dead. But how? The egg was in the other room!


	“I thought you might know something about it,” Jack was saying. “After all, Kusum is your brother and I figured—”


	She barely heard him.


	The egg …


	She pushed herself away from the wall and started toward Kusum’s bedroom.


	“What’s the matter?” Jack said, finally looking up at her. “Where are you going?”


	Kolabati didn’t reply. She had to see the egg again. How could there be rakoshi without using the egg … the last surviving egg? And that alone would not be enough to produce a nest—a male rakosh was needed.


	It simply couldn’t be!


	She opened the closet in Kusum’s room and pulled out the square crate. It was so light. Was the egg gone? She pulled the top up. No … still there, still intact. But she remembered that egg weighing at least ten pounds …


	She reached into the box, placed a hand on each side, and lifted it. It almost leaped into the air. It weighed next to nothing! And on its underside her fingers felt a jagged edge.


	Kolabati turned the egg over. A ragged opening gaped at her. Bright smears showed where cracks on the underside had been repaired with glue.


	The room reeled and spun about her.


	The rakosh egg was empty! It had hatched long ago!
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	Jack heard Kolabati cry out in the other room. Not a cry of fear or pain—more like a wail of despair. He found her kneeling on the floor of the bedroom, rocking back and forth, cradling a mottled, football-sized object in her arms. Tears streamed down her face.


	“What happened?”


	“It’s empty!” she said through a sob.


	“What was in it?” Jack had seen an ostrich egg once, but that had been white; this was about the same size but its shell was swirled with gray.


	“A female rakosh.”


	Rakosh.


	He didn’t need any further explanation to know what had hatched from that egg: It had dark skin, a lean body with long arms and legs, a fanged mouth, taloned hands, and bright yellow eyes.


	Moved by her anguish, he knelt opposite her. Gently he pulled the empty egg from her grasp and took her two hands in his.


	“Tell me about it.”


	“I can’t.”


	“You must.”


	“You wouldn’t believe…”


	“I’ve already seen them. I believe. Now I’ve got to understand. What are they?”


	“They are rakoshi.”


	“I gathered that. But the name means nothing.”


	“They are ancient creatures, from the dim past, long before the Vedic scriptures. Descriptions by the primitive people who glimpsed them or survived them gave rise to the myth of the raksasha, the demons used for ages to spice up stories told at night to frighten children or to make them behave. Every child in India has heard, ‘The raksasha will get you!’ Only a select few through the ages have known that they are more than mere superstition.”


	“And you and Kusum are two of those select few, I take it.”


	“We are the only ones left. We come from a long line of high priests and priestesses. We are the last of the Keepers of the Rakoshi. Through the ages the members of our family have been charged with their care—to breed them, control them, and use them according to the laws set down in the old days. And until the middle of the last century we discharged that duty faithfully.”


	She paused, seemingly lost in thought. Jack impatiently urged her on.


	“What happened then?”


	“British soldiers sacked the temple of Kali where our ancestors worshipped. They killed everyone they could find, looted what they could, poured burning oil into the rakoshi cave, and set the temple afire. Only one child of the priest and priestess survived.” She glanced at the empty shell. “And only one intact rakosh egg was found in the fire-blasted caves. A female egg. Without a male egg, it meant the end of the rakoshi. They were extinct.”


	Jack touched the shell gingerly. So this was where those horrors came from. Hard to believe. He lifted it and held it so the light from the lamp shown through the hole into the interior. Whatever had been in here was long gone.


	“I can tell you for sure, Kolabati: They aren’t extinct. I saw a good fifty of them in that ship tonight.”


	Fifty … he tried to blank out the memory. Poor Nellie.


	“Kusum must have found a male egg. He hatched them both and started a nest.”


	Kolabati baffled him. Could it be true that she hadn’t known until now? He hoped so. He hated to think she could fool him so completely.


	“That’s all well and good, but I still don’t know what they are. What do they do?”


	“They’re demons—”


	“Demons, shmemons! Demons are supernatural! Nothing supernatural about those things. They were flesh and blood!”


	“No flesh like you have ever seen before, Jack. And their blood is almost black.”


	“Black, red—blood is blood.”


	“No, Jack!” She rose on her knees and gripped his shoulders with painful intensity. “You must never underestimate them! Never! They appear slow-witted but they’re cunning. And they are almost impossible to kill.”


	“The British did a good job, it seems.”


	Her face twisted. “Only by sheer luck! They chanced upon the only thing that will kill a rakosh—fire! Iron weakens them, fire destroys them.”


	“Fire and iron…” Jack suddenly understood the two jets of flame Kusum had stood between, and the reason for housing the monsters in a steel-hulled ship. Fire and iron: the two age-old protections against night and the dangers it held. “But where did they come from?”


	“They have always been.”


	Jack stood up and pulled her to her feet. Gently. She seemed so fragile right now.


	“I can’t believe that. They’re built like humans, but I can’t see that we ever had a common ancestor. They’re too”—he remembered the instinctive animosity that had surged to life within him as he’d watched them—“different.”


	“Tradition has it that before the Vedic gods, and even before the pre-Vedic gods, there were other gods, the Old Ones, who hated mankind and wanted to usurp our place on earth. To do this they created blasphemous parodies of humans embodying the opposite of everything good in humans, and called them rakoshi. They are us, stripped of love and decency and everything good we are capable of. They are hate, lust, greed, and violence incarnate. The Old Ones made them far stronger than humans, and planted in them an insatiable hunger for human flesh. The plan was to have rakoshi take humankind’s place on earth.”


	“Do you believe that?” It amazed him to hear Kolabati talking like a child who believed in fairy tales.


	She shrugged. “I think so. At least it will do for me until a better explanation comes along. But as the story goes, it turned out that humans were smarter than the rakoshi and learned how to control them. Eventually, all rakoshi were banished to the Realm of Death.”


	“Not all.”


	“No, not all. My ancestors penned the last nest in a series of caves in northern Bengal and built their temple above. They learned ways to bend the rakoshi to their will and they passed on those ways, generation after generation. When our parents died, our grandmother passed on the egg and the necklaces to Kusum and me.”


	“I knew the necklaces came in somewhere.”


	Kolabati’s voice was sharp as her hand flew to her throat. “What do you know of the necklace?”


	“I know those two stones up front there look an awful lot like rakoshi eyes. I figured it was some sort of membership badge.”


	“It’s more than that,” she said in a calmer voice. “For want of a better term, I’ll say it’s magic.”


	As Jack walked back to the living room, he laughed softly.


	“You find this amusing?” Kolabati said from behind him.


	“No.” He dropped into a chair and laughed again, briefly. The laughter disturbed him—he seemed to have no control over it. “It’s just that I’ve been listening to what you’ve been telling me and accepting every word without question. That’s what’s funny—I believe you! As a kid I saw some weird stuff in the Barrens, but this! It’s the most ridiculous, fantastic, far-fetched, implausible, impossible story I’ve ever heard, and I believe every word of it!”


	“You should. It’s true.”


	“Even the part about the magic necklace?” Jack held up his hand as she opened her mouth to elaborate. “Never mind. I’ve swallowed too much already. I might choke on a magic necklace.”


	“It’s true!”


	“I’m far more interested in your part in all this. You must have known.”


	She sat down opposite him. “Friday night in your room I knew there was a rakosh outside the window. Saturday night, too.”


	Jack had figured that out by now. But he had other questions: “Why me?”


	“It came to your apartment because you tasted the durba grass elixir that draws a hunting rakosh to a particular victim.”


	Grace’s so-called laxative … a rakosh must have carried her off between Monday night and Tuesday morning. And Nellie last night. But Nellie—those pieces of flesh held on high in the flickering light … he swallowed the bile that surged into his throat—Nellie was dead. Jack was alive.


	“Then how come I’m still around?”


	“My necklace protected you.”


	“Back to that again? All right—tell me.”


	She lifted the front of the necklace as she spoke, holding it on either side of the pair of eyelike gems. “This has been handed down through my family for ages. The secret of making it is long gone. It has … powers. It is made of a special iron, which traditionally has power over rakoshi, and renders its wearer invisible to a rakosh.”


	“Come on, Kolabati—” This was too much to believe.


	“It’s true! The only reason you are able to sit here and doubt is because I covered you with my body on both occasions when the rakosh came in to find you! I made you disappear! As far as a rakosh was concerned, your apartment was empty: If I hadn’t, you would be dead like the others!”


	The others … Grace and Nellie. Two harmless old ladies.


	“But why the others? Why—?”


	“To feed the nest! Rakoshi must have human flesh on a regular basis. In a city like this it must have been easy to feed a nest of fifty. You have your own caste of untouchables here—winos, derelicts, runaways, homeless people no one would miss or bother to look for even if their absence was noticed.”


	That explained all those missing homeless the newspapers had been blabbering about.


	Jack jumped to his feet. “I’m not talking about them! I’m talking about two well-to-do ladies who have been made victims of these things!”


	“You must be mistaken.”


	“I’m not.”


	“Then it must have been an accident. A missing-persons search is the last thing Kusum would want. He would pick faceless people. Perhaps those women came into the possession of some of the elixir by mistake.”


	“Possible.” Jack was far from satisfied, but it was possible. He wandered around the room.


	“Who were they?”


	“Two sisters: Nellie Paton last night and Grace Westphalen last week.”


	Jack thought he heard a sharp intake of breath, but when he turned to Kolabati her face was composed.


	“I see,” was all she said.


	“He’s got to be stopped.”


	“I know.” Kolabati clasped her hands in front of her. “But you can’t call the police.”


	The thought hadn’t entered Jack’s mind. Police weren’t on his list of possible solutions for anything. But he didn’t tell Kolabati that. He wanted to know her reasons for avoiding them. Was she protecting her brother?


	“Why not? Why not get the cops and the harbor patrol and have them raid that freighter, arrest Kusum, and wipe out the rakoshi?”


	“Because that won’t accomplish a thing! They can’t arrest Kusum because of diplomatic immunity. And they’ll go in after the rakoshi not knowing what they’re up against. The result will be a lot of dead men. Kusum will go free, and instead of being killed, the rakoshi will scatter around the city to prey on whomever they can find.”


	She was right. She’d obviously given the matter some thought. Perhaps she’d even considered blowing the whistle on Kusum herself. Hell of a responsibility to carry alone. Maybe he could lighten the load.


	“Leave him to me.”


	Kolabati rose from her chair and came to stand before Jack. She put her arms around his waist and laid the side of her head against his shoulder.


	“No. Let me speak to him. He’ll listen to me. I can stop him.”


	I doubt that very much, Jack thought. He’s crazy, and nothing short of death is going to stop him.


	But he said: “You think so?”


	“We understand each other. We’ve been through so much together. Now that I know for sure he has a nest of rakoshi, he’ll have to listen to me. He’ll have to destroy them.”


	“I’ll wait with you.”


	She jerked back and stared at him, terror in her eyes. “No! He mustn’t find you here! He’ll be so angry he’ll never listen to me!”


	“I don’t—”


	“I’m serious, Jack! I don’t know what he might do if he found you here with me and knew you’d seen the rakoshi. He must never know that. Please. Leave now and let me face him alone.”


	Jack didn’t like it. His instincts were against it. Yet the more he thought about it, the more reasonable it sounded. If Kolabati could convince her brother to eradicate his nest of rakoshi, the touchiest part of the problem would be solved. If she couldn’t—and he doubted very much that she could—at least she might be able to keep Kusum off balance long enough for Jack to find an opening and make his move. Nellie Paton had been a spirited little lady. The man who killed her was not going to walk away.


	“All right,” he said. “But you be careful. You never know—he might turn on you.”


	She smiled and touched his face. “You’re worried about me. I need to know that. But don’t worry. Kusum won’t turn on me. We’re too close.”


	As he left the apartment, Jack wondered if he was doing the right thing. Could Kolabati handle her brother? Could anyone?


	He took the elevator down to the lobby and walked out to the street.


	The park stood dark and silent across Fifth Avenue. Jack knew that after tonight he would never feel the same about the dark again. Yet horse-drawn hansom cabs still carried lovers through the trees, taxis, cars, and trucks still rushed past on the street, late workers, party-goers, prowling singles walked by, all unaware that a group of monsters was devouring human flesh in a ship tied to a West Side dock.


	Already the horrors he’d witnessed tonight were taking on an air of unreality. Was what he’d seen real?


	Of course it was. It just didn’t seem so standing here amid the staid normalcy of Fifth Avenue in the upper Sixties. Maybe that was good. Maybe that seeming unreality would let him sleep at night until he took care of Kusum and his monsters.


	He caught a cab and told the driver to go around the park instead of through it.
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	Kolabati watched through the peephole until Jack stepped into the elevator and the doors closed behind him. Then she slumped against the door.


	Had she told him too much? What had she said? She couldn’t remember what she might have blurted out in the aftermath of the shock of finding that hole in the rakosh egg. Probably nothing too damaging—she had such long experience at keeping secrets from people that it was now an integral part of her nature. Still, she wished she could be sure.


	Kolabati straightened up and pushed those concerns aside. What was done was done. Kusum would be coming back tonight. After what Jack had told her, she was sure of that.


	It was all so clear now. That name: Westphalen. It explained everything. Everything except where Kusum had found the male egg. And what he intended to do next.


	Westphalen … she thought Kusum would have forgotten that name by now. But then, why think that? Kusum forgot nothing, not a favor, certainly not a slight. He would never forget the name Westphalen. Nor the timeworn vow attached to it.


	Kolabati ran her hands up and down her arms. Captain Sir Albert Westphalen had committed a hideous crime and deserved an equally hideous death. But not his descendants. Innocent people should not be given into the hands of the rakoshi for a crime committed before they were born.


	But she could not worry about them now. She had to decide how to handle Kusum. To protect Jack she would have to know more. She tried to remember the name of the woman Jack said had disappeared last night … Paton, wasn’t it? Nellie Paton. And she needed a way to put Kusum on the defensive.


	She went into the bedroom and brought the empty egg back to the tiny foyer. There she dropped the shell just inside the door. It shattered into a thousand pieces.


	Tense and anxious, she found herself a chair and tried to get comfortable.
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	Kusum stood outside his apartment door a moment to compose himself. Kolabati was certainly waiting within with questions as to his whereabouts last night. He had his answers ready. What he had to do now was mask the elation that must be beaming from his face. He had disposed of the next to the last Westphalen—one more and he would be released from the vow. Tomorrow he would set the wheels in motion to secure the last of Albert Westphalen’s line. Then he would set sail for India.


	He keyed the lock and opened the door. Kolabati sat facing him from a living room chair, her arms and legs crossed, her face impassive. As he smiled and stepped forward, something crunched under his foot. He looked down and saw the shattered rakosh egg. A thousand thoughts hurtled through his shocked mind, but the one that leaped to the forefront was: How much does she know?


	“So,” he said as he closed the door behind him. “You know.”


	“Yes, brother. I know.”


	“How—?”


	“That’s what I want to know,” she snapped.


	She was being so oblique! She knew the egg had hatched. What else did she know? Not wanting to give anything away, he decided to proceed on the assumption that she knew only of the empty egg and nothing more.


	“I didn’t want to tell you about the egg,” he said finally. “I was too ashamed. After all, it was in my care when it broke, and—”


	“Kusum!” Kolabati leaped to her feet, her face livid. “Don’t lie to me! I know about the ship and I know about the Westphalen women!”


	Kusum felt as if he had been struck by lightning. She knew everything!


	“How…?” was all he could manage.


	“I followed you yesterday.”


	“You followed me?” He was sure he had eluded her. She had to be bluffing. “Didn’t you learn your lesson last time?”


	“Forget the last time. I followed you to your ship last night.”


	“Impossible!”


	“So you thought. But I watched and waited all last night. I saw the rakoshi leave. I saw them return with their captive. And I learned from Jack today that Nellie Paton, a Westphalen, disappeared last night. That was all I needed to know.” She glared at him. “No more lies, Kusum. It’s my turn to ask, ‘how?’”


	Stunned, Kusum stepped down into the living room and sank into a chair. He would have to bring her into it now … tell her everything. Almost everything. There was one part he could never tell—he could barely think about that himself. But he could tell her the rest. Maybe she could see his side.


	He began his tale.
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	Kolabati scrutinized her brother closely as he spoke, watching for lies. His voice was clear and cool, his expression calm with just a hint of guilt, like a husband confessing a minor dalliance with another woman.


	“I felt adrift after you left India. It was as if I had lost my other arm. Despite all my followers clustered around me, I spent much time alone—too much time, you might say. I began to review my life and all I had done and not done with it. Despite my growing influence, I felt unworthy of the trust so many were placing in me. What had I truly accomplished except to filthy my karma to the level of the lowest caste? I confess that for a time I wallowed in self-pity. Finally I decided to journey back to Bharangpur, to the hills there, to the temple ruins that are now the tomb of our parents and heritage.”


	He paused and looked directly at her. “The foundation is still there, you know. The ashes of the rest are gone, washed into the sand or blown away, but the stone foundation remains, and the rakoshi caves beneath are intact. The hills are still uninhabited. Despite all the crowding at home, people still avoid those hills. I stayed there for days in an effort to renew myself. I prayed, I fasted, I wandered the caves … yet nothing happened. I felt as empty and as worthless as before. And then I found it!”


	Kolabati saw a light begin to glow in her brother’s eyes, growing steadily, as if someone were stoking a fire within his brain.


	“A male egg, intact, just beneath the surface of the sand in a tiny alcove in the caves! At first I did not know what to make of it, or what to do with it. Then it struck me: I was being given a second chance. There before me lay the means to accomplish all that I should have with my life, the means to cleanse my karma and make it worthy of one of our caste. I saw it then as my destiny. I was to start a nest of rakoshi and use them to fulfill the vow.”


	A male egg. Kusum continued to talk about how he manipulated the foreign service and managed to have himself assigned to the London Embassy. Kolabati barely heard him. A male egg … she remembered hunting through the ruins of the temple and the caves beneath as a child, searching everywhere. In their youth they both had felt it their duty to start a new nest and they had desperately wanted a male egg.


	“After I established myself at the embassy,” Kusum was saying, “I searched for Captain Westphalen’s descendants. I learned that only four of his bloodline remained. They were not a prolific family and a number of them were killed off in the world wars. To my dismay, I learned that only one, Richard Westphalen, was still in Britain. The other three were in America. But that did not deter me. I hatched the eggs, mated them, and started the nest. I have since disposed of three of the four Westphalens. There is only one left.”


	Kolabati was relieved to hear that only one remained—perhaps she could prevail upon Kusum to give it up.


	“Aren’t three lives enough? Innocent lives, Kusum?”


	“The vow, Bati,” he said as if intoning the name of a deity. “The vrata. They carry the blood of that murderer, defiler, and thief in their veins. And that blood must be wiped from the face of the earth.”


	“I can’t let you, Kusum. It’s wrong.”


	“It’s right!” He leapt to his feet. “There has never been anything so right!”


	“No!”


	“Yes!” He came toward her, his eyes bright. “You should see them, Bati! So beautiful! So willing! Please come with me and look at them! You’ll know then that it is the will of Kali!”


	A refusal rose immediately to Kolabati’s lips, yet did not pass them. The thought of seeing a nest of rakoshi here in America at once repulsed and fascinated her. Kusum must have sensed her uncertainty, for he pressed on:


	“They are our birthright! Our heritage! To turn away from them is to turn your back on your past!”


	Kolabati wavered. After all, she did wear the necklace. And she was one of the last two remaining Keepers. In a way she owed it to herself and her family to at least go and see them.


	“All right,” she said slowly. “I’ll come see them with you. But only once.”


	“Wonderful!” Kusum seemed elated. “It will be like going back in time. You’ll see!”


	“But that won’t change my mind about killing innocent people. You must promise me that will stop.”


	“We’ll discuss it,” Kusum said, leading her toward the door. “And I want to tell you about my other plans for the rakoshi—plans that do not involve what you call ‘innocent’ lives.”


	“What?” She didn’t like the sound of that.


	“I’ll tell you after you’ve seen them.”


	Kusum was silent during the cab ride to the docks while Kolabati tried her best to appear as if she knew exactly where they were going. After the cab dropped them off, they walked through the dark until they were standing before a small freighter. Kusum led her around to the starboard side.


	“If it were daylight you could see the name across the stem: Ajit-Rupobati—in Vedic!”


	She heard a click from where his hand rested in his jacket pocket. With a whir and a hum, the gangplank began to lower toward them. Dread and anticipation grew as she climbed. The moon was high and bright, illuminating the surface of the deck with a pale light made all the starker by the depths of the shadows it cast.


	He stopped at the aft end of the second hatch and knelt by a belowdecks entry port.


	“They’re in the hold below,” he said as he pulled up the hatch.


	Rakoshi stench poured out of the opening. Kolabati turned her head away. How could Kusum stand it? He didn’t seem to notice the odor as he slid his feet into the port.


	“Come,” he said.


	She followed. A short ladder led down to a square platform nestled into a corner, high over the empty hold. Kusum hit a switch and the platform began to descend with a jerk. Startled, Kolabati grabbed Kusum’s arm.


	“Where are we going?”


	“Down just a little way.” He pointed below with his bearded chin. “Look.”


	Kolabati squinted into the shadows, futilely at first. Then she saw their eyes. A garbled murmur arose from below. Kolabati realized that until this instant, despite all the evidence, all that Jack had told her, she’d not truly believed there could be rakoshi in New York. Yet here they were.


	She shouldn’t have been afraid—she was a Keeper—yet she was terrified. The closer the platform sank toward the floor of the hold, the greater her fear. Her mouth grew dry as her heart pounded against the wall of her chest.


	“Stop it, Kusum!”


	“Don’t worry. They can’t see us.”


	Kolabati knew that, but it gave her no comfort.


	“Stop it now! Take me back up!”


	Kusum hit another button. The descent stopped. He looked at her strangely, then started the platform upward. Kolabati sagged against him, relieved to be moving away from the rakoshi but knowing she had deeply disappointed her brother.


	It couldn’t be helped. She’d changed. She was no longer the recently orphaned little girl who had looked up to her older brother as the nearest thing to a god on earth, who had planned with him to find a way to bring back the rakoshi and through them restore the ruined temple to its former glory. That little girl was gone forever. She’d ventured into the world and found that life could be good outside India. She wanted to stay there.


	Not so Kusum. His heart and his mind had never left those blackened ruins in the hills outside Bharangpur. There was no life for him outside India. And even in his homeland his rigid Hindu fundamentalism made him something of a stranger. He worshipped India’s past. That was where he wished to live, not in the land India was striving to become.


	With the belowdecks port shut and sealed behind them, Kolabati relaxed, reveling in the outside air. Whoever would have thought muggy New York City air could smell so sweet?


	Kusum led her to a steel door in the forward wall of the superstructure. He opened the padlock that secured it. Inside was a short hallway and a single furnished cabin.


	Kolabati sat on the cot while Kusum stood and looked at her. She kept her head down, unable to meet his eyes. Neither had said a word since leaving the hold. Kusum’s air of disapproval rankled her, made her feel like an errant child, yet she could not fight it. He had a right to feel the way he did.


	“I brought you here hoping to share the rest of my plans with you,” he said at last. “I see now that was a mistake. You have lost all touch with your heritage. You would become like the millions of soulless others in this place.”


	“Tell me your plans, Kusum,” she said, feeling his hurt. “I want to hear them.”


	“You’ll hear. But will you listen?” He answered his own question without waiting for her. “I don’t think so. I was going to tell you how the rakoshi could be used to aid me back home. They could help eliminate those who are determined to change India into something she was never intended to be, who are bent on leading our people away from the true concerns of life in a mad drive to make India another America.”


	“Your political ambitions.”


	“Not ambitions! A mission!”


	Kolabati had seen that feverish light shining in her brother’s eyes before. It frightened her almost as much as the rakoshi. But she kept her voice calm.


	“You want to use the rakoshi for political ends.”


	“I do not! But the only way to bring India back onto the True Path is through political power. It came to me that I have not been allowed to start this nest of rakoshi for the mere purpose of fulfilling a vow. There is a grander scheme here, and I am part of it.”


	With a sinking feeling, Kolabati realized where all this was leading. A single word said it all:


	“Hindutvu.”


	“Yes—Hindutvu! A reunified India under Hindu rule. We will undo what the British did in 1947 when they made the Punjab into Pakistan and vivisected Bengal. If only I had had the rakoshi then—Lord Mountbatten would never have left India alive! But he was out of my reach, so I had to settle for the life of his collaborator, the revered Hindu traitor who legitimized the partition of our India by persuading the people to accept it without violence.”


	Kolabati was aghast. “Gandhi? It couldn’t have been you—!”


	“Poor Bati.” He smiled maliciously at the shock that must have shown on her face. “I’m truly disappointed that you never guessed. Did you actually think I would sit idly by after the part he played in the partition?”


	“But Savarkar was behind—!”


	“Yes. Savarkar was behind Godse and Apte, the actual assassins. He was tried and executed for his part. But who do you think was behind Savarkar?”


	No! It couldn’t be true! Not her brother—the man behind what some called The Crime of the Century!


	But he was still talking. She forced herself to listen:


	“… the return of East Bengal—it belongs with West Bengal. Bengal shall be whole again!”


	“But East Bengal is Bangladesh now. You can’t possibly think—”


	“I’ll find a way. I have the time. I have the rakoshi. I’ll find a way, believe me.”


	The room spun about Kolabati. Kusum, her brother, her surrogate parent for all these years, the steady, rational cornerstone of her life, was slipping further and further from the real world, indulging himself in the revenge and power fantasies of a maladjusted adolescent.


	Kusum was mad. The realization sickened her. Kolabati had fought against the admission all night but the truth could no longer be denied. She had to get away from him.


	“If anyone can find a way, I’m sure you will,” she told him, rising and turning toward the door. “And I’ll be glad to help in any way I can. But I’m tired now and I’d like to go back to the—”


	Kusum stepped in front of the door, blocking her way.


	“No, my sister. You will stay here until we sail away together.”


	“Sail?” Panic clutched at her throat. She had to get off this ship! “I don’t want to sail anywhere!”


	“I realize that. And that’s why I had this room, the pilot’s cabin, sealed off.” She detected no malice in his voice or his expression. He was more like an understanding parent talking to a child. “I’m bringing you back to India with me.”


	“No!”


	“It’s for your own good. During the voyage back home I’m sure you’ll see the error of the life you’ve chosen to lead. We have a chance to do something for India, an unprecedented chance to cleanse our karmas. I do this for you as much as for myself.” He looked at her knowingly. “For your karma is as polluted as mine.”


	“You have no right!”


	“I’ve more than a right. I’ve a duty.”


	He darted out of the room and shut the door behind him. Kolabati lunged forward but heard the lock click before she reached the handle. She pounded on its sturdy oak panels.


	“Kusum, let me out! Please let me out!”


	“When we’re at sea,” he said from the far side of the door.


	She heard him walk down the hall to the steel hatch that led to the deck and felt a sense of doom settle over her. Her life was no longer her own. Trapped on this ship … weeks at sea with a madman, even if it was her brother. She had to get out of here!


	“Jack will be looking for me!” she said on impulse, regretting it immediately. She hadn’t wanted to involve Jack in this.


	“Why would he be looking for you?” Kusum said slowly, his voice faint.


	“Because…” She couldn’t let him know that Jack had found the ship and knew about the rakoshi. “Because we’ve been together every day. Tomorrow he’ll want to know where I am.”


	“I see.” A lengthy pause, then, “I believe I will have to talk to Jack.”


	“Don’t you harm him, Kusum!”


	The thought of Jack falling victim to Kusum’s wrath was more than she could bear. Jack was certainly capable of taking care of himself, but she was sure he had never run up against someone like Kusum … or a rakosh.


	She heard the steel door clang shut.


	“Kusum?”


	No reply. Kusum had left her alone on the ship.


	No … not alone.


	The rakoshi were below.
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	“SAHNKchewedday! SAHNKchewedday!”


	Jack had run out of James Whale films so he’d put on the 1939 version of The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Charles Laughton, playing the part of the ignorant, deformed Parisian, had just saved Maureen O’Hara and was shouting from the walls of the church in an upper class British accent. Ridiculous. But Jack loved the film and had watched it nearly a hundred times. It was like an old friend, and he needed an old friend here with him now. The apartment seemed especially empty tonight.


	So with the six-foot projection TV providing a sort of visual muzak, he sat and pondered his next move. Gia and Vicky were all right for the time being, so he didn’t have to worry about them. He’d called the Sutton Square house as soon as he’d arrived home. It had been late and the phone obviously had awakened Gia. She’d grouchily told him that no word had been received from either Grace or Nellie and assured him that everyone was fine and had been sleeping peacefully until his call.


	On that note, he’d let her go back to sleep. He wished he could do the same. But tired as he was, sleep was impossible. Those things! He could not drive the images out of his mind. Nor the possibility that if Kusum learned that he’d been on the ship and had seen what it held, he might send them after him.


	With that thought, he rose and went to the old oak secretary. From behind the false panel in its lower section he removed his Glock .40. He loaded it with MagSafe Defenders, prefragmented hollow points that release a spray of birdshot upon entry, causing massive internal carnage. Devastating if he scored a hit, but safe for his neighbors if he missed. Because of the way they broke up on impact, he didn’t have to worry about hitting someone on the far side of a wall. Kolabati had said the rakoshi were unstoppable except for fire. He’d like to see how they’d hold up after a couple of these in the chest shredded their lungs into rakoshi slaw. But the features that made the rounds so lethal on impact with a body made them relatively safe to use indoors—a miss lost all its killing power once it hit a wall or even a window.


	As an extra precaution, Jack added a silencer—Kusum and the rakoshi were his problem. He didn’t want to draw any of his neighbors into it if he could avoid it. Some of them would surely be hurt or killed.


	He was just settling down in front of the TV again when he heard a knock on the door. Startled and puzzled, Jack flipped off the DVD and padded to the door, gun in hand. Another knock just as he reached it. He couldn’t imagine a rakosh knocking, but he was very uneasy about this night caller.


	“Who is it?”


	“Kusum Bahkti,” said a voice on the other side.


	Kusum! Muscles tightened across Jack’s chest. Nellie’s killer had come calling. Holding himself in check, he unlocked the door.


	Kusum stood there alone. He appeared perfectly relaxed and unapologetic despite the hour. Jack felt his finger tighten on the trigger of the pistol he held behind his right leg. A bullet in Kusum’s brain right now would solve a number of problems, but might be difficult to explain. Jack kept his pistol hidden. Be civil!


	“What can I do for you?”


	“I wish to discuss the matter of my sister.”
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	Kusum watched Jack’s face. His eyes had widened slightly at the mention of “my sister.” Yes … something between these two. The thought filled Kusum with pain. Kolabati was not for Jack, or any casteless Westerner. She deserved a prince.


	Jack stepped back and let the door swing open wider, keeping his right shoulder pressed against the edge of the door. Was he hiding a weapon?


	As Kusum stepped into the room he was stuck by the claustrophobic clutter. Clashing colors, clashing styles, bric-a-brac and memorabilia filling every wall and niche and corner. He found it at once offensive and entertaining. He felt that if he could sift through everything in this room he might come to know the man who lived here.


	“Have a seat.”


	Kusum hadn’t seen Jack move, yet now the door was closed and Jack was sitting in an overstuffed armchair, his hands clasped behind his head. He could kick him in the throat now and end it all. One kick and Kolabati would no longer be tempted. Quick, easier than using a rakosh. But Jack appeared to be on guard, ready to move. Kusum warned himself that he should not underestimate this man. He seated himself on a short sofa across from him.


	“You live frugally,” he said, continuing to inspect the room around him. “With the level of income I assume you to have, I would have expected you to be more richly appointed.”


	“I’m content the way I live,” Jack said. “Besides, conspicuous consumption is contrary to my best interests.”


	“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But at least you have resisted the temptation to join the big car, yacht, and country club set. A lifestyle too many of your fellow countrymen would find irresistible.” He sighed. “A lifestyle too many of my own countrymen find irresistible as well, much to India’s detriment.”


	Jack shrugged. “What’s this got to do with Kolabati?”


	“Nothing, Jack,” Kusum said.


	He studied the American: a self-contained man, a rarity in this land. He does not need the adulation of his fellows to give him self-worth. He finds it within. I admire that. Kusum realized he was giving himself reasons why he should not make Jack a meal for the rakoshi.


	“How’d you get my address?”


	“Kolabati gave it to me.” In a sense this was true. He’d found Jack’s address on a slip of paper on her bureau the other day.


	“Then let’s get to the subject of Kolabati, shall we?”


	He detected an undercurrent of hostility running through Jack. Perhaps he resented being disturbed at this hour. No … Kusum sensed it was more than that. Had Kolabati told him something she shouldn’t have? That idea disturbed him. He would have to be wary of what he said.


	“Certainly. I had a long talk with my sister tonight and have convinced her that you are not right for her.”


	“Interesting,” Jack said. A little smile played about his lips. What did he know? “What arguments did you use?”


	“Traditional ones. As you may or may not know, Kolabati and I are of the Brahmin caste. Do you know what that means?”


	“No.”


	“It is the highest caste. It is not fitting for her to consort with someone of a lower caste.”


	“That’s a little old-fashioned, isn’t it?”


	“Nothing that is of such vital concern to one’s karma can be considered ‘old-fashioned.’”


	“I don’t worry about karma,” Jack said.


	Kusum allowed himself to smile. What ignorant children these Americans were.


	“Your believing or not believing in karma has no effect on its existence, nor on its consequences to you. Just as a refusal to believe in the ocean would not prevent you from drowning.”


	“And you say that because of your arguments about caste and karma, Kolabati was convinced that I am not good enough for her?”


	“I did not wish to state it so bluntly. May I just say that I prevailed upon her not to see or even speak to you ever again.” He felt a warm glow begin within him. “She belongs to India. India belongs to her. She is eternal, like India. In many ways, she is India.”


	“Yeah,” Jack said as he reached out with his left hand and placed the phone in his lap. “She’s a good kid.”


	Cradling the receiver between his jaw and his left shoulder, he dialed with his left hand. His right hand rested quietly on his thigh. Why wasn’t he using it?


	“Let’s call her and see what she says.”


	“Oh, she’s not there,” Kusum said quickly. “She has packed her things and started back to Washington.”


	Jack held the phone against his ear for a long time. Long enough for at least twenty rings. Finally, he replaced the receiver in its cradle with his left hand—


	—and suddenly a pistol appeared in his right, the bore of its silencer pointing directly between Kusum’s eyes.


	“Where is she?” Jack’s voice was a whisper.


	And in the eyes sighting down the barrel Kusum saw his own death. The man holding the gun was quite willing and even anxious to pull the trigger.


	Kusum’s heart hammered in his throat. Not now! I can’t die now! I’ve too much still to do!
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	Jack saw the fear spring onto Kusum’s face.


	Good! Let the bastard squirm. Give him a tiny taste of what Grace and Nellie must have felt before they died.


	It was all Jack could do to keep from pulling the trigger. Practical considerations held him back. Not that anyone would hear the silenced shot; and the possibility that anyone knew Kusum had come here was remote. But disposing of bodies was always a problem.


	And he still had Kolabati to worry about. What had happened to her? Kusum seemed to care too much for his sister to harm her, but any man who could lead a ceremony like the one Jack had seen tonight on that hellship was capable of anything.


	“Where is she?” he repeated.


	“Out of harm’s way, I assure you,” Kusum said in measured tones. “And out of yours.” A muscle throbbed in his cheek, as if someone were tapping insistently against the inside of his face.


	“Where?”


	“Safe … as long as I am well and able to return to her.”


	Jack didn’t know how much of that to believe, and yet he dared not take it too lightly.


	Kusum stood.


	Jack kept the pistol trained on his face. “Stay where you are!”


	“I have to go now.”


	Kusum turned his back and walked to the door. Jack had to admit the bastard had nerve.


	He paused and faced Jack. “But I want to tell you one more thing: I spared your life tonight.”


	Incredulous, Jack rose to his feet. “What?”


	He was tempted to mention the rakoshi but remembered Kolabati’s plea to say nothing of them. Apparently she hadn’t told Kusum that Jack had been on the boat tonight.


	“I believe I spoke clearly. You are alive now only because of the service you performed for my family. I now consider that debt paid.”


	“There was no debt. It was fee for service. You paid the price, I rendered the service. We’ve always been even.”


	“That is not the way I choose to see it. However, I am informing you now that all debts are canceled. And do not follow me. Someone might suffer for that.”


	“Where is she?” Jack said, leveling the pistol. “If you don’t tell me, I’m going to shoot you in the right knee. If you still won’t talk, I’ll shoot you in the left knee.”


	Jack was quite ready to do what he said but Kusum made no move to escape. He continued facing him calmly.


	“You may begin,” he told Jack. “I have suffered pain before.”


	Jack glanced at Kusum’s empty left sleeve, then looked into his eyes and saw the unbreakable will of a fanatic. Kusum would die before uttering a word.


	After an interminable silence, Kusum smiled thinly, stepped into the hall, and closed the door behind him. Containing the urge to hurl the pistol against the door, Jack went over and locked it, but not before giving it a good kick.


	Was Kolabati really in some kind of danger, or had Kusum been bluffing? He had a feeling he’d been outplayed, but still did not see how he could have risked calling the bluff.


	The question was: Where was Kolabati? He would try to trace her. Maybe she really was on her way back to Washington. He wished he could be sure.


	Jack kicked the door again. Harder.
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	Tuesday


	For I am become death, destroyer of worlds.


	Bhagavad Gita
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	With a mixture of anger, annoyance, and concern, Jack slammed the phone back into its cradle. For the tenth time this morning he’d called Kusum’s apartment and listened to an endless series of rings. He’d alternated those calls with others to Washington, DC, information. He’d found no listing for Kolabati in the District or in northern Virginia, but a call to Maryland information had turned up a number for a K. Bahkti in Chevy Chase.


	No answer there all morning, either. Only a four-hour drive from here to the capitol. She’d had plenty of time to make it—if she really had left New York. Jack didn’t accept that. Kolabati had struck him as far too independent to knuckle under to her brother.


	Visions of Kolabati bound and gagged in a closet somewhere plagued him. She was probably more comfortable than that, but he was sure she was Kusum’s prisoner. It was because of her relationship with Jack that her brother had taken action against her. He felt responsible.


	Kolabati … his feelings were confused at this point. He cared for her, but he couldn’t say he loved her. She seemed, rather, to be a kindred spirit, one who understood him and accepted—even admired—him for what he was. Augment that with an intense physical attraction and the result was a unique bond that was exhilarating at times. But it wasn’t love.


	He had to help her. So why had he spent most of the morning on the phone? Why hadn’t he gone over to the apartment and tried to find her?


	Because he had to get over to Sutton Square. Something within had been nudging him in that direction all morning. He wouldn’t fight it. He’d learned through experience to obey those nudgings. It wasn’t prescience. Jack didn’t buy ESP or telepathy. The nudgings meant his subconscious mind had made correlations not yet apparent to his conscious mind and was trying to let him know.


	Somewhere in his subconscious, two and two and two had added up to Sutton Place. He should go there today. This morning. Now.


	He pulled on some clothes and slipped the Semmerling into its ankle holster. Knowing he probably would need it later in the day, he stuffed his housebreaking kit—a set of lock picks and a thin plastic ruler—into a back pocket and headed for the door.


	It felt good to be doing something at last.
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	“Kusum?”


	Kolabati heard a rattling down the hall. She pressed an ear against the upper panel of her cabin door. The noise had come from the door that led to the deck. The clank of a lock. It had to be Kusum.


	She prayed he’d come to release her.


	An endless night, quiet except for faint rustlings from within the depths of the ship. Kolabati knew she was safe, that she was sealed off from the rakoshi; and even if one or more did break free of the cargo areas, the necklace about her throat would protect her from detection. Yet her sleep had been fitful at best. She thought about the awful madness that had completely overtaken her brother; she worried about Jack and what Kusum might do to him.


	Even if her mind had been at peace, sleep would have been difficult. The air had grown thick through the night. With the poor ventilation in the cabin and the rising of the sun, the temperature had risen steadily. It was now like a sauna. She was thirsty. The water that dribbled from the tap in the tiny head attached to her cabin was brackish and musty-smelling.


	She twisted the handle on the cabin door as she’d done a thousand times since Kusum had locked her in here. It turned but would not open no matter how hard she pulled on it. A close inspection had revealed that Kusum had merely reversed the handle and locking apparatus—the door that was supposed to have locked from the inside now locked from the outside.


	The steel door at the end of the hall clanged. Kolabati stepped back as her cabin door swung open. Kusum stood there with a flat box and a large brown paper sack cradled in his arm. His eyes held genuine compassion as he looked at her.


	“What have you done to Jack?” she blurted as she saw the look on his face.


	Kusum’s face darkened. “Is that your first concern? Does it matter that he was ready to kill me?”


	“I want you both alive!” she said, meaning it.


	Kusum seemed somewhat mollified. “We are that—both of us. And Jack will stay that way as long as he does not interfere with me.”


	Kolabati felt weak with relief. Now that she knew Jack had not been harmed, she felt free to concentrate on her own plight. She took a step toward her brother.


	“Please let me out of here, Kusum.” She hated to beg but dreaded the thought of spending another night locked in this cabin.


	“I know you had an uncomfortable night, and I’m sorry for that. But it won’t be long now. Tonight your door shall be unlocked.”


	“Tonight? Why not now?”


	He smiled. “Because we have not yet sailed.”


	Her heart sank. “We’re sailing tonight?”


	“The tide turns after midnight. I’ve made arrangements for apprehending the last Westphalen. As soon as she is in my hands, we will sail.”


	“Another old woman?”


	Kolabati saw a queasy look flicker across her brother’s face.


	“Age has no bearing. She is the last of the Westphalen line. That is all that matters.”


	Kusum set the bag on the foldout table and began unpacking it. He pulled out two small jars of fruit juice, a square Tupperware container filled with some sort of salad, eating utensils, and paper cups. At the bottom of the bag was a small selection of newspapers and magazines, all in Hindi. He opened the container and released the scent of curried vegetables and rice into the room.


	“I’ve brought you something to eat.”


	Despite the cloud of depression and futility that enveloped her, Kolabati felt her mouth filling with saliva. But she willed her hunger and thirst to be still and glanced toward the open cabin door. If she got a few steps’ lead on Kusum she could perhaps lock him in here and escape.


	“I’m famished,” she said, approaching the table on an angle that would put her between Kusum and the door. “It smells delicious. Who made it?”


	“I bought it for you at a little Indian restaurant on Fifth Avenue in the Twenties. A Bengali couple run it. Good people.”


	“I’m sure they are.”


	Her heart began to pound as she edged closer to the door. What if she failed to get away? Would he hurt her? She glanced to her left. The door was only two steps away. She could make it but she was afraid to try.


	It had to be now!


	She leaped for the doorway, a tiny cry of terror escaping her as she grabbed the handle and pulled the door closed behind her. Kusum was at the door the instant it slammed shut. Kolabati fumbled with the catch and shouted with joy when it clicked into the locked position.


	“Bati, I command you to open this door immediately!” Kusum shouted, his voice thick with anger.


	She ran for the outer door. She knew she wouldn’t feel truly free until she’d put a layer of steel between herself and her brother. A crash behind her made Kolabati glance over her shoulder. The wooden door exploded outward. She saw Kusum’s foot flash through as the door dissolved into a shower of splintered wood. Kusum stepped into the hall and started after her.


	Terror spurred her on. Sunlight, fresh air, and freedom beckoned from beyond the steel hatch. Kolabati darted through and pushed it shut, but before she could lock it, Kusum threw his weight against the other side, sending her flying onto her back.


	Without a word, he stepped out onto the deck and pulled her to her feet. With a viselike grip that bruised her wrist, he dragged her back to her cabin. Once there, he spun her around and gripped the front of her blouse.


	His eyes nearly bulged with rage. “Don’t ever try that again! It was idiotic! Even if you managed to lock me up, you would have no way to reach the dock—unless you know how to slide down a rope.”


	She felt herself jerked forward, heard the fabric of her blouse rip as buttons flew in all directions.


	“Kusum!”


	He was like a mad beast, his breathing harsh, his eyes wild.


	“And take—”


	He reached into the open front of her blouse, grabbed her bra between the cups, and tore the center piece, exposing her breasts …


	“—off—”


	… then pushed her down on the bed and yanked brutally at the waistband of her skirt, bursting the seams and pulling it from her …


	“—these—”


	… then tore her panties off …


	“—obscene—”


	… then tore away the remnants of her blouse and bra.


	“—rags!”


	He threw down the ruined clothes and ground them into the floor with his heel.


	Kolabati lay frozen in panic until he finally calmed himself. As his breathing and complexion returned to normal, he stared at her as she huddled naked before him, an arm across her breasts, a hand over the pubic area between her tightly clenched thighs.


	Kusum had seen her unclothed countless times before; she had often paraded nude before him to see his reaction. But at this moment she felt exposed and degraded, and tried to hide herself.


	His sudden smile was sardonic. “Modesty doesn’t become you, dear sister.” He reached for the flat box he’d brought with him and tossed it to her. “Cover yourself.”


	Afraid to move, yet more afraid of disobeying him, Kolabati drew the box across her lap and awkwardly pulled it open. It contained a light blue sari with gold stitching. Fighting back tears of humiliation and impotent rage, she slipped the tight upper blouse over her head, then wrapped the silk fabric around herself in the traditional manner. She fought the hopelessness that threatened to engulf her. There had to be a way out.


	“Let me go!” she said when she felt she could trust her voice. “You have no right to keep me here!”


	“There will be no further discussion as to what I have a right to do. I am doing what I must do. Just as I must see my vow through to its fulfillment. Then I can go home and stand before those who believe in me, who are willing to lay down their lives to follow me in bringing Mother India back to the True Path. I will not deserve their trust, nor be worthy of leading them to Hindutvu, until I can stand before them with a purified karma.”


	“But that’s your life!” she screamed. “Your karma!”


	Kusum’s shook his head slowly, sadly. “Our karmas are entwined, Bati. Inextricably. And what I must do, you must do.” He stepped through the ruined door and looked back at her. “Meanwhile, I am due at an emergency session of the Security Council. I shall return with your dinner this evening.”


	He turned, stepped through the remains of the shattered door, and was gone. Kolabati didn’t bother calling his name or looking after him. The outer door to the deck closed with a loud clang.


	More than fear, more than misery at being incarcerated on this ship, she felt a great sadness for her brother and the mad obsession that drove him. She went to the table and tried to eat but could not even bring herself to taste the food.


	Finally the tears came. She buried her face in her hands and wept.
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	For the first time since Gia had known him, Jack looked his age. Dark rings hung under his eyes, a haunted look hovered within them. His hair needed combing and he’d been careless shaving.


	“I didn’t expect you,” she said as he stepped into the foyer.


	It annoyed her that he could just show up like this without warning. On the other hand, she was glad to have him around. It had been a long, fearful night. And a lonely one. She began to wonder if she would ever straighten out her feelings for Jack.


	Eunice closed the door and looked questioningly at Gia. “I’m about to fix lunch, Mum. Shall I set an extra place?”


	The maid’s voice was lifeless. Gia knew she missed her mistresses. Eunice had kept busy, talking incessantly of Grace and Nellie’s imminent return. But even she seemed to be running out of hope.


	Gia turned to Jack. “Staying for lunch?”


	He shrugged. “Sure.”


	As Eunice bustled off, Gia said, “Shouldn’t you be out looking for Nellie?”


	“I wanted to be here.”


	“You won’t find her here.”


	“I don’t think I’ll ever find her. I don’t think anyone will.”


	The note of finality in his voice shocked Gia. “W—what do you know?”


	“Just a feeling,” he said, averting his eyes as if embarrassed to admit acting on feelings. “Just as I’ve had this other feeling all morning that I should be here today.”


	“That’s all you’re going on—feelings?”


	“Humor me, Gia,” he said with an edge on his voice she’d never heard before. “All right? Humor me.”


	Gia was about to press him for a more specific answer when Vicky came running in. Vicky missed Grace and Nellie, but Gia had kept her daughter’s spirits up by telling her that Nellie had gone to find Grace. Jack picked her up and swung her to his hip, but his responses to her chatter consisted mainly of noncommittal grunts. Gia could not remember ever seeing him so preoccupied. He seemed worried, almost unsure of himself. That upset her the most. Jack was always a rock of self-assurance. Something was terribly wrong here and he wasn’t telling her about it.


	The three of them trailed into the kitchen where Eunice was preparing lunch. Jack slumped into a chair at the kitchen table and stared morosely into space. Vicky apparently noticed that he wasn’t responding to her in his usual manner so she went out to the backyard to her playhouse. Gia sat watching him, dying to know what he was thinking but unable to ask with Eunice there.


	Vicky came running in from the back with an orange in her hand. Gia idly wondered where she’d got it. She thought they’d run out of oranges.


	“Do the orange mouth! Do the orange mouth!”


	Jack straightened up and put on a smile that wouldn’t have fooled a blind man.


	“Okay, Vicks. The orange mouth. Just for you.”


	He glanced at Gia and made a sawing motion with his hand. Gia got up and found him a knife. When she returned to the table, he was shaking his hand as if it were wet.


	“What’s the matter?”


	“This thing’s leaking. Must be a real juicy one.” He sliced the orange in half. Before quartering it, he rubbed the back of his hand along his cheek. Suddenly he was on his feet, his chair tipping over behind him. His face was putty white as he held his fingers under his nose and sniffed.


	“No!” he cried as Vicky reached for one of the orange halves. He grabbed her hand and roughly pushed it away. “Don’t touch it!”


	“Jack! What’s wrong with you?”


	Gia was furious at him for treating Vicky that way. And poor Vicky stood there staring at him with her lower lip trembling.


	But Jack seemed oblivious to both of them. He held the orange halves up to his nose, inspecting them, sniffing at them like a dog. His face grew steadily paler.


	“Oh, God!” he said, looking as if he was about to be sick. “Oh, my God!”


	As he stepped around the table, Gia pulled Vicky out of his way and clutched her against her. His eyes were wild. Three long strides took him to the kitchen garbage can. He threw the orange in it, then pulled out the Hefty bag, twirled it, and twisted the attached tie around the neck. He dropped the bag on the floor and came back to kneel before Vicky. He gently laid his hands on her shoulders.


	“Where’d you get that orange, Vicky?”


	Gia noted the “Vicky” immediately. Jack never called her by that name. She was always “Vicks” to him.


	“In … in my playhouse.”


	Jack jumped up and began pacing around the kitchen, frantically running the fingers of both hands through his hair. Finally he seemed to come to a decision.


	“All right—we’re getting out of here.”


	Gia was on her feet. “What are you—?”


	“Out! All of us! And no one eat anything! Not a thing! That goes for you, too, Eunice!”


	Eunice puffed herself up. “I beg your pardon?”


	Jack got behind her and firmly guided her toward the door. He was not rough with her, but there was no hint of playfulness about him. He came over to Gia and pulled Vicky away from her.


	“Get your toys together. You and your mommy are going on a little trip.”


	Jack’s sense of urgency was contagious. Without a backward glance at her mother, Vicky ran outside.


	Gia’s anger flared. “Jack, you can’t do this! You can’t come in here and start acting like a fire marshal. You’ve no right!”


	“Listen to me!” he said in a low voice as he grasped her left biceps in a grip that bordered on pain. “Do you want Vicky to end up like Grace and Nellie? Gone without a trace?”


	Gia tried to speak but no words came out. She felt as if her heart had stopped. Vicky gone? NO—!


	“I didn’t think so,” Jack continued. “If we’re here tonight, that might happen.”


	Gia still couldn’t speak. The horror of the thought was a hand clutching at her throat.


	“Go!” he said, pushing her toward the front of the house. “Pack up and we’ll get out of here.”


	Gia stumbled away from him, propelled not so much by his words, but by what she’d seen in his eyes … something she’d never seen or ever expected to see: fear.


	Jack afraid—it was almost inconceivable. Yet he was; she was sure of it. And if Jack was afraid, what should she be?


	Terrified, she ran upstairs to pack her things.
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	Alone in the kitchen, Jack sniffed his fingers again. At first he’d thought he was hallucinating, but then he’d found the needle puncture in the orange skin. No doubt about it—rakoshi elixir. Even now he wanted to retch. Someone—someone? Kusum!—had left a doctored orange for Vicky.


	Kusum wanted Vicky for his monsters.


	The worst part was realizing that Grace and Nellie had not been random victims. The two old women had been intended targets. And Vicky was next.


	Why? In God’s name, why? Was it this house? Did Kusum have a Manson thing going where he wanted to kill everyone who lived here? Grace and Nellie already gone, but why Vicky next? Why not Eunice or Gia? It didn’t make sense. Or maybe it did and his brain was too rattled right now to see the pattern.


	Vicky came up the back steps and hurried through the kitchen carrying something that looked like a big plastic grape. She walked by with her chin out and her nose in the air, without even once glancing Jack’s way.


	She’s mad at me.


	To her mind she had ample reason to be upset with him. After all, he’d frightened her and everyone else in the house. But that could not be helped. He could not remember a shock like the one that had blasted through him when he recognized the odor on his hands.


	Fear trickled down his chest wall and into his abdomen.


	Not my Vicky. Never my Vicky!


	He walked over to the sink and looked out the window as he washed the smell off his hands. The house around him, the playhouse out there, the yard, the whole neighborhood had become tainted, sinister.


	But where to go? He couldn’t let Gia and Vicky return to their own apartment. If Kusum knew of Vicky’s passion for oranges, surely he knew her address. And Jack’s place was definitely out. On impulse he called Isher Sports.


	“Abe? I need help.”


	“Nu? I should be surprised?”


	“This is serious, Abe. It’s Gia and her little girl. I’ve got to find them a safe place to stay. Somewhere not connected with me.”


	The banter was suddenly gone from Abe’s voice. “Hotel no good?”


	“As a last resort it’ll do, but I’d feel better in a private place.”


	“My daughter’s apartment is empty until the end of the month. She’s on sabbatical in Europe for the summer.”


	“Where is it?”


	“Queens. On the border of Astoria and Long Island City.”


	Jack glanced out the kitchen window to the jumble of buildings directly across the East River. For the first time since cutting the orange open, he felt he had a chance of controlling the situation. The sick dread that weighed so relentlessly upon him lifted a little.


	“Perfect! Where’s the key?”


	“In my pocket.”


	“I’ll be right over to get it.”


	“I’ll be here.”


	Eunice came in as he hung up. “You really have no right to send us all on our way,” she said sternly. “But if I must go, at least let me clean up the kitchen.”


	“I’ll clean it up,” Jack said, blocking her way as she reached for the sponge in the sink. She turned and picked up the Hefty bag that contained the tainted orange. Jack gently pulled it from her grasp. “I’ll take care of that, too.”


	“Promise?” she said, eyeing him with unconcealed suspicion. “I wouldn’t want the two ladies of the house coming back and finding a mess.”


	“They won’t find a mess here,” Jack told her, feeling sorry for this loyal little woman who had no idea that her employers were dead. “I promise you.”


	Gia came down the stairs as Jack ushered Eunice out the front door. She seemed to have composed herself since he’d chased her upstairs.


	“I want to know what all this means,” she said after Eunice was gone. “Vicky’s upstairs. You tell me what’s going on here before she comes down.”


	Jack searched for something to say. He could not tell her the truth—she’d lose all confidence in his sanity. She might even call the nut patrol to take him down to pillow city in Bellevue. He began to improvise, mixing truth and fiction, hoping he made sense.


	“I think Grace and Nellie were abducted.”


	“That’s ridiculous!” Gia said, but her voice did not carry much conviction.


	“I wish it were.”


	“But there was no sign of a break-in or a struggle—”


	“I don’t know how it was done, but I’m sure the liquid I found in Grace’s bathroom is a link.” He paused for effect. “Some of it was in that orange Vicky brought in to me.”


	Gia’s hand clutched his arm. “The one you threw away?”


	Jack nodded. “And I bet if we had the time we could find something of Nellie’s that’s laced with the stuff, something she ate.”


	“I can’t think of anything…” Her voice trailed off, then rose again. “What about the chocolates?” Gia grabbed his arm and dragged him to the parlor. “They’re in here. They came last week.”


	Jack went to the candy bowl on the table beside the recliner where they’d spent Sunday night. He took a chocolate off the top and inspected it. No sign of a needle hole or tampering. He broke it open and held it up to his nose … and there it was: the odor. Rakoshi elixir. He held it out to Gia.


	“Here. Take a whiff. I don’t know if you remember what Grace’s laxative smelled like, but it’s the same stuff.” He led her to the kitchen where he opened the garbage bag and took out Vicky’s orange. “Compare.”


	Gia sniffed them both, then looked up at him, fear growing in her eyes. “What is it?”


	“I don’t know,” he lied.


	He took the candy and orange from her and threw both into the bag. Then he brought the dish from the parlor and dumped the rest of the chocolates.


	“But it’s got to do something!” Gia said, persistent as always.


	So that Gia couldn’t see his eyes as he spoke, Jack made a show of concentrating on twisting the tie around the neck of the bag as tightly as he could.


	“Maybe it has some sedative properties that keeps people quiet while they’re being carried off.”


	Gia stared at him, a mystified look on her face. “This is crazy! Who would want to—?”


	“That’s my next question: Where’d she get the candy?”


	“From England.” Gia’s face blanched. “Oh, no! From Richard!”


	“Your ex?”


	“He sent them from London.”


	Jack’s mind churned furiously as he took the garbage bag outside and dumped it in a can in the narrow alley alongside the house.


	Richard Westphalen? Where the hell did he fit in? But hadn’t Kusum mentioned that he’d been in London last year? And now Gia says her ex-husband sent these chocolates from London. It all fits, but it made no sense. What possible link to Kusum? Certainly not financial. Kusum hadn’t struck Jack as a man to whom money meant much.


	This was making less and less sense every minute.


	“Could your ex be behind this?” he asked as he returned to the kitchen. “Could he be thinking he’s going to inherit something if Grace and Nellie disappear?”


	“I wouldn’t put much past Richard,” Gia said, “but I can’t see him getting involved in a serious crime. Besides, I happen to know that he’s not going to inherit a thing from Nellie.”


	“But does he know that?”


	“I don’t know.” She glanced around and appeared to shiver. “Let’s get out of here, shall we?”


	“Soon as you’re ready.”


	Gia went upstairs to find Vicky. Before long, mother and daughter stood in the foyer, Vicky with a little suitcase in one hand and her plastic grape carry case in the other.


	“What’s in there?” Jack asked, pointing to the grape.


	Vicky held it out of his reach behind her back. “Just my Ms. Jelliroll doll.”


	“I should have known.” At least she’s talking to me.


	“Can we go now?” Gia said.


	She’d been transformed from a reluctant evictee to someone anxious to be as far away from this house as possible. He was glad for that.


	Jack took the large suitcase and led the two of them up to Sutton Place. He hailed a cab and gave the address of Isher Sports.


	“I want to get home,” Gia said. She sat in the middle, Vicky on her left and Jack on her right. “That’s in your neighborhood.”


	“You can’t go home.” As she opened her mouth to protest he added: “You can’t go to my place, either.”


	“Then where?”


	“I’ve found a place in Queens.”


	“Queens? I don’t want to—”


	“No one’ll find you in a million years. Just hang out there for a couple of days until I see if I can put a stop to this.”


	Gia put an arm around Vicky and hugged her close. “I feel like a criminal.”


	Jack wanted to hug both of them and tell them they’d be all right, that he’d see to it that nothing ever hurt them. But after his outburst this morning, he wasn’t sure how they’d react.


	The cab pulled up in front of Abe’s store. Jack ran in and found him at his usual station, perusing his customary array of newspapers. Mustard brightened his black tie, poppy seeds peppered his ample shirtfront.


	“The key’s on the counter and so’s the address,” he said, glancing over his reading glasses without moving from his seat. “This won’t be messy, I hope. Already my relationship with Sarah is barely civil.”


	Jack pocketed the key but kept the address in hand.


	“If I know Gia, she’ll leave the place spotless.”


	“If I know my daughter, Gia will have her work cut out for her.” He stared at Jack. “I suppose you have some running around to do tonight?”


	Jack nodded. “A lot.”


	“And I suppose you want I should come over and babysit the two ladies while you’re out of the apartment? Don’t even ask,” he said, holding up a hand, “I’ll do it.”


	“I owe you one, Abe,” Jack said.


	“I’ll add it to the list,” he replied with a deprecating wave of his hand.


	“Do that.”


	Back in the cab, Jack gave the driver the address of Abe’s daughter’s apartment.


	“Take the Midtown Tunnel,” he said.


	“The bridge is better for where you’re going,” the cabby said.


	“Take the tunnel,” Jack told him. “And go through the park.”


	“It’s quicker around.”


	“The park. Enter at Seventy-second and head downtown.”


	The cabby shrugged. “You’re paying for it.”


	They drove over to Central Park West, then turned into the park. Jack stayed twisted around in his seat the whole way, watching through the back window for any car or cab that followed them. He’d insisted on taking the route through the park because it was narrow and winding, curving through the trees and beneath the overpasses. Anyone tailing would want to stay close for fear of losing them.


	No one following—Jack was sure of that by the time they reached Columbus Circle, but he kept his eyes fixed out the rear window until they reached the Queens Midtown Tunnel.


	As they slid into that tiled fluorescent gullet, Jack faced front and allowed himself to unwind. The East River was above them, Manhattan was rapidly falling behind. Soon he’d have Gia and Vicky lost in the mammoth beehive of apartments called Queens. He was putting the whole island of Manhattan between Kusum and his intended victims. Kusum would never find them. With that worry behind him, Jack would be free to concentrate his efforts on finding a way to deal with the crazy Indian.


	Right now, however, he had to mend his relationship with Vicky. She sat on the far side of her mother with her big plastic grape sitting in her lap. He began by leaning around Gia and making the kind of faces mothers always tell their children not to make because you never know when your face’ll get stuck that way.


	Vicky tried to ignore him but soon was laughing and crossing her eyes and making faces, too.


	“Stop that, Vicky!” Gia said. “Your face could get stuck that way!”
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	Vicky was glad Jack was acting like his old self. He’d frightened her this morning with his yelling and grabbing her orange and throwing it away. That had been mean. He’d never done anything like that before. It had frightened her, but worse, he’d hurt her feelings. She’d got over being scared right away, but her feelings had remained hurt until now. Jack was making her laugh. He just must have been grouchy this morning.


	Vicky shifted her Ms. Jelliroll Carry Case on her lap. It had room in it for the doll and extra things like doll clothes.


	Vicky had something extra in there now. Something special. She hadn’t told Jack or Mommy that she’d found two oranges in the playhouse. Jack had thrown the first away. But the second was in her carry case, safely hidden beneath the doll clothes. She was saving that for later and not telling anybody. That was only right. It was her orange. She’d found it, and she wasn’t going to let anybody throw it away.
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	Apartment 1203 was hot and stuffy. The stale smell of cigarette smoke had become one with the upholstery, rugs, and wallpaper. Gia spotted dust bunnies under the front room coffee table from the door.


	So this was the hideout: Abe’s daughter’s place.


	Gia had met Abe briefly once. He hadn’t looked too neat—had little bits of food all over him, in fact. Like father, like daughter, apparently.


	Jack went to the big air conditioner in the window. “Could use some of this.”


	“Just open the windows,” Gia told him. “Let’s get a change of air in here.”


	Vicky was prancing around, swinging her strawberry-colored carry case, delighted to be in a new place. Nonstop chatter:


	“Are we staying here Mommy how long are we staying is this going to be my room can I sleep in this bed ooh look how high we are you can see the Umpire State Building over there and there’s Chrysler’s building it’s my favorite ’cause it’s pointy and silvery at the top…”


	And on and on. Gia smiled at the memory of how hard she’d worked coaxing Vicky to say her first words, how she’d agonized over the completely unfounded notion that her daughter might never speak. Now she wondered if she would ever stop.


	Once the windows on both sides of the apartment were open, the air began to flow through, removing the old trapped odors and bringing in new ones.


	“Jack, I’ve got to clean this place up if I’m going to stay here. I hope no one minds.”


	“No one’ll mind,” he said. “Just let me make a couple of calls and I’ll help you.”


	Gia located the vacuum cleaner while he dialed, listened, then dialed again. Either it was busy or he got no answer, because he hung up without saying anything.


	They spent the better part of the afternoon cleaning the apartment. Gia took pleasure in the simple tasks of scouring the sink, cleaning the counters, scrubbing the inside of the refrigerator, washing the kitchen floors, vacuuming the rugs. Concentrating on the minutiae kept her mind off the formless threat she felt hanging over Vicky and herself.


	Jack wouldn’t let her out of the apartment so he took the bedclothes down to the laundry area and washed them. He was a hard worker and not afraid to get his hands dirty. They made a good team. She found she enjoyed being with him, something up until a few days ago she thought she’d never enjoy again.


	The certain knowledge that a gun was hidden somewhere on his body and that he was the sort of man quite willing and able to use it effectively did not cause the revulsion it would have a few days ago. She couldn’t say she approved of the idea, but she found herself taking reluctant comfort from it.


	The sun was leaning into the west over the Manhattan skyline before she declared the apartment habitable. Jack went out and found a Chinese restaurant and brought back egg rolls, hot and sour soup, spareribs, shrimp fried rice, and moo shu pork. In a separate bag he had an Entenmann’s almond ring coffee cake. That didn’t strike Gia as a fitting dessert for a Chinese meal, but she didn’t say anything.


	She watched as he tried to teach Vicky how to use the chopsticks he’d picked up at the restaurant. The rift between those two had apparently healed without a scar. They were buddies again, the trauma of the morning forgotten—at least by Vicky.


	“I have to go out,” he told her as they cleared the dishes.


	“I figured that,” Gia said, hiding her unease. “How long will you be out?”


	She knew they were lost in this apartment complex among other apartment complexes—the proverbial needle in the haystack—but she didn’t want to be alone tonight. Not after what she’d learned this morning about the chocolates and the orange.


	“Don’t know. That’s why I asked Abe to come and stay with you until I get back. Hope you don’t mind.”


	“No. I don’t mind at all.” From what Gia remembered of Abe, he seemed an unlikely protector, but any port in a storm. “Anyway, how could I object? He has more of a right to be here than we do.”


	“I wouldn’t be too sure of that.”


	“Oh?”


	“Abe and his daughter are barely on speaking terms.” Jack turned and faced her, leaning his back against the sink. He glanced over her shoulder to where Vicky sat alone at the table munching on a fortune cookie, then spoke in a low voice, his eyes fixed on her. “You see, Abe’s a criminal. Like me.”


	“Jack—” She didn’t want to get into this now.


	“Not exactly like me. Not a thug.” His emphasis on the word she’d used on him was a barb in her heart. “He just sells illegal weapons. He also sells legal weapons, but he sells them illegally.”


	Portly, voluble Abe Grossman—a gunrunner? It wasn’t possible! But the look in Jack’s eyes said it was.


	“Was it necessary to tell me that?” What was he trying to do?


	“I just want you to know the truth. I also want you to know that Abe is the most peace-loving man I’ve ever met.”


	“Then why does he sell guns?


	“Maybe he’ll explain it to you someday. I found his reasons pretty convincing—more convincing than his daughter did.”


	“She doesn’t approve, I take it.”


	“Barely speaks to him.”


	“Good for her.”


	“Didn’t stop her from letting him pay the tuition for her bachelor and graduate degrees, though.”


	A knock on the door and a voice in the hall: “It’s me—Abe. Open up already.”


	Jack let him in. He looked the same as the last time Gia had seen him: An overweight man dressed in a short-sleeved white shirt, black tie, and black pants. The only difference was the nature of the food stains up and down his front.


	“Hello,” he said, shaking Gia’s hand. She liked a man to shake her hand. “Nice to see you again.”


	He also shook Vicky’s hand, which elicited a big smile from her.


	“Just in time for dessert, Abe,” Jack said. He brought out the Entenmann’s cake.


	Abe’s eyes widened. “Almond coffee ring! You shouldn’t have!” He made a show of searching the tabletop. “And the rest of you are having what?”


	Gia laughed politely, not knowing how seriously to take the remark, then watched with wonder as Abe consumed three-quarters of the cake, all the while talking eloquently and persuasively of the imminent collapse of Western civilization.


	Although he’d failed to persuade Vicky to call him “Uncle Abe,” by the time dessert was over he had Gia half convinced she should flee New York and build an underground shelter in the foothills of the Rockies.


	Finally, Jack stood and stretched. “Gotta go. And if you don’t hear from me, don’t worry.”


	Gia followed him to the door. She didn’t want to see him go, but couldn’t bring herself to tell him so. A persistent knot of hostility within her always veered her away from the subject of Gia and Jack.


	“I don’t know if I can be with him too much longer,” she whispered to Jack. “He’s so depressing!”


	Jack smiled. “You ain’t heard nuthin’ yet. Wait till the network news comes on and he gives you his analysis of what every story really means.” He put his hand on her shoulder and drew her close. “Don’t let him bother you. He means well.”


	Before she knew what was happening he leaned forward and kissed her on the lips.


	“Bye.”


	And he was out the door.


	Gia turned back to the apartment and found Abe squatting before the television. A special report about the Chinese border dispute with India was on.


	“Did you hear that?” Abe was saying. “Did you hear? Do you know what this means?”


	Resignedly, Gia joined him before the set.


	“No. What does it mean?”
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	Finding a cab took some doing, but Jack finally nabbed a gypsy to take him back into Manhattan. He still had a few hours of light left; he wanted to make the most of them. The worst of the rush hour was over and he was heading the opposite way of the flow, so he made good time getting back into the city.


	The cab dropped him off between Sixty-seventh and Sixty-eighth on Fifth, one block south of Kusum’s apartment building. He crossed to the park side and walked uptown, inspecting the building as he passed. He found what he wanted: A delivery alley along the left side secured by a wrought iron gate with pointed rails curved over and down toward the street. Next step was to see if anybody was home.


	He crossed over and stepped up to the doorman who wore a pseudomilitary cap and sported a handlebar mustache.


	“Would you ring the Bahkti apartment, please?”


	“Surely,” the doorman said. “Whom shall I say is calling?”


	“Jack. Just Jack.”


	The doorman buzzed on the intercom and waited. And waited.


	Finally he said, “I do not believe Mr. Bahkti is in. Shall I leave a message?”


	No answer did not necessarily mean no one was home.


	“Sure. Tell him Jack was here and that he’ll be back.”


	Jack sauntered away, not sure of what his little message would accomplish. Perhaps it would rattle Kusum, although he doubted it. Probably take a hell of a lot to rattle a guy with a nest of rakoshi.


	He walked to the end of the building. Now came the touchy part: getting over the gate unseen. He took a deep breath. Without looking back, he jumped and grabbed two of the curved iron bars near their tops. Bracing himself against the sidewall, he levered himself over the spikes and dropped onto the other side. Those daily workouts paid off now and then. He stepped back and waited but no one seemed to have noticed him. He exhaled. So far, so good. He ran around to the rear of the building.


	There he found a double door wide enough for furniture deliveries. He ignored this—they were almost invariably alarmed. The narrow little door at the bottom of a short stairwell was more interesting. He pulled the leather-cased lock picking kit out of his pocket as he descended the steps. The door was solid, faced with sheet metal, no windows. The lock was a Yale, most likely an intergrip rim model. While he worked the slim black rake back and forth in the keyhole, his eyes kept watch along the rear of the building. He didn’t have to look at what he was doing—locks were picked by feel.


	And then it came—the click of the tumblers within the cylinder. A certain quiet satisfaction in that sound, but Jack didn’t take time to savor it. A quick twist of the tension rod and the bolt snapped back. He pulled the door open and waited for an alarm bell. None came. A quick inspection showed that the door wasn’t wired for a silent alarm either. He slipped inside and locked it after him.


	He stood in the dark of the basement. While he waited for his eyes to adjust, he created a mental picture of the layout of the lobby one floor above. If his memory was accurate, the elevators should be straight ahead and slightly to the left. He moved forward and found them right where he’d figured. The elevator came down in response to the button and he rode it straight up to the ninth floor.


	Jack stepped immediately to the 9B door and withdrew the thin, flexible plastic ruler from his pocket. Tension tightened the muscles at the back of his neck. This was the riskiest part. Anyone seeing him now would call the police. Had to work fast. The door was double-locked: a Yale dead bolt and a Kwikset with a keyhole in the handle. He’d cut a right-triangular notch half an inch into the edge of the ruler about an inch from the end. Jack slipped the ruler in between the door and the jamb and ran it up and down past the Yale. It moved smoothly—the dead bolt had been left open. He ran the ruler down to the Kwikset, caught the notch on the latch bolt, wiggled and pulled on the ruler … and the door swung inward.


	The entire operation took ten seconds. Jack jumped inside and eased the door closed behind him. The setting sun poured orange light through the living room windows. All was quiet. The apartment had an empty feel to it.


	He looked down and saw the smashed egg. Thrown in anger or dropped during a struggle? He moved quickly, silently through the living room to the bedrooms, searching the closets, under the beds, behind the chairs, into the kitchen and the utility room.


	No Kolabati. A closet in the second bedroom was half-filled with women’s clothes; he recognized a dress as the one she’d worn in Peacock Alley; another to the Consulate reception. She wouldn’t have gone back to Washington without her clothes. Kolabati was still in New York.


	He stepped to the window and looked out over the park. The orange sun was still bright enough to hurt his eyes. He stood and stared west for a long time. He’d hoped to find Kolabati here. It had been against all logic, but he’d had to see for himself so he could cross this apartment off his short list of possibilities.


	He turned and picked up the phone and dialed the number of the Indian Embassy. No, Mr. Bahkti was still at the UN, but was expected back shortly.


	That did it. No more excuses. He had to go to the only other place Kolabati could be.


	Dread rolled back and forth in his stomach like a leaden weight.


	That ship. That godawful floating piece of hell. He had to go back there.
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	“I’m thirsty, Mommy.”


	“It’s the Chinese food. It always makes you thirsty. Have another drink of water.”


	“I don’t want water. I’m tired of water. Can’t I have some juice?”


	“I’m sorry, honey, but I didn’t get a chance to do any shopping. The only thing to drink around here is some wine and you can’t have that. I’ll get you some juice in the morning. I promise.”


	“Oh, okay.”


	Vicky slumped in her chair and folded her arms over her chest. She wanted juice instead of water and she wanted to watch something else besides these dumb news shows. First the six o’clock news, then something called the network news, and Mr. Grossman—he wasn’t her uncle; why did he want her to call him Uncle Abe?—talking, talking, talking.


	Her tongue felt dry. If only she had some juice …


	She remembered the orange—the one she’d saved from her playhouse this morning. That would taste so delicious now.


	Without a word she got up from her chair and slipped into the bedroom she and Mommy would be sharing tonight. Her Ms. Jelliroll Carry Case was on the floor of the closet. Kneeling in the dim light of the room, she opened it and pulled out the orange. It felt so cool in her hand. Just the smell made her mouth water. This was going to taste so good.


	She went over by the screened window and dug her thumb into the thick skin until it broke through, then she began peeling. Juice squirted all over her hands as she tore a section loose and bit into it.


	Delicious!


	She pushed the rest of the section into her mouth and was tearing another free when she noticed something funny about the taste. It wasn’t a bad taste, but it wasn’t a good taste either. She took a bite of the second section. It tasted the same.


	Suddenly she was frightened. What if the orange was rotten? Maybe that’s why Jack wouldn’t let her have any this morning. What if it made her sick?


	Panicked, Vicky bent and shoved the rest of the orange under the bed—she’d sneak it into the garbage later when she had a chance. Then she strolled out of the room and over to the bathroom where she washed the juice off her hands and drank a Dixie Cup full of water.


	She hoped she didn’t get a stomachache. Mommy would be awfully mad if she found out about sneaking the orange. But more than anything Vicky prayed she didn’t throw up. Throwing up was the worst thing in the world.


	Vicky returned to the living room, hoping no one would see her face. She felt guilty. One look at her and Mommy would know something was wrong.


	The weather lady was saying that tomorrow was going to be hot and dry and sunny again, and Mr. Grossman started talking about drought and people fighting over water.


	She sat on the floor and hoped they’d let her watch something she liked after this.
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	The dark bow of the freighter loomed over Jack, engulfing him in its shadow as he stood on the dock. The sun sinking over New Jersey still cast plenty of light. He barely heard the traffic rushing by above and behind him. His attention was lasered on the ship before him.


	His heart clattered against his ribs. He had to go in. No way around it. For an instant, he actually considered calling the police, but rejected the idea immediately. As Kolabati had said, Kusum was legally untouchable. And even if Jack managed to convince the cops that such things as rakoshi existed, all they were likely to do was get themselves killed and loose the creatures on the city. Probably get Kolabati killed too.


	No, the police didn’t belong here, for practical reasons and reasons of principle: This was his problem and he would solve it.


	As he followed the wharf around to the starboard side of the ship, he pulled on a pair of heavy work gloves he’d bought on his walk over from Fifth Avenue. Three brand-new butane cigarette lighters were scattered through his pockets. He didn’t know what good they’d do but Kolabati had been emphatic about fire and iron being the only weapons against rakoshi. If he needed fire, at least he’d have some available.


	Too much light to climb up the same rope he had last time—it was in plain view of the traffic on the West Side Highway. He’d have to enter by way of a stern line this time. He looked longingly at the raised gangplank. If he’d had the time he could have stopped at his apartment and picked up the variable frequency beeper he used for getting into garages with remote control door openers. He was sure the gangplank operated on a similar principle.


	He found a heavy stern line and tested its tautness. He saw the name across the stern but couldn’t read the lettering. The setting sun was warm against his skin. Everything seemed so normal and mundane out here. But in that ship …


	He stilled the dread within and forced himself up the rope monkey style like last night. As he pulled himself over the gunwale and onto the deck at the rear of the superstructure, he realized that the darkness of last night had hidden a multitude of sins. The boat was filthy. Rust grew where paint had thinned or peeled away; everything was either nicked or dented or both. And overlaying all was a thick coat of grease, grime, soot, and salt.


	
The rakoshi are below, Jack reminded himself as he entered the superstructure and began his search of the cabins. They’re sealed in the cargo areas. I won’t run into one up here. I won’t.


	He kept repeating it over and over, like a litany. It allowed him to concentrate on his search instead of constantly looking over his shoulder.


	He started with the bridge and worked his way downward. He found no sign of Kolabati in any of the officers’ cabins. He was going through the crew’s quarters on the main deck level when he heard a sound.


	He stopped. A voice—a woman’s voice—calling a name from somewhere inside the wall. Hope began to grow as he followed that wall around to the main deck where he found a padlocked iron door.


	The voice coming from behind the door was Kolabati’s. Jack allowed himself a self-congratulatory grin. He’d found her.


	He examined the door. The shackle of a laminated steel padlock had been passed through the swivel eye of a heavy-slotted hasp welded firmly to the steel of the door. Simple but very effective.


	Jack dug out his pick kit and went to work.
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	Kolabati had started calling Kusum’s name when she heard the footsteps on the deck above her cabin; she stopped when she heard him rattle the lock on the outer door. She wasn’t hungry or thirsty, she simply wanted to see another human face—even Kusum’s. The isolation of the pilot’s cabin was getting to her.


	She’d spent all day racking her brain for a way to appeal to her brother. But pleas would be of no avail. How could you plead with a man who thought he was salvaging your karma? How could you convince that man to alter a course of action he was pursuing for what he was certain was your own good?


	She’d even gone so far as to look for something she might conceivably use for a weapon but had discarded the notion. Even with one arm, Kusum was too quick, too strong, too agile for her. He’d proved that beyond a doubt this morning. And in his unbalanced state of mind, a physical assault might drive him over the edge.


	And still she worried for Jack. Kusum had said he was unharmed, but how could she be sure after all the lies he’d already told her?


	She heard the outer door open—Kusum seemed to have been fumbling with it—and footsteps approaching her cabin. A man stepped through the splinters of the door. He stood there smiling, staring at her sari.


	“Where’d you get the funny dress?”


	“Jack!” She leaped into his arms, her joy bursting within her. “You’re alive!”


	“You’re surprised?”


	“I thought Kusum might have…”


	“No. It was almost the other way around.”


	“I’m so glad you found me!” She clutched him, reassuring herself that he was really here. “Kusum is going to sail back to India tonight. Get me out of here!”


	“My pleasure.” He turned toward the shattered door and paused. “What happened to that?”


	“Kusum kicked it out after I locked him in.”


	She saw Jack’s eyebrows rise. “How many kicks?”


	“One, I think.” She wasn’t sure.


	Jack pursed his lips as if to whistle but made no sound. He began to speak but was interrupted by a loud clang from down the hall.


	Kolabati went rigid. No! Not Kusum! Not now!


	“The door!”


	Jack was already out in the hall. She followed in time to see him slam his shoulder full force against the steel door.


	Too late. It was locked.


	Jack pounded once on the door with his fist, but said nothing.


	Kolabati leaned against the door beside him. She wanted to scream with frustration. Almost free—and now locked up again!


	“Kusum, let us out!” she cried in Bengali. “Can’t you see this is useless?”


	No reply. Only taunting silence on the other side. Yet she sensed her brother’s presence.


	“I thought you wanted to keep us apart!” she said in English, purposely goading him. “Instead you’ve locked us in here together with a bed and nothing but each other to fill the empty hours.”


	There followed a lengthy pause, and then an answer—also in English. The deadly precision in Kusum’s voice chilled Kolabati.


	“You will not be together long. There are crucial matters that require my presence at the Consulate now. The rakoshi will separate the two of you when I return.”


	He said no more. And although Kolabati had not heard his footsteps retreating across the deck, she was sure he’d left them. She glanced at Jack. Her terror for him was a physical pain. It would be so easy for Kusum to bring a few rakoshi onto the deck, open this door and send them in after Jack.


	Jack shook his head. “You’ve got a real way with words.”


	He seemed so calm. “Aren’t you frightened?”


	“Yeah. Very.” He was feeling the walls, rubbing his fingers over the low ceiling.


	“What are we going to do?”


	“Get out of here, I hope.”


	He strode back to the cabin and began to tear the bed apart. He threw the pillow, mattress, and bedclothes on the floor, then pulled at the iron spring frame. It came free with a screech. He worked at the bolts that held the frame together; amid a constant stream of muttered curses he managed to loosen one of them. After that it took him only a moment to twist one of the L-shaped bars off the frame.


	“What are you going to do with that?”


	“Find a way out.”


	He jabbed the six-foot iron bar against the cabin ceiling. Paint chips flew in accompaniment to the unmistakable sound of metal against metal. The same with the ceiling and the walls in the hall.


	The floor, however, was made of heavily varnished oak planks. He began to work the corner of the bar between two of them.


	“We’ll go through the floor,” he said, grunting with the effort.


	Kolabati recoiled at the thought.


	“The rakoshi are down there!”


	“If I don’t meet them now, I’ll have to meet them later. I’d rather meet them on my terms than Kusum’s.” He looked at her. “You going to stand there or are you going to help?”


	Kolabati added her weight to the bar. A board splintered and popped up.
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	Jack tore at the floorboards with grim determination. His shirt and hair were soon soaked with perspiration. He removed the shirt and kept working. Breaking through the floor seemed a futile, almost suicidal gesture—like a man trying to escape from a burning plane by jumping into an active volcano. But he had to do something. Anything was better than sitting and waiting for Kusum to return.


	The rotten odor of the rakoshi wafted up from below, engulfing him, making him gag. And the larger the hole in the flooring, the stronger the smell. Finally the opening was big enough to admit his shoulders. He stuck his head through for a look. Kolabati knelt beside him, peering over his shoulder.


	Dark down there. By the light of a solitary ceiling emergency lamp off to his right he could see a number of large insulated pipes running along just under the steel beams that supported the flooring. Directly below hung a suspended walkway that led to an iron-runged ladder.


	He was ready to cheer until he realized he was looking at the upper end of the ladder. It went down from there. Jack did not want to go down. Anywhere but down.


	An idea struck him. He lifted his head and turned to Kolabati.


	“Does that necklace really work?”


	She started and her expression became guarded. “What do you mean, ‘work’?”


	“What you told me. Does it really make you invisible to the rakoshi?”


	“Yes, of course. Why?”


	Jack couldn’t imagine how such a thing could be, but then he’d never imagined that such a thing as a rakosh could be. He held out his hand.


	“Give it to me.”


	“No!” she said, her hand darting to her throat as she jumped to her feet and stepped back.


	“Just for a few minutes. I’ll sneak below, find my way up to the deck, unlock the door and let you out.”


	She shook her head violently. “No, Jack!”


	Why was she being so stubborn?


	“Come on. You don’t know how to pick a lock. I’m the only one who can get us both out of here.”


	He rose and took a step toward her but she flattened herself against the wall and screamed.


	“No! Don’t touch it!”


	Jack froze, confused by her response. Kolabati’s eyes were wide with terror.


	“What’s wrong with you?”


	“I can’t take it off,” she said in a calmer voice. “No one in the family is ever allowed to take it off.”


	“Oh, come—”


	“I can’t, Jack!” The terror crept back into her voice “Please don’t ask me!”


	“Okay-okay!” Jack said quickly, raising his hands, palms out, and stepping back. Didn’t want any more screaming. Might attract a rakosh.


	He walked over to the hole in the floor and stood there thinking. Kolabati’s reaction baffled him. And what she’d told him about no one in the family allowed to take the necklace off was untrue—he remembered seeing Kusum without it just last night. But it had been obvious then that Kusum had wanted to be seen by his rakoshi.


	Then he remembered something else.


	“The necklace will protect two of us, won’t it?”


	Kolabati’s brow furrowed. “What do you—oh, I see. Yes, I think so. At least it did in your apartment.”


	“Then we’ll both go down.”


	“Jack, it’s too dangerous! You can’t be sure it will protect you!”


	He realized that and tried not to think about it. He had no other options.


	“I’ll carry you on my back—piggyback. We won’t be quite as close as we were in the apartment, but it’s my only chance.” As she hesitated, Jack played what he hoped was his ace: “Either you come down with me or I go alone with no protection at all. I’m not waiting here for your brother.”


	Kolabati stepped forward. “You can’t go down there alone.”


	Without another word, she kicked off her sandals, hiked up her sari, and sat on the floor. She swung her legs into the hole and began to lower herself through.


	“Hey!”


	“I’ll go first. I’m the one with the necklace, remember?”


	Jack watched in amazement as her head disappeared below the level of the floor. Was this the same woman who had screamed in abject terror a moment ago? Going first through that hole took a load of courage—with or without a “magic” necklace. Didn’t make sense.


	But then, nothing seemed to make much sense anymore.


	“All right,” she said, popping her head back through. “It’s clear.”


	He followed her into the darkness below. When he felt his feet touch the suspended walkway, he eased himself into a tense crouch.


	They were at the top of a high, narrow, tenebrous corridor. Through the slats of the walkway Jack could see the floor a good twenty feet below. Abruptly, he realized where he was: the same corridor he’d followed to the aft cargo hold on his first visit.


	Kolabati leaned toward him and whispered. Her breath tickled his ear.


	“It’s good you’re wearing sneakers. We must be quiet. The necklace clouds their vision but does not block their hearing.” She glanced around. “Which way do we go?”


	Jack pointed to the ladder barely visible against the wall at the end of the walkway. Together they crawled toward it. Kolabati led the way down.


	Halfway to the floor she paused and he stopped above her. Together they scanned the floor of the corridor for any shape, any shadow, any movement that might indicate the presence of a rakosh.


	All clear. But he found scant relief in that. The rakoshi could not be far away.


	As they descended the rest of the way, the rakoshi stench grew ever stronger. Jack felt his palms grow slick with sweat and begin to slip on the iron rungs of the ladder. He’d come through here in a state of ignorance last night, blithely unaware of what waited in the cargo hold at its end. Now he knew, and with every step closer to the floor his heart increased its pounding rhythm.


	Kolabati stepped off the ladder and waited for Jack. During his descent he’d been orienting himself as to his position in the ship. He’d determined that the ladder lay against the starboard wall of the corridor, which meant that the cargo hold and the rakoshi were forward to his left. As soon as his feet hit the floor he grabbed her arm and pulled her in the opposite direction. Safety lay toward the stern …


	Yet a knot of despair began to coil in his chest as he neared the watertight hatch through which he’d entered and exited the corridor. He’d secured that hatch behind him last night. He was sure of it. But perhaps Kusum had used it since. Perhaps he’d left it unlocked. He ran the last dozen feet to the hatch and fairly leaped upon the handle.


	It wouldn’t budge. Locked!


	Damn!


	Jack wanted to shout, to pound his fists against the hatch. But that would be suicide. So he pressed his forehead against the cold, unyielding steel and began a slow mental count from one. By the time he reached six he’d calmed himself. He turned to Kolabati and drew her head close to his.


	“We’ve got to go the other way,” he whispered.


	Her eyes followed his pointing finger, then turned back to him. She nodded.


	“The rakoshi are there,” he said.


	Again she nodded.
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	Kolabati was a pale blur beside him as Jack stood in the dark and strained for another solution. He could not find one. A dim rectangle of light beckoned from the other end of the corridor where it opened into the main hold. They had to go through the hold. He was willing to try almost any other route but that. But it was either back up the ladder to the dead end of the pilot’s cabin or straight ahead.


	He lifted Kolabati, cradling her in his arms, and began to carry her toward the hold, praying that whatever power her necklace had over the rakoshi would be conducted to him as well.


	Halfway down the corridor he realized that his hands were entirely useless this way. He lowered Kolabati back onto her feet and took two of the lighters from his pockets. Then he motioned to her to hop on his back.


	She gave him a small, tight, grim smile and did as directed. With an arm hooked behind each of her knees, he carried her piggyback style, leaving his hands free to clutch a lighter in each. They seemed ridiculously inadequate, but he derived an odd sort of comfort from them.


	When he reached the end of the corridor he stopped. Ahead and to their right, the hold opened before them. Brighter than the passageway behind them, but not much. Darker than Jack remembered from last night. But Kusum had been on the elevator then with his two gas torches roaring full force.


	He noticed other differences. Details were scarce and nebulous in the murky light, but Jack could see that the forty or fifty rakoshi were no longer clustered around the elevator. Instead they’d spread throughout the hold; some crouched in the deepest shadows or slumped against the walls in somber poses; others were in constant motion, walking, turning, stalking.


	The air was hazed with humidity and with the stink of them. The glistening black walls rose and disappeared into the darkness above. The high wall lamps gave off meager, dreary light, such as a waning moon might provide on a foggy night. The creatures’ movements were slow and languorous. Like looking in on a huge, candle-lit opium den in a forgotten corner of hell.


	A rakosh began to walk toward where they stood at the mouth of the corridor. Though the temperature was much cooler down here than it had been up in the pilot’s cabin, Jack felt his body break out from head to toe in a drenching sweat. Kolabati’s arms tightened around his neck and her body tensed against his back. The rakosh looked directly at Jack but gave no sign that it saw him or Kolabati. It veered off aimlessly in another direction.


	It worked! The necklace worked! The rakosh had looked right at them and hadn’t seen either of them!


	Directly across from them, in the forward port corner of the hold, Jack saw an opening identical to the one in which they stood. He assumed it led to the forward hold. A steady stream of rakoshi of varying sizes wandered in and out of the passage.


	“There’s something wrong with these rakoshi,” Kolabati whispered over his shoulder and into his ear. “They’re so lazy-looking. So lethargic.”


	You should have seen them last night, Jack wanted to say, remembering how Kusum had whipped them into a frenzy.


	“And they’re smaller than they should be,” she said. “Paler, too.”


	At seven feet tall and the color of night, the rakoshi were already bigger and darker than Jack wanted them.


	An explosion of hissing, scuffling, and scraping snapped his attention to the right. Two rakoshi circled each other, baring their fangs, raking the air with their talons. Others gathered around, joining in the hissing. Looked like a brewing fight.


	Suddenly one of Kolabati’s arms tightened on his throat in a stranglehold as she pointed across the hold with the other.


	“There!” she whispered. “There’s a true rakosh!”


	Even though he knew he was invisible to the thing, Jack took an involuntary backward step. This one was huge, fully a foot taller and darker than the rest, moving with greater ease, greater determination.


	“It’s a female,” Kolabati said. “That must be the one that hatched from our egg! The Mother rakosh! Control her and you control the nest!”


	She seemed almost as awed and excited as terrified. Jack guessed it was part of her heritage. Hadn’t she been raised to be what she called a “Keeper of the Rakoshi?”


	Jack looked again at the Mother. He found it hard to call her a female—nothing feminine about her, not even breasts, which probably meant that rakoshi didn’t suckle their young. She looked like a huge bodybuilder whose arms, legs, and torso had been stretched to grotesque lengths. Not an ounce of fat on her; each cord of her musculature could be seen rippling under her inky skin. Her face was the most alien, as if someone had taken a shark’s head, shortened the snout, and moved the eyes slightly forward, leaving the fanged slash of a mouth almost unchanged. But the cold, remote gaze of the shark had been replaced by a soft pale glow of pure malevolence.


	She even moved like a shark, gracefully, sinuously. The other rakoshi made way for the Mother, parting before her like mackerel before a great white. She headed directly for the two fighters, and when she reached them, pulled them apart and hurled them aside as if they weighed nothing. Her children meekly accepted the rough treatment.


	He watched the Mother make a circuit of the chamber and return to the passage leading to the forward hold.


	He looked around. How the hell do we get out of here?


	Jack looked up toward the ceiling of the hold—actually the underside of the hatch cover, invisible in the dark. Had to get up there, to the deck. How?


	He poked his head into the hold and scanned the slick walls for a ladder. None. But there, at the top of the starboard aft corner of the hold—the elevator. If he could bring that down.…


	But to do that he would have to enter the hold and cross its width.


	The thought was paralyzing. To walk among them …


	Every minute he delayed getting off this ship increased his danger, yet a primal revulsion held him back. Something within him preferred to crouch here and wait for death rather than venture into the hold.


	He fought against it, not with reason but with anger. He was in charge here, not some instinctive loathing.


	“Hold on,” he whispered.


	He stepped out of the corridor and into the hold.


	He moved slowly, with the utmost care and caution. Most of the rakoshi were caliginous lumps scattered across the floor. He had to step over some of the sleeping ones and wind his way between the alert ones. Although his sneakered feet made no sound, occasionally a head would lift and look around as they passed. Jack could barely make out the details of their faces and would not know a puzzled rakoshi expression if he saw one, but they had to be confused. They sensed a presence yet their eyes told them nothing was there.


	He could sense their pure, naked aggression, their immaculate evil. No pretense about their savagery—it was all on the surface, surrounding them like an aura.


	Jack still felt his heart trip and fumble a beat every time one of the creatures turned its yellow eyes his way. His mind still resisted complete acceptance of the fact that he was invisible to them.


	The reek of the things thickened as he wound his way across the floor. They must have looked a comical pair, tiptoeing piggyback through the dark. Laughable except for their precarious position: One wrong move and they’d be torn to shreds.


	If negotiating a path through the recumbent rakoshi was harrowing, dodging the wandering ones was utterly nerve-wracking. Jack had little or no warning as to when they’d appear. They’d loom out of the shadows and pass within inches, some pausing, some even stopping to look around, sensing humans but not seeing them.


	He was three quarters of the way across the hold when a seven-foot shadow suddenly rose from the floor and stepped toward him. Jack had nowhere to go. Dark forms reclined on either side and the space where he stood between them would not allow a rakosh to pass. Instinctively he jerked back—and began to lose his balance. Kolabati must have sensed this for she pressed her weight rigidly against his spine.


	In a desperate move to keep from toppling over, Jack lifted his left leg and pivoted on his right foot. He swiveled in a semicircle to wind up facing the way he’d come, straddling a sleeping rakosh. The creature brushed Jack’s arm as it shuffled past.


	With a sound somewhere between a growl and a hiss, the rakosh whirled with raised talons, baring its fangs. Jack didn’t think he’d ever seen anything move so fast. He clenched his jaw, not daring to move or breathe. The creature asleep between and beneath his legs stirred. He prayed it would not awaken. He could feel a scream building within Kolabati; he tightened his grip around her legs—silent encouragement to hold on.


	The rakosh facing him rotated its head back and forth quickly, warily at first, then more slowly. Soon it calmed and lowered its talons. Finally it moved off, but not without a long, searching look over its shoulder.


	Jack allowed himself to breathe again. He swung back into the path of clear floor between the rakoshi and continued the endless trek toward the starboard wall of the hold. As he neared the aft corner, he spotted an electrical conduit leading upward from a small box on the wall. He headed for that, and smiled to himself when he saw the three buttons on the box.


	The shallow well directly under the elevator was clear of rakoshi. Perhaps they’d learned during the time they’d been here that this was not a good place to rest—sleep too deeply and too long and you might be crushed.


	Jack didn’t hesitate. As soon as he was close enough, he reached out and jabbed the Down button.


	A loud clank—almost deafening as it echoed through the gloomy, enclosed hold—followed by a high-pitched hum. The rakoshi were instantly alert and on their feet, their glowing yellow eyes fixed as one on the descending platform.


	Movement at the far side of the hold caught Jack’s eye; the Mother rakosh was heading their way. All the rakoshi began to shuffle forward to stand in a rough semicircle less than a dozen feet from where Jack stood with Kolabati on his back. He’d backed up as far as he could without actually stepping into the elevator well.


	The Mother pushed her way to the front and stood there staring upward. When the descending platform reached the level of ten feet or so from the floor, the rakoshi began a low chant, barely audible above the steadily growing whine of the elevator.


	“They’re speaking!” Kolabati whispered in his ear. “Rakoshi can’t speak!”


	With all the other noise around them, Jack felt it safe to turn his head and answer her.


	“You should have seen it last night—like a political rally. They were all shouting something like, Kaka-ji! Kaka-ji! It was—”


	Kolabati’s fingernails dug into his shoulders like claws, her voice rising in pitch and volume that he feared would alert the rakoshi.


	“What? What did you say?”


	“‘Kaka-ji.’ They were saying, ‘Kaka-ji.’ What’s—?”


	Kolabati let out a small cry that sounded like a word, but not an English word. And suddenly the chant stopped.


	The rakoshi had heard her.
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	Kusum stood at the curb with his arm outstretched. All the taxis on Fifth Avenue seemed to be taken tonight. He tapped his foot impatiently. He wanted to get back to the ship. Night was here.


	He still had work to do at the Consulate but, emergency meeting or no, he had found it impossible to stay there a minute longer. He had excused himself amid frowns from the senior diplomats, but he could afford their displeasure now. After tonight he would no longer need the shield of diplomatic immunity. The last Westphalen would be dead and he would be at sea, on his way back to India with his rakoshi to take up where he had left off.


	He still had the matter of Jack to contend with, but had already decided how to deal with him. He would allow Jack to swim ashore later tonight after he had put to sea. Killing him would serve no purpose at that point.


	He still had not figured out how Jack had found the ship. That question had nagged him for hours, distracting him throughout the meeting at the Consulate. No doubt Kolabati had told him, but he wanted to know for sure.


	An empty taxi finally pulled up before him. Kusum swung into the back seat.


	“Where to, Mac?”


	“West on Fifty-seventh Street. I will tell you when to stop.”


	“Gotcha.”


	He was on his way. Soon the Mother and a youngling would be on their way to bring him the last Westphalen.


	And then he would be rid of this land. His followers awaited. A new era was about to dawn for India.
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	Jack froze as the creatures began milling about, searching for the source of the cry. Behind him he could feel Kolabati’s body bucking gently against him as if she were sobbing soundlessly into the nape of his neck.


	What had he said to shock her so? Had to be Kaka-ji.


	What did it mean?


	The top of the elevator’s wooden platform had descended to chest level. With his left arm still hooked around one of Kolabati’s knees, Jack freed his right and hauled himself and his burden onto the platform. He struggled to his knees and staggered to the control panel next to one of the propane torches, punching the Up button as soon as he reached it.


	With an abrupt lurch and a metallic screech, the elevator reversed direction. The rakoshi once again focused their attention on the elevator. With Kolabati still clinging to him. Jack sagged to his knees at the edge of the platform and stared back at them.


	A dozen feet off the floor, he let go of Kolabati’s legs. Without a word she released her grip on his neck and slid away toward the rear of the platform. As soon as she broke contact with him, a chorus of enraged growls and hisses broke from the floor. The rakoshi could see him now.


	They surged forward like a Stygian wave, slashing the air with their talons. Jack watched them in mute fascination, stunned by the intensity of their fury.


	Suddenly three of them lunged into the air, long arms stretched to the limit, talons extended. Jack’s first impulse was to laugh at the futility of the attempt—the platform was easily fifteen feet from the floor now. But as the rakoshi hurtled up at him, he realized to his horror that they weren’t going to fall short. He rolled back and sprang to his feet as their talons caught the edge of the platform.


	The rakosh in the middle fell short of the other two. Its yellow talons had hooked onto the very edge of the platform; the ends of the wooden planks cracked and splintered under its weight. As jagged pieces broke loose, it dropped back to the floor.


	The other two had a better grip and were pulling themselves up onto the platform. Jack leaped to his left where the rakosh was raising its face above the level of the platform. He saw gnashing fangs, a snouted, earless head. Loathing surged through him as he aimed a flying kick at its face. The impact of the blow vibrated up his leg. Yet the creature didn’t even flinch. Like kicking a brick wall.


	Then he remembered the lighters in his hands. He thumbed the flame regulator on each to maximum and hit the buttons. As two thin wavering pencils of flame shot up, he shoved both lighters at the rakosh’s face, aiming for the eyes. It hissed in rage and jerked its head back. The sudden movement shifted its center of gravity. Talons raked inch-deep gouges in the wood but to no avail. It was overbalanced. Like the first rakosh, its weight caused the wood to crack and give way. It toppled back to the shadows below.


	Jack swung toward the last rakosh and saw that it had pulled its body waist high to the platform, just then lifting a knee over the edge. He leaped toward it with his lighters outstretched. Without warning, the rakosh leaned forward and slashed at him with extended talons that brushed Jack’s right hand. He’d underestimated the creature’s reach and its agility. Pain lanced up his arm from his palm as the lighter went flying and Jack fell back out of reach.


	The rakosh had slipped back after its attempt at Jack, almost losing its grip. It had to use both hands to keep itself from falling off, but it held on and began to pull itself up again.


	Jack’s mind raced. The rakosh would be up on the platform in a second or two. The elevator had been rising continuously but would never make it to the top in time. He could rush back to where a dazed Kolabati crouched by the propane tank and take her in his arms. The necklace would hide him from the rakosh, but the elevator platform was too small to keep it from finding them—sooner or later it would bump into them and that would be the end.


	He was trapped.


	Desperate, he ranged the platform looking for a weapon. His gaze came to rest on the propane torches Kusum had used for his ceremony with the rakoshi. He remembered how the flames had roared six feet into the air. Here was a fire to reckon with.


	The rakosh had both knees up on the platform now.


	“Turn on the gas!” he shouted to Kolabati.


	She looked at him blank eyed. She seemed to be in a state of shock.


	“The gas!” He flung his second lighter at her, striking her in the shoulder. “Turn it on!”


	Kolabati shook herself and reached slowly for the handle atop the tank.


	“Come on!”


	He turned to the torch—a hollow metal cylinder, six inches across, supported by four slender metal legs. As he wrapped an arm around it and tilted it toward the oncoming rakosh, he heard the propane rushing through the gas port at the lower end of the cylinder, filling it. He smelled the gas seeping into the air around him.


	The rakosh had reared up to its full height and was leaping toward him, seven feet of bared fangs, outstretched arms, and fully extended talons. Jack almost quailed at the sight. His third lighter was slippery with blood from the gash on his palm, but he found the touchhole at the base of the torch, flicked the lighter, and jammed it in.


	The gas exploded with a near deafening roar, shooting a devastating column of flame directly into the face of the oncoming rakosh.


	The creature reeled back, its arms outflung, its head ablaze. It spun, lurched crazily to the edge of the platform, and fell off.


	“Yes!” Jack shouted, raising his fists in the air, exultant and amazed at his victory. “Yes!”


	Down below he saw the Mother rakosh, darker, taller than her young, staring upward, her cold yellow eyes never leaving him as he rose farther and farther from the floor. The intensity of the hatred in those eyes made him turn away.


	He coughed as smoke began to fill the air around him. He looked down and saw the wood of the platform blackening and catching fire where the flame of the fallen torch seared it. He leaped to the propane tank and shut off the flow. Kolabati crouched next to it, her expression still dazed.


	The elevator came to an automatic halt at the top of its run. The hold hatch cover sat six feet above them. Jack guided Kolabati to the ladder. It led up to a small trapdoor in the cover. He went up first, half expecting it to be locked. Why not? Every other escape route was blocked. Why should this one be any different?


	He pushed, wincing with pain as his bloody right palm slipped on the wood. But the door moved up, letting in a puff of fresh air. Momentarily weak with relief, Jack rested his head on his arm.


	Made it!


	Then he threw open the trapdoor and thrust his head through.


	Dark. The sun had set, stars were out, the moon was rising. The humid air and the normal stink of Manhattan’s waterfront were like ambrosia after being with the rakoshi.


	He scanned the deck. Nothing moved. The gangway was up. No sign that Kusum had returned.


	Jack turned and looked down at Kolabati. “It’s clear. Let’s get off this tub.”


	He pulled himself up onto the deck and turned to help her out, but she remained standing on the elevator platform.


	“Kolabati!” She jumped, looked at him, then started up the ladder.


	When they were both on deck, he led her by the hand to the gangway.


	“Kusum operates it electronically,” she told him.


	He searched the top of the gangway until he found the motor, then followed the wires back to a small control box. On its under surface he found a button.


	“This should do it.”


	He pressed: A click, a hum, and the gangway began a slow descent. Too slow. An overwhelming sense of urgency possessed him. He wanted off this ship.


	He didn’t wait for the gangway to reach the dock. As soon as it passed the three-quarter mark in its descent he was on the treads, heading down, pulling Kolabati behind him. They jumped the last three feet and began to run. Some of his urgency must have transferred to her—she was running right beside him.


	They stayed away from Fifty-seventh Street on the chance that they might run into Kusum coming back to the docks. Instead they ran up Fifty-eighth. Three taxis passed them by despite Jack’s shouts. Perhaps the cabbies didn’t want to get involved with two haggard-looking people—a shirtless man with a bloody right hand and a woman in a rumpled sari—looking as if they were running for their lives. Jack couldn’t say he blamed them. But he wanted to get off the street. He felt vulnerable out here.


	A fourth taxi stopped and Jack leaped in, dragging Kolabati after him. He gave the address of his apartment. The driver wrinkled his nose at the stench that clung to them and floored his gas pedal. He seemed to want to be rid of this fare as soon as possible.


	During the ride Kolabati sat in a corner of the back seat and stared out the window. Jack had a thousand questions he wanted to ask her but restrained himself. She wouldn’t answer him in the presence of the cab driver and he wasn’t sure he wanted her to. But as soon as they were in the apartment …
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	The gangway was down.


	Kusum froze on the dock when he saw it. It was no illusion. Moonlight glinted icy blue from its aluminum steps and railings.


	How? He could not imagine—


	He broke into a run, taking the steps two at a time and sprinting across the deck to the door to the pilot’s quarters. The lock was still in place. He pulled on it—still intact and locked.


	He leaned against the door and waited for his pounding heart to slow. For a moment he had thought someone had come aboard and released Jack and Kolabati.


	He tapped on the steel door with the key to the lock.


	“Bati? Come to the door. I wish to speak to you.”


	Silence.


	“Bati?”


	Kusum pressed an ear to the metal. He sensed more than silence on the other side. An indefinable feeling of emptiness there. Alarmed, he jammed the key into the padlock


	—and hesitated.


	He was dealing with Repairman Jack here and was wary of underestimating him. Jack was probably armed and unquestionably dangerous. He might well be waiting in there with a drawn pistol ready to blast a hole in whoever opened the door.


	But it felt empty.


	Kusum decided to trust his senses. He twisted the key, removed the padlock, and pulled the door open.


	The hallway was empty. He glanced into the pilot’s cabin—empty! But how—?


	And then he saw the hole in the floor. For an instant he thought a rakosh had broken through to the compartment, then he saw part of the iron bed frame on the floor and understood.


	The audacity of that man! He had escaped into the heart of the rakoshi quarters—and had taken Kolabati with him! He smiled to himself. They were probably still down there somewhere, cowering on a catwalk. Bati’s necklace would protect her. But Jack might well have fallen victim to a rakosh by now.


	Then he remembered the lowered gangplank. Cursing in his native tongue, he hurried from the pilot’s quarters to the hatch over the main hold. He lifted the entry port and peered below.


	The rakoshi were agitated. Through the murky light he could see their dark forms mixing and moving about chaotically on the floor of the hold. The elevator platform sat half a dozen feet below him. Immediately he noticed the torch on its side, the scorched wood. He leaped through the trap door to the elevator and started it down.


	Something lay on the floor of the hold. When he had descended halfway to the floor, he saw that it was a dead rakosh. Rage suffused Kusum. Dead! Its head—what was left of it—was a mass of charred flesh!


	With a trembling hand, Kusum reversed the elevator.


	That man! That thrice-cursed American! How had he done it? If only the rakoshi could speak! Not only had Jack escaped with Kolabati, he had killed a rakosh in the process. Kusum felt as if he had lost a part of himself.


	As soon as the elevator reached the top, he scrambled onto the deck and rushed back to the pilot’s quarters. Something he had seen on the floor there …


	Yes! Here it was, near the hole in the floor, a shirt—the shirt Jack had been wearing when Kusum had last seen him. He picked it up. It was still damp with sweat.


	He had planned to let Jack live, but all that was changed now. Kusum had known Jack was resourceful, but had never dreamed him capable of escaping through the midst of a nest of rakoshi. The man had gone too far tonight. And he was too dangerous to be allowed to roam free with what he knew.


	Jack would have to die.


	He could not deny a trace of regret in the decision, yet Kusum was sure Jack had good karma and would shortly be reincarnated into a life of quality.


	A slow smile stretched Kusum’s thin lips as he hefted the sweaty shirt in his hand. The Mother rakosh would do it, and Kusum already had a plan for her. The irony of it was delicious.
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	“I have to wash up,” Jack said, indicating his injured hand as they entered his apartment. “Come into the bathroom with me.”


	Kolabati looked at him blankly. “What?”


	“Follow me.”


	Wordlessly, she complied. As he began to wash the dirt and clotted blood from the gash, he watched her in the mirror over the sink. The merciless light of the bathroom made her face pale and haggard. His own looked ghoulish.


	“Why would Kusum want to send his rakoshi after a little girl?”


	She seemed to come out of her fugue. Her eyes cleared. “A little girl?”


	“Seven years old.”


	Her hand covered her mouth. “Is she a Westphalen?” she said between her fingers.


	Jack stood numb and cold in the epiphany.


	That’s it! My God, that’s the link! Nellie, Grace, and Vicky—all Westphalens!


	“Yes.” He turned to face her. “The last Westphalen in America, I believe. But why the Westphalens?”


	Kolabati leaned against the sink and stared at the wall. She spoke slowly, carefully, as if measuring every word.


	“A century and a half ago, Captain Sir Albert Westphalen pillaged a temple in the hills of northern Bengal—the temple I told you about last night. He murdered the high priest and priestess along with all their acolytes, and burned the temple to the ground. The jewels he stole became the basis of the Westphalen fortune.


	“Before she died, the priestess laid a curse upon Westphalen, saying that his line would end in blood and pain at the hands of the rakoshi. The captain thought he’d killed everyone in the temple but he was wrong. A child escaped the fire. The eldest son was mortally wounded, but before he died he made his younger brother vow to see that their mother’s curse was carried out. A single female rakosh egg—you saw the shell in Kusum’s apartment—was found in the caves beneath the ruins of the temple. That egg and the vow of vengeance have been handed down from generation to generation. It became a family ceremony. No one took it seriously—until Kusum.”


	Jack stared at Kolabati in disbelief. She was telling him that Grace and Nellie’s deaths and Vicky’s danger were all the result of a family curse begun in India over a century ago. She was not looking at him. Was she telling the truth? Why not? It was far less fantastic than much of what had happened to him today.


	“You’ve got to save that little girl,” Kolabati said, finally looking up and meeting his eyes.


	“I already have.” He dried his hand and began rubbing some Neosporin ointment into the wound. “Neither your brother nor his monsters will find her tonight. And by tomorrow he’ll be gone.”


	“What makes you think that?”


	“You told me so an hour ago.”


	She shook her head, very slowly, very definitely. “Oh, no. He may leave without me, but he will never leave without that little Westphalen girl. And…” she paused … “you’ve earned his undying enmity by freeing me from his ship.”


	“‘Undying enmity’ is a bit much, isn’t it?”


	“Not where Kusum is concerned.”


	“What is it with your brother?” Jack placed a couple of four-by-four gauze pads in his palm and began to wrap it with tape. “I mean, didn’t any of the previous generations try to kill off the Westphalens?”


	Kolabati shook her head.


	“What made Kusum decide to take it all so seriously?”


	“Kusum has problems—”


	“You’re telling me!”


	“You don’t understand. When he was twenty he took a vow of Brahmacharya—a vow of lifelong chastity. He held to that vow and remained a steadfast Brahmachari for many years.” Her gaze wavered and wandered back to the wall. “But then he broke that vow. To this day he’s never forgiven himself. I told you the other night about his growing following of Hindu purists in India. Kusum doesn’t feel he has a right to be their leader until he has purified his karma. Everything he has done here in New York has been to atone for desecrating his vow of Brahmacharya.”


	Suddenly furious, Jack hurled the roll of adhesive tape against the wall.


	“That’s it? Kusum has killed Nellie and Grace and who knows how many winos, all because he got laid? Give me a break!”


	“It’s true!”


	“There’s got to be more to it than that!”


	Kolabati still wasn’t looking at him. “You’ve got to understand Kusum—”


	“No, I don’t! All I have to understand is that he’s trying to kill a little girl I happen to love very much. Kusum’s got a problem all right: me!”


	“He’s trying to cleanse his karma.”


	“Don’t tell me about karma. I heard enough about karma from your brother last night. He’s a mad dog!”


	Kolabati turned on him, her eyes flashing. “Don’t say that!”


	“Can you honestly deny it?”


	“No! But don’t say that about him! Only I can say it!”


	Jack could understand that. He nodded. “Okay. I’ll just think it.”


	She started to turn to leave the bathroom but Jack gently pulled her back. He wanted very badly to get to the phone and check on Vicky, but he needed the answer to one more question.


	“What happened to you in the hold? What did I say back there to shock you so?”


	Kolabati’s shoulders slumped, her head tilted to the side. Silent sobs caused small quakes at first but soon grew strong enough to wrack her whole body. She closed her eyes and began to cry.


	Jack had never imagined the possibility of Kolabati reduced to tears. She’d always seemed so self-possessed, so worldly. Yet here she was standing before him and crying like a child. Her anguish touched him. He took her in his arms.


	“Tell me about it.”


	She cried for a while longer, then she began to talk, keeping her face buried against his shoulder as she spoke.


	“Remember how I said these rakoshi were smaller and paler than they should be? And how shocked I was that they could speak?”


	Jack nodded against her hair. “Yes.”


	“Now I understand why. Kusum lied to me again! And again I believed him. But this is so much worse than a lie. I never thought even Kusum would go that far!”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“Kusum lied about finding a male egg!” A hysterical edge was creeping onto her voice. Jack pushed her to arm’s length. Her face was tortured. He wanted to shake her but didn’t.


	“Talk sense!”


	“Kaka-ji is Bengali for ‘father’!”


	“So?”


	Kolabati only stared at him.


	“Oh, jeez!”
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	They sat in the front room. Jack’s mind still reeled from the idea of Kusum impregnating the Mother rakosh. Visions of the act half formed in his brain and then quickly faded to merciful black.


	“How could your brother have fathered those rakoshi? Kaka-ji has to be a title of respect or something like that.”


	Kolabati shook her head slowly, sadly. She appeared emotionally and physically drained. “No. It’s true. The changes in the younglings are evidence enough.”


	“But how?”


	“Probably when she was very young and docile. He needed only one brood from her. From there on the rakoshi would mate with each other and bring the nest to full size.”


	“I can’t believe it. Why would he even try?”


	“Kusum…” her voice faltered, “Kusum sometimes thinks Kali speaks to him in dreams. He may believe she told him to mate with the female. Hindu folklore is full of tales of raksasha—mythical creatures inspired by the very real rakoshi—dark tales of them mating with humans.”


	“Tales! I’m not talking about tales! This is real life. I don’t know much about biology but I know cross-species fertilization doesn’t work!”


	“But the rakoshi aren’t a different species, Jack. As I told you last night, legend has it that the ancient evil gods—the Old Ones—created the rakoshi as obscene parodies of humanity. They took a man and a woman and reshaped them in their image—into rakoshi. That means that somewhere far, far up the line there’s a common ancestor between human and rakosh.” She gripped Jack’s arms. “You’ve got to stop him, Jack!”


	“I could have stopped him last night,” he said, remembering how he’d sighted down the barrel of the Glock at the space between Kusum’s eyes. “Could have killed him.”


	“It’s not necessary to kill him to stop him.”


	“I don’t see any other way.”


	“There is: his necklace. Take it from him and he will lose his hold on the rakoshi.”


	Jack smiled ruefully. “Sort of like the mice deciding to bell the cat, isn’t it?”


	“No. You can do it. You are his equal … in more ways than you know.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“Why didn’t you shoot Kusum when you had the chance?”


	“Worried about you I guess, and … I don’t know … couldn’t pull the trigger.” Jack had wondered about the answer to that question, too.


	Kolabati came close and leaned against his chest. “That’s because Kusum’s like you and you’re like him.”


	Resentment flared like a torch. “That’s crazy!”


	“Not really,” she said, her smile seductive. “You’re carved from the same stone. Kusum is you—gone mad.”


	Jack didn’t want to hear that. The idea repulsed him … frightened him. He changed the subject.


	“If he comes tonight, will he be alone or will he bring some rakoshi?”


	“It depends,” she said, moving closer. “If he wants to take me with him, he’ll have to come in person, because a rakosh will never find me. If he wants only to even the score with you for stealing me away from under his nose, he’ll send the Mother rakosh.”


	Jack swallowed, his throat going dry at the memory of her.


	“Swell.”


	She kissed him. “But that won’t be for a while. I’m going to shower. Why don’t you come in with me? We both need one.”


	“You go ahead,” he said, gently releasing himself from her. He did not meet her gaze. “Someone has to stay on guard. I’ll shower after you.”


	She studied him a moment with her dark eyes, then turned and walked toward the bathroom. Jack watched until the door closed behind her, then let out a long sigh. He felt no desire for her tonight. Was it because of Sunday night with Gia? It had been different when Gia was rejecting him. But now …


	He was going to have to cool it with Kolabati. No more rolls in her Kama Sutra hay. But he had to tread softly here. He had enough trouble without adding the wrath of a scorned Indian woman.


	He went to the secretary and removed the silenced Glock with the pre-frag hollow points; he also took out a snub-nose Smith & Wesson .38 Chief Special and loaded it. Then he sat down to wait for Kolabati.
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	Kolabati blotted herself dry, wrapped the towel around her, and came out into the hall. She found Jack sitting on the bed—just where she wanted him. Desire surged at the sight of him.


	She needed a man right now, someone to lie beside her, to help her lose herself in sensation and wash away all thought. And of all the men she knew, she needed Jack the most. He’d pulled her from Kusum’s clutches, something no man she’d ever known could have done. She wanted Jack very much right now.


	She dropped the towel and fell onto the bed beside him.


	“Come,” she said, caressing his inner thigh. “Lie down with me. We’ll find a way to forget what we’ve been through tonight.”


	“We can’t forget,” he said, pulling away. “Not if he’s coming after us.”


	“We have time, I’m sure.” She wanted him so. “Come.”


	Jack held his hand out to her. She thought it was an invitation to pull him down and she reached up. But his hand was not empty.


	“Take it,” he said, placing something cold and heavy in her palm.


	“A gun?” The sight of it jolted her. She’d never held one before … so heavy. The dark blue of its finish glinted in the subdued light of the bedroom. “What for? This won’t stop a rakosh.”


	“Maybe not. I’ve yet to be convinced of that. But I’m not giving it to you for protection against rakoshi.”


	Kolabati pulled her eyes away from the weapon in her hand to look at him.


	“Then what…?” His grim expression provided a chilling answer to her question. “Oh, Jack. I don’t know if I could.”


	“You don’t have to worry about it now. It may never come to that. On the other hand it may come down to a choice between being dragged off to that ship again or shooting your brother. It’s a decision you’ll have to make at the time.”


	She looked back at the gun, hating it and yet fascinated by it—much the same as she’d felt when Kusum had given her that first look into the ship’s hold last night.


	“But I’ve never…”


	“It’s double-action: You’ve got to cock it before you can fire.” He showed her how. “You’ve got five shots.”


	He began to undress and Kolabati put the gun aside as she watched him, thinking he was about to join her on the bed. Instead he went to the bureau. When he turned to face her again he had fresh underwear in one hand and in the other a long-barreled pistol that dwarfed hers.


	“I’m taking a shower,” he said. “Stay alert and use that”—he gestured to her pistol on the nightstand—“if you have to. Don’t start thinking of ways to get your brother’s necklace. Shoot first, then worry about the necklace.”


	He stepped out into the hall and soon she heard the shower running.


	Kolabati laid back and pulled the sheet over her. She moved her legs, spreading and closing them, enjoying the touch of the sheets on her skin. She needed Jack very much tonight. But he seemed so distant, immune to her nakedness.


	Another woman. Kolabati had sensed her presence in Jack the very first night they met. Was it the attractive blonde she’d seen him talking to at the UK reception? It had not concerned her then because the influence had been so weak. Now it was strong.


	No matter. She knew how to have her way with a man, knew ways to make him forget the other women in his life. She’d make Jack want her and only her. She had to, for Jack was important to her. She wanted him beside her always.


	Always …


	She fingered her necklace.


	She thought of Kusum and looked at the pistol on the nightstand. Could she shoot her brother if he came in now?


	Yes. Most definitely, yes. Twenty-four hours ago her answer would have been different. Now … the loathing crawled up from her stomach to her throat …


	Kaka-ji! … the rakoshi called her brother Kaka-ji!


	Yes, she could pull the trigger. Knowing the level of depravity to which he’d sunk, knowing that his sanity was irredeemable. She could almost look on killing Kusum as an act of compassion, done to save him from any further acts of self-degradation. More than anything she wanted his necklace. Possessing it would end his threat to her forever, and allow her to clasp it about the throat of the only man worthy to spend the rest of his days with her—Jack.


	She closed her eyes and nestled her head deeper into the pillow.


	Tired … she’d had only a few minutes of fitful slumber on that wafer-thin mattress in the pilot’s cabin last night. She’d close her eyes for just a few minutes … just until Jack came out of the shower. Then she would make him hers again.


	He’d soon forget the other woman.
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	Jack lathered himself vigorously in the shower, scrubbing his skin to cleanse it of the stink of the hold. His Glock was wrapped in a towel on a shelf within easy reach. His eyes repeatedly wandered to the outline of the door, hazily visible through the light blue translucency of the shower curtain. His mind’s eye kept replaying a variation on the shower scene from Psycho. Only here it wasn’t Norman Bates in drag coming in and slashing away with a knife—it was the Mother rakosh using the built-in knives of her taloned hands.


	He rinsed quickly and stepped out to towel off.


	Everything was okay in Queens. A call to Gia while Kolabati was in the shower had confirmed that Vicky was safe and asleep. Now he could get on with business here.


	Back in the bedroom he found Kolabati sound asleep. He grabbed some fresh clothes and studied her sleeping face as he dressed. She looked different in repose. The sensuousness was gone, replaced by a touching innocence.


	Jack pulled the sheet up over her shoulder. He liked her. She was lively, she was fun, she was exotic. Her sexual skills and appetite were unparalleled in his experience. And she seemed to find things in him she truly admired. They had the basis for a long relationship. But …


	The eternal but.


	… despite the intimacies they’d shared, he knew he was not for her. She would want more of him than he was willing to give. And he knew he would never feel for her what he felt for Gia.


	Closing the bedroom door behind him, Jack went into the front room and prepared to wait for Kusum. He pulled on a T-shirt and slacks, white socks and tennis shoes—he wanted to be ready to move at an instant’s notice. He put an extra handful of hollow point bullets in his right front pocket and, on impulse, stuck the remaining lighter in the left. He set his wingback chair by the front window and faced the door. He pulled the matching hassock up and seated himself with the Glock in his lap.


	He hated waiting for an opponent to make the next move. It left him on the defensive, and the defensive side had no initiative.


	But why play defensively? That was just what Kusum expected him to do. Why let crazy Kusum call the shots? Vicky was safe. Why not take the war to Kusum?


	He snatched up the phone and dialed. Abe answered with a croak on the first ring.


	“It’s me—Jack. Did I wake you?”


	“No, of course not. I sit up next to the phone every night waiting for you to call. Should tonight be any different?” Jack didn’t know whether he was joking or not. At times it was hard to tell with Abe.


	“Everything okay on your end?”


	“Would I be sitting here so calmly talking to you if it wasn’t?”


	“Vicky’s all right?”


	“Of course. Can I go back to sleep on this wonderfully comfortable couch now?”


	“You’re on the couch? There’s another bedroom.”


	“About the other bedroom I know. I just thought I should maybe sleep here between the door and our two lady friends.”


	Jack felt a burst of warmth for his old friend. “I really do owe you for this, Abe.”


	“I know. So start paying me back by hanging up.”


	“Unfortunately, I’m not finished asking favors yet. I got a big one coming up.”


	“Nu? What’s this latest toiveh I should do you?”


	“I need some equipment: incendiary bombs with timers and incendiary bullets along with an AR to shoot them.”


	The Yiddishkeit disappeared; Abe was abruptly a businessman. “Those I don’t have in stock, but I can get them. You need them when?”


	“Tonight.”


	“Seriously—when?”


	“Tonight. An hour ago.”


	Abe whistled. “Oy, that’s going to be tough. Important?”


	“Very.”


	“I’ll have to call in some markers on this. Especially at this hour.”


	“Make it worth their while,” Jack told him. “The sky’s the limit.”


	“Okay. But I’ll have to leave and make the pickups myself. These boys don’t deal with anybody they don’t know.”


	Jack didn’t like the idea of leaving Gia and Vicky without a guard. But since there was no way for Kusum to find them, a guard was superfluous.


	“Okay. You’ve got your truck, right?”


	“Right.”


	“Then make your calls, make the pickups, and I’ll meet you at the store. Call me when you get there.”


	Jack hung up and settled back in his chair. Comfortably dark here in the front room with only a little indirect light spilling from the kitchen area. He felt his muscles loosen up and relax into the familiar depressions of the chair. He was tired. The last few days had been wearing. When was the last time he’d had a good night’s sleep? Saturday? Here it was Wednesday morning.


	He jumped at the sudden jangle of the phone and picked it up before it finished the first ring.


	“Hello?”


	A few heartbeats of silence on the other end of the line, and then a click.


	Puzzled and uneasy, Jack hung up. A wrong number? Or Kusum checking up on his whereabouts?


	He listened for stirrings from the bedroom where he’d left Kolabati, but none came. The ring had been too brief to wake her.


	He made his body relax again. He found himself anticipating with a certain relish what was to come. Mr. Kusum Bahkti was in for a little surprise tonight. Yes sir, Jack was going to make things hot for him and his rakoshi. Crazy Kusum would regret the day he tried to hurt Vicky Westphalen.


	Because Vicky had a friend. And that friend was mad. Madder’n hell.


	Jack’s eyelids slipped closed. He fought to open them but then gave up. Abe would call when everything was ready. Abe would come through. Abe could get anything, even at this hour. Jack had time for a few winks.


	The last thing he remembered before sleep claimed him was the hate-filled eyes of the Mother rakosh as she watched him from the floor of the hold after he’d seared the face of one of her children.


	Jack shuddered and slipped into sleep.
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	Kusum swung the rented yellow van into Sutton Square and pulled all the way to the end. Bullwhip in hand, he got out and stood by the door, scanning the street. All was quiet, but who could say for how long? He wouldn’t have much time here in this insular neighborhood. His van would draw immediate attention should some insomniac glance out a window and spot it.


	Normally this would have been the Mother’s job, but she could not be in two places at once. He had given her the sweaty shirt Jack had left on the ship so that she could identify her target by scent, and had dropped her off outside Jack’s apartment building only a few moments ago.


	He smiled. Oh, if only he could be there to see Jack’s expression when the Mother confronted him. He would not recognize her at first—Kusum had seen to that—but he was certain Jack’s heart would stop when he saw the surprise Kusum had prepared for him. And if shock didn’t stop his heart, the Mother would. A fitting and honorable end to a man who had become too much of a liability to be allowed to live.


	Kusum drew his thoughts back to Sutton Square. The last Westphalen lay asleep within meters of where he stood. He removed his necklace and placed it on the front seat of the van, then walked back to the rear doors. A young rakosh, nearly full-grown, leaped out. Kusum brandished the whip but did not crack it—the noise would be too loud.


	This rakosh was the Mother’s first born, the toughest and most experienced of all the younglings, its lower lip deformed by scars from one of many battles with its siblings. It had hunted with her in London and here in New York. Kusum probably could have let it loose from the ship and trusted it to find the Scent and bring back the child on its own, but he didn’t want to take any chances. No mishaps tonight.


	The rakosh looked at Kusum, then looked past him, across the river. Kusum gestured with his whip toward the house where the Westphalen child was staying.


	“There!” he said in Bengali. “There!”


	With seeming reluctance the creature moved in the direction of the house. Kusum saw it enter the alley on the west side, no doubt to climb the shadowed wall and pluck the child from its bed. He was about to step back to the front of the van and retrieve his necklace when he heard a clatter from the side of the house. Alarmed, he ran to the alley, cursing under his breath all the way. These younglings were so damned clumsy! The only one he could really depend upon was the Mother.


	He found the rakosh pawing through a garbage can. It had a dark vinyl bag torn open and was pulling something out. Fury surged through Kusum. He should have known he couldn’t trust a youngling! Here it was rummaging in garbage when it should be following the Scent up the wall. He unfurled his whip, ready to strike …


	The young rakosh held something out to him: half of an orange.


	Kusum snatched it up and held it under his nose. It was one of those he had injected with the elixir and hidden in the playhouse last night. The rakosh came up with another half.


	Kusum pressed both together. They fit perfectly. The orange had been sliced open but had not been eaten. He looked at the rakosh and it was now holding a handful of chocolates.


	Enraged, Kusum hurled the orange halves against the wall. Jack! It could be no one else! Curse that man!


	He strode around to the rear of the townhouse and up to the back door. The rakosh followed him partway and then stood and stared across the East River.


	“Here!” Kusum said impatiently, indicating the door.


	He stepped back as the rakosh came up the steps and slammed one of its massive three-fingered hands against the door. With a loud crack of splintering wood, it flew open. Kusum stepped through with the rakosh close behind. He wasn’t worried about awakening anyone in the house. If Jack had discovered the treated orange, he surely had spirited everyone away.


	Kusum stood in the dark kitchen, the young rakosh a looming shadow beside him. Yes … the house was empty. No need to search it.


	A thought struck him with the force of a blow.


	No!


	Uncontrollable tremors shook his body. Not anger that Jack had been one step ahead of him all day, but fear. Fear so deep and penetrating that it almost overwhelmed him. He rushed to the front door and ran out to the street.


	Jack had hidden the last Westphalen from him—and at this very moment Jack’s life was being torn from him by the Mother rakosh! The only man who could tell him where to find the child was being silenced forever! How would Kusum find her in a city of eight million? He would never fulfill the vow! All because of Jack!


	May you be reincarnated as a jackal!


	He opened the rear door of the van for the rakosh but it would not enter. It persisted in staring across the East River. It would take a few steps toward the river and then come back, repeating the process over and over.


	“In!” Kusum said.


	He was in a black mood and had no patience for any quirks in this rakosh. But despite his urgings, the creature would not obey. The youngling was normally so eager to please, yet now it acted as if it had the Scent and wanted to be off on the hunt.


	And then it occurred to him—he had doctored two oranges, and they had found only one. Had the Westphalen child consumed the first before the second was found out?


	Possible. His spirits lifted perceptively. Quite possible.


	And what could be more natural than to remove the child entirely from the island of Manhattan? What was that borough across the river—Queens? It didn’t matter how many people lived there; if the child had consumed even a tiny amount of the elixir, the rakosh would find her.


	Perhaps all was not lost.


	Kusum gestured toward the river with his coiled bullwhip. The young rakosh leaped to the top of the waist-high retaining wall at the end of the street and dropped to the sunken brick plaza a dozen feet below it. From there it took two steps and a flying leap over the wrought iron railing to the East River running silently below.


	Kusum stood and watched it sail into the darkness, his despair dissipating with each passing second. This rakosh was an experienced hunter and seemed to know where it was going. Perhaps there was still hope of sailing tonight.


	After the sound of a splash far below, he turned and climbed into the cab of the van. Yes—his mind was set. He would operate under the assumption that the youngling would bring back the Westphalen girl. He would prepare the ship for sea. Perhaps he would even cast off and sail downriver to New York Bay. He had no fear of losing the Mother and the youngling that had just leaped into the river. Rakoshi had an uncanny homing instinct that led them to their nest no matter where it was.


	How fortunate he had dosed two oranges instead of one. As he refastened the necklace at his throat, he realized that the hand of Kali was evident here.


	All doubt and despair melted away in a sudden blast of triumph. The Goddess was at his side, guiding him. He could not fail!


	Repairman Jack was not to have the last laugh after all.
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	Jack awakened with a start. He experienced an instant of disorientation before he realized he was not in his bed but in a chair in the front room. His hand automatically went to the Glock in his lap.


	He listened. Something had awakened him. What? The faint light seeping in from the kitchen area was enough to confirm that the front room was empty.


	He rose and checked the TV room, then looked in on Kolabati. Still asleep. All quiet on the western front.


	A noise made him whirl. From out in the hall—the creak of a board. Jack pressed his ear against the door. Silence. A hint of an odor was present at the edges of the door. Not the necrotic stink of a rakosh, but a sickly sweet smell like an old lady’s gardenia perfume.


	Heart thumping, Jack unlocked the door and pulled it open in a single motion, then jumped back and took his firing stance: legs spread, the pistol in both hands, left supporting right, both arms fully extended.


	The light in the hall was meager at best but brighter than where Jack stood. It would silhouette anyone attempting to enter the apartment. Nothing moved. All he saw was the banister and balusters that ran along the stairwell. Jack held his position as the gardenia odor wafted into the room like a cloud from an overgrown hothouse—syrupy, flowery, with an underlying hint of decay.


	Keeping his arms locked straight out in a triangle with the Glock at the apex, he moved to the door, weaving back and forth to give himself angled views of the hallway to the left and right. All clear so far.


	He leaped into the hall and spun in the air, landing with his back against the banister, arms down, pistol held before his crotch, ready to be raised right or left as his head snapped back and forth.


	Hall to the right and left: clear.


	An instant later he was moving again, spinning to his right, pressing his back against the wall next to his door, eyes darting right, to the staircase up to the fourth floor clear.


	The landing to his left going down: cl—


	Wait. Someone there, sitting on the shadowed landing. His pistol snapped up, steady in his hands as he took a better look—a woman, barely visible, in a long dress, long sloppy hair, sloppy hat, slumped posture, looking depressed. The hat and the hair obscured her face.


	Jack’s pulse started to slow but he kept the Glock trained on her. What the hell was she doing here? And what had she done—spilled a bottle of perfume all over herself?


	“Something wrong, lady?” he said.


	She moved, shifting her body and turning to look at him. The movement made Jack realize that this was one hell of a big lady. And then it was all clear.


	Kusum’s touch: Jack had disguised himself as an old woman when he’d worked for Kusum, and now … he didn’t even have to see the malevolent yellow eyes glowering at him from under the hat and wig to know that he’d spoken to the Mother rakosh.


	“Holy shit!”


	In a single, swift, fluid motion accompanied by a hiss of rage and the tearing of the fabric of her dress, the Mother rakosh reared up to her full height and flowed toward him, fangs glinting, talons extended, triumph gleaming in her eyes.


	Jack’s tongue stuck to the roof of his suddenly dry mouth, but he stood his ground. With a methodical coolness that amazed even him, he aimed the first round at the upper left corner of the Mother’s chest. The silenced Glock jumped in his hands, rubbing against his wounded palm, making a muted phut! when he pulled the trigger. The .40 caliber slug jolted her—Jack could imagine the lead projectile breaking open, releasing its hidden birdshot, sending it tearing in all directions through her lungs—but her momentum carried her forward. He wasn’t sure where her heart would be so he placed three more rounds at the corners of an imaginary square in relation to the first, now oozing a stream of very dark blood …


	The Mother stiffened and lurched as each slug cut into her, finally coming to a staggering halt a few feet in front of him. Jack watched her in shock. The very fact that she was still standing was testimony to an amazing vitality—she should have gone down with the first shot. But Jack was confident: She was dead on her feet. He knew the stopping power of those .40 caliber pre-frag hollow points. The hydrostatic shock and vascular collapse caused by just one properly placed round would stop just about anything. The Mother rakosh had taken four.


	Jack wanted to put an end to this. He took careful aim and pumped another round dead center into the Mother’s chest.


	She spread her arms and lurched back against the newel post at the head of the stairs, cracking it with her weight. The hat and wig slipped from her head but she didn’t topple over. Instead, she made a half turn and slumped over the banister. Jack waited for her final collapse.


	And waited.


	The Mother did not collapse. She took a few deep gasps, then straightened and faced him, her eyes as bright as ever. Jack stood rooted to the floor, watching her. Impossible! She was dead! Dead five times over! He’d seen the holes in her chest, the black blood! Her lungs should be jelly!


	With a loud, drawn-out hiss, she lunged toward him. By pure reflex rather than conscious effort, Jack dodged away. Where to go? He didn’t want to get trapped in his apartment, and the way down to the street was blocked. The roof was his only option.


	He was already on the stairs taking them two at a time when he made the decision. His pistol was no good. Kolabati’s words came back to him.


	… fire and iron … fire and iron …


	Without slowing or breaking stride, he dropped the Glock on the steps, glancing behind him as he did. The Mother rakosh was a flight below, gliding up the stairs after him, the remains of her dress hanging in tatters from her neck and arms. The contrast of her smooth, utterly silent ascent to his pounding climb was almost as unnerving as the murderous look in her eyes.


	Jack increased his effort to the limit and managed to widen the gap between himself and the Mother. But only briefly. Instead of weakening, the Mother seemed to gain strength and speed with the exertion. By the time Jack reached the final steps up to the roof, she’d closed to within half a flight.


	Jack didn’t bother with the latch on the roof door. It had never worked well anyway and fumbling with it would only lose him precious seconds. He rammed it with his shoulder, burst through, and hit the roof on the run.


	The Manhattan skyline soared around him. From its star-filled height the setting moon etched the details of the roof like a high-contrast, black and white photo—pale white light on upper surfaces, inky shadows below. Vents, chimneys, aerials, storage sheds, the garden, the flagpole, the emergency generator—a familiar obstacle course. Perhaps that familiarity could be worked to his advantage. He knew he could not outrun the Mother.


	Perhaps—just perhaps—he could outmaneuver her.


	Jack had decided on his course of action during his first few running strides across the roof. He dodged around two of the chimneys, ran diagonally across an open area to the edge, and then turned to wait, making sure he was easily visible from the door. He didn’t want the Mother to lose too much of her momentum looking for him.


	A second later she appeared. She spotted him immediately and charged in his direction, a moon-limned shadow readying for the kill. Neil the anarchist’s flagpole blocked her path. She took a passing sidearm swipe at it and shattered the shaft so that it swung crazily in the air and toppled to the roof. She came to the generator next—and leaped over it.


	And now there was nothing between Jack and the Mother rakosh. She lowered into a crouch and hurtled toward him. Sweating, trembling, Jack kept his eyes on the taloned hands aiming for his throat. He was sure there were worse ways to die, but at this moment he could not think of one. His thoughts were fixed on what he had to do to survive this encounter—and the knowledge that what he planned might prove just as fatal as standing here and waiting for those talons to reach him.


	He’d pressed the backs of his knees against the upper edge of the low, foot-wide parapet that ran along the rim of the roof. As soon as the Mother had appeared he’d knelt atop the parapet. And now as she charged, he straightened up with his knees balanced on the outermost edge of the parapet, his feet poised over the empty alley five stories below, his hands hanging loosely at his sides. The rough concrete dug into his kneecaps but he ignored the pain. Had to concentrate completely on what he was about to do.


	The Mother became a black juggernaut, gaining momentum at an astonishing rate as she crossed the final thirty feet separating them. Jack did not move. It strained his will to the limits to kneel there and wait as certain death rushed toward him. Tension gathered in his throat until he thought he would choke. All his instincts screamed for flight. But he had to hold his place until the right instant. Making his move too soon would be as deadly as not moving at all.


	And so he waited until the outstretched talons were within five feet of him—then leaned back and allowed his knees to slip off the edge of the parapet. As he fell toward the floor of the alley, he grabbed the edge of the parapet, hoping he hadn’t dropped too soon, praying his grip would hold.


	As the front of his body slammed against the brick sidewall, Jack sensed furious motion above him. The Mother rakosh’s claws had sunk into empty air instead of his flesh. The momentum she’d built up was carrying her over the edge and into the beginning of a long fall to the ground. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a huge shadow sail over and behind him, saw frantically windmilling arms and legs. Then came a blow to the rear of his left shoulder and a searing, tearing sensation across his back that made him cry out.


	The blow jerked Jack’s left hand free of the roof edge, leaving him hanging by his right. Gasping with pain and clawing desperately for a new grip on the parapet, he couldn’t resist a quick look down to see the plummeting form of the Mother rakosh impact with the floor of the alley. He found exquisite satisfaction in the faint, dull thud that rose from below. He didn’t care how tough she was, that fall broke her neck and most of the rest of the bones in her body.


	Fighting the agony that stabbed through his left shoulder blade every time he raised his arm, Jack inched his left hand back up to the top of the parapet, then slowly, painfully, pulled himself back up to the roof.


	He lay stretched out atop the parapet, breathing hard, waiting for the fire on his back to go out. In her wild flailings to save herself from falling, one of the Mother’s talons—whether on a hand or a foot, Jack couldn’t say—must have caught his back. His shirt felt warm and sticky against his back. He gently reached around and touched his rib cage. Wet. He held his hand up before his face—it glistened darkly in the moonlight.


	Wearily, he raised himself to a sitting position with his legs straddling the parapet. He took one last look down into the alley, wondering if he could see the Mother. All was dark. He went to swing his outer leg over onto the roof and stopped—


	Something moved down there. A darker blot rustled within the shadows of the alley.


	He held his breath. Someone heard the thump of the Mother’s fall and came to investigate, right? Hoped so. Hoped that was all it was.


	More movement … along the wall … moving upward … and a scraping sound, like claws on brick …


	Something climbing the wall toward him. Didn’t need a flashlight to know what it was.


	The Mother was returning.
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	Groaning with disbelief and dismay—not possible … but it was happening!—he swung his legs onto the roof and staggered away from the edge. What was he going to do? No use running despite the lead he had, the Mother would surely catch up with him.


	Fire and iron … fire and iron …


	The words burned across his brain as he raced around the roof in search of some sort of weapon. No iron up here. Everything was aluminum, tin, plastic, wood. If only he could find a crowbar or even a piece of rusted iron railing—something, anything to swing at her head as she poked it up over the edge.


	Nothing. The only thing that even remotely resembled a weapon was the broken remnant of the flagpole. It wasn’t iron and it wasn’t fire … but with its sharp, splintered lower end, it might serve as a twelve-foot spear.


	He lifted it by its top end—by the ball at the tip—and hefted it. It wobbled like a vaulting pole and the oscillations caused waves of pain in his back.


	Heavy, crude, unwieldy … but it was all he had.


	Jack put it down and loped over to the edge of the roof. The Mother was no more than a dozen feet below and climbing fast.


	Not fair! he thought as he ran back to where the pole lay. He’d as good as killed her twice in ten minutes, yet here he was hurt and bleeding and she was climbing a brick wall as if nothing had happened.


	He picked up the pole by the balled end and levered it to a horizontal position. Groaning with the pain, he pointed the splintered end toward the spot where he expected the Mother to appear and began to run. His left arm began to lose strength as he ran. As the point sank toward the roof surface he clenched his teeth and forced it upward.


	Have to keep it up … go for the throat …


	Again, he knew timing would be critical: If the Mother gained the roof too soon, she’d dodge him; too late and he’d miss her.


	He saw one three-fingered hand slip over the edge of the parapet, then another. He adjusted his direction to the area above and between those hands.


	“Come on!” he screamed at her as he increased his speed. “Keep coming!”


	His voice sounded hysterical but he couldn’t let that bother him now. Had to keep that goddamned point up and ram it right through her—


	Her head appeared and then she was pulling herself up onto the parapet. Too fast! She was too fast! He couldn’t control the wavering point, couldn’t lift it high enough! He was going to miss his target!


	With a cry of rage and desperation, Jack put every pound of his body and every remaining ounce of strength left to him behind a final thrust against the balled end of the pole. Despite all his effort, the point never reached the level of the Mother’s throat. Instead, it rammed into her chest with a force that nearly dislocated Jack’s right shoulder. But Jack didn’t let up—with his eyes squeezed shut he followed through with barely a break in his stride, keeping all his weight behind the makeshift spear. A moment of resistance to the spear’s path, followed by a sensation of breaking free, then it was yanked out of his hands and he fell to his knees.


	When he looked up, his eyes were level with the top of the parapet. His heart nearly stopped when he saw the Mother still there—


	No … wait … she was on the other side of the parapet. But that couldn’t be. She’d have to be standing in mid-air. When Jack forced himself to his feet, he understood.


	The miniature flagpole had pierced the Mother rakosh through the center of her chest. The sharpened end of the pole had exited through her back and come to rest on the parapet of the neighboring building across the alley; the balled end lay directly in front of Jack.


	He had her. Finally, he had her.


	But the Mother wasn’t dead. She twisted on her skewer and hissed and slashed her talons at Jack in futile rage as he stood and panted a mere six feet from her. She couldn’t reach him.


	After his relief and awe faded, Jack’s first impulse was to push his end of the pole off the edge and let her fall to the ground again, but he checked himself. He had the Mother rakosh where he wanted her—neutralized. He could leave her there until he found a way to deal with her. Meanwhile, she was no danger to him or anyone else.


	And then she began to move toward him.


	Jack took a quick, faltering step back and almost fell.


	Still coming for him! His jaw dropped as he watched her reach forward with both hands and grip the pole that skewered her, then pull herself forward, pushing the pole through her chest to bring herself closer and closer to Jack.


	How could he fight a creature that didn’t feel pain? That wouldn’t die?


	He began swearing, cursing incoherently. He ran around the roof picking up pebbles, bits of litter, an aluminum can, hurling them at her. Why the hell not? About as effective as anything else he’d done to her. When he came to the emergency generator, he picked up one of the two-gallon metal cans of diesel oil and went to hurl that at her—


	—and stopped.


	Oil. Fire!


	He finally had a weapon—if it wasn’t too late.


	The Mother had pulled herself almost to within reach of the roof edge. He twisted at the metal cap but it wouldn’t budge—rusted shut. In desperation he slammed the edge of the cap twice against the generator and tried again. Pain shot through the earlier wound in his palm, but he kept up the pressure. Finally it came loose and he was up and scrambling across the roof, unscrewing the cap as he moved, thanking the faulty power grid for the last blackout. Without it, he and the other tenants wouldn’t have chipped in for an emergency generator.


	Oil sloshed over his bandaged hand as the cap came off. Jack didn’t hesitate. He leaped onto the parapet and splashed the oil over the slowly advancing rakosh. She hissed furiously and slashed at him but Jack remained just out of reach. By the time the can was empty, the air around them reeked of diesel fuel. The Mother pulled herself closer and Jack had to drop back to the roof to avoid her talons.


	He wiped his hands on his shirt and reached into his pocket for the lighter. After an instant of panic when he thought his pocket was empty, his fingers closed on it. He held it up and thumbed the little lever, praying the oil on his hand hadn’t got to the flint. It sparked, the flame shot up—and Jack smiled. For the first time since the Mother had shaken off the damage of five hollow-point rounds in the chest, Jack thought he might survive the night.


	He thrust the lighter forward but the Mother saw the flame and ripped the air with her talons. He felt the breeze as they passed within inches of his face. She wouldn’t let him near her. He couldn’t toss the lighter at her and expect an explosion of flame. Diesel fuel needed more than that to start it.


	Then he noticed that the pole was slick with the oil. He crouched next to the parapet and reached up to the ball at its end. The Mother’s talons raked by, millimeters away from his hair, but he steeled himself to hold his position as he played the flame of the lighter against the oil on the ball. For an agonizing moment, nothing happened.


	And then it caught. He watched raptly as a smoky-yellow flame—one of the loveliest sights he’d ever seen—grew and spread across the ball. From there it crept along the upper surface of the pole, straight toward the Mother. She tried to back away but was caught. The flames leaped onto her chest and fanned out over her torso. Within seconds she was completely engulfed.


	Weak with relief, Jack watched with horrid fascination as the Mother’s movements became spasmodic, wild, frenzied. He lost sight of her amid the flames and black smoke that poured skyward from her burning body. He heard sobbing—was it her? No … his own voice. Reaction to the pain and the terror and the exertion was setting in. Was it over? Was it finally over?


	He steadied himself and watched her burn. He could find no pity for her … the most murderous engine of destruction ever imagined. A killing machine that would go on—


	A low moan rose from within the conflagration. He thought he heard something that sounded like “Spa fon!”


	And then she was still. As her flaming body slumped forward, the pole cracked and broke. The Mother rakosh spun to the floor of the alley trailing smoke and flame like the loser in an aerial dogfight. And this time when she hit the ground she stayed there. Jack watched for a long time. The flames lit the beach scene painted on the alley’s opposite wall, giving it a sunset look.


	The Mother rakosh continued to burn. And she didn’t move. He watched until he was sure she would never move again.


	23


	Jack locked his apartment door and sank to the floor behind it, reveling in the air-conditioned cool. He’d stumbled down from the roof in a daze, but had remembered to pick up his Glock on the way. Weak … every cell in his body cried out in pain and fatigue. Needed rest, and probably needed a doctor for his gashed back. But no time for any of that. Had to finish off Kusum tonight.


	He pulled himself to his feet and went to the bedroom. Kolabati was still asleep. Next stop, the phone. He didn’t know if Abe had called while he was up on the roof. He doubted it; the prolonged ringing would have awakened Kolabati. He dialed the number of the shop.


	After three rings, a cautious, “Yes?”


	“It’s me, Abe.”


	“Who else should it be at this hour?”


	“Did you get everything?”


	“Just got in the door. No, I didn’t get everything. Got the timed incendiary bombs—a crate of twelve—but couldn’t get hold of any incendiary bullets before tomorrow noon. Is that soon enough?”


	“No,” Jack said, bitterly disappointed. He had to move now.


	“I got something you might use as a substitute, though.”


	“What?”


	“Come down and see.”


	“Be there in a few minutes.”


	Jack hung up and gingerly peeled the torn, blood-soaked shirt from his back. The pain had subsided to a dull, aching throb. He blinked when he saw the liverish clots clinging to the fabric. He’d lost more blood than he’d thought.


	He got a towel from the bathroom and gently held it against the wound. It stung, but the pain was bearable. When he checked the towel half a minute later, he found blood on it, but very little of it fresh.


	Jack knew he should shower and clean out the wound but was afraid he’d start it bleeding again. He resisted the temptation to examine his back in the bathroom mirror—it might hurt worse if he knew how bad it looked. Instead, he wrapped all his remaining gauze around his upper chest and over his left shoulder.


	He went back to the bedroom for a fresh shirt and for something else: He knelt next to the bed, gently unclasped Kolabati’s necklace and removed it. She stirred, moaned softly, then was quiet. Jack tiptoed out of the room and closed the door behind him.


	In the living room he clasped the iron necklace around his throat. It gave off an unpleasant, tingling sensation that spread along his skin from head to toe. He didn’t relish wearing it, nor borrowing it from Kolabati without her knowledge. But she’d refused to remove it in the ship, and if he was going back there he wanted every edge he could get.


	He slipped into the fresh shirt as he dialed the number of Abe’s daughter’s apartment. He was going to be out of touch with Gia for a while and knew his mind would rest easier after confirming that everything was cool in Queens.


	After half a dozen rings, Gia picked up.


	“Hello?” Her voice was tentative.


	Jack paused for an instant at the sound of her voice. After what he’d been through in the past few hours, he wanted nothing more than to call it quits for the night, hop over to Queens, and spend the rest of the time until morning with his arms around Gia. He’d like nothing more tonight—just holding her.


	“Sorry to wake you. I’m going out for a few hours and wanted to make sure everything is okay.”


	“Everything’s fine.”


	“Vicky?”


	“I just left her side to answer the phone. She’s fine. And I’m just reading this note from Abe explaining that he had to go out and not to worry. What’s going on?”


	“Crazy stuff.”


	“That’s not an answer. I need answers, Jack. This whole thing scares me.”


	“I know. All I can say right now is it has to do with the Westphalens.” He didn’t want to say more.


	“But why is Vicky … oh.”


	“Right. She’s a Westphalen. Someday when we have lots of time, I’ll explain it to you.”


	“When will it all end?”


	“Tonight, if things go right.”


	“Dangerous?”


	“Naw. Routine stuff.” He didn’t want to add to her worries.


	“Jack…” She paused and he thought he detected a quaver in her voice. “Be careful, Jack.”


	She would never know how much those words meant to him.


	“Always careful. I like my body in one piece. See you later.”


	He didn’t hang up. Instead he depressed the plunger for a few seconds, then released it. After checking for the dial tone, he stuffed the receiver under the seat cushion of his chair. It would start howling in a few minutes, but no one would hear that … and no one could call and wake Kolabati. With luck, he could take care of Kusum, get back here and replace the necklace without her ever knowing he’d taken it. And with considerably more luck, she might not ever know for sure that he had anything to do with the fiery explosion that took her brother and his rakoshi to a watery grave.


	He picked up his variable frequency beeper and hurried down to the street, intending to head immediately for the Isher Sports Shop. But as he passed the alley, he paused. He had no time to spare, yet he could not resist viewing the remains of the Mother rakosh.


	A jolt of panic shot through him when he saw no corpse in the alley. Then he came upon the smoldering pile of ashes. The fire had completely consumed the Mother, leaving only her fangs and talons. He picked up a few of each—still hot—and shoved them in his pocket. Someday he might want to prove to himself that he’d really faced something called a rakosh.
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	Gia cradled the phone and thought about what Jack had said about all this being over tonight.


	She fervently hoped so. If only Jack weren’t so evasive about everything. What was he hiding? Something he was afraid to tell her? God, she hated this. She wanted to be home in her own little apartment in her own bed with Vicky down the hall in hers.


	Gia started back toward the bedroom and then stopped. She was wide awake. No use trying to go back to sleep just yet. She pulled the bedroom door closed, then searched through the kitchen for something to drink. The MSG in Chinese food always left her thirsty. When she came across the box of tea bags she grabbed them. With the kettle on, she spun the television dial looking for something to watch. Nothing but old movies …


	The kettle started to boil. Gia made a cup of tea and sugared it, filled a tall glass with ice, and poured the tea over the ice. There: iced tea. Needed some lemon, but this would do.


	As she approached the couch with her drink she caught a rotten odor. Just a whiff and it was gone. Something oddly familiar about it. If she could catch it again, she was sure she could identify it. She waited but it didn’t return.


	Gia turned her attention to the television. Citizen Kane was on. She hadn’t seen that one in ages. It made her think of Jack … how he’d go on and on about Welles’s use of light and shadow throughout the film. He could be a real pain when you just wanted to sit and watch a movie.


	She sat and sipped her tea.
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	Vicky shot up to a sitting position in bed.


	“Mommy?” she called softly.


	She trembled with fear. She was alone. And there was an awful, pukey smell. She glanced at the window. Something there … outside the window. The screen had been pulled out. That’s what had awakened her.


	A hand—or something that looked like a hand but really wasn’t—slipped over the windowsill. Then another. The dark shadow of a head rose into view and two glowing yellow eyes trapped her and pinned her where she sat in mute horror. The thing crawled over the ledge and flowed into the room like a snake.


	Vicky opened her mouth to scream out her horror but something moist and hard and stinking jammed against her face, cutting off her voice. A hand, but like no hand she’d ever imagined. Only had three fingers—three huge fingers—and the taste of the palm against her lips brought what was left of her Chinese dinner boiling to the back of her throat.


	As she fought to get free, she caught a fleeting close-up glimpse of what held her—the smooth, blunt-snouted face, the fangs showing above the scarred lower lip, the glowing yellow eyes … every fear of what’s in the closet or what’s in that shadowed corner, every bad dream, every night horror rolled into one.


	She had to get away! Tears of fear and revulsion streamed down her face. After an instant of paralyzed panic she kicked and twisted convulsively, clawed with her fingernails—nothing she did seemed to matter in the slightest. She was lifted like a toy and carried to the window—


	—and out! They were twelve floors up! Mommy! They were going to fall!


	But they didn’t fall. Using its free hand and its clawed feet, the monster crawled down the wall like a spider. Then it was running along the ground, through parks, down alleys, across streets. The grip across her mouth loosened but Vicky was clutched so tightly against the monster’s flank that she couldn’t scream—could barely breathe.


	“Please don’t hurt me!” she whispered into the night. “Please don’t hurt me!”


	Vicky didn’t know where they were or what direction they were traveling. Her mind could barely function through the haze of terror that enveloped it. But soon she heard the lapping sound of water, smelled the river. The monster leaped, they seemed to fly for an instant, and then water closed over them. She couldn’t swim!


	Vicky screamed as they plunged beneath the waves and gulped a mouthful of foul, brackish water. She broke the surface choking and retching. Her throat was locked—air all around her but she couldn’t breathe! Finally, when she thought she was going to die, her windpipe opened and air rushed into her lungs.


	She opened her eyes. The monster had slung her onto its back and was now cutting through the water. She clung to the slick, slimy skin of its shoulders. Her pink nightie was plastered to her goose-fleshed skin, her hair hung in her eyes. Cold, wet, and miserable with terror, she wanted to jump off and get away from the monster, but knew she’d go down under that water and never come back up.


	Why was this happening to her? She’d been good. Why did this monster want her?


	Maybe it was a good monster, like in that book she had, Where the Wild Things Are. It hadn’t hurt her. Maybe it was taking her someplace to show her something.


	She looked around and recognized the Manhattan skyline off to her right, but something sat between them and Manhattan. Dimly she remembered the island—Roosevelt Island—in the river at the end of Aunt Nellie’s and Grace’s street.


	Were they going to swim around it and go back to Manhattan? Was the monster going to take her back to Aunt Nellie’s?


	No. They passed the end of the island, but the monster didn’t turn toward Manhattan. It kept swimming in the same direction downriver. Vicky shivered and began to cry.
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	Gia’s chin dropped forward onto her chest and she awoke with a start. Only half an hour into the movie and already she was nodding off. She wasn’t nearly as wide awake as she’d thought. She flicked it off and went back to the bedroom.


	Fear stabbed her like a knife in the ribs as she opened the door. A rotten odor filled the room. Now she recognized it—the same stench as in Nellie’s room the night she disappeared.


	Her gaze shot to the bed and her heart stopped when she saw no familiar little lump of curled up child under the covers.


	“Vicky?” Her voice cracked as she said the name and turned on the light. She has to be here!


	Without waiting for an answer, Gia rushed to the bed and pulled down the covers.


	“Vicky?” Her voice was almost a whimper. She’s here—she has to be!


	She ran to the closet and fell to her knees, checking the floor with her hands. She found only Vicky’s Ms. Jelliroll Carry Case. Next she crawled over to the bed and looked under it. No Vicky there either.


	But she spotted something else—a small dark lump. Gia reached in and grabbed it. She thought she’d be sick when she recognized the feel of a recently peeled and partially eaten orange.


	Jack’s words flooded back to her: Do you want Vicky to end up like Grace and Nellie? Gone without a trace? He’d said there was something in the orange—but he’d thrown it away! So how had Vicky got hold of this one?…


	Unless there’d been more than one orange in the playhouse!


	This is a nightmare! This isn’t really happening!


	Gia ran through the rest of the apartment, opening every door, every closet, every cabinet. Vicky was gone!


	She hurried back to the bedroom and went to the window. The screen was missing. She hadn’t noticed that before. Fighting back a scream as visions of a child’s body smashed against the pavement flashed before her eyes, she held her breath and looked down. The parking lot, directly below, well lit by mercury-vapor lamps. And no sign of Vicky.


	Gia didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. All she knew right now was that her child was missing and she needed help. She ran for the phone, ready to dial 911, then stopped. The police would certainly be more concerned about a missing child than about two old ladies who’d disappeared, but would they accomplish anything more? Gia doubted it.


	She knew only one number to call that would do her any good.


	Jack will know what to do. Jack will help.


	She forced her shaking index finger to punch in the numbers and got a busy signal. She hung up and dialed again. Still busy. She didn’t have time to wait! She dialed the operator and told her it was an emergency and she had to break in on the line. She was put on hold for half a minute that seemed like an hour, then the operator came back on, telling her that the line wasn’t busy—the phone had been left off the hook.


	Frantic, Gia slammed down the receiver. What was she going to do? What was wrong at Jack’s? Had he left the phone off the hook or had it been knocked off?


	She ran back to the bedroom and jammed her legs into a pair of jeans and pulled on a blouse without removing her pajamas. She had to find Jack. If he wasn’t at his apartment, maybe he was at Abe’s store—she was pretty sure she remembered where that was. She prayed she could remember. Her thoughts were so jumbled. All she could think of was Vicky.


	Vicky, Vicky, where are you?


	But how to get to Jack’s … that was the problem. Finding a cab would be virtually impossible at this hour.


	The Honda keys she’d seen earlier! Where had they been? She’d been cleaning in the kitchen …


	She ran over to the flatware drawer and pulled it open. Yes! She snatched them up and ran out into the hall. She checked the apartment number on the door: 1203. Now if only the car was here.


	The elevator took her straight down to the first floor and she hurried out into the parking lot. On the way in this afternoon she’d seen numbers on the asphalt by each parking space.


	Please let it be here! she said to God, to fate, to whatever was in charge of human events.


	Is anybody in charge? asked a small voice in the back of her mind.


	She followed the numbers from the 800s up to the 1100s, and there up ahead, crouched like a laboratory mouse waiting timidly for the next injection, sat a white Honda Civic.


	Please be 1203! Please!


	It had to be.


	It was.


	Almost giddy with relief, she unlocked the door and slid into the driver’s seat. The standard shift on the floor gave her a moment’s pause, but she’d driven her father’s old Ford pickup enough miles during her teens back in Iowa. She hoped it was something you never forgot, like riding a bike.


	She didn’t know Queens but knew the general direction she wanted to go. She worked her way toward the East River until she saw a TO MANHATTAN sign and followed the arrow. When the Queensboro Bridge loomed into view, she slammed the gas pedal to the floor. She’d been driving tentatively until now, reining her emotions, clutching the wheel with white-knuckled intensity, wary of missing a crucial turn. But with her destination in sight, she began to cry.
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	Abe’s dark blue panel truck was parked outside the Isher Sports Shop. The iron gate had been rolled back. At Jack’s knock, the door opened. Abe’s white shirt was wrinkled and his jowls were stubbly. For the first time in Jack’s memory, he wasn’t wearing his black tie.


	“What?” he said, scrutinizing Jack. “You run into trouble since you left me at the apartment?”


	“What makes you ask?”


	“Bandage on your hand and you’re walking funny.”


	“Had a lengthy and strenuous argument with a very disagreeable lady.”


	He rotated his left shoulder gingerly; it was nowhere near as stiff and painful as it had been back at the apartment.


	“Lady?”


	“It’s stretching the definition, but yeah—lady.”


	Abe led Jack toward the rear of the darkened store. The lights were on in the basement, as was the neon sign. Abe hefted a wooden crate two feet long and a foot wide and deep. The top had already been pried open and he lifted it off.


	“Here are the bombs. Twelve of them, magnesium compound, all with twenty-four-hour timers.”


	Jack nodded. “Fine. But I really needed the incendiary bullets. Otherwise I may never get a chance to set these.”


	Abe shook his head. “I don’t know what you think you’re going up against, but here’s the best I could do.”


	He pulled a cloth off a card table to reveal a circular, donut-shaped metal tank with a second tank, canteen-sized, set in its middle; both were attached by a short hose to what looked like a two-handed ray gun.


	Jack was baffled. “What the hell—?”


	“It’s an old No. 5 Mk I Flamethrower, affectionately known as the Lifebuoy. I don’t know if it’ll suit your purposes. I mean, it hasn’t got much range and—”


	“It’s great!” Jack said. He grabbed Abe’s hand and pumped it. “Abe, you’re beautiful! It’s perfect!”


	Elated, Jack ran his hands over the tanks. Why hadn’t he thought of it? Especially after all the times he’d seen Them!


	“How does it work?”


	“This is a World War II model—the best I could do on such short notice. It’s got CO2 at two thousand pounds per square inch in the little spherical tank, and eighteen liters of napalm in the big lifebuoy-shaped one—hence the name. A discharge tube with igniters at the end and an adjustable nozzle. Range is up to ninety feet. You open the tanks, point the tube, pull the trigger in the rear grip, and foom!”


	“Any helpful hints?”


	“Yeah. Always check your nozzle adjustment before your first discharge. It’s like a firehose and will tend to rise during a prolonged tight stream. Otherwise, think of it as spitting: Don’t do it into the wind or where you live.”


	“Sounds easy enough. Help me get into the harness.”


	The tanks were heavier than Jack would have wished, but did not cause the anticipated burst of pain from the left side of his back; only a dull ache. As Jack adjusted the straps to a comfortable fit, Abe looked at his neck questioningly.


	“Since when the jewelry, Jack?”


	“Since tonight … for good luck.”


	“Strange looking thing. Iron, isn’t it? And those stones … almost look like—”


	“Two eyes? I know.”


	“And the inscription looks like Sanskrit. Is it?”


	Jack shrugged, uncomfortable. He didn’t like the necklace and knew nothing about its origins.


	“Could be. I don’t know. A friend … lent it to me for the night. Do you know what the inscriptions say?”


	Abe shook his head. “I’ve seen Sanskrit before, but if my life depended on it I couldn’t translate a single word.” He looked closer. “Come to think of it, that’s not really Sanskrit. Where was it made?”


	“India.”


	“Really? Then it’s probably Vedic, one of the Proto-Aryan languages that was a precursor of Sanskrit.” Abe tossed off the information in a casual tone, then turned away and busied himself with gently tapping the nails halfway back into the corners of the crate of incendiary bombs.


	Jack didn’t know if he was being put on or not, but he didn’t want to rob Abe of his moment. “How the hell do you know all that?”


	“You think I majored in guns in college? I have a BA in Anthropology from Columbia with a minor in languages.”


	“And this is inscribed in Vedic, huh? Is that supposed to mean something?”


	“It means it’s old, Jack … O-L-D.”


	Jack fingered the iron links around his neck. “I figured that.”


	Abe finished tapping down the crate top, then turned to Jack.


	“You know I never ask, Jack, but this time I’ve got to: What are you up to? You could raze a couple of city blocks with what you’ve got here.”


	Jack didn’t know what to say. How could he tell anyone, even his best friend, about the rakoshi and how the necklace he was wearing made him invisible to them?


	“Why don’t you drive me down to the docks and maybe you’ll see.”


	“It’s a deal.”


	Abe groaned under the weight of the case of incendiary bombs while Jack, still in harness with the flamethrower, maneuvered his way up the steps to the ground floor. After Abe had deposited the crate in the rear of the panel truck, he motioned Jack out to the street. Jack darted out from the doorway and through the rear doors of the truck. Abe pulled the iron gate closed in front of his shop and hopped into the driver’s seat.


	“Where to?”


	“Take West End down to Fifty-seventh and turn right. Find a dark spot under the highway, and we’ll go on foot from there.”


	As Abe put the truck into gear, Jack considered his options. Since climbing a rope with a flamethrower on his back and a crate of bombs under his arm was out of the question, he’d have to go up the gangplank—his variable frequency beeper would bring it down. Events could go two ways after that: If he was able to get aboard undiscovered, he could set his bombs and run; if discovered, he’d have to bring the flamethrower into service and play it by ear. If he found any chance to do it safely, he’d let Abe get a look at a rakosh. Seeing would be believing—any other means of explaining what dwelled in Kusum’s ship would be futile.


	Either way, he would see to it that no rakoshi were left alive in New York by sunrise. And if Kusum cared to interfere, Jack was quite willing to help his atman on its way to its next incarnation.


	The truck stopped.


	“We’re here,” Abe said. “What now?”


	Jack gingerly lowered himself to the street through the rear door and walked up beside Abe’s window. He pointed to the darkness north of Pier 97.


	“Wait here while I go aboard. I shouldn’t be long.”


	Abe glanced through the window, then back at him, a puzzled expression on his round face.


	“Aboard what?”


	“There’s a ship there. You just can’t see it from here.”


	Abe shook his head. “I don’t see anything but water.”


	Jack squinted into the dark. It was there, wasn’t it? With a mixture of amazement, bafflement, and relief growing within him, he sprinted down to the edge of the dock—the empty dock.


	“It’s gone!” he shouted as he ran back to the truck. “It’s gone!”


	He realized he must have looked like a crazy man, jumping up and down and laughing with a flamethrower strapped to his back, but Jack didn’t care.


	He’d won. He’d defeated the Mother rakosh and Kusum had sailed back to India without Vicky and without Kolabati. Triumph soared through him.


	Bon voyage, Kusum.
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	Gia ran up the steps of the five-story brownstone and stepped into the vestibule inside the front door. She pulled on the handle of the inner door just in case the latch hadn’t caught. The door wouldn’t move. Out of habit she reached into her purse for the keys and then remembered she’d sent them back to Jack months ago.


	She went to the callboard and pressed the button next to 3, the one with the hand-printed slip of paper that said Pinocchio Productions. When the door did not buzz open in response, she rang again, and kept on ringing, holding the button in until her thumb ached. Still no responding buzzer.


	Gia went back out to the sidewalk and looked up to the front windows of Jack’s apartment. They were dark, although there seemed to be a light on in the kitchen. Suddenly she saw movement at the window, a shadow looking down at her. Jack!


	She ran back up to ring the 3 button again, but the buzzer started to sound as soon as she stepped into the vestibule. She pushed through the inner door and ran up the stairs.


	As she approached the third floor, she found a long brown wig and a flowery, broad-brimmed hat on the stairs. A sickeningly sweet perfume hung in the air. The newel post on the landing was cracked almost in two. Torn pieces of dress fabric were strewn all about the hall, and splotches of thick black fluid spotted the floor outside Jack’s apartment.


	What happened here?


	Something about the splotches made her skin crawl. She stepped around them carefully, not wanting to touch one, even with her shoe. Controlling her unease, she knocked on Jack’s door.


	The door opened immediately, startling her. Whoever was there must have been waiting for her knock. But the door swung inward only three inches and stopped. She could see the vague shape of a head looking out at her, but the dim light from the hall was at the wrong angle to reveal the face.


	“Jack?” Gia said. She was plainly frightened now. Everything was wrong here.


	“He’s not here,” said a hoarse, cracked, whispery voice.


	“Where is he?”


	“I don’t know. Will you look for him?”


	“Yes … yes.” The question was unexpected. “I need him right away.”


	“Find Jack! Find him and bring him back! Bring him back!”


	The door slammed closed as Gia stumbled away, propelled by the sense of desperate urgency that had filled that voice.


	What was going on? Why was there some strange shadowy person in Jack’s apartment instead of Jack?


	Gia had no time for mysteries—Vicky was missing and Jack could find her. Gia held onto that thought. It helped her hold onto her sanity. Even so, the sense of nightmare unreality gripped her again. The walls wavered around her as she played along with the bad dream …


	… down the stairs, through the doors, down to the street to where the Honda sits double parked, start it up, drive to where you think—hope—Abe’s shop is … tears on your face …


	Oh, Vicky, how am I ever going to find you? I’ll die without you!


	… drive past darkened brownstones and storefronts until a dark blue panel truck pulls into the curb to the left just ahead and Jack gets out of the passenger side …


	Jack!


	Suddenly back in the real world. Gia slammed on the brakes. Even as the Honda was skidding to a stalled stop, she was out of the door and running to him, crying his name.


	“Jack!”


	He turned and Gia saw his face go white at the sight of her. He ran forward.


	“Oh, no! Where’s Vicky?”


	He knew! Her expression, her very presence here must have told him. Gia could hold back the fear and grief no longer. She began sobbing as she collapsed into his arms.


	“She’s gone!”


	“God! When? How long?”


	She thought he was going to cry. His arms tightened around her until her ribs threatened to break.


	“An hour … no more than an hour and a half.”


	“But how?”


	“I don’t know! All I found was an orange under her bed, like the one—”


	“No!” Jack’s anguished shout was a physical pain in her ear, then he spun away from her, walking a step or two in one direction, then in another, his arms swinging at the air like a windup toy out of control. “He got Vicky! He’s got Vicky!”


	“It’s all my fault, Jack. If I’d stayed with her instead of watching that stupid movie, Vicky would be all right now.”


	Jack suddenly stopped moving. His arms lay quiet against his sides.


	“No,” he said in a voice that chilled her with its flat, iron tone. “You couldn’t have changed the outcome. You’d only be dead.” He turned to Abe. “I’ll need to borrow your truck, Abe, and I’ll also need an inflatable raft with oars. And the highest power field glasses you can find. Got them?”


	“Right in the shop.” He also was looking at Jack strangely.


	“Would you put them in the back of the truck as quick as you can?”


	“Sure.”


	Gia stared at Jack as Abe bustled away toward the front of his store. His abrupt change from near hysteria to this cold dispassionate creature before her was almost as terrifying as Vicky’s disappearance.


	“What are you going to do?”


	“I’m going to get her back. And then I’m going to see to it that she is never bothered again.”


	Gia stepped back. For as Jack spoke, he’d turned toward her and looked past her, looked downtown as if seeing through all the buildings between him and whoever was in his thoughts. She let out a small cry when she saw his expression.


	She was looking at murder … as if Death itself had taken human form. That look on Jack’s face—she turned away. She couldn’t bear it. More rage and fury than any man was meant to hold were concentrated in his eyes. She could almost imagine someone’s heart stopping just from looking into those eyes.


	Abe slammed the rear doors of his truck and handed Jack a black leather case. “Here are the binocs. The raft’s loaded.”


	The look in Jack’s eyes receded.


	Thank God! She never wanted to see that look again.


	He slung the binoculars around his neck. “You two wait here while—”


	“I’m going with you!” Gia said. She wasn’t staying behind while he went to find Vicky.


	“And what?” Abe said. “I should stay behind while you two run off with my truck?”


	Jack didn’t even bother to argue. “Get in, then. But I’m driving.”


	And drive he did—like a madman: east to Central Park West, down to Broadway, and then along Broadway for a steeplechase ride downtown. Gia was squeezed between Jack and Abe, one hand braced against the dashboard in case they had to stop short, the other against the roof of the truck’s cab to keep from bumping her head as they pitched and rolled over the hillocks and potholes in the pavement—New York City streets were no smoother than the rutted dirt roads she used to drive in Iowa.


	“Where are we going?” she cried.


	“To meet a ship.”


	“Jack, I’m so frightened. Don’t play games with me. What’s this have to do with Vicky?”


	Jack looked at her hesitantly, then past her to Abe.


	“You’ll both think I’m crazy. I don’t need that now.”


	“Try me,” she said.


	She had to know. What could be crazier than what had already happened tonight?


	“All right. But just listen without interrupting me, okay?” He glanced at her and she nodded. His hesitancy was unnerving. He took a deep breath. “Here goes…”
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	Vicky is dead.


	As Jack drove and told Abe and Gia his story, that inescapable fact stabbed at his mind. But he kept his eyes fixed on the road and held himself away from the agony of grief that threatened to overwhelm him at any moment.


	Grief and rage. They mixed and swirled within him. He wanted to pull over to the curb and bury his face in his arms and weep like a baby. He wanted to ram his fist through the windshield again and again.


	Vicky! He was never going to see her again, never do the orange mouth gag, never paint up his hand like Moony for her, never—


	Stop it!


	He had to stay in control, had to look strong. For Gia’s sake. If anyone else had told him that Vicky was missing, he might have gone berserk. But he’d remained calm for Gia. He couldn’t let her guess what he knew. She wouldn’t believe him anyway. Who would? He’d have to break it to her slowly … in stages … tell her about what he’d seen, what he’d learned during the past week.


	Jack drove relentlessly through the near-empty streets, slowing but never stopping for red lights. Two A.M. on a Wednesday morning and still traffic about, but not enough to matter. He was headed downtown … all the way downtown.


	His instincts insisted that Kusum would not leave without the Mother rakosh. He wouldn’t want to wait too far from Manhattan. To sail on, even at bottom speed, would mean outdistancing the Mother and leaving her behind. According to Kolabati, the Mother was the key to controlling the nest. So Kusum would wait. But he didn’t know that the Mother wasn’t coming.


	Jack was coming instead.


	He spoke as calmly as he could as he raced through Times Square, past the Flatiron Building and Union Square, past City Hall, past Trinity Church, ever southward, all the while telling them about an Indian man named Kusum—the one Gia had met at the UK Mission reception—whose ancestors were murdered by a Westphalen well over a century ago. This Kusum had come to New York with a ship full of seven and eight foot creatures called rakoshi that he sent out to capture the last members of the Westphalen family.


	Dead silence in the cab of the panel truck when he finished his story. He glanced over to Gia and Abe. Both were staring at him, their expressions alarmed, eyes wary.


	“I don’t blame you,” he said. “That’s just the way I’d look at somebody who told me what I just told you. But I’ve been in that ship. I’ve seen. I’m stuck with it.”


	Still they said nothing.


	And I didn’t even tell them about the necklace.


	“It’s true, damn it!” He pulled the Mother’s scorched fangs and talons from his pocket and pressed them into Gia’s hand. “Here’s all that’s left of one.”


	Gia passed them over to Abe without even looking at them. “Why shouldn’t I believe you? Vicky was taken through a window twelve stories up!” She clutched at Jack’s arm. “But what does he want with them?”


	Jack swallowed spasmodically, unable to speak for a moment. Vicky’s dead! How could he possibly tell her that?


	“I-I don’t know,” he said finally, his vast experience as a liar standing him in good stead. “But I’m going to find out.”


	And then they ran out of island—they’d reached Battery Park, the southern tip of Manhattan. Jack sped along the west side of the park and screeched to the right around a curve at its end. Without slowing, he plowed through a cyclone gate and hurtled across the sand toward the water.


	“My truck!” Abe yelled.


	“Sorry! I’ll get it fixed for you.”


	Gia let out a yelp as Jack swerved to a stop in the sand. He leaped out and ran to the bulkhead.


	Upper New York Bay spread out before him. A gentle breeze fanned his face. Due south, directly ahead, lay the trees and buildings of Governors Island. To the left, across the mouth of the East River, sat Brooklyn. And far off to the right toward New Jersey, on her own island, stood Lady Liberty with her blazing torch held high. The bay was deserted—no pleasure boats, no Staten Island ferries, no Circle Line cruisers. Nothing but a dark wasteland of water. Jack fumbled the binoculars out of the case slung around his neck and scanned the bay.


	He’s out there—he’s got to be!


	Yet the surface of the bay was lifeless—no movement, no sound but the lapping of the water against the bulkhead. His hands began to tremble as he raked the glasses back and forth over the water.


	He’s here! He can’t get away!


	And then he found a ship—directly between him and Governors Island. On previous passes he’d confused its running lights with the lights on the buildings behind it. But this time he caught the glint of the setting moon off its aft superstructure. An adjustment of the glasses brought the long deck into focus. When he saw the single kingpost and its four cranes amidships, he was sure he had her.


	“That’s it!”


	He handed the glasses to Gia. She took them with a bewildered look on her face.


	He ran to the back of the truck and dragged out the raft. Abe helped him unbox it and activate the CO2 cartridges. As the flat oval of yellow rubber began to inflate and take shape, Jack slipped into the harness of the flamethrower. His back bothered him hardly at all. He carried the box of incendiary bombs to the bulkhead and checked to make sure he had his variable frequency beeper. He noticed Gia watching him intently.


	“Are you okay, Jack?”


	In her eyes he thought he detected a hint of the warm feelings she once had for him, but he saw doubt there, too.


	Here it comes: She means, Are you all right in the head?


	“No, I’m not okay. I won’t be okay until I’m through with what I’ve got to do out there on that ship.”


	“Are you sure about this? Is Vicky really out there?”


	Yes. She’s out there. But she’s dead. Eaten by—Jack fought the urge to burst out crying.


	“Positive.”


	“Then let’s call the Coast Guard or—”


	“No!” He couldn’t allow that. This was his fight and he was going to do it his way. Like lightning looking for a ground, the rage, the grief, the hatred balled up inside him had to find a target. If he didn’t settle this personally with Kusum, it would destroy him. “Don’t call anyone. Kusum has diplomatic immunity. Nobody who plays by the rules can get to him. Just leave this to me!”


	Gia shrank from him and he realized he was shouting. Abe stood by the truck with the oars in his hands, staring at him. He must sound crazy. He was close to the edge … so close to the edge … had to hold on just a little longer …


	He pulled the now inflated boat to the edge and pushed it over the bulkhead into the water. He sat on the edge and held the boat in position with his feet while he lowered the crate of incendiary bombs onto it. Abe brought the oars. Jack settled himself into the boat and looked up at his best friend and the woman he loved.


	“I want to come with you!” Gia said.


	Jack shook his head. Impossible.


	“She’s my daughter—I have the right!”


	He pushed away from the bulkhead. Leaving the land was like cutting a bond with Gia and Abe. He felt very alone at that moment.


	“See you soon,” was all he could say.


	He began to row out into the bay, keeping his eyes fixed on Gia, only occasionally glancing over his shoulder to make sure he stayed on course toward the black hull of Kusum’s ship. The thought that he might be going to his death occurred to him, but he let it pass. He would not admit the possibility of defeat until he’d done what he had to do. He’d set the bombs first, leaving enough time to find Kusum and settle up.


	He did not want Kusum to die in the blind, indiscriminate, anonymous fury of an incendiary explosion. Kusum must know the agent of his death … and why.


	And then what would Jack do? How could he go back to Gia and say those words: Vicky is dead. How? Almost better to be demolished with the boat.


	The pace of his oars increased as he let the rage mushroom out, smothering his grief, his concern for Gia, consuming him, taking him over. The universe constricted, focused down to this small patch of water, where the only inhabitants were Kusum, his rakoshi, and Jack.
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	“I’m so scared!” Gia said as she watched Jack and his rubber boat melt into the darkness. She felt cold despite the warmth of the night.


	“So am I,” Abe said, throwing a heavy arm over her trembling shoulders.


	“Can this be true? I mean, Vicky is missing and I’m standing here watching Jack row out to a boat to take her back from an Indian madman and a bunch of monsters from Indian folktales.” Her words began to break around sobs that she could not control. “My God, Abe! This can’t really be happening!”


	Abe tightened his arm around her, but she took scant comfort from the gesture.


	“It is, kid. It is. But as to what’s in that ship, who can say? And that’s what’s got me shook. Either Jack has gone stark raving meshugge—and comforting it’s not to think of a man that lethal being meshugge—or he’s mentally sound and there actually are such things as the monsters he described. I don’t know which frightens me more.”


	Gia said nothing. She was too occupied with the fear that clawed ferociously at the walls of her brain; fear that she would never see Vicky again. She fought it, knowing if she let it through and truly faced the possibility that Vicky might be gone forever, she would die.


	“But this I’ll tell you,” Abe went on. “If your daughter is out there, and if it’s humanly possibly to bring her back, Jack will do it. Perhaps he’s the only man alive who can.”


	If that was supposed to comfort Gia, it failed.
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	Vicky sat alone in the dark, shivering in her torn, wet nightie. It was cold in here. The floor felt slimy against her bare feet and the air stank so bad it made her want to throw up. She was utterly miserable. She’d never liked to be alone in the dark, but this time alone was better than with one of those monsters.


	She’d just about cried herself out. She had no more tears left. Hope had grown when the monster climbed the ship’s anchor chain, carrying her with it. It hadn’t hurt her yet—maybe it just wanted to show her the boat.


	Once on the deck, the monster did something strange: It took her to the back of the boat and held her up in the air in front of a bunch of windows high above her. She had a feeling somebody was looking down at her from behind the windows but she couldn’t see anyone. The monster held her up for a long time, then tucked her under its arm and carried her through a door and down flights of metal steps.


	As they moved deeper and deeper into the ship, the hope that had sprouted began to wither and die, replaced by despair that slowly turned to horror as the rotten smell of the monster filled the air. But it wasn’t coming from this monster. It came from beyond the open metal door they were heading for. Vicky began to kick and scream and fight to get free as they moved closer, for she heard rustling and scraping and grunting sounds coming from the darkness beyond that door. The monster didn’t seem to notice her struggles. It stepped through the opening and the stench enveloped her.


	The door clanged behind them and locked. Someone or something must have been standing in the shadows behind it as they’d passed. And then the monsters were all around her, huge dark forms pressing close, reaching for her, baring their teeth, hissing. Vicky’s screams faded away, dying in her throat as an explosion of terror stole her voice. They were going to eat her—she could tell!


	But the one who carried her wouldn’t let the others touch her. It snapped and clawed at them until they finally backed away, but not before her nightie had been torn and her skin scratched in a couple of places. She was carried a ways down a short corridor and then dropped in a small room without any furniture. The door had closed and she’d been left alone in the dark, huddling and shivering in the farthest corner.


	“I want to go home!” she moaned.


	She sensed movement outside the door, and the things out there seemed to go away. At least she couldn’t hear them fighting and hissing and scraping against the door anymore. After a while she heard another sound, like a chant, but she couldn’t make out the words. And then more movement out in the corridor.


	The door opened. Whimpering with helpless terror, Vicky tried to press herself farther into the unyielding angles of the corner. There was a click and light suddenly filled the room, blazing from the ceiling, blinding her. She hadn’t even looked for a light switch. As her eyes adjusted to the glare, she made out a form standing in the doorway. Not a monster—smaller and lighter than a monster. Then her vision cleared.


	It was a man! He had a beard and was dressed funny—and she noticed that he only had one arm—but he was a man, not a monster! And he was smiling!


	Crying with joy, Vicky jumped up and ran to him.


	She was saved!
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	The child rushed up to him and grabbed his wrist with both of her little hands. She looked up into his eyes.


	“You’re gonna save me, aren’t you, mister? We gotta get out of here! It’s full of monsters!”


	Self-loathing engulfed Kusum as he looked down at her. This child, this tiny innocent with her salty-wet stringy hair and torn nightdress, her wide blue eyes, her eager, hopeful face looking to him for rescue—how could he feed her to the rakoshi?


	It was too much to ask.


	Must she die, too, Goddess?


	No answer came, for none was necessary. Kusum knew the answer—it was engraved on his soul. The vow would remain unfulfilled as long as a single Westphalen lived. Once the child was gone, he would be one step closer to purifying his karma.


	But she’s just a child!


	Perhaps he should wait. The Mother was not back yet and it was important that she be a part of the ceremony. It disturbed him that she hadn’t returned. The only explanation was that she’d had difficulty locating Jack. Kusum could wait for her …


	No—he had already delayed well over an hour. The rakoshi were assembled and waiting. The ceremony must begin.


	Just a child!


	Stilling the voice that cried out inside him, Kusum straightened up and smiled once again at the little girl.


	“Come with me,” he said, lifting her in his arm and carrying her out into the corridor.


	He would see that she died quickly and painlessly. He could do that much.
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	Jack let his raft butt softly against the hull of the ship as he ran through the various frequencies on his beeper. Finally he heard a click and a hum above. The gangway began to lower toward him. Jack maneuvered the raft under it, and as soon as it finished its descent, reached up and placed the crate of bombs on the bottom step. With a thin nylon cord between his teeth, he climbed up after it, then tied the raft to the gangway.


	He stood and watched the gunwale directly above him, his flamethrower held at ready. If Kusum had seen the gangway go down, he’d be on his way over to investigate. But no one appeared.


	Good. So far, surprise was on his side. He carried the crate to the top of the gangway and crouched there to survey the deck: deserted.


	To his left the entire aft superstructure was dark except for the running lights. Kusum could be standing unseen in the shadows behind the blank windows of the bridge at this very moment. Jack would be exposing himself to discovery by crossing the deck, but it was a risk he had to take. The aft compartments were the most critical areas of the ship. The engines were there, as were the fuel tanks. He wanted to be sure those areas were set for destruction before he moved into the more dangerous cargo holds—where the rakoshi lived.


	He hesitated. This was idiocy. This was comic book stuff. What if the rakoshi caught him before he set the bombs? That would let Kusum off free with his boat and his monsters. The sane thing to do was what Gia had said back on shore: Call in the Coast Guard. Or the harbor patrol.


	But Jack simply could not bring himself to do that. This was between Kusum and him. He could not allow outsiders into the fray. Gia wouldn’t understand it; neither would Abe. He could think of only one other person who would comprehend why it had to be this way. And that, for Jack, was the most frightening part of this whole thing.


	Only Kusum Bahkti, the man he’d come to destroy, would understand.


	Now or never, he told himself as he clipped four bombs to his belt. He stepped onto the deck and sprinted along the starboard gunwale until he reached the superstructure. He’d been along this route on his first trip aboard the ship. He knew the way and headed directly below.


	The engine room was hot and noisy, the big twin diesels idling. Their basso hum vibrated the fillings in his teeth. Jack set the timers on the bombs for 3:45 A.M.—that would give him a little over an hour to do his job and get away. He was familiar with the timers and had confidence in them, yet as he armed each one, he found himself holding his breath and turning his face away. A ridiculous gesture—if the bomb went off in his hands, the heat and force of the blast would incinerate him before he knew it. Yet he continued to turn his head.


	He placed the first two at the base of each engine, attached two more to the fuel tanks. When those four went, the entire stern of the freighter would be a memory.


	He stopped by the hatch that had taken him into the corridor that led to the rakoshi. That was where Vicky had died.


	A heaviness settled in his chest. He still couldn’t believe she was gone.


	He pressed his ear against the metal and thought he heard the Kaka-ji chant. Visions of what he’d seen Monday night—those monsters holding up pieces of torn flesh—swept through his mind, leaving barely controllable fury in their wake. He barely restrained himself from starting up his flamethrower and running into the hold, dowsing anything that moved with napalm.


	But no … he might not last a minute doing that. No room for emotion here. Had to lock away his feelings and be cool … cold. He had to follow his plan. Had to do this right. Had to make sure not a single rakosh—or its master—escaped alive.


	He headed back up toward fresh air and returned to the gangplank. Sure now that Kusum was in the main hold, doing whatever he did with the rakoshi, Jack hefted the somewhat lighter bomb crate onto his shoulder and made no attempt to hide as he strode toward the bow. When he reached the hatch over the forward hold, he lifted the entry port and peered below.


	The odor rose and rammed into his nostrils, but he controlled his gag reflex and looked below.


	This hold was identical to the other in size and design except that the elevator platform waiting a half-dozen feet below him was in the forward rather than the aft corner. He could hear noises like a litany drifting from the aft hold.


	In the dim light he saw that the floor of this hold was littered with debris, but saw no rakoshi down there, neither walking about nor lying on the floor.


	He had the forward hold entirely to himself.


	Jack lowered himself through the opening. A tight squeeze with the flamethrower on his back, and for one awful moment he thought he was trapped in the opening, unable to move up or down, helplessly wedged in place until Kusum found him or the bombs went off. But he pulled free, slipped through, and hauled his bomb crate after him.


	Once again he checked the floor of the hold. Finding no sign of rakoshi lurking about, he started the elevator down.


	A descent into hell. The noise from the other hold grew steadily louder. He could sense an excitement, a hunger in the guttural noises the rakoshi were making. Whatever ceremony was going on must be reaching its climax. After that they’d probably start returning to this hold. Jack wanted to have his bombs set and be on his way before then. But just in case they came in while he was still here …


	He reached back and opened the valves on his tanks. He heard a brief, faint hiss as the carbon dioxide propelled the napalm into the line, then all was silent. He attached three bombs to his belt and waited.


	When the platform stopped, Jack stepped off and looked around. The floor here was a mess. Like a garbage dump. He’d have no problem finding hiding places for the rest of his bombs among the debris. He wanted to create enough of an inferno in here to spread to the aft hold, trapping the rakoshi between the forward and stern explosions.


	He stifled a cough. The odor here was worse than anything he’d encountered before, even in the other hold. He tried mouth breathing, but the stench laid on his tongue. What made it so bad here?


	He looked down before taking his first step and saw that the floor was cluttered with the broken remains of countless rakoshi eggs. Among the shell fragments were bones and hair and shreds of clothing. He felt his foot against what he thought was an unhatched egg; he rolled it over with the tip of his sneaker and found himself staring into the empty eye sockets of a human skull.


	Repulsed, he looked around … and found he was not alone.


	Everywhere he looked he saw immature rakoshi in a variety of sizes … most of them curled on the floor, asleep. One near him was awake and active—leisurely teething on a human rib. He hadn’t noticed them on the way down because they were so small.


	… Kusum’s grandchildren …


	They seemed to be as unaware of him now as their parents in the other hold had been last night.


	Stepping carefully, he made his way toward the opposite corner. There he set and armed a bomb and shoved it beneath a pile of bones and shell fragments. Moving as swiftly and as carefully as possible, he picked his way toward the middle of the stern wall. Halfway there he heard a squeal and felt a sudden, knifing, tearing pain in his left calf. He spun and looked down, reflexively reaching toward the pain. Something was biting him—it had attached itself to his leg like a leech. He pulled at it but succeeded only in making the pain worse. Gritting his teeth, he tore it loose amid a blaze of pain: a walnut-size piece of his leg had come away with it.


	He had a squirming, writhing, fifteen-inch rakosh by the waist. Must have kicked it or accidentally stepped on it in passing and it had lashed out with its teeth. His pants leg was torn and soaked with blood from where the thing had bitten him. He held it at arm’s length while it kicked and clawed with its tiny talons, its little yellow eyes blazing fury at him. It held a piece of bloody flesh—Jack’s flesh—in its mouth. Before his eyes, the miniature horror stuffed the piece down its throat, then shrieked and snapped at his fingers.


	He hurled the squealing creature across the room. It landed in the debris on the floor among the other sleeping members of its kind.


	But they weren’t sleeping now. The baby rakosh’s screeching had awakened others in the vicinity. Like a wave spreading from a stone dropped in a still pool, the creatures began to rustle about him, the stirrings of one disturbing those around it, and so on.


	Within minutes Jack found himself facing a sea of immature rakoshi. They couldn’t see him, but the little one’s alarm had alerted them to the presence of an intruder … an edible intruder.


	The rakoshi milled about, searching. They moved toward where they’d heard the sound—toward Jack. Maybe a hundred of them, converging in his direction. Sooner or later they’d stumble upon him.


	The second bomb was in his hand. He quickly armed it and slid it across the floor toward the wall of the hold, hoping the noise would distract them and give him time to get the flamethrower’s discharge tube into position.


	Didn’t work. One of the smaller rakoshi blundered against his leg and squealed its discovery before biting into him. The rest took up the cry and surged toward him like a foul wave. They leaped at him, their razor-sharp teeth sinking into his thighs, his back, his flanks and arms, ripping, tearing at his flesh. He stumbled backward, losing his balance, and as he began to go down beneath the furious onslaught he saw a full-grown rakosh, probably alerted by the cries of the young, enter the hold through the starboard passage and race toward him.


	He was falling.


	Once down he’d be ripped to pieces in seconds. Fighting panic, he twisted and pulled the discharge tube from under his arm. As he landed on his knees he pointed it away from him, found the rear grip, and pulled the trigger.


	The world seemed to explode as a sheet of yellow flame fanned out from him. He twisted left, then right, spraying flaming napalm in a circle. Suddenly he was alone in that circle. He released the trigger.


	He’d forgotten to check the nozzle adjustment. Instead of a stream of flame, he’d released a wide spray. No matter—it had been disturbingly effective. The rakoshi attacking him had either fled screaming or been immolated; those out of range howled and scattered in all directions. The adult had caught the spray over the entire front of its body. A living mass of flame, it lunged away and fled back into the connecting passage, the little ones running before it.


	Groaning with the pain from countless lacerations, ignoring the blood that seeped from them, Jack struggled to his feet. He had no choice but to follow. The alarm had been raised.


	Ready or not, it was time to face Kusum.
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	Kusum quelled his frustration. The Ceremony of Offering was not going well. It was taking twice as long as usual. He needed the Mother here to lead her younglings.


	Where was she?


	The Westphalen child stood quietly, her upper arm trapped in the grip of his right hand, her big, frightened, questioning eyes staring up at him. He could not meet her gaze—she looked to him for succor and he had nothing to offer but death. She didn’t know what was going on between him and the rakoshi, did not comprehend the meaning of the ceremony in which the one about to die was offered up in the name of Kali on behalf of the beloved Ajit and Rupobati.


	Tonight’s ceremony was especially important. The last of its kind—forever. The Westphalen line would be extinct after tonight. Ajit and Rupobati would finally be avenged.


	As the ceremony finally approached its climax, Kusum sensed a disturbance in the forward hold—the nursery—off to his right. A female rakosh turned and moved down the passage. Good. He hadn’t wanted to interrupt the nearly stagnant flow of the ceremony at this point to send one of them to investigate.


	He tightened his grip on the child’s arm as he raised his voice for the final invocation. Almost over … almost over at last …


	Suddenly the eyes of the rakoshi were no longer on him. They began to hiss and roar as their attention shifted to his right. Kusum glanced over and watched in shock as a screaming horde of immature rakoshi poured into the hold from the nursery, followed by a fully grown rakosh, its body completely aflame. It tumbled in and collapsed on the floor near the elevator platform.


	And behind it, striding down the dark passage like the avatar of a vengeful god, came Jack.


	Kusum felt his world constrict around him, closing in on his throat, choking off his air.


	Jack … here … alive! Impossible!


	That could only mean that the Mother was dead! But how? How could a single puny human defeat the Mother? And how had Jack found him here? What sort of a man was this?


	Or was he a man at all? He seemed more like an irresistible preternatural force the gods had sent to test him.


	The child began struggling in his grasp, screaming, “Jack! Jack!”
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	Jack froze in disbelief at the sound of that familiar little voice crying his name. And then he saw her.


	“Vicky!”


	She was alive! Still alive!


	Jack felt tears pushing at his eyes. For a second he could see only Vicky. Then he saw that Kusum held her by the arm. As Jack moved forward, Kusum pulled the squirming child in front of him as a shield.


	“Stay calm, Vicks! I’ll get you home soon.”


	And he would. He swore to the god he’d long ago ceased to believe in that he would see Vicky to safety. If she’d stayed alive this long, he would take her the rest of the way. If he couldn’t fix this, then all his years as Repairman Jack had been for nothing.


	No customer here—this was for himself.


	Jack glanced into the hold. The crowded rakoshi were oblivious to him; their only concern was the burning rakosh on the floor and their master on the platform. Jack returned his attention to Vicky. As he stepped out of the passage, he failed to notice a rakosh pressed against the wall to his right until he brushed by him. The creature hissed and flailed wildly with its talons. Jack ducked and fired the flamethrower in a wide arc, catching the outflung arm of the attacking rakosh and moving the stream out into the crowd.


	Chaos. The rakoshi panicked, clawing at each other to escape the jet of fire and avoid those aflame from it.


	Jack heard Kusum’s voice shouting, “Stop it! Stop it or I’ll wring her neck!”


	He looked up and saw Kusum with his hand around Vicky’s throat. Vicky’s face reddened and her eyes widened as he lifted her half a foot off the ground to demonstrate.


	Jack released the trigger of the flamethrower. He now had a wide area of floor clear to him. Only one rakosh—one with a scarred and distorted lower lip—stayed near the platform. Black smoke rose from the prone forms of a dozen or so burning rakoshi. The air was getting thick.


	“Treat her well,” Jack said in a tight voice as he backed against the wall. “She’s all that’s keeping you alive right now.”


	“What is she to you?”


	“I want her safe.”


	“She is not of your flesh. She is just another member of a society that would exterminate you if it knew you existed, that rejects what you value most. And even this little one here will want you locked away once she is grown. We should not be at war, you and I. We are brothers, voluntary outcasts from the worlds in which we live. We are—”


	“Cut the bullshit!” Jack said. “She’s mine. I want her!”


	Kusum glowered at him. “How did you escape the Mother?”


	“Killed her. Matter of fact, got a couple of her teeth in my pocket. Want them?”


	Kusum’s face darkened. “Impossible! She—” His voice broke off as he stared at Jack. “That necklace!”


	“Your sister’s.”


	“You’ve killed her, then,” he said in a suddenly hushed voice.


	“No. She’s fine.”


	“She would never surrender it willingly!”


	“She’s asleep—doesn’t know that I borrowed it for a while.”


	Kusum barked out a laugh. “So! My whore of a sister will finally reap the rewards of her karma! And how fitting that you should be the instrument of her reckoning!”


	Thinking Kusum was distracted, Jack took a step forward: The Indian immediately tightened his grip on Vicky’s throat. Through the tangle of her wet stringy hair, Jack saw her eyes wince shut in pain.


	“No closer!”


	The rakoshi stirred and edged nearer the platform at the sound of Kusum’s raised voice.


	Jack stepped back. “Sooner or later you’re going to lose, Kusum. Give her up now.”


	“Why should I lose? I have but to point out your location to the rakoshi and tell them that there stands the slayer of the Mother. The necklace would not protect you then. And though your flamethrower might kill dozens of them, in their frenzy for revenge they would tear you to pieces.”


	Jack pointed to the bomb slung from his belt. “But what would you do about these?”


	Kusum’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”


	“Fire bombs. I’ve planted them all over the ship. All timed to go off at 3:45.” He looked at his watch. “It’s 3:00 now. Only forty-five minutes to go. How will you ever find them in time?”


	“The child will die, too.”


	Jack saw Vicky’s already terrified face blanch as she listened to them. She had to hear—no way to shield her from the truth.


	“Better that way than what you’ve got planned for her.”


	Kusum shrugged. “My rakoshi and I will merely swim ashore. Perhaps the child’s mother waits there. They ought to find her tasty.”


	Jack masked his horror at the vision of Gia facing a horde of rakoshi emerging from the bay.


	“That won’t save your ship. And it will leave your rakoshi without a home and out of your control.”


	“So,” Kusum said after a pause. “A stalemate.”


	“Right. But if you’ll let the kid go, I’ll show you where the bombs are. Then I’ll take her home while you take off for India.”


	He didn’t want to let Kusum go—he had a score to settle with the Indian—but it was a price he was willing to pay for Vicky’s life.


	Kusum shook his head. “She’s a Westphalen … the last surviving Westphalen … and I cannot—”


	“You’re wrong!” Jack cried, grasping at a thread of hope. “She’s not the last. Her father is in England! He’s…”


	Kusum shook his head again. “I took care of him last year during my stay at the Consulate in London.”


	Jack saw Vicky stiffen as her eyes widened.


	“My daddy!”


	“Hush, child,” Kusum said in an incongruously gentle tone. “He was not worthy of a single tear.” Then he raised his voice. “So it’s still a stalemate, Repairman Jack. But perhaps there is a way we can settle this honorably.”


	“Honorably?” Jack felt his rage swell. “How much honor can I expect from a fallen…”—What was the word Kolabati had used?—“… a fallen Brahmachari?”


	Kusum’s face darkened. “She told you of that? Did she also tell you who it was who seduced me into breaking my vow of chastity? Did she say who it was I bedded during those years when I polluted my karma to an almost irredeemable level? No—of course she wouldn’t. It was Kolabati herself—my own sister!”


	Jack was stunned. “You’re lying!”


	“Would that I were.” He got a faraway look in his eyes. “It seemed so right at the time. After nearly a century of living, my sister seemed to be the only person on earth worth knowing … certainly the only one left with whom I had anything in common.”


	“You’re crazier than I thought you were.”


	Kusum smiled sadly. “Ah! Something else my dear sister neglected to mention. She probably told you our parents were killed in 1948 in a train wreck during the chaos following the end of British colonial rule. It’s a good story—we cooked it up together. But it’s a lie. I was born in 1846. Yes, I said 1846. Bati was born in 1850. Our parents, whose names adorn the stern of this ship, were killed by Sir Albert Westphalen and his men when they raided the temple of Kali in the hills of northwestern Bengal in 1857. I nearly killed Westphalen then myself, but he was bigger and stronger than the puny twelve-year-old boy I was, and nearly severed my left arm from my body. Only the necklace saved me.”


	Jack’s mouth went dry. The man spoke his madness so casually, so matter-of-factly, with the utter conviction of truth. No doubt because he believed it true.


	“The necklace?” Jack said.


	He had to keep him talking. Perhaps he would find an opening, a chance to get Vicky free of his grasp. But he had to keep the rakoshi in mind, too—they kept drawing closer by imperceptible degrees.


	“It does more than hide one from rakoshi. It heals … and preserves. It slows aging. It does not make one invulnerable—Westphalen’s men put bullets through my parents’ hearts while they were wearing their necklaces and left them just as dead as they would have been without them. But the necklace I wear, the one I removed from my father’s corpse after I vowed to avenge him, helped mend my wound. I lost my arm, true, but without the aid of the necklace I would have died. Look at your own wounds. You’ve been injured before, I am sure. Do they hurt as much as you would expect? Do they bleed as much as they should?”


	Warily, Jack glanced down at his arms and legs. They were bloody and they hurt—but nowhere near as much as they should have. Then he remembered how his back and left shoulder had started feeling better soon after he’d put on the necklace. He hadn’t made the connection until now.


	“You now wear one of the two existing necklaces of the Keepers of the Rakoshi. While you wear it, it heals you and slows your aging to a crawl. But take it off, and all those years come tumbling back upon you.”


	Jack leaped upon an inconsistency. “You said ‘two existing necklaces.’ What about your grandmother’s? The one I returned?”


	Kusum laughed. “Haven’t you guessed yet? There is no grandmother! That was Kolabati herself! She was the assault victim! She had been following me to learn where I went at night and—How do you Americans so eloquently put it?—‘got rolled.’ That old woman you saw in the hospital was Kolabati, dying of old age without her necklace. Once I replaced it about her neck, she quickly returned to the same state of youth she had when the necklace was stolen from her.” He laughed again. “Even as we speak, she grows older and uglier and more feeble by the minute!”


	Jack’s mind whirled. He tried to ignore what he’d been told. Couldn’t be true. Kusum was simply trying to distract him, confuse him, and he couldn’t allow that. Had to concentrate on Vicky and on getting her to safety. She was looking at him with those big blue eyes of hers, begging him to get her out of here.


	“You’re only wasting time, Kusum. Those bombs go off in thirty minutes.”


	“True,” the Indian said. “And I too grow older with every minute.”


	Jack noticed Kusum’s bare throat. He did look considerably older than Jack remembered him.


	“Your necklace…”


	“I take it off when I address them.” He gestured to the rakoshi. “Otherwise they wouldn’t be able to see their master.”


	“You mean ‘father,’ don’t you? Kolabati told me what Kaka-ji means.”


	Kusum’s gaze faltered, and for an instant Jack thought this might be his chance. But then it leveled at him again.


	“What one had once thought unspeakable becomes a duty when the Goddess commands.”


	“Give me the child!” Jack shouted.


	This was going nowhere. And time was passing on those bomb timers … he could almost hear them ticking.


	“You’ll have to earn her, Repairman Jack. A trial by combat … hand-to-hand combat. I shall prove to you that a rapidly-aging, one-armed Bengali is more than a match for a two-armed American.”


	Jack stared at him in mute disbelief.


	“I’m quite serious,” Kusum continued. “You’ve defiled my sister, invaded my ship, killed my rakoshi. I demand satisfaction. No weapons—man to man. With the child as prize.”


	Trial by combat. Insane! This man was living in the dark ages. How could Jack face Kusum and risk losing the contest—he remembered what one of the Indian’s kicks had done to the door in the pilot’s quarters—when Vicky’s life rode on the outcome? And yet how could he refuse? At least Vicky had a chance if he accepted Kusum’s challenge. Jack saw no hope for her if he refused.


	“You’re no match for me, Kusum. It wouldn’t be fair. And besides, we don’t have time.”


	“The fairness is my concern. And do not worry about the time—it will be a brief contest. Do you accept?”


	Jack studied him. Kusum was very confident—sure, no doubt, that Jack was ignorant of the fact that he fought savate-style. He probably figured a kick to the solar plexus, a kick to the face, and it would be over. Jack could take advantage of that overconfidence.


	“Let me get this straight: If I win, Vicky and I can leave unmolested. And if I lose…?”


	“If you lose, you agree to disarm all the bombs you have set and leave the child with me.”


	Insane … yet as much as he loathed to admit it, the idea held a certain perverse appeal. Jack could not still the thrill of anticipation that leaped through him. He wanted to get his hands on this man, wanted to hurt him, damage him. A bullet, a flamethrower, even a knife—all much too impersonal to repay Kusum for the horrors he’d put Vicky through.


	“All right,” he said in as close to a normal voice as he could manage. “But how do I know you won’t sic your pets on me if I win—or as soon as I take this off?” He pointed to the flamethrower tanks on his back.


	Kusum frowned. “That would be dishonorable. You insult me by even suggesting it. But to ease your suspicions, we will fight on this platform after it has been raised beyond the reach of the rakoshi.”


	Jack could think of no more objections. He lowered the discharge tube and stepped toward the platform.


	Kusum smiled the smile of a cat that has just seen a mouse walk into its dinner dish.


	“Vicky stays on the platform with us, right?” Jack said, loosening the straps on his harness.


	“Of course. And to show my good will, I will even let her hold my necklace during the contest.” He shifted his grip from Vicky’s throat to her arm. “It’s there on the floor, child. Pick it up.”


	Hesitantly, Vicky stretched out and picked up the necklace. She held it as if it were a snake.


	“I don’t want this!” she wailed.


	“Just hold onto it, Vicks,” Jack told her. “It’ll protect you.”


	Kusum started to pull her back toward him. As he switched his grip from her arm to her throat, Vicky moved. Without warning she cried out and lunged away from him. Kusum snatched for her but she had fear and desperation as allies. Five frantic steps, a flying leap, and she crashed against Jack’s chest, clutching at him, screaming:


	“Don’t let him get me, Jack! Don’t let him! Don’t let him!”


	Got her!


	Jack’s vision blurred and his voice became lost in the surge of emotion that filled him as he held Vicky’s trembling little body against him. He couldn’t think—so he reacted. In a single move he raised the discharge tube with his right hand and swung his left arm behind Vicky’s back to grasp the forward grip, holding her to him while he steadied the tube. He pointed it at Kusum.


	“Give her back!” Kusum shouted, rushing to the edge of the platform. His sudden movement and raised voice caused the rakoshi to shift, murmur, and edge forward. “She’s mine!”


	“No way,” Jack said softly, finding his voice again as he squeezed Vicky closer. “You’re safe, Vicks.”


	He had her now and no one was taking her away. No one.


	He began to back toward the forward hold.


	“Stay where you are!” Kusum roared. Spittle flecked his lips—he was so enraged he was actually beginning to foam at the mouth. “One more step and I’ll tell them where you are. As I said before, they’ll tear you to pieces. Now—come up here and face me as we agreed.”


	Jack shook his head. “I had nothing to lose then. Now I’ve got Vicky.” Agreement or not, no way was he letting her go. “The fight’s off.”


	“Have you no honor? You agreed!”


	“I lied,” Jack said, and pulled the trigger.


	The stream of napalm hit Kusum squarely in the chest, spreading over him, engulfing him in flame. He released a long, high, hoarse scream and reached his arm out toward Jack and Vicky as his fiery body went rigid. Twisting, writhing convulsively, his features masked in flame, he stumbled forward off the platform, still reaching for them, his obsession with ending the Westphalen line driving him even in the midst of his death agony.


	Jack held Vicky’s face into his shoulder so she wouldn’t see, and was about to loose another blast when Kusum veered off to the side, spinning and whirling in a flaming dance, finally falling dead in front of his rakoshi horde, burning … burning …


	The rakoshi went mad.
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	If Jack had looked upon the hold as a suburb of hell before, it became one of the inner circles upon the death of the Kaka-ji. The rakoshi exploded into frenzied movement, leaping into the air, clawing, tearing at each other. Unable to find Jack and Vicky, they turned on each other. It was as if all of hell’s demons had decided to riot. All except one—


	The rakosh with the scarred lip remained aloof from the carnage; it stared in their direction as if sensing their presence there, even though it could not see them.


	As the struggles of the creatures brought groups of them near, Jack began backing down the passageway to the forward hold. A trio of rakoshi, locked in combat, black blood gushing from their wounds, blundered into the passage. Jack sprayed them with the flamethrower, sending them reeling away, then turned and ran.


	Before entering the forward hold, he directed a tight stream of flaming napalm ahead of him—first high to drive away any rakoshi lurking outside the end of the passage, then low along the floor to clear the small ones from his path. Putting his head down he charged through the hold along the flaming strip, feeling like a jet cruising along an illuminated runway. At its end he leaped up on the platform and stabbed the Up button.


	As the elevator began to rise, Jack tried to put Vicky down on the planking but she wouldn’t let go. Her hands were locked onto the fabric of his shirt in a death grip. He was weak and exhausted, but he’d carry her the rest of the way if that was what she needed.


	With his free hand he reached into the crate and armed and set the rest of the bombs for 3:45—less than twenty minutes away.


	Rakoshi began to pour into the forward hold through both the port and starboard entries. When they saw the platform rising, they charged it.


	“They’re coming for me, Jack!” Vicky screamed. “Don’t let them get me!”


	“Everything’s okay, Vicks,” he said as soothingly as he could.


	He sent out a fiery stream that caught a dozen of the creatures in the front rank, then he kept the rest of them at bay with well-placed bursts of flame.


	When the elevator platform was finally out of range of a rakosh’s leap, Jack allowed himself to relax. He dropped to his knees and waited for the platform to reach the top.


	Suddenly a rakosh broke free from the crowd and hurtled forward. Startled, Jack rose and pointed the discharge tube in its direction.


	“That’s the one that brought me here!” Vicky cried.


	Jack recognized the rakosh: Scarlip, making a last ditch effort to get at Vicky.


	Jack’s finger tightened on the trigger, then he saw that the creature was going to fall short. Its talons narrowly missed the platform but must have caught onto the undercarriage, for the elevator lurched and screeched on its tracks, then continued to rise.


	Jack didn’t know if the rakosh was clinging to the undercarriage or whether it had fallen off into the elevator well below. Wasn’t about to peer over the edge to find out—might lose his face if the rakosh was hanging there.


	He carried Vicky to the rear corner of the platform and waited there with the discharge tube trained on the edge of the platform. If the rakosh showed its face he’d burn its head off.


	But it didn’t appear. And when the elevator stopped at the top of its track, Jack pulled Vicky’s hands free to allow her to go up the ladder ahead of him. As they separated, something fell out of the folds of her damp nightgown.


	Kusum’s necklace.


	“Here, Vicks,” he said, reaching to clasp it around her neck. “Wear this. It’ll—”


	“No!” she cried in a shrill voice, pushing his hands away. “I don’t like it.”


	“Please, Vicks. Look—I’m wearing one.”


	“No!”


	She started up the ladder. Jack stuffed the necklace into his pocket and watched her go, continually glancing toward the edge of the platform. The poor kid was frightened of everything now—almost as frightened of the necklace as the rakoshi. He wondered if she’d ever get over this.


	Jack waited until Vicky had climbed through the little entry hatch, then he followed, keeping his eyes on the edge of the platform until he reached the top of the ladder. Quickly, almost frantically, he squeezed through into the salty night air.


	Vicky grabbed his hand. “Where do we go now, Jack? I can’t swim!”


	“You don’t have to, Vicks,” he whispered. Why am I whispering? “I brought us a boat.”


	He led her by the hand along the starboard gunwale to the gangway. When she saw the rubber raft below, she needed no further guidance—she let go of his hand and hurried down the steps.


	Jack glanced back over the deck and froze. He’d caught a blur of movement out of the corner of his eye—a shadow had moved near the kingpost standing between the two holds. Or had it? His nerves were frayed to the breaking point. He was ready to see a rakosh in every shadow.


	He followed Vicky down the steps. When he reached bottom he turned and sprayed the top half of the gangway with flame, then arched the stream over the gunwale onto the deck. He kept the flame flowing, swinging it back and forth until the discharge tube coughed and jerked in his hands. The flame sputtered and died. Only carbon dioxide hissed through the tube. No more napalm.


	He loosened the harness, a job he’d begun in the aft hold, and shrugged off the tanks and their appendages, dropping them on the last step of the burning gangway. Better to let it go up with the ship than be found floating in the bay. Then he untied the nylon hawser and pushed off.


	Made it!


	A wonderful feeling—he and Vicky were alive and off the freighter. Only moments ago he’d been ready to give up hope.


	But they weren’t safe yet. They had to be far from the ship, preferably on shore, when those bombs went off.


	Jack grabbed the oars and began to row, watching the freighter recede into the dark. Manhattan waited behind him, drawing nearer with every stroke. Gia and Abe wouldn’t be visible for a while yet. Vicky crouched in the stern of the raft, her head swiveling between the freighter and land. He couldn’t wait to reunite her with Gia.


	Jack rowed harder. The effort caused him pain, but surprisingly little. He should have been in agony from the deep wound behind his left shoulder, from the innumerable lacerations all over his body, and from the pockets where the teeth of the savage little rakoshi had torn away the skin. He felt weak from fatigue and blood loss, but he should have lost more—he should have been in near shock. The necklace truly seemed to have healing powers.


	But could it really keep you young? And let you grow old if it were removed? That could be why Kolabati had refused to lend it to him when they were trapped in the pilot’s cabin. Could Kolabati be slowly turning into an old hag back in his apartment right now? He remembered how Ron Daniels, the mugger, had sworn he hadn’t rolled an old lady the night before. Perhaps that explained much of Kolabati’s passion for him: It wasn’t her grandmother’s necklace he’d returned—it was her own.


	He took a hand off an oar to reach up and touch the necklace. It might not be a bad thing to keep around. You never knew when you might—


	A splash over by the freighter.


	“What was that?” Jack asked Vicky. “Did you see anything?”


	He could see her shake her head in the darkness. “Maybe it was a fish.”


	“Maybe.”


	Jack didn’t know of any fish in Upper New York Bay big enough to make a splash like that. Maybe the flamethrower had fallen off the gangway. That would explain the splash nicely. But try as he might, Jack could not entirely buy that.


	A cold clump of dread sprang up between his shoulders and began to spread.


	He rowed even harder.
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	Gia couldn’t keep her hands still. They seemed to move of their own accord, clasping together and unclasping, clenching and unclenching, running over her face, hugging her, climbing in and out of her pockets. She was certain she’d go stark raving mad if something didn’t happen soon. Jack had been gone forever. How long did they expect her to stand around and do nothing while Vicky was missing?


	Her pacing had worn a path in the sand along the bulkhead; now she simply stood and stared out at the freighter. It had been a shadow all along, but a few moments ago it began to burn—at least part of it. A line of flame had zigzagged along the hull from the deck level almost down to the water. Abe had said it looked like Jack’s flamethrower at work, but he didn’t know what he was up to. Through the binoculars it looked like a burning gangway and the best he could guess was that Jack was, in effect, burning a bridge behind him.


	And so she waited, more anxious than ever, waiting to see if Jack was bringing back her Vicky.


	Then suddenly she saw it—a spot of yellow on the surface, the rhythmic glint of oars moving in and out of the water.


	“Jack!” she called, knowing her voice probably wouldn’t carry the distance but unable to contain herself any longer. “Did you find her?”


	And then it came, that dear squeaky little voice she so loved:


	“Mommy! Mommy!”


	Joy and relief exploded within her. She burst into tears and stepped to the edge of the bulkhead, ready to leap in. But Abe grabbed her.


	“You’ll only slow them up,” he said, pulling her back. “He’s got her, and he’ll get here faster if you stay where you are.”


	Gia could barely control herself. Hearing Vicky’s voice was not enough. She had to hold her little girl and touch her and hug her before she could truly believe she had her back. But Abe was right—she had to wait where she was.


	Movement of Abe’s arm across his face drew her attention away from the water for an instant. Was he wiping at tears? Gia threw an arm around his waist and hugged him.


	“Just the wind,” he said, sniffing. “My eyes have always been sensitive to it.”


	Gia nodded and returned her attention to the water: smooth as glass, not the slightest breeze, allowing the raft to make good speed.


	Hurry, Jack … I want my Vicky!


	In moments the raft was close enough for her to see Vicky crouched on the far side of Jack, smiling, waving over his shoulder as he rowed. And then the raft nosed against the bulkhead and Jack was handing Vicky up to her.


	Gia clasped Vicky against her. She was real! Yes, it was Vicky, truly Vicky! Euphoric with relief, she spun her around and around, kissing her, squeezing, promising never to let her go ever again.


	“I can’t breathe, Mommy!”


	Gia loosened her grip a fraction, but could not let go. Not yet.


	Vicky started blabbering in her ear. “A monster stole me from the bedroom, Mom! It jumped in the river with me and…”


	Vicky’s words faded away. A monster … then Jack wasn’t crazy. She looked over to where he stood on the bulkhead next to Abe, smiling at her and Vicky when he wasn’t glancing over his shoulder at the water. He looked awful—torn clothes, blood all over him. But he looked proud, too.


	“I’ll never forget this, Jack,” she said, her heart ready to burst with gratitude.


	“I didn’t do it just for you.” He glanced back at the water again. What was he looking for? “You’re not the only one who loves her, you know.”


	“I know.”


	He seemed ill at ease. He glanced at his watch.


	“Let’s get out of here, okay? I don’t want to be caught standing around when that ship goes up. I want to be in the truck and ready to roll.”


	“Goes up?” Gia didn’t understand.


	“Kabloom! I placed a dozen incendiary bombs throughout the ship—set to go in about five minutes. Take Vicks up to the truck and we’ll be right there.”


	He and Abe started pulling the raft out of the water.


	Gia was opening the door to the panel truck when she heard a loud splash and shouting behind her. She glanced up over the hood and froze in horror at the sight of a dark, dripping, glistening form rising out of the bay. It leaped up on the bulkhead, knocking into Jack and sending him sprawling headfirst into the sand—it was as if it hadn’t even known Jack was there.


	She heard Abe shout “Good Lord!” as he lifted the raft and shoved it at the creature, but a single swipe of its talons ripped it open. The raft deflated with a whoosh, leaving Abe holding forty pounds of yellow vinyl.


	One of those rakoshi Jack had told them about. It had to be—there could be no other explanation.


	Vicky screamed and buried her face in Gia’s neck. “That’s the monster that took me, Mommy! Don’t let it get me!”


	The thing moved toward Abe, towering over him. Abe hurled what was left of the raft at it and backed away. Seemingly from nowhere, a pistol appeared in his hand and he began firing, the noise from the pistol sounding more like pops than shots. Abe fired six times at point blank range, backpedaling all the time. He might as well have been firing blanks for all the notice the thing took of the bullets.


	Gia gasped as she saw Abe’s foot catch on the edge of the bulkhead. He flung out his arms, waving them for balance, looking like an overfed goose trying to fly, and then he fell into the water, disappearing from sight.


	The rakosh lost interest in him and turned toward Gia and Vicky. Its eyes focused on them and it rushed forward.


	“It’s coming for me again, Mommy!”


	Behind the rakosh, Gia had an instant’s view of Jack rolling over and pushing himself to his knees. He was shaking his head and looking around as if unsure of where he was. Then she pushed Vicky into the cab of the truck and climbed in after her. She crawled over to the driver’s seat and started the engine, but the rakosh reached them before she could put it into gear.


	Gia’s screams joined Vicky’s as it drove its talons through the metal of the hood and pulled itself up in front of the windshield. In pure desperation she threw the truck into reverse and floored the accelerator. Amid plumes of flying sand, the truck lurched backward, nearly dislodging the rakosh …


	… but not quite.


	It regained its balance and smashed one of its hands through the windshield, reaching for Vicky through the cascade of bright fragments. Gia lunged to her right to cover Vicky’s body with her own. The truck stalled and lurched to a stop. She waited for the talons to tear into her back, but the pain never came. Instead she heard a sound, a cry that was human and yet unlike any sound she’d ever heard or wanted to hear from a human throat.


	She looked up. The rakosh was still on the hood of the truck, but no longer reaching for Vicky. It had withdrawn its hand from the cab and was now trying to dislodge the apparition that clung to its back.


	Oh, God—Jack! And it was from his wide-open mouth that that sound originated.


	She caught a glimpse of his face above and behind the rakosh’s head—so distorted by maniacal fury she barely recognized him. She could see the cords standing out in his neck as he reached around the rakosh and clawed at its eyes. The creature twisted back and forth but couldn’t dislodge him. Finally it reached back and tore him free, blindly slashing at his chest as it hurled him out of its field of vision.


	“Jack!” Gia cried, feeling his pain, realizing that in a few heartbeats she would know it herself. She had no hope of stopping this thing.


	But maybe she could outrun it. She twisted the door handle and crawled out, pulling Vicky after her. The rakosh saw her and climbed onto the roof of the truck. With Vicky clinging to her Gia began to run, her shoes slipping, dragging, filling with sand. She glanced over her shoulder as she kicked them off and saw the rakosh crouch to leap at her.


	And then night turned to day.


	The flash preceded the thunder of the explosion. It silhouetted the poised rakosh in white light that blotted out the stars. Then came the blast. The rakosh turned and Gia knew she’d been given a chance. She ran on.
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	The pain was three glowing, red-hot irons laid across his chest.


	Jack had rolled onto his side and was pushing himself up to a sitting position on the sand when the first explosion came. He saw the rakosh turn toward the flash from the ship, saw Gia start to run.


	The stern of the freighter had dissolved into a ball of orange flame as the fuel tanks exploded, quickly followed by a white-hot flash from the forward section—all the remaining incendiary bombs going off at once. Smoke, fire, and debris hurtled skyward from the cracked and listing hull of what had once been the Ajit-Rupobati. Jack knew nothing could survive that inferno.


	The rakoshi were gone, extinct but for one. And that one threatened two of the beings Jack valued most in this world. He’d gone berserk when he’d seen it reaching through the windshield of the truck for Vicky. It must have been following a command given to it earlier tonight to bring in the one who had drunk the elixir. Vicky was that one—the rakoshi elixir that had been in the orange was still in her system and this rakosh was taking its mission very seriously. Despite the death of its Kaka-ji, despite the absence of the Mother, it intended to return Vicky to the freighter.


	Splashing noises to his left … down by the bulkhead Jack saw Abe pulling himself out of the water and onto the sand. Abe’s face was white as he stared up at the rakosh atop the truck. He was seeing something that had no right to exist and he looked dazed. He’d be no help.


	No way Gia could outrun the rakosh, especially with Vicky in her arms. Jack had to do something—but what? Never before had he felt so helpless, so impotent. He’d always been able to make a difference, but not now. He was spent. He knew of no way to stop that thing. In a moment it would turn and run after Gia … and he could do nothing about it.


	He rose to his knees and groaned with the pain of his latest wounds. Three deep lacerations ran diagonally across his chest and upper abdomen from where the rakosh had slashed him with its talons. The torn front of his shirt was soaked with blood. With a desperate surge of effort, he gained his feet, ready to place himself between Gia and the rakosh. He knew he couldn’t stop it, but maybe he could slow it down.


	The rakosh leaped off the truck … but not after Gia and Vicky, and not toward Abe. It ran to the bulkhead and stood staring out at the flaming wreckage of its nest. Shards of metal and flaming wood began to pepper the surface of the bay as they returned from the sky, hissing and steaming as they splashed into the water.


	As Jack watched, it threw back its head and let loose an unearthly howl, so lost and mournful that Jack almost felt sorry for it. Its family, its world had gone up with the freighter. All points of reference, all that was meaningful in its life—gone.


	It howled once more, then dove into the water. Powerful strokes propelled it out into the bay, directly toward the pool of flaming oil. Like a loyal Indian wife throwing herself on her husband’s funeral pyre, it headed toward Kusum’s sunken iron tomb.


	Gia had turned and was hurrying toward him with Vicky in her arms. Abe, too, wet and dripping, was walking his way.


	“My grandmother used to try to scare me with stories of dybbuks,” Abe said breathlessly. “Now I’ve seen one.”


	“Are the monsters gone?” Vicky kept saying, her head continually rotating back and forth as she stared into the long shadows thrown by the tire on the bay. “Are the monsters really gone?”


	“Is it over?” Gia asked.


	“I think so. I hope so.”


	He’d been facing away from her. He turned as he answered and she gasped when she saw his front.


	“Jack! Your chest!”


	He pulled the shreds of his shirt closed over his ripped flesh. The bleeding had stopped and the pain was receding … due to the necklace, he guessed.


	“It’s all right. Scratches. Look a lot worse than they are.” He heard sirens begin to wail. “If we don’t pack this stuff up and get out of here soon, we’re going to have to answer a lot of questions.”


	Together, he and Abe dragged the deflated raft to the truck and threw it into the back, then they framed Gia and Vicky in the front seat. But this time Abe took the wheel. He knocked out the remains of the shattered windshield with the flat of his palm and started the engine. The sand was packed around the rear wheels but Abe skillfully rocked it out and drove through the gate Jack had rammed open earlier.


	“A miracle if we make it uptown without getting pulled over for this windshield.”


	“Blame it on vandals,” Jack told him. He turned to Vicky who lay curled up against her mother, and ran his forefinger along her arm. “You’re safe now, Vicks.”


	“Yes, she is,” Gia said with a small smile as she laid her cheek against the top of Vicky’s head. “Thank you, Jack.”


	Jack saw that the child was sleeping.


	Gia slipped her free hand into his. Jack looked into her eyes and saw no fear there. It was a look he’d longed to see. The sight of Vicky sleeping peacefully made all the pain and horror worthwhile; the look in Gia’s eyes was a bonus.


	She leaned her head back and closed those eyes. “Is it really over?”


	“For you, it is. For me … one loose end left.”


	“The woman,” Gia said. It wasn’t a question.


	Jack nodded, thinking about Kolabati sitting in his apartment, and about what might be happening to her. He reached across Gia to get Abe’s attention.


	“Drop me off at my place first, will you, Abe? Then take Gia home.”


	“You can’t take care of those wounds by yourself!” she said. “You need a doctor.”


	“Doctors ask too many questions. And the one I usually use is out of town.”


	“Then come home with me. Let me clean you up.”


	“It’s a deal. I’ll be over as soon as I finish at my place.”


	Gia’s eyes narrowed. “What’s so important that you have to see her so soon?”


	“I’ve got some personal property of hers”—he tapped the necklace around his throat—“that has to be returned.”


	“Can’t it wait?”


	“Afraid not. I borrowed it without telling her, and I’ve been told she really needs it.”


	Gia said nothing.


	“I’ll be over as soon as I can.”


	By way of reply, Gia turned her face into the wind coming through the glassless front of the truck and stared stonily ahead.


	Jack sighed. How could he explain to her that “the woman” might be aging years by the hour, might be a drooling senile wreck by now? How could he convince Gia when he couldn’t quite convince himself?


	The rest of the trip passed in silence as Abe wended his way uptown. They saw a few police cars, but none were close enough to notice the missing windshield.


	“Thanks for everything, Abe,” Jack said as the truck pulled up in front of the brownstone.


	“Want me to wait?”


	“This may take a while. Thanks again. I’ll settle up with you in the morning.”


	“I’ll have the bill ready.”


	Jack kissed the sleeping Vicky on the head and slid out of the seat. He was stiff and sore.


	“Are you coming over?” Gia asked, finally looking at him.


	“As soon as I can,” he said, glad the invitation was still open. “If you still want me to.”


	“I want you to.”


	“Then I’ll be there. Within an hour. I promise.”


	“You’ll be okay?”


	He was grateful for her worried look.


	“Sure.”


	He slammed the door and watched them drive off. Then he began the long climb to the third floor. When he reached his door, key in hand, he hesitated.


	A chill crept over him: What waited on the other side?


	Nothing, he hoped. An empty front room and a young Kolabati asleep in his bed. He’d deposit both necklaces on the nightstand where she’d find them in the morning, then he’d leave for Gia’s place.


	That would be the easy way. Kolabati would know her brother was dead without his actually having to tell her. Hopefully, she’d be gone when he got back.


	Let’s make this easy, he thought. Let something be easy tonight.


	He opened the door and stepped into the dark front room. The only illumination leaked down the hall from his bedroom. All he could hear was breathing—rapid, ragged, rattly … from the couch. He stepped toward it.


	“Kolabati?”


	A gasp, a cough, a groan, then someone rose from the couch. Framed in the light from the hall was a wizened, spindly figure with high thin shoulders and kyphotic spine. It stepped toward him. Jack sensed rather than saw an outstretched hand.


	“Give it to me!” The voice was little more than a faint rasp, a snake sliding through dry straw. “Give it back to me!”


	But the cadence and pronunciation were unmistakable—Kolabati.


	Jack tried to speak and found his throat locked. With shaking hands he reached around to the back of his neck and removed the necklace. He then pulled Kusum’s from his pocket.


	“Returning it with interest,” he managed to say as he dropped both necklaces into the extended palm, avoiding contact with the skin.


	Kolabati either did not realize or did not care that she now possessed both necklaces. She made a slow, tottering turn and hobbled off toward the bedroom. For an instant she was caught in the light from the hall. Jack turned away at the sight of her shrunken body, her stooped shoulders and arthritic joints. Kolabati was an ancient hag. She turned the corner and Jack was alone in the room.


	A great lethargy seeped over him. He went over to the chair by the front window that looked out onto the street and sat down.


	It’s over. Finally over.


	Kusum gone, the rakoshi gone, Vicky home safe. And in his bedroom Kolabati was turning young again. He fought an insistent urge to sneak down the hall and see what was happening … to watch her grow young. Maybe then he could believe in magic.


	Magic … after all he’d seen, all he’d been through, he still found it difficult to believe in magic. Magic didn’t make sense. Magic didn’t follow the rules. Magic …


	What was the use? He couldn’t explain the necklaces or the rakoshi. Call them unknowns. Leave it at that.


	But still—to watch it happening …


	He went to stand up and found he couldn’t. He was too weak. He slumped back and closed his eyes.


	Sleepy …


	A sound behind him startled him. He opened his eyes and realized that he must have dozed off. The hazy skim-milk light of predawn filled the sky. He must have been out for at least an hour. Someone was approaching from the rear. Jack tried to turn to see who it was but found he could only move his head. His shoulders felt glued to the wingback of the chair … so weak …


	“Jack?” Kolabati’s voice—the Kolabati he knew. The young Kolabati. “Jack, are you all right?”


	“Fine,” he said. Even his voice was weak.


	She came around the chair and looked down at him. Her necklace was back on around her neck. She hadn’t returned all the way to the thirty-year-old he’d known, but she was close. He put her age at somewhere around forty-five now.


	“No, you’re not! There’s blood all over the chair and the floor!”


	“I’ll be okay.”


	“Here.” She produced the second necklace—Kusum’s. “Let me put this on you.”


	“No.” He didn’t want anything to do with Kusum’s necklace. Or hers.


	“Don’t be an idiot! It will strengthen you until you can get to a hospital. All your wounds started bleeding again as soon as you took it off.”


	She reached to place it around his neck but he twisted his head to block her.


	“Don’t want it!”


	“You’re going to die without it, Jack!”


	“I’ll be fine. I’ll heal up—without magic. So please go. Just go.”


	Her eyes looked sad. “You mean that?”


	He nodded.


	“We could each have our own necklace. We could have long lives, the two of us. We wouldn’t be immortal, but we could live on and on. No sickness, little pain—”


	You’re a cold one, Kolabati.


	Not a thought for her brother—Is he dead? How did he die?


	Jack could not help but remember how she’d told him to get hold of Kusum’s necklace and bring it back, saying that without it he would lose control of the rakoshi. That had been the truth in a way—Kusum would no longer have control of the rakoshi because he’d die without it. When Jack compared that to Kusum’s frantic efforts to find her necklace after she’d been mugged, Kolabati came up short. She didn’t know a debt when she incurred one. She spoke of honor but had none. Mad as he’d been, Kusum was ten times the human being she was.


	But he couldn’t explain all this to her now. He didn’t have the strength. And she probably wouldn’t understand anyway.


	“Please go.”


	She snatched the necklace away and held it up. “Very well! I thought you were a man worthy of this, a man willing to stretch his life to the limit and live it to the fullest, but I see I was wrong! So sit there in your pool of blood and fade away if that’s what you wish! I have no use for your kind! I never have! I wash my hands of you!”


	She tucked the extra necklace into a fold in her sari and strode by him. He heard the apartment door slam and knew he was alone.


	Jack tried to straighten himself in the chair. The attempt flashed pain through every inch of his body; the minor effort left his heart pounding and his breath rasping.


	Am I dying?


	That thought would have brought on a panic response at any other time, but at the moment his brain seemed as unresponsive as his body. Why hadn’t he accepted Kolabati’s help, even for a short while? Some sort of grand gesture? What was he trying to prove, sitting here and oozing blood, ruining the carpet as well as the chair? He wasn’t thinking clearly.


	Cold in here—a clammy cold that sank to the bones. He ignored it and thought about the night. He’d done good work tonight … probably saved the entire subcontinent of India from a nightmare. Not that he cared much about India. Gia and Vicky were the ones that mattered. He had—


	The phone rang.


	No possibility of his answering it.


	Who was it—Gia? Maybe. Maybe she was wondering where he was. He hoped so. Maybe she’d come looking for him. Maybe she’d even get here in time. Again, he hoped so. He didn’t want to die. He wanted to spend a lot of time with Gia and Vicky. And he wanted to remember tonight. He’d made a difference tonight. He’d been the deciding factor. He could be proud of that. Even Dad would be proud … if only he could tell him.


	He closed his eyes—too much effort to keep them open—and waited.
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	FRIDAY


	1.


	“It’s okay!” Alicia shouted as the cab jerked to the left to swing around a NYNEX truck plodding up Madison Avenue. “I’m not in a rush!” 


	The driver—curly dark hair, a Saddam Hussein mustache, and swarthy skin—didn’t seem to hear. He jogged his machine two lanes left, then three lanes right, hitting the brakes and gunning the engine, hitting and gunning, jerking Alicia back and forth, left and right in the rear seat, then swerving to avoid another yellow maniacmobile trying a similar move through the morning traffic.


	Her cab’s net gain: one car length. Maybe.


	Alicia rapped on the smudged, scratched surface of the plastic divider. “Slow down, dammit! I want to arrive in one piece.” 


	But the driver ignored her. If anything, he upped his speed. He seemed to be engaged in a private war against every other car in Manhattan. And God help you if you were a pedestrian.


	Alicia should have been used to this. She’d grown up in Manhattan. She hadn’t been here for a while, though. She’d moved away at eighteen for college and had stayed away for medical school and her residencies in pediatrics and infectious diseases. She hadn’t wanted to come back—what with that man and her half brother Thomas still living here—but St. Vincent’s had made her the proverbial offer she couldn’t refuse.


	So now, after a little over a year, she was still getting used to the city’s changes. Who’d have believed they’d be able to scour off the grim sleaziness that she’d assumed to be permanently etched on Times Square?


	Cabbies too. What had happened to them? They’d always been pushy, brazen drivers—you had to be to get around in this city—but this new crop were maniacs.


	Finally they hit the Forties.


	Almost there, Alicia thought. Maybe I’ll live to see another sunset after all.


	But as they neared Forty-eighth she noticed her cab was still in the center lane, accelerating. At first she thought he was going to miss her turn off, then she saw the opening: two lanes to the right, behind a graffiti-coated delivery truck and just ahead of a bus pulling away from the curb.


	“You’re not!” Alicia cried. “Please tell me you’re not going to try to—” 


	He did. And he made it—just barely—but not without forcing the bus to slam on its brakes and give him a deafening blast from its horn.


	The cabbie floored it along the open stretch of Forty-eighth, then swerved violently rightward toward the curb. The cab jerked to a halt at the address Alicia had given him when she’d slid into its rear seat down in Greenwich Village.


	“Six-seventy-five,” he said.


	Alicia sat there fuming, wishing she were strong enough to break through the partition and throttle him. She wasn’t. But she could give him a taste of his own medicine—in reverse.


	Slowly, she inched toward the curbside door, opened it with the greatest of care, and edged herself out. Then she took out her wallet and began to count her change… carefully. She had about two dollars’ worth. She picked out a dollar-seventy-five in dimes and nickels.


	“Come on, lady,” the cabbie said, leaning over the passenger seat and looking up at her through the window. “I haven’t got all day.” 


	Alicia made no sign she’d heard him as she slowly pulled five singles from her wallet, one… at… a… time. Finally, when she had exactly six-seventy-five in her hand, she handed it through the window.


	And waited.


	It didn’t take long—three seconds, tops—before the driver popped out his door and glared at her over the roof of his cab.


	“Ay! Where is tip?” He pronounced it teep.


	“Pardon me?” Alicia said sweetly. “I can’t hear you.” 


	“My tip, lady! Where is it?” 


	“I’m sorry,” she said, holding a hand to her ear. “Your lips appear to be moving, but I can’t hear a word you’re saying. Something about my slip?” 


	“My tip, goddammit! My tip! My tip! My fucking tip!” 


	“Did I enjoy my trip?” she said, then let her voice go icy. “On a scale of one to ten, I enjoyed it zero… exactly the amount of your tip.” 


	He made a move to come around the cab, probably figuring he could intimidate this slight, pale woman with the fine features and the glossy black hair, but Alicia held her ground. He gave her a venomous look and slipped back into his seat.


	As she turned away, she heard the cabbie shout an inarticulate curse, slam his door, and burn rubber as he tore off.


	We’re even, she thought, her anger fading. But what an awful way to start a beautiful fall day.


	She put it behind her. She’d been looking forward to this meeting with Leo Weinstein, and she wasn’t going to let some crazy cabbie upset her.


	At last she’d found an attorney who wasn’t afraid to tackle a big law firm. All of the others she’d tried—those in her limited price range—had reacted with a little too much awe when they’d heard the name Hinchberger, Rainey & Guran. Not Weinstein. Hadn’t fazed him in the least. He’d read through the will and within a day came up with half a dozen suggestions he seemed to believe would put the big boys on the defensive.


	“Your father left you that house,” he’d said. “No way they can keep it from you. Just leave it to me.” 


	And so she’d done just that. Now she was going to see what he’d accomplished with the blizzard of paper he’d fired at Hinchberger, Rainey & Guran.


	She heard a honk behind her and stiffened. If it was that cab…


	She turned and relaxed as she saw Leo Weinstein waving through the open window of a silver Lexus. He was saying something she couldn’t catch. She stepped closer.


	“Good morning,” she said.


	“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “The LIE was jammed. Just let me pull into the garage down there and I’ll be right with you.” 


	“No problem.” 


	She was almost to the front door of the building where Cutter and Weinstein had their offices when she was staggered by a thunderous noise. The shock wave slammed against her back like a giant hand and almost knocked her off her feet.


	Turning she saw a ball of flame racing skyward from the middle of the block, and flaming pieces of metal crashing to the ground all about her. Cars were screeching to a halt as pedestrians dove for the pavement amid glittering shards of glass tumbling from windows up and down the block. Alicia jumped back as a blackened, smoking chunk of a car trunk lid landed in front of her and rolled to her feet.


	An icy coil of horror tightened around her throat as she recognized the Lexus insignia.


	She craned her neck to look for Leo’s car, but it was… gone.


	“Oh, no!” she cried. “Oh, my God, no!” 


	She hurried forward a few steps on wobbly knees to see if there was anything she could do, but… the car… nothing was left where it had been… just burning asphalt.


	“Oh, God, Leo!” she gasped. “Oh, I’m so sorry!” 


	She couldn’t breathe. What had happened to all the air? She had to get away from here.


	She forced her stricken body to turn and blunder back up the sidewalk, away from the smoke, the flames, the wreckage. She stopped when she reached Madison Avenue. She leaned against a traffic light post and gulped air. When she’d caught her breath, she looked back.


	Already the vultures were gathering, streaming toward the flames, wondering what happened. And not too far away, sirens.


	She couldn’t stay here. She couldn’t help Weinstein and she didn’t want to be listed as a witness. The police might get it into their heads that she was hiding something, and they might start looking into her background, her family. She couldn’t allow that. Couldn’t stand it.


	Alicia didn’t look for a taxi—the thought of being confined was unbearable. She needed space, light, air. She turned downtown.


	Poor Leo!


	She sobbed as she started walking, moving as fast as her low-heeled shoes would allow. But even if she’d worn her sneakers she would not have been able to outrun the guilt, the terrible suspicion that she was somehow responsible for Leo Weinstein’s death.


	2.


	“Thank God you’re here!” Raymond said as Alicia walked though the Center’s employee entrance. “I’ve been beeping you since eight o’clock. Why didn’t…?” His voice trailed off as he looked at her. “Christ, Alicia, you look like absolute shit.” 


	Actually, that was a generous assessment of how she felt, but she didn’t want to talk about it.


	“Thank you, Raymond. You don’t know the half of it.” 


	She didn’t head for her office, but toward the front reception area instead. Raymond paced her.


	“Where are you going?” 


	“Just give me a minute, will you, Raymond?” she snapped. “I’ll be right back.” 


	She regretted being so short with him, but she felt stretched to the breaking point. One more tug in the wrong direction…


	She was vaguely aware of Tiffany saying hello as she hurried past the reception desk on her way to the front door. Stepping aside to allow a middle-aged woman and her two grandchildren to enter, Alicia peered through the glass at the street outside, looking for the gray car.


	She was sure it had followed her back from Forty-eighth Street. At least she thought it had. A gray car—what would you call it? A sedan? She didn’t know a damn thing about cars. Couldn’t tell a Ford from a Chevy. But whatever it was, she’d kept catching sight of this gray car passing her as she walked. It would turn a block or two ahead of her, and disappear for a few minutes, then cruise by again. Never too close. Never too slow. Never a definite sign of interest in her. But always there.


	She scanned Seventh Avenue outside, half expecting to see it roll by. Across the street and slightly downtown, she checked the curb in front of her least favorite part of the St. Vincent’s complex. The O’Toole Building squatted at the corner of Twelfth. Its white-tiled, windowless, monolithic facade did not fit here in the Village. It looked as if a clumsy giant had accidentally dropped the modernistic monstrosity on his way to someplace like Minneapolis.


	No gray car, though. But with all the gray cars in Manhattan, how could she be sure?


	Her nerves were getting to her. She was becoming paranoid.


	But who could blame her after this morning?


	She headed back to her office. Raymond picked her up in the hall.


	“Now can we talk?” 


	“Sorry I snapped at you.” 


	“Don’t be silly, honey. Nobody snaps at me. Nobody dares.” 


	Alicia managed a smile.


	Raymond—never “Ray,” always “Raymond”—Denson, NP had been one of the original caregivers at the Center for Children with AIDS. The Center had MDs who were called “director” and “assistant director,” but it was this particular nurse practitioner who ran the place. Alicia doubted the Center would survive if he left. Raymond knew all the ins and outs of the day-to-day functions, all the soft touches for requisitions, knew where all the bodies were buried, so to speak. He clocked in at around fifty, she was sure—God help you if you asked his age—but he kept himself young-looking: close cropped air, neat mustache, trim, athletic body.


	“And about my beeper,” she said, “I turned it off. Dr. Collings was covering for me. You knew that.” 


	He paced her down the narrow hallway to her office. All the walls in the Center had been hurriedly erected and the haste showed. Slap-dash taping and spackling, and a quick coat of bright yellow paint that was already wearing through in places. Well, the decor was the least important thing here.


	“I know,” he said, “but this wasn’t medical. This wasn’t even administrative. This was fucking criminal.” 


	Something in Raymond’s voice… his eyes. He was furious. But not at her. But then, what?


	A premonition chilled her. Were her personal troubles going to spill over into the Center now?


	As she continued walking she noted knots of staff—nurses, secretaries, volunteers—all with their heads together, all talking animatedly.


	All furious.


	An icy gale blew through her.


	“All right, Raymond. Lay it on me.” 


	“The toys,” he said. “Some rat bastard motherfucker stole the toys.” 


	Astonished, disbelieving, Alicia stopped and stared at him. No way. This had to be some cruel, nasty joke. But Raymond was anything but cruel.


	And were those tears in the corners of his eyes?


	“The donations? Don’t tell me—” 


	But he was nodding and biting his upper lip.


	“Aw, no.” 


	“Every last one.” 


	Alicia felt her throat tighten. Strangely enough—and she damned herself for it—this was hitting her harder than Leo Weinstein’s death.


	A man she knew, a man with a wife and family was dead, and yet… and yet… this felt so much worse.


	She’d met Weinstein only a couple of times. But these toys… she and Raymond—especially Raymond—had been collecting them for months, sending staff and volunteers to forage all through the city for donors—companies, stores, individuals, anybody. The response had been slow at first—who was thinking about Christmas gifts in October? But once Thanksgiving was past, the giving had picked up. Last night they’d had a storeroom full of dolls, trucks, rockets, coloring books, action figures… the works.


	This morning…


	“How?” 


	“Pried open the outer door and took them away through the alley’. Must have had some sort of panel truck to hold everything.” 


	The ground floor of this building had been a business supply store before being converted to the Center for Children with AIDS. The former owners probably had loaded their delivery trucks the same way the thieves had stolen the gifts.


	“Isn’t that door alarmed? Aren’t all the doors alarmed?” 


	Raymond nodded. “Supposed to be. But the alarm didn’t go off.” 


	Poor Raymond. He’d put his whole heart into this effort.


	Alicia reached her office, tossed her bag onto her desk, and dropped into her chair. She was still shaken. And her feet were killing her. She closed her eyes. Only halfway through the morning and she felt exhausted.


	“Did anything like this ever happen to Dr. Landis?” 


	Raymond shook his head. “Never.” 


	“Great. They wait until she’s gone, then they strike.” 


	“I think that’s all for the best, don’t you think? I mean, considering her condition.” 


	Alicia had to agree. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 


	Dr. Rebecca Landis was the director of the Center—at least she had the title. But she was in her third trimester and developing preeclamptic symptoms. Her OB had ordered her to stay home in bed.


	This only a week after the assistant director had left to take a position at Beth Israel, leaving the place to be “directed” by Alicia and the other pediatric infectious disease specialist, Ted Collings. Ted had begged off any directing duties, claiming a wife and a new baby. And so the burden of administrative duties had fallen on the Center’s newbie: Alicia Clayton, M.D.


	“Any chance it was an inside job?” 


	“The police are looking into it,” Raymond said.


	“The police?” 


	“Yes. Been here and gone. I made out the report.” 


	“Thank you, Raymond.” Good old Raymond. She couldn’t imagine how he could be more efficient. “What do they think about our chances of getting those toys back?” 


	“They’re going to ‘work on it.’ But just to make sure they do, I want to call the papers. That okay with you?” 


	“Yeah, good idea. Make this a high-profile crime. Maybe that’ll put extra pressure on the cops.” 


	“Great. I’ve already spoken to the Post. The News and the Times will have people here later this morning.” 


	“Oh. Well… good. You’ll see them, okay?” 


	“If you wish.” 


	“I wish. Tell them it’s not just stealing, and it’s not just stealing from little kids—it’s stealing from kids who’ve already got less than nothing, who’re carrying a death sentence in their bloodstreams and may not even be here next Christmas.” 


	“That’s beautiful. Maybe you should—” 


	“No, please, Raymond. I can’t.” 


	Feeling utterly miserable, she tuned out for a moment.


	“What else can happen today?” she muttered. Bad news always comes in threes, doesn’t it?


	Raymond still hovered beyond her desk. “Something with that ‘family matter’ you’ve been dealing with?” he said, then added—pointedly: “All by yourself?” 


	He knew she’d been seeing lawyers and had been preoccupied lately, and he seemed to take it personally that she wouldn’t discuss it with him. She felt sorry for him. He freely discussed his personal life with her—she knew more about it than she really cared to—but she couldn’t reciprocate. Her own personal life was pretty much a void, and the toxic disaster area that posed as her family was not something Alicia wanted to share, even with someone as sympathetic and nonjudgmental as Raymond.


	“Yes,” she said. “That ‘family matter.’ But that’s not as important as getting those toys back. We had a super Christmas set up for those kids, and I. don’t want it going down the tubes. I want those toys back, Raymond, and dammit—get me the police commissioner’s number. I’m going to call him myself. I’m going to call him every day until those toys are back.” 


	“I’ll look it up right now,” he said, and was gone, closing the door behind him.


	Alicia folded her arms on the scarred top of her beat-up old desk and dropped her forehead onto them. Everything seemed to be spinning out of control. She felt so helpless, so damn impotent. Systems… always these huge, complex, lumbering systems to deal with.


	The Center’s toys were gone. She’d have to depend on the police to get them back. But they had their own agenda, their own higher priorities, and so she’d have to wait until they got around to hers, if they ever did. She could call the commissioner until she wore out the buttons on her phone, but he’d probably never take the call.


	And the will had said the house was hers, but Thomas was using the system’s labyrinth to keep it from her. On her own, Alicia would have been swallowed up by his legal pit bulls, so she’d been forced to hire someone to fend them off.


	Leo… oh, God, poor Leo. She could still hear the blast, see the flames. Nothing had been left of him after that explosion.


	A cold sick dread seeped through her. When’s my turn?


	If I keep pushing Thomas and whoever’s backing him, will I be next?


	She pounded her fist on the desk. Damn them!


	She wanted one of those big samurai blades—a dai-katana—to cut right to the heart of—


	“Excuse me.” 


	Alicia looked up. One of the volunteers, a pretty blonde in her early thirties, stood halfway through the doorway, looking at her.


	“I knocked but I guess you didn’t hear me.” 


	Alicia straightened and shook back her hair. She put on her professional face.


	“Sorry. I was a million miles away, dreaming about chasing down the rats who stole those presents.” 


	The woman slipped her svelte body the rest of the way through and shut the door behind her. Alicia wished she had a body like that.


	She’d seen her around a lot. Sometimes she brought her daughter with her—cute little girl, maybe seven or eight. What were their names?


	“You won’t have to go a million miles to find them,” the woman said. “One or two should cover it.” 


	
“You’re probably right,” Alicia said.


	Her name… her name… what was her name?


	Got it. “Gia, isn’t it?” 


	She smiled. “Gia DiLauro.” 


	A dazzling smile. Alicia wished she had a smile like that. And Gia … what a great name. Alicia wished—


	Enough.


	“Yes, you and your daughter…” 


	“Vicky.” 


	“Right. Vicky. You donate a lot of time here.” 


	Gia shrugged. “Can’t think of a place that needs it more.” 


	“You’ve got that right.” 


	The Center was a black hole of need.


	“Can I talk to you a minute?” 


	She looked at Gia more closely and saw that her eyes were red. Had she been crying?


	“Sure.” She had no time, but this woman donated so much of hers to the Center, the least Alicia could do was give her a few minutes. “Sit down. Are you okay?” 


	“No,” she said, gliding into the chair. Her eyes got redder. “I’m so angry I could… I don’t like thinking about what I’d like to do to the scum that stole those toys.” 


	“It’s okay,” Alicia said. “The police are working on it.” 


	“But you’re not holding your breath, right?” 


	Alicia shrugged and sighed. “No. I guess not. But they’re all we’ve got.” 


	“Not necessarily,” Gia said.


	“What do you mean?” 


	She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I know someone…” 


	3.


	Jack kept an eye out for Dwight Frye on the TV screen as he scrolled through the messages left on the Repairman Jack Web site.


	He was celebrating his discovery of the 1931 version of the Maltese Falcon with a Dwight Frye film festival. He had the Maltese Falcon running in the front room of his apartment. Frye played the role of Wilmer Cook in this one, and for Jack’s money, he out-psychoed Elisha Cook’s portrayal in the later John Huston version. But Ricardo Cortez was on the screen now, and he wasn’t such a hot Sam Spade.


	Back to the World Wide Web.


	Most of the questions on Jack’s home page were about refrigerators and microwaves, which he didn’t mind. Web wanderers who stumbled onto his page thought he was some sort of appliance answer man. Fine. After no replies to their questions, they’d delete his URL from their bookmarks.


	But this one… from a guy named “Jorge.” 


	I BEEN RIPPED OFF. CAN’T GET MONEY OWED TO ME FOR WORK I DO. CAN’T GO ANYWHERE ELSE. CAN YOU FIX?


	Yeah. That sounded like business.


	Jack typed in a reply to Jorge’s E-mail address:


	SEND ME YOUR PHONE #. I’LL BE IN TOUCH.


	RJ


	He’d call the guy and see what this was about. If he was having trouble with his bookie, tough. But he’d said it was money for “work.” So maybe Jorge was a potential customer.


	The phone rang but Jack let the machine pick up. He heard his outgoing message… “Pinocchio Productions—I’m out at the moment. Leave a message after the beep” … then:


	“Jack, this is Dad. Are you there?” A pause as he waited for Jack to pick up. Jack closed his eyes and didn’t move. He felt bad about leaving his father hanging, but he wasn’t up to another conversation with him right now. “All right… when you get in, give me a call. I came across another great opportunity for you down here.” 


	Jack exhaled when he heard the click of the connection breaking.


	“Dad,” he said softly, “you’re making me crazy.” 


	His father had moved down to Florida a few months ago and Jack had thought it was a good idea at the time. Better to be a retired widower down there than in Burlington County, New Jersey.


	But as soon as Dad had settled in, he began seeing all sorts of opportunities for Jack. His older brother and sister were both professionals, pillars of their respective communities. They were set. But Jack… Dad still saw his younger son as unfinished business.


	His brother and sister had given up on him long ago. The annual Christmas card was the extent of their contact. But not Dad. He never gave up. He didn’t want to go to his grave thinking his prodigal dropout son was living hand to mouth in New York as an appliance repairman.


	I’ve probably got more socked away than you do, Dad.


	He winced as he remembered their last conversation.


	You’ve got to see this place, Jack. It’s growing like crazy—a gold mine for someone like you. You establish yourself here as a reliable repair service, and in no time you’ll have a fleet of trucks all over the county…


	Be still my heart, he thought. A fleet of trucks, and maybe, if I play my cards right, the cover of Entrepreneur magazine.


	Jack had been begging off, hoping Dad would get the message, but obviously he hadn’t. When Jack called back, he was going to have to tell his father point-blank: No way was he leaving New York. The Jets would be wearing new Super Bowl rings before he moved to Florida.


	Then again, if things didn’t pick up, maybe he’d have to rethink that.


	He’d just checked the answering machine in the drop on Tenth Avenue. Nothing there. Business had been kind of slow lately. He was getting bored.


	And when he got bored, he bought things. He’d picked up his latest treasure from the post office just this morning.


	He rose and rubbed his eyes. The computer screen tended to bother them. He stood about five-eleven, maybe six foot if he stretched. He had a tight wiry build, dark brown hair, lips on the thin side, and mild brown eyes. Jack worked very hard at looking average.


	He removed the clock from its packing to admire it again.


	A genuine Shmoo pendulette alarm clock. In beautiful condition. He ran his fingers over its smooth, white, un-marred ceramic surface, touching the eyes and whiskers on the creature’s smiling face. It had come in its original box and looked brand-new.


	Now was as good a time as any to hang it on the wall. But where? His walls were already crowded with framed official membership certificates in the Shadow and Doc Savage fan clubs, Captain America’s Sentinels of Liberty, the Junior Justice Society of America, the David Harding CounterSpy Junior Agents Club, and the Don Winslow Creed.


	What can I say? he thought I’m a joiner.


	His apartment was crowded with wavy-grained Victorian golden oak furniture. The wall shelves sagged under the weight of the neat stuff he’d accumulated over the years, and every horizontal surface on the hutch, the secretary, the claw-and-ball-footed end tables were cluttered as well.


	And then he saw where the clock could go: right above the pink Shmoo planter… which still didn’t have anything planted in it.


	He was just about to look for his hammer when the phone rang again. Dad, give me a break, will you?


	But it wasn’t his father.


	“Jack? It’s Gia. You there?” 


	Something in her voice… Jack snatched up the handset.


	“Always here for you. What’s up?” 


	“I’m waiting for a cab. Just wanted to make sure you were in.” 


	“Something wrong?” 


	“I’ll tell you when I get there.” 


	And then a click.


	Slowly, Jack replaced the handset. Definitely upset. He wondered what was wrong. Nothing with Vicky, he hoped. But she would have told him that.


	Well, he’d find out soon enough. The West Village to the Upper West Side wasn’t too bad a trip this time of day. No matter what the circumstance, an unexpected visit from Gia was a treat.


	He thought back on their stormy, off-again, on-again relationship. He’d been crushed and thought it was off forever when she’d found out how he earned his living—or thought she had. She’d concluded that he was some sort of hit man, which was as wrong as could be, but even after she’d learned what he really did, even after he’d used those skills to save her daughter Vicky’s life, she still didn’t approve.


	But at least she’d come back to him. Jack didn’t know where he’d be without Gia and Vicky.


	A short while later he heard her footsteps on the stairs leading to his third-floor apartment. Jack turned the knob that retracted the four-way bolt system, and opened the door.


	The sight of Gia standing on the landing started that warm funny twitch he got deep inside every time he saw her. Her short blond hair, her perfect skin, her blue eyes—Jack felt he could stand and stare at her face for hours.


	But right now her features were strained, her usual tight composure seemed to be slipping, her normally flawless complexion looked blotchy.


	“Gia,” Jack said, wincing at the pain in her eyes as he pulled her inside. “What is it?” 


	And then she was clinging to him, loosing a torrent about Christmas toys being stolen from the AIDS kids. She was sobbing by the time she finished.


	“Hey, hey,” Jack said, tightening his arms around her. “It’ll be all right.” 


	He knew Gia wasn’t much for emotional displays. Yeah, she was Italian, but northern Italian—the blood running in her veins was probably more Swiss than anything else. For her to be sobbing like this… she had to be hurting something fierce.


	“It’s just the heartlessness of it,” she said, sniffing. “How could somebody do such a thing? And how can you be so damn calm about it!” 


	Uh-oh.


	“I hear anger looking for a target. I know this has really cut you deep, Gia, but I’m not the bad guy here.” 


	“Oh, I know, I know. It’s just—you’ve never been down there. Never seen these kids. Never held them. Jack, they’ve got nothing. Not even a parent who cares, let alone a future. We were collecting those toys so they’d have a nice Christmas, a great Christmas—the last Christmas for a lot of them. And now—” 


	Another sob.


	Jeez, this was awful. He had to say something, do something, anything so she wouldn’t feel like this.


	“Do you know what the presents were? I mean, do you have some sort of a list. Because if you do, just give it to me and I’ll replace—” 


	She pushed back and stared at him. “They were donations, Jack. Most of them all wrapped up and ready for giving. Replacing them’s not important. Getting them back is. Understand?” 


	“Yes… and no.” 


	“Somebody’s got to find these guys—the ones who did this—and teach them a lesson… make an example of them… a very public example. Know what I mean?” 


	Jack fought to suppress a grin. “I think so. You mean, make it so that the next creep who gets the same idea will think twice, maybe three times before he decides to go through with it.” 


	“Exactly. Exactly.” 


	With exaggerated innocence—and still fighting a smile—he said, “And, um, just who could we be thinking of to make such an example?” 


	“You know damn well who,” she said, fixing him with those eyes.


	“Moi?” And now he had to grin. “But I thought you didn’t approve of that sort of thing.” 


	“I don’t. And I never will. But just this once…” 


	“… you could live with it.” 


	“Yes.” She turned away and folded her arms across her chest. “But just this once.” 


	She began wandering around his living room, aimlessly tracing her fingers across the golden oak hutch, the rolltop desk where he kept his computer…


	“But, Gia—” 


	“Please,” she said, raising her hand. “I know what you’re going to say. Please don’t start pressing me for some sort of moral and philosophical consistency between not marrying you because of what you do and then coming to you when there’s a problem that looks like it can only be solved by your kind of tactics. I’ve been battling that all morning—I mean, trying to decide whether I should even mention it to you. Even in the cab, I was ready to tell him to turn onto Fifty-ninth and forget the whole thing—” 


	“Oh, great,” he said, stung. “That really hurts. Since when is it that you can’t come to me for anything?” 


	She stopped and looked at him. “You know what I mean. How many times have I mouthed off about this ‘Repairman Jack’ thing?” 


	“About a million.” More like three million, he thought, but what’s a couple of million between friends?


	“Right. And about how it’s stupid and dangerous and violent and dangerous and how if you don’t end up dead you’re going to wind up in jail for the rest of your life. And I haven’t changed my opinion one bit. So you can imagine how this thing must have got to me if I’m asking you to fix it.” 


	“All right,” he said. “I won’t say another word about it.” 


	“Maybe not now, but I know you will later.” 


	Jack raised two fingers. “I won’t. Scout’s honor.” 


	“I think that takes three fingers, Jack.” 


	“Whatever. I promise I won’t.” He reached for her hand. “Come on over here.” 


	She took his hand and he pulled her onto his lap. She settled on his thighs, light as a feather, and they kissed—not a long one, but long enough to warm him up.


	“There. That’s better. Now… let’s get down to practicalities. Who’s hiring me?” 


	“I spoke to Dr. Clayton—she’s the acting director.” 


	Jack felt his insides tighten. “You told her you know me?” 


	He’d warned Gia about that. Never let on you know me—to anyone. Even your best friend. He’d made too many enemies over the years. And if one of them thought he could get back at him through Gia… or Vicky…


	He shuddered.


	“No,” Gia said. “I said I knew of someone who might be able to help get the toys back. Didn’t mention any names. Just said I’d try to contact him and see if he was available.” 


	Jack relaxed. “I guess that’s okay.” 


	Still, if he got involved in this, it would leave a link—at least in this Dr. Clayton’s mind—between Gia and a guy named Jack who “fixed” something. Probably be okay, but he didn’t like it.


	“Well?” she said.


	“Well what?” 


	“Are you available?” 


	“I don’t know.” 


	“How can you not know?” 


	“Well, there’s a problem. I mean, the Center can’t hire me, because I can’t work for a legit business. They’ve got to account for their expenses, and I don’t exactly take checks.” 


	He didn’t even have a social security number.


	“Don’t worry about it. I’ll pay you.” 


	“Oh, right. Like I’ll take money from you.” 


	“No, I mean it, Jack. This is my idea. I want this. What’s your usual and customary fee?” 


	“Forget it.” 


	“No, I’m serious. Tell me.” 


	“You don’t want to know.” 


	“Please?” 


	“Oh, all right.” He told her.


	She gaped at him. “You charge that much?” 


	“Well, as you said, ‘it’s stupid and dangerous and violent and dangerous’ and if I don’t end up dead I’m going to wind up in jail for the rest of my life. So yeah, that’s what I charge.” He kissed her. “And I’m worth every penny.” 


	“I’m sure you are. Okay. It’s a deal.” 


	“No, it’s not. Told you: I’m not taking money from you.” 


	“But you’ve told me you never do freebies. It’s against your religion or something.” 


	“It’s just a policy. But let’s forget about money for now. Let’s first see if this is something I can deliver on.” 


	“Fair enough.” She was staring at the TV screen. “Why do I know that actor?” 


	“He’s Dwight Frye. You’ve seen him before.” 


	“Didn’t he play that guy in Dracula who was always eating flies?” 


	“Until he graduated to ‘big, juicy spiders.’ Yeah. He played Renfield.” 


	Gia buried her face in his shoulder. “I can’t believe I know that. I’ve been hanging around you much too long.” 


	“And getting educated in the process. Now… where can I meet this Dr. Clayton?” 


	“In her office.” 


	“When?” 


	“This afternoon at four.” 


	“How do you know she’ll be there?” 


	She smiled that smile. “Because you have an appointment with her then.” 


	Jack laughed. “You were that sure?” 


	“Of course. And I’ll be there with Vicky to introduce you.” 


	He frowned. “Do you think that’s wise?” 


	“Introducing you?” 


	“No. Taking Vicky down there.” 


	“Are you kidding? She loves helping with those kids.” 


	“Yeah, but they’ve got… AIDS.” 


	“No, they’ve got HIV. There’s a big difference. And you can’t catch HIV by holding a baby in your arms. How many times have I told you that?” 


	“Lots. But I still…” 


	“When you see, you’ll understand. And you’ll see at four o’clock, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	They kissed, but Jack felt a chill. His list of things that scared him was a short one, but the HIV virus was top on the list.


	4.


	Jack took a walk over to Amsterdam Avenue.


	After slowing temporarily in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, gentrification was back in full swing on the Upper West Side. New brownstone renovations, new condos, and of course, new eateries. In a few hours the streets and the host of new restaurants, trattorias, and bistros would be crowded with yuppies and dinks out for their Friday night fling to initiate the weekend’s respite from buying and selling.


	As individuals, Jack didn’t have anything against them. Sure they could be empty-headed when it came to one-upsmanship in the conspicuous consumption arena and the endless panting after trends, and as a group they tended to suck the color out of the neighborhoods they invaded. But they weren’t evil. At least most of them weren’t.


	Jack checked his watch. Getting near three. Abe would be ready for a mid-afternoon snack just about now. He stopped in at Nick’s Nook, a mom-and-pop grocery—a vanishing breed in these parts—and picked up a little treat.


	Next stop was the Isher Sports Shop. The iron grate was pulled back, exposing the blurry windows. Beyond them, an array of faded cardboard placards, dusty footballs, tennis balls, racquets, basketball hoops, backboards, Rollerblades, and other good-time sundries basked in the sunny display space.


	Inside was not much better organized. Bikes hanging from the ceiling, weight benches over here, SCUBA gear over there, narrow aisles winding past sagging shelves. ESPN meets Twister.


	As Jack entered, Abe Grossman was just finishing with a customer—or rather, a customer was finishing with him.


	Abe’s age was on the far side of fifty and his weight was in calling distance of an eighth of a ton, which wouldn’t have been bad if he were on the right side of five-eight. He was dressed in his uniform—black pants and a white half-sleeved shirt. A frown marred his usually jovial round face, a face made all the rounder by the relentless retreat of his gray hair toward the top of his head.


	“Hooks?” Abe was saying. “Why should you want hooks? Can you imagine how that must hurt a fish when it bites into it? And those barbs. Oy! You’ve got to rip them out! Such damage to the tender mouth tissues. Stick a fish hook in your own tongue sometime and see how you like it.” 


	The customer, a sandy-haired thirtysomething in a faded Izod stared at Abe in wonder. He made one false start at a reply, then tried again.


	“You’re kidding, right?” 


	Abe leaned over the counter—at least as far as his considerable gut would allow—and spoke in a fatherly fashion.


	“It’s an ethical position. Baiting a hook, or using those flashing little spinners to catch fish, it’s deceitful. Think about it. You’re dressing up a nasty little hook to look like food, like sustenance. A fish comes along, thinks it’s found lunch and wham! It’s hooked and pulled out of the water. Is that fair? You’re proud of such a thing?” He straightened and fixed the guy with his dark brown eyes. “I should be a party to such a so-called sport based on treachery and deceit? No. I cannot.” 


	“You’re serious!” the guy said, backing away. “You’re really serious!” 


	“I should be a comedian?” Abe said. “This place looks look like the Improv to you maybe? No. I sell sporting goods. Sporting. That means something to me. A net is sporting. You wait for the fish to come along and then scoop it up with a net. The fastest one wins. That’s a sport. A net, I’ll sell you. But hooks? Uh-Uh. You’ll get no hooks from me.” 


	The guy turned away and headed for the door. “Get out while you can,” he said as he hurried past Jack. “This fucker is nuts!” 


	“Really?” Jack said. “What makes you think so?” 


	As the door slammed, Jack stepped up to the counter. Abe had positioned himself, sitting like a toad on the high stool that was his perch for most of his workday. He sat with his hands on his spread thighs, a middle-aged Humpty-Dumpty.


	Jack placed his offering on the counter.


	“Entenmann’s brownies?” Abe said, hopping off the stool. “Jack, you shouldn’t have.” 


	“I figured your stomach would be rumbling about now.” 


	“No, but really you shouldn’t have. My diet, you know.” 


	“Yeah, but they’re fat free.” 


	Abe touched the yellow sticker that said just that. “So they are.” He grinned. “Well, in that case, maybe just a smidge.” 


	His short chubby fingers were surprisingly nimble as they zipped open the box. A knife appeared and carved out a huge section which went directly into Abe’s mouth.


	“Mmmm,” he said, closing his eyes and swallowing. “Who could believe this is fat free? Too bad it’s not calorie free.” He pointed the knife at Jack. “You’re having?” 


	“Nah. Had a late lunch.” 


	“You should try. All this food you bring me and I never see you eat.” 


	“That is because I bring it for you. Enjoy.” 


	Abe promptly did just that with another piece.


	“Where’s Parabellum?” Jack asked.


	Abe spoke around a mouthful. “Sleeping.” 


	For some reason Jack could not fathom, Abe had bought a little blue parakeet and become paternally attached to it.


	“He doesn’t like chocolate anyway,” he said, wiping his hands on his shirt. Brown smears joined similar yellow smudges that looked like mustard. “Hey. You want to see willpower? Watch.” 


	He closed the top and pushed the box to the side.


	“I’m impressed,” Jack said. “First time I ever saw you do that.” 


	“I’ll be thin as you before you know it.” He found a crumb on the counter and popped it into his mouth, then looked longingly at the brownie box. “Yessir. Before you know it.” 


	In what Jack knew was an prodigious act of will, Abe pushed away from the counter and shrugged. “Nu?” 


	“Need a few things.” 


	“Let’s go.” 


	Abe locked the front door, turned a closed for lunch sign toward the street and, navigating aisles just wide enough to allow his bulk to pass, led the way toward the back. He followed Abe into the rear closet and down to the cellar. The neon sign that overhung the stone steps flickered but never quite came to life.


	“Got a sick sign there, Abe.” 


	“I know, but it’s too much trouble to get fixed.” 


	He hit the switch that illuminated the cellar’s miniature armory. Abe moved among his stock, adjusting the pistols and rifles in their racks, straightening the boxes of ammo on their shelves. Everything neatly arranged down here, in sharp contrast to the floor just above them.


	“Restocking or something new?” 


	“New,” Jack said. “Need a pair of weighted gloves.” 


	“You lost the last pair you bought?” 


	“No, but I need a white pair.” 


	Abe’s eyebrows lifted. “White? I never heard of such a thing. Black, of course. Brown, maybe. But white?” 


	“See if you can find me any.” 


	“I should go asking for white leather gloves with half a pound of fine steel shot packed into the knuckles? You want this in a lady’s size perhaps?” 


	“No, it’s for me. To go with formal wear.” 


	Abe sighed. “And I should have it for you when?” 


	“Tonight if you can, but by early tomorrow at the latest. And listen for any noise about someone with a whole bunch of kids’ Christmas gifts to sell… cheap… already wrapped, most likely. I told Julio to put his ears on too. You hear about someone like that, get word to the guy that you know a buyer. Someone who’ll take his whole stock.” 


	Abe’s curiosity got the best of him. “Just what is it you’re getting into this time, Jack?” 


	“Something I probably shouldn’t be involved with. But to do it right, it looks like I’m going to have to do something stupid.” 


	Abe stared and Jack knew he wanted to know just how stupid. But Abe wouldn’t ask, knowing Jack would tell him about it afterward.


	Jack looked around and spotted something hanging on a rack in the corner. And that gave him an idea.


	“You know what? Maybe I could use one more thing…” 


	5.


	Jack took the A train downtown and emerged into the bustling Third World bazaar that was Fourteenth Street. He threaded his way among dreadlocked Dominicans, turbaned Sikhs, sailed Indians, suited Koreans, Pakistanis, Puerto Ricans, Jamaicans, and an occasional European mixing in the chill air on sidewalks flanked with signs in half a dozen languages.


	He arrived early at the Seventh Avenue address Gia had given him. A little placard on the door was the only indication that this nondescript storefront had anything to do with AIDS.


	He probably could have started hunting the stolen Christmas gifts without coming down here, but he figured a quick look at the scene wouldn’t hurt. Might even give him a handle on the thieves.


	“I have a four o’clock with Dr. Clayton, I believe?” he told the slim, attractive black woman at the reception desk. The nameplate read simply, Tiffany.


	“Name, sir?” 


	“Jack.” 


	“Jack what?” 


	He wanted to tell her, Just Jack, but that inevitably led to more questions, and further refusal tended to brand his identity in a person’s mind. He preferred to slide off the memory without a trace.


	He smiled and fished for a name beginning with “N.” He’d used Meyers last time he’d been asked, and since he liked to proceed in alphabetical order…


	“Niedermeyer. Jack Niedermeyer.” 


	“Fine, Mr. Niedermeyer. Dr. Clayton is still in another meeting right now. A reporter. We had a robbery here last night, you know.” 


	“Really? What did they take?” 


	“All the donated Christmas toys.” 


	“Get out!” 


	“It’s true. The police are on it right now. I think they should—oh, there’s Dr. Clayton now. Looks like she’s finishing up.” 


	Jack saw a slim brunette in a white coat walking his way with a guy who looked more like a deliveryman than a reporter. She escorted him to the door, then scanned the street outside as if looking for something. Whatever it was, when she turned back Jack’s way, she didn’t look as if she’d found it. Or maybe she had. Either way, she didn’t seem happy.


	“Dr. Clayton, this is your four o’clock: Mr. Niedermeyer.” 


	Dr. Alicia Clayton was better-looking close up, but still kind of… plain. She had fine, angular features—a thin, sharp nose, sharply etched lips—neither too fine nor too full—and blue-gray eyes. Her hair was fine too, bobbed to chin length, and a deep, deep black—not black-dye black like the Goth kids did their hair, but a genuine, rich, glossy black.


	And no makeup. Someone who took such good care of their hair, you’d think they’d want to enhance their other assets. But not, apparently, Dr. Clayton.


	Well, if nothing else, the lack of makeup gave her a clean, scrubbed look, which Jack supposed was a good thing for a doctor.


	But her eyes… something hiding there. Fear? Anger? A little of both, maybe?


	She thrust out her hand. “Welcome, Mr. Niedermeyer.” 


	She had a good grip.


	“Just call me Jack.” 


	“You’ll want to see the scene of the crime, I imagine.” 


	“I was going to suggest that.” 


	No wasting time. All business. Jack liked that.


	The Center wasn’t at all what he’d expected. The halls were bright, painted cheery shades of yellow and orange.


	“You’re a pediatrician?” he said as they walked along.


	She nodded. “Subspecialty in infectious diseases.” 


	“My sister’s a pediatrician.” 


	“Really? Where’s she practice?” 


	Jack mentally kicked himself. Why the hell had he said that? He never thought about his sister the doctor. Or his brother the judge. Must be those calls from Dad.


	“I’m really not sure,” he said. “We don’t keep in touch.” 


	Dr. Clayton gave him a strange look.


	Yeah, he thought. Sounds pretty lame, I know, but my sister’s far better off not being linked to me.


	As they passed open doorways he peeked through and saw rooms filled with toddlers laughing and playing and running around. They didn’t look sick.


	“That’s the day-care area,” Dr. Clayton said. “Where HIV-positive kids can play with other HIV-positive kids, and no one has to worry about passing on the infection.” 


	A little boy ran out of one of the rooms and skidded to a stop before them.


	“Dr. Alith!” he cried. “Look at my hair! I got a buth cut!” 


	“Very nice, Hector. But you know you’re supposed to stay in the playroom.” 


	Hector was all of four years old and maybe thirty pounds. His ultra short light brown hair was about the same shade as his skin. He looked pale under his pigment, but his grin was a winner.


	“Feel my head!” he said. “It’th a buth cut.” 


	A heavyset woman in a flowered smock appeared at the door of the playroom, filling it. “C’mon back, Hector,” she said. “It’s you’re turn at the light box.” 


	“No. I want Dr. Alith to feel my buth cut!” 


	The woman said, “He just got that haircut and he’s been driving us all nuts about it.” 


	Dr. Clayton smiled and brushed her hand over Hector’s stubbled head. “Okay, Hector, I’ll check out your buzz cut, but then—” 


	Her smile faded and she pressed her hand to his forehead. “I think you feel a little warm.” 


	“He’s been running around like a little madman—’Feel my buzz cut! Feel my buzz cut!’ I’m sure he’s just overheated.” 


	“Could be, Gladys, but bring him by. my office before he goes home, okay?” 


	Hector jumped in front of Jack and angled the top of his head toward him. “Feel my buth cut, mithter!” 


	Jack hesitated. Hector was a cute little guy, but he was a cute little guy with HIV.


	“C’mon, mithter!” 


	Jack gave the bristly top of Hector’s head a quick rub. He didn’t like himself for how quickly he pulled his hand away.


	“Ithn’t it mad?” Hector said.


	“The maddest,” Jack told him.


	Gladys scooted Hector back to his playroom and they moved on to the next area, which wasn’t so pleasant. Jack peeked through a window in a door and saw a room full of kids hooked up to IV’s.


	“This is the clinic area. Kids come in here for outpatient therapy—we infuse them, monitor their progress, then send them home.” 


	And then they came to a huge plate-glass window that stretched from waist level to the ceiling.


	“We board the homeless or abandoned infants in there,” Alicia said. “We have volunteers to hold them and comfort them. The crack babies need a lot of comforting.” 


	Jack spotted Gia cradling a baby in her arms on the far side of the glass, but he didn’t pause. He didn’t want her to see him.


	“You do a lot here,” he said as they moved on.


	“Yeah, we’ve had to become a clinic, a nursery, a day-care center, and a foster home.” 


	“And all because of a single virus.” 


	“But we have to deal with more than the virus,” Alicia said. “So many of these kids aren’t born merely HTV positive—as if ‘merely’ can somehow be used with HIV—but addicted to crack or heroin as well. They hit the world screaming like any other baby at the insult of being ejected from that warm cozy womb, but then they keep on screaming as the agonies of cold-turkey withdrawal set in.” 


	“A double whammy,” Jack said. Poor kids.


	“Yes. Some parents leave their kinds an inheritance, some leave hidden scars; these kids were left a virtual death sentence.” 


	Jack sensed something very personal in that last sentence but couldn’t latch onto what it might have been.


	“Perhaps ‘death sentence’ is overstating it. We can do a lot for these kids now. The survival rate is way up, but still… once they get through withdrawal, they still have the aftereffects of addiction. Crack and heroin burn out parts of the nervous system. I won’t bore you with a lecture about dopamine receptors, but the result is fried circuits in the pleasure centers. Which leaves our little crack babies edgy and irritable, unable to take solace in the simple things that comfort normal infants. So they cry. Endlessly. Until the strung-out junkie mothers who made them this way beat them to shut them up.” 


	Jack realized she probably gave this spiel to all the visitors, but he wished she’d stop. He was getting the urge to go hurt somebody.


	“The lucky ones”—she cleared her throat harshly—”try to imagine a lucky HIV-positive crack baby—wind up here.” 


	She stopped before a windowless door.


	“Here’s the storeroom where the toys were kept.” 


	She showed him the room, empty but for some Scotch tape and wrapping paper.


	“The toys will be wrapped in this paper?” he said, memorizing the pattern.


	“Most, but not all.” 


	He pulled open the door to the alley, and checked the alley itself. Easy to see how it had been done. The outer door frame and the surface around the latch were deeply gouged and warped. Looked like the work of a long pry bar in the hands of someone with the finesse of an orangutan.


	He saw Dr. Clayton shiver in the cold wash from the open door. She rubbed the sleeves of her white coat. She was very thin—no insulation.


	“How are you going to handle this?” she said as Jack closed the door.


	Jack said, “Not here. Can we talk in your office?” 


	“Follow me.” 


	On the way to her office, Dr. Clayton stopped at the front door and peered out at the street. He saw her stiffen, as if she’d seen something that frightened her.


	6.


	Sam Baker had been sitting here in the car, taking his turn on surveillance for a good hour now, testing his memory, and checking out his hair in the rearview mirror.


	And he hated looking in that mirror. People would think he was some sort of fag or something, primping and prissing. But damn, his once thick-and-wavy sandy hair was getting thinner and grayer every goddam day. He was only forty-six and he could see his scalp. If this kept up, he’d be bald before he hit fifty.


	Baker glanced up and saw someone staring his way through the front door of the AIDS center. He looked closer and resisted the impulse to duck down when he saw that it was the Clayton broad. Not to worry. She could see the car, but not who was in it.


	At least this confirmed that she was still there.


	Not that he gave a rat’s ass where this crazy broad went. But the towel head who was paying him did, and that was what counted. He—


	The cell phone rang. Baker grabbed it and hit the send button.


	“Yeah?” 


	“It is I.” 


	Shit. Baker had thought it was one of his men. But it was Ahab the Ay-rab himself: Kemel Muhallal.


	“Yes sir.” 


	“I wish to inquire about the status of the object of our mutual interest.” 


	“Say what?” 


	“The woman. Where is she?” 


	“Still where she works.” Baker didn’t want to be more specific than that. Not on a cell phone.


	“She has not sought out another lawyer?” 


	“Nope.” 


	“If she does, I do not want a repeat of what happened to her last attorney.” 


	“All right,” Baker said. “We’ve been over that already. And I told you. Everything will work out fine. Trust me.” 


	He’d been in deep shit since this morning. Christ, he’d thought he’d get high-fived for taking out her lawyer, but no. Kemel the towel head got pissed instead. Really pissed. Said it would draw attention to the case and wanted to know why Baker had done it without authorization.


	Hey, why not? he thought. When you hire an ex-Special Forces demolition expert, you get a take-charge kinda guy. You already had me plant one bomb—a big one—so when you tell me this Weinstein jerk’s making too many waves, I figure you’re saying you’ve got a problem you want solved. So I solve it. Permanently, just like the other one. That’s the way we handled it when I was with SOG in ‘Nam. That’s the way I’ve handled all my assignments since I started going out for hire. No complaints so far.


	And not to worry. The coke I planted in the car will have everybody looking in the wrong direction.


	But still Kemel was pissed. And that wasn’t good. Kemel had deep pockets, and Sam Baker wanted to stay on his good side. In fact, he wanted to attach himself to Kemel and ride him back to Saudi Arabia. Because damn, those Saudis needed all the Sam Bakers they could buy.


	Sam figured he’d be square with Kemel if the Clayton bitch didn’t go out and hire another lawyer and gave up on this house that everyone was so damn interested in. Then he could step up to him and say, See? Blowing up her lawyer in front of her scared her off. Y’gotta believe, man. I know what I’m doing.


	“I trust you only when you are doing what you are authorized to do. Watch her and do nothing else.” 


	“Aye-aye, Cap’n. Ten-four, Roger Wilco, over and out.” He hit the end button. “Asshole.” 


	Baker ground his teeth. He was pissed, and suddenly realized this was a good time to check his short-term memory. See if talking to that towel head had screwed it up. He closed his eyes and recited the phone number from the sign of the deli across the street. When he checked he saw that he’d got it right.


	Good. Sharp as ever. A long time before he wound up like his mother.


	He glanced at the AIDS center doorway and caught the Clayton broad slipping back inside.


	If Muhallal would let him in on what was going on, he could do a better job. He knew there were two sides here: Alicia Clayton on one side, and her brother Thomas Clayton—one seriously creepy dude—on the other. And their father’s will between them. How Kemel Muhallal got involved, Baker had no idea. But it had to do with the house. The brother wanted the house, and Kemel was ready to spend big bucks to see to it that he got it.


	They’d hired him to help out. They wanted the house guarded. No one allowed in unless authorized by Muhallal or the brother. They also wanted to keep close tabs on the sister, but under absolutely no circumstance—and this had been repeated and repeated until he was sick of hearing it—was he to harm her, or even allow her to be harmed by someone else.


	Which was hard to figure. If the sister was dead, wouldn’t the house go to the brother?


	But the Arab and the brother were keeping all their reasons to themselves. Baker figured they had to be after something in that house. And whatever it was, it had to be pretty damn valuable, because they wanted it pretty damn fucking bad. As to what it was, Baker didn’t have a clue. Another one of their secrets.


	That was okay for now. He had a big payoff coming when the house finally belonged to the Arab. He’d have to share some of it with the crew he’d hired, but there’d still be plenty left over to solve his current financial woes, and even add a little padding to the pitifully thin cushion of his retirement fund.


	But before all this was over, Baker was going to know all their secrets. And you could take that to the bank.


	7.


	A chill rippled over Alicia’s skin and collected at the base of her spine as she watched a gray car double-parked across the street. It idled there, slightly uptown from her vantage point, its motor running.


	The same car as this morning? She couldn’t be sure. Was it watching the door of the Center or waiting for someone in one of those stores? How could she know? Hell, between the sun glare and the tinted windows, she couldn’t even tell how many people were in it.


	Damn, this was scary. What were they waiting for? An explosion?


	She shuddered. She’d told Tiffany to let her see all the mail, all the UPS deliveries before they were opened. But what would she do if she came across a package with no return address? Call the bomb squad? Luckily she hadn’t had to face that choice—all today’s deliveries were from the Center’s usual suppliers.


	She forced herself to turn away.


	This was her fifth—or was it her sixth?—trip to the front since her arrival this morning. Tiffany was beginning to give her strange looks.


	She lead Jack Niedermeyer back to her office. Maybe it was just her imagination. Why would anybody follow her? What was the point? She did the same thing every day: from her apartment in the Village to the Center, from the Center to her apartment. A model of predictability.


	Relax, she told herself. You’re making yourself crazy. Stay calm and figure out where you go from here on the will mess.


	“Have a seat,” she said as they entered her office.


	Raymond stopped by to drop off some papers. She introduced them but said nothing about why Mr. Niedermeyer was here.


	When Raymond was gone and they were seated, facing each other, she took a good look at this very average-looking brown-haired, mid-thirtyish man in jeans and a reddish flannel shirt.


	This is the guy who’s going to get the toys back? Alicia thought as she indicated a chair. Oh, I doubt that. I doubt that very much.


	“Now, Mr. Niedermeyer—” 


	“Just call me Jack.” 


	“Okay, Just Jack.” And you can call me Dr. Clayton. No, she wouldn’t say that. “Ms. DiLauro told me you might be able to help. Are you a friend of hers?” 


	“Not really. I did some work for her once. Got her out of a jam.” 


	“What sort of a jam?” 


	He leaned forward. “I believe the subject is missing toys?” 


	A tiny flash of intensity there. Well hidden, but Alicia had spotted it. Something personal between these two? Or simply none of my business?


	When he’d leaned forward, he’d put his hands on her desk. Alicia was struck by the length of his thumbnails. His hands were clean, his nails well trimmed… all except for the thumbs. Their nails jutted a good quarter inch or more beyond the flesh. She wanted to ask him about them but didn’t see how she could do so with any grace.


	“I wasn’t prying,” she said. “I’m simply curious as to how one man could possibly find those toys ahead of the whole New York City Police Department.” 


	Jack shrugged. “First off, it won’t be the ‘whole’ department. Maybe one or two robbery detectives—if you’re lucky.” 


	Alicia nodded. He was right.


	“Second,” he said, “I think it’s a safe bet that the guys who ripped you off aren’t family men stocking up for their own kids’ Christmases. And from the look of that door, they weren’t pros. I smell a quickie, spur-of-the-moment heist. I’ll bet they don’t have a fence in place to dump their loot, which means they’ll be looking for one. I know people…” 


	He left that hanging. What people? she wondered. People who buy stolen Christmas gifts? Was he some sort of criminal himself?


	She looked at him and realized that his mild brown eyes revealed nothing… absolutely nothing.


	“So… you ‘know people’… people, I assume, who might lead you to the thieves. And then what?” 


	“And then I will prevail upon them to return the gifts.” 


	“And if you can’t ‘prevail?’ What then? Call in the police?”’


	He shook his head. “No. That’s one of the conditions of my involvement: no contact with officialdom. If the police recover the gifts, fine. All’s well that ends well. If I return them, it’s a wonderful occurrence, a Christmas miracle. You don’t know who’s responsible, but God bless ‘em. You’ve never seen me, never even heard of me. As far as you know, I don’t exist.” 


	Alicia tensed. Was this some sort of scam? Rob the gifts, then charge a fee to “find” them. Maybe even collect a reward?


	But no. Gia DiLauro would never have anything to do with something like that. Her anger this morning had been too real.


	But this man, this “Just Jack”… he might have involved Gia without her knowledge.


	“I see,” she said. “And what would you charge for—?” 


	“It’s taken care of.” 


	“I don’t understand. Did Gia—?” 


	“Don’t worry about it. All taken care of.” 


	“There’ll be a reward.” 


	She’d had calls—businesses and individuals offering to contribute to a reward fund for the arrest of the perpetrators. The total was mounting.


	“Keep it. Spend it on the kids.” 


	Alicia relaxed. All right. So it wasn’t a scam.


	“What I need is some information about the gifts—anything distinctive that’ll help me make sure I’m on the right track.” 


	“Well, for one thing, they were all wrapped. We only accepted new toys or clothing—all of it unwrapped—and then we wrapped them ourselves as they came in. You saw the kind of paper we used. Other than that, what can I say? It was a real hodgepodge of gifts, a beautiful, generous assortment…” 


	Alicia felt her throat begin to lock with rage.


	And they’re all gone!


	The man rose and extended his hand across her desk. “I’ll see what I can do.” 


	Alicia gripped his hand and held it. Should she tell him about Thomas and the will and the house, about the bomb that obliterated Leo Weinstein, that perhaps the theft of the toys was connected? No, she didn’t want to get into that with this man. And besides, the toy theft felt different.


	“What are our chances?” she said. “The truth. Don’t think you have to make me feel good.” 


	“The truth?” he said. “Chances for recovery are zip if they’ve already fenced the toys. Slim if they haven’t. If they’re not recovered, say, by Sunday, I’d say they’re gone for good.” 


	“I’m sorry I asked.” She sighed. “But that’s the way it goes around here, I guess. These kids are born under a dark cloud. I don’t know why I should expect they’ll get a break this time.” 


	He gave her hand a little extra squeeze, then released her.


	“You never know, Dr. Clayton.” He gave her a crooked smile. “Even the worst losers get lucky once in a while.” 


	Maybe it was the smile that did it. It dropped his shields. Alicia saw into this Jack for an instant—a nanosecond, really—and suddenly she had hope. If it was at all possible to find and return those gifts, this man believed he could pull it off.


	And now Alicia was beginning to believe it too.


	8.


	Instead of heading for the front after leaving the doctor’s office, Jack ducked to the left and returned to the infant area. He stepped back into the relative shadow of a doorway across from the big plate-glass window and watched.


	Gia sat half facing him, but all her attention was on the blanket-wrapped bundle in her arms. She rocked, smiled, cooed, and looked down at that bundle as if it were the most precious child in the world. Someone else’s baby, but no one looking at Gia now would know it. Her eyes were aglow with a light Jack had never seen before. And her expression… beatific was the only word for it.


	And then Vicky hopped into the picture, an eight-year-old slip of a thing; her dark brown braids bouncing as she hurried a bottle of formula to her mother. Jack smiled. He had to smile every time he saw Vicky. She was a doll and he loved her like a daughter.


	He’d never met Vicky’s father and, from what he’d heard about the late, not-so-great Richard Westphalen, he was glad. Jack had it on excellent authority that the Brit bastard was dead—he knew the where, when, and how of his death—but the remains would never be found. So it would be years before Richard Westphalen was declared legally dead. Gia had taken back her maiden name after the divorce, although Vicky remained a Westphalen—the last of the line.


	Vicky didn’t seem to miss him. Why should she? She’d hardly known him when he was alive, and now Jack had more than taken his place. Or at least he hoped so.


	He watched a few minutes longer, unable to take his eyes off the two most important people in his life. And it worried him no end that they were both in an enclosed room with HIV-positive infants.


	Right, right, right. He knew all the facts and figures about how safe they were, and all that. And that was all fine and good for other people. But this was Gia and Vicky. And the threat was a virus, something you couldn’t see, and not just any virus. This was HIV.


	HIV had always given Jack the creeps. He wasn’t generally given to looking for or finding conspiracies, but HIV was so damned efficient. An infection that attacks the very weapons the body uses against infections… the concept had such an engineered feel about it.


	Jack felt he could protect those two people in there against just about anything. But not a virus. And they were putting themselves right in its way.


	If either one of them should catch it… he didn’t know what he’d do.


	HIV was something he could not fix.


	Jack pulled himself away and walked back the way he had come.


	He saw the heavyset Gladys leading a line of preschoolers down the hall. She smiled and nodded as she passed, a huge goose with her goslings. He spotted Hector bringing up the rear.


	“Hey,” he said, pointing. “Who’s that kid with the mad buzz cut?” 


	Jack had expected another offer to “feel my buth cut,” or a smile at least. But Hector’s eyes were dull when he looked up at Jack. And then he staggered against the wall and dropped to his knees. Before Jack could react, Hector vomited.


	“Whoa!” Jack yelled. “Trouble here!” 


	Gladys was there in a second. “Stay back,” she told Jack as she pulled on latex gloves that seemed to appear from nowhere.


	She picked up a hall phone, spoke a few words, then knelt beside Hector. Jack couldn’t hear what she said, but he saw Hector shake his head.


	And then Raymond appeared—he too was wearing latex gloves. He gathered Hector up in his arms and carried him back down the hall. As Gladys directed the other children back into their playroom, a janitor appeared and began mopping up the mess with a solution that reeked of antiseptic.


	Jack moved on. He’d been a frozen observer, not knowing what to do. The staff here had its own set of rules and protocols that Jack was not privy to. He felt like a stranger in a foreign country, with no knowledge of the language or the culture.


	He quickened his pace. Hector had been smiling and bubbling less than an hour ago, and just now he’d looked like a little rag doll with all its stuffing vacuumed out.


	The happy sounds of the children in the day-care rooms attacked Jack as he moved. Each shout felt like a shot, each laugh a knife thrust. Death hovered over every one of them, a fatal infection lurked around every corner, but they didn’t know about that. And just as well. They were kids, and they should be happy while they could.


	Especially the crack babies. Their short lives had been full of pain from day one, while a virus chewed away at their immune systems.


	And now someone had stolen their toys!


	Jack felt his jaw muscles bunch. Don’t worry, kids… Uncle Jack may not know what to do when you’re sick, but he’s not quite as useless as he looked a few minutes ago. He’s going to get your toys back. And in the process he sincerely intends to have a heart-to-heart chat with the oxygen waster who took them.


	Life really sucked sometimes.


	But it didn’t have to suck all the time. Sometimes things could be fixed.


	SATURDAY


	The Nail sat behind the wheel of his truck and rubbed his hands together for warmth. Cold as shit out tonight, man. Cold as shit!


	But not for long. An hour from now, maybe less if the buyer didn’t try to jew him down too much, he’d be flush and warm in his crib, sucking on some rock instead of this piss poor excuse for a joint.


	The Nail took a deep toke and held it. He wiped the condensation off his windshield and wished the heater in this damn truck worked. He flicked his Bic to check his watch. The buyer had said like eleven-thirty. Just about that now.


	He’d floated the word that if anyone wanted a deep discount on a bunch of new Xmas toys, wrapped and ready to go, The Nail was the man. Word had floated back that a fence who was a friend of a friend of a friend wanted the whole truckload. Yes!


	He exhaled and peered down the alley, looking for headlights. Lots of wheels rolling by out there, heading for the nearby Manhattan Bridge. He wished the right set would roll in here so he could get this deal done.


	His contact hadn’t said so, but The Nail figured the fence was bringing his own truck. Had to be. How else was he going to cart the stuff out of here?


	Better not have any ideas about taking this truck, man. He patted the little .32 automatic in his belt. Better not be thinking of anything beyond passing the cash and offloading the stash.


	Hey, that rhymes.


	Passin’ the green and splittin’ the scene.


	The Nail smiled and took another toke. Too bad he wasn’t with the band anymore. Maybe him and the drummer could’ve like worked that up into a song or something. That’d be cool.


	He missed Polio. Best damn punk thrasher band in the world, man, and he’d played bass for them. Well, for a few months, anyway. Until they kicked him out for not showing up.


	But it’d been a good few months. That was when he’d picked up the name The Nail. Well, not picked up, actually. That was when he’d started calling himself The Nail. You needed a name like The Nail if you was playing for Polio. Like who’d want a bass player named Joey DeCiglia?


	And The Nail was such a cool name, having like a double meaning and all.


	But even with a handle like The Nail and having gigged with Polio, there wasn’t no work out there. Least not for him. Shit, yeah, he got auditions just by name-dropping Polio, and everybody was real interested in hearing him… until they heard him.


	Then it was like, don’t call us, man…


	Yeah, well, fuck you too.


	He sucked the joint down to his fingertips and tossed the roach out the window. Not worth saving, man.


	After a bunch of wasted auditions, The Nail said goodbye to the music scene. He had his pride, man. As a lark, he started boosting stuff and selling it off. Wound up making more that way than any of the nowhere, no-name thrasher bands who never called him were gonna pay him.


	But then Tina goes and gets herself knocked up and tries to tell him the kid’s his. Sure. Right. Like with the way she jumps on anything upright and hard, he’s gonna believe that shit? No fucking way.


	Then she gets all fucked up in the head and won’t have an abortion. Nah. She’s gonna have the kid and be a mommy.


	Right. Mommy Tina. Sure.


	But surprise, surprise. She’s goes through with it. And of course the kid’s born like totally wasted. And then the word comes down that it’s got fucking AIDS, man. AIDS!


	That meant Tina had the bug, and that blew The Nail’s mind. Fuck, he could have it too, what with screwing Tina all the time and sharing needles. He should’ve gotten tested right then, but he was too scared, man. Like he didn’t want to know.


	But for Tina, it was like she wasn’t even sick and like the kid wasn’t sick either. Her head was royally fucked. So she was all broke up when they took the baby away from her.


	And she kept telling him it was his kid. Kept saying how it looked just like him. So one day last week she finally hounded him into going over to this place where they keep the kid and look after it. The Nail didn’t know what had gotten into him—maybe that Ceylonese brown they’d been using had got him over-mellowed—but he was glad he’d given in. Because as he was hanging around the place, he saw people carrying a bunch of Christmas gifts through this doorway. He took a peek, figuring he might be able to make off with something small, but he saw a whole room filled with toys. Whoa.


	Merry Christmas to me.


	He did the place two nights later.


	And the coolest part of the whole thing was the news coverage. Shit, man, last night you couldn’t turn a radio or TV without hearing about “the AIDS baby Christmas toy theft.” He’d spent hours hopping from channel to channel, one news show after the other, grinning like a total asshole.


	That was him they were talking about. The Nail.


	The only bad thing was, he couldn’t tell anyone. At least not until he’d sold off the stuff. After that he could talk all he wanted because the toys would be gone and no one could prove nothing.


	The only thing he didn’t get was how pissed off and disgusted all the news geeks acted. Like it really mattered to them. Bullshit. Everybody knew how stupid it was to waste presents on those AIDS kids. Really, how long were they going to live anyway? Weren’t going to be around long enough to appreciate them. Total waste, man.


	Leave it to The Nail to put the stuff to good use.


	And it’d been so fucking simple. All he’d had to do was—


	The Nail jumped as he heard a skree-eek behind him. He twisted around in his seat. That sounded like—


	It was! Shit, some asshole had opened one of the truck’s back doors. And now he was flashing a light inside.


	His first thought was cops, but he hadn’t seen a fuzz-mobile pull up. And The Nail knew cops had to follow certain rules about searches.


	The buyer? Maybe, but he didn’t think so. More likely some strung-out junkie trying to boost his stuff.


	The Nail pulled out the automatic and chambered a round. He’d put an end to that shit real quick.


	He jumped out and ran around to the back of the truck.


	“Hey, man. What the fuck you think—?” 


	Nobody there. And both rear doors closed. The Nail scanned the alley up and down: not a fucking soul in sight.


	He couldn’t have imagined it. The weed hadn’t been that strong. And he’d heard the noise. He’d seen the light.


	Better check to see if anything was missing.


	But as The Nail reached for the handle, the right door sprang open and slammed into him, knocking him flat. He landed on his back, rolled, and popped to his feet, the gun stuck out ahead of him. He saw the open door of the truck, but no one there.


	And then he heard a deep voice.


	“Ho-ho-ho!” 


	The Nail looked up and saw this fat guy with a white beard in a red suit standing on top of the truck.


	The guy did his ho-ho-ho thing again, then shouted, “So you’re the one who stole the toys I was putting aside for the AIDS babies! No one steals Santa’s toys and gets away with it!” 


	Aw, man. This asshole thinks he’s Santa Claus!


	The Nail raised the pistol and plugged a round into his heart.


	Santa fucking Claus flew backward off the top of the truck like someone had yanked a leash wrapped around his neck.


	No one steals Santa’s toys and gets away with it?


	Shit, yeah. I steal anybody’s fucking toys and do what I damn well fucking please, asshole!


	The Nail hurried around the side of the truck. Time to put another slug in Santa Hole…


	But he wasn’t there.


	“What the fuck?” The Nail said aloud.


	And then something red and white popped up from the shadows behind a garbage can and slammed a white-gloved fist into his face.


	The Nail had heard about seeing stars, but he’d never believed it. Now he did. He heard his nose go crunch as his face erupted in a star-studded explosion of pain. He staggered back, caught the heel of his shoe on some alley shit, and felt himself falling backward.


	He windmilled his arms, trying to keep his balance, but he was out of control. He went down hard.


	And when he looked up, Santa was leaning over him.


	“You think you can stop Santa Claus with a bullet? A mere bullet? Think again, sonny!” 


	The voice wasn’t quite as deep and strong as it had been a moment ago, but the guy was still standing. And there, not two feet from The Nail’s face, was a bullet hole in the red fabric of his suit. Right over his heart.


	Shit! What was going down here? The fucker should be dead, man.


	Unless of course he really was Santa Claus.


	But that was crazy.


	But so was the guy in the red suit! The Nail saw his eyes gleaming between his white beard and the furry brim of his hat. Whoever he was—hell, maybe he really was Santa Claus—he was pissed. Royally pissed.


	The Nail started to raise the pistol for another shot, but Santa stomped a foot down on his arm.


	“Don’t bother trying again, sonny! You can’t kill Santa Claus!” 


	The Nail levered himself up and reached across, trying to grab the gun with his free hand, but Santa clocked him again with a brain-jarring right, rocking his head back against the pavement.


	Santa had a punch like a fucking mule kick.


	The Nail felt the gun ripped from his hand, heard it skitter across the asphalt. After that, things got fuzzy.


	And painful.


	The Nail remembered getting flipped over onto his belly, grabbed by his collar and his waistband, and hauled off the ground.


	“I checked my list,” Santa said. “Checked it twice, in fact. It says you’ve been naughty, sonny. Very naughty!” 


	Then Santa started using him like a battering ram.


	Slam! Headfirst against the bumper of the truck.


	“Know what happens when you steal from Santa Claus? This!” 


	Slam! Headfirst into a bunch of trash cans lining the alley.


	“If I decide to let you live, spread the word: Don’t mess with Santa Claus!” 


	The Nail was spun around and flung face-first against one of the alley’s brick walls.


	He let out a puny groan of agony as he slid down the wall, feeling like a splattered egg oozing toward the ground.


	But it wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. The Nail felt his consciousness fading over the next ten minutes as Santa used him like some sort of rag to wipe up the alley.


	Finally Santa released him. The Nail dropped to the ground, a puddle of agony on the broken pavement. He felt his breath bubbling through his bloody mouth. He was sure his jaw was broken. And his ribs—every breath was a dozen stab wounds. Was it over? He hoped so. He prayed it was over.


	Just leave me be, he thought. Just take the toys, take the whole damn truck and go. Hitch your fucking reindeer to the bumper and you and Rudolph take off. Just don’t mess me up anymore. Please.


	But just as he finished the thought, he felt hands go under his armpits and lift him.


	“No,” he managed to groan past his shattered teeth. “Please… no more.” 


	“Should have thought of that before, sonny. Stealing from defenseless little sick kids puts you on Santa’s ultra-naughty list.” 


	“I’m sorry.” It came out a faint whine. Totally wimpy.


	“Well, good. I’m glad to hear it. And I’ll take that into consideration next Christmas. But you complicated things by trying to kill Santa. That’s very naughty. Santa doesn’t like to be shot. It makes him cranky. Very cranky.” 


	“Oh, no…” 


	Something rough and long slithered past The Nail’s cheek, and true panic set in. Rope! Oh, fuck no. Santa was going to string him up!


	But then he felt the rope snake under his arms instead of around his neck. That was a relief. Of sorts. It still hurt like all hell when the rope tightened around his shattered ribs. He was lifted and seated on the truck’s rickety bumper, then tied there.


	“Wha—?” 


	“Quiet, sonny,” Santa said in a low voice that had lost all its heartiness. “Don’t say another word.” 


	The Nail looked up. Everything—Santa, the alley, the whole fucking world—was mostly a blur… except for Santa’s eyes. He’d always thought Santa had blue eyes, but these were brown, and The Nail shriveled up inside when he saw the rage bubbling behind them.


	Santa wasn’t just pissed. Santa was bugfuck nuts.


	The Nail closed his eyes while Santa taped something to his head. By the time it squeezed through to his battered brain that he shouldn’t let Santa—even this homicidal psycho Santa—tie him to the front of a truck, it was too late. He tried to wriggle free but the rope that lashed him to the grille crisscrossed his body around the shoulders and between the legs. His legs and his arms were free, but all the knots were somewhere behind him.


	With a cold sick certainty, The Nail realized he wasn’t going nowhere. Not under his own steam, anyway.


	He stiffened as he heard the old engine rumble and shudder to life against his back. He began to blubber as the truck lurched into motion.


	Santa was going to run him into the wall!


	But no. The truck bounced out of the alley onto the street. After that it was a nightmare ride through the Lower East Side with people staring, pointing, some even laughing, then crosstown on Fourteenth with the truck swerving from lane to lane, running lights, screeching to a halt, inches—inches!—from rear bumpers and fenders, then roaring into motion again.


	All that was bad enough, man, but when the westbound lanes weren’t moving fast enough, the truck swerved into the oncoming traffic and played chicken with a banged-up yellow cab. The Nail knew fuck sure ol’ Santa wasn’t going to back down, and for the few screaming, terror-filled heartbeats that it looked like the cab wasn’t going to either, The Nail lost it. Literally. Warm liquid spilled down his left leg.


	But the cab lunged out of the way at the last second and the truck got back on the right side of the street and began accelerating.


	A cop! The Nail had never dreamed he’d be in any circumstance when he’d want to see a cop on his tail, but here it was. And where were they? Why wasn’t there ever a fucking cop around when you needed one?


	The truck fishtailed into a wide, screeching turn onto what The Nail thought might be Seventh Avenue, but he couldn’t be sure because he closed his eyes as they scooted within a hair of a horn-blaring bus. Then the truck jumped the curb and scattered terrified pedestrians before skidding to a halt on the sidewalk.


	As the engine cut out, The Nail whimpered and waited in terror to see what Santa had planned for him next. But Santa said nothing, did nothing. The Nail twisted around and looked through the windshield. Santa was gone.


	But The Nail wasn’t alone. A crowd of gawkers was gathering, forming a semicircle around him and the truck, staring, pointing at his bloody face, his pee-stained pants, and whatever it was Santa had taped to his head. Someone laughed. Others joined in.


	The Nail wanted to die.


	And then he heard the sirens.


	SUNDAY


	1.


	“How’s it going, Hector?” 


	Little Hector Lopez looked up at Alicia from his hospital bed but didn’t smile.


	“‘Kay,” he said.


	She’d admitted him to the pediatric service on Friday due to intractable vomiting, but he’d been holding down fluids since yesterday afternoon. He looked better. Still had a fever, though. His spinal tap had looked negative, but the culture was still pending. So were blood and urine cultures. She hoped this turned out to be a simple gastrointestinal virus, but his practically nonexistent CD-4 count deeply worried her. Just to be safe, she’d shot him up with some IV gamma globulin.


	“How’re you feeling?” 


	“Thith hurtth,” he said, pointing to his splinted left arm where the IV tube drained into an antecubital vein.


	“We’ll take that out as soon as you’re better.” 


	“Today?” he said, brightening.


	“Maybe. Your fever’s got to come down first.” 


	“Oh.” 


	Alicia turned to Jeanne Sorenson, the nurse who was accompanying her on rounds today. The big blonde was barely twenty-five but already a grizzled veteran of the AIDS war.


	“Who’s been in to see him?” she said in a low voice.


	Sorenson shrugged. “No one that I know of. His foster mother called—once.” 


	“All right, then,” Alicia said. “Who’s Hector’s buddy on this shift?” 


	“We haven’t assigned one yet.” 


	Alicia suppressed an angry snap. “I thought we agreed that all my kids would have one buddy per shift,” she said evenly.


	“We haven’t had time, Dr, Clayton,” Sorenson said, looking flustered. “It’s been hectic here, and we figured he’d be out in a couple of days, so—” 


	“Even if it’s one day, I want them assigned a buddy. We’ve been over this, Sorenson.” 


	“I know that,” the nurse said, looking sheepish.


	“But apparently it didn’t sink in. You know how scary a hospital is for an adult, so imagine yourself a child confined to bed in a place where a bunch of strangers have taken your clothes and sneakers and started sticking needles in you and telling you what you can eat and when you can go to the bathroom. But at least most kids can count on a mother or father or someone familiar showing up and lending a little reassurance. Not my kids. They’ve got nobody to fall back on. Their support system is a black hole. Can you imagine what that’s like?” 


	Sorenson shook her head. “I’ve tried, but…” 


	“Right. You can’t. But trust me, it’s terrible.” 


	Alicia knew. She’d been hospitalized a few weeks into her first year at college—for dehydration secondary to a viral gastroenteritis very similar to what had brought Hector here. She was in only two days, but it had been an awful experience. No boyfriend and no close friends, no one to visit her or even ask after her, and damned if she was going to call home. She’d never forgotten that feeling of utter helplessness and isolation.


	“So that’s why they need someone on every shift who’ll come in and talk to them and smile and hold their hand every hour or so, someone they can count on, just so they don’t feel so damn alone. It’s almost as important as the medicine we pump into them.” 


	“I’ll get on it right away,” Sorenson said.


	“Good. But don’t do it for me. Do it for him.” She turned and rubbed Hector’s bristly head. “Hey, guy. That buzz cut looks as mad as ever.” 


	Now she got a smile. “Yeth. It’th—” He coughed. He tried again but interrupted himself with more coughing.


	“Easy, Hector,” Alicia said.


	She sat him up and parted the back flaps of his hospital gown. Pressing the head of her stethoscope against his ribs, she listened for the soft cellophane crinkle that would herald pneumonia. She heard nothing but an isolated wheeze.


	Alicia checked Hector’s chart. The admitting chest X ray had been negative. She ordered a repeat, plus a sputum culture and gram stain.


	She stared down at his bony little body. She didn’t like that cough one bit.


	2.


	“Oh, no,” Alicia said as she rounded the corner and saw the police cars in front of the Center. “What now?” 


	She had her donut and coffee from the hospital cafe in one hand, the fat Sunday Times in the other. She usually spent the rest of Sunday morning at the Center. They still had kids coming in for their treatments, just like every other day, but it was a lot less intense than the rest of the week—nowhere near as many phone calls, for one thing—so she used it to catch up on her paperwork.


	She had also planned to devote some of today to figuring out her next step in the saga of the will and the house that supposedly belonged to her but no one wanted to let her have.


	But now…


	Just inside the front door she nearly collided with two cops, one white, one black, talking to Raymond. Raymond. He was devoted to the Center, but he rarely if ever showed up on Sunday.


	“Oh, Alicia!” he said. “There you are! Isn’t it wonderful?” 


	“Isn’t what wonderful?” 


	“Didn’t anyone tell you? The toys! The toys are back!” 


	Suddenly Alicia wanted to cry. She turned to the pair of policemen. Raymond introduced her. She wanted to hug them.


	“You found them? Already? That’s… that’s wonderful!” Better than wonderful—fantastic was the word.


	“I guess you could say we found them,” the black cop said, scratching his buzz-cut head. His name tag read POMUS. “If you can call opening up a truck parked on the sidewalk by your front door really ‘finding’ them.” 


	“Wait a minute,” Alicia said. “Back up just a bit. What truck?” 


	“A panel truck, Alicia,” Raymond said. “Filled with the toys. The police think it was the same one used to haul them away. Someone drove it up on the sidewalk last night and left it there.” 


	“Any idea who it was?” she asked, although she had a pretty good idea of the answer.


	The white cop—SCHWARTZ on his tag—grinned. “According to the guy tied to the bumper, it was Santa Claus himself.” 


	“Guy tied to what?” 


	They went on to explain about the man they’d found lashed to the front of the toy-filled truck. Someone had “knocked the crap out of him,” as Officer Pomus put it, and taped some rubber antlers to his head. The battered man admitted to the theft and swore that his assailant had been Santa Claus—even admitted to shooting Santa, rambling on about shooting him in the heart without killing him.


	“But of course, you can’t kill Santa,” Officer Schwartz said, grinning.


	“He’s obviously a user and he sounds like an EDP, so we don’t know what to believe,” Officer Pomus added. “We’ve got him up on Bellevue’s flight deck now, under observation.” 


	“Flight deck?” 


	“You know—the psych ward. Sooner or later, we’ll get the straight story out of him.” 


	“And throw the book at him, I hope.” 


	“Oh, yeah,” Pomus said. “No question about that. But he’s already had worse than a book thrown at him.” He grinned. “A lot worse.” 


	“Yeah,” Officer Schwartz said. “Someone worked him over real good before dropping him here. The creep seemed almost glad to be arrested.” 


	After they were gone, Alicia and Raymond went to the storeroom and inspected the gifts. Except for a little wrinkling of the paper and an occasional bumped corner, most were in the same condition as before the theft. She told Raymond to get hold of a locksmith—she didn’t care that it was Sunday—and have him secure that door, even if it meant putting a bar across it.


	Then she went to her office and sipped her coffee, lukewarm by now, and thought about that nothing-special-looking man named Jack—”Just Jack” Niedermeyer.


	On Friday afternoon he’d said he’d see what he could do. Thirty-six hours later, the gifts were back and the thief in custody.


	A man who could do that just might be able to solve her other problem.


	Alicia looked up a number in her computer’s directory and began dialing.


	3.


	Jack winced as he reached for the phone. He could think of only one person who’d be calling him this morning, so he picked up before the answering machine.


	“Jack, you’re wonderful!” Gia said. “Just wonderful!” 


	“I think you’re pretty swell too, Gia.” 


	“No, I’m being serious here. I just got a call from Dr. Clayton, and she told me the toys are back.” 


	“Is that so? Gotta hand it to New York’s finest. When they get on the job—” 


	“Right,” she said, and damned if he couldn’t hear her smile. “You had nothing to do with it.” 


	“Not a thing. You said you didn’t approve, so I gave it up.” 


	“Okay. Be that way. But Dr. Clayton said as far as she can tell, every single gift is back, and the guy who stole them is locked up. I don’t know how you managed it, but—” 


	“I simply E-mailed Santa and he did the rest.” 


	“Well, Santa may have to do some more. Dr. Clayton asked me for your number.” 


	Jack stiffened. “You didn’t give it to her.” 


	“No. I didn’t give her any number. I told her I didn’t know it by heart, and I’d have to look it up and get back to her.” 


	Jack relaxed. “You done good, Gia. The perfect answer. Any idea what she wants?” 


	“Something about a personal matter. She didn’t offer any details, and I didn’t ask.” 


	“Okay. Write this down.” Jack rattled off the number at the Tenth Avenue drop. “Tell her to leave a message on the answering machine. Tell her that’s how you get hold of me.” 


	“Will do. Are we still on for this afternoon?” 


	“Sure are. Westchester, right?” 


	“No,” she said, drawing out the word. “FAO Schwartz.” 


	“We’ll discuss that later. See you at noon.” 


	4.


	“Oh, my God!” Gia said. “What’s that?” 


	“Just a little bruise.” 


	Jack looked down at the large purple area on his left chest wall. Damn. He’d hoped she wouldn’t notice, but here in the warm afterglow of their lovemaking, he’d forgot all about it.


	They’d dropped Vicky off at her art class after lunch. She spent most of every Sunday afternoon learning the basics of drawing, painting, and sculpture. Her teacher said she showed a real flair for drawing. Jack figured it had to be genetic, what with her mother an artist and all. Vicky loved the classes, and Jack loved the chance to be alone with Gia on Sunday afternoons.


	Their routine was to dash here to Jack’s apartment immediately after dropping Vicky off. Often they didn’t travel ten feet inside the door before they were tearing at each other’s clothes. From there they usually wound up on the nearest horizontal surface. Today, however, they’d made it all the way to the bed.


	Jack pulled the sheet up to his neck, but she pushed it down.


	“I’d hardly call that ‘little.’ ” He watched Gia’s fingers trace over it. “Does it hurt?” 


	“Nah.” 


	She pressed and he winced.


	“Right,” she said. “Doesn’t hurt a bit. How long have you had it?” 


	“Since last night.” Since a little before midnight, to be exact.


	He told her about the creep taking a shot at him, and how the Kevlar vest had saved him.


	“Thank God you were wearing it!” she said. She couldn’t seem to take her eyes off it or stop touching it. “But if the vest is bulletproof, how come you’re hurt?” 


	“Well, it did keep the bullet from going through me, but the slug’s still got all that velocity behind it. Something had to absorb it, and that something was me.” 


	Jack still wasn’t sure why he’d given in to the impulse to wear the Santa suit. Usually if he dressed up it was either as a lure or to allay suspicion. Last night’s flamboyant performance with the ho-ho-ho’s and the beard and red suit was not his style.


	But somehow… this time, this job… he’d felt compelled to make a point.


	And he’d known that was stupid. Experience had taught him, when you try to make a point instead of simply getting the job done, you up the chances of things going wrong, which ups your chances of getting hurt.


	So Jack had taken precautions. He never wore body armor, but had made an exception last night. Normally he would have opened a can of mace and lobbed it into the truck, then taken down the guy or guys with a sap when they tumbled out the door. But doing the Santa thing required more exposure, and he knew sure as hell someone would have a gun.


	He’d been right. The guy got off a lucky shot that felt like a four-by-four slamming end-on into Jack’s chest. Knocked him off the truck and the wind out of his lungs, but the ten-ply vest had stopped the slug.


	Good thing he’d had those weighted gloves. Abe hadn’t been able to find white ones, but he’d provided Jack a pair of white cotton gloves to wear over the more traditional black leather. The lead inserts doubled the impact of every punch and allowed him to make short work of the creep.


	And then Jack had lost it. Maybe it was the pain, maybe it was thinking how he’d be dead if he hadn’t worn the vest, and maybe it was remembering the victims of the slimeball’s rip-off. Whatever, the darkness within slipped out of its hole and took over for a little while.


	Gia slipped an arm around him and pulled him closer.


	One of her breasts rested on the bruise. She nuzzled against his neck.


	“When are you going to quit this?” she said.


	Jack took a deep breath and felt a sharp stab of pain. He figured the bullet impact had caused a minor separation in his rib cartilage. Not the first time for him, probably not the last.


	“Oh, we’re not going to get into that now, are we?” he said softly, smoothing her soft blond hair.


	“It’s just that I get so scared when I think about people shooting at you.” 


	“It’s not an everyday occurrence. Most of my fix-ups are strictly hands-off affairs.” 


	“But there’s always the potential for things to go wrong. I mean, you’re not exactly dealing with upstanding citizens in your line of work.” 


	“You’ve got a point there.” 


	Maybe if he kept agreeing, she’d let it drop.


	“I know I owe Repairman Jack, but—” 


	“You don’t owe him anything.” 


	“Yes, I do. Vicky is alive because of him. That crazy Indian killed Grace and Nellie, and if you had been anybody else, he would have fed Vicky to those things …” 


	She shuddered and pressed against him.


	Jack closed his eyes and remembered the nightmare… Kusum Bahkti had traveled from Bengal to honor a vow of vengeance against the Westphalen family stemming from an atrocity during the Raj. With her aunts Grace and Nellie gone, Vicky was the last of the Westphalen line.


	Kusum had come this close to fulfilling his vow.


	“I think ol’ RJ owes Gia an equal debt. If you hadn’t come back here that night…” 


	Jack had been cut up pretty bad saving Vicky. He’d lost a lot of blood, and was too weak to cross the room to the phone. If Gia hadn’t come looking for him and taken him over to Doc Hargus…


	“I’d say we’re even,” he said.


	He felt Gia shake her head against his shoulder.


	“No. Anybody off the street could have found you and got you to a hospital. But saving Vicky… if you had been a carpenter or a copywriter, or even a cop, anyone but who you are… she’d be gone. And that’s why I feel like such a hypocrite when I tell you to hang up your Repairman Jack suit—” 


	“Hey, now. You make me sound like Batman.” 


	“Okay, you’re not into spandex, but deep down inside, that’s who you are, aren’t you.” 


	“A crime fighter? Gia, you’re one of the few people I know who’s not some sort of criminal. I run a business, Gia. A business. I charge for my services.” 


	“You didn’t charge for last night.” 


	“And see what I get for it! One freebie, and suddenly I’m Batman. Or that do-gooder who used to be on TV—”The Equalizer.” That’s why I never do freebies. Once the word got out, everybody would expect me to put my butt on the line simply because they need me.” 


	Gia raised her head and grinned at him. “Oh, yeah. You’re so tough.” 


	Jack shrugged. “Money talks, bullshit walks.” 


	“And you’re only in it for the money.” 


	“If they’ve got the dime, I’ve got the time.” 


	Her grin broadened. “And you don’t get emotionally involved.” 


	Jack fought a responding smile. “If you don’t stay cool, you act like a fool.” 


	Gia placed her palm over the bruise on his chest. “One more rhyme and I push the purple button—hard.” 


	He tried to roll away but she had him. “Okay. If you stop, I’ll stop.” 


	“Deal. But admit it: You do get emotionally involved.” 


	“I try not to. It’s dangerous.” 


	“That’s my point. You identify with everybody you take on as a client.” 


	“‘Customer,’ please. Lawyers and accountants have clients. I have customers.” 


	“All right. Customers. My point is, you don’t hire out to just anyone who happens to have the necessary cash.” 


	“I go case by case.” Jack was growing uncomfortable.


	He wanted off the subject. “I mean, I’ve got to feel I can do the job, otherwise we’re both wasting time. I’m just a small businessman, Gia.” 


	She groaned and flopped onto her back. “A small businessman who has no social security number, dozens of last names, and never pays taxes.” 


	“I pay sales tax… sometimes.” 


	“Face it, Jack, this Repairman Jack stuff gives you a rush, and you’re hooked on it.” 


	Jack didn’t like to think of himself as hooked on adrenaline, but maybe it was true. He had to admit he’d had a bodacious buzz after leaving the creep and the stolen toys in front of the Center last night. He’d been completely unaware of how much he was hurting until he got home.


	“Maybe I am, and maybe I’m not. But let’s just say I retire—hang up the ‘Repairman Jack suit,’ as you so eloquently put it—what then?” 


	“Then we begin a real life together.” 


	Jack sighed. A life together with Gia and Vicky… now that was tempting.


	And so damn strange. Back in his twenties he’d never imagined himself married or living in any traditional arrangement. And being a father? Him? No way.


	But becoming involved with Gia and falling for Vicky had changed all that. He wanted them around, and wanted to be around them, all the time.


	If only it were that simple.


	“You mean, get married?” 


	“Yes, I mean get married. Is that so awful?” 


	“Not the ceremony. And certainly not the commitment. But going to a municipal building and registering my name somewhere…” He faked a minor seizure. “Aaaaargh!” 


	“You’ll use one of your fake identities—we’ll pick one with a name that sounds nice following Gia and Vicky—and that’ll be it. Easy.” 


	“Couldn’t we just live together?” Jack said, though he already knew the answer. But at least they were off the subject of his work.


	“Sure. Soon as Vicky’s grown up and moved out and married and on her own. Until then, Vicky’s mom doesn’t shack up with anyone—not even that man Jack who Vicky and her mom love so much.” 


	Gia had been a Manhattanite and an artist for many years now, and seemed every bit as urbane as the next, but every so often the Iowa farm girl nestling deep within her surfaced to call the shots.


	Which was okay with Jack. That Iowa farm girl was part of her appeal, part of what made her Gia.


	But marriage wasn’t the problem. Repairman Jack was the real barrier to going public with the relationship. For as soon as Jack moved in with Gia and Vicky—or vice versa—he became vulnerable. He tended to make enemies in his line of work. He tried to keep his face out of his fixes, but a certain amount of exposure was unavoidable. A fair number of people with a grudge knew what he looked like. Every so often one of them found out where he lived. What followed was usually unpleasant. But because Jack lived alone, because he was very circumspect about appearing in public with anyone he cared about, the grudge guys had to deal directly with him. Fine. He could handle that. And he did. Most of them were never seen again.


	But if Gia and Vicky were linked to him, they’d become targets.


	And Jack had no idea how he’d handle that.


	If one of them ever suffered because of him…


	“Okay,” he said. “I retire and we get married. Then what?” 


	“Life.” 


	“Easy for you to say. You go on designing book covers and doing your paintings, but what about me? What do I do in the straight world? I don’t know anything else.” 


	Gia rose up on one elbow and gave him one of her intent looks.


	“That’s because you’ve never tried anything else. Jack, you’re a bright, inventive, intelligent man with an agile body. You can do anything you want.” 


	But I want to do what I’m doing now, he thought.


	“But what about the toy theft?” he said. “If I were retired and we were married, what would you have done?” He poked her playfully. “Huh? Huh? What would you have done?” 


	“I’d have asked you to go get them back.” 


	He stared at her. Not a hint of guile, no sign that she was joking. She meant it.


	“Am I the only one in this room who detects just a tiny bit of inconsistency here?” 


	“Nope,” she said. “I’m a hypocrite and I freely admit it. The only time I want you to be Repairman Jack is for me.” 


	Jack was speechless. What did he say to that?


	During the silence, a low, guttural laugh filtered in from the front room. Jack felt the gooseflesh rise on Gia’s arm.


	“My, God, Jack. Did you hear that?” 


	“Just the TV. That’s our old friend Dwight.” 


	Dracula was running in the ongoing Dwight Frye Festival. Jack could picture the scene playing now, one of his all-time favorites: The ship transporting the count to England has washed ashore, and the only man alive is Renfield, looking up from the bottom of the hold, his eyes alive with madness, his insane laugh echoing through the ship.


	“It’s creepy.” 


	“You got that right. Ol’ Dwight did such a great job as Renfield that he was typecast for the rest of his career. Whenever they needed a character whose belt didn’t go through all the loops they called Dwight Frye.” 


	Gia glanced at the clock. “God, look at the time. I want to get some Christmas shopping in before we have to pick up Vicky.” 


	“I don’t think we have time to go to Westchester,” he said.


	“Very true. So we’re going to FAO Schwartz.” 


	Jack groaned.


	“Stop complaining.” She kissed him, then rolled out of bed and headed toward the bathroom. “I’m going to take a quick shower, then we’re off.” 


	He watched her walk across the room. He loved the sight of her naked—her small, firm breasts, her long legs, the pale pubic patch that proved she was a natural blonde.


	Jack wondered what she’d look like pregnant. Probably fabulous.


	Strangely enough, he’d been thinking about babies lately. Ever since he’d seen Gia holding that AIDS infant at the Center on Friday. The light in her eyes… that nurturing look. Gia was a natural nurturer. Jack knew that from seeing her with Vicky. Physically, Gia was a single parent, but she gave more to Vicky than any half dozen other parents put together.


	He heard the bathroom door close and listened to the shoosh of the water in the pipes as she turned on the shower.


	He closed his eyes and pictured Gia holding another child… their child. He thought of growing old with Gia and Vicky and a new little person, the fusion of Gia and himself, and the vision lit a little sun inside him.


	But to get to that place he’d have to change his life.


	Jack got out of bed and went to the bottom drawer of the old oak dresser. He dug through the various wigs, mustaches, eyeglasses, nostril dilators, and other paraphernalia until he found the full beard. He pulled it from its Ziploc and checked it out. Getting kind of ratty-looking. He’d have to get another soon.


	He held it up to his face and looked in the mirror.


	Not great, but along with a change in the way he combed his hair—moving the part more to the center—it gave his normally rectangular face an oval shape, and hid enough of his features so that no one would recognize him.


	Look at you, he thought. You have to wear a beard to go Christmas shopping in midtown. Always looking over your shoulder. What kind of life is that?


	If he retired, he could grow his own beard and go wherever he wanted—Gia on one arm and Vicky on the other—and not give a damn who saw them.


	Retire…


	Well, why not? Maybe it was time. He’d had enough close calls for a dozen lifetimes, but never anything permanently damaging. He liked to credit that to his attention to detail, but maybe it was just luck. What was he going to do—wait until he wound up dead or crippled? What was the point of pushing the odds?


	Don’t be a jerk, a voice said. Quit while you’re ahead.


	As usual, the voice was right.


	As usual, Jack wasn’t going to take its advice.


	Not yet, anyway.


	MONDAY


	1.


	Alicia stood uncertainly outside the bar, squinting in the late-morning glare as she peered through the streaked front window to see what it was like inside.


	Was this it? Jack had told her the place was called “Julio’s,” and that was what the sign over the door said, but it looked so seedy. She’d expected some trendy Upper West Side watering hole, but the grubby-looking men pushing in and out of the door most definitely were not yuppies.


	Alicia had wanted Jack to drop by her office as he had before, but he’d told her this time she’d have to come to his office. Okay. Fair enough. But who had an office in a workingman’s bar?


	And couldn’t the owner maybe clean the front window once in a while? It was so smeared she could barely see through it. And what little she saw of the dark interior wasn’t encouraging.


	Mostly she saw plants—spider plants, asparagus ferns, wandering Jews—but they were all dead. Worse than dead. Way beyond dead. What few leaves still adhered to the stems were brown and curled and covered with a thick layer of dust. What was this—a mummy’s idea of a fern bar?


	All was dark as interstellar space beyond the desiccated plants. Not even stars glowing.


	But this was the address he’d given her, and it was called Julio’s…


	Alicia stepped back and scanned the street. She’d taken a cab up so she hadn’t had much opportunity to see if that gray sedan was following her again. She didn’t see it on the street now. Maybe it was all in her mind.


	And maybe she shouldn’t even bother with this Jack. She didn’t want to go through another explanation of the whole situation, tiptoeing among the details she could reveal and the ones she couldn’t. And then face the questions… the inevitable questions.


	Because to someone who didn’t know what she knew, her actions appeared completely irrational. Thomas was the only other living person who had all the facts, and even he thought she was crazy.


	She couldn’t answer those questions. And so she had to settle for people thinking she was nuts.


	Did she want to add Just Jack to that list?


	Not really. But she had nowhere else to turn right now, and she had a feeling Just Jack was the sort who struck straight to the heart of a problem. She’d obtained a medical report on the thief who’d stolen the toys. The cops hadn’t been exaggerating. He’d been thoroughly worked over… numerous fractures, countless contusions. Which told her that Just Jack was not adverse to the judicious application of force.


	And after seeing what had happened to Leo Weinstein, that might be just what she needed.


	But the possibility that she might be setting him up to end like poor Leo made her hesitate.


	She’d looked for other options, but Just Jack seemed the best right now. She was sick to death of anything related to the will and the house, and yesterday she’d flashed on a way to clean up the whole mess. But it was not something a lawyer could handle. She was pretty sure it might be in Jack’s line of work.


	But did she have the guts to ask him?


	Taking a deep breath, Alicia settled her nerves, pulled on the door handle, and stepped inside.


	As she waited for her eyes to adjust, she heard the buzz of conversation wither and die… just like the plants in the window.


	Slowly, the room came into focus. First, the TV screen, playing what looked like ESPN or one of its clones, then the neon beer signs—Bud, Rolling Rock, and Miller only, no Bass Ale or Zima here—glowing behind the bar, reflecting off the bottles lined up like wishes on the mirrored shelves. A sign over the bar, dark letters carved into light wood… FREE BEER TOMORROW…


	And then the patrons, half a dozen grizzled men leaning against the bar, beers and boilermakers before them, all turned her way, staring.


	What was this? A gay bar? Never seen a woman in here before?


	“You here to see Jack, right?” 


	Alicia looked down at the short, heavily muscled Hispanic who’d materialized out of the dark. He had a pencil-line mustache and black, wavy, slicked-back hair. His voice was low, his dark eyes bright and active.


	“Um, yes. He’d said he was going to be—” 


	“He’s in the back. I’m Julio. Follow me.” 


	Relieved, she followed the swaggering Julio past the bar and into the deeper shadows beyond. Conversation began to flow again as soon as she moved away. Once among the rear tables, she made out a form seated against the far wall. As the figure rose, she recognized Jack.


	He extended his hand. “Good to see you again, Doctor.” 


	Alicia’s throat tightened as she thought of seeing that toy room full again yesterday. She clasped his hand between both of hers and held it.


	“I don’t know how to thank you,” she said. “How to even begin to thank you for returning those gifts.” 


	“No thanks necessary. I was hired to do a job, and I did it.” 


	Somehow Alicia doubted that. No matter how offhanded his tone, she’d seen his eyes on Friday, and she knew what he’d done to that thief. Did a man simply “hired to do a job” wreak that kind of havoc?


	He offered her coffee, which she refused. Julio refilled Jack’s chipped white mug, then left them alone.


	“Was everything there?” Jack said, sipping his black coffee.


	Again, she noticed his long thumbnails. Maybe she’d ask him later why he didn’t trim them short like the rest.


	“As far as we can tell, yes. The staff is simply delirious with joy. They’re calling it a Christmas miracle. So are the papers.” 


	“I’ve seen them. Good. Then we can consider that matter closed. How’s that little guy with the new haircut, by the way? The one who got sick right after I saw you?” 


	“Hector?” she said, surprised he remembered. “Hector’s not doing too great.” 


	“Aw, no. You’re not going to tell me something awful, are you?” 


	He cares, she thought in wonder. He genuinely cares.


	“His latest chest X ray shows pneumonia.” 


	The lung infiltrates had formed a typical Pneumocystis pattern, and the gram stain had confirmed that as the infecting organism. No big surprise. Pneumocystis carinii loved AIDS patients.


	Alicia had started him on IV Bactrim. He was supposed to have been on a prophylactic oral dose, but not all the foster parents were that religious about giving daily medication to seemingly well kids.


	“He’s going to be all right?” 


	“The medication he’s on usually does the trick.” 


	Usually.


	“Anything I can do for him? Send him some balloons or a teddy bear or something?” 


	How about a mother or a father, or better yet, a new immune system? Alicia thought, but said, “That’d be great. He’s got nothing. I’m sure he’ll love anything.” 


	“He’s got nothing,” Jack said, shaking his head and looking glum as he stared at his coffee.


	When he looked up at her, Alicia knew he was struggling to find words to express the bleakness of the life he was trying to imagine.


	Don’t try to express it, she thought. You can’t.


	“I know,” she told him.


	He nodded. Then he sighed. “Your message said you had a personal matter you wanted to discuss.” 


	Yes, she thought. Let’s move on to something you can do something about.


	“First, call me Alicia. And before we get down to business, I want to know about those dead plants in the window. What’s the idea?” 


	Jack glanced over to the window. The dead stuff had been there so long he hardly noticed it anymore.


	“Julio uses them as totems. To ward off evil spirits.” 


	“You’re kidding. What evil spirits?” 


	“The kind that order Chardonnay.” 


	Her smile was crooked. “Oh, I get it. A macho bar… testosterone thick in the air.” 


	Jack shrugged. “I can’t speak for Julio. He likes a certain type of customer and tries to discourage others. But sometimes it backfires. Sometimes those plants actually attract the wrong type because they think the place is so ‘authentic’… whatever that means. But let’s get back to you.” 


	She sighed, feeling the tension mount. Here we go.


	“It’s a long, complicated story, and I won’t bother you with all the details. In a nutshell: A man named Ronald Clayton died in a plane crash two months ago and left every damn thing he owned to me.” 


	“Who was he?” 


	“He fathered me.” 


	“Your father? I’m sorry to hear—” 


	“Don’t be. We shared some genes, and that was the extent of it. Anyway, when I got the call from the lawyer who’s the executor of the estate, I told him I wasn’t interested in that man’s belongings or anything connected to him. Then he told me that I was sole heir.” 


	Across the table, Jack raised his eyebrows. “Not your mother?” 


	“She died twenty-some years ago—and that you can be sorry about, if you wish.” 


	Alicia barely remembered her mother. If only she hadn’t died… things would have been so different…


	“Well, anyway, I was shocked. I hadn’t spoken to him in a dozen years. Hadn’t even thought about him.” Wouldn’t allow myself. “I told the executor I wanted nothing to do with the damn house and hung up on him.” 


	Jack remained silent. Still waiting for the “problem” part, Alicia figured.


	Don’t worry, she thought. It’s coming.


	“Next thing I know, my half brother Thomas is on the phone, and he’s—” 


	“Wait,” said Jack. “Half brother?” 


	“Right. Older by four years.” 


	“Which half—the mother or the father?” 


	“Ronald Clayton is his father.” 


	Jack cocked his head. “And he was left out in the cold.” 


	“Right. Not a dime.” 


	“Any other halves floating around the Clayton family?” 


	“No. Just Thomas. He’s enough, thanks. So Thomas is on the phone saying that if I don’t want the house, can he have it. I tell him no. I say I’ve changed my mind. I do want it. I tell him I’m going to donate it to the AIDS Center for use as a satellite facility. So forget about it.” 


	“Got along with your brother about as well as your father, I take it?” 


	“Worse, if that’s possible. The next day Thomas is back on the phone offering me two million for the house.” 


	Jack’s eyebrow’s jumped. “Where is this place?” 


	“Murray Hill.” 


	He smiled. “No kidding. That might be cheap for Murray Hill.” 


	“It’s a three-story brownstone. Worth every penny.” 


	“So far, I don’t see why you think you need me. Take the money and run.” 


	Now came the touchy part. Now he’d start wondering why. But Alicia had evaded the hard questions—the impossible questions—with poor Leo Weinstein, and she could evade them with Jack.


	“But I didn’t. I turned him down.” 


	“You knew the price would go up.” 


	“No way. But it did. Thomas came back and offered me four million. And I gave him the same answer. And then he told me he was tired of bidding against himself and that I should ‘name a fucking price’—his words—and I hung up on him.” 


	“Turned him down again… sort of like winning the lottery and not cashing in your ticket, isn’t it?” 


	“Not exactly. You see, Thomas hardly has a dime to his name.” 


	Jack leaned forward and stared at her. Now he looked interested.


	“You know that for sure?” 


	“I suspected it. I mean, he’s been in a low-level research job at AT&T since he graduated college. Where would he get approval for a mortgage that size? So I checked him out: His credit rating is the pits, and he quit his job about the time he started calling me.” 


	“So… a guy with no money and no job offers you four mil. I don’t blame you for hanging up on him.” 


	“No,” Alicia said, “you don’t understand. I think he does have the money—in cash.” 


	“In cash?” 


	“That’s what he offered me—said I can take it or he can donate it all to the charity of my choice. How do you explain that?” 


	“Either he’s crazy or somebody’s backing him.” 


	“Exactly, but who? And why not approach me directly? Why go through Thomas?” 


	“Does it matter?” Jack said, leaning back again. “A valuable piece of real estate lands in your lap. You can either live in it or sell it. You don’t need me, you need a tax attorney.” 


	Alicia sensed him withdrawing, losing interest. She rushed forward with the rest of her story.


	“But I can’t live in it, and I can’t sell it. When I turned him down, Thomas hired some high-priced attorneys to challenge the will. I can’t take possession until this is resolved. They even got a court order to board up the place, so I can’t even take a look around inside.” Not that I’d ever want to.


	“Why board it up?” 


	“Apparently it’s been broken into since it’s been empty. Thomas says he wants to protect what he expects to be his property once his challenge to the will is upheld. He’s even hired a security firm to guard the property.” 


	Jack smiled. “All this from a guy with no income. Your half brother is very resourceful.” 


	“That’s not the word I’d use for Thomas.” 


	“Still, you don’t need me—you need a lawyer.” Alicia bit her lip. No, she needed Jack for what she wanted. But how would he react when she asked?


	Sometimes it’s good to deviate from routine, Jack thought, trying to look interested. And sometimes it isn’t.


	This meeting, never would have happened if he’d followed his usual MO. He always talked to prospective customers before setting up a face-to-face. That way he avoided the Dr. Claytons of the city—people with problems that could be remedied by more orthodox methods.


	But because he’d already met Alicia, he’d set up the meeting without the usual preliminaries.


	Not a complete waste of time, he thought, but pretty damn close. The only thing that saved it was the good doctor herself.


	Something about Alicia Clayton intrigued him. He met lots of people with secrets. Virtually all of his customers were hiding something. He was used to not hearing the whole story on the first pass. And he’d become adept at spotting the holes. He couldn’t tell what they’d skipped, but he knew when they were holding back.


	Alicia Clayton was different. He couldn’t get a read on her. Either she was hiding nothing, or she was so good at hiding that she could hide everything, even the fact that she was hiding something.


	Jack chose the latter. Because looking at her sitting here across the table from him, he sensed that she had a good figure under that coat and bulky cable-knit sweater, but she was hiding it. In fact, she could have been a striking woman with those fine features and dark, dark hair. Attractive in a steely way. But she chose not to be. She chose to downplay her looks. Hide them.


	Well, how he looked was her call. And she wasn’t exactly in the glamour business.


	Didn’t pay to read too much into these things, he supposed.


	But she was so utterly composed. Too composed. Almost… wooden.


	What else was she hiding? This woman wasn’t just locked down tight, she was hermetically sealed. And that took practice. Many years of practice.


	All of which intrigued him. Who was this woman who seemed to want to hide everything!


	But he knew he was unlikely to pop any of her seals this morning. So he was looking for a way to bring this little tete-a-tete to a close when she leaned forward.


	“I had a lawyer,” Alicia said. “Until Friday when he was murdered.” 


	Jack smiled. Lawyers who did wills and such didn’t get murdered. “You mean ‘killed,’ don’t you?” 


	“No. I mean murdered. Can you think of a circumstance when a car bomb is anything but murder?” 


	Jack straightened in his seat. The story had been all over the radio and TV.


	“That car explosion in Midtown?” he said. “He was your lawyer?” 


	Alicia nodded. “We were supposed to meet that morning. I guess someone didn’t want him to make it.” 


	Uh-oh. Did he detect a little paranoia here?


	“What makes you think you’re the reason he was killed? I read they found some cocaine in what was left of his glove compartment.” 


	“I see lots of coke users,” she said. Her face remained a mask, but Jack noticed her right hand clenching into a fist. “Most of the parents of my babies are drug abusers. Drugs are how they got the virus that they passed on to their kids. I didn’t see any signs of that in Leo Weinstein.” 


	She leaned back and seemed to relax—with an effort, Jack thought.


	“Of, course, I could be wrong. But Leo’s isn’t the first violent death connected with this will.” 


	Jack found himself leaning forward. “Another lawyer?” 


	Alicia shook her head. “No. When I came to the obvious conclusion that someone was bankrolling Thomas, I wanted to find out who. I hired a private investigator—you know, to follow him, find out who he meets with, the TV detective kind of stuff. I didn’t know what I was going to do with the information, but all this mystery and subterfuge was bugging me. I mean, if someone wants that man’s house so badly, why not approach me directly? Why go through Thomas?” 


	“And what did you learn?” 


	“Nothing.” Her steel-gray eyes bore into him. “One night, about two weeks after I hired him, the investigator was killed while crossing East Seventy-fifth Street. Hit-and-run.” 


	Jack drummed his fingers on the table’s ringed surface. Okay, so maybe she’s not paranoid. Could be coincidence, but if you hire two people to look into a problem and both of them wind up dead, who can blame you if you suspect a connection?


	Obviously someone who wished to be anonymous wanted the Clayton house. Wanted it bad. They’d made a “name-your-price” offer, and when that was turned down, they went to court.


	But it was one hell of a leap from there to say that they were killing anyone who stood in their way. Besides…


	“Okay. Two people you hired to help you are dead. Maybe there’s a connection. But think about it: If someone is eliminating people who get between them and this house, why haven’t they removed the biggest stumbling block—you?” 


	“Don’t think that hasn’t kept me up nights since Friday. I don’t know anything about the will. I didn’t attend the reading. And when I hired Leo—the attorney who was murdered—I simply had a copy sent from the executor’s office to his. So I’ve never seen the damn thing. But that’s going to change. I’m going to get a copy for myself and see what the terms are. I do remember Leo saying something about the will being ‘rather unusual.’” 


	A question hit him. “Did you ever live there? In the house?” 


	She didn’t move, but Jack had a feeling that Alicia had receded to the other side of Julio’s.


	“Till I was eighteen. Why?” 


	He shrugged. “Just curious. I still don’t know what you want me to do. I don’t do bodyguard work, so—” 


	“I want you to burn the place down.” 


	Jack stared at her, trying to hide his shock. Not at the request itself—lots of people had come to him over the years looking for a torch job—but at the unexpectedness of it. He hadn’t seen this one coming.


	He made a show of cleaning out one of his ears. “I’m sorry. I thought you just said you wanted to burn down a house for which you’ve already been offered four million dollars.” 


	“I did.” 


	“Can I ask you why?” 


	“No.” 


	“You’re going to have to give me some kind of explanation.” 


	Alicia shifted in her seat. “Why should you care?” 


	“It’s the way I work.” 


	She sighed. “All right. Maybe I’m just tired. I may be a doctor, but I don’t make a lot of money. I could be making more in private practice, but the Center is what I want to do. Whatever I’ve managed to save after living expenses and paying back my education loans,—and believe me, I’ve got six figures worth of those—went to retainers for the investigator and the lawyer. I’m just about tapped out, Jack. I don’t want to start all over again with a new lawyer. And frankly, I’m a little scared. I just want this over with.” 


	Scared? Jack had a hard time buying this woman as scared. He had a feeling she didn’t run from anything.


	“But the solution to all your financial problems can be solved by a simple telephone call to your brother.” 


	“Half brother. But I don’t want to sell to Thomas. And he’s preventing me from selling to anyone else.” 


	Jack was baffled. “But if, as you say, you don’t want the house and don’t care about it, why not sell it to him?” 


	Alicia’s eyes were suddenly ablaze as she spoke through her teeth.


	“Because… he … wants it!” 


	And just as suddenly the fire was gone.


	“And you don’t get any explanation for that,” she said evenly.


	Jack leaned back and studied her. Where did he go from here? His instincts told him that here was a lady with a few buttons missing from her remote control, that he should make a beeline for the door and not look back.


	Good advice. She’d already told him she was almost tapped out, so no way she could pay his fee. That meant there was nothing in this for him but trouble.


	Easy to get out of it. Just tell her arson wasn’t his thing—the truth—and that would be that.


	So why wasn’t he saying it? Why hadn’t he said it when she’d first mentioned torching her dead father’s house?


	Because…


	Truth was, he didn’t have a good because, other than the fact that he was intrigued by Alicia and fascinated with the scenario she’d laid out. This lady was turning down a fortune to keep a house that had belonged to a man she wouldn’t call “father” out of the hands of a half brother she hated. What was it with the place? Had something happened to her there?


	Things were slow and Jack’s curiosity was piqued.


	“Okay. Here’s what I can do. I can’t promise you anything now. The best I can do is tell you I’ll think about it. I’ll have to check out a few things before I decide.” 


	“What’s to decide?” she said, a note of irritation creeping into her voice. “Either you will or you won’t. You didn’t have to check out anything with the toys.” 


	“That was a different story. Getting something back is a little bit different from burning something to the ground, don’t you think? You’re talking about a major fire in mid-town Manhattan.” 


	Jack watched her face as she paused. Obviously she thought he’d simply negotiate a fee and go do the job. But her face gave nothing away… until she sort of smiled. Sort of because it didn’t quite make it to her eyes.


	“Oh, I get it,” she said finally. “You need to check me out.” 


	“That’s part of it. My gut says to believe you, but I’ve had some truly excellent storytellers try to hire me from time to time in the past.” 


	She nodded. “For all you know, the house belongs to an ex-lover who two-timed me and I’m looking to get even.” 


	“Wouldn’t be the first time.” 


	She gathered up her bag and rose. “Well, I can tell you this, Mr. Just Jack,” she said coolly, “I don’t have a lover. And I don’t lie. You do what ‘research’ you feel you must and get back to me if and when you’re satisfied. In the meantime, I’ll be researching other options.” Another sort of smile as she turned. “Thanks for meeting with me.” 


	Jack whistled softly through his teeth as he watched her go. That lady was all steel inside.


	2.


	Alicia walked toward Columbus Avenue, hunting a cab. Rush hour was over, lunchtime was still an hour or so off, and if Upper West Side traffic had a lull, this was it. A few shoppers were out, but they were walking. Not much business for cabs here right now.


	She saw one speed by, but it was occupied. She jumped as it screeched to a halt behind a white car that had stopped in the middle of the street. The cabbie sat on his horn until the white car pulled away.


	She smiled: the music of the city…


	But the smile faded as she thought about what Jack had said.


	I’ll have to check out a few things before I decide…


	She had a bad feeling Jack had already made up his mind, and he wasn’t interested.


	Damn. She’d been counting on him.


	She’d have to look elsewhere for an arsonist. The Yellow Pages wouldn’t do. Maybe she could get a line on one through the progenitors of her little charges at the Center—not exactly paragons of society—but she would have preferred Jack. He’d proved that he could deliver. And even if he was stringing her along a little now so he could let her down easy later, she trusted him.


	She scanned the streets. No gray sedan. Good. As she reached Columbus Avenue, she saw a taxi round the next corner and start toward her. She raised her hand to flag it, then noticed its off duty sign was lit.


	Come on! She wanted to make a quick stop at the hospital and take another look at Hector before she became mired in the Center.


	She pulled her coat closer around her against the chill. Maybe she should try calling for a cab. She opened her shoulder bag and hunted through its jumbled contents. Half her life seemed to be in here. Not much money, but her stethoscope, diagnostic kit, beeper, keys, and somewhere among the old charge card receipts in the bottom, her cell phone.


	As she rummaged, she glanced back the way she had come—still looking for that damn gray sedan—and noticed three men huddled around the door of a shiny red sports car parked on Julio’s block about fifty feet from where she stood. A motley crew—a pierced-up white guy, a black, and a Hispanic—the two darker ones were shielding the white from view as he shoved a thin flat piece of metal into the car’s window slot and worked it up and down.


	Alicia didn’t know much about cars but had no doubt these three were up to no good: looking to steal either the radio or the air bag, or maybe the whole car. She glanced around to see if anyone was coming, but at the moment the sidewalk was deserted.


	Maybe it would be safer to wait for a cab farther down the street. She’d call 911 on her cell phone once she was safely on her way.


	But as she turned to slip away, she spotted Jack leaving Julio’s. He was ambling in her direction, but if he’d noticed her, he gave no sign. His eyes were fixed on the men trying to break into the car. Alicia noticed a change in his gait as he approached them… he was moving like a cat now.


	He’s not really going to get involved in this, is he? she thought. He’s smarter than that, I hope.


	But sure enough, Jack sidled up to the three men and stood before the two shielders, hands in his pockets, rocking on his heels as if watching them change a tire.


	She thought she heard him say, “Hey, guys, whatcha doin’?” 


	Curiosity got the better of Alicia’s common sense. Fascinated, she edged closer for a better look.


	The black guy—he had a fade haircut and looked like he worked out a lot—looked at Jack as if he couldn’t believe somebody was stupid enough to ask him that.


	“What’s it look like we’re doin’?” He pointed to the white guy. “Our friend here locked himself out of his car and we’re helpin’ him out, okay? That all right wichoo?” 


	“Can I watch?” Jack said. His posture was loose and slouched; his voice sounded high and nerdy.


	“No. Move on.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Because like I’m gettin’ my period and I’m real cranky, and you hangin’ aroun’ is disturbin’ our concentration. So just haul your nosy white ass on outta here.” 


	“But I’ve never seen anybody use a Slim Jim before,” Jack said. “I mean, it’s really convenient that one of you happened to have one. You know, so you could help him out and all. I didn’t think they were legal.” 


	Christ, Alicia thought as she saw the three car thieves freeze. Is he out of his mind?


	“Hey, yo,” said the white guy, straightening and taking a step toward Jack. He wore a studded black leather jacket and ultra-short blond hair. He sported rings in both ears, his upper lip, and his right eyebrow. “You some sorta fuckin’ cop or somethin’?” 


	“Who me?” Jack said, smiling timidly. “Oh, no! Not me. I’m no cop. But that just happens to be my friend Julio’s car. And none of you guys is Julio. So why don’t you find yourselves another car to boost.” 


	Now it was the Hispanic’s turn. He whipped the Slim Jim out of the window well and waved it in Jack’s face.


	“Ay, you crazy, meng? This is my man’s car, and we’re helping him. Now you get outta here ‘fore I shove this down your t’roat and pull your asshole outta your mouth!” 


	They all seemed to think that was pretty funny. As they laughed and low-fived each other, Alicia noticed Jack’s left hand ease from his pocket.


	Don’t do it, she wanted to shout. It’s three against one. You haven’t got a chance.


	But as she watched Jack, she wondered about that. She sensed something primal and electric radiating from him. He’d been so laid back, so low-key in her office and back at the bar a moment ago, but now… now he was a different man. He seemed to vibrate with intensity, with fire, as if his daily existence was merely a series of interludes he had to endure until he was allowed a moment like this.


	“And after he’s finished,” the white guy said, taking the metal piece from the Hispanic and holding it under Jack’s nose, “I’m gonna come in the back door and yank out your tonsils!” 


	Tension coiled through the air, tightening. Alicia had heard that people who survived lightning strikes spoke of a strange, hair-raising—literally—sensation just before the strike. Alicia felt that now, as if the air molecules were ionizing and polarizing in anticipation…


	“You have such nice blue eyes,” Jack said over the new burst of laughter. “Can I have one?” 


	Before anyone could react or reply, Jack’s hand darted up to the white’s face. The move was so fast, so unexpected, that Alicia couldn’t follow it. All she knew was that one second Jack’s hand was darting through the air, and an instant later the white guy was staggering back, screaming.


	He dropped the Slim Jim and clawed at his face, almost knocking over his black buddy as he turned in a wild circle.


	Alicia gasped and backed away as she caught a glimpse of bright crimson flowing down his left cheek before his hands covered it.


	Christ in heaven, what did he do?


	“What the fuck—?” said the black guy, his head pivoting between Jack and his buddy who had dropped to his knees now and was pawing at his eye with bright red fingers and screaming, screaming.


	The Hispanic crouched to look at his buddy. “Joey! What he do?” 


	“My eye! Oh, shit, my eye!” 


	“I like eyes,” Jack said in a strange, garbled tone. His own eyes had a strange, unfocused look, and Alicia noticed with a start that his mouth was smeared with red. “Blue eyes are especially delicious.” 


	And then he opened his mouth to reveal a bloody eye clenched between his front teeth.


	Alicia’s stomach lurched. She’d seen traumatic horrors beyond most people’s wildest nightmares on her ER moonlighting stints during her residencies, but never anything like this. She was sure the gaping shock on the faces of the black and the Hispanic mirrored her own. She wanted to turn away but couldn’t. She had to keep watching.


	As a child, she’d once had the misfortune of being in a pet shop when it was feeding time for the snakes. She’d been passing the cage of a large garter snake swallowing a frog headfirst. She’d been repulsed, especially since the frog’s legs were still kicking, but she’d stood rooted to the spot until the poor frog was gone from view.


	That was how she felt now. Only this time the frog was eating the snakes.


	No… not eating.


	Jack spit out the eyeball. Alicia felt her gorge rise as it splatted against the side window of the car. The bloody, gelatinous mass stuck there for a heartbeat or two, then began a slow slide down the glass, leaving a glistening red trail.


	Joey’s screams devolved to moans as his two buddies watched the misshapen eye come to rest at the bottom of the window.


	“But brown eyes are tasty too,” Jack said with a bloody grin as he took a step toward them.


	Both men jumped back, the Hispanic almost knocking over the black in his haste to get out of Jack’s reach.


	“I’m outta here, meng!” he said as he backed away.


	“Yo, Ric! What about Joey!” 


	“Fuck him!” 


	The black tried to grab him, but Ric slipped from reach and backpedaled down the sidewalk.


	“That guy’s fuckin’ crazy!” 


	Jack took another step toward the black. “You have such big brown eyes.” 


	That did it. The black guy turned and hurried to catch up with Ric.


	“Yo, Joey,” he said to his fallen buddy. “Catch you later.” 


	But Joey didn’t seem to hear. He was bent far over, his head almost on the pavement, wiping at his face.


	Jack watched them go, then pumped his fist toward the car.


	“Yes!” 


	As Jack spat red into the gutter and wiped his mouth on his sleeve, Alicia began backing away. Slowly. She didn’t want to attract Jack’s attention. What had she got herself into? She was glad she hadn’t hired him to burn the house. She didn’t care if he’d found the stolen toys, she wanted nothing more to do with this maniac.


	But then Jack turned and spotted her.


	“Did you see that?” he said with a bloody grin. “It worked! Worked like a charm!” 


	And then his grin faded. Maybe he’d seen her expression. Alicia was trying to hide the fear and revulsion roiling within, but she doubted she was doing very well.


	“Hey, wait!” he said. “You don’t really think—” 


	He started toward her. Alicia turned to run but felt a hand close about her upper arm after two steps.


	“No, please,” she said as he pulled her to a stop. “Let me go! Let me go or I’ll scream!” 


	“Just give me a second,” he said. “I just want you to look at something, then you can go. Okay?” 


	He sounded so reasonable, so… sane. The nerdy voice was gone. She glanced over her shoulder at him. That vacant look from a moment ago was gone too.


	But his mouth was still smeared with red.


	“Look,” he said, and extended his free hand toward her.


	Hesitantly, Alicia glanced down.


	Eyes… two eyes… one brown, one blue… soft, glistening, sticky looking… rested in his palm.


	She recoiled at first, ready to scream, then noticed the lack of blood. A closer look and she realized…


	“They’re fake.” 


	“Of course they are,” Jack said. “You can buy them in any of the funkier novelty shops in the Village.” 


	Alicia glanced over Jack’s shoulder at Joey who was sitting up now, but still hunched over, cupping a hand over his eye.


	“But what did you do to him?” 


	Jack showed her a little plastic squeeze bottle filled with red liquid. “Just a little squirt with this. It’s Hollywood blood mixed with ten percent capsicum—you know, that pepper extract they use in those defense sprays? I fill the eyeballs with non-spicy fake blood so when I bite down on them I get red in my mouth. Excuse me.” He turned away and spat more red into the gutter. “Looks real and tastes awful.” 


	“Looks real is right. I could have sworn—” 


	Jack’s eyes were bright as he looked at her. “Really? You bought it too? A doctor and all? That’s great! I can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting for a chance to try this out.” 


	“For a minute I thought you were going to start a fight with them.” 


	“One against three?” He shook his head. “That’s movie stuff. You might get away with it if you take them by surprise and you’ve got a weapon of some sort. But most times, you try something like that in real life, you get your face rearranged. I’m not into pain. And this is so much neater.” 


	He stepped over to the car and retrieved the faux-bloody faux eye from the window.


	“It worked,” he said, more to himself than to her. “It was perfect.” 


	He’s like a little boy, she thought. A little boy who made something—a wood block car, or a slingshot, maybe—and is delighted to find that it really works.


	She watched him grab the ring in Joey’s eyebrow and haul him to his feet.


	“Come on, Joey,” he said, turning him toward Alicia. “I don’t think the lady really believes me. Show her your eye.” 


	“I believe you,” she said.


	But Jack didn’t seem to be listening. “Come on, Joey. Open up and show her both baby blues.” 


	Joey’s red-smeared left eyelids parted to reveal a teary, very irritated but intact eye.


	“Good boy,” Jack said, then turned Joey and pushed him off in the direction his friends had taken. “Go find your buddies.” 


	Jack watched Joey for a moment as he stumbled away, then he turned to Alicia.


	“I’ll be in touch.” 


	He waved, then turned and walked off.


	Alicia stared after him. She hoped he decided to help her out. This was someone she wanted in her corner.


	3.


	“There you are!” 


	Sam Baker spoke aloud in the otherwise empty car as he caught sight of the Clayton babe. For a few bad moments there he’d thought he’d lost her.


	He settled back in the driver seat and loosened his grip on the wheel. His shoulders ached. He hadn’t realized how tense he’d been since that cop had told him to move his car.


	Relax, he told himself. We’re back on track now.


	He’d followed her to the Upper West Side from the AIDS center, and had watched her go into that dive called Julio’s. He’d found a spot with a good view of the door and had settled in to watch.


	Well, he’d been sitting there only a few minutes, just starting to memorize the license plates around him, when this cop came along. Seemed Baker’s vantage point came with a fire hydrant attached to it. And though Baker had tried to explain that he was just waiting for someone and would keep the motor running, the cop didn’t care.


	“Drive it away or it gets towed away.” 


	Not much of a choice.


	So he’d pulled out and rolled down the street, looking for an empty legal spot. Fat chance. He would have loved to step into that bar and have a quick beer while he checked out who she was meeting, but he couldn’t risk getting towed. So he’d kept moving, kept circling the block, waiting for her to come out.


	But then when he finally did spot her coming though the door, he was already past the bar. And when he stopped and blocked the street, some bastard cab started honking like he was coming from a wedding. Baker had been driving this rented white Plymouth for two days now. After he’d seen the Clayton babe staring his way on Friday, he figured she might have made the gray Buick. He didn’t want to draw any attention to this one, so he’d raced into another circle of the block, which turned into an agonizing crawl.


	But now everything was cool. He didn’t know what she’d been doing since he’d scooted out of sight, but who cared? She was just about where he’d left her.


	The cell phone rang. Baker could guess who that was—the Arab had been on his case something fierce since the girl’s lawyer exploded.


	“Yeah?” 


	“You are with the woman?” 


	“Like stink on shit.” 


	“Pardon?” 


	“She’s uptown. Flagging down a cab as we speak.” 


	“Where has she been? Meeting another lawyer?” 


	“She was in a bar.” 


	“In a bar? Does she appear inebriated?” 


	“You mean drunk?” Really weird the way this guy talked. Arab to the bone but he spoke English like a Brit. “No. Tell you the truth, I don’t think it has anything to do with what we’re interested in. Probably meeting a boyfriend or something.” 


	“She does not have a boyfriend.” 


	Baker watched the Clayton babe’s loose skirt tighten across her butt as she bent to get into the cab. Nice ass.


	Hard to believe she was completely unattached. She wasn’t bad-looking. At least what he’d been able to see of her. A little makeup, a tight skirt, she could be a real looker. Instead…


	Maybe she was a lez. Nothing wrong with that. He could get off on a lez. He figured their only problem was they hadn’t met the right man yet.


	“If you say so,” Baker said.


	“And you have no idea who she was meeting.” 


	“Didn’t get a chance to find out. But I don’t think she met a lawyer in that dump.” Baker almost added, But you never know, but decided against it.


	He hoped to hell she hadn’t.


	“You are not paid to think. I do not like what happens when you try to think.” 


	Here we go, he thought. But the Arab didn’t push it.


	“Where is she headed?” Muhallal said.


	“On her way back downtown. I’m right behind her.” 


	“Good. Follow her and do nothing else.” 


	Baker cut the connection and slammed his hand against the steering wheel. He thought about the wad of cash waiting in escrow for him, and he kept it in mind as he drove. A big fucking payoff, and he deserved every fucking penny of it for all the shit he was taking.


	4.


	Yoshio Takita finished off the second burrito as he followed Sam Baker’s car. He’d picked them up earlier from someplace called Burritoville. He’d never heard of the chain, but was glad he’d tried it. He smacked his lips. These had been called “Phoenix Rising” burritos. He loved them. In fact, he’d yet to meet an American fast food he didn’t like. And it was all so cheap over here. Back home in Tokyo it cost a small fortune to eat at one of the American chains that dotted the city.


	He worried about getting fat, but his metabolism seemed to chew up the calories as fast as he shoved them in. That was good. It wouldn’t do to develop a potbelly in his line of work, not at age thirty.


	He wiped his hands and his mouth with the napkin, then settled both hands on the wheel. Had to be watchful here. Not for Baker—the man was a soldier for-hire, not an operative; his tailing skills were crude at best, and he hadn’t the slightest idea he himself was being followed. No, the problem was getting left behind at a light. If Yoshio were tailing only one of them, the task would be fairly easy. But tailing Baker as he tailed the woman, that tended to stretch the chain too far for comfort.


	But what Baker lacked in grace and style, he more than made up for in ruthlessness. Yoshio had learned that last week when he followed him out to that attorney’s house on Long Island. He’d seen Baker tampering with the man’s car, but had assumed he was installing either a tracer or a bug. If he’d realized that Baker was planting a bomb, he’d have called the attorney to warn him.


	Enough people had died already.


	According to Yoshio’s employer, Kaze Group in Tokyo, 247 people were already dead because of something Ronald Clayton knew or had discovered. Yoshio had witnessed the death of one other a few weeks ago. And last Friday, the death of Leo Weinstein raised the grand total to 249.


	Apparently the board of Kaze Group knew no more than Yoshio. Or at least they pretended not to. They told him they did not know why Ronald Clayton and his house were so important to this Arab Kemel Muhallal; but if it was worth the lives of so many innocent people, then certainly it was worth their effort to look into it.


	They knew more than that, he was sure. Although nominally just a simple holding company, Kaze Group was more powerful than the largest keiretsu. It had global reach. But obviously they didn’t know all they wished to know.


	And so the board had called upon Yoshio, as they tended to do when they had a problem that needed to be handled with discretion, and sent him to America to learn more for them. It helped that English was one of the four languages he spoke fluently. His assignment was to be their eyes and ears here. They had secured a set of diplomatic license plates to afford him more latitude with the city’s traffic and parking regulations. He was to watch, to listen, and to report back to them.


	They had sent him alone. He had no backup here now, but should the need arise, help could arrive within hours.


	So far he had learned nothing knew. But Kaze Group was patient. Always it took the long view. He would stay here as long as they wished him to.


	Gladly. The food was wonderful. He glanced at his dashboard clock. Soon it would be lunchtime. He could hardly wait.


	5.


	Jack sat in the front window on the second floor of Pinky’s Drive-in and watched Seventh Avenue directly below. “Jingle Bell Rock” wafted from the speakers set among the hubcaps on the wall as he sipped a Snapple peach iced tea from the bottle and scanned the mob below.


	And a mob it was. Christmas shoppers, school trips, parents with their bundled-up kids waddling behind them like chubby ducklings, all streaming onto the already congested streets from Penn Station, heading for Macy’s, FAO Schwartz, the Warner and Disney stores, the Christmas show at Radio City Music Hall. And this was only a Monday. Wait till Wednesday—matinee day.


	The crowds brought out the flyer guys in force, standing like starter jacket-wrapped stones in the flow, handing out party-colored sheets offering everything from a dollar off a fried chicken special, to a Special Overstock Sale, to Live Girls—Nude! Nude! Nude!


	Catty-corner across the intersection Jack could see workmen inflating a huge snowman above the Madison Square Garden marquee.


	Christmastime in the Big Apple…


	And then he spotted a guy with a pink carnation sticking out of his jacket. He watched closely to see if anyone appeared to be with him.


	Nope. Looked like Jorge had arrived alone, as instructed.


	Jack went over to the stairs and scanned the first floor. The lunch crowd hadn’t hit yet. Jack didn’t see anyone who looked like he might be with Jorge—no rules against your backup preceding you to a meet—so he leaned over the stair rail and signaled to him.


	“Jorge!” he called. “With the carnation. Buy something and then—” He jerked his thumb back up the stairs.


	Jorge nodded.


	A few minutes later he came up the stairs, spotted Jack, came over. He extended his hand.


	“Mr. Jack?” he said in thickly accented English. He wore a heavy shirt that mixed black, yellow, and orange in an odd pattern; a chrome chain stretched fore and aft from a loop of his black denims to his wallet and heavy key ring. His nose and lips were thick, his cheeks deeply and extensively pocked. He looked like an overweight Noriega, but without the sinister smugness. “Thank you for meeting me.” 


	“Welcome to my office,” Jack said, shaking hands.


	Used to be, Jack met all his potential customers at Julio’s. It was still his favorite place for a first meet. Julio was an excellent screener—had a sixth sense about people, and he could pat someone down without their having an inkling they’d been searched. But then Jack began to worry that he was getting too closely connected with the place—and that could be bad for him and Julio.


	So he’d started varying the location of his “office.” Pinky’s Drive-in was a new one. He kind of liked the idea of a place with no parking and no drive-through that had the guts to call itself a drive-in. He liked the tacky retro ambiance of the turquoise-and-white tile and pink neon in the service area below, and the hubcaps—not shiny new hubcaps, but old banged-up veterans of the road—nailed to the wall up here in the second-floor seating area. Liked this high perch over the street, liked the emergency exit door at his back that opened onto a stairway to the first floor.


	Plus it was easy enough to find: Go to Seventh and Thirty-third and look for a place with a big neon Cadillac above the door.


	Jorge deposited a quarter-pound Pinky Burger and a Budweiser on the table as he seated himself.


	“So let’s talk,” Jack said. “I know the basics, but I want to get more details to see if this is workable.” 


	According to Jorge, he was an Ecuadorean who ran a small office-maintenance business. Nothing big, just a couple of crews of three—he worked on one of the crews himself—who cleaned offices by night. Hard work, long hours, but it was a living. He was able to pay his bills and his workers. But he had a problem: a deadbeat client named Ramirez.


	“And what really pisses me off,” Jorge said, “is he’s a brother.” 


	“Your brother?” 


	“No way, man. I mean a brother of Ecuador. He tol’ me he was giving me the work because we come from the same country. He say he is a peasant who come here and make good, and he want to help me, a brother peasant, become rich like him.” He swigged his Bud and slammed it on the table. “All bullshit! The real reason he hire me and my guys is he know he can rip us off.” 


	“You said he owes you six thousand.” 


	“Right. And I never would have let the bastard get so far behind. But he keep telling me that business is slow, that his own customers are not paying him, but a big contract is due at the end of the year and he will settle up everything then with interest. And because he is a fellow Ecuadorian, a brother peasant”—he spat the word—”I believe him and keep coming back with my crew, night after night, week after week.” Another sip, another slam on the table. “More bullshit! He never intend to pay me. Never!” 


	“Here’s where I start to lose you,” Jack said. “You must have some sort of contract with him.” 


	Jorge nodded. “Of course. I always get one.” 


	“But you tell me you’ve tried every legal means of getting the money back. Seems to me if you have a contract—” 


	“Can’t,” Jorge said, shaking his head.


	“Why not?” 


	“My crew. Two of them are cousins of my wife.” His gaze shifted away. “They are not, um, legal.” 


	“And this Ramirez guy knows that?” 


	“He know it from the start.” 


	“Ah-ha.” Jack leaned back and took a sip from his Snapple. “The plot sickens.” 


	“Eh?” 


	“Nothing. So how do things stand between you two now?” 


	“I finally tol’ him I can’t go on working for him without some payment. He give me that same dance about the contract coming in, and when I tol’ him it was supposed to be in by now, he get mad. We go roun’ and roun’ about the same old stuff, but I do not back down this time. I was not going away empty-handed as I had every time before.” 


	“So what did he do?” 


	“He fire me.” 


	Jack had to smile. “He fired you! That took balls.” 


	Jorge bared his teeth. “It is worse. He tell me I do inferior work. Me! Let me tell you, Mr. Jack, my work is de pri-mera!” 


	Jack believed him. He could see the fierce pride in his eyes. This was a man trying to build something; more than a business—a reputation… a life. Jack sensed his anger, and something else: hurt. He’d been betrayed by someone he’d trusted.


	“Jorge,” he said. “I think you’re right. I think our friend Ramirez was planning to rip you off from the start. And I’ll bet that even as we speak, he’s hunting up a new office cleaning service.” 


	“Yes. I will not be surprised. He would steal from a dying man. But what do I do now?” 


	“Well,” Jack said, “you and your cousins can go break his legs.” 


	Jorge smiled. “Yes. I have thought of that. We have even talked of killing him, but we are not that sort of people.” 


	“The other thing is to do about $6,000 worth of damage to his property.” 


	“Yes, but I would rather have the money. The sweet taste of revenge will not pay my bills. And I am trying to avoid trouble with the police. The truth is, Mr. Jack, I need money more than I need revenge. I just want what is mine. Will you help me?” 


	Jack leaned back, thinking. Jorge was the type of customer that kept Jack in the business. A guy with a genuine beef and nowhere else to turn. But right now, Jack had no idea what he could do for him.


	“I will if I can. But I need to know more about Ramirez. Tell me all you know about him. Everything you’ve learned during all these months of working for him.” 


	Slowly, as Jorge spoke, a plan took shape…


	6.


	Alicia wasn’t hungry, so she put off lunch. She liked this quiet time when no IV-therapy sessions were scheduled for the clinic and the day-care kids were having lunch; the staff and volunteers who weren’t with the kids were out grabbing a quick bite. Usually she stayed in her office and caught up on her paperwork. But today she was restless.


	And she didn’t know why. It wasn’t because of Hector—the little guy with the “mad buth cut” seemed to be responding to the antibiotic. She simply had to move.


	She left her cluttered desk and took a stroll through the empty halls, lost in thought, wondering what to do next. Wait for Jack, or make another contact? She’d scraped up the name of someone else. Should she—?


	She stopped. She’d heard a sound… almost like a whimper. She stood frozen, her body tingling as she listened.


	And then she heard it again, fainter. And then a low voice, whispering… from somewhere around the corner…


	Moving on tiptoe, and glad she was wearing sneakers, Alicia peeked around the corner and saw…


	An empty hall.


	She was beginning to think she’d imagined the noises when she heard the whisper again… coming from a hall closet just a few feet away. The door was cracked open, and the voice was definitely male…


	“See? Didn’t I tell you it wouldn’t hurt? There now… doesn’t that feel nice?” 


	Biting back a surge of bile that almost choked her, Alicia reached for the door. She watched her hand tremble like a leaf in a gale as it neared the knob. She forced it to grip it and pull.


	And then she saw them, like a flash picture: a middle-aged white man—a volunteer she’d seen around recently but didn’t know by name yet—blinking in the sudden light, his hand down the pants of a little black girl, no more than four years old—Kanessa Jackson.


	And then the light exploded around her, as if her world suddenly became an overexposed video in which she heard her voice shouting, screaming, with glaring light everywhere as she spun into a wild 180-degree pan, stopping at a fire hose and chemical extinguisher recessed in the wall. Her hands pulling open the glass door, grabbing the canister and turning, swinging it at the man, watching him duck but not soon enough, catching him on the side of his head, watching him try to stumble in one direction as Kanessa ran in the other, following him, beating him on his head, his back, beating him down, and then bludgeoning him until—


	“Alicia! Alicia, my God, you’ll kill him!” 


	She felt hands grabbing her arms, restraining her, but she didn’t want to stop. She wanted to kill him. She wanted him dead.


	“Alicia, please!” 


	Raymond’s voice. She stopped struggling. She looked down at the bloody man, cowering and whimpering beneath her. And suddenly she wanted to be sick. She stumbled back but did not release her grip on the fire extinguisher.


	“Call 911!” she gasped.


	“Why?” Raymond said. “What happened?” 


	She glanced at Raymond and saw the shock and concern in his eyes. He’d never seen her like this. Of course not. No one had. She’d never been like this. And it wasn’t over. Blood lust still pounded in her ears like a war drum. Alicia didn’t know who was more afraid—the creep on the floor, Raymond, or herself.


	“Get the cops!” she said. “I want this perv out of here and locked up! Now!” 


	“Okay!” Raymond said, backing away, “but just be cool, okay, Alicia? Just be cool.” 


	“And find Kanessa Jackson. Have one of the nurses check her over. Make sure she’s all right.” 


	As Raymond moved off, she turned back to the creep. The sick feeling waned as rage flared again.


	“And you,” she said through her teeth. It took all her restraint to keep from taking a few more swings at him. “You stay right where you are, or so help me God, I’ll kill you.” 


	7.


	After leaving Jorge—they’d come to an agreement on how they’d approach Ramirez and on Jack’s split of the proceeds—Jack walked east, crossing Fifth Avenue into Murray Hill.


	The area reminded him a little of his own neighborhood, with its brownstones and occasional trees. But Murray Hill was a lot older. Robert Murray’s farm used to sit here back in revolutionary times. And when Jack’s neighborhood was still “the country,” this area here between Park and Fifth had been home to the highest of New York’s high society.


	Murray Hill seemed to be changing. Jack noticed a fair number of the stately old brownstones sporting discreet plaques engraved with Whatever, Inc. Through the windows he could see bustling offices belonging to architects, designers, and boutique ad agencies.


	He found the address Alicia had given him and checked it out from the other side of the street. A three-story brick front nestled in with others of its type on Thirty-eighth Street, but even without the unsightly plywood sheets bolted over the windows, this building stood out. It had a yard.


	Well, not a real yard, not even close to the small front yard of Jack’s tiny family home back in Jersey. But the Clayton house was set back a couple of dozen extra feet from the sidewalk, and a few blades of pale grass sprouted in the hard-packed dirt behind the low wrought-iron fence.


	He spotted an occupied gray Buick with a faded Clinton/Gore in ‘96 bumper sticker parked at the curb before it. Two shadowy forms slouched in the front seat. Must have been there awhile: The street outside the driver’s window was littered with butts.


	Jack kept moving, ambling to the corner, then crossing over and returning along the near side.


	On this pass he spotted a walkway around the east side of the house, passing under a trellis that once might have sported roses; now only a gnarled tangle of dead brown branches remained.


	He sneaked a glance inside the Buick as he passed. A pair of tough-looking slabs of beef, one bearded, one mustached, sat hunched in the front seat. The “private security” Alicia had mentioned, no doubt.


	Jack finished his circuit of the street and stood at the west end of the block, looking back. He imagined the Clayton house in flames, saw those flames spreading, jumping from building to building…


	He wondered if Alicia had thought about that. She might be crazy enough to try to destroy the place, but he didn’t think she wanted to raze the entire block.


	Maybe he ought to mention that possibility to her. He found a pay phone on the next corner and called the Center.


	He recognized Tiffany’s voice, but she told him things were “a bit confused” there at the moment. Could Dr. Clayton call him back?


	He wondered about that and asked to speak to Ms. DiLauro, if she was there. She was.


	“I didn’t see it happen,” Gia told him, “but I saw the guy as the EMTs took him out. He was a mess.” 


	“A fire extinguisher, ay?” Jack said, smiling. “I like it. Sounds like the guy deserved every bit of it.” 


	“What’s wrong with people, Jack?” Gia said, and he heard a note of despair in her voice. “Are there any limits to the depths people will sink? Isn’t there a floor where you say, I won’t go below that?” 


	“If there is, I don’t think it’s been found yet.” He shook his head, reluctantly remembering some of the slimeballs that had slithered through his life over the years. “Every time you think you’ve found that floor, Gia, I’m afraid you’re going to learn it’s some guy’s ceiling.” 


	Silence on the other end. Finally Jack said, “How’s Alicia doing? She okay?” 


	“A little shaken up. I guess I would be too. Funny thing is, she’s the last one I’d expect to do something like that—I mean, take on someone herself… beat them with a fire extinguisher. She always seems so laid back and in control.” 


	Get her talking about her family sometime, Jack thought, but said nothing. He considered Julio’s a secular confessional. Whatever was said there, stayed there.


	But he’d sensed the pressure building inside Alicia. Sitting across from her in Julio’s had been like chatting with a lump of C-4. She’d had disgruntled post office employee written all over her. But maybe this incident had been a good thing. Maybe she’d released enough steam so he could talk her out of torching her father’s old house.


	“Yeah,” he said as noncommittally as he could. “I was thinking of stopping down there and having a word with her.” 


	“Is this about that ‘personal matter’ she wanted to discuss with you?” 


	“Could be,” he teased. He knew Gia was dying to know what her Dr. Clayton could want with Repairman Jack, but would never ask.


	“Sure,” Gia said. “Come on down. I mean, there’s a police detective here right now, taking her statement. But I’m sure when he’s through—” 


	“That’s okay,” Jack said quickly. “Maybe some other time.” 


	She laughed. “I thought you’d say that.” 


	Jack had to smile. “Very funny. Catch you later.” 


	He hung up and walked back to the corner of Thirty-eighth for another look at the Clayton house and its cozy neighbors.


	Nope. A fire here would definitely not be a good thing.


	8.


	Kemel Muhallal rose from his evening prayers, carefully rolled up his prayer rug, and returned it to the closet. As he moved toward the front of the living room, his gaze was drawn to the catalog lying facedown on the coffee table. He averted his eyes. Not now. Not so soon after prayer.


	Kemel stepped to the front window and stretched as he looked down on West Seventy-seventh Street, five stories below. It was always good to shed those restrictive Western clothes and get into a comfortable thobe. He shifted the narrow shoulders of his lean frame within the flowing white floor-length garment as he watched the traffic crawl along the street. Everything in this city seemed always to be in high gear—the way its people walked and talked, the frantic pace of its business, the headlong rush of its daily life… and yet its traffic progressed by inches.


	He turned away from the window, and immediately his eyes, his shameless, rebellious eyes, fixed on the catalog. They drew him forward. He felt as if he were on a wire, being reeled toward the coffee table. Slowly, he lowered himself to the sofa and stared at the glossy back cover. It was addressed to this apartment, but not to him. As the landlord had explained, the previous tenant had left a forwarding address for first-class mail only. The rest of it continued to be delivered here.


	“You don’t want it,” the man had told him, “just chuck it out.” 


	Of course. How simple. But in order to “chuck it out,” Kemel first had to sift through it, to make sure nothing was intended for him. So many catalogs in the course of a week. Did Americans buy everything by mail? Often he would flip through them, marvel at the variety of merchandise available via a simple phone call, then drop them in the trash.


	Except this one. This catalog entranced him. He could not bring himself to “chuck it out” with the rest. He was weak, he knew, and he hated himself for that weakness. He cursed his hand for reaching out and flipping it over. He cursed his eyes for staring at the cover.


	Victoria’s Secret.


	“Forgive my sin,” he whispered as he opened it.


	He felt a warm tingle in his groin as the now-familiar images swam before him. Such perfect female flesh, and so much of it exposed. He’d been told that America was a devil country, decadent beyond redemption, and surely this proved it.


	Back home in Saudi Arabia there were no theaters or clubs. How could there be? Public entertainment is a sin. But this city especially abounded in public places of entertainment, much of it sex drenched. Pornography seemed to be for sale everywhere. The sidewalks were dotted with dens where one could buy pictures and films of people of any mix of genders having sex and engaging in nameless perversions. No act was off-limits. But those places were easy to avoid. They openly advertised their wares, and one did not cross their thresholds without knowing what lurked within.


	But the magazines for sale on the newsstands and in the convenience stores were little better. Wholesome-looking publications offered cookie recipes along with twenty ways to a better sex life. And in the back racks lurked covers strewn with naked women in provocative poses, promising greater exposure within. But those too were easily avoided. One simply kept moving.


	But this… this Victoria’s Secret… it came free, delivered to one’s door by the U.S. government.


	Surely this was a nation on the brink of doom.


	Gazing at the pages, Kemel had to wonder: Is this the way all American women dress under their street clothes? Is this the way their husbands see them?


	He thought of his own wife, his Nahela, imagining her wearing such skimpy, frilly things under her abaaya … in his mind’s eye he saw her lifting the hem of the billowing black cloak… and beneath she was clad only in these…


	He glanced again at the catalog. Unfortunately, Nahela would not look as enticing as these women. She had been sixteen when they married, he eighteen. Now, after eight children—five glorious sons—and twenty years of sitting around the hareem and eating imported chocolates, she had grown large and saggy.


	How he’d love to take Victoria’s Secret with him when he returned… make it his secret. But did he dare try to smuggle it past customs?


	His homeland, as custodian of Mecca and Medina, had a sacred duty to scrutinize and filter all items crossing its borders. And it took that duty seriously. It had to. The whole Moslem world was watching. Perhaps a member of the royal family, if he was discreet, might be able to slip aurat photos past the guards, but anyone else—never.


	The list of aurat—forbidden items—included pork and alcohol, of course, but any depiction of a bare female arm or leg, or even a woman’s hair, was forbidden as well. Which meant that Saudi customs officers confiscated virtually every Western magazine at the airports; for even magazines that might be devoted to cooking or housekeeping would carry advertisements that exhibited too much bare flesh. Kemel knew this Victoria’s Secret would be considered outright pornography.


	He jumped at the sound of the doorknob rattling. He heard a key in the lock. That could only be Nazer. Panic engulfed him for an instant. No one—most of all Khalid Nazer—must see this catalog. Victoria’s Secret must remain just that—a secret.


	He jammed it under the sofa and made a quick, frantic survey of the room as he hurried to the door. Was everything in order? He double-checked to assure himself that no trace of Victoria’s Secret was visible.


	The door opened, but the safety chain caught it.


	“One moment,” Kemel said, leaping to the door.


	And a curse on Nazer for not having the courtesy to knock. Yes, Iswid Nahr, the organization that employed them, owned this apartment, but Kemel had been living here for months. Just because Nazer had a key didn’t mean he should enter without knocking.


	He pushed the door closed—wishing he could catch Nazer’s fingers—and released the chain. Then he put on a pleasant face.


	Be calm, he told himself. And above all, be confident.


	After all, Khalid Nazer was his superior here. As long as Kemel remained in America, he would answer directly to Nazer. And Nazer liked to receive his progress reports in person.


	Nazer waited on the threshold. He was as fat as Kemel was lean; where Kemel’s beard was ragged and untrimmed—as it should be, according to the Prophet—Nazer’s was neatly edged and clipped to a uniform length. Nazer’s excuse was that an unkempt beard was a hindrance to his work here as a trade envoy attached to the U.N. Kemel suspected that Nazer simply wanted to appear more attractive to the infidel women he consorted with in the weeks and months he spent away from his wife.


	Kemel did not like this man. His antipathy began with the man’s lax attitude toward the faith, but from there his reasons were strictly personal. He would dislike Nazer’s superior air even if he were a righteous believer.


	As he pulled the door open, Kemel smiled and said, “Welcome.” 


	He stood aside and allowed Nazer to huff his considerable bulk through the door, then followed him into the apartment.


	“Well, Kemel,” he said as soon as the door was closed. “I go away for a weekend recess, and when I return, I learn that the Clayton woman’s lawyer is dead—murdered. How does such a thing happen?” 


	Kemel was taken aback by Nazer’s abruptness. Usually they went through the routine of Kemel offering coffee and sweet cakes and Nazer refusing, as if such things could not possibly interest him.


	And he resented the fat one’s tone. Yes, Nazer was his superior, but only in his position in Iswid Nahr. In every other way, Kemel exceeded him. In brains, in courage, in lineage. His grandfather was a bedouin from the desert Nejd region, who fought side by side with Abdel Aziz al-Saud in the wars to unite the country now called Saudi Arabia. And Kemel had been with Iswid Nahr for almost twenty years. He was well-known and respected in Riyadh. His duties had brought him into contact with members of the royal family many times. Yes, America was Nazer’s domain, but he had no right to treat Kemel as if he were a mere hireling, recruited like Baker. Who was this overstuffed toad to speak to him so?


	“It happens because I am forced to work with fools,” he said, venting only a small portion of the heat he felt. “This mercenary you assigned to me is like a mad scorpion, stinging everything he nears.” 


	Nazer blinked at Kemel’s reply, then shrugged. “We had to move quickly. We had a record of this man Baker offering his demolition services for hire to the government during the Gulf War. We contacted him. And he has proved most useful so far.” 


	“But we don’t need him anymore. We should be rid of him and simply hire a commercial security company to watch over the property.” 


	“Get rid of Baker?” Nazer said, shaking his head. “No, I’m afraid that even if we had the time to make other arrangements, we are, in a sense, married to this man. And as you well know, time is in short supply. This has dragged on far too long already.” 


	Kemel knew… knew all too well. He wanted this matter settled, not simply because the fate of his homeland and the entire Arab world depended on it, but because he was not cut out for this sort of… intrigue.


	Yes, the blood of bedouin warriors ran in his veins, but he was a businessman, a negotiator, a—what was the American term? A lobbyist. When he succeeded in his mission, he expected to be well rewarded, enormously rewarded, and would spend the rest of his days in wealth and leisure, adding a second and perhaps a third wife, both in their teens, of course, to his hareem.


	And yet he would give up the chance at that dream life in a heartbeat if someone showed up and offered to remove the burden of this terrible responsibility from his shoulders. He would give it up gladly, and then flee this devil country back to his home and his sons in Riyadh.


	But that was a fantasy. No one was waiting to take over. Only a few in Iswid Nahr knew of Ronald Clayton’s secret, and Kemel was one of them. To reveal it even to one more person was unthinkable.


	And so he had to remain here, taking orders from Khalid Nazer, consorting with the likes of Sam Baker, and doing whatever was necessary to succeed.


	“Baker is dangerous. This is a delicate matter—” 


	“Perhaps it is less delicate than you think,” Nazer said. “Perhaps witnessing the sudden, violent death of her lawyer will finally convince the Clayton woman that selling the house is the wiser—and safer—course.” 


	“Perhaps,” Kemel said slowly. “But I would not count on it. She has not acted rationally since this began. I see no reason why we should expect her to start now.” 


	Nazer sighed. “This is what happens when women are let out of the hareem and permitted to act as equals. The Prophet said it best: ‘Men have authority over women because Allah has made one superior to the other.’” 


	Not to be outdone, Kemel could not resist adding, “He also said, ‘Do not give to the feebleminded the property with which Allah has entrusted you.’” 


	They stood in silence a moment, then Nazer said, “Is it still working?” 


	Kemel nodded, hiding his annoyance. “Yes, of course. I would call you immediately if it stopped.” 


	“I know you would, but I wish to see it.” 


	Kemel could not blame the man. He saw it every day and was still awestruck by the wonder of it.


	“Come.” 


	And he led Nazer to the rear of the apartment.


	9.


	Yoshio Takita heard the voices fade from the living room pickup, so he switched to the one in the second bedroom. If Kemel Muhallal and Khalid Nazer followed their usual routine, that was where they’d be headed. He put down the stick of Little Caesar’s Crazy Bread, wiped his fingers on a kitchen towel, and raised his binoculars. He focused on the lighted window.


	Sure enough, through the slightly open slits of the other apartment’s Venetian blinds, he saw the two bearded Arabs enter the room and go directly to the lamp. And as usual, they stood over it, staring down at something.


	But at what?


	Yoshio had been recording every conversation and every phone call in and out of that apartment, and he still didn’t have a clue as to what they found so fascinating in that room.


	Whatever it was, it must need light, because Kemel Muhallal left it burning day and night. Yoshio figured they had to be growing something—a fungus, a plant, an algae—something that needed light.


	Again—what?


	Yoshio hadn’t been aware of anything special going on in the second bedroom when he’d planted the bugs. They must have brought it in after.


	He might have to return for a second look, but only if absolutely necessary. So far, the Arabs had no inkling they were being watched. Or listened to. Yoshio knew only a smattering of Arabic, so he sent the tapes downtown to an office in the financial district leased by Kaze Group. There they were translated and then transcribed; one set of the encrypted text files was immediately expressed to Tokyo; another was returned to him on disk the following day. Yoshio pored over each transcript but could not find a clue in anything that was said.


	The two Arabs were saying nothing now.


	Speak! he urged, wishing he were telepathic. Say something about what you are staring at!


	But they did not heed him. Yoshio watched them hover around the lamp in silence, seemingly in awe.


	And then the fat one left, leaving Muhallal alone. Muhallal retired soon after, turning off all the lights but one. He left the lamp in the second bedroom lit, just as he had every other night.


	Why?


	Yoshio doubted the Arab was afraid of the dark…


	TUESDAY


	1.


	Alicia jumped at the sound of the chime.


	After the robbery on Friday, the return of the toys over the weekend, and the molestation incident yesterday, she needed a day off. She’d made her rounds this morning, discharging a two-year-old girl who’d bounced back from a Pneumocystis pneumonia, and hoped to be doing the same with Hector soon. His fever was down, and his latest chest X ray showed partial resolution of his pneumonia. He was on his way.


	She would stay in contact with the Center via Raymond throughout the day, and could rush in on a moment’s notice if something arose that Collins couldn’t handle, but she simply couldn’t bring herself to go in today.


	She wondered at the ferocity of her reaction yesterday. She’d been out of control—totally out of control—and that frightened her. And worse, the incident had left her physically and emotionally drained.


	She needed some time alone, with no phone, no crises. Just her, in her apartment, tending to her plants and trees. They needed her too. She’d been neglecting them lately. Small wonder with the little time she was able to spend here.


	She loved her top-floor apartment. Originally it had been designed as an artist’s loft, with half a dozen skylights offering light from both north and south, so it perfectly suited the needs of her plants. And its West Village location on Charles Street—a street with trees—was convenient to the Center.


	As the bell sounded again, she looked up from the pear sapling she’d been about to cut. Someone in the foyer downstairs, ringing the button to her apartment. She’d figured the first one to be an accident, but this sounded like someone here to see her.


	Who on earth… ?


	She hardly ever had company. Couldn’t remember the last time someone had been here.


	Alicia rose and stepped over to the door and studied the intercom panel on the wall to the right. How did this thing work again…? Two buttons—one labeled speaker, the other labeled buzzer. She pressed the one under speaker.


	“Yes?” 


	“Miss Clayton?” said a male voice. “This is Will Matthews, the police detective from yesterday. Can I speak to you for a few minutes?” 


	Detective Matthews, she thought with a start. What does he want?


	He was the one who’d taken her statement. Youngish, about her age, maybe a little older, he’d been kind and sympathetic yesterday, waiting patiently while she got over the shakes and adrenaline letdown that followed the incident.


	But why was he here? And why now?


	Irrationally, she feared he might have learned of her plans to burn down the house. She couldn’t see how, but maybe they’d traced her movements, connected her to Jack or to the people she’d asked about contacting an arsonist. If—


	“Miss Clayton?” he said. “Are you there?” 


	“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’m here. You just took me by surprise, is all. I didn’t expect you. What’s this about?” 


	“Can we speak upstairs… in your place?” 


	“Of course,” she said. “Sorry.” 


	She pressed the buzzer button and held it for a few seconds, then stood back and began to pace.


	Be calm, she told herself. It’s just about that creep yesterday. Has to be. This detective couldn’t possibly know anything else.


	She glanced down at her legs and gasped when she realized she was wearing only panties from the waist down.


	She rushed into the bedroom and grabbed the bottom half of her sweatsuit. She caught sight of herself in the mirror over the dresser.


	You’re a mess, she thought. Look at that hair.


	She grabbed a brush and tried to straighten out the sleep tangles. Not that she wanted to impress New York City Police Detective Third Grade William Matthews with her looks—far from it—but she at least wanted to look presentable.


	Another glance in the mirror, then a shrug—What are you going to do? You can only work with what you’ve got.


	She went back to the apartment door and opened it. She could hear the detective’s footsteps on the stairs as he worked his way up. Finally his head appeared above the landing. His face was red, and his overcoat was draped over his shoulder. He stopped and stared at her.


	“How many times a day do you do this?” he said, puffing.


	“At least four.” 


	He climbed the final steps and shuffled toward her.


	“You must be in great shape.” 


	Alicia smiled. “My personal stair master.” 


	Living in a fourth-floor walk-up had its drawbacks—moving in had been utterly exhausting, and it was a pain when she had packages, but she wouldn’t trade the studio area and its skylights for anything.


	The detective stopped at her threshold. “May I?” 


	“Of course,” she said, stepping back.


	As he passed, Alicia saw how his blond hair was receding above the temples on both sides. She hadn’t noticed that yesterday. Probably because he kept it cut so short. Even so, he still had a boyish look, especially when he smiled. Tall, good build, clear skin with ruddy cheeks and bright blue eyes. Most women probably found him irresistible.


	Not Alicia.


	“What can I do for you, Detective?” she said as she closed the door and turned to face him. “Something wrong?” 


	Look casual, she told herself. Caaaasual… relaaaaxed.


	“Yes, and no.” He looked around, as if searching for a place to put his coat. Alicia said nothing. Don’t ask him in. She didn’t want him getting too comfortable.


	“About yesterday?” 


	“Right. Floyd Stevens, the man you charged with molesting that child, he’s making threatening noises.” 


	“From jail?” 


	“Oh, he’s not in jail. His lawyer got bail set, and he was home in time for dinner.” 


	Damn! She’d hoped he’d have to spend at least one night in a cell with other lowlifes like himself. She’d heard jailbirds tended to get a little rough with child molesters.


	“Great,” she said. “So he’s out on the street where he can make threats and hunt other little kids. What a system.” 


	“Actually, he’s not making threats—his lawyer is.” 


	Alicia stiffened. “About what? About finding his pervo client with his hand down a little girl’s pants? Fondling a four-year-old’s genitals?” 


	“Well, of course, he says his client did no such thing, that you were completely mistaken and physically assaulted poor Mr. Stevens without the slightest provocation.” 


	“Just what you’d expect a lawyer to say.” 


	“Yeah, but…” 


	“Yeah, but what?” Alicia swallowed. Her tongue felt like crepe paper. “You’re not buying that, are you?” 


	“No. But I gotta tell you, Kanessa Jackson is no help. That little girl is a ball of confusion.” 


	“Well, what do you expect? She’s only four, and she was scared out of her mind.” 


	“And she’s… not exactly…” 


	He seemed to be having trouble settling on the next word, so Alicia helped him out.


	“‘With it’? Is that what you want to say?” 


	“I wanted to say retarded, but I’m told no one uses that anymore.” 


	“You were told right. ‘Mentally challenged’, is currently in vogue, but Kanessa’s challenges go far beyond mental. She’s not only HIV positive, she was also a crack baby. She got zero prenatal care. Before she was born she lived inside a woman named Anita Jackson who was stoned out of her mind most of the time; and when Anita wasn’t high, she was having sex any which way you can imagine to get the cash for her next vial of rock. Finally, after seven months of abuse, her uterus spit Kanessa out into the world in an alley. We’re not sure when—either during or shortly after she was born—Kanessa’s brain didn’t get quite all the oxygen it needed, leaving her in a state of bemused confusion most of the time.” 


	She watched Matthews squeeze his eyes shut.


	“Christ,” he muttered. “Talk about child abuse.” 


	Damn if he didn’t seem genuinely moved. Alicia appreciated that.


	“Physical and emotional,” Alicia said. She could feel her anger rising; it sprang to life every time she thought about Kanessa’s mother. “Anita Jackson hasn’t bothered to stop by and see her once. She’s had eight children. God knows where half of them are.” 


	“Eight,” Matthews said. “Christ.” 


	“And she’s pregnant again.” 


	“Aw, no.” 


	“Yep. You know, if you’d asked me about mandatory sterilization when I was a student, or even a resident, I probably would have taken your head off. But now… now…” 


	She let the thought trail off. She didn’t like to go where it led. She’d followed it once into a realm of fantasies where the Anita Jacksons of the city were kidnapped, anesthetized, had their tubes tied, then returned to the streets, leaving them free to do whatever they wanted to themselves, but unable to harm any more unborn children.


	“Yeah, well,” he sighed. “Then, I guess you know Kanessa’s not going to be able to back you up. It’s going to come down to your word against Floyd Stevens’s.” 


	“Fine.” 


	He stared at her, and it made Alicia uncomfortable. Almost as if he was studying her.


	“You’re a tough one.” 


	“Where those kids are concerned? You betcha.” 


	“Well, you’d better be. Stevens’s lawyer—a guy named Barry Fineman, who you’ll be hearing from soon, I’m sure—was mouthing off after the bail hearing. I heard him telling his client how he’s going to demand criminal charges of assault and battery against you, then bring a civil suit for pain and suffering from the injuries you inflicted. He was also talking about going to the hospital board and having you removed from your position because—and these are his words—’her violent and unstable personality is a danger to everyone around her.’” 


	Alicia felt her gut tighten as she sagged back against the door. “Oh, great.” 


	Just what she needed—more legal expenses. And a threat to her job as well. This was scary. What was happening to her life?


	“But he said he’d offer to drop everything if you withdraw your child molestation charges against Stevens.” 


	Alicia stiffened as anger shot through her spine. “Never. I want this creep on record as a pedophile so he’ll never be allowed near kids again.” 


	Matthews’s smile was tight and grim, but his approving nod bolstered her.


	“Good for you. But I hope you know you’ve got a bumpy road ahead of you on this.” 


	Alicia knew. And she wondered if she’d make it to the end.


	“Can I ask you something?” she said. “What’s your interest in this?” 


	“Oh, a couple of things,” he said, and she noticed that his cheeks reddened as he answered. “I worked Vice for a while, and these kiddie hawks were always the toughest to nail. They tend to have money and can afford good lawyers, their victims make poor witnesses, and they seem to be upright citizens, which makes it—” 


	“I know all that,” Alicia said quickly, swallowing back the queasy feeling in her gut. “But why this particular case?” 


	His cheeks reddened further. “Because I like the work you’re doing with those kids at the Center.” A smile, almost embarrassed. “And I like the way you took after Stevens. That took guts.” 


	Not guts, Alicia thought. I was more nutsy than gutsy.


	“And finally,” he continued, “I wanted to give you a heads-up on what to expect from Stevens’s lawyer. So you’d be ready for him.” 


	“Thanks,” she said. “I appreciate that.” And she meant it.


	“And I want to let you know that you’re not alone in this. The system chews up the wrong people sometimes. Even when you’re right, the Barry Finemans of the world can use the courts to punish you instead of their clients. But you’ve got an ally. I’m going to do a little research on Floyd Stevens and see what I can come up with.” 


	“Will that help?” 


	He shrugged. “You never know. Sometimes—” 


	The phone rang. Probably the Center.


	“Excuse me,” she said, and stepped past Matthews into the main room. But it wasn’t Raymond’s voice she heard when she lifted the handset.


	“Alicia? Jack. We’ve got to talk.” 


	Jack! She glanced guiltily at the detective cooling his heels in the foyer. She couldn’t exactly discuss arson now.


	She lowered her voice. “Um, I can’t talk right now.” 


	“Well, I wouldn’t want to discuss this on the phone anyway.” 


	“I’m not going back to that horrible Julio’s again.” 


	“I was thinking your place.” 


	Two visitors in one day? That might be a record. She found Jack a little frightening. Would it be reckless to be alone with him here?


	“Gee, I don’t know.” 


	“You going to be around?” 


	“Yes, but—” 


	“Good. Your place, then.” 


	She gave in. “Okay, but how about… later?” 


	“Sure. After lunch. What’s your address?” 


	She gave it to him, hoping she hadn’t made a big mistake, then hung up and returned to the foyer.


	“I’ve got some appointments to keep,” she said, thrusting out her hand. “But I do want to thank you again, Detective Matthews. This is all very kind of you.” 


	“Call me Will,” he said, taking her hand and holding it.


	Alicia pulled away and opened the door. “Okay… Will.” 


	She felt terribly awkward, shooing him out like this, but she had a sudden, overwhelming urge to be alone.


	“You’ll be hearing from me,” he said as he stepped outside.


	“With good news, I hope.” 


	She made a stab at a smile as she closed the door. Then let it fade as she pressed her forehead against its rough surface. Suddenly she felt exhausted.


	Criminal charges… a civil suit… complaint to the hospital board. What else could go wrong?


	And this visit from a police detective—what was that all about? He could have called and told her all this. Why go to all the trouble to come over and tell her in person? , Alicia groaned. “I hope he’s not interested in me.” 


	But the more she thought about it, the more she was sure that was it. Detective Matthews’s personal interest in this case was just that… personal.


	“Forget about it, Will,” she muttered. “You don’t know what you’re getting into.” 


	2.


	Jack bounded up the stairs and knocked on the sturdy oak door—or more precisely, on the countless coats of paint that blunted the details of the door’s carved surface. Four A was spelled out in brass at eye level, and he wondered why the “A?” This was the only apartment on the floor.


	He’d pushed to meet her here because he wanted to get more of a handle on the enigmatic Dr. Alicia Clayton—treater of children with AIDS, buster of child-molester skulls, and would-be burner of ancestral homes.


	The door swung in and Alicia stood there, staring at him—a little tentatively, he thought—with those steely eyes. Her black hair was pulled back into a short ponytail, giving her an almost girlish look. She was wearing dirty gardener’s gloves.


	“You’re not breathing hard,” she said.


	“Well, I admit you’re attractive, but I don’t think—” 


	She smiled. “No-no. I mean, the walk up the steps. Most people are winded by the time they get here.” 


	Winded? Why?


	“Oh, yeah,” he said. “Me too. Really winded. Can I come in and rest?” 


	She hesitated.


	“I won’t bite,” he said. “Promise.” 


	“Sorry,” she said, and stepped aside to let him in. “It’s just that you can’t be too careful, you know?” 


	As she closed the door behind them, Jack popped the Semmerling out of his sleeve and held it out to her. She gasped when she saw the tiny pistol.


	“Take it,” he said. “It’s loaded. The world’s smallest four-shot .45. Keep it handy while I’m here.” 


	She stared at it as if it were alive and going to bite her. “That’s okay. Really.” 


	“Sure?” 


	When she nodded, he tucked it into a pocket. He didn’t know who was more relieved right then: Alicia, because he’d offered her the weapon, or himself, because she hadn’t taken it. He didn’t feature anyone else messing with his Semmerling.


	She led him out of the foyer. “Come on. We can talk in here.” 


	Jack followed her as far as the threshold, then stopped, staring.


	A jungle. A high-ceilinged room, almost a loft, with big skylights, and green everywhere. Not houseplants. Trees. Little trees, yes, but trees. Some with their tops wrapped in clear plastic, like oxygen tents, and others with bandages around their trunks.


	“What is this?” he said. “A tree hospital?” 


	She laughed, and Jack realized this was the first time he’d heard that sound from her.


	“You ought to do that more often,” he told her.


	“What?” 


	“Laugh.” 


	Her smile faded. “I might do just that… once the house is gone.” Before Jack could say anything, she turned and waved a gloved hand at the room. “Anyway, this is my hobby: plant grafting.” 


	“No kidding?” he said, stepping into the room and looking about. “That’s a hobby?” 


	“It is for me. Or maybe it’s therapy of sorts. Whatever it is, it gives me… pleasure.” 


	For an instant there he’d had the strangest feeling she was going to say “peace.” 


	“How’d you get into something like this?” 


	“I don’t know, exactly. It started in college. There was this sickly tree right outside my dorm window. All the other trees around it were doing fine, but this one was stunted, had fewer leaves, and those it did have were shriveled and smaller than its neighbors’. I took it upon myself to save it. It became my mission.. So I watered it, fertilized it, but no good. It just got worse. So I asked one of the grounds-keepers what he thought, and he said, ‘Bad roots. Nothing you can do about bad roots.’ They were going to rip it up and plant a replacement there.” 


	“Don’t tell me,” Jack said. “You started a save-the-tree movement.” 


	“Yeah, right… ‘Woodsman, woodsman, spare that tree.’ ” She shook her head. “Believe me, between my pre-med courses and my waitressing job, I barely had time to sleep, let alone become some sort of tree-hugging activist. No, I simply read up on grafting, took a couple of cuttings—they’re called ‘scions’—from the sick tree, and cleft-grafted them onto a branch of a healthy one, then I sealed the union with grafting wax. Shortly after that, they cut down the sick tree and replaced it. But it wasn’t really dead, you see. Part of it was alive and well on its neighbor. By the time I graduated, the grafted limb was growing like crazy—easily the leafiest branch on the tree.” 


	Her blue-gray eyes beamed at the memory.


	“Congratulations,” Jack said.


	“Thank you. After that, I sort of got the bug. I go to a nursery—the plant kind—and pick out the sickliest-looking sapling. I buy it for a song, along with another healthier looking tree of the same or similar species, bring them home, and graft the runt onto the healthy one.” 


	“Does that make you the tree world’s Florence Nightingale, or its Frankenstein?” 


	“Florence, I hope. The graft union is actually stronger than the rest of the tree, and the scion usually grows faster and lusher than the understock’s own branches. But maybe there’s a little Frankenstein in me too. I’ve got what you might call a ‘lymon’ tree over there: I grafted a branch from a sickly lime tree onto a healthy lemon tree. In a few years it’ll yield lemons and limes.” 


	“Sure,” Jack said. “And what are you asking for that nice bridge to Brooklyn?” 


	“No, it’s true. You can cross-graft the same species, but you can’t cross genera.” 


	“You’re losing me.” 


	“Lemons, limes, grapefruit are all in the citrus group—one will usually accept another of the same species. But that lime scion wouldn’t have taken if I’d grafted it to, say, apple or pear understock.” 


	Jack walked around the room, checking out the recovering plants.


	“So… you take two trees and make them into one.” 


	“It’s a strange sort of math,” Alicia said. “As one of my grafting books put it: One plus one equals one. And the nice thing is, there’s no loser. The understock’s roots are getting fed by the scion’s leaves.” 


	“I bet you wish you could do that with people.” 


	When Alicia didn’t answer, Jack turned and found her standing rigid in the center of the room, staring at him. Her face was pale, and her voice sounded strained when she finally spoke.


	“What did you say?” 


	“I said it would be great if it were that easy with people. You know, cut them loose from their crummy roots and let them grow free and uncontaminated by their past.” 


	She seemed even paler.


	“Is something wrong?” 


	“No,” she said, but Jack couldn’t believe it. “I just want to know why you said that.” 


	“Well, I was thinking of your AIDS kids. I mean, they inherited their sickness from their roots… too bad you can’t find a way to graft them onto healthy stock that’ll allow them to grow up disease free.” 


	“Oh.” She visibly relaxed. “You know, I never thought of that. But it’s a wonderful thought, isn’t it.” 


	She still seemed troubled, though, as if she’d taken a step back into another dimension, and only appeared to be in the room. Jack wondered what nerve he’d touched, what region of her psyche it sprang from, and where it led.


	“If only it were possible,” she said softly from that other place.


	“Speaking of those kids,” Jack said, “how’s my man, Hector?” 


	And then abruptly, she was back. “Coming along,” she said. “The antibiotic seems to be doing the trick.” She clapped her hands once. “Now… I guess we have business to discuss.” 


	“Uh, yes… and no,” Jack said.


	“Oh, I don’t think I like the sound of that.” 


	Might as well get it out on the table: “I checked out your father’s house yesterday, and I think if you really want to get rid of it, you’ve got to find some way other than fire.” 


	“No,” she said stonily. “It’s got to be fire.” 


	“But the rest of the block could go with it.” 


	“That’s what the New York City Fire Department’s for, isn’t it—to prevent that from happening.” 


	“Yeah, but fire’s funny. You never know what it’s going to do. The wind changes and—” He saw her expression and realized he was getting nowhere. “Maybe one of those demolition experts”—he was inventing this, right off the top of his head—”you know, the guys who can set charges just right so a building collapses in on itself? I can look around for you, see if one of them might—” 


	Alicia stood there, her face an alabaster mask, slowly, deliberately shaking her head.


	“No. Fire. And if I’m willing to pay you, why won’t you do it?” 


	Jack stared at her. This was not at all what he’d expected from Alicia. She seemed to care so deeply about so many things, why was she so blind about this? Almost as if her rational processes ducked for cover whenever that house was mentioned.


	But whatever the reason, Jack wasn’t about to get into a debate about doing the arson. It wasn’t something he put up for discussion.


	“Because who I work for and what I do for them is entirely up to me. And I choose not to do this.” 


	After a moment of utter silence, during which Alicia’s eyes blazed with such intensity Jack thought she might explode, she turned and walked back to the door to. her apartment, opened it, and stepped back.


	“Then, there is nothing left for us to discuss. Good-bye, Jack.” 


	She had that right. But as Jack passed her at the door, he said, “Just remember, there are other ways you can handle this. Take a few deep breaths and think about it before you go looking for somebody else to do the job.” 


	“Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t be looking for somebody else.” 


	And then she slammed the door.


	Jack took the stairs down slowly. Maybe it was all for the best to cut loose from Alicia Clayton. That was one seriously overwound human spring back there in that apartment. He’d rather not be around when she snapped and started bouncing off the walls.


	At least now he could devote himself full time to Jorge’s problem. He’d already learned some interesting stuff about Ramirez.


	Jack turned and glanced back at Alicia’s door. Still… something appealing about her. Or maybe tantalizing was a better word.


	What was that expression—something about a riddle inside a mystery wrapped in an enigma? That was Alicia Clayton: a riddle inside a mystery wrapped in an enigma within a thick coat of Semtex.


	And a very short fuse.


	3.


	“I don’t have to go looking for somebody else,” Alicia whispered as she locked the door and headed for the phone. “Because I already have a name and number.” 


	She’d call him now, and set this up as soon as possible. That house was a cancer on the face of the city, the planet, her life.


	And fire… the cleansing flame… was the only cure.


	WEDNESDAY


	1.


	“He spiked 103.4 last night,” Sorenson said as they entered Hector’s room. “But it responded nicely to a single dose of Tylenol, and it’s stayed normal since.” 


	Alicia glanced at the nurse. “One spike? Just one?” 


	Jeanne Sorenson flipped through the chart and checked the temperature graph. “Just one. At four-twenty.” 


	Maybe it was nothing. One spike could be merely a fluke. She hoped that was all it was.


	She pointed to the cluster of Mylar balloons floating at the corner of the bed.


	“Where’d they come from?” 


	“Came yesterday. Addressed to ‘Hector with the mad buzz cut on Pediatrics.’ The teddy bear too. But the card only said it was from a friend.” 


	Alicia seated herself on the bed next to where Hector lay clutching a new teddy bear dressed as a doctor.


	Jack, she thought, smiling. You didn’t forget.


	She rubbed her hand over Hector’s bristly hair.


	“Hey, Hector.” 


	“Hey, Dr. Alith.” 


	He smiled up at her, but she didn’t like the look in his eyes. Something wrong here. She could sense it.


	“How’s it going, guy?” 


	“My arm thtill hurths. You thaid you were gonna take the needle out.” 


	“Soon as I can. I promise.” 


	Still looking at Hector, she asked Sorenson, “How was his last chest?” 


	“Continued improvement,” the nurse said.


	“Labs?” 


	“CBC back to normal.” 


	X rays and numbers on the upswing, yet Alicia couldn’t shake the sense that something was wrong. She’d learned to trust that sense. Despite all the years of booking, of learning how to take a good medical history, how to do a thorough physical exam, how to interpret pages of test results, sometimes you had to throw them all away and go on your instincts. Sometimes it all came down to looking at a patient and sensing an indefinable something about his health.


	She listened to the child’s lungs, checked his lymph nodes, his belly. All normal.


	Troubled, she put on a smile for Hector and rubbed his head again.


	“You hang in there, Hector. We’ll get you out of here as soon as we can.” 


	Alicia rose and turned to Sorenson. “Get another chest on him, another CBC, and urine and blood cultures too.” 


	She noted the nurse’s questioning look as they moved toward the door.


	“I hope I’m wrong,” Alicia said in a low voice, “but I’ve got a feeling Hector’s going sour on us.” 


	2.


	Alicia’s office phone beeped and she hit the intercom key.


	“There’s a Detective Matthews on the line,” Raymond told her. “Says he needs to speak to you.” 


	Alicia stiffened. Just a reflex. No way Matthews could know about her meeting with that arsonist last night. Benny… that was the only name she had for the man. Nobody she’d been dealing with lately seemed to have a last name. He’d said he’d check out the address and get back to her.


	Alicia had been looking over her shoulder, literally and figuratively, ever since.


	So what did Matthews want? Could he have dug up something on Floyd Stevens already?


	“Put him through.” 


	“Isn’t he the cop who was here yesterday about—?” 


	“The same.” 


	“Okay. Here he comes.” 


	She lifted the handset and said, “Good morning, Detective.” 


	“Will, remember?” he said.


	“Oh, right. I forgot.” A lie. She simply wasn’t anxious to be on a first-name basis with him. “What can I do for you… Will?” 


	“As promised, I did a little research on an acquaintance of yours.” 


	She squeezed the handset. Not Benny, she hoped. She cleared her throat.


	“Who?” 


	“Someone you had an altercation with recently.” 


	Floyd Stevens. Why wasn’t he mentioning the name?


	“Really. Any luck?” 


	“Oh, yes. I think the results might interest you.” 


	
“Really?” Suddenly glad he called, she leaned forward. “What have you got?” 


	“Rather not over the phone. Why don’t you meet me for lunch, and I’ll lay it all out for you.” 


	Alicia closed her eyes and stifled a groan. He’s interested, she thought. Definitely interested.


	But she was not. She had neither the time nor the emotional resources for a relationship with Will Matthews or anyone else. Especially not now, of all times.


	And even in the best of times, even with the best intentions, somehow, someway, they always managed to end up in disaster.


	But how could she say no? Obviously he’d been out doing some legwork for her. The least she could do was have lunch with him. It didn’t have to progress from there. She could let on that she was involved with someone. That was good… she was in this serious, long-term relationship.


	And besides, the lawyer for the hospital board had called her yesterday, saying he’d heard from Floyd Steven’s lawyer who’d laid out the charges he was planning to bring against Alicia and the hospital if she didn’t drop the charges against his client. The board was looking into the matter.


	Her intestines had been in a knot since.


	“Lunch sounds fine,” she said. “As long as it’s a quick one. I’m up to my lower lip in paperwork.” 


	“Short and sweet,” he said. “I promise.” 


	They arranged to meet at El Quijote at twelve-thirty.


	Alicia hung up, and stared at the FedEx envelope on her desk. A copy of the will had been delivered here from Leo Weinstein’s office yesterday and she’d been planning to spend her lunch hour reading it. Frustration tugged at her as she remembered what Jack had said Monday: If Thomas and his backers were desperate enough and ruthless enough to run down her private eye and blow up her lawyer, why had she been left unharmed?


	Damn good question. And the answer might lay just inches away in that overnight envelope.


	She’d hoped to get a peek at it this morning, but she’d spent a lot of extra time at the hospital with Hector. She was still waiting for the results of his latest tests.


	Maybe she’d be able to steal some time for the will after lunch.


	3.


	Alicia used the walk to the restaurant to work out the details of her serious long-term relationship. She wanted them fixed firmly in her mind so she could casually drop them into the conversation with Matthews when the opportunity arose.


	Let’s see… the man in my life… first we need a name.


	She dropped some spare change in the bucket of a sidewalk Santa and looked around at the storefronts for inspiration. English names seemed to be the exception rather than the rule in this neighborhood. She saw a sign for Jose Herrera Clothing.


	All right. Let’s see what we can do with that. Don’t want Detective Matthews to leave the restaurant and spot the name of my beau, so let’s Anglicanize that: Joseph Hermann. Great. Now, what does he do? Something that’ll keep him out of town a lot. An importer. Good. But an importer of what?


	As she turned onto Twenty-third Street she passed a computer-beeper-pager shop and saw the cornucopia of gadgets filling the window.


	That’s it: electronics. My guy Joseph Hermann imports cell phones and VCRs and computer games and all that sort of stuff from the Far East. His constant traveling is a strain on our relationship, but we’re deeply committed to each other and we’ll be marrying as soon as he nails down his lines of distribution and can get off the road.


	And then she spotted El Quijote’s canopy. She’d passed it countless times but had never thought of eating there, and that beat-up metal canopy, painted some awful shades of red and yellow, was why. The restaurant was tucked under the notorious Chelsea Hotel whose redbrick front and wrought-iron balconies made it look as if it would be more at home in New Orleans. But the restaurant itself wasn’t all that inviting. It looked… old.


	She stepped inside and saw a long bar stretching toward the rear on her left. The restaurant area lay to the right. The inside pretty much matched the outside—old. And traditional-looking. High ceilings, white linen tablecloths, and faux Cervantes murals along the wall. She wondered if it had been redecorated since the forties. Even with daylight streaming in through the front window, the interior somehow managed to remain dim. She found that oddly comforting.


	She saw a man step away from the bar and approach her.


	Detective Matthews. Wearing a trench coat, no less.


	“Hi,” he said, grinning. “I’ve got us a table.” 


	She realized he was very good-looking when he smiled. She extended her hand.


	“Detec—” 


	He raised his finger and waggled it. “Uh-uh-uh. Will, Remember?” 


	“All right. Will.” She took a breath. She knew he was waiting for it, so she said, “Only if you call me Alicia.” 


	His smile broadened. “I’d love to. Let me take your coat, Alicia.” 


	As she shrugged out of her all-purpose raincoat, she hoped she wasn’t sending him the wrong message. But he seemed like a decent guy. What could it hurt?


	He checked both their coats, then signaled to the majtre d’ who led them through the half-full dining area to a rear corner.


	Unable to think of anything else, she said, “This is nice.” 


	“You’ve never been here?” 


	She shook her head. “I usually eat lunch at my desk, and at home it’s whatever I can whip up quick and easy. I don’t eat out much.” Because I don’t like to sit alone at a restaurant table.


	He frowned. “I just realized I should have checked first if you like garlic. If you don’t, we’d better find another place.” 


	“I love garlic. But Mexican food isn’t very—” 


	“This isn’t Mexican. It’s Spanish.” 


	Alicia winced. “Of course. El Quijote. I should have known. It’s just that after all those years in Southern California, any restaurant with an ‘El’ is automatically Mexican.” 


	“‘All those years?’ I thought you were a New Yorker.” 


	“I was. And am again. Born and raised. But at eighteen I left for USC and stayed away for a dozen years.” 


	She didn’t tell him that she’d looked into the University of Hawaii because it was the farthest she could get from New York and that house on Thirty-eighth Street and still be in the United States. But USC had offered her a better financial package, so she’d settled for California.


	The waiter arrived.


	“You’ve got to try the shrimp in green sauce,” Matthews said. “Best thing on the menu—if you like garlic.” 


	She ordered that, plus a Diet Pepsi. He ordered a beer.


	While they waited, he quizzed her about her West Coast years, and she found herself relaxing as she talked about herself. As long as he didn’t ask her about her life before that. Premed, medical school, the residencies… grueling years, but good ones. She’d left New York one person and arrived in California as another. The new Alicia had no past, owed nothing to no one. As she’d stepped off the plane, she’d been reborn as a being of her own creation.


	She used the arrival of their meal—a metal crock filled with plump pink shrimp nestled in a lime-green sauce—to change the subject.


	“But enough about me,” she said. “What about Floyd Stevens?” 


	“Taste first,” Matthews said as he spooned a generous portion onto her plate. “You don’t want to ruin a good meal with talk about scum.” 


	Alicia bit back a sharp retort. She hadn’t come for the food, she’d come for information, dammit. Instead she forked a shrimp in half and tasted it. God, it was good. Incredibly good. Quickly she ate the other half. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.


	“So,” he said. She looked up and found him watching her intensely. “What do you think?” 


	“Heavenly,” she said. “So good, in fact, that nothing you can tell me can ruin it.” 


	He sighed. “Okay. Here’s what I learned: Seems this isn’t the first time Pretty Boy Floyd has been caught with his hands on a child. They weren’t easy to find, but I dug up three past complaints about him.” 


	Alicia’s spirits jumped. “Then, he’s got a record—a history of pedophilia. How the hell did we ever allow him in?” 


	“Hang on here. No record. The complaints were all dropped.” 


	“Dropped? All of them?” 


	He nodded, chewing slowly. “Seems he’s pretty well-off financially. Made a lot of money on Wall Street in the eighties and retired as a young millionaire with lots of time on his hands and a yen for kids.” 


	Good as the meal was, Alicia found her appetite waning. “He buys his way out.” 


	“Or threatens his way out, like he’s trying to do with you. He’s got a shark for a lawyer. Nasty SOB who loves to go for the throat.” 


	“In other words, those weren’t just empty threats.” 


	“Afraid not.” 


	“You’re really making my day.” 


	“Sorry. Just thought you should know what you’re up against.” 


	“I guess I already knew. Fineman called yesterday.” 


	“What he say?” 


	“Pretty much what you overheard. Told me I could expect to spend the next three to five years in and out of courtrooms, burning up every penny I earn in legal fees, then spending much of the rest of my working life paying off the punitive and pain-and-suffering damages he expected the court to award his client. Of course, I could avoid all that if I saw the light, realized how mistaken I was, and withdrew my complaint.” 


	“What a sweet guy. Goes to prove lawyers get the clients they deserve.” 


	Alicia leaned back and fought a wave of depression as a string of rationalizations raced through her brain: Kanessa hadn’t been done any physical harm, and she didn’t have enough self-awareness to have suffered any long-term psychological damage. And at least Floyd Stevens was out of the Center for good, so the kids there were safe from him. Maybe he’d been hurt and frightened enough by the beating to keep his hands to himself from now on.


	The fact that she was allowing these thoughts to exist depressed Alicia even more.


	“You okay?” Matthews asked.


	“No.” 


	“Know what you’re going to do?” 


	Alicia stared at him. “What do you think I’m going to do?” 


	He met her gaze. “I haven’t known you very long, but I can’t see you doing anything else but hanging in there.” 


	The sudden surge of warmth for this virtual stranger took Alicia by surprise. There’d never been a chance that she’d cave in—on something else, maybe, but never on anything like this—and he’d recognized that. For some unfathomable reason, she found herself smiling.


	“How could you know that?” 


	“I don’t know. I just sense it. It’s part of what I find so attractive about you.” 


	Uh-oh. There it was, out in the open, flopping around on the table. She chose to ignore it.


	“You don’t think I’m crazy?” she said.


	“No. I think you’re principled.” 


	She wished it were principles. She wished it were that simple.


	And then he reached across the table and covered her hand with his.


	“And I want you to know that I admire you for it. And you should also know that you’re not alone in this. There’s still a few things I can do.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“I learned a few things in Vice. One of them was that these pedophiles don’t change their spots. You can’t cure them. A stretch in the joint, years of couch time with an army of shrinks, nothing changes them. The minute they think nobody’s watching them—or sometimes even if they suspect they’re being watched—they’re out on the prowl, hunting.” 


	“Compulsive behavior.” Alicia knew all about it.


	“Right. And that can work to our advantage.” 


	Our? When had it become his problem too?


	Easy, she told herself. He wants to get this guy as much as you do. Don’t get your back up. He wants to help. Let him.


	She wondered why she found that so hard to do. Maybe because she’d been on her own for so long, taking no help from anyone, making all her own decisions, solving all her problems by herself. Was that why an offer of help seemed almost like… an intrusion?


	“How?” 


	He smiled. “Leave that to me.” 


	Alicia straightened and found herself smiling. “You know, Will, I think I’m getting my appetite back.” 


	Oh, no. Had she just called him “Will?” Where had that come from?


	But it was true. She was hungry again. And she had to admit, it felt good to know she had someone on her side.


	They finished off the shrimp and green sauce, argued over who paid, with Will winning because he had longer arms and had snagged the check. They parted at the front door with Will promising to keep in touch.


	Alicia was halfway back to the Center before she realized she’d never got around to telling him about her serious long-term relationship with that up-and-coming importer, Joseph Hermann.


	4.


	Before sifting through the pile of “While You Were Out…” message slips piled on her desk when she got back to the Center, Alicia checked her personal voice mail. She had one message.


	“This is Benny. Call me.” He left a number.


	Her pulse quickened. The arsonist. She closed her office door and called the number immediately.


	“Yeah?” said the same voice.


	She heard traffic noises in the background. He was no doubt at a pay phone.


	“Is this Benny? I’m returning your call.” 


	“Yeah. This is about the Murray Hill place, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	“Yeah. I can do that.” 


	“Good. But I need more than that.” Jack’s comment about a fire leveling the whole block gnawed at her. “I don’t want it to spread.” 


	“No prob. You’re dealing wit’ a pro, here. The inside’ll cook. It’ll be done to a turn, crisped to ash before it shows outside. The water boys’ll be there by then, and if they ain’t, I’ll call ‘em myself. And that’ll be it. A surgical strike. With no one the wiser.” 


	“You’re sure? Absolutely sure? And no one will get hurt?” 


	“Guaranteed. Piece a cake, honey. You’ll be countin’ your money in no time.” 


	Benny obviously thought she was doing this for the insurance. Let him.


	“Great,” she said.


	“But I wanna be countin’ mine tonight. Like we agreed, half up front, half the morning after. In cash, know what I’m saying?” 


	“I know.” 


	Benny’s fee would just about clean her out. Was it worth it? Did she really want to do this?


	Yes.


	“Where do we meet?” 


	5.


	Alicia stood on a chair and stared out at the night through one of her skylights. She faced northeast. Toward Murray Hill.


	Benny had said he’d do the job tonight.


	“I’m workin’ another job farther uptown,” he’d said.


	“But why wait? Your place is empty and ready to go. Piece a cake.” 


	Another job waiting… arson sounded like a booming business.


	And then the police scanner she’d bought on her way home this afternoon squawked behind her. Something about shots fired near Madison Square Garden. Not what she wanted to hear.


	Smoke reported from a house, on East Thirty-eighth.


	That was what she was waiting for.


	She knew she’d never see the flames or smoke from here, but something drew her to the window anyway. She’d stay here, squinting into the darkness until the alarm came through on the scanner. Then she’d run downstairs, snag a cab to Murray Hill, and stand there on Thirty-eighth Street, watching the flames burn that house to the sidewalk.


	A tremor ran through her body and she wobbled atop the chair. She steadied herself against the skylight frame and closed her eyes. Her frazzled nerves were stretched to the breaking point. She wasn’t cut out for this.


	God, what have I done? I actually hired someone to burn down the house. Am I out of my mind?


	Sometimes she thought so.


	And after finally finding time to read the will today, she wondered if madness ran in the family. Leo Weinstein had mentioned in passing that it was “rather unusual,” but she hadn’t realized just how unusual.


	Having read it, she knew the answer to Jack’s question as to why the people she hired wound up dead but she remained unharmed.


	And now she was convinced more strongly than ever that the only solution was to destroy the house.


	Then she’d be free of Thomas’s ankle-biting lawyers. And if insurance money came of it, she’d donate it to the Center.


	And her world would be free of that house and all it represented.


	6.


	“All right,” Kenny said as he came down the steps. “He’s stowed in the trunk. What next?” 


	Sam Baker stood in a cone of light in the basement of the Clayton house and wiped the bloody blade of the filleting knife on a rag. He wanted to take a chunk out of Kenny and make him eat it for screwing up tonight. But Kenny was family, his older sister’s kid, a broad-shouldered twenty-five-year-old with his mother’s red hair, and you didn’t scar up family, not even when they deserved it.


	He’d punish Kenny and his partner another way.


	“A number of things are next, Kenny. The first one is docking you and Mott five percent of your bonus.” 


	Kenny’s eyes widened. “Five percent? What the fuck for?” 


	“For letting that torch slip by you.” 


	“Shit, man, we caught him, didn’t we?” 


	“Yeah, after he was already inside and setting up his goodies. If you hadn’t smelled the gasoline, this whole place’d be up in smoke, and we’d all be out of a sweet gig.” Baker pointed the knife at Kenny’s chest. “He shouldn’t have got in in the first place.” 


	“Guy must be a magician. We never saw him, and I swear we weren’t goofing off.” 


	“Swear all you want, but don’t expect any sympathy from the rest of the crew. If this place had gone up, they’d have lost a hundred percent of their bonuses. You too. So maybe this’ll keep you on your toes during your next shift.” 


	“That sucks, Sam.” 


	“Don’t feel so bad. I’ll see that it goes to Grandma.” 


	Kenny made a disgusted face. “Yeah, right. Think she’ll remember to send me a thank-you note?” 


	Suddenly furious, Sam grabbed the front of Kenny’s shirt and jerked him close. Family or not, he was ready to do a tap dance on his nephew’s head.


	“You watch your tone when you mention your grandmother, kid. Got that?” 


	Kenny looked away and nodded. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it.” 


	Sam released him. “I hope not. Now, lug the rest of this accelerant upstairs and wait for the others.” 


	As Kenny stomped up the stairs, Baker looked around the cellar and shook his head. Too close. Too damn close. He’d damn near shit his pants when Kenny had called to say they’d caught a firebug in the house. He’d run over and found this weasel-faced wimp tied to a chair in the basement. The guy had been carrying a couple of gallons of accelerant in quart bottles stashed in pockets inside his overcoat.


	Hadn’t taken long to break him down. Amazing how persuasive a filleting knife could be. Remove a couple of wide strips of skin and the words tended to pour out. The torch said some broad had hired him. Someone who fit the Clayton babe’s description to a tee.


	Shit!


	Didn’t that bitch know when to quit? What did it take to scare her off?


	Baker had been so pissed, he’d gone a little crazy. Grabbed the nearest pistol and started bashing away. Softened the torch’s skull real good. He was out cold. Maybe he’d never wake up.


	Baker had considered calling Kemel, but changed his mind. Little ol’ Ahab the Ay-rab was turning out to be something of a wimp. Look how bent out of shape he got over that itty-bitty car bomb. Probably work himself into a pretzel if Baker told him how he planned to take care of the torch.


	Kemel just didn’t get it. You don’t play footsy with problems—you eliminate them. That way they don’t come back to haunt you.


	Like this firebug.


	This guy had been taught his lesson—maybe permanently. But that wasn’t enough. Baker wanted to send the Clayton babe another message. Her PI splattered on the street hadn’t done it. Her lawyer blown to pieces right in front of her hadn’t done it. Maybe the third time would be a charm.


	But he wasn’t doing this one alone. He was gathering all eight of his crew for this. With the body count rising, it was time to take out a little insurance. Get everybody involved. Raise the stakes all around.


	Baker knew these were tough, stand-up boys. Not of the caliber of the SOG teams he’d accompanied into Laos and Cambodia in the early seventies but they knew their stuff, all veterans of mercenary ops in Central America, Africa, and the Gulf. Over the years he’d used them when he’d hired out to the various players in Medellin and Cali to do their dirty work along the drug routes in Central America.


	But now the Mexicans had pretty much taken over the trade, and they preferred to use their own boys when they needed muscle.


	The Mideast was the place. Saudi Arabia, especially. Plenty of money to spend, but no infrastructure. And feeling pretty paranoid after what Iraq did to Kuwait. His contacts over there kept telling him they didn’t want or need mercenaries, but Baker knew different. Every Saudi he’d met thought he should be a prince. No one wanted to do the dirty work. That was why the country was full of Koreans and Pakistanis, imported to do all the menial work. If your Mercedes broke down, there was no one to fix it. But so what? You bought another one. And as for soldiering, why put your ass on the line when you can hire someone else’s ass to take your place?


	Baker wasn’t getting any younger. He was tired of shopping himself around. His lion’s share of the bonus when this job was done would put his finances on an even keel and pay up his mother’s nursing home bills, but he wasn’t about to spend the rest of his life sitting around and watching the tube. He needed a reason to get up in the morning, and Saudi Arabia looked to be a bottomless well of steady, low-risk paramilitary work, waiting to be tapped. If he showed this Iswid Nahr group Muhallal worked for that he could get things done, that he was the man, he’d be set for the rest of his working life.


	But Baker believed in his own version of Murphy’s Law: No matter how deep you’ve buried it, never underestimate the ability of shit to find a fan.


	He wanted the whole crew in on tonight’s dirty work. They could look on it as a sort of bonding ritual… a sort of baptism of blood.


	Baker smiled. Not blood… a baptism of fire.


	After which they’d be more than comrades in arms. They’d be accomplices.


	And the Arab? Baker would tell Kemel Muhallal about it later.


	7.


	Yoshio stood by the lamp in Kemel Muhallal’s second bedroom and stared across the courtyard at his own apartment.


	He had seen Muhallal leave and had sneaked over to do a quick search. Nothing. He had opened and thoroughly searched every drawer, every closet, every corner, every possible hiding place, and had found nothing unusual.


	And now he stood where Muhallal and sometimes his superior, Khalid Nazer, stood and studied something almost every night. What? What could interest them so? And why did they always gaze at it here, under this lamp that was never turned off?


	Was that the key? The lamp?


	Yoshio reached under the shade and found the knob. He twisted it, and the lamp turned off. He twisted it again, and the bulb glowed once more.


	Just a lamp.


	Nazer or Muhallal must have taken the object with them. Whatever it was that fascinated them so was not here now, so that was the only answer. Was it so precious that they did not dare leave it in the apartment? Perhaps he could intercept one of them and take it from him… make it look like a mugging…


	But no… too risky. They might get suspicious… might guess a third party was involved here…


	Yoshio sighed and headed for the apartment door. A wasted trip. All he could do was keep watch, just as he had been doing for months.


	So frustrating. He wished something would happen. And soon.


	8.


	Alicia had given up peering through the skylight. She’d dropped into her reading chair and sat among her mending trees and plants, staring at the scanner.


	But no word of a fire in Murray Hill.


	Had Benny the arsonist scammed her? He didn’t set fires, he just told people he did. Then he took the money and ran.


	But then again, maybe he hadn’t found the conditions right. He knew about the security guards Thomas had hired but had told her he could easily slip past them. Maybe it hadn’t been as easy as he’d thought.


	Maybe he’d go back tomorrow night.


	Alicia shuddered.


	“Do it tonight,” she said to the empty room. “I don’t know how much longer I can take this waiting.” 


	THURSDAY


	1.


	“So, did you hear about Benny the Torch?” 


	Abe’s offhanded question stopped Jack in midbite.


	He’d dropped by the shop with some bagels and Philly—the cream cheese was for Abe; Jack ate his dry. Abe supplied the coffee.


	“No,” Jack said as a premonition started a slow crawl up his back. “What about him?” 


	But Abe’s attention had turned to Parabellum, perched on his left shoulder this time. The parakeet was pecking away at the piece of bagel Abe held up to him.


	“Look at the little fellow! He loves bagels. A kosher parakeet.” 


	“I think it’s sesame seeds he likes,” Jack said. “And that one’s coated with them. But what about Benny?” 


	“Found him dead early this morning under a ramp to the Manhattan Bridge.” 


	“He fell?” 


	“No, he burned. To a crisp, I’m told. With his own accelerant.” 


	The piece of poppy seed bagel Jack was swallowing paused halfway down as his esophagus tightened.


	“How’d he manage to do that?” 


	“Oh, I doubt he had much to do with it. Somebody burned the word ‘firebug’ in the ground next to him.” 


	“Jeez.” 


	“And word is he was still alive when he burned.” 


	Jack shuddered. Benny was a lowlife… but burned alive…


	“Oy, Parabellum,” Abe said. “This is the way you show appreciation?” 


	Jack looked up and saw that the parakeet had dropped a load on Abe’s shoulder. From the look of the stains up there, it wasn’t the first.


	“What goes in, must come out,” Jack said. “And look at it this way. You only had stains on the front of your shirts before. Now you’ve got them on the shoulders as well.” 


	“I know, I know,” Abe said, wiping at the glob with a paper towel. “But I think this little fellow’s got a condition. Colitis, maybe. Hey, you buy that stock I told you about?” 


	“You know I can’t buy stock.” 


	“Not can’t—won’t. You’re missing out on a lot of easy money. Such a broker I’ve got. Puts me in these IPOs. I’m out before I know I’m in. A thousand shares, it goes up two bucks, we sell. Money for nothing. All you’ve got to—” He stopped and stared at Jack. “That face. You’re making that ‘when-will-you-drop-it-Abe’ face.” 


	“Who me?” Jack said, wishing Abe would drop it.


	“Yes, you. And I should be making my ‘when-will-Jack-wise-up’ face.” 


	“Jeez, if it isn’t you, it’s Gia.” 


	“I’m not telling you to quit. You’re too good a customer. I’m telling you to get your money out of those fahkaktah gold coins and put it to work for you.” 


	“You need a social security number to open a brokerage account, Abe.” 


	“So? You’ve got all those false identities, and I know some of them have social security numbers.” 


	“Dead folks’ numbers.” 


	“Fine. You convert some of those ducats and Krugerrands into dollars. You use a dead man’s number to open an account with my broker. You let him make trades for you. He makes you twenty percent a year.” 


	“No thanks.” 


	“Jack! How can you say no thanks to doubling your money in less than four years?” 


	“Because I’d have to pay taxes on those profits.” 


	“Yes, but—” .


	“No buts. I’d have to. And sitting back and letting them take their cut is saying it’s okay. And saying it’s okay…” 


	Jack couldn’t do that. Once he crossed that line, even under another identity, he’d… belong. He’d have joined them. And they’d know him.


	“But you wouldn’t be saying okay. It’d be the fake guy with the dead man’s Social Security number.” 


	“Same thing, Abe.” 


	Abe stared at him a moment, then sighed. “I don’t understand you, Jack.” 


	Jack smiled. “Yes, you do. And Parabellum just ejected another casing.” 


	“Oy!” 


	As he watched Abe wipe the glob away, he said, “Any word on who might’ve done Benny?” 


	Abe shook his head. “Nothing. But if you should want my opinion, and I’m sure you do, I say it looks to me like Benny might’ve tried to set a match to the wrong building.” 


	Jack had a sinking feeling he knew what building that might have been.


	He remembered Alicia telling him how two people she’d hired to get involved in her will problems had wound up dead. Did Benny the Torch raise the tally to three?


	Only one way to find out.


	2.


	Alicia had just hung up with the hospital lab—no results yet on Hector’s cultures, but the little guy was hanging in there despite more fever spikes;—when Raymond’s voice came over the intercom. “That fellow named Jack to see you,” he said. “He doesn’t have an appointment but says it’s important.” A faint murmur in the background, then: “Check that—he says it’s ‘urgent.’” 


	Alicia’s first instinct was to send him away. He’d blown her off two days ago, so as far as she was concerned, they had nothing left to talk about.


	But the word “urgent” got to her. It wasn’t one she’d associate with Jack. If he said this was urgent, he probably meant it.


	Oh, hell. “Send him in.” 


	A few seconds later, Jack slipped past the door and closed it behind him.


	“Did you hire Benny the Torch?” 


	He hadn’t sat down, hadn’t even said hello. But the name “Benny” made Alicia disregard all that.


	He knows! But how could he?


	“What are you talking about?” was the. best her startled brain could come up with.


	“He was found dead this morning. Someone burned him alive last night. Any connection between him and what you asked me to do?” 


	“Oh, no!” she gasped. “Not again!” 


	Jack dropped into the chair. “Okay. That answers my question.” 


	She felt his stare as she fought a surge of guilty nausea.


	That twitchy little man… burned alive…


	Finally he said, “I thought you weren’t going to go running off looking for somebody else. I thought you were going to think about it.” 


	“I didn’t have to look,” she said. Her voice sounded dull and far away. She felt as if she were listening to herself from another room. “I already had his name. My God… I killed him…” 


	“You didn’t kill him. But I think you may have a point about the short life span of people who get involved in this. Everyone but you. And that’s what I don’t understand.” 


	“I do,” she said, shaking herself and forcing herself to focus. “I read the will yesterday.” 


	“About time. And it clears up all the mysteries?” 


	“No. Not by a long shot. But it does explain why I’m still alive.” 


	Her mind flashed back to yesterday, and the crawling sensation as she read that man’s words, as she tried to fathom what he’d been thinking when he’d drawn it up.


	“Which is?” 


	“Thomas is not next in line for the house.” 


	Jack’s eyebrows lifted as he nodded slowly. “Very interesting. And who is?” 


	“Not who. What. Greenpeace.” 


	“The nature folks?” He laughed. “The ones who sail around ramming whalers?” 


	“The same.” 


	“No wonder your brother—” 


	“Half brother.” 


	“Right. No wonder he’s ticked. Your father’d rather give the house to an environmental group than him. The two of them must have had one hell of a falling out somewhere along the way.” 


	Alicia remembered the date on the will—only weeks before that man had died. Was that when he’d cut Thomas out—or had he always been out?


	“I wouldn’t know. As I told you, I’ve had no contact with either of them since I left for college.” And wish it had remained that way. “And as for that man being ‘green’… that’s almost laughable. I don’t think he ever gave a single thought to the environment in his life. He had… other interests.” 


	Jack frowned and leaned forward. “Then why did he—?” 


	“I have no idea. None of this makes any sense. The way things are worded… I don’t know much about law, but I can’t imagine this being a typical last will and testament. I mean, it’s almost as if he expected this kind of violence in connection with the house.” 


	“Why do you say that?” 


	Alicia leaned over and pulled the will from her shoulder bag. She had no trouble finding the passage—she’d underlined it.


	“Just listen to this: ‘If Alicia dies before she can take possession of said house, or if she dies after she takes possession of said house, said house shall be deeded to the international environmental activist group known as Greenpeace with this message: This house holds the key that points the way to all you wish to achieve. Sell it and you lose everything you’ve worked for.’ ” She slammed the document down on her desk. “Can you tell me what the hell that’s supposed to mean?” 


	“Can I see it?” Jack said, leaning forward.


	Instinctively Alicia reached for the will, to grab it and put it away. She didn’t want anyone knowing about her family. But she stopped herself. She had to trust someone, and Jack was all she had right now.


	She pushed the will toward him. “Knock yourself out.” 


	She felt her jaw clench as she watched Jack scan the page. She was on edge and knew it. Ready to take a bite out of somebody. She’d thought she was free of that man, but even from the grave he was managing to make a mess of her life.


	“You know,” Jack said, nodding, “this really does sound like he expected trouble.” He looked up at her. “Your brother ever been jailed?” 


	“No.” 


	“Drug problem? Violence?” 


	“Not that I know of.” Thomas had problems, but not those.


	Jack began flipping though the rest of the will. “Then why…?” He stopped and stared. “What’s this? Poetry?” 


	“Yes! Can you believe it?” 


	Jack began reading. ” ‘Clay(ton) lies still, but blood’s a rover.’ ” 


	“That’s from Alfred Housman,” she said. When he shot her a look, she added, “I looked it up.” 


	“I only know John Houseman.” 


	“The original reads ‘Clay lies still.’ He added the ‘t-o-n.” 


	“So what’s this mean? That your bro—half brother is a ‘rover?’ He’s a wanderer? Has a wandering eye? What?” 


	“I couldn’t say.” It had baffled her too.


	“Wait,” Jack said. “Here’s another: ‘Whither away, fair rover, and what thy quest?’” 


	“That’s from someone named Robert Bridges. I looked up the poems to see if anything else in them helped, but found nothing.” 


	“It’s crazy.” 


	“That’s exactly what Thomas’s lawyers are saying. They’re using all this weirdness as evidence that he wasn’t competent when he changed the will.” 


	“And when did he do that?” 


	“According to the date there, shortly before he died.” 


	“Well, whatever his state of mind, he was sure as hell determined to see you got that house.” 


	“I’m not so sure,” she said. “It seems to me he wanted to keep it away from Thomas more than anything else.” 


	“Can you think of anything important enough about that house that your half brother would kill for? What could your father have left behind that he wants so bad?” 


	“I don’t know. I don’t know Thomas. I can’t explain him. I don’t even want to try.” 


	“All right, then,” Jack said. “Your father. He seems to be at the root of all this. Who was Ronald Clayton? What did he do?” 


	Alicia closed her eyes and swallowed. He wanted her to talk about that man… who he was… what he did…


	If you only knew …


	Jack was beginning to wonder if something was wrong with Alicia—sitting so pale and silent on the other side of the desk—but then her eyes popped open and she began to talk.


	“People called him brilliant,” she said in a flat tone as she stared past Jack’s shoulder, almost as if she were reading from a TelePrompter somewhere behind him. “His field was physics, and at various times in his life he was attached to the departments at Princeton, Columbia, and NYU, doing basic research. Somewhere in there he worked at Bell Labs and IBM. He followed the money. I suppose he did have a brilliant mind, but he was utterly ruthless: He wanted what he wanted when he wanted it and to hell with anybody else. His son is no different.” 


	Jack realized he’d never heard Alicia refer to Ronald Clayton as her father. “He” or “him” or “that man,” but never “my father.” 


	Had she been abused by him? Her brother? Both of them?


	“Doesn’t sound like you had a great relationship with him.” 


	Her voice got colder and even flatter.


	“Ronald Clayton was scum, a lower lifeform without conscience or scruples. I don’t care that he left me his house. I don’t want it. I don’t care what he left behind in his house. I don’t want anything that man touched. I’d be happiest if all traces of him were wiped from this earth. That was why I wanted you to burn the house. That’s why I… I…” 


	She seemed to have run out of words.


	Jack too was speechless. Alicia’s feelings for her father went beyond anger, beyond rage. She loathed the man. And not simply because of his character faults.


	What in God’s name happened in that house? Was it physical? Sexual?


	Jack watched her closely, hoping she wasn’t about to cry. He never knew what to do with a crying woman—or man, for that matter. Gia he could take in his arms and hug. But Alicia? Uh-uh. She was flying a Gadsden flag at full mast.


	But she didn’t cry. Didn’t even come close. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then looked at him.


	“Sorry.” 


	“It’s okay,” Jack said, hiding his relief. “What’s your next step? And please tell me it doesn’t include the word ‘fire.’” 


	The barest hint of a smile curved her lips. “Okay. No fire.” She sighed. “Maybe I should think about giving in. I mean, it would sure as hell simplify my life if I simply sold the damn place to Thomas and his backers. Being a multimillionaire would solve a lot of problems.” 


	Jack was surprised by a sudden pang of disappointment. Who killed the PI, the lawyer, and Benny the Torch? And why? What in that house was valuable enough to kill for?


	If Alicia gave in, all those questions would remain unanswered.


	“And then again,” she said after a pause, her eyes going steely. “Maybe I shouldn’t. I don’t like to be bullied. Especially by Thomas.” 


	Yes! Jack resisted the impulse to pump his fist. Instead he rose to his feet.


	“It’s your decision,” he said. “And either way, there’s not much I can do for you. But I’ll keep thinking on it. Maybe I can come up with someone who can help.” 


	“Why?” she said. “Don’t get me wrong. I’d welcome any help you care to offer. But I got the impression you’re strictly fee for service. Why are you staying involved?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Curiosity.” 


	“Considering what happened to the others who’ve gotten involved, curiosity could be dangerous.” 


	“I know,” he said. “You’re a dangerous lady to be around.” 


	She frowned, and suddenly he regretted the remark. She was feeling bad enough. But it was true: He’d have to watch his back if he linked up with Alicia. Have to find out who was behind all the rough stuff, then throw them off balance by feeding them a few doses of their own medicine. Get them watching their backs.


	“Hang in there,” he told her as he pulled open the door. “I’ll let you know if I come up with something.” 


	Jack walked away thinking about curiosity. One of his worst vices. Rarely did it fail to get him in trouble.


	3.


	Jack spent most of the afternoon looking at real estate. He finally found the place he wanted: a three-story Victorian town house on West Twenty-first Street between Seventh and Eighth Avenues.


	The place had a history, and Dolores, the chubby agent from Hudak Realty, told him the whole sordid story. The previous owner had been a psychiatrist who’d blown his head off near Times Square and left the place to one of his patients. The patient later had an accident in the house and didn’t want to stay there. So she was offering it for lease, fully furnished.


	“Perfect,” Jack told her. “But I must, absolutely must move in immediately. Rehearsals begin tomorrow, and I simply can’t have any distractions.” 


	Dolores said she was sure that would be no problem. She seemed ga-ga over the fact that her client was the actor who would be taking over the part of Javert in Les Miserables. He promised her tickets for his first performance. “When I step on that stage, you will be in the audience.” 


	Jack signed a one-year lease as Jack Ferris, then paid first-month and last-month rent plus a security deposit with a check from a Santa Monica bank. He’d be done with the place before it bounced.


	On the way out of the Hudak office he managed to snag a few pieces of stationery, and a blank deposit receipt form.


	He picked up a disposable Kodak camera and hurried back to snap a couple of photos of the town house before the light faded. Then he called Jorge and met him at the Malibu Diner on Twenty-third—decent coffee and a fabulous array of their own baked goods.


	He gave him the camera and a sheet with the layout and copy for the flyers they’d planned.


	“Get this printed up with the Hudak Realty letterhead on top. Then pass them out like we discussed.” 


	Jorge looked at the camera, at the rough sketch of the flyer, then at Jack.


	“This will get me the money I am owed?” 


	Jack shrugged. “It’s bait. If Ramirez bites, we’ve got a shot. If he doesn’t, we’ll try something else.” 


	“All right. If you say so.” 


	Jorge left, shaking his head.


	Jack couldn’t blame him. This was a long shot, even if Ramirez took the bait.


	He stepped out under the Malibu’s bright orange canopy and watched the crowd for a while. The offices and garment factories had let out and the hordes were on the move, streaming through the dark into the subway entrances or bustling toward Penn Station. Night came so early these days. Barely past five now and already the stars were poking through the inky mantle of night.


	He headed back to the Center. All the while he’d been hiking around with the real estate agent—when he should have been concentrating on Jorge’s problem—he’d found himself thinking instead about Alicia and that house. He kept reminding himself that it wasn’t his sort of gig, that he couldn’t resolve this for her.


	But it wasn’t concern for Alicia. It was the questions. It was the house. What was his secret? What was it about the place that a wealthy anonymous backer would offer a fortune for it through Thomas, and kill anyone who got in the way?


	Jack had to admit it: He was hooked.


	He wasn’t far from the Center, so he headed that way. He wanted to tell Alicia that he’d figured a way she could keep her opponents off balance: Sean O’Neill. Jack had known the feisty little Irishman for years and knew he was an expert in legal harassment. He’d make life miserable for Thomas and his lawyers. He’d drown them in paper. Jack would have to warn him about the fate of his predecessor, but he doubted that would deter Sean.


	As Jack came down Seventh, he thought he saw someone who looked like Alicia step out of the Center’s front door and start downtown. He broke into a trot to catch up to her, and quickened his pace when he saw her turn a corner. She looked like she was heading home.


	When Jack rounded that corner, he spotted her half a block ahead. He watched her angle toward the curb to avoid some guy sweeping the sidewalk. That brought her near a dark panel truck. Jack saw the truck’s side panel door slide open, and as it did, the sweeper dropped his broom and charged Alicia, knocking her into the truck. He jumped in after her. The door slammed closed, and the truck roared off.


	Jack stumbled a step and blinked. Had he really seen that? One second she was there, the next she was gone.


	Shit!


	He kicked into a sprint, dodging people and pushcarts and hand trucks as he dashed after the truck. He saw it up ahead. The light was turning red at Eighth Avenue. It would have to stop—


	But no—it ran the red with a tire-squealing turn onto Eighth. An angry chorus of horns followed it uptown.


	Jack kept running. He reached Eighth and stood panting, squinting into the red river of taillights streaming uptown. He spotted the truck two blocks ahead, moving away from him.


	His mind raced. What now? He wasn’t even sure that had been Alicia. And even if it was… he should stay out of it. Chasing after them himself was dangerous. Cowboy stuff like that was a sure way to get collared, and a collar could wreck his life. He should call the cops—do the 911 thing and let them handle it.


	But he hadn’t caught the license plate on the truck, and hadn’t seen any distinctive markings.


	She’s in a dark panel truck somewhere on Eighth Avenue—maybe.


	Yeah, right. That would—


	A horn blared to his left. A taxi wanted to pull away from the curb, and Jack was blocking him. Jack held up his hand and approached the driver.


	4.


	Alicia felt her taching heart pound against her ribs and heard the breath whistling in and out of her nostrils as she struggled against the tape that bound her to the seat.


	They’re going to kill me! she thought. I’m going to end up just like the others.


	It had happened so fast! The man had caught her in mid-stride, hurled her into the truck, and jumped in after her. Before she could react the door was closed and she was taped into this chair, with a short piece slapped across her mouth. She felt tears crowding into her eyes. What did they want with her?


	And then she remembered: They can’t kill me. The house will go to Greenpeace if they do.


	But what if this is something else? What if this has nothing to do with the house? You hear of people disappearing all the time. What if this is just some random abduction?


	The inside of the truck was as dark as a tomb. She could make out the shape of the man who’d pushed her in, and sensed someone else sitting behind her. The first man had her shoulder bag and seemed to be pawing through it—she could hear the contents being pushed this way and that. What were they looking for? Who were they? What did they—?


	And then the one behind her spoke. She recognized the nasal voice.


	“Hello, sis.” 


	Thomas.


	Anger sliced through her. She couldn’t see him, but she could imagine him—his lanky brown hair, his big-nosed, pockmarked face, his pear-shaped body. Had he gained weight since she’d last seen him a dozen years ago? Undoubtedly.


	She wanted to scream at him, but knew nothing would pass her taped lips. So she stopped struggling against her bonds and forced herself to be calm. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her terror.


	“Sorry we have to meet like this,” he said in a casual, offhanded tone. Alicia could almost hear his smirk. “But I wanted to act out one of my bondage fantasies. And I also wanted to make it clear in no uncertain terms how disturbed we are by what you did—or tried to have done to the house last night.” 


	We … he was as much as telling her that he wasn’t in this alone.


	“I don’t want this to be a lecture, so I’m going to have my associate here remove the tape from your mouth. If you begin to scream or cause any unpleasantness, it goes back on and stays on. Is that clear?” 


	Alicia refused to nod.


	“I said, is that clear?” 


	Still she wouldn’t nod.


	Finally she heard Thomas sigh. “All right. Take it off.” 


	The dark figure next to her reached over and tore the tape roughly from her face. From the way her flesh stung, she was sure it had taken an upper layer of skin with it.


	“You bastard,” she said in a low voice without turning. She did not want to see him. “You filthy piece of—” 


	“Ah-ah-ah,” Thomas said. “I warned you about unpleasantness.” 


	“Just a statement of fact, Thomas.” 


	“Really?” His voice changed to a hiss. “Then try this statement of fact: If you ever, ever try to do harm to that house again, you’ll—” 


	“I’ll what? Be run down by a car? Be blown up? Be burned at the stake? What, Thomas? I know what happens if I die. So don’t try to threaten me.” 


	“Who said anything about dying?” he said. “How about just hurting? You can be hurt. And you can be hurt again. You can be damaged temporarily or permanently. You can be scarred. You can be maimed. You can be blinded. The list goes on, Alicia. Dying is not the worst that can happen to you.” 


	Alicia licked her lips with a cottony tongue. Was this really Thomas talking? Weak ineffectual Thomas?


	“I know what you’re thinking,” Thomas went on. “You’re thinking Thomas is just talking. Thomas is a wimp. He won’t do anything of the sort. But listen well, sister: Thomas doesn’t have to do any of it. He’s got people who will do it for him, and enjoy it.” 


	Her intestines coiled in fear as she realized these were not empty threats. She hid the tremor that shot through her. How had she got into this nightmare?


	“Give it up,” Thomas said. “I’ve all but won as it is. It’s all just a matter of time now—a very short time. Save me the trouble of having the will set aside, and you’ll walk away from the closing a very rich woman. You keep fighting me and you wind up with nothing—no house, no money. I call that a no-brainer, Alicia. Why are you being so damn stubborn?” 


	You of all people should know, she thought. But she said: “Why? Why do you want the place so badly?” 


	“I have my reasons. Nothing that concerns you.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I can hurt you in other ways, Alicia. I can ruin you professionally. I can make that medical degree of yours completely worthless.” 


	Alicia froze, afraid to move, afraid to hear.


	Thomas’s voice sank to a whisper. “I found his stash… the master collection. It’s mine now. And I can release parts of it to the state board, to select magazines and newspapers.” 


	Alicia knew that if her hands were free now, she’d turn and go for his throat, try to rip it out to silence that smug voice. But the cold sick dread flowing through her stole her voice.


	And then she felt his hand grab her left breast and squeeze.


	“Remember the good old days?” 


	What Alicia remembered was the seventeen-year-old Thomas sneaking into her room at night to cop a feel while she was sleeping. Something he quit after she slashed his palm with the knife she’d begun keeping under her pillow.


	Her fury broke free. She flexed her neck, then rammed the back of her head into Thomas’s face.


	She heard him cry out in pain, and then heard a horn blare as the truck screeched to a crashing halt.


	From the other side of the front partition she faintly heard the driver say something about a “Goddam cab” as he got out.


	Behind her, Thomas was whimpering. “I think you broke a tooth!” 


	“Shut the fuck up,” said the man beside her—the first words he’d spoken since he pushed her in here. “This could be trouble.” 


	She heard shouting outside, then something slammed against the side of the van.


	“That does it,” the man said. “I’m going out to see what’s up. You just stay put.” 


	Alicia didn’t have a choice, so he must have been talking to Thomas. She’d thought Thomas was in charge, but this thug showed him no respect. Who was in charge here?


	She got a glimpse of the man’s blocky build and thick features as he pulled the side door open, then it closed behind him.


	5.


	Yoshio was amazed at the sudden, bizarre turns of events.


	He had been watching Thomas Clayton and had seen him get into a dark panel truck outside his apartment house. He had recognized Sam Baker through the open door. Since this allowed him to keep track of two of his surveillance targets at once, he’d followed.


	For a good half hour he had watched Baker sweep the same section of sidewalk in front of a shuttered Korean toy wholesaler’s shop. Yoshio had returned to his car from a quick walk to the pushcart vendor on the corner, and was just biting into his souvlaki on a pita when he saw Alicia Clayton get pushed into the truck.


	Shocked, he dropped his souvlaki—salad, sauce, and all—onto his lap, and followed.


	Were they mad? What did they hope to accomplish by this?


	He got caught at the red light at the next corner. He would have run through it like the truck, but the cross traffic was too thick when he reached the intersection.


	While he was waiting, he noticed a dark-haired man run up to the corner and stare after the van. Apparently he had seen the abduction and wanted to do something about it. A concerned citizen. A rarity.


	As soon as the cross traffic thinned, Yoshio eased through the red light and pursued the van, leaving the man behind.


	He found the truck and followed it onto a cross street. Suddenly a taxi, piloted by a madman, swerved around him and cut off the truck. After the impact, the cabdriver jumped out and Yoshio recognized him: the concerned citizen from moments before.


	Yoshio watched in stunned amazement. What demon had possessed this man? What did he think he was going to accomplish alone?
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	Baker took a quick look around. He wasn’t exactly sure where they were—somewhere in the West Thirties, probably. That had been the plan: take her for a ride, scare the shit out of her, then dump her in some dark deserted spot as far west as possible.


	At least there weren’t too many pedestrians here. He saw how the left front end of their truck had inserted itself into the rear door of a beat-up yellow cab. What kind of asshole move had this cabbie tried to pull to cause this? Was he trying to get hit?


	Whatever. The thing was to get the truck moving again. No cops, no accident report. Chuck had the frightened-looking cabbie pinned helpless against the side of the panel truck. He was an average-size white guy, and Chuck was a monster. The cabbie wasn’t going anywhere.


	Good. We’ll do a little tap dance on this guy’s head, then we’ll be out of here.


	Baker stepped forward. He was going to enjoy this.


	That was when the cabbie stopped cursing and looking helpless. He grabbed Chuck’s right wrist with both hands and gave a sharp backward twist. Baker thought he heard a bone crack. The cabbie ducked the pile-driver left Chuck threw at him and delivered a vicious sidekick to the inside of Chuck’s knee. Baker knew he heard a ligament pop.


	Chuck grunted and dropped to the street, clutching his knee. The moves took Baker by as much surprise as Chuck. Something very wrong here. Instead of running, the cabbie was coming his way, looking anything but frightened. Baker had a big weight advantage—what was this guy thinking? But then the guy was in his face. Who was this guy? Cabbies sat on their butts all day. They weren’t supposed to move this fast…


	Baker swung a right and missed as the cabbie leaned away from it. He grabbed the guy’s arm with his left hand to steady him for the next shot, but he was slippery as a greased snake. He pulled free, and Baker’s face exploded in pain as the heel of the cabbie’s palm rammed up into his nose. Baker swung blindly and connected with what felt like ribs, but then something—a fist or a foot, he didn’t know—pounded into his solar plexus. He heard himself grunt as the air exploded from him. He grabbed for the guy as he doubled over, hoping to take him down with him, but then something that had felt like a billy club but had to be an elbow rammed into his right kidney.


	That did it. Baker dropped through a haze of nausea and agony, landing on his hands and knees, with his dazed mind mumbling, What happened? What happened?
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	Horns were beginning to blare from traffic backed up behind the accident as Jack jumped to the panel truck’s side door. He cocked his right arm as he yanked the handle with his left.


	Had to be someone else inside besides Alicia, he figured, and he wanted to strike while he still had surprise on his side.


	He wished he’d been prepared for this. He had the Semmerling, of course, and the knife strapped to his leg, but as comforting as they were, he’d truly have liked a twelve-ounce sap in his hand right now.


	The first person he saw when he opened the door was Alicia. They’d taped her into a chair, but other than that it didn’t look like they’d harmed her. Her eyes widened when she saw him.


	“Jack!” 


	And he’d been right about someone else being with her, but the doughy guy with the bloody mouth didn’t look like a problem. A quick glance inside revealed no one else.


	As Jack leaped inside, Mr. Bloodymouth shrank back.


	“Who are you?” His voice rose in pitch with each word. “What do you want?” 


	Jack pulled the knife from his ankle scabbard and pointed it at him.


	“Shut up and don’t move.” 


	“Jack, thank God!” Alicia said as he sliced through the duct tape. “How in the world—?” 


	“Tell you later.” 


	She began peeling away the strips as soon as he cut them. In seconds she was free. But instead of jumping for the door, she turned and went at Bloodymouth, cursing and clawing at his face.


	Jack pulled her away from the cowering figure.


	“Come on! We’ve got to get away from here.” 


	“Meet my half brother,” she said through her teeth as Jack helped her down to the pavement.


	Jack looked at the soft body, the lanky hair, and bulbous nose. “Must take after the other side of the family,” he said.


	“He does. He—” 


	She stopped and Jack saw she was staring at the two guys he’d flattened a minute ago. The driver had curled into a fetal position and was moaning as he clutched his left knee with his good hand. The other guy was already struggling to his feet. He had to be a tough one—a kidney punch like that usually put a guy down for the count.


	He tugged on Alicia’s arm again, pulling her away from the scene. Drivers backed up behind the truck would be wandering up to see what the hell was holding things up. He saw one getting out of his car now. Jack didn’t want anyone giving his description.


	“Let’s go. Time to fade away.” 
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	After the collision, Yoshio had seen Baker come out and move around to the front of the truck. He did not return. The concerned citizen appeared instead and freed Alicia Clayton.


	Unable to contain his curiosity, Yoshio approached the truck on foot. Peeking inside the open door, he saw a man he recognized as Thomas Clayton wiping blood from his mouth. He went around to the front and saw Baker and another man, both much larger than the concerned citizen, both looking battered.


	This carnage was certainly not the work of an average citizen. It appeared that Ms. Clayton had found herself a samurai… a ronin.


	And then Baker, holding a hand against his back, over his right kidney, noticed Yoshio and snarled. “Whatta you lookin’ at? Get the fuck outta here!” 


	As Yoshio made a frightened gesture and backed away, he glanced down the street to where Alicia Clayton and her rescuer were vanishing into the shadows.


	Yoshio’s car was trapped behind the accident, and would be so for a long while, he feared. He would not be able to follow them.


	But he wished he could. Yoshio wanted to know more about the ronin.
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	“I don’t know how to thank you.” 


	It must have been the twentieth time she’d said it. Jack sipped his Molson and said nothing. He’d given up on telling her not to worry about it.


	They’d run a few blocks, then ducked into this sports bar to get off the street. The place traded on the Madison Square Garden crowd, and seemed to be lit solely by neon beer signs—must have been a hundred of them on the walls and over the bar. The long-haired guy in the apron on the Sam Adams sign stared at Jack over Alicia’s shoulder.


	At least the place was quiet. The Knicks were off tonight, so Jack and Alicia had a corner all to themselves.


	And now with the adrenaline fading, his right flank began to throb where that big sandy-haired guy had connected. The man looked heavy and middle-aged but, he was in shape. Threw a mean punch.


	He’d explained to her how he’d seen her pushed into the truck, how he’d commandeered a taxi and chased the truck until he could cut it off and stop it.


	She was working on her second Dewar’s, and when she lifted the glass to her lips he noticed that the adrenaline tremor in her hand was easing.


	“If you really want to thank me,” he said, “you’ll forget about going to the cops.” 


	“But this is my chance to put a stop to all this!” she said. She balled her free hand into a fist and held it over the table. “I’ve got them now. They abducted me! I don’t have to worry about civil actions anymore. This is a felony and you were a witness. I know this detective, Will Matthews. We can go to him and—” 


	Jack felt his insides twist into a knot. “No, we can’t.” 


	She blinked. “Why not?” 


	“Because I can’t be your witness.” 


	“What do you mean? You saw the whole thing. You even cut me free.” 


	“But I can’t be a witness, Alicia. I don’t exist.” 


	Another blink. “What are you talking about?” 


	“I have no official existence.”’


	She shook her head. “How can that be? You’ve got to have a social security number. You’ve got to have a bank account, a credit card, a driver license. You can’t function without them.” 


	“I do. In fact, I have a number of them. All bogus.” 


	“Well then, be a witness under one of those identities.” 


	“No can do. Those identities hold up with a bank looking to get my money in its vault and hoping I’ll start charging everything I buy on its credit card. And they hold up with a bored DMV clerk who’s transferring the license of a dead man in Toledo to a nonexistent address in Park Slope. But they won’t hold up under a real background check. Especially if they check with the IRS.” 


	“You don’t file?” 


	“Never. And please… you can’t ever mention me to this detective friend of yours.” 


	“Are you wanted for anything?” 


	“No, and I’d like to keep it that way.” 


	Alicia leaned back, deflated. “Damn. For a minute there I really thought…” 


	“Sorry,” Jack said.


	“My God, don’t apologize for pulling me out of that van.” 


	“But maybe I shouldn’t have,” he said.


	“That’s not funny.” 


	“I’m serious. It just occurred to me that I should have done everything the same except cut you free. If maybe I clobbered your brother like the other two and left the truck’s door open with you still bound to that seat, and you started shouting for help, someone would have come along and seen you and called the cops. I’d have faded away to another part of the city, and those three would be locked up in Midtown South right now.” 


	It annoyed the hell out of him that he hadn’t thought of any of this at the time.


	Alicia was nodding slowly. “That would have been perfect. But it didn’t occur to me either. All I wanted right then was to be free of that tape and out of that truck.” 


	“And I was trying to figure out how many more guys I was going to have to deal with.” 


	“Yes,” she said, leaning forward now. A small, tight smile played about her lips. The Scotch was getting to her. “Tell me about that. Both those men were bigger than you. And I know you didn’t use your eyeball trick. So how did you beat them? Karate? Kung fu?” 


	“Surprise,” Jack said, “The best weapon there is. The outcome could have been very different if they’d been ready for me. But they saw a guy who was scared, frightened, helpless. Easy meat. The second guy even smiled when he saw how helpless I looked. But I had my moves planned—went for their knees and noses. Doesn’t matter how big a guy is, he’s not much trouble after you pop one of his knee ligaments, or ram his nasal bones back into his head. Those two got caught napping. That only works once, though. Have to think of something else if I run into them again.” 


	“I have to ask you this,” she said. Jack noticed her looking at her hands. “Those thumbnails. You keep them so much longer than the others. Can I ask you why?” 


	“You’d probably rather not know.” 


	“I do. Really I do.” 


	Jack took a breath. “Sometimes you get into spots where things don’t clean up as neatly as they did tonight. Sometimes you wind up rolling in the dirt or on the floor and you’re dodging head butts and bites and you’ve got to use every trick you know and every part of your body just to survive. And that’s when it’s good to have a sort of built-in weapon.” He held up his long-nailed thumbs and wiggled them. “Nothing like a gouged eye to end a fight.” 


	Alicia blanched and straightened in her chair. “Oh.” 


	Warned you, Jack thought.


	He tried to stare down the guy on the Sam Adams sign. That didn’t work, so he made to move the conversation away from himself and into a more interesting area.


	“This is the second time I’ve asked you this today,” he said, “but things have changed since this morning: What’s your next move?” 


	“I’m not sure.” 


	“Snatching you off the street was a risky and dangerous move. It tells me they’re getting desperate. And desperate people do crazy and stupid things. You might get hurt.” 


	“I don’t know if tonight had anything to do with desperation,” she said slowly. “Thomas told me that they were going to win, that it’s just a matter of time. I don’t think he was bluffing.” 


	“Maybe there’s a clock running somewhere.” 


	“Maybe. But I get the feeling that tonight had nothing to do with the legal battle. I heard something in Thomas’s voice… when he said, ‘If you ever, ever try to do harm to that house again’… he sounded as afraid as he was angry.” 


	“So you think this is a direct response to your hiring Benny the Torch. Seems a little over the top.” 


	“It does, doesn’t it. But I think it really frightened him. The thought of that house going up in flames seems to have just about unhinged Thomas.” 


	“And unhinged people are dangerous.” Jack pounded his fist lightly on the table. “But what is it about that house that would unhinge him?” 


	Something inside him was screaming for answers.


	“I didn’t really care before,” Alicia said, “but after tonight, I want to know. Help me find out.” 


	Thought you’d never ask.


	But he didn’t want to appear too anxious. There was still the matter of his fee.


	“Well…” 


	“Look.” She leaned over the table, her expression intent, her voice low. “Thomas tried to frighten me off. I can’t let him do that. Whatever’s in that house has got to be valuable. Very valuable. I can’t pay you cash, but you can have whatever we find.” 


	“A contingency fee,” he said, nodding slowly, as if he’d never considered it. “I usually operate on a cash basis, but since I’m already involved in this, I’ll make an exception.” 


	“Great!” She gave up one of her rare smiles.


	“But I can’t take it all. It’s yours by right.” 


	“I don’t want it.” 


	“I’ll take twenty percent.” 


	“Take it all.” 


	How could he take it all? He wouldn’t feel right. “You can toss your percentage in the river if you want, but we split or I’m out.” 


	He finally backed her into limiting his take to a third, and they shook on it.


	“When can you start?” she said.


	“I’ve already started.” He rose and threw a twenty on the table. “Let’s take a ride.” 
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	Jack didn’t have to tell the cabbie to take it slow past the house. Thirty-eighth Street was barely crawling.


	“Thar she blows,” he said.


	The security car with the two guards was still parked out front.


	He noticed that Alicia didn’t even glance out the window. She sat with her arms laced tightly across her chest.


	“When do you figure you’ll make your first search?” she whispered.


	The cabdriver’s English had seemed pretty shaky, and Jack doubted he could hear much on the other side of his Plexiglas partition, but whispering wasn’t a bad idea.


	“For what?” 


	“For whatever they think is so valuable.” 


	“Which is…?” 


	“That’s the zillion-dollar question.” 


	“Exactly. I’m sure your brother has tossed the place but good behind those boarded-up windows. Obviously he didn’t find it. So how am I supposed to find what he couldn’t find when I don’t even know what I’m looking for?” 


	She mulled that a moment. “Maybe it isn’t something in the house—maybe it’s the house itself.” 


	“Very possible. But when it’s time to search, it won’t be just me, it’ll be we.” 


	“Oh, no. I’m not setting foot in that house ever again.” 


	“Yes, you are. You grew up there. You know every nook and cranny of the place. Be crazy for me to stumble around in there alone when you could be my guide.” 


	Alicia seemed to shrink inside her coat as she tightened her crisscrossed arms.


	What happened to you? he wondered. What went on in that house that you won’t even look at it?


	He decided not to push her any further now.


	“But search talk is a little premature now anyway,” he said. “We need lots more information before we do anything like that.” 


	She visibly relaxed. “Like what?” 


	“Like who’s backing Thomas. Finding out what they’re into may move us a long way toward figuring out what this is all about. You said this is a big expensive law firm?” 


	She nodded. “Hinchberger, Rainey and Guran. Leo—my dead lawyer—told me HRG is mainly into international business law. He was flabbergasted that they were handling a will dispute. Said it was like having F. Lee Bailey handle a traffic ticket. And I believe him. You should see their offices.” 


	“You been there?” 


	She nodded. “Leo and I had a meeting with Thomas’s lawyer in his office early on. It didn’t go well.” 


	“Where are they?” 


	“West Forty-fourth, just off Fifth.” 


	Jack had an idea. “Then that’s the place to start.” He tapped on the cab’s Plexiglas barrier. “West Forty-fourth.” 


	“Nobody’s going to be there now.” 


	“I know. But I want to get a look at the place. And I want to start work on getting a list of their clients.” 


	“You mean, besides Thomas?” 


	“I don’t think your brother is a client—at least in the usual sense. It doesn’t sound like you can approach—what did you call them?” 


	“Leo called them HRG. It’s easier.” 


	“Okay. HRG. They don’t sound like the kind of firm that lets you pop in off the street with a will problem. So I’m willing to bet that one of their existing clients—an important one—told HRG to handle this ‘minor matter’ for them. We connect Thomas to one of those clients and we may answer some questions.” 


	She shook her head. “So obvious. But how do we connect—?” 


	“I follow him. But that’s all later. Right now, I need you to fill me in on some details.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“Like how your father died.” 


	“He was on Flight 27.” 


	The words jolted Jack. “Flight 27? When you said he was killed in a plane crash, I thought you meant some little Piper Cub or Cessna. But Flight 27… jeez.” 


	JAL Flight 27 from LA to Tokyo had crashed into the Pacific with no survivors, and not too many of the 247 bodies recovered either. The TV and papers had talked of nothing else for weeks. Still no clue as to why. It went down in one of the deepest parts of the Pacific. The black box was never found.


	“Did they recover his body?” 


	Alicia shook her head. “No. They say sharks got most of them.” 


	“I’m sorry,” Jack said without thinking.


	“Me too,” she said matter-of-factly, looking straight ahead. “For the shark that ate him, that is. Probably died of food poisoning.” 


	You are a cold one, Jack thought. I hope you’ve got a good reason.


	“How about your brother? You said he quit his job. What did he do before he began devoting his life to getting that house?” 


	“What I know I learned from that private eye before he was killed. He said Thomas had been stuck for years in a mid-level electrical engineering job at AT&T.” 


	“Not the genius his father was, then?” 


	Another shrug. “Hard to say with Thomas. As a teen he always tended to take the path of least resistance. Under constant supervision and cornered like a rat in a cage, he could do work. But give him any slack…” 


	New York cabs will be signaling whenever they change lanes before Thomas gets any slack from his sister, Jack thought.


	Not that he deserved any after kidnapping her tonight.


	“Here we are,” she said, pointing through the side window as the cab swung into the curb.


	Jack stepped out, paid the driver, then checked out the building.


	The Hand Building was chiseled into the stone along the apex of the high-arched entrance. Impressive carving wound around the supporting columns. And inside…


	“Look at that ceiling,” Alicia said as the revolving door deposited them in the long, bright marble-walled lobby.


	High above them, gods of some sort hovered among fluffy white clouds in a pale blue sky painted on the arched ceiling.


	“Do you think they’re Greek or Roman?” Alicia said.


	“I think some folks are taking themselves just a bit too seriously. And do you really care?” 


	“Come to think of it… no.” 


	“What floor are they on?” Jack said as he led her to the directory that took up a large section of one of the west walls.


	“Twenty-something.” 


	He found it. Looked like they called the whole twenty-third floor home.


	Out of the corner of his eye he watched the guard at the security desk watching them. It was after hours and they didn’t look all that presentable, what with Jack in jeans and Alicia wrinkled from being taped up.


	“We shouldn’t risk trying to go upstairs tonight. Don’t want to arouse any suspicions or put anyone on alert. But I wish I could get a look at their office layout.” 


	“Not much to see,” Alicia said. “You step out of the elevator and face a glass wall with a receptionist on the other side. I’m sure she’s gone now, but even when she’s there, you don’t get past that wall until she hits a button to release the door.” 


	Damn, Jack thought. Getting a client list was going to be tough. Maybe impossible.


	“Why all the security, you think?” 


	Alicia shrugged. “Well, you never know what kind of riffraff will be sneaking around after hours.” 


	“Oh-ho!” he said. “The doctor makes a funny.” 


	“Mark the date and time,” she said. “It doesn’t happen very often.” 


	“Can I help you folks?” 


	The security guard had walked over. He was big and black, and acting friendly, but Jack could tell he was all business. If they didn’t have any business in the Hand Building, he was going to ask them to please move themselves back to the street. No monkey business on his shift.


	“Fascinating architecture,” Jack said. “When did this building go up?” 


	“I’m not sure,” the guard said. “I think there’s some sort of plaque in the corner behind that tree by the door. Take a look at it on your way out.” 


	Jack gave him a nod and a smile. “Heard and understood. We’re on our way.” 


	The guard returned the smile. “Thanks.” 


	Just to keep up appearances, Jack peeked behind the ficus tree sitting in front of the brass plaque, but he never got to read the inscription. Something else snatched his attention.


	“I’ll be damned!” 


	“What?” Alicia said. “What is it?” 


	“See that little mark there on the corner molding above the plaque? The black circle with the dot inside?” 


	“That magic marker thing?” 


	“That’s it. I know the guy who made that. His name’s Milkdud… Milkdud Swigart.” 


	This was good. Better than good. This was great.


	“And…?” 


	“It means this building’s been hacked.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	“I’ll explain later. But it means we may have a way to find out who’s backing Thomas.” 
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	“Kemel groaned as he hung up the phone. Surely Allah had deserted him. First he had learned of Baker and Thomas Clayton’s crazy stunt tonight. The sister would certainly file felony charges against her brother, setting back the whole operation months, perhaps years, perhaps permanently.” 


	He had been so furious, he’d even told the swollen-nosed Baker that Nazer should have fired him last week when Kemel had told him to. Baker had not taken that well, but that was too bad. The man was jeopardizing everything.


	But then Kemel’s brother, Jamal, called from home, and his fury evaporated like water spilled on summer sands of the Rub al-Khali, replaced by dread for his eldest son.


	“It’s Ghali,” Jamal said. “He’s been arrested.” 


	Kemel felt the heart dropping out of his body. Ghali? His eighteen-year-old son, the pride of his life… arrested? No, this could not be.


	“For what? What happened?” 


	“He has been accused of stealing a camera from the wife of a visiting American businessman.” 


	“Impossible! Ridiculous!” 


	“That is what I said,” Jamal told him. “But there are witnesses. And he had the camera with him when they caught him.” 


	“Oh, no.” Kemel moaned. He closed his eyes to squeeze out the light. “Oh, no, this can’t be true. Why would he do something like this?” 


	“I don’t know, brother. Perhaps if you were home…” 


	Yes! Home! He had to go home immediately!


	But he could not. Not yet.


	“I will come as soon as I can. But I cannot leave right now.” 


	“What business could be more important than this?” Jamal said with what sounded like scorn. Never in all his years had he spoken to Kemel like that. He would not use that tone if he knew the nature of Kemel’s business here.


	Kemel ached to tell his younger brother why he was in America but did not dare. Jamal and his whole family would be in jeopardy if it was discovered that Kemel had breathed so much as a word of it to him.


	“Where is Ghali now?” 


	“It took me all night, but I managed to secure his release. I am keeping him at my house—I have taken responsibility for him.” 


	Kemel calculated that the eight-hour time difference made it six a.m. in Riyadh. “Thank you, Jamal. I can never thank you enough.” 


	“This is far from over, Kemel. I will do whatever I can, but Ghali may have to stand trial.” 


	Kemel nodded, though there was no one to see. Yes, yes, he knew. Especially since a foreigner was involved. The Saudi authorities seldom passed up a chance to demonstrate the superiority of Islamic Law to westerners. Even if this American woman asked that no charges be brought, they might still proceed with trial and punishment.


	And punishment would mean the loss of Ghali’s right hand.


	How could this happen? Ghali had always been wild and headstrong, yes, but never a thief. What could have possessed him? He wanted for nothing, yet he stole a camera! A camera! There were almost a dozen fine cameras lying about the house!


	This made no sense.


	He had to turn to a higher power for help. Tomorrow was Friday, the holy day. He was bound to say his noontime prayers in the mosque. Tomorrow Kemel would pray all day in the mosque for his errant son.


	FRIDAY


	1.


	After a couple of rounds of answering-machine tag, Milkdud’s last message had said to meet him at Canova—not Canova’s, just Canova—on West Fifty-first at ten-thirty. So that was when Jack showed up. He rode the lemming crowd of parents and kids streaming toward the red neon Radio City sign dead ahead on the far side of Sixth Avenue. With Ruth’s Chris behind him and Le Bernadin across the street, Jack found Canova.


	He leaned his forehead against the front window and peered past the faux pilings lined up on the other side of the glass. Looked like one of those buffet places that had been multiplying like coat hangers through most of the nineties.


	He stepped inside and looked for Milkdud.


	Canova was a little more elaborate than most of its buffet kin. Usually they were strictly takeout—fill your containers at the buffet counter, weigh and pay, then be on your way. Canova offered two buffet areas, and seating.


	The crowd was thin—still a while before the lunch mob hit—but Jack didn’t spot Milkdud. And Milkdud was hard to miss.


	He tapped the Korean guy wiping a nearby table.


	“I was supposed to meet someone here—” he began.


	“I don’t know,” the Korean said quickly, vigorously shaking his head. “I don’t know.” 


	“He’s a black guy,” Jack said. He pointed to his forehead. “And up here he’s got—” 


	“Oh, yes.” He pointed to the left, toward a sign with an arrow and the word SEATING. Jack wondered how he’d missed that. “Over there. He over there.” 


	Jack stepped through the small brick arch and checked out the extra seating area. He saw the back of a tall thin black guy, short-cropped hair, facing the wall. Jack ducked back to the buffet area, bought a Pepsi, then dropped into the seat opposite Milkdud.


	“Sushi for breakfast?” Jack said, checking out Milkdud’s tray.


	“Hey, Jack,” Milkdud said, extending his hand across the postage-stamp table. “Got to preserve my slim boyish figure, man.” 


	“For hacking, right?” 


	He shrugged. “A spare tire can keep me from where I want to go sometimes. Besides, this is brunch and you really can’t call California rolls sushi.” 


	They went back years. Jack kept running into this tall guy—Milkdud had worn dreadlocks then—at the revival houses around the city. They started talking, and finally got to the point of trust where they’d lend each other tapes and discs of cherished films. But if Jack had ever known the name the man’s mother called him, he’d long since forgotten. He was Milkdud—or Dud—to the world. Long, lean, with milk-chocolate skin, a laid-back look, and an easy smile; but all people seemed to remember about the guy—even in the days when he had those huge dreadlocks—was the big, black Aaron Neville-class mole in the center of his forehead. Some class clown during his growing up must have compared it to a certain brand of chocolate-coated caramel, and the name had stuck.


	“I stand corrected,” Jack said. “So what are you up to these days?” 


	“Working in the Coconuts up the street.” 


	“They’re hiring MIT grads now?” 


	Milkdud shrugged. “I’m in the laser disc department. The hours are flexible, and the discounts help me keep up my collection.” 


	Jack nodded. Flexible hours… that was something Milkdud needed for his real passion. Yeah, he was a movie freak, but old buildings were his first love.


	“How many discs you got now?” 


	Another shrug. “Lost count. But I’m glad you called. Been meaning to get in touch with you about a recent purchase.” 


	Jack straightened. “Something on my want list?” 


	Milkdud reached down and pulled a plastic Coconuts bag from under the table. He handed it across to Jack.


	“Yes!” Jack said when he looked inside. He pulled out a laser disc of An Unmarried Woman. “How’d you find it?” 


	The 1978 Jill Clayburgh-Alan Bates drama was one of Gia’s favorite films. Its charms eluded Jack—he’d never been particularly taken by any of Paul Mazursky’s work—but he’d been trying for years to buy or tape a copy for Gia. He religiously checked the schedules of all the cable movie channels he subscribed to—TCM, AMC, TMC, Cinemax, Starz, Encore, and the rest—but they rarely listed it, or when they did, he always found out about it too late to set his recorder.


	Milkdud said, “One of the used places down on Mac-Dougal. It’s a good transfer but it’s Hong Kong.” 


	“I see that. Not dubbed, I hope.” 


	“No—just Cantonese subtitles.” 


	“Subtitles are no problem. Can I borrow it?” 


	“Yeah. As long as you want. Just don’t forget where you got it.” 


	“You like it?” Jack knew Milkdud as a Guinea gross-out maven. Heavy into Argento, Bava, and Fulci. Hard to believe he’d even sit through An Unmarried Woman, let alone want it in his collection.


	“Nah. But it’s so damn hard to find, I feel I should have a copy. Weird, huh?” 


	“Just the collecting disease.” 


	Jack understood; he suffered himself. “Your timing is perfect, Dud.” Now he had at least one Christmas gift for Gia she wouldn’t be expecting. “I’ll do a dub and get it back to you as soon as…” Jack hesitated, feeling bad about asking Milkdud for another favor after he’d found Gia’s movie for him, but he had no choice. “And… I need your help.” 


	“Your message mentioned a building hack.” 


	“Right. I spotted your squiggle in the Hand Building last night.” 


	Milkdud’s eyes lit as he smiled. “The Hand Building… the twenty-five story ferroconcrete on Forty-fifth. Yeah, she’s a beauty. A prime example of postwar urban architecture. My handle’s still there? Cool. Hacked her about three years ago. Should’ve brought my notes, then I could give you the exact date and some details. A very cool place. That lady’s full of blind spaces.” 


	“You keep notes?” Jack said. This was great news. “Like some sort of hacking diary?” 


	“I like to think of it simply as ‘exploring.’ We were calling it ‘hacking’ back in the seventies, but then the computer geeks co-opted the term. I don’t like the comparison. Computer hacking implies mischief, malevolence, and malfeasance.” 


	“Not in its pure form,” Jack said.


	“True. The pure computer hacker is an explorer. He wants to gain entry, open all the doors, find all the hidden places, learn all the secrets, and leave everything pretty much as he found it. That’s what I do. I get into a building and explore all the spaces the workaday occupants never see, don’t even know exist, then I get out.” 


	“But not without leaving your ‘Killroy-was-here’ squiggle.” 


	Milkdud smiled. “Which, in a bow to CB culture, we call a ‘handle.’” 


	“How the hell did you ever get into this?” 


	A shrug. “It’s sort of a rite of passage at MIT.” 


	“For everyone?” 


	“Hell, no. It’s got its dangers. First off, you can get killed. We use roofs and elevator shafts a lot, and those shafts are dangerous. Second, it’s illegal. You may not mean any harm, but try explaining that to the Man. At the very least, it’s trespassing. At worst, it’s attempted robbery. And you’d better not be claustrophobic, because your hallways are air shafts and ducts.” 


	Jack nodded. “I can see how that might weed out quite a few.” 


	“Better believe it. And add to the weeds all the ones who just don’t get it.” 


	Jack slapped the side of his head. “You’re kidding. You mean there’s actually some people out there who don’t think crawling through air shafts is cool fun?” 


	Milkdud smiled. “One or two. But the ones who really understand us are the computer hackers. And there’s a fair amount of crossover. A good number of keyboard geeks, at least the ones who aren’t acrophobic and claustrophobic, hack buildings too. Back at MIT I used to explore with a guy named Mike MacLaglen—expert phreaker and ice in his veins when it came to building hacks. But he wasn’t pure, man. There’s no money in building hacking. He dropped out to hack video chips. Don’t know where he is now. But he was good.” 


	“As good as you?” 


	“Hell, no.” 


	“And you’re still hacking?” 


	“Yeah. Got a curious nature, I guess.” He sighed. “But it’s getting harder. Security’s getting better and better. Still, when you get into the right sort of building”—his eyes unfocused here—”you know, one that’s been remodeled a dozen or two times over the years—and you start finding all these blind spaces in corners, and stairways to nowhere, and maybe even a tiny sealed-off room in the middle of a floor, and you know you’re the pioneer hacker here because yours is the first handle to get marked on the walls of those spaces… I tell you, Jack, there’s nothing like it.” 


	Jack shook his head. A brilliant guy, but definitely a few kinks in his Slinky.


	“Say, I wanted to be in on a meeting in a certain office on the twenty-first floor of the Hand Building. Could you help me?” 


	“Sure.” 


	Excellent, Jack thought. This is going to be easier than I thought.


	“So you could place an AV pickup behind a grille where I could see and hear what’s going down?” 


	Milkdud shook his head. “No way.” 


	Jack opened his mouth, then closed it. That wasn’t the reply he’d been expecting.


	“No way? I thought you just said—” 


	“I said I’d help, but I’m not bugging the place for you. That’s against the code.” 


	“What code?” Jack tried to hide his annoyance, but he was sure some leaked through. “The official building hackers’ code of ethics?” 


	“Maybe.” Milkdud stayed cool. “Don’t know about any official code, but I, know it goes against Milkdud’s.” 


	Jack leaned back and sipped his Pepsi. “Damn, Milkdud. I was counting on you.” 


	“You want to eavesdrop these days, you don’t need anything in the room. You just bounce a laser beam off the window glass and you’ll hear every word they say.” 


	“I’m fresh out of lasers today.” 


	“You can buy one in dozens of these ‘executive security’ places all over town. I think there’s even one on Fifth Avenue around the corner from the Hand.” 


	“My operation’s not exactly high tech, Dud. No way I could rig up a laser on Forty-fifth Street. You see that stuff on TV all the time, but I work in the real world. And besides, I need more than just audio. I want to see into that office. The meeting itself isn’t as important as who’s present and what’s said after the meeting.” 


	“So,” Milkdud said, “why don’t you get in there and watch and listen yourself?” 


	“Me… hack my first building… in midtown… during business hours? Right.” 


	Jack had a vision of himself wedged into a ventilation duct, mewing like a kitten up a tree, while firemen and EMS men broke through walls and acetylene torched their way through the galvanized metal to cut him free.


	And then his picture on the front pages of the Post and the Daily News. He could see the headlines:


	AIR SHAFT AIRHEAD GETS CAUGHT!


	He shuddered.


	“No, thanks.” 


	“I’ll help you,” Milkdud said.


	“What about the Milkdud Code?” 


	“It says I won’t plant any devices for you, but it doesn’t say I can’t show you how to hack a building. That would make me an apostle of the building hack. I’d be… St. Milkdud, a missionary, spreading the word to the unenlightened, making converts—” 


	“Okay,” Jack said, smiling and holding up his hands. “I get it.” 


	He thought about the offer. If Milkdud could get him to a spot where he could see and hear what went on in Thomas Clayton’s lawyer’s office…


	“Let me get this straight,” Jack said. “You’re offering to be my guide into the bowels of the Hand Building—” 


	“Pathfinder would be more accurate. Trailblazer even more so.” 


	“Which means?” 


	“I’ll check my notes and rehack the Hand this weekend. You tell me where you want to be, and I’ll see if I can find a way for you to get there. If I do find one, I’ll get you into the building on the morning of the meeting and point you in the right direction.” 


	“You mean you won’t be coming along?” 


	Milkdud shook his head. “Uh-uh. The code, you know.” 


	“But what if I get lost or”—the Jack-as-kitten-up-a-tree vision flashed before him again—”stuck?” 


	“I’ll diagram your route and mark the passage. If you can follow directions and road signs, you should have no problem. And if it’ll make you feel better, bring along a cell phone. I’ll be outside. You get in trouble, call me.” 


	Jack drummed his fingers on the table, thinking. His instincts told him to find some other way. He wasn’t claustrophobic—he’d spent long hours in cramped places before—but he preferred multiple escape routes whenever he put himself into a situation. But with Milkdud available to back him up… maybe it could work.


	“All right,” Jack said. “Let’s plan it out.” 


	“First thing I’ll need to know is the location of the meeting. The exact location.” 


	“I can get that.” I think.


	“Good. Next thing is, you’ve got to get yourself some hacking clothes.” 


	“Such as?” 


	“Well, in the summer, when the AC is on, I use long Johns. But in the winter, it can get hot in those ducts. Even in the returns. So I’d recommend a lightweight coverall—sans buttons, or a rugby shirt and panty hose.” 


	“Panty hose? Jeez, Dud!” 


	“You’re gonna be belly-crawling every which way you can, Jack. You gotta be able to slide, man.” 


	“Yeah… but pantyhose?” 


	Another Post headline flashed before his eyes:


	PANTY-HOSED PEEPER PINCHED IN PIPES!


	Jack said, “I’ll go with the coveralls, I think. What else will I need?” 


	“A three-piece suit.” 


	“Aw, no!” 
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	“Where did we meet?” Alicia said, cradling the phone against her shoulder as she unwrapped half a turkey sub from the Blimpie’s down the block. “In Gordon Haffner’s office. He’s Thomas’s lawyer.” 


	She’d waited all morning to hear from Jack. He’d been so excited last night after finding that magic marker squiggle in the Hand Building lobby. He’d started babbling about building hackers—whatever they were—and somebody named Milkdud. He’d taken her home, checked out her apartment to make sure it was empty and secure, then left her, saying he’d call in the morning.


	Well, he hadn’t called. And she’d had some very bad moments walking to the hospital this morning. She’d kept to the center of the sidewalk, eyeing every van near the curb, every passerby, tensing at every set of hurried footsteps behind her. She’d never been so relieved to see the guard at the front door.


	Her relief had turned to dismay when she saw Hector’s blood culture report: Candida albicans, the opportunistic fungus that rode into AIDS patients on the backs of other infections. She’d added IV amphotericin B to the mix of meds flowing into Hector, and crossed her fingers.


	His foster mother probably hadn’t been giving him his prophylactic Diflucan either. At least Alicia hoped that was the reason for the infection. If not, it meant he’d picked up a resistant strain, and that could be bad. Very bad.


	She took a bite of her sandwich. She hadn’t had dinner last night, hadn’t been able to stomach breakfast this morning; it had taken until noon for the thought of food to occur to her. And now, just as she was starting lunch at her desk, Jack called.


	“Gordon Haffner,” Jack said. “Where’s his office on the floor?” 


	She swallowed. “I’m not sure.” 


	“It’s important, Alicia.” 


	“All right, then. Let me think.” 


	She replayed that afternoon in her mind, walking through the glass doors on the twenty-first floor with Leo Weinstein, sitting in the reception area, then being led down a hall to Haffner’s office. She remembered looking out the window and seeing the blue canopy of the Chemists’ Club across the street below.


	“He overlooks Forty-fifth Street.” 


	“That’s a start. But I need to know exactly. Is it a corner office?” 


	“No. But it’s right next to a corner office—the east corner.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	“Absolutely. I remember thinking that Thomas might not have the top man in the firm, but he seems to have someone close to the top.” 


	“The office next to the east corner overlooking Forty-fifth,” Jack said. “Got it.” 


	“What’s up?” she said.


	“You’re going to have a meeting with Mr. Haffner Monday morning. You’re going to tell him you’re ready to sell the place.” 


	She almost choked on a mouthful of turkey. She coughed and swallowed.


	“Like hell, I am!” 


	“Easy. Just listen. You’re going to ask an absurd amount, say, ten million.” 


	“They’ll never go for that.” 


	“Of course not. The offer isn’t the point. It’s the meeting we want. I’ll explain all the details later. Right now you should be freeing up Monday morning so you can be there. A guy named Sean O’Neill will be calling you this afternoon. He’ll be your lawyer on Monday.” 


	“My lawyer? But he doesn’t know a thing about—” 


	“He doesn’t need to, and believe me, he doesn’t want to. Sean’s greatest pleasure in life is driving other lawyers crazy. He’ll set up the meeting for you.” 


	She checked her calendar. Monday morning… she’d have to excuse herself from the monthly meeting of the infectious disease department… but nothing else was pressing.


	“Okay. Can do it. But the earlier the better.” 


	“Good. That makes two of us.” 


	“This is all very weird, Jack. I’d like to know what’s going on.” 


	“I’ll explain everything Sunday night when we have our rehearsal.” 


	“Rehearsal?” 


	“Yeah. You, me, and Sean. But the important thing for you to know right now is that setting up this meeting with the lawyers gives us a breather. No one’s going to be making another grab for you or threaten you if they think an agreement might be reached on Monday. That means you can stop looking over your shoulder—at least for the weekend.” 


	“That’s a relief.” 


	“For both of us. Gotta run. Talk to you later.” 


	And then he was gone.


	Alicia hung up and attacked her sandwich with new gusto. She felt as if a lead weight had been removed from the pit of her stomach. She wouldn’t have to live like a fugitive for the next couple of days.


	But what on earth was Jack planning? And how reliable was he? Sure he seemed extraordinary with the strong-arm stuff, but this was different. He’d be dealing with a big law firm, some extremely sharp minds. Could a guy from the street outwit the Harvard grads on the twenty-first floor?


	She didn’t know, but if she had to bet, Alicia didn’t think she’d risk her money on the suits.
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	“Is that him?” Jack said as a new voice spoke from the cassette player’s speaker.


	Jorge shook his big head. He was dressed for business—his workday started when the offices began emptying—in a cutoff sweatshirt that exposed his thick arms to the shoulder.


	The two of them sat in the cramped extra bedroom of Jorge’s apartment that doubled as a business office. Down the hall his wife was clearing dinner while his two sons played the latest Mario; the apartment was redolent of spicy meat.


	Jack fast-forwarded the tape, stopping and starting until he heard a new voice.


	“How about this guy?” 


	Another head shake. “No. Not Ramirez.” 


	“Better be soon,” Jack said. “We’re getting to the end of the tape.” 


	Jorge had had one of his cousins slip the flyers under all the doors in Ramirez’s building. The overkill had been necessary to keep Ramirez off guard. The flyer used the Hudak Realty letterhead but substitute a voice mail number Jack had rented, saying it was the direct line to David Johns, the Hudak agent who had an exclusive on this property. Jack had left an outgoing message saying that Mr. Johns was with a client and would get back to you as soon as possible.


	He’d brought a tape of all the calls to Jorge’s apartment.


	“Maybe he’s not interested,” Jorge said.


	“If what you told me about him is true,” Jack said, “he’ll call. He won’t be able to resist. Just look at all these other—” 


	“There!” Jorge said as someone new spoke from the tape player. “That’s him. That’s the hijo de puta!” 


	Jack didn’t know much Spanish, but he knew what that meant. He leaned back and listened to Ramirez’s smooth, lightly accented voice. Obviously he’d been in the country longer than Jorge.


	“Yes, Mr. Johns. I would like very much to meet with you about the property you describe in your flyer. I must leave town this weekend on a business trip, and I wish to inspect the property before I depart. ” 


	Ramirez left his office and home phone numbers.


	Smooth, Jack thought. He’s probably been by the place and seen it from the sidewalk. He knows it’s a steal and he wants it. So he uses a phony trip to push for a quick look-see without appearing anxious.


	From what Jack had gathered from Jorge, Mr. Paco Ramirez fancied himself a wheeler-dealer, especially in real estate. Liked to pick up bargains in the current upmarket and turn them around for a quick profit. Guys like him were always on the lookout for someone in a hurry to sell. Jack’s flyer had served up a deal he was sure Mr. Ramirez was salivating over.


	“All right,” Jack said. “He’s nibbling the bait. Now we’ve got to set the hook and reel him in.” 


	He used Jorge’s phone to call Ramirez’s office. The man was on the line only seconds after Jack told the receptionist he was David Johns. After a little polite small talk, Ramirez cut to the chase and they set up an appointment to inspect the property the following morning at nine sharp.


	“What do we do now?” Jorge asked.


	“‘We’ don’t do anything,” Jack told him. “From now on it’s just me. The most important thing for you to do is stay away from that town house. Ramirez gets one hint that you’re involved, and he’ll be gone. Just stay here tomorrow morning and answer the phone. I may have to make a call. I’ll ask questions, and you answer them anyway you want—give me the weather report, I don’t care. I just want a voice on the other end.” 


	Jorge pursed his thick lips. “Esplain to me again, por favor, how this will get my money back.” 


	“Okay. Once more. I’m going to get your money by convincing Ramirez to give me a big cash deposit on the town house.” 


	Jorge shook his head. “But he is no fool, Mr. Jack.” 


	“I’m sure he’s not. But I know his type: He gets off on screwing people. He likes to find a little guy, or someone at a disadvantage, and take them for all he can. He could have afforded all along to pay you for your work, but he chose not to. Why? Because he discovered a weak spot—your illegal relatives working for you—and he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to take advantage of that. It’s a power trip.” 


	“You know others like Ramirez?” 


	Jack nodded. “Hell, yes. They keep me in business. I’ve become a sort of expert on these guys. I’m going to turn Ramirez’s game back on him. I’m going to put a sweet deal in front of him and let him think he’s screwing someone in the bargain.” 


	“But cash? He will not give you cash.” 


	“He will if he thinks I don’t want it.” 


	Jorge was shaking his head again. Jack had noticed him doing that a lot lately.


	“Trust me,” Jack said. “Even if it doesn’t work, at least we’ll have some fun with Ramirez.” 


	Jorge’s scowl said fun was the last thing on his mind.


	4.


	The phone rang as Alicia was readying to call it a day. Raymond was gone already so she picked up herself.


	“This is Detective Will Matthews. Is that you, Alicia?” 


	“Yes,” she said as brightly as she could. “How are you?” 


	Oh, hell. More bad news?


	She’d had another call from the hospital attorney this morning, asking her if she’d had any second thoughts about her child molestation charge against Floyd Stevens. Now what?


	“I’m fine,” he said. “Well, the reason I called is I may have some good news for you.” 


	“About Stevens?” 


	“The one and only.” 


	“He’s pleading guilty?” 


	“No, but almost as good. I’d like to tell you all about it over dinner.” 


	Alicia felt her hackles rise. “Will… if this involves the charges I brought against him, don’t you think—?” 


	“Nothing directly to do with your charges. If you insist, I’ll tell you now, but if you don’t have plans, I’d prefer to do it over an early dinner. I promise, you won’t be disappointed.” 


	Alicia hesitated. First lunch, then dinner, then… what?


	I don’t have time for this.


	But if he’d been checking into Stevens on his own time and had come up with something helpful, how could she refuse?


	“Okay, then,” she said. “Dinner it is. When and where?” He asked if she liked Italian. When she told him she did, he gave her the address of a trattoria on Seventh Avenue about ten blocks up from the Center. He’d meet her there in half an hour.


	Good news, he’d said. She hoped so. She could dearly use some.


	5.


	“You must eat here often,” Alicia said as the two of them settled into a booth built for four.


	Alicia had arrived early. Normally she would have walked. But despite Jack’s assurance that no one would bother her before Monday’s meeting with the lawyers, she’d taken a cab.


	Will showed up a few minutes later. The maitre d’ had greeted him with a big smile, and three people from the bar had called hello.


	He shrugged. “I guess if I hang out anyplace, it’s here. But we’re talking once or twice a week.” 


	Is this where you were last night? she wondered. If you’d been walking behind me instead of Jack, Thomas and his bully boys would be in jail right now and this whole mess would be settled.


	“I thought cops hung out at cop bars.” 


	“They do. I spent a couple of years funneling money into Midtown. South’s favorite watering hole, but you know… you get tired of cop talk all the time. At least I do. Here I’m just Will Matthews, who happens to be a cop.” 


	A waiter stopped by with a basket of rolls and long anorectic Italian bread sticks. After checking with her, Will ordered a bottle of Chianti classico, then he leaned forward.


	“Let’s get to the latest on Floyd Stevens.” 


	He held out the breadbasket and she took a bread stick.


	“Please.” She bit off the end of the stick with a decisive snap.


	“I’ve been tailing him.” 


	“They let you do that?” she said, surprised. “I mean with all the other crime going on—” 


	“I wish. No, I did this on my own time.” 


	“Your own time?” If Alicia had been surprised seconds ago, she was shocked now. “But why?” 


	“I told you. I used to work Vice, and I know these creeps. They’re out of control. You interrupted him, so I figure he might not have gotten what he wanted. And that meant he’d be on the prowl again real soon. So as soon as I got off duty, I made it to the Upper West Side and hung around outside his place, waiting for him to come in or go out.” 


	“And?” 


	“Last night he went out. Walked down to the garage where he keeps his car and drove straight to the Minnesota Strip.” 


	“What’s that?” 


	“A place you’ll probably never see. It’s sort of a sex supermarket, full of prostitutes of all ages and all sexes.” 


	“All sexes? I know of only two.” 


	“Well, there are the in-betweens. Let’s see… how do I put this… guys who’ve been changed on top—you know, breast implants and hormone treatments on the skin—but remain fully equipped below… they’re a hot item on the Strip.” 


	“Wonderful.” 


	Will shrugged. “They’re a pretty pathetic crew down there, but personally it doesn’t bother me. Whatever gets you through the night. But when the pimps start putting kids out for the chicken hawks—” 


	“Chicken hawks?” This is like a new language, Alicia thought. “What’s that?” 


	“Most times it refers to gays who cruise for very young male prostitutes, but I use it for anybody, straight or bent, looking for too-young stuff.” 


	“Chickens,” Alicia said, feeling queasy. “Young, tender, defenseless.” 


	She looked at Will. So clean-cut, almost boyish-looking with that short blond hair; his job put him in almost daily contact with humankind at its worst, yet he seemed to have remained untainted somehow.


	“That’s what they like. And Floyd Stevens is one of them. I followed him. He knew exactly where he was going—in fact, I think he must have called ahead, because there was somebody waiting at a corner with a very young-looking girl when he pulled up. The kid got into the car and the two of them drove away.” 


	The bread stick crumbled in Alicia’s hand as her anger flared. “And you let him?” 


	“Of course not. But I didn’t want to complicate things by nabbing him myself—didn’t want that lawyer raising any questions of entrapment or harassment—so as I followed him into the dock area, I patched through to a couple of guys I know on Vice. They waited till he parked, snuck up on him, and caught him in the act.” 


	“Wow will someone take him off the streets?” she said, brushing the crumbs off her lap.


	“He is off the street. At least for the time being. He’s locked up, charged with having sex with a minor.” 


	“And that’s your good news? Another poor kid was molested by this creep?” 


	“Don’t you see?” Will said, looking a little hurt. “He’s not going to walk away from this one. Now he’s got two sexual molestation charges in one week. He can’t threaten or buy his way out when the witnesses are cops. He’s going to be too busy defending himself to go after you. You’re off the hook.” 


	… Off the hook…


	Alicia slumped back against the padded back of the booth as the truth of Will’s words seeped past her anger at Floyd Stevens.


	“Oh, my God,” she said softly. “You’re right. He can’t say he never touched Kanessa. Can’t say I imagined it all and overreacted.” 


	“And best yet,” Will said. “He’s going down for last night. He’s going to do time.” 


	Alicia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt as if a small planet had been lifted from her shoulders.


	“Thank you,” she said, looking at Will. She felt a sudden burst of warmth for this man, this good, good man. “What you did is above and beyond duty. I… I don’t know what to say.” Impulsively, she reached across the table and clutched his hand. “Thank you.” 


	He shook his head. “Nailed a perv and helped a very special lady out of a jam. Trust me. The pleasure was all mine.” 


	Alicia realized that Will had cupped her hand in both of his. She couldn’t pull away now… and wasn’t sure she wanted to.


	The waiter’s arrival with the wine broke the spell.


	Will made a big display of aerating the tasting portion of the Chianti, checking its legs, sniffing it, swirling it in his mouth, doing everything but gargling with it, then he swallowed and puckered his face into an awful grimace.


	“This is swill!” he told the waiter. “Take it out back and pour it down a storm drain!” 


	The waiter snorted. “Yeah,” he said with a crooked smile. “Like you’d know.” 


	He poured Alicia a glass, then casually added more to Will’s.


	“I’m like Rodney Dangerfield here,” Will said, shaking his head. “No respect.” 


	“With beer, you maybe got credentials,” the waiter said. “But wine? Fuhgheddaboudit.” 


	He left the bottle on the table and strolled away.


	“You really do come here a lot.” 


	Will laughed. “Yeah, Joey’s the owner’s nephew. We go way back.” 


	Alicia sipped the wine and found the first sip a little tart, but the second wasn’t so bad.


	“So,” she said, edging toward a question that had begun to niggle at her. “I imagine working all day and following people half the night plays havoc with your social life.” 


	“Social life? What’s that?” 


	“You know—friends, family, girlfriend… that sort of thing.” 


	“It was no sacrifice, believe me. My friends didn’t miss me, my folks retired to South Carolina; and as for the woman in my life”—he rotated his glass, staring into the swirling ruby fluid—”she up and left almost a year ago.” 


	“I’m sorry,” Alicia said, mentally kicking herself for prying. She fumbled for something to say. “I—I guess the long hours of being a cop are tough on a relationship.” 


	Will grunted. “I wish that had been it. I could have handled that, maybe even worked something out. No… it was just about this time last year she went home to visit her family in Vermont—a little town called Brownsville—and ran into an old beau. They hooked up, the old sparks started burning again, and next thing I know she’s on the phone telling me all about it and saying she’s not coming back to New York, she’s staying in Vermont and marrying this guy.” 


	“That must have hurt,” Alicia said, feeling for him. He’d delivered the story so matter-of-factly, but she sensed the lingering pain.


	“That it did. Took about a million calls and even a trip to Vermont before it finally got through to me that she really meant it.” He straightened and looked at her, as if shrugging off the memories. “But that was then. I got over it. Life goes on.” 


	And now you think you should find someone else, Alicia thought. Please don’t set your sights on me, Will Matthews. You’ve had enough trouble already.


	“How about you?” he said. “How’s your love life?” 


	Alicia echoed his earlier comment. “Love life? What’s that?” She forced a smile. “Especially when you’re married.” 


	He blinked. “Married? I thought…” 


	For a moment she was tempted to morph her story about a traveling beau into a traveling husband, but she couldn’t lie to him. Not after what he’d done for her.


	“But you’ve already met my spouse,” she said, smiling as she watched his baffled expression for a few heartbeats. Then she let him off the hook: “The Center. We’re inseparable, you know.” 


	“Oh!” He laughed. “Married to the job,” he said, nodding. “I know all about that. Got a bit of that problem myself.” 


	It’s not always a problem, she thought. Sometimes it’s a solution.


	She could see him relax. That was good… and that was bad. He probably thought he had a clear field.


	They spent the meal and perhaps an hour afterward talking, Will probing for details of her life, Alicia dodging and countering with a steady stream of questions that forced him to talk about himself.


	The upshot of the evening was Alicia gathering a portrait of a decent man who liked beer, bass fishing, and basketball; a dedicated detective who’d managed—at least so far—to avoid the deep cynicism that seemed to infect most big-city cops.


	And Will? As they left the restaurant, Alicia doubted he knew much more about her now than he had when he’d walked in.


	As Will drove her home, Alicia watched his hands where they gripped the wheel. Strong hands, and strong arms. She wondered what those arms would feel like around her. She rarely minded being alone, in fact, most of the time she was too busy to realize that she was alone.


	But there came times, at night, mostly, when she felt an urge to cling to someone, to feel protective arms around her, when she simply wanted to be held.


	She was feeling relaxed and safe as Will pulled to a stop in front of her apartment. And she was torn: Ask him in or not?… ask him in or not?


	And then a beeper sounded.


	Will checked his belt. “Not mine.” 


	Alicia fished hers out of her shoulder bag, and felt the mood shatter as she recognized the number on the display.


	Hector’s floor. Only one reason they’d be calling her at this hour.


	“Will, can you take me over to St. Vincent’s? Fast? I mean, really fast.” 


	He replied with squealing tires.


	SATURDAY


	1.


	After only three hours sleep, Alicia was back in the hospital, this time in the Pediatric ICU. Little Hector Lopez had crashed last night—grand mal seizures and respiratory arrest. She and the house staff had pulled him through—just barely.


	Will had hung around for hours downstairs in the waiting area. He didn’t know Hector, had never laid eyes on him, yet he’d seemed genuinely concerned. Finally Alicia convinced him to go home.


	He’d hugged her and wished her luck, and she’d watched him go, thinking this was someone special.


	But now she was watching Hector, unconscious, a slim ribbed endotracheai tube snaking from his mouth to a larger tube, his bony chest rising and falling in time to the hissing rhythm of the ventilator at his bedside.


	She heard a knock on the glass partition to her left and turned to see Harry Wolff gesturing to her from the other side. She’d called him in on consult regarding the seizure. He’d done a spinal tap. Hector’s central nervous pressure had been up, and the fluid had looked hazy. Not good, not good…


	Alicia stepped to the door and pulled her mask down to her chin. “Harry. What have you got?” 


	His expression was grim. “Candida in the CSF.” 


	Alicia sighed. Damn. That explained the seizure. Although not a complete surprise, she’d been hoping the pediatric neurologist would find something easier to treat.


	“Any more seizure activity?” he said.


	“No. But there will be if I don’t get this yeast under control. Trouble is, his immune system’s in free fall.” 


	“I’ll keep looking in. Good luck.” 


	“Thanks, Harry.” 


	She turned and looked back at Hector. She was losing him. Damn it, this was her home field, this was the only place in her life these days where she called the shots. But she seemed to be losing here as well.


	There had to be a way to turn this around. Had to be…


	2.


	Ramirez showed up a few minutes early, but Jack was ready and waiting at the town house, decked out in his green blazer, white shirt, striped tie, Dockers, loafers, and shit-eating grin.


	He’d been here for an hour or so already, familiarizing himself with the place. The house itself didn’t need any window dressing; it was in perfect shape. All the closets and dressers were filled with clothes. Whoever had inherited this from the late Dr. Gates hadn’t removed a thing.


	The only touch he added to the place was a photo he’d picked up in a secondhand shop—two men sitting side by side on a log. He left it in the master bedroom. Then he outfitted the sitting room off the front hall with a card table, and on that arranged manila folders, deposit receipt forms, Xeroxed from the original Hudak Realty form.


	Ramirez wore a full-length black leather overcoat. A single, heavy gold chain gleamed through the open collar of his golf shirt. He had broad shoulders and a thick middle. He flashed Jack a bright, wide grin, showing off his caps, but his dark eyes were on the move, taking in every detail of the front hall—the etched glass in the front door, the crystal chandelier, the brass carpet rails on the steps leading up to the second floor.


	Jack handed Ramirez a card—an exact copy of Dolores’s except that the name had been changed to David Johns—and gave him the tour, regurgitating much of the patter he’d heard from Dolores on Thursday. He watched Ramirez run his hands over the fine wood of the antiques as they went from room to room.


	As they returned to his makeshift office in the sitting room off the front hall, Jack mentioned that a condition of the sale was that the closing had to be in thirty days.


	“Thirty days,” Ramirez said. “Why does this owner wish such a quick closing?” 


	Jack paused, as if debating how much to say, then shrugged.


	“All right, I’ll tell you. He’s looking for a quick sale because he needs the money.” 


	“He is in financial trouble?” Ramirez said.


	“No-no.” Jack lowered his voice, as if sharing a secret that should go no further. “He’s in the hospital now. The poor man needs the money for medical expenses.” 


	“Really?” Ramirez’s tone was properly sympathetic; the sudden gleam in his eye was anything but. “That is too bad.” 


	Jack could almost see the wheels turning in Ramirez’s head: in the hospital… medical expenses. . . the photo of two men in the bedroom…


	He was making a diagnosis.


	“And you say the sale price includes all of the furniture?” 


	“Yes. All fine, fine European antiques. At the asking price, I assure you, it is quite a bargain.” 


	Ramirez shrugged. “I do not know. It is very old. Have you had much interest in the property?” 


	“Strangely enough, no. I don’t understand it,” Jack said slowly, then pretended to catch himself. “Not that there’s been no interest. There’s been good interest.” 


	Ramirez smiled. “As I said, it is an old house. But I feel sorry for this poor sick man. I will take it off his hands. But not for the asking price, I am afraid.” 


	Jack sniffed. “It’s already underpriced.” 


	“I must disagree,” Ramirez said.


	And then he made a low-ball offer, a good twenty percent under the asking price.


	You bastard, Jack thought. Jorge had said he’d steal from a dying man, and Ramirez had just proved him right.


	Jack had begun thinking of his imaginary client as a real person, so he didn’t have to fake being indignant.


	“Out of the question. My client would never consider such a price.” 


	“You will call him and ask him?” 


	“No. It’s an insult to the property.” 


	“Well, if you have had a better offer,” Ramirez said with a shrug, “then I will go away. But if you have not, I think it is your duty to consult your client.” 


	“I’ll do just that,” Jack said.


	He whipped out a cell phone and called Jorge’s number.


	When he answered, Jack said, “Mr. Gates’s room, please.” While he pretended to wait for a connection, he turned to Ramirez. “Even from his hospital bed, I’m sure Mr. Gates will muster some harsh words about your offer.” 


	Another shrug from Ramirez. “I am only offering what I can afford.” 


	Then Jack spoke into the phone. “Yes. Hello, Mr. Gates. This is David. I’m sorry to call you so early, but I’ve had an offer on the house.” Pause. “Yes, well, I’m not so sure you’ll say that after you hear it.” He gave the figure and waited, as if listening. “But—” he said, then cut himself off, “But…” 


	Jack frowned, glanced at Ramirez, then turned his back and stepped away.


	“But it’s an insulting offer!” he said in a stage whisper. “You can’t possibly consider it!” 


	Out of the corner of his eye he saw Ramirez’s caps appearing behind a slow grin. Oh, yes, you bastard. This is your birthday on Christmas, isn’t it—getting the deal of a lifetime and screwing some poor sick bastard in the process.


	Jack said, “Yes… yes, I see… very well…” He sighed. “I’ll tell him.” 


	Jack hit the end button on the phone, took a dramatically deep breath, then turned to face Ramirez.


	“Well,” he said. “Mr. Gates has expressed some interest—limited interest—in your offer. But he has two conditions if he’s going to sell for that price.” 


	“Yes?” Ramirez was keeping a calm front, but Jack could tell he was ready to Macarena down the hall.


	“You must close in fifteen days.” 


	Ramirez was polishing his diamond ring against the sleeve of his blazer. “That is possible.” 


	“And…” This was the biggee. This was where Jack knew he’d either reel Ramirez in or lose him completely. “He wants a twelve-thousand-dollar deposit in cash.” 


	Ramirez stopped polishing and looked up. “In cash? That is an unusual request. In my many, many real estate dealings I have never left a cash deposit.” 


	“Yes,” Jack said, “you’re absolutely right. Most unusual. In fact, it’s absurd, and I’m sure you want no part of it.” 


	Now it was Jack’s turn to play hard to get. Risky, but the only way he could see Ramirez coming up with the cash. He took Ramirez’s elbow and guided him from the sitting room toward the front hall.


	“Thank you for your interest, Mr. Ramirez. I’ll inform Mr. Gates that you wouldn’t agree—” 


	Ramirez pulled his arm free. “One moment. I did not say it was unacceptable. Just that it was unusual. Perhaps a smaller amount in cash.” 


	“No, I’m afraid not. The twelve thousand is what Mr. Gates said, and twelve thousand is what it must be. If that’s too steep—” 


	The doorbell rang.


	What the hell…?


	Jack poked his head through the doorway into the front hall.


	Someone was standing at the front door. Jack couldn’t make out who it was through the etched glass, but he knew it had to be bad news. No one was supposed to be here but Ramirez and him.


	Maybe if he ignored the bell…


	Another ring.


	Clenching his teeth and silently cursing, he stepped into the front hall and pulled open the door.


	A stocky Oriental in a way expensive charcoal-gray business suit and black fedora stood on the stoop. He could have been Harold Sakata doing Oddjob from Goldfinger.


	“I am looking for David Johns,” the man said. “Is he here?” 


	Who’s this? Jack thought. Someone from Hudak Realty?


	He had a feeling his little scam was about to crash into ruin. But he couldn’t be too evasive… not with Ramirez in earshot.


	“May I ask who—?” 


	He saw the man stiffen as he looked over Jack’s shoulder.


	“Mr. Ramirez,” the Oriental said.


	Jack turned. Ramirez was standing in the front hall, staring at the newcomer.


	“Hello… Sung.” 


	The scene had a surreal deja vu feel to it, like Jerry and Newman meeting in a Third World Seinfeld.


	When Jack turned back to the Oriental, he saw that the man had slipped into the front hall.


	“I wish to see the property,” he said.


	This was bad—bad because Jack had no contingency for a third player. The new guy wasn’t simply a wild card, he was a wild card who knew Ramirez.


	“I’m sorry, Mr… Sung, is it? This is by appointment only.” 


	“But I tried to get an appointment. I called three times but no one called back.” 


	“Really?” Jack said slowly, knowing Ramirez was listening. “That’s strange. I never got your messages. Perhaps the answering machine isn’t working properly.” He snapped his fingers as if he’d just had an epiphany. “That’s why the response has been so poor! The machine’s on the fritz.” 


	“Perhaps,” said Sung. “I decided to come over to see if anyone was here.” 


	“And now you have seen,” Ramirez said. “I am here, so now you can go.” 


	No love lost between these two, Jack thought. And was that a hint of anxiety in Ramirez’s cold dark eyes? Obviously they both had offices in the same building—that was the only way Sung could have seen the flyer.


	And maybe they’d butted heads before in a real estate deal.


	It hit Jack then that maybe he could stick this wild card in his own hand and play him against Ramirez.


	“I’m glad you did, Mr. Sung. Mr. Ramirez was just leaving, so I’ll be free to—” 


	“Wait one minute,” Ramirez said. “I made an offer and it was accepted. We have a deal.” 


	“But you said you never leave a cash deposit.” 


	“I said that I never have. I did not say that I never will.” He pointed back to the sitting room. “Come. We will talk.” 


	Sung folded his arms across his chest. “I will wait.” 


	Jack stepped back into the makeshift office with Ramirez and closed the door behind them.


	“I will give you a check,” Ramirez said.


	Gotcha, Jack thought.


	Now he could play hard to get.


	He shook his head. “Sorry. Mr. Gates stated that it must be cash.” 


	“But I do not carry that sort of money with me. No one does. Why does he want it to be cash?” 


	“I can’t explain Mr. Gates’s reasoning,” Jack said with a shrug. “He’s on medication, and perhaps it’s affecting him. But if that’s what he wants, that’s what he’ll get.” 


	“But what protection do I have?” 


	Jack straightened and looked down his nose at Ramirez. “Sir, you have the sterling reputation of the Hudak Realty Company behind any transaction. You will get a deposit receipt. And the money will be put in escrow, of course. But I wholeheartedly agree that these are highly unorthodox terms.” He reached for the doorknob. “Thank you for coming.” 


	Ramirez flew into a rage then, stomping around the sitting room and shouting about how they had a deal, how he’d made an offer and the buyer had agreed to it and Jack was not going to get rid of him because he thought he might have a better offer waiting in the front hall.


	Amazing, Jack thought, fighting to keep a smile off his face. The harder I try to keep him from giving me the cash, the more he wants to pay it.


	“You will have your twelve thousand in cash,” Ramirez said, finally winding down. “I will return with it in one hour.” 


	You damn well better, otherwise I’ve gone to a lot of trouble for nothing.


	Ramirez turned at the door. “But I warn you, Mr. Johns. If I return and find out that you have made another deal, there will be serious consequences.” 


	“Threats are not necessary, Mr. Ramirez,” Jack said softly. He glanced at his watch. “One hour it is.” 


	Ramirez made a hasty exit, pausing only to snarl at the man waiting outside. “Might as well go home, Sung. It is sold.” 


	Sung gave him a small bow. “Congratulations, Mr. Ramirez. But I wish to see the property anyway… in case you change your mind.” 


	“That will not happen,” Ramirez said, and then he was gone.


	Jack turned to Sung.


	“We have a deal,” he told him. “No point in your waiting. And I’m afraid I don’t have time to show you around.” 


	He turned and stepped back into the sitting room. He didn’t feel like playing real estate agent for anyone else. He wanted Sung gone.


	But Sung followed him into the room.


	“I do not need to see the rest to know that I will meet and exceed the terms you have arranged with Mr. Ramirez.” 


	“How do you know…?” 


	He smiled. “One could not help overhearing such an excited man.” 


	“Yes, well—” 


	“You will not have to wait an hour.” Sung pulled a long wallet from the breast pocket of his suit. “I can give you the cash deposit right now.” 


	“Those terms were for Mr. Ramirez only,” he said as Sung counted out twelve one-thousand-dollar bills onto the table. “The owner is not well, and I fear he agreed too hastily to Mr. Ramirez’s offer. If Mr. Ramirez does not return, then new terms will have to be set.” 


	“Does the owner know the name of the man who made the offer?” 


	“No, but—” 


	“Then, he will not know that the money comes from someone else.” 


	“But he’s sick,” Jack said, wondering if he could spark some sympathy in Sung. “And it’s an unreasonably low price.” 


	“Here is more,” Sung said, and laid three more thousand-dollar bills on the table… but apart from the rest. “If you think the seller should have more, give him this.” 


	Jack was about to laugh at him. An extra three thousand? What was that added to Ramirez’s low-ball price? Nothing.


	And then Sung added, “I will require a receipt for only twelve thousand, however.” 


	And now the meaning was clear: Sung was another screwmeister, and this was an orgy. Screw the owner, screw Ramirez, let me have the place for the fire-sale price, and the three grand is yours.


	If Ramirez and Sung had a slime-off, Jack wondered who’d win.


	“Mr. Sung,” Jack said. “You’ve got a deal.” 


	Mr. Sung bowed. Jack bowed, and gathered up the bills.


	“A pleasure doing business with you.” 


	3.


	After Sung left with his deposit receipt, Jack still had half an hour to kill. He wandered down to the cellar. Something not quite right down there. He’d sensed it earlier when he had shown Ramirez around.


	He’d paced off the upstairs floor, but now when he paced off the cellar, he found that the visible floor space didn’t match the measurements. After poking around, he discovered a secret room, walled off from the rest of the cellar. Strange.


	Here he was in a house that someone had inherited from the late Dr. Gates… a house with secret. Just like the house Alicia Clayton had inherited. Did all old houses hold secrets? He’d discovered this one’s—one that seemed innocent enough.


	But what about the Clayton house?


	He pushed the thought away. One thing at a time. He was almost done here. Then he could start thinking about the Clayton house again.


	4.


	Ramirez returned with five minutes to spare. He seemed relieved that Sung was gone. He handed over his cash and a few minutes later walked out with his official Hudak receipt for his deposit.


	When he was gone, Jack laughed aloud and did a little victory dance around the foyer. Did it get any better than this? No, it most assuredly did not.


	His only regret was that he couldn’t be a fly on the wall at the Hudak Agency when both Ramirez and Sung showed up looking for Mr. David Johns.


	SUNDAY


	1.


	Kemel called home first thing in the morning and spoke to his brother Jamal. It was mid-afternoon in Riyadh. His other four sons were fine. So were his wife and daughters, but he did not speak to them. The news about Ghali was not good.


	“They are going to prosecute,” Jamal said.


	Kemel slammed his hand down on the table. The telephone’s base jumped with the force of the blow.


	“No! They cannot.” 


	“He needs you here, brother. I’ve done what I can, but you know people in high places that I cannot reach.” 


	And neither can I, Kemel thought.


	He’d spent most of yesterday calling everyone he knew in Riyadh who had influence in the court or the royal family’s ear. No one was leaping to Ghali’s aid.


	If only I were there. I could go face-to-face with these people, make them listen, make them help.


	“I will be coming home shortly.” 


	“When?” Jamal said.


	“As soon as I possibly can.” 


	“I hope it is soon enough.” 


	Kemel hung up and slumped back on the sofa. All his prayers on Friday had not helped.


	He straightened as he realized with a start that perhaps his prayers were being answered. Not with the lightning strike of a miracle, but in a more roundabout fashion.


	All day Friday, as he had prayed in the mosque, he had expected to hear that the Clayton woman had filed charges against Baker and her brother for attempted kidnapping. But no charges were filed.


	And later in the day Kemel had learned from Iswid Nahr’s law firm that Alicia Clayton’s new lawyer had called for a Monday meeting, and had mentioned “settling this whole mess.” 


	No criminal charges and an offer to settle. Surely he could see the hand of Allah in this.


	Sudden elation pulled him from the sofa and dropped him to his knees in grateful prayer.


	She wanted to settle. And Kemel would settle with her. Anything she wanted, just to be done with this irrational, contentious American woman. Once he had the house secured in Thomas Clayton’s name, he would be within reach of protecting the future of the Arab world.


	His work here would not be over, of course, but at least he would be free to travel back to Riyadh to save his family honor… and his son’s right hand.


	2.


	Alicia spent much of the morning with Hector in the hospital’s PICU. The good news was, he hadn’t had any more seizures. The bad news was that he wasn’t gaining on the Candida infection. They were culturing it from his blood, urine, chest, esophagus, everywhere.


	She was feeling down when she got to the Center with her Sunday Times and coffee, but a call from Will cheered her. He’d called yesterday about Hector and asked for a progress report today. He was so easy to talk to.


	He wanted to get together tonight but she couldn’t. She had a meeting scheduled with Jack and that new lawyer, Sean O’Neill, tonight. Will pressed her for Monday night—an Armenian place called Zov’s with a super rack of lamb—and she gave in.


	She was becoming more and more comfortable with him. She didn’t know if that was a good thing.


	3.


	Jack didn’t return any of Jorge’s three calls this morning. The man kept wanting to thank him for returning the full six thousand Ramirez had owed him, and kept asking why Jack hadn’t taken his cut. Jack had told him once that his fee had come out of the “interest” he’d charged Ramirez. He didn’t want to go over it again. One call he did return was to his father in Florida, and they went round and round again—Dad urging him to come down and cash in on all the “fantastic opportunities” waiting for him in Florida, Jack dodging this way and that, finally promising to come down for a visit “real soon.” 


	That done, he took a moment to send five hundred dollars in cash to Dolores, care of the Hudak Agency, with an unsigned note stating simply: “For your trouble.” 


	And then it was out to pick up some of the equipment Milkdud had told him he’d need. After that he was looking forward to some time alone with Gia while Vicky was at her art lessons.


	4.


	“Hi, Ma,” Sam Baker said as he entered his mother’s room.


	“Stay away from the fence!” his mother shouted, looking past him.


	She was a thin, angular woman, with glistening blue eyes. The nursing home staff had secured her into her chair with a nylon mesh vest they called a “posy.” Her bony fingers worked incessantly at the hem of the blanket wrapped around her legs.


	“I brought you flowers, Ma,” he said, showing her the half dozen short-stemmed roses he’d picked up in the city.


	“And get Janey away too!” she called.


	Baker sighed and sat on the bed—gingerly. His back still throbbed like some giant goddamn infected tooth from that kidney punch on Thursday night. He unscrewed the cap from the bottle of seltzer he’d brought along. He hated seltzer, but it was better than drinking straight water.


	He took a sip and stared at the woman who’d raised him. She’d be sixty-eight next February. Not so old in body, but her mind had begun to slip away about ten years ago. Now it was completely shot. He’d had to move her into this nursing home two years ago, and it was sucking him dry.


	He’d heard Alzheimer’s ran in families, and that scared the shit out of him. Every time he forgot something he should have remembered, he wondered, Is this the start?


	Gave him the creeps. He hoped he’d have the wherewithal to swallow the business end of a Tec-9 before he got like her.


	“I’m warning you, Janey!” she shouted.


	“Who the hell is Janey, Ma?” he said softly.


	“It’s her latest imaginary playmate,” said a voice behind him.


	Oh, shit, Baker thought. Karen.


	He turned to see his older sister standing in the doorway. And she took up most of that doorway. Christ, his sister the eternal hippie had really let herself go to hell lately. She’d had a second chin for some time, but now it looked like she was well on her way to a third. And if she was going to dye her hair, at least keep it up. Long gray roots and long red ends—was that a look for aging hippie chicks?


	Karen said, “You’d know all about Janey if you visited more often.” 


	“Lay off,” he said. “I get here when I can. I don’t see you coming up with a check every month.” 


	It was an old argument, and he was sick of it. The nursing home was in New Brunswick, New Jersey. Karen lived in the next town. Baker had to trek out from the city.


	She pointed to his seltzer bottle. “You on a diet or something?” 


	Yeah, he thought. I bet you know all about diets.


	“No. I’m just thirsty.” 


	He wasn’t about to tell her that he was treating a badly bruised kidney. He kept drinking because it kept him running to the head. And every time he took a leak, he saw red—in the water and in his mind. He hadn’t checked with a doctor but he figured anything that flushed the blood out of his aching right kidney couldn’t be all bad.


	Karen stepped closer and stared at his face. “What happened to your nose?” 


	Broken—for about the fifth time. But this was a bad one.


	Another thing he owed that guy, that cabbie or whatever he was. He’d done a real number on him.


	Serves me right for letting myself get caught flat-footed, he thought, but it won’t happen next time. And there will be a next time.


	Baker would make sure of that.


	And then his little filleting knife would come into play…


	“Ran into a door.” 


	“No, Sam. You got hurt.” Her face showed concern, but he knew it wasn’t for him. “What about Kenny? Did he get hurt too?” 


	“Kenny’s fine.” 


	In fact, Baker wished Kenny had been driving the van instead of Chuck. Kenny wouldn’t have gotten suckered by that cabbie.


	“He’d better be. I don’t know what you’ve gotten him into this time, but if anything happens to him…” 


	I cut him in on a sweet deal, Sam thought. Because he’s family. Because you look out for your own.


	Same with the other guys in the crew. He’d worked with them all at one time or another. They formed a small fraternity. If something like this Clayton thing fell into their laps, they’d call him.


	“He’s a grown man, Karen.” 


	“He’s still my baby!” she said, her face screwing up.


	Oh, no, he thought. Not another crying scene.


	“He’s my baby and you made a monster out of him. I’ll never know why he looked up to you.” 


	“Maybe because I was the only man who stayed in his life for more than a year or two.” 


	“You made him join the marines!” 


	“I didn’t make him do anything. He didn’t want to be like all those creeps who kept coming and going through that revolving door in your place. He wanted a little stability. The marines made a man out of him.” 


	“Some man! He’s a goddamn mercenary! If anything happens to him, Sam, I’m holding you responsible.” 


	“Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of him. Better care than you ever did when he was growing up.” 


	She let out a loud sob and hurried from the room.


	Baker sat and stared at his mother. Go ahead, Karen. Say it like it’s a dirty word, but this gig is going to assure that Mom’s taken good care of for the rest of her life. And even if something happens to me, my life insurance policy will do the same thing.


	You look out for your own. Whatever it takes.


	He rose, wincing at the pain in his kidney. He took another swig of seltzer. He’d switch to beer when he got back to his place in the city. If he hurried he could catch the Giants-Cowboys kickoff.


	“Bye, Ma. See you next week.” 


	Mom looked around. “Where’s Janey?” 


	5.


	Yoshio Takita could not locate Sam Baker, so he chose Thomas Clayton as his surveillance subject for the day. He consumed a bag of Krispy Kreme donuts as he sat outside Clayton’s apartment building on Eighth Avenue. They were all delightfully heavy, but the blueberry glazed were the best.


	He was about to give up and call it a day when he spotted Clayton stepping from his building. He walked east. He seemed to be in no hurry.


	Yoshio followed him to the West Twenties where he saw him enter a club called Prancers—”All Live! All Nude! All Day!” 


	Yoshio sighed. He knew this routine.


	He spotted the sign for a dojo spread across a set of second-floor windows down the block. To kill some time, he climbed the steps and peeked in. After only a few minutes of watching the lazy, overweight instructor, Yoshio left in a fury. If this was a representative example of the way the martial arts were being taught in America, then… then…


	Then they needed someone who really knew what he was doing. Someone like…


	Me. Yoshio grinned at the thought. My students would be the best in the country. My dojo would kick the rice out of every other dojo.


	And I would have all this delicious food at my fingertips, every day, for the rest of my life.


	It was a thought worth pondering…


	6.


	“You’re really going to Florida?” Gia said.


	Jack lay on the couch in his apartment, content and thoroughly spent after a leisurely hour of lovemaking with Gia. She lay curled against him, her head on his shoulder, her breath warm on his chest.


	“Just to make him happy.” 


	“And maybe just to shut him up?” 


	“Hopefully, that too.” 


	“What happened to this firm resolve to tell him in no ‘ uncertain terms that you would never move to Florida?” 


	Jack shrugged, and the motion lifted Gia’s head.


	“I tried,” he said, “but I just couldn’t do it. The poor guy is so sincere. He wants so badly for me to succeed.” 


	“Does he think you’re such a failure?” 


	“Not so much a failure as a guy with no plan, no agenda, no rudder, so to speak. And in that sense I think he feels he failed me.” Jack felt his contentment slipping away. Why had Gia brought this up? “That’s what makes it so hard. It’d be easy to blow him off if he’d been a bad father. But he was a good one, always making an effort to be involved with his kids, and he can’t understand where he went wrong with his youngest. So he keeps trying, figuring sooner or later he’ll get it right.” 


	“He did leave you a rudder of sorts,” Gia said, staring at him with those blue wonders. “You’ve got a moral compass, a value system. That must have come from someone.” 


	“Not him. He’s a citizen. A white-collar, churchgoing, taxpaying veteran of Korea. He’d have a stroke if he knew the truth.” 


	“You’re sure of that?” 


	“Absolutely, positutely, one hundred percent sure.” 


	“And so you’re going down to Florida.” 


	“Sure as hell looks that way.” 


	“Can Vicky and I come along? At least as far as Orlando?” 


	“Hey, now there’s an idea,” he said, brightening. He kissed her forehead. “Disney World. We’ve never been there. And the Universal place. I want to see ‘Terminator 3-D.’” 


	Maybe Florida wouldn’t be so bad after all. For a week.


	“Let’s do it.” 


	And then it was time to get dressed and pick up Vicky.


	But “3-D” stuck in Jack’s brain for some reason, and he treated Gia and Vicky to a late-afternoon IMAX 3-D movie.


	Vicky loved it, but Jack came away disappointed. All that screen, those neat 3-D glasses… you’d think they could do something better than close-ups of bugs and fish. Why not a real movie—like a 3-D IMAX haunted house? That would be something to see.


	They found a restaurant called Picholjne nearby, where they had dinner and made plans for going to Florida. Vicky was ready to bounce off the walls with excitement, and Jack found himself beginning to look forward to the trip.


	What better way to see Disney World than with a child? he thought, drinking in her smile and her bright eyes.


	The only time Vicky stopped talking about Mickey and Donald was when the fabulous dessert tray came by. She had two.


	7.


	Thomas Clayton had emerged from the strip joint after two hours and walked directly back to his apartment.


	This, Yoshio had learned, was one of the patterns of Thomas Clayton’s life. Very sad, he thought. He didn’t know much about him, but felt sorry for him. This was a lonely, lonely man.


	And with this Yoshio himself felt a rare pang of loneliness, a sudden yearning for home. Not for family, for he had none, and not for Tokyo, for New York had given him his fill of big cities. No, he wished he were booked into a little ryokan on Shikoku, overlooking the misty vistas of the Inland Sea.


	He realized that he had wasted the day. All of the principals seemed to be in a holding pattern, as if waiting for something. But for what? Tomorrow, perhaps?


	If so, Yoshio would wait with them.


	His stomach didn’t feel right. Perhaps the grease from that shish kebab meat—supposedly lamb—he had eaten while waiting for Thomas Clayton this afternoon. He decided to take a break from American food. He stopped at a restaurant in the East Fifties with a superior sushi bar. He spent a number of hours there, sipping Sapporo Draft, nibbling sashimi, and speaking Japanese.


	Then he returned to his apartment and watched Kemel Muhallal and his superior hovering around that lamp in the back room of Muhallal’s apartment, looking at their mystery object.


	8.


	Jack dropped off Gia and Vicky, then hurried over to Alicia’s for a meeting with her and Sean O’Neill, her new lawyer.


	As he stepped through the door, Jack handed her an envelope. He liked her wide-eyed look when she opened it and pulled out Mr. Sung’s fifteen one-thousand-dollar bills. He told her it was a donation to the Center. She thought it was from him, but he assured her it wasn’t. He told her the donor was a very caring real estate investor who wished to remain anonymous.


	“He wants you to buy some ‘fun things’ for the kids,” Jack told her. “You decide.” 


	Jack then spent an hour or so with Sean and Alicia working out the plan for Monday morning. Sean had called Gordon Haffner at HRG on Friday and arranged a nine-thirty meeting there with his new client, Alicia Clayton. He’d made it clear that his client did not under any circumstances want her brother present. They would confer with Mr. Haffner alone, and he would convey the substance of the meeting to Thomas Clayton afterward.


	And then with everything set and in place for tomorrow, Jack had gone home, ready to end this exceptionally fine weekend with another installment of the Dwight Frye festival. The Vampire Bat, perhaps.


	Then Milkdud called, saying he’d just returned from successfully rehacking the Hand Building. Jack thought that was great until Milkdud explained what Jack would have to do tomorrow…


	MONDAY


	1.


	“You rested and ready for this?” Milkdud said as he and Jack walked down Forty-fifth Street in their suits, carrying their briefcases.


	“No.” 


	As they neared the entrance to the Hand Building, Jack said, “You’re sure there’s no other way to do this?” 


	“If there is, I don’t know it.” 


	“I must be crazy.” 


	Milkdud laughed. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.” 


	Jack wished he was as sure about that.


	They pushed through the revolving door into the lobby, looking like they belonged there, and breezed past the security counter where a pair of uniforms were sipping coffee and raptly checking out yesterday’s football scores in the morning paper.


	“Kind of gives you a new appreciation of the value of organized sports, doesn’t it,” Jack said as they approached the elevators.


	“Especially football pools.” Milkdud checked his watch. “Quarter to eight. The shifts are changing. That helps too.” 


	“As does the lack of those dreadlocks you sported when I first met you.” 


	He smiled. “I learned the hard way that dreads and hacking don’t mix. They kept getting caught on things in tight spots. Besides, a big part of hacking is going unnoticed.” 


	“Yeah. And I imagine that’s kind of hard to do when you’ve got what looks like a hairy octopus hanging on your head.” 


	A bell chimed to their left, and the center elevator opened its doors. Jack stepped toward it but Milkdud held him back.


	“Uh-uh. We’re taking the one over there on the left.” 


	“What’s the difference?” 


	“That’s the one that’s going to put you closest to where you want to go.” 


	“I’m all for that,” Jack said.


	Milkdud reached inside the center cab and pressed a button, sending it back up.


	Half a minute later, the doors to the left elevator opened.


	“That’s ours,” Milkdud said.


	As they started toward it, Jack spotted a red-haired woman rounding the corner. She headed their way.


	“Move it, Dud,” he whispered. “Company’s coming.” 


	They’d shown up early to ensure that they’d be able to ride an empty elevator car. This redheaded early bird was going to mess up their plans.


	They scrambled through the doors. As soon as he got inside, Milkdud hit “7″ and then leaned on the door close button.


	“Hold it, please!” the woman called from outside.


	“Sorreeee,” Milkdud said softly as the doors slid closed and they started up. “But we need this one all to ourselves.” 


	“Close,” Jack said.


	He could feel himself tensing up as the floor numbers climbed the display. He wasn’t relishing the next few steps.


	Milkdud squatted and opened his briefcase. He pulled out a curved piece of metal about the size of a coat hanger hook. A length of slender cord trailed from its end.


	“All right. Here’s your hook. You remember how to work it, right?” 


	“Yeah. I think so.”I hope so.


	“Just like we practiced last night.” He handed Jack the hook and cord, then snapped his briefcase shut. “And you’ve got your change of clothes, flashlight, headlamp, and cell phone, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	“Okay. Let’s do it.” 


	Jack swallowed. “Which floor?” 


	“Seven. A new tenant is renovating before moving in. The workmen probably don’t arrive until eight, so—” 


	“Probably?” 


	Milkdud shrugged. “I did my thing here yesterday. They don’t work on Sunday, so what can I say?” 


	“Okay. Let’s assume they’re not there yet.” 


	“Right. Which is good. That way you won’t be too rushed.” 


	The car eased to a stop.


	Milkdud gave him a thumbs-up. “Okay, Hacker Jack, go to it. I’ll start back down—and don’t let the alarm bell rattle you.” 


	A bell is the least of my worries, he thought.


	With the hook and cord in one hand and his briefcase in the other, Jack stepped through the open doors.


	The seventh floor was indeed under construction, a clutter of lumber and wallboard, all coated with a fine layer of sawdust and plaster.


	And no workers yet.


	As soon as the elevator doors slid shut, Jack dropped his briefcase and began working the hook through the space between the metal lintel and the top of the elevator doors. He and Milkdud had practiced this a dozen times last night on the elevator in Milkdud’s building. The top space here was narrower.


	And then the elevator alarm bell started ringing as Milkdud hit the emergency button, stopping the cab between the sixth and seventh floors. Jack had been expecting this, but still he jumped.


	He knew he had time, but the bell was a goad, pushing him to hurry. Finally the hook slipped through and dropped over on the other side of the door.


	And kept dropping, taking the cord with it.


	He’d forgot to wrap the damn cord around his wrist.


	“Christ!” 


	Jack snatched at it and snagged the last foot of cord just before it disappeared into the void of the elevator shaft.


	And all the while, that damn emergency bell kept up its steady, insistent ringing.


	He let out a breath. The next step would be a little harder.


	Jack reeled in the cord until he heard the hook clink against the other side of the door, then he worked it up and down, twisting the cord as he let it in and out.


	Finally, he felt the hook catch, but just as it did, he heard another bell, a ding! He glanced around and saw the up arrow glowing above the far right elevator door. Someone was coming.


	Jack yanked on the cord, praying it was hooked on the shaft side safety handle.


	It was. The elevator doors parted a few inches. That was all Jack needed. He got his foot between them, then spread them wide with his hands.


	The emergency bell was even louder now. He looked down.


	Two feet below his feet the top of the elevator car waited.


	Now came the hard part. The really hard part.


	Jack hesitated—I’ve got to be out of my goddamned mind!—and would have loved to have hesitated longer if he’d had time, but the doors to that other elevator were sliding open. Wedging his doors open with his feet, he grabbed his briefcase and stepped down onto the roof of the elevator car. As the doors eased closed behind him, he found the switch for the light atop the elevator and flipped it, hoping the bulb hadn’t burned out.


	“Yes,” he said as the incandescent lit within its cage.


	He grabbed the hook off the safety handle and pulled the rest of the cord through. He banged the go-ahead signal to Milkdud on the roof of the car, then dropped into a crouch.


	Abruptly the emergency bell stopped.


	And for a few heartbeats, blessed silence.


	Then the car started down with a lurch.


	“Oh, shit!” 


	Going down wasn’t the problem. The car was supposed to head down. That was in the plan. Milkdud had started it down before stopping between the floors, so it had to continue that way. Once he reached bottom, he’d start it back up… and take it all the way to the top.


	The problem was that Jack’s breakfast wanted to remain between the sixth and seventh floors. He gritted his teeth and forced the cherry cheese Danish and coffee to stay in his stomach. With his free hand, he clutched the heavy steel sling bar that ran across the top of the car. It looked like a piece of I-beam girder. Had to be strong—it anchored the hoist cables. To his left and right the roller guides rattled softly as they wheeled along in their shoes.


	The car picked up speed.


	“Oh, shit!” 


	He whispered the two words over and over in a scatological litany all the way down. He was scared. Not that he’d ever admit it to anyone, not even Gia—no way he’d even tell Gia about this—but he freely admitted to himself that at this moment, in this place, he was flat-out, all-but-screaming terrified.


	Not the height that bothered him, because he couldn’t see the bottom; and being enclosed in a sealed concrete shaft wasn’t all that bad, because the light atop the car let him see where he was.


	It was the whole deal: Here he was dressed in a business suit and hanging onto a briefcase while riding an elevator on the wrong side of its ceiling. Sure, there had to be a first time for everything, but Jack swore this first time would also be the last time.


	Because he liked to be in control of his gigs, and at the moment he was anything but in control.


	And he didn’t see any quick way out of here.


	Plus he couldn’t help worrying about what awaited him at his ultimate destination: the top of the shaft.


	Finally, a faint ding! and the car slowed to a stop. He heard the doors open onto the main floor, then overheard Milkdud explaining to someone how the emergency stop was his fault, how the car had started to go down when he’d wanted to go up so he’d pressed the stop button by accident. Sorry. No harm done, right? Don’t worry, he wouldn’t make that mistake again.


	Jack used the stop time to pocket the hook and cord, then unbuckle and rebuckle his pants belt around the handle of his briefcase. He heard bodies piling into the cab, heard the doors close, and then the car started up.


	If the descent had been an oh-shit moment, the ascent was ten, twenty, a hundred times worse.


	Sure, Milkdud had explained it all and drawn diagrams about how much space was around and above the main support beam up at the top of the shaft, but Jack kept seeing himself squashed like a bug against the inside of the roof up there.


	The middle elevator zoomed past on its way down, and his own car’s counterweight flashed past the rear of the car between one of the seven stops on the way up. If he’d had his hand out, he might have lost it. Taking the local usually drove Jack crazy when he was inside; but here on the outside, he didn’t mind.


	“Take your time,” he whispered. “Take all the time you want.” 


	But after the sixteenth floor—Jack had seen the number stenciled above the door—the car resumed its ascent and kept going.


	As he shot toward the roof of the shaft, Jack crouched and peered into the shadows above, trying to make out the details. And then he spotted the main support beam running across the top of the shaft. It was aligned with the sling beam atop the car. As he got closer, Jack saw the multitrack wheel fixed in the center of the support beam, spinning wildly as it guided the racing hoist cables.


	And then the car stopped. Twenty-sixth floor. End of the line.


	Jack let out the breath he’d been holding. Milkdud hadn’t been exaggerating about the extra space at the top. The car had stopped well short of the support beam and the roof. In fact, the shaft continued up a good twenty feet above him.


	Jack knew Dud was leaning on the door open button to give him some extra time, but he couldn’t hold it forever. Jack looked around and spotted a metal ladder embedded in the left wall of the shaft, running up to a door—just where Dud had said it would be.


	He grabbed a rung, stepped off the top of the car, and climbed to the door. Dud had said it was unalarmed and that he’d left it unlocked, so Jack pushed through.


	He shut the door behind him and stood a moment in the rumbling darkness, reveling in the feel of solid floor beneath his feet as his pounding heart slowed.


	What a hell ride. Only a few minutes in real time, but a good aeon or two subjectively.


	But he’d survived. The worst was over. He’d be more in control from here on in.


	Until he had to get out.


	He’d worry about that later.


	He fumbled his hand along the wall and found the light switch. A row of naked fluorescents flickered to life overhead.


	He was in what Milkdud called the HVAC area—heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning. Straight ahead sat the system’s air filters, each the size of a panel truck. Eight-foot ducts ran to and from them.


	Jack stepped over to the nearest and freed the briefcase from his belt. He opened it and removed a one-piece coverall—let Dud wear pantyhose; Jack preferred coveralls. He stripped off his suit jacket, pants, and tie, then stepped into the coverall and zipped it to his neck. He traded his wing tips for sneakers. He slipped the slim little cell phone into the inside breast pocket. He strapped the headlamp around his head and slipped its battery pack into his right hip pocket. He adjusted the headphones to his ears, then turned on the Walkman and dropped it into the left hip pocket.


	Milkdud’s voice spoke softly in his ears.


	“Okay, Jack. If you’re listening to this, I guess it means you’re not lying in a broken heap at the bottom of the shaft.” And then he chuckled.


	“Ha ha,” Jack said.


	“Go to the big return that feeds into the left air filter and open the service door. We’re using the return system because it’ll have cooler air. Look close and you’ll see I’ve marked it with my handle.” 


	Jack stepped to the door and found the lever marked with Dud’s little black spot within a circle. He pulled it open and looked inside. Dark. Very dark.


	“Dark, isn’t it. But not for long. To the right of the door is a light switch. Flip it.” 


	Jack did, and an incandescent bulb lit the inside of the duct—a square galvanized metal shaft, eight foot on a side. A dozen feet to his left it made a right-angle downward turn.


	“Don’t stand there gawking, Jack. Get inside, close the door behind you, and start moving.” 


	Jack did and inched to the edge of the down shaft. Just below the lip, a metal ladder trailed down the inner surface of the shaft; its rungs were swallowed by the darkness beyond the cone of light cast by the single bulb.


	“Use the ladder to get to the twenty-first floor. Don’t worry about the dark. We’ll take care of that as we go.” 


	“If you say so,” Jack muttered.


	He swung over the edge and started down. As he neared the darkness below…


	“The engineers who renovated this system were unusually considerate. Not only are there no motion detectors or grates in the ducts—something I’d recommend if I was trying to keep out people like us—but they placed a light on every floor, same as in the elevator shaft. But these have to be turned on. Keep an eye out to the right of the ladder as you pass each major seam. You’ll see a pair of light switches: One operates the bulb above you, and the other the bulb below.” 


	“Love those considerate engineers,” Jack said as he found the switches and hit the one that illuminated the section below.


	“Conserve energy, Jack. Turn off the light in each section as you leave it.” 


	“You do it your way, Dud. I’ll do it mine. I like to see where I’ve been.” 


	“Turn me off until you see my handle on the twenty-first floor.” 


	Jack found the off switch and continued his descent without a running narrative. The only sounds were his soft, echoing footsteps and his breathing. Farther down he found a big “21″ in red marker facing him through the rungs of the ladder. Dud’s handle hovered under the curve of the “2″ like a floating eye.


	Jack turned on the Walkman.


	“Okay, Jack. If you’re at the twenty-first floor, it’s time to leave the big vertical and enter the laterals via that opening on your left. These get smaller as we go, and unfortunately they’re not lit for us, so you’ll have to turn on the headlamp.” 


	Jack swung off the ladder and into the smaller duct. It was perhaps half the width of the vertical. He adjusted the headlamp lens to the widest beam and began to crawl.


	“At the first intersection you turn left. I’ve cleared the dust and left a little directional arrow. I’ve done that at each intersection—the black arrows for the way in, red arrows for the way out—just in case something goes wrong with the Walkman.” 


	“What a comforting thought,” Jack said. But he appreciated Milkdud’s thoroughness.


	He found the first pair of arrows—bracketing Dud’s handle—and made the turn.


	“And that’s basically it, Jack. The arrows will lead you to the return that services Haffner’s office. If you need any help, you’ve got the cell phone. The thing is to move slowly and carefully, easing yourself along. Sudden moves that bang against the sides will send the noise far and wide. Most people ignore an occasional rattle or such from a register. But give them a series of noises moving along above their hung ceilings and they start making calls, asking what’s going on. So take it easy, Jack. We’ve given you plenty of time. Good hacking, man. This is Milkdud, signing off.” 


	Must think he’s Walter Cronkite or something, Jack thought as he turned off the Walkman and continued his crawl.


	As he slid through the dark ducts, following the wavering beam of light stretching before him, he came to appreciate the coveralls. Its button-free front surface allowed him to glide along smoothly and silently.


	The ducts, as Dud had warned, did indeed get smaller. But Jack kept following the arrows. He was, he freely admitted, utterly lost. He knew he was on the twenty-first floor of the Hand Building, and that his body was horizontal, but any orientation beyond that was a guess. Was he facing east or west, uptown or downtown? He had no idea.


	That Dud had managed to hack this place—doing the elevator thing, and finding his way through this labyrinth of ductwork—on his own was astonishing.


	That anyone could call it fun was simply beyond Jack.


	And then Jack came to a left-pointing arrow and saw—literally—a light at the end of the tunnel.


	Slim bands of fluorescent glow angled up through the louvers of a register at the end of a small duct. Jack heard voices filtering through from the room beyond, but couldn’t catch the words. And even if he could, hearing was not enough. He wanted to see who was in that room, wanted to know who was saying what.


	And he couldn’t do that from here.


	He had to get closer, and that meant moving into this last duct. This small last duct.


	Jack stared into the narrow confines of the six-foot length of steel… just the length of a coffin. But coffins probably were a lot roomier. What if he got stuck in there?


	Milkdud had given him a few hints on how to maneuver in a tight spot. This might be the time to try them out.


	Jack turned off the headlamp. Then, with his right arm extended ahead and his left arm close against his side, he squeezed himself diagonally into the duct.


	Tight. Very tight.


	Now he truly appreciated what Dud had meant about claustrophobia being a deterrent to hacking.


	Slowly, silently, he inched forward until he had about eighty percent of the office in view.


	A plump, red-haired man in a white shirt—Gordon Haffner, Jack hoped—sat behind the desk, talking on the phone. Jack could hear him perfectly. As he watched, two other men entered. Jack recognized one from the van on Thursday night: Thomas Clayton. The other was new—dark-skinned, dark-haired, bearded, very intense-looking, with an accent from somewhere in the Middle East.


	Jack smiled. He figured he was looking at Thomas Clayton’s backer—the guy who was killing anyone who stood between him and the Clayton House. Excellent. Now, if they’d all just be so good as to discuss exactly why they wanted the house so badly, Jack could get the hell out of here.


	But they didn’t. They talked about Alicia and how they hoped she’d come up with a sale price this morning so they could settle the matter of ownership, but the reason was never mentioned.


	And what was Thomas doing here? Sean had told Haffner that Alicia didn’t want her brother present at the meeting. But here he was, and the clock was ticking, getting close to nine-thirty. He was sure Alicia would pop her cork if she saw him here. This was no way to get her to cooperate. What were they thinking?


	And then Haffner’s intercom buzzed, announcing “Mr. O’Neill and Ms. Clayton.” Haffner got up, slipped on his suit jacket, and said he’d be back as soon as he finished speaking to her.


	Jack’s head jerked up and almost struck the ceiling of the duct.


	What?


	The meeting was supposed to be in Haffner’s office, just the other side of the register. Where the hell was he going?


	Not that the meeting itself mattered. Alicia could fill him in later on anything important. Jack had crawled through these ducts to hear the postmortem. If he had any chance of picking up some choice tidbits of unguarded conversation about the Clayton house, that would be the time.


	But if the meeting was being held somewhere else, so might the postmortem.


	He listened awhile to hear if Thomas and his Middle Eastern wallet man would drop anything worthwhile, but they didn’t seem to be buddies: Thomas read the paper while the stranger stood at the window and stared at the street below.


	Jack eased back into the larger duct and checked out his options.


	2.


	“What are we doing here?” Alicia said as Gordon Haffner ushered them into a mahogany-paneled conference room.


	“Having a meeting,” Haffner said. He looked confused as he laid a file folder on the gleaming surface of the oval mahogany table. “Isn’t that why you called? To have a meeting?” 


	“We met in your office last time, so I thought—” 


	“This is much roomier.” 


	Alicia glanced at Sean O’Neill, who replied with a barely perceptible shrug.


	“Is something wrong?” Haffner said.


	Yes, but Alicia couldn’t tell him what. They’d set up this meeting to allow Jack to identify Thomas’s backers. But what if the backers met in here instead of Haffner’s office after the meeting? Jack would be eavesdropping on an empty room.


	If she demanded to meet in Haffner’s office, would that make him suspicious? And what would that accomplish if the backers were set to meet here afterward?


	Jack needed to know about this conference room. And she could think of only one way to do that.


	“Wrong?” Alicia said, letting her voice rise. “You want to know if something’s wrong! Let me tell you what’s wrong!” She raised the volume, pushing it to a shout. “Your client, my half brother Thomas Clayton, is what’s wrong! Do you have any idea what kind of a slug you’re representing? Do you know what he did to me Thursday night?” 


	She saw O’Neill turn her way and give her a quick smile and a wink.


	But as she started in on the details of her abduction, she found she no longer needed to force the volume, or act angry. Suddenly the rage was real and her pitch rose.


	Gordon Haffner’s face went a little pale, and Sean O’Neill’s smile faded.


	Alicia heard her own voice… screaming…


	3.


	You’re beautiful, Alicia.


	Jack smiled as he watched her wind down from her tirade. He’d been crouched outside the return from Haffner’s office, pondering his next move, when he’d heard a woman screaming. He hadn’t recognized the voice—a scream was a scream—but he’d followed the sound. After all, no one should be screaming in an attorney’s office, unless maybe it was a client who’d just got a bill.


	A few turns this way and that, and here she was, sliced by the louvers of a register high in the wall of some sort of conference room, doing a very convincing Screaming Mimi.


	Finally, she began losing steam. As she wound down, Jack eased back into the larger duct and positioned himself facing the way he’d come. He turned on his headlamp and narrowed the beam to check his watch. Barely past nine-thirty. He’d be back on the street before eleven—hopefully with the answers to some of his questions.


	All he had to do was wait until the meeting was over, then see where the other side chose to hash over Alicia’s proposal.


				*

	


	
Jack didn’t have to wait long or go far. Sean presented Alicia’s asking price of ten million dollars, Haffner expressed shock—genuine, Jack was sure—then tried to bargain her down. But Alicia held firm and finally Haffner said, Thenk-yew-veddy-much, and the room emptied out.


	Jack gave them a few minutes, and was about to crawl back toward Haffner’s office when he heard the conference door open.


	“You can have the room as long as you want,” Haffner said. “I’ll be in my office should you need me.” 


	Jack wedged himself into the duct in time to see the door close, leaving Thomas and the Middle East guy together. Neither sat down.


	“Ten million,” Thomas said, shaking his head in what might have been admiration. “Christ, she’s got balls.” He glanced at his companion. “Well, Kemel, what’s it going to be? Are your people going to go for it?” 


	“I do not see that we have a choice,” the guy called Kemel said. His accent was definitely Middle East, but his English had a faintly British accent. He spoke rapidly, clipping his words.


	“You’ve got to be kidding! You heard Haffner. He’s sure he can get the will set aside. Ten million for that place? That’s crazy.” 


	Jack too was shocked. He’d hauled that asking price out of the air, never dreaming they’d even consider it.


	“My people want this matter settled. It has dragged on too long. And after all, what is ten million against what we will gain by keeping it out of the wrong hands? A pittance.” 


	The wrong hands? Jack thought, mentally rubbing his own hands together. He was hot, sweaty, and cramped, but suddenly that no longer mattered. Now we’re getting to the good stuff. Keep going.


	“A pittance to you, maybe. But a hell of a lot of money for something that might not be there.” 


	“If it is not, it is of no loss to you. It is not your money.” 


	“Yeah, but then Alicia will be a millionaire and I’ll have zilch. Less than zilch. I quit my job to help you with this.” 


	“You are being well compensated. And don’t forget that you will have the house—after all, we are buying it in your name.” 


	“Yeah…the house,” Thomas said. “What’s left of it. I mean, we’ve turned the insides upside down—at least as upside down as you can without making it obvious—and we’ve come up empty-handed. We push it much further and we risk getting arrested for trespassing and vandalism.” 


	“There is something there,” Kemel said. “Perhaps not the plans and diagrams themselves, but if not, then I believe it is reasonable to assume that your father left some clue as to their whereabouts.” 


	“That’s becoming an expensive assumption.” 


	“The will all but says so. One cannot ignore your father’s message to that ecology group—what is it called?” 


	“Greenpeace.” 


	“Yes. Greenpeace. Such a strange concept. We have no such groups in my land. But your father, he said, ‘This house holds the key that points the way to all you wish to achieve. Sell it and you lose everything you’ve worked for.’ That to me is proof enough that the house is hiding something.” 


	“Fine. But we’ve got to find it.” 


	“Have no fear. We will find it. As soon as the house is ours, we will begin a most thorough search, breaking down the walls if necessary. And if we still have not found it, we will dismantle the house brick by brick, beam by beam, until we succeed.” 


	“And if we don’t?” 


	“At least we will have prevented others from finding it and using it.” 


	“Yeah, but then I don’t get my payday.” 


	“Well, certainly you would not expect us to buy something that you do not have. Would you?” 


	Thomas shrugged. “What’s our next step?” 


	“I contact my superiors to approve the purchase price—a mere formality, I assure you—and then we let Mr. Haffner arrange the details.” 


	“Ten million bucks,” Thomas said, shaking his head as he’d done when this little tete-a-tete started. “Well, I guess I should be thankful my dear sister has no inkling what we’re after. If she did, she’d be asking ten million per brick.” 


	“Yes,” Kemel said. “And that would still be a bargain.” 


	He’s got to be exaggerating, Jack thought. But somehow he doubted it.


	As he lay there wondering what the hell could be worth so damn much and be small enough to hide in a house, he noticed Thomas and Kemel heading for the door.


	Jack felt like singing that old Peggy Lee song, “Is That All There Is?” 


	What had he learned here?


	Well, he’d seen Kemel. That was something. And he’d learned that whatever was in the Clayton house was damn near priceless to some very rich folks from the Middle East. And he’d learned that Thomas’s people weren’t the only ones interested in it. They were concerned about it falling into “the wrong hands.” Whose hands were the “wrong” hands? He didn’t think they meant Alicia’s. Another Middle East power? Israel? Or someone else?


	But he’d hoped for more, especially after risking his butt in an elevator shaft, sweating and crawling through filthy heating ducts, and wedging himself into spaces where he could barely breathe.


	He cursed them for being so damn oblique. What was this mysterious it? Why couldn’t they just come out and say what was in the house? He grinned—hell, it wasn’t as if anybody was listening in on them.


	But maybe the it they were after was so important, so valuable, that they instinctively avoided referring to it by name.


	As Jack wiped some sweat from his eyes, his overall sleeve caught the lens on his headlamp and knocked it off. He snatched at it but it slipped from his fingers and landed with a clunk on the floor of the duct.


	Jack froze as Kemel stopped at the threshold and whirled.


	“What was that?” 


	“What was what?” Thomas said, poking his head back in from the hall.


	“That noise.” Kemel was moving around the conference table and heading for Jack’s position. “It came from over there. From that heating vent, I think.” 


	Jack grabbed the lens and slid back as far as he could without completely withdrawing from the duct. He didn’t think he could do that without making more noise, so he lay silent and waited.


	He held his breath as a bearded face popped into view beyond the louvers.


	“It came from in here,” Kemel said. “I am sure of it.” 


	“So?” Thomas said from somewhere behind Kemel. “Probably a mouse or something.” 


	“This was not a mouse.” Kemel tried to force his fingers between the louvers but the spaces were too small. “Quick. Give me something to remove this grate.” 


	Jack inched back a little farther. If that vent plate started to come loose, he’d have to take off.


	“You’ve got to be kidding,” Thomas said. “What do you think you’re going to find?” 


	“Perhaps someone has been listening.” 


	“From in there?” Thomas laughed. “Look, Kemel, I don’t know about the level of espionage technology in Saudi Arabia, but over here if we want to eavesdrop on someone, we don’t stuff a midget into a vent. We do it electronically: We plant a bug.” 


	He’s right, Kemel, Jack thought. Don’t be a jerk. Listen to the man.


	“I know what I heard,” Kemel said. “Get me a screwdriver.” 


	“I didn’t think you Moslems drank.” 


	“This is not a matter for joking! I want to look in here!” 


	“All right, all right. Here. It’s my nail clipper. You can use the back end there as a screwdriver.” 


	Jack knew this was his signal to chuck caution and vamoose. He backed into the larger duct and began his return trip.


	Behind him, Kemel’s voice rose in pitch and volume.


	“There! Do you hear that? Someone is in there, I tell you! Call Mr. Haffner. Tell him to call security. Someone has been spying on us!” 


	Jack paused to turn on his headlamp and replace the lens, then he resumed his crawl. He followed Milkdud’s red return arrows and didn’t stop until he reached the big vertical shaft.


	Sweating and panting, he clung to the ladder to catch his breath and cool off. He unzipped the front of his overall to let in some air—damn thing must be insulated.


	This was not good. Depending on the size of the building’s security force and whether or not they called in the city cops, this little jaunt might well end with Jack’s arrest. The charge would be piddly—what could they hold him for besides trespassing?


	But the charge would be irrelevant. The arrest itself would do all the damage. Arrest meant photos and fingerprints and giving an address. Suddenly he’d be Citizen Jack. Officialdom would have a record of his existence. They’d want to fill in all the blanks on their forms, and so they’d start prying at his doors and chipping away at his walls, bringing down all the barriers he’d spent his whole adult life erecting between his world and. theirs.


	He needed out of here. Now.


	Jack pulled out the cell phone and speed-dialed Milkdud.


	“Yeah,” Dud’s voice said after the second ring.


	“It’s me,” Jack said in a low voice. “They know I’m in here. What’s the quickest way out?” 


	“The quickest? Jump out a window.” 


	“That’s not a big help right now, Dud.” 


	“Sorry. The quickest way out is to go through the door from the HVAC area into the building proper, then take the stairs down. But the door’s alarmed, and that’ll let them know where you are and give them a chance to cut you off. Best way out is exactly the way you came in. Climb up to the HVAC area ASAP, get back into that business suit, and wait by the door to the elevator shaft. I’m on my way now, moving as we speak. When I have the left elevator all to myself on the top floor, I’ll call you. Got it?” 


	“Got it.” 


	Jack hit end and left the cell phone’s power on, but he switched off the ringer and activated the vibration option. When Milkdud called back, Jack would feel it rather than hear it.


	He climbed up the ladder and exited the duct system into the HVAC area. At last—someplace cool. He stripped off the sneakers and dusty coverall, stuffed them back into the briefcase, then wriggled back into his suit and wing tips.


	At least he didn’t have to retie the tie.


	When he looked like a lawyer again, he buckled the briefcase into his belt, turned off the room lights, stepped over to the door to the elevator shaft, and waited for Milk-dud’s call.


	But a couple of maintenance guys arrived first.


	Jack heard their voices on the far side of the other HVAC door, the alarmed one that led into the building proper. He opened his door, swung out into the elevator shaft, and closed the door behind him.


	“Here I am, Dud,” he whispered. “Now where the hell are you?” 


	He looked down. All three elevators seemed to be at the lower end of the shaft at the moment, and it looked like one godawful long way down. Jack pressed his ear to the door to see if he could hear what the maintenance men were saying.


	“Y’ever hear anyt’ing so fuckin’ stupid?” said a faint voice. “A guy crawling t’rough d’ heating ducts? I mean, what’s dat all about?” 


	“Yeah. I think maybe someone’s been hittin’ the nose candy a little hard, if y’know what I’m sayin’ and I think you do.” 


	“Right. Tis the season to be jolly an’ all ‘at shit. But let’s go t’rough d’ motions an’ make ‘em happy.” 


	Jack thought he heard footsteps coming his way on the far side of the door, so he hurried down the ladder and hung at about the spot where he’d stepped off the top of the elevator.


	He looked down and saw that same old elevator pulling to a stop at the twenty-sixth. Too early for Milkdud to be inside. He looked down at the top of the car, where he’d crouched, clutching the sling bar.


	Above him, the door handle rattled. Christ, were they going to check the elevator shaft?


	Check the ventilation ducts first, you idiots!


	They’d see the lights he’d left on in the shaft and think he was still in there.


	But the door was opening. The elevator had stopped just below him, and Jack didn’t see that he had much choice. He didn’t want another ride, really he didn’t, but—


	He stepped off the ladder onto the car’s sling bar.


	As the door above swung open, Jack flicked off the cab roof bulb just in time and crouched behind the hoist cables, doing his best to conceal himself. He glanced up and saw someone silhouetted in the light from the HVAC area, shining a flashlight into the shaft.


	Then the car started down. Jack closed his eyes and hung on. The ride was worse in the dark.


	He groaned. “Hope you’ve got your running shoes on, Dud.” 


	Jack had made three round trips and was starting the fourth when the cell phone vibrated against his leg. He whipped it out.


	“Dud?” 


	“I’ve got the leftest car to myself, and I’m comin’ to getcha, Jack.” 


	“I’m already here.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“I mean, here. As in”—Jack rapped on the roof of the car—”here.” 


	“All right! We’ll make a hacker out of you yet.” 


	“Don’t hold your breath, my man. Just get me off this thing.” 


	“Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll stop her at six, then Instep her halfway to seven. You won’t need your hook, just pull the safety lever and the outer doors will open. You just step off and wait for me to join you.” 


	Jack followed the directions to the letter and less than a minute later, accompanied by the jarring strains of the emergency stop bell, he was stepping through the doors onto the seventh floor. His relief was tempered by the two carpenters on coffee break from the renovation work.


	“Hey, Mac,” said the heavier of the two, staring at him. “Where the hell did you just come from?” 


	“Why, the elevator,” Jack said.


	“No, you didn’t.” He stepped closer, his gaze flicking between Jack and the elevator doors. “I was standin’ right there watching those doors, and I’m telling you there was no elevator there when you came out. You walkin’ on fucking air or somethin’?” 


	Jack wanted to say, What’s it to you? But he smiled and kept his tone light.


	“Don’t be silly. That elevator’s acting very strange. The lights went off and the bell started ringing, so I got out.” 


	The elevator dinged behind him and the doors opened. Milkdud stepped out.


	“There,” Jack said. “Does he look like he’s walking on air?” 


	“No, he don’t,” the carpenter said. “But I can see the elevator in there.” 


	“Well, the lights must have come back on.” He turned to Milkdud. “Did the lights come back on?” 


	Dud didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah, just after you got off. That thing’s acting weird.” He pressed the down button on the wall panel. “I’m going to take another one down.” 


	“Good idea.” 


	The center car arrived soon after, and they stepped into the empty cab.


	
“They saw me stepping out of an empty shaft,” Jack said when the doors had closed behind them.


	“That’s always a risk.” Dud handed him a tissue. “Here. Wipe off your hands. They’re dusty.” 


	“What’s waiting for us below?” Jack said, wiping.


	“They’ve got security guys at both doors, trying to look inconspicuous but giving everyone the once-over. But they’re looking for a dusty guy, not the man in the gray flannel suit. We’ll be okay.” 


	And they were. They sailed past the guards and onto Forty-fifth Street.


	“Thanks, Dud,” Jack said when they reached Sixth Avenue. “I owe you, man. Big time. You ever need a favor…” 


	“Forget it,” Dud said, smiling. “See one, do one, teach one: all part of the code. I just want to know if I made a convert.” 


	“I don’t think so.” 


	“You sure? You mean to tell me after what you did this morning that you’re not hooked?” 


	“I can honestly say I’m not.” 


	“I don’t believe that. Tell you what, I’m hacking some of the upper levels of the Chrysler building next week. It’s just crammed with secrets.” 


	“Tell you what,” Jack said. “You find a giant roc egg up there, you let me know. I’ll come running.” 


	Dud grinned and gave him a thumbs-up. “Yeah, Q, man. If I get caught, I’ll say Larry Cohen made me do it.” 


	“Just be careful, Dud.” 


	They shook hands and parted, Milkdud heading for his job at Coconuts and Jack heading home for a shower. Definitely a shower.


	And then a call to Alicia. See one, do one, teach one, Dud had said. Well, Jack had seen one, and now he was going to do one. With Alicia. On her father’s house.


	4.


	Kemel hung up on the incredulous Gordon Haffner, who still was having difficulty accepting the fact that his clients were going to pay Alicia Clayton ten million dollars for her father’s house.


	But it was true. Kemel had held his breath as he’d contacted Khalid Nazer, but Iswid Nahr had agreed to the price.


	Kemel should have been elated—so close to success, so close to being able to run home to Riyadh and his son—but suspicion soured his mood.


	Someone had been listening to his conversation with Thomas Clayton.


	Oh, yes, they had alerted security and called the police, and maintenance men had been sent to check the ventilation system, but no one really believed him. Even after the grate had been removed and he had pointed out the disturbed dust within, they had only shrugged and said maybe there was some sort of animal in the ducts. No one would believe that here in Manhattan, with such an extensive array of sophisticated electronic bugging devices to the public, that someone would crawl through a ventilating system to eavesdrop on a conversation.


	Kemel sighed. Perhaps they were right. It did seem farfetched.


	But he could not shake the feeling that someone had been listening. When he had pressed his face to that grate, straining to see through the slits, he thought he had sensed someone in the darkness on the other side, looking back, watching him.


	He racked his brain to remember what he and Thomas Clayton had said in that room, reconstructing the conversation word by word.


	Nothing, he was sure. Almost sure.


	One thing an eavesdropper would have come away with was that the house was worth more than ten million dollars to the buyers. If Alicia Clayton suddenly raised her asking price, Kemel’s suspicions would be confirmed.


	If she did not… if the deal went through, then he did not care if a whole army had been listening.


	5.


	Jack found a spot on Thirty-eighth where he could stand and watch the Clayton house unseen. He timed the “security force’s” inspection rounds and noticed that they always operated as a pair, leaving the car twice an hour to make a perimeter inspection. No uniforms, just windbreakers and slacks.


	Every so often one would walk off and return with a paper sack—coffee and donuts, most likely. And occasionally one would enter the house through the front door and return a few minutes later. They didn’t need a Porta Potti; they had the house.


	At ten to three, another car showed up. The first pulled out, letting the second into the precious parking space, and the next shift took over.


	Satisfied that he had the security boys’ schedule down, Jack called Abe for a consultation.


	“So you want them down for the count, but they shouldn’t be candidates for a nursing home.” 


	“Right. A nice long nap is all.” 


	“T-72 is what you want,” Abe told him. “Colorless, odorless, no serious side effects, and best of all, it’s made in America for the U.S. Army.” 


	“Sounds great,” Jack said. “I’ll take some.” 


	“And I would gladly sell you some if I had any. But I do not. It’s not exactly a sporting good.” 


	“I can’t tell you how disappointed I am, Abe.” 


	“Nu, I should stock everything in the world you will possibly need so that when you ask for it I can give it to you?” 


	“Yeah. Because you’re the best.” 


	“Feh! I’ll find you some.” 


	“By tonight?” 


	“Such a kidder he is. If I’m lucky, perhaps maybe I can have a canister for you tomorrow afternoon.” 


	“Good enough, I suppose.” 


	Jack had wanted to search the house tonight, but he’d have to put it off.


	“Good enough? Such a feat should be acclaimed as nothing short of heroic.” 


	“See you tomorrow, my hero.” 


	After he hung up with Abe, Jack called Alicia.


	6.


	“Shall I open another?” the waiter said, holding up the empty merlot bottle.


	Will looked at her and raised his eyebrows.


	Alicia shrugged. “I could go for a little more. It’s delicious.” 


	So was everything else she’d tried tonight. Zov’s was this noisy little place off Union Square, more of a bistro than a restaurant. But the rack of lamb on the platter between them had been marinated in something indescribable and was by far the most delicious meat she had ever eaten.


	And as for the wine: she could go for a lot more.


	Jack’s call this afternoon had unsettled her. That Thomas had an Arab backer willing to pay the ten million she’d asked for the house had shocked her; that they were convinced the house held a secret many times more valuable had floored her; but Jack’s plan to sneak into the house and search it had stopped her dead in her tracks.


	And he wasn’t talking about some unspecified time in the future. He wanted to go in tomorrow. Tomorrow!


	She’d said no. No, no, no. She’d have to prepare herself for something like that. If he wanted to search the place tomorrow, he’d have to go by himself.


	But Jack had insisted, saying she’d grown up there, she knew all the hidey holes. She had to be along.


	Telling herself it was only a damn house, she’d agreed.


	Jack would be picking her up tomorrow night at seven.


	Alicia shuddered and looked up from her meal. Will and the waiter were watching her… expectantly.


	“I’m sorry,” she said. Obviously she’d missed something.


	“Do you want to do the honors?” Will said, pointing to the fresh bottle of wine in the waiter’s hands.


	“No,” she said. “If it’s the same as the first bottle, I’m sure it will be fine.” She could never get into that wine-tasting rigmarole. Her palate wasn’t that discerning anyway. Either you liked the wine or you didn’t.


	“So,” Will said after the waiter had refilled their glasses, “what are your plans for the week?” 


	I was an accessory to an illegal trespass in Midtown today, and I’m planning a breaking and entering tomorrow night.


	“The usual, I guess. You know, stamping out disease. How about you?” 


	“Like you, the usual: seeking out the weed of crime and tearing it out by its roots.” 


	They laughed. Maybe it was the wine, but she found she liked Will’s offhanded manner, the way he didn’t take himself too seriously. She liked his slightly crooked smile and the way he held his wineglass by the rim, letting it dangle from his fingertips as he talked, and the way he looked into her eyes when she talked. All things she’d never noticed about him before.


	They just about killed that second bottle of merlot, and so by the time they left the restaurant, Alicia was feeling warm and happy. She heard herself ask Will to come in when he dropped her off at her place.


	She felt a spasm of alarm—Why did I do that?—but told herself to be calm. It would be all right. Tonight, in this place, with this man… it would be all right. She wanted this… she needed this.


	“Want some coffee?” she said as she hung up his coat.


	“No,” he said. “That coffee we had at Zov’s will probably keep me up half the night as it is. But I would like something else.” 


	As Alicia turned to face him, he took her in his arms—gently—and pulled her close.


	She fought a stab of anxiety and moved closer. She sensed his tentativeness, and knew if she resisted, he’d back off. That was good. But she didn’t want to resist. She wanted to be held, to feel protected, to relax and let go, and for once, just once, feel that she didn’t have to be alone all the time, didn’t have to be so completely self-contained and able to handle everything on her own, do everything on her own. Just once to feel that she could have someone to share with. Just once.


	Her anxiety level surged as he bent his head to hers, but she didn’t pull away.


	It’s all right… it’s going to be all right…


	Their lips met and his were soft and warm, and the wine was warm within her, and yes, it was going to be all right…


	But then his arms encircled her and suddenly she couldn’t breathe. She felt trapped, and she had to get away, get free, get some air.


	She tore her lips from him, got her hands between them, and pushed.


	“Let me go!” 


	Will released her and backed away, his expression stunned. “Alicia—what’s—?” 


	“Get away!” 


	He held up his hands and backed up another step. “I am away. Look.” 


	Panic—wild, formless, constricting, suffocating, unyielding to reason—choked her, and she wanted to run, but she couldn’t, she lived here, so he had to get out. Part of her cried, No, let him stay! but a larger, fiercer, stronger part was in control.


	“I’m sorry, Will,” she said, forcing her voice to stay calm. Still, the words seemed to rattle in her throat. “I just can’t… I can’t do this right now. Okay?” 


	He looked so confused. “Okay. Sure. I just thought… is it me?” 


	“No… yes…” I’m babbling. “I just can’t explain it now.” Not now, not ever. “Would you mind if we just call it a night? Please?” 


	She was so embarrassed she wanted to cry.


	“Yeah. Sure.” He reached out to touch her arm but withdrew it before contact. “I’ll call you,” he said, retreating into the hall. “To see if you’re all right.” 


	Alicia nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” 


	And then she closed the door. Finally,’ the panic faded. She leaned against the door and sobbed.


	I’m out of control, she thought.


	She’d almost lost it in Haffner’s conference room this morning, and now she’d done the same with Will.


	She’d never done too well with men, but this was over the top.


	What’s happening to me?


	The house… it had to be the house. Nothing had been right since that man and his house had forced their way back into her life. She’d tried to burn it, and tomorrow night she was going to have to go back there… inside…


	That was the problem: Going back…


	The house was the whole problem. She had to conquer that house, because by doing so, she’d conquer him. And then she’d be free of both of them.


	Or would she? Would she ever be free?


	TUESDAY


	1.


	“It’s going to be okay,” Jack said as they drove east on Twenty-third in his rented white Chevy. He glanced over at Alicia sitting straight and silent in the passenger seat. “Don’t worry. We won’t get caught.” 


	“What makes you think I’m worried about getting caught?” she said.


	“Because you look like you’re ready to jump out the window.” 


	She’d been like an overwound spring since he’d picked her up.


	She’s afraid of that house, he thought. That empty house.


	As he reached Broadway, the traffic light went amber. Good. He’d been waiting for this opportunity. Instead of speeding up, he held back until the light turned red, then he gunned it and yanked the wheel to the right, turning downtown.


	“Maybe it’s your driving,” Alicia said, and made a poor try at a smile, as if to let him know she was kidding—maybe. “And if we’re going to Thirty-eighth Street, this is the wrong direction.” 


	“I know,” he said, pulling over and studying his rearview mirror.


	“And how come we’re not taking a cab?” 


	“Because I wanted to make sure we weren’t followed.” 


	He watched the street behind them, waiting to see if anyone ran the red to keep up with them. Since leaving Alicia’s place, he’d had this vague feeling of being watched, usually a good indicator that somebody was following him. Or maybe someone was following Alicia.


	But nobody else turned off Twenty-third.


	“Well?” Alicia said. “Are we?” 


	“Not that I can see.” Or if we are, whoever’s dogging us is damn good. “I also figured the car’s a good idea because we don’t know what we’ll find in the house. Maybe it’ll be something we can’t carry out and load into a taxi. And besides, I needed a place to store a few props.” 


	“Props? For what?” 


	“All in good time, my dear. All in good time.” 


	He made a couple of lefts to put them on Third Avenue, and took that uptown. In Murray Hill, they cruised past the house and saw the security car out front.


	“We’ll never get past them,” Alicia said.


	Jack got the distinct impression she didn’t want to get past them.


	He checked out the exhaust pipe on the guard car as he passed and saw it smoking. No surprise. The temperature had dropped to about 40 degrees, and they had the heater running.


	He smiled. Good.


	“Let me worry about that,” he told her.


	He pulled around the corner and found a barely legal spot near a fire hydrant on Thirty-ninth.


	“There’s not going to be any fighting is there?” Alicia said.


	“I definitely want to avoid that. And with the right kind of help, I figure I can.” 


	He stepped out of the car and looked around at the mix of office buildings and town houses. Not many people out on this cold night. He shrugged into a shapeless old stadium coat he pulled from the backseat; next a pair of ratty leather gloves; then he yanked a knitted cap over his head, fitting it over his ears and down to his eyebrows. The final touch was a bucket containing two inches of soapy water and some other goodies.


	Alicia leaned forward, staring at him through the open door. “What on earth…?” 


	“Meet the scourge of the streets: the sight of him can cause even the toughest New York City driver to quail. Meet… Squeegeeman!” 


	“I don’t believe this.” 


	“Wait five minutes, then walk around the block and meet me in front of the house.” 


	“But what—?” 


	“Be there. See you.” 


	He closed the door and trotted around to Thirty-eighth. He stopped twice along the way to scan the passersby and the streets for a tail, but could spot no one suspicious.


	Damn. Why did he feel he was being watched?


	2.


	That was close, Yoshio thought as he turned onto Thirty-ninth Street.


	For a moment there he had been sure the ronin helping Alicia Clayton had spotted him, but he’d managed to drive past without arousing suspicion. The man seemed to have a sixth sense, almost a counterpoint talent to the one that allowed Yoshio to tail without being seen. Yoshio would have to be very careful with this one.


	He had chosen to watch Alicia Clayton for the early part of the evening, then move on to Kemel. Yoshio had been glad to see the arrival of her ronin. This man seemed to be popping up everywhere. Yoshio had followed Kemel and Thomas Clayton to their attorney’s office yesterday; while waiting outside, wishing he had a bug in the meeting room, Yoshio had seen this man emerge from the building in the company of a tall black man, both in suits. It could not be a coincidence.


	So tonight, when they had driven off in a rented car, Yoshio had followed. Along the way, the ronin had lost Yoshio with a sudden, last-second turn off Twenty-third Street. Yoshio had been stuck, two cars behind. But he had suspected that they might show up at the Clayton house, so he headed in that direction. He had taken his time, munching on a bucket of extra crispy Kentucky Fried Chicken along the way, and had been pleasantly surprised to see their car pass him on Third Avenue.


	And now the ronin, shabbily dressed and with a bucket in his hand, was walking toward the Clayton house.


	Very curious.


	Yoshio wondered what he had in mind. He decided to follow him on foot and find out. He’d been so bored with the recent lull in events, but things had become interesting since this man arrived on the scene. Yoshio had a feeling something very interesting might happen tonight.


	But even if it didn’t, this was still more to his liking than sitting and watching Kemel’s apartment.


	3.


	When Jack reached the corner he untied his sneakers and pulled them open, leaving the tongues sticking up. He buttoned his coat wrong, and then started up the sidewalk opposite the security car.


	About halfway there, he shambled across the street, approaching the car from the front. He didn’t want to startle these two by appearing out of nowhere—somebody might do something stupid.


	Jack stopped about ten feet from the front bumper and pointed at the car, grinning. He pulled his window-cleaning squeegee from the bucket and held it high as he approached.


	Squeegeeman had spotted a customer.


	Through the windshield he could see the two beef jerkies inside waving him off, but Squeegeeman is never deterred by a reluctant driver. Drivers so rarely seem to appreciate how much more efficiently and safely they will be able to perform the task at hand, namely driving, after their windshield has been smeared with soapy water and then wiped clean.


	The driver’s window slid down and a head leaned out. The few features Jack could make out in the dim light suggested that evolution sometimes worked in reverse.


	“Keep moving, asshole,” said the head.


	Jack leaned over the fender and quickly lathered up the windshield.


	The front door started to open. “Fuck!” said the voice. “Didn’t you hear me—?” 


	“I heard you, man,” Jack said, launching into his patter, “but Squeegeeman’s offering a Try-Before-You-Buy special tonight. Here’s how it works: I do your window, just like I’m doin’ now, and when I’m through, if you don’t think it’s the cleanest window you ever seen, then you don’t pay. I mean, you can’t beat that, can you? I mean, I’m out here in the cold doin’ all the work while you’re in there nice and warm and cozy. You tell me what could be better than that. Go ahead—you tell me.” 


	The beef jerky hesitated and stared at him, both of his brain cells obviously working overtime as he considered Squeegeeman’s offer. Then the guy in the passenger seat said something, and the driver door, pulled closed.


	Jack smiled. He’d been counting on their reluctance to cause a scene and risk someone calling the police. But if worse came to worst, he had a Tokarev 9mm automatic in his shoulder holster.


	“That’s right,” he said. “Roll up your window, sit back, and watch how beautiful the world looks when I’m finished with your glass.” 


	The window slid closed. Jack added a little more lather to the windshield. When he had it satisfactorily opaque, he pulled a small vial of T-72 from the bucket and poured its contents into the heater’s air intake at the base of the windshield wipers.


	Then he began wiping the glass dry. He took his time on the windshield, moving slowly, dabbing at the corners, playing the role to the hilt. And doing a damn fine job, by the way.


	When he was done, he stepped up to the driver window, grinned, and held out his hand.


	The driver returned the grin—and gave him the finger.


	Jack looked hurt and pressed his hands together as if praying.


	The driver’s grin broadened as he brought up his other hand to add a second bird to the window display.


	“Keep smiling,” Jack said softly.


	And then the guy in the passenger seat slumped against the driver’s back. The driver jerked around, pushed him off, and shook him, but the guy was limp as overcooked linguine. Then the driver turned back to the window and Jack could all but see the light go on in his head.


	“That’s right, guy,” Jack said. “You got trouble.” 


	The driver fumbled for the inner handle and started to open the door, but Jack slammed against it and held it closed. The driver struggled and might have got out—he was bigger than Jack—if the T-72 hadn’t been working on him. He made a couple of weak shoulder butts against the door, then slumped against the steering wheel and joined his friend in slumber land.


	Jack waited to make sure he was out, then he opened the door and quickly ran through the driver’s pockets. He found two sets of keys and took both. He closed the door and left the motor running.


	He glanced around—no one in sight. Good.


	After pocketing the T-72 vial, he placed his bucket and squeegee by the curb and settled back to wait for Alicia.


	4.


	Alicia forced her feet to keep moving, placing one shoe in front of the other as she turned the corner and trod the sidewalk toward that house.


	She tried to think about anything but the house, pushing her thoughts toward Hector in PICU. The little guy was fading away. No question about it now—a resistant strain of C. albicans. His white blood cells, one of the body’s main defenses against infection, were disappearing from his bloodstream. The WBC count had been down to 3,200 this morning and had dropped to 2,600 this afternoon. The infection was running rampant, overwhelming his bone marrow’s ability to crank out the white cells.


	And there was nothing more she could do for him.


	Which allowed her thoughts to escape Hector and return to the house.


	The house…


	Why am I making such an ordeal of this? she wondered. It’s only a building, a collection of bricks and lumber. What’s the big deal?


	But cold reason wasn’t working. The closer she got to the house, the faster her heart raced. She wouldn’t look at it. She kept her eyes straight ahead on the figure in the baggy coat leaning against the security car.


	She tried to think of something else, to focus on the events of the day, but all that came to mind was the series of phone calls from Will, asking if she was all right, calls she’d been too embarrassed to return.


	The hurt and confusion in his recorded voice still echoed in her brain, making her want to hide. How could she explain last night to him? It was all her fault. She shouldn’t have let him get that close. When would she learn? She had to resign herself to the reality that she couldn’t have a completely honest relationship with any man. Really… once the truth was out, what man wouldn’t head for the door? And frankly, Alicia wasn’t sure she’d want to have much to do with any man who didn’t.


	Alone was better. Alone was easier. Alone was less painful—for everyone concerned.


	She was closer now, still keeping her eyes on Jack. She heard him whistling and recognized the tune as the theme from “The Bridge Over the River Kwai.” 


	“Ready?” he said as she reached him.


	She bent and peered into the car, then stepped back when she saw the two bulky forms slumped in the front seat. Her already racing heart kicked its tempo up another notch.


	“They’re not… you didn’t… are they…?” 


	“Dead?” He smiled. “Nah. Just napping.” He looked around. “Okay. Let’s get moving. I don’t know how much longer they’ll be out.” 


	Here it was—the moment she’d been dreading. Alicia didn’t move. Couldn’t move.


	“Alicia?” Jack said. “You okay?” 


	But she had to move. She wasn’t going to let this get the best of her.


	Just a house… just bricks and lumber…


	And she was going to conquer it.


	She took a breath and turned to face it.


	The wrought-iron gate, the tiny front yard, the trellised alley to the back… just as they’d always been. But the rest of the front had been altered enough to make it look like a different house… somebody else’s house.


	And with its windows boarded up like patched eyes, it looked like a blind house. It couldn’t see her.


	Not so bad, she thought. I can handle this.


	“I’m fine,” she said. “Let’s go.” 


	“Let’s try the back door,” Jack said, leading her toward the trellis. “I’ve got a bunch of keys here and don’t want to spend too much time out front looking for the right one. Someone might remember us.” 


	She followed him into the dark and held his penlight for him as he tried a succession of keys. The fifth one fit. The solid clack of the retracting dead bolt hit her like a punch.


	Alicia began to shake. She felt the tremor begin in the pit of her stomach and spread outward to her limbs. She wanted to turn and bolt for the street.


	No! she told herself. You will not run.


	Bricks and lumber… bricks and lumber…


	Jack pulled out a larger flashlight and stepped through the door. Bathed in a cold sweat, Alicia clenched her jaw and followed him. She had a bad moment—a trapped, clawing, let-me-out moment—when the door clicked closed behind her, but she fought it off.


	Then Jack’s flashlight beam found a wall switch, and he flicked it. Light flooded the room.


	“Well, isn’t that considerate,” he said. “They left the power on.” 


	Alicia stood blinking in the unexpected light. The carnage came into focus as her eyes adjusted.


	“Oh, my God. Look what they’ve done.” 


	When she’d lived here, the rear door had led into a narrow utility room that housed the washer and dryer, and a pantry. The washer and dryer were still here, but in pieces—they’d been thoroughly dismantled, and their components lay in piles on the floor. The pantry shelves had been emptied, and their contents scattered among the appliance parts.


	“Now this,” Jack said, “is what I call tossing a room. And they didn’t have to hurry. With the power on, they had plenty of light. And with the windows boarded up, no one would know they were here.” 


	He stepped through the debris and headed for the adjoining room.


	“Let’s see what’s in here.” 


	“Should be the kitchen,” Alicia said as Jack turned on the light.


	It was… in a way.


	The kitchen had been as thoroughly “tossed”—to use Jack’s term—as the utility room. Not only had the cabinets been emptied, they’d been ripped off the walls and broken apart. The dishwasher had suffered the same fate as the washer and dryer. The sink had been removed, leaving its pipes jutting from the wall like copper carotids. All the pieces had been piled in the center of the floor.


	In shock, Alicia stumbled after Jack, who was still on the move, skirting the debris and moving into the dining room. Same story there, except that the rug had been torn up and the strips of its remains were in the pile with the remnants of the furniture and china.


	In a way she was glad. All this destruction made it easier for her to be here. It turned the house into a different place, nothing like she remembered. But still, the degree of devastation was astonishing.


	“I knew Thomas didn’t want me to have the place,” Alicia said softly, “but I never realized he was this angry.” 


	“This isn’t anger,” Jack said, nudging the pile with the toe of his sneaker. “This is methodical as hell. They started in the center of the room, then worked outward, dumping everything in the center after they’d checked it. These guys know what they’re doing.” 


	“But how could they expect to get away with it?” 


	Jack shrugged. “I guess they figured you didn’t have a chance of ever taking possession of the place. So what did it matter what they did to it? And I suspect that once they find what they’re looking for, they’ll just disappear.” 


	“But what—what could they be looking for?” 


	“Something metal, I’d say.” 


	Jack had moved to a corner where a contraption that looked like a vacuum cleaner handle attached to a frying pan leaned against the wall.


	“How do you know?” 


	He lifted the contraption. “Metal detector.” 


	“A key,” Alicia said, remembering the Greenpeace line from the will: ” ‘This house holds the key that points the way to all you wish to achieve.’ They’re looking for a key.” 


	Jack nodded. “Got to be. Your half brother’s Arab friend quoted the same line yesterday. Obviously they haven’t found it yet.” He looked around. “Did your father have a workshop?” 


	It was cold in here—Alicia could see her breath misting in the air—but now she felt a deeper chill. “Workshop?” 


	“Yeah. You know, where he puttered around with his hobbies or whatever.” 


	Jagged shards of ice needled the lining of her arteries. She forced the words past her teeth. “The basement… if anywhere.” 


	“How do we find it?” 


	“Through the kitchen.” 


	“All right,” he said, moving past her. “Let’s go.” 


	“No. You go. I can’t.” 


	“Come on, Alicia. This is no time to—” 


	“No,” she said, and once again heard her voice climbing the scale. “Didn’t you hear me? I CAN’T!” 


	He stared at her a moment, then turned away. “Okay. You can’t. I’ll check it out alone. Don’t go away.” 


	“I’m sorry,” she said softly after he was gone. “But I just can’t go there.” 


	5.


	As Jack reached the bottom of the steps, he wondered if whatever abuse Alicia had suffered had been committed in the basement. Good chance, judging from her reaction.


	He found the light switch and checked out the place.


	Maybe Ronald Clayton once had a basement workshop. Sure as hell couldn’t tell from the look of the place now. The Arab’s wrecking crew had done their thing down here too—maybe they’d started here. They’d torn out the dropped ceiling, ripped the paneling from the walls, dismantled the furniture, and sliced up the cushions. He saw what looked like a disemboweled mattress and box spring, so he guessed there must have been a bed down here too.


	Jack kicked through the debris and found miscellaneous electronic equipment—circuit boards, memory chips, and the like—but if they’d found a working computer, he was sure they’d carried it off to where they could inspect its hard drive down to the last byte.


	He also came across some old, rusted-looking track lighting fixtures and noticed the oversize bulb holders. Doc Clayton must have liked it bright down here.


	Jack poked around a little longer, then went back upstairs. He found Alicia in the dining room where he’d left her, standing by the pile of debris, her hands clenched into fists at her sides, looking ready to jump out of her skin.


	“Find anything?” she said.


	“Just another pile like this.” 


	“I… I’m sorry I couldn’t go down with you,” she said, not looking at him. “It’s just…” 


	“You don’t have to explain.” 


	“I wasn’t going to. I’m just telling you that this is the way I am right now, and there’s not a lot I can do about it.” 


	“Okay.” Just as well, he thought. This wasn’t the time or place for an explanation. “Then we’ll have to work around it.” 


	She spread her hands toward the carnage. “Are we wasting our time?” 


	“Maybe,” Jack said. “But I know some things about hiding stuff, maybe a thing or two they don’t. One thing I do know is that you tend to hide your most valuable stuff close to you, where you can keep an eye on the hiding place, and get to it quick if you need it.” He looked at her. “Where was your father’s bedroom?” 


	“Upstairs.” 


	“Any problem with going upstairs?” 


	“No. My room used to be up there.” 


	Jack led the way, with Alicia directing him. A left at the top of the stairs took them to the master bedroom.


	Maybe it had been masculine-looking, maybe it had still retained feminine touches from the days when Alicia’s mother had lived here. All guesswork now. The room had been stripped to the walls; whatever once might have lent it character or personality now lay in a heap in the center of the floor.


	He spotted a sledgehammer and a couple of crowbars leaning near a particularly damaged area of the wall in the far corner. He crossed the room for a closer look.


	“Look at this,” he said as he fingered the shattered edges of the wallboard. “They opened up the wall here.” 


	Beyond the ragged opening was a tiny room—a converted closet, really—lined with shelves—empty shelves.


	“Looks like some sort of secret library. Did you know about this?” 


	Alicia, stiff and pale, was standing at the other end of the room, near the door, just over the threshold.


	She shook her head. “No.” 


	What had Clayton kept here? Jack wondered. Research journals and papers? His notes on whatever it is the others are after?


	He turned and kicked through the pile of debris. No paper.


	“Well, whatever was stored here is gone—either gone when they got here, or they took it with them.” He moved toward Alicia. “Let’s try your room.” 


	“My room? Why?” 


	“Well, he left the whole place to you, didn’t he? Maybe he left you something else. Which way?” 


	Alicia pointed down the hall to a dark doorway. Jack stepped through and found another example of methodical destruction. He pointed to the central pile of debris.


	“Recognize anything?” 


	“No.” Alicia had entered behind him and was stepping gingerly through the room. “Why should I? I left when I was eighteen and haven’t been back.” 


	“Not once?” 


	“Not once.” 


	Something round and shiny black caught Jack’s eye, and he bent to pick it up. A tiny rubber tire.


	“Were you into toy cars?” he said, holding it out to Alicia.


	She took it from him and stared at it.


	“No. Never.” 


	“Maybe your brother, then.” 


	“No… Thomas was a couch potato… books, movies, video games. I doubt his interest in cars went beyond the fact that they allowed him to ride instead of walk.” She held the tire up to the light, rolling it over in her fingers. “Where’s the rest of it?” 


	“Somewhere in there, I’d guess,” he said, indicating the pile. “I’m going to check out the bathrooms.” 


	“Why?” 


	“Because they’ve got pipes.” At her quizzical look, he added, “I’ll explain as I go.” 


	“That’s okay,” she said. “I’ll stay here.” 


	He left Alicia on her knees, picking through the rubble pile.


	Jack returned to Clayton’s bedroom, grabbed one of the crowbars, and headed for the master bathroom. One thing you could pretty much count on in these older buildings—unless someone had done a wall-to-wall renovation—was copper plumbing. He’d noticed copper pipes in the kitchen, and metal pipes offered unique opportunities if you wanted to hide something metallic.


	A peek into the bathroom showed that the sink and toilet had been ripped out, but the searchers hadn’t chipped off the tile to expose the pipes. Not yet, at least.


	Jack next went to the bedroom closet, which shared a wall with the bathroom. A knock on the wall brought a hollow sound. This wasn’t part of the original house. The bathroom probably had been enlarged. He knelt and ran his fingers along the top of the wide strip of molding at the base of the wall until he found a tiny gap. He inserted the flanged tip of the crowbar. A gentle twist was all it needed—a screwdriver would have done the job—and the molding popped free, revealing a three-inch gap between the floor and the wallboard.


	Just like home, Jack thought.


	Over the years he’d put a lot of his money into gold coins—bad investment, yeah, but how else could he store his savings without getting a bank involved? He hid them in his apartment by taping them to the water pipes. That way the coins were safe from anybody who boosted his place, even if they brought a metal detector: The detector was expected to beep when it passed over the water pipes.


	Jack slipped his hand inside and found the pipes running to and from the bathroom. It took less than a minute for his searching, fingers to locate the object taped to one of them.


	“Hello.” 


	Jack stripped off the tape and pulled it out.


	He couldn’t see the thing here in the darkness, but it felt hard and flat, encased in vinyl. He crawled from the closet to get a look at it in better light.


	A wedge-shaped red vinyl case. He lifted the flap and pulled out a key with “#137″ stamped on the bow.


	Jack smiled. “Am I good, or am I good?” 


	The Arab and his wrecking crew would have found it eventually, especially if they were planning to take the place apart brick by brick. But now they wouldn’t find squat. Served ‘em right.


	A safety deposit box key, from the look of it. Or maybe to a storage locker. But where?


	Worry about that later, when they didn’t have to watch the clock.


	He went to find Alicia.
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	Curiosity was devouring Yoshio.


	He’d seen the Clayton woman’s ronin wash the guards’ windshield, then lean inside the driver door. After that, no one had interfered when he and the Clayton woman entered the house.


	What had he done?


	Yoshio couldn’t resist a quick walk by the car. As he passed he saw two still forms in the front seat… so still that he thought they were dead. But then one of them stirred, lifting his head briefly, then slumped back into unconsciousness.


	How had the ronin done this? A gas, or something in their coffee, perhaps?


	Very clever, Yoshio thought. Very “smooth,” as the Americans said.


	But it appeared that whatever he’d used was beginning to wear off.


	Yoshio kept moving, glancing at the house as he passed. He wished the Clayton woman and her ronin well in their search. Yoshio wanted whatever was in that house found and brought into the light.


	For then he could move from mere observer to player. True, he would much prefer to contend with someone as predictable as the Arab’s Sam Baker than this quick, tough, innovative stranger, but Yoshio had not the slightest doubt that he could handle either. He had many years of experience in these matters. And he would take whatever steps necessary to succeed. Kaze Group would expect that and would not accept anything less.


	But you and your ronin had better hurry, Miss Clayton. Or I fear you will soon have some unwelcome company in your house.
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	” ‘This house holds the key that points the way to all you wish to achieve,’ ” Jack said, holding the key out to Alicia. “This could be that key. Ever seen it before?” She was still kneeling on the floor, not far from where he’d left her. She looked at the key but didn’t take it.


	“No. Where’d you find it?” 


	“Hidden in your father’s closet. You wouldn’t happen to know what bank he used.” 


	She shook her head. “Not a clue.” She held up the undercarriage of a toy car. “Look what I found. I replaced the wheel.” 


	Was she cracking up? What was she doing fooling around with a toy car?


	“Swell. Look, we’ve got to get—” 


	“And it still runs,” she said. “Watch this.” 


	She flicked a tiny switch and the wheels began spinning. She set the toy down on the floor. It zoomed across the boards and ran into the wall. It stayed there with its nose against the wall and its wheels spinning.


	“We’ll take it with us,” Jack said. He was worried about the two beef jerkies snoozing outside in their car. They could be waking up now. “You can play with it the rest of the night.” 


	“Don’t patronize me, Jack. I may be a little jumpy and twitchy, but I haven’t lost my mind. I can still think.” She crawled across the floor and retrieved the car, then returned to her original spot. “This toy does not belong here. That man never played with toys, and this one is completely out of place in my room. That’s why I searched for the rest of it. And I think I’m glad I did. Watch.” 


	She put the car down again, this time facing away from the wall. As soon as its wheels hit the floor, it turned a one-hundred-eighty-degree arc and headed toward the wall, butting its nose three inches or so to the left of where it had ended up a minute ago.


	Jack was about to tell her they didn’t have time to play with toys, whether they belonged in her room or not, but something about the little car’s persistence in running up against that wall made him hesitate.


	“That’s the seventh—no, eighth time it’s ended against that wall,” she said. “No matter which way it’s pointing when I set it down, eight out of eight times that’s where it ends up.” 


	“No kidding?” 


	Jack bent and picked it up, turning it over in his hands. Nothing special: a remote control toy car stripped down to its a metal undercarriage, with four wheels, a motor, steering mechanism, battery compartment, and an aerial.


	The wheels were still spinning, so he put it down and pointed it toward Alicia. It zipped around and once again wound up against the wall.


	“That’s nine out of nine,” she said.


	Jack was interested now. “Where’s the rest of it?” 


	“Here.” She handed him the black plastic body.


	“No,” he said. “Where’s the remote, the little box that controls the steering?” 


	“Never saw anything like that.” 


	He checked out the plastic body. Apparently someone had torn it off the chassis, probably looking to see if anything was hidden inside. He snapped the two pieces back together.


	“Looks more like some sort of jeep than a car,” Alicia said.


	Jack checked out the tiny logo across the rear hatch.


	“A ‘Sports Utility Vehicle,’ as they’re known. But this is a real upscale Jeep. This here’s a Land Rover.” 


	“A what?” 


	Jack looked up and saw Alicia on her feet, staring wide-eyed at the toy.


	“A Land Rover. They’re British and—” 


	“The will,” she said. “It mentions a rover—twice… in those crazy poetry quotes.” She snapped her fingers and looked at the ceiling. “What were they? ‘Clay(ton) lies still, but blood’s a rover’ was one. And the other… the other went, ‘Whither away, fair rover, and what thy quest?’” 


	Jack felt a tingle of excitement as he sensed pieces of the puzzle clicking into place. Maybe “the key that points the way” wasn’t a key at all. Maybe it was something that simply pointed the way.


	He placed the toy on the floor again and watched it do its thing, winding up nose-on against the wall in that same spot.


	This little “rover” was sure as hell pointing the way to something.


	“What thy quest indeed,” he said. “Wait here.” 


	He trotted back to the bedroom, grabbed the sledgehammer and one of the crowbars. For a moment he considered hammering a hole in one of the pieces of plywood blocking the windows to allow him a peek at the guard car out front, but thought better of it. The racket might attract too much attention.


	“What are you going to do?” Alicia said as he returned to her room.


	“Something in this wall is attracting our little friend there. Hang onto him while I find out what.” 


	He lifted the sledge and swung it sidearm at the wall.
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	The phone rang just as Kemel was finishing his evening prayers.


	“Someone’s in the house,” Baker’s voice said. “We think it’s that guy the broad hired. I’m goin’ over there now.” 


	Alarm shot through Kemel like a jolt of electricity. How could this be? Just yesterday she had offered to sell and he had agreed to her price. Why would she send someone to invade it tonight? Unless…


	Unless she knows something… unless she has guessed why the house is so valuable and has sent her man to find it.


	Kemel closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. The air duct! Someone had been in there after all—Alicia Clayton’s man. And he must have heard something.


	“How did this happen?” 


	“He used some kind of knockout gas on my guys. They just woke up and called me. They think he’s still in there.” 


	“I’m glad you called.” 


	“Not like I have much choice.” 


	Kemel could hear the hurt pride in Baker’s voice, but that was too bad. After last week’s abduction fiasco, Kemel had put the mercenary on a short leash. He was to keep Kemel apprised of every development as it happened and was to take no action—do absolutely nothing—without first clearing it with Kemel. The operation was too close to successful completion to risk a setback from Baker’s heavy-handed tactics. In fact, if Kemel had not needed ongoing security for the house, he would have fired Baker last week.


	“But time’s a-wasting,” Baker said. “I’m headin’ over now. If it’s the same guy from the van, I want to be there.” 


	“I want no action taken until I arrive.” 


	“I may not have a choice.” 


	“Nothing until I am present. Is that clear?” 


	“Clear,” Baker said in a tight voice. “But I won’t take responsibility for anything this guy does before you get there.” 


	“I don’t think that will be an issue since you are going to pick me up and we will arrive together.” 


	“You’re up in the Seventies. That’ll take too long.” 


	“I will be waiting out front,” Kemel said, and hung up.
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	Jack used the sledge gently at first, for fear that he might damage whatever was hidden inside. But he quickly discovered that this was an old, solid, wet plaster wall, and he was going to have to put some muscle into it. It took a lot longer than he’d planned, but finally he had a good-sized hole clear through to the other side.


	Alicia peered over his shoulder. “Find anything?” 


	“Nothing inside this wall but… wall.” He turned and looked at the toy in her hand. “But then, why…?” 


	And then it hit him.


	“Oh, hell.” 


	Jack took the little Rover from Alicia and placed it in the hall on the other side of the wall. It wheeled across the floor and ended up against the wall on the far side of the hall.


	“What’s on the other side of that wall?” Jack said.


	“Thomas’s room.” 


	Jack carried the truck into Thomas’s room—in no better shape than Alicia’s—and set the truck on the floor there. It ran across the room and butted against the far wall.


	Jack watched it in dismay. “Damn thing wasn’t attracted to the wall back there. It just wants to go uptown. So much for enigmatic clues in wills.” And then a thought struck. “Or maybe it only wants to go as far as the front yard.” 


	Swell. Even if that were the case, they couldn’t exactly haul out picks and shovels and start digging up the front yard.


	They’d already wasted too much time on that little piece of junk. But at least they had the key.


	“Let’s get out of here.” 


	The truck kept running, spinning its wheels as it nosed against the wall. Jack resisted the impulse to drop-kick it down the hall, and picked it up instead.


	“You’re taking that with you?” 


	He turned off the motor and tucked it inside his coat.


	“Yeah.” 


	“Why?” 


	“I’m not sure.” 


	And he wasn’t. But sensed he shouldn’t toss it away. Too many aspects of this crazy situation converged on the little truck—”Rover” in the will and on its hatch, and the way it always ran in the same direction, “pointing” uptown. Jack wasn’t through with it yet.
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	At last! Alicia thought as they headed downstairs. We’re finally getting out of this place.


	And they’d found nothing.


	She began turning off the lights as they went.


	“Don’t bother,” Jack said. “No use trying to hide the fact that we’ve been here—Thomas and his Arab buddy’ll know as soon as they see that smashed wall.” 


	They stepped out the back door, and Alicia jumped and yelped as a voice barked.


	“Hold it right there!” 


	She turned and saw two hulking figures standing at the corner of the house. Enough light filtered in from the street to reveal the guns in their hands. Then the beam from their flashlight found her face, nearly blinding her.


	“Hands up—both of you!” 


	The guards from the car?


	“Jeez, what a jerk I am,” Jack muttered as he clasped his hands on top of his head. “Damn gas wore off.” 


	“This is my house!” Alicia said, squinting into the light.


	“Back inside,” the voice said, waggling the flashlight as he spoke. “Both of you. We’ve got some people coming who’ll want to talk to you two.” 


	What are they going to do to us? she wondered as fear coiled through her intestines. Torture us? What will they put us through before they believe we didn’t find anything?


	“Quit stall—” 


	The voice was cut off by a phut! sound—two of them. And then the light beam left her eyes, and she saw the two figures crumpling to the ground. The flashlight rolled, and the beam washed over the bulging, staring eyes and blood-leaking nose of one of the fallen faces.


	Alicia screamed and felt Jack ducking into a crouch, pulling her down with him. She saw his pistol in his hand, aimed at the corner of the house.


	“Are… are they dead?” Alicia whispered.


	“Sure as hell looks like it.” His gun never stopped moving, ranging this way and that.


	“You shot them dead, just like that?” 


	He stopped moving his gun and held it up in front of her for an instant. “You see a silencer? This was holstered when those guys went down. Somebody else got them.” 


	“Somebody else? But weren’t they the guards from out front?” 


	“The same.” 


	“Then who—?” 


	“Damned if I know. Yesterday your brother’s Arab friend mentioned being afraid of whatever it was he wanted from this place falling into ‘the wrong hands.’ I think this means we may have a third player in this game.” 


	A trilling sound made her jump.


	“What’s that?” Alicia said, her fingertips digging into Jack’s upper arm where she clutched it.


	The sound repeated, coming from one of the corpses.


	“Sounds like a cell phone. Someone’s calling one of them.” 


	Jack looked as if he was about to go find the phone and answer the call.


	“Let’s get out of here,” Alicia said.


	“No alley on the other side, is there?” Jack said.


	She shook her head—the house was flush against its neighbor on the west side.


	“Then we’ll have to escape through the house. It’s safer than stepping into that alley.” 


	She couldn’t argue with that. And for once in her memory, it felt good to step through that door.


	As she led him through to the front, she heard Jack curse himself all the way.


	“I let them wake up! What a damn stupid thing to do. Careless idiot. Could have got us both killed.” 


	He stopped when they reached the front door. He unlocked it, then slowly, gently pulled it open a crack.


	Alicia peeked over his shoulder. The guard car sat at the curb, engine still running, the doors closed. Jack stuck his head out and checked the front yard.


	“Looks clear,” he said. “Let’s go.” 


	He pulled the door open and guided her onto the front stoop.


	“Get moving and keep moving. Don’t run but walk fast—real fast—to your right. We’ll take the long way around to the car.” 


	Alicia started walking, just as he’d said, but then the terror of hearing a phut! and ending up like those two guards took hold. Repressing a scream, she began to run.
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	“Damn!” Sam Baker said and jabbed his thumb at the end button. “Why don’t they fuckin’ answer?” 


	He dropped the phone on the seat between him and the Arab and concentrated on driving. Mott and Richards were two of his better men, but they’d got snookered by the Clayton broad’s muscle. They’d been groggy when they first called in, but seemed to be coming around pretty fast. By the time they hung up they were almost a hundred percent and heading into the house to see if the guy was still there.


	What Baker hoped was that they’d caught the guy and were too busy rearranging his face and innards to answer the phone.


	If it’s the guy from the van, he thought, save a piece for me.


	His kidney still ached from that punch.


	But Baker was getting uneasy. After three calls, you’d think one of them would pick up the goddamn phone.


	If this operation went south it would be his ass. He’d be blamed, and that meant kissing the bonus and a regular gig in Saudi Arabia good-bye. And it wouldn’t be his fault, dammit!


	His unease grew as he turned onto Thirty-eighth and accelerated up the block toward the Clayton house. Something was wrong. He could feel it.


	“Look!” Muhallal said, pointing through the windshield. “That is Alicia Clayton!” 


	Baker squinted at the figure coming down the front steps of the house and hurrying toward the sidewalk. Sure as hell looked like her. And then he saw the guy following right behind her—


	“That’s him!” he said. “That’s the son of a bitch from last week—the one I told you about!” 


	Rage burst like a hollow point in Baker’s brain. He gunned the engine and the car leaped forward.


	“No!” Muhallal shouted. He grabbed Baker’s arm. “No! Stop the car! I do not wish them to know we are here!” 


	“No way! I owe that motherfu—” 


	“Stop immediately or you are fired!” Muhallal said.


	Baker knew from the Arab’s tone that he meant it. Shit. He eased up on the gas pedal and watched the two figures hurry away along the sidewalk.


	“But they’ve been in the house,” he said, so pissed his hands were twitching on the steering wheel. “They probably stole something! Don’t you want it back?” 


	Baker didn’t give a furry rat’s ass about what they might’ve taken. All he wanted was to get his hands on that rotten lousy—


	“If they stole a “thing” Muhallal said, “then yes, of course I want it back. And I will get it back. But if they are walking away with information—information that I do not have—then I want that even more.” 


	“I don’t get it.” He wished he knew what the hell this was all about.


	Muhallal pointed through the windshield at the street ahead. “Follow them. But do not let them see you. If he takes her home, we will follow him to where he lives and learn what he knows. If they drive somewhere else, then we must know where they go. We must not let them get away.” 


	“Don’t worry about that,” Baker said, easing the car into motion. “Where she goes, we go.” 


	“You are so sure?” 


	“Yep. Real sure.” He couldn’t help but grin. “That little ride we took her on last week:—you know, the ‘idiotic stunt’ you hated so much? It wasn’t completely worthless. I didn’t tell you at the time, but I planted a tracer in the bottom of that shoulder bag she always carries. No place she can go that we can’t find her.” 


	The Arab didn’t comment.


	What’s the matter? Baker thought. Camel got your tongue?


	He picked up the cell phone.


	“Who are you calling?” the Arab said.


	“The guys who were supposed to keep them out of the house.” 


	Still no answer. He hung up after the sixth ring.


	If Mott and Richards were busy working someone over, it was the wrong guy—the right guy was walking up the street.


	This could be bad. Very bad.


	Baker dialed Kenny’s number. He might need some backup on this. Ahab the Ay-rab sure as shit wasn’t going to be any help.


	But who else in his crew to call? Hell, call them all. Get every damn one of them involved. Have them bring the tracking electronics and come loaded for bear.


	Some serious ass gonna get kicked tonight.


	12.


	Yoshio waited until Kemel Muhallal and his mercenary were at the end of the block before he pulled away from the curb and followed. He had been expecting them, but had hoped the Clayton woman and her investigator would be gone by the time Muhallal arrived.


	But the Arab had spotted them and now was following.


	Yoshio wondered if he would be forced to intervene again.


	He had seen the two guards regain consciousness and stagger from their car—the driver had leaned against a fender and vomited onto the pavement. He watched them call in and knew that Alicia Clayton had very little time left to find whatever she was looking for. As the pair drew their weapons and stalked toward the rear of the house, he’d debated what to do: Allow them to catch her and take possession of what she might have found? Or stop them and let her escape?


	He chose the latter.


	It had been almost too easy. The two guards had been so intent on the woman and her ronin that they’d ignored their rear. A quick shot to the head for each from Yoshio’s silenced .22 was all it had taken. Then he had retreated to his vantage point to wait.


	And calculate the death toll. Counting Alicia Clayton’s first investigator, her lawyer, and that arsonist Yoshio had seen Baker and his men immolate, these two tonight brought the number of deaths connected with Ronald Clayton’s secret to 252—at least that he knew of. How many more to come?


	He wondered if the secret was worth it. Otherwise, Kaze Group was paying him for nothing.


	He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he played through various scenarios in his head. If only he could be sure the Clayton woman had found some clue, then his course would be clear: Kill Muhallal and Baker, and close in on her. Clean and simple… but disastrous if she had nothing. He’d have revealed his presence for no gain.


	Of course, he already might have done that by killing those two men back on Thirty-eighth Street, but he felt their deaths would probably be blamed on the Clayton woman’s ronin. At least Yoshio hoped they would. His job so far had been made so much easier by the fact that no one knew of his existence.


	He watched Baker hanging well back as he followed a white sedan. Yoshio followed Baker, wondering when he would have to choose.


	The ronin’s Chevrolet headed east, then uptown to the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge, where it crossed into Queens.


	Leaving town. Interesting. That might be the sign he’d been waiting for. But shortly after he followed them onto the Long Island Expressway, heading east, the decision whether or not to act was made for Yoshio: a dark van pulled in front of Baker’s car. The same van used in the aborted abduction last week. The driver waved an arm out the window. Baker flashed his high beams.


	Reinforcements? Yoshio wondered. It appeared that they meant business.


	So now it was a four-car procession, with Yoshio bringing up the rear.


	But then Baker and his men did something strange: the car and the van began dropping back… too far back, Yoshio thought.


	Weren’t they afraid of losing her?


	But then, perhaps they knew where she was going.


	Yes, this was turning out to be a most interesting night—perhaps a decisive night. Yoshio had a feeling the best was yet to come.


	Almost a shame to take money for this, he thought as he settled behind the wheel and kept driving.
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	I don’t think I like this, Alicia thought as Jack stopped his car across the street from a tiny ranch house on a gravel road in the middle of a sea of potato fields.


	They had turned off the LIE a while back, traveled through some suburban towns that had given away to farmland, and now they were… here.


	“I want to go back, Jack,” she said. She’d said that maybe a dozen times now. He probably thought she sounded like a broken record.


	Broken record… an irrelevant question fluttered through her mind: would the next generation, raised on CDs, even know what that sounded like?


	“I told you: I’ll take you back as soon as I’m sure we’re not being tailed.” 


	He got out and stood with the door open, staring back along the dark country road. Alicia turned and looked through the back window.


	“There’s nobody there, Jack.” 


	“But there was. Somebody picked us up as soon as we got the car moving. That’s why we made this little detour.” 


	“Little” was not the word Alicia would have chosen to describe this trek. She’d had a long day, a harrowing night. My God, when was this going to end?


	First, reentering the house… bad enough, but then those two men had been gunned down right in front of her. That bloody face and staring eyes, glimpsed for only a second, still strobed through her brain.


	Death… so much death connected with the house.


	So now she just wanted this awful night to be over. She wished she were back in her own little place with her plants and in her own bed, getting some sleep. Or at least trying to get some sleep. She did not want to be skulking through this empty farming country in eastern Long Island.


	Especially with an armed man who insisted he was being followed when it was obvious to anyone with eyes that he was not.


	“Okay,” she said. “Maybe somebody was following us for a while. But there’s nobody back there now. There hasn’t been for miles. So can we please go home?” 


	He looked up and scanned the sky. Alicia followed his gaze. A clear cold winter night, with half a moon and a billion stars providing the light.


	“More than one way to follow somebody. And trust me, we’ve been followed all night. I can feel it.” He leaned inside and grabbed the keys. “Maybe we’d better go inside.” 


	She looked past him at the little house. Even in the. moonlight she could tell it was run-down. The storm door hung open at an angle, and an old pickup rusted amid the knee-high, winter-brown weeds in the front yard.


	“In there?” 


	“Yeah. It’s mine.” He grinned. “This ‘delightful little two-bedroom ranch’ is my country place.” 


	“I don’t think so.” 


	“Come on. Just for a few minutes. I’ve got a feeling we’re going to have company soon, and I’d rather be inside when they arrive.” 


	Alicia looked back along the road again. “Jack… there’s nobody coming.” 


	“Just ten minutes. If nobody shows by then, we’re outta here.. Okay?” 


	“Okay,” she said, and checked her watch. “Ten minutes, and not a second more.” 


	She saw him pull a toothpick from his pocket, then kneel and fiddle with something inside the car door near the hinge. The courtesy lights went out.


	“What are you doing?” 


	“Jamming the light button.” 


	He snapped off the rest of the toothpick and closed the door without latching it.


	“What in God’s name for?” 


	“You’ll see. Won’t matter if we haven’t been followed. Let’s go.” 


	She followed him up the walk where he unlocked the front door and flipped on the lights. Alicia stopped at the threshold and took it in.


	First off—the smell: Mold and mildew had been having a ball here. Then the look: The living room rug was filthy, the furniture sagging and worn, and here and there around the room, near the ceiling, corners of wallpaper curled back like peeling skin, revealing mildewed plaster.


	“Your ‘country place?’ ” she said. “When was the last time you stayed here?” 


	“Never.” He closed the door behind her and moved to the drawn Venetian blinds. “This is my decoy place.” 


	“For hunting?” 


	“No. For a situation just like this—when I’m being followed, or think I am, and can’t be sure.” 


	“You bought a house way out here just for that?” 


	He nodded as he lifted one of the slats on the blind and peered through. “Well, yeah. I wanted three things: isolation, low maintenance, and cheap.” 


	She glanced around again. “I don’t know what you paid for it, but you certainly got one and two.” 


	“It was cheap enough to allow me to make some improvements.” 


	“Improvements? Where?” 


	“They’re not readily apparent.” 


	“You can say that again. Looks like a crack house.” 


	He laughed as he kept watch through the blind. “Oh, right. Like you’d know.” 


	“Yeah, I would know,” she said, resenting his sarcasm. “I’ve gone along when we’ve had to retrieve sick children from addict parents. You don’t know a fraction of what I’ve seen.” 


	Jack glanced at her. “You’re right. I don’t. Sorry. I’m sure there’s lots I don’t know about you.” 


	What does he mean by that? Alicia wondered as he turned back to peeking through the blind. She was about to ask him but held back.


	Ease up, she told herself. You’ve been acting a little weird tonight. All right, more than a little. He’s got to have some questions about you. Anybody would.


	She glanced at her watch: three minutes gone. In seven minutes she’d hold him to his word and make him take her home.


	“Uh, oh,” he said from the window. “Company.” 


	He stepped aside and held up the slat for her. She peeked though.


	Out front, beyond the derelict pickup, a car and a panel truck—her heart began to race as she recognized that truck—were pulling to a stop.
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	“Everyone get out on the street side of the truck,” Baker said into the cell phone as he pulled to a stop behind the panel truck. No point in advertising how many men he’d brought.


	He opened his door and jumped out to take charge. He could almost hear the blood singing through his veins, coursing through his limbs, tingling in his fingertips. This was Sam Baker’s element, this was when he felt most alive.


	“Remember,” the Arab said, leaning over from the passenger seat. “You must not harm the woman.” 


	“Yeah,” Baker said. “I hear you.” 


	He’d been hearing that since they’d hit the LIE. He knew all about it. Muhallal had made that a condition from Day One. Fine. They wouldn’t hurt the girl.


	But the guy… that was a different story.


	Especially since Baker had got the word about Mott and Richards. When they still weren’t answering their phone, he’d called Chuck and sent him to limp over to check on them. Chuck was glad for something to do. He wasn’t much good for anything else, what with his right arm in a splint and his knee in a straight brace—courtesy of the guy in the house.


	But Chuck had been pretty shook up when he called back. Mott and Richards were dead. Head shots. Looked like hollow points.


	Baker had heard of blind rage before, but never had experienced it until tonight. He’d been so pissed, and screaming so loud, he’d almost put the car in a ditch.


	Not that Mott and Richards didn’t deserve to be dead. Really—how dumb were they, first to get gassed, then to get whacked out in the open? Served them fucking right.


	Bad enough that guys he knew had been offed, but they’d bought it while they were working for him. That was a bitch slap to Sam Baker. He could not let this guy live to talk about it.


	But he could make him squeal like a pig before he died.


	His six remaining men, Kenny and the rest, were out of the van and donning their vests and checking their weapons by the time he got there. He pointed to the big black guy who was kneeling, tying his shoe.


	“Briggs. Go check the car. Just to be sure. This guy’s tricky, so be careful or you could end up like Mott and Richards.” 


	As Briggs hefted his Tec-9 and trotted toward the Chevy, Baker turned to Perkowski and pointed to the utility pole. “Perk. Climb up there and cut the phones.” Then he pointed to Barlowe. “Take DeMartini and cover the rear.” 


	Briggs returned as they took off toward the backyard.


	“Car’s okay,” Briggs said.


	“Hey, look.” 


	Baker turned and saw Kenny pointing toward the house. He followed his nephew’s point and saw two silhouettes through the open Venetian blinds. A second later the blinds closed again.


	“They know we’re here. Where’s my Tec?” 


	Kenny pulled one of the Tec-9’s from inside the van and tossed it his way. Baker caught it one-handed. He checked the clip, then worked the slide. He loved these little beauties. They emptied their thirty-two-round clips in an eye blink.


	“Let’s go,” he said.


	“Wait,” said a voice behind him. “I am coming with you.” 


	Oh, shit. What a time for Ahab the Ay-rab to get some guts.


	“I don’t think that’s such a good idea. There may be some shooting.” 


	“That is what I fear. The woman must not be hurt.” 


	“Don’t worry. We won’t—” 


	“I am coming. Lead on.” 


	Baker looked at him and thought, If you weren’t paying me, you lousy twerp, I’d shove this barrel right up your nose and give you a 9mm headache.


	He smiled. “Okay. Your call. But don’t blame me if you get hurt.” 


	15.


	“Why’d you open them?” Alicia said as Jack pulled the string to close the blind.


	“Wanted to make sure they know we’re here.” He stepped back from the window and shook his head. “They’re carrying assault pistols. Looks like they mean to do some serious harm.” 


	Alicia’s intestines writhed into a painful knot. Men with guns… looking for her… how did she ever come to this?


	“You mean they’re going to kill us?” Alicia said.


	“That’s about the only thing Tec-9’s are good for,” Jack said. “Close-range annihilation.” He gave her a quick smile. “But not you. Killing you is the last thing they want to do.” 


	Alicia noticed that he’d left the obvious unsaid: Killing Jack would be the first thing on their list.


	Will Matthews, where are you when I need you?


	“Call the police,” she said, suddenly frantic. She didn’t want Jack to join the other three men she’d involved in this. “Maybe if they know the police are coming—” 


	“That guy who climbed the pole fixed that. And even if he hadn’t, the cops couldn’t get here in time. And even if they could, we wouldn’t call them.” 


	He strode across the living room into the small connecting dining room. Alicia followed.


	“Look, Jack. I know you have a thing about the police, but there are a dozen armed men—” 


	“Eight,” he said as he knelt by a dusty, scratched sideboard and pulled it away from the wall. “And one of them isn’t armed—or at least isn’t showing it.” 


	On the wall behind the sideboard was what appeared to be a security system keypad. Jack began punching in a code.


	“All right, eight” she said, her fear and frustration rising. “Whatever the number, there’s a small army out there and just you and me in here. And what are you doing? Setting an alarm? We don’t need an alarm, we need help!” 


	“No,” he said. “We need out. And that’s where we’re gonna get.” He pushed the sideboard back against the wall and headed toward the kitchen. He motioned her to follow. “Let’s go.” 


	He led her through the kitchen without turning on a light. A quick left past the refrigerator to a dark open doorway.


	“This way to the basement,” he said. “The handrail is on the right. Soon as you close that door behind you, I’ll turn on the light.” 


	The basement was partially finished—half-paneled, half-bare cinder blocks. Jack crossed the littered floor to a section of paneling, poked his finger over the top, then pulled. The section swung away from the wall on hinges. Behind it, a circular opening, four feet across, gaped in the block.


	“What on earth?” Alicia said.


	“Not on,” Jack said, “in the earth.” 


	“A bomb shelter?” The thought of being sealed up in that dark hole, crouching and cowering while men with machine guns searched for her was too much. “Oh, no. I don’t think I can.” 


	“It’s a tunnel.” She sensed from his tone that his patience might be wearing a little thin. “It’ll take us to the field across the street. Come on. We don’t have much time.” 


	He handed her a flashlight, and motioned her to go first. Taking a breath, she ducked inside and crawled in a few feet. She found herself in a ribbed tube of galvanized metal; cold, but surprisingly clean. Jack came in after her, pulling the wall closed behind him. She turned on the flashlight as darkness engulfed them.


	“Shine that over here a sec,” he said.


	He set some sort of latch on the panel section, then wriggled past her. He took the flashlight and began crawling down the tunnel.


	“This way.” 


	“Do I have a choice?” she said, wondering where and when this night would end.


	16.


	“We must accomplish this very quickly,” Baker heard Muhallal say as they approached the front door.


	The Arab kept looking up and down the road, as if searching for signs of life. Nothing but darkness out there.


	“Worried about someone calling the cops?” Baker said.


	“Yes. Of course. I am not a citizen, and I have no diplomatic immunity. My arrest would cause great embarrassment to… to my organization.” 


	And just what is your organization? Baker wondered. He’d been trying to figure that one out since this whole thing started.


	“Not to worry,” Baker said. “This won’t take long at all.” 


	“And don’t forget—” 


	“I know, I know. Don’t hurt the girl.” 


	“That is correct. Do anything you wish to the man, but she must not be harmed.” 


	If he tells me once more… Baker thought.


	“You come over here with me,” he whispered to Muhallal as he directed his men to spread out on either side of the front door.


	Always a good idea to keep the guy paying the bills out of the line of fire.


	He gave Briggs the go-ahead. The big guy pushed open the door and leaped inside with his weapon ranging back and forth before him. The others rushed in behind him.


	Baker waited half a minute or so with Muhallal, watching the lights go on all through the house, then motioned him to follow him inside.


	Was this where the Clayton broad’s muscle lived? Place looked like a dump.


	“Front bedroom clear,” said Briggs, emerging from a hallway.


	“Rear bedroom clear,” said Toro, following him.


	Seconds later Kenny pounded up the stairs from the basement and came through the kitchen. “Cellar’s deserted,” he said.


	“What the fuck?” Baker said, scratching his head. He stepped to the far end of the dining area and pulled up a window. He had a bad moment when he didn’t see Barlowe and DeMartini—had they ended up like Mott and Richards?—but then he spotted them.


	“Anybody come out the back?” he called.


	“Negative,” Barlowe said.


	Baker turned and looked around. “Shit. We know they were in here. We saw them.” 


	He saw the Arab fucker watching him,, judging him. If he blew this and let them get away…


	“Hey, looky here,” said Perkowski from the hall. He was pointing the barrel of his weapon at a string hanging from the ceiling.


	“Well, well, well,” Baker said as he brushed past Muhallal for a closer look. “What have we here? Looks like we got us a pull-down staircase.” 


	“Looks like we got us a wall safe too,” said Briggs as he pulled a black velvet painting of a tiger off the living room wall.


	“We’ll check it later,” Baker said. “Right now, I think we’ve got a certain rat cornered real good.” 


	He wanted this guy… wanted him sooo bad.


	He raised his Tec and gave Perkowski the go-ahead to pull the string. “Do it.” 


	Perkowski pulled and the ceiling door swung down.


	Baker crouched, ready to fire at the first sound, the first sight of anything threatening. But nothing moved in that rectangle of darkness.


	Perkowski unfolded the attached ladder. As it hit the floor, something black started sliding down a track fixed to the upper rungs.


	Baker took a second or two to recognize the thing as a little cannon.


	“Back!” he shouted.


	… And felt foolish when the little cannon reached the end of its track and stopped with a jolt, popping a red flag from its muzzle.


	Yellow letters spelled out, “bang!” 


	Wait till I get you, fucker, Baker thought, glaring up the ladder as Perkowski and Toro laughed. Put the hurt on you… big time.


	“Got ourselves a comedian, we do,” Perkowski said.


	“A real clown,” Toro said.


	Perkowski started up the ladder, holding his Tec ahead of him. “I hate clowns.” 


	“Be careful, Perk,” Toro said. “Remember Mott and Richards.” 


	“Oh, don’t worry,” Perkowski said. “Richards was a friend of mine. I remember just fine.” 


	Perkowski’s head and his Tec were swallowed by the dark opening, then he barked a harsh, humorless laugh.


	“Oh. Yeah. This guy’s a real clown.” 


	“What is it?” Baker said, climbing up behind Perkowski.


	Standing on a lower rung, he had to stretch against Perk’s back to get his eyes to floor level. A quick look-see showed him half a dozen toy cannons, identical to the one on the ladder, arrayed on either side of the opening. A string ran up to a naked bulb directly overhead.


	Baker ducked and dropped back to the floor.


	“I don’t like the looks of this,” he said. “Get down from there.” 


	“Aw, just some more of the clown’s funny business,” Perkowski said, reaching for the light string. “Let’s shed some light on the subject.” 


	“I wouldn’t—” Baker started to say, but was drowned out by the deafening roar of half a dozen shotgun shells firing at once.


	Perkowski’s body—his head and arms a bloody ruin—hurtled from the ladder and landed on Toro.


	Fury overtook Baker then. Another of his men down! The son of a bitch!


	He raised his Tec-9 and began firing. He stitched all thirty-two rounds into the ceiling that ran along the hall, and was flipping the clip to spray another thirty-two when a hand grabbed his arm.


	“The woman!” It was Muhallal, his expression a mixture of anger and fright. “You’ll kill the woman!” 


	Baker was about to tell him to fuck off when howls of pain started from the living room. He wheeled around the corner to find Briggs writhing in agony with his hand in the wall.


	“What the fuck?” Baker said.


	“The wall safe!” Briggs gasped. “It wasn’t locked. I saw some cash inside, but when I reached in, it spiked me!” 


	Baker saw blood oozing out of the circular opening and dripping down the wall.


	“You jerk!” 


	“You gotta get me outta this thing, man!” Briggs wailed. “I think I’m spiked through. It’s killin’ me!” 


	Shit! Baker thought. What else could go wrong?


	That was when the beeping started.


	Everybody froze. Even Briggs stopped his yelping.


	The beeping… it was coming from the beat-up stereo cabinet across the room. Kenny stepped over to it and pulled open the doors.


	An LED display was doing a countdown in big red digits, beeping as each new number appeared.


	… 58… 57… 56…


	Kenny knelt for a closer look, then jumped back.


	“Christ, Sam, it’s a bomb!” 


	Baker froze for an instant, then stepped closer. Kenny didn’t know bombs; that was his domain.


	Baker felt his scalp crawl when he recognized a brick of C-4. He knew the stuff. He’d used it when he wired that lawyer’s car. And this brick had a lot of wires running in and out of it.


	…45… 44… 43…


	“Well, don’t just stand there, Sam!” Kenny shouted. “Defuse it!” 


	“In less than a minute? Afraid not.” 


	… 40… 39…


	Behind Baker, Briggs started wailing, calling on God and his mother for help.


	“I’m outta here!” Toro said, and headed for the door.


	“Hey!” Briggs cried. “Where y’goin’? Hey, guys—don’t leave me here with a bomb! Please, guys! Please!” The last was a drawn-out wail.


	… 36… 35…


	Baker noticed the Arab heading for the door and wasn’t surprised. He wanted to follow, wanted very much to be far from that bomb, but…


	“Sam?” Kenny said, looking spooked. “Shouldn’t we be—?” 


	“You got your knife?” Baker said, pulling his big Special Forces blade from its sheath.


	… 32… 31…


	“Sure,” Kenny said.


	“Then get it out and come over here. Move!” 


	“Hey, Baker!” Briggs said, wide-eyed as he saw them rushing at him with drawn knives. “What you gonna do?” 


	“I oughta, cut your arm off for sticking your hand where it doesn’t belong,” Baker said, stopping on Briggs’s right. “And I may have to yet, but let’s try something else first. Lean back.” He slapped the wall on the other side of Briggs, above and to the left of the level of the safe, and told Kenny, “Cut a hole there. Do it!” 


	…28… 27…


	“We’ll never get this safe out of the wall!” Kenny said, his voice a couple of notches higher than usual.


	“I know,” Baker said.


	He went to work on the wall directly above the safe, punching a hole in the plasterboard with the butt of his knife. Once he had the hole, he reversed the blade and used the saw-toothed edge to cut over to a stud, then angle down.


	…24… 23…


	He tried to keep looking cool, couldn’t let Kenny think he was scared, but his heart was going like a jackhammer and he could feel sweat breaking out all over his body.


	As soon as Baker’s blade reached the top of the safe, he hauled back and punched the plasterboard, popping the cut piece into the wall space.


	Baker glanced over and saw his nephew hacking furiously at his spot on the wall. His face was waxy-white, making his red hair look like fire, but he was getting the job done. “Do it, Kenny!” 


	… 20… 19…


	“I don’t want to die because Briggs is stupid, Sam,” Kenny said as Baker went to work on the section above and to the right of the top of the safe.


	“Neither do I, kid. But you don’t leave one of your guys behind if you can help it. Even if he’s an asshole.” 


	That had been one of the rules in SOG. A man went down behind the lines, you risked almost everything to extract him.


	…16… 15…


	He heard Kenny punch through, and then he was through with his second opening. He stood on tiptoe and peered into the hole. He needed more light.


	“Kenny, get that lamp over here.” 


	“Sam…” 


	Damn, his nephew was practically whining.


	I know how you feel kid, but you gotta hang in here with me. Don’t let me down.


	“Do it!” 


	…12… 11…


	Kenny picked up the lamp and held it high with shaky hands.


	Now Baker could see, and he spotted the powerful spring that had powered the spike into Briggs’s arm.


	“There’s the sucker,” he said.


	…08… 07…


	He reached in and inserted the point of his blade under the bottom of the spring. His own hand was beginning to shake, and the point slipped off the spring.


	“Come on! Come on!” 


	He positioned the point again, then grunted as he threw all his strength into levering that spike out of the safe. It moved, and he heard air hiss through Briggs’s teeth as the spike slowly withdrew from his flesh.


	… 04 … 03…


	With a piercing cry, Briggs yanked his bloody arm from the safe and began a headlong dash toward the front door.


	Kenny was right behind him. Baker brought up the rear, leaping off the front steps and pushing Kenny to the ground.


	“Hit the deck!” he shouted.
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	“Where are we?” Alicia said as Jack helped her up the ladder from the tunnel. “Take a look.” Alicia turned in a slow circle to get her bearings. They’d emerged in the center of a clump of bushes bordering a potato field. Fifty feet to her right, she saw the white rented car, parked where they had left it. Beyond the car lay Jack’s ranch house, with every window lit.


	“We’re across the street,” she said.


	“Right.” 


	“Are we going to—?” 


	Alicia jumped as a booming retort echoed from the house, followed by a burst of machine-gun fire.


	“My God, what happened?” 


	“Somebody just became cannon fodder, I imagine,” Jack said.


	“You mean dead?” 


	He nodded. “Most likely. I told you, it’s my decoy place. Booby-trapped to within an inch of its life.” 


	She looked at Jack. She’d grown to like him, even trust him during the short time she’d known him—unusual for her, because her list of trusted people was a short one—but there was so much she didn’t know about him. And here was something she hadn’t realized—maybe she’d guessed it, but hadn’t wanted to confront it: beneath that unprepossessing, low-key, regular-guy surface was someone willing and able to kill when necessary.


	And he was standing only a foot away. Her mouth went dry. She took a step back.


	“You… killed one of them?” She tried to make out his expression in the dark.


	“I like to think he killed himself—by being someplace he had no right being, doing something he had no right doing.” 


	Alicia felt weak and shaky inside. She took another step back. “This is—very scary.” 


	“You worried about them?” he said.


	“I’m not a killer.” 


	“But they are,” he said softly, his eyes on the house, not her. “They killed your PI, they burned Benny the Torch alive, and they blew up your lawyer. What was his name again?” 


	“Weinstein… Leo Weinstein.” 


	God, she’d almost forgotten about poor Leo.


	“Okay. They blew him to pieces. And for what? For doing his job. You think Mrs. Weinstein would object to her husband’s killers getting a dose of what Leo got? I don’t think so.” 


	“I wouldn’t know about Mrs.—” 


	But Jack wasn’t listening. He kept talking, his voice getting lower and colder.


	“But I’m not doing this for Mrs. Weinstein, or your PI, or even for Benny the Torch, who I knew in a small way. I’m doing this for me and, whether you like it or not, you.” 


	“Not for me,” Alicia said. “I never wanted—” 


	“Because they’re killers. And once you get on the wrong side of killers—and trust me, we’re both on their wrong side—the only way to deal with them is to get them before they get you. If you don’t, I guarantee you’ll regret it. Because someday they’ll find you—maybe by accident, maybe on purpose, but someday your paths could cross and then they’ll snuff you out without hesitation. Or at least they’ll try to.” 


	Jack’s casual, matter-of-fact tone chilled her.


	What have I got myself into?


	“Here they come,” he said.


	Alicia looked and saw two figures charging out the front door. She recoiled when he grabbed her arm, but he held her firmly.


	“This way,” Jack said. “And stay low.” 


	In a crouch, he guided her to the car and carefully opened the driver side door. The courtesy lights stayed off—now she understood why he’d jammed the button with a toothpick. He motioned her in ahead of him.


	“Crawl across and keep your head down,” he whispered.


	He got in beside her and eased the door shut. He inserted the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it. Instead he leaned close to her and stared at the house.


	“Now… watch. Won’t be long.” 
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	Fighting panic, Kemel crouched by the flat rear tire of the rusting truck in the front yard and watched the house. The mercenary he’d followed here huddled beside him.


	How could so many things go wrong in one evening? How was it possible?


	Earlier he had been upset, especially after learning that two of the guards had been killed. Two corpses could lead the police directly to Kemel, and thus to Iswid Nahr. He would be humiliated before Khalid Nazer. Baker had said he would make the corpses “disappear,” but how much of that was bravado?


	Perhaps none. Kemel had to admit that he had been quite impressed with the way Baker handled his men. They seemed well trained and responded with military precision to his commands. And he’d had the foresight to plant a tracer on the Clayton woman.


	Baker was rising in his estimation. If only he weren’t so headstrong…


	But then the situation had rapidly deteriorated. One dead, another pinned in the house like an animal in a trap, and the house ready to explode in a few seconds.


	And where was Baker now? Why was he still in the house? Was he trying to defuse the bomb?


	Suddenly the mercenary who had been trapped, the one they called Briggs, burst through the front doorway closely followed by Baker and a redheaded mercenary.


	Briggs ran toward the pickup while Baker and the other flattened themselves in the grass. Kemel ducked and held his ears.


	A second later he faintly heard a retort—sharp, quick, like a shot.


	After waiting a few more heartbeats and hearing no explosion, Kemel cautiously raised his head enough to see over the pickup’s rear cargo bed. He saw Briggs standing on the far side, holding his bloody arm.


	“You sons of bitches!” Briggs shouted. “You lousy fucking bastards! You left me in there to be blown to hell and the only thing that exploded was a firecracker!” 


	“What?” said the mercenary beside Kemel as he rose to his feet.


	“That’s right, Toro!” Briggs screamed as he staggered toward them. “A fucking M-80! And look at you assholes hiding behind that truck like the yellow-bellied rats you are!” 


	One of the mercenaries who had been guarding the rear of the house ran up to the truck.


	“What the hell’s going on?” He stared at Briggs’s bloody arm. “What happened to you?” 


	“You want to know?” Briggs said. “Toro, tell DeMartini how you—” 


	“Run!” 


	Kemel glanced toward the house and saw Baker on his feet, backpedaling and pulling the redheaded mercenary around to the side of the house.


	“Get away from the truck!” 


	The other three mercenaries weren’t paying attention, but Kemel decided if Baker was running, so would he—as fast as he could.


	“Yeah!” Briggs shouted behind him as Kemel turned and sprinted away. “Run! You yellow-bellied Arab rat! Run before I—” 


	The explosion caught Kemel by surprise. One moment he was running, the next he was flying, as if a giant hand had slammed against his back and hurled him through the air. The night was full of sound and light and flying metal.


	Kemel landed and rolled and stayed down, lying flat with his arms over his head, pressing himself into the cold hard earth.


	And then it was over.


	Kemel shook his head as he rolled over and rose to his knees. He could barely hear through the high-pitched hum that filled his head. He looked around and saw burning bits of wreckage strewn about the yard. The mercenary who had been behind the truck with him was a still dark form on the lawn. He was sure the wounded Briggs and the one called DeMartini were in a similar state on the other side of the smoking hulk.


	But someone was moving. Baker… returning from the side of the house, shaking his fists at the night. Kemel could see the rage in his face, and knew from his wide-open mouth and the bulging cords in his neck that he was screaming into the night.


	But Kemel could not hear him. And he was glad of it.


	He looked back to the road and noticed that the white car they’d followed here was gone.


	Kemel lowered his head and prayed. It was that or burst into tears.
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	Yoshio found himself laughing aloud as he watched from his car.


	Tonight had been a thing of beauty. When he had heard shots from within the house, he had assumed the worst: That Muhallal and his hirelings had killed the Clayton woman’s ronin. But when Yoshio had seen figures hurrying from the house and taking up position behind the wrecked truck in the front yard, he had expected a firefight to follow.


	But how could there be a firefight when Alicia Clayton and the ronin were slipping into their car across the street?


	The explosion had made everything clear. A small explosion—or the impending threat of a larger one—had driven everyone from the house to the supposed safety of the outdoors. And what better place to shield one’s self from flying debris than behind the oh-so-conveniently located truck rusting in the front yard?


	But the house was not rigged to explode. Why destroy a perfectly good house when you can drive out invaders with a fake bomb and induce them to cluster around the real bomb?


	And as the debris from the derelict truck was still flying though the air, the ronin’s white car had begun moving, rolling down the street with its lights out. Slipping away into the night.


	Yoshio clapped his hands. So simple. So elegant. Bravo, ronin-san!


	Fortunately, Muhallal had survived. Yoshio wanted the Arab alive. He was the only one besides the Clayton brother who knew why the Clayton house was so valuable.


	He watched Baker rage at the night as the remaining man he had sent to guard the rear raced back to the front yard. Yoshio rolled down his window to hear what Baker was screaming.


	“Who is this guy? I want him! I want him! Who are you, you fucker? Show yourself! Let’s do it! You and me! That’s all! No tricks! Just you and me!” Baker’s voice rose to a screech. “Who the fuck are you?” 


	Good question, Yoshio thought. Who is this ronin!


	Obviously, he was more than mere hired muscle. He was a man who was comfortable with violence but used it judiciously, and with style. He was a man experienced in his line of work and intended to stay in it for the long run—as witness this skillfully booby-trapped house. The house told Yoshio that the ronin planned far ahead and might well be prepared for almost any eventuality.


	Which meant Yoshio would have to be especially cautious in his next move.


	For Yoshio was determined to meet the ronin before Muhallal and Baker, by some blind luck, blundered into him and killed him. Yoshio was sure the ronin knew something, had learned something in that house.


	He resisted the urge to gun his engine and follow him. He calculated the risks and decided it unwise to drive past the house right now. Baker or one of his thugs might empty a clip or two from their assault pistols at him. He had little faith in their accuracy, but a lucky slug might pierce his gas tank or—worse yet—pierce him.


	No, he would catch up to them back in Manhattan.


	Then he would learn what those two had discovered in the Clayton house.
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	“Really, Jack,” Alicia said. “I want to go home.” 


	Or at least get out of the car. She felt queasy.


	Instead of heading back to the city, Jack had continued east, racing toward the tip of Long Island. He’d taken them into the Hamptons, and then turned north until they’d come to the quaint houses and deserted marinas of Sag Harbor. Now they were pulling into the parking lot of something called the Surfside Inn. Alicia knew there was no surf in Sag Harbor; in fact, this crummy-looking motel wasn’t even near the water.


	“We can’t risk heading back to the city,” Jack said. “They’re hurting, but I don’t know what kind of reserves that Arab’s got. He could have spotters waiting out on the highways, looking to follow us back home. So I say, let’s take the long way home.” 


	“All right, let’s.” She just wanted tonight to be over. “So why are we stopping here?” 


	“To spend the night.” He held up his hand before she could speak. “Trust me. We head back in the morning, no one will find us. We try it tonight, there could be more rough stuff.” 


	Damn him, she thought. He knows exactly what to say. The last thing she wanted was more violence.


	“All right,” she said, surrendering. “But can’t we find a better place than this?” 


	“We’re not exactly in season,” Jack said. “This place is open, it’s got its ‘Vacancy’ sign lit, and we’ll only be here half a dozen hours or so. And best of all, its parking lot isn’t visible from the road. Wait here.” 


	Before she could object, he was out of the car and heading toward the office.


	Alicia closed her eyes, trying to blank her mind. This was all a nightmare. None of this had happened. Soon she’d wake up and find it all had been an ugly dream.


	She jumped at the sound of a tap on the window: Jack—holding up a key and motioning her toward a row of doors to the left of the car. With a groan, she got out and followed him. Her limbs dragged… her marrow had turned to lead.


	Jack opened a door marked “17″ and held it open for her. As she stepped inside, he followed and closed the door behind him.


	Slightly better decorated than Jack’s “country place,” but just as mildewy. Flowered drapes matched the spreads on the two double beds, but not the rug.


	“Which do you want?” Jack said.


	“Which what?” 


	“Which bed.” 


	“You’ve got to be kidding,” she said. “We’re sharing a room? Look, things maybe be tight, but I can spring for—” 


	“Money’s got nothing to do with it. It’s the safest way.” He pointed to the beds again. “So, which one?” 


	Alicia pointed to the one nearer the bathroom. God, she wanted a shower—she craved a shower—but she had no clean clothes to change into, so what was the use?


	“That one.” 


	“All right,” he said, sitting and bouncing on the other. “Then this one’s mine.” He lowered his voice to a Charlton Heston baritone. “But let’s get something straight, young lady: I know you’re mad crazy about me, but I don’t want you getting any ideas.” 


	He’s trying to reassure me, she thought, and had to smile. “Somehow I’ll manage to restrain myself.” 


	“Good,” he said. “Because I’m taken.” 


	Alicia sensed he wasn’t kidding about that last part. She watched Jack a moment, trying to sort out her feelings for this man. So much about him terrified her… he was a deadly, murderous creature—how many men had he killed tonight? Yet here she was sharing a motel room with him and not only believing him when he said he was taken, but almost envying the woman who had won his heart.


	I can’t deal with this right now, she thought as she headed for her bed. I need sleep, a break, time out.


	Too much had happened tonight. Returning to that house, seeing her old room, that man’s room, then the murders in the backyard… that had been more than enough. But then that small army chasing them, the shots, the screams, that truck exploding, lighting up the night…


	Alicia felt as if she were enveloped in a gelatinous fog, moving in slow motion toward that bed, that glorious bed.


	Too much… too much … circuit overload… need downtime…


	Finally she reached the bed. She pulled back the spread and crawled between the sheets.


	“Good night,” she said, and pulled the covers over her head.


	Silence… and darkness… blessed darkness…


	21.


	“Good night,” Jack said, watching Alicia curl into a lump under the covers.


	A weird one, all right. But then, everything named Clayton seemed to be weird in some way.


	Now what? he wondered. He should take a cue from Alicia and sack out, but he was too wired to sleep. The key… where did it fit? And that damn little Land Rover… something about its persistence in trying to get to the front yard of the Clayton house nagged at him.


	Jack got up and headed for the door. He unlocked the Chevy, plucked the little truck from the backseat, and carried it to the middle of the parking lot.


	“All right, Mr. Rover,” he said, pushing the on switch, “let’s see where you want to go now.” 


	He placed it on the pavement, facing in the direction he assumed to be east, and let her go. The little truck raced away and almost immediately veered to the left. Jack expected it to wheel into a U-turn and head back toward him, but it came only three quarters of the way around, then angled away across the lot.


	Jack raced after it and grabbed it before it ran under a parked Accord.


	The truck should have headed due west, back toward the Clayton house—or rather, toward its front yard. Did he have his directions screwed up?


	He scanned the stars. Good thing it was a cold, clear winter night. He traced the Big Dipper, ran a line up from the leading edge of its cup, and found Polaris. Okay. That was north.


	He backed up to his original spot, pointed the truck east… and damn if it didn’t make a beeline for that same Accord.


	He found Polaris again. Back in Murray Hill, the truck had insisted on heading uptown—due north… toward the front yard, he’d assumed. But now it wanted to travel northwest… away from the front yard.


	What had changed?


	The Rover’s position, for one.


	Or had someone adjusted its controller, wherever that was?


	This was going to take more investigation, and under better conditions than these.


	Tomorrow… he’d spend all tomorrow figuring this out. And looking for the box that belonged to that key.


	Jack returned to the room, taking the truck with him. He didn’t want to leave it in the car overnight. Who knew?


	Someone wandering through the lot might spot it and rip it off.


	He slipped back into the room as quietly as he could. He could make out Alicia’s form under the covers, curled into the fetal position.


	What are you hiding from? he wondered.


	He felt a mixture of admiration and pity for her—and he knew she’d resent the pity like all hell, but still, that was what he felt. Somewhere, somehow, she’d been terribly damaged, and he pitied anyone who’d been scarred so deeply. But she’d waged—was still waging, apparently—a valiant battle against the effects of whatever had been done to her.


	Maybe tonight had been too much for her. Maybe he shouldn’t have insisted she come along.


	But what other options had he had? She’d lived in that house, and he’d needed her help.


	Still, he got a cold knot in his stomach when he looked at that fetal lump, curled and cocooned so defensively against the world.


	How would she be when she awoke tomorrow morning?


	Jack flopped back on the other bed and stared at the stained ceiling, wondering about that until sleep claimed him.


	22.


	Kemel Muhallal sat with shaking hands and trembling insides. He felt as if he were on a jet racing through an endless storm.


	He slumped on the couch in his apartment, too disheartened for prayer, too exhausted to drag himself to the bedroom.


	For the first time since his arrival in this thrice-cursed land, he harbored doubts about the outcome of his mission. He had expected some difficulty, certainly, in securing the Clayton technology, but never this much. The Clayton woman had enlisted the devil himself as her ally.


	When he had noticed her car gone, he had wanted to use the tracer to chase after her, but could not. The bodies… all the bodies had to be removed before the police arrived. He, Baker, and the two surviving members of Baker’s team had had to carry them to the van. Then they had had to flee, running like jackals in the night.


	A harrowing, humiliating experience.


	But it all would have been worth it had he learned if Alicia Clayton and her devil had discovered anything in the house.


	And what of the sale of that house? Haffner had sent word to her attorney that her price would be met. No response yet. Would she respond at all after tonight?


	If not, the whole process would be set back weeks. And what would that mean for Ghali? Kemel had to get home to help his son.


	Kemel tugged at his beard. He was being pulled in so many directions. What was he to do!


	Should he fail to secure the Clayton technology, he then must make sure no one else got it.


	Be calm, he told himself for the ten thousandth time since he had stepped through the door.


	But how could he be calm when tomorrow morning he might pick up a newspaper and see a headline announcing the Clayton technology to the world?


	He shuddered at the repercussions to his homeland, at the thought of the entire Middle East returning to the Saudi Arabia of his father, who had made his own shoes and lived with his fellow bedouin in goat-hair tents or in mud huts clustered around oases, with no electricity, no medication, no medical care. That was Arab life before the 1960s. That was what his own life—and his sons’—would be if he failed in his quest.


	He wished he could pass this burden to someone more used to dealing with these matters, but secrecy was so tantamount to success—they could lose everything if even a whisper of the nature of the technology leaked out—that the leaders of Iswid Nahr had forbidden anyone else, even another member of Iswid Nahr, from being told.


	Kemel Muhallal had been present when Thomas Clayton brought Iswid Nahr proof of his father’s technology. Why had he felt blessed by Allah that day? It had been a curse. Because he was among the very few who knew the secret, the burden of resolving the matter had fallen upon his shoulders.


	Kemel squared those shoulders. He must not despair. He was not yet defeated. He must trust in Allah and believe that Alicia Clayton and her devil had learned nothing.


	And on the subject of devils, what was he going to do with his own devil… Baker? Kemel had lost all faith in the man, but the day might be approaching when he would have to make use of his brute nature and crude tactics.


	For Kemel knew that if he and Iswid Nahr could not secure the Clayton technology, then he must destroy that technology, and eliminate everyone who knew about it.


	WEDNESDAY


	1.


	“No,” Alicia said. “Out of the question. I’ve got to go to the hospital.” 


	Are all women so headstrong? Jack wondered as he watched the ferry dock recede through the condensation-fogged glass. Or just all the ones I happen to know?


	He and Alicia sat with their coffees in the passenger area of the first morning ferry out of Orient Point. The Chevy rested with the other cars below.


	“Alicia—” 


	“Look, I’ve got patients and—oh, hell.” 


	She yanked open her shoulder bag and fished inside until she came up with a cell phone.


	“What’s wrong?” Jack said.


	“I want to call in.” 


	He looked out the window as she dialed. The sky was a crisp blue and winter clear, but the Long Island Sound lay gray and choppy around them. He turned back to her when she mentioned “Hector,” and watched her expression grow grim. She ended the call and squeezed her eyes shut.


	“Bad news?” he said.


	She kept her eyes closed. “Hector got shocky last night, then he crashed again. We’re losing him.” 


	“Aw, jeez.” His chest tightened as he remembered that big smile, and so proud of his “buth cut.” So full of life, and now…


	“I should have been there.” 


	“I can appreciate how you feel,” he said.


	She opened her eyes and stared at him, saying nothing.


	He said, “All right. Maybe not completely. But no matter what, at this point I don’t think those places are safe for you. I mean, if I were you and these people knew where I lived and worked, I wouldn’t be going back there right now.” 


	“I’ll have to risk it. I’ve got to be there this morning, Jack. I’ve got to. And let’s face it, you didn’t leave many of them standing.” 


	Jack didn’t like it, but he could see he wasn’t going to change her mind. And even if Baker and whoever he had left were planning a move, he doubted they’d pull it in front of the staff at the Center. But as soon as she stepped outside alone…


	“All right,” he said. “Go to the hospital, then have a guard walk you to the Center. Then stay there. Have lunch sent in. Do not set foot outside that building until I pick you up and take you to your hotel.” 


	“Hotel?” 


	“Yes, hotel. You don’t think you can stay at your apartment, do you? That’s where they’ll be waiting for you.” 


	“Who’s ‘they’?” she said. “After you got through with them last night, I don’t think there’s any ‘they’ left.” 


	Jack shook his head. He’d seen Kemel and his boss mercenary get away. How many more did the Arab have in reserve? And even if the answer was none, he could always hire more.


	“The one who shoved you into the van is still up and about,” Jack said.


	That seemed to have the desired effect: Alicia stiffened and looked away.


	“Okay, okay,” she said. “Which hotel?” 


	“Haven’t decided yet. But I’ll pick you up at five and we’ll use the rush-hour mob to our advantage.” 


	“Fine,” she said sullenly, and wrapped her coat more tightly around her.


	“Do I have your promise?” 


	“Yes.” Now she looked at him. “Why do you care what happens to me?” 


	The question startled Jack. “What do you mean?” 


	“You’ve got that ‘key’ you found. You don’t need me anymore. In fact, it would probably be to your advantage if they got hold of me.” 


	Jack stared at her, holding back his anger.


	“No answer?” she said.


	He spoke slowly. “No… just wondering if I should dignify that with an answer.” 


	“Oh? I’ve offended you?” 


	“Damn right. You… you’re a customer. We have a deal. A contract.” 


	“I didn’t sign—” 


	“We shook hands,” he said. “That’s a contract.” 


	She flushed and looked away again. Her words came in a rush. “I’m sorry. Maybe I’m wrong but I just don’t know what to think or who to trust anymore. Last night was very scary—you are very scary—and I’ve never been in this kind of situation. I mean, people are chasing me and the man I’m supposed to be partnered with killed God-knows-how-many of them last night. And maybe they had it coming but… do you know what I’m saying? You just flipped a few switches last night and boom!—people died. You wanted them gone, and they were gone. So is it so strange for me to wonder what happens if you decide you want me gone?” 


	He debated saying something about only killing customers who talk too fast, but decided this wasn’t a good time to crack wise.


	And maybe she had a point. Usually he had minimal contact with his customers. He made a deal, then went off and got it done—like with Jorge. They never saw the work, only the results. Last night had been an exception. He’d wound up playing bodyguard—something he’d never volunteer to do—and Alicia had witnessed some rough stuff.


	Too bad, but he didn’t think much of the alternative.


	“I do what’s necessary,” he said. “But in your wonderings have you considered where we’d be right now if they’d caught us?” 


	She went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “And the worst thing is that it didn’t settle anything. We’re still looking over our shoulders. I can’t even go home.” 


	“I’m sorry about that. But we’re making progress. We know more than we did two days ago, and I’ve got a feeling we’ll know a lot more when I find the lock to this key.” 


	And get some more playtime with that little four-by-four, he thought. Something very strange about Clayton’s “Rover.” 


	He held the key in the direct sunlight and saw faint remnants of the words “Bern Interbank” embossed on the red vinyl case.


	Hallelujah, he thought.


	2.


	Yoshio took a deep, sharp breath when he saw the white Chevrolet, and nearly choked on his Egg McMuffin.


	He had spent hours last night watching Alicia Clayton’s apartment. She never appeared. Yoshio had been disappointed but not terribly surprised. He assumed the ronin had done what he would have done under those circumstances: rented a hotel for the night.


	And so Yoshio was idling here on Seventh Avenue where he could see the entrance to the hospital and the children’s center where the Clayton woman worked. His backgrounding on her had revealed how devoted she was to her small charges. He doubted she would stay away.


	And now he had been proven correct.


	Small satisfaction, but one took it where one found it.


	He watched the ronin escort the Clayton woman to the hospital door. Yoshio was in gear and moving when the . ronin returned to his car. No question as to what his next step would be: follow the ronin. If he and the Clayton woman had learned anything last night, now was the time to act upon it.


	Carefully keeping his distance, Yoshio trailed the ronin west on Fourteenth Street and then uptown on Tenth Avenue. He did not see anyone else following. He smiled. Certainly Kemel Muhallal had other, more pressing concerns at the moment—an acute manpower shortage among them.


	He saw the ronin stop his car before a row of dingy storefronts. Yoshio drove past, adjusting his speed to catch the red light at the next corner. He adjusted his rearview mirror and watched the ronin enter a doorway next to a dirty window with a sign that read:


	ERNIE’S I.D.


	ALL KINDS


	PASSPORT


	TAXI


	DRIVER’S LICENSE


	Yoshio hurried around the block and was relieved to see the Chevrolet still double-parked on Tenth Avenue when he returned. He pulled into the curb by a bus stop on the far side of the street and waited, trusting the rush-hour traffic to hide him.


	ID… why would the ronin enter such a place? Did he want to prove his own identity, or did he wish to identify himself as someone else? Ronald Clayton perhaps?


	Yoshio rubbed his palms together to relieve the sudden tingle of anticipation.. He sensed he was onto something here.


	And then the ronin emerged from the store and looked around before he reentered his car. As his gaze came Yoshio’s way, a bus edged between them. Yoshio took advantage of the cover to nose his way into traffic and position himself so that he was behind the bus when it moved on. His car now looked like just another of the countless thousands crawling through rush hour.


	He saw the white Chevrolet pull away and continue uptown. Yoshio followed him all the way to West Seventy-sixth Street where the ronin double-parked again and walked into a building.


	Yoshio saw the sign as he passed: BERN interbank.


	And now the tingle spread from his hands to the back of his neck. Yes. This was important. He couldn’t say how he knew, he simply… knew.


	Hurriedly he looked for a place to leave his car. He could park it illegally and hope his DPL plates would protect it, but he didn’t know how much time he would need. The city had been cracking down on diplomats abusing their parking privileges. Yoshio did not want to return and find that his car had been towed away.


	He saw a Kinney Park sign and accelerated toward it.


	The success of all his efforts for the past two months might hinge on what he did in the next few minutes.


	3.


	Powder from Alicia’s latex gloves left white smudges on Hector’s latest chest X ray as she held it up to the window. She didn’t need a lightbox to show her how bad it was. His lung fields were almost entirely opaque. Only small dark pockets of uninfected lung remained, and those were becoming progressively smaller with each successive film. Soon even the ventilator would be unable to force oxygen to his blood cells.


	She turned and faced the comatose child, who seemed to have shrunk since she’d last seen him yesterday morning. Naked, spread-eagle on the bed, Hector seemed to be made more of plastic tubing than flesh—two IV lines, one in an arm and one in a leg, the ventilator tube down his throat, a catheter running into his penis to his bladder, the CVP line running under his clavicle, the cardiac monitor leads glued to his corduroy chest. His skin had a mottled, bluish cast. Sorenson was wiping the crusts from his eyes.


	Tuning out the ICU Muzak of beeps and hisses, Alicia picked up Hector’s chart and read his latest numbers in dismay. His O2 saturation was dropping, his WBC count had been 900 this morning, and his blood pressure was in the basement.


	He’s slipping away, she thought. And there’s not a damn thing—


	A change in the beeps from Hector’s cardiac monitor caught her attention. She checked the screen and saw the dreaded irregular sine-wave pattern of ventricular fibrillation.


	Sorenson looked up, eyes wide above her surgical mask. “Oh, shit.” 


	She reached a gloved hand toward the code button.


	“Wait,” Alicia said.


	“But he’s in V-fib.” 


	“I know. But he’s also in immunological collapse. He’s got nothing left. We can’t save him. The Candida’s in his brain, in his marrow, clogging his capillaries. We can break a few more ribs pounding on his chest, submit him to a few more indignities, and for what? Just to prove we can delay the inevitable for a couple of hours? Let the poor boy go.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	Was she sure? She’d tried everything she knew. All the subspecialists she’d called in had attacked Hector’s infection with every weapon at their disposal. All to no effect.


	I can’t seem to be sure of anything else in my life, but of this one thing I am absolutely certain: No matter what we do, Hector will not survive the morning.


	“Yes, Sorenson. I’m sure.” 


	Stepping aside from all her emotions, Alicia watched the sine waves slow, then devolve into isolated agonal beats, then flat line.


	Sorenson looked at her. When Alicia nodded, the nurse checked her watch and recorded the time of death of Hector Lopez, age four. As Sorenson began removing the tubes from Hector’s lifeless body, Alicia ripped off her surgical mask and turned away.


	Staggering under the crushing futility of it all, she leaned against the windowsill and looked down at the street. The cheery glare of the morning sun seemed an affront. She felt tears streaming down her cheeks. She could not remember feeling this low in all her life.


	What good am I? she thought. Who am I kidding? I’m useless. I might as well call it quits now and end this charade.


	When she caught herself eyeing the cars below and wondering how it would feel to plummet toward them, she pushed herself away from the window.


	Not yet, she thought. Some other time, maybe, but not today.


	4.


	Jack had debated going home and changing, but Ernie had let him borrow a razor to shave and had made sure that his hair in the photo on the brand-new Ronald Clayton New York State driver’s license was combed a little more neatly than Jack’s usually careless look.


	He’d passed the ID check, the bank officer had used her key along with Jack’s on the double-locked safe deposit door, and now he was alone with box 137.


	He flipped up the lid and found a stack of bulging manila envelopes, maybe half a dozen of them, each sealed with fiber tape. As much as Jack wanted to rip them open, this wasn’t the place. It might take some time to sift through these and find the one that answered all the questions. Besides, he was double-parked outside. Better to bring them home and take his time.


	He gathered them up, made sure he wasn’t missing anything, then headed for the street. The car was where he’d left it—not something one took for granted in the city—but a meter maid had stopped her scooter at the corner and was working her way down the street toward the Chevy. Jack dashed to his car, hopped in, and took off.


	He was just congratulating himself on how smooth the morning was going when he sensed movement behind him. Before he could react, something cold and metallic pressed against the back of his skull.


	Jack stiffened in shock and gripped the wheel. He wasn’t being car-jacked—he’d been followed, damn it! He raged at himself for being so careless. First getting caught flat-footed in the Clayton backyard last night, and now being in such a big hurry that he hadn’t bothered to check the backseat. He cooled as he seined his mind for options.


	An accented voice said, “Please keep driving.” 


	Please?


	Jack glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a thin Oriental face, clean-shaven, late thirties maybe, eyes hidden behind fashionably round lightweight shades.


	“And please do not try to accident the car or attract the police. These are hollow-point bullets filled with cyanide. Even a scratch will murder you.” 


	Despite his weird verbs, the gunman’s English was pretty good. He had the L’s almost right.


	“Hollow points and cyanide,” Jack said. “Kind of overkill don’t you think? If you were a good shot, you wouldn’t need all that.” 


	“I am a very good shot. But I do not leave anything to chance.” 


	Jack believed him!


	He forced himself to relax. At least the guy wasn’t one of the Arab’s men—or didn’t appear to be. And then something occurred to him.


	“That wouldn’t happen to be a small caliber job, would it?” Jack said. “Like a twenty-two?” 


	“This is correct.” 


	“And did you happen to use it on Thirty-eighth Street last night?” 


	“That is also correct.” 


	“And can I assume that you’re not working for Kemel?” 


	“Correct again… although I do not understand how you are so familiar to use the first name of a man you should not even know about.” 


	I’m so familiar with him, Jack thought, I’ve been assuming it was his last name.


	He settled back in his seat as he turned onto Broadway and joined the downtown crawl. He’d wondered who Kemel had meant by “the wrong hands,” and had assumed he’d meant Israel. But this guy was anything but Israeli. He looked Japanese.


	“I tell you these things,” the gunman went on, “because I do not wish to be placed in the condition where I must kill you. Condition—that is the correct word?” 


	Swell, Jack thought. He’s got a gun on me and he wants me to help him with his English.. But then, he does have the gun.


	“‘Position’ might be better.” 


	“Position… yes, that is better. Because I am very admiring of how you disposed of your attackers last night. You are very clever.” 


	That’s me… Mr. Clever.


	“Was that you following me to the Clayton house last night?” 


	“You saw me?” 


	He sounded offended. Time to repay a compliment in kind.


	“No. Not once. Sensed you but didn’t see you. You’re very good.” 


	Let’s form a mutual admiration society, he thought.


	“Thank you. What is your name?” 


	“Jack.” 


	“Jack what?” 


	He thought a moment. “Jack-san.” 


	Jack saw the gunman’s eyes narrow, then crinkle as he smiled. “Ah, yes. Jack-san. That is very humorful.” 


	“I’m a bundle of laughs.” 


	“And now you will please give me the envelopes you brought from the bank.” 


	So polite… but despite how “admiring” this guy said he was, Jack had no doubt he’d end up like the two corpses outside the Clayton house if he tried anything. Might end up like them anyway.


	With that pleasant thought bobbing through his brain, Jack handed the envelopes over the seat.


	The pistol muzzle was removed from his neck. Jack watched the gunman glance down at his lap as he fumbled with the envelopes. This might be his chance… but he vetoed the thought. No sense in precipitating something right now. Take it easy and see how this played out.


	More rustling as other envelopes were opened.


	That’s what I want to be doing, Jack thought.


	He kept glancing at the rearview trying to read the gunman’s expression. His narrowed eyes, his grimace, as if someone had shoved a rotten fish under his nose.


	The blare of a horn jerked Jack’s attention to the road and he saw that he’d been drifting toward a Volvo with a very frightened-looking woman behind the wheel.


	“I warned you,” said the gunman.


	“Sorry,” Jack said, giving the Volvo an apologetic wave. “Not on purpose. It’s just that I was really looking forward to poking through those envelopes myself.” 


	“Then, these are not yours?” 


	He checked out the gunman’s expression as he opened more envelopes. The nearest Jack could describe it was… disgust.


	What was going on?


	“Well, they were for a few minutes. Now they’re yours, I guess.” 


	“How did you acquire them?” 


	Should he tell, or play dumb? He had a feeling dumb wouldn’t work with this guy, and what harm in telling him what he’d probably figured out on his own?


	“From old man Clayton’s safe deposit box. I found the key in the house last night.” 


	“Then, these belonged to Ronald Clayton?” 


	Why do I feel like I’m on trial? “Yes.” 


	“And this was all you found?” 


	“Absolutely.” 


	“And you do not know what is in them?” 


	“I was hoping to find out.” 


	“You wish to see them?” the gunman said.


	Something strange in his voice. Almost… fatigue.


	“Uh… yeah.” Where was this leading?


	The envelopes dropped unceremoniously onto the front seat.


	“Then you shall. Find a place to stop where no one will see us and you may look all you wish.” 


	Normally that would have set off a chorus of alarm bells in Jack’s head, but strangely enough, it didn’t.


	Something weird going down here.


	He turned off Broadway in the Thirties and headed west. He found a deserted stretch of curb past the post office and stopped, but left the engine idling. He glanced into the rear of the car and saw the gunman staring out the window, but he didn’t seem to be focused on anything in particular. His pistol was out of sight. Farther behind them, on the corner, an Oriental woman stood on the sidewalk with her video camera trained on the columned front of the post office building.


	Lady, he thought, moving pictures were designed to record things that move. That’s why they call them “movies.” 


	Jack picked up the top envelope, reached inside the open flap, and pulled out a pile of negatives and three-by-five photos. He let the negatives drop back in and checked out the prints.


	His stomach turned.


	“Oh, jeez.” 


	Children… naked children… having sex with each other.


	He dropped them onto his lap, then picked them up again for a closer look at the little girl.


	“Aw, no.” 


	Alicia… no question about it… seven years old, maybe eight, the face was pudgy, but it was she. And the boy she was with looked about twelve, and he was unquestionably Thomas.


	He let his head drop back and closed his eyes. He swallowed hard, afraid he’d lose his morning coffee.


	When was the last time he’d cried? He couldn’t remember. But he felt like crying now.


	That innocent little face looking out at him as her brother…


	The sheer monstrousness of it, the utter evil, the mind-numbing rottenness of a soul that could besmirch the innocence of any child like that… but your own daughter… someone who trusts you, looks up to you, depends on you for guidance and protection from the nastiness of the world… to take that trust, that responsibility and do… this…


	Jack had run across the scum of the earth in his day, but Ronald Clayton took the prize. If he weren’t already dead, Jack might consider correcting that situation.


	This confirmed what he’d suspected about Alicia. Now he understood why she wanted nothing to do with her father or her brother or that house, why she’d looked ready to jump out of her skin last night.


	What a thing to have trailing after you all your life.


	“Are they all like this?” 


	“Yes,” said the gunman.


	“Poor Alicia.” 


	“And these are all that you found?” 


	“Every last thing.” He sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him about the weird little Rover, even if it meant nothing.


	“You would not lie to me?” 


	Jack fished the key out of his shirt pocket and tossed it onto the backseat.


	“Go back and check yourself.” 


	The gunman sighed. “No. That will not be necessary.” 


	He’s as frustrated as I am, Jack thought. And he knows more, damn it.


	Which gave him a crazy idea.


	“All right,” Jack said. “Tell me what this is all about. What’s so goddamn important about that house?” 


	What the hell? he thought. Can’t shoot me for asking. Can he?


	“I do not know.” 


	“Come on. You’ve got to know more than me. How come it’s a Japanese guy against the Arabs and not someone from Mossad? Tell me what you do know.” 


	He watched the gunman’s eyes as he stared back at Jack.


	I’ll be damned, Jack thought. I do believe he’s going to tell me.


	5.


	Yoshio considered this ronin, this Jack-san.


	Tell me what this is all about.


	He immediately had dismissed the request as ludicrous. But the more he thought about it, the more he wondered whether it might be to his advantage to give this man some information. Not everything, of course, but Jack-san’s purposes did seem to run contrary to Muhallal’s, and that made him an ally… of sorts. A little information might make him a more irksome nettle against Kemel Muhallal’s hide than he already was.


	Above all, the important thing was to keep the Clayton technology out of Muhallal’s hands.


	“Very well,” Yoshio said. “I will tell you. From what I have been told, it all began a few months ago with a most happy message to my employer from a trade delegate working with my country’s mission to the United Nations.” 


	“You mean the Japanese government, right?” 


	Yoshio hesitated. The answer should be no… but it could be yes… in a way.


	What should he reveal? Certainly nothing about his employer. Kaze Group was a corporate entity with a shadowy board of directors that produced nothing under that name, yet had a hand in the manufacture of every part that went into every product produced in Japan.


	Officially a holding company, Kaze Group had been founded shortly after the war and began buying shares in the companies that were leading the battered nation’s economic recovery. As new companies came to the fore, it invested in those. It bought only the best. Kaze Group thrived during the economic booms, but it made good use of down times as well. It vastly increased its holdings during the recent economic slump, taking advantage of the tumbling Nikkei prices to snap up bargains. Through a web of dummy corporations it now owned controlling interest in Japan’s “Big Six” keiretsus and most of the major corporations.


	Kaze, Yoshio thought. The Wind. Such a fitting name. Keiretsus, the giant vertical and horizontal conglomerates that ostensibly ruled Japan’s economy, were often compared to icebergs—a very small portion visible, the vast bulk hidden. But what determines the path of icebergs through the sea? The currents. And what dictates the currents? The wind… Kaze.


	No, Kaze was not the government, but when Kaze Group spoke—always a discreet whisper directly into the ear—the government listened.


	“Yes,” Yoshio said. “That is correct.” Better to let Jack-san believe he worked for the government. “And this trade minister was most excited. He said he had been contacted by a man who was most surely a messenger from God Himself, a man whose technology would make”—he stopped himself… he’d almost said Kaze Group—”make Japan first among nations. He claimed that the details were so astounding, so explosive—yes, that was his word—that he did not dare explain the details, even by diplomatic pouch. He said he was bringing this man directly to Tokyo to explain to the board in person.” 


	“The board?” Jack-san said.


	“Yes. The… National Board of Trade. But the plane carrying the trade minister and this mysterious man to Japan exploded in midair, killing all aboard.” 


	“JAL 27,” Jack-san said.


	“Correct.” 


	Yoshio was not surprised he knew. Alicia Clayton must have told him about her father’s death.


	“But what makes you think this messenger ‘from God Himself’ was Ronald Clayton?” 


	“We know from passenger records that he was seated next to our trade minister on the flight.” 


	Jack-san nodded. “That would do it.” 


	“And we also know…” Should I tell him this? Yoshio wondered. Yes. Why not? “We also know that the crash of the flight was not an accident.” 


	Jack-san’s eyes narrowed. “A bomb? But nobody’s said anything about—” 


	“We have proof. Traces of explosive on what little floating debris we could find. We have chosen not to reveal what we know.” 


	“Why the hell not?” 


	“Because we do not wish the people who planted the bomb to be aware of our knowledge, or that we have any involvement in this… situation.” 


	“You mean…?” Jack-san’s narrowed eyes widened now. “You’re telling me the plane was blown up because of Ronald Clayton?” 


	“We believe that to be true, yes.” 


	“But who? Why?” 


	“We have evidence that the bomber was Sam Baker, whom you have already met.” 


	“I have?” 


	“I believe you broke his nose last week.” 


	“Oh, him.” Jack-san nodded. “Sam Baker… he bomb the lawyer too?” 


	“Yes. He is employed by Iswid Nahr.” 


	“Who’s he?” 


	“It is not a person—it is an organization based in Saudi Arabia.” 


	“Ah,” Jack-san said, nodding. “And I’ll bet our friend Kemel is one of their top guns.” 


	“Gun? No, he is a middle-level member.” 


	“So what are they? Terrorists?” 


	“No, not at all. Iswid Nahr is an oil trade group.” 


	“Like OPEC.” 


	“Yes, but so very opposite. OPEC seeks to manage the flow of oil, tighten the spigot of production in order to secure price stabilization. Iswid Nahr wants to open that spigot wide. Its name translates as ‘Black River.’ It wishes Saudi Arabia to export oil at very maximum levels. Their thinking is that this will discourage development of foreign oil sources and keep the West—as well as my country—so very dependent on Middle East oil.” 


	“Oil guys?” Jack-san said. “What’s in this for them?” 


	“That is the question I was sent here to answer. Obviously Kemel Muhallal’s mission here is to secure the Clayton technology at any cost.” 


	“Obviously. But doesn’t that go against your theory that this Iswid whatever blew up Clayton’s plane?” 


	“I assure you that it is so very more than theory.” 


	“Yeah, but think about it: If Kemel wants this ‘technology,’ why would he and his group blow up the guy who invented it?” 


	“Perhaps because the inventor was intending to sell it to us instead of to them.” 


	Jack-san stared out the window. “Yeah, but to blow up a whole plane just to stop one man… two hundred forty-seven people dead…” 


	“Nearer to two hundred and sixty now,” Yoshio said. When Jack-san gave him a puzzled look, he added, “You must count the arsonist, the lawyer, and Miss Clayton’s first investigator. Also the pair that I removed at the Clayton house. Plus whoever you killed last night. Do you know how many?” 


	Jack-san shrugged. “Couldn’t tell you. Didn’t hang around to count. But whatever, the body count was way too high already. And all this is making less sense by the minute.” He stared at Yoshio. “And you’ve got absolutely no idea what this Clayton technology is?” 


	Yoshio could answer that quite truthfully. “No.” 


	“Kemel’s big advantage is that he does. At least I hope he does. Hate to think he blew up a planeload of people on a hunch. So let’s assume he does. That puts him way ahead of us.” 


	Us… was Jack-san aligning himself with Yoshio—and therefore Kaze Group—or was it merely a word? This might be an avenue to explore.


	“Kemel Muhallal has no right to the Clayton technology,” Yoshio said. “My… country has a moral right to it because Mr. Clayton so obviously intended to sell it to us before he was murdered. And should we discover that it is so valuable as our trade minister said, we will buy it from his heir. Something Iswid Nahr does not seem to wish to do.” 


	“Yeah, you’ve got that right,” Jack-san said slowly. “They’ve offered to buy the house… they’ve never breathed a word about an invention or technology. Maybe they think the price will be too high.” 


	Yoshio shrugged. “Something so valuable will pay for itself, I would think.” 


	“I would think too,” Jack said. He twisted farther in the front seat. “So where does that leave us? Do we work together on this?” 


	“No,” Yoshio said quickly. He always worked alone. To have a… partner—especially one not aligned with Kaze Group—was unthinkable.


	Jack-san almost looked relieved. “Good. But I assume we can have a nonaggression pact. And can I assume that should Alicia and I dig up this Clayton technology, whatever it is, that we’ve got a buyer?” 


	“A potential buyer,” Yoshio said. “It may be that this technology is of no use to us.” 


	“Fair enough,” Jack-san said, “but we’ll give you first refusal.” He extended his hand over the top of the front seat. “Deal?” 


	Yoshio hesitated. Something was wrong here. He had the weapon, but somehow this Jack-san had taken charge. And somehow this meeting had been all to the American’s advantage. He had learned much while Yoshio had learned only that Ronald Clayton was a pedophile who had defiled his own children.


	But still, an ally would not be a bad thing… if this was a man who could be trusted to keep his word.


	Yoshio had a sense for these things, and he felt Jack-san was such a man.


	They shook hands.


	“It is a deal,” he said.


	Yes… a deal. But as Jack-san drove him back uptown, Yoshio decided it would be a good thing to keep a close watch on this man. If he could find him.


	“What do you do now?” he said as he stepped out near the garage where he had parked his own car.


	“Going home to play with a toy,” Jack-san said, and sped off.


	6.


	Jack watched the little Rover race across his living room carpet and butt against the wall. The uptown wall. He was already farther uptown than Murray Hill, but apparently that wasn’t enough for the Rover. It wanted to go farther. Always uptown, always north.


	Except out on Long Island. Then the little bugger had run off toward the northwest.


	But where was the directional control?


	Jack grabbed the truck, turned off the motor, and popped off the body. He checked that out but it was nothing more than molded black plastic.


	The chassis was more complicated—wheels, undercarriage, electric motor, steering control, battery compartment, and antenna. Jack knew his knowledge of remote-control toys was rivaled only by his understanding of quantum mechanics, but he pulled out a magnifying glass and made like Sherlock Holmes.


	No help. Just a bunch of wires.


	As long as he was here, he should check the battery compartment to see what kind it took, just in case it ran out of juice. He popped the lid and saw that it took two AAs. But the battery slots were empty. Instead he found a silvery cylinder about half the length of his pinkie wired to the contacts.


	“What the hell?” 


	He trained the magnifying glass on it, but all that did was make a little mystery bigger. No markings on the cylinder. The whole rig had a definite homemade look to it.


	Jack felt a strange prickle along the back of his neck. Not fear… something else… a sense that he was looking at something enormously important. But what?


	He knew he’d taken this about as far as he could. The next step was to take it to a guy who could dismantle and reassemble just about anything put in front of him.


	7.


	“It doesn’t look like a battery, maybe,” Abe said, “but it’s a battery.” 


	The little Rover lay partially disassembled on Abe’s counter. The body was off, the battery compartment lay open in the exposed chassis.


	Abe had a thing about the weapons he sold. He dismantled and reassembled everything that passed through his doors. He could break down and reassemble a Glock in a couple of eye blinks. Jack had asked him why, and Abe’s reply had been something like, “I shouldn’t know all about what I’m selling?” 


	“That’s not like any battery I’ve ever seen,” Jack said.


	“So? You’ve seen every battery ever made? Look, it’s where a battery should go; it’s hooked up to the contacts that power the motor, and the car runs. It’s a battery. Even Parabellum would tell you that if he weren’t asleep.” 


	“Okay, okay.” Sometimes Abe’s help was no help. “It runs, but only in one direction. Explain me that.” 


	“Easy,” Abe said, and twanged the metal antenna. “This is where it gets its instructions. Somewhere, someone or something is sending its steering mechanism—via this antenna—the message to head in a certain direction. Without this little wire, the steering mechanism would be deaf, and the car would head in whatever direction you point it. Here, I’ll show you.” 


	“That’s okay,” Jack said, reaching for the truck.


	But Abe pulled it back out of reach. “You don’t want I should prove it?” 


	What he didn’t want was Abe messing too much with the toy.


	“I just don’t want you should break it. I’ve got a gut feeling that thing will lead me to the mysterious ‘Clayton technology.’ But if its directional mechanism gets screwed up—” 


	“Nothing will get screwed up. What’s to screw up? It’s an antenna—just a piece of wire. Only take me a second.” 


	Jack watched helplessly as Abe adjusted his reading glasses and picked up a pair of needle-nose pliers. After some fiddling, some twisting, and a few muttered curses, he managed to remove the aerial.


	“There,” he said. He handed the chassis to Jack. “Nothing to it. Go ahead. Now you’ll see. Point it wherever. It’s uptown-running days are over.” 


	Jack turned it over and flipped the power switch.


	Nothing.


	He flipped it back and forth from on to off and back again.


	Still nothing. Oh, hell.


	“Swell, Abe. Now it doesn’t run at all. You broke it.” 


	“What? Impossible.” 


	“No, you did.” Jack flipped the switch back and forth again. “Look.” 


	“Quit kvetching and give it here.” 


	Jack handed it back and leaned on the bench. He stared at the scarred surface, asking himself how he could have let this happen, wondering what the hell he was going to do now. That little car was his only lead.


	And then he heard the soft whine of the little motor. He looked up and saw the Rover’s wheels spinning.


	“Thank God. What did you do?” 


	Abe was staring at the chassis, frowning. “Reinserted the aerial, that’s all.” 


	“Well, whatever it was—” 


	The motor died as Abe removed the aerial again. Then started up when he reinserted it. Off… on… off… on… all in time with the aerial.


	“You must be breaking a circuit,” Jack said.


	But Abe didn’t reply. His frown was deeper as he pulled out a magnifying glass of his own and focused it on the aerial socket.


	“Look here,” he said, pointing with a pencil. “See this fine little wire? It runs from the aerial socket to the battery compartment. And you can tell from the way it’s soldered that it’s not original wiring. This has been added. And I didn’t notice before, but the new wire is attached to this strange little battery that doesn’t look like a battery.” 


	He straightened and began fiddling with the aerial again, in and out of its socket, starting and stopping the motor.


	And then he left the aerial out and left the truck chassis in the center of the bench.


	“I think I have to sit down.” 


	Jack shot Abe a look. Something in his voice. And his face—so pale.


	“Abe, you all right?” 


	“Yes,” he said hoarsely, staring at the chassis. “I’m okay.” 


	“Well, you sure as hell don’t look it. I’ve seen better color on a casaba.” 


	Abe continued to stare at the toy. His color was still rotten. Jack was worried about him, but then Abe said the magic words.


	“That’s because I’ve just figured out what we’ve got here.” 


	“Swell. Gonna tell me?” 


	“I… I think this little toy runs on broadcast power.” 


	“Is that good?” 


	Finally Abe looked at him. “Is that good? You ask me if that’s good! What kind of meshuggeneh question is that?” 


	At least the color was returning to his face.


	“Broadcast power. I never heard of it. Pardon me.” 


	Abe reached for the truck, and Jack noticed his hand hesitate, like he was afraid to touch it, like it was some sort of holy object. But finally he grabbed it and lifted it.


	“See this aerial?” he said, holding up the wire. “The motor can’t run without it. No aerial… no power. But stick the aerial into its slot…” 


	As he did just that, the motor whirred and spun the wheels.


	“… and suddenly we’ve got power. Power from the air.” 


	From the air? Had Abe just had a mini-stroke?


	“You’re losing me,” Jack said.


	“You were right about the thing in the battery compartment, Jack. It’s not a battery. It’s a transceiver. It’s taking the signal the aerial is receiving and transforming it into electrical energy.” 


	Jack felt a kernel of excitement begin to burn in his gut.


	“Okay, but what’s the aerial receiving?” 


	“Power. Whoever modified this toy must have some sort of a transmitter somewhere that can broadcast a beam, a wave, an I-don’t-know-what—let’s just call it energy, because that’s what it is——that can be downloaded through the aerial and turned into electrical power.” 


	Jack stared at the spinning wheels, feeling that excitement swell and burn hotter. He was beginning to see how big this was.


	“But how?” 


	“If I knew how such a thing could be, would I be standing here talking to you? No, I wouldn’t. I would be sitting in my palatial home on Martha’s Vineyard—my Martha’s Vineyard, because I would have bought the entire island. Jack, I’d be much too rich to even know you, let alone talk to you. I’d be the kind of rich that’d make Bill Gates look like he’s on welfare.” 


	“All right. I get the message.” 


	“Do you?” Abe said. “You’ve heard the phrase, ‘The end of life as we know it?’ That about approximates it.” 


	Jack nodded. “No power lines. No electric cords. No—” 


	“You’re thinking small, Jack. How about saying bye-bye to the internal combustion engine?” 


	“Hey, you’re right,” Jack said. “Finally we’ll be able to breathe the air around here and maybe…” 


	He heard his voice trail off as the full import of Abe’s words hit ground zero. Now Jack had to sit down.


	“Holy shit.” 


	Because suddenly it was all clear… or most of it, at least.


	“Oil,” he said after a moment. His saliva had gone south. “Oil will be worthless.” 


	“Not completely,” Abe said. “As a lubricant it’ll still be good. But as a fuel? Feh!” 


	“No wonder Kemel’s been ready to do anything to get hold of this.” 


	“Kemel? This is the Arab you told me about? Yes, of course he’d do anything. This little toy car portends the complete economic collapse of the Middle East. Not to mention Texas and the U.S. Gulf Coast.” 


	“My God,” Jack said. “The economic holocaust you’ve been talking about all these years… it’s finally—” 


	“That was supposed to be from runaway inflation. But this isn’t it. Don’t worry so much. Wailing and gnashing of teeth there’ll be, huge upheavals in finance and in every industry that gobbles power, but no holocaust. Unless of course, you’re heavily invested in oil stocks.” 


	“Yeah. Then it’ll be time to take that long first step off a window ledge.” 


	“But if you should have lots of your money invested in countries that rely heavily on foreign oil—” 


	“Like Japan?” Jack said, thinking of Yoshio.


	“Japan, yes. Big time, Japan. They’re virtual slaves to foreign oil. Broadcast power puts the Japanese and Middle East economies on a seesaw: one drops into the abyss, the other goes into orbit.” 


	The pieces were falling into place. Jack could almost hear the clicks as they came together.


	“That’s it, then,” he said. “No wonder that Japanese trade delegate was so ecstatic: Ronald Clayton was on his way to Japan to sell them his broadcast power technology. Kemel and his Iswid Nahr buddies got wind of it, and made sure he never reached Japan. That’s why they’re so desperate and so secretive now—they don’t want anyone to even guess broadcast power exists.” 


	Even the will’s cryptic message for Greenpeace made sense now: broadcast power meant no more oil spills… a brand-new day for air quality, the ozone layer, the whole environment: World-changing technology…


	Abe cleared his throat. “One thing I don’t understand—I should say, one of the many things I don’t understand—is why Ronald Clayton was taking his technology to Japan. He didn’t need Japan. He didn’t need anybody. All he had to do was patent it and quietly announce it. He wouldn’t have to go to anybody. The world would stampede to his door. Not only would he be rich beyond King Midas’s wildest dreams, he’d be worshiped as well. He wouldn’t be Time’s Man of the Year, he’d be the world’s Man of the Millennium. Why was he going to Japan?” 


	“Haven’t the faintest,” Jack said, taking the chassis from Abe and switching off the motor. “But I know someone who might.” 


	8.


	“… And so it’s my guess,” Jack was saying, “that this little truck is going to flip the world on its ear.” 


	Alicia had been relieved to see Jack. Not glad, just relieved that the man at the reception desk asking to see her without an appointment hadn’t been Will. He’d already called twice this morning. Alicia knew she couldn’t face him, but maybe she could dredge up the courage to talk to him. At the very least she owed him a return call.


	But Jack had come in with that toy truck from the house and pulled it apart on her desk, talking a blue streak. Alicia had had a hard time following him at first. She was still dazed from watching Hector die. And then she’d been a little frightened. Jack was positively wired. For a bad moment she’d thought he might be on speed, or maybe peaking in the manic phase of a bipolar disorder. And when she’d heard what he was talking about, she pretty much settled on the latter.


	But then he wasn’t simply telling her, he was showing her how the Rover didn’t have a battery and would only run when the aerial was attached. He called it broadcast power.


	“Broadcast power,” she said, catching the chassis as it rolled across her desktop. “But that’s science fiction.” 


	“So was rocketing to the moon and a computer on your lap—once. Now they’re history. But what’s got to blow you away even more is the fact that it’s all yours.” 


	Was it hers? she wondered. Really? And how much was it worth? A tingle crept over her skin as she realized that a day might come when every lamp, every microwave, every TV, every car in the world would have one of those little transceivers in its works. Worth? Alicia doubted she or anybody else could count that high.


	“Not all,” she said, remembering something. “A third of it is yours.” 


	Jack cocked his head and gave her a puzzled look. “Mine? But—” •


	“Our deal, remember? We split the proceeds—you’ve got a thirty-three percent share.” 


	“Jeez,” Jack said, dropping into a chair. “I forgot all about that.” 


	“I’m sure you would have remembered eventually.” She refused to let herself get excited. “But right now you’ve got a third of nothing. We’ve only got half of the equation. The receiver’s not worth anything without the transmitter.” 


	Jack nodded. “Like taking a TV set back to the 1920s, I guess. Without somebody broadcasting, it’s just an expensive night-light.” 


	“Right. So where is it?” 


	“Uptown,” Jack said. “Or maybe farther north of here.” 


	“Because that’s the way it keeps running?” 


	“Got to be,” he said, taking the chassis from her. ” ‘Whither away, fair rover, and what thy quest?’ Remember?” 


	Jack put it on the floor and let it arc across the carpet to end bumping its front end on the uptown wall.


	“I think—no, I’m sure its quest is the transmitter.” 


	“So what are you going to do? Put it down on Fifth Avenue and follow it uptown?” 


	“No… I’ve got a better idea.” He retrieved the chassis and turned off the motor. “Is there a back way out of here?” 


	“Yes. Ask Raymond. He’ll show you.” 


	“Swell. See you later.” He stopped at the door and turned. “Hey, I almost forgot. How’s the little guy—the one with the haircut?” 


	“Hector Lopez?” Alicia said, looking away, not wanting to see his face. “He died this morning.” 


	“Aw,” Jack said, more of a sigh than a word. “I’m sorry.” 


	“Yeah,” Alicia said through her constricting throat. “He was a good little guy.” 


	And then, as precipitously as he’d arrived, Jack was gone, leaving the toy Rover’s black plastic body on her desk.


	Alicia swallowed to loosen her throat, then let Hector fade from her mind as she remembered the key they’d found along with the truck last night—last night? Had it only been last night? She wondered if Jack had learned what lock it fit.


	And then the possibility of broadcast power took over. How many billions might something like that be worth? She thought of what she could do with all that money. She could start a foundation, find homes for kids like those at the Center, fund research to find ways to save future Hectors.


	Broadcast power… the power to change the world… hers…


	Hers because that man… that monster… had left it to her…


	Alicia closed her eyes. She didn’t want anything that man had touched. Anything. He had to have known that. So why had he left her this? Was he laughing now from his spot in the darkest, coldest, nastiest corner of hell?


	She picked up the Rover body and hurled it against the wall.


	9.


	Jack bought a good compass and started in his own apartment. He marked the truck’s starting point at the downtown end of his living room and ran a string to where it ended up against the uptown wall. He checked that and found that the string ran a few degrees west of due north. He unfolded his brand-new map of New York State and drew a line from mid Manhattan up along the Hudson through Albany and Troy, through a little town called Elysium in the Adirondacks, then onto Lake Placid and into Quebec. Theoretically, the line could be heading all the way to the Arctic Circle and beyond. Jack hoped it stayed in New York State.


	He didn’t feature trekking all the way out to Sag Harbor again, so he took his next reading in the little park on the Flushing side of the Whitestone Bridge. This time the line traveled a more westerly path, crossing the first line in Ulster County.


	Could be good news or could be a fluke. The next reading would tell.


	The lower left corner of Jack’s New York map showed a portion of North Jersey. He took the Lincoln Tunnel into the lovely paved vistas of the Garden State and followed Route 3 to where it crossed the Parkway. Since that particular intersection was on his map, he stopped in a nearby strip mall parking lot and let the chassis take another run.


	Jack smiled when he checked the path with his compass: this time it headed east of due north. Good. At least they wouldn’t have to go to the north pole to find the transmitter.


	The third line met the others in Ulster County, a little west of New Paltz.


	If he was right, if the receiver was designed to point the way to its power source, then the transmitter was somewhere in the vicinity of intersection of those three lines.


	Looked like he and Alicia would be on their way to the Catskills tomorrow—if Sam Baker and his boys didn’t interfere. Jack had told Sean to call Thomas’s lawyer and start the paperwork to sell the house. Hopefully that would keep Kemel off balance enough to allow Jack and Alicia to sneak out of town.


	Alicia… he’d been so wound up about this broadcast power thing that he’d almost forgotten about the filth in those envelopes. A big part of him was pushing to build a fire and reduce them to ash, but another part said that it might make Alicia’s world a brighter place if she could watch those negatives curling and blackening and smoking in the flames.


	But giving her the envelopes meant he’d have to be there when she realized what was in them. He didn’t want to see her face, didn’t want to imagine what she’d be feeling at that moment. Because he could never imagine.


	Still undecided, he headed back to New York.


	10.


	Yoshio stood in a doorway where he could see both the front entrance to the AIDS Center and the length of the alley that ran along its uptown flank. Earlier this afternoon he had been parked in his usual spot when he had seen Jack-san enter the Center. He had not seen him come out, and had assumed that he was spending the afternoon there.


	But just moments ago Yoshio had been startled to see Jack-san—carrying a large Staples shopping bag—reenter the Center. Yoshio knew he had not missed his exit. This could only mean that there was another way out.


	He discovered the alleyway after a minute or two of hurried searching. How careless of him. But he wasted no time berating himself. He had missed the earlier opportunity to follow Jack-san, but he would not sneak away so easily again.


	Yoshio rushed back to his car when he saw Jack-san and Alicia Clayton leave by the front entrance and walk along Seventh Avenue. Jack-san still carried the Staples bag. He followed them around the corner as they headed east. He kept waiting for them to hail a taxi or get into a car, but instead they ducked into a subway entrance on Sixth Avenue.


	Yoshio groaned and pounded the steering wheel in frustration. Yes, he could park the car—legally or otherwise—and follow them on foot, but that would be futile. Even if he caught up to him, Jack-san would have no trouble spotting him.


	The ronin was taking no chances.


	Yoshio sighed. Another missed opportunity. He was not likely to see Jack-san or Alicia Clayton again tonight, so who else should he watch? Samuel Baker, Kemel Muhallal, or the other Clayton?


	He would choose later. Right now he wanted to make preparations for the next time Jack-san tried one of his tricks. Yoshio would be ready for him.


	He hoped.


	11.


	“Don’t tell me this is another one of your decoy homes,” Alicia said, “because I won’t believe it.” 


	What am I doing here? she wondered as she wandered among the antiques and wall hangings on the second floor. They’d taken the F train down to West Fourth, then grabbed the A back up to Twenty-third, and now here she was in this elegant Victorian town house in Chelsea.


	“No, afraid not,” Jack said, watching the street from a front window. “I just happen to have a key to it.” 


	“You seem to know your way around the place. Where’s the owner?” 


	“He’s dead.” 


	“Hiding in a dead man’s house…” Alicia shivered. She didn’t like this place. “I feel like a fugitive.” 


	“In a way, you are.” Jack turned from the window.


	Something about the way he was looking at her now. The same something she’d sensed during their subway ride. Something wasn’t right.


	“But hopefully it’s just for tonight,” he said. “If we can find that transmitter tomorrow, and go public with it, you should be home free.” 


	“Why should that stop them?” 


	“All right, it may not stop Thomas—he’ll still think he deserves a share, and every shyster in the world will be banging on his door saying they can get him a piece of the broadcast power pie. But as for Kemel… it’s game over. His whole mission here was to suppress this invention, to keep the world from even guessing it exists. But once the word is out, he’s done for. My guess is he’ll wind up swinging by his neck from a Saudi oil rig. And that’s probably all those rigs’ll be good for by then.” 


	He picked up the Staples bag and put it on the low ornately carved table between them.


	“Are you finally going to tell me what’s in there?” Alicia said.


	He’d been so secretive about it on the way here, saying, “Later… I’ll show you later,” every time she’d asked him.


	“I found the safety deposit box that key fits,” he said, looking down into the bag as if he’d suddenly found something very interesting inside.


	“And?” 


	“All it contained were these.” 


	Still not looking at her, he reached into the bag and began pulling out manila envelopes—half a dozen or so—and laying them on the table.


	“Anything in them?” 


	Finally he looked at her. The words came out just above a whisper.


	“Photos.” 


	All color and texture drained from the room, and Alicia found herself in a chair, feeling weak, feeling sick.


	“You okay?” Jack said, coming around the table and moving toward her.


	Alicia held up a shaky hand—she didn’t say yes or no, didn’t nod or shake her head. Couldn’t. Just wanted him to stop where he was, didn’t want him closer, not near her, nobody near her.


	He stopped, staring.


	And then she was breathing again, deep gasps to help keep down the bile that threatened to spew all over the room, telling herself to keep calm, keep calm…


	But how could she keep calm with those… those… pictures in the same room and knowing that Jack must have seen them, had to have seen them, else why the skittering eyes and that stricken look on his face? He knew, oh, God, he knew!


	And worse, now she could see them. If she wanted to… if she dared to…


	She’d never seen them, never dared try to imagine what they could be like because that would mean resurrecting the memories of those hours and days and months on the bed or the couch in the cellar with Daddy making her do things to Thomas and making her let Thomas do things to her, things that hurt her sometimes, just so Daddy could take pictures, so many pictures…


	She took one last deep breath, held it, then forced herself to meet his gaze.


	“Did you look at them?” 


	He nodded.


	Had he stared at them? Ogled them? My God, how long had he had them? What must he think of her?


	“All of them?” 


	“No. Enough to realize what and… who they were, and to make sure the envelopes didn’t contain anything else. Alicia I’m sorry. I—” 


	“Why?” 


	“Why what?” 


	“Why did you bring them here? Why would you do this to me? What are you going to do with them?” 


	“Not what I’m going to do with them.” He upended the Staples bag, and a wide box slipped out. “What you are.” 


	He lifted the box so she could read the illustrated label on its front.


	She squinted her blurry eyes. “A paper shredder?” 


	“Right.” He pointed to the envelopes. “These aren’t just photos. The negatives are in here. I could have burned them—for a while I seriously considered it. But I figured you might want to turn them into confetti yourself.” 


	He pulled the shredder from the box, placed it on the floor in front of her, and plugged it in.


	“Why are you doing this for me?” she said.


	“Why wouldn’t I? I’ve guessed you’ve been carrying around something heavy. I never realized how heavy.” 


	She looked away. “I’m so ashamed.” 


	“Of what?” 


	“How can you say that?” she said, hearing her voice rising. She didn’t want to lose control—not here, not now. “You’ve seen. God, what you must think of me.” 


	“I don’t think you’re to blame, if that’s what you’re getting at. No more than a battered child is to blame for his bruises. They call this kiddie porn—such a goddamn cutsey name. Call it what it is: pictures of children being sexually abused.” 


	He picked up one of the envelopes and offered it to her.


	“Go ahead,” he said. “Time to put this behind you.” 


	She forced her hand forward. About halfway to the envelope it stopped, as if it had run into an invisible wall. She pushed through that wall and willed her fingers to grip the envelope and take it from Jack.


	He turned on the shredder and stepped back. She heard the blades begin to whir below the slot in its top.


	She’d managed to touch the envelope, but when it came to reaching inside…


	“You can do it,” he said.


	“This won’t solve anything,” she said. “There must be hundreds of prints in collections around the country. That man traded them for pictures of other kids.” 


	“But these will be gone. No one will see them. And with the negatives gone, no one will be able make fresh copies from them. Maybe it’s more symbolic than practical, Alicia, but it’s a start.” 


	Alicia looked at Jack and wanted to cry. How could she have so underestimated this man?


	Yes, she thought, it is a start.


	She realized that for the first time in her life she had control—power—over a set of these prints. And power over the negatives too. How could she do anything but destroy them?


	She reached into the envelope and pulled out three or four prints, eight-by-ten sheets with glossy color surfaces—no, she would not look at them—and fed them into the top of the shredder. Whirring, grinding, then thin little strips cascading from the bottom, twisting into a tangle of paper spaghetti.


	Yes! It worked. The images were destroyed, all coherency lost in the hundreds of divisions. No one but a madman would try to put them back together, and the more strips she added to the tangle, the harder it would be. A hundred, no, a thousand years to reconstruct even one image.


	Sensing that this might be some sort of watershed for her, Alicia dug into the envelope and pulled out more to feed into the whirring maw. She felt tears running down her cheeks and heard herself laughing.


	This felt so good… so good!
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	BZZZZZZT!


	A woman in tears was bad enough. Never failed to bum Jack out. What do you do? What do you say? But a woman laughing and crying while she was feeding a paper shredder…


	Very scary.


	But the tears and the laughter soon slacked off, and then she started talking about it, and that was worse, because it made him wish that Ronald Clayton were still alive… so that Jack could kill him… very slowly.


	“I did it for my daddy,” she said. “That’s how it was. A part of me sensed it was wrong, or bad, especially when it hurt, but my daddy wanted me to do it, and I didn’t have much choice. And after all, he was my daddy… the man who took care of me. He wouldn’t really make me do something really bad. Not my daddy.” 


	Her tone was remote, as if she’d cut all emotional ties with the child she was talking about.


	BZZZZZZT… more prints into the shredder.


	“And that was the really sick part of it. Beyond his perversion. That he would take his own child, someone who depended on him, who looked up to him and trusted him, and use that bond of trust and dependency to make her do exactly what he wanted in front of his camera. But that’s part of the pedophile’s nature: he gets off on the power over the young and weak and small, the power to corrupt innocence through unspeakable acts.” 


	BZZZZZZT!


	“Of course, I didn’t know they were unspeakable then, but there had to be something wrong because I was never allowed to mention them. And some time before I reached ten, the picture taking stopped. I guess I was too old then. I guess the people he was trading pictures with liked their little girls under ten. Whatever the reason, it stopped and… would you believe?… I felt sad. How sick is that? Not because of what I’d actually been doing, but because my father no longer seemed interested in me. He’d never been warm or even vaguely nurturing—the words ‘remote,’ ‘uninterested,’ ‘disengaged’ don’t even come close—but at least… at those times… when I was doing those things by myself or with Thomas, I’d had his… attention. Now I didn’t even have that. Can you imagine?” 


	No. Jack couldn’t even begin to imagine. He felt his gorge rise as he thought of someone making Vicky do what he’d seen in the few prints he’d glanced at, and fought the urge to grab the phone and call her to make sure she was safe at home with Gia.


	BZZZZZZT!


	“But as I grew older, I learned, and I realized what I had been a part of. I tried to tell myself that it had never happened, that I’d imagined it all, dreamed it, but I knew no imaginings like that could have originated in me. How could I make up those perversions? No… I must have been there. And so I worked on blocking them out, making myself believe they’d never happened, and I was doing pretty well at it… until my early teens when I started developing. That was when I woke up one night and found Thomas with his hand on my breast wanting to ‘do it, just like we used to.’ I managed to fight him off, but that was confirmation, and it brought it all back. I began sleeping with a knife under my pillow.” 


	Jack didn’t want to know this much about her, but didn’t see how he could stop her. And it wasn’t as if she was talking to him. She was talking to the air. He could have been a mannequin.


	“I knew then and there that I had to get out. But how? I was too young to support myself and I didn’t want anything—anything—from that man. And I know you’re probably thinking, ‘Why didn’t you go to the authorities and—” She stopped and looked at Jack. A wry ghost of a smile twisted her mouth for an instant. “Okay, anybody but you would say that. But how could I? Exposing Ronald Clayton meant exposing myself. It meant making those pictures public. Even now the thought of it makes me want to crawl into a hole, but can you imagine how that prospect looks to a teenage girl? I mean, a pimple on the chin is a reason to hide when you’re a teenager. Making my ‘sins’ public—because I knew that everyone would think I’d been a willing participant—was unthinkable.” 


	BZZZZZZT!


	“So I worked on getting out. And I mean, I worked. I was pretty much asexual then. I was repulsed by the notion of anyone, boy or girl, touching me, so I became a bookworm. I all but lived in the public library, studying, studying, studying. I got straight A’s. I found a book on how to ‘package’ your child for a scholarship. Well, no one was interested enough to package me for anything, so I packaged myself. And it worked. I got a full academic scholarship to college at USC. That allowed me to move out of that house. I left in August before my freshman year and never looked back. Last night was the first time I’ve crossed that threshold since.” 


	BZZZZZZTl


	“In college I worked a job while I booked my butt off. I found summer work at resorts that offered room and board as part of the job. I got into med school. A full ride to med school is all but impossible, but people will loan money to doctors-to-be. So I borrowed up to my lower lip to cover the expenses, and I’ll be paying those loans off for another ten years, at least. But I did it. I got through it. And the thing that kept me going was the determination not to allow myself to become a victim. There’s that expression about living well being the best revenge? Well, I may not be living well, but I’m getting there. And on my own. This is my revenge. I refuse to be his victim. He had power over me once, but he’ll never have it again.” 


	BZZZZZZT!


	“But it wasn’t going to be my complete revenge. As the years passed I began to wonder about my mother’s death… wondered if it was really an accident. I mean, I don’t know if he inherited money from her or carried a large insurance policy on her, or anything about his finances, but I know he never could have indulged his perversion with Mom around. But with her gone, he was free to do what he wanted with Thomas and me. So that was my revenge fantasy: discover some evidence of foul play and send him to jail, where he’d have no power, and everyone would have power over him. But of course, that’s impossible now.” 


	BZZZZZZT!


	Jack didn’t want to know the answer, and yet he had to ask.


	“Did he ever… touch you?” 


	She shook her head. “No, thank God—as if God has anything to do with this. No… he just liked to look, and our pictures were currency he could use to get more pictures to look at.” 


	BZZZZZZT!


	She looked up. “Got some more?” 


	Jack shook his head. “Nope.” He pointed to the huge tangle of shredded paper mounded around her feet and the shredder. “You got them all.” 


	“No,” she said. “Not them all. Nowhere near them all.” 


	“It’s a start,” Jack said.


	All the steam seemed to be seeping out of her. She was deflating before his eyes.


	“Thomas has a set,” she said softly. “He has what he calls the master collection.” 


	“What’s that?” 


	“That’s what he calls that man’s personal collection of—what did you call it?” 


	“Pictures of children being sexually abused. Why would he want that?” 


	“To blackmail me, I think. But I think he’s bluffing. He’s in so many of those pictures… exposing me means exposing himself. He’s sunk pretty low, but not that low.” 


	“Yet,” Jack said. He had an idea. “You know where he lives?” 


	She nodded. “Not far from here. Why?” 


	“I’ve got a few questions I want to ask your half brother. Want to come along? Can you face him?” 


	She hesitated, then, “Yes. I can face him. I want to face him. Are we bringing the shredder?” 


	“Nah. Too bulky. But I’m sure we can think of other ways to get the same results.” 


	Alicia stood and reached for her coat. She seemed really into this.


	“Let’s go.” 
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	They were waiting in the darkened, stuffy, slightly rotten-smelling front room of Thomas’s apartment when he got home.


	Alicia had watched with amazement as Jack, using just a few little wirelike tools, got them through one door after another in Thomas’s apartment building. They’d been waiting only twenty minutes or so before they heard the sound of a key in the lock. Jack sprang up and disappeared, leaving Alicia sitting alone.


	Thomas stepped in and turned on the light. He froze like a deer in headlights when he saw her.


	“Alicia? What are you—?” 


	Jack moved from behind the door then and slammed it closed. Thomas jumped to his left and stared at Jack.


	Alicia saw the color leach from his pocked face.


	“Who?” 


	“A friend of your sister’s,” Jack said, grabbing him by his collar and shoving his pear-shaped body across the room. “Sit!” 


	Alicia was startled by the snarl on Jack’s face. He looked so… feral. Not at all like the man she’d opened up to less than an hour ago. Which was the real Jack?


	Thomas stumbled and came up against a chair. He folded his ungainly body into it.


	“What do you want?” 


	“Answers,” Jack said. “And maybe to look at some pictures.” 


	“You can’t do this,” Thomas cried. “I’ll call the police!” 


	Suddenly Jack had a little pistol in his hand and was pointing at Thomas’s left knee. Then he shifted his aim to the right.


	“Which knee first, Alicia? You choose.” 


	Me? she thought, panic rising. Is he serious? What’s he doing? And then she remembered what Jack had told her when they’d entered the apartment: I may have to get rough with him, but whatever I do, play along.


	Jack aimed the pistol at Thomas’s crotch. “Or how about here?” 


	Okay, she thought. I’ll play along.


	“I’m thinking,” she said.


	“Alicia!” Thomas wailed. “Don’t let him! They told me about him! Please don’t let him shoot me!” 


	She noticed a dark wet stain spreading across the crotch of Thomas’s slacks. He must have heard some real horror stories about Jack.


	“Then bring out ‘the master collection’ you told me about,” Alicia said.


	“Okay! Okay! I’ll do it. It’s in the bedroom. I’ll get it.” 


	He got up and hurried past Alicia with Jack trailing him.


	“‘I’m thinking,’ ” Jack whispered with a wink as he passed. “Beautiful.” 


	And now that she was alone, she took a look around. This was the first chance she’d had to see the apartment in the light. The place was a mess, littered with dirty clothes and dirty dishes and food containers. And that smell… her best bet was that it came from a pizza box sitting on the windowsill near the radiator.


	The two men returned moments later, Thomas carrying two cardboard boxes, and Jack carrying a third… and another gun.


	“Look what Thomas has,” Jack said. “A cute little .32.” 


	But Alicia had eyes for only the boxes.


	He has the collection, she thought with dismay. He really has it. Part of her had been hoping he’d been bluffing.


	“That’s all of it?” Jack said.


	Thomas nodded vigorously. “Yes.” Still standing, he turned to Alicia. “Yes, I swear.” 


	“Why, Thomas? Besides its blackmail value, why would you want to keep that filth? It’s a catalog of degradation.” 


	“It wasn’t so bad. I mean, what’s the big deal. No one got hurt.” 


	Jack raised a fist and Alicia thought he was going to hit Thomas, but he glanced at her and she shook her head. All her life she’d wanted never to talk about this part of their childhoods—now she couldn’t stop.


	“No one got hurt? What about you? What’s your life been like? Have you had even one intimate relationship?” 


	I know I haven’t, she thought.


	“You think I don’t know what a loser I am?” he said, narrowing his eyes as he looked at her. “I know. Believe me, I goddamn well know. And it’s Dad’s fault. That’s why I deserve the house. I need it. You don’t. You’ve done fine for yourself. You’re a doctor.” 


	“You don’t know a thing about me,” Alicia said softly.


	That overcoming line she’d fed Jack was just that—a line. A mantra. Maybe if she kept repeating it, she’d come to believe it. Maybe it might even become the truth. But she had a long way to go.


	I may look “okay” on the outside, she thought, but inside I… I look like this apartment.


	“You ‘deserve,’ ” Jack said, his voice acid. “You ‘need.’ You make me sick. You wouldn’t know what to do with the windfall you’d get from broadcast power.” 


	Alicia caught her breath, wishing Jack hadn’t let that slip, but then she saw Thomas’s legs buckle. He dropped into the chair behind him. If his face had been white before at his first sight of Jack, it was even paler now. And when Thomas started babbling, she realized Jack’s “slip” had been calculated.


	“You know? Oh, dear Christ! How’d you find out? It was last night, wasn’t it.” The words tumbled out. “God-damm it! We turned that house upside down and couldn’t find shit! You two waltz in and—wait—do you know where the transmitter is?” 


	“Come on,” Jack said, grabbing his arm and pulling him out of the chair. “We’re going for a walk.” 


	“What?” Thomas’s knees looked rubbery as he got to his feet. “Where?” 


	“Outside.” 


	“Wh-why?” 


	Alicia was asking herself that same question.


	“Because you don’t have a fireplace here.” He held up Thomas’s .32. “I’ll leave your training pistol here. But bring those boxes with you.” 
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	“Give us about an hour with the fire, guys, and I promise you it’ll be nice and hot when you get back.” 


	Alicia had followed Jack farther west, down the slope toward the Hudson River, as much in the dark as Thomas as to where he was going. He’d stopped at a trash can fire in the mouth of an alley and handed a twenty to each of the three men warming themselves by the flames.


	Now they laughed and grinned and low-fived each other as they hurried off.


	“All right,” Jack said, pointing to Thomas. “Get to work.” 


	Alicia looked around at the dark, empty, forbidding streets. But she didn’t feel afraid. Jack seemed to be in his element, and in complete control.


	“You’re not listening to me,” Thomas said. He’d been talking nonstop since they’d left his apartment.


	“Start feeding the fire,” Jack said. “And not too fast. We don’t want to smother it.” 


	Thomas finally got the idea. He reached into one of the boxes he’d carried here and pulled out a fistful of photos. Alicia watched them flutter into the can, curling and blackening as the hungry flames consumed them, destroying forever the hideous images they bore. She was in there, with Thomas, but other children were there as well… forced or duped like her into performing an obscene dance…


	She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling almost giddy. She reminded herself that it was only a token, but still… now there would be one less set of prints in existence.


	But Thomas didn’t seem to care about the photos, seemed only half aware of what he was doing. All he cared about was the transmitter.


	“The transmitter’s the key, you know,” he said, starting in again. “If you know its location, I can make us all wealthy beyond your wildest dreams.” 


	Jack appeared uninterested. “If we have the transmitter, why do we need you?” 


	“Because your ownership of the technology will be challenged the instant you try to sell it.” 


	“And yours won’t?” 


	“Anybody trying to patent it will run into a wall. That’s because…” He paused. “Let me back up and explain this. Then you’ll know why you need me.” 


	“This oughta be good,” Jack said, glancing at her.


	Alicia shrugged. “Just as long as you keep feeding the fire.” 


	Broadcast power was all fine and good. But first she wanted to see those photos reduced to ash.


	“I found out about Dad’s invention when I stopped by to visit him one day.” 


	“You stayed in touch?” she said. She found that hard to believe.


	“Not really.” He shrugged. “I was a little short, and he wasn’t returning my calls. So I stopped by. Anyway, he left me cooling my heels while he talked on the phone, so I wandered around and noticed he’d left a couple of lamps burning here and there around the house. It being noon and all, and me being a good, ecologically minded son”—he grinned here, but Alicia wouldn’t respond and Jack only stared at him—”I, uh, went to turn them off. But as I did, I noticed these little wires sticking up from the bases of their bulb sockets. I looked closer and realized that the damn lamps weren’t plugged in. What was powering the bulbs? Had Dad developed some sort of battery-powered lamp? Out of curiosity, I began to tinker with one. By the time he finished his conference call, I’d figured it out.” 


	“I’ll bet he was thrilled,” Alicia said.


	“Hardly the word for it. Royally pissed was more like it. He started kicking me out, but then changed his mind. That mystified me then, but I understood why later. Dad wouldn’t tell me anything about the technology itself, but he did explain why he didn’t want word to get out about it just yet. You see, his invention isn’t completely his. It utilizes a number of discoveries he made and technologies he developed while working for various universities and corporations over the years. Those organizations hold the patents on those technologies. They’d claim the lion’s share—or possibly all—of the profits from his invention. So what he was doing was searching for a way to maintain ownership once he revealed it. He leant me the money I needed on the condition I kept mum.” 


	I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the other way around, Alicia thought. You promising to keep mum in exchange for cash.


	“But I thought Dad’s thinking was backward. If patent disputes were going to get in the way, he should come up with a way to make all those patents irrelevant. If going public with it meant losing all your profits, then find a way to profit from not bringing it to market. So I started asking myself: who stands to lose the most from broadcast power? And that gave me my answer: Sell the technology to OPEC.” 


	His head swiveled back and forth, looking for approval. Alicia wasn’t going to give him any, and Jack’s face might as well have been cast in bronze.


	“It’s as brilliant as it is obvious, don’t you think? I figured the Arabs’d be willing to pay billions to keep broadcast power off the market. So, without telling Dad, I ‘borrowed’ one of his lamps and booked a flight to Saudi Arabia. But I never got there. During the layover in Frankfurt, I discovered that the lamp didn’t work. Panicked, I hurried back to the U.S.—where I found it did work. So there’s a limit to how far the power can be broadcast.” 


	Idly, Alicia wondered about the range, about what wave-form was used… but what she remembered from her one undergraduate physics course was woefully inadequate.


	“So I took the lamp to OPEC’s UN mission but they refused to see me. Would you believe it? Here I was offering them a way to save their collective asses, and those idiots didn’t want to listen. Fortunately I found another group, almost as wealthy—” 


	“Iswid Nahr,” Jack said.


	Thomas jerked as if he’d been slapped.


	“Who are you?” Thomas said, staring at him. “How do you know that?” 


	“Keep talking,” Jack said, pointing to the fire. “And keep feeding.” 


	“All right, all right. Anyway, Iswid Nahr must have taken that lamp apart and put it back together again about a hundred times, but finally they were convinced. They contacted Dad and made him a fabulous offer. But instead of being grateful, he pitched a fit, going on and on about how he wasn’t going to let anybody bury his invention. Billions of dollars on the table and he’s in a screaming rage. I couldn’t believe it. I still can’t.” 


	“I can,” Alicia said. “I haven’t spoken to the man since I was a teenager, and it couldn’t be clearer.” 


	“Well, then, dear sister,” Thomas said acidly. “Pray enlighten me.” 


	“Half sister,” Alicia said. “And don’t forget it. As for your father, he wanted more than money—he wanted glory. He wanted to go down in history as one of the great men of all time, someone whose genius had transformed the world. And more than that, he wanted to control his technology. What a power trip that would be: control the power that powers the world.” 


	“You could be right,” Thomas said. Was that a note of grudging acquiescence in his voice?


	“But once his secret had been leaked, especially to people who wanted to suppress it, he had to move fast. The only way he could see to keep the credit and the riches was to take it to a country that had no oil, that would agree to almost anything to cut its oil imports. I’ll bet Israel was his first choice, until he realized Japan had more money. And with a technology in hand that would not only reduce their dependence on oil, but give them something more valuable than oil to sell to the world, the Japanese government would dispute any patent claims that would arise. Ronald Clayton would be unimaginably rich, and guaranteed his precious place in history.” 


	“Except he never made it to Japan.” 


	“No,” Jack said. “Your Iswid Nahr buddies saw to that.” 


	Alicia thought she saw Thomas flinch. Didn’t he know? Or had he merely suspected.


	
“That was an accident,” he told Jack.


	Jack shook his head. “The Japanese found explosive residues in the wreckage.” 


	“How do you know?” 


	“Same way I know about Iswid Nahr.” 


	Alicia guessed Jack didn’t want Thomas to know about the Japanese agent. She watched Thomas mull this new information a moment.


	Then he shrugged. “Oh, well. He never cared about me anyway.” 


	“Only about himself,” Alicia said.


	“How can you say that? Look what he left you. Before he left for Japan he hid all his records and cut me out of the will. He left everything to you, dammit! Why?” 


	“I couldn’t tell you,” Alicia said. “I wish he hadn’t.” 


	“Then tell me what you know,” Thomas said, leaning over the flames. The shadow of his large nose flickered back and forth across his forehead. “I’ll cut you in with the Arabs.” 


	“No thought of releasing it and making the world a better place?” 


	He looked at her as if she were speaking in tongues. “Trust me, when I have so much money that it’ll take me a year to spend a day’s worth of interest, the world will be a better place.” 


	“I recall an old saying about the distance an apple falls from a tree…” 


	“You’ll be rich, Alicia. You’ve always hated him, always wanted to get even—” 


	“That’s not true.” But of course it was. She’d known times when it had been all she’d thought of.


	“Who’re you kidding? The only person in this world you hate more than me is him. Now’s your chance to settle the score. We sell the technology to the Arabs… and they bury it. Isn’t it delicious? We get his money, and he gets no credit. His only claim to fame is that he was just another unfortunate passenger on JAL 27. You’ve got to love it, Alicia.” 


	She had to admit she found a certain sour appeal in Thomas’s scheme… but the thought of conspiring with Thomas on anything…


	“Forget it.” 


	He leaned back, obviously frustrated. “Suit yourself. But it’s only a matter of time before we find the transmitter, and then it’ll be too late. You won’t have anything to bargain with.” 


	“Are you as bored as I am?” Jack said looking at Alicia.


	She nodded.


	“Then, let’s speed this up.” 


	He grabbed a box of photos and started tossing them into the flames.


	Alicia watched them blaze and turn to ash. And then there were no more.


	“All right,” Jack said. “That does it for this box. Any more?” 


	Thomas shook his head. “No.” 


	“There’d better not be,” Jack said, jabbing a finger at his face. “Because if I ever find out you held something back—” 


	“That’s all. I swear.” 


	Alicia jumped as she felt Jack take hold of her upper arm, but she let him guide her away from the fire.


	“Good. Then, we’re done with you.” 


	“That’s it?” she heard Thomas saying as they walked up the slope away from the river. “You drag me out here and squeeze me for information, and that’s it? What do I get?” 


	“You get to warm your hands,” Jack said without looking back.


	“Doesn’t matter that they’re burned,” he called. “You can burn all the paper you want, but it means nothing.” His voice rose to a shout as they moved farther away. “Ever hear of the Internet, Alicia? We’re on it. In lots of private places. And you know what? We’re stars, Alicia. How do you like that? We’re stars!” 


	Alicia pressed her hand to her mouth to keep from crying out.


	Beside her she heard Jack say, “Excuse me. I think I forgot something. Be right back.” 


	Fighting the nausea bubbling just below her sternum, Alicia kept walking, breathing deeply. She didn’t turn around to see what he’d forgotten. She hoped it was nothing tangible…
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	Yoshio watched Jack-san and the Clayton woman walk up to Eighth Avenue and turn downtown. He would have given much to have been able to overhear their conversation with the brother.


	He followed them, slipping from shadow to shadow.


	Perhaps I’m being overcautious, he thought.


	Dressed as he was, he doubted Jack-san would recognize him even in full daylight. He had considered disguising himself as a sidewalk Santa. That might have worked in the more crowded streets, but would have made him more noticeable elsewhere. Reluctantly, he had settled on this alternative.


	Still, he would take no chances. Watching the brother’s house had been a long shot, but had paid off handsomely, and he wasn’t going to squander this opportunity.


	Now… if he could just keep up with them until they reached the place where one or both were staying. He was prepared to follow them anywhere, and with this disguise, even a subway trip would not deter him.


	Only walking posed a problem…


	Because these high heels were killing him.
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	“Jack!” Gia said as he opened her front door. “What are you doing here?” 


	“Can I come in?” 


	“Sure.” 


	She wore a quilted robe over a long flannel nightgown. As soon as the door closed behind him, Jack wrapped his arms around her and held her close. Gia returned the embrace and they stood entwined in her foyer for a long time.


	“I needed this tonight, Gia,” he said, absorbing her warmth. “Really needed it.” 


	“What’s the matter? What happened?” 


	“Stuff,” he said. “Please don’t ask me to talk about it.” 


	After their nice little chat with her sweetheart of a brother, Jack had taken Alicia back to the town house, then he’d headed straight for home. But after a few subway stops, he’d changed his mind. He made a couple of unnecessary transfers to make sure he wasn’t being tailed, then walked down Fifty-eighth to Gia’s place on Sutton Square. She’d finally given up her apartment and moved into the elegant town house Vicky had inherited from her aunts.


	He’d found that session with Alicia on the other side of town far more harrowing than some of the tight spots he’d got himself into over the years. Jack saw a lot of the underside of city life here, but he’d only heard about what Alicia had been through. And all the while as he’d sat there watching her shred those pictures and negatives and talking ninety miles an hour, he’d kept wondering if she might go blooey and start jamming her fingers into the shredder. But she’d held it together.


	The whole thing had exhausted Jack, though.


	Seeing those pictures, being in the same room with Thomas Clayton… the whole thing had left him feeling dirty. Pounding on the bastard’s face a few times had helped him feel a little better, but Jack felt he couldn’t end the day without seeing Gia.


	He heard running footsteps and a little voice crying, “Jack-Jack-Jack!” 


	Vicky.


	“What’re you doing up?” he said, breaking free of Gia to catch Vicky as she leaped into his arms.


	“Christmas vacation started today,” she said. She threw her arms around his neck. “No school tomorrow! Isn’t that neat?” 


	“As neat as can be,” he said, hugging her.


	He couldn’t help but think of how Alicia had been about Vicky’s age when her father… If anyone ever even thought of trying—’ “Jack, you’re holding me too tight,” Vicky said.


	“Sorry.” He loosened his grip and stared at her innocent face. A sob nestled in his throat. His voice sounded thick as he pushed his words past it. “I just missed you, is all, and I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re up.” 


	“She’s got A Charlie Brown Christmas on for the umpteenth time,” Gia said, watching him closely.


	Still holding Vicky, Jack put an arm around Gia and pulled her close. Her sky-blue eyes asked if he was all right.


	Jack shrugged and nodded. He was fine. His ladies, the two most important people in the world, were here with him, where he could watch over them and keep them safe. Everything was fine.


	“Can I watch A Charlie Brown Christmas with you guys?” he said.


	Vicky clapped her hands. “Yay!” 


	“Not again,” Gia said, rolling her eyes.


	“If nothing else, you’ve gotta love the music.” They followed the scampering Vicky down the walnut-paneled halls to the library. Gia hadn’t changed the place much yet, except maybe for removing the antimacassars from the velvet chairs. It took a whole twenty minutes of sitting snuggled between Gia and Vicky on an overstuffed settee before Jack felt clean enough to doze off.
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	“So,” Kemel said. “You’ve had all day to find out who this man is, and you have no idea.” 


	Sam Baker looked flustered as Kemel watched him pace back and forth in the living room of his apartment. And well he should. He deserved to be more than flustered; he should look dejected and suicidally ashamed. Not only had he been made to look foolish by this nameless stranger, his bloated bonus was in serious jeopardy.


	“It’s like the guy doesn’t fucking exist.” 


	“Oh, he exists, Mr. Baker. The few remaining survivors of your team can attest to that.” 


	“Yeah, but a guy with those kind of finely honed chops should have a rep, a name, a signature. People like me, or people I know, should have heard of him. He’s obviously a merc, and if he’s a merc, I should know him. Guys like that don’t appear out of nowhere. They don’t pop onto the street full grown. They gotta come up through the ranks. But not this guy. He’s like some kinda ghost, coming out of the woodwork, fucking things up, then disappearing.” 


	“I do not care about his name,” Kemel said, controlling his anger. This man was such a fool. Why hadn’t Nazer assigned him someone more competent? “I merely want you to deal with him.” 


	“Can’t deal with him if I can’t find him.” 


	“Perhaps he will find you.” 


	He caught a flash of uncertainty before Baker’s expression hardened. “I’m ready for him. I see him, he’s dead.” 


	“Let us hope so,” Kemel said, and turned away.


	He had spent an anxiety-ridden day, monitoring the news—a radio or television on in every room—waiting to hear the dreaded announcement of a revolutionary new power source that would change the world. But he had heard nothing. What was the American expression? No news is good news. Yes, in this case, that was most certainly so.


	And the longer the span of no news, the better.


	Dare I hope? he’d wondered.


	If Alicia Clayton had proof of something so awe-inspiring as her father’s technology, surely she would be acting on it. Surely she would be trumpeting it to the world.


	The longer the silence, the more likely that she and her hireling—her “merc,” as Baker called him—had found nothing in the house.


	Kemel had spent the day fasting, praying that it was so. And then, wonderful news. A call from Gordon Haffner saying he had heard from the Clayton woman’s attorney and the sale of the house was proceeding.


	Kemel had been jubilant. Now he could return to Riyadh and help extricate Ghali from the criminal charges against him.


	But then suspicion had reared its head like a desert rat. What if her desire to proceed with the sale was a ruse, a ploy to dupe him into dropping his guard? Kemel had checked with Baker, who had been busy disposing of the bodies of his men, and instructed him to use the transponder in the Clayton woman’s handbag to track her movements. So far she had not left her workplace.


	Perhaps she truly meant to sell the house after all. Ten million dollars was, after all, ten mill—


	The phone rang. Kemel answered it and recognized Thomas Clayton’s voice, although it sounded more nasal than usual.


	“They were here!” he said. “They know!” 


	Fear sank its cold talons into Kemel’s shoulders. “Who? Who knows?” 


	“Alicia and her bully boy. He broke my goddamn nose!” 


	“You said, ‘they know.’ What do they know?” 


	“Everything! More than we do!” 


	The room spun. Everything! Oh, no. This could not be. Allah, please—


	“The transmitter?” 


	“No. I don’t think they have that. At least not yet. But I’ve got a bad feeling they may know a way to find it. What do we do?” 


	Kemel closed his eyes and reached for calmness, found the hem of its thobe, and clutched it.


	“I will tell you soon.” 


	He hung up and gave Baker a quick summary, omitting, as usual, the nature of what they sought.


	“Simple enough,” the mercenary said. “We go get the girl and make her tell us. And believe me—let me at her, and she’ll talk.” 


	Kemel closed his eyes again. This man was such an idiot.


	“What if she doesn’t know how to find what we seek?” he said softly. “That will surely change her mind about selling the house. And what if her hireling is there and disables what few men you have left? What if, in your infinite clumsiness, you kill her before you learn what we need to know?” 


	“Hey, listen. I—” 


	“No. You will not touch her. But you will use the transponder to track her. If she makes any move to leave the city, you will inform me and together we will follow her. Together. Is that clear?” 


	“Yeah, but—” 


	“IS… THAT… CLEAR?” Kemel shouted the words.


	“Clear,” Baker said.


	“Good. Start tracking her immediately. And keep me informed.” 


	He turned back to the window and stared unseeing at the night. He asked Allah to forgive him for the instant of doubt when he thought his God had deserted him. Now he saw Allah’s plan. Alicia Clayton was His instrument, and would guide Kemel to her father’s secret. Praise Allah.


	THURSDAY


	1.


	Yoshio shrank back and hurriedly swallowed the last of his sausage-and-egg Croissan’wich as he recognized Jack-san in the blue Taurus pulling into the curb across the street.


	After following him and Alicia Clayton back to this elegant town house last night, Yoshio had assumed that this was where Jack-san lived. But then he had seen the ronin leave moments later. He had tried to follow but, hampered by the woman’s clothing, he had been unable to keep up with him. He had lost him in the confusion of Fourteenth Street.


	So he had quickly returned to his own car near Thomas Clayton’s apartment building and moved it to a position across the street from the town house. He had changed back to his usual attire and had spent the night here.


	And now Jack-san was quite obviously taking Alicia Clayton someplace. Yoshio was guessing that no romance existed between them, otherwise Jack-san would have stayed here last night. Therefore they were not meeting merely to share each other’s company. They must have a purpose in mind, and that purpose most surely involved the Clayton technology.


	And just as surely, that purpose was taking them out of the city. Else, why the car?


	How could Yoshio follow them into the suburbs or the countryside without being seen? Jack-san knew him and would be looking for him. And yet he had to risk it. He sensed that after months of waiting and watching, his mission here finally was coming to a head.


	He wished he had thought to call and arrange for backup, but he dared not get more people involved at this juncture. The situation was too delicate.


	He watched Jack enter the house. Yoshio was desperate. And desperate situations sometimes called for desperate measures…
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	“I figure we head up the West Side, catch the Saw Mill, cross the Tappan Zee, and continue up the thruway,” Jack said as he put the Taurus in gear. The dashboard clock read 10:33. The morning rush hour would be petering out about now. “Unless you know a better way.” 


	Alicia shrugged. “Whatever gets us there.” 


	Jack looked at her. He’d never figured her for a barrel of laughs, but this morning she seemed more down, more subdued than usual.


	“You okay with this?” he said.


	“Yeah,” she said with a too-vigorous nod. “I’m fine. I’m just…” She let the word hang.


	“Just what?” 


	She sighed. “Just sorry you had to get stuck listening to me yesterday. That wasn’t in the job description.” 


	Tell me about it, he thought, but said, “It’s okay. Don’t give it another thought.” 


	“That’s just it—I can’t stop thinking about it. I’ve spent too many years not thinking about those pictures, or at least trying my damnedest not to. I sealed up that little girl and the reality of what happened to her behind an inner wall, but try as I might I couldn’t forget. Knowing those pictures existed, knowing that I was still being passed from one pervert’s grubby hands to another’s sickened me. I was damned if I was going to let that define me, but it sure as hell has haunted me. It’s been a dissonant, ominous background music to my everyday life. But after all these years, last night was the first time I was able to talk about it. And I know it made you uncomfortable.” 


	“Well… yeah.” 


	Sexual abuse of a child… hearing about it from the victim… uncomfortable barely touched how something so awful and so wrenchingly intimate made him feel.


	“But you’ve got to understand, Jack, that I’ve never been able to share this with another soul. I’ve never had close friends because I never felt I could be honest with them. To tell the truth, I couldn’t bear to hear them talk about their families, especially about the fathers who were so special to them. Every time I heard somebody talk lovingly about their ‘daddy,’ I wanted to scream. Even now, when I think of how this flesh is half his, I want to rip it off my bones. I kept asking myself, why couldn’t I have had a father like theirs, one who cherished me, who would have willingly died protecting me? But you’ve seen the pictures, Jack—” , “Some of them,” he said quickly. “Just a few.” 


	“Even one was enough. It meant you knew. And everything I’ve been holding back broke free. As I said, I’m sorry.” 


	“And as I said, it’s okay. I hope it helped.” 


	“It did. For a while. For a few moments last night as the negatives were going through the shredder, and later as the collection was dropping into the fire, I felt free. It was a… wonderful sensation. But Thomas’s Parthain shot about the Internet brought me back to reality. I see now I’ll never be free.” 


	“Never is a long time,” Jack said, cringing at his triteness, but not knowing what else to say. He wasn’t a therapist, and he didn’t know how to stop Alicia from going where she was headed.


	“Well, as long as copies of those pictures are being traded back and forth along the pedophile networks, either through the mails or zapped through the Internet as GIFs and JPEGs, as long as I know that a single picture of me is circulating, it will never be over. Sure, easy to say ‘get over it’ or ‘get past it’ or ‘let it go’… but how can I do that when I know that even as we speak some slimy pervert could be ogling images of me doing… those things? How can I leave the events in the past when the pictures remain in the present?” 


	Jack could only nod. She was right. Those images were an ongoing violation that would continue even after she was dead.


	“He still has power over me, damn him!” she said, her voice rising. “How do I break that? How?” 


	That was a problem Jack had no idea how to fix.


	“Speaking of him,” Jack said, hoping to steer the subject back to the purpose of their trip, “why do you think he left the technology to you? Could he have been trying to”… how did he say this?… “make it up to you in some way?” 


	A soft bark of a laugh, then: “Not a chance. That would require remorse. Ronald Clayton didn’t know the meaning of the word. No, leaving me the house and the clue to the technology was as self-serving as everything else he did in his life. He knew that Thomas would bury it, and he didn’t want that. So he put it in my hands, absolutely certain that I wouldn’t go along with Thomas.” She slammed her fist on the dashboard. “You see? He’s still doing it. Still using me, damn him! Damn him!” 
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	“What’s wrong?” Alicia said. “Why are we stopping?” 


	They’d cruised north on the thruway with no problems, and no sign—at least so far as she could tell—of anyone following them. Most of the trip since they’d left the city had passed in silence.


	My doing, she thought. She’d awakened this morning feeling tired and drained, and didn’t feel much better now. She didn’t feel like talking anymore, and she was pretty sure that was okay by Jack.


	So now they’d just paid the toll at the New Paltz exit, and Jack was pulling over to one of the phones in the plaza past the toll booths.


	“Want to get my bearings,” he said. “And I want to make sure no one’s on our tail.” 


	Alicia sat in the car while Jack faked a phone call and scratched hurried notes on a small spiral pad as he watched the cars pulling away from the toll booths. Not much traffic this time of day on a Thursday in December.


	Finally, after a good fifteen minutes, Jack hung up and returned to the car. He nodded with satisfaction as he stuck his head in the door.


	“All right. Didn’t see anyone I know. How about you?” 


	“No one. What are you writing?” 


	“Makes, models, color, license plates. I see one of those cars again, I’m going to want to know why. Now… one more thing and we’ll get rolling again.” 


	He reached into the backseat and came up with the Land Rover—fully reassembled now with its black plastic body snapped into place. He took it out to the shoulder and watched it run along the pavement. His dark eyes were bright with excitement when he returned to the car.


	“You know, the thing’s running almost due west now. I think we’re close.” 


	Low gray clouds slid across the sky, obscuring the timid winter sun as Jack drove on into the hills of Ulster County. From a distance the denuded trees lent the surrounding hills a hazy look, a light brown fuzz broken here and there by dark green patches of pines.


	At every major fork in the road, Jack would stop and watch the traffic for a while, then he’d take out the truck, see which way it ran, and choose their path accordingly.


	The Rover led them farther and farther into the hills. As the pavement gave way to a hard-packed dirt road, Alicia felt a growing sense of anticipation seeping through her. She fought it for a while—she didn’t want to look forward to anything connected to that man—but finally she gave in. Up ahead, perhaps over the next rise or around the next bend in the road, on one of these leafless wooded slopes, something momentous waited.


	But as her anticipation grew, she noticed an increased edginess in Jack.


	“Is something bothering you?” she said.


	He shrugged. “All this wide-open space.” He gestured to an expanse of hills and valleys visible through a break in the trees. “Not my kind of place. I like my roads paved, preferably with the option of traveling under them, and I like my trees growing in evenly spaced holes in the sidewalk.” 


	Just then the tires began to spin and slip on the steep upgrade.


	“Should have rented a Jeep,” Jack said. He seemed annoyed with himself. “Should have thought of that.” 


	But the tires finally caught and propelled the car up to where the rutted dirt road leveled out a little.


	“It can’t be too much farther,” she said. “There’s not much more of this mountain left.” 


	“Yeah, but what if the Rover is pointing at the next mountain?” 


	Alicia hadn’t thought of that.


	A moment later they came to the end of the road.


	“Swell,” Jack said.


	Alicia leaned forward, scanning the wall of tree trunks and thick underbrush ahead of them. She didn’t want to believe they’d have to go all the way back down that road. And then she saw what looked like a break in the brush.


	“Hang on. Is that a path?” 


	Rover in hand, Jack stepped out of the car. This time Alicia followed.


	“Good eye, Alicia,” he said, pointing to a thin footpath trailing off into the brush. “Lucky the leaves are gone. No way you’d see that if the brush was greened up. And that’s a good thing.” 


	“Why?” 


	“Could mean someone doesn’t want it found too easily. Let’s go.” 


	Alicia pulled her coat collar more tightly around her neck. They’d traveled north, they were on a hilltop, the sun was hiding, and a wind was rising. She wished she’d dressed warmer.


	The path threaded left and right around trees and boulders for a good fifty yards before it opened into a wide clearing. Alicia gasped when she saw the old log cabin that stood at its center. Those logs were the only thing old about the scene. The rest was all high-tech. The cabin’s roof and much of the yard around it were decked with photoelectric solar panels. Also on the roof, jutting twenty-five or thirty-feet above the solar panels there, stood a strange-looking antenna.


	“I’m going to be very surprised if this isn’t the place,” Jack said.


	He put the Rover down and let it run. It rocked this way and that as it plowed through the weeds, but it moved inexorably toward the cabin’s front door.


	“One more check,” Jack said.


	As he carried the Rover around toward the north side, Alicia moved closer to the cabin. She noticed that the windows were sealed… bricked over. Someone did not want visitors.


	“Look at this,” Jack called from her right. “I moved it ninety degrees to the north, and now it’s running south… right at this cabin. No doubt about it, Alicia. We’ve found it. This is the place.” 


	Alicia rubbed her upper arms through her coat. Now she was really cold.


	Suddenly Jack was at her side. “Here,” he said, handing her the Rover. “Hold this while I get us inside.” 


	“Going to pick the lock?” she said.


	“Unfortunately, I forgot to bring my pick set.” He bent and looked closer at the lock. “Too bad. It’s a Yale. I’m good with Yales. Nope… looks like I’m going to have to do it the old-fashioned way.” 


	So saying, he leaped forward and slammed his foot against the door just inches from the lock face. The sound of the impact echoed away down the hill.


	But the door hadn’t budged.


	“I’ll be damned,” Jack said, checking out the hinges. “This door opens outward. Weird. And that’s going to make it even tougher.” 


	He took another flying leap at the heavy oak panels, with about as much success as before.


	Three more times in rapid succession, with the noise echoing around them, and still the door stood firm.


	Alicia froze as an accented voice behind them said, “Perhaps I might be of assistance?” 
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	Startled, Jack whirled and reached for his Semmerling, but held his hands wide when he saw that the newcomer already had a pistol pointing at him.


	Yoshio.


	Jack knew he had to look stupid standing here and gaping at him, but he couldn’t figure it out…


	“Where the hell did you come from?” 


	“From the trunk of your car.” 


	“The trunk?” Jack couldn’t believe it. “When did you—?” Then he got it. “Oh, hell. Back in Chelsea, right?” 


	He wanted to kick himself. He hadn’t had the car long enough to notice the extra weight in the rear, but still, he shouldn’t have left anything to chance.


	Yoshio nodded with a strained smile. “A most uncomfortable ride.” 


	“I’ll bet,” Jack said, remembering all the bumps they’d bounced over and holes their tires had dropped into on the way up here. “Jeez, you must’ve wanted to get here bad.” 


	“Yes, Jack-san. Very bad. And what of your promise to share information? What had happened to that?” 


	“Our deal was right of first refusal,” Jack said, gently as he could. Not a good idea to rile the man with the gun. “And we don’t even know what we’ve got yet.” He turned to Alicia. “By the way, this is Yoshio, the Japanese gentleman I told you about.” 


	Alicia looked about ready to shed her skin. She stood stiff and still, her eyes never wavering from the muzzle pointed their way.


	“Say, ‘Pleased to meet you,’ ” Jack whispered out of the corner of his mouth.


	“Pleased to—does he have to point that at us?” 


	“Very sorry,” Yoshio said. “If Jack-san will please to give me his weapon, I will put this away. It is only to protect myself, I assure you.” 


	So damn polite, Jack thought as he pulled out the Semmerling and handed it over.


	But true to his word, Yoshio pocketed the little .45 and then holstered his own 9mm. It occurred to Jack that this was a guy who had to be pretty sure of his physical abilities.


	“Now,” Yoshio said, “shall we see what is inside?” 


	Jack nodded. “All right. On my count…” 


	The door cracked around the latch plate on their first simultaneous kick; the plate buckled on their second, and they were able to pull the door open.


	The first thing Jack noticed was that the lights were on inside.


	But then, considering what this place supposedly housed, why not?


	“Please,” Yoshio said. “After you.” 


	Polite, Jack thought. And not letting me get behind him.


	The single room inside was like Ted Kaczynski meets Radio Shack. A table, a chair, a cot, a couple of throw rugs, and a pair of filing cabinets completed the list of furnishings. The rest, taking up a good three quarters of the space, was an electronic nightmare of wires and metal boxes and blinking lights. And in the center of it all was this glass tube with a beam of brilliant white light shooting through it. The beam looked almost… solid.


	Now Yoshio moved ahead of them, inspecting the humming equipment, staring at the beam.


	“I don’t understand,” he said. “Is this the Ronald Clayton technology? What does it do?” 


	He wasn’t putting me on, Jack thought. He really doesn’t know.


	He glanced at Alicia. “Should I tell him? He’s a buyer.” 


	She nodded. “Go ahead.” 


	Jack went to the lamp sitting on the table and checked to see if it had a cord. It did… but it wasn’t plugged in. A small aerial jutted up from the base.


	“Here,” he said, motioning Yoshio over. “This says it all.” 


	He handed him the lamp. Yoshio took it and stared at it.


	“I have seen a lamp like this before.” 


	“Then you should know.” 


	The Japanese looked at him questioningly. “Know what?” 


	“Figure it out,” Jack said, then moved toward the filing cabinets.


	He wasn’t in an explaining mood. Better to let Yoshio figure it out on his own. An epiphany beat out a lecture any day.


	Alicia had one of the file drawers open and was staring at something that looked like a blueprint.


	“Circuit diagrams,” she said. “Do these… mean anything to you?” 


	“I can program my VCR and turn on my computer,” Jack told her. “Beyond that… I don’t do wires. I am the Sergeant Schultz of electronics: ‘I know nussing.’” 


	Suddenly Yoshio let out an “Ayiiiieeee!” followed by a Sten gun barrage of Japanese.


	Jack said, “The light, so to speak, has dawned.” 


	He watched Yoshio carry the lamp over to the electronic jumble, where he stood wide-eyed and red-cheeked, his head jerking back and forth between the lamp and the Clayton gizmo as he mumbled in Japanese.


	“This is real?” he said, returning to English as he approached Jack and Alicia. “This is true?” 


	“Near as we can tell,” Jack said.


	“No wonder Iswid Nahr killed a plane full of people,” he said, his voice filled with awe. “They would kill thousands, millions to stop this.” He stared at the lamp in his hands. “And to think I was this close to an identical lamp and did not realize. I thought they were staring at something by the light of the lamp… not at the lamp itself.” 


	“Yeah, whatever,” Jack said. He hadn’t the faintest idea what Yoshio was talking about. He pointed to the file cabinets. “Looks like all the specs are right here. Think your people would be interested?” 


	“Interested? Oh, yes, I am—” 


	“Hands up! Everyone! NOW!” 


	Jack jumped at the shouted commands, delivered with a military bark, but his hands acted on their own, the left rising as ordered, but the right snaking toward the Semmerling—and then he remembered… Yoshio had it.


	And Yoshio’s hands were loaded down with that damn lamp. He was no help.


	So Jack raised both hands and slowly turned, knowing who he’d see.


	Yeah… he’d figured it would have to be Kemel and Baker and the remainder of his crew. Thomas Clayton—with his swollen nose and blackened eyes—was a surprise, but not a big one.


	Jack felt his gut tighten. This was bad. Worse than bad.


	Of the five newcomers pushing through the doorway, Kemel was the only one without a personal grudge against Jack. And he wasn’t all that sure about Kemel.


	But how the hell had they got here? He damn well knew they hadn’t shared the trunk with Yoshio.


	What’d I do—leave a trail of fluorescent paint along the way?
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	It is here! Kemel thought, holding back tears of joy. Allah be praised, I have succeeded. I have found it.


	He stiffened his knees as he stepped farther into the cabin. He was weak with relief but wanted no one to know.


	He looked at the three occupants. He knew Alicia Clayton, and recognized her investigator, but the other man… the Oriental holding the lamp…


	“Who are you?” he asked, pointing to him.


	The man shook his head. His quick dark eyes showed no fear.


	“I can find out for you real quick,” Baker said, aiming his pistol at one of the man’s knees.


	“No,” Kemel said. “No shooting in this place.” 


	He had to be very firm here. He could not let this situation get out of control. Not with success now in his grasp.


	It did not matter if the Oriental spoke. Kemel was certain he was Japanese. Who else could he represent? Ronald Clayton had been on his way to that country with a promise of a wondrous technology. They had to suspect foul play in the crash.


	“All right,” Baker said. “Then we’ll take them outside.” He bared his teeth as he approached Alicia Clayton’s man. “Especially this one. He’s gonna die real slow.” 


	The man clasped his hands above his head and dropped to his knees. He hung his head and sobbed. “Please… please don’t hurt me!” 


	One of Baker’s men stepped forward and pulled his leg back to kick the man. “Why you sniveling pussy—!” 


	“Barlowe, no!” Baker said, grabbing him by the collar and pulling him back. “That’s just what he wants you to do, asshole! He’d have you down and your weapon on us before you knew what happened.” 


	With a half smile twisting his mouth, Alicia Clayton’s man abruptly ceased his pleading and returned to his feet. He gave a little nod of acknowledgment, which seemed to please Baker very much. Baker took a single step closer to the man.


	“We start off long distance on you, then move in close for the fun stuff.” 


	“Not yet, Baker,” Kemel said. “He may have information I need.” 


	“Like what? What is this place, anyway?” 


	Kemel ignored the question. The less Baker knew, the better. “Disarm them and guard them. You may do whatever you wish when I am through with him.” 


	He had to hold that out to Baker. During the trip into these hills, Baker and his two remaining men had talked of little else than what they would do to the man who had killed their fellows. But Kemel also had to make sure that what he saw before him now was all of it, that there was no other transmitter. He would learn from the Clayton woman and her hireling how they located this one, and if they knew of any others.


	And then…


	And then they would all have to die.


	Kemel did not relish that. In fact, he had been dreading this moment. He had known about the bomb on JAL 27, but that hadn’t been his idea. It had disturbed him that so many innocent lives had to be sacrificed in order to take one, yet he had also understood the absolute necessity of preventing Ronald Clayton from reaching Japan. And what were 247 lives compared to the well-being of the entire Arab world? A relative few had been sacrificed for a far greater good. Was it not so throughout all history?


	But at least those faceless deaths had occurred far away, and by the impersonal agency of an explosive device. Today would be different. The dead would have names and faces, and their killers would look into those faces, watch them die. By his order.


	But he had his orders, and agreed with their wisdom, their implacable necessity: No one outside of Iswid Nahr must know about this technology.


	He watched Barlowe hold his assault weapon to the Oriental’s head while Baker’s other man, the one he called Kenny, took the lamp from him and removed two pistols. They followed the same procedure with Alicia Clayton’s man who, surprisingly, was unarmed. Baker moved them and the Clayton woman to the side, allowing Thomas Clayton access to the file cabinets.


	Baker had finally proved useful. In fact, despite all the setbacks, he finally had accomplished what he had been hired to do. The little transponder he’d placed in the bottom of the woman’s handbag had allowed them to stay miles behind as they’d followed her here. But he would not be rewarded with the huge bonus and lifetime of easy employment he anticipated.


	Baker and his men would dispose of these three and bury their bodies far from here. And not long after today—as soon as tomorrow, perhaps—Kemel was sure that Iswid Nahr would pay Baker in his own currency.


	Thomas Clayton would have to go as well, Kemel suspected.


	No loose ends.


	“It’s all here,” Thomas Clayton said, looking up from an open filing cabinet drawer. “Everything you need to know to broadcast power. And it uses solar energy. You owe me big time. I think I underpriced our deal.” 


	“You should feel lucky you’re getting a dime,” his sister said.


	Thomas looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Oh, really?” he replied, drawing out the words.


	“The minute you walked through that door,” she said, “you went from asset to liability. They don’t need you anymore. You’ve become as disposable as the rest of us.” 


	“No,” he said, turning Kemel’s way. “We’ve got a deal, right, Kemel?” 


	Kemel held his gaze and tried his best to give nothing away. He found Thomas Clayton a reprehensible human being, but did not want to deal with him now. Let Iswid Nahr handle him.


	“Of course. And we will honor our word.” 


	But some hint of what the future held must have seeped into his eyes, for Thomas’s expression hardened.


	“I was afraid of that,” he said, reaching into his pocket.


	He withdrew a pistol and pointed it at Kemel.


	6.


	Tommy-boy, Jack thought as he saw the little .32 appear, you’re a class-A jerk, but I love you.


	All eyes—Alicia’s, Kemel’s, Baker’s, and his men’s—were on Thomas now.


	Almost all…


	Jack glanced at Yoshio and found him looking his way. A quick lift of one of his eyebrows told Jack that he knew it too: This just might be their chance… the only one they’d get.


	“That is not necessary, Thomas,” Kemel said.


	“Yeah,” Baker told him. “Put that away before you hurt yourself… or someone hurts you.” 


	Jack had gathered from talk between their captors that Baker’s two men were Kenny—the redhead—and Barlowe—the dark-haired guy with the big nose.


	“No,” Thomas said. His voice wavered as much as the muzzle of the .32, but the little weapon remained trained on Kemel, who was only half a dozen feet away. Jack doubted even Thomas could miss at that range. “I think it’s very necessary. I half suspected that I might get the short end of the stick once we found this. But that’s not going to happen.” 


	Jack slid his left foot a few inches toward the door. Then, making it look as if he was merely shifting his weight, he leaned left and brought his right foot over to it. Before leaving this morning, he’d stashed a Tokarev 9mm under the front seat of the Taurus. If he could get out the door alive, he had a chance to make it to the car. And then it would be a whole new ball game.


	“Do not be silly, Thomas,” Kemel said, holding his hands palms-out like a supplicant. “That is not what anyone was thinking. You will be paid just as we promised.” 


	Another slide left… another weight shift…


	“Damn right I will. This is mine, not yours. Mine. And I deserve it. So I’ll be dictating the terms.” 


	“We have terms,” Kemel said.


	“New deal,” Thomas said. “It’s my deck, and I call the game. But first…” He licked his lips. “First I want all the guns on the floor.” 


	Another slide… Jack was closer to the door… a few more feet and he could risk a break. He saw Yoshio give him a barely perceptible nod, as if to say, Tell me when, so I can time my move with yours.


	“Forget it,” Baker said as if the words tasted bad. He was coiled and ready to spring, his pistol pointed at Thomas.


	Thomas took a step closer to Kemel. “If you don’t, I’ll shoot your paycheck here.” 


	“And when he’s down, what do you think’ll happen to you?” 


	Jack had a sudden feeling that Baker might be thinking of becoming management. He might not know what this was all about, but he must have figured out that the contraption taking up most of the space here was pretty damn valuable to someone.


	“Tell them,” Thomas said to Kemel. “You’re paying them. Tell them to put their guns down and lie on the floor.” 


	Kemel turned to Baker. “Perhaps you should—” 


	“Fuck that,” Baker said, and shot Thomas.


	The loud report was a starter pistol for Jack—he was off to the races. As he ran he saw a spray of red from the exit wound in Thomas’s back and heard Alicia scream. Then another shot, half as loud as Baker’s, as Thomas’s pistol went off. Kemel grunted and clutched his abdomen. Thomas and the Arab hit the floor about the same time.


	Jack ducked past the one called Kenny and grabbed his Tec-9 before he could bring it to bear. The assault pistol fired a line of slugs through the ceiling as Jack tried to wrench it away, but the merc had the strap wrapped around his forearm like a good soldier and it wouldn’t come free. Jack had to settle for putting him down with an elbow to the face.


	And then Jack was through the door, cutting hard to the left and heading down the slope for the trees. The path to the Taurus was off to his right across the clearing, but all that open space would make him an easy target. The trees were closer down the slope. They’d provide cover as he worked his way around to the car.


	The clouds had thickened overhead, darkening the afternoon sky. He remembered that this was one of the shortest days of the year. The light would be fading fast. And that could only help him.


	More gunfire behind him, and another scream from Alicia. He risked a glance over his shoulder and saw Yoshio pop through the door going full tilt, his arms and legs pumping wildly as he veered toward Jack. And his empty hands showed he’d had as much luck as Jack in capturing a weapon.


	Jack reached the trees then and had to slow because of the underbrush and the branches. He put the six-inch trunk of an oak between the cabin and himself and stopped. Crouching in the brush, he looked back. Yoshio was almost down the slope to the trees—the guy was fast—when the merc called Barlowe leaped through the door and started firing.


	“Come on,” Jack whispered as Yoshio began weaving left and right. “Come on!” 


	And then Yoshio let out a short, sharp cry and went down, clutching his thigh. But still he kept crawling toward the trees. Baker and Kenny joined Barlowe as he caught up to Yoshio and planted a boot in his back, pinning him to the ground.


	Jack watched Baker give some orders. Barlowe and Kenny split, one to the right, the other left.


	Good move, Jack thought. These guys were experienced. Kenny’s heading would cut Jack off from the car while Barlowe circled around to get behind him.


	Jack held his ground, watching Baker who remained behind with Yoshio. He saw him say something to the prone man, then bend and position his pistol about an inch from the back of Yoshio’s head.


	Jack pounded back the urge to shout, to charge—he was too far away to do any good. He heard a 9mm crack! and saw Yoshio’s body jerk, spasm, then lie still.


	Jack closed his eyes and swallowed, then took a deep breath and opened them. Yoshio’s body lay facedown where he’d fallen, and Baker was walking back toward the cabin like a gardener who’d just pulled an annoying weed and left it lying on the lawn.


	Jack had kind of liked Yoshio, even though he’d only spoken to him that one time in the car. Some sort of kinship there; he thought they’d both sensed it. But Yoshio was no innocent bystander. He was a killer by his own admission. And he’d known the risks.


	But still… the way Baker had seemed to relish that head shot…


	Okay, Jack thought. Now we know the rules of the game.


	And from what he’d gathered from Baker’s comments back in the cabin, a bullet through the brain might be a blessing compared to what the mercenaries wanted to do to him if they caught him.


	The prospect of capture was like a clump of these cold wet leaves slapped between his shoulder blades. Bad enough to have two well-armed goons after him anywhere, but out here, in the woods… this was about as far from his home turf as he could get. What did he know about the great outdoors? He’d never even been a Cub Scout.


	One thing Jack knew: He had to move.


	To his right he heard Barlowe crashing through the underbrush. Jack sensed the contempt behind all that racket: I’ve got a cool assault pistol with thirty-two rounds in its clip, and the jerk I’m after ain’t got dick. So why bother with sneaking around? I’ll make as much noise as I can and flush him out like a pheasant. Then I cut him down and drag his carcass back home.


	Keeping low, Jack took advantage of all the noise and began making his own way through the brush, moving away but on an angle he figured would eventually intersect Barlowe’s path. He wished it were summer, or spring at least—with all this growth in bloom, it would be a cinch to hide until nightfall evened the odds a little. At least his sweater was mostly brown, but the light blue of his jeans wasn’t exactly an earth tone. With everything bare like this, sooner or later—probably sooner—they’d spot him.


	His foot caught on a vine, and he fell, landing on a slim path through the brush. He had a close-up view of its packed soil, pocked with hoofprints. Jack knew next to nothing about hunting, but he’d lay odds this was some sort of deer trail. He disengaged his foot from the tough, flaky-barked vine strands—the underbrush was laced with the wiry stuff—and got to his feet. The path seemed to head in the same general direction he was going, so he followed it.


	The trail allowed him to move faster. He stopped every so often to get a fix on Barlowe’s racket, and figured the merc ought to be crossing the deer trail soon himself. Would Barlowe be able to resist the path of least resistance? Jack doubted it.


	Which meant he should set up somewhere along here.


	7.


	“Broadcast power, huh?” 


	Alicia watched Baker from her spot in the corner by the filing cabinets as he paced up and down before the banks of electronic equipment.


	He’d wanted to know what it did—”What is all this shit, anyway?” as he put it—and she’d told him. Why not? She didn’t care who knew. She just wanted to keep him distracted from her, and herself distracted from the bodies on the blood-spattered floor.


	Thomas was gone. So quickly. One moment he’d been standing there talking, the next he was dead. She tried to dredge up some grief, but could find none. Compassion… where was her compassion for someone who shared half her genes, even if it was the wrong half?


	Gone. Like Thomas. And what did genes mean anyway? Why should you care for a poor excuse for a human being just because you share some genetic material?


	But even Thomas deserved better than to be shot down like a dog.


	“Wireless electricity,” Baker said, rubbing his jaw. “Christ, that’s got to be worth—” 


	A moan snapped Alicia’s attention to the floor. The Arab, the one Thomas had called Kemel, was moving, curling into a fetal position as he clutched his bloody abdomen.


	“Please,” Kemel moaned, his voice barely above a whisper. “I must have a doctor.” 


	Baker waggled his pistol at Alicia and then the Arab. “You’re a doctor, right? Fix him.” 


	“With what? He needs a hospital.” 


	“Check him, dammit!” 


	“All right.” 


	Alicia stepped over to Kemel and knelt beside him. From this angle, she could see Thomas’s gun on the floor next to his body. Baker couldn’t see it from where he stood. But it was far beyond Alicia’s reach. Still, it was good to know it was there.


	She stiffened as she saw one of Thomas’s hands open and close. She glanced at his face and saw his eyes open, stare unseeingly for a moment, then close again.


	Still alive, she thought, but not for much longer.


	The Arab cried out when Alicia tried to roll him onto his back, so she was forced to examine him on his side. Gingerly—all her experience with infectious diseases screamed warning at the very possibility of contacting blood—she pulled his hands away from his wound. She saw the hole in the crimson wetness of his shirtfront, saw the blood oozing from it, caught the fecal odor.


	Her mind ran the probabilities: perforated intestine, internal bleeding but aortic and renal arteries probably intact or he’d be dead by now. And there was absolutely nothing she could do to help him.


	Kemel let out another agonized moan.


	“He’s critical,” she said.


	“I could’ve told you that,” Baker said. “I’ve seen gut shots before. Ugly way to go. What can you do for him?” 


	“Nothing here,” she said, rising. “He needs emergency surgery.” 


	“Well, then,” Baker said with a shark’s smile as he pointed the pistol at her. “I guess that makes you pretty damn useless, doesn’t it?” 


	Alicia fought panic. How much did he know? She swallowed, searching for moisture.


	“Not if you want to sell the broadcast power technology,” she said.


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“Because I’m the only one who can make it work.” 


	She saw Baker’s eyes narrow as he stared at her. Her insides were heaving with grand mal shakes. She prayed they didn’t show.


	“Yeah? Why should I believe that?” 


	How much does he know? Had he seen the will? No… odds were against that But considering the Greenpeace clause in the will, he’d probably been told from the start not to hurt her. At least she hoped so. If she was wrong, her next words could buy her Thomas’s fate.


	“You mean you weren’t told to treat me with kid gloves?” 


	She watched him consider that, then saw him lower the pistol.


	“All right,” he said. “We’ll find out what’s what after we finish off your boyfriend.” 


	“He’s not my boyfriend.” 


	“I guess not. Not the way he took off without you.” 


	Alicia wondered about that. She’d been shocked to see him run rather than attack, but when she considered his chances of defeating three armed men, she couldn’t blame him. She just hoped he planned on coming back for her.


	She realized with a start that she didn’t have to hope. She knew he’d be back.


	She had to start believing in someone.


	Suddenly she heard the rattle of gunfire from somewhere in the woods.


	“Sounds like my guys have found your boy,” Baker said with that grin. “I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes. Not even for all the money this stuff’s worth.” 


	Another burst of gunfire.


	“Listen,” Baker said, his grin broadening. “It’s like music.” 


	8.


	Jack hid behind a big oak. At least he thought it was an oak. All he knew for sure was that its trunk was about two feet across—barely enough to hide him—and bordered the deer trail. Jack held one of the lateral branches of a smaller tree growing between the big oak and the trail. He’d used his Swiss Army knife to trim most of the branch’s twigs, leaving only one-inch stubs jutting out like nails.


	And now he waited, listening to Barlowe’s noisy approach along the trail.


	He had a length of the ubiquitous vine coiled loosely about his left wrist, and the tree branch that had once stretched face-high across the trail bent back as far as he dared without snapping it off the trunk.


	His knuckles looked blue from the cold, but his palms were sweating. Timing was everything here. A second too early or late and Jack would be following Yoshio into the Great Whatever.


	And so he waited, letting the sounds get louder and closer, waited until he sensed that Barlowe was just about to step into view, then he let go and ducked back, loosening the loops of vine as he slid around the other side of the trunk.


	Barlowe’s cry of pain and his sudden wild shooting were Jack’s signals to go. He leaped from the back side of the tree, landing directly behind Barlowe. The merc was stumbling back toward Jack, his left hand to his face, firing blindly with the Tec-9 in his right. Jack waited a heartbeat until Barlowe lowered his left hand, then looped a coil of the vine around the merc’s throat and yanked the startled man backward.


	As he slammed Barlowe’s back against the big tree, he noticed blood running from his left eye. One of the twiglets Jack had left had found its mark. In hyperdrive now, Jack dropped one end of the vine, put the trunk between them, then reached around the other side and reclaimed the loose end.


	He hauled back on the two ends of the vine, putting all his weight into the job. He couldn’t see Barlowe on the far side of the trunk, but Jack could hear his choking grunt as the vine garrote cut off his air. His legs thrashed frantically and he tried to fire his Tec backward, angling the muzzle around the trunk, but Jack simply moved to his left without loosening up on the vine. The two bursts Barlowe got off did little more than kick up wet leaves.


	And then the shooting stopped, though the thrashing continued. That could mean only one thing: Barlowe had realized that his Tec-9 was not going to save his life. And Jack figured what he’d try next.


	Quickly he twisted the two ends of the vine together so he could keep it taut with one hand. Then he stretched around to his right.


	Just as he’d suspected, Barlowe was pulling his Special Forces knife from its scabbard. The wicked-looking saw-toothed Rambo blade gleamed in the light as Barlowe brought it up behind his head to saw at the vines.


	“No you don’t,” Jack said, and grabbed his wrist.


	The struggle was a short one. Weakened by lack of air, Barlowe didn’t have the strength to pull free of Jack’s grip.


	Finally, he sagged.


	But Jack wasn’t about to release the vine. Barlowe could be playing possum.


	Just then the bark on the trunk above Jack’s head exploded into stinging fragments to the rattling tune of assault weapon fire.


	He ducked and turned. He spotted the other merc, Kenny, about fifty yards away, crashing toward him.


	Kenny whooped and yelled. “Hey, Barlowe! What’re you shooting at? I found him! He’s over here! Yo, Barlowe! Over here!” 


	Jack released the vine and crawled around to Barlowe’s side of the tree. The merc’s face was blue-tinged, his eyes closed as his body sagged to its knees.


	On the far side he could hear Kenny’s noisy progress, yelling and firing short bursts as he approached.


	“Gotcha now, fucker! Say your prayers, ‘cause you got about a minute to live. Hope you’re shittin’ your pants, fucker. Hey, yo, Barlowe! Where are you, man? You’re gonna miss the fun!” 


	“Barlowe’s right here,” Jack whispered. “Waiting for you.” 


	Jack grabbed Barlowe’s Tec-9 but its strap was wrapped and twisted around his arm. He yanked first, then tried to untangle it, and all the while he could hear Kenny crashing closer.


	“Dammit!” he hissed as he fumbled for the strap release.


	And then pain blazed through the front of Jack’s left thigh. For an instant he thought he’d been shot, then he looked down and saw Barlowe’s knife dropping out of a bloody slit in his jeans, and Barlowe staring up at him with the reddest whites Jack had ever seen.


	And Kenny just on the other side of the tree.


	Ignoring the pain in his leg as best he could, Jack hauled Barlowe to his feet—had to hand it to the guy, he was one tough, determined son of a bitch—and faced him toward Kenny’s sounds. As he held him up he wriggled his hand under the merc’s right arm, searching for the Tec-9’s grip.


	Kenny arrived with his own Tec blazing, and Jack felt the jolting impact of the slugs tearing into Barlowe.


	“Oh, Christ!” Kenny wailed as the shooting stopped. “Barlowe, what—?” 


	Jack couldn’t see Kenny, but he could imagine his expression. Jack’s questing finger found the trigger of Barlowe’s Tec then, and he pulled it. He had no idea where he was aiming, he simply started firing blind and wild, and hoped the clip wouldn’t run out.


	He chanced a peek over Barlowe’s shoulder and saw Kenny stumbling backward, arms and eyes wide, his chest a bloody ruin.


	Jack released Barlowe and his Tec, letting him fall forward. Both mercs hit the ground about the same time.


	And then Jack sagged against the big tree, clutching his bloody thigh. It hurt like hell every time he moved his leg.


	Just what I need, he thought.


	But at least he was no longer the only unarmed man on the hill.


	9.


	The gunfire had stopped.


	“Well,” Baker said, “that’s it for your boyfriend.” 


	He leaned against the desk, his pistol still in his hand.


	“You don’t know that,” Alicia said.


	She could not imagine Jack dead. He seemed too resourceful to be dead. But then, she’d only seen him playing his tricks. She’d never seen him in a gunfight. And no matter how good he was, how could he overcome two men armed with automatic weapons?


	“I do know that,” Baker said. “All that shooting can mean only one thing: They cornered him and had some fun with him. Probably shot up his legs first, then started moving around the rest of his body. By the time they were through, he was probably begging them to kill him.” 


	Fearing she might vomit, Alicia turned away. Jack—Just Jack—dead. Add one more to the list of men dead because of her. She’d involved him in this. He’d come willingly, but still, if she’d just let it go, let Thomas have the damn house, they’d all be alive, and she wouldn’t be trapped in the woods with these human monsters.


	She heard a loud, celebratory whoop from somewhere outside the cabin.


	Baker straightened and crossed the room, grinning.


	“That’s Kenny. He’s a noisy son of a bitch.” 


	Another whoop.


	Baker stepped outside and stood with hands on hips, staring toward the tree line.
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	Jack trained Barlowe’s Tec-9 on the cabin door and let out a whoop, hoping he sounded enough like Kenny to draw Baker out.


	He leaned against a tree trunk to take the weight off his left leg. The trees were smaller here and didn’t provide much cover. Hopefully he wouldn’t need it.


	Off to his right, Yoshio’s body was a pale blotch among the weeds.


	His leg throbbed and burned. He’d cinched the shoulder strap from the Tec above the wound, and that had slowed the bleeding, but it did nothing for the pain.


	He whooped again.


	Come on, Baker. Show your ugly face.


	If he’d had a pistol, he’d have been sneaking up on the cabin now. But with only this Tec, no way he could risk charging inside and shooting. Not with Alicia in there. These damn things were too inaccurate. No telling who he’d hit once he pulled the trigger.


	And if he’d taken the time to limp to the car for the 9mm he’d stashed there, Baker would have figured something was wrong and be ready for him.


	So it had to be this way. He only wished he was closer. Marksmanship had never been his strong point, and with a Tec-9 at this distance he’d have to rely far more on luck than skill.


	Just then Baker stepped out into the open, looking around for Kenny. Jack pulled the Tec’s trigger and emptied the magazine at him.


	The corner of the door above and to the right of Baker’s head dissolved into a cloud of splinters, and Baker dove headfirst back into the cabin.


	Furious, Jack smashed the empty Tec against the tree and hurled it into the woods.


	Now what? He had a feeling things were going to get really ugly now.
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	The explosion of gunfire had staggered Alicia. As Baker regained his feet after a flying leap into the cabin, Alicia stared at the ruined door, still shuddering and vibrating from the barrage it had absorbed, and wanted to cry with joy.


	Somehow, some way, Jack was still alive. He’d not only survived, he’d come back.


	“Kenny!” Baker was shouting. “Oh, Christ, he must’ve killed Kenny!” 


	She looked back at where Thomas lay. His pistol was just on the other side of him. If she could—


	Baker grabbed her arm and yanked her close. His breath was sour.


	“Who is he, goddammit? Where’d you find this guy?” 


	“His name’s Jack,” she said. What could it matter if Baker knew that? “That’s all I know.” 


	“Don’t give me that. There’s gotta be something going on between you two, otherwise he wouldn’t have come back.” 


	“No. He gets a percentage of whatever this is worth.” 


	Another truth, but Alicia had a feeling Jack would have come back no matter what the arrangement. Baker would never understand that, but a percentage was something he could buy.


	He nodded. “Yeah, I guess I’d come back for that too.” 


	He spun her around, grabbed a fistful of hair at the back of her head, and propelled her toward the door. Her scalp stung and burned from the rough treatment.


	“You’re hurting me.” 


	“You better hope that’s the worst of it, honey. Because we’re gonna see if you’re really as valuable as you say you are.” 


	He positioned her in the doorway and half crouched behind her, peeking over her shoulder. She felt the cool metal of the muzzle of Baker’s pistol press against her temple. Down the slope, almost to the trees, lay a body. Alicia knew from its white shirt that it had to be Yoshio. She closed her eyes. Still another death.


	Back inside the cabin, she heard Kemel moaning for a doctor.


	“Hey, Jack!” Baker shouted. “Or whatever your name is. Come out where I can see you or your girlfriend gets it!” 


	“I’m not his—” 


	“Shut up!” he hissed, jamming the muzzle harder against her scalp. “Not a fucking word from you!” 


	And then she saw Jack, moving between the trees. He stopped and stared at them, but said nothing. Then slowly, deliberately, he raised his middle finger.


	“You son of a—!” Baker said.


	Suddenly the muzzle was gone from her temple, and the pistol was extended before her, firing at Jack. The reports were deafening.


	Jack ducked to his left and popped up next to another tree. Baker pumped more rounds at him. But Jack was gone again, only to pop up somewhere else. Baker fired again.


	“Your boyfriend thinks he’s smart,” Baker whispered. “Know what he’s doing? He’s counting my shots. He knows I’ve got fifteen in the clip. He knows I used one on your brother, one on the gook, and now I’ve knocked off another nine potshotting at him. So he’s thinking, four more shots and—” 


	Jack popped up again, and Baker fired off a pair of shots.


	“There’s two more. Now he’s thinking, two more shots and he’ll charge me while I’m changing the clip. Must think I’m a real jerk. Well, I got news for Mr. Jack. Sam Baker’s changing his clip now. And won’t Jack-o be surprised when he charges up that rise. Can’t wait to see his face when that slug goes into his chest.” 


	Baker withdrew the pistol behind her. As he let go of her hair, Alicia heard a metallic click, then something hitting the ground. Her mind raced. Was Baker right? Was that Jack’s plan? She had to do something.


	Alicia whirled and saw Baker with his pistol in his left hand while his right was reaching into a pocket. The old clip lay at his feet.


	Shouting, “Jack! Jack! Now, Jack!” she grabbed the pistol and tried to wrestle it away from him.


	Baker’s right hand got caught in his pocket, and it took him a second or two to free it, but even using both her hands, and wrenching with all her strength, Alicia could not break his grip on the pistol.


	“Fucking bitch!” he cried.


	She put her body into it, twisting so that her back was to him. And this gave her a view of the slope where she saw Jack—


	Oh, no! He was running toward her, but with a limp! She saw the red splotch on the denim on his left leg.


	He’ll never make it!


	Just then Baker must have freed his right hand because she felt a rock-hard fist slam against the back of her head. But she held on. And then the edge of his hand cut down on her shoulder. Her left arm went numb, and her grip failed. The gun came free of her grasp as a third blow knocked her to her knees.


	And Jack wasn’t anywhere near close enough. He had a wicked-looking knife in his hand, but he wasn’t going to get close enough to use it.


	Alicia twisted and saw the fresh clip in Baker’s hand as he fumbled it into the opening in the bottom of the pistol’s grip.


	“No!” she cried, and grabbed his arm.


	He almost dropped the clip but maintained his grasp by his fingertips. He snarled as he kicked her away.


	Alicia landed on her back. Jack was almost here, but through a haze of pain she saw Baker slam the clip home and raise the pistol with both hands. Jack wasn’t going to make it. Baker was going to get a point-blank shot at him. She thought of Thomas’s gun, but it was back inside the cabin, too far away…


	Alicia closed her eyes and screamed as she heard three shots in rapid succession… from directly behind her.


	She opened her eyes and saw Baker falling away as Jack slammed into the place where he’d been standing. She turned and saw someone crouched in the cabin doorway, leaning on the door frame.


	Thomas.


	He looked ghastly. The doughy white of his face made the blood trickling from both corners of his mouth seem so much redder. The pistol hung loosely at the end of his limp arm.


	As she watched, he seemed to deflate, seemed to shrink within his clothes as he slumped to the floor.


	Baffled, Alicia crawled over to him.


	“Oh, Thomas. Thank you, Thomas. But…” She had to ask. She’d never known him to do anything for anyone. “Thomas, why?” 


	“Don’t you know?” he said in a voice bubbling wet with blood. “You’re supposed to be so smart. Don’t you know?” 


	“Know what?” She was almost afraid that she did.


	“Those were the worst years of your life. But they were the best of mine.” 


	He coughed up a dark red clot, and then his body stiffened as the light went out of his eyes.


	Alicia reached a hand toward him. She’d never thought she could touch him, but now she had to.


	She smoothed his hair and began to cry.
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	Jack bounced off the door and dropped to Baker’s side. He held Barlowe’s Special Forces knife to his throat as he pulled the pistol from his limp fingers. He saw Baker’s glazed, staring eyes, checked his throat for a pulse. Dead. Three .32s to the side of his chest had done it.


	Jack knelt there and sucked air deep into his blazing lungs, then he stood and leaned against the door. His left thigh flamed and throbbed with pain, more so when he bent it.


	He watched Alicia crouch over her brother in the doorway, and heard her sobs. He wasn’t crazy about the idea, but he probably owed Thomas his life. And it didn’t look like a debt he was going to get a chance to repay.


	That had been close…


	He heard a groan from inside. He stepped past Alicia and found Kemel writhing on the floor.


	“A doctor,” he moaned. “Please… get me to a hospital.” 


	“The only place you’re going is outside,” Jack said.


	He grabbed the back of Kemel’s collar and dragged him toward the door. The Arab howled as he passed Alicia.


	“Really, Jack,” she said, straightening up and wiping her eyes. “Is that necessary? Can’t you just leave him there?” 


	The adrenaline was still shooting through his arteries, his heart still pounding, his lungs still afire. He looked down at his free hand and saw the fine tremor. The fight was over but his body hadn’t got the message yet. He’d come this close to buying it and was still shaking from the sight of Baker’s pistol zeroing in on his chest a few moments ago.


	He wasn’t feeling too polite.


	“The answers are, in order: Yes…and No. He’s stinking up the place.” 


	Jack dragged him outside, past Baker’s body, and released him in the weeds. “Please… a doctor…” 


	Jack wanted to kick him but held back.


	“Get me to a hospital.” 


	Jack squatted next to Kemel and leaned close, speaking through his teeth. “Guess what, pal? I just polled the passengers on JAL 27. I said, ‘Anyone who thinks Kemel should have a doctor raise your hand.’ You know what? Nobody moved. So no doctor for you.” 


	As he rose, he noticed that it was starting to snow. He returned to the cabin. Alicia was leaning against the wall next to the door, her head back, her eyes closed. She looked pale and weak, as if the wall was the only thing keeping her upright. Snowfiakes brushed her face.


	“Thanks for the help,” he said.


	She opened her eyes. “Thanks for coming back.” 


	“I didn’t have much choice.” 


	“You could have kept going.” 


	“No, I couldn’t.” 


	“No, I guess you couldn’t.” She gave him half of a very tired smile. “And you know, somehow I knew that.” She glanced down at his bloody thigh. “Let me check that—” 


	“I’ll be all right for now. I’ll get it stitched up back in the city.” 


	“It needs more than that strap. Come with me.” 


	Jack followed her into the cabin. Maybe she needed something to do. She pulled the sheet off the cot and began tearing it into long strips.


	“Sit and pull your jeans down.” 


	“I told you the other night not to get any ideas.” 


	She didn’t smile. “Just do it.” 


	Jack loosened the strap, then slid his jeans down to his knees.


	Alicia inspected the two-inch vertical slit. “That’s a deep one. Did you feel it hit the bone?” 


	“No. The guy who did it didn’t have much oomph left.” 


	“Luckily it runs in line with the muscle fibers of your quadriceps,” she said as she began to wrap the thigh with strips of the sheet. She seemed to have slipped fully into her doctor mode. “The femoral artery and nerve are over here, so it missed them completely. Should heal up pretty well, but you will need stitches. ERs have to report stab wounds—” 


	“I know a guy who doesn’t.” 


	“I’m sure you do.” 


	“What’s our next step here?” he said as she continued to bind his leg.


	“I was hoping you’d know.” 


	“I can take care of the bodies. Haul them off in whatever they arrived in—a dark van, I’ll bet—and leave them somewhere.” 


	“Not Thomas,” she said. “We owe him.” 


	Jack looked over at Thomas’s crumpled, bloody corpse. “Yeah, I guess we do. Okay, so I’ll drop the bodies somewhere and place a call, telling the local sheriff or whatever where they can be found. And then let the crime busters have a grand old time figuring out the who, what, where, when, and how.” 


	“Do you think they will—figure this out, I mean?” 


	“Not if I drop them far enough away. But the other question is… how are you going to handle broadcast power, now that you’re the sole owner?” 


	“I guess I’m supposed to reveal it to the world. But if what Thomas said about the patents is true, I can plan on a long fight with the patent holders. Frankly, I’ve had enough of lawyers for a long time.” 


	“There’s always the Japanese. Yoshio’s people will pay big bucks.” 


	“You sound like you like that one.” 


	“Yeah, well, take the money and run, and let them worry about the lawyers.” 


	“You know,” she said, “I don’t care how much anybody wants to pay. The thought of profiting from anything that man touched makes me physically ill.” 


	“So that leaves giving away the technology to everybody. Publishing it on the Internet—” 


	Her eyes flashed as she looked up at him. “Along with pictures of Thomas and me?” 


	“Hey, I didn’t mean that. I meant the Internet would allow anybody who wanted to develop the technology to have free access to the plans.” 


	“But what about you?” she said. “A third of nothing is nothing. I hate to see you come out on the short end of this, Jack. I mean, you’ve been stabbed, you almost got killed—” 


	“Don’t worry about that. I couldn’t take the money anyway.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Because I already have pretty much everything I want.” 


	Alicia’s gray eyes softened as she looked at him. “Do you? Do you really?” 


	“Yeah, well, sort of. And what I don’t have, money can’t buy me, so leave me out of the equation and do what you have to.” 


	And the truth was, Jack couldn’t see any way in the world to hide the kind of windfall that even a tiny share of broadcast power would bring. He’d have to come out from under to claim it, and he wasn’t ready for that just yet. Not even for a couple three billion.


	“Jack,” she said as she tied the last strip of sheet. And now she sounded so weary. “I don’t know what I have to do. I’ve got to think about it.” 


	“Well,” he said, standing and pulling up his jeans, “while you’re thinking, I’m going to start gathering up the casualties.” 


	13.


	It took Jack a while to lug all six bodies, especially the two from the woods, to Baker’s panel truck. A quarter inch of snow had collected by the time he arrived with the last—Kemel.


	He could leave soon. He wasn’t traveling with this cargo until it was fully dark. The last thing he needed was someone casually glancing into the rear window and seeing half a dozen corpses.


	Jack thought Kemel was dead, but he startled Jack by letting out a moan as he was dumped on top of Baker.


	“Please. A doctor… the pain…” 


	This wasn’t good. If Kemel somehow hung oh until he was found, some hero with a scalpel and thread might actually save him. And that wouldn’t do. Wouldn’t do at all.


	‘Told you,” Jack said. ‘The folks on JAL 27 voted no doctor for Kemel.” 


	The Arab whispered something Jack didn’t catch. He leaned closer to hear.


	“Plane… not me.” 


	“But you knew about it, didn’t you, you son of a bitch.” 


	He saw the answer in Kemel’s glazed eyes.


	The adrenaline had trailed off, leaving Jack with a pounding headache. His thigh throbbed worse than ever from the exertion of moving the bodies. Foul didn’t come close to his mood now. His mood was way far beyond foul… somewhere out near Mars, or maybe Saturn. And he knew from experience how dangerous that could be. He tended to become… unreasonable when he got this way.


	Usually when he recognized the signs he’d step back, take a time-out, and push the darkness back into his personal basement. And he’d have been able to do that now if Kemel weren’t alive. But knowing this rotten piece of camel dung was still breathing…


	“Yeah, you knew about it, but did you call and give a warning? No. You let all those people die just to get rid of one man.” 


	“Not me…” 


	“Yeah? Then who?” 


	“Please… the pain… please stop the pain.” 


	What was he asking for? A coup de grace?


	“You tell me who ordered the bomb, and I’ll let you stop the pain.” 


	“No… you… please.” 


	“Sorry. I don’t owe you that. But the name?” 


	“Nazer… Khalid Nazer.” 


	“And where do I find him?” 


	“Iswid Nahr… trade mission… UN.” 


	Khalid Nazer… Jack made a mental note of that as he drew Baker’s 9mm. He popped the clip, leaving the chambered round; cocked the hammer, then pressed the muzzle into the soft spot under Kemel’s jaw. He wrapped the Arab’s fingers around the grip.


	“Say your prayers and pull the trigger.” 


	Then he walked away, leaving Kemel with his dose of the ultimate analgesic.


	14.


	Alicia started at the sound of the shot. She looked up and saw Jack limping across the clearing toward her. He looked weary. The Jack who’d driven her up here had changed into someone else, someone as cold and ruthless as the men he’d killed. As she’d bandaged his leg a while ago, she’d sensed the original Jack coming back… but slowly.


	“What happened?” she called. “Are you all right?” 


	He nodded. “Just someone giving himself some permanent pain relief.” 


	That someone could only be the Arab. Good Lord, how had he hung on this long?


	“You ready to go?” Jack said. “I’ll lead you out.” 


	Alicia shook her head, “You go ahead. I’m going to stay awhile.” 


	“The snow’s sticking. You might not be able to get out later.” 


	“That’s okay. It’s warm inside. And I’ve got a lot of thinking to do.” 


	“You sure?” 


	“Very.” 


	“Okay,” he said, shrugging. “I’ll leave you one of the cell phones. Call me when you get back, and I’ll return the car.” 


	“I will.” 


	He turned to go, then turned back to her. “You sure you’ll be all right?” 


	“Positive,” she said, putting on a confident smile. “I just need to be alone right now.” 


	“Yeah, well, that’s one thing you’ll be up here. Take care, Alicia.” He waved as he turned. “And hey… Merry Christmas.” 


	“Merry Christmas to you, Jack.” 


	Merry Christmas… she’d forgotten all about Christmas. Only three days away… the season to be jolly…


	She watched Jack fade into the snowy dusk, then stepped back into the cabin and closed the door.


	She’d known from the moment it was over that she’d be staying here awhile. So while Jack was moving the bodies, she did her best to clean the blood from the floor. Finally she’d moved the throw rug from under the table and laid it over the stains.


	She stepped over to the humming transformer-transmitter and stared at the beam of palpably bright light.


	Technology to change the world… and make Ronald Clayton a revered figure… one of history’s great men…


	the man of the century… the man of the millennium…


	But Ronald Clayton wasn’t a great man… wasn’t even an ordinary man… he was a monster who sullied every life he touched…


	And the thought of history raising monuments to him…


	She wanted to retch.


	And yet, what right did she have to withhold such a marvel from the world?


	None. She was just one person, and there were billions who could benefit.


	She could feel the strings… tugging at her… manipulating her like a marionette. And she knew the name of the puppeteer.


	Yes… she had a lot of thinking to do.


	CHRISTMAS EVE


	1.


	Alicia drove downhill through the darkness toward the lights of New Paltz. She felt light-headed, almost giddy.


	Two days it had taken her, two full days of agonizing, but she’d finally made up her mind.


	And now she felt… clean. Yes, clean … that was the only word for it. As if she’d shed a ratty, moth-eaten old skin and now had a new one to show the world.


	Going to be a different Alicia Clayton from now on. A whole new attitude, a whole new outlook. Starting tonight. Wasn’t going to be easy… she had no illusions about that. But she had this feeling that if she kept pretending to be the new Alicia, after a while she’d start believing it.


	That was the only way to go. Because the life she’d been leading lately was no life at all. Sure, the work was important, but there had to be more than that. Alicia was determined to have a full life. A good life.


	Living well is the best revenge… how often had she heard that expression? Now she realized that it doubly applied to her.


	Alicia listened to one of the all-news AM stations from the city as she made her way through the slushy, light-festooned streets of New Paltz. She’d been out of touch for two days but learned she hadn’t missed much.


	The only story vaguely interesting concerned an Arab trade envoy named Nazer or something who’d been murdered execution style outside his Manhattan apartment. An assassination? the newsman wanted to know. Police were speculating whether this death was related to that of the murdered Arab who was found recently along with five other bodies in the Catskills.


	Alicia wondered too.


	She turned off the radio as she pulled onto the thru way. She set the cruise control, then picked up the cell phone. Tension knotted in her chest as she punched in a number. Her thumb hesitated over the send button, but she took a deep breath and forced it down.


	When she heard a familiar voice say hello, she almost hung up, but pushed the words past her dry throat.


	“Will? This is Alicia. Can we talk?” 


	2.


	“This isn’t exactly the Christmas Eve I’d planned,” Jack said.


	Gia and Vicky had dragged him down to the Center for Children with AIDS and into the infant care area. Gia kept telling him the babies didn’t have AIDS—they were simply HIV-positive. As if that was a big consolation.


	“And what exactly did you have planned?” Gia asked from a rocking chair where she was feeding a blanket-wrapped three-month-old. She was wearing green-and-red plaid slacks and a red turtleneck sweater. Christmas colors.


	“Well… me by the fire with a hot toddy, you in the kitchen preparing the Christmas goose…” 


	She grinned. “And Tiny Vicks saying, ‘God bless us, everyone,’ I suppose.” 


	“Something like that.” 


	“Dream on, Scrooge.” 


	Vicky laughed from a neighboring rocking chair where she cuddled another baby. She wore a red velvet dress and white tights. “He’s not Uncle Scrooge. He’s Jack Crachit!” 


	Ebenezer Scrooge had been Disneyfied into Uncle Scrooge in Vicky’s mind, but Jack didn’t correct her. Uncle Scrooge was an old friend.


	“Hearty-har-har-har, Vicks,” Jack said. He had his own rocking chair, but no baby, which was just fine with him.


	Gia stood and lifted the baby against her shoulder.


	“He is Mr. Scrooge,” she said, patting the baby’s back. “Look at him sitting there listening to his radio, the epitome of the Christmas spirit.” 


	He’d brought along a portable radio and had set it on a window ledge, playing low.


	“It’s Christmas music,” he said.


	The tiny speaker wasn’t doing any justice to Shawn Colvin’s very cool version of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” but she sounded great anyway.


	“Yeah, but it’s that same upstate station you’ve been listening to for the past two days. What’s so interesting in the Catskills?” 


	“I’ve been following a story up there.” 


	Gia stared at him. “The one about…?” 


	She didn’t finish the sentence but he knew what story she meant. The six corpses found at a rest stop along the thruway—”Shocking Mass Murder!”—had made all the media.


	She obviously didn’t want to mention the specifics in front of Vicky.


	He nodded. “That’s the one.” 


	Jack had parked the truck in a corner of the rest stop lot and called Julio. He’d eaten a couple of cheeseburgers and hung out, watching the snow until Julio arrived, then the two of them had headed back to the city. Along the way, Jack stopped at a gas station and phoned in a tip about the abandoned panel truck.


	Gia’s mouth tightened and she turned away. The baby, a little black girl, peered at Jack over Gia’s shoulder and burped.


	“There’s a good girl,” Gia said. She turned and approached Jack, stopping directly in front of him. “Hold out your arms,” she said.


	“No, Gia, really—” 


	“Do it, Jack. Trust me, you need this. You really do. But she needs it more.” 


	“Come on, Gia—” 


	“No, I mean it.” 


	She turned the baby so Jack could see her face. The dark eyes stared at him for a few seconds, then she smiled.


	Gas, Jack thought.


	“Her name’s Felicity. One of the nurses started calling her that because her mother took off without bothering to name her. Felicity had to go through crack withdrawal during her first week of life; she’s HIV positive, and she’s been abandoned. She’s got no one to hold her, Jack. Babies need to be held. So go ahead. Give her a break. It won’t kill you.” 


	“It’s not that…” 


	“Jack.” She held Felicity out to him.


	“Oh, okay.” 


	Gingerly, skittishly, Jack let Gia place the baby into his arms.


	“Careful, now,” he said. Why was she making him do this? “Careful. Jeez, don’t let me drop her.” 


	Gia laughed softly, and the sound made him relax. “She’s fragile, but not that fragile.” 


	Finally he had her, with her head nestled in the crook of his right arm. She skooched and squirmed, and so Jack held her tighter, snuggling his arms around her so she’d know she was secure, with no place to fall. Gia put a pacifier into her mouth and Felicity began to suck. That seemed to work. She closed her eyes and lay quiet.


	“How’s it feel?” Gia said.


	Jack looked up at her. “It feels… okay.” 


	Gia smiled. “Coming from you, that’s the equivalent of ‘fabulous,’ I guess.” 


	Jack stared back down at Felicity’s innocent little face, thinking about what this kid had been through already in her life. And the worst was most likely yet to come. He felt taken by a furious urge to protect her… from everything.


	“It is fabulous, Gia.” 


	And he meant it. That something as simple as being held by another human could be so important to an infant was almost… overwhelming.


	“Nice little gifts your folks passed on to you, Felicity: an addiction and a killer virus. Where do you go from here?” 


	“A foster home eventually,” Gia said.


	He looked up again and saw tears in her eyes. “They need so much, Jack. I wish I could take in every one of them.” 


	“I know you do,” he said softly.


	Darlene Love’s “Christmas” segued into the news, and the new big local story in the Catskills was the fire raging on a mountaintop west of New Paltz.


	Jack repressed a groan. “Gia, can you get that little truck from my jacket?” 


	“You brought that here?” 


	“I’ll get it, Mom,” Vicky said, jumping up and handing her baby to Gia.


	She’d been playing with the truck all afternoon, laughing at the way it always ran into the same wall. She pulled it from Jack’s jacket pocket and clicked the power button.


	“Hey, Jack,” she said, frowning. “It doesn’t work.” She clicked the button back and forth a few times. “The batteries must be dead.” 


	“Make sure the aerial is tight,” he said.


	He watched her jiggle it in its socket, then try the button again.


	“Nope,” she said. “Dead.” 


	“We have some batteries at home,” Gia said. “What kind does it take?” 


	“They don’t make them anymore.” 


	As Gia returned Vicky’s baby to her, and went to get another for herself, Jack sat with Felicity, rocking and thinking.


	Alicia had come to her decision. Maybe it was for the best. Maybe the world wasn’t ready for broadcast power. But he doubted that consideration played any part in Alicia’s decision. He wondered where she was tonight, and hoped she wouldn’t have to be alone.


	He leaned back and let the peace and warm feelings from Felicity fill him.


	“Something wrong, Jack?” Gia said as she began rocking a new baby. “You look sad.” 


	“No, I’m fine,” he said. “Actually, I’m kind of glad.” 


	Because he realized that what Ronald Clayton had discovered, others could discover as well. One way or another, broadcast power would be part of the not-too-distant future… but public parks with statues of Ronald Clayton, would not.


	“And you know,” he said, “this isn’t a bad way at all for the three of us to spend Christmas Eve. In fact, I think it’s pretty damn good.” 


	Gia’s wonderful smile made it even better.
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	Jack looked around the front room of his apartment and figured he was either going to have to move to a bigger place, or stop buying stuff. He had nowhere to put his new Daddy Warbucks lamp.


	Well, not new exactly. It had been made sometime in the 1940s, but it was in great shape. The base was a glazed plaster cast of Daddy from the waist up, his hand gripping a lapel of his tuxedo, a tiny rhinestone in place of his diamond stick pin. He was grinning, and his pupilless eyes showed not the slightest trace of concern about the lamp stem and socket shell emerging from his bald pate.


	Jack had found it in a Soho nostalgia shop, and talked the owner down to eighty-five dollars for it. He would have paid twice that. The apartment didn’t need another lamp, but Jack needed this one. Warbucks was such a stand-up guy. No way Jack could pass it up. No bulb or lampshade, but that was easily remedied. Problem was, where to put it?


	He did a slow turn. His home was the third floor of a brownstone in the West Eighties, and smelled of old wood. Not surprising since the place was crammed with Victorian golden oak furniture. The walls and shelves were cluttered with memorabilia and tchotchkes from the thirties and forties. Everything in sight except for the computer monitor existed before he was born. Even the Cartoon Network—he could see the large-screen TV in the extra bedroom—was playing a toon from the thirties with a big-eyed owlet crooning how he loved “to sing-a, about the moon-a anna June-a anna spring-a … ” And here in the front room, not a single empty horizontal surface left …


	Except for the computer monitor.


	Jack placed the Daddy Warbucks lamp on top of the monitor, which sat atop Jack’s antique oak rolltop desk. The processor sat on the floor in the kneehole, and the keyboard hid under the rolltop. The monitor didn’t look comfortable perched up there, but then, the computer didn’t really fit anywhere in the room—a plastic iceberg adrift in a sea of wavy-grained oak.


	But you couldn’t be in business these days without one. Jack didn’t understand all that much about computers, but he loved the anonymity they afforded in communications.


	He hadn’t checked his email since this morning, so he lit up the monitor and rolled up the tambour top to reveal his keyboard. He logged on through one of his ISPs—Jack had multiple accounts under various names with a number of Internet service providers, and maintained a Web site through one of them. Everything he’d read said that people were increasingly looking to the Internet to solve all sorts of problems, so Jack figured he might as well make himself available to folks searching there for his kind of solution.


	Half a dozen emails from the Web site waited, but only one seemed worth answering, and that barely:


	Jack—


	I need your help. It’s about my wife. Please call me or email me back, but—please—get back to me.


	It was signed “Lewis Ehler” and he’d left two numbers, one in Brooklyn, the other on Long Island.


	It’s about my wife … not some guy who wanted to know if she was cheating, he hoped. Marital problems weren’t in Jack’s line.


	He had another job just starting up, but that promised to be mostly night work. Which meant his days would be free.


	He wrote down the numbers, then headed out to make the call.


	2


	Jack walked east toward Central Park, looking for a phone he hadn’t used recently, while the little toon owl’s song echoed in his head.


	I love to sing-a, about the moon-a anna June-a anna spring-a


	Spring had sprung and NYC was lurching out of hibernation. The air smelled fresh and clean, bright flowers peeked from window boxes on the upper floors of the brownstone regiments, and tiny leaf buds bedizened the branches of the widely spaced trees set in the sidewalks. The late morning sun sat high and bright, keeping Jack comfortable in a work shirt and jeans. Winter coats were gone, leaving short skirts and long legs on display again. A good day to be alive and heterosexual.


	Not that the women paid much attention to him. They barely seemed to notice the guy with the so-so build, average-length brown hair, and mild brown eyes. Which was just fine with Jack. He’d be disappointed if they did, considering the effort he put into being a walking trompe l’oeil.


	Jack cultivated anti-presence. The anonymous look took effort—not too trendy, not too retro. He kept an eye on what the average guy on the street was wearing. Jeans and flannel shirts never went out of style, even here on the Upper West Side; neither did sneakers and work boots—real work boots. Twill work pants were another safe bet—never stylish, but they never attracted attention either.


	He found a pay phone on Central Park West. The apartment buildings stopped dead here, as if sliced off with a knife for dozens of blocks in either direction to leave room for the park across the street. Through the still-naked trees he could see the Lake, a blue lozenge in the greening grass. No boats on it yet, but it wouldn’t be long.


	He tapped in the access number on his prepaid calling card. He loved these things. As anonymous as cash and a hell of a lot lighter than the pocketful of change he used to have to carry.


	Everybody seemed so frightened of the potential threat new electronics posed to security. And maybe it was a genuine peril for citizens. But from Jack’s perspective, electronics offered an anonymity bonanza. He used to keep an answering machine in an empty office on Tenth Avenue, but a few months ago he unplugged it and had all calls to that number forwarded to a voice-mail service.


	Email, voice mail, calling cards … he could almost hear Louis Armstrong singing, “What a wonderful world.” 


	Jack punched in the Brooklyn number Ehler had left. He found himself talking to the Keystone Paper Cylinder Company and asked to speak to Lewis Ehler.


	“Whom shall I say is calling?” said the receptionist.


	“Just tell him it’s Jack, calling about his email.” 


	Ehler came on right away. He spoke in a wheezy, high-pitched voice accelerating steadily in an urgent whisper.


	“Thank you so much for calling. I’ve been half out of my mind not knowing what to do. I mean, since Mel’s been gone I’ve—” 


	“Whoa, whoa,” Jack said. “Gone? Your wife’s missing?” 


	“Yes! Three days now and—” 


	“Wait. Stop right there. We can save me time and you a lot of breath: I don’t do missing wives.” 


	His voice rose in pitch and volume. “But you must!” 


	“That’s a police thing. They’ve got the manpower and resources to do missing persons a lot better than I ever will.” 


	“No-no! She said no police! Absolutely no police.” 


	“She told you? When did she tell you?” 


	“Just last night. I … I heard from her last night.” 


	“Then she’s not really missing.” 


	“She is. Please believe me, she is. And she told me to call you, only you. ‘Repairman Jack is the only one who will understand’ is what she said.” 


	“Yeah? How does she know about me?” 


	“I don’t know. I’d never heard of you until Mel told me.” 


	“Mel?” 


	“Melanie.” 


	“Okay, but if Melanie can call you, why can’t she tell you where she is?” 


	“It’s very complicated—too complicated to get into over the phone. Can’t we just meet? It’ll be so much easier to explain this in person.” 


	Jack thought about that. He stared at the hulking mass of the Museum of Natural History a few blocks away and watched a yellow caravan of school buses pull into the parking lot. This gig sounded a little wacky. Hell, it sounded way wacky. A missing wife who calls and tells her husband don’t go to the police, call Repairman Jack instead. Kidnapped, maybe? But then …


	“No ransom demand?” 


	“No. I doubt whoever’s behind Mel’s disappearance is interested in money.” 


	“Everybody’s interested in money.” 


	“Not in this case. If we could just meet … ” 


	Wackier and wackier, but Jack had nothing doing the rest of the day … and Ehler had said no cops involved——


	“Okay. Let’s meet.” 


	Ehler’s relief flooded through the receiver. “Oh, thank you, thank you—” 


	“But I’m not going to Brooklyn.” 


	“Anywhere you say, just as long as it’s soon.” 


	Julio’s was close. Jack gave Ehler the address and told him to be there in an hour. After Ehler hung up, Jack pressed the # key and an electronic voice told him how much credit he had left on his calling card.


	God, he loved these things.


	He hung up and walked away from the park, thinking about what Ehler’s wife had said.


	Repairman Jack is the only one who will understand …


	Really.


	3


	Jack sat at his table near Julio’s rear door. He was halfway through his second Rolling Rock when Lewis Ehler showed up. Jack tagged him as soon as he saw the gangly, brown-suited frame step through the door. Julio’s crowd didn’t wear suits, except for occasional adventuresome yupsters looking for something different, and yuppie suits were never wrinkled like this guy’s.


	Julio spotted him too, and ducked out from behind the bar. Julio had a brief conversation with the guy, acted real friendly, standing close, clapping him on the back in welcome. Finally satisfied the stranger wasn’t carrying, Julio pointed Jack’s way.


	Jack watched Ehler stumble toward him—the darkness at the rear here took some adjusting to after stepping in from daylight—but he seemed to be having extra trouble because of a pronounced limp.


	Jack waved. “Over here.” 


	Ehler veered his way but remained standing when he reached the table. He looked fortyish, starvation lean, with a big jutting nose and a droopy lower lip. Close up, Jack saw that the brown suit was shiny and worn as well as wrinkled. He noticed how the sole of his right shoe was built up two inches. That explained the limp.


	“You’re him?” Ehler said in that high-pitched voice from the phone. His prominent Adam’s apple bounced with each word. “Repairman Jack?” 


	“Just Jack’ll do,” Jack said, offering his hand.


	“Lew.” His shake was squishy and moist. “You don’t look like what I expected.” 


	Jack used to ask the next question, the obvious one, but had stopped long ago after hearing the same answer time after time: they always expected a glowering Charles Bronson type, someone bigger, meaner, tougher-looking than this ordinary Joe before them who could step up to the bar in front and virtually vanish into the regulars hanging there.


	Jack took the You-don’t-look-like-what-I-expected remark as a compliment.


	“Want a beer?” he asked.


	Lew shook his head. “I don’t drink much.” 


	“Coffee, then?” 


	“I’m too nervous for coffee.” He rubbed his palms on the front of his jacket, then pulled out a chair and folded his Ichabod Crane body into it. “Maybe decaf.” 


	Jack waved to Julio and mimed pouring a coffee pot.


	“I thought we’d meet in a more private place,” Lew said.


	“This is private.” Jack glanced at the empty booths and tables around them. The faint murmur of conversation drifted over from the bar area on the far side of the six-foot divider topped with dead plants. “Long as we don’t shout.” 


	Julio came strutting around the partition carrying a coffee pot and a white mug. His short, forty-year-old frame was grotesquely muscled under his tight, sleeveless shirt. He was freshly shaven, his mustache trimmed to a line, drafting-pencil thin, his wavy hair slicked back. This was the closest Jack had got to him this afternoon, and he coughed as he caught a whiff of a new cologne, more cloying than usual.


	“God, Julio. What is that?” 


	“Like it?” he said as he filled Lew’s mug. “It’s brand-new. Called Midnight.” 


	“Maybe that’s the only time you’re supposed to wear it.” 


	He grinned. “Naw. Chicks love it, man.” 


	Only if they’ve spent the day in a chicken coop, Jack thought but kept it to himself.


	“Say,” Lew said, pointing to all the dead vegetation around the room, “did you ever think of watering your plants?” 


	“Wha’ for?” Julio said. “They’re all dead.” 


	Lew’s eyes widened. “Oh. Right. Of course.” He looked at the mug Julio was pouring. “Is that decaf? I only drink decaf.” 


	“Don’t serve that shit,” Julio said tersely as he turned and strutted back to the bar.


	“I can see why the place is half deserted,” Lew said, glancing at Julio’s retreating form. “That fellow is downright rude.” 


	“It doesn’t come naturally to him. He’s been practicing lately.” 


	“Yeah? Well somebody ought to see that the owner gets wise to him.” 


	“He is the owner.” 


	“Really?” Lew leaned over the table and spoke in a low voice. “Is there some religious significance to all these dead plants?” 


	“Nah. It’s just that Julio isn’t happy with the caliber of his clientele lately.” 


	“Well he’s not going to raise it with these dead plants.” 


	“No. You don’t understand. He wants to lower it. The yuppies have discovered this place and they’ve started showing up here. He’s been trying to get rid of them. This has always been a working man’s bar and eatery.


	The Beamer crowd is scaring off the old regulars. Julio and his help are rude as hell to them but they just lap it up. They like being insulted. He let all the window plants die, and the yups think it’s great. It’s driving the poor guy nuts.” 


	Lew seemed to be only half listening. He stood and stared toward the grimy front window for a few seconds, then sat again.


	“Looking for someone?” 


	“I think I was followed here,” Lew said, looking uncomfortable. “I know that sounds crazy but—” 


	“Who’d want to follow you?” 


	“I don’t know. It might have something to do with Melanie.” 


	“Your wife? Why would—?” 


	“I wish I knew.” Lew suddenly became fidgety. “I’m not so sure about this anymore.” 


	“It’s okay. You can change your mind. No hard feelings.” A certain small percentage of customers who got this far developed cold feet when the moment came to tell Jack exactly what they wanted him to fix for them. “But don’t back out because you’re being followed.” 


	“I’m not even sure I am.” He sighed. “The thing is, I don’t know why I’m here, or what I’m supposed to do. I’m so upset I can’t think straight.” 


	“Easy, Lew,” Jack said. “This is just a conversation.” 


	“Okay, fine. But who are you? Why did my wife say to call you and only you? I don’t understand any of this.” 


	Jack had to feel sorry for the guy. Lewis Ehler was no doubt a one-hundred-percent solid, taxpaying citizen; he had a problem and felt he should be dealing with one of the institutions his sweat-procured taxes paid for, instead of this stranger in a bar. This wasn’t the way his world was supposed to be.


	“And why do you call yourself Repairman Jack?” Ehler added.


	“I don’t, really. It’s a name that sort of became attached to me.” Abe Grossman had started calling him that years ago. Jack had used it for awhile as a lark, but it had stuck. “Because I’m in a sort of fix-it business. But we’ll get to me later. First tell me about you. What do you do for the Keystone Paper Cylinder Company?” 


	“Do? I own it.” 


	“Really.” This guy barely looked middle management. “Just what does a Keystone Paper Cylinder Company make?” 


	And don’t tell me paper cylinders.


	“Cardboard mailing tubes. The ‘paper cylinder’ bit was my father’s idea. Thought it sounded classier than cardboard mailing tubes. He retired, left the place to me. And yeah, I know I don’t look it, but I own it, run it, and make a decent living at it. But I’m not here to talk about me. I want to find my wife. She’s been gone three days and I don’t know how to get her back.” 


	His features screwed up and for a moment Jack was afraid he was going to cry. But Lew held on, sniffed twice, then got control.


	“You okay?” Jack said.


	Ehler nodded. “Yeah.” 


	“Okay. Let’s start at the beginning. When did you last see your wife—Melanie, right?” 


	Another nod. “Yes. Melanie. She left Sunday morning for some last-minute research and—” 


	“Research on what?” 


	“I’ll get to that in a minute. The thing is, she said something that didn’t sound so strange then, but sounds kind of creepy in retrospect. She told me if I didn’t hear from her for a few days, not to get worried, not to report her missing or anything. She’d be all right, just out of touch for a while. ‘Give me a few days to get back,’ she said.” 


	“Get back from where?” 


	“She didn’t say.” 


	“Don’t know about you,” Jack said, “but that sounds pretty strange from the git-go.” 


	“Not if you knew Mel.” 


	“Got a picture?” 


	Lew Ehler fished out his wallet. His long bony fingers were surprisingly agile as he whipped a creased photo from one of the slots and handed it across the talkie.


	Jack saw a slim, serious-looking brunette in her mid-thirties wearing a red turtleneck sweater and tan slacks, pictured from the hips up. Her hands were behind her back and her expression said she wasn’t crazy about having her picture taken. She had pale skin, thick black hair and eyebrows, and dark penetrating eyes. Not a raving beauty, but not bad looking.


	“How recent is this?” 


	“Just last year.” 


	Jack suddenly had a bad feeling where this was going: younger pretty wife leaves older, limping scarecrow husband to run off with younger man … and maybe tries to run a game on him in the process.


	“No,” Lew said, smiling thinly. “She’s not having an affair. Mel’s probably the most direct person you’ll ever meet. If she were leaving me, she’d simply say so and go.” He shook his head and looked again like he was going to cry. “Something’s happened to her.” 


	“But you know she’s alive, right?” Jack said quickly. “I mean, you heard from her last night.” 


	He bit his upper lip and shrugged.


	Jack said, “What did she say?” 


	“She told me she was okay, but needed help, and that she wasn’t where I could find her. ‘Only Repairman Jack can find me,’ she said. ‘Only he will understand.’” 


	But Jack did not understand. He was baffled. “She gave no hint where she was calling from?” 


	Lew licked his lips. He seemed uncomfortable. “Let me explain a few things about Melanie first.” 


	Jack leaned back with the beer bottle between his fingertips. “Be my guest.” 


	“All right,” Lew ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “I met her through my accountant. He had a heart attack and his firm sent her over to do Keystone’s quarterly tax estimate. Melanie Rubin … ” Lew’s lips curved into a smile as he said the name. “I’ve never met anyone before or since so full of energy, so determined, so focused. And yet so pretty. It was love at first sight for me. And best of all, she liked me. We went out for a while, and five and a half years ago we were married.” 


	“Any kids?” 


	He shook his head. “No. Mel doesn’t want any.” 


	“Ever?” 


	“Never.” 


	Sounded like Melanie Ehler ruled the roost. Jack hesitated, mulling his phrasing … the next question was a bit delicate.


	“I couldn’t help but notice that you said it was love at first sight on your part, but she ‘liked’ you. Is that … ?” 


	Lew’s smile was shy, his shrug a little embarrassed. “We have a good relationship. We live a quiet life, with very few close friends. Melanie loves me as much as she can love anyone. But she’s too driven to really, truly love anyone.” 


	“Driven by what?” 


	A deep sigh. “Let’s see … how do I put this? Okay … Melanie might be considered a kook by some standards. She’s been involved in fringe groups since she was a teenager.” 


	“Fringe groups? How fringey? Objectivism, the Church of the Sub-Genius, Scientology?” 


	“More like SITPRCA, MCF, CAUS, ICAAR, LIU-FON, ORTK, the New York Fortean Society, and others.” 


	“Wow.” Jack hadn’t heard of any of those. “Alphabet city.” 


	Lew smiled. “Yeah, they love their acronyms almost as much as the government. But they’re all concerned with one sort of conspiracy or another.” 


	“You mean like who really killed JFK and RFK and MLK, and who’s covering it up and why?” 


	“Yeah, some of them are like that. Others are really far out.” 


	Swell, Jack thought. A missing conspiracy nut. He could feel the rear exit door beckoning from behind him. If he jumped up and ran now, he could be out before Lew Ehler could say another word about his lost wife.


	But the missing Melanie had said that only Repairman Jack would understand, hadn’t she. He wondered what she’d meant.


	Something must have showed on his face because Lew started waving his hands in front of him.


	“Don’t get me wrong. She wasn’t really into all that stuff—she was more of an interested observer than a serious participant in those groups. She was looking for something—she’s been looking for something most of her life—and didn’t know what it was. She once told me she wasn’t looking for answers from these groups, just enough information to know what questions to ask.” 


	Could have been a Bob Dylan lyric.


	“And did she find it?” 


	“No. And she was very frustrated until last year when SESOUP was formed.” 


	“Sea soup?” Sounded like an appetizer.


	“The Society for the Exposure of Secret Organizations and Unacknowledged Phenomena.” 


	“SESOUP ... ” Jack had heard that name, but couldn’t remember where. “For some reason, that sounds familiar.” 


	“It’s an exclusive organization, started by—” Lew froze as he glanced toward the front. “There!” he said, pointing at the window. “Tell me that guy isn’t watching us!” 


	Jack looked—and damn if Lew wasn’t right. A figure was silhouetted against Julio’s front window, nose pressed against the glass, hands cupped on either side of his face. He sure as hell seemed to be staring their way.


	Jack jumped up and headed for the door. “Come on. Let’s go see.” 


	The figure ducked away to the left, and by the time Jack reached the door, he’d vanished into the rest of the foot traffic on the sidewalk.


	“See anybody who looks familiar?” Jack said as Lew joined him in the doorway.


	Lew eyed the stream of shoppers and workers and mothers with strollers, then shook his head.


	“Could have been a thirsty guy just checking the place out,” Jack said as they returned to the table.


	Of course that didn’t explain why he’d hurried off when Jack started moving.


	“Could have been,” Lew said, but no way he believed it.


	“All right. You were telling me about this soup society or something.” 


	“SESOUP.” Lew looked spooked, and kept glancing at the window as he spoke. “It was put together by a fellow named Salvatore Roma. Membership is by invitation only, which has caused a lot of bad feeling in the conspiracy subculture—some well-known names were excluded. It’s designed as a clearing house for most of the major conspiracy theories. Roma’s idea is to sort through them all for the purpose of finding common elements among them. Melanie loved the idea. She’s sure that’s the path to the truth.” 


	“The truth? About what?” 


	“About what’s really going on in the world. Something that would help identify the powers, the planners, the string-pullers behind the mysteries and mayhem and secret organizations that plague the world.” He held up his hands again. “Not my words—Roma’s.” 


	That rear door was calling like a siren.


	“And who’s this Roma?” 


	“Salvatore Roma came out of nowhere—actually he’s a professor at some university in Kentucky—and got everybody fired up. He’s been very helpful to Melanie in her research.” 


	“I take it then that you’re not into that stuff.” 


	“Not like Melanie. I got involved out of pure curiosity—plus, attending the various gatherings and conventions around the country gave us an excuse to travel—but I’ve got to tell you, mister, after spending time with these people, I’m not so sure they’re half as crazy as they’re painted. And in some regards, I don’t think they’re crazy at all.” 


	“It’s called brainwashing,” Jack said.


	“Maybe. I don’t say I’m immune to that. But Mel … Mel is so tough minded, it’s hard to imagine her being brainwashed by anything or anybody.” 


	“Does any of this have anything to do with Mel’s disappearance?” 


	“I’m sure of it. You see, over the years Mel became convinced that none of the conflicting theories about secret societies and UFOs and the Antichrist and world domination conspiracies was completely right.” 


	“I’m glad for that,” Jack said.


	“But she also thought that none of them was completely wrong. She figured each formed around a kernel of truth, a tiny piece of the big picture. She spent years analyzing them all, trying to come up with what she called her Grand Unification Theory.” 


	“And?” 


	“And a couple of months ago she told me she believed she’d found it.” 


	“And you’re going to share it, right?” 


	“I wish I could. All she told me was that she’d identified a single heretofore unsuspected power behind all the world’s mysteries and unexplained phenomena, something totally unrelated to current theories. She refused to say any more until she had absolute proof. That was the ‘research’ I mentioned before. She thought she’d found a way to prove her Grand Unification Theory.” 


	“Let me guess: You think that she maybe did find this proof, and whoever’s behind it all has abducted her.” 


	More like a job for Mulder and Scully, Jack thought.


	“That’s a possibility, of course,” Lew said, “but I’m afraid it might be something more mundane. And part of it might be Mel’s fault. You see, she’s been so excited about finally pulling her Grand Unification Theory together, that she’s been sort of bragging.” 


	“To whom?” 


	“To anyone who’ll listen.” 


	“But didn’t you tell me you two have very few friends?” 


	“She’s been bragging in the Usenet groups she participates in.” 


	“Isn’t that part of the Internet?” 


	Lew looked at him strangely. “You have a Web site and you don’t know about Usenet groups?” 


	Jack shrugged. “I had a guy at my ISP throw it together. You didn’t see many bells and whistles, right?” Christ, the designer had wanted to festoon the site with animated tools—bouncing screwdrivers, pirouetting pliers, slithering tool belts. Remembering the demo still made Jack shudder. “It’s not there to impress anyone. It’s just another way for customers to get in touch with me. And as for the rest of the Internet, I don’t do much surfing. It’s a black hole for time, and I’ve got other things to do. So … what’s a Usenet group?” 


	“It’s a kind of bulletin board divided into interest topics where people post messages, news, facts, theories, opinions. The Internet is loaded with conspiracy topics, and Mel visited them all regularly, mostly lurking. But recently she began posting and, uncharacteristically, bragging, saying how her Grand Unification Theory was going to ‘blow all other theories out of the water.’ She said she was going to reveal her findings at the first annual SESOUP conference.” 


	“And that’s bad?” 


	“Well, yes. I think someone in one of those Usenet groups is trying to silence her.” 


	“That doesn’t make sense. I thought these conspiracy nuts—sorry, no offense—were supposed to be looking for the truth that’s presumably been hidden from them.” 


	“That’s what you’d think, of course. But once you’ve gotten to know these folks … well, you can see how some of them would feel threatened by a theory that proved theirs wrong, or worse yet, made theirs look foolish. You’ve got many people out there who’ve blamed all the problems in their lives on a certain conspiracy; some of them have built reputations in the conspiracy community by becoming experts on their section of the conspiracy landscape. Jack, these people live in that landscape, and the conspiracy community is all the social contact they’ve got. Someone like that wouldn’t want to be proved wrong.” 


	“Badly enough to move against your wife?” 


	“Loss of face, belief, support structure, status—think about it. That could be utterly devastating.” 


	Jack nodded. Damn right. Take a guy who’s not too tightly wrapped to start with, and a threat like that could completely unravel him.


	Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought.


	If Lew had started insisting that his wife had been abducted by aliens, or fallen victim to a faceless bogeyman or agents of some all-powerful shadow government, Jack would be waving bye-bye now. He wasn’t into chasing phantoms. But a bad guy who was a fellow conspiracy nut, maybe working alone or with one or two of his brother kooks—that sounded real. Jack could handle real.


	“This Roma you mentioned—could he be a player in this?” 


	Lew shook his head. “I can’t see how. He’s been very supportive of Mel’s research, and she’s often credited him publicly for his help.” 


	That still doesn’t rule him out, Jack thought.


	“Okay, then,” Jack said. “If someone’s got her, how did she call you?” 


	Lew looked away. “She didn’t exactly call.” 


	The guy looked positively embarrassed.


	“Well then, how did she ‘exactly’ contact you?” 


	“Through the TV.” 


	“Oh, hell.” 


	“Listen to me,” Lew said hurriedly, looking at Jack now. “Please, I’m not crazy. She spoke to me from my TV—I swear!” 


	“Right. And what were you watching—The X-Files?


	“No. The Weather Channel.” 


	Jack laughed. “Okay, who put you up to this? Abe? Julio? Whoever it is, you’re good. You’re very good.” 


	“No, listen to me,” he said, sounding frantic now. “I know how it sounds, but this is no joke and I am completely sane. I was sitting there with The Weather Channel on, not paying it much attention—when I’m alone I use it like Muzak, you know? Just to have something on. And I’m sitting there having my after-dinner coffee when suddenly I hear Melanie’s voice. I jump up and look around but she’s not there. Then I realize it’s coming from the TV. The weather maps are running but the sound is gone and Melanie is talking to me, but she’s talking like she’s on a one-way line and only has a short time to speak.” 


	“What did she say? Exactly.” 


	Lew put his head back and squeezed his eyes shut. “Let me see if I can get this right. She said, ‘Lew? Lew? Can you hear me? Listen carefully. I’m okay now, but I need help. I’m not where you can find me. Only Repairman Jack can find me. Only he will understand. You can find him on the Internet. Remember: only Repairman Jack and no one else. Hurry, Lew. Please hurry.’ And then the weatherman’s voice came back on and Mel was gone.” 


	Jack hesitated. Every so often he ran into a potential customer who was missing a few buttons on his remote. The best thing was to let them down easy and not return any future calls.


	“Well, Lew, I wish I could help you but—” 


	“Look, I’m not crazy. For a while I had my doubts, and I’m sure I was staring at that TV screen just the way you’re staring at me now. I waited for the voice to return but it never came. So I did what she’d told me: I looked for you on the Internet. I’ve never heard of you, yet when I did a search for your name in Yahoo, ‘repairmanjack.com’ popped right up. That got me thinking that maybe I didn’t imagine her voice.” 


	“Well, you could have—” Jack began, but suddenly Lew was leaning over the table, reaching across it with pleading hands, his Adam’s apple bobbing like a piston.


	“Please—she says you’re the only one who can do it. Don’t turn me away. If you want to think I’m crazy, fine, but humor me, okay? Something has happened to Melanie and I’ll pay you anything you want to get her back.” 


	Tears rimmed Lew’s eyes as he finished.


	Jack didn’t know what to say. The guy didn’t seem crazy, and didn’t strike him as a put-on artist, and he did appear to be genuinely hurting. And if his wife was truly missing, whether through her own doing or taken against her will … well, maybe Jack could fix it for him.


	And beyond that was the nagging question: If Lew’s wife had indeed contacted him—though Jack would never buy the through-the-TV story—why had she stipulated Repairman Jack and no one else?


	Jack knew the question would go on biting at his ankles indefinitely if he didn’t look into this.


	“Okay, Lew,” he said. “I’ll probably regret this, but I’ll see what I can do for you. I’ll—” 


	“Oh, thank you! Thank you!” 


	“Just hear me out first. I’ll give it a week, max. Five thousand cash up front, non-negotiable, non-returnable. If I find her, it’s another five thou, cash, on the spot.” 


	Jack was hoping the price might put him off, but Lew didn’t bat an eye.


	“Okay,” he said without an instant’s hesitation. “Fine. Done. When do you want it?” 


	Must be good money in the paper cylinder business.


	“Today. And I also want to go through any papers Melanie might have left around your place. Where do you live?” 


	“Out on the Island. Shoreham.” 


	Jeez, that was a haul—almost out to the fork—but Jack didn’t have much else on the slate for the day, so …


	“All right. Give me the address and I’ll see you out there in a couple of hours. Have the down payment with you.” 


	Lew glanced at his watch. “Okay. I’ve got to move if I’m going to make it to the bank.” He pulled out a card and wrote on the back. “There’s my home address. Take the LIE—” 


	“I’ll find it. Let’s make it five o’clock. I want to beat the rush.” 


	“Fine. Five o’clock.” He reached across the table and grabbed Jack’s right hand in both of his. “And thank you—thanks a million. You don’t know what this means to me.” 


	I’m sure I don’t, Jack thought. But I got a feeling I’m going to find out.


	Only Repairman Jack can find me. Only he will understand.


	Why me?
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	“So why should you call them nuts?” Abe said. “We are surrounded by conspiracies.” 


	Jack had swung by the Isher Sports Shop to say hello to Abe Grossman, a graying Humpty Dumpty of a man in his late fifties with a forehead that went on almost forever, and Jack’s oldest friend in the city. In the world. They sat in their usual positions: Jack leaning on the customer side of the scarred wooden counter, Abe perched on his stool behind it, and around them, a gallimaufry of sporting goods tossed carelessly onto sagging shelves lining narrow aisles or hung from ceiling hooks, all in perpetual, undusted disarray. A Sports Authority outlet designed and maintained by Oscar Madison. One of the reasons Jack liked coming here was that it made his apartment look neat and roomy.


	“You know the root of the word?” Abe said. “Conspire: it means to breathe together. The world is rife with all sorts of people and institutions breathing together. Just take a look—” He broke off and cocked his head toward the pale blue parakeet perched on his stained left shoulder. “What’s that, Parabellum? No, we can’t do that. Jack is a friend.” 


	Parabellum tilted his beak toward Abe’s ear and looked as if he were whispering into it.


	“Well, most of the time he is,” Abe said, then straightened his head and looked at Jack. “See? Conspiracies everywhere. Just now, right in front of you, Parabellum tried to engage me in a conspiracy against you for not bringing him a snack. I should be worried if I were you.” 


	Usually Jack brought something edible, but he’d neglected to this time.


	“You mean I can’t drop in without bringing an offering?” Jack said. “This was a spur of the moment thing.” 


	Abe looked offended. “For me—feh!—I shouldn’t care. It’s for Parabellum. He gets hungry this time of the day.” 


	Jack pointed to the Technicolor droppings that festooned the shoulders of Abe’s half-sleeve white shirt.


	“Looks like Parabellum’s had plenty to eat already. You sure he doesn’t have colitis or something?” 


	“He’s a fine healthy bird. It’s just that he gets upset by strangers—and by so-called friends who don’t bring him an afternoon snack.” 


	Jack glanced pointedly at Abe’s bulging shirt front. “I’ve seen where the bird’s snacks usually end up.” 


	“If you’re going to start on my weight again, you should save your breath.” 


	“Wasn’t going to say a word.” 


	But he wanted to. Jack was getting worried about Abe. An overweight, sedentary, Type-A personality, he was a heart attack waiting to happen. Jack couldn’t bear the thought of anything happening to Abe. He loved this man. The decades that separated their birthdays hadn’t kept them from becoming the closest of friends. Abe was the only human being besides Gia Jack could talk to—really talk to. Together they had solved the world’s problems many times over. He could not imagine day-to-day life without Abe Grossman.


	So Jack had cut back on the goodies he traditionally brought whenever he stopped by, or now if he did bring something, he’d sworn it would be low cal or low fat—preferably both.


	“Anyway, I should be worried about weight? If I want to lose some, I can do it anytime. When I’m ready, I’ll go to Egypt and eat from street carts for two weeks. You’ll see. Dysentery does wonders for the waistline. Richard Simmons should be so effective.” 


	“Im-Ho-Tep’s revenge, ay?” Jack said, keeping it light. He didn’t want to be a complete pain in the ass. “When do you leave?” 


	“I have a call in to my travel agent now. I’m not sure when she’ll get back to me. Maybe next year. But what about you? Why are you so careful with your foods? A guy in your line of work should worry about cholesterol?” 


	“I’m an optimist.” 


	“You’re too healthy is what’s wrong with you. If you don’t get shot or stabbed or clubbed to death by one of the many people you’ve royally pissed off in your life, what can you die from?” 


	“I’m doing research. I’ll find something interesting, I hope.” 


	“Nothing you’ll die of! And how will that look on your death certificate? ‘Cause of death: Nothing.’ Won’t you feel foolish? Such an embarrassment. It will have to be a closed-coffin service to hide your red face. And really, how could I come to your funeral knowing you died of nothing?” 


	“Maybe I’ll just die of shame.” 


	“At least it’s something. But before you pass on, let me tell you a little something about conspiracies.” 


	“Figured you have something to say on the subject.” 


	“Indeed I do. Remember that global economic holocaust I used to warn you about?” 


	For years Abe had gone on and on about the impending collapse of the global economy. He still maintained a mountain retreat upstate, stocked with gold coins and freeze-dried food.


	“The one that didn’t happen?” 


	“The reason it didn’t happen is that they didn’t want it to happen.” 


	“Who’s ‘they’?” 


	“The cabal of international bankers that manipulates the global currency markets, of course.” 


	“Of course.” 


	Here we go, Jack thought. This ought to be good.


	“‘Of course,” he says,” Abe said, speaking to Parabellum. “Skepticalman Jack thinks his old friend is meshugge.” He turned back to Jack. “Remember when the Asian and Russian markets went into free fall awhile back?” 


	“Vaguely.” 


	“‘Vaguely,” he says.” 


	“You know I don’t follow the markets.” Since he didn’t own stocks, Jack pretty much ignored Wall Street.


	“Then I’ll refresh your memory. The fall of 1997: the bottoms fell out of all the Asian markets. Less than a year later, the same thing in Russia, making rubles good only for toilet paper. People were losing their shirts and their pants, banks and brokerage houses were failing, Asian brokers were hanging themselves or jumping out windows. Do you think that just happened? No. It was planned, It was orchestrated, and certain people made money that should be measured in cosmological terms.” 


	“What people?” 


	“The members of the cabal. They’re drawn from the old royal families and international banking families of Europe along with descendants of our own robber barons. Most of their influence is concentrated in the West, and they were probably miffed at being left out of all the emerging economies booming in Asia. So they invited themselves in. They manipulated Asian currencies, inflated the markets, then pulled the plug.” 


	Jack had to ask: “How does that help them?” 


	“Simple: They sell short before the crash. When prices have bottomed out—and they know when that is because they and their buddies are pulling the strings—they cover their short positions. But that’s only half of the equation. They don’t stop there. They use their stupendous short profits to buy up damaged properties and companies at fire sale prices.” 


	“So now they’ve got a piece of the action.” 


	“And no small piece. After the crash, enormous amounts of Thai and Indonesian stock and property were bought up at five cents on the dollar by shadow corporations. And since the lion’s share of profits from those upstart countries will now be flowing into the cabal’s coffers, those economies will be allowed to improve.” 


	“Okay,” Jack said. “But who are they? What are their names? Where do they live?” 


	“Names? You want I should give you names? How about their addresses too? What’s Repairman Jack going to do? Pay them a little visit?” 


	“Well, no. I just—” 


	“If I knew their names, I’d probably be dead. I don’t want to know their names. Someone else should know their names and stop them. They’ve been pulling the world’s economic strings for centuries but no one ever does anything. No one hunts them down and calls them to account. Why is that, Jack? Tell me: Is it ignorance or apathy?” 


	“I don’t know and couldn’t care less,” Jack said with a shrug.


	Abe opened his mouth, then closed it and stared at him.


	Jack fought the grin that threatened to break free. Goading Abe was precious fun.


	Finally Abe turned to Parabellum. “You see what I put up with from this man? I try to enlighten him as to the true nature of things, and what does he do? Wise he cracks.” 


	“As if you really believe all that,” Jack said, grinning.


	Abe stared at him, saying nothing.


	Jack felt his smile fading. “You don’t really believe in an international financial cabal, do you?” 


	“I should tell you? But one thing you should know is that a good conspiracy theory is a mechaieh. And also great fun. But this group you mentioned, this Bouillabaisse—” 


	“SESOUP.” 


	“Whatever. I’ll bet it’s not fun for them. I’ll bet it’s very serious business for them: UFOs and other stuff far from the mainstream.” 


	“UFOs are mainstream?” 


	“They’ve been mainstreamed. That’s why sightings are up: believing is seeing, if you should get my drift. But when you start talking with members of Zuppa De Peche—” 


	“SESOUP.” 


	“Whatever—I bet you’ll run into meshuggeners so far from the mainstream they’re not even wet.” 


	“I can hardly wait.” Jack glanced at his watch. “Look, I’ve got to be heading out to the Island. Can I borrow your truck?” 


	“What’s the matter with Ralph?” 


	“Sold him.” 


	“No!” Abe seemed genuinely shocked. “But you loved that car.” 


	“I know.” Jack had hated parting with his 1963 white Corvair convertible. “But I didn’t have much choice. Ralph’s become a real collector’s item. Everywhere I took him people stopped and asked me about him, wanted to buy him. Don’t need that kind of attention.” 


	“Too bad. All right, since you’re in mourning, take the truck, but remember: she only likes high test.” 


	“That old V6?” 


	Abe shrugged. “I shouldn’t spoil my women?” He extracted the truck keys from his pocket and handed them to Jack as the bell on the shop’s front jangled. A customer entered: a tanned, muscular guy with short blond hair.


	“Looks like a weekend warrior,” Jack said.


	Abe returned Parabellum to his cage. “I’ll get rid of him.” 


	“Don’t bother. I’ve got to go.” 


	With obvious reluctance, Abe slid off the stool and left his sanctum behind the counter. He sounded bored as he approached the customer.


	“What overpriced recreational nonsense can I sell you today?” 


	Jack headed for the door, holding up the truck keys as he passed Abe.


	Abe waved, then turned back to his customer. “Water skis? You want to spend your free time sliding on top of water? What on earth for? It’s dangerous. And besides, you could hit a fish. Imagine the headache you’d cause the poor thing. A migraine should be half so bad … ” 
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	The Incorporated Village of Shoreham sits on the north shore of Long Island a bit west of Rocky Point. All Jack knew about Shoreham was that it was the home of a multibillion-dollar nuclear power plant that had never ignited its reactor—one of the greatest boondoggles in the state’s long history of boondoggles.


	And no doubt the subject of a number of conspiracy theories, Jack figured.


	After asking at a 7-Eleven along 25A, he found Lewis Ehler’s street. Briarwood Road led north, twisting and turning into the hills bordering the Long Island Sound. Poorly paved and bouncy, but he guessed the residents liked it that way because the houses were big and well kept. All the lots were wooded, and the homes to his right perched on a rise overlooking the water. Between the houses and through the trees, Jack caught glimpses of the Sound. Connecticut was a darker line atop the horizon.


	He found the Ehler place and pulled into the gravel drive of an oversized ranch. The dark cedar shake siding and white trim and shutters blended with the budding oaks, maples, and birches surrounding the house. The landscaper had gone for a low-maintenance yard, substituting mulch and wood chips for grass. Perfectly trimmed rhodos and azaleas hugged the foundation; nothing ostentatious, but Jack knew from his teenage days as a landscaper’s helper that everything here was first quality. A lot of money had been invested into this yard’s “natural” look.


	Lew met him at the door and scanned the road running past the house.


	“Did you see anyone following you?” 


	“No.” Jack hadn’t been looking, but he hadn’t noticed anyone. “How about you?” 


	“I thought I saw a black sedan a few times but … ” He shrugged and ushered Jack inside where he gave him an envelope stuffed with cash. Jack didn’t count it.


	The interior had a lot of nautical touches—hurricane lamps, a big brass compass, fishnets and floats on the walls, all looking very staged.


	“I didn’t particularly want to live way out here,” Lew said as he showed Jack through the house. “It means a longer commute for me, but Mel said this was the place she really wanted to live, so … this is where we live.” 


	The only non-decorator touches about the house were the paintings—dark, brooding abstractions on all the walls.


	“Really something, aren’t they,” Lew said.


	Jack nodded. “Who’s the artist?” 


	“Mel. She did them when she was a teenager.” 


	She must have been a real fun date, he thought, but said: “Impressive.” 


	“Aren’t they? She’s been getting back into it again, when she can steal time from her research.” 


	“And where does she do that?” 


	“In her study. I’ll show you,” he said, leading Jack toward a spiral staircase. “She used the second bedroom for a while but all her reference materials pretty quickly outgrew that, so we converted the attic for her.” 


	Lew’s short leg made for slow progress on the narrow treads, but finally they reached the top. Jack found himself in a long, low-ceilinged room running the length of the house; a beige computer desk near the staircase, a window at each end—an easel by the far window—four filing cabinets clustered in the center, and all the rest an enormous collection of paper—a Strandesque array of books, magazines, pamphlets, article excerpts and reprints, tear sheets, and flyers. The shelves lining every spare inch of wall space were crammed full; the tops of the filing cabinets were stacked at least a foot deep, and the rest was scattered in piles on the carpeted floor.


	“Her reference materials,” Jack said softly, awed.


	He sniffed the air, heavy with the scent of aging paper. He loved that smell.


	“Yeah.” Lew walked past one of the shelves, running a finger along the book spines. “Everything you could ever want to know about UFOs, alien abductions, the Bermuda Triangle, Satanism, telepathy, remote viewing, mind control, the CIA, the NSA, HAARP, the Illuminati, astral projection, channeling, levitation, clairvoyance, seances, tarot, reincarnation, astrology, the Loch Ness monster, the Bible, Kaballah, Velikovsky, crop circles, Tunguska—” 


	“I get the picture,” Jack said when Lew stopped for a breath. “All for her Grand Unification Theory.” 


	“Yes. You might say she’s obsessed.” 


	Jack noted Lew’s use of the present tense when he referred to his wife. A good sign.


	“I guess so. I was going to ask you what else she did with her time, but I guess we can skip that.” 


	“She was also into real estate for a while. Not that we needed the money, but she got her license and did a few deals.” 


	“I doubt that has anything to do with her disappearance.” 


	“Well, it might. She didn’t do real estate the way most people do. She never gave me the details, but she did tell me her activities were related to her research.” 


	“Such as?” 


	“Well, she’d buy a place herself—always in the developments along Randall Road on the south side of the highway. Then she’d hire some men to dig here and there around the yard, then resell it.” 


	“Did she tell you what she was looking for?” 


	“She just said it was part of her research. And I couldn’t complain much, because she usually resold the properties at a profit.” 


	One weird lady, Jack thought, looking around. And part pack rat, to boot. I’m supposed to find a clue to her whereabouts in this Library of Congress of the weird? Fat chance.


	Jack wandered down toward the far window. The Sound was visible through the bare branches of the trees. As he turned he caught a glimpse of the canvas on the easel, and it stopped him cold. This one made the grim paintings downstairs seem bright and cheery. He couldn’t say why the seemingly random swirls of black and deep purple bothered him. The longer he stared at it, the more heightened the feeling that things were watching him from within the turbulent shadows. He gave into a sudden urge to touch its glistening surface. Cold and …


	He pulled back. “It feels wet.” 


	“Yes,” Lew said. “Some new paint Mel started using. Supposedly it never dries.” 


	“Never?” He checked his fingertips—no pigment on them, even though they still felt wet. “Never’s an awful long time.” 


	He touched the surface again, in a different spot. Yes … cold, wet, and—


	“Damn!” he said, jerking his hand away.


	“What’s wrong?” 


	“Must be something sharp in there,” Jack said as he stared at the tips of his index and middle fingers.


	He didn’t want to say that he’d felt sharp little points digging into them, like tiny teeth snapping at his flesh. But the skin was unbroken. Still felt wet, though.


	“Let me show you something on her computer,” Lew said, heading for the desk.


	With a final glance into the hungry depths of the painting, Jack shook off a chill and followed Lew, still rubbing his moist fingertips.


	At the deck, Jack noticed a green and blue image of the earth spinning on the monitor screen; and as it spun, chunks began disappearing from its surface, as if some invisible being were gnawing at it. After the globe was completely devoured, the sequence looped back to the beginning.


	“Cheerful screen saver,” Jack said.


	Mel programmed that herself.” 


	“Imagine that.” 


	“But here’s what I wanted to show you,” Lew said, fiddling with the mouse. The apple-core shaped remnant of the earth disappeared, replaced by a word processor directory. Lew opened a directory labeled GUT.


	“Gut?” Jack said.


	“G-U-T. That’s how Mel refers to her Grand Unification Theory. And look,” he said, pointing to the blank white screen. “It’s empty. She had years of notes and analysis stored in that folder, and someone’s erased it.” 


	“The same people who have her, you think?” 


	“Who else?” 


	“Maybe the lady herself. She knew she was going away; maybe she copied the contents onto floppies and”—he resisted saying gutted—”cleared the contents herself to keep them secret. Is she the type to do something like that?” 


	“Possibly,” he said, nodding slowly. “It never occurred to me but, yes, that’s definitely something she might do. She was pretty jealous about her research—never gave anybody but Salvatore Roma so much as a peek at what she was up to.” 


	Roma … that name again. “Why him?” 


	“As I said, he was helping her. They were in almost daily contact before Mel … left.” 


	Mr. Roma was looking better and better as the possible bad guy here.


	“Did you contact him?” 


	“No. Actually, he contacted me, looking for Mel. She was supposed to call him but hadn’t. He was worried about her.” 


	“And he had no idea where she might be.” 


	“Not a clue.” 


	Why don’t I believe that?


	Jack looked around the cluttered study and the missing Mel’s words came back to him: Only Repairman Jack can find me. Only he will understand.


	Sorry to disappoint you, lady, he thought, but Jack doesn’t have a clue.


	“How about friends? Who’d she hang with?” 


	“Me, mostly. We’re both pretty much homebodies, but Mel has acquaintances all over the world via the Internet. Spent a lot of time on her computer.” 


	“How about her car? What does she drive?” 


	“An Audi. But I haven’t gotten a call that it’s been found anywhere.” 


	“No other contacts?” Jack said. He felt his frustration mounting. “What about family?” 


	“Both her folks are dead. Her father died before we met, her mother died just last year. Mel was an only child so she inherited the house and everything in it. I keep telling her to sell it but—” 


	“She has another house? Why didn’t you tell me?” 


	“I didn’t think it was important. Besides, I searched the place just yesterday. She wasn’t there. I’ve been there before, but never actually searched through it. I found something odd in the cellar, but—” 


	“Odd? Odd how?” 


	“In the cellar floor.” He shrugged. “Nothing that would relate to Mel’s disappearance.” 


	We’re talking a very odd woman here, Jack thought. Two odds sometimes attract.


	“Can’t hurt to look,” he said, desperate for something to give him direction. “Where is it?” 


	“It’s a ways from here. A little town named Monroe.” 


	“Never heard of it.” 


	“It’s near Glen Cove.” 


	“Great,” Jack said. “Let’s take a look.” 


	Not that he had much hope of finding anything useful, but this Monroe was back toward the city, and he had to head in that direction anyway.


	But if the Monroe house yielded as much as this place, he’d have to return Lew’s down payment. This was going nowhere.


	Jack cast a final look at the painting at the far end of the study as he followed Lew down the stairway. His fingertips didn’t hurt any longer—must have been something sharp within the paint; it simply had felt like a bite—but damn if they didn’t still feel wet. Weird.


	6


	Monroe turned out to be a Gold Coast town, smaller and prettier than Shoreham. It had a picturesque harbor, for one thing, and no room for a nuclear plant. Jack guessed from the faux whaling-village facades on the harbor area shops and buildings that the town must do a fair amount of tourist trade in the summer. A little early for that now. Traffic was minimal as he followed Lew’s Lexus through the downtown area, then uphill past the brick-fronted town hall and library, the white steepled church—a real postcard of a town. He trailed him past rows of neat colonials, then came to a development of mostly two- and three-bedroom postwar ranch houses.


	Lew pulled into the driveway of a house that wasn’t so well-kept. Its clapboard siding needed a fresh coat of paint; last fall’s leaves clogged the gutters; dark green onion grass sprouted in the weedy, anemic, threadbare lawn. A detached garage sat to the right. A huge oak dominated a front yard that was unusually large for the neighborhood—looked like half an acre or better.


	Jack parked Abe’s truck at the curb and met Lew at the front door.


	“Why does she keep this place?” Jack asked.


	“Sentimental reasons, I guess,” Lew said, searching through his key ring. “I’ve wanted her to sell it, or maybe even subdivide the lot. Be worth a pretty penny, but she keeps putting it off. She grew up here. Spent most of her life in this house.” 


	Jack felt a chill as they paused on the front stoop. He looked around uneasily. They were standing in the deep shadow cast by the massive oak’s trunk as it hid the late afternoon sun. That had to be it.


	Lew opened the door and they stepped into the dark, slightly mildewy interior. He turned on a light and together they wandered through the two-bedroom ranch.


	Jack noted that the place was filled with pictures of Melanie at various ages—birthdays and graduations, mostly; no sports or dancing school shots—and always that Must-you-take-my-picture? expression. The walls of her old bedroom were still hung with framed academic achievement certificates. A bright child, and obviously cherished by her folks.


	“Where’s this ‘odd’ something you mentioned?” Jack said.


	“Down in the basement. This way.” 


	Through the tiny kitchen, down a narrow set of stairs to an unfinished basement. Lew stopped at the bottom of the steps and pointed at the floor.


	“There. Don’t you think that’s odd?” 


	All Jack saw was a rope ladder lying on the floor. A typical fire safety type with nylon rope and cylindrical wooden treads, sold in any hardware store. Other than the fact that it was kind of short and in the basement of a ranch house, he couldn’t see anything odd about—


	Wait. Were his eyes playing tricks on him, or did the end of the ladder disappear into the floor?


	Jack stepped closer for a better look.


	“I’ll be damned.” 


	The bottom end of the rope ladder was imbedded in the concrete of the floor slab. Jack squatted and tugged on the last visible tread—no give at all. He looked back along the ladder and saw that the top end was tied to a steel support column.


	“What’s this all about?” 


	“Beats me,” Lew said, stepping closer and standing beside him. “I’ve never been down here before yesterday, so I can’t say how long that’s been there.” 


	Jack scratched the front of his shirt. He chest had begun to itch.


	“Can’t be long,” he said, touching the nylon cord. “This ladder is new.” 


	“But the concrete isn’t,” Lew said. “These houses were built shortly after World War Two. This slab’s got to be at least fifty years old.” 


	“Can’t be. Look at this. It’s obvious the concrete was poured around the ladder.” 


	“Look at the concrete, Jack. This is old.” 


	Jack had to admit he was right. The concrete was cracked, chipped, obviously old. And Jack could find no telltale seam that would indicate a recent patch.


	“What we have here,” Jack said, “is what you call a mystery.” 


	As he was straightening, Jack noticed a small dark splotch on the concrete. He leaned closer. Half-dollar sized, black, irregular, flared on its edges, it looked like some sort of scorch mark. He scanned the rest of the nearby floor and found seven more, evenly spaced in a three-foot area around where the ladder disappeared into the concrete.


	“Any idea what might have made these?” 


	“Not the slightest,” Lew said.


	Jack rose and looked around. Two steel columns supported the central beam; the foot of the staircase was attached to one of them. Not much else: a washer and dryer, a sump pump in the corner, a sagging couch against the rear wall, a rickety old desk, a folded card table and some chairs. Jack went to the desk. An electric screwdriver, a wrench, a dozen or so nuts and bolts sat on the top, along with three large, oblong, amber quartz crystals. The drawers were empty.


	Still scratching at his chest, he turned and stared at the rope ladder. Something about this really bothered him, but did it have anything to do with Melanie Ehler’s disappearance? Jack couldn’t see how.


	“All right,” he said. “Let’s go back upstairs.” 


	“I told you there was nothing here,” Lew said, once they reached the kitchen.


	“That you did.” 


	Lew’s cell phone rang. While he spoke to someone in California about a late shipment, Jack wandered back to Melanie’s bedroom, looking at the photos, trying to get a feel for her. No pics with other kids, only adults, undoubtedly family members. Not a lot of smiles in those pictures. A serious child.


	He opened a closet and pulled a box off the shelf. A bunch of old dolls, Barbie and the like, some dressed, some not. He was about to put it back when he noticed that one of the dolls was missing its left hand. Not broken off or cut off … more like whittled off, ending in a point.


	Odd …


	He pulled out another and found its left hand whittled away as well. And the others—each missing its left hand. Some forearms had concentric grooves near the end, as if they’d been stuck in a pencil sharpener. ‘ Beyond odd into very weird.


	Jack returned the box and stared at the ten- or twelve-year-old girl in one of the larger photos. Dark hair and dark, piercing eyes, and somewhat pretty. Why aren’t you happy, kid? Can someone make you smile? Where are you now? And why do you want only me to look for you?


	Jack was hooked now. He was going to have to find this strange lady and ask her face to face.


	He wandered back to the kitchen as Lew was finishing his call.


	“Sorry,” Lew said. “That call couldn’t wait.” 


	“Speaking of calls,” Jack said, “is there anybody we can call that Melanie might have called? A friend? A relative?” 


	“No relatives, but she did have one childhood friend in Monroe she kept in touch with. His name’s Frayne Canfield. He’s in SESOUP too.” 


	“All right. Let’s get in touch with him.” 


	Lew shrugged and called information on his cell phone, punched in a number, listened for a moment, then broke the connection.


	“His answering machine says he’ll be out of town for a few days but he’ll be checking his messages.” 


	Interesting, Jack thought. Mel’s away … her old friend’s away …


	“What are you thinking?” Lew said.


	As he spoke, Jack stared out the kitchen window at the backyard where an old swing set rusted under another big oak. The itching on his chest seemed to have eased.


	“I’m thinking that people disappear for two reasons: they run away or are abducted. Either way, in almost every case, someone they know is involved. Yet all the people Melanie ‘knows’ except for you and this Frayne Canfield are spread all over the globe.” 


	“Not this week, they’re not. Most of them, including Frayne Canfield, I’m sure, will be in Manhattan for the first annual SESOUP conference.” 


	Lew started toward the front door. Jack followed.


	“Is that where she promised to ‘blow all other theories out of the water’ with her Grand Unification Theory?” 


	“The very same.” 


	“And Roma will be there too, I assume?” 


	“Of course. He put it all together.” 


	Jack felt as if a weight suddenly had been lifted from his shoulders. All the possible suspects in one place—perfect.


	“When’s it start and how do I get into this conference?” 


	“Day after tomorrow, but you can’t get in. Members only—and only one guest each.” 


	“Then I’ll be yours.” 


	“I’m not a member. I’m Mel’s guest.” 


	“Why so restrictive?” 


	“I told you—it’s very exclusive. This is serious business for them.” 


	“I want you to get me in.” 


	“Why? Mel won’t be there.” 


	“Yeah, but I bet the person who knows where she is will be.” 


	“Yes,” Lew said, his Adam’s apple moving in and out as he nodded. “I can see that. I’ll see what I can work out. But you’ll need a cover story.” 


	As they stepped out the front door, movement on the street caught Jack’s eye. At the far corner of the property to his right, a black sedan began pulling away from the curb. He watched its rear end coast away.


	He wondered about that. Had they been followed? He didn’t remember seeing any cars parked on the street when he arrived.


	“Why do I need a cover story?” he asked Lew.


	“I assume you’re not planning to go up to people and ask them if they’ve seen Melanie Ehler lately.” 


	“Well, no. I figure you’ll introduce me around—” 


	“But you need a reason to be there and a connection to Mel. I’ll think on it. The conference is in the Clinton Regent—you know the place?” 


	“Vaguely. Not exactly the Waldorf.” 


	Far from it. If Jack remembered correctly, the Clinton Regent was in Hell’s Kitchen.


	“Well, SESOUP’s membership isn’t exactly poor, but the typical midtown room rate is over two hundred dollars a night, plus twenty-five percent additional in taxes. That would strain a lot of budgets. Roma got the Regent to give us a more affordable rate if we could fill the whole hotel, which we will.” 


	“Okay. I’ll see you there Thursday morning. What time?” 


	“Registration opens at noon. Meet me in the lobby around eleven-thirty. I’ll have something cooked up for you by then.” 


	They parted—Lew heading back to Shoreham, Jack to Manhattan.


	He rubbed his fingers against his pants leg. Why couldn’t he get them to feel dry?
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	He awakens feeling wet. He turns on the light and sees that his sheets are red. He leaps from the bed with a cry of alarm. The sheets, top and bottom, are soaked with red, so are his shorts and T-shirt.


	Blood. But whose?


	Then he notices that his right palm is full of thick red liquid … trickling from his index and middle fingertips—the ones that touched Melanie Ehler’s painting earlier. Squeezing the fingers to stanch the flow, he hurries to the bathroom, but stops halfway when he spots the easel and canvas set up in the center of his front room.


	He stares in cold shock. Where the hell did that come from? This is his home, his fortress. Who could have—?


	As Jack steps warily into the front room, he recognizes the painting. He saw it earlier at Lew Ehler’s house, the disturbing one in Melanie’s study, only now the glistening impasto swirls are alive on the canvas, twisting and contorting into Gordian tangles of black and purple pigment, and from deep within the kinetic madness of those tortured coils, meteoric crescents of yellow glare briefly, then disappear.


	Jack rotates slowly, searching for the intruder, and when he completes the turn, he sees that the canvas has changed—no, is changing as he watches. The color is leaking away, draining like a tainted transfusion from a befouled IV bottle into a pool on the rug before the easel. The stain spreads quickly, too quickly for Jack to step back and avoid it. But instead of feeling pigment ooze against his bare toes, he feels nothing—nothing against his skin, nothing but air beneath his soles.


	Jack windmills his arms wildly, reaching for something, anything to stop his fall. Somehow the paint has eaten through his floor and he’s plunging into the apartment below. He twists, clutches at the edge of the hole, but his fingers slip on the slick pigment and he plummets into the waiting darkness.


	He lands catlike, in a crouch, and knows immediately that he’s not in the second floor apartment. Neil the anarchist may not be a personal hygiene poster boy, but he’s never smelled this bad. Jeez, what is it? Choice strips of three-day-old roadkill folded into rotten eggs and left out in the sun to warm might come close.


	And worse … Jack recognizes it.


	But it can’t be.


	And then he realizes that he’s not crouching on wood flooring or carpet, but metal grating—cold, and slick with a sheen of engine oil. Some sort of catwalk. He looks up—a tangle of ducts and wiring, but no sign of the hole that dropped him here. And from far below … light—faint, flickering off the steel plates of the inner walls of a ship’s hull …


	“Shit!” Jack whispers.


	He knows where he is—the Ajit-Ruprobati. But it can’t be. Not possible. He sank this rustbucket and everyone aboard it—human and non-human—last summer. This old freighter rests and rusts now in the silt of lower New York Harbor. No way he can be aboard it …


	Which means this must be a dream. But it sure as hell doesn’t feel like one. He had nightmares about this place and the creatures it harbored for months after he damn near died sinking it, but never this real.


	The creatures … the rakoshi … Jack feels every muscle in his body recoil at the thought of them. If the ship is back and awash with their stink, then they too must have returned from the Land of the Dead.


	Movement below catches his eye. Jack freezes as a massively muscled, shark-snouted creature glides along another catwalk directly below his. It stands six or seven feet tall and the flickering light plays over its glistening cobalt skin as it moves with sinuous grace.


	A rakosh.


	Jack wants to scream. This isn’t happening. He killed these creatures, incinerated every damn one of them in this very hold last summer. But Jack doesn’t dare even to breathe. Hold statue-still until it passes, then find a way out—fast.


	But as the creature moves beneath him, it slows, then stops. In a strobe-flash of motion it whirls into a hissing crouch, its head darting back and forth as it sniffs the fetid air.


	Does it sense me? Jack wonders as his heart races even faster. Or does it simply sense something different?


	The rakosh tips back its shark-like head and looks up. As Jack gazes into the glowing yellow slits of its eyes, he fights a primal urge to jump up and run screaming from this abomination.


	I’m in the dark up here, he tells himself, forcing calm. I’m on the far side of this steel mesh. If I don’t breathe, don’t blink, it won’t see me. It’ll move on.


	Finally, it happens, just as he hoped. The creature lowers its head and looks around, indecisive. It turns, but as it starts to move away, Jack sees something falling through the mesh of his perch. Something small … globular … red.


	A drop of his blood.


	He watches in horror as the ruby bead drifts like a snowflake toward the rakosh’s head, splatters against its snout. He cannot move as a dark tongue snakes from a lipless mouth and licks the smear, leaving no trace.


	What happens next is blurred: a hiss, the flash of bared teeth, a three-taloned hand thrusting up, bursting through the steel mesh as if it were window screen, grabbing Jack’s bloody hand and yanking it down through the opening. Jack cries out in terror and pain as his right shoulder slams against the mesh. He tries to wrench his hand free but the rakosh’s grip is like a steel band.


	And then he feels something writhe against his hand, something cool and wet, with the texture of raw liver.


	Jack looks down and sees the rakosh licking the blood off his hand. Flooded with revulsion, he tries to grab the slimy tongue, to rip the damn thing out of the creature’s head, but it’s too slippery.


	And then he sees other forms emerging from the shadows, converging from both ends of the catwalk below. More rakoshi. They begin to fight over his hand, baring their fangs and snapping at each other. The tugging on his arm grows increasingly fierce until Jack begins to fear they’ll rip his arm out of its socket.


	Then one of the creatures rears up and bites into Jack’s forearm. He screams with the blinding agony of razor teeth slicing through skin and muscle, crunching through bone, and then it’s gone—the lower half of his forearm, his hand, his wrist, all gone—and the rakoshi are lifting their heads and opening their cavernous maws to lap the crimson rain spewing from the stump.


	Helpless, his consciousness fading, Jack watches his life draining away …


	No!” 


	Jack sat up in bed, gripping his right arm. He fumbled for the switch on the bedside lamp and turned it. Relief washed through him as he checked his hand—still there, with all five fingers.


	And the fingertips—no bleeding. Same with the sheets—no bloodstains.


	He flopped back, gasping. God, what a nightmare. So real. He hadn’t dreamed about those demons since … must have been sometime late last year that he’d stopped having rakoshi-mares. What had brought one on tonight? Melanie’s painting had been in the dream. Had that triggered it? Why? How? He didn’t remember seeing anything in it to remind him of those creatures.


	He rolled out of bed and padded to the front room. Everything was as he’d left it. He took some comfort from the familiarity of the crowded shelves, but he knew he wasn’t going to have an easy time getting back to sleep.


	He held up his hand and wiggled the fingers, just to be sure. He could almost feel a phantom ache in the bones above the wrist where they’d been bitten off in the dream. That shouldn’t be. And then he remembered other mangled limbs, plastic limbs—the left arms of little Melanie’s Ehler’s dolls. Had seeing them been the trigger for losing his hand in the dream?


	Sure. Jack could buy that. But why the rakoshi? Why should they return to haunt him now?


	He headed for the kitchen. He needed a beer.
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	Still frazzled from last night’s dream and his fragmented sleep, Jack struggled out of bed late and checked his voice mail while he nuked a pint of water for coffee. He found two messages waiting: the first was from his father. He groaned when he heard it:


	“Jack? Jack? Are you there? You’re never home. This is Dad. Please give me a call back. I want to discuss some travel plans.” 


	Travel plans … he knew what that was about. Last fall Jack had promised to visit his father in Florida. Here it was spring and he still hadn’t made the trip. Not that he had anything against seeing Dad, it was just that he knew his father’s ultimate goal was to set up Jack in business down there, “something more stable” than the appliance repair trade he thought his younger son was involved in now.


	The second message was also from his father.


	“Jack, this is Dad. I don’t know if you got my last message—I mean, you never called back—so let me tell you about the trip I’m planning.” 


	Jack listened with a steadily sinking feeling as Dad described his itinerary: He had his reservations all set to leave his retirement development in Florida to visit Jack’s sister and her two kids in Philadelphia next week, then hop over and visit Jack’s brother in Trenton. Then he dropped the bomb, the dreaded words that struck pure terror into Jack’s heart.


	” ... and since I’ll be back in the Northeast, I thought I’d swing by New York and spend a couple of days with you.” 


	Stay here! He’s got to be kidding.


	Jack saved the message as a reminder. He’d call back later. Much later. Right now he had to get himself together in time to meet Gia and Vicky for lunch.


	He shaved, showered, and left early, figuring a good brisk walk would clear the fuzzies from his head.


	Rakoshi-mares … he hoped this wasn’t the start of a trend.


	On the way out he grabbed the book he’d picked up for Vicky. In the downstairs foyer he checked his mailbox and found the annual circular from the local Little League, asking for donations. That time already? He always gave them a generous anonymous donation. Which meant he’d have to start his Little League collection drive soon—the Annual Repairman Jack Park-a-thon.


	Jack cut through Central Park, heading for Midtown. He ambled past a pond where two mallards and a drake were nuzzling around a floating “I NY” bag and a latex surgical glove in search of a snack.


	Cooler today; not too many people parking it. A guy sitting on one of the pond bridges breaking up a hot dog roll and splitting it between the ducks on the water below and the sparrows and pigeons on the pavement; a woman walking four tiny Italian greyhounds with fleece-lined collars; a couple of hand-holding Rollerbladers flashing by. The path wound between a procession of giant granite domes, weeds sprouting anew from their cracked surfaces; a young woman sat on her raincoat atop one of them, eyes closed, feet tucked into the lotus position, meditating.


	In a few weeks the park would be fully awake and people would be sunning themselves on those rocks. The willows, oaks, and maples, along with the ubiquitous tree-sized urban weed, the ailanthus, would be in full leaf. Lovers would be walking hand in hand, guys would be tossing Frisbees, parents would be pushing baby carriages; there’d be jugglers and ice cream parts along the paths, couples making out on the benches next to old folks enjoying the shade.


	Jack spotted a knot of people near the Shakespeare statue. At first he thought it might be one of the hawkers who specialized in thirty-five-dollar Louis Vuitton bags and twenty-buck Rolexes; they’d been pretty much chased off Fifth Avenue in the past few years, but they hadn’t gone away. Then he spotted the two sliders on the cub, grimly eyeing the paths.


	Jack smiled. A monte game. He loved to watch these.


	He was still fifty feet away but one of the sliders had locked onto him as a possible incoming “d.” The guy and his partner a dozen feet further down looked barely eighteen and sported the big-puffy-jacket, losing-my-pants, and I-forgot-how-to-tie-my-sneakers look. The nearer slide’s hair was faded and his Yankee cap was facing the wrong way; his black face gave away nothing, but Jack knew his quick dark eyes were doing a laser-sharp read of his clothes, gait, his entire demeanor.


	I’ll be highly insulted if you think I’m a plainclothes dick, Jack thought.


	He slowed his pace and put on a curious expression. If this was a typical monte set up, there’d be five guys in the team. Two “slides,” or lookouts; a pair of “sticks” acting as shills, and a “shaker” working the caps and ball at the cardboard table.


	If the slide thought Jack was trouble, that was the word he’d shout: “Slide!” And then the team would fold up its boxes and melt away.


	But Jack must have passed muster because no alarm was raised as he approached. He slowed to a crawl as he passed, craning his neck for a peek at the action. Then he stopped but hung back as if uncertain about whether he’d be welcome.


	A tall thin black guy in a dark blue knit cap glanced at him, then started yelling at the shaker.


	“Hey, I wanna turn. You lettin’ this guy have all the fun. Gimme my turn now. You got forty dollah mine. Lemme get it back.” He turned to Jack. “Hey, bro. C’mere and watch this. Gonna break the bank, yo.” 


	Jack glanced around with a he-isn’t-talking-to-me-is-he? expression, then turned back to Knitcap. He pointed his finger at his own chest.


	“Yeah, you,” Knitcap said. A large gold bulldog hung on a heavy braided gold chain around his neck. “I want you to watch and make sure this guy ain’t cheatin’ me.” 


	Jack took a hesitant step forward, then stopped.


	Another tall black, bareheaded and grinning, moved aside to make room for Jack. “Right here, man.” 


	Okay. Jack knew the sticks now. And from the size and number of the gold rings on their hands, business must be good lately.


	“Winnin’ ain’t sinnin’,” said the shaker at the center of the semicircle, a black ferret in a dark blue hoodie, hunched behind the makeshift cardboard table. In his mid-twenties, he was the old man of the crew, and its leader. “I repeat, I never cheat, I’m just the one you gotta beat.” 


	Jack shrugged. Might as well join the crowd. This would be a good dose of reality to help banish the rakoshi remnants from last night.


	He moved into the opening, bringing the number of marks up to three. To his right stood a Hispanic couple looking about thirty; the guy had a mullet haircut and wore a diamond earring; the woman had a round face and shiny black hair pulled back into a tight bun.


	“Awright!” said Knitcap with a welcoming grin. “Keep your eyes open now, yo.” 


	Jack smiled, accepting the welcome. Sure, they were glad to see him: fresh meat. Knitcap didn’t want him as an extra pair of eyes watching the shaker; he wanted another sucker at the table. Jack slipped Vicky’s book inside his shirt and watched the action.


	He figured monte had to be five thousand years old, much older than its more common cousin, three-card monte. Somebody using three walnut shells and a dried pea probably had ripped off the pharaoh’s workers during breaks between hauling stone blocks to the pyramids. The modern day version substituted white plastic Evian caps and a little handmade ball of rouge, but the object was the same: find a sucker and fleece him.


	The shaker leaned over a piece of cardboard supported on two cardboard boxes. He clutched a thin stack of tens and twenties in his left hand, secured by his middle, ring and little fingers, leaving his thumb and index finger free to manipulate the caps and ball. His hands flew back and forth, crisscrossing over and under as his nimble fingers lifted and dropped the caps, skedaddling the little ball back and forth, a flash of red appearing and vanishing, but not so quickly you couldn’t see where it came to rest.


	That was the whole point, of course. Let the marks think they had a lock on the ball’s location.


	Jack ignored the ball and listened to the shaker’s patter. That was where the real action was. That was how he communicated with his sticks.


	“Watch till you’re blind, no tricks will you find. I pay forty if you put down twenny. Forty down earns a hunnert, and believe me that’s plenty. The ball goes around, it hides and it shows. It goes in, it goes out, till nobody knows. Forty’s come to play, now cop me the money. You cry when I win, I laugh ‘cause it’s funny.” 


	Hidden in the chatter was a set of precise instructions to Knitcap.


	Jack never played monte, but out of curiosity he’d made a practice of eavesdropping on shaker patter whenever he had the chance. They all used a similar code, and by careful watching and listening he’d managed to break it.


	“Cop” told the stick to win, “blow” to lose. “Money” signaled the cap near his left hand where the shaker held his money, although Jack had heard other shakers call it “rich.” 


	“See” was the middle cap, “switch” was the one on the other end from the money hand.


	By loading his riff with “forty’s come to play, now cop me the money,” the shaker was telling Knitcap to bet forty bucks and win by picking the cap near the shaker’s left hand.


	Sure enough, Knitcap bet forty bucks, found the rouge ball under the cap next to the money hand, and collected a hundred dollars.


	“I’m no sinner,” the shaker announced. “We have a winner!” 


	Knitcap was all smiles. “I’m up!” He pointed his money at Jack. “You my good luck, yo. You wanna play, I’ll watch for you.” 


	Before Jack could decline, the Hispanic guy jumped in. “Hey, no. It’s me this time. I’m down.” 


	“Santo, you’ve lost enough,” said his wife. At least Jack assumed it was his wife. Both wore wedding rings.


	“Hey, how about me?” said Nocap, close on Jack’s left.


	“Let’s not fight, I’ll make things right,” said the shaker as he started the skedaddle again. “Everybody gets a turn, I’m a man with time to burn.” 


	Santo dropped two twenties onto the cardboard. The shaker kept up his chatter but no instructions now since neither stick was in the game. He shuffled the caps, skittering the ball between them, demonstrating absolute control. But just before he stopped he let the rouge ball slow so that everyone could see it come to rest under the middle cap.


	“Didja see it?” whispered Nocap.


	“Yep,” Jack said.


	Doing your damnedest to lure me in, aren’t you.


	Jack watched closely as the shaker slid the three caps forward and arranged them along the front of the cardboard. Jack knew that was when the ball would be moved from under the cap to the web between the shaker’s thumb and forefinger. He was expecting the transfer, looking for it, but still didn’t spot it. This guy was slick.


	The shaker said, “There they are, lined up tight. Forty pay a hunnert if you pick it right.” 


	Santo didn’t hesitate. He pointed to the center cap.


	The shaker lifted it—nothing. He lifted the other two and … out rolled the little red ball from under the one in his right hand.


	Santo pounded his fist against his thigh and cursed in Spanish.


	“Okay,” said his wife, tugging on his arm. “That’s it. That’s a hundred twenty dollars you lost now.” 


	Knitcap stepped around, blocking their retreat, and started yelling at the shaker. “Hey, yo, you gotta give this guy another chance!” 


	Nocap chimed in. “Yeah, man. Give him a double or nothing so he can get even at least!” 


	Knitcap added. “What he said. Help this guy out or I’m walking!” 


	Let the sucker go, Jack thought. You’ve soaked him enough.


	Apparently they didn’t think so.


	The shaker shrugged. “Awright, awright. He puts down fifty he can win back his one-twenty.” 


	What, no rhymes? Jack thought.


	“No, Santo,” said the wife.


	But Santo had the fever. He popped his diamond earring into his hand and held it out.


	“I got no more cash. How ‘bout this?” 


	“No!” his wife gasped. “I bought you that!” 


	The shaker took the earring, held the tiny diamond up, twisting it this way and that in the light.


	Say no, Jack thought, sending the shaker a mental message. Let him go.


	The shaker shrugged. “Awright,” he said with almost believable reluctance. “I’ll make an exception this once.” 


	“Mah man!” Knitcap said, slapping Santo on the back. “You gonna win! I can smell winnin’ in the air!” 


	Jack ground his teeth. Sons of bitches.


	The woman wailed. “Santo!” 


	“Don’t worry,” Santo told her. “I won’t lose it.” 


	Oh, yes you will, Jack thought, but could say nothing.


	He fumed as he watched the shaker put the earring on the cardboard and begin the skedaddle. One thing to fleece a sucker. Rules of the street were, someone stupid enough to bet on a game like this deserved to lose, and Jack had no quarrel with that. Sort of a tax on the street impaired. But there were limits. You collected the tax and moved the guy along. It was stone cold to suck him dry, especially in front of his woman.


	Jack usually ran his Annual Park-a-thon for the Little League at night, but he was incensed enough now to make an exception for this monte crew.


	He studied the sticks, then turned and checked out the slides. Most likely they were all carrying knives; none of them looked to be packing heat, but damn near impossible to tell under those bulky coats.


	He made a decision as he turned back to the game: He would accept a donation from these generous fellows, allowing them the honor of being the first contributors to this year’s Little League fund.


	He felt his pulse quicken a little. He hadn’t come prepared for this. Usually he avoided spur-of-the-moment gigs, but the opportunity was here, so why not grab it?


	Jack watched the shaker and his flying hands. Same routine as before, then the caps were pushed forward.


	“Didja see it?” Nocap whispered again.


	“Sure did,” Jack said, nodding and smiling, looking like a guy taking the bait and waiting to be reeled in.


	Santo picked the money cap, but the ball rolled out from under the center cap.


	“Shit!” 


	His wife wailed again as the earring disappeared into the shaker’s pocket.


	“Hang on a sec,” Jack said, grabbing the stricken Santo’s arm as he turned to go.


	“No!” the wife shouted, her voice rising in pitch. “No more!” 


	“Please,” Jack said. “I think I’ve got this figured and I want witnesses. I’ll make it worth your while when I win.” 


	Jack was telling the truth. He didn’t want to be alone at the table when he played.


	The possibility of salvaging something from their disaster changed their minds, and Santo and his wife nodded. He looked sullen, chastened; she stood teary eyed with her arms folded across her chest.


	“Great,” Jack said. He turned to Nocap and said, “You were next, I believe.” 


	“Hey, no, that’s okay,” Nocap said, grinning. “Be my guest. Wanna see if you really do got this thing scoped, yo. ‘Cause then you can tell me.” 


	“Thanks.” Jack pulled two fifties from his wallet. “What does this get me?” 


	“Two-fifty,” the shaker said.


	“Come on,” Jack said. “A hundred bucks on one play—that should get me at least three hundred.” 


	“Sorry, man. Two-fifty’s the limit.” 


	“Hey, yo, c’mon,” said Knitcap, playing his advocate’s role to the hilt. “Pay the guy three!” 


	Jack said, “How about two-fifty and the earring?” 


	“Yeah!” said Nocap. “That’s fair!” 


	“Awright,” said the shaker with another of his put-upon shrugs, making a show of reluctantly bowing to pressure.


	Truth was, Jack could have been asking for five hundred and it wouldn’t have mattered—no way, no how was the sucker going to win—but he didn’t want to push it too far.


	“But I need to know if you’ve got two-fifty,” Jack said.


	“I got it,” the shaker said, holding up the stack in his left hand.


	Jack shook his head. “If my money’s on the table, so’s yours. And the earring with it.” 


	Another shrug, but wary this time. “Awright. If that’s the way you wants to play, what else is there for me to say?” 


	Jack laid his money down. The shaker counted out two-fifty in tens and twenties next to Jack’s bills, then dropped the earring on top.


	“If everything’s okay with you, now I got my work to do.” 


	“Just one more thing,” Jack said. He turned to Santo and his wife. “I want you two on either side of me, watching, okay?” 


	He centered himself on the makeshift table, then positioned Santo on his right and the wife on his left.


	“All right,” he told the couple. “Don’t let that ball out of your sight.” 


	“Now are we ready?” the shaker said.


	Jack nodded. “Okay. Do it.” 


	Jack felt his muscles coil as the shaker started his yammer and went into the skedaddle. Finally he stopped, pushed the caps forward.


	“The ball is hidden in its groove. Time for you to make your move.” 


	Jack took a deep, tension-easing breath, then squared himself in front of the table. He pointed at the caps with both index fingers, moving them in circles as if they were fleshy divining rods.


	“I choose … I choose … ” 


	He moved his hands closer to the caps.


	” ... I choose … ” 


	Closer … quick glances at the positions of the sticks …


	Then he struck.


	” ... the middle!” 


	With one lightning move he overturned the two end caps, shouted, “I win!” when no ball showed, then snatched up the two piles of bills and the earring.


	“What the fuck?” said Nocap.


	Jack was already moving as he shoved the earring into Santo’s hand.


	“Bye.” 


	“Hey!” yelled the shaker.


	“That’s okay,” Jack said, backpedaling away down the path. “I don’t need to see the ball. I trust you.” 


	He turned and broke into a jog. Behind him he heard Santo laugh. He glanced back and saw his wife hugging him. He also saw Knitcap and one of the slides starting after him.


	He quickened his pace. He knew he wasn’t going to lose them. Fifth Avenue was less than a hundred yards away, but even if he got there ahead of them, that wouldn’t stop them. They’d jump him on the sidewalk and take back the money. Or try to. Jack didn’t want to deal with them in public; witnesses could describe him, a camera-toting tourist might even snap a photo. Or worst case—a cop might come to his rescue.


	No, he’d have to deal with both of them here. He needed a spot where they’d think they had him all to themselves. And up ahead he saw just the place.


	He hopped over a low fence onto the grass and half ran, half slid down a steep slope to a lower walkway that ran into a short tunnel beneath the path he’d been on. He stopped midway in the brick-lined underpass and ducked into one of the shallow arched recesses that lined the walls. He pulled his Semmerling LM-4 from its ankle holster and stuck it in the side pocket of his jeans for easier access.


	He was hoping he wouldn’t have to use it—that simply showing it would be enough. Trouble with the world’s smallest .45 automatic was its size. People saw it and thought it was a toy. But it packed a wallop, especially loaded as it was the MagSafe Defenders.


	The frangible loads gave Jack the option of inflicting a disabling wound—say, to the thigh—or an almost guaranteed kill with a shot anywhere into the chest. And he didn’t have to worry about the bullet coming out the other side and hitting an innocent passerby—frangibles did devastating damage to their target, but stayed put.


	He was making a show of counting his money when they found him.


	“Awright, mothahfuckah,” Knitcap said. He held a six-inch blade point down by his right thigh.


	Jack slid his hand toward the Semmerling pocket but stopped it halfway there. He’d been expecting knives; he hadn’t expected the pearl-handled .38 revolver in the young slide’s hand.


	“Yeah,” said the slide, pointing the pistol at Jack’s head. “Yeah!” 


	For one frozen, heart-stopping, bladder-squeezing second as the barrel lined up with his face, Jack thought he was going to die. He saw murder in the slide’s face. The kid was all of seventeen, but his cold dark eyes said he hadn’t been a real kid for a long time.


	But Jack calmed somewhat when he saw how the kid was holding it. Maybe he’d been watching too many gangsta videos, or bad shoot-‘em-up flicks. Whatever the reason, the slide was holding his pistol sideways … beyond sideways—he’d rotated it a good 150 degrees so that the heel of the grip was higher than the barrel. And he had his ring and pinky fingers sticking up in the air like he was having afternoon tea.


	When he was ready to pull the trigger he’d need to get a firmer grip or risk having the pistol jump out of his hand.


	So Jack figured he was safe for the moment—the kid was stylin’ now, showing off for the older stick—but as soon as those waving fingers wrapped themselves around the grip …


	What now? Look scared, then attack? The one thing he could not afford to do was the expected.


	“You lunched?” the kid said. “That what wrong with you? That what make you think you get away with this shit?” 


	Jack’s mind raced as his eyes fixed on the snub-nose revolver—looked like a custom job, nickel plated with curlicue engravings all over it. A pretty piece, despite the fact that its muzzle was pointed at Jack’s face.


	“Hey-hey-hey,” Jack said in a frantic voice that wasn’t completely put on. He thrust his hands out in front of him, money and all, as if to hold them off. “No need for violence!” 


	“Yeah?” said Knitcap through his teeth. He stepped closer and Jack raised his hands over his head. “You think I like chasin’ you ‘bama ass around?” 


	“I won fair and square!” 


	“That ain’t the way we play.” He stuck the point of his knife against Jack’s throat. “Maybe we just cut your thumbs off so this never be a problem again.” 


	“Or maybe I just one-eighty-seven you,” the slide said, pushing the pistol closer to Jack’s face. “Bust one in you face so you don’t even think about trying this shit again!” 


	The revolver was so close now that Jack could see the tips of the bullets in its cylinder. His stomach gave a twist when he recognized the little posts in the center of the jacketed hollow points: Hydra-Shoks. He had a nightmare flash of what would happen if he took one of those in the face as threatened—he watched the rim of the hollow nose peel back from that central post into a wide-winged lead butterfly, saw it flutter though his brain, bouncing off the inner walls of his skull, pureeing the contents.


	Think-think-think! Where’s the hammer? Down. Good. If and when the kid fired, the trigger would need a double-action pull … just a teeny bit more pressure to get off the shot. Wasn’t much, but every little bit helped.


	A little closer … Jack had to bring that pistol just a little closer …


	Very aware of the blade point just to the left of his voice box, he nodded carefully at the sideways pistol. “Uh, I assume you know that’s not the recommended way to hold a pistol.” 


	“What?” the slide said, his eyes widening. “What?” 


	“I said—” 


	“I know what you said. And now I know you fuckin’ lunched! I hold a gun in you face and you tell me I’m holding it wrong?” He glanced at Knitcap. “Ay yo trip—he miss his medication today or somethin’?” 


	“No,” Jack said. “It’s just that it’s not a secure grip.” 


	The slide stepped closer, rage lighting in his eyes as he yanked back the hammer. But he didn’t change his grip—he wasn’t going to let anyone tell him how to hold his gun. Stylin’ to the end.


	“Don’t you be tellin’ me—” 


	“Here!” Jack cried in a high, terrified voice, releasing the bills he held over his head and scattering them into the air. “Take the money!” 


	In the instant their attention shifted to the money, Jack batted Knitcap’s knife away with his left hand while whipping his right hand down at the slide’s pistol. He caught the stubby barrel and the trigger guard, ramming the pistol back and down as he twisted. The weapon tore free and Jack switched it to his left hand.


	And pointed it—right side up—at Knitcap just in time to abort a backhand slash at Jack’s face with the knife.


	“Uh-uh.” 


	Knitcap froze. The slide looked down at his empty hand, then back at his pistol in Jack’s, his expression a study in shock and confusion.


	“Oh, fuck!” said Knitcap and turned to run.


	“Don’t want to shoot you in the back,” Jack said, flipping the pistol to his right hand, “but I will.” He touched a wet, stinging spot on his throat … His fingers came away bloody. “Especially after you cut me. Dammit!” 


	Knitcap mustered a sick sounding, “Shit!” as he dropped his knife. He looked at Jack’s throat. “It’s only a scratch, man.” 


	Jack stepped out of the recess to where he could better cover both men.


	Out of the corner of his eye he saw a jogger approach the underpass, realize what was going down, make a quick U-turn, and sprint away.


	Knitcap glanced angrily at the slide. “How the fuck you let that happen?” 


	The slide said nothing.


	“You fuckin’ b-g!” Knitcap went on. “You had the gun in his face and let it go?” 


	“As I was saying,” Jack told the former gun owner, “that’s a stupid way to hold a pistol. Not secure at all.” He gestured to the ground. “Okay, guys. Have a seat.” 


	The slide finally spoke. “Fuck you!” 


	Jack lowered the pistol and shot him in the foot. The report echoed like a cannon blast in the tunnel as the slide cried out and fell to the ground, moaning, rolling, and clutching his abruptly four-toed foot.


	Knitcap was down in a sitting position before the sound of the shot had completely faded away. He held his hands in the air.


	“I’m down! I’m sittin’!” 


	Jack knew the appearance of the jogger had set a timer in motion, and the sound of the shot would only accelerate that. The underpass would funnel the report right toward Fifth Avenue. He had to figure someone in that direction had heard it, and was probably dialing 911 right now. Times like this, Jack hated cell phones.


	Had to move fast.


	“All right. Both of you—empty your pockets. I want to see everything you’ve got, even the lint. Put it all in Mr. Smith and Wesson’s Yankee hat.” 


	Slowly, grudgingly, Knitcap complied, but the slide wouldn’t let go of his bloody foot.


	“I can’t, man!” he moaned. “My foot!” 


	“Weren’t you the tough guy gonna bust one in my face a minute ago?” Jack said. “You can get along fine with nine toes, but let’s see how far you’ll get with one knee, because that’s where I bust the next one if you don’t start emptying pockets now!” 


	The slide got to it. Another knife appeared, extra rounds for the pistol, some change, and about a hundred in small bills between them.


	“Don’t forget the rings and necklaces,” Jack said.


	“Aw, not my dog, man,” said Knitcap.


	“You’re obviously a betting man,” Jack said, pointing the pistol at his neck. “How much you wanna bet I can shoot that big fat chain holding the dog without hitting your neck?” 


	With a sullen look he tugged off the rings and tossed them into the cap. Then with a look of utter misery, he grabbed the gold bulldog, broke the chain, and dropped it into the cap with the rest. He punched the back of the slide’s shoulder—hard.


	“Told you to let me handle it, but no, you gotta bring out the fuckin’ chrome.” 


	The slide just clutched his bloody sneaker and said nothing.


	Jack bent, retrieved the cash he’d dropped, then picked up the hat.


	“Nice doing business with you guys,” he said, then trotted off, leaving them sitting in the shadows.


	He didn’t expect them to come after him again. After all, they were unarmed now and one of them wasn’t walking too well. And at the moment they were probably lots more interested in getting out of the park before the cops came, then coming up with a good story for the shaker as to why they were returning bloody footed and empty handed.


	Jack shoved the take into his pockets, then pressed the cap against his bleeding throat as he slowed to an energetic walk. Not a lot of blood there, but enough to attract attention.


	He felt a little shaky from the adrenaline aftereffects. Too close back there. He’d been lucky. It could have come out a lot worse—the slide could have simply shot him on sight and Jack would have been done.


	Why had he given in to a spur-of-the-moment gig? It went against all his rules. These things had to be planned. Stupid, stupid, stupid.


	He passed the statue of Balto the sled dog, then angled past the zoo. By the time he’d climbed the steps to Fifth at Sixty-fourth Street, he’d calculated that his little haul probably would add up to over a thousand after he hocked the gun, knives, and jewelry. The Little Leaguers ought to be able to buy lots of uniforms and equipment with that.


	He doubted they’d want the bloodstained Yankee cap, though.
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	“A couple of days and then he’ll be on his way back to Florida,” Gia said. “You survived this food … you can survive your father.” 


	She glanced up at him with her azure eyes, then returned to flipping through the Little Orphan Annie book. Jack had picked up the Fantagraphics collection of all the strips from 1935 along with the Daddy Warbucks lamp. He’d bought it for Vicky but Gia immediately had taken possession of it.


	Blond and beautiful, she sat across from him at a tiny table far from the big street-front windows. The remains of three lunches lay scattered and mostly eaten before them. Vicky, Gia’s daughter, had had a hamburger; Gia, complaining that all the salads had meat, had finally settled for some vegetarian chili. Jack had ordered the Harley Hog Special—a mass of pulled pork stuffed into a roll.


	“What is pulled pork, anyway?” Gia said, looking askance at the scraps left on his plate.


	“It’s the other white meat.” 


	“Cooking a pig sounds nasty enough, but why pull it?” 


	“I think they cook it on the bone, then grab handfuls and—” 


	“Stop right there. Please. Oh, and look,” she said, folding her paper napkin and reaching across the table, “your Band-Aid is oozing a little.” 


	He let her dab at his throat.


	“That must have been some shaving cut. What were you using—a machete?” 


	“Just careless.” 


	Jack was still unsettled and annoyed at himself for getting hurt. He’d picked up some Band-Aids at a drugstore on Seventh Avenue, and cleaned the wound in the bathroom of a McDonald’s. It wasn’t deep, but it had needed two Band-Aids to cover it.


	He hadn’t actually said it was a shaving cut—he hated lying to Gia—but he hadn’t corrected her when she arrived at that conclusion. She tended to overreact when he got hurt, going on about how easily it could have been so much worse, how he could have been killed. Sometimes that led to an argument.


	A shaving cut was good.


	“There!” she said, balling up the napkin. “All cleaned up.” 


	“I had a rakoshi dream last night,” he told her.


	They usually avoided talking about the horrific episode last summer that had ended in the deaths of Vicky’s two aunts and damn near Vicky herself. But he needed to share this, and Gia was one of the four other people who knew about the creatures.


	She looked up at him. “Did you? I’m sorry. I think I’ve finally stopped having them. But every once in a while Vicky wakes up with the horrors. Was I in it?” 


	“No.” 


	“Good.” She shuddered. “I don’t ever want to see one of those things again, not even in someone else’s dream.” 


	“Don’t worry. You won’t. That I can promise you.” 


	Gia smiled and went back to flipping through the Annie book; Jack looked around for Vicky. The pig-tailed eight-year-old reason they were in this particular place was over by the window, gyrating on a coin-fueled motorcycle ride. A delicate warmth suffused Jack as he watched her pretend she was racing it down some imaginary road. Vicky was the closest he might ever come to having a daughter, and he loved her like his own. Eight years old and no secrets to keep from her mom, just the moment and learning something new every day. That was the life.


	“Think she’ll grow up to be a biker chick?” 


	“That’s always been my dream for her,” Gia said without looking up from the book.


	Jack had promised Vicky a lunch out during her grammar school’s spring vacation week, and she’d chosen the Harley Davidson Cafe. Vicky liked all the wheels and chrome; Jack loved the fact that only tourists came here, reducing to near zip his chances of running into someone he knew. Gia had come along as chaperone, to make sure the two of them didn’t get into trouble. None of them was here for the food, which was mostly suitable for staving off hunger until the next meal. But as far as Jack was concerned, having the two ladies in his life along transformed any place into Cirque 2000.


	“These are really good,” Gia said, spending about two seconds per page on the Little Orphan Annie book.


	“You can’t be reading that fast,” Jack said.


	“No, I mean the art.” 


	“The art? They’re drawings.” 


	“Yes, but what he does with just black ink in those little white boxes.” She was nodding admiringly. “His composition is superb.” She closed the book and looked at its cover. “Who is this guy?” 


	“Name’s Harold Gray. He created her.” 


	“Really? I know Annie from the play and the movie, but why haven’t I ever heard of him, or seen his strips before?” 


	“Because your Iowa paper probably didn’t carry Annie when you were growing up. She’d become passe by the late sixties, and hardly worth reading after Gray died.” 


	“How many strips are there?” 


	“Well, let’s see … Annie started in the twenties … ” 


	“Wow. He kept this up for forty years?” 


	“The thirties and forties contain his best stuff. Punjab gets introduced in that book you’ve got there.” 


	“Punjab?” 


	“Yeah. The big Indian guy. Geoffrey Holder played him in the film. I’ve always loved Little Orphan Annie, mostly for characters like Punjab and the Asp—you didn’t mess with the Asp. This guy Gray is the American Dickens.” 


	“I didn’t know you were into Dickens.” 


	“Well … I liked him in high school.” 


	“But I can see what you mean,” Gia said, flipping again. “He seems to deal with all classes.” 


	“Never thought much of his art, though.” 


	“Think again. This guy is good.” 


	Jack would take her word for it. Gia was an artist, doing commercial stuff like paperback covers and magazine illustrations to pay the bills, but she kept working on paintings on the side, always trying to interest a gallery in showing them.


	“I can see Thomas Nast in him,” she said. “And I know I’ve seen some of him in Crumb.” 


	“The underground guy?” 


	
“Definitely.” 


	“You know underground comics?” Jack said.


	Gia looked up at him. “If it involves any kind of drawing, I want to know about it. And as for you, I’ve got to start dragging you to some art shows again.” 


	Jack groaned. She was always after him to go to openings and museums. He gave in now and then, but usually hated most of what he saw.


	“If you think it’ll help,” he said. “But no urinals stuck to the wall or piles of bricks on the floor, okay?” 


	She smiled. “Okay.” 


	Jack gazed into the wild blue yonder of Gia’s eyes. The very sight of her gave him a buzz. She shone like a jewel here. A couple of guys seated near the windows kept looking at her. Jack didn’t blame them. He could stare at her all day. She wore little make-up—didn’t need any, really—so what he was seeing was really her. Humidity tended to make her blond hair wavy. Because she wore it short, the waves created feathery little wings along the sides around her ears. Gia hated those wings. Jack loved them, and she had a whole bunch of them today. He reached out and stroked a few of the feathers.


	“Why did you do that?” she said.


	“Just wanted to touch you. Have to keep reassuring myself that you’re real.” 


	She smiled that smile, took his hand, and gently bit his index finger.


	“Convinced?” 


	“For now.” He held up his tooth-marked finger and wiggled it at her. “Meat, you know. And you a brand-new vegetarian.” 


	He snatched his finger back before she could bite it again.


	“I am not a vegetarian,” she said. “I’m just off meat.” 


	“Not some sort of religious thing? Or a plot against plants?” 


	“No … it’s just that lately I’ve found myself with less of an appetite for things that were walking around under their own power not too long before they landed on my plate. Especially if they resemble what they looked like alive.” 


	“Like a turkey?” 


	She made a face. “Stop.” 


	“Or better yet, a squab.” 


	“Must you? And by the way, anybody who eats squab in this city should know that they’re eating Manhattan pigeon.” 


	“Come on.” 


	“Oh, yes.” She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You order squab, they send some guy up to the roof with a net. A few minutes later … ‘squab.’” 


	Jack laughed. “Is this sort of like the fur coat thing?” 


	“Please—let’s not discuss fur coats today. Spring is here at last and their vacuous owners will be stuffing them into vaults for the rest of the year.” 


	“Jeez. Can’t talk about fur, squab, pulled pork—none of the fun subjects.” 


	“I can think of a fun subject,” she said. “How about your father?” 


	“My turn to say ‘Stop.’” 


	“Come on, now. I’ve never met him, but he can’t be as bad as you make him out.” 


	“He’s not bad, he’s just relentless. And he cannot stay with me. You know what my place is like.” 


	Gia nodded. “Like the 168th Street Armory.” 


	“Right. I can’t move all that stuff out. No place to stash it. And if he finds any of it—” 


	“You mean like I did?” 


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. And you know what happened.” 


	Gia and Jack hadn’t been together that long then. He’d told her he was a security consultant. She’d been doing him a favor, a little spring cleaning, when she stumbled onto one of his caches—the one in the false rear of the antique secretary. It almost had broken them up. Even though they were back together now, tighter than ever, Jack still shuddered at how close he had come to losing Gia and Vicky. They were his anchors, his reality checks, the two most important people in the world.


	“He’s an uptight middle class guy who already thinks his younger son is something of a loser; don’t want him thinking he’s a gun nut too. Or worse yet, figure out he’s been lying to him all these years about being in the appliance repair business.” 


	Gia shook her head and smiled. “You’re unbelievable, Jack. Here you’ve spent your whole adult life cutting yourself free from just about every string society attaches, and yet you still crave your father’s approval.” 


	“I don’t crave it,” he said, perhaps, a tad too defensively, he realized. “It’s just that he’s a good man, a genuinely concerned parent, and it bugs me that he thinks I’m some sort of loser. Anybody else—present company excepted, of course—I wouldn’t care. But dammit, he’s my father. And I can’t have him crashing with me.” 


	“Then you should simply say your place is too small and offer to put him up in a hotel for his stay.” 


	“I don’t know if that’s going to fly.” Frustrated, he groaned and stared at the ceiling. “I’ll think of something. I’ve got to.” 


	“Speaking of thinking,” Gia said softly, “you might want to think about making some time in your busy schedule to stop by sometime late Friday morning.” 


	“I don’t know, Gi. No telling what’s going to be happening. What’s up?” 


	A tiny shrug. “Nothing much. It’s just that Vicky’s got a play date and she’s being picked up at eleven—” 


	“And we’ll have the place to ourselves?” 


	Those blue eyes locked onto his. “Completely.” 


	Jack grinned. Ooh, yes. “Something just opened up. See you one minute after eleven.” 


	He glanced over to the motorcycle and realized with a start that Vicky was no longer on it. He stiffened and scanned the dining area.


	“Relax,” Gia said. “She’s over there talking to those kids.” 


	Jack looked to where she was pointing and saw Vicky talking to a crowd of children about her age. They all had backpacks and were under the wings of a couple of matronly chaperones. As Jack watched, Vicky led one of the boys over.


	“Hey, Jack,” she said, grinning. “His name’s Jack too!” 


	“Jacques,” the boy said.


	“That’s what I said. He’s from France.” She gestured to the group behind her. “They’re all from France. They’re visiting.” 


	“And where else would they come for fine American cuisine,” Jack said. He extended his hand to the little boy and repeated his entire French vocabulary. “Bon-jour, Jacques.” 


	The kid beamed. “Bonjour, Monsieur!” and then went into overdrive Francais, incomprehensible to Jack.


	Gia answered him in kind and the two of them babbled back and forth for a couple of minutes until his chaperone called him back.


	Jack was amazed. “I didn’t know you spoke French.” 


	“President of the French club in college.” 


	“It’s so … sexy. Will you speak French to me on Friday?” 


	She smiled and patted his hand. “Easy, Gomez.” 


	“I had no idea.” 


	“Well, it’s not like I have much chance to use it. French isn’t a very useful language in Manhattan.” 


	“Jack;” Vicky said, “will you teach me to play baseball?” 


	“Sure,” Jack said. “But I’ve got to tell you, I wasn’t a great player.” 


	“I just want to hit a home run.” 


	“That I can probably help you with.” 


	“Swell!” she said and kissed him on the cheek. Then she ran back to the motorcycle.


	“Why the sudden interest in baseball?” Jack said to Gia.


	“Not exactly baseball—T-ball. Some of her friends are going out for the local team and she wants to be part of it.” She looked at him. “Not a great player? I’d have guessed you for an ace player.” 


	“Nah. Too boring. I could hit it a mile, and that’s the only reason I ever made a team. I was a disaster on defense. Coaches moved me all over, infield and outfield, didn’t matter—a minute out there and my eyes would glaze over and I’d be daydreaming, asleep on my feet. Or watching the bees and wasps in the clover—I was terrified of being stung.” 


	He smiled at the memory of being literally and figuratively out in left field and hearing the crack of a bat against the ball, waking up to see everybody staring at him, the pure terror of realizing the ball was coming his way and not having the faintest clue as to where it was. Stomach-clenching panic as he looked up, searching the bright summer sky for a dark round speck, praying he’d see it, praying even harder he’d catch it, praying hardest it wouldn’t land on his head and leave him in a coma.


	Ah, the joy of being one of the boys of summer.


	“Which reminds me,” Gia said, “I hope you’re not going out collecting for the West Side Little League again this year.” 


	Uh-oh. “Well … it’s for a good cause.” 


	She made a face. “Do they know how you collect for them?” 


	“Of course not. They just know I’m their top fundraiser.” 


	“Can’t you just go door to door like most people? You could get hurt your way.” 


	He loved the concern in her eyes. “Tell you what. I’ll give them whatever I already have put aside for them, and that’ll be it for this year. How’s that sound?” 


	“Great,” she said. “And what other kind of trouble have you got planned for yourself?” 


	“Well, there’s that guy I told you about.” 


	“With the missing wife?” 


	“Right. Shouldn’t be any rough stuff with that. More like a Sherlock Holmes thing.” 


	“But you’re not a detective. Why did she specify you rather than a private eye?” 


	“She thinks I’m the only one who will ‘understand.’” 


	Gia raised her shoulders. “Don’t ask me why, but that gives me the creeps.” 


	Jack reached across and squeezed her hand. “Hey, don’t worry. This has all the makings of a Gandhi job—strictly non-violent.” 


	“I’ve heard that before—and you almost wound up dead.” 


	“Not this time. This one’s going to be smooth as glass.” 


	He didn’t mention the other customer he’d be meeting with late tonight, however. That might be a different story.
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	“A beauty,” Abe said, examining the gleaming Smith and Wesson 649. “Checkered rosewood stocks, even. Very nice. But as you know, my clientele tends to prefer functional over flashy.” 


	Jack had brought the pistol he’d confiscated from the slide to Abe for an appraisal.


	“Get the most you can for it,” Jack said. “It’s for the Little League.” 


	“Will do, but no promises. You should keep it, maybe.” 


	“And what?” Jack slapped a hand over his heart in shock. “Replace my Semmerling?” 


	“I should suggest you abandon your favorite little baby gun? Never. But maybe consider replacing that Glock 19 you’re using lately. After all, the Smitty’s a revolver.” 


	Jack rolled his eyes. “Not this again.” 


	“It’s a thought.” 


	Abe never had trusted automatics. And he never stopped trying to convert Jack, who leaned toward them.


	Jack said, “That thing’s heavy and holds only six rounds—five if you keep it down on empty like I tend to do with revolvers. My glock’s small, about as light as they come, and gives me a helluva lot more shots.” 


	“With the kind of close situations you get yourself into, even a lousy shot like you shouldn’t need more than three or four rounds. And a revolver will never jam.” 


	“Call it a security blanket. And I’ve never had a cycling problem. Mainly because you sell me only the best ammo.” 


	“Well, yes,” Abe said, thrown off by the compliment. “Quality makes a difference. Speaking of which, how are you fixed for ammo?” 


	“Pretty good. Why?” 


	“Just got in some new stock.” He pulled a box from under the counter. “Look. Those Magsafe Defenders you’re using.” 


	“Great. I’m running low on the .45s.” 


	Jack had been using frangibles like Glaser Silvers and MagSafe Defenders for a while now—hollow point rounds packed with birdshot that released after impact.


	“Forty-fives and nines, ready to go.” 


	Jack shook his head, remembering how naive he’d been when he’d first started in the fix-it business. He’d thought all you had to do was buy a gun and some bullets and that was it.


	Not by a long shot. Accuracy, chambering, weight, concealability, number of rounds in the magazine or cylinder, the safety mechanism, the weight of the single-action pull, the weight of the double-action pull, ease of maintenance—all had to be weighed and considered. Then came the ammunition: different situations required different loads. Did he want full metal jackets, jacketed hollowpoints, or frangibles? What size load? Choose from ninety-five to 230 grains. Medium compression or high compression? And don’t forget, recoil is directly proportional to the compression of the load and inversely proportional to the weight of the pistol. A lightweight model with P loads will want to fly out of your hand every time you fire.


	Jack was still feeling his way.


	“Frangibles are nice,” Abe said. “But you should be carrying something with more penetration maybe?” 


	Jack shook his head. He felt safer with the frangibles. “Penetration doesn’t equal stopping power in my book.” 


	“Stopping power,” Abe said, holding up one of the Defender rounds. “That they’ve got.” 


	“I’ll pick some up tomorrow. I don’t want to be carrying them around with me the rest of the day.” 


	“Big wounds,” Abe said, speaking to the gleaming bullet in his hand. “Deep as a well and wide as a church door.” 


	“They’re good,” Jack said, “but I think that’s overstating it a little, don’t you?” 


	“That was Shakespeare, sort of.” 


	“Shakespeare? No kidding. I didn’t know he used frangibles.” 


	Jack backed toward the door as Abe cocked his arm to throw the bullet at him. “Got to go. By the way—Ernie’s still in business, isn’t he?” 


	“Sure. You need new ID?” 


	“I’m feeling the need for a new SSN.” 


	“Another Social Security number?” Abe said. “You’re trying to corner the market, maybe?” 


	“Just being careful.” 


	“Always with the careful. I’ve used the same phony number forever. Do you see me getting a new one every couple of years?” 


	“I need a wider comfort zone than you,” Jack said. “Besides, you’ve got a real one you can use. I don’t.” 


	“You’re crazy, you know. What’s it for?” 


	“A new credit card.” 


	“Another card!” He slapped his hands to the sides of his face and rocked dramatically. “Oy! I never should have got you started. You’ve become an addict!” 


	Jack laughed. “And can I borrow the truck again? I’ve got to meet a customer in Elmhurst tonight.” 


	“No one’s going to be shooting at you, I hope. I don’t want holes in my lady.” 


	“No. This is just a reconnoiter. I’ll rent something for the rest of the gig.” 


	He wouldn’t want Abe’s plate reported near the scene of a felony.
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	“That him?” Jack said.


	He crouched in the bushes behind a two-story, center-hall colonial in a middle-class neighborhood in Elmhurst. A guy named Oscar Schaffer hunkered next to him. This was their second meeting. They’d agreed to preliminary terms earlier in the week; now they were ironing out details.


	“Yeah,” said Schaffer, glaring through the French doors into the house’s family room. The man of the house was a big guy, easily six-four, two-fifty; crew-cut red hair, round face, and narrow blue eyes. A bulging gut rode side-saddle on his belt buckle. “That’s Gus Castleman, the no-good slimy rotten bastard who’s beating up on my sister.” 


	“Seems like there’s a lot of that going around.” 


	This wouldn’t be the first wife-beater Jack had been asked to handle. He thought of Julio’s sister. Her husband had been pounding on her. That was how Jack had met Julio. They’d been friends ever since.


	“Yeah? Well it never went around in my family. At least until now.” 


	A thin, mousy, brittle-looking woman whose hair was a few shades too blonde to be a natural human color entered the family room.


	“And that, I take it, is your sister.” 


	“That’s Ceil, poor kid.” 


	“Okay,” Jack said. “Now that I know what they look like, let’s get out of here.” 


	They crept along the six-foot stockade cedar fence that separated the Castlemans’ yard from their neighbors—one of the good things about this set-up. Also on the plus side: they had no kids, no dog, and their yard was rimmed with trees and high shrubs. Perfect for surveillance.


	After checking to make sure the street was empty, Jack and Schaffer stepped back onto the sidewalk and walked the two blocks to the darkened gas station lot where they’d left their respective rides. They chose the front seat of Schaffer’s dark green Jaguar XJS convertible.


	“Not a great venue for a meeting, but it’ll do.” 


	The Jag smelled new inside. The leather upholstery was buttery soft. Bright, bleaching light from a nearby mercury vapor street lamp poured through the windshield and illuminated their laps.


	Oscar Schaffer was some sort of big-time developer, but he didn’t look like Donald Trump. He was older, for one thing—late fifties, at least—and fat. A round face with dark thinning hair above, and a second chin under construction below. One of the biggest land developers on Long Island, as he was overly fond of saying. Rich, but not Trump-rich.


	And he was sweating. Jack wondered if Donald Trump sweated. The Donald might perspire, but Jack couldn’t imagine him sweating.


	Jack watched Schaffer pull a white handkerchief from his pocket and blot the moisture. Supposedly he’d started out as a construction worker who’d got into contracting and then had gone on to make a mint in custom homes. His speech still carried echoes of the streets, despite occasional words like “venue.” And he carried a handkerchief. Jack couldn’t think of anyone he knew who carried a handkerchief—who owned a handkerchief.


	“I never thought it would happen to Ceilia. She’s so … ” 


	His voice trailed off.


	Jack said nothing. This was the time to keep quiet and listen. This was when he tended to learn the real deal about the customer. He still didn’t have a handle on Schaffer. He did know he didn’t particularly care for the guy. Maybe it was the Mr. Bigtime Success Story attitude.


	“I just don’t understand it. Gus seemed like such a good guy when they were dating and engaged. I liked him. An accountant, white collar, good job, clean hands, everything I wanted for Ceil. I helped him get his job. He’s done well. But he beats her.” Schaffer’s lips thinned as they stew back over his teeth. “Dammit, he beats the shit out of her. And you know what’s worse? She takes it! She’s put up with it for ten years! I’m to the point where I’m thinking the best thing that could happen to Ceil was Gus meeting with some sort of fatal accident.” 


	Jack knew all this. They’d covered this ground during their first meeting.


	“You’re probably right,” he said before Schaffer could go on.


	Schaffer stared at him. “You mean you’ll … ?” 


	“Kill him?” Jack shook his head. “Forget it.” 


	“But I thought—” 


	“Forget it. Sometimes I make a mistake. If that happens, I like to be able to go back and fix it.” 


	Schaffer’s expression flickered between disappointment and relief, finally settling on relief.


	“You know,” he said with a small smile, “as much as I’d like Gus dead, I’m glad you said that. I mean, if you’d said okay, I think I’d have set you to it.” He shook his head and looked away. “Kind of scary what you can come to.” 


	“She’s your sister. Someone’s hurting her. You want him stopped but you can’t do it yourself. Not hard to understand how you feel. Anyway, why do you need me? Lots of laws against this stuff, you know.” 


	“Right. Sure there are. But you’ve got to sign a complaint. Ceil won’t do that.” 


	“She’s probably afraid.” 


	“Afraid, hell! She defends him, says he’s under a lot of pressure and sometimes he just loses control. She says most of the time it’s her fault because she gets him mad, and she shouldn’t get him mad. Can you believe that shit? She came over to my place one night, two black eyes, a swollen jaw, red marks around her throat from where he was choking her. I lost it. I charged over to their place ready to kill him with my bare hands. He’s a big guy, but I’m tough. And I’m sure he’s never been in a fight with someone who punches back. When I arrived screaming like a madman, he was ready for me. He had a couple of neighbors there and he was standing inside his front door with a baseball bat. Told me if I tried anything he’d defend himself, then call the cops and press charges for assault and battery. I told him if he came anywhere near my sister again, he wouldn’t have an unbroken bone left in his body to dial the phone with!” 


	“Sounds like he knew you were coming.” 


	“He did! That’s the really crazy part! He knew because Ceil had called from my place to warn him! And the next day he sends her roses, says how much he loves her, swears it’ll never happen again, and she rushes back to him like he’s done her a big favor. Can you beat that?” 


	Jack had felt himself going through a slow burn as Schaffer was speaking. Now he turned in his seat to face him.


	“Now you decide to tell me this?” He wasn’t quite shouting, but Schaffer could have no doubt he was pissed.


	“What? What’s wrong?” 


	“Don’t give me that! You knew nobody’d get involved in this once they learned your sister’s some sort of masochist!” 


	“She’s not! She—” 


	“Tell you what,” Jack said, reaching for the door handle, “you go get a bat of your own and wait for this guy in an alley or a parking lot. Take care of it yourself.” 


	“Wait! Please! Don’t think I haven’t thought of it. But I’ve already threatened him—in front of witnesses. Anything happens to him, I’ll be number one suspect. And I can’t get involved in anything like that, in a felony. I mean I’ve got my own family to consider, my business. I want to leave something for my kids. I do Gus, I’ll end up in jail, Gus’ll sue me for everything I’m worth, my wife and kids will wind up in a shelter somewhere while Gus moves into my house. Some legal system!” 


	Jack waited through a long pause. Here was the familiar Catch-22 that kept him in business.


	Schaffer finally said, “I guess I figured if I got you out here and you saw how big he is and how small and frail Ceil is, you’d … ” 


	“I’d what? Go all mushy? Forget it. Busting up this slug isn’t going to change things. Sounds like your sister’s got as big a problem as he does.” 


	“She does. I’ve talked to a couple of doctors about it. It’s called co-dependency or something like that. I don’t pretend to understand it.” He looked at Jack. “Can you help?” 


	“I don’t see how. Domestic stuff is complicated to begin with, and this situation sounds like it’s gone way past complicated. Not the sort of thing my kind of services can help.” 


	“I know what you’re saying. I know they need shrinks—at least Ceil does. Gus … I don’t know. I think he’s beyond therapy. I got the feeling Gus likes beating up on Ceil. Likes it too much to quit, no matter what. But I want to give it a try.” 


	“If that’s true, I can’t see him getting chummy with a shrink just because you or anyone else says he should.” 


	“Yeah. But if he was hospitalized … ” Schaffer raised his eyebrows, inviting Jack to finish the thought.


	“You really think if your brother-in-law was laid up in a hospital bed for a while, a victim of violence himself, he’d have some kind of burst of insight and ask for help?” 


	“It’s worth a try.” 


	“No, it isn’t. Save your money.” 


	“Well, then, if he doesn’t see the light, I could clue his doctor in and maybe arrange to have one of the hospital shrinks see him while he’s in traction.” 


	“You really think that’ll change anything?” 


	“I don’t know. I’ve got to try something short of killing him.” 


	“And what if those somethings don’t work?” 


	His eyes took on a bleak look. “Then I’ll have find a way to take him out of the picture. Permanently. Even if I have to do it myself.” 


	“I thought you were worried about your family and your business.” 


	“She’s my sister, dammit!” 


	Jack thought about his own sister, the pediatrician. He couldn’t imagine anyone beating up on her. At least not more than once. She’d had a brown belt in karate at seventeen and had never taken guff from anyone. She’d either kick the crap out of you herself or call big brother, the judge, and submerge you to your lower lip in an endless stream of legal hot water. Or both.


	But if she were a different sort, and somebody was beating up on her, repeatedly …


	“All right,” Jack said. “I’ll look into it. I’m not promising anything, but I’ll see if there’s anything I can do.” 


	“Hey, thanks. Thanks a—” 


	“That’s half down just for looking into it—no refund. Even if I decide not to do anything. The rest is due when I’ ve done the job.” 


	Schaffer’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a sec. Lemme get this straight. You get five large with no commitment?” 


	“Might take me weeks to learn what I need to know just to make that decision.” 


	“What do you need to know? How about—?” 


	“We’re not practicing ‘the Art of the Deal’ here. You’ve already held out on me about this co-dependency thing; how do I know you’re not hiding something else?” 


	“I’m not. I swear!” 


	“Those are the terms. Take it or leave it.” 


	For a moment it looked as if Schaffer might leave it. Then he shook his head.


	“You’re asking me to bet on a crap shoot—blindfolded. You hold all the aces.” 


	“You’re mixing metaphors, but you’ve got the picture.” 


	“Aw, what the hell.” Schaffer sighed and reached into his breast pocket. He handed an envelope across to Jack. “It’s only money. Here. Take it.” 


	Without hiding his reluctance, Jack tucked the envelope inside his shirt.


	“When do you start?” Schaffer said.


	Jack opened the door and stepped out of the Jag.


	“Tomorrow night.” 
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	Jack started back to Manhattan, then remembered he was due to pick up his mail. And since he was already in Queens, why not?


	He rented boxes in five mail drops—two in Manhattan, one in Hoboken, one in Brooklyn, and a large box in Astoria on Steinway Street. But he used that drop as a collection point only. Every two weeks his other drops bundled up his mail and sent it to Astoria. Every two weeks Jack hopped the R train and collected all his mail. An easy trip—the drop was only a couple of blocks from the subway stop.


	He double-parked in front of the big, brightly-lit window of Carsman’s Mail and Packaging Services and trotted inside. He’d chosen Carsman’s because it was open twenty-four hours a day. The clerk behind the barred window at the rear barely looked up as he entered, but Jack kept his head turned anyway. He unlocked the box, scooped out the four manila envelopes inside, and was out the door and tooling down Steinway Street in Abe’s truck in less than a minute.


	In and out, showing up at all odd hours of the night, seeing no one, speaking to no one—the only way to fly.


	As he drove he emptied the envelopes onto the seat beside him. At successive stop lights he sifted through the letters. Most were bills for the credit cards he carried under various identities. But one envelope addressed to John L. Tyleski caught his eye. Tyleski was one of his more recent noms de guerre. Jack didn’t remember any mail for him before. He tore open the envelope.


	Jack smiled. Because of John L. Tyleski’s excellent credit record, a Maryland bank had preapproved him for a Visa card.


	Damn nice of you people.


	Credit cards … Jack hated them. Plastic money left a trail of electronic footprints, a detailed record of every purchase—books, theater tickets, clothing, plane tickets—a diagram of your lifestyle, a map of your existence. The very things he wanted most to avoid.


	He’d held out as long as he could, but with each passing year it had become increasingly difficult to get by without them. A man with no credit cards raised eyebrows, and the last thing Jack wanted to attract was a second look. He’d found himself in an odd position: in order to remain invisible, he’d have to become a part of the national credit databases.


	So he jumped into Plastic Moneyland with both feet. He now kept four credit card accounts running at once, each under a different name, each attached to a different mail drop. He paid his monthly bills promptly with USPS money orders. He could have used another money order service with equal anonymity, but the idea of using a wing of the very government he was hiding from appealed to him.


	Early last year he’d added John L. Tyleski as an additional cardholder to the Amex account of John J. O’Mara.


	Tyleski’s record of payment since then had been so sterling that a competitor was offering him his own account.


	“On behalf of Mr. Tyleski,” Jack said, “I wish to thank you very much. We will sign him up first thing tomorrow.” 


	Something deeply satisfying in the predictability of large financial organizations.


	And in a few months, John J. O’Mara would request that John L. Tyleski’s name be removed from his Amex account, leaving Tyleski as a free and independent entity in the Visa databank.


	The timing was perfect. He’d been planning to visit Ernie tomorrow and start legitimizing a new identity anyway. He’d eventually attach that to the Tyleski Visa account.


	He smiled as he paid the toll at the Midtown Tunnel. This was shaping up to be a busy week.


	Salvatore Roma stood at the window of his suite on the top floor of the Clinton Regent Hotel and gazed at the blazing skyline.
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	He had been staying at the hotel since Monday, preparing for the SESOUP conference. A few of the attendees had arrived today to get in some sightseeing before the conference began. Tomorrow the rest would arrive, filling the hotel. Every room was booked by an attendee, just as he’d planned.


	Anticipation bubbled through him, making him almost giddy. All the pieces were falling together perfectly. By this time tomorrow night, the building would be packed with those special, chosen people.


	And then it would begin.


	After endless waiting, after repeated reverses at the hands of lesser beings, his time had come at last. He’d earned his reward, paid for it with blood and lives—his own—and now he was due to collect. Past due.


	All he needed were the proper tools. The people packing this building over the next few days would help provide those. After that, nothing could stop him. And he would grind to pulp anyone who got in his way.


	Mine, he thought, gazing at the city and beyond. Mine at last.
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	Jack had time, so he walked down to Midtown. It had rained last night as a front pushed through, and the temperature had dropped a good ten or twelve degrees below yesterday’s. The breeze had a raw edge to it. Coats were back on, legs were hidden again. Spring seemed an empty dream—


	He’d decided to dress like a Midtown tourist today, so he was wearing Nikes and a black-and-purple nylon warm-up over a Planet Hollywood T-shirt. The indispensable fanny pack completed the look. The nylon made an annoying rhythmic swishing sound as he quick-walked down Columbus, which magically became Ninth Avenue once he crossed Fifty-ninth Street. He paused to check out the trays of used paperbacks in the concrete plaza on the southeast corner of Fifty-seventh, then moved on. From there the avenue began its downward slope toward Hell’s Kitchen.


	At least that was what they used to call it. The presence of the Intrepid Museum and the Javits Convention Center had somewhat revitalized the area, but even so, real estate folks had found a neighborhood called Hell’s Kitchen a tough sell. So they’d started calling it “Clinton”—not after the president, but the former governor whose carriage house was still around here somewhere, a leftover from the old, old days when the area was a summer retreat for Manhattan’s wealthier folk.


	Then the Irish moved in. When the tenements rose, people started calling it Hell’s Kitchen. Italians and Greeks and Puerto Ricans followed, successive immigrant waves moving through the same apartments.


	The buildings tended to average about five stories in height with brick fronts, some decorative, most just plain red clay, thinly veiled with a steel lace of fire escapes clinging to their faces. Most of the streets, sloping upward on his left and down to the Hudson on his right, were lined with budding trees—Jack had forgotten how many trees grew in Hell’s Kitchen. Reminded him in some ways of his own neighborhood before the great gentrification of the eighties.


	Many of the doorways he passed were occupied, either by sleeping men or smoking women.


	Ahead of Jack a guy was peeking in the windows of all the parked cars he passed. He was trying to be coy about it, but no question: an hour from now, one of those cars would be missing.


	Jack remembered the Clinton Regent as being somewhere in the lower Fifties or upper Forties. He should have looked up the address before starting out. No matter. He’d find it.


	He thought about swinging down by the docks and grabbing a cup of coffee at the Highwater Diner. He’d done a job for the owner, George Kuropolis, a while ago, and had been impressed with how clean he kept the place. He glanced at his watch. No time. Maybe later.


	No shortage of restaurants in the area, and just about every ethnic group that had passed through the neighborhood was represented—lots of bodegas, a Greek bakery, Italian delis, Irish pubs, an Afghan kabob place, Caribbean, Thai, Chinese, Senegalese, even an Ethiopian restaurant.


	What do they serve in an Ethiopian restaurant?


	He’d have to check it out. If nothing else, meals would not be boring on this gig.


	The overcast sky threatened rain, but that didn’t seem to faze the tourists. The West Side was full of foreigners. He was stopped by a group of Japanese women who seemed to know only one word.


	“Gucci? Gucci?” they said.


	He pointed them toward Fifth Avenue. “Gucci.” 


	Then a dapper elderly gent with a British accent stopped him at a corner and wanted to know which way to Grand Central. Jack pointed him toward Forty-second and told him to walk left—couldn’t miss it.


	“But now let me ask you something,” Jack said as the man thanked him and began to walk away.


	He was bothered by the fact that, despite his best efforts to dress like an out-of-towner, two foreigners had chosen him to ask directions.


	“How did you know I wasn’t a tourist myself?” 


	“That nylon thingie you’re wearing, for one,” the Brit said, smoothing his neat little white mustache. “Whenever we see one in London, we know there’s an American inside. The same goes for that miniature rucksack on your hip.” 


	“Okay, but how did you know I wasn’t from Des Moines or someplace?” 


	“By the way you crossed the street. If you’ll notice, native New Yorkers completely ignore the don’t walk signals, and rarely break stride as they cross the street.” 


	Have to remember that, Jack thought.


	He moved on, stopping at all the don’t walks, and found the Clinton Regent Hotel in the upper Forties between Ninth and Tenth. A whopping eight stories tall, it towered over its neighbors.


	A low marquee overhung a small paved plaza shaded by half a dozen slim elms in planters. Through the windows to the left of the revolving doors he could see a half-filled coffee shop; to the right, the crowded lobby. He stepped inside and stuttered to a stop as a deep uneasiness wrapped around him like a tentacle.


	He looked around the low-ceilinged lobby, wondering what it was about this place that made him so uncomfortable. Just people, standing, sitting, wandering about. No one particularly sinister looking or threatening. They were all so ordinary he wondered if he was in the right place. Then he spotted a backpacking girl wearing a T-shirt decorated with the familiar black-eyed ET-ish alien and he knew this had to be the place.


	As he stood there the sensation eased away, but did not leave entirely.


	Jack spotted a tall, lanky figure waving from an alcove: Lew Ehler, and he was motioning to Jack to join him.


	“Good,” Lew said as they shook hands. He wore gray slacks and a green plaid shirt under a blue V-neck sweater; he looked more relaxed out of a suit. “You’re right on time.” He was staring at Jack’s throat. “What—?” 


	“Cut myself shaving.” 


	“Oh. We should go over your cover story before we try to register you.” 


	“Try?” 


	“Yes. I think I have a way to get you in, and if we pass that hurdle, you’ll need a cover story.” 


	“Maybe we should see about registering first.” 


	“No. Trust me, you should have the story set in your mind before you get involved here.” 


	“Okay. Who am I?” 


	He glanced around. “Too crowded in here. Let’s step outside.” 


	They stood near an elm in a concrete planter. Lew gave the street and sidewalk a careful once-over before turning to Jack.


	“I’ve given this a lot of thought and I think you should be an experiencer.” 


	“What’s an experiencer?” 


	“Someone who’s had a UFO experience.” 


	“You mean abducted?” Jack didn’t know if he could pull that off without laughing.


	“No. Too many phony abductees around—either delusional crazies or publicity hounds. You’ve got to be more subtle. You’ll simply say you experienced an incident that left you with unaccounted-for hours in your life. Where are you from?” 


	Jack didn’t want to answer that. “Why?” 


	“Because you should be familiar with where this event supposedly happened. It should be a fairly unpopulated area.” 


	Jack knew Jersey—he grew up there—and the pine woods that filled the belly of the state were about as deserted as you could get.


	“How about the Jersey pine barrens?” 


	“Perfect! Mel always talked about a ‘nexus point’ out there.” 


	“What’s that?” 


	“I’m not sure. It was part of her research. We drove through last year, looking for one of these nexus points but got lost. Okay, so that’s where you were … driving through the pine barrens, when you saw a light moving along the tree tops.” 


	“I’ve heard of lights like that—the Pineys call them ‘pine lights’—but I never saw one.” 


	“Yes, you did: you saw this light … and as you slowed to watch it, you spotted this glowing figure off to the side. You stopped for a closer look … and the next thing you knew, it was dawn. You’d lost five-six hours.” 


	“That’s it?” 


	Lew nodded. “That’s all you need. It’s perfect because it’s so vague. No one can trip you up on details because there aren’t any. Anybody starts questioning you too closely, you just act confused … you wish like crazy you could remember … you’d give anything to remember.” 


	“What about reporting it? That can be checked, so I’ll have to say I didn’t report it. Why not?” 


	“No problem. You never told anybody because you were too embarrassed—you don’t want people to think you’re some sort of nut. It’s a common story. Most people who are into this stuff believe that only a small fraction of sightings and contacts are on record; the rest remain unreported due to the very real fear of being labeled a kook.” 


	“Okay. I can handle that. But what’s my connection to Melanie?” 


	Lew grinned. “Here’s the beauty part: you never reported the incident to anyone, not even your own family, but then, out of the blue, Melanie Ehler called you and asked him to come to New York to talk to her about it.” 


	“But how did she know?” 


	Lew’s grin broadened. “That’s what everyone will be asking. That will make you a very interesting experiencer. Everyone will want to talk to you about it. And the thing is, you’ve never met Mel, never even heard of her, so you’re free to ask all sorts of questions about her.” 


	Jack looked around. “But here I am, sitting with you for all to see. How come I know you?” 


	“You showed up at the house, looking for Mel. But she’s gone. So I brought you along to help me look for her.” He beamed with pride. “Isn’t that great? All bases covered.” His smile faltered and his Adam’s apple made a single convulsive bob. “Mel would be so proud.” 


	It was great. Brilliant, in fact. But Jack saw a way to improve it.


	“I’m sure she would. And I’m impressed too. But let’s ratchet it up one more notch. Let’s say that I heard from Melanie Tuesday.” 


	“Tuesday? But that was after … ” 


	“Right. She called me after she was abducted.” If she was abducted, he mentally added. “That ought to shake up the guilty party and bring them sniffing around, don’t you think?” 


	“I guess it would.” 


	“And as for you—play it straight.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“I want you to pretty much tell it like it is: Melanie took off Sunday on some last minute research and you haven’t seen her since. Despite the fact that she told you she’d be gone for a while, you’re worried about her—you even suspect foul play. The only thing you hold back on is who I really am and the, er, TV message you got from her Monday night. Got that?” 


	“Yeah, sure. I guess so. But what—?” 


	“Lew?” said a woman’s voice.


	Jack turned and saw a matronly woman, maybe fifty or so, approaching them from the hotel entrance.


	“Oh, hi, Olive,” Lew called, then spoke hurriedly in a low voice from the corner of his mouth. “Olive Farina, one of the cornerstones of SESOUP. A born-again everything.” 


	“Lew, it’s so good to see you again!” she said, smiling warmly and opening her arms.


	Lew stooped for a brief embrace. “Good to see you too, Olive.” He turned to Jack. “I’d like you to meet … ” 


	Jack saw Lew’s face go blank, no doubt mirroring his mind. They hadn’t settled on a name.


	“Jack Shelby,” Jack said, extending his hand. “Lew and I met only Tuesday. Nice to meet you.” 


	Olive Farina had a sweet face and short graying hair. She wore a white turtleneck with flower-embroidered collar, a brocade vest that looked like it had been cut from a wall hanging, maroon polyester slacks and matching stockings with flat black shoes. Jack figured this was how nuns must dress when they resign from their convent. Her jewelry reinforced the ex-nun image: silver crosses as earrings, a gold crucifix as a ring, and a big silver crucifix suspended on a long chain necklace.


	“Bless you, and nice to meet you as well.” She turned to Lew. “Where’s Melanie? I’m so anxious to speak to her.” She grinned and lowered her voice to a stage whisper. “I’m hoping she’ll give me a preview of her address on Sunday.” 


	“I’m sorry, Olive,” Lew said, “but Mel’s not here. Frankly, I don’t know where she is, and I’m getting worried.” 


	He launched into his story, then worked Jack’s “experience” into it. Jack watched Olive’s expression carefully during the whole exchange, but saw nothing suspicious.


	“I’m sure Mel’s just fine,” Olive said. “You know how she is. She’s like a bird dog once she gets on the trail of something. She’s probably lost all track of time. Don’t worry, Lew. Melanie will be here as scheduled on Sunday to tell us what she’s discovered, and I know in my heart she’ll prove that Satan is the master manipulator. He has to be—the devil is the source of all evil. Why just last night as I was praying I—” 


	Her voice cut off as two long-haired heavy metal types strolled by on the sidewalk. Her head almost managed an Exorcist swivel as she fixed on the one with the Black Sabbath T-shirt. Her expression grew furious.


	“Excuse me,” she said and hurried after them.


	Jack watched as she grabbed the Black Sabbath guy by the arm and got into his face.


	“Are you a Satanist?” 


	“Sod off,” the guy said in a British accent and kept walking.


	“Even if you’re not a follower, you’re doing the devil’s work!” she said, following him. “You’re spreading the Evil One’s message with that shirt!” 


	The voices faded as the trio moved off:


	“As you can see, Olive is a bit, um, intense,” Lew said. “She represents the thinking of a fairly large segment of the membership—fundamentalist Christian types who believe the End Days are near and that Satan is preparing the way for the Antichrist.” 


	“Keep thinking those happy thoughts.” 


	“She’s a nice lady, really,” Lew said. “Just don’t push any of her hot buttons. The one you really have to be careful with is Jim Zaleski—a real hot-head, and a diehard ufologist.” 


	“You—follow what?” 


	“Ufologist—an expert on UFOs. He’s a spokesman for the alien contact faction of SESOUP.” 


	“So SESOUP’s not a united group.” 


	“About as united as the United Nations. Each subgroup pushes its own theory as the Real Truth. The other bigwig is Miles Kenway. He’s ex-military and … well, a little scary. He speaks for those who believe in the New World Order conspiracy. If I had to pick one of them as most likely to be behind Mel’s disappearance, I’d pick Kenway.” 


	I love this, Jack thought. It’s like an alternate reality.


	“Have you seen either of those two around?” he said, wanting a look at them.


	“No. But I’m sure they’ll be at the cocktail reception later. And Roma’s giving the welcoming address. You can meet them all tonight—if we can get you in.” Lew glanced at his watch. “Registration should be opening soon. Let’s get up there early. Let me do the talking.” 


	Back inside, they took the escalator up one level to the meeting floors and found the registration desks in a corridor. Lew was pre-registered so he simply had to sign in. Jack stood back while the thin, middle-aged brunette behind the desk assembled Lew’s badge and program. Movement to his right startled him—something small and brown with a long curved tail scurried along the floor. It disappeared behind the registration table.


	Jack was bending into a squat to check it out when the thing jumped up onto the table.


	A monkey. One of those cute little organ-grinder types with the pale face and the dark fur on the head—a capuchin, or something like that. It sat on the far end of the table and stared at him.


	Jack heard Lew say, “I’m also going to pick up my wife’s registration packet.” 


	“Sure, Lew,” the woman said, digging into an accordion file folder. Her badge read Barbara.


	Still staring at Jack, the monkey moved closer. Barbara glanced at it but said nothing. Jack didn’t understand why it was staring at him like that. Didn’t much like it, either.


	What’s your problem, little guy?


	He pointed to the monkey. “Is he a member too?” 


	Barbara smiled. “No. He belongs to Sal. Isn’t he cute?” 


	“Sal?” Lew said.


	“Professor Roma. He tells everyone to call him Sal.” 


	She handed Lew an envelope. “Ask Melanie to stop by and say hello later.” 


	“I’m not sure when Mel’s arriving,” Lew said. “In the meantime, I’m going to let Mr. Shelby use her badge and pass.” 


	Jack noticed that the monkey shot upright onto its hind legs, almost as if it were alarmed at something.


	“Are you a member?” she said to Jack.


	“Nope. But I’d sure like to be.” 


	“Oh, dear,” Barbara said. “I don’t think we can allow that.” 


	“I don’t see why not. Melanie’s going to be delayed so she wants Mr. Shelby to take her place until she arrives.” 


	“But Lew,” Barbara was saying, “he’s not a member—” 


	“But Melanie is, and I’m her husband, and this is what she told me: Jack is to take her place until she arrives.” 


	“But you can’t just give him—” 


	“Yes, he can,” Jack said, noticing other registrants backing up behind them. Enough jawing. “Watch.” He took Melanie’s registration from Lew and held it before him. “There. It’s done.” 


	Before Barbara could reply, the monkey screeched and leaped at Jack. It grabbed the envelope and tried to tear it from his grasp. Startled, Jack stumbled back a step. A few of the people behind him cried out in alarm.


	“What the—!” 


	He snatched the envelope from the monkey’s paws, grabbed the creature around its chest, and gently dropped it back onto the registration desk. As if bounding off a trampoline, the monkey sprang at him again, screeching shrilly all the while. This time Jack was ready. He caught it around the chest again and held it up at arms length. He stared at it.


	“Hey, pal, what’s with you? Cool it.” 


	The monkey stopped its screeching and glared at him. Then it tried to bite his wrist.


	“Damn!” Jack said and tossed it—none too gently this time—back onto the table. He looked at his wrist. The skin was scraped but unbroken.


	Undaunted, the creature looked ready to spring again when a voice rang out.


	“Mauricio!” 


	The monkey froze. It and everyone else turned to look at the man approaching from the far end of the corridor.


	“Oh, Professor Roma!” Barbara said. “I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t know what got into him.” 


	Jack took in Professor Salvatore Roma, founder of SESOUP: a lot younger than Jack had expected, with close-cropped black hair, just this side of a buzz cut, slim nose, dark eyes, and full lips; maybe five-ten with a lean body. He wore a white shirt—one of those collarless jobs—and dark gray pleated slacks. Looked like he’d just come from a GQ shoot.


	For some reason he couldn’t explain, Jack hated him on sight.


	Roma snapped his fingers at the monkey and, after a heartbeat of hesitation, it scampered along the table and hopped up on his shoulder. Roma approached Lew and Jack.


	“Hello,” he said, extending his hand to Lew. “I’m Sal Roma.” 


	“Lew Ehler. We’ve spoken on the phone.” 


	Roma smiled brightly. “Melanie’s husband! So good to finally meet you in person! I’ve been looking forward to meeting her in the flesh as well. Where is she?” 


	Roma was handsome and graceful, warm and friendly—why did Jack have such an urge to punch him in the face?


	Lew said, “She’s not here at the moment.” 


	Roma turned to Barbara. “What was all the commotion?” 


	“Lew wants this non-member”—she nodded toward Jack—”to use his wife’s conference pass.” 


	Lew launched into their cover story, and did a great job—Jack detected a few murmured oohs and aahs from the people around them. Roma listened patiently while the monkey on his shoulder continued to glare at Jack. In the end, Roma wasn’t moved.


	“I’m sorry,” he said, smiling sympathetically at Jack and Lew. “As much as I’d like to include you, Mr. Shelby, the conference is for members only.” He extended his hand toward Jack. “Please return the envelope.” 


	Jack shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m here. I’m staying.” 


	“I must insist, Mr. Shelby,” Roma said. Sudden fury darkened his smooth features.


	Surprisingly, Jack heard support from the other SESOUPers—people saying, “Let him stay” ... “Give him a break” ... “One more person isn’t going to hurt” ... and the like.


	Roma glanced around, opened his mouth, apparently thought better of it, and closed it again. The monkey looked ready to hurl itself at Jack’s throat.


	“Very well,” Roma said finally, with a tiny shrug as he looked around at the SESOUPers. “If you wish him to stay, so be it.” 


	Roma’s quick about-face surprised Jack; something about it bothered him. The monkey seemed to agree: It began jumping up and down and screeching as if protesting Roma’s capitulation.


	“Easy, Mauricio,” Roma purred, stroking its fur. His lips smiled as his eyes bored into Jack’s. “I could have security eject you, but it is not worth the disruption. Enjoy your stay at the conference, Mr. Shelby. But if you interfere at all with these proceedings, I shall remove you. Is that clear?” 


	Jack grinned into the combined glares of Roma and his monkey. “Does this mean I don’t get to call you Sal?” 


	Roma turned away, but the monkey kept watching Jack from his shoulder, hissing at him as they walked off. Finally the monkey jumped to the floor and ran the other way, as if disgusted with all of them.


	“What happened between you and that monkey?” Lew said.


	“Don’t know. I get along pretty well with dogs and cats. Maybe monkeys don’t like me. His master wasn’t exactly crazy about me either.” 


	And vice versa, Jack thought. He couldn’t remember experiencing such instant unprovoked animosity toward another human being.


	“But you’re in,” Lew said, slapping him on the back. “That’s the important thing.” 


	“Yeah.” Jack shuffled through his—Melanie’s—registration envelope, and pulled out the program. He thumbed the pages. “What now?” 


	“Not much doing yet. It’s too early for me to check into my room. We could have lunch.” 


	“I’ll have to take a rain check. I’ve got some errands. And I need to see about a room of my own.” 


	“That might be a problem. The place is booked solid. If necessary, you could stay with me.” 


	“Thanks,” Jack said, but hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He wanted to stay here because this was where the action—such as it was—would be. But being a roommate went against his nature, unless of course the other occupant was Gia.


	“Maybe I can go on a wait list, in case there’s a cancel or a no-show.” He checked today’s schedule in his program. “How about we meet at this Welcome Address at five?” 


	That was fine with Lew. They split, and Jack headed back uptown to see a guy named Ernie.
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	Roma watched the stranger leave and fought and urge to follow him and wring his neck. It wouldn’t do to have him turn up dead. That might upset the attendees, might even send some of them scurrying back home—the last thing he wanted.


	But who was he? And why had Melanie Ehler’s husband lied about him, saying that Melanie wanted this newcomer to use her conference pass until she arrived? Nothing, could be further from the truth.


	He calmed himself. It didn’t matter, really, who he was. The hotel was full, so Mr. Jack Shelby would have to find himself some other place to stay. That was the important matter—that he not replace one of the attendees. If he did that, something would have to be done about him. Roma needed them all here tonight.


	Yes. He closed his eyes. Tonight.
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	The sign in the dirty window read:


	ERNIE’S I-D


	ALL KINDS


	PASSPORT


	TAXI


	DRIVERS LICENSE


	Jack pulled open the door and stepped inside.


	“Hey, Jack,” said the skinny, basset-faced man behind the counter. “How y’ doin’. How y’ doin’.” Not a question, just Ernie’s habitual rapid-fire greeting. “Lock the door and flip the sign to ‘closed’ there, will ya?” 


	Jack did just that, then approached the counter, passing racks of sunglasses, customizable T-shirts, sports caps, and bootleg videos. Ernie developed film and made legitimate photo IDs, and generally sold anything that had a fat mark-up, but his main income came from people who wanted to be someone else, or at least be known as someone else.


	Over the years Ernie had made dozens of driver’s licenses and photo IDs for Jack.


	“You said you need another high school ID, right?” Ernie said, lifting an accordion file from the floor and removing the elastic band that encircled it. “Here in the city?” 


	“No. Hoboken.” 


	Ernie flipped through the pockets in the file, an extensive collection of ID cards and badges for most of the schools, factories, and offices within a ten-mile radius.


	“Hoboken … Hoboken … what’s the kid’s name?” 


	Jack unfolded a photocopy of a certified birth certificate and placed it on the counter.


	“Here he is. And I’ll need you to notarize this copy for me, too.” 


	Ernie had a Notary Public seal, the duplicate of a legitimate Notary down in the financial district.


	“Sure thing.” He squinted at the birth certificate. “D’Attilio, huh? D’Attilio the Hun, maybe?” He flashed Jack a quick, Charlie Callas grin. “For a D’Attilio we should probably enroll him in St. Aloysius.” More searching. “Here it is.” 


	He removed a high school ID from the file and clipped it to a yellow legal pad.


	“Okay,” he said, scribbling on the pad. “We’ve got John D’Attilio. D-O-B?” 


	Jack pointed to the birth date on the certificate. “Right there.” 


	“Got it. Address?” 


	Jack gave him the address of his Hoboken mail drop.


	Ernie nodded. “Yog?” 


	“What’s that?” 


	Ernie raised his eyebrows and gave Jack a Do-I-have-to-spell-it-out? look. “Y-OG?” 


	Of course—year of graduation. It was on all school IDs.


	“Let see … he’s just turning sixteen, so he’ll graduate two years from now.” 


	“Got it. And I’ve got a nice photo to go with that name. Okay. When do you need it?” 


	“No hurry. Next week’s okay.” 


	“Good. Cause I’m a little backed up.” 


	“Usual price?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“See you Monday.” 


	Jack turned the sign, unlocked the door, and stepped back onto Tenth Avenue. He glanced at his watch. Time to check back with the hotel. He hoped the reservation desk had scrounged up a room for him. He found himself looking forward to mingling with the Society for the Exposure of Secret Organizations and Unexplained Phenomena. He’d never been an “experiencer” before.
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	Jack lucked out with a room: One of the SESOUPers had to cancel because of some family emergency, and Jack took her place.


	He wound up in a fifth floor room overlooking the street. The decor was typical hotel blah: stucco ceiling, heavy duty beige wall paper, TV, dresser, and a pair of double beds, double drapes on the window, and framed nondescript prints of ponds and tree branches on the walls. But the bland surroundings didn’t allay the strange uneasiness he felt every time he stepped into this building, as if the air were charged with some sort of cold energy.


	He was unpacking the gym bag that held the change of clothes he’d brought from home, when he heard a knock on his door. He eyeballed the peephole, expecting to see Lew. Instead he found Olive Farina standing in the hall.


	“I hope I’m not disturbing you, Mr. Shelby?” she said as Jack pulled open the door. “May I come in? I have a question or two I’d like to ask you.” 


	Jack hesitated, puzzled. What did she want here?


	But she looked harmless enough, and he was curious to hear her question or two.


	“Sure.” 


	He stepped aside and Olive entered uncertainly, peering into the bathroom as she passed, as if expecting someone to be hiding in there.


	“You’re alone?” 


	“Last time I looked.” 


	When she reached the center of the room, she stopped in front of the TV cabinet and turned to him. “Before we speak, will you do something for me?” 


	“Depends on what it is.” 


	She lifted the silver crucifix that hung from her neck. “Will you hold this for me?” 


	“Hold it?” 


	“That’s right. Just wrap your fingers around it for the count of ten.” 


	Uh-oh, Jack thought. Loony Tunes times.


	But he said okay and gripped the crucifix in his fist, firmly resisting the manic urge to scream in agony and fall writhing to the floor. Very doubtful this audience would find much humor in that.


	“Good,” she said after a few heartbeats. “You can let go now.” She inspected Jack’s open palm.


	“Looking for scorch marks?” he said.


	She gave him a tolerant smile. “Laugh if you will, but at least now I feel I can trust you.” 


	Jack shrugged, thinking, if that’s all it takes, you’re already way too trusting. He gestured to one of the upholstered chairs by the big plate glass window.


	“Have a seat.” Jack turned the chair from the writing desk to face her and dropped into it. “What did you want to ask me?” 


	“Well,” she said, adjusting her wide frame into the narrow seat, “if I understand correctly, you were the last one to speak to Melanie Ehler.” 


	“I don’t know that for sure. She could have called lots of other people.” 


	“Yes, of course. But I want to know … when she spoke to you, did she mention anything else … did she mention the End Times?” 


	“No,” Jack said. “I’m not familiar—” 


	“That must be what Melanie learned,” Olive said, her voice revving up. “Because everything that’s going wrong in the world is evidence of the End Times.” She pointed to the night stand between the beds. “There’s a Holy Bible in that drawer, and it’s all recorded right there in the Book of Revelations.” 


	“Really.” 


	“That glowing figure you saw in the woods? That could have been an angel—the Book of Revelations mentions angels appearing to the Righteous near the End Times. Are you righteous?” 


	“I sure hope so.” 


	“And that light you saw? Some will claim it was a UFO peopled with aliens. Don’t believe them. UFOs are not from outer space—they’re the chariots of Satan.” 


	She was working herself up. It was almost as if she were talking to herself. Jack could only watch and listen, fascinated.


	“Yes! Satan! For isn’t the Dark One, after all, referred to as ‘Prince of the Air?’ The lights in the skies are proof that Satan is here. He and his forces are at this very moment working to hurl America into anarchy by destroying religious freedoms. That’s why there’s been so many church burnings recently—and don’t forget Waco! But he’ll also try to undermine from within by striking at us through our children! Even now his minions are teaching those innocent minds about evolution and life on other planets, trying to convince them that science proves the Bible wrong! And it’s working, trust me, it’s working. And what is Satan’s purpose? Just before the End Times, he is going to join the USA and Canada into a single government and install the Antichrist as overall leader.” 


	Jack listened raptly. He loved this stuff.


	“Any idea who this Antichrist is?” he said when she took a breath. He could think of a few politicians who fit the description.


	“No. Not yet. We’ll know soon enough, though. But not all of us are going to sit around and just let this happen. The Righteous Faithful will resist to the end. The Devil is going to mark his billions of followers with a special microchip. It will run at six hundred and sixty-six megahertz—six-six-six is the Number of the Beast, you know. His followers, those who have the chip, will be able to buy food and roam free; the Righteous who refuse the chip and stay faithful to God will starve or be rounded up and put into camps.” 


	Got to make sure I get me one of those chips, Jack thought.


	“It will be a terrible time,” she said, shaking her head as she wound down and her voice softened. “A terrible, terrible time.” 


	“How did you learn all this?” Jack said.


	“I told you: it’s right here in the Bible, and in the papers every day!” 


	“Right. Of course.” He knew she hadn’t been born like this. He wondered when she’d gone off the deep end. And he wanted to know if she was far enough gone to make a move against Melanie Ehler. “But when did you first begin putting it all together?” 


	Olive leaned forward. “I can tell you the exact date I became aware of Satan’s evil hand in world affairs. Up till that time I was just like everybody else, blithely going about my business, thinking everything was fine—well, I had a bad weight problem and couldn’t seem to do anything about it. But I had no idea my obesity was related to Satan.” 


	Jack couldn’t resist. “The Devil made you eat?” 


	“Are you mocking me, Mr. Shelby? Because if—” 


	“Call me Jack, and no, I wasn’t mocking you.” Had to tread softly here. “Go on.” 


	“All right. As I was saying, I was getting nowhere with my weight until I went to this wonderful therapist. She took one look at me and said, ‘You were abused as a child—that’s why you’re overweight. Your mind has forced you to build up that layer of fat as symbolic insulation against further abuse.’” 


	“She made the diagnosis first, before she started interviewing you? Isn’t it usually the other way around?” 


	“She’s an exceptional woman. At first, of course, I thought she was crazy, but she convinced me to go through memory recovery therapy. And, to my everlasting horror, I found she was right. I recovered memories of Satanic ritual abuse when I was a child.” 


	Jack said nothing. He’d read an article in the Times about memory recovery therapy and how it tended to create more memories than it supposedly recovered.


	Olive pulled a tissue from the pocket of her flowered vest and dabbed at her eyes. “My parents denied it all till their dying days, so I couldn’t find out if they’d implanted one of those 666 chips in me.” 


	“What makes you think—?” 


	“Because they hurt me!” she said, her eyes puddling up again. “I remember that! I can see those black robed figures standing over me—you hear about men in black, and there was that so-called comedy movie about them, but these were the real men in black, and believe me, there was nothing funny about them!” 


	“Easy, Olive,” Jack said, fearing she was about to lose it. “It’s all right.” 


	“It’s not all right! These Satanic cults sacrifice most of their victims, and so for a while I thought I was lucky because I’d survived. And then I started thinking maybe I was allowed to live for a reason. Maybe I’d been implanted with the 666 chip. If that’s true, it will control me during the End Times. I’ll be marked as unfaithful. I’ll miss the Rapture and suffer the Tribulation.” 


	“A simple X ray ought to—” 


	“They don’t show up on X rays! I’ve had countless pelvic exams, plus CAT scans and ultrasounds and MRIs, but they all supposedly come back negative.” 


	“Supposedly?” 


	“I’m beginning to suspect that the medical profession is in league with the CIA and Satan, implanting these chips in everyone they can. That’s why I’ve got to know when the End Times are coming … so I can prepare myself … purify myself. If you hear from Melanie again, ask her about the End Times, will you? Please? I’ve got to know.” 


	Jack’s sense of derisive amusement with Olive melted away in the face of her genuine anguish. Her fears were whacked out, but the deeply troubled woman before him was real, and she was hurting. He would have liked a few minutes with the so-called therapist who got her started down this road.


	“Sure, Olive,” he said softly. “If I hear from her again, that’s the first thing I’ll ask her.” 


	“Thank you,” she said, brightening. “Oh, thank you. And tell her I’ve still got the disks.” Her eyes widened and her hand darted to her mouth.


	“What disks?” Jack asked.


	“Nothing,” she said quickly. “It was nothing. Forget I said that.” 


	Jack remembered the empty “GUT” folder in Melanie’s computer.


	“Computer disks, Olive?” he said, improvising. “Melanie told me she had large computer files on her Grand Unification Theory. She said she made copies for safekeeping and that she was giving them to someone she trusted.” He was stabbing in the dark here. “Was that someone you?” 


	“Her theory? All her work?” Olive sat frozen, staring at Jack. “She told you?” 


	Jack nodded. “You’ve got them in a safe place, I hope.” 


	“Yes, but I don’t know anything about computers, so I have no idea what’s on them. And I was wondering why she didn’t give them to Lew. Do you think she doesn’t trust him?” 


	Good question. Why hadn’t she given them to her husband?


	“I can’t say, Olive. I never met her, and I’ve only known Lew since Tuesday.” 


	“Melanie and I are very close. She’s such a good, warm person. She’ll always listen to me, always comfort me. She never has a bad word to say about anyone. She’s been like a sister to me.” 


	That didn’t jibe with Lew’s description of a woman with few friends or social contacts.


	“If something’s happened to her … ” Olive sniffed and blinked back tears.


	“You know,” Jack said slowly, cautiously, “I know a little about computers. Maybe I could help you get into those disks and—” 


	Olive was shaking her head. “No.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why should you care about what’s on those disks?” 


	“Well,” Jack said, improvising again—this was one suspicious lady. “Melanie seemed to know about my, um, experience. I want to know how. Those disks might give us a clue as to—” 


	“No-no!” she said, her voice rising. “No one can see them! I promised!” 


	“Okay,” Jack said, raising his hands in a conciliatory gesture. He didn’t want her getting worked up again. “Good for you. You have to honor Melanie’s trust. Does anyone else know about the disks?” 


	She shook her head. “Not another soul … until now.” 


	“Good. We’ll keep it that way. I won’t mention it to anyone, not even Lew.” 


	She wiped her eyes and composed herself, then rose to her feet.


	“Thank you. You’re a good man. And I’m sorry I made such a scene. I didn’t mean for this to happen. It’s just that I seem to cry so easily lately. Maybe it’s because something inside me senses the End Times coming. Do you think that could be it?” 


	“I couldn’t say, Olive. But I’ll bet they’re still a long ways off.” 


	“Let’s hope so—for both our sakes.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Get yourself a check-up, Mr. Shelby.” 


	“Me? Why?” 


	“Those missing hours after you saw the light and the figure—they might have planted one of the 666 chips in you. Get a thorough examination by a doctor you trust. Soon.” 


	Jack led her toward the door. “Yeah. That’s probably a good idea. Thanks for the advice.” 


	“And watch out for Jim Zaleski.” 


	“Who?” 


	“One of our more prominent members.” 


	Jack remembered the name now—Lew had called him a “ufologist.” 


	“I don’t know why he was ever allowed in this organization. He’s so foul mouthed. He cannot seem to speak a single sentence without blaspheming or taking the name of the Lord in vain.” 


	“I don’t see how—” 


	“And he has a temper nearly as terrible as his tongue. I’m just hoping that Melanie didn’t come to him with some information that upset him, because there’s no telling what he might do.” 


	“I’ll keep that in mind.” 


	“And the other one to watch out for is Professor Roma himself.” 


	“I’ve already had a run-in with him.” 


	“I heard. That’s why I thought I could trust you … because I don’t trust him. At least not yet. He could be an ally, or he could be in league with the devil.” 


	“Why do you say that?” Jack remembered his instant dislike of the man.


	“That monkey … I’ve seen him talking to it.” 


	“Well, everybody talks to their pets now and again.” 


	“Yes, but I’ve seen it answering him, whispering in his ear. I even overheard it once.” 


	A chill shot through Jack. The way that monkey had glared at him earlier, with almost human hatred …


	“What did it say?” 


	“I don’t know … it was speaking a language unlike any I’ve ever heard, almost like … ” She glanced at him. “Have you ever heard anyone speaking in tongues?” 


	“Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure.” 


	“Well, I have. And many times the Spirit has taken me over and I’ve spoken myself. That’s what it sounded like to me—Speaking in Tongues.” 


	“You could be mistaken.” 


	She nodded slowly. “Yes, I could be. But what if that monkey is some sort of familiar? That would tell us which side he’s on, wouldn’t it.” Her eyes narrowed again. “That’s why I’m watching him … watching him whenever I can. I’ll find out the truth about Professor Salvatore Roma.” 


	Jack opened the door and ushered her into the hall. Movement to his left caught his eye and he turned in time to see a man in a hat and a dark suit moving quickly down the hall and ducking out of sight into the elevator alcove. He had a sense that he’d been standing outside the door a few seconds ago.


	Listening? he wondered. Somebody watching me? Or watching Olive? Or just somebody heading for the elevator?


	He considered heading down to the alcove to get a better look at the guy, but dropped the idea when he heard the elevator bell ring. He’d never make it in time.


	He turned back to Olive. “If you learn anything about You-know-who, be sure to let me know.” 


	“I will. And remember,” she said, a fearful need growing in her eyes. “If Melanie calls again—” 


	“I’ll ask her. I promise I’ll ask her.” 


	“Bless you. I’m in 812. Call me as soon as you have any news, no matter how late the hour.” 


	Jack closed the door and sighed with a mixture of relief and pity. One very disturbed woman. At least he hoped she was. None of that could possibly be true, could it?


	Nah. Jack figured he didn’t know much about the End Times, but he did know a lady who should probably be on some heavy-duty medication while she was waiting for them.
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	Jack sat with Lew during Professor Roma’s welcoming address. He was less interested in the words—some mishmash about “confluence of ideas” and “spreading the Truth” and “ripping the cover off’ and so on—than, in the man.


	Roma—sans monkey—wore a very dapper light gray Armani suit with a black collarless shirt buttoned to the top, giving him the appearance of a very rich and hip minister. Much as Jack hated to admit it, the guy was a mesmerizing speaker. He prowled the little stage with a cordless mike, gesturing dramatically, speaking without notes. Sincerity and dedication fired his every word. Here was a man with a mission.


	The biographical sketch in the rear of the program book said he was a native of South Carolina and now a professor of anthropology at Northern Kentucky University.


	Jack wondered how a college professor afforded Armani suits. Maybe he did a lot of public speaking, because he seemed to have a gift. He’d seized this audience of about three hundred. They listened in rapt attention, breaking into applause every time he paused. The crowd itself surprised Jack. The SESOUPers were older than he’d expected. The average age had to be forty-plus. Lots of gray heads in the audience, which was pretty evenly divided between the sexes, but almost exclusively white—he’d seen only one black face since he’d entered.


	He’d been anticipating more picturesque types, and indeed he’d spotted a few ethereal, long-haired New Agers, and the inevitable bearded fat guy doing the Michelin Man thing in a stretched-to-the-limit “Abductees Do It In Space” T-shirt, but mostly he saw lots of old guys wearing white shoes and string ties with a flying saucer cinch, matrons in warm-ups and polyester pants suits, nerdy engineer types with pocket protectors and suspenders. The home towns on their badges were in states like Colorado and Missouri and Indiana.


	On the whole, what was so striking about SESOUP’s members was their very ordinariness. Middle America seemed to be heavily into conspiracies.


	Jack didn’t know whether to be heartened or dismayed.


	After the standing ovation for Roma’s address, everyone streamed into a large adjoining room for the cocktail reception. Jack watched singles, couples, groups greeting each other with smiles and hugs.


	“Looks like a pretty friendly group,” he said.


	Lew nodded. “They’re good people. A lot of us know each other from other similar organizations. Most are like Melanie and me—no close living relatives, not much in common with their neighbors. For many of us, these conferences are almost like family gatherings.” He held, up a couple of drink tickets. “Thirsty? I’m buying.” 


	“I thought you didn’t drink.” 


	“I’m making an exception tonight.” 


	“Okay. I’ll take a beer. Anything as long as it’s not made by Anheuser-Busch.” 


	As Lew threaded his way through the crowd toward the bar, two middle-aged women stopped before Jack.


	The taller of the pair introduced herself as Evelyn Something-or-other, a big, chunky blonde wearing a bright red dress, little white socks, and shiny Mary Janes on her tiny feet—all Jack could think of was an old comic book character … Little Dot’s voracious friend …


	Little Lotta.


	“I’m the program chairwoman?” Evelyn said. It sounded like a question. In fact, just about everything out of her mouth sounded like a question. “Lew told me about your experience? We’re planning on holding panels? You know, with experiencers? Would you care to participate?” 


	“No, thanks,” Jack said. “I’d rather not.” 


	Evelyn smiled sympathetically. “I know there’s some controversy? I mean, about your being here? But that shouldn’t put you off? It’s good to share? And the audience? It will be totally nonjudgmental?” 


	“I really don’t have all that much to tell,” Jack said. “I hardly remember a thing about it.” How true, how true.


	“I can fix that,” said the other, a hawk-faced, anorectic-looking woman.


	“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Evelyn. “This is Selma Jones? A memory-recovery therapist?” 


	Selma fixed him with an intent share. “I’ve helped many, many experiencers regain ‘lost’ hours. I can help you.” 


	And maybe turn me into an Olive Farina? Jack thought.


	“Maybe some other time.” 


	“Well, if you, you know, change your mind?” Evelyn said, laying a gentle hand on his arm. “About the panel? You’ll let me know?” 


	“Sure. Thanks for asking. You’re very kind to care.” 


	He meant that. She seemed sincere. And it couldn’t hurt to have an ally or two among the membership.


	The pair moved off, and Jack looked around for Lew.


	He spotted him limping toward him with a Bass Ale in each hand. He had a trim, middle-aged man in tow.


	“Jack,” Lew said, handing him a bottle. “I want you to meet one of SESOUP’s more prominent members, Jim Zaleski.” 


	Jack had read about Zaleski in the program book which described him as “the world’s foremost ufologist who has devoted his entire life to unexplained aerial phenomena and alien manifestations.” In person he appeared to be in his late forties with thin lips, hornrimmed glasses, and longish dark hair that he repeatedly brushed off his forehead.


	“Lew says you’re the last one to hear from Mel,” Zaleski said, giving Jack a quick handshake while his voice did light speed. “Want to talk to you about that. Got plans for breakfast tomorrow?” 


	“Nothing firm: a couple eggs, maybe bacon, but I could go the pancake route.” 


	Zaleski didn’t even blink. “Great. Meet me down in the coffee shop about eight. We’ll talk.” He clapped Lew on the shoulder. “Gotta run, Lew. Gotta work the goddamn room.” 


	As Zaleski melted into the throng, Jack told him about turning down Evelyn’s offer to be on the experiencers panel.


	“Did I do the right thing?” 


	Lew nodded. “I’d say so. Keep things as vague as you can. The more you tell, the less interesting you’ll be.” 


	“Well, thank you very much.” 


	Just then Lew reached out and grabbed the shoulder of someone passing by, a stocky older man with short gray hair.


	“Miles! Miles, I want you to meet someone.” The man stopped and turned their way. “Miles,” Lew said. “This is Jack Shelby. I told you about him earlier. Jack, this is Miles Kenway.” 


	Kenway’s handshake was firm and lingering. He had a lined face and a military bearing. He wore a snug herringbone sport jacket, and appeared to be in good shape.


	His icy blue eyes bored into Jack. “Good to meet you, Shelby. We must talk in depth of your experience sometime, but first let me ask you: Do you remember seeing any black helicopters at the time?” 


	“Uh, no,” Jack said slowly, hesitating. Was this a trick question? “It was night.” 


	Kenway’s brow furrowed. “Yes. Yes, of course. Well, carry on then,” he said and marched off.


	“Warm fellow,” Jack said to Lew as he watched Kenway work his way into the crowd.


	“And now you’ve met all the SESOUP big shots—except Melanie, of course. Miles is the one that worries me. He’s a former Army Intelligence staff sergeant who was attached to NATO where he says he came across secret UN plans to take over the country. He now heads a militia unit outside Billings, Montana.” 


	“You mean one of those white supremacist groups?” 


	“He’s not a racist as far as I can tell. Just staying prepared for when the shock troops of the New World Order invade the United States.” Lew raised an eyebrow.


	“Whatever gets you through the night,” Jack said.


	He watched Kenway’s broad retreating back and thought he noticed a slight bulge in his sport coat at the small of his back. Was he carrying?


	Both military and intelligence training, most likely armed, and probably a few Fruit Loops shy of a full bowl. Dangerous combination. This was a guy to watch.


	He glanced at Lew and found him staring at the carpet, a million miles away, and lost there.


	“Thinking of Melanie?” Jack said.


	He nodding, blinking and biting his upper lip.


	“We’ll find her.” 


	“But will she be okay when we do?” Lew said.


	Jack couldn’t answer that with any authority, so he said nothing.


	“I really miss her,” Lew said. “Especially now. This kind of gathering was always the best time for us.” He took a deep shuddering breath. “I think I’ll go back to my room and leave the TV on … maybe Melanie will contact me again. You’ll be okay?” 


	“Sure,” Jack said. The poor guy looked truly miserable … like a hound dog who’d lost his master. Jack felt for him. “Go ahead. I’ll just hang out and … mingle.” 


	Mingle? Jack thought as Lew moved off. I haven’t the faintest idea how to mingle.


	He never went to cocktail parties and had no skills at small talk. He felt like a stranger at a family reunion. But at least it seemed like a friendly, open family. He started weaving among the small groups clustered throughout the crowded room—


	And came face to face with Professor Salvatore Roma. Jack swallowed another surge of distaste and forced a smile. He’d have to build bridges here if he was going to learn anything about Melanie Ehler’s whereabouts.


	“Good speech, professor,” he said.


	Roma blinked in surprise; his expression remained guarded, as if waiting for a zinger. When it didn’t come, he smiled cautiously. “Why … thank you, Mr. Shelby. Very kind of you to say so. It seems we got off on the wrong foot earlier.” 


	“Just a misunderstanding.” Jack imagined himself extracting a few of Roma’s too-white teeth. “I’ve forgotten it already.” 


	“So have I.” But Roma’s eyes said otherwise.


	“By the way, where’s your better half?” 


	“My better—?” 


	Jack tapped his own shoulder. “Your affectionate little pet.” 


	“Oh, you mean Mauricio.” He chuckled mirthlessly. ‘“My better half,’ indeed. Mauricio is back in my room. He doesn’t do well in crowds.” 


	“Not too cool in the one-on-one department, either. He tried to bite me before you showed up earlier.” 


	Roma’s grin broadened. “Over the years I’ve found Mauricio to be an excellent judge of character.” 


	As much as he hated to, Jack had to smile. Score one for you, Sal.


	“Later,” Jack said, and began to turn away.


	“Oh, one more thing,” Roma said.


	As Jack faced him again, Roma raised his right hand with his three middle fingers raised and curved. He moved it slowly downward on a diagonal in front of Jack’s body.


	“What’s that?” Jack said. “The secret SESOUP salute?” 


	Roma sighed. “Hardly,” he said softly. He shook his head. “How easily we forget.” 


	Jack stared at him, baffled. “Forget what?” 


	But Roma only smiled and moved off into the crowd.
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	Miles Kenway swirled his scotch on the rocks and watched Roma and the newcomer talking. Something not right between those two. Everybody knew about the showdown between them this morning—almost came to blows from what Miles had heard—and now they were smiling at each other. How do you figure that?


	Maybe I’m just cranky, he thought.


	Not without good reason: When he’d checked into his room today he’d found that it faced east. No way he was staying in a room that faced toward the UN. No telling what kind of devices those NWO types over there would be aiming at him during the night. He’d gone back to registration and got in their faces until they put him in a west-facing room.


	He took a sip of his scotch and watched Roma and the newcomer go their separate ways. Roma was okay. Miles had him checked out—a professor just like he said; a family man with a wife and two kids, no criminal record, no ties to shady organizations. But the newcomer …


	Jack Shelby … I’ll just bet.


	Miles couldn’t say exactly what it was, but something about this fellow didn’t sit well. Maybe it was the way he looked at people. Those eyes … just sucking in everything. But sneakily: watch him raise his beer to his lips and scan the room while he takes a long, slow sip.


	Wouldn’t surprise me a bit if he’s already spotted my .45, he thought.


	Or maybe it was the way the newcomer moved. Like a cat. No, not just a cat—a jaguar. A just plain nobody who just happened to lose a few hours after seeing a light in the Jersey Pines shouldn’t move like a predator cat.


	Miles had seen men like that. He had a couple of them in his unit back in Montana. Always looked ready to spring into action. Both were ex-Navy SEALs.


	Was this fellow special forces too? Had the One Worlders brainwashed him, changing him from someone sworn to protect his country into someone dedicated to bringing it down?


	He wouldn’t be the first.


	Another thing that bothered Miles about Shelby was the way he’d appeared out of nowhere and insinuated himself into a supposedly exclusive group.


	But why should that surprise me? he thought with a mental shake of his head. The SESOUP folks aren’t the most alert bunch.


	Lew was too gullible, pure and simple. He took far too many things at face value. And unless Shelby was wearing a pentagram or inverted cross tattooed on his forehead, Olive would think he was okay. And Zaleski … he was only on the lookout for aliens.


	Miles knew that the threat to the world as he knew it would arrive as a perfectly normal human being. Melanie probably knew it too. Were she here, she’d keep this Shelby character at arm’s length. Miles and Melanie were the only sensible ones among the members … and sometimes he wasn’t so sure about her. She’d been getting some weird ideas lately.


	As usual, Miles would have to rely on himself. And his contacts.


	He still had a few trusted moles in the intelligence community. His best was in the FBI—a good man, recently converted to the cause, who’d agreed to stay with the Bureau in order to keep an eye on things from the inside. It might be wise to ask him to do a background check on this Jack Shelby, just like he’d done on Sal Roma.


	Miles would keep a close watch on Shelby tonight and see where he left his beer bottle. He’d use that as a fingerprint source. An excellent starting point.
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	Jack wandered the room, focusing here and there on the various conversations in progress around him. He heard “JFK” mentioned to his right and saw half a dozen middle-aged men and women standing in a loose circle. He sidled their way.


	“Look,” said a silver-haired fellow with a neatly trimmed beard, “all the evidence shows that Kennedy was killed because he was going to reveal MJ-12’s deal with the grays.” 


	Jack blinked. MJ-12? Grays? Was this some sort of code?


	“Haven’t you seen the latest?” said a round-faced woman with long straight brown hair. “His driver was the second gun, and he administered the coup de grace because Kennedy was going to pull us out of Vietnam!” 


	“Going to take us out of Vietnam?” said another guy. “Like hell! He’d just committed more troops to Vietnam. No, you two are looking for way-out solutions when the truth is much more mundane. Kennedy was whacked by the mob for screwing with Giancana’s babe!” 


	They all began talking at once. Just for the hell of it, Jack added to the babble: “Um, how about Oswald?” 


	That stopped them cold. They all turned to stare at him. He suddenly felt like a caterer who’d just brought a platter of glazed ham to a Moslem banquet.


	Finally the bearded man spoke. “Oswald? You some kind of nut?” 


	They all started babbling at once again, but this time at him. Jack backed away and escaped before they could encircle him, and in the process he bumped into someone.


	“Sorry,” he said, turning and offering an apologetic smile to a guy holding an eight-by-ten photo.


	“It’s okay,” said the guy, who looked to be about eighty. He thrust the photo toward Jack. “Here. Take a look at this.” He turned to the younger fellow with him who sported a Fu Manchu mustache. “Here’s a completely neutral observer. Let’s see what he says.” Then to Jack: “Go ahead. Tell us what you see.” 


	Jack looked at the photo and shrugged. “It’s the Earth—looks like a picture of the northern hemisphere of the Earth from orbit.” 


	“Right—a satellite shot of the North Pole. I had this part of it blown up. See that dark spot? That’s the hole that leads to the inside.” 


	“Inside where?” 


	“Inside the earth. It’s hollow, you know. There’s a whole other civilization inside, and that’s the entrance.” 


	“Looks like a shadow.” 


	“No, you’re not looking closely enough.” He snatched the photo from Jack and jabbed his finger at the dark splotch. “That’s a huge opening. That’s where the saucers come from.” 


	“Saucers?” Jack said.


	Over the guy’s shoulder Jack saw his Fu Manchu’d companion rolling his eyes and rotating his finger by his right temple.


	“Yes!” said the old guy, brandishing the photo. “People have been brainwashed into thinking that UFOs are from outer space. They’re not! UFOs are from inside the earth!” 


	He stomped off with his photo.


	“UFOs from inside the hollow earth,” the guy with the Fu Manchu said derisively, watching him go. “Some people will believe almost anything.” 


	Jack nodded enthusiastically. At last—someone with an ounce of common sense. “A bit of a nut, ay?” he said from the corner of his mouth.


	“I’ll say. Everybody knows they’re based on the dark side of the moon.” 


	Jack said nothing, just kept nodding and smiling as he backed away. He heard “Princess Di” as he passed another group, and paused.


	“It was the Royal Family, I tell you. Queen Liz offed Di with the help of the Masons. It was the minefield thing.” 


	“The minefields? Oh, don’t be silly!” 


	“Those mines are where they are for a reason. You don’t really believe they’re all just normal land mines, do you? If the poor girl had just kept her mouth shut, she’d still be with us.” 


	“She is still with us! Nobody offed Di. That whole thing was faked. She’s in hiding from the Royal Family.” 


	“With whom?” Jack said. “Elvis?” 


	“Hey, now there’s a thought!” 


	And there’s my cue to move on.


	He glanced at his watch. He had to get out to Elmhurst to set up watch in the Castlemans’ backyard, to keep an eye on Gus and the purportedly abused Ceil.


	On his way to the escalators, he saw a squat, red-haired man with a full beard in a wheelchair exiting the elevator. The man began rolling along but after a dozen feet or so he suddenly braked and stared at Jack. He looked almost startled to see him.


	Do I know you? he thought as he passed.


	No. He’d remember a guy like that.


	Jack kept moving. He checked the front of his shirt and pants, but no, his fly was closed and he hadn’t spilled anything. As he stepped on the escalator, he glanced back and found the red-haired guy still staring after him.


	First the monkey, then Roma, now this guy. What is it about me that’s so damn interesting?
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	Jack rubbed his grainy eyes as he crouched in the rhododendrons by the Castlemans’ fence. Had to love rhodos—they provided the same cover year round.


	His back ached and his butt was cold from sitting on the ground. He pulled his gym bag under him for insulation. The hard irregular lumps of the tools inside were almost as uncomfortable as the ground. Had to remember to bring a cushion tomorrow night.


	He’d spent hours observing the Castlemans’ home life and so far hadn’t seen a hint of anything even remotely violent. Or remotely interesting. These were not exciting people.


	Skinny little Ceil apparently had got home shortly before Jack arrived. Schaffer had said his sister worked for a small publishing house in Manhattan. The little kitchen TV was on—Jack recognized Eyewitness News—and she was pouring herself a stiff vodka. She watched the news as she started slicing and dicing for dinner; she’d smoked three cigarettes and downed another vodka by the time big Gus Castleman came in from a hard day of accounting at Gorland Industries. He peeled off his suit coat and went straight to the fridge. Maybe he grunted hello to Ceil; Jack couldn’t be sure. Sure as hell no hello kiss. Gus pulled out two Bud Lights and sat down before the family room TV—Jack couldn’t see what he was watching.


	When dinner was ready Gus came to the kitchen table and they ate watching the TV. After dinner, more TV. Gus fell asleep around ten. Ceil woke him up after the 11:00 news and they both went to bed.


	Such was life at the Castlemans’—boring to live, excruciating to watch. But Jack had a rule about being sure of a situation before he did a fix. After all, people lied. Jack lied to most people every day. Schaffer could be lying about Gus, might want him laid up for something that had nothing to do with his sister. Or Ceil might be lying to her brother, might be telling him it was Gus who gave her those bruises when all along it was some guy she was seeing on the side. Or Schaffer and Ceil could be conspiring against Gus …


	Jack smiled and shook his head. Less than one day with the SESOUP folk and already he was hunting up conspiracies.


	Whatever, Jack needed to be sure Gus was doing what his brother-in-law said he was before he made a move on him.


	But so far Gus was just boring and inattentive. That didn’t rate hospital-league injuries.


	If something was going to break here, Jack wanted it to happen before Sunday. Clocks were due to get pushed ahead then and the extended daylight would make surveillance a lot tougher.


	Calling it a night, he crept back to the street. As he headed for his rented sedan, he heard the hum of a car engine growing behind him. He tensed. Cops, maybe? He continued strolling along with his gym bag over his shoulder, doing his best to look like a local on his way back from a late night work-out. Trouble was, the bag wouldn’t withstand even a cursory inspection: under the sneakers and sweatsuit lay a full set of burglar tools and a special .45 ACP automatic.


	Jack didn’t turn, didn’t give a hint he’d even heard the car until it came even with him. Then he glanced over, real casual like, preparing to nod and give a friendly little neighborly wave.


	The car was passing under a streetlight—a black Lincoln Town Car, a later model than the one he’d seen in Monroe. And the two guys in the front seat weren’t cops. Jack wasn’t sure what the hell they were: Ditko characters with pale faces, black suits, white shirts, black ties, and black hats with the brims pulled low over dark glasses.


	Dark glasses? It was edging toward midnight.


	The driver was closer, staring straight ahead, but the passenger was leaning forward, studying Jack. Without changing speed, it glided past and cruised on down the street.


	Just two guys dressed like the Blues Brothers.


	So how come they left him with a case of the creeps?


	IN THE WEE HOURS


	Roma …


	Salvatore Roma paced the narrow, ill-lit space between the antique boilers in the hotel basement.


	It’s beginning, he thought.


	He could feel it, but it was building so slowly.


	Patience, he reminded himself. Patience. You’ve waited so long already, you can wait a little longer now.


	Mauricio had made room for himself on a low shelf. He rummaged in the white plastic shopping bag he’d brought along and removed a human finger. He held up the severed digit for Roma to see.


	“Look at that fingernail,” he said in the Old Tongue, his tone dripping contempt. The nail was very long, perfectly shaped, and painted a bright fuchsia with a diagonal turquoise stripe. “Where do they get the idea that this is attractive?” He bit into the nail with his sharp teeth and wrenched it free, exposing the raw nail bed. He spat it back into the bag. “I’m glad their time is up. I hate them.” 


	Roma watched with amusement as Mauricio began to gnaw on the bloody stump of the finger, tearing off bits of flesh with quick, jerky movements. He could tell that his old companion was in a foul mood. Roma said nothing. He knew more was coming.


	“As I am sure you can tell,” Mauricio said finally, “I’m very upset with this recent turn of events.” 


	“Really?” Roma hid a smile. He was fond of Mauricio but wished he had a sense of humor. “You hide it so well.” 


	“I’ll thank you not to mock me. You should not have admitted that stranger. The instant I laid eyes on him I knew he was trouble.” 


	“And how, pray tell, did you know that?” 


	“I felt it. He is a wild card, an unexpected, unquantified element who spoke not a word of truth. You should have ejected him and not allowed him to set foot through the door for the rest of the weekend.” 


	“That was my first impulse as well, but I had a change of heart.” 


	“The hotel was supposed to be filled with sensitives—at least one in every room. He now has one of those rooms.” 


	“True, and I believe he may be a sensitive himself.” 


	Mauricio had gnawed the finger’s proximal phalanx clean. He cracked the bone in half and began sucking out the marrow.


	“Oh? And on what did you base that decision?” 


	“The fact that he is marked. You noticed that, I assume.” 


	“Of course. Immediately. But he is not merely ‘marked,’ he is scarred, and that means he has fought the Otherness—fought and survived.” 


	“‘Fought’ is a loaded term, Mauricio. He was most likely just an innocent bystander, a wounded civilian.” 


	“Perhaps, but the very fact that he survived bothers me—bothers me very much. He could be working for the enemy.” 


	Roma laughed. “Do not be such an old woman, Mauricio. We know the enemy’s agents and he is not one of them.” 


	“We know only of the Twins. How do we know there are not more? I say we should call this off.” 


	Roma felt his amusement fade, replaced by irritation. “I wish to hear none of that. You have been against this plan from the start and you will latch onto any excuse to abort it.” 


	Mauricio had finished with the first phalanx. He tossed the bone fragments back into the sack, then went to work on the rest of the finger.


	“I’ve tried to discourage you for good reason. I was put here to advise you, remember?” 


	“To serve me, Mauricio.” 


	The monkey glared at him. “I serve the Otherness, as do you.” 


	“But I am The One. I decide, you facilitate. Do not forget that.” 


	They’d had this argument before—many times. Mauricio had been sent to aid him, but over the years he had come to see himself as a mentor. Roma resented that. No one on this plane had worked longer in service of the Otherness than he. He had learned the hard way, through pain, imprisonment, even death, and the last thing he needed was someone offering half-baked advice, especially at this late date.


	Mauricio said, “Why won’t you listen to me when I tell you this whole plan is premature? You are too impatient.” 


	“Impatient? I have waited ages—literally ages—for this. Do not dare call me impatient!” 


	“Very well then: You are not impatient. But you have not dealt with The Lady, and the signs are not quite right yet.” 


	They are right, Roma thought, because I say they are right.


	“The Lady does not matter.” 


	“And why here?” Mauricio went on. “New York is too crowded. Too many variables, too many ways for something to go wrong. Why not somewhere in the desert? A hotel in, say, Nevada, or New Mexico?” 


	“No. I want it here.” 


	“Why?” 


	“I have my reasons.” 


	Mauricio hurled the partially eaten finger across the room and leaped to the floor. He shot upright to stand on his hind legs. His usually high-pitched voice dropped two octaves as he abandoned his capuchin monkey guise and expanded to his true self—a powerful, bull-chested, midnight-furred creature with blood-red eyes, standing four feet tall,


	“You’re not allowed reasons! You are The One. You are here to open the way. It is your duty and your destiny. Personal vendettas have no place in your life!” 


	“Then someone else should have been chosen,” Roma said calmly, coldly. “Not someone with a past—a long past. Not someone with scores to settle. But there is no one else on this plane with the capacity to make the choice. So if I say it begins here, then here is where it will begin.” 


	“I see I have no say in the matter,” Mauricio said sullenly. He shrank into the capuchin guise again. “But mark my words well: I still think this is premature—the wrong time as well as the wrong place—and that it will end badly. I also think allowing that stranger in was a mistake. He’s an enemy. And a terrible dresser.” 


	Roma laughed, glad to ease the tension between them. Mauricio needed to be put in his place every so often, but he was too valuable an ally to alienate. “Admit it, Mauricio. That is what really bothers you about him, isn’t it.” 


	“Well, after all, did you see that hideous warm-up he wore? Absolutely dreadful.” He looked Roma up and down. “How about your new suit? Any compliments on it?” 


	“Many.” Not that he cared in the least.


	“See? I told you—” 


	Roma held up his hand. “Wait!” A tingle began running over his skin. “Feel it? It’s happening … the power is growing, building. Any moment now.” 


	A portal would be opening soon. And as it did, he could only imagine what was going on with the sleeping sensitives racked on the floors above him. The last place he’d want to be right now was in their dreams. He almost felt sorry for them.


	Almost.


	Olive …


	... awakens to the sound of chanting. She forces her eyes open and gasps.


	Hooded forms, thirteen of them, crowd around her bed, each holding a thick black candle. She screams but only a muffled squeak struggles past the cloth gag bunched in her mouth. She tries to move but her hands are tied behind her and she’s bound to the bed.


	Panic detonates within as she realizes her rings are gone, and the crucifix has been taken from around her neck.


	“Did you think you could be saved, Olive?” says a voice.


	It echoes from one of the forms but she can’t tell which because their faces are lost in the inky shadows within their cowls. It sounds like her father’s voice, but that can’t be … he’s dead—he died ten years ago.


	She begins to pray. Our Father, Who art in Heaven …


	“Yes,” says the voice, “I really do believe she thinks she’s saved. Pathetic, isn’t it.” 


	Laughter from the other forms, male and female voices, mocking her.


	“Let us remind you why you can never be saved,” says the voice. “Let us take you back and show you why the face of God will be forever turned from you.” 


	Olive screams through her gag. Not that! Oh, please, not that again!


	She feels herself shrinking, the gag popping out of her mouth, the cords on her hands and feet falling away, to be replaced by bands of duct tape winding around her body, pinning her arms to her sides and her legs together. She tries to scream again but she has no voice here. The hotel room melts away, leaving her in a dank subcellar lit by smoky torches.


	And she knows this place, oh, dear God, she remembers every detail of the horrors that were perpetrated here. For years, decades, she had no memory of these events, but gradually, through many sessions with her memory recovery therapist, she unlocked doors that had been sealed shut by her protective brain. One after another they opened and she learned what had happened to her.


	And her father was the villain. After the divorce, her Bible-toting mother had filled her ears with maledictions about his drunken, no-account ways, yet still Olive had to spend every other weekend with him. And on one of those weekends, he and some of his friends dragged her along to one of their “services” ...


	And now she sees the subcellar more clearly than ever before … almost as if she’s there …


	Suddenly she realizes that she is here. They’re not going to make her remember … she’s five again and she’s going to relive the horror.


	No-no-no-no-no! PLEASE NO!


	But she cannot turn away, cannot even close her eyes. It’s all here—the pentagrams and inverted crosses painted in blood on the walls. Straight ahead lies a huge marble block, dripping red. In the high, deep fireplace to the right, something that looks like a monkey is turning on a spit.


	A goblet is pressed to her lips.


	“Drink!” says her father’s voice.


	When Olive sees the thick red fluid within, and sniffs the coppery odor, she turns her head away in revulsion.


	“Drink!” the voice commands.


	Her head is grabbed and tilted back, her jaws forced open; thick, warm, salty liquid pours into her mouth. She coughs, gags, but they keep pouring. She feels it running over her face, clogging her nostrils, she must swallow or drown, swallow or drown …


	Olive swallows, gasps, tries to vomit it back up, but they squeeze her throat and keep it down.


	Then she’s dragged to a table—a rough wooden bench, really—and watches as one of the hooded figures slices flesh from the monkey turning on the spit … a chubby little thing with an unusually large head for a monkey. The flesh is laid before Olive. They don’t even give her a chance to refuse it. The greasy meat is thrust into her mouth, then her jaws are forced shut and her nostrils pinched.


	Again—swallow or suffocate.


	She swallows.


	Still gagging, she is carried to another corner of the room where a huge sow lies spread-eagled on a stone block. Its throat has been slit; its many-nippled abdomen has been opened and all the organs removed. Olive is folded into the red stinking cavity, her head in the pelvis, her feet against the diaphragm. She kicks and screams and twists as they sew the skin flaps closed, but to no avail. Soon she is entombed in the wet, suffocating darkness.


	Never in her life, before or since, has Olive been so terrified, so mortally sick with fear and loathing. She is sure she is going to die. Past her sobs and whimpers she hears muffled chanting around her. The rotten air clogs in her throat. She can’t breathe.


	As a roaring grows in her ears and bright spots flare before her eyes, she feels a pair of hands gripping her head, the fingers curving under her jaw and pulling. Darkness still engulfs her. Where did the hands come from?


	The hands pull, harder and harder, until she is sure her head will come off. She kicks toward the pressure and suddenly she’s moving, squeezing through a tight, tight passage, and then there’s air! Who’d have thought this dank subterranean air could smell so sweet? She sucks deep drafts as the rest of her body is pulled free of the sow through the space between its legs.


	The chanters cheer and tear off their robes. They are naked beneath, and now they dance and drink and go into a rutting frenzy—men with women, women with women, men with men.


	Child Olive squeezes her eyes shut while adult Olive thinks about all that followed after she regained these memories. She remembers confronting her father as he lay dying of cirrhosis—despite his toxic state, he gave a great performance of wounded incredulity. And even his mother, who hated the man and never had a good word to say about him, declared that he never could have been a part of such horrendous doings.


	Lies, all lies.


	Olive went to the local police. They investigated but could find no evidence of such a cult. Of course not. How could they? The evidence was three decades old.


	Then she heard that the FBI was investigating the wave of reports of Satanic ritual abuse sweeping the country. Olive told them her story. The agents were properly sympathetic, and dutifully took down her information, but their investigation also yielded nothing.


	How could that be? she wondered in all her naivete. How could one of the finest crime fighting organizations in the world find no evidence of such a widespread cult?


	When she went back to the federal office and insisted that they keep looking, one of the investigators took her aside. He told her that they’d investigated hundreds of these claims and had yet to find any corroborating evidence. They’d combed through houses where others with recovered memories claimed that dozens of children had been ritually abused and sacrificed, and had found not a trace of blood. He even went so far as to suggest to Olive that what she remembered most likely never happened, that it was something called false memory syndrome, instilled by suggestions from her memory recovery therapist.


	Olive thanked him very much … and fled the building.


	Because then she knew … the very people she was turning to for help were part of the problem. This was bigger than she ever had imagined. Higher-ups in the government were linked to a powerful worldwide network of murderous satanic pedophiles and pornographers who destroyed all evidence when they could, and planted disinformation when they could not. And when that didn’t work, the Lord of Evil protected them—Satan himself implanted distortions in the brains of survivors, to make them seem like poor delusional fools.


	A filigree of deceit encasing the world, concealing the truth …


	Abruptly Olive is no longer lying on the floor. She feels sheets around her, a mattress against her back. And she is no longer a child.


	She opens her eyes. She is back in her hotel room, and the Satanists are gathered again around her bed.


	“So you plainly see, Olive,” says her father’s mocking voice, “why you can never be saved. You have drunk human blood and eaten human flesh. In God’s eyes you are a blight on His creation, you are anathema. You will be cast into hell where we can all be together—for eternity!” 


	“No!” she cries. “I’m saved! I’ve been born again!” 


	Vicious laughter all around as her father says, “Born again? Olive, dear, you cannot be born again into the Spirit, because you have already been born again—of a sow!” The laughter grows louder. “And when did you last hear of a pig entering heaven?” 


	Olive sobs. She squeezes her eyes shut and claps her hands over her ears—for some reason, her hands are free now—to shut out the laughter. Soon the laughter fades. Hesitantly, she opens her eyes …


	She was alone.


	Olive sat up in her bed and rubbed her eyes. She looked around in the darkness. Across the room, next to the square shadow of the TV, the red glowing numerals on the alarm clock read 4:28.


	Relief flooded through her. A dream … an appalling, horrifying dream, but only a dream. Her father was dead. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. He—


	Olive froze. The glowing numerals had disappeared … as if someone had stepped between her and the clock. She sensed movement on both sides of her.


	Oh, no! Please, God, NO!


	She couldn’t bear to relive that again. She opened her mouth to scream but a leather-clad hand slithered across her face and sealed her lips …


	Jack …


	... awakens to a sound … a scratching noise …


	He sits up and focuses on it. Coming from the door. He reaches under the pillow and finds the Glock; he works the slide to chamber a round, then pads to the door.


	As he reaches it, he notices the odor.


	Rakoshi stink.


	Not again. But that was a dream. This is real.


	He puts his eye to the peephole and peers into the hall. Something wrong out there. All the lights are out. It’s like peeking into a coffin … but it smells worse.


	Then he sees the eyes, pairs of glowing yellow almond-shaped slits floating in the darkness, and he knows.


	Rakoshi!


	No time to wonder how as a huge weight slams against the other side of the door. Jack jumps back. The weight hits the door again, and again, until the wood shatters, sending splinter missiles hurtling toward him.


	Jack backpedals across the room, firing all the way. He jumps onto the bed. With his back to the wall he blasts wildly, down and around, everywhere he sees the eyes.


	When the clip is empty, he stands there panting, sweating. The eyes are gone and he can’t hear anything past the ringing in his ears. Slowly, cautiously, he bends, gropes, finds the switch on the bedside lamp, and turns it.


	Blinking in the sudden glare, he gasps at the sight of a dozen or more hulking, cobalt-skinned creatures milling about the room, unharmed by the fusillade he’s just loosed at them. They turn their shark-snouted heads his way, bare their teeth, and rake the air with their talons, but they do not approach. They merely watch him with their yellow basilisk eyes, as if waiting for him to fall over dead. No hurry. He’s not going anywhere.


	How? How did they get to his room without causing a panic and leaving a trail of bloody carnage in their wake?


	And what the hell are they waiting for?


	He should be glad they’re waiting. His extra clips are in his gym bag over by the door. Not that they would do much good—bullets never seemed to have much effect on these things. But fire … yeah, fire works.


	He glances at the lamp. If he broke the bulb, could he spark a flame with the exposed innards?


	He’s reaching for it when he hears a voice.


	“Do not be afraid, Jack.” 


	He jerks around. Who—?


	One of the rakoshi, larger than the rest, has moved closer, gesturing to him.


	“We are your brothers.” 


	The voice seems to be coming from the rakosh. But that’s impossible.


	“What?” he says aloud, feeling like an idiot.


	The rakoshi he knew had the brains of pit bulls and the deadly homing instincts of Tomahawk missiles—and were about as explosively destructive. The ones he killed could say a word or two, but were far behind the dumbest parrot in the vocabulary department.


	And yet the voice is there, calling him by name.


	“You are half rakosh, Jack. You have denied your true nature long enough. It is time at last to come out of the closet.” 


	What the hell is it talking about?


	“Purge your human side, Jack, and come the rest of the way over. It is just a step. Just one easy step.” 


	“You’re crazy,” he says, and it sounds so lame.


	“Still in denial, then? We feared that. We know what is keeping you from embracing your true nature, and because you are our brother, we will help you cross over.” 


	Jack notices a commotion over by the shattered door—the rakoshi there seem suddenly agitated. Jack pauses, then feels his blood crystallize as Gia and Vicky are dragged into view. All the air seems to rush from the room, leaving him gasping.


	“Jack!” they scream in unison as they see him.


	He moves toward them but the big rakosh slams him back against the wall and pins him there.


	“Wait,” it says.


	Jack watches in horror as Gia is driven to the floor. Half a dozen rakoshi surround her, blocking her from view. He struggles frantically to get free, clubbing at the big rakosh with his empty pistol, but he’s pinned like a moth to a board. He shouts in rage and anguish as he sees their talons rise and fall, going down clean, coming up red. He hears Gia’s wails of pain, Vicky’s cries of horror. Gia’s blood spatters the wall and Jack goes mad—black closes in around the edges of his crimson vision. With a joint-popping lunge he breaks free of the rakosh’s grasp and makes a diving leap toward the melee.


	In the air he has a glimpse of Gia’s torn body, her wide blue eyes beseeching him as the life fades from them. He shouts in horror, but is batted away—powerful arms grip him and hurl him toward the window. He crashes through the glass but manages to twist and catch the sill. He’s hanging by his fingertips, kicking for purchase on the brick wall, unable to see into the room but hearing Vicky’s wails of terror turn to screams of pain, and then end with a gurgle and he knows she’s gone and it’s too late to save her, too late for both of them, and without them, what’s the point of going on? Because if he can’t save them, if of all people he can’t protect Gia and Vicky, then his whole life is a sham and he might as well end it here.


	He looks down and sees a gaping hole in the street below, growing larger, swallowing the asphalt pavement, then the sidewalk.


	A hiss above him—the big rakosh, hanging over the sill. It raises its three-taloned hands, dripping red.


	“They are gone. Nothing stands in your way now, brother. Join your true family.” 


	“No!” Jack shouts.


	“You must!” The rakosh hops up onto the sill, poised like a diver. “Come! We are going home.” 


	The creature leaps over Jack and plummets toward the ever-widening maw of the hole. With a chorus of shrill cries, the rest of the rakoshi do the same, arcing over Jack in a dark hellish cataract, cascading toward the bottomless pit yawning below.


	And finally they’re gone, and all is still. But Jack can’t bring himself to crawl back into that room and see the torn bloody ruins of the two most important people in his life.


	In complete despair, he lets go and begins to fall, crying out not with fear but with the pain of incalculable loss as he tumbles through space, eager for the dark embrace that will blot out the horror of his failure—


	But he lands softly … on a mattress …


	Jack twisted violently and almost fell out of bed. “Wha—?” Dark. He was in his hotel room. No scratching at the door, no odor. He turned on the light—the room was empty. He checked the pistol under the pillow—full clip; a sniff of the muzzle showed it hadn’t been fired recently. He looked around the room: everything in its place, the drapes still drawn as he’d left them.


	He sagged and moaned, “Oh, Christ!” A dream—it had been a dream. He was so filled with relief he almost sobbed.


	He glanced at the clock. 4:32 A.M.


	Another rakoshi-mare. And this time Gia and Vicky were in it—torn to pieces in it. The dream had had a premonitory feel. Jack’s stomach roiled at the thought. But it couldn’t be. The rakoshi were gone. What the hell was going on then?


	He shook himself and, pistol still in hand, left the bed. Thirsty. He flipped the bathroom light switch. As the fluorescents flickered to life he jumped back.


	A crate, dark, dark green, five feet long and a foot high and wide, floated in the center of the bathroom, maybe three feet off the floor. Smoky wisps trailed off its surface like steam, white tendrils drifting toward the floor like dry ice fumes. Cold air seeped around his ankles … flowing from the crate.


	Jack’s first instinct was to point his pistol at it. Then he realized …


	“I’m still dreaming. Got to be.” 


	A glance left showed that the room door was still locked, the sturdy swing latch still in the closed position. But that didn’t mean a whole hell of a lot. Jack knew those could be bypassed—he’d done it a few times himself. The gym bag was the clincher—it was still snug against the door, right where he’d left it.


	He didn’t feel as if he was dreaming. He slapped his face. It stung.


	And then with a crash that sent him diving for cover, the box dropped to the floor.


	Bomb was the first thought to flash though his head. But who’d leave a bomb in a big green crate in a bathroom? And it hadn’t exploded when it dropped.


	He peeked around the corner. The box sat cold and quiet on the tiles. Looked completely harmless. But Jack was in no hurry to see what was inside.


	He checked the door again. No way it had been opened. So how—?


	He stopped himself.


	Wait. What am I thinking? This isn’t happening. It’s no more real than those rakoshi of a few minutes ago. I keep forgetting I’m still asleep.


	This felt pretty damn real for a dream, but what else could it be? Which meant he shouldn’t be wasting his time trying to answer unanswerable questions when all this would be gone when the dream ended.


	He headed back to the bed, closed his eyes, and waited to wake up.


	Roma …


	“Where is it?” 


	Roma stood in the center of the basement and turned in a slow circle, arms spread in bafflement. The portal had opened and closed—he knew it, he’d felt it—but he had nothing to show for it.


	Anger mixed with new, unfamiliar emotions: confusion and, strangest of all, uncertainty.


	“Where is the device? Why was it not sent?” 


	“It was sent,” Mauricio said, tying up his plastic bag. ‘I sense it somewhere in this building. But not here.” 


	“But it was supposed to be delivered here. To me.” 


	“Obviously it wasn’t.” 


	The creature’s serene tone rankled Roma. “Mauricio … ” 


	“Something has gone wrong—as I predicted.” 


	Roma felt his anger flare to incandescence. “I want no more talk of your predictions! I want that device. You say it is somewhere in this building—find it! Now!” 


	Mauricio stared at Roma a moment, then hopped down to the floor.


	“It’s that stranger,” he said. “I’m sure of it.” 


	“Then find him. Let him be a stranger no more. Learn about him—where he lives, who he knows, who he loves—especially who he loves. A man who loves is vulnerable. Love is an excellent lever, one we should not hesitate to use should we need to.” 


	Mauricio nodded and, without another word, trotted off, dragging his plastic bag behind him.


	Disquiet nibbled at the base of Roma’s spine as he watched him go. Could Mauricio be right? Was it not yet his time?


	No. That was not in question. Then what had gone wrong? Was he right that the stranger—the insect who called himself Jack Shelby—was the problem?


	He would have to learn more about him. And if he proved to be the source of interference, Roma would see to it that he sorely regretted the day he had dared to insinuate his insignificant presence into something so momentous.
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	Jack tried but couldn’t sleep. And when dawn came, he returned to the bathroom and found the dark green crate still there.


	Impossible.


	No, he didn’t want to say impossible. Because obviously it was possible. Once you started believing the impossible, the next step was maybe hearing someone speaking to you through your TV.


	He pulled the curtains and looked outside. The city was awakening. Garbage trucks rumbling and clanking, people walking their dogs before heading for work …


	Just another day in Hell’s Kitchen.


	But not just another day in this particular hotel room. That crate wasn’t a dream. The part about it floating in mid-air—that had been a dream—but the damn crate was real.


	Back to the bathroom.


	All right, let’s think about this, he told himself, staring at the box. If the crate’s real and it didn’t come through the door, how did it get here? How did someone sneak it into the room without me hearing anything?


	Cautiously he stepped into the bathroom. The crate wasn’t steaming anymore, the air against his feet no longer cold. He reached his hand toward its surface but didn’t touch it: seemed to be room temperature now. Close up like this, he could make out fine traces of black within its dark green surface.


	Avoiding contact, Jack knelt and checked the floor around the crate, inspected under the sink counter, opened all the drawers … no sign of an opening or hidden door.


	Baffled, he sat on the edge of the tub and stared at the crate. How had the damn thing got here?


	Gingerly, he nudged it with his toe. The wood didn’t feel like any wood he’d ever known. The cover moved under light pressure from his toe and he jerked his foot back.


	It wasn’t sealed.


	Giving the crate wide clearance, Jack retrieved the desk chair from the next room. He felt like a jerk, leaning around the edge of the bathroom doorway and poking at the crate with the chair leg, but he freely admitted that this thing had him spooked and he wasn’t taking any chances.


	Finally the lid slid off. No explosion, no snakes or giant spiders came crawling out. The overhead lights gleamed off … metal bars.


	He stepped in for a closer look. The crate held a jumble of miniature girders. Looked like an oversized erector set, with nuts and bolts and braces, but no plans.


	Was he supposed to know what this was? Hell, was it even meant for him?


	And then he saw part of the underside of the lid. Looked like a diagram. He flipped it the rest of the way over. Yeah. Plans that looked like an old blueprint for assembling whatever it was, not printed on the material, more like engraved in white into its dark green surface. Some sort of an oil rig, or something that resembled one. But the plans looked incomplete. The top of the structure appeared to be cut off at the upper end of the lid, as if they’d run out of room.


	Didn’t matter. He wasn’t about to start assembling it. He had better things to do. He searched the crate inside and out for an address. He’d take an invoice, or a ‘To” or a “From”—he wasn’t picky—but found nothing.


	He replaced the lid—weird texture to that material—and slid the crate under the sink counter.


	Is somebody gaslighting me? he wondered.


	After all, he was surrounded by loons.


	Probably best to sit on it—figuratively—for now and see if anyone asked about it, or came looking for it.


	He wasn’t too crazy about showering with that crate in the bathroom, but he managed it—warily. He stood under the hot geyser and wondered what he’d got himself into here, that nightmare with the rakoshi and that voracious hole gobbling up the city … how could a dream leave him so unsettled? Maybe because he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was more than a dream … that it was some sort of premonition. But of what?


	And then the crate …


	He pulled back the curtain to see if it was still there. Yeah, right where he’d left it under the counter. A woman disappears, a strange box appears. Any connection? And if so, how?


	The hot water relaxed his tight muscles, but did little to ease his mind.


	Feeling as if the walls were closing in, he quickly dried off, threw on a flannel shirt and jeans, and called Lew.
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	Jack met Lew outside the coffee shop where they found James Zaleski waiting with a guy in a cowboy shirt and boots he introduced as Tony Carmack. Tony had a more-than-generous nose and wore his hair in a long-banged Caesar cut. He looked like the old Sonny Bono from the ‘60s, but when he opened his mouth he was pure Dallas-Fort Worth. Zaleski had shed his suit for a long-sleeved red shirt and a dark blue down vest.


	The receptionist led them to a rear booth. Jack got stuck on the inside, which he never liked, but decided not to make an issue of it. Lew was next to him on the end. Carmack had the other end; Zaleski was directly across from Jack.


	The young, dark-haired waitress with an Eastern European accent left them with menus and a carafe of coffee. Jack jumped on it. Caffeine … he needed caffeine.


	So did Zaleski and Carmack, apparently.


	“What a fucking night,” Zaleski said, brushing his hair off his forehead. “Worst dream of my life.” 


	“You too?” Carmack said. “I dreamed I was in a cornfield being crushed by a landing UFO.” 


	What is this place? Jack wondered. Nightmare city? He didn’t mention his own.


	“Are you a ufologist too?” he asked Carmack. He couldn’t resist using the term.


	The Texan shrugged. “Of sorts. Actually I’m what they call a ‘cereologist.’” 


	“An expert on crop circles,” Lew offered.


	“Crop circles?” Jack said as he added sugar.


	“Yep. Never thought too much of this UFO stuff,” Tony said. “Then one day I woke up and found the corn in one of the back fields of my farm crushed flat in three big ol’ circles—concentric circles, all of ‘em perfect. That made me a believer. I just—” 


	“Yeah, yeah,” Zaleski said, jumping in and waving Carmack off. “You and Shelby can trade sheep-humping farm stories later.” He stared at Jack through his thick horn rims. “The reason I wanted to talk to you was to find out if Melanie mentioned anything else when she called you.” 


	Carmack grimaced and sighed. Looked like he was used to being cut off by Zaleski.


	“Like what?” Jack said as innocently as he could.


	“Like about what else she might be working on.” 


	Jack shook his head. “She just asked me to come out to her place to discuss my ‘experience.’ I was pretty shocked, seeing as I hadn’t mentioned it to a soul, and I asked her how she knew. She said, ‘I just do.’ And that was pretty much it.” 


	This didn’t seem to be at all to Zaleski’s liking. “Come on, Shelby—” 


	“Jack.” 


	“Okay, Jack. There had to be more to it than that. Hell, she talked everybody’s fucking ears off”—a glance at Lew—”no offense, man.” Lew shrugged and Zaleski went right back to Jack. “You’re sure she didn’t say anything else?” 


	“That’s what I told you, isn’t it?” Jack said. This guy had the personality of a piranha. “I can make something up if you like … ” 


	As Zaleski frowned, Jack noticed Carmack grinning and giving him a secret thumbs up.


	What’s the score between these two? he wondered.


	Jack added, “I’d really like to find her so I can ask her how she knew.” 


	“Just what did happen to you?” Carmack said.


	Jack told his story.


	“Typical alien abduction,” Zaleski said when he was through.


	“I wasn’t abducted.” 


	“Hell you weren’t. That’s what happened during those missing hours. The Jersey pine barrens are notorious for big-time alien activity. You notice any pain up your ass afterwards?” 


	“Any what?” 


	“Let me rephrase,” he said with faux delicacy. “Rectal pain. The grays like to use anal probes on their abductees.” He made a twisting motion with his hand. “Right up the old wazoo.” 


	“Not to me, they didn’t,” Jack said, squirming at the thought. “And who are the grays?” 


	Zaleski rolled his eyes. “The gray aliens, man—you know, with the oval-shaped heads and the black almond-shaped eyes, like you see on T-shirts and bumper stickers? They’re known as grays.” 


	“Oh, like in Close Encounters.”.


	Zaleski’s expression at the mention of the film would have been right at home on someone who’d just bitten into a wormy apple.


	“I think I’d remember them,” Jack said.


	“Not if they wiped your memory, dude. And if you start to remember anything, keep mum, otherwise the Men in Black will come calling.” 


	Jack smiled. “Yeah? You mean like Tommy Lee Jones and Will Smith?” 


	Zaleski’s face darkened. “Trust me, you won’t be visited by some wisecracking clowns like in the movie. That travesty was produced for the sole purpose of making the real Men in Black look benign, to hide the fact that they’re ruthless agents of MJ-12.” 


	“What’s MJ-12?” Jack remembered hearing mention of that at the reception last night.


	Zaleski stared at him. “Christ, you really are a virgin, aren’t you.” 


	“Easy, Jim,” Carmack said, leaning forward. “Not everyone knows what we know.” 


	“I just can’t believe how ignorant people are.” 


	As Jack was debating whether to laugh or break Zaleski’s nose, the waitress reappeared.


	She took their orders, and hurried off. Jack poured himself more coffee and glanced at Lew where he sat on the end of the booth cushion. He was staring off into space, his gaze fixed somewhere out near the grays’ home planet maybe. He had to have heard all this a zillion times before. Probably bored out of his skull. Or maybe just missing Melanie.


	“Okay,” Carmack said. “Here’s how it is: I’ve got to assume you’ve heard about the Roswell crash and Area 51 and all that.” 


	“Sure,” Jack said. He’d figured how he could get Zaleski’s goat. “I learned all about that in Independence Day. Saw it twice.” 


	Zaleski slapped a hand over his face. “Oh, Christ!” 


	“Cool it, Jim,” Carmack said. To Jack: “Then you know that a saucer crashed and members of an alien race were found in the wreckage. But the real skinny is that we’ve been in Ongoing contact with that alien race since Truman was president. All the rapid technological advancements since the fifties didn’t come from the billions of dollars spent on the arms and space race: it was donated. By the gray aliens.” 


	“How generous of them,” Jack said.


	“It doesn’t come without a price,” Zaleski said, “but nobody’s reading the small print.” 


	“Just let me finish,” Carmack said, showing a little annoyance. “We’re going to need all that help—all the help we can get. When the grays arrived in their saucers in the 1940s, they warned us of a flesh-eating reptilian race called the Reptoids that’s been roaming the galaxy in a spacecraft that looks like an asteroid. When they find us—not if, when—they’ll turn Earth into a giant cattle ranch, and we’ll be the cattle.” 


	Zaleski was shaking his head in disagreement. He said nothing but looked as if he were about to explode.


	“The grays made us a deal,” Carmack continued. “They’d supply us with some of their advanced technology in return for allowing them to experiment on animals and abduct people now and again.” 


	“They abduct animals too?” 


	“You’ve heard about cattle mutilations, right?” 


	“Sure, but—” 


	Carmack nodded sagely. “The grays.” 


	“But why?” 


	“They’re an ancient race, and apparently they need to borrow some human DNA—just a little—to rejuvenate their own damaged genes. That’s where MJ-12 comes in. Back in 1952 an ultra-secret government within the U.S. government called Majestic-12 was set up to deal with the aliens. MJ-12 has been keeping all evidence of the aliens under wraps. Thus the ongoing cover-up of the Roswell crash.” 


	They paused as the waitress delivered their platters. Eggs for Zaleski and Lew, waffles for Carmack, a stack of buttermilk pancakes for Jack.


	“I’d think contact with another race would be the biggest, greatest story of all time,” Jack said as he drowned his cakes in syrup.


	“It would be … except for the part about the approaching Reptoids. Think of the panic that would cause. And then if news of government-sanctioned alien abductions ever got out … we’d have riots in the streets.” 


	Jack shook his head in disbelief. “You mean this has been going on for over half a century and nobody’s blown the whistle?” 


	Zaleski jumped in. “Very few people know—even presidents are kept in the dark. JFK found out, however, and he was going to go public with what he knew. That’s why he was offed. Unfortunately he told his brother, who then told Marilyn Monroe while he was boffing her, so the two of them had to go as well.” 


	“But you guys know,” Jack said. Or at least think you know. “How come you’re still walking around?” 


	“Because we’re nobodies,” Carmack said. “And nobody’s listening to us … at least nobody that really matters.” 


	Zaleski pounded his fist on the table. “The Freedom of fucking Information Act revealed that every government agency—from the NS A to the Department of Education—has files on UFOs. Thousands of pages on something that officially doesn’t exist. But people still don’t believe.” His voice rose as he pounded his fist again. “When are they going to wise up? We’re a country of Pollyannas! DickheadNation!” 


	People at surrounding tables were craning their necks to see what was going on. He overheard someone mutter, “Uh-oh, Jimmy Z’s at it again.” 


	“Easy, Jim,” Carmack said. “You don’t want to have one of your hissy fits.” 


	“The hell I don’t.” He turned to Jack. “Tony’s only telling you part of the story. He—” 


	“Shoot,” Carmack said. “You ain’t gonna lay that Grand Deception cowflop on him are you?” 


	“Damn right. You had your turn, now I’ll have mine. Okay?” 


	Carmack leaned back with a disgusted expression and nibbled a piece of toast.


	“In my opinion, and I’m not alone in this,” Zaleski said, “there are no Reptoids coming to Earth. That’s all a big lie cooked up by the grays to gain our confidence and pursue their real agenda: crossbreeding with us and taking over the Earth.” 


	“Now hold on a sec,” Jack said. “I’m no biologist, but I’ve never heard of a goat crossbreeding with a cow, and I know cats don’t crossbreed with dogs, so how can aliens from light years away crossbreed with us?” 


	“I don’t pretend to know how, but they’re doing it. You wouldn’t believe some of the aborted fetuses I’ve seen: big heads, grayish skin, big black eyes. It’s happening. Maybe it’s advanced science, maybe there’s a common human-gray ancestor somewhere. Maybe that’s what Melanie’s Grand Unification was about. Maybe her Grand Unification Theory will prove my Grand Deception Theory.” 


	Lew seemed to perk up at the mention of Melanie’s name, but then lapsed into Neverland again. His barely touched eggs were congealing on his plate.


	“But the grays have got something else up their sleeves,” Zaleski said. “They’re inserting tiny probes into the brains of abductees for—” 


	Carmack threw down his fork with a clatter. “Hog-wash!” 


	“No, Tony,” Zaleski said with forced patience. “It’s fucking true. You just won’t see it. You think they’re these goody-goody Munchkin allies. Sorry, bro, they’re not. They’ve been controlling MJ-12 since 1984 and the rate of abductions has skyrocketed. And they’ve started implanting probes to monitor and program abductees after they’re released.” 


	“They’re not, dammit. They’re on our side!” 


	Zaleski put a finger up his nose and leaned toward Carmack. “Probes, Tony.” He wiggled the finger. “Right up the nose and into the fucking brain.” 


	“That’s it,” Carmack said, rising. He pulled ten bucks from a pocket and tossed it onto the table. “I’m outta here.” He pointed to Jack. “And you’ll leave too, if you’re smart.” 


	He turned and stomped toward the exit.


	Zaleski called after him: “You just don’t want to believe about the probes because your honker’s so big you’ve probably got a couple dozen up there already!” 


	Carmack never looked back.


	Zaleski grinned. Not a nice sight—his already thin upper lip disappeared completely. “I love that fucker.” 


	“I can tell,” Jack said.


	“No, really. We’re good friends, it’s just that he strays too far from mainstream ufology.” 


	Now there, Jack thought, is an oxymoron to conjure with.


	“But in all seriousness,” Zaleski said, tapping his forehead, “you oughta think about getting a skull X ray to see if you’ve got a fucking alien probe in the ol’ noggin.” 


	“You really think so?” Jack said, putting on a concerned expression.


	Which should I check for first? he wondered. The 666 chip or the alien brain probe?


	“Definitely. The aliens have been using the probes to program abductees about some momentous event that will occur in the next few years.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“Don’t know. They’ve got a secret plan. That’s another reason I’m anxious to hear Melanie’s Grand Unification Theory. Maybe she’ll shed some light on what the grays are up to.” He stretched. “In the meantime, I gotta go take a dump. Don’t wander off. We ain’t finished yet.” 


	He slid out and headed for the men’s room.


	“Classy guy,” Jack said.


	Lew didn’t answer. His gaze was focused on a toddler who’d wandered over from a neighboring table. Jack watched Lew as he crossed his eyes and made goofy faces; the little girl loved it, grinniag and squealing with delight. They went on and on, Lew never seeming to tire of performing for her.


	Finally the mother came over and pulled her away. “Let the man eat in peace,” she said.


	“No bother,” Lew said softly. “No bother at all.” 


	Jack saw a look a desperate longing in his eyes as the child was reinstalled in her highchair.


	“You really should have kids, Lew. You’re good with them.” 


	Lew shook his head. “Mel never wanted any. She had her reasons … good ones, I suppose.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“She was terrified they’d be deformed. Still, I wished we’d tried.” 


	Deformed? Jack thought. Was he referring to his short leg? Was that a birth defect?


	He was debating whether to press for details when he spotted Evelyn heading their way. The program chairwoman was dressed in yellow today and still a dead ringer for Little Lotta.


	“I’m looking for Olive?” she said. “Have either of you seen her?” 


	Jack and Lew shook their heads.


	“I saw her at the reception last night,” Lew said.


	Evelyn nodded. “So did I? But she didn’t show up for her panel? The one she was supposed to moderate this morning? And she’s not in her room?” 


	Lew frowned. “That’s not like her.” 


	Jack checked his pocket program: a panel about angels. From his one encounter with Olive he didn’t see how she’d miss something like that … unless something was big-time wrong.


	“Well, if you see her?” Evelyn said. “Tell her to get in touch with me right away?” 


	As she moved off, Zaleski reappeared, and Evelyn stopped him.


	“Here comes Mr. Personality again,” Jack said. “What’s he do for a living—euthanize stray dogs and cats?” 


	Lew said. “He used to work for one of the Baby Bells, but now he runs a hardware store with his brother … and I understand he’s got a contract from a major publisher to write a UFO book.” 


	The waitress brought the check. Lew grabbed it. As he signed it and charged it to his room, Jack watched Zaleski.


	The guy was crass, abrasive, dogmatic, obviously frustrated, and seemed to have a short fuse. He’d implied that he expected vindication from Melanie’s Grand Unification Theory, but what if he’d learned the theory would counter his “mainstream ufology?” Something like that could threaten not only his reputation and standing in the UFO community, but his book contract as well. He seemed hot-headed and unstable enough to do something rash.


	Finally Zaleski finished with Evelyn and returned to the booth.


	“Yes sir,” he said, slapping his belly as he slid behind the table. “Nothing like a healthy shit to get the day off to a good start.” He craned his neck and looked around the restaurant. “You’ve heard about the missing Olive?” 


	“Evelyn just told us,” Lew said. He rose from the seat. “I think I’ll wander around and see if I can find her. See you later,” he said to Jack, then walked off.


	“Come on outside,” Zaleski said. “I need a smoke.” 


	Jack debated the offer. He had a bad feeling about Olive. Had she joined Melanie on the missing persons list? But it was too early yet to call her missing.


	He checked his watch—still too early to head over to Gia’s too. He hungered to be alone with her, and the clock was limping toward eleven.


	“All right,” Jack said. “As long as you sit downwind.” 
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	Outside they found a concrete planter to the left of the front entrance and settled on its rim. Even in the mid-morning sun, the air still held a chill. Some of the hotel workers lounged around them, taking a tobacco break.


	“Here we are,” Zaleski said, gesturing to his fellow smokers as he lit up. “The latest persecuted minority.” 


	Jack made the same gesture toward the clouds of smoke wafting through the air, and at the confetti of filtered butts on the surrounding pavement and in the dirt around the flowers in the planter.


	“Gosh-a-rootie, I can’t imagine why.” 


	Zaleski smiled thinly and sucked greedily on his Camel.


	“You think Olive might be with Melanie?” Jack said, watching him carefully.


	Zaleski made a sour face. “I doubt it. Melanie couldn’t stand that nut.” 


	“Really? That’s not the impression I got.” 


	“Yeah?” he said, eyes narrowing. “When did you get this impression?” 


	Jack had no idea what Zaleski knew, so he figured the best course would be to play this straight.


	“Olive stopped by my room yesterday and—” 


	“Did she make you hold her silver cross?” Zaleski said with a smirk.


	Jack nodded. “And she asked me the same thing you did: What else did Melanie say when she contacted me? She gave the impression they were close friends.” 


	“Melanie’s not into religion, and if you ain’t got religion, you can’t be close friends with Olive. I mean, she’s got no fucking sense of humor, and a real set of hot buttons. I get such a boost out of pissing her off. You should see her face when I say something like, ‘Jesus paid for our sins, so let’s get our money’s worth.’ Goes so purple she looks like Goofy Grape. Or when I tell her the pillars of cloud and fire that led the Israelites through the desert weren’t from God, that they were UFO-generated instead—which they very likely were—she almost goes postal on me.” He laughed. “But what can you expect from someone who blames Satan for everything that goes wrong in the world?” 


	When you really should be blaming the gray aliens, right? Jack thought.


	“It’s like her brain’s gone five hundred years back in time,” Zaleski said, shaking his head. “You should hear her go on about computers—666 chips and other eschatological bullshit. Thinks they’re tools of the Devil.” 


	He grimaced as a guy in an “Area 51″ cap and a blue jumpsuit studded with UFO badges strolled by. The front was open to reveal his T-shirt. It read: Abduct me now! I wanna go home!


	“Asshole,” Zaleski said under his breath. “Why the fuck did Roma invite jerks like him into SESOUP?


	Can’t figure it. They make me crazy. Trend-humping dilettantes. UFO fans—fans, can you believe it? This is serious shit and they make a fucking hobby out of it.” He growled. “Guess I can’t blame them. They’ve got the government, Madison Avenue, and Hollywood messing with their heads.” 


	“Hollywood?” 


	“Christ, yes. Those bastards were bought off a long time ago. Spielberg’s the worst. I wonder what MJ-12 paid him to do Close Encounters of the Third Kind and ET. Those two films started the whole aliens-are-cute, aliens-are-our-friends bullshit. Men in Black was another, probably the most blatant example, and unquestionably financed by MJ-12 to make the MIBs look ridiculous. But that’s their tactic: Take a fucking serious problem and defang it by making a joke out of it.” He ground out his cigarette. “And where Hollywood leaves off, Madison Avenue takes up.” 


	“The advertising industry’s in on it too, huh?” 


	“From Day One. Just watch the fucking tube for an hour and you’ll see flying saucers delivering Maytags or families of gray aliens driving around in Buicks. None of that’s accidental. They’ve trivialized the grays. When the aliens finally reveal themselves, they’ll be welcomed with open arms and given the keys to the whole fucking planet.” 


	Jack spotted a pair of orthodox rabbis walking by. “Look,” he said, shrinking back. “Men in black.” 


	“Oh, you’re a comedian,” Zaleski said sourly, but Jack sensed him battling a smile. “You’re no Jan Murray of course, but you’re a real fucking comedian.” 


	“Sorry,” Jack said, not sorry at all. “Couldn’t resist.” And then he remembered the two men in the black sedan on the Castelemans’ street last night. He hadn’t got a good look at them, but they’d appeared to be dressed in black.


	“Seriously, though,” Jack said. “Have you ever actually seen one of these men in black?” 


	“No, and I’d like to keep it that way, thank you very much. They’re supposed to be mean SOBs.” 


	“What do they look like?” 


	“Like men in black suits, ties, and hats, with white shirts, and black sunglasses. They wear their sunglasses all the time.” 


	“Even at night?” 


	“Word is they’re human-alien hybrids, supposedly with very pale skin, and eyes that are very sensitive to light. Usually tool around in black sedans … with the headlights off.” 


	Jack felt a prickle at the base of his spine. Zaleski was describing last night’s car and its passengers to a T. And what about that black sedan out in Monroe? He didn’t believe for a moment in human-alien hybrids, but he couldn’t discount the very real possibility that he was being watched … and followed. How else would they cross paths in Monroe and Elmhurst? No one but Oscar Schaffer knew about the Queens job. Could Schaffer be involved in—?


	Wait. Stop. I’m beginning to think like a SESOUPer.


	But the idea that someone—anyone—was dogging him changed the prickle in his back to a crawly sensation in his gut. Who? And why?


	“You all right?” Zaleski said.


	“Yeah, why?” 


	“You looked like you went away for a while.” 


	“Just thinking.” 


	“Thinking’s good.” He rose and flipped his cigarette toward the curb. “And right now I’m thinking I’m freezing my ass off out here. Let’s go inside. I think I’ll check out Miles’s panel. Wanna come along?” 


	“Maybe I’ll sneak in later. I want to check out the exhibit room.” 


	“Yeah, well, don’t expect to find any fucking exhibits,” he said with sudden heat. “It should be called the huckster room. Nothing but piles of worthless shit for sale in there.” 


	“I think I’ll check it out anyway,” Jack said. Still a ways to go before he was due at Gia’s, and he wondered where Zaleski’s resentment was coming from.


	“Go ahead,” Zaleski tossed over his shoulder as he walked away. “You’ll see what I mean.” 


	4


	Jim Zaleski fled the New World Order panel after about ten minutes. What a load of paranoid horseshit. Miles and his crew were totally clueless. They’d taken every lousy crumb of disinformation MJ-12 had tossed their way and swallowed it whole.


	But even if Jim had found the panel vaguely interesting, he doubted he would have been able to focus on what was being discussed. He had Jack Shelby on his mind.


	Something strange about that dude. Nothing Jim could put his finger on, but something was not fucking right.


	For one thing, he didn’t talk enough. He made a comment here and there, but mostly he listened. That could be because he was a newbie—he did seem genuinely ignorant of even the basics of ufology—but it might also mean he was a spy of some sort. And not necessarily from MJ-12 or the grays. Last year a writer had come to a UFO convention and pretended to be an experiencer … He’d hung around, talking, listening, and secretly recording everything on a hidden mike. A few months later an article about SESOUP appeared in The Skeptical Inquirer. None of the quotes had been directly attributed beyond “a man said” this and “a woman said” that, but Jim had recognized a couple of his own comments, and had been furious.


	You couldn’t be too careful about whom you spoke to these days.


	Maybe that was what it was about Jack Shelby—his vague air of amusement. Nothing overt, but a sense that he found SESOUP and its members … ridiculous.


	Was he another Skeptical Inquirer type playing games? They didn’t believe in anything. Probably even had doubts about gravity. But they’d be true believers soon enough. They were like the guy who’s falling from the top of a skyscraper, and when people at the windows he’s plummeting past ask him how he’s doing, he says, “So far, so good!” 


	But it won’t be so good when the grays reveal themselves, Jim thought. I’ll have the last laugh, but BFD: nothing funny about Earth being turned into a cattle ranch.


	Might not be a bad idea to check Shelby out while he wasn’t looking. He’d said he was going to the huckster room. Jim hated the place, but supposed he could handle a quick fly-by without blowing his stack.


	He headed for the room marked “Exhibit Area.” Jim had lobbied Professor Roma against a huckster room, saying it put SESOUP in the same league as a Star Trek or comic book convention, but Roma had said he found the dealers’ wares amusing. “Wares”—the pompous ass had actually use the word “wares.” 


	He stepped inside and paused at the door. The “Exhibit Area” room always looked the same: long tables lining the perimeter and squared off in the center, each displaying the hucksters’ junk. Always the same dealers, who all knew each other. Like gypsies—more like camp followers, really—they followed a circuit of conspiracy conventions.


	Keeping an eye out for Shelby, Jim wandered past rows of books and pamphlets on astral projection, the secrets of interdimensional travel, even something called the Cholesterol Conspiracy (“People with the highest cholesterol live the longest!!! “).


	I might have to come back and check that one out, he thought.


	He strolled past the real truth about Vince Foster, the real truth about the Oklahoma City bombing, all written by “foremost experts,” many calling themselves “doctor.” Doctor of what? Jim always wanted to know.


	Next came a whole array of exposes on the CIA, ranging from a hardcover by Bob Woodward, to pamphlets by the ever-popular Anonymous.


	In the services section he passed a guy offering to take pictures of your aura for $20, a woman reading palms for $10 (“Quick! Fast! FUN!”), “Divine Astro-Tarot Readings” for an undisclosed price, then a travel service offering tours to “Places of Power” (Stonehenge and Macchu Picchu, and various Mayan temples).


	“Oh, Christ,” he muttered as he saw the UFO section. It was biggest of them all, easily claiming the most tables in the room.


	God, I can’t take this shit, he thought, readying to turn around.


	But then he spotted Shelby in the thick of it.


	He’d have to go in there.


	Jim fought a wave of futility. Sometimes it seemed as if his whole life was a lost cause. He kept fighting to get the truth out, but every time he thought he was making headway, he found himself batted back to square one.


	He’s begun reading about UFOs in his early twenties. He’d become obsessed with them, and the more he’d read, the more he’d become convinced that a massive cover-up was blocking the truth from the world. He’d committed himself to uncovering that truth.


	His commitment had cost him his job with the telephone company—something he was sure had been arranged as a warning, although he could never prove it. But he hadn’t let that silence him. His wife left him, but he hadn’t let that stop him either. He went into business with his brother, and their hardware store was doing well, although Tom was getting annoyed with all the time he was spending away from the business. Tom didn’t understand that this was his life, not hardware.


	Maybe if he could finish that book and make it a bestseller, he could leave the store and be on his own, devote every waking hour to making people see. This was when he felt most alive: when he was with fellow believers or preaching to the unconverted. This was what he lived for.


	But even this had its dark side—people taking the truth, warping it to commercial ends, and making a quick buck on it. That was what the bastards in here were up to. And Jim hated them for it.


	Taking a deep, calming breath, he forced himself forward past racks of glossy photos of crop circles, many of which looked to be more the result of Adobe Photoshop than alien space craft.


	Then came rows of videos about UFOs and close encounters (“Actual footage!!!”) and videos of recent Ecuadoran sightings, all narrated by the ubiquitous “foremost experts.” Books about UFOs and close encounters (“True accounts!!!) followed.


	Lost amid the bright covers and hokey posters were serious pamphlets and broadsides that told the plain unvarnished truth, but nobody was pushing those. The fast-buck artists and second-handers and recyclers had moved in and were making a killing while the real truth languished unnoticed, unread.


	He found Shelby amid the flying saucer refrigerator magnets, green alien glo-pops, action figures of Men In Black and gray aliens, and miniature flying saucers of all shapes and sizes, labeled as either “scouts” or “motherships.” 


	“See?” Zaleski said through clenched teeth as he came up behind Shelby.


	He hadn’t meant to speak but this shit never failed to put him over the edge. Every time he stepped into one of these places he felt like doing a Jesus-and-the-moneychangers number.


	Shelby turned. “Oh, hey, Jim. I thought you were going to the—” 


	“See what I was talking about?” Jim said, hearing his voice rise. “This is what I meant by trivialization. These creeps are selling the human race down the river with this cutesy shit. Anything to make a lousy fucking buck. Lemme outta here before I strangle one of these assholes!” 


	To hell with Shelby. Who cared who he was. The worst enemies of the truth were right here in this room!


	Without saying anything more, he pushed his way through the crowd and found the door.
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	Definitely a loose cannon, Jack thought, watching Zaleski go. Ready to blow somebody away at the slightest provocation—if he hasn’t already.


	Jack hung around a little longer, checking out the goodies. He found a wristwatch in the shape of a gray alien’s head, with flying saucers on the hour and minute hands. He bought it for Vicky. She was going to love it.


	He sighed as he stuffed the watch in his pocket, fighting the feeling of futility that was slowly enveloping him. At least he’d come out of the morning with something. He sure as hell hadn’t got any closer to finding Melanie Ehler.


	Jack had been giving some thought to this gig while browsing the exhibit area. The nightmare last night, the weird crate in his bathroom … something very wrong here … and a damn certain feeling that things were going to become much more wrong before the conference was over. His gut urged him to cut and run now.


	At least the tension he’d sensed coiling in the hotel all yesterday seemed to have eased this morning, as if a pent-up charge had been released.


	He spotted Lew in the common area outside the exhibit room, and ducked toward the escalator, hoping to get away without being seen. He was itching to get over to Gia’s.


	But no such luck.


	“Jack!” Lew called, hurrying toward him. “Have you found any leads?” he asked when he reached him.


	Jack shook his head. “Nothing useful. Look,” he said slowly, not sure exactly how to phrase this, “I don’t know if I’m the right guy for this job.” 


	Lew stared at him with a stricken look. “You can’t be serious.” 


	Yeah, he could be … pretty much.


	“I’ll give you the money back, Lew.” 


	“I don’t care about the money. It’s Mel I want!” His face screwed up. He looked like he was about to cry.


	“Easy, Lew.” 


	“Don’t say that when you don’t know what she means to me. I was nothing before I met her.” 


	“I thought you said you owned that plant over in—” 


	“Yeah, sure, I owned it, but I was letting it go to hell. I thought it was too much for me, that I wasn’t up to running a business by myself. I was trying to sell it when I met her. She turned me around. She told me I could do it. She said I was perfectly capable of handling it, and she helped me. She showed me how. And you know what? She was right. I damn well could do it. I just never believed it. With this gimpy leg, I was never able to keep up with the other kids while I was growing up—couldn’t run worth a damn, couldn’t climb worth a damn—and that’s how I began to think of myself: not worth a damn.” 


	“Yeah, but—” Jack said, trying to sneak a word in. He didn’t need to hear Lew’s life story.


	“But Mel changed all that. In my whole life I’ve never felt so good about myself. And it’s all because of Mel. That’s why you’ve got to find her, Jack. Without her, life means nothing to me. And you’re the only one. ‘Only Repairman Jack can find me. Only he will understand.’ Remember?” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said glumly, feeling trapped. “I remember.” 


	“So please, I’m begging you—” 


	“All right. I’ll keep plugging, but—” 


	“Oh, thank you! Thank you!” 


	Lew tried to wrap him in a bear hug but Jack dodged clear.


	“Hey, hey. None of that. We haven’t even known each other two days. But I’ve got to tell you, it’s not looking great.” 


	“You’re the one,” Lew said with a burst of confidence. “Mel said you’re the one and Melanie’s never wrong.” 


	“Let’s hope so,” Jack said.


	6


	Roma stood with a group of SESOUP members, trying to appear interested in their vacuous blather as he kept an eye on the stranger. The man who called himself Jack Shelby was in animated conversation with Lew Ehler at the far end of the common area. He wished he knew the connection between those two.


	He heard a sudden burst of high-pitched screeching and turned to see Mauricio scampering toward him across the floor. Something in the creature’s voice sounded almost like … terror.


	Roma stooped and extended his hand toward Mauricio, to allow him to scamper up to his shoulder, but Mauricio, eyes wide with apprehension, was having none of it. He grabbed Roma’s fingers and began tugging him toward the elevators.


	A prickle of apprehension urged Roma to follow him. Had he found the device? Had something gone wrong with it?


	He put on a wry smile and turned to the knot of attendees. “Excuse me, but apparently Mauricio wants lunch. We’ll finish this discussion later.” 


	They laughed as he moved off. At least he was free of those dullards, but what could have put Mauricio in this state? He saw the elevator doors open and half a dozen attendees step out, leaving the car empty. He hurried inside and pressed the “8″ button.


	“The Twins!” Mauricio said breathlessly as soon as the doors slid shut. “I saw one of the Twins!” 


	A chill rippled down Roma’s back. “Impossible!” 


	“Don’t say it’s impossible when I saw him with these two eyes!” 


	“Where?” 


	“On the eighth floor—your floor.” 


	The chill became a frozen hand against his spine. “Lots of other people on that floor as well. Just one Twin? What was he doing?” 


	“Sneaking along.” 


	“Near my room?” 


	“No. He was at the other end of the hall. I didn’t stay around to see any more. I was afraid I’d be recognized.” 


	Roma glanced up and saw a red “6″ on the floor indicator. Quickly he jabbed the “7″ button.


	“Good idea,” Mauricio said. “You wouldn’t want to step out of the elevator and come face to face with the Twins.” 


	“They cannot possibly know who I am. But your true nature is not so well insulated. They might spot you. As for me, I’m sure I could walk right past them without their guessing.” 


	“Why else would they be here? It’s obvious the Enemy knows—” 


	“Hush,” Roma said as the car stopped. “Let me think.” 


	The doors opened onto the seventh floor elevator alcove. Roma stepped out, pressed the down button, and checked the hallway. Empty. As the elevator doors closed, he paced the alcove, trying to order his thoughts.


	The Twins—ruthless, relentless agents of the opposition. Created sometime during World War Two as watchmen, after the first guardian was released from his duties, they had proved to be a nettlesome pair, barging into areas where the Otherness was making inroads. But their ham-handed methods often proved effective, and the men-in-black myth that had sprung up around them tended to work in their favor.


	But now they might prove more than nuisances; now they could ruin everything. Worse, they would destroy him on sight—if they recognized him.


	“Let us consider this logically,” Roma whispered. “We can assume they do not know that I am The One. If they did, they would have grabbed me at the first opportunity—they would not care where, public or private … while I was giving the welcoming address last night, for instance—and torn me to pieces in front of everyone.” 


	“But they must know something,” Mauricio said. “Why else would they be here? Unless … ” 


	“Unless what?” 


	“Unless they know what the Ehler woman discovered.” 


	“Good thought, Mauricio. That might be it. Although, I will bet they know only that Melanie Ehler discovered something, and not what, and that is why they are here. They must have followed her husband right to our doorstep.” 


	The slam of a door down the hall jolted Roma. It was followed immediately by the chime of the elevator car heading down. Roma leaped inside and jabbed the lobby button until the doors closed.


	“Now will you abandon this folly?” Mauricio said quickly—neither knew how much time they had before the elevator picked up another passenger. “As I’ve said all along, it is not yet your time. Too many things have already gone wrong, and even if they hadn’t, the arrival of the Twins alone is reason enough to abort it.” 


	Roma shook his head. “These are merely complications. We will go ahead as planned. The second and final delivery is tonight.” 


	“But we haven’t located the first yet!” 


	“Then you must keep searching, Mauricio. Find that device!” 


	The elevator doors opened, admitting a young couple. Roma was glad of that. He knew Mauricio had more to say but he didn’t want to hear it. All he needed was another twenty-four hours, and he would be able to fulfill his destiny.
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	“Look at your scars,” Gia said, tracing her fingers across his chest. ‘They’re all inflamed.” 


	Jack leaned against the tile wall of the shower stall with closed eyes. An hour of vigorous lovemaking had left him with partially vulcanized knees. The steam from the hot water was easing him into a pleasantly tranquil state of paralysis.


	He opened his eyes and watched the water course over Gia’s pale, lithe body as she leaned against him. The flow had molded her short blond hair against her scalp. He reveled in the soft feel of her.


	The bathroom was old-fashioned white tile with time-darkened grout. But the enclosed shower was relatively new and roomy.


	At Jack’s urging, Gia and Vicky had moved into the Westphalen townhouse on Sutton Square. It was unofficially Vicky’s anyway—she was listed in her aunts’ will as the final heir. She’d be the legal owner when Grace and Nellie Westphalen were declared officially dead, but just when that would happen—their bodies never would be found—was anyone’s guess. Since there was no one to object to Gia and Vicky living in the place and keeping it up, they’d done just that.


	With what seemed like enormous effort, Jack looked down at the three red lines running diagonally across his chest, starting near his left shoulder and ending at the lower border of his right ribs.


	The scene strobed through his mind as if it had been yesterday. Battery Park … Kusum’s ship burning in the harbor … the scar-lipped rakosh closing in on Gia and Vicky … Jack clinging to its back, trying to blind it … the creature peeling him off and slashing at him … the talons of its three-fingered hand raking fire across his chest …


	“Not all the scars,” he said. “Just the ones made by that rakosh.” 


	“Funny. They weren’t red last time we made love.” 


	“Yeah, well, they’ve been kind of itchy lately.” At least he assumed they were the source of that itching out in Monroe the other day. “I dreamed about the rakoshi again last night.” 


	“Again? Bad?” 


	He nodded, thinking: Please don’t ask if you were in it.


	Instead, she touched the scars again. “I’m hoping the whole thing will eventually seem like just a bad dream. But you’ll always have these as reminders.” 


	“I like to think of them as proof that we really did run up against those things.” 


	“Who wants proof?” Gia said, snuggling tighter against him. “I want to forget them—forget they ever existed.” 


	“But they were real, right? We didn’t just imagine them.” 


	She stared at him. “Are you serious? Of course they were real. How can you even ask?” 


	“Because of the people I’ve been hanging with at the conference. UFOs and aliens and Antichrists are real to them. If one of them said to a friend, ‘Are the gray aliens real?’ he’d get the same look you gave me just now, and the friend would say, ‘Are you serious? Of course they’re real. How can you even ask?’ You see what I’m getting at? These people are absolutely sure these conspiracies, these beings, these secret organizations are real.” 


	“Shared delusions,” Gia said with a slow nod. She began soaping his chest, hiding the scars with lather. “I see what you mean.” 


	“To me, they’re nut cases. I mean, talk to any one of them for five minutes and you know that someone has stopped payment on their reality check. But what if you and I went around talking about the rakoshi? Wouldn’t people think the same about us? And with good reason—because we can’t prove a damn thing. We have no hard evidence except these scars of mine which, as far as anybody knows, could have been self-inflicted.” 


	“It happened, Jack. We lived through it—just barely—so we know.” 


	“But do we? What do we know of reality but what we remember? When it comes right down to it, who we are is what we remember. And from what I’ve read about memory lately, it isn’t all that reliable.” 


	“Stop talking like this. You’re scaring me.” 


	“I’m scaring me.” 


	“At least we’re not out there saying rakoshi are planning to take over the world, or responsible for everything bad that happens.” 


	“No … not yet.” 


	“Now cut that out,” she said, landing a gentle punch on the chest. “We’re different from them because we’re not focusing on it. That awful experience happened, we’ve dealt with it, and we’ve put it behind us—believe me, I’m doing my best to forget it. But they make it the center of their lives; they extrapolate it into a worldview.” 


	“Yeah. Why would anybody want to do that? Isn’t reality complicated enough?” 


	“Maybe that’s the problem,” Gia said. “Most of the time I find reality too complicated. Something happens because of this, something else happens because of that, another thing happens because of a combination of this, that, and the other thing.” 


	“And lots of times,” Jack added, “things seem to happen for no damn reason at all.” 


	“Exactly. But an all-encompassing conspiracy simplifies all of that. You don’t have to wonder any more. You don’t have to fit the pieces together—you’ve got it all figured out already. Everyone else might be in the dark, but you know the real skinny.” 


	“Come to think of it, a lot of those SESOUPers do look kind of smug.” Jack sighed. “But in spite of everything you’ve said, some of them almost remind me of … me.” 


	“Get out.” 


	“I’m serious. Consider: They’re always looking over their shoulders, I’m always looking over mine.” 


	“With good reason.” 


	“Let me finish. They tend to be loners; until I met you, I was a loner—big time. They’re outsiders, I’m an outsider.” 


	“Way outside.” 


	“They’re considered weirdoes by mainstream society, I’ll land in the joint if mainstream society ever finds out about me. Really, despite the fact that I’m keeping my mouth shut, how do I know I’m not just like them, or”—he held up his thumb and forefinger, a quarter inch apart “this far” from being one of them?” 


	“Because I say you’re not,” Gia said, then kissed him.


	If only that was enough, he thought, closing his eyes and holding her tight against him, needing her warmth, her presence, her very existence. Gia was his anchor to reality, to sanity. Without her and Vicky, who knew what wild shore he might be sailing toward.


	He glanced down once more at the reddened diagonal streaks of his scars and suddenly the image of Roma was before him, from the cocktail party last night, his three middle fingers hooked into rakoshi-like talons, raking the air between them along the exact angle of Jack’s scars.


	“What’s wrong?” Gia said as Jack’s spine stiffened reflexively.


	“Nothing,” he told her. “Muscle spasm.” 


	He held her tighter to keep her from seeing his expression, knowing it would give away his shock, his bafflement.


	Did Roma know? What had he said? How easily we forget. But Jack had not forgotten. And no way Roma could know.


	Then why make that weird three-pronged gesture, at just the right angle? Jack could think of no other way to interpret it. Roma knows. But how?


	Jack had no idea, but he intended to find out.


	But if Roma knew about the rakoshi scars, did he also know about Gia and Vicky? Could he have followed Jack here?


	He reached past Gia and ratcheted the hot water handle up another notch. The temperature in the shower seemed to have dropped a few degrees.
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	After arranging with Gia to give Vicky a little coaching on baseball later in the afternoon, Jack returned to the hotel. As he entered he thought he sensed the tension building in the atmosphere again. He looked around for Roma—Want to ask you a question or two, pal—but didn’t see him. When he reached the second floor he spotted a Mutt and Jeff pair standing in the common area outside the meeting rooms: Lew and Evelyn. He headed their way.


	Evelyn was anxiously rubbing her tiny, pudgy Little Lotta hands together. She looked upset.


	“Something wrong?” 


	“We still haven’t found Olive?” she said. “No one’s seen her since the reception last night? I’m getting worried?” 


	“You’ve checked her room?


	Lew said, “I’ve called, I’ve knocked. There’s no answer.” 


	“Maybe you should get the hotel to open it, just to make sure she’s not in there in a coma or something,” Jack said.


	Evelyn’s hand fluttered to her mouth. “Do you really think so? I never thought of that? But what if she just forgot? And she’s out sightseeing or something? How will she feel when she finds out we’ve been searching her room?” 


	In any other case, Jack thought, the person in question probably would be touched by their concern. With this crew … it would all seem part of a sinister scheme.


	“I think you’ve got to risk it.” 


	Evelyn glanced at her watch. “I’ll give her another hour? If I don’t hear from her by then? I’m going to go to the management? I’ll have them check? How does that sound?” 


	“Sounds like a plan,” Jack said.


	As Evelyn bustled away, Lew turned to Jack. “And I think I’ll head back home for a while.” 


	“All the way to Shoreham?” 


	“Yeah. I want to check and see if Mel might’ve come back, maybe left me a note or something,” He blinked away tears. “First Mel, now Olive. I’m really scared. Anything new?” 


	“Nothing definite,” Jack said, and saw Lew’s face fall. “But maybe you can clear up something for me.” 


	“Sure. Anything.” 


	“Olive mentioned that Melanie had given her a set of computer disks. Why would Melanie do that?” 


	He shook his head. “I can’t imagine. They weren’t that close.” 


	“Think she’s making it up?” 


	“I couldn’t say for sure. Maybe Olive is trying to make herself sound important. Or maybe Melanie did give them to her for safekeeping—you know, after she wiped out her GUT file. Perhaps she figured no one would think of Olive since she’s a computerphobe.” 


	“It’s a thought,” Jack said. “When Melanie shows up, we’ll ask her.” 


	“If she shows up.” Lew took a deep, sighing breath. “I’ll see you later,” he said and walked off.


	Jack decided to check his messages, then try to catch one of these panels … the elusive Miles Kenway was scheduled to moderate the next one. Jack wanted to get a line on him.


	As he was heading for the lobby he noticed the red-haired guy sitting in his wheelchair in a doorway, staring at him again, just like last night. The intensity of the scrutiny bothered him.


	What’s so damn interesting? he wondered.


	He used his calling card to check his voice mail. Just his father … again.


	Okay, time to bite the bullet and call him. He found the number in his wallet and punched it in. He’d moved way down in Florida, someplace near Coral Gables with the Everglades practically in his backyard.


	Dad was in. They made a little small talk—he always made sure you knew how nice and warm the weather was down there—then Jack got to the point.


	“Are your travel plans pretty well set?” 


	“Yes,” Dad said. “I’ve got my tickets and everything.” 


	“Gee, that’s too bad, because I’m going on a cruise for a couple of weeks and it falls right in the time you’ll be up here.” 


	A long silence on the Florida end of the line, during which hurt seeped through the receiver. Jack felt ropes of guilty perspiration begin to trickle down his face. Obviously Dad was trying to get closer to his wayward son in his sunset years, and Jack was giving him the cold shoulder.


	I’m such a coward, he thought. A lousy lying coward.


	Finally: “Cruise?” Dad said. “Where to?” 


	Oh, shit—where? “Alaska.” 


	“Really? I’ve always wanted to cruise to Alaska, see those glaciers and all. I wish you’d said something. I would have gone with you. Maybe I can still arrange something.” 


	Oh no! “Gee, Dad. It’s fully booked.” 


	Another long silence.


	Not only am I a lousy lying coward, I’m a rat.


	“You know, Jack,” Dad finally said, “I realize you may not want me in your life, or that there may be aspects of your life you don’t want me to know about … but—” 


	Jack went cold. “What … what do you mean?” 


	“Look, Jack, if you’re … if you’re g-gay”—he seemed to have trouble getting the word past his lips—”or something like that, it’s okay. I can accept it. You’re still my son.” 


	Jack sagged against the phone. Gay? Is that the worst he can think of?


	“No, Dad. Guys don’t do a thing for me. In fact, I can’t understand what women see in them. I like women. Always have, always will.” 


	“Really?” Jack could hear the relief in his voice. “Well, then why—?” 


	“I won’t be around, really.” 


	“Okay. I’ll buy that. But you did say you’d come down for a visit, right? When’s that going to be? Let’s set a date.” 


	“I can’t set a date right now, but” ... he couldn’t turn him down cold again … “I promise I’ll get there before the year is out. How’s that?” 


	“Okay! It’s a deal!” 


	He kept Jack on for a few more minutes of small talk, then let him go. Jack hung up and simply stood there, recouping his strength. He’d rather face any number of enraged monte grifters than a phone conversation with his father.


	He banged his fist against the wall. What did I just do? I promised to visit him, and I locked in a time frame: before the end of the year. Am I crazy?


	He hated to travel anywhere, but … guilt springs eternal.


	He was stuck. He’d promised.


	Jack decided to go back to his room. He needed a rest.
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	Salvatore Roma sat staring at his room’s TV, but was only vaguely aware of what was on the screen—a talk show featuring a panel of bizarrely coifed and accessorized males and females bemoaning their treatment by conventional society. His mind was elsewhere, imagining the near future, and the changes he would bring to this world. He smiled at the screen: You whine about your troubles now? Wait … just wait.


	An insistent scratching at the door wrenched him back to the present. He pulled it open and Mauricio scampered in.


	“I found it,” he said, hopping onto the bed.


	“It took you long enough.” 


	“I could only get into the rooms when the maids entered for cleaning. I’d still be running around with no answer if I hadn’t staked out one room for special attention.” 


	Roma felt his fists clench of their own accord. “The stranger.” 


	“Yes! The mysterious Jack Shelby. The delivery is sitting under the counter in his bathroom.” 


	Roma squeezed his eyes shut. “Opened?” 


	“Yes, but I saw no sign that he’d attempted to assemble it.” 


	“Not that it would matter. It is incomplete. And even after the rest of it arrives—” 


	“Let’s just hope he hasn’t damaged it or lost some crucial component. I think we should reclaim it as soon as possible.” 


	“I disagree,” Roma said. “Not with the Twins here. Besides, we have too many unanswered questions. Why did the delivery arrive in his room instead of the basement as planned? Was that his doing, or was it redirected from the other side? Who is this man?” 


	“If I hadn’t spent the whole day searching for the shipment, I might be able to tell you.” 


	“But why is he here? Is he connected to the Twins? If so, we might be playing directly into their hands by revealing ourselves if we make a move against him.” 


	“I don’t like it,” Mauricio said. He scampered to the door and looked back. “Let me out of here.” 


	Roma twisted the handle Mauricio couldn’t reach in his capuchin form. “Where are you going?” 


	“I need to think.” 


	As the monkey stepped out, it stared down the hallway and froze as if in shock.
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	The made bed in Jack’s room indicated the maid had been through. He checked the bathroom and was relieved to see that no other crate had arrived. The original was still there, right where he’d left it.


	He lifted the lid and looked again at the miniature girders and rods. Maybe he should take a shot at assembling the damn thing. He checked his watch: no time. Only forty or fifty minutes before Evelyn called in the cavalry to charge Olive’s room. Jack had a bad feeling about her no-show at her panel. Out sightseeing? Olive? In Sin City? Hardly.


	She’d told him yesterday she was in room 812.


	Well … why not pay the room a visit? If she’d died in her sleep, he wanted to know. If she was alive and he found her hiding there for some reason, he’d just tell her he’d been worried about her. And if the room was empty, maybe he could find the disks she said Melanie had given her.


	The more he thought about it, the better he liked the idea.


	He grabbed a few goodies from his gym bag and headed up to the eighth floor. The hall was empty, and the maid was busy in a room down on the far side of the elevators. Now or never.


	He found a “Do Not Disturb” sign on 812’s doorknob. That would keep the maid out, but not him. Just to be sure, though, he knocked and softly called Olive’s name. No answer.


	Okay. He pulled out his own custom made slim-jim—a wafer-thin length of high-tensile steel, twelve inches by two, notched on one side about an inch from the end. He had his lock pick set, but this would be much quicker. He leaned on the door and slipped the metal between the jamb and the wood. The notch caught on the latch bolt. A wiggle, a pull, a slide, and the door was swinging inward—


	But only an inch. The swing latch was in the locked position.


	Jack froze. Those latches could only be flipped over from the other side. That meant Olive was still in the room.


	“Olive?” he said through the opening.


	No voice answered, but he swore he heard movement in there.


	Jack’s heart picked up its pace. Something very wrong here. Someone—maybe Olive, maybe not—was sneaking around in Olive’s room.


	Jack pulled the door closed again and checked the hall. Still no one coming. He worked his slim-jim between the jamb and the door again, this time at eye level, felt it clink against the swing latch, then pushed. He heard the latch swing back. The he reopened the knob latch and pushed the door inward.


	The breeze from an open window hit him immediately. He hadn’t felt that a moment ago.


	But before he did anything else, he pulled out the tail of his flannel shirt and wiped the doorknob clean. Then he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.


	The bathroom lights were on. He glanced in. The shower curtain was pulled back—no one hiding in here. He moved into the room. The sheer curtains, billowing in the breeze from the open window, caught his eye first. One of those casement jobs that was supposed to slide back only a few inches. Someone must have pried off the safety stop. The window was open wide enough for someone to slip through.


	A mental image of Olive leaping from the ledge was taking shape in Jack’s brain when he saw open drawers, the clothing strewn about; and then the walls—pictures of Jesus had been taped over the framed prints; and crosses and crucifixes, at least a dozen of them, were taped to the walls, an especially large one over the king-size bed—


	“Damn!” he blurted and jumped back when he saw Olive lying in it.


	At least he was pretty sure it was Olive—or had been. The covers were pulled up to her neck but she wasn’t sleeping. Her eyes had been removed, leaving empty red-crusted sockets staring at the ceiling. But worse, her lips had been cut off, and none too neatly, leaving her with a hideous permanent grin.


	Wary, his stomach churning, Jack inched toward the bed. The pillows and spread were oddly clean—not a bloodstain in sight. Her face was a horror, but what had they done to her body? He had to know. Steeling himself, he gripped the edge of the covers and pulled them back.


	“Aw, jeez.” 


	At first Jack wasn’t quite sure what he was seeing, but it repulsed him anyway. He saw wide cuts here and there on Olive’s exposed skin—slices, gouges, pieces removed. If it was torture, it wasn’t like any form Jack had ever heard of. Some sort of ritual maybe? But something beyond the slicing and dicing was terribly wrong. And then with a sledgehammer shock Jack realized what it was. He gasped and involuntarily retreated a step.


	He was looking at Olive’s back.


	Her head was still connected to her body, but it had been wrenched 180 degrees around.


	The sound of breaking glass made Jack jump. He whirled, hunting the source. From over there—the window.


	He leaped to the drapes and fought them aside. All the glass was intact.


	“I could have sworn—” 


	He poked his head outside and found himself looking over the rear of the hotel. A white flutter jerked his attention to the left: part of the neighboring room’s curtain was flapping through a human-sized hole in the window there. Jack looked down. No corpse splattered on the rooftop of the next building three stories below. Had someone broken into the next window?


	The sound of a slamming door echoed through the shattered glass.


	Jack shoved away from the window and raced for the door, gathering his loose shirttail as he ran. He twisted the knob with his flannel-wrapped hand and charged into the hall.


	To his left he saw Roma’s monkey scamper out of one of the rooms and freeze at the sight of him; to his right, a retreating figure—black suit and hat—was three quarters of the way to the end of the hall, not exactly running, but hurrying, making damn good time. The guy glanced over his shoulder, flashing a pale face and dark glasses, then started to run.


	One of the bogey-men in black, Jack thought as he sprinted after him. Okay, guy. Let’s see how you handle someone a little tougher than a middle-aged lady.


	The black-clad figure ducked through the exit door into the stairwell.


	Jack burst through and paused on the landing, dimly aware of bare blocks, painted beige; steel rails, dark brown with a sick green showing through the chipped spots. He focused on the whispery echo of soft soles galloping down the steps a good two flights below.


	He started after them. This guy was fast. And pretty damn agile if he was outside Olive’s window while Jack was checking out the corpse. Had to be some sort of human fly.


	Well, I can fly too … in a way.


	He vaulted over the railing to the flight below, descending a few steps, then vaulted again. Dangerous—if he landed wrong he’d break an ankle—but it was the only way he’d ever catch this guy.


	Jack reached the flight directly above the killer and he vaulted the railing between them. The guy glanced up. Jack saw pale skin, a small nose, and thin lips; he also saw the soles of his sneakers reflected in the black sunglasses just before he landed on the guy’s head.


	They both tumbled to the next landing, Jack on top. He was vaguely aware of the sunglasses skittering across the concrete as they hit. Even with the man in black’s body cushioning Jack’s fall, the impact was jarring. His elbow hit the wall, sending fiery tingles down his arm. Had to be a lot worse for the other guy, but to Jack’s shock, he jumped up immediately, almost as if nothing had happened, and continued his descent, grabbing his shades as he went.


	Wondering if this guy’s pain threshold was somewhere out near the moon, Jack struggled to his feet—not quite so quickly—and resumed the chase. The next landing was home to a red door labeled “5”—Jack’s floor. The man in black dashed past it, but as Jack arrived the door swung open and he found himself facing a mirror image of the guy he was chasing, except this one was wearing a black gimme cap.


	And he was all set for Jack, already in mid-swing when the door opened. Jack was utterly unprepared for the black-gloved fist that rammed deep into his solar plexus.


	The force of the blow slammed him against the cinderblock wall. Pain exploded in the pit of his stomach. He couldn’t breathe. His mouth worked, struggling to draw air, but his diaphragm was paralyzed. He tried to keep his feet but they wouldn’t cooperate. He crumpled like an old dollar bill, doubled over and grunting on the landing, helpless to stop the second man in black as he followed his buddy downstairs.


	It took Jack a good fifteen-twenty seconds before he could breathe again. He lay there gasping, sucking delicious wind, waiting for the pain to go away. Eventually he was able to push himself up to a sitting position. He leaned back against the cinder blocks, groaned, and shook his head. No, he was not going to vomit, no matter how much his stomach wanted to.


	Christ, that was some shot. Perfect placement, damn near went clear through to his spine. Must have been wearing a weighted glove—at least Jack hoped he was. Didn’t like the thought of such a skinny guy packing that kind of wallop all on his own.


	Finally he struggled to his feet. No sense in trying to catch up to them now; they were long gone. Jack got himself together, pulled open the door, and tried to look casual as he limped down the hall to his room.


	11


	After splashing some water on his face, Jack pondered his next move.


	Olive … dead. Christ. And not merely dead—mutilated.


	Jack had seen his share of corpses, but never one like Olive’s. One thing to kill somebody, but then to cut out her eyes, carve off her lips … jeez.


	Why? Was there symbolism there? Had she seen too much? Talked too much? She’d told Jack about the disks. Had she told someone else—the wrong someone else? The room had been ransacked—in search of the disks, he’d bet. Question was: had they found them?


	Not that Jack could go back for a second look. In another twenty minutes or so, Evelyn would be asking the management to open Olive’s room. He didn’t want to be around when the police started swarming through the hotel asking questions, but he didn’t want to be on anyone’s suspect list either. Except for the time he’d spent at Gia’s, his whereabouts for most of the morning were pretty well accounted for. Better to hide in plain sight until the body was found, then lay low.


	Which meant he should head downstairs and make sure Evelyn and anybody else around saw him.


	When he reached the meeting area, he looked around for someone he’d met, but saw neither Zaleski, Carmack, nor Evelyn. He’d even settle for Roma—find out about his three-fingered high sign—but he wasn’t in sight. Jack did spot the red-headed guy with the beard, staring at him again from his wheelchair.


	All right, Jack thought. Let’s make this a two-fer: establish my presence and find out what makes me so damn interesting.


	He crossed the common area and stood over the guy. Close up Jack saw that he’d be on the short side even if he could stand. He was barrel-chested under his Polo golf shirt. Stick a horned helmet on his head and he’d pass for Hagar the Horrible. His pelvis and legs were wrapped in a loud red, black, and yellow plaid blanket.


	“Do you know me?” Jack asked.


	The man looked up at him. “Last night was the first time I ever laid eyes on you.” 


	“Then why do you keep staring at me?” 


	“You wouldn’t understand.” 


	“Try me.” 


	“You’re the last one to hear from Melanie, I’m told.” 


	That wasn’t an answer, but Jack nodded. “Supposedly. News travels fast around here.” 


	“Melanie and I go way back.” He extended his hand. “Frayne Canfield.” 


	Jack remembered Lew mentioning that name—Melanie’s childhood friend from Monroe—but he shook his hand and played dumb.


	“How far back?” 


	“We grew up together, and we’ve kept in touch. Hasn’t Lew mentioned me?” 


	“Possibly,” Jack said. “I’ve met so many people since I arrived.” He shrugged.


	“Well, if he hasn’t, he probably will. We’ve stayed close, Melanie and me, and sometimes I think Lew’s suspected us of having an affair.” He smiled bitterly and pointed to his blanketed lower body. “But that, I’m afraid, is quite impossible.” 


	Canfield’s legs shifted under the plaid fabric, and something about the way they moved sent a chill across Jack’s upper back. He felt he should make some sort of response but couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound lame.


	Canfield shrugged. “Ironic, in a way: The thing that keeps us close also keeps us from getting too close.” 


	“I’m not following you,” Jack said.


	“Our deformities … they’re a kind of bond unhindered people can’t understand.” 


	Jack was baffled. “Melanie has a deformity?” 


	Canfield looked smug. “You mean you don’t know? Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything.” He tugged on his red beard and stared at Jack. “You really haven’t met her, have you.” 


	“Why would I be lying?” Jack said, then had to smile. “But then, considering the nature of this gathering, why should I be surprised I’m not believed?” 


	Canfield nodded. “You’ve got a point.” 


	Jack mentally reviewed the photos he’d seen both in Shoreham and in Monroe. Melanie had looked perfectly normal.


	“What’s Melanie’s deformity?” 


	Canfield looked around. “Let’s get out of the traffic.” He started rolling his chair to the left. “Over here.” 


	He stopped before a couch against the wall. Jack sank into the too-soft cushions, so far down that he was now looking up at Canfield.


	“I’m not going to discuss Melanie’s particular deformity,” Canfield said. “When you meet her you’ll know.” 


	At least he’s optimistic, Jack thought.


	“But I will tell you,” Canfield went on, “that it shaped her life. It’s the fuel powering her engine. She’s searching for the cause of the Monroe Cluster.” 


	“Cluster of what?” 


	“Deformities. Toward the end of 1968, half a dozen deformed children were born in Monroe over a period of ten days. The parents all got to know each other. That was how my folks met the Rubins, Melanie’s folks. I remember others—the poor Harrisons, whose severely deformed daughter Susan didn’t survive past age five, and the doubly damned Bakers, whose daughter Carly disappeared after murdering her brother. They and a few others formed a mini-support group, looking for answers, wanting to know, Why us??’


	Jack glanced at Canfield’s shrouded nether half, wondering what hid beneath that blanket.


	“A radiation leak, maybe?” Jack offered.


	Canfield shook his head. “An investigative team from Mount Sinai came out and puttered around, looking for evidence of just that. When that didn’t pan out they tested the water and the ground for toxic contamination, but never found a thing. Melanie thinks they came up empty-handed because they were looking for a natural cause. She thinks the cause was unnatural.” 


	Canfield’s legs shifted again under their blanket … something not quite natural about that, either.


	“Like what?” 


	“Something else … something other.” 


	“Is this a secret code or something? You’re losing me.” 


	Canfield sighed. “Melanie and I have discussed it endlessly. She’s been convinced that something ‘unnatural’ happened in Monroe in late February or early March of 1968 when her mother and my mother and all these other mothers were newly pregnant. Something happened that warped the fragile cell structures of the newly conceived fetuses. ‘A burst of Otherness,’ she calls it. She refers to us and the other deformed ones as ‘Children of the Otherness.’” 


	Uh-oh, Jack thought. Do I sense another conspiracy theory in the making?


	“All right,” he said. “I’ll bite: What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	Canfield shrugged. ‘That’s the question Melanie has spent her life trying to answer. But just a couple of weeks ago she told me that with Professor Roma’s help, she was getting close … and that she soon might have the key to her Grand Unification Theory.” 


	Back to Melanie’s theory again. All roads seemed to lead to that particular Rome.


	“I’d love to hear this theory,” Jack said.


	“You and me both. Believe me, if a single event has shaped your life—or misshaped your life—you want to. know what it is.” 


	“How exactly did it misshape Melanie?” Jack said.


	“Sorry,” Canfield said, shaking his head. “Better ask Lew. Good talking to you.” 


	But I can’t ask Lew, Jack thought. He’s on his way out to Shoreham.


	And then it occurred to him that the secret of Melanie Ehler’s whereabouts—as well as her mysterious deformity—might not be here with the SESOUP loonies, but back in her home town. In Monroe.


	Canfield had backed up his wheelchair and started to roll away.


	“One more thing,” Jack said. “What’s your angle here?” 


	Canfield stopped and looked back. “Angle?” 


	“Yeah. UFOs? Satan and the End Days? The New World Order? The International Cabal of Bankers? The Cthulhu cult? Which is your baby?” 


	“Haven’t you been listening?” Canfield said, then rolled away.


	He knows something, Jack thought as he watched him go. The way he dodges the important questions—oh,yeah, he’s definitely involved.


	Jack looked across the common area and saw Evelyn step out of the hotel’s business office and head for the elevators in the company of two suits with little brass name tags on their lapels. On their way to Olive’s room, no doubt. Which meant the hotel would be crawling with blue uniforms in about ten minutes.


	Maybe now was a good time to take another look around the missing lady’s ancestral home.
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	Jack retrieved his rental car from the garage and backtracked out to the Long Island Gold Coast. He didn’t have a map and wasn’t sure of Monroe’s exact location, but remembered it was somewhere at the end of Glen Cove Road. Along the way he spotted a road sign pointing him in the right direction. After that, he had no problem finding his way back to Melanie’s family home. He also found himself glancing repeatedly in his rearview mirror, looking for a black sedan. He had a vague feeling that he was being watched, and he scrutinized every black car he spied along the way.


	Melanie’s old home was easily identified by the big oak and its oversize lot. Jack parked in the driveway this time, but went to the back door. The knob was a Yale; so was the dead bolt. Jack was good with Yales. Took him thirty seconds on the knob, less than a minute on the dead bolt, and he was in.


	He wandered through the house again, rechecking all the photos. He began to see a pattern that had escaped him completely on his first pass: in not one photo was Melanie’s left hand visible. In solo shots it was always behind her back; when with her mother or father she was always positioned so that her left lower arm was behind the other person.


	A deformed left hand? That sort of jibed with the box full of dolls with mutilated left hands …


	But so what? What if anything did that have to do with her disappearance?


	Jack went downstairs to the basement. Yeah, the rope ladder was still imbedded in the cement. Did that have anything to do with Melanie’s disappearance?


	He stood staring at it, as baffled as ever, waiting for some sort of epiphany that would explain everything.


	The only thing that happened was the front of his chest started itching again.


	Damn, he thought. Must be allergic to something down here.


	Still scratching, he went over to the desk and checked out the large amber crystals. He held one up to the light but saw nothing unusual about it.


	He sighed. Deformed children, a missing wife, a mutilated corpse, black-clad tough guys, a gathering of paranoids … were they linked? He couldn’t buy them as random and unrelated. But where was the common thread?


	Frayne Canfield had said that something “unnatural” had happened in Monroe in late February or early March of 1968. Was that the link?


	Jack had passed a public library in town. As long as he was here, why not check out what he could?


	He made sure he relocked both the knob and the dead bolt before he left.
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	“Why are you interested in that particular period?” the librarian asked, giving him a close inspection. Then she added, “If you don’t mind my asking.” 


	Mrs. Forseman was straight out of Central Casting with her frumpy dress, wrinkled face, lemon-sucking pursed lips, and pointy-cornered reading glasses dangling from a chain around her neck.


	“Just curious.” 


	He’d asked to see the microfilm files of the Monroe Express for the first quarter of 1968. She clutched the cartridge in her bony hand, but hadn’t offered it to him yet.


	“Curious about what? If you don’t mind my asking.” 


	I damn well do mind, Jack thought, then decided she looked old enough to have been around then. Maybe she could save him some time.


	“I heard about something called the ‘Monroe Cluster’ and—” 


	“Oh, no,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’re not some writer planning to go digging into those deformities, are you? This town has had more than its share of trouble, especially those poor people, so leave them alone. Please.” 


	“Actually, I’m a geneticist,” Jack said. “If I publish anything it’ll be in a scientific journal. Do you remember anything about the incidents?” 


	“I remember a lot of panic around the time those poor children were born, especially in all the other pregnant mothers in town, all terrified that their babies might end up the same way. We didn’t have all the tests then that we have now, so there were a lot of very frightened families. It was an awful time, just awful. A research team from one of the medical centers came through and did a thorough investigation for the State Department of Health. They didn’t find anything, neither will you.” 


	Jack held out his hand for the cartridge. “You’re probably right, but I’ll never know until I look, will I.” 


	“Suit yourself,” she said, shoving the cartridge into his palm. “But you’re wasting your time.” 


	Turned out she was right.


	Jack situated himself before a viewer and began paging through the back files. The Express was a small town paper, devoted almost exclusively to local issues. Took Jack no time to scan through two months’ worth.


	February 1968 was an uneventful month, but March turned out to be a whole different story—not a good time at all for the Village of Monroe: violent storms, protest marchers, and a man named Jim Stevens dying an ugly accidental death outside some place known as “the Hanley mansion.” And then a few days later, mass murder and mayhem inside the same house.


	And that was it. Not a hint as to what might have caused the birth defects that popped up nine months later, and certainly nothing to back up Melanie’s “burst of Otherness” theory.


	Jack returned the cartridge to Mrs. Forseman at her desk.


	“Should have listened to you,” he said, trying to soften her up. “Couldn’t find a thing.” 


	It worked. She actually cracked a smile. A tiny one. “Just trying to save you some trouble.” 


	“I guess any way you look at it, sixty-eight was a bad year for Monroe.” 


	“A bad year for the whole country,” she said. “The assassinations of Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy came in the spring, followed by the riots in Chicago at the Democratic convention. And then the Russians invaded Czechoslovakia and slaughtered people in the streets.” Her eyes got a faraway look. “Almost as if a dark cloud passed over the world that year and turned everything ugly.” 


	Jack hunched his shoulders to relieve a crawling sensation along his nape as he remembered Canfield’s talk about a “burst of Otherness.” You could almost make a case for something foul entering the world early in sixty-eight.


	He shook it off. “Any children of the cluster still around?” 


	“Only two survived,” she said, wary again. “But don’t expect me to tell you who they are. They deserve their privacy.” 


	“I suppose you’re right. I’ve already spoken to Melanie Rubin and Frayne Canfield and I thought—” 


	“I saw Melanie recently myself. I hadn’t seen her since her mother’s funeral, but just last week I passed her old house and saw her standing outside with a very handsome man.” 


	Jack knew she couldn’t be talking about Lew. “What did he look like?” 


	She laughed. “Oh, I doubt very much I could describe him. My attention was too fixed on the monkey on his shoulder.” 


	“A monkey, ay?” Jack said. Hadn’t Roma told Lew yesterday that he’d been looking forward to meeting Melanie in person? “Isn’t that interesting.” 


	“Yes. Cute as a button.” 


	Jack shrugged. “I guess that’s it then. Thanks.” 


	“Let those poor people be, young man,” she said as he headed for the door. “Just let them be.” 


	Jack found a pay phone in the library foyer and called Lew’s home number.


	When Lew recognized Jack’s voice he gasped. “Have you found her?” 


	“Not yet,” Jack said. “Any sign of her out there?” 


	“No,” he said, his tone disconsolate. “Not a thing.” 


	“I had a nice little chat with Frayne Canfield.” 


	“Was he any help?” 


	“Not much. What’s his story?” 


	“Still lives with his parents. Keeps to himself pretty much except for SESOUP activities. Debugs software for a living, but I don’t think he’s particularly successful at it. Why? You think he’s involved?” 


	“It’s a possibility.” A very good possibility. “I’m going to be keeping an eye on him. But you didn’t tell me he was wheelchair-bound. He described his legs as ‘deformed’ ... which is also how he described Melanie’s left arm.” Not quite true, but Jack didn’t want to let on that he’d broken into the Monroe house. “How come you never mentioned Melanie’s arm?” 


	“I didn’t think it mattered.” 


	
“It does if it’s an identifying characteristic. Can I ask what’s wrong with her hand?” 


	“Well … she doesn’t really have one. According to the doctors, all the fingers on her left hand fused into a single large digit while she was a fetus. The same happened with the fingernails, leaving her with one large thick nail. She keeps it bandaged in public because it tends to upset people—they either stare or turn away.” 


	“I’m sorry,” Jack said, unable to think of anything to say.


	Poor Melanie … imagine having to go through life hiding one of your hands all the time … and chopping the hands off your dolls …


	“Nothing to be sorry about,” Lew said. “She leads a full life. People stop noticing the bandage after a while. And.to tell you the truth, it never bothered me. I fell in love with her the moment I laid eyes on her. The only thing it has stopped her from doing is having children. She’s too afraid she’ll pass on her deformity.” 


	Jack shook his head, remembering the wistful look in Lew’s eyes this morning when he was playing with that toddler in the coffee shop.


	“There’s always adoption.” 


	‘‘Someday I hope we will.” His voice teetered on a sob. “If she ever comes back.” 


	“We’ll find her, Lew,” Jack said, only half believing it himself. “Just hang in there.” 


	“Like I have a choice?” he said and hung up.


	Don’t fall apart on me, Lew, Jack thought as he replaced the receiver. You’re the only one I’ve met in this thing who seems to be dealing from a full deck.


	He turned and saw an aerial map of Monroe with the streets labeled. He found Melanie’s family home. He remembered the address of the Hanley mansion from the articles and, just for the hell of it, located its approximate location. Not too far from Melanie’s place. Jack could see no line of causality between the storms and the deaths at the mansion in March to the birth defects in December, but he was sure some of the SESOUPers back at the convention could find multiple ways to link them. Probably link them to the King and Kennedy assassinations and every other nasty occurrence that year as well.


	But there couldn’t be a connection. Just coincidence …


	Shaking his head, he stepped outside and ambled toward his car. He was in no hurry to get back to the hotel. By now the SESOUP crew would be frothing at their collective mouths with theories about the ritualistic murder of one of their members.


	Good a time as any to do some more work on the new Social Security number, and maybe even sneak in a little time to help Vicky with her baseball skills.
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	“They cut out her eyes?” Abe said around a mouthful of frozen mocha yogurt. His expression registered disgust. “You’re making me lose my appetite.” 


	“Wait,” Jack said. “That’s just the start. I haven’t told you what they did to her lips and how they twisted—” 


	He waved his hand in Jack’s face. “No-no-no! What I don’t know can’t nauseate me.” 


	Just as well. Jack didn’t want to talk about it anyway. He kept picturing himself finding Melanie in that condition and having to tell Lew.


	He’d brought a pint of fat-free frozen yogurt as a gift in anticipation of Abe’s aid in authoring a letter to the Social Security Administration in Trenton. He hadn’t mentioned the letter yet. He’d also brought a packet of sunflower seeds for Parabellum, who was patiently splitting the shells with his deft little beak and plucking out the tiny meats.


	Jack shrugged. “Okay. Bottom line is, she’s dead.” 


	“And those tough guys in black did it?” 


	“I’m assuming so. Never got the chance to ask. Tossed her room pretty well too.” 


	Abe picked,up the sweating yogurt container and peered at the label.


	“Non-fat shouldn’t taste this good. You’re sure it’s non-fat?” 


	“That’s what it says. And less calories too.” 


	“Fewer calories.” 


	“Less.” Jack pointed to the bright yellow flag on the container. “Says so right there.” 


	“I should accept a yogurt label as my authority on grammar? Trust me, Jack, it’s ‘fewer.’ Less fat—okay. But fewer calories.” 


	“You see?” Jack said, slapping a black-and-white composition book down on Abe’s counter. “That’s why you’re just the man to help me write a letter from a high school sophomore.” 


	Abe’s eyes narrowed. “Have I just been suckered?” 


	Jack blinked. “Why … whatever do you mean?” 


	Abe sighed. “Another letter to the SSA? Just rewrite the last one.” 


	“Nah. You know I like a new one every time. And besides, it’s all your fault. You’re the one who got me started on plastic money.” 


	“Had I but known what I would set in motion … ” 


	When Abe finally had convinced Jack of the necessity of a credit card, he suggested adding Jack as an additional cardholder on his own pseudonymous Amex account. Jack chose the name Jack Connery—he’d been running some old James Bond films at the time—but needed a Social Security number to accompany the name.


	For Connery’s SSN he used Abe’s new—at least it was new at the time—method: he made one up. But that didn’t mean simply pulling random numbers out of the air. Under Abe’s tutelage, Jack learned that the SSN was divided into three sets of digits for a reason. The first set, the three-digit “area” number, told where the number was issued. If Connery had a New York birthplace and a New York address, he should have an area number somewhere between 050 and 134, indicating the number had been issued in New York. The second set of numbers was the “block” pair, indicating when the number was issued. Since Connery was listing a birth date of 1958, Jack didn’t want to submit a block number that said Connery’s SSN was issued before he was born. As for the last four digits—the “serial number”—anything goes.


	Abe submitted the information to Amex, a Jack Connery card was duly issued, and Jack joined the plastic money parade, making sure to charge a few items every month.


	Sixteen months later he was holding not one but three offers for pre-approved cards. Jack Connery signed up for his own MasterCard and, shortly thereafter, Abe canceled him as an additional cardholder.


	Jack Connery was on his own.


	“Used to be so easy,” Abe said morosely. “You’d go to the registry, pick out the name of a dead guy, copy down his dates and numbers, and send those into the credit card company. Instantly, you’ve got a card. But now, computers have ruined everything.” 


	Jack nodded. “Got to love ‘em, but they’re a major pain in the ass too.” 


	Abe was referring to the SSDI—the Social Security Death Index that credit report companies like TRW and Equifax had compiled to ferret out credit cheaters. People like Jack and Abe weren’t out to cheat anyone—they paid on time, to the dime—but the SSDI put their fake identities at risk. Even Jack’s made-up number for Connery—someone just might happen to have that same SSN. What if that someone died and his number went into the SSDI? Neither Abe nor Jack needed a fraud investigator sniffing their way.


	So Jack had searched for a better way.


	He’d found it in the registry of vital statistics. Children … the registry was filled with dead children, many of them infants, some gone from disease and birth defects, too many of them the victims of abandonment, abuse, or neglect whose immediate progenitors—to call them parents would be an insult to real parents everywhere—had cast them off like so much garbage. Jack collected a list of a dozen or so, all with the first name John, who had died ten to fifteen years before—without a Social Security number. For a small fee he obtained certified copies of their birth certificates … and adopted them.


	As each reached his fifteenth or sixteenth birthday, Jack applied for a new Social Security number in that name.


	Jack pulled out a pen and opened the composition book.


	“Okay. This one’s John D’Attilio. He’d have been sixteen next month. I’ve got Eddy working on the documents. The Hoboken drop is going to be his home address, so he’ll be writing to the SSA office in Trenton. Let’s make this a good one.” 


	Since the Social Security Act allowed someone under eighteen to apply for a Social Security number through the mail, Jack took full advantage of it. Over the years, he and Abe had composed a series of letters from various kids. Abe had a real knack for sounding like a reluctant teenager forced into applying for a Social Security number because his inconsiderate parents wanted him to ruin his summer by getting a dumb job.


	It took them about ten minutes to come up with a vernacular, handwritten request; Jack made a point of crossing out a word here and there along the way.


	The application required certified copies of the birth certificate, which Jack already had, and a school ID, which Ernie would provide. Then he’d put them all together and send the package off to Trenton. In a month or so, John D’Attilio would be issued a bona fide Social Security number, and added to the Social Security Administration’s computers: another American cow branded and allowed to join the taxpaying herd.


	“How many times have we done this now?” Abe said.


	“Eight, I think.” 


	After Jack Connery had been spun off from Abe’s Amex, Jack had added two additional cardholders—Jack Andrissi and John Bender—to the Connery MasterCard. A year and a half later, various banks and Amex were wooing Andrissi and Bender with pre-approved offers.


	He’d then spun off Andrissi and Bender and abandoned Connery. A new identity was added to each of the Andrissi and Bender cards. And so it went, an ongoing process of creating new identities and discarding old ones, leaving an increasingly attenuated, protracted maze that—Jack hoped—would be impossible to follow.


	“Kind of morbid,” Abe said. “And such a megillah.” 


	Jack sighed. “I know about the morbid part—but I mean, I could be the only one in the world who’s given one thought to some of these kids since the day they died—since the day they were born, maybe. They’re almost like real family to me. And, in a sense, this gives them back some sort of life.” 


	“A virtual life—in the databanks.” 


	“So to speak. But as for the megillah … you’ve got that right.” 


	He slumped against the counter as a dark cloud seemed to form up near the ceiling and trickle a cold drizzle on him.


	“You know, Abe, I’ve spent most of my adult life trying to get to this place. And now … I don’t know.” 


	It had been a long hard journey, full of dangerous curves, to achieve sovereign statehood, to become a nation of one. At first it had been kind of fun—the artful dodging, the hide and seek, the daily buzz of staying on his toes and living by his wits. But the buzzes had grown fewer and further between. And without the buzz, all the dodging and hiding became work—a lot of work. Jack’s was a high-maintenance lifestyle.


	“Sometimes I get tired of all the upkeep … and I start asking, is it worth it?” 


	“You’re just having a bad day.” 


	“No … it’s not just the day.” He thought of seeing Vicky later and playing catch with her. “It’s this schizoid life I’m leading.” 


	“Well then, the question you’ve got to ask is, will merging with the global mega-conglomerate out there make you happier than remaining a closely held corporation of one? It’s a decision only you can make.” 


	“Tell me about it. But I’m beginning to see that it’s not really a question of ‘if’—more a question of ‘when.’ I mean, can you see me doing this thirty years from now? Who in his sixties has the energy for this?” 


	“I’m in my fifties and I can barely keep up. I should retire.” 


	A shock of alarm pierced Jack. “What? And give up the gun trade? A lot of people out there depend on you, Abe. And what would you do? You couldn’t get by selling just sporting goods, could you?” 


	Abe shrugged. “You never know. Take Rollerblades, for instance. Such a racket. You sell them these inline skates so they can go out and have some fun exercise. But then they have to buy helmets and shin guards and knee pads and wrist protectors so they shouldn’t maim themselves while having said fun exercise.” 


	“Hardly seems fair,” Jack said.


	Abe shook his head. “I know. Gun running is a much more honorable trade.” 


	“Well, you could simply refuse to carry the skates.” 


	“What, am I crazy? You have any idea what the markup is on that stuff? I should let someone else make all the profit?” 
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	“Eye on the ball, Vicks. That’s it. Watch it all the way into the glove.” 


	Vicky did just that—watched it go into her glove and bounce right out. As she chased it across the tiny backyard, Jack had to admit that Vicky was a bit of a klutz when it came to baseball.


	He looked around. A backyard in Manhattan, a stone’s throw from the East River. A private oasis in a ferro-concrete desert. What a luxury.


	The grounds had gone untended through the fall. Now Gia had already started weeding the flower beds, but the grass needed cutting, especially around Vicky’s playhouse in the rear corner. Jack planned to buy a mower next week and take care of that. He hadn’t cut grass since he was a teenager. Used to be his summer job. He found himself looking forward to mowing again. The city was filled with smells, but new mown grass wasn’t one of them.


	Despite the neglect, it was still pretty out here, especially near the rear wall of the house where the buds on the rose bushes were swelling, showing some pink as they prepared to bloom.


	Gia had come out to paint. She was taking a break now, sitting at the white enameled table in the shade, nibbling delicate slivers of a bright green Granny Smith as she whittled them off with a paring knife. Her latest painting—the top of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge glinting in the afternoon sun as it peeked over the townhouse roof—sat half finished on an easel by the playhouse. Jack liked it a hell of a lot better than any of Melanie Ehler’s work, especially that one in her study. Gia, on the other hand, might go for Melanie’s stuff. Her appreciation of art was so much wider than Jack’s. Vicky picked up the baseball and threw it—wild.


	She throws like a girl, Jack thought as he raced to intercept it before it hit her mother. But then, what else did he expect?


	Jack caught the ball a few feet away from a cringing Gia.


	“Many athletes in your family?” he said in a low voice.


	“Not that I know of.” 


	“Didn’t think so.” 


	“Looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you,” she said, batting her blues as she smiled up at him.


	“But I’m up to it.” Then, raising his voice. “Before I’m through with her, the Vickster will be the best ballplayer in the whole damn city!” 


	“Yay!” Vicky cried, pumping her fist in the air.


	They tossed the ball back and forth a few more times, and then Vicky wanted a break.


	“I’m hungry,” she said.


	Gia held up her Granny Smith. “Want some apple?” 


	“Wait,” Jack said. “I’ve got just the thing.” 


	He trotted over tothe shopping bag he’d brought with him and produced a red paper box. He tossed it to Vicky.


	“Animal crackers!” she cried, and tore open the top.


	Jack watched Vicky munch and pick through the crackers to find her favorite animals. So easy to make her happy. She took such a disproportionate amount of pleasure from little things, and he took an equally disproportionate amount of pleasure from hers.


	He looked around and knew he loved it here. So far from mutilated bodies and names stolen from dead children. At times like these he didn’t want to leave. Ever.


	Vicky turned to her mother. “Want a lion, Mommy?” 


	“Vicky!” Jack said in a shocked tone. “How can you say that? You know your mother doesn’t eat meat!” 


	Gia winged her partially eaten apple at him.


	It sailed wide. Jack reached out and snagged it, then took a sloppy bite and gave them both a big juicy grin. Vicky laughed. Gia smiled and shook her head as she bit into her lion cracker.


	Life could be so good.
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	After a quick stop at his apartment to drop off the letter and pick up some extra clothes—and delay his return—Jack finally reached the hotel. As he walked up to the front entrance, he was struck by the absence of officialdom. He’d expected at least one blue-and-white unit to be hanging around.


	The lobby looked pretty quiet too, although he could feel that strange tension again, coiling and building in the air. Most of the excitement should have subsided by now, but he’d expected to see at least one or two knots of people whispering and glancing over their shoulders.


	He spotted Evelyn heading for the stairs on her Little Lotta feet. He hurried to catch up with her.


	“I just got back,” he said, slowing to match her pace. “Did Olive show up yet?” 


	She shook her head. “No one’s seen her? And she hasn’t contacted anyone?” 


	Jack repressed a groan. Don’t tell me they haven’t opened her room yet.


	“What about her room?” 


	“She wasn’t there? I had the managers—” 


	Jack froze. “What?” 


	“Her room was empty? I—” She stopped and looked at him with motherly concern. “Are you all right?” 


	Jack was mentally reeling. He knew if his face reflected half of the shock he was feeling, he must look terrible. He tried to compose himself.


	“She wasn’t in her room?” 


	She shook her head. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am? I was so afraid? Like maybe we’d find her dead of a heart attack or a stroke or something?” 


	His mind raced, stumbling along as it tried to decide which way to go. Not there? Impossible. He’d seen her … dead … mutilated … her head twisted around …


	“You’re sure you had the right room?” 


	“Of course? Eight-twelve? I was there? I searched the room myself? Olive’s suitcase? And her clothes? They’re all there in the drawers? But no Olive? Isn’t that strange?” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said. “Real strange.” 


	“It makes you wonder? You know, about the End Days? When the faithful are taken away in the Rapture? Could this be the start? And Olive is one of the first to be taken?” 


	How do I—how does anyone—answer that? Jack wondered.


	Evelyn smiled and patted his arm. “Rapture or not, the show goes on? I have to run? I’m introducing Professor Mazuko’s panel on Japanese UFOs? See you later?” 


	“Sure,” Jack said, still feeling dazed. “Later.” 


	He wandered up to the common area and dropped into a chair. Olive’s corpse … gone. How had it been spirited out through a hotel full of people?


	Spirited out … swell choice of words.


	And without leaving a trace of the murder.


	This left him and the killers as the only ones who knew that Olive Farina was dead.


	Or was she dead? Did he know that?


	Jack was having a SESOUP moment here—he’d witnessed something but didn’t have a shred of physical evidence to prove it.


	Had to stop that kind of thinking. Olive was dead. No question about that. But who sliced her up? The two men in black he’d run into? Or someone else?


	All of which made Jack intensely uneasy. This was supposed to be a quiet job, a safe job. No rough stuff.


	But the condition of Olive’s corpse had said loud and clear that someone was playing very rough.


	Of course there was always the possibility that Olive’s murder had nothing to do with Melanie’s disappearance.


	Yeah, right. I should be so lucky.


	Olive gone without a trace … just like Melanie. Did that mean Melanie was hidden away somewhere with no lips, no eyes, and a broken neck?


	A logical conclusion, seeing as Jack, like everybody else except the killers, would be thinking of Olive as simply missing—or taken by the Rapture, if you were into that—if he hadn’t broken into her room. He was glad he hadn’t told Lew about Olive. He’d jump to the same conclusion, and that might just kill the poor guy.


	He looked around at the SESOUP folk streaming into one of the conference rooms. Maybe these people weren’t as crazy as they seemed. And maybe he could learn something useful at one of these panels.


	As he followed the crowd he spied a flyer taped to the wall. He stepped closer to read it.


	CALL FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS


	If one of your parents is an alien


	OR


	If one of your siblings or one of your children is the


	product of an alien sexual encounter


	PLEASE CALL IMMEDIATELY!


	Then again, he thought, maybe SESOUPers are even crazier than they seem.


	Even though Jack had been sure at times during his childhood that his older brother was part alien, he resisted copying down the phone number.


	He filed inside and found a seat near the rear of the room. He fought an urge to shout out: “All those who believe in telekinesis, raise my hand!” Instead, he listened to Evelyn introduce Professor Hideki Mazuko of the University of Tokyo—what department, she didn’t say—and was startled to learn that the man didn’t speak any English. He did, however, speak French. So did Evelyn, and she would provide a running translation of Dr. Mazuko’s address.


	As a lantern-jawed middle-aged Asian in a gray suit, white shirt, red- and blue-striped tie advanced to the dais amid polite applause, Jack groaned and looked around for a way out. He realized he couldn’t make it without stumbling over a lot of SESOUPers, so he grudgingly settled in and promised himself a trip to the bar immediately afterward.


	Dr. Mazuko began speaking in French, saying a few words, then stopping for Evelyn to repeat it in English. Jack had always assumed water torture required water; here was proof that he was wrong.


	After his interminable stop-and-go preamble, Professor Mazuko asked that the lights be turned down so he could show slides of recent photos of UFOs over Tokyo.


	A progression of images of blurry blobs of light flashed on the screen, with the audience oohing and aahing at each one. Jack wondered why, if UFOs were supposed to be such a secret, they were always lit up like the Fuji blimp?


	When one particularly strange-looking glowing object appeared, the woman on Jack’s right began to clap and others joined her.


	“Incredible!” she said in a voice hushed with awe.


	Jack wholeheartedly agreed: Incredible was just the word for it. Even eight-year-old Vicky would see that it was a kite. Or pie in the sky—literally.


	Like Abe had said the other day … believing is seeing. Yes, sir.


	“Shit, shit, shit!” Suddenly someone was shouting. “That does it! Turn on the lights! Turn on the goddamn lights!” 


	Jack thought the voice sounded familiar, and when the lights came up, he spotted James Zaleski striding toward the front of the room.


	“What’s the matter with you people!” he shouted. “These are the goddamn phoniest looking photos I’ve ever seen!” 


	Jack heard groans around him and muttered variations on the theme of “Oh, no, Jimmy’s on a tear again.” 


	Obviously this wasn’t the first time he’d made a stink at a UFO panel.


	“Dammit,” Zaleski yelled, “you’ve got to be more discriminating! You’ve got to be critical! We know they’re here, but are we so desperate for proof we’ll accept anything, even these poorly doctored fakes, as real? We demand the truth from the government, but how are we ever going to be taken seriously if we don’t demand honesty within our own ranks? We come off like a bunch of gullible cranks!” 


	Members of the audience had started rising to their feet during his impassioned plea and now they were shouting at him to be quiet and return to his seat and let Professor Mazuko finish.


	Jack remembered Gia taking him and Vicky to the revival of 1776 when it had played at the Roundabout. This reminded him of the booming opening number when the entire cast rose and sang “Sit Down, John!” to John Adams.


	Jack used the uproar to cover his exit. On the way out he saw Miles Kenway standing ramrod straight against the rear wall, staring at him. Jack felt like a school kid caught playing hooky. He matched Kenway stare for stare.


	How do I get to talk to Kenway? he wondered as he reached the common area. At least he and Zaleski were still around. If someone was knocking off the top people in SESOUP, they hadn’t reached the men yet. But was it just a matter of time before they did?


	Just then two dowdy, silver-haired members of Professor Mazuko’s audience emerged from the room, in heated discussion.


	“You don’t believe that, do you?” said the one wearing the MK-Ultra Stole My Brain! T-shirt.


	Her friend nodded vigorously. “Of course I do.” 


	“No,” said the first, as they wandered away. “You can’t really believe that.” 


	I believe I’ll have a beer, Jack thought.


	He headed for the bar.
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	“He is our enemy, I tell you.” Mauricio’s voice grew louder with each word. “Just look at what he has done to the Farina woman! That man is out to destroy us!” 


	“Hush, please. You do not know that.” 


	They stood in the bathroom of Roma’s suite where Olive’s mutilated corpse lay stretched out in the tub. They had partially covered it with ice to keep it from stinking.


	“I do! I saw him in the hall outside her room!” 


	“And you also saw one of the Twins at the same time.” 


	“And they both fled together.” 


	“Or he chased the Twin.” 


	“If he did, he’s crazy.” 


	“Have you ever known the Twins to work with anyone but each other?” 


	Mauricio looked away. “No,” he said sullenly. “Not directly.” 


	They had run down the hall after the stranger and the Twin had disappeared into the stairwell, found Olive’s corpse, and quickly moved her here.


	“I think there is another explanation. I believe he discovered Olive, saw the Twin, and gave chase.” 


	“Then why didn’t he report the body?” 


	“Perhaps he is a thief and broke into her room to steal. Or perhaps he has a criminal record and was afraid he would be blamed. It does not matter. As far as I am concerned, the very fact that he did not report the body proves that he is not working with the Twins.” 


	“I don’t follow.” 


	“Think, Mauricio: Why was Olive Farina mutilated in that fashion? Look at those wounds. Obviously meant to call to mind cattle mutilations and spread panic among our attendees. A discovery like that would disperse them, send them fleeing to the safety of their little homes all over the country.” 


	Mauricio’s dark monkey eyes widened. “Do you think the Twins know what we’re doing?” 


	“No. Undoubtedly they know somebody is up to something, but they do not know who, what, or why. Under those circumstances, their best course is to break up the party. They tried, but failed.” 


	“Only by the merest chance. If I hadn’t stepped out into the hallway at that moment … ” Mauricio let the rest of the sentence hang.


	“True,” Roma said, nodding. “But were we lucky … or guided?” 


	“We can speculate all day. The question is, what do we do about the stranger?” 


	“We watch him,” Roma said.


	“In other words, nothing!” Mauricio said, scorn ripe in his voice as he expanded to true form. He rose on his thicker, stronger legs, showing his fangs and fixing Roma with the ripe strawberries of his eyes. “The stranger calls the tune?” 


	“Watching is not ‘nothing.’” 


	“And what of tonight’s delivery? Do we to let that fall into his hands as well?” 


	“Do we have a choice?” Roma said. “The Otherness is in charge, do not forget. If the stranger received the shipment, it was not in error. I sense another purpose at work here, one that is compatible with our own.” 


	“I do not,” Mauricio said, his voice rising as he banged a large knotty fist on the black-furred barrel of his chest. “Something went wrong last night. I do not intend to allow that to happen a second time.” 


	“Mauricio!” Roma said as the creature slouched toward the door.


	“I know of only one way to settle this.” 


	“Wait!” 


	But Mauricio ignored him. He reached up and turned the doorknob, then shrank again to capuchin form before stepping out into the hall.


	“Do not do anything—!” 


	The door slammed, cutting him off. He hurried to the door and pulled it open, but Mauricio was nowhere in sight.


	What was that creature thinking? He hoped he was not planning anything rash.
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	Jack felt better halfway through his second pint of Sam Adams. He was ready to polish it off and head for his room when he sensed someone behind him. He turned and found Roma.


	“Learn anything in Monroe?” Roma said.


	Jeez, Jack thought, annoyed and chagrined, did someone follow me out there? Am I being watched?


	“What makes you think I was in Monroe?” 


	Roma grinned. “I have contacts there. It’s a small town, as you know. And when an outsider starts asking about 1968, it doesn’t take long for word to get around.” 


	Canfield had probably heard about his visit, and told Roma. That made Jack feel a little better … he preferred being on the Monroe grapevine to being shadowed.


	“Then I guess you know what I found: nada.” 


	“But how did you feel being there?” Roma asked, giving him an intense look.


	“Feel? Like I’d wasted my time.” 


	“No, no,” he said. “In the air. Did you not feel a residual trace of something strange, something … Other?” 


	“‘Other?’ No. Why should I? First Canfield, now you. What’s the story with this ‘Other’ and ‘Otherness’ business anyway?” 


	“It is something that has no rational explanation.” 


	“Oh, well, thanks for clearing that up.” 


	“Surely you’ve seen things that have no rational explanation.” 


	“Maybe,” Jack said, thinking of the creaking hold of a rustbucket freighter filled with cobalt-skinned, shark-headed creatures.


	“Not maybe. Definitely. You are much more a part of this than you realize.” 


	Something in Roma’s voice stopped Jack, something unsaid. What was he getting at?


	“You mean because of my experience?” And at that instant he realized that Roma was the only one who hadn’t quizzed him on his cover story. Hadn’t even mentioned it.


	“Yes, but not the one you’ve been telling people about. Your other experience—the one that left you marked by the Otherness.” 


	“Hey, let’s not go tying me into any of that stuff.” 


	“You already are.” 


	“Like hell.” 


	“Really? Then what left those scars on your chest?” 


	An arctic wind seemed to whistle through the bar; Jack could almost feel it rustle his clothes as it chilled his skin.


	“How do you know anything about my chest?” 


	“The Otherness has left its mark on you, my friend. I sensed your contact with it the instant I saw you on the registration line. And when I am this close to you, I can almost see those scars glowing through your shirt.” 


	Just as he’d done the night of the first reception, Roma raised this three middle fingers and hooked them into claws, then made a diagonal slashing motion in the air.


	“Like that, yes?” Roma said.


	Jack said nothing. His tongue felt like Velcro. He looked down at his shirt front, then back at Roma, remembering how his chest itched both times he’d been in Monroe.


	Jack found his voice. “I think we need to have a nice long chat about this sometime.” 


	To Jack’s surprise, Roma nodded and said, “How about now?” He pointed to a tiny table in a darkened corner. “Shall we?” 


	Jack grabbed his beer from the bar and followed him.


	As soon as they were seated, Roma said, “You were scarred by a rather formidable creature, yes?” 


	Jack didn’t move, didn’t speak. He’d never told a soul about the rakoshi episode. The people closest to him had been a part of it, and they were trying to put it behind them. Anyone who hadn’t been part of it would think he was crazy … would think he belonged in SESOUP. So how the hell could Roma know?


	He sipped his beer to wet his tongue. “You’ve seen one?” 


	“Seen one?” Roma grinned. “I was present when the Otherness conceived them.” 


	Jack gave a mental whistle. This guy was as loony as the rest of them. Loonier, maybe. But he did know things he had no right knowing.


	“Were you now?” Jack said. “You and this Otherness thing.” 


	“The Otherness is not a thing.” 


	“Then what is it? Besides a word, I mean?” 


	Roma stared at him. “You really don’t know, do you.” 


	“Know what?” 


	“Never mind. As for defining the Otherness, I doubt very much you can grasp the answer.” 


	“Humor me.” 


	“Very well. Let me see … one might describe the Otherness as a being, or a state of being, or even a whole other reality.” 


	“That narrows it down.” 


	“Try this then: Let us just say there is this dark intelligence, this entity somewhere that is—” 


	“Where?” 


	“Somewhere—somewhere else. Everywhere and nowhere. But put aside the where for the moment and concentrate on this force’s relationship with humanity.” 


	“Wait, wait, wait. You started out a step ahead of me and now you want to take another.” 


	“How? How am I ahead of you?” 


	“What is this ‘dark intelligence’? Is it just there? I mean, is it Satan, Kali, the Bogey Man, what?” 


	“Perhaps it is all of them, perhaps none of them. Why do you presume it must have a name? It is not some silly god. If anything, the Otherness is more of an anti-god.” 


	“Like Olive’s Antichrist?” 


	Roma sighed, his expression frustrated. “No. That is part of Christian mythology. Forget Olive’s eschatological ravings, and every religion you have ever heard of. When I say anti-god, I mean something at the opposite pole from everything you think of when someone says ‘god.’ This entity does not want worshippers, does not want a religion set up around it. It has no name and does not want anyone assigning it a name.” 


	“What is it then?” 


	“An incomprehensible entity, a huge, unimaginable chaotic force—it does not need a name. In fact, you might even say it wishes to avoid a name. It does not want us knowing about it.” 


	“If it’s, so powerful, why should it care? And who’s ever heard of a god that doesn’t want believers?” 


	“Please stop using the word ‘god.’ You are only confusing yourself.” 


	“Okay. Then why doesn’t it want believers?” 


	“Because of its chaotic nature. Once you believe in it, once you acknowledge it, you give it form. Assigning it a form, a shape, an identity weakens its influence. Identifying it and giving it a name or, worst of all, converting a host of believers to worship it, would shrink its interface with this world and push it further away. So it masks itself as other religions and belief systems and lets them front for it.” 


	“Sort of like a multinational conglomerate hiding behind lots of dummy corporations.” 


	Roma nodded slowly. “A mundane analogy, but you seem to be getting the picture. This force is in this world in many guises, but all working toward the same end: chaos.” 


	“A little chaos isn’t so bad.” 


	“You mean, a little randomness? A little unpredictability for excitement?” He laughed softly as he shook his head. “You have no idea, no concept of what we are discussing here.” 


	“All right, what does it want?” 


	“Everything—including this corner of existence.” 


	“Because why? We taste good?” 


	“Really, if you refuse to be serious—” 


	“Don’t tell me to be serious when you’ve filled this hotel with a very serious group of otherwise sane adults who firmly believe that a horde of alien lizards is heading this way from space and is going to chow down on us big time when they get here. I didn’t make that up—they did.” 


	“Well, they are right and they are wrong. Something is trying to get here but the ‘chowing down,’ so to speak, will be of a more spiritual sort. If you would listen without interrupting you might understand.” 


	Jack leaned back and folded his arms. “All right. I’ll listen. But whenever I hear stuff like this I can’t help thinking about how we all thought earth and humanity were the center of the universe. Then Galileo came along.” 


	“Point taken. It does sound anthropocentric, but if you will hear me out, you will see it is not.” 


	“Go.” 


	“Thank you. I will try to come at this from a different angle: Imagine two vast, unimaginably complex forces at war. Where? All around us. Why? I do not pretend to know. And it has been going on so long, perhaps they themselves have forgotten why. But none of that matters. What does matter is that all existence is the prize. Notice I did not say ‘the world,’ ‘the solar system,’ ‘the universe,’ ‘reality’—I said existence. That means that all other dimensions, other universes, other realities—which, trust me on this, do exist—are included as well.


	This corner of reality is a minuscule backwater of that whole, but it is a part. And if you mean to call yourself the victor, you must have it all.” 


	Jack resisted quoting Rodney King.


	“Now,” Roma continued, “one of these forces is decidedly inimical to humanity; the other is not.” 


	Jack couldn’t help it—he yawned.


	“Am I boring you?” Roma said, his expression shocked.


	“Sorry. Just sounds like the old Good versus Evil, God versus dat ol’ debil Satan sort of thing.” 


	“That is how some people interpret it, and Cosmic Dualism is rather trite. But that is not the case here. Please note that I did not say that the opposing side—the anti-Otherness, if you wish—is ‘good.’ I said it is not inimical. Frankly, I doubt very much that it gives a specific damn about humanity other than the fact that this territory lies on its side of the cosmic DMZ, and it wants to keep it there.” 


	Wow, Jack thought. He’d heard some wild theories this week, and he’d become convinced that something—not aliens, not the Antichrist, not the New World Order, but something—was going on, but this … this Otherness stuff took the blue ribbon for being the farthest out.


	“So … ” Jack said. “We’re all caught up in a giant game of Risk.” 


	Roma shook his head slowly. “You have an uncanny knack for reducing the empyrean to the mundane.” 


	“So I’ve been told.” 


	“But then,” Roma said, “taking everything I’ve said into account, we must not overlook the big ‘or.’” 


	“Or?” 


	“Or … everything I have just told you is completely wrong because there is no way a human can understand the logic and motives of this totally ‘other’ reality.” 


	“Swell,” Jack said, wanting to scour the smug look off Roma’s face. “Then all this talk’s got nothing to do with”—Jack mimicked Roma’s three-fingered gesture again—”this.” 


	“On the contrary. Your scars were made by a creature of the Otherness.” 


	“The ones you say you watched being conceived.” 


	“Watched? A piece of my flesh was used in their genesis.” Roma’s expression clouded. “Not that I had much say in the matter. But they turned out to be rather magnificent creatures, didn’t they.” 


	“Magnificent isn’t quite the word I’d choose.” 


	But perhaps magnificent wasn’t so far off. Magnificently evil, and so alien, so … other, that Jack remembered how his most primitive instincts had screamed for him either to run or to annihilate them.


	Jack also remembered what he’d been told about the origin of the rakoshi. He could almost hear Kolabati’s voice …


	“Tradition has it that before the Vedic gods, and even before the pre-Vedic gods, there were other gods, the Old Ones, who hated mankind and wanted to usurp our place on earth. To do this they created blasphemous parodies of humans … stripped of love and decency and everything good we are capable of. They are hate, greed, lust, and violence incarnate … ” 


	Could Kolabati’s Old Ones be Roma’s Otherness?


	Roma rose from the table. “Well, I’m satisfied,” he said.


	“About what?” 


	“That all you know of the Otherness is what I’ve just told you. I thought you might be a threat, but I am now convinced you are not.” 


	For some reason he couldn’t quite grasp, Jack felt offended by that. “Threat of what?” 


	Roma went on as if he hadn’t heard. “But there might be others who are not so sure. You would do well to take care, Mr. Shelby. You might even consider returning to your home and locking your doors for the rest of the weekend.” 


	The warning startled Jack, and before he could reply, Roma turned and strode away. Jack wanted to run after him, grab him, shake him, and shout Tell me what you mean! But he fought the urge. That would only cause a scene, and was unlikely to make Roma more talkative.


	Feeling as if he’d been sucker punched, Jack headed for his room.
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	On the way back upstairs, Jack cursed himself for not telling Roma he’d been spotted in Monroe with Melanie last week. He would have loved to have seen his reaction. Damn. Why hadn’t he thought of that?


	What did Gia call it? Esprit de Vescalier, or something like that.


	As soon as he stepped into the room he saw the red message light blinking on his phone. He followed the directions for message retrieval and heard a low, raspy voice: “Wondering where Olive Farina is? Check the hotel basement.” 


	That was it. A mechanical sounding female voice announced the time the message had been recorded: 6:02. Seven minutes ago. Just about the time he’d left the bar.


	He didn’t recognize the voice, but he’d bet his last dollar it was one of the goons in black. Jack knew about Olive’s death—he was probably the only one who did. That made him a loose end, one that needed tying up.


	And they think I’m just going to go trotting down to the basement and into their tender loving arms?


	He was insulted.


	Of course, he was going—whoever spirited Olive away probably had something to do with Melanie’s disappearance—but he wasn’t going alone. Mr. Glock would come along.


	He pulled the pistol from his gym bag and hefted it, considering a silencer, then discarding the idea. The increased length would make the pistol harder to handle in close quarters. If he needed to fire, he would, noise be damned. He slipped it under his belt, inside his shirt, then headed for the elevators.


	He smiled and nodded at the SESOUPers who rode down with him. All but one got off at the second floor for the reception. The straggler departed at the lobby level, leaving Jack alone as he descended to the final stop.


	He pulled the Glock and chambered a round as the car slowed, then held the pistol tight against his right thigh as the doors slid open. He stepped out into a narrow corridor. Its ceiling was tentacled with pipes and ducts, a closed door on either side, opening into a wider, darker space at its end where machinery clanked and whirred. Warm and dusty. The Clinton Regent was old enough to have boilers.


	“Hello?” he called once, then again. No reply.


	He raised his pistol as he edged up to the first door and tried the handle. Locked. With the dock’s muzzle ceilingward, he slid his back along the wall until he was opposite the second door. He reached over and tried that knob—also locked. But locked didn’t mean unoccupied. Someone could pop out of either at any time.


	Keeping his back to a wall, and an eye on those doors, Jack slid to the end of the corridor. Hotter here, darker and noisier too—a wide dim space, its floor lower than the corridor’s. Light spilling from behind him glinted off hulking elephantine shapes snared in a maze of pipes and ducts.


	Jack darted his head out and back, twice, checking left and right. Visibility was the pits, but at least no one was hovering just around the corner. And he’d spotted a light switch on the right. He reached his left hand around and flipped the single toggle.


	The two naked bulbs that came to life far to the left and right in the ceiling did little to chase the gloom. Jack stepped onto a small platform that sat a couple of feet above the floor of the bigger space. Leaning against the low pipe railing, he scanned the walls for more switches. The place had to have better light than this. As he looked for more bulbs so he could follow the wiring back to a switch, he spotted a large dark lump attached to one of the pipes against the ceiling almost directly above him. He immediately moved to the side and peered up at it.


	The way it was stuck to the pipe reminded him of some huge barnacle. But as his eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, he could see that it was covered with either fur or some sort of black fuzzy mold. No details, just a big lump of black fur. In fact, from this angle it looked like someone had attached a sable coat to the pipe.


	Jack blinked and suddenly it was coming his way—not simply dropping from the ceiling, catapulting at him. With a hoarse bellow, a hurtling mass of bared fangs, extended claws, and bright crimson eyes was on him before he could raise his pistol for a shot. The Glock was knocked from his grasp, clattering away along the floor as he went down under the brain-jarring impact.


	The thing was all sinew and muscle and utterly savage in its attack, raking him with its claws and snapping at Jack’s face. He got his hands around its throat and held it off, but the first three seconds told him how this was going to go—he was going to lose. He needed a weapon or a way out. The Glock was gone and the Semmerling was out of reach in his ankle holster.


	Jack tried to match the creature’s ferocity, roaring at it as he pushed it to arms length. He bent his knees, got his feet against its torso, and kicked out with everything he had. The creature went flying, slammed against the platform railing, and slipped through, falling to the floor below. Jack looked around, spotted the Glock on the corridor floor, and dove for it. But the creature had already recovered and, screaming with rage, was on him again before he reached it.


	The force of the impact against his back drove Jack to the floor. In that instant he felt strong fingers grab a handful of his hair and yank his head back, glimpsed extended fang-filled jaws gape wide and slash toward his exposed throat, and he knew he was done. No time for any thought other than sick dread and a silent No!


	And suddenly the weight was off him. Jack hesitated through a heartbeat of confusion, then rolled over in time to see the creature hurtling through the air, slamming back first against the corridor wall.


	What the—? How’d I do that?


	The thing sprawled against the wall an instant, dazed, shaking its head, and now Jack had his first good look at it—a hellish cross between a rottweiler and a baboon, but bigger and heavier.


	Then it was rushing at him again—


	Only to hurl itself back against the wall before it reached him.


	Jack had no idea what was going on and wasn’t going to waste time pondering it. Get the Glock! He rolled toward the pistol as the thing came for him once more, only to veer away and slam itself against the wall a third time.


	That seemed to be enough for the thing. As Jack reached the pistol, the creature turned and fled the corridor. Before he could take aim, it was gone, lost amid the pipes and tanks.


	Jack sat alone in the middle of the floor, panting, almost retching. He’d been as good as dead less than a minute ago. What had happened? And what was that hell thing? Obviously it had been sent to kill him, but why hadn’t it finished him off when it had the chance?


	Shaken, weak, he struggled to his feet and staggered back toward the elevator.
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	Jack crouched among the rhodos in the Castlemans’ backyard, trying to find a comfortable position.


	I shouldn’t even be here tonight, he thought.


	Still rattled and hurting from his earlier encounter with that monkey-dog creature, the last thing he felt like doing tonight was babysitting the Castlemans. But he didn’t exactly have anybody to sit in for him. So after soaking his wrenched muscles and ligaments in the tub in his hotel room, he’d dragged himself out to Elmhurst. He ran into traffic along the way, and Ceil was already home by the time he reached his post among the rhodos.


	Even here, far away from the Clinton Regent basement, Jack couldn’t shake the memory of the utter ferocity of that creature. He’d never seen anything like it. Not a rakosh, but just as bloodthirsty.


	And why me, damn it? I’m not supposed to be a target. This isn’t about me, it’s about Melanie Ehlers.


	Jack was spooked, he admitted it. Every shadow held menace now.


	He forced himself to concentrate on Ceil. She was sipping what looked like a vodka but she wasn’t slicing and dicing. The casement windows over the kitchen sink had been cranked out an inch or so, and music from the stereo seeped into the backyard. When Donna Summer and Barbara Streisand finished caterwauling “Enough is Enough,” Laura Branigan started singing about “Gloria.” 


	Jack grimaced. Disco … Ceil still listens to disco.


	She took her drink upstairs. Jack couldn’t see into the bedroom, so he waited. And then for a moment or two he had the feeling that he was being watched. That thing again? Coming back to finish the job? Carefully he studied the shadows but didn’t see anything. Eventually the feeling went away, but it left him on edge.


	Got to shake this, he thought. Got to focus here.


	When Ceil reappeared, she had changed into a dress. Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive” was thumping now and Ceil did a little dance around the kitchen, her dress swirling around her skinny legs as she made quick graceful turns this way and that.


	Remembering the good old days? Jack wondered.


	Finally she finished her drink, put on a coat, and headed for the door to the garage.


	Don’t forget to turn off the stereo, Jack wanted to shout. Please don’t leave that music on!


	Her hand was on the doorknob when she stopped, turned, and hurried back to the stereo.


	“Thank you, Ceil,” he whispered as the music died.


	She drove off, and Gus didn’t show up, so Jack assumed Ceil was meeting her husband for dinner or a party. He debated whether or not to pack it in and call it an early night, or hang on and wait.


	Jack chose waiting. He’d leave after seeing them safely to bed.


	Waiting. This was always the lousy part. It could be put to good use. A perfect time for deep cogitation—or ratiocination, as Sherlock Holmes would say—but he was tired of thinking about Melanie and Olive and the SESOUPers. His brain needed a rest.


	Jack had trained himself to fall into a light sleep under almost any circumstances. Now was an excellent time for a catnap. Normally he’d adjust his gym bag under him, lean back, and close his eyes. But not tonight. No snoozing in the dark tonight.
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	Miles Kenway sat behind his steering wheel and wondered where the hell he was. Somewhere in Queens, according to his map, but exactly where, he couldn’t say.


	He’d started out following this Jack Shelby character and had wound up out here.


	Jack Shelby … not likely. Miles didn’t know who the man was, but he wasn’t Jack Shelby.


	One thing he did know for sure about the mystery man was that he was some sort of pervert.


	And that irked Miles no end. He’d followed this character all the way out here thinking he was going to meet with whoever had sent him. And when Miles saw him creep into the shrubbery of a home down the street, that was exactly what it looked like he was doing. But then Miles sneaked around the other side for a look and found him watching some woman dance around inside her house.


	The man was a goddamn Peeping Tom.


	Miles would have been long gone by now if the background check he’d run had come up clean. But it hadn’t.


	Miles had pocketed the man’s beer bottle from last night’s reception and called his man in the FBI. Working quickly, he’d reported that three good sets had been retrieved from the bottle: one belonged to Lewis Ehler, one to the bartender, and the third set was not on record.


	That could be a good thing, meaning Jack Shelby had never been arrested, never applied for a gun permit, never worked in any security-sensitive jobs. It could also mean that he was a member of either a government agency or a secret organization powerful enough to have his print set removed from the FBI’s computers.


	Miles became convinced it was the latter when a check revealed that no one named Jack Shelby lived at the address he’d given when he registered.


	So who are you, Shelby, and who are you working for? Whoever you are, you’ve made a big mistake getting on the wrong side of me. I can and will make your life miserable.


	Miles reflected on how far he had come since his birth. Who’d have dreamed that a callow South Dakota farm boy would end up on the country’s first line of defense against the New World Order. Now it seemed almost providential that he had joined the Army out of high school, worked his way up in the ranks, and had been in the right places at the right times to hear whispers about the UN, about NATO, about his own government, and to have the internal fiber and wherewithal to put it all together and realize that not everything was quite what it seemed.


	When he’d learned the truth, he immediately resigned. He had almost forty years in, so he took his pension, withdrew all his savings, and bought a fifty-acre parcel in Montana where he gathered others who knew the truth. There they lived and trained for the day when the One Worlders would try to take over America.


	He dreaded that day, but he’d be ready for it—ready to fight to the death to protect his freedom.


	Miles yawned. He hadn’t slept well last night. He’d had a dream about that day of invasion, when the New World Order’s black helicopters peppered the sky as they came for him and his militia. He shuddered at the memory. He often had nightmares, but this one had been his worst ever. He’d awakened at four-thirty shaking and sweating.


	He shook himself to wakefulness. Had to stay alert and wait to see where this so-called Jack Shelby character went from here.
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	The sound of a car turning into the driveway alerted Jack. He straightened, stretched, and crossed the backyard in a hurried crouch, slipping into the foundation shrubbery around the garage. The automatic door rolled up and the car eased into the garage. Jack recognized Gus’s voice as the car doors opened.


	” ... just wish you hadn’t said that, Ceil. It made me look real bad in front of Dave and Nancy.” 


	“But no one took it the way you did,” Ceil said.


	Jack thought he detected a slight quaver in her voice. Too many vodkas? Or fear?


	“Don’t be so sure about that. I think they’re just too good-mannered to show it, but I saw the shock in Nancy’s eyes. Didn’t you see the way she looked at me when you said that?” 


	“No. I didn’t see anything of the sort. You’re imagining things again.” 


	“Oh, am I?” 


	Jack heard the jangle of keys in the lock in the door to the house.


	“Y-yes. And besides, I’ve already apologized a dozen times since we left. What more do you want from me?” 


	“What I want, Ceil, is that it not keep happening like it does. Is that too much to ask?” 


	Ceil’s reply was cut off as the garage door began to roll down. Jack returned to the rear of the house where he could get a view of most of the first floor. Their voices leaked out through an open casement window as Gus strode into the kitchen.


	” ... don’t know why you keep doing this to me, Ceil. I try to be good, try to keep calm, but you keep testing me, pushing me to the limit again and again.” 


	Ceil’s voice came from the hall, overtly anxious now.


	“But I told you, Gus. You’re the only one who took it that way.” 


	Jack watched Gus pull an insulated pot-holder mitten over his left hand, then wrap a dish towel around his right.


	“Fine, Ceil. If that’s what you want to believe, I guess you’ll go on believing it. But unfortunately, that won’t change what happened tonight.” 


	Ceil came into the kitchen.


	“But Gus—” 


	Her voice choked off as he turned toward her and she saw his hands.


	“Why’d you do it, Ceil?” 


	“Oh, Gus, no! Please! I didn’t mean it!” 


	She turned to run but he caught her upper arm and yanked her toward him.


	“You should have kept your damn mouth shut, Ceil. I try so hard and then you go and get me mad.” 


	He saw Gus take Ceil’s wrist in his mittened hand and twist her arm behind her back, twist it up hard and high. She cried out in pain.


	“Gus, please don’t!” 


	Jack didn’t want to see this, but he had to watch. Had to be sure.


	Gus pressed Ceil against the side of the refrigerator. Her face was turned toward Jack, her cheek flattened against the enameled surface. He saw fear there, and terror and dread, but overriding it all was a sort of dull acceptance of the inevitable that reached into Jack’s center and twisted.


	Gus began ramming his padded fist into Ceil’s back, right below the bottom ribs, left side and right, pummeling her kidneys. Eyes squeezed shut, teeth bared with pain she grunted with each impact.


	“I hate you for making me do this,” Gus said.


	Sure you do, you son of a bitch.


	Jack gripped the window sill and closed his eyes, but he could hear Ceil’s repeated grunts and moans, and he felt her pain. He’d been kidney punched. He knew the agony.


	But this had to end soon. Gus would vent his rage and it would all be over. For the next few days Ceil would have stabbing back pains every time she took a deep breath or coughed, and would urinate bright red blood, but she’d have hardly a mark on her, thanks to the mitten and the towel-wrapped fist.


	It had to end soon.


	It didn’t. Jack looked again and saw that Ceil’s knees had gone rubbery, but that didn’t stop Gus. He was supporting her sagging body with the arm lock, and still methodically pummeling her.


	Jack growled under his breath. All he’d wanted was to witness enough to confirm Schaffer’s story. That done, he’d deal with dear sweet Gus outside the home. Maybe in a dark parking lot while Schaffer made sure he had an airtight alibi. He hadn’t counted on a scene like this, though he’d been aware all along it was a possibility.


	He knew the smart thing to do in this situation was to walk away. But he also knew himself well enough to be pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to do that. So he’d come prepared.


	Jack hurried across the backyard and snatched his gym bag from the perimeter shrubs. As he moved around to the far side of the house, he pulled out a nylon stocking and a pair of rubber surgical gloves; he slipped the first over his head and the second over his fingers. Then he removed the special .45 automatic, a pair of wire cutters, and a heavy-duty screwdriver. He stuck the pistol in his belt. He used the cutters on the telephone lead, then popped the latch on one of the living room windows with the screwdriver.


	As soon as he was in the darkened room, he looked around for something to break. The first thing to catch his eye was the set of brass fire irons by the brick hearth. He kicked the stand over. The clang and clatter echoed through the house.


	Gus’s voice floated in from the kitchen.


	“What the hell was that?” 


	When Gus arrived and flipped on the lights, Jack was waiting by the window. He almost smiled at the shock on Gus’s face.


	“Take it easy, man,” Jack said, holding up an open, empty hand. He knew his face couldn’t show much anxiety through the stocking mask so he put it all in his voice. “This is all a mistake.” 


	“Who the hell are you?” Gus shouted. He bent and snatched the poker from the spilled fire irons. “And what are you doing in my house?” 


	“Listen, man. I didn’t think anybody was home. Let’s just forget this ever happened.” 


	Gus pointed the poker at the gym bag in Jack’s hand.


	“What’s in there? What’d you take?” 


	“Nothing, man. I just got here. And I’m outta here.” 


	“Omigod!” 


	Ceil’s voice, muffled. She stood at the edge of the living room, leaning against the wall, half bent over from the agony in her kidneys, both hands over her mouth.


	“Call the police, Ceil. But tell them not to hurry. I want to teach this punk a lesson before they get here.” 


	As Ceil limped back toward the kitchen, Gus shook off the mitten and the towel and raised the poker in a two-handed grip. His eyes glittered with anticipation. His tight, hard grin told it all: Pounding on his wife had got him up, but he could go only so far with her. Now he had a prowler at his mercy. He could beat the living shit out of this guy with impunity. In fact, he’d be a hero for doing it. His gaze settled on Jack’s head like Babe Ruth eyeing a high-outside pitch. And Schaffer thought a few sessions with a psychiatrist was going to turn this guy into a loving husband? Right. When the Dodgers came back to Brooklyn.


	Gus took two quick steps toward Jack and swung. No subtlety, not even a feint.


	Jack ducked and let it whistle over his head. He could have put a wicked chop in Gus’s exposed flank then, but he wasn’t ready yet.


	“Hey, man! Be cool! We can talk about this!” 


	“No, we can’t,” Gus said as he swung the poker back the other way, lower this time.


	Jack jumped back and resisted planting a foot in the big man’s reddening face.


	“Whatta you tryin’ t’ do? Kill me?” 


	“Yes!” 


	Gus’s third swing was vertical, from ceiling to floor. Jack was long gone when it arrived.


	Gus’s teeth were bared now; his breath hissed through them. His eyes were mad with rage and frustration. Time to goose that rage a little.


	Jack grinned beneath the nylon. “You swing like a pussy, man.” 


	With a guttural scream, Gus charged, wielding the poker like a scythe.


	Jack ducked the first swing, then grabbed the poker and rammed his forearm into Gus’s face with a satisfying crunch. Gus cried out and released his hold on the poker. He staggered back, eyes squeezed shut in agony, holding his nose. Blood began to leak between his fingers.


	Never failed. No matter how big they were, a smashed nose tended to be a great equalizer.


	Ceil hobbled back to the threshold. Her voice skirted the edge of hysteria.


	“The phone’s dead!” 


	“Don’t worry, lady,” Jack said. “I didn’t come here to hurt nobody, and I won’t hurt you. But this guy—he’s a different story. He just tried to kill me.” 


	As Jack dropped the poker and stepped toward him, Gus’s eyes bulged with terror. He put out a bloody hand to fend him off. Jack grabbed the wrist and twisted. Gus wailed as he was turned and forced into an arm lock. Jack shoved him against the wall and began a bare-knuckled workout against his kidneys, wondering if the big man’s brain would make a connection between what he’d been dishing out in the kitchen and what he was receiving in the living room.


	Jack didn’t hold back. He put plenty of body behind the punches, and Gus shouted in pain with each one.


	How’s it feel, tough guy? Like it?


	Jack pounded him until he felt some of his own anger dissipate. He was about to let him go and move into the next stage of his plan when he sensed motion behind him.


	As he turned his head he caught a glimpse of Ceil. She had the poker, and she was swinging it toward his head. He started to duck but too late. The room exploded into bright lights, then went dark gray.


	An instant of blackness and then Jack found himself on the floor, pain exploding in his gut. He focused above him and saw Gus readying another kick at his midsection. He rolled away toward the corner. Something heavy thunked on the carpet as he moved.


	“Christ, he’s got a gun!” Gus shouted.


	Jack had risen to a crouch by then. He made a move for the fallen .45 but Gus was ahead of him, snatching it from the floor before Jack could reach it.


	Gus stepped back and worked the slide to chamber a round. He pointed the pistol at Jack’s face.


	“Stay right where you are, you bastard! Don’t you move a muscle!” 


	Jack sat back on the floor in the corner and stared up at the big man.


	“All right!” Gus said with a bloody grin. “All right!” 


	“I got him for you, didn’t I, Gus?” Ceil said, still holding the poker. She was bent forward in pain. That swing had cost her. “I got him off you. I saved you, didn’t I?


	“Shut up, Ceil.” 


	“But he was hurting you. I made him stop. I—” 


	“I said shut up!” 


	Her lower lip trembled. “I … I thought you’d be glad.” 


	“Why should I be glad? If you hadn’t got me so mad tonight I might’ve noticed he was here when we came in. Then he wouldn’t have took me by surprise.” He pointed to his swelling nose. “This is your fault, Ceil.” 


	Ceil’s shoulders slumped; she stared dully at the floor.


	Jack didn’t know what to make of Ceil. He’d interrupted her brutal beating at the hands of her husband, yet she’d come to the creep’s aid. And valiantly, at that. But the gutsy little scrapper who’d wielded that poker seemed miles away from the cowed, beaten creature now standing in the middle of the room.


	I don’t get it.


	Which was why he’d made a policy of refusing home repairs in the first place. From now on, no more exceptions.


	“I’ll go over to the Ferrises’,” Ceil said.


	“What for?” 


	“To call the police.” 


	“Hold on a minute.” 


	“Why?” 


	Jack glanced at Gus and saw how his eyes were flicking back and forth between Ceil and him.


	“Because I’m thinking, that’s why.” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said. “I can smell the wood burning.” 


	“Hey!” Gus stepped toward Jack and raised the pistol as if to club him. “Another word out of you and—” 


	“You don’t really want to get that close to me, do you?” Jack said softly.


	Gus stepped back.


	“Gus, I’ve got to call the police!” Ceil said as she replaced the poker by the fireplace, far out of Jack’s reach.


	“You’re not going anywhere,” Gus said. “Get over here.” 


	Ceil meekly moved to his side.


	“Not here!” he said, grabbing her shoulder and shoving her toward Jack. “Over there!” 


	She cried out with the pain in her back as she stumbled forward.


	“Gus! What are you doing?” 


	Jack decided to stay in character. He grabbed Ceil’s shoulders and—as gently as he could—turned her around. She struggled weakly as he held her between Gus and himself.


	Gus laughed. “You’d better think of something else, fella. That skinny little broad’s not gonna protect you from a forty-five.” 


	“Gus!” 


	“Shut up! God, I’m sick of your voice! I’m sick of your face, I’m sick of—shit, I’m so sick of everything about you!” 


	Under his hands, Jack could feel Ceil’s thin shoulders jerk with the impact of the words as if they were blows from a fist. A fist probably would have hurt less.


	“B-but Gus, I thought you loved me.” 


	He sneered. “Are you kidding? I hate you, Ceil! It drives me up a wall just to be in the same room with you! Why the hell do you think I beat the shit out of you every chance I get? It’s all I can do to keep myself from killing you!” 


	“But all those times you said—” 


	“How I loved you?” he said, his face shifting to a contrite, hangdog expression. “How I didn’t know what came over me, but I really, truly loooove you with all my heart?” The snarl returned. “And you believed it! God, you’re such a pathetic wimp you fell for it every time.” 


	“But why?” She was sobbing now. “Why?” 


	“You mean, why play games? Why not dump you and find a real woman—one who’s got tits and can have kids? The answer should be pretty clear: your brother. He got me into Gorland ‘cause he’s one of their biggest customers. And if you and me go kaput, he’ll see to it I’m out of there before the ink’s dry on our divorce papers. I’ve put too many years into that job to blow it because of a sack of shit like you.” 


	Ceil almost seemed to shrivel under Jack’s hands.


	He glared at Gus. “Big man.” 


	“Yeah. I’m the big man. I’ve got the gun. And I want to thank you for it, fella, whoever you are. Because it’s going to solve all my problems.” 


	“What? My gun?” 


	He wanted to tell Gus to hurry up and use it, but Gus wanted to talk. The words spewed out like maggots from a ripe corpse.


	“Yep. I’ve got a shitload of insurance on my dear wife here. I bought loads of term on her years ago and kept praying she’d have an accident. I was never so stupid as to try and set her up for something fatal—I know what happened to that Marshall guy in Jersey—but I figured, what the hell, with all the road fatalities around here, the odds of collecting on old Ceil were better than Lotto.” 


	“Oh, Gus,” she sobbed. An utterly miserable sound.


	Her head sank until her chin touched her chest. She would have fan-folded to the floor if Jack hadn’t been holding her up. He knew this was killing her, but he wanted her to hear it. Maybe it was the alarm she needed to wake her up.


	Gus mimicked her. “‘Oh, Gus!’ Do you have any idea how many rainy nights you got my hopes up when you were late coming home from your card group? How I prayed—actually prayed—that you’d skidded off the road and wrapped your car around a utility pole, or that a big semi had run a light and plowed you under? Do you have any idea? But no. You’d come bouncing in as carefree as you please, and I’d be so disappointed I’d almost cry. That was when I really wanted to wring your scrawny neck!” 


	“That’s just about enough, don’t you think?” Jack said.


	Gus sighed. “Yeah. I guess it is. But at least all those premiums weren’t wasted. Tonight I collect.” 


	Ceil’s head lifted.


	“What?” 


	“That’s right. An armed robber broke in. During the struggle, I managed to get the gun away from him but he pulled you between us as I fired. You took the first bullet—right in the heart. In a berserk rage, I emptied the rest of the clip into his head. Such a tragedy.” He raised the pistol and sighted it on Ceil’s chest. “Goodbye, my dear sweet wife.” 


	The metallic click of the hammer was barely audible over Ceil’s wail of terror.


	Her voice cut off as both she and Gus stared at the pistol.


	“That could have been a dud,” Jack said. “Man, I hate when that happens.” He pointed to the top of the pistol. “Pull that slide back to chamber a fresh round.” 


	Gus stared at him a second, then worked the slide. An unspent round popped out.


	“There you go,” Jack said. “Now, give it another shot, if you’ll pardon the expression.” 


	Looking confused, he aimed at Ceil again, and Jack detected a definite tremor in the barrel now. Gus pulled the trigger but this time Ceil didn’t scream. She merely flinched at the sound of the hammer falling on another dud.


	“Aw, maaaan? Jack said, drawing out the word into a whine. “You think you’re buying good ammo and someone rips you off! Can’t trust nobody these days!” 


	Gus quickly worked the slide and pulled the trigger again. Jack allowed two more misfires, then he stepped around Ceil and approached Gus.


	Frantically Gus worked the slide and pulled the trigger again, aiming for Jack’s face. Another impotent click. He began backing away when he saw Jack’s smile.


	“That’s my dummy pistol, Gus. Actually, a genuine government-issue Mark IV, but the bullets are dummies—just like the guys I let get hold of it.” 


	Jack brought it along when he wanted to see what somebody was really made of. In the right situation, it tended to draw the worst to the surface.


	He bent and picked up the ejected rounds. He held one up for Gus to see.


	“The slug is real,” Jack said, “but there’s no powder in the shell. It’s an old rule: Never let an asshole near a loaded gun.” 


	Gus charged, swinging the .45 at Jack’s head. Jack caught his wrist and twisted the weapon from his fingers. Then he slammed it hard against the side of Gus’s face, opening a gash. Gus tried to turn and run but Jack still had his arm. He hit him again, on the back of the head this time. Gus sagged to his knees and Jack put a lot of upper body behind the pistol as he brought it down once more on the top of his head. Gus stiffened, then toppled face first onto the floor.


	Only seconds had passed. Jack spun to check on Ceil’s whereabouts. She wasn’t going to catch him twice. But no worry. She was right where he’d left her, standing in the corner, eyes closed, tears leaking out between the lids. Poor woman.


	Nothing Jack wanted more than to be out of this crazy house. He’d been here too long already, but he had to finish this job now, get it done and over with.


	He took Ceil’s arm and gently led her from the living room.


	“Nothing personal, lady, but I’ve got to put you in a safe place, okay? Someplace where you can’t get near a fire poker. Understand?” 


	“He didn’t love me,” she said to no one in particular. “He stayed with me because of his job. He was lying all those times he said he loved me.” 


	“I guess he was.” 


	“Lying … ” 


	He guided her to a closet in the hall and stood her inside among the winter coats.


	“I’m just going to leave you here for a few minutes, okay?” 


	She was staring straight ahead. “All those years … lying … ” 


	Jack closed her in the closet and wedged a ladder-back chair between the door and the wall on the other side of the hall. No way she could get out until he removed the chair.


	Back in the living room, Gus was still out cold. Jack turned him over and tied his wrists to the stout wooden legs of the coffee table. He took two four-by-four wooden blocks from his gym bag and placed them under Gus’s left lower leg, one just below the knee and the other just above the ankle. Then he removed a short-handled five-pound iron maul from the duffel.


	He hesitated as he lifted the hammer.


	“Consider this a life saving injury, Gus, old scout,” he said in a low voice. “If you’re not laid up, your brother-in-law will kill you.” 


	Still Jack hesitated, then recalled Ceil’s eyes as Gus methodically battered her kidneys—the pain, the resignation, the despair.


	Jack broke Gus’s left shin with one sharp blow. Gus groaned and writhed on the floor, but didn’t regain consciousness. Jack repeated the process on the right leg. Then he packed up all his gear and returned to the hall.


	He pulled the chair from where it was wedged against the closet door, and opened the door a crack.


	“I’m leaving now, lady. When I’m gone you can go next door or wherever and call the police. Better call an ambulance too.” 


	A single sob answered him.


	Jack left by the back door. It felt good to get the stocking off his head. He’d feel even better to be far away from this house.
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	Jack took the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge back into Manhattan. Since that would drop him right in Gia’s neighborhood, he figured he’d pop in on his way back to the hotel. Vicky would be asleep, but he hoped Gia would be up. After the grimness of the Castlemans, he needed a little sweetness and light.


	He was about halfway across when he spotted the black sedan. He’d scanned the street when he’d left the Castlemans, but had seen no sign of it then. They must have been waiting somewhere along his return route.


	Or … it simply could be a couple of guys who just happened to be heading into the city behind him, and just happened to be driving a black sedan.


	Could be. But Jack wanted to know for sure.


	When he reached the Manhattan side he took the downtown ramp, then made a full three-sixty loop around a single block. The black sedan stayed with him all the way, right behind him, not even bothering to hide its presence.


	That did it. He’d been sucker punched on a stairwell, damn near killed by some sort of dog monkey, and clocked on the back of his head with a fireplace poker. It had been a bad day and he’d had it.


	At the next red light, Jack slammed on the brakes, rammed the gearshift into park and jumped out of the car. Bursting with anger, he strode back to the Lincoln and yanked on the handle of the driver’s door—locked. He pounded against the window.


	“Open up, dammit!” 


	The window slid down and Jack found himself staring into the black lenses of a pair of sunglasses. He couldn’t tell if this was the guy he’d chased or the one who’d punched him earlier today. They both looked alike and he could pick out no distinguishing marks on what little of their faces was visible.


	Traffic was light on the street, but just then a red pickup truck pulled to a stop behind the black sedan. Jack waved him around—he didn’t want any witnesses to the altercation he was sure was about to ensue, but the truck stayed put.


	That bothered Jack a little. He thought he remembered seeing a red pickup in his rearview a couple of times since leaving the Castleman house, but couldn’t be sure—he’d been concentrating on the black sedan. Who was it … backup for the jokers in the sedan, or just another late night traveler?


	If it were a black pickup he’d definitely be worried but since it wasn’t, he turned his attention back to the sedan.


	“What’s the story, guys?” he said, crouching slightly to look into the open window. “Who the hell are you and why’re you following me? Is my life that much more interesting than yours?” 


	The driver merely stared up at him through his shades, saying nothing, his lips a straight line, his pale face expressionless, as if he were deciding whether this man was worthy of reply.


	That expression plus the memory of Olive’s mutilated body stoked Jack’s already topped-off anger.


	“Didn’t your mothers ever teach you to take off your hats in a car? And what’s with the shades at night? Don’t you know that’s dangerous?” 


	Jack shot his left hand into the car, aiming to knock off the jerk’s hat and grab his sunglasses, but before his fingers were through the opening, the driver’s black-gloved hand grabbed Jack’s wrist and stopped him.


	Jack tried to push farther in, but could not. And when he tried to pull free, he found his wrist imprisoned in a steely grip. Alarmed, he struggled but couldn’t break free.


	The light had changed to green. A horn sounded, not from the pickup truck, but from some car behind it. The black-gloved grip on his left wrist remained tight as a manacle. The fourth car, a battered old Toyota hatchback, chirped its tires and squeezed through the narrow, barely passable space on the far side of the pickup, the sedan, and Jack’s rental, honking angrily all the way. The pickup didn’t honk, didn’t budge. Maybe the driver didn’t think it could fit.


	As soon as the Toyota was gone, Jack heard the door open on the other side of the sedan. He looked up and saw the passenger emerge. A carbon copy of the driver. He stared at Jack across the black roof of the car.


	“Where is Melanie Rubin Ehler?” the second one said in a hoarse, whispery voice.


	“You’re asking me?” Jack said. “Don’t you know?” 


	The passenger held up a small cylinder in his black-gloved hand. His thumb pressed some sort of button, Jack heard a snikt! and an ice-pick-like needle suddenly jutted from the upper end. The green glow from the traffic light gleamed evilly along its narrow polished surface.


	“Where is Melanie Rubin Ehler?” he repeated, and slammed the door.


	As the passenger started to move toward the front of the car, Jack grabbed the little finger on the driver’s hand; with no little difficulty he worked it free and pried it up until he got a firm grip on it. Then he bent it sharply back.


	He heard the bone snap. But that was all he heard—no cry from the driver, and not the slightest lessening of the lock grip on his wrist. The driver was still looking up at him—no change of expression. Hadn’t even flinched.


	A quick cold thrust of shock stabbed Jack’s gut. He knew he’d broken that bone—he’d felt it give way. Didn’t this guy have any nerves?


	Jack punched the driver’s face as the passenger passed the right headlight. The sunglasses flew off as his hat slid down over his face; Jack punched the fedora, but the iron grip never slackened. A quick glance showed the passenger rounding the left headlight and coming Jack’s way, his big needle held high.


	Time to bring out the artillery, Jack thought as he flexed his right knee to bring his ankle holster with the Semmerling within reach. But before he touched it, someone began firing.


	Jack looked around. The shots had come from the pickup. The driver door was open and a man was standing behind it, aiming a pistol in a two-handed grip through the window opening. Jack couldn’t see his face, but that wasn’t important right now. What mattered was he wasn’t firing at Jack—he was aiming for the passenger.


	With an almost snakelike hiss, the passenger ducked into a crouch and jumped back into the car. The next bullet from the pickup went through the sedan’s rear window.


	“Whoa!” Jack shouted. “Easy back there!” 


	The driver still hadn’t released Jack’s arm, but that didn’t stop him from throwing the car into gear and spinning the steering wheel.


	“Hey!” Jack shouted, pounding on the roof as the car started to roll. “Hey, what the hell are you doing?” 


	“Where is Melanie Rubin Ehler?” said that same voice from inside the car.


	“I don’t know!” Jack said as he began to be pulled along by the car.


	The sedan picked up speed, moving past the rear bumper of Jack’s car, clearing it by a couple of inches—maybe. If Jack didn’t free himself right now, his legs would be pinned between the cars. He tried to take another poke at the driver but, because of his position, couldn’t reach him with his right fist.


	To save his legs, Jack stepped on his own car’s bumper, jumped up onto the trunk, and then the driver gunned the sedan, pulling Jack along.


	Frantic now, Jack saw he had a choice between being dragged along the street or riding on the sedan’s roof. Hell of a choice. He did a belly flop onto the roof as the car picked up speed.


	Jack knew he wasn’t going to last long up here. He stretched, reached down, pulled the Semmerling. The chamber was empty so he clamped his teeth on the slide, drew it back, then let it spring forward. Turning his head away, he fired a .45 caliber slug through the roof into the general area of the front seat below him. The angle of his wrist made for a wild recoil. The Semmerling was not an autoloader so he had to work the slide with his teeth for every shot. Only rarely did he load full-jacket slugs, and unfortunately this was not one of those times. But the frangibles must have done some damage down below because the sedan suddenly swerved and the grip on his wrist loosened a bit—just enough for Jack to twist free.


	The car careened into a turn, its tires screeching as they slipped sideways on the pavement. It lost speed and Jack knew this might be his only chance. He pushed back, avoiding the shattered glass of the rear window as he slid off the roof onto the trunk, then slipped off onto the street. He hit the pavement running just before the car picked up speed again.


	His forward momentum was still too fast for his sneakered feet. He went down, landed on his shoulder and rolled halfway back to his feet, then slammed against the side of a car, denting its rear fender. He felt a quick wave of nausea but shook it off.


	At least he’d stopped moving. He stood and rubbed his sore shoulder as the black sedan continued down the street. Other cars passed. He saw curious faces looking his way, but no one stopped.


	At least not until the red pickup pulled up. Jack recognized the Jiffy-something guy with the gray crewcut behind the wheel: Miles Kenway.


	“You all right?” Kenway called through the open passenger window.


	What the hell was he doing here? “I’ve been better.” 


	“Get in. I’ll take you back to your car.” Jack looked back. He’d barely traveled a block. “I can walk.” 


	“Get in. We need to talk.” 


	Jack hesitated, then figured, what the hell, the guy had probably saved his life—or at least his lips and eyes. Jack got in. The first things he noticed were Kenway’s camouflage pants and jacket. Camo? In the city?


	“Damn good thing I followed you tonight,” Kenway said as he shoved the truck into gear.


	“And why were you doing that?” 


	“Thought you might be working for them.” 


	“Who? The men in black?” 


	“Don’t call them that. That’s what the UFO nuts call them. They’re NWO operatives.” 


	“NW—?” 


	“I’ll explain later. Obviously you’re not with them.” 


	“Obviously.” 


	“But then again, maybe that little scene was all a charade for my benefit, to suck me in, get me thinking of you as an ally.” 


	“Could be,” Jack said, nodding, and thinking, Hey, I can be paranoid too. “Or … your rescuing me from that little scene could have been a charade for my benefit, to suck me in, get me thinking of you as an ally.” 


	Kenway glanced at him and gave him a slow smile. “Yeah, I guess you could look at it like that. But trust me, Shelby—you’re riding with the New World Order’s worst nightmare.” 


	“Call me Jack.” 


	“Okay, Jack,” he said, pulling to a stop behind Jack’s car. “Meet me back at the hotel. I need to debrief you. And don’t try confronting these guys again without backup. They’re tough” 


	Tell me about it, Jack thought, rubbing his wrist. He jumped out of the pickup.


	“Thanks.” 


	Kenway gave him a thumbs-up and roared away.


	Well, Jack had been looking for a way to get to Kenway. Maybe he could turn this “debriefing” into a two-way exchange.


	As he turned toward his car, something crunched under his foot. Looked like sunglasses. The ones he’d knocked off the driver? He picked them up—no, not quite sunglasses, just the frames. Thick black frames. But where were the lenses?


	He searched the pavement. The light wasn’t great but he should have been able to spot black pieces among the glittery shards of shattered car window glass. He found nothing.


	Odd …
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	Jack ditched the idea of dropping in on Gia. If he was being tailed, he didn’t want the followers knowing anything about Gia and Vicky. Instead, he headed back to the hotel.


	He found Kenway waiting for him in the lobby. He wasn’t exactly standing at attention, but his spine was so straight, his bearing so erect, he might have been waiting for military inspection. His camo stood out among the more civilian types coming and going around him, but no one paid him much notice.


	“All right,” Jack said as he reached him. “What—?” 


	“My room,” Kenway said, and marched off toward the elevators.


	Amused, Jack followed the shorter man. For the first few paces he resisted the temptation to fall into lockstep directly behind him, then gave in. He even saluted a couple of passersby.


	As they entered Kenway’s room on the seventh floor, the older man stopped Jack just inside the door.


	“Wait here.” 


	All the lights were on. Jack gave the place a quick once-over. No shadows, no place for a big dog-monkey to hide. Good. He watched Kenway cross the room and take a little black box from atop the TV. He pressed a few buttons, then nodded with satisfaction.


	“All right. Come in.” 


	“What’s that?” Jack said, pointing to the box.


	“A little something of my own invention,” he said proudly. “A motion detector-recorder. It records the time of any motion in the room. Right now it shows clear readings since the time I left until half a minute ago when we entered. That means no one’s been in while I’ve been out.” 


	“Pretty neat,” Jack said, and meant it. He wouldn’t mind having a few of those himself. “Anytime you decide to put them on the market, I’ll be your first customer.” 


	This seemed to please Kenway, which was one of the reasons Jack had said it. No harm in softening up the guy.


	Kenway offered Jack a scotch from the minibar. Jack refused but that didn’t deter Kenway from pouring himself a Dewar’s, neat.


	“Good thing you were traveling armed,” Kenway said. “I saw you shoot through the roof. Good move. What are you carrying?” 


	Jack handed over the empty Semmerling and Kenway laughed.


	“I’ve heard of these but never held one. Cute little baby.” He reached under his camo top to the small of his back and came up with a 1911A1 Colt .45. “Here’s it’s daddy. Best damn handgun ever made.” 


	Jack smiled. “I’ll be glad to play ‘mine is bigger than yours’ some other time, but right now I’d like to know why you were following me.” 


	Kenway pointed his .45 at Jack’s chest. “I’ll be asking the questions here.” 


	“Ooh, scary,” Jack said, broadening his grin. “We both know you’re not going to fire that. Lose it now or I’m out of here.” 


	Jack met and held Kenway’s gaze. He didn’t exactly know that Kenway wasn’t going to shoot him, but he was pretty damn sure. A .45 makes one hell of a racket, especially indoors. Kenway had to know that the whole floor would hear it and someone would call the desk to see what was going on.


	Finally Kenway sighed and stuffed his pistol back inside his shirt.


	“You’re a cool one,” he said, handing back the Semmerling. “Whoever you are. And don’t give me that Jack Shelby shit because I ran a background on you and you’re not Jack Shelby.” 


	Background … the very word sent snakes of dread crawling through his veins. He’d known from the start that a paranoid guy out of Army Intelligence would be trouble, but he hadn’t counted on a full background check.


	“Strange,” Jack said, trying to keep cool, “that’s what my First Annual SESOUP Conference badge says.” 


	“Don’t play cute.” 


	“Well, if I’m not Shelby, who am I?” 


	“Damned if I know!” He took a sip of his scotch. “Can’t tell you your real name at this point, only that it isn’t Jack Shelby. That’s probably just something you pulled out of the air. But I’m willing to bet those NWO operatives know who you are.” 


	New, bigger dread-snakes wriggling in Jack’s veins.


	“Maybe they came up empty too,” Kenway said. “And maybe they were following you for the same reason as I was—to find out who the hell you are. What I found is you’re some kind of creep—a lousy Peeping Tom.” 


	“A Peeping Tom?” 


	“Don’t play innocent with me. I saw you watching that woman out in Queens. Christ, fella, get a life!” 


	Jack ran a hand over his mouth to hide an incipient grin. This guy follows me around and watches me watch the Castlemans—and he thinks I need a life. He wondered if Kenway had seen the fight.


	“You watched me all night?” 


	“Only for a few minutes,” Kenway said, “Then I waited in my truck.” He narrowed his eyes. “And I bet that story of your experience out in the Jersey pines is as bogus as your name.” 


	“How do you know I didn’t change my name because I don’t want to be connected with that story? Maybe I have a job and a family and I just don’t want everybody thinking I’m nuts. That ever occur to you?” 


	“Of course it did. Nobody knows better than me how people fear the truth. But some of us have the guts to stand up and be counted. If what you said is true, you probably stumbled on a New World Order outpost. They tend to set up in remote areas, especially in national parks. Did you see any black helicopters?” 


	“You asked me that the other night. I told you, it was dark—night, remember?” 


	“Oh, right. I do remember. But did you hear a helicopter?” 


	“Not that I recall.” Jack wasn’t interested in black helicopters. He wanted to turn the discussion toward Melanie Ehler. “Maybe you should ask Melanie. She seemed to know all about what happened to me.” 


	“I wish I could. If there’s an NWO outpost in the pinelands, I want to know about it.” 


	“What about her Grand Unification Theory? You think—?” 


	“Frankly I don’t give a damn about her theory. If it doesn’t center on the New World Order, then it’s flat-out-wrong.” 


	A little heat there, Jack thought. If he could get Kenway rolling, maybe he’d make a slip.


	“What’s this New World Order you keep mentioning? Wasn’t George Bush talking about that after the Gulf War?” 


	Kenway nodded vigorously. “Damn right he was.” He leaned forward, and Jack got the impression he’d been waiting for Jack to ask about the NWO. “Remember how he was the hero of the country then, of the whole damn so-called free world? His reelection looked to be a sure thing, didn’t it. But he slipped up, got carried away and spilled the beans about the New World Order. That was a no-no. Not bad enough to be punishable by death, but they had to take him out of the limelight. And that’s why ‘the guy who couldn’t lose’ was not reelected. When people talk about the 1992 Presidential race, they always mention Bush’s lame, lackluster campaign. That’s because he’d been told he was going to lose.” 


	“So who’s behind this New World Order?” Jack said. “Aliens?” 


	“Aliens?” Kenway said with the expression of someone who’d just stepped into a Portapotty at the National Chili Eating Contest. “I see Zaleski has been bending your ear. Look, Jim and his kind mean well enough, but the UFO types who aren’t outright kooks are dupes. These flying saucers they’re seeing aren’t from outer space—they’re from right here on Earth, experimental craft built by the One Worlders.” 


	“What about Roswell and—?” 


	“Staged—all staged. That alien saucer crash baloney is all disinformation to distract people form the real truth. And I’ve got to hand it to them, they’ve done a masterful job—that intentionally clumsy fake cover-up at Roswell was a work of genius. But if you want the real skinny, you’ve got to go back to the nineteenth century.” He finished his scotch. “You sure you don’t want one?” 


	“Well, if we’re going back to the eighteen hundreds … maybe a beer.” 


	“Good,” Kenway said, pulling a Heineken from the bar. “It all starts with a guy named Cecil Rhodes. You remember Rhodesia? He’s the Rhodes in Rhodesia. A British financier and statesman. A true believer in the Empire. He formed a secret society called the Round Table whose members were dedicated to seeing the entire globe under one world government. And to their minds at the time, the ideal One World government was the British Empire. Rhodes’s special interest was Africa. Wanted to add the whole continent to the Empire, became a small-scale tyrant in the process, but ultimately failed. His One World legacy lives on, however.” 


	Kenway popped the top on Jack’s beer and handed it to him.


	“After World War One, the British Empire fell apart, so Rhodes’s heirs had to try a different tactic. They formed two front organizations: the Council on Foreign Relations, then the Trilateral Commission. You’ve heard of those, I take it?” 


	“Heard of them,” Jack said, sipping his beer. “But damned if I know what they do.” 


	“Hardly anyone knows what they really do. But in a 1975 report the Trilateral Commission said that there could be, in certain situations—and I quote—’an excess of democracy.’ Can you believe that?” 


	“Can you believe how little I’m surprised?” Jack said. “Or care?” 


	“You damn well should care. Between NATO and the EC, they’ve got Europe pretty much in their pocket. And the UN—which they run—has the Third World sewn up. The only piece missing is the old US of A and they’re making great headway here. Just consider: nearly every president and secretary of state is or was a member of the CFR and/or the Trilateral Commission. Bill Clinton’s an even better example: he’s with the Trilateral Commission, the CFR, and he’s a Rhodes Scholar! He went to Oxford on Cecil Rhodes money! That’s why he was tapped to replace George Bush.” 


	“This is a little scary,” Jack said, and meant it. Kenway’s scenario wasn’t quite as easy to dismiss as aliens and antichrists.


	“A little scary? You don’t know the half of it. Europe has pretty much surrendered, but the American people aren’t playing ball. That means it’s dirty tricks time, and the all-time masters of dirty tricks work for the CIA—which the NWO has controlled since its inception. It’s public-knowledge now that the CIA has been running mind-control experiments since the fifties. MK-ULTRA is the best-known. That one was exposed in Congress and the government has had to pay off the victims of those early LSD experiments.” 


	“I read something about that a while ago,” Jack said.


	“Big embarrassment. They slipped up on that one. But there are so many other projects that’ve remained secret—remote viewing, HAARP, mind-control implants, brainwashing. The agents you dealt with tonight are the results of their mind-control and programming experiments.” 


	“Yeah?” Jack said, rubbing his sore wrist. Something more going on with those two than mind control.


	“Trust me: they were. The NWO has been dabbling in programmed suicide too—the Jonestown and Heaven’s Gate mass suicides are their most successful tests—but they’ve generally failed in their quest to program the whole country. So lately they’ve been concentrating on the US military.” 


	“You’re ex-military, I’m told.” 


	“With the emphasis on ex,” Ken way said. “I got a look at some NATO papers that scared the shit out of me. That’s why I retired. You see, the New World Order bosses have resigned themselves to the fact that force will be necessary to tame America. But first they have to soften us up. The plan is to weaken the American economy by shipping jobs out of the country with treaties like NAFTA, and hamstringing industry with whacked-out environmental restraints. Then they’ll try to push us toward Kosovo-style anarchy with church bombings, and more Ruby Ridge and Waco-type incidents. When all hell finally breaks loose, United Nations ‘peacekeepers’ will be called in to ‘quiet’ things down. But the forces won’t have to be shipped in because they’re already here; As I mentioned before, foreign UN troops are secretly camped out in our national parks and in wildernesses like the pine barrens, and when they charge out, our own soldiers will put on blue UN helmets and join them. Why? Because they’ve all been brainwashed by the CIA mind-control projects I told you about.” 


	Kenway paused for breath and unlocked the briefcase on the desk. He pulled a map of the United States and handed it to Jack. Little hand-drawn stars were scattered across the country.


	“These are confirmed UN troop locations and planned concentration camp sites. Black helicopters will darken the skies and people like me will be rounded up and placed in concentration camps where we’ll be ‘re-educated.’ But not without a fight, brother. I and others like me will fight to the death to keep America from becomifig enslaved.” 


	Jack handed back the map and said nothing. It would be so easy to get sucked into Kenway’s world—the reasoning and pseudologic were so convincing on the surface—but he wasn’t buying.


	“Well?” Kenway said. “Want to join me? I saw the way you handled yourself tonight. We can always use someone like you.” 


	“I’ll think about it,” Jack said, hoping to avoid a sales pitch. “But I can’t help wondering why these New World Order types should bother with an armed takeover. I mean, considering how nowadays people are slugging away at two and three jobs to make ends meet, how Mr. and Mrs. Average American are working until mid-May every year just to pay their federal income tax, and then on top of that they pay state and city income taxes, and then after those they’ve got to fork over sales taxes, property taxes, excise taxes, and surcharges, not to mention all the hidden expenses passed on in day-to-day prices jacked up by license fees and endless streams of regulations from OSHA and all the other two-bit government regulatory agencies. By the time Mr. and Mrs. Citizen are through they’ve surrendered seventy-five percent of their earnings to the bureaucracy. Seems to me like the NWO boys have already got you right where they want you.” 


	“No, no, no!” Kenway said, his face reddening as he vigorously shook his head. “An armed takeover! That’s how it will happen! That’s how they’ll take away our freedoms and make us slaves, make us property!” 


	A little touchy, aren’t we? Jack thought as he finished his beer. Let’s try one extra nudge.


	“As I see it, that’s pretty much what you already are. If and when this takeover comes, the only difference will be you’ll no longer be able to kid yourself that you’re not property.” 


	Kenway stared at him, mouth slightly parted. Then his eyes narrowed. “You keep saying ‘you’ as if you’re not involved.” 


	Uh-oh. This was veering into areas Jack did not want to go. His own lifestyle was off limits.


	“Just a way of putting it,” he said, rising. “Time to go. Thanks for the help tonight, and the beer.” 


	“No, wait,” Kenway said. “There’s so much more to discuss.” 


	“Thanks, but I need my beauty sleep.” He turned toward the door, then turned back. “By the way … you said you checked me out. Ever check out Roma?” 


	“Damn straight—six ways from Sunday, and Professor Salvatore Roma of Northern Kentucky University passed with flying colors. I don’t particularly like the fellow, but he’s the real deal.” 


	“Yeah?” He kept thinking about Roma being spotted in Monroe with Melanie before she disappeared, and then lying about having never met her.


	“Ever see a picture of him?” 


	Kenway laughed. “Why should I want to? I know what he looks like. I’ve been looking at his pretty puss for two days now.” 


	“You know what the guy calling himself Professor Salvatore Roma who started SESOUP looks like. But does he look the same as the professor you checked out at Northern Kentucky U?” 


	Kenway’s smile vanished like a coin in a magician’s hand. “What are you saying?” 


	“Just wondering. Does SESOUP mail go to Roma’s faculty office, his home, or a post office box?” 


	“A P.O. box.” 


	Jack smiled and shook his head. “I think you’d better get that faculty photo.” 


	Miles’s eyes widened. “You mean they’re different people?” 


	Jack held up his hands. “Didn’t say that. It’s just you never know till you check. Usurping someone’s identity is surprisingly easy.” 


	“Oh, really?” Kenway’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know so much about it?” 


	“Gotta go,” Jack said, heading for the door.


	“All right, some other time then,” Kenway said. “But just to be sure, I’m going to get a picture of the university Roma.” 


	“You can do that?” 


	“I’ll have it within twenty-four hours, tops.” 


	“Love to see it when you get it.” 


	Kenway started following Jack to the door, but stopped at the desk to scribble on a hotel pad. He tore off the sheet and handed it to Jack.


	“Think about what I said. Here’s my pager number. Any time you want to talk about joining us, call me. I like the way you think.” 


	He unlatched the door and used the peephole before opening it. Then he stuck his head out and peered up and down the hall.


	“And be careful,” he said. “They’re watching you.” 


	Jack stepped out into the hall. He could feel Kenway’s eyes on his back as he walked away.


	And so are you, he thought. Lately it seems like everybody’s watching me.


	IN THE WEE HOURS


	Roma …


	“Feel it?” Roma said as he and Mauricio waited in the basement. “It is beginning again.” 


	“To what end?” Mauricio said sourly. “To send the rest of the device to the stranger?


	Roma sensed that Mauricio was troubled … much more so than usual.


	“What is wrong?” 


	Mauricio looked away. “I must tell you something. Earlier tonight I tried to eliminate the stranger.” 


	“What?” Roma cried, suddenly furious. He’d half-suspected the creature would do something foolish, but had hoped his better judgment would prevail. “Without checking with me?” 


	Mauricio still did not make eye contact. “I felt it the safest course.” 


	“You said ‘tried.’ I assume that means you failed?” 


	“Yes. And that is what is most disturbing. I had him down. I was about to deliver the death blow, when suddenly I was pushed away from him.” 


	“Pushed? By whom?” 


	“By myself—or rather by some strange sudden impulse within that would not allow me to kill him.” 


	Roma’s anger evaporated. He did not like the sound of this at all. “Did you sense the enemy protecting him?” 


	“No. That is the strangest part. It seemed to be the work of the Otherness. I am very confused.” 


	So am I, Roma thought. Why would the Otherness protect the stranger? It made no sense. Perhaps Mauricio was mistaken.


	“You shouldn’t have acted without my approval in the first place,” he said. “I will tolerate no more of that, understood?” 


	Mauricio said nothing.


	“I had a long talk with the stranger earlier. He is blissfully ignorant of the Otherness and anything connected with it. We have nothing to fear from him. When the second half of the shipment arrives, we will relieve him of both packages.” 


	“In light of my experience with him, that may not be so easy.” 


	Roma pondered that. He would not allow these anomalous events to rattle him. He would remain in control.


	“That is why we must learn who he is and, as I said before, who he loves. With the proper leverage, we can move him in any direction we wish.” Roma closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “Ah. Feel it?” 


	Right now he could almost smell the charge in the air. Once again he congratulated himself on his cleverness at being able to concentrate all these sensitives in one spot. They were lightning rods, so to speak, attractors for the influence of the Otherness, and as they slept they would draw it in and funnel its power through the building, weakening the barrier between this plane and the Otherness just long enough to allow something to slip through from the other side.


	The second delivery was on its way now … he could feel the barrier thinning, the tiny rent beginning …


	And once again, just like last night, that seepage from the other side would gift these sensitives with the worst nightmares of their lives.


	James …


	... awakens squinting in the white glare that pours through his room window, creating a brilliant rectangle on the carpet.


	The light blazes intolerably, searing his retinas, so bright it seems solid.


	Jim could swear he pulled the curtains before knocking off, but now they’re wide open, as if pushed aside or burned away by this beam from above.


	Where’s it coming from? Sure as hell ain’t the moon, and it’s too white for sunlight.


	He doesn’t want to move, doesn’t want to leave the security of his bed, but he’s got to know the source. Like a reluctant moth wise beyond its genus, knowing its wings will be fried but slave to a hardwired compulsion, Jim is drawn inexorably toward the shaft of brilliance. Without allowing the light to touch him, he peers through the window at an angle but cannot find the source. Finally he takes the plunge and steps into the shaft—


	—and screams as the light pierces him. It is a physical thing, lancing through skin, fat, bone and organ, spearing every cell of every tissue. He feels the birdshot sting of each photon as it shoots through him.


	And once he is firmly and irretrievably spitted, the light lifts him like a speared fish and hauls him toward the window. He cringes in fear as he sees the glass rushing toward him. He raises his arms across his face and howls as he hits the glass … but his wail fades as he passes through it, leaving both window and flesh unscathed.


	He’s afraid—shit, he’s one absofuckinglutely terrified little boy who wants to go home to Mama—but he’s filled with awe and wonder as well. He’s not trapped in the light, he’s part of it, one with it. And as he looks up he sees its intolerably bright source, a circular doorway into the blazing heart of the Cosmic Egg at zero-point-one nanoseconds before the Big Bang.


	He’s not drifting toward it, he’s careening upward at near light speed, far beyond escape velocity. He leaves behind the moldy apple of Earth, flashes past the moon, and hurtles through interplanetary space, past Mars, straight through the tumbling asteroid obstacle course, and on toward the red-eyed beach ball of Jupiter.


	But Jim doesn’t reach Jupiter. He’s drawn into a huge saucer-shaped mothership hovering off Io. He flashes through the searingly bright portal. His universe dissolves into blinding liquid brilliance …


	When he can see again, he finds himself naked, strapped facedown upon a gleaming block of polished steel in an oblong room with mirror walls. The surface of the block is cold and hard against his bare flesh.


	He is not alone in the room.


	The grays are here, perhaps a dozen of them, but it’s hard to tell with all the reflections off the walls. They’re not quite like the drawings he’s seen, but close enough. They’re big-headed, small-bodied, and three to four feet tall; their hairless gray skin is wrinkled, as if they’ve been left in the water too long. They float through the air, whether by levitation or zero gravity, Jim can’t say. Probably levitation, because those puny legs don’t look strong enough to support an infant. And nothing between those legs to give any hint whether they’re male or female. Long skinny fingers at the end of long skinny arms, big, lidless slanty black eyes over a rudimentary nose and a slit mouth.


	The wonder is gone, leaving only the terror. Jim feels something warm and wet pooling around his pelvis as his bladder cuts loose.


	His voice echoes off the shiny walls as he cries out—inanely—in dread. “Who are you? What do you want?” 


	He knows damn well who they are. And he’s afraid he’ll have the answer to the second question long before he wants it.


	None of the aliens pauses or even looks his way. They float on, going about their business as if he were a fixture.


	Suddenly something cold is thrust between his buttocks, and a whirling searing pain shoots into his rectum. As Jim screams, a gray floats into view and hovers near his head. Nothing in those black eyes as they stare down at him. The gray lifts something in its hand: a slender instrument with a thin, needle-like probe attached to its tip. The alien extends it toward Jim’s face, taking dead aim at one of his nostrils.


	Jim screams again, writhing and twisting frantically within his restraints.


	No! Please! Not a mind-control probe! Anything but that!


	But he’s utterly helpless, a test animal in a vivisection clinic. He can’t even turn his head. All he can do is watch in crosseyed horror as the probe enters his left nostril. But instead of a stab of pain in his nose, Jim feels a sharp blow to the side of his head—


	“What the fuck?” 


	He was on the floor of his hotel room, mummied in his sheets, his left temple throbbing with pain.


	Damn, that hurts.


	He wriggled an arm free and rubbed the spot, then reached out and felt the corner of the night table, inches away.


	Must have fallen out of bed.


	He unwound himself from the sheets and crawled back up on the mattress.


	Kee-rist, another wild-ass dream.


	He glanced at the clock: 4:32. Same time as last night. What was going on here?


	He lay back, sweaty and trembling. Awfully fucking real, that dream. How could he be sure it was a dream? He felt his nose—no tenderness there.


	And yet …


	James Zaleski lay in the dark, trembling, staring at the shadows on the ceiling, afraid to go back to sleep.


	Miles …


	... awakens with a start to the sound of gunfire.


	A dream, or real? And where did it come from?


	Another burst of automatic fire—from the hall.


	Miles leaps out of bed, pulls open the night table drawer, and reaches inside for his .45.


	Gone! Panic nibbles at his entrails as he runs frantic fingers over the entire interior of the drawer—except for the Gideon Bible, it’s empty.


	Leaving the lights off he feels his way to his suitcase where he always carries a spare. But that’s gone too. Miles jumps at the sound of an accented voice behind him.


	“Don’t waste your time, Kenway.” 


	The lights go on and he sees a man in full military battle gear, all in black except for his pale blue helmet. He looks Japanese or Chinese, or maybe even Vietnamese.


	“Who the hell are you?” 


	Miles knows full well who he is—not his name, but who sent him. He recognizes the uniform, and cold dread seeps through his soul. It’s finally happened—the New World Order has begun its takeover.


	“Your new master,” the trooper says. He’s pointing an AK-47 at Miles’s gut. “Out into the hall.” 


	Miles looks down at his undershirt and boxer shorts. “At least let me get—” 


	Without warning, the automatic rifle bursts to life. Miles cringes as it stitches a row of holes across the wall of the room.


	“Move!” 


	Miles moves. Barefooted, he raises his hands above his head and pads toward the door. His heart thuds against his chest wall like a mailed fist. Where are they taking him? To a mass execution area? Or to a detention camp? Better a quick death here than a slow death in a camp.


	With that thought powering him, he lowers his hands and grabs the doorknob. He pretends it won’t turn.


	“Something’s wrong,” he says. “It’s locked.” 


	The NWO trooper shoves the stock of his rife against Miles’s back and barks: “Open it!” 


	“It won’t turn, I tell you.” 


	The trooper shoves him again and reaches past him … and that leaves only one hand on the rifle.


	Do I have the guts to do this? Miles wonders. His bladder feels ready to explode and he’s got so much adrenaline flowing through him now he feels like he’s floating. Do I?


	Guts or not, this may be his only chance, so that leaves him no choice.


	Miles twists and drives his right elbow into the trooper’s throat as he grabs the AK-47. The trooper lets out a strangled cough and staggers back, clutching at his throat. Miles knees him in the balls as he gets a two-handed grip on the rifle and rips it free. Without hesitation he aims and fires a short burst. The rifle kicks and bucks and blows the bastard through the window onto the street below.


	Miles stares at the ragged hole in the glass. Jesus, he did it! All that training paid off! He blew the son of a bitch away!


	Suddenly the remaining glass is shattered by a barrage from below. Miles turns, ducks, and dives for the door. They’ll be after him now. No time to get dressed. He runs out into the hall and automatically turns toward the elevators. He stops. No. Too easy to trap him there. He whirls and runs for the stairs.


	As he reaches the door he hears a commotion behind him. He looks back and sees a squad of NWO troopers rush out of the elevator foyer.


	“Damn!” he whispers and pushes through into the stairwell.


	He starts down but hears the sound of running feet echoing from below. He’s got only one option now, and since there’s only one floor above him, that doesn’t leave him far to go.


	He bounds up four flights to a red door. The sign says:


	FOR EMERGENCY ONLY ALARM WILL SOUND


	He pushes through and, just as promised, the alarm starts ringing. And now he’s on the roof and he knows it’s Alamo time. He won’t get out of this alive, but he’ll take as many of the bastards as he can with him before he dies.


	The oblivious city is lit up around him. In how many other buildings is this same scene being played out?


	He finds an air conditioning vent and crouches behind it, points the AK-47 at the door, and waits.


	Suddenly a nylon rope whips around his upper body and tightens like a noose, pinning his arms at his sides. He drops the rifle as he is yanked off his feet and into the air.


	He looks above and sees a giant black helicopter reeling him in like a cheap toy in an arcade game. Why can’t he hear it? Why doesn’t he feel the wash from its rotating blades?


	Rough hands haul him into the black maw in the side of the craft. As the rope is loosened and pulled over his head, an accented voice, much like that of the trooper he killed, whispers in his ear.


	“We’ve been looking for you. You’re too valuable to kill, so we’ve got a special spot reserved in one of the re-education camps. You’ll make a fine addition to one of our units.” 


	No! He won’t be brainwashed!


	Miles kicks out and leaps from the helicopter. Death first!


	But a hand grabs the back of his shirt, and a different voice, a very American voice, starts shouting …


	“Easy, now. Easy. You don’t want to hurt yourself.” Miles looked down and saw the street eight stories below. With a cry of alarm, he turned and lurched away——into the arms of a large black man in some sort of uniform.


	“Hey, now, that’s better!” 


	It took Miles a second to recognize him as a hotel security guard.


	“Where am I? He said, shakily pulling free of the guard’s grasp.


	“Up on the roof.” 


	“How—how’d I get here?” 


	“Sleepwalking, I think. You sure didn’t look completely awake when you passed me in the hall a few minutes ago. And since it’s my job to be on the lookout for things like people wandering around dressed in their skivvies at four-thirty in the morning, I decided to follow you. Good thing I did or you’d be splattered on the sidewalk by now.” 


	Miles shuddered. “But I never sleepwalk.” 


	“Well, you did tonight. Come on,” he said, gesturing toward the door to the stairs. “Let’s get you back to your room.” 


	Shakily, Miles led the way.


	“We don’t have to tell anyone about this do we?” 


	“I’ll have to put it in my report,” the guard said, “but it won’t go beyond that.” 


	“Good,” Miles said, relieved. “Thank you. I have a reputation to uphold in this organization.” 


	“I hear you. It’s just a good thing I was upholding your ass a few moments ago or you wouldn’t be worrying about your reputation or anything else.” 


	The guard laughed good-naturedly. Miles saw nothing funny about it.


	Jack …


	... feels his bed move and opens his eyes.


	His eyes search for the clock’s red numerals and can’t find them. The room is dark … too dark. Light from the street lamps below usually leaks around the edges of the drapes, but not now. A sound leaks through instead … a deep basso rumble shuddering through the floor and walls.


	His bed trembles as the rumble grows, mixing with frightened cries and wails from outside.


	Jack rises and pads across the vibrating floor to the window where he pulls back the drapes. The moon is high and full in a pristine sky, bathing the world outside with glacial light. The street is clogged with crawling cars and frantic people screaming, running, clawing over each other in a scene out of every giant monster film ever made. It’s The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms times ten, but this is no movie; this is real. Even up here on the fifth floor he can smell the raw-edged panic as the mob struggles downhill, west, toward the river. He scans his limited view to the east to see what’s driving them. All he can tell is that the rest of the city is dark.


	Power failure, he thinks, and then blinks. An icy phantom breeze ripples his nape hairs as he cups his hands around his eyes and squints through the glass … it’s too dark. Even with the power gone and the lights out, the moonlight should pick up something.


	Jack slides the window back and pokes his head through the opening for a better look. If nothing else, the metallic top of the Empire State Building should be visible. But the sky is empty there, stars twinkle where buildings stood.


	And that rumble, growing ever louder, deafening now, jittering the entire building on its foundation.


	And then, still staring east, Jack sees an office building tilt, then fall away, disappearing behind the structure before it. And now that building is collapsing, and then the one in front of it follows, a wave of destruction coming his way.


	Jack is about to pull his head inside and run downstairs to join the crowd below when he sees it, moving inexorably along the street at the speed of a brisk walk, devouring everything in its path. Not a ravaging behemoth from another age, something much simpler and much, much worse.


	A hole … so wide the moonlight can’t find its far edge, so deep Jack can’t hear the buildings hit bottom when they tumble into its ever-expanding maw. If the world were flat, a dirt pancake floating in space, and its edge began to crumble and fall away, this is what it would be like on that edge.


	Part of Jack is saying this is a dream, it has to be, but another part is saying you wish it was a dream: this is too real to be a dream. Either way, he knows he can’t escape, knows the hole will swallow the hotel well before he reaches the lobby. So he watches in fascinated dread as Hell’s Kitchen crumbles and disappears into the approaching edge of infinity. Panic reigns supreme below as the marching rim undermines the pavement, sending cars and screaming bodies tumbling into the void, but Jack feels an unnatural calm. Gia and Vicky are already gone, swallowed with the rest of the East Side; soon he will be following them and there is nothing he can do about it, nothing he cares to do about it.


	The rim is almost to the hotel now. Jack grabs a chair and uses it to smash the window. Then he climbs out onto the ledge and strains to see into the depths, but the bottom is lost in midnight shadow. He feels the building shudder and tilt to a crazy angle. As the hotel leans, poised on the rim, Jack leaps from the ledge. If he’s going to fall, he’ll fall his way.


	He swan-dives into the abyss …


	And hears a loud crash! It’s not the hotel … it’s something else … something smaller … closer …


	Jack blinked in the darkness. Not complete darkness. The glowing red numerals on the clock read 4:33; light from the street filtered around the drapes. No cosmic rumble or sound of mass panic in the street outside.


	He let out a deep breath. Another nightmare. But what was that noise? Sounded like it had come from—


	“Aw, no.” 


	Grabbing his pistol from under the pillow, he jumped out of bed and crept toward the bathroom. The only light at this end of the room was a narrow strip from the hallway leaking past the bottom edge of the door. The bathroom was dark … and the cold air flowing from it chilled his feet.


	“Not again.” 


	He reached in and turned on the light. Squinting in the glare, he saw the first crate under the sink where he’d left it. But now a new box of the same dark green material, smoking like dry ice, sat in the middle of the floor.


	Jack checked the room door. This time he’d leaned the desk chair under the doorknob before hitting the sack. The chair was still in the wedged position.


	Back to the bathroom: the second box had obviously arrived by the same route as the first. Which was … how?


	He stepped back to the desk and retrieved a hotel pen from beside the phone, then used that to flip off this crate’s lid.


	No mini girders this time. The new crate was filled with curved metal plates and copper spheres, all collecting a rime of frost as moisture from the air condensed and froze on their surfaces. He checked out the underside of the lid and saw more construction plans—an exploded diagram of whatever it was, plus an illustration of the completed structure: Looked like an oil rig with a warty dome on top. As before, the directions appeared to have been seared into the material of the lid. He even thought he saw something that looked like lettering in one corner, but couldn’t decipher it through the thickening layer of frost. He could check that out later. Right now …


	Jack shivered—with cold as well as uneasiness. It was damn near freezing in here. He turned off the light and closed the bathroom door behind him.


	He checked the clock again: 4:35 A.M. This second crate had arrived about the same time as the first. What was all this? Some weird equivalent of the “interociter” from This Island Earth? Was that it? Was he supposed to assemble the damn thing?


	“Don’t hold your breath, whoever you are,” he muttered as he sat on the bed.


	Jack had a bad feeling about that gizmo in there, a sense that putting it together might not be such a good idea. But even if he were gung-ho to do the Erector Set thing with it, he didn’t have any tools with him.


	He wondered if Lew had come back to the hotel. Wouldn’t hurt to get his input. Maybe he’d seen something like this before.


	An ungodly hour to get a call, but so what? Lew had got him into this. He rang Lew’s room but no answer.


	Still out in Shoreham, he guessed. It could wait till morning.


	Jack got back under the covers but knew he wouldn’t sleep. He tried not to think of those crates or the dream … a giant hole again, sucking him down. Why did it feel more like a premonition than a dream?


	His thoughts drifted to Ceil Castleman and the lost, utterly crushed look in her eyes as he’d led her to the closet. And that called up another vision—Lewis Ehler, who seemed rudderless without his missing Melanie.


	He lay still, thinking about lost souls as daylight grew beyond the pulled curtains.


	Roma …


	“Once again we come up empty-handed,” Mauricio said from his place on the basement shelf.


	Roma saw no need to acknowledge the obvious. He had a sinking feeling as to where the second delivery had come to rest.


	“What I do not understand is why. Why is the Otherness directing the components elsewhere?” 


	“Maybe the stranger has found a way to influence the Otherness?” 


	Roma snorted in derision. “That man, controlling the Otherness? I hardly think so.” 


	“But what other explanation is there?” Mauricio said, rising and pacing along the shelf. “You are The One. The device is for your use. Why would the Otherness direct it to anyone else? Unless … ” 


	“Unless?” 


	“Never mind. It was a fleeting, ridiculous thought.” 


	“Say it.” 


	“Very well: Unless you are not The One.” 


	The words staggered Roma. His terror-clenched jaw blocked speech. He locked his knees to keep from sagging. Not The One? Unthinkable! He had been preparing for ages! It could be no one else. There was no one else!


	“You can see why I might think that,” Mauricio said quickly. “After being prevented from killing the stranger, I had to wonder: Could he be The One? But of course that is impossible. I would not have been sent to you if you were not The One. The stranger has been marked by the Otherness, but he is not The One.” 


	Mauricio was right. He had to be. The Otherness was not capricious. It was infinitely patient and glacially deliberate. It would not suddenly designate another over him without sufficient cause. And he had given it no cause.


	Roma felt his muscles relax as the terror oozed away. Still, it left him feeling strangely weak.


	“I believe the Otherness has plans for the stranger. In good time we will know. If it has delivered the device to him, it is no doubt for a good reason. We will not interfere.” 


	“Your faith is admirable,” Mauricio said. “But the Otherness is not infallible. It has made mistakes before, as you well know.” 


	Roma nodded. “Mostly by underestimating the opposition.” And he had often paid the price for those mistakes. “But these are different times. The opposition is all but non-existent these days.” 


	“Let us hope you are right,” Mauricio said.


	Yes, Roma thought with a sharp pang of uneasiness. Let us fervently hope so.


	1


	Still a little shaky and unsettled from the night before, Jack balanced his cup of coffee atop the lobby pay phone and dialed Gia. Everything was fine there. No signs of anyone lurking about. That was a relief. Next he checked his voice mail. Only one call and—cheers—not from his father. Oscar Schaffer had left him a terse message.


	“I’ve got the rest of your money. Just tell me where you want me to drop it.” 


	Jack dialed the number and Schaffer picked up.


	“Good morning. It’s Jack.” 


	“Oh. Where do you want me leave the money?” 


	And a gracious good morning to you too, Jack thought, wondering at Schaffer’s tight, brusque tone. Go back to bed and get up on the other side.


	“Drop it off at Julio’s this morning. What’s the story with—?” 


	“You going to be there?” 


	“Probably not.” 


	“Good. ‘Cause I don’t even want to be in the same building as you, you sick, perverted bastard. I’ll drop off your money, and then I don’t want to see or hear or even think of you again!” 


	And then he hung up.


	What’s his problem? Jack wondered as he cradled the receiver. Schaffer should be one happy guy this morning. His sicko brother-in-law was in the hospital by now, and his sister was on vacation from her job as part-time punching bag.


	Jack got a sour feeling in his stomach. Had Gus come to and managed to hurt Ceil worse than he had before? Jack couldn’t see how—not with two broken legs. Had to be something else. He decided to hang out at Julio’s this morning and find out firsthand what was bugging Oscar Schaffer.


	He was almost to the lobby door when a familiar gangly figure limped through.


	Lew. Jeez, he’d almost forgotten about him. Sometimes Jack became so immersed in a job that he lost sight of why he’d got involved in the first place. This missing Melanie thing wasn’t the first gig that had taken on a life of its own, engulfing and carrying him along.


	Lew looked terrible—pale, bags under his eyes, clothes wrinkled enough to look like he’d slept in them, except Jack had a feeling the guy wasn’t sleeping much. Or showering much either: He needed a shave and his presence wasn’t exactly a breath of fresh air.


	“Lew. I thought you were out on the island.” 


	Lew blinked heavy-lidded, red-rimmed eyes as he focused on Jack.


	“I just got back. I stayed up all night out there, sitting in front of the TV, and then first thing this morning I was overcome with this feeling that I shouldn’t be there. I should be … ” His voice trailed off, followed by his gaze, settling somewhere over Jack’s right shoulder.


	“Should be where, Lew?” 


	He shrugged, still staring at some far corner of the ceiling. “I don’t know. Somewhere else. So I came here.” He focused on Jack again. “Any progress? Any news?” 


	Yeah, Jack thought. Something tried to kill me. But the call luring him to the basement yesterday had mentioned Olive instead of Melanie, so maybe there was no connection.


	On the other hand, someone else had mentioned Melanie’s name.


	“Well,” Jack said, “I discovered last night that I’m not the only one looking for Melanie.” 


	Lew blinked and straightened. “Who? Who’s looking for her?” 


	Jack told him about his run-in with the black-clad men in the black Lincoln.


	“Men in black,” Lew said, rubbing a hand over his rubbery features. “Everybody’s heard of them, but … despite all the stories, I’ve never believed they were real. Maybe these were just guys dressed up and trying to scare you.” 


	“Maybe. But I’ll tell you this, if they were just hired meat, they were good actors; and if they were just actors, they were pretty damn tough meat. And they weren’t trying to scare me off; they wanted to know where she was.” He changed his tone to imitate the voice from last night. ‘“Where is Melanie Rubin Ehler?’” 


	Lew stiffened. “‘Melanie Rubin Ehler?’ They said that? They used her maiden name?” 


	“Every time. Something wrong with that?” 


	“I don’t know about wrong, but it’s certainly odd. Melanie never used her maiden name. She hardly ever used a middle initial.” 


	“Well, whoever they were,” Jack said, trying to boost Lew’s spirits, “at least they think she’s still alive—and findable.” 


	He brightened. “Hey, that’s right. That’s right. Jack, I think you just made my day.” 


	“Great, Lew. Why don’t you go to your room and crash for awhile. You look dead on your feet.” 


	“I think I’ll do just that.” 


	Jack watched Lew limp off, and couldn’t help thinking of the other husband he’d dealt with in the past twenty-four hours. Could any two people be more different? Maybe someday Ceil would find herself a Lew to help her forget Gus.


	As he was turning toward the door, Jack caught Roma staring at him from the other end of the lobby. Roma raised his hand, and for an instant Jack thought he was going to wave. But no—he made that three-fingered clawing gesture again.


	Jack was tempted to make a gesture of his own, a more economical one employing only a single digit, but thought better of it. Instead, he held Roma’s dark gaze until the monkey jumped up on his shoulder and added his own stare to his master’s.


	That was enough for Jack.


	Later, Roma, he thought as he turned and pushed through the revolving door. We’re not finished yet.
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	Roma watched the stranger leave, wondering where he was headed with such purpose at this early hour.


	“Why did you do that?” Mauricio whispered when no one was looking.


	“I wanted to rattle his cage, as they say.” 


	“To what end?” 


	“To keep him off balance until we know the part he plays in this. Did you check his room?” 


	“As we assumed: the rest of the device is there.” 


	Roma had expected this, would in fact have been shocked if Mauricio had reported otherwise, yet still it elicited a pang of dismay in his gut. Why, why, why?


	“Undamaged?” 


	“Yes, but still, I am worried.” 


	“No need to be,” Roma said, forcing a casual tone. “As I told you, he knows nothing of the Otherness. And yet the Otherness seems to want him involved. Else why deliver the device to him—and protect him from you? No, my friend. We must watch carefully and see how this plays out … before another sunrise we will know what part this stranger is to play.” 


	Mauricio growled his dissatisfaction, then said, “By the way, I ran into Frayne Ganfield this morning. He’s looking for you. Says he has something important to tell you.” 


	“That despicable little hybrid always thinks he has something important to tell me. He will have to wait. I have better things to do than listen to his prattle.” 


	Much more important, Roma thought, feeling his excitement grow. Less than twenty-four hours until his hour came round. He needed solitude. The growing anticipation made further human contact almost unbearable.
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	Jack was on his second coffee in Julio’s when he spotted Schaffer through the front window. He was moving fast, no doubt as close to a run as his portly frame would allow. Jack had told Julio that Schaffer was coming and to do the usual interception, but tell him Jack wanted a word with him.


	Schaffer entered clutching a white envelope. Perspiration gleamed on his pale forehead. His expression was strained. Here was one very upset real estate developer. He handed Julio the envelope; after they exchanged a few words, Schaffer glanced around like a rabbit who’d just been told there was a fox in the room, spotted Jack, and bolted out the door.


	Jack got up and started after him. He passed Julio along the way.


	Julio was grinning as he handed Jack the envelope. “What you do to spook him like that?” 


	Jack grabbed the envelope and kept moving. “Don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” 


	Out on the sidewalk, where spring was reasserting herself, he stopped and scanned the area. Quiet and sunny this morning, almost deserted. New York City is a different town on weekend mornings. Cabs never completely disappear, but only a few are on the prowl. No commuters, and the natives are sleeping in. Most of them, anyway. To his left, a guy stood with a pooper scooper in one hand and a leash in the other, waiting patiently while his dachshund relieved himself in the gutter. Far down to his right a young guy in a white apron was hosing last night off the sidewalk in front of a pizza shop.


	But where the hell was Schaffer?


	There—across the street off to his left, a bustling portly form hurrying away. Jack caught the developer as he was opening the door to his Jaguar.


	“What’s going on?” Jack said.


	Schaffer jumped at the sound of Jack’s voice. His already white face went two shades paler.


	“Get away from me!” 


	He jumped into the car but Jack caught the door before he could slam it. He pulled the keys from Schaffer’s trembling fingers.


	“I think we’d better talk. Unlock the doors.” 


	Jack went around to the other side and slipped into the passenger seat. He tossed the keys back to Schaffer.


	“All right. What’s going on? The job’s done. The guy’s fixed. You didn’t need an alibi because it was done by a prowler. What’s your problem?” 


	Schaffer stared straight ahead through the windshield.


	“How could you? I was so impressed with you the other day. The rogue with a code: ‘Sometimes I make a mistake. If that happens, I like to be able to go back and fix it.’ I really thought you were something else. I actually envied you. I never dreamed you could do what you did. Gus was a rotten son of a bitch, but you didn’t have to … ” His voice trailed off.


	Jack was baffled.


	“You were the one who wanted him killed. I only broke his legs.” 


	Schaffer turned to him, the fear in his eyes giving way to fury.


	“Who do you think you’re kidding? You really think I wouldn’t find out?” He pulled a couple of folded sheets of paper from this pocket and tossed them at Jack. “I’ve read the medical examiner’s preliminary notes!” 


	“Medical examiner? He’s dead?” Clammy shock wormed through him. Dead hadn’t been in the plan. “How?” 


	“As if you don’t know! Gus was a scumbag and yes I wanted him dead, but I didn’t want him tortured! I didn’t want him … mutilated!” 


	Confused, Jack scanned the notes. They described a man who’d been beaten, bludgeoned, bound by the hands, and had both tibias broken; then he’d been tortured and sexually mutilated with a Ginsu knife from his own kitchen before dying of shock due to blood loss from a severed carotid artery.


	“It’ll be in all the afternoon papers,” Schaffer was saying. “You can add the clippings to your collection. I’m sure you’ve got a big one.” 


	Jack squeezed his eyes shut for a few heartbeats, and reread the second half of the notes. His first reaction was relief of sorts—he hadn’t killed Gus. Then he thought of Olive’s mutilated body. A connection? No, this seemed different. Olive’s mutilation had been almost ritualistic, Gus’s sounded far more personal, a revenge thing, fueled by boundless rage and betrayal.


	Jack tossed the report onto Schaffer’s lap and leaned back. He lowered the window. He felt the need for some air.


	Finally he looked at Schaffer. “How’d you get those notes? Are they the real thing?” 


	“Who do you think you’re dealing with? Half the new construction in Queens is mine! I got connections!” 


	“And where was Ceil supposed to be when all this”—Jack waved the notes—”was happening?” 


	“Where you left her—locked in the hall closet. She got out after she heard you leave. And to think she had to find Gus like that. Poor Ceil … no one should have to see something like that. Especially her. She’s been through enough.” He slammed his fist against the Jag’s mahogany steering wheel. “If I could make you pay—” 


	“When did she phone the cops?” 


	“Don’t worry about the cops. I paid you and that puts me in this as deep as you, so I won’t be saying anything.” 


	Jack was getting a little tired of Oscar Schaffer. “Answer me, dammit. When did she call the cops?” 


	“Right before calling me—around three A.M.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Wow. Three hours … she spent more than three hours on him.” 


	“She? She who?” 


	“Your sister.” 


	“Ceil? What the hell are you talking about?” 


	“When I left their house last night, Gus was on the living room floor, trussed up with two broken legs—out cold, but very much alive.” 


	“Bullshit!” 


	Jack gave him a cold stare. “Why should I lie? As you said, you’re not going to dime me. And someday when you have time you should try to imagine how little I care what you think of me. So think hard about it, Oscar: why should I lie?” 


	Schaffer opened his mouth, then closed it again.


	“I left Gus alive,” Jack said. “When I was through with him, I opened the door to the closet where I’d put your sister, and took off. That was a little while before midnight.” 


	“No,” he said, but there was no force behind it. “You’ve got to be lying. You’re saying Ceil—” He swallowed. “She wouldn’t … she couldn’t. Besides, she called me at three, from a neighbor’s house, she’d only gotten free—” 


	“Three hours. Three hours between the time I opened the closet door and the time she called you.” 


	“No! Not Ceil! She … ” 


	He stared at Jack, and Jack met his gaze evenly.


	“She had Gus all to herself after I left.” 


	Slowly, like a dark stain seeping through heavy fabric, the truth took hold in Schaffer’s eyes.


	“Oh … my … God!” 


	He leaned his forehead against the steering wheel and closed his eyes. He looked like he was going to be sick. Jack gave him a few minutes.


	“The other day you said she needed help. Now she really needs it.” 


	“Poor Ceil!” 


	“Yeah. I don’t pretend to understand it, but I guess she was willing to put up with anything from a man who said he loved her. But when she found out he didn’t—and believe me, he let her know in no uncertain terms before he pulled the trigger on her.” 


	“Trigger? What—?” 


	“A long story. Ceil can tell you about it. But I guess when she found out how much he hated her, how he’d wanted her dead all these years, when she saw him ready to murder her, something must have snapped inside. When she came out of the closet and found him helpless on the living room floor … I guess she just went a little crazy.” 


	“A little crazy? You call what she did to Gus a little crazy?” 


	Jack shrugged and opened the car door.


	“Your sister crammed ten years of payback into three hours. She’s going to need a lot of help to recover from those ten years. And those three hours.” 


	Schaffer pounded his steering wheel again. “Shit! Shit! Shit! It wasn’t supposed to turn out like this!” 


	Jack got out and slammed the door. Schaffer leaned over the passenger and looked up at him though the open window.


	“I guess things don’t always go according to plan in your business.” 


	“Hardly ever,” Jack said.


	“I gotta get back to Ceil.” 


	Jack listened to the Jag’s engine roar to life. As it screeched away, he headed for Abe’s.
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	“Occam’s what?” 


	“Occam’s Razor,” Abe said.


	Jack had picked up half a dozen raisin bran muffins along the way. He’d also brought a tub of Smart Balance margarine in a separate bag. Abe had spread the sports section of the morning’s Times on the counter and the two of them were cutting up their muffins. Parabellum hopped about, policing the crumbs.


	“Kind of flaky, these muffins,” Abe said. “They fresh?” 


	“Baked this morning.” Jack didn’t want to tell him they were low fat.


	“Anyway, Occam’s Razor is named after William of Occam, one of the world’s great skeptics. And he was a skeptic back in the fourteenth century when it could be very unhealthy to be a skeptic. Such a skeptic he was, one of the popes wanted his head. Occam’s Razor is something your friends in that chowder club—” 


	“SESOUP,” Jack said.


	“Whatever—it’s something everyone of them should memorize by heart, and then take to heart.” 


	“How do you memorize a razor?” Jack said.


	Abe stopped sawing at the muffin and stared at him. He raised the knife in his hand.


	“Occam’s Razor is not a cutting instrument. It’s an aphorism. And it says, ‘Entities ought not to be multiplied without necessity.’” 


	“Oh, well, I’m sure that will make everything clear to them. Just tell them, ‘Necessity cannot be multiplied unless you’re an entity,’ or whatever you said, and all talk about antichrists and aliens and New World Orders and Otherness will be a thing of the past.” 


	“Why do I bother?” Abe sighed, glancing heavenward. “Listen carefully to the alternate translation. ‘It is vain to do with more what can be done with fewer.” 


	“Fewer what?” 


	“Assumptions. If you’ve got two or more possible solutions or explanations for a problem, the simplest, most direct one, the one that requires the fewest assumptions, tends to be correct one.” 


	“The shortest distance between two points, in other words.” 


	“Something like that. Let me illustrate: You and I are walking down a country road in Connecticut, and all of a sudden we hear lots of hoofbeats around the bend. When we reach the bend, however, whatever was making those hoofbeats is now out of sight, so we must make assumptions on what they could have been. What’s the most logical assumption?” 


	Jack shrugged. “A horse, of course. What else?” 


	“What else, indeed. But I bet that some of your friends in Paella—” 


	“SESOUP.” 


	“Whatever—would probably imagine a herd of zebras of wildebeests, am I right?” 


	“Or UN invaders on horseback … or hoofed aliens … or the legions of hell … ” 


	“That far out we won’t go,” Abe said. He’d finished slicing his muffin in half and was reaching for the bag with the margarine. “Wildebeests will serve fine. But you see my point? We’re in the country in Connecticut where a lot of people keep horses. I should expect wildebeests? No. Horses require very few assumptions.


	Wildebeests, however, require assumptions like someone has been importing the creatures and keeping their existence secret—I don’t know about you, but I haven’t seen any stories in the paper about a black market in wildebeests. So Occam’s Razor demands we assume, until proven otherwise, that the noise was made by horses and—” 


	Abe had pulled the Smart Balance from the bag and was staring at it like a wino contemplating a bottle of O’Doul’s.


	“What on earth is this?


	“It’s a kind of margarine.” 


	“Margarine? So? What happened to my Philly? Or my nicely salted Land o’ Lakes?” 


	“This is supposed to be good for your heart.” 


	Outwardly Jack remained casual, but inwardly he cringed, waiting for the explosion. This was sacred ground. Not counting a few friends like Jack, Abe didn’t have a hell of a lot in his life beyond his business and his food.


	Yeah, he had every right to eat himself into an early grave, but Jack had just as much a right to refuse to shorten that trip.


	“My heart? Who should be worried about my heart?” 


	“You,” Jack said.


	“And I suppose this is a low-fat muffin?” 


	“No fat, actually.” 


	Abe looked at him, his face reddening. “Since when do you worry about my heart for me?” Before Jack could answer, he added, “Maybe I should worry about my heart, and you should worry about yours.” 


	“That would be fine if you seemed to give a damn, but—” 


	“So now my doctor you’ve become?” 


	“No,” Jack said levelly. He was acutely uncomfortable with this role, but wasn’t going to back down. “Just your friend. One who wants you around for a long time.” 


	Abe stared down at the Smart Balance, and Jack waited for him to toss it across the store. But Abe surprised him. He flipped the lid, peeled back the seal, and dug his knife into the yellow contents.


	“Well,” he said with a sigh. “Since there’s nothing else … ” 


	Jack felt his throat tighten as he watched Abe spread a glob on the muffin. He reached across the counter and clapped Abe on the shoulder.


	“Thanks, Abe.” 


	“You should be thanking me? For what? For poisoning myself maybe? Probably full of artificial ingredients. Long dead and in the grave I’ll be from chemical preservatives and toxic dyes before my cholesterol even knows I’m gone.” 


	He bit into his muffin, chewed thoughtfully for a moment, then swallowed. He picked up the container and stared at it.


	“This I hate to say, but … not bad.” 


	“Keep this up,” Jack said, “and maybe someday you’ll die of nothing too.” 


	They finished their muffins in silence.


	“Nu?” Abe said finally. “You next look where for this missing lady?” 


	“That’s the million-dollar question. I get dizzy and disoriented whenever I talk to these people. They’ve got an elaborate answer for everything except where Melanie Ehler might be.” He shook his head. “Isn’t life complicated enough without seeing a conspiracy behind everything? I mean, why is everybody so into conspiracies lately?” 


	“Lately?” Abe said. “What’s lately about it? Conspiracy theories have been with us since humans could organize thought. What were the first religions but conspiracy theories.” 


	“You mean like Olive’s Satan and the Antichrist conspiring to take over America?” 


	“No. Long, long before the Bible was dreamt up. Cavemen I’m talking. Hut dwellers. Gods were created to make sense of the seeming randomness of nature and everyday life. Why did the lightning spare the tall tree but strike my hut and kill my wife and children? Why did it not rain during the growing season, and then pour after the meager harvest? Why was my child stillborn? Powerful supernatural beings explain it all very nicely, so early humans created a pantheon of cosmic kibitzers—a god of thunder, a god of trees, a god of wine, one for each aspect of the world that affected them—and imagined them conspiring against humanity. You think these Finnan Haddie people—” 


	“SESOUP.” 


	“Whatever—you think their conspiracies are elaborate? Feh! Look at the old mythologies—Babylonian, Greek, Roman, Norse—so rife with divine plots, either against each other or against humans, your head will spin.” 


	Jack nodded, remembering tales from Bullfinch’s in high school. “The Trojan War, for instance.” 


	“Right. Gods conspiring with gods, gods conspiring with humans, such a mess. But no matter how many entities we humans created, the purpose was the same: When something went wrong, we had an explanation. Bad things happened because a certain good deity was angry or displeased, or an evil deity was at work. We might be at the mercy of these entities, but at least we’ve ordered the randomness, we’ve appended a name to the darkness, we’ve created symmetry from chaos.” 


	“Sort of like the old fairy tale thing that if you know someone’s name you can control them.” 


	“Control is the key. Once we identified the deity, we tried to control it—sacrifices, chants, dances, rituals anything you could dream up was tried. And sometimes certain actions did appear to work. If slaughtering a lamb at the vernal equinox seemed to convince the deity to bring rain for the growing season—or stop the recurrent floods that were plaguing the area—suddenly a lamb was not such a healthy thing to be.” 


	“But dead lambs have no effect on El Nino.” 


	“They can seem to if the timing is right. And I’m sure knowledge of El Nino would have done wonders for the lamb population. Still, we now have to wonder what causes El Nino.” 


	“UFO exhaust,” Jack said. “I have it on good authority.” 


	“Then someone should inspect those things. Fit them with catalytic converters, at the very least.” 


	“Could also be CIA solar mirrors.” 


	“The CIA,” Abe said, shaking his head. “I should have known. But the point is, the effect of thousands of years of accumulated knowledge is a general pushing back of the darkness. As we discover more and more non-supernatural explanations for the formerly inexplicable, the gods and demons recede. The magic goes away. But—a certain amount of randomness remains.” 


	“Shit still happens.” 


	“How eloquent you are today.” 


	Jack shrugged. “It’s a gift.” 


	“I envy you. But as you say, shit does indeed still happen. So, people who don’t use Occam’s Razor tend to go two ways. Some drop into denial and reject all our centuries of rational and scientific evidence; they seek shelter in orthodoxy and cling to potty beliefs like creationism.” 


	“Some of them must belong to SESOUP. I saw a flyer about a book exposing ‘the Evolution Hoax.’” 


	“With Darwin as the chief conspirator, I’m sure. But if you’re Occam-impaired and choose to keep your head out of the sand, you must come up with new brief systems to explain what’s wrong with your world and who’s pulling the strings attached to your life. For half a century international communism was such a wonderful bad guy, but when the USSR went kaput it left a huge vacuum that had to be filled—because we all know there’s something in those shadows. King and the Kennedy brothers weren’t killed by lone meshuggeners, the changes in family life and society aren’t part of long processes—they’re all part of a plan. The result is that fringe groups, with the help of a jaded, sensation-hungry public and accommodating mass media, get main-streamed. We find comfort in the wackiness.” 


	“I don’t know,” Jack said. “Aliens, antichrists, New World Orders … that’s comforting?” 


	“For lots of people, most certainly yes. There’s a certain comfort in being able to point a finger and say ‘That’s why,’ in being able to explain events, no matter how scary the explanation. If the cause is a conspiracy, then it can be identified, it can be broken up, and the world will be on track again.” 


	“Which brings us back to control. You know,” Jack said, remembering his conversations with various SESOUPers, “the fear of mind control seems to play a big part in all their theories.” 


	“And shadow governments. A shadow government you need, subverting the will of the electorate in order to implement mind control.” 


	“Yeah. Olive worried about the 666 chip, Zaleski talked about mind-control devices implanted by aliens, and Kenway went on about the CIA’s mind control programs.” 


	“That you should lose control over your thoughts and actions is a terrible fear. You would think about things that frighten you, you could injure or hurt people you love.” 


	“Start talking about mind control and I start thinking about Dirty Eddie,” Jack said, referring to a homeless guy of indeterminate age and race who used to wander Columbus Avenue.


	Abe smiled. “Eddie … where is he these days? Haven’t seen him for a year at least.” 


	“Me neither, but you remember the aluminum foil cap he used to wear? Told me it was to keep out the voices that kept telling him to do things.” 


	“I’m sure any conspiracy theory has its paranoid schiz mavens; that sort of stuff is tailor-made for them. But for the rest who haven’t completely broken with reality, the cult aspect is probably as important as the conspiracies themselves. Fellow True Believers form a sort of intellectual commune. Not only do you share The Truth with them, but appreciation of that common knowledge sets you apart from the workaday schlmiels who remain in the dark. You form an elite corps. Soon you’re associating only with other True Believers, people who won’t challenge The Truth, which in turn reinforces The Truth over and over. I’m sure no small number of people are involved for fun and profit, but the core believers are searching for something.” 


	“Control.” 


	“Yes … and something else, maybe. Something they’re not finding in modern society. Family, I think. Fellow believers become a family of sorts. And in this rootless, traditionless, culturally challenged society America has become, family is hard to find.” 


	Family … Jack thought about how violent death had hurled him on a tangential arc from his own family, how his father and sister and brother were scattered now up and down the East Coast. And he thought of how Gia and Vicky and Abe and Julio had become a new family of sorts. Anchors that kept him from drifting into a dark no-man’s land.


	“Yeah,” he said. “I guess everybody needs a family of some sort.” 


	“And this fish yoich group—” 


	“SESOUP.” 


	“Whatever—is a sort of extended family. And like any family, they have squabbles.” 


	“Deadly squabbles?” Jack said. “Neck-twisting, eye-gouging, lip-removing squabbles?” 


	Abe shrugged. “Hey. When the police find a dead body, who’s the first suspect? Someone in the family. And here you’re dealing with one meshugge family.” 


	“Yeah, maybe,” Jack said. “But I’ve got to tell you, Abe, after what’s been happening, I’m starting to wonder.” 


	“Oy, you’re not serious? I’m starting to think maybe you’ve been hanging around these people too long.” 


	“Something’s, going on, something a lot bigger than a bunch of conspiracy nuts sitting around and trading theories. I sense it, Abe. Someone’s moving around behind the scenery. I don’t know if it’s one of these fabled secret organizations or a government agency—” 


	“If it’s a government agency, then you should include yourself out of this mess immediately, if not sooner. You and government weren’t meant to mix. Let someone else find the missing lady.” 


	“But I can’t,” Jack said, wishing he could get out, but haunted by what Melanie Ehler had told Lew.


	“Why the hell not?” 


	“Didn’t I tell you? Because only I can find her. Only I will understand.” 
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	Jack closed his apartment door behind him and froze. He scanned the front room as he snatched the Semmerling from his ankle holster.


	Something wrong here.


	He listened. No sound except the hum from the computer’s CPU fan and the ticks and tocks from the various pendulum clocks—a Shmoo, Felix the Cat, Sleepy the Dwarf—on the walls. No unusual odor.


	He didn’t sense anyone in the apartment, yet something was not right. With his pistol against his thigh, he did a quick search of all the rooms—he knew every possible hiding place, and each was empty. All the windows were double-locked with no sign of forced entry. Times like this he wished he’d put bars on the windows; trouble was, bars worked both ways, and there might come a time when he wanted to go out one of those windows.


	Jack and his fellow tenants had a mutual watchdog society and were extremely careful who they buzzed in. A four-way bar-bolt secured his door. No one was going to break it down, but as he well knew from experience, no lock was bypass-proof. No system was perfect.


	Long ago he’d considered and rejected an alarm system; that would bring the police, and the last thing he wanted was a couple of cops—city or private—snooping through his place looking for an intruder.


	He thought of Kenway’s motion recorder and wished he had one. That would have settled the question once and for all.


	Jack turned in a slow circle. He was the only one here now. And from all appearances, he was the only one who had been here since he’d locked up and left yesterday.


	But he didn’t put the Semmerling away. His hackles were up and his nervous system was on full alert.


	Why?


	He couldn’t put his finger on it, but the apartment and its contents seemed subtly out of kilter, just the tiniest bit askew.


	He checked his computer, the filing cabinet, riffled through the papers on his desk, did a count in the weapons cache behind the secretary. Nothing appeared to be missing, everything seemed to be just where he’d left it. He checked his shelves, still crammed with all his neat stuff. Nothing had been disturbed—


	Wait. At the base of the Little Orphan Annie Ovaltine shake-up mug … a crescent of clean wood reflecting the sunlight from the window. The rest of the shelf’s lacquered surface—what little wasn’t obscured by the crowded mementos—sported a down of dust. Jack had never been one to expend much energy in the housekeeping department, tending to wait until the situation reached crisis proportions, and now he was glad of it. Because that bright sliver of polished wood meant the mug had been moved.


	If Jack were searching this room, he knew he’d want to know if anything was hiding in that old red domed mug. And since it sat at eye level, the only way to check would be to take it down, lift the cap, and look inside, then replace it.


	No question—the mug had been moved. But by whom?


	Me?


	Had he adjusted the mug or looked at it when he’d bought the Daddy Warbucks lamp? After all, Daddy and Annie were connected. He couldn’t remember.


	Damn. If he’d known it was going to matter, he would have paid more attention at the time.


	Or was all this simply his imagination? Maybe all the hours he’d been spending with the SESOUP crowd were having an effect.


	Is this what it’s like? he wondered. Is this how Zaleski and Kenway live, suspicious of every little inconsistency, always looking over their shoulders and under the bed?


	Had somebody been here or not, dammit?


	He was surprised at how rattled he was by the mere hint that the seal on his sanctum had been broken. And rage accompanied the rattle. He had to get back to the hotel, but he didn’t want to leave. He wanted to hunker down in the easy chair with a scattergun across his knees and wait. Anybody came in—men in black, men in blue, men in chartreuse or paisley, Jack didn’t care—they’d get bellies full of magnum double-O buck, fifteen pellets per round, one after the other.


	But he had to find a missing lady … and talk to a weird guy with a monkey.


	He holstered his pistol and stepped into the bathroom. Positioning himself before the mirror, he pulled up his shirt, exposing his chest. He stared at the three ragged lines, angry red now instead of pale, running diagonally across his chest.


	How could Roma possibly know about these scars?


	And what was it he’d said? Something about being “marked by the Otherness.” 


	They’re not marks, Jack thought. They’re ordinary scars. No big deal. I’ve got lots of scars. These are just part of the collection.


	You are much more a part of this than you realize.


	No. I’m not part of anything, especially this Otherness junk. And you’re not sucking me in. I’m not like you people.


	But were these scars why Melanie had said that only Repairman Jack could find her … that only he would understand?


	And he remembered something else Roma had said yesterday, just minutes before that creature had attacked him.


	You would do well to take care, Mr. Shelby. You might even consider returning to your home and locking your doors for the rest of the weekend.


	Had Roma known he was going to be attacked?


	Too many questions … and he could think of only one man who might be able to answer them.


	Roma.


	Jack tucked in his shirt and—reluctantly—left his apartment. But in the hall, after locking the door, he pulled a hair from his scalp, wet it with saliva, and stretched it across the space between the door and the jamb. After the saliva dried, it would be invisible. A crude little telltale, but very effective.


	He headed back to the hotel, glancing over his shoulder all the way.
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	Jack sat on one of the benches in the common area on the second floor as various SESOUPers wandered in and out of the huckster room and the MK-ULTRA panel. He watched them smile and greet each other, laugh at an in-joke, throw a friendly arm over another’s shoulder, and he thought about what Abe had said. They truly were like a family, not genetically related, maybe, but they did share a heritage of sorts. He’d bet the majority of them spent a lot of time alone, their contact for most of the year limited to newsletters and the Internet, and maybe an occasional phone call. This conference was a family gathering of sorts … a gathering of loners, mostly.


	Loners … Jack knew the Loner family … he was a charter member.


	But one member of this particular branch was dead. Maybe two, if Melanie already shared the same fate as Olive.


	“Working hard?” 


	Jack looked up and saw Lew Ehler standing over him.


	Lew looked worse than he had this morning. Wasn’t he sleeping at all!


	“Sit down, Lew” Jack said, patting the spot next to him on the bench. “Want to ask you a couple of questions.” 


	Lew wearily slumped his gangly frame onto the bench. “Have you learned anything since this morning?” 


	“Nothing useful.” 


	“Sitting here daydreaming isn’t going to improve that situation.” 


	Jack gave him a raised-eyebrow look.


	“Sorry,” Lew said, looking away. “I’m a wreck, just a wreck. With each passing hour I become more and more convinced I’ll never see her again.” He bit his lip. “I’m going out of my mind.” 


	“You were feeling better when I left you this morning.” 


	“For a while, yes. The men in black … I figured that’s why she’s missing, and why she doesn’t contact me—she’s hiding from them.” He slumped further. “But then I started asking myself, How can I be sure? And if she is hiding, where is she hiding? I can’t bear to think of her huddled somewhere alone and afraid.” 


	Jack sensed Lew was going to puddle up again. “It may not be that bad. She may be holed up in a motel—” 


	“How? Using what for money? I checked our bank account and she hasn’t made any ATM withdrawals. I called our credit card companies and there’ve been no charges on her cards. It’s like she dropped off the face of the earth.” 


	“Maybe she’s with a friend,” Jack offered.


	“Olive, maybe?” he said, brightening just a little. “She’s still missing, you know.” 


	“I’d assumed as much,” Jack said carefully.


	“She still hasn’t contacted anyone—just like Mel. Do you think Olive could be with Mel, maybe helping her?” 


	Jack debated telling him about Olive. Did Lew have a right to know? Maybe. Would it make his life any easier at the moment? After seeing the flicker of hope the mention of Olive had lit in his eyes, Jack was certain the truth would sink him.


	Some other time, Jack decided.


	“I don’t know what to tell you about Olive,” Jack said.


	Not an answer, he admitted, but at least it’s true.


	“I keep thinking about that rope ladder in Mel’s folks’ basement,” Lew said. “It’s so bizarre … I can’t seem to get it out of my head. Don’t ask me why, but I just know it has something to do with Mel’s disappearance.” 


	“All right,” Jack said, grasping at anything to steer the subject away from Olive. “Maybe we’ll go take another look at it.” 


	“Now?” Lew said eagerly.


	“Well, no. Not right now. I want to have a talk with Professor Roma first.” 


	“How can he help?” 


	“You said he was in contact with Melanie a lot before she disappeared. Do you know if they ever met?” 


	“No. I’m sure they didn’t. Why?” 


	He told Lew about his trip to Monroe yesterday, and what the librarian had said about seeing Melanie last week with a man who had a monkey on his shoulder.


	Lew looked stunned. “Professor Roma?” 


	“Do you know anyone else with a pet monkey?” 


	Lew shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 


	“Neither do I. That’s why I’m looking for him.” 


	Jack looked away. He didn’t mention that his interest in Roma was of a more personal nature. Sure, Roma might know something about Melanie, but that wasn’t the only reason now. Jack wanted to find out how much he knew about Jack, and how he knew it.


	“Don’t forget Frayne Canfield while you’re at it,” Lew said. “He and Mel were close. They shared a bond that excluded me.” 


	Jack looked at him now. Was that a hint of jealousy in Lew’s voice?


	“But I guess it’s to be expected,” Lew went on. “They grew up near each other in a small town, both disabled … ” He shook his head. “For a while there I suspected they might be having an affair, but … I realized I was wrong. Mel wouldn’t do that to me.” 


	“By the way, what’s wrong with his legs?” 


	“I don’t know. I’ve never seen them … but Mel has.” 


	“How do you know?” 


	“Because I asked her just what you asked me. ‘What’s wrong with Frayne’s legs?’ She told me, ‘You don’t want to know.’” 
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	Jack spent the rest of the morning and some of the early afternoon looking for Roma, but man and monkey seemed to have vanished. No one at the hotel knew his whereabouts. He tried to listen to some of the El Nino panel but found it so lame he fled after a couple of minutes. It irked him that he could have been using the time to coach Vicky on her baseball basics.


	Finally he went outside in search of a phone. A sunny spring Saturday greeted him. And what did New Yorkers do when the sky was bright and the air balmy? Without lawns to mow or gardens to weed, they were free to hit the streets. And today they were hitting with a vengeance—strolling, jogging, shopping, snacking, parents pushing baby carriages, couples in shorts and sun dresses walking arm in arm or hand in hand, kids chasing each other along the sidewalks.


	An abundance of navels on display, many of them pierced.


	And all these pretty girls with really ugly guys … almost as if they were dating outside their species. Then Jack wondered if people thought the same when they saw Gia with him. Probably.


	The people-watching served only to make Jack long all the more to be with Gia and Vicky. But he knew that even if he’d already found Roma and finished questioning him, he’d probably be keeping to himself today.


	He couldn’t shake the feeling that Gia and Vicky might be safer if he stayed away.


	He found a pay phone at the corner of Ninth and Fiftieth. A huge painting of the Toxic Avenger grinned at him from the side of the building half a block down the street where Troma Rims had its offices. He called Gia, cupping his hand over the buttons as he tapped in her number.


	Dammit, he thought. Why don’t I just become a card-carrying member of SESOUP? I’m becoming just like them.


	Except I’m really being watched.


	Which was no doubt how Kenway and Zaleski saw themselves too.


	What next? Start getting myself X-rayed for mind-control implants?


	Jack could not remember ever feeling this spooked.


	“Hey, it’s me,” he said when Gia answered.


	“You’re late,” she said. “Vicky’s been waiting for you.” 


	He hated the thought of disappointing Vicky. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to cancel out of baseball practice, Gia.” 


	He heard her sigh. “You shouldn’t have promised if you weren’t sure you could make it.” 


	“I was sure I could get away for a couple of hours, but … ” 


	“Tomorrow, then?” 


	“I don’t think so. I—” 


	In the background he heard a little voice saying, “Is that Jack? Is that Jack?” And then Gia saying, “Yes, hon, and he has something to tell you.” 


	“Hi, Jack!” Vicky said, and rattled on with her usual ebullience. “How come you’re not here yet? I’ve had my glove on since one o’clock and it’s getting all sweaty inside while I’ve been waiting. When are you coming?” 


	The image she conjured tore at his heart.


	“Uh, I’m, sorry, Vicks, but I have a job that’s going to keep me away for a while. I’m really sorry, but—” 


	“You’re not coming?” she said at about half her previous volume.


	“I promise I’ll make it up to you,” he said quickly. “We’ll have a nice long practice as soon as I can get away.” 


	“But tryouts are next week.” 


	Please, Vicks, he thought. Please understand.


	“Vicks, I’ll be there for you. I won’t let you down. I promise.” 


	“Okay.” She was at quarter volume now. “Bye.” 


	Jack leaned against the phone booth’s shielding and stared at the pavement. An ant was crawling along the curb. He felt low enough to challenge it to a foot race.


	“Really, Jack,” Gia said, her voice taking on a vague scolding tone, “is what you’re doing right now so all important that you can’t come by and see her?” 


	“It’s not that. It’s just that I don’t like the way things are going here.” 


	“Meaning?” 


	“I’m being followed.” 


	“By whom?” 


	“Not sure, and that’s what worries me. I don’t want them to know about you and Vicks, so I’m thinking it might be best for you two if I keep my distance until this job was finished.” 


	“Oh,” she said. “And when will that be?” 


	“Real soon, I hope.” 


	Another sigh. “Jack, when are you going to give this up?” 


	“Please, Gia. Not now. A pay phone on a crowded sidewalk in Hell’s Kitchen is not where I want to discuss this.” 


	“You never want to discuss it.” 


	“Gia … ” 


	“Don’t you see what this Repairman Jack stuff does? It doesn’t involve just you. It affects all of us. And now you’re afraid to see us because of it.” 


	“I hate it when you’re right.” 


	That seemed to mollify her. “All right. To be continued. Please be careful, Jack.” 


	“Always. Love you.” 


	“Love you too.” 


	His insides roiling, Jack hung up and stood staring at the phone. Gia was right. He should be more careful with the kinds of jobs he took. He guessed this was the price of caring, of close attachments. None of it had entered the picture in his lone wolf days when he’d done his share of rough-and-tumble gigs. But now … what was worth disappointing Vicky—or possibly endangering her?


	What irked him was that he’d been so darn choosy lately. This gig, for instance—a missing wife should have been a no-risk, no-sweat fix-it. How had everything spun so damn far out of control?


	Sooner or later he was going to have to face it: He couldn’t have it both ways. Some hard choices were coming.


	But he couldn’t think about that now.


	He picked up the receiver as if he were about to make another call, then whirled—


	—and startled a young woman waiting behind him.


	She wore jeans and a chopped Orioles T-shirt, had buzz-cut hair, and at least a dozen rings in her left ear. She recovered quickly.


	“You finished with that?” 


	He scanned the area to see if he could catch someone watching him.


	No one … at least no one he could see.


	He handed her the phone and moved on. He wished he were done with this job. It was making him crazy.
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	Jack returned to his hotel room and hauled the crates out of the bathroom. He propped the lids against the headboard of his bed and made a stab at assembling some of the Erector Set-type struts, but soon realized the job required an extra pair of hands. He tried to decipher the scrawl in the corner of the smaller lid but it didn’t make much sense.


	Frustrated, he sat on the bed and stared at the two crates full of puzzle parts. He thought of Vicky. She loved puzzles. Under normal circumstances, this might have been a fun project to tackle with her, but something in his gut didn’t want Vicky anywhere near these crates.


	After a few more hours of haunting the conference areas, he was hungry. He couldn’t bear the thought of another meal in the coffee shop, so he wandered out and found a place on Tenth called Druids. A pint of Guinness and a steak had him in a somewhat better state of mind and body by the time he returned to the hotel,


	He was halfway to the escalator when he saw Frayne Canfield rolling toward him across the worn carpet of the lobby. He wore a bright green shirt that, along with his red hair and beard, gave him a Christmas look.


	“Have you found Sal yet?” Canfield said.


	Jack tried to look barely interested. “You mean Professor Roma? Who told you I was looking?” 


	“Evelyn. Lew. I’ve been looking for him too. Any, luck?” 


	“Nope.” 


	“Maybe we can look together.” 


	Is he really looking for Roma, or trying to keep an eye on me? Who’s he working for?


	Then he remembered that Canfield had been the first to mention this Otherness stuff. Maybe Jack could pump him about it, and maybe he’d slip—maybe he’d drop something about Melanie in the process.


	“Maybe,” Jack said. “We had a long discussion about the Otherness yesterday, and I wanted to get back to it.” 


	“The Otherness, ay?” Canfield’s bulging eyes narrowed as he looked up at Jack. “And how you’re tied into it?” 


	Jack fought to hide his shock. What have I got—some sort of sign around my neck?


	“We, uh, never got that far into it.” 


	Canfield looked around. “Well, if you want to discuss it, this isn’t the place. My room or yours?” 


	Jack considered that for a second. If he went off with Canfield, he might miss Roma. But finding Roma was looking pretty iffy; Canfield was a sure thing. He didn’t want Canfield to see the mystery crates and their contents, however.


	“Yours,” he said, and didn’t offer an explanation.


	As Jack followed him to the elevator, he glanced up and saw Jim Zaleski and Miles Kenway huddled in a comer, heads close in deep conversation. They stopped talking as they spotted Jack.


	Kenway called out, “I’m expecting a photo to be faxed to me any time now.” 


	Jack gave a thumbs-up and kept walking.


	So Kenway had taken his advice about getting visual confirmation on the Roma here and the Roma in Kentucky. That could be very interesting.


	“What photo?” Canfield asked.


	“Just a mutual acquaintance,” Jack said.


	Jack and Canfield rode up in silence, with Canfield busily gnawing at a fingernail, and Jack trying to avoid looking at his flannel-wrapped legs and the disconnecting way they moved beneath the blanket. He couldn’t help thinking about what Melanie had said to Lew about what was wrong with those legs …


	You don’t want to know.


	Canfield’s room was laid out exactly like Jack’s. In fact, it could have been Jack’s … except it had no weird green crates lying about.


	“Let’s see now,” Canfield said, grinning through his Hagar beard and motioning Jack to one of the chairs. “Where were we?” 


	He sat there snacking on fingernail and cuticle crudites as he regarded Jack with too-bright eyes. He seemed more wired up than usual. Salt-rimmed crescents darkened the armpits of his shirt.


	“Yesterday you and I were in the ‘Children of the Otherness’ zone—inhabited by you and Melanie Ehler,” Jack said. He settled into the chair, dropping to eye level with Canfield. “Later Roma said something about my supposedly being ‘marked by the Otherness.’” 


	“Not supposedly—the mark is there and you know it.” 


	You can see it too? Jack thought, stiffening. He shrugged with as much nonchalance as his tight muscles would allow.


	“Do I?” 


	“Of course you do. Open your shirt and I’ll prove it.” 


	“Sorry. Not on a first date.” 


	Canfield didn’t laugh. “What’s wrong? Does it disturb you that your scars might link you to me and my birth defects?” 


	Jack repressed a shudder as Canfield’s legs stirred under the blanket.


	“Whatever scars I have came along long after my birth. You told me yourself that your defects happened before you were born. I don’t see any connection.” 


	“Ah,” Canfield said, raising a well-chewed index finger. “But what made your scars? A creature, right?” 


	Jack stared at him. He knows too? Finally he said, “Where do you get your information?” 


	“About the Otherness creatures?” 


	Why doesn’t he call them by name? Jack wondered.


	“Yeah. How do you know about them?” 


	“Melanie and I sensed their presence last year. Just as I sensed those scars on your chest, we became aware of the Otherness creatures approaching from the east.” 


	That’s right, Jack thought. The rakoshi had come from the east … from India … by freighter.


	“I get the impression you never saw one.” 


	“I never had the honor. We searched, but we never could locate them.” 


	“Lucky for you.” 


	“I don’t see it that way. I could consider them almost … brothers. After all, they too were children of the Otherness, like Melanie and me, although they contained far more of the Otherness than either of us.” 


	“The Otherness … I’m getting real tired of that word.” 


	“Well, it’s a perfect name, really. The Otherness represents everything that’s not ‘us’—meaning the human race and the reality we inhabit. Melanie thinks it’s vampiric in a way, sucking the life—the spiritual life—out of everything it encounters. Monstrously dark times will ensue if and when it takes over.” 


	“And how would it manage that?” 


	“Sneak in when the other side’s not looking. It can’t charge in because the current landlord’s got it locked out, but it’s always there, hovering just beyond the threshold, keeping an eye on us, making tiny intrusions, creating strange, fearful manifestations, using its influence to sow discord, fear, and madness wherever and whenever it can.” 


	“Like through the folks downstairs?” 


	Canfield nodded. “Some people are more aware, others less, but each of us knows—I don’t care whether it’s in our preconscious, post-conscious, subconscious, in the most primitive corners of our hindbrains, in the very cells of our bodies, we all sense this battle raging. And that subliminal perception has been reflected in human religions since earliest recorded history: Horus and Set, the Titans and the Olympians, God and Satan. The war is out there, and it’s been going on since the beginning of time. We’re aware of it. We can sense the Otherness on the far side of the door, we can smell its hunger.” 


	“Okay. Fine. Let’s just say that’s true. How’s this … this evil Great Whatever screwing with things now?” 


	“It can influence certain susceptible individuals—’touched by the Otherness,’ as Melanie used to say.” 


	“Touched is right,” Jack said.


	Canfield smiled. “Interesting, isn’t it, that ‘touched’ has two meanings.” 


	Jack hadn’t thought of that, and thinking about it now was no comfort.


	“Keep going.” 


	“The willing susceptibles give in to the influence and go to work for it—they’re the ones behind all the discord and cover-ups.” 


	“Controlled by the Otherness.” 


	“Not so much controlled, as simpatico. They’re not taking orders, per se, but they feel a certain solidarity with its ethic.” 


	“Ethic? What ethic?” 


	“All right, perhaps ethic isn’t the best term. How about ‘esthetic’? Does that sit better? Whatever the term or the reason, they’re quite willing to inject as much chaos and discord as possible into everyday life. The unwilling fight back, but not without paying a price.” 


	“SESOUP folk, in other words.” 


	“Yes. They’re what we call ‘sensitives.’ For better or worse, their nervous systems are more attuned to the Otherness. Their minds have to make sense of the external will impinging on them and so they think they’re hearing voices, or come up with these wild-sounding theories.” 


	“Like gray aliens, reptoids, Majestic-12, the New World Order—” 


	“You’re thinking small: from Christianity and its Book of Revelations to the Hebrew Kaballah, to the Bhagavad Gita, they all come from the same place.” 


	“So in other words, there’s no shadow government trying to control our minds.” 


	Canfield shook his head. “You’re missing my point. I believe there is a shadow government with our worst interests at heart, but it’s not controlled by aliens or the UN or Satan, it’s run by people under the influence—note I said ‘influence,’ not ‘direction’—of the Otherness. Aliens, devils and the NWO are simply some of the masks worn by that single, nameless chaotic entity … the many faces of a single truth.” 


	“Melanie’s Grand Unification … ” Jack said.


	“Exactly. But this conference is a unification of sorts too. The members of SESOUP are particularly sensitive to the Otherness, that’s why membership is so selective. And now they’re all gathered here, packed into a single structure, each one of them a lens of sorts, perceiving the Otherness, and focusing it, distilling it. Surely you’ve noticed the charged atmosphere in the hotel?” 


	“Sort of. But focusing it for what purpose?” 


	“Only time will tell. We must believe now, but soon we shall have proof.” 


	“Proof?” Jack said. “Real hard proof? That’d be refreshing.” 


	“Your scars are a form of proof, wouldn’t you say?” 


	Jack was glad to get back to the subject of his scars. He remembered something Canfield had said.


	“You mentioned that you and Melanie ‘sensed’ the creatures. You ‘sensed’ they were in New York but you didn’t know where they came from.” 


	“Of course we did. They came from the Otherness.” 


	“I mean, what country.” 


	“Country? What is a country but an artificial boundary agreed on by ephemeral governments.” 


	“And I’ll bet you don’t know what they were called, either.” 


	“What’s in a name? Just a label attached by some primitive people. All that matters is that the creatures were fashioned ages ago by the Otherness, and they carry the Otherness in them.” 


	Odd. He seemed to know the big picture, but not the details.


	“Carried,” Jack said. “Past tense. They became fried fish food at the bottom of New York Harbor.” 


	Canfield nodded. “Yes. I remember waking from a nightmare about their death agonies. When I read about the ship that had burned in the harbor, I guessed that was what had happened.” He shook his head. “Such a shame.” 


	“Shame, hell. Probably the best thing I ever did.” 


	Canfield stared at him. Jack couldn’t read his expression through all that hair. When he spoke his voice was just above a whisper.


	“You? You’re the one who killed the Otherness creatures?” 


	Something in Canfield’s wide eyes made Jack uneasy.


	“Yeah, well, somebody had to do it. They happened to pick on the wrong little girl for their next meal.” 


	“Then it’s no wonder you’re here. You are involved … more deeply than you can possibly imagine.” 


	“Involved in what?” 


	“In Melanie’s Grand Unification Theory. The Otherness creatures are part of it, I’m sure, and therefore so are you.” 


	“Whoopee,” Jack said. “And does her theory involve weird contraptions as well?” 


	“You mean machines? I don’t think so. Why?” 


	“Well, I’ve got a couple of crates of parts sitting in my room. I don’t know why they’re there—I don’t even know how they got there—but I’ve got a funny feeling their appearance is somehow connected to Melanie’s disappearance.” 


	“I can’t imagine how. You mean, you don’t know who sent them or where they’re from?” 


	“Tulsa, I think. North Tulsa.” 


	Canfield grinned. “Ever been to Tulsa?” 


	“No.” 


	“I have. It’s not big enough to have a ‘north.’” 


	“Maybe it was something else then. All I know is the plans for assembling this gizmo are printed inside the lid, and I saw ‘N. Tulsa’ scribbled along an edge.” 


	“N. Tulsa … ” Canfield said softly. “N. Tul—” Suddenly he straightened in his wheelchair. “Dear God! It couldn’t have been ‘Tesla,’ could it?” 


	Jack tried to picture the lid. “Could have been. It was kind of scrawled and I didn’t pay that much attention because—” 


	Canfield was wheeling toward the door. “Let’s go!” 


	“Where?” 


	“Your room. I want to see this myself.” 


	Jack wasn’t crazy about a guest in his room, but if Canfield knew something about those crates …


	“Where’s Tesla?” Jack said as they took the elevator down one stop.


	“Not where—who. I can’t believe you’ve never heard of him.” 


	“Believe it. Who is Tesla?” 


	“A long story, not worth telling if I’m wrong.” 


	Jack followed him to his own room. A disturbing thought struck him as he was unlocking the door.


	“How come you know where my room is?” 


	Canfield smiled. “After I sensed those scars on you, I made it my business to find out. And I’m sure I’m not alone. Probably half the people here know where you’re staying.” 


	“Why the hell should they care?” 


	“Because you’re an unknown quantity. Some may suspect you’re with the CIA, some may think you were sent by MJ-12, or maybe even an agent of the devil.” 


	“Swell.” 


	“You’re surrounded by people who believe that nothing is as it seems. What did you expect?” 


	“You’ve got a point there.” 


	That does it, he thought. This was like his worst nightmare. First thing in the morning, I’m out of here.


	Jack had left the lights on, and allowed Canfield to precede him into the room. The crates lay open on the floor dead ahead, and Canfield rolled directly to them. He picked up one of the lids, scanned its inner surface.


	“The other one,” Jack said.


	Canfield checked that one and slapped his hand against it when he found what he was looking for.


	“Yes!” he cried, his voice an octave higher than usual. “It’s him! Nikola Tesla!” 


	Jack read over his shoulder. Now that he really looked, he could see that the scrawl was “N. Tesla.” 


	“Okay. So who is Nikola Tesla?” 


	“One of the great geniuses and inventors of the last three or four generations. Right up there with Edison and Marconi.” 


	“I’ve heard of Edison and Marconi,” Jack said. “Never heard of Tesla.” 


	“Ever had an MRI?” 


	Jack leaned back against the writing table. “You mean that X-ray thing? No.” 


	“First off, it’s not an X ray. It’s magnetic resonance imaging—M-R-I, get it? And the units of magnetism it uses are called ‘Teslas’—one Tesla equals ten thousand Gauss—named after Nikola Tesla.” 


	Jack was trying hard to be impressed. “Oh. Okay. But why is this genius inventor sending me stuff?” 


	“He’s not. He died in 1943.” 


	“I’m not happy to hear that a dead man is sending me boxes,” Jack said.


	Canfield rolled his eyes. “Somebody sent you these crates, but I don’t believe for a moment it was Nikola Tesla. He was unquestionably a genius, but he didn’t invent a way to come back from death. He was in his late twenties in the 1880s when he arrived here from Yugoslavia, and barely into his thirties when he perfected the polyphase alternating current power system. He sold the patents to Westinghouse for a million bucks—real money in those days, but still a bargain for Westinghouse. Today, every house, every appliance in the country uses AC power.” 


	Now Jack was impressed. “So this was a real guy, then—not one of these make-believe SESOUP bogeymen?” 


	“Very real. But as he got older his ideas became more and more bizarre. He started talking about free energy, cosmic ray motors, earthquake generators, and death rays. Lots of fictional mad scientists were inspired by Tesla.” 


	Something about death rays and mad scientists clicked in Jack’s brain.


	“The Invisible Ray,” he said.


	“Pardon?” 


	“An old Universal horror flick. Haven’t seen it in ages, but I remember Boris Karloff playing a mad scientist with a death ray.” 


	“Was he made up with bushy hair and a thick mustache?” 


	“As a matter of fact, yes. And he had an Eastern European name—Janos, or something.” 


	“There you go: That was Nikola Tesla all the way. He lived in the Waldorf and had an experimental lab out on Long Island at the turn of the century where he was trying to perfect broadcast power.” 


	“Broadcast power?” Jack said.


	“Yes. You’ve heard of it?” 


	Jack only nodded. Heard of it? He’d seen it in action.


	“Anyway,” Canfield continued, “Tesla starting building this tower way out on Long Island in a little town called Wardenclyffe … ” 


	Canfield’s voice trailed off as his face went pale.


	“Wardenclyffe, Long Island?” Jack said. “Never heard of it.” 


	“That’s because it doesn’t exist anymore,” Canfield said slowly. “It was absorbed by another town. It’s now part of Shoreham.” 


	Jack felt a cold tingle rush down his spine. “Shoreham? That’s where Lew and Melanie live.” 


	“Exactly.” Canfield slapped a palm against his forehead. “Why didn’t I see this before? All these years I’ve never understood why Melanie left Monroe to live in Shoreham, but now it’s clear. She’s been living near Tesla’s old property. She must have thought some of his wilder theories and never-executed plans had to do with the Otherness.” 


	Jack remembered what Lew had told him that first day out in their house in Shoreham.


	“Lew said she was buying and selling real estate, saying it had something to do with her ‘research.’” 


	“I knew it!” 


	“He said she’d buy a place, hire some guys to dig up the yard, then resell it.” 


	Canfield was leaning forward. “Did he say where she’d buy these places?” 


	“Yeah. Always in the same development … along some road … ” Damn. He couldn’t remember the name.


	“Randall Road?’


	“You got it.” 


	“Yes!” Canfield pumped his fist in the air. “Tesla’s property ran along Randall Road in Wardenclyffe! That’s where he built his famous tower. The old brick building that housed his electrical lab is still standing. No question about it. Melanie was definitely searching for old Tesla documents.” 


	“You think she found something?” 


	“Most definitely.” He nodded and pointed to the crates. “And I think it’s sitting right in front of us.” 


	“You think Melanie sent this stuff?” 


	“I do.” 


	“But why to me? Why not to you?” 


	Only Repairman Jack can find me. Only he will understand.


	Was that why?


	“I wish I knew,” Canfield said. He sounded hurt. “I certainly wouldn’t have left it sitting around for days. I can tell you that.” 


	“Really. What would you have done?” 


	“Assembled it, of course.” 


	“Maybe she thought you might have … ” He glanced at Canfield’s blanket-wrapped lower body. “You know … trouble putting it together.” 


	“Maybe,” he said. He seemed cheered by the thought. “And she was probably right. But now there’s two of us, so let’s get to it.” 


	“Whoa. We don’t know what this thing is, or what it does. We don’t know how it got here and we don’t even know for sure it’s from Melanie.” 


	“It’s from Melanie,” he said. “I’m sure of it.” 


	Jack wasn’t sure of anything about these crates. Assembling the pieces might seem like the next logical step, but something inside him wasn’t too keen on taking it.


	“I only have one wrench and a couple of screwdrivers. We’ll need—” 


	“Never fear,” Canfield said, reaching around the back of his wheelchair. He removed a tool kit from the pouch back there. “I never travel without this. Let’s get to work.” 


	Still Jack hesitated. He could buy that this contraption was linked to Melanie, but he was far from convinced she’d sent it. Figuring there was safety in numbers, he decided to get some other people involved.


	He pulled Kenway’s pager number from his wallet and started dialing.


	“What are you doing?” Canfield said.


	“Calling in some help.” 


	“We don’t need help.” 


	“Look at all those pieces. Sure we do.” 


	“Who are you calling?” 


	“Miles Kenway.” 


	“No!” He seemed genuinely upset. “Not him!” 


	“Why not? What’s that old expression? Many hands lighten the load.” 


	“He won’t understand.” 


	“Then we’ll explain it to him.” 


	When Kenway’s beeper service picked up, Jack left a simple message: “Call Jack. Urgent.” He was sure Kenway knew his room number. Everyone else seemed to.


	“You shouldn’t have done that,” Canfield said, almost sulking. “Kenway doesn’t belong here.” 


	What’s his problem? Jack wondered.


	“He doesn’t, but you do? How’d you reach that conclusion? The crates wound up in my room, remember?” 


	“He isn’t part of this. We are.” 


	“If what you’ve said is true, we’re all part of this—whatever ‘this’ might be.” 


	The phone rang. It was Kenway.


	“Get up to my room,” Jack told him. “I’ve got something to show you.” 


	“Be right up,” Kenway said. “And brother, have I got something to show you.” 


	“Bring Zaleski,” Jack told him. “And if you’ve got any tools, bring them along too.” 


	“Will do.” 


	Canfield groaned as Jack hung up the phone. “Not Zaleski too!” 


	“The more the merrier, I figure,” Jack said as he dialed Lew’s room number.


	“Who now?” Canfield said. “Olive Farina?” 


	“Olive?” Jack said, watching Canfield closely. “She’s been found?” 


	“No. Where have you been? She still hasn’t shown up. A missing person report has been filed. Everybody’s still looking for her.” 


	Jack sensed that Canfield didn’t know any more about Olive than he was saying.


	No answer at Lew’s room.


	“I was going to ask Lew Ehler too,” Jack said, hanging up. “But I guess he’s gone back to Shoreham.” 


	“Just as well.” Canfield grunted with annoyance. “Zaleski and Kenway will be more than enough to handle. Whatever you do, don’t mention the Otherness or that this device may be a link to it.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Because proof of the existence of the Otherness will expose Zaleski’s UFO’s and aliens and Kenway’s New World Order for the shams they are. Who knows how they’ll react. They might not be able to handle it.” He pounded his fist on the armrest of his wheelchair. “I wish you hadn’t called them!” 


	“Relax,” Jack told him. “We’ll order pizza and beer. We’ll make this a party. Like a mini barn raising. You’ll see. It’ll be fun.” 
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	Kenway and Zaleski arrived less than fifteen minutes later. They both knew Canfield who finally seemed to have resigned himself to sharing the stage with the two newcomers.


	“Take a gander at this.” Kenway said, holding out a folded sheet of fax paper.


	Jack opened the flimsy sheet and stared at the photo of a portly young man, blond, with a fuzzy attempt at a beard.


	“Our mutual friend, I presume?” 


	“Exactly!” Kenway’s grin was shark-like, his gray crewcut more bristly than ever as he took back the fax. “Oh, brother, is the shit ever gonna hit the fan when I pass this around tomorrow. I knew there was something phony about our fearless leader!” 


	Zaleski tried to get a look. “Who? Roma? What’ve you got there?” 


	“You’ll find out tomorrow,” Kenway said.


	Jack’s thoughts drifted as they argued. If Roma was a bogus identity, who was the guy running the show? Why had he created SESOUP and organized this meeting? Was he connected to Melanie’s disappearance? To these boxes? And if so, why had they wound up with Jack, when he hadn’t even known he was coming until the night before?


	Jack’s head was spinning.


	“Whatever,” Zaleski finally said to Kenway, then grinned at Jack as he displayed an elaborate ratchet set. “You want tools, man? We got tools. What the fuck for?” 


	Jack explained what he could. Neither of them needed any introduction to Nikola Tesla, it seemed. Zaleski and Kenway were awed by the prospect of assembling a contraption designed by him.


	They divided the workload. Jack and Zaleski would assemble the base while Kenway and Canfield tackled the dome. The contents of each crate were dumped onto one of the two double beds, and they had just begun to work when Canfield lifted his hand.


	“Shhh! What’s that?” 


	Jack listened. Something scratching at his door. He went to the peephole but saw nothing. Yet the sound persisted. He pulled open the door—


	And Roma’s monkey scampered in.


	“Get that fucking oversized rodent outta here!” Zaleski shouted, tossing a pillow at the monkey.


	It screeched and dodged the pillow, scampered a single circuit of the room, then fled. Jack slammed the door after it.


	“Don’t let that damn thing in again!” Zaleski cried, brushing his hair off his forehead. “Little fucker gives me the creeps.” 


	“For once we agree on something,” Kenway said. “It shouldn’t be allowed to run free.” 


	Jack was remembering what Olive had told him about that monkey, how she’d overheard it talking to Roma … or whoever he was.


	“Let’s get back to business,” Canfield said.


	“Tesla got royally screwed by J. P. Morgan, you know,” Kenway said after a few minutes. “Morgan promised to fund his broadcast power project back at the turn of the century. He let Tesla get the Wardenclyffe tower three-quarters built—” 


	“That would be out on Long Island?” Jack said, glancing at Canfield.


	“Yes, of course,” Kenway said. “Morgan let him get to a certain point, then suddenly pulled the financial rug out from under him.” 


	“Why do that?” Jack said. “Broadcast power would be worth zillions.” 


	“Because Morgan was one of the bankrollers of the One World conspiracy, and he and his fellows came to realize that a cheap energy source like Tesla’s broadcast power would rev all the world’s economies into high gear. They figured that once the secret was out, they’d lose control of those economies. Tesla had a mysterious breakdown somewhere around 1908 and was never quite the same after.” 


	“Bullshit,” Zaleski said from the other side of the room. “He had a breakdown in 1908, but it wasn’t caused by no J. P. fucking Morgan. Tesla had an in on alien technology, that’s why he made all his breakthroughs.” 


	Jack glanced again at Canfield who mouthed, I warned you.


	“Back in 1908, with Morgan pulling the plug on his finances, Tesla needed a dramatic demonstration that his Wardenclyffe tower worked. Peary was making a second try to reach the North Pole at the time, so Tesla contacted the expedition and said they should be on the lookout for an unusual occurrence. On June 30, he aimed a beam of energy from Wardenclyffe to an arctic area where the explosion would be seen by the Perry team. But nothing happened. He thought he’d failed. Then he heard about Tunguska.” 


	“What’s Tunguska?” Jack asked.


	“A place in Siberia,” Canfield said. “Half a million square acres of forest were utterly destroyed by a mysterious cataclysmic explosion on June 30, 1908.” 


	“Right!” Zaleski said. “The same day as Tesla’s demonstration. And Tunguska is on the same longitudinal line as Peary’s base camp.” 


	“Researchers have estimated the force of the blast at fifteen megatons,” Canfield added. “The boom was heard over six hundred miles away. It’s never been explained.” 


	Zaleski grinned. “But Old Nik knew the truth. His beam had overshot its mark.” 


	
“It was a meteor!” Kenway said.


	“Really?” Zaleski’s eyebrows floated halfway to his hairline. “Then how come no meteor fragments were ever found?” 


	“An antimatter meteor,” Kenway said, not backing down an inch. “When antimatter meets matter, there’s cataclysmic destruction, with total annihilation of one or the other.” 


	“Uh-uh, Miles, old boy. Tesla did it, and the total awesomeness of the destructive power he’d unleashed blew his circuits. He had a nervous breakdown.” 


	“Wrong,” Kenway said. “J. P. Morgan’s betrayal caused the breakdown.” 


	“Gentlemen, please,” Canfield said. “We’re not going to decide this here. Suffice it to way that something happened to cause Tesla to stop communicating with people for a while and to sell his land and dismantle his tower. Let’s just say that Nicola Tesla was never the same after 1908 and leave it at that.” 


	“All right,” Kenway said. “As long as there’s no more talk about alien technology.” 


	“Or New World Order bullshit,” Zaleski said.


	“Can we just build this damn thing!” Jack snapped. “I don’t want to be at it all night.” 


	He avoided looking at Canfield. Maybe he’d been right. Maybe including these two had been a bad idea.
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	“They’re assembling it!” Mauricio cried as he rushed into the room. “And as I was listening at the door I heard Miles Ken way say something about a ‘our fearless leader’ being a ‘phony!’ It’s all falling apart!” 


	“Keep calm,” Roma said. “We knew the deception would not last forever.” 


	Sal Roma—he’d immersed himself in the character so deeply that he’d become comfortable with the name. Might as well keep up the pretense. He didn’t care what name he was known by, as long as it was not his own.


	“But this is too close. And we do not have the device—they do!” 


	“Just who is ‘they?’” 


	“Canfield, Kenway, Zaleski, and the stranger.” 


	“Quite a crew. I wonder if this was what Canfield wanted to see me about—that he had learned about the device?” 


	“Who cares why he wanted to see you?” Mauricio screeched. “The device is ours! We are supposed to use it!” 


	“And we shall, dear friend. Without the bother of assembling it ourselves. This is all working out very nicely.” 


	“You are insane! The plan was—” 


	“Hush now, Mauricio, before you anger me. The plan is heading for the right place, it is simply taking a different course—I do not know why that is, but in good time I am sure I shall. We need only watch and follow, and step in when it is to our advantage.” 


	Mauricio crouched on the bedspread, and wrapped his thin arms around his folded legs. His sulking pose. “This will come to a bad end, I tell you.” 


	“A bad end … ” Roma smiled. “That is the whole point, is it not?” 


	SUNDAY
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	Assembling the Tesla gizmo turned out to be a much more complicated chore than Jack had anticipated, especially the dome. It was close to two A.M. when they finished.


	The beds had been pushed aside and now a five-foot oil derrick topped with a giant, warty mushroom cap stood in the middle of the floor.


	One weird-looking contraption, Jack thought.


	Something about it gave him the willies.


	Nothing terribly strange about the eight-legged base. A bitch to assemble with all those crisscrossing struts, but it functioned as nothing more than a supporting framework. The dome was a whole other story. Curved sheets of shiny copper studded with dozens of smaller copper globes, larger toward the perimeter, and getting progressively smaller as they neared the center.


	Jack could almost go along with Zaleski about its having been inspired by alien technology. He’d never seen anything like it.


	“This looks a lot like the Wardenclyffe tower,” Zaleski said in an awed tone.


	“Tesla never finished the tower,” Kenway said.


	“So we’ve been told,” Zaleski replied. “But I’ve seen renderings of how it was supposed to look, and this is it.” 


	“Swell,” Jack said. “But what’s it supposed to do? Broadcast energy? Blow up Siberian woods? What?” 


	“I doubt we’ll know that until it’s finished,” Canfield said.


	Kenway tapped one of the gizmo’s legs with his booted toe. “What do you mean? It is finished.” 


	“Not according to this.” Canfield held up one of the lids and pointed to the diagram of the dome. “See here? There’s supposed to be some sort of light bulb or something in the top center of the dome. Has anybody come across anything like that tonight?” 


	Jack shook his head, and saw Zaleski and Kenway doing the same.


	“Kee-rist!” Zaleski said. “Isn’t that fucking typical? Just like the model kits I used to get when I was a kid—always a piece missing.” 


	“You sure that’s a bulb?” Kenway said, taking the lid from Canfield. He pulled out a pair of reading glasses and studied the diagram more closely. “Looks more like some sort of crystal to me.” 


	“Lemme see that,” Zaleski said. He peered closely, tilting the lid back and forth. “For once I agree with you, Miles. Look at the facets there. That’s definitely some sort of crystal. Big one, I’d guess.” 


	“Anyone seen a large crystal anywhere?” Canfield said, lifting and shaking the spread on the nearest bed.


	“I have,” Jack said, wondering at the surges of excitement suddenly pulsing through him as he remembered a basement … and an old desk … and on it, three large, oblong, amber quartz crystals …


	“Where?” Kenway said.


	“Out on Long Island … in a little town called Monroe.” 
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	Jack checked out the moonless sky as he followed Ken way’s pickup truck north along Glen Cove Road. Dawn was still hours away and they were all headed for Monroe.


	But what a job to get to this point.


	First the debate on whether or not to send someone out to fetch a crystal and bring it back. Eventually it was decided that that would take too long, so they all agreed to haul the mini Tesla tower out to Monroe. Canfield, still convinced that the crates had come from Melanie, said that seemed fitting.


	But how to get it there?


	Canfield reluctantly volunteered the back of his specially outfitted van—reluctantly because he didn’t see any need for Kenway and Zaleski to come; he and Jack could handle everything just fine.


	But no way were Kenway and Zaleski going along with that.


	So they separated the dome from the tower and loaded both sections into the back of the van.


	But that wasn’t the end of it. Zaleski didn’t want to ride in Kenway’s truck, Kenway didn’t want to ride in Zaleski’s car. Neither wanted to ride in Canfield’s van, and Jack had had enough of them all for one night.


	Finally they got underway—a four-car caravan with Canfield in the lead, chugging through the wee hours of Sunday morning. At least they had the road pretty much to themselves.


	Jack felt a raw uneasiness wriggling through his gut, a vague awareness that he was riding toward big trouble. But he couldn’t turn back now. He sensed that the end game was at hand, and wanted this crazy weird gig over and done with—tonight.


	He’d tried to call Lew out in Shoreham to tell him where they were going and ask him if he wanted to meet them in Monroe. But all he’d reached was the Ehler answering machine. He’d tried Lew’s hotel room again, but still no answer.


	So where was Lew? Not with Olive, Jack hoped.
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	The first thing Jack noticed about Melanie’s family home was that the lights were on. The second was Lew’s Lexus by the garage—he spotted that when Canfield’s headlights raked the front yard as he turned his van into the driveway.


	As Zaleski and Kenway pulled into the curb, Jack drove past the house and parked at the corner of the property, near where he’d spotted the black sedan pulling away after his first visit to the house. He got out and looked around, zipping his warm-up top against the chill. No other cars on the street besides the ones he’d come with.


	Satisfied they hadn’t been followed, he walked over Zaleski and Kenway who were watching Canfield lower himself and his wheelchair to the ground on the special elevator platform built into his van.


	“Wait here,” Jack told them. “I think Lew’s in the house. Let me check first.” 


	He stepped up to the front door and found it unlocked. He pushed it open and entered the living room.


	“Lew?” he called.


	No answer. He started forward, but a sound—an odd, rasping clink—stopped him. He paused, listening, and heard it again. And again. Slow and rhythmic … coming from below …


	Jack slipped through the dining room and kitchen and stopped at the head of the cellar steps. The lights were on below, and no doubt about it—the clinking was coming from down there. Along with another sound.


	Sobbing.


	Just to be on the safe side, Jack pulled the Semmerling as he crept down the stairs. He pocketed it when he saw Lew Ehler kneeling on the basement floor. Lew’s back was to Jack, he clutched a heavy pickax, and was chipping away at the concrete around the embedded rope ladder.


	He jumped when Jack touched his shoulder.


	“Wha—?” he cried, looking up at Jack with a tear-streaked face.


	“Hey, Lew,” Jack said softly. “What’s up?” 


	“It’s Melanie,” he sobbed. “She’s down there! I know she’s down there and I can’t reach her!” 


	“Easy, guy,” Jack said, hooking a hand under Lew’s arm and helping him to his feet. “Come on. Get a grip, okay. You’re not going to find her that way.” 


	He felt the scars on his chest begin to itch again. What was it with this cellar?


	Lew let the pickax fall into the shallow depression he’d chipped in the concrete. As Jack bent to retrieve it, he noticed again the scorch marks around the ladder … eight of them …


	And eight legs on the Tesla contraption.


	Suddenly excited, he guided Lew to the chair by the desk—and yes, the big amber crystals were still there, all three of them—then ran upstairs to find the others.


	Outside in the front yard, it took Jack’s eyes a few seconds to adjust to the darkness. He saw that Canfield’s van had been backed onto the lawn. Canfield was watching Kenway and Zaleski as they offloaded the mini tower from the rear.


	“Where we going to set this up?” Zaleski said.


	“I think I know just the place. Come inside and see if you agree.” 


	They left the tower in the van and headed for the house. The three of them lifted Canfield and his wheelchair up the front steps and inside.


	“Boy, does this bring back memories,” he said as he rolled through the living room. “Where to?” 


	“The basement,” Jack said.


	“There’s nothing down there.” 


	Canfield’s voice didn’t ring quite true. Did he know more about this than he was letting on?


	“You’re sure of that?” Jack said.


	They carried Canfield and his chair down the stairs. Lew leaped to his feet when he saw them, his expression shocked.


	“What’s going on?” he said.


	“I’ll explain in a minute, Lew,” Jack told him.


	He led the others over to the spot where Lew had been working with the pickax.


	“What the fuck?” Zaleski said, squatting and tugging on the rope ladder where it disappeared into the cement.


	Kenway stood next to him, hands on hips. “Most unusual.” 


	“But that’s only part of it,” Jack said. He touched a number of the scorches with the toe of his sneaker. “Check this out. Eight marks in a rough circle. Can anybody think of anything we’ve seen recently with an eight-legged, roughly circular base?” 


	Canfield cried, “I knew it was from Melanie!” 


	“Melanie?” Lew said, pushing his way into the ring. “What’s from Melanie?” 


	“Explain it to him,” Jack told Canfield, “while we get the gizmo.” 


	He led Zaleski and Ken way back to the van. Zaleski carried the dome on his own, while Jack and Kenway shared the larger, heavier, ungainly load of the derrick-like base.


	Lew grabbed hold of the base as they eased it down the basement steps.


	“Can it be true?” he said to Jack. He had hope in his eyes, and his face wore the closest thing to a smile Jack had seen for days. Obviously Canfield had given Lew his own slant on the origin of the crates. “Is this really from Melanie?” 


	“I’m going to have to reserve judgment on that, Lew.” 


	Zaleski leaned the dome against the couch, then he helped Jack and Kenway guide the tower base toward the chipped concrete and set it down over the end of the ladder. A few minor adjustments in positioning and …


	“I’ll be damned,” Kenway said. “You were right.” 


	The feet of the tower’s eight vertical supports fit perfectly over the eight scorch marks.


	“Yeah,” Jack said, feeling a growing uneasiness. “But I’m not sure I’m all that glad.” 


	“Why not?” Canfield said. He cradled the big amber crystals in his blanketed lap.


	“Well, for one thing, it’s kind of obvious that another contraption just like this one was positioned here before. Where is it now? The question wouldn’t bother me except for the fact that all we have left of the first are these marks that have been burned into the concrete.” 


	“No scorch marks on the ceiling, though,” Canfield said. “Nor on the furniture.” 


	Good point, Jack thought. It made him feel a little better, but not a whole hell of a lot.


	Zaleski stepped over to the couch and hefted an edge of the dome. “Let’s get this sucker attached and see what happens.” 


	Jack removed his warm-up jacket and dropped it onto the couch. He gripped the other side of the dome; together they raised it and set it on the base. A few minutes of tightening nuts and bolts, and the mini Tesla tower was reassembled. Light from the naked incandescents overhead gleamed off the dome’s rows of copper globes.


	“And now for the final piece,” Canfield said, holding up one of the crystals.


	“You really think that’s all it’ll take?” Jack said.


	Canfield looked at him. “You have doubts?” 


	Jack pointed to the tower. “Where do we plug it in?” 


	“Tesla theorized that energy could be gathered free from the atmosphere,” Kenway said. “That was why he was such a threat to the One-Worlders.” 


	“Fine,” Jack said, shrugging. “But a crystal? It seems so … so New Agey. It’s just a pretty rock.” 


	“Not just any rock,” Canfield said, twisting the crystal back and forth to catch the light. “It’s quartz—which has piezoelectric properties. You’ve heard of crystal radios, I assume?” 


	“Sure.” 


	“And how many rocks do you know that can rotate the plane of polarized light? Trust me, a crystal is a lot more than ‘just a pretty rock.’” 


	“Enough bullshitting,” Zaleski said, grabbing the crystal from Canfield’s hand. “Let’s do it.” 


	Standing on tiptoe, he inserted the crystal into the top center of the dome.


	“Perfect fit,” he said, then stepped back.


	Jack did him one better. He retreated all the way to the steps. He didn’t trust this thing. All he knew about this Nikola Tesla guy was what he’d been told, and one of the stories involved destroying half a million acres of forest on the far side of the North Pole.


	Come to think of it, the stairs weren’t nearly as far away as he would have liked. Albany might not even be far enough. But he stayed where he was and watched.


	Nothing happened.


	That didn’t seem to faze the others. They kept waiting patiently in a rough semicircle.


	Jack backed up a little more and seated himself on one of the steps.


	How long do we wait before we call this a bust? he wondered.


	Then he sensed a change in the cellar. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but he could feel the hairs rising along his bare arms. Not from fear or alarm, but from the charge that seemed to fill the air. A little like what he’d felt in the hotel, but stronger, more concentrated.


	Jack wasn’t the only one to notice. He saw Ken way rubbing his arms, tugging at his shirt collar.


	“Do you feel it?” Canfield said, grinning.


	The lights flickered.


	Lew looked around. “Did anyone just see … ?” 


	The others nodded silently.


	Then all four sixty-watt bulbs in the ceiling dimmed to about thirty—and stayed dimmed. As they lost power, the crystal atop the dome began to pulse with a faint amber light.


	The air became more highly charged, and then the mini tower began to hum, low at first, but steadily rising in pitch. Jack saw the semicircle widen as all but Kenway eased back.


	Where’s that thing getting its power? he wondered, tensing on the steps. He didn’t like this one bit.


	The crystal pulsed more brightly, strobing distorted shadows against the walls; the hum rose further in pitch as the pulses cycled faster and faster, finally merging into a steady glow.


	And then the tower began to rise off the floor.


	“Holy shit!” Zaleski said. “This is too fucking much!” 


	Kenway looked grim, Lew looked puzzled, and Canfield … Canfield looked absolutely rapt.


	It continued to rise—one inch … two … six … a foot …


	Jack sat frozen, bloodless. This was no trick. No invisible wires on that thing. He’d set it up himself. The tower was really and truly floating in the air.


	“Didn’t I tell you, soldier boy?” Zaleski said, clapping Kenway on the shoulder. “Alien technology! This is how they make their saucers go!” 


	Kenway said nothing, but his quick glance at Zaleski was pure malice.


	Jack fought the urge to pack it in and head for his car. The crawling sensation in his gut was more intense than ever, telling him he wasn’t needed here, and didn’t even belong here.


	This isn’t what you were hired for. Get out while you can.


	The tower rose until the blazing crystal set in its dome was poised between two rafters. And then it simply hung there.


	Jack felt a cool breeze against this back. Had somebody opened a door upstairs? He was about to get up to go look when Canfield’s shout stopped him.


	“Look!” he cried. He was pointing at the floor.


	“Good Lord!” Kenway said, finally retreating a step.


	A hole was opening. The concrete wasn’t melting or crumbling, it was simply fading away. But no dirt was visible beneath, just … hole. And the wider it got, the stronger the breeze against Jack’s back, rushing toward the opening.


	“Good God!” Lew said. “What is it?” 


	“What’s it look like?” Zaleski said without looking up. “A pizza? It’s a fucking hole.” 


	A hole …


	Jack gripped the edges of the step that supported him. His dreams the past two nights had been nightmares about a hole … one that looked like it wanted to gobble up the world.


	“Hey, guys,” he said, “I think we should call this off.” 


	“Relax, Jack,” Kenway said. “You won’t fall in from there.” 


	Idiot, Jack thought. “What if it keeps enlarging?” 


	“I gotta feeling this ain’t the first time this hole has opened,” Zaleski said. “And the house is still here, ain’t it?” 


	Jack watched with mounting alarm as the hole kept expanding, widening until the concrete entrapping the rope ladder disappeared, leaving it hanging free over the rim and dangling into the opening.


	And then it stopped enlarging.


	Jack sagged with relief.


	“I think that’s it,” Zaleski said.


	Kenway leaned his body forward but kept his feet where they were. “How deep, I wonder?” 


	Zaleski inched forward, shuffling his feet nearer and nearer to the edge. “Only one way to find out.” 


	He stopped with his toes perhaps half a foot from the rim, then craned his neck to peer over the edge.


	“I see some light way down there and—holy shit!” He jumped back from the edge.


	“What?” Lew said. “What’s wrong?” 


	“Look!” Canfield said, pointing to the ladder.


	The ropes were moving, vibrating as they stretched over the rim.


	“Something’s coming,” Zaleski said. “Climbing the ladder.” 


	I hope he means someone, Jack thought, backing up another tread on the steps.


	He sensed something ugly, something sinister slipping from that hole and coiling through the cellar. He held his breath as the gyrations of the ropes grew more pronounced, and then a single black talon rose above floor level and hooked onto the concrete … followed by a head … a dark-haired human head … with a woman’s face …


	“Melanie!” Lew cried and rushed forward.


	He grabbed her arms and lifted her from the opening. Then he wrapped her in a bear hug that left her shoes a good foot off the floor.


	“Oh, Mel, Mel!” he sobbed. “I’ve been so worried. Thank God, you’re back! Thank God!” 


	Jack couldn’t see Melanie’s face, but her arms didn’t seem to be returning Lew’s hug with anywhere near his fervor. Especially the left arm …


	This was the first time Jack had seen Melanie’s deformed forearm, and it wasn’t what he’d expected. It seemed a little thinner than the right as it tapered down to the wrist; beyond that it stayed rounded instead of flattening into a palm. Lew had told him that all the fingernails had fused, leaving her with one large thick nail. But Jack hadn’t pictured this big, sharp, black claw.


	She’d supposedly kept it bandaged in public, and now Jack could see why. It was wicked looking.


	“Lewis, please,” Melanie said in a strained voice. “You’re crushing me.” 


	He released her. “Sorry,” he said, wiping his eyes. “It’s just that I’ve missed you so.” 


	“You two can snuggle later,” Zaleski said. He indicated the hole and the still floating tower. “What is all this, Melanie? And where the hell have you been?” 


	“Home,” she whispered. A strange fevered glow lit in her eyes as she said the word.


	Jack eased down the steps for a closer look. Finally he was getting to see the notorious Melanie Ehler in the flesh. She seemed far more intense than her photographs had indicated. Her hair was darker, her black eyebrows thicker, and her thin lips were split into the rapturous grin of a zealot who’d just heard the voice of God.


	“Not here,” Kenway said. He pointed to the hole. “What’s down there?” 


	“Home,” she repeated, then turned to Frayne. “It worked. I’ve found the way to the Otherness. We can go home now.” 


	Canfield clasped his hands together and looked as if he was going to puddle up along with Lew.


	“Mel,” Lew said, pointing to her arm. “What happened to your nail?” 


	“It changed,” she said, raising her black talon to eye level. “As soon as I got there it changed shape and color … to the way it’s supposed to look.” 


	She looked around and Jack felt something like an electric shock as her gaze locked on him.


	“And you must be Repairman Jack,” she said.


	Jack stepped off the steps onto the floor. “Just Jack’ll do.” 


	He glanced at the others, but the “Repairman” remark didn’t seem to have registered. They were all still fixated on that hole. Good.


	“Thank you so much,” she said, stepping forward and extending her hand. “I knew you were the right man for the job.” 


	Jack was about to protest that he’d done very little when Melanie’s touch stopped him. Her hand was cold.


	“Come on, Melanie,” Zaleski said. “Enough with this ‘home’ shit. What’s going on?” 


	She stepped back to where she could face everyone. “I’ve found a gateway to the Otherness,” she said.


	Kenway snorted. “The what?” 


	“It would take too long to explain fully,” she said, “and I’ve neither the time nor the inclination. Suffice it to say that the single solution to all the mysteries that have plagued you, the answer you’ve spent so many years searching for, lies on the far side of that opening.” 


	Jack had heard all this from Roma and Canfield. Hadn’t believed a word of it before, but now …


	He hooked his arm around the support column at the foot of the stairs and looked around. He still sensed something nasty in the air. Was he the only one?


	“Is this that ‘Grand Unification’ thing you’ve been talking us to death about?” Zaleski said.


	“Yes, Jim,” she said with a small, tolerant smile. “It’s all there. The secrets behind your UFOs and Majestic-12.” 


	“Yeah, right.” 


	She turned to Kenway. “And for you, Miles … the identity—and the real agenda—of the power behind the New World Order conspiracy.” 


	“I sincerely doubt that,” he said huffily.


	She looked around. “If only Olive were here.” 


	“She’s been missing for days, Mel,” Lew said.


	Jack watched her closely. She seemed genuinely puzzled and disappointed.” Didn’t she know?


	“That’s too bad,” she said. “The truth behind her cherished Book of Revelations is on the other side as well.” 


	“All down there?” Zaleski said.


	“‘Down’ isn’t quite right. ‘Over’ there would be more accurate.” 


	“But how?” Lew said. His face had a hurt look. “And why?” 


	“How?” she said. “I learned from talking to some old timers out in Shoreham, people who had relatives who’d worked in the Tesla lab, that before he sold his property and dismantled his tower, Tesla had buried mysterious steel canisters here and there around his property, and even beyond it.” 


	“After the Tunguska explosion!” Zaleski said. “Must have scared him shitless.” 


	Jack had already heard enough about Nikola Tesla and Tunguska to last a lifetime, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave just yet … not with that tower floating in the air and the hole yawning in the floor. He remembered the holes in his recent nightmares, and wanted to see this one closed before he headed home.


	Melanie said, “I don’t know if Tesla caused the Tunguska explosion, and I don’t really care. But I can tell you this: Nikola Tesla was not the type of man to be frightened by a mere explosion, no matter how powerful. I’ve suspected all along that something else was at the root of his breakdown. And now I know.” 


	“This … Otherness?” Kenway said.


	Melanie nodded. “Yes. During the year I spent searching for those canisters, I found three. One of them confirmed my suspicions. I gave the others to Ron Clayton and—” 


	“Clayton?” Jack said. That name rang a bell. “You knew Ronald Clayton?” 


	Melanie shrugged. “We shared an interest in Tesla. Ron was more interested in his electronics theories.” 


	“I’ll bet he was,” Jack said, remembering the transmitter he’d seen on a hilltop upstate. Apparently the creep hadn’t been the great innovator he’d wanted everybody to believe.


	“Whether Tesla’s tower was able to broadcast energy is irrelevant,” Melanie said. “What I do know, or rather what I have proven”—she gestured toward the hole—”is that it can open a gateway to the Otherness. And I think that’s what unhinged Tesla. He made contact, saw what was on the other side, and immediately slammed the door.” 


	“It’s that bad?” Lew said.


	“Not for me,” she said. “And not for Frayne. But for the rest of you … ” She slowly shook her head.


	“Hey!” Zaleski said. “How bad can it be?” 


	“It is the truth … and the truth at times can be unbearable.” 


	Somewhere in the back of Jack’s head another Jack shouted, You can’t handle the truth!


	Zaleski stepped to the rim of the hole and peered over the edge. “And you were down there how long?” 


	“What day is it?” Melanie said.


	Jack glanced at his watch. “Just about four A.M. Sunday morning.” 


	“You’ve been gone almost a week, Mel!” Lew cried.


	She shrugged. “Time is different there. It seemed like barely two days.” 


	“Well, if you can fucking handle it,” Zaleski said, “so can I.” He turned to Kenway. “Whatta y’say, Miles? Want to get up close and personal with Melanie’s Grand Unification Theory?” 


	“I don’t know,” Kenway said slowly. He sidled to the edge and looked down. “Awfully dark down there.” 


	“You can see some light way down. Besides, you’re carrying aren’t you?” 


	Kenway stared at him.


	Zaleski snorted a laugh. “Look who I’m asking! Does the Pope wear a cross? Come on, Miles. You’re armed and dangerous. Don’t be a pussy.” 


	Kenway glared at him, then hitched up his belt. He pointed to the rope ladder. “After you.” 


	Zaleski gave Kenway a thumbs up, then squatted next to the ladder. He grabbed the two ropes, swung his leg over, then started down.


	“Is this such a good idea?” Jack said.


	“It’s a great idea, Jack. You’re coming right? Maybe you’ll find those missing hours.” 


	“You can have them,” Jack said. “Kind of late for spelunking. My job’s done here. I think maybe I’ll be heading home.” 


	“No!” Melanie said quickly. “I mean, not just yet. I need to talk to you first.” 


	“All right,” Zaleski said. “Suit yourself. Here goes nothing.” 


	He started down and disappeared below floor level.


	After a few seconds, his voice echoed up from below. “Come on, Miles, you chickenshit bastard. Let’s go.” 


	Kenway pulled his .45 automatic from under his sweater, flicked off the safety, then put it away again. He sighed, looked around, and—with much less enthusiasm than Zaleski—started down.


	Jack stepped to the edge of the hole and watched the bristling hair atop Kenway’s head recede into the depths. Damn, that looked deep.


	Lew came up beside him. “I’ll be. There is some light down there.” 


	“Way down,” Jack said, spotting the faint flickers.


	“Are you sure you don’t want to go too?” Melanie said, looking at Jack. She sounded almost … hopeful.


	Jack wondered about that. A moment ago when he’d said he was leaving, she wanted him to stay. Now she seemed to be encouraging him to leave by another route.


	“I’m very sure,” Jack said. “In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever been so sure of anything in my life. But you said you wanted to talk to me.” 


	Lew jumped in before Melanie could answer. “Before we go any further, I need an answer to something. When I asked you if it was so bad down there, you said, ‘Not for me and Frayne.’ What did you mean by that?” 


	Melanie sighed and looked away. Jack saw a touch of sadness and regret in her eyes.


	“Lewis … when I called it ‘home,’ I wasn’t exaggerating. When that gateway opened, and I entered the Otherness, that’s exactly what it felt like—coming home. For the first time in my life I felt like I belonged. And Frayne will feel it too.” 


	“But I won’t?” Lew said, his voice full of hurt.


	Zaleski’s voice echoed up from the hole then.


	“Hey! Something weird down here … like everything’s floating.” 


	Melanie went to the edge and called down. “That means you’re almost there. Gravity reverses at the transition point. You’ll have to climb up the rest of the way.” 


	She waited, and a few seconds later Zaleski’s voice came back, tinged with wonder and excitement, teetering on the verge of hysterical laughter.


	“Fucking-ay, you’re right! This is the weirdest shit I’ve ever seen!” 


	“Never mind them,” Lew said. “What about me? Why won’t I feel like I belong there?” 


	Melanie turned back to her husband. She spoke matter-of-factly, as if explaining the obvious to a child. “Because you’d be an outsider there, Lewis. You have no Otherness in you.” 


	“Sure I do,” he said, pointing to his leg. “I’m not normal. I’m different too. Not as different as you, maybe, but—” 


	“Different inside” she said. “Frayne and I are different right down to our genes. You’re completely human, Lewis. We’re not. We’re hybrids.” 


	Lew looked stunned. His jaw worked a few times before he could speak. “Hybrids?” 


	“Yes, Lewis. Hybrids.” She walked over to Canfield’s wheelchair and rested her claw on his shoulder. “Neither of us really belongs here.” 


	Jack noticed how Lew’s eyes locked on the spot where his wife was touching Canfield. His heart went out to the guy, but he couldn’t help him. Lew was pushing for answers and Melanie was giving them to him.


	She could take it a little easier on him, though.


	“How?” he said. “When?” 


	“Late in the winter of 1968, right here in Monroe, the Otherness spawned something in this plane. Frayne and I were just tiny, newly formed masses of cells within our mothers at the time. We were vulnerable to the influence of the Otherness then—our DNA was altered forever as it made its beachhead.” 


	“What beachhead?” Jack said.


	Obviously she was referring to the “burst of Otherness” Canfield had mentioned. But what exactly were they talking about?


	“It was not something anyone would take notice of. But the fate of this plane was sealed in that instant.” Her eyes fairly glowed as she spoke. “A child was conceived. A special child—The One. He is grown now, and soon he will make his presence known.” 


	“Sounds like Olive’s Antichrist,” Jack said.


	Melanie smirked. “Compared to The One, Olive’s Antichrist would be a fitting playmate for your children. When he comes into his own, everything will change.


	The very laws of physics and nature as you know them will be transformed. And after the cataclysm … Otherness will reign.” 


	Ooookay, Jack thought. Time to go.


	“Sounds like fun,” he said, turning toward the couch to retrieve his jacket. “But I’ve got to get moving.” 


	“No, please,” she said, moving away from Canfield and gripping his arm—Jack was relieved she used her hand instead of her claw. “Not yet. I must speak to you.” 


	“Hey, that thing’s getting hot,” Lew said, holding up his palm to the Tesla device but not touching it.


	Jack could feel the heat faintly from where he was standing.


	“Lewis,” Melanie said, “I wish to speak to his man alone.” 


	“Alone?” Lew said. “Why alone? What have you got to say to Jack that I can’t hear?” 


	“I’ll tell you about it later, Lewis. Wait for me outside, in the car.” 


	He stared at her. “You’ve changed, Mel.” 


	“Yes … I have. I finally know who I am, and I’ve learned why I’m the way I am. And I’m proud of it. Please, Lewis. Wait for me in the car. I’ll be up in a few minutes and we’ll go home together.” 


	His eyes widened. “Really? We’re going home?” He glanced at the hole. “But I thought … ” 


	“The gateway will be closing soon. I have some things I must do before it does, and then I’ll join you.” 


	Jack didn’t believe it for a minute, but Lew seemed to be swallowing the whole package.


	“Sure, Mel,” he said, nodding as he started toward the steps. “I’ll wait for you outside. For a minute there … ” 


	“I would never hurt you, Lewis. Surely you know that.” 


	“I do, Mel,” he said. “I know you wouldn’t.” He hurried up the steps.


	Canfield rolled over to the stairway and peered up, then wheeled around to face Melanie.


	“Why did you tell him that?” he said in a low voice.


	“Because I don’t want him hurt,” she said.


	“How can he not be?” Canfield was twisted half around. Clinking noises rose from the pouch behind his seat back as he fumbled inside it.


	“I mean physically. He was good to me, Frayne. He treated me like a human being instead of a freak. I owe him for that.” 


	Jack felt like he was eavesdropping on a private conversation.


	“Should I be hearing this?” he said. “Because frankly, I don’t care to.” 


	He glanced at the Tesla device and was sure its dome was starting to glow. He wanted out of here. The growing heat was only part of it; the whole scene was starting to annoy him. Especially Melanie and her hybrid buddy Canfield—something going on between those two, something that made him queasy.


	Melanie turned to him and smiled … not a smile to be particularly trusted. “Everything will be made clear in a minute or two.” 


	“Jack,” Canfield said, still over by the steps, still rattling around in his chair’s rear pouch, “could you help me with this a minute?” 


	The Tesla device’s dome was glowing a dull cherry red now. Jack was glad to get away from the heat.


	Jack came around behind the wheelchair. He noticed a length of sturdy chain running out the rear pouch, around the support column, and back into the pouch.


	“Right here,” Canfield said, indicating the pouch. “It’s stuck. Could you just yank that the rest of the way out?” 


	Jack reached in next to Canfield’s hand, grabbed a fistful of links—


	—and felt something cold and metallic snap around his wrist just before Canfield dove out of the wheelchair and slithered—slithered—away across the floor.


	“What the—?” 


	Jack yanked his hand out of the pouch and stared at the chrome handcuff around his right wrist. The second cuff was closed through the links of the chain looped around the support column.


	Sudden panic at being trapped rippled through his veins, just as revulsion rippled through his gut at the sight of Canfield’s boneless legs jutting from his pant cuffs; they seemed more like tentacles than real legs.


	“Good job, Frayne,” Melanie said as Canfield squatted beside her like a dog. Jack almost expected her to pat Canfield’s head. Instead she turned toward Jack. She was positively beaming now. “It would have been so much easier if you’d chosen to climb down the hole.” 


	Jack ignored her and calmed himself. He wasn’t Houdini, but he could get out of this. Lots of options …


	He tugged on the chain. The links were made of eighth-inch steel, and welded closed. He wrapped his hands around the column and tugged—not even a hint of give.


	“Don’t waste your time,” Melanie said. “That column is a cement-filled steel pipe, set into the cement floor and bolted to a six-inch beam above. It’s there to stay.” 


	She was right. The column wasn’t going anywhere. What about the cuffs, then? Top-grade Hiatts—a heavy-duty hinge model. If he had his pick set, he could have them open in thirty seconds. But the set was back in his hotel room.


	Okay—he’d have to shoot himself free.


	As he reached for the Semmerling he remembered it was in his jacket … out of reach on the couch across the room.


	Jack’s mouth went dry. He felt the entire weight of the house pressing down on him.


	Trapped. He looked at them.


	Canfield’s eyes shifted away. “Sorry, Jack,” he said. “It’s not personal. Actually I kind of like you. But Melanie’s calling the shots here.” 


	“Is that so?” said a voice from the top of the stairs. “Since when?” 


	Jack recognized the voice, but it was Canfield who announced him. “That sounds like Professor Roma! Professor, I’ve been trying to reach you all day!” 


	Melanie, however, was suddenly agitated. “He’s not Professor Roma.” Her voice dropped to an almost reverential tone. “He’s The One!” 


	Canfield sucked in a breath. “The One? He’s The One?” 


	Jack turned and stared up the steps to where Roma stood in the doorway, his monkey perched on his shoulder as usual.


	“The One what?” Jack said.


	“The One who will soon be lord and master of this world,” Melanie said.


	“Oh, brother,” Jack muttered.


	Roma said, “You have not answered my question, Melanie.” 


	“This man is wanted on the other side, sir,” Melanie said. “Some entities there feel they have a score to settle with him.” 


	Jack didn’t like the sound of that at all.


	“Do they?” Roma sounded like a chef who’s just been told that some of the customers think he ‘should add more chocolate to his mousse.’


	“Yes, they—” 


	Her reply was cut off by terrified shouts, then gunfire—half a dozen pistol shots—echoing up from the hole. Above it, the dome of the mini-tower was beginning to smoke.


	“What’s happening?” Jack said.


	Roma said, “I imagine James and Miles have found the answers they’ve been seeking … and they don’t like them.” 


	More shots. Jack noticed the rope ladder begin to vibrate. The shouts turned to agonized screams … and then the ladder was still.


	Above the opening the Tesla device’s legs and struts were beginning to glow. Jack could feel the growing heat.


	“They’ve also learned the painful truth,” Melanie said, staring at the opening, “that the Otherness has no use for ordinary humans.” She turned back to Jack. “Except for you.” 


	Jack yanked futilely on his chains, diluting his fear with anger. “Why, damn it! I never even heard of this Otherness crap until last week!” 


	“Yes,” said Roma—or The One. “Why?” 


	“The Otherness creatures—they were known as rakoshi, rakshashi, and various other names. They were children of the Otherness, and events were manipulated to have them brought here, to New York, to have them at your side for the Time of Change, but this man killed them. Certain entities in the Otherness went to great lengths to create those creatures, and now they want him brought across so they can do to him what he did to their creations.” 


	“Why was I told none of this?” Roma bellowed, obviously angry now.


	Melanie took a step forward but was careful to stay beyond Jack’s reach. She bent and looked up the stairs.


	“I cannot say, sir. One such as myself cannot contact The One. But I told Frayne and he was supposed to—” 


	“I couldn’t find you!” Canfield blurted. “I searched all day and—” 


	“Never mind,” Roma sighed.


	Melanie said, “You see, sir, though I am part Otherness, it is only a small part. Not enough to be welcomed as a lost member of the family. I have to buy my way in. And Repairman Jack is my ticket.” 


	“You mean our ticket,” Canfield said.


	“Yes.” She turned and smiled down at him. “Ours.” 


	“Have done with it then,” Roma said—he sounded impatient. “I am going outside to wait.” 


	“Yes, sir,” Melanie said, all but kowtowing. “Thank you for your patience.” 


	Jack glanced up at the now empty doorway, then back to Melanie.


	“Your ticket?” he said, holding up the cuffs and chain. “I don’t think your ticket is going anywhere.” 


	“Don’t worry. The Otherness will take care of that. All I had to do was get you this far. You see, while I was on the other side I learned my own painful truth—that I could not stay in the Otherness unless I earned my place there. So I contacted Lewis and told him to hire you. But I didn’t tell him why. The plan was to draw you in through the assembly of the Tesla device, to lure you here to help reopen the gateway to the Otherness. In a way, you helped build your own gallows.” 


	Jack ground his teeth in frustration. So goddamn stupid! How had he let himself get hooked and reeled in like this?


	Melanie’s smile broadened. “You might even say, Repairman Jack, that you are the victim of … a conspiracy.” 


	Jack tugged again at the chain as she and Canfield grinned at each other.


	“Why kill Olive then?” he said.


	Their smiles vanished.


	“She’s dead?” Canfield said. “How do you know?” 


	“Don’t give me that,” Jack said. “You had a couple of your men in black mutilate her back in the hotel, then make her body disappear.” 


	Melanie shook her head as Canfield stared up at her. She looked worried. “I don’t know anything about men in black. Whoever they were, I doubt they were from the Otherness. But then, there’s so much I don’t know. What did—?” 


	She cut off as the Tesla device began to vibrate. The whole thing was aglow and beginning to drift back toward the floor.


	“We don’t have much time!” Melanie cried. “Quick! Into the gateway!” 


	Canfield hesitated, frowning as he stared at the yawning pit. “I don’t know … ” 


	“Trust me, Frayne,” she said, beckoning to him with her talon. “You’ll see—as soon as you step into the Otherness, all will be made clear. You’ll know. You’ll understand all its plans. You’ll be part of it. You’ll feel … ” Her eyes fairly glowed as she looked down into the gateway. ” ... wonderful!


	“But will … will I be welcome?” 


	Melanie was already lowering her legs into the opening. “Yes;” She glanced at Jack. “As long as we have him.” 


	“But we don’t have him.” 


	“The Otherness will handle it. And trust me, you don’t want to be on this side when it does.” Her voice echoed up as she descended below floor level. “Hurry!” 


	Even as low as Canfield was, slithering on his boneless legs, he had to duck to make it under the descending base of the Tesla device. He wrapped his legs around the rope ladder and slipped over the edge. Before he disappeared, he looked Jack’s way.


	“See you on the Other side,” he said, and was gone.


	The device came to rest as Canfield disappeared, the feet of its glowing legs scorching the concrete where they touched down. Almost immediately the legs and struts began to bend like Twizzlers, sinking under the weight of the dome. Slowly they collapsed into the hole. The glowing dome caught on the rim for a few seconds, then it buckled, folded, and disappeared.


	Saved! Jack thought.” 


	Almost weak with relief, he slumped against the column. Melanie and Canfield had gone to their new home without an admission ticket. He smiled. He hoped they got a nice warm welcome. Without the Tesla thing to keep it open, the hole would close just as before, leaving the rope ladder embedded in the concrete just as before.


	Now to get out of the damn cuff …
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	“You see, Mauricio? All your fretting was for nothing. The gateway is open, just as planned. My time has come.” 


	“Admit it, though,” Mauricio said from his shoulder as they crossed the yard. “Even you must have had moments of uncertainty.” 


	True enough, he thought. But he would never admit it.


	“When I learned from the Ehler woman what she had found in one of the buried Tesla caches, I suspected that my time was near. When I saw the plans and read Tesla’s notes, I knew.” 


	But the plans had been incomplete. The device they depicted could open the gateway for but a few minutes. Melanie had gone through to the other side to have a completed device sent back from the Otherness, one that would open a permanent gateway.


	What matter if forces within the Otherness had directed the device to the stranger instead of him? The first gateway was open … more would follow, opening spontaneously around the globe. Now that the process had begun, nothing could stop it. The Otherness would seep through, engulfing this world, reshaping it in its own image.


	And I will be the instrument of that process.


	“Still,” Mauricio said, “I would have thought that when your time was truly here, you would need no devices. The gates would open on their own.” 


	He had always thought the same, but the device had presented an opportunity he could not ignore. After all the years, all the ages he had waited, he had grown weary of biding his time until all the signs were right, until something simply happened on its own. He had seen the discovery of the plans as a sign in itself, a chance to make it happen, and so he’d leapt for it.


	“And there is still the matter of The Lady.” 


	“Forget her! You can await your destiny, Mauricio, or you can go to meet it.” 


	“At least now I know why I could not kill the stranger,” Mauricio said. “I didn’t know what stopped me or why. It might even have been the Enemy. Now I know. The Otherness wants the stranger for itself.” He bared his sharp teeth. “Better for him if I had succeeded.” 


	They paused by the big oak and faced the house. To his right he saw the Ehler woman’s husband sitting in his car, waiting in the darkness for his wife. How pathetic.


	You will be reunited with her soon, he thought, but not in any way you can imagine.


	He returned his attention to the house. His vibrating nerves sang with joyous anticipation. At last, after all this time, at this moment, in this place, in the little town of his reconception, his time had come.


	After all I have been through, after all the battles I have fought, the pain and punishment I have suffered, I deserve this world. It was promised to me, I have earned it, and now, finally, it will be mine.
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	As Jack searched around for a way to open the cuff, he felt the breeze pick up against his back … and continue to increase in force until it wasn’t a breeze any more. This was a wind now.


	And that hole wasn’t any smaller.


	Tiny spiders of apprehension ran up and down his spine. He tried to lose them by telling himself that at least the opening wasn’t growing. But what was with this wind? Was the gateway going to try to suck him into the Otherness like some giant vacuum cleaner?


	Just then Canfield’s wheelchair began to roll toward the hole.


	As Jack grabbed for it and stopped it with his free hand, he realized, Yeah, that might be just what the Otherness intended.


	But no worry. He was attached to a damn near indestructible steel column. He wasn’t going anywhere.


	So why didn’t he feel safe?


	Truly, the only place he’d feel safe was out of here and racing for Manhattan. But first he had to get free of these cuffs. Jack gazed longingly at his jacket on the couch against the rear wall … but no chance. He’d have to be Plastic Man to reach it.


	With the steadily rising wind chugging down the stairs, he looked around for another way.


	Canfield’s wheelchair …


	He reached into its rear pouch and found the tool kit. He fumbled it open and searched through the tools. He snatched up the biggest screwdriver and a couple of slim paneling nails, then tossed the kit back into the pouch.


	The wooden desk chair began to slide toward the hole. It toppled into the opening and caught on the edges. It hung there, its wood creaking and cracking, then its back snapped and the pieces tumbled out of sight.


	Jack stared at the hole. Had it grown in size, or did it just seem that way? He watched the rope ladder twisting and gyrating in the downdraft. He didn’t remember that wooden tread sitting on the edge before … hadn’t it been further back?


	Alarmed, he clamped the nails between his lips and jammed the screwdriver through one of the chain links. He twisted the link, using both hands and putting all his weight and strength behind it. He pushed till he thought he might pop a vein in his head, but the weld held fast.


	He heard a scraping sound and looked up. The desk was sliding toward the hole. It stopped after moving a foot or so, but the tools and the two remaining crystals atop it kept rolling. The crystals hit the floor and shattered. The amber shards slid and tumbled across the concrete with the tools and disappeared into the hole.


	And still the wind increased … a full-fledged gale now, blasting down those steps. The wheelchair kept wanting to roll away but Jack had the front of his sneaker hooked through the spokes of one of the wheels.


	He shoved the screwdriver into his jeans pocket and began trying to pick the lock with one of the nails. He didn’t know if it was possible. Hiatts made serious cuffs. Even if he’d had his pick set, the gale buffeting his arms and body would have made the job a tough go. But with a lousy nail …


	He looked up to see plastic containers of liquid detergent topple off the shelf above the washer and dryer and slide into the hole.


	Jack jumped and dropped the paneling nail as the door at the top of the steps slammed explosively. A piece of molding flew down the steps and wind screamed around the edges of the door.


	Jack felt like screaming too as the air pressure plummeted, driving spikes of pain through his eardrums. He lost the other nails as he shouted and worked his jaw to relieve the pressure. Nothing was working. Just when he thought his ears were going to burst, the high, pint-sized cellar windows shattered, hurling bright daggers through the air and into the sucking maw in the floor.


	Jack realized he’d be stew meat now if one of those windows had been behind him. But at least the air howling through the small openings relieved the negative pressure and the pain in his ears.


	The card table and folding chairs fell away from the wall and slid into the hole. Now the desk was moving again, and this time it didn’t stop. It skated across the concrete, straight for the hole, and over the edge. But it didn’t go down. It hung up in the opening, canted at an angle with the lip of its top caught on the rim.


	“Bit off more that you can chew?” Jack said. Maybe there was some hope yet.


	The sucking air shrieked around the desk, bucking it back and forth until the top groaned and popped loose. It angled up and snapped in half with a bang as it and the rest of the desk tumbled from view.


	And oh Christ, the hole was definitely bigger now. The more it swallowed, the bigger it seemed to grow. The tread that had been on the edge was out of sight now. Only four more treads remained between Jack and the sucking maw.


	He was reaching for Canfield’s tool kit again when he heard the whine of the air around the door atop the steps change in pitch. He felt the wind grow against his back again. He looked up and saw the door slowly moving back. Fingers appeared, curled around the edge, white-knuckled with the strain of fighting the gale. Finally with a violent lurch the door swung all the way back on its hinges and a tall, ungainly figure appeared in the opening.


	“Lew!” Jack shouted. “Jeez, am I glad to see you!” 


	“Jack?” Lew said as he clumped down the steps, clinging to the banister and the wall to brace himself against the wind at his back. “What’s—?” 


	He stopped and gaped at the partially denuded cellar, then lurched down to the floor.


	“Where’s Melanie?” 


	“She left. Look, Lew—” 


	“Left?” he said, his face screwing up as he stared at the hole. “You mean she went back … back down there?” 


	“Yeah. Look, just get me my jacket over there and I’ll explain the whole thing.” 


	“But she said she’d meet me out in the car!” Lew cried, his voice rising. He stepped toward the hole. “We were going home together.” 


	“She must’ve changed her mind,” Jack said quickly. If he could just get his hands on that jacket, get hold of the Semmerling in its pocket … “Lew, my jacket—see it over there?” 


	But Lew didn’t look at Jack … he started moving away … never taking his eyes off that damn hole.


	“I’ve got to go find her!” 


	Jack grabbed his arm. “No, Lew! You can’t go there! You’ll be killed!” 


	The movement allowed the wheelchair to slip free of his foot. Jack had to choose between Lew and the wheelchair. He chose Lew. The chair rolled away and tumbled into the hole.


	But Lew barely noticed, and he sure as hell wasn’t listening. He violently wrenched his arm from Jack’s grasp and lurched out of reach.


	“I’ve got to be with her!” 


	“All right!” Jack shouted. “Be with her. But give me my damn jacket first so I can get out of here!” 


	Jack might as well have been talking to a mannequin. He kept shouting Lew’s name but Lew gave no sign that he heard.


	Lew slipped and almost lost his balance in the gale that was tearing at his clothes. To avoid being swept into the opening, he crouched and kept hold of the rope ladder as he crabbed along the floor. When he reached the rim, he snaked his good foot over the edge, snagged the dangling end of the ladder as it danced in the wind, and started down.


	Not until his head had descended to floor level did he look at Jack.


	“I haven’t got a second to lose,” he shouted. “I need her, Jack.” 


	“Aw, Lew,” Jack said, sensing it was hopeless to ask but giving it a shot anyway. “Just get me my jacket first? Please?” 


	“I’ve got to find her and bring her back while the gateway’s still open. After that I’ll help get you free.” 


	“It’s not going to close, Lew! It’s—” 


	Before Jack could tell him he was wasting his time and most likely his life, Lew was gone.


	Frustration screamed in Jack’s brain, almost as loudly as the wind. He was out of options … the draw was stronger, and the gateway ever larger—only three rope-ladder treads between Jack and the rim.


	The white box of the dryer began a shuddering slide toward the hole. Its electric cord snagged its progress for a heartbeat, then pulled free from the outlet. It wriggled halfway there before its leveling feet hung up on a crack in the floor; it toppled forward and shimmied the rest of the way to the hole on its face, then went down.


	Jack wondered if it would clock Lew along the way. He almost wished it would … the jerk.


	Like a Romeo eager to join its Juliet, the washing machine struggled toward the hole, but its connections to the water pipes held it back.


	But nothing was holding back the hole. Its far edge had undermined the sister column to Jack’s, leaving it dangling from the house’s main beam, its lower end wavering over infinity.


	Then one of the overhead bulbs shattered, the pieces darting into the hole like glass buckshot.


	Jack found it increasingly difficult to hold his position against the gale blasting down the staircase and into the maw. He put the column between the hole and himself, and braced his back against it—safe for now, but when the edge of the hole reached the base of his column …


	He squinted at the couch. It was tucked in a corner with no window, so it had remained unaffected by the draw from the hole. If only he had a stick, a metal rod, anything, he might have a chance to reach his jacket. He wished he’d thought to grab that piece of door molding as it flew down the steps a few minutes ago.


	And then, to his horror, he saw the couch move.


	Only an inch or two, but that was enough to jostle his jacket, and now one of its sleeves was fluttering in the wind that swirled around it.


	“No!” Jack shouted as the lighter side of the jacket flipped over and tugged toward the floor, dragging the heavier, gun-laden pocket after it.


	God, he had to get to it. This was his last hope. He dropped to his knees, pulling the loop of chain down to floor level after him.


	Another bulb shattered as the jacket hit the floor and began to slip toward the hole. Jack dropped flat, his cheek on the concrete, and stretched his free hand toward it, feeling the edges of the steel cuff dig into the skin of his trapped wrist as he strained every joint and ligament to the max and beyond.


	“Damn it to hell!” he gritted as he realized his fingertips would fall at least a foot and a half short. “Not enough!” 


	Frantic now as he saw the jacket begin to tumble toward the hole, Jack flipped his body around and stretched his legs to the limit—just in time to trap one of the sleeves under the toe of his right sneaker.


	“Made it!” 


	But he began to think he’d spoken too soon as he tried to drag the jacket toward him. With more surface area to work on, the wind was tugging the sleeve from under his sneaker. Jack rolled onto his belly and jammed his other toe onto the sleeve. He trapped a tiny fold of the fabric between them and bent his knees to draw it to his hand.


	“Gotcha!” he said as his fingers closed around the fabric, and it sounded like a sob.


	The last two bulbs blew, plunging the cellar into darkness as a sudden blaze of pain shot through the small of his back. He hadn’t even been aware that the couch was moving until it had slammed into him, and now it was jammed against his spine, crowding him toward the opening that was closer than ever.


	The jacket tore from his grasp and flew toward the hole.


	Jack cried out and made a desperate blind lunge for it. Searing pain from the torn skin on his left wrist against the cuff registered only vaguely as he caught hold of the zipper. The rest of the jacket went over the edge, pulling and twisting in his grasp like a hooked fish, but Jack held on, even as he found himself sliding toward the hungry maw.


	His head and right shoulder slipped over the rim. Pink-orange light flashed impossibly far below. And nearer, he saw a figure clinging desperately to the whipping end of the ladder, looking as if he was trying to climb back up.


	Lew …


	The couch against Jack’s back lifted then and rolled over, knocking the wind out him as its full weight slammed onto his body. It slid forward and slipped over the edge, an armrest banging against the side of his head as it tumbled past.


	Jack’s vision blurred as he fought to breath. He saw the couch go into a spin as it fell, narrowly missing Lew, who seemed to be making progress up the ladder.


	Couldn’t worry about Lew now.


	Jack wrestled the jacket out of the pit and clamped the sleeve between his teeth. He grabbed hold of the first tread on the rope ladder and fought the hurricane-force wind back to the column.


	Gasping, dizzy, nauseated, he wrapped himself around the column and fumbled the Semmerling out of the pocket. The tiny pistol felt wonderful in his palm. Now he had a chance—he just hoped it would work. He’d wished for fully jacketed rounds on Friday night, but after emptying the pistol, he’d reloaded with the same frangible hollowpoints. Once again he could have used solid rounds. He promised himself that if he got out of this he would always load the Semmerling with at least one 230-grain hardball.


	The steadily brightening flashes from deep within the hole were the only illumination as Jack pulled the chain tight with his knees and held his cuffed hand on the far side of the column; the links slipped in the blood seeping from his wrist. He reached around with his left and pressed the Semmerling’s muzzle against the link between the cuffs. The pistol kicked and the cuff bucked as he fired, but the report was barely audible in the howling gale.


	Jack tugged on the cuff—no give. The damn stupid soft hollowpoint slug hadn’t broken the link.


	Stay calm, he told himself. You’ve still got three rounds left.


	But not much floor to go before the Jack’s column went the way of its sister, taking Jack with it.


	The sound of shattering glass from above and behind him—instinctively Jack leaned away from the stairs as a glittering cloud of jagged fragments whizzed by, spinning through the air like transparent shuriken.


	There go the kitchen windows.


	He fired again, hoping he was hitting the same spot—the recoil on the Semmerling was such that he couldn’t be sure. Still the cuff held. He fired the last two rounds one right after the other, praying he’d feel the cuff fall away. But the chain remained wrapped around the column.


	Panicky now, Jack pocketed the gun and tugged on the chain with everything he had—and shouted with relief when he felt the cuffs part. As the chain clinked to the floor, he struggled to his feet.


	Free!


	Movement at the rim of the hole caught his eye. A hand, its skin glistening redly, clawed over the edge, clinging to the rope ladder. Seconds later, a bloody head struggled into view.


	“Lew!” Jack shouted.


	In the flickering light, it looked as if the skin had been stripped away from Lew’s face, leaving the bloodied muscles exposed. Jack could see his mouth working but couldn’t hear a word.


	And then the upstairs door slammed again, even more explosively than before. But this time it shattered and tore off its hinges, sending jagged wooden spears hurtling down the steps.


	Jack ducked to the side, but the missiles caught Lew full in the face. One instant he was there, the next he was gone.


	And now the edge of the hole was nibbling at the foot of the column.


	Jack swung his body onto the steps and started up. Standing was out of the question, so he crawled, squinting into the gale as he pulled himself upward one tread at a time.


	He heard a faint clatter from somewhere above. He ducked and pressed himself against the wall to—his right as a barrage of cups, bowls, and dinner plates hurtled down from the kitchen cabinets. A few of them pelted his head and shoulders on their way by.


	If only Zaleski were here, he thought insanely. Real flying saucers.


	As he resumed his climb, he prayed that Melanie’s folks hadn’t been into collecting carving knives.


	As if on cue, another clatter from above and then the household flatware—spoons, forks and knives, even the drawer itself—were flying toward him. He ducked again and cursed as the sharper utensils tore his shirt and cut his skin.


	And then the whole staircase moved under Jack.


	He glanced back and saw the column hanging free over the hole, wagging back and forth. The staircase was attached to its base, and the entire unit was being ripped from the wall.


	With the stairs jerking and twisting under him like a rodeo bronco, Jack redoubled his efforts to reach the kitchen, clawing his way to the top. He’d just snaked his right hand around the foot of the jamb when the staircase tore free of the wall and tumbled away, leaving Jack hanging from the doorway.


	A quick glance back showed the stairs and the column whirling into the hungry vortex. He heard a loud crack as the house’s center beam began to sag.


	The whole place was coming down.


	He had a few minutes, tops.


	Through desperation-fueled kicking and scrabbling against the wall, Jack managed to force his head and chest up onto the kitchen floor, now beginning to tilt toward him as the center beam sagged further. He’d just raised a knee over the edge when he saw a dark square sliding along the kitchen counter. It hit the floor with a weighty bang and began tumbling end over directly toward him. It was almost upon him before he recognized it as a microwave oven.


	Jack lunged to the side, squeezing himself against the jamb, but the oven caught his knee and knocked him off the threshold. He fell back and was left literally twisting in the wind as he clung to the jamb with one hand.


	Sobbing with the effort, doing his best to ignore the agony in his knee, Jack struggled again to lever himself up to the ever-more-tilted kitchen floor. This time he got both knees up on the threshold—those regular workouts were paying a dividend—just as the refrigerator started sliding toward him.


	Not again!


	An inarticulate cry burst from him as he half lunged, half rolled to the side.


	The refrigerator brushed against his back and it slammed into the doorway, blocking it.


	Missed me, you bastard!


	Wind shrieked around the fridge’s edges but no way was it getting through.


	Jack lay on the floor, gasping. No gale to fight … how wonderful.


	Then he felt the floor jolt under him.


	Oh, Christ! The increased negative pressure in the basement was putting more stress on the already weakened support beam. The whole place was going to implode.


	He struggled to his feet and hobbled to the back door. He turned the knob and pulled but it wouldn’t budge. How could it? He’d relocked the deadbolt when he left the other day.


	“Jerk!” he shouted.


	He turned away and limped hurriedly through the sagging house. At least the lights were still on so he didn’t have to stumble around in the dark. The open front door was in sight when a booming crack beneath his feet shook the house—the center beam had finally surrendered.


	The lights went out and the living room floor dropped three feet as Jack leaped for the swinging front door. He caught the inner and outer knobs and hung there as the carpet was ripped free. It swirled and shredded through the sudden hole in the floor, to be swallowed by the insatiable maw in the cellar.


	The outer walls began to crack and lean inward. Jack felt the door hinges start to give way. He kicked off the wall, swung himself toward the doorway, and leaped through the opening onto the front steps. Without a pause, without a look back, he hopped off the steps and tumbled onto the grass.
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	“Is that—?” Mauricio said as a figure leaped from the shuddering house and crumbled onto the lawn.


	The One stared through the dimness. “Yes, I am afraid it is.” 


	“Who is this man?” 


	The One nodded. A very good question. Last year this stranger apparently had wiped out the rakoshi singlehandedly, and now he somehow had escaped the cellar and the gateway.


	“Whatever his name,” the One said, “he is a nuisance and a menace.” 


	“I’ve had enough of this. If the Otherness can’t finish him, I will.” 


	Movement caught The One’s eye as Mauricio crouched to leap from his shoulder. He raised a hand to prevent that.


	“Wait. Someone else is here.” 


	“The Twins!” Mauricio hissed. “They could ruin everything!” 


	“No. It is too late—even for them.” 


	“It’s not too late. The hole is not large enough yet. They might be able to shut it down. And you—you haven’t assumed your final form yet. Until you do, they can still destroy you. And I can’t protect you against their strength. Hide!” 


	He watched the Twins scan the yard, saw them fix on the stranger and start toward him.


	This should be interesting …
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	Still puffing, Jack slumped on the dew-damp grass. The night air was cool against his face, Canfield’s van was a shadow to his right. Starlight faintly outlined the sagging roof of the house, while pink-orange flashes strobed through the imploding windows.


	He closed his eyes and rubbed his knee. Had to get away from here. Soon as he caught his breath …


	A thunderous boom shook the ground and jerked him forward.


	The house—its walls were folding in, the roof buckling in the middle. As Jack watched, the entire structure fell apart and tumbled into its foundation. The pieces—lumber, bricks, siding, wallboard, furniture—whirlpooled down into the Otherness hole, feeding it, expanding it, until nothing, not even the foundation footings, remained.


	And the hungry rim expanded farther, flashing its weird-colored light against the trees and vehicles in the yard, still coming for him.


	“Aw, cut me a break!” Jack muttered as he fought to his feet.


	What was it going to do—chase him all the way back to the city? And then he realized with a shock that was exactly what it was going to do. Just like in his dream—a giant hole swallowing everything in its path.


	He turned and started a quick hobble toward his car. He had to get to Gia and Vicky, warn Abe, head for the hills—


	But as he neared the big oak he spotted a black sedan parked at the curb … and two dark figures in suits and hats approaching him. Jack didn’t have to see their faces to know who they were.


	And here he was, unarmed and in no shape to deal with them.


	He broke into his best approximation of a run.


	They caught him easily—strong, long-fingered hands gripped each of his upper arms and fairly lifted him off the ground. Jack writhed and twisted but couldn’t pull free; he lashed out with his feet, aiming for knees and groins, but he couldn’t find the leverage he needed to do any damage—at least not to this pair. He remembered how he’d broken one’s finger the other night without fazing him.


	They wheeled around and began dragging him back across the lawn toward the flashing pit where the house had been.


	Panic spiked through him. He tried to dig his feet in, but his sneakers slipped on the wet grass, barely slowing the two golems who held him. He was utterly helpless.


	“Wait!” he shouted. He had no hope that talk would help, but he was desperate enough to try anything. “Let’s think about this!” 


	“It wants you,” said Number One on his left.


	“No! That’s not true! I’m just icing on the cake!” 


	“You are the only way to close the gateway,” said Number Two.


	“You want to close it? I thought you were working for them! Hey, look, we’re on the same side!” 


	They didn’t seem to care.


	Ahead, the growing hole had undermined the lawn. Jack saw Lew’s Lexus tilt sideways and do a slow slide into the pit. The backyard swing set followed close behind.


	With Jack fighting them every inch of the way, and cursing himself for using all four rounds in the Semmerling, they dragged him ever closer to the edge.


	“This thing isn’t here for me!” Jack shouted. “It’s for Roma—the guy they call The One.” 


	That got them. They glanced at each other and slowed their march.


	The entire front yard was sloping toward the pit now, and out of the corner of his eye Jack saw Frayne’s van begin to slide their way.


	“The One?” said Number One. “He is here?” 


	“He was a moment ago.” 


	The van was closer now, picking up speed. Gathering his strength, Jack threw all his weight to the right in a desperate lunge, veering the three of them into the van’s path. It caught Number Two behind the knees, knocking him down. He released his hold on Jack as his right arm caught on the bumper and he was dragged away.


	Jack turned and immediately began pounding on Number One with his free hand, punching at his face, chopping at his neck and shoulder. He might as well have been beating him with a Nerf bat for all the notice he took. He was far more interested in his buddy who was riding the fast track to the Otherness.


	Number Two struggled futilely to free his trapped arm as the sliding van pulled him along. He reached out for help.


	As Number One dragged Jack toward his partner, Jack searched his pockets for the Semmerling. It wouldn’t fire but maybe he could use it as a club. His fingers found Canfield’s screwdriver instead.


	Yes!


	He yanked it out, hauled back, and rammed the shaft into the side of Number One’s neck with everything he had. It didn’t go in easily, like stabbing into a hunk of pure gristle, but he left three quarters of the shaft buried in the tough flesh.


	That got some attention. Number One’s knees wobbled and he staggered a step, relaxing his grip enough to allow Jack to tear free. He gave Jack a quick expressionless look as dark fluid flowed from the wound, but made no attempt to remove the screwdriver. He straightened and continued toward his buddy.


	Jack backed away, watching in disbelief. The guy shouldn’t even be standing, yet there he was, grabbing Number Two’s hand as the van began tipping over the edge. Number One gave a hard, two-handed pull, and Jack heard the trapped one’s arm give a sickening crack as it came free of the bumper.


	But a louder, deeper crunch beneath and behind him seized Jack’s attention. He looked around and saw the giant oak leaning his way, tipping toward him like a falling skyscraper. He dove to his right and rolled out of its path as the ground caved in beneath him. The trunk barely missed him as it fell. With a deafening crash that bounced Jack off the ground, it landed across the hole, straddling it like a bridge.


	When Jack regained his feet, the van was gone, as were his two nemeses.
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	The One watched the hole in rapt fascination, only vaguely barely aware of the struggle between the stranger and the Twins. This was it. The first of many. This gateway would spawn others, hundreds of them around the globe, all portals for the Otherness, allowing it to flow into this plane, change it, claim it. He would have preferred this first one to have opened in the heart of Manhattan, but this was close enough.


	He stepped back with Mauricio when the big oak started to go, and laughed when he saw the Twins tumble over the edge.


	Gone! The last vestige of the opposition had been eliminated from this plane! Now nothing stood in his way.


	But a howl of dismay from Mauricio meant he thought otherwise.


	“Noooo!” 


	“What is wrong?” 


	Mauricio leaped from his shoulder and scampered toward the gateway crying, “They mustn’t! They mustn’t!” 
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	Jack crept toward the edge of the hole. He was almost sure the two guys in black were gone but almost wasn’t good enough. He had to be positive. Bracing himself against the downdraft, he peeked again into the swirling, flashing depths.


	Gone.


	No—movement along the near wall, just below him …


	There they hung, clinging to the oak’s ropy roots. Or rather, one of them was. Number One—with the screwdriver still jutting from his neck—had a one-handed grip on a thick root while his other hand clutched Number Two’s, whose right arm hung uselessly at his side. Number One had lost his glasses in the fall. He stared up at Jack with large black expressionless eyes.


	“Gotcha,” Jack said.


	With only one good arm, Number Two was helpless; and Number One couldn’t climb back up without letting go of his buddy. Strangely, he seemed to have no intention of doing that.


	Jack sensed a deep loyalty there, all the more striking for its almost casual nature. Despite all that had happened, Jack responded to that.


	Time was running out. With the rim of the hole still expanding, the tree and all its roots would be hopping on the Otherness Express in a minute or so. Every cell in his body was urging him to get the hell out of here, but he needed answers, damn it.


	“I’ll make you a deal,” Jack shouted over the roar. “We call a truce, and you tell me who sent you and why you’ve been following me. That happens, I’ll pull you up and—” 


	A screech startled him as Roma’s monkey leaped onto the tree-trunk and began jumping about.


	And then it shouted at him—in English.


	“Save them! Don’t let them fall!” 


	Stunned, Jack stared at the monkey, then glanced over his shoulder. Roma stood back on the sidewalk, watching.


	“Quickly!” the monkey screeched as it danced back and forth on the straddling trunk. “Help them up! Don’t let the Twins fall! The gateway isn’t big enough yet! They’ll ruin everything!” 


	Jack glanced at it—yeah, right—then peered back into the hole.


	“Damn you!” said another voice, lower and coarser.


	Jack looked up in time to see Roma’s organ grinder monkey swell into the red-eyed dog-monkey that had attacked him in the basement.


	“Holy—” 


	He rolled away as the thing hurled itself at him with a bellowing roar.


	But it wasn’t after him. It crouched in the spot Jack had vacated and leaned over the edge of the hole, reaching for the men in black.


	“Hang on,” it shouted. “I’ll pull you up.” 


	Jack peeked over the edge and saw that the monster had grabbed the upper end of the root and was hauling it up.


	He watched Number One stare up at the creature a moment, then look down at Number Two. Number Two shook his head. Number One looked back up, this time at Jack, as if trying to speak to him with his eyes. He shook his head.


	Then let go of the root.


	“Jeez!” Jack said as the two of them plummeted into the depths.


	The creature let out a howl—Jack couldn’t tell if it was rage or frustration or both, but it was loud—then leaped back onto the fallen trunk.


	Together they watched the maelstrom catch the pair and spin them downward until they vanished.


	Now what? He thought, gazing into the swirling, flashing abyss.


	Suddenly he sensed a change in the gateway. The flashing stopped as a bright speck of fire appeared in its suddenly darkened depths. The spot grew and swelled, rushing upward.


	Jack knew—just knew he shouldn’t be here. The dog-monkey was still raging and howling as Jack turned and ran as fast as his injured knee would let him. He was maybe a dozen feet away when a blast hurled him face-first to the ground. He rolled over and saw a column of fiery white light shoot into the sky, engulfing the tree trunk and the monkey thing. He watched it rip the flesh from the creature, then vaporize its bones along with the center of the trunk. The light shot toward the stars, poised for a heartbeat, then faded.


	And now … silence. Real silence. The sucking downdraft had stopped, and the flashes along with it.


	Jack staggered once more to the rim … just a cavity in the earth now, maybe fifteen feet deep. An excavation for a foundation … with the charred ends of a fallen oak on either side. The men in black, the dog-monkey thing—all gone. Only one loose end remained …


	Roma.


	He looked toward the sidewalk, but Roma was gone.


	Jack made a quick turn but he was nowhere to be seen. Where the—?


	Sirens began to wail in the distance. House lights were on up and down the street and people were beginning to wander out into their yards to find out what all the ruckus was about. He limped to his car—time to get out of here.


	Jack kept his headlights off as he eased away.
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	Off to his left, the night sky began to pale as Jack drove toward the expressway. As much as he ached to floor the gas pedal, he kept to the limit. Last thing he needed now was to run across a cop and be stopped for speeding.


	He had the windows closed and the heater cranked to maximum, not so much against the cold outside as the marrow-deep chill within as Frayne Canfield’s words—he’d spoken them only hours ago, but it seemed like eons—pursued him down Glen Cove Road.


	You are involved. ... more deeply than you can possibly imagine. ...


	No … he wanted no involvement with anything even remotely like what he’d just encountered. But the worst of it was he still wasn’t sure just what he’d encountered. His life already was complicated enough. He didn’t need to be involved as some sort of pawn in a cosmic conflict.


	Cosmic conflict … jeez. Got to stop talking like that.


	Already the events of the last hour were beginning to take on an unreal feel. Maybe none of it had really happened. Maybe he’d been drugged or something …


	And maybe I shouldn’t try to kid myself.


	It had happened. Something was going on, something big … an eternal war behind the scenery.


	Suddenly dizzy and a little sick, Jack stopped the car and got out to gasp some cool fresh air. He looked around at the trees, the towns flanking the highway, the fading stars … and shivered.


	Scenery? Was that all that this was? Nothing more than scenery?


	He couldn’t live like that. It made his day-to-day life so … insignificant. He had to believe that what he did mattered, at least to him. Otherwise … why bother?


	Jack shook his head. He’d hired on to this gig to answer one simple question: Where’s Melanie Ehler? He’d answered that one, but now he was carrying around dozens more. With no way to answer even one of them.


	All right—what did he know for sure?


	He forced a smile. Okay, first off, he was still owed the second half of his fee for finding Melanie Ehler, and he knew for damn sure he wasn’t ever going to collect it.


	And betting on Roma’s murderous monkey monster being dead seemed a sure thing.


	Beyond those two, though, everything else was pretty much up for grabs.


	He could assume that Zaleski and Kenway and Lew were dead on the far side of that hole, but did “dead” mean the same thing over there?


	Melanie and Canfield were in that same Other place as well—but without their “ticket.” Jack hoped they were slow roasting over what passed for a fire in the Otherness.


	And what about Olive? What had happened to her corpse? Sent into the Otherness too? Or would it turn up in some alley next week?


	Those two black-eyed goons … Jack had assumed they were working for the Otherness, and that they’d killed and mutilated Olive. But now he wasn’t so sure. At the end they seemed to be working against the Otherness.


	Does that mean they were on my side?


	But they’d wanted to chuck him into the hole—came damn close to succeeding. Hadn’t seemed to care one way or the other about him, they simply wanted to close the gateway, by any means necessary. They thought he would do it, so he’d immediately become expendable.


	With allies like that, who needed enemies?


	But as it worked out—they’d closed the gateway. When they hit bottom or reached the Otherness or wherever they ended up, they caused some sort of titanic explosion, a blast of light that must have been visible for miles.


	Visible for miles … like the Tunguska explosion Kenway and Zaleski talked about tonight. Hadn’t Kenway said one theory held that it was caused by an antimatter meteor striking the earth?


	Maybe that was what those two guys had been—antimatter meteors of a sort, striking the Otherness’s matter. Or more likely, matter meteors striking the Otherness’s antimatter. Because the Otherness seemed anti-everything.


	And finally, what about Sal Roma—”The One,” as Melanie had called him? Had he been for real—some sort of ageless Otherness superhybrid born in Monroe and waiting to take over? And where was he now? Had he been so closely linked to the monkey thing that when it went up in smoke, so did he?


	Jack doubted that. Some primitive part of him sensed The One still out there, prowling around, looking for a new way to create a world-changing cataclysm that would usher in the age of Otherness.


	And he knew beyond all reason and all doubt that someday they would meet again.


	But even more disturbing was the final look Number One had given him before he’d let go of that root. Jack kept seeing those black eyes, so cold and expressionless, and yet … a nebulous feeling that some sort of torch was being passed.


	Not to me, thank you.


	But like it or not, want it or not, had he come too close and seen too much, and because of that been drafted into some sort of shadow army?


	The idea gave him the cold shakes.


	He started as he sensed something dark moving above, blotting out the stars. He ducked into a crouch and looked up.


	Nothing … an empty sky.


	He straightened and slid back into the car. No, he couldn’t live like this. Had to shake it off. He’d be a paranoid basket case if he didn’t.


	He’d handle it … give him a few days and he’d be back to normal. He’d go on living his life as before, taking on fix-it jobs, kibitzing with Abe, hanging at Julio’s, playing with Vicky, loving Gia. Not your normal everyday life, but one firmly grounded in reality—the only reality he knew or wanted to know. He’d put the episode in Monroe behind him and never look back. This page was turned, this chapter closed.


	But as he shifted into gear and drove on, Canfield’s words seemed to whisper through the heater vents.


	You are involved … more deeply than you can possibly imagine …


	All the Rage


	F. Paul Wilson


	for Jennifer and John and their new life together
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	Readers familiar with the Garden State Parkway may wonder why they’ve never seen the New Gretna rest stop: you simply haven’t looked hard enough.
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	“This is crazy,” Macintosh said. “What are we doing here?” 


	Dr. Luc Monnet watched the unkempt younger man breathe into his grimy hands and rub them together as he paced back and forth on the wet grass. It had rained most of the day, but now the skies had cleared.


	“You should have brought a jacket, Tom.” 


	“You didn’t tell me we’d be standing around in a field at goddamn three in the morning!” 


	A moonless sky vaulted above them. Nearby, the glowing ribbon of Route 290 lay still and largely empty; beyond it the lights of downtown Chicago lit the horizon with false dawn. Hulking masses of hotels or office buildings rose here and there across the flat land like desert buttes.


	“You’re the one who wanted to know the source of the molecule,” Luc said.


	Demanded was more like it, but that was such a loaded term. Luc wanted to keep everything on an even keel for the moment.


	“I still do. But what are we doing hanging around a circus?” 


	“It’s not a circus.” Luc gestured to the looming shadow of the large oblong tent behind them. “As the sign says, it’s an ‘Oddity Emporium.’” 


	Macintosh snorted. “Euphemism for freak show. That still doesn’t explain what we’re doing here.” 


	“This is the source of the molecule.” 


	“Ok, fine. But why are we standing outside cooling our heels? And I do mean cooling.” 


	Luc grinned in the darkness. If Macintosh saw him, he’d probably think it a response to his feeble attempt at humor. But Luc found nothing funny about Macintosh. Nothing likable about him either. Especially his looks. They were such a mismatched pair. Luc’s close-cropped, styled brown hair, trim five-nine frame, and tailor-made slacks and sweater next to Macintosh’s tall, ungainly torso, his wrinkled shirt, worn jeans, shaggy hair, and wispy goatee.


	Truth was, he was glad Macintosh was uncomfortable in the cold. He wished he’d freeze to death right here and now. The swine didn’t have much longer to live anyway, and that would spare Luc the ordeal of having him killed.


	Killed, he thought, shuddering at the concept. I’m going to cause another human being’s death tonight. What would have been unthinkable two weeks ago had become something he had to do. He felt nothing for Macintosh, only a crawling anxiety to have done with it.


	“And was all the subterfuge necessary?” Macintosh whined. “Separate flights, separate hotels, you picking me up on the street in the wee hours of the morning to haul me out here to the middle of nowhere. Like some bad movie.” 


	Luc bit back a sharp retort. Didn’t the damn fool ever shut up?


	“Think about that, Tom,” he said, keeping his voice even. It wouldn’t do to betray his loathing for this piece of human garbage. Yet. “Just think about it.” 


	Macintosh was blessedly quiet for a moment. Thinking, perhaps? That was something he should have done before he demanded to know the secrets of the molecule.


	Macintosh—what had he been thinking when he’d hired this slovenly creature? A brilliant researcher with gaping holes in his intellect. Perfect example: if he’d possessed a lick of common sense he never would have come here.


	“Yeah,” Macintosh said finally. “I see what you mean. But how much longer?” 


	Luc lifted his wrist and pressed the illumination button on the rim of his watch. The face lit, revealing 4:11:08. That was Eastern Standard Time. He hadn’t bothered resetting it.


	“A few more minutes,” he said.


	In truth, the moment he’d been waiting for had passed. Ten minutes and fifty-four seconds after four had been the mark, but he always liked to give himself a cushion. Just in case.


	Canvas rustled behind them and a deep voice said, “We’re ready.” 


	Luc turned and saw a tall figure holding back a tent flap.


	“Finally!” Macintosh cried as Luc led him toward the faintly lit opening.


	“Good evening, Mr. Prather,” Luc said to the tall, oddly shaped man holding the flap. The owner of the show had arrived.


	“Good evening, Dr. Monnet,” Prather said in his deep voice that seemed to echo around him. He pronounced Luc’s surname properly, but with an odd cadence.


	Ozymandias Prather. An odd-looking duck—nearly six and a half feet tall, with narrow shoulders, a barrel chest, and wide hips. His long, narrow head completed the conical layout of his body.


	“This is Dr. Macintosh. I told you that he’d be coming.” 


	“You did indeed,” Prather said.


	No one offered to shake hands.


	The air within was thicker and warmer but only marginally brighter than the starlight outside.


	“Didn’t they pay their electric bill?” Macintosh muttered as they followed Prather down the midway toward a better-lit area at the far end of the tent. “And what’s that stink?” 


	Luc clenched his teeth. “That’s the source.” 


	At the end of the midway, in a pool of wan light, sat a cage. Above the iron bars a chipped wooden sign heralded the amazing sharkman! in faded red letters. Two roustabouts crouched before the cage, struggling with something between them—something long and dark that ended in three taloned fingers.


	“My God!” Macintosh said, stopping and gaping at the sight. “What is that?” 


	“That… is the source.” 


	He knew what was going through Macintosh’s mind: Sharkman? That arm cannot belong to a man of any sort. It has to be a fake, a muscle-bound performer in a rubber suit with a clawed glove.


	That was what Luc himself had thought when he’d first seen the creature that crouched behind the bars. But it had proved to be the real thing. That dark reptilian skin bled when punctured; the talons on the ends of those thick fingers were sharp and deadly.


	But Luc was dismayed that tonight it took only two of Prather’s roustabouts to steady the creature’s arm. These identical, vaguely canine fellows looked even odder than Prather—muscular, neckless hulks with close-cropped hair, big square teeth, tiny ears, and dark, deep-set eyes. When Luc had begun taking samples last year, five of them had had difficulty restraining the thrashing Sharkman.


	He squinted past them into the shadows of the cage but could make out only a darker blot within. He didn’t need to see the creature to know it was failing. At first he hadn’t been sure, but now with each visit it was more and more apparent that it was fading away. Another month, perhaps—certainly no more than two—and it would be dead. The wellspring of the molecule would be gone.


	And then what would he do?


	The precipitous drop in cash flow would be the least of Luc’s problems.


	He did his best to shake off the sick feeling crawling through the pit of his stomach and withdrew the veni-puncture kit from his coat pocket.


	Macintosh said, “This is some sort of joke, right?” 


	Feeling very tired all of a sudden, Luc shook his head. “No, Tom. No joke.” 


	He unwrapped and inserted the short end of an eighteen-gauge double-pointed phlebotomy needle into the plastic sheath; with two serum separation tubes ready, he approached the arm.


	“W-what are you going to do?” Macintosh said.


	“What does it look like? I’m going to draw some blood.” 


	The rank smell of the creature mixed with the wet-dog stink of the roustabouts, making him a little queasy. Holding his breath, Luc didn’t prep the dark skin, simply trapped a ropy vein between two fingers and worked the needle point through the gritty epidermis—like stabbing through layers of sandpaper. As soon as he was into the vein he snapped the vacuum tube home and watched it fill with dark fluid, much darker than human blood.


	When the second tube was full—always an extra, just in case—he backed away and the roustabouts released the thing’s arm. The creature snatched it back through the bars, then rolled over onto its side, facing away from them.


	Luc held the tube up to the light.


	“That’s blood?” Macintosh said, leaning over his shoulder. “Looks more like tar.” 


	Although as black, the fluid was nowhere near as thick as tar. In fact, this sample was noticeably thinner than the last. When Luc had started drawing the creature’s blood, the tubes would fill slowly despite the eighteen-gauge needle. Tonight a twenty-two-gauge would have been sufficient. Another depressing sign that the source was failing.


	Macintosh straightened and stepped closer—but not too close—to the cage. He peered into the shadowy interior.


	“What is it?” he said, his voice hushed.


	“No one knows,” Luc said, returning the tubes to their padded transport case. “And it’s a pity that you don’t either.” 


	Macintosh turned. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“Just that if you knew something about it, anything at all, you’d be useful. I’d have a reason for letting you live.” 


	“Heh,” Macintosh managed through a wobbly smile.


	Luc said nothing; he simply stared at him.


	Macintosh licked his lips. “That’s not funny, Doc.” 


	Luc took profound pleasure in watching the smile fade and the eyes widen as the traitor came to realize he wasn’t joking.


	Macintosh glanced quickly around, then made a move toward the midway. But the two roustabouts blocked his way. He tried the other direction, but three more identical roustabouts appeared.


	“Oh, God!” Macintosh wailed. “You can’t be serious!” 


	“What did you expect?” Luc shouted. Finally he could vent his fury. “You’ve tried to blackmail me! Did you think I would stand for that?” 


	“No! Not blackmail! I—” 


	“‘Give me a piece of the action or I go to the police’. That’s what you said, wasn’t it.” 


	“No, really! I didn’t—” 


	“If you’d simply gone straight to the police, I would have been angry, but at least I could have seen you as a well-meaning citizen. But after I’d hired you, provided you with cutting-edge research technology, and trusted you with my records, you try to dip your filthy hands into what is mine, what I discovered and developed. That’s despicable—intolerable.” 


	“Please!” Macintosh dropped to his knees, held up his hands, palms pressed together as if in prayer. “Please, I’m sorry!” 


	Luc stoked his rage. Without it he might not muster the courage to give Oz the signal to remove Macintosh and dispose of him.


	“Or if you’d accomplished what I hired you to do, I would have found a way to cut you in. But you’ve failed me, Tom—as a researcher… and as a man.” 


	Macintosh sobbed. “Oh, Jesus!” 


	Luc glanced at Prather and nodded. Prather cocked his head toward Macintosh. In a single fluid motion, one of the roustabouts stepped up behind the kneeling man, raised a balled fist, and slammed it into the back of his neck.


	Luc staggered back as he heard bones crunch like peanut shells and saw Macintosh’s eyes bulge in their sockets as if his brain were pushing them from behind. Luc had never dreamed Prather’s men would kill the man right in front of him. A surge of bile burned the back of his throat as he watched Macintosh pitch forward, his face landing in the dirt. His hands and feet twitched in time to the tune of his choked gurgling; then he lay still.


	Luc swallowed and stared at the roustabouts. The killer had stepped back to rejoin his brothers, and Luc couldn’t tell now which one had struck Macintosh, but the power behind that single blow had been… inhuman.


	He felt weak in his knees. He’d wanted Macintosh gone, but not to watch him die.


	A dismissive flick of Prather’s wrist set the roustabouts into motion. They grabbed Macintosh’s body by its feet and dragged him out like a piece of tarpaulin.


	Luc struggled to pull himself together. His life seemed to have been drifting into the Abyss these past months, but with this act he felt he’d accelerated into free fall. And yet, despite his growing despair, he could not deny his relief at no longer having Macintosh’s threats hanging over him.


	“We’ll bury him deep,” Prather said. “The ground here will be pocked and scarred when we leave Sunday. No one will notice.” 


	Still speechless, Luc removed a thick envelope from his breast pocket and handed it to him. An oily lock of the big man’s lank dark hair fell over his forehead as he opened the envelope and fanned through the wad of bills. The wan light made his pale skin look cadaverish.


	“It’s all there,” Luc said, finding his voice.


	“Yes, it appears to be.” He stared down at Luc with his icy blue eyes. “Why didn’t you have Mr. Dragovic take care of this for you?” 


	Luc stiffened. “Dragovic? What do you mean?” 


	Prather smiled—thin, thin lips drawing back over yellow teeth. Not a pleasant sight. “Come now, Doctor. I’ve done a little research myself. Didn’t you think I’d be curious as to why you’re so interested in my mystery pet’s blood?” 


	Luc sagged. He could smell another shakedown coming.


	“Not to worry,” Prather said. “I’ve no taste for blackmail. Extortion is so sordid. But I can’t help wonder why you didn’t have your best customer remove this threat to both of you.” His smile broadened. “Unless of course you didn’t want Mr. Dragovic to know you’d left yourself so vulnerable.” 


	Luc shrugged to mask the bunching of the muscles in his neck and shoulders. Prather had scored a bull’s-eye. The last thing Luc needed was for Milos Dragovic to learn that this pig Macintosh had almost blown the whole business. Dragovic must never even imagine that Luc did not have absolute control of his end.


	“Just as well,” Prather said. “The extra money for removing him will help us meet payroll.” 


	“Business off?” Luc said, trying to steer away from the subject of Milos Dragovic.


	Prather nodded. “Bad weather sends people to movies but not to freak shows. And truthfully, some of our attractions become rather… ripe in wet weather.” 


	In wet weather? Luc thought. How about any weather?


	“I’ll take the next sample on May twenty-fifth,” Luc said, paving his way toward the exit. “Where will your troupe be then?” 


	Prather smiled again. “Virtually in your backyard,


	Dr. Monnet. We’ll be in a little Long Island town that is one of our favorite annual stops. We’ll be quite nearly neighbors for a while. Won’t that be special.” 


	Luc shivered at the thought of living anywhere near Ozymandias Prather and his freaks. “Well, it will be nice to simply hop into a car rather than fight through the airports.” 


	“See you then, Dr. Monnet.” 


	Relieved to be leaving, Luc turned and hurried along the dark midway toward the exit.
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	“What did you think?” Gia said.


	“Well…” Jack glanced around as he gathered his thoughts, not quite sure what to say.


	He, Gia, and Vicky had just exited the Metropolitan Museum of Art and now stood atop the high granite steps. The sun had been low when they’d entered and was well gone now. A tiny sliver of moon, a glowing fingernail clipping, hung in the sky. Below them, singles, couples, and groups lounged on the steps, smoking, eating, cuddling, hanging out. Water splashed in the oblong fountains left and right. And beyond the steps and crowded sidewalk, Fifth Avenue traffic crawled along despite the fact that rush hour was long gone. Exhaust fumes wafted up on the evening breeze that billowed the huge dark blue banner suspended above them, trumpeting the Cezanne exhibit.


	Jack ran a quick apparel check, comparing his clothing to what the other museum goers were wearing. He’d gone for a slightly more upscale look tonight—light blue oxford shirt, tan slacks, brown loafers—and was pleased to see that he blended pretty well. In a bow to the current trend, he’d had his brown hair trimmed a little shorter than he preferred. He could pass tonight for a teacher or an accountant out for an evening with his wife and daughter. No one worth noticing. And that was perfect.


	Jack watched Vicky doing her own scan, but hers concentrated on the sidewalk. Her dark brown hair had been unwound from her customary braids into a single long ponytail for her trip to the museum. He could read her eight-year-old mind: Where’s the ice-cream man? Where’s the pretzel guy? For a girl who couldn’t weigh more than sixty pounds fully clothed, she could eat like a long-haul trucker.


	He turned to Gia and found her pale blue eyes staring up at him as a small smile played about her lips. The breeze ruffled her short blond hair. She looked dazzling in a snug blue silk sweater set and black slacks.


	“‘Well’ what?” Gia said.


	Jack scratched his head. “Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t get it.” 


	“Get what?” 


	“Cezanne. Why he’s so famous. Why he’s got his own show at the Met.” 


	“Because he’s considered the father of modern art.” 


	Jack shrugged. “So they say in the brochure, and that’s all fine and good, but some of those paintings don’t even look finished.” 


	“That’s because they aren’t, you ninny. He abandoned a number of his canvases because they weren’t going the way he wanted.” 


	“Yeah, well, finished or not, his stuff doesn’t do anything for me. How do they put it? It doesn’t speak to me.” 


	Gia rolled her eyes. “Oh, God. Why do I bother?” 


	Jack threw an arm around her shoulders, drew her close, and kissed her blond waves. “Hey, don’t go getting all huffy now just because I don’t like this guy. I liked Monet, didn’t I?” He still remembered colors of sunlight so vibrant he’d felt the warmth radiating from the canvases.


	“Monet’s easy to like.” 


	“You mean a painting’s got to be hard to like to be good?” 


	“Not at all, but—” 


	“Mommy, look at those men!” Vicky said, pointing down to Fifth Avenue. “They’re gonna get hurt!” 


	Jack turned and saw a couple of middle-aged men in jackets and ties strutting through the slow-moving traffic, seeming to dare the cars to hit them. More than a couple. Jack spotted more—a dozen, maybe two dozen, all well dressed, all in their forties, all swaggering like street toughs.


	A car honked and one of the jaywalkers gave the driver the finger as he kicked a dent in his fender. When the driver got out he was jumped by two of the men and pummeled until he ducked back into the car and locked the door. They high-fived each other and continued toward the museum.


	On the sidewalk to the right, one of the men snatched a pretzel from a cart as he passed. As the vendor went after him, he was grabbed by three of the well-dressed goons and knocked to the ground. They kicked him a few times and moved on, laughing.


	“Jack?” Gia said, and he could hear the unease in her voice. “What’s going on?” 


	“Not sure,” Jack said.


	He didn’t like the looks of this. Unless they were a gang of middle-aged Gypsy Kings on a rampage after knocking over a Barney’s—and Jack wasn’t buying that—these guys were acting way out of character. For himself he wasn’t worried, but he had Gia and Vicky with him.


	“Whatever it is, let’s stay clear of it.” 


	One of the troublemakers pointed toward the entrance to the museum and shouted back to his buddies. Jack didn’t catch what he said, but the others must have thought it was a great idea because they started streaming up the steps after him.


	“Let’s move over to the side,” Jack said, ushering Gia and Vicky away from the center door and closer to the column supports at the downtown end. “Soon as they’re in the museum, we’re out of here.” 


	But the well-dressed goons were easily distracted. Instead of making a beeline for the door, a number of them stopped to harass people along the way. Fights broke out. Within minutes the formerly peaceful steps of the Metropolitan Museum degenerated into one large multicentric brawl.


	“Oh, Jack,” Gia said, pointing directly below them. “Help her.” 


	Jack followed her point, saw a paunchy guy in a blue blazer with some sort of gold crest on the breast pocket. He was trying to nuzzle a young woman who’d been sitting alone on one of the landings, smoking a cigarette. The more she pushed him away, the more aggressive he became.


	Jack glanced around. “I don’t like leaving you two alone.” 


	“Just chase him off before he does something awful,” Gia said. “It won’t take you a minute.” 


	“All right,” Jack said, heading down. “Maybe you could point out something more interesting to my little friend—like the fountains, say—while I see what I can do.” 


	Jack figured he might have to do something quick and nasty to Mr. Paunch if he wouldn’t cooperate. Didn’t want Vicky watching.


	As Jack trotted down the steps, the slim brunette had risen to her feet and was struggling with the older man who had at least a hundred-pound advantage. The expensive clothes, the good haircut, and the shiny, manicured nails didn’t go with the feral lust in his eyes.


	Jack was within a dozen feet of them when she shouted, “I told you to get lost!” 


	“Now, now, sweetie pie,” he said through clenched teeth as he pulled her closer. “You don’t really mean that.” 


	“Wanna bet?” 


	She stabbed her lit cigarette at his eye. He jerked back and turned just enough to save his eye, but the burning end caught him solidly on one of his jowls. As he cried out in pain and raised his hands to his face, the young woman landed a forty-yard punt between his legs. The guy’s face went fish-belly white as he dropped to his knees, holding his crotch. She kicked him again, in the chest this time, and he pitched sideways and rolled down a few steps.


	The woman whirled on Jack, snarling. “You want some of the same?” 


	Jack stopped and held his hands before him, palms out. “Peace, lady. Just coming to help.” He nodded to the battered man, prone on the steps, holding his crotch and groaning. “But you seem to have things under control.” 


	She gave him a quick smile. “Thanks for the thought.” She looked around at the melee. “What’s gotten into these creeps?” 


	“Damned if I know. Best if you just—” 


	“Jack!” 


	The fright in Gia’s voice spun him around and he was taking the steps up two at a time before it fully registered that she was struggling with two of the middle-aged yuppies.


	“Hey!” he shouted as fire scorched through him.


	Vicky batted at one of the men’s legs, screaming, “Leave my mommy alone!” 


	The man, whose round face and pushed-up nose reminded Jack of Porky Pig, turned and shoved Vicky away. “Get lost, kid!” 


	“No!” Vicky cried, and kicked him in the shin.


	His face distorted with rage, the guy grabbed Vicky and lifted her off her feet. “You little bitch!” 


	Jack’s anger turned to panic as the man carried the screaming Vicky toward the end of the top landing. Jack veered away from Gia and poured every ounce of strength into his legs.


	“I’ll teach you to kick me!” Porky shouted, raising her higher as he neared the edge.


	Vicky’s terrified wail rose in pitch as she saw the stone steps sloping away before her. Jack reached them just as the man was flexing to fling her. He hooked Porky’s elbow, yanked him back and around, turning the guy and Vicky toward him. Jack swung his left arm around Vicky’s waist and smashed his right elbow into Porky’s startled face.


	As the guy staggered back, Jack put Vicky down and advanced on him. With Vicky safe now, Jack’s rage had room to bloom. He let the darkness boil out of its cell and take over.


	If Porky had had an ounce of sense he would have run. Instead he charged. Jack sidestepped at the last second, drove his fist into the flabby belly—a solid solar plexus shot—doubling him over. And still Porky wouldn’t quit. Even bent almost in half, he tried to grapple Jack’s waist. Jack didn’t have time to dance; he had to get to Gia. He clubbed the guy on the ear, grabbed him by the back of his coat collar and the back of his belt, and gave him the bum’s rush toward the end of the landing. At the last second, Jack lifted him and sent him sailing in the flight he’d intended for Vicky. Screaming and kicking and windmilling his arms, Porky hit the granite hard and kept going, rolling and tumbling the rest of the way down.


	Jack didn’t wait to see him land. Turned and ran back to Gia and her attacker.


	“C’mon, babe,” this guy was saying as he pawed Gia. “Stop fighting it. You know you want it.” 


	As Jack arrived he spotted a similar crest on this one’s blazer. That was about all he had time to notice before the guy slapped Gia across the face.


	Something detonated within Jack then and things got fuzzy. Vision constricted to a short, narrow tunnel, sound warped to a muddled roar, and he was grabbing the guy by his blow-dried hair, ripping him off Gia, and slamming his face into the base of the stone columns. Once, twice, and more, until the meaty crunches became wet slaps. Then he threw him against the museum’s front wall. As he repeatedly body slammed the man into the granite blocks, Jack became aware of a voice… Gia’s… shouting his name. He released the guy and turned toward the sound.


	Gia stood below, on the next landing, clutching her hysterical daughter in her arms. Saying something about getting out of here.


	Jack shut his eyes, forced a deep slow breath. Sounds filtered back, rising in volume. Gia’s voice, loud and clear.


	“Jack, please! Let’s go!” 


	Sirens rose in the distance. Yes… definitely time to go—


	But as Jack stepped toward Gia and Vicky, he saw alarm widen their eyes. That prepared him for the slam against his back and the arms wrapping around his throat in a stranglehold. The impact knocked him off the top step. Locked together, he and his attacker were pitching forward toward a granite-hard landing. Jack twisted in the air, wrenching the heavier weight of his attacker around to position the other beneath him. The hoarse voice raging incoherently in his ear cut off abruptly when they hit the steps. The other guy had taken the full impact on his back, cushioning Jack.


	Jack rolled off and was shocked to see that it was the same guy he’d pulled off Gia and battered against the wall. His face was a bloody mess and he shouldn’t have been able to stand, let alone attack. Wasn’t standing now—lay sprawled on his back, gasping for air. Had to have at least half a dozen broken ribs. But then he groaned, tried to roll over, and for one incredulous second Jack thought he was going to get up and come at him again. But then he slumped and lay still. Guy was a hell of a lot tougher than he looked, but not that tough.


	Looked around at the chaos. People shouting, screaming, punching, kicking, falling, bleeding. The Odessa Steps from Potemkin in real life. Thankfully no baby carriages in sight.


	What was wrong with these guys? Who were they and why were they acting like a Mongol horde? None of them seemed to know when to quit. But what disturbed Jack more was their willingness to hurt. You don’t see that in the average person. Most people have a natural reluctance to do damage to a fellow human being. Jack had had that once. Took him years to overcome it, to clear an area within so he’d have a space where that reluctance didn’t exist, a place he could step into, a mode he could enter when necessary and find a willingness, an enthusiasm almost, to inflict damage before it could be inflicted, and do so without hesitation. Hesitate and you’re lost. Maybe dead. Better to give than receive. Always.


	These guys showed none of that natural hesitation. Good thing most of them were doughy and didn’t know how to fight; otherwise this would have been a truly scary scene.


	Jack took Gia’s arm and led her and Vicky to the side and then down. He glanced back to his right and saw Porky at the base of the steps, near the fountain; he was screaming curses as he crawled toward the sidewalk, dragging one leg behind him. Jack wanted to go down there and break a few more of this particular jerk’s bones, but no way he was leaving Gia and Vicky alone in the middle of this riot.


	When they reached the sidewalk he took the sobbing Vicky from Gia and hustled them downtown. He noticed an adrenaline tremor in his hand as he raised it to hail a cab.


	How had such a nice evening turned so ugly?


	2


	“The bid is eleven-five,” the tuxedoed auctioneer said. “Do I hear twelve thousand?” 


	Dr. Luc Monnet fought the urge to turn and glare at the other bidder; he kept his eyes on the auctioneer. Others around him, elegantly dressed, perched on well-padded chairs arranged in neat rows on the red carpeting, had no such compunction. They craned their necks this way and that, enjoying the auction spectator sport: a bidding war.


	Luc did not have to turn to know what was happening. Two rows behind and slightly to the right, a dark-haired man in a blue suit was holding a StarTac to his left ear, receiving instructions from whomever he was bidding for. Luc closed his eyes and sent up a little prayer that $2,000 a bottle was too rich for the other bidder’s blood.


	He’d come to Sotheby’s for the sole purpose of buying the half-case of Château Petrus 1947 Pomerol Cru Exceptionnel offered by the Gates estate. Not simply because it was a fine, fine wine that he wanted for his collection and not because Petrus happened to be his favorite Bordeaux, but because the vintage year had special meaning: nineteen-forty-seven was the year of his birth.


	But as much as he desired the wine, he would not allow auction fever to seduce him into an absurd bid. He had set himself a firm $2,000-per-bottle limit before arriving—extravagant, perhaps, but not absurd. Not for Petrus ‘47.


	His eyes snapped open at the sound of a delighted “Ah!” from somewhere in front of him and some scattered applause. That could mean only one thing. Dismay settled on his shoulders like a weight.


	“The bid is now at twelve thousand for lot twenty-two,” the auctioneer said, directing his gaze at Luc. “Will the gentleman bid twelve-five?” 


	Hiding his fury, Luc looked down at his bidding paddle, no longer needed now that the bidders had been reduced to two. Who was on the other end of that cell phone? Some billionaire Japanese philistine, no doubt, with Renoirs on the wall and Lafite-Rothchilds in his cellar, a Hun pillaging Luc’s culture, whose appreciation of his spoils stopped at their price tags, reducing art and heritage to status symbols.


	Luc wanted to grab the phone and scream You’ve got your own culture—keep to it! This is mine, and I want it back!


	But he said nothing as he assessed the situation. What if the other bidder had set his own limit at $2,000 per bottle? That was a nice round figure. So if Luc went to twelve-five, that would exceed his own preset limit, but not by much. The price per bottle would be less than twenty-one hundred—exorbitant, but still shy of absurdity.


	Luc nodded to the auctioneer and was rewarded by his own chorus of “Ahs” and appreciative clapping.


	“And you, sir?” the auctioneer said, looking beyond Luc. “Will you go to thirteen?” 


	Another pause as his competitor, his foe, his mortal enemy, conferred with the mystery bidder. Luc continued to stare straight ahead.


	A loud clearing of the throat and then a voice two rows back said, “Time to separate the men from the boys: fifteen thousand.” 


	Gasps, then applause. Luc could feel his face turning red.


	“Sir?” the auctioneer said, looking at Luc with raised eyebrows.


	Crushed and embarrassed, Luc could only shake his head. Twenty-five hundred dollars a bottle? The vintage had never gone for that price and he refused to be suckered into topping such an outrageous bid. May the corks be dry and crumbling and leaking air, may the wine have oxidized to vinegar, and may the swine on the other end of the line drown in it.


	But Luc knew the wine would be perfect. He’d studied the bottles, how the wine rode high in the necks, how one capsule had been cut to reveal the firm, tight, branded cork.


	He rose, placed the paddle on his seat, adjusted the cuffs of his charcoal gray suit jacket, and walked down the center aisle. The weight of the combined gazes against his back from the audience propelled him toward the door.


	Time to separate the men from the boys…


	Indeed… and at the moment he felt as if he were back wearing knickers.


	As he passed the grinning winner, yammering into his cell phone, the pig had the bad taste to wink at him and say, “Better luck next time.” 


	Die, Luc thought, ignoring him. Fall down and die.


	He pushed through the door onto York Avenue. He took a deep breath of the evening air and consoled himself with the certainty that more bottles of Château Petrus 1947 Pomerol Cru Exceptional remained unopened somewhere and that some of those eventually would come to auction and find their way into his cellar.


	Yet he still felt a residue of humiliation. He had vied for a prize and was coming away empty-handed. He could afford three thousand, four thousand, five thousand dollars a bottle, but money was not the point. The point was winning. And he had blinked.


	He didn’t feel like going home right now, so he began walking. He was about as far east as possible without being in the river, so he headed west, walking up stately Seventy-second Street. And he thought about his father. Wine always brought back memories of Papa.


	Poor man. If only he had found a way to hang on to the ancien domaine in Graves or at the very least cached his wines somewhere before fleeing to America, life would have been so different.


	Château Monnet’s vineyard had been among the smallest in the Graves district of Bordeaux, but it had provided a respectable living for generations. His ancestors had bottled small lots of their own wine for the family and sold most of the harvest to other vintners. But they’d never quite recovered from the Phylloxera vitifoliae plague that attacked the vineyards of Europe in the 1860s. The plant louse wiped out all—not most, all—of Château Monnet’s vines. Like its neighbors, Monnet had had to replant its acreage with Phylloxera-resistant rootstock imported from, of all places, California.


	It took years before they were harvesting grapes again. The family fell into debt. Worse, the grapes were never as good as before the plague, so the debt grew. During World War Two, with the Germans in Paris and moving toward Bordeaux, Papa decided to abandon the place—it already belonged more to the bank than to him—and flee to America.


	Luc was born in New York and thus a citizen. And by then the bank had auctioned off the Monnet domain to a neighboring château. Unable to face the ignominy of losing the ancestral home, Papa never set foot in France again.


	Luc had visited the property a few years ago. He’d found the elegant stone structure that had been the ancestral home still standing, but now converted to an inn. An inn! He’d felt degraded.


	Luc had stood in its front hall and sworn that he would buy it back someday. All it would take was money. And someday—soon, he hoped—he would have enough. Then he would drive the money changers from the family temple, move his wine collection back to the land of its origin, and take up where his father had left off.


	He looked up and noticed Central Park across the street. Surprised that he’d already walked to Fifth Avenue, he turned uptown. As he reached the Eighties he noticed a blaze of flashing red lights ahead. Curious, he joined the crowd of gawkers gathered behind the yellow tape across the street from the Metropolitan Museum.


	Ambulances and police cars blocked Fifth Avenue. Jammed traffic was being diverted. Emergency workers were tending dozens of injured people while cops dragged bloodied well-dressed men into blue-and-white paddy wagons.


	“What happened?” Luc said to the Hispanic-looking fellow next to him.


	“Some kind of riot.” He wore a Mets cap and a Rangers sweatshirt. “Bunch of preppies, I heard.” 


	“Preppies?” Luc said. “I don’t see any preppies.” 


	“Not kids. Older guys. Some prep school class was having its twenty-fifth year reunion tonight and decided to go on a rampage.” 


	A premonitory worm of unease began to wriggle in Luc’s gut. “Anyone… killed?” 


	“Not that I know of, but I—oh, shit! What’s that guy doing?” 


	Luc squinted toward where the man was pointing. He spotted what must have been one of the rioters—disheveled, bloody, but the crest on his blazer certainly looked preppyish—handcuffed to the door handle of one of the police cars. He squatted there with his face against his handcuffed wrist.


	“Oh, Christ!” Luc’s neighbor said. “Is he doing what I think he’s doing?” He began shouting to the nearest policeman. “Officer! Yo, Officer! Check out that guy over there! By the unit! Oh, man, stop him before he kills himself!” 


	Luc spotted a growing pool of blood by the handcuffed man’s feet. His gorge rose as he realized the man was gnawing at his wrist, as if trying to chew it off.


	The cop went over to him, saw what he was doing, and called the EMTs.


	“Shit, I heard of trapped animals doing that,” said the man in the Mets cap, his voice tinged with awe, “but never a human.” 


	Luc could not reply. His throat felt frozen.


	The preppy started kicking and screaming when the EMTs converged on him and tried to restrain him. As they surrounded the handcuffed man he continued to struggle and shout. Luc couldn’t be sure but he thought he saw the cop’s nightstick rise and fall once, and abruptly the man was silent. One of the EMTs signaled for a stretcher.


	Feeling sick and weak, Luc turned and staggered away. What an awful, tragic scene.


	And he was to blame.
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	“I think she’s asleep,” Gia whispered.


	She sat on the bed next to her sleeping daughter, holding her hand. Jack stood on the other side.


	“About time,” he said, looking down at the skinny little form curled under the covers of her bed. He reached out and smoothed her dark hair. “Poor kid.” 


	Vicky had huddled between Jack and Gia in the back of the cab, shaking and sobbing all the way home. Even the safety of her own bedroom hadn’t calmed her.


	“What kind of human garbage would frighten a child like that?” Gia said.


	She hadn’t actually seen what had happened, so she didn’t know that the guy hadn’t been trying simply to frighten Vicky—he’d been on the verge of tossing her down the steps and possibly to her death. Jack saw no point in enlightening Gia. She was already furious. Why make her sick?


	“Never seen anything like it,” Jack said. “Like they all went crazy at once.” 


	“Who were they?” Gia said, then set her jaw. “No, never mind that; I don’t care about the others. I don’t care about the one who was pawing me. I just want to know who it was that frightened Vicky like this. And then I want to press charges against him and have him put away.” 


	“Where they’ll put him in a cell with a three-hundred-pound serial killer who’ll rename him Alice?” Jack said.


	Gia nodded. “For life.” 


	“You think that’ll happen?” he said softly.


	“I’ll make it happen.” 


	“Can you identify him?” 


	Gia looked up at Jack. “No. I didn’t get a good look at him. But you…” She looked away. “No, I guess you can’t identify him, can you. Can’t have testimony from someone who doesn’t exist.” 


	“And you don’t want to put Vicky in the middle of all that—making identification, testifying, all for what? At best, his lawyer will get him off with a fine and a suspended sentence.” 


	Gia shook her head and sighed. “It’s not fair. He attacks me, scares my little girl half to death—he shouldn’t be able to just walk away.” 


	“Well, he’s not walking. Looked like he wound up with a broken leg.” 


	“Not enough,” Gia said, staring at Vicky’s face. “Not nearly enough.” 


	“My sentiments exactly,” Jack said. He leaned over and kissed the top of Gia’s head. “Gotta run.” 


	“Where are you going?” 


	“Gotta see a guy about something.” 


	“You’ve got that look…” 


	“I won’t be long.” 


	She nodded. “Be careful.” 


	Jack let himself out onto Sutton Square and walked toward Sutton Place in search of a cab. Usually Gia would try to stop him, telling him to stay calm and stay put. But not tonight. Someone had frightened her daughter—touched her daughter—and she didn’t want anyone thinking he could do such a thing and get away with it.


	Neither did Jack.


	He knew the guy could’ve killed her, and looked like he’d meant to. Jack tried to keep that fact at a distance, to maintain an oblique perspective. Not easy to do, but he knew if he got too close, if he thought about where Vicky might be now if he’d been delayed a single heartbeat, he’d blow again.


	Needed to be cool and deliberate in his approach to this guy. Had to find a way to pound home the message that he must never try something like that again, not to any child, but especially not to Miss Victoria Westphalen. Jack considered Vicky his daughter. Genetically she had another father, but in every other way, in every corner of Jack’s mind and heart, Vicks was his little girl. And someone who looked like Porky Pig had tried to kill her.


	Bad move, Porky.
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	Mount Sinai Medical Center was right up the street from the museum, so Jack figured that was where the rioters and their victims would wind up. When he got there and saw all the cops and a few handcuffed guys in crested blue blazers, he knew he’d figured right.


	The emergency department was in chaos. Doctors, nurses, and orderlies hurrying back and forth, doing triage, seeing the most serious cases first. Injured men, women, and even a few children were milling around or sitting with dazed looks on their faces. Some of the blazered guys were still causing trouble, shouting curses, struggling with the police. A disaster scene.


	As Jack wandered around the waiting room, looking for Vicky’s attacker, he picked up bits of the story. The wild men were all graduates of St. Barnabas Prep. Jack had heard of it: a rich kids’ school located in the East Eighties. Seemed their twenty-fifth-reunion dinner party never got past the hors d’oeuvres. Arguments broke out toward the end of the cocktail hour. Over what? The quality of the canapes? Not enough horseradish in the cocktail sauce? Whatever. The arguments grew into fights that spilled out onto the street and from there escalated to a riot.


	They were calling it a “preppy riot.” Swell.


	But where was the particular Porky preppy he wanted? Jack adopted a confused look and wandered into the treatment area. Peeked behind curtains and saw scalps and faces being stitched up, fingers and wrists being splinted, X-rays being studied, but no sign of the bastard he sought.


	A security guard—big, black, with a no-nonsense air about him—stopped Jack. “Can I help you, sir?” 


	“I’m looking for a friend,” Jack said.


	“If you’re not being treated, you’ll have to return to the waiting area.” He pointed over Jack’s shoulder. “The lady at the registration desk can tell you if he’s here.” 


	Jack started to move back toward the waiting area. “I think he broke his leg.” 


	“Then he’s probably in the casting room, and you can’t go in there.” 


	“OK,” Jack said, moving off. “Back to the waiting room.” 


	Halfway there, he stopped a young Asian woman in green scrubs.


	“Where’s the casting room?” 


	“Right there,” she said, pointing to his left, then continued on her way.


	You’re sharp tonight, Jack thought sourly, staring at the wooden door with the black-and-white casting room plaque dead center at eye level. Walked right past it.


	He glanced up the hall. The security guard was turned away with his walkie-talkie against his face, so Jack pushed open the door and stepped inside.


	And there he was. Dirty, disheveled, his hair matted with blood, he lay on a gurney with a nurse by his side and a doctor wrapping his right leg in some sort of fiberglass mesh. His looked different with his eyes glazed and jaw slackened from whatever they’d shot him up with to keep him quiet, but this was the guy. Porky. Jack felt his jaw muscles bunch. Would have loved, dearly loved, a chance to give the doctor cause to work on the other leg and both arms and maybe carve some bacon off his hide, but the cop watching from the head of the gurney would surely object.


	Jack stood statue still, scanning the room. Had only a few seconds before he was spotted. Especially didn’t want Porky to see him—might accuse him of tossing him off the steps—but now that he’d found him, Jack wanted his name. Spotted a clipboard atop some X-rays on the counter to his left. Snagged it and stepped back into the hallway.


	The top sheet was an intake form, with “Butler, Robert B.” printed across the top. A West Sixty-seventh Street address. Jack knew the building—a luxury high-rise maybe twenty blocks from his place. He memorized Butler’s unit number, leaned the clipboard against the door, and headed for the exit.


	Jack and Robert B. Butler, graduate of St. Barnabas Prep, had been living just a short walk away from each other for who knew how long. About time they got acquainted.


	THURSDAY
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	Jack was up early and on his way downtown, enjoying the mild May weather. Too nice a morning to ponder his as yet unscheduled confrontation with the porky prep. Jack hadn’t yet figured on the right approach to Mr. Butler, but it would come. Right now he was headed for a meeting with a new customer. Because she was a referral, and because he trusted the referrer, he’d agreed to meet Dr. Nadia Radzminsky on her turf. At this hour her turf was a storefront diabetes clinic on Seventeenth Street, between Union Square and Irving Place, next to a laundromat.


	Jack stepped inside and found the front area filled with a jumble of races and sexes, all shabbily dressed. The young mocha-skinned, white-uniformed nurse at the desk took one look at him and seemed to know he didn’t belong. Not that he was all that well dressed, but his faded flannel shirt, worn jeans, and scuffed tan work boots were still a few cuts above what everyone else here was wearing.


	“Can I help you?” 


	“I’m looking for Dr. Radzminsky. She’s expecting me.” 


	The nurse sifted through the papers on her desk and came up with a yellow sticky note. “Yes. You’re Jack? She said to take you right in.” 


	She led him through a curtained doorway, past a pair of curtained examining rooms—he caught a whiff of rubbing alcohol from the one on the right—to a tiny office in the rear. A young woman with straight dark hair cut in a bob sat behind the desk. She glanced up and smiled as they entered. She looked very young—couldn’t be a day over twenty. Too young to be a doctor.


	“You must be Jack,” she said, rising and extending her hand. She stood about five-four and had a compact frame, a stocky build—solid without being overweight.


	“And you must be Dr. Radzminsky.” 


	“Nadia, please,” she said, pronouncing it “Nahd-ja.” “Only my patients call me Doctor.” She had a big open face, a welcoming smile, and bright dark eyes. Jack liked her immediately. “Thanks, Jasmine,” she said to the nurse.


	Jasmine closed the door behind her.


	Nadia pointed to one of the chart-laden chairs. “Just put those on the floor and have a seat.” 


	She offered coffee and poured him a Styrofoam cupful from a Mr. Coffee on a shelf.


	“We’ve got sugar and Cremora.” 


	“Two sugars’ll do.” 


	“My only vice,” she said, sipping from an oversize black ceramic mug with nadj printed in big white letters along the side. “An indispensable habit you pick up in residency.” 


	“Can I ask you something straight off?” Jack said.


	“Sure.” 


	“No offense, but are you old enough to be a doctor?” 


	She gave him a tolerant smile. “Everyone asks me that. Yes. I’m cursed with a baby face. A blessing if you’re a model or an actress, but not when you’re a doctor, especially a woman doctor trying to inspire respect and confidence. But trust me, I’m a fellowship-trained, board-eligible endocrinologist.” 


	“That’s hormones, right?” 


	“Right. I do glands—thyroid, parathyroid, adrenal, pituitary, pancreas, and so on. Diabetes is one of the mainstays of endocrinology, which is why I’m here, but my special interest is in steroids.” 


	“Muscle juice?” 


	Another smile. “Anabolic steroids are just one kind. Cortisone is another; so is estrogen. Remember what that guy whispered to Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate!” 


	“Sure. ‘Plastics’.” 


	“Right. One of my professors did the same thing for me once. He said, ‘Steroids… the future is steroids.’ And over the years I became convinced he was right. Even got to contribute some original research to the field. But enough about me, what about you? Whatever did you do for Alicia Clayton to make her recommend you so highly?” 


	Jack wasn’t going to answer that. “How do you know Alicia?” 


	“High school. We weren’t really friends, but we were both A students so we had advanced classes together. She went away to college, but now she’s back and we keep running into each other. We’re friends now. I told her about a problem I had and she gave me your number.” Nadia cocked her head at Jack, a puzzled look on her face. “She said I could trust you with my life.” 


	Hope she didn’t give you any details, he thought.


	“Is your life in danger?” 


	“No. But the way she said it—what on earth did you do for her?” 


	“I’m sure Alicia can fill you in on all the details.” 


	“That’s just it. She won’t say anything further than it was sometime around last Christmas.” Nadia smiled. “She said you were discreet too, and now I see what she meant.” 


	As pleasant as this young woman was, Jack wanted to get to the point. “What can I do for you, Nadia?” 


	“It’s about my boss.” 


	Please, not a sexual harassment thing, Jack thought. A stalker he could handle, but innuendo and suggestive behavior were too slippery.


	“The guy who runs this place?” 


	“No. The clinic is run by a hospital, and I just volunteer here.” 


	“You give these folks insulin shots?” 


	“No. A nurse handles that. I monitor their charts, test for end organ damage, manage the cases. We treat mostly homeless folk here. Imagine being a homeless diabetic—no place to keep your insulin chilled, no way to check your blood sugar, unable to buy clean needles.” 


	Pretty grim, Jack thought. And now he could see how Nadia and Alicia Clayton had connected. Alicia ran the pediatric AIDS clinic near St. Vincent’s, just a few blocks to the west of here.


	She went on. “My paying job—which I’ve only had for a couple of weeks now—is with a pharmaceutical company called GEM Pharma. Ever heard of it?” 


	Jack shook his head. Merck and Pfizer, yes, but never GEM.


	“It’s a small company,” she said. “Mostly they manufacture and market generic prescription drugs—antibiotics, antihypertensives, and such on which the patents have run out. But unlike most companies of their type, GEM does basic research—not a lot, but they at least make a stab at it. That’s why I was hired—for their R and D Department.” 


	“A couple of weeks and already your boss is hassling you?” 


	“No. Someone is hassling him. At least I think so.” 


	Good, Jack thought. It’s not sexual. “And why’s that?” 


	“I saw him arguing with a man in the corporate offices. They were down the far end of a hall. They didn’t see me, and they weren’t shouting, so I don’t know what the argument was about, but I saw the other man shove him, then walk out, looking very angry.” 


	“Not a disgruntled employee, I take it.” 


	“No, but the man looked vaguely familiar. It took the rest of the day before I could place him. Then I remembered. He was Milos Dragovic.” 


	Well, well, well, Jack thought, remembering a guy who’d contacted him recently about a beef with Milos Dragovic. Two customers interested in Dragovic in as many weeks. That boy do get around.


	Nadia was staring at him. “I can’t believe you haven’t heard of him.” She must have misinterpreted his silence.


	“Oh, I have. Everyone’s heard of the Slippery Serb.” 


	That was what the Post had dubbed Dragovic a couple of years ago. And he lived up to the title. He’d faced indictments for gunrunning, racketeering, procuring, even murder, and had walked on every one. A sharp dresser who hobnobbed with celebrities at all the in restaurants and hot nightspots, Milos Dragovic had replaced John “the Dapper Don” Gotti as the city’s chic hood.


	“You’re sure it was him?” Jack said.


	“Totally. I dug out an old copy of New York magazine that had a cover story on him. Milos Dragovic, no question.” 


	“And he’s pushing your boss around. Any idea why?” 


	“That’s what I’d like you to find out.” 


	“Well, since your guy works for a drug company—” 


	“He’s one of the founders.” 


	“Even better. Doesn’t take a genius to figure out that Pharmaceuticals of a less than legal nature must be involved. Why not call the cops and tell them the Slippery Serb is shaking down your boss? I’m sure they’d love to know.” 


	“Because Dragovic may have something on him, some secret he’s blackmailing him with. And he may already have coerced him into doing something illegal. I don’t want to see him go to jail or get hurt.” 


	As Nadia was speaking, Jack picked up on something: a timbre in her voice, a look in her eyes as she spoke about her boss at a job she’d had for only a few weeks. More than just a professional relationship here?


	“Just who is this boss you care about so much?” 


	Nadia hesitated, chewing her upper lip, then shrugged. “Oh, hell. I’ve gone this far, I might as well tell you: his name is Dr. Luc Monnet.” 


	“Like the painter?” 


	“Same pronunciation, but with a double n.” 


	There, Nadia thought. I’ve told him. I hope I’m not going to regret it.


	The last thing in the world she wanted to do was cause trouble for Dr. Monnet. In fact, the very reason she’d called this Repairman Jack was to try to protect him.


	Relax, she told herself. Alicia had said she could trust this man. And Alicia Clayton’s trust was not easily won.


	But after the way she’d talked about him, Nadia had expected Jack to have a commanding presence, be six-two at least and built like a fullback. The man sipping coffee on the other side of her desk was a very average Joe—midthirties, good-looking but hardly dazzling, with brown hair, brown eyes, and an easy way, dressed like men she passed hundreds of time a day on the city streets.


	I want the man I can trust with my life to be like Clint Eastwood or Arnold Schwarzenegger, she thought. Not a younger poor man’s Kevin Costner.


	But then she remembered Alicia’s warning: Don’t let Jack’s mild Mr. Everyman act fool you; his bite is infinitely worse than his bark.


	“I gather he’s more than just a boss to you,” Jack said.


	The offhandedness of the remark jolted Nadia. Is it that obvious?


	She tried to make her shrug equally offhanded. “We go back a ways. He was one of my professors in medical school.” 


	“The one who said, ‘The future is steroids’?” 


	She nodded, glad to note that he’d been paying attention. “He inspired me to go into endocrinology. I owe him for that.” 


	Jack stared at her, as if saying, Go on… I know there’s more.


	Oh, yes, there was. Lots. But Nadia was not about to confess to a stranger about the mad crush she’d had on Luc Monnet back in med school. His black curly hair, as dark as his glistening eyes, his fine features, his trim body, but most of all his manner. With his aristocratic bearing and his delicious, oh-so-faint French accent, he’d simply reeked of the Continent. Nadia had been so enthralled that she’d dreamed of seducing him, even worked out a way to go about it. She remembered the old fantasy…


	She’d seen herself entering his office and locking the door behind her. She’d never kidded herself that she had fashion model looks, but she knew she was no bowwow either. And on more than one occasion she’d caught Dr. Monnet looking at her, so the thought that she could do it wasn’t completely off-the-wall. She’d be wearing a tight short top and a miniskirt worn low to expose her navel. She’d ask him for a clarification on hormone levels and sexual response. She’d work her way around the desk till she was standing next to him, rubbing a hip against him as he reviewed molecular structures. If he didn’t take that bait, then she’d simply take his hand and place it on her bare inner thigh. After that, temperatures would rise, clothes would be shed, and he’d take her right there on his desk, demonstrating along the way that he was an expert in the lovemaking art for which the French were famous.


	And it had remained pure fantasy until one day near the end of the term…


	Nadia shifted to banish the faint tingling in her pelvis. Doug Gleason was the man in her life now—now and forever.


	“You owe him enough to play guardian angel?” Jack said.


	“Curtis Sliwa I’m not. But what should I do when I think that the man who inspired me toward my life’s work and gave me my first job is being coerced into doing something most likely illegal?” 


	“How do you know it’s coercion?” Jack said.


	“Come on. If a known thug is physically pushing him around, I’ve got to believe he’s pushing him around in other ways as well.” 


	Jack was nodding slowly. “Yeah. That would follow. So what would you like me to do about it?” 


	“A number of things.” Nadia had worked out an algorithm for the Monnet situation, much like the ones the medical journals worked up for diagnosis and treatment of a given disorder. She pictured the boxes and decision points in her mind as she spoke. “First we have to determine the connection between Dr. Monnet and Milos Dragovic. If it’s all perfectly legal—which I very much doubt—then we drop it right there. If it’s not so legal, then we move on. And if Dr. Monnet is being coerced, I want it stopped.” 


	Jack’s eyes bored into her. “And if he’s a willing participant in something illegal, with no coercion, then what?” 


	That was the final leg of Nadia’s algorithm, a blank box she hadn’t filled in. She hoped, prayed she wouldn’t have to. She couldn’t imagine Dr. Monnet willingly involved in anything illegal. He was already wealthy. He didn’t need money.


	But then she thought of the sleazy junk bond dealers in the eighties who’d ripped off hundreds of millions in a single year. But did they quit while they were ahead—way ahead? No. They wanted still more. The money itself had ceased to matter. It was the high from the risk that kept them pushing for more and more until finally they were caught.


	Was Dr. Monnet’s aloof demeanor merely a facade? Could a hunger for risk, a need for speed, a jones for adrenaline boil beneath that controlled surface?


	This man sitting before her might come up with answers to questions she didn’t want asked. But she had to do something. And she had to trust that an important person in her life did not have feet of clay.


	She sighed. “I don’t think you’ll find that. But if you do, I’ll make up my mind then.” 


	“Fair enough,” Jack said. “I’ll need some addresses—his home, the company’s corporate offices—phone numbers: yours, his, work, home, and so on.” 


	Nadia pulled an envelope from her purse. “I’ve got them all right here. I’ve also written up what I know of his life, his training, his research, plus all I know about the company, GEM Pharma.” 


	Jack smiled. “Efficient. I like that.” 


	“There’s just one problem,” she said, feeling her stomach tighten. Alicia had told her about the Repairman Jack’s usual fee. “Money.” 


	“Yeah, well, I do charge for my services.” 


	“Of course. I can’t imagine you wouldn’t; it’s just that I’m only recently out of residency, and I just started this new job, and I was wondering…” 


	Jack hadn’t moved, but she sensed that he’d somehow receded.


	“If I’d cut my price?” He shook his head. “I don’t haggle, especially when someone like Dragovic is involved. Sometimes I go on a contingency basis, but this isn’t that sort of job.” 


	Well, at least I tried, Nadia thought. “Ok, then, can I make time payments?” 


	He sat there staring at her for what felt to her like an eternity.


	“Tell you what,” he said finally. “Someone else contacted me about a matter involving Mr. Dragovic—just last week as a matter of fact. If I can find a way to work the two of them together, I may be able to give you a break on the fee.” 


	“And if you can’t?” 


	He shrugged. “I don’t do time payments—a guy in my position has no legal means to go after a welsher. But since Alicia vouched for you, I’ll make an exception.” 


	Relief flooded her, “Then you’ll do it?” 


	“I’ll look into it; that’s all I promise.” 


	Nadia drew another envelope from her pocketbook and hesitated. Ten $100 bills crinkled within. A lot of money to hand to a man she’d met only moments ago. But despite his bland looks, she sensed a core of steely determination. All her instincts testified that he was the man.


	“All right, then. Here’s a thousand as—what? A retainer?” 


	He smiled as he took the envelope and tucked it away without looking inside. “Retainer, down payment, whatever you like.” 


	“Don’t I get a receipt?” 


	Another smile as he shook his head. “No receipts, no written reports, no evidence that we’ve ever met.” He rose and extended his right hand across the desk. “It’s all right here.” 


	She took his hand.


	“There’s our contract,” he said, still clasping her hand. “You trust me to do what I say I’ll do, I trust you to compensate me for it.” 


	“Trust,” she said softly. “What a concept.” 


	He released her hand and reached for the doorknob. “I’ll be in touch.” 


	And then he was gone and Nadia was alone, fighting a sudden wave of apprehension. Anyone watching her hand over a thousand dollars to a complete stranger would have thought her crazy. But money had nothing to do with her worry—although she had nothing in writing, Nadia sensed she had a contract etched in stone.


	No, it was a gnawing uncertainty about what she just had set in motion and a premonition that it would end badly.
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	As Jack walked toward Park Avenue, looking for a cab uptown, he heard someone call to him.


	“Yo, Jack!” 


	He turned and saw One-leg Lenny leaning against the wall of the Union Square Theater; he held his crutch in one hand and was rattling the change in the bottom of a Styrofoam cup with the other. His right leg stopped just below the knee.


	“Hey, Lenny,” Jack said. His real name was Jerry something, but he seemed to prefer the alliterative Lenny. “What’re you doing down here?” 


	“Collectin’ unemployment… the usual.” 


	Lenny wore a fatigue jacket and his tangled graying hair looked like he’d lost his comb in Nam and hadn’t bothered to replace it. He kept a three-day stubble on his weathered cheeks and dressed in raggedy shirts and oversize denims—always oversize. He looked fifty but could have been forty or sixty.


	“Not exactly the usual,” Jack said, pointing to Lenny’s foreshortened right leg. “Every time I’ve seen you, the left one’s been missing. What gives?” 


	“My hip’s been bothering me lately, so I’ve been switching off.” 


	Jack still couldn’t figure how Lenny managed to strap his lower leg up behind him without a noticeable bulge. Had to be uncomfortable as all hell, but he claimed it helped him collect enough change to make it worthwhile.


	“Say, listen, Jack,” he said, lowering his voice. “I got a fine new product.” 


	“Not today.” Jack knew that Lenny dealt to supplement his panhandling.


	“No, really, it’s not the usual. This stuff’s new and so sweet. I’ll give you a taste, on the house.” 


	“No, thanks.” 


	“My regulars down here sure like it. Leaves your head clear and don’t lay no jones on you.” 


	“Sounds wonderful. Maybe some other time.” 


	“OK. You just let me know.” 


	Jack waved and moved on, forgetting Lenny and reviewing last week’s meeting with the customer who’d wanted to see him about Dragovic. Jack had gone all the way out to Staten Island to meet him… for nothing.


	Jack had started easing back on using Julio’s for his meetings, ever since last month when he’d been standing at the bar, sipping a brew, and this guy walked in and asked if Repairman Jack was around. Julio, his usual cool self, said lots of guys named Jack came in and out all day. Was he supposed to meet this Jack here? Guy said no, he’d just heard that this was his hang and he needed to talk to him. Julio had sent him off, telling him he had the wrong place.


	Jack didn’t want anyplace known as his “hang”—not good for him and maybe not good for Julio. He did his utmost to work his fixes anonymously, but every so often he had to get in someone’s face. He’d collected a few enemies over the years. More than a few.


	So when Jack got a call last week from someone named Sal Vituolo about hiring him for a fix-it, Jack had made the trip to Staten Island. Turned out Sal wanted him to “whack”—he’d really used the word—Milos Dragovic. Jack explained that he didn’t “whack” people for money, and returned to Manhattan.


	But now he was thinking maybe he should drop in on good ol’ Sal and see if he’d settle for something less than a “whack.” Jack might be crossing paths with Dragovic for Nadia anyway, so why not let Sal Vituolo pay some of the freight.


	But first he needed to check with Abe, see what he knew about Dragovic.


	He raised his hand as he reached Park Avenue South and saw a cab swing into the curb, but it stopped downstream by a woman in a red suit who’d been there ahead of him. As she opened the rear door, a man in a dark blue suit darted up, nudged her aside with his briefcase, and slid into the cab. Jack watched in amazement as the woman, screeching curses, ripped the briefcase from his hand and tossed it across the sidewalk. The shocked and now embarrassed man jumped out of the cab and went after it.


	Jack had to smile. Good for you, lady. Serves the bastard right.


	Somebody nearby shouted, “You go, girl!” 


	Jack was turning to look for another cab when he noticed that instead of climbing into the cab, the woman now was going after the ride snatcher. As she rushed up behind him she pulled a pair of scissors from her coat pocket and began doing the Mother Bates thing. He shouted in pain and terror as the scissors rose and fell, jabbing into a shoulder, a thigh, his back. She was going for his neck when the cabbie and a passerby grabbed her and disarmed her. Still screeching, she attacked them with her fists.


	Maybe I’ll just walk, Jack thought.
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	“You were there?” Abe said around a mouthful of bagel. “At this so-called preppy riot?” 


	Abe Grossman’s Isher Sports Shop wasn’t officially open at this hour, but Jack knew Abe was an early riser who didn’t have much of a life outside his business. He’d knocked on the window, waved his bag of bagels, and Abe had let him in.


	“‘Riot’ is something of an overstatement,” Jack said, pulling a few sesame seeds off his bagel and spreading them on the counter for Parabellum. Abe’s pale blue parakeet hopped over and began pecking at them. “More like a whacked-out brawl. But it had some dicey moments.” 


	Abe, midfifties, balding, his belly straining against his white shirt, was perched on his stool on the far side of the scarred counter. His stock of bikes and Roller-blades and hockey sticks and anything else remotely related to a sport was scattered helter-skelter on shelves, floors, counters, or hung from the ceiling: layout by tornado.


	He winced when Jack told him what had almost happened to Vicky. “And this joker… he’s still upright and breathing?” 


	“For the moment.” 


	“But you have plans to make adjustments in that state of affairs, I assume?” 


	“I’m working on it.” He didn’t want to talk about Robert B. Butler now. “Know anything about Milos Dragovic?” 


	Abe’s bagel paused in midair, halfway to his mouth. “A nice man he’s not.” 


	“Tell me something I don’t know.” 


	“He got his start in my business.” 


	“Guns?” 


	Abe nodded. “In the Balkans. A true product of the nineties, Dragovic. Made a fortune with his brother running guns to both sides during the Bosnia thing. They grew up here but were born over there. Their father was in some sort of Serb militia during World War Two so they had ins. The brothers Dragovic came back rich with a small army of Serb vets that they had used to muscle into various rackets—drugs, numbers, prostitution, loan-sharking, anything that turned a profit.” 


	“Midnineties, right? Yeah, I remember a lot of drive-bys and shoot-‘em-ups back then. Didn’t know it was Dragovic’s work.” 


	“Not all of them, of course, but he contributed his share. The brothers then tied themselves in with the Russians and used Brighton Beach as a launching pad against the Haitians and Dominicans. Totally ruthless from what I hear.” 


	“A little local ethnic cleansing, eh?” 


	“You might say. Then when the Kosovo thing started, Milos and his brother—I can’t remember his name—went back to guns, but the brother got killed in some deal that went sour. Milos came back richer and more powerful.” 


	“What’s his organization like?” 


	“He’s a control freak. No lieutenant or right-hand man; micromanages everything himself. Not much of an entourage—thinks that shows weakness—and likes the fast lane.” 


	“Yeah, he do love to get his picture in the paper.” 


	“And now a club he’s building, so all the beautiful people will come to him. He took over one of Regine’s defunct places. And what name, do you think?” 


	“Milos’s Mosh Pit?” 


	“No. Worse: Belgravy.” 


	Jack had to laugh. “No!” 


	“But it won’t open till the fall, so for reservations you still have time.” He looked at Jack over his glasses. “You’re getting involved with this man?” 


	Jack shrugged. “I’ve found two people in as many weeks with a beef against him.” 


	“Be careful. He’s a mean one. Not afraid to get his own hands dirty—likes it, I’m told.” 


	“Dirty as in red and wet?” 


	“Exactly.” 


	Jack blew out a breath. “Well, I wasn’t thinking of getting in close.” 


	“Good thinking. With that man, arm’s length is too close.” 


	Abe finished his bagel and brushed off his littered shirtfront. The parakeet raced around, gobbling up the cascade of crumbs.


	“Look at my Parabellum,” he said. “Better than a Dustbuster, that bird.” He shook his head. “Listen to me. I’m kvelling about a parakeet.” 


	“You’ve got to get out more, Abe.” 


	“I should go out like a schnook so I can get roughed up by some middle-aged marauders? Feh! I read the papers.” He waved a pudgy hand at his stack of newspapers; Abe read all the papers every day—the Times, the Daily News, the Post, Newsday, the Village Voice, even the pink-sheeted weekly Observer. “A jungle out there. I’m better off at home watching I Love Lucy reruns.” 


	“Come on. The city’s so safe lately it’s practically a theme park.” 


	“So the mayor and his minions say, but I see the shiny mantle slipping. I perceive a contrarian trend. And besides, if the city should be too safe, it could be bad for business.” 


	“It’s great for business—except maybe yours.” 


	Abe didn’t sell enough sporting goods to pay the rent, let alone make a living. His real stock was hidden beneath their feet: if it fired a bullet, Abe sold it.


	“Sales falling off?” 


	Abe shrugged. “Falling off, no. Flat, yes. But that’s not bad. It could mean I’m reaching my goal.” 


	“The polite society?” 


	Abe nodded. His idea of the ideal society was one where everyone was armed at all times. He truly believed in the Heinlein adage that an armed society is a polite society.


	“What about you? How’s demand for Repairman Jack’s services?” 


	“Strong as ever. Probably won’t slack off till the system works.” 


	Abe laughed. “Such a bright future you have. But seriously. Did you ever think that maybe the city is too safe and that’s why so many people are going meshugge? Maybe they were so used to feeling threatened that now that they aren’t, all that pent-up, unspent adrenaline is blowing their tops.” 


	Jack stared at him. This was what he loved most about Abe: his crazy theories. But he’d never tell him that.


	Abe stared back. “Nu?” 


	“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” 


	“Then how do you explain all those otherwise law-abiding middle-aged preppies going on a rampage last night? Or how about this?” He looked down at the New York Post that lay spread out on the counter between them. “Where was it? I just—oy, Parabellum!” 


	“Looks like your feathered Dustbuster left you a thank-you note.” 


	Abe grabbed a tissue and wiped up the droppings. He pointed to a column of type. “Here it is. An article about this advertising firm’s CEO who hears that their biggest account is being transferred to another shop. What does he do? He picks up a paperweight and starts beating on the account exec who was in charge. Kills him almost. This is normal?” 


	Jack thought of the murderous rage of the cab lady but didn’t mention her. Abe would only say it bolstered his theory.


	“It’s a big city. Takes all kinds.” 


	“This isn’t an isolated incident. All over, I’m seeing it. A trend, I tell you. People flying off the handle for no reason—or for just a little reason maybe. And all because the city is too safe. Pent-up adrenaline. Congested spleens. Something must be done.” 


	Abe was on a roll, and Jack would have loved to hang around and see how far he could ride this, but he had to go.


	“Does this train of thought have a caboose?” 


	“Not yet.” 


	“I know just the thing, then,” Jack said, heading for the door. “Start passing a petition for a more dangerous New York. And while you’re doing that, I’ll go see a new customer.” 


	“Be careful out there,” Abe called after him. “Spleens exploding everywhere.” 
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	Nadia felt giddy as she entered the fashionably retro art deco lobby of the gleaming thirty-story office building on East Thirty-fourth Street, her earlier apprehensions swept away by a surge of anticipation: finally, after two weeks of orientation and acclimation, she would be introduced to the project she had been hired for.


	But her euphoria condensed into a cold leaden lump in her stomach when she recognized one of the men sharing her elevator. He looked fiftyish, and his beige-and-charcoal glen plaid suit had to cost a couple of thousand dollars, maybe more considering the tailoring that must have been necessary for the perfect fit around his broad shoulders; his highly polished black shoes were made out of some sort of patterned leather—lizard, rattlesnake, or some other appropriate reptile—no tie, but a diamond stud secured the deacon’s collar of his shirt. His gelled jet hair swept straight back from his ruddy face like a glistening pelt, accentuating his high cheekbones, strong nose, and thin lips. His cold dark eyes swept through the elevator cab, lingered briefly on Nadia, then moved on, a raptor cataloging the immediately available rodent population.


	Milos Dragovic.


	Nadia’s mood sank even further when she saw him press the 16 button, already lit because she’d pressed it a few seconds earlier.


	He was going to the GEM offices. Why? To shake down Dr. Monnet again? She couldn’t stand this. It had to be stopped. She was suddenly glad she’d hired Jack. All lingering doubts vanished. She had done the right thing.


	She watched Milos Dragovic out of the corner of her eye. No question he had a commanding presence, sort of what she’d expected from Repairman Jack. He radiated power, a true alpha male who didn’t want anyone to forget it. Here was a man who needed to be noticed—demanded to be noticed—whereas Jack seemed to prefer invisibility.


	Nadia could see why models and starlets and celebrities were attracted to Dragovic. Something primal about his features, his hair, his build, his bearing. If there was such a thing as animal magnetism, Milos Dragovic had it.


	She sniffed. The elevator car quickly had become redolent of his musky cologne—probably Eau de Testosterone or the like.


	He seemed to be alone. Nadia glanced around. The other half-dozen occupants of the car appeared to be average workaday souls like her. Didn’t hoods like Dragovic travel with bodyguards and gofers?


	Finally the car stopped at the sixteenth floor, the home of GEM Pharma’s corporate offices. Dragovic stepped out ahead of her where he faced a wall of glass etched with the GEM Pharma logo. Claudine the receptionist spotted Nadia through the glass and buzzed her in with a wave and a smile. Dragovic pushed through behind her.


	“Excuse me, sir—” Claudine began.


	“I have meeting with your bosses,” Dragovic said in a deep, sharp, slightly accented voice, never slowing or bothering even to look at her.


	Claudine glanced down at her schedule book. “I have nothing about a meeting here.” 


	“That is because I call meeting, sweetheart.” 


	Dragovic kept moving. No hesitation—he seemed to know exactly where he was going, striding down the hallway toward the boardroom as if he owned the place.


	“I’m not your sweetheart,” Claudine said in a low voice.


	“Call security,” Nadia said.


	Claudine shrugged. “What’s the point? Nobody ever objects when he busts in.” 


	Nadia watched Dragovic’s back, furious. Where did he get off bulling his way in here like this? She was tempted to follow him and see if she could eavesdrop on this meeting. But that could be risky. If she got caught it might mean a one-way ticket back to the sidewalk.


	Taking a deep breath, Nadia told herself she was not going to let this ruin her big day. She headed directly for the center of the GEM offices where the stairs down to the research level were located. The company leased two floors in this building: the upper housed most of the corporate business, marketing, and sales offices; the basic research department—Dr. Monnet’s baby—was on the lower level and, for security reasons, could be reached only through the corporate floor. The elevator did not make that stop.


	She ran her ID card through the magnetic swipe reader and heard the lock click open. She hurried down the stairs and waved to some of the techs and programmers on the way to her office. Once there, she stepped inside, slipped into a white lab coat, then headed for the coffeepot.


	Nadia noticed her hand trembling as she poured herself a cup. Too much caffeine, or still-simmering anger at Milos Dragovic?


	… That is because I call meeting, sweetheart…


	The arrogance. What kind of power could he have over the GEM officers? She’d give anything to know what was happening in that conference room now.
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	“I do not want excuses!” Milos Dragovic shouted, slamming his hand on the table. He noted with satisfaction how Garrison and Edwards jumped. Monnet, the prick, simply pursed his lips, like he had a sour taste in his mouth. “I want my shipment and I want it now!” 


	Milos stared down at the three principals of GEM Pharma across the mahogany conference table from him. He knew all about these Harvard graduates: Garrison, Edwards, and Monnet had got together a dozen years ago and started the company. G-E-M—their initials. Cute.


	To Dragovic’s left sat Kent Garrison, the chubby, red-haired, perpetually wrinkled MBA who oversaw the day-to-day business. Next to him was Brad Edwards, the dark, slim, rich, pretty-boy lawyer who had put up much of the firm’s start-up capital; he ran the legal department and acted as comptroller.


	And last but not least by a very long shot, dapper Dr. Luc Monnet, head of R and D, one seat away from the other two. Monnet was the partner with both a Ph.D. and anM.D., who published supposedly groundbreaking papers about things only three people in the world could understand.


	Monnet… simply looking at the man set Milos on edge. Something about him made Milos want to flatten his frog nose. Maybe it was his air of superiority, as if he were royalty or something. Or maybe it was the way he looked at Milos, as if he’d crawled out from under a rock. Milos could stare the other two down in a couple of heartbeats, but Monnet… Monnet crossed his arms, leaned back, and matched him eye for eye.


	Milos clenched his jaw. I can buy and sell you, Monnet. My folks were immigrants just like yours. We both started with nothing, but I made the big bucks while you were pulling down a teacher’s salary, living in genteel poverty. Now you’re rich too, but only because of my connections. Without me you’d be bankrupt.


	And yet he knew Monnet looked down on him, as if he sat high on some pedestal of savoir faire that Milos could never reach.


	“Sorry, Milos,” Monnet said in that cultured voice of his. “The next shipment of Loki won’t be ready until early next week.” 


	“It’s true,” Garrison said. Ropes of sweat trailed over his pudgy cheeks. Stick an apple in his mouth and he’d look like a roast suckling pig. “We’d give it to you if we had it—you know that.” 


	“A-a-and let’s face it,” Edwards said. “We don’t make any money by not shipping, right? But this ran is about to turn. We won’t be able to start a new run until the weekend.” 


	“Perhaps I don’t have your attention. Yes? Is that it?” Milos said, thickening his accent. He turned, lifted a chair, and hurled it against the wall. “Now! Do you hear? I want Loki shipment now!” 


	His parents had brought him here from Herzegovina at age five. His father had been a Chetnik during World War Two who had found it impossible to live under the Communists afterward. He escaped and brought his family to Brooklyn, where they had never felt at ease. Milos had spent most of his childhood and adolescence scrubbing his speech of any trace of his foreign roots. He’d succeeded. By high school he could speak accent-free English. But as he’d moved into quasi-legal circles, he learned that a bit of an accent could be useful—for charming or threatening, depending on the context. So by age twenty Milos Dragovic had backpedaled and begun imitating his father’s English.


	“It’s not there to give you!” Edwards wailed, cowering in his seat.


	“Why not? You are selling to someone else? Yes? This is why you don’t give me shipment?” 


	“God, no!” said Garrison. “We’d never do anything like that!” 


	“You damn better not! If I find you give Dragovic’s Loki to someone else, I wring your necks like chickens!” He pressed his two fists together, thumb to thumb, and twisted.


	Edwards winced.


	“So,” Milos said, placing his hands on his hips. “If no one else has my Loki, where is it?” 


	“We don’t have it!” Edwards said. He looked like he was going to cry.


	Milos hid a smile. He loved torturing these wimps. He knew they ran dry every month, knew damn well they weren’t selling to anybody else, but he couldn’t resist striking the fear of God—in this case, a vengeful god called Milos—into their blue-blooded hearts. He looked forward to these little meetings. And this windowless, soundproof, electronically secure boardroom was perfect. He could shout, throw things, and no one outside had a clue as to what was going on. Milos preferred to drop in without notice, sans bodyguards—he didn’t want anyone else in his organization knowing the origin of Loki—and terrorize the wimps for a few minutes, then take off, leaving them quaking in their brown-stained undershorts.


	All except Monnet.


	Keep up the game face, Doctor, Milos thought. I’ve got something special saved, just for you, something that will wipe that smug expression clean off your ugly little face.


	Monnet sighed. “How many times do we have to go through this? The Loki molecule becomes unstable. When that happens we need to secure a new template. We will have that by tomorrow. We will start running it immediately. We will test its potency and then go into full-scale production.” 


	Milos leaned forward on the table, glaring at the smaller man. “Is Dr. Monnet”—he made sure to mispronounce it Moe-nett—”saying that I am stupid?” 


	Monnet held his gaze. “Quite the contrary. I think you are far more intelligent than you would like us to think. Which makes these transparent displays of ferocity fruitless and redundant.” 


	Monnet’s blasé tone made Milos want to rip his head off. But he calmed himself and decided it was time for an about-face. Time to reconfirm their suspicions that he was utterly psycho.


	He straightened and flashed them his best smile. “You are right, of course,” he said softly, genially. “We should not fight. We are brothers, yes? In my heart I trust you as no others.” He clapped his hands once. “So. When should your brother expect his next shipment?” 


	Garrison and Edwards turned nervously toward Monnet.


	“We’ll do a trial run of the new template tomorrow, test it late Friday or early Saturday morning. If all goes well, we’ll start production immediately. Because of Memorial Day, the first shipment won’t go out till Tuesday morning. But it will be a big one.” 


	“Excellent! I will be out of town for the weekend”—he caught the looks of relief on Garrison’s and Edwards’s faces—”but I will stay in touch.” 


	“Going to Europe?” Edwards said, a hopeful gleam in his eye.


	“No,” Milos said. “The Hamptons. East Hampton. I am having housewarming parties for my new home on the ocean. I would invite all of you, but I know that you will be too busy making my Loki, yes?” 


	“Absolutely,” Garrison said, with Edwards vigorously nodding in agreement.


	Milos fixed his gaze on Monnet. As usual, he hadn’t been able to rattle him with threats and noise. But he had something special for Dr. Monnet, something he’d saved till now.


	“I especially wish the good doctor could join the parties. I will be serving a nice little wine I picked up recently. A Bordeaux. You have heard of Château Petrus, yes?” 


	He saw Monnet stiffen. His tone was guarded. “Yes.” 


	“But of course you have. It is from your homeland. I am silly. Yes, I bought six bottles of Château Petrus 1947 Cru Exceptionnel last night, and I will be drinking them all this weekend. It is such a shame you cannot be there to have some. I understand it is quite good.” 


	Milos watched with glee as the color faded from Monnet’s cheeks, leaving him wide-eyed, livid, and—for once—speechless.


	“Have a nice day,” Milos said, then turned, unlocked the door, and pushed out into the hall.
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	Luc fought to regain his composure as the door shut behind Dragovic. If he had a gun right now, he would walk out into the hall and shoot the man. He’d never fired a gun before but somehow, with Dragovic as the target, he was sure he could manage it.


	At least he would if he could make his legs work. Dragovic’s words had left him weak in the knees. Had that… that ape been tailing him? That could be the only explanation. One of Dragovic’s men must have followed him to Sotheby’s and called his boss when Luc started bidding. Dragovic had sat home and outbid him.


	Why? Luc wondered. Certainly not because his Slavic palate could appreciate a fine Pomerol. The only reason could be… simply to frustrate me.


	Again, why? Because I don’t tremble whenever he looks my way?


	If the wine episode was meant to drive home that Milos Dragovic was not a man to be taken lightly, he’d wasted his money. Luc had been forced to accept that.


	Brad Edwards moaned as he stepped to the door and relocked it. “How did we ever get involved with this maniac?” 


	“You know how,” Kent Garrison said. He mopped his florid face on his shirtsleeve. “And you damn well know why.” 


	Brad nodded slowly, sorrowfully. “Yes, I do.” He dropped his tidy frame back into a chair. “But what’s worse, I don’t see how we’ll ever be free of him.” 


	“I do,” Luc said, finally finding his voice.


	His partners sprang upright, chorusing, “You do? How?” 


	“By not supplying him with any more Loki.” 


	“Not funny, Luc!” Brad said, holding up a manicured hand as if to block the words in midair. “Don’t even joke about that!” 


	“I’m not,” he said, feeling the dread slip over him. “We may not have a choice.” 


	The sound of Kent’s nervous swallow filled the tiny room. “You mean what you said about the source drying up? You don’t think that’s happened, do you?” 


	“No. We’re safe this time. I would have been informed to the contrary.” At least Luc hoped Oz would have called. “But I have my doubts, serious doubts, about next time.” 


	“Oh, God!” Brad said, visibly trembling. “You mean this could be it? In four weeks we come up empty? Dragovic will kill us!” 


	“Yes,” Luc said softly. “He probably will. Or at least try.” 


	But he’ll have to find me first, Luc thought.


	He could get lost in Provence where no one, especially a Serb swine, would find him. But Kent and Brad…


	Kent made a noise that sounded like a sob. “We have to tell him, prepare him, convince him that it’s not our fault!” 


	“Do you really think you can do that?” Luc said. “The man is an animal. But despite all his threats we’ve had nothing to fear from him because we are the world’s only source of Loki. But once we stop supplying him he’ll think we’re either holding out for a higher price or we’ve found another buyer—that’s the way they do things in his world. And if he can’t have it, he’ll finish us. Our only hope is to stabilize the Loki molecule. If we—” 


	“But you can’t!” Brad cried, his voice rising toward a wall. “You’ve been trying to stabilize the molecule since you discovered it and you’ve failed every time. We spent a fortune on that lab of yours. For what? Nothing! And then that Macintosh fellow couldn’t do it either. So let’s face facts—the Loki molecule can’t be stabilized!” 


	“It can. The problem simply needs a new approach. The new researcher I’ve hired is quite brilliant and—” 


	“And what?” Garrison said, his face as red as his hair. “If she’s so smart she’ll learn too much and then try to blackmail us like Macintosh.” 


	“Nadia is not the type.” 


	When their salesman, Gleason, had mentioned Nadia Radzminsky as a replacement for Macintosh, Luc had been instantly interested. He remembered her for more than that one wild afternoon back in his professor days; she had been a standout student with an intuitive feel for molecular biology. He’d seen her name—second or third in the queue, to be sure—on a number of groundbreaking papers over the last few years. And after her first interview, during which she’d discoursed on his own recent papers so perceptively, he’d known she was their only hope.


	“And besides, I’ve added extra encryption to my personal files. She’ll know only what I tell her.” He looked around the table. “And we’re all onboard about her bonus?” 


	The other two nodded, Brad a bit reluctantly. “Helluva bonus,” he said.


	Kent leaned back and ran both hands through his damp red hair. “Worth every cent if she does it.” He cast a sharp look at Luc. “And doesn’t try to screw us.” 


	Luc wasn’t worried about Nadia. Her reverence for him was touching. He’d use that and the bonus—and throw in some warmth and intimacy, just for the delicious hell of it, perhaps—to keep her on track.


	“Christ,’,’ Brad said. “We only have four weeks. When does she start?” 


	“I’m introducing her to the Loki molecule today. She’ll start work on the new template molecule tomorrow.” 


	“Four weeks,” Brad whispered. “It can’t be done!” 


	“It can,” Luc said.


	It must, he thought.


	The walls of the small room suddenly seemed to close in on him. Brad had had it built as soon as they’d started dealing with Dragovic. A good idea, too, since all too frequently they had to meet to discuss delicate matters—felonious matters—and an electronically shielded, soundproof room fit the bill. But the lack of windows gave Luc a caged feeling, and now the air seemed to be going sour.


	He rose and headed for the door. “As a matter of fact, I’m supposed to meet her now in the dry lab.” 


	He unlocked the door and pushed it open slowly in case someone was hurrying down the hall. They’d had to reverse its swing in order to assure a soundproof seal when it was closed. He stepped into the hall and breathed the cooler air. At least it seemed cooler. But still he felt weak.


	He leaned against the wall and wondered how it had all gone so wrong.


	When Kent and Brad had approached him to be part of a new venture, to lend his name and reputation to the company they were starting up, the future had looked so bright. All things seemed possible. Now it was all turning to shit. He wanted to scream.


	To think that an innocent investigation into a strange-looking creature’s blood had brought him to this nadir point in his life—a drug trafficker, a murderer. How much lower could he sink?


	It was up to Nadia now. He’d tried every way he could imagine to stabilize the molecule but had run up against a wall. Maybe he was too old; maybe his creative juices had dried up; maybe it was the stress dealing with Dragovic and the constant sense of impending doom, the realization that his whole world could implode at any second. Whatever the cause, he’d found himself incapable of breaching that wall.


	But a new mind, brilliant, unfettered by such oppressive concerns, might succeed where he’d foundered.


	Four weeks… Luc squeezed his eyes shut, You must not fail me, Nadia. Everything depends on you.
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	Nadia sat alone in the darkened room, a bulbous shape floating in the air before her: a molecule of lovastatin, the cholesterol-lowering drug that had gone off-patent; Merck originally had an exclusive on it as Mevacor, but GEM now sold its generic equivalent at a much lower price.


	Without taking her eyes off the molecule, Nadia tapped her keyboard, rolled her trackball, and an extra methyl group appeared and attached itself to one end of the larger mass. She rotated the 3-D image 360 degrees in two planes to make sure the new group had the proper orientation, then: voila—lovastatin had become simvastatin, Merck’s other lipid-lowering agent, Zocor. But Zocor was still patent-protected, so that one was off-limits to the production department. For now, at least.


	Nadia loved the dry lab and all its state-of-the-art equipment. No jars of reagents, no pipettes, no ovens or incubators—every experiment and chemical reaction in this small spare room was virtual, thanks to the holographic molecular imager. Nadia knew it had to cost a fortune, far more than any other pharmaceutical company GEM’s size would spend. But Dr. Monnet had told her that GEM had made a commitment to original research. They weren’t going to be a me-too company forever. The dry lab was ample proof of that.


	Nadia sighed. She was restless. She felt she’d had enough practice now. She had the imager down cold. She was more than ready for her first real challenge.


	“Hey,” said a familiar voice behind her. “Can we play DNA Wars on that?” 


	Nadia gasped and spun in her chair. Her words came in a rush when she saw who it was.


	“Doug! My God, what are you doing here! How’d you get in? You’ll be fired if anyone sees you!” 


	Strong arms pulled her from the chair and enfolded her. She wrapped her arms around Doug and breathed in his cologne—Woods, she knew, because she’d given it to him for his birthday. Nadia held him close, loving the solid feel of him.


	Douglas Gleason, a fair-haired six-footer with an easy smile and merry blue eyes. A natural charmer whose easygoing manner hid a tenacious, razor-sharp mind. He was dressed for work in his gray suit—the same suit he’d been wearing the day they met.


	That had been last year at the annual state medical society convention. Doug had been working the GEM Pharma booth in the exhibit area. Nadia had wandered by with her shoulder bag and her laptop, interested because she knew Dr. Monnet had left his teaching position to co-found the company. She remembered the bolt of electricity that had shot through her when Doug glanced up and smiled. She hadn’t meant to stop, but now she had no choice—those eyes, that thick sandy hair… A pheromonal cloud enveloped her, drawing her in…


	She lingered and listened, barely comprehending a word, as he extolled the virtues of TriCef, GEM’s brand-new third-generation cephalosporin antibiotic. When he finished his pitch she accepted a glossy index card and promised to give TriCef a try. But the pheromones wouldn’t release her, so she asked about GEM’s generic line. When he finally exhausted that subject and nothing was left to say, at least about pharmaceuticals, she thanked him and forced herself to turn away.


	“Say, isn’t that a 486?” Doug had said, pointing to her laptop. “I haven’t seen one of those in a dog’s age.” 


	He wasn’t letting her go! Nadia remembered feeling giddy with relief.


	Playing it cool, she’d told him that at the moment it was an overpriced paperweight. She hadn’t been able to get it to boot up this morning. Doug took a break, sat down with her, and within minutes had it up and running, booting faster than she could ever remember. He explained something about her system.ini and win.ini files being “junked up,” which meant nothing to Nadia. Computers were like cars to her: she knew how to operate them, could make them do what she needed, but had no idea what was going on under the hood.


	They got to talking and she learned that Douglas Gleason thought of himself not as a pharmaceutical sales rep but as a software designer. He even had his own start-up company: GleaSoft; it didn’t have a product line yet, but that was why he was working as a sales rep: research. Well, research and a way to pay the rent while he was learning the ins and outs of the pharmaceutical trade in order to program a new tracking software package that would revolutionize how drugs were marketed to physicians.


	He’d offered to take her out to dinner—strictly business on his GEM sales account—and she’d accepted. They wound up at Vong, a French Vietnamese place she never could have afforded on her resident’s pay. The meal had been fabulous, and their hours together magic. Doug was bright and funny, with wide-ranging interests, but it was his entrepreneurial spirit that captured her. Here was a man with a dream, a need to take control of his life, to call his own shots, and the drive and tenacity to pursue it until he’d achieved it. If he had to be a sales rep for a few years to get started, he’d do it. But he wouldn’t—couldn’t—do it halfway. He threw himself wholeheartedly into everything he did, and as a result he’d achieved GEM’s top sales record.


	One dinner led to another, and another, and soon they were sharing breakfast. Lately they’d been talking about marriage.


	But right now Nadia was worried for him. She pushed herself back to arm’s length.


	“Doug, this is a secure area. How did you get in?” 


	He held up a MasterCard. “With this.” 


	“A credit card? How?” 


	“It’s an old one. I hacked your swipe card and copied the code from its magnetic strip onto this one.” 


	“But that’s illegal!” 


	She’d been worried about him getting fired. Now she was worried about him being arrested.


	He shrugged. “Maybe. I just wanted to see if I could do it. And I wanted to get a look at this machine you’ve been telling me about.” He stepped past her and stood before the imager, staring at the 3-D hologram floating above it, a look of sublime wonder on his face. “Oh,


	Nadj, this is amazing. I’d love to see the code that makes it go.” 


	“Maybe I never should have mentioned it.” 


	Knowing Doug was the compleat computerphile, she’d told him about the molecular imager. She’d noticed him mentally salivating when she described it. She never dreamed he’d go this far just to see it.


	He was slipping around the rear of the workbench, peering at the electronics. “Oh, Nadj, Nadj, Nadj,” he was murmuring, sounding a little like he did during sex, “you’ve got a Silicon Graphics Origin 2000 running this thing! I’d give anything to play with it.” 


	“Don’t even think about it. If this thing crashes—” 


	“Don’t worry,” he said, returning to her side. “I won’t touch it. Wouldn’t dare. I just wanted to see it. And see you.” 


	“Me? Why?” 


	“Well, this is the big day, right? Your first real project? I just came by to wish you good luck, and to give you”—he reached inside his breast pocket and produced a single yellow bud rose—”this.” 


	“Oh, Doug,” she taking it and sniffing the tightly coiled petals. She felt lightheaded. Only a rose. How could a single simple flower touch her so deeply? She kissed him. “How sweet of you.” 


	“Let’s just hope your project’s not the same one Macintosh was working on.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Because he said it was—and I quote—’a real bitch.’” 


	“You knew him?” 


	“We had a few beers now and again. Tom wasn’t the cheeriest guy, and I don’t think he had many friends. Wouldn’t discuss any details, just kept saying the same thing over and over: ‘Real bitch of a problem.’ Got so fed up, he just walked out one day and never came back.” 


	My lucky day, Nadia thought. Doug had approached Dr. Monnet and mentioned that one of his own former students was finishing up a residency and might be available to replace Macintosh.


	Of course if she’d known what Doug was up to she would have stopped him. And when she did learn he’d been talking to Dr. Monnet about her… she’d felt sick. Their fling had lasted one day, one afternoon, really, much too brief to be called an affair…


	She remembered entering his office at the end of the term, after she’d earned an A—she hadn’t wanted him to think she had an ulterior motive—and undressing. He’d watched her with this shocked look on his face, and she couldn’t quite believe what she was doing herself, but she’d been wearing only four articles of clothing so there wasn’t much time for a change of heart. In thirty seconds she was standing before him in her birthday suit, her nipples so hard they ached, and he’d hesitated maybe two heartbeats…


	They’d spent the rest of the afternoon making love against the walls, against the door, and on every horizontal surface in the room. Later he took her out to dinner and told her how wonderful it had been but it couldn’t go on. He was married and he’d been swept away, but he hoped she understood that it had to end here.


	She’d amazed him and shocked herself by saying she understood perfectly, that a long-term relationship had been the furthest thing from her mind. She’d simply wanted to fuck the most brilliant man she’d ever met.


	Nadia still couldn’t believe she’d said that—or done it. The whole episode, the wildest day of her life, had been so out of character. She’d never done anything even remotely like that before or since. And maybe that had been it: the urge to let go and do something outrageous. The fact that she’d completed her didactic courses and would never come in contact with Dr. Monnet again must have lent her a sense of security.


	Some security. When Doug had said he’d set up a meeting for her with Dr. Monnet, he’d been so excited and proud she just couldn’t say no. She’d dreaded seeing him, but Dr. Monnet had been the perfect professional. He’d acknowledged their past together as teacher and student but nothing else. He’d seemed far more interested in her later training than in their brief interlude, quizzing her closely on her contributions to the papers on the effects of anabolic steroids on serotonin levels she’d published with Dr. Petrillo.


	As much as Nadia had admired him before, she’d left with boundless new respect for Dr. Luc Monnet.


	But when he’d called two days later, he did mention their tryst: He told her he hadn’t forgotten their “intimate afternoon,” as he termed it, but that was to be buried. He needed someone for a crucial project, and he could allow nothing from the past to interfere. If she could assure him that she would approach her work with a purely professional attitude, the position was hers.


	Nadia had been speechless. The man was a prince.


	Dr. Monnet had expedited her hiring through personnel and she’d found herself in the GEM dry lab within days.


	And even better: Doug insisted on downplaying their relationship. “I told him we were old friends, nothing more,” he’d said. “So better keep it that way. They might not like it if they know we’re an item. Might think it would get in the way of our work.” 


	That had been fine with Nadia, although she didn’t see how Doug could interfere with her work.


	“A real bitch of a problem,” her predecessor had said before quitting? She knew she’d never walk out on Dr. Monnet, no matter how difficult the project. It was too much of a thrill and an honor to be working with him.


	The only one who wasn’t thrilled was her mother, who didn’t think a “real doctor” should do research. She wanted to know when Nadia was going to start seeing sick people, like a “real doctor.” 


	Be patient, Mom, she thought. I’m going to do my damnedest to make a landmark contribution; then I’ll go into practice—promise.


	“Has Macintosh been in touch with you since he left?” Nadia asked.


	Doug shook his head. “Not a word. As I said, not a real gregarious sort.” 


	“Let’s just hope he solved that ‘bitch of a problem’ before he left.” 


	“Even if he didn’t,” Doug said with that lopsided smile she loved, “you’ll just breeze right through it.” 


	“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” She held up the rose. “And thanks for this. But now you’ve got to breeze out of here.” 


	“Hey, Nadj, you’re talking to their top salesman. They don’t want to lose me. Besides, they’ve gone a bit overboard with the security thing, don’t you think?” 


	“Not a bit,” Nadia said. “We’re going to be working with human hormones.” 


	“So’s everybody else.” 


	“Right. But let’s say you find a way to alter estrogen so it doesn’t increase the risk of blood clots and breast and uterine cancer but still prevents osteoporosis, hot flashes, and keeps cholesterol down. Or better yet, say we take an anabolic steroid and block all its undesirable side effects but enhance its ability to burn fat. How much would a product like that be worth?” 


	Doug gave a low whistle. “You could fire the entire sales force. People would be knocking down the doors.” 


	“Right. And that’s why Dr. Monnet wants whatever we discover here to stay behind these doors until it’s registered with the U.S. Patent Office.” 


	Doug held up his hands. “All right. You win. I’m convinced.” He stuck his head out the dry lab door and looked around. “Elaborate as this is, I’d have thought there’d be more to it.” 


	“How so?” 


	“I don’t know how much you know about GEM. It started off selling generic antibiotics but went public a couple of years ago to raise capital to buy the rights to TriCef from Nagata in Japan. GEM would have gone under if TriCef flopped, but luckily the profits are pouring in. And according to the Pharmaceutical Forum, it’s a top seller. Everybody’s using TriCef. I should know—my commission checks show I’m earning big bucks just on that one product. But GEM’s not paying dividends. Plus, it’s been cutting its sales force. My territory is now so big I can barely keep up with it.” 


	“Just means they’re confident in you. Plus they’ve got a hot new antibiotic, so maybe they don’t need to push it so much.” 


	Doug looked at her. “No dividend, cutting the sales force—that sounds like a company on the ropes instead of one that’s raking in the profits. Did you see the annual report?” 


	“Well, no, I—” 


	“It says the company’s pouring most of its profits back into GEM Basic.” 


	Nadia raised her hand. “Hey, that’s me.” GEM Basic was the research division—right here where they were standing. She pointed to the molecule imager. “There’s your proof.” 


	“The amount of money they say they’re spending on R and D would fund dozens of these. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” 


	Nadia shrugged. “Balance sheets aren’t my thing.” 


	“Not exactly mine either. But I figure if I’m going to be an alpha ape in the software jungle, I have to know how a company is run. Damned if I can figure how they’re running this one.” He smiled. “But that’s not my worry. I’ll be out of here by this time next year, and in the meantime, let’s keep those commission checks rolling in.” He pulled her close and kissed her. “Dinner tonight?” 


	“How about the Coyote?” 


	“I’m always up for Tex-Mex,” he said. “Call you later.” 


	Nadia grabbed his arm as he started for the door. “Whoa! What if you run into Dr. Monnet on your way out? Let me go first and see if all’s clear.” 


	She led him back to the security door, passing a tech or two along the way who paid them little attention. They seemed to assume that if Doug had got in and was with Dr. Radzminsky, he must belong.


	Nadia stepped through the door and looked around. No one in sight. She motioned to Doug, who hurried up behind her.


	“Go,” she said, giving him a quick kiss. “And don’t do this again.” 


	A smile, a wave, and he was heading down the hall toward the reception area. Nadia turned and nearly bumped into Dr. Monnet.


	“Oh, Nadia. There you are. I was just calling the dry lab to tell you I’ve been delayed. But I’ll be down in half an hour and we’ll get started.” 


	He looked distracted, frayed at the emotional edges. Dragovic’s fault. Had to be. She felt her anger rise. It was criminal for a man of Dr. Monnet’s brilliance to be upset by a thug. He needed a tranquil environment to allow him to focus fully on his work.


	Don’t worry, Dr. Monnet, she thought. I know you’re in some kind of trouble, but I think I’ve found you help.


	She wondered if Jack was already working on the case. Would he call it a case? And if he was on it, how was he starting out?
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	The quickest way to Staten Island’s north shore was through New Jersey via the Bayonne Bridge. The guy Jack was going to see, Sal Vituolo, ran a junkyard there off Richmond Terrace. Lots of junkyards among the old docks along this stretch of road. Word had it some of them were fronts for chop shops, but Jack wasn’t interested in car parts.


	When he was a kid, New Yorkers called this chunk of rock the Borough of Richmond and used it mostly as an offshore refinery and garbage dump. Sometime in the seventies it renamed itself Staten Island. A lot of people Jack knew would rather admit they were from Jersey than Staten Island.


	He steered his five-year-old Buick Century into the Sal’s Salvage, Inc., lot and got out. The air smelled of brine, acetylene fumes, and carbon monoxide. Hopping over muddy puddles, he was making his way toward the office when he heard a voice shout, “Watch out!” 


	Jack turned and saw that someone had backed a fork-lift into a twenty-foot stack of old tires. For an instant it leaned like the Tower of Pisa but looked like it might hold; then it toppled over, sending tires rolling and bouncing in all directions. Half a dozen came Jack’s way, bounding wildly. A scary sight, and he had to duck, dodge, and weave to avoid being hit. He did not avoid getting splashed with muddy water. Once in the clear, he spent an amused moment watching the yard workers chase around like frantic shepherds after a scattered flock, then went inside.


	Sal Vituolo did not look happy to see Jack when he stepped through the door. The office was small, cluttered, stuffy, and dim—its two tiny windows probably hadn’t been cleaned since La Guardia’s day. The man behind the desk was about forty with a low hairline, two days’ growth of salt-and-pepper whiskers, and a good-sized gut. Reminded Jack of Joey Buttafuco, but without the class.


	“Aren’t you the guy from last week? Jack, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	“The guy that doesn’t do what I need done.” 


	“Right.” 


	“So why you back? Change your mind?” 


	“In a way.” 


	Before Jack could go on, Sal went on a tear. His eyes lit and his hands started stabbing the air. “Yeah? Great, ‘cause I’ve got just the way to do it, see? I know this caterer who’s gonna to be doin’ the Serb’s parties this weekend. I can have him hire you as one of the waiters.


	All you gotta do is poison the slimeball’s food. Easy, huh?” 


	“Piece of cake,” Jack said.


	“I’d do it myself if I could look the part, if you know what I’m sayin’.” 


	“I think I do,” Jack said, moving a pile of parts catalogs from a chair to the floor and seating himself. “But before we go any further, Sal, I need you to tell me why you’ve got it in for Mr. Dragovic.” 


	They hadn’t got that far last week. When Jack had said he didn’t “whack” people for money and Sal had said he’d settle for nothing less, the meeting ended.


	“It’s that murder thing they had him up on during the winter.” 


	“The one he walked on after all the potential witnesses came down with Alzheimer’s?” 


	“Right. And you know why they suddenly didn’t know nuthin’? Because one of the so-called potential witnesses got flattened dead in a hit-and-run in Flatbush a coupla days before the trial.” 


	“So I take it then this guy he was up for killing was a friend of yours?” 


	“Corvo?” Sal said with a disgusted look. “He was a piece of shit. The world smells better without him. For him, the wrong side of the grass is the right side of the grass, if you know what I’m sayin’. Nah, it was the witness, the potential fucking witness—he was my sister Roseanne’s kid, Artie.” 


	“How’d he become witness material?” 


	“Who knows?” he said, drawing out the second word into a sigh. “Artie got in with a rough crowd. He was headin’ for a fall at ninety miles an hour. I warned him, offered him a job here but he was like, ‘What? Me work in a junkyard? Fuhgeddaboudit.’ Like I was puttin’ him on or somethin’, if you know what I’m sayin’. Anyway, he happened to be someplace where he wound up knowing something about this killing Dragovic done. And the DA found out, so they was leanin’ on him pretty good.” 


	“And he ratted?” 


	“No way, man. Artie was a stand-up kid.” Sal thumped his chest. “He was tough in here.” He tapped his head. “A little thick up here, maybe—a real capa-tosta, if you know what I’m saying—but he’d never rat. Dragovic couldn’t know that, of course, so he took him out.” 


	That was the word on the street: Dragovic arranged the hit and made sure to be very visible at the 21 Club when it went down. But Jack was curious as to how much more Sal knew.


	“You don’t know it was Dragovic.” 


	“Hey, I heard from people who saw it go down. The car was aimed right at Artie. When Artie tried to dodge outta the way, the car swerved to hit him. No accident.” 


	“OK. No accident. But as you yourself said, he was in with a rough bunch. Maybe—” 


	“It was the Serb. Guy was there told me. Won’t say nothin’ officially, if you know what I’m sayin’, but he tells me he recognized one of the Serb’s guys at the wheel. So it was Dragovic. I know it, and worse, Roseanne knows it, and every time I see her she looks at me and her eyes say, What’re you gonna do about my boy? I’m her little brother, but I’m sorta the man of the family, so I feel I gotta do something. In the old days if you knew someone in the families you could maybe get something done, but those days are gone. So I gotta find someone or do it myself. But this Serb’s crazy. I try something and he connects it to me, I’m dead, probably along with my wife and kids to boot.” 


	“You could just let it go.” 


	Sal looked at him. “What kinda guy would I be then?” 


	“Alive.” 


	“Yeah. Alive and havin’ to see Roseanne’s eyes lookin’ at me every Christmas and Easter and birthday and First Communion, sayin’, When, Sal? When you gonna do somethin’?” He sighed heavily. “Bein’ the man of the family can really suck, if you know what I’m sayin’.” 


	Jack said nothing. Nothing to say to that.


	“So anyways,” Sal said, rubbing a hand over his face, “I’m talkin’ to Eddy one day, sayin’ what am I gonna do, and Eddy says I should call you.” He spread his hands and looked at Jack. “And here we are.” 


	Jack remembered Eddy. He’d fixed a problem for him a few years ago. Obviously Eddy remembered Jack.


	“Let me float a concept by you, Sal.” 


	“Float away.” 


	“A life for a life balances the scales, sure, but lots of times it can leave you unsatisfied. You’re redressing an act that has caused a lot of heartbreak and pain to you and the people you know and love. But when you kill the other guy, it’s all over for him. Done. He’s gone where he’s beyond pain and suffering, but you’re still living with the fallout from what he did.” 


	“At least I know he paid for what he did.” 


	“But did he pay? Really pay? He’s pain free and your sister’s still hurting. Think about that.” 


	Sal did just that, or appeared to, sitting behind his desk staring at the empty sockets of a plastic pen set. Eventually…


	“I take it we’re talkin’ about something worse than death here, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	Sal frowned. “Which means, I take it, we’re back to you tellin’ me you don’t kill for money.” 


	“In a way.” 


	“You know, I got to thinkin’ about that last week. ‘I don’t kill for money.’ Real funny way of putting it.” 


	“Think so?” Jack wasn’t too comfortable with where this seemed to be going.


	Sal stared at him a moment, then shrugged. “So whatta you got in mind? Some of the old meat-hook-and-cattle-prod thing?” 


	“Not exactly. I was—” 


	“A little amputation action, then. Wham! Both legs off at the knees. That’ll cut him down to size—in more ways than one.” He grinned. “Yeah. Everywhere he goes he’s eyeballin’ other guys’ crotches.” 


	Jeez, Jack thought.


	“No, I was thinking about a different approach, maybe coming at him through what’s important to him. Dragovic seems to like the limelight, to be seen with the glitterati, to get his picture in the paper with celebrities and—” 


	Sal slapped one hand on the desktop and pointed a rust-stained finger at Jack with the other. “Acid in the face! He’ll be blind and ugly as shit! That’s it! That’s it! Oh, I like the way you think!” 


	Jack bit the insides of his cheeks. Maybe this wasn’t going to work.


	“Acid in the face is always an option,” he said, “but it’s sort of crude, don’t you think? I’m looking for a move with just a tad more style. You mentioned a party this weekend. Where?” 


	“Out at his new place in the Hamptons. Not one party—two.” 


	“That might be a place to start. Got the address?” 


	Sal reached for the phone. “No, but my caterer friend will know it. Thinking of torching his place during one of the parties?” Sal said as he punched in the numbers. “Maybe his face’ll catch fire and melt. I could go for that.” 


	“Arson is always an option,” Jack said, keeping his voice steady.


	Sal Vituolo was a shoo-in for Bloodthirstiest Customer of the Year. How was Jack going to come up with something short of death, dismemberment, or disfigurement that would satisfy him?


	Maybe a look at Dragovic’s new place would inspire him. But if he wanted to avoid the holiday weekend traffic, he’d have to go today.
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	“I call it Loki,” Dr. Monnet said.


	Nadia stood at his side as he sat at the console and manipulated the hologram of the molecule that floated before them. She’d wondered, feared that being alone with him, being this close, might trigger that old sexual excitement. Thank God, no. She was still in awe of him as a scientist, but that one afternoon seemed to have permanently purged the lust she’d felt.


	She concentrated, squinting at the image, not because it was too small or out of focus but because she had never seen anything like it.


	“Did you make it?” 


	“No. I found it.” 


	“Where? On the moon?” 


	“Right here on earth, but please do not ask me to be more specific. At least not at this time.” 


	Nadia accepted that. Before inserting a sample of this Loki molecule into the imager’s sequencer, Dr. Monnet had sworn her to secrecy, insisting that nothing of what she was about to see was to leave this room. Looking at it now, she could see why. This was unique.


	Nadia stared at the odd shape. The molecule looked like some sort of anabolic steroid that had collided with serotonin and then rolled around in an organic stew where it had picked up odd side chains in combinations unlike any she’d ever seen.


	Something about that singular shape and the way it seemed to go against the laws of organic chemistry and molecular biology as she knew them disturbed her. She felt chilled and repelled… as if she were witnessing a crime.


	She shook off the feeling. How silly. Molecules weren’t right or wrong; they simply were. This one was unusual in a disorienting way, and that was all.


	And yet…


	“That can’t be stable,” she said.


	Dr. Monnet glanced up at her. “It is… and it isn’t.” 


	She didn’t see how it could be both. “Sorry?” 


	“It remains in this form for approximately four weeks—” 


	“Four weeks!” she blurted, then caught herself. “Excuse me, Dr. Monnet, but that structure doesn’t look like it would last four nanoseconds.” 


	“I agree. Nevertheless, it does last about twenty-nine days; then it spontaneously degrades to this.” 


	He tapped a few keys and a second hologram took shape in the air a few inches to the right of the first. Nadia felt a trickle of relief when she saw it. This molecule had a much more natural structure. She felt oddly comforted to know that the aberration on the left assumed the more wholesome configuration on the right.


	There I go again. Wholesome? Where did that come from? Since when do I assign moral values to chemical structures?


	“What are its properties?” Nadia said.


	“Animal studies are under way. It appears to work as an appetite suppressant.” 


	“We can always use one of those. Any side effects?” 


	“None yet.” 


	Nadia nodded, feeling a tingle of excitement. A true appetite suppressant with a low side-effect profile would be the equivalent of a license to print money.


	“But don’t load up on GEM stock yet,” Dr. Monnet said, as if reading her mind.


	“I won’t.” Looking at that molecule again… Nadia couldn’t imagine herself allowing something like that into her system, no matter how thin it might make her.


	“Because we have the stability problem to contend with. We can’t exploit a product with a shelf life of twenty-nine days, no matter what its effects.” 


	“I take it then that the degraded molecule is bio-inert?” 


	“Utterly. That’s why I call the unstable form Loki.” 


	“Wasn’t he some sort of Norse god?” 


	“The god of deceit and discord,” he said, nodding. “But Loki was also a shape shifter, able to assume another form at will.” 


	“Ah. Now I get it. And I’m guessing that’s my job: stabilizing the shape shifter.” 


	Dr. Monnet swiveled in the chair and faced her. “Yes. It’s an extremely important assignment, a problem we must—absolutely must—overcome. The future of this company hinges upon it.” 


	Oh, don’t tell me that, Nadia thought as she looked at him. “The future of the company… that’s… quite a responsibility.” 


	“I know. And I’m counting on you to handle it.” 


	“But you have other products—” 


	“They all pale in comparison to this.” 


	“You think this is doable?” 


	“I’m praying so. But there’s something else you must know about this molecule. It… it changes in a manner unparalleled in science.” 


	The intensity in his eyes, the way they bored into her, made Nadia uneasy.


	“How so?” 


	Dr. Monnet licked his lips with a quick dart of his tongue. Could he be nervous?


	“What I am going to tell you will sound impossible. But I assure you that I know through personal experience that it is true.” 


	I don’t believe this, Nadia thought. He actually looks unsure of himself.


	He took a breath. “Once Loki changes to its inert state, any record of its former structure—whether digital, photographic, a plastic model, even human memory of it—changes as well.” 


	Nadia blinked, thinking, Pardon me, Dr. Monnet, but what the hell?


	“No offense, sir, but that’s not possible.” 


	“Exactly what I said the first time I witnessed its degradation. I knew it had changed, knew side chains were missing, but I couldn’t remember which ones. No problem, I thought. It’s in the computer, so I’ll just call up the original structure from memory. But the molecule in memory looked exactly like the degraded molecule.” 


	“How is that possible?” 


	He shrugged. “I didn’t know, and I still don’t know. But I figured it must have been a freak occurrence, So I procured another sample—” 


	“What’s the source?” 


	A grimace. “That, I’m afraid, will have to remain classified for the time being. But after the change in the molecule and its records occurred a second time, I decided to take precautions. I made hard copy printouts of the original molecule and filed them away. When the next degradation occurred, I pulled them out and…” He paused and swallowed as if his mouth was dry. “They had changed. They all looked exactly like the degraded molecule.” 


	“Impossible.” 


	“My sentiments exactly. But there I was, staring at the evidence. The only explanation I could think of was mischief or sabotage. But who? So I thought of a foolproof way to overcome this. After obtaining a fresh sample, I took multiple photos of the unstable form and hid them in various places in the office and my home; I even went so far as to build a crude model and lock it in a safe.” 


	“That should have done it.” 


	Dr. Monnet was shaking his head slowly. “No. When I went to check later, they all had changed: the computer backups, the photos, even the structural model.” 


	“I know I sound like a broken record, but that’s impossible!” Nadia couldn’t believe Dr. Luc Monnet was feeding her this nonsense. Had he snapped?


	He smiled but with no trace of humor. “I kept repeating that word too, like a mantra. I must have said it thousands of times since I began working with Loki, but after months I have come to accept the fantastic as fact. What choice do I have? Its properties are predictable and replicable. And I have sat here and watched my photos and models and drawings change before my eyes, felt all memory of the structure I had been looking at only seconds before vanish like smoke.” 


	“But that’s—” No. She would not say the word again.


	“You don’t believe me,” he said, and this time she found a trace of humor in the twist of his lips. “Good. I’d worry about you if you did. Were positions reversed, I’d say that you were in dire need of intense therapy and large doses of Thorazine. This is why I waited until today to introduce you to Loki. Today is this sample’s twenty-ninth day. When you come in tomorrow morning you will find it all changed, and you will not remember what the original looked like.” 


	Yes, I will, Nadia promised silently. Oh, yes, I will.


	“And then your work will begin. I’ll give you a fresh sample—perhaps the last fresh sample we will be able to secure—and then you will have twenty-nine days to stabilize it. I’m hoping you will not leave us flat like your predecessor.” 


	“I’m not a quitter.” 


	“I know you aren’t. That is why I have high hopes for you.” 


	Not a quitter, no, but she had zero tolerance for looniness. Too much pseudoscience and bad science around as it was, and she would not add to it. A molecule that degraded to a different form was no big deal—but changing all records of its former structure as well? Absurd. Dr. Monnet said this phenomenon is predictable and replicable? She’d see about that. Nadia was going to make copies of the Loki molecule’s structure, including a printout to take home with her. Tomorrow morning she’d prove how wrong he was.


	“You say it’s going to change overnight. Do you know when?” 


	“I know the exact minute.” 


	“Really? What’s the trigger?” 


	A heartbeat’s worth of hesitation. “A celestial event.” 


	Oh, please! “Which one?” 


	“Can I hold that in reserve as well?” he said, sounding apologetic. “I’m not trying to be coy or overly mysterious, but I feel you will be more accepting of all this tomorrow when you’ve seen—experienced for yourself—the changes I’ve described.” 


	It was the way he said it that unsettled her—not with the note of someone anticipating vindication, but with the air of a rational man who had been forced to accept the unacceptable.


	“This whole thing doesn’t make sense. It borders on… supernatural.” 


	“I know,” he sighed. “That is another reason I christened it Loki. Loki was a god, a supernatural being.” 
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	“I’m so glad I talked you into this,” Gia said.


	She was dressed in faded jeans and a pink Polo shirt, and had taken the wheel of the Buick. Legally it was Gia’s ride. Jack had bought it, maintained it, and paid its monthly garage fee, but it was registered in Gia’s name and hers whenever she needed it. Both of them felt more comfortable riding in a car registered to a real person.


	“Me too,” Jack replied, but not so sure he meant it.


	Gia had been working on a painting when he’d stopped by her place. If he’d had any inkling she’d want to drive out to the Hamptons, he never would have mentioned it. But mention he did, and she’d jumped on the idea with such enthusiasm that he couldn’t say no.


	It’ll be all right, he told himself. Just a cruise by Dragovic’s place, maybe a walk on the beach to see the ocean side of his property, and then back to the city. No risk, no danger to Gia and Vicky, just a couple and a child taking in the sights.


	“I’ve never been out to the Hamptons,” Gia said. “Have you?” 


	Flecks of pigment still clung to her fingers as they gripped the steering wheel. Vicky sat in the backseat, engrossed in an old Nancy Drew hardcover Jack had found in a used bookstore. A good night’s sleep seemed to have been all she’d needed to recover from last night’s scare, although Jack wondered how she’d react next time Gia took her to the museum.


	“A few times,” Jack said. “Just to see what it was like.” 


	
They’d cruised the Long Island Expressway most of the way out, then switched to the two-lane Montauk Highway for the drive onto the south fork. They’d passed though West Hampton, Bridgehampton, This-hampton, That-hampton, and lots of fields between. Farm country out here—the potato fields had been plowed and planted; cornstalks stood ankle-high under the late May sun. All the windows were open and the breeze ruffled Gia’s short blond hair, lifting and twirling little golden wings.


	“South Hampton College,” Jack said as they passed the road sign pointing to the right. “Home of the Fighting Quahogs.” 


	“What?” Gia laughed and glanced at him. “It didn’t say that! Did it?” 


	“Of course it did. Would I make up something like that?” 


	“Yes. Most certainly yes.” She hit the brake. “I’m going to turn around and go back to that sign, and if you’re lying…” 


	“OK, OK. I made up the Fighting Quahogs. But if they’re not the Fighting Quahogs, they should be, don’t you think? That’s one tough clam.” 


	“Enough about clams. What about your trips out here? Were you with anyone?” 


	Jack smiled. Gia was always looking for clues about his pre-Gia love life.


	“All by myself. Went all the way to Montauk one time. Put in calls to Paul Simon, Billy Joel, Sting, Paul McCartney, and Kim Bassinger to let them know I was coming—they all live out here, you know.” 


	“I read the papers too.” 


	“Yeah, well, you being from Iowa and all, I wasn’t sure you knew. Anyway, they never got back to me. Not a one. Must have been out of town.” 


	“They’re busy people. You’ve got to give them more notice.” 


	“I suppose. But I did stop off to see the Memory Motel—you know, from the Stones song? Walked the dunes. Nothing special except for the size of some of the houses. I guess I’m not much of a beach person.” 


	“I love the beach. Thanks for letting us come along. It’s such a beautiful day to get out of the city… especially after last night.” She glanced into the backseat where Vicks was still absorbed in her book, then at Jack. “Did you find who you were looking for after you left?” 


	Jack nodded. “Got his name and address. He’s got a broken leg.” 


	“Good. What are you going to do?” 


	“What do you want me to do?” 


	“Last night I wanted to have him strung up by his thumbs and let the Yankees use him as a tackling dummy.” 


	“Uh, Gia, the Yankees are a baseball team. They don’t tackle.” 


	“Whoever then. You know what I mean. I’m saner now. Maybe a broken leg is enough.” 


	“Maybe…” Jack said aloud, mentally adding: for you.


	He still intended to pay a visit to Mr. Butler but wasn’t going to be able to work him into the schedule today. Tomorrow for sure.


	“Want me to take the wheel for a while?” he said, knowing her answer.


	Gia preferred to drive rather than be driven by him—all but insisted on it. Which was fine with Jack since Gia’s license was the genuine article.


	Gia shook her head. “Uh-uh.” 


	“I thought you might want to enjoy the scenery.” 


	“That’s all right. I know you think you’ve got this perfect depth perception, but you drive too close to things. I’m always jumping, thinking you’re going to hit something. Besides, this is an easy drive.” 


	“This time tomorrow afternoon will be a completely different story. Bumper-to-bumper for miles and miles.” 


	Jack rested his hand on Gia’s thigh, leaned back, and closed his eyes, wishing every day could be like this—not just the weather, but the ambience, the togetherness, the peace.


	“Where are we going, Jack?” Gia said.


	“East Hampton.” 


	“No, not this afternoon. I mean, in life. You. Me. Us. Where?” 


	Jack opened his eyes and studied her profile. What a nice little nose she had. “Is there something wrong with where we are?” 


	She smiled. “No. But sometimes, especially when it’s good like this, I have to wonder how long before something goes wrong.” 


	“Why does something have to go wrong?” 


	“Well, with you doing what you do, doesn’t it seem like just a matter of time before a big load of you-know-what hits the fan?” 


	“Not necessarily. I’m being more careful, more choosy, sticking with fix-its I can handle from a distance.” 


	“But where does it end? You can’t be Repairman Jack forever.” 


	How true.


	“I know. This isn’t carved in stone, but I’m thinking maybe four or five more years and I’m out. I’ll be forty then. That’s when the reflexes begin to slow and you start needing reading glasses. Might be a good time for my midlife crisis. You know, look around at my life and say, ‘Is this it?’ and go off and do something radically different and crazy like, I don’t know, becoming an accountant or a stockbroker.” 


	“CPA-man Jack,” Gia said. “I can see you coming up with all sorts of unique ways to handle an IRS audit.” 


	Jack didn’t laugh. The future wasn’t funny. Not having an official identity, being a nonentity to the IRS and all the other federal, state, and local arms of the bureausaurus was fine now, but what happened later if he got tired of the constant hiding and dodging and simply wanted to kick back and join Shmoodom? He hadn’t thought of that when he’d erased himself from the societal map. Hadn’t figured he’d ever get to that point.


	And he still might never. Jack wondered if he could ever reconcile himself to the idea of paying income tax. He expended time—hours and days and weeks out of his life—earning his fees, sometimes at the risk of that life, and at its most basic what was life but a struggle against a ticking clock, doing the most with the time you were allotted. To allow then some government bureau to confiscate the product of his time… it was like handing over chunks of his life. The way he saw it, once you surrendered sovereignty over part of your life, even a tiny part, you’ve already lost the war. After that it becomes an issue not of whether you have a right to your own life but of how big a chunk of your life you’re going to surrender. And no one asks the giver. The decision is made by the takers.


	But still… what if the only way to secure a future with Gia and Vicky was to enter their world? He certainly couldn’t see them entering his. If he needed to put himself back on the map, how did he do it? He couldn’t appear out of nowhere without a damn good explanation of where he’d been all these years.


	If it came down to that, he’d figure something out. After all, he still had time…


	“Would you be offended if I retired and bought a farm? I mean, you being a vegetarian and all.” 


	“Why would I be offended?” 


	“Well, I’d want to grow, you know, steaks.” 


	She laughed. He loved that sound. “You can’t grow steaks.” 


	“OK, then I’ll hunt them—wild filet mignon, free-range T-bones.” 


	“You mean cattle,” she said, playing along. “You raise cattle and then you slaughter them and slice up their dead bodies into steaks.” 


	“You mean kill them? What if I get attached to them and can’t?” 


	“Then you’ve got yourself a bunch of very large pets that go ‘moo.’” 


	Vicky was suddenly hanging over the seat between them, pointing through the windshield as they cruised into another town.


	“Look! Another windmill! That’s the second one I’ve seen. Are we in Holland?” 


	“No,” Jack said. “This is still New York. A town called East Hampton. And speaking of which…” 


	He unfolded a map and figured out where they were.


	Immediately he realized he should have checked sooner.


	“Hang a U-ie when you can. We overshot our turn. We have to get back to Ocean Avenue and then to Lily Pond Lane.” 


	“Thanks, Chingachgook,” Gia said as she got them going the other way. “Lily Pond Lane… wasn’t that mentioned in a Dylan song?” 


	“Believe so.” 


	“I read somewhere that Martha Stewart lives on Lily Pond Lane.” 


	“Hope she fixed us something good for lunch.” 


	As they wound their way south toward the ocean, the homes grew larger and larger, one more imposing than the next, and the walls and privet hedges and fences around them grew taller and taller, all posted with signs listing the security company that guarded the grounds behind them.


	“Who owns these?” Gia said.


	“The Calvin Kleins and Steven Spielbergs of the world.” 


	“And the Milos Dragovics.” 


	“Yep. Them too. He’s supposed to be at the end of Faro Lane—there. Hang a left.” 


	Faro Lane was short and straight; the three-story house at its end blocked any view of the ocean and a good part of the sky. A Mediterranean-style tile roof, but royal blue instead of red, capped light blue stucco walls.


	“I think he likes blue,” Jack said.


	He scanned the perimeter as they passed. A high stucco wall with what looked like broken glass embedded along the top—more aesthetically pleasing than razor wire, he supposed; videocams jutted from the walls of the house, sweeping the grounds. No security service was listed on the wrought-iron gate—Dragovic probably used his own boys as guards—but Jack spotted a German shepherd through the opening.


	And then Gia stopped the car.


	“Hideous,” she said, shaking her head and making a disgusted face as she stared through the windshield. “No other word for it. Of all the colors available, he had to pick those? Whatever look he was going for, he missed.” 


	“No-no!” Jack said. “Don’t stop!” 


	He glanced up, saw a security camera atop the gatepost pointed directly at him, and quickly turned away.


	“What’s wrong?” Gia said.


	“Nothing.” Damn! Was that cam used as needed or on continuous feed? Did they have him on tape? “Just keep moving and see if we can find a way to take a walk on the sand.” 


	Should have come alone, he thought. Never guessed she’d stop. But what’s done is done. And no point in making too much of it. Who’d be suspicious of an old Buick stopping to take a gander at the big blue house? Probably happens every day.


	Gia drove farther west and found a public parking area for Georgica Beach. The three of them kicked off their shoes—Jack surreptitiously removed his ankle holster and jammed the little Semmerling into his pocket—and barefooted it up the dunes. Jack and Gia strolled hand in hand eastward along the higher dry sand while Vicky frolicked along the waterline, playing tag with the waves.


	“The water’s cold!” she cried.


	“Don’t get wet,” Gia told her.


	They trekked up a dune and stopped at its summit to gaze at the blue expanse of Milos Dragovic’s twenty-room summer cottage. From this angle Jack could see that it was U-shaped, squatting on the sand like a wary blue crab stretching its claws toward the sea. An oblong free-form pool glistened between the arms, surrounded by a teak deck. A glass-roofed structure that was either a solarium or hothouse huddled in a corner. And all around the grounds men were setting up tables and umbrellas and scrubbing chairs and chaises.


	“Looks like someone’s having a party,” Gia said. “Are you invited?” 


	“Nope.” 


	“Are you going anyway?” 


	Jack heard the tension in her voice, turned and saw the worry in her eyes.


	“Maybe.” 


	“I wish you wouldn’t. He’s not a nice man, you know.” 


	“He says he’s an honest businessman who’s never been convicted of a single crime.” 


	Gia frowned. “I know the rant: everybody picks on him because he’s a Serb. But who believes that? What does he do, anyway?” 


	“Bad stuff, I’m told. I’m not sure of the specifics. I’m waiting for People to do an in-depth cover story.” 


	“What are you keeping from me?” 


	“Truthfully, I don’t know much about him. I don’t find flashy hoods interesting reading.” 


	“He was accused of murder.” 


	“But the charge was dropped.” 


	“Please don’t get on the wrong side of this man.” 


	“Trust me, that’s the last thing I want to do. But I do want to get a closer look at his house.” 


	They walked down the dune, scattering a flock of resting seagulls along the way.


	“It’s even uglier close up,” Gia said.


	Jack was making a mental map of the grounds. If he were going to invite himself in, he’d have to approach from the beach. He studied the wide open pool area, then looked out to sea. An idea began to form as he watched Vicky gathering shells along the waterline.


	“Uh-oh,” Gia said. “Looks like we’re attracting a crowd.” 


	Jack turned. Two very tall, very broad-shouldered beef jerkies in wraparound shades and ill-fitting dark suits were scuffing toward them across the sand. Both had broad, flat faces and bristly military-style haircuts—one brown and one that had probably been brown once but was now a shade of orange-blond. And Jack could tell from the way their sleeves rode in their left armpits that both were armed.


	“Keep moving, folks,” said the dark-haired one in a deep, thickly accented voice.


	“Yeah,” said the other, with the same accent. “This is not place for sightseeing.” 


	“Nice house,” Jack said, trying what he hoped was a disarming smile. “Who’s the owner?” 


	Turnip-head smirked. “Someone who does not want you standing in his front yard.” 


	Jack shrugged. “OK.” He turned and took Gia’s elbow. “Let’s go, dear, and let these nice men get back to their work.” 


	“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Gia said, pulling free of his hand.


	Her eyes were narrowed and her lips were pulled into a thin line as she stared at the two guards. Jack knew that look and knew it meant trouble. Once she got her back up, she could be a badger.


	“Gia—” 


	“No, wait. This beach is public property. We can stand out here all day if we please, and we might just do that.” 


	Jeez. This was the last thing he wanted. Up till now he’d been just a guy out for a walk with his wife or his girlfriend who had to be shooed along. Now they’d remember him. And worse, they’d remember Gia.


	“Just move on, lady,” said the dark-haired one.


	“No. You move on. This isn’t Kosovo, you know.” 


	That did it. Jack saw Turnip-head’s cheek twitch and knew she’d hit a nerve. The dark-haired guard looked Jack’s way. Jack couldn’t see his eyes behind the black lenses, but the rest of his face said, We both know where this is going, don’t we.


	Jack knew. He turned, bent, pressed his shoulder against Gia’s abdomen, and gently lifted her off the ground.


	“So long, gents,” he said as he carried her back up the dune.


	He heard their laughter behind him and one of them say, “Now there is smart man.” 


	Gia was beating her fists against his back, crying, “Put me down! Put me down right now, Jack!” 


	He did—at the top of the dune. She faced him, furious.


	“I don’t believe you did that! You carried me off like some sort of caveman!” 


	“Actually, I was trying to be un-caveman and avoid a fight.” 


	“What fight?” 


	“The fight that would start as soon as the guy with the orange hair shoved you and told you to shut up and get moving.” 


	“If he tried that I’d shove him right back.” 


	“No, I’d have to do the shoving, and that would mean facing both of them because I couldn’t take on one without the other stepping in, which meant I’d probably get hurt.” 


	“You did OK last night, and besides—” 


	“Those two aren’t a couple of middle-aged drunks. They’re not even rent-a-slabs. They’ve got ex-military written all over them. They’re tough, they’re in shape, they’ve probably been in battle, and though they weren’t looking for a fight, they were ready for it. It would not have been pretty.” 


	“Well, who said you’d have to step in?” 


	“Come on, Gia. Some guy lays a hand on you right in front of me and I’m just going to stand there and watch? I don’t think so. I’d have to do something.” 


	She threw her hands up. “I’m so sick of this macho shit!” 


	Uh-oh. A four-letter word from Gia. That meant she was really ticked.


	“I’m not sure I know what macho is, Gia. I hear that word and I think of somebody named Tony or Hernando in a sleeveless T-shirt, tattoos on his deltoids, and a stiletto in his fist. Is that how you think I am?” 


	“You know damn well I’m not talking about that. It’s this ‘a-man’s-gotta-do-what-a-man’s-gotta-do’ attitude. I can’t stand it sometimes.” 


	“You want me some other way?” 


	Sal Vituolo’s words of a few hours ago came back to him. Bein’ the man of the family can really suck, if you know what I’m sayin’.


	Yeah, Sal. I know what you’re saying.


	Gia said, “I want you alive, dammit!” 


	“So do I. That’s why I got us out of the line of fire.” He held up his hands, making two Vs with his fingers, and put on his most beatific expression. “You know me… a man of peace.” 


	That teased a hint of a smile from her. “You’re a piece of work is what you are.” She sighed. “It’s just that I get so mad when somebody like that tries to push me around.” 


	Jack pointed past her. “And here comes another reason for staying out of a knockdown drag-out.” 


	Vicky came puffing up the dune carrying a horseshoe crab carapace filled with clamshells. “Look what I got!” 


	They oohed and ahed over her sandy treasures all the way back to the parking area.


	As Gia drove the now slightly fishy-smelling car back toward the city, Jack sat in silence, pondering his next move. Since he’d already been made by Dragovic’s security, he’d have to work behind the scenes.


	They were near Hicksville on the LIE when Jack spotted a sign for the Jericho Turnpike. That made him think of a couple of good old boys whose services he’d employed a few years ago. And that gave him the start of an idea…


	“Do you mind if we make a stop?” he said.


	Gia glanced at him. “Usually it’s Vicky who’s got to—” 


	“Not that. I want to see if some old acquaintances are still in business. Take the next exit.” 


	He directed her off the highway and along a rutted dirt road until he saw the hangar with its red sign: TWIN AIRWAYS.


	“Is this the place?” 


	“Yeah. It’s their own private airfield.” He pointed to the helicopter and two Gulfstream executive jets on the runway. “They charter those out.” 


	“And why are we here?” Gia said.


	“Need to talk to these guys.” He got out and started toward the hangar. “Why don’t you and Vicks stretch your legs and check out the planes while I check the office.” 


	Luckily, both the Ashe brothers were in—tall, lanky twins in their midthirties. Both had fair, shoulder-length hair, but Joe wore a stubbly beard while Frank sported a droopy mustache.


	“Well, well,” Frank said in a thick Georgia drawl. “Looky who it is.” 


	Joe stepped up and stuck out a hand. “Where you been keepin’ yerself, boy?” 


	They liked small talk about as much as Jack, so after thirty seconds or so of catching up, Joe said, “What brings you round, Jack?” 


	“A little business. A couple of quick charters.” 


	“No offense,” Frank said, “but since it’s you, I gotta ask: how legal we talking ‘bout?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Not terribly illegal.” 


	“Not no RICCO-level shit where we could get our assets froze, I hope. That would be a bummer.” 


	“No-no,” Jack said. “Not even close. More legal than the last time. Promise.” 


	“Reckon we can handle that,” Joe said. “What’s up?” 
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	Doug Gleason congratulated himself as he left Dr. Alcott’s office in Great Neck and walked toward his car. Another once formidable barrier had fallen. He’d penetrated Dr. Alcott’s perimeter defenses and actually got to sit down with the man. A coup among sales reps.


	Doug had never seen himself as a salesman but had thrown himself into the job to see what he could wring from it. He’d approached it as he would a programming problem, establishing object relationships and then functionally decomposing them. His applied system had met with resounding success.


	In Doug’s two years on the job, the most important truth he’d discovered was that knowing all the receptionists’ first names, knowing the names of all their children and grandchildren, burbling at their baby pictures, smiling for them until you thought your cheeks were going to cramp, did not guarantee you a sit-down with the doctor. You needed the secret weapon.


	Food.


	A crumb cake or bagels and cream cheese in the morning or pizzas and subs at noon and, for the battle-hardened veterans who manned Dr. Alcott’s front lines, the afternoon coup de grace: chocolate-covered strawberries.


	Those had done it. The guardians of the gate had hoisted the white flag and all but demanded that their boss give that nice young Mr. Gleason five minutes.


	Doug stowed his sample case in the trunk, then slipped into the front seat of his company car—more of a business office on wheels, actually. In addition to the indispensable cellular phone, he had a cellular fax, a cellular modem for his laptop computer, and a small inkjet printer.


	He checked his cell phone—not wanting to be interrupted in Alcott’s office, he’d turned it off—and the display told him he had voice mail. The message was from a pharmacist in Sheepshead Bay wanting to know where he could return some TriCef that was going out of date.


	Doug wondered about that as he returned the call. TriCef had been out a couple of years now, long enough to start hitting its initial expiration dates, but with the way it was selling, there shouldn’t be any of those old batches left.


	When he got the pharmacist on the line, Doug identified himself and said, “So what did you do, lose a bottle in the back of one of your cabinets?” 


	“Not at all,” the man said with a vaguely Jamaican-sounding voice. “TriCef simply isn’t moving for me.” 


	“Top-selling branded cephalosporin in the country.” 


	“Yes, I read Pharmaceutical Forum too, but it’s not moving in my place. Same with most of the other pharmacies around here. Only a couple of our docs have ever written for it.” 


	Troubled, Doug gave the pharmacist directions for returning his outdated stock directly to the company and said good-bye.


	Was this a trend? Were sales of TriCef slowing? Not according to his commission checks. But GEM commissions were based on dollar amounts shipped rather than number of prescriptions written. And GEM did its own distribution, so it was right on top of product flow. If sales were slowing, his checks would be shrinking.


	So Sheepshead Bay had to be an anomaly.


	But an anomaly was a glitch, and the programmer regions of Doug’s brain abhorred glitches. He opened the pharmacy section of his computer’s address book and made some random calls. First three, then five, then a dozen. Each pharmacy had the same story.


	TriCef wasn’t selling well. Had never sold well.


	Unsettling, but only a bit. Because this didn’t make sense. Somebody was buying it. GEM’s profits were on target and the stock price was steady.


	He wondered what the head honchos would say about it. As top salesman in a small company, he’d met all three. He didn’t particularly care for any of them—and couldn’t figure Nadia’s near worship of Monnet—but at least they’d been reasonably accessible. Until lately. Over the past months they’d grown increasingly withdrawn, all but moving into their fortresslike boardroom.


	Was something going on? Something he should know?


	Doug knew this little mystery would keep nipping at his ankles until he solved it. Maybe it was something Nadia should know as well.


	Nadj… that was another mystery. How had he lucked onto her? Every day he awoke thankful that he’d found her and that she somehow, miraculously, cared for him.


	He had planned to knock off early today anyway. Why not spend some of the afternoon looking into it? He had hours before he was to meet Nadj for dinner. That should be enough. He was an expert with the investigating tool he planned to use: his computer.


	He was sure there was a logical explanation, but at the moment he couldn’t imagine what it could be.


	But if it was findable, he’d find it. He smiled as he started the car. This could be fun.
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	“How many old tires can you scrape together?” Jack said into the phone in the Ashe brothers’ office.


	He’d come to terms with Frank and Joe on the when and how of the delivery; now he had to arrange for the payload. For that he’d called Sal Vituolo.


	“Old tires?” Sal said. “Christ, I got tires up the freakin’ wazoo. They ain’t good for nothin’ though, ‘cept maybe dumpin’ in the ocean.” 


	“I’ve got another use for them. Can you put together a truckload?” 


	“You kiddin’? I can put together two or three. What you gonna do with a buncha old tires?” 


	“Trust me—you’re going to love it. Pile them in the back of your biggest truck and I’ll be by later to pick them up.” 


	“This got something to do with the little matter we talked about earlier?” 


	“It do.” 


	“Awright! You got ‘em!” 


	As Jack hung up he wondered what sadistic uses Sal was imagining for those tires. He turned to Frank and Joe.


	“It’s a go.” 


	Frank grinned through his droopy mustache. “Gotta hand it to you, Jack, you sure do come up with some fun stuff.” 


	“Boy’s downright evil,” Joe drawled.


	They sealed the deal with a handshake; then Jack headed back to the car. Gia and Vicky had seen all they wanted of the aircraft and were waiting for him. He reminded himself to call Nadia when he got back and let her know that her fix-it was being cofinanced by another party, so she’d only have to pay half the usual fee. Sal, however, would pay full fare.


	He threw an arm around Gia and kissed her. He was feeling very good about the day.


	“Why are you smiling?” Gia said.


	“Just glad to see you.” 


	“Uh-uh,” she said. “You’ve got that cat-after-a-canary-casserole look.” 


	“Well, I did just solve a little problem that’s been nagging me.” 


	“Does it involve a certain Serb?” 


	“It do.” 


	“I don’t want to know about it,” she said, slipping in behind the wheel. “I just want to know if you’ll be in danger.” 


	“Not this time. This gig will be strictly arm’s length.” 


	At least it’ll start out that way, he thought. Things go right, it’ll stay that way. But when was the last time everything went right?
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	Doug was not his usual gabby self at dinner. Nadia watched him push his chiles rellenos back and forth across his plate while his Corona went flat. All around them in the Lost Coyote Cafe people were laughing, talking, calling across the room to friends, but their table was an island of silence.


	“Earth to Doug,” Nadia said. “Earth calling Douglas Gleason, are you there?” 


	He snapped his head up and straightened in the seat, ran a hand through his sandy hair, and smiled. “Sorry. Just thinking.” 


	“About what? Something wrong?” 


	“I’m not sure,” he said.


	His blue eyes held hers as he told her about the call from the pharmacist this afternoon and the other calls he’d made.


	Nadia’s last sip of her margarita soured on her tongue. “Is the company in trouble?” 


	“That was my first thought,” he said. “And it occurred to me that maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for both of our incomes to depend on the same source. If something goes wrong with GEM, we could both be out of work.” 


	If something goes wrong with GEM.… She didn’t want to think about that. She’d just started…


	“But you said that magazine, what was it called?” 


	“Pharmaceutical Forum.” 


	“Right. Didn’t it say that TriCef was tops in its class?” 


	Doug nodded. “But it’s a lie.” 


	Nadia tensed. “How can you know?” 


	He glanced around, looking furtive, then leaned forward. “My company laptop hooks into the GEM system to let me download my data, email, and new information on the product line directly, and upload my contact reports. I spent a few hours this afternoon using that entree to hack into other areas of the GEM network.” 


	She gasped and reached across the table to grab his hand. “Doug, you could go to jail for that!” 


	“Maybe, maybe not. I don’t know. It’s not as if I was trying to crash their system or anything. My company laptop puts me on the other side of their fire wall, so I’m not really breaking in. But I didn’t push things. I was very careful. If I ran into a secure area, I tried to sneak past rather than break through.” 


	“This sounds dangerous.” 


	He sipped his Corona. “But what was I going to do, Nadj? I couldn’t just sit around wondering and not do something to find out. You know me.” 


	Yes, Nadia knew Doug. Once he sank his teeth into a problem, he wouldn’t let go until he’d solved it. She’d seen him stay up for forty-eight hours straight resolving a programming glitch.


	“And obviously you learned something you’re not supposed to know.” 


	“Yeah. I broke into the sales master files.” He glanced around the little restaurant. “I guess I’m not such a great salesman after all. My sales figures for TriCef stink. The only consolation is that I’m not alone—the entire sales force has tanked on TriCef.” 


	She could feel his hurt. “But your commission checks—” 


	“Inflated. Just like everyone else’s.” 


	“But that doesn’t make sense!” 


	He sighed. “Tell me about it.” 


	“So the company’s in big trouble?” 


	His eyes fixed her again. “That’s just it: the company’s bottom line is fine. TriCef is a major hit overseas, doing gangbusters business. The dollar amounts are staggering.” 


	“So much so that they can pay you commissions on antibiotics you haven’t sold?” 


	“Apparently, yes. But why the discrepancies between the real and published sales figures? Why are Pharmaceutical Forum’s figures so inflated?” 


	“Obviously, to hide the fact that TriCef is a flop in the U.S.” 


	“But it’s a monster overseas. What’s the point?” 


	Nadia shrugged. ‘To protect the stock price?” 


	“I don’t see that. They’re operating in the black.” 


	“How about company pride?” Nadia knew Dr. Monnet was a very proud man. But would he involve himself in a deception of this magnitude? Surely he valued his personal reputation more than the company’s.


	“You might have something there,” Doug said after a swallow of beer. He picked up a blue corn chip and dipped it in the salsa. “GEM started as a generic company. TriCef is their first time out competing against the big boys and they want to look like winners.” 


	“I’m sure that’s it.” 


	“Well, I’m not that sure. I’ve still got a few questions that need answering.” He grinned. “Let’s go to my place when we’re done. I’ll make you into a hacker.” 


	Nadia forced a smile. “OK.” 


	She knew Doug would gnaw this bone till he was satisfied no morsel remained to be gleaned from it, and she had an uneasy feeling she should stick as close as possible to him on this.
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	The front section of Ozymandias Prather’s trailer served as the business office for the Oddity Emporium. Luc Monnet sat inside and glanced at his watch. Almost time.


	He’d been enormously relieved to learn that the creature was still alive.


	He looked around the tiny office: a rickety desk, two chairs, and no room for much else. The rear section, Prather’s living quarters, Luc presumed, was curtained off. Curiosity about the lifestyle of this strange man with an even stranger business nudged him to take a peek, but he resisted. He was not a snoop.


	Nothing wrong with perusing the walls of the business office, though. It was papered with old posters and flyers, one particularly old one mentioning a Jacob Prather and his “Infernal Machine.” Prather’s father, perhaps? Behind the desk was a map of the U.S. with a planned route that circled the country.


	“Find anything interesting?” said a deep voice behind him.


	Luc jumped. He hadn’t heard Prather come in. He moved quietly for such a big man. Luc didn’t turn but continued looking at the map.


	“You’ve played in all these places already this year?” Luc said.


	“That is a future route card,” Prather said. “A dream of mine… for when I’ve gathered the proper troupe—the ultimate troupe, one might say—of handpicked performers. That will be the tour to end all tours.” 


	Something in his voice made Luc turn. Prather’s eyes were bright under his lanky hair; his grin looked… hungry.


	Luc glanced at his watch, as much to break contact with Prather’s eyes as to check the time. The digits read 8:43. A minute past time.


	“Have you. got the creature secured?” Luc said.


	Prather nodded. “We are ready if you are.” 


	“Let’s go then.” 


	“Payment first,” Prather said, holding out a wide, long-fingered hand.


	Luc hesitated. He’d always paid after he’d drawn the sample. “Is something wrong with the creature?” 


	“Yes. It is dying, as we both know. But do not fear—it is not yet dead.” 


	Then, why did Prather want payment first? Luc stiffened at a terrifying thought—if the creature was near death, if this was to be the last sampling of its blood, then Luc was of no further value to Prather. If they would no longer be doing business, then Luc, a witness to murder, was… disposable.


	He would never forget how casually Prather had disposed of Macintosh.


	“You look frightened, Dr. Monnet,” Prather said, baring his teeth in a yellowed grin. “As if you fear for your life.” 


	“No, I—” 


	“Relax, Doctor. I am a man of my word, forthright in my dealings. I am so because I must set an example for my troupe.” He extended his hand closer to Luc. “This is my business office; let us do business.” 


	Luc pulled out the envelope and handed it to him. “I’ve included advance payment for three of your roustabouts as security when I test this batch.” 


	Prather nodded as he counted the money. “Things got a little out of hand last time, you say?” 


	“A little.” 


	More than a little. Luc had lost control of two of the test subjects. He chewed his upper lip at the memory. It had been quite nearly a disaster.


	Prather sighed as he closed the envelope. “I don’t like hiring them out, but attendance is off this tour. In good times people seem less inclined to go and stare at those less fortunate than they—at least those who appear less fortunate. So we must make ends meet any way we can.” He stuffed the envelope into one of his own pockets. His voice dropped to a whisper, as if he were talking to himself. “Because I must keep the troupe together—by any means necessary.” 


	Wondering at the hint of desperation in Prather’s voice, Luc followed him out of the trailer and into the twilight. He caught the scent of the Long Island Sound as they followed a path of trampled marsh grass to the main tent.


	“You’re fairly isolated out here,” Luc said, wondering why Prather had chosen this relatively well-off section of the North Shore to set up. “Do you do enough business in this area?” 


	“Not as much as we might in a more blue-collar location,” Prather said. “But we do enough. The owner rents us the land for a reasonable fee, and the truth of it is, we like the town.” 


	“Monroe? What so special about Monroe?” 


	“You wouldn’t understand,” Prather said.


	Just then a young woman came running toward them across the grass, crying, “Oz! Oz!” 


	She was short, thin, with a long ponytail trailing from her undersized head. Luc could see that she was crying. She grabbed Prather’s hand and pulled him aside. Between sobs she whispered in a high-pitched voice, her words tumbling out so quickly Luc couldn’t catch their meaning beyond something about someone named Rena being “so mean.” 


	He watched Prather nodding as he listened, saw him pat her shoulder and murmur in a reassuring tone. She smiled, giggled, then skipped away as if she hadn’t care in the world.


	“What was that all about?” Luc said when Prather rejoined him.


	“A domestic squabble,” the tall man said. “We are a family of sorts, and every family has them.” 


	“And you’re the father they come to as mediator?” 


	“Some of them do. Many in the troupe are quite adept at handling their own affairs and solving their own problems. Lena and her sister Rena, however, have a mental age of about six. Their petty disagreements seem momentous to them. I play Solomon.” 


	“Ah. I thought she looked microcephalic.” 


	Prather nodded. “They’re called ‘pinheads’ in the trade. Lena and her sister are known as ‘the Pin Twins’ under my canvas.” 


	Luc felt a twinge of revulsion that his face must have mirrored.


	“Offended, Doctor?” Prather’s mouth twisted into what might have been a smile. “Exploitation of the mentally retarded… that’s what you’re thinking, am I right?” 


	“Well…” That was exactly what he’d been thinking.


	“But you know nothing of their life before I found them. Lena and Rena were living in a cardboard box in Dallas, vying with rats for scraps from restaurant garbage bins, being repeatedly raped and otherwise abused whenever it suited their fellow street dwellers.” 


	“Dear God.” 


	“Now they live in their own trailer, they travel the country, and during the show they sing and recite nursery rhymes in close harmony for the customers who stop at their stall. And they are safe, Doctor.” His deep voice took on an edge. “We watch out for each other here. No one will ever hurt them again.” 


	Luc said nothing as Prather lifted the tent flap for him. What was there to say?


	A moment later he was standing before the Sharkman cage. A pair of the vaguely canine roustabouts had one of the dark creature’s arms. Luc shuddered as he realized that one of these two could have dealt Macintosh’s death blow last month. Their powerful bodies seemed relaxed; they were expending little effort to hold the creature’s arm steady. One of them probably would have been enough. Even the creature’s stink seemed to have faded since last month.


	Luc closed his eyes as the world seemed to tilt beneath his feet. This is it, he thought. The last sample. The creature is all but gone.


	His fingers trembled and fumbled as he prepared his phlebotomy needle, but he managed to find the vein and fill his tubes with the black fluid. When he stepped back the roustabouts released the arm, but the creature didn’t even bother to withdraw it into the cage.


	Luc held up one of the tubes and tilted it back and forth. The inky fluid within sloshed around like water.


	“And next month?” he said to Prather.


	“I doubt very much there will be a next month for this poor creature,” Prather said. “But if you want to pay a visit, just for old times’ sake…” 


	Prather’s voice faded, replaced by a vision of Milos Dragovic’s rage-contorted features and his coarse voice echoing, Where is my shipment? Where is my shipment?


	“I don’t…” Luc’s mouth had gone dry. He swallowed. “You will call me if… when it happens?” 


	“Yes,” Prather said softly. “We will mourn our brother.” 


	Struck by the note of genuine melancholy in Prather’s tone, Luc glanced at him but saw no mockery in the big man’s expression.


	Feeling as if the tent were collapsing on him, Luc turned to go. He realized too late that he was leaving the back of his neck exposed to the kind of crushing blow that had killed Macintosh. He hunched his shoulders as he hurried for the exit, but no one followed him.


	He allowed himself a sigh of relief when he hit the night air but did not slow his pace. No time to waste. He had to get this sample to the synthesizer immediately.
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	“Here,” Milos said, patting the cushion next to his thigh. He wore a double-breasted Sulka suit, pure cashmere navy chalk over a pearl gray thirty-three-gauge worsted cashmere turtleneck. “Come sit by me. I want to share something with you.” 


	The young model swayed toward him across the deep carpet of the living room like she was strutting a runway. He didn’t know her real name. She called herself Cino—pronounced “Chee-no”—but Milos doubted that was on her birth certificate. She’d probably been born Maria Diaz or Conchita Gonzales or something like that. She’d never tell. And what did Milos care about her given name? All that mattered were the dark, dark eyes under the silky widow’s veil of her bangs, the jutting cheekbones, and the jaguar-lithe body.


	Milos watched her move toward him now, her slim hips swaying rhythmically within the tight black sheath she wore. He’d met her two weeks ago at a club opening and had been struck by how thin she was—downright bony. She looked better in her photos where the camera did her a service by adding a few pounds to her anorectic frame. Women this thin did not populate Milos’s fantasies. In his dreams he preferred sturdier bodies, women with more meat on their bones, flesh he could grab and squeeze and hang onto during the ride. Someone like Cino… well, sometimes he was afraid she’d snap like a twig.


	But Cino had the look everyone wanted. And if everyone wanted it, Milos Dragovic wanted it even more.


	The best of everything, first class all the way—that had become his credo, the rule by which he would live the rest of his days.


	The watch on his wrist, for instance: a gold, thirty-seven-jewel Breguet, considered the best watch in the world. Did it tell time better than a Timex? Hardly. Did he need to know the phases of the moon on its face? It said there was a new moon now—who cared? But people who counted would know it cost upward of thirty grand.


	Did he need the fifty-inch plasma TV screen hanging like a painting on the wall of the entertainment room? He hated television. But the sort of people who’d be his guests here Sunday would see it and know it was the best screen money could by.


	This house and its lot, where waves tumbled onto the beach beyond the sliding glass doors that lined the south wall of the living room, was the absolute best money could buy. But that hadn’t prevented certain locals from interfering with its construction. The Ladies Village Improvement Society—he’d thought someone was putting him on, but this turned out to be a real group, with real clout—had objected to his blue tile roof. He’d paid through the nose to bypass them.


	But then, he’d paid through the nose for everything connected with this place. He’d overpaid for the land, been overcharged by the contractor who built it, gang-raped up the ass by the crew of fag decorators who had been swarming through the rooms for the past few months, and to top it all off, the place squatted a hundred yards from the Atlantic Ocean, a sitting duck for the next hurricane that wandered too far north.


	Milos didn’t care. It was only money, and he’d always known how to make lots of money. What mattered was having the best. Because if you had the best, that meant that you recognized what was best, and people—at least people in America—equated that with class. They were all jerks as far as Milos was concerned. He didn’t know a designer sofa from something from the JC Penny catalog, an antique dresser from a junk store reject, but so what? He simply hired people who did. And what was the only thing you needed to hire anyone? Money.


	It all came down to money.


	But sometimes money wasn’t enough to impress the people who really mattered—the people inside. They demanded more than money. They wanted breeding, lineage, class, celebrity—take your pick. Some computer geek could start a company, sell it for a hundred million a few years later, but he’d still be a geek. He’d still be an outsider. Milos had always been an outsider, but now he was working his way in. It took work, it took smarts, but he was learning the ropes.


	His reputation—some called it shady; he preferred colorful—actually worked as a plus, lending him an air of dark celebrity. That was a toehold in that other world. He found that certain insiders liked to drop his name. He played up to that. That was why he had invited Cino out for the weekend. She would be his trophy, a decoration on his arm for both parties.


	But most important, she would talk when she returned to the city next week. The girls always talked. That was why everything she saw this weekend must be first class, the best. Even the sex. Cino was less than half his age but she’d developed some kinky tastes in her twenty-two years; she liked it rough—as long as she didn’t end up with any bruises—and Milos was more than happy to accommodate her. She’d talk about the sex and everything else, and he needed her to describe it to her friends and acquaintances as the best. Because they would quote her in their circles and that would spread to other circles and soon all the insiders would know about Milos Dragovic’s Memorial Day Weekend parties and wish they’d been invited… and they’d vie to be asked to his next gala.


	And that vying would spill over to his club. When Belgravy opened in the fall, it would be the place to be.


	Cino barely dented the cushion as she alighted next to him.


	“Share what?” she said, showing perfect teeth that appeared to glow amid the smooth olive tones of her face. “A secret?” 


	He glanced at her. You want secrets, my dear Cino? I could tell you secrets that would send you stumbling and screaming from the room.


	“No… no secrets.” He gestured to the wide-based crystal decanter on the glass coffee table before them. “Just some wine.” 


	“I don’t really like red wine. Champagne’s my thing. You know that.” 


	“Of course. Your other lover. Dampierre.” 


	“Not just Dampierre—Dampierre Cuvee de Prestige.” 


	“Of course. And only the 1990 vintage.” 


	“Mais oui. That’s the best.” 


	Milos wondered if it was truly the taste of her Dampierre Cuvee de Prestige 1990 she preferred or the fact that it was harder to find and twice as expensive as Dom Perignon. If it was price and rarity that turned her on, then she’d go absolutely wild for the Petrus.


	“I have something even better here.” He lifted the decanter and held it up to the light. “A very special red wine, a Bordeaux whose grapes were harvested long before you were born. In nineteen forty-seven.” 


	“Nineteen forty-seven!” she said, laughing. “That’s before my father was born! Is it still any good?” 


	“It’s marvelous,” Milos said. “I’ve been letting it breathe.” 


	Actually, he hadn’t tasted it, but anything this expensive had to be good. He hadn’t poured it into the decanter either. Kim had done that.


	Kim was further proof of the Milos maxim: you don’t have to know shit—you simply have to hire people who do.


	And Kim Soong knew damn near everything—about food, about wine, about clothes, about all sorts of important things. How a gook got to know so much was beyond Milos, but Kim had become indispensable. He had done a little dance when Milos showed him the half-case of Petrus 1947. Milos had figured it had to be pretty good stuff if Monnet had wanted it; Kim’s reaction had confirmed that. Kim really knew red wines.


	But Kim had said to pour this Petrus—he’d pronounced it “pet-troos” and Milos had made a note of that—directly from the bottle to a glass would be an insult to the wine. Imagine… a wine with tender feelings. It had to be candled and decanted. Milos hadn’t the foggiest what the hell that meant, but he’d gone along, and soon he was watching, fascinated, as Kim slowly poured the wine into the crystal decanter while staring through the neck of the bottle at a candle flame on the other side.


	And now Milos did the pouring, from the decanter into the pair of wide-mouthed tulip-shaped glasses Kim had set out. Half a glass each. He handed one to Cino, then raised his own.


	‘To a weekend full of surprises,” he said, locking eyes with her.


	“I’ll drink to that,” she said.


	Milos took a sip and swallowed. It tasted… awful. But he let nothing show on his face. He looked at his glass.


	I spent two and a half grand a bottle for this shit?


	He took another sip. Not quite as bad as the first, but still awful.


	He glanced at Cino who looked as if she’d just spotted a maggot in the bottom of her glass.


	“Eeeeuw! This tastes like cigarette ashes!” 


	“Don’t be silly,” Milos said. “It’s delicious.” 


	Actually, she wasn’t far off. It did taste like ashes.


	“Blech!” Another face as she returned the offending glass to the table and pushed it as far away as she could reach. “Like sneaker soles.” 


	“Just try a little bit more.” Milos forced a third sip. Ugh. How was he going to drink the rest of this? “It’s really excellent.” 


	“Tastes like dust bunnies. Where’s my Dampierre? I want my Dampierre.” 


	“Very well.” 


	He pressed a button built into the coffee table, sending a signal to the kitchen. Dressed in a crisp white shirt and a black vest, Kim whispered into the room a moment later and did one of his little bows.


	“Yes, sir?” 


	“It appears the lady does not find the Petrus to her liking.” 


	Another little bow. “Most unfortunate.” 


	“Old holy water,” Cino said.


	Milos wanted to clock her. “Perhaps you would taste it, Kim, and give her your expert opinion.” 


	Kim smiled. “Of course, sir. I would be honored.” 


	He whisked this oversize silver spoon from his vest pocket and poured maybe half an ounce of the Petrus into it. He sniffed it, then slurped it up like hot soup—Milos never would have believed Kim could be such a slob—and rolled it around in his mouth. Finally he swallowed. His eyes rolled up in his head before he closed them. They stayed closed for a moment. When he opened them he looked like someone who’d just seen God.


	“Oh, sir, it’s wonderful! Absolutely magnificent!” He looked damn near ready to cry. “Nectar of the gods! Mere words cannot do it justice!” 


	“See,” Milos said, turning to Cino. “I told you it was good.” 


	“Laundromat lint,” she said.


	“Perhaps the miss’s palate is not so educated as Mr. Dragovic’s. It takes a certain seasoning of the tongue to fully appreciate a well-aged Bordeaux.” 


	You just earned yourself a bonus, Kim, Milos thought. But Cino wasn’t the least bit impressed.


	“I appreciate Dampierre, aged all the way from 1990. When can I have some?” 


	“Right away, miss,” Kim said, bowing and backing away. “I shall return in an instant.” 


	Furious, Milos rose with his glass and moved away before he throttled her. Cino liked it rough? Cino might get more than she could handle tonight.


	He pretended to study one of the paintings his decorators had stuck on the walls. A swirling mass of creamy pastels. What the hell did it mean? All he knew was that it was expensive.


	He sipped the wine again. Did Monnet and people like him really enjoy this stuff? Or did they just pretend to?


	“You really should give the wine another chance,” he said. “At twenty-five hundred dollars a bottle you—” 


	“Twenty-five hundred dollars a bottle!” she cried. “For stuff that tastes like wet cedar shakes? I can’t believe it!” 


	“Believe it,” he said. “And worth every penny.” Even if she hated the wine, she’d talk about the price tag.


	“Say, who’s this?” she said. “He looks like you.” 


	Milos turned and saw her by the bookshelves, holding a framed photo—Milos’s sole contribution to the room.


	“He should. He was my older brother.” 


	“Was?” 


	“Yes. He died a few years ago.” 


	“Oh, I’m so sorry.” She sounded as if she meant it. “Were you close?” 


	“Very.” 


	Milos felt a twinge of sadness at the thought of Petar. They had done so well running guns to the HVO in Bosnia, but they fell out during the Kosovar meltdown. Peter hadn’t wanted to sell to the KLA. He’d wanted to supply only the Serbs. Oh, how they fought, like only brothers can fight. He remembered Petar screaming that he would die before he supplied the KLA with the means to kill Serbs.


	How prophetic.


	To this day Milos could not understand his brother’s idiotic posturing. They’d always sold to both sides when they could. And the KLA had had a blank check from the Arabs to buy anything they could get then-hands on—they’d been willing to pay multiples of the going rate. How could he turn his back on such an opportunity?


	But somehow, somewhere Petar had got it into his head that he was a Serb first and a businessman second. Fine. Milos would do the deal on his own. That was when Petar stepped over the line. Bad enough that he would have nothing to do with the KLA, but when he tried to sabotage Milos’s deal…


	Milos still regretted shooting his brother. His only consolation was that Petar never knew what hit him and did not suffer an instant. The point-blank shotgun blast literally took his head off.


	Milos had killed before and since—Emil Corvo being the most recent. He’d been careless with Corvo and might have been sent up had he not iced one witness to chill the rest. Who was the one he’d ordered the hit-and-run on? Artie something… he couldn’t even remember his name.


	That was the way it was. A death settled problems, cleared the air, and Milos believed in doing his own wetwork when he could. Not because it was personal—never personal. It simply kept everyone on their toes.


	But with Petar it had been personal, too personal to allow anyone else to do. He’d grieved for months, and to this day he missed his older brother.


	Ah, Petar, he thought looking at the photo in Cino’s hands, if only I could have seen the future then. Had I known of Loki and the millions it would bring, I would not have bothered with the KLA deal, and you would be here with me today to share in the bounty.


	Milos’s throat tightened as he lifted his glass to the photo. “To my beloved brother.” 


	Wishing to hell it was vodka, he forced the rest of the Petrus past the lump in his throat.


	16


	Nadia blinked and bolted upright to a sitting position. Dark. Where were her clothes? Where was she?


	She glanced out the window and saw the underside of the Manhattan Bridge and remembered. She was in Doug’s bed—alone.


	God, what time was it? The red LED digits on the clock said it was late.


	Where was Doug? She called his name.


	“Is that Sleeping Beauty I hear?” he called back from somewhere in the apartment.


	“Where are you?” 


	“I’m in the office. Come here. I want to show you something.” 


	She stretched, arching her back under the sheets. She and Doug had returned to his place with the intention of hacking into the GEM mainframe together, but made a detour to the bedroom on their way to the computer. She smiled at the memory. Doug hadn’t been the least bit distracted during their lovemaking. She’d had his full attention then.


	And afterward, lying snuggled in his arms, she’d dozed off. She never did that. Well, almost never. But she hadn’t been getting enough sleep lately.


	She slipped out of the bed, pulled on her clothes, and detoured to the kitchen where she found a Jolt Cola in the fridge. She preferred Diet Pepsi, but this would do. She carried it to the second bedroom that Doug had converted to an office.


	She found him, dressed only in his boxer shorts, munching cereal from a blue box as he stared at the monitor. She loved the broad wedge of his shoulders.


	“Eating something good?” she said, leaning against his back and watching the numbers run across the screen.


	He handed her the box without looking up. She was startled to see a familiar cross-eyed propeller-headed alien on the front.


	“Quisp?” She flashed back to the cute Quisp versus Quake commercials of her childhood. “I thought they stopped making this ages ago.” 


	“So did I, but apparently it’s still sold in a couple of places around the country. I ordered some on the Net.” 


	She tried a few of the crunchy saucer-shaped pieces and nearly gagged. “I don’t remember it being this sweet.” 


	“Gotta be ninety-nine percent sugar. But what’s even better…” He held up his wrist. “Look what you can get.” 


	“A Quisp watch?” 


	“But wait—there’s more!” He handed her a little gold ring set with an image of the cereal’s alien mascot. “Will this do until I can get you that diamond?” 


	She laughed. “You’ve gone bonkers.” 


	“I think the term is qwazy” 


	She pointed to the monitor screen. “What are you up to now?” 


	“Trying to get into GEM’s financial data. Not the cooked figures they publish in their annual reports, I want the real skinny.” 


	“My God, Doug! They’ll trace you!” 


	“Not to worry. I routed the call through a Chicago exchange.” 


	“Chicago? How—?” 


	“Old hacker trick.” 


	“Please, Doug,” Nadia said, riding a wave of foreboding, “don’t do this. It’ll only get you in trouble.” 


	He sighed. “You’re probably right. But it’s eating at me, Nadj. They’re paying me commissions on sales that aren’t there. The profits they’ve supposedly allocated for R and D should be enough to fill a ten-story building with researchers and equipment, yet we both know that the GEM Basic division occupies a single floor and that’s sparsely populated. The money’s going somewhere. If not to GEM Basic, then to what? Or whom?” 


	“Where the money’s going won’t help you when you’re going to jail.” 


	“I’m being careful.” 


	“Why don’t we just say it’s a mystery and leave it at that.” 


	He smiled. “You know, I remember in catechism class back in grammar school when I used to ask the nuns all sorts of questions about God and heaven and hell. Lots of times the nuns would say, ‘It’s a mystery,’ and that would be that. Subject closed. That didn’t satisfy me then, and it doesn’t satisfy me now.” 


	Nadia remembered kids like Doug from her own years in Catholic school. There was always one in every class for whom pronouncements from On High and exhortations simply to “have faith” never cut it. They kept asking questions, kept probing and pushing. Everyone else in the class had already swallowed the latest bit of dogma and was ready to move on. But not these guys—they wanted an explanation. They had to know.


	“OK, try this: it’s none of our business.” 


	“When both of our livelihoods depend on GEM, I think it’s very much our business.” 


	Their livelihoods, Nadia knew, were only a small part of it. Even if Doug had won a multimillion-dollar lottery this afternoon, he’d still be picking away at GEM’s computer defenses. It was an itch he had to scratch.


	She leaned around and kissed him on the lips. “Call me a cab. I’ve got to go.” 


	“What about your hacking lessons?” he said.


	“Some other time. I’ve got to be at the clinic bright and early.” 


	He picked up his cell phone and ordered her a cab. Doug’s apartment was in the DUMBO section of Brooklyn; you could get old waiting under the Manhattan Bridge for a cab to cruise by.


	When he clicked off, he reached out and pulled her onto his lap. “If you lived here,” he said, nuzzling her throat, “you’d already be home.” 


	Nadia puffed her cheeks as she let out a breath. “We’re not going to get into this again, are we?” 


	“You’re going to be living here anyway when we’re married.” His nuzzling was sending goose bumps down her back. “Why not just move it up a few months?” 


	“It’s over a year. And do you want to convince my mother?” 


	He laughed. “No thanks!” 


	She’d moved in with her mother during her residency. It had seemed like such a good idea at the time. She’d been spending so much time at the hospital, it didn’t make sense to rent a place when Mom’s little two-bedroom rent-controlled apartment on the upper border of Kip’s Bay was just a few blocks from the medical center. Might as well pay the rent stipend to her rather than a stranger.


	Now she wished she hadn’t. Not that they didn’t get along. Just the opposite; they got along too well. Mom was seventy and a widow—Dad had died five years ago. She’d come over from Poland before the war. She might be an American citizen now, but she had never really let go of the Old Country. Her accent was thick, and pictures of Pope John Paul II papered her apartment walls.


	Except for religion—Nadia had stopped going to Sunday mass while Mom went daily—they got along fine. Well, maybe Mom was skeptical about her daughter the doctor taking a research job instead of practicing medicine like a “real doctor,” but that was a minor point.


	Moving out of Mom’s and into her own place would not be a problem—Mom was independent and could handle living alone just fine. Moving in with Doug, on the other hand, would become an issue. She’d wail about her daughter living in sin and embark on a string of Novenas to try to save Nadia’s soul.


	What was the point in putting the poor woman through that torment? She and Doug would be married before long. Until then she’d hang in with the current arrangement, which wasn’t hard to take. They saw plenty of each other, and living apart certainly hadn’t stunted their sex life.


	“Didn’t want to start anything,” Doug said.


	“I know,” she sighed. Reluctantly she pulled free of his embrace and rose. “Gotta go.” 


	“Call me when you get in.” 


	He always had her call him after she left, just to let him know she got home safe.


	“How will I get through if your modem’s got the line tied up?” 


	He held up the cell phone from the desk and hit a button. “I’ll leave this on.” He blew her a kiss and renewed his attack on the keyboard.


	Another wave of apprehension eddied around her as she headed down to wait for her cab. Tonight she wished more than ever that she lived here.
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	Dressed in layers of rag shop clothing, Jack sat on a piece of cardboard in a shadowed doorway of Doyle’s auctions across the street from Dr. Monnet’s co-op building on East Eighty-seventh Street. He was keeping a low profile, not because he was afraid Monnet would spot him but because his current look wasn’t exactly common in Carnegie Hill, especially just a few blocks up from the mayor’s digs. The hour was late and traffic was light in this land of upscale shops and high-rise condos and co-ops.


	Business must be good in Pharmaceuticals, he thought as he checked out the front of Monnet’s building. Eight stories—tall stories—the apartments inside had to have ten-, twelve-, maybe fifteen-foot ceilings—with some sort of turretlike superpenthouse or common area on the roof. Three different kinds of brick, and large balconies recessed in the face. Even a small apartment in that place probably had a seven-figure price tag.


	Since Dragovic was more secretive and harder to tail—and was probably already out in the Hamptons for the weekend anyway—Jack had decided to stick close to Monnet. Jack hadn’t said anything to Nadia, but he wasn’t ready just yet to buy into her idea that Dr. Monnet was a completely unwilling participant in any relationship he might have with the Slippery Serb. Guys like Dragovic did their fair share of arm-twisting, but lots of times the arm they were twisting had been offered to them. Jack was curious what else Monnet might be into.


	But where was the good doctor? Jack had called his number before coming over, and a couple of more times from the pay phone on the corner. All he’d got was the answering machine.


	That didn’t necessarily mean the man wasn’t home. Maybe he had caller ID and didn’t pick up when the readout said “unknown caller.” So Jack had parked himself here to keep an eye on the front entrance and see if Monnet showed—either coming or going.


	But he’d been at it since nine and here it was almost midnight with no sign of him. No sense in hanging here any longer. If Monnet was in, he’d most likely stay in; if he was out, Jack wasn’t going to learn anything by watching him come home. Time to pack it in.


	Annoyed at the waste of time he could have better spent with Gia, he rose and folded his cardboard and headed west. He entered Central Park at Eighty-sixth Street and walked across the Great Lawn with his Semmerling in his hand in case some genius got the bright idea that a homeless guy might be an easy roll, but he reached the bright lights of Central Park West without incident.


	Back in his apartment he stripped, showered, then set up the projection TV for the start of his Moreau festival—not Jeanne… Dr. Moreau. Jack had the tapes set up in chronological order. Unfortunately that meant playing the best first. The Island of Lost Souls with Laughton, Lugosi, and Arien was one of his all-time favorites and certainly the best of the Moreaus. Despite the inexplicable Hungarian accent of his man-wolf character, Bela remained unmatched as Sayer of the Law.


	“Not to spill blood! That is the law! Are we not men?” 


	And then the guttural response from dozens of coarse throats not designed for human speech… “Are we not men?…” 


	But fatigue got the best of him. He dozed off with Charles Laughton complaining through his prissy little mustache and goatee about “the stubborn beast flesh creeping back…” 


	Somewhere in Jack’s dreams Sal Vituolo became the Sayer of the Law, crying over and over, “Are we not men?… Are we not men?…” 


	FRIDAY
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	“Jesus H. Christ!” 


	It had changed.


	Nadia sat on the edge of her bed and stared at the printout in her vibrating hands.


	The diagram of the Loki molecule’s structure—it looked different, was different. She couldn’t say how, exactly, but she knew that some of the side chains present yesterday afternoon were missing this morning. For the life of her, though, she couldn’t remember what they were.


	She’d meant to check the printout last night when she came home but forgot. Probably because she hadn’t thought it worth the effort, or maybe she’d subconsciously believed that Dr. Monnet had been kidding her. In Nadia’s world, diagrams did not alter themselves.


	Until now.


	No-no-no. Don’t go there. This is impossible.


	Wait. She’d also printed out the empirical formula and memorized it. She pulled the sheet from her shoulder bag and unfolded it. It read “C24H34O4.” But that was wrong. She was sure it had been C27H40O3. Or had there been six oxygen atoms? Damn! She couldn’t be sure. And that wasn’t like her.


	She checked the empirical formula against the molecular structure—they tallied perfectly.


	She closed her eyes against the queasy, dizzy feeling stealing over her. This can’t be happening. It’s some sort of trick. Has to be.


	Somehow someone had got into her shoulder bag and switched the printouts. But who? And when? She’d made the printouts just before she’d left GEM yesterday, and her bag hadn’t been out of her sight since. And why the hell would someone go to all that trouble?


	But a switch didn’t explain her memory lapse. Even on a bad day she’d be able to remember at least one of the missing side chains, but this morning she was drawing a complete blank.


	A strange mixture of unease and excitement started buzzing through her. Something very strange was going on here. That molecule—Loki—was some sort of singularity. It had properties she could not explain but not unfathomable properties; over at GEM she had tools that could help her unravel its mysteries. This would be ground breaking work. She thought of all the papers she could publish about Loki, all the lectures she would give. Barely thirty and she’d be world famous.


	Well, famous among molecular biologists.


	And best of all, she was getting paid to do what she’d be willing to do for free.


	Nadia started pulling on her clothes. She wanted to be in the dry lab right now, but she had to stop by the diabetes clinic first. She’d do a fly-through there, then run straight over to GEM.


	As she hurried down the hall toward the front door, passing various portraits of Pope John Paul and loops of dried palm fronds tacked to the walls, she heard her mother’s voice call out from the other side of her bedroom door.


	“I heard you, Nadj!” 


	“Heard me what, Mom?” she said, still moving.


	“Take the Lord’s name in vain. You shouldn’t do that. It’s a sin.” 


	When did I do that? she wondered. But she had no time and less inclination to discuss it right now.


	“Sorry, Mom.” 


	Doug’s right, she thought as she swung into the hallway. Got to move out. And soon.
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	Doug’s eyes burned from staring at the monitor. He leaned back and rubbed them. He’d spent the whole night chipping away at the defenses in the GEM mainframe. Some he’d overcome—the partners’ expense account records, for instance. He’d tooled through those and wasted a lot of time without finding anything unusual or even interesting.


	But the defenses around the finances of GEM Basic were giving him fits. He could follow the money trail to the R & D division, but there it stopped. Details of where, when, and how that money was spent were locked in a cyber safe, and he didn’t have the combination.


	Not yet, anyway. He was making headway, but at a glacial pace.


	“Need a break,” he muttered as he rose and rotated his aching back.


	He walked around the study, stretching, punching at the air to loosen up. He felt tired but wired. He was getting the hang of the GEM security codes. Whoever had set them up was good, but Doug was pretty good too. He’d pulled his share of all-nighters with the computer nerds back in college, hacking into various corporate and academic systems and leaving prank messages in the sysops’ mailboxes. Nothing vicious, more like the cyber equivalent of water paint graffiti.


	He glanced at the clock. Damn—almost eight and he had a couple of calls scheduled for late morning, plus he was delivering lunch to the staff of a group practice in Bay Shore.


	He hated quitting now, but if he didn’t get a little shut-eye he’d be useless the rest of the day. But then, why should he worry about sales calls and feeding nurses and receptionists if sales had no relationship to his commissions?


	Good question, but it wasn’t his style to blow off appointments. And besides, he had tonight and a three-day weekend ahead to complete the hack.


	Reluctantly he shut off his laptop and staggered to the bedroom. He set the alarm for nine-thirty, then toppled onto the bed like a falling tree. The sheets still smelled vaguely of Nadj. He dozed off with a smile on his face.
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	“See!” said Abe, jabbing a juice-coated finger at the Daily News spread out on the counter before him. “See!” 


	“See what?” Jack said.


	Breakfast with Abe again, back in their customary positions on either side of the counter. Jack had brought a couple of papayas this time. Sipping coffee, he watched as Abe quickly and expertly began quartering and seeding them, amazed that his chubby, stubby fingers could be so agile.


	“Right here. More congested spleen being vented. It says some high school teacher in Jackson Heights tossed two unruly students out a second-story window.” 


	“Probably a physics lab and they were having trouble with the concept of gravity.” 


	“One’s got a broken arm, the other a broken leg. Four cops it took to arrest the teach. Know what he said when they finally subdued him? ‘They were talking while I was talking! Nobody talks when I’m talking! Next time they’ll listen!’” 


	“Somehow I doubt there’ll be a next—hey, what are you doing?” 


	Abe had just dumped a mass of black papaya seeds and their gooey matrix on the sports section of the Times.


	“What? I should dump them on my nice clean counter?” 


	Jack wasn’t going to get into that—the counter was anything but clean. “What if I wanted to read that?” 


	“Suddenly you’re Mr. Yankee Fan? A jock you’re not.” 


	“I used to be a star hitter in Little League. And what if I wanted to know who won the Knicks game?” 


	“They didn’t play.” 


	“All right. The Nets, then.” 


	“They lost to the Jazz, one-oh-nine to one-oh-one.” 


	Jack stared at Abe. He believed him. Abe listened exclusively to talk radio. He’d probably heard the scores a dozen times already this morning. But Jack wasn’t giving up. He rarely read a sports section outside of World Series time or Super Bowl season, but a principle was at stake here. He wasn’t sure which one, but he’d come up with something.


	“But sometimes I like to read about a game.” 


	Abe had freed up the orange papaya fruit but left the crescents lounging in their rinds. Now he was cross-slicing the crescents into bite-size pieces.


	“You know the score already. You need more? For why? You’re going to read some self-styled mavin’s postulations on why they won or why they lost? Who cares unless you’re the coach. Team A won; Team B lost; end of story; when’s the next game?” He gestured at the papaya with his knife. “Eat.” 


	Jack popped a piece into his mouth. Delicious. As he reached for another piece, Abe gestured to where Parabellum was eyeing the gloppy mass on the sports section. The parakeet cocked his head left and right with suspicion, hungry for the seeds but not sure what to make of the goo.


	“Such a fastidious bird I’ve got.” 


	“You kidding?” Jack said. “You plopped that stuff down on George Veczy’s column, and now he can’t read the end.” 


	Abe fixed him with a silent, over-the-reading-glasses stare.


	Jack sighed. “All right then, hand me the Post, will you—unless you’ve messed up its sports section too.” 


	Abe’s hand started toward it then stopped. “Well, well, well. Here’s something that might interest you.” 


	“Something about the Mets, I hope,” Jack said.


	“A different kind of sportsman—your preppy rioter friends are in the news again.” 


	“Sent to Sing-Sing, I hope.” 


	“Quite the contrary. They’re walking—all of them.” 


	Jack’s mood suddenly darkened. “Let me see that.” 


	Abe gave the Metro Section a one-eighty spin and jabbed his finger at a tiny article next to the lottery numbers box. Jack scanned it once, then, not quite believing his eyes, read it again.


	“None of them booked! Not one! No charges against any of them!” 


	“Due to ‘a new development’ in the case, it says. Hmmm… what do you think that could mean?” 


	Jack knew what Abe was getting at: Well-to-do guys, some of them undoubtedly with a connection or two in City Hall or Police Plaza, get a few strings pulled and sail home as if nothing had happened.


	And one of them was Robert B. “Porky” Butler. The bastard who’d damn near killed Vicky hadn’t spent a single night in jail—wasn’t even being charged with anything.


	“I’ve got to make a call.” 


	Abe didn’t offer his phone and Jack wouldn’t have used it if he had. Not with so many people using caller ID these days.


	Jack had retrieved Butler’s phone number from his wallet by the time he reached the pay phone on the corner. He plunked in a few coins and was soon connected to the home of Robert B. Butler, alumnus of St. Barnabas Prep and attacker of little girls on museum steps.


	When the maid or whoever it was answered the phone and asked in West African-accented English who was calling, he made up a name—Jack Gavin.


	“I’m an attorney for the St. Barnabas Prep Alumni Association. I’d like to talk to Mr. Butler about the unfortunate incident Wednesday night and his injury. How is he doing, by the way?” 


	“Very well,” the woman said.


	“Is he in a lot of pain?” 


	“Hardly any.” 


	Damn. He felt his jaw muscles tense. Have to fix that.


	“May I speak to him a minute?” 


	“He’s with a physical therapist right now. Let me check.” 


	A minute later she was back. “Mr. Butler can’t come to the phone right now, but he’ll be glad to see you anytime this afternoon.” 


	Keeping his voice even and professionally pleasant, Jack said he’d be over around one.


	Scaring Vicky, endangering her life, and then skating on any charges…


	He and Mr. Butler were going to have a little heart-to-heart.
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	Nadia sat in the sealed, dimly lit room and stared at the 3-D image floating in the air before her. The first thing she’d done upon reaching the GEM Basic lab was light up the imager and call up the Loki structure from memory: the Loki molecule—or rather its degraded form, which she’d begun thinking of as Loki-2—had appeared.


	Changed, just like her printout.


	OK. That could be explained by someone tampering with the imager’s memory. But she had an ace up her sleeve. Before leaving yesterday she had scraped a few particles of the original Loki sample from the imager.


	She removed the stoppered test tube from her pocket and dumped the grains into the sample receptacle. Something about the color… she couldn’t say exactly what, but it wasn’t right. She sat back and waited, then punched up the image. Her mouth went dry as the same damn molecule took shape before her.


	The dry lab lightened, then darkened again as the door behind her opened and closed.


	“Are you a believer yet?” 


	She turned at Dr. Monnet’s voice. He stood behind her, looking as if he hadn’t slept last night.


	She swallowed. “Tell me this is a trick. Please?” 


	“I wish it were.” He sighed. “You have no idea how much I wish this were some sort of hoax. But it is not.” 


	“It has to be. If you were simply asking me to believe that this molecule alters its structure during the course of some ‘celestial event,’ I could buy that. I’d want to know how the ‘event’ effected the change, but I could imagine gravitational influence or something equally subtle acting as a catalyst, and I could handle that. But what we’ve got here—if we haven’t been flim-flammed—is a molecule that not only mutates from one form to another but substitutes its new structure for all records of its original structure. In effect, it’s editing reality. And we both know that’s impossible.” 


	“Knew,” Dr. Monnet said. “That was what we assumed was true. Now we know different.” 


	“Speak for yourself.” 


	He smiled wanly. “I know how you feel. You are utterly confused, you are frightened and suspicious, yet you are also exhilarated and challenged. And the tug-of-war between all these conflicting emotions leaves you on the brink of tears. Am I right?” 


	Nadia felt her eyes begin to brim as a sob built in her throat. She wiped them and nodded, unable to speak.


	“But it’s true, Nadia,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Trust me. We are not being tricked. There’s something here that challenges our most fundamental beliefs about the nature of the physical world, about reality itself.” 


	And that was what was so upsetting, making her crazy. What if the ability to reorder reality, along with the very memory of reality, were not confined to this one molecule? What if it were happening every day? How many times had she typed or written a word and then stopped and stared at it, thinking it looked wrong, that it was spelled some other way? She’d look it up and find most times that her original spelling had been correct, so she’d move on despite the feeling that it still looked wrong.


	“We must know how it works,” Dr. Monnet said. “And the first step toward an answer is to stabilize the molecule.” 


	“How can you do that if you can’t even remember what it looked like originally?” 


	He pulled a vial from his pocket and held it out to her. “Because we have a new supply.” 


	Nadia stared at the tube for a heartbeat, then snatched it from him and with trembling hands began preparing a sample of the pale blue powder for the imager. When it was ready she fed it to the machine and waited.


	Finally the molecule appeared and she wanted to cheer when she recognized it. This was what had been erased from her brain. Now the memory was back and, disturbing though its shape might be, she felt whole again.


	“How… where did you find the unaltered Loki?” 


	“From the source. It doesn’t change within the source, only after it’s been removed from it.” 


	She turned to face Dr. Monnet. “And are you still keeping the source a secret?” 


	“For now, yes.” 


	Nadia wanted to scream at him to tell her. It had to be organic—a plant? An animal? What?


	“And the mysterious celestial event? Does that remain a secret too?” 


	“I only held back on that until you’d seen for yourself the changes wrought by the event. The event itself is common, occurring a dozen, sometimes thirteen times per year: the new moon.” 


	Nadia wet her lips. “The new moon? When was that?” 


	“Exactly eight-forty-two last night.” 


	The cycle of the moon, one of the primal rhythms of the planet. And the new moon… a time when Earth’s celestial night-light was out, blind to what was going on below on the darkest night of the cycle.


	A chill ran over her skin.


	“I’d like you to get started right away,” Dr. Monnet was saying. “We have no time to lose. The Loki source may be… unavailable after this, and then we will have lost forever our chance to unlock its secrets.” 


	“Don’t you think we should get some outside help? I mean, if we’ve only got twenty-nine days…” 


	Dr. Monnet shook his head vigorously. “No. Absolutely not. Loki does not leave GEM. I thought I made that clear.” 


	“You did, but—” 


	“No buts about it.” His face paled, but Nadia wasn’t sure whether from anger or fear. “Absolutely no outside consultation on this.” 


	Nadia wanted to wail that he couldn’t—shouldn’t—put all this responsibility on a beginner like her.


	“You are going to help me, I hope,” she said.


	“Of course. To save you time, I’ll show you all the dead ends I’ve already explored. After that, I’m counting on you to come up with a new perspective.” 


	Uncertainty tickled her gut. “I don’t know if you should count too heavily—” 


	He held up a hand. “I never told you this, but before I hired you I put in a call to Dr. Petrillo.” 


	She stiffened. Her research mentor during her fellowship—the Grand Old Man of anabolic steroids. “What did he say?” 


	“What didn’t he say! I couldn’t get him to stop talking about you. He was overjoyed you were staying in research instead of ‘wasting’ your talents in clinical practice. So you shouldn’t underestimate your abilities, Nadia. I’m certainly not. But as an extra incentive: if you stabilize the Loki molecule within the next four weeks, I am authorized to offer you a bonus.” 


	“Really, that’s not necessary.” 


	He smiled. “You shouldn’t say that until you hear the amount. How does one million dollars sound?” 


	Nadia was struck dumb. She opened her mouth but it took a few seconds before she was capable of coherent speech. “Did… did you say—T


	“Yes. A lump sum of one million. You can—” 


	Pat, a middle-aged tech with salt-and-pepper hair, knocked on the dry lab door before pushing it open. Fluorescent light streamed in from the hall.


	“Excuse me, Dr. Monnet,” she said, “but Mr. Garrison’s on the phone.” 


	Dr. Monnet looked irritated. “Tell him I’ll call him back.” 


	“He says it’s urgent. ‘An emergency’ was how he put it.” 


	“Oh, very well.” He turned to Nadia. “I’ll be right back. Nothing is more important right now than this project.” 


	I guess not, she thought. A million dollars… a million dollars!


	The words kept echoing through her head as she waited, fantasizing what she could do with that amount of cash. She and Doug could get married right away, put a down payment on a house, get his software company up and running, jump out of limbo, and start living.


	When a good ten minutes had passed and Dr. Monnet didn’t return, Nadia stepped outside and signaled to Pat.


	“Where’s Dr. Monnet?” 


	She pointed toward the door. “He got off the phone with Mr. Garrison and hurried upstairs.” 


	Nothing more important right now than this project, hmmm? she thought as she returned to the dry lab. Obviously something was. She hoped Mr. Garrison’s emergency wasn’t too serious or personal.


	She stepped up to the imager and began rotating the 3-D Loki image back and forth, hoping the more she saw of it, the less discomfiting it would seem.


	I’m going to beat you, she thought, staring at the molecule. Not for the bonus… this is the challenge of a lifetime, and I’m going to show I can do it.


	But she wouldn’t turn down that bonus. No way.


	5


	“We’ve been hacked!” Kent Garrison said as soon as the soundproof door was pulled shut and latched.


	Kent, flushed, suit coat off, crescents of perspiration darkening the armpits of his bulging blue shirt, stood at the end of the table.


	“Not true,” Brad Edwards said. Dressed in a perfectly tailored blue blazer, he sat hunched forward in his chair across from Luc, twisting his delicate hands over the mahogany surface. “They said they think someone got past the fire wall, but they’re not sure.” 


	Stunned, Luc sank into a chair. “What? How? I thought we were supposed to have the best security available.” 


	“Well, apparently we don’t.” Kent directed a venomous stare at Brad who was responsible for the computer system. Kent tended to be full of bluster except when Dragovic was around.


	“I was assured we had a state-of-the-art fire wall,” Brad said. His usually perfect hair was in disarray, as if he’d been pulling at it. “But that was last year. Hackers learn new tricks too.” 


	“Why aren’t they sure?” Luc asked.


	“They found evidence of temporary alterations in codes that could have innocent causes.” Brad ran a hand across his mouth. “I don’t pretend to understand it all.” 


	Kent couldn’t seem to stand still. He paced in an arc at the end of the table. “If it was some fourteen-year-old with too much time on his hands, I don’t give a shit. He might have screwed up some data, but he’d never be able to make any sense of what he found.” 


	“What if it wasn’t a kid?” Luc said. “What if it was someone looking for something on us?” 


	“Like who, for instance?” 


	“One of our competitors. We’re playing with the big boys now. Or maybe Dragovic hired someone. Or worse yet, a corporate raider looking for inside information before making a move on us.” 


	Finally Kent sat down. He rubbed his eyes. “Oh, God.” 


	Luc turned to Brad. “What countermeasures are we taking?” 


	Brad perked up at this. “The software people are going to link up to our system and monitor it. If anyone breaks in, they’ll know, and they’ll trace him.” 


	“And then what?” 


	“We throw the fucking book at him,” Kent said. “Unless of course it’s our friend Milos, in which case we’ll say pretty please don’t do that anymore because it makes us very nervous.” 


	Luc said, “But what if the hacker learns what we’re doing with the money that’s supposedly going to R & D?” 


	Silence around the table. An expose would lead to an audit, an audit would eventually lead to Loki, and that would put them all behind bars for a long, long time.


	Brad Edwards let out a long, tortured groan as he shook his head. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I did not enter into this venture to become a criminal. We started with a straight honest business—” 


	“That was going down the tubes!” Kent said.


	“And so we got in bed with the devil to save it.” 


	“I don’t see you hopping out of bed.” 


	Brad stared at his hands. “Sometimes I wish the shit would hit the fan. Then this whole ordeal would be over. Maybe then I could sleep at night. When was the last time either of you had a decent night’s sleep?” 


	Good question, Luc thought. If not for a few glasses of his best wine before retiring, he doubted he’d sleep at all.


	“Cut the crap, will you?” Kent said, his face now nearly as red as his hair. “If you go up, don’t think you’ll be doing your time in some federal country club! We’re talking drugs, here, and worse. With what they’ll have on us, you’ll spend the rest of your life in Rikers or Attica, where they’ll pass you around as an after-dinner treat.” 


	“Me?” Brad said, his lower lip quivering. “Just me? What about you?” 


	Kent shook his head. “I’ll blow a big hole through my brain before it ever gets that far.” 


	Luc wanted to scream. He’d heard all this before. “Can we return to the matter at hand? What do we do if this hacker breaks in and learns enough to bring us down?” 


	Kent did not miss a beat. “He gets the Macintosh treatment.” He looked around, daring anyone to challenge him.


	Luc had a flash of Macintosh’s face as he died… the bulging eyes, the startled O of his open mouth…


	Not again… please, not again…


	“Let us hope we won’t be faced with that choice,” he said. “If it was indeed an intrusion, perhaps it was just a capricious stunt by an otherwise disinterested hacker who will target another system tonight.” 


	“But if he doesn’t,” Brad said. “If he chooses to come back, we’ll track him and find him.” 


	They fell into silence. The meeting was over, but no one moved to leave. Luc didn’t know how the others felt, but the world beyond their insulated, isolated, soundproof, bug-proof boardroom seemed full of danger and menace, a giant trap waiting to snap shut on him. He wanted to delay venturing outside this sheltering cocoon as long as possible.
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	Jack spent much of the late morning on his computer, designing an attorney business card. He’d used the program only twice before and still hadn’t got the hang of it. He botched the first couple of attempts, then came up with a design that looked like the real thing. Running off a single sheet yielded a dozen cards. Plenty.


	At one o’clock exactly, showered, shaved, dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, and striped tie, John Gavin, attorney-at-law, presented himself and his brand-new card to the doorman at the Millennium Towers on West Sixty-seventh Street. A call upstairs confirmed tbat he was expected, and he was pointed toward the elevator.


	The Butler condo was on the twenty-first floor. On his way up Jack reviewed his options. He hadn’t yet worked out just how he was going to handle Butler—hang him out the window for a while or maybe break his other leg—a lot would depend on how Jack felt when he saw him again. Right now he was in a pretty good mood. A shame to spoil it like this, but some things you could let slide; other things you couldn’t.


	A private nurse, her black skin seeming even darker against her white uniform, greeted him at the door. Jack recognized her accent from his phone call. She led him to the study and left him with Mr. Butler.


	Jack felt the old fury scald his insides again as he stared at the bastard. Butler wore a Princeton sweatshirt and matching sweatpants with one leg cut off at mid-thigh to accommodate his cast. And he still looked like Porky Pig.


	“Gavin, right?” he said, thrusting out a hand. “Bob Butler. Thanks for coming over.” When Jack didn’t shake hands, Butler said, “Something wrong?” 


	“Don’t I look familiar?” Jack said.


	“Not really.” He smiled apologetically. “I assume you’re a Barny if you’re working for the alumni association, but I can’t recognize some of the guys in my own class, let alone—” 


	“Last night,” Jack said through his teeth.


	Butler’s smile faded. He averted his eyes. “Yeah. Last night. I suppose you want to know about that.” 


	“I know all about it,” Jack said. “I was there, remember?” 


	Butler looked up at him again. “You were?” 


	Jack leaned closer, pointing to his face. “Remember?” 


	“No,” Butler said. “Everything’s kind of a blur.” 


	If he was lying, he was damn good at it.


	Butler rubbed a hand across his stubbled jaw. “I remember being at the reception hall. Because it was our twenty-fifth, we mixed up a batch of our traditional ‘everything punch.’ We lugged in a galvanized tub and filled it with blocks of ice, fruit juices, and bottles of the cheapest vodka and rum we could find, just like in the old days. I remember downing a couple of glasses of that; I remember some of the guys getting loud and a couple of them even swinging fists at each other. After that…” He shrugged.


	“You don’t remember being in a mob that terrorized a bunch of people on the museum steps?” 


	He sighed and nodded. “I remember being in the street, then on some steps, fighting with… someone. But that’s pretty much it. I don’t remember details, though. I’m told I had a concussion. I woke up in the hospital with a broken leg and no idea how I got it. You say you were there. Did you see me?” 


	Jack nodded, watching for the slightest hint that he was lying.


	“Did… did I do anything… bad?” 


	Jack forced calm. “You tried to kill an eight-year-old girl.” 


	“What?” The depth of horror in Butler’s expression could not be faked. “I did what?” His eyes pleaded with Jack. “Tell me she’s all right! Please tell me I didn’t hurt a child!” 


	“Somebody pulled her away from you just as you tried to chuck her off the top of the steps.” 


	“Thank God!” 


	Butler’s genuine relief cooled Jack’s anger, hut that didn’t let him off the hook.


	“You guys had to be doing more than cheap rum and vodka to mess up your heads like that.” 


	“We were, but we didn’t know about it. At least most of us didn’t. But that bastard Dawkins did.” 


	“Dawkins?” 


	“Yes. Burton Dawkins. Didn’t you hear?” 


	“I’m afraid not.” 


	“That’s why I thought you were here—about Burt. The police were immediately suspicious that the punch had been drugged, so they tested it right away and found out it was. That’s why we were released without being charged. They arrested Dawkins for spiking the punch.” He shook his head. “Who would have thought a dweeb like him would do something like that. But the cops caught him red-handed with a whole bag of the drug.” 


	“What drug?” 


	“They haven’t said yet, but I called someone I know down at the commissioner’s office, and he told me they think it’s some new designer drug that’s been popping up all over the country the past few months.” 


	“What’s it called?” 


	“He said it’s sold under lots of names. They didn’t have the lab report back yet, but he suspected it was a highly concentrated form called Berzerk.” 


	“Sounds appropriate.” 


	“I’m told it’s spelled with a z.” 


	“Like the old arcade game.” 


	Butler flashed a smile. “Yeah. I remember that. Used to be my favorite when I was a kid. But there was nothing fun about this stuff. Potent as all hell. Between you and me, I smoked my share of weed in my younger days, snorted coke once or twice, did some speed-rite-of-passage stuff, you know? I’ve been high before, but I’ve never felt like I did the other night. I remember this sensation of awesome power, as if I were king of the world. It was truly wonderful for a while, but then it turned into this anger, this… this rage because this was my world and everything in it belonged to me and there were these other people around who were keeping me from what was rightfully mine.” He grinned sheepishly. “I know it sounds insane now, but at the time it all made perfect sense. I felt like a god.” 


	Jack hadn’t heard of anything that did that to your head, but then he didn’t hang with druggies.


	“Sounds like you had a whopping dose of whatever it was.” 


	“I guess so. I just know I don’t want any more. Ever.” He shook his head. “Imagine… trying to hurt a child. I’ve never even spanked one of my own kids—not once.” He set his jaw. “Let me tell you something: Burt Dawkins is not going to get away with this. When the criminal courts are through with him, I’m going to haul him into court and sue his ass for every penny he’s worth.” 


	“You do that,” Jack said, feeling deflated now that his anger had leaked away. He stepped toward the door. “Well, I’ve learned what I came for. I’ll be in touch.” 


	“Wait,” Butler said. “You were there. Did you see how I got hurt?” 


	“Um, yeah. When someone grabbed the little girl from you, you, um, tripped and went down the steps yourself.” 


	He paled. “I could have been killed. I guess I’m pretty lucky.” 


	“You’ve got that right,” Jack said, turning away.
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	“You’re not hungry?” Mom said in her thick Gdansk accent. “Or you don’t like my cooking no more?” 


	Nadia stared down at her half-empty plate. “You still make the best pierogies in the world, Mom. I’m just not that hungry.” 


	Her mother sat across the rickety table from her in a kitchen where the smells of cooked cabbage and boiled kiszka permeated the walls. A thin, angular woman with a heavily lined face that made her look older than her sixty-two years, but her bright eyes still had a youthful twinkle.


	Mom had already finished eating and was working toward the end of her second boilermaker. She nursed two of them every night, sitting there with a bottle of Budweiser and a shot of Fleischman’s rye—”Flesh-man’s,” as she said it—alongside. She’d pour an ounce or two of beer into a tumbler, sip it down, then pour a little more; every so often she’d nip some of the rye. Up until a few years ago she’d have been smoking a Winston as well. Nadia had got her off the cigarettes, finally convincing her that they were what had done Dad in, but Mom wasn’t about to give up the boiler-makers. This was how she’d learned to drink, and no one, not Nadia or anyone else, was going to change that.


	“You have a fight with Douglas? That is why you’re eating dinner with your mother on a Friday night?” 


	Nadia shook her head and pushed a pierogi around her plate. “No, he’s just busy.” 


	“Too busy for the girl he’s to marry?” 


	“It’s a project he’s working on.” 


	Doug had said he wanted to get back to his GEM mainframe hack before he got cold. He was determined to break through the final barriers tonight. She thought of him alone, hunched over his keyboard, not eating or drinking, totally absorbed in the data flashing across his screen. She’d been a little hurt, but then she realized she was developing an obsession of her own.


	“Work, work, work. That’s all you two do. That’s all young people do these days. At least now that you are not in residency, you have off the weekends. You will see him tomorrow.” 


	“Maybe.” 


	Mom’s eyebrows lifted. “Saturday he is working too?” 


	“Not him. Me.” 


	Now her eyes fairly bulged. “You? This company is paying you by the hour?” 


	“No. It’s salaried. But there’s a project—” 


	“If they not pay you for going in on Saturday you should not go. See, if you were working as a real doctor with real patients instead of this research silliness you would make extra for doing extra.” 


	“I will. I get a bonus if I complete the project before a certain date.” 


	Mom shrugged. “A bonus? A big bonus?” 


	Nadia didn’t want to tell her the million-dollar figure. She didn’t want Mom working herself up with anticipation.


	“Very big.” 


	“A big-enough-to-be-working-on-Saturday bonus? Big enough so that after you get it you will quit this company and become a real doctor with real live patients?” 


	Nadia laughed. “Ooooh, yes.” 


	“Then I think,” Mom said, smiling, “that you should go to work tomorrow.” 
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	Sal Vituolo huddled on an East Hampton dune and wondered what the hell he was doing. Freakin’ long ride to get here, and the sand being damp and chilly wasn’t helping matters much. He hoped this was going to be worth all the trouble.


	And expense. This Repairman Jack guy didn’t come cheap. Sal had tried to pay him in car parts but it was cash—and lots of it—or nothing. He hadn’t particularly featured handing over that much dough with no receipt, no guarantee. Guy could be a scammer and just take off, but sometimes you just had to put aside everything you’d learned in the school of hard knocks and go with your gut. Sal’s gut said this Jack was a stand-up guy.


	But maybe not wrapped too tight. Tires? What did he want with a freakin’ truckload of old tires?


	The guy had shown up this afternoon to pick up the rubber and his money. Then he told Sal to go out and rent a videocam, a professional model with the best zoom lens and low-light capabilities, and haul it out here to where he could see Dragovic’s house. Keep your distance but get as close as you can without being spotted, he’d said. Sal wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but here he was.


	He glanced around uneasily, hoping no one was watching him—especially no one from Dragovic’s crew. No telling what would happen to him if he got caught spying on the party.


	He checked his watch. Ten o’clock. Jack had said start taping at ten, so Sal flicked on the power and settled into the eyepiece. He’d been practicing with the videocam since he got here and had the workings down pretty good. At maximum zoom, the telephoto night lens magnified the light and the house to the point where Sal felt like he was looking at the place from twenty feet away.


	He’d peeped the party off and on. Looked like the Slippery Serb was tossing a bash for his boys and his big customers. The crowd was all guys, some in suits, some in sweaters or golf shirts. Sal knew the type from their haircuts and their swagger—Eurotrash and local tough guys, probably the kind Dragovic’s lawyers would refer to in court as “business associates.” 


	Sal had watched them chow down on the best damn buffet he’d ever seen—whole lobsters, soft-shelled crabs, a sushi chef, carvers serving everything from prime-rib to filet, a raw bar, a caviar bar with bottles of flavored vodkas jutting from a mound of shaved ice—until he got so hungry he had to turn off the camera.


	As he focused the scene now, he noticed something new going on at the party. A bunch of bikinis were splashing around in the pool. Where’d they come from? The guys were all hanging around the water, sipping after-dinner drinks, smoking fat cigars, and watching.


	Sal felt his shoulder muscles, knot… He’d bet his life that somewhere in that crowd were the guys who splattered Artie all over Church Avenue. He could be looking at them right now.


	What am I doing videotaping a party? What for? And where do Jack and my old tires come in?


	Then he heard the helicopter.
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	“My, what interesting people,” Cino said.


	Her sarcastic tone irritated Milos. They stood in the corner where the main house joined its eastern wing. Drinks in hand—Ketel One for Milos, the ever-present Dampierre for Cino—they leaned on the railing of the highest tier of one of the multilevel decks and surveyed Milos’s guests below.


	Cino wore a high-collared embroidered kimonolike dress of red silk that clung to every curve of her slim body on its way to her ankles. With her dark bangs and jet eyes, she looked Oriental tonight.


	“I’m sure you’ll be more impressed with Sunday’s guest list,” he said. “The beautiful people are more your type. But these folk”—he gestured with a sweep of his arm—”are the ones who make this place and this party possible. My buyers, sellers, suppliers, and distributors.” 


	“Distributors of what?” Cino asked with a mischievous grin as she leaned against him like a cat. She’d been hitting the champagne since midafternoon and her glittering eyes said she was feeling little pain.


	Milos returned her smile. “Of the many items I import and export.” 


	“What kind of items?” 


	“Whatever is in demand,” he said.


	“And the bathing beauties,” she said, jutting her chin at the pool. “Are they part of your distribution network too?” 


	“Hardly. They’re items in demand, which I imported from the city especially for the occasion.” 


	He’d hired the best-looking girls from a number of strip clubs and vanned them out for the night. Their job was an easy one: party, have a good time, wear very little, and be very friendly.


	“Ah,” Cino said. “Window dressing.” 


	“More like party favors.” 


	Cino seemed to think this was very funny, and Milos enjoyed the ringing sound of her laughter as he watched the girls. Nature and silicone had provided them with fabulous bodies. They were on display now, but their real work would begin after they dried off. They had been instructed as to the pecking order of the guests and, keeping that in mind, were to pair off with anyone who was interested.


	Tonight was supposedly a little bonus for the key people in the network of drugs and guns and currency that fed Milos’s operations. Many races down there on the patio: Italians, Greeks, Africans, Koreans, Mexicans, all soon to be part of his growing empire. His was now an international business, and thus he had to be an international man and deal with everyone. Of course for his personal operations and security he used only full-blooded Serbs, hard, loyal men, blooded in battle.


	But this gathering was more than just a party. It was a testimonial, an affirmation of sorts. They were here as Milos’s guests. Some of them might harbor an inkling in the backs of their minds that they could be his equal, but tonight should lay that to rest. This wasn’t neutral territory where equals meet. They had come to his place, where he called the shots; they were enjoying themselves on his tab and getting a good look at his impressive new digs. They were in a position where the fact that Milos Dragovic was the man was being pounded home every minute of their stay.


	They were down there with the bimbos; he was up here with the supermodel. Didn’t that say it all.


	Forty-eight hours from now things would be very different. No business associates, no bodies in the pool. Sunday would be purely social, to establish and enhance his status among the big names out here.


	“What’s that noise?” Cino said.


	Milos recognized the rapid wup-wup-wup that seemed to come from everywhere. “Sounds like a helicopter.” 


	And then he saw it, maybe a hundred feet up, gliding in from over the ocean. A bulging net of some sort dangled beneath it. Milos couldn’t see what was in the net, but it looked full of whatever it was. Some new way of fishing, maybe? But no water was dripping from the net.


	Whatever he was up to, Milos thought, the pilot shouldn’t be flying that sort of cargo over homes. If that net should tear…


	“Oh, look,” Cino said. “He’s stopped right overhead.” 


	That was when the first suspicion that something might be wrong flitted through Milos’s mind. It became stronger when he noticed that the helicopter didn’t have any numbers on it. He didn’t know the exact rules, but every damn aircraft he’d ever seen had a string of numbers on the fuselage. Either this one didn’t have any or someone had masked them.


	Milos looked around and saw that the party had stopped dead. All his guests were standing still, looking up. Even the babes in the pool had stopped their splashing and were pointing at the sky.


	“What do you think he’s up to with all those tires?” Cino said.


	Tires? Milos looked up again. Damned if she wasn’t right. That net was full of tires. Must have been fifty of them at least.


	What’s that asshole doing dangling all those tires right over my house?


	And then the net opened…


	And the tires tumbled free…


	And fell directly toward him and the house.


	Cino let out a high-pitched scream.


	“Get inside!” Milos shouted as he turned to do just that, but she was already on her way, moving remarkably fast on her sky-high high heels.


	Milos dived through the door just as the first tires hit the roof with the staccato thudding of a giant doing drumrolls with telephone poles, accenting with the cymbal crash of shattering skylights. An instant later other tires landed directly on the deck-patio area, smashing railings, overturning tables, wrecking the greenhouse.


	It wouldn’t have been so bad if that had been it. But the tires on the ground didn’t stop on impact; they kept moving, bouncing ten, fifteen feet in the air in all directions. The ones on the roof were even worse, caroming off the pitched tiles and sailing toward the pool.


	Milos ducked as a tire slammed into a sliding glass door just a few feet to his left, cracking it but not breaking all the way through. Screams and panicked shouts rose from outside. Milos clung to the door frame, watching in horror as his party dissolved into chaos.


	The girls in the pool were lucky—they ducked underwater as tires splashed around them. But the men on the decks and patio didn’t have that option. They scrambled around, fleeing in all directions, bumping into each other, occasionally knocking each other down as the tires rained on them, flattening them, knocking them into the pool, upending tables, and sending food and flaming chafing dishes flying. The randomness of the assault, the unpredictable, helter-skelter nature of the trajectories added terror to the chaos.


	Where was his security? He scanned the tumult and found a couple of them still upright. Splattered with an assortment of desserts, they crouched by one of the raised decks with their guns out and raised, eyes searching the sky. But the helicopter was nowhere in sight.


	With the tires bouncing from the direction of the main house and the wings hemming them in on both sides, those guests still upright had nowhere to run except toward the beach. The tires bounced in pursuit, catching up to some and knocking them face-first into the sand.


	It seemed as if the tires would never stop bouncing, but eventually, after what seemed like aeons, the last one wobbled to a halt. Milos stepped outside and gazed in horror at the shambles that had once been the pride of his grounds. Every square foot had suffered some damage. The girls were wailing as they crawled shivering and dripping from the pool. The cracked decks and patio were littered with debris and battered men struggling to their feet, some groaning, some cradling broken limbs, a few out cold and lying where they had landed. It looked like a war zone, as if a bomb had exploded.


	But worse than any physical destruction was the deep, hemorrhaging wound to Milos’s pride. Guests in his home, proud men here at his invitation, had been injured or—worse—caused to run like panicked children. Their humiliation while under his aegis was a double disgrace for Milos.


	Who would want to do this to him? Why?


	He searched above for the helicopter, but it was gone, as if it had never been.


	Never had Milos felt so impotent, so mortified. He fought the urge to scream his rage at the moonless sky. He had to remain poised, appear to be in control—as much as one could be amid such havoc—and then his gaze came to rest on the tire that had almost smashed through into his living room. It was mud-stained and bald, so worn that its steel belts showed through in spots.


	Junk! Bad enough that he’d been attacked in his home, but he’d been assaulted with garbage!


	With a cry that was half roar, half scream, he picked up the tire and hurled it the rest of the way through the window.


	As he watched it roll across his living room carpet, Milos Dragovic swore to find out who had done this and to have his revenge.
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	Sal’s body was bucking so hard from repressed laughter he had to turn off the camera. If only he could scream it out, lie on his back and guffaw at the sky! Of course that might attract the kind of attention that would stop all laughs for good. He wiped his eyes on his sleeves and, still giggling, hurried off the dune toward his car.


	Oh, God, that was wonderful. Those tires bouncing all over the place, tough guys running around like a bunch of cockroaches when the light goes on, screeching like little old ladies. The Slippery Serb’s gotta be shitting a brick! And I got it all on tape!


	When he reached his car he sat in the front seat and caught his breath. He stared out the window at the empty dunes.


	Bad night for Dragovic, yeah, but was it enough for what he’d done to Artie? No. Not nearly enough.


	But it was a start.
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	Jack crouched in the doorway across East Eighty-seventh Street from Monnet’s building and listened to the radio on his headphones to pass the time.


	He’d been on the Monnet trail for the past six or seven hours, following him from the corporate offices on Thirty-fourth over to the GEM production plant in the Marine Terminal area of Brooklyn, then to a warehouse down the street from the plant. Monnet had stayed late at the warehouse, returning home about an hour ago, and hadn’t budged since.


	Jack wasn’t sure what he was looking for—something suspicious, something he could tag and follow up. So far he’d come up empty.


	He spun the tuner dial to an all-news station in time to catch a story about a scandal in the police department. The drug seized in connection with the preppy riot had been stolen and an inert substance substituted in its place. Internal Affairs had launched an investigation.


	So what does this mean now? Jack wondered. That classmate Butler had mentioned—Burt Dawkins, wasn’t it?—walks? He shook his head. Great system. And he had no inclination to go after Dawkins himself. The link was too thin.


	Jack’s beeper vibrated through his pocket against his thigh. He checked the readout: one of the Ashe brothers. He went to the phone on the corner and used one of his calling cards to pay for the call.


	Joe Ashe came on the line. “Twin Air.” 


	“How’d it go?” 


	Joe started laughing. “What a pisser you are, boy! What a evil pisser! Frank was laughin’ so hard he damn near put us in the drink! Those tires”—the word came through his Georgia accent as “tahrs”—”was bouncin’ ever’ which way. You shoulda been there, Jack! You shoulda seen!” 


	“Oh, I’ll see it,” Jack said, hoping Sal had made a good tape. Exhilaration bubbled through him. It had been a wild idea, one that easily could have flopped. “I thought it might work, but you never know until you do it.” 


	“Jack, it worked so well I don’t know why the Air Force don’t use tires instead of bombs next time we have another Gulf War or Yugoslavia thang. You know how many tons and tons of old tires we got in this country that we gotta go out and bury or sink in the ocean ever’ year? We could load ‘em all into B-52s and drop ‘em from fifty thousand feet. Can you imagine the commotion of a zillion tires landing after a ten-mile drop? Why, they’ll be bouncin’ right over buildings is what. Panic in the streets, man. If we’d thoughta this before, we coulda just buried Baghdad and Belgrade and got rid of a whole pile of junk to boot.” 


	“I’d appreciate it if we kept the U.S. Air Force out of this for the time being,” Jack said. “We’re still set for another run on Sunday, right?” 


	“Set? We can’t hardly wait! Almost seems a sin to be gettin’ paid for this! Say, y’ know, I was thinkin’ maybe I’d add a little music on Sunday, y’know, like special for the occasion.” 


	“Joe, I’d rather you—” 


	“You remember that ol’ Bobby Vee song, ‘Rubber Ball,’ and the part where it goes ‘Bouncy-bouncy, bouncy-bouncy.’ Wouldn’t it be cool if we could be blastin’ that from some speakers while all those tires—” 


	Jack had to smile. “Let’s keep it simple, Joe. Once we start embellishing, we start asking for trouble.” 


	“The ol’ KISS rule, huh? I gotcha. Just a thought.” 


	“And a good one too, but let’s do the second one just like the first, OK.” 


	“You got it, boy.” 


	Jack waited for Joe to hang up, then hit the # key to make another call.
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	His guests had gone now, most managing to exit under their own power, some needing assistance. After profuse apologies, Milos had seen the last one off, then got down to business.


	He’d had Kim set up Cino in the theater room with the new Keanu Reeves film on the plasma screen and a fresh bottle of Dampierre in an ice bucket as her companion, then had put the Korean in charge of the caterer’s staff to start them on the massive clean up job. That taken care of, Milos lined up his men in the security office in the basement.


	This was his nerve center, crammed with state-of-the-art electronics. The feeds from all the surveillance cameras were monitored here; all outgoing calls of a sensitive nature were routed through here for scrambling. Milos had spent a fortune on this room so he could stay in the Hamptons and still run his operations with security. But tonight none of it had helped.


	Sometimes for effect he acted like a madman, as he’d done in the GEM conference room yesterday. But tonight was no act. He stalked back and forth, red-faced, punching the air, screaming his rage at these men for allowing this to happen. He knew it was not their fault, but he felt he had to loose this pressure inside him or explode into a thousand bleeding, twitching pieces.


	Finally he wound down. He stood staring at his silent, white-faced men. He knew what they were thinking: would he make an example of one of them as he had in the past?


	Nothing Milos would have liked better—make someone the fall guy and shoot him dead right here. But that would be a waste of a good man, and if he was going to find out who did this, he’d need every one of them.


	“Does anyone have anything to say?” he said when the silence had stretched to the breaking point.


	More silence.


	“Have any of you noticed anyone strange hanging around, anyone snowing unusual interest? You, Vuk.” He singled out an ex-corporal from the Yugoslav army who liked to bleach his hair. The man blinked but otherwise remained calm. “You’ve been on patrol this week. You see anyone paying too much attention to the house?” 


	“No, sir,” he said. “Ivo and I ran off a man and his wife yesterday, but they were just walking on the beach. When they stopped to look, we moved them on. The wife didn’t want to go, but the man gave us no trouble.” 


	Milos nodded. “What is on the security cameras?” he said to Dositej, the surveillance man.


	Dositej jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the half-dozen monitor screens in the surveillance booth. “I’ve been checking last week’s tapes, sir. Haven’t found anything yet.” 


	“Nothing?” Milos said, feeling his anger rising again. “Nothing?” 


	Just then a phone rang. Dositej, anxious to duck the spotlight, hurried to answer it.


	“It’s Kim,” he said after listening a few seconds. “Says you’ve got a call.” 


	“I told him no interruptions!” 


	“He says it’s from someone who wants to know if you got any old tires you care to part with.” 


	Everyone started talking at once. Milos felt a sudden calm. He didn’t have to search out the enemy; the enemy was coming to him.


	Grabbing the phone from Dositej, he pointed to Mihailo, his balding, bespectacled communications man. ‘Trace the call.” Then he spoke to Kim upstairs. “Put him through.” 


	A crisp, WASP-inflected voice that sounded like a cross between George Plimpton and William F. Buckley came on the line. “Mr. Dragovic? Is that you?” 


	Milos could hear the same words echoing from across the room where their conversation was playing from a speaker on the communications console.


	“Yes,” Milos said, straggling to modulate his tone. “Who is this?” 


	“I’m the president of the East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee, Mr. Dragovic. Did you get our message tonight?” 


	“Message?” Milos said, playing along. “What message?” 


	“The tires, dear boy, the tires. Surely you noticed them, although considering the simply dreadful house you’ve built there, I suppose it’s possible you might have missed them. Anyway, I’m calling just in case you’ve missed the point.” 


	Milos felt his teeth grinding. “Just what was the point?” 


	“That you’re not wanted out here, Mr. Dragovic. You are cheap and vulgar and we will not tolerate your type amongst us. You are a toxin and we are out to clean you up. You are garbage and your house a waste dump, and that is how we intend to treat it until you decide to pack up your trashy self, your trashy friends, your trashy lifestyle, and go back where you came from.” 


	Milos clutched the receiver in a death grip and sputtered a reply. “Who are you?” 


	He heard an exultant “Yes!” from the communications console. He looked over and saw Mihailo giving him the OK sign. He’d traced the call.


	“I believe I told you: this is not the militant wing of the LVIS, this is the East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee, and we mean business. Be warned, Mr. Dragovic,” the man on the phone was saying. “We are quite serious. This is not a game.” 


	“You think not?” Milos said, smiling. “I say it is—one that two can play.” He hung up and turned to Mihailo. “Who is he?” 


	“Can’t say,” Mihailo said, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses nervously, “but he was calling from the city—a pay phone in the East Eighties.” 


	Milos cursed silently. He’d been hoping for a name, but he should have known the man would not call from his home.


	“I think I’ve got something,” Dositej called from the video monitoring room.


	Milos stepped into the cubicle where Dositej was leaning close to a monitor, his nose almost touching its screen. “What is it?” 


	“I remember now. This car came by yesterday. Pulled right up to the front gate and stopped. I was about to send someone out when it pulled away.” 


	Milos saw the grainy image of a man staring at the house from the passenger seat of an American-made sedan.


	“I know him,” said Ivo. “He’s the one we chased off the beach.” 


	Milos turned. Vuk and Ivo stood side by side. “You think he could be the one on the phone?” 


	Vuk shook his head. “Not the same voice. And the man we chased was too afraid of a fight to try anything like tonight.” 


	“I’m not so sure,” Ivo said, squinting at the screen. “We saw a man who did not want to fight, but I would not say he was afraid.” 


	Milos considered Ivo the more perceptive of the two. And he did not bleach his hair, which was another plus. “We must find this man.” 


	“No problem,” Dositej said. Milos turned and saw the image of the car frozen on the screen. Dositej was pointing to the bumper. “There’s his license plate.” 


	Milos felt a grin spreading across his face as he stared at the numbers. Whoever you are, he thought, I will find you. And I will make you wish you had never been born.
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	Luc cradled the bottle of 1959 Château Lafite-Rothchild in his arms like a baby. He smiled at the thought. He and Laurell had had no children—thank God… she probably would have turned them into monsters just like her—but his wines were a consolation. Better, in fact. Each year, instead of costing you more, a good wine increased in value as well as flavor.


	This Lafite, for instance. One of the finest ever produced, and never abandoned by its true parents. Every couple of decades or so Château Lafite sent over a team of experts from France to recork and top off its older vintages. This particular bottle had been recorked by the cMteau in the mideighties; they’d even affixed a label as proof.


	And a wine, unlike a wife or a child, will never break your heart.


	When Laurell had sued him for divorce, she’d added injury to insult by demanding half of his wine cellar. The slut knew nothing about wine—she drank white zinfandel and wouldn’t have been able to distinguish jug wine from premier cru. She wanted his only because she knew it was valuable and that splitting it up would break his heart.


	She’d wanted to hurt him. She’d already forgiven him for two affairs, but the third had sent her over the edge. He’d tried to tell her that none of them meant anything to him, and that was true; he’d sworn that he loved her and only her, but that of course wasn’t.


	When was the last time he’d loved? Curious question. He made love, but that was different. He preferred brief, intense affairs, where both parties went their own ways afterward with no strings.


	The ultimate had been that afternoon with Nadia. Such intensity, such abandon. He felt himself growing hard at the memory. Nadia hadn’t wanted strings then and maybe wouldn’t now. He’d love an encore, and he’d go for it if he were sure it wouldn’t interfere with her work. He’d have to wait and see. Stabilizing that molecule was the top priority.


	Another priority was packing this wine, the wine Laurell had coveted. She’d thought she’d crush him, but he’d anticipated her. As their marriage had deteriorated toward the breaking point, he’d methodically smuggled out his best bottles and substituted junk. Laurell wound up with a nice selection of vin ordinaire. She’d howled when she got the appraisal, but when asked which specific wines were missing, she hadn’t a clue.


	Luc gently nestled the Lafite into the excelsior-lined rack within the wooden packing crate, then took a sip of another wine and let it roll around on his tongue. He’d opened a 1982 Haut-Brion, a fabulous Graves, to help him through the ongoing chore of packing up his wine collection. All 600 bottles had to be removed from their temperature-controlled lockers and packed and ready to go within the next week or two.


	He was not taking any chances. He had great faith in Nadia, but stabilizing the Loki molecule might be beyond her, might be beyond anyone. And if she failed, he did not intend to be around on June 22 when Dragovic learned that he’d just received his last shipment of Loki. No, Luc would be back in France, and his wines with him.


	He hadn’t told Brad and Kent. He smiled, wondering if they were in their own homes right now, making similar preparations. He doubted it. They both had wives and children to tie them down. And they didn’t have anyplace to go.


	He’d leave them to the Serb. They deserved it. After all, they were the ones who’d got the company into this mess in the first place.


	He carried his glass out of the wine closet and through to his study. He would hate losing this grand place, but if as expected the creature died during the next few weeks, and if Nadia’s work didn’t show signs of real progress by mid-June, he would leave and never look back.


	He almost wished that would happen… to force him to turn his life upside down and start it up again—in a new place, as a new person.


	He picked up the vial of pale blue powder from his desk. This was it. A sample from the new batches being synthesized from last night’s blood sample. Loki… the stuff that had made him rich, the stuff that could ruin his life.


	Luc drained his glass. He would have loved another, but it was time to cab over to the warehouse and test the potency of this new batch.


	Luc’s stomach lurched… perhaps the last test he’d ever run. He wasn’t sure whether he wanted to laugh or scream.
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	Jack hung up and rubbed the flesh in front of his ears. That Thurston Howell lockjaw accent was tough on the jaw muscles. But he thought the call had accomplished its two purposes: first, to get Dragovic thinking he was the target of some snooty locals willing to take extreme measures to get him out of the neighborhood—ludicrous, but it would serve to muddy the waters for the next few days; second, to set up Dragovic for the call Jack would make after the Sunday night party; that was the pivotal point. If that call didn’t work, the whole plan would fall apart.


	He took one last look at Monnet’s building. The doctor wasn’t going anywhere at this hour. Time to head home for part deux of the Dr. Moreau festival: the Burt Lancaster-Michael York version from 1977. Not as atmospheric as Island of Lost Souls—Lancaster’s Moreau could never match the oozing perversity of Laughton’s—but Barbara Carrera’s presence went a long way toward making up for that.


	But as Jack turned to go he saw a cab pull up to the front entrance. The doorman opened the glass door and Dr. Monnet stepped out. Jack whirled and dashed up to Lexington where he’d parked the Buick.


	The night wasn’t over yet.
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	“I’m in!” 


	Doug pushed back from the keyboard and his chair rolled away on its casters. He felt like jumping up and doing a little dance but he was a lousy dancer. Instead he rose and headed for the kitchen, making a pit stop along the way. He grabbed another Jolt from the fridge, filled a bowl with Quisp and milk, and was back in front of his monitor in minutes.


	He crunched the cereal as he studied his screen. The internal blocks around the financial files had finally yielded to his assaults. He was in. He’d routed the call through Washington, D.C., this time. No chance of a back-trace, should anyone be trying.


	But now the real scut work began: making sense of all the numbers, finding the ones he wanted, and following the R & D money trail.


	He rubbed his hands together. Just like the old days. A long night ahead, but he was wired and ready to go. With the right amounts of sugar and caffeine singing through his veins, he wouldn’t have to stop until he’d tracked down what he wanted to know.


	SATURDAY
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	Belly-crawling along a steel beam twenty feet off the warehouse floor, Jack stopped and pinched his nose to stifle a sneeze.


	He could hear the building’s resident pigeons cooing and rustling in the corners behind him. He’d upset them by climbing through the skylight during their sleep time, but luckily not enough to send them into panicked flight. Jack guessed they slept in the corners, but it was obvious from the droppings on the beam beneath him that they spent plenty of time right here. Good thing he was in raggedy castoffs. This getup was not going to be salvageable.


	Jack had tailed Dr. Monnet from Carnegie Hill in Manhattan to its economic polar opposite in the old Marine Terminal area of Brooklyn, right off the BQE on the waterfront between Bay Ridge and Sunset Park. He hadn’t liked the idea of using his own car, but counting on a cab to stop for someone dressed in his current ragman ensemble would have been an iffy proposition.


	Monnet had stopped off at the GEM Pharma plant first, and Jack had been surprised to see the place lit up like Times Square. Its parking lot was crowded and the plant seemed to be going full tilt. GEM was running a third shift on a Saturday morning when every other factory around it was locked up tight. Business was evidently very good.


	Monnet didn’t stay long. Jack next followed him here, back to the same old brick warehouse he’d tailed him to earlier today. Jack had waited outside in the afternoon, and might have done the same tonight, but after watching one rough-looking down-and-outer after another being passed through what looked like a metal detector at the warehouse door, he decided he needed a look inside. Obviously the place was being used for more than just storage.


	The building was sealed tight at ground level, with no way up to the roof. But the neighboring building was abandoned and all but leaning against it. Jack had been able to break through a window, make his way to the roof, and then jump the narrow gap to this building.


	The interior was a single large open space, three stories tall, crisscrossed by supporting beams and girders, and mostly empty. Only one corner was occupied: a lit-up area covering less than a quarter of the floor had been walled off and partitioned but not roofed over.


	Jack eased himself farther along the beam, closer and closer to this glowing island in a dark sea until he could peer down into the two sections of the enclosure. The nearer area was brightly lit. Half a dozen men—the ones he’d seen entering through the metal detector—stood around a small table, drinking from numbered plastic cups.


	In an adjacent room beyond the far wall, the lights were lower; a number of indistinct forms huddled there, watching the front room through a cracked panel of tinted glass set in the wall that separated them.


	A voice came through the speaker set above the glass.


	“Be sure to finish all of your drink. We do not want you to become dehydrated during the test.” 


	Monnet’s voice? Jack had never heard him speak but had to assume that was him.


	“Everybody finished? ” 


	The men either held up their empty tumblers or said yes.


	“Excellent. Now, each participant will take his spot at the test station that matches the number on his cup.” 


	The men milled around, each eventually ending up before a “test station” that consisted of some sort of red vinyl cushion about the size of a bar pizza, set chest high into the wall; LED counters, each reading 000, rested at eye level over each.


	Jack slid closer for a better view of the “participants.” 


	“Good. Now, you’ve all been briefed on how the test works, but allow me to recap for you so that there are no mistakes. When the test is to begin, we will ring a bell. As soon as you hear the bell, you will begin punching the padded impact meter before you. This device measures the strength of each blow. The idea is to punch it as hard as you can as often as you can. You are scored for strength as well as speed, and your cumulative score registers on the readout above your impact meter. The one who ends with the highest score wins an extra two hundred dollars. I must emphasize that there are no losers tonight. Everyone gets three hundred dollars no matter what the score. Please remember that. Is everybody ready?” 


	Nods and a chorus of grunts.


	“Excellent. Now remember, don’t begin until you hear the bell. Ready… set…” 


	The bell rang and the men began hammering their fists against the pads, some using one hand, others going at it left-right-left.


	Jack, stretched out in pigeon guano, literally and figuratively above the fray, watched in bewildered fascination. What the hell was going on here?


	The guys putting more power into their blows weren’t matching the frequency of the ones with lighter, quick-shot styles, but for the first minute or so the scores stayed fairly even. Then Jack noticed one of the smaller fellows start to pull ahead. He had wide shoulders and short thick arms and was beating the crap out of his “impact device” with a rapid-fire two-handed assault.


	This wasn’t going unnoticed by the competition. Most of the men were glancing around, checking out their rivals’ score, which didn’t help their own. When they saw the little guy’s, they upped their efforts, pounding harder and faster, but still craning their necks to see what the leader was doing.


	He was pulling away, that was what he was doing. He was focused on that pad and he was going at it with everything he had.


	Jack could see the frustration building in the others—read it in the hunching of their shoulders and the quick glimpses he had of their faces as they glanced around while they bashed furiously on their pads. But no one was catching up to the little guy.


	Finally, one of the also-rans lost it. With a howl of rage he leaped from his station and began pounding on the little guy. As they traded powerful punches without seeming to feel them, they bumped into a third participant who immediately joined the fray. Within seconds all six were tangled in a wild, vicious brawl.


	As Jack watched, agog, he was reminded of the mindless violence of the museum steps. But worse: these guys could fight.


	Someone’s going to get killed, he thought.


	Then he noticed jets of yellow gas shooting from the walls. The mist enveloped the brawlers, making them cough, separate, and finally collapse. The gas settled over them like a heavy fog, then was drawn away through vents just above the floor line, leaving a tangle of unconscious forms.


	Jack realized that this obviously wasn’t the first brawl they’d had here and maybe not even the worst, considering the crack in the tinted observation glass, but the gas jets indicated that they had expected violence.


	What the hell was Monnet up to? And who was in that control booth with him?


	Jack slithered forward… just a few more inches to get a better angle on the control room. Had to be careful though. He was moving into the wash of light from the test room; he’d be visible from below if anyone looked up.


	He stopped as the door to the test area opened and three men stepped through. Weird-looking dudes—heavyset, thick-shouldered with no necks to speak of, all with short hair, pug noses, tiny ears, and beady eyes. Some sort of security force? They looked like they’d all come from the same cookie cutter, and the identical turtlenecks only reinforced the impression. Reminded Jack of the Beagle Boys from the old Uncle Scrooge comics.


	A lone figure remained in the control area. Jack could see him now: Monnet.


	What are you doing here, Doc? What are you looking for?


	Jack returned his attention to the worker types who were disentangling the unconscious brawlers and stretching them out on their backs. Where did Monnet find his “participants”? Better question: where had he found these strange-looking security guys?


	As Jack pressed the back of his hand against his nose to stifle another sneeze, he noticed one of the security men look up and freeze. He grunted and pointed up, directly at Jack. The others followed his point.


	They can’t possibly see me all the way up here in the dark, Jack thought. Can they?


	One of the three let out a cry that sounded an awful lot like the bay of a hound on the scent, and the three charged out of the testing area.


	Shit, I guess they can.


	Jack wasn’t going to wait around to see where they were going or how they expected to get up here. Suddenly he was late for the door.


	Did a one-eighty swivel on his belly and started crawling back the way he’d come. Moved as quickly as he could, scraping along through the guano, no longer worried about noise.


	“Who’s there?” called a voice, the same one that had given the “participants” their instructions, only now he sounded worried. Had to be Monnet. “Who’s up there? Come down at once!” 


	Jack kept crawling. Movement below caught his eye. Three shadowy forms were racing across the floor, separating, each to a different wall where they leaped and began to climb.


	Christ, they’re climbing the walls!


	No… not the walls themselves but the pipes and girders attached to them. These Beagle Boys were as strong and agile as they were strange-looking. And nowhere near as dumb as they looked. By splitting up they were reducing Jack’s escape options to one: up.


	Fortunately, that was where he wanted to go. But he’d never beat them at this pace. With a slow sick twist of his stomach, Jack realized that if he was going to escape he had to stand up and walk the beam—run, maybe. And he couldn’t wait until he’d steeled up his nerve—had to get up and go now.


	Wishing he’d taken gymnastics or at least balance-beam lessons somewhere along the course of his childhood, he pushed himself up to a crouch, one foot in front of the other, then rose to standing. Teetered for a heart-stopping instant as the beam seemed to tilt under him, then steadied himself. Arms out like a tightrope walker, he began shuffling toward the end of the beam.


	Eyes on the beam, not on the floor… eyes on the beam, not on the floor… he made it a litany as he slid his feet along, coughing in the cloud of guano he was kicking up. He arrived at one of the vertical beams. He’d had a bad time getting around it on the way in when he hadn’t been in a hurry; couldn’t let it slow him up now. Trusting in his reflexes and the muscular toning from his regular workouts, Jack clenched his teeth and swung himself around the beam and kept moving. Had a hairy moment when he picked up too much momentum and felt himself falling forward but somehow managed to maintain his balance.


	The wall lay twenty feet ahead; a narrow support ledge ran along it left and right from the beam. A brief dash to the left on that would take him back to the skylight. Chanced a quick glance around and saw two of the Beagle Boys making good time up the walls. The third was somewhere behind him and to his left. No way Jack was risking a look over his shoulder.


	He all but ran the last three steps to the wall and didn’t slow when he reached the ledge. With surer footing now he could move faster. Searched the shadows as he hustled toward the skylight and spotted the third Beagle far down the adjoining wall—just pulling himself up onto the ledge. Jack increased his speed. Had to reach that skylight first.


	Didn’t slow when he reached the corner—made the turn at his best speed and kept moving toward the skylight. The Beagle was on the ledge now, moving quickly—almost scampering—toward Jack. Didn’t seem the least bit afraid of the height or of falling. If he got to Jack before Jack reached the skylight…


	With a final desperation-fueled burst, Jack came abreast of the skylight and leaped off the ledge. Not a long jump—on the way in he’d been able to hang down and swing over to the wall ledge—but he had to be up and through before the Beagle Boy. Snagged the near edge backhanded and used his momentum to swing his legs up. When his sneakers caught the far edge he levered himself up and rolled out to the side. Soon as his body hit the roof he swiveled and slammed the skylight closed.


	A howl of frustration filtered through from below. With nothing but air below the skylight, there was no way to open it from inside without a pole, and Jack hadn’t seen one lying about.


	“Sorry, Fido,” he muttered; then he was on his way again.


	He hopped the alley to the abandoned building and quickly made his way down to ground level. The street was deserted as Jack beat it to his car. Once in the front seat, locked inside, he allowed himself a moment to catch his breath.


	What had he learned tonight? Had it been worth the risk?


	Definitely. Monnet was testing a drug and, from the way he was going about it, not a legal one. The way the human guinea pigs reacted to it reminded Jack too much of the preppy rioters the other night for it to be anything but the Berzerk stuff Robert Butler had told him about.


	Nadia wasn’t going to be happy to hear that her beloved boss was dabbling with Berzerk. The way she’d spoken of Monnet had led Jack to expect a halo hovering over his scalp. But halos tended to dim when you started poking into someone’s corners.


	Was Dragovic involved? Had to be. Even if he was miles away tonight, the whole situation reeked of him.


	Just as my clothes reek of pigeon guano. Jack started the engine. Time to get home and—


	The car rocked as a heavy weight slammed against the driver door with alarming force, startling a shocked shout out of Jack. He had a quick impression of a dark shape hammering at the window inches from his face as another began pounding on the passenger door. A third landed on the hood as Jack fumbled for the gearshift.


	The dog-faced security men had tracked him somehow.


	As soon as his hand found the shift he rammed the car into gear and stomped the gas. The two flanking attackers hung on for a few yards but lost their grip as the car accelerated. The third remained, pounding on the windshield, but he slid off during a sharp swerve to the left.


	Took a while for Jack’s heart to stop hammering. Maybe he’d skip The Island of Dr. Moreau tonight.
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	“Did you catch him?” Luc said as the three roustabouts shuffled through the door empty-handed.


	All three shook their heads in unison.


	“Do you know who he was or what he was doing here?” 


	A trio of shrugs.


	“Very well,” he said irritably. He pointed to the test subjects who were beginning to stir to consciousness. “Get them on their feet, pay them, and send them on their way.” 


	Luc returned to the control room so he wouldn’t be seen. He slumped into a chair behind the tinted glass and tried to imagine who could have been spying on him. Not the police, certainly. If that were the case, the street outside would be filled now with flashing red lights.


	One of Dragovic’s men then? For what purpose? Dragovic knew that Luc tested the potency of each new batch of Loki but had never shown the slightest interest in the how or the where.


	Perhaps just a common criminal, looking for something to steal. Lucky for him Prather’s roustabouts didn’t catch up to him.


	Forget him. Who cares who he is as long as he’s gone and keeps his mouth shut. I just want out.


	The readouts indicated that tonight’s strain of Loki was somewhat weaker than previous batches. He’d have to tell Dragovic to cut the new shipments less than the previous ones to maintain potency.


	I don’t care. I just want out.


	As Luc watched the roustabouts rousing the test subjects, he realized that although he had every reason to be sunk chin deep in a black depression, he felt strangely jubilant.


	Somewhere during the course of watching these low-life creatures pummel each other, he had come to an unconscious decision that now bubbled on the surface: I am getting out. No matter what, I am getting out.


	And that means I will never have to test another batch of Loki. Even if Nadia succeeds in stabilizing the molecule, I am walking away.


	Of course, he would much prefer to leave behind a stabilized molecule. That would allow him to sell his shares and retire in plain sight. The alternative—should Nadia come up empty—would force him to go into hiding.


	But one way or another, stabilized Loki or not, by this time next month Luc Monnet would be in France.


	He found himself whistling contentedly—when was the last time he had whistled?—as he waited impatiently for the last test subject to be paid and shoved out the door.


	Luc wanted to get home. He had wine to pack.
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	“This can’t be true,” Nadia said, her mouth going dry.


	“Take it or leave it,” Jack said with a shrug.


	Nadia stared at him in dismay. Jack had dropped into the diabetes clinic unannounced this morning and said he had a progress report. Nadia had brought him back to her office where they could have privacy. He’d sat down and begun telling her this surreal tale about Dr. Monnet sneaking off to some warehouse in Brooklyn where he oversaw a group of men who bashed walls and each other…


	How could she accept such a bizarre tale from a near-stranger? It was too much. Insane.


	Jack looked tired. She wondered if he might be into drugs, hallucinogens maybe. That would explain his story.


	“I don’t mean to doubt your word, but—” 


	“I think he was testing Berzerk,” Jack said.


	“What’s that?” 


	“Street name for a new designer drug I’ve been hearing about.” 


	“An illegal drug?” Nadia felt a surge of anger. She wanted to ask him if he’d been sampling some himself, but bit it back in time. “Oh, now you’ve gone too far!” 


	“I saw it in action the other night,” Jack said. “During the preppy riot. The way Monnet’s ‘participants’ acted last night reminded me of those homicidal preps I saw.” 


	“But not Dr. Monnet!” 


	Jack shrugged again. “You wanted a connection between your doc and the Serb. There you go.” 


	Feeling queasy, Nadia leaned back in her chair and squeezed her eyes shut. Milos Dragovic, reputedly dealing in anything illegal that turned a buck… Dr. Monnet, partner in a drug firm… a relationship between the two of them, hostile or not, what else could it be but drugs?


	“All right,” she said, opening her eyes. “If he is involved with this Berzerk stuff—and I’m not for an instant conceding that he is—it’s because he has no choice.” 


	“Whatever you say.” 


	“You think he’s a willing participant, don’t you.” 


	“I have no agenda here. I’m just telling you what I saw.” 


	“And I saw Dragovic roughing up Dr. Monnet!” 


	“Could have been a disagreement over how to split the profits.” 


	Nadia clenched her teeth to hold back a scream. “He is not in this willingly. Dragovic is holding something over him.” 


	Jack leaned forward. “OK. I’ll work on that end. But maybe you ought to be nosing into things at your end. If your guy is manufacturing something illegal like Berzerk, he’s probably using company equipment to do it.” 


	“All the production is done in… Brooklyn.” 


	Jack was nodding. “Yeah. Right down the street from the punch ‘em-up warehouse.” 


	Nadia sighed. “It looks bad, doesn’t it.” 


	“It do. It do indeed.” 


	“We have to help him.” An idea began to take root. “What does this Berzerk do?” 


	“Not sure, but from what I’ve seen, it makes you act crazy violent.” 


	“Really. Why on earth would someone want to take something like that?” 


	“A logical question. But logic doesn’t enter much into the druggie world. If it feels good, do it—and screw the side effects.” 


	“Can you get me some?” 


	Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Why? You want to try it?” 


	“Not a chance. But I have a machine at work that can analyze anything. If I can identify this Berzerk, I can run a match for it in the company’s database and see if there’s any record of it.” 


	“And if there is?” 


	She sighed. “Then we’ll have one piece of the puzzle.” 


	Jack pushed himself up. “I’ll get on it. Call you when I find some.” 


	A black mood settled over Nadia as she watched Jack go. Despite the warmth of her office she felt cold; she thrust her hands under her arms to warm them. Jack was supposed to help Dr. Monnet, yet he seemed to be gathering evidence against him. She had a bad feeling that this was not leading to a good place.
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	Doug couldn’t help but laugh as he poured himself another shot of Old Pulteney fifteen year old. As a rule, eight o’clock in the morning was a tad early for scotch, but what did “early” mean if you’d been up all night?


	He’d done it. It had taken him until dawn, but finally he’d tracked the GEM Basic R and D money to its final resting place.


	“Ho-ho-ho!” he said, toasting himself. “You are a clever one!” 


	But what good is a triumph if you can’t share it?


	He called Nadj at the clinic. First thing every morning, rain or shine, weekday or weekend, that was where she could be found. But the nurse told him she’d already left. He tried her home but her mother said she was at the lab and expected to be there all day.


	At the lab? On a Saturday? And then he remembered the million-dollar bonus offer. Yeah, he’d be working Saturdays and Sundays for something like that.


	He called her extension at GEM but she didn’t pick up, so he left her an enigmatic voice mail.


	“Hi, honey, it’s me. I did it. I found the answer to the question. I’ll tell you the whole story at lunch. Meet me twelve-thirty at the Gramercy Tavern and we’ll celebrate. Until then, think about hocking everything you own, begging, borrowing, and stealing every dime you can lay your hands on, and putting it all into GEM stock. Love ya. Bye.” 


	He grinned as he hung up. That ought to pique her interest.


	He yawned. Now for some shut-eye. God, he needed sleep.


	Doug finished his scotch, turned off the computer, turned off his cell phone, disabled the ringer on the house phone, and headed for the bed.


	No interruptions, just sleep, sleep, sleep.
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	“A dealer?” Abe said. “Plenty of dealers you know already. Why should you want to know another?” 


	He finished slathering margarine onto one of the kaiser rolls Jack had brought and took a huge bite.


	“Not just any dealer,” Jack said. “I need a guy who really knows his stuff. Somebody heavy into designer shit, who knows his chemistry and knows who’s making what.” 


	Jack had told Abe about his visit with Robert Butler and about the scene at the warehouse last night.


	“A chemist, you say.” Abe thought as he chewed.


	“The best man I can think of is Tom Terrific.” 


	Jack had heard the name but never met him. “I thought he was mostly crystal meth.” 


	“That’s his mainstay, but he dabbles in other things as well.” 


	“Think he’d know about Berzerk?” 


	“If it’s out there and people are buying it, Tom has probably figured how to make it.” 


	“Sounds like my man. Where can I find him?” 


	“Always a good question with Tom. He tends to keep on the move.” Abe pulled a little notebook from his shirt pocket and flipped through it. “Here it is.” 


	“You keep his number?” 


	“He’s a customer.” 


	Jack could see why a speed merchant would want to keep some firepower handy.


	“What did he buy?” 


	Abe did his baleful stare over the tops of his glasses. “A pizza, what else.” 


	“Come on, Abe. I just like to know what people are carrying out there.” 


	“You want I should tell people what you buy?” 


	“Well, no, but—” 


	“Then such things you shouldn’t ask. I am a priest and the basement is my confessional.” 


	Jack made a face but said no more. It had been worth a try.


	Abe dialed a number, spoke for half a minute, then hung up.


	“He’ll see you, but it’ll cost.” 


	“I’ve got to pay just to talk to him?” 


	“He says he’s a busy man. A hundred for fifteen minutes. A consultation, he calls it. Two o’clock this afternoon. And he wants me along because you he doesn’t know.” 


	“A hundred for you too?” 


	“I’m free,” Abe said, taking another bite of the kaiser and sprinkling poppy seeds all over the counter.


	As Jack mentally ran over the rest of the day, he watched Parabellum hop around pecking up the black specks and idly wondered if birds got high on poppy seeds. If Tom Terrific was at two, he’d have time to get out to Sal’s and arrange another shipment of party favors for tomorrow night’s soiree at Dragovic’s.


	He wondered how the Serb’s place had looked at first light this morning. Couldn’t have been pretty.
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	It’s still a shambles, Milos thought as he stood at his bedroom window and surveyed the grounds below. But not as much as it was an hour ago, and much more of a shambles than it will be an hour from now.


	The workmen were making good progress. It hadn’t been easy to find them. Milos had spent a lot of time on the phone last night threatening, cajoling, and calling in a slew of favors to get these men out here on a holiday weekend, not to mention offering triple time and a 30 percent on-time completion bonus.


	But the place had to be fixed up in time for tomorrow night’s party. He could not allow the beautiful people of the Hamptons to see his place in anything less than perfect shape.


	And he could not allow a word of last night’s madness to reach the press. He had sworn his staff and last night’s guests to secrecy. Most of them would comply, the former out of fear, the latter because none of them had acquitted himself particularly well during the tumult.


	As for today’s workers, they would see the tires and the damage but he doubted they could reconstruct what had happened. They’d probably say that the Slippery Serb must throw some awfully strange parties.


	Of their own accord, Milos’s hands knotted in fists. Who?


	The question had plagued him all night. That he’d been attacked by a group calling itself the East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee had seemed absurd at first; yet when he considered that the assault had been aimed at his pride rather than his person, it became more believable. Whoever had planned it had not only guts, but a cruel and crafty mind. And that would be more in line with a clique of outraged locals than one of his hard-assed competitors. They would have dropped napalm.


	“May I come in?” 


	Milos turned at Mihailo’s voice. He sounded excited.


	“What is it, Mihailo?” 


	The communications man stepped through the doorway and glanced about through his thick glasses. Probably hoping to catch Cino undressed, Milos thought. But after watching her in that thong bikini she’d worn around the pool yesterday—and Milos had no doubt every male in the household had ogled her at one point or another—what was left to see?


	“Remember that license plate we saw on the surveillance tape last night? I had a contact in the DMV trace it.” 


	“And?” 


	“It’s registered to a Gia DiLauro who lives on Sutton Square in the city.” 


	“You mean Sutton Place.” 


	“That was what I thought,” he said, running a hand through his thinning hair. “So I checked. Sutton Square is a little cul-de-sac off Sutton Place at the very end of East Fifty-eighth Street. Eight town houses at most. Very exclusive.” 


	“But didn’t you tell me the call was made from a pay phone in the East Eighties?” 


	Mihailo shrugged. “That’s where the trace went.” 


	Milos remembered the drab Buick on the tape last night. “A very ordinary car for someone at such a fancy address.” 


	“I know. Could be a live-in maid.” 


	“Could be.” 


	Milos pondered this. If the owner had been from Jackson Heights or Levittown, he’d have dropped it. But if this Gia DiLauro was rich enough or connected to someone rich enough to live in an exclusive spot on the East Side—only thirty blocks from where that arrogant shit called last night—she easily could be connected to someone with a place out here. So she or someone close to her could be involved with the so-called protection committee.


	“Tell Vuk and Ivo I want to see them.” 


	They’d seen the couple on the beach. He’d send them into the city to check on this Gia DiLauro. If she was the same woman, they’d find out the name of the man.


	And if he or she was in any way involved…


	Milos ground a fist into his palm until it hurt.


	The phrase scorched earth lingered in his mind.
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	“… Until then, think about hocking everything you own, begging, borrowing, and stealing every dime you can lay your hands on, and putting it all into GEM stock. Love ya. Bye.” 


	The words echoed in Nadia’s head as she walked down a sunny Park Avenue South—a different Park Avenue from the Waldorf neighborhood farther uptown. The sidewalks here were lined with office buildings and businesses instead of luxury residences.


	She’d listened to the message twice on her voice mail before deleting it. Doug had sounded so strange. He’d probably been up all night, and that would explain it, but still… she wasn’t sure she liked this manic side of him.


	And worse, this was distracting her from her work. Not that she was getting anywhere. She’d spent yesterday and all this morning reviewing Dr. Monnet’s failed approaches, and it seemed to her that he’d exhausted every possible route. Then she’d reviewed her predecessor’s notes and seen that Macintosh had come up with new approaches, but none of those had worked either. Where to go from here? It was frustrating the hell out of her.


	Nadia walked along tree-lined Twentieth Street until she came to the Gramercy Tavern. She wound her way through the crowded front room with its bar, wooden floors, and bare tables, and spotted Doug waving to her from the rear dining area. Carpeting and tablecloths back here.


	She smelted scotch on his breath as he kissed her and pulled out her chair. His eyes were bright with triumph.


	“How did you ever get a table?” she said as she sat.


	The Gramercy was one of the city’s hotter restaurants.


	“Holiday weekend,” Doug said. “All the regulars are out of town, I guess. Can I order you a chardonnay?” 


	Nadia shook her head. “Just an iced tea.” She was heading back to the lab after this.


	“Aw, come on,” he said, grinning. “We’re celebrating.” 


	“Celebrating what, Doug?” she said, feeling an edge creep into her voice. “You call and leave this strange message, then when I try to call back I can’t get through on any of your phones—” 


	“I pulled an all-nighter and was trying to get some sleep.” 


	“I figured that, but meanwhile I’m left in the dark.” 


	Doug reached across and took her hand. “Sorry. I’ve had tunnel vision for the last couple of days. A hack isn’t something you can snack at-—you know, do a little bit now, take a break, come back and do a little bit latter. It’s like a supercomplex juggling act where you keep trying to get more and more balls into the air. Once you’ve got them moving and you’ve found the rhythm, you’ve got to stay with them. If you stop, even for a short nap, you lose the cadence and they all come crashing down. Then you’ve got to go back and start again with ball one.” 


	The waiter arrived with their menus and a bread basket. Doug ordered Nadia’s iced tea.


	“But why go to all that trouble?” she said when they were alone again. “You’re risking—” 


	“Because I’ve been lied to,” he said, his mouth taking a grim turn. “They were keeping things from me and I was determined to find out what.” 


	“And are you satisfied now?” Nadia said, squeezing his hand and praying he’d say yes.


	He shook his head. “Not completely.” 


	“Oh, Doug,” Nadia said, feeling her heart sink, “you’re not going to keep this up, are you?” 


	He grinned. “Nope. It’s too wearing. I still don’t know why the company’s paying me commissions on sales I’m not making, but at least they’re not cheating me, so I can let that go. And I did learn one answer I was looking for—the one that concerns you—so I feel I can back off with my pride intact.” 


	A twinge of alarm ran down Nadia’s neck. “Me? What concerns me?” 


	“Your subsidiary. I found where all the research and development money is going.” 


	Nadia couldn’t help but ask. “Where?” 


	“Stock.” Another grin. He looked like a little boy who’d found pirate treasure. “They’re using every spare penny to buy back company stock.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “And let’s not mention the company by name, OK? Just in case.” 


	Nadia glanced around. In case what? He didn’t think he was being followed, did he?


	“No, I’m not paranoid,” he said, as if reading her mind, “but you never know.” He straightened. “Anyway, I matched the timing of the stock purchases to a graph of the stock price, and it seems that every time the price takes a little dip, they buy up a bunch of it.” 


	“Propping up the price? Why would they do that?” 


	“I can’t imagine. But I can imagine why they’d be secretly hoarding a load of stock. Think about it: if you had insider knowledge that the stock price was going to jump, wouldn’t you want to pick up as many shares as possible—without tipping anyone off, of course.” 


	“But that’s not only illegal, it’s stupid. And as the principals in the company, they each must hold a ton of shares already.” 


	He shrugged. “Since when does greed know limits? The important thing is that they must think the stock is going to be very valuable. And that, my dear, is a good thing to know.” 


	Nadia caught herself running through the sources she might tap for a loan and pulled up short.


	“Why?” She couldn’t keep the note of reproach out of her tone. “So we can use this stolen information and load up on shares?” 


	Doug glanced away, then back at her. “Does sound tacky, doesn’t it.” He sighed. “Easy money… it’s such a high. I suppose I’m as vulnerable as the next guy. Seemed like a great idea… get that start-up money and go to work for myself. Now, sitting here with you, it seems kind of sleazy.” 


	“I can’t quite take on the holier-than-thou role. For a few moments there I was thinking about how a windfall from a sure thing like that could affect my mother’s standard of living—and my own.” 


	“What’s that make us?” 


	“Human, I guess. Though some people would call us stupid humans for not jumping on it.” 


	Doug caressed the back of her hand. “I’ll never feel stupid if I’m with you.” 


	She laughed. “How many scotches have you had?” 


	He only smiled and she knew the love in his eyes was reflected in her own.


	They sat in silence for a while. Finally Nadia voiced a question that had been bothering her. “What I’d like to know is what do they have up their sleeves that makes them so sure the stock is going to jump?” 


	“Only two things I can think of.” Doug held up a finger. “They’re expecting a takeover bid.” Another finger popped up alongside the first. “Or… they’re expecting a major breakthrough, like a new product that’s going to take the market by storm.” He pointed both fingers at Nadia. “Hey… maybe it’s the project you’re working on. Maybe you’re the key to the company’s future.” 


	Me? A queasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. The best she could say about the status of the project under her captaincy was that it was becalmed and rudderless.


	“If that’s the case,” she said, “I think we’d be better off leaving our money in the bank. And maybe I will have that chardonnay.” 
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	“I don’t know how you manage it,” Kent Garrison said with a note of hostility as Luc stepped into the conference room. Kent was stuffed into a pink golf shirt that matched the flush of his ample cheeks. “But somehow you always manage to be the last to arrive.” 


	Up yours, Luc thought, but managed an ingenuous smile instead. “Just lucky, I guess.” 


	Kent had called about an hour ago, saying, “We’ve caught the culprit,” and that they needed an emergency meeting. He’d say no more, but Luc knew what he meant: the software people had tracked the hacker who’d broken into the GEM system.


	Kent sneered. “What were you doing—counting your wine bottles?” 


	That brought Luc up short. Did they know? He glanced quickly at the usually dapper Brad Edwards. He looked terrible. Wrinkled shirt, half-combed hair, glazed eyes, slack expression—was he on tranquilizers?


	“Counting his wine bottles,” Brad said with a dull laugh. “That’s a good one.” 


	“I had to cancel plans,” Luc said. A lie. His only plans had been to continue packing his wine. “Plus I was up late at the test session.” 


	“Oh, right,” Brad said, looking apologetic. “How’d it go?” 


	Kent held up a hand before Luc could answer. “Close the door first.” 


	“It’s Saturday morning,” Luc said. “We’re the only ones here.” 


	Kent shook his head. “Not quite. Your new researcher is signed into the lab.” 


	“Really?” Luc had to smile. “Amazing what the offer of a million-dollar bonus will do.” He pulled the door shut and latched it, then sat down. “Couldn’t we have discussed this in a conference call?” 


	“Our computer’s been hacked,” Kent said, leaning back and stretching the fabric of his golf shirt over the bloat of his belly. “How do we know our phones aren’t tapped?” 


	The possibility startled Luc, especially in light of the uninvited guest at the test session. He told his two partners about it.


	“Someone was spying on us?” Brad said, his lower lip jutting.


	“I can’t say for sure,” Luc said. “He may simply have been some sort of squatter who thought the building was deserted. After all, we only use it once a month.” 


	Brad turned to Kent. “Do you think he’s connected to Gleason?” 


	“Gleason?” Luc said, alarm tugging at the inner wall of his chest. He knew only one Gleason. “You don’t mean our sales rep, do you? What about him?” 


	“He’s our hacker,” Kent said.


	Luc slumped back in his chair. “Oh, no.” 


	“Yeah,” Kent said, his face reddening. “One of our own.” 


	“Whatever happened to loyalty?” Brad was saying, looking around as if the answer were going to pop out of the air. “First Macintosh, now Gleason. I can’t stand it.” 


	“Has he made any demands?” Luc said.


	Kent shook his head. “Not yet. But he will.” 


	“How do we know that?” 


	“He broke the financial codes.” 


	“Damn it!” Luc said, anger burning through the alarm. “I thought the software people said they’d stop him!” 


	Brad fidgeted. “We told them to trace him, then stop him. They spent all night trying to trace him. The sysop in charge overnight said Gleason’s very good. The only way they managed to identify him was through a signature code transmitted by his computer.” 


	“I don’t understand,” Luc said.


	“He was using a company laptop!” Kent shouted, hammering the table. “That’s how he got through the fire wall. He used the goddamn computer we gave him, the sonovabitch!” 


	“Why would he do such a thing?” Brad said.


	Luc ignored him. “Then you think he knows about the repurposing of the R & D funds?” 


	Listen to me, Luc thought. Repurposing. What an inane euphemism.


	“Who knows?” Kent said. “The sysop said he was in the middle of all the numbers. If that was what he was looking for, he found it.” 


	“What’ll we do?” Brad said.


	“Same thing we did with Macintosh,” Kent said, fixing Luc with his gaze. “We hire your buddy Ozymandias Prather.” 


	“No,” Luc said. He wouldn’t be a party to another death. “You yourself said he hasn’t made any demands or any threats. He—” 


	“Only a matter of time,” Kent said.


	Brad was nodding. “Why else would he be snooping around in our computer?” 


	Luc didn’t have an answer for that.


	“I have a worse scenario,” Kent said. “Gleason and the spy in the warehouse could be working together—for Glaxo or Roche or who knows.” 


	“Aren’t we getting a little paranoid?” 


	“With good reason!” Brad said. “We’ve got that crazy Serb on one side and the DEA on the other. We’ve got nowhere to turn!” 


	Kent slapped his hand on the table. “Look. It doesn’t matter if Gleason’s an industrial spy, a greedy bastard, or a goody-two-shoes potential whistle blower, he’s got to go.” 


	“You’re talking about a man’s life here,” Luc said.


	“Damn right I am!” Kent shouted, reddening as he leaned forward. “Mine! And if I have to choose between my skin and some disloyal nosy bastard’s, guess who gets my vote!” 


	“Listen to us,” Brad said softly as he pressed the heels of his palms over his eyes. “Voting on killing a man like we’re voting on some minor corporate policy change.” 


	“You know something?” Kent said. “It’s not so hard the second time. We’ve done it once already. In for a penny, in for a pound, as they say.” He raised his hand. “I vote yes.” 


	Brad lifted his hand. “Me too, I guess. I don’t see any other way.” He shifted his watery gaze between Luc and Kent. “You know what we’ve become? We’ve all become Dragovics.” 


	Luc’s inability to deny the awful truth of those words sickened him. “I wish I’d never heard of Loki.” 


	“You wish?” Kent said, jabbing his finger at Luc’s face. “How about us? This is all your fault! If you hadn’t started fucking around with that goddamn thing’s blood, we wouldn’t be in this mess!” 


	Luc’s thoughts flashed back to the strange phone call he’d received last fall. Someone calling himself Salvatore Roma, saying he was a professor of anthropology and telling Luc he should pay a visit to a traveling “oddity emporium” that was stopped for the weekend in the village of Monroe on Long Island. Professor Roma had said there was an odd creature there with extremely interesting components in its blood. “Look into them, Doctor,” the soft, cultured voice had said. “I guarantee you will find them most interesting.” 


	Luc had made a few calls and had learned that indeed there was a tent show in Monroe for the weekend. Suspecting he was being hoaxed, but curious nonetheless, he’d made the trip and bought a ticket. When he saw the strange creature he assumed it was a fake, but it was an awfully good fake. So he introduced himself to Prather who seemed almost desperate to identify the creature. Because of this, he allowed Luc to take—for a fee—a sample of its blood.


	And in that sample Luc found what he would later dub the Loki molecule. He isolated it, synthesized it, and began testing the blue powder on mice and rats. The results were disturbing. The mice, who usually clustered together in friendly piles for mutual warmth, began running around in bursts of frenzied activity and attacking one another. Their cages became miniature slaughterhouses. The rats, who were caged singly, would chew at the wire mesh of their cages until their mouths were bloody ruins, and leap to attack whenever one of the techs opened a cage door.


	Luc had tried to reach this Professor Roma but could find no trace of him at any New York college. He cursed himself for not finding out how to contact the man.


	Unknown to Luc, one of his research techs had a cocaine habit. To curry favor or perhaps to work a deal on a buy, the tech pilfered samples of the Loki powder and gave them to his supplier. These somehow found their way to Milos Dragovic.


	Luc had known nothing of this at the time. As it was, he couldn’t devote the time he needed to delve fully into the properties of this strange molecule, and perhaps he should have kept closer track of the Loki stock, but he’d been distracted by GEM Pharma’s financial crisis.


	“I also wish I’d never heard of TriCef!” Luc shouted, anger surging as he snapped back to the present. “I didn’t put this company on the brink of financial ruin by wagering its future on the success of a single product!” 


	“The vote to invest in TriCef was unanimous,” Brad reminded him.


	“Yes, I went along,” Luc admitted, “but only because I couldn’t get on with my work with you two badgering me constantly.” 


	GEM had been doing well, extremely well, with generic Pharmaceuticals, but Kent and Brad wanted to boost the company from its small-time, also-ran status into a major. Luc had reluctantly agreed to their plan to buy world rights to a new third-generation cephalosporin that was supposed to blow all the other broad-spectrum antibiotics out of the water. They put the company deep into debt to launch TriCef. And TriCef tanked.


	Then, to their shock, Milos Dragovic appeared and offered to buy the blue powder Luc had been experimenting with. He said he would take all they could produce for an undisclosed market overseas. They’d been wary, but not wary enough. What they’d known of Dragovic then came from the papers where he was portrayed as a rather glamorous if shady character. And he was offering a lot of money…


	“If GEM had been solvent when Dragovic approached us,” Luc said, “we could have—we would have laughed him off. But as it was, we were faced with the choice of either throwing in with him or going Chapter Eleven.” 


	The Dragovic money would pull them back from the brink, so they agreed to gear a percentage of their production facility to the stuff Luc called Loki.


	“The proverbial offer we couldn’t refuse,” Kent said.


	“We had a choice,” Luc said. “We could have bit the bullet and refused. But we didn’t.” 


	Luc knew he had been right there on the line with his two partners, voting an enthusiastic yes—anything to save their financial hides.


	Brad moaned. “But if we’d only known what the stuff could do, what he’d do with it.” 


	“Let’s not kid ourselves,” Luc said. “You knew from my reports that it increased aggression tenfold in rodents; and none of us was so naive as to believe someone like Dragovic had a legitimate use in mind.” 


	Luc later learned that Dragovic had performed impromptu human studies with the samples. He’d discovered that a little of the blue powder imparted an intense euphoria, an on-top-of-the-world feeling. A larger amount elicited outbursts of mindless violence at the slightest provocation, sometimes with no provocation at all.


	Dragovic had found an instant market in his gunrunning customers, so he sent the first shipments to his contacts in the various Balkan militias. Word spread like wildfire through the military underground and soon every military and paramilitary organization—from the Iraqis and the Iranians to the Israelis and Hamas—wanted a supply.


	Dragovic set up a dummy corporation in Rome where he received bulk quantities of Loki shipped from GEM as TriCef. There his people filled capsules and pounded out tablets to distribute Loki throughout the world.


	“Yeah,” Kent said, “but we thought his market was a bunch of Third World military crazies who’d kill each other off and that would be it.” 


	“Right,” Brad said. “Who ever dreamed it would become a street drug right in our own backyards?” 


	Luc couldn’t help laughing.


	“What’s so fucking funny?” Kent shouted.


	“I ought to call Mr. Prather and see if he has use for ethical contortionists!” 


	“Don’t push me, Luc,” Kent gritted through his teeth.


	“That’s not fair,” Brad said. “I’ve been tortured by this.” 


	“Really?” Luc said. He didn’t know why he was feeling so hostile. Almost as if he’d taken some of that damn drug himself. “I haven’t noticed a big surplus in your draw account.” 


	Brad averted his gaze.


	The truth was that the huge profits from Loki had salved all their consciences. The drug had turned GEM Pharma into a money machine—a self-laundering money machine from which all the income derived from Loki was cleaned up by declaring it as profit from international sales of TriCef.


	Kent had devised an almost perfect system. GEM synthesized the drug in its heavily automated Brooklyn plant where the few employees needed to maintain the production line thought they were manufacturing an antibiotic. GEM records showed bulk shipments of TriCef to Rome. From there the drug traveled such a tortuous path of cutting and packaging and repackaging that by the time the pills reached America their trail was so attenuated that it would be virtually impossible to trace them back to GEM.


	Atop all that was the added safety factor of the un-consumed Loki spontaneously converting to an inert compound every new moon.


	Loki had made them all very rich, but also guilty, trapped, and desperate.


	And paranoid.


	Dragovic’s mercurial moods were not their only worry. A few months ago Brad had brought up the possibility of a hostile takeover by another corporation. The purchase of a controlling percentage of GEM stock would inevitably lead to exposure of their secret. To head that off they had been funneling the funds earmarked for basic research into the repurchase of their own company’s stock.


	What a catastrophic mess.


	Luc sighed and closed his eyes; he pictured himself in a tiny rural cafe in Provence, sipping dark, rich coffee while the owner’s cat basked nearby in a sunny window.


	In three weeks I’ll be out of this. Just three weeks.


	But if Gleason blew the whistle… Luc’s bucolic vision shifted from rural France to a jail cell right here in Manhattan.


	He opened his eyes and fixed Brad, the company comptroller. “Prather will want cash, in advance. It’s Saturday. How will you—?” 


	“I’ll get it,” Brad said. “Same amount as for Macintosh, I assume. I’ll have it for you by this afternoon.” 


	“One more thing we need to consider: Gleason has some sort of relationship with our new researcher.” 


	Kent clapped his hands against the sides of his head and tugged on his red hair. “Aw, shit! How close?” 


	“I can’t say. I do know he recommended her for the job, but beyond that…” Luc shrugged.


	“Dear God,” Brad said. “Can’t anything be simple? What if they’re close? We don’t want to do anything to distract her from her work! You’ve got to find out!” 


	Luc rose. “I’ll do my best.” 


	“In the meantime,” Kent told Brad, “get the cash together.” 


	As Luc turned and reached for the door, Brad’s voice was a low moan behind him. “How long can we keep this up?” 


	Brad was unraveling before their eyes.


	Hang on just a little longer, Brad, Luc thought. Just a few more weeks. After that, you can dissolve into a quivering mass of Jell-O for all I care.
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	“If Abe vouches for you,” Tom Terrific said, “that’s good enough for me. But I’d like my consultation fee up front if you don’t mind.” 


	‘Take a check?” Jack said.


	Tom Terrific acknowledged the patent absurdity with a smile that revealed small yellow teeth spaced like kernels on a stunted ear of corn. His forehead went back even farther than Abe’s, but he was much thinner, and the long salt-and-pepper hair growing off the rear half of his scalp was twisted into a single braid. He looked to be in his late forties, slightly hunched posture, painfully thin, wearing torn jeans and a sleeveless Mighty Ducks sweatshirt that revealed a showroom of tattoos up and down his arms. The Harley-Davidson insignia clung to his wasted left deltoid; a big red “1%” was engraved on his right. If Uncle Creepy had been a Hell’s Angel, he’d have looked like Tom Terrific.


	“I see you’re into ink, Mr. Terrific,” Jack said as he pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his back pocket. “You into bikes too?” 


	The massive rottweiler in the corner leaped to his feet and growled as Jack’s hand moved toward Tom Terrific with the money.


	“Easy, Manfred,” he said without turning his head. “He’s only giving Daddy some bread.” To Jack: “Hey, call me Tom, Okay. The Terrific’s just for kicks, y’know? And as for being a biker, yeah, I used to ride. Dropped outta Berkeley and rode with a Fresno gang for about ten years. Used to weigh in at an eighth of a ton too. But those days are gone. I now live the life of a pharmaceutical artiste.” 


	Jack glanced around the basement apartment. Abe had led him down here to a narrow cobblestone street just south of Canal in Chinatown where Tom Terrific was probably the only non-Asian resident. His furnished apartment sat under a Thai restaurant, although furnished was probably a euphemism. The rug and furniture looked like the kind of stuff that people put out on the curb but nobody would haul away, not even the sanit men.


	A long way from the digs of that other pharmaceutical artiste, Dr. Luc Monnet.


	“What do you want to know?” Tom said as he tucked away the bill. “Looking to start your own operation?” 


	Jack shook his head. “Just want to know about Berzerk. Heard of it?” 


	“Heard of it?” Tom Terrific snorted. “Course I heard of it. Just wish I could make the damn stuff.” 


	‘Tom Terrific can’t make it?” Abe said as he eased himself into a threadbare lounger. “I’ve always heard that if you can’t make it, it can’t be made.” 


	“True up till this new stuff arrived. But lemme tell you, man, it’s got me stumped.” He grinned again. “But I’m not alone. Got the feds stumped too. They keep trying to class it as a CDS—” 


	“Seedy what?” Jack said.


	“CDS—controlled dangerous substance—but they can’t seem to pin down its molecular structure. Which, considering the equipment those fuckers got, must be real complex. But I’m not surprised. I mean, it’s one fucking elegant drug from the distribution standpoint because it degrades into an inert substance after a while.” He cackled. “Driving the feds and the cops nuts, man. They bust somebody with the stuff and by the time arraignment comes around, the evidence ain’t a drug no more.” 


	“The preppy riot guy!” Jack said, snapping his fingers. “They had to let him go because they said someone pulled a switch with the evidence.” 


	Tom Terrific was shaking his head. “No switch. The stuff just changed. That’s what happens, man: every bit, no matter where it is, goes inert at exactly the same time. Ain’t it cool? You gotta use it or lose it. The dude who dreamed this one up has got to be the fucking Einstein of molecular biologists.” 


	Jack couldn’t help recalling Nadia’s glowing praise for her hero, Dr. Monnet, about how brilliant he was.


	The pieces were falling into place, but Nadia was not going to like the picture.


	“If I was a customer,” Abe said, “I should be pretty mad if my stuff goes dead on me like that.” 


	Tom Terrific shrugged. “If it does, it’s your fault. The stuff comes with an expiration date.” 


	“But what is it?” Jack said.


	“The million-fucking-dollar question. I can tell you what it’s not, and it’s not speed. Lemme tell you, I know everything there is to know about amphetamines, and this stuff ain’t even a distant relative. Not an opiate or a barbiturate or a clone of PCP or Ecstasy either. Stuff’s something entirely different. It magnifies whatever aggressive tendencies you have.” 


	“And what if you don’t have any?” Jack said.


	“Everybody’s got ‘em. It’s the beast in all of us, man; it’s just that some of us are farther from the trees than others. I call it BQ: beast quotient.” 


	“‘The stubborn beast flesh


	“What?” 


	“Just a line from a movie I was watching the other night.” 


	“Yeah, well, lemme tell you, a normal-size hit’ll send a guy who’s already violence-prone—you know, with a high BQ—right over the edge. A heavy dose can make even Casper the Friendly Ghost blow his top. Nobody’s immune.” 


	“Just what the world needs,” Abe said. “More blown tops. Who would make such a thing? For what purpose?” 


	“I hear it got its start in paramilitary units overseas but moved into the consumer market like schnell, man. And lemme tell you, whoever’s marketing this shit is another kinda whiz. They’re selling it in all shapes and sizes, with names geared to specific target markets. If they’re going after the gangbangers and such, they call it Berzerk—that’s their most popular brand—but it’s also called Terminator-X, Eliminator, Predator, Executioner, Uzi, Samurai, Killer-B, and so on.” 


	“How big a market can that be?” 


	“Not huge, but just the tip of the iceberg, it turns out. Once it caught on with the jocks and the suits—” 


	“Jocks and suits?” Jack said. “What the hell do they want with it?” 


	“Aggression, man. Aggression! You can be the new Air Jordan or John Elway or Warren Buffet or Bill Gates. All you need is an edge, and this stuff—in the right amount, of course, in a fine-tuned dose—gives it to you. The jocks are buying Touchdown, Goal, Slam-Dunk, Victory, Ninety-Yard-Dash, and TakeDown—different names, same shit. The stuff’s replacing anabolic steroids as most abused substance in scholastic and professional sports. You heard about what happened at the Knicks game last night, right?” 


	Jack shook his head but saw Abe nodding.


	“Can’t believe you missed it, man. Leon Doakes, that new wide-body forward for the Knicks? He took the Pistons’ little point guard—can’t remember his name but he was driving the lane and floating past Doakes all night, making him look like a lead-footed jerk. Anyway, Doakes finally has enough so he just picks up this guard and tosses him into the stands. Tosses him! Guy landed in the sixth row!” Another cackling laugh. “I flipped around to all the news shows; caught the replay five times, man. It was awesome. And I’ll bet you anything they were both ripped on Slam-Dunk.” 


	“You said suits too?” 


	“Yeah. They get the mildest forms—I’ve heard of names like Success, Prosperity, CEO. Yessiree, lots of white-collar types are bringing it into the boardrooms. The stuff is spreading like wildfire. It’ll be everywhere soon. The ultimate growth market. I’d love to hitch a ride on that train but it’s just too tough a molecule for a small operation like mine.” 


	“Who is making it, then?” Jack said.


	Tom Terrific shrugged. “Don’t know. I tried to find out, see if I could maybe get a line on its molecular structure, but I ran into a wall, man—a Serbian wall.” 


	“Dragovic?” 


	“You got it. And that’s when I stopped poking around. Lemme tell you, I ain’t lookin’ to mess with him.” 


	Another piece falling into place.


	“No other players?” Jack said.


	“Dragovic’s organization seems to have a lock on the supply. Near as I can gather, the source is in Europe somewhere. Makes sense, since that’s where the stuff first appeared.” 


	Here was a piece that didn’t fit. If Monnet and his company were behind Berzerk, it seemed logical they’d be making it here in the U.S. where they had a plant. What better cover for illegal drug manufacturing than a legal operation?


	“Got any you can sell me?” Jack said.


	“Berzerk? Nothing active. But I’ve got some in the inert state I was working on till it changed. When the preppy guy’s turned, so did mine. I’ll just give you some of that. No damn good to me anymore.” He motioned Jack toward the back room.


	“I’ll stay out here,” Abe said. “I want to take notes on your decor so I can maybe duplicate it in my own place.” 


	The back room was Tom Terrific’s lab. He was known to specialize in speed—ice specifically—and Jack had heard that his product got high marks from folks who were into the stuff.


	When he turned on the light, a panicked horde of roaches scuttled for the corners and disappeared.


	“Excuse the little guests, man. They weren’t invited, but lemme tell you, they’re a fact of life when you live under a restaurant.” 


	Manfred the rottweiler had followed Jack and his master to the rear room but didn’t enter. Jack immediately knew why. The place smelled like a high school chemistry lab with the drama club doing the experiments—a mixture of paint thinner and dirty cat litter. Trays of white paste sat on benches with fans blowing over them. An exhaust fan in the corner ran into a shiny new galvanized duct that ran up through the ceiling, but the room still stank.


	“Just out of curiosity,” Jack said, “what do you get for an ounce of the stuff you make?” 


	“Ounce? Hey, I sell it by the gram, man. My stuff is pure, and my tweakers know it’s a long high.” He gave Jack a sidelong look. “Why do you want to know?” 


	“Well, you’re practically a legend. You’ve got to be able to afford better digs than this.” 


	“Oh, I can, man, and someday I will. But creature comforts aren’t the important thing now. I’m an artist, you see, and I need to stay close to my work.” 


	Everybody’s an artist these days, Jack thought.


	“And one of the things about my art is that the, um, materials I use, especially the solvents, have got telltale odors that can bring the heat down on you PDQ. So what I’ve done is hooked into the hood over the stove in the restaurant upstairs. My fumes mix with their cooking odors and they all come out together on the roof. Pretty cool, huh.” 


	“Very,” Jack said. His eyes were burning from the fumes and he wanted to get out of here. “What about the Berzerk?” 


	“Right over here,” he said and started fumbling through a pile of glassine envelopes. “I only deal to finance my art, you know, and lemme tell you, I’m working on something that’ll make Berzerk last week’s news. I call it Ice-Nine. One hit will give a smooth, utterly bodacious high that’ll last a week. It’s my Holy Grail. When I reach it, I’ll be fulfilled. That’s when I’ll retire, but not a minute before. Ice-Nine or bust, man.” 


	Right on, Sir Gawain.


	“Here ‘tis,” Tom Terrific said, holding up a small clear envelope with a layer of yellow powder in its lower corner. “It’s some sort of blue in its active state—” 


	“Just what kind of blue is ‘some sort’?” Jack said.


	“You know,” he said with a wavering, uncertain smile, “I can’t really say. Ain’t that weird. I’ve been working with the stuff for the past coupla weeks, seen it every day, but I can’t quite remember its color. But I know it wasn’t yellow. Yellow means it’s gone inert.” He handed the envelope to Jack. “Here. Take it.” 


	“All of it?” 


	“Sure. I was gonna throw it out anyway.” 


	“How about some of the active form, just for comparison.” 


	Tom Terrific’s ponytail whipped back and forth as he shook his head. “Don’t have any. There’s always a lag in supply after the old stuff goes inert. The new stuff won’t show up for another day or so.” 


	“Strange way to do business,” Jack said.


	“Tell me about it. Was me, I’d have the new stuff out Day One after the old stuff crashed.” He shrugged. “But who knows? Maybe they’ve got a good reason.” 


	Jack stuffed the envelope into his pocket and turned to go.


	“Wait,” Tom Terrific said, holding up another envelope, this one half-filled with fine clear crystals. “Here’s my latest—Ice-Seven. Want to try a taste?” 


	“No, thanks,” Jack said, moving toward the door.


	“On the house. You’ll like it. Lasts about three days. Takes tired old reality and makes it much more interesting.” 


	Jack shook his head. “For the last year or so, Tom, reality’s been just about as interesting as I can stand.” 
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	Gia stopped her paintbrush in midstroke and listened. Was that the doorbell? She and Vicky had come out to the sunny backyard—Vicky for her playhouse, Gia to work on her painting—and they were a long way from the front door.


	She heard the chime again, clearly now. With a glance at Vicky, who was setting a Munchkin-size chair before a Munchkin-size table by her playhouse, Gia wiped her hands and stepped inside.


	As she headed through the house toward the front door, she wondered who it could be. Jack had said he’d be tied up most of the day, Gia hadn’t arranged a play date for Vicky, and this was not a neighborhood where people popped in for a cup of coffee.


	Despite the months of living in this grand old East Side town house, Gia still didn’t feel she belonged here. Vicky’s aunts, Nellie and Grace, had owned it but they were gone now, officially missing persons since last summer. But Gia knew the truth—the two dear old women were dead, devoured by creatures from some Hindu hell. If not for Jack, Vicky would have suffered the same fate. And thanks to Jack, the creatures were as dead as Nellie and Grace, incinerated on the ship that had brought them, their ashes sent swirling into the currents of New York Harbor. Vicky would inherit the house when Grace and Nellie were declared legally dead. Until then, she and Gia lived here, keeping it up.


	Gia padded across the thick Oriental rug that lined the foyer floor and approached the front door as the bell rang again. Probably Jack and he’d forgotten his key, but just to be sure, she put her eye to the peephole—


	And froze.


	Gia’s heart kicked up its tempo as she recognized the two men standing on her front step—from the other day on the beach in front of Milos Dragovic’s house. No way she’d forget the obnoxious one with the bad bleach job.


	What were they doing here? How had they found her? Why?


	Jack. Had to be Jack. Always Jack. He’d been interested in Dragovic, and the objects of Jack’s interest tended not to be the happiest bunch after he finished with them. But now Jack—and she as well, it seemed—had attracted the attention of the city’s most notorious mobster.


	Gia jumped as the bell chimed again. She looked back down the hall, hoping Vicky wouldn’t hear it and come charging in expecting to find Jack. The best thing was probably to stay quiet and hope they’d conclude no one was home. Since the town houses here all sat cheek by jowl along the sidewalk, there was no way for them to go around to the rear. Maybe they’d just give up and go away.


	She heard them talking on the other side of the door. It didn’t sound like English.


	Finally they walked back to the black Lincoln sedan at the curb. Gia breathed a sigh of relief as they pulled away, but they didn’t go far. They parked at the end of the cul-de-sac and lit cigarettes.


	They’re watching for us. Damn them!


	Gia felt a quiet anger begin to simmer beneath her uneasiness. She and Vicky were trapped in their own home. And they had Jack to thank for that.


	She picked up the phone and dialed his beeper. He got us into this; he can damn well get us out.
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	“Whatsa matta?” Sal Vituolo said, giggling as he wiped the tears from his eyes. “You don’t think that’s funny?” 


	Sal had just run the tape of last night’s raid on the little TV-VCR set in his office.


	“I think it’s perfect,” Jack said.


	Ten minutes ago he would have had some good yucks watching Dragovic’s goons running and ducking as the tires chased them. That would have been before he’d spoken to Gia and learned that two of those goons were parked outside her door at this very moment.


	He knew how they’d found her: had to be that hidden security camera by Dragovic’s front gate.


	My fault. Should have spotted it sooner. Must have recorded a picture of the car, and they traced her from the plate.


	Damn! Never should have taken them along.


	The good news was that Dragovic couldn’t know that Gia had any connection to last night’s rubber rain. He was just flailing about.


	Trouble was, the man might get lucky.


	Jack’s first thought had been to tell Gia to call the cops and complain about two suspicious-looking guys lurking outside. That would chase them, but not far. They’d move, but they would not go away.


	So he’d have to handle this but be careful as to how. His first reflex had been to take them out, permanently, leave the police to clean up the mess. Since they both work for Dragovic, everyone would write it off as a mob hit.


	Everyone except Dragovic. He’d know why those two were there, and removing them would be like erecting a big neon sign over Gia’s door saying, I’m involved.


	No, this called for a more subtle approach. But what…?


	Sal’s voice jarred him back to Staten Island. “I don’t know how many times I’ve watched it already, but I crack up every time.” He popped the cassette out of the set and held it up. “How many copies do I make and where do we send them? Eyewitness News?


	“No copies yet.” 


	“Ay,” Sal said, pointing to the new dual-deck VCR Jack had instructed him to buy. “Ain’t that why I bought this? To make copies?” 


	“Right,” Jack said. “But we need more. You’ve got to be on that dune to film the sequel at tomorrow night’s party.” 


	“I’ll be there, but how about something better’n tires this time? How about glass? Yeah! I gotta shitload of broken glass around here.” 


	He forced his voice to stay calm. “Tires are just phase one. Phase two is where he gets nailed.” 


	“Nails?” He heard an unmistakable note of glee in Sal’s voice. “You’re gonna use nails? Now you’re talkin’!” 


	Jeez. “No.” 


	“Then what’s phase two?” 


	“All in good time, my man. All in good time. Meanwhile, not to worry. I’ve got it all figured out.” 


	“But we done tires. I don’t want to do tires again. Tires ain’t enough.” 


	Jack chewed the inside of his cheek and resisted the urge to whirl and get in Sal’s face and tell him if he didn’t like what was going down he could take over and finish it himself.


	That’s the worry about Gia and Vicky, he realized.


	It was getting to him.


	He rose and stepped to one of the windows. Through the grime on both sides of the pane he could vaguely make out the mountains of old cars and scrap metal stretching behind the office.


	“Gotta be something better than tires again,” Sal whined.


	“OK, Sal,” Jack said, giving in. “Let’s take a walk through your yard. If we find something better, we’ll use it. If not—tires again.” 


	And maybe I’ll come up with a solution for Dragovic’s goons.


	As an ebullient Sal led him out into the sunny afternoon, Jack noticed a couple of men piling scrap metal onto the hydraulic lift on the rear of a battered old delivery truck, the same one Jack had used to deliver the tires to the Ashe brothers on Friday.


	He watched the old truck’s lift return to ground level after another load of scrap had been pushed into its interior. Its rear edge was beveled… like a knife…


	That gave him half of an idea. Jack scanned the rest of the yard and spotted some battered and rusted cars lined up against one of the fences. He pointed to them.


	“Any of those wrecks drivable?” 


	Sal stopped and looked around. “Yeah, I s’ppose. Not legal-like. A coupla them’ll getcha from here to there, but probably not back.” 


	“I don’t need to get back.” 


	“Whatchathinkin’?” 


	Jack was beginning to feel a little better now.


	“I’m thinking I may take out some of my fee in trade after all.” 
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	“How long are we going to sit here?” Vuk Vujovic said, lighting another Marlboro.


	All he’d done today was camp in this damn car in this rich neighborhood and smoke while they waited for this woman to show. He was stiff, restless, bored, and an unbroken chain of cigarettes had left his tongue feeling like soggy cardboard. The Lincoln was comfortable to drive, but he felt as if he’d moved into it. He checked his bleached hair in the rearview mirror. Dark roots were starting to poke through; he was going to need a touch-up soon.


	“How many times are you going to check your hair?” said Ivo from the passenger seat. “Afraid it’s going to fall out?” 


	“Not mine, old friend.” He glanced at Ivo’s dark but thinning hair. “I’ll still have plenty when you’re as bald as an egg.” 


	“At least I won’t look like a girlie-man.” 


	Vuk laughed to hide his irritation at the remark. If anyone in this car was a woman it was Ivo—an old woman. “The ladies love the color.” 


	Ivo grunted.


	They’d met in the Yugoslav Army and later had gone through the Kosovo cleanup together. With the army and the country in shambles after that, they’d hired on with Dragovic.


	Vuk stared at the woman’s door. Look at this neighborhood. Elegant brick-fronted town houses on an almost private block that dead-ended at a little park overlooking the East River. No places like this back home, unless you were high in the regime. He tried to imagine what it cost to live here.


	“I hate this waiting.” 


	Ivo sighed. “Could be worse. We could still be in Belgrade waiting for our back pay.” 


	Vuk laughed again. “Or waiting on line for a gallon of gas.” 


	“Do you ever think about home?” Ivo said, his voice softer.


	“Only when I think about the war.” And he thought about that every day.


	Such a time. How many woman had he taken? How many men, some KLA, most simply able-bodied males, had he marched into fields or stood against walls and shot dead? Too many to count. How powerful he’d felt—a master of life and death, surrounded by cries and wails and pleas for mercy, a master whose whim decided who lived and who died, and how they died. He’d felt like a god.


	Vuk missed those days, missed them so much at times it nearly brought him to tears.


	“I try not to.” 


	Vuk glanced at his companion but said nothing. Ivo had always been soft, and now he was going softer. This was what happened when you lived in America. You went soft.


	I’m going soft too, Vuk admitted. I used to be a proud soldier. Now what am I? A bodyguard to a gangster—a Serb by birth, yes, but more American than Serb—and sent on wild-goose chases like this one. But he knew he was better off than others of his generation still in Belgrade.


	“Do you think this DiLawopizda has any connection with last night?” Vuk said, reluctantly moving their talk back from the past to the present.


	“Could be,” Ivo said. “But even if she is, she seems gone for the holiday, just like everyone else around here.” 


	All they’d seen in their many hours on watch were a few children with their nannies. Vuk had checked in twice with the East Hampton house to report that nothing was happening, hoping they’d be called back. Instead they’d been instructed to stay right where they were.


	“We’re wasting our time,” Vuk said.


	“You got us into this.” 


	“Me? How?” 


	“You had to identify the man on the video.” He mimicked Vuk’s voice: ” ‘I know him. He’s the one we chased off the beach.’ You never know when to shut up.” 


	Vuk had turned, ready to give Ivo hell, when he saw him straighten in his seat.


	A delivery truck with no markings had turned into Sutton Square. It rattled toward them, then angled sharply toward the curb.


	“He must be lost,” Ivo said, easing back into his seat.


	Vuk agreed. The truck might have been white once, but now it was so dented and scraped and covered with grime he could only guess at the original color. The driver had a thick white beard and wore a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead. His features were blurry through the windshield. Vuk watched him pull out a map and look at it.


	Dumb, Vuk thought. How do you get lost in a city where the streets and avenues are all numbered?


	But the driver apparently found what he was looking for, because he began moving again, pulling head-on into the opposite curb. As the truck began backing into the second leg of a three-point turn, Vuk noticed that its rear loading platform was lowered and riding about two feet off the ground. But instead of stopping or even slowing when it had reversed to the middle of the street, the truck picked up speed and kept coming.


	Vuk leaned on the horn and pressed back in the seat as he saw the rear corner of the truck angle around and loom larger and larger in the windshield.


	“He’s going to hit us!” Ivo shouted.


	Vuk covered his eyes and braced himself. The impact jarred him forward but wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. When he opened his eyes he realized that the corner of the lift platform had punched into the grille. Their car had been spared the full impact of the truck itself.


	“Sranje!” Vuk shouted.


	Ivo too was cursing a blue streak as they pushed open their doors. This idiot driver was going to wish he’d never turned in here.


	But the truck was moving again. This time forward.


	“He’s taking off!” Ivo shouted.


	Vuk sprinted after it, but it was picking up speed too quickly. He motioned Ivo back into the car. The truck ran the red light across Sutton Place and headed up Fifty-eighth—wrong way against the traffic.


	“He’s insane!” Ivo cried as they watched the truck weave a zigzag course as it dodged cars in the oncoming traffic. Tires screeched, horns blared, but the truck kept going.


	Vuk wasn’t about to let some old govno in a rust-bucket truck outmaneuver him. “Jebi se!” he shouted. “So am I!” 


	High beams on and horn blaring, he gunned the Lincoln across the street and up Fifty-eighth. Luckily there wasn’t much traffic, but still it was scary.


	Up ahead the truck had made a right on First Avenue, and they got there just in time to see it make a left onto Fifty-ninth.


	“He’s heading for the bridge!” Ivo said.


	Vuk followed and spotted the truck taking the on-ramp to the Queensboro Bridge.


	He floored the Lincoln up the incline, screeched into the turn, and pulled onto the span.


	Ivo pointed straight ahead. “There he is!” 


	Vuk grinned. Did this old fool really think he could outrun them?


	He accelerated up behind the truck and was about to pull alongside when the car started bucking.


	“What’s wrong?” Ivo said.


	Vuk looked at the dashboard and saw that the temperature gauge was into the red.


	“We’re overheating!” 


	The engine coughed, bucked, and, with an agonized whine, died. The Lincoln ground to a halt.


	“Sranje!” Vuk pounded on the steering wheel. Through the haze of steam rising from under the hood he watched the truck disappear over the arch of the bridge. “Sranje! Sranje! Sranje!” 


	Ivo was already out of the car and moving toward the front. Vuk got out and joined him. Horns blared as traffic backed up behind them.


	“There’s the problem,” Ivo said, pointing to the smashed-in grille. “Big hole in the radiator.” 


	“Bastard!” Vuk shouted, slamming his hand on the steaming hood. “The lucky bastard!” 


	“Was it luck?” Ivo said, staring along the bridge to where they had last seen the truck.


	“You think that old govno did it on purpose?” 


	“Why do you say old? Because he had a white beard? It could have come from a Santa Claus costume.” 


	“You think it was the man from the beach?” 


	Ivo shrugged. “I’m just thinking, that’s all. I’m thinking that if it was the man from the beach, and if he wanted to remove us from the front of his house, he succeeded very well, didn’t he.” 


	Vuk was fuming. He wanted to punch Ivo for looking so calm. Instead he spit.


	“Sranje!” 


	How were they going to explain this to Dragovic?
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	Nadia was ready to call it quits for the day. As she waited for the molecular imager to go through its shutdown sequence, she checked her voice mail. One message: Jack wanted to meet her at the diabetes clinic at five. He had something for her. He left his own voice mail number in case she couldn’t make it.


	Nadia checked her watch. Almost five now. She dialed Jack’s number and told him it would be easier to meet in front of the drugstore across from her office at a little after five. As she was hanging up…


	“Such dedication.” 


	Nadia jumped at Dr. Monnet’s voice. She turned and saw him standing in the doorway of the dry lab.


	“You startled me.” 


	“Sorry,” he said, stepping toward her. “I came in to pick up a package and noticed that you were still logged in.” 


	“Just getting ready to leave, actually.” 


	“I won’t ask you if you’ve made any progress,” he said. “That would be absurd at this early stage… wouldn’t it?” 


	His last two words caught her by surprise. She studied him. Close up like this he looked tired. And well he should be if he’d been up all hours watching men punch each other as Jack had said.


	But he seemed beyond tired—more like physically, mentally, and emotionally spent. And beneath the fatigue she sensed something akin to… desperation.


	What is that hoodlum forcing you to do? she wondered. What hold does he have on you?


	“Yes,” she told him. ‘Too early. I’ve only just finished reviewing your experiments. You covered a lot of ground.” 


	He nodded absently, almost morosely. “I tried everything I knew. That’s why you’re here. For a fresh perspective.” 


	Nadia looked down at the console and gathered up her notes to avoid facing him. How could she tell him she felt lost, that the things Jack had told her about his bizarre testing session in Brooklyn, and Doug’s discovery of the secret stock buyback were upsetting her, making it almost impossible to focus.


	Monnet cleared his throat. “There’s another matter I need to discuss with you: Douglas Gleason.” 


	Nadia stiffened. Oh, God. Does he know about the hack?


	“What about him?” 


	“Word has filtered back that he’s been in the research wing, even here in the dry lab with you. That’s against the rules, you know.” 


	Nadia relaxed and let out a breath. She turned to face him.


	“I thought that only applied to people outside the company.” A lie… but a little one.


	“No. I believe I made it clear that this area is restricted to research personnel only. Are you two… close? Is that why you’ve been letting him in?” 


	Dr. Monnet seemed so intent on her answer. Why?


	Nadia decided not to reveal that Doug had been letting himself in, and she remembered how Doug had been wary about letting on that there was any romance between them.


	“Close?” She managed a smile. “No. We’re just old friends.” 


	“Do you see each other often? Do you discuss your work?” 


	Where was this going? “He’s just a friend of the family.” Another lie. “We have lunch now and then. He’s just very interested in”—she almost said computers—”research. But I’m sure he’d never—” 


	“I am sure he wouldn’t either,” Dr. Monnet said quickly. Why did he suddenly look relieved? “But we must not forget that he’s a salesman, his business is talking, talking all day long, and one day in his enthusiasm he might slip and mention a product in a delicate stage of development. But… if he does not know about that product, he cannot slip. Do you see my point?” 


	“I do.” It was a good point, one she could respect. She’d tell Doug about it when they met for sushi tonight. “And I promise you Douglas Gleason will not be seen in this department again.” 


	Dr. Monnet turned and walked back toward the door. He left without a good-bye. She heard only a sigh and thought he said, “Yes, I know,” but she couldn’t be sure.
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	“Oh, no,” Jack muttered as he followed Monnet onto the ramp off Glen Cove Road. “Don’t tell me he’s heading for Monroe.” 


	This little jaunt had started in midtown after he’d returned from delivering a special party favor to the Ashe brothers on Long Island.


	He rubbed his jaw from where the beard glue had irritated his skin. Had to admit he’d pulled a pretty damn efficient maneuver this afternoon with Sal’s truck, leaving Dragovic’s men stranded on the Queensboro Bridge.


	He’d been in frequent contact with Gia since then and so far Dragovic’s men hadn’t returned.


	He’d met Nadia in front of the Duane Reade across the street from her office as she’d suggested. He was just pressing a manila envelope containing the sample of inert Berzerk into her hand when he saw Monnet step out the door and start walking.


	Jack had pointed him out and said, “There’s your boss man. I’m going to see where he’s off to.” 


	Nadia was glancing nervously about as she stuffed the envelope into her shoulder bag. “Isn’t this an illegal drug?” she whispered. “Can I get arrested?” 


	“No,” he said, moving off. “It’s not Berzerk anymore. Every so often the stuff turns inert—all at once. This stuff turned the other day.” 


	Her eyes widened so much he thought they were going to bulge out of her head. “What?” 


	“I said—” 


	“I know what you said; it’s just…” 


	Jack had figured she thought he was nuts. “Hey, that’s what I was told.” Other people were coming between them now, and he’d moved far enough away so that he had to raise his voice. “Sorry I couldn’t get you the active stuff. Maybe tomorrow or the next day.” 


	Nadia had only stared.


	He’d waved and hurried off to catch up with Monnet. But even now, almost an hour later, he was still puzzled by her expression. He’d expected disbelief, but hers had looked more like… anguish.


	He’d followed Monnet to an Avis rental garage. As soon as he’d seen Monnet step through the door, Jack caught a cab back to the garage where he kept the Buick, then raced back to Avis just in time to see Monnet pull out and head toward the East Side. Jack had followed him through the Midtown Tunnel, along the LIE to Glen Cove Road. And now… toward Monroe.


	After his near-death experience there last month, he’d hoped never to see that overly quaint little town again. But here he was, heading down the road toward Long Island’s Gold Coast and the Incorporated Village of Monroe.


	He took heart from the fact that Monnet was a scientist, a feet-solidly-on-the ground type, not the sort to be involved in the weirdness that seemed to gravitate toward Monroe. But what the hell was he doing out here?


	They crawled along the main drag, done up as an old whaling village, which it once might have been, then continued east to a marshy area that curved around the harbor. Jack followed him down a rutted road that ran toward the Sound. The utility poles lining the road were plastered with posters Jack could not read in the waning light and arrows pointing straight ahead.


	Jack’s and Monnet’s weren’t the only cars on the road, and Jack was glad of that. Meant he wouldn’t stick out if Monnet was headed for a secret meeting. Finally they came to a small cluster of tents ablaze with lights. A banner stretched between two poles proclaimed: THE OZYMANDIAS PRATHER ODDITY EMPORIUM.


	A circus? Jack thought. He’s going to a circus?


	No, not a circus. The banner boasted pictures of a green Man from Mars, a Snake Man, a fortune-teller with three eyes, and other… oddities.


	Oddities and Monroe… the combination set Jack’s alarm bells madly ringing. A couple of human oddities from Monroe had damn near sent him on a one-way trip into the Great Beyond on his last visit here.


	He tried to shake off the uneasiness by telling himself that this would be different, how it was a traveling show, just passing through Monroe… but he didn’t quite succeed.


	Jack watched as Monnet allowed himself to be waved into a spot in a grassy area roped off for parking; Jack parked three spaces away. But when Monnet got out of his car he didn’t follow the meager flow of people toward the brightly lit arch that led to the midway. Instead, he struck off to the right toward a cluster of RVs, trucks, and trailers.


	Jack allowed him a long lead, then followed in a crouch through the taller grass. He watched Monnet knock on the door of a battered old Airstream. The door opened and a tall ungainly figure was silhouetted in the doorway before stepping aside to let Monnet in. When the door closed again, Jack saw that it was labeled:


	OFFICE.


	He crouched in the marsh grass, wondering what to do. Did this have anything to do with what Nadia had hired him for? Monnet had driven all the way out here for a sideshow—in a rented car, no less. He seemed to cab everywhere else; why hadn’t he cabbed out here? Couldn’t cost too much more than renting a car.


	Unless of course he was trying to avoid any record of having made this little trip.


	Time to do a little eavesdropping.


	The moonless night was a bonus. He was about to rise and creep toward the trailer when he saw a couple of shadowy forms turn the corner of a nearby tent and move toward it. Something familiar about their shapes and the way they moved…


	When one of them stopped and sniffed the air, Jack realized with a start that they were a couple of the Beagle Boys who’d chased him from the warehouse early this morning. The one guy kept sniffing, turning this way and that, and Jack wondered, He’s not smelling me, is he?


	The breeze off the Sound was in Jack’s face, which meant he was downwind.


	Can’t be me.


	A few seconds later the pair resumed their course to wherever they were going, leaving Jack a clear field. But then someone else appeared and walked by the trailer. This rear area was a little too busy for his liking. Too much traffic and too likely a chance of being caught with his eye to a keyhole.


	But what possible interest could a molecular biologist like Dr. Luc Monnet have in a traveling sideshow? Didn’t seem likely it was related to what Nadia had hired him for, but experience had taught him that all too often the most disparate-seeming things could wind up connected.


	
He had to see this place in daylight. Tomorrow was Sunday. Too bad he couldn’t bring Gia and Vicky along. He’d bet Vicks had never seen an “oddity emporium.” But after spotting that Beagle Boy, no way. Tomorrow would be a solo flight.


	He crept back to his car and pointed it toward Manhattan. Once through the tunnel, he swung by Sutton Square to see if Dragovic’s men were back on watchdog duty but saw no sign.


	He wondered if they’d be back tomorrow. They’d camped out all day without catching even a glimpse of Gia, so maybe they’d think she was away for the weekend and give up.


	And maybe they wouldn’t.


	If they were back in the morning he’d have to deal with them again. He’d been cooking up an idea, but he’d need help.


	Jack drove to the Upper West Side and, miracle of miracles, found a parking spot half a block from his apartment—had to love these holiday weekends. He walked over to Julio’s.


	The usual crowd was stacked at the bar, but the table area was only moderately filled.


	“Slow night?” Jack asked as Julio handed him a Rolling Rock long-neck.


	They were standing by the window under the hanging plants. Jack’s head brushed against one of the pots, causing a minor snowfall from the dead asparagus fern.


	“Yeah!” Julio said, beaming and rubbing his hands together. He was wearing a sleeveless T-shirt as usual, and the motion caused muscles to ripple up and down his pumped-up arms. “Isn’t it great. Just like the old days.” 


	The yups and dinks were all out of town. The regulars at Julio’s, working guys who had been coming in since he opened the place, weren’t the type to leave on three-day weekends.


	“I’m going to need a favor tomorrow,” Jack said. “The driving kind.” 


	“Sure. When?” 


	“Sometime between twelve and one will do.” 


	“What I gotta do?” 


	Jack explained the details. Julio liked them, and so they agreed to meet around noon.


	Jack walked home feeling as if the various situations around him might be under control. Not a comforting thought. Experience had taught him that the time you feel things are under control is the time you should start some serious worrying.


	He managed to stay awake through the Lancaster-York The Island of Dr. Moreau, which somehow managed to make a fascinating story very dull. Barbara Carrera was gorgeous, but the luscious Movielab greens of the island sapped the atmosphere, and Richard Basehart didn’t quite cut it as the Sayer of the Law. It was an official entry in the Moreau Festival, though, and he felt obliged to sit through it. A penance of sorts before the guilty pleasure to come: the hilarious Brando-Kilmer version from 1996.
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	Oh, no, Nadia thought as she gazed at the shape floating before her. Oh please don’t let this be true.


	But how could she deny what was staring her in the face?


	She hadn’t slept much last night. She hadn’t expected to after Jack dropped that bomb on her yesterday. It’s not Berzerk anymore. Every so often the stuff turns inert—all at once. This stuff turned the other day.


	Turns inert… just like the molecule Dr. Monnet wanted her to stabilize. His had also turned the other day… inert.


	The first thing she’d done upon arriving this morning was prepare a sample of Jack’s yellow powder for the imager. She’d inserted it a moment ago and now its molecular structure floated before her: an exact duplicate of the Loki molecule after it became inert.


	If inert Berzerk equaled inert Loki, then the inescapable conclusion was that active Loki was active Berzerk. Dr. Monnet had her working on stabilizing a designer drug that induced violent behavior.


	Amid a wave of nausea, she dropped into a chair. She had to face it: Dr. Monnet was involved with a dangerous drug. But to what extent? Was he manufacturing it for Milos Dragovic or merely trying to stabilize it for him?


	And how willing was his participation? That was the real crux. Nadia couldn’t help but notice how anxious Dr. Monnet seemed. That certainly was a good indication that he could be being pressured, even threatened. Or was she simply looking for excuses?


	No. She had to have faith that he was not a willing party. And besides, logic said it couldn’t be for the money. It made no sense for Dr. Monnet to be involved in illegal drugs when there was so much money to be made in the legal ones.


	I should go to the police, she thought, but quickly changed her mind.


	An investigation might or might not lead to Dragovic, but it would certainly expose Dr. Monnet’s involvement. He could wind up in jail while Dragovic remained untouched.


	There had to be another way. Jack was the key. She prayed he’d come up with something soon.


	One thing she did know, though: she wasn’t going to do another lick of work on this molecule until she had some answers.
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	Ivo had the wheel this time. Another day spent in front of the town house would garner attention, so they’d parked on the west side of Sutton Place this morning in front of a marble-faced apartment house, slightly uptown from Fifty-eighth Street and across from Sutton Square. From this spot he had a good view of the town house.


	Yesterday’s collision with the truck still bothered him: Accident or intentional? How to tell?


	Their car today was another Town Car, but older. Since they’d parked Ivo had been noticing an odor.


	“What’s that smell?” 


	Vuk sniffed and ran a hand through his bleached hair. “Smells like piss.” 


	“Right,” Ivo said, nodding. “We got a car somebody pissed his pants in. Backseat, I’ll bet.” 


	Vuk smiled. “Someone was awfully frightened while riding in this car. Very likely his last ride.” 


	“Well,” Ivo said, “if a pee-stained car is our worst punishment, I’ll take it.” 


	Vuk laughed. “The boss was mad as hell, wasn’t he. We’re lucky we got off with our skins.” 


	Ivo nodded. They could laugh now, but last night it had been no laughing matter. Normally Dragovic would shrug off an accident like a pierced radiator, but he’d flown off the handle, raging about the security area like a madman. He was still in a fury over the tire attack, wanting to kill somebody for it, but who? For a few moments Ivo had been ready to piss his own pants, fearing that he and Vuk would end up as surrogate whipping boys.


	But then Dragovic had stopped abruptly, almost in midshout, and stalked from the room, leaving Vuk and Ivo—and no doubt many of the others present—shaken and sweaty.


	Ivo remembered a sergeant like that in Kosovo. He’d had that same unpredictable, almost psychopathic streak. But at least the Army’s rules and regulations had restrained him somewhat. Dragovic had nothing to hold him back. The rules were all his and he could change them whenever he pleased.


	Ivo missed the Army, even though much time was spent sitting around waiting for something to happen or to be told what to do. Mostly he missed the structured existence. He did not miss the fighting.


	He still had nightmares about Kosovo. He hadn’t taken part in the cleansing. Never in a thousand lifetimes could he step into a home and shoot everyone in sight. Most of that had been done by the local police and paramilitaries. Some soldiers had participated—Vuk, for one—but most just stood by and let it happen.


	That was my sin, Ivo thought. Turning my head. That and looting.


	The looting had been so senseless—carrying off televisions with no way to get them back home. Only the officers had access to trucks, and they simply commandeered the most valuable items from the men under them and shipped them home.


	The Ivo who left Kosovo was a far cry from the Ivo who had entered that hellish province. The night before boarding the transport out, he’d prayed that he wouldn’t have to kill. But he’d returned with blood on his hands—the blood of a few KLA guerrillas, and civilians as well. But he’d killed civilians only when they’d asked for it.


	His unit had been stationed in the area between Gnjilane and Zegra, and no one who was not there could ever understand what it was like. An old woman would hobble by a group of soldiers and, just before turning a corner, toss a hand grenade into their midst.


	Sometimes you had to shoot first. Ivo knew fellows who hesitated. They went home in boxes.


	Ivo had learned, and he’d returned to Belgrade in one piece. But the pale face and dead baffled eyes of a fourteen-year-old boy he’d shot, an unarmed boy who’d looked like he was armed but was only looking for a handout, had followed Ivo home and stayed with him.


	At least in the Army you had the weight of the government behind you. Here, with Dragovic, the government was against you. But either way, you spent a lot of time waiting. Like now.


	“Do you think the man from the beach was in that truck yesterday?” Vuk said, nodding toward the town house.


	Ivo glanced at him. Why was he always paired with Vuk? He liked nothing about him. Too rash, always looking for trouble. Why look for trouble when it had so many ways of finding you.


	“I suspect it, but I couldn’t prove it.” 


	Neither had mentioned their suspicions about the truck to Dragovic or anyone else last night. They’d have looked like fools for allowing themselves to be suckered, and they knew how the boss dealt with fools.


	“One thing I do know,” Ivo said, “is that after it happened, whoever lives there was able to come and go as free as they pleased. And that makes me—” 


	The car jolted and rocked as something slammed into the left front fender, knocking Ivo against Vuk.


	“Sranje!” Vuk shouted as he was thrown against the passenger door.


	Ivo straightened in his seat and looked around. His first thought: Not that truck again!


	But instead of a truck he saw an old rusted-out Ford with its right front bumper buried in the Lincoln’s fender. But no bearded man behind the wheel. This time it was a short, muscular Hispanic.


	“Hey, sorry, meng,” the man said with an apologetic smile. “This old thing don’t steer too good.” 


	“Govno!” Ivo yelled as he tried to push his door open, but the Ford was too close.


	Vuk was already opening the passenger door, but by the time he’d reached the sidewalk, the Ford was screeching away, leaving them coughing in the thick white smoke from its exhaust.


	“Get him!” Vuk shouted.


	Ivo was already turning the key. As he threw the Lincoln into gear and hit the gas, it lurched forward a foot or so before swerving toward the curb. Ivo cursed and yanked on the steering wheel but it wouldn’t budge.


	“What’s wrong?” Vuk said.


	“Jammed!” 


	Vuk jumped out and ran around to the front of a car where he froze. Then his face contorted as he began swearing and kicking at the front tire.


	Ivo got out to see what he was doing.


	“Look!” Vuk shouted. “Look!” 


	In an instant he understood: the Ford had scored a direct hit on the wheel, leaving it cocked on its axle.


	Ivo turned and watched the battered old car dwindling in the distance on Sutton Place. Then he swung around and glared at the town house.


	Vuk followed his gaze. “You don’t think…” 


	“The man who hit us just now was not the man from the beach,” Ivo said. “But still…” 


	Vuk turned back to the car. “Never mind him. What are we going to do about this?” 


	Ivo’s anger faded to fear as he realized they were going to have to report another disabled car to Dragovic.


	Vuk paled. The same must have dawned on him. “We’ll have to get it fixed! Immediately!” 


	“On a Sunday?” Ivo said. “How?” 


	“I don’t know, but we must!” 


	As Vuk yanked out his cell phone and began jabbing the keypad, Ivo’s mind raced. If they could have the car towed, somehow get it repaired, they’d say nothing. As for watching the house… they’d lie… report no activity. No one was home anyway.


	But they had to fix this damn car.
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	“One child,” Jack said as he handed a ten to the guy in the ticket booth.


	He was a beefy type, wearing a straw boater. He looked around.


	“What child?” 


	“Me. I’m a kid at heart.” 


	“Funny,” the ticket man said without a smile as he slid an adult ticket and change across the tray.


	Jack entered the main tent of the Ozymandias Prather Oddity Emporium and checked out his fellow attendees: a sparse and varied crew, everything from middle-class folk who looked like they’d just come from church to Goth types in full black regalia.


	At first glance the show looked pretty shabby. Everything seemed so worn, from the signs above the booths to the poles supporting the canvas. Look up and it was immediately apparent from the sunlight leaking through that the Oddity Emporium was in need of new tents. He wondered what they did when it rained. Thunderstorms were predicted for later. Jack was glad he’d be out of here long before then.


	As he moved along he tried to classify the Oddity Emporium. In some ways it was a freak show, and in many ways not.


	First off, Jack had never seen freaks like some of these. Sure, they had the World’s Fattest Man, a giant billed as the World’s Tallest Man, two sisters with undersized heads who sang in piercing falsetto harmony—nothing so special about them.


	Then they came to the others.


	By definition freaks were supposed to be strange, but these went beyond strange into the positively alien. The Alligator Boy, the Bird Man with flapping feathered wings… these “freaks” were so alien they couldn’t be real.


	Like the Snake Man. Jack couldn’t see where the real him ended and the fake began.


	Makeup and prosthetics, Jack told himself.


	But the way he used his tail to wrap around a stuffed rabbit and squeeze it… just like a boa constrictor.


	A good fake, but still a fake. Had to be… even if this was Monroe.


	One aspect of the show that reinforced his feeling that these weren’t real was that there was nothing sad or pathetic about these “freaks.” No matter how bizarre their bodies, they seemed proud—almost belligerently so—of their deformities, as if the people strolling the midway were the freaks.


	Jack slowed before a booth with a midget standing on a miniature throne. He had a tiny handlebar mustache and slicked-down black hair parted in the middle. A gold-lettered sign hung above him: little sir echo.


	“Hi!” a little girl said.


	“Hi, yourself,” the little man replied in a note-perfect imitation of the child’s voice.


	“Hey, Mom!” she cried. “He sounds just like me!” 


	“Hey, Mom!” Little Sir Echo said. “Come on over and listen to this guy!” 


	Jack noticed a tension in the mother’s smile and thought he knew why. The mimicked voice was too much like her child’s—pitch and timbre, all perfect down to the subtlest nuance. If Jack had been facing away, he wouldn’t have had the slightest doubt that the little girl had spoken. Amazing, but creepy too.


	“You’re very good,” Mom said.


	“I’m not very good,” he replied in a perfect imitation of the woman’s voice. “I’m the best. And your voice is as beautiful as you are.” 


	Mom flushed. “Why, thank you.” 


	The midget turned to Jack, still speaking in the woman’s voice: “And you, sir—Mr. Strong Silent Type. Care to say anything?” 


	“Yoo doorty rat!” Jack said in his best imitation of a bad comic imitating James Cagney. “Yoo killed my brutha!” 


	The woman burst out laughing. She didn’t say so, but she had to think it was awful… because it was.


	“A W. C. Fields fan!” the little man cried with a mischievous wink. “I have an old recording of one of his stage acts! Want to hear?” 


	Without waiting for a reply, Sir Echo began to mimic the record, and a chill ran through Jack as he realized that the little man was faithfully reproducing not only the voice but the pops and cracks of the scratched vinyl as well.


	“Marvelous, my good man!” Jack said in a W. C. Fields imitation as bad as his Cagney. “Marvelous.” 


	He moved off, wondering why he’d been afraid to let the midget hear his natural voice. Some prerational corner of his brain had shied away from it. Probably the same part that made jungle tribefolk shun a camera for fear it would steal their souls.


	As he passed a booth with a green-skinned fellow billed as “The Man from Mars,” he glanced up and stopped cold.


	Dead ahead, a banner hung over the midway. Faded yellow letters spelled out sharkman. But it was the crude drawing that had captured his attention.


	Damn if it didn’t resemble a rakosh.


	After what he’d seen here already, he wouldn’t be half surprised if it were.


	Not that one of Kusum’s rakoshi had a single chance in hell of being alive. They’d all died last summer between Governors Island and the Battery. He’d seen to that. Crisped them all in the hold of the ship that housed them. One of them did make it to shore, the one he’d dubbed Scar-lip, but it had swum back out into the burning water and had never returned.


	The rakoshi were dead, all of them. The species was extinct.


	But something here might resemble a rakosh, and if so, he was extra glad he hadn’t brought Vicky along. Kusum Bahkti, the madman who’d controlled a nest of them, had vowed to wipe out the Westphalen bloodline; Vicky, as the last surviving Westphalen, had been his final target. His rakoshi emissaries had been relentless in their pursuit.


	Passing a stall containing a woman with a third eye in the center of her forehead that supposedly “Sees ALL!” Jack came to an old circus cart with iron bars on its open side, one of the old cages-on-wheels once used to transport and display lions and tigers and such. The sign above it read: the amazing sharkman! Jack noticed people leaning across the rope border; they’d peer into the cage, then back off with uneasy shrugs.


	This deserved a look.


	Jack pushed to the front and squinted into the dimly lit cage. Something there, slumped in the left rear corner, head down, chin on chest, immobile. Something huge, a seven-footer at least. Dark-skinned, manlike, and yet… undeniably alien.


	Jack felt the skin along the back of his neck tighten as ripples of warning shot down his spine. He knew that shape. But that was all it was. A shape. So immobile. It had to be a dummy of some sort or a guy in a costume. A helluva good costume.


	But it couldn’t be the real thing. Couldn’t be…


	Jack ducked under the rope and took a few tentative steps closer to the cage, sniffing the air. One of the things he remembered about the rakoshi was their reek, like rotting meat. He caught a trace of it here, but that could have been from spilled garbage. Nothing like the breath-clogging stench he remembered.


	He moved close enough to touch the bars but didn’t. The thing was a damn good dummy. He could almost swear it was breathing.


	Jack whistled and said, “Hey, you in there!” 


	The thing didn’t budge, so he rapped on one of the iron bars.


	“Hey—!” 


	Suddenly it moved, the eyes snapping open as the head came up, deep yellow eyes that seemed to glow in the shadows.


	Imagine the offspring from mating a giant hairless gorilla with a mako shark. Cobalt skin, hugely muscled, no neck worth mentioning, no external ears, narrow slits for a nose.


	Spikelike talons, curved for tearing, emerged from the tips of the three huge fingers on each hand as the yellow eyes fixed on Jack. The lower half of its huge sharklike head seemed to split as the jaw opened to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth. It uncoiled its legs and slithered across the metal flooring toward the front of the cage.


	Along with instinctive revulsion, memories surged back: the cargo hold full of their dark shapes and glowing eyes, the unearthly chant, the disappearances, the deaths…


	Jack backed up a step. Two. Behind him he heard the crowd oooh! and aaah! as it pressed forward for a better look. He took still another step back until he could feel their excited breath on his neck. These people didn’t know what one of these things could do, didn’t know their power, their near-indestructibility. Otherwise they’d be running the other way.


	Jack felt his heart kick up its already rising tempo when he noticed how the creature’s lower lip was distorted by a wide scar. He knew this particular rakosh. Scar-lip. The one that had kidnapped Vicky, the one that had escaped the ship and almost got to Vicky on the shore. The one that had damn near killed Jack.


	He ran a hand across his chest. Even through the fabric of his shirt he could feel the three long ridges that ran across his chest, souvenir scars from the creature’s talons.


	His mouth felt like straw. Scar-lip… alive.


	But how? How had it survived the blaze on the water? How had it wound up on Long Island in a traveling freak show?


	“Ooh, look at it, Fred!” said a woman behind Jack.


	“Just a guy in a rubber suit,” replied a supremely confident male voice.


	“But those claws—did you see the way they came out?” 


	“Simple hydraulics. Nothing to it.” 


	You go on believing that, Fred, Jack thought as he watched the creature where it crouched on its knees, its talons encircling the iron bars, its yellow eyes burning into Jack.


	You know me too, don’t you.


	It appeared to be trying to stand but its legs wouldn’t support it. Was it chained, or possibly maimed?


	The ticket seller came by then, sans boater, revealing a shaven head. Up close like this Jack was struck by his cold eyes. He was carrying a blunt elephant gaff that he rapped against the bars.


	“So you’re up, aye?” he said to the rakosh in a harsh voice. “Maybe you’ve finally learned your lesson.” 


	Jack noticed that for the first time since it had opened its eyes, the rakosh turned its glare from him; it refocused on the newcomer.


	“Here he is, ladies and gentleman,” the ticket man cried, turning to the crowd. “Yessir, the one and only Sharkman! The only one of his kind! He’s exclusively on display here at Ozymandias Oddities. Tell your friends; tell your enemies. Yessir, you’ve never seen anything like him and never will anywhere else. Guaranteed.” 


	You’ve got that right, Jack thought.


	The ticket man spotted Jack standing on the wrong side of the rope. “Here, you. Get back there. This thing’s dangerous! See those claws? One swipe and you’d be sliced up like a tomato by a Ginsu knife! We don’t want to see our customers get sliced up.” His eyes said otherwise as he none too gently prodded Jack with the pole. “Back now.” 


	Jack slipped back under the rope, never taking his eyes off Scar-lip. Now that it was up front in the light, he saw that the rakosh didn’t look well. Its skin was dull and relatively pale, nothing like the shiny deep cobalt he remembered from their last meeting. It looked thin, wasted.


	The rakosh turned its attention from the ticket man and stared at Jack a moment longer, then dropped its gaze. Its talons retracted, slipping back inside the fingertips, the arms dropped to its sides, the shoulders drooped, then it turned and crawled back to the rear of the cage where it slumped again in the corner and hung its head.


	Drugged. That had to be the answer. They had to tranquillize the rakosh to keep it manageable. Even so, it didn’t look too healthy. Maybe the iron bars were doing it—fire and iron, the only things that could hurt a rakosh.


	But drugged or not, healthy or not, Scar-lip had recognized Jack, remembered him. Which meant it could remember Vicky. And if it ever got free, it might come after Vicky again, to complete the task its dead master had set for it last summer.


	The ticket man had begun banging on the rakosh’s cage in a fury, screaming at it to get up and face the crowd. But the creature ignored him, and the crowd began to wander off in search of more active attractions.


	Jack turned and headed for the exit. He’d come here hoping to explain Monnet’s interest in a freak show, but that was all but forgotten now. A cold resolve had overtaken his initial shock. He knew what had to be done.
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	Luc had promised himself not to hover over Nadia while she was working—he knew how distracting that could be. She never would be able to give her scientific inventiveness and creativity full rein if she felt someone was looking over her shoulder every minute. But curiosity and just plain need to know had overcome him.


	He’d been disappointed to find her signed out, but he’d come down to the dry lab to see what she’d entered into the computer. He tapped on the keyboard to retrieve the last image she’d been working on.


	He sighed as a hologram of the too-familiar inert Loki molecule materialized in the air. He’d seen too much of that. He was reaching for the escape button but stopped when something on the monitor caught his eye. He stared in disbelief at the date on the screen, indicating that the image had been created at 9:20 this morning. Not recalled—created.


	Impossible. Nadia could not have generated a fresh image without a sample, and he hadn’t supplied her with any inert Loki. This had to be a mistake.


	Luc checked the sample chamber and felt his chest constrict when he found a residue of yellow powder. How could this be? She must have used some inert Loki he’d left here—that was the only explanation.


	But why couldn’t he remember leaving it?


	Stress. That had to be it. It sapped focus, the ability to concentrate. And he’d certainly had more than his share of stress lately.


	And yet… Luc wished he could be sure. Was it possible she’d heard about a street drug that decomposed every month and had picked up a sample? Not Nadia. She wasn’t the type to take drugs or have any interest in them.


	Still, he couldn’t mention this to Kent or Brad. They’d panic and want to do something rash on the chance that Nadia might link GEM to Berzerk. They’d become positively bloodthirsty.


	No, he’d wait. Nadia was too valuable an asset.


	But she’d bear watching. Close watching.
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	“Damn!” Nadia said as she hung up the phone, none too gently.


	“Something is wrong?” her mother said from the kitchen.


	Nadia stood in the front room. The little apartment was redolent of the stuffed cabbage Mom was simmering in a big pot on the stove. Since she knew how Doug loved the dish, she’d suggested that Nadia invite him over for dinner.


	But how could she when his line was always busy?


	“It’s Doug,” Nadia told her. “He must be on-line with that computer of his.” 


	She’d left the lab early and had been trying to contact Doug all day—and not just to invite him for dinner—but his line had been busy every time she called. He wasn’t answering his cell phone either, which meant he probably hadn’t turned it on. He often didn’t on weekends.


	Or maybe Doug had lapsed into one of his programming fugues. Nadia had seen it happen before. He’d take the phone off the hook, bury it under a cushion, and start hitting the keys. Gradually he’d fade into a state of altered consciousness where he became one with his computer and nothing else existed beyond their union. It was spooky.


	But why did he have to fugue out today of all days? She’d been in a blue funk ever since running the inert Berzerk through the imager this morning. Seeing that molecule floating before her had drained her enthusiasm for stabilizing it.


	Oh, God! she thought, stiffening. I left the sample in the imager!


	She’d been so shocked after recognizing the molecule…


	She calmed herself. No one would be in the dry lab until Tuesday. She’d go back first thing tomorrow morning and clean up.


	What she needed most now was to talk about this. Her mother might be good for any other topic, but not this one. Nadia needed Doug.


	“Come, Nadjie,” her mother called. “Eat. You’ll feel better.” 


	Why not? she thought with a mental shrug. Not much else to do.


	But when she sat down she realized she wasn’t hungry. As she picked at her food she noticed the beer and shot of Reischman’s sitting by her mother’s plate.


	“Mom,” she said. “Would you mind pouring me one of those?” 
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	Milos Dragovic gazed out upon the expanse of his grounds and was pleased. In less than forty-eight hours the army of laborers and craftsmen he had assembled had worked a miracle. And just in time. The final touches had been applied just minutes before the first guests arrived.


	He watched them milling about the pool and clustering on the decks—the women mostly in black, the peacock men in coats of many colors. Quite a different crowd from Friday night’s. Sprinkled among the glitterati he’d shipped in from the city were a fair number of Hamptons society. Not all the crème de la crème had accepted his invitation, but more than enough to allow him to call the party a resounding success.


	He smiled. To the uninformed, the acceptance rate to a party hosted by a high-profile gangster might have seemed surprisingly high. But not if Milos’s invitation strategy were known. He had investigated Hamptons society and divided the upper echelons into three groups. He then sent out his invitations in three waves, all mailed locally two days apart. When the first wave was received, he knew it would be chatted up in the social circles. He could just hear them: Did you know that boorish Dragovic fellow is having a party and he wants me to come? Can you imagine?


	Of course the ones in the second and third wave were thinking, Why wasn’t I invited? Not that I’d even think of going, of course, but why was I left out?


	Then the second-wave invitation would arrive and there’d be a sense of relief—grateful relief that they hadn’t been passed over. The post office’s fault. Same with the third wave.


	Thus the invitations would not be automatically tossed away. And then the talk that it might be rather interesting to attend—Hamptons slumming, you might say—and it will give us so much to talk and laugh about afterward… we’ll postmortem it for days.


	But with everything at the party arranged and orchestrated by Kim, seeing to it that only the very best of everything was served, and in the most tasteful manner, the only fodder for their postparty conversation would be how the affair had far exceeded their expectations.


	The result would be that no one would turn down his invitations next year.


	And in time Milos saw himself winnowing the list, cutting those who were not properly respectful. An invitation to the annual Milos Dragovic soiree would become an object of envy, to be coveted and striven for… like a membership at the Maidstone Club.


	He wondered if any members of the self-styled East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee were present. If they hated him enough to dump refuse on his house, how could they bring themselves to attend his party?


	Then again, there was the old adage: hide in plain sight. Milos’s enemy might assume he’d be above suspicion if he attended. But there he was wrong.


	No one was above suspicion. No one.


	“Excuse me, Mr. Dragovic,” said a voice to his left.


	Milos turned and saw a tall, fair man. He stood with a glass of red wine in his left hand and his right extended. Milos recognized his face but the name eluded him.


	“Jus Slobojan,” the man said as they shook hands.


	Of course. Justin Karl Slobojan. The wildly successful action-thriller director, worth a hundred million or so… originally a New Yorker, now living mostly in LA but still summering as much as possible in Amagansett.


	“Mr. Slobojan,” Milos said. “I’ve long admired your work.” This was no lie. Even though his villains were often drug lords and gangsters, and always met a bloody end, Milos never missed a Slobojan film. “I am so very pleased to meet you.” 


	And pleased he had come, especially after Mike Nichols and Diane Sawyer had turned him down.


	“And I’m pleased to be here. This is a wonderful party.” He leaned closer. “Did I hear that you had some trouble here the other night?” 


	Milos stared at the director. Could he be involved with this East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee? Unlikely. He spent too little time out here to get upset over who moved in. In fact, he was probably an outsider himself. Milos understood he’d been born in the Ukraine. In a way, that made them almost neighbors.


	“A little vandalism by some locals,” Milos said. “Nothing important.” 


	“Good,” Slobojan said. “Some of the rumors mentioned quite a bit of damage, but I can see now that they were exaggerated. You have a beautiful house for a party. The food is superb, and this wine…” He held up his glass. “If this is your house red, I’d love to see what you keep in your cellar.” 


	“You know wines then?” 


	Slobojan shrugged. “A little. I dabble.” 


	In Milos’s experience, a person who downplayed his abilities as Slobojan was doing was most often a true expert.


	“Then I believe I have a treat for you. Come.” 


	He’d led the director halfway across the living room when he heard a sound outside. He stopped and turned.


	“What’s that?” 


	“What’s what?” Slobojan said.


	The sound grew louder as Milos hurried back to the doors. A helicopter! He was sure of it! With his intestines writhing into painful knots, he rushed outside and scanned the night sky.


	“Is something wrong?” Slobojan said, coming out behind him.


	“A helicopter! I hear a helicopter!” 


	Slobojan laughed. “Of course you do, old man. The Coast Guard runs up and down the beach all the time.” 


	Already the sound was fading. Milos forced a smile. “The Coast Guard. Yes, of course.” 


	Where the hell had the Coast Guard been Friday night when he was being bombed?


	Milos relaxed. He’d thought about this all day and had come to the conclusion that he had little to fear from the so-called East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee tonight. This was a gathering of their peers. As much as they might hate him and his presence here in the center of what they considered their private preserve, they would not risk an assault on members of their own precious social circle. They’d know that if—more likely when—their identities were revealed, they would become instant outcasts, shunned by their own kind.


	For tonight at least, his house was safe. But who knew after that?


	That was why it was essential that he track down these bastards—especially the one who had called him on Friday night Milos would deal personally with him.


	He led Slobojan back into the living room where he had the 1947 Petrus breathing in a crystal decanter, the empty bottle beside it. As Slobojan bent to read the label, Milos turned the bottle.


	“First you will try. And after you tell me what you think of it, I will show you the label.” 


	“A blind taste test, ay?” Slobojan said. His smile looked uncertain. “OK. I guess I’m game.” 


	Milos half-filled one of the decanter’s matching crystal glasses and handed it to Slobojan. He watched closely as the director went through all the swirling and sniffing rituals, and wondered how he’d react when he finally tasted it. Here was a man who supposedly knew wine but had no idea if he was tasting something from France, California, or one of the dozen or so wineries right here on Long Island.


	At last he took a sip. He made strange sucking noises, then swallowed. Justin Karl Slobojan closed his eyes as a look of beatific ecstasy suffused his features.


	“Oh, dear God,” he murmured. He opened his eyes and fixed Milos with a grateful stare. “I thought you were going to tell me you’d bought one of these so-called vineyards out here and this was your first bottling.” He held up the glass and examined the ruby liquid. “But this is definitely French. An absolutely magnificent Bordeaux. I’m not good enough to identify the château, but I can tell you this is just about the best wine I’ve ever tasted.” 


	Milos was delighted. He still didn’t understand how people actually enjoyed drinking this acrid stuff, but at least he hadn’t bought bad wine. He turned the bottle to show Slobojan the label.


	The director’s eyes lighted. “Petrus! I should have known. That’s the—” His eyes fairly bulged as he noticed the date. “Nineteen-forty-seven! I was only two years old when this was grape juice!” 


	Milos handed the decanter to Slobojan. “Here. With my compliments.” 


	“Oh, no. I can’t. That must be worth thousands!” 


	Milos shrugged dismissively. “If one wants the best, one must be prepared to pay what is necessary.” He thrust the decanter into Slobojan’s hands. “Please. I insist.” 


	“Then you must share it with me!” 


	Milos felt his cheeks pucker at the thought. “I have many more bottles. This one is for you. Share it with others here you know will appreciate it.” 


	And will talk about it later, he silently added.


	“Thank you,” Slobojan said. “This is extraordinarily generous of you.” 


	“It is nothing,” Milos said as the director hurried away with his liquid treasure.


	Yes, Milos thought, giddy with delight as he wandered back outside. The evening was progressing perfectly. This would indeed be a party to remember.


	As he stood on the central deck he noticed an attractive young blonde and recognized her as Kirin Adams, the actress who had just co-starred in Brad Pitt’s latest movie. She was standing alone near the end of the far deck, watching the ocean. Cino was not in sight at the moment, so Milos started toward her. He was almost to her side when he again heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter.


	He stopped. Coast Guard again or…


	He looked out to sea but saw nothing. Then he realized the sound was coming from behind him. He turned and there it was, materializing out of the darkness on the far side of the house. He stood frozen as it glided over the roof like some giant black dragonfly.


	Oh, no! They wouldn’t dare!


	One by one and then in groups, his guests stopped their eating, drinking, and talking to turn and stare at the approaching craft, to point at the strange-looking pod dangling from its undercarriage.


	“No!” Milos screamed as the helicopter swooped a hundred feet overhead. He saw a door in the front section of the pod drop open, watched black liquid gush forth…


	“Nooooooooo!” 


	He and his guests watched in mesmerized silence as the huge droplets fell in slow motion, dispersing in the air, their momentum carrying them forward. But when they landed, it was in accelerated time.


	The black deluge struck, splattering the grounds and everyone gathered there. Women screamed in disgust and dismay; men shouted and cried out in anger. Milos himself took a faceful. Gasping, sputtering, he wiped his eyes and cleared his nose.


	The smell: engine oil. Bad enough, but not clean engine oil, this was thick, black, filthy stuff. And it was everywhere. The entire yard was coated with it; even the pool showed dark splotches floating on the surface.


	And then the sound of the copter was no longer fading but growing louder again. Milos looked up and saw that it had circled around and was coming in for a second pass. To his right he noticed a couple of his men drawing their weapons.


	“Shoot it!” he screamed. “Shoot it down!” 


	But then pandemonium took charge. The sight of guns and the fear of another oily drenching sent the guests into wild panicked flight in all directions. But the oil had rendered the wood of the decks treacherous: all about him people were slipping, falling, or being knocked down. Even his own men were losing their footing.


	It looked like a replay of Friday night—tables upended, food and glassware flying, people diving, rolling, floundering and gasping after being knocked into the pool. Except this time Milos was not watching from the safety of the house; he was down in the heart of a chaos of splashing oil, flying food, smashing glass, and beautiful people in flight. And worse—he was utterly powerless to stop it.


	As the rear door of the helicopter’s dangling pod dropped open above him, Milos spun and looked around for shelter. He noticed the blond actress crouching under a patio table. Good idea. He ducked and crowded in beside her.


	“Get out of here!” she cried, pushing at him. “Get your own table!” 


	“This is my table!” Milos roared. “They’re all my tables!” 


	Venting only a fraction of the fury boiling within him, he grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved, sending her rolling away. She ended up sprawled on her back on the decking.


	She bared her teeth and screamed. “You bas—” she began, but then she stopped and her eyes widened.


	Milos was just turning his head to see what had caught her attention when the tabletop came crashing down on his head and back, flattening him to the deck.


	Through his pain-blurred vision he saw a whale of a man in an oil-soaked tuxedo groan and roll off the tabletop onto the slippery deck. And through the roaring in his ears he heard the actress’s derisive laughter.


	He lay prone, unable to move. It wasn’t the table pinning him to the deck; humiliation and the feeling of utter impotence weighed him down. Instead of a scream of rage, the sound that rose in his throat was more like a sob.
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	Sal was grinning like an idiot as he stumbled away from the beach. Hard to believe, but tonight topped Friday night. And seeing Dragovic cowering under that table like an old lady, then getting flattened—Madrone! That alone was worth the price of admission. That walking piece of shit must be ready to die of embarrassment.


	But that was nothing compared to how he was gonna feel when the local stations got hold of this videotape. Dragovic’s Greatest Hits!


	Had to hand it to Jack. Soon as he seen those barrels of old crankcase oil he knew exactly what he wanted to do, especially since Sal had a huge supply of the crud. Had to drain the crankcase of every heap that came into the yard and then pay some disposal outfit to cart it off. This was a much better way to get rid of it.


	As for the hoity-toities at the party—served ‘em right. The jerks deserved everything they got. More. Should’ve got busted bones and heads instead of walking away with nothing worse than messed-up clothes and a bunch of bruises and scratches.


	Sal glanced back at where the lights from Dragovic’s place filtered over the dune.


	Hey, assholes, still think it’s cool hanging with a murderer?


	And you, Dragovic, Sal thought, patting the video-cam. I got you right here, you murderin’ sonovabitch. Everyone’s gonna see what a pussy you are. You’re gonna wish you was dead.


	And yet… somehow it still wasn’t enough.
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	The call came an hour later. Milos had cleaned up by then and was seated in the basement security area, waiting for it. So was Mihailo, manning his tracking computer.


	“Mr. Dragovic?” said the too-cultured voice on the other end. “East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee here. My, my, I must say you do know how to show people a good time.” 


	Milos had expected taunts and was prepared for them. He also had a plan of how to deal with these people.


	“You surprised me,” Milos said, his voice even. “I didn’t think you would attack your own kind.” 


	“My own kind? Ha! You are trying to insult me, aren’t you, Mr. Dragovic. Those parvenus are closer to your kind than mine.” 


	What is a “parvenu”? Milos wondered.


	“A parvenu, by the way,” the voice said, “is a Johnny-come-lately, with lots of cash, few social skills, and no breeding. But they are several cuts above you, Mr. Dragovic. And tonight they learned an important lesson: when one clusters around a cesspool, one risks getting splashed with slime.” 


	Milos bit back a stream of profanity and launched into baiting his plan.


	“You will not drive me out,” he said. “I am looking for you. I will dedicate myself to turning over every rock on Long Island in search of you. And when you are found, do not think you will be handed over to police. No, you will be brought to me, and then we will see who is parvenu. Until then I will hold as many parties as I please, whenever it pleases me.” 


	The caller laughed. “Excellent! I’m so glad to hear you say that. This has been too much fun to end after a mere pair of encounters. When’s the next parvenu barbecue, as it were?” 


	“Tomorrow night,” Milos said through his teeth.


	“Excellent!” A pause, then, “You wouldn’t be thinking of calling in the authorities on this, would you, Dragovic?” 


	“No! I am authority here!” 


	“Good. Because this is between you and us. And are we not men?” 


	What was this fool talking about?


	“I do not know about you, but I am man, and I will have parties, many parties. Tomorrow night, and the next night, and the next night, and every night after until Labor Day. Do your damnedest!” 


	Milos slammed down the receiver and glanced at Mihailo on the far side of the room.


	“He’s calling from another pay phone,” Mihailo said with a shrug. “Some place in Roslyn Heights.” 


	“Where is that?” 


	“Almost back to Queens. I’ll bet he pulled off the LIE and called from a gas station.” 


	Milos hadn’t in his most violent fantasies expected to be able to trap the man so quickly, but still he was disappointed.


	“Very well,” he told his men. “You all know what to do during the next twenty-four hours.” 


	“What about us, Mr. Dragovic?” 


	Ivo had spoken. Milos turned and saw him and Vuk standing side by side. He was disappointed in these two. Both had been reliable men until now. But over the last two days their cars had been disabled twice—while they were sitting in them. They’d tried to cover up the second occurrence but he’d found out.


	Two accidents in two days. Too much coincidence. Trouble was, the Sutton Square house appeared to be empty.


	“You two will stay. I don’t want you wasting your time—and another one of my cars.” This drew laughs from the other men. Ivo and Vuk nodded and smiled uneasily. “We have too much to do here. The ones we are after will be coming to us tomorrow night. And I want us well prepared.” 


	Milos rubbed his hands together. He had a hot reception planned for the East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee.
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	After finishing his call to Dragovic—which had gone just as he’d hoped—Jack left the gas station and headed up the highway to Monroe.


	Parvenu… Abe had given him the word. A beauty.


	In Monroe Jack parked at the edge of the marsh on a rutted road that ended a few hundred yards farther out at a tiny shack sitting alone near the Long Island Sound. He wondered who lived there.


	A mist had formed, hugging the ground. The shack looked ominous and lonely floating in the fog out there with its single lighted window. Reminded Jack of an old gothic paperback cover.


	Jack stuck his head out the window. Only a sliver of moon above, but plenty of stars. Enough light to get him where he wanted to go without a flashlight. He could make out the grassy area the Oddity Emporium used for parking. Only one or two cars there. As he watched, their headlights came alive and moved off in the direction of town.


	Business was slow, it seemed. Good. The show would be early bedding down.


	After the lights went out and things had been quiet for a while, Jack slipped out of the car and took a two-gallon can from the trunk. Gasoline sloshed within as he strode across the uneven ground toward the hulking silhouette of the main show tent. The performers’ and hands’ trailers stood off to the north side by a big 18-wheel truck.


	No security in sight. Jack slipped under the canvas sidewall and listened. Quiet. A couple of incandescent bulbs had been left on, one hanging from the ceiling every thirty feet or so. Keeping to the shadows along the side, Jack made his way behind the booths toward Scar-lip’s cage.


	His plan was simple: flood the floor of the rakosh’s cage and douse the thing itself with the gas, then strike a match. Normally the idea of immolating a living creature would sicken him, but this was a rakosh. If a bullet in the brain would have done the trick, he’d have come fully loaded. But the only sure way to off a rakosh was fire… the cleansing flame.


	Jack knew from experience that once a rakosh started to burn, it was quickly consumed. As soon as he was sure the flames were doing their thing, he’d run for the trailers shouting “Fire!” at the top of his lungs, then dash for his car.


	He just hoped the performers and roustabouts would arrive with their extinguishers in time to keep the whole tent from going up.


	He didn’t like this, didn’t like endangering the tent or anybody nearby, but it was the only scheme he could come up with on such short notice. He would protect Vicky at any cost, and this was the only sure way Jack knew.


	He approached the “Sharkman” area warily from the blind end, then made a wide circle around to the front. Scar-lip was stretched out on the floor of the cage, sleeping, its right arm dangling through the bars. It opened its eyes as he neared. Their yellow was even duller than this afternoon. Its talons extended only partway as it made a halfhearted, almost perfunctory swipe in Jack’s direction. Then it closed its eyes and let the arm dangle again. It didn’t seem to have strength or the heart for anything more.


	Jack stopped and stared at the creature. And he knew.


	It’s dying.


	He stood there a long time and watched Scar-lip doze in its cage. Was it sick or was something else ailing it? Some animals couldn’t live outside a pack. Jack had destroyed this thing’s nest and all its brothers and sisters along with it. Was this last rakosh dying of loneliness, or had it simply reached the end of its days? What was the life span of a rakosh, anyway?


	Jack shifted the gas can in his hands and wondered if he was needed here. He’d torch a vital, aggressive, healthy rakosh without a qualm, because he knew if positions were reversed it would tear off his head in a second. But there didn’t seem to be any question that Scar-lip would be history before long. So why endanger the carny folk with a fire?


	On the other hand… what if Scar-lip recovered and got free? It was a possibility. And he’d never forgive himself if it came after Vicky again. Jack had damn near died saving Vicky the last time—and he’d been lucky at that. Could he count on that kind of luck again?


	Uh-uh. Never count on luck.


	He began unscrewing the cap of the gasoline can but stopped when he heard voices… coming this way down the midway. He ducked for the shadows.


	“I tell you, Hank,” said a voice that sounded familiar, “you should’ve seen the big wimp this afternoon. Something got it riled. It had the crowd six deep around its cage while it was up.” 


	Jack recognized the baldheaded ticket seller who’d prodded him back behind the rope this afternoon. The other man with him was taller, younger, but just as beefy, with a full head of sandy hair. He carried a bottle of what looked like cheap wine while the bald one carried a six-foot iron bar, sharpened at one end. Neither of them was walking too steadily.


	“Maybe we taught it a good lesson last night, huh, Bondy?” said the one called Hank.


	“Just lesson number one,” Bondy said. “The first of many. Yessir, the first of many.” 


	They stopped before the cage. Bondy took a swig from the bottle and handed it back to Hank.


	“Look at it,” Bondy said. “The big blue wimp. Thinks it can just sit around all day and sleep all night. No way, babe! Y’gotta earn your keep, wimp!” He took the sharp end of the iron bar and jabbed it at the rakosh. “Earn it!” 


	The point pierced Scar-lip’s shoulder. The creature moaned like a cow with laryngitis and rolled away. The bald guy kept jabbing at it, stabbing its back again and again, making it moan while Hank stood by, grinning.


	Jack turned and crept off through the shadows. The two carnies had found the only other thing that could harm a rakosh—iron. Fire and iron—they were impervious to everything else. Maybe that was another explanation for Scar-lip’s poor health—caged with iron bars.


	As Jack moved away, he heard Hank’s voice rise over the tortured cries of the dying rakosh.


	“When’s it gonna be my turn, Bondy? Huh? When’s my turn?” 


	The hoarse moans followed Jack out into the night. He stowed the can back in the trunk and got as far as opening the car door. And then he stopped.


	“Shit!” he said and pounded the roof of the car. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” 


	He slammed the door closed and trotted back to the freak show tent, repeating the word all the way.


	No stealth this time. He strode directly to the section he’d just left, pulled up the sidewall, and charged inside. Bondy still had the iron pike—or maybe he had it back again. Jack stepped up beside him just as he was preparing for another jab at the trapped, huddled creature. He snatched the pike from his grasp.


	“That’s enough, asshole.” 


	Bondy looked at him wide-eyed, his forehead wrinkling up to where his hairline should have been. Probably no one had talked to him that way in a long, long time.


	“Who the fuck are you?” 


	“Nobody you want to know right now. Maybe you should call it a night.” 


	Bondy took a swing at Jack’s face. He telegraphed it by baring his teeth. Jack raised the rod between his face and the fist. Bondy screamed as his knuckles smashed against the iron, then did a knock-kneed walk in a circle with the hand jammed between his thighs, groaning in pain.


	Suddenly a pair of arms wrapped around Jack’s torso, trapping him in a fleshy vise.


	“I got him, Bondy!” Hank’s voice shouted from behind Jack’s left ear. “I got him!” 


	Twenty feet away, Bondy stopped his dance, looked up, and grinned. As he charged, Jack rammed his head backward, smashing the back of his skull into Hank’s nose. Abruptly he was free. He still held the iron bar, so he angled the blunt end toward the charging Bondy and drove it hard into his solar plexus. The air whooshed out of him and he dropped to his knees with a groan, his face gray-green. Even his scalp looked sick.


	Jack glanced up and saw Scar-lip crouched at the front of the cage, gripping the bars, its yellow gaze flicking between him and the groaning Bondy but lingering on Jack, as if trying to comprehend what he was doing, and why. Tiny rivulets of dark blood trailed down its skin.


	Jack whirled the pike 180 degrees and pressed the point against Bondy’s chest.


	“What kind of noise am I going to hear when I poke you with this end?” 


	Behind him Hank’s voice, very nasal now, started shouting.


	“Hey, Rube! Hey, Rube!” 


	As Jack was trying to figure out just what that meant, he gave the kneeling Bondy a poke with the pointed end—not enough to break the skin but enough to scare him. He howled and fell back on the sawdust, screaming.


	“Don’t! Don’t!” 


	Meanwhile, Hank had kept up his “Hey, Rube!” shouts. As Jack turned to shut him up, he found out what it meant.


	The tent was filling with carny folk. Lots of them, all running his way. In seconds he was surrounded. The workers he could handle, but the others, the performers, gathered in a crowd like this, in the murky light, in various states of dress, were unsettling. The Snake Man, the Alligator Boy, the Bird Man, the green Man from Mars, and others were all still in costume—at least Jack hoped they were costumes—and none of them looked too friendly.


	Hank was holding his bloody nose, wagging his finger at Jack. “Now you’re gonna get it! Now you’re gonna get it!” 


	Bondy seemed to have a sudden infusion of courage. He hauled himself to his feet and started toward Jack with a raised fist.


	“You goddamn son of a—” 


	Jack rapped the iron bar across the side of his bald head, staggering him. With an angry murmur, the circle of carny folk abruptly tightened.


	Jack whirled, spinning the pike around him. “Right,” he said. “Who’s next?” 


	He hoped it was a convincing show. He didn’t know what else to do. He’d taken some training in the martial use of the bamboo pole and nunchuks and the like; he wasn’t Bruce Lee with them, but he could do some damage with this pike. Trouble was, he had little room to maneuver and less every second: the circle was tightening, slowly closing in on him like a noose.


	Jack searched for a weak spot, a point to break through and make a run for it. As a last resort, he always had the .45-caliber Semmerling strapped to his ankle.


	Then a deep voice rose above the angry noise of the crowd.


	“Here, here! What’s this? What’s going on?” 


	The carny folk quieted, but not before Jack heard a few voices whisper “the boss” and “Oz.” They parted to make way for a tall man, six-three at least, lank dark hair, sallow-complexioned, his pear-shaped body swathed in a huge silk robe embroidered with Oriental designs. Although he looked doughy about the middle, the large hands that protruded from his sleeves were thin and bony at the wrist.


	The boss—Jack assumed he was the Ozymandias Prather who ran the show—stopped at the inner edge of the circle and took in the scene. His expression was oddly slack but his eyes were bright, dark, cold, more alive than the rest of him. Those eyes finally settled on Jack.


	“Who are you and what are you doing here?” 


	“Protecting your property,” Jack said, gambling.


	“Oh, really?” The smile was sour. “How magnanimous of you.” Abruptly his expression darkened. “Answer the question! I can call the police or we can deal with this in our own way.” 


	“Fine,” Jack said. He upped his ante by throwing the pike at the boss’s feet. “Maybe I had it wrong. Maybe you pay baldy here to poke holes in your attractions.” 


	The big man froze for an instant, then slowly wheeled toward the ticket seller who was rubbing the welt on the side of his head.


	“Hey, boss—” Bondy began, but the tall man silenced him with a flick of his hand.


	The boss looked down at the pike where sawdust clung to the dark fluid coating its point, then up at the crouching rakosh with its dozens of oozing wounds. Color darkened his cheeks as his head rotated back toward Bondy.


	“You harmed this creature, Mr. Bond?” 


	The boss’s eyes and tone were so full of menace that Jack couldn’t blame the bald man for quailing.


	“We was only trying to get it to put on more of a show for the customers.” 


	Jack glanced around and noticed that Hank had faded away. He saw the performers inching toward the rakosh cage, making sympathetic sounds as they took in its condition. When they turned back, their cold stares were focused on Bondy instead of Jack.


	“You hurt him,” said the green man.


	“He is our brother,” the Snake Man said in a soft sibilant voice, “and you hurt him many times.” 


	Brother? Jack wondered. What are they talking about? What’s going on here?


	The boss continued to pin Bondy with his glare. “And you feel you can get more out of the creature by mistreating it?” 


	“We thought—” 


	“I know what you thought, Mr. Bond. And many of us know too well how the Sharkman felt. We’ve all known mistreatment during the course of our lives, and we don’t look kindly upon it. You will retire to your quarters immediately and wait for me there.” 


	“Fuck that!” Bondy said. “And fuck you, Oz! I’m blowin’ the show! Ain’t goin’ nowhere but outta here!” 


	The boss gestured to the Alligator Boy and the Bird Man. “Escort Mr. Bond to my trailer. See that he waits outside until I get there.” 


	Bondy tried to duck through the crowd, but the green man blocked his way until the other two grabbed his arms. He struggled but was no match for them.


	“You can’t do this, Oz!” he shouted, fear wild in his eyes as he was none too gently dragged away. “You can’t keep me here if I wanna go!” 


	Oz ignored him and turned his attention to Jack. “And that leaves us with you, Mr…?” 


	“Jack.” 


	“Jack what?” 


	“Just Jack.” 


	“Very well, Mr. Jack. What is your interest in this matter?” 


	“I don’t like bullies,” Jack said.


	It wasn’t an answer, but it would have to do. Wasn’t about to tell the boss he’d come to French-fry his Sharkman.


	“No one does. But why should you be interested in this particular creature? Why should you be here at all?” 


	“Not too often you get to see a real live rakosh.” 


	When he saw the boss blink and snap his head toward the cage, Jack had a sudden uneasy feeling that he’d made a mistake. How big a mistake he wasn’t quite sure.


	“What did you say?” The glittering eyes fixed on him again. “What did you call it?” 


	“Nothing,” Jack said.


	“No, I heard you. You called it a rakosh.” Oz stepped over to the cage and stared into Scar-lip’s yellow eyes. “Is that what you are, my friend… a rakosh? How fascinating!” He turned to the rest of his employees. “It’s all right. You can all go back to bed. Everything is under control. I wish to speak to this gentleman in private before he goes.” 


	“You didn’t know what it was?” Jack said as the crowd dispersed.


	Oz continued to stare at the rakosh. “Not until this moment. I thought they were a myth.” 


	“How did you find it?” Jack said. The answer was important—until this afternoon he’d been sure he’d killed Scar-lip.


	“The result of a telephone call. Someone phoned me last summer—woke me in the middle of the night—and told me that if I searched the waters off Governors Island I might find ‘a fascinating new attraction.’” 


	Last summer… the last time he’d seen Scar-lip and the rest of his species. “Who called you? Was it a woman?” 


	“No. Why do you ask?” 


	“Just wondering.” 


	Besides Gia, Vicky, Abe, and himself, the only other living person who knew about the rakoshi had been Kolabati.


	“He referred to himself as Professor Roma. I’d never heard of him and haven’t heard from him since. I searched for him afterwards, to see if he could tell me what he knew about the creature, but never found him.” 


	Jack swallowed. Roma… figures.


	“Something in the caller’s voice, his utter conviction, compelled me to do as he said. Came the dawn I was on the water with some of my people. We found ourselves vying with groups of souvenir hunters looking for wreckage from a ship that had exploded and burned the night before. We discovered our friend here floating in a clump of debris. I assumed the creature was dead, but when I found it was alive, I had it brought ashore. It looked rather vicious so I put it into an old tiger cage.” 


	“Lucky for you.” 


	The boss smiled, showing yellow teeth. “I should say so. It almost tore the cage apart. But since then its health has followed a steady downhill course. We’ve fed it fish, fowl, beef, horse meat, even vegetables—although one look at those teeth and there’s no question that it’s a carnivore—but no matter what we’ve tried, its health continues to fail.” 


	Jack now had an idea why Scar-lip was dying. Rakoshi required a very specific species of flesh to thrive. And this one wasn’t getting it.


	“I brought in a veterinary expert,” Oz went on, “one I have learned to rely on for his discretion, but he could not help. I even had a research scientist test the creature’s blood. He found some fascinating things there, but he could not alter the creature’s downhill course.” 


	Jack suddenly realized that the research scientist was Dr. Monnet Had to be. And he’d found something “fascinating” in Scar-lip’s blood.


	Did Berzerk come from Scar-lip?


	A drug that magnifies violent tendencies distilled from the most violent and vicious creature on earth…


	A perfect fit.


	“You’re sure it’s a rakosh?” Oz said, interrupting Jack’s racing thought train.


	“Well…” Jack said, trying to sound tentative. “I saw a picture of one in a book once. I… I think it looked like this. But I’m not sure. I could be wrong.” 


	“But you’re not wrong,” the boss said, turning and staring into his eyes. He lowered his gaze to Jack’s chest, fixing on the area where the rakosh had scarred him. “And I believe you have far more intimate knowledge of this creature than you are willing to admit.” 


	Jack shrugged, uncomfortable with the scrutiny, especially since it wasn’t the first time someone had stared at his chest this way.


	“But it doesn’t matter!” Oz laughed and spread his arms. “A rakosh! How wonderful! And it’s all mine!” 


	Jack glanced at Scar-lip’s slouched, wasted form. Yeah, but not for long.


	He heard a noise like a growl and turned. The sight of one of the burly types from Monnet’s warehouse standing in the exit flap startled him. He looked like he was waving good-bye to his boss. Jack turned away, hoping he wouldn’t recognize him.


	“Excuse me,” Oz said and hurried toward the exit, his silk robe fluttering around him.


	Jack turned to find Scar-lip staring at him with its cold yellow eyes. Still want to finish me off, don’t you. It’s mutual, pal. But it looks like I’m going to outlast you by a few years. A few decades.


	The longer he remained with the wasted creature, the more convinced he was that Scar-lip was on its last legs. He didn’t have to light it up. The creature was a goner.


	Jack kept tabs on Oz out of the corner of his eye. After half a minute of hushed, one-sided conversation—all the employee did was nod every so often—the boss man returned.


	“Sorry. I had to revise instructions on an important errand. But I do want to thank you. You have provided a bright moment in a very disappointing stop.” His gaze drifted. “Usually we do extremely well in Monroe, but this trip… it seems a house disappeared last month—vanished, foundation and all, amid strange flashing lights one night. The locals are still spooked.” 


	“How about that,” Jack said, turning away. “I think I’ll be going.” 


	“But you must allow me to reward you for succoring the poor creature, and for identifying it. Free passes, perhaps.” 


	“Not necessary,” Jack said and headed for the exit.


	“By the way,” Oz said. “How can I get in touch with you if I wish?” 


	“You can’t,” Jack called back over his shoulder.


	A final glance at Scar-lip showed the rakosh still staring at him; then he parted the canvas flaps and emerged into the fresh air again.


	A strange mix of emotions swirled around Jack as he returned to the car. Glad to know Scar-lip would be taking a dirt nap soon, but the very fact that it still lived, even if it was too weak to be a threat to Vicky, bothered him. He’d prefer it dead. He vowed to keep a close watch on this show, check back every night or two until he knew without a doubt that Scar-lip had breathed its last.


	Something else bothered him. Couldn’t put his finger on it, but he had this vaguely uncomfortable feeling that he never should have come back here.


	Flashes on the western horizon from the thunderstorm brewing over the city only accentuated his unease.
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	Still busy! Nadia wanted to hurl the phone out her bedroom window and let it crash four stories below on Thirty-fifth Street. Lightning flashed faintly through that window, but she heard no thunder.


	Figuring a good night’s sleep might help, she’d turned in early, hoping to wake up in the morning with a whole new perspective. But sleep wouldn’t come, so she’d tried Doug’s line again.


	“He can’t still be working,” she muttered.


	But she knew he very well could be. Sometimes he’d code all night.


	Either that or he’d conked out and left the phone off the hook.


	“I’m going over there,” she said.


	She threw on some clothes and headed down the hall.


	“You are going out?” her mother called from her bedroom where she was watching TV. “At this hour?” 


	“Over to Doug’s, Mom. I need to talk to him.” 


	“It can’t wait until tomorrow?” 


	No. It couldn’t. She needed Doug now.


	“You think this is wise?” Mom went on. “Outside bad storm is coming.” 


	“I’ll be OK.” Nadia pulled an umbrella from the closet by the door, then slipped back to her mother’s room. “I shouldn’t be too long.” 


	She pecked her on the cheek and hurried down to the street. Thunder rumbled as she hit the sidewalk but the pavement was still dry. Across the street lay St. Vartan’s Park, the tiny patch of green where she used to play when she was a child.


	She walked down to First Avenue and caught a cab.


	This actually might work out better than if Doug had come over for dinner, she thought after giving the driver Doug’s address in DUMBO.


	She wouldn’t have been able to discuss Dr. Monnet’s involvement with Berzerk in front of Mom. This way they’d have a chance to talk in private.


	She smiled as another thought sent a warm tingle through her. And privacy meant they’d be able to engage in another form of communication…
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	“Aw, no!” Doug said as his monitor went dead along with everything else electric in his apartment. Luckily he’d just finished a save or he’d have lost all the new code he’d just written for his tracking software. Still, he’d probably lost a whole screen’s worth. Times like this he wished he’d invested in a BUPS unit.


	He blinked in the sudden darkness; then a lightning flash strobed through the room, followed by a rumble of thunder. He’d been so wrapped up in his programming—he entered something like a Zen state when he worked like this—that he’d lost all track of time and surroundings.


	“Damn,” he muttered. “A storm.” 


	He pushed away and went to the window. A cool breeze laden with the promise of rain washed over him. Another brighter flash of lightning with a louder thunderclap close on its tail. This was shaping up to be a biggie. Then he noticed that windows across the street were still lit up. How come they had power and he didn’t? As a matter of fact, he couldn’t remember the last time a storm had knocked out his power.


	He picked up the phone to call Nadj but it was dead. Power and phone? How the hell had that happened? He wondered if Nadj had been calling him. Well, he always had the cell phone…


	Doug straightened as he heard the fire escape rattle. The wind picking up? Shouldn’t be anybody out there. He went to the bedroom to see.


	The window was wide open, just as he’d left it, the curtains billowing in the breeze. He stuck his head outside and checked upward—his apartment was on the top floor, so only the short length of ‘scape to the roof lay above him. No one visible up there. And no one down. Probably the wind; a good gust would rattle the railings every so often. Far to his right, across the river, a brightly speckled sliver of Lower Manhattan was visible between two buildings.


	The first drops of rain splattered him then so he backed inside and closed the window, then hurried to close the others.


	Between the intermittent flashes and rumbles, the apartment was dark and eerily silent. Doug went to the kitchen for some candles. Once he had some light he’d hunt up his cell phone and give Nadj a call. He felt bad about neglecting her today.


	He was searching through the miscellaneous drawer when he sensed—or thought he sensed—movement in the hallway. He stopped and squinted into the darkness. A lightning flash revealed nothing. He stepped down the hall and checked the apartment door—dead-bolted as always.


	He decided the power failure plus the storm were giving him the creeps.


	He went back to searching the drawer and finally found two half-consumed red candles, left over from the Christmastime dinner he and Nadj had shared last year. Now to find a match. One of the downsides to quitting smoking was that he never carried matches anymore.


	But then he heard another sound above his rattling within the drawer… like a thump… from his bedroom.


	Apprehension rippling across his back, Doug pulled a carving knife from the utensil drawer and stepped toward the bedroom.


	“Somebody there?” he called, immediately thinking, What a stupid thing to say.


	No reply—not that he’d expected one, and he’d have been shocked witless if anyone had answered. He assumed—prayed—that this was all nothing. It had better be. Because the knife was just for show. He wouldn’t know what to do with it if he needed it. He didn’t know a thing about fighting, wasn’t sure he knew how to throw a punch, let alone stab someone.


	He stepped into the bedroom.


	“Hello?” 


	The shadows were deep here. And he noticed a faint musty odor that hadn’t been present before. But it seemed empty…


	Then lightning flashed, illuminating two hulking forms pressed against the wall.


	With a cry, Doug spun and ran for the front door. A blast of thunder engulfed his cries.


	“Help! Hel—!” 


	He plowed head-on into a third hulk in the hallway and bounced back—like running into a lightly padded concrete wall. Doug almost fell but managed to keep his balance. He turned but lightning silhouetted the two figures approaching from the bedroom.


	“I’ve got a knife!” Doug cried, holding it up.


	Something slapped hard against his hand and the knife went flying. He opened his mouth to cry for help but thick fingers clapped over his lips, sealing them. Two more hands grabbed his ankles and lifted him off the floor. Despite his struggles, he was completely helpless as they carried him toward the bedroom like a thrashing, unruly child.


	Why? his panicked mind screamed as his bladder threatened to empty. Who are they? What are they? And why do they want me? I’ve never hurt anyone. Why should anyone—?


	The hack! They couldn’t be from GEM, could they?


	They carried him into the bedroom but then stopped—froze was more like it. They pinned him to the floor and held him there. They seemed to be listening. For what?


	And then Doug heard a tapping. It took him a moment to realize it was coming from down the hall. Someone was tapping on his door.


	His blood congealed into icy lumps as he heard a familiar voice call his name.


	“Doug? Doug, are you in there?” 


	Nadia! Oh, sweet Jesus, it was Nadia. And she had a key. If he didn’t answer she was certain to use it.


	Got to warn her!


	Hoping to catch his captors off guard, Doug suddenly began kicking and twisting, furiously tunneling all his strength into wrenching his face free of the hand sealing his mouth. Had to warn her away, to run, call 911…


	Whoever was holding his feet lost his grip on Doug’s right ankle. Doug lashed out with his free foot but connected with his floor lamp instead. His foot was recaptured as the lamp hit the floor with a crash.


	Triumph turned to horror as Doug realized the noise would bring Nadia in sooner. He screamed against the muffling fingers, but only a whimper escaped. And then he felt a pair of fingers squeeze his nose and seal his nostrils.


	As Doug fought for air and struggled to hold onto consciousness, he heard Nadia calling from the far side of the door.


	“Doug? Was that you?” 


	Too quickly her voice faded with his strength and awareness, and all became nothing…
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	“Doug, are you in there? Are you OK?” 


	Nadia had arrived at his door ready to give him a piece of her mind for staying incommunicado all day, but her pique was gone now.


	Something’s wrong, she thought as she clawed through her shoulder bag for her key ring.


	She found it, fumbled Doug’s key into the lock, and burst in.


	But she stopped after one step. The place was completely dark.


	“Doug?” 


	She found the light switch and flipped it but nothing happened. Leaving the door open so she’d have some light, Nadia walked down the short hallway to the front room. She found another wall switch and flipped that. Again, nothing.


	Strange. The power was on in the hallway but seemed to be off in Doug’s apartment.


	She sniffed. What was that musty odor… like wet fur?


	Nadia jumped as a flash of lightning lit the room and thunder rattled the windows. Creepy in here. She stepped back toward the hallway and used the light there to help her find her little penlight flash. She pressed the clip and frowned at the weak glow from the bulb. The batteries were just about dead, but they’d have to do.


	She turned back toward the darkened apartment and hesitated. The smart thing would be to leave. If Doug was here, he would have answered.


	But then, why wasn’t he here? It was almost midnight.


	She told herself he probably went out for a nightcap when his power failed, but she wouldn’t feel right until she’d checked the apartment. And besides, she’d heard that sound, like something or someone falling. What if he’d tripped in the dark and hurt himself?


	“If you’re all right, Doug…” she muttered as she moved down the hall. “If you’re perfectly fine and out enjoying yourself while I’m a worried wreck here searching your pitch-black apartment, I’m going to kill you.” 


	She flashed the penlight’s dim beam around the front room and found nothing out of place. Same with the second bedroom he used as an office. Odd to see his computer dark and dead. He hardly ever turned it off.


	Nadia felt some of her prior annoyance creeping back as the penlight beam came to rest on Doug’s phone. The least he could have done was check his voice mail before he went out. She idly lifted the receiver and put it to her ear.


	Dead. That was odd.


	Last stop was Doug’s bedroom. The bed was unmade, but that was the rule rather than the exception, and everything looked pretty much the same as ever. Then what had made that noise? And why this deep cold apprehension gnawing through her? Why this vague feeling that she wasn’t alone here?


	Nadia moved toward the closet in his bedroom and had her hand on the doorknob when her penlight died. That does it, she thought with a sudden stab of plain old fear as another flash of lightning blazed through the bedroom window, casting weird shadows into the corners. I’m outta here.


	But first… she moved back to the blessed light of the hallway and scribbled on the pad of sticky notes she kept in her bag:


	Doug—


	I was here. Where was you?


	Call me as soon as you get in.


	Love.


	N.


	Nadia hurried to Doug’s office, stuck the note to his monitor screen, then dashed back to the hall. As she closed the door and locked the bolt, she was plagued by the strange sensation that she’d missed something in there, something important.


	MEMORIAL DAY
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	Nadia snatched up the phone on the first ring. “Doug?” 


	A heartbeat or two of silence on the other end. A throat cleared and then a familiar voice came over the wire, but not Doug’s.


	“This is Dr. Monnet.” 


	“Oh. Dr. Monnet… good morning.” 


	Nadia leaned back on her mother’s old sofa, straining to hide the crushing disappointment. She’d been trying Doug’s number for hours—before she’d left for the clinic, and while she’d been at the clinic—but yesterday’s busy signals had been replaced by a robotic voice telling her that the line was out of service.


	“Good morning,” he said. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.” 


	“Not at all. I just got back from the clinic.” 


	I just wish you were someone else.


	“Such devotion.” 


	“Well, as we both know, diabetes doesn’t recognize national holidays.” 


	“How true.” He cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you were going to be in the lab today.” 


	“I hadn’t planned on it.” 


	Actually she had, but only to remove the Berzerk from the imager’s sample chamber. After that she might never go back, at least not until she had a good explanation as to why the inert form of a street drug matched the inert form of a molecule she’d been assigned to stabilize.


	And then an alarming thought struck her. “Are you there now?” 


	“Yes. I stopped by. I thought if you were here we might discuss your progress.” 


	Her heart fluttered in panic. She’d never dreamed Dr. Monnet would be there on Memorial Day. Should she run over? No. She couldn’t go. Not until she contacted Doug and was sure he was all right.


	“I… I have other plans.” 


	“Oh. I see. Excuse me but did you…?” His voice seemed to falter. “Did you say, ‘Doug,’ when you picked up?” 


	Yes… Doug. A pang of longing seized her. Where are you?


	And now, after giving Dr. Monnet a lengthy cock-and-bull story Saturday about how they were just acquaintances, how was she going to explain this?


	“Yes. He, um, asked me out to dinner last night and never showed up. And now his phone is out of service. I’m worried.” 


	“Because he’s an old friend.” 


	Nadia wasn’t sure if that was a statement or a question. Either way, Dr. Monnet’s voice was rich with concern.


	“Yes,” she said. “I’m going over there to check on him personally.” 


	“Do you really think that’s wise?” 


	An odd question. “What do you mean?” 


	“I’ll meet you there.” 


	“No. That’s not at all necessary. Besides, he’s all the way over in DUMBO.” 


	“DUMBO?” 


	“Yes. It’s in Brooklyn—Down Under the Manhattan Bridge Overpass.” 


	“That doesn’t matter. Douglas Gleason is a valued employee. I insist. Give me his address.” 


	Nadia didn’t know what else to do. She gave him the address and he said he would meet her there.


	This strange turn baffled Nadia, but at least Dr. Monnet would be leaving the lab. He hadn’t mentioned the Berzerk in the imager, which meant he hadn’t looked. Sometime today she had to get back there and clean up.


	But Doug came first…Her worry for him blotted out all other concerns.
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	Luc stood outside the brick-faced apartment building on Water Street, one of many along the block. He looked up at the blue underbelly of the Manhattan Bridge; he could hear the traffic rumbling across. An odd place to live, but he supposed one had to live somewhere. Perhaps the view of the city at night made it worthwhile.


	He’d already been up to Gleason’s apartment. He’d knocked and tried the door, but it was locked. Too bad. He was hardly eager to see Gleason’s corpse, but if he’d been able to get in, he at least could have found the body himself, sparing Nadia the trauma.


	Luc had told Prather he wanted Gleason handled differently this time. Macintosh had simply disappeared—bought a round-trip ticket to Chicago and never came back. He’d had no close friends, and when his family came looking, no one had any useful information, least of all his puzzled and concerned employers.


	Gleason, on the other hand, was anything but a loner. And having a second GEM employee simply vanish—especially one with friends on the sales force, connections to dozens of doctors and their staffs, and a longtime relationship with Nadia—would make too many waves. It might even raise an official eyebrow, prompting an investigation into the whereabouts of both men. The last thing Luc wanted.


	So Prather had been instructed to make Gleason’s death look like a botched robbery. Very tragic and very final. And to cover all bases, Luc had requested a little vandalism as well—specifically, the theft of Gleason’s company laptop and the destruction of his home computer if he had one.


	That was why he’d insisted on meeting Nadia here—to help minimize the trauma of her finding an old friend dead. Even so, she wasn’t going to be much use as a researcher for the next few days.


	And every single day counted, damn it!


	Luc paced the sidewalk. He wanted to see Nadia face-to-face. He’d experienced a moment of panic this morning when he’d checked the office and learned that she hadn’t signed in. Was it because of the holiday or fatigue, or something else? He needed to look into her eyes. He’d know in an instant if she suspected him of being connected to Berzerk.


	A cab pulled into the curb and Nadia alighted. Her face was drawn, pale. She looked worried.


	“Good morning,” Luc said.


	She nodded. “I hope it is,” she said. “You really didn’t have to—” 


	“Let’s not discuss that anymore,” he told her. “I am here. What floor is Douglas on?” 


	“Top floor—the tenth.” 


	At that moment she looked squarely at him and he saw no sign of fear or distrust, only concern—not for or about him but for her missing friend.


	Deep concern. Warning prickles raced along his scalp and gathered at the back of his neck. Too deep perhaps for someone she’d described as “just a friend of the family”?


	“How will we get into his apartment?” 


	“I have a key,” she said, moving ahead of him.


	As Luc followed her to the elevator, a lump in his gut told him that there had to be more to this relationship than Nadia had let on.


	At Gleason’s door he hid his unease and waited as Nadia knocked and called. Finally, when she inserted her key in the lock, he acted.


	“Allow me,” he said, gripping the doorknob as the bolt snapped back. “Just in case.” 


	“In case of what?” she said, blanching.


	“Something may not be right here.” 


	He pushed the door open and went in first, Nadia right behind him. A few steps took him down the short entry hall until he could see the overturned furniture in the living room. He turned quickly and gripped her upper arms to keep her from coming any farther.


	“Wait. Don’t go in there. Something’s happened.” 


	“What?” Her eyes went wide and wild as she tore loose and fought past him. “What do you mean?” 


	Luc followed and almost plowed into her as she skidded to a stop on the living room threshold. The couch lay tipped over onto its back, a coffee table was flush against the opposite wall, and a floor lamp lay on the floor.


	“Ohmigod!” she cried, hands to her mouth. “Ohmigod!” 


	Her shoulder bag tumbled to the floor as she darted off in another direction, moving deeper into the apartment, Luc at her heels. No stopping her. As she turned left into what looked like a bedroom, Luc wheeled right and found a room that looked like an office. As he heard doors slamming in the other room and then in the hallway, he noted briefly with satisfaction that the desktop computer’s mini tower had been ripped apart, its contents strewn about the room. The hard drive lay bent and cracked open, damaged beyond repair.


	As he turned to go, Nadia appeared and they almost collided. She must have found Gleason because she looked as if she were about to faint. He gripped her arm to support her.


	“He’s not here!” she gasped, panting as if she’d run a marathon. “I checked his bedroom and the kitchen and the bathroom and the closets but he’s not here!” 


	Not here? He had to be here!


	“Ohmigod!” she cried, lurching past Luc. “Look what they did to his computer! It wasn’t like this last night! Jesus God, where is he? What happened here?” 


	That was what Luc wanted to know. Gleason was supposed to die here, not somewhere else. Or—his heart seized for an instant as a thought struck with the weight of a sledge—had Prather’s men missed him?


	Luc guided Nadia to a chair and helped her as she sagged into it. “It looks like just a robbery and maybe some vandalism.” 


	“I don’t see his laptop,” she said, looking around. “And his living room rug is gone. Does that make any sense?” 


	It did if Prather’s men needed a way to remove Gleason’s body. But they were not supposed to remove it.


	“No, it doesn’t,” he told her. “But you didn’t see any blood, did you?” 


	He wanted her to say, Yes, oceans of it, but she shook her head.


	He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “There. He’s probably away for the weekend with—” 


	“He’s not!” she said. Tears were sliding down her cheeks. “He would have told me!” 


	“Come now,” Luc said. “Surely he has other friends. He probably—” 


	“We’re engaged, damn it!” 


	Luc felt his knees go soft. Now he too needed to sit. “Engaged? But… but I thought…” 


	“Doug wanted to keep it secret. He had some idea that management might not approve of a close relationship between a sales rep and a researcher.” 


	Gleason had been right, of course. Luc tried to frame a reply, but the only words that formed in his reeling brain were, What have we done? What have we done.… ?


	With her fiancé missing she’ll be utterly useless in the lab—and not just for a couple of days.


	That’s it, then, he thought. Over. Done. Fin.


	“I’ve got to call the police!” 


	Before Luc could stop her, she had the phone receiver to her ear—but only for an instant. She pulled it away and looked at it. “That’s right. I forgot. Out of service.” 


	She slammed it down and hurried from the room. Luc struggled to think of some way to stop her, some words that would convince her to hold off calling the police, but his mind was a blank. What could he say? Gleason was missing and his apartment showed unmistakable signs of foul play.


	Nadia and the police… a potentially lethal combination. To determine who had broken in, she would have to ask why.… and why they had stolen one computer and smashed another. Luc had to assume that Gleason had told her about his invasion of the GEM computer system. Would she make a connection? Nadia was too bright not to. And she would tell the police. And if she had any suspicions that Loki was a street drug, Luc sensed she would bring up those as well. And then the New York City Police and the DEA and the FBI would be dissecting GEM, and issuing warrants, and ending life as he knew it.


	When Nadia returned seconds later, pulling a cell phone from her bag, he was tempted to snatch it away—but then what? Strangle her? He thought of putting his hands around her throat and squeezing… watching her face mottle into blue.


	No, he couldn’t. And besides, a third missing GEM employee would guarantee an investigation. Nadia was as much a danger to him alive as dead.


	His gut crawled as he watched her punch in 9-1-1. She paced back and forth as she waited for an answer, then wandered out of the room as she began talking to the operator or dispatcher or whoever handled those calls.


	This tore it then. It was all over. He’d have to leave the country immediately. But what about his wine? He needed another two days to pack up the rest and ship it out—just one day if he worked all night…


	But what was the use? In France he could hide from Dragovic but not from the U.S. and French governments. He would be found, extradited, and Dragovic’s contacts in prison would see to it that he never reached a courtroom.


	There had to be a way to stop her. But how?


	His nervous, restless, roving gaze came to rest on Nadia’s shoulder bag and a plan crystallized. It was beautiful, perfect.


	Quickly Luc reached into the bag and rummaged around. He felt a sweat break at the thought of Nadia wandering back and finding him up to his elbows in her personal belongings. He heard a jangle, reached for it, came up with her key ring, and shoved it into his jacket pocket a second before Nadia stepped back into the room.


	“They’re sending someone over.” 


	She dropped the phone into her bag and stood there. For a moment she seemed lost; then her features twisted. She covered her face with her hands and began to sob.


	“Where is he? Something’s happened to him. I just know something terrible’s happened!” 


	Moved by her anguish, Luc rose and put an arm around her shoulders. For a moment he regretted everything, then reminded himself that if Gleason had minded his own damn business, if he’d just kept his nose out of places it did not belong, Luc wouldn’t be comforting this young woman while he planned her ruin.


	“It’ll be all right, Nadia. I know it will be all right.” 


	And he meant that. Every word of it.


	But for him, not her.
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	“This is too much!” Sal was saying. “Just too freakin’ much!” 


	Jack had to smile as he watched the destruction of last night’s party play out on the thirteen-inch screen. It was too much.


	Holiday quiet outside the office. Except for the guard dogs padding around behind the fences, he and Sal had the junkyard to themselves.


	“Now here comes the best part,” Sal said, pointing at the screen. “I musta watched this a hundred times.” 


	Jack watched Dragovic shove a pretty young woman out from under a table, then watched that table collapse under the impact of a tottering overweight party guest. Jack laughed. Beautiful.


	Sal was almost falling out of his seat. “Can you imagine when that hits the airwaves? “This guy ain’t gonna be able to show his face in Burger King, let alone Studio 54!” 


	Jack started to tell him that Studio 54 was passé now but let it go. He knew what Sal meant, and he was right on the money.


	“A fate worse than death,” Jack said.


	Sal hit the stop button and turned to Jack. “I don’t know about a fate worse than death. Not that all this ain’t good an’ all, but good as it is—” 


	“Yeah, I know… Somehow it’s not enough.” 


	Sal smiled. “Yeah. Am I a broken record or what. But it’s just… not. If you know what I’m sayin’.” 


	“I do. But this has only been phase one. These first two hits are what you might call ‘baking the cake.’ In phase two we ice it.” 


	“And when’s phase two?” 


	“Tonight. This whole gig ends at tonight’s party.” 


	Jack was glad of that. After tonight, no more hard guys hanging around outside Gia’s. He hoped.


	“Tonight? Ain’t no party tonight—least not according to my contact.” 


	“Yeah, there is. Got it straight from Dragovic. Special party tonight, but your caterer friend won’t be hired for this one.” 


	“Well, we did tires and crankcase gunk,” Sal said. “What next?” 


	“Something very special. You just make sure you and your camera are on that dune tonight. Be ready to shoot as soon as it’s good and dark. This one will be the best yet.” 


	“Yeah?” Sal wiggled his eyebrows. “Whatcha plannin’?” 


	“I’m planning to make a phone call.” 


	“That’s it? A call? To who?” 


	Jack wagged his finger at Sal. “If you knew that, you wouldn’t need to pay me, would you. Just make sure you don’t miss this party. And have the rest of my money ready. After tonight I don’t think you’ll be saying, ‘it ain’t enough.’” 
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	“I thought we were going to see a parade,” Vicky said.


	“I did too, Vicks.” 


	Jack stood on the curb between Gia and Vicky and gazed up and down Fifth Avenue. Saks and Gucci and Bergdorf Goodman lined the sidewalks but no marchers. Blue skies and mild weather, a perfect day for a parade. So where was everybody? Not even a single one of those pale blue wooden horses the police use to block streets to hint that a parade was expected or had already been by.


	Jack did a full three-sixty scan, his eye out for more than marching bands. He’d done a careful reconnoiter of Gia’s neighborhood before heading out to Sal’s this morning, and then again a little while ago, and neither time had he found any signs of surveillance. Pretty much what he’d expected, but it didn’t take him off alert. Jack had always found it more comforting to know where the bad guys were than where they weren’t.


	Since no one was watching them, and since he couldn’t get hold of Nadia, he’d decided to take Vicky to a Memorial Day parade. But so far, no luck.


	“God, it’s good to be out,” Gia said. “How much longer are we going to be under house arrest?” 


	To make the house look empty, Jack had advised Gia to stay inside and out of sight for the long weekend.


	“We should be able to loosen up tomorrow.” 


	She looked at him. “That means things come to a head tonight, I take it?” 


	“If all goes according to plan.” 


	“Hey, look!” Vicky said, pointing. “More sailors.” 


	Sure enough, a trio of young men of various shades—they looked like teenagers, and maybe they were—dressed in bell-bottomed whites and Dixie cup caps strolled their way from the direction of St. Pat’s. As usual, the fleet was in for Memorial Day Weekend and white uniforms abounded.


	“They’re cute,” Gia said. “But how do they get their whites so white?” 


	“Why don’t you ask them?” Jack said.


	Vicky put a hand on her out-thrust hip as they passed and said, “Hi-ya, sailor!” 


	The guys all but fell off the curb laughing, and Jack bit the insides of both cheeks to keep from doing the same. Gia turned scarlet and found something interesting atop the Saks building.


	“What?” Vicky said, looking at her mother as the still-chortling sailors moved on.


	“Where on earth did you hear that?” 


	“I saw it on MTV.” 


	“There you go,” Jack said, finally trusting himself to speak. “The root of the decline of Western civilization, such as it is.” 


	“Well, young lady,” Gia said, taking her by the hand and leading her across the street, “I think we’re going to monitor your TV habits a little more closely from now on.” She glanced back at Jack. “By the way, where are we going?” 


	“Let’s try Broadway. Maybe they’ve got a parade there.” 


	“You know,” Gia said, taking his arm as they walked along, “I love the city on holiday weekends.” 


	“You mean half-empty?” 


	She nodded. “It’s like we’ve got the place almost to ourselves.” She stretched out her arms and did a quick turn. “Look at that. I didn’t hit anybody.” She took his arm again. “I feel sorry for all these sailors. Of all times to get a leave in New York—one of the two big weekends a year when almost all the girls have left town for the beaches.” 


	“I saw them checking you out pretty well as they passed.” 


	“Don’t be silly. I could be their mother.” 


	“They weren’t just looking—ogling is more like it. And I can’t say as I blame them, what with those long stems sticking so far out of those shorts.” 


	“Oh, pshaw.” 


	“Pshaw? Did you actually say, ‘Pshaw’?” 


	“Pshaw, and piffle,” Gia said.


	But Jack could see she was pleased she’d been ogled, and even more pleased that he’d noticed. But then he was always on watch around the two women in his life.


	They came to Broadway. The deco front of the Brill Building gleamed in the sun across the street from them, but no parade flowed between.


	Sharing a couple of oversize pretzels from a pushcart, the three of them wandered farther west. Jack slowed as they passed a defunct dance club in the midst of renovation. A sign on the double-doored entry proclaimed it THE FUTURE HOME OF NEW YORK CITY’S MOST EXCLUSIVE NIGHTCLUB—BELGRAVY.


	Dragovic’s place. Jack understood that Dragovic had begun running his operation from a back office here—when he wasn’t in the Hamptons.


	One more move against Dragovic tonight and that chapter would be closed—he hoped. And as long as he’d be out on Long Island, he’d look in on the rakosh, just to make sure it was still fading away.


	Jack was about to turn everyone around and head back when he saw an older man in a khaki Eisenhower jacket, blue twill pants, and a defiantly angled overseas cap limping toward them. Jack gave him a friendly wave as he came abreast.


	“Hi. Isn’t there supposed to be a Memorial Day parade?” 


	The man frowned. “There damn sure should have been. I hear there’s a little one on Upper Broadway somewhere. Probably nobody watching it, though. We just had a ceremony on the Intrepid with hardly anybody there.” 


	Jack took in all the medals on the right breast of the old soldier’s bulging waist-length jacket. He saw a star that looked bronze and recognized a Purple Heart.


	“You were in the Big One?” 


	“Yeah.” He looked at Jack. “How about you?” 


	Jack had to smile. “Me? In the army? No. Not my thing.” 


	“Wasn’t my thing either,” the guy said, his voice rising. “None of us wanted to be there. I hated every minute. But there was a job to be done and we did it. And we died doing it. My whole platoon, every one of my buddies, was wiped out at Anzio—everyone but me, and I just barely made it. But I did get back, and as long as I’m alive, I’ll show up to remember those guys. Someone should, don’t you think? But nobody gives a damn.” 


	“I do,” Jack said softly, surrendering to an impulse from out of the blue. He thrust out his hand. “Thank you.” 


	The man blinked, then took Jack’s hand and squeezed. His eyes puddled up and his lower jaw trembled as he tried to speak. Finally he managed a weak, “You’re welcome.” Then he limped away.


	Jack turned to find Gia staring at him with red-rimmed eyes. “Jack, that was…” 


	He shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable.


	“No, really,” she said. “Don’t shrug it off. That was nice. Sweet, even. Especially since I know how you feel about armies and governments.” 


	“He isn’t a government or an army. He’s a guy. No matter what you think of any particular war, you’ve got to feel something for some poor guy ripped out of his life and handed a gun and sent somewhere to kill other guys who’ve been ripped out of their lives and sent to do the same thing, and while they’re both shivering in their foxholes, scared they’re not going to see another sunrise, all the fat cats, all the generals and politicos and priests and mullahs and tribal elders who started the whole damn thing, sit way to the rear, moving their chess pieces around.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder as he took a breath. “He got handed the dirty end of a dirty stick but he handled it. You’ve got to respect that.” 


	“So it’s another guy thing, huh?” Gia said, punching him lightly on the shoulder, guy style.


	He glanced at her and saw the rueful twist of her smile. “To da moon, Alice!” 


	She laughed and turned to watch the receding Eisenhower jacket. She sighed. “Old soldiers…” 


	But Jack was back to looking out for some young soldiers, Serb vets. He knew that if and when they met again, they wouldn’t fade away, and there sure as hell would be no handshakes.
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	The third key Luc tried worked. He opened the door, stepped inside, and quickly closed it behind him. The shades were down but enough sunlight filtered through to illuminate the waiting area of the diabetes clinic.


	Now he could relax—a little. No one would be in for the rest of the day, especially Nadia, who was still with the police, giving statements and filling out forms. Luc had given a brief statement, then begged off, claiming a prior engagement. His involvement had been peripheral, after all.


	At least to all appearances. But his brain burned with the need to silence Nadia and to learn why Prather had deviated from his instructions regarding Gleason.


	Prather, however, had been infuriatingly vague when Luc finally had reached him by phone.


	“Some unforeseen circumstances came up,” was all he’d say.


	When Luc had inquired—discreetly, of course—about “the remains,” Prather had laughed and said, “Don’t give that a second thought, Doctor! I’ve found an absolutely foolproof means of disposal!” 


	He’d sounded oddly excited.


	The brief exchange had left Luc feeling frustrated and helpless. Taking a deep breath, he thrust Prather from his thoughts and looked around the front area of the clinic. He’d been here once during Nadia’s brief recruitment phase, stopping by more out of nostalgia than the need to see her in action. He’d worked a clinic like this down in the Village during his residency. Lord, how long ago was that? Seemed like another epoch.


	Maybe he could go back to something like this in France. Put some of his training to use again with people instead of molecules.


	He shook off the distracting trains of thought. He was getting ahead of himself, and off track. If he didn’t take care of Nadia, he could forget planning anything in France.


	As he pulled on a pair of latex examination gloves, Luc noticed that his palms were sweaty. Tension coiled at the back of his neck. He kept imagining someone coming in and catching him here.


	Let’s get this over with, he thought as he moved toward the rear of the clinic.


	No windows in the rear office, so he had to fumble for a light switch. As the overhead fluorescents flickered to life, he immediately spotted what he was looking for. Next to the empty Mr. Coffee sat a big black mug with NADJ printed in thick white block capitals across the front. He’d remembered it from his brief visit. He’d even remarked laughingly that no one could ever say they’d used her cup by mistake.


	And there will be no mistake today, he thought grimly as he pulled a vial from his pocket.


	He held it up to the light: Loki in its liquid form was odorless and tasteless, with only a hint of blue. He un-stoppered the vial and poured about a tablespoon’s worth into Nadia’s mug. He rolled the thick liquid around, coating the inner surface halfway up the sides.


	The concentrate was drying already. In minutes it would be unnoticeable.


	He’d estimated Nadia’s weight at about one-twenty or so. A tablespoon of the concentrate was a hefty dose, and the effect would last a good four to six hours. He added a few extra drops for good measure.


	He watched the sequence play out before his mind’s eye…


	Nadia had few aggressive or violent tendencies, but within half an hour or so of finishing her coffee, whatever ones she possessed would be magnified ten-, twenty-fold, turning her into a raging wild woman. She’d become uncontrollable, a jungle cat, raging about, smashing things, perhaps trying to smash people as well. Inevitably she’d be arrested for disorderly conduct and suspicion of drag use, but only suspicion, because the police labs had yet to figure out how to test for Loki.


	But suspicion wouldn’t be enough.


	He stoppered the vial, returned it to his pocket, and came up with a small glassine envelope. He then stepped to Nadia’s desk, pulled open the bottom drawer, and stuffed the envelope in a rear corner.


	In act two, a police search turns up the envelope and the four Berzerk tablets within. Suspicion then becomes fact: Nadia is tagged with a record of drag abuse. Her credibility is destroyed and whatever suspicions she might raise about Gleason’s disappearance or about GEM’s connection to street drags will be tainted… the ramblings of a brain-fried druggie.


	The strength began to seep from Luc’s legs and he dropped into Nadia’s chair.


	How can I do this to her?


	Not only will her credibility go down the tubes, but her medical career as well. She might be able to retain her medical license after going through rehab, but her reputation as a reliable physician will be ruined.


	Have I really sunk so low?


	Luc gathered his strength and rose. He returned to the Mr. Coffee and picked up Nadia’s mug. There was a sink in the washroom. He’d rinse it out, remove the pills from her drawer, and leave everything just as he’d found it. And then he’d look for another way to deal with this.


	He started toward the door, then stopped.


	What other way?


	How else to keep her from accusing GEM other than placing another call to Prather? That would be what Kent and Brad would want. As Kent had said, once you’ve ordered one death, ordering a second is easier. Ordering a third—Nadia’s—would be a Cakewalk for those two. But he had enough blood on his hands.


	He stared into Nadia’s mug. The concentrate was almost completely dry now. In a way, the Loki was by far the lesser evil. It might damage her future, but at least she’d be alive. And she’d have at least some sort of career.


	In a way, he was saving Nadia’s life.


	Clutching that thought like a drowning man, Luc replaced the mug on the coffee shelf, turned out the light, and hurried for the door.


	He had packing to do.
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	Milos strolled around the pool, acting like a host, but listening… straining his ears for the rhythmic pulse of a helicopter approaching through the night sky.


	“Smile,” he said to a trio of dapper Hispanics in bright-colored guayaberas. He’d brought them in from one of his Harlem brothels. “Look like you’re having a good time. Make believe it’s Friday night, before anything happened.” 


	They smiled and nodded and dutifully lifted their glasses of ginger ale to him in salute. There would be plenty of time for the real thing after this was finished.


	Everyone from Friday night’s fiasco was here. Milos had invited them all back and promised them a chance to get even with the shit who had dropped garbage on them. To a man they had accepted—enthusiastically.


	Milos noted with approval the bulges under their shirts. He patted their shoulders and moved on.


	Milos’s men had spent the bulk of the day doing what they could to clean up the grounds. The air still reeked of oil. He raged inwardly at how the filthy stuff had stained the decking and walkways. The entire area would have to be power-washed. But repairs would come later. He did not need the place to look perfect for what he had planned tonight.


	In addition to Friday’s guests he had brought in extra men and had them stationed in the oversize shrubbery with shotguns and rifles, all ready and eager for payback.


	He rubbed his hands anxiously, wondering what those crazies would try to throw at him tonight. No matter. He was ready for them—ready to strike first and stop them dead in their tracks.


	To that end, Milos had the lights low and the music off so he could hear the helicopter as early as possible. His instructions were simple: do not fire until you see the helicopter, but when you do, let loose with everything you have.


	The voice on the phone had asked him if he’d been thinking of “calling in the authorities.” Me, Milos Dragovic, call in police like some ordinary citizen who cannot handle his own problems? Never. No. You attack Dragovic, Dragovic attacks back, but ten times worse.


	Of course, after tonight the authorities would be very much involved—no avoiding that after a barrage of gunfire and a downed helicopter—but he had top lawyers. A citizen was allowed to use deadly force in defense of his life, and that was what he’d be doing tonight: standing on his own property defending himself.


	“I hear something!” one of the men on the beach shouted.


	Everyone stopped talking at once. Silence abrupt and complete, like a power failure in a sound system. Only the sound of the surf… and then something else. No mistaking the thrum of helicopter blades beating the night air.


	“All right!” Milos shouted. “It’s coming! Get ready!” 


	All around him semiautomatic pistols and fully automatic assault weapons were slipping from holsters and pockets and held under jackets or behind backs as safeties were clicked off, rounds were chambered, and bolts were ratcheted back. He saw rifles and shotgun barrels rising into view among the bushes.


	The choppy rhythm grew louder, clearer.


	“Easy,” Milos said, pulling his own .357 Magnum from its shoulder holster. “Easy…” 


	And then, just as it became visible, something strange happened. A bright beam of white light lanced downward from the copter. As it began to play back and forth across the sand, Milos was struck with a terrifying sense that things were about to go horribly wrong.


	His shout of “No!” was lost in the deafening fusillade that erupted around him.


	Milos saw the sparks of the bullets striking the helicopter’s fuselage, watched it lurch, veer to the left and drop, then regain altitude and wobble away, trailing black smoke as it fled.


	The guns had ceased fire almost as quickly as they had begun. No triumphant cheers rose from the stunned men.


	They all could read English.


	And then he heard the wail of sirens—many of them. He turned and saw chaotic red flashes lighting the night from the direction of the front gate.


	Cops. Sounded like an army of them.


	But how? How could they be here so soon? And in such numbers?


	Milos Dragovic stood numb and frozen by his pool and asked himself over and over, Who is doing this to me?
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	When Jack checked his voice mail in the morning he found three messages from Sal Vituolo, the gist of which could be summed up as, “Hey, Jack, call me. I gotta talk to ya, just gotta talk to ya.” 


	So Jack called him from a pay phone.


	“Jack! How’d you do it, man?” Jack couldn’t see Sal but he sounded like he was dancing. “How’d you freakin’ do it?” 


	“I gather it went off well?” 


	Jack had heard a few sketchy details on one of the all-news stations last night before turning in.


	“Are you kiddin’ me? He absolutely screwed himself, shootin’ at a Coast Guard copter like that. But how’d you get it there?” 


	“Like I told you,” Jack said. “I made a call.” 


	“Yeah, but what’d you say?” 


	Jack had told the Coast Guard that a big shipment of this new drug that was making people go crazy was coming ashore at Dragovic’s place in the Hamptons. He told them that was why Dragovic bought the place—so he could smuggle stuff ashore. The shipment was due shortly after dark—like between nine-thirty and ten.


	But Jack didn’t feel like going into all of that with Sal.


	“I’ve got connections.” 


	“You must, baby. I can’t believe the heat that came down on that place.” 


	According to reports on the news, state and Suffolk County heat had been duking it out with the feds over who had jurisdiction. Since they couldn’t decide in time, they’d all shown up.


	“I woulda got more tape but a lot of his muscle was haulin’ ass outta there and some of them was comin’ my way. So I did a little ass haulin’ myself.” 


	“But you got enough?” 


	“I got plenty. I hear the pilots are OK, but Dragovic’s in deep shit for shootin’ up their copter. Accordin’ to the news they didn’t find no heavy drugs in his place. Too bad, but at least some of his guys got tagged for possession. And of course he’s up on all sortsa state, county, and federal weapons charges and even”—Sal snickered here—”disorderly conduct from the town of East Hampton!” His tone sobered. “But I bet the fucker’s out on bail already.” 


	“You can count on it. That’s where the tapes come in. Did you send them off?” 


	“Made a shitload of copies last night, then went to the messenger service first thing this morning—did the locals, all the networks, CNN, Fox, even public access. If they got an antenna or a satellite, they got a tape.” 


	“And you paid cash, right?” 


	“Course. Ay, I don’t wanna be connected to this. No way.” 


	“Good. Now just keep your eyes on the TV this morning.” 


	“You kiddin’? I got the remote glued to my freakin’ hand. I—wait a sec. Here’s something! A special report. Turn on channel four, quick!” 


	I’m not exactly near a TV,” Jack said.


	“This is it! They’re showing it! Yes! Yyy-essss!” Jack was sure now that Sal was indeed dancing around. It was a sight he preferred to imagine rather than witness. “He’s fucked! He is so fucked! He may be out on bail but he won’t be able to show his puss in this town—hell, in the whole freakin’ world again without somebody laughin’ at him!” 


	“Now do you believe in a fate worse than death?” 


	“Yes!” Sal shouted. “Oh, yes!” 


	“And is it enough?” 


	“Yeah, Jack.” Sal’s voice softened as it dropped about a hundred decibels. “I think it is. And I think it’s gonna be easier for me with my sister now.” 


	“Jeez, don’t tell her anything,” Jack said quickly.


	“Ay, I ain’t stupid. I know how stuff gets around and I don’t wanna wake up dead some morning. But at least I think I can finally look Roseanne in the eye now and not feel like a useless wuss. She won’t know, but I’ll know, and that’s what counts, if you know what I’m sayin’.” 


	“Yeah, Sal, I do.” 
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	“Who?” Milos screamed.


	He stood in the center of his office in the rear of the unfinished Belgravy and stared at the remnants of a thirty-two-inch Sony TV before him. A brass table lamp jutted from the smoking hole of what had once been its Trinitron screen.


	“Who?” 


	Who had done this to him? Who hated him so to publicly humiliate him this way? He couldn’t believe that this East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee had done it. Truth was, he couldn’t bear the thought of having been hooked, netted, and filleted for all the world to see by some raised-pinkie, tea-sipping, silver-spoon-sucking pussy from old-money Long Island.


	He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and fought to focus his rage-scattered thoughts. He could feel his heart hammering inside his chest. He felt as if he were floating in space.


	Think! Who!


	The Russians… it had to be the Brighton Beach Russians. They’d been allies of his early on but lately they’d become jealous of his success. Only they would have the nerve to do this to him.


	But this wasn’t their MO. They preferred more direct methods—a bullet or two in the face was their style. No, this had to be someone with more control and calculation, someone who knew his weak points and was not afraid to ram a blade into one and twist.


	Who, damn it!


	And why? Milos wanted to know that as badly as who. If he knew why, he could figure who, and then he’d know what… what in particular he had done to make some sick govno set out to ruin him.


	And that was what he was: ruined, pure and simple. Who would deal with him again? Who would take him seriously? After that tape, how could anyone fear him?


	A ragged scream ripped from his throat and echoed off his office walls.


	The only solution was retribution. He had to find whoever it was and destroy them. He had to send a message to the world that no one fucked with Milos Dragovic and lived.


	Even that would not restore his respect, but it would be a start.


	But where to start? The only lead was a public phone in the East Eighties and a man on a videotape, a man in a car owned by a woman who lived on Sutton Place.


	This man could be the key. He might not be the mastermind, and most likely was not, but he could be the helicopter pilot. He could have been scouting the house in the day to plan the best place to drop his garbage at night. Or involved in some other way. If he could speak to the man, Milos could make him tell.


	Could be the man had no connection at all. If so, too bad. For him.


	Milos was through with caution. Something had to be done, and now. The Sutton Square house had been empty all weekend but the holiday was over. Time to move. He stalked to his office door and kicked it open.


	“Ivo! Vuk! In here! Now!” 


	Milos watched the two men jump up and leave their paper coffee cups on the cocktail table where they’d been sitting. They hurried toward him across the dance floor—or what was supposed to have been a dance floor. He couldn’t imagine opening Belgravy after what he’d just seen. None of the people, the beautiful people he’d planned it for, would show their faces. The place would wind up filled with smirking hoi polloi hoping to catch a glimpse of the buffoon they’d seen on TV.


	I’d sooner torch the place, he thought.


	“Yessir!” Vuk and Ivo said, almost in unison, and Milos swore Ivo had started to salute.


	They looked nervous, and well they should. They had avoided arrest by tossing their guns and extra clips into the pool at the first sign of the police. And they weren’t the only ones. The illuminated bottom of the oil-stained pool had looked like an underwater armory.


	And since it was his pool, Milos had been charged with possession of all those unregistered weapons.


	But his lawyers could get him out of that.


	The problem was who and what and why.


	“This man you have been looking for over on Sutton Square. Bring him to me.” 


	“Yessir!” 


	“And if he gives you trouble, shoot him. Do not kill him. Shoot him in the knees, then bring him to me. I wish to talk to him. He knows something and he will tell me.” 


	“Yessir!” 


	As they turned to go, Milos added: “Do not return without him. And if something happens to your car this time, the only way I want to see you two come back is in a hearse.” 


	They swallowed and nodded, then hurried for the street.
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	Jack had known something was way wrong the instant he stepped into Nadia’s office at the clinic. She’d looked like she’d been on a two-week bender, and now, after listening to her story, he could see why. She’d broken down three times during the telling.


	“So the last time you saw him was when?” 


	“Dinner on Saturday. Sushi… at the Kuroikaze Kafe.” She sobbed. “Doug loved the spider roll there.” 


	“Hey, Doc, you’re using the past tense,” Jack said. “Shouldn’t do that.” 


	She blew her nose and nodded. “You’re right. I just…” She seemed to ran out of words.


	“Let’s move to Sunday. You didn’t see or talk to him all day—” 


	“I tried but his phone was busy.” 


	“But you were there Sunday night and saw no signs of a struggle.” 


	“No. At least I don’t think so. It was dark, you know, with the power out and all. No, wait. I saw the computer and it was fine.” 


	‘That means the break-in took place after you left.” 


	And what does that tell me? Jack wondered.


	Absolutely nothing.


	He could see a second-story man getting caught in the act during a break-in and losing it and killing the owner. It happened. But he’d never heard of anyone taking the body with him. A corpse wasn’t exactly something you could slip into your pocket and stroll away with.


	“Do you think it could be”—the word seemed to stick in her throat—”GEM?” 


	The question jolted him. “A big corporation? Taking someone out? Come on, Doc. They use lawyers for hit men. And why should they want to?” 


	“Well, I told you about Doug hacking their computer—” 


	“Yeah, but could they know about that? And even if they had caught on, how would they know what he’d found, if anything? I mean, it’s not as if he was blackmailing them…” Jack caught and held her gaze. “Was he?” 


	She gave her head a vehement shake. “Never. Not Doug. He was thinking of picking up some GEM stock on the chance that what he’d learned meant it was going up, but I know blackmail would never ever cross his mind.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	“Without a doubt.” 


	Nadia could have been kidding herself, like the mother of the school’s biggest pothead saying, Not my kid. But Jack didn’t think so.


	“So I doubt it’s GEM.” 


	“Don’t be so sure,” Nadia said. “Milos Dragovic is somehow connected to GEM, and GEM is connected with”—she took a deep breath—”Berzerk.” 


	“Damn!” Jack said, slapping the table. “I knew it! That sample I gave you matched up, I take it.” 


	She nodded reluctantly. “It’s my project at GEM, the very molecule I’m supposed to be stabilizing. It’s called ‘Loki’ there.” 


	“Loki… makes you loco. And stabilizing it makes sense. The guy who sold it to me told me about how it all changes to something useless after a certain time.” 


	Nadia rose from her seat and wandered out from behind the deck, rubbing her hands in a washing motion. She looked agitated, too agitated to sit.


	“Every twenty-nine days, twelve hours, forty-four minutes, and two-point-eight seconds.” 


	Jack blinked. “How—?” 


	She seemed to be on automatic pilot as she moved to the coffee setup and grabbed the mug with nadj across its front.


	“And it’s not just the molecule itself that changes. Every representation of the structure of the active molecule, whether it’s a drawing, a model, a computer file, even human memory of it, changes along with it.” 


	She stopped pouring her coffee and turned to stare at him, pot in hand, as if waiting.


	“Go on,” he said.


	“Aren’t you listening?” 


	“To every word.” 


	“Then why aren’t you telling me I’m crazy?” 


	“Because I believe you.” 


	“How can you believe me? What I’m telling you is impossible—or should be.” 


	“Yeah. And the same could be said for the beastie your buddy Monnet gets his Loki from.” 


	“‘Beastie?’ You mean it comes from an animal?” 


	“Sort of.” 


	“Sort of what?” Nadia was saying, and sounding a little annoyed as she went back to pouring her coffee. Good. Better than crying. “It ‘sort of comes from an animal, or it comes from a ‘sort-of animal?” 


	“A sort-of animal that doesn’t follow any of the rules, just like this Loki stuff.” 


	Things were beginning to make sense now… sort of. Jack told her how he’d followed Monnet out to the freak show, and what the boss there had later said about a research scientist who’d found some “fascinating things” in the dying rakosh’s blood.


	“Doc, I’m willing to bet that one of those ‘fascinating things’ turned out to be Loki or Berzerk or whatever it’s called.” 


	She turned, holding her mug with both hands. “But what kind of animal—?” 


	“I wouldn’t call it an animal—animal might make you think of a rabbit or a deer. I’d call it a creature or a thing. The only one of its kind left. And it’s not like anything else that’s ever walked this earth.” He could have added that he had it on good authority that a rakosh wasn’t completely of this earth, but he didn’t want to get into that here. “Let’s just say anything is possible where this thing is concerned.” 


	“Even altering memories?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Nothing connected with that creature would surprise me.” 


	Nadia looked at Jack, then at her mug. “Why did I pour this? I was too jumpy for coffee before and I’m way too wound up now.” She half turned toward the door, then rotated back. “Do you want it?” 


	He’d already had a couple of cups, but it was always a shame to waste good coffee.


	“How’d you make it?” 


	“Just black.” 


	“Add a couple of sugars and I’ll take it off your hands.” 


	Nadia emptied two packets into the mug, then handed it to him. He noticed her hand was trembling. Looked like the last thing she needed now was caffeine.


	“The good news is it’s dying,” he said.


	“Dying?” Her hands flew to her face. “Oh, God! That’s why he wants me to stabilize the molecule! He’s going to lose his source!” 


	“And soon, I think.” 


	“Dragovic’s behind it all. He’s forcing Dr. Monnet to do this. I know it, I know it, I know it.” 


	“I don’t,” Jack said. He sipped his coffee: good and strong, the way he liked it. “And besides, Mr. Dragovic has other matters to occupy his mind at the moment.” 


	Nadia brightened. “Yes! I heard about that.” She narrowed her eyes as she looked at Jack. “You wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with his troubles, would you?” 


	“His troubles are with the law and his image,” Jack said and drank some more coffee.


	“Anyway,” Nadia said. “We’ve got to stop him, stop the drug.” 


	“What do you mean ‘we’?” 


	“All right, you. I wouldn’t know—” She stopped as Jack began shaking his head. “What’s wrong?” 


	“I don’t do drugs… other than caffeine”—he hefted the NADJ mug—”and ethanol, that is.” 


	“Well, good… great…” 


	“But what I mean is I don’t sell them and I don’t stop other people from selling them.” 


	“But Dragovic’s forcing—” 


	“You don’t know if Dragovic’s forcing anything, Doc.” 


	“All right then, forget force. The thing is, Dragovic has somehow involved himself in GEM and GEM is somehow behind this Berzerk poison.” 


	“Which people are buying and ingesting of their own free will.” 


	Nadia turned and stared at Jack, disbelief scrawled across her face. “Don’t tell me you approve.” 


	“I think drugs are stupid as all hell, and I think people who drug themselves up are dumb asses, but people have a right to control their own bloodstreams. If they want to pollute them, that’s their business. I’m not a public nanny.” 


	“You mean if you saw someone selling Berzerk to a twelve-year-old, you wouldn’t do anything?” 


	“Never been there, but I might break his arms.” 


	Jack thought of Vicky. And maybe his legs. And his face.


	Nadia smiled. “So you would make it your business.” 


	“We were talking adults before. Now we’re talking kids. I’m not into crusades, but certain things I will not abide in my sight.” 


	She cocked her head and stared at him. “Abide… that’s a strange word from you.” 


	“How so?” 


	“It’s something I’d expect to hear from a southerner, and you’re very much a northeasterner.” 


	Good ear, Jack thought. “A man who taught me some things used to use that word.” 


	She looked as if she wanted to pursue that but changed her mind. Good.


	“But back to Dragovic. His customers are committing crimes because of what he’s selling them.” 


	“And going to jail for them.” Jack finished his coffee and stood. “As for me, I believe I’ve seen enough of Dr. Monnet and Mr. Dragovic for a long time.” 


	“But it’s not finished.” 


	Jack sighed. “Yeah, it is. You wanted to know the connection between Dragovic and Monnet. It’s this drug. You wanted to know what Dragovic has over Monnet: nothing. They’re in this together, as in partners.” 


	“I can’t believe that.” 


	“Monnet’s the guy who discovered the stuff, he’s the guy who’s testing the stuff, and if you take a trip out the GEM plant in Brooklyn I bet you find he’s manufacturing the stuff. Be objective for just two seconds, Doc, and there’s no other conclusion.” 


	Nadia half sat, half leaned on the desk and stared at the floor, saying nothing. Jack didn’t like the job of telling her that her hero had clay tootsies, especially with her fiancé missing…


	“Tell you what, though,” he said. “I’ll ask around, see who’s been boosting in the DUMBO area, and find out if anybody knows anything about Sunday night.” 


	She looked up and smiled for the first time since he’d arrived. “Will you? I’d really appreciate it.” 


	Jack left her with at least a little hope. He emerged onto Seventeenth Street with the morning sun warming the air and the traffic back full force after the holiday. Had the rest of the day pretty much to himself. So why not drop in on Gia? Vicky would be off to school by now. That meant they’d have the house to themselves.


	Yeah.


	Started walking east. Passing Stuyvesant Square he wondered if its heavy-duty spear-topped wrought-iron fence was meant to keep people out or in. Came to a cluster of medical buildings and wove through a throng of people in white coats with stethoscopes draped around their necks like feather boas. Why wear them out on the street?


	Wassamatta? he thought. Afraid someone won’t know you’re a doctor? His irritation surprised him.


	Hung a left onto First Avenue when he reached the faded brick slabs of Stuyvesant Village. Gia was about forty blocks uptown from here. A cab would be faster but he decided to walk it. Felt so full of energy—Nadia’s coffee must have been superstrong—he’d be there in no time.


	He was a good walker, had a stride that ate up distance. Strode up the east side of the avenue—one long strip mall—until he reached the Bellevue-NYU medical complex where every damn building seemed to be named after someone. That annoyed the hell out of him for some reason.


	After he passed through the shadow of the brooding hulk of the Con Ed power plant, the street opened up into the UN Plaza with its big Secretariat building looking like something out of 2001, towering over the sway-backed block of the General Assembly.


	Jack remembered posing as a tourist in there last summer while following one of the Indian diplomats all over town. What a load of bullshit he’d had to suffer through while waiting for Kusum to leave. Tempted to make a detour right now, stop in there this very minute and tell them how to get their act together. First thing he’d have them do was move the big tombstone of the Secretariat, maybe lay it on its side so it didn’t block the morning sun when he was walking by, or at the very least cut a hole in its center to let some light through.


	Later. Maybe he’d straighten them out this afternoon. Right now he felt too damn good to waste even a second of this beautiful morning on those jerks.


	But the flags—all these goddamn flags really bothered him. Rows of flags, blocks of flags, flags everywhere, wasting enough fabric to clothe most of Bangladesh. Reached into his pocket and grabbed his knife. Had a big-time urge to run up to those poles and start cutting the ropes—free the flags!


	But no… take too long. Especially with Gia home alone. She was waiting for him, he knew. Jack was sure she could feel his approach, his growing proximity.


	Moved on, passing a statue of Saint George killing some stupid-looking dragon on the other side of the fence, and there in the bushes, was that an elephant, a brown elephant? And then it was all blending together and then reversing direction and he felt like he was coming apart, pieces of him floating away, sailing into the air and then curving and boomeranging back to reassemble and fuse into something new and wonderful, the new Jack, King of the City.


	After all, wasn’t it known as New Jack City?


	Energy bloomed in him as he picked up his pace. No matter that it was uphill all the way, he was strong, stronger, strongest. Came to Fifty-fourth and cut east one more block to Sutton Place South where he had a beautiful view of the sparkling East River. God, he loved this city, his city. Hadn’t been born here, but that was OK. Meant he wasn’t here by some accident of nature but here by choice. He’d come here and made it his own, explored every nook and cranny, knew highborn and low and every sort between. Owned this city, man, and no one was going to tell him any different.


	Gia knew that, and that was why she loved him. And he loved her because she knew that.


	Wait…


	Jack shook his head. Did that make sense?


	Sure it did. Of course it did. Wouldn’t have thought it if it didn’t.


	Breaking a light sweat, heavier in the small of his back where the Glock 19 rested in its nylon holster, and more around his ankle where he’d strapped the Semmerling, but he needed those guns, needed them because there were people in his city, not many but always a few, who might try to take the city away from him and make it their own, so he had to be vigilant, ever vigilant.


	But not today, no worry about that today, because it was all his today and he felt great. Laughed aloud.


	“Top o’ da world, Ma!” 


	Guy coming the other way gave him a strange look but Jack glared at him, daring him to say something, anything, to say one single goddamn word. Guy looked away.


	Smart. Nobody gives me looks in my city.


	Felt a growing pressure in his groin as he turned into Sutton Square. Something flitted through his head, a thought about looking out for a car, a car with two men, but it was a slippery thought and avoided his grasp every time he reached for it.


	Who cared about cars anyway. All he cared about now was getting to Gia. Gia-Gia-Gia. Oh, this was going to be good, so very-very good. Do it in the kitchen, do it in the living room, and maybe even in bed. Dodo-do. All day, and all afternoon until Vicky came home. Then he’d take them both out on the town, his town, and show them a great time, the best time of their lives, the kind of time only he could show them.


	Knocked on the door. Couldn’t wait to see the joy beaming from Gia’s face when she pulled it open and saw him, joy that would quickly turn to lust. And then he heard a child’s voice, Vicky’s, shouting on the far side of the door…


	“Mom! It’s Jack! Jack’s here!” 


	And suddenly a cloud moved over his sun and sucked all the heat from his body.


	Vicky was home. Gia wouldn’t… she’d never… not with Vicky around.


	“Jack!” Gia said, her smile bright as she opened the door. “What a surprise!” 


	“Yeah,” he said through his teeth. Tried to force a smile but couldn’t, just couldn’t. Could do just about anything in this city of his, but right now he couldn’t smile. Stepped through the door. “Some surprise.” 


	“Hi, Jack!” Vicky said, looking up at him with a big happy stupid grin.


	Ignored her and turned to Gia. “What’s she doing home?” 


	“She’s got a sore throat and a cough.” Gia’s smile was gone and she was looking at him strangely.


	“Doesn’t look sick.” 


	“Yeah, I got a bad cough,” Vicky said. “Wanna hear it?” She started hacking.


	Jack wanted to belt her—one backhand swipe to knock her into the next room. She was ruining everything. Maybe he ought to just grab Gia right here and do it in the foyer, right in front of Vicky. Be a good lesson for her.


	“Is something wrong, Jack?” Gia said, concern growing in her eyes as she stared at him.


	“Wrong?” he said, feeling fury building like a thunderhead in his skull. “Yeah, there’s plenty wrong. First off, you coddle this kid too much—” 


	“Jack!” 


	“Don’t interrupt me!” he said, his voice rising. “I hate to be interrupted.” 


	“Jack, what on earth’s wrong with you?” 


	There, she’d done it again. Interrupted him. She’d never learn, would she. Only one way to handle someone like that.


	He balled a fist and raised his arm—


	“Jack!” 


	The terror in Gia’s eyes as she cringed away hit him like a kick in the gut, a bucket of ice water in the face…


	What am I doing? What’s happening to me? Jeez, I was just about to punch Gia. What—?


	And then in a flash of clarity Jack knew, and the realization struck like a knife through his skull.


	Somehow, someway, he’d been dosed with Berzerk. The when and the where didn’t matter right now. First thing he had to do was get out of here. Couldn’t be with anybody, especially not Gia and Vicky.


	Get… out!


	Fighting panic, he turned toward the door. Remembered his guns—had to dump them. Mix a 9mm and a .45 with a snootful of Berzerk and a lot of people could wind up dead. Reached under the back of his T-shirt and pulled the Glock from its SOB holster, then ripped the Semmerling, leather straps and all, from his ankle. Shoved them into Gia’s hands, then added his knife… and his wallet.


	Immediately something made him want to snatch them back, pushed him to reach for them. What—was he crazy, giving his money and beloved weapons to this woman?


	Forced himself to step back, to grit out words, “Something’s wrong. Take these. Gotta go. Explain later.” 


	She stared at him wide-eyed with fright and confusion. “What—?” 


	Didn’t dare risk another word, another second here. Hanging onto control by his fingertips, could feel it wriggling away from him. Could maintain this grip only so long before it slipped away again. Wanted—needed—to be as far as possible from here when it did. Turned and ran out the door.
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	“Let’s go,” Vuk said, reaching into his coat.


	Ivo shook his head. He didn’t want to do this. “Wait a bit. Maybe he’ll come out.” 


	They’d parked in a BMW 750iL up the gentle slope of Fifty-eighth Street from where they had a narrow-angle view of the door. A purely residential block. Not a single store and few pedestrians. They’d been here only a few minutes when they saw their man arrive on foot and enter the town house.


	“And maybe he won’t.” Vuk took out his pistol, his tried-and-true 7.62mm M57 semiautomatic, and checked the action. “You heard what Dragovic said. If we see him, we take him and bring him in.” 


	Ivo licked his dry lips. “The woman and child might be there.” 


	“Hope so.” He checked his bleached hair in the rear-view mirror. “She’s a beauty.” 


	Ivo’s palms were slick against the steering wheel. He’d sworn that his days of killing noncombatants were over. Vuk didn’t care. Ivo doubted Vuk had ever given a second thought to what he’d done in Kosovo. He had to find a way to delay this.


	“We need silencers,” he said, grasping at the first idea to dart through his head. “Even a single shot in a neighborhood like this will bring the police.” 


	“We’ll have to risk it.” Vuk reached for the door. “If we move fast enough, it won’t matter.” 


	Ivo grabbed his arm. “Wait.” 


	He was trying desperately to think of something to say when movement by the town house caught his eye. The man was out again, almost running from the door.


	“There he is!” he said, hoping the gush of relief was not apparent in his voice. “Moving fast.” 


	“Don’t let him out of your sight.” 


	Ivo started the car and reached for the shift, then stopped. “He’s coming this way.” 


	The man broke into a jog as he crossed Sutton Place and started up the sidewalk.


	“Coming right to us,” Vuk said with a grin. “Perfect.” 


	Ivo left the car in park and studied the approaching man. This was the first time he’d had a chance to see him since their brief encounter on the beach last week, and he looked… different. His expression was strange, somewhere between panic and rage. But his eyes… they’d been so mild last week. Now they were wild.


	“Ready,” Vuk said. The man would pass on his side. “You move when I do.” 


	Ivo checked the street. Light traffic, only one or two pedestrians and none close by. When the man came to within a car length of their vehicle, Vuk opened his door. Ivo jumped out on the street side, drawing his own weapon, a FEG FP9, holding it low as he came around the rear bumper. He didn’t chamber a round until Vuk had his weapon pointed at the man’s chest.


	“Into the car!” Vuk said.


	Ivo pulled open the rear door with his free hand as the man skidded to a halt.


	“What?” the man said.


	“You heard!” Vuk said, gesturing with his pistol.


	“You’re the jerks from the beach. What are you doing in my city?” 


	“In!” Vuk lowered his barrel and pointed it at the man’s legs. “Inside or I shoot your knees and drag you in.” 


	The man’s wild eyes darted from Vuk’s gun to the one in Ivo’s hand, then back again. No fear there or in his expression, just a brief baring of the teeth, very much like a snarl as he moved toward the open door. Ivo glanced around as he stepped back to let him in. No one was paying them any attention. Yet.


	“Stop right there,” Vuk said. He did a quick pat-down and grinned at Ivo when he found the empty SOB holster. “I think we have our man.” To the man: “Where is your gun?” 


	“Home.” 


	“Good place for it.” Vuk shoved the man into the seat on the passenger side. “Do not move a muscle.” 


	Ivo covered him while Vuk ran around to the other side and got in. He sat in the rear, facing their captive, while Ivo returned to the driver seat. Safe behind the wheel again, he let loose a breath he’d been holding. No one had noticed them. The whole operation had taken perhaps thirty seconds.


	“So,” Vuk said as Ivo pulled from the parking space, “you are man who wrecked our cars, yes?” 


	“Your cars?” the man said. “If you bring a car into my city, it’s my car.” 


	“Who are you?” 


	“You know very well who I am. I am Moreau. Dr. Moreau. Dr. Jack Moreau. I created you.” 


	Something wrong here, Ivo thought. The man on the beach didn’t talk crazy like this.


	He adjusted the rearview mirror. The brown eyes flashed toward him, strangely glittering eyes. The eyes of a madman. Fear began to nibble at Ivo’s gut. He felt like someone who had set a possum trap and wound up with a bear.


	What have we let into our car?


	“So it was you,” Vuk said.


	The man was shaking his head. “The beast flesh… the stubborn beast flesh creeping back.” 


	“Stop talking like fool. First you make fool of our boss, then you try to make fool of my friend Ivo and me too, yes?” 


	The traffic light on Sutton Place turned green as Ivo approached. He made a right and stopped at the red at Fifty-seventh.


	“Ivo?” the man said to Vuk. “What kind of name is that? I didn’t name him that when I created him from a dog. And you. I created you from a donkey, I think. An ass. But I did not give you that hair color. And why would I try to make a fool out of you when you do such a good job of it by trying to look like a carrot? Don’t you own a mirror?” 


	Ivo could hear the strain in Vuk’s voice. “I can shoot off your knees now, but that would mean I have to carry you inside to speak to our boss, and later I have to clean up the mess. But once we are inside, the boss will want you to speak, and I will be very happy to be one to make sure you tell everything he wish to know.” 


	Ivo crossed Fifty-seventh, keeping as much of a watch in his rearview as he did through the windshield.


	“You would do well not to anger me by breaking the Law,” the man said. “You remember the Law, don’t you? Are you not men? Has the stubborn beast flesh crept back so far that you’ve forgotten the law? Break the Law and it’s off to the House of Pain with you. I told you: I am Moreau.” 


	“You are no one,” Vuk said. “You are nothing. But you somehow manage to find yourself a fine-looking woman. Do you know what will happen after our boss is through with you? Ivo and I are going to come back and pay little visit to your woman. We are going to fuck her.” 


	What is Vuk doing? Ivo wondered, anxiety building like a pressure in his chest. Why is he taunting him? Doesn’t he see the man’s eyes? Can’t he tell that he’s completely insane?


	And an insane man is capable of anything.


	As Ivo turned onto Fifty-fifth he said, “I think that’s enough for now.” 


	“No, Ivo. Not nearly enough. I want him to know how we will take turns with his woman and how she will love it because she has never had real man before. And then perhaps we move on to little girl.” 


	Ivo felt the air within the car thicken, become charged, as if lightning were readying a strike.


	“Vuk, please!” 


	“Vuk?” The man laughed. “That’s a name? Sounds like someone puking. But I guess it goes with the rest of you, donkey-man. Dumb name, dumb hair, dumb ass.” 


	Ivo sensed sudden movement behind him and knew, just knew that Vuk was swinging his pistol at the man’s face. And he saw the burst of triumph in the captive’s eyes that said this was just what he had been waiting for.


	“Vuk, no!” 


	Ivo yanked the wheel to the right and slammed on the brakes. As the car lurched to a halt he pulled his pistol from his shoulder holster. But it was too late.


	He heard the man roar, “You turn upon your creator?” The shot from the rear seat sounded like a cannon as warm droplets sprayed the back of Ivo’s neck. “You two are beyond salvage!” 


	Ivo had his pistol on the rise, about chest high, and was swinging his head around when the muzzle of Vuk’s M57 appeared, an inch from his right eye. As he gazed down that narrow tunnel to eternity, a flash bloomed in his vision and all became bright white light, engulfing him, consuming him.
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	Half blind with rage, he jumps out and aims Carrot Top’s pistol at the car. Occupants already dead, which is just what they should be for threatening to harm his women.


	A vagrant thought intrudes: Wasn’t I just thinking of harming them myself a few minutes ago? but he brushes it aside. Yeah but that was different. What I do is one thing. Doesn’t mean anybody else can do the same.


	Took a supreme effort of his magnificent will not to tear their heads off as soon as they’d accosted him. But he wanted to give them a chance to redeem themselves.


	After all, he created them, and he is nothing if not a benign creator.


	He is Moreau. Dr. Jack Moreau.


	No fear is the key. A lesser being would have been afraid of the gun and the manlike thing holding it, but not him. He has no fear, and no fear means no hesitation, means no self-doubt, means simply doing what must be done, taking what you want when you want it with full knowledge that you can do it and that none of these lesser beings has the right or the means to stop you.


	Oh, he was good in that car, so good, so fast, so much faster than the two creatures who dared to oppose him. But why should he be surprised? After all, hadn’t he created them, transformed them from lower species? A shame to waste them, but they were reverting to their lower forms, the beast flesh had crept back so far that they forgot the Law, and forgetting the Law is punishable by death.


	No, wait. Breaking the Law means a trip back to the House of Pain. Not death. He must have forgot. Oh, well.


	So the manlike things he created are good and dead, but the Beamer must die too. Belongs to an enemy, someone who wants to take the city away from him. Can’t send the car to the House of Pain, so he must execute it.


	He pulls the trigger, shooting wildly, punching hole after hole in the fenders. Aware of screams, only a few, from up and down the street, and fleeing people dart through his peripheral vision, but he keeps yanking on the trigger.


	Suddenly a wall of flame erupts from the rear of the car, knocking him off his feet and searing him with a blast of heat, peppering him with flying glass.


	Half-dazed, he struggles to his knees, blinking, coughing, then to his feet. Notices that the dark hair on his arms is singed into tight, tiny pale curls and the skin is scorched and blackened. His shirt is torn and he’s bleeding from a couple of spots on his already scarred chest. Shakes his head to clear the buzzing from his ears.


	Across the street the Beamer is toast. Dead. Not merely dead, but clearly and sincerely dead, or however that goes. An evil devil witch car burning at the stake.


	A weight in his hand. Carrot Top’s gun—some sort of Tokarev clone. Barely remembers how he got it. Stares at the pistol. The slide is back, the empty chamber exposed. Spare clip’s got to be in the car, which means this thing’s no good to him anymore. Tosses it into the burning heap and looks around.


	Where is he? Some sort of high-rise apartment building canyon. Oh, yeah. Mid-fifties—near Gia’s. He spots a taxi stopped down the slope from the burning Beamer. Driver is twisted around. Seems to be trying to back up but the cars stacked behind him are preventing it.


	Jack starts walking toward the cab. Driver turns and sees him. Eyes widen in his dark face and he tries to wave Jack off.


	A cab, in my city, not wanting to give me a ride? What’s happening around here? Has everyone gone crazy?


	Keeps walking toward the cab. Driver has stopped waving. Doesn’t appear to be the kind who believes in crosses, but from the look on his face if he had one he’d probably be holding it up to ward off this burnt-up and torn-up guy walking his way. Seems about to put the car in gear—Don’t even think about it—then changes his mind. Jumps out and runs back toward First Avenue.


	Jack stops and watches him go. Now doesn’t that beat all. What’s wrong with people today? First furious impulse is to run after the little bastard and teach him some manners, but the cab is before him, engine idling, driver door standing open almost like an invitation.


	Looks like I’ll have to drive myself.


	But when he gets in he has second thoughts. Front section of the cab looks like a landfill—empty twenty-ounce Diet Pepsi and Mountain Dew bottles roll, Snickers and Dove Bar and peanut butter cracker wrappers flutter, and scattered all across the floor is a good half-inch layer of empty pistachio shells. Radio’s playing some awful song in a foreign language—Farsi?—but at least the radio’s still there. Can’t say the same about the air bag; its compartment in the steering wheel is a gaping toothless mouth—either somebody stole it or it deployed sometime in the dim dark past and the driver never replaced it.


	This is not, repeat, not suitable transportation for someone of Dr. Jack Moreau’s stature but it’s all he’s got at the moment. Grabs the sticky gearshift, rams it into drive, and starts to move.


	Wait. Move where?


	Out of the city, zips through his brain. Out of the city—fast.


	Doesn’t remember why he should want to leave the city, but the idea is there, and it’s insistent. But where out of the city?


	Rage blooms anew as Jack passes the burning Beamer. He knows who owns it. Dragovic. That Serb bastard sent those two gooney boys to kidnap him and bring him—where? To his place in the Hamptons, of course, the place Jack trashed.


	Now Jack knows where he’s going.


	“You want a face-to-face, Dragovic?” he shouts to the streaked windshield as he heads for the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge. “You got it!” 


	Rearview mirror is angled toward him and he starts when he sees a stranger in it. Face in the mirror is blackened with soot, eyebrows and hairline singed. And then he realizes the face is his own.


	“Damn you, Dragovic!” he shouts, pounding the steering wheel. “You’re gonna pay for this!” 


	Soon as Jack hits the bridge he puts his foot in the tank and cranks up the speed. Taxi doesn’t exactly leap ahead, but it moves. Sunlight seems extra bright, but the birds fly more lazily than usual, and the other cars around him seem slow and ponderous, as if time is passing at a different rate for them.


	Then it comes to him. He’s not Moreau. He’s gone beyond Moreau. His reflexes are superhuman now. He may have a crummy ride, but his newfound powers can more than compensate. He is a new deity.


	King of the Road.


	Traffic’s not so heavy in this direction—most of it’s heading into his city—but still pretty thick. The King begins weaving in and out, darting into openings where mere mortals would not dare, earning angry honks and gestures as he cuts across lanes and threads narrow divides.


	Screw ‘em.


	Sees daylight ahead, a nice long stretch of open left lane, and the only thing blocking him from that direct line to infinity is a dark blue Volvo. Jack pulls up behind, riding its bumper. Sees the driver, a woman, idly twirling her hair with a finger as she dallies along in the lane, oblivious to him.


	“Lay-deeee!” he shouts, honking. “King of the Road to lay-deeee! Listen to Joan Hamburg in another lane!” 


	But she makes no move to get over, gives no sign that she’s even aware of the King’s presence, and this only ups his rage.


	He’s boxed in, can’t go around her, so he leans on the horn.


	“Lay-deeeeeeeeeee!” He feels like he’s gonna explode now and he’s shouting through clenched teeth. “Stop twirling your goddamn hair and get outta the King’s way!” 


	But still no move to the side, let alone acknowledgement of his existence.


	That does it. Jack stomps the gas pedal and it feels good, it feels so good when he rams her rear fender.


	That gets her attention. The woman jumps as her car swerves left, then right. She glances quickly over her shoulder. Got both hands on the wheel now and she knows, goddamn does she know, that the King is on her tail.


	“Move! Move!” he’s shouting as he waves his arm to the right.


	But still she hangs in the lane, no blinker, no nothing. Jack leans on the horn and hits the gas again. She must see him coming because this time she swerves right just in time.


	“Finally!” 


	As he pulls parallel he wants to sideswipe her, wants to slam into her lousy Volvo and send it careening all the way across the lanes—bam!—into and over the guardrail. And he should; he really should. As King of the Road he owes it to the other drivers on the bridge, owes it to other drivers everywhere in his asphalt domain to send her into screaming free fall, let her drink a little eau du East River, but he can’t spare the time. For there’s a larger blot on his world, a dark festering sore on the eastern horizon, a foul smudge named Dragovic, and it’s Jack’s divinely ordained mission to journey to East Hampton and clean it up.


	So instead of ramming her he scoots by. You are spared, lady—this time. In his rearview he sees she’s got a cell phone to her ear.


	That’s right, lady; call the cops. Call the fire department. Call anyone you want. Tell them the King of the Road moved you out of the left lane but spared your life. They’ll just tell you how lucky you are. So learn from this, lady: the King catches you squatting in the left lane again, no more Mr. Nice Guy.


	Makes good time from there and even does well on Queens Boulevard for a while, but he’s still seething—at the woman, at the men who tried to kidnap him, at Dragovic, at all the damn cars on the road. Hates them all with equal intensity, which he’s dimly aware shouldn’t be, but somehow is.


	But he’s OK. Got it all under control. Saving it for Dragovic.


	Then comes a traffic tie-up. Construction on Queens Boulevard, just before the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. At least the sign says construction but Jack can’t see a single soul working. No matter, the barriers are up, and all traffic has to funnel down to one lane.


	Which has Jack steaming. If there was a way to drive this cab over the tops of the cars in front of him he would, but he’s got to wait in line and crawl and merge, and then crawl and merge again. So humiliating for a king. Has to close his eyes and take deep breaths every so often to keep from ripping the steering wheel off the column.


	A quarter-mile ahead he can see the cars cruising along the BQE overpass and he longs to be up there. Not much farther now. Just a few more car lengths and he can be up there too. A short jog south will put him on the LIE; he’ll be trucking toward the Hamptons and Dragovic in no time. But right now he’s got to—


	Suddenly this big brand-new black Mercedes is angling into the gap in front of him.


	“Where’d you come from?” 


	Obviously it scooted down the shoulder on Jack’s left and cut in front of him while he was staring at the overpass. Jack is confounded… can’t believe someone would do this to the King.


	Instantly the world takes on this cranberry tint.


	Venting an inarticulate cry somewhere between a scream and a growl, Jack hits the pedal and rams the Merc’s front passenger door. The Merc rocks back and forth. And while the driver, vaguely visible through the tinted glass, is staring his way in shock, Jack reverses a couple of feet, angles the wheel a little left, and caves in the rear passenger door, but harder. Then he kicks open his door and jumps out of his cab.


	Behind him he hears cheers and applause from other drivers, but he ignores them. He’s focused on this son-of-a-bitch with his blow-dried salt-and-pepper hair and his multi-thousand-dollar suit getting out of his Mercedes, guy who thinks he’s gonna give the King some attitude. Well, listen, buddy, you don’t know attitude, you’ve never seen, never dreamed attitude like you’re gonna get right now.


	Guy’s eyes widen at his first glimpse of Jack, probably because with his singed hair, scorched skin, and torn bloody clothing he must look like someone who’s just walked through a burning building for fun. And of course the fact that Jack is screaming and his outstretched hands are curved into claws does not make him look particularly amiable.


	“You think ‘cause you drive a Mercedes you can just cut in front of anybody whenever you damn well please? ‘Snooze, you lose’—is that what you were thinking? Well this time you cut off the King of the Road and you do not ever cut off the King of the fucking Road!” 


	Jack jumps up on the Merc’s trunk and comes for the driver. Wants to tear this guy apart with his bare hands and can see by the look on the guy’s face, florid outrage blanching to oh-shit-what-have-I-got-myself-into? pallor, that the guy knows it. Leaps onto the car roof and slides across feetfirst as the guy ducks back in behind the wheel. Driver door is closing but Jack catches its upper edge with both sneakers, kicking it back open.


	Now he’s down inside the door with his feet on the pavement, pulling the guy out of the car, and the guy’s kicking and clawing at Jack, whimpering please don’t hurt him and how it was a mistake, a dumb careless mistake, and he’s sorry, he’s so terribly sorry.


	Yeah, now you’re sorry, Mr. Mercedes, but you weren’t sorry a minute ago, were you, no, you weren’t sorry at all then, and Jack wants to punch his face in but the guy proceeds to wet his pants and that’s so pathetic and now he’s burping and gagging and oh jeez he’s gonna puke.


	Jack turns the guy a quick one-eighty and lets him blow breakfast onto the concrete divider. Not gonna punch him out now, not with barf all over him.


	All right, tell you what, Mr. Mercedes, we’re gonna do a little trade, you and me. That’s right, I’m going to be Mr. Mercedes now and you’re gonna be Mr. Cabbie. Either that or you’re gonna walk from here to wherever you’re going.


	Jack shoves him and sends him stumbling away, then gets in. Have a nice day. Slams the Merc into gear and peels rubber into the space that’s opened up in the logjam while they’ve been having their little discussion. Smells good in here and it’s cool. These are the sort of wheels he should always have, a full flash ride—except for the annoying little seat belt warning light. If he had one of his guns right now he’d shoot it out.


	Seat belt? The King of the Road doesn’t wear a seat belt.


	Ooh, and looky here. Nifty little black driving gloves.


	Slips them on, like a second skin, and thirty seconds later he’s in the clear, gunning for the ramp to the BQE. And just like he knew, takes him no time to reach the Long Island Expressway. Once on that it’s clear sailing.


	Gets the Merc up to eighty and he’s rolling maybe fifteen minutes like this when the sign for the Glen Cove Road exit looms large in the windshield—coming up in two miles.


	Whoa. Glen Cove Road. That’s the way to Monroe. And Monroe’s where that dumb-ass freak show’s keeping big bad Scar-lip the rakosh caged up.


	Jack slips his hand inside his torn shirt and fingers the three thick scars that ridge the scorched skin of his chest. Scar-lip scars. Never paid back the big ugly for these. Matter of fact, went and stopped those two carny guys from poking him. Why the hell’d he do that? What was he thinking? Scar-lip scarred him—scarred the King. Can’t let something like that go. What would people say? Got to go back and straighten it out, and now’s as good a time as any. Yes, sir, overdue for a little side trip to kick some rakosh donkey.


	Jack yanks the wheel to the right, cutting off a Lincoln and a Chevy as he zips across three lanes to the exit. But the going on Glen Cove Road is a lot slower. Pushes it as much as he can with his dodge-and-weave thing and makes decent time, but then the divided highway ends and it’s down to two-lane blacktopville and he’s steaming because nobody knows how to drive around here.


	Hey, it’s not Sunday afternoon you jerks so move your fat automotive asses or get off a my road!


	And so he’s riding bumpers, leaning on the horn, blinking his high beams, pushing the yellow traffic lights to the max, and zipping through a couple of reds until he sees other red lights, the bubble-gum kind, flashing in his rearview mirror.


	A hick Glen Cove cop. Obviously he doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. You don’t pull over the King of the Road.


	Jack ignores him for a few blocks but then the guy has the nerve to hit his siren. Just a single woop but it sets off a rage bomb in Jack. Time to set this fool straight. Instead of slowing, Jack speeds up. Not too fast—doing forty in a twenty-five—but enough to make it plain that this big black Mercedes is giving Offissa Pupp an automotive single-digit salute.


	Jack can’t see the cop’s face but he’s got to be pissed because he’s cranked his siren up to full blast now and not only are his flashers doing the dervish but his headlights are strobing like it’s disco time as he crawls up the butt of Jack’s Mercedes.


	You like driving close? How’s this?


	Jack presses back against the headrest as he slams on the brakes and is jolted as the cop car plows into his rear bumper. Jack pauses long enough to see the cop disappear behind a billow of white; then he roars off, laughing.


	Eat hot flaming air bag, Deputy Dawg!


	But a mile or so farther on he’s got another wooping flashing Glen Cove policemobile on his tail and it doesn’t seem to matter that Jack’s in Monroe now; the cop keeps coming. Jack speeds up, hoping to catch this guy same as the last, but Cop One must’ve put out the word because Cop Two hangs back. Jack’s slowing down and speeding up, trying to reel him in, and maybe just maybe he’s paying too much attention to the rear-view, because when he focuses back through the windshield during the next speedup he sees this Pacer driven by an Oriental dude turning in front of him so he stands on the brake and hauls the steering wheel left and skids across the road and everything would be fine except this brand new Chevy Suburban the size of Yonkers is barreling down the other lane and it catches him broadside like a high-velocity ninety-thousand-caliber hardball, flipping the Merc onto its side and bouncing Jack in half a dozen directions at once around the front compartment. He’s a human pinball between a set of power bumpers and as he sees the front right windshield post coming in fast for a face kiss he remembers the seat-belt warning light with sudden wistful fondness; then memory and consciousness take a breather…
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	Luc fidgeted anxiously in his chair in his book-lined study and decided he could put it off no longer. He’d stayed home today but had been checking the employee sign-in list at the GEM offices via his home computer. Nadia’s name was still absent.


	He glanced at his watch. Almost eleven. If she hadn’t signed in by now, she wasn’t going to. Time to call the clinic. He punched in the number.


	“Diabetes clinic,” said a woman’s voice.


	“Yes. Is Dr. Radzminsky there?” 


	“No. She’s gone for the day.” 


	“Do you know when she left?” 


	“Who’s calling, please?” 


	“This is Dr. Monnet. She works for me as a researcher.” 


	“Of course. She’s mentioned you.” 


	Has she? I wonder what she said.


	“Well, she hasn’t shown up for work yet and I was wondering…” 


	Luc listened patiently while the receptionist related how Dr. Radzminsky was upset because of her fiancé’s disappearance and so on, and he made properly sympathetic noises. The important thing here was to establish his concern for a missing employee.


	After learning that Nadia had left later than usual—almost nine-thirty—Luc told the receptionist to ask her to please call his office immediately should she return.


	He leaned back and sipped his coffee and thought of Nadia’s coffee. Undoubtedly she’d drunk from her NADJ mug by now and was presently wandering about somewhere, firmly in the grip of Loki madness.


	Luc sighed with relief and a touch of regret as he wondered where she was and what she was doing. He confessed to a certain professional curiosity as to what behaviors the Loki would bring out in a sweet, even-tempered person like Nadia. He remembered reading about a meek mousy little housewife who, after taking a heavy dose from a well-meaning friend, cut her abusive husband to ribbons. Nothing so gory from Nadia, he hoped. Just enough to get her arrested and charged… and her credibility ruined.


	He rose and returned to the living room. He surveyed the crates of wine neatly stacked and ready for shipment. He’d personally packed every one of them. Only four more to go.


	He glanced at the television and saw that Headline News was replaying the Dragovic videotape. Luc had already seen it three times but he sat down now, eager for a fourth viewing. He could not help grinning at the close-up of Dragovic firing wildly at the Coast Guard helicopter. Oh, this was delicious, utterly delicious.


	He tried to imagine how small, how utterly humiliated Dragovic must feel right now and could not. He wondered who was behind this marvelous prank. Whoever he was, Luc could kiss him.


	Much as he would dearly love to search the channels for more replays, he had to keep moving. The calendar on this, his last day in America, was pretty well filled. He had to finish packing the very last of his wine before the shippers arrived at three. Once the cases were safely on their way to France, he would have an early dinner, his last in New York, and then head out to the airport. A tingle of anticipation ran up the center of his chest. He was booked first class on the ten o’clock to Charles de Gaulle. A mere eleven hours and—


	The phone rang. Luc checked the caller ID. If it was anyone from GEM, especially his partners, they could talk to his voice mail. His heart dropped a beat when he saw “N. Radzminsky” on the readout. He snatched up the receiver.


	“Hello?” His suddenly dry mouth made his voice sound strange.


	“Dr. Monnet, this is Nadia. I tried your office but—” 


	“Yes, Nadia. How are you?” 


	The question was not conversational routine—he truly wanted to know.


	“I’m terrible,” she said, her voice edging toward a sob. “I just got back from Brooklyn after spending an hour in the Eighty-fourth Precinct talking to the police. They’ve got no leads on Doug.” 


	She sounded upset, her voice quavering, but she was undeniably rational. How could mat be? The Loki…


	“I’m so sorry, Nadia. Is there anything I can do?” 


	“Yes,” she said, a hint of steel creeping into her voice. “I just got off the subway and I’m two blocks from you. I’ve got a few things I want to talk to you about.” 


	Dear God! Coming here? No, she couldn’t! She’d see the boxed-up wine, she’d guess—


	“I-I was just leaving. Can’t we—?” 


	“This isn’t going to wait.” Her voice grew more sharply edged. “Either I get answers from you or I have my new friends at the Eight-four do the asking.” 


	Luc dropped into a chair, his heart thudding, the living room spinning. Was this the way her dose of Loki was taking her? Whatever the case, he could not allow her up here.


	“I don’t understand this. You sound so upset. I’ll meet you outside. We can talk while I wait for a cab.” 


	“All right,” she said, then cut the connection.


	Luc was wearing a light sweater and slacks. He threw on a blue blazer and hurried to meet her. He reached the sidewalk just as Nadia arrived. She wore a shapeless beige raincoat and looked terrible—puffy face, red-rimmed eyes—but not deranged.


	But just in case…


	“Walk with me,” he said, taking her arm and guiding her up Eighty-seventh, away from his building. “What do you think I can tell you?” 


	“You can tell me if you had anything to do with Doug’s disappearance.” 


	Luc almost tripped. His first attempt at speech failed. On his second he managed, “What? How… how can you ask such a thing?” 


	“Because Doug knew things. He hacked into your company computers. He found out where your R and D funds were going.” 


	“I had no idea!” Did he look surprised enough? “Why on earth—?” 


	“And I know things too. I know that Loki is being sold on the street. And I know you’re involved with Milos Dragovic.” 


	He glanced around at the lunchtime crowds beginning to fill the streets. “Please, Nadia. Not so loud!” 


	“All right,” she said, lowering her voice a trifle. “But tell me… let me hear it straight from your lips: did you have anything to do with Doug’s disappearance?” 


	“No! Absolutely not!” 


	Panic sent his thoughts caroming through his brain. Oh, dear God, she knows about Dragovic, about Berzerk and all the rest! How can this be happening? Not now! Not when I am almost free!


	“How about Dragovic?” she said.


	Think! Think! Think!


	“Nadia, one of the downsides of going public is that anyone can buy your company’s stock. Unfortunately, Mr. Dragovic owns a large block of ours and—” 


	“What’s his relationship with you?” 


	Luc felt as if he were on the witness stand, being grilled by a prosecutor.


	“It is very complicated, and I will explain it in full to you someday if you like, but suffice it to say that Mr. Dragovic could not be involved in Douglas’s troubles because I doubt very much he even knows Douglas exists.” 


	A long pause. They’d reached the corner of Lexington; he guided her left… downtown… toward her home… away from his neighborhood.


	Finally she said, “I think I’m going to have to go to the police about Dragovic.” 


	No!


	Luc fought to keep the panic out of his voice. “Please don’t be precipitous, Nadia. You will cause much misery and embarrassment for many people, and none of it will bring back your Douglas one minute sooner.” 


	“I’m not so sure about that.” 


	“Please give it a little more time, Nadia—at least until tonight, I beg you. Milos Dragovic is a vile, vile man, but I swear to you by all I hold holy he has no connection to Douglas. And if you’ve been watching the television at all, you must know he’s had other matters on his mind.” 


	Another pause, longer this time, then Nadia closed her eyes and breathed a deep, tremulous sigh. “Maybe you’re right. I don’t know. I’m so worried, so frustrated, I feel I’ve got to do something!” 


	“Wait. Just give it until tonight. I’m sure you’ll hear something by tonight. If not, then do what you must. But give the police just a little more time.” 


	“All right,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Till tonight.” 


	She turned and, without another word, continued walking downtown on Lexington.


	Luc stepped to the side and leaned against the front of an appliance store. Somehow Nadia hadn’t been dosed with the Loki. Or if she had she was resistant to its effects. Whatever, she was out and about and more dangerous than ever.


	His eyes drifted to the TVs in the front window of the store where the Dragovic footage was playing again. A moment ago he’d tried to imagine how small and utterly humiliated Dragovic must feel. If Nadia went to the police… he had visions of stepping off the plane and finding officers of the Surete waiting for him, of returning to New York in manacles, walking a gauntlet of photographers… He would no longer need to imagine how Dragovic felt… He would know firsthand.


	He turned, found a public phone, and called a number he knew by heart. After three rings, Ozymandias Prather’s deep voice echoed through the receiver.


	“Prather, it’s me.” He needed to be discreet here. “I need your services again.” 


	“Who is it this time?” 


	“A researcher. The fiancée of the last one. She suspects.” 


	An odd laugh. “Do you warn people when you hire them that they might not have a future with your firm—or any future at all?” 


	“Please. This is an emergency. She could ruin everything.” 


	“Really. That’s a shame.” 


	“Can you do it? Now?” 


	“In daylight? Out of the question. Too risky.” 


	“Please!” He loathed begging this man but had nowhere else to turn. “I’ll double the usual fee.” 


	“Double, ay? And you say it’s the fiancée of the last one. That presents possibilities. I’ll need some information…” 


	Flooded with relief, Luc gave Prather what he wanted: name, address, phone numbers, whether or not she lived alone. When he was finished…


	“I will send someone by within the hour to pick up the payment.” 


	“I’ll have it ready.” He’d pay for this himself, draw out the money immediately.


	“Excellent. And since you’re such a good customer, I believe I can work this one to cover for the last as well.” 


	“Really? How?” 


	“You will see. Remember: money in an hour.” 


	Luc hung up and headed for the nearby Citibank. Most of his money had been transferred to his Swiss account, but he still had more than enough left to pay Prather.


	He stopped and took a few deep breaths. This is what he got for trying to find a humane solution. If he’d put Prather on it in the first place, he wouldn’t be in this state.


	He glanced his watch. Noon. Ten more hours. Maybe he could find an earlier flight. As soon as he settled with Prather he’d call his travel agent. New York was becoming too dangerous for him.
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	Took Jack a moment or two to realize he was in a hospital room. The IV running into his left arm pretty much clinched it.


	A small narrow room, semiprivate, but the other bed empty. A dark dead television screen stared at him from the opposite wall a few feet beyond the edge of the bed. Cracks in the ceiling, in the walls, chipped paint on the doors. This place had seen better days.


	So had his head—it was killing him. The rest of him didn’t feel so hot either. Sat up and maybe that wasn’t such a good idea—the room swam around the bed; his stomach heaved; pain shot through his left ribs—but he grabbed the side rails and hung on for the ride.


	While he waited for the walls to stop moving he tried to figure out what the hell had put him here. Slowly, in brief bright flashes and glittery pieces, it came back… a succession of cars, shots, collisions, cops, all suffused with an overriding giddy exhilaration mixed with murderous rage. Psycho time, a berserko bender—


	Berzerk. That’s right. Remembered now, remembered that he must have been dosed with the crazy-maker stuff, and the only way it could have happened was in the coffee Nadia had given him. Didn’t make sense that she’d do it. Which could only mean that the dose had been meant for her.


	Jack had a pretty damn good idea of who had meant it. He’d figure out the why later. Right now he had to get out of. here.


	What time was it? No clock in the room. How long had he been here? Last thing he remembered was the cops chasing him and—


	Cops… was he under arrest?


	The near certainty of that sent a bolt of sick pain through his already throbbing head. Checked his fingertips—not the cleanest they’d ever been, but no sign of fingerprint ink. Yet. So far in his life he’d managed to keep his photo and fingerprints out of the criminal databases, and he desperately wanted to keep it that way.


	He noticed a plastic wristband. “John Doe” had been typed in the patient name space. His admitting physician was a doctor named A. Bulmer.


	John Doe… but you can call me Jack.


	Next question: was he under guard?


	Probably, but only one way to find out. Door to the hall stood open about a foot. A peek outside would give the answer.


	Twisted the release on the side rail and slid it down. But as he swung his legs over the side, the room began to do the Harlem shuffle again. He let it finish, then eased his feet to the floor. Clinging to the IV stand for support, he stood. As the room swayed again—a slow dance this time—he felt cool air on his butt and realized that his shirt and jeans had been replaced by a light blue hospital gown with—check it out—full rear ventilation, monroe community hospital ran in black along the hem.


	Monroe again. Somehow he kept winding up in Monroe. Maybe he should move here.


	Not a chance.


	Didn’t feature having his bare back end exposed to the world and hoped his own clothes were somewhere near, but first he had to check the hall.


	With the IV stand as a rolling crutch, he shuffled to the door and peeked through the narrow gap on the hinged side. His heart sank at the sight of one of the local men in blue standing across the hall, talking to a nurse.


	One cop. But what a cop. Size of a double-wide Kelvinator freezer. Badge on his chest looked like a refrigerator magnet. On a good day Jack might have been able to work something on him—maybe. But at the moment Barney Fife would have been a handful.


	Only one other way out. Jack eased back and crossed the room toward the window. Legs were feeling a little steadier now but weakened again as he passed the mirror between the closets. The face reflected was a mess: fire-reddened skin, two black eyes under singed-off eyebrows, a swollen nose, and a wide bandage around his head. Lifted the gauze and winced at the sight of a four-inch row of sutures running up his right-front scalp. Worse, someone had clipped away the hair around the cut to give a clear field for the needlework.


	The Frankenstein monster had looked better after his trip through the burning windmill.


	Shook his head. A bad, bad day, and not getting any better.


	Got worse when Jack reached the windows: he was in a third-story room overlooking the rear parking lot. And even worse news waiting when he checked the closets: empty, both of them. Maybe the cops had kept his clothes as evidence; more likely whoever had treated him had tossed them in the garbage. Either way…


	Amid a sudden surge of anger Jack’s fist cocked back to smash the closet door but he managed to hold it back. Barely.


	What was this? Was he stupid? A noise like that would bring Officer Kelvinator running.


	He realized he must still have a little Berzerk perking through his nervous system. The fluid from the IV probably had diluted it some, but he’d better be careful.


	And as for the IV, that had to go. He undid the tape, pulled the needle from the vein, then slapped the tape back over the hole.


	Back to the windows: a pair of old-fashioned double-hung storm types with the glass up and the screen down to let in the spring air. The weather had changed while he was out cold. The once bright skies were lidded now with gray, heavy-bellied clouds. Pulled up the screen and stuck his head through. A few feet down, a small ledge, half a brick wide, ran along the wall at floor level. The corner of the building was to his left; another set of windows sat six feet to the right.


	Jack knew with sad sick certainty that those windows were his only option. What if he fell trying to reach them? What if the screen was locked when he got there? What if the room was occupied?


	None of the what-ifs mattered, given the alternative. Could not allow himself to be arrested, booked, arraigned, whatever. Once that happened, life as he knew it would end. They’d do a background check and learn that he didn’t have a background, did not even exist according to their records. And then the feds would get involved, wanting to know if he was a spy, and if not, then the IRS would want to know why he’d never filed a 1040, and on and on, smothering him. He’d never extricate himself.


	Reaching that window was his only option, and if he didn’t start moving now, he’d have zip options. Because as soon as Big Blue’s nurse friend got called away, he’d be peeking in to see if his charge was conscious yet.


	Jack suppressed a groan—part hip pain, part reluctance—as he swung his left leg through the opening. Slowly, gingerly, he straddled the sill until his foot found the brick ledge. The outer edge of his sole overlapped the ledge’s three-inch width. He could have done with another inch but was glad for any ledge at all. Ducked his head through, biting back a cry as pain lanced along his ribs, then eased the rest of himself through.


	Soon as he was outside, he pulled down the screen, which left him only the window frame to cling to. The next pair of windows was a mere half-dozen feet away, but it looked like the distance to the moon.


	Arms spread, palms, chest, belly, and the right side of his face flush against the bricks, he began to move. Out of the corner of his eye he saw something white moving in the parking lot—an elderly woman with a cane limping toward the hospital from her car. Just then a gust flapped his hospital gown up around his shoulders.


	Please don’t look up, lady. Might make your day, but it’ll ruin mine.


	He edged along, left foot first, right foot following, inches at a time, and doing pretty well until he felt the building tip to his left. Knew it wasn’t, couldn’t be tipping, and hammered back the reflex to shift his weight to correct for it, a shift that would surely send him into free fall. Instead he pressed himself against the wall, creating a brick-and-mortar relief map on his right cheek; breath whistled between his clenched teeth as he dug his fingertips into the mortared grooves and hung on like a spider on the roof of a runaway train.


	Finally the building steadied itself. He waited a few seconds to be sure, then moved on. Despite the breeze, he was bathed in sweat. When his leading hand finally touched the neighboring window frame, he resisted a sigh of relief; knew it was premature. Too many what-ifs still remained.


	A few more inches and his fingers found the screen. No lip to grasp so he jabbed his finger through the mesh and pulled up. It moved. Great. And better still, no cries of alarm from inside. He’d lucked out—nobody home.


	He slid the screen up and eased himself inside. Leaning on the sill, waiting for his racing heart to slow, he heard the snoring. He turned, slowly. The room was a mirror image of his, the near bed empty. The sound came from beyond the pulled privacy curtain. Jack padded to its edge and peeked around.


	A heavy, balding, middle-aged man lay in the bed, IVs running into each arm, oxygen flowing into the right nostril, a clear tube snaking out the left into a collection bottle, wires running from his chest to a heart monitor, stained bandages across his abdomen. Looked like he’d just come from surgery.


	Not good. Didn’t know much about hospitals but figured they kept a close eye on postop patients, which meant a nurse could pop in any second.


	Turned and opened the closets. Yes! Clothes. So to speak. Faded yellow-and-green checked pants, canvas slip-on boat shoes, islanders ran across the back of the satin jacket and nascar across the front of the cap, but Jack felt like he’d struck gold.


	Everything but the hat was too big on him but he didn’t care. Soon as he had the cap snugged over his bandage, he peeked into the hall. Big Blue was still yakking with the nurse, so Jack stepped out of the room and strolled the opposite way.


	Kept the brim low and his head down, looking up only to check for exit signs. His heart was pounding again, his nervous system taut as he waited for bells to start ringing and security men to come running through the halls. But all remained quiet. Took the stairs instead of the elevator, hurried through the lobby to the front entrance and into the air.


	Free. For the moment at least.


	The wind was picking up and the clouds looked lower and heavier than before. Rain coming. Wanted to get as far as possible from the hospital so he started walking. Couldn’t move too fast, though. Every step sent a stab of pain down his left leg; something was using his brain for an anvil and his scorched face tingled in the breeze.


	Other than that, I feel just great.


	But where was he? He’d been through Monroe a couple of times last month but didn’t recognize this stretch of road. All these post-World War Two residential neighborhoods with their ranches and Cape Cods and neat little lawns tended to look pretty much the same. Then he spotted an arrow-shaped sign for business district and followed that. He’d stand out less in a crowd.


	Along the way he searched the pockets of the Islanders jacket and found the hospital admission papers with the owner’s name—Peter Harris—along with a few coins and two twenties.


	Thank you, Peter Harris. I get out of this, I’ll pay you back with interest.


	Downtown wasn’t exactly chock-full of pay phones—maybe they didn’t blend with the old whaling port motif—but he found one in front of a seafood restaurant and made a collect call to Abe.


	“Abe, I need a ride.” 


	“A ride to where?” 


	“Home.” 


	“You can’t take a cab?” 


	“I’m in a bit of a jam.” 


	Abe sighed. “And where is this jam that you happen to be in?” 


	“Monroe. In front of a restaurant called”—he checked the sign—”Memison’s. When can you get here?” 


	“Oy. Monroe. You couldn’t be someplace closer? OK. I’ll pick you up in front of this Memison’s, but don’t figure on less than an hour and a half.” 


	“Thanks, Abe. And listen—call Gia and tell her I’m all right. I’d call her myself but I don’t want to hang in the open on this phone much longer. Tell her somebody dosed me with the same stuff that made the preppies crazy but I got through it OK.” 


	“On the run and stranded in Monroe… this is OK?” 


	“Just tell her, Abe.” 


	Jack hung up and looked around. An hour and a half to kill. The clock on the bank said twelve-thirty. Damn. He’d been out for hours, and by now the cops had to know he was missing. They’d concentrate on the hospital first, but when they were satisfied that he wasn’t hiding there, they’d start sweeping the town. Where could he go for an hour where he wouldn’t be noticed?


	And then he knew.
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	The phone was ringing. Nadia didn’t budge. It wasn’t her cell phone—that was the only number she’d given the police—so she didn’t care who was on the house phone.


	She sat in her mother’s front room, wiping her eyes. She’d found the little Quisp ring Doug had given her the other night. For an instant she saw him sitting at his computer in his boxer shorts, being so sweet, sexy, and silly at the same time, and she burst into tears.


	Forcing herself to move, she rose and stepped to the window and watched the preschool children playing in St. Vartan’s Park across the street. She felt lost, sapped of energy. Uncertainty about what to do or who to turn to had gnawed at her, leaving her all but paralyzed.


	Doug, where are you? What happened?


	“Nadjie!” her mother called from the kitchen. She sounded almost hysterical. “Praise God! My prayers have been answered. It is Douglas!” 


	Nadia scrambled out of the chair and almost tripped in her mad dash to the kitchen where she snatched the receiver from her mother’s hand.


	“Doug?” 


	“Nadia! How I’ve missed you!” 


	She burst into tears at the sound of his voice. It was him; oh sweet God it was him.


	“Oh, Doug! Doug, where have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you!” 


	“I’m so sorry about that but this is the first chance I’ve had to call. I’m in trouble.” 


	“What kind of trouble?” 


	“I can’t go into that now. Let’s just say I shouldn’t show my face for another week or so.” 


	“Oh, God! This is crazy!” 


	“I know it is. Look, can you help me out with a little cash? I don’t dare use my ATM.” 


	“Of course.” 


	“Great. Can you draw out a thousand and meet me?” 


	“I don’t think I have that much.” 


	“Whatever you can spare.” 


	“OK. Where do I find you?” 


	“I’m hiding out near a little town called Monroe. You know it?” 


	“Near Glen Cove.” 


	“Right. Come there and wait near the pay phone in front of Memison’s restaurant right on the main drag.


	I’ll call you on that phone at two and tell you where to meet me.” 


	“Doug, this sounds like something out of a bad spy movie.” 


	“I know, and I’m sorry. But I don’t have anyone else to turn to. Please, Nadia. Hang in with me on this one and I’ll explain everything once we’re face-to-face.” 


	Face-to-face… God, she wanted that. More than anything in the world. She wanted to see Doug, touch him, make sure he was all right.


	She glanced at the clock. Go to the bank, rent a car, drive out to Long Island… she’d have to get moving if she was going to make it by two.


	“OK. I’m on my way.” 


	“Thank you; thank you! I love you. And you won’t regret this, I promise you.” 


	She double-checked the name of the restaurant, then hung up and hugged her mother.


	“He’s all right! I’m going to meet him!” 


	“Where is he? Why can’t he come here?” 


	“I’ll explain everything later, Ma. The main thing is he’s all right! That’s all that matters!” 


	“Call me when you meet him,” her mother said. “Just to let me know that you are all right.” 


	“Sure! Soon as I give him a big fat kiss!” 


	She felt almost giddy with joy and relief as she ran to find her pocketbook.


	9


	The rain came in tropical style. One minute it was simply threatening; the next Jack was treading through a waterfall. Tried to run the remaining quarter-mile to the entrance but his banged-up legs and bruised ribs allowed for a trot at best. Arrived soaked and mud-splattered and in a foul mood. At least the main tent was still up, although the front flap was down and no one was selling tickets. Place looked pretty much deserted.


	Jack slipped through the flap. The stale air trapped under the leaking canvas was redolent of wet hay and strange sweat. His feet squished within his wet deck shoes as he made his way toward Scar-lip’s cage but stopped short, stopped stone-cold dead when he saw what was behind the bars.


	Scar-lip, all right, but the creature he’d seen thirty-six hours ago had been only the palest reflection of this monster. The rakosh rearing up in the cage and rattling the bars now was full of vitality and ferocity, had unmarred, glistening blue-black skin, and bright yellow eyes that glowed with a fierce inner light.


	Jack stood mute and numb on the fringe, thinking, This is a nightmare, one that keeps repeating itself.


	The once moribund rakosh was now fiercely alive, and it wanted out.


	Suddenly it froze and Jack saw that it was looking his way. Its cold yellow basilisk glare fixed on him. He felt like a deer in the headlights of an 18-wheeler.


	He turned and hurried from the tent. Outside in the rain he looked around and found the trailer Monnet had entered the other night. Its canvas awning was bellied with rain. A plate under the office sign on the door read: “Ozymandias Prather.” Jack knocked.


	He stepped back as the door swung out. Prather stood staring down at Jack.


	“Who are you?” 


	“And hello to you too. I was here the other night. I’m the ‘Hey, Rube’ guy.” 


	“Ah, yes. The defender of rakoshi. Jack, isn’t it? I barely recognize you. You appear to be a bit worse for wear since last we met.” 


	“Never mind that. I want to talk to you about that rakosh.” 


	Oz backed up a step or two. “Come in, come in.” 


	Jack stepped up and inside, just far enough to get out from under the dripping awning. The rain paradiddled on the metal roof, and Jack knew he had about five minutes before the sound made him crazy.


	“Have you seen it?” Oz’s voice seemed to come from everywhere in the room. “Isn’t it magnificent?” 


	“What did you do to it?” 


	Oz stared at him, as if genuinely puzzled. “Why, my good man, now that I know what it is, I know how to treat it. I looked up the proper care and feeding of rakoshi in one of my books on Bengali mythology and acted appropriately.” 


	Jack felt a chill. And it was not from his soaked clothing.


	“What… just what did you feed it?” 


	The boss’s large brown eyes looked guileless, and utterly remorseless. “Oh, this and that. Whatever the text recommended. You don’t really believe for an instant that I was going to allow that magnificent creature to languish and die of malnutrition, do you? I assume you’re familiar with—” 


	“I know what a rakosh needs to live.” 


	“Do you now? Do you know everything about rakoshi?” 


	“No, of course not, but—” 


	“Then let us assume that I know more than you. Perhaps there is more than one way to keep them healthy. I see no need to discuss this with you or anyone else. Let us just say that it got exactly what it needed.” His smile was scary. “And that it enjoyed the meal immensely.” 


	Jack knew a rakosh ate only one thing. The question was: who? He knew Prather would never tell him so he didn’t waste breath asking.


	Instead he said, “Do you have any idea what you’re playing with here? Do you know what’s going to happen to your little troupe when that thing gets loose? I’ve seen this one in action, and trust me, pal, it will tear you all to pieces.” 


	“I assume you know that iron weakens it. The bars of its cage are iron; the roof, floor, and sides are lined with steel. It will not escape.” 


	“Famous last words. So I take it there’s no way I can convince you to douse it with kerosene and strike a match.” 


	“Unthinkable.” 


	Jack flashed on something a couple of the troupe members had said the other night.


	“Why? Because it’s a ‘brother’?” 


	Oz didn’t flinch from the term. “In a manner of speaking.” 


	Jack leaned back against the door frame. This was beginning to make some sense, but not much.


	“This is all related to the Otherness, isn’t it.” 


	That got a reaction. Oz did a long, slow owl blink and sat down. He motioned Jack toward the room’s other chair but Jack shook his head.


	“What do you know about the Otherness?” 


	“I’ve had a couple of people lecture me on it.” 


	The Otherness… a force, another reality, inimical, implacable, impinging on this world, hungering for it. It had spawned the rakoshi and had almost killed him—twice. Still he didn’t quite understand it, but he believed. After what he’d seen since last summer, he had no choice.


	“And I’ve been up close and personal with a few rakoshi.” He gestured through the door, toward the tents. “Your cast of characters out there—they’re all…” 


	“Children of the Otherness? Not all. Some are merely accidents, victims of genetics or development gone awry, but we do feel a certain kinship with them as well.” 


	“And you?” 


	Oz only nodded, and Jack wondered how the Otherness had marked him.


	He took a gamble and said, “How did Dr. Monnet learn about the rakosh?” 


	“He received a call that—” Oz broke off and exhibited his crooked yellow teeth in a sour smile. “Very clever.” 


	Jack pressed. “A call. Maybe from the same person who tipped you off about where to find the rakosh?” 


	“Perhaps yes, perhaps no.” 


	Jack was pretty sure it was perhaps yes. Which gave everything that was going on a shape, the semblance of a plan: save the rakosh; cull a chug from its blood; spread that drug everywhere to cause a slow tsunami of violence and chaos.


	And chaos was a bosom buddy of the Otherness.


	“Does Monnet know about the turnaround in the rakosh’s health?” 


	Oz shook his head. “Not yet. He finds its blood… interesting. He’s terribly distraught over the fact that he’s losing the source of that blood.” He smiled. “Somehow I just haven’t got around to telling him yet.” 


	Leave him twisting in the wind, Jack thought. Serves him right.


	“You seem to be remarkably well informed about this,” Oz said. “But I don’t sense that you are one of us. How does an outsider come to be so involved?” 


	“Not by choice, I can tell you that. Just seems that everywhere I turn lately I keep bumping into this Otherness business.” 


	“Does that mean that you were here in Monroe last month when something… something wonderful almost happened?” 


	“Don’t know about you, but I don’t call a house disappearing ‘wonderful.’ And it didn’t ‘almost’ happen—it’s completely gone.” 


	“I was not referring to the house but to what took it.” 


	“Yeah, well, you might have a different opinion about that if you were there.” Jack studied Oz’s bright eyes. “Then again, maybe you wouldn’t. But we’re straying from the main subject here. It’s got to go.” 


	The boss’s face darkened as he rose from his chair.


	“I advise you to put that idea out of your head, or you may wind up sharing the cage with the creature.” 


	He stepped closer to Jack and edged him outside. “You have been warned. Good day, sir.” 


	He reached a long arm past Jack and pulled the door closed.


	Jack stood outside a moment, realizing that a worst-case scenario had come true. A healthy Scar-lip… he couldn’t let that go on. He still had the can of gasoline in the trunk of his car. As soon as he was back in Manhattan he’d return to Plan A. And if he had to take the whole tent down to get it done, then that was how it would go.


	As he turned, he found someone standing behind him. His nose was fat and discolored; dark crescents had formed under each eye. The rain, a drizzle now, had darkened his sandy hair, plastering it to his scalp. He stared at Jack, his face a mask of rage.


	“You’re that guy, the one who got Bondy and me in trouble!” 


	Now Jack recognized him: the roustabout from Sunday night. Hank. His breath reeked of cheap wine. He clutched a bottle in a paper bag. Probably Mad Dog.


	“You look like shit, man!” he told Jack with a nasty grin.


	“You don’t look so hot yourself.” 


	“It’s all your fault!” Hank said.


	“You’re absolutely right,” Jack said and began walking back in the direction of town to meet Abe. He had no time for this dolt.


	“Bondy was my only friend! He got fired because of you.” 


	A little bell went ting-a-ling. Jack stopped, turned.


	“Yeah? When did you see him last?” 


	“The other night—when you got him in trouble.” 


	The bell was ringing louder.


	“And you never saw him once after that? Not even to say good-bye?” 


	Hank shook his head. “Uh-uh. Boss kicked him right out. By sun up he’d blown the show with all his stuff.” 


	Jack remembered the rage in Oz’s eyes that night when he’d looked from the wounded rakosh to Bondy. Now Jack was pretty sure that the ringing in his head was a dinner bell.


	“He was the only one around here who liked me,” Hank said, his expression miserable. “Bondy talked to me. All the freaks and geeks keep to theirselves.” 


	Jack sighed as he stared at Hank. Well, at least now he had an idea as to who had supplemented Scar-lip’s diet.


	No big loss to civilization.


	“You don’t need friends like that, kid,” he said and turned away again.


	“You’ll pay for it!” Hank screamed into the rain. “Bondy’ll be back and when he gets here we’ll get even. I got my pay docked because of you and that damn Sharkman! You think you look bad now, you just wait till Bondy gets back!” 


	Pardon me if I don’t hold my breath.


	Jack wondered if it would do any good to tell him that Bondy hadn’t been fired—that, in a way, he was still very much with the freak show. But that would only endanger the big dumb kid.


	Hank ranted on. “And if he don’t come back, I’ll getcha myself. And that Sharkman too!” 


	No you won’t. Because I’m going to get it first.


	Jack kept walking, moving as fast as he could back to town. When he reached Memison’s he saw no sign of Abe’s truck so he stepped inside.


	“We’re closed for lunch and we don’t start serving dinner till five,” said someone who looked like a maitre d’.


	“Just want to check the menu.” 


	Taking in the sodden, ill-fitting clothes and muddy shoes, he gave Jack a please-don’t-even-think-about-eating-here look as he handed him the laminated card.


	Jack kept one eye on the street while he pretended to read about Memison’s “Famous Fish Dinners.” He saw a black-and-white unit roll by, the cop inside eye-balling everyone on the sidewalk. About ten minutes later Abe’s battered panel truck of indeterminate hue pulled into the curb.


	“Maybe some other time,” Jack said to maitre d’ and handed back the menu.


	The relief on the man’s face said that Jack had made his day. Always nice to bring joy into someone’s life.


	Outside, Jack darted across the sidewalk and into Abe’s truck.


	“Gevalt!” Abe said when he saw him. “Look at you! What happened?” 


	“Long story.” Jack slumped in the seat and pulled the cap low over his eyes, pretending to be asleep. Jeez, it felt good to sit. “Tell you on the way. Right now just get me the hell outta this place.” 


	For the first time since coming to in the hospital he was reasonably sure he wouldn’t be spending the next thirty or forty years in jail, and for the first time since that cup of coffee this morning he could sit and think. His thoughts were a mess. Aftereffects of the Berzerk maybe. His mind seemed to be lurching in all directions, emotions a roiling cauldron.


	What had happened this morning?


	He vaguely remembered racking up three cars, killing two men, but none of that bothered him. The events were dancing shadows in his brain. What he did remember, what kept looping in clear wide-screen surroundsound detail, was how close he’d come to slapping Vicky, how he’d wanted to punch Gia.


	And that… that was unbearable… knowing he’d been this far from hurting them…


	Without the slightest inkling it was going to happen, he burst into tears.


	“Jack!” Abe cried, swerving as he drove. “What’s wrong?” 


	“I’m all right,” he said, reining in his penduluming emotions. “It’s this damn drug… It’s still screwing with me. Did you call Gia?” 


	“Of course. A happy woman she’s not.” 


	“Where’s your phone?” 


	Abe fished a StarTac out of his shirt pocket and handed it over. Before dialing, Jack funneled his thoughts ahead, forced his mind toward where to go from here.


	First thing to do when he got back to the city was call Nadia and tell her to be careful what she ate or drank. Someone—Monnet most likely—was trying to drug her. Next he’d return here to take care of Scar-lip. After that, he’d have to make up for his behavior this morning with Gia and Vicky.


	With that in mind, Jack punched Gia’s number into Abe’s phone. “Hi, it’s me,” he said when she picked up.


	He heard a long, tremulous sigh. “Jack… what’s happening to you?” 


	“That wasn’t me,” he said quickly. “Someone drugged me.” 


	He went on to explain about Nadia’s coffee and what the drug did to people, finishing with, “Even you’d be dangerous with a snootful of that stuff.” 


	“I don’t know about that, Jack,” she said dubiously.


	“I do know that I never dreamed I’d ever be afraid of you.” 


	That cut. Deep. “You’ve got to understand, Gia, that wasn’t me; that was the drug.” 


	“But what about the next time you show up unexpectedly? How can I be sure someone hasn’t slipped you another dose?” 


	“Never happen.” 


	“You can’t guarantee that.” 


	“Yes, I can. Oh, yes, I can. Berzerk is going to be yesterday’s news.” 


	Add one more task to his to-do list: Take down GEM, and Monnet and Dragovic with it. Tonight.


	Fresh rage percolated through him—not Berzerk-fueled, his own vintage, the dark stuff he kept bottled in his mental cellars. This morning he’d told Nadia that he didn’t care about drugs, that they weren’t his business. But this was no longer business. This was personal now.
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	Nadia was running late. She’d missed a turn and found herself heading toward Lattingtown instead of Monroe. But now she was in downtown Monroe—a whole five blocks, from what she could see—and it was almost two and she couldn’t find a trace of this seafood restaurant anywhere.


	Wait… there… an old pub-type hinged wooden sign hanging over the sidewalk with a fish on a plate… and the name: MEMISON’S. And there was the public phone, right in front as Doug had said. But not a parking place in sight.


	Then she saw a man in baggy clothes and a soggy-looking cap leave the restaurant and jump into an old panel truck. The truck pulled away, leaving her the open spot right in front of the phone. Talk about great timing.


	Nadia pulled her rented Taurus into the space and hopped out. No sooner had she reached the phone when it began to ring. She snatched up the receiver.


	“Doug?” 


	“Nadia! You made it! I knew I could count on you.” 


	Thank God it was him. She looked around. Was he nearby? She felt eyes on her. “Where are you?” 


	“About a mile and a half away. I’m hiding in a tent show out on the marshes.” 


	“A what?” 


	“Don’t worry. I’m not running off with the circus. You can be here in a few minutes.” 


	She memorized his directions, then hurried back to her car and made a U-turn. She followed the waterfront—sailboats and sport fishers in the water, blue-plastic weatherproofed craft still in dry dock, waiting to be launched for the season. After a quarter-mile she turned left. The houses and shops vanished first, then the pavement: she found herself on a dirt road running through a marsh. To her left a small harbor lay still and gray like pocked steel under the overcast sky. A small ramshackle cabin sat dead ahead at the end of the marching line of roadside utility poles; and to her right, a small cluster of tents, just as Doug had described.


	He’d told her to look for a small red trailer beyond the rear of what he’d called the backyard. She saw a few cars parked in a makeshift lot that she guessed could be called a front yard, but no people about.


	Where was everybody? The whole area seemed so still and empty, as if holding its breath. Creepy. The idea of wandering about alone on foot did not at all appeal to her, so she drove around to the rear of the tent complex. There she found a battered old trailer whose once proud chrome skin was scarred, dented, and painted a dull red, sitting far behind the tents and the rest of the show vehicles.


	Was this where Doug was hiding? She couldn’t see anyplace else that matched the description. Her heart bled for him. What had driven him to these extremes?


	She parked her car nose-on to the side of the trailer and noticed that all the windows were boarded over. The door hung open. She called out as she stepped out and approached the dark opening.


	“Doug?” 


	“Nadia!” His voice echoed faintly from the dark interior. “I’m so glad you made it.” 


	“Doug, where are you?” 


	“Right inside. Come on in.” 


	She felt hackles rising. Something wasn’t right here. On the phone his voice had sounded perfectly fine. But here, without the filtering effects of wires and microwave transmissions, it sounded different. It sounded wrong. And then she realized that he had called her Nadia instead of his usual Nadj.


	“Why can’t I see you, Doug?” 


	A pause, then, “I’m on the couch. I’d really love to meet you at the door but I’m… I’ve been injured.” 


	Doug… hurt…


	Without thinking Nadia found herself dashing up the two rickety steps and fairly leaping through the door. She stopped inside, looking around, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior. The air was mildewy and close despite the open door. She heard a rattling, rustling movement to her left.


	“Doug?” 


	“Right here, sweetie,” said his voice to her right—and from below.


	She jumped at the sound and turned to see what she thought at first was a child, but then she noticed the mustache and the slicked-down hair. He looked like a midget from a barbershop quartet.


	He grinned. “See ya later!” 


	Nadia watched in mind-numbed shock as the little man darted out the door.


	His voice… he’d spoken in Doug’s voice.


	She was just beginning to move, just going into a turn, when the trailer door slammed shut, plunging her into darkness.


	“No!” 


	The cry was a strangled sound as fear took an instant icy grip on her throat, choking off her air. She threw herself against the door, hitting it with her shoulders, pounding on it, shouting.


	“No! Please! Let me out! Help!” 


	But the door wouldn’t budge. She battered it and screamed for help even though she knew the trailer was too far from anything and anyone to hear her cries, but she kept it up until her voice was raw. Then she stopped shouting but kept pounding against the door, fighting the sobs that pushed up from her chest.


	She would not cry.


	And then she heard that rattle and rustle again from the corner and her frenzied panic turned to cold, cringing dread.


	Someone, something was in here with her.


	The sounds became more frenzied, and through the thrashing she caught muffled growls and whines, and whistling breaths. Whatever it was it sounded furious, but at least it wasn’t coming any closer. Maybe it was leashed in the corner. Maybe—


	Cell phone! Yes! She could call for help! She reached for her bag and then realized with a groan it was in the car. Now she truly wanted to cry.


	More thrashing from the corner.


	God, if she could only see! Slivers of daylight seeping through the boarded-up windows provided the only illumination, and what little there was only made matters worse as her eyes adjusted. Whatever was thrashing in the corner looked big.


	Nadia felt around her and found a counter and a sink. She must be in the kitchen area. She found drawers and pulled them open, searching for a weapon or even a flashlight, but all she found were food crumbs and dust.


	She turned and felt around behind her. A table and—thank you, God!—a candle, maybe three inches long, in some sort of glass holder. She ran her fingers across the tabletop and knocked something to the floor. Bending she patted around and came up with a plastic cylinder. A lighter.


	Her initial joy quickly faded when she realized that light would reveal what they’d locked her up with. But as she listened to the hissing, whining, thrashing thing at the other end of the trailer she knew she had no choice. Not knowing was worse.


	She flicked the wheel and held the flame before her. It revealed nothing, but all noise except for the hissing breaths ceased.


	Was it afraid? Afraid of fire?


	The silence was almost worse than the noise. She didn’t know how much butane she had left, so she lit the candle. Then, holding it at arm’s length before her, she edged toward the far end of the trailer, moving inches at a time.


	And slowly on the right she began to make out a shape… and it was human-shaped rather than animal, stretched out on some sort of bed… and as she moved closer she saw that it was a man and he was bound hand and foot, spread-eagle on the bed… and she saw a mouth sealed with silver duct tape, and above the tape wide blue eyes glistening in the light… She knew those eyes and the sandy hair falling over the forehead.


	“Doug!” 


	The candle slipped from her fingers but she caught it again, barely noticing the splash of hot wax across her wrist as she leaped to his side. She was sobbing as she peeled the tape from his mouth.


	“Oh, Nadj, I’m so sorry!” he half gasped, half sobbed. “I had no idea!” 


	She kissed him. “Doug, what happened? Why are we here?” 


	“I don’t know,” he said as she began to work on the knot on his right wrist. “I never got to see whoever snatched me.” 


	“They stole your laptop and smashed your computer.” 


	“Then it’s got to be GEM.” 


	“I think you’re right.” 


	Admitting that was a spike through her heart.


	“I should have left their goddamn computer alone. But why you?” 


	Nadia had loosened the binding enough by then for him to wriggle his hand free. As he went to work on his left wrist and she tackled his right foot, Nadia told Doug about Loki-Berzerk and her suspicions.


	When he was free he gathered her into his arms and she sobbed with relief and terror against his chest. His face was stubbled, his clothes wrinkled and smelly, but he was Doug and he was alive and holding her.


	“I had no idea what they were planning when the little guy was talking to me,” he said.


	“The one who imitated your voice? He… he was uncanny.” 


	“He came in with this big dog-faced guy and started talking to me, asking me if I needed anything and did I know why I’d been brought here. He didn’t give me any answers, just kept asking questions. Now I know he was studying my voice.” 


	
Nadia studied his face in the flickering light. “Did they… have they hurt you?” 


	“Not a bit. They bring me food—plenty of it—and water.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘There’s even a bathroom. Except for tying me up an hour ago, they’ve treated me pretty decently.” 


	Nadia looked around, not seeing much. “And there’s no way out?” 


	“None. Believe me, I’ve tried.” 


	She stared at the candle flame. “What if we started a fire?” 


	“Thought of it, but who’s going to send a fire alarm? These folks could probably put it out before anyone noticed, and even if fire trucks did show up, we’d probably be dead from the smoke before they got us out.


	“OK,” Nadia said. “No fire. Let’s stay alive.” 


	“That’s what’s got me. If what we know is so dangerous, why didn’t they simply kill us?” 


	“If they haven’t yet, they probably don’t intend to. I can’t think of any other reason to keep us safe and dry and well fed, can you?” 


	He shook his head.


	Heartened by the simple logic of her reasoning, Nadia wrapped her arms around Doug and clung to him.
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	Milos Dragovic sat in the rear of his Bentley in sullen silence. The car glided uptown on Park Avenue, a black cocoon of steel-girded stillness amid the midtown cacophony. Pera, his driver, didn’t speak—didn’t dare. No music and certainly no news. Milos had heard enough news for the day.


	Vuk and Ivo dead… he still could not believe it. How was such a thing possible?


	He had seen it on the midday news—the burnt-out, bullet-riddled husk of his car, the two bagged bodies being wheeled away on stretchers, and still he could not accept it. And even less the story that it was a lone assailant.


	Witnesses said they had seen one man fleeing in a stolen taxi, but Milos knew this could not be the work of a single man. The news was calling the incident drug-related. It was not. These were the same people who had attacked him in the Hamptons. Now they’d moved to the city. This had been an ambush, a well-planned execution carried out with the precision of a military operation.


	And that disturbed him the most. To ambush Vuk and Ivo like that, someone had to know they were coming. But Milos himself hadn’t known where they were going until moments before he had sent them. This left only two possibilities: either his office was bugged or he had an informer in his organization.


	The realization had chilled Milos’s rage. If it was an informer, who? He looked at the back of his driver’s head. Pera, perhaps? No, anyone but him. Pera had been with him since the gunrunning days. Pera would never.


	A bug then? He sighed. Either was possible. After all, Milos had his own sources within rival organizations, even within the NYPD. None of them seemed worth a damn at the moment. His rivals were laughing at him and playing copies of the TV tape nonstop in their bars, but no one, either publicly or privately, was taking credit.


	The police were worthless, searching for this so-called lone assailant. They had no good description other than medium height, average build, and brown hair, although some witnesses were disputing the hair color. They couldn’t agree on his facial features either except that he’d been scorched by the flames from the burning car—Milos’s car.


	The police said he’d hijacked a taxi. That taxi was found abandoned in Queens where he’d apparently hijacked a Mercedes. NYPD later learned that while an all-points had been out on the Mercedes, the man they sought was lying unconscious in a North Shore hospital. The local police had considered him nothing more than a drunk driver. By the time they realized that they held a suspect in a far more serious crime, the man had vanished.


	Milos wanted to scream: Not one man! He was a decoy, a set up to make it look like one man could take out two of mine! It’s all a plot, a conspiracy to ruin me!


	But he would be shouting at the deaf. The only ones listening were on the other end of the bugs in his offices, maybe even here in his personal car.


	The thought made him hunger for fresh air.


	“Pull over,” he told Pera.


	He got out at the corner of East Eighty-fifth. He saw Pera looking nervously about. He was spooked. Vuk and Ivo this morning… who would be next?


	“Wait here,” he said, and began to walk east.


	He had decided to take the matter into his own hands. If he could not trust his men, his phones, his offices, his cars, that left him with one resource: himself. He would track down his tormentors and personally dispose of them. It was the only means left to him to salvage his honor.


	But he possessed only one hard fact about his enemy: the first call from the so-called East Hampton Environmental Protection Committee had come from a phone on the corner of East Eighty-seventh Street and Third Avenue. That was it. The rest—the man in the car in the security video, for instance—was all speculation.


	He reached Third Avenue and turned uptown. Two blocks later he was standing before the phone. He would deal soon, very soon, with the man in the video, and perhaps with his woman and child if need be. But Milos needed to do this first. He needed to be in this place, to stand where his enemy had stood and pushed these numbered buttons to dial his number and taunt him.


	Why here? he wondered, turning in a slow circle. Why did you choose this particular—?


	He stopped when he saw the high-rise co-op. He knew that building. Last fall he’d had one of his men look up the address. He’d barely glanced at the numbers before handing the slip to Pera and saying, “Drive by this address.” 


	But the building was unforgettable… Dr. Luc Monnet’s building.


	Milos whirled and slammed his hand against the phone booth’s shield, frightening an old woman passing by. He turned away before she could recognize him, and cursed himself for not being more attentive, for letting underlings do too much. If he’d been paying attention last fall he would have connected the location of the phone with Monnet last Friday. He could have brought all this to a halt that very night. And then there would have been no second rain of filthy oil, no helicopter debacle, and no humiliating videotape playing and replaying nationwide today.


	He canned himself. That was in the past. That was done. He could not change it. But he could avenge himself.


	Because it was all so clear now.


	Monnet and his partners wanted him locked up and out of the way, leaving them a clear field to tie up all the Loki trade for themselves.


	Fair enough. If Milos could have figured a way to produce the drug on his own, he would have cut them out long ago. That was business.


	But to humiliate him so publicly. This went beyond business.


	And all Monnet’s idea, he was sure.


	He ground his teeth. Monnet… Milos never would have guessed that prissy, pissy little frog had the turn of mind to conceive such a scheme, let alone the guts to execute it. But here was the evidence, staring him squarely in the face.


	Motive and opportunity—Monnet had both.


	Listen to me. I sound like a fucking cop.


	But it was true. Same for Monnet’s brother worms, Garrison and Edwards.


	Time to turn the tables. Time to square accounts and balance the scales. Only blood would settle this.


	Unfortunately that would mean a shutdown of the Loki pipeline—a slaughtering of the goose that laid the golden egg. Bad business. But his honor demanded this. He could put no price on it.


	Besides, he had his millions stashed in the Caymans and Switzerland. Once he settled accounts he would disappear for a while, go abroad for a year or two. This city, this country had now been tainted for him by Monnet and his partners.


	Milos began walking back the way he had come. So forget about the man in the security video now. Why waste time with him when he would only lead Milos back here, to the GEM Pharma partners.


	The partners… Milos would have to think of a way to settle with all three. And since he no longer could trust anyone, he would have to do it alone.


	He walked on, planning…
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	“So, you’re a hit man now?” Abe said, sliding the package across the counter.


	Jack began peeling the masking tape from the tan butcher paper.


	Once he’d pulled himself together on the ride back from Monroe, Jack had told Abe what had happened and what he needed. Abe had dropped him off at his apartment where he’d cleaned up as best he could. He’d put the muddied borrowed clothes aside; he’d return them to Peter Harris with a hundred-dollar bill when they came back from the cleaners.


	Then he’d called Gia to explain things. He should have gone over in person but he didn’t want Vicky frightened by seeing him scarred, battered, bruised, and burned.


	Gia was not a happy camper. Once again Jack’s line of work had put her and Vicky in harm’s way.


	No argument there.


	When was it going to stop?


	Good question. One he couldn’t answer, one he could put off answering a little longer.


	He hadn’t brought it up, but they both knew that Vicky was alive now only as a direct result of Jack’s line of work. Had he been a workaday member of straight society, she would not have survived last summer. He could still draw on that account, but he knew it was not bottomless.


	The conversation had ended on a tense note.


	Jack put those troubles aside for now. To take Gia and Vicky out of harm’s way, a harm named Dragovic, he had to focus on the matter at hand. He unfolded the butcher paper, exposing the pistol.


	“Looks a little like a Walther P-38.” 


	Abe snorted. “If you should have very bad eyes and left your glasses at home, maybe a little. It’s an AA P-98, .22 long rifle.” 


	Jack hefted it, gauging its weight at about a pound and a half. Checked out the barrel: the front sight had been ground off and the last three-eighths of an inch were threaded. Then he picked up the three-inch-long black metal cylinder that Abe had wrapped with the pistol.


	“Awfully small for a silencer. Will this work?” 


	“First off, a silencer it’s not. It’s a suppressor. You can’t silence a pistol; you can only make it maybe less noisy. And will it work? Yes, it will work. It’s a Gem-tech Aurora. It uses the latest wet technology that will knock twenty-four decibels off your shots for up to two clips. After that it won’t be so good.” 


	“I figure I’m only going to need a couple, three rounds.” 


	“Pretty much takes care of the muzzle flash as well.” 


	Jack shrugged. “This’ll be daylight.” 


	“And here’s what you should load.” Abe plunked a box of .22 LRs on the counter. “Subsonic, of course.” 


	“Of course.” 


	No sense in using a silencer—OK, suppressor—if the bullet was going to cause a racket along its trajectory, a teeny tiny Concorde doing Mach Two and cracking the sound barrier all the way.


	Jack noticed the FMJ on the box. “Full jacket?” 


	“Hollows or soft-points could be deflected going through the wipes inside the suppressor.” 


	Jack grimaced. “Don’t want that. And speaking of wipes, can I borrow your gloves a minute?” 


	Abe reached under the counter and produced a pair of cotton gloves, originally white, now gray with grime and gun oil. Jack slipped them on.


	Abe was staring at him. “Those rounds have maybe someone’s name on them?” 


	Jack said nothing. He poured out a dozen rounds and wiped them with the gloves. Then he began loading them into the P-98’s clip. He routinely and obsessively collected his spent brass, but in certain situations it simply wasn’t possible. In such a case, he didn’t want to leave any fingerprints behind.


	“Jack,” Abe said softly. “You’re mad at some people, I know, and with good reason. And you’ve got that look in your eyes that means big tsuris for somebody, but is this the way you want to go? This isn’t you.” 


	Jack glanced up at Abe, saw the concern in his face. “Not to worry, Abe. The target is cardboard.” 


	“Ah. Now it’s all clear,” Abe said. “Especially the need for a suppressor. You’re going to shoot a box and you don’t want to startle its fellows. That’s my Jack: always considerate. And where is this cardboard?” 


	“Brooklyn.” 


	The last place Jack wanted to go tonight was Brooklyn. He had a throbbing headache, his scorched skin itched and burned, and the healing scalp cut stabbed periodic zingers down to his left eye. Add to that the general lousy feeling the drug had left in its wake, and the only place he wanted to go was bed. But he needed to settle this. Tonight.


	He wiped the clip and slid it into the grip; it seated with a solid click. The last item in the package was a new SOB holster. He removed the suppressor, wiped and pocketed it, wiped the pistol, then slipped it into the holster, and the holster within the waistband at the small of his back. He let the rear of the extra-large turtleneck jersey fall back over it.


	“Since when do you wear turtlenecks?” Abe said.


	“Since an hour ago.” The long sleeves and high collar covered his burns. And he might have another use for the rolled collar. “Check this out.” 


	He pulled—gently—a floppy khaki boonie hat down low on his head, then slipped on oversize aviator glasses.


	“How do I look?” 


	“Like a Soldier of Fortune subscriber. But it does cover a multitude of sins.” 


	Jack had checked himself out at home. The getup hid his stitches and his black eyes. Didn’t know if a police sketch of him was making the rounds after this morning’s escapades or if the cops had issued a BOLO for a man with a scalp laceration and a scorched, banged-up face.


	Jack headed for the door. “Breakfast tomorrow. I’m buying. What do you want?” 


	“Eggs Benedict, but with foie gras instead of ham.” 


	“You got it.” 


	‘You got it,’ he says,” Jack heard Abe snort behind him. “A fat-free bagel with tofu spread I’ll get.” 


	Jack stopped at a pay phone and dialed Nadia’s cell phone for the third time since he’d been back. Still no answer, so he tried her home number. A woman with a thick Polish accent answered. Nadia wasn’t home, she said. Jack picked up something in her voice.


	“Is anything wrong, Mrs. Radzminsky?” 


	“No. Nothing wrong. Who is this?” 


	“My name is Jack. I…” He took a blind stab here. “I was helping her look for Douglas Gleason.” 


	“Doug has been found. He call this afternoon.” 


	Well, at least there was some good news today. “Did he say what happened to him?” 


	“My Nadjie go meet him, but she never call. She say she will call, and she always calls, but today she didn’t call.” 


	“I’m sure they’re just so glad to see each other that she forgot.” 


	“My Nadjie always call.” 


	“I’m sure she’ll check in soon.” 


	But as he hung up Jack knew he wasn’t at all sure. He’d never met this Doug but couldn’t imagine a guy looking to develop his own software would smash his computer and then go out for a two-day stroll. According to Nadia, both she and Gleason knew damaging details about GEM. And now no one knew where either of them were.


	Maybe he’d find out before the night was through.
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	Jack was on the leading edge of rush-hour traffic so he and the Buick made decent time over to the GEM plant in the Marine Terminal area. Found a parking spot a few blocks away and wandered back to the GEM loading dock. A ten-foot Cyclone fence topped with razor wire separated him from the action where two-hundred-pound barrels stamped with gem pharma and tricef rode a conveyer belt into the rear of an 18-wheel semi. Heat-packing uniformed security guards patrolled the area.


	Obviously a very valuable antibiotic.


	Jack wished it were five hours from now with the sun down and night well settled in, but Nadia’s disappearance was urgently bumping him from behind. Daylight did have certain advantages, though.


	Jack returned to his car, pulled the P-98 from its holster, and fitted the silencer to the barrel. Drove back to GEM and double-parked by the loading area. A quick glance around showed nobody on the sidewalks. He chambered a round, raised the window to the height he wanted, rested the pistol on it—with the front sight gone he needed all the aiming help he could get. Took a bead on the leading edge of a cardboard barrel just starting its conveyor ride, made sure no one was standing behind it, pulled the trigger.


	The phut sounded loud in the car, but he knew it had been swallowed by the ambient street noise. Saw the target canister wobble on the belt. Bull’s-eye. Lowered the pistol and raised a pair of compact binoculars. Powder trickled from a tiny hole beneath the g in gem. Blue powder. Berzerk blue.


	To kill some time Jack drove around the area, wending his way through blocks of warehouses, under the BQE and back again, down to the rows of old docks. Couldn’t see Manhattan from here—Red Hook got in the way—but had a nice view of Lady Liberty. The sight of her, standing tall and green out there holding her torch over the water, never failed to tweak some deep-buried part of him.


	When he passed the factory again, the conveyor belt had been moved away and a guy who looked like the driver was closing and locking the rear doors. He and one of the security guards climbed into the cab. Another uniform opened the gate, and they were rolling.


	Didn’t matter what their final destination, they had to reach the expressway first. Jack got a head start, then pulled over next to a fire hydrant on the right. Leaned his elbow out the window to hide the pistol…


	And had second thoughts.


	This was so crude, not at all up to his standards. What he should do is follow a couple of trucks to their destinations, see where and how they off-loaded their cargo, then figure a way to get his hands on a load of Berzerk without anyone being the wiser. Do it with style.


	Fuck style, he thought as the rig rambled by. He pumped two quick rounds into the sidewall of the tractor’s right front tire. No time for style this trip. Barely had time for crude, direct, and effective.


	Like a massive beast that doesn’t know when it’s been wounded, the truck kept rolling, but its front tires were the only set not doubled. Eventually it would get the message that something was wrong.


	Jack followed until the next corner, then turned off and parked in a tow-away zone on the side street—didn’t plan to be long. Adjusted the boonie cap and shades, added a Saddam Hussein mustache, tucked the pistol into his belt under the loose shirt, and hurried after the truck on foot.


	Found it half a block down, the driver and the guard standing by the flat tire, scratching their heads. Probably made a hundred of these runs without a lick of trouble, so they weren’t expecting any. Jack slowed to a stroll, approaching along the sidewalk behind them, then ducked between two cars. No strollers about—this was strictly industrial and burnoutville—so he pulled the pistol, snaked his turtleneck collar up over his nose, and came up beside them on the right.


	“OK, guys,” he said through the fabric of his collar. “This is what flattened the tire.” He held his pistol where it was shielded from the street but these two couldn’t miss it. “And it will flatten you guys too without a peep if you don’t play nice.” 


	The driver, a twenty-something with a wispy blond goatee, jumped and raised his hands chest high, palms out. The guard was an older, heavier black. Jack saw the fingers of his gun hand twitch.


	“You’re thinking about doing a very bad thing, aren’t you,” Jack said quickly. “You’re thinking, they’re paying me to protect this shipment and that’s what I’ve got to do. I respect that, my friend, but a word of advice: don’t. Not worth it. I’m not here to hurt you or hijack your truck. I’m here just for a sample. So take off your gun belt, hand it to me gently, and we can all end the day with the same amount of blood in our veins as we started with.” 


	The guard stared at him, chewing his neatly mustachioed upper lip.


	“Hey, Grimes,” the driver said, his hands shaking. “Come on, man!” 


	Grimes sighed, unbuckled the belt, and handed it over. Jack tossed it into the cab of the truck.


	“Good. Now let’s go get that sample.” 


	At Jack’s prodding, the driver led the way around to the rear of the semi. Jack kept both men ahead or to his left where he could cover them and keep the pistol out of sight. The driver unlocked and opened one of the doors, revealing canisters stacked four high, right to the edge. Jack noticed the guard eyeing him, looking for an opening, so he put him to work.


	“Here,” he said, handing him a medium-size Ziploc. “Fill this.” 


	“With what?” 


	Jack quickly angled the pistol toward one of the barrels and snapped off a shot. The pop of the impact with the cardboard was louder than the bullet report.


	The driver jerked back. Grimes only raised his eyebrows appreciatively.


	Jack pointed to the fine stream of blue power dribbling from the hole. “Fill ‘er up.” 


	Grimes held the bag under the stream.


	“Hell of a way to fill a prescription, man,” the driver said.


	When the bag was full, Grimes zipped it closed and tossed it to Jack.


	Jack backed away and lowered the pistol.


	“Thanks, guys. Sorry about the tire. I’d help you change it but… gotta run.” 


	Before turning away, Jack raised his chin, causing the turtleneck collar to slip from the lower half of his face, exposing the mustache. Then he ran back the way he’d come, hiding the pistol under his shirt. He hopped into the car. He removed the hat, sunglasses, and mustache immediately, got rolling, and wriggled out of the turtleneck at the first red light. He had everything plus the pistol safely stuffed under the front seat by the time he reached the BQE ramp. The driver and guard hadn’t seen his car, and any description they’d give would include a mustache, so no need to worry or hurry. He took the Brooklyn Queens Expressway north, obeying the speed limit all the way.
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	The intercom buzzed.


	The limo already? Luc thought as he reached for the button. It’s too early.


	Raul’s voice came through. “A package came for you, Dr. Monnet. I left it outside your door.” 


	“Outside my door? Why didn’t you ring?” 


	“I did but you didn’t answer. Maybe the bell is broken. I’ll have it checked tomorrow.” 


	“Yes, do that.” Do anything you want tomorrow. I will be long gone. “What sort of package?” 


	“A bottle from K&D.” 


	Luc knew K&D well—a busy wine store over on Madison. Who would be sending him a bottle now?


	Luc walked through the living room, skirting the three large bulging suitcases that waited by the door. The wine crates were gone—the shipper had wheeled out the last of them an hour ago—and the room seemed empty now without them. He just hoped to God DHL took good care of them. Some of those bottles were irreplaceable.


	He unlocked the door and had pulled it open only an inch or two when it suddenly slammed back in his face, knocking him to the floor. He scrambled tahis feet and stared in dry-mouthed horror at the intruder.


	“Good evening, Dr. Monnet,” Milos Dragovic said, grinning like a great white as he closed the door behind him.


	“You… what… how…?” Luc couldn’t form a coherent thought, let alone speak it.


	“How?” Dragovic said, his eyes taking in the living room as if he were cataloguing it. “My driver is keeping your doorman company for the time being. I made it quite clear to him that—” He stopped as his roving gaze came to rest on the suitcases. “Oh? Planning a trip? You’ve had your fun with me and now you’re running off, is that it?” 


	What was he saying? “Fun with you? I don’t know what you—” 


	He didn’t see Dragovic’s arm move but suddenly the thick back of his hand crashed against the right side of Luc’s face. Pain exploded in his cheek and jaw, sent him stumbling, staggering back. He almost fell again. The room blurred through the tears in his eyes.


	“It’s too late for games!” Dragovic said.


	Luc blinked and pressed his hands over his throbbing face. “What are you talking about?” 


	Two long quick steps and Dragovic was on top of him. Luc cringed, expecting another blow, expecting many blows. The thought of fighting back flashed through his brain, exiting almost before it entered. Luc didn’t know how to fight. And if he tried he might only further enrage Dragovic.


	But Dragovic didn’t hit him. Instead he grabbed Luc by the back of his neck, wheeled him around, and steered him toward the large TV set at the far end of the room.


	“There!” he said, pointing to the screen where the news was running. “How many times have you watched it?” 


	“Watched what?” 


	The grip on his neck tightened, fingertips digging deep into his flesh. The words spoken close to his ear were distorted by rage.


	“You know exactly what! If we wait long enough they will show it again and we can watch it together!” 


	“You mean the film of you… from last night?” It had to be that.


	“Yes!” The word hissed through clenched teeth and the pressure on his neck increased further. “The film you so cleverly arranged!” 


	“No! You can’t believe that! No, it wasn’t me!” 


	“Liar!” Dragovic shouted and gave Luc a violent shove.


	Luc stumbled forward and fell against the television. Something popped inside and the tube went blank. His mind screamed, He’s going to kill me!


	“I swear!” Luc cried. “I swear by all that’s holy I had nothing to do with it! Nothing!” 


	“You and Garrison and Edwards!” Dragovic said, his voice low and menacing. “You thought you’d get me out of the picture! Well, we’ll see who’s out of the picture!” He looked around. “Where’s your phone?” 


	“In the kitchen.” 


	“Find it! Now! You have some calls to make.” 


	Luc glanced at his suitcases as he headed for the kitchen. So near… a few minutes more and he would have been on his way to the airport. Now he was sure he was headed for some lost corner of hell.
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	Jack hung up the pay phone at Eighty-seventh and Third. Nadia’s mother still hadn’t heard from her. The old woman said she’d left in the early afternoon, and was sure Nadia would have called sometime during those hours just to let her know everything was all right. She was worried.


	So was Jack. He tried to think of reasons why this should be someone else’s problem, anyone’s but his. Didn’t work.


	OK. He figured he had scores to settle with both Monnet and Dragovic. But since he wasn’t sure Dragovic was even in town, he’d chosen to settle with Monnet first. Now Nadia’s whereabouts gave him an extra reason for a little tête-à-tête with the good doctor.


	He turned and faced Monnet’s building. The late-day sun reflected from the tall windows on its western flank. Was Monnet behind one of them? Wished he could find out. He’d called the GEM offices but they said he hadn’t been in all day; all he got at Monnet’s home number was the answering machine.


	He’d parked his car nearby, blocking a delivery driveway that didn’t look like it was going to be used soon. If it got ticketed, that was the breaks. He’d pay it tomorrow. He always paid his tickets. First off because the car was in Gia’s name, and second because if he was ever stopped he didn’t want the word scofflaw popping up when his plate was run through the computer.


	The air lay warm and heavy after the earlier rain, too hot for the black-and-white nylon warm-up suit he was wearing, but he sensed a good possibility that tonight’s work might turn wet, and nylon left no fibers. Had another reason for wearing the warm-up: zippered pockets. The Berzerk was in one, and his burglary tools—lock pick set, glass cutter, latch lifter—were scattered through the others. If Monnet didn’t come out, Jack was going to have to find a way in. Not easy with a doorman, but he’d done it before.


	Watched the Bentley idling before the front entrance. It had been sitting there when he arrived. He was wondering how much money he’d have to have before he even considered plunking down over a hundred large on a car when Monnet stepped through the front door.


	Excellent.


	And who was following right on his heels but Dragovic himself. Jack fought the urge to race across the street and put a pair of .22 LRs into his eyes.


	The Serb had sent two men after Jack, but that wasn’t the problem. It was understandable. After all, Jack had turned him into an international laughing stock, and when you dish it out you’ve got to expect some to come back to you. But Dragovic’s men had threatened—no, they’d promised to rape Gia, and even Vicky. At least the one in the back seat with Jack had, and Jack had known from the dark joy dancing in the guy’s eyes that he meant it, was looking forward to it.


	Maybe going after noncombatants was Dragovic’s policy; maybe it wasn’t. Didn’t matter. If the guys in the Beamer were typical of the kind the Serb had working for him, then Gia and Vicky would be in danger as long as Dragovic lived. Pretty much the same as leaving Scar-lip alive and well in the city. Jack wasn’t about to tolerate either.


	He’d have to fix it… the alive and well part.


	But he needed to talk to these two first. One of them was behind Nadia’s disappearance. Her fiancé’s too. Might be too late for both of them. If so, Jack wanted to know.


	Patience, he told himself. Patience. You’ll get your chance. And it’ll be a twofer.


	As a third guy came out and quick-stepped around to the driver seat, Jack hurried to his car. He followed the Bentley around to the FDR Drive where it turned downtown. Traffic wasn’t so bad for six-fifteen in the rush hour. Made good time until they exited onto Thirty-fourth Street and began an excruciating westward crawl.


	Only one place they could be headed: the GEM offices. That could present a problem. While waiting for Nadia outside the building the other day, Jack had noticed a guard in the lobby. Looked now like it was going to be quarter to seven or later by the time Monnet and Dragovic reached the building. The guard would pass them right through but was sure to want to see some ID from Jack before he directed him to the elevators.


	But if Jack got there first…


	He spotted a park sign and pulled into a garage. As he trotted along Thirty-fourth he put on his gloves, boonie cap, and shades, then ducked into a doorway and quickly stuck the mustache under his nose again. He’d have them all removed before he returned to the garage later.


	He passed the Bentley within a block and easily beat it to the office building. He strolled into the lobby, all geometric chrome and marble, and went directly to the jowly middle-aged Hispanic sitting in the tiny security kiosk.


	“Hi. Did Dr. Monnet arrive yet?” 


	The guard shook his head. “Haven’t seen him.” 


	Jack put on a relieved look. “Whew! That’s good. I was supposed to meet him here and I’m running a little late. Traffic’s murder out there.” 


	The guard, whose name tag said GAUDENCIO, looked at him as if to say, What would Dr. Monnet want with you?


	“I’m gonna be doing a little work in his office for him. You know, custom electronics. That’s my thing.” 


	The guard nodded. He’d bought it. “You doing work for the other partners too?” 


	“Who?” 


	“Edwards and Garrison. They’re up there waiting for him. Sent everybody else home.” 


	Jack did not have to fake it as he rubbed his palms together with relish. “No kidding? That’s great! He’s already bringing some other guy with him. Hey, this could turn out to be a very good day! Want me to sign in?” 


	The guard pushed a pen toward Jack. “Go ahead, but I can’t let you up without clearance from upstairs.” He reached for the phone.


	“That’s OK. I’ll just wait and go up with the man himself.” 


	After signing in as “J. Washington,” Jack turned and saw the Bentley pull up to the curb out front.


	“Here he comes now.” He winked at the guard. “Don’t say anything about how I just got here, OK?” 


	Monnet and Dragovic pushed through the revolving door as the Bentley pulled away.


	“Evening, Dr. Monnet,” the guard said.


	Monnet nodded absently. His right cheek looked swollen, and he seemed to be a little out of it.


	“How we doin’ tonight, gentlemen?” Jack said with a big, vacant grin.


	When neither acknowledged his existence, he fell in a couple of steps behind them and gave the guard a Who-can-figure-these-rich-guys? shrug.


	The guard’s answering shrug said he knew the type too well.


	Jack followed them into an open elevator car. Saw Dragovic press 16, reached past him and pressed 18.


	Again the urge to pull out the P-98 and finish it right here. So simple. But that wasn’t going to do it, especially with the other two GEM partners waiting upstairs. One of them had to know what had happened to Nadia.


	So Jack lowered his head and leaned in a far corner of the cab, watching.


	Not a word out of either on the way up. Dragovic looked stiff with anger, Monnet almost limp with fear; the tension between the two of them flooded the cab. When they stopped on 16 and Jack saw Dragovic push Monnet out, he knew something heavy was going down.


	He sidled over to the control panel and thumbed the door open button to watch a little longer. They stood before a glass wall etched with the GEM Pharma logo. He saw Monnet run a card down a magnetic swipe reader on the right, heard a buzz; then Monnet pushed open the glass door. The receptionist desk beyond the wall was empty.


	Jack let the elevator doors close and rode up to eighteen. Once there he pressed the 16 button, and a minute later he was standing before GEM’s glass wall.


	No way to bypass the swipe reader with the crude tools he’d brought along. Same for the electronic lock in the brass-trimmed door: it was set solid, and even if he did manage to jimmy it, the door was alarmed—open it without swiping a card and all hell was sure to break loose.


	That left the glass.


	The panel opposite the free end of the door was untrimmed and maybe three-eighths of an inch thick. Jack pulled out his glass cutter and knelt. Leaning into the cutter, he scored an arc into the glazed surface, starting two feet up on the free edge and running down to the floor. Worked the diamond tip back and forth half a dozen times in the same groove, hot work that sweated up his hands inside the leather gloves. Next he cut a straight score along the floor line. That done, he lay back and gave the section a quick sharp kick. Once. Twice. On the third try the quarter-round piece of glass cracked along the scores and flopped inward onto the carpet.


	Jack crawled through, then peeked into the main corridor to give it a careful twice-over. No visible security camera and no likely places to hide one. Good.


	He straightened his warm-up and went hunting the lords of Berzerkdom.
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	“You didn’t eat,” the girl squeaked.


	Nadia sat next to Doug on the cot and sized her up where she stood in the doorway of the trailer. She had a high-pitched voice and an undersized head, made smaller-looking by the tight ponytail she wore. She didn’t seem too bright, and looked so frail Nadia was sure she could bowl her over and leap to freedom through the open door. But Nadia was also sure that even she and Doug together would never get by the pair of hulking dog-faced roustabouts standing a few feet outside.


	“I can’t,” Nadia said.


	Half an hour ago the girl had brought them each two hamburgers, two hot dogs, and large cups of fruit punch—all from the concession stand, Nadia was sure. Doug had eaten his, but Nadia could barely look at it.


	“You must. Oz says so.” 


	“It’s too hot,” Nadia said, hoping to keep her talking. The longer she lingered, the longer the door would stay open, allowing fresh air to waft through the stuffy interior. “And I’m scared.” 


	“Aw,” the girl said with what sounded like genuine compassion. “Don’t be scared. Oz is nice.” 


	“Who’s this Oz?” Doug said, putting his hand on Nadia’s thigh and leaning forward.


	“He’s the boss.” Her tone said, Everybody knows that.


	“But why did he kidnap us? Why is he keeping us here?” 


	A shrug. “I don’t know. But he’s feeding you good, right? And he gave you a nice trailer.” 


	Nadia lowered her voice. “Can you help us out of here? Please?” 


	“Oh, no!” The girl’s hand flew to her mouth and she started backing away. “I could never do that! Oz would be so mad!” 


	“Would he hurt you?” 


	“Us? No, Oz would never hurt us. He protects us; he helps us.” 


	“Then help us. Please!” 


	“No-no-no!” she said. She turned and jumped through the door. “No-no-no-no-no!” 


	“Wait!” Nadia said, rising, but one of the roustabouts slammed the door in her face. Fighting back tears, she slumped back onto the cot and leaned against Doug. “What are we going to do?” 


	“Hang in there,” he said, slipping an arm around her. “We’ll think of—” 


	A clank from the front of the trailer cut him off. The floor tilted back a few degrees, then rocked forward. A chain rattled. Nadia rose and stumbled toward the noise.


	Pressing her eye to a crack in the board over the window allowed her a slit view of the outside world.


	She saw the rear of a pickup truck… Their trailer was hitched to it.


	Suddenly the trailer lurched forward and she fell backward. Luckily Doug was there to catch her.


	“What’s happening?” he said.


	“They’re moving us.” 


	“Where?” 


	“I don’t know.” 


	She had an awful feeling they were about to find out why they’d been abducted.
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	Who are they? Jack wondered. Houdinis? Where the hell did they go?


	He’d crept around, peeking in all the offices and cubicles. He’d even checked the rest rooms and the small, well-equipped kitchenette but had found no one. Only area he hadn’t explored was a short corridor near the center of the space. He’d avoided it after spotting a security camera set into the ceiling at one end. Hung there for all to see. Why?


	Since the corridor was open on both ends, he was able to approach the camera from behind. Pulling a chair from one of the cubicles, he inspected the camera close up. No swivel mechanism. Aimed at the middle of the hallway. Interesting. Was it running? And if so, was anybody monitoring it? One way to find out…


	Jack used a roll of Scotch tape he’d borrowed from one of the desks and stretched three strips across the lens, then retreated.


	When no one came to investigate, he moved back into the corridor. As he reached the midpoint, he heard a faint thump to his left. He turned and saw a door labeled: conference room. The sign was small, the handle recessed, and the door flush with the wall. Virtually invisible unless you were on top of it.


	Conference room… of course. Where else would they be? He pressed an ear against the door and thought he heard raised voices—whether in anger or terror he couldn’t be sure.


	He stepped back. Soundproofed. And situated in the center of the GEM space, which meant no windows. Good thinking. If you need an electronic- and microwave-proof room, you don’t want windows. The door had buried hinges and a recessed pull instead of a knob. That meant it opened outward. Gave it a gentle pull to test it. Wouldn’t budge. Probably secured by a bolt on the inside.


	Jack leaned back to consider his options. Can’t kick down a door that opens out… didn’t come prepared for this… have to improvise…


	So what materials did he have at hand?


	Took him about a minute to shape a rough plan.


	Slipped back to the file room and rock-walked one of the smaller cabinets down to the door; then he returned to the kitchenette and picked through the utensil drawer until he found what he wanted.
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	“Lies!” Dragovic screamed, pounding the table with both fists. “You think I am stupid?” 


	How do I convince him? Luc thought as he cowered between Brad and Kent. Dragovic stood on the far side of the table, his back to the door, glaring at them like a maniac. He’d forced Luc to call an emergency meeting with his partners, telling them to clear both floors of all personnel.


	And now he had the three of them trapped in this stifling room.


	We are three, Luc thought. Why should we fear this one man? He may be armed, but after his arrest on multiple weapons charges last night he may be wary of carrying a pistol. The odds are on our side. If I give the word, the three of us could attack him…


	He glanced left and right at his two partners: sweat rolled off Kent in buckets, soaking his collar, spreading dark stains from his underarms; and Brad was almost in tears.


	Then again, maybe not…


	“You’ve got to believe us!” Brad cried.


	Dragovic’s lips curled with scorn. “A strange creature gives us Loki, and now you say it’s dying? I am to believe that?” 


	“Christ, please, yes!” Kent said. “If we were going to make up a story, we wouldn’t make up something as crazy as that!” 


	Luc had hoped the unhappy truth about the creature would turn Dragovic from his paranoid fantasy, but it had only incensed him.


	“I can show you the creature,” Luc said. “You can see with your own eyes.” 


	“Another trick!” 


	“No tricks. You’ll see it; then you’ll believe. And then you’ll understand that it was not us who plotted against you. Think: why would we be trying to steal the Loki trade from you when there will be no more Loki?” 


	Dragovic stared at him for a few heartbeats, a flicker of doubt in his raging eyes. He opened his mouth to speak but was stopped by a knocking sound.


	Everyone froze, listening. It came again.


	Someone was pounding on the door.


	Luc stepped away from the desk to the security console and turned on the hallway monitor. The screen lit but the image was blurred. Someone was standing outside the door but Luc could not identify him.


	Dragovic motioned Brad toward the door. “See who it is!” he said, stepping away. “And no tricks!” 


	Luc noted with relief that he did not pull a weapon, a good indication that he didn’t have one.


	Brad pressed the intercom button next to the door. “Wh-who is it?” His voice would play through a speaker in the hallway ceiling above the door.


	The reply was garbled… something about “security service” and “malfunction.” 


	On the monitor, the blurred image of the man was waving at the camera. What security service? Luc wondered. And how did he get up here?


	Dragovic pushed Brad away from the intercom and pressed the button. “Go away. We are busy. Come back tomorrow.” 


	Another garbled reply, but one phrase came through loud and clear: “… the room may be bugged.” 


	“What?” A chorus from four throats.


	“More of your tricks?” Dragovic snarled, glaring at Luc. He turned to Brad. “Open it!” 


	Before Luc could protest, Brad’s trembling hand fumbled the bolt back. He pushed on the door, and then things happened too fast.


	The door was violently pulled open, almost catapulting Brad into the hall; then he suddenly reversed direction, stumbling backward against the conference table as if he’d been shoved.


	And then Luc realized with a shock that he indeed had been shoved—by the odd-looking stranger who leaped into the conference room with a drawn pistol.


	“Everybody hold still!” he shouted.


	He was addressing all of them, but he kept his pistol—Luc noticed with alarm that it was fitted with a silencer—trained on Dragovic. Something familiar about him… the warm-up, the hat, the sunglasses. And then Luc recognized him: this man had shared the elevator with Dragovic and him a short while ago.


	“Thank God!” Brad cried. “I don’t know who you are, but you arrived just in time!” He pointed to Dragovic. “This man—” 


	“Shut up!” the stranger yelled, pushing Brad toward the end of the table. “Over there with your buddies.” Then he turned to Dragovic. “You carrying?” 


	Dragovic stared at him. “Do you know who I am?” 


	“Yeah, now answer the question: what are you carrying?” 


	Dragovic sneered. “I have no need to carry.” 


	“So you say. Take off your jacket and prove it.” 


	“Go to hell!” 


	Without warning, the stranger’s pistol coughed once and Dragovic fell back into a chair, his breath hissing between his teeth as he clutched his thigh. Luc saw that a splintered hole had appeared in the mahogany door of the cabinet behind him.


	“Take off your jacket,” the stranger said, “or the next one will go for the bone instead of creasing you.” 


	Leveling a murderous glare at the stranger, Dragovic removed his suit coat, balled it in his bloody hands, and hurled it across the room at him.


	“You are a dead man.” 


	“You already tried that once today,” the stranger said, catching the coat with his free hand. “Now it’s my turn.” 


	Luc watched Dragovic’s expression change from anger, to bafflement, then to… was that fear? Luc turned his attention to the stranger who was emptying the jacket pockets. He wished he could see the eyes behind those dark glasses. He seemed to be brimming with rage, more than Dragovic, if that were possible. What was it between these two? Luc glanced at Brad and Kent who looked as baffled and frightened as he.


	A cold band tightened around his chest. Have we traded one madman for another—this one armed?
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	Jack had loved shooting Dragovic—took just about all he had to keep from pulling the trigger again—but relished the mix of terror and bafflement scooting across his face right now almost as much.


	“You?” Dragovic said; then his eyes narrowed. “Yes, it is you! That mustache is fake. I have seen you!” 


	Jack found only a cell phone in Dragovic’s suit coat. He dropped the phone on the table and tossed the coat back.


	“No, you haven’t.” 


	“Yes. You were at my front gate!” 


	Damn security cameras, Jack thought.


	“I knew it!” Dragovic shouted, purpling with rage as he pointed to Monnet. “You work for him, don’t you! He hired you to humiliate me!” 


	Where’d he get that idea? Jack wondered, but decided not to straighten him out. This might work right into his plans.


	“Just sit there and be quiet while I talk to these bozos,” he said, dismissing Dragovic—which had to hurt him worse than another bullet. He turned to Monnet. “Where’s Nadia Radzminsky?” 


	Monnet seemed jolted by the question. But maybe frightened too. Hiding something? Jack couldn’t tell for sure.


	“Nadia?” Monnet gave this nifty little Gallic shrug. “Why… home, I suppose.” 


	“She’s not. She’s missing.” He turned to the other two. “How about you guys? Any idea where I can find Nadia Radzminsky?” 


	“How should we know?” said the heavier, sweaty one.


	“Radzminsky?” said the nervous ferret type. His eyes darted Monnet’s way. “Luc, isn’t that the new researcher we hired?” 


	“How do you know Nadia?” Monnet said.


	Jack ignored him, concentrating on the other two. “How about Gleason—Douglas Gleason? He’s another of your people who’s MIA. Know anything about him?” 


	Bull’s-eye, Jack thought when he saw the ferret’s shocked expression. Here was a guy he’d like to play poker with.


	Keeping a peripheral watch on Dragovic, Jack pointed his pistol at the ferret’s head.


	“Nice haircut, but I think the part would look better on the other side, don’t you?” 


	The ferret clapped his hands against his scalp and ducked, crying, “Tell him, Luc! Tell him about Prather!” 


	Monnet closed his eyes and Jack stared at him, stunned. The only sound in the room was ripping cloth. Jack glanced at Dragovic and saw him tearing the silk lining from his suit coat and tying it around his wounded thigh.


	‘Tell him!” the ferret screamed.


	“Shut up, Brad!” Monnet said through his teeth.


	“Ozymandias Prather?” Jack said, and watched the three partners’ faces go slack with shock.


	“You know him?” Monnet said.


	“I’m asking the questions.” 


	“No-no,” Monnet said, an excited look replacing the shock. “This is important! If you know him, then you must have seen the creature he calls the Sharkman.” 


	“Yeah. Saw it a few hours ago.” Where was this going?


	“Then please tell this man,” Monnet said, pointing to Dragovic. “Tell him how the creature looks, how it’s at death’s door.” 


	“You kidding? It looks great—ready to bust out of its cage.” 


	Monnet looked ill as Dragovic pounded his fists on the table and shouted something about liars and traitors, but Jack wasn’t following because a sickening scenario was playing out in his mind.


	He stepped closer to Monnet and pointed the pistol at his face.


	“You!” 


	The doctor cringed. “What?” 


	“What did Oz and his boys do to Gleason?” 


	“Nothing.” 


	Jack jammed the muzzle of the silencer against Monnet’s temple, hard enough to make him wince. “You’ve got three seconds… two seconds…” 


	“He made him disappear!” 


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“I don’t know!” Monnet cried. “He just said he’d found an ‘absolutely foolproof means of disposal’ and we’d never have to worry about him again. That’s all I know; I swear!” 


	You bastard! Jack thought, aching to pull the trigger. You rotten lousy bastard. He’d bet all he owned that Oz’s foolproof dispose-all had yellow eyes and a scarred lower lip.


	“And Nadia? What about her?” 


	Monnet closed his eyes.


	“Only one second left on your clock,” Jack said, then held his breath, pretty damn sure he wasn’t going to like this answer.


	Monnet nodded. “The same.” His voice seemed caught between a whisper and a sob.


	“Aw, jeez.” 


	It now seemed a possibility that the suddenly healthy rakosh hadn’t lunched on Bondy as Jack had first thought. Oz must have fed it Gleason… and Nadia was probably next on the menu.


	He backed away, trying not to give in to the increasingly insistent urge to redecorate the room with this son of a bitch’s brains. That was too good for him. Too good for all of them.


	“All right,” he said. “I want all pockets emptied onto the table. Everyone. Now. Do it!” 


	The three executives got to it with gusto. Jack could see relief on their faces: Emptying pockets meant robbery. They understood that, and it sure as hell beat getting shot.


	Dragovic didn’t move. He simply sat there pressing a hand to his thigh and glaring at Monnet. Jack remembered his shouts about liars and traitors a moment ago. Looked like this little business arrangement was falling apart. He let Dragovic be—he already had what he wanted from him.


	“Hurry!” Jack shouted, and meant it. Gleason was probably gone, but maybe he still had time to save Nadia. “I want all pockets turned inside out.” 


	He didn’t care about the wallets that landed on the table. The cell phones were what he wanted. Three more of them joined Dragovic’s.


	“You,” he said, pointing to Mr. Sweaty. “Rip out every phone in the room and dump them here on the table.” As Sweaty hopped to it, Jack pointed the ferret—the one Monnet had called Brad—in the direction of the wet bar at the far end of the room. “You bring me four glasses and a pitcher of water.” 


	When all the phones had been collected, including the conference speaker-microphone in the center of the table, Jack wrapped them in someone’s suit coat and tossed them out into the hall.


	“Now,” he said, tugging the Ziploc of Berzerk from his pocket and sliding it across the table to Brad. “Put a handful of that in each of the glasses.” 


	The look on Brad’s face left no doubt about his familiarity with the powder.


	“W-why?” 


	“Just do it.” 


	Brad’s hand was shaking like a wino with the DTs, but he managed to get the job done.


	“Now fill each glass halfway with water and pass them around.” 


	A minute later, each of the four men had a glass of blue-tinged fluid before him.


	“Bottoms up, gentlemen,” Jack said.


	Mr. Sweaty got sweatier. “No,” he said shaking his head and staring at the glass like he’d been poured a shot of battery acid. “It’ll kill us.” 


	“Yeah, well, you gotta go sometime. Drink up; then I’m gone.” 


	Dragovic snorted derisively, raised his glass as if he were toasting the room, and chugged the Berzerk. Then he hurled the glass across the table at Monnet, missing him by inches.


	“I can’t!” Brad wailed.


	Jack put a bullet into the mahogany tabletop directly in front of Brad. The three executives all but jumped out of their seats; Dragovic was cool, though. Barely blinked. Under different circumstances, Jack could have almost liked him.


	“I don’t have time for this, so I’ll tell you that we can do this two ways: you can swallow it, or I can shoot you in the gut and pour it in.” 


	Mr. Sweaty drank his. He looked sick when he set his empty back on the mahogany. Brad choked halfway through his, and for a second or two Jack was afraid he was going to blow it all over the table, but he kept it down.


	Monnet was the last. “Do you have any idea what this will do to us?” 


	“Firsthand. I got the dose you or Dragovic set up for Nadia.” 


	“I have never heard of this Nadia,” Dragovic said. “Who is she? Should I know her?” 


	“Then it was you,” Jack said, staring hard into Monnet’s eyes. He wanted so much to hurt this man. Instead he held up his free hand, the leather-clad thumb and index finger a hair apart. “This morning I came this close to hurting two people very dear to me because of you. I think you’d better drink up.” 


	Monnet drank.


	“Why?” Monnet asked when he’d drained the glass. “Why are you doing this?” 


	“Nadia hired me,” Jack said, wanting to smash his teeth because Nadia was gone, maybe dead, because of this man.


	“To do this!


	“No. To keep an eye on you.” Jack pointed to Dragovic. “To protect you from him. She thought you were in trouble. She was worried about you. She cared about you.” 


	He watched Monnet crumble. “Oh, my Lord.” 


	He surprised Jack by dropping his face into his hands and sobbing.


	Jack reached into a pocket, pulled out the paper-towel-wrapped collection he’d assembled in the cafeteria, and dropped it on the conference table.


	“For your amusement. Just remember the Law: not to spill blood. Are we not men?” 


	He enjoyed their confounded expressions as he backed to the door and pushed it open. He couldn’t resist aiming a Parathion shot at Dragovic.


	“Got any old tires you care to sell?” he said in the Thurston Howell lockjaw accent he’d used on the phone. “Oily ones, perhaps?” 


	“You!” Dragovic cried, rising from his seat. “Why would you do that to me!” 


	“Nothing personal,” Jack said. “I was hired to do it.” 


	With that he ducked out and slammed the door closed. Immediately he tipped the filing cabinet, letting it fall against the door, wedging it against the opposite wall. Then he ran for the elevator, praying he could make it to Monroe in time.
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	Luc was vaguely aware of what was going on around him… Kent moving to the door, trying it, unable to open it… he and Brad futilely throwing their weight against it… their panicked cries about being trapped.


	Other words had a death grip on his thoughts… She thought you were in trouble. She was worried about you. She cared about you…


	Each word, each syllable was a drop of acid eating through Luc’s brain.


	Poor Nadia. She was looking out for me while I was contracting her death. What have I become? What sort of monster am I? What brought me so low?


	He raised his head from his pool of misery and found Dragovic staring at him from the far side of the table.


	“So,” the Serb said with a lopsided grin. “It is just the four of us again.” He rose and moved along the table with a barely perceptible limp. The wound wasn’t slowing him down. He pointed to the stranger’s package. “Let’s see what your man left us.” 


	“He’s not our man,” Kent said. “We’ve never seen him before in our lives. At least I haven’t.” 


	“Me neither,” said Brad.


	“He said you hired him.” 


	“Never!” Brad cried. “He said he ‘was hired.’ But not by us.” 


	All eyes turned to Luc.


	“You got rid of the Radzminsky woman without checking with us,” Kent said. “Did you hire that man as well?” 


	Luc said nothing. He no longer cared what they thought.


	Dragovic pulled at the paper towels wrapped around the stranger’s package. They unrolled in one long strip until four carving knives fell free and clattered onto the table.


	“Oh… my… God!” Brad whispered.


	Dragovic picked up the longest and ran his finger along the edge. “Sharp,” he said, grinning. He shoved the point toward Luc. “Want to feel?” 


	Luc gripped the front of his shirt and ripped it open, sending a button bouncing across the table. He thrust his exposed chest at Dragovic.


	“Do it! Go ahead—do it!” 


	Luc was not bluffing. He was sick to his soul and could almost welcome ending it all right here.


	“Don’t dare me. Because I will—and your two partners as well.” 


	“Don’t even joke about something like that!” Kent cried.


	“Who’s joking?” 


	“Start with me,” Luc said. “I don’t care anymore.” 


	It was something of a shock to realize that he truly did not care, and that granted him a bounty of wild courage.


	Dragovic stared at him, his grin gone. “You will care when this bites into your throat.” 


	“Stop this talk!” Brad said. “You can’t get away with harming any of us. We’re all trapped here until the cleaning service shows up.” He glanced at his watch. “And they should be here within the hour.” 


	“Right,” Kent said. “You don’t want them to find you here with a dead body and blood on your hands, do you? Even your lawyers won’t get you off on that one.” 


	Dragovic considered this, then shrugged. He tossed the knife onto the table. “Some other time, then.” He leaned closer to Luc. “When you care. Because I want you to care.” 


	“We’ve got to stay calm,” Brad said. “That man, whoever he was, wants us to kill each other—expects us to kill each other. But we can outsmart him and have the last laugh if we just… stay… calm. We’ve all got Loki starting to run through our brains right now, enough to make half a dozen people crazy. But we’re all intelligent men, right? We’re smarter than Loki. We can beat it.” 


	“Right,” Kent said. “If we all sit quietly, saying nothing to upset anyone else, we can all survive until the cleaning service comes.” 


	Brad moved to the far corner of the table and patted the chair there. “Milos, you sit here. Kent—” 


	“No!” Dragovic said, dropping into the chair opposite Luc. “I sit here.” 


	“Very well,” Brad said. “I’ll sit here. And Kent will sit opposite me. That way we’ll all be as far as possible from each other. Now: everyone be quiet and just… stay… calm.” 


	Silence. Luc closed his eyes and listened to the faint hum of the air conditioning. After a few minutes he realized that his mood was lifting. He felt nowhere near as miserable as when the stranger first imprisoned them.


	Thoughts of Nadia returned, but he found he could view them from a fresher, more realistic perspective. Absurd to blame himself for Nadia’s demise when clearly it was her own doing. If she’d kept her attention focused on the task she’d been assigned, she’d still be alive and welL But no… she had to go sticking her nose where it didn’t belong. If you play, you’d better be ready to pay.


	And hadn’t she lied to me about her relationship with Gleason? Damn right. Told me they were just friends when all the time they were engaged. Engaged! Serves the bitch right. Can’t lie to me and get away with it.


	Luc opened his eyes and found Dragovic staring at him.


	“What are you looking at?” he said.


	Dragovic sneered. “Dead meat.” 


	“Please,” Brad said from the far end of the table. “If we don’t talk we won’t—” 


	“Shut up!” Luc said. “God, how I’m sick of your whining, wheedling voice!” 


	“OK,” Brad said, his face twitching as he pressed his palms flat on the table. “Fine. Let’s leave it at that.” 


	Luc bit back another remark. Brad was right. Tensions could soar under the influence of Loki. A casual remark could spark a war. He and everyone else had to keep quiet.


	But damn he felt good! Hard to believe that just moments ago he’d been mired in some morass of guilt over what he’d done to Nadia. The Loki was letting him see the idiocy of expending even a nanosecond of thought, let alone guilt, on a nobody like her.


	Loki… he regretted never trying it before. This was wonderful. His senses were turned to a higher pitch—he could feel the air, the individual oxygen molecules, hear the ticking of Dragovic’s Rolex or whatever that garish contraption was on his wrist, feel the grain of the mahogany writhing beneath the varnish of the tabletop.


	And his mind—so clear. He could see all the errors of his life, especially during the past few weeks, and how things would have been completely different if he’d had a little Loki to clear his vision.


	He glanced around the table again.


	Brad and Kent… what a pair of losers: the complete wimp and the flabby blowhard. How did I ever let myself become involved with them? And Dragovic—he’s not so tough. Bigger and stronger, perhaps, but brawn carries you only so far. Even in a hand-to-hand fight, he’d be no match for my intellect. Why was I ever afraid of him?


	He hated them all and wanted to be rid of them. The carving knives on the table beckoned to him, but no… too crude. Surely someone with his brain could think of a way to dispose of the three of them without drawing suspicion. Perhaps—


	A shout interrupted his thoughts. Brad was on his feet, leaning over the table, jabbing his finger at Kent’s face.


	“Stop sweating! I can hear you sweating and it makes me sick!” 


	” I make you sick?” Kent said, leaping to his feet. “Listen, Twinkle-toes, if anybody around here makes people sick it’s you and your pretty-boy clothes and incessant whining.” 


	Brad’s jaw dropped. “What? What are you implying?” 


	“I’m not implying a goddamn thing! I’m telling you you’re—” 


	“Here!” Dragovic shouted.


	He’d grabbed two of the knives and now he slid them down the table. They rotated lazily along their course and stopped between Brad and Kent.


	Brad stopped, eyes wide.


	“Look at him!” Kent laughed. “What a pussy!” 


	“Pussy?” Brad’s face contorted with rage. His hand flashed out and snatched up one of the knives. “I’ll show you who’s a pussy!” 


	He leaped at Kent and they both went down beyond the far end of the table, out of Luc’s line of sight. He heard thumping and thrashing and grunts and cries, saw Kent’s bloody hand appear, watched it feel around, find the other knife, then disappear again.


	Luc didn’t stand, didn’t move beyond turning his head toward Dragovic. It sounded as if Brad and Kent were killing each other, and he prayed that was the case. That would leave only Dragovic.


	The Serb’s eyes were on the battle playing out on the floor in front of him. He watched it avidly, grinning like a shark who smells blood and is waiting to feed on both the victor and the vanquished.


	Then the thrashing stopped and a gasping and very bloody Kent Garrison struggled to his feet. Luc saw Dragovic pick up one of the two remaining knives and palm the handle upside down, rising and approaching Kent with the blade hidden against the underside of his forearm.


	“Are you all right?” 


	Kent grinned. “Better than you’ll be!” 


	Without warning, he slashed at Dragovic. But the Serb seemed to have expected it. He ducked back, then whipped his own blade across Kent’s throat. Blood sprayed across the table as Kent dropped from view with a bubbling groan.


	Luc’s mind raced at light speed. Perfect! Kent gets blamed for killing Brad, Dragovic gets blamed for killing Kent, and I kill Dragovic in self-defense. He made no conscious decision: he was suddenly up on the table with a knife in his hand and in full charge toward Dragovic as the Serb turned toward him…
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	Between the traffic jam at the Midtown Tunnel and the overturned tractor-trailer at the Springfield Boulevard overpass on the LIE, Jack felt almost lucky to reach Monroe in two hours.


	His tentative plan was to drive across the grass in the darkness and pull right up to the tent, duck under the flap, splash Scar-lip with gas, light a match, and send it back to hell. Then, during the ensuing panic and confusion, look for Nadia.


	But as he took the narrow road out to the marsh, he began to feel a crawling sensation in his gut.


	Where were the tents?


	Slewed his car to a halt on the muddy meadow and stared in disbelief at the empty space before his headlights. Jumped out and looked around. Gone. Hadn’t passed them on the road. Where—?


	Heard a sound and whirled to find a gnarled figure standing on the far side of his car. In the backwash from the headlights he could make out that the man was old and grizzled and unshaven, but not much more.


	“If you’re looking for the show,” the man said, “you’re a little late. But don’t worry. They’ll be back next year.” 


	“Did you see them go?” 


	“Course,” he said. “But not before I collected my rent.” 


	“Do you know where—?” 


	“M’name’s Haskins. I own this land, y’know, and you’re on it.” 


	Jack’s patience was fraying. “I’ll be glad to get off it; just tell me—” 


	“I rent it out every year to that show. They really seem to like Monroe. But I—” 


	“I need to know where they went.” 


	“You’re a little old to be wantin’ to run off with the circus, ain’t you?” he said with a wheezy laugh.


	That did it. “Where did they go?” 


	‘Take it easy,” the old guy said. “No need for shouting. They’re makin’ the jump to Jersey. They open in Cape May tomorrow night.” 


	Jack ran back to his car. South Jersey. Only a couple of possible routes for a caravan of trucks and trailers: the Cross Bronx Expressway to the George Washington Bridge would take them too far north; the Beltway to the Verrazano and across Staten Island would drop them into Central Jersey. That was the logical route. But even if he was wrong, the only way to Cape May was via the Garden State Parkway. Jack gunned for the Parkway, figuring sooner or later he’d catch up to them.


	WEDNESDAY


	1


	Took Jack another two frustrating hours just to reach Jersey. Midnight had come and gone and Cape May was still better than a hundred miles away. The limit on the parkway along here was sixty-five. Jack set the cruise control on seventy and kept his foot off the gas pedal. If he had his way he’d be doing ninety, but that would put a cop on his tail and he’d had enough cops already for one day.


	Some day. When was it going to end? He was pretty sure the Berzerk had cleared his system, but his aches and pains seemed to be getting worse instead of better. Especially his head. He’d had the radio on earlier and some station had played “You Keep Me Hanging On.” Now it kept droning through his frazzled brain, Diana Ross’s voice like a power saw hitting a nail.


	And worst of all, he saw a good chance this whole trip might be for nothing. Had no idea how often or how much a rakosh ate, but if it had fed on Bondy first, then Gleason, he might still have a chance of finding Nadia alive. A slim one, but he had to give it a shot. Might have a hard time living with himself if he didn’t.


	He’d figured a train of freak show trucks and trailers would be next to impossible to miss, but he damn near did. He was too intent on an all-news station’s big breaking story as he flashed by the New Gretna rest area…


	“… mass murder in midtown: gangland figure Milos Dragovic, known in many quarters as ‘the Slippery Serb,’ is dead, apparently of stab wounds, along with three top executives of a pharmaceutical firm. The four were found locked in a conference room in the GEM Pharma offices in midtown by a cleaning crew a short while ago. This is not Dragovic’s first appearance in the news today. He was—” 


	Jack was a good hundred yards past the rest stop, congratulating himself on how well that stunt had worked, when something familiar about the motley assortment of vehicles clustered in the southern end of the parking lot registered in his consciousness.


	He slowed, found an official use only cutoff, and made an illegal U-turn across the median onto the northbound lanes. Half a minute later he pulled into the rest area and found a parking spot near the Burger King/ Nathan’s/TCBY sign where he had a good view of the freak show vehicles.


	At this hour on a Wednesday morning in May, the rest area was fairly deserted. Except for a few couples straggling back from Atlantic City, Oz’s folk had the lot pretty much to themselves. But why this rest area of all places? This was the only one Jack knew of that had a State Police barracks for a neighbor.


	He slumped in the seat. Bad thought: if Oz was traveling with someone he’d abducted, this would be the last place he’d stop. Sick foreboding settled on Jack like a wet tarp.


	But he’d come this far…


	He scanned the area. No way to sneak up on them, so he settled for a direct approach. Of course the smart thing to do was to dime Oz out to the New Jersey State cops a couple hundred yards away, but that didn’t sit right. Never would. And besides, if Nadia had become rakoshi chow, the state cops would find nothing. And the Scar-lip problem would remain.


	Jack opened the trunk and stared at the gasoline can. His plan had been Scar-lip first, then Nadia. He’d have to reverse that now. Find Nadia if possible, then go for the rakosh. He pulled the silenced .22 from where he’d hidden it beneath the spare, stuck it in the waistband under his warm-up, walked toward the Oddity Emporium vehicles.


	Counted two 18-wheelers and twenty or so trailers and motor homes of various shapes and sizes and states of repair. As he neared he heard hammering sounds; seemed to come from one of the semi trailers. Two of the dog-faced roustabouts stepped from behind a motor home as Jack reached the perimeter of the cluster. They growled a warning and pointed back toward the food court.


	“I want to see Oz,” Jack said.


	More growls and more emphatic pointing.


	“Look, he either gets a visit from me or I walk over to the State Police barracks there and have them pay him a visit.” 


	The roustabouts didn’t seem to feature that idea. Looked at each other, then one hurried away. A moment later he was back. Motioned Jack to follow him. Jack lowered the zipper on his warm-up top to give him quicker access to the P-98, then started moving.


	One of the roustabouts stayed behind. As Jack followed the other on a winding course through the haphazardly parked vehicles, he saw a crew of workers trying to patch a hole in the flank of one of the semi trailers. He pulled up short when he saw the size of the hole: five or six feet high, a couple of feet wide. The edges of the metal skin were flared outward, as if a giant fist had punched through from within. And Jack was pretty sure that fist had belonged to something cobalt blue with yellow eyes.


	Shit! He closed his eyes and slammed his fists against his thighs. He wanted to break something. What else could go wrong today?


	But his spirits suddenly lifted as he realized Oz hadn’t wanted to park his troupe near the police barracks—he’d had no choice. Maybe Nadia was still alive.


	The roustabout had stopped ahead and was motioning him to hurry up. Jack did just that and soon came to the trailer he recognized as Oz’s. The man himself was standing before it, watching the repair work on the truck.


	“It got loose, didn’t it?” Jack said as he came up beside him.


	The taller man rotated the upper half of his body and looked at Jack. His expression was anything but welcoming.


	“Oh, it’s you. You do get around.” 


	Took most of Jack’s dwindling self-control to keep from taking a swing at Oz right then and there. He was bursting to ask about Nadia but forced himself to stick to the rakosh. That was old news between them; he’d cover that, then press on.


	“Had to feed it, didn’t you? Had to bring it up to full strength. Damn it, you knew the risk you were taking.” 


	“It was caged with iron bars. I thought—” 


	“You thought wrong. I warned you. I’ve seen that thing at full strength. Iron or not, that cage wasn’t going to hold it.” 


	“I admire your talent for stating the obvious.” 


	“Where is it?” 


	For the first time Jack detected a trace of fear in Oz’s eyes.


	“I don’t know.” 


	“Swell.” He glanced around. “Where’s that guy Hank?” 


	“Hank? What could you want with that imbecile?” 


	“Just wondering if he was bothering it again.” 


	The boss slammed a bony fist into a palm. “I thought he’d learned his lesson. Well, he’ll learn it now.” He turned and called into the night. “Everyone—find Hank! Find him and bring him to me at once!” 


	They waited but no one brought Hank. Hank was nowhere to be found.


	“It appears he’s run off,” Prather said.


	“Or got carried off.” 


	“We found no blood near the truck, so perhaps the young idiot is still alive.” 


	“He is alive,” said a woman’s voice.


	Jack turned and recognized the three-eyed fortuneteller from the show.


	“What do you see, Carmella?” Oz said.


	“He is in the woods. He stole one of the guns and he carries a spear. He is full of wine and hate. He is going to kill it.” 


	“Oh, I doubt that,” Oz said. “Going to get himself killed is more likely.” 


	Jack understood taking a gun, but not the spear; then he remembered the pointed iron rod Hank and Bondy had used to torture it. Neither would do the job. If Hank ever caught up with the rakosh, he wouldn’t last long.


	He stared at the mass of trees rising on the far side of the parkway. “We’ve got to find it.” 


	“Yes,” Oz said. “Poor thing, alone out there in a strange environment, disoriented, lost, afraid.” 


	Jack couldn’t imagine Scar-lip afraid of anything, especially anything it might run across around here.


	“On the subject of lost, alone, and afraid,” Jack said, motioning Oz toward his trailer, “I need to ask you something.” 


	Oz followed him until they were all but leaning on the battered wall of the old Airstream, out of earshot of the others.


	“What?” 


	“Where’s Nadia Radzminsky?” 


	Oz’s eyes told him nothing, but the way his body tensed spoke volumes.


	“Nadia… who?” 


	“The one Dr. Monnet paid you to eliminate. Where is she?” 


	“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re—” Oz spotted the pistol Jack had pulled from his waistband.


	“I have it straight from Dr. Monnet and his partners,” Jack said softly as he began unscrewing the silencer. “They say they hired you to ‘remove’ Douglas Gleason and Nadia Radzminsky, so playing dumb won’t cut it.” He lowered the barrel, pointing it at Oz’s right knee. “Now, I’m going to ask you again, and if you give me any more bullshit, I’m going to shoot you. Nothing immediately fatal, but it’s going to hurt like hell. And then I’m going to ask you again. And if I don’t get the truth, I’ll shoot you again, and so it will go.” 


	Jack had to hand it to Oz—he was cool. He glanced at a pair of his doggie roustabouts—how many did he have?—who had noticed the pistol. Low growls rumbled in their throats as they edged closer.


	“They’ll tear you to pieces before you get off that second shot. Perhaps before you get off the first.” 


	“Don’t count on it.” Jack leveled the barrel at Oz’s midsection. “I can pull this trigger lots of times before I go down. Any idea what a hollowpoint round, even a twenty-two, can do once it breaks up inside you?” 


	Jack’s pistol was loaded with FMJs, but no need to tell Oz that.


	“And don’t think the shots will go unnoticed over there.” Jack cocked his head toward the State Police barracks. “So not only will you be dead, but a bunch of troopers will be treating this whole area as a crime scene. They’ll go through it with a fine comb. What’ll they find?” 


	Oz’s expression fluctuated between fear and rage. Jack pressed on, heading for home.


	“You’ve gathered a nice little family around you, Oz. What will happen to them when you’re gone and they’ve been broken up and scattered because of certain crimes you’ve committed? All because you wouldn’t answer a simple question.” 


	Jack hoped the bluff would work. He knew he’d be beaten to a bloody pulp if he pulled the trigger, and even if he survived, he feared police scrutiny as much as Oz. More. But Oz couldn’t know that.


	“Let’s suppose, just suppose,” Oz said, “that they were here. What happens?” 


	They? Jack fought to keep from showing the relief surging within him.


	“They leave with me and that’s that.” 


	“How do I know you won’t stop at the first phone and report us?” 


	“You’ve got my word,” Jack said. “I’ve got nothing against you, Oz. I have a business relationship with Nadia. If I get her out of this, you and me are even. I’m happy never to see or hear of you again, and I’m sure it’s mutual.” 


	“But what about them?” 


	“I think I can square it with them. Let’s go ask.” 


	Oz held back. “There’s still the matter of Dr. Monnet. He—” 


	“He’s dead.” 


	The eyes narrowed. Oz wasn’t buying. “Really.” He drew out the word.


	“Just turn on the radio. It’s on all the news stations.” 


	“You?” 


	“Never laid a finger on him. Dragovic, I’d guess.” 


	“I see,” Oz said, nodding. A small smile played about his lips. That obviously made sense to him.


	“Monnet paid you to off them,” Jack said, “but I assume you had other plans. Sushi for the rakosh, right?” 


	“The creature’s eating habits appear to be similar to those of a big snake,” Oz said, neither confirming nor denying. “It gorges itself, then doesn’t eat again for days. I haven’t had time yet to learn its cycle.” 


	“And now that it’s gone, you’ve got no use for the food you’ve stockpiled for it. Am I right?” 


	He nodded and sighed. “I suppose that settles it, then.” 


	He led Jack toward the center of the vehicle cluster. Playing it safe, Jack followed close behind, his pistol trained on Oz’s back. The roustabouts—three now—followed. Oz stopped before an exceptionally run-down red trailer.


	Jack heard something thumping against the inner walls and faint cries for help. Oz pointed to the padlock on the door and one of the roustabouts unlocked it.


	As the door swung open, Jack slid his pistol behind his thigh. An idea of how to make this a smooth extraction was forming, but it might not work with artillery on display.


	The cries and pounding ceased. For a moment nothing happened; then a sandy-haired man poked his head out. He looked pale, haggard, uncertain, but Jack recognized him as Douglas Gleason from the photo Nadia had shown him. Then Nadia appeared beside him.


	All right, Jack thought. All right. Now to get them out of here.


	“Good evening, Dr. Radzminsky,” he said.


	Her head pivoted toward him and her eyes widened in recognition and relief.


	“Jack!” she cried, her voice harsh and ragged from shouting for who knew how long. “Oh, Jack, it’s you!” 


	“Jack? Who’s Jack?” Gleason was saying, but Nadia shushed him.


	“It’s all right. He’s a friend. Jack, how did you get here? How did you manage—?” 


	“Long story. Suffice for now that Monnet and his partners arranged for Mr. Prather here to kill you and your fiancé.” 


	“Oh, no!” she said with more despair than shock.


	“Knew it!” Gleason said. “Had to be him!” 


	“But why?” 


	“He and Dragovic were making Berzerk, and you knew it. But Mr. Prather is not a murderer,” Jack said, nodding toward Oz, whose eyes widened in surprise. “So he merely kept you out of sight and out of harm’s way until he could find a solution for your, um, predicament.” 


	Jack was winging this. He glanced at Oz for a little backup.


	“Yes,” Oz said, barely missing a beat. “Dr. Monnet was blackmailing me, so I couldn’t go to the police. I didn’t know what to do. But now that he’s dead—” 


	“Dead?” Nadia said. She looked at Jack.


	“Milos Dragovic killed him.” 


	“With him gone,” Oz said, “it’s safe for me to release you.” 


	Jack said, “But there’s one matter we have to settle first: This never happened. Mr. Prather needs your word on that.” 


	Gleason needed about a second before nodding. “I can handle that.” 


	But Nadia hesitated, frowning, not onboard yet.


	“Come on, Nadj,” Gleason said, putting his arm around her. “We weren’t harmed. They even fed us.” 


	“I’ve never been so frightened in all my life!” 


	“Yeah, but it’s better than being dead. He could’ve killed us—he was supposed to kill us, and it would have been easier, but he didn’t. We owe him something, don’t you think?” 


	Come on, Nadia, Jack thought, trying a little telepathy. Say yes and we’re out of here.


	Finally she shrugged. “I don’t know about owing him,” she said, glaring at Oz. “But I guess we can keep it to ourselves.” 


	Jack repressed a sigh of relief. He fished his car keys out of his pocket and tossed them to Gleason.


	“My Buick’s in front of the Burger King sign. Wait for me there. I’ve got one more matter to settle with Mr. Prather.” 


	After Nadia and her beau had hurried from the scene, Jack turned to Oz.


	“Where’d the rakosh break out?” 


	“About a mile back. Right near mile marker fifty-one-point-three, to be exact. We stopped but could not stay parked on the shoulder—we’d have the police asking what happened—so we pulled in here.” 


	“We’ve got to find it.” 


	“Nothing I’d like better,” said the boss, “although I have a feeling you’d prefer to see it dead.” 


	“You’ve got that right.” 


	“An interesting area here,” Oz said. “Right on the edge of the Pine Barrens.” 


	Jack cursed under his breath. The Barrens. Shit. How was he going to locate Scar-lip in there—if that was where it was? This whole area was like a time warp. Near the coast you had a nuclear power plant and determinedly quaint but unquestionably twentieth-century towns like Smithville and Leeds Point. West of the parkway was wilderness. The Barrens—a million or so unsettled acres of pine, scrub brush, vanished towns, hills, bogs, creeks, all pretty much unchanged in population and level of civilization from the time the Indians had the Americas to themselves. From the Revolutionary days on, it had served as a haven for people who didn’t want to be found. Hessians, Tories, smugglers, Lenape Indians, heretical Amish, escaped cons—at one time or another, they’d all sought shelter in the Pine Barrens.


	And now add a rakosh to its long list of fugitives.


	“We’re not too far from Leeds Point, you know,” Prather said, an amused expression flitting across his sallow face. “The birthplace of the Jersey Devil.” 


	“Save the history lesson for later,” Jack said. “Are you sending out a search party?” 


	“No. No one wants to go, and I can’t say I blame them. But even if some were willing, we’ve got to be set up in Cape May for our show tonight. And frankly, without Dr. Monnet buying its blood, I can’t justify the risk of going after it.” 


	“That leaves me.” 


	If Scar-lip got too much of a head start, he’d never find it which he could live with… unless the drive to kill Vicky was still fixed in its dim brain. Seemed unlikely, but Jack couldn’t take the chance.


	“You’re not seriously thinking of going after it.” 


	Jack shrugged. “Know somebody who’ll do it for me?” 


	“May I ask why?” Oz said.


	“Take too long to tell. Let’s just leave it that Scar-lip and I go back a ways and we’ve got some unfinished business.” 


	Oz stared at him a moment, then turned and began walking back toward his trailer.


	“Come with me. Perhaps I can help.” 


	Jack doubted that but followed and waited outside as Oz rummaged around within his trailer. Finally he emerged holding something that looked like a Game-boy. He tapped a series of buttons, eliciting a beep, then handed it to Jack.


	“This will lead you to the rakosh.” 


	Jack checked out the thing: it had a small screen with a blip of green light blinking slowly in one corner. He rotated his body and the blip moved.


	“This is the rakosh?” Then he remembered the collar it had been wearing. “What’d you do—rig it with a LoJack?” 


	“In a way. I have electronic telltales on our animals. Occasionally one gets loose and I’ve found this to be an excellent way to track them. Most of them are irreplaceable.” 


	“Yeah. Not too many two-headed goats wandering around.” 


	“Correct. The range is only two miles, however. As you can see, the creature is still within range, but it may not be for long. Operation is simple: Your position is center screen; if the blip is left of center, the creature is to the left of you; below center, it’s behind you; and so on. You track it by proceeding in whatever direction moves the blip closer to the center of the screen. When it reaches dead center, you’ll have found your rakosh. Or rather, it will have found you.” 


	Jack swiveled back and forth until the locator blip was at the top of the faintly glowing screen. He looked up and found himself facing the shadowy mass of trees west of the Parkway. Just as he’d feared. Scar-lip was in the pines.


	But this’ll help me find it, he thought.


	And then something occurred to him.


	“You’re being awfully helpful.” 


	“Not at all. My sole concern is for the rakosh.” 


	“But you know I’m going to kill it if I find it.” 


	“Try to kill it. The pines are full of deer and other game, but the rakosh can’t use them for food. As you know, it eats only one thing.” 


	Now Jack understood. He grinned. “And you think by giving me this locator, you’re sending it a CARE package, so to speak.” 


	Oz inclined his head. “So to speak.” 


	“We shall see, Mr. Prather. We shall see.” 


	“On the contrary, I doubt anyone will ever see you again.” 


	“I’m not suicidal; trust me on that.” 


	“But you can’t believe you can take on a rakosh single-handed and survive.” 


	“Wouldn’t be the first time.” 


	Jack headed for his car, relishing the look of concern on Oz’s face before he’d turned away. Had he sounded confident enough? Good act. Because he was feeling anything but.
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	“Here he comes,” Doug said.


	Nadia lifted her head from his shoulder and glanced through the car window. Jack was about a hundred feet away, striding toward them. The sight of him elicited a warm glow against the deep chill that pervaded her. She couldn’t remember ever being so glad to see someone as when she’d looked through the open door of that awful trailer and found Jack standing outside. She couldn’t imagine how he’d tracked her down or why, but when she’d most needed someone he’d shown up.


	“Good,” she said. “Now we can get out of here.” 


	She’d been huddled against Doug in the rear seat, feeling cold and tired, totally wrung out, but mostly sad.


	Dr. Monnet wanted me dead.


	She’d been forced to accept the truth of that, and yet… how could it be? Horrifying enough to learn that anyone wanted you dead, but Dr. Monnet… and after she’d been so worried about his well-being. It was too cruel.


	To her surprise, Jack walked past the car and into the food court. Minutes later he emerged with a canvas shoulder bag emblazoned with Atlantic city in Day-Glo green letters.


	“How’s everybody doing?” he said as he slipped into the front seat.


	“Better now,” Doug said. “Thanks to you.” He extended his hand over the seat. “I’m Doug Gleason.” 


	They shook hands.


	“Jack.” He gave Doug’s wrist a quarter-turn. “Is that a Quisp watch? Neat.” 


	“You want it? It’s yours.” 


	Jack waved him off. “No, that’s OK.” 


	“I’m serious,” Doug said. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 


	“You will in a minute.” 


	Jack backed the car out of its spot but didn’t drive far. To Nadia’s dismay he parked in another spot in a far corner of the rest area by the rideshare info sign. She wanted to go home.


	“Aren’t we going back?” 


	“Not yet.” Jack pulled a couple of bottles of Snapple from the canvas bag and handed them back. “If you’re thirsty, drink up; otherwise, dump it out on the pavement.” 


	Nadia drank half of her lemon-flavored iced tea quickly. She hadn’t realized how thirsty she was. Jack had opened his door and was emptying bottle after bottle into the parking lot.


	“Shame to waste the stuff, I know,” he said, “but it seems Snapple’s about the only thing that comes in glass bottles these days.” 


	Then he took out a glass cutter and began scoring the flanks of the bottles.


	Baffled, Nadia said, “What are you doing?” 


	“Trick I learned from an old revolutionary. Ups the chances these’ll shatter on contact.” 


	Then he pulled an Atlantic City souvenir T-shirt and a newspaper from the bag. He began tearing up the shirt.


	Nadia studied his face, his deft, sure movements. Where was the easy going fellow she’d seen off and on over the past few days? He’d been replaced somehow by this fiercely focused man whose sense of purpose radiated through the car. His expression was grim and the brown eyes she’d once thought mild now gleamed with intensity.


	“What’s going on?” Nadia said.


	“One of Oz’s attractions escaped. I have to go after it.” 


	“He hired you?” 


	“No. This is my own thing.” 


	“Why on earth—?” 


	“It may harm someone who matters to me.” 


	“Can’t you call the police?” 


	“They’ll think I’m nuts, or trying to scam them with a Jersey Devil story.” 


	Doug said, “This ‘attraction’ wouldn’t happen to be a big, strange-looking creature with yellow eyes and dark skin.” 


	Jack looked up. “You saw it?” 


	“Yeah. I think so. The night I was kidnapped they brought me into one of the tents and pushed me up against the bars of a cage with this huge guy in a stinking rubber monster suit inside.” 


	“That wasn’t a suit.” 


	“Bullshit.” 


	Jack focused those eyes on him. “Do I look like I’m bullshitting?” 


	“No.” Doug swallowed. “And to tell the truth, afterward I got to thinking either that’s the most convincing rubber suit on earth or I was face-to-face with a real live demon. So I kept telling myself that nothing like that ever existed in real life, so it had to be a suit.” 


	“What happened when they put you up against the bars? Did it take a swipe at you, try to grab you?” 


	“No. It pretty much ignored me. It seemed more interested in getting out of its cage.” 


	Jack simply stared at Doug.


	“What?” Doug asked.


	Jack shook his head. “When you get back home, do yourself a favor and buy a lottery ticket. If your luck’s still holding, you’ll wake up a multimillionaire.” 


	He stepped out of the car, opened the trunk, and returned with a metal can and a flashlight.


	Nadia remembered something. “Jack, is this the creature you told me about this morning—the source of the drug?” 


	“One and the same.” 


	“I think I saw it when I was peeking through a crack between the boards over our windows. I saw them loading a big blue-black creature in a steel cage onto one of the trucks.” And she remembered thinking at the time it had to be some sort of gimmick attraction because nothing that looked like that should be living and breathing on this earth. “That… that was real?” 


	Jack nodded. He squatted outside the car and began refilling the empty Snapple bottles from the big metal can.


	Oh, no, Nadia thought, fighting a surge of panic as she watched him. He’s not really—


	But he was. Oh, yes, he was. The smell of gasoline was unmistakable.


	Dizzy, she closed her eyes and hung on, wondering what had happened to her world in the past few days. She felt as if she’d tumbled down a rabbit hole into a nastily surreal Wonderland. The molecule she’d been assigned to stabilize had turned out to be an illegal drug, her fiancé had been abducted, a man she’d known for years and deeply respected, had even made love to, had ordered her death, and then he himself had been murdered. And now she was parked in a rest stop helping a man she barely knew make Molotov cocktails to go after some awful creature from a nightmare.


	Nightmare… that’s where she was right now.


	She wished she’d never heard of Jack. If she hadn’t hired him, maybe none of this would have happened.


	She opened her eyes again and looked at him. “You’re really going to chase after that thing? Alone? In the dark?” 


	He nodded. “Not exactly my idea of a fun time, but…” 


	“I’ll go with you,” Doug said.


	Nadia wanted to punch him and scream, How can you be such an idiot? but held her tongue when she saw Jack immediately shake his head.


	“This doesn’t involve you.” 


	“I could watch your back,” Doug said, pressing. “I feel I owe you something.” 


	Nadia wanted to kill him. The only hunting Doug had ever done was on a computer screen.


	Jack finished tightening the cap on the last bottle.


	“I appreciate the offer, but this is a one-man operation.” He glanced at her and winked. “Good man.” 


	“I know,” she said, clutching Doug’s arm. And I want to keep him good and alive.


	Jack gently placed the six gasoline-filled bottles back into the canvas shoulder bag and worked sections of newspaper between them to keep them from clinking, then threw the pieces of T-shirt on top.


	“What you can do for me is drive,” he said, moving into the passenger seat.


	Doug scrambled around, leaving Nadia alone in the back. They drove north through the New Gretna toll, then turned around and came back south through the toll again.


	“We’ll be stopping soon,” Jack said. He seemed to be eyeing the mile markers closely. “After you drop me off, head back to the rest area and wait inside where you can hear the public phones. I’ve got the number of one of them. When I’m done I’ll call you on my cell phone and tell you where to pick me up.” 


	“How long do you think you’ll be?” Nadia said.


	“Can’t say.” He tapped the dashboard clock. “Just about two A.M. now. If you don’t hear from me by six… go home.” 


	“Without you?” 


	He cleared his throat as he scribbled on a scrap of paper. “If you don’t hear from me by then it means things have gotten complicated. Go back to the city and call this number. A guy named Abe will answer. Tell him what you know. He’ll take it from there.” 


	Doug said, “But what—?” 


	“Whoa! Here’s my stop.” 


	Doug pulled over and Jack jumped out. He slipped the straps of the bag onto a shoulder and pulled the flashlight from a pocket.


	“See you later,” he said.


	Nadia noticed how he limped as he hurried down the slope toward the trees.


	I hope so, she thought as they pulled away. She felt a cold weight growing in her stomach. When she looked back, Jack had disappeared into the tall shadows.
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	Jack trained his flashlight beam on the scrub at the base of the slope, looking for broken branches. He found them. Lots of them. Something big had torn through here not long ago.


	He stepped through and followed the path of destruction. He was glad he’d kept the boonie cap; without it the branches would be tearing at the sutures in his scalp. Already had a throbbing headache and a banged-up hip. Didn’t need to start bleeding.


	When he was sure he was out of sight of the highway, he stopped and pulled out the electronic locator. He was facing west and the blip was at the top edge of the screen. Had to move. Scar-lip was almost out of range.


	He pressed forward until he came to a narrow path. A deer trail, most likely. Flashed his beam down and saw what looked like deer tracks in the damp sand, but they weren’t alone: deep imprints of big, alien, three-toed feet, and work-boot prints coming after. Scar-lip, with Hank following—obviously behind because the boot prints occasionally stepped on the rakosh tracks.


	What’s Hank thinking? Jack wondered. That he’s got a gun and maybe he learned how to hunt when he was a kid, so that makes him a match for the Sharkman? Maybe he’s not thinking. Maybe a belly full of Mad Dog has convinced him he can handle the equivalent of taking on a great white with a penknife in a sea of ink.


	Jack began following the deer trail, keeping one eye on the locator and turning his flashlight beam on and off every so often to check the ground. Scrub pines closed in, forming a twenty- to thirty-foot wall around him, arching their branches over the trail, allowing only an occasional glimpse of the starlit sky.


	Quiet. Just the sound of insects and the branches brushing against his clothes. Jack hated the great outdoors. Give him a city with cars and buses and honking cabs, with pavements and right angles and subways rumbling beneath his feet and—best of all—streetlights. It wasn’t just dark out here, it was dark.


	His adrenaline was up but despite the alien surroundings, he felt curiously relaxed. The locator gave him a buffer zone of safety. He knew where Scar-lip was and didn’t have to worry about it jumping out of the bushes and tearing into him at any second. But he did have to worry about Hank. An armed drunk in the woods could be a danger to anything that moved. Didn’t want to be mistaken for Scar-lip.


	The trail wound this way and that, briefly meandering north and south, but taking him generally westward. Jack moved as fast as the circumstances allowed, making his best time along the occasional brief straightaway, but his left hip felt like someone had lit a blowtorch in the socket.


	The green blip that was Scar-lip gradually moved nearer and nearer the center of the locator screen, which meant he was gaining steadily on the rakosh. Looked like the creature had stopped moving. Why? Resting? Or waiting?


	He guesstimated he was about a quarter-mile from the rakosh when a gun report somewhere ahead brought him up short. Sounded like a shotgun. There it was again. And again.


	And then a scream of fear and mortal agony echoed through the trees, rising toward a shriek that cut off sharply before it peaked.


	Silence.


	Jack had thought the woods quiet before, but now even the insects had shut up. He waited for other sounds. None came. And the blip on the locator showed no movement.


	That pretty much told the story: Scar-lip had sensed it was being followed so it hunkered down and waited. Who comes along but one of the guys who used it as a pincushion when it was caged. Chomp-chomp, crunch-crunch, good-bye, Hank.


	Jack’s tongue was dry as felt. That could have—most likely would have—been him if he’d gone after Scar-lip without the locator.


	But that’s not the way it’s going to play. I know where you are, pal, so no nasty surprises for me.


	He crept ahead, and the crack and crunch of every twig and leaf he stepped on sounded amplified through a stadium PA. But Scar-lip was staying put—eating, perhaps?—so Jack kept moving.


	When the blip was almost center screen, Jack stopped. He smelled something and flashed his light along the ground.


	The otherwise smooth sand was kicked up ferociously for a space of about a dozen feet, ending with two large oblong gouts of blood, drying thick and dark red, with little droplets of the same speckled all around them. A twelve-gauge Mossberg pump-action lay in the brush at the edge of the trail, its wooden stock shattered.


	Only one set of prints led away—the three-toed kind.


	Jack crouched in the scrub grass, staring around, listening, looking for signs of movement. Nothing. But he knew from the locator that Scar-lip was dead ahead, and not too far.


	Waiting to do to me what he did to Hank, no doubt. Sorry, pal. We’re gonna play it my way this time.


	He removed two Snapple bottles from the shoulder bag and unscrewed their caps. Gasoline fumes rose around him as he stuffed a piece of T-shirt into the mouth of each. Lifted one, lit the rag with a little butane lighter he’d picked up along with everything else, and quickly tossed it straight ahead along the trail.


	The small flame at its mouth traced a fiery arc through the air. Before it hit the ground and whoomphed into an explosion of flame, Jack had the second one in hand, ready to light.


	Muscles tight, heart pounding, Jack blinked in the sudden glare as his eyes searched out the slightest sign of movement. Wavering shadows from the flickering light of the flames made everything look like it was moving. But nothing big and dark and solid appeared.


	Something small and shiny glittered on a branch just this side of the flames. Warily, Jack approached it. His foot slipped on something along the way: the sharpened steel rod Bondy had used to torment the rakosh lay half-buried in the sand. Jack picked it up and carried it in his left hand like a spear. He had two weapons now. He felt like an Indian hunter, armed with an iron spear and a container of magic burning liquid.


	Closer to the flames now, he stepped over a fallen log and his foot landed on something soft and yielding. Glanced down and saw a very dead Hank staring up at him through glazed eyes. He let out an involuntary yelp and jumped back.


	After glancing around to make sure this wasn’t a trap, he took another look at Hank. Firelight glimmered in dead blue eyes that were fixed on the stars; the pallor of Hank’s bloodless face accentuated the dark rims of his shiners and blended almost perfectly with the sand under his head; his throat was a red pulpy hole and his right arm was missing at the shoulder.


	Jack swallowed hard. That could be me soon if I don’t watch it.


	Stepped over him and kept moving. The fire from the first Molotov cocktail was burning low when he reached the branch. Some of the brush had caught fire but the flames weren’t spreading. Still they cast enough light to allow him to identify the shiny object.


	Scar-lip’s telltale collar.


	Jack whirled in near panic, alarm clamoring along his adrenalized nerves as he lit the second cocktail, and scanned the area for signs of the rakosh.


	Nothing stirred.


	This was bad, very bad. In the middle of nowhere and he’d given himself away with the first bomb. Now tables were reversed: Scar-lip knew exactly where Jack was, while Jack was lost in the dark with only four cocktails left.


	Dark… that was the big problem. If he could find a safe place to hide for a few hours, the rising sun would level the playing field a little. But where?


	Looked around and fixed on a big tree towering above the pines ahead. That might be the answer.


	Jack tossed away the locator and hooked the straps of the canvas bag around his shoulders, knapsack style. Spear in one hand, Molotov in the other, he edged ahead in a half-crouch, ready to spring in any direction.


	Sweat trickled down his back as he swung his gaze back and forth, watching, listening, but heard nothing beyond his own harsh, ragged breaths and his racing pulse drumming in his ears.


	Hopped over the dying flames of the first Molotov and saw that the trail opened onto a small clearing with the big tree at its center. Good chance Scar-lip was somewhere in or near the clearing, maybe behind the tree trunk. One good way to find out…


	Tossed the second firebomb—another flaming whoomph! but no sign of Scar-lip… yet. Had to get to that tree. Angled around so he could see behind it—nothing. Clearing empty.


	Dropped the iron spear—it would only get in his way—hustled over to the trunk, and began to climb.


	Not fun. His hip shot pain through his pelvis and down his leg, and the effort worsened his headache.


	Did rakoshi climb trees? Jack couldn’t see why not. Doubted they were afraid of heights. Kept climbing, moving as fast as his battered body allowed, ascending until the branches began to crack under his weight. Satisfied that the far heavier Scar-lip could never make it this far up, he settled down to wait.


	Checked the luminescent dial on his watch: just about 3:00 A.M. When was sunup? Wished he paid more attention to things like that. Didn’t matter in the city, but out here in the sticks…


	Tried to find a comfortable perch but that wasn’t going to happen, and a nap was out of the question. At least his hip pain had eased now that it wasn’t bearing his weight. And he found some solace in the realization that no way was Scar-lip going to catch him by surprise up here.


	Through the leaves of the big oak he could see patches of the sandy clearing below, gray against the surrounding blackness. On the eastern horizon, a dim glow from the parkway and the rest area; but to the west, nothing but the featureless black forever of the Pine Barrens—


	Jack stiffened as he saw a light—make that two lights—moving along the treetops to the west… heading his way. At first he thought it might be a plane or helicopter, but the lights were mismatched in size and maintained no fixed relationship to each other. His second thought was UFOs, but these didn’t appear to be objects at all. They looked like globules of light… light and nothing more.


	He’d heard of these things but had never seen one… The Pineys called them pine lights but no one knew what they were. Jack didn’t want to find out and would have preferred to see them heading elsewhere. They weren’t traveling a straight line—the smaller one would dart left and right, and even the larger one meandered a little—but no question about it: those two glowing blobs were heading his way.


	They slowed as they reached the clearing and Jack got a closer look at them. He didn’t like what he saw. One was basketball size, the other maybe a bit larger than a softball. Light shouldn’t form into a ball; it wasn’t right. Something unhealthy about the pale green color too.


	Jack cringed as they came straight for the tree, fearing they were going to touch him—something about them made his skin crawl—but they split within half a dozen feet of the branches. He heard a high-pitched hum and felt his skin tingle as they skirted his perch to the north and south. They paired up again on the far side but, instead of moving on, spiraled down toward the clearing.


	Jack craned his neck to see where they were going.


	Toward Hank’s body? No, that was on the north side of the tree. They were moving the other way.


	He watched them hover over an empty patch of sand, then begin to chase each other in a tight circle—slowly at first, then with increasing speed until they blurred into a glowing ring, an unholy halo of wan green light, moving faster and faster, the centrifugal force of their rising speed widening the ring until they shot off into the night, racing back toward the west where they’d come from.


	Good riddance. The whole episode had lasted perhaps a minute but left him unsettled. Wondered if this happened every night or if Scar-lip’s presence had anything to do with it.


	And speaking of Scar-lip…


	Checked the clearing as best he could through the intervening foliage, but still nothing stirred.


	Tried to settle down again and make plans for sunrise…
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	Jack didn’t wait for full light. The stars had begun to fade around four-thirty. By five, although still probably half an hour before the sun officially rose, the pewter sky was bright enough for him to feel comfortable quitting the Tarzan scene and heading back to earth.


	Stiff and sore, he eased himself toward the ground, continually checking the clearing—still empty except for Hank. Soon as he hit the sand he opened the Snapple bottles and stuffed their mouths with rags. He kept one in hand and held the lighter ready.


	The plan was simple: start at Hank’s corpse and follow Scar-lip’s footprints from there. He’d keep it up as long as he could. Didn’t know how long he could go without food and water, but he’d give it his best shot. Right now what he wanted most was a cup of coffee.


	As he approached the corpse, he noticed that the pinelands insects hadn’t been idle: flies taxied around Hank’s head while ants partied in the throat wound and shoulder stump. The thought of burying him crossed Jack’s mind, but he had neither the time nor the tools.


	A noise behind him. Jack whirled. Put down the bag and thumbed the flint wheel on the butane lighter as he scanned the clearing in the pallid predawn light.


	There… on the far side, the spot where the pine lights had done their little dervish a couple of hours ago, a patch of sand, moving, shifting, rising. No, not sand. This was very big and very dark.


	Scar-lip.


	Jack took an involuntary step back, then held his ground. The rakosh wasn’t moving; it simply stood there, maybe thirty feet away where it had buried itself for the night. Hank’s arm dangled from its three-fingered right hand; it held it casually, like a lollipop. The upper half of the arm had been stripped of its flesh; the pink bone was coated with sand.


	Jack felt his gut tighten, his heart turning in overdrive. Here was his chance. He lit the tail on the cocktail and stepped over the shoulder bag, straddling it.


	Slowly he bent, pulled out a second bomb, and lit it from the first.


	Had to get this right the first time. He knew from past encounters how quick and agile these creatures were in spite of their mass. But he also knew that all he had to do was hit it with one of these flaming babies and it would all be over.


	With no warning and as little windup as he dared, he tossed the Molotov in his right hand. The rakosh ducked away, as expected, but Jack was ready with the other… gave it a left-handed heave, leading the rakosh, trying to catch it on the run. Both missed. The first landed in an explosion of flame, but the second skidded on the sand and lay there intact, its fuse dead, smothered.


	As the rakosh shied away from the flames, Jack pulled out a third cocktail. His heart stuttered, his hand shook, and he’d just lit the fuse when he sensed something hurtling toward him through dimness, close, too close. Ducked but not soon enough. The twirling remnant of Hank’s arm hit him square in the face.


	Coughing in revulsion as he sprawled back, Jack felt the third cocktail slip from his fingers. He turned and dived and rolled. He was clear when it exploded, but he kept rolling because it had landed on the shoulder bag. He felt a blast of heat as his last Molotov went up.


	As soon as the initial explosion of flame subsided, Scar-lip charged across the clearing. Jack was still on his back in the sand. Instinct prompted his hand toward the P-98 but he knew bullets were useless. Spotted the iron spear beside him, grabbed it, swung it around so the butt was in the dirt and the point toward the on-rushing rakosh. His mind flashed back to his apartment rooftop last summer when Scar-lip’s mother was trying to kill him, when he had run her through. That had only slowed her then, but this was iron. Maybe this time…


	He steadied the point and braced for the impact.


	The impact came, but not the one he’d expected. In one fluid motion, Scar-lip swerved and batted the spear aside, sending it sailing away through the air toward the oak. Jack was left flat on his back with a slavering three-hundred-pound inhuman killing machine towering over him. Tried to roll to his feet but the rakosh caught him with its foot and pinned him to the sand. As Jack struggled to slip free, Scar-lip increased the pressure, eliciting live wires of agony from his already cracked ribs. Stretched to reach the P-98—spit balls would probably damage a rakosh as much as .22s, but that was all he had left. And no way was he going out with a fully loaded pistol. Maybe if he went for the eyes…


	But before he could pull the pistol free of his warm-up pocket, he saw Scar-lip raise its right hand, spread the three talons wide, then drive them toward his throat.


	No time to prepare, no room to dodge, he simply cried out in terror in what he was sure would be the last second of his life.


	But the impact was not the sharp tearing pain of a spike ramming through his flesh. Instead he choked as the talons speared the sand to either side and the web between them closed off his wind. The pressure eased from his chest but the talons tightened, encircling his throat as he straggled for air. And then Jack felt himself yanked from the sand and held aloft, kicking and twisting in the silent air, flailing ineffectually at the flint-muscled arm that gripped him like a vise. The popping of the vertebral joints in his neck sounded like explosions; the cartilage in his larynx whined under the unremitting pressure as the rakosh shook him like an abusive parent with a baby who had cried once too often, and all the while his lungs pleaded, screamed for air.


	His limbs quickly grew heavy, the oxygen-starved muscles weakening until he could no longer lift his arms. Black spots flashed and floated in the space between him and Scar-lip as his panicked brain’s clawhold on consciousness began to falter. Life… he could feel his life slipping away, the universe fading to gray… and he was floating… gliding aloft toward—


	—a jarring impact, sand in his face, in his mouth, but air too, good Christ, air!


	He lay gasping, gulping, coughing, retching, but breathing, and slowly light seeped back to his brain, life to his limbs.


	Jack lifted his head, looked around. Scar-lip not in sight. Rolled over, looked up. Scar-lip nowhere.


	Slowly, hesitantly, he raised himself on his elbows, amazed to be alive. But how long would that last? So weak. And God, he hurt.


	Looked around. Blinked. Alone in the clearing.


	What was going on here? Was the rakosh hiding, waiting to pop out again and start playing with him like a cat with a captured mouse?


	He struggled to his knees but stopped there until the pounding in his head eased. Looked around again, baffled. Still no sign of Scar-lip.


	What the hell?


	Cautiously Jack rose to his feet, his hip screaming, and braced for a dark shape to hurtle from the brush and finish him off.


	Nothing moved. The rakosh was gone. Why? Nothing here to frighten it off, and it sure as hell wasn’t turning vegetarian, because Hank’s arm, the one Scar-lip had thrown at Jack, was missing.


	Jack turned in a slow circle. Why didn’t it kill me?


	Because he’d stopped Bondy and Hank from torturing it? Not possible. A rakosh was a killing machine. What would it know about fair play, about debts or gratitude? Those were human emotions and—


	Then Jack remembered that Scar-lip was part human. Kusum Bahkti had been its father. It carried some of Kusum in it and, despite some major leaks in his skylights, Kusum had been a stand-up guy.


	Was that it? If so, the Otherness probably wanted to disown Scar-lip. But its daddy might be proud.


	Jack’s instincts were howling for him to go—now. But he held back. He’d come here to finish this, and he’d failed. Utterly. The rakosh was back to full strength and roaming free in the trackless barrens.


	But maybe it was finished—at least between Scar-lip and himself. Maybe the last rakosh was somebody else’s problem now. Not that he could do anything about Scar-lip now anyway. As much as he hated to leave a rakosh alive and free here in the wild, he didn’t see that he had much choice. He’d been beaten. Worse than beaten: he’d been hammered flat and kicked aside like an old tin can. He had no useful weapons left, and Scar-lip had made it clear that Jack was no match one-on-one.


	Time to call it quits. At least for today. But he couldn’t let it go, not without one last shot.


	“Listen,” he shouted, wondering if the creature could hear him and how much it would understand. “I guess we’re even. We’ll leave it this way. For now. But if you ever threaten me or mine again, I’ll be back. And I won’t be carrying Snapple bottles.” 


	Jack began to edge toward the trail but kept his face to the clearing, still unable to quite believe this, afraid if he turned his back the creature would rise out of the sand and strike.


	As soon as Jack reached the trail, he turned and started moving as fast as his hip allowed. A last look over his shoulder before the pines and brush obscured the clearing showed what looked like a dark, massive figure standing alone on the sand, surveying its new domain. But when Jack stopped for a better look it was gone.
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	Jack became lost on the way out. His defeat and release had left him bewildered and a little dazed, neither of which had helped his concentration. A low lid of overcast added to the problem. The trail forked here and there and he knew he wanted to keep heading east, but he couldn’t be sure where that was without the sun to fix on.


	He’d called Nadia and told her he was on his way out and to hang in there. She’d sounded relieved. He’d call her again when he found a road.


	But he didn’t want to be caught carrying on that road, especially not a pistol that could link him to the bloody mess in the GEM boardroom. He pulled the P-98 from his pocket and opened the breech. He ejected the clip and, using his thumbnail, flicked the .22 long rifles free one by one, sending them flying in all directions. He tossed the empty clip into the brush. Then he kicked a hole in the sand, dropped the pistol into the depression, and smoothed sand back over it with his foot.


	The gun was lousy with his fingerprints, but after a couple of rainstorms in this acid soil that wouldn’t be a problem. No one was going to find it out here anyway.


	He walked on, and the extra traveling time gave him room to think.


	I blew it.


	Defeat weighed on him, and he knew that wasn’t right. Nadia and her fiancé were safe; Dragovic wouldn’t be bothering Gia anymore; the world’s supply of Berzerk would be useless powder in a couple of weeks, and its manufacturers wouldn’t be making any more of it—or anything else for that matter; he’d made a guy named Sal very happy, happier than he’d intended; and he’d earned a nice piece of change in the process.


	But the notion of Scar-lip roaming free remained a bone in his throat that he could neither cough up nor swallow. He felt some sort of obligation to let it be known that something big and dangerous was prowling the Pine Barrens. But how? He couldn’t personally go public with the story, and who’d believe him anyway?


	He was still trying to come up with a solution when he heard faint voices off to his right. He angled toward them.


	The brush opened up and he found himself facing a worn two-lane blacktop. A couple of SUVs were parked on the sandy shoulder where four men, thirty to forty in age, were busily loading shotguns and slipping into Day-Glo orange vests. Their gear was expensive, top of the line, their weapons Remingtons and Berettas. Gentlemen sportsmen, out for the kill.


	Jack asked which way to the parkway and they pointed off to the left. A guy with a dainty goatee gave him a disdainful up-and-down.


	“What’d you run into? A bear?” 


	“Worse.” 


	“You could get killed walking through the woods like that, you know,” another said, a skinny guy with glasses. “Someone might pop you if you aren’t wearing colors.” 


	“I’ll be sticking to the road from here on.” Curiosity got the better of Jack. “What’re you hunting with all that firepower?” 


	“Deer,” the goatee replied. “The State Wildlife Department’s ordered a special off-season harvest.” 


	“Harvest, aye? Sounds like you’re talking wheat instead of deer.” 


	“Might as well be, considering the way the herd’s been growing. There’s just too damn many deer out there for their own good.” 


	“And we’re doing our civic and ecological duty by thinning the herd,” said a balding guy with a big grin.


	Jack hesitated, then figured he ought to give these guys a heads-up. “Maybe you want to think twice about going in there today.” 


	“Shit,” said the balding one, his grin vanishing. “You’re not one of those animal rights creeps are you?” 


	The air suddenly bristled with hostility.


	“I’m not any kind of creep, pal,” Jack said through his teeth. Barely into the morning and already his fuse was down to a nubbin; he took faint satisfaction in seeing him step back up and tighten his grip on his shotgun. “I’m just telling you there’s something real mean wandering around in there.” 


	“Like what?” said the goatee, smirking. “The Jersey Devil?” 


	“No. But it’s not some defenseless herbivore that’s going to lay down and die when you empty a couple of shells at it. As of today, guys, you’re no longer at the top of the food chain in the pines.” 


	“We can handle it,” said the skinny one.


	“Really?” Jack said. “When did you ever hunt something that posed the slightest threat to you? I’m just warning you, there’s something in there that fights back and I doubt any of your type can handle that.” 


	Skinny looked uneasy now. He glanced at the others. “What if he’s right?” 


	“Oh, shit!” said baldy. “You going pussy on us, Charlie? Gonna let some tree-hugger chase you off with spook stories?” 


	“Well, no, but—” 


	The fourth hunter hefted a shiny new Remington over-under.


	“The Jersey Devil! I want it! Wouldn’t that be some kind of head to hang over the fireplace?” 


	They all laughed, and Charlie joined in, back in the fold again as they slapped each other high fives. Jack shrugged and walked away. He’d tried.


	Hunting season. Had to smile. Scar-lip’s presence in the Pine Barrens gave the term a whole new twist. He wondered how these mighty hunters would react when they learned that the season was open on them.


	And he wondered if there’d been any truth to those old tales of the Jersey Devil. Most likely hadn’t been a real Jersey Devil before, but there sure as hell was now.


	Hosts


	F. Paul Wilson
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	Kate Iverson stared out the window of the hurtling taxi and wondered where she was. New York was not her town. She knew certain sections, and if it were daytime she might have had some idea as to her location, but here in the dark and fog she could have been anywhere.


	She’d started the trip thirty minutes and who-knew-how-many miles ago in the West Twenties with a follow-that-cab scenario—I still can’t believe I really said that—that moved across town and up the FDR Drive. The East River had served as a comforting landmark for a while, but as twilight had faded to night, the river fell behind, replaced by dark shapes and fuzzy lights looming in the fog beyond the roadway.


	“What road is this?” she asked the driver.


	Through the Plexiglas barrier came the accented reply, double-rolling the r’s: “Bruckner Expressway.” The driver’s ID tag showed a dark mustached face with glowering black eyes and indicated he was Mustafah Salaam.


	She’d often heard “the Bruckner” mentioned in the incessant traffic reports on New York City radio but had no idea where it was.


	“This is Bronx,” the driver added, anticipating her next question.


	Kate felt a quick stab of fear. The Bronx? Visions of burned-out buildings and rubble-strewn lots swirled through her brain.


	Oh, Jeanette, she thought, staring ahead at the cab they were following, where are you going? Where are you taking me?


	Kate had stashed her two teenagers with her ex and taken a short leave from her pediatric group practice in Trenton to stay with Jeanette during her recovery from brain tumor therapy. The experimental treatment had been a resounding success. No ill effects… at least none that would be apparent to Jeanette’s treating physician.


	But since completion of the treatment, Kate had noticed a definite personality change. The Jeanette Vega she’d come to know and deeply love over these past two years was a warm, giving person, full of enthusiasm for life, with an opinion about everything. A delightfully edgy chatterbox. But slowly she had changed. The new Jeanette was cold and distant, rarely speaking unless spoken to, leaving her apartment without a word about where she was going, disappearing for hours at a time.


	At first Kate had chalked it up to an acute reactive depression. Why not? What medical diagnosis can rock the foundations of your world more deeply than an inoperable malignant brain tumor? But depression didn’t quite explain her behavior. When Jeanette should have been depressed—when she’d been told she had a literal death sentence growing in her brain—she’d remained her upbeat self. Now, after a miraculous cure, after regaining her whole future, she’d become another person.


	Maybe it was a stress reaction.


	Or a side effect of the treatment. As a physician Kate prided herself on keeping current with medical progress, so she was familiar with medicine’s cutting edge; but the experimental protocol that had saved Jeanette seemed damn near science fiction.


	Yet it had worked. The tumor was dead, and Jeanette would live on.


	But would she live on without Kate?


	That, Kate admitted, was what was really disturbing her. Nearing middle age—in darn good shape for forty-four, she knew, but still six years older than Jeanette—she couldn’t help worrying that Jeanette had found someone else. Someone younger.


	That would be so unlike the old Jeanette. But this new Jeanette… who could say?


	Jeanette had been put on notice that her remaining time on earth was numbered in months instead of decades; she’d believed she’d seen her last Christmas tree, tasted her last Thanksgiving dinner. And then it was all given back to her. How could anyone’s psyche survive that sort of trauma unscathed?


	Perhaps the ordeal had caused Jeanette to reassess her life. Maybe she’d looked around and asked, Is this what I want? And perhaps, in some new back-from-the-brink perspective, she’d decided she wanted something else. More. Different.


	At least she could tell me, Kate thought. She owes me that much.


	Jeanette hadn’t asked her to leave—she had the right since it was her apartment—but she had moved out of the bedroom they’d always shared on Kate’s visits and into the study where she slept on the couch. No amount of questioning from Kate had elicited a reason why.


	The not knowing gnawed at her. So tonight, when Jeanette had walked out the door without a word, Kate had followed.


	Never in a million years would she have imagined herself trailing the woman she loved through the night. But things change. It hadn’t been all that long ago that she never would have imagined herself loving another woman.


	Up ahead, Jeanette’s cab turned off the Bruckner and Kate’s followed it onto a road the signs identified as the Bronx River Parkway. And after a few miles the city suddenly disappeared and they were in the woods—in the Bronx?


	“Stay closer,” she told the driver. “You’re letting them get too far ahead.” 


	She didn’t want to come all this way just to lose her.


	Then Kate saw signs for the Bronx Zoo and New York Botanical Gardens. More turns, each new road smaller than the last until they were traveling a tree-lined residential street.


	“Are we still in the Bronx?” she asked, marveling at all the well-kept homes trailing by on either side.


	“Still Bronx, yes,” the driver told her.


	How come it never looks like this on TV? she wondered.


	“Keep going,” Kate said when she saw Jeanette’s cab pull into the curb before a neat brick colonial.


	Her anxiety soared as a thousand questions cascaded through her mind. Who lived there? Another woman?


	She had the driver stop half a block beyond. She watched Jeanette’s cab leave her on the sidewalk and pull away. As Jeanette started up the walk toward the house, Kate opened her own cab’s door.


	“Wait here,” she said.


	“No-no,” the driver said. “You must pay.” 


	Nice neighborhood or not, this was still the Bronx, and a long way from Jeanette’s apartment. Kate did not want to be stranded here. She glanced at the meter and fished the exact amount out of her wallet.


	“Here,” she said, keeping her voice low as she handed him the money. “You’ll get your tip when we get back to the city.” 


	He seemed to accept that, nodding without comment as he took the money.


	She pulled her raincoat tightly around her. A chilly night for June. The fog was thinning and the wet street glistened in the glow from the streetlights; every sound seemed amplified. Kate was glad she’d worn sneakers as she padded along the street, keeping the parked cars between her and Jeanette.


	When she’d approached as close as she dared, she stopped behind a tree trunk and watched Jeanette walk up the front steps of the house. Kate’s heart ached at the sight of her: a yellow rain slicker and loose jeans hid her feminine curves; a Yankees cap hid much of her straight, jet black hair, but Kate knew those curves, remembered the strawberry scent of the shampoo Jeanette used to wash that hair.


	Suddenly Kate wished she hadn’t come. Who was going to open that door? Forty minutes ago she’d been dying to know, now she was terrified. But she couldn’t turn away. Especially not now, because the door was opening and a man stood there, a heavyset fiftyish man with a round face and small eyes and a balding melon head. He smiled and opened his arms and Jeanette embraced him.


	Kate’s stomach lurched.


	A man? Not Jeanette! Anyone but Jeanette! It simply wasn’t in her!


	Stunned, she watched Jeanette follow him inside. No, this couldn’t be. Kate moved out from behind her tree and approached the house. Her sneaker slipped on a wet tree root and she nearly fell, but kept going, stumbling on until she reached the foot of the front stoop. She saw the name Holdstock on the mailbox and fought a mad urge to hammer on the door.


	Then she noticed silhouettes moving back and forth within the front windows. More than two. What was going on in there?


	Kate started toward the nearer of the two windows but changed her mind. Too much light out here. Wouldn’t do to have a neighbor pass by and catch her peeking in. She backed away and moved around to the shadowed side of the house. There she crouched between a pair of azalea bushes and peered through the screen into the Holdstock living room.


	Six… seven—no, eight people in the room. Three men, five women, of varying ages, shapes, and sizes, all taking turns embracing Jeanette as if she were a long-lost relative. And Jeanette was smiling—oh, God, how Kate missed that smile. Days since she’d seen it, days that felt like a lifetime.


	An odd group. And even odder that no one seemed to be speaking. Not a word. Apparently they’d been waiting for Jeanette, for immediately after greeting her they all seated themselves in the circle of chairs set up around the room. And still no one spoke. Everyone seemed to know what to do: they joined hands, closed their eyes, let their heads fall back… and smiled. Jeanette and all the rest wore beatific smiles, so full of peace and contentment that Kate, for an instant, envied them. They looked as if they were viewing God herself.


	And then they began to hum. Not a transcendental “oum,” this was a single note, and it went on and on, without a trace of harmony. Everyone humming the same note.


	What are you into, Jeanette? A prayer group? Is that what’s happened? Your old pantheism couldn’t handle a malignant glioma so now you’ve joined some rapturous fundamentalist sect?


	Kate heard a sob and realized it had come from her. She sagged against the bricks, weak with relief.


	This I can handle, this I can deal with. As long as you don’t reject me… us… what we’ve built over the years, I know we can come through this.


	She backed away from the window, turning when she reached the front lawn. She gasped as she found a woman standing not two feet away.


	“You have had fears, and now they are eased, yes?” A deep voice with a Russian accent.


	She looked middle-aged and wore a white hooded cape that fell below her knees. Dark hair framed her face. Kate stepped back when she saw the big white dog standing at her side. It looked like some sort of husky. Its eyes reflected light from the street as it stared at her, but she sensed no hostility.


	“You startled me,” Kate stammered, not sure how to explain her presence here. “I… I was just—” 


	“You think is perhaps religious group? At worst a cult, yes?” Her dark eyes flashed, her lipsticked gash of a mouth tightened into a thin line as she raised a crooked index finger; she used it to emphasize her words by jabbing it at Kate. “Not cult. Worse than cult. Much worse. If you wish to save the loves of your life you must stop them.” 


	“What?” Kate said, baffled. What was she talking about? “I can’t—” 


	“Of course not. You will need help. Here is number to call.” Her other hand wormed from under the cape and held out a card.


	Kate hesitated, not knowing what to make of this woman. She seemed composed but her patter was paranoid. And yet… she seemed to know about her… and Jeanette.


	“Take it,” the woman said, thrusting the card at her. “And do not waste time. Time is short. Call him tonight. No one else… only him.” 


	Kate squinted at the card in the dim light. Getting so hard to read lately—the price to pay for passing forty—and her glasses were tucked away in her bag. She pushed the card to arm’s length and angled it for a better view. A phone number and a name, handwritten in an old-fashioned cursive style. She couldn’t make out the number but the name was written larger: Jack.


	That was it—no last name, no address, just… Jack.


	“Who—?” 


	She looked up and found herself alone. She hurried out to the sidewalk but the woman and her dog were nowhere to be seen, vanished as if they’d never been.


	Am I going crazy? she wondered. But the card in her hand was real.


	The woman’s words echoed back to her: If you wish to save the loves of your life…


	She’d said loves, hadn’t she? Yes, Kate was sure of it… the woman had used the plural. Kate could think of only three loves in her life: Jeanette, of course, but even before her came Kevin and Elizabeth.


	Something twisted in Kate’s chest at the thought of her children being in some sort of danger… needing to be saved.


	But how could that be possible? Kevin and Lizzie were safe in Trenton with their father. And what possible danger could the hand-holding, regular middle-class folks in the Holdstock living room pose to her children?


	Still the mere hint from someone, even an addled stranger, that they might be in danger jangled Kate’s nerves. Danger from what? Attack? They were both teenagers now, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be molested.


	She glanced back at the house and thought she saw a curtain move in one of the front windows. Had one of the worshipers or whatever they were been watching her?


	This was too creepy. As she turned and hurried back toward her waiting cab, more of the old woman’s words pursued her.


	And do not waste time. Time is short. Call him tonight.


	Kate looked at the card. Jack. Who was he? Where was he?


				*
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	Riding the Niner.


	Sandy Palmer wondered what percentage of his twenty-five years he’d spent bumping and swaying along this particular set of subway tracks back and forth to Morningside Heights. And always in the last car, since that left him a few steps closer to his apartment.


	Got to save those steps. He figured everyone was allotted only so many, and if you use them up too fast you’re looking at early death or a wheelchair. Obviously marathoners and the hordes of joggers crowding the city parks either were unaware of or gave little credence to the Sandy Palmer theory of step preservation and reclamation. They’d regret it later on.


	Sandy glanced around the car at his fellow passengers. Seven years now riding either the Nine or the One, starting with his first semester at Columbia Journalism and the frequent trips down to the Village or SoHo, now every damn day getting jammed in on the way down to midtown and back for his job with The Light. And in all that time his fellow riders still looked pretty much the same as they always had. Maybe a few more whites in the mix these days, but not many.


	Take this car, for instance: Relatively crowded for a post-rush-hour run, but not SRO. Still a couple of empty seats. Working people—nurse’s aides, bus drivers, jackhammer operators, store clerks, short order cooks, garment workers. Their skin tones ran a bell curve, starting with very black, peaking in the mid-browns, and tapering off into lily-white land. After growing up in Caucasian Connecticut, Sandy had had to get used to being a member of a minority on the subway. He’d been a little uneasy at first, thinking that people were staring at him; it took months before he felt comfortable again in his white skin.


	The white guy dozing diagonally across from him on the L-shaped plastic bench they shared mid-car looked pretty comfortable. Talk about generic pale male—if Sandy hadn’t been thinking about white people he probably wouldn’t have noticed him. Clean shaven, brown hair sticking out from under the dark blue knit cap pulled down to his eyebrows, an oversized white Jets shirt with a big green 80, jeans, and scuffed work boots. The color of his eyes was up for grabs because they were closed.


	Sandy wondered what he did for a living. The clothes gave no clue other than the fact that he wasn’t white collar. Clean hands, not overly callused, though his thumbnails seemed unusually long.


	The train slowed then and about a third of the passengers rose as signs announcing FORTY-SECOND STREET / TIMES SQUARE started slipping past the windows. The generic pale male opened his eyes to check the stop, then closed them again. Mild brown eyes. Definitely a GPM—an infinitely interchangeable example of the species.


	Not like me, he thought. With my blond hair, hazel eyes, thick glasses, this big nose, and acne scars left over from my pre-Accutane teenage years, anyone could pick me out of a lineup in a minute.


	New riders replaced those debarking almost one for one, spreading through the car in search of seats. He saw a slim young woman move toward a double seat at the very front of the car, but the man in it, a scraggly-bearded Asian guy in a stained fatigue jacket, with wild hair and wilder eyes, had his gym bag and a boom box on the empty half and he brusquely waved her away.


	Wisely, she didn’t argue—he looked like the sort who was heavy into soliloquies—and went elsewhere in search of a seat. Sandy figured that was a potential blessing in disguise because she was moving toward the middle of the car, toward him.


	Keep coming, he thought, wishing he were telepathic. I’ve got your seat—right here next to me.


	She looked about twenty or so, all in black—sweater, tights, shoes, even the wire rims on her tiny funky glasses. She’d done one of those shoe-black dye jobs on her short, Winona Ryder-style hair, which made her pale face—not Winona Ryder’s face, unfortunately, but still pretty—look all the paler.


	Sandy slid to his left, leaving half of his butt off the edge of the seat to give her plenty of room. She took the bait and slipped in next to him. She didn’t look at him, simply opened her book and began to read.


	Instead of rejoicing, Sandy felt his insides tighten. What now? What to say?


	Relax, he told himself. Just take a deep breath, figure out what you can about her, and see if you can find some common ground.


	Easy to say, but so hard to do. At least for Sandy. He’d never done too well with women. He’d been to a couple of the campus counselors when he was a student and they’d both said the same thing: fear of rejection.


	As if someone needed a Ph.D. to tell him that. Of course he feared rejection. Nobody in the whole damn world liked rejection, but that didn’t seem to stop people from courting it by coming on to each other with the lamest, sappiest lines. So why did the mere possibility of rejection paralyze him? The counselors liked to tell him the why of the fear didn’t matter so much as overcoming it.


	Okay, he thought. Let’s overcome this. What have we got here? We’ve got a book-reading Goth chick heading uptown on the 9 express. Got to be a student. Probably Barnard.


	As the train lurched into motion again, he checked out her book: Hitchcock by Francois Truffaut.


	Bingo. Film student. Columbia.


	Okay. Here goes.


	He wet his lips, swallowed, took that deep breath…


	“Going for your film M.F.A., right?” he said.


	And waited.


	Nothing. She didn’t turn her head, didn’t even blink. She did move, but just to turn the page of her book. He might as well have used sign language on a blind person.


	But he knew he hadn’t imagined speaking, knew he must have been audible because the GPM opened one of his eyes for a two-second look his way, then closed it again. Reminded Sandy of Duffy, their family cat: a one-eyed glance—two would require too much energy—was the only acknowledgment that chunky old torn granted when someone new entered his presence.


	So now what? He felt like he was back in high school after asking some girl if she wanted to dance and she’d just said no. That had happened only once but that once had been enough to stop him from ever asking anyone again. Should he retreat now? Slink away and hide his head? Or push it?


	Push it.


	He raised his voice. “I said, are you going for your film M.F.A.?” 


	She looked up, glanced at him with dark brown eyes for maybe a whole millisecond, then went back to her book.


	“Yes,” she said, but she spoke to the book.


	“I like Hitchcock,” he told her.


	Again to the book: “Most people do.” 


	This was going nowhere fast. Maybe she’d warm up if she knew he’d gone to Columbia, too.


	“I graduated from the School of Journalism a couple of years ago.” 


	“Congratulations.” 


	That did it, Sandy, he thought. That broke the ice. She’s really hot for you now. Shit, why didn’t you just keep your mouth shut?


	He racked his brain for another line. He’d already been given the cold shoulder; nothing left to lose now. He’d swum beyond his point of no return, so he had to keep going. She was either going to let him drown in a sea of rejection or send him a lifeboat.


	He smiled. Just the kind of crappy imagery his journalism professors had tried to scour from his brain. One had even told him he wrote the most cliché-ridden prose he’d ever read. But what was the big deal about cliches? They served a purpose in journalism, especially tabloid journalism. Readers understood them, expected them, and probably felt something was missing if they didn’t run across a couple.


	The sudden blast of music from the front of the car cut off the thought. Sandy looked around and saw that the wild-haired guy in the fatigue jacket had turned on his boom box and cranked it up to full volume. It was pumping out a sixties tune Sandy half knew—”Time Has Come Today” by the Something-or-other Brothers.


	Back to the film student. Maybe he should dazzle her by mentioning his great job at the city’s most infamous weekly tabloid, The Light, where his degree from one of the country’s great journalism programs landed him an entry-level position one step above the janitorial staff—except in pay. Or how he’s been doing interviews at every other paper around the city trying to move up from The Light and no one’s calling back. That’ll impress her.


	Oh, hell, go for gold and let her put you out of your misery.


	“What’s your name?” 


	Without missing a beat she said, “Lina Wertmuller.” 


	Not just unfriendly, she thinks I’m an idiot. Well two can play that game.


	Sandy stuck out his hand. “Glad to meet you, Lina. I’m Henry Louis Mencken, but you can call me H. L.” 


	To Sandy’s shock she lifted her head and laughed. He’d made a funny and she’d laughed. What a wonderful sound, even if he could barely hear it over the blasting music.


	And then the name of the group behind the song came to him: the Chambers Brothers.


	Suddenly—other sounds. Shouts, cries, screams, and people stumbling, scrambling past him in a mad rush toward the rear end of the car.


	“It’s time now!” cried a voice. “Yes, it’s time.” 


	Sandy turned and saw the Asian in the fatigue jacket standing before the door at the front end of the car. His black eyes were mad, endlessly, vacantly mad, and he clutched in each hand a black pistol that seemed too long and too thick in the barrel. Then Sandy realized they were equipped with silencers.


	Oh, Christ, he thought, shock launching him to his feet, he’s going to start shooting.


	And then he saw the bodies and the blood and knew that the shooting had already begun. Images flashed through his instantly adrenalized brain as he turned to run—not everyone from the front of the car had made it to the rear; the first to be shot lay where they’d fallen…


	… like the Korean guy, maybe Sandy’s age, with rust-colored hair and a Nike swoosh on his cap, sprawled on the red-splattered floor, facing Sandy with his headphones still on his ears, blood leaking from his nose, and black eyes staring into the beyond…


	… like the heavy black woman in the two-piece sleeveless gray suit over a black polka dotted white blouse with starched pristine cuffs, lying face down, still twitching as the last of her life ran out from under her wig and stained the copy of Rolie Polie Olie that had spilled from her Barnes and Noble bag…


	… or the others who’d hit the deck and now huddled and crouched and cringed between seats, holding up their hands palm out as if to stop the bullets, and pleading for mercy…


	But they were asking the wrong guy, because the man with the guns was tuned to some other frequency as he shuffled along the aisle, swinging his pistols left and right and pumping bullets through the silencers. Phut!… phut!… phut! The sounds barely audible through the music as slugs tore into heads and tear-stained faces, sometimes right through the supplicating hands. He moved without the slightest hint of urgency, looking for all the world like a suburban homeowner on a sunny Saturday morning strolling his lawn with a can of herbicide and casually spraying the weeds he passed.


	And somewhere up there, up front, someone’s bowels had let loose and the stink was filling the car.


	Brain screaming in panic, Sandy ducked and swung around and saw the GPM crouched behind his seat, facing the rear of the car, and he must have lost it because he was shouting something that sounded like, “Doesn’t anyone have a goddamn gun?” 


	Yeah, asshole! Sandy wanted to say. The guy standing in the aisle has two, and he’s coming your way!


	Turning further Sandy came face to face with Lina or whoever she was and knew the naked fear in her blanched face must have mirrored his own. He looked past her at the rest of the screaming, panicked riders crammed like a mass of worms into the rear of the car, the nearer ones wriggling, kicking, biting, clawing to get further to the rear and the ones at the very back battling with all they had to stay where they were, and suddenly Sandy knew what the others had already discovered—that once you got back there you had nowhere to go unless you could find a way to open the rear door and jump onto the tracks at who-knew-how-many-miles an hour and hope that if you were lucky enough not to break your neck when you hit, you wouldn’t land on the third rail and get fried to a cinder.


	He saw a brown hand snake upward at the rear of the press, grip the red emergency handle, and yank down…


	Yes!


	Saw the handle come free as the cord snapped.


	And just then the Fifty-ninth Street/Columbus Circle station lit up around the train but it didn’t slow because oh shit it was going to skip Sixty-sixth Street as well and not stop until Seventy-second.


	Seventy-second! No wonder the gunman was in no hurry. He had his prey cornered like cattle in a stockyard pen and could slaughter them at will—kill just about everyone before the train reached its next stop.


	Sandy saw only one chance to save his life. If he could get to the rear there, worm his way through the massed crowd, even if he had to do it on hands and knees—he was thin, he could do it—and get as far back as he could and crawl under a seat, maybe he could survive until Seventy-second Street. That would be the end of it. When the doors opened the gunman would take off or blow his own brains out, and Sandy would be safe. All he had to do was survive until then.


	Another glance at the gunman showed him pointing one of his pistols down at someone Sandy couldn’t see. The only visible part of the next victim was a pair of hands raised above the back of a seat, a woman’s hands, mocha colored, nails painted bright red, fingers interlocked as if in prayer.


	Even more frightening was the realization that this faceless woman and the GPM appeared to be the last living people between Sandy and the killer. Panic took a choke hold on his throat as he turned and lunged toward the rear of the car—oh sweet Jesus he didn’t want to die he was too young and he hadn’t really begun to live so he couldn’t die now oh please not now not now—but the film student was there, half in, half out of a crouch and he slammed against her, knocking her over, and they both went down, Sandy landing on top as they hit the floor.


	He was losing it now, ready to scream at the bitch for getting in his way, but more important than screaming was knowing right now, right this instant where the gunman was, so he looked back, praying he wouldn’t see that impassive bearded face looming behind the muzzle of a silencer. Instead he saw the GPM, whose face was set into grim lines of fury and whose eyes now were anything but mild, and he was muttering, “Shit-shit-shit!” and pulling up the cuff of his jeans where something leather was strapped and then he was yanking a metallic object from the leather and Sandy saw it was a tiny pistol. At first he thought it was one of those old-fashioned Derringers women and gamblers carried in westerns but when he saw the dude work the little slide back and forth he realized it was a miniature automatic.


	And now the GPM—Sandy was finding it hard to think of him as generic anymore but didn’t have any other handle for the guy—was on his feet and moving toward the killer and Sandy wondered, What’s he think he’s going to do with that little pop gun? and then it went off and after the dainty little phuts of the killer’s guns the sound was like a cannon in the confines of the subway car and the bullet must have caught the killer in the shoulder because that was where his fatigue jacket exploded in red, knocking him back and spinning him half around. He screamed in pain and stared with eyes full of shock and wonder and fear at this guy coming at him from out of nowhere. Sandy couldn’t see the GPM’s face as he worked the slide to his pistol again, just the back of his head and not much of that thanks to the knit cap, but he did see the woman who’d been the next intended victim crawl out from where she’d been cowering on the floor and scrabble past the dude on her belly, her teary eyes showing white all around, her lip-sticked mouth a scarlet O of terror.


	Then the killer started to raise the gun in his good hand but the GPM was still moving toward him like an eagle swooping in on a field mouse, had that little pistol raised and it boomed again, the recoil jerking his hand high in the air, the second bullet detonating another explosion of red, this time in the killer’s other shoulder, knocking him back against one of the chrome hang-on poles in the center of the aisle where he sagged, both arms limp and useless at his sides, and gaped at the relentless man moving ever closer. He roared and lunged forward, whether to head-butt or bite the GPM no one would ever know, because without pausing, without the slightest hint of hesitation the GPM leveled that toy pistol at the killer’s left eye and let it boom again. Sandy saw the killer’s head snap back and the impact swing him halfway around the pole before he lurched free to do a loose-kneed pirouette and collapse, half sitting, half sprawled against one of the doors, very, very, very dead.


	And then the GPM was working the little slide on his little gun again, and a fourth boom, this into the tape player, reducing it to a thousand flying black fragments and stopping its incessant cries about time having come today.


	Stunned silence in the car after that final report—only the rattle of the wheels and the whistle of the wind racing past.


	Saved!


	The word batted around the inside of Sandy’s head, bouncing off the walls, looking for purchase on the disbelieving, rejecting surfaces. Finally it landed and took root as Sandy accepted the glorious possibility that he would see tomorrow.


	And he wasn’t alone. Cheers and cries of joy arose from the multitude packed like sardines at the rear of the car. Some were on their knees, tears on their faces and hands raised to heaven, thanking whoever or whatever they called god for deliverance; others were laughing and crying and hugging each other.


	“We’re alive!” the film student under him said. “What—?” 


	Abashed, Sandy rolled off of her. “Sorry.” 


	She sat up and stared at him. “God, I can’t believe you did that!” 


	“Please,” he said, looking away to hide his shame. He saw the GPM in a crouch, picking up something from the floor, but couldn’t focus on what he was doing. Sandy had to frame an answer. How could he explain the terror that had taken control of him? “I don’t know what came over me. I—” 


	“You shielded me with your own body!” 


	What? He turned and found her staring at him, her chocolate-brown eyes wide and wonder filled.


	“I’ve heard of it and, you know, seen it in films, but I never believed—I mean, you were like some Secret Service agent!” 


	And then her face screwed up and she started to cry… huge racking sobs that shook her fragile body.


	Sandy’s befuddled brain finally registered that she thought he’d knocked her down and landed on her to protect her. What did he say to that?


	But before he could respond he heard a voice call out behind him.


	“We’ve got a lady who’s still alive here! Somebody get up here and help her!” 


	Sandy turned and saw that the GPM had turned to face the rest of the car, but he’d first stretched his knit cap down to his chin. The effect might have been comical but for that deadly little pistol still clutched in his hand. What was going on here? A few moments ago he’d had his face out in the open for everyone to see. Why hide it now?


	“Come on!” he shouted through the weave. “Someone move their ass up here, goddamn it!” 


	A young black woman with cornrowed hair, wearing white pants and a blue sweater stepped forward.


	“I’m an OR tech. I know a little—” 


	“Well, come on then! Maybe you can save one of your fellow ewes!” 


	She edged forward, giving Sandy an uneasy look as she slipped past him and hurried to a woman who was moaning and clutching her bloody head. He understood her uncertainty. What he didn’t understand was the anger in the GPM’s voice.


	“Why me?” the man shouted. “Why do I have to save your sorry asses? I don’t know you, I don’t care about you, I want nothing to do with you, so why me? Why did I get stuck with it?” 


	“Hey, mister,” said a tall lean black fellow who could have been a minister. “Why you so riled at us? We didn’t do nothing.” 


	“Exactly! That’s the problem! Why didn’t one of you put him down?” 


	“We didn’t have no gun!” someone else said.


	“And this creep knew that. He knew he’d be dealing with a herd of human sheep. Losers! You make me sick—all of you!” 


	This was scary. The dude seemed almost as crazy now as the mass murderer he’d just killed. Sandy was beginning to wonder whether they’d traded one maniac for another when the train roared into the Seventy-second Street station. He saw the GPM pocket his pistol and turn toward the door. As soon as the panels parted he leaped through and dashed across the platform. In a flash he was lost among the crowd.


				*
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	Keeping his head down, Jack dodged through the people waiting on the narrow platform. Pulled his cap up as far as the bridge of his nose and kept one hand on his face, rubbing his cheeks and eyes as if they were irritated.


	Of all the luck! Of all the lousy goddamn luck! Why on my train, in my car?


	Someone in that car had seen his face, would remember it, give out a decent description, and by tomorrow his likeness would be on the front page of every paper in the city and flashing across TV screens every hour.


	Maybe I should leave town tonight. And never come back.


	But his face would be plastered all over the national news as well—Time, Newsweek, the network and cable shows. He’d be on every newsstand everywhere. Even if the likeness wasn’t good, sooner or later someone would make a connection and point a finger.


	And then life as Jack knew it would be over.


	Yanked off the cap as soon as he hit the stairs, taking them two at a time while he pulled off his football jersey. Stuffed that into the hat and wadded it all into a tight little bundle. Hit street level as a bareheaded guy in a white T-shirt carrying something blue.


	Keep your head, he told himself. You’ve still got options.


	But did he? At the moment he hadn’t a clue what they were. Knew there had to be some but right now his adrenaline-addled brain was too wired, too pissed to think of them.


	The Seventy-second Street station opened onto a wrought-iron fenced island in the middle of the perpetual vehicular chaos where Broadway forced its way on a diagonal across Amsterdam Avenue. His instincts wanted him in a full-tilt sprint away from the station, urged him to jump the fence and skip through the traffic, but he forced his legs to keep to a walk.


	Don’t attract attention—that was the key here.


	Vibrating like a nitro-fueled hotrod at the start line, Jack stood with half a dozen other pedestrians and waited for the walking green. When it came he crossed and headed east on Seventy-second, which was perfect because, as one of the handful of two-way cross streets in the city, it was busy at this hour. No one else here seemed in a hurry, so he adopted a loose-limbed but steady amble to blend in. He slipped through the shoppers and the locals hanging out on this mild June night, all unaware of the bloody horror in the subway car a few dozen feet below. Two blocks ahead lay Central Park. The anonymity of its cool shadows beckoned to him.


	What a horror show. He’d read about that sort of thing in the papers but never expected to be an eyewitness. What drove someone to that sort of mad carnage?


	Damn good thing he rarely traveled without the Semmerling, but still he raged that he’d been forced to use it in front of all those citizens. Not that he’d had a choice. If he’d waited for someone in that crowd of sheep to save his ass, he and a lot of others would be as dead now as the poor souls splattered all over that subway car.


	Why me, damn it? Why couldn’t someone else play hero?


	Hero… no doubt that was what they’d call him if he’d hung around, but that would last only the proverbial New York minute—right up until they escorted him to the cooler for illegal possession of an unregistered weapon and carrying said weapon without a permit. And sure as all hell some shyster would dig up the shooter’s family and have them sue him for wrongful death and excessive use of force. And how long before the papers learned that he didn’t have a job, or a known address, wasn’t registered to vote or licensed to drive—hell, didn’t even have a Social Security number? Then the tax boys would want to know why he’d never filed a return. On and on it would go, spinning out of control, engulfing him, ensuring that he never took another free breath for the rest of his life.


	Jack picked up his pace a little once he crossed Columbus, leaving the shops and restaurants behind and walking through the ultra-high-rent district. Almost to Central Park West, he passed the two liveried gatekeepers outside the Dakota who kept watch on the spot where another gun-wielding lunatic had done his bloody work in 1980 and ended an era.


	He crossed CPW and stopped at the mossy, soot-encrusted, rib-high wall of textured brownstone. The park lay just beyond… tempting… but if he entered here he’d have to exit somewhere else; his best bet would be to get out of sight as soon as possible. His apartment was less than half a mile from here. An easy walk. But first…


	He stepped through an opening in the wall and entered the shadowed underbrush. Once out of sight he pulled his shirt from the cap and dropped it in a puddle. A dozen feet farther on he shoved the cap into a tangle of vines, then angled around and made his way back out to the sidewalk.


	Keeping to the park side, he lengthened his stride and headed uptown. To his left, echoing along the concrete canyons, sirens began to wail.


				*
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	Sandy Palmer crouched in an uptown corner of the Seventy-second Street subway platform with The Light’s editor on the other end of his cell phone. The connection was tenuous from this underground spot, and he feared losing it at any second.


	George Meschke’s voice growled in his ear. At first he’d been pissed at being disturbed at home, now he was all ears. “You’re sure you’ve got that number right?” 


	“Absolutely.” 


	“Six dead?” 


	“As doornails. Two men and four women—I counted them twice before 1 left the car.” Sandy peered through the controlled chaos farther down the platform. “A seventh victim, a black woman, was still alive but with an ugly head wound. The EMTs are just taking her away.” 


	“You’re amazing, kid,” Meschke said. “I don’t know how you kept your cool. I’d ‘ve lost it after going through what you’ve just told me.” 


	“Cool as a cucumber,” Sandy said. “That’s me.” 


	He neglected to mention that he’d given up dinner soon after the train had stopped. Even now—what, fifteen minutes later?—his hands were still shaking.


	Those first moments were something of a blur. He remembered seeing the GPM run out, and his abrupt exit had seemed to throw a switch in the crowd. Suddenly everybody wanted out—immediately if not sooner. Sandy had had to pull aside the still sobbing film student from the mass exodus to keep her from being trampled.


	As he’d helped her to her feet he’d realized he had a golden opportunity here: he was a trained journalist who’d witnessed a front-page crime. If he could gather his senses, focus on the details, and make the most of the fact that he was his own primary source, he could accomplish something here, something big.


	“What’s your name?” he’d asked the shaken young woman. “Your real name?” 


	“Beth.” Her voice was barely audible, her skin so white she looked almost blue.


	“Come on. Let’s get you out of here.” 


	As he’d moved behind her, guiding her, half supporting her, he turned and checked out the front end of the car… the sprawled bodies of the victims… the killer, whose upper half had fallen through the doors when they opened, lying half in and half out of the car… the OR tech still tending to the wounded woman… and the blood, good Christ, the blood—the whole end of the car was awash in pools of it. Who’d have thought people could hold so much blood? And the smell—books always described the smell of blood as coppery, but Sandy had no idea what the hell copper smelled like, only that the whole car reeked of death and unimaginable violence and suddenly he couldn’t breathe and the hot dog and Mountain Dew he’d wolfed down on the run after work couldn’t stay where they were, wanted out of him as urgently as he’d wanted out of that charnel house on wheels.


	And so as he propelled Beth ahead of him and stepped into the marginally fresher air of the station, his stomach heaved and ejected its contents in a sour, burning arc that disappeared into the dark chasm between the train and the edge of the platform.


	Wiping his mouth Sandy looked around and hoped that no one had noticed. No one seemed to. After what they’d all been through, vomiting was a nonevent.


	He’d then become aware of the noise that filled the station—the cries, the moans, the wails of the survivors who’d just escaped mixing with the screams of the waiting would-be passengers as they got a look inside and turned away with wide eyes and slack jaws. He noticed some getting sick just as he had, or collapsing onto benches and weeping, or simply slumping to the concrete platform.


	He’d also noticed others hightailing it up the stairs, those who either didn’t want to be questioned by the police, or didn’t want to get involved in any way.


	Sandy very much wanted to be involved—up to his eyeballs.


	He’d found an empty spot on an initial-gouged wooden bench and eased Beth into it. Behind him he heard the automatic doors hiss closed after their programmed interval. He whirled, afraid the train would leave, but no chance of that: the killer’s body was blocking one set of doors from closing—they kept pincering his corpse, then rebounding, closing again, and rebounding…


	A conductor trotted down, his annoyed expression melting to horror, his forward charge stuttering to a halt when he saw the carnage, reversing to a wobbly-kneed retreat as he staggered away for help.


	Sandy noticed a woman nearby sobbing into her cell phone. “Nine-one-one?” he asked.


	She nodded.


	Good. That meant the cops would be here in minutes. Scanner-equipped stringers and reporters wouldn’t be far behind. He didn’t have much time to get ahead of them.


	“You’ll be okay if I leave you here for a bit?” he’d said to Beth.


	She’d nodded but said nothing. She was sobbing again. He felt bad leaving her but…


	“I’ll only be a couple of minutes.” 


	Sandy had hurried then down to the far end of the platform where he could have some privacy and hear himself think. He wondered why he wasn’t coming apart like so many of the others. He had no illusions about his inner toughness—he’d had lessons in piano, tennis, even karate, but none in machismo. Maybe it was because he had a job to do, and when he’d finished he too would fall apart. He hoped not.


	That was when he’d got hold of George Meschke. He hadn’t been sure what he’d accomplish. The Light was a weekly, published on Wednesdays, and tomorrow’s issue had already been put to bed. But Meschke was the editor, this was news, and he seemed to be the one to call.


	Cops and emergency teams had flooded into the station and he related everything as he’d seen it.


	“This is great stuff, Palmer. Amazing stuff.” 


	“Yeah, but what can we do with it? This week’s issue is set.” Never before had Sandy wished so fiercely that he worked for a daily.


	“Not anymore. As soon as I hang up with you I’m calling everyone in and we’re going to scrap the first three pages. Redo them top to bottom. I’m going to rough this out pretty much as you told it to me. It’ll be your story—your first-person account—under your byline with a front page go-to.” 


	“My byline—front page? My byline?” Sandy resisted the urge to jump up and do an arm-pumping victory dance. This was not the time or place. “You mean that?” 


	“Damn right. Now get off the phone and nose around there. Pick up as much as you can. The Times, the Post, and the News will be stuck up on street level. You’re the only one down below, Palmer, so milk this dry. Then rush down here and we’ll see about doing a box feature. Hell, with an eyewitness on staff, we’re going to be the paper on this story.” 


	“You got it, George. But listen. I’ve thought of a headline.” 


	“Give it to me.” 


	“‘Underground Galahad.’” 


	“I don’t think so.” 


	“How about ‘Nightmare on the Nine’?” 


	“Better. But let’s leave the headline for later. Concentrate on your first-person opportunity down there.” 


	“Sure. Talk to you soon.” 


	Sandy snapped the phone shut and leaped up from his crouch. His nerve endings sang. Front page… his own byline… on a major story—the story of the year! This was better than sex!


	As he started back toward the chaos, he realized he was probably grinning like a nerd who’d just lost his virginity. He wiped it off. And slowed his bounding pace. Had to be professional here. This was a monster leg up for his career and he’d better not blow it.


	The NYPD had swarmed in and taken command. Plainclothes detectives and uniforms were everywhere, sectioning off the platform with yellow crime scene tape, stretching more between columns and across stairways.


	They’d herded the survivors into one area. As Sandy approached he noticed some looking dazed, some still sobbing, one hysterical, a few trying to hide the large wet spots on their pants, all coming down from the adrenaline overload of fearing for their lives as cops tried to take statements from the more coherent ones.


	Sandy wove slowly through the crowd, pausing to listen whenever and wherever he could.


	“… and then out of nowhere, this savior appeared,” said a stooped old woman in a wrinkled blue dress.


	“What did he look like, ma’am?” said the female officer bending over her with notebook in hand.


	“Like Jesus.” 


	“You mean he had long hair?” 


	“No.” 


	“Short, then?” 


	“Not exactly.” 


	“Can you tell me what he looked like?” 


	“We were not to look upon his face…” 


	Sandy moved on, pausing again by the tall ministerial black man he recognized from the death car.


	“… and so then I spoke to him.” 


	“Spoke to who? The second shooter?” 


	“We think of him as the Savior.” 


	“‘We’?” 


	“We who were blessed enough to survive. When we were freed from the train, someone said, ‘Who was he? Who was our savior?’ And that’s how we now refer to him.” 


	“Can you give me a description of this ‘savior,’ sir?” 


	“Medium build, brown hair… I can’t tell you much about his face because I didn’t see it. He had this hat, you see, and he pulled it down to hide his face.” 


	“How tall was he?” 


	“I’d say average height. Shorter than me, anyway.” 


	Sandy kept moving, taking a circuitous route back to Beth, and along the way he kept hearing his fellow survivors trying and failing to describe this man they were calling ‘the Savior.’ He understood their problem: a guy so unremarkable seemed virtually invisible. Sandy had tagged him GPM for that very reason: he was a paradigm of the generic pale male.


	He found Beth again but now she wasn’t alone. A plainclothesman was seated next to her, his notebook held at the ready. Beth had her hands stuffed stiff-armed between her knees and was still shaking. Sandy knelt beside her. She jumped when he laid a hand on her shoulder.


	“Oh, it’s you,” she said with a nervous flicker of a smile.


	“And you are…?” said the detective.


	“Sandy Palmer. I was on the train with Beth.” 


	“Have you given a statement yet?” 


	The word no was approaching his lips when a subliminal warning from somewhere in his subconscious made him pull it back.


	“Who’s that policewoman back there?” he said, trying to avoid getting caught in a lie later. “I forget her name.” 


	The detective nodded. “Were you able to get a look at the second shooter?” 


	“You mean the Savior?” Sandy replied.


	“Whatever.” 


	To avoid a direct answer Sandy turned to Beth. “You saw him, didn’t you, Beth?” 


	She shook her head.


	“But you were right there, just a couple of feet from him.” 


	“But I wasn’t looking at him. I barely looked at you, if you remember.” 


	Sandy smiled. “I remember.” 


	“I mean, I saw his back when he went after the killer—wait! He had a name on the back of his shirt!” 


	The detective leaned forward, his pencil poised over his pad. “What did it say?” 


	Beth squeezed her eyes shut. “It was all such a blur, but I think it said ‘Sherbert’ or something like that that.” 


	“Sherbert?” the detective said, scribbling. “You’re sure?” 


	Sandy rubbed a hand over his mouth to hide a smile. “Chrebet,” he offered. “I remember now. He was wearing a green-on-white Jets jersey. Number eighty.” 


	“Christ,” the detective muttered, shaking his head as he scratched out a line on his pad with hard, annoyed strokes. “I think we can figure it wasn’t Wayne Chrebet.” 


	“You know him?” Beth said.


	“Wide receiver for the Jets,” Sandy replied, then added, “That’s a football team.” 


	“Oh.” She seemed to shrink a little. “I hate football.” 


	“You didn’t see his face?” the detective said.


	“No. He had it covered when he turned around.” She turned to Sandy. “You didn’t see him either?” 


	Sandy wet his lips. An idea was forming. Its boldness tied his gut into knots but its potential made him giddy. It meant going out on a limb—far out on a very slim limb. But then, nothing ventured, nothing gained…


	“I saw what you saw,” he said.


	“Shit,” the detective muttered and slapped his notebook against his thigh. “What was this guy—invisible?” 


	“When can we leave?” Beth said. “I want to go home.” 


	“Soon, miss,” the detective said, softening. “Soon as we get names and addresses and statements from all you witnesses, we’ll see that you all get home safely.” 


	As the cop moved off, Sandy leaned close to Beth and whispered, “I’m getting stir crazy. I’ve got to move around. You’ll be okay for a few minutes?” He didn’t know why but somehow he felt responsible for her.


	“Sure,” she said. “Not like there aren’t any cops around.” 


	“Good point.” 


	He left her and edged back toward the death car where flashes from the forensic team’s cameras kept lighting the interior like welders’ arcs. He noticed a cluster of three plainclothesmen and one uniform gathered outside one of the open sets of doors. Farther on, a man wearing latex gloves—from the forensics team, no doubt—examined the killer where he’d fallen through the doorway.


	Sandy needed to be over there, needed to hear what these cops were saying, but he couldn’t get his feet to move. One step past that tape and he’d be sent scurrying back with his tail between his legs to stay put with the rest of the survivors. But he wasn’t just a survivor, he was the press too, damn it—the people’s right to know and all that.


	He tried to remember techniques from that assertiveness training course he’d taken last year but came up blank except for the old bromide about how the worst that could happen was that someone simply would say No.


	But fearing rejection, of all things, seemed more than silly after what he’d just been through.


	Sandy pulled his press card from his wallet and palmed it. A quick glance around showed no one looking his way. He noticed that one of the plainclothes cops was pretty big. Huge, in fact. Choosing an angle of approach that used the big guy’s bulk as a shield, Sandy ducked under the yellow tape and sidled up to the foursome, listening, taking mental notes.


	“… like the second shooter knew what he was doing.” 


	“How you mean?” 


	“According to what we’re hearing he got the crazy in the shoulders first, then blew him away.” 


	“Fucking executed him’s more like it. But what was he carrying? Nobody can tell us anything about his gun except it was real small.” 


	“And holds at least four rounds.” 


	“Not a .22, I can tell you that. Not a .32 either from the size of the crazy’s wounds. Guy took his brass with him so we can’t use that.” 


	“The whole thing’s weird—including the way he blew away the crazy. I mean, why not just do the head shot and have it done with?” 


	“‘Cause if you miss that first head shot—and if we’re talking about a tiny little barrel, there’s a damn good chance you will—you’re a goner because this Colin Ferguson wannabe’s got a pair of nines and he’s going to blow you away. So if you’re smart you do what our guy does: you go for an arm and—” 


	“Seems low percentage to me. I’d go for center of mass.” 


	“Fine—unless he’s wearing a vest. And witnesses say the crazy was turned sideways when he took the first hit. An arm’s bigger than a head, and even a miss has got a good chance at the torso, vested or not. So our guy goes for an arm and makes the shot. Now there’s one less gun to deal with, and he’s also a few steps closer. So now it’s easier to take out the other arm.” 


	“Sounds like he’s been trained.” 


	“Damn straight. Taking his brass with him says he’s a pro. But trained by who? With both arms messed up, the crazy wasn’t going to do any more shooting. Could’ve left him like that. But he finished him off.” 


	“But good.” 


	“Probably didn’t want to hear about ‘yellow rage’ for the next two years.” 


	“Like I said—a fucking execution.” 


	“You got complaints about that, McCann?” 


	“Maybe. Maybe I don’t like executioners running around loose.” 


	“Which is probably just why he took off. He—” 


	The black plainclothesman speaking caught sight of Sandy over the big guy’s shoulder and pointed at him. “You are in a restricted area.” 


	“Press,” Sandy forced himself to exclaim, holding up his card.


	Suddenly he found himself the object of an array of outraged expressions.


	“How the hell—?” 


	“And an eyewitness,” he quickly added.


	That mollified them somewhat, until the big detective, the one they’d called McCann, florid faced with thinning gray brush-cut hair, looking a little like Brian Dennehy, stepped in for a closer look at his press card. His breath reeked of a recent cigar.


	“The Light? Christ, he’s from the fucking Light! Aliens and pierced eyeballs! Oh, shit, are you guys gonna have a ball with this!” 


	“That was the old days. We’re different now.” 


	It was true. The new owner had moved The Light away from the shock-schlock format that had made it notorious decades ago—every issue with an eye injury on page three, with photo if possible, and an alien story on page five—into a kinder, gentler scandal sheet, concentrating on celebrity foibles.


	“Yeah? I wouldn’t know.” 


	“Of course not,” Sandy said, feeling braver now. “Nobody but nobody reads The Light. Yet somehow the issues keep disappearing from the newsstands.” 


	“Probably those aliens,” McCann said. “Tell me, did your journalist’s powers of observation happen to register a description of the second shooter’s face?” 


	Sandy had already settled on how to play this. He shook his head. “No. But I know someone who did.” 


	He was suddenly the center of attention, all four of the cops who-ing like a chorus of owls.


	Sandy pointed to the killer. “Him.” 


	“A wise-ass,” McCann said. “Just what we need.” He gave Sandy a dismissive wave. “Get back on the other side of the tape with the other useless witnesses.” 


	Sandy managed not to move. He couldn’t let this happen. What could he say? One of his therapist’s remarks about every relationship being a negotiation of sorts filtered back to him. Negotiate… what did he have to offer?


	The gun. They’d been talking about the gun, wondering what kind, and Sandy’d had the best look at it.


	“Okay,” Sandy said, turning and staring to move away. “I came over here because I got a good look at his gun. But if you’re not interested—” 


	“Hold it,” said McCann. “You better not be playing any games here, newsboy, or you’re gonna find your ass in a sling.” 


	Again he had their attention. Now he had to play this just right. Negotiate. Give them something they needed, something real, and in return get to hang here where the action was. But he sensed that a direct quid-pro-quo offer would only land him in hot water. Damn, he wished he had more experience at this.


	Okay, just wing it and hope they’re grateful.


	“He pulled it out of an ankle holster.” 


	The detectives glanced at each other. The black one nodded. “Go on. You know the difference between a revolver and an automatic?” 


	“It looked like an automatic. I saw him pull back the slide before he started toward the killer, but…” 


	“But what?” 


	“Maybe it wasn’t working right because he pulled the slide back before every shot.” 


	“I’ll be damned!” said the lone uniform. “Could be a Semmerling.” 


	“A what?” McCann said.


	“Semmerling LM-4. Supposedly the world’s smallest .45. Saw one at a gun show once. Would have picked it up if I’d had the dough. Looks like a semi-auto—has the slide and all—but it’s really just a repeater.” 


	“How small?” McCann wanted to know. He was looking Sandy’s way.


	Sandy tried to remember. “Everything happened so fast… but I think”—he straightened his fingers and placed his palm against his hip—”I think I could cover it with my hand.” 


	McCann looked back to the uniform. “That about right?” 


	A nod. “I’d say so.” 


	“Sounds like a stupid piece to me,” the black detective said.


	“Not if you want maximum stopping power in a little package.” 


	“C’mere,” McCann said to Sandy, motioning him to follow.


	Sandy stayed right on the big detective’s heels. Oh, yes. This was just what he’d been hoping for.


	But when they came upon the killer’s corpse he wasn’t so sure. Close up like this he could see that the man’s shoulder wounds were worse than he’d thought. And his face… the right eye socket was a bloody hole and the remaining eye was bulging half out of its socket… his face was all swollen… in fact his head seemed half again its normal size.


	Be careful what you wish for, Sandy thought, averting his gaze as stomach acid pushed to the back of his throat.


	He swallowed and looked again at the corpse. What a photo that would make. He felt in his pocket for the mini-Olympus he always carried. Did he dare?


	“Hey, Kastner,” McCann said to the gloved man leaning over the killer. “Your best guess on the caliber—and I won’t hold you to it.” 


	“Don’t have to guess. If these wounds aren’t from a .45, I’m in the wrong biz.” 


	McCann nodded. “Okay. So our second shooter wanders around with something called a Semmerling LM-4 strapped to his ankle.” 


	“Not exactly government issue,” the black detective grunted. “And hey, if the crazy was hit with a .45, how come his brains aren’t splattered all over the car?” 


	“Because the second shooter was using frangibles,” Kastner the forensics man said.


	“Whoa!” said the uniform.


	“Frangibles?” Sandy asked. “What’s a frangible?” 


	“A bullet that breaks up into pieces after it hits.” 


	“Lots of pieces that bounce all over,” Kastner commented. “They’re going to find puree du brain when they crack this guy’s cranium.” 


	McCann turned to the black detective. “Which brings us back to what I said before, Rawlins: an execution.” 


	With McCann not looking, Sandy had his chance. Carefully he wormed his camera out of his pocket and pointed it toward the corpse. He couldn’t risk a flash but the lights looked bright enough. He covered the flash with a thumb. A quick glance showed Rawlins and the others facing McCann.


	“Doin’ a crazy who’s just blown away half a dozen good people and on track to do a dozen or two more?” Rawlins said, pursing his lips and shaking his head. “That’s not an execution, that’s putting down a mad dog. That’s steppin’ on a cockroach.” 


	Keeping his face toward the cops, Sandy held the camera at hip level and started shooting.


	“Maybe,” McCann was saying. “But I like to know who’s doing the stepping.” 


	After half a dozen quick frames Sandy slipped the camera back into his pocket. He was sweating. He felt as if he’d just done a two-mile sprint.


	“Easy enough in this case,” Rawlins said, breaking into a grin. “We just roust all the average-height-medium-built-brown-haired white guys in the five boroughs and check their ankles for holsters.” 


	“We’ll find him,” McCann said. “Guy does something like this, saves a carload of lives, he thinks he’s a hero. He’s gonna tell someone. No way he’ll be able to keep his yap shut. And then we’ll have him.” 


	“And then what?” Sandy said, alarmed. They were talking about the man who’d saved his life. “What’ll you do to him?” 


	McCann squinted at him. “Probably nothing. A lot of people are gonna want to give him a ticker-tape parade—I know you and everyone else on that car sure as shit will—but plenty of others won’t be so keen. He may have saved lives, but he’s also probably some sort of gun nut, and as of tonight he’s a killer. Not exactly the perfect poster boy for civic responsibility.” 


	“You want to lock him up?” Sandy said.


	McCann shook his head. “Not particularly. But I do want to know who he is. Anybody who wanders through my precinct carrying that kind of firepower and who’s able to use it to such deadly effect, I want to know about.” 


	“But you have no description beyond average-height-medium-built-brown-haired Caucasian, right?” Sandy asked. The answer was crucial.


	“Don’t even have his eye color,” Rawlins said.


	Sandy almost blurted brown before he caught himself in the nick of time.


	“Think the survivors could be protecting him?” the uniform said.


	McCann narrowed his eyes and scrutinized Sandy. “How about that, Mr. Newspaperman? You and your friends here wouldn’t be obstructing justice now, would you?” 


	Sandy’s tongue took on a leathery taste and texture. He swallowed and tried to muster some indignation.


	“If you mean did we all get together and cook up a useless description, how could we? None of us was in any state of mind for that kind of thinking. If you want to see what I had for dinner, detective, check out the tracks over there. We were all too sick with relief at just being alive.” 


	“Even if they’d wanted to,” Rawlins said, “I doubt they’d ‘ve had time. Let’s face it: this second shooter was an average white male who hid his face and took off.” 


	“Yeah, I guess so,” McCann said. “Doesn’t matter much anyway. Like I said: he’ll turn up. Just a matter of time.” 


	But I’m going to find him first, Sandy thought, as visions of talk shows and book contracts danced in his head.


	The Savior… the second shooter… the GPM… whatever he was called, only one person in this whole city could identify him. And Sandy Palmer wasn’t about to fritter that away. Simply having survived that death train would earn him a moment in the journalistic sun tomorrow. But what about the next day, and the day after that? He’d be—quite literally—yesterday’s news.


	But not if he held onto this ace in the hole… and played it right.


	Mama Palmer didn’t raise no dummy. A once-in-a-lifetime golden opportunity had been dropped into his lap, a chance to parlay his eyewitness status into an even bigger media coup: he’d find the Savior, wrangle an exclusive to his story, then bring him in.


	He thought of reporters linked for all posterity with the sources of their greatest story: Jimmy Breslin and his Son of Sam letter, Woodward and Bernstein and their Deep Throat.


	How about Sandy Palmer and the Savior?


				*
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	Jack sat in the dark, sipping a Corona and watching his TV, terrified of what he might hear and see, but he couldn’t turn it off. Started with Channel Five which kicked off its nightly news at ten, but tonight it didn’t matter which New York station he chose; they’d all interrupted their regular lineups to cover the subway mass murder.


	But the big hook, the story within the story that made this must-see TV, was the mystery man who had killed the killer and then faded away. Everyone wanted to know who he was.


	Jack chewed his lip, waiting for the eyewitness description, the artist’s sketch. Any moment now a likeness of his face would flash onto the screen. He cringed when he saw some of the survivors, people he recognized from the train, snagged by the cameras and microphones. Most hadn’t much to say beyond how grateful they were to be alive and how they owed their lives to the mystery man, someone they’d labeled “the Savior.” As to what this fellow looked like, none of those on camera had anything to add to the previously broadcast description of a brown-haired white male between twenty-five and fifty years old.


	Relieved, Jack let his head fall back and closed his eyes. So far so good. But he wasn’t in the clear yet. Not even close. Someone had to have got a good look at him; that kid trying to pick up the film student, for instance; he’d been sitting only a couple of feet away. Probably pouring his guts out to a police sketch artist right now.


	Finally the newscasters moved on to other stories and Jack found himself up and moving about the apartment, wandering through the rooms. Had a stack of videotapes set up for his Terence Fisher festival. He’d planned to start tonight, opening with Curse of Frankenstein, but knew he wouldn’t be able to sit still through it. His two-bedroom place usually was plenty of room for him, but tonight it felt like a noose around his neck. Slowly tightening.


	Got to get out of here.


	And go where? He ached for Gia but she was out of town. As soon as school let out she’d packed up Vicky and flown to Ottumwa, Iowa, for a week-long visit with her folks, part of her ongoing effort to keep Vicky in contact with her extended family. Hated that the two women in his life were so far away, resented sharing them with other people even if they were blood relations, but he never mentioned that to Gia. Who knew how many more years Vicky’s grandmother would be around?


	Maybe just wander over to Julio’s, stand at the bar, have a beer, and pretend it was just another night. But the TV would be on and instead of the Yanks or the Mets everyone would be watching the special reports about the subway murders and that was all they’d be talking about.


	How about simply going for a walk?


	But what if—he knew this was ridiculous, but the thought stuck with him—what if he passed somebody from the train on the street and they recognized him?


	Possible, yes. The least bit likely, no.


	And let’s face it, he thought. Tonight I’m safe. No sketch yet. Tomorrow might be a whole different story.


	Tonight could be his last chance to wander the city at will. Might as well get out there now and take advantage of it.


	He showered and dressed in a completely different look: khakis, a light blue shirt with a button-down collar under a cranberry V-neck sweater to hide the Glock 19 in his nylon small-of-the-back holster.


	On the way to the door he stopped and looked around the cluttered front room where he kept all his stuff. Old stuff. Neat stuff. Most people would call it junk—premiums, giveaways, and kitschy tie-ins from the pulp magazines, comic strips, and radio shows of the 1930s and ‘40s displayed on century-old furniture. Another generation’s nostalgia.


	What about his own childhood growing up through the seventies?


	He remembered little and cared less. Why keep a Brady Bunch lunch box when you could have one with The Shadow staring at you from under his black slouch hat? A Radio Orphan Annie decoder, an official Doc Savage Club certificate… nothing from his own past was anywhere near as neat as those.


	Gia, perpetually baffled at his attraction to this stuff, had often asked him why—why a lunch box or magic ring or cheap plastic doodad from any era?—and he’d never been able to come up with an answer. Didn’t care to try. Some shrink-type could probably fabricate a deep-seated reason for his compulsion to accumulate ephemera with no connection to his own past, but who cared why? He liked it. Enough said.


	But if forced to cut and run he’d have to leave all this behind. Strangely it didn’t matter. It was stuff. Neat stuff, but still just stuff. He could walk away with barely an instant’s regret. Gia and Vicky, though… being separated from them would be a killer.


	Not going to happen, he told himself as he headed down the stairs for the street.


	He’d do whatever it took to keep this one lousy incident from disrupting his life and his business.


	His business… he hadn’t checked his voice mail in a while.


	Walked over to Broadway, found a phone booth, and tapped in his codes. One call. From a woman who said she’d been referred to him as someone who could help her with a problem involving a friend and a cult. Left her cell phone number but didn’t say who’d referred her or any details about the cult or her problem with it. Decided she was worth a call back. An indefinable something about her voice appealed to him, made him want to work on her problem.


	Glanced at his watch: 11:20. Might be late to call her, but he needed something to do and this could be it. A new customer with a new fix-it job would occupy his mind and time while waiting for the fallout from tonight’s fiasco.


	Dialed her number. When she answered he said. “This is Jack, returning your call.” 


	“Oh. I didn’t expect you to call back so soon.” A nice voice; soft and mature. Not too old, not too young.


	Good start, Jack thought.


	“Some problems can wait,” he said, “some can’t. You didn’t say anything about yours. I can meet you tonight if necessary.” 


	“Gosh, it’s late but…” 


	“Where do you live?” 


	“I… I’d rather not say.” 


	“Not your street address, your section of the city.” 


	“Oh. It’s called the Flower District. It’s—” 


	“Know it.” Upper Twenties around Sixth, above Chelsea. “I can meet you anywhere you want down there in about fifteen minutes.” 


	“Tonight? Gee, I don’t…” 


	“Lady, you called me.” 


	A pause during which he swore he could hear her chewing her lip.


	“Okay. But someplace public.” 


	Someplace public… could meet her on Forty-second Street. Few places in the city more public than the Deuce since Disney moved in. Maybe too public. Better to make it closer to where she lived…


	Considered the Seventh Avenue Papaya on the corner of Twenty-third, but that was usually a madhouse this time of night. He grinned. Maybe he should freak her out and suggest La Maison de Sade, the S-and-M supper club next to the Chelsea Hotel. Wait—that was it.


	“How about the Chelsea Hotel?” 


	“Where’s that?” 


	Something not right here. “Thought you said you lived in the Flower District. You live down there and don’t know the Chelsea?” 


	“I’m visiting. I’m from… from out of town.” 


	“Okay then. It’s right down Seventh from you. On Twenty-third. I’ll meet you in the lobby. Is that public enough?” 


	“I don’t know… this is so strange.” 


	Hesitant. Jack liked that. He’d take a hesitant customer over a gung-ho out-for-blood type any day.


	“Here’s how we’ll work it: I’ll hang out there until midnight. If you change your mind and don’t show, fine. If you see me and don’t like what you see, just turn around and go back home and we’ll forget the whole thing.” 


	“That sounds fair, I guess.” 


	“And you should know up front that I don’t work cheap.” 


	“I think it’s a little early to haggle about fees. How will I spot you?” 


	“No problem. I’ll stand out.” 


	“How?” 


	“I won’t be wearing black.” 


	A tiny laugh. “I’ve spent enough time here to appreciate that!” 


	Her laugh… something vaguely familiar there… an echo of a laugh from long ago, but damned if he could remember who or when.


	“Do I know you?” Jack asked.


	“Oh, I doubt that. I doubt that very, very much.” 


	Probably right. She said she was from out of town and Jack didn’t leave the city much.


	She added, “I only heard of you a couple of hours ago.” 


	“From whom?” 


	“That’s the strangest part. This woman I’ve never seen before gave me your number and said you could help.” 


	“A stranger? What’s her name?” 


	“I don’t know. She had a Russian accent and a big white dog. She said to call you tonight… only you.” 


	Got his number from a stranger… that didn’t sit right, especially since the only people he knew with Russian accents were members of a Brighton Beach crew he’d had a brush with last year, and they weren’t too fond of him.


	A little extra caution might be in order here.


	“You call someone you’ve never heard of on the recommendation of someone you don’t know. You must be a very trusting person.” 


	“No, I’m not. I’m just a very upset person. Maybe even a little frightened.” 


	Thought he heard her voice threatening to crack at the end there. Okay. She sounded genuine. He could figure out later who the mystery woman was. For now…


	“All right. I’ll be dressed like Joe Prep; no way you’ll be able to miss me in that crowd.” Thought of something. “And remember, it’s the Chelsea Hotel, not the Chelsea Savoy which is a couple of doors away. You want the big old red building with wrought-iron balconies all up and down its face and a red-and-white-striped awning over the entrance. Got it?” 


	“Got it.” 


	“Okay. See you then.” 


	Hung up and flagged a cab. As the driver headed down Broadway,


	Jack wondered why he felt so determined to involve himself in fixing this woman’s problem, whatever it was. He knew he was looking for a distraction, but it went beyond that.


	Shrugged it off. Important thing was he was on the move, doing something instead of hanging around his apartment like a prisoner in a cell.


				*
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	Sandy sat before one of the workstations in the darkened editorial pool, cursing as he tried by trial and error to decipher the workings of the unfamiliar program.


	Once he’d figured he’d learned all he was going to at the crime scene, he got McCann to spring him and made a beeline for The Light offices just off Times Square. Immediately he’d had a face-to-face with George Meschke and the rest of the staff during which they’d listened with wide eyes as he recounted his tale. What a buzz getting the rapt attention of all those hardened pros.


	Only Pokorny, good old smart-ass Jay Pokorny, the only other reporter on the staff anywhere near his age, had tried to rain on his parade.


	“You sure you didn’t stage this, Palmer?” he said, looking down at him along his long, thin, patrician nose. “You know, hire some guy to off people in front of you just so you could make the front page?” 


	“Only you’d think of that, Jay,” he’d said.


	“I could be home getting laid,” Pokorny mumbled, and wandered away.


	After Sandy had written up his first-person eyewitness account—sans the GPM’s description, of course—he zapped it to Meschke’s computer. From there it would go to the printers who were standing by, readying a double run of tomorrow’s edition.


	All he needed now to make this incredible evening complete was just one usable frame on that roll he’d given the photo lab.


	At the moment, Sandy was on his own time, doing his own thing. That involved a program called Identi-Kit 2000. He’d seen a reporter using it once and learned it was loaded onto the mainframe. Tonight he’d found and accessed it, and was now trying to get it to work for him. A manual existed somewhere in the building, he was sure, but he couldn’t go asking for it. Anyone hearing about a witness to a major crime who wanted to know how to use the computer equivalent of a police sketch artist would catch on fast to what Sandy was up to.


	He wasn’t doing too badly without the manual, but the program offered so many variations on facial features that he felt his mind going numb. He’d wasted a lot of time trying to guess the hairline, then realized that was a mistake. He’d never seen the GPM’s hairline and if he got it wrong it would work against him. So he had the program stick a knit watch cap on the head and that solved that.


	A truly amazing piece of software. Slowly, steadily, through trial and error, hit and miss, he’d seen the GPM’s face emerge and take shape on the screen. Except for the damn eyes. He’d worked the chin, the nose, the lips until they were pretty close to what he remembered. But the eyes—when he raised them they looked too high, yet when he lowered them they looked equally wrong.


	He closed his own eyes and tried to remember the man’s face as he’d looked past Sandy’s shoulder to check the station stop… brought it into focus and zeroed in on those mild brown eyes…


	Wider. That was it.


	Back on the screen, Sandy widened the eyes then moved them up just a tad.


	It’s him! he thought, feeling his fingers tingle. Damn me, it’s him!


	He saw a world, a universe of possibilities bursting open before him.


	But only if he kept it to himself. If anybody else got hold of this he’d lose his exclusive… lose that glorious future.


	Sandy glanced around. No one nearby. He mouse-clicked PRINT, typed a “10″ into the COPIES box, then turned off his monitor. He rose, stretched, and made his way as casually as he could to the printer. There he watched the sheets with that face, that wonderful generic face, sliding into the tray.


	When all ten were done, he folded them once and buttoned them inside his shirt, then returned to the workstation.


	Now… what to do with the Identi-Kit file? His first instinct was to delete it. But what if he needed to come back to it, maybe revise it? He didn’t want to have to start from scratch all over again. He decided to label it GPM and leave it in the Identi-Kit folder. That way it would have no connection to him, and anyone finding it would think GPM stood for the initials of the guy in the drawing. Gerald P. Mahoney perhaps.


	Sandy grinned as he closed out the program. Sometimes I’m so sneaky I scare myself.


	He headed for the exit, gliding like a dancer through the maze of empty desks. A little shut-eye, then he’d be up early to catch the morning edition with his first byline. Maybe a call to the folks to make sure they picked up The Light so they wouldn’t miss seeing how all those years of tuition were finally bearing fruit, even if he was working for a sleazbloid.


	And then later tomorrow… starting the search.


	Only problem was, he wasn’t the least bit tired. In fact he was still totally wired. He wished he could drop into a bar where all his friends hung out and hoist a few beers while he blew their minds with his story of the subway ride to hell and back.


	Trouble was, he didn’t have a gang of friends. Not even one good friend, to tell the truth. Hell, he didn’t even have a roommate. He still lived alone in the co-op his parents had bought in Morningside Heights when he’d entered Columbia. They still owned it and had been letting him live on there rent free since graduation—a great perk for him and a solid investment for them with the relentless rise in West Side property values.


	Most of the time he didn’t mind not having close friends. Acquaintances were perfectly adequate. But tonight… tonight he wished he had one person—just one—he could share this with. That film student, for instance. Beth. What was her last name? He could kick himself now for not getting her phone number. And the least he could have done was to have found her and said good-bye before he’d dashed back to The Light.


	Typical me, he thought. A brown thumb with relationships.


	And face it, what did he have to offer? Not as if he was setting the world on fire like some of the guys he’d known in undergrad. A few of his fellow English majors had gone on to brokerage houses and investments banks and mega-bonuses—English majors without a single business course to their names! And don’t mention the computer geeks who spent every waking moment of their college years playing Ultima Online and then joined dot-coms in the Flatiron District to haul down six figures plus stock options. The market collapse had stifled their brags, but financially they remained light years ahead of Sandy.


	When’s my turn? he’d asked himself.


	Well, he’d got the answer tonight. Sandy Palmer’s turn was now. He’d always dreamed of breaking a big story, and now that dream was about to come true.


	He kept flashing back to Woodward and Bernstein. Who were they before they connected with Deep Throat? Nobodies. But afterward they were household names. This story wasn’t the caliber of Watergate, but it had the same potential for hooking public interest, and not just locally—nationwide eyeballs could be staring his way.


	He tried to rein in the fantasies—never paid to get your hopes up too high—but he could feel them taking off, soaring in a high, jet-fueled arc.


	Fifteen minutes of fame? Screw that. He’d do a network hour with Charlie Rose, be on all the talk shows. He’d be the man to know, the guy to be seen with, his name would pop up in gossip columns, his face a regular on “The Scene” page of New York Magazine as he’s spotted attending film premieres, gallery openings, and literary receptions, and don’t forget parties in the Hamptons where his dalliances would be mentioned in the “Sunday Styles” section of the Times.


	Dalliances… oh, yeah. Those models and starlets just throw themselves at famous writers and journalists. No more worrying about relationships, everybody will want to know Sandy Palmer.


	But first he’d have to find the guy.


	That sobering reality brought him back to earth. This was not going to happen by itself. He had some work ahead of him. Hard work.


	Out on the street Sandy flagged a cab. He’d already decided to splurge on a taxi home. He didn’t think he could handle another subway ride tonight.


				*
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	Jack knew it was her the moment she stepped through the door.


	He’d been sitting in the Chelsea’s intimate, marble-tiled lobby on an intricately carved sofa situated between the equally intricately carved fireplace and a metallic sculpture of some sort of jackal sitting atop an undersized elephant. He’d spent the waiting time admiring the vast and eclectic array of art festooning the walls.


	The Chelsea had been a fabled haunt of artists and entertainers for decades, and nowadays most of them seemed to own clothes of only one color: black. So when this woman in beige linen slacks and a rose sweater set stepped through the door she stood out among the leather and lingerie habitues as much as he did. Her head was down so he didn’t see her face at first, but the style of her curly honey blond hair and mature figure jibed with the voice on the phone.


	Then she looked up and their eyes met and Jack’s heart stuttered and missed a beat or two.


	Kate! God, it was Kate!


	Her voice, that little laugh—now he knew why they’d sounded familiar. They belonged to his sister.


	Kate looked as stunned as Jack knew he must, but then her shock turned to something like fear and dismay.


	“Kate!” he called as she started to turn away. “My God, Kate, it’s me! Jack!” 


	She turned toward him again and now her face was more composed but hardly full of the joy one might expect at seeing her younger brother for the first time in a decade and a half.


	Jack hurried up and stopped within a foot of her, staring.


	“Jackie,” she said. “I don’t believe this.” 


	Jackie… Christ, when had he last heard someone call him that? The word sundered an inner dam, loosing a flood of long-pent-up memories that engulfed him. He’d been the last of three kids: first Tom, Kate two years later, and Jack eight years after her. Kate, the natural nurturer, had half-raised him. They’d bonded, they’d been pals, she’d been the coolest person he knew and he’d fairly worshipped her. And then she’d gone off to college, leaving a hole in his ten-year-old life. Med school and pediatric residency after that. He remembered her wedding day…


	Most of all Jack remembered this face, these pale blue eyes, the faint splash of freckles across the cheeks and nose, the strong jawline. Her hair was shorter and faintly streaked with gray; her skin had aged a little with a hint of crows feet at the corners of her eyes; and her face was a bit fuller, her hips a tad wider than he remembered, but her figure wasn’t that much different from the one that had kept the boys calling all through high school. All in all his big sister Kate hadn’t changed much.


	“I don’t believe this either,” he said. “I mean, the odds are…” 


	“Astronomical.” 


	He felt they should kiss, embrace, do something other than stand here facing each other, but they’d never been a huggy clan, and Jack had dropped out of his family and never looked back. Hadn’t spoken a word to Kate in fifteen years. Until tonight.


	“You look great,” he said. And it was true. Even with very little make-up she did not look like a forty-four-year-old mother of two. She’d always been fair haired, but now she was a darker shade of blonde than he remembered. What a mane she used to have. “I see you’ve stopped straightening your hair. I still remember watching you use Mom’s iron to flatten out your waves.” 


	“Eventually you get to the point where you have to stop fighting your nature and just go with it.” She glanced away. “Look. This was a mistake. If I’d had the slightest inkling you were the Jack I was calling, I never would have…” She let it trail off.


	“Why not? If you’ve got a problem you should call family.” 


	“Family?” Kate’s eyes blazed to life as she turned back to him. “What would you know about family, Jackie? You vanished from our lives without even saying good-bye! Just a note saying you were leaving and not to worry! As if that was possible. For a while we didn’t know if you were dead or alive. Do you have any idea what that was like for Dad? First he loses Mom, then you drop out of college and disappear. He almost lost it!” 


	“I’d already lost it, Kate.” 


	Her eyes softened, but only a little. “I know how Mom’s death—” 


	“Murder.” 


	“Yes, you always insisted on calling it that, didn’t you. It hit us all hard, and you the hardest perhaps, but Dad—” 


	“I’ve been back to see him.” 


	“Only rarely, and only after he tracked you down. And I sent you all those letters, invited you to christenings and graduations and anniversaries, but you never responded. Not even to say no. Not once.” 


	Jack’s turn to look away, focus on a painting of a Manhattan street scene, but viewed at a crazy angle. Kate was right. She’d made a major effort to keep in touch, tried hard to bring him back into the family, and he’d snubbed her.


	“Jackie, you’ve got a niece and a nephew you’ve never even met. They used to look at the wedding pictures and point to this young stranger who was one of the ushers and ask who he was.” 


	“Kevin and Elizabeth,” he said. “How are they?” 


	He knew them only from their photos. Kate was one of those people who sent out an annual here’s-what-we’ve-been-doing-all-year letters with her Christmas card, usually accompanied by a family photo. At least she used to. Nothing at all from her for the last few years. Since the divorce.


	“They’re wonderful. Kevin’s eighteen, Liz is sixteen, as if you give a damn.” 


	Jack closed his eyes. Okay. Deserved that. He’d seen her kids grow up long distance, on Kodak paper.


	But after he’d cut himself off and reinvented himself here in New York, how could he go back? He could never explain who he’d become. Tom, Kate, Dad especially—they’d never get it. Be horrified, in fact. Took enough to live his own life; didn’t want to have to invent another life just for their approval.


	“Look, Kate,” he said. “I know I hurt people, and I’m sorry. I was just starting my twenties and coming apart at the seams. I can’t change the past but maybe I can make up just a tiny bit of it to you now. Your friend and this cult you mentioned… maybe I can help.” 


	“I don’t think this is in your field.” 


	“And what field would that be?” 


	“Appliance repairs, right?” 


	He laughed. “Who told you that?” 


	“Dad.” 


	“Figures.” 


	His father had called one of Jack’s numbers years ago and heard an outgoing message that went: This is Repairman Jack. Describe the problem and leave a number and Ml get back to you. Naturally he’d assumed his son was some sort of appliance fixer.


	“He’s wrong?” 


	“I make my living fixing other things.” 


	“I don’t understand.” 


	“No reason you should. Let’s go someplace where we can sit and talk.” 


	“No, Jackie. This won’t work.” 


	“Please, Kate?” 


	He reached out and gently gripped her wrist. He felt at the mercy of the vortex of emotions swirling around him. This was Kate, his big sister Kate, one of the best people he’d ever known, who’d been so good to him and who was still smarting from the awful way he’d treated her. She thought badly of him. He had to fix that.


	She shook her head, seemed almost… afraid.


	Afraid of him? That couldn’t be. What then?


	“Look. This is my city. If I can’t help out your friend, I’ll bet I know someone who can. And if that doesn’t work out, at least we can talk. Come on, Kate. For old times’ sake?” 


	Maybe his touch did it, but he felt a change in her muscle tone as some of the resistance seeped out of her.


	“All right. Just for a little while.” 


	“Great. What are you up for—coffee or a drink?” 


	“Normally I’d say coffee, but right now I think I could do with a drink.” 


	“I hear you. Let’s hunt up a place without music.” 


	He took his sister by the elbow and guided her out to the street, then up along Seventh Avenue, wondering how much he dared tell her about himself, his life. He’d play it by ear. The important thing was he had her with him now, and he wasn’t letting her go until he’d done something to make up for the hurt he’d caused.


				*
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	Kate stared at the man sitting across the table from her. Jackie… her little brother… though he was hardly little anymore. She supposed she should start calling him Jack now.


	They’d come upon a place called The Three Crowns that Jack had said looked good. A fifty-foot bar ran down the right side, a row of booths with green upholstery along the left, all of it oak. Oak everywhere. But not too crowded. The patrons seemed a mix of straight couples and gay males of varying ages, par for the course in Chelsea. The lights and the sound from the TVs over the bar were low and they’d found an empty booth in the rear. No table service, so Jack had made the trip to the bar and just returned with a gin and tonic for her and a pint of Harp for himself.


	She quickly downed half her drink, hoping it would help dull the shock still vibrating through her. Jackie! Of all people! And worse, she’d mentioned “my friend” and the cult on his voice mail. She couldn’t let him know about her and Jeanette. Nobody could know. Not yet.


	Jackie… Jack. A part of her wanted to hate him for the pain he’d caused everyone. Well, not everyone. Tom was too self-involved to worry much about anyone a few inches beyond his own skin. But damn, she and Dad had gone half crazy with worry over Jack.


	Yet she looked at him now and felt an urge to smile, to laugh aloud. This might be a terrible time to run into him, but despite everything that had happened—not happened, actually—between them, she couldn’t deny this heart-swelling joy at seeing him again. Jackie… she’d helped feed him and change him when he was an infant, read him stories and baby-sat for him into her teens. And look at him now. Lord, how he’d changed. He’d been a boy the last time she’d seen him—a senior at Rutgers, one semester to go, but still a boy. A dark and brooding boy after Mom’s death.


	She still sensed a darkness in him, but he seemed comfortable in his skin now. And how he’d filled out that skin. Jackie had been so skinny as a kid, now she could sense sleek muscles coiling under his shirt. But was that a healing laceration running from the edge of his hairline into his right frontal scalp? Yes, definitely. It looked about four weeks old. She wondered how he’d got it.


	He’d said this was his city and she could believe that. He seemed to belong here, moved so easily down its streets. She couldn’t tell whether it had adopted him, or he’d adopted it. Whatever the case, they seemed made for each other.


	Little brother or not, she had to keep this brief. One drink, promise to keep in touch, then get out of here. Keep the talk on the family, the good old days when Mom was still ruling the roost, keep it off Jeanette and the cult. Kate would find another way, sans little brother, to deal with that.


	So they talked.


	Actually Kate found herself doing most of it. Mostly about Kevin and Lizzie; she touched—a very glancing touch—on her divorce from Ron, mentioned a few details about her pediatric group, and then ran out of steam.


	“See much of Tom?” Jack asked after a lull.


	She shook her head. “No. He’s a judge in Philly now, you know.” 


	“I’d heard.” 


	“He’s on his third wife now. Saw him briefly over Christmas. I didn’t see it when you were younger, but you and he look amazingly alike. Put on ten years and twenty pounds, add a little gray to your hair, and you could be twins.” 


	“My big brother,” Jack said, frowning as he shook his head. “Of all things, a judge.” 


	Wondering at Jack’s tone of chagrin, she raised her glass for another sip but found only ice cubes.


	“Time for another,” Jack said, taking it from her.


	Before she could protest he was up and moving away from the table.


	Moves like a cat, she thought as she watched him go.


	Time to change the subject. So far the conversation had been pretty much a one-way street. Now it was his turn.


	“So,” she said as he set the second drink before her. “Enough about me. I need some answers from you. Most of all, I want to know why you simply disappeared from our lives. Was it what happened to Mom?” 


	Jack nodded. “Indirectly.” 


	I knew it! Kate thought. Knew it, knew it, knew it!


	“We were all devastated, Jack, but why—?” 


	“You weren’t there in the car when that cinderblock came through the windshield, Kate. You didn’t see the life seep out of her, see the light fade from her eyes.” 


	“Okay. I wasn’t there. Neither was Tom. But Dad was and he—” 


	“Dad didn’t do anything about it. I did.” 


	“I don’t understand,” she said, baffled. “Did what?” 


	He stared at her a long moment, as if weighing an important decision. Finally he spoke.


	“I found him,” he said softly. “Took me a while, but I found the guy who did it.” 


	“Who did what?” 


	“Who threw the cinderblock off the overpass.” 


	The words jolted her. Jackie had gone out looking… hunting… by himself?


	“How come you never said anything? Did you tell the police?” 


	He shook his head. “No. I took care of it myself.” 


	“What… what did you…?” 


	Suddenly it was as if a mask had dropped from Jack’s face. She looked into his eyes now and for an instant, the span of a single agonized heartbeat, she felt as if she were peering into an abyss.


	His voice remained low, flat, as cold as that abyss. “I fixed it.” 


	And then the mask was back in place and an old memory flashed though Kate’s brain… a newspaper article about a dead man, battered beyond recognition, found hanging upside down from a Turnpike overpass not too long after Mom’s death, and she remembered wondering if it might be the same overpass, and if so it should be torn down because it must be cursed.


	Could that have been the “guy” Jack said he’d tracked down? Was that why the body had been hung from that particular overpass?


	No… not Jackie… not her little brother. He’d never… he couldn’t kill. It had been someone else hanging from the overpass. And this man he’d mentioned… Jack had simply beaten him up.


	Kate wanted very much to believe that. She turned her mind from the other possibility, but it lingered like a shadow across the table.


	“Did… what you did solve anything? Did it make you feel better?” 


	“No,” he said. “I’d thought it would, I was so sure it would, but it didn’t do a damn thing for me. And after I… afterward nothing seemed to make much sense. College seemed particularly pointless. I had to get away before I exploded. I dropped out, Kate—way out. Spent years in- a blind rage, and by the time I’d blown off some of it and locked up the rest, I’d burned too many bridges to go back.” 


	“Maybe you told yourself that. Maybe that made it easier for you, but it wasn’t true.” 


	“It was. And is. My life and your life… they’re different worlds. No way you’d understand.” 


	“Understand what? This repair business of yours? Just what is it you fix?” 


	“Hard to say. Situations, I guess.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	“Sometimes people have problems or get themselves into situations where the legal and judicial system can’t help, or they’re involved in something they can’t bring to the system. They pay me to fix it for them.” 


	An appalling thought struck her. “You’re not some kind of… of hitman, are you?” 


	He laughed—a real laugh, the kind you can’t fake—and that reassured her. A little.


	“No. Nothing so melodramatic as that.” 


	“Do you pay people off?” 


	“No, I just sort of… it’s hard to explain. And not the sort of thing I can advertise on a billboard.” 


	“Is it legal?” 


	A shrug. “Sometimes yes, sometimes no.” 


	Kate leaned back and stared. Who was this man across from her? He’d said he lived on a different world, one she’d never understand, and she was beginning to believe him. He was like a stranger from a faraway planet, and yet in many ways he was undeniably still her little brother Jackie.


	First Jeanette, now Jack… her own world, never a comfortable place these past few years, now seemed to be crumbling. She felt unmoored from her life. Wasn’t there anything left she could rely on?


	Jack said, “Now can you see why I thought it best for all concerned that I keep to myself?” 


	“I don’t know.” Earlier tonight Kate would have said no—nothing you could have done would have changed the way we felt about you. She wasn’t so sure anymore. “Maybe.” 


	“I think Dad has scoped that I’m hiding something. Know what he asked me last time we talked?” Jack grinned. “Wanted to know if I was gay.” 


	Kate gasped. She couldn’t help it. She felt as if someone had just dashed a bucket of cold water in her face.




“It’s not all that bad,” Jack said, seeing Kate’s shocked look.


	He wondered at that. As a pediatrician she must have run into her share of teenagers who thought or knew or feared they might be gay. Maybe that was still a big deal in Kate’s white-collar, middle-class-citizen world. Around here it was no deal at all.


	“He flat-out asked you?” she said, her eyes still wide. “Just like that? When?” 


	“Couple of months ago. It was when he was planning to come up from Florida and visit you and Tom. I was trying to deflect him from including me in his itinerary.” 


	“What did he say? Exactly.” 


	Jack wondered at her sudden intensity.


	“He said something about how he realized there might be aspects of my life I didn’t want him to know about—which was dead-on right—and then he said that if I was gay…” Jack had to smile here. “He could barely get the word out. Actually he said if I was gay ‘or something like that’—he never got into what the ‘something like that’ might be—it was okay.” 


	“He said it was okay?” Kate couldn’t seem to believe it. “We’re talking about our father, the Reagan Republican, the Rush Limbaugh fan. Dad said it was okay?” 


	“Yeah. He told me, ‘I can accept it. You’re still my son.’ Isn’t that a killer?” 


	Not that it changed a thing. His father might be able to accept a gay son, but he’d never accept how Jack made his living.


	He saw tears in his sister’s eyes and asked, “Something wrong?” 


	She quickly wiped them away. “Strange how some people can surprise the hell out of you.” Eyes dry again, she looked at him. “Well, are you:


	“What?” 


	“Gay?” 


	“No. Strictly hetero.” 


	“But you never married?” 


	“No. I kicked around a lot when I was younger, but I’m pretty much settled with one woman now.” 


	“Pretty much?” 


	“Well, I’m settled, but let’s just say she’s got some issues about my work. How about you? I’ll bet a lot of guys came around after the divorce. Seeing anyone?” 


	“Yes.” A little nod, a little smile, but very warm. “Someone special.” 


	“Are we going to hear wedding bells again?” 


	And now a sad look. “No.” 


	Strange answer. Not at all tentative. Unless she was seeing a married guy. That didn’t fit with the straitlaced Kate he remembered, but as she’d just said: people can surprise the hell out of you.


	He’d never thought of his sister as a sexual being; she’d always been just… Kate. But smitten enough to be making it with a married guy… a sure recipe for hurt. He hoped she knew what she was doing.


	“So much of what we do comes down to sex, doesn’t it,” he said. “Sometimes too much, I think.” 


	“How so?” 


	“I mean it’s a part of life, a really wonderful part of life, but not all of life. There’s work, play, food, mind, spirit—lots of things. But I tell you, I run into so many people who seem to define themselves by their sexual preferences.” “‘So many’?” 


	“Let’s just say I don’t hang with too many members of the middle class, and no members of the upper class. So yeah, many of the people I know do not have what might be considered ‘normal’ lifestyles.” 


	“‘Normal’ being within two standard deviations from the mean?” 


	“Sure, why not. Everything’s a bell curve, right? I’m talking about people on either fringe of the curve.” 


	“Give me a for-instance.” 


	He thought a moment, then remembered Ray Bellson.


	“I did a fix-it for this guy once who was totally into bondage. Always wore black leather, had a belt made out of handcuffs, paintings of tied hands and feet on his walls, furniture made out of chromed chain… it went on and on. You’d sit and talk to him and he’d be tying and untying knots in this piece of cord he always carried around. It had completely taken over his life.” 


	She sipped her G and T, then said, “Where do you think I’d fall on that curve?” 


	Weird question for his big sister to ask her little brother.


	“Never thought about it, but I assume somewhere right in the middle. I mean, I don’t see you squeezing into black vinyl and brandishing a whip.” 


	She laughed—her first real laugh tonight. “I don’t see that either. But I’m just wondering what qualifies someone for ‘normal’ on your bell curve.” 


	Jack shrugged, not comfortable with pigeonholing people. “How did we get on this subject anyway?” 


	“You brought it up.” 


	“Actually Dad brought it up.” 


	“How did you feel when he asked you if you were gay?” 


	Jack noticed her eyes fixed on his, as if the answer were very important.


	“I remember being sort of glad he wasn’t wondering if I was a rapist or a pedophile.” 


	“But you’ve never been attracted to a man?” 


	“Never. I’m as attracted to guys as I am to sheep, goats, and chickens. Which is to say, not at all. Zero chemistry there. In fact the idea of getting cozy with a guy—blech!


	“But you’re not a gay basher.” 


	“I figure everybody’s got a right to their own lives. You may own nothing else, but you own your life. So if you don’t tell me how to live mine, I won’t tell you how to live yours.” 


	“You’ve got no problem with lesbians either?” 


	“Lesbians are cool.” He tried to draw out the c like Beavis. Or was that Butthead? He always got them confused.


	“Really.” An amused smile played around her lips.


	“Sure. Look at it this way. I’ve got a number of things in common with lesbians right from the get-go: we both find women attractive, and neither of us is interested in having sex with a man. Now that I think about it, I’ve got definite lesbian tendencies.” 


	“You know many?” 


	“A few. There’s a lesbian couple who’re regulars at this bar where I hang. It’s a workingman’s place and a couple of the guys weren’t exactly welcoming at first; but these gals weren’t about to let that stop them, so they kept coming back and now they’re part of the family. Anybody tries to hassle them now will find himself nose to nose with those very same guys who gave them a hard time at first. Carole and Henni. I sit with them now and then. I like them. They’re brainy and funny, and you can, I don’t know… relax with them.” 


	“Relax?” 


	“They know I’m not coming on to them, and I know they’re not the least bit interested in me. Take sex off the table and a lot of games disappear.” 


	“So being with them is sort of like being with the guys.” 


	“Not quite. Guys have a whole different set of games. No, it’s more like… like sitting here with you.” 


	Kate’s eyes widened. “Me?” 


	“Well, yeah. We may have a lot family baggage between us, but neither of us is trying to slap a move on the other.” 


	She narrowed her eyes and gave him a sidelong look. “You’re absolutely sure about that?” 


	“Hey, don’t go weird on me, Kate,” Jack said, laughing. “I’m the family weirdo, and one is enough.” 


	“You still haven’t told me where you think I fit on your curve.” 


	“You’re not going to let this drop, are you?’


	“Not until you tell me.” 


	“Okay. Let me ask you a couple of questions first. You can have love without sex, and sex without love, agreed?” 


	“Of course.” 


	“What if you had to choose between them? What if you had to live the rest of your life with either no sex or no love? And by no love I mean loving no one and no one loving you. Which would you give up?” 


	Kate barely hesitated. “Sex.” 


	“There you go. That’s normal.” 


	“That’s it? That’s your sole criterion for normal?” 


	“Not mine—yours.” 


	“I never said it was mine.” 


	“You chose love over sex, and the very fact that love is your choice makes it normal, because you’re one of the most decent, honest, normal people I’ve ever known.” 


	“That’s not just circular reasoning—it’s spherical.” 


	“Works for me, Mrs. Wife-mother-pediatrician.” 


	“Ex-wife.” 


	“Which is probably even more the norm these days. Hey, if I’m wrong, prove it.” 


	Kate opened her mouth, looked as if she was about to say something, then closed it again. She glanced at her watch.


	“I’ve got to go.” 


	“But what about your friend and the cult?” 


	“I’ll work something out.” 


	She seemed afraid. Of what? What was she hiding?


	“Is your friend into something illegal?” He couldn’t believe Kate would be involved with someone who was but… you never knew. “Because that’s okay. Most of the people I know—” 


	“No-no, nothing like that. She’s recovering from cancer therapy and she’s acting strangely. It’s more psychological than anything else.” 


	“Some of these cults can play rough if you interfere.” 


	“It’s nothing like that, Jackie… Jack. Really. I was upset when I called; now I think I was overreacting. I don’t think I need to get you involved.” 


	“Involve me,” he said. “I’m here for you.” Before she could put him off again, he grabbed a cocktail napkin and said, “Got a pen?” 


	“I think so.” She fished one out of her shoulder bag and handed it to him.


	“I’m putting down my number and the numbers of two people I’ve worked for recently—both women and, coincidentally, both doctors.


	Before you write me off, you call them and see what they say. If you still don’t want my help, I won’t like it, but at least it’ll be an informed decision.” 


	She took the napkin but didn’t promise to make the calls.


	“Come on,” Jack said. “I’ll walk you home.” 


	“I’m practically there already.” 


	“Little brother does not let big sister walk the mean streets alone at night.” 


	“Jack—” 


	“I can walk beside you or six feet behind you, but you might as well resign yourself to the fact that I’m seeing you safe home.” 


	Kate sighed, then smiled thinly. “Let’s go then.” 


	Out on Seventh they walked and talked about getting together again during her stay in the city and keeping in touch afterward until a neon sign down one of the streets caught Jack’s eye: FYNYL VYNYL. He thought he knew all the used record shops in the city but this was a new one. Almost 1 A.M. and it was still open. He couldn’t pass this up.


	“Mind if we stop in here for a sec?” he said.


	“Not at all.” 


	Inside, a guy with a shaved head and huge muttonchop sideburns looked up from behind the counter as they entered. “We’re closing in about fifteen minutes.” 


	“We’ll only need one of those if you really know your stock,” Jack told him.


	“What I don’t remember, this baby does,” he said, patting the Mac to his left.


	“Great. It’s a single from 1971. A&M Records. ‘Tried So Hard’ by the Flying Burrito Brothers.” 


	The guy snorted. “Yeah, right. The Dutch 45? I’ve got a waiting list for that one. Still haven’t seen a copy.” 


	Jack waved and turned back toward the door. “Thanks anyway.” 


	“Flying Burrito Brothers?” Kate said as they returned to the sidewalk. “They’re from my time. How’d you get interested in them?” 


	“You.” 


	“Me?” 


	“Sure. You had all those Byrds albums.” 


	“Oh, right. Back when I was horse crazy. They did that song ‘Chest-nut Mare’ and that got me into them and buying up all their old records. But how—?” 


	“You played their stuff so much I got to be a fan. And my favorite Byrd was Gene Clark. Still love his songs. So a couple of weeks ago, after buying myself a dual-deck CD burner, I decided to make the ultimate Gene Clark disk. And I want the version of ‘Tried So Hard’ that he sang with the Burritos. Trouble is, it was only released in Holland on a 45. The group took his voice out when they put the song on their third album.” 


	“So you’re hunting a 1971 record that wasn’t even released on this side of the Atlantic. Kind of obsessive, no?” 


	“All your fault. The enduring influence of my big sister.” 


	“Wow. Should I feel pleased or guilty?” 


	“Guilty.” 


	“Thanks a lot. As if I don’t have enough…” 


	She never finished the thought because someone behind them said, “Hey.” 


	Jack turned. He was pale, dressed in dusty black jeans and a rumpled long-sleeved shirt; looked all of twenty.


	He said, “A spear has no branches.” 


	Jack stared at him, baffled. “What?” 


	The guy blinked, as if coming out of a trance. “I need some money.” 


	“Sorry about that,” Jack said.


	“You don’t get it.” He raised a shaky hand, showing a box cutter. “I need some money now.” His desperation was palpable.


	Jack heard Kate’s sharp intake of breath. He guided her behind him with his left hand while slipping his right under his sweater and pulling the Glock from the small of his back. He held the pistol against the front of his right thigh where Kate couldn’t see it.


	“Look,” Jack said, “I’ve had a bad day, a very bad day, and I’m in no mood for this. Try it somewhere else.” 


	Looking as if he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard, the guy waved the box cutter before him. “Money, man, or I start cuttin’.” 


	“You don’t want to start this, pal,” Jack said. “You really don’t. ‘Cause if you do it’s not gonna go down the way you were thinking.” He raised the Glock a few inches and waggled it to make sure the guy couldn’t miss it. “You see what I’m saying? So do yourself a favor and take a walk.” 


	The guy’s eyes angled down to the pistol, then back to Jack’s face. He backed up a step.


	“Hey, forget it, okay?” 


	“Forgotten,” Jack said.


	The guy turned and hurried away. Jack watched to make sure he kept going, then he turned Kate around and guided her ahead of him back toward Seventh, tucking away the pistol as they moved.


	“I’ve never been so frightened in my life!” she said, looking over her shoulder. “My goodness, Jack, he had some sort of razor blade and you… you just talked him out of it! How on earth—?” 


	“I think that even though he was a mugger, he must be one of those naturally empathetic people.” 


	“An empathetic mugger?” 


	“Sure. I told him I’d had a bad day and really didn’t want to be bothered, and he understood.” 


	“That’s crazy! I’ve never heard of such a thing!” 


	“Happens now and then. You’d be surprised how many people like him respond to reason if given a chance.” 


	Kate talked about the encounter non-stop until they reached the place where she was staying, an apartment in the mid-Twenties. Jack took one look and fell in love with the building. Its five-story brick front was lined with intricate terra cotta friezes, two per floor, one running along the floorline, the other arching over the windows, and in the keystone spot atop each window was set an open-mouthed face of some sort—animal or human Jack couldn’t be sure in this light.


	“What a neat building!” he said.


	It stood out like a polished gem amid the debris of an otherwise purely commercial block of parking lots, print shops, frame galleries, and businesses dealing in wholesale fabric and sewing machine repairs.


	“It’s called the Arsley,” Kate said. “The name’s not anywhere on the building, at least not that I’ve seen, but that’s what people who live here call it.” 


	“I’ll have to add this to my collection.” 


	“You collect buildings?” 


	“Only neat ones. And this one is very neat.” 


	“You’re still saying ‘neat’?” 


	“Never stopped.” He snapped his fingers. “Hey, how about I take you on my Neat Building tour sometime?” 


	“I don’t know, Jackie.” 


	“I want to get together with you again before you go back to Trenton, Kate. I want Gia and Vicky to meet you too.” 


	The need to reconnect with Kate was an ache in Jack’s soul. He’d just got her back and couldn’t let her slip away again.


	Finally she smiled. “Okay. I think I’d like that. You have my cell number. Set it up and call me.” 


	“I’ll do that.” 


	His delight was blunted as his mind darted back to the very real possibility that she was in some sort of trouble. She’d felt threatened enough to call a perfect stranger for help. Something was going on, something more serious than a friend acting strangely. Kate might say she didn’t want his help, but that didn’t mean she didn’t need it. And if she needed help, like it or not, he’d see that she got it.


	Then the briefest of hugs but the contact filled him with a protective fire.


	Kate was his sister, damn it. Nobody was going to play games with his sister. Not on Jack’s watch.


				*
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	“Why did you follow me?” 


	Kate jumped at the sound of Jeanette’s voice, turned and saw her standing at the end of the apartment’s short front hallway. Kate had left Jack down on the sidewalk and had been expecting an empty apartment.


	Jeanette was dressed for bed in her usual—an XXXL T-shirt that hung off one thin shoulder and reached almost to the knees of her long slim tanned legs; tonight’s was emblazoned with the cover of the Indigo Girls’ Come On Now Social album. Her dark shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a short ponytail. Her brown eyes fixed Kate with a reproachful stare.


	Kate’s first thought was, How does she know? Then she remembered the figure she’d thought she’d seen at the window of the Holdstock house. She’d had the impression it was a man but it must have been Jeanette.


	And then guilt scalded her. She’d sneaked out behind the woman she loved and followed her like a cop tailing a criminal. But she’d done it out of concern.


	“Because I’m worried about you, Jeanette. You’re just not yourself and I—” 


	“You shouldn’t have done that.” 


	Kate sensed no anger in her voice, no threat, yet something in the words, a subliminal note in her tone, raised gooseflesh along her arms.


	“I couldn’t help myself. I’m so worried.” 


	“Don’t be. I’m fine. In fact I’ve never been better.” 


	“But we never talk, and—” 


	“We’ll talk soon,” Jeanette said. “We’ll talk as we’ve never talked before. I promise.” 


	And then she turned and walked away toward the study at the rear of the apartment.


	Kate trailed after her. “How about now?” 


	“No. Not now. But soon.” 


	“Please, Jeanette. I’m… lonely without you.” 


	Jeanette stopped and turned at the study door. “That’s only temporary. Soon you’ll never be alone or lonely again.” 


	Kate was struck dumb. Before she could respond Jeanette closed the study door. Kate heard the click of the lock, just as she’d heard it every night since Jeanette had moved out of the bedroom. She felt her throat tighten.


	I am not going to cry. I am not.


	She was a grown woman, a mother of two, and a seasoned physician. She was an expert problem-solver, and she would solve this one. Somehow. And she would do it without tears.


	Trouble was, she couldn’t find a handle for this problem. Perhaps because her heart was breaking.


	Kate stood in the center of the living room and looked around. Hardwood floors, an oriental rug, functional furniture, paintings by local artists picked up at street fairs—some they’d picked out together. The kitchen-dining area at the far end, which was not very far at all. A small, two-bedroom apartment with the second small bedroom converted to a study/office where Jeanette worked when she telecommuted to Long Island. She worked for a software company that designed custom databases for businesses. She could do a stand-up routine with her store of quips about the underdeveloped bodies and overdeveloped brains of the nerdy twentysomethings she worked with. A good dozen years older than most of them, she’d said she felt like a den mother most of the time.


	But now her home office was back to being a bedroom. Four nights ago Jeanette had moved out of their bed to sleep on the couch in the office. No fight—they never fought—not even a mild disagreement. She’d simply picked up her pillow and moved out of the room. When Kate had asked—begged—for an explanation, all Jeanette would say was, “It’s only for a little while. We’ll be back together again soon.” 


	Kate wandered into the little kitchen and saw the edge of a crumpled-up white paper bag sticking out of the garbage pail top. As she pushed it farther down to allow the lid to close she spotted the red and yellow McDonald’s logo and froze.


	McDonald’s?


	She pulled out the bag and found a Big Mac container inside and her heart sank. More proof of the change in Jeanette who’d lived her entire adult life as a strict vegetarian. She wouldn’t even eat eggs. Until now.


	Kate leaned against the counter and ran the events of the past week or so through her head again, trying to make some sense of it all.


	Jeanette had come home from the hospital her cheerful, acerbic old self, so wonderfully upbeat that the experimental protocol had worked. Like a condemned prisoner with an unexpected reprieve from death row.


	But slowly she’d begun to change. Kate hadn’t noticed it at first, but looking back now she could identify the subtle initial signs of Jeanette’s progressive withdrawal. Sitting and staring out a window instead of rattling off her usual running commentary as she read the paper; gradually she abandoned the paper altogether, stopped listening to music, lost interest in TV. Originally she’d said she wanted to use her medical leave to work on her pet project—a CD-ROM-based in-teractive drama for women—but spent less and less time at her computer with every passing day; even stopped mentioning her plans for Int-HER-active, Inc., the company she hoped to start someday.


	Silence. It gave Kate the creeps because this little apartment had always been filled with the sounds of life: music, the TV, sound clips from the computer—a multimedia mélange combined with constant chatter. At thirty-eight Jeanette was a quasi-activist lesbian who had been out since her teens; Kate was a middle class mom of forty-four who still wasn’t ready to come out. Their different perspectives had made for endless hours of lively discussion.


	Until now.


	And food. Whenever Kate was up from Trenton, and that was every other weekend, they’d always gone out of their way to whip up at least one elaborate meal. But now Jeanette had lost all interest in cooking, leaving it to Kate. Not that Kate minded—after all, she was here to help all she could—but Jeanette could at least show some interest in the food. She consumed hearty portions but didn’t seem to care what was on the plate. Homemade eggplant rollatini and Kraft macaroni and cheese straight out of the box were non-greeted as equals.


	And then Jeanette had begun her disappearing acts, leaving without a word of explanation, without even saying good-bye.


	Kate sighed. She felt helpless, and she wasn’t used to that. An alien feeling…


	Alien… that was what Jeanette had become. This was like an episode of the X-Files, or Twilight Zone. Jeanette seemed to be turning into someone else, a remote being who sneaked out to prayer meetings or whatever they were.


	And tonight the surreality had been compounded by a strange woman giving Kate a phone number that turned out to belong to her brother.


	Jack… he’d become someone else too, an unsettling someone else.


	Was the whole world going mad, or just her?


	But at least she still recognized her brother. Some of the old Jackie she’d known was still part of the new Jack; she wished she could say the same about Jeanette. And despite all his changes she’d found something intensely likable about the new Jack, something solid and dependable. She sensed that the boy she’d known had grown into an upright man, one who’d do what he said he’d do, honor his word, stay the course… all those old-fashioned virtues that might seem corny and hokey in this city, in this time.


	The incident with that razor-wielding youth had left her shaken, but when Jack had put his arm around her on the walk home she’d felt so… safe. Was that the right word? Yes. Safe. As if an impenetrable transparent shield had slipped over her.


	Feeling as if her limbs were cast in lead, Kate dropped into a chair. She grabbed the remote and thumbed the POWER button, not caring what was on so long as it broke this unbearable silence.


	Fox News… and someone talking about a mass murder on the subway. Her first thought was of Jack, fear that he might have been caught in the gunfire, then she realized they were talking about something that had happened hours ago.


	She shook her head… big sister still worrying about little brother, when it had been abundantly clear tonight that little brother was quite capable of taking care of himself.


	But what about big sister? She wasn’t doing too well.


	Something Jeanette had said tonight sifted back to her.


	We’ll talk soon… we’ll talk as we’ve never talked before. I promise.


	It had sounded so sincere… a ray of hope. Why didn’t it make her feel better?


	And what else had she said?


	Soon you’ll never be alone again.


	What did that mean?


	One day at a time, Kate thought. That’s the way I’ll have to deal with this… one day at a time.


				*
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	The pain wrenched Kate from sleep.


	A sharp stabbing sensation in her hand—and the feeling that she wasn’t alone in the room.


	“Jeanette?” 


	No answer.


	Terrified, she rolled over and fumbled for the switch on the bedside lamp. Finally she found it and turned it on. She blinked in the sudden glare and scanned the room.


	Empty. But she’d been so sure…


	The bedroom door stood open. From down the hall came a sound… the click of the study door closing. And locking.


	Kate looked at her stinging hand and found a small drop of blood leaking from a puncture wound in her palm.


				*
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	Sandy was up and out at the ungodly hour of 6:03 A.M., but the sun was ahead of him, peeking around the granite Gothic spires of St. John the Divine as he bounded along the sidewalk. He skidded to a stop before the newsstand and there it was: The Light. The headline took up the top half of the page:


	SIX-GUN


	SAVIOR!


	A blurry photo of the dead killer occupied the bottom half. His photo! They’d found something usable on his roll.


	And below that, the banner: EXCLUSIVE EYEWITNESS REPORT INSIDE! (see pg. 3)


	“Yes!” he shouted and pumped his fist.


	He snatched up an issue and opened it to page three and there he was: his first-person account boxed with his picture. Oh, no! They’d used the geeky photo from his HR file! But he forgot about that as soon as he started reading.


	Butterflies fluttered up from his stomach and into his chest. This was his first Ferris wheel ride, his first look at the Magic Kingdom, his first kiss all rolled into one. He felt as if his head were about to float away.


	“That is one dahlah,” said an accented voice.


	“Hmmm?” 


	Sandy looked up and saw the swarthy newsstand owner holding out his hand.


	“You must buy to read. One dahlah.” 


	“Oh, yeah.” He fished singles out of his pocket. “I’ll take four.” 


	He’d have access to virtually unlimited free copies at work but that wasn’t the same. The ones in his hand came from a newsstand, from the street, and somehow that made them more real.


	“Oh yeah, and I’ll take a copy of that subway map too.” 


	He checked out the front pages of the competition. The Post headline was okay—”SUBWAY SLAUGHTER!”—but he liked the News headline better: “NIGHTMARE ON THE NINE!” As expected, the Times was more sedate with “SIX DEAD IN SUBWAY MASSACRE.” But both ran photos from above ground, mostly of the survivors as they emerged from the subway station. He looked at The Light again with his photo and its banner about his story. His story. A laugh bubbled up inside and he let it loose. When the newsstand owner gave him a strange look Sandy pulled open one of his copies and pointed to his picture.


	“That’s me, my man! Me!” 


	“Yes,” the man said. “Very nice.” 


	Sandy got the feeling the guy thought he might be scaring away his customers and wanted him to move on. So Sandy moved on, feeling lighter than air. Nobody could bring him down this morning. Nobody.


				*
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	“Yo, Stan.” 


	Stan Kozlowski lowered his copy of the Times and looked across the table. His shorter, heavier younger brother Joe had a copy of The Light folded in half and was pinning it to the table with the index finger of his good hand. Usually he bought the Post but The Light’s front page photo of the dead gunner must have caught his eye this morning.


	They occupied their usual table near the front window of Moishe’s kosher deli on Second Avenue. The kosher part didn’t matter—they’d been raised Catholic—but Moishe’s was convenient, the coffee free-flowing, and the bagels unbeatable.


	“What?” 


	“You been reading about this guy on the train last night?” 


	“Some.” 


	He’d skimmed the stories to see if the Times knew more than last night’s TV news. It didn’t. And the mystery about this “Savior” guy had the whole city buzzing. Moishe’s was no exception: Didja hear? The Savior this, the savior that. Whatta y’think? Blah-blah-blah. The story wasn’t a day old and already Stan was sick of it.


	“Yours say anything about his gun?” 


	“No. Not that I recall. I—” 


	“You guys figured out who he is yet?” said a squeaky voice with a Brooklyn accent sharp enough to cut steel.


	Sally, their usual waitress at this, their usual table, had returned with her usual pot of coffee. Seventy if she was a day and built like a hunchbacked bird, she dyed her hair flame orange and applied eye make-up with a trowel.


	Stan noticed how Joe slipped his scarred hand off the table and onto his lap. An automatic move. Seeing it caused something to twist inside Stan. Joe shouldn’t have to hide any part of himself.


	Two years now since the accident…


	Accident, hell. He and Joe had called the fire an accident and stuck to the story so well that Stan caught himself every now and then believing it really was an accident. But the fire that had ruined their reputations and put them both out of business and scarred Joe for life had been no accident.


	Joe hadn’t been the same since then. Before the fire he’d been Joe Koz, top torch in the Northeast, maybe the whole coast, and no slouch with C-4 either. Now… well, he was damaged goods, and his ruined hand was only the visible part; he’d been damaged inside as well. He’d stopped caring. He never worked out anymore. Must have put on forty pounds while Stan had maintained his fighting weight. He was four years younger but now looked a good ten years older.


	Stan looked up at Sally. “Who? This Savior guy? Why should we care?” 


	“We might,” Joe said. “We might care a lot.” 


	Something in his voice made Stan give his brother a closer look; he noticed that Joe’s face was set in grimmer lines than usual.


	“Sure you do,” Sally said, refilling their cups. “Especially if they offer a reward.” 


	“If the city doesn’t,” Joe said, “I just might offer one myself.” 


	Sally laughed. “You do that, Joe. You do that.” 


	As she moved on, Stan stared at his brother. “What’s up, Joe?” 


	“It doesn’t say nothin’ in the Times there about the kind of gun he used to whack the crazy?” 


	“No.” 


	Joe smirked. “I guess bein’ a college boy has its drawbacks. Even us lowbrow dropouts hit pay dirt once in a while.” 


	They’d had a long running rivalry about who read the better paper. Joe had never finished high school. Stan had gone to college after Nam, earned a B.A. in English from Pace, not that he ever used it. All he’d ever needed to know he’d learned in Nam.


	“Get to the point.” 


	“One of The Light’s reporters was on that train last night—right in the car where it all went down—and he says here this Savior guy used a tiny little .45 that he pulled out of an ankle holster.” 


	Stan went cold. The Times articles had said the killer had used 9mm pistols with homemade silencers but hadn’t mentioned a thing about the caliber of the Savior’s gun or his holster.


	“That doesn’t mean it’s him,” Stan said.


	“Yeah. I bet there’s fucking thousands of guys running around with teeny-tiny .45s strapped to their ankles.” 


	For the first time in two years Stan saw that old spark in his brother’s eyes. He didn’t want to douse it.


	“You’ve got a point. It could be him. But don’t get your hopes up.” 


	“Get them up?” Joe grinned, showing yellow teeth. He’d never been much for dentists. “They’re already up—way up. I hope to God it’s him, Stan. And I hope if he doesn’t show himself they track him down and drag him into the spotlight. Because then we’ll see him, and then we’ll know if he’s our guy, and if he is he’s gonna die!” 


	“Easy, Joe,” Stan said. “You’re getting loud.” 


	“Like I give a steaming wet brown cruller! Damn fuck right I’m getting loud!” 


	He held up his left hand and waved it in Stan’s face. Mottled shiny pink scar tissue gleamed under the ceiling fluorescents; it enveloped his index and middle fingers, fusing them into a single digit, and it swathed his ring and pinky fingers, joining them as well. The thumb too was scarred but remained separate.


	“We’ve got issues with this guy, Stan. Serious business issues. But for me it’s personal too.” He began pounding the table with his good hand. “I’ve been lookin’ for him two years, and if this is him, he’s gonna die! I’m gonna blow him off the face of the fucking earth!” 


	Joe’s final words echoed off the hammered tin ceiling of Moishe’s kosher deli where patrons and staff alike stared at him in stunned silence.
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	I’m going to have to make some assumptions here, Sandy Palmer thought as he leaned over his subway map. He sat at his cluttered desk in the front room of his apartment and traced the Broadway line through the Upper West Side.


	One indisputable fact: the Savior had taken off at Seventy-second Street. But had that been his intended stop or had he been forced by the circumstances? Had he been heading home or heading to work or on his way to his girlfriend’s? Trouble was, the Nine went all the way to Van Cortlandt Park up in the Bronx.


	Sandy stared at the face on the Identi-Kit printout propped up against the computer screen before him. Who are you, my man? Where do you live? Where do you hang? Where do I find you?


	He couldn’t see much choice in where to search. He’d have to assume that the mystery man either lived on or frequented the West Side around Seventy-second Street or somewhere above that.


	He leaned back and rubbed his eyes. A lot of territory. Millions of people.


	Well, no one said fame and fortune would come easy. Good journalism sometimes required a lot of legwork. He was up for it. He just had to hope he got lucky and—


	The phone rang. Oh, no. Not his mother again. He’d called his folks last night to tell them about the shooting and his story in the morning edition. Bad move. Mom had lost it, crying for him to come back home where he’d be safe; Dad had kept his composure but agreed that Sandy should come home, at least for a few days. No way. He wasn’t a college kid anymore. He was twenty-six and this was where he lived and worked. The conversation hadn’t ended on a happy note.


	He debated letting the answering machine pick up but decided against it. He got out half a hello when a gruff voice cut him off.


	“That you, Palmer?” 


	Sandy recognized McCann’s voice. And he didn’t sound happy. Oh, shit, he was going to come down on him for sneaking that photo.


	“Detective,” he said. “Good to hear from you.” 


	“I thought we had an understanding about that gun, Palmer.” 


	“What gun?” 


	“The second shooter’s. We were gonna keep certain things out of the press.” 


	“I haven’t breathed a word about it being a Semmerling.” 


	“Yeah but your piece mentions that he used ‘a miniature .45.’ That kind of narrows the field, don’t it?” 


	Shit. He hadn’t spilled that on purpose. Sandy felt like saying, I thought you didn’t read The Light, but he wanted to keep McCann on his side. He could be a valuable resource.


	“I’m sorry, Detective. I didn’t know. I don’t know anything about guns.” 


	“Well, you should start learning.” 


	“Look, I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful in the future.” 


	“See that you are.” 


	And then he hung up, but Sandy thought he’d detected the slightest softening of the detective’s tone before the connection broke. Good. He couldn’t afford to burn any bridges. And McCann hadn’t even mentioned the photo.


	The intercom buzzed. Someone calling from the foyer. What now?


	“Yeah,” he said, depressing the button.


	“Is this Sandy Palmer?” said a woman’s voice. Young, Tentative.


	“That’s me. Who’s this?” 


	“Beth Abrams. From the… the train last night?” 


	Oh, wow!


	“Beth! Come on up!” 


	He buzzed her in, then surveyed his apartment. What a sty! He scrambled around picking up the dirty clothes and junk mail that littered the place. He tossed everything into the bedroom and closed the door on it. The place still looked a shambles.


	Should’ve showered, he thought. He gave each armpit a quick sniff. Not great, but not offensive.


	The printouts! Shit, he didn’t want her seeing those. He slipped them into a manila envelope just as she knocked. He pulled the door open and she looked awful as she stood on the threshold, her pale face tear-streaked and shadowy half moons under her big dark eyes.


	“Beth,” he said. “How in the world—?” 


	And then she was tight against him, her arms locked around his back, sobbing her heart out. Oh, man, did that feel good. When had any woman, let alone an attractive one like Beth, thrown her arms around him? He closed the door and held her as she cried, absorbing her shaking sobs.


	It took her a good ten minutes to regain control. He wished she’d taken more time. He could have stood there all day.


	“I’m so sorry,” she said, backing up a step and wiping her eyes on her sleeve. She was still all in black, dressed in the clothes she’d worn last night. “I didn’t mean to do that, it’s just that I’m such a wreck. I mean, I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, I wanted to go back to Atlanta last night but there were no flights that late and besides no one’s home because my folks are touring Scandinavia and are somewhere in fucking Oslo right now and I tried to talk to my boyfriend about it and I thought he understood but after a while he let it slip that he thought it was awesome. Can you believe that? He thinks it would have been so awesome to have been there! So I just walked out and I need to talk to someone who understands what it was like, someone who was there too.” 


	“That’s me,” he said. “But how did you find me?” 


	“I saw your picture in the paper and remembered you saying you’d graduated from Columbia so I called the alumni office as soon as it opened and they gave me your last address. I hope you don’t mind.” 


	“Mind? Are you kidding? I was trying to figure out how to get in touch with you but I never got your last name.” 


	“And I realized I never really thanked you for what you did.” 


	“What I did?” 


	“Stop being modest. You shielded me with your own body. I’ll never forget that.” 


	“Oh, that,” he said as guilt spiked him. “Let’s not make too much of that.” 


	“How can you be so calm?” she said, staring at him. “How come you’re handling this and I’m not?” 


	He’d been asking himself that same question. “Maybe because I was able to write about it. I had to confront my terrors; maybe focusing and putting them down on paper was some sort of exorcism.” 


	Not to mention how my being there is going to make my career.


	“There’s another way to look at it,” he added—this had just occurred to him and it was pretty good. “You have to figure, with all the millions of people in this city and all the subway lines and trains that run every hour, what are the chances of being caught on a subway car with a gun-toting madman? A zillion to one, right?” 


	Beth nodded. “I guess so.” 


	“So what are the chances of getting caught twice? Think about that. The odds of either of us ever having a gun pointed our way again has got to be eighty zillion to one. So the way I look at it, I just survived the worst moment of my whole life. Everything from here on is a cake-walk.” 


	“I never thought of it that way.” She took a deep breath. “I can’t believe this, but I think I feel better already. Just seeing you so together after going through the same thing I did makes it easier to handle.” 


	Did that mean she was going to leave? Hello, have a good cry, feel better, then back to the boyfriend? No way.


	“Want some coffee? Tea? I’ve got some good green tea.” 


	“You know,” she said with a twist of her lips which, on a day like today, had to suffice for a full-fledged smile, “all of a sudden that sounds good.” 


	He started toward the kitchenette. “How about something to eat? I don’t have much but—” 


	“No. I still can’t think of eating. Just some tea would be great.” 


	Good, he thought, because unless you’re into chunky peanut butter and stale Ritz crackers, I’m afraid you’re out of luck. The cupboard is bare, babe.


	“Have a seat on the couch there and I’ll start the water boiling.” 


	What do I do now? he asked himself as he filled the kettle.


	He’d been planning to start canvassing the Upper West Side with his printout. He’d called in sick at work, telling them he was still too shaken up to make it in. They’d all been understanding, even going so far as to offer him stress counseling, which left him feeling guilty.


	But what he needed far more than stress counseling was a big follow-up story.


	Then George Meschke himself got on the line and went on about how sales of this week’s issue were going through the roof. Lots of the outlets had squawked at first at the double shipments they received, but now they were calling to say thanks—they’d sold out.


	So Sandy was the man of the moment down at The Light, but that wasn’t going to help him here at home. As much as he needed to find the Savior, he so wanted to make the most of this chance with Beth too. She’d come looking for him, damn it, so he’d be a real jerk to blow her off. Turn her away now and he might never see her again.


	Shit. Why couldn’t anything be easy?


	“Do you take yours with sugar?” he called as he checked the bowl.


	He usually snagged a packet or two from the coffee shops and delis when he remembered to, but it looked like he hadn’t remembered in too long. Just a few white granules speckling the bottom.


	Beth hadn’t answered him so he headed back toward the front room.


	“I hope you don’t need—” 


	And as he moved, for a second, just a second, he had a vision of her lying on the couch, stripped of her clothing, her white skin stark against the dark fabric, open arms reaching for him as she offered herself in grateful repayment for what she considered an act of unparalleled bravery. After all, if he’d been willing to sacrifice his life for her safety, the least she could do was…


	And there she was, lying on the couch…


	… limbs akimbo…


	… fully dressed…


	… sound asleep.


	Got to hand it to you, Palmer, he thought. You sure do have a way with women. A real knack for riveting their interest.


	And then it hit him that this was perfect. She could sleep here while he started canvassing.


	Yes! Like having his cake and eating it too.


	He tiptoed into his bedroom and grabbed a pillow and blanket, then returned to the couch where he slipped the former under her head and tucked the latter around her body.


	He found a pad and scratched out a note.


	Beth—


	Had to go down to the paper. If you wake up before I’m back, please don’t leave. We have LOTS to talk about! Sandy


	He placed the pad where she had to see it, then leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.


	“You’re safe here,” he whispered.


	He grabbed the envelope with the printouts, tucked them into his knapsack along with his note pad, pens, and tape recorder—be prepared, as the Boy Scouts say—then eased himself out.


	Life hadn’t been great before, but it was definitely getting better. Not a bowl of cherries yet, but on its way.
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	“All right already!” Abe said when he finally opened the door in response to Jack’s insistent knocking. “My hundred-yard sprint days are long past.” 


	“It’s known as the hundred-yard dash, Abe.” 


	“Dash, sprint, whatever—I can’t do it anymore.” 


	Jack doubted that Abe Grossman, the balding proprietor of the Isher Sports Shop, whose belt length probably equaled his height, had ever sprinted or dashed a hundred consecutive yards in his life. He strode by him and headed down one of the narrow, canyonesque aisles teetering with hockey sticks and basketballs and safety helmets, heading for the counter in the rear. His nose started to itch from the dust that layered everything. Abe didn’t do high volume in sporting goods. His real business was in the basement.


	“Got the morning papers?” 


	Silly question, Jack knew. Abe read every issue of every local English language paper—morning, evening, weekly.


	Behind him he heard Abe’s mocking tone, ” ‘Good morning, Abe, my good and dear friend.’ And a very good morning to you, Jack. My, but it’s early, even for you. ‘Yes, Abe, so sorry to barge in on you like this—’” 


	“Abe,” Jack said. “I’m feeling just a bit frazzled this morning and I could use your help.” 


	He hadn’t slept well. The combination of the subway mess and running into Kate on the same night had kept him turning and pounding his pillow until dawn.


	“‘Frazzled,’ says he; cranky, says I. But I should be one to quibble? He wants help but he asks for the morning papers.” 


	“Yeah. I need another pair of eyes to help me go through every article on last night’s subway killings word by word and—” 


	“For why? To see if the police got an accurate description of you?” 


	Jack stopped and turned so fast he almost lost his balance. He felt his blood congealing as he stared at Abe.


	“You know?” 


	“What’s not to know?” Abe said, slipping his considerable bulk past Jack—no easy feat in these confines. He waddled on and led Jack back to the scarred counter where the morning papers lay scattered. “A gun-toting crazy gets blown away by this nondescript mensch with a .45 the size of a kreplach and I should think it’s Senator Schumer? Or Bernie Goetz back on the job?” He grinned. “So where’s your halo, Mr. Savior?” 


	“But… but how?” 


	This was bad, very bad. If the connection was that obvious to Abe, how many other people had made it?


	“The Semmerling, of course. You forget already who sold it to you?” 


	“Could’ve been another make. An AMT Backup or—” 


	“Could’ve, shmoud’ve. Who else but my dear friend Jack would go up against two autoloaders with a five-shot double-action piece?” 


	“Not like I had much choice.” 


	“And you did have five shots, didn’t you?” Abe’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized Jack. “A round in the chamber and four in the clip, right?” 


	Jack shrugged and glanced away. “Well… not exactly.” 


	“Please don’t tell me you started off with an empty chamber.” 


	“I know it’s safe but a loaded chamber bothers me.” 


	“What if four hadn’t been enough, Jack? What if you’d needed that fifth round? Where would you be now?” 


	Jack noticed a shift in Abe’s tone. He glanced at his old friend’s face and saw real concern there.


	“Point taken.” 


	“So tell me: how close did he come to killing you?” 


	“What makes you think he came close at all?” 


	“You were outgunned and you had to work that farkuckt slide for every shot.” Abe visibly shuddered. “You could have wound up in a body bag like the rest.” 


	“To tell the truth. I think he was so shocked to see someone else with a gun that he didn’t know what to do. Never occurred to him that he might have to defend himself.” 


	“So you didn’t need a fifth?” 


	“Didn’t even need the fourth.” Jack dropped the spent casings from last night on the counter. “Here’s the brass.” 


	“Very considerate of you. I’ll recycle these and—wait: there’s four here. I thought you said—” 


	“Used it to kill his boom box.” 


	Abe winced. “Don’t tell me: playing rap. Dr. Schnooky Ice or somebody.” 


	“Nah. An old song I used to like, but I don’t think I’ll want to hear it again for a long while. Can we go through the papers now?” 


	“Newsday and the Times I’ve been through already. No detailed description in either.” 


	That was a relief. “All right, you take the News and I’ll take the Post.” As Abe settled on his stool behind the counter, Jack scanned everything pertinent in the Post and found nothing.


	“So far, so good.” 


	“Nothing in the News either,” Abe said.


	Jack felt the tension coiled in his shoulders and along the back of his neck begin to ease. He spotted the Village Voice in the pile. No need to bother with that—a weekly wouldn’t have a fast-breaking story like the massacre—but he couldn’t resist a dig at Abe.


	He tapped its logo. “I’m surprised, Abe. I didn’t think you stooped to freebies.” 


	“For the Voice I make an exception—but only because of Nat Hentoff. Even when it wasn’t free, I bought the Voice for Nat. Such a mensch.” 


	“Right. Like I used to buy Playboy for the articles. ‘Fess up. You read the Voice for the personals.” 


	“You mean those ads that show pictures of beautiful woman but feel the need to have a banner reading FEMALE plastered across her tuchis to assure me that what I’m looking at is what I’m looking at? That I don’t need.” 


	The logo of The Light was visible at the bottom of the pile but Jack gave no sign that he’d seen it.


	“Got any scandal sheets?” 


	“Feh! Never!” 


	“Not even The Light’?” 


	‘“Especially not The Light. Grant me a modicum of taste.” 


	“Not even as paper to line Parabellum’s cage?” 


	“Parabellum wouldn’t allow it. Never. Not fit for his droppings.” 


	“But here it is.” 


	“Where?” 


	“There. The Light—right in front of you.” 


	“Oh, that. Well, I can explain. You see, I was looking for birdcage paper this morning and Parabellum spotted the headline and liked it so he made an exception. A momentary aberration on the part of an otherwise splendid and tasteful bird.” 


	“He’s forgiven.” 


	“Parabellum thanks you, I’m sure. But please don’t tell anyone. He’s very sensitive, and even those shlub park pigeons would laugh at him if they knew.” 


	“My lips are sealed.” Jack looked around as he tugged The Light from beneath the pile. “Speaking of Parabellum, where is the blue-feathered terror of the skies?” 


	“The perfect parakeet is sleeping in. You miss him? You want I should—?” 


	“No, let him sleep until we’re finished. With my luck he’ll drop one of his little packages right on some crucial para—oh, no!” 


	“SIX GUN SAVIOR” and “Exclusive Eyewitness Report” screamed at him. He opened to page three, almost tearing the paper in his haste. His gut clenched as he found a face he recognized staring back at him.


	“Christ!” 


	‘Wit?” Abe said, leaning forward to get a look. “What’s up? What is it?” 


	Jack’s memory colorized the grainy black-and-white photo—dark blond hair, hazel eyes, fair skin, gold wire on the glasses.


	“This kid! He was sitting a couple of feet away from me on the Nine last night.” 


	The byline identified him as Sandy Palmer. Jack felt his palms growing moist as he read Palmer’s first-hand account, dreading each new paragraph, certain that here was the one that would describe his features; and if not this paragraph, then the one after it. Palmer had nailed the shoot-out pretty much as Jack remembered it, but when it came to describing the so-called Savior, the kid came up empty.


	“He was looking right at me,” Jack said. “And 1 know I looked at him right before I made my move. He had to have seen me.” 


	“You think maybe he left it out for some reason?” 


	“But why?” Jack didn’t know what to think.


	“Here, look,” Abe said, rotating the paper so he had a better angle. “He’s got an excuse. Listen: ‘I know I saw his face at one time or another during the trip, but it made no impression on me. Neither did any of the other faces I saw before the shooting began. Ships passing in the night, every night, night after night. And that’s sad, don’t you think? This man saved my life and I can’t remember his face. Perhaps this is a lesson for us all: look at the faces around you, really look at them. They’re not just faces, they’re people. Remember them. You may wind up owing your life to the person behind one of those faces.’ ” Abe grimaced. ” ‘Ships passing in the night.’ Oy. So original. This is journalism?” 


	“Do you believe him?” 


	Abe shrugged. “I should think that if he’d been able to sit down with a police artist and give him anything useful, your punim would be on page one of every paper in town.” 


	“Good point.” Jack was starting to feel better. “You know, I just might get through this.” 


	“Let’s hope so. But the vultures already are swarming. Senators, congressmen, councilmen pushing and shoving to see who can be first to climb on top of those dead bodies to get better seen. Their stomachs should burst. They yammer about stricter gun control but what we’re getting is stricter victim disarmament. Next thing you know one of the dead folks’ relatives will be running for office on a victim disarmament platform, arguing for more of the same kind of laws that left their dead loved one defenseless.” 


	“Irony ain’t always pretty.” 


	“It goes further. These shlubs like to hit up small businesses for donations. They don’t know how good their farshtunken laws are for my real business, but they shouldn’t come to me looking for donations. A krenk I’ll give them.” 


	Jack thought about Abe’s real business, about the scores of pistols and rifles racked in the basement. He hesitated, wondering if he should ask, then plunged ahead.


	“You ever wonder when you hear about something like this if it was one of your guns that did the killing?” 


	Abe sighed. “Yes, I do. But I’m careful who I sell to. That’s no guarantee, obviously, but most of my customers are solid citizens. Of course, their buying a gun from me automatically makes them criminals. Felons even. But mostly they’re decent people looking for a little extra protection who shouldn’t want to be awakened in the middle of the night by stormtroopers when someone decides to collect all the city’s registered weapons. Lots of ladies I sell to. These victim disarmers would rather have a woman raped and beaten to death in some back alley than let her carry a little equalizer. A broch on all of them!” 


	Uh-oh, Jack thought as Abe’s face reddened. Here he goes.


	“Gun laws they want? Make me king and gun laws they’ll get! Random checkpoints day and night! If you’re not carrying a weapon—bam! A fine! Three offenses and we lock you up! Last night would never have happened in my city! That meshuggener would have thought twice, three, maybe four times before trying what he did, and even if he’d gone ahead he’d have got off one, maybe two shots and then everybody would have opened up on him and a lot fewer bodies would’ve been dragged out of that car. And just imagine what the body count would have been if you’d been delayed a few minutes and wound up on the next train. Think about that.” 


	“I have. And I’m also thinking you’re crazy. You have any idea what this city would be like if you gave everyone a gun?” 


	Abe shrugged. “A period of adjustment there’ll be, of course, during which a lot of defective genes will be removed from the pool, and during which I might maybe think about going on vacation. But when I came back I’d be living in the politest city on earth.” 


	“Sometimes I wish the gun had never been invented.” 


	“No guns?” Abe put his hand over his heart. “You mean a world where I’d have to make my entire living selling this sporting junk? Oy! Wipe such a thought from your brain!” 


	“No, seriously. I wouldn’t mind a world where no guns existed.” 


	But if one gun existed—just one—Jack wanted to be the man to own it. And since lots of guns already did exist, he wanted to own his share, and he wanted to own the best.


	“Enough sky blue,” Abe said. “You have plans for the day?” 


	Jack thought about that. Hadn’t made any because he hadn’t been sure he’d be able to show his face on the street. Now the whole day had opened up. Gia wouldn’t be back until tomorrow but…


	“Maybe I’ll get together with my sister.” 


	Abe’s elevated eyebrows wrinkled his forehead all the way up to where his hairline used to be. “Sister? I remember you saying once you had one but since when are you in contact?” 


	“Since last night.” 


	“What’s she like? She’d like a good deal on a .32 maybe?” 


	Jack laughed. “I doubt that. Tell you the truth, I’m not sure yet what she’s like. It’s been a lot of years. But I hope to find out…” 


				*
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	Sitting alone in Jeanette’s sunny kitchen, Kate cradled the phone after the last of three calls she’d made this morning.


	The first had been to Kevin and Elizabeth—one of her twice-daily calls—before they ran out to school. They were sixteen months apart in age but, because of the timing of their births, only a year apart in school. The school year was drawing to a close and neither could wait for it to end, especially Kevin who, as a junior, thought he knew it all. She hoped he wouldn’t muff his final exams. Liz was a sophomore and practicing like mad for her big flute solo in Telemann’s Suite in A Minor with the school orchestra, nervous but handling it pretty well. Kate had promised again for at least the hundredth time to be back home next Monday to hear her.


	And of course the lies continued—about how the person she was nursing back to health was a dear old college sorority sister who’d been living in Europe and had returned for cancer treatment.


	So many lies… lies to everyone. Sometimes she wondered how she kept track of them all. She was so sick of lies, but she couldn’t quit quite yet. She’d have to go on with this double life for two more years. Just hang on until Liz was eighteen and heading for college. Then she’d come out. With a bang.


	But until then…


	Kate ached to be back with the kids but knew she couldn’t leave Jeanette in this state. She’d have to find some resolution to the situation before she headed back to Trenton this weekend.


	The next two calls had been to complete strangers. She had no intention of involving Jack in her problems, but hadn’t been able to resist the opportunity to peek through a window into her brother’s life and perhaps learn something about the enigma he’d become.


	The first had been to a fellow pediatrician, an infectious disease specialist working not far from here in a clinic for children with AIDS; the second to an endocrinologist named Nadia Radzminsky.


	Kate hadn’t let on that Jack was her brother, saying only that he’d offered their names as references. Both women had been effusive in their praise, but evasive when Kate had pressed for details about what he’d done to earn their regard. Alicia Clayton, the pediatrician, had said something to the effect that Jack didn’t come cheap, but was worth every penny. Each had made it clear, though, that she could trust Jack with anything. Even her life.


	Her younger brother was sounding a little scary. He was known as Repairman Jack… and for a price he fixed things… problems. How bizarre.


	Not that my circumstances are exactly run-of-the-mill, she thought as she rubbed the healing puncture in her palm.


	It hadn’t been a dream. Something had pricked her palm last night. It couldn’t be a spider or insect bite because she saw no tissue reaction. It looked like a needle had stabbed through the skin.


	The thought gave her chills. With HIV and hepatitis C and who knew how many other as yet unrecognized diseases floating about, a puncture wound was not something she could brush off. She couldn’t imagine Jeanette doing anything to harm her, but then she’d never imagined Jeanette behaving as she had the past few days.


	Kate looked up at the sound of the study door opening and saw Jeanette, mug in hand, crossing the living room. She’d been hiding away all morning. Dressed in a loose red T-shirt and jeans, her feet snug in her well worn Birkenstocks, she looked wonderful. Jf only she’d smile…


	“More coffee?” Kate said, putting on a hopeful grin.


	“Just need to heat this up,” Jeanette replied, her tone and expression neutral.


	At least she doesn’t seem as angry as last night, Kate thought. I suppose I should be grateful for that.


	“What are you doing in there? Working?” 


	Jeanette didn’t look at her as she placed her cup inside the microwave and started jabbing the buttons. “What’s wrong—couldn’t see enough through the keyhole?” 


	That stung. “Darn it, Jeanette, that’s not fair! I’m not snooping on you!” 


	Jeanette turned toward her with a sneer twisting her lips, but then her whole expression changed, flashing from smugness to wide-eyed terror.


	“Kate, oh please, Kate, help me!” she cried, staggering forward against the counter and gripping it with white-knuckled intensity.


	Kate was out of her seat, moving around the counter. “Dear God, Jeanette, what’s wrong?” 


	“Something’s happening to me, Kate! I think I’m losing my mind!” 


	She grabbed Kate’s forearms, her trembling fingers digging deep into her flesh, but Kate didn’t mind. She could see in her eyes that this was Jeanette—her Jeanette—and she was terrified.


	“You’re okay! You’ve got me! I’m here for you!” 


	“You’ve got to do something, Kate! Please don’t let this happen to me! Please!” 


	“Don’t let what happen?” 


	“It’s taking over!” 


	Oh, Lord, she sounded so paranoid. “It? What are you talking about?” 


	“Please, Kate! Call Doctor Fielding and tell him it’s taking over!” 


				*
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	Wonderful things, buses.


	Rarely during his fifty-two years had the old Terrence Holdstock used mass transportation, unless of course one included jetliners in the category. He had never ridden a bus. But the One Who Was Terrence loved buses. Took them everywhere. The more crowded the better.


	He’d boarded one on Fifth Avenue—didn’t know which line, didn’t care. One was as good as another. He bided his time during the stop-and-go progress downtown, edging toward the rear, waiting to make his move. The packed bodies in the aisle, the smorgasbord of odors would have bothered the old Terrence, but the One Who Was Terrence didn’t mind at all.


	Finally he saw his chance: the skinny black woman who had been occupying his favorite seat—right side, by the window, next-to-last row—rose and debarked. Quickly he slipped past her seatmate, nestled his stocky frame into her vacated seat, and settled down for a nice long ride.


	Yes, this was by far the best seat. From here he could watch nearly all the packed humanity within, and observe the streaming crowds of hosts on the sidewalk beyond the glass. He would spend much of today here, just as he had spent much of yesterday, and the day before.


	The old Terrence, before he’d finally faded away, had been baffled by this behavior. And he’d been upset, incensed even, when the new Terrence had quit his job at the agency without so much as a good-bye to his accounts. But he’d never been terribly fond of that job anyway. And besides, what would being an ad exec matter after the Great Inevitability? There would be no such wasted activity as advertising in the future, but the old Terrence was too stubborn and, in the end, too frightened to realize that.


	The One Who Was Terrence looked forward to the glorious new world. Of course he should: he was going to be instrumental in bringing it about. And then—


	A sudden ripping sensation—not in his clothing, not in his viscera, but in his mind—jolted him. Something was wrong. Who—?


	Alarmed, he searched and realized that Jeanette was missing; gone without a trace. Was she dead? This was terrible. He knew her address. He had to go there!


	The bus was gasping to a stop at just that moment. The One Who Was Terrence lurched from his seat and fought his way down the aisle to the exit doors. He caught them as they were starting to close and slammed them back. He jumped to the pavement and immediately stepped into the street, looking for a cab.


	He was frightened. Nothing like this had ever happened. It wasn’t in the plan. It might ruin everything!


				*
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	Just as suddenly as it began, it was over.


	Jeanette released Kate’s arms and staggered back to lean against the counter, as if dizzy. She blinked and looked at Kate.


	“What just happened?” 


	“I don’t know,” Kate said, as baffled by this new shift in mood as she was by the first. Like turning a switch. “Don’t you?” 


	“No. I think I must have blacked out. First you were standing over there and now you’re right in front of me and I don’t remember you moving.” 


	“‘But you were talking to me, shouting, in fact. Something about ‘it’s taking over.’” 


	Shock mixed with uneasiness on Jeanette’s face. “I said that? No, I… couldn’t have said that. I’d remember.” 


	“Why would I make that up, Jeanette?” 


	“I don’t know. Taking over what?” 


	“You didn’t get to it, but you seemed terrified.” Kate stepped closer and placed a hand on Jeanette’s arm. “Jeanette, I think you had a seizure.” 


	She pulled away. “What? Epilepsy? Don’t be ridiculous! I’ve seen seizures. I know what they’re like. I wasn’t shaking, was I? I didn’t fall down and start foaming at the mouth.” 


	“That’s a grand mal seizure. But there are all kinds of seizures. Temporal lobe seizures can cause personality changes, bizarre behavior. I—” 


	“I did not have a seizure!” 


	“It could be the tumor, Jeanette. Maybe it’s not responding as well as we thought. Or maybe this is an aftereffect of the treatment. We’ve got to call Dr. Fielding.” 


	“No. Absolutely not.” 


	“But just a moment ago you were begging me to.” 


	“You must have misunderstood. Why would I want to see Dr. Fielding? I’m fine. Never felt better.” 


	“Jeanette, please.” The more Kate thought about what she’d just witnessed, the more concerned she became. She’d never seen such a dramatic personality shift—a real-life Jekyll and Hyde without the smoking potion. She felt the nape of her neck tighten. “This could be serious.” 


	“It’s nothing, Kate. Don’t trouble yourself about it. Just leave me alone. I—” She turned her head sharply, as if listening. “Wait. Someone’s coming.” 


	Jeanette slipped past her and headed for the door. Before she was halfway across the front room the door swung open. A man stood on the threshold. Kate recognized him as the one who’d welcomed Jeanette into the house in the Bronx last night.


	“How did you get in here?” Kate blurted.


	His eyes briefly fixed on her—Kate hadn’t been close enough until now to notice how small and cold they were—then flicked away. Neither he nor Jeanette bothered to answer her, but she noticed something metallic in his hand.


	The realization that Jeanette had given him a key to her place made Kate queasy.


	He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. He held out his hands to Jeanette. “What happened to you?” 


	She shook her head and placed her hands in his. They stood staring at each other.


	“Concerned,” the man said.


	Jeanette only nodded. They stared a few seconds longer, then Jeanette said, “Seizure.” 


	With that they both glanced at Kate.


	“What is going on here?” Kate said. “And who are you?” 


	“This is Terrence Holdstock,” Jeanette said. “A friend.” 


	“All right?” Holdstock asked Jeanette.


	“Not sure.” 


	“See myself.” 


	More staring, then Jeanette turned to her. “We’re going for a walk.” 


	A panicky voice inside was telling Kate not to let Jeanette go off with this man. She had this terrifying and wildly unscientific impression that there were two Jeanettes, and the one she’d known and loved was trapped inside this stranger and trying to claw her way out.


	“I’ll come along.” 


	“No,” Jeanette said. “We need to be alone.” 


	Without another word, not even good-bye, they turned and left.


	At any other time, Kate knew, she would have been crushed. But she was too shaken for that. Something was terribly wrong. The problem was neurological. It had to be. And the man who had worked on her brain was her oncologist, Dr. Fielding.


	Her hand shook as she reached for the phone. She had to call Fielding. But after that… what? What could Fielding do if Jeanette refused to see him? That man Holdstock seemed to have some mesmerizing influence over her.


	Which meant she should make another call. To her brother. Much as she’d wanted to keep him out of this, she couldn’t discount how the two women she’d called this morning had said they’d trust Jack with their lives. Maybe someone like him was needed here, because Kate found the coldness in Holdstock’s eyes as unsettling as Jeanette’s behavior.


	Could she trust Jack with Jeanette’s life? She didn’t have much choice.


	God, she hoped she wouldn’t regret this.


				*
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	With aching legs and burning feet, Sandy plodded toward his apartment door, grimly certain that he’d find the place empty, Beth gone. Which would be in perfect synch with how he’d come up after a day of trudging through the Upper West Side: empty.


	Can’t expect to strike it rich first time out, he kept telling himself.


	But he couldn’t deny that the hope of a lucky lightning strike, however unreasonable, had nestled in his brain when he’d set out this morning.


	So much for hope. By five-thirty he’d had it. He knew he should keep pushing but he’d run out of gas. The streets and sidewalks were jammed and he couldn’t take any more suspicious looks or negative headshakes. He was tired of hearing “Never seen him before in my life,” and even more tired of lying about why he was looking for the man in the drawing. So he’d packed it in.


	Tomorrow was another day.


	But what about tonight?


	I could sure use some company now, he thought. Female company with big brown eyes and short black hair. Beth company.


	But he couldn’t allow himself to hope that she’d still be there. She’d probably awakened, maybe hung around a little, got bored, and went back to her boyfriend.


	And then Sandy heard the music, the spellbinding strains of “It Could Be Sweet” from Portishead’s first album filtering through his door. He keyed it open and stepped inside. The music engulfed him along with an odor. Food. Someone was cooking.


	“About time you got back!” Beth said, smiling from the kitchenette. “I was getting worried.” 


	Sandy tried to take it in. Bottles and jars and boxes on the counter—wine, Ragu, Ronzoni. A candle burning, the blinds drawn, music playing…


	Beth’s face fell. Something in his expression maybe.


	“Is this okay?” she said. “I hope you don’t think I’m horning in but I woke up and there was no food so I thought I’d cook us dinner. If you’re not cool with that…” 


	Sandy couldn’t speak so he held up his hand to stop her.


	“What’s wrong?” Beth said. “Say something. Look, if I’ve overstepped my bounds…” 


	What to say? Sandy thought. Then it hit him: try the truth.


	“Sorry. I was kind of afraid to speak. I’m so happy you’re still here I thought I’d cry.” 


	Her smile lit the room. She ran to him and threw her arms around his neck. She hugged him, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, then stepped back.


	She said, “Jesus, you’re something, you know that? So sweet! I’ve never met anyone like you.” 


	“Well, I—” 


	“And I can’t believe you like Portishead—at least I assume you like them because you’ve got all their albums. I love them. And not just because the lead singer and I have the same first name.” 


	Lead singer? Sandy thought, still dazed. Oh, yeah. Beth Gibbon.


	“You bought food?” he said. So lame, but it was the best he could do at the moment.


	“Yeah. Are you anorexic or something? I mean, there was no food in this place.” 


	Sandy’s head was spinning and Beth was talking at light speed. Could she be a crankhead or something?


	“I eat takeout a lot. Look, uh, Beth, are you all right?


	“All right?” she said, laughing. “I’m miles better than all right. I don’t think I’ve been so all right in years!” She dashed to the couch and picked up a handful of yellow sheets from his legal pad, the one he’d left the note on. “Look at this! Notes, Sandy! It’s just so pouring out of me!” 


	“Notes about what?” 


	“About what? What else? Last night. I woke up and found your note and remembered what you’d said this morning and suddenly it was like wow! Insight! I am 50 psyched!” 


	“What’d I say?” 


	She grinned. “Oh, so you like Ray Charles too.” 


	“Huh?” 


	“Never mind. You said maybe you were able to handle what happened because you had to write about it. That the writing forced you to confront your reactions, that putting it all down on paper was some sort of exorcism. Remember?” 


	“Yeah.” He vaguely recalled saying something like that. “Sort of.” 


	“So that’s what I’ve been doing! For months now I’ve been going crazy trying to decide what to do for my thesis film, and when I woke up this afternoon I remembered what you said and there it was, staring me right in the face!” 


	“Your film?” 


	“Yes! It’s going to be about what happened on the train last night. Not literally, of course, but metaphorically about having your mortality so shoved right in your face. And you know what? Ever since I started writing down these notes, I’m not afraid anymore.” 


	She tossed the yellow sheets back toward the couch. They never made it. They fluttered instead like dying birds and fell to the carpet.


	She threw her head back and shouted. “I’m saved!” 


	They drank the wine and talked as she cooked the spaghetti and spiced up the Ragu in some wonderful way. And they talked while they ate. Beth was twenty-four, from Atlanta, with an English degree from Baylor. Her folks were the sort who valued stability, she told him, and weren’t all that crazy about her going for a film degree; it wasn’t a career that guaranteed a steady income and benefits—like teaching, for instance.


	And all the while Sandy ached for her but couldn’t say so, couldn’t make the first move.


	Finally the wine and the food were gone. Sandy cleared the table with Beth. They were both standing at the sink when she turned to him.


	“Can I ask you something?” 


	“Sure. Anything.” 


	“Have you got something against sex?” 


	Sandy blinked in shock, tried to say no, but found himself stuck in a Porky Pig stutter. “M-m-m-m-me? No. Why would you say that?” 


	“Because I’m here and I’m as willing as I’ll ever be and you haven’t made a move. Not a single move.” 


	That fear of rejection shit again, Sandy thought. Damn me! How do I get out of this?


	“Well, look,” he said. “I mean, after you gave me such a brush-off last night I thought maybe you might be, you know, playing for the other team.” 


	He hadn’t thought that at all, but it was a good cover.


	Her grin split her face. “Me? A lez? Oh, God, that’s such a riot!” 


	“It is?” It was the best he could come up with on such short notice.


	“You were just a stranger on a train then.” She nudged him. “And hey, how about that—I was reading a Hitchcock book no less. But now…” 


	Beth slipped her arms around Sandy’s neck again and pulled his face down to hers.


	“Now you’re a guy who saved my life, or at least was willing to take a bullet for me, and then you calmed me down when I was so freaking out, and then you inspired my student film. Where the hell have you been all my life, Sandy Palmer?” 


	“Waiting for you,” Sandy said.


	And then her lips were sealed over his and she was hooking her right leg around him and tugging at the buttons of his shirt.


	She wants me! he thought, his heart soaring. Wants me as much as I want her.


	What a difference a day makes.


				*
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	Kate was waiting outside on the front step as Jack neared the Arsley. She wasn’t alone. In the fading light he could make out a tall, thin, stoop-shouldered man in a suit.


	Who’s this? he wondered.


	He’d figured the easiest way to get to Pelham Parkway and back was to drive, so he’d offered his services. But he’d expected only Kate as a passenger.


	Felt a smile start at the sight of her, and was struck again by what a good-looking woman she was. Dressed simply and casually in a fitted white shirt and black slacks, she still managed to project taste and style. Guy with her looked to be about her age, but on the homely side. Jack hoped this wasn’t the “someone special” she’d mentioned last night. She could do a lot better.


	He pulled his two-year-old black Crown Victoria into the curb before the pair. Kate leaned in the passenger window.


	“Jack, this is Dr. Fielding, Jeanette’s oncologist. He wants to come along.” 


	Swell, Jack thought sourly.


	Didn’t know what Kate was getting him into, and a third party might tie his hands. She’d told him about Jeanette Vega, a dear friend from college recovering from brain tumor therapy with no one to care for her. And she’d told him about this Holdstock guy popping into Jeanette’s unannounced with a key; that plus his apparent influence over Jeanette earned him a high creep quotient. Hopefully tonight’s excursion would run smoothly, but Jack found cults generally creepy. Too unpredictable. Jonestown and those Hale-Bopp weirdos were prime examples.


	But he smiled and said, “Sure. Why not?” 


	The doc slipped into the back seat and Jack noticed his dark hair, over-gelled and frozen into long shiny black rows left by his comb. He stretched a bony, long-fingered hand toward Jack. “Jim Fielding.” 


	“Jack,” he said, shaking Fielding’s hand. “An oncologist who makes house calls. Am I witnessing an historic event?” He turned to Kate who was belting herself in next to him. “Hope you didn’t use any illegal means of coercion.” 


	“As opposed to legal means of coercion?” Kate said. “No, Dr. Fielding insisted on coming along.” 


	“Really.” 


	“I’m concerned about Jeanette’s bizarre behavior,” Fielding said, “particularly the possibility that she might be developing a seizure disorder. She’s fortunate a trained observer like Dr. Iverson was there as a witness.” 


	Dr. Iverson? Jack wondered, then realized he was talking about Kate.


	“I’d like to do a little first-hand observation myself. And if Jeanette won’t come to me, then I’ll go to her.” 


	Sounds like a good guy, Jack thought.


	Kate patted the seat between them. “Big car. Reminds me of Dad’s.” 


	“He’s got a Marquis, same car but sold by Mercury. It’s the state car of Florida.” 


	“I wouldn’t have thought you were a big-car type, Jack.” 


	“I’m not.” 


	“You rented this just for tonight? Jack, you should have told—” 


	“No, it’s mine. Sort of.” 


	“Sort of how?” 


	“Just… sort of.” Should he explain how he’d paid for the car but it was registered under someone else’s name? Nah. “Don’t worry about it.” 


	“I’m not worried about it—just you.” 


	“It’s okay.” 


	Cars were an ongoing problem for Jack. With no officially recognized identity, he couldn’t own one in the conventional manner. At least as a city dweller he had little call for one, but on those rare occasions when the need arose he wanted immediate access. Used to keep an old Buick registered under Gia’s name but that arrangement had led to a dicey situation where Jack had been linked to the car and the car had been traced back to Gia.


	Wasn’t about to let that to happen again. He made a point of learning from his mistakes and so he’d hunted around for another way to have access to wheels that couldn’t be traced to him. Came up with a beaut: find a guy equipped to field whatever a disgruntled target of Jack’s work might toss his way, then clone his car.


	After weeks of careful searching, Ernie, his documents guru, found just the man: Vinny the Donut Donate


	Vinny D supplied muscle for a Bed Stuy shy; lived in Brooklyn Heights and drove a recent model Crown Vic—black, of course. Jack would have figured Vinny as more a Cadillac kind of guy, but when he looked in the Crown Vic’s trunk he understood: big enough to hold three, maybe four bodies.


	So Jack had Ernie make him up a set of tags and a registration identical to Vinny’s; and a driver’s license which, except for its photo, was a perfect match of Vinny D’s. Then Jack went out and bought a Crown Vic like Vinny’s—a banged-up version that he never washed, but the same make and model.


	The thing Jack liked most about Vinny D was his perfect driving record. Ernie’s probe of the DMV computer showed no points. Whether this was due to diligence and skill behind the wheel, or a liberal application of grease in official places, Jack neither knew nor cared. The important thing was that if Jack ever got stopped he wouldn’t be hauled in as a scofflaw.


	It wasn’t perfect. Always the possibility of Jack and Vinny D winding up on the same street at the same time and Vinny just happening to notice that their tags were identical. But since Vinny kept his car in Brooklyn and Jack garaged his in Manhattan, and hardly used it, he figured the chance of that happening was practically nil.


	“Do we have a plan?” Jack said. “Do we even know she’s at this address?” 


	“It’s the only place I can think of to start,” Kate said. “She left with that man this morning and hasn’t been back since.” 


	Jack said, “I’m feeling a little left out here. You both know this woman and I’ve never met her. What’s she like?” 


	Kate cleared her throat. “The Jeanette you’ll meet tonight—if you do meet her—is not the same woman she was before her treatment.” 


	“And just what was this treatment?” 


	“For a brain tumor—an inoperable malignant glioma.” 


	Fielding added from the rear: “By far the most common primary tumor developing in the human brain and too often refractory to current therapeutic approaches.” 


	Kate went on. “So when the diagnosis was made I did some research and found Dr. Fielding and his clinical trial. Jeanette qualified for his study and—” She turned in her seat toward Fielding. “Perhaps you can tell it best.” 


	“Of course.” Fielding leaned forward. “Jeanette’s tumor was treated with a stereotactically administered recombinant adenovirus vector carrying the herpes simplex thymidine kinase gene, followed by intravenous ganciclovir.” 


	“Oh,” Jack said. “That clears that up.” He glanced at Kate. “Anyone care to translate?” 


	Kate smiled. “I watched the whole operation. Under x-ray guidance, Dr. Fielding threaded a tiny catheter into the tumor in Jeanette’s brain. He then injected the tumor with a special virus, a recombinant strain of adenovirus that’s had a specific gene from a herpes virus spliced into it.” 


	“Wait. Doc, you injected herpes into this woman’s brain?” 


	“Not the herpes virus per se,” Fielding said. “Just a piece of it. You see, the altered adenovirus is called a vector virus. I’m oversimplifying, but let’s just say it’s attracted to dividing cells, and wild cell division is what makes a tumor a tumor. When the vector virus meets the tumor cells it does what all viruses do: it adds its own genetic material to the tumor’s.” 


	Kate said, “Think of the vector virus as a Trojan horse, but instead of Greeks it’s carrying this tiny piece of a herpes virus—” 


	“Thymidine kinase gene H5010RSVTK, to be specific,” Fielding added.


	“—which gets incorporated into the tumor cells along with the virus’s own genes. Now, there’s no specific drug that will kill malignant glioma cells, but we do have medications that will kill viruses. And one of them, ganciclovir, kills by destroying a virus’s thymidine kinase gene.” 


	“Exactly,” Fielding said. “And so, after injecting Jeanette’s tumor with the virus and giving it time to combine with the tumor cells, we flooded Jeanette with high intravenous doses of ganciclovir.” 


	“Which made a beeline for the tumor,” Jack said, getting the picture now. “The herpes gene acts as a homing device for the gan-whatever guided missile.” 


	Fielding laughed. “Homing device and guided missile—I like that. I’ll have to remember it next time I’m explaining the protocol to a patient.” 


	Kate said, “The ganciclovir not only kills the tagged virus, it kills any cell carrying the thymidine kinase gene. And since the tumor cells now carry that gene…” 


	“Blammo,” Jack said, filled with wonder. “No more tumor. Sounds like science fiction. Or maybe horror fiction. What kind of mind dreams up something like this?” 


	“I wish mine had,” Fielding said. “But I’m merely following in others’ footsteps.” 


	“But who volunteered to be the first patient to have a virus injected into his brain?” 


	“Someone with nothing to lose. But lots of lab animals paved the way.” 


	“So Jeanette is cured.” 


	“Not completely,” Fielding said. “At least not yet. Malignant gliomas are tough, resilient tumors. Her last MRI showed a marked reduction in the tumor’s size but she’ll probably have to undergo another course of therapy to finish it off once and for all.” 


	Kate turned in her seat and looked at Fielding. “And you still don’t see any possible link between the protocol and Jeanette’s personality changes?” 


	Fielding paused before answering. “Getting a reprieve from what is in a very real sense a death sentence has been known to cause enormous psychological turmoil.” 


	Which isn’t exactly answering the question, Jack thought, but maybe he’s worried about a malpractice suit.


	Kate had given him Holdstock’s address but Jack hadn’t had the faintest idea how to get there. He’d checked out a map before leaving tonight and had the route pictured in his head.


	Night had settled in by the time he reached Astor Avenue. He slowed to a crawl, watching for a number.


	“There it is,” Kate said, pointing to a brick house ahead. “The lights are on. I know Jeanette’s in there.” 


	“Okay,” Jack said, pulling into an empty spot half a block down. “Now that we’re here, what do we do? How do we confirm she’s there?” 


	He was mildly uncomfortable with the situation. Too ad lib. Normally he’d have checked out the house in advance and have a plan in place. And he never would have brought anyone else along. But this was Kate’s gig. He was along for the ride and to provide some backup if necessary.


	Kate said, “I looked through the living room window last time.” 


	“That’s a little risky, don’t you think? A neighbor could report us as peepers.” 


	“That would be catastrophic,” Fielding said. “My entire career would be in jeopardy if I were even charged as a Peeping Tom.” 


	Your career? Jack thought. If Jack got hauled in for anything—from shooting a crazy on a subway to littering—he could kiss his freedom bye-bye.


	“Just a quick look,” Kate said, opening her door. “I’ll go myself. I’ve never heard of a woman being charged as a Peeping Tom.” 


	No way Jack was letting Kate do it on her own. He got out on his side, and Fielding did the same. Career or not, curiosity must have got the better of him.


	“Let’s make this quick, people,” Jack said as he caught up to Kate on the sidewalk. “One look, then back to the car to discuss our next move.” 


	“I’ll bet they’re having that ceremony or séance or whatever it was I saw last night,” Kate said.


	When they reached the house Kate didn’t break stride. She trucked right across the lawn toward the lighted window on the side. Jack slowed, letting Fielding go ahead of him. He brought up the rear, doing a three-sixty scan of the area. A few neighboring windows facing this way but no sign of anybody at them. All probably watching TV. Okay.


	Kate reached the window, went up on tiptoe, and stared inside.


	Jack heard her excited whisper: “There she is.” 


	As Jack approached, Fielding came up behind Kate and peered over her shoulder. Jack saw him lean closer, then jerk back as if he’d received a shock.


	“Oh, no!” he cried. Jack winced at the volume. “Oh, dear God, this is worse than I thought!” 


	He lurched away from the window just as Jack got there. Through the glass—thankfully it was down—Jack saw eight people sitting in a circle holding hands. And that was it. No one appeared to be speaking. The eight of them just sitting there with these goofy smiles on their faces. He was about to ask Kate which one was Jeanette but she’d slipped away.


	“Dr. Fielding!” he heard her say. “Where are you going?” 


	Jack looked and spotted Fielding heading around the front of the house.


	“Inside! I’m not leaving here until I find out what this is about!” 


	Kate followed Fielding and Jack followed Kate and the three of them wound up on the front steps. Jack went to grab Fielding to try to calm him down and find out what had set him off, but too late; he began pounding on the front door.


	Kate looked at Jack and he jerked a thumb toward Fielding with a questioning look. She shrugged her shoulders, obviously as baffled as he.


	“Take it easy, Doc,” Jack said. “We don’t need to wake up the whole borough.” 


	Fielding looked as if he was about to speak when the door opened. A heavyset man with thinning blond hair and eyes too little for his face—his looks fit Kate’s description of Terrence Holdstock—stood gaping at his three visitors.


	“Why, Dr. Fielding. What a surprise!” 


	“What’s going on here, Terrence?” Fielding said.


	“Just a meeting. A support group, you might say.” 


	“Support for what?” 


	“For the ordeal we’ve been through, and for the wonderful future that awaits us. All thanks to you, Dr. Fielding.” 


	“Yes, well, I’m glad you feel that way, but how did you all meet? I have strict confidentiality procedures. If someone in my office—” 


	“Nothing like that, I assure you. We met quite by accident.” 


	’’‘‘All of you?” Fielding took a step forward. “Look, may I come in? I’d like to—” 


	Holdstock didn’t budge. “I’m afraid not, doctor. We’re right in the middle of our meeting. Perhaps some other time.” 


	“No, please, I must talk to you, all of you.” 


	Holdstock shook his head. “We’re fine, doctor. And getting better every day, thanks to you.” 


	“I want to see Jeanette!” Kate said.


	“She will be home later. As for now, please let us be.” 


	So saying, Holdstock stepped back and closed the door.


	“No!” Fielding cried.


	He raised his hand to hammer the door again but Jack caught his wrist before he could land the first blow.


	“I don’t think that’s going to get us anywhere.” 


	Fielding resisted for a second, then dropped his arm. “I guess you’re right.” 


	“That’s it?” Kate said. “We’re giving up? Just like that?” 


	“We’re regrouping,” Jack said. “Holdstock has the law on his side at the moment. This is his house and he’s invited a bunch of guests over to hold hands. He can have the local boys in blue haul us off for disturbing the peace here. So I say we go back to the car and settle down and let Dr. Fielding here tell us why he hasn’t been straight with us.” 


	Fielding stiffened.


	Kate looked at Jack as if he were crazy.


	“Look at him,” Jack told her. “Look at his expression. And that conversation with Holdstock. Could you make sense of that?” 


	She turned back to Fielding and her eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you telling us?” 


	Fielding’s eyes were haunted. “I know those people in there. They’re all my patients. Every single one of them!” 


				*
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	“Jeanette is not the first in my clinical trial to exhibit personality changes,” Fielding said.


	Kate bit back her anger. She sat half turned in the passenger seat as Jack slowly cruised the empty, tree-lined streets. Fielding was a dark blob in the rear, lit occasionally by a passing street lamp.


	“What do you mean?” 


	She could feel her emotions running wild, tugging her in all directions. She wanted to charge back and drag Jeanette from that house; but she also wanted to hear what Fielding had to say. That might be more important right now.


	“Over the past month or so I’ve had calls from the families of a number of patients in the study. They all complained of personality changes or strange behavior.” 


	“Why didn’t you say that when I called you this morning?” 


	“Because I didn’t want you jumping to conclusions. And I couldn’t handle a barrage of questions for which I had no answers.” 


	“That’s why the house call,” Jack said, and Kate picked up on his tone… disdain or disappointment, or perhaps a little of both. “It wasn’t for Jeanette’s sake. It was for yours. There’s been a screw-up somewhere and you’re trying to cover your ass.” 


	“I did it for many reasons,” Fielding said. “I needed a first-hand look at this strange behavior that was being reported. I figured I’d start with Jeanette, then see if I could observe others. I never dreamed I’d find everyone in the trial in one room.” 


	“Everyone?” Kate said. The night was warm but she drew her legs up under her to ward off a sudden chill.


	Fielding was nodding. “All eight.” 


	“What’s the big deal about that?” Jack said. “They all went through the same thing, so—” 


	“They shouldn’t know each other,” Kate told him. “It’s standard procedure in clinical trials to keep the patients anonymous. So, if they’ve never met during treatment and don’t know each other’s names, how did they get together?” She turned back to Fielding. “Any ideas?” 


	“Holdstock said by accident, but that’s impossible. And how all eight recipients of the same vector strain managed to—” 


	“Same strain?” Kate exclaimed. “You mean they all were treated with the same virus?” 


	Fielding didn’t reply.


	Jack said, “I believe she asked you a question, doc.” 


	“All right, yes,” Fielding sighed. “Terrence Holdstock was the first, Jeanette the most recent.” 


	Kate swallowed. She had an uneasy sense about where this was going. “What’s different about that strain?” 


	“I have no idea.” 


	“He’s lying,” Jack said.


	“I am not!” Fielding sputtered.


	“Trust me,” Jack said, his eyes on the road, his voice flat. “He’s lying.” 


	How can he be so sure? Kate wondered. Or is he just guessing and trying to goad Fielding? Kate decided to weigh in with her own prod.


	“One way to find out,” she said. “Go to your medical center’s practices and standards committee and ask for a full review.” 


	“That won’t be necessary,” Fielding said quickly. “I’ve already reported it to the hospital board and to NIH.” 


	“NIH?” Kate felt a wave of nausea. He wouldn’t contact NIH unless it was something major. “Why?” 


	“That’s the National Institutes of Health?” Jack said. “Down in DC?” 


	“Bethesda, actually,” Fielding replied. “You see…” His voice shook and his words seemed to dry up. He wet his lips.


	This is going to be bad, Kate thought. She gripped the edge of her seat, squeezing it. Oh, Lord, this is going to be terrible.


	“You see,” Fielding went on, “after connecting the complaints to the same vector strain, I took out the cultures and ran an analysis on the virus. It… it has mutated into two separate strains.” 


	“Mutated?” Jack said. “Does that happen a lot?” 


	“No,” Fielding replied. “That is, some viruses mutate frequently, but not adenoviruses. This was totally unexpected.” 


	Kate closed her eyes. “Mutated how?” 


	“The original strain remained but the mutation had altered the thymidine kinase gene.” 


	Kate groaned.


	“That’s bad?” Jack said.


	She said, “It means the mutated strain was injected into the tumor along with the original vector virus. But without the thymidine kinase gene the mutation is immune to ganciclovir. The drug killed off the vector virus and the infected tumor cells—” 


	“But not the mutation,” Jack said. “Oh, hell.” 


	“Right. That means that Jeanette and the others have a mutant adenovirus running through their brains.” 


	“Is it contagious?” Jack said.


	“Yes and no,” Fielding said. “Adenoviruses usually cause mild infections—pinkeye is a common one—but are caught only from people shedding the virus. These people are not shedding the virus.” 


	Kate turned to Fielding. “We’ve got to do something!” 


	“I told you: I’ve contacted NIH and they in turn should be contacting Jeanette within a day or two.” 


	“I mean now!” 


	“What do you suggest?” 


	“Find a way to kill the mutation!” 


	“I’ve already begun testing various virucidal agents against it. I’m confident we can find an effective cure.” 


	“But in the meantime,” Kate said, “what about other complications?” She envisioned the viral particles invading Jeanette’s neurons, multiplying inside, then rupturing the cell membranes and moving onto other cells, their numbers growing exponentially. “What about meningitis? Encephalitis? What about an abscess eroding into an artery and hemorrhaging? She could die, Dr. Fielding!” 


	“I’m working as fast as I can,” he said. “But even if I had a cure in my pocket right now, it might not help us.” 


	“What are you talking about?” 


	“Consider: why am I here instead of home? Because Jeanette refused to come in to be checked. How do we cure a patient who refuses treatment?” 


	Kate’s stomach knotted as she remembered Jeanette’s words this morning: Why would I want to see Dr. Fielding? I’m fine. Never felt better…


	“It’s a gray zone,” Fielding was saying. “If the patients aren’t complaining, if they deny anything’s wrong and don’t want treatment… you can see the problem, can’t you.” 


	Yes, she could.


	A wave of fatigue swept over her, leaving her chilled and achy.


	Fielding said, “I’ll keep testing the mutation while we wait to hear from NIH. I’m sure a call from them will convince Jeanette and the others how serious this is and that they all need help.” 


	But as far as Kate was concerned, Jeanette already did want help—she’d told Kate so this morning. Pleaded with her for help. And Kate was darn well going to see that she got it.


				*
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	“Easy, Joe.” 


	Stan Kozlowski had watched his brother becoming more and more agitated as he tore though the morning papers at their tiny kitchen table. By unspoken agreement they’d decided to eat breakfast at their pad this morning. Joe’s outburst at Moishe’s yesterday had drawn too much attention. They’d been just two of the regulars, Stan and Joe, no last names. Now Joe had no doubt become the regular with the scarred hand who’d gone into a screaming rage about blowing somebody off the face of the earth. With outstanding federal and state arrest warrants on each of them, discretion said to lay low.


	“Nothing!” Joe said, tossing the News onto the floor where it landed in a heap next to the similarly discarded Post and Newsday. “You’d think one of the assholes on that subway car would have gotten a good enough look at their fucking Savior to give some kind of description. What about your Times there? Anything?” 


	“Lots of psychobabble about the personality types of the two shooters.” With one man dead and the other missing, Stan was amazed at the bull these “experts” could sling without speaking word one to either man. “But if you mean anything like a police artist sketch, no.” 


	“Shit!” He leaped up from his chair and gave the papers on the floor a vicious kick, sending them into fluttering flight against the far wall. Which wasn’t very far at all. “It’s him, I tell you. This Savior is our guy!” 


	Stan wasn’t going to say, Easy, Joe, again. He’d already said it too often since yesterday morning.


	“I know you want it to be him, Joe, but—” 


	“Oh, it’s not just want, Stan. I can taste him. I can smell his stinkl My palm started to itch the minute I read about that tiny .45. He’s our guy, Stan. He’s the reason we’re living in this shit hole. He’s our fuckin’ guy!” 


	Shit hole is right, Stan thought as he surveyed their crummy one-bedroom apartment.


	How the mighty had fallen: from Upper East Side condo owners to fugitive Alphabet City renters—literally overnight.


	All because of “our guy.” 


	Whoever he was he’d come out of nowhere. And he came smart and tough. Whether he had a personal grudge or was hired for the job, who knew? Stan figured he was hired. A pro. Just like the two of them.


	Fires and explosions—the Kozlowski brothers’ specialties. All thanks to the U.S. Army and a tour in Nam.


	Stan hadn’t wanted to go to Nam, and if he’d stayed in college the war would have been over by graduation day. But when he’d flunked out in year one the draft board wasted no time scooping him up. Over in the provinces Stan learned all about C-4, became a gonzo expert at blowing up Charlie’s booby-traps with the white clay-like substance. And he brought all that training home with him. He finished college after the war but the economy sucked then, so he’d gone into a business of his own, taking in Joe in as a partner, teaching him all he knew.


	Together they’d made a good living. It was never personal. Somebody not making payments, somebody skimming too much, somebody talking too much, somebody at a point where he figured he’d been paying into his fire insurance policy long enough and decided it was time to make a withdrawal, they called Stan and Joe Koz.


	They’d been a perfect team: Stan planned, Joe planted, and they took turns fashioning the bombs or mixing the accelerant.


	Then “our guy” came along, interfered with their latest job—which turned out to be their last—causing a major botch that made them look worse than no-talent amateurs.


	But that hadn’t been the worst. Somehow he’d followed them back to their farm up in Ulster County and torched the house and the barn where they stored their C-4 and accelerants. And most of their cash.


	Joe had ruined his hand and almost got killed trying to save that. And he’d failed.


	But things got even worse. An investigation showed that the barn had housed a bomb-making operation; BATF was brought in and that was when the warrants started. Stan and joe had owned the place in another guy’s name but he’d rolled over in a heartbeat when the feds came knocking. RICO statutes got invoked and everything they’d owned wound up impounded.


	Plus Joe couldn’t get his hand fixed because that kind of plastic surgery wasn’t exactly done in back rooms, and hospitals asked too many questions.


	Finally, now, no one would hire them. Like they were dead. Worse than dead. Like they’d never existed. Like, the Kozlowski brothers? Who they? Never heard of them.


	All because of one guy. Our guy.


	But Stan was not convinced that he and this so-called Savior were the same.


	“I want him too, Joe. And if this Savior guy turns out to be him, fine. We’ll get him. Together. But not in a way that’s going to point a finger at us. We’ll do him the way he did us: mess him up and then disappear without a trace.” 


	“You’re worried about attention? I want attention. I want everyone to know who did him and why. Because he took everything from us, Stan. Remember how we used to be? We was hot. We was Tiffany. We wore Armani to the fucking gym! We used to watch our ankles through our socks. Remember that?” 


	Stan remembered, but why dwell on it. “At least we’re not doing time.” 


	“Time? We are doing time! A jolt in the joint would be better’n this. This isn’t living, it’s fucking hell. No, wait. If hell was a shit-filled toilet with a broken flusher in the dysentery capital of India, I’d take it over this. You got that?” 


	“Joe—” 


	“A guy with a combo of AIDS, brain cancer, and a colostomy’s got it better’n us. No, Stan. I call the shots on this one. This gives me first dibs.” 


	He held up his maimed left hand, thumb extended, the scar-fused fingers forming a shiny pink V. Someone seeing him do that on the street once had called out, “Live long and prosper,” and Stan had had to pull Joe off the guy before he killed him.


	“When I find the fucker I’m gonna tie him in a chair and get me a blow torch and make his whole face look like this.” 


				*
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	Kate stood in the bedroom doorway and blinked at the sight of Jeanette smiling at her from the rocker in the sunny front room.


	“Look who’s a sleepyhead,” Jeanette said pleasantly.


	“Jeanette… you’re…” 


	“Sitting and having coffee. Want some?” 


	Which Jeanette was this? Friendly though she seemed, it wasn’t Jeanette number one, the one she loved; and it wasn’t the silent and sullen number two. Could some third personality be emerging?


	“No thanks. My stomach doesn’t feel so hot.” 


	In fact Kate’s entire body didn’t feel so hot. Chilled, rather. And achy. She’d been exhausted when she returned last night and had fallen into bed almost immediately. She still felt tired. She blamed that on the weird dreams that had haunted her all night. She couldn’t recall any details beyond the fact that she’d awakened several times sweaty and unsettled.


	“I thought you’d be upset about last night. I didn’t mean to pry, but I’m concerned. I’m more than concerned, Jeanette. I’m worried sick.” 


	“I know you are,” Jeanette said. “I was pretty angry the other night, but now I realize you’re doing it out of love. But don’t worry yourself, Kate. I’m fine, really I am. And I’ve never been happier.” 


	“But Jeanette, you’re not… you.” 


	Jeanette smiled warmly. “Who else could I be? I know it seems confusing now, Kate, but soon you’ll understand. Soon everything will be made clear.” 


	“By whom?” Kate said, wandering over to the kitchen area.


	“It will come from within.” She began to laugh—a good-natured laugh without a hint of derision.


	“What’s so funny?” 


	“I just made a joke.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	A beatific smile. “You will, Kate. You will.” 


	Kate noticed a jar of Sanka on the kitchen counter.


	“Decaf?” she said. “Since when?” 


	“Since today. I think I might be drinking too much caffeine. Maybe that’s what happened to me yesterday. I got a little wired.” 


	The Jeanette Kate knew could barely move until she’d had her morning coffee.


	“That was a lot more than caffeine overload.” 


	“Kate, how many times do I have to tell you I’m fine?” 


	“But you’re not fine. Dr. Fielding told me the vector virus mutated and you and the others may be infected with it.” 


	She went on to explain the details of Fielding’s story.


	Jeanette seemed blithely indifferent. “A mutation? Is that what he thinks? How interesting.” 


	“It’s not interesting, Jeanette,” Kate said, restraining herself from screaming the words. “It’s potentially catastrophic! How can you just sit there? If someone told me I had a mutant virus crawling around my brain I’d be on the next plane to Atlanta and the CDC!” 


	“Has it occurred to you that Dr. Fielding might be wrong?” 


	That brought Kate up short, but only for a second. “A mutation in a recombinant vector virus is so unusual, I’m certain he wouldn’t have told us if he weren’t one hundred percent sure.” 


	“But wouldn’t I be sick?” 


	You are sick, Kate thought.


	“Poor Kate.” Jeanette smiled sympathetically. “Getting yourself all worked up. Why not just calm down and let Dr. Fielding worry about it?” 


	“Well, at least he won’t be worrying alone. He’s called NIH; you should be hearing from them soon. And he’s already working on a way to treat the new infection.” 


	“Kill the virus?” Jeanette said. She lost her smile.


	“Of course.” 


	“Even if I’m suffering no ill effects?” 


	“He infected you with the virus, so he’s got to eradicate it. He can’t very well leave you infected.” 


	Jeanette sat silent, staring at the wall.


	Is it finally sinking in? Kate thought. She prayed Jeanette was appreciating at last how serious this was.


	Finally she looked at Kate again. “Who was that other man with Dr. Fielding last night?” 


	The abrupt shift of subject left Kate a little dizzy. “Man? Oh, that was my younger brother Jack.” 


	Jeanette smiled. “Your brother… not much of a family resemblance.” 


	How would Jeanette know? She hadn’t come to the door with Hold-stock. Had she been peeking through a window?


	“Will he be working with Dr. Fielding?” Jeanette said.


	“I don’t think so.” 


	She don’t know much about Jack’s talents, but she doubted they lay in virology. He might wind up helping in other ways, though. She could see now how she might need him to come between Jeanette and Holdstock.


	“I’d like to meet him,” Jeanette said. “Does he know about you and me?” 


	Kate shook her head and felt that familiar tightening in her chest whenever she considered the prospect of coming out to anyone, especially a member of her family. She’d felt it last night when Jack had said that he thought it was about time he met this Jeanette. Kate had agreed but ducked setting a time and place.


	“No. And I’d rather he didn’t.” 


	“Okay. We’ll just be friends then.” 


	More proof that Jeanette was not herself. The real Jeanette would have launched into a mini-lecture. She’d been out since her teens and fervently believed the closet should be a thing of the past. Not that Jeanette didn’t appreciate the risks for someone in Kate’s position, especially where child custody might be an issue. But here in this big city far away from Trenton, she’d have wanted Kate to come out to her brother, or at the very least consider it.


	Okay. We’ll just befriends. Uh-uh. That wasn’t Jeanette. Not even close.


	Jeanette added, “Why not invite him over for dinner tonight?” 


	“You’re sure you don’t have to go out?” 


	To another séance with your cult?


	“I’d much rather meet your brother.” 


	This third Jeanette was certainly easier to deal with than the second… but she still wasn’t the real one, and Lord how Kate missed her.


	“Jack’s seeing a woman,” Kate said. “He might want to bring her.” 


	“Sure. I love to meet new people.” 


	This could make for one strange evening, Kate thought. But on the positive side, she’d get to meet—what was her name? Gia. Such a warm light in her brother’s eyes when he’d mentioned her. Kate wanted to meet the woman who had captured his heart.
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	Sandy felt good as he walked the West Eighties. No, check that, he felt totally fabulous. Life was da bomb. His ship was coming in. He could sense it just over the horizon, steaming his way.


	Yesterday he’d been trudging door to door, store to store, dogged by a cloud of futility and a subvocal dirge droning on and on through his head about how he was attempting the impossible. Today he was bouncing along past the brownstones on the side streets and the endless variety of restaurants and shops along the avenues, grinning like an idiot.


	“Beth,” he whispered. He loved her name, the sound of it, the feel of it on his lips and tongue. “Beth-Beth-Beth-Beth-Beth.” 


	They’d made love last night. Not just sex—love. Sweet and tender.


	Not just two bodies, but two people with a connection. This morning they’d made love again, and it was even better.


	After sitting in a coffee shop where they’d talked and talked, they’d split: Beth to a workshop and Sandy to the streets—he was still on sick leave; he just had to hope he didn’t run into anyone from The Light while he was pounding the pavement.


	He hated to leave her but all play and no work would very definitely make Sandy a dull boy. Very dull. But he and Beth would reunite tonight for dinner… and more.


	As for the last forty-eight hours, Sandy could draw only one conclusion: anything was possible. And all things do come to those who wait.


	That didn’t make the task of finding the Savior any less daunting, but today he felt sure he’d succeed. He didn’t know how long it would take but if he kept plugging he’d win the respect and renown he’d dreamed of. All he had to do was be patient. Rome wasn’t built in a day.


	He stopped before a bar named Julio’s that sported a bunch of dead plants hanging in the window. The door stood open so Sandy stepped through. The dim interior, redolent of tobacco smoke and spilled beer, was bigger than he’d expected. The short bar curved around on his left; a sign hung over the stacked rows of liquor bottles: FREE BEER TOMORROW… He smiled; he liked that. But what was with all the dead plants?


	Despite the early hour nearly half a dozen men stood at the bar smoking and sipping drafts. Sandy hesitated, then stepped up and placed his Identi-Kit printout before the nearest drinker.


	“I’m looking for this man.” 


	The fellow glanced at Sandy, then down at the printout, then back at Sandy. He had a worn middle-aged face, wore dusty work pants and a faded T-shirt that might have once sported a logo of some sort. A shot and most of an eight-ounce draft sat before him on the bar.


	“Who the hell are you?” 


	Sandy was used to suspicious reactions. He went into his patter.


	“I’ve been hired by the executor of his uncle’s estate to find him. He’s come into some money.” 


	The man’s eye’s narrowed. “What’s in it for me?” 


	Sandy couldn’t count how many times he’d been asked that since he started searching. He’d finally come up with a reply that worked.


	“Nothing from me, I’m afraid. I’m paid by the day. But that doesn’t mean you can’t work something out with this guy if you know him.” 


	The man leaned toward Sandy. “You came to the right place,” he whispered, his eyes shifting back and forth, his breath so sour Sandy had to grip the bar to keep from recoiling. “He’s here right now.” 


	Sandy jerked up straight and looked around. Oh, Christ! He’s here? Right here?


	But he saw no one who even vaguely resembled the man on the train.


	“Where?” 


	“Right next to me!” the man said, then burst into a raucous laugh as he grabbed the printout and turned to his neighbor. “Ain’t this you, Barney? Tell this fella here it’s you and we’ll both be rich!” 


	“Yeah that’s me!” Barney cried. ” ‘Cept I’m better lookin’!” 


	Bastards, Sandy thought as they passed the sheet down the bar and back. Some of the others laughed, others just stared at him.


	He held out his hand. “Very funny. Can I have it back now?” 


	“Naw,” said the first drinker. “We’re gonna keep this. Maybe start doin’ our own search. Got any more?” 


	“That’s my only one.” Sandy had four more folded in his pocket but he wasn’t about to let them know. “Please. I need it.” 


	Barney said, “Hey, Lou, you know what I think? I think we should put my phone number on this, take it over to Staples, and get a hundred copies made. We plaster them all over the place and collect the reward.” 


	No! Sandy thought, feeling a surge of panic. He couldn’t lose control of that picture. It was his key!


	“There is no reward! Now give it to me!” 


	He tried to grab the printout, reaching for it, but Lou roughly shoved his arm away.


	“Watch it, kid. You spill my beer and I drink the next one out of your empty skull!” 


	“That’s mine and I want it back!” Sandy said, his voice rising of its own accord. If he had to fight these old bastards he would. No one was going to screw up his future.


	“Hey-hey!” said a new voice. ‘“What’s going on, meng?” 


	Sandy looked around and saw a short muscular Hispanic in a sleeveless sweatshirt.


	“Hey, Julio,” Lou said, handing him the printout. “Fella here’s lookin’ for this guy. You ever seen him?” 


	Julio—Sandy assumed he was the Julio this dive was named after—said nothing for a long time, slowly smoothing his pencil-line mustache with his free hand as he stared at the paper. Then, without looking up, he began peppering Sandy with questions about who and why and what reward. Sandy gave his standard replies but they didn’t seem to be flying.


	“Yeah, I seen him,” Julio said, finally looking at Sandy. His eyes were piercingly dark.


	Sandy saw truth in those eyes and felt his heart pick up tempo.


	“Where?” 


	“Not sure. Around. Tell you what, meng. I do you a favor. I hang this up by the bar and if anybody knows him, they call you. What your number?” 


	Sandy was about to give it to him when he noticed that Barney and Lou had somehow managed to position themselves between him and the door. And the three other men at the bar had all stopped talk and were staring his way.


	Menace writhed through the air… something going on here…


	“I…” Think. Think! “This is kind of embarrassing… I’ve been a little short lately and so my service was canceled.” 


	“Too bad. You got more of these?” 


	“Not on me.” 


	“Where you live?” 


	Sandy was alarmed at where these questions were going… they all seemed aimed at pinning down his location when they should have been about locating the man on the printout. What had he stumbled into here?


	“I’m staying with a friend. She… she wouldn’t like me giving out her address.” 


	Oh, shit! he thought, wishing he could take that back. That didn’t go with his story about his phone being turned off.


	“I thinking now,” Julio said. “I think I remember seeing this guy a lot in the park.” 


	“What park? Central?’* That wasn’t much help.


	“No. Riverside.” 


	That was even worse. Riverside Park ran along the Hudson for miles, from the Seventies up past the GW Bridge.


	“Any particular area of the park?” 


	“Yeah. I think I seen him playing basketball a couple time. Right down here.” 


	“This end of the park? Great.” 


	“Yeah. You look there. Maybe you run into him.” 


	“Thanks a lot.” Sandy reached out a tentative hand. “Can I have my drawing back?” 


	“No,” Julio said, folding it and sticking it in his back pocket. “I think I keep this one.” 


	Sandy was about to protest but something in the little man’s face told him that would be futile.


	“I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t show that around until I find that man and talk to him.” 


	“If that is your wish.” 


	The reply startled Sandy. Why so agreeable all of a sudden?


	Julio made a tight, almost imperceptible sweeping motion with his right hand and Sandy heard Lou and Barney move back to the bar.


	Julio grinned. “And when you find this guy, you tell him Julio sent you and he wants ten percent, you hear?” 


	“You got it,” Sandy said.


	He turned and practically leaped through the door to the safety of the sidewalk. He headed west without a look back.


	Glad to be out of that place. All sorts of undercurrents flowing through it. Probably something illegal going on and he’d riled their suspicions.


	But no matter. He’d got the break he’d been praying for. And Riverside Park was only a few blocks ahead.


	Anticipation spurred him into an easy trot.


				*
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	“Your sister?” Gia said, her blue eyes wide.


	“The one and only.” 


	Jack tapped the Crown Vic’s steering wheel in mild frustration; they’d zipped out of the airport parking area but now the Grand Central Parkway was moving at a geriatric pace.


	He’d picked up Gia and Vicky at LaGuardia after their flight in from Des Moines. Jack was stirred at how much these two meant to him. The anxiety he’d felt before the plane landed, his impatience when they weren’t the first off, and then the throat-tightening burst of pleasure when they appeared: Gia, trim and leggy in jeans and a pink T-shirt, and eight-year-old Vicky running to him, dark brown braids bouncing behind her; picking her up, swinging her around, then hugs and kisses from both of his ladies. He still carried the glow.


	“You’ve got a sister, Jack?” Vicky said from the back seat. “I didn’t know you had a sister. Can I play with her?” 


	“Sure. She’s my big sister, you know.” 


	“Oh.” Vicky’s voice fell. “You mean she’s old.” 


	Jack drew in his lips, covering his teeth, and hoarsened his voice to sound like an old codger. “Yesh, she’sh sho old she’sh got no teeth, jusht like me.” 


	Vicky laughed and said, “Is that a joke, Mom?” 


	Gia said, “Very loosely defined, yes.” 


	“Goody! That means I can give you the present I brought you from Iowa.” 


	“A present?” Jack said, exaggerating his surprise. “For me? Oh, you shouldn’t have.” 


	While Vicky was fumbling in her backpack, Jack’s beeper chirped.


	Only three people had the number, and one of them was sitting next to him. Had to be Abe or Julio. Checked the display: it read simply, J.


	That bothered him. Julio usually left messages on Jack’s voice mail. This was the first time he’d ever used the beeper. Something must be wrong.


	“Got to call Julio.” 


	“Want to use my cell phone?” 


	He shook his head. “Never know who else is on the line. I’ll find a gas station.” 


	Until recently Gia might have made a remark about his being paranoid. But a few weeks ago someone had traced the tags on her car thinking it belonged to Jack and she’d wound up with a couple of Bosnian goons hanging around outside her door.


	“Where’s my present?” he cried out, raising his right hand over his shoulder and thrusting it backward, palm up. “Gimme, gimme. I can’t wait!” 


	A fusiform shape in a papery sheath landed in his palm. He glanced at it.


	“Corn? You brought me an ear of corn? I’m at a loss for words, Vicks. No one’s ever, ever given me a gift like this.” 


	“Mom thought of it. She said to give it to you next time you told one of your jokes.” 


	“Oh, she did, did she?” 


	He glanced at Gia who was staring straight ahead, wind fingers from the open window running through her short blond hair as a barely perceptible smile played about her lips.


	Jack had been teaching Vicky to tell jokes. One of the many wonderful things about an eight-year-old was that even the hoariest, lamest one-liners got a laugh. She loved puns, and a joke the caliber of What’s the difference between a fish and a piano? You can’t tuna fish! was the absolute funniest thing she’d ever heard. Trouble was, Vicky practiced her act on her mother who had to listen to the same joke again and again and be expected to laugh every time.


	“I think this calls for a new knock-knock, Vicks,” Jack said. He had a really bad one he hadn’t told her yet.


	Gia groaned softly. “No. Please, God, no.” 


	“Knock-knock,” Jack said.


	Vicky replied, “Who’s there?” 


	“Banana.” 


	“Banana who?” 


	“Knock-knock.” 


	“Who’s there?” she repeated with a giggle.


	“Banana.” 


	“Banana who?” 


	“Knock-knock.” 


	Vicky was laughing now. “Who’s there?” 


	“Banana.” 


	“Not again! Banana who?” 


	“Knock-knock.” 


	“Who’s there?” She made “there” a two-syllable word this time.


	“Orange.” 


	“Orange who?” 


	“Orange you glad I didn’t say banana again?” 


	Vicky dissolved into belly laughs. A child laughing—Jack couldn’t think of a more wonderful sound. She went on so long that he began laughing himself. Only Gia seemed to miss the humor. She’d closed her eyes and thrown her head back against the headrest.


	“The only good thing about knock-knocks,” she said in a low voice, “the only thing, is that they’re short. But now you’ve gone and taught her one that’s triple length. Thank you, my love.” 


	Jack pressed the ear of corn against the side of his head. “What’s that? Your voice sounds husky. I can’t ear you.” 


	Vicky burst into another laugh so loud and hard that even Gia had to smile—though she hid it behind her hand.


	“I got a million of ‘em, Vicks. Want to hear another?” 


	“Let’s talk about your sister instead,” Gia said quickly. “How on earth did she find you?” 


	Jack took a moment to allow himself to switch gears. “It’s complicated but in the end it comes down to this: this friend she’s babysitting after brain tumor therapy has been acting weird and got herself involved with some sort of cult. A stranger gave her my number.” 


	Gia frowned. “A stranger just happens to give your sister your number. Do you buy that?” 


	“I know it’s one hell of a coincidence, but it happened. What else could it be? I know 1 was the last person on earth Kate was expecting to meet. You should have seen the look on her lace when she saw me. Looked like she’d been poleaxed.” 


	“Still,” Gia said, shaking her head. “Very strange. What does she look like?” 


	“Not too much like me. She takes after my father’s side. But you can see her in person tonight if you want. She called this morning and invited us over for dinner.” 


	“Us?” 


	“Yeah, well, I told her about you. Are you up for it?” 


	“Are you kidding? Pass up an opportunity to get first-hand dirt about you when you were in knickers?” 


	“I never wore knickers.” 


	“I wouldn’t miss it for the world!” 


	“Swell.” 


	He spotted an Exxon sign and pulled off. Called Julio and heard what he had to say. When he returned to the car he must have looked as ill as he felt.


	Gia took one look at him and said, “What’s wrong?” 


	Time to tell her. “We had an incident on one of the subways while you were gone,” he said, trying to be oblique.


	“The bang-bangs,” Gia said, catching on that he wanted to keep Little Miss Big Ears in the back seat out of the loop. With practice they’d managed to raise vagueness to an art. “That made the news even in Ottumwa.” 


	“Then you’ve heard about the man they’re looking for.” 


	“The one they’re calling the Savior?” 


	Jack looked at her and nodded. “Uh-huh.” 


	Gia met his eyes, then she paled and jammed her hand against her mouth. “Oh, God, Jack, no!” 


	“What is it?” Vicky said from the rear. “What happened?” 


	“A car came too close, honey,” Gia said.


	“Oh.” She went back to her Harry Potter book.


	Gia stared at him. “I heard about it on the news. I worried about you, if you were one of the victims, but that lasted only an instant because then they were talking about someone who’d stopped the, um”—her eyes flashed toward the rear seat—”carnage and then taken off, and the first person I thought of was you, because you wouldn’t let something like that happen, and you certainly wouldn’t hang around afterward.” She took a breath. “But I never really believed it was you. It must have been awful!” 


	“It was. But it’s getting worse. Julio says someone was flashing what looks like a police artist’s sketch of me around his place this morning. And from Julio’s description it sounds like this kid from The Light who was sitting near me when it went down.” 


	“The Light!” Gia made a face. “What are you going to do?” 


	“Not sure yet. But I’ve got to do something.” 


	Jack drove on with a cold weight in his stomach. Couldn’t let this kid go on flashing his picture around the Upper West Side. Sooner or later—sooner, Jack bet—someone would recognize the kid as the eyewitness reporter from The Light and two and two would add up to him.


				*
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	The good thing about the lower end of Riverside Park, Sandy had decided, was that it was narrow enough to allow him to see from one side to the other. Luxury midrise apartment houses climbed to the east, and the Hudson sparkled in the late morning sun to the west beyond the trees and the highway. The bad part was that the man he was looking for was nowhere to be seen.


	He’d wandered from the Eleanor Roosevelt statue all the way to the Soldiers and Sailors Memorial and back. The mild weather was drawing more and more people outdoors. He checked out the basketball courts, the sunbathers, the readers, the snoozers, the frisbee tossers, the dog walkers, even the baby carriage pushers, showing his printout to anyone he could collar.


	No luck. Zero. Zilch.


	A beautiful day but he wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it as he stood near the bronze statue of a very young-looking Eleanor and wondered, Have I been had?


	Could this Julio guy have sent him on this wild goose chase just to get rid of him so he could start his own search?


	Sandy looked around, trying to decide whether to leave or hang in a little longer. He’d shown the printout to everyone in sight…


	… except the man on the bench downslope from where he stood. When had he arrived? He slouched on the seat, chin on chest with his arms folded and a baseball cap pulled low over his face, catching forty winks.


	Sandy walked toward him. He felt a brief flutter of apprehension about disturbing a sleeping man but he was determined to leave no stone unturned.


	“Excuse me, sir,” he said as he reached him. “Can I ask you a question?” 


	What happened next was a blur: the man did not look up but his hand darted out to grab the collar of Sandy’s T-shirt, twisting it tight about his throat as he yanked him nearly off his feet to land in a half sprawl next to him on the bench.


	Now the head turned and Sandy knew this face, the face he’d been showing people for two days, but he didn’t know the eyes because the mild brown seemed so much darker now and so full of fury. He opened his mouth to cry out but the index finger of the man’s free hand was in his face, an inch from his left eye, and he was talking through his teeth.


	“Not a word! Not a sound!” 


	Sandy nodded four, five, six times. Sure, sure, he’d say nothing. That was easy. Couldn’t speak if he wanted to with his tongue glued to the dry roof of his mouth.


	Sandy’s brain screamed: What did I do wrong? Why’s he so mad? He’s not going to hurt me, is he?


	The man, the Savior, transferred his grip from the front of Sandy’s shirt to the back, jerking him upright on the bench. He snatched the printout from Sandy’s grasp and stared at it.


	Maybe he’s unbalanced, Sandy thought, feeling his body begin to quake. His thoughts flew in wild directions. Maybe he’s as psycho as the killer on the train. Maybe he was going to start killing the passengers himself but the other guy started first and that’s why he killed him because he’d wanted to do it.


	Sandy struggled to calm himself. Stop being an idiot. The Savior had had that tiny little pistol. Hadn’t been equipped for mass murder.


	But sure as hell there was murder in his eyes now.


	Sandy looked around. He was in a public place, people all around. Nothing was going to happen to him here.


	But then anyone on the last car of the Nine the other night might have said that too.


	“Where’d you get this?” the Savior said.


	Sandy’s attempt at a reply came out a croak.


	The Savior shook him roughly. “Tell me!” 


	“I-I made it.” 


	“You drew this?” 


	“Computer.” 


	“Who else knows about it?” 


	“Just me. Look, I don’t know what you’re so mad—” 


	“How many copies?” 


	Sandy figured he’d better tell the truth. “A couple more on me. A bunch more at home.” 


	“And where’s that?” 


	He saw where this was going and didn’t like it. He realized he was in the grip of a very dangerous man who was royally pissed. Detective McCann’s words from that fateful night rushed back at him.


	… fucking executed him… he’s a pro…


	Sandy’s bladder squeezed. What had he got himself into? He needed some insurance, and fast.


	“I left one in an envelope in my desk!” he blurted. “To be opened in case something happens to me.” 


	Now he wished to hell he had.


	The Savior stared at him for what seemed like an eternity, then released him with a shove. “Yeah, right.” He held out his hand. “Give me the rest of them.” 


	Sandy fished out the printouts and handed them over. The Savior folded them, then stared out toward the Hudson.


	“Go home, shred those other copies, and mind your own business.” 


	“But this is my business!” 


	“Dogging my ass is your business?” 


	“I’m a journalist. I’m not out to hurt you—” 


	“That’s a relief.” 


	“I just want an exclusive.” 


	The Savior looked at him again. “A what?” 


	“When you come in, I want an exclusive on your story.” 


	“You’ve heard the expression ‘when hell freezes over’? Satan will be figure skating when I come in.” 


	Sandy was stunned. Could he believe this? He’d figured the Savior was consulting with a lawyer and waiting for the media buzz to build to a howling frenzy before coming forward. That he might have no intention of coming in at all had never occurred to him.


	“You can’t be serious! You’re a hero! You’ll be on the cover of every newspaper and magazine in the world. Instant celebrity”—he snapped his fingers—”like that! Any restaurant, any club in town—zip—you go right to the head of the line.” 


	“Yeah? Is that how Bernie Goetz is being treated these days?” 


	The Goetz case—was that why the Savior was hiding? It did make sense. Goetz had wound up bankrupt with his life turned upside down and inside out by the trials and suits. But that wasn’t going to happen here.


	“Look, I’m no lawyer, but there’s no parallel. Goetz’s attackers hadn’t killed anybody and they had no guns when he opened up on them. The guy you shot had two guns, had just murdered six people, and was only getting started. Goetz saved himself from getting mugged and maybe cut up, you saved other people’s lives—lots of them.” 


	“Including yours.” 


	“Yeah. Including mine. For which I’ll be eternally grateful.” 


	“Well, in return, you forget you ever saw me and we’ll call it even.” 


	Low-grade terror still crawled through Sandy’s gut, but something in him refused to let him cave.


	“Look, I can’t. I’ve got a higher calling: the people’s right to know.” 


	“And your exclusive right to tell them? Cut me a break, kid. If I show up, I face a gang of charges: owning an unregistered weapon and carrying a concealed weapon without a permit, just for starters. You and those others are alive today because of multiple criminal acts on my part.” 


	Criminal acts… what a great hook.


	“Hey, don’t worry about that. You’ll be such a hero, what DA would dare bring you to trial? Instant celebrity! Think of it! Every door will be open to you. People dream about an opportunity like this!” 


	“Some people don’t.” 


	Didn’t this guy realize what he was throwing away?


	The Savior rose. “Like I said before: shred the drawings and forget about this.” 


	He turned and started to move away.


	“I can’t forget it!” Sandy heard himself cry out. “This is my life! My future! I can make you come in! I can have that drawing in tomorrow morning’s paper!” 


	The Savior stopped, turned, and Sandy quailed when he saw the look in his eyes. Maybe he’d overdone it; maybe he’d pushed this man just a little too far… pushed a man who shouldn’t be pushed.


	“You know… you make me wish I’d waited just a little bit longer before taking that guy out.” 


	The realization of how much he owed this man slammed into Sandy now with the force of a runaway train.


	He saved my life.


	Talk about cliches. How many times had he heard people say that about saving just about everything but a life? Somebody finds a lost set of keys, helps finish a paper or report, provides a breath mint before an important meeting: You saved my life.


	Not even close.


	But with this man, it was a fact. Sandy knew he should be saying, You saved my everything. Sandy owed him his boxed byline in the paper yesterday, owed him last night with Beth, owed him the big fat hairy future he envisioned, a future he’d been planning to ride to on this man’s back.


	The Savior said, “Do your damnedest,” and started to turn away again.


	“Wait! Please! I’m being a shit.” 


	“No argument here.” 


	“Can’t we work something out?” 


	“I doubt it.” 


	“But there’s got to be a way I can get my exclusive and you stay out of the spotlight.” 


	Out of the spotlight… Sandy was still baffled by the man’s reluctance to take credit for his heroism, but he owed him too much not to try and honor his wishes, no matter how shortsighted.


	“I don’t see how,” the Savior said. “If you get your exclusive it means you’ve seen me. Then the pressure for a description is on, not just from your bosses, but from the cops—especially the cops.” 


	“I could claim I’m protecting the confidentiality of my source.” 


	“And then you’re slapped with obstruction of justice. How many nights you think you’ll last in Rikers before you cave?” 


	Sandy hated to admit it, but he doubted he’d hang on through an hour at Rikers. And then an idea struck.


	“Not if I say you called me and I got the story over the phone!” 


	The Savior seemed to be considering this as he stood silent and stared at Sandy.


	Finally he nodded. “That’ll work. You go ahead and make up something—whatever you want. Say I said it and that’ll be that.” 


	“No-no. That won’t cut it. I want this to be real. The truth.” 


	They were talking about his future here. He couldn’t base it on a fabricated story.


	“The truth? Since when does anyone care about that?” 


	“I do. Pretty much.” 


	The Savior stared at him. “You’re not going away, are you.” 


	Sandy mustered all his courage and shook his head. Would the man who’d saved his life, take it? He thought not.


	“Sorry. I can’t drop this. I just can’t.” 


	A long silence with the two of them standing statue still, facing each other, while growing moisture soaked Sandy’s armpits.


	Finally, “What do you want, kid?” 


	“I’ll need some background, but I’m sure people will be mainly interested in how you learned to shoot and why you were carrying a pistol that night, and most important, what was going through your mind before and after you killed the killer.” 


	Another pause, then, “Jeez, this is stupid, but if it’ll make you go away—and I mean that: you go away and forget you ever saw me.” He held up the printouts he’d taken. “And you get rid of the rest of these.” 


	“Deal,” Sandy said. Easy promise to make—the Savior had no way of checking.


	“And I don’t mean burn them. Burning causes suspicion and you’d be amazed what can be reconstructed from ashes these days. Tear them up into one-inch squares and flush them. Nothing more anonymous than a sewer system with eight million contributors.” 


	“But there’s one I can’t get back. It’s at a place called Julio’s and—” 


	“I’ll take care of that one.” 


	And then it was suddenly clear what had happened this morning. Of course! The men in Julio’s had recognized the man in the printout. Julio had sent Sandy here to the park, then called the Savior and told him where he’d be.


	His excitement building, Sandy pulled the tape recorder from his knapsack. “Let’s get started.” 


	“Put that away. No recording. And we’re not sitting out in the open here either. I’ve got a car nearby. I’ll drive and talk, you take notes.” 


	“Fair enough,” Sandy said.


	This is it! he thought as he followed the Savior out of the park. His blood tingled like champagne through his arteries. It’s happening! It’s all coming together! I’m on my way!


				*
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	“You’re retiring the Semmerling?” Abe said. “This I don’t believe.” Jack didn’t want to believe it himself. He’d kept the tiny .45


	strapped to his ankle for so long it felt part of him. This was like carving out a piece of his flesh. But in light of what he’d learned from Sandy


	Palmer, he knew it had to go. So after ditching Palmer he’d come straight to Abe’s and told him about his “interview.” 


	“The kid knew all about it from listening to the cops on the scene.


	One of them identified it from its description.” 


	Bad enough to be caught with any weapon in this town, but to be caught carrying a gun the cops had issued a BOLO for…


	Abe raised his. “A gun maven cop. Such luck you have.” 


	“Yeah. Mostly bad lately.” 


	He worried about this cub reporter or whatever Sandy Palmer was. Not that he was a bad kid, but too damn ambitious. He might make the wrong kind of compromises to get ahead—the kind that could land Jack in a lava pit.


	And he lacked simple common sense. He’d got into Jack’s car without an instant’s hesitation. If Jack were more impulsive, or maybe had enough screws loose that he didn’t care if Palmer had one of those drawings tucked away with a note, he easily could have killed him in the car and dumped him in any one of a dozen spots he knew around the city where he wouldn’t be discovered for days, maybe weeks.


	But he hadn’t. The only thing he’d done to Sandy Palmer was lie.


	Jack had led him to his car—making sure they approached from the side so he didn’t get a look at the tags—and driven him around for nearly an hour while he filled the car with pure bullshit. Pretty good bullshit, he thought, considering it was created on the fly.


	Palmer had taken copious notes, stopping Jack along the way for questions and clarifications. Finally Jack managed to scrape him off at a subway station, but not before the human remora had extracted his voicemail number just in case he had some “follow-up questions.” Jack figured the number was safe—billed to a credit card registered to a nonexistent person.


	“So what did you tell this crusading reporter?” 


	“I told him that the Savior was an orphan, in and out of foster homes and trouble until a cop gave him a choice of either getting booked on a B and E or joining the army.” 


	“I see a movie already.” 


	“I think it’s been done. And Pat O’Brien probably played the cop. Anyway, Young Savior joined the U.S. Navy instead of the army and qualified for SEAL training. He received a medical discharge due to a back injury.” 


	“And now he’s a Jarbissener who—” 


	“Whoa. You lost me on that one. A farbiss-what?” 


	“A bitter, cranky person—you know how you get sometimes. The way I see it, such hatred this Savior has for society he’s a recluse.” 


	“Do you mind?” Jack said. “This is my life story I’m telling here. Let me tell it.” 


	“So I can’t add a little flavor, a little color?” 


	“An ex-Navy SEAL isn’t colorful?” 


	“You a SEAL?” Abe laughed. “Obeying a drill sergeant? That I’d like to see.” 


	“I wasn’t a SEAL, but the Savior was.” 


	“Do you even know what SEAL stands for?” 


	“Haven’t a clue. But I’m sure an ex-SEAL like the Savior does. And although he has no official status with the government, he still freelances for certain government agencies.” 


	“Is one known by three letters, the first of which is a C and the last an A, maybe?” 


	“He’s not free to tell. But because of the nature of his government work he’s always armed. Always. As a result he was able to save lives the other night. Also because of the nature of his work, he cannot allow his face to be made public.” 


	“This is good. Such a screenwriter you would have made. A derivative hack, maybe, but that shouldn’t disqualify you.” 


	“But here’s the icing: The Savior is baffled as to why he should be called a savior or a hero or anything of the sort. He only did what any other decent citizen would have done, had they been equipped to do so.” 


	“That’ll stir some talk.” 


	“Right. Talk about something other than the Savior, I hope. Boy Reporter has his exclusive, making him happy so he goes away and leaves me alone. The cops try in vain to match the background described by El Savior to a real person, making them unhappy. They go back to watching and waiting, time passes, people forget about the Savior dude, and life gets back to normal.” 


	Abe’s eyebrows rose again, higher this time. “You’re smoking something that potent and not offering any to your old friend Abe?” 


	Jack sighed. “Yeah, I know.” No way this was going to fade away that smoothly. “But I can dream, can’t I?” 


	“Dream away, but in the meantime I can offer you a true autoloader, better than your Semmerling.” 


	“In .45?” 


	“No. But you load an AMT Backup .380 with a half dozen MagSafe sixty-grain Defenders—keeping one in the chamber, please—and you’ll have almost as much stopping power as you had with the Semmerling.


	A new ankle holster you won’t need because this will fit in the one you have, and best of all you’ll need only one hand to keep firing because you won’t have to work that farkuckt slide for every shot.” 


	Life without his Semmerling… Jack supposed he was going to have to get used it. Wouldn’t be easy.


	He sighed. “Okay. Get me one.” 


				*
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	Sandy sat in his cubicle at The Light and looked around. Finally he was alone and nobody close enough to see what he was doing.


	He’d shown up early and received an astoundingly warm welcome that took him totally by surprise. People he barely knew had shaken his hand and clapped him on the back, asking him how he was doing, what it had been like, how he’d felt, how he was handling it, and on and on. Any other day he would have basked in their attention, but not now when he had a pad full of notes from the interview of his life burning a hole in his knapsack. It took a good half hour before he was left on his own.


	And now, just when he was ready…


	“Hey, Palmer,” said a voice on his left. “When do you expect to be kicked upstairs?” 


	Sandy looked up to see Pokorny gazing over the top of the divider that separated their cubicles. With his long thin nose and thinning hair he looked like one of those old time Kilroy Was Here doodles.


	“Funny, Jay.” 


	“Seriously,” he said, ambling around the divider to slouch his beanpole bod against Sandy’s desk, “your story’s all anybody’s talking about around here.” 


	Sandy shrugged, tried to be humble. “Yeah, well, I thought that night on the train was the worst of my life. Now it looks like it might turn out to be the best thing that ever happened to me.” 


	“You spun some gold, man.” His envy was tangible.


	“I don’t know about gold. Someone handed me a lemon and I’ve been making lemonade.” 


	He saw Pokorny wince and wanted to kick himself. I don’t believe I just said that.


	“What are you going to do for your second act?” 


	The question took Sandy by surprise. “Second act?” 


	“Sure. Now that you’ve got everyone’s attention, how are you going to keep it?” 


	“I… don’t know,” Sandy said, playing dumb. “I never thought about it.” 


	“You’d better think of something, my friend.” He straightened from his slouch and patted Sandy on the shoulder. “You don’t want to be a flash in the pan.” 


	Condescending bastard, he thought as Pokorny slithered from sight. Flash in the pan was probably his fondest wish for Sandy.


	But Pokorny didn’t know that Sandy already had his second act scripted. All he needed was a little privacy to put it into production.


	It took Sandy another half hour before he dared to pull out his cell phone and begin. He dialed The Light’s main number and punched his way through the options tree until he got to an operator. Then he cupped his hand over the receiver and lowered his voice.


	“I need to speak to Sandy Palmer.” 


	“Do you know his extension?” 


	“No. But I must speak to him now.” 


	“Here it is. I’ll connect you.” 


	The Savior was supposed to have gone though this same routine from three different pay phones during the first thirty minutes after he’d dropped Sandy off. It was his idea. He thought Sandy’s walking in after two days off just in time to get a phone call from the city’s number one mystery man was a little too pat. Sandy had to agree. So the Savior was to make sure he talked to a live operator each time and then leave hang-ups on Sandy’s voicemail to show that someone had been trying to get in touch with him for a while.


	Sandy jumped as his desk phone rang. He picked up the receiver, turned off his cell phone and began the charade of pretending to be talking and taking notes.


	The Savior… Sandy wished he knew his name so he could call him something else. But what a cool guy. And what a life he’d led. This would make a great piece even if he weren’t the Savior.


	And that might be a problem. How to convince the editors that this was the real deal and not just some kook? The only way he could see to verify the caller’s bona fides was the pistol. Sandy would say that the man on the phone named the make and model and explained how he’d used it. Only Sandy and the cops knew about the Semmerling.


	Then the next question would be: Why you, Palmer? Why a nobody like you instead of some network anchorman or nationally syndicated columnist?


	Easy.


	The Savior and I were on the death train together. There’s kinship there. We’re blood brothers.


	That should work, Sandy thought. Sounds reasonable.


	The editors would check with McCann about the Semmerling. Once that was verified, they’d believe. Because they’ll want to believe. They’ll be dying to run the story.


	Of course that would mean another call, or maybe even a visit from McCann.


	Sandy felt his sweat begin to run. That was when the going would get rough. McCann would want all the details. Sandy had only one lie to worry about. Just one. But it was a whopper.


	He prayed he wouldn’t slip up.


				*
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	So this is Jeanette Vega, Jack thought, glancing at the slim brunette in fitted shorts and pale blue tank top as he stood in her kitchen and opened the second of the two bottles of merlot he and Gia had brought. Her hair was her striking feature—glossy black, parted on the left and severely pulled back into a single tight braid that reached below the nape of her neck; warm brown eyes, no make-up, a fading tan. Not the prettiest woman Jack had ever seen, but not bad looking. Kind of quiet, but nothing so abnormal about that.


	Although he usually drank beer—and he’d had a couple at Gia’s before cabbing over here—Jack was determined to do the wine thing tonight. And do it with gusto. Because after the day he’d had he felt he deserved an ambitious blood alcohol level, even if it meant reading tomorrow’s Light with a hangover.


	Maybe a hangover was the only way to go, because God knew what that kid was going to write.


	But that would have to wait till morning. At the moment he meant to concentrate on Jeanette. And Kate too, of course. But Kate and Gia had their heads together in the living room, discussing Jack’s boyhood he was sure. He hoped Kate wouldn’t spill anything embarrassing like his bed-wetting problem.


	Jack had filled Gia in as best he could on Jeanette’s brain tumor treatment and subsequent personality change. That hadn’t deterred her; she still wanted to meet Kate. Sitting at Gia’s and sipping beer as he watched her work on a painting commissioned for a paperback cover had eased his Sandy Palmer-jangled nerves.


	He glanced at Kate now and sensed that her nerves could do with a little easing. She wore a sleeveless cotton jumper and the humidity had made her honey blond hair curlier than usual, but she didn’t look well tonight. Tired and worn. And jumpy. Something was eating her.


	Jeanette on the other hand was cool and serene. She leaned against the kitchen side of the counter, physically three feet away, mentally somewhere at sea off Bora Bora. Seemed to be watching him open the wine, but her gaze was unfocused.


	Jack rated his small-talk skills with those of the average geranium, and usually counted on others to carry the conversation load. But Jeanette was barely here. Had he bored her into a trance?


	He glanced longingly at the couch. He’d much rather be over there where he could try and censor whatever Kate was telling Gia…




Kate said, “Our folks worried about him sometimes.” 


	“Imagine that,” Gia said with a wry smile. She wore a long summer dress that brought out the intense blue of her eyes.


	Kate had taken an instant liking to Gia. She’d sensed that here was someone not only very pretty and very bright, but also very much her own person.


	“He was something of a loner.” 


	Gia sipped her wine. “He’s still not much of a team player.” 


	“He was on the track team but he ran cross-country. Not a lot of friends, either. But it was the movies that most concerned our folks. He couldn’t get enough of those junky old horror and sci-fi movies.” 


	“That hasn’t changed.” 


	“It would be a sunny Saturday afternoon and Jackie would—” 


	Gia grinned. ‘‘‘Jackie? Oh, I love it!” 


	“That’s what our mother called him and we all sort of picked it up. Anyway, on a beautiful Saturday he would say he was going to the park but if you drove by the local theater you’d see his bike chained to a post nearby. Every Saturday the Lenape would show two old horror-sci-fi movies in a double feature and he’d rather sit there alone in the dark than play with the other kids.” 


	“That child was definitely father to that man.” Gia said, pointing to Jack.


	Jack and movies… Kate remembered when he was nine she heard Jack’s alarm go off at two in the morning, then heard him pad down-stairs in the dark. When ten minutes passed and he hadn’t returned, she went down to see what he was up to. She found him wrapped in his bedspread cross-legged on the floor before the TV with the sound very low, entranced by some cheap black-and-white movie. She told him to get back up to bed but he pleaded with her, saying he’d been trying to catch Invasion of the Saucer Men forever but it never played in the movies or on TV or anywhere anymore until tonight. He had to see it. He might never get another chance. Pleeeeease?


	So she’d sat next to him under the spread, her arm protectively around his shoulders, and watched with him. She soon knew why no one showed it any more: Invasion of the Saucer Men was awful. But to Jack it was some sort of grail he’d finally found and he loved it. Looking back now it was a special shared moment, a closeness fated for extinction with the advent of the VCR.


	Kate glanced over to where Jack stood with Jeanette. Would that life were still so sweet and simple.


	And then she remembered: “The dip. I forgot to heat the dip.” 



The extended silence was getting awkward. Jack noticed that Jeanette’s tank top revealed lean, muscular arms. Good deltoids, the kind that come only with weight training.


	That looked like a conversation opener.


	“You work out, Jeanette?” 


	“Hmmm?” She blinked and returned to North America.


	Jack cocked his arm in a bodybuilder’s pose. “Do you work out?” 


	She smiled. “I used to, back when I thought that sort of thing was important.” A shrug. “Now it seems kind of silly. So many things seem silly now.” 


	Jack could see how being told you were going to die long before your time could change your perspective on just about everything. Especially working out. Not much point to a well-toned body if the next stop was a casket.


	“You were at the house last night,” she said, staring at him. “Why?” 


	Pretty damn direct question. How much could he say and not contradict anything Kate might have told her?


	“I was just tagging along. Kate was worried about you and doesn’t know the city, so I ferried her around.” 


	“Everything’s fine now,” Jeanette said with a smile. “And getting better every day.” 


	“Great,” he said, holding up the open wine bottle. “Can I pour you some?” 


	Jeanette shook her head. “No, thank you. I don’t need that anymore.” 


	Good, he thought. That leaves more for me. And I do need it.


	“Do I take it that means you’ve found a replacement?” 


	Another smile. “In a way.” 


	Jack hoped this might provide a segue into this cult of hers, but his sister bustled into the kitchen before he could move on it.


	“The dip,” Kate said, pulling open the refrigerator door. “Hot avocado. Forgot all about it. And yes, Jack, I’ll have another glass of that. So will Gia, I’m sure.” She shoved a covered dish into the microwave and began jabbing buttons. “Just let me nuke this on reheat for a few minutes to warm it up. There. Now, where’s that—?” 


	“Kate!” Jeanette wailed, her voice a terror-laden plea. “Oh God, Kate, why haven’t you done anything?” 


	Her cry was so abrupt, so heartrending, that Jack nearly dropped the wine bottle. He stared at her agonized features and saw that her earlier remoteness was gone. The woman on the far side of the counter now was reaching out with her eyes, with her hands and arms, panic radiating from every pore.


	“Jeanette!” Kate cried, turning Jeanette to face her. “What is it? What’s happening!” 


	“I’m losing, Kate! I can’t hold out much longer. Pretty soon there’ll be nothing left of me! You’ve got to help me, Kate!” Her voice rose to a scream. “For God’s sake help meV


	And then her knees buckled. As she fell against Kate, Jack started around the counter to help but Gia was already there.


	“Get her over to the couch!” Gia said.


	The three of them helped the barely conscious Jeanette across the room where they stretched her out. Kate placed Jeanette’s ankles on the arm rest, positioning them above the level of her head, then took her pulse. Gia ran back to the kitchen and started running water over a dish towel. Jack stood back and watched, a little shaken.


	“This is what happened yesterday morning,” Kate said. “Jeanette, are you—?” 


	“What’s going on?” Jeanette said, shuddering and starting to sit up.


	Kate tried to hold her down. “You had another one of those spells. Just rest for a moment.” 


	“No.” She struggled to a sitting position. “That can’t be. How did I get over here?” 


	Jeanette was back to the remote woman Jack had met when he’d arrived; she seemed concerned but not as much as Jack thought she should be.


	“We helped you,” Gia said. Her face was pale, she looked shaken. “You almost passed out.” 


	“This is the second time now, Jeanette,” Kate said. “You can’t go on like this. You’ve got to let Dr. Fielding check you over.” 


	“He’s an idiot.” 


	“Then let’s see someone else.” 


	“What for? I’m fine.” She shook off Kate’s hand and rose to her feet. “Everybody just give me some space.” 


	Kate and Gia stepped back.


	“Jeanette—” 


	“Please, Kate, would you ask Jack and Gia to go. I’d like to be alone.” 


	Kate blinked. “Do… do you want me to leave too?” 


	“No, of course not. This is your home too.” She turned to Jack. “I’m sorry. It was nice meeting you both. I know we’ll meet again soon.” 


	She turned and headed for a doorway at the far end of the room.


	“I don’t know what to say,” Kate said when the door closed behind Jeanette. “She did this yesterday morning, and now again…” 


	“For a few moments there,” Gia said, “she seemed like another person.” 


	“A terrified one,” Jack added.


	Kate nodded. “I know. A true multiple personality disorder is so rare it’s almost nonexistent… but I don’t know how else to explain this.” 


	“And why does she refuse to see a doctor?” Jack said. “If I’d just become another person for a few minutes and didn’t remember it, I’d be on the phone demanding an appointment yesterday.” 


	“Look,” Kate said. “Why don’t you two go on. I’m really sorry about this but—” 


	“Not your fault, Kate. Why don’t you come out and catch a bite with us?” 


	“No. I should stay here in case she needs me. You two go ahead.” She hugged Gia and kissed her cheek. “It was wonderful meeting you.” Then she turned to Jack and hugged him.


	He wrapped his arms around his sister and held her close. Had he ever done this? He couldn’t remember. If not, he shouldn’t have waited this long. It felt good, and would have felt better if not for a nagging fear for her.


	“You’re sure you don’t want to come along?” 


	She stepped back and nodded. “I’ll be fine. Call me tomorrow.” 


	Jack didn’t feel right about leaving her but didn’t see any options. He opened the door.


	“Okay. I will. First thing. And you have my home phone number. If you need me, you call, no matter what the hour.” 


	In the kitchen the microwave oven dinged. The avocado dip was ready.


				*
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	Jack and Gia took the stairs down.


	“Did you see how Jeanette changed?” Gia said. “Isn’t that the strangest thing you’ve ever seen?” 


	He knew they’d both seen stranger things, but…


	“Yeah. Pretty damn strange. Creepy.” 


	“I’ll say,” she said as they reached street level. She laid a hand on his arm. “And by the way, how come you never told me your sister was gay?” 


	“What?” He was stunned. His big sister, the pediatrician mother of two, a lesbian? Was Gia nuts? “How can you even think that?” 


	“Well, there may not be Melissa Etheridge posters on the wall, but there’s a whole collection of Cris Williamson CDs in the rack, and if she and Jeanette aren’t a couple, I’ll remarry Richard when he returns.” 


	They both knew her ex was gone for good—as in dead and digested. But Gia was way off here.


	As they pushed through the front door into the night air Jack said, “Kate’s not—” 


	And then it all came together. Of course she was. Kate was a giving person, but Jack suddenly realized she’d never take a leave from her practice and her kids to nursemaid some old sorority sister. When she’d said she was seeing someone special but foresaw no wedding bells, it wasn’t a married man, it was a woman.


	Jack turned and stared through the glass doors into the vestibule of the apartment building. “I didn’t see it. How could I miss it?” 


	“With any other pair of women I’m sure you would have, right off. But your brain wasn’t offering you options for your big sister’s sexual orientation. So unless Kate showed up on a motorcycle with a shaved head and ‘Bitch On Wheels’ tattooed on her arm, you weren’t going to see it. Her being a lipstick lesbian just made it harder.” 


	“No wonder she seems to be walking on eggs when I’m around. Kate… I can’t get over it.” 


	“Does it bother you?” Gia said. “Come on, Jack, talk. You keep things in and stew about them. Don’t do that here. Talk to me.” 


	“Okay. Am I bothered? No. Anything Kate wants to be is fine with me. But am I shocked? Yes. Because I never saw it coming. I grew up with her, Gia. Never a sign, never a hint.” 


	“At least not that you saw.” 


	“Granted. I was a kid and I wasn’t looking. But she always had boyfriends and… Gia, it’s like the direction I always thought was north has suddenly become south. Should I go back and talk to her? Tell her I know and it’s all right? Maybe that way she can relax around me.” 


	Jack was used to knowing what to do in most situations, but here he was foundering.


	“Since you asked,” Gia said, “yes. Otherwise the two of you will go on dodging each other: she’ll be hiding who she is and you’ll be hiding that you know what she’s hiding. But it’s not my decision. And whatever you do, save it for tomorrow. Kate’s got enough on her plate tonight, don’t you think?” 


	Jack slipped his hand around the back of Gia’s neck and kissed her lips. What would he do without her?


	“Thanks.” 


	She brushed her fingers against his hair. “Not a good day for Repairman Jack, hmmm?” 


	“Lousy.” 


	“Well, Vicky’s sitter is good till midnight. We could go back to your place and maybe, just maybe, if we think real hard, we might come up with a way to help you forget your troubles.” 


	It had been a whole week. Jack felt more than ready.


	“I think that’s a perfectly wonderful—” 


	He noticed a woman standing across the street, staring. Not at them. Above them. She seemed to be in a trance. Something familiar about her face.


	“What’s wrong?” Gia said.


	“Check out that blond woman over there. Do we know her?” 


	“Never seen her before.” 


	Jack followed the line of the woman’s stare and felt a stab of uneasiness when he realized she’d drawn a bead on the west corner of the third floor.


	Gia whispered, “She’s staring at Jeanette’s apartment.” 


	He looked at the woman again and now he recognized her. From the séance or whatever it was in the Bronx last night.


	“I don’t like this,” Jack said. Not with Kate in that apartment.


	“Look over there,” Gia said, cocking her head to the left. “Down on the corner.” 


	Jack spotted the man immediately. Although Jack didn’t recognize him—a number of people at the séance had had their backs to him when he’d peeked in—he felt sure he was with the cult. Because he too was staring up at Jeanette’s apartment.


	How many more weirdos out tonight? he wondered as he scanned the block. He spotted none beyond these two.


	Jack stepped to the curb for his own look at Jeanette’s windows and spotted a human silhouette standing in one of them. A Bates Motel chill rippled across his shoulders. The open-mouthed terra cotta head glaring down at him from atop the window arch frieze only added to his unease.


	Then the shadow disappeared from the window. Jack did a quick review of the apartment layout and decided it had to be Jeanette’s study. Was she coming out to join the others?


	“Let’s move over here,” Jack said, guiding Gia away from the vestibule’s light wash and into the shadows.


	Sure enough, minutes later Jeanette emerged. She crossed the street and joined the other two. The trio glided off toward Seventh Avenue.


	“This is creepy,” Gia said. Jack could feel her shiver as she clutched his arm and leaned against him. “Like some of those movies you make me watch. Where do you think they’re going?” 


	“Looking for a cab to take them to the Bronx, I’ll bet.” But he didn’t care about them. It was his sister who concerned him. “I’ve got to check on Kate.” 


	He stepped back to the apartment house door and pressed the button labeled J. VEGA. Three times. Finally Kate answered.


	“Yes?” 


	“Kate, it’s Jack. I just saw Jeanette leave. Are you all right?” 


	“Of course.” Even through the tinny little speaker Jack thought her voice sounded thick with emotion. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 


	“Can I come up, Kate?” He glanced at Gia for approval and she gave him a combination shrug-nod. “I’d like to talk to you.” 


	“Not tonight, Jack. Maybe tomorrow. It’s been a long day and I’m not feeling that great.” 


	“You’re sure you’re all right, Kate?” 


	“I’m fine, Jack. Fine.” 


	That last word, couched in a sob, tore his heart.


	“Kate…” 


	But she’d broken the connection.


	Jack turned to Gia and slipped his arms around her. “I can’t stand this,” he said, pulling her close and resting his cheek against hers.


	She caressed his back and whispered, “I know. You’re the fix-it man and you can’t fix this.” 


	“I don’t even know where to start.” 


	“Let’s go home. Things may look different in the morning.” 


	“Yeah.” 


	But he doubted it.


				*

	


	
FRIDAY


				*

	


	
1


	Sandy found Beth in the kitchen making fresh coffee when he burst into the apartment with the morning edition.


	“Ta-daaaa!” he cried as he held up the front page.


	Beth shrieked and ran to him. She’d moved some of her clothes into his apartment yesterday; she was barefoot in tight little shorts and a T-shirt and she looked so good Sandy wanted to grab her and hug her, but she snatched the paper from him and held the tabloid at arms length, staring at the three-word headline large enough to read from a block away.


	THE


	SAVIOR


	SPEAKS!


	“‘An exclusive interview for The Light by Sandy Palmer’!” she said, reading the italic refer running along the bottom. “Sandy! Your name’s on the front page!” 


	“I know, I know! Isn’t it awesome!” 


	“Totally! I’ve so got to read this!” She opened to page three. “‘“Call me anything you want,” the man known as The Savior said. “The one thing I’m not telling you is my name.”’” She looked up at him and smiled. “What a great opening line!” 


	While Beth stood there reading, Sandy wandered about the front room, unable to sit or even stand still. Every giddy nerve in his body was singing a joyful tune and his stomach tingled, almost to the point of nausea. Today was without a doubt the best day of his life, and the best moment of this day was when he’d stopped in front of the newsstand and gaped at that front page. For a full minute at least he’d stood frozen, couldn’t even reach into his pocket for the change to buy a copy. And during that minute he’d seen one person after another pass up the Times and the News and the Post and go for The Light.


	Mine. My Light.


	He’d sure as hell earned it. Yesterday he’d thought he was home free after weathering an intense grilling by George Meschke and the other editors; then McCann showed up and put Sandy in the hot seat, firing questions from all angles, obviously hoping he’d contradict himself. He pushed Sandy almost to the breaking point.


	“Am I on trial here?” he’d finally shouted. “All I did was answer the goddamn phone! Since when is that a crime?” 


	And that had brought Meschke to his rescue. He’d told McCann they were satisfied with the story’s authenticity and were running it in the morning. McCann reluctantly backed off.


	“Well, at least we know he was a SEAL,” the big detective had said. “Or at least he says he was. That’s a boost. Only so many guys make it all the way through SEAL training. We’ll get the Navy on this.” 


	He’d extracted a promise that the make and model of the Savior’s pistol would not be mentioned, then stormed off.


	But beyond the front page, beyond the interview, was the fact that The Light, for the first time in its fifty-year history, was putting out a second issue in the same week. They’d contacted their advertisers, pulled out all the backlogged restaurant and book and theater reviews and packed them into the back pages to fill out the count. Then they’d contacted their distributor for delivery of a Special Edition that would be four times their usual run.


	All because of moi, he thought. I’m making this paper go.


	“Awesome!” Beth said, lowering the paper and fixing those big brown eyes on him. ” ‘We’re all alive today because of a criminal act.’ Totally, totally awesome!” 


	“You like it? You think it was well written?” 


	Sandy hung on her answer. Beth admired him, she made love to him, but he wanted her respect, too.


	“Absolutely! But it must have been so weird talking to him on the phone. I mean, he saved our lives. I wish 1 could remember what he looked like, don’t you?” 


	The question put Sandy on alert, blunting his high. He’d been dying to tell Beth about his meeting with the Savior, and a couple of times last night he’d caught himself just as he’d been ready to blurt it out. He was afraid he’d explode if he didn’t tell someone soon.


	But he couldn’t risk it. Not even with Beth. If she let it slip, he would come under relentless pressure. Maybe he could tell her later, after things cooled down a bit. Or maybe he’d save it for his book on the Savior; what a great hook to be able to reveal that he’d actually sat and talked face to face with the mystery man.


	“What would you do if you could remember?” Sandy asked.


	“You mean, like if someone hypnotized me and suddenly I could see his face?” Her eyes lit. “Hey! That might be something I could use in my film!” 


	She jumped to the cluttered table he used as a home desk and jotted a few lines on a pad.


	“But if you could remember,” he repeated, “what would you do?” 


	She looked at him. “Tell you the truth, I’m not sure. Yesterday I would have told the world. But just a few minutes ago, while you were out, I was channel surfing and came across To Kill A Mockingbird. I love black-and-white films and I’ve seen it at least two dozen times. It was the scene where Scout and Jem are attacked in the woods, and then someone they don’t see kills their attacker. Turns out it’s Boo Radley, but Atticus decides not to tell anyone because it would ruin Boo’s life. And it hit me: maybe the Savior is like Boo Radley—an otherwise harmless recluse who jumped in when he was needed, but whose life would be ruined by publicity.” 


	“This guy’s not harmless,” Sandy said. “And no way anybody’s going to mistake him for a mockingbird.” 


	“Maybe not, but…” Beth shrugged. “What’s he sound like?” 


	“Like a regular guy. No real accent I could identify.” No lie there. He glanced at his watch. “I’m expected at the office.” 


	Sandy had decided to get down to The Light so he could bask in the buzz. He expected some of the other reporters, especially the older ones, to be jealous, but he hoped most everybody else would be happy for him. Another round of handshaking and backslapping would be in order. And this time, without an interview to write up, he could relax and enjoy it.


	And leaving now also meant he wouldn’t have to tell Beth more lies.


	“Okay,” Beth said. She gestured to his desk. “Do you mind if I use your computer to start the treatment for my film?” 


	“Sure.” Sandy considered the chaos of notes, newspaper clippings, envelopes, folders, and CD cases that littered the surface. “If you can find the keyboard.” 


	Beth giggled as she started to sift through the mess. “I’m sure it’s in here somewhere.” She lifted a manila envelope and peered inside. “This anything important?” 


	“Yes!” Sandy said, louder and quicker than he wished. He knew that folder: the remaining Savior printouts. He tried to laugh it off as he reached out with forced casualness and eased it from her hand. “Notes for an article I’m planning. My editor’ll kill me if anything happens to them.” 


	Beth looked mildly offended. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to them.” 


	“Only kidding.” He crossed his arms, trapping the envelope against his thudding heart. “The place is yours. Really. Rearrange that stuff any way you want.” 


	The Savior had been right. These printouts were a liability. Sandy’s session with McCann yesterday had driven home how badly the detective wanted the Savior. If he got him, bye-bye exclusive.


	No question—the printouts had to go. He couldn’t see any further use for them anyway. If he ever needed another copy all he had to do was call up the Identi-Kit file from The Light’s system and print it out.


	Beth picked up the newspaper from the desk and stared again at the headline.


	“I still can’t believe how lucky we were that a man with his training was on that train and in that car with us. I used to think I’d love to meet him—you know, give him a hug and say thanks—but after reading this I’m not so sure.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Well, he doesn’t exactly come across as the warm cuddly type.” 


	“He’s not.” Sandy remembered the murderous look in the man’s eyes. “In fact…” A vague impression had just congealed into a suspicion. He stood silent, trying to get a grip on it.


	“What?” Beth said.


	“I wonder how much of what he told me I should believe.” 


	“You think he was lying?” 


	“Not completely. I’m pretty sure the part about being a Navy SEAL is true. I remember one of the cops on the scene saying things about the second shooter being well trained, but I don’t know about doing secret work for government agencies. He hinted that he’s involved in black ops and showing his face will blow his cover. But what if he’s not undercover? What if he’s hiding for another reason?” 


	“Such as?” 


	“Like he’s a wanted man.” 


	“If that’s true, I hope they never catch him.” 


	“Even if they did catch him I bet I could get him off.” 


	“You? I think you’re great and all, Sandy, but how on earth would you manage that?” 


	He grinned. “By mobilizing the people. The pen is mightier than the sword, my dear. Never underestimate the power of the press.” 


				*
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	“This is our guy, Stan.” 


	Not this again, Stan Kozlowski thought as he looked up from his bagel and shmear.


	They’d returned to Moishe’s this morning and were back at their usual table. His brother Joe was hidden behind The Light’s screaming headlines, with only his hands visible. Both of them. Joe wasn’t bothering to hide the scarred left this morning.


	“Where’s it say that?” 


	Joe lowered the paper. His dark eyes glittered in his puffy face. “Right here where he says he freelances for government agencies but can’t say which ones or what he does for them.” 


	“So?” 


	“Think about it, Stan.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Maybe ATF traced the components of one of our little devices back to a point where they suspected us but couldn’t make a case. So they hire this ex-SEAL to find our stash and blow it. That happens, what’s the first thing the locals do? Call in ATF of course. Bang. They’ve got their case. Works for me.” 


	Stan thought about that. He had a sense, what with how Waco took so long to go away, that ATF would be a bit shy about burning or blowing up buildings. But if the job was done by an outsider, someone who couldn’t be connected to them…


	“That would be illegal, Joe,” he said, deadpan. “I refuse to believe that an agency of our government would stoop to something like that.” 


	Joe smirked. “Yeah, of course. What was I thinking?” 


	“What are you thinking?” 


	Joe pulled a newspaper clipping from the breast pocket of his shirt and unfolded it on the table. Stan recognized the article from the other day—the eyewitness account. Joe stabbed a finger onto the photo of the writer.


	“See this guy? Same one as talked to this fucking Savior in today’s paper. What I’m thinking is I go hang around The Light offices and see what this microturd’s up to.” 


	“You mean follow him?” Sounded like a major waste of time.


	“Yeah. Why not? Not like I got much else goin’ on in the toilet I call my life these days.” 


	Wasn’t that the truth. For both of them.


	And now that Stan thought about it, maybe this would be good for Joe. Even if he came up empty handed—as he most likely would—at least he’d be out and about instead of sitting in his chair in that litterbox apartment staring at the TV all day.


	“Maybe I’ll tag along,” Stan said. “Just to keep you out of trouble.” 


	He said it lightly, but he was dead serious. Joe was like a carelessly wired block of C-4 these days. No telling what might set him off.


				*
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	“You look awful,” Kate said to her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Pale, dark circles under her eyes… at least her eyes showed no signs of conjunctivitis. She’d been worried about adenoviruses lately, and that was a common symptom.


	She checked her palm. The tiny puncture had healed. For a while, with the aches and malaise Kate had experienced two days after the wound, she’d feared she’d been infected with something. But today the aches were gone.


	Not so the fatigue. The dreams had something to do with that, she was sure. Last night’s had been the strangest by far. She’d spent the night flying over a landscape of coins—pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters, all the size of sports arenas, and all face down. And droning in her head a babble of voices, mostly unrecognizable except for Jeanette’s and one that sounded like Holdstock’s, drifting in and out, calling her name.


	And then the dream had stopped.


	Not too long afterward she’d heard Jeanette come in and go directly to her room.


	And now here she was facing another morning feeling exhausted—physically, mentally, emotionally.


	Part of her wanted to run. The emotional abuse from Jeanette—she’d found a way to make silence and indifference abusive—was almost more than Kate could stand. But she kept telling herself this was not Jeanette. Somehow her brain had been affected and her true self was crying to get out. The need to rescue the real Jeanette was the only thing keeping Kate here.


	A buzzing sound… she opened the bathroom door. The vestibule bell. Someone down front wanted to get in. Jeanette had stopped answering bells of any sort—phones, doors—so Kate knew it was up to her.


	Who on earth? she thought as she pressed the button and said, “Hello?” 


	“Kate, it’s Jack. We need to talk.” 


	Do we? she thought.


	“Okay. Come up for coffee.” 


	“Can you come down? We’ll find an Andrews or something.” 


	He sounded so serious. What was on his mind?


	“Let me throw on some clothes.” 


	Minutes later, dressed in jeans and a sweater, she stepped out of the stairwell into the building’s lobby. Kate had left a note to Jeanette saying where she’d be. Not that Jeanette would care.


	She found Jack, also in jeans but wearing a flannel shirt, waiting outside on the sidewalk. He didn’t look too well rested himself. He stepped up to her and enfolded her in his arms.


	“I know about you and Jeanette,” he said in a low voice, “and it doesn’t change a damn thing. You’re my sister and I love you.” 


	And suddenly Kate found her face pressed against his chest and she was crying—quaking with deep-rooted sobs. She tried to stop them but they kept coming.


	“It’s okay, Kate,” he said. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t tell a soul.” 


	She pushed free and wiped her eyes. “That’s not why I’m crying. I’m glad you know. You can’t imagine what a relief it is to stop hiding it from you, to come out to someone.‘1’’


	“Oh… good. I spent half the night trying to figure the best way to word it. I didn’t know how you’d react. I—” 


	She stretched up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “You did just fine.” 


	She clung to him a moment longer, almost dizzy with relief and lighter in heart than she’d felt in years.


	“Let’s walk,” he said. “I’m not yet properly caffeinated.” 


	“But just let me hear it again, Jack,” she said as they ambled arm in arm toward Seventh. “Does my being a dyke really not change a thing for you or were you just trying to make me feel better?” 


	He made a face. “You’re not a dyke.” 


	“Sure I am.” 


	“No. When I hear ‘dyke’ I see a fat broad in work clothes and boots with a bad haircut and a load of ‘tude.” 


	She laughed. “It doesn’t mean superbutch anymore. It’s what we call ourselves. As Jeanette says, ‘We’re taking back the word.’” Or what Jeanette used to say, Kate thought as a wave of sadness brought her down. “But you’re not answering the question.” 


	“Okay, the question seems to be since I lie about myself to just about everyone every day, how can you be sure I’m telling you the truth.” 


	“Not at all—” 


	“Or is it about whether I’m one of those politically correct liberal types who knee-jerks to this sort of thing?” 


	Had she offended him?


	“Jack—” 


	“So let’s get a few things straight, Kate. I’m not PC and I’m not liberal—I’m not conservative or Democrat or Republican either. I operate on one principle: you own your own life, and that means you’re free to do anything you want with that life so long as you don’t interfere with other people’s freedom to live their lives. It means you own your own body and you can do anything you want to it—pierce it, fill it with drugs, set it on fire—your call. Same with sex. As long as there’s no force involved it’s none of my business how you get off. I don’t have to approve of it because it’s not my life, it’s yours. I don’t have to understand, either. Which, by the way, I don’t.” 


	As he paused for breath Kate jumped in. “But that doesn’t tell me how you feel.” 


	“Feel? How does surprised and baffled sound? If you’d been a tomboy all your life and had never dated I could see it. But you had one boyfriend after another.” 


	“Right. But no steady.” 


	“Is that significant?” 


	“I didn’t think so then, but 1 do now.” 


	They found a little place on Seventh called The Greek Corner. She saw no one looking even vaguely Greek behind the counter, but the coffee smelled good. They took a table in a largely deserted glassed-in bump-out that would have been a solar oven if the sun had been out.


	Jack sighed. “To tell the truth, Kate, I don’t understand same-sex attraction. I know it exists and I accept that, but it’s alien to me. I’m not wired for it. And then, of all people, you.” 


	“You can’t be more surprised than I was, Jack. But it’s here. It’s me. And there doesn’t seem to be a darn thing I can do about it.” 


	“But how? When? Where? Why? Help me here, Kate. I’m completely at sea.” 


	“I’m still trying to figure it out for myself, Jack. You want to know when? When I knew? I’m not sure. Gay guys seem to know much earlier. With women it’s not so easy. We’re much more fluid in our sexuality—not my term, something I read. But it’s true. We’re much more intimate with each other. Sure I liked boys when I was a teenager. I liked dating, being courted, pursued. I even liked the sex. But you know what I liked more? Pajama parties.” 


	Jack covered his eyes. “Don’t tell me there were teenage lesbian orgies going on just a few feet down the hall from my bedroom and I didn’t know.” 


	Kate gave him a gentle kick under the table. “For crying out loud, Jack. Cool it, okay? Nothing ever happened. But there was a lot of contact—the pillow fights, the tickling, the laughing, the sleeping three to a mattress, two to a bedroll. Back then that was all considered normal teenage behavior for girls, but not for guys.” 


	“I’ll say.” 


	“And it was normal for me. I loved the closeness to the other girls, the intimacy, and maybe I loved it more than the others, but I never connected it with sex.” 


	“When did that happen?” 


	“When did I know I was a dyke?” 


	Jack drew in a breath. “That word again.” 


	“Get used to it. I found out about two years ago.” 


	“Two years? You mean you never once…?” 


	“Well, in France—you remember my junior year abroad—” 


	“I missed you terribly.” 


	“Did you? That’s nice to know. I had no idea.” 


	“Big boys don’t cry.” 


	“And that’s a shame, isn’t it. But anyway, I had an ‘almost’ or a ‘pretty near’ experience there but never gave it much thought afterwards because things are different in France. You remember that Joni Mitchell song, ‘In France They Kiss On Main Street’?” 


	“Vaguely.” 


	“Well, it’s true. In France the girls kiss on main street—straight girls. They kiss, they hug, they walk down the street hand in hand, arm in arm. It’s just a natural thing there.” 


	It’s February and her name’s Renee, dark hair, dark mysterious eyes, tall, long-limbed and, at twenty-two, a year older. She’s invited Kate to her family’s country place in Puy-de-Dome for the day. The two of them are wandering one of the adjacent fields, talking, Renee so patient with Kate’s halting French, when it begins to pour. They’re drenched and half frozen by the time they reach the empty house. They strip off their sodden clothes, wrap themselves in a huge quilt, and huddle shivering before the fire.


	Renee’s right arm snakes around Kate’s shoulders and pulls her closer… for extra warmth, she says.


	And that’s good because Kate wonders if she’ll ever feel warm again.


	Your skin is so cold, Renee says. And she starts to rub Kate’s back… to warm her skin.


	And it works. Only a few rubs and Kate is flushed and very warm. She returns the favor, sliding her hand up and down Renee’s smooth back, her skin as soft as a baby’s. Renee’s long arm stretches to where her hand can rub Kate’s flank, stretches farther still until it reaches her breast. Kate gasps at the electric sensation of Renee’s finger’s caressing her nipple and holds her breath as lips nuzzle her neck and the hand trails down along her abdomen. She feels as if something deep inside her is going to burst—


	And then the sound of tires on the gravel outside—Renee’s mother and little brother, back from the market with the makings for tonight’s dinner. The spell shatters with shock and then a mad laughing dash to Renee’s room where she lends Kate some clothes to wear until her own are dry. They go down to greet Renee’s mother… and neither of them ever speaks of that afternoon again.


	“What ‘almost’ happened?” Jack said.


	“The details aren’t important. It all receded into my subconscious—or maybe it was pushed, I’m not sure which—but the end point was that when I allowed myself to remember it, I looked on it as nothing more than an interesting but anomalous event. After all, I was free, white, and almost twenty-one, and it was the seventies when it was cool to experiment. I saw it as a brush with lesbianism but I knew I wasn’t a lesbian. I moved on.” 


	“To medical school.” 


	“Where I met Ron. He was a good-looking, sensitive man and we had so much in common—middle-class backgrounds, similar families, both headed for medical careers. And he was crazy about me so it seemed a perfect match. I loved him, maybe not as much as he loved me, but there was a genuine attraction there and getting married was what was expected of me. So that’s what I did. Ron’s a good guy. A lot of formerly married women who’ve come out can tell horror stories about abusive relationships. I don’t have that. I can’t say I finally came out because I was mistreated. If anything, I mistreated him.” 


	“As I heard it from Dad, he cheated on you.” 


	“And I don’t blame him. After Elizabeth was born I lost interest in sex. It’s not that unusual, at least on a temporary basis, but for me it went on and on. Ron and I had a good marriage for a long time. I was a good wife and he was a good husband. But as the years went by, I kept feeling less and less fulfilled. That’s a terrible word, but it’s the only one that fits. Something was missing, Jack, and I didn’t know what it was. Until I met Jeanette.” 


	“You mean Sybil.” 


	“Please don’t do that, Jack,” she said, feeling a flush of anger. “You didn’t know her before this virus thing. She’s the most exhilarating person I’ve ever met.” 


	“All right. I’m sorry. You’re right. I only know the Moony version of Jeanette. But still, is she worth all this turmoil in your life?” 


	“Jack, you can’t imagine what I was like. I was no fun. Seeing my patients and doing okay as a mother, but I wasn’t cutting it at all as a wife. Ron’s a good man, and he was a considerate lover, but no matter what he did, it wasn’t right. And I wasn’t giving Ron what he needed, so finally he went elsewhere. I don’t blame him, but he blames himself. And that breaks my heart. We’d been best friends. He thinks he broke up our marriage, but really, it was me.” 


	“You, or Jeanette?” 


	“I didn’t meet her until after Ron and I were separated. My pedi-atric group had decided to computerize and I knew nothing about com-puters—Ron was into them and so were the kids, but somehow the things never appealed to me. I figured I’d better get up to speed, so when I saw an ad for a computer course at the local Marriott designed for women novices, I signed up.” 


	“Let me guess: Jeanette was the instructor.” 


	“She moonlights from her programming job to do stints with a firm that runs seminars all over the country. She designed her own course, aimed strictly at female computerphobes. It’s a bit of a cause for her, so women won’t be relegated to the sidelines during the digital revolution.” 


	Kate felt her throat tighten at the memory.


	“You should have seen her, Jack. She was wonderful. Took control of the room with her presence. She kept it light but we could sense how she truly cared. And she was so funny, Jack. Hard to believe from what you’ve seen, I know, but she cracked us up with tales from the days when she worked for a computer problem hotline.” 


	“Was there some sort of instant chemistry?” 


	“I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She tended to wear tennis shirts and slacks and sandals; her hair was shorter then—she looked more butch than now, but at the time I chalked that up to computer geekiness. I wouldn’t say I was in love, but when the class was over that first night, I was so captured by her I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her and going home. I wanted more. I approached her and asked if she gave private lessons…” 


	Jeanette gives her a long look, a little half smile gently twisting her lips.


	“Lessons in what?” 


	“Why, um, computer lessons.” What a question. “I need some sort of accelerated course.” 


	“Why don’t we discuss it over dinner?” 


	Kate loves the idea. The kids are home; she left them money for a pizza delivery. A hot meal with this fascinating woman is so much more enticing than snacking alone on a leftover slice or two when she gets home. She’ll just have to let them know that she’s going to be a little later than she’d planned.


	“Sounds good,” she tells Jeanette. “I just have to make a call first.” 


	They settle on the Italian restaurant right in the hotel. Jeanette starts with a light beer while Kate has a Manhattan. Jeanette protests when Kate orders a veal dish so she settles for spaghetti puttanesca. Over the meal, during which they split a bottle of Chianti, Jeanette does a lot of asking and Kate does a lot of answering.


	When they’re through she invites Kate up to her room where they can use her laptop to determine how much she knows and how much tutoring she’s going to need. Wonderful idea. Kate’s feeling so warm and relaxed and comfortable with this woman that she doesn’t want the night to end yet.


	She steps into Jeanette’s room, dark except for the glowing screen saver on the laptop. She starts forward but never reaches it. Hands grip her upper arms, turn her around, soft lips find hers. Kate stiffens, instinctively begins to recoil, then gives in to those lips. Jeanette’s hands move from her shoulders to the buttons of Kate’s blouse, tugging at them, freeing them, slipping the fabric off her shoulders. She’s insistent, will not be denied. And Kate has no will to deny her or to fight her rising heat, for a new sensation is filling Kate, something she’s never fully experienced. Lust.


	She lets Jeanette guide her to the bed, lets her take her on the flowered spread, and feels transported to a place she’s never been before, another realm. And for the next two hours she has her first private lesson from Jeanette, but not in computers, as a patient, expert teacher tutors her in the ways of warmth and wetness.


	“One thing led to another and… we became lovers. Then partners. And I began my double life. A very eligible divorcee in Trenton; half of a luppie couple here in New York.” 


	“Luppie?” Jack said, then waved his hand. “Never mind. I just got it.” 


	“Jeanette said her gaydar picked me out during class—she called me ‘a Talbot’s dyke’—but had no inkling that she’d be my first.” 


	“But she’s been good for you?” Jack asked, and she saw real concern in his eyes.


	“I don’t think I’ve ever been happier or felt more… whole. Jeanette has been wonderful to me and for me. She’s so tuned in. She’s been my guide into this world I barely knew existed, while I’ve smoothed some of her rough edges and taught her to take a longer view on some things.” 


	After coffee and sweet rolls they left the Greek Corner and wandered up to the urban garden that defined this length of Sixth Avenue, the Flower District.


	“Where do you go from here?” Jack said as they threaded through the foliage.


	Potted greenery lined the curbs, everything from rubber plants to oversized ferns to small royal palms. The storefronts were riots of color—reds, yellows, blues, fuchsias—and behind them, inside, dimly glimpsed through condensation-layered glass, lay deep green pocket rain forests.


	Last week Kate might have picked out some flowers for the apartment, but not today… not in a flower mood today.


	“In two years, when Lizzie’s off to college, I’ll tell the kids and Ron. After that it won’t take long for the news to leak to my patients, and then the you-know-what will hit the fan. I’ll lose a fair share of them. Trenton may be the state capital but it’s a small town at heart. People will decide they’d rather not bring their kids, especially their daughters, to a lesbian pediatrician. Especially when there are five other straight doctors in the same office. And that won’t make my partners happy.” 


	“So come to New York,” Jack said, slipping his arm around her shoulder. “Lots of kids here whose parents won’t care how you spend your off hours. And it’ll be great having you close.” 


	She leaned against him. “You can’t imagine how much I appreciate being able to talk to you like this. And I’m sorry for going on so. Listen to me: the love that dare not speak its name cannot shut up. But I’ve had this bottled up for so long and I feel so… so alone right now.” 


	“But you and Jeanette must have some friends. I mean, there’s a huge gay community down here that—” 


	“Yes, but I’m a forty-four-year-old baby dyke who isn’t out. That makes me a sort of pariah to the younger dykes, the grrrls, the twenty-somethings who’ve been out since their teens. They think we all should be out and eff anyone who doesn’t like it.” 


	“‘Eff’?” Jack grinned. “Did you say ‘eff’?” 


	“I always have trouble saying the F-word.” 


	“That’s because you’re a square. Always were.” 


	Kate sighed. She couldn’t take offense. It was true.


	“I’m still a square in so many ways. A square dyke—can you imagine? A walking, talking oxymoron. Born square, doomed to die from terminal squareness. It’s just that I was always trying to set a good example—for you when we were growing up, and later for Kevin and Liz.” 


	“And you did,” he said softly. “Just as I’m sure you still do.” 


	“I don’t want to change the world or be part of a movement. I just want to be me. It’s taken me so long to get to this point that I just want to relax and enjoy it. And I never cared what others thought as long as I had Jeanette. We’re both a little old for the gay club scene; we’d have dinner at Rubyfruits once in a while, but mostly we cooked in and just enjoyed being with each other.” 


	“No dressing up and going out on the town looking like Wild One Marlon Brandos?” 


	“Just being a vanilla dyke more than fills my deviancy quota.” 


	“Don’t call yourself a deviant.” 


	“It means deviating from the norm. And that’s what we dykes do.” 


	“Can’t help how you feel. Not as if you’re hurting anyone.” 


	“Not yet at least. But when I finally come out… who knows?” She shook her head. “All because of a chromosome… one lousy chromosome.” 


	“There’s a gay gene?” 


	“Maybe. But I’m talking about the Y-chromosome, the one that makes you male. We females have two X-chromosomes, but if I could change one chromosome, change just one of my X’s to a Y, my feelings for Jeanette would be considered perfectly normal.” 


	Jack gave a low whistle. “Jeez. You put it like that, what’s all the fuss about?” 


	“Exactly. One chromosome. And if I had it, I wouldn’t have all this terrible angst and dread about letting people know.” 


	He grabbed her shoulder. “Just thought of something. Are you going to tell Dad?” 


	Kate shuddered. She had no idea how her father would react. She loved him. They’d always been close, but he had no idea. No lesbians in his world. What words could she use to tell him that his only daughter was one?


	“I haven’t decided whether he should be before or after the kids. Either way, that’s when the you-know-what hits the fan.” 


	“Would that be ‘ess’ hitting the fan, or doo-doo?” 


	Kate laughed and hugged Jack. “Both!” 


	She loved the man he’d become. What great luck running into him. And what a wonderful feeling to be out to him. It had been so easy.


	She looked around and realized they were back at the Arsley. She almost dreaded going back upstairs and facing Jeanette. Who would she be today?


	“Mind if I come up with you?” Jack said.


	Does he read minds? she wondered.


	“I’d like that.” 


	She keyed her way through the front door but stopped Jack in the lobby. She had to make one thing absolutely clear to him.


	“No one else can know what we’ve discussed this morning, Jack. Not till Kevin and Liz are both eighteen. It’s not just for my sake but for theirs too.” 


	“Okay, sure, but—” 


	“No buts about it, Jack. Ron doesn’t know and I can’t predict how he’ll react. He’s a good man and I think he’ll be okay, but you never know. If he feels his masculinity has somehow been compromised, he may try to get back at me through the kids. We have joint custody now but he might sue, claiming that as a lesbian I’m an unfit parent—” 


	“No way.” 


	“It happens all the time, Jack. The courts can be rough on lesbians. But even if Ron accepts it, what about Kevin and Liz? The news will sweep through their school in minutes, and you know how cruel kids can be. Adolescence is hard enough. I can’t add that to the load. When they’re both in college I’ll sit them down and tell them. Until then I’ve got to stay in the closet. Just like you.” 


	“Me?” He looked shocked. “What—?” 


	“Yes, you. You’re leading a double life just like me. You’ve got one face you show to the public but then there’s this other side, this Repairman Jack thing that you’ve been hiding all these years—from Dad, from Tom, from me, and I’m sure from the police, since you’ve as much as said some of what you do isn’t exactly legal. You’ve got your own closet, Jack.” 


	He stared at her a moment, then nodded. “Never thought of it that way but I guess I do. Except I can’t come out of mine. Ever.” 


	“You did to me.” 


	He shook his head, raised a hand, and waggled his pinky finger.


	“T opened the door a crack and showed you this much. The rest stays inside.” 


	“Why?” 


	“Because my closet’s way deeper and lots darker than yours.” 


	She expected to see sadness in his eyes but found only flat acceptance. He’d made choices and he’d live with them.


	Just as she’d live with hers.


				*
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	Jeanette was not in sight when Jack and Kate came in.


	“She might still be asleep,” Kate said.


	Jack hoped not. He wanted to see what mental shape Jeanette was in before he left Kate alone with her. He also wanted another look at this woman who meant so much to his sister. He couldn’t help but see her differently now. She was no longer Kate’s friend, she was her lover.


	“Who’s asleep?” Jeanette said, stepping out of her room with a mug in her hand.


	She wore an Oberlin sweatshirt and cut-off shorts. Nice legs. Great quads. She definitely worked out.


	“How are you feeling?” Kate asked.


	Jeanette beamed. “Absolutely wonderful. How about you? And Jack. So good to see you again. How are you?” 


	Jack glanced at Kate, saw the tight line of her lips, and knew how she was feeling. They were in the presence of Mary Poppins without the accent. Or maybe the Stepford Dyke.


	“Just fine,” Jack said. “We had a walk and a talk.” 


	“I’m out with Jack,” Kate said. “He knows everything.” 


	Jeanette glided into the kitchen. “Isn’t that nice.” She placed her mug into the microwave and began punching buttons. “Not that it’s going to matter.” 


	Kate looked as if she’d been slapped. “What do you mean?” 


	“Oh, nothing.” Her smile broadened. “And everything.” 


	She punched the START button and her grin died. Slack-faced and staring, she swayed.


	“Jeanette?” Kate started forward.


	Jeanette began mumbling, slowly, extracting the words like corks from wine bottles. “Kate… I… we… no… Kate, I’m almost gone. Can’t hold out—” 


	And then the microwave oven chimed.


	And Jeanette blinked and regained her smile as abruptly as she’d lost it.


	“What?” Jeanette said. “Why are you staring?” 


	“You had another of those spells,” Kate said.


	“Don’t be silly.” She removed her reheated cup from the microwave and took a sip. “Mmmm.” 


	“Jeanette—” Kate began as Jeanette brushed by her on her way out of the kitchenette, but Jeanette cut her off.


	“Any plans for today, Kate?” She plopped herself in the rocking chair and smiled.


	As Kate began another attempt at convincing Jeanette to make an appointment with Dr. Fielding, Jack stared at the microwave. Wasn’t sure, but thought he remembered Jeanette having her ‘spell’ last night while Kate was nuking the dip. And now while reheating her coffee.


	Could microwaves trigger these spells? Didn’t know a lot about them, but if people with pacemakers were supposed to keep their distance, who knew what other effects they might have?


	“Anyone mind if I make myself a cup of coffee?” he announced to the room.


	Kate gave him an odd look and he knew what she was thinking: after all the coffee he’d drunk at the Greek place he should be floating.


	But Jeanette said, “Sure, be my guest.” 


	Found a mug, filled it with water, and stuck it inside the oven. This gave him a chance to look it over. Noticed the door wobbled on its hinges, and he found a crack in the lower right corner of the glass. Had it been dropped at some time?


	Closed the door, set it for five minutes on high, and punched START. As it hummed to life he turned to Jeanette.


	Nothing. She sat in the front room sipping and rocking and shaking her head no to everything Kate was suggesting.


	So much for that theory.


	But wait. Jeanette had been standing in the kitchen both times. Proximity could be a factor.


	Hit the STOP button.


	“Something wrong here,” he said. “The microwave won’t stay on.” 


	“Sometimes the door doesn’t catch,” Jeanette said. “Make sure it’s closed all the way.” 


	Jack made a show of opening and closing the door, and pretended to press START.


	“Nope. Still won’t go.” 


	“Men!” Jeanette said with an exasperated sigh as she rose from her chair. “You’re only good for one thing.” 


	Jack stepped aside to allow her to reach the microwave. “And what’s that?” 


	“Procreation.” 


	Weird thing for a lesbian to say. Wasn’t breeder a derogatory term among gays?


	Watched her press START.


	She dropped her cup, splashing Jack’s ankles with hot coffee, and now her face had that slack look again, and she started mumbling.


	“No… yes… this helps… what are you…” 


	“Jeanette!” Kate cried, rushing into the kitchen area. “It’s happening again!” 


	“Easy, Kate.” 


	She grabbed Jeanette’s hand. “What’s happening?” 


	“It’s the microwave oven. Seems to have some effect on her.” 


	“Then turn it off!” 


	“No,” Jeanette gasped. “Leave… it on.” 


	“Listen to her, Kate. It’s a good effect. Like it’s snapping her out of whatever spell she’s under.” 


	“The virus,” Jeanette said. “The virus…” 


	“What about the virus?” Kate gripped Jeanette’s shoulders and gently rotated her until they were face to face. “Tell me.” 


	Jack retreated a step. Three people strained the tiny kitchen’s occupancy limit. Let Kate handle it. She was the doctor.


	Jeanette’s tone changed—same voice, but suddenly more focused. “We do not want to speak of this.” 


	“What do you mean, ‘we’?” 


	Fractured again: “Wasn’t me… don’t listen to them. It’s the virus… changing us.” 


	“Changing you how?” 


	“My brain… our brains… reaching critical mass…” Another shift in tone. “No! We will not speak of this!” 


	Jeanette squeezed her eyes shut, seemed to be making a heroic effort to exert control. Might have been funny on a stage or in a comedy club, somebody doing a parody of a bad horror film about demonic possession or warring multiple personalities, but the fear-sweat streaming from Jeanette’s pores was real. Jack sensed a once indomitable personality clawing for a fingerhold on her identity and his heart went out to her. He wanted to help her but hadn’t a clue as to how.


	“Tell me, Jeanette!” Kate said. “What’s happening to you?” 


	“Eaten… eaten alive. Every minute… every second… less of me… more of them.” 


	“Jeanette, that sounds so—” 


	The microwave went ding! Jeanette stiffened, blinked.


	Damn! Jack quickly reached around Kate, punched another ten minutes into the oven and got it running again.


	“E pluribus unum! E pluribus unum! E pluribus unum!…” 


	She kept repeating the phrase and Jack couldn’t be sure which Jeanette was responsible. It seemed like a prayer, or a mantra, something you might repeat endlessly to drown out a sound or a frightening thought.


	“Jeanette!” Kate still had hold of her shoulders and was shaking her. “Jeanette, stop that and listen to me!” 


	But she kept droning the same damn phrase.


	And then Jack turned at the sound of the door opening and saw Holdstock rush into the room.


	“What’s going on here!” the pudgy man cried. He wore a gray, three-piece suit; his face was flushed and sweaty, as if he’d been running. “What are you doing to her?” 


	“Hey-hey!” Jack said, stepping toward him and straight-arming him to a stop. “Where do you get off barging in here?” 


	“I have a standing invitation,” he puffed. He held up a key. “See? More than you have, I’m sure.” 


	He tried to slip past, but Jack wasn’t about to let that happen. He grabbed him by his suit vest.


	“Whoa, pal. Just stay where you are.” 


	And behind Jack the “e pluribus unum” chant continued.


	“You take your hands off me! And stop torturing that woman or I’ll call the police!” 


	“Will you?” Jack said. “I wonder.” 


	But the threat did hold weight for Jack. Last thing he wanted was a couple of cops at the door.


	“Let me go to her! Please!” 


	“Let him, Jack,” Kate said. “Maybe he can explain what this is about.” 


	Jack released Holdstock who lunged past him toward Jeanette.


	“Listen to her,” Kate said as Holdstock neared. “Do you have any idea what that means?” 


	“Of course,” he said.


	But instead of explaining he reached past Kate and unplugged the microwave.


	“Hey!” Jack said as the chant stopped.


	Jeanette sagged against Kate, then straightened and pushed away.


	“What…? Where…?” 


	“It’s all right, dear,” Holdstock said, guiding her from the kitchen. “I’m here now.” 


	“Get your hands off her,” Jack said.


	“Should I take my hands off you, Jeanette?” Holdstock said.


	“No. No, of course not.” 


	“You’re coming with me,” he told her, steering her toward the door. “It’s not healthy for you here.” 


	“Not so fast,” Jack said, blocking their way.


	Jeanette glared at Jack. “You! You’re an enemy! You’re evil! Get out of my house!” 


	“Jeanette!” Kate said. “Please!” 


	“I want you to stay, Kate,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on Jack, “but if your brother is here when I come back, I’m calling the police.” 


	Jack didn’t move. His gut told him he shouldn’t let her go—for her sake—but if she said she wanted to leave, he couldn’t see he had much choice but to let her.


	Reluctantly he stepped aside. But only a little. Just enough to let them squeeze by.


	As Holdstock brushed past, one arm around Jeanette’s shoulders, Jack felt something sharp scrape against the back of his hand. He glanced down and saw a fine scratch. How had that happened? Hold-stock’s near hand had been in his coat pocket as he’d passed.


	He shrugged. Nothing serious. Probably just a pin from a cleaning tag. Barely bleeding.


	He turned to Kate and found her still standing in the kitchen, a lost, confused look on her face.


	“What just happened here?” she said.


	“Damned if I know. You’re the doctor. Have you ever seen anything like that?” 


	“Never.” 


	“Has to be the microwaves. But I know as much about microwaves as I do about string theory.” 


	“I know they’re a form of radiation—non-ionizing radiation. Depending on the wavelength, they’re used for everything from radar to cell phones to cooking. But I can’t believe Jeanette has a personality change anytime she gets near a microwave oven.” 


	Jack took Kate’s hand and brushed her fingers over the crack in the glass on the oven door.


	“This microwave oven happens to leak.” 


	Kate shook her head. “I still don’t understand…” 


	“I’ve got a whole list of things I don’t understand about this. And Holdstock is high on it. You told me he showed up right after Jeanette’s first personality change, right? And now he pops in again. You think he’s got the place bugged?” 


	Kate rubbed her upper arms. “Don’t say that. I’ve read articles about people becoming ill from exposure to microwave snooping devices.” 


	“A couple of months ago I spent a whole weekend with a group of paranoids who had crazy stories about any subject you could name. Among them were tales about CIA and KGB experiments using microwaves for mind control. Maybe they’re not so paranoid.” 


	“You’re giving me the creeps.” 


	“And what was she saying about the virus changing her brain? You think that could be?” 


	Kate looked miserable. “Jack, I don’t know. It doesn’t seem possible. It’s an adenovims. Even mutated I can’t imagine an adenovirus changing someone’s brain.” 


	Microwaves, multiple personalities, mutated viruses—Jack felt as if he’d stepped off a ledge into an underwater canyon.


	“Maybe not, but I think the guy to contact is Fielding. I don’t know about you, but this is way out of my league. Maybe you’d better get back to him.” 


	“I’ll do that right now.” 


	“And while you doctor-talk with him, I’m going to run an errand. Be back in no time.” 


	Jack had an idea he wanted to try. But he’d need some hardware first.


				*
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	Sandy sat at his desk in a daze. This had to be the greatest morning of his life. He still couldn’t believe the reception when he’d walked into the press room two hours ago—cheers and a standing ovation. George Meschke had met him in the middle of the floor to shake his hand and tell him that his edition—yes, they’d called it his edition—had been selling out all over the city.


	And now his voicemail. He’d just finished listening to the last of nine messages. People he hadn’t heard from in years—a former roommate, old classmates, even one of his journalism professors—had called to congratulate him. What next?


	“Hi, Sandy.” 


	He looked up and blinked. Patrice Rawlinson, the perpetually tanned silicone blonde from the art department. Sure, she was faked and baked, but with those painted-on dresses she was everyone’s dream babe.


	He struggled for a reply. “Oh, uh, hi.” 


	Brilliant.


	In the past when he’d said hello to her in the halls she’d always looked through him. A real Ralph Ellison moment. But now she’d come to him. She’d walked that gorgeous body all the way to his cubicle and spoken words to him. She’d said his name.


	“I just wanted to say how much I enjoyed your interview with the Savior. I hung on every word. That must have been so exciting to talk to him.” 


	“It was.” Please don’t say anything stupid, he told himself. “It’s a moment every journalist dreams of.” 


	“You’ve got to tell me all about it sometime.” 


	“Gladly.” 


	“Give me a buzz when you’re free.” 


	And with that she swayed off. Sandy resisted sticking his head outside his cubicle for an extended look at her, as he’d done so many times in the past. He was above that now.


	“Tell me that wasn’t Patrice’s voice I just heard,” said Pokorny from somewhere on the far side of the partition.


	“It was, my man. It most certainly was.” 


	Pokorny groaned. “I’m going to kill myself.” 


	Does it get any better than this? Sandy thought, grinning.


	No. It was positively intoxicating. Like a drug. And just as addicting. He didn’t want to let this go. Couldn’t. He needed more, a steady fix.


	But what next? He couldn’t let this be the pinnacle of his career—talk about peaking too soon! He had to come up with something equal or better. And the only thing he knew for sure that would fit that bill was another interview with the Savior.


	But what was left to cover in a second interview? Rehashing the same old material wouldn’t cut it.


	But what if I challenge the initial material? he wondered.


	He suspected that some of it wasn’t true. In fact the more he thought about it, the surer he became that the Savior wasn’t doing undercover work for the government. That was a little too glamorous, a little too Hollywood.


	So what other reasons could he have to stop him from stepping forward to be acclaimed as a hero?


	And then he remembered his earlier conversation with Beth. He’d been blue-skying with her but—


	Sandy slammed his hand on his desktop. Christ, I bet that’s it! The man has a criminal record. He’s a fugitive! Some sort of felon with a warrant out for his arrest. And that’s why he was armed!


	He had his next hook: get the Savior to talk about his crime. Maybe he was an innocent victim, on the run because of a crime he didn’t commit—


	No, stop. You’re getting Hollywood again.


	Maybe he’d committed just one crime, or maybe he wasn’t bad all the way through. He certainly did the right thing on the train. Maybe…


	And then it all came together, driving Sandy to his feet, gasping like a fish out of water. He had it! A fabulous idea!


	He fumbled a slip of paper from his pocket—the phone number the Savior had given him. He reached for his phone, then stopped.


	No. No calls from here. Somewhere he was sure the paper kept a record of all outgoing numbers. Better a public phone.


	Sandy hurried for the street. He was a man on fire, a man with a mission. He was going to do something wonderful, something that would repay the mystery man for saving his life. Talk about advocacy journalism! He’d be pulling off a journalistic coup to make today’s story look like a weather report. Not just your common everyday, run-of-the-mill journalistic coup—the journalistic coup of the new century!


	Can you spell Pulitzer?


				*
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	Jack struck out at a hardware store and an appliance store, but finally found what he wanted at the Wiz. On his way back to Jeanette’s apartment he stopped at a pay phone to check his messages. He groaned aloud when he heard Sandy Palmer’s voice.


	“Good morning, ‘Jack.’ Yeah, like I’m supposed to believe that’s your real name.” 


	Jack? How did he know—?


	And then Jack remembered: the outgoing message on his voicemail began, “This is Jack…” He’d forgot all about that. Not that it mattered. Palmer thought it was phony anyway.


	“Listen, we have to talk again. I’ve come up with an idea that’s going to transform your life. We’ve got to meet. And don’t blow this off, because what I’ve got to say to you is vitally important. Another reason you shouldn’t blow me off is I’ve still got the drawing. Now don’t get me wrong, because I don’t want you to think I’m trying to blackmail you, but I’m pretty sure you weren’t completely straight with me the other day—about your past, that is—so I don’t feel bound by our little agreement to destroy the drawing. But we can let bygones be bygones and straighten all this out with one little meeting. Call and tell me where and when. And trust me, Jack, or whatever your name is, you’ll be ever so glad you did.” 


	He left his number and extension at the paper.


	Jack slammed the receiver against the phone box. Then did it again. And again.


	Now I don’t want you to think I’m trying to blackmail you…


	What else am I supposed to think, you rotten little bastard?


	He had this frenzied urge to get his hands around Palmer’s pencil neck and squeeze until…


	Easy. Step back. Look at it again…


	But short of killing the kid, Jack saw no quick and easy way to take command of the situation. Palmer controlled the deck. Jack would have to play it his way. For now.


	He called Palmer’s number and extension. With an effort he kept his voice low and even when he reached his voicemail.


	“Same place. Noon.” 


	Then he hung up.


	He’d cooled a little by the time he reached Jeanette’s apartment, but his mood was still cooking over a low flame.


	Kate took one look at him and said, “What’s wrong?” 


	“Nothing to do with this.” 


	“Need to share?” 


	Jack considered that, almost gave in to the urge to tell her, but decided against it. The fewer who knew, the better.


	“I’ll be all right. But thanks.” He opened his Wiz bag and produced a little white gizmo. “Looky. A microwave tester.” 


	He set the oven for five minutes and started it, then ran the little tester along the edges of the door. The indicator started flashing red immediately and went into high gear when he reached the lower right corner with the cracked glass.


	“That confirms it. Leaky oven.” He hit the off switch. “How dangerous is that?” 


	“I did a search on Jeanette’s computer while you were out.” 


	“I’d think a doctor would know all about microwaves.” 


	“Why? I haven’t found a use yet for radar in my practice.” 


	“Radar?” 


	“That’s why the first microwave ovens were called radar ranges. Microwaves are radiofrequency radiation—somewhere below infrared and above UHF in the frequency spectrum.” 


	That meant nothing to Jack. “I know they’re used for cell phone transmission. But what’s the downside—besides brain tumors?” 


	“That’s never been proven, and it seems unlikely since it’s non-ionizing radiation. The main effect is heat. The guy who discovered the microwave oven was playing with different frequencies, looking for new radar applications, when he melted the candy bar in his shirt pocket.” 


	“A true ‘Eureka!’ moment.” 


	“I suppose so. The ovens work by causing vibrations in water molecules, creating heat. The strength of the transmitter and the frequency of the waves determine the depth of penetration and the amount of heat generated. The best documented ill effects in humans are cataracts and sterilized testicles.” 


	Jack stepped away from the oven. “But no brain tumors.” 


	“Not a one. But my search popped up lots of hits involving central nervous system effects—everything from memory loss to mind control. I don’t know how factual they are though.” 


	“So if this virus is having an effect on Jeanette’s brain—” 


	“Which is the heart of the central nervous system.” 


	“—maybe the microwaves disrupt that.” 


	“But what about Holdstock? He was dosed with the virus too, but he walked right up to the oven and turned it off.” 


	“Right. Forgot about that. Damn. So much for that theory.” 


	“Pretty far-fetched anyway.” 


	“Lot of far-fetched stuff going down these days,” he said, thinking back on the events of the last couple of months. “And remember, I didn’t come up with the virus-taking-over idea. That was Jeanette’s.” 


	“Well, rest assured, there’s no virus taking over Jeanette’s mind. But she might believe there is.” 


	“Maybe that’s the engine driving the Holdstock cult—some sort of shared delusion.” 


	“You may have something there.” 


	“Yeah, well, whether I do or not, it’s something for the NIH boys to handle, not me. Did you call Fielding?” 


	Kate’s face clouded as she nodded. “Yes. He said not to worry. He’s been in contact with them daily and what seem like interminable delays are simply the normal bureaucratic process.” 


	“Why do I get the feeling you don’t believe that?” 


	“Because he seemed so nervous. I could almost hear him sweating.” 


	“Well, his reputation and his career could be at stake.” 


	“Because of a mutation? I don’t see how. I think I’m going to call NIH myself and see what I can find out.” 


	“Good idea. And while you’re doing that, I’ve got to meet the press.” 


	“Sorry?” 


	“Long story.” 


	Kate smiled at him. “Do you know how many times you’ve said that over the last few days?” 


	“Too many, probably. Someday soon we’ll sit down together and I’ll tell you a few of them if you want.” A select few, he thought.


	“I’d like that very much,” she said.


	“Then it’s a date. But for now I’ve got to run. Call you later.” 


				*
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	“Aw, shit,” Joe said. “The kid’s going for a walk in the park.” 


	“Maybe he is, maybe he isn’t,” Stan told his brother in a soothing tone. Joe was as twitchy and fidgety as he’d ever seen him. Like he had roaches crawling all over his skin.


	They’d hung around outside The Light offices all morning, watching for this reporter, this Sandy Palmer guy. They didn’t even know if he was in the building, so they called inside and got him on the phone. That settled, they waited. He finally came out around 11:30 and ducked into the subway. Guy could have been going home, out for a haircut, or to visit his mama. No way to know. But wherever he was going, Joe insisted on following. The reporter had jumped on the Nine so they did the same. On the outside chance he might be on the lookout for a tail, they’d split up—Joe in the car ahead of him, Stan in the one behind. Stan noticed Joe keeping his left hand in his pocket the whole time. The kid ever saw that, Joe would be tagged; he’d have to back off and let Stan do the tail solo.


	When the reporter got off at Seventy-second, Stan thought he might simply be returning to the scene of the crime. But no, he headed straight for the stairs.


	Topside, Stan and Joe each took a different side of the street and gave him a block lead as he headed west along Seventy-first. Waste of effort. The kid was in his own world, loping along without a single look back.


	Stan had joined up with Joe at the corner of Riverside Drive where they hung back as the reporter ambled into the park.


	Stan tried to show Joe the bright side.


	“This might be something. If you remember, we set up quite a few meetings in parks in our day.” 


	Joe rubbed his stubbled chin. “Come to think of it, I do. So how do we work this?” 


	Stan surveyed the landscape. Riverside Drive ran at a higher level, bordered on its west flank by a low wall overlooking the greenery that sloped away below it.


	“We split,” Stan said. “You take the high road and I’ll take the low road—” 


	“And I’ll be in wherever-it-is before ya.” 


	“Scotland. Keep your cell phone on and I’ll call you if I think he’s made me or I see him heading back up to the street. Then you pick him up and—” 


	“Shut up!” Joe hissed. He grabbed Stan’s arm, his fingers digging in like claws. “There he is!” 


	“Who? Where?” 


	“Over there. Two blocks down. See him? In the baseball cap, leaning on the wall, watching the park.” 


	Stan saw an average-looking guy. Nothing striking about him. Looked relaxed as all hell, taking a little fresh air while killing some time.


	“You think that’s our guy? Could be anybody.” 


	Joe hadn’t moved a muscle. His eyes were fixed on the baseball cap like a dog on point.


	“It’s him, Stan. I see him in my dreams, and I’ve been dreaming of this moment. You don’t know how I’ve been dreaming of this moment.” His breath rasped through his teeth. “The fucker! The fucker!” 


	“Easy, Joe. We’ve got to be sure. We—” 


	“I’m sure. God damn fuck am I sure! Know what he’s doing? He’s casing the park, watching this reporter make his entrance and checking him for a tail. If you’d gone down there he’d’ve spotted you and that would’ve queered it all. He disappears and the meet is off. But he’s a dumb fuck. Figures if someone’s tailing the reporter, whoever it is doesn’t know what he looks like. Thinks he’s sittin’ safe and pretty up there with his bird’s-eye view. But we know what he looks like, don’t we, Stan. We know.” 


	The longer Joe talked and the longer Stan looked, the more familiar this guy at the wall became. Stan was almost afraid to believe it was him, afraid he’d fool himself because he so very much wanted it to be him. Not as much as Joe, maybe, but still, some heavy debts cried out for payment—with tons of vig.


	“You know, Joe… I think you might be right.” 


	Joe was still staring. A heat-seeking missile that had found its target.


	“Course I’m right.” He reached into his jacket pocket. “I’m doin’ him, Stan. Gonna splatter his IQ all the way to the river then take his head home as a souvenir! Make a soup bowl out of his skull and eat from it every fucking night!” 


	Stan gripped his brother’s arm before he could pull his .38. The area was crawling with people.


	“Too many witnesses, Joe,” he said quickly. “What good’s doing him if it’s going to land us in the joint? Like you said before, we’ve got to send a message here. This is the guy that blew up our stash, our cash, and our reps. We got to do him in kind. Blow him to hell. A public blow. And then we can say, remember that guy who got blown to chili con carne back in June? That was the guy who blew our farm and wrecked Joe’s hand. We found him and did him. Did him good.” 


	He felt Joe’s arm relax as he nodded, still staring at the guy.


	“Yeah. All right. And not just him, but him and everything he owns and everyone around him. You don’t mess with the K Brothers.” 


	Stan knew it would never be the same. They’d never completely salvage their reps, but at least they’d have evened some of the score. That counted for something.


	“How you want to handle this?” 


	“He’s looking for someone tailing the reporter. But we’ll be tailing him. We find out where he lives, then we do him. And no waitin’ around, Stan. We do him tonight!” 


				*
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	Sandy checked his watch: 12:30. He’d been wandering around the park for half an hour now. The message had said same place, noon. The noon was clear enough. And Sandy had assumed “same place” meant same bench. So he’d waited there for a while, but no Savior. He wondered if he should call the Savior “Jack.” He didn’t know if that was his real name, but it was better than the Savior.


	After fifteen minutes on the bench he’d got up and wandered around. Maybe “same place” had meant the park in general. But another fifteen minutes of trudging up and down a ten-block length had yielded no sign of the man.


	Looked like he’d been stood up. What now? He’d threatened the Savior with the drawing, told him he hadn’t got rid of them. Not true. He’d torn them up and flushed them down a toilet in one of The Light’s men’s rooms. But he could print out another from the computer in minutes if he wanted to. But did he want to?


	He remembered what Beth had said about To Kill a Mockingbird. Did he have a right to drag Boo Radley into the spotlight just for a story?


	But the analogy didn’t hold. He was here to do the Savior a favor—the biggest favor of his life.


	Sandy checked his watch again. He’d give him another fifteen minutes, then—


	“Hey!” 


	Sandy jumped, looked up, looked around—the Savior stood by a tree twenty feet away. He cocked his head down the slope toward the highway.


	“Wait a minute or two,” he said, “then meet me in the underpass.” 


	Sandy watched him walk off, waited the requisite time, then followed. He found him waiting in the shadows of a concrete arch that supported a short span of the West Side Highway. Noise from the traffic above rumbled through the space.


	“Look,” Sandy said, approaching him, “before we go any further I just want to say—” 


	The Savior held up his hand for silence and scanned the park behind Sandy.


	“If you’re worried about my being followed, I wasn’t.” 


	“Probably right,” he said. “Didn’t see anyone tail you into the park, but you can never be sure about these things.” 


	After a moment of narrow-lidded surveillance, he turned to Sandy. “What’s the story, Palmer? We gonna play games, is that it? I thought we had an understanding: you get your interview, I never hear from you again.” 


	He sounded pissed, and had a right to be, but Sandy had figured the best way to play this was not to allow himself to be put on the defensive.


	“No games,” he said. “I just don’t think you were playing straight with me. I don’t think you’re working for the government, and I’m not so sure you were ever a Navy SEAL, either.” 


	“True or not, what’s the difference? You got your story, the paper’s selling out—” 


	“How do you know that?” 


	His mouth twisted. “Had to go to three newsstands before I found a copy. Which means your bosses must be happy. You’re a big shot now. Where’s your gripe?” 


	Sandy resisted the urge to wipe his moist palms on his pants. This was a dangerous man and he had to be careful how he spun this. He’d mentally rehearsed his spiel for the last hour. Now it was show time.


	“No gripe at all. It’s just that I figured out the real reason you don’t want your face in the papers, why you don’t want anyone to know your name: you’re a wanted man.” 


	Bingo. The Savior had been scanning the park again, but when he blinked and stared at Sandy, he knew he’d struck pay dirt.


	“You’re nuts.” 


	“Hear me out. I figure it had to be a felony. A misdemeanor wouldn’t put you into hiding. So you’re either wanted for a crime or you’ve jumped bail or escaped prison.” 


	“Got it all figured out, don’t you.” 


	Sandy shrugged. “What else can it be?” 


	“Should have known I couldn’t fool you.” The Savior shook his head and looked away. “The orphan part is true, but I made up the part about the cop telling me to join the army or go to jail. I’ve been in and out of trouble most of my life. Got picked up after knocking over a liquor store.” 


	“A liquor store…” Sandy was afraid to ask the next question. “No one was shot, were they?” 


	“Nah. I just flashed a starter pistol. But that didn’t matter; got charged with armed robbery. Couldn’t plea down. I was only nineteen at the time. I wasn’t going up for that, so I jumped bail and I’ve been on the run ever since.” 


	“Are you wanted for anything else?” 


	The Savior didn’t answer immediately. He was staring past Sandy again. Finally he pursed his lips and said, “Shit. Move back.” 


	“What?” 


	He shoved him against the sloping concrete wall of the underpass.


	“Back!” 


	Sandy turned to see this guy about his own age in cut-offs and a T-shirt and a scraggly attempt at a beard racing a crummy looking bike full tilt down the slope toward the underpass. He clutched a gray handbag and kept looking over his shoulder.


	His eyes widened as he entered the underpass and saw that it was occupied, but the Savior gave him a friendly, reassuring wave and said, “Hey, how’s it goin’?” 


	“Not bad,” the guy panted.


	Then a lot of things happened quickly, too quickly for Sandy to process fully. Suddenly the Savior was moving, taking a quick step forward and kicking the bike’s rear wheel. The guy lost control, hit the curb, and went flying over the handle bars. Sandy watched in shock as the Savior kept moving, following the man as he sailed toward the pavement, leaping as he landed chest first, and landing with his heels driving into the guy’s upper back. The muffled crunch of breaking bones turned Sandy’s stomach, as did the man’s scream of pain.


	What the fuck? Sandy thought.


	“That was my mother back there!” the Savior shouted. He crouched beside the writhing man who was trying to rise but couldn’t seem to get his arms to work. “You just rolled my mother!” 


	“Aw, shit!” the guy said, his voice a faint wheeze.


	“My mother!” he screamed, his face reddening.


	“Didn’t know, man!” he groaned, every syllable wrapped in pain. “Didn’t mean nothin’!” 


	The Savior turned to Sandy, his eyes wild. “Your turn to be a hero,” he said, pointing to the gray handbag beside the man. “Take that back to the old lady he knocked down back near the top of the slope. Tell her you found it on the grass.” 


	Sandy could only stare, stunned.


	“Come on, Palmer. Move! I’ll meet you over by the basketball courts.” He bent again over the fallen man and screamed, “My mother!” 


	“I know, man,” the purse snatcher grunted. “I’m sorry… like really… sorry.” 


	He gave Sandy another look, then trotted out the opposite end of the underpass, leaving Sandy alone with the stranger. Gingerly he stepped closer, picked up the handbag, then beat it back to the sunlight and the park.


	The Savior’s mother? Was she in the park? Was this her bag?


	He spotted a cluster of people near the top of the slope and jogged toward them. An old woman sat on a bench in the center of the cluster, sobbing. Her knees and hands were scraped, her stockings torn.


	“… just pushed me,” she was saying. “I don’t know where he went. I never saw him.” 


	The Savior’s mother… Sandy shook his head. Not likely. The old woman was black.


	“Did you lose this?” Sandy said, edging into the circle around her.


	She looked up and her tear-filled eyes widened. “My bag!” 


	“Where’d you get that?” said a beefy guy, eyeing Sandy suspiciously.


	Sandy handed the bag to the woman, then jerked a thumb over his shoulder and stuck to the story.


	“I was walking down by the highway and found it.” 


	“Everything’s here!” the woman said, opening her wallet. “Oh, thank you, young man! Thank you ever so much!” She pulled out a couple of twenties. “Let me reward you.” 


	Sandy waved her off. “Absolutely not. No way.” 


	The beefy guy slapped him on the back. “Good man.” 


	Sandy made a show of checking his watch. “Look, I’ve got a meeting,” he said to the man. “Will she be all right?” 


	“We called the cops. EMTs are on their way.” 


	“Great.” To the old woman he said, “Good luck to you, ma’am. I’m sorry this happened.” 


	She thanked him again and then he was on his way down the sloping path toward the basketball courts, trying to process the events of the past few minutes. He’d led a sheltered life, he knew. His exposure to violence while growing up had been limited to a few schoolyard shoving matches. But all that had changed with the bloodbath on the train. His baptism of fire.


	But in some strange way he found this new incident even more disturbing. The Savior had acted so quickly, with such decisiveness—one moment the purse snatcher had been cycling by, Sandy had blinked, and next thing he knew the man was flat on his face with two broken or dislocated shoulders and the Savior screaming at him about his mother.


	What was that all about?


	And more frightening had been the terrible dark joy in the Savior’s eyes as he’d hovered over the downed man. He’d enjoyed hurting him. And he’d done it without the slightest hesitation. That was very, very scary. And even scarier was the thought now of dealing with him one on one.


	Sandy began to sense that he might be in over his head, but he brushed it off. He wasn’t here to threaten this man; he wanted to do him a favor.


	But would that matter if he was dealing with a psycho? In an instant the Savior had changed from regular guy to mad dog. And why had he even bothered with the purse snatcher? If the Savior was a wanted felon, why would he interfere with a fellow criminal?


	None of this made any sense.


	He found the man leaning against the high chain link fence bordering the asphalt basketball courts. He started moving away as Sandy approached, motioning him to follow. Sandy caught up with him in a small grove of trees.


	“Why here?”’ he said, looking around and noticing that they were partially hidden from the rest of the park. He was uneasy now being alone with this man.


	“Because your picture’s been in the paper twice this week. Who knows when someone will recognize you?” 


	“Yeah?” Sandy said, suddenly aglow. Someone recognizing him on the street. How totally cool would that be. “I mean, yeah, sure, I see what you mean.” 


	Sandy sensed that Mr. Hyde had disappeared. The Savior seemed to have returned to Dr. Jekyll mode.


	“So tell me,” the Savior said. “How are you going to change my lowly criminal life?” 


	Sandy held up a hand. “Wait. You tell me something first: What was all that business about your mother? She wasn’t your mother.” 


	“She could have been. My mother would be about her age if she’d survived.” 


	“Survived what?” 


	“Death.” 


	Sandy sensed a big sign saying PROCEED NO FURTHER, so he switched to the other question that was bothering him.


	“All right then, tell me this: why did you, someone who supposedly wants to avoid the spotlight, get involved in that?” 


	He gave him a puzzled look. “How could I not? If he’d taken off the other way I wouldn’t have run after him, but he was passing right in front of us. To let him sail by would be… like…” He seemed to be searching for the words. “It would make me into an accomplice—an accomplice in rolling a little old lady. Uh-uh.” 


	Sandy stared at him and experienced a flash of insight that seemed to point the way toward getting a handle on this man.


	“I think I understand you now,” he said, nodding. “You can’t tolerate disorder yet you’re trapped in a world where everything is spinning out of control.” 


	“I’m not trapped anywhere.” 


	“We all are. But you’re doing something about it.” 


	“Are you crazy?” 


	“Not at all. Look what just happened. A robbery. That’s wrong. A prime example of the random disorder afflicting our lives.” 


	“That is life. Been happening every minute of every day since some cave man decided he didn’t feel like hunting and tried to steal his neighbor’s brontoburger.” 


	“But you made sure this one didn’t happen. You reordered the disorder.” 


	“Are you on drugs or did you run out of your medication? You make it sound like I’m out patrolling the streets trolling for wrongdoers. I’m not. This went down right in front of me. And he passed right by me. And I knew what I could do at no cost to myself. Period. End of story. End of discussion.” 


	“But—” 


	“End. Of. Discussion.” 


	“You ever heard of Nietzsche?” 


	“Sure. The music guy, right?” 


	“I doubt it. He was a philosopher.” 


	“Jack Nitzsche? Nah. Used to play piano for the Stones.” 


	“Friederich Nietzsche. Friederich.” 


	“Fred Nitzsche? Who’s he? Jack’s brother? Never heard of him.” 


	He’s putting me on, Sandy thought. He’s got to be. But his expression was deadpan.


	“He’s been dead about a hundred years,” Sandy said. “I studied him in college. You really must read him. The Will to Power will crystallize so much of who you are.” 


	“Crystallize… just what I need right now. To get crystallized. Look, forget philosophers and get down to you and me. What do I have to do to get you out of my life?” 


	Sandy felt as if he’d been slapped. “Hey, look, I’m trying to help you here.” 


	“I think we both know who you’re trying to help.” 


	“Damn it, I can bring you in from the cold.” 


	The Savior laughed. “You can what?” 


	“Are you wanted for anything besides that liquor store robbery?” 


	He stared at him. “Where’s this going?” 


	“Just tell me.” 


	“No.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	“I haven’t exactly been trying to draw attention to myself.” 


	Sandy’s mind raced, barely keeping up with his thumping heart. This was exactly what he’d hoped for. One crime—a felony, yes, but years ago when he was a teenager. Now he’s grown, living on the fringe, but keeping his nose clean. A fugitive, an outcast, but when law-abiding citizens were under the gun, when their lives were in deadly peril, who stepped into the breach and saved them? This man, this criminal.


	Oh, dear sweet Jesus, this has major motion picture written all over it. Got to secure the rights.


	“I can get you amnesty!” Sandy blurted.


	The Savior squatted and dropped his face into his hands. He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t believe this.” 


	He’s overcome with emotion, Sandy thought.


	“I can!” Sandy said. “I can start a campaign. Look at the lives you saved that night. How can they not grant you amnesty?” 


	“Very easy,” he said, looking up at him now. “They just say no.” 


	“They won’t be able to say no. You don’t know the power of the press. I’ll make them bring you in from the cold.” 


	The Savior rose to his feet again. “How do you know I don’t like the cold? Maybe I’m a goddamn polar bear!” 


	“I don’t believe that. Because nobody wants to be a nobody when they can be a somebody—a really big somebody!” 


	“You’re wasting your time. And mine too.” He turned and started moving off.


	“Wait! You can’t walk out on this! It’s the chance of a lifetime!” 


	“For you, maybe.” He didn’t even look back. “I’m out of it.” 


	Alarmed, Sandy started after him. He had to talk to him, had to change his mind. And then he stopped as he realized he didn’t need his cooperation to do this. He could singlehandedly create a ground-swell of sympathy for the Savior… and he wouldn’t have to stretch the truth in the slightest.


	First, a piece telling how he’d spoken again to the Savior, and how the man had confessed that his real reason for not coming forward was that he’s a wanted felon. Sandy would say nothing of the crime—didn’t want the cops to scoop him by using police records to identify the Savior before he did—but would portray him as a decent man guilty of a single youthful mistake, who’d escaped prosecution years ago, but last week had repaid his debt to society in spades, repaid it in a manner far more fruitful than incarceration, repaid it with saved lives instead of lost years. Next he’d get testimonials from other survivors—starting with Beth. Then he’d interview the mayor and the police commissioner and the DA and put them on the spot: what about amnesty for this hero? Will the one bad deed he committed as a teenager live on while the enormous good he did wind up interred with his bones?


	The words weren’t just flowing, man, they were gushing!


	The whole campaign was taking beautiful shape in his mind. He could see the other major papers being forced to take up the issue—whether pro or con, who cared?—and from there the debate would spread to the national news magazines like Time and Newsweek. If he could get this ball rolling it could carry him into People Magazine.


	And once he achieved amnesty for the Savior, it would be up to the man himself to accept it or reject it. Either way, Sandy’s debt to him would be paid.


	He headed back to the subway, excitement spurring him to a trot. He couldn’t wait to get started.


				*
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	“Are you okay, Jack?” Kate asked.


	He’d returned to Jeanette’s apartment straight from the park and hadn’t been able to sit still.


	“A little edgy, that’s all,” he told her.


	Not a little edgy—a lot edgy. Even maximum edgy didn’t quite cover it. He felt like a pin cushion. All the while in the park he’d had this feeling of being watched but had never been able to spot anyone who seemed interested in him. The feeling had followed him back to Jeanette’s.


	He stood at the window now, watching the street, scanning for anyone who looked like he didn’t belong. Saw a couple of guys having a smoke outside the print shop, another pair unloading rolls of fabric and lugging them into the wholesaler shop. But no lurkers.


	He chalked up the feel to Palmer’s crazy plan.


	The kid had no idea what was involved here. An amnesty for him would mean coaxing the IRS, the BATF, and the FBI to sing harmony with the New York State Attorney General and the DAs of most of the five boroughs. Right. And the Jets are going to win the next six Super Bowls.


	And Nietzsche? And “in from the cold”? Where did he come up with this stuff? That kid had to get out more.


	Jack turned away from the window. “What did you hear from NIH?” he asked, anxious to move the talk away from his mood.


	Kate shook her head. “Nothing good. Everyone I talked to was very closed mouthed.” 


	“Meaning?” 


	“I couldn’t find anyone who would admit that they’d heard from Dr. Fielding, and couldn’t find anyone who’d admit that they hadn’t.” 


	“Typical bureausaurus run-around.” 


	“That’s what I figured but…” 


	“But it just doesn’t feel right.” 


	She nodded. “Exactly.” 


	“You think Fielding might not be telling us everything?” 


	“Not sure. But that’s the vibe I’m getting.” 


	Jack had to smile. ” ‘Vibe.’ How seventies.” 


	She shrugged. “That’s where I spent my teens.” She reached for the phone. “I’ve had enough of this tiptoeing around. I’m going to call Fielding and ask him point blank—” 


	Jack gently gripped her arm. “Point blank tends to work better face to face. Where’s his office?” 


	“NYU Medical Center.” 


	“Along First Avenue?” That was due east from here—Twenty-seventh would take them right to it. “Road trip?” 


	“Why not. We’ll pay Dr. Fielding a little surprise visit.” She started toward the door, then stopped. “But what if he doesn’t want to talk? What if he stonewalls us?” 


	Yeah, he might try that. But Jeanette was important to his sister, which made her important to Jack. No stonewalls today. Jack would be along to see to that.


	“He’ll talk,” Jack told her. When she gave him a strange look he added, “People just seem to open up to me. It’s a gift. You’ll see.” 


				*
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	“Yeah,” Joe said, “but how do we know if that’s where he lives? Maybe he’s just visiting.” 


	Stan Kozlowski chewed the inner surface of his cheek as he stared at the ornate apartment building on West Twenty-seventh. This had to be the sixth time Joe had asked that same question, and Stan was just as much at a loss for an answer now as the first time.


	They’d followed their guy here after Riverside Park. Not so hard.


	He hadn’t seemed to be on the lookout for a tail, but they’d taken every precaution, giving him so long a lead one time they almost lost him.


	They’d seen him go into this building. Since they couldn’t follow him inside, they’d found a shady spot on the same side of the street and kept watch on the entrance.


	“Only one way to find out,” Stan told him. “Tail him everywhere he goes, and wherever he keeps coming back to, wherever he spends the night, that’s where he lives.” 


	“You hope.” 


	“Since we don’t know his name or anything about him—” 


	“We got that whisper that his name might be Jack.” 


	“A ‘might-be’ doesn’t help us. And Jack isn’t exactly a rare name.


	Don’t see how we’ve got much choice except to watch and wait.” 


	“I can’t wait, Stan. Been waitin’ too long already.” 


	“Just hang in there, Joe. A week ago we had no hope of ever seeing this guy again. Now we’ve got him in our sights.” 


	“Ka-pow! Joe said, grinning.


	“Ka-pow is right. We—hey, isn’t that him?” 


	Yes. Definitely him. And he wasn’t alone. He had his arm around a blonde.


	“Shit,” Joe said softly as they pressed back against a wall. “He’s got a babe. Ain’t that sweet.” 


	“If she’s a live-in, bro, we may have found his crib. But let’s keep on him, just to be sure.” 


	“Oh, yeah,” Joe said, grinning as he rubbed his scarred hand with his good one. ” ‘Cause we want to be sure.” 


	Stan watched the couple turn and head for Sixth Avenue. This was kind of fun. And the best part was that he hadn’t seen Joe enjoying himself this much in years.


				*
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	“All I can say,” Dr. Fielding said, spreading his hands in a helpless gesture, “is be patient.” 


	Kate watched the light glisten off his gelled black hair as he sat behind his desk in his cluttered office on the third floor of the Solomon and Miriam Brody Center for Clinical Research. Kate knew the marble halls of this two-story, brick-faced building well. She’d been here enough times with Jeanette.


	Fielding had looked rattled when they’d barged in—Jack had not accepted any excuses from the receptionist—but had settled back into his self-assured role of physician-priest. Kate was familiar with the type; she’d met enough of them in her work.


	He’d sworn he’d been in touch with NIH daily, and that he was as anxious as Kate for their help.


	“But she’s getting worse by the day,” Kate said, keeping her voice calm though she wanted to scream.


	“I know, I know.” He shook his head mournfully. “But we’re dealing with a bureaucracy the size of the Pentagon.” 


	An overstatement, Kate knew. So did Fielding, apparently. He glanced at Jack—something he’d been doing repeatedly. Maybe because Jack had announced upon entering that his sister had some questions and hadn’t said a word since. He’d simply sat and stared at Fielding. Kate found his basilisk act unsettling; she could only imagine how Fielding felt.


	Abruptly, Jack came to life. He slapped his hands on his thighs and stood.


	“Well, I guess that’s it then.” He extended his hand to Fielding. “Thanks for your time, Doc.” 


	Fielding rose and they shook hands. “I’m sure we’ll have this all straightened out soon.” 


	“One more question,” Jack said, still holding Fielding’s hand. “Why are you lying?” 


	“What? How dare—” 


	Jack’s grip shifted and suddenly he was holding Fielding’s thumb, bending it, twisting it. Fielding groaned as his knees buckled.


	“Jack!” Kate said, stepping toward him. “Dear Lord, what are you doing? Stop it!” 


	“I apologize for the strong-arm stuff, Kate,” he told her. “If we had time I’d find another way. But since time is tight—” 


	“I’ll call security!” Fielding gasped. He brought his free hand up to try to break Jack’s grip but that only allowed Jack to trap his left thumb as well. “The police!” 


	“Fine.” Jack spoke softly, calmly, as if giving a passerby directions to the nearest subway. “But that won’t stop me from dislocating both your thumbs and putting a three-sixty twist on each of them. You’re a doctor. You figure out how long it’ll be before you can use them again, if ever. The cops may come, but you’ll have to live without opposable thumbs. A lower life form.” 


	“Jack, please!” She’d never imagined her brother like this—an irresistible force, implacable, glowering with the threat, the promise of violence. He was frightening, terrifying. “He doesn’t—” 


	“Truth!” Jack said, voice rising as he gave both thumbs a quarter twist. “You haven’t called NIH, have you. Not even once. Am I right?” 


	Fielding whimpered as sweat beaded his livid face. Finally he nodded.


	“You bastard!” Kate said.


	Jack looked at her. “The B-word?” 


	Kate ignored him and stepped up to Fielding’s desk. Just a heartbeat ago she’d felt sorry for the man—she hated seeing anyone hurt—but now she wanted to grab his brass pen set and brain him. It had taken Jack a mere thirty seconds to melt away Fielding’s mask, reducing him from distinguished colleague to weasel.


	“Why not?” she cried. “Explain!” 


	“Please?” he panted, nodding toward his trapped hands.


	Jack released the left, but kept a grip on the right. “We’re waiting.” 


	Fielding took a deep breath. “The vector virus didn’t mutate.” 


	Kate was stunned. “But if there’s no mutation, why—?” 


	He looked away. “It’s a contaminant.” 


	Now she understood.


	“So what?” Jack said. “Either way, Jeanette’s got the wrong bug in her brain, so—” 


	“He can’t be blamed for a wild mutation,” Kate told him. “Not unless he exposed the virus to ionizing radiation. But a contaminant… he’s wholly responsible for that. No excuses there. A contaminant makes him look very bad.” 


	“You slug,” Jack growled. “Just for the hell of it I ought to—” 


	“No… please…” Fielding whined.


	“Jack, don’t.” 


	Jack shoved Fielding’s hand away, sending him back into his chair where he cowered.


	Kate closed her eyes and gave herself time to pull her turbulent thoughts together. She knew the next question but hesitated to ask it, feared the answer. But someone had to.


	“What is the contaminant?” she said.


	“That’s just it. I don’t know. It’s unlike any virus I’ve ever seen. Seems to be in a class by itself.” 


	Oh, no. Kate’s stomach lurched. “How did this happen?” 


	“I’m baffled,” Fielding said. “We keep all the cultures under lock and key, with a sign-in, sign-out procedure.” 


	Jack said, “You mean someone would want to steal a virus?” 


	“No, of course not. It’s simply to insure that only authorized personnel—people who know the protocols of handling viruses—come in contact with the cultures. It’s designed to prevent the very thing that happened: contamination.” 


	“Looks like your people need a refresher course,” Kate said.


	She noticed an uneasy expression flash across Fielding’s face.


	“What’s wrong?” 


	“Wrong?” Fielding said. “Nothing.” 


	“Tell her,” Jack said. He interlaced his fingers and popped his knuckles. Fielding jumped at the sound.


	“We had, er, something of a breach in the security procedures.” 


	Jack leaned closer. “What kind of something?” 


	“An unauthorized person gained access to the viral cultures.” 


	Kate felt sick. “Some sort of terrorist?” 


	“I doubt that. I might never have known if I hadn’t learned about the contaminant. I went back and checked the sign-in records and found a name that didn’t belong.” 


	“Anyone we know?” Jack said. “Like Holdstock, maybe?” 


	“No. I found only one entry, dated months ago.” He sifted through the papers on his desk and came up with a Xerox of a sign-in sheet. He pointed to an entry he’d circled in red. “There. ‘Ms. Aralo.’ But we have no one named Aralo in the institute, let alone with clearance to the viral lab.” 


	“Wait a minute,” Jack said, grabbing the sheet and staring at it.


	“What’s the matter?” Kate asked. “Do you know her?” 


	He shook his head. “Never heard of her. But something about that name…” He stared awhile longer, silently mouthing the name, then handed it back. “Forget it. Whatever it was, it’s gone. Probably nothing.” 


	But Kate could see it still bothered him.


	“Well, if you remember anything, please let me know immediately. No one here remembers a thing about this person, not even who allowed her to sign in.” 


	“Do you think this Aralo woman contaminated them?” 


	“I have to assume so. She signed for my adenovirus cultures. But I keep asking myself why. What purpose could anyone have in contaminating cultures used to fight brain tumors?” 


	“Some professional rivalry?” Kate suggested.


	Fielding shrugged. “I’m not exactly breaking new ground here; more like fine tuning a protocol.” 


	“How about germ warfare?” Jack said.


	Fielding smiled for the first time since they’d arrived—a small, condescending twist of the lips. “With an adenovirus? Highly unlikely.” 


	Jack glared and spoke through his teeth. “I meant the contaminant.” 


	Fielding’s smile vanished. “Also unlikely. It doesn’t seem to cause any symptoms.” 


	“Other than personality changes,” Kate said.


	“If that. We can’t be sure. But even if it does, that’s not a terrorist scenario. They want terror—something of epidemic proportions like ebola where people are dropping like flies in pools of bloody excrement. From what I’ve learned so far about the contaminant it isn’t air or fecal borne.” 


	“Then it’s blood borne?” Kate said, feeling a chill.


	She glanced down at her palm. The puncture wound had healed. But had something entered through that little break in her skin?


	“I believe so,” Fielding said. “If only Jeanette or Holdstock or one of the others would cooperate, I might have a handle on it. I’d love to see if they’ve formed any antibodies. It’s a strange virus that can occupy the cerebrospinal fluid—at least I’m assuming that’s where it’s concentrated—without causing any sign of encephalitis or meningitis.” 


	“Which are?” Jack said.


	“Anything from fever and headache to paralysis, seizures, coma, death.” 


	Jack looked at her. “Jeanette looked pretty healthy this morning.” 


	“Physically, she’s been fine,” Kate said.


	But what about me? she wondered.


	She felt okay now, but she remembered mild aches and chills and a headache yesterday and the day before.


	“That’s what’s so puzzling,” Fielding said. “There seems to be virtually no immune response—at least nothing that’s clinically apparent. If only I could get a sample of blood…” 


	“We’re going to let NIH worry about that,” Jack said. “Aren’t we.” 


	“And the CDC,” Kate added.


	Fielding paled. “Look. I’m Jeanette’s best hope. I’m way ahead of everyone on the contaminant. I’ve already started testing virucidal agents against it.” 


	“And?” Kate said, praying for some good news.


	“No luck so far.” He licked his lips and spoke quickly. “But at least I know what doesn’t work, and when I find one that does, I’m sure I can reverse the effects on Jeanette and the others. I’ve already started laying the groundwork for a polysaccharide vaccine against the contaminant.” 


	“Good,” Jack said. “Now the big boys can pick up where you left off.” 


	Fielding pressed his palms together as if in prayer. “Please give me a little more time. I can do this faster than those big bureaucracies. They’ll take forever to start meaningful research.” 


	“Forget it,” Jack said.


	Kate opened her mouth to agree, but a wave of indecision swept over her, clogging the words in her throat.


	Maybe Fielding’s right. Maybe he can do more alone than those lumbering bureaucracies.


	No. That was ridiculous. She had a duty to let NIH and the CDC know about a new virus that causes personality changes.


	The indecision mounted… Why not give Fielding some time? With such low danger of contagion, why not wait… for Jeanette’s sake. Just a few days…


	She shook her head. Where did these crazy ideas come from?


	“Kate?” Jack said.


	She looked up and found Jack and Fielding staring at her. Fielding’s face was hopeful, Jack’s expression said, You can’t be having second thoughts about this.


	And that look broke through the wall of indecision.


	“Call them now,” she said, pushing out the words. Pain lanced through her skull as she spoke them.


	“Right,” Jack said. “I see you’ve got a speakerphone. Use that. We’ll listen.” 


	“No, please. I—” 


	“If you call CDC,” Kate said, fighting to control her voice, to keep from screaming at this man, “you can salvage something of your reputation. If I have to make the call, I’ll tell them how you refused to report a wild contaminant, and then you can kiss your career good-bye.” 


	Fielding made the call.


	Kate sat with Jack, listening to the speakerphone as Fielding wove his way through the CDC maze until he found the right someone in the right office who could handle his problem. Dr. Paige Freeman, who sounded as if she couldn’t be over twelve, gave him specific instructions on how to overnight the sample to Atlanta.


	Kate personally oversaw the sealing, packing, and shipping of the culture. They even waited for the FedEx man to pick it up.


	Dr. Fielding had been subdued during all this, but his resolve appeared to stiffen as they were leaving.


	“It’s not fair, you know. I always follow strict anti-contamination procedures. I can’t be held responsible if someone deliberately contaminated the culture. It’s just not fair!” 


	“You believe in fair?” Jack said. “I suppose you believe in Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy too. You think fair just happens? It doesn’t. You want fair, you make fair.” 


	Kate looked at Jack, surprised by his sudden intensity. What was he getting at?


	But Fielding seemed to understand. He nodded, saying, “I still say I’m your friend’s best hope. I’ve got a head start on this and I’m going to keep after it. If I’m going to get stuck with the blame for the contaminant, then I might as well take the credit for discovering how to control it. You watch. Before the CDC has even begun to roll, I’ll have the solution for you.” 


	Kate thought him overly optimistic but didn’t want to discourage him.


	“Thank you,” she said.


	“And if I could just get a sample of Jeanette’s blood,” Fielding said, “it would certainly speed the process.” 


	“We’ll see what we can do,” Jack told him.


	After they’d left Fielding’s office, Kate asked, “How do you think we’re going to get blood from Jeanette?” 


	He shrugged. “You’d be surprised. Lots of ways to get blood.” 


	Kate sighed and let it go. At least the experts were on the case now. She knew the Center for Disease Control, despite its worldwide renown, was neither infallible nor omnipotent, but it had access to the best virologists in the world. She felt confident that a solution was on the way.


	But just as her spirits began to lift, they dipped. Would she need treatment too? Although she had no way of knowing for sure, and did not want to believe it, Kate suspected that Jeanette had infected her with the rogue virus.


	Why? Why would Jeanette do such a thing to her? She shuddered at the thought of an unidentified organism taking up residence in her body, invading her cells and multiplying. What could it be doing to her?


				*
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	Stan paid the cabby and joined Joe at the curb.


	“What do you think they were doing over at that medical center?” Joe asked.


	“Beats me.” 


	They’d followed their guy and his woman over to the East Side, hung around First Avenue for what seemed like hours, then tailed them back here to their starting point.


	“Think he’s got cancer or something?” 


	Stan didn’t remember a sign on the building that said anything about cancer. What was going on in Joe’s head?


	“How would I know? And what difference does it make?” 


	“Because if he’s got the Big C, maybe we don’t do him right away. Maybe we wait and watch him rot for a few months, then do him.” 


	They stood way up toward Sixth near a framing place where they had a long view of the front of the apartment building. Their guy hadn’t gone in yet. He hung outside the front door talking to his lady.


	“That’d sort of be like putting him out of his misery, don’t you think?” 


	Joe kept staring at their guy. “Maybe, but I don’t want no lousy tumor putting him away. We gotta do that. We gotta be the ones that sign his death certificate. Ain’t that right?” 


	Stan wondered if Joe meant ‘death sentence’ but didn’t get to ask because suddenly Joe was grabbing his arm.


	“Shit! What’re they doin’? They’re splittin’!” 


	Their guy had wrapped his arms around his girl in a clinch that had the look of a good-bye hug.


	“Get moving!” Stan said. “Other side of the street. Follow him if he takes off.” 


	Although he worried about Joe losing control while tailing this guy, he couldn’t risk going himself. Stan still looked pretty much the same as he had two years ago. This guy would recognize him if he spotted him. Joe, with his extra forty pounds and semi-beard had a better chance of going unnoticed.


	Joe was on his way. “What’re you gonna do?” he said over his shoulder.


	“Follow her inside. See where she lives.” 


	“Excellent!” 


	Sure enough, the couple disengaged and their guy started walking away. Stan got moving, quick-walking along the street side of the parked cars as the woman turned toward the front door of the apartment building. She keyed the lock, pulled the door open, and stepped inside. Stan dodged to the sidewalk and dashed for the door, catching its edge with barely an inch to spare.


	As he stepped into the vestibule he spotted the elevator standing open at the far end, but it was empty. Where the hell…?


	Directly to his right he saw a door marked STAIRWAY swinging closed, and heard footfalls echoing. Keeping at least a flight between them, Stan followed her up to the third floor. As he stepped out into the hallway he spotted her to his left, moving. Stan turned right and ambled down the hall in the opposite direction. He fished in his pocket for his keys and dropped them on the carpet. While stooping to pick them up he watched her out of the corner of his eye, saw her disappear into a doorway.


	When her door had closed, he reversed and hurried toward it.


	Pleased, Stan headed back to the stairway.


	Now we know where she lives, he thought. Let’s hope that’s where he lives too.


				*
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	That feeling again.


	Jack did a slow turn, giving the small, crowded platform of the Twenty-eighth Street subway station a full inspection.


	Somebody watching him. Could feel it. Trouble was, the Friday afternoon rush hour was just getting started and he was surrounded by a horde of possible suspects.


	The question was who? Probably some member of Holdstock’s cult. Jeanette and Holdstock he’d recognize immediately, and maybe a couple of others, but not all. One of them could be standing beside him right now… or behind him…


	That possibility pushed Jack back from the edge of the platform.


	Why follow me?


	To keep tabs? Or find out where he lived?


	The notion jolted him. That was where he was headed now: a stop home to run a few errands, then return to Kate’s later with the car, in case they needed to take another trip to the Bronx.


	The uptown 9 rattled into the station then, and the crowd pressed forward. Jack held his spot, watching for the slightest hint of undue interest in the commuters eddying around him.


	Nothing.


	But the watched feeling persisted.


	Keeping to the rear of the press, Jack shuffled with the rest toward the nearest open door. He squeezed aboard backward, the tips of his shoes barely inside the door line, and waited. As soon as the doors began to move he stepped back onto the platform. He turned and scanned the length of the train as all the doors slid shut, watching for someone else making a last-second exit. But everyone stayed put as the doors closed, sealing all the passengers within.


	The train began to roll, rumbling out of the station. Jack watched the windows, searching the visible faces for signs of surprise or anger. He saw only boredom and fatigue.


	Had he let the train go by for nothing? Maybe. He knew he had paranoid tendencies—with good reason, he always insisted—and this wouldn’t be the first time he’d expended extra time and effort because of a vague suspicion. He considered it time and effort well spent. Never be too busy to walk that extra mile… just in case.


	And he was going to do a little extra walking right now—over to Eighth Avenue to catch a train there.


	Started to move, then stopped, noticing something.


	The feeling of being watched… gone.


				*
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	Stan had found a spot on Seventh Avenue to wait for Joe. He’d just settled himself onto a shady bench near the Fashion Institute when his cell phone rang.


	“Lost the fucker,” said Joe’s voice.


	Even through the tiny speaker Stan could feel the heat of his brother’s barely suppressed rage.


	“He spot you?” 


	“Couldn’t have. I kept my distance and he never even looked at me. Fucker must have a sixth sense or something. You pin down his apartment?” 


	“Sure did. Three-C. Checked the mailbox downstairs. Says the place belongs to ‘J. Vega.’” 


	“J. Vega, eh? ‘J’ as in ‘Jack’? I like it. You keep an eye on the door so we know when he comes back. I’m goin’ home to put a few things together.” 


	“What few things?” 


	“I’ll show you when I get back. See you soon.” 


	Stan hit the OFF button. If Joe wouldn’t discuss the few things on the phone, that meant they weren’t legal. But Stan had a pretty good idea of what Joe was going to put together. Something that went boom.


				*
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	Kate approached the door cautiously. Who could be knocking? No one had buzzed from the vestibule. She peeked through the keyhole, half-expecting to see Jack. Instead she found a heavyset man in coveralls.


	“Yes?” 


	The voice filtered through the closed door. “Bell Atlantic, ma’am. We got reports of line trouble all through the building. Any problems?” 


	“No. I don’t think so.” 


	“It’s with incoming calls.” 


	She wished he’d speak louder. Did he say incoming calls? How would she know if an incoming call hadn’t got through? What if Jeanette or Jack—or, dear lord, one of the kids—were trying to get through to her.


	Kate reached for the knob, then hesitated. She’d heard horror stories about situations like this—rapists posing as servicemen. She slipped on the chain latch and opened the door a few inches.


	He looked convincing with his gray coveralls and toolbox.


	“Can I see some ID?” 


	“Sure.” 


	He unclipped the badge that hung on an elastic tether from his pocket and handed it through. It certainly seemed authentic, and identified the man as Harold Moses, Bell Atlantic employee. But the photo…


	Kate looked up again, comparing the picture to the real thing.


	“I know, I know,” he said with a sheepish grin. “I quit smoking and I’m the size of a house.” 


	The smile did it for Kate—the same as in the photo.


	“Is there any way you can come back later? It’s not my place and—” 


	“Well, it’s late and if I don’t do it today it could be another week. We’ve got trunk line problems all over the city.” 


	No incoming calls for a week? Kate unlatched the door and handed back the badge.


	“Okay. I guess you’d better check it out.” 


	“Only take a couple of minutes,” he said, stepping past her and looking around the front area.


	Immediately Kate wished she hadn’t let him in. She hadn’t sensed it when he was in the hall, but now, enclosed in the same room with him, she found him frightening. He seemed so tense and he radiated… something. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was but it seemed malevolent, as if his overstuffed coveralls were bursting with rage instead of flesh. And those narrow eyes, darting everywhere, as if searching…


	But when he spoke he was all business. “How many phones you got, ma’am?” 


	“Three,” she told him. She wanted to run out into the hall but kept her cool. “One in the kitchen and two more in the bedrooms.” 


	He placed his toolbox on the kitchen counter and she noticed for the first time that he wore an oversized work glove on his left hand—only his left.


	“Okay. I’ll work through this one; but I’ll need you on one of the others.” 


	“Any particular one?” 


	He shrugged. “Your choice.” 


	He barely looked her way, didn’t seem at all interested in her. Kate began to relax. This strange business with Jeanette seemed to have shifted her imagination into high gear.


	After an instant’s hesitation she started for the bedroom. “Okay. What do I do?” 


	“Just pick it up and keep talking. Don’t dial—just talk. Count from one to a hundred if you want. Anything.” 


	He waved his left hand as he spoke and Kate saw that some of the fingers of the glove looked empty and others looked stretched to the limit.


	Wondering if his deformity was congenital or accidental, Kate entered the bedroom; she picked up the receiver and started counting.


	She heard the kitchen phone come off the hook. “That’s good,” the serviceman told her. “Keep it up. Don’t stop.” 


	Through her receiver she listened to him whistling softly as he rummaged through his toolbox. She heard tape rip and wondered what he was doing, but the phone cord didn’t stretch far enough to reach the door. She looked around for her pocketbook and saw it on the dresser. At least she knew he wasn’t pilfering her wallet.


	After three minutes or so she heard a series of beeps through the receiver, then the man’s voice.


	“Okay, ma’am. All set.” 


	Kate hung up and returned to the front room to find the man snapping the clasps on his toolbox.


	“That’s it?” 


	He nodded. “Yours was okay. Have a nice day.” 


	“You too. Thanks.” 


	As she closed the door behind him she wondered at her earlier apprehensions. Just now he’d seemed a different man, calm and serene, as if he’d been relieved of a great burden. Almost… happy.


	How silly she’d been.


				*
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	Joe opened the rear door of the car, dumped his toolbox on the floor, then dropped into the front passenger seat.


	“Done!” 


	Stan looked at him. “Fine. And now that it’s done, you mind telling me just what it is that’s done?” 


	Half an hour ago Joe had arrived in this stolen Taurus and parked it downstream from the apartment building. He’d looked like a new man—showered, shaved, and dressed like a serviceman. He’d been coy, refusing to say what he was up to until he’d done it.


	“Left a little gift for our guy. I was afraid I wasn’t going to get in, what with that obsolete Bell Atlantic ID from the old days, but she bought it.” 


	“Lucky. How big a gift?” 


	Joe grinned. “A brick.” 


	“A whole brick?” 


	“Damn right.” 


	Stan closed his eyes. Before the Feds had closed in they’d managed to salvage part of their stash of army-issue C-4—foot-long bricks, two inches wide and an inch thick, neatly wrapped in olive-drab cellophane. Lovely stuff. Stable enough to play catch with, still soft and moldable at minus-seventy degrees, no extrudation even at one-hundred-seventy.


	In Nam he’d come up with other uses for it beyond explosions. Starting fires, for instance. Cut an inch-thick slice off a block, put a match to it, and instant fire. Stank but it burned hot enough to ignite wet wood. One thing you had to remember, though, was if you wanted to put out burning C-4, you drowned it. You did not—repeat, not—stomp on it. He once saw a guy lose the front end of his foot trying that. Stan even learned the meaning of detonation velocity, and that C-4’s was a devastating 8,100 meters per second.


	And Joe had set a whole brick of it in that apartment. Shit.


	He pressed the buttons that raised the windows and swiveled toward his brother.


	“Joe… an old building like that… you just might bring the whole thing down.” 


	A beautiful building… a shame to mess it up.


	“Yeah, maybe. But probably not.” 


	“At the very least it’ll take out most of the third floor and both apartments above and below his, and blow off the whole front of the building.” 


	Joe stared at him. “And your point is…?” 


	“He hasn’t come back yet. He might not come back before it blows. It might not even be his place.” 


	“Oh, it’s his all right. His girlfriend told me it wasn’t her place, so that means it’s his.” 


	“All right, let’s say it is his place. What if he’s out all night? If the place blows without him there, then we’ve tipped our hand. He’ll know—” 


	“He’ll know that his girlfriend is dead and that he’s next.” Joe’s voice dipped to a cold rumble. “Let him stew awhile, let him suffer a little, let him be scared, wonderin’ when the next shoe’s gonna drop. I almost hope he doesn’t come home in time. I want to be in the crowd and see his face when he finds what’s left of his building.” 


	“It’s not our style, Joe. We always placed just the right amount in just the right place to get the job done with a minimum of collateral damage. We were surgeons, Joe.” 


	“Yeah, well, this is a special case. This will send a message that if you mess with the Kozlowskis you die. And not only do you die, but your family and friends and neighbors die. You mess with the K brothers you invite a whole shitload of death and destruction. So think twice. Think three times. Better yet, don’t think about it at all.” 


	Stan sighed. No talking to Joe on this.


	He glanced in the rearview mirror where he had the apartment house entrance framed. The car seemed far enough away to be safe from the bigger chunks of debris. And it would be downstream from the explosion, which meant they’d be able to cruise away immediately after the blast.


	He watched a black Crown Victoria pull into a space directly in front of the doorway. He had to smile. Here was a guy probably thanking his lucky stars for finding such a primo parking spot. He wouldn’t be thanking anyone if his car was still there when Joe’s bomb blew.


	“Joe!” Stan whispered when the driver stepped out of the car. “Take a look!” 


	Joe did a casual one-eighty in his seat, then jerked up straight when he recognized the man on the sidewalk.


	“Yes!” He started punching Stan on the shoulder. “Yes-yes-yes-yes!” 


	“When does this go down?” 


	“Soon,” Joe said softly. “But not soon enough.” 


				*
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	“You let him inV Jack said, not quite believing this.


	Kate shrugged. “He had a Bell Atlantic ID, with his picture and everything. What was I supposed to do?” 


	Jack didn’t want to go into how easy it was to fabricate photo ID. Someday he’d show Kate his extensive personal collection. But maybe it was all right. Maybe the guy had really been from the phone company and Jack was making more out of this than he should. But the fact remained that Terrence Holdstock seemed to know too much about what went on in this apartment. Maybe one of the bugs had gone bad and he’d sent someone to replace it.


	“All right, what did he do while you were here? Tell me exactly.” 


	“I… I don’t know exactly. You see, he needed someone talking on one of the extensions while he…” She flushed as her voice trailed off. “Boy, that really sounds dumb, doesn’t it.” 


	Jack wanted to shout Yes! But this was Kate, so kept his voice level.


	“It’s okay. You simply don’t have a fine-tuned sense of paranoia.” 


	“Like you.” 


	“Like me. How long was he alone in here?” 


	“Five minutes tops.” 


	Jack looked around the front room. This wasn’t good. The guy could have hidden any number of bugs in a zillion places, or—


	Wait. Kate had said the guy carried a Bell Atlantic ID. Bell Atlantic didn’t exist anymore.


	He motioned Kate closer and cupped his hands around her right ear.


	“Ignore anything I say out loud from now on,” he whispered. “Got it?” 


	She gave him a puzzled look but nodded.


	
“Only five minutes?” he said aloud. “I guess he couldn’t have stolen anything significant in that time. Nothing missing, right?” 


	He motioned for Kate to chime in.


	“Missing? No. Everything’s here.” 


	The best thing would be to go home and retrieve his bug detector for a 5-to-1,000 MHz sweep of the room. And he might yet have to do that. But for now a simple visual check would have to suffice. All he needed to vindicate his paranoia was to find a single bug. After that it was like being a little pregnant—didn’t matter how many more there were, he’d know they were under surveillance.


	Which could work to his advantage by allowing him to spread some customized disinformation to the listeners.


	He turned on the radio—loud—and started with the kitchen wall-phone. A seemingly obvious place, but only to someone looking for a bug. He disassembled it but found nothing. A search of all the lighting fixtures and the undersides of the counters and cabinets yielded nothing either.


	Time for another perspective: he lay on the floor and slithered around like a snake, looking for anything that didn’t belong. His joints felt a little stiff, his muscles sore. He wondered why. Hadn’t done any-thing strenuous lately. And it felt kind of good to lie down. If he had a choice between a nap and hunting for bugs right now, he knew which one he’d take. But he had to keep looking.


	He glanced at Kate who was staring at him as if he were crazy as he wriggled out of the kitchen into the dining area, checking out the underside of the chairs, the table—


	“Holy shit!” 


	Jack’s saliva drained away as he stared at the bomb duct-taped to the underside of the table. And no question it was a bomb—fine wires running from a tiny travel alarm clock to the ends of a block of either Semtex or C-4.


	“What is it, Jack?” Kate said.


	Looked for the readout on the alarm clock but it was dark. Had the battery died? Couldn’t risk it. Might already be too late. Had to get Kate out of here as fast as—


	Wait. Nothing sophisticated here. In fact a pretty basic piece of work. Could see the ends of the blasting caps jutting from the plastique. All he had to do…


	“Jack, what did you find?” 


	Jack dried his hands on his pants and reached up to the bomb. His fingers trembled as he gently tugged the caps from the plastique—the one in the left end came loose first, then the right. As they fell free, dangling from the clock, Jack ripped the plastique from the underside of the table and rolled away.


	Panting, sweating, he lay on his back with closed eyes, pulling himself together.


	“What is that?” Kate said.


	Jack sat up and looked at the block. As soon as he saw the olive drab wrapper he knew it was C-4.


	“Enough plastique explosive to make a real mess of this building.” 


	One of Kate’s hands flew to her mouth while the other fluttered behind her, searching for a chair. It found one and she dropped into it.


	“No!” Her blue eyes were wide in her ashen face. “You can’t… you must be mistaken!” 


	“I wish I were.” 


	“But that looks like modeling clay.” 


	Jack lay the C-4 on the floor and reached back under the table. He found the little clock, ripped it free of its securing tape, and held it up.


	“And here’s the timing device.” 


	He placed the clock on the kitchen counter, found a carving knife, and chop-severed the wires to its two dangling detonators, scarring the Formica in the process. Had to be done. Blasting caps can do some mean damage on their own.


	Kate had risen from the chair. She eyed the timer like she might a snake. She opened her mouth to speak but no words came out.


	“I know,” Jack said. “Who and why, right?” 


	She could only nod.


	“Let’s think about that,” he said.


	Possibilities were buzzing through Jack’s head like a swarm of killer bees. He retrieved the brick of C-4. Holding that in one hand and the timer in the other, he did his thinking out loud.


	“Here’s the situation: We’ve got two people living in this apartment at the moment, one of them acting real strange. The other resident and her brother hear the strange one say some weird things, things they maybe weren’t supposed to hear. The strange one’s cult leader arrives out of nowhere and removes her from the premises. A couple of hours later someone calling himself a phone repairman shows up, maneuvers himself into being alone in this room, then leaves. Immediately after that we find a bomb. Let’s guess who the target might be.” 


	Kate slumped back into the chair, shaking her head. “No. I can’t believe it. Jeanette would never—” 


	“She’s not really Jeanette anymore, is she. But for your sake let’s give her the benefit of the doubt and say that she may not have known. But that doesn’t change the fact that someone wants you, and perhaps me as well, out of the way. Permanently.” 


	Someone wanted to kill his sister. Even the hint of such a thing should have sent him into a wall-punching rage. But the brick of army-issue C-4 in his hand cooled him, chilled him. Reminded him of a pair of brothers he’d been hired to deal with a few years ago. What were their names…?


	Kozlowski. Right. Stan and Joe Kozlowski. They’d put the arm on somebody who hired Jack to take the arm off. And he had. Found the K brothers’ stash and torched it.


	The stash had been chock full of C-4 bricks exactly like this one. Lots of domestic bombers made their own; not hard to do if you don’t mind working with red nitric acid. The international set tended to favor


	Semtex, usually of Czech origin. But the K brothers had built their rep with ultra-reliable U.S. military-grade C-4. Word was that Joe K had hijacked a truckload in the nineties, enough to stock them up for decades. Jack was sure that other bombers had sources for army C-4, but still… this olive-drab wrapped brick bothered him.


	Could I be the target?


	Didn’t seem possible. This wasn’t his place. And the Kozlowskis had vanished. With just about every law enforcement agency in the US looking for them, they’d gone to ground and no one had seen or heard from them in years. Everything else pointed to Holdstock and his cult, but Jack couldn’t bring himself to get on that train just yet.


	“What do we do?” Kate said.


	Good question. He looked at the little travel clock. The LED display had been disabled. Why? Only reason he could think of was so the glow from the numerals wouldn’t give away the bomb’s location.


	Which could mean the bomb had been timed to go off later, after all the lights were out. Later… when odds were highest that the occupants would be home and in bed.


	But what time had it been set for? The answer might be important.


	Jack stepped to the window and looked down at the street. Watched the cars and the pedestrians cruising through the fading light. Someone down there might be the bomber; then again, the bomber might be miles away. But Jack would bet that, come the moment of the blast, the bomber—or the one who’d hired him—would be nearby, watching, waiting. Because this amount of C-4 was gross overkill. Irrational. Something more than simple murder going down here. Jack could all but feel the raw emotion radiating from the brick of plastique in his hand.


	He turned to Kate. “Will you be all right if I leave for a little while?” 


	“Do you have to go?” He could tell from her eyes that she didn’t want to be alone here.


	“I think so. It could be important.” 


	“Okay. Just don’t be long.” 


	“I won’t.” He’d disappeared on her once; he wouldn’t again. “By the way, you haven’t noticed anything around the apartment about escape routes during a fire have you?” 


	He needed to find a way to leave unseen.


				*
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	“Nu? You’re thinking maybe the Kozlowskis?” 


	The innards of the travel alarm clock lay spread out between them on Abe’s work bench. The Isher Sports Shop was officially closed but a call to Abe had brought him back. Since disassembling a bomb timer was not something either of them wanted a curious passerby to witness through the store window, Abe had suggested they move to the basement.


	“That’s just it,” Jack told him. “I don’t think it. It’s against all logic. But my gut keeps saying otherwise.” 


	“So listen. A man shouldn’t ignore his guderim.” 


	They sat in a cone of light, surrounded by Abe’s true stock in trade—things that fired projectiles or had points and sharp edges or delivered blunt trauma. Unlike the chaotic arrangement on the upper floor, these items were carefully shelved and neatly racked.


	Jack watched as Abe’s stubby but nimble fingers resoldered the tiny wires from the display to the circuit board. Jack was no good with electronics. He could use the equipment, but the innards baffled him.


	“There!” Abe said as the display lit with the time.


	“Neat,” Jack said. “Now check the alarm.” 


	Abe pressed a button and 3:00 appeared.


	“Three A.M.,” Jack said with a sick coil in his stomach. If he hadn’t found this today, tomorrow he’d have awakened without a sister. “The son of a bitch.” 


	“You have a next step in mind?” 


	“Not yet.” 


	Abe stared at him. “You don’t look so good. You feeling all right?’


	Did it show? He felt tired and achy. Irritable too.


	“I’m okay. Nothing that can’t be cured by a good night’s rest and finding the guy who made this.” 


	“Well, while you’re figuring how to do that, I should tell you that I ordered your new back-up pistol. Should be here in a few days.” 


	“I don’t know, Abe. I’m having second thoughts about giving up the Semmerling.” 


	“Listen, schmuck, a .45 that small stands out too much for a guy who shouldn’t be noticed. Like a signature, that pistol.” 


	“Wait,” Jack said as a thought detonated in his skull.


	“What?” 


	“Just stop talking a minute.” Realizing he’d snapped, he added, “Please.” 


	Like a signature… like all his jobs, Jack had tried to work his fix on the Kozlowskis from the sidelines, looking to move in, cripple them by blowing their stash, and then take off without ever making direct contact. But it hadn’t worked that way. They’d shown up at their farm when they were supposed to be in the city and he’d had to shoot his way out. He’d used his Glock mostly, but he’d needed the Semmerling at one point. The Kozlowskis had seen the Semmerling, and seen his face…


	And if they read the papers… and saw mention of a tiny .45… and decided to follow the reporter who claimed he’d been in touch with its owner…


	“Damn him!” Jack pounded the workbench with his fist.


	“Who? What?” 


	“Sandy Palmer! He damn near got Kate killed! I ought to wring his scrawny neck!” 


	He explained to Abe.


	“Possible,” Abe said, nodding. “Very possible.” 


	“What am I going to do about him?” 


	“The reporter? I think maybe you should worry about the Brothers K first, don’t you?” 


	“Them I can handle—especially now that I know who I’m dealing with. But Palmer… I think he sees me as some sort of cryptofascist comic book character. He was quizzing me about Nietzsche today—can you beat that?” 


	“Nietzsche? Have you ever read Nietzsche?” 


	“No.” 


	“Don’t try. Also Sprach Zarathustra? Unreadable.” 


	“I’ll take your word.” He pounded the bench top again. “What a nightmare. Palmer’s like a junkie—he’ll keep biting my ankles until I lose it and strangle him or he slips up and exposes me. He thinks he’s got this idea that I can make his career. Thinks he wants to be a great journalist, but what he really wants is to be a famous journalist.” 


	Abe shrugged. “A product of the Zeitgeist. But listen: sounds to me like he admires you. If he sees you as some sort of comic book hero, then maybe you should play to that. Comic book heroes have boy sidekicks, don’t they?” 


	“You mean, if I’m Batman, let him think he’s Robin?” 


	“More like that boy reporter who was always tagging along after Superman.” Abe snapped his fingers. “What was his name? Timmy…” 


	“Jimmy Olsen.” 


	“Yeah. Get Jimmy Olsen’s focus off you and onto something else.” 


	“Like what?” 


	Abe shrugged. “I should know? You’re Repairman Jack. Me, I’m just a lowly merchant.” 


	“Yeah, right.” 


	At least it was an approach, a possible way out of this mess. But Jack didn’t have the faintest idea how to make it work. Yet. This would take thought. In the meantime, he had to deal with the Kozlowskis.


	“Okay, lowly merchant. Show me your wares. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to need some specialized equipment to help me through the night…” 


				*
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	“It’s quarter to three, Jack. Aren’t you ever going to sleep?” 


	Exhausted, Kate leaned in the doorway of the bedroom. Jack was a silhouette against the window overlooking the street.


	“Not tonight, I’m afraid.” 


	He turned toward her and she jumped when she saw two glowing green spots where his eyes should have been. Then she remembered the strange headgear he’d donned before turning out the lights and mumbling something about night vision.


	He’d brought it back from his trip, coming and going via the roof somehow. He’d been gone almost two hours—the longest two hours of her life. When he’d returned he’d said almost nothing, and seemed even grimmer than when he’d left. He didn’t look good. Pale, a glassy cast to his usually clear eyes. She chalked it up to stress. More than enough of that going around. She wondered how she looked to Jack. Probably worse.


	At least the bomb was gone. He’d said he’d left it back at his place.


	“Can I make you more coffee?” 


	He lifted his mug. “I’m set, thanks. Why don’t you go lie down, close your eyes, and try for some sleep.” 


	“Someone tried to bomb us! Someone wants us dead! How can I sleep?” 


	“I’ve got the watch. Nothing’s going to happen while I’m here, I promise you. You’re tired; sleep will come if you let it. Trust me.” 


	She did trust him—more than anyone. And she was desperately tired. She needed sleep but even more she needed the escape it offered from the gnawing anxiety that had seeped into her.


	She stepped back into the bedroom and crawled under the covers; she lay flat on her back, folded her hands between her breasts, and closed her eyes.


	I’ll pretend I’m dead, she thought. Why not? That’s what someone wants.


	Lord, what a thought. What had happened to her life? Facing the fact that she wasn’t the all-American soccer mom she’d always thought herself to be had been tough, but she’d finally come to accept being bent in a straight world. She’d thought her life was turning topsy-turvy then, but that was nothing compared to this past week.


	And poor Jeanette… where was she now? What was she doing?


	Are you thinking of me, Jeanette? she asked the dark. I think of you constantly. Does a single thought of me ever cross your mind? Or are you so taken with this cult that nothing else matters?


	And Kevin and Elizabeth… she’d been away from them too long… had to get back to them… she’s…


	… floating…


	No. Not floating. Flying. She has multiple transparent wings jutting from her shoulder blades, vibrating in a buzzing blur, propelling her through a hive-like structure, a glowing golden maze of myriad stacked hexagonal tubes that stretches away in all directions, reaching into infinity.


	And in the air about her, a hum, myriad voices joined in singing a single note.


	As she flies on she sees that the tubes are not empty. People within them, faces staring out at her, strangers, but calling her name.


	Kate… Kate… Kate…


	Who are these people? There seem to be millions of them, but with only half a dozen different faces. She’s never—


	And then Kate recognizes Jeanette reaching for her from one of the tubes, smiling, calling her name. Kate turns toward her, but as she nears, Holdstock lunges from an adjacent tube, clawing for her. Kate veers away and comes face to face with another Jeanette… and another… thousands of Jeanettes calling her name, the sound so loud, deafening.


	Kate… Kate… Kate…


	She flees, soaring through the hive at blinding speed, zigging and


	zagging, dodging this way and that until she sees an opening in the wall. She flashes through into the outer darkness. It’s cold and lonely-out here, especially after the warmth and light of the hive, but darkness or no, she knows she must keep going, must flee those voices that never tire of calling her name.


	Kate… Kate… Kate…


	The voices slow her, pull her back, prevent her from reaching escape velocity. Finally her outward momentum ceases. For a single heartbeat she pauses, suspended between the hive and open space. Then she begins falling backward. She turns and sees the hive from away and above. It’s blue and brown and cloud swirled…


	It’s Earth…


				*
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	“Fuck!” Joe shouted. He pushed back in the passenger seat and began kicking the dashboard. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 


	“Easy, Joe.” 


	Stan checked his watch again: 3:14 and no explosion.


	“He must have found it!” 


	“Think about that, Joe. You think he’d still be up there if he found a whole block of C-4 in his apartment? No way. He’d be heading for the hills.” 


	“So you’re sayin’ I fucked up, is that it?” 


	Stan heard the menace in his brother’s tone. Had to tread carefully. Lots of pride at stake here. Better simply to lob the question back.


	“Joe, no rig you’ve ever made has ever misfired, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	“But something did go wrong tonight. What? What’s different about tonight?” 


	“Nothin’! I made the simplest damn fucking rig ever! I always keep in my head what you told me when we first started out: Keep it simple—the more bells and whistles, the more chances for a malfunction. So I had no bells and whistles. And I used two detonators instead of one, just for insurance.” 


	“You said you disabled the display. Could that—?” 


	“Naw, I triple checked it, reconnecting and disconnecting. The clock advanced each time. The alarm stayed set for three. The rig was sweet. He found it. I tell you, Stan, the fucker found it.” 


	Stan didn’t want to mention Joe’s scarred-up hand and how he was pretty sure that was why his rig had failed. Hard to solder fine wires when one of your hands looks like melted wax.


	“So let’s go back to my question: what’s different about tonight?” 


	“I told you: Nothin’!” 


	“But there is: how you’re burning up. Every time we’ve done a job it’s been business, pure and simple. Never emotionally involved. Never knew the people on the receiving end. But tonight’s not like that. We want this guy. And when you get emotions involved, things go wrong.” 


	“That wasn’t it, Stan. I—” 


	“How big a hard-on you got for this guy, Joe? Think about it.” 


	Joe sat silent, staring out the windshield. Finally he shook his head.


	“Shit.” His voice was laden with disgust. “I fucked it up.” 


	“It’s all right,” Stan told him. “The night’s not over yet.” He started the car. “You get out and wait here. Watch the place while I go cook up something.” 


	My turn now, he thought. And this time no mistakes.


				*
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	Jack sat huddled under a blanket, fighting to keep his eyes open. Four-thirty-five and he felt miserable. Must have picked up a flu of some sort. Great time to get sick.


	First he’d been wracked by chills, and just when he’d reached the point where he feared he’d never be warm again, he’d broken out in a drenching sweat, so profuse he’d had to snag a towel from the bathroom to dry off.


	The aftermath was weakness and lethargy. Too weak to keep standing at the window, so he’d pulled up a chair. Down the street, to the left, his Viper-1 night goggles had spotted a Taurus pulling away at 3:20 or so, leaving a man standing in the deep shadows of the sidewalk. But even at maximum magnification he remained a featureless blur.


	A Kozlowski blur, Jack was sure.


	This was why he’d remained on watch: for a moment like this, to confront the bomb setter face to face.


	Problem was he was in no shape to confront anyone. An arthritic old lady in a wheelchair would be a challenge right now. The Kozlowskis would mop up the street with him.


	All he could do was watch and wonder. He knew the man in the shadows was watching the apartment house door; but where had the car gone? What was the driver up to?


	And then the Taurus was back.


	Jack stiffened. When had that happened? He flipped up the night goggles and checked his watch: 4:50. Must have dozed off. Damn!


	There, almost directly below, a man crossing the street, moving away. Getting into the driver side of the Taurus.


	Jack’s heart began hammering. Where’d he come from? Had he been in the building? Set another bomb, a bigger one, in the lobby maybe?


	He watched the Taurus. It stayed put. Good sign. A bomb in the lobby big enough to kill the people in a third-floor apartment would take out half the block. But their car was parked in the blast zone.


	That meant a smaller bomb, if any. But where?


	He’d have to go down and check.


	That was when the second bout of chills slammed him…


				*
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	“What if the fucker sleeps till noon?” Joe said from the back seat where he’d stretched out.


	Stan yawned. He still sat in the driver seat, eyes on the mirrors, mirrors on the Crown Vic.


	“Then we get him at noon.” 


	Long night. When was the last time they’d stayed out till sunup? The sky was brightening but the streets remained quiet. The city started moving a little later on Saturday mornings.


	“Yeah, well, whenever it is, let’s hope we have better luck with your rig than mine.” 


	“We will, Joe. Because I stayed cool while I was making it. And I kept it simple.” 


	Stan liked to call it the Kozlowski Kar Krusher. A quarter brick of C-4 sandwiched between a remote electronic detonator and an aluminum-insulated refrigerator magnet. He wasn’t the first to rig one, he was sure, but he’d perfected it to the level of art.


	Too bad it wasn’t legal to sell them. He’d often imagined an infom-ercial for the Kozlowski Kar Krusher…


	Got an annoying neighbor? An in-law who’s making you crazy? A


	boss who’s on your ass all day? A wife who’s taking you to the cleaners in divorce court? Sure you do!


	And you probably thought you just had to put up with it, just had to grin and bear it, right?


	Well, think again!


	The Kozlowski Kar Krusher changes all that! It’s so easy! And safe too! Reduce your problems to rubble in just three easy steps! Here’s all you do:


	First, identify the car of the one who’s darkening your days.


	Second, walk by the target car and stop to tie your shoe. While you’re kneeling, simply slip the rig under the car and let the magnet attach itself to the frame. No need to get in the car or under the hood, no dicking around with ignition wires. Simply place the Kozlowski Kar Krusher under the driver side, the passenger side, the rear compartment, the gas tank: the choice is YOURS!


	Third, just straighten up and walk on.


	And that’s IT! Blow the bastard or the bitch to hell whenever you want! What could be easier, or more fun?


	But that’s not all!


	If you’re dealing with a suspicious type who has a remote start on his car, or a cowardly type who sends someone else out to start it while he’s safe in the house, no problem! The Kozlowski Kar Krusher has got you covered! YOU are in control. Just wait till the human blot on your existence is in the car, then press the red button on the Kozlowski Kar Krusher Remote Detonator (batteries not included) and BOOM! Bye-bye bitch! Bye-bye bastard!


	But wait! There’s more!


	Why blow up the car in front of the target’s house? Why be so ordinary? The Kozlowski Kar Krusher allows you artistic expression, lets you choose the venue of your enemy’s demise! How does mid-span on the Brooklyn Bridge sound? Or right in front of City Hall? Or better yet, in your ex-girlfriend’s driveway! With the Kozlowski Kar Krusher you don’t simply eliminate the problem—you make a statement!


	The Kozlowski Kar Krusher! Regularly $119.99, but now, for a limited time only, get two for $200!


	Wouldn’t that be something, Stan thought. Wouldn’t that be a pisser.


	He shook himself out of his reverie and checked the Crown Vic again in the mirror. He’d attached the rig under the driver side. When it went, the C-4 would shred the car and leave nothing recognizable of whoever was sitting inside.


	Stan had decided to take no chances. As tempting as it would be to follow the guy around and wait till he was near a cop car before hitting the button, Stan knew getting cute could backfire. A traffic glitch could put the rig out of range of the detonator, or a stray transmission from a two-way radio on the wrong frequency could set it off when they were too close. Keep it simple, stupid, and blow the guy to hell right there in front of his own building.


	He stiffened as he saw the apartment building’s glass front door swing open. A man stepped out and leaned on the door as it closed behind him.


	“Check this guy out,” Stan said. “Is that our boy?” 


	Joe’s head popped up, looking through the rear window. “That’s him all right. That’s the fucker. Looks like shit, though. Like he’s been smokin’ rock all night.” 


	The guy did look a little wasted as he slumped there looking up and down the street. That was what had made Stan unsure about him a moment ago. Here was a guy who’d been moving like a cat yesterday, but this morning he looked like a tired old hound.


	Stan glanced at his watch. “He’s an early bird.” 


	“Nah,” Joe growled. “We’re the birds. He’s the fuckin’ worm.” 


	Stan pulled the remote trigger from his shirt pocket. It was shiny and black, the size of a cigarette pack. He extended the transmitter aerial but left the little hinged red metal guard in place over the button.


	As he watched the guy step away from the building, digging in his pants pocket as he moved, Stan thought, Please be going for your car keys.


	And he was. A keychain appeared in his hand; he selected one and stuck it into the lock.


	“Gimme the button,” Joe said, thrusting his good hand over the back of the front seat. “I gotta do this. I just gotta.” 


	“Just wait a sec. We’re in no hurry here. Plenty of time. He’s ours when we want him.” 


	“You think I don’t fuckin’ know that?” Joe said, voice rising. “Just gimme the button!” %


	The guy had the door open and looked about to duck inside, but then Stan saw him step away from the car and go back to the apartment door.


	“We missed him!” Joe shouted. He started pounding the seat back. “Shit!” 


	“Easy, Joe,” Stan said as he looked around and spotted a young black woman striding their way along the sidewalk. Her route would bring her within a few feet of their car. He stuck the trigger back into his pocket. “Keep it down. We got company. We don’t want nobody remembering us.” 


	“We shoulda done him soon as he opened the car door,” Joe hissed.


	“Uh-uh. Worst thing is to blow it too earjy. We only hurt him instead of killing him now, we might never get another chance. He probably forgot something. He’ll be back.” 


	Sure enough, a minute later the guy appeared again.


	“All right, so I was wrong.” 


	As Stan removed the trigger again from his pocket, Joe snatched it from him.


	“Damn it, Joe—!” 


	“It’s all right,” Joe said. “I’m cool, I’m cool. I’ll wait till he’s sealed in, I promise.” 


	Stan didn’t like this. Something about the whole setup was gnawing at him. He didn’t like Joe with the trigger, but that wasn’t it. Maybe it was the way the guy was standing inside his open car door scanning the street, like he was looking for something? Did he suspect?


	Stan glanced around for the black girl—gone. Nobody else on the street now—no cars, no pedestrians…


	As the guy slipped behind the wheel and closed the door, he heard the button guard click back and Joe say, “Now, baby, now!” 


	And in that instant Stan knew what was wrong and he reached for Joe’s hand, screaming, “NOOOOOO!” as he tried to keep his brother’s joyful thumb from jamming down on the button.


				*

	


	
5


	The explosion rocked the pavement as the car dissolved in a dazzling cloud of flaming debris. Jack ducked below his dashboard in case a piece came flying through the windshield. His big car was well insulated, muffling much of the sound, so his ears weren’t ringing when he stepped back onto the sidewalk to survey the damage. A deep hole smoked in the pavement where the Taurus had been parked; the cars fore and aft of it were crumpled and burning, sending up dark twisting spirals of smoke. Shattered glass, twisted metal, and fuming pieces of plastic were strewn everywhere. The blast had broken auto and building windows up and down the street; alarms blared and rang and whooped; an unfortunate tree near the blast had been stripped bare and its leaves were still fluttering back to earth.


	Jack closed his eyes against a wave of weakness and nausea—not because the bomb had been meant for him, but because he was almost too sick to stand. If he’d felt this bad a few hours ago he never would have found the bomb.


	Good thing he’d pushed himself then. Sneaked down to the street via the fire escape of a neighboring building and crawled along the gutter to his car. His Viper goggles had allowed him to spot the bomb on the undercarriage. He’d removed it and, again with the aid of the goggles, made his way to the Taurus. Recognized Stan Kozlowski behind the wheel; took a bit longer to peg the heavier man with him as brother Joe. At that point it took Jack about a nanosecond to decide what to do. These guys were too dangerous to leave running around.


	So he’d attached the bomb to the Taurus’s underbelly and crawled away.


	Barely made it back to Jeanette’s where he collapsed with an alarm clock next to his ear. Just after sunup he’d staggered down to the street, hoping he’d be the only one up and about. On a mostly commercial block like this he should have been, but he’d spotted this black woman approaching the K brothers’ car, so he’d gone back inside until she passed.


	Okay. No more Kozlowskis—no more bombs for Kate to worry about. Looked up. Jeanette’s windows had escaped damage. Saw Kate’s strained face through the intact glass directly above, looking down. He waved that he was okay.


	“What happened?” said a voice behind him.


	Jack turned and saw a fiftyish fellow in jogging shorts and a NYAC sweatshirt.


	“I don’t know,” Jack said. “I stopped to tie my shoe and next thing I knew I was flat on my back.” 


	The man looked at him strangely. “You don’t look so good. Are you okay?” 


	Jack ran a shaky hand across his face—the chills were back so he didn’t have to fake the tremor. “If my lace hadn’t come loose I would have been right down there by the blast. I’d be… dead!” 


	“Oh, man, talk about luck. I’d frame that shoelace if I were you.” He looked around. “Anyone call nine-one-one?” 


	Just then the sound of sirens filtered through the morning.


	“I guess so,” Jack said.


	“I’m going down for a closer look,” the jogger said.


	“I think I’ll stay right here.” 


	The braver souls and the too curious were filtering out of the Arsley, but otherwise the street remained deserted. Jack edged away, back up toward Sixth Avenue. When a howling pair of blue-and-white units screeched onto the street, he slumped himself into a doorway, head down, allowing himself to look as ill as he felt. As soon as they roared past he was up and moving again, heading east, but not quickly enough to raise suspicion.


	On Sixth he walked down to the Twenty-third Street subway station and hopped the first train heading uptown. The car was almost empty and it felt good to sit down. Another chill shuddered through him.


	How the hell did I catch this? he wondered. Flu season’s long gone.


	After listening yesterday to Fielding talk about the contaminant in his cultures, a viral infection now was unsettling. But he remembered


	Fielding’s mention that the contaminant didn’t cause any symptoms. That was comforting, because Jack had symptoms aplenty.


	Needed to get home, needed major rack time under a pile of blankets.


				*
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	“The phones haven’t stopped all morning,” George Meschke said. “The response has been wild, beyond anything I imagined.” 


	Sandy sat in his editor’s office, leaning back, his ankle resting on his knee. Last week he’d have been on pins and needles, hoping he wasn’t going to get chewed out about some little mistake. Now he was totally relaxed. Chillin’ with the bossman. Because he was in the catbird seat. Circulation was soaring. Ad revenues this week alone had been equal to the entire first quarter’s.


	And all because of one person, Sandy thought. Moi.


	He said, “I knew my amnesty idea would strike a chord.” 


	“But what a chord!” Meschke said, running both hands through the few remaining stands of hair atop his head; his thick mustache was the same shade of gray. “It’s Saturday morning and people have already read the story and are burning up the phone lines! Amazing!” 


	Equally amazing, Sandy thought, glancing around at the otherwise deserted editorial area, is that it’s Saturday morning and I’m at work. And what’s truly mind-blowing is I’m glad to be here.


	“They should be calling City Hall,” he said. “That’s where it’ll do some good.” 


	“Speaking of which, you need to talk to City Hall yourself. I know it’s Saturday, but see if you can track down the mayor and the DA and the police commissioner for their reactions. We need something for Monday.” Meschke rubbed his hands together and grinned like a little kid. “Can you imagine? We’ve just had a Saturday issue, now we’ll have another on Monday. Four issues of The Light in one week! Who’d have believed it?” 


	Monday edition or not, Sandy was not anxious to do those interviews. Any other time he’d have been chomping at the bit, but after this morning’s issue he knew he wasn’t going to be the most popular guy with the city brass, not after putting them on the spot like this.


	But that’s the game, he told himself. They of all people should know you can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs.


	“I’ll see who’s still in town.” 


	“We’ve got to milk this, Sandy. Every extra issue we put out brings in more advertisers and more readers, many of whom—we hope—will stay with us when we go back to weekly.” 


	Back to weekly… suddenly he was depressed.


	“And I want you to know,” Meschke said, lowering his voice and leaning forward, “I talked to Harness about you. How you deserve recognition for what you’ve done for the paper. He’s ecstatic about how things are going and agrees completely.” He winked. “Be prepared for a surprise in your next paycheck.” 


	“A bonus?” Sandy said. “Cool!” 


	But his thoughts were ranging ahead. Calvin Harness was the publisher and major stockholder. No doubt he was ecstatic because the bigger profits and higher profile from Sandy’s articles enhanced the chances of The Light being bought up by one of the big national chains. Harness would clean up. Meschke’s stock options would put him on Easy Street as well. But Sandy… what did he have?


	Time to get out the old resume, he thought. Bring it up to date and start sending it out. Strike while the iron was hot. But until he wrangled himself an offer at one of the big three in town, he’d have to find ways to keep his name in the news.


	And the only way he knew to do that was the Savior. He had to push the amnesty for all it was worth, find a way to make it national.


	But how…?


				*
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	Hot.


	Jack kicked off the covers. The chills of an hour ago were gone. Now his skin seemed to be steaming. Sheets were soaked, sweaty T-shirt and boxer shorts plastered against him.


	Thirsty. Mouth parched, lips flaky as he ran his dry tongue over them. Needed something wet. Tried to sit up. Almost made it half way. Flopped back onto the soggy pillow. Tried again with the same result. Last time he’d felt this weak he’d been bleeding to death… last summer… sitting in a chair in the next room… and the last time he’d had a fever like this had been directly after that… from infection in the wounds… Doc Hargus had pumped him full of antibiotics and pulled him through, but it had been tough going.


	No wounds this time, just dying of thirst. And water, lots of icy bottles of gloriously wet Poland Springs, lay stacked on the bottom shelf among the beers and Mountain Dew in his fridge just a dozen or two feet away in the kitchen.


	Might as well be in Westchester.


	This was scary. Sick and sweating without taking in any fluids… he could wind up dehydrated… leaving him weaker still… a steady downward spiral…


	Jack closed his eyes, gathering strength for another try.


	“Here,” said a voice.


	He turned his head and started at the sight of an older woman standing at the side of his bed. She was thin, her thick black hair streaked with gray and pulled back into a bun, wearing a gray sweatsuit with pink piping. Couldn’t see her feet but he’d bet she was wearing sneakers.


	Questions about who she was and how she got into his locked apartment rose in his brain but were pushed aside by the sight of what she held in her hand.


	A glass of water.


	“Drink,” she told him. She rolled the r.


	Jack was already reaching for it as she spoke. The glass was wonderfully cool against his palm. He raised his head as far as he could and gulped it down, spilling precious drops in his haste, then let the enormous weight of his head drop back.


	“More,” he rasped. “Please.” 


	“In a moment,” she said. Her accent… Russian. Take Natasha Fatale, add thirty or forty years, stick her in a jogging suit… this was her. Where was Boris?


	And then Jack saw the dog sitting beside her, an enormous pure-white malamute. It cocked its head and stared at him.


	Hadn’t Kate said something about an old woman with a Russian accent and a dog… the woman who’d given her Jack’s number?


	He tried to raise himself up on his elbows but sagged back. The water had left him less thirsty but no stronger.


	“Who are you and how’d you get in here?” 


	“That does not matter. You must—” 


	“It sure as hell does matter. This is my place and my door was locked—quadruple locked.” 


	“Listen to me,” she said urgently. “You must fight infection and you must win.” 


	“Only a flu of some sort.” 


	“If only that were so. Is not flu. Is same virus that is in the others, in your sister’s lover as well as in your sister herself. Is in you too.” 


	Fielding’s virus? The contaminant? Never mind how she knows about it; if she’s right…


	“That can’t be. Fielding said it doesn’t cause symptoms and it’s only spread through blood.” 


	“And did you not bleed yesterday?” 


	“No. I—” 


	Oh, hell. Holdstock. The scratch on my hand as he passed by on his way out of the apartment with Jeanette.


	“Jeez, did you say Kate…?” 


	The woman nodded; sadly, he thought. “Four days ago.” 


	“Wait. If I was infected only yesterday and already this sick, why didn’t she—?” 


	“She cannot fight it. None of them can fight it.” 


	“You’re talking crazy. If she couldn’t fight it she’d be sicker, and she’s fine.” 


	The woman shook her head. “Only you can fight it.” 


	“Yeah, right,” he said. He closed his eyes. All this talk was exhausting.


	“Do not speak,” the woman said. “Save strength and listen: virus will spread. It will infect many, and the many will infect many others. There will be war between those infected and those not, war such as we have never seen, turning man against woman, parent against child, child against parent, brother against brother.” 


	“It didn’t happen with AIDS so why—?” 


	“Is different. Virus will spread like wind. All harmony, all trust will vanish as uninfected kill infected, kill those they merely suspect of being infected. But infected will fight back, striking from within, spreading their disease. The bloodshed, the death, the hatred, the terror—this planet has seen terrible things but never on such a scale. For there are so many more of you now, and no one—no one—will be spared.” 


	“What’s so bad about this virus? What does it do to you?” 


	“That is no matter. Virus is not end, virus is simply means.” 


	“Means to what?” 


	“To what I have told you: war, hate, death, fear, pain, destruction.” 


	“Who the hell wants that?” 


	“The Adversary.” 


	Jack forced his eyes open and looked at her.


	“And who’s that? The devil?” 


	She shook her head. “You know. You have met. Adversary feeds on human misery, on discord, on chaos. Virus will create feast.” 


	No doubt about it, the lady was a loon. And she’d invaded his home—brought her damn dog too—and Jack was powerless to make her leave.


	But she had another glass of water in her hand. He took it and gulped it down. Maybe she shouldn’t leave.


	“How do you know all this?” 


	“I watch. Always I watch.” 


	“Why tell me? I’m just one guy. Go to the government.” 


	“Government cannot stop virus. Only you. You must stop virus. You are only one.” 


	“I couldn’t stop a lame kitten right now.” 


	“You must. Is war and you are warrior.” 


	“I don’t join armies.” 


	“Is no army. Just you. And one does not join. Is chosen. Others go before you. All dead except one, and he is too old. You have been chosen.” 


	“Like hell I have.” 


	“Stop virus before it spreads, or all you love will perish.” She turned and headed for the bedroom door. “I leave you now.” 


	Jack felt the temperature drop. No… more chills. He pulled the covers back over him.


	“Lady, who are you?” 


	She and her big white dog stopped at the door and looked at him. “I am your mother.” 


	Nonplused, Jack struggled for a reply. She was nothing like his mother. Finally he resorted to a simple statement of fact.


	“My mother’s dead.” 


	“She was your birth mother,” she said. “I am your other mother.” 


	And then she was gone.


	Jack felt a shiver of fear slip among the fever chills. He knew he’d imagined the woman, but her words had struck resonances that still rang through his brain. Her warning about something that fed on misery and hate…


	And then the phone rang. Jack snaked a wavering hand over to the night table and wrapped his fingers around the receiver.


	“Hello,” he croaked as he shuddered with a chill.


	“Jack, is that you?” Gia’s voice. “You sound terrible.” 


	“Sick,” he said. “Fever. Delirious. Wouldn’t believe the hallucinations I’m having.” 


	“I’m on my way.” 


	Good, Jack thought as he heard the click on the other end. Gia will know what to do.


	He tried to hang up the receiver but didn’t have the strength.


				*
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	Kate jumped at the sound of the key in the door, thinking, Jack’s back. Thank the Lord.


	She’d been a wreck all morning. Jack had tried to ease her mind by telling her that the bomb he’d found had been meant for him, not her. Had he expected her to be relieved that her brother was some madman’s target? Well, she wasn’t. But he’d said he had a good idea who the bombers were and how to protect himself and her from them.


	At least that had allowed her to go back to sleep. But then Jack had been up at dawn, looking terrible, all sunken-eyed and exhausted, saying he had to go out and instructing her to stay away from the windows and not worry if she heard a loud noise.


	A few minutes later a car exploded on the street below.


	Not Jack’s, thank the Lord. His was still out there when she’d looked, and he’d waved up at her. She’d hoped he’d come back up, to tell her he hadn’t blown up that car. She didn’t want to believe he’d done such a terrible thing. Even if someone had been trying to kill him, he’d endangered everyone on the block.


	But he must have done it, must have known it was coming. Why else would he have warned her to stay away from the windows?


	But then instead of returning, he’d walked off.


	He hadn’t told her where he was going, but it didn’t matter. He was back now.


	But it was Jeanette who stepped through the door. And Holdstock. And others, six more men and women of varying ages, trooping in, all smiling at her with the open friendly faces of old friends. She knew them, she’d seen them through Holdstock’s window.


	Jeanette had brought her cult home.


	“Hello, Kate,” Jeanette said, beaming. “I’ve asked some friends over to meet you.” 


	Kate swallowed. “That’s nice.” 


	They didn’t seem threatening—if anything their expressions virtually glowed with amiability. So why then did she feel this cold dread seeping up from her stomach?


	“I was so worried about you,” Jeanette said, taking Kate’s left hand and pressing it between both of hers.


	Kate felt rather than heard a strange hum in her head, a faint, faint echo of Jeanette’s voice.


	“Were you? Why?” 


	“Why, the explosion, of course. When I heard about it and realized it had happened right on our block, I wanted to fly here. But then I learned that no one had been hurt except two men with criminal records, and I was so relieved. But still, I didn’t think you should be alone.” 


	That odd hum continued, but Kate sensed that she truly had been in Jeanette’s thoughts, and that warmed her.


	“That’s nice, but—” 


	“So I brought my dearest friends to keep you company. You remember Terrence, don’t you?” 


	Holdstock stepped forward, smiling warmly as he offered his hand. “I know we didn’t get off on the right foot, but I’m sure I can make amends for that.” 


	Kate didn’t want to shake hands with this man, but how could she snub him with a radiant Jeanette still clutching her left hand? She extended her right, Holdstock grasped it—


	—and the hum in her head grew louder.


	Something wrong here! She tried to pull free of Holdstock but his grip was like a steel clamp.


	“Let me go!” 


	“Don’t be frightened, Kate,” Jeanette said, smiling reassuringly while clutching Kate’s other hand. “It’s all right. Trust me, it’s all right.” 


	“No!” 


	The others were moving forward. Holdstock held out his free hand and one of them, a woman, took hold of it—


	—and the hum in Kate’s head increased—


	—and then someone took the woman’s hand and stretched out his hand to another—


	—and the hum in Kate’s head further increased, a roar now, like the ocean, and her heart was a panicked rabbit, battering itself against the cage of her ribs, trying to break free—


	—and someone took his and another took hers and the roaring doubled and tripled and she felt her strength slipping away and through her blurring vision she saw Jeanette free one of her hands from gripping Kate’s and reach it out to another hand, the last free hand in the world, and Kate saw them touch, closing the circle—… and suddenly all is peaceful.


	Kate’s vision blurs as she descends into a deep pool of tranquility, leaving no ripples, no trail of bubbles as she sinks.


	There, says a soft, sexless voice that seems to come from within and without, from nowhere and everywhere. Isn’t this better? Isn’t this wonderful, the most wonderful feeling you’ve ever known?


	And it is wonderful, a feeling of complete acceptance, of absolute belonging, of soft arms lovingly enfolding her and drawing her to a motherly bosom.


	Her vision clears and she sees the others, the eight who’ve formed the hand-holding circle of which she is now a part.


	Is this why Jeanette was sneaking off to the Bronx? she wonders. Is this what she was experiencing when I watched her through the window?


	The Everywhere Voice answers. Yes. That was when The One Who Was Jeanette was like you and could experience oneness only by touch. Now that she is of the Unity she is with us always, dwelling within the oneness.


	Kate isn’t sure she follows that but it doesn’t matter. What does is this glorious feeling of peace, of belonging. All the anxieties and uncertainties these past few years about the course of her life and where it will lead her, all the fears about revealing her true self to the children are gone, vanished as if they’ve never been. She can barely remember them.


	Unconditional love and acceptance, simply for being. This is the way all of life should be, all the time.


	And it will be.


	No, Kate thinks. You’ve got it wrong. It’s human nature to fear what’s different.


	Human nature can be changed.


	Kate is about to laugh at the absurdity of this when a thought strikes her. The Voice reminds her of Jeanette’s, but Jeanette’s lips haven’t moved.


	“Who are you?” she says aloud. “Whose voice is this?


	It is us, all of us. The Unity.


	“Then why do you sound like Jeanette?” 


	Because that is who you feel most comfortable listening to. But it’s not the One Who Was Jeanette. It is all of us.


	Kate looks around and sees the eight of them, Jeanette, Holdstock, and the rest, nodding in unison.


	Kate senses an alarm bell trying to ring, to warn that this is all wrong, that she should not be conversing with voices in her head. But the cotton-thick ambiance of peace and harmony smothers it, and all that seeps through to her is confusion.


	“I don’t understand.” 


	We have been united. We are one. We are the Unity. We know each other as no others have known us, even more intimately than we have known ourselves. Every thought—


	“You can read each others’ minds?” 


	We are each others’ minds. We share every thought, every emotion.


	Kate feels a twinge of fear. Is she crazy? Are they?


	Don’t be afraid.


	And now a stab of terror. They know what she’s feeling!


	You need not fear the Unity. We love you. You are our sister.


	“But why me? And how—?” 


	And then Kate knows.


	The virus. The mysterious contaminant in Fielding’s cultures.


	Yes! It brought us together, repairing the faults in our brains, linking our minds into this glorious Unity.


	“And me?” She looks at Jeanette. “I was infected, wasn’t I. Why?” 


	You were following the One Who Was Jeanette, spying on her—


	“I was concerned!” 


	And we sensed that. But we also feared that your loving con-


	cern might turn into interference, and since we are at a delicate stage of development, we brought you into the Unity.


	“But I wasn’t asked! You had no right!” 


	The niggling alarm sounding within Kate has escalated, clamoring through the swaths of bliss, but still so faintly.


	It was never a matter of if, Kate; merely a matter of when.


	“What do you mean?” 


	We are the future, Kate. You are witnessing the conception of a new day for humanity. This is where the new world will begin—with us, with the nucleus of the Unity. And you will be part of it, Kate—a part of the Cosmic Egg that fuels the Big Bang. As we gather more and more minds to expand the Unity—


	“Wait. Gather how?” 


	Infiltrate their nervous systems, just as we’ve done with you.


	“You’re not going to ask them either?” 


	Of course not. They’d never agree.


	“How can you justify—?” 


	We know what is best, Kate. The Unity is the future. Disconnected intelligences running loose are the past. Now that we exist, they are as relevant as dinosaurs: too prone to conflict, too inefficient.


	“We haven’t done so bad. Look at the diseases we’ve conquered. And now that we’ve mapped the human genome, there’s no telling what miracles we can accomplish.” 


	But at such a cost! War, racism, hatred. And no matter what your science can do, it cannot mend the basic flaws in human nature.


	“You’ve got something better?” 


	Yes! A world where all minds are united, where differences in race and gender no longer matter because all minds are equal.” 


	A vision takes shape before her eyes, a sunny landscape checkered with fields of wheat and corn. And closer in, people working those fields.


	A world where hate and suspicion disappear because every thought is known, every lie is exposed.


	The vision shifts to a factory where contented workers operate weaving machinery and clothing production lines.


	Where no one is a stranger and no one is an outsider because no one is excluded. Because all are one.


	And now Kate sees a cluster of buildings, a classic Midwest small town with people walking on the sidewalks and in the streets, dropping off produce and picking up clothing. And though no one’s smiling, no one looks unhappy; merely intent, industrious.


	The Voice glows with anticipation. Won’t that be a wonderful world?


	“World? That’s not a world. That’s a hive.” 


	A long pause as Kate feels her thoughts and feelings being sifted. Then…


	We understand. You are not yet far enough along for full integration. But as days pass you will learn, Kate. You will come to appreciate our benefits, just as you will come to accept our inevitability… the Great Inevitability.


	Inevitability… she wonders about that. She thinks about Fielding and about the CDC and NIH and feels those thoughts sucked from her mind, like a shucked oyster slurped from its shell.


	Yes… Dr. Fielding… we owe him much and yet… he knows so much about us… too much perhaps. We heard what he told you yesterday.


	Suddenly she’s listening to Fielding’s voice repeating his parting words in his office yesterday…


	If I’m going to get stuck with the blame for the contaminant, then I might as well take the credit for discovering how to control it. You watch. Before the CDC has even begun to roll, I’ll have the solution for you.


	Startled, Kate says, “Did you just take that from me?” 


	We could have, but no… we were there, listening ourselves.


	In my head… listening. Kate is too stunned to respond.


	You had an opportunity then to help the Unity, Kate. You did not have to insist on Dr. Fielding immediately contacting the Center for Disease Control. We tried to tell you, tried to make you see that bringing in government agencies so soon was not in the Unity’s best interest, but you wouldn’t listen.


	Kate remembers her unaccountable indecisiveness yesterday, the difficulty she had telling Fielding to make the call.


	“You were influencing me?” 


	Merely trying to let you see our side.


	Kate is reeling. Her thoughts are no longer private. How much longer will she be able to call her thoughts her own, her actions her own? How long before she’s doing things against her will? How long until she has no will?


	You see, Kate? There’s the problem: will—too many wills. You shouldn’t have to worry about your will or our will. Within the Unity there is only one will. It makes life so much simpler.


	But Kate senses something… a subtle shift in the Unity’s mood, a hint of uncertainty. And she realizes that this oneness of theirs is a two-way street. They can see into her mind, but she can also see into theirs. Not clearly, not deeply, but enough to gather impressions.


	“You’re afraid, aren’t you.” 


	A dark ripple through the enveloping bliss. No. Of course not. We are the future. We are inevitable. We have nothing to fear.


	But Kate can’t be sure whether that’s true belief or merely wishful thinking.


	“What if Fielding finds a virucide that works against you? Or better yet—a vaccine? What happens to your inevitability then?” 


	He will not. He cannot. He hasn’t enough time.


	“He’s got plenty of time. You’re hampered by your nature. You’re a blood-borne infection. It’ll take decades—” 


	Kate gasps as a wave of joyous anticipation washes over her, blotting out her fears and suspicions in a surge of pleasure as intense as an orgasm.


	Not true! You’ll see! We will prevail! We will sweep across the globe. And you will be a part of it!


	“No. Because if Fielding doesn’t stop you, I have a feeling someone else will.” 


	You’re speaking of your brother? The Voice laughs. How can he stop us when he will soon be one with us?


	Kate feels her knees sag. Not Jack! How? When?


	Yesterday morning. He seemed too resourceful so the One Who Was Terrence scratched him with a pin dipped in our blood.


	“No!” she screams and kicks and twists and wrenches her trapped hands, taking the Unity by surprise, breaking free, breaking contact, and abruptly the bliss and peace and belonging vanish, replaced by a void filled with fear and anguish.


	Vision blurs, dark splotches expand before her eyes, merging, engulfing her.


				*

	


	
9


	“Is Jack gonna be all right, Mom?” 


	Disembodied voices echoed faintly around Jack. He tried identifying them but his mushy brain was having difficulty focusing.


	The last one, a child’s voice… what was her name? Vicky. That was it. But she sounded as if she were at the far end of the Lincoln Tunnel. He tried to open his eyes to find her but the lids weighed tons.


	“Of course, honey,” said another voice, female, older… Gia’s voice. But she sounded even farther away—the Jersey side of the Holland Tunnel. “He’s been sick like this before. Remember last summer?” 


	“I don’t like to think about last summer.” 


	“I know you don’t. But remember after all the scary times were over and he was hurt and sick and we nursed him?” 


	“Yes.” 


	“Well, this is like that time.” 


	“But Jack had a doctor then.” 


	“So to speak.” 


	Even in his delirium agony Jack had to smile. Gia had never had much faith in Doc Hargus.


	He felt the once cool, now warm washcloth peeled from his forehead.


	“Here, honey. Go run some cold water over this again.” 


	Over the fading patter of Vicky’s retreating footsteps Jack heard Gia’s voice, low and close to his ear.


	“Jack, are you listening?” 


	“Nnnngh.” 


	“Jack, I’m scared. You’ve got a temperature of a hundred-and-four and I don’t know what to do for you.” 


	He managed to put two words together. “Dc Hrgs.” 


	Doc Hargus had had some run-ins with officialdom over the years, so his license wasn’t exactly current. But that didn’t mean he didn’t know his stuff, just that it wasn’t legal for him to practice. Jack had entrusted his life to him before, and he’d do it again.


	“I’ve called him three times.” He could hear the tension in Gia’s voice. “All I get is his answering machine, and he hasn’t called back.” 


	“Mnth zit?” Jack said.


	“Month? Don’t you even know? It’s June.” 


	Hell. Hargus went to Arizona every June to visit his grandkids. So much for help from him.


	“I’m scared, Jack. You looked like you were in a coma before.” 


	Coma? As in comatose? With this fever, more like coma-toast.


	“I’m going to call an ambulance.” 


	“Nuh!” 


	“Please, Jack. I’m afraid you’re dying!” 


	Couldn’t go to a hospital. Too many questions, too many bean counters prying into the nooks and crannies of his life in search of money.


	“Nut dine. Nuh husptl.” 


	“I can’t take this any more, Jack. I just can’t sit here and watch you boil inside your skin. I’m getting help.” 


	As Gia rose Jack slid his hand across the covers and clutched her arm. Not hard enough to haul her back—no way he had the strength for that—but the gesture stopped her.


	Had to think. Couldn’t let her wheel him into an ambulance.


	Abruptly she pulled away. “Why didn’t I think of this before? How dumb can I be?” 


	What was she doing? Wanted to cry out for her to stop. Please, Gia. No EMTs! I’ll be fine. Just need some heavy rest. Don’t do this to me! But his voice was gone.


	His dread was swamped by the overwhelming fatigue that engulfed him and took him under again.
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	Kate came to on the couch with Jeanette next to her, holding her hand.


	What happened? was the intended question but Jeanette answered before she’d completed the thought.


	“You passed out.” 


	Kate looked around. “Where are the others?” 


	“We… they left. A matter to attend to.” 


	Did it really happen? Kate wondered, squeezing her eyes shut against a blinding headache. Or was I drugged or hypnotized?


	“It really happened,” Jeanette said.


	Kate snatched her hand free and slid to the opposite end of the couch. This wasn’t Jeanette. And she was reading her thoughts.


	Could this be? Could a strange new virus change human brains and link minds? It was too bizarre. This sort of thing only happened on that Sci-Fi Channel that Kevin liked to watch.


	And yet, if it wasn’t real, what had she experienced a few moments ago?


	And why this feeling now that her mind was no longer completely her own? Was it the power of suggestion… or real?


	“We know how you feel, Kate.” 


	“Do you? I doubt that.” 


	“Fear…” 


	“More like terror.” 


	“… uncertainty…” 


	“How about betrayal, Jeanette?” Anger heated her face. “Do you feel betrayed? I know I do. I loved you, Jeanette. I trusted you.” 


	She realized with a start she was using the past tense. “And you… you…


	“You’ll thank us, Kate. In a few more days, when you’re fully integrated, you’ll bless that little pinprick in your palm.” 


	“Never! And bad enough you infected me, but my brother as well! I’ll never forgive you for this!” 


	Kate rose unsteadily. Never before had she wanted to hurt someone, but Jeanette’s true-believer complacency made her want to hit her. Or worse.


	“But you will. And so will Jack. In a few days you’ll come to see—” 


	“A few days! Is that all? It took you much longer!” 


	“A mutation in the virus lets it spread much faster now through a host system. We—” 


	“‘We’? ‘We’ who?” 


	“Sorry. Once you’re part of the Unity it’s difficult to think of yourself as an ‘I.’ All of them are with me now and I am with all of them, even though we are miles apart.” 


	“You referred to yourself as T earlier when you walked in here with the others.” 


	“That was so as not to alarm you.” 


	“Maybe you should keep it up. Because right now I’m very alarmed.” 


	“Okay, okay,” she said soothingly. “I’ve been where you are, Kate. I fought it at first. I was so frightened, but it was only fear of the unknown. Now that I’m fully integrated, it’s wonderful beyond description.” 


	“But where are you going with this, Jeanette?” 


	“You know. We showed you. A transformed world.” 


	“But what I saw was not all that transformed.” 


	“What you saw was not the important part. It was what you didn’t see that truly matters.” 


	“You’re talking in riddles.” 


	“Think back, Kate. Did you see cattle farms? Did you see streets full of cars? Did you see jet contrails marring the skies?” 


	“So?” 


	“The Unity will change the way we live. Humanity will have a healthier lifestyle in a healthier environment. The first things to go will be the animal farms. Existing livestock will be consumed while we convert all the fields now devoted to feed grains to vegetable farms for humans.” 


	“A race of vegans!” Kate preferred vegetables to meat but liked to have the option of fried chicken once in a while.


	“Not at all. Wild animals that are caught will be consumed, but cattle, pig, and chicken farms will be a thing of the past. Too inefficient. It takes seven pounds of feed corn and soy to produce one pound of pork. So much simpler and healthier to eat the grains directly. Less waste that way. And speaking of waste, the cattle required to feed the average American family its annual supply of beef produce a pile of manure larger than that family’s house. The methane released and the manure runoff into streams pollute the environment. All that will stop.” 


	Now this was consistent with the old Jeanette—she’d often railed against what she called “the institutionalized animal cruelty of agribusiness,” but her objections had always been on ethical grounds; this sounded more like simple pragmatism.


	“There will be no need to travel within the Unity. You are everywhere everyone else is. And the environmental benefits from that are as enormous as they are obvious. Clothes, food, building materials will move on the rails and highways, but not people.” 


	“But you showed me factories, so I assume there’ll be industry.” 


	“Only certain ones, the ones that provide the necessities: agriculture, clothing, housing.” 


	“But what about business—banking, finance, international trade?” 


	“For what purpose? To sell stocks? To lend money? No family, no matter how large—and in the world of the Unity, families will be very large—will go without sufficient food, clothing, or shelter. What more will they need?” 


	“How about art, literature, and entertainment for starters?” 


	“No one will feel a need for those things. After all, what practical purpose do they serve? Whatever artistry you wish to express will be instantly appreciated by the entire Unity.” 


	Kate felt her exasperation, growing. “What about relationships?” 


	“The Unity is the ultimate relationship. You felt just a hint of it. The closeness, the ‘oneness’—you’ve never felt such an intimate bond; it far surpasses what can be experienced with a mere individual.” 


	That stung. “Meaning me?” 


	“This is different. This goes beyond what an unintegrated mind can grasp.” 


	“Then what you and I had is gone?” 


	Jeanette nodded. “What we had was a procreative dead end.” 


	“What?” Kate couldn’t believe she’d heard correctly. “What did you just say?” 


	“There is no homosexuality in the Unity. It does not serve our purposes.” 


	If she’d had any hopes that the Jeanette she’d loved might still exist somewhere, this quashed them. Kate backed away from her, toward the center of the room. She didn’t want to ask but she had to know.


	“What purposes?” 


	“To bring all minds into the Unity, of course. And then to create a perpetual flow of new minds to keep expanding the Unity. Since homosexuality is not procreative, it is counter to that goal.” 


	“And so you wipe it out?” 


	“Nothing is wiped out. It simply is not a consideration that will arise within the Unity.” 


	“Never mind considerations, what about feelings? What about love?” 


	Jeanette gave her a quizzical look. “Love? The Unity is love, complete and unconditional. It is bliss that increases every time a new mind is added. No one will need love outside the Unity. The only need will be the craving to add new minds, more and more, expanding our billions.” 


	Kate backed further away from this puppet that had once been Jeanette, edging toward the kitchen. But something within wanted her to stay close to her and was making it difficult to move, the same something that was trying to soothe her riled emotions, calm her fears, ease her anger.


	But she forced her legs to move, to inch toward the kitchen.


	“That’s not a human agenda, Jeanette. That’s a viral agenda. It’s aimed at one thing: more hosts in which to replicate. A virus is a parasite—the ultimate parasite. It can’t even reproduce on its own. It enters a cell, co-opts the cellular machinery, then reprograms it to create copies of itself so it can go occupy more cells. That’s what this whole plan is about, Jeanette: creating more hosts for the virus.” 


	Jeanette followed her, a missionary trying to convert a heathen. She reached out but Kate avoided her touch.


	“You don’t understand, Kate. An outsider cannot possibly understand the Unity.” 


	Kate felt as if she were wading against a current in chest-high water as she fought her way into the kitchen toward the microwave, and fought the anger-and fear-numbing tranquility forcing its way through her mind.


	“Oh, but I do. I understand perfectly: the Unity is the virus. In taking over your brains it’s imprinted its agenda on your minds—or on your uber-mind or whatever it is. Be fruitful and multiply… and multiply… and multiply—and create nothing else. That’s a virus’s code of ethics, and that’s what you’re spouting.” 


	Jeanette moved closer, her expression intense.


	“Think of it, Kate. No nations, no borders. No me and not-me, no mine and not-mine—the sources of all conflict. Nothing can belong to anyone when everything belongs to everyone. The Unity future—” 


	“—is a sterile existence, Jeanette!” Hard to speak now. Her words slurred, her thoughts sludged. And Jeanette was closer, still reaching for her. “You want to turn humanity into a homogeneous mass of content, well-fed, healthy bodies in a healthy environment where we can breed like rabbits. You say you’ll do away with livestock, Jeanette, but the truth is you’ll become livestock!” Kate whirled, punched random buttons on the microwave over control panel. “And I refuse to live like that!” 


	Kate hit START.


	And suddenly her mind cleared, her limbs freed up.


	“Thank goodness!” she said. She turned to Jeanette. “Now we can really talk.” 


	But Jeanette stood facing her, shaking her head and smiling ruefully.


	“If you’re looking for the old me, that won’t work anymore. Not on me. I’m fully integrated now. The old me is gone, shucked like a worn-out skin. There’s only the new me now.” 


	Kate felt her breath clog in her throat. “Oh, no.” 


	“The Unity doesn’t understand why, but the vibrations caused by microwaves interfere with oneness in the unintegrated, causing the Unity to become blind to you. But it’s only temporary. Once you’re fully integrated, nothing can come between you and the Unity.” 


	Kate’s vision blurred as tears filled her eyes. Jeanette was gone, replaced by this… drone.


	“Don’t cry, Kate. I’ve never been happier. And you’ll be happy too. Don’t waste tears on the old me, and don’t fight for the old you. The battle is already won. In a few more days the new, better you will emerge triumphant. And as for this…” 


	She reached past Kate, unplugged the microwave, then slid it off the counter and let it smash on the floor.


	“… don’t waste your time.” 


	Immediately Kate sensed that her thoughts were again no longer completely her own.


	“Jeanette—” 


	The phone rang. They both stared at it, waiting for the fourth ring when the answering machine would pick up. Kate heard a beep, then a woman’s voice.


	“Oh, Kate. I was hoping you’d be there. I—” 


	Kate snatched up the receiver. “Yes? Who is this?” 


	“Oh, I’m so glad you’re in. This is Gia. We met—” 


	“Yes, of course. I remember you. Jack’s friend.” She sensed the strain underlying the other woman’s voice. “Is something wrong?” 


	“It’s Jack. He’s sick.” 


	Her gut clenched. “How sick?” 


	“A hundred-and-four temperature. Delirious. Shaking chills alternating with drenching sweats. I don’t know what to do.” 


	“I’ll be right over. Wait—I don’t know where he lives.” Gia gave her an Upper West Side address. “Don’t leave him. I’m on my way.” 


	“Your brother is sick,” Jeanette said—a statement, not a question. Her expression was troubled.


	“Yes. No thanks to you and your virus.” 


	“But… this is not right. The virus does not make one sick. It slips past the immune system and—” 


	“Well, my brother’s has thrown up a roadblock.” 


	At least Kate hoped that was what it was. Those symptoms could indicate any number of infections, pneumonia among others.


	She hurried to the bedroom where she changed into khaki pants and a chambray shirt. She gathered up the stethoscope and diagnostic kit she’d brought along in case she needed them for Jeanette—that was a laugh—and stuffed them into her oversized shoulder bag.


	“Good-bye, Jeanette,” she said, more from reflex than anything else, as she headed for the door.


	Jeanette said nothing. She still stood where Kate had left her in the kitchen, staring at the wall, her brows knitted.
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	“Take another breath, Jack,” Kate said. “Deeper this time.” 


	Clad only in damp boxer shorts, he lay sprawled on a rumpled double bed. Jack didn’t respond so she had to be satisfied with listening to his tidal respiration.


	Kate pressed the diaphragm of her stethoscope more firmly against the perspiration-beaded skin of his mid back. She hadn’t realized how sleekly muscular her brother had become. His almost total lack of body fat left the muscles close to the skin. The way he dressed gave no hint that this sort of body moved within his clothes. Men in Jeanette’s end of town who had bodies like Jack’s tended toward tank tops and skintight muscle shirts; their object was to attract attention; Jack’s seemed to be to deflect it.


	She strained to hear the crinkling cellophane rales that would signal fluid in the alveoli. She heard none.


	“No sign of pneumonia,” she said.


	Gia sighed. “Thank God.” 


	Not necessarily good hews, Kate thought. Means we’re dealing with something else. And if Jeanette had told the truth, that something else was most likely the contaminant virus.


	“What do you think it is?” Gia said.


	Kate looked at this pretty blond woman and thought back to the night—Lord, had it been only two nights ago?—that she and Jack had come over. Kate might have found herself attracted to her if not for everything that had been happening. She remembered how she’d been struck by the easy camaraderie between Jack and Gia, the way they laughed with each other and, when listening to Gia speak of Jack, how deeply she cared for her brother.


	And now she saw the near panic in Gia’s eyes, and thought, You’re so lucky, Jack, to have someone who loves you this much. Don’t ever lose her.


	She decided to tell Gia part of the truth. “It’s most likely a virus.” 


	“Is it catching? Vicky’s been in and out, helping me. Bad enough Jack’s this sick. But Vicky’s so little. What if—?” 


	“She should be fine.” 


	Kate had met the dark-haired, blue-eyed child on the way in and her pigtails had made her ache for the days when Lizzie had been that age. Life had seemed so simple back then.


	“I hope so,” Gia said. “I’ve had to change his T-shirt three times. Finally I stopped. He pulls the covers over himself when he chills and throws them off when he sweats.” 


	“That’s part of the infection-fighting process.” 


	But why is his system fighting it when mine didn’t?


	Kate felt a tug in her mind, a nanosecond of scrambled thoughts, and then a question leaping out before she could stop it.


	“Has he ever been sick before?” 


	“This sick? Yes, once.” 


	“When?” 


	She couldn’t control her voice!


	“Last summer. After…” 


	Kate tried to lock her throat, succeeded, but not before she said, “After what?” 


	“I don’t know if I should go into that. Maybe Jack should tell you.” 


	Now Kate herself wanted to know what Gia was talking about but was determined not to let the Unity hear the answer. She sensed fear and uncertainty in the Unity and that worried her. What might they do to wring the answer out of Gia?


	She fought to regain control of her voice, and squeezed her eyes shut with the effort.


	“Kate, are you all right?” 


	She felt beads of sweat pop out on her forehead… and then suddenly she was back in the driver seat… but she could still feel other hands reaching for the wheel.


	“I’m okay. Just a bad headache.” 


	“Oh, I’m sorry. Can I—?” 


	“You know what?” Kate said. “On second thought, it might be better, for Vicky’s sake, if you go.” 


	“Oh, no.” She was shaking her head. “I couldn’t leave Jack. I’ll just keep Vicky in the other room and—” 


	“I’m concerned that if you catch whatever this is you might pass it on to her, and then…” Kate let the sentence hang and watched Gia chew her upper lip. She added, “I’ll look after him, Gia. I’ve had a bit of training in this sort of thing.” 


	“I know.” She shrugged, her expression unhappy. “But I still feel like I’m abandoning him.” 


	“I promise to watch over him as if he were a member of my own family.” 


	This earned a smile. “Yes, I guess I can count on that, can’t I.” She sighed. “Okay. I’ll take Vicky home. But you’ll call me as soon as he comes out of this, won’t you?” 


	Kate sensed increased efforts in her head to make her stop Gia from leaving but she beat them back.


	“Of course.” 


	Gia started for the door, then stopped and turned. Keep going! Kate wanted to shout. She didn’t know how long she could hold out.


	“Just one thing.” 


	“You really shouldn’t stay here any longer.” 


	“I know, but I just want to warn you that Jack might not be too happy to find you here.” 


	“I don’t understand.” 


	“It was my idea to call you over. When I told him he didn’t respond, so I’m not sure it got through.” 


	“Why would that be a problem?” 


	“He’s a little quirky about this place. He… well, he doesn’t like anyone to know where he lives. Hardly anyone does. And as for being here, Vicky and I are the only regulars. This is his sanctum.” 


	“But I’m his sister.” 


	“But you didn’t know the address, right? I had to give it to you. See what I mean?” 


	“I think so.” 


	“So if he’s upset that you’re here, don’t take it personally.” 


	Kate glanced at the sprawled sleeping man. “Strange guy, my brother.” 


	Gia’s lips said, ” ‘Unique’ is more like it,” but her eyes seemed to say, If you only knew.


	Minutes later, when the door had closed behind them, Kate felt the pressure ease. The Unity was still desperate to know how Jack was reacting to the virus, but must have realized it could only watch and wait right now.


	Was this what it had been like for Jeanette—fighting minute to minute, losing ground inch by inch? Maybe not. At least Kate knew she was in a war. Jeanette had probably had no idea. Most likely she wrote off any early alien feelings or thoughts as part of the healing process, a side effect of the tumor’s shrinking. And when finally she’d realized that her mind was being usurped, it was too late.


	When will it be too late for me? Kate wondered.


	She thought of what was developing inside her head, the Unity virus running free through her brain, inserting its own genes into more and more of her brain’s neurons until it had nibbled away everything that was her and replaced it with someone else, someone with viral ethics, another drone like Jeanette.


	That possibility pushed up a bubble of acid to the back of her throat. She had to find a way to stop it. And bring Jeanette back. But first she had to save herself.


	She looked at Jack. If his immune system truly was fighting the virus, it would be producing antibodies. If she could isolate those globulins and inject them into her own bloodstream…


	Her excitement died aborning. If-if-if… even if it were true, the process would be lengthy. She’d be a born-again member of the Unity by then.


	She’d have to find another way. Maybe Fielding would come up with something. Whatever happened, Kate sensed that Jack would be the key. But everything was stuck on hold until he pulled through this, if he did.


	She checked him again—still sleeping but less sweaty—then wandered into the dizzying clutter of his apartment’s front room. She stopped when she saw something that looked like a gun on an end table. Dear Lord, it was a gun. She stepped closer. Did Jack own a gun? Obviously. Kate hated guns. Bad enough for her brother to own one, but she couldn’t believe he’d be so careless as to leave it out like this with a child around. Gia’s little girl could have—


	Wait. It had a red plastic handle and the rest of it looked made of tin. The knob of a power dial bulged from the side next to a pair of words framed by lightning bolts etched into the metal: Atomic Disintegrator. Kate smiled and shook her head. A toy raygun—no, a cap gun. Ancient, too.


	She did a slow turn. Look at this stuff. What did he do, go through flea markets and pick up everything that wasn’t nailed down? And none of it seemed less than fifty years old. A Daddy Warbucks lamp, a Dick Tracy alarm clock—lots of clocks, all old, none working. Framed certificates and more clocks, their pendulums arrested in final swing, hid the walls. She stepped closer to check out the certificates—all from clubs and secret societies devoted to the Shadow, Captain Midnight, Doc Savage… what on earth did he see in this junk?


	The only thing she could find that belonged in the Twenty-first Century—or in the latter half of the twentieth, for that matter—was the computer monitor atop the oak rolltop desk. And a vaguely familiar-looking black object resting on the monitor. Kate leaned in for a closer look and stiffened when she recognized the timer clock from the bomb Jack had found yesterday. She knew it was the same clock by the four cut ends of the wires snaking out from its casing. The only difference now was that the display was lit, showing the time.


	And next to it were those silvery little AAA-battery-size things with the rest of the cut wires that had been attached to the clock. What had Jack called them? Blasting caps. But where was that clay-like explosive?


	She checked the rest of the desk top and hunted through the room but didn’t see it. Must have hidden it away. She didn’t like poking through Jack’s desk drawers but she’d feel better if she knew the explosive was here too. She suspected that Jack had used it to blow up that car this morning, and she hated the thought.


	But the drawers in the old rolltop held nothing but papers and video catalogues. She made a point of not reading any of the papers and moved on to the equally old oak secretary. And there in the top drawer, next to what looked like another toy gun, she found it—still wrapped in cellophane, with the empty holes where the blasting caps had been inserted.


	What a relief. When he recovered, maybe Jack could explain how that car exploded, but at least now she could be sure this stuff hadn’t been used. Meanwhile, she didn’t want to have to look at that timer and the blasting caps whenever she was in this room, so she put them in the drawer with the explosive.


	As she wiggled the drawer to push it back in it slipped out of the desk. She stood there holding it, wondering why it was so shallow—only half as deep as the base of the secretary. She peered into the slot and saw what was obviously a false rear wall.


	Curious, Kate replaced the drawer and angled the secretary away from the wall. She felt around the weathered rear panel until she found a recessed catch. A gentle tug released the board; it fell toward her, revealing a hidden compartment with three shelves.


	And on those lay at least half a dozen pistols of varying shapes and sizes and finishes, extra clips, boxes of bullets, knives, blackjacks…


	A miniature armory.


	She stared for a dry-mouthed moment, then replaced the panel and pushed the secretary back against the wall. She opened the drawer again and took out the tiny pistol she’d seen before. Heavy… too heavy for a toy. She dropped it back in and shoved the door closed. Shaken, she retreated to the center of the room and stared around her.


	She had to face it: Jack was a gun nut or worse. Some sort of criminal. Had to be. What other reason could he have for owning all that weaponry?


	Who was her brother? What on earth had he become?


	She’d thought he was exaggerating when he’d said his closet was deeper and darker than hers. Now she knew he wasn’t.


	And yet… he was still her brother. And despite all this damning evidence, she sensed a core of old-fashioned decency within him. A man you could trust, a man whose word meant something.


	Was that the key to all this pulp era junk? Memorabilia from a time before he existed, relics of an antiquated obsolescent code of honor to which he still hewed?


	Or was she reading too much into this? Not every idiosyncrasy had to have deep psychological overtones. How did the saying go? Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar. Maybe Jack simply thought this stuff was cool—or “neat,” as he liked to say—and picked it up whenever he came across it.


	Kate heard a sound from the bedroom and stepped back inside. Jack was tossing back and forth under the covers, moaning, mumbling, whining. He seemed frightened.


	She watched him closely, wondering what terrible sort of nightmare would scare a man like Jack…


				*
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	… Jack looks up as the girl in the middle of the store check-out line coughs. He watches from the rear as people ahead and behind her back away.


	“Just a cold,” the girl says, her voice slightly muffled by her surgical mask.


	Everyone in the store, including Jack, wears a surgical mask. Jack loves the style—not only keeps out germs but hides the face. And the store is packed. Rumor got out that the place managed to get in a shipment of produce and people are buying up as much as they can carry. Jack left Gia* and Vicky back at his apartment where they’re safe from infection and ventured out alone. His cart—and it is truly his because he pushed it to the store from home—is loaded with corn and peaches and tomatoes that look like Jersey beefsteaks. He managed to snag some canned beans and a box of fusilli from the nearly naked shelves as well.


	Good haul, he thinks, happy with his finds. Food shipments are so sporadic these days, what with survivalist groups hijacking trucks for themselves, so you take what you can find. Looks like Italian on the menu tonight. Gia can whip of some of her famous red gravy and—


	“She’s one of them!” cries a heavyset woman in a turquoise sari directly behind the girl with the cold, backing farther away from her. “I saw her pull out the bottom of her mask before she coughed!” 


	“Just a cold.” The girl has wide blue eyes and short black hair. “I swear it’s just a cold.” 


	“I saw her too,” says the black man behind the saried woman. “Pulled the mask halfway off her face!” 


	Jack has a feeling he might have seen it too, but only out of the corner of his eye, so he doesn’t say anything. The girl’s been tagged twice. A third won’t change her fate.


	Sensing where this could be going he angles his cart out of this particular line and backs it toward the rear of another. But he passes that and keeps on backing away, edging closer to the exit doors.


	The checkout girl is signaling to the deputy but he’s heard the commotion and is already on his way over. He’s a thin little guy, and in any other situation he might be hesitant, but he’s wearing the tan uniform of a duly deputized NYC militiaman, he’s got a testing kit, and he’s armed. And his strut says I’m official so don’t mess with me.


	“What’s up?” His mouth is probably set in a grim line but the surgical mask hides it.


	The cashier points to the girl. “They say she coughed outside her mask. On purpose.” 


	“Is that so?” The deputy’s eyes narrow as he reaches for the serology tester clipped to his belt. “Okay. Gonna need some of your blood.” 


	“Just a cold,” the girl says, backing away.


	“If that’s all it is, you can go on about your business—after the test.” 


	Jack, who by now has edged into a corner near the furthest checkout counter, notices how the deputy doesn’t say what happens if it’s not just a cold.


	“No!” The girl rips off her mask. “No blood test! We spit on your blood tests!” 


	Then she charges into the crowd around the cash register and starts spitting—not on the blood test but on people. Terrified shoppers scream and try to flee but there’s no room to run. The deputy has his pistol drawn but it’s plain if he shoots he’s going to crease a load of innocent bystanders.


	Suddenly Jack sees something flash in the girl’s hand—an old-fashioned straight razor—and knows what’s coming next. So does everybody else.


	“She’s a kamikaze!” someone screams as panic takes charge.


	Jack watches the girl ram the point of the blade deep into her throat and rip it sideways. Then she throws her arms wide, tilts her head back, and begins to spin. There’s a certain grace to her movements, and it might be a beautiful thing to watch except for the scarlet stream arcing from her throat in a spasming geyser that sprays everyone in a ten-foot circle.


	It’s a brief dance. Her legs falter, her knees buckle, and she collapses to the floor, a crumpled waxen lump centered in a crimson spin painting.


	But though the dance is done, the audience is still reacting: the screamers trapped at the row of checkout counters keep pushing back, deeper into the store; those just entering do a quick about-face and rush back to the relative safety of the streets. Jack, positioned in the no-man’s land between, opts for the street and rolls his laden cart though the swinging doors. He’ll settle up with the store tomorrow. Could be an hour, maybe two, before the mess is cleaned up in there. He wants to get back home.


	Six months ago a scene like that would have blown him away. Now… he feels nothing. Had the dubious distinction of being on hand for two other kamikaze deaths before today’s, but never this close. The Hive’s MO is pretty much the same all over: find a crowded place and try to spread the infection surreptitiously—the cough, the sneeze, smearing a little saliva on vegetables—but if caught, go down in a glorious spray of body fluids. Pure pragmatism: sacrifice one of their number for the opportunity to infect dozens more.


	The Hive is relentlessly pragmatic. That’s the key to its success.


	Half a block from the store he stops and unties his mask; he pulls off his windbreaker and drapes it over the cart. The November wind slices at him but his flannel shirt blunts its edge. He removes the Glock from the nylon small-of-the-back holster and positions it in plain sight atop the jacket. Then he starts moving again.


	This gray, sullen, blustery fall day matches the bleakness Jack feels. He wishes the sun were out—to warm his skin, and maybe even take some of this chill off his soul. But sunlight would bring out more people—maybe they think it’s healthier, that the extra UV will kill germs—and Jack prefers the streets damn near deserted like this, especially when he’s hauling a load of food. Even so, his senses are on full alert.


	Ahead he sees a familiar face, a nodding acquaintance coming his way.


	“Hey,” the guy says with a grin, eyeing Jack’s cart. No way he can miss the Glock. “Leave any for me?” 


	“Plenty,” Jack says. “But you might want to wait awhile. A kamikaze did her thing in there.” 


	“Shit!” the guy says. “They don’t know when to quit, do they. They know we’ve got the vaccine. Why do they keep trying?” 


	“Just because they’ve got lots of brains doesn’t mean they’re smart.” 


	The guy doesn’t think this is funny. Neither does Jack, but it’s better than talking about the rumor that the vaccine isn’t what it was cracked up to be, that it’s been failing all over the country. What’s left of the U.S. government says these are lies spread by the infected to demoralize the uninfected, but no one knows who to believe.


	“Guess I’ll just go down to the store and wait outside till they clean things up.” 


	Jack waves good-bye and watches him go. Once he’s sure the guy’s not going to do a spin and jump him from behind, he resumes his walk home. Knows he’s always been a bit paranoid, but six months ago he’d have kept the Glock holstered and wouldn’t be worried about being jumped for his food. As the saying goes, you’re not paranoid if they’re really out to get you. And they are. Oh yes, they are.


	As Jack walks along he can feel the threads of the social fabric tearing, parting one by one.


	Trust is gone, because anyone, your best and oldest friend, your dearest, closest relative, could be carrying the virus. Bad enough they’re infected—that’s not their fault—but less than a week after their inoculation they become someone else, someone dead set on infecting you.


	Compassion is a memory. Sure, feel sorry for the victims of the virus—after they’re dead.


	Jack doesn’t know about the rest of the country, but the tenuous sense of community that existed around the Upper West Side is atrophying. You’d think it would be the other way around, a community of the uninfected linking arms and closing ranks against the contaminated. But not when yesterday’s uninfected ally could be today’s infected enemy.


	Jack figures he can extrapolate the local to the national, even to the international, and that means the whole world’s going in the toilet—old social orders fragmenting while a new world order expands, relentlessly, irresistibly, geometrically, a rolling snowball of humanity with an unquestioned singleness of purpose.


	Strange mix of feelings roiling through him these days. He’s spent most of his adult life hiding from the social order, rejecting it, damning it. But despite its toxicity, now that it’s on the brink of ruin he finds himself rooting for it, hoping it will find a way to hang on. Because the Hive is even more toxic than the world order it hopes to replace.


	Not so much worried about himself—being a ghost in the Hive machine will be more of a challenge than his existence in the American social engine, but he’ll manage it. His piercing concern is for Gia and Vicky and the jeopardy they face. They’re not cut out to live in the cracks, and the Hive is too vast and pervasive for Jack ever to defeat on his own. Hates to admit it, but he needs help to protect the two people he cherishes. He knows he can’t expect it from Democrats and Republicans, but maybe some genius in the medical establishment will come up with a killer app.


	And most daunting is that deterioration to the current state has taken a mere five months.


	First the virus mutated into an airborne form, then the original tiny nucleus of the Hive fanned out to all the New York travel hubs—LaGuardia and JFK airports, Penn and Grand Central Stations—to spread the virus. From there the bug raced across the country and around the world. Tens of millions were incorporated into the Hive before hardly anyone even realized it existed. Initially the two parties in Congress saw the Hive as a potential constituency and vied with each other to see who could grant it more special rights and entitlements. But after a majority of the politicians became infected, debate stopped.


	By the time most people began to appreciate the enormity of the threat, it was too late.


	The CDC’s initial approach to containment was an influenza model, which proved ineffective. First off, folks with influenza know they’re sick and so do the people around them; secondly, flu victims feel lousy and just want to get better. For Hive folk the infection’s a party and the more the merrier.


	And they were everywhere, contaminating water supplies, infiltrating food processing plants and dairy farms. People became afraid to eat anything they hadn’t heated to a boil or prepared themselves.


	As he pushes along the sidewalks, Jack wonders as he often does about his sister. Kate exited his life as quickly as she’d entered it. He searched for her but she stayed on the move, spreading the virus with the rest of the Hive vanguard, and he never caught up with her. But just last week he tried calling her office in Trenton and learned she was back in practice. She’d refused to take his call and he’d hung up sick at heart. He thinks of Kate as a pediatrician, with trusting parents, fearing their children might become infected, bringing them to her to be vaccinated against the virus. And Kate making sure if they aren’t infected when they enter her office they damn sure are when they leave. All it takes is plain saline in the vaccine syringes and a little of the virus on the tongue depressors…


	The thought of Kate betraying those children, breaking her oath to do no harm, negating the decent caring person she once was fills Jack with impotent rage. He wants to hurt, maim, kill, make someone pay, but how do you even a score with a virus?


	He wonders if he should take a ride down to Trenton and… do something. But what? Put down the fouled thing that used to be his sister? The old Kate, the real Kate would want him to do that. Beg him to.


	But can he? Take a bead on his own sister—even if she’s not really his sister anymore—and pull the trigger? Can’t imagine that.


	Jack picks up his pace as he nears his block. Two old cars are parked nose to nose, blocking the near end of the street; he knows two more junkers are similarly situated at the far end—knows because the whole setup was his idea. Sometime last month he went door to brown-stone door talking—usually at a safe distance through windows or from the sidewalk—to neighbors he’d never bothered to meet despite years on the block, planting the idea of the block sealing itself off. Someone with better people skills picked up the ball and organized the residents, breaking the watch into shifts. Now no outsider enters the block unless accompanied by a resident.


	Jack nods to a guy he knows only as George, standing behind one of the cars with a sawed off twelve gauge resting against a thigh. As George waves him through, an NYPD blue-and-white goes by, two cops in the front. Passenger cop’s gaze lingers on Jack and George, then slides by. Can’t miss the Glock or the sawed-off, but he doesn’t react. The tattered remnants of officialdom are no longer worried about armed citizenry—the unseen danger of the virus is a far greater threat to the city. And besides, not enough police to go around as it is. They were the Hive’s first target: call the cops out to a domestic dispute, infect them, then form a fifth column within the ranks to infect the rest. Uninfected cops stayed home until the blood tests were developed.


	The vaccine and the blood tests—cheap little home kits, like pregnancy tests—are the final fingers in the dam against rising tide of the Hive. If they should fail…


	Jack drag-bounces the cart to his third-floor apartment—his fortress islet within the atoll of his closed-off block—and knocks on the door; he has a key but Gia’s so edgy these days he figures it’ll go easier on her nerves if he doesn’t just barge in.


	“Oh, Jack!” he hears her say through the door, and he knows she’s got her eye to the peep lens, but he detects a strange note in her voice. Something’s up.


	And when she opens the door and he sees her red eyes and tear-streaked face, he knows it.


	“What’s wrong?” 


	She pulls him inside, leaving the cart in the hall, and closes the door.


	“The test!” she sobs. “Vicky and I—we’re positive!” 


	Jack’s heart drops. Gia’s been obsessed with the virus, and rightly so, to the point where she’s been testing the three of them every day. Jack’s been buying kits by the gross, figuring if it gives her peace of mind, then fine, do it twice a day if you want.


	But in the back of his mind he’s always dreaded the possibility of this moment: the false positive.


	“No.” His tongue is an arid plain. “No, that can’t be. There’s got to be a mistake!” 


	She’s shaking her head, fresh tears spilling onto her cheeks. “I just repeated it. Same result.” 


	“Then it’s a bad batch.” 


	“Same batch as yesterday.” 


	Jack can’t accept this. He moved them here so he could protect them, keep them safe. They’ve been under his wing, rarely leaving the apartment.


	The sick feeling in his stomach worsens as an appalling thought hits him like a runaway train: Is it my fault? Did I bring it home?


	“Do it again,” he says. “All three of us this time.” 


	Gia nods and wipes her eyes. “Okay.” She turns and calls, “Vicky!” 


	“What?” says a little girl’s voice from one of the back rooms.


	“Come in here for a minute, okay?” 


	“But I’m watching a movie!” 


	“You’ve seen that movie a hundred times already. Come here just for a second, okay?” 


	“The Parent Trap again?” Jack says, trying to look cheerful as Vicky mopes in.


	“And I was just at the good part where they find out they’re sisters!” 


	“That the nice thing about videos—you can stop them any time and pick up later right where you left off.” 


	Gia has seated herself at Jack’s rolltop. “Let me have your finger, Vickie.” 


	A groan, an eye roll. “Not again!” 


	“Come on. One more time. Jack’s doing it this time too.” 


	“Oh, okay.” 


	She walks over to Gia and presents her finger, flinches as her mother stabs the tip with a microlancet, and allows a drop of blood to be milked onto the circle of absorptive paper in the center of the test kit card.


	“There,” Gia says with a smile Jack knows is forced. “Was that so bad?” 


	“No. Can I see my movie now?” 


	“Sure.” 


	As Vicky hurries off, sucking her tiny wound, Gia’s trembling fingers squeeze a drop of reagent from its bottle onto the bloodied circle. She glances at her watch, puts the card aside, and looks up at Jack.


	“Your turn.” 


	Jack allows his finger to be subjected to the same ritual. Barely feels the prick. Soon his blood sample is doused in reagent and waiting for ten minutes to pass.


	And Gia’s makes three.


	The wait feels interminable, with Gia pacing back and forth, rubbing her hands as if scrubbing them, a beautiful young blond Lady Macbeth working at a stubborn stain. Jack opens his mouth twice to say something, anything to soothe her raw nerves, but can’t think of a damn thing that isn’t lame or inane.


	Finally she looks at her watch and says, “Time.” But she doesn’t move. “Jack… will you? I can’t… I just…” 


	“Sure, Gi.” 


	Jack steps to the desk, flips the three cards over and, carefully maintaining their sequence, lifts the rear panels. One by one, the flip side of the absorbent paper is revealed, and around the blood spots on the first and third cards… a blue halo. Around the second, only a ring of moisture.


	Jack closes his eyes and feels the room rock around him.


	Can’t be. This isn’t happening. Got to be a mistake. We’ve all been vaccinated, we all eat the same, drink the same, and I’m the one who’s in and out, I’m the one with all the exposure. It should be me, not them.


	He opens his eyes and looks again, begging for a different outcome. But nothing has changed: two positives flanking a negative.


	Gia is staring at him. “Well?” 


	Jack swallows. “Positive.” His voice is a hoarse rasp. He quickly gathers up the cards. “All three.” 


	“Oh, Jack,” Gia sobs, floating toward him. “Not you too!” 


	She flings herself against him and they stand there clinging to each other, Gia weeping, Jack’s throat too tight to speak.


	He crumples the test cards in his fist. Can’t let Gia know. If she learns he’s negative she’ll blame Vicky’s infection on the only other person the child could have caught it from: her. She’ll never accept that she could have caught it from Vicky. Gia will assume all the guilt, and it will crush her.


	And Jack’s negative will open a gulf between them—she’ll recede from him, fearing that a kiss, a caress, even a word spoken too close will infect him, and Jack couldn’t bear that, not now, not when she needs him most.


	“Christ, I’m so sorry, Gia,” he manages. “I must have brought it home.” 


	“But how can that be? We took every precaution. And the vaccine…” 


	“Doesn’t work. That’s been the word on the street lately. Now we know it’s true.” 


	She buries her face against his chest and sobs again. “Vicky… I can’t bear the thought…” 


	“I know,” he says, pulling her closer against him and feeling a sob building his own throat at the thought of Gia and Vicky becoming meat puppets controlled by the Hive. “I know.” 


	What now? he asks himself, trying to corral his panicked, skittering thoughts. What can I do?


	He hasn’t heard of anyone beating this infection. But that doesn’t mean no one ever will. There’s always a chance for a breakthrough, for a wild card.


	Look at me—I should be infected but I’m not. Maybe that means something. But how to find out?


	Abe. Abe knows everything.


	He releases Gia and looks her in the eye. “It’s not over.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“When I was talking to Abe yesterday he mentioned something about a new breakthrough.” 


	“The days of breakthroughs are gone,” she says dully.


	“Gia, if there’s anything in the pipeline, anything at all, Abe will have a line on it. I’ll call him right now.” 


	He grabs the cell phone and punches in Abe’s number, something in the past he never would have considered doing, but a lot has changed in five months. He waits through a dozen rings—Abe doesn’t believe in answering machines—then tries again. Still no answer. Abe’s always in this time of day. Maybe he’s in one of his black, ignore-the-phone moods. He’s been having more of those lately.


	“Looks like I’m going to have to go see him,” Jack says. He doesn’t want to leave Gia but time is critical. The fact that they’ve just turned positive means she and Vicky are in the early stages. If something can be done, the sooner the better. “I won’t be gone long. You’ll be okay?” 


	Gia nods wordlessly.


	“Gia,” he says, taking her by the shoulders, “we’re going to beat this.” And he knows he sounds like a hack actor in a bad soap opera but he can’t stand seeing her like this. He’s got to give her some hope. “Have I ever let you down?” 


	“Jack…” she says, and she sounds so tired. “This is different. This isn’t something your methods can fix. The best scientific minds in the world have tackled this and they’ve all come up empty. Every time they think they have a solution, like the vaccine, the virus mutates. So what can you do?” 


	And when she puts it like that, what can he say? No reason to think he can offer Gia and Vicky a chance when the big brains can’t. But still he’s undeterred.


	“Maybe I suffer from terminal hubris. And maybe I can’t stand by and just let this happen. I’ve got to do something.” 


	He doesn’t say that guilt has pretty much taken him over. He brought Gia and Vicky here to protect them, but the bug got to them anyway. So even if it’s not his fault, he feels responsible.


	“Then do it,” Gia says, without a hint of enthusiasm, “but don’t expect me to hope, Jack, because as much as I want to, I can’t. I’m looking at the end of everything I am and you are and whatever we might have been, and the strangulation of everything Vicky could be.” 


	“We’re not through yet.” 


	“Yeah, we are. Our futures end in a few days. If it was death, I could accept that—at least for myself. But this is a living death… and…” 


	Her voice trails off, and her gaze slips off Jack and settles somewhere in space.


	Jack has never seen her like this. What’s happened to her indomitable spirit? It’s as if the virus has already changed her, reached inside somehow and snuffed out an essential spark.


	He holds her in his arms again and kisses her forehead. “Don’t write us off. I’m going over to Abe’s and see what he knows.” He releases her and backs toward the door. “I should be back in an hour or so. I’ll call if I’m going to be any later. Okay?” 


	Gia nods absently. “I’ll be here. Where else can I go?” 


	Jack turns at the door and sees her standing in the middle of his front room, looking like a lost soul. And that’s so un-Gia he has second thoughts about leaving. But he’s got to see Abe. If there’s any cause for hope, Abe will know.


	Free of the cart this trip, Jack makes good time through the empty streets toward Amsterdam Avenue, not sure if he is fleeing the dark reality of his apartment or running toward a ray of hope. Soon he is standing before the Isher Sports Shop. The lights are on inside but the front door is locked. That’s not right. He bangs on the glass but Abe doesn’t appear.


	Worried now—for years Abe has been a heart attack waiting to happen—Jack pulls out the defunct Visa card he keeps in his wallet for moments like this. Looks up and down the street, sees no one near enough to matter, and uses it to slip the door’s latch. Abe’s never devoted much effort to protecting his street-level stock, but it would take a Sherman tank to get into his basement.


	“Abe?” he calls as he steps inside, relocking the door behind him. “Abe, it’s Jack. You here?” 


	Silence… and then high-pitched cheeping as something pale blue flutters overhead. Parabellum, Abe’s parakeet. Abe always cages the bird when he leaves, so he must be here.


	Jack’s apprehension intensifies as he heads for the rear, toward the counter where he and Abe have spent so many hours talking, solving the problems of the world time and again. And then as he rounds a corner piled high with hockey sticks and the counter hoves into view, he stumbles to a halt at the sight of all the red—the counter puddled with it, the wall behind splattered.


	“No,” Jack whispers.


	Gut in a knot, he forces himself forward. Not Abe. Can’t be Abe.


	But who else’s blood can this be?


	He creeps toward the counter, edges around the side, looks behind—


	It’s Abe, on his back, white shirt glistening crimson, head cocked at a crazy angle, throat a ragged hole, torn away by a blast from the sawed-off shotgun lying by his knees.


	Jack spins away, doubles over, sick. He doesn’t vomit but wishes he could. Rage steadies him. Who did this? Whoever tried to make this look like a suicide didn’t know Abe, because Abe would never…


	After a while Jack straightens, staggers to the back of the store, finds an old tarp, and drapes it over Abe’s body.


	The blood… still so wet… couldn’t have happened more than twenty, thirty minutes ago.


	If only I’d left a few minutes earlier I might have been here in time to…


	And then he sees something on the far corner of the counter. The square of a virus test kit. He steps closer. A used kit… and the blue halo says it’s positive.


	Jack sags against the counter. “Aw, Abe.” 


	And he understands: Abe saw no hope for himself. That means Jack will have none to offer Gia and Vicky.


	He sits a long while, feeling lost and paralyzed as he stares at the test card. Finally he pushes himself into motion. Can’t leave Abe here like this. What’s he do? Call the cops? Will they even come? And if they do, there’ll be an investigation and someone will find the armory in the basement. And all the while Abe’s body will molder in a drawer in the morgue’s cooler.


	No. Can’t have that. Jack knows what he has to do: come back tonight with the car and take Abe’s body to Central Park. No cops, no inquests, just a quiet private burial for his oldest and dearest friend.


	But what about Abe’s family? The only family Jack knows of is a daughter in Queens. Sarah. Jack’s never met her; he hid Gia and Vicky at her place during the rakoshi mess last summer, but she was out of town then.


	Jack reaches for the blood-spattered Rolodex and flips through it. Abe used a computer down in the basement but stuck to old-fashioned methods up here on the main floor. An ache grows in his throat at the sight of Abe’s crabbed handwriting and for a moment the letters blur. He blinks and tugs on the “S” tab, and there it is: simply “Sarah” and a number.


	He calls the number and when a woman answers he asks for Sarah.


	“This is she.” 


	“I… I’m a friend of your father’s. I’m afraid—” 


	“Yes, we know,” she says. “He’s dead.” 


	Jack’s alarms go off at the we. “How can you—?” 


	“We were hoping to get him to the point where we could stop him from such tragic foolishness, but those damn tests are so—” 


	Jack slams down the receiver. He can imagine how it went down. Sarah stops by with a peace offering. They’ve never gotten along, but these are extraordinary times and maybe they should bury the hatchet. She’s brought something sweet, something her father can’t resist, something heavily spiked with the virus.


	And later, when Abe’s blood turns positive, he knows he’s a goner and knows who made him that way and it’s all too much for him. Never would have believed it of Abe, but no telling what a person will do when the whole future goes dead black without a single glint of hope—


	Jack’s breath freezes in his chest as he remembers Gia’s ten-mile stare when he left her and now he’s heading for the door with his heart tearing loose. The phone rings and he knows he should ignore it but doubles back on the slim chance it might be Gia. She knows he’s here, maybe she’s trying to reach him.


	“Jack,” Gia says in response to his barked hello. “Thank God I caught you.” 


	“What’s wrong?” The preternatural calm of her tone sends screams of warning through him. “How’s Vicky?” 


	“Sleeping.” 


	“Sleeping?” Vicky is not a napper. “Is she sick?” 


	“Not anymore. She’s at peace.” 


	“Christ, Gia, what are you saying? Don’t tell me you—” 


	“I didn’t have enough sleeping pills for both of us, so I gave them all to her. Soon she’ll be safe.” 


	“No!” 


	“And I’ve got one of your guns for me, but I didn’t want to use it until I called you to say good-bye—” 


	The phone slips from Jack’s fingers and he’s dashing for the door, bursting onto the sidewalk, and sprinting east when he glances up and skids to a halt at the sight of a giant face staring down at him. It’s the Russian lady but she’s grown to Godzilla proportions.


	“NOW DO YOU SEE?” she cries, her booming voice echoing off the buildings. “NOW DO YOU UNDERSTAND? THIS WILL BE IF YOU DO NOT STOP VIRUS NOW!” 


	What does it mean? That this is all a dream? No. Much as Jack wishes it were true, he knows it’s not. This is too real.


	Averting his face from her giant, blazing eyes, he starts running again, down the center of a treadmill street with cardboard buildings sliding by on each side to give the illusion of forward progress, but he’s getting nowhere, and no matter how much speed he pumps into his legs, no matter how he cries and screams at the top of his lungs, he’s no closer to home than when he started…


				*
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	“Kevin’s being a real dickhead about it, Mom.” 


	“Elizabeth Iverson, that is no way to talk about your brother. And where did you pick up that kind of language?” 


	“I can’t help it, that’s what he is. And I don’t care if he comes. Who wants him around anyway.” 


	Kate clung to her cell phone as she peeked into Jack’s bedroom—he was still tossing this way and that under the covers—then returned her attention to Lizzie. With everything that had happened, she’d missed her morning call to the kids. Just as well; they both slept in on Saturdays. She’d waited till after dinner to check in.


	All she’d wanted to do was touch base with them before they went out with their friends, but had wound up in the middle of a sibling contretemps. She should have seen it coming, but this was the last thing she needed now: Kevin was refusing to go to Lizzie’s recital on Monday. Lizzie was acting tough but Kate could tell she was hurt. Ron had never been good dealing with arguments between the kids so, exhausted though she was, Kate had been designated referee.


	She sighed. “Put him on.” 


	“I said, I don’t care!” 


	“Lizzie, please put your brother on.” 


	A few seconds of muffled sounds, then a sullen, “S’up, Ma?” from Kevin.


	“What’s up yourself, Kevin? Have you got something better to do Monday night?” 


	“Aw, Mom, I hate that music, you know that.” 


	“No, it’s not Polio, I’ll grant you that,” she said, referring to her son’s favorite band, perpetrators of cacophonies he referred to as “slash metal” or “thrash metal” or some such unlistenable noise. She realized that every generation needed music that rawed their parents’ nerves, but please. “The music’s not the issue, however. Your sister’s feelings are.” 


	“You heard her. She doesn’t want me to go.” 


	“That’s just a defense because you hurt her feelings. We’ve always done things as a family, Kevin. Even after the divorce, how many of your soccer games did your father and Lizzie and I miss? Very, very few. And just like your soccer tournament, Kevin, we’re planning to attend this concert as a family. Family includes you.” 


	“But Ma, the flute! Of all things, the flute! It’s so whipped!” 


	“It’s Lizzie’s big moment. She’s performing a solo she’s been practicing for months and we should be there to share it with her. Are you telling me you can’t spare two hours out of your busy schedule to attend her concert? Think about it, Kevin. In the grand scale of things, is two hours on a Monday night such a big deal?” 


	“No, but—” 


	“Sleep through the concert if you must, but be there for her.” 


	“Sleep? That music’s deadly. When it’s over and you find me dead in my seat, how will you feel?” 


	“Don’t worry. I know CPR. I should be home by mid-afternoon Monday. I’ll come over to Dad’s and we’ll all go together. As a family. I’d like to count on that, Kevin. Can I?” 


	A long pause, then, “I guess so.” 


	“Great. See you then. Love you.” 


	“Me too.” 


	She broke the connection and took a deep breath. Another domestic crisis averted. She empathized with Kevin; her own musical tastes were mired in sixties and seventies pop and she found classical music as trying as he did—except when Lizzie was playing—but the concert was a family thing, not a music thing, and she had to keep the family together. That was her mission, a responsibility that possessed her. Because the divorce had been her doing.


	She rose and checked Jack again. He’d finally stopped moaning and lay deeply sunken in sleep; his skin had been cool and dry for almost two hours now.


	“Looks like you made it, Jack,” she whispered, stroking his matted hair. He might spike another fever around four A.M. or so, but she sensed that his immune system had the upper hand now. “Looks like you beat it.” 


	But beat what? she thought as she wandered back to the front room. Exactly what infection had he been fighting all day? She hoped it was the contaminant. That would mean it was not as invincible or as “inevitable” as it seemed to think.


	But the possibility existed that Jack had caught some other virus and his symptoms had been due to his body’s war against that.


	Only time would tell.


	Kate yawned and stretched. Not much sleep last night. She was tired but doubted she could sleep. Not after what she’d been through today, not after learning that something calling itself the Unity was hell bent on erasing her personality, her individuality, her very self.


	She felt a sob build in her throat. I don’t want to die!


	And that was what integration with the Unity would be: death. Sure, her body would live on but the person inside would be obliterated. All her values, the little things that made her who she was, gone. She would no longer care about the music, the paintings, the movies she now loved because they’d serve no practical purpose in expanding the species. And Kevin and Liz would be downgraded from the two most cherished beings in her life to a pair of potential hosts who shared some genes with her, valued only for their capacity to breed more hosts.


	She had to see Fielding again—first thing Monday morning, before she headed home. Maybe he was right. He’d said he was Jeanette’s best chance; maybe he was hers as well. The Unity clearly was concerned about Fielding. And whatever made it uneasy could orly be good for her.


	Come to think of it, she hadn’t felt the Unity tugging at her thoughts for the past few hours. Too occupied with something else? She wondered what it was up to. No matter. As long as it wasn’t bothering her.


	But if sleep was out of the question, at least she could lie down and rest her eyes now that Jack was over the worst.


	She stretched out as best she could on the couch and laced her fingers atop her chest. Usually she looked forward to the next day, but not tonight. Would the Unity try to take over again, try to use her to wrest the secret of Jack’s resistance from him?


	Kate closed her eyes. She had to prevent the Unity from stealing what was hers—what was her. But how?


	The question trailed her into sleep…


				*
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	“You don’t look like you’re having much fun,” Jay Pokorny said.


	The four of them—Sandy and Beth and Pokorny and his longtime girlfriend Alissa—were standing at the long bar near the front of Kenny’s Castaways on Bleecker in the Village, having a few drinks. The bar ran along the left side of the front section; tables cluttered the rear floor where a small stage huddled against the rear wall. Kenny’s had been Pokorny’s idea—something about a new band they had to hear. But here it was eleven already and still no music.


	“So far it’s just a bar,” Sandy said.


	He felt a nudge in his ribs and turned to see Beth smiling up at him. God, she looked great tonight.


	“Be nice,” she whispered.


	He winked at her. “Okay.” 


	“Yeah,” Pokorny said, “but wait till you hear this chick in the band. Name’s Debbie something. She’s this little thing that looks like Betty Boop, but when she opens her mouth to sing—wow.” 


	“Well, I hope she opens her mouth soon.” 


	As much as Sandy liked live music, he wasn’t crazy about bars. Especially a bar this packed and smoky and hot. Wasn’t the AC working? None of which helped his lousy mood. He was hoping loud music and Beth’s company would help him forget a strike-out day.


	He hadn’t been able to track down the police commissioner, but had cornered the mayor at a fundraising luncheon. He’d ducked Sandy’s questions, rambling on about how it was a complex issue and how he’d have to know the details of the crime and run it past the Corporation Counsel and maybe a few judges. Yadda-yadda-yadda. Not much to write about there.


	He checked his cell phone to make sure it was on. Yeah, it was, and no new calls. This sucked. Totally.


	“Hey, Palmer,” Pokorny said. “That’s like the fifth time you’ve checked that phone since we got here. What’s up? Expecting another call from the Savior?” 


	Sandy yielded to an instant of shock, then forced a laugh. “Yeah, right.” 


	Truth was he’d placed two calls to the Savior today, and neither had been answered. Was the guy going to stiff him now?


	A girl with lime Kool-Aid hair must have overheard Pokorny’s Savior remark. She was leaning back from the bar, craning for a look at Sandy.


	“It’s you!” she said, her eyes widening with recognition. “You’re the guy from the paper, aren’t you. The one who was talking to the Savior.” 


	Sandy shrugged, embarrassment and heart-singing joy tugging him in different directions.


	“Damn right he is,” Pokorny said. “That’s Sandy Palmer himself, ace reporter and subway survivor.” 


	Pokorny’s sarcasm was lost on the green-haired girl who turned excitedly to her friend. “Kim! Kim! Look who’s here! It’s that reporter from the subway, the one who talked to the Savior!” 


	In less than a minute—less than half a minute—Sandy found himself with his back to the bar, enclosed in a tight, steadily thickening semicircle of men and women, all about his age. Pokorny and Alissa were been quickly elbowed out of the way but Sandy kept his arm around Beth’s shoulder. This was a little scary.


	They started asking him questions, general ones at first—what was it like, how did he feel, tell us how it really went down—then moving on to specifics like how much blood there was and what the Savior’s voice was like and what kind of gun had he used. He pretended he hadn’t heard that one.


	He’d covered all this in his articles and lots of these people seemed to have read them, but that didn’t matter. They wanted to hear him tell it, listen to him speak the words. Straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.


	And Sandy gladly obliged.


	He felt a tap on his shoulder. When he turned, the bartender shoved a Bass Ale into his hand.


	“On the house, mac.” 


	And that started a flood of freebies as other people started buying him beers. But he didn’t need alcohol. The recognition, the instant acceptance, the sea of rapt faces hanging onto his every word already had him higher than a kite.


	This is what it can be like, he thought. Everywhere I go—Right this way, Mr. Palmer. Never mind the line there, we’ll have a table ready for you in a moment. Meanwhile, we’re chilling a bottle of champagne for you now, compliments of the house.


	It’s like a drug, he thought. No, it is a drug; a truly bodacious high. And I can see why people get hooked on it. Because there’s nothing better than this. Nothing.


	And then it occurred to him that Beth had been on the train too. She deserved a little attention. And he wasn’t greedy. He could share the spotlight.


	The question was, did Beth want this known?


	What a question. How could she not?


	He raised his hand and pulled her closer. “I’d like to introduce Beth Abrams. We met on the train that night and we’ve hardly been apart since, which proves that even the darkest cloud can have a silver lining.” 


	The burst of applause and cheers, and the grins from the encircling crowd swept over him in a warm wave. He glanced at Beth and found her smiling up at him.


	“That was sweet,” she said.


	She leaned toward him and they kissed, sending the crowd into another outburst of whoops.


	“We’re a hit,” he said into her ear as he hugged her. “Maybe we should get an act together and take it on the road.” 


	He was only partly kidding. If he could feel just one tenth of this every night…


	Another tap on his shoulder. He turned and found a fellow about his age but all in black with a closely shaved head and a stud through his left eyebrow.


	“Anytime you want to ditch this scene,” he said in a low voice, “let me know.” 


	“I don’t get you.” 


	“I’m talking about going some place very cool.” 


	“This seems pretty cool.” At least at the moment. Certainly a lot cooler now than when he’d arrived.


	“This is nothing. I’m talking about a club. An exclusive club.” 


	“Exclusive, huh?” He didn’t have much money on him. The cover here had been only five bucks. In some of those clubs, “exclusive” was just a euphemism for overpriced-up-the-wazoo. “What’s it called?” 


	“It’s not called anything. I’m talking about a place so exclusive it doesn’t even have a name. Doesn’t need one.” 


	“I don’t know…” 


	“Don’t worry. I can get you in. You’ll be my guest. I think the regulars would like to meet you and your lady.” 


	“Who might these regulars be?” 


	“Big names who wouldn’t want me talking about them. But you’ve heard of them—everybody has. We’re talking household names. You’ve seen their faces on the screen—the big one, not the little one. And if not their faces, then you’ve seen their names in big letters. You don’t look like the fashion magazine type, but if you check out the Victoria’s Secret catalog now and then you’ve seen some of the ladies’ bodies.” 


	Sandy had heard of such places: celebrity hangs for supermodels and movie people—stars, directors, producers—who wanted a place where they wouldn’t be ogled and hounded for autographs.


	And this guy’s inviting me. Me! Shit, I don’t believe this!


	“All right,” Sandy drawled with maximum cool. “I suppose we can check it out.” He turned to Beth. “Come on. We’re leaving.” 


	“Where are we going?” 


	“A special place where we can have a little peace and quiet.” 


	“Okay by me. I’ll find Jay and Alissa and—” 


	“They’re not invited. Just us.” 


	“You think that’s right?” The truth was, he hadn’t thought about it. “Believe me, Beth, you’ll want to be in this place.” 


	“Fine, but the least we can do is say good-bye. I’ll go find them.” As he watched her thread through the thicket of people, he thought, I’m out on the town with my conscience.


	Which, all things considered, probably wasn’t such a bad thing.


				*
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	She thought she’d fallen asleep, but now Kate is up and walking.


	She’s outside. Where? Somehow she left Jack’s and is walking the street. But not Jack’s street. It’s much wider, with houses instead of brownstones. She’s in Queens, in a place called Middle Village.


	Somehow she knows that. But how? She knows nothing of Queens.


	She feels a buzz of anticipation as she turns up the walk toward one of the houses. It’s dark on the first floor, with a single window lit on the second. Up the three steps, across the front porch, she reaches her hand toward the bell—


	No! That’s not her hand! It’s too big, the fingers too thick. And she doesn’t own a ring that looks anything like—


	She knows that ring. She saw it on Holdstock’s hand. But how did she get it? And what’s happened to her hands? She watches as one of them pushes the bell button, not with a fingertip but with a knuckle. Strange way to ring. And what is this undercurrent of dread she senses?


	The door opens then and it’s Dr. fielding standing behind the screen.


	“Terrence,” he says. “What a surprise.” 


	Terrence? Isn’t that Holdstock’s first name?


	“I hope I’m not disturbing you, Doctor,” she hears herself say in Holdstock’s voice, “but I need your help.” 


	“Come in, come in,” Fielding says, pushing open the screen door. “As a matter of fact, I could use your help too. Maybe we can help each other.” 


	As she follows him inside, kicking the door closed behind her, she begins to realize what this is: another one of those surreal dreams she’s been having. What’s the symbolism here? What conflict is her unconscious trying to resolve?


	Then she sees it: Because he was the first to be infected, Holdstock represents the leadership of the Unity. She’s terrified by the Unity’s invasion of her mind and body, so her subconscious is dealing with that by turning the tables and portraying her as having invaded Holdstock’s.


	But understanding doesn’t release her from the dream’s iron grip. She’s simply going to have to ride it out.


	Fielding is leading the way. “Let’s go to my study where we can talk.” 


	Her dread increases as she closes on Fielding’s back, fumbling in her—Holdstock’s—coat pocket and withdrawing a slim wire with a wooden handle on each end. Although she’s never seen one, Kate knows it’s a garrote. And she knows that Holdstock made it himself this afternoon, spending an hour drilling a midpoint hole through each of two short lengths of doweling, threading electrical wire through, winding it around and around and triple-knotting it.


	Kate from the outset disliked this dream, and hates it now, but she can’t stop Holdstock from crossing his wrists and looping the wire over the unsuspecting Doctor’s head, from wrenching back on those handles and cinching the wire tight around Fielding’s throat, from twisting the wire against the nape of his neck to lock it in place.


	A grunt from Fielding as he claws at his throat and tries to turn but she—Holdstock—she—Holdstock—dear Lord, she can’t be sure—keeps a relentless grip on the handles and stays behind the frantically struggling doctor. She can see half of his panicked, wide-mouthed face as it darkens toward blue, see one of his baffled, bulging, blood-engorged eyes as it pleads for mercy, for air, for life.


	And Kate wants to scream but she’s mute, tries to loosen her grip on those handles but cannot.


	And now Fielding is kicking and spasming and clawing and twisting madly, slamming the both of them against the dining room table, doing anything within his fading power to break free, but Holdstock’s body outweighs his by at least fifty pounds and Kate uses that to hang on, a homicidal rodeo rider on a doomed horse.


	Stop it! Oh, dear God, let the poor man go!


	But her cries are silent, her pleas unheeded.


	And now Fielding’s legs give way and he drops to his knees. Kate goes with him, directly behind, maintaining her relentless tension on the wire. His frantic movements slow, his body sags to the side. But Kate stays with him all the way to the floor, never letting up, shoving him onto his face and jamming her knees into his back and hanging on through the terminal spasms as the cells in Fielding’s oxygen-starved brain and myocardium fire randomly, agonally, and then finally, not at all.


	A stink fills the air as Fielding’s sphincters relax. That’s the sign she’s been waiting for. Kate unwinds the wire and pulls it free. She jumps as Fielding sighs—a flat, atonal sound. But it’s only the trapped air in his lungs escaping past his vocal cords. Gripping the table she hauls herself to her feet.


	She stares down at the corpse of what had once been a brilliant man. Her dread has changed to remorse, deep regret… such a waste.


	Heading for the door, she stuffs the garrote in one pocket and pulls a glove from another. She pulls on the glove and uses that hand to open the front door and close it behind her.


	Kate is weeping inside as she walks back down the street, pursued by regret and remorse, and perhaps even a trace of guilt that is not her own.


				*
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	“Did last night really happen?” Beth said, her lithe body snuggled against his under the sheet.


	Sandy stroked her bare shoulder. “Last night? That was this morning, babe. And I can’t believe it’s only eight and we’re awake already.” 


	They’d stumbled in around five, too wired for sleep, so they’d stripped and made wild, wild love. Sandy didn’t know about Beth, but last night had been the best of his life—not that he had a whole lot to compare it to.


	“I don’t think I slept at all—I mean, I know I closed my eyes, but I don’t think I slept a wink. Did it really happen? Was it a dream or was that really Leo DiCaprio with his hand on my shoulder? Was that really us in that club?” 


	“That was us,” he replied. “And that’s going to be us from now on.” 


	On the way to Tribeca in the cab, the mysterious fellow they’d hooked up with at Kenny’s told them his name was Rolf—he pronounced it strangely, as if he’d stuck an umlaut over the o—and how he knew all sorts of interesting people, and how his hobby, his mission in life was putting interesting people together with other interesting people.


	That turned out to be a major overstatement, but Rolf had not been exaggerating about the club. Its entrance was an unmarked red door on Franklin Street. He’d had Sandy and Beth wait in the cab while he talked to someone inside the door. Finally, after what had struck Sandy as more of a negotiation than a conversation, the three of them were passed through.


	Through the course of the next few hours Sandy learned that Rolf’s day job was managing an ultra-exclusive accessories department in Blume’s where he met the rich and famous, and his real talent seemed to be an ability as a hanger-on to parlay his acquaintanceships into entrees to exclusive scenes; he’d used Sandy’s celebrity as a wedge into the nameless space, a place he’d never be admitted to on his own.


	Once inside Rolf led them up a narrow staircase to a low-lit room with a small bar and lots of comfortable chairs grouped around low tables. It had taken all of Sandy’s will to keep from gawking and tripping over his own feet as they followed Rolf to the bar.


	He left them there and Beth’s nails had been digging into Sandy’s upper arm as she whispered, barely moving her lips: “Did you see who was in the red chair? And over in the corner—don’t be obvious—is that who I think it is?” 


	It was.


	Rolf meanwhile circulated to a few tables, bending and whispering in ears. Minutes later he’d returned and said, “Bobby would like you to join him at his table for a drink.” 


	“Bobby?” Sandy said. “Bobby who?” 


	“De Niro, of course.” 


	Oh, shit, he’d thought. I can’t do this. He’s… he’s fucking De Niro and he’s going to see right through me! But then he thought, Wait. Has De Niro ever been trapped in a speeding subway car with a murderous psycho blowing away everyone in sight? Fuck, no.


	But Sandy had. So what was so scary about Bobby De Niro?


	“Okay,” Sandy had said, cool as a cube. “Let’s go.” 


	And so they’d had a drink with De Niro while Sandy told the story, and during the telling other famous faces had gathered around, listening, nodding, murmuring approval and awe.


	And then Harvey Weinstein had drawn Sandy aside, talking about working up a piece for Talk with an eye toward developing the article into a screen property. Sandy could barely speak, just kept nodding, agreeing to anything, everything, his gaze always drifting back to Beth, deep in filmspeak with De Niro and DiCaprio.


	“I still can’t believe I spent the night talking about my student film with Robert De Niro—who kept telling me to call him ‘Bobby’! How could I call him ‘Bobby’? The word wouldn’t pass my lips.” 


	“I heard you calling DiCaprio ‘Leo’.” 


	“That’s different; he’s my age. But Robert De Niro… he’s a god. He’s Mister De Niro. And he’s going to help me with my film! Lend me equipment! Let me use his AVID! Pinch me, Sandy.” 


	He did. Gently. “There. And we’re still right here together. You’re on your way, Beth.” 


	“And I owe it to one person. The Savior.” 


	Sandy was a little miffed. He’d thought she was going to name him.


	“The Savior didn’t get you into that club.” 


	“Not directly, but if not for him, the only place I would have been last night was six feet under.” 


	Sandy couldn’t argue with that. A small part of him kept insisting that he would have found some way to survive, but when he took a hard look back on that scene on the Nine… no way.


	“Do you really think you can get him amnesty?” Beth said, stroking his arm.


	“I think so.” He hoped so. “I’m going to try like all hell, but the decision won’t be up to me.” 


	It won’t be up to anybody if he doesn’t get back to me, he thought.


	And what if he didn’t get back—ever? A sick feeling wormed through Sandy’s gut. What if he’d scared the Savior with the amnesty talk, what if he’d picked up and left town? If the Savior was off the map, so was Sandy. How interested in Sandy Palmer would Harvey Weinstein be a few weeks from now when he literally was yesterday’s news? No Talk article, no film development…


	“You’ve so got to get this amnesty for him, Sandy.” 


	And once more he was struck by Beth’s different perspective.


	For him? No, I’m doing it for me.


				*
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	“What day is it?” 


	Kate jumped at the sound of Jack’s hoarse voice. She turned from the TV and found him leaning in the bedroom doorway with a blanket draped over his shoulders. Dull-eyed and unshaven, his hair sticking out in all directions, but he looked so much better than yesterday.


	“Sunday.” 


	He shuffled into the front room and dropped into the recliner. He closed his eyes and let out a deep breath as if the short walk had exhausted him.


	“I’ve been sick for a week?” 


	“No. Just a day.” 


	“Feels like a month.” 


	“You were pretty sick yesterday. Delirious at times.” 


	“You should have seen it from my side. You wouldn’t believe the nightmares.” 


	Should she tell him about her own dream? If that was all it had been, then why bother. But if not…


	Kate shuddered. She’d been up half the night trying to reach Dr. Fielding. She hadn’t expected anyone to answer his office phone at four A.M. on a Sunday morning, but since his home number was unlisted she’d tried anyway. Finally she’d pulled out her cell phone—long since blocked to caller ID to keep patients from phoning her instead of whoever was on call for the group—and called 911; she flat out told the police to check on a Dr. James Fielding in Middle Village because he wasn’t answering his phone and she feared, well, something awful.


	She’d been flipping back and forth between the local TV channels ever since, looking for some mention of the murder of a respected medical researcher. So far nothing. She prayed it would stay that way.


	“You didn’t happen to make any coffee, did you?” Jack muttered.


	“Just some instant, but you should be drinking something like Gatorade to replenish your fluids and electro—” 


	“Coffeeeeeee,” Jack intoned, sounding like a muezzin calling the faithful to prayer. “Coffeeeeeeee.” 


	“Jack—” 


	“I’ve got a splitting headache from caffeine withdrawal. This is not to feed a habit, this is a medical necessity. Coffeeeeeeee!” 


	“For crying out loud,” she laughed, heading for the kitchen. “All right. I’ll get you some. Just stop that moaning.” 


	“You know what?” Jack said from the other room as she filled an eight-ounce measuring cup with water and stuck it in the microwave. “Fever must make you hypersusceptible to suggestion. I dreamed about your mysterious Russian lady.” 


	“Russian lady?” What on earth—? “Oh, yes. The one who gave me your name.” 


	“Right. Dreamed she paid me a visit with her big white malamute.” 


	Kate smiled. That was the breed—a malamute. She hadn’t been able to place it. And then with a start she realized…


	“Jack, I never told you it was a malamute.” 


	“Sure you did. How would I have known?” 


	“Jack, I didn’t know. I couldn’t recall the breed. So how could you know?” 


	“Had to be from you, because the Russian lady’s visit was all in my head. See that four-way bolt on the front door? Nobody gets in here unless I let them. So you must have told me.” 


	Kate was sure she hadn’t but wasn’t going to argue.


	“What did she tell you? In the dream, I mean.” 


	“All sorts of apocalyptic stuff about the virus. Like if I—me and me alone—didn’t stop it, the world as we know it would end in bloodshed, death, hatred, terror, all that good stuff.” 


	Kate dumped two spoonfuls of instant coffee into a large mug. Not quite the communal agrarian paradise the Unity had pictured for her. Although the part about the end of the world as we know seemed right on the mark.


	“What would make her think you could stop a virus?” 


	“Damned if I know. That’s for guys like Fielding and the government’s alphabet soup agencies.” 


	Kate closed her eyes and took a breath. Yes, Fielding… if he’s alive.


	“But she said something even crazier. She said you and I were already infected.” 


	Kate gripped the edge of the sink as the room seemed to tilt. “She told you that?” 


	
“Yeah. And you know what? The Russian-lady delusion must have tripped a switch in my brain because that fueled an even weirder dream. Weirdest I’ve ever had.” 


	Kate was almost afraid to ask. “How so?” 


	The microwave chimed. Her hand trembled as she removed the measuring cup and poured the water into the mug.


	“Well, the whole dream was based on the idea that Fielding’s mysterious contamination virus doesn’t just cause personality changes, it links all the minds of the people it infects into one group consciousness—a hive mind. Isn’t that wild?” 


	Kate, stirring Jack’s coffee, dropped the spoon.


	“Wh-what? What did you say?” 


	Jack was describing the Unity, describing it perfectly. But how could he know? And how could he know he was infected?


	“A hive mind.” 


	Was that how he knew? During the battle between his immune system and the Unity virus, could his subconscious have realized what was at stake and tried to warn him? No, she couldn’t buy that. Too New Age-y. But somehow… Jack knew.


	Feeling a bit punch-drunk, Kate carried the coffee into the front room and handed it to him quickly to hide her trembling hands, then lowered herself onto a nearby hassock.


	“Tell me about it.” 


	“It took place just a few months from now when we’re in the middle of an all-out war between the infected and the uninfected.” 


	A war. Yes, Kate thought, that’s what could happen if the virus were easily spread—say, airborne. Thank the lord it isn’t.


	She listened to his chilling, tragic scenario with a lump in her throat. She didn’t know this Abe Jack mentioned, but she’d met Gia and Vicky and was deeply disturbed by hearing of Gia overdosing her daughter.


	“I don’t know her that well, but I can’t see Gia doing something like that.” 


	“Neither can I,” Jack said. “Like most dreams it’s got Swiss cheese logic. Like where Gia got the sleeping pills; I never questioned it in the dream, but I don’t think she’s ever taken one in her whole life. Lots of things got by me, and the weirdest one concerned you.” 


	Kate felt her insides tighten. “I was in your dream?” 


	“Not in person. But my dreamself was thinking about you as being one of the infected. It wasn’t a shocking revelation or anything like that; more like something I’d known for a while.” 


	Kate felt as if she were slowly becoming a block of ice. “Is that all?” 


	“Not quite. I was thinking awful thoughts about you, imagining you returning to Trenton and using your practice to infect all your kid patients.


	Kate closed her eyes and fought a wave of nausea.


	“Sorry for being such a sicko, Kate,” Jack was saying, and his voice seemed to be coming from the far end of a long corridor, “but that was the dream, not me. I know damn well you’d never do something like that.” 


	But that was what she found most sickening: it was exactly what she’d do. Because that was what the Unity would command her to do. And even worse, she’d want to do it. Once fully integrated she’d be an enthusiastic participant in anything that brought more minds into the Unity.


	“Kate?” Jack’s voice, echoing from somewhere. “Kate are you all right?” 


	She had to tell him. He had to know.


	“Jack…” 


	But he was staring at the TV screen, pointing. “Holy, Christ, Kate! Look at this!” 


	Kate turned and saw Fielding’s face, obviously a personnel file photo, on the screen.


	Jack had grabbed the remote and was bringing the sound up.


	“… on a tip, police this morning found the body of medical re-


	searcher Dr. James Fielding in his home in Middle Village, Queens. Cause of death appears to have been strangulation. Police have no motive or suspects yet. In other news…” 


	Jack hit the MUTE button and stared at her. “What the hell?” 


	But Kate couldn’t speak. Her throat had locked. Last night’s dream hadn’t been a dream. The Unity had murdered Jim Fielding, and she’d been there, could still feel the handles of the garrote against her palms.


	“Jack, I’m infected!” she blurted.


	He stared at her, wide-eyed. “What? How?” 


	“Jeanette.” 


	As ill as he was, something fearsome flashed in his eyes and contorted his features. “I’ll kill her!” 


	“No, Jack. It’s not her fault. She—” 


	“How do you know you’re infected? Are you sure?” 


	“Because…” 


	And suddenly Kate felt a surge within her, an invisible hand reaching through her mind and clamping down on her tongue, trying to paralyze it. The Unity was back—or maybe it had never gone away, maybe it had sat quietly within her, eavesdropping, monitoring her conversation, ready to react if she intended to say or do anything that might threaten it. And now it was pouncing.


	Kate fought back, managing to push the words past her lips.


	“Because the part of your dream about the hive mind is true.” 


	“Can’t be. That was fever. I was delirious.” 


	“No, Jack. The hive mind spoke to me yesterday. Jeanette, Hold-stock, and half a dozen more of Fielding’s other patients are part of a single mind. And they’re pulling me in too. They’re in my head right now, trying to keep me from telling you this, but I guess I’ve still got enough uninfected brain cells left to resist.” 


	Jack stared at her from his recliner, the rage in his face shifting to disbelief.


	“They killed Fielding, Jack. They were afraid he might come up with a vaccine or a way to kill the virus.” 


	“How… how can you know that?” 


	“Because I was there! I witnessed it through Holdstock’s eyes.” 


	That odd look on his face, worried for her, wondering no doubt how someone can seem sane one day and then suddenly lose her mind. She had to convince him, had to make him believe. Because if they killed Fielding, they just might kill Jack too.


	“And Jack… that Russian lady… whether a dream or not, she was right. You’re infected too.” 


				*
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	Kate had lost it. That, or he was still running 104 and having another fever dream. Or…


	Or it was true.


	A year ago Jack would have snickered at the idea of a hive mind. But since last summer he’d come face to face with too many things he’d once thought impossible, so he couldn’t just write this off. Especially when the source was someone as thoroughly anchored as Kate.


	And even if this hive mind was a fantasy, he still did not want to be infected with Fielding’s virus.


	He felt lousy, too weak for a long, drawn-out discussion. Had to move this along.


	“Okay,” he said carefully. “First things first: if we’re infected, how did we get that way?” 


	“With infected pins. Jeanette punctured my palm and Holdstock scratched your hand when he was here the other day.” 


	The coffee went cold and bitter on Jack’s tongue. He had never mentioned that scratch to Kate.


	“How did you know about that?” 


	“The Unity told me.” 


	She went on to describe yesterday’s hand-holding session with Holdstock and Jeanette and the rest.


	“You weren’t imagining it?” he said finally, shaken because this was so much like his dream. “They were really talking to you… in your brain?” 


	Kate nodded. “Not just talking, showing me images of the future they envision for humanity.” 


	“And you couldn’t block them out?” 


	“No. In fact they’re in my head right now.” 


	Her words were a cold knife between Jack’s shoulder blades.


	“You mean they’re here, listening to us?” 


	Kate’s expression was bleak as she nodded. “Through me. And trying to keep me from telling you all this.” 


	Revulsion stirred and crawled through Jack’s gut as he tried to imagine the horror of what that would be like. He couldn’t. His mind… invaded, violated, raped, and dominated… unimaginable.


	“But Kate… you were never sick.” 


	“That’s because my immune system is like everyone else’s, I guess. This virus can slip past the perimeter defenses and take control before it has time to react. But not in your case.” 


	“What’s so special about me?” 


	“That’s what I’d like to know. Because…” With knitted brows Kate stopped and turned her head, as if listening.


	“Something wrong?” 


	“The pressure just let up.” 


	“What pressure?” 


	“The pressure to silence me… it’s gone.” Her eyes widened. “The Unity wants the answer too. You beat the virus, Jack.” 


	“How do you know it wasn’t some other virus I picked up—a summer flu or the like?” 


	“Oh, the Unity knows, Jack. Believe me, it knows. And it’s afraid of you. You’re a wild card, an aberration, an unexpected glitch in their master plan. Maybe you shouldn’t say anything.” 


	“Listen, we’re related, so if I’ve got something inside me that can fight this, maybe you do too. You want to test my blood, it’s yours.” 


	“I don’t have the equipment or the knowledge, but NIH and CDC do—you’ll be invaluable to them. But the why still remains. Immune systems react to invading substances like viruses and attack them. It’s a ‘me’ / ‘not-me’ reaction. Anything classified as ‘not-me’ must go.” 


	“I like that.” 


	“Sometimes it can overreact to innocent things like pollen, resulting in allergies, but the basic xenophobic protocol never changes. Viruses like HIV get past by invading the immune cells themselves, eventually destroying them; but this is ultimately bad for the virus since it then leaves the host open to every infectious organism that comes along. The Unity virus has a more practical approach: co-opt the immune system and leave it intact to function against everything but the Unity virus. That’s what it did to me.” 


	Jack squeezed his eyes shut. Aw, Kate. I can’t stand this.


	He said, “Why not me then?” 


	“I can’t say. I can only guess that sometime in the past your immune system has battled something similar to, but not exactly like, the Unity virus.” 


	“Why do you qualify it?” 


	“Because if you’d fought off something exactly like it before, you’d be fully immune and your system would have wiped out the virus as soon as it entered. Remember when you had chickenpox as a kid? The infection left you with permanent immunity: cellular guns loaded with varicella-seeking bullets. Should you get too close to a poxy kid and pick up some of the varicella virus, it’s gobbled up the instant it hits your bloodstream, without your having an inkling it was there at all.” 


	“But I got sick as a dog, so that means my guns were not loaded for the Unity virus.” 


	“Right. But unlike my immune system, yours got put on alert by something about the Unity virus. My guess is a minor antigenic similarity. Maybe because of a previous infection, it recognized just one or two base sequences in its protein coat; whatever it was was enough to trigger an immune response, and your T-cells declared war.” 


	Love those T-cells, Jack thought, but why should mine be special?


	“The thing is, Kate, I’m almost never sick. I don’t even get the usual infections, let alone special ones.” 


	“Gia told me you were terribly ill last summer—just as sick as you were yesterday.” 


	“Oh, that. That wasn’t a bug I caught, that was from some infected wounds.” 


	“Wounds?” Kate’s brow furrowed. “Who wounded you?” 


	Jack was about to say, Not who—what, when it all came together, whipping his head around like a backhanded bitchslap.


	“Holy shit!” 


	“What?” 


	How could he tell her about the creatures that had almost killed him last August, about how the gouges one of them had torn across his chest became infected, leaving him fevered up for days after? If some contaminant from those things had primed his immune system, allowing it to recognize the Unity virus, then that meant the virus was linked to them.


	Was the same power responsible for those creatures also behind the virus? Was that what was going on here? He needed more information but didn’t know where to find it.


	“Jack, what’s wrong?” 


	Could he tell her? Nope. His story was even more fantastic than hers. Sound like he was playing Can You Top This? And how could he explain what he didn’t understand himself? All he knew was that they were dealing with pure evil.


	Used to be Jack didn’t believe in evil as an entity. But he’d come to know it was out there—no belief necessary, he’d experienced it—and very real, very hungry.


	He pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes but it didn’t slow his spinning mind. Couldn’t worry about the big picture now. Had to stay focused on Kate and what was infecting her.


	“Just a splitting headache,” he lied.


	“You were going to tell me about some wounds.” 


	“There were nothing special.” 


	“You don’t know that. Something—” 


	“Please, Kate, we can worry about that later—” 


	“But I’m worried about it now, Jack!” she said and he saw tears filling her eyes. “I don’t want to die.” 


	“You’re not going to die.” 


	“Yes, I am! What’s me, who I am…” She tapped her right temple as the tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’m dying in there, being eaten alive neuron by neuron. Soon I’ll be gone, Jack, and I don’t want to go. I’ve got too much left to do!” 


	Kate seemed to shrink, looking more like a frightened little girl than a professional and mother of two, and Jack’s heart broke for her.


	He struggled from the recliner. The effort, along with the change in position, made the room spin but he clenched his teeth and held on.


	He dropped to his knees before his sister and put his arms around her, enfolding her in his blanket. She was trembling like a wounded thing.


	He whispered in her ear. “I swear to you, Kate, that’s not going to happen. I won’t allow it.” 


	“You don’t know that. You can’t say that.” 


	“Yes, I can.” 


	A cold resolve had taken shape within him, and Jack knew now what he had to do.


	He waited till she’d composed herself, then sat back on his haunches, looking up at her.


	“First we need to gather our facts. How many people in this Unity now—not including you?” 


	“Eight.” 


	“Do you know their names and where they live?” 


	“No, I—” And then she stopped and cocked her head again. “I’ll be darned. I do know.” 


	“Great. Write them down and—” 


	“Why?” she said sharply. “So you can track them down and shoot them?” 


	Her words rocked him. “What makes you think I’d do something like that?” 


	“I found your guns, Jack.” 


	Damn.


	“That doesn’t mean I’m planning to go out and shoot them.” 


	But that was what was running through his head. Jack rarely believed in following the shortest course between two points, but with Kate at risk, the rules changed. He figured with Holdstock and the others dead there’d be no ubermind to control her. As the only surviving infected brain, Kate could remain Kate.


	He hoped.


	“Don’t lie to me, Jack. And I don’t know how you can even consider such a thing. They’re not evil.” 


	“Tell that to Fielding.” 


	“The aggregate, yes—it’s ruthless and will do anything to protect itself, but the individuals are innocent. They didn’t ask to be infected. You heard Jeanette before she became fully integrated—she was terrified, pleading for help we couldn’t give her. I’m sure they all felt that way but couldn’t tell anyone. You can’t kill innocent people, Jack.” 


	Oh, yes, Kate, he thought, in this case I can. They threaten your existence. A choice between eight of them and one of you is no choice at all.


	“Are you worried about them all, or just one?” 


	“Maybe I’m especially worried for Jeanette—I’ve lost her and I want her back. And I know her well enough to know she’d rather be dead than exist as she is now. But think, Jack: What if CDC or NIH test the virus and discover what to do? Jeanette and Holdstock and the rest can all be returned to their former selves. But not if they’re dead. Could you live with that on your conscience, Jack?” 


	“One hell of a what-if, don’t you think?” 


	“Maybe. But I know this, Jack: If you do something awful to them I will never speak to you again.” 


	And if I don’t, he thought with a deep pang of worry, you might never speak to me again anyway… because you’ll be gone.


	But to save her and then face her loathing…


	At least she was sounding more like herself. She’d regained her composure, and the moral authority of an older sister.


	Jack sighed. Might as well temporize. As if he had a choice. He was in no condition now to take any sort of action. In fact, just walking himself back to his bed would be an accomplishment. He’d need a day, maybe two to get his legs back. Question was, What could he do in the meantime?


	“All right,” he said. “I promise, nothing ‘awful,’ okay? But I’ve got to do something.” 


	“Leave that to NIH and CDC.” 


	Yeah, right.


	“Holdstock seems to be the leader,” he said. “Maybe—” 


	“You have to understand, Jack, there is no leader. That’s why it calls itself the Unity—it’s one mind and… oh dear, I just realized something. I had a dream shortly after I was infected, a landscape of coins with only the tail sides showing.” 


	“Reverse—the head is the obverse side, the tail is the reverse.” He stopped as he noticed her staring at him. “I know coins.” 


	“Okay, only reverse sides showing, so that everywhere I looked I saw ‘e pluribus unum’.” 


	“‘One from many’.” 


	“Yes. I guess something in me knew what was happening even then.” 


	“Back to Holdstock: you say he’s not the leader, but he is the one who killed Fielding.” 


	“His body was sent to kill Fielding. He had no say. He’s an appendage, a tentacle on an octopus.” 


	“Okay.” He held up his hands, palms out. “You’ve made your point. What I want to know is why him?” 


	Kate opened her mouth, then closed it. She bared her teeth as if in pain.


	“Kate! Are you all right?” 


	“The Unity… doesn’t want me… tell you about this.” 


	“What can I do?” 


	Jack held back a roar of frustration, wanting to grab and throttle whatever was mauling Kate’s mind. But how do you tackle something you can’t see?


	“Because physically he’s the largest member,” she blurted, then gasped before continuing. “I’ve got it now.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	She nodded jerkily. “Yes. They needed a body with the strength to overpower Fielding, and Holdstock was it.” 


	“Why not just shoot him or stab him?” 


	“The idea was to leave as little evidence as possible. No noise, no bullet, no weapon, no bloodstains. Arrive, strangle him, leave, dispose of the electrical cord and wooden handles in separate locations on the way home.” 


	“They told you all this?” 


	Kate shook her head, her expression bleak. “No. They didn’t have to. I just… know.” 


	Good plan… simple… grimly efficient. If the target knows you and doesn’t fear you, it’s perfect.


	“Holdstock didn’t touch anything?” 


	“No. Fielding opened the doors for him going in and he put on a glove going out.” 


	“Think carefully, Kate. He touched nothing?’’’’


	“It all happened so quickly, I don’t—wait.” She winced and closed her eyes for a few seconds, then spoke through her teeth. “When he rose from the floor after the struggle with Fielding, he used the dining room table for support.” 


	“Touched it with his bare hand, not his forearm or his elbow?” 


	“Put his hand flat on the tabletop—I’m sure.” 


	“Well, well, well,” Jack said.


	A whole handprint, fingers and palm. Beautiful.


	“Can you use that?” 


	“Can’t say just yet.” Telling Kate would be telling the Unity.


	Jack couldn’t guarantee that his newly conceived scheme would work but, short of executing eight people, it was all he had right now. Holdstock might not be the leader, but his murdering Fielding made him vulnerable. If Jack couldn’t eliminate the Unity, maybe he could distract it, and maybe that would buy Kate time.


	“Can I ask you, Jack,” Kate said, her face grave as she stared at him, “why you have so many guns?” 


	“Because I can. Because I want to. Because they expand my comfort zone.” 


	“You’re not one of those NRA gun nuts, are you?” 


	“No.” He smiled. “Those are citizens.” 


	“I hate guns. Ron bought one back when we were still together. He said he hated them too but he figured some day he might not be allowed to buy one, so…” She shrugged.


	“Smart man. I don’t pretend to know the answers, Kate. I’m not in the business of solving society’s problems, but trying to control violence by disarming potential victims strikes me as whacked-out insane.” 


	“Is this some sort of Second Amendment thing with you?” 


	Almost laughed. “Not likely. Amendments, Second or otherwise, don’t apply much to me. If it’s any sort of ‘thing,’ Kate, it’s a bad-guy/ good-guy thing. As long as there’s bad guys out there ready to stab, rape, shoot, bludgeon, and torture to get what they want, then their potential victims need a decisive way to respond. Guns weren’t called ‘equalizers’ for nothing. The frailest woman with a gun in her hand is a match for any rapist.” 


	“So I take it, then,” Kate said slowly, “that if all the bad guys went away, magically disappeared, you’d give up your guns?” 


	“Not a chance.” 


	Kate nodded. Didn’t smile, but her eyes said, Gotcha.


	Using an arm of the recliner for support, Jack pushed himself to his feet.


	“Right now I’m too pooped to argue. Maybe after a nap…” Shuffled back to his bedroom and collapsed on the bed. After resting a moment, he picked up the phone and punched in a number. He’d checked his voicemail before leaving the bedroom and found two messages from Sandy Palmer, boy reporter. Jack would call Gia, let her know he was feeling better and see how she was doing, then it would be time for Superman to call Jimmy Olsen and get him involved in something more productive than amnesty for the Savior…
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	Meet me at noon at the bar where you were told how to find me. I need your help.


	The words bounced around the inside of Sandy’s head. Especially the last four: I need your help.


	He felt light and giddy, ready to laugh aloud as he hurried up Broadway. The Upper West Side was taking advantage of the sunny Sunday morning: dinks brunching al fresco, yuppie couples herding their kids along the sidewalk toward church or the latest IMAX offering.


	Look at me! he wanted to shout. Last night I was shoulder to shoulder with the ultraglitterati, and this morning I’m answering a call from the mystery man the whole country is talking about, and he wants me to help him out. Don’t you wish you were me? You all know you do! Say it!


	This was so cool. Who’d ever dream life could be this cool.


	The call had been a surprise. After Sandy had all but given up hope of hearing from the Savior, the man phones and he wants to meet. Because he needs help.


	Help with what? Amnesty wasn’t mentioned. Could he be in some sort of jam?


	But back to cool: that was how Sandy was determined to be at this meet. Cool. Ultracool. Don’t let the excitement show, don’t buy right away into whatever he wants you to do. Think about it… check it out from all angles… weigh all the pluses and minuses…


	Then jump in with both feet.


	He grinned. Yes!


	He’d forgotten the exact location of Julio’s and made a couple of wrong turns before he found it. He stepped inside and it was déjà vu all over again: the dead plants in the window, the dark interior, the musty smell of stale beer, and at the bar, the same two hard drinkers who’d given him a hard time before. What were their names? Barney and Lou. Right. Everything exactly the same, like he’d stepped back in time: the same shots and drafts on the bar, and Sandy could swear Barney was wearing the same faded T-shirt. Did these two live here?


	“Hey, meng.” 


	Sandy glanced right to see the muscular little Hispanic owner strolling his way.


	Julio said, “You’ve come to give me my share of the inheritance, eh?” 


	“What?” Sandy said, baffled.


	Julio held up Sandy’s original Identi-Kit printout and waved it in his face.


	“The guy you were looking for, meng! I toF you where he was, so now you give me my cut, right?” 


	What was this—some kind of shakedown?


	“Th-that was just a joke.” 


	Julio’s expression was grim. “You see me smiling, meng? You hear me laughing?” 


	“Maybe this was a mistake,” Sandy said, turning toward the door. “I think I’d better—” 


	Julio’s sudden grip on his arm was like a steel manacle. “He’s waiting for you in the back.” 


	He gave Sandy a push toward the shadowed rear section; nothing rough about it, but firm enough to let him know which way he was going whether he liked it or not.


	Behind him Sandy heard Barney and Lou snigger. Joke’s on me, I guess. Ha-ha. Everyone’s a comedian.


	As he wound his way among tables laden with upended chairs, a pale form began to take shape behind a cleared table set with a large bottle of orange Gatorade. The Savior… his back against the rear wall. But he looked terrible. Even in this murky light Sandy could make out his sunken, half-glazed eyes and sallow skin.


	“My God, what happened?” Sandy asked.


	“Sit down.” The voice was a weak rasp.


	Sandy pulled out a chair and settled opposite him, as far away as possible while still at the same table. Whatever he had, Sandy didn’t want it.


	“Are you sick?” 


	The Savior shook his head. He seemed barely able to stay upright. “I was poisoned.” 


	It took Sandy a few seconds to process the words. Poisoned? Poisoned?


	“No shit! Who? Why?” 


	“Let me start at the beginning. You were right to doubt what I told you about doing undercover work for the government: all bullshit.” 


	Am I good or am I good, Sandy thought with a surge of pride. He suppressed a grin and let a sage nod suffice.


	“I make ends meet,” the Savior went on, “by doing odd jobs for cash. One of those jobs is bodyguarding. Sort of a freelance thing, you know? Last week a certain Dr. James Fielding was referred to me. You recognize the name?” 


	Sandy had never heard of the man but didn’t want to look dumb. “Sounds familiar but I can’t place him.” 


	The Savior sipped from his Gatorade bottle. “You may have heard it on the news this morning: he was murdered last night.” 


	“Oh, man! And you were supposed to protect him!” Sandy put two and two together. “Is that why you were poisoned?” 


	The Savior nodded. “Fielding wouldn’t tell me why, but for some reason he was afraid of a former patient named Terrence Holdstock. He said he didn’t have enough to go to the police, but he feared for his life.” 


	“Some sort of malpractice thing?” 


	“I’m not sure. I did a little investigating—in fact I was on my way back from doing just that when our friend on the Nine started shooting. What I learned is that this Holdstock is the leader of some sort of cult.” 


	“A cult? I helped research a feature we did on local cults a while back but I never heard of him.” 


	“It’s a small cult, and relatively new. And get this: all members are former patients of Dr. Fielding.” 


	“Oh, that’s weird. That’s really weird.” 


	“Wait. It gets weirder. They drew lots and Holdstock won: he got the honor of murdering Fielding. And not by just any means—by strangulation.” 


	Sandy leaned back and stared at this man. Yes, he’d saved Sandy’s life, but he’d also lied to him. Was he lying again? Sandy prayed not. Few things on earth were sexier—news-wise, of course—than a murder cult.


	“How do you know all this?” 


	“I can fill you in on the how later. What matters is Holdstock succeeded, and damn near offed me in the process.” He lifted his Gatorade bottle. “I tend to drink this like water. But yesterday they spiked it with something that was supposed to kill me.” 


	“Why kill you?” 


	“Because I knew too much. And I stood between Fielding and the cult. But they must have miscalculated the dose because it only put me down, way down, but not out. I couldn’t move but I could still see, and I watched Holdstock strangle Fielding with an electrical wire garrote.” 


	“You’re an eyewitness? Oh, man! Oh, man, oh, man, oh, man! You can put this guy away!” 


	Sandy’s mind was ranging back and forth, inspecting the story from all angles. If it was true—and please, please, please, God, let it be true!—and if Sandy could break the story…


	But the Savior was shaking his head. “Not me. I’m not putting anyone away.” 


	“Why not?” And then he remembered. “Oh, shit, yes. You’re wanted.” 


	“Right. And as if that’s not bad enough, I left the scene—dragged myself away is more like it—and didn’t report it. If I open my mouth I’m open to even more charges. That’s where you come in.” 


	Sandy sensed what was coming and he liked it. Liked it a lot. He leaned forward. “What do you have in mind?” 


	“Holdstock goes down.” His mouth tightened into a grim line. “I


	took on a job and didn’t get it done because of him. That hurts my rep. I work on referrals and this will be bad for business. But even worse, he damn near killed me in the process. So he’s going down.” 


	“Where do I come in?” 


	“You must know cops. You call one of them and tell him. I’ll be a confidential source, someone who witnessed the murder but can’t get involved. I saw your name in The Light and figured you’re the one to call.” 


	Something about this bothered Sandy. It was too easy, too pat. If this didn’t pan he could end up looking like a gullible fool. But why would the Savior dupe him? What did that gain him?


	Unless he was crazy, a complete paranoid who’d dreamed this whole thing up.


	Which would make him an armed paranoid.


	Or even worse, what if he’d killed this doctor himself?


	Sandy felt his buttocks clench. He’d better be very careful what he said right now, and how he said it.


	The murder was easily verifiable, but what about the rest?


	He cleared his throat. “I’m all for helping you, but I can’t just call up the NYPD and say, ‘So-and-so did it.’” 


	“Holdstock. Terrence Holdstock. Lives in the Bronx. I’ll give you his address.” 


	“Great. But I’ll need more.” 


	“You can tell them about the electrical wire garrote. I’ll bet they’ve figured that out by now but haven’t released it.” 


	“That’ll help. But if there’s no known motive, what do we have to connect Holdstock to this doctor, besides being his patient?” 


	“How about a handprint at the scene of the crime?” 


	Sandy straightened in his chair. “You’re sure about that?” 


	The Savior nodded. “Holdstock covered his tracks, very careful not to touch anything in the house, but I saw him lean on the dining room table right after he finished with Fielding.” 


	“Now you’re talking.” 


	Sandy’s thoughts raced ahead. Worst case scenario: This is all a load of bullshit. If so, the worst that can happen is the cops think I’m just a reporter who got a bum steer from a wacked-out source. I can live with that.


	How about best case scenario? If it’s all true…


	Sandy had to grip the edge of the table to keep from soaring away. If it’s all true it means he’ll be instrumental in exposing not only a murderer but a murder cult. He’ll be all over the front page again. But more than a brighter spotlight, this new story will earn him real credibility. His amnesty campaign for the Savior will make his bones in advocacy journalism while this murder cult story will simultaneously establish him as a major investigative reporter. No one will be able to call him a flash in the pan or a lucky one-hit wonder. Sandy Palmer will have arrived.


	Harvey Weinstein can develop the subway massacre into a studio property, but Sandy could see the murder cult story going up for auction.


	Hold on, he thought, reining in his fantasies. We’re not even to first base here yet.


	“All right,” Sandy said. “I’ll run it up the flagpole with some cops I know and see if they salute.” 


	The Savior squinted at him. “You’re going to what?”’’


	“I’m going to run with it. But I’ve got to ask: what do you want out of this?” 


	“Besides anonymity? I want Holdstock in Rikers getting passed around the showers like a party favor.” 


	Sandy shuddered. “You have to know this might mean I can’t devote as much time as I’d like to your amnesty cause.” 


	“Told you I’m not interested in that.” 


	Maybe not, but I am.


	But even if the Savior should skip town as Sandy had feared this morning, he still had this murder cult to keep him hot.


	“You should be, but right now I guess we’ve got a hotter fish to fry.” He pulled out his notepad. “Okay, let’s get some of these details down so I have my facts straight when I call the cops…” 


				*
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	Kate came out of Jack’s kitchen when she heard the door open. He looked terrible as he stumbled across the front room like an exhausted homing pigeon flapping toward its roost. She followed and watched as he tumbled face first onto the bed she’d just made up. She’d opened the window to freshen the stale, sick air.


	“Jack, are you all right?” 


	“Just swell,” he said, his words muffled by the bedspread against his face.


	“You could have fooled me.” 


	“Imagine what’s left of the Hindenberg on the Lakehurst tarmac after burning and crashing and you have the beginning of a hint.” 


	“I was worried about you.” 


	Those words startled her, not because they weren’t what she’d intended, but because she wasn’t saying them. A stormwave of terror smashed against her.


	Someone else had control of her voice.


	The words were true—he’d been gone awhile and she’d waited with growing concern—but the words weren’t hers, and she couldn’t stop them.


	“Where did you go?” 


	Of course. That’s what the Unity wanted to know. It had overheard him mention a countermove.


	“Out.” 


	“What did you do?” 


	“Nothing.” He turned his head and looked at her with one eye, like a cat. “Is this a conversation or the title of a book?” 


	Kate tried to gesture to Jack, to let him know that she wasn’t in command anymore, but her hands remained at her sides.


	“If you’re worried about the Unity listening in, it’s okay. It’s left me for the time being.” 


	Lies! Jack, don’t listen!


	“Why would it do that?” 


	“I think it waited as long as it could for you to come back, then had to focus its attention elsewhere.” 


	Jack rolled onto his back, staring at her, not quite convinced.


	“You’re sure?” 


	Kate felt her head nodding, tried to stop it—and succeeded. It worked! She wasn’t completely helpless. But her voice… she still couldn’t reclaim her voice.


	“All right,” Kate’s voice said. “If you’ve still got your doubts—and I can’t say I blame you—don’t give me any details. But I’d like to know something. After all, I’m involved in this too—more than you.” 


	Don’t listen to me, Jack. It’s trying to sucker you into revealing something.


	He sighed and ran a hand over his pale face. “You’ve got a point there, I guess. Sorry.” 


	“Well, then, how did it go? Were you successful?” 


	“I think so. I put some wheels in motion. We’ll see if things turn out like I hope.” 


	“Which is?” 


	Don’t answer!


	As Jack opened his mouth to reply, Kate willed her hands to move, to wave in the air before her.


	Jack’s eyes widened. “Kate? What’s up?” 


	And suddenly her voice was hers again. She sagged against the bed.


	“Oh, Jack!” she gasped. “That was the Unity! It took control for a few minutes there and I…” A sob burst from her throat. “It was awful!” 


	Jack sat up and gripped her hand. “But you fought them off. Keep fighting, Kate. We should know by late this afternoon if my plan works. Can you hang in till then?” 


	She nodded. “I think so. But don’t tell me anything, Jack. Even if I’m in control, the Unity is part of me. It’s always there, always listening.” 


	His features hardened. “I shouldn’t have let you talk me out of Plan A, damn it.” 


	“Don’t talk like that. You promised, remember.” 


	“Promise or not, Kate, if Plan B doesn’t work, it’s back to A.” 


	“It will work,” she told him, and sent up a silent prayer that it would. “Whatever it is, it will buy me enough time for CDC and NIH to come up with a cure.” If they can.


	“It better.” He flopped back onto the spread and closed his eyes. “And they’d better. Because if they don’t, I’ll use my own virucidal agent. Don’t know about theirs, but mine’s administered via nine-millimeter, hollow-pointed injection.” 


	How could he speak so casually of killing eight people? Could he do that? Could her brother be such a cold-blooded murderer?


	Looking at his features now as they relaxed toward sleep, she found it hard to believe. She touched Jack’s cheek.


	“Get your rest,” she whispered.


	She had an uneasy feeling he was going to need all his strength back, and soon. She’d sensed something while the Unity was controlling her voice. The same background of ecstatic anticipation she’d experienced last night, and something else: fear. The Unity feared her brother. It had feared Fielding, too, and look what happened to him.


	Kate went to the front door and locked it.


	And then an awful thought jarred her, stiffening her limbs with dread: How much of her would remain in the morning? Would she have enough of her own volition left to fight off the Unity and go home for Lizzie’s concert? Maybe the distance to Trenton would attenuate its influence.


	She prayed so.


				*
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	“They didn’t arrest Holdstock?” Sandy said into his cell phone. He wanted to shout but this was an NYPD detective he was talking to. “Why not? I served him up to you on a silver platter.” 


	He’d called in his “tip” to McCann—the only NYPD detective he knew by name—who relayed it to the Queens precinct investigating the murder. Sandy had figured if the Savior’s info was true, Holdstock would be locked up in no time. But when he’d called the 108th Precinct to confirm the arrest, he was told Holdstock had been sent home and no more. Unbelievable. He’d been trying to get hold of McCann ever since. Finally McCann had returned his call.


	“You should get stuff appraised before you buy,” Detective McCann said, his voice thin through Sandy’s cell phone. “That silver platter of yours was mostly tin.” 


	Sandy felt a twinge of nausea. Had he been set up?


	He was seated in the dark in the front seat of a car he’d gone out and rented immediately after hearing the news. He was tempted to roll down a window for a breath of night air, but didn’t. After what he’d seen a few moments ago, he wanted the windows up and the doors locked.


	“What do you mean?” 


	“Had an alibi,” McCann said. “Airtight, as they say on the tube.” 


	“Who?” 


	“The seven other members of his cancer support group say he was with them at a meeting at the time of the killing. Hard to argue with that.” 


	Cancer support group? What the—? Of course! The cult.


	Sandy fumed. He should have foreseen they’d band together and cover for him.


	“But the handprint—” 


	“Was just where you said it would be, and a perfect match.” 


	That was a relief. At least he knew the Savior had been telling the truth about that.


	“Well? Doesn’t that prove he was there?” 


	“It does, but it doesn’t tell us when. Holdstock says he must have left it there when he visited Fielding last Thursday.” 


	“He’s lying. He was there last night.” 


	“He says different. It’s not like they didn’t know each other. Fielding treated Holdstock, and Holdstock says they struck up a friendly relationship.” 


	“Bullshit. When was the last time your doctor invited you over to his house? And that’s not a cancer support group Holdstock’s been meeting with, it’s a cult, and he’s their leader.” 


	McCann’s chuckle grated through the little speaker. “You’re a piece of work, Palmer. You come up with this interview with the Savior that says he’s a former SEAL—which we’re pretty sure now he’s not—and now you come up with this eyewitness to a murder who says it was done by a cult. Where do you find these people?” 


	“I don’t. They find me. And as for the cult, I’m sitting half a block from Holdstock’s place now and believe me, this is a cult.” 


	“Don’t do anything stupid, Palmer.” 


	“Not me. I’m just watching.” 


	It was stuffy in the rental, the warm air tinged with the sour smell of old spilled coffee, but Sandy kept the windows up. His quick peek through one of Holdstock’s windows had sent him scurrying back here with a bad case of the creeps. All those people sitting around the living room, grinning and humming as they stared into space. He shook off a chill and took a tighter grip on the phone.


	“Listen, detective, every member of that cult is a former patient of Fielding’s.” Sandy hoped the Savior had his facts straight because he was going out on a limb here. “My source says they developed some delusion that Fielding had caused their tumors just so he could experiment on them, and so they decided to kill him.” 


	“Let’s put the cult aside and talk about your source,” McCann said.


	“The boys over at the One-Oh-Eight are still looking into Holdstock as a possible, but they’re very interested in your source. They’d like to speak to him.” 


	“Her,” Sandy said.


	That should throw them off. Sandy had been expecting this and figured he’d cover himself the same way he had after the Savior interview.


	“Okay… her. She knew about the handprint and the electrical wire. Only way she could know that was to be in the room when the murder went down.” 


	“She told me she was outside, looking through a window.” 


	“The One-Oh-Eight boys say you’d have to be nine feet tall to see through the dining room window.” 


	“Maybe she plays for the Liberty. I’ve never seen her, only spoken to her on the phone.” Sandy smiled, happy with the way he’d slipped that in there.


	McCann sighed. “Gonna run that on me again, are you, Palmer? No personal contact, everything over the phone, right? Well, listen up. The guys at the One-Oh-Eight think your source knows too much, and might be the killer himself.” 


	“I told you she’s—” 


	“Yeah-yeah, I know what you told me. But the killer wasn’t a woman. It was a fairly strong guy. So if your source is really a guy, watch your back.” 


	And then McCann cut the connection.


	Sandy hit END on his phone and considered McCann’s parting words. It had occurred to him before but now McCann had brought it up: could the Savior be the real killer and trying to use Sandy to divert attention from himself?


	But why? Reading between the lines of his conversation with McCann he’d gathered that the cops in Queens had no suspects beyond what Sandy had provided. And Holdstock’s print was there, just as the Savior had said.


	And as for watching his back, if the Savior had wanted to harm him, the perfect time and place would have been at Julio’s this morning: nobody had seen Sandy go in, and no one would have noticed if he never came out.


	So far everything the Savior had lold him about the murder had been dope. Still, you couldn’t be too careful…


	What Sandy needed was a story beyond the crime itself. He needed to link Holdstock and his cult to the crime. And since the cops weren’t doing it, it was up to him.


	That was why he was sitting here. In the dark. In the Bronx.


	But hey, that was what investigative reporting was all about, right?


	He stared at the lighted windows of Holdstock’s place, partially visible through the trees along the sidewalk. He’d watch, but from here. No way he was going back to that window and listen to that humming.


	Maybe he’d be lucky. Maybe they’d kill someone else tonight.


				*
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	Kate yawned. Tired. She’d watched the eleven o’clock news for further word of the Fielding murder but it wasn’t even mentioned. James Fielding, MD, pioneering medical researcher, had been reduced to a statistic.


	Sic transit gloria.


	She unfolded the couch in Jack’s TV room, expanding it to a bed, then went through the apartment turning out lights. In the kitchen she noticed the dinner dishes still in the drainer. Might as well put them away.


	Jack had awakened around five, feeling better but still far from a hundred percent. She’d heated a couple of the frozen entrees from his fridge and wanted to know if he lived on that stuff. He’d explained that like many New Yorkers, he rarely ate in.


	They ate and talked about old times, warily avoiding the subject of Jack’s activities earlier in the day. Jack had faded after dinner and headed back to bed, leaving Kate alone with her fears.


	The Unity hadn’t bothered her since this afternoon. It had stayed in the background, far in the background, all day, as if preoccupied. Which was fine with Kate.


	She put the two dinner plates into a cabinet with their mates, but as she dropped the spoons and forks into their slots in the utensil drawer, her hand drifted to the side and gripped the black handle of a long, wide-bladed carving knife. She tried to pull away but her grip only tightened.


	An icy hand clutched her throat. No!


	She’d meant to say it, to wail it, but her voice remained silent.


	Her hand lifted the knife and held it before her, twisting the blade back and forth to catch the light. Her left hand stroked the sharp cutting edge, then touched the point.


	This will do.


	The Unity! Speaking to her. But how? No one else was here. She’d had to be touching them before, holding hands with their circle to hear the Voice. How—?


	And then she knew and she wanted to scream.


	Yes, Kate. You are of us now and we are of you.


	No, please, I don’t want this! Please!


	You will, Kate. The closer you move toward full integration, the more you will welcome it.


	Don’t I get a say?


	Integration is inevitable. Arguments are futile, a waste of time, and time is everything right now.


	With the knife held before her, Kate turned and began walking from the kitchen.


	What are you doing?


	Your brother is a threat to the future. Threats must be eliminated.


	No!


	Kate tried to stiffen her knees, dig her heels into the floor, hurl herself against the wall, but she moved relentlessly forward, turning the corner toward Jack’s room.


	She made no sound, but her words were a sob in her mind. Please don’t do this! Jeanette! Where are you? Stop this, I beg you!


	You are not doing this, Kate. We are all doing it. Together. As one. As we will do everything.


	But you’re not murderers! You’re all decent people! You can stop this! There must be some other way!


	We are one and he cannot be of us. He is not a host, and he threatens us, so he must be eliminated. He used what you told him this morning to put the One Who Was Terrence under suspicion. He is free now but the police may return. If the One Who Was Terrence is taken to jail he could be hurt, even killed, and then all our plans will have to be changed. All because of your brother. He must be stopped.


	I can stop him. I can tell him things that will make him stop.


	No. Too late. You’ve told him too much already. He won’t trust you now.


	She was in Jack’s room now, standing over his bed. He lay supine before her, legs akimbo, deep in sleep. Her hand reversed its grip on the handle and Kate watched with escalating horror as it lowered the point to the fourth intercostal space just left of the sternum.


	We’re so glad you are a doctor. Your medical knowledge tells us the best place to strike.


	God in heaven, stop this!


	And then her hand was raising the knife high, and her second hand was joining and coupling with it. She felt the muscles tighten, readying a powerful two-armed thrust.


	No! Kate threw every last fragment of her crumbling will into her arms. NO!


	Sweat burst from her pores as the blade moved down an inch, then paused, suspended in a wavering hover.


	It worked. She’d stopped it.


	This is futile, Kate! You cannot overcome the inevitable.


	Really?


	Bolstered, she focused her energies more tightly on her arms. And slowly her left hand loosened its grip and fell away. And then the right hand, still clutching the knife, began to sink.


	I will not kill my brother.


	Panting, drenched in perspiration, she lowered the knife to her side.


	A stalemate, Kate. For now. Your love for your brother overpowered us, but our love for you will overcome that. It is inevitable.


	Love? Making a mannequin of me isn’t love!


	Love has many forms. The One Who Was Jeanette fought like a tigress against inoculating you with her blood, but she was more completely integrated with us at that time than you are tonight, and we prevailed. And now that she is fully integrated her love wants you to be with us.


	Jeanette had fought them… like a tigress. Kate bet she did. She wanted to cry. She could imagine Jeanette kicking and clawing all the way down the hall and into her room, crying out in anguish as the pin pierced her palm. So tragic, and yet the knowledge of Jeanette’s struggle warmed her.


	This is only a temporary reprieve for your brother, Kate. You are not ours yet, but by tomorrow you will be more so. And then you will not be able to resist.


	Tomorrow…


	Tomorrow she would murder her brother.


	She tried to shout, to wake Jack and warn him, but her voice was locked. She could restrain her arms from stabbing Jack but could not wrest back control of the rest of her body.


	Tomorrow…


	The word followed her as she was guided from Jack’s room to return the knife to the utensil drawer.


	Tomorrow…


	Kate was walked back to the TV room where she lay down on the fold-out bed and closed her eyes, screaming without making a sound, not even a whimper.


				*
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	I’m going insane!


	Not at all, Kate, cooed the soft, sexless voice in her head. Quite the opposite.


	Somehow, perhaps as a way for her mind to escape the horror of her situation, Kate had fallen asleep last night. Or perhaps the Unity had made her sleep. This morning she’d been awakened by the sound of a door closing.


	For one glittering, hopeful moment, she’d cradled the possibility that last night might have been a dream, a nightmare even more horrific than participating in Fielding’s murder. But then, despite her desire to sleep in, her body rose from the bed.


	Kate had screamed, a ragged wail of terror and anguish that remained trapped inside her skull as her body walked to the kitchen where she found a note from Jack.


	GONE TO MEET SOMEONE. BE BACK SOON.


	J


	Since then she’d been seated here on the edge of the fold-out bed, staring at the wall for what seemed like hours. Hours of nothing.


	Hardly ‘nothing,’ Kate. With each passing moment you are becoming incrementally further integrated into the Unity.


	Even her thoughts weren’t her own.


	You’re lying. I don’t feel any different from last night.


	We don’t lie. We don’t have to.


	Kate had reins on the panic that had suffused her since awakening, but the sick cold horror of her plight was a throbbing undertone through her consciousness, steadily interrupted by blasts of helpless frustration.


	She had to call NIH and CDC, had to impress upon them the urgent need for a solution, had to tell them about Jack and the antibodies he undoubtedly carried.


	She tried to reach for the phone but her hand refused to obey.


	No. No calls to government health agencies. That would be counterproductive.


	All she could do was sit. She was desperate for something, anything to distract her, even for a moment.


	Can I at least read a magazine or paper or watch the news on TV?


	What for?


	How about to find out what’s going on in the world?


	What is happening out there does not matter.


	Keep on thinking that way. I like it. Because that world out there is going to bring you down.


	We think not. The history of “that world out there” begins a new chapter tonight.


	Tonight? The utter confidence resonating through the voice troubled her. What happens tonight?


	Something wonderful. We had to wait for The One Who was Jeanette to be fully integrated, and then for the bonds of unity to mature. Tonight, finally, it will be possible.


	But what?


	You are not yet ready to know. When you are further integrated you will understand.


	Another of your inevitabilities?


	Yes! The Great Leap that will make the Great Inevitability possible.


	Kate didn’t like the sound of that. Tell me.


	When you are ready. Right now you will watch as we remove a threat to the Great Inevitability.


	Oh, no. Did they mean Jack?


	Yes. Your brother. We must do what you would not.


	No! Please!


	Watch.


	Jack’s TV room slowly faded from view…


	… and Kate is walking along a New York street. She’s crossing an avenue; somehow she knows it’s Amsterdam. And then with a start she recognizes Jack walking three-quarters of a block ahead. She’s behind him; the sun is locked above the rain-laden clouds, but she knows he’s heading west.


	Jack stops at a corner and swivels, looking around. As he turns toward Kate she makes a quick turn to the right, stepping between two cars and crossing the street, keeping her face averted from Jack as she moves. Only this isn’t Kate’s body; the arm that swings into view isn’t hers—too scrawny, too old looking.


	Kate gasps because suddenly she’s watching Jack again, but from a greater distance and an entirely different angle—looking at his back. Somehow she’s shifted almost 180 degrees, and a distance of two blocks, instantaneously.


	Then with a shock she realizes what’s happened. The Unity is following Jack and has shifted its viewpoint from one member to another. She’s in a man’s body now—can tell from the hairy wrist protruding from the jacket sleeve before her—and watching through the side window of a double-parked car as Jack turns her way and continues his trek.


	No! Leave him alone!


	We cannot. He is even more of a threat than Dr. Fielding. We regretted killing the doctor; he, at least, was a potential host. Not so your brother. There is no place for him in our future.


	Viral ethics… anyone who won’t help increase their numbers is disposable.


	Please. I beg you.


	We need peace for the Great Leap. To achieve it we need time for the eight of us to be together, isolated, undisturbed. Your brother is bent on disrupting us, fragmenting us. We cannot allow that.


	She has to stop this!


	Frantic, Kate tries to rise to her feet but her legs won’t respond. She has to warn Jack, but even if she can reach the phone, how will she contact him? She’s seen a cell phone and beeper on his dresser during her stay, but she doesn’t know the numbers.


	As the Unity—the perfect surveillance machine, each component in constant contact with all others, covering all possible routes—ranges around Jack in cars and on foot, Kate screams her frustration and bangs intangible fists against the walls of her flesh prison, all to no avail. She is a ghost in her own machine.
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	Beth, looking great in an exercise bra and running shorts, put down the special Monday edition of The Light after reading Sandy’s story, her expression puzzled.


	“I thought you told me there was a murder cult involved.” 


	“Legal wouldn’t let me use it. They said hearsay from a single source was not enough. Too far out on a limb. We’d be just asking to be sued. Damn!” 


	“It’s still a good story.” 


	“Yeah, but no staying power. Without the cult hook it’s just another murder. I need some way to pump this into something that matters.” 


	Beth looked at him. “Doesn’t the death of a medical researcher who was trying to make the world a better place matter enough?” 


	“Well, it matters, yeah, but—” 


	“I’m sure it matters to his wife and son.” 


	“Ex-wife.” 


	Beth shrugged. “Still… something like that shouldn’t happen to anyone. But when it’s someone who was trying to find a cure for cancer, it seems doubly tragic.” 


	She was right, as usual. Maybe that was the angle he’d have to play for now—until he could substantiate cult activity.


	But even without that angle, this issue was special because it also ran his advocacy piece continuing the amnesty call for the Savior. Both in the first three pages. Which had led Pokorny to quip that soon Palmer would be writing the entire paper.


	Sandy finished his coffee while Beth went back to work on the treatment for her film. He leaned over and kissed her.


	“Got to go. Meeting somebody at nine, then the DA later on. I’ll catch you later.” 


	A short, shoulder-to-shoulder ride on the crowded Nine, followed by a quick walk, and he was back in Riverside Park. He and the Savior had arranged to meet at nine this morning to follow up, but the Savior had set the spot ten blocks uptown from their previous encounters.


	He’d also told him to make sure he wasn’t followed. That was an unsettling thought, but Sandy kept an eye out and couldn’t find a hint that anyone was tailing him.


	With rain threatening, the park was almost deserted. Sandy had his pick of empty benches. He chose one under a tree—in case it started to rain—and sat down. The Savior appeared a few minutes later, and sat on the far end of the bench.


	“You look better,” Sandy said. He still lacked the vitality of the man he’d first encountered here, but at least he didn’t look like death warmed over. “That poison must be working its way out of your system.” 


	“What?” the Savior said. He twisted his body back and forth, doing a full scan of the park. “Oh, yeah. I’m up to maybe seventy-five percent.” He slumped back and rubbed his temples as if he had a headache.


	“Holdstock walked,” Sandy said. “Despite the handprint.” 


	The Savior shrugged. “Figured that would happen. His cult buddies alibied him, right?” 


	“Right.” He explained his dilemma about not being allowed to use the cult angle. “I mentioned that Terrence Holdstock was questioned, then released, but couldn’t go beyond that.” 


	The Savior said, “You’ve got to. There’s a big story there.” 


	“Yeah but I can’t squeeze more ink out of it without an angle.” 


	“Fielding was strangled. Can you imagine what that’s like? Eyes bugging out, head feeling like it’s going to explode. Nasty way to go. I think hunting his killer should be angle enough.” 


	Sandy had to smile. “Do you know my girlfriend?” 


	“Should I?” he said, doing another body-twisting scan.


	“Something wrong?


	“You sure you weren’t followed?” 


	“Absolutely.” Well, not absolutely, but he was reasonably sure. “Why?” 


	“Got this watched feeling.” 


	“Yeah?” Sandy glanced around. He saw a few people strolling above on Riverside Drive, but none of them appeared particularly interested in what was going on down here. “I don’t.” 


	“Had it since I left home, but I haven’t been able to spot anybody. Maybe it’s because I’m still not feeling right.” 


	Or maybe you’re scared, Sandy thought. I’d sure as hell be if I’d been poisoned.


	“Worried they’ll make another try on you?” 


	“The thought has crossed my mind.” 


	Sandy wondered if hanging around this guy might be hazardous to his health. He glanced at his watch and rose.


	“I’ve got a meeting with the DA about you.” 


	The Savior’s eyes widened. “Me?” 


	“Sure. Your amnesty.” 


	“Forget that. Holdstock and his cult are the real story. You can bring in a murderer.” 


	“And I can bring in a hero, too, if I can get you amnesty.” 


	The Savior shook his head. “Holdstock. Not me. Holdstock.” 


	“Don’t worry. I’m on him right after I write up my DA tête-à-tête.” 


	Sandy waved and strolled away, leaving the Savior on the bench, rubbing his temples again.


	He started thinking about his meeting with the DA. First off, just being able to book such a meeting was a jaw dropper; he’d called at eight and they’d penciled him in for 11:30. A week ago he’d still be waiting for the call-back that would never come. Sandy expected no promise of amnesty, but no outright refusal either. A carefully clipped hedge. Fine. That would be a battle call Sandy could use to rally the troops and circle the wagons around the Savior.


	While simultaneously trying to expose a murder cult.


	It ain’t easy being me.


	He was going to need some fancy footwork to keep all these balls in the air, but he was up to it.
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	And now Kate, in a middle-aged woman’s body, is moving down a grassy slope toward Jack. The younger man he was talking to has moved away, and that seems to have set the woman in motion. Jack’s back is to her as he slouches on the bench.


	Turn around! she screams.


	But no cry is heard as she moves silently forward.


	A dozen feet from Jack and picking up speed, the woman’s right hand pulls a long, slim knife from her pocketbook.


	Get up, Jack! Move! Get up and go! Anything but sit there!


	But to her horror Kate senses another part of her urging the woman on, glorying in the imminent demise of a threat to the Unity.


	No! That’s not me! It can’t be! I won’t let it be!


	The woman holds the blade low, pointed toward the left side of Jack’s mid-dorsal region, ready to slip between the wooden slats of the bench and the bony slats of his ribs and into the posterior wall of his heart. She’s almost to him now, the arm swinging back, preparing to thrust—


	Jackieeeeee!


	“Look out!” 


	A cry from somewhere behind, a man’s voice, faint, distant, but enough to alert Jack. He leaps up from the bench and whirls just as the woman strikes, but her thrust stabs only air, and her momentum carries her forward, bending her over the back of the bench as Jack’s foot lashes out, catching her under the chin.


	A deafening crunch! and a blaze of pain in her throat and then Kate is unable to breathe. It’s as if someone has clamped a vise on her trachea—no air moves either way. She sees Jack moving away as an impossible pressure builds in her chest and black and purple splotches swell and coalesce in her vision, and then she’s falling backward and she wants to call out to Jack because she is dying… dying…
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	Jack hurried away down the path. Wanted to run but that would only draw attention. Not many people around on this dreary Monday morning but only a matter of short time before someone spotted the woman and dropped an emergency dime.


	Glanced over his shoulder. Saw she’d finally stopped kicking and writhing. She lay flat on her back now, one knee bent over the other, the knife at her side, her clawed hands frozen at her throat. Never seen her before but he could guess who sent her.


	Glanced up and saw Palmer at the railing overlooking the park, moving toward the stairs that Jack would take up to the street. Must have been him who shouted the warning. Now we’re even, kid.


	As Jack rounded a clump of shrubbery, he shot one last look at the supine woman. A couple coming up the downtown side of the path had stopped and were pointing at her.


	He shook his head as he increased his pace toward the steps. How had he let her get so close? Must be this headache. Like a hammer and chisel chipping away at the inner surface of his skull.


	He’d reacted instinctively when he’d seen the knife. Hadn’t been aiming for her throat. Had intended a head kick but caught her as she was bending forward. Just as well, he thought, but Kate’s words trailed him up the steps…


	… the individuals are innocent. They didn’t ask to be infected…


	Yeah, well, that may be so, but it didn’t make their knives any less sharp. If Palmer hadn’t yelled, it would be Jack be on the ground back there and the woman walking away.


	The Unity had just attempted Pearl Harbor. Jack was not going to give them a second chance.


	At the top of the steps he found Palmer waiting, face white, eyes wild.


	“I saw her! She climbed over the railing and jumped down to the slope!” 


	Jack grabbed his arm and pulled him along. “Keep moving.” 


	“I recognized her! I saw her at Holdstock’s last night! She’s one of them!” 


	“Believe me now about Holdstock’s cult?” 


	“Absolutely! But you… you hit her once and she died.” 


	“Just lucky. Look, I don’t know the lady’s name but if you check her background I guarantee you’ll find she was also one of Fielding’s patients.” 


	Palmer clapped his hands. Jack noticed his color had returned and his shock seemed to be fading into glee.


	“This is perfect! Just what I need! This brings back the whole murder cult angle! Holdstock’s already been linked to Fielding and placed in the house… I can link this woman to Holdstock… and now she’s been killed while trying to commit murder—” 


	“Whoa! Murder who?” 


	“You.” 


	“Uh-uh. I wasn’t even here. I don’t exist. Forget what she tried to do. Go with the fact that she’s been killed. First Fielding, now one of his patients, all in less than forty-eight hours. And what do they have in common? Holdstock.” 


	That should give the cops reason enough to haul him in again, Jack thought. Keep the Unity away from Kate.


	Palmer skidded to a halt. “Right… right. Look, I’ve got to go back. I want to be there when the cops come. If we’re in the right precinct, there’s a good chance the detective on the case will be someone I know. I can put a bug in his ear.” 


	“And maybe get an eyewitness slant on the story as well?” 


	Palmer grinned. “Damn right!” 


	“Go for it. But I’m telling you, if the cops don’t pick up Holdstock, I’ll be paying him a visit myself.” 


	Palmer waved and trotted back toward the park. Jack headed east, thinking, You just might make it as big as you hope, kid—if you don’t get killed trying.


	Back at his apartment he found Kate standing in the middle of the front room, waiting for him. She looked frazzled, her clothes wrinkled, as if she’d slept in them. And then he realized that that was just what she’d been doing. Not as if she had a choice. The only clothes she had were what she’d worn over here.


	“Someone just tried to kill me,” he said, watching her closely for her reaction.


	Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, dear Lord! Who?” 


	“Someone from the Unity ladies auxiliary.” 


	“What happened to her?” 


	“I canceled her membership.” 


	Something not right here. Kate hadn’t asked if he was okay, and didn’t want him to explain his last remark. But then, all she had to do was look at him to know he was unhurt.


	Still…


	God damn this! He was afraid to turn his back on his own sister!


	Headed for the kitchen, mainly to busy himself in case his expression revealed his doubts, but he was hungry as well. Not much in the fridge except some wilted veggies left over from a ready-made salad he’d picked up at a take-out deli the other night. He grabbed a couple of carrot sticks.


	“What are you going to do?” Kate said. She’d followed him in.


	Munching on a carrot, he turned to her. “Of course, you realize this means war.” 


	“What? I don’t—” 


	“I’m not talking to you, Kate. I’m talking to the thing inside you. The Unity’s in there listening, right?” 


	She looked flustered. “I… I don’t know. They haven’t been bothering me today. Maybe they were too busy attacking you.” 


	“So you’re still in control?” 


	“Of course.” 


	As much as Jack wanted to, he wasn’t buying. But he’d play it like he was.


	“Great. But when you hear from them again, tell them they just made a big mistake. Massive retaliation coming their way. Not sometime in the future—today. Soon as I catch a few Z’s.” 


	Shoving the rest of the carrots into his mouth, Jack headed back to the front room where he settled into the recliner, leaned it back, and closed his eyes.


	But not all the way. He kept the lids parted a hairbreadth, just enough to catch any movement in the room.


	Definitely something different about Kate. She’d given him a full-fledged big sister lecture last time when he’d simply hinted that he might take direct action. This time, despite his issuing an outright death warrant, nothing. The attempt on his life could have changed her mind, but she hadn’t offered even a token peep.


	So he’d tossed down the gauntlet. If they used Kate to respond, he’d know.


	Jack slowed and deepened his breathing, pretending to sleep. After a while he felt his muscles begin to relax, his thoughts drift, his eyes close all the way. Had to be careful here. The bad thing about pretending to sleep was sometimes it developed into the real thing.


	But the chair was comfortable, and since his illness he never felt as if he’d had enough sleep…


	And then Jack was bounding up from the chair and not sure why, but his nerve ends were tingling, his heart hammering. He blinked, looked, and shrank back when he saw Kate on the far side of the chair, his big meat-carving knife raised high in her trembling fist, her face impassive but dripping sweat. He glanced down and saw a glistening droplet on his left forearm. Must have dozed off… and that little bit of moisture alerted him.


	“Kate?” His voice quavered with shock and dismay.


	No answer, nothing in her eyes, but that raised arm looked as if it was at war with itself. They had her. The goddamn bastard Unity had her.


	Quickly he stepped around the chair and grabbed her arm. He pried the knife from her fingers, then tossed it across the room.


	“Come with me.” 


	Her legs were stiff as he guided her into the kitchen. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of this before.


	Keeping a tight grip on her with his left hand, he slammed the heel of his right palm against the door of his microwave once, twice, spider-webbing the glass.


	Now Kate began to struggle, trying to pull away, crying, “No, Jack! Please don’t do that!” 


	But he held her fast as he punched in a string of nines and hit the start button. As soon as the oven began humming, Kate stiffened, then collapsed against him.


	“Thank God, Jack! Thank God!” 


	And then she began to cry, shuddering against him. He held her close as deep moaning sobs wracked her body. The sound, so full of fear and anguish, like the sole survivor of a train wreck that had taken the lives of all her family and friends, tore at his heart.


	What was he going to do? How was he going to fix this?
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	It took Kate a while but eventually she managed to regain her composure. The sudden removal of the Unity’s influence—like emerging from the deepest, darkest oubliette into sunlight and fresh air—had released a flood of emotion.


	“I’m sorry, Jack,” she said finally as she pulled away from him, but not too far. “I don’t usually lose it but…” 


	“Nothing usual about any of this,” he said, staring at her. “Are you all right now?” 


	Kate nodded but didn’t really mean it. What did “all right” mean anymore?


	“You mean, am I me? Yes. The Unity’s gone… for the moment at least.” Off stage now, but she could sense it hovering in the wings. “But it’s winning, Jack.” 


	His expression was stricken. “Don’t say that, Kate.” 


	“It’s true. With every passing hour 1 seem to be a little less me and a little more Unity. It’s like this virulent malignancy, metastasizing throughout my body, multiplying in every organ and tissue, crowding out the healthy cells until I’m all tumor.” 


	“Kate—” 


	“I was on the verge of killing you, Jack! If you hadn’t woken up…” 


	Her throat constricted around another sob as she envisioned that blade slicing into his chest, but she would not break down again. Time was too short.


	“You were fighting it. I could see that.” 


	“But what you couldn’t see was that I was losing. Last night I completely stopped the knife, but—” 


	“Last night?” 


	“Yes! While you were in bed. Same knife, but I won. Today was different. It was stronger.” She remembered her failing will, the resistance leaching out of her arm, and an ugly, tainted part of her whispering, Yes! Do it! Do it! “Another twenty or thirty seconds and…” 


	“Jeez.” 


	“But the worst part is I’m starting to like it, Jack. It sickens me now, but when the Unity’s with me… the love, the complete unconditional acceptance, the feeling of being part of something so much bigger and more important is like a drug, and the infiltrated part of my brain is succumbing.” 


	“But you’re okay now.” 


	“Now. But I can’t spend the rest of my life standing in front of a microwave.” 


	His eyes hardened. “Don’t worry. You won’t have to.” 


	She knew what he was thinking, but despite all she’d been through, the idea still appalled her.


	“The Unity had it in for you before, Jack, but now that you’ve killed Ellen it will really be after you.” 


	“Was that her name?” 


	Kate nodded. “The Unity is reeling from her loss. They want you dead; they may set a trap for you.” 


	“Let them.” 


	“They’re seven, and they can follow you without you knowing it. Think about it, Jack: seven minds, each knowing exactly what the others are thinking, what they’re doing, what they’re going to do.” 


	“But they’ll be on my turf.” 


	“I’ve got a better idea.” This had just occurred to her. “Get me away from New York, get me as far away as possible.” 


	“You mean where the Unity can’t reach you?” 


	“Yes. There has to be a limit to its range. If I can go far enough, to where I fall off its radar…” 


	“If it can’t find you, it can’t rule you.” As Jack reached for the phone his face lost the grim expression it had worn since he’d walked in. “I’ll put us in the next two empty seats to California.” 


	“Wait,” Kate said as another thought struck her. “Once I’m away from the microwave, what’s to prevent me from telling the first cop I see that you’re trying to kidnap me?” 


	Jack’s hand dropped back to his side. “Damn.” 


	“We can go by car.” 


	“Yeah, but what’s to stop you from—” 


	“You can tie me up.” She shook her head as his eyes widened. “Don’t look at me like that. Just because I’m a lesbian doesn’t mean I have bondage fantasies too. I’m serious. Bind me, gag me, put me in a burlap sack, toss me into your trunk, and take me far away fast.” 


	“You’re not kidding?” 


	“Jack, you can’t imagine what it’s like to feel your soul being engulfed. Once I’m out of range, I can wait for the cure.” 


	“Let’s think this through,” he said slowly. “Let’s say we get as far as Pittsburgh or Ohio tonight. How will we know if that’s far enough?” He pointed to the cracked glass of the humming microwave. “I’m not buying a word you say once you’re away from this.” 


	“Simple. We’ll bring the oven with us. Every time we stop, you find a place to plug it in and test me. If I still need it, we keep on moving.” 


	He shook his head. “I don’t like it, Kate. The idea of you in that trunk hour after hour…” 


	The thought of being tied up in such a small space terrified her, but not as much as surrendering to the Unity.


	“It’s a big trunk. Huge.” 


	“I don’t know…” 


	“You have a better idea?” 


	“No.” He sighed. “All right. But I’ll need to get some rope—soft rope—and since I don’t stock body bags, I’ll have to find something to wrap you in. And I’ll want to get quilts to give you some cushioning.” 


	“That means you have to go out and leave me.” 


	He nodded.


	The idea terrified her. “What if the microwave goes off?” 


	“I’ve set it for the max. The timer’s got over ninety-nine hours left on it.” 


	“Yesterday they were predicting storms for today. Are they still?” 


	“I think so.” 


	“What if there’s a power failure?” 


	“That almost never happens.” 


	“But what if it does?” 


	The grim lines returned to his face. “I don’t know.” 


	“You do know: I become an enemy.” And I lose control. And I stop being me. “We’ve got to try a test. I need to know how long I’ve got after the microwave goes off.” 


	“I don’t think that’s such a good—” 


	“Please, Jack. We’ll pause it for twenty seconds.” 


	“Ten.” 


	“Twenty, and then turn it back on. No matter what I say, turn it back on after twenty.” 


	“All right,” he said, shaking his head. “But I don’t like it.” 


	“I hate it.” Her palms were moist already. “But I’ve got to know.” 


	“Ready?” He placed a finger over the PAUSE/CLEAR button—”Here goes”—and pressed it.


	As the oven’s hum died, Kate watched the clock.


	“Five seconds,” Jack said, eyes on his watch.


	Nothing yet.


	“Ten seconds.” 


	Still okay.


	And then another sort of hum, vocal instead of mechanical, accompanied by a flood of loving warmth… even the air around her seem to take on a golden glow.


	Kate, we’ve missed you so. Did he hurt you? You mustn’t let him do that again.


	A flood of disjointed thoughts and impressions swirled and eddied around the words as they flowed through her.


	We need you, Kate. Now more than ever.


	“Fifteen seconds,” Jack said.


	Why was he counting? she wondered. An instant ago he’d cracked the microwave oven’s glass door and turned it on, but now it was off.


	“Sixteen.” 


	She sensed she had lost time. How much?


	“Seventeen.” 


	He must have started the oven and broken her contact with the Unity.


	Yes, Kate. He took you away from us for a long time. Is he going to do it again? Is that why he’s counting?


	I don’t know.


	“Eighteen.” 


	How long before he turns it back on?


	I don’t know!


	Why didn’t she know? He must not have told her.


	He mustn’t turn it on again!


	She agreed. This was too good a feeling to lose. But then another part of her, a shrinking part, cried out to press the button herself.


	“Nineteen.” 


	She saw Jack reach for the start button.


	Stop him!


	“Wait, Jack.” She gripped his arm. “Don’t—” 


	“Damn,” he said and hit the button.


	NOOOoooo…


	Abruptly the hum and peach-glow warmth faded, replaced by the cold fluorescent reality of Jack’s kitchen.


	“It got you, didn’t it,” he said.


	Kate nodded, fighting back a tide of depression. “Somewhere around twelve seconds.” 


	“Jeez.” 


	“But Jack, it was the strangest thing. Once the Unity came back I had no idea why you were counting. Neither did the Unity. Eventually it was obvious you were going to turn on the oven again, but I didn’t know when. We’d agreed on twenty seconds but the memory was completely gone. The Unity appears to be blind to what I experience with the microwave running; so blind that my Unity self has no memory of it once the oven is turned off. It’s like I’m two people now.” 


	“So can we risk leaving you alone?” 


	“We’ll have to, Jack. Just pick up what you need and get back here as soon as you can.” 


	“I can just wait till the storm passes.” 


	“No. Now’s a good time. They’ve put you on a back burner to settle with later.” 


	Jack’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?” 


	“I’m not sure. The Unity doesn’t communicate solely by words. Feelings are a major mode, but half-formed thoughts and what I guess you’d simply have to call data filter through as well. I got the impression it’s put the ‘Jack problem’ aside while it deals with something else, something it considers momentous.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“The Great Leap, whatever that is. They were planning on assembling this evening for it. They’d been so sure about it before, but now I get the impression that with the loss of Ellen this Great Leap doesn’t seem quite as inevitable as they’d thought. I sensed a lot of confusion.” 


	“Okay, but I still don’t trust them.” 


	“And I sensed something else, Jack.” 


	“Like what?” 


	She rubbed her upper arms against a sudden chill. “Something outside the Unity, but connected to it. Not controlling it, exactly, but… nudging it.” 


	Jack closed his eyes and sighed through his teeth. “The Otherness.” 


	“The what?” 


	“Long story.” 


	“You’re not getting off with that again. If this involves me, I want to know.” 


	He nodded, then, speaking rapidly, launched into a outlandish story about two huge opposing forces in conflict, with Earth and humanity as the prize.


	“Cosmic dualism,” she interjected when he paused for breath. “I never would have imagined you a believer in that.” 


	“I’m not,” he replied with a grim expression. “I’m a knower. There’s a difference.” 


	“But a war between Good and Evil? That’s so…” 


	“It’s not as simple as that. As it was explained to me, it’s not a matter of good and evil, it’s more like an endless conflict between a nameless force that’s largely indifferent, and a truly evil one that some people have labeled the Otherness. But just so we don’t start feeling too important, we aren’t the big prize in this game; we’re a tiny piece in an obscure corner of their cosmic chessboard.” 


	“How do you know all this?” 


	“Because somewhere along the way I became involved.” 


	“You? How?” 


	“Not my idea. Got drafted somehow. But if the Unity virus is connected to the Otherness, that means you’re involved too. Someone once told me that the Otherness feeds on the worst in us, and if that’s so, I can see now how it’ll use the Unity to bring that out.” 


	“But the Unity’s goal is just the opposite. It wants to eliminate conflict by turning us into a single-minded herd of contented cows.” 


	“But before it reaches that goal—if it ever does—it’s going to spark a global race war between the infected and uninfected, just like in my dream. And that’s when the Otherness will chow down.” 


	The faces of Kevin and Lizzie loomed before her. “We’ve got to stop it… them.” 


	“I know. And the first step is to put you out of range. Once you’re safe, we stop playing defense.” 


	He dragged a chair in from his front room.


	“Here. Might as well be comfortable while I’m running my errands.” He started for the door, then turned. “I’m locking the door. If anyone knocks, it’s not me, so don’t budge from that spot. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t go away.” 


	“Very funny.” 


	After the door closed, she heard the multiple latches snap closed. Then she was alone with the humming microwave… and through the open windows in the front room… was that a rumble of distant thunder?
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	“I don’t see how that’s any of your business,” the man told Sandy and stepped back to shut his front door.


	Sandy put out a hand to stop it. “You know, don’t you, that he was picked up for questioning about a murder in Queens?” he said quickly.


	The door stopped, then opened wider.


	That always got them.


	Back in Pelham Parkway for the second time in as many days, Sandy had been knocking on doors up and down Holdstock’s block, trying to get a handle on what the neighbors knew about his cult. Not much, it turned out. The few who were home on a Monday afternoon were suspicious and reluctant to talk, but tended to open up when they learned that the police were interested in their neighbor as well.


	“You don’t say?” the man said, stepping forward again.


	“Yes. That was yesterday. And today a member of a group that meets in his house was found murdered in Riverside Park.” 


	“No kidding?” He scratched his stubbled chin. “You know, I’ve seen a fair number of people going in and out of there lately. I’d heard he was sick and I just figured it was friends and family, or some prayer group or something.” 


	“The police will be questioning him again today.” At least that was what McCann had said. The new victim, Ellen Blount, had died on McCann’s turf so now he was directly involved. “But besides extra visitors, have you noticed anything strange going on?” 


	“Like what?” 


	“Shouts, screams.” 


	The man shook his head. “Can’t say as I have.” 


	That seemed to be par for the course. One lady had heard what she thought was chanting once, but that was it.


	“Hey, there he is now,” the man said, pointing over Sandy’s shoulder. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?” 


	Sandy turned and saw Terrence Holdstock hurrying down his walk to a green Accord parked at the curb. He got in and drove off with a squeal of tires.


	“Wherever he’s going, it looks like he’s in a hurry.” 


	“Thanks for your time,” Sandy said and rushed for his own car.


	Wherever you’re going, he thought, looking after the retreating Honda, I’m going.


	The first raindrops hit his windshield as he pulled away from the curb.


				*
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	The rope had been no sweat—Jack had found some reasonably soft half-inch nylon cord he could use to tie Kate securely without hurting her. Neither were the extra-thick quilts—a bedding store had supplied those.


	But the bag to hide her while he carried her from his apartment to the car, that had proved a problem. After searching from store to store he’d finally settled for a huge canvas duffel bag that would hold Kate with room to spare if she bent her knees. Once she was in the trunk, he’d open it and let her stretch out.


	As he got rolling again the rain hit, and his thoughts veered toward the Otherness. Everywhere he turned these past couple of months he seemed to be bumping into something related to it. All seemed to start after that conspiracy convention back in April; he’d stood on the edge of a bottomless pit and sensed that some sort of torch had been passed to him. He’d written it off, but maybe that was what the Russian lady had meant by, Is war and you are warrior.


	He hadn’t signed up for anything, but she’d said something about, One does not join. Is chosen.


	Chosen? By whom? Or what? What was happening to him? He’d shaped his life for maximum autonomy, but lately he seemed to be increasingly pushed and pulled by outside forces. Made him feel trapped, and that gave him a crawly sensation in his gut.


	She’d said “the Adversary” was behind the virus. Was that her name for the Otherness? No, she’d said, You have met. That sounded like a person. Who—?


	Jack’s big Ford swerved as he realized: Sal Roma. He’d run up against Roma at that conspiracy convention, and damn near died as a result. That was why the mysterious unauthorized name on Fielding’s culture sign-in sheet had seemed familiar. Sal Roma… Ms. Aralo. Cute. Just too damn cute for words. Jack already knew his real name wasn’t Roma, and certainly Ms. Aralo wasn’t either. So who was he, really? And how did he fit? As a tool? Or a player?


	Not that it mattered now. What mattered was Roma was somehow pulling the strings that had put Kate in harm’s way. And Jack already had witnessed the level of harm Roma could muster.


	This changed everything. Taking Kate on a trip might turn out to be far too little way too late.


	His search for the bag had brought him down to the West Thirties. Jeanette’s apartment was only a few blocks away. Maybe he should swing by, just on the outside chance…


	The downpour slowed traffic while the dark sky crackled with lightning. As he approached The Arsley he saw lights in Jeanette’s windows. Maybe Holdstock was there with her. Maybe the whole gang.


	Jack parked across the street and waited. If Jeanette or any other member of the Unity came out, he’d follow; if offered a chance to go in, he’d take it. Didn’t have a plan yet; he’d play it by ear until one came along.


	After about ten minutes a woman stepped up to the door and began fishing through her handbag. Jack jumped out of the car and was right behind her when she stepped into the lobby.


	Smiled at her as he ducked into the stairwell. “Lousy weather, isn’t it.


	On the third floor, he pulled his Glock and quietly chambered a round as he stepped up to Jeanette’s door. Inside he heard the phone begin to ring. It went on ringing. Whoever was there was ignoring it. Maybe he’d arrived in the middle of one of their séances or whatever they did. Wouldn’t that be neat.


	Pulled out his trusty defunct Visa card and slipped the latch. Eased the door open—if the chain was on he’d have to try another tack, but it wasn’t. He slipped through, closed the door softly behind him, and looked around.


	All the lights were on and he heard someone moving around in the bedroom. Sidled over to the doorway where he saw the tenant herself packing a suitcase—two, in fact. One with Kate’s stuff.


	Lifted the pistol and sighted on the back of Jeanette’s head. He was cool› his anger confined. Here was the one who’d infected Kate, here was part of the group that had tried to kill him this morning. With her dead there’d be only six left. Maybe not enough to dominate Kate.


	As his finger gently squeezed the trigger, the thought of Kate brought back her words…


	… the individuals are innocent. They didn’t ask to be infected…


	And would Kate ever forgive him for killing Jeanette?


	“Going somewhere?” he said without lowering the pistol.


	Jeanette whirled with a gasp. “You! You’re not with Kate?” 


	“You don’t see her, do you.” 


	Her frightened gaze settled on the Glock, then she took a deep breath.


	“Scream,” Jack said softly as she opened her mouth, “and I’ll shoot you dead. Just give me an excuse.” 


	Jeanette must have believed him. She paused, mouth still open, then said, “Where’s Kate? What have you done with her?” 


	They don’t know, he thought. They’ve really lost contact. So why not throw them a curve?


	“She’s waiting down in the car.” 


	“You lie!” 


	“No. She found a way to kill off the virus.” 


	“Impossible.” 


	Jack shrugged. An idea was forming. “Believe what you want. I


	don’t care. We were just stopping by to pick up her clothes. Which I see you’ve been so kind to pack up for her. Why?” 


	“She’s going on a trip.” 


	“To the Bronx for another hand-holding party? Those days are over. And the Unity’s days are numbered.” 


	“No! That can’t be true!” 


	“Come downstairs and see for yourself. Say hello to your ex-friend.” 


	Jeanette’s lips smiled. A pretty smile. Too bad she wasn’t behind it. “You’re bluffing. I’ll call you on it.” 


	Jack’s thoughts raced ahead as he followed her out the door, along the hall, and down the stairs.


	Raining outside… cuts down the number of pedestrians… almost dark as night… if he can get Jeanette to the car maybe he can clock her on the head.


	Trouble was, the Glock was mostly polymer, and didn’t double well as a sap. But it was the best he had.


	And once he had her, then what? Take her to Holdstock’s? Pick him up too? That sounded like a plan. Start collecting members of the Unity in his trunk.


	Collect them all! as the TV ads used to say.


	But would that help?


	Only one way to find out.


	She paused at the apartment house entrance. Lightning still strobed the street but the downpour had died to a drizzle, prompting a few more pedestrians to brave the pavements.


	Jack cursed silently. A lot of potential witnesses. Too many perhaps. Could he risk it? He’d have to play it by ear and decide when the moment came.


	He pointed to his car across the street. “There. Kate’s in the passenger seat. See her?” 


	Jeanette squinted though the gloom, then shook her head.


	“Come on,” Jack said, taking her arm and leading her onto the sidewalk. “Say hello.” 


	He had her in the street, ready to cross, when headlights from a passing cab made it clear Jack’s car was empty.


	Jeanette pulled away and began screaming. “Rape! Rape!” She backed toward the curb, pointing a finger at Jack. “Stop him! Don’t let him touch me!” 


	Up and down the block heads turned, looking their way. Feeling as if he were in a spotlight, Jack sidled across the street through a break in traffic.


	“If you want us, you know where to find us,” she said in a lower voice, then started running away, screaming again. “Rape! He tried to rape me!” 


	Keeping his head down, Jack turned and walked in the other direction. He went around the block. The rain picked up again and he was soaked by the time he returned to his car. He got in and pulled away.


	Seemed to Jack like the Unity had issued a challenge. He’d accept it. But first he’d need a few supplies.


	He headed uptown, toward Abe’s.


				*
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	Despite all the houses slipping by on either side, hundreds of them, Sandy felt like he was in the middle of nowhere. Maybe because most of the houses looked empty.


	He knew he was somewhere at the Jersey shore, but that was all he knew. He’d heard of it—couldn’t listen to much Springsteen without hearing of the Jersey shore—but had never been here.


	He’d been following Terry—somewhere along the way he’d started calling Holdstock by his first name—for an hour and a half now: across the George Washington Bridge, down the Turnpike to the Parkway, and now along this spit of land with a bay—Barnegat?—to the right and ocean dunes far to the left across the wide, house-choked island that separated the north- and southbound lanes. They didn’t waste a square inch of buildable space around here.


	Right now he and Terry made up half of the cars on the road.


	The whole area would probably be jumping come the weekend, and every day after July Fourth, but at the moment it had the pre-season lonelies.


	What’s this all about, Terry? Where are we going? Another murder, perhaps?


	Part of him hoped yes, but another part prayed no. Because if he saw a killing about to go down he’d have to do something about it, wouldn’t he? He couldn’t just stand and watch it happen, then report it later. Like the Savior had said after he’d clobbered that purse snatcher: to do nothing would make him an accomplice.


	But this Holdstock was a hefty guy, and Sandy a featherweight. He thought of the Savior’s little Semmerling and wished he had something like it.


	Maybe he’s just going to plot his next murder, check out his intended victim. That I can handle.


	Sandy called his apartment for the fourth time. On the last three his voicemail had picked up but he hadn’t left a message. This time Beth answered.


	“I’m glad you called,” she told him. “I expected you back by now. Where are you?” 


	“Believe it or not, the Jersey Shore. A last-minute assignment.” 


	“Not that murder cult thing, I hope.” 


	He didn’t want to worry her. “Something entirely different. But I won’t make it home for dinner.” 


	“Aw, and I just got in the fixings for my world famous bean burritos. How late are you going to be?” 


	“Not sure.” 


	“Whatever. I’ll wait up.” 


	“You will?” 


	“Sure.” 


	Someone to wait up for you… how great was—


	He’d just passed a sign that said WELCOME TO OCEAN BEACH, NJ and now the blinker on Terry’s Honda was flashing a left.


	“Oops, gotta go,” he said, poising his thumb over the END button. “Call you when I’m on my way back.” 


	Sandy couldn’t follow the car into the same turn—Terry would guess he was being followed—so he cruised past to the next left, then gunned across the inhabited median to the northbound lanes.


	Sandy groaned as he saw the Honda turn north again. Was it heading back to the city?


	What’s going on? he thought. Is this all some wild goose chase?


	But his sinking feelings reversed when he saw the Honda make a quick right onto one of the residential streets.


	Sandy grinned. Looked like Terry Holdstock had reached his destination.


				*
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	Kate sat on the kitchen floor, hugging her knees, her back against a cabinet. She’d been unable to get comfortable on the chair Jack had left her; this was better. She was listening to the storm and wondering about the future—if she had a future—and whether she’d ever see Kevin and Elizabeth again—


	Oh, dear Lord! Lizzie’s recital! It starts in less than two hours! I’ll miss it!


	She pawed through her shoulder bag for her cell phone but when she found it, the battery was dead. And the charger was at Jeanette’s. She leaped to her feet and was reaching for Jack’s kitchen phone when it began to ring. She snatched it up.


	“How’s it going, Kate?” Jack’s voice.


	“As well as can be expected.” She didn’t want to go into the recital business. How would Lizzie ever forgive her?


	“The storm had me worried. I thought I’d give a call.” 


	“Aren’t you a good brother. So far, so good.” 


	“Do me a favor, will you? Hold the phone up to the microwave.” 


	“Are you serious?” 


	“I just want to know it’s still running.” 


	She did as requested.


	“Satisfied?” 


	“At least now I know I’m talking to my sister. The other reason I called is I ran into Jeanette at her place.” 


	“Jack, you didn’t—” 


	“She got away. But she gave me an idea. If they’re all gathering at Holdstock’s, I might be able to work something that will give you a little more breathing room.” 


	“What?” 


	“I’d rather not say. Not because you’ll object to it—” 


	“But because you don’t want the Unity to know.” 


	“Well, yeah.” 


	“It’s safe, Jack. I know from experience the Unity has no idea what’s going on while the microwave is running.” 


	“I’d still rather keep it to myself. But I’ll call you as soon as I get it done—if I get it done.” 


	“Okay.” She was unhappy not knowing but she didn’t see that she had much choice. “In the meantime I have to call home and my cell phone’s dead. Okay if I use yours?” 


	“Call away. Talk to you later.” 


	Kate cut the connection and immediately began dialing Ron’s number. They wouldn’t have left yet. How was she ever going to explain this to Lizzy? What could she say to—


	An ear-numbing crash of thunder shook the kitchen and the lights went out.


	“Oh, no!” Panic spiked Kate’s heart as she jumped to her feet in the suddenly dark kitchen. “Oh please, God, no!” 


	Twelve seconds before the Unity seized her again—and she couldn’t see the clock. What could she do? She couldn’t think, couldn’t—


	The overhead fluorescents flickered, almost died, then returned to full brightness.


	Yes!


	But the microwave remained off. Kate all but leaped on it. The clock display was blinking 12:00. Never mind that. The timer buttons. Her trembling fingers found the numerical pad. Press them, jab them, stab them, any numbers, just get it going again: 8-8-8-8. Now START. Find START. There!


	As her fingertip darted toward it—


	The hum.


	The warmth.


	The glow.


	The Voice.


	Kate! You’re still there? Tonight you must—


	And then she hit the START button. If her finger had not already been on it, she might not have pressed it. Might never have tried.


	As the oven hummed to life, Kate sagged against the counter, weak with relief. She sobbed. Once.


	Too close. More unsettling was how quickly the Unity had gripped her. Kate hadn’t been watching a clock but she was sure the oven had been off less than twelve seconds. Which could mean only one thing: she was becoming further integrated. The Unity’s contact might be broken by the microwaves, but the virus was still doing its nasty work inside her head, invading more and more of her brain cells.


	I’m lost, she thought. Without a cure, I’ll be gone.


	What had the Unity said? You’re still there? It had sounded surprised. And pleased.


	Kate closed her eyes and tried to sift through the residue that had seeped through with the words. Why surprised? And then she knew: Jack had lied to the Unity about her whereabouts. It must have thought he’d locked her away somewhere.


	She realized with a start that it was glad to know where she was because it probably was sending someone for her. Not too much to worry about if they were. No one without a power saw and a sledgehammer was getting through Jack’s front door.


	And then she realized that the Unity had lied to Jack, sending him in the wrong direction. They weren’t meeting at Holdstock’s as originally planned. They needed a set amount of time in close contact for the Great Leap, and it had been decided—whether by them or for them, Kate couldn’t be sure—to find an isolated location where they would not be interrupted. Or disrupted. Holdstock had become the object of further police interrogation, might even face incarceration—the thought of losing another member before the Great Leap terrified the Unity. Luckily they’d found the perfect spot, a place owned by another member. The exact location hadn’t yet come through… all Kate could glean was something about “Joyce’s rental property”…


	But the word tonight… so laden with emotion… mostly anticipation about the Great Leap, but concern as well… and something new there…


	Kate closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and tried to relax enough to let the residue seep to the surface where she could see it.


	Slowly it came… tonight… the Great Leap… a mutation.


	“Dear Lord!” she cried aloud.


	Tonight the virus would mature enough to change itself, mutate within all the members into an airborne strain.


	And then the plan goes into motion: As soon as the mutation is complete, all the members of the Unity will fan out to the transportation hubs—Grand Central Station, Penn Station, La Guardia, JFK, and Newark airports—where they’ll go from gate to gate, especially targeting the international terminals, coughing, sneezing, touching, spreading the virus far and wide. They will continue this day after day, week after week, until the Unity has worldwide scope.


	And from there it’s a simple matter of geometrical progression. Jack’s nightmare will become reality… starting tonight.


	She had to tell Jack! Had to stop them!


	Kate picked up the phone from where she’d dropped it, then realized she had no idea of how to reach him. And even if she did, what could she tell him? All she knew was that the Unity would gather at “Joyce’s rental property”… but where was that?


	She did know the Unity wanted to bring her there.


	And she also knew now that she could not outrun it. Distance meant nothing. It wasn’t like an FM signal where once you passed over the horizon you lost reception. Once it got its hooks into you it always knew where you were and what you were doing and thinking. Because you were part of it. Just like putting your hand behind your back: it’s out of sight but you still know where it is and what it’s doing.


	Only microwaves interfered with the connection, and only temporarily. What would happen if she stayed by the microwave oven tonight? Would her virus mutate anyway? She sensed it would not. But if not now, then surely later.


	And then she’d be like the rest, traveling around, spreading the virus… going back home to infect Kevin and Elizabeth…


	No! She would not be part of that.


	She’d kill herself first.


	But would that change anything in the long run? She was surprised how willing she was to die rather than spread this virus. But all she’d accomplish was the death of the only person not integrated into the Unity who knew what was going to happen tonight. The Unity would go on, the virus would mutate without her, and Kevin, Lizzie, the whole world would be sucked into her hell.


	She couldn’t allow that, had to stop them, was ready to die trying, but had no idea what to do.


	With cold terror weighing upon her, she slid back to the floor and sat hugging her knees to her chest.


	Please call back, Jack. You’ll know what to do, I know you will.


				*
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	Sandy peered around the corner of one of the plywood-box bungalows that were stacked up and down these sandy lanes like Monopoly houses. Luckily they were mostly empty; probably occupied during the summer and that was it. With barely a few yards of gravel and sand separating the houses, hiding places were scarce.


	He’d parked near the end of a parallel street where he could hear the surf rumbling on the far side of the dunes. He’d moved between the bungalows until he found Holdstock’s car parked in front of a bright yellow box, distinguishable from its neighbors only by its color. He’d been about to move closer when Terry emerged with a heavyset brunette built like a Rottweiler and the two had driven off in her car. Sandy had run back to his car to follow, but by the time he’d reached the highway they were out of sight. Since Terry had left his own car behind, Sandy had decided to wait.


	Good thing, too. A few minutes ago the pair had returned with grocery bags.


	Do I risk it? Sandy wondered as he eyed a lighted window on the east side of the tiny house, the only lighted window in sight. With the neighborhood so deserted, who’d know? Besides, nothing ventured, nothing gained.


	He wished he’d brought a jacket, though. The salty breeze flowing over the dunes blew cool and damp. Faint flashes from the storm they’d left behind in the city flickered to the north. He hoped it stayed up there. He was chilled; he didn’t need to be wet too.


	Sandy decided on a circuitous route around to the house, removing his shoes for the final approach to minimize any noise on the gravel. The cold stones jabbed him through his socks but he gritted his teeth and kept moving. Finally he reached the window and peeked inside.


	Eight chairs had been arranged in a circle in the front room. A small round table in the center was laden with cheese, crackers, chips, and dips. More than two people could put away. Obviously they were expecting company.


	A party? Sandy thought. Is that why I followed Terry here—to snoop on a party? But then he supposed cult members had to eat like anyone else.


	Hey, maybe they were planning an orgy. That would be cool. Then again, maybe not if Terry and the Rottweiler woman were any indication of the looks of the participants.


	Sandy looked around for liquor but saw only bottled water. Okay, so it was an alcohol-free cult. But was it talk-free too?


	The silence was deafening. No radio, no stereo, no TV. Terry and the woman sat in two of the chairs, staring into space, not speaking a word, seemingly unaware of each other’s existence.


	It gave him the creeps.


	Lights flashed on the street—Sandy ducked into a crouch behind a nearby propane tank as tires crunched on the gravel. He heard car doors open and slam, shoes scuffing on the stones, the front door opening. He looked back inside and saw two men and two women enter. Neither Terry nor the first woman greeted them, or even acknowledged their presence. The newcomers said nothing as they helped themselves to the food and took their seats, leaving two empty. One of the new-comers placed a black-framed photo on one of the empty seats but it was angled so that Sandy couldn’t the face.


	Fascinated, he kept watching. This was the most bizarre scene he’d ever witnessed.


				*

	


	
11


	“Nu?” Abe said. “In such weather you’re out? You’re dripping on my floor. Even rats are smart enough to stay inside on a night like this.” 


	Jack looked around. They had the store to themselves. The storm was keeping people indoors, and Abe did not encourage repeat business in his off-the-street sporting goods customers anyway.


	“Got a bit of an emergency,” Jack said.


	“Before you go on…” Abe reached under the counter and came up with a paper-wrapped parcel. “See what you think of this.” 


	Jack unwrapped it and found a tiny automatic pistol. He turned it over in his hands. He liked the feel of it. It ran maybe five inches from its muzzle to its concealed hammer, and couldn’t have weighed much more than a pound.


	“Looks like a .380.” 


	“Correct,” Abe said. “An AMT. Smallest U.S.-manufactured .380 ACP.” 


	“So it’s not a .45.” 


	“Right. It’s a backup. A .45 for backup you don’t need, especially using those frangibles you like. And it’s got a five-shot clip. Carry it with a round chambered—as you should—and you’ve got six shots. For you I’ve pre-loaded it. The first three rounds are your beloved MagSafe Defenders in .380. The last three are hardballs. Whatever you need you’ve got, and you can use the same ankle holster as the Semmerling. Like a glove it will fit.” 


	Jack thought of his little Semmerling and felt a burst of irrational sentiment. They’d been through a lot together. He felt as if he were deserting an old friend.


	“I don’t know, Abe…” 


	“Don’t be a shnook. The AMT gives you more rounds and is a true blowback autoloader. No more of this jerking the slide back and forth for every shot. And most important, I can get you parts—replacement barrels and firing pins I’ve stocked already. Can’t say the same for the Semmerling.” 


	Everything Abe said made sense. The Semmerling had to go. Reckless even to keep it around, let alone carry it.


	“All right,” he said. “You’ve sold me.” 


	“The light he sees—at last! Give me the Semmerling and I’ll dispose of it for you.” 


	“Can’t. It’s back home.” 


	For a disturbing instant he couldn’t remember where it was, then it came back to him. In the top drawer of the secretary. He’d dumped it there the other day before he’d collapsed into bed with the fever.


	“So bring it when you remember. Nu. What’s this emergency then?” 


	“Remember that knockout gas you sold me last December?” 


	“The T-72?” 


	“That’s it. Tell me you’ve got some more, or something just like it.” 


	“Lucky for you I had to buy three canisters to supply you with that one.” He stepped out from behind the counter and began to waddle toward the door to the cellar. “You’re putting someone to sleep?” 


	“Seven someones, I hope.” 


	“Seven? I should get you both cans. How are you going to do this?” 


	“Not sure yet. Lock them all in a closed room or a basement and break the vials.” 


	“That’ll work. As long as someone doesn’t break a window. If someone should do that, what do you do?” 


	Jack sighed. Good question. But he was getting tired of this problem. Tired of worrying about Kate. Tired of pussyfooting around the obvious solution.


	“Better throw in a box of nine-millimeter MagSafes while you’re at it.” 


	One way or another, he thought, this ends tonight.
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	Kate knew now what had to be done. The hard part had been deciding how to do it. But after solving that—in a stroke of inspiration—the decision as to who would do it was easy. Only one person in the world fit the job description: Kate Iverson.


	The first thing she had to do was get to Jack’s old oak secretary.


	She rose to her feet. She didn’t know the effective radius of the oven’s microwaves. It couldn’t be far. But just how far could she go without letting the Unity back in? She needed to know.


	But first she had to blank her mind about what she was planning. She couldn’t allow even a faint residue to remain for the Unity to pick up on.


	That done, she took one small step away from the oven. Okay. No change.


	Another… did the air seem a little warmer? The kitchen a little brighter?


	A little further, half a step this time…


	Kate? The voice was faint, as if heard through a wall. Kate, are you there?


	Quickly she stepped back to the oven. Four or five feet, that was it. Beyond that the Unity waited. And the secretary was a good fifteen feet away. Still, she had to reach it.


	She considered running to it, grabbing what she needed, then dashing back, but immediately discarded the idea. As soon as the Unity took hold she’d forget why she was out there.


	The only solution was to move the microwave closer to the secretary. But how?


	She checked the power cord. It was barely four feet long, not nearly enough.


	She went through the kitchen, searching cabinets, yanking out every drawer until she found what she was looking for in the very rear of a catch-all cabinet next to the refrigerator: a pair of dusty, worn extension cords.


	She stretched them out on the floor. The brown one ran a measly three feet, but the white was twice that. Nine feet of cord. Another three would be perfect, but it looked like she’d have to make do with these.


	She connected them end to end, then plugged the combined cord into an open receptacle in an outlet by the microwave.


	Now the scary part. She’d be taking a big risk, but not taking it would be a threat to everyone she cared about.


	With the female end of the extension cord in her left hand, she grasped the microwave cord with her right. Taking a deep breath Kate unplugged the oven. As the whine of the transmitter wound down she jammed the microwave plug into the extension receptacle, missing on the first try because her hands were trembling so. Once they were together she darted to the front of the microwave and punched in 9-9-9-9. She hit START and—


	Nothing. The oven’s display was dark.


	No! The kitchen was starting to warm, to glow…


	What was wrong? Bad receptacle? Bad cord?


	She switched the extension plug to the receptacle the oven had been using before and checked the display.


	The LED was lit now, blinking 12:00, and the humming warmth was enveloping her in its golden glow.


	She felt as if she were moving underwater as she punched the numbers again, hit the START button…


	And was dumped from the warm Unity amnion back into cold reality.


	Kate leaned against the counter, waiting for her heart to slow. No time to dwell on what had happened. As soon as she caught her breath she wrapped her arms around the microwave oven and lifted it off the counter. Slowly, carefully—didn’t want to pull out that plug—she shuffled her way across the kitchen. When she neared the combined length of the cords she knelt and gently placed the oven on the floor.


	The secretary still seemed a dishearteningly long way off. She looked around. No other extension cord anywhere. She’d have to risk it.


	Blanking her mind again, she took a step toward the secretary, then another. Now she was near the limit of the safe zone. She reached out toward the secretary’s top drawer. No good. Her fingers were still a good twelve to fifteen inches away.


	Kate edged her feet another half step away from the oven, then leaned toward the secretary. The hum began as her fingertips brushed the brass pull. She tugged on it, sliding the drawer from its slot. Two thirds of the way out it stopped, stuck. She pulled harder but it wouldn’t budge.


	Darn.


	She leaned closer to get a look inside the jammed drawer—


	The hum grew. Kate? Kate?


	She jerked back. She’d have to move into the no man’s land between the microwave and the Unity. But what if the Unity realized what she was reaching for? Her plan would be ruined. She’d have to fill her mind with something else.


	A song. For some reason the inane lyrics of an old nursery song, “The Muffin Man” popped into her head: Do you know the Muffin Man, the Muffin Man, the Muffin Man… She’d sung it to Kevin and Lizzie—Lord, she’d even sung it to Jack when he was a baby.


	Kate closed her eyes a moment, gathered her courage, then leaned again into the hum, stretching her hand, arm, and fingers to the limit while mentally chanting the tune.


	Kate? Are you there, Kate?


	Just get-ting a plas-tic box, a plas-tic box, a plas-tic box, just getting a plas-tic box—


	Her fingers found a plastic object with corners and she snatched the little portable alarm clock back into the free zone.


	Got it! And she’d kept the Unity from knowing what she’d done. At least she prayed she had.


	Kate placed the clock and its dangling wires atop the microwave oven, then approached the secretary again. She chanted the same tune, changing a few words.


	Just get-ting some bat-ter-ies, some bat-ter-ies, some bat-ter-ies, just get-ting some bat-ter-ies—


	Her hands scrabbled through the drawer, grabbing everything they touched, and retrieved into the free zone the two little cylinders Jack had called detonators. And something else: the tiny pistol she’d seen the other day. She placed that and the rest on the microwave.


	Now… the last thing, the most important item: the block of explosive. What could she call it—or rather, think it? It would have to be good because the explosive sat at the far edge of the drawer. It had weight and was wrapped in paper. And then she knew.


	She stepped toward the secretary again, inches closer this time, into the hum, into a blush of warmth, into the voice…


	Kate? Why do you keep fading in and out, Kate? We need you…


	Just get-ting an ad-dress book, an ad-dress book, an ad-dress book, just get-ting an ad-dress book—


	Her fingers closed around the long edge of something, an inch or so thick, waxy paper against her fingertips.


	Kate? What are you doing?


	Doing? Yes, what was she doing? Getting something from this drawer, obviously. But what?


	Kate?


	She leaned back, not to escape the voice, certainly not to escape that nice pool of warmth, merely to straighten her spine because it was uncomfortable and so awkward leaning over like that—


	And she was freed.


	And in her hand, the block of clay-like explosive.


	Kate knelt beside the microwave and sobbed. Not with joy, not with relief, but with an aching terror in her bones. She didn’t want to do this.


	Kate allowed herself some self-pity for a moment, then began sliding the microwave back across the floor toward the cabinets. She had work to do.


	She used a steak knife from the utensil drawer to strip the ends of the wires leading from the clock and the detonators. She twisted them back together and wrapped the splices with scotch tape.


	Almost there. One more thing to do, the hardest of all, and then she’d be ready.


				*
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	Jack cruised right past Holdstock’s house on the first pass. He’d only been here once before, and he missed it in the dark. The pelting rain didn’t help. Doubled back and found it, and realized why he’d missed it: not a light, not a sign of life.


	Alarm bells clamored in his brain as he left the car and ran up the walk. Quick look though the front windows—not even a glimmer; around back—same story. A tomb had more activity.


	Returned to his car and sat dripping in the front seat, staring at the dark house.


	Suckered.


	If you want us, you know where to find us.


	Jeanette—or rather the Unity speaking through her—had misdirected him. Why? Just to waste his time? Or—


	Oh, hell. Kate.


	Grabbed his cell phone and dialed. Kept it for emergencies only and was always careful about what he said. This was an emergency.


	Busy signal. Good sign. The Unity didn’t seem to need phones to communicate and Kate had said she had calls to make.


	Question was: did the Unity know where he lived? He had to assume that it had acquired most of Kate’s knowledge, and Kate did know his address. Somebody from the Unity could be heading for his place now. He or she wouldn’t be able to get in, but Jack would feel better being at Kate’s side.


	He gunned the car back toward the Bronx River Parkway.


				*
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	Ron answered the phone. She could hear irritation battling with relief in his tone as the words poured through the receiver in a rush. “Jesus Christ, Kate, where have you been? Are you all right?” 


	“I’m okay,” she said.


	His voiced faded as she heard him say, “It’s Mom. She’s okay.” Relieved murmurs from Kevin and Lizzie in the background, then his voice louder again. “We’ve been worried sick about you. Why didn’t you call? It was like you dropped off the face of the earth. When you didn’t show up this afternoon I started calling your friend’s phone, your cell phone—no answer anywhere. We’ve been frantic. I was just about to call the New York police!” 


	“It’s been terrible here, Ron,” Kate said. “Jeanette’s in a coma. I don’t think she’s coming out of it.” 


	She wanted to tell as few lies as possible, but since no one would believe the truth, she’d have to stretch it. Jeanette—the real Jeanette—was in a coma of sorts.


	“Oh,” Ron said. “I’m sorry. But you could have called.” 


	“And then there’s my brother Jack.” 


	“The long lost Jack?” 


	“I ran into him here and three or four days later he becomes seriously ill—high fever, delirious. So it’s been one thing on top of another.” 


	“Sounds terrible.” His voice descended from anxiety to understanding. That had always been Ron’s strong suit: understanding. “And you don’t sound so hot yourself.” 


	“I haven’t been feeling quite myself.” 


	“Still… you could have called. Are you still in New York?” 


	Yes.


	“Then there’s no way you can make the concert.” He lowered his voice. “Lizzie will be heartbroken.” 


	“I know that, Ron. Don’t you think I feel bad enough? Put her on, will you.


	And then her dear sweet daughter came on and Kate pleaded for understanding and Lizzie told her it was all right, there’d be other concerts—she’d do a command performance for her mother when she came home—and Kate burst into tears and promised that as long as she lived she’d never miss another recital.


	“You know I love you more than life itself, Lizzie,” she said. “Never forget that, no matter what happens.” 


	And then she spoke to Kevin.


	“I feel so bad,” she told him. “After my big lecture about doing things as a family, I’m the one who’s not going make it. But if there was any way I could be there you know I would.” 


	“Sure, Ma.” 


	“So be there in my place, okay, Kev? Be my surrogate.” 


	And then she told him how proud she was of him, how she loved him and wanted only the best for him, always and forever.


	Ron came back on, his voice hushed. “Is something wrong, Kate? You sound so strange. You’ve spooked the kids.” 


	“I don’t mean to upset them,” she said. “Maybe it’s all the terrible luck Jeanette’s been having. It’s makes you think of all the good fortune you’ve had in your life. And the not-so-good things you’ve done. I’m sorry I messed up your life, Ron.” 


	“You? No, it was—” 


	“Me, Ron. Me all the way. You’re a good man and you’d have been better off if we’d never met.” 


	“But then there wouldn’t be Kevin and Lizzie.” 


	“Yes, there’s that. Our crowning achievements.” She swallowed. “Are you happy, Ron?” 


	“Me?” He seemed surprised. “Not perfectly, but reasonably. Can’t expect perfect happiness twice.” 


	The remark bewildered her. “Twice? When was the first?” 


	“Maybe ten years ago when we were still building our practices and the kids were just starting school. I… I thought we were the perfect team, you and I, and the possibilities seemed limitless. I’d never been that happy before in my life. I’d never dreamed I could be that happy. And you were part of that, Kate. You made it possible. So don’t ever say I’d have been better off without you.” 


	
Kate felt tears running down her cheeks. She couldn’t speak.


	Please don’t ask if I’ve ever been that happy, she thought, because I don’t think I’ve ever been truly, truly happy with my life.


	Snatches of happiness with the children, the hope of it with Jean-ette, but true happiness had always remained just around the corner, just over the next hill.


	Finally she found her voice, and it sounded ragged. “You’re a good man, Ron. A good father and a better husband than I was a wife. Don’t ever forget that.” 


	“I really don’t like the sound of this Kate. You’re…” He lowered his voice even further. “You sound depressed. You’re not thinking of doing anything rash, are you?” 


	She had to end this conversation. Quickly. Before she broke down.


	“Ron,” she said in a disapproving tone, “after all these years, don’t you know me better than that? It’s just that I’ve never been away from the kids this long and what’s happening up here makes you confront the idea of death, and I got to thinking, what if something happened to me on the way home? We never seem to take the time to tell the people we love how much they mean to us, and so I just wanted them to know how important they are to me, and how I’m sorry that I hurt you. That’s all, okay? I’ll be coming home soon. Oh, someone’s at the door. Got to go now. Bye.” 


	Kate thumbed the OFF button and knelt there on the floor, staring at the phone as she fought back another attack of tears. Lord, she didn’t want to do this, but there was no other way. For Kevin, for Lizzie, and yes, for herself, she had to go through with it.


	She froze her emotions as she picked up the alarm clock. Its two detonator caps dangled on their crudely anastomosed wires against her thighs as she set the timer for 10 P.M. The time was a guess, but an educated one. She’d gleaned enough from the Unity to know that its new meeting place was not close by, and that the mutation to an airborne strain would not be a few minutes’ work. She assumed—prayed—she’d be in their midst by then.


	She carefully reinserted the detonators into the holes they’d previously occupied, then emptied her shoulder bag and gently settled the assembly into its bottom. A dishcloth from the sink covered the bomb, then the rest of her stuff went back in on top.


	She found a pen and a small pad and wrote Jack a quick note explaining the pending mutation and how she planned to stop it. She wasn’t sure where she was going but if he could follow her and get there in time—before ten o’clock—maybe he could find another solution, one that would leave her alive to see Kevin and Lizzie grow up and eventually make her a mother-in-law, and a grandmother…


	But at the moment this was the only way.


	Now… where to leave the note? She didn’t want it where the Unity could see it when it took over—that would abort her whole plan. She looked around and her gaze settled on the microwave, still on the floor.


	Of course.


	Kate lifted it back onto the counter, then slipped the shoulder bag strap over her head so it ran across her chest. She didn’t want it to slip off.


	She was ready.


	Then she spotted Jack’s little pistol. Might as well take that too. If it related to death and destruction she wanted it handy. She jammed it into the front pocket of her slacks.


	Now the hardest part: turning off the microwave. Simply opening the door would do that, and it would give her a place to hide the note to Jack. The Unity would never look in there, but Jack would see the open door… at least she hoped he would.


	With the letter in her right hand, she reached her left toward the oven door latch but her hand didn’t want to go. It seemed to know the consequences. She forced it forward—just the opposite of fighting the Unity—and let her fingertips rest against the latch.


	Isn’t there another way? her mind screamed. There’s got to be some alternative to this!


	No. There isn’t.


	Kate pulled on the latch. As the door popped open and the microwave generator cycled down, she shoved the letter inside…


	… and almost immediately the sound, the touch, the presence of the Unity floods in.


	Kate! You’re back! And you’re alone! That means you’re going to stay with us! This is wonderful, Kate. We’ve missed you so.


	And she knows it’s true. You can’t lie in the Unity. The loving, welcoming acceptance flows through her… so wonderful. Why did she ever resist? She vaguely remembers being sad, being terrified, but about what? Of being alone? She can’t imagine. She’ll never be alone again.


	She senses the One Who Was Jeanette outside on the steps, waiting by the front door to take her to the gathering. Kate loves her, but no more than she loves every other member of the Unity. Dimly she remembers loving her in a more carnal way, but that is past.


	She unlocks the door to the apartment and walks down the stairs to Jeanette. Tonight is going to be so wonderful. The Great Leap will lead them toward the Great Inevitability and she will be part of it. She feels so safe and secure. This is where she really belongs. Anything less is not truly living…


				*
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	The sudden outburst of cheers and applause startled Sandy.


	His attention had been drifting. He’d been to boring parties in his life but this one took the cake and all the candles. Six people hanging out for hours and not one word spoken. And it wasn’t that they were mutes or deafies; they didn’t use sign language either. They didn’t even hum as they had at the meeting he’d peeked in on the other night. Nothing.


	The eeriness had worn off after a while, leaving him antsy for something to happen. And something was going to happen—he’d sensed the anticipation in their body language. And then again, maybe not. A certain tension in the air as well. Maybe something had gone wrong. Whatever was going on, Sandy had hoped he’d find out this century.


	But then the sudden noise—real human voices—called his wandering thoughts back to the front room of the bungalow.


	Grins, laughter, hugs all around—


	What’s going on? What did I miss?


	And then they settled down again into that numbing silence. But the tension seemed gone. All Sandy could sense now was the anticipation.


	So weird. Wicked weird.


	Maybe they were planning on sneaking Holdstock out of the country, or moving the whole cult somewhere to avoid prosecution.


	And then he noticed that someone had moved the black-framed photo from its empty chair to a side table. Sandy could see the photo now. He repressed a gasp as he recognized the face: Ellen Blount, the woman who’d tried to knife the Savior in the back.


	With the force of a blow Sandy was reminded that these innocuous-looking people already had killed one man and attempted to kill another. And here he was in the middle of nowhere peeping on them. Was he crazy? He should turn around and get the hell out of here. These people were killers and if they found him spying on them they’d kill him too.


	Go back to the car, watch from a safe distance, and be ready and able to move on an instant’s notice. That was the smart thing to do.


	But nobody got ahead by playing it safe.


	And then he remembered what Savior had said: If the cops don’t pick up Holdstock, I’ll be paying him a visit myself.


	Maybe he should give him a call and let him know about this. A visit from the man they tried to kill might liven up this party.


	Sandy slipped away and headed down to the end of the block to check the name of the street so he could leave the address on the Savior’s voicemail.


	If nothing was going to happen on its own, maybe Sandy could make something happen.


				*
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	A lead weight plummeted into Jack’s stomach when he found his apartment door unlocked.


	On guard, he leaped through and dashed to the kitchen.


	“Kate?” 


	Empty. The microwave off, the cracked door ajar—paused with hours left to run. A knife on the counter but no blood.


	“Kate!” 


	His bedroom, the TV room, empty. No sign of a struggle. Back to the door: no sign of a break-in. What the hell? It looked as if Kate had simply turned off the oven and walked out. But she wouldn’t do that.


	Obviously she had. Which meant she was wandering around the city somewhere under the influence of the Unity.


	Panic nibbled at Jack. She could be anywhere. Why? Why had she done it? He stood by the silent microwave, staring at its cracked glass. He was about to slam it closed when he spotted the corner of a piece of paper inside. He yanked it open, grabbed the sheet, and read.


	And read again, his tongue turning to parchment.


	The virus… mutating to airborne… the bomb…


	He darted to the secretary and found the drawer ajar and empty. The Semmerling gone too.


	She’d reconstructed the bomb and turned herself into a Trojan Horse.


	Jack’s throat constricted at the thought of her sitting alone in his kitchen piecing the bomb together, the depth of desperation that had driven her to such an act.


	Why, Kate? Wanted to scream it. Why couldn’t you wait for me?


	We could have fought this together! I could have fixed this if you’d just let me!


	Ten o’clock… the note said if he can do anything, do it before ten o’clock. He glanced at his watch: 8:05. Less than two hours. But even if he had two days—he had no idea where she was.


	“Kate!” he whispered to the note. “Where are you?” 


	He spotted the phone. She’d been using it. Maybe…


	He checked his voicemail. One message. Please!


	“Shit!” he hissed as he recognized Palmer’s voice.


	“FYl: your friend Holdstock and what’s left of his cult have moved their clubhouse to number seven Starfisher Lane in Ocean Beach, New Jersey. You might want to come down and take a peek. It’s weirder than you can imagine.” 


	Jack was on the move as soon as the message ended. Superman’s pal, Jimmy Olsen, had come though. Ocean Beach. He knew where it was. No need to pause to arm up. Had enough firepower. What he needed was time.


	The Russian lady had said the Unity would cause war, hate, death, fear, pain, and destruction. If that was what they liked, that was what they were going to get.


				*
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	Sandy sat in his car, out of the soggy salt wind at last, and wondered what to do. Almost two hours now since the celebratory outburst in the bungalow, and not another sound since. No movement either, other than to refill a soft drink or have another cracker or piece of cheese.


	Bored did not even approach how he felt. He wondered if the Savior had picked up his message; and if so, was he on his way down. Sandy didn’t want to miss that.


	A flash of light on the neighboring street grabbed his attention. Headlamps, moving toward the cult bungalow. Immediately Sandy was out and heading that way. He arrived in time to see two women stepping up to the front door. It opened as they reached it. He ducked around to his old vantage point and peered through the window.


	Of the two late arrivals, Sandy had seen the brunette before at the cult hum session, but the blonde was a newbie. They greeted her like a prodigal daughter, each taking a turn hugging her—and still not one damn word!


	Finally they settled down, seating themselves in the circle of chairs. When only the blonde newcomer was still standing, everyone suddenly froze and stared at her. And she in turn was staring at something in her hand.


	When Sandy recognized it he damn near jumped through the window. He’d seen that tiny pistol before.


				*
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	Where did you get the pistol, Kate?


	I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before.


	Kate stares at the silvery object in her palm. When she bent to place her shoulder bag under her chair she felt something in her pocket dig into her thigh. This is what she pulled out. So small, almost too small to be real, but it’s made of steel and too heavy to be a toy.


	Why did you bring it here?


	I didn’t even know I had it.


	It must belong to your brother. He’s a very dangerous man. But after tonight he will no longer matter. Put the gun down and take your seat.


	She does as instructed, placing the pistol next to a half-empty bowl of potato chips.


	Yes, it must be Jack’s. He has so many pistols—she saw them herself. But how on earth did this one find its way into her pocket? She’s glad the One Who Was Jeanette took her far away from her brother where he can’t find her and break her communion with the Unity again.


	Kate is only hours away from full integration, and that’s close enough for her to aid us in the Great Leap that will lead to the Great Inevitability.


	Kate knows now that the Unity was worried that the loss of the One Who Was Ellen would impair the transformation. Apparently a certain critical mass of viral-infected brain cells is necessary for collective consciousness, and an even larger mass to implement the mutation.


	Imagine… a virus able to will its own mutation. Such a possibility was never even hinted at in virology texts. They’ll have to be rewritten…


	No, not rewritten. Tossed in the garbage. For no medical texts will be necessary when the Unity achieves the Great Inevitability. Disease will be a thing of the past. The Unity will brook no invaders—bacteria and competing viruses will be recognized upon entry into a body and killed off immediately. Under the Unity’s direction all damaged cells or mutant cells starting tumors will be replaced with healthy ones. Genetic diseases will be a memory, for all defective genes will be repaired—a simple matter of replacing incorrect DNA base sequences with correct ones. Arteries will be swept clean, bones will be kept strong and, like all tissues in the body, will mend more quickly when injured.


	The Great Inevitability will translate to a golden age of health and longevity for the human race.


	Kate can hardly wait.


	But first, the Great Leap.


	She seats herself and joins hands with the One Who Was Jeanette to her left, and with the One Who Was Charles on her right, and the sense of Oneness overcomes her. She is important, she is part of something so much greater than herself, something that will transform this world into a paradise and she is here at ground zero, integral to the transformation that will make it all possible.


	The air glows. Kate closes her eyes but the glow remains, for it comes from within, and she feels a giddy vertiginous whirl as her consciousness expands to the molecular level where she can feel the base pairs of the virus’s RNA rearranging into new sequences that will allow it to seek new hosts, an ever-widening array of new members, through the air.


	This is an ecstasy beyond anything she has ever experienced—


	And then it is cruelly broken by a loud crash, like a door being kicked open, and a voice—


	“Kate!” 


	And a rough hand on her shoulder, shaking her—


	And now she’s looking at herself through the eyes of the Unity, seated with her back to the door and there’s a man standing over her—Jack.


	A bolt of alarm—hers as well as the Unity’s—shoots through her. Jack! He shouldn’t be here! She has to get him out of here. He’ll ruin the transformation…


	And there’s another terribly important reason he mustn’t be here, but she can’t quite recall it.


	“Kate!” 


	And now Jack is breaking her grip on the One Who Was Jeanette, and the vision changes as her contact with the One Who Was Charles is severed—


	“Kate, do you hear me?” 


	She opens her eyes and turns. “What are you doing here, Jack?” 


	His eyes are ablaze, his jaw set, his lips barely parted over clenched teeth. “Do I really have to tell you?” He grips her forearm and pulls her toward the door. “Come on, we’re getting out of here.” 


	“NO!” 


	Not just Kate’s voice—a chorus, in her head and in her ears. The Unity is on its feet, hands raised in protest.


	Jack pulls a pistol from behind his back, large and dark with sharp angles. He points it past Kate toward the members of the Unity.


	“Who wants it first?” 


	The sight of the gun gives Kate an idea.


	The little pistol!


	Yes, Kate! Yes!


	Guided by the Unity, she twists free from Jack’s grasp and snatches the tiny pistol off the table. As she lifts it the voice roars in her head.


	Shoot him! Destroy him!


	Someone in the Unity knows guns and of its own accord Kate’s left hand slides back the top of the pistol and lets it slide forward.


	Point it at him and pull the trigger!


	But Kate can’t do that. Won’t do that.


	No. She’s turning toward him. I’ve never shot a gun and if I try I may miss.


	Shoot!


	And if I miss he’ll take it from me and we’ll have no options.


	SHOOT!


	She faces him now and her arm raises the pistol toward Jack, but Kate bends it toward herself, jamming the muzzle against her throat.


	No, Kate!


	“Kate, what are you doing?” Jack cries, his face blanching.


	The Unity tries to make her lower the gun but a more powerful force, a surge of strength from some well deep within the maze of protective instincts in the most primitive regions of her brain flows into her arm and bolsters its position.


	Let me speak! I can make him leave!


	Suddenly her voice is her own.


	“Leave, Jack! Please.” 


	“No.” His eyes are fixed on her throat, on the spot where his little pistol presses into her flesh. His voice is a hoarse croak. “Not without you.” 


	She sees his free hand edging forward, his body tensing, readying to spring.


	“I know what you’re thinking, Jack. Please don’t try it. I swear to God I will end it right here, right now, if you make a move toward me.” 


	His gaze moves down and lingers on her shoulder bag where it sits at her feet. Why is he staring at it? Then he looks at her again, his expression full of fear.


	“Kate, please. Be sensible. Put it down and come with me. Now. It’s important!” 


	Tell him you’ll go with him later.


	“Give me some time here, Jack, and then I’ll go with you.” 


	“It’s got to be now!” 


	He looks so nervous… so afraid… of what?


	“Later, Jack.” 


	He licks his lips and looks past her. “They’ll let you?” 


	Behind her, seven voices speak as one: “Return in two hours and she will be free to go. You may take her anywhere you wish.” 


	The farther, the better.


	Jack’s eyes narrow. “Why should I believe you?” 


	“It’s true, Jack,” Kate tells him. “I wouldn’t lie to you.” 


	“No—” 


	“I’m not going to let you take me, Jack.” She presses the muzzle deeper into her throat. “I can die now or I can go with you later. It’s up to you.” 


	Kate sees an agony of fear in her brother’s face and hopes he will listen. She doesn’t want to pull the trigger. Not because she’s afraid of death—she will gladly die for the Unity—but because it will interfere with the transformation.


	Suddenly Jack seems to relax, as if he’s come to a decision. “All right. Two hours.” He glances at his watch. “Jesus! It’s 9:52!” 


	Alarm floods her. 9:52! Why does the time fill her with such dread?


	“Go, Jack! Leave now and go far away!” 


	Her words—not the Unity’s. Why did she say that? Why this blast of urgency to chase him away from here? She can’t explain it but she knows he can’t stay here. He must leave—now!


	“I’ll leave,” he says quickly, backing toward the door. “But I’ll be back at exactly 11:52 and I want to see Kate standing out front, waiting to go. If not…” 


	He lets that hang, then backs out.


	Excellent, Kate, the Unity says as she lowers the pistol.


	We told him the truth?


	Of course. Once the Great Leap is accomplished, we want you to travel—far and wide, spreading the transformed virus everywhere you go. He will think he is thwarting us, but instead he will be doing our work.


	Kate feels extra warmth envelop her.


	You did well, Kate. You turned an enemy into an unwitting ally. We are so proud of you.


	Kate basks in their approval.


				*
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	What a scene!


	Questions flooded Sandy’s head in a mad rush. What the hell was that all about? The Savior had said he’d been hired by the late great Dr. Fielding to protect him from the cult, but who was the woman he’d tried to pull out of there just now? His girlfriend? And when she’d put that pistol to her throat—what a moment! Sandy could tell from her voice she’d been serious about pulling the trigger. And then when all seven of her fellow cultists had spoken at once… wow. His spine had turned to ice.


	No one was ever going to believe this. He wished to God he’d brought a video camera.


	The cultists were all back in their seats now with rejoined hands, and Sandy was about to move away from the window so he could go find the Savior, when the front door burst open. And again it was the Savior, gun in hand, but this time he didn’t stop, didn’t say anything. Moving like a giant raptor he swooped in, grabbed the blonde, and pulled her from the seat, then he threw her over his shoulder and dashed out the door.


	Sandy stood frozen, gaping through the window, as shocked—and as mute—as the seven remaining cultists. A few heartbeats ago the blonde had been there, now she was gone. All that remained were her screams, trailing away in the night.


	Aren’t they going to do anything? He spotted the little Semmerling sitting on the coffee table where the blonde had placed it. Was one of them going to pick it up and go after them?


	No. They just stood there in their broken circle. And then, unac-countably, they all began to smile. Sandy watched the Rottweiler woman pull out a cell phone and punch in a number, heard her say, “Dover Township Police? I want to report a kidnapping.” 


	The Savior was going to be in deep shit now! Should he warn him?


				*
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	“Sorry for the caveman act, Kate,” Jack said to the screaming, kicking, clawing woman of his shoulder, “but this is the only way.” 


	He glanced over his unburdened shoulder to make sure none of the others was following. The street behind him remained empty.


	So far so good. He knew he was still a long way from successfully pulling this off, but he had Kate now and he wasn’t going to give her up.


	The first part had been easy. He’d guessed Kate would have to put down the Semmerling to resume the hand-holding thing. He’d given her half a minute before going back for her. He could have started shooting but burdened with Kate he might have missed a few of the remaining seven. Better to let Kate’s bomb do the work.


	And right now he had to get them both away from here before it blew. In the unlikely event that any of the Unity survived, Jack would come back to mop up.


	He’d parked on the highway shoulder at the end of the street. Only half a block to go. Get her into the trunk and take off, try to be as far away as possible when—


	A deafening roar and then an angry giant slammed him in the back, sending him flying. He lost his grip on Kate. They hit the sandy road surface simultaneously, and then Jack crawled on top of her, as much to keep her down as to shield her.


	As she shuddered beneath him in something like a epileptic fit, Jack glanced back at the fireball mushrooming into the sky, carrying with it the last traces of the Unity hive.


	And then the debris, some of it aflame, began to fall around them.


	“You did it, Kate!” he whispered. “You—” 


	Something heavy bounced off his shoulders and the back of his head…


	Next thing Jack knew he was alone on the road. Sick, dizzy, he pushed himself to his knees, propelled by Kate’s voice crying out somewhere behind him.


	“Jeanette! Jeanette!” 


	He turned and saw her stumbling away, toward the inferno that had once been a bungalow. He rose and lurched after her.


	Flaming debris lay everywhere—in the street, on roofs—and the bungalow where Kate had sat a few moments ago—gone. Nothing remained of the structure but its concrete foundation slab. Water gushed from severed pipes, steaming in the heat; the four cars that had been parked before it were twisted wrecks; a half dozen neighboring bungalows were ablaze.


	He caught up and turned her around. “Kate!” 


	She looked dazed, and surprised to see him. “Jack? What are you doing here?” 


	“Is it you, Kate? Really you?” 


	She nodded, her tear-streaked face reflecting the flames. “Yes, but—” 


	Jack threw his arms around his sister and hugged her, barely able to speak trough the joy exploding inside him. Kate was back. He could tell. The Unity was gone.


	“Thank God! I thought I’d lost you!” 


	“But where’s Jeanette!” she said pushing back. “I have to find her!” 


	“You can’t,” he said. “You… won’t.” 


	“But I’ve got to!” she sobbed. “I did this to her!” 


	She tore away from his grasp. Jack watched her approach the flaming ruins only to be pushed back by the heat. He wanted to pull her away, spirit her back to New York, but he knew she’d never go until she was convinced there was nothing she could do.


	He glanced down the road. Cars were pulling over from the highway to watch, to call for help, to run and see. Gawkers trotted up the narrow sandy street, drawn like moths to the blazing spectacle.


	Turning, he spotted a dark crumpled form sprawled in the sand on the far side of the wreckage. What were the odds it was Jeanette? Almost nil, but he hurried forward, skirting the heat of the blaze, and the closer he got the more it looked like a person.


	He knelt beside the scorched body. No, not Jeanette. Someone else—a male, face mostly torn away by the blast, clothes shredded by debris missiles, but still recognizable as Sandy Palmer. Where had he been hiding?


	Poor jerk. Looked like he finally was going to get the fame he’d been chasing—HEROIC REPORTER DIES INVESTIGATING MURDER CULT!—but he wasn’t going to be around to enjoy it.


	“Oh, Jesus!” said a voice behind him. “Is he dead?” 


	Jack rose and glanced at the middle-aged gawker, but didn’t answer him; more were coming up the street. He could hear sirens approaching.


	Time to go. He looked around for Kate, saw her wandering on the far side, near a neighboring bungalow half consumed by flames. He started toward her.


	“Hey, I wouldn’t get too close to those shacks I were you,” said another gawker. “Another one of these propane tanks could go any second.” 


	Propane? Is that what they thought? Of course they would. But Jack knew the bungalow’s tank had only added to the blast, not caused it.


	And then he stiffened as he spotted the rusty four-foot tank on the side of the burning house where Kate stood, the flames licking at its flanks…


	“Kate!” Get away from—!” 


	The blast was a pale shadow of the first—smaller burst of flame, barely a tenth of the noise and impact—and it momentarily staggered Jack. But it engulfed Kate and sent her flying. She slammed against the wall of the neighboring house and tumbled to the ground like a discarded doll.


	As the gawkers screamed and ducked and fled, Jack pounded toward the still form huddled on the sand, repeating one word over and over in a moaning whimper, the only word his dread-mired brain could manage.


	“No-no-no-no-no-no…” 


	When he reached her he saw that her hair was singed and her blouse scorched, but her clothes hadn’t caught fire. He was about to send up a prayer of thanks when he noticed the blood… and the jagged piece of metal jutting from her upper abdomen.


	He dropped to his knees beside his sister—not simply to be closer to her but because his legs refused to support him. His hands instinctively reached toward the bloody metal shard to remove it but paused, hovering, unsure, afraid of touching it, her, doing anything that might make things worse. Finally he grabbed her hand in both of his.


	“Kate! Kate! Are you okay?” Dumb-ass thing to say—she was anything but okay.


	Her eyes fluttered open. “Jack?” Her voice was a whisper in a shell. “Jack, what—?” 


	“Propane tank… it…” The words dried up and blew away.


	He watched her gaze lower to her body and fix on the protruding scrap of metal.


	“Oh, dear.” 


	This helpless kneeling and watching was killing him. Jack needed to do something.


	“Should I pull it out?” She’s a doctor, he thought. She’ll know.


	“Better not.” 


	“Okay, then,” he told her. “It stays. Help is on the way. Hear the sirens? You’re going to be fine.” 


	She was gazing at him now. “I don’t… think so.” Her fingers squeezed his hand. “Jack, the dark… it’s coming and I’m scared.” 


	“You’re gonna be—” 


	“Not for me. For you and Kev and Lizzie and everyone. It’s coming, Jack. The virus is still in my brain and it let me see. The dark is waiting but it will be coming soon, and it’s going to roll over everything.” 


	“Kate, save your strength.” 


	“No, listen. Only a handful of people are going to stand in its way, and… and you’re one of them.” 


	She reminded him of the Russian lady now. Is war and you are warrior.


	“Kate…” 


	“Please look after Kev and Lizzie, Jack. Promise me you won’t let it get them.” 


	“I promise. Now hush.” 


	He looked up and saw half a dozen staring gawkers and wanted to shoot them all.


	“What are you looking at?” he shouted. “Get outta here! Can’t you see she’s hurt? Get help!” 


	He looked back at Kate and his heart stuttered when he noticed her closed eyes. But she was still breathing.


	“Kate?” 


	She didn’t open her eyes, didn’t move her lips. “Jack.” Her voice so tiny, barely there.


	He could feel her slipping away. “Kate, don’t go. Please, don’t go…” 


	Suddenly flashing red lights everywhere—two cop cars, an ambulance, and a voice shouting, “This way! This way! There’s a woman hurt bad over here!” 


	Jack leaned over his sister, his lips close to her ear. “Help’s here now. Listen to me, Kate: I love you, and I’m not going to lose you. Just hang on a little longer and you’ll make it.” 


	And then the EMTs, two men and two women sheathed in coveralls and latex gloves, crowded around; Jack watched their expressions change from curious to grim when they saw Kate. He allowed himself to be moved aside as three of them skillfully worked to lift her onto a stretcher while a fourth spoke on a phone to a doctor in the local emergency room, taking instructions and advising him to have a surgeon waiting.


	Jack followed close behind as they moved the stretcher—carrying it instead of wheeling it—to the idling ambulance, watched as they slid it into the back of the rig and crawled in after it.


	“I’m coming along,” he told one of the EMTs. He had this insane feeling that if he stayed nearby, holding Kate’s hand, he could keep her alive by pure force of will.


	“Sorry, sir. Against the rules.” 


	Jack’s hand itched to pull his Glock for emphasis; instead he grabbed the man’s arm. “Maybe you didn’t hear me: I’m coming along.” 


	“Even if you were allowed, there’s no room for you and you’d only get in the way if she crashes.” 


	Jack backed off. The last thing he wanted was to be in the way. He looked past the EMT’s shoulder and saw the others starting IVs in both Kate’s arms and hooking her up to a heart monitor.


	As they slammed the rear door a cop hove into view on Jack’s right.


	“Did you know that woman?” he asked.


	Jack nodded, eyes on the ambulance as it began to move off.


	“I’ll need to ask you a few questions,” the cop said. His shoulder patch read DOVER TWP. POLICE.


	Jack began walking, following the ambulance. “I’m going to the hospital.” 


	A hand grabbed his shoulder and turned him a quarter way around.


	“Sir,” the cop said, “I need some answers before—” 


	He broke off and stepped back. Jack was ready to kill then and maybe the cop saw that in his eyes. Jack forced a breath and held up an open palm: peace.


	“I’m going to the hospital. You want answers, you can find me there.” 


	He turned and hurried through the red-flashing night toward the highway and his car. The cop didn’t follow. Maybe he had more pressing matters to attend to, like herding the gawkers away from the site to let the fire crews through, or unspooling yellow barrier tape like the other cop Jack passed.


	At a trot now, Jack was maybe a dozen feet behind the ambulance when it reached the highway and turned on its siren. Through the glass side he saw the EMTs go into furious motion, one of them leaning over Kate and beginning rhythmic thrusts against her chest…


	“No!” he shouted. “NO!” 


	His heart was a booted foot, kicking at his chest wall as he leaped into his car and took off after the rig. Jack followed it across the median, then south along the highway, across a bridge to the mainland and down a crowded highway, staying close behind and traveling in its wake as cars pulled aside to let it pass.


	“Come on! Come on!” he shouted as they raced mile after mile.


	Where was this goddamn hospital? Why was it so far?


	And all the while he fought a panicked sense of unreality. This shouldn’t be happening to Kate, not after all she’s just been through. She’s one of the good ones, the best of the good ones. This can’t be happening to Kate.


	Finally the hospital. He trailed the ambulance up to the emergency entrance where he saw a doctor waiting at the curb. Jack was out of his car and standing with hands and face pressed against the rig’s side glass in time to see the doctor shake his head and turn off his flashlight after shining it into Kate’s eyes.


	“No!” Jack’s voice was a whisper as he moved around to the rear to catch the doctor as he exited. “There’s got to be more you can do!” 


	“I’m sorry,” the doctor said. He was dark skinned and spoke rapid, accented English. “She’s gone. The steel must have nicked an artery. Only surgery on the spot could have saved her, I’m afraid.” 


	Again the sense of unreality washed over him. Feeling lost, dead inside, Jack slumped back against the side of the rig. Gravity seemed to double, triple as he watched them wheel Kate’s covered body into the hospital. Somehow he found the strength to follow. Her limp form was transferred to a gurney in one of the ER’s curtained-off examination cubicles.


	“I want to stay with her awhile,” he told a nurse with pocked black skin and graying hair.


	“Of course.” 


	When she was gone Jack lifted the sheet and stared at Kate’s pale face. She looked so peaceful, almost as if she were sleeping. He felt a pressure building in his throat, readying to explode when he nurse popped back in.


	“There’s a policeman out here who wants to speak to you.” 


	He wanted to scream at her to leave us alone, goddamn it! But he held back.


	“Can I have a few minutes? And a pen and a piece of paper if you can spare them?” 


	She fished both out of her pocket and laid them on the bedside table.


	“I’ll tell him you’ll be out in a minute.” 


	When she was gone, Jack steadied the paper with a knuckle and wrote Kate Iverson, MD, Trenton, NJ. He pocketed the pen. He peeked through the curtains and saw the cop from the explosion scene sipping coffee and chatting up the ward clerk.


	Jack returned to Kate’s side and kissed her forehead, then bottled up his emotions. Leaving her here alone seemed like the rankest sort of desertion; he felt like a rat, but he couldn’t stay. He checked out the cop again, then slipped out through the far edge of the curtains and walked the other way. Moving on autopilot he followed signs to the lobby and exited through the front. Found his car and got rolling. A parkway entrance ramp was nearby so he took it north. Saw a sign for a rest area and knew he had to stop or explode. Pulled into the lot and turned off the engine.


	Kate…


	The sense of failure was overwhelming. He’d just got her back and now she was gone. Forever. And it was his fault. If only he hadn’t listened to her and gone ahead and done what his gut had told him to do. If only he hadn’t saved that damn bomb. If only he’d got home sooner…


	Jack rested his forehead against the steering wheel and sobbed.


	Kate…


				*

	


	
EPILOGUE


	Jack watched from the trees until everyone was gone, then he walked down the slope to where two workmen, one white, one black, were readying to fill in the grave.


	“Hey, guys, can you give me a few minutes alone here?” 


	The white guy squinted at him through the obscenely cheery morning sunlight. “Sorry, mister. The ceremony’s over and we’ve got to—” 


	Jack had two twenties ready. He held them out. “An extra ten-minute coffee break’s not gonna matter in the long run, is it?” 


	They looked at each other, shrugged, took the twenties, and walked off to a pickup truck parked fifty yards away.


	Jack dropped to one knee and stared at the shiny metallic surface of the coffin nestled deep in its hole.


	“Sorry I couldn’t be here earlier, Kate. I tried, but they wouldn’t let me.” 


	The explosion had been eight days ago. Because it was a medical examiner’s case and various criminal investigations were involved, it had taken officialdom a long time to release Kate’s body.


	Jack had driven down to Trenton with Gia for the wake, but kept going when he reached the funeral home. Not because he dreaded the scene inside, the pain in his father’s eyes, the baffled shock and hurt of the niece and nephew he’d never known, but because of the guy with the telefoto camera in the car across the street.


	Jack had had an eye out for just such a car.


	He’d guessed that even a volunteer fire marshal would realize that no propane tank explosion could demolish a house like that, even if it was only a plywood bungalow. A bomb squad would be called in. Traces of C-4 would be found. Addresses of the victims would be established, and lo and behold, one of them lived on the same New York City block where a C-4 car bomb had killed two men just a few days before. And a second victim had been staying at the same address. An interstate conspiracy? Call BATF.


	After that it was no stretch to suspect that BATF would want to catalog all the mourners at the Jeanette Vega and Kate Iverson funerals. A photo of Jack could be identified by residents of The Arsley and by the Dover cop at the blast scene, and then the bulletins would be out and the hunt would be on.


	This morning he’d seen the car and the camera parked outside the church and again right here in the cemetery.


	Bastards.


	“Good blood runs in your family.” 


	Jack jumped at the sound of her voice but knew from the accent who he’d see when he turned. The Russian lady and her big white dog stood behind him. He didn’t know how they’d come up on him without his hearing them, but at the moment he didn’t much care.


	“What would you know about it?” he said.


	“A brave, brave woman. She saved the world untold misery.” 


	“And she went through untold misery at the end. How the hell did this happen?” 


	“Is war.” She looked around at the sky, the grass, the surrounding pines. “War to destroy all this.” 


	“And I’m a soldier, right?” 


	“More than soldier. Are weapon. And like weapon, must be tempered, honed, tested, positioned.” 


	Jack glared at her. “I want none of this!” 


	“Choice is not yours.” 


	“Then why me?” 


	“Who is to say?” 


	This was getting nowhere. But Jack needed very badly to know something, and maybe this woman could tell him.


	“Is any of what happened to Kate my fault?” 


	“No. Fault not yours.” 


	That was a relief, but not much.


	“Then whose? Because this whole situation reeks. A woman my sister happens to love just happens to develop a brain tumor and during her course of treatment she just happens to become infected with a virus planted by one side in this cosmic war I’m supposedly involved in. Just coincidence? No way I buy that.” 


	“Should not buy. Is not coincidence. No more coincidences for you.” 


	The words jolted Jack. No more coincidences… the implications were disturbing enough, but the utter certainty in her voice squeezed the breath from him. He stared at this strange woman, unsure what to make of her.


	“Who are you, lady?” 


	“Your mother.” 


	“Stop that! You’re not!” 


	“Is true.” She pointed to the coffin. “And am her mother as well. I am proud of this one. All of world owes her great debt.” 


	Jack turned back to the coffin. “You got that right.” 


	Me most of all. He shut his eyes as they welled up.


	He felt the woman’s hand rest gently on his shoulder. Her tone was consoling.


	“A tragedy. But war is fashioned of tragedies. More are to come. A spear has no branches.” 


	Took a moment for Jack to realize he’d heard that before, but by the time he turned to ask her what the hell she was talking about, he was alone.


	He shot to his feet and turned in a slow circle. She couldn’t have made it to the trees in those few seconds, and none of the gravestones was big enough to hide her and her malamute.


	Jack stood alone by his sister’s open grave, haunted by the woman’s parting words.
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1


	The bride wore white.


	Only she wasn’t a bride and the dress—two sizes too small at least—had faded to beige.


	“Can I ask again,” Jack said, leaning toward Gia, “why our hostess is wearing her wedding dress?” 


	Gia, seated next to him on the tattered, thirdhand-store sofa, sipped from her plastic cup of white wine. “You may.” 


	A casual little get-together, Gia had told him. Some of her artist friends were going to gather at a loft in a converted warehouse on the fringe of the old Brooklyn Army Terminal, throw a little party for one of their clan who’d started to make it big. Come on, she’d said. It’ll be fun.


	Jack wasn’t in a fun mood. Hadn’t been for some time now. But he’d agreed to go. For Gia.


	Maybe twenty people wandering about the space while Pavement’s last album pounded from a boom box, echoing off the high ceilings, huge windows, and stripped-to-the-brick walls. The occupants sported hair colors that spanned the visible spectrum, skin that was either pierced or tattooed or both, and clothes that redlined the garishometer.


	And Halloween was better than two months away.


	Jack took a pull from his bottle of beer. He’d brought his own, opting to forego his usual Rolling Rock long necks for a six-pack of Harp. Good thing, too. The bridal-bedecked hostess had stocked Bud Light. He’d never tasted watered-down cow pee, but he imagined it tasted better than Bud Light.


	“All right. Why is our hostess wearing her wedding dress?” 


	“Gilda’s never been married. She’s an artist, Jack. She’s making a statement.” 


	“What statement? I mean, besides Look at me?” 


	“I’m sure she’d tell you that it’s up to the individual to decide.” 


	“Okay. I’ve decided she just wants attention.” 


	“Is that so bad? Just because you’re frightened to death of attention doesn’t make it wrong for other people to court it.” 


	“Not frightened to death of it,” Jack grumbled, not wanting to concede the point.


	A tall, slim woman passed by then, a dead-white streak running along the side of her frizzy black swept-back hair.


	He cocked his head toward her. “I know her statement: her husband’s a monster.” 


	“Karyn’s not married.” 


	A guy with gelled neon yellow hair slid by, each eyebrow pierced by at least a dozen gold rings.


	“Hi, Gia,” he said with a wave and kept moving.


	“Hi, Nick.” 


	“Let me guess,” Jack muttered. “As a child Nick was frightened by a curtain rod.” 


	“My, aren’t we the cranky one tonight,” Gia said, giving him a look.


	Cranky barely touched it. He’d been alternating between bouts of rage and the way-down dumps for a couple of months now. Ever since Kate’s death. Couldn’t seem to pull himself out. He’d been finding it hard to get out of bed in the morning, and once he was up, there didn’t seem to be anything he wanted to do. So he’d drag himself to Abe’s or Julio’s or Gia’s and pretend he was fine. Same old Jack, just not working on anything at the moment.


	The angry voice mail messages from his father, ragging on him for not showing up at Kate’s wake or funeral, hadn’t helped. “Don’t tell me you had something more important to do. She was your sister, damn it!” 


	Jack knew that. After fifteen years of separation, Kate had come back into his life for one week during which he’d gotten to know her again, love her again, and now she was gone. Forever.


	The facts said it wasn’t Jack’s fault, but the facts didn’t keep Jack from blaming himself. And one other person…


	He’d searched for the man he’d suspected of being in some way responsible, a man whose real name he didn’t know but who’d called himself Sal Roma once, and maybe Ms. Aralo too. He’d put the word out but no one knew anything. Never heard of him. Jack wound up with a taste of his own medicine—Sal Roma didn’t seem to exist.


	Kate… she might still be alive if only he’d done things his way instead of listening to…


	Stop. No point in traveling that well-worn trail again. He hadn’t returned his father’s calls. After a while they stopped.


	He forced a smile for Gia. “Sorry. Pseudo-weirdos crank me off.” 


	“Can’t be much weirder than the people you spend most of your day with.” 


	“Those are different. They’re real. Their weirdness comes from inside. They wake up weird. They dress weird because they reach out a hand and whatever it touches first is what they wear that day. These people here spend hours in front of a mirror making themselves look weird. My weirdos have hair that spikes out in twenty directions because that’s the way it was when they rolled out of bed this morning; these folks use herbal shampoo, half a gallon of gel, and a special comb to achieve their unwashed bed-head look. My weirdos don’t belong; these people seem to want desperately to belong, but don’t want anyone to know, so they try to outdo each other to look like outsiders.” 


	Gia’s lips twisted. “And the biggest outsider of them all is sitting right here in a short-sleeve plaid shirt, jeans, and work boots.” 


	“And spending the evening watching pretensions collide with affectations. Present company excluded, of course.” 


	One of the many things he loved about Gia was her lack of affectation. Her hair was blond by nature and short for convenience. Tonight she was wearing beige slacks and a sleeveless turquoise top that heightened the blue of her eyes. Her makeup consisted of a touch of lipstick. She didn’t need anything more. She looked clean and healthy, a very untrendy look in this subculture.


	But the subculture had percolated into the overculture, the fringe had become mainstreamed. Years ago construction workers threw bricks at longhairs and called them faggots, now the building trades were packed with ponytails and earrings.


	“Maybe it’s time I got myself adorned,” Jack said.


	Gia’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean pierced? You?” 


	“Well, yeah. Sometimes I feel like I stand out because I’m not bejeweled and be-inked.” 


	“Be-inked?” 


	“You know—tattooed.” 


	Everyone seemed into it, and if he wanted to remain invisible, he’d have to follow the crowd.


	“But nothing permanent,” he added. Didn’t want to lose his chameleon capabilities. “Maybe a clip-on earring and one or two of those temporary tattoos.” 


	“Didn’t you do something like that to your fingers once?” 


	“You remember those?” Phony prison tats. With indelible ink. A one-time thing for a hairy job that left a couple of toughs from a Brighton Beach gang blazing mad and combing the five boroughs for a guy with hell bent tats on his knuckles. He hadn’t been able to wash those off soon enough. “No, I think I need something big and colorful.” 


	“How about a heart encircled with rose vines and gia in its center?” 


	“I was thinking more on the order of a green skull with orange flames roaring out of its eye sockets.” 


	“Oh, how cool,” Gia said, and sipped her wine.


	“Yeah. Slap that on one deltoid, maybe get a bright red Hot Stuff devil for the other, put on a tank top, and I’ll be set.” 


	“Don’t forget the earring.” 


	“Right. One of those dangly ones, maybe with the Metallica logo.” 


	“That’s you, Jack. A speedmetal dude.” 


	Jack sighed. “Adorned… accessorized… I was brought up thinking that real men didn’t bother with fashion.” 


	“So was I,” Gia said. “But I have an excuse: I grew up in semi-rural Iowa. You… you’re a northeasterner.” 


	“True, but all the adult males I knew as a kid—my father and the men he knew—were plain dressers. Most had fought in Korea. They dressed up for things like weddings and funerals, but mostly they wore functional clothes. Nobody accessorized. You stayed in front of the mirror long enough to shave and comb the hair out of your eyes. Anything more and you were some sort of peacock.” 


	“Welcome to twenty-first-century Peacockville,” Gia said.


	Nick drifted by again.


	“What’s Nick paint?” Jack asked.


	“He doesn’t paint. He’s a performance artist. His stage name is Harry Adamski.” 


	“Swell.” Jack hated performance art. “What’s his performance?” 


	Gia bit her upper lip. “He calls it stool art. Let’s just say it’s a very personal form of sculpture and, um, let it go at that.” 


	Jack stared at her. What was Gia—?


	“Oh, jeez. Really…?” 


	She nodded.


	“Christ,” he said, letting loose, “is there anything out there that can’t claim it’s an art? There’s the art of war, the art of the deal, the art of the shoe shine, the Artist Formerly Known As Prince—” 


	“I think he’s back to calling himself Prince now.” 


	“—the art of motorcycle maintenance. Smearing yourself with chocolate is art, hanging a toilet on a wall is art—” 


	“Come on, Jack. Lighten up. I was hoping a night out would lift your spirits. You’ve got to rejoin the living. Lately your life’s consisted of eating, sleeping, and watching movies. You haven’t worked out or taken a job or even returned calls. I’m sure Kate wouldn’t want you to spend the rest of your life moping around.” 


	Jack knew Gia was right and looked away. He saw a willowy blonde in her mid twenties swaying in their direction. She carried a martini glass filled with reddish fluid, probably a cosmo. The bottom of her short, zebra-striped blouse did not meet the top of her low riding, skintight leopard miniskirt; in the interval a large diamond stud gleamed from her navel.


	“Maybe I should pierce my navel,” Jack said.


	“Fine, but don’t show me until you’ve shaved your belly.” 


	“How about a pierced tongue?” 


	Gia gave him a sidelong glance and a sultry smile. “Now that could be interesting.” She looked up and saw the blonde. “Oh, here comes Junie Moon, the guest of honor.” 


	“That her real name?” 


	“Not sure. But that’s the one she’s used since I’ve known her. She was struggling along just like the rest of us until Nathan Lane bought one of her abstracts last year and started talking her up. Now she’s about as hot as you can get.” 


	“What’s a Junie Moon original go for?” 


	“Twenty and up.” 


	Jack blinked. “Twenty thou? She’s that good?” 


	“Big difference between hot and good, but I like Junie’s work. She creates this unique mix of hot and cold. Sort of a cross between De Kooning and Mondrian, if you can imagine such a thing.” 


	Jack couldn’t, because he couldn’t recall any works by either.


	“You sound happy for her.” 


	“I am. She’s a good kid. I’ve got almost ten years on her and she sort of adopted me as a surrogate mother over the past few years. Phones me a couple of times a week to chat, asks advice.” 


	“And no hard feelings that she hit it and you haven’t?” 


	“Not a bit. I won’t say I don’t wish it were me instead, but if it had to happen to someone else, I’m glad it was Junie. She’s ditzy but she’s got talent, and I like her.” 


	That was Gia. The nurturer without a jealous bone in her body. Another of the many reasons he loved her. But even if it didn’t bother her, it rankled Jack to see the crap that hung in the galleries and exhibits she was always dragging him to, while her own canvases remained stacked in her studio.


	“Bet her stuff’s not half as good as yours.” 


	“Mine are different.” 


	Gia made her living in commercial art. She did a lot of advertising work, but over the years she’d developed a reputation among the art directors at the city’s publishing houses as a talented and reliable artist. She’d walked Jack through a Barnes and Noble last week, pointing out her work on half a dozen hardcovers and trade paperbacks.


	Nice stuff, but nothing like the paintings Gia did for herself. Jack loved those. He didn’t know a lot about art, but he’d picked up a little following Gia around, and her urban roofscapes reminded him of Edward Hopper, one of the few artists he’d pay to see.


	Junie dropped into the narrow space next to Gia on the couch, spilling a few drops of her drink. Her blue-shadowed lids drooped slightly. He wondered how many she’d had.


	“Hey,” she said, and kissed Gia on the cheek.


	Gia introduced her to Jack and they shook hands across Gia. She looked about as down in the dumps as Jack felt.


	Gia nudged her. “Why so glum? This party’s for you.” 


	“Yeah, I’d better enjoy it now.” She took a gulp of her cosmopolitan. “My fifteen minutes are so over.” 


	“What are you talking about?” 


	“My lucky bracelet. It’s gone. It’s the whole reason for my success.” 


	“You think it was stolen?” Jack said, glancing at her bare wrists and then at the partygoers. No shortage of jealousy here, he’d bet. “When did you last see it?” 


	“Tuesday. I remember taking it off after finishing a painting. I took a shower, then went out shopping. Next morning I went to put it on before starting a new work, and it was gone.” 


	“Anything else missing?” Jack said.


	“Not a thing.” She tossed back the rest of her drink. “And it’s not valuable. It’s an old piece of junk jewelry I picked up at a secondhand store. It looks homemade—I mean, it’s set with a cat’s eye marble, of all things—but I liked it. And as soon as I started wearing it, my paintings began to sell. The bracelet made it happen.” 


	“Is that so?” Jack said. He felt Gia’s hand grip the top of his thigh and begin to squeeze, trying to head off what she knew he was going to say, but he spoke anyway. “So it’s got nothing to do with talent.” 


	Junie shook her head and shrugged. “I never changed my style, but I started wearing the bracelet while I worked, and the first painting I finished with it was the one Nathan Lane bought. After that, everything started happening for me. It changed my luck. I’ve so got to find it.” 


	“You’ve looked for it, I presume,” Gia said.


	“Turned my place upside down. But tomorrow I’m getting professional help.” 


	“A bloodhound?” Jack offered, which earned him another squeeze.


	“No. I’ve got an appointment with my psycho.” She giggled. “I mean my psychic.” 


	Gia’s fingers became a vise, so Jack decided to heed her. “I’m sure he’ll be a big help.” 


	“Oh, I know he will! He’s wonderful! I left my old seer for Ifasen a couple of months ago and am I ever glad. The man’s absolutely incredible.” 


	“Ifasen?” Jack knew most of the major players in the local psychic racket, if not personally, at least by rep, and the name Ifasen didn’t ring a bell.


	“He’s new. Just moved into Astoria and—oh, my God! I just realized! That’s just up the road from here! Maybe I can see him tonight!” 


	“It’s pretty late, Junie. Will he—?” 


	“This is an emergency! He’s got to see me!” 


	She pulled out her cell phone and speed-dialed a number, listened for a moment, then snapped it closed.


	“Damn! His answering service! So what. I’m going up there anyway.” She pushed herself up from the couch and staggered a step. “Gotta find a cab.” 


	Gia glanced at Jack, concern in her eyes, then back to Junie. “You’ll never get one around here.” 


	She grinned and hiked her miniskirt from mid-thigh to her hip. “Sure I will. Just like what’s-her-name in that movie.” 


	“Claudette Colbert in It Happened One Night,” Jack said automatically as he wondered when the last time was a cab had cruised the Brooklyn Army Terminal area at this hour. “And someone’ll think you’re looking for more than a ride if you do that. We’ll call you a cab.” 


	“They never come,” she said, heading for the door.


	Again that concerned look from Gia. “Jack, we can’t let her go. She’s in no condition—” 


	“She’s a grown-up.” 


	“Only nominally. Jack?” 


	She cocked her head and looked at him with big, Girl Scout cookie-selling eyes. Refusing Gia anything was difficult, but when she did that…


	“Oh, all right.” Donning a put-upon expression, he rose and offered a hand to help Gia to her feet; in truth he was delighted for an excuse to bail this party. “I’ll give her a ride. But it’s not ‘just up the road.’ It’s on the upper end of Queens.” 


	Gia smiled, and it touched Jack right down to the base of his spine.


	Somehow, between saying good-bye to the hostess bride and reaching the sidewalk, they picked up two extra passengers: Karyn—the Bride of Frankenstein—and her friend Claude, an anorexic-looking six footer with a flattop haircut that jutted out over his forehead, making his head look like an anvil from the side. They both thought a jaunt to a psychic’s house would be moby cool.


	Plenty of room in Jack’s Crown Vic. If he’d come alone, he probably would have traveled by subway. But Gia’s presence demanded the security of a car. With Gia in the passenger seat, and the other three in the back, Jack wheeled the big black Ford up a ramp onto the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway and headed north along the elevated roadway. He said he hoped no one minded but he was opening all the windows, and he did, without waiting for answers. His car; they didn’t like it, they could walk.


	This kind of summer night, not too humid, not terribly hot, brought him back to his teens when he drove a beat-up old Corvair convertible that he got for a song because too many people had listened to Ralph Nader and dumped one of the best cars ever made. On nights like this he’d drive with no destination, always with the top down, letting the wind swirl around him.


	Not much swirling tonight. Even at this hour the BQE was crowded, but Junie made the creeping traffic seem even slower by rattling on and on about her psychic guru: Ifasen talked to the dead, and Ifasen let the dead talk to you, and Ifasen knew your deepest, darkest secrets and could do the most amazing, impossible, incredible things.


	Not amazing or impossible to Jack. He was familiar with all the amazing, impossible, incredible things Ifasen did, and even had a pretty good idea how the man was going to get back Junie’s bracelet for her.


	Yeah, Junie was a ditz, but a lovable ditz.


	Maybe some music would slow her Ifasen chatter. He stuck one of his homemade CDs in the player. John Lennon’s voice filled the car.


	“This happened once before…” 


	“The Beatles?” Claude said from the back. “I didn’t think anyone listened to them anymore.” 


	“Think again,” Jack said. He turned up the volume. “Listen to that harmony.” 


	“… I saw the light!…” 


	“Lennon and McCartney were born to sing together.” 


	“You have to realize,” Gia said, “that Jack doesn’t like anything modern.” 


	“How can you say that?” 


	“How?” She was smiling. “Look at your apartment, your favorite buildings”—she pointed to the CD player—”the music you listen to. You don’t own a song recorded after the eighties.” 


	“Not true.” 


	Karyn piped up. “What’s a current group or singer you listen to?” 


	Jack didn’t want to tell her that he had Tenacious D’s last disc in the glove compartment. Time for some fun.


	“I like Britney Spears a lot.” 


	“I’m sure you like to look at her at lot,” Gia said, “but name one of her songs. Just one.” 


	“Well…” 


	“Got him!” Karyn laughed.


	“I like some of Eminem’s stuff.” 


	“Never,” Gia said.


	“It’s true. I liked that conscience song he did, you know where he’s got a good voice talking in one ear and a bad voice in the other. That was neat.” 


	“Enough to buy it?” 


	“Well, no…” 


	“Got him again,” Karyn said. “You want to try the nineties? Can you name one song from the nineties you listened to?” 


	“Hey, maybe I wasn’t exactly a Spice Girls fan, but I was one hell of a nineties kinda guy.” 


	“Prove it. One nineties group—name one you bought and listened to.” 


	“Easy. The Traveling Willburys.” 


	Claude burst out laughing as Karyn groaned. “I give up!” 


	“Hey, the Willburys formed in the nineties, so that makes them a nineties group. I also liked World Party’s ‘Goodbye Jumbo.’” 


	“Retro!” 


	“And hey, Counting Crows. I liked that ‘Mr. Jones’ song they did.” 


	“That’s because it sounded like Van Morrison!” 


	“That’s not my fault. And you can’t say Counting Crows weren’t nineties. So there. A nineties guy, that was I.” 


	“I’m getting a headache.” 


	“Some Beatles will fix that,” Jack said. “This disc is all pre-Pepper, before they got self-conscious. Good stuff.” 


	The double-tracked guitar intro from “And Your Bird Can Sing” filled the car as Jack followed the BQE’s meandering course along the Brooklyn waterfront, running either two or three stories above or one or two stories below street level. A bumpy ride over pavement with terminal acne. As they ran under the Brooklyn Heights overhang a magnificent vista of lower Manhattan, all lights ablaze, slid into view.


	“I feel like I’m in Moonstruck,” Karyn said.


	“Except in Moonstruck the Trade Towers were there,” Claude added.


	The car fell silent as they passed under the neighboring on-ramps of the Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges.


	Jack had never liked the Trade Towers, had never thought he’d miss those soulless silver-plated Twix bars. But he did, and still felt a stab of fury when he noticed the hole in his sky where they’d been. The terrorists, like most outsiders to the city, probably had viewed the twins as some sort of crown on the skyline, so they’d aimed for the head. But Jack wondered how the city would have reacted if the Empire State and the Chrysler Buildings had been targeted instead. They were more part of the city’s heart and soul and history. King Kong—the real King Kong—had climbed the Empire State Building.


	Brooklyn turned into Queens at the Kosciusko Bridge and the highway wandered past Long Island City, then the equally unspectacular Jackson Heights.


	Astoria sits on the northwest shoulder of Queens along the East River. Jack visited frequently, but rarely by car. One of his mail drops was on Steinway Street. As he drove he debated a side trip to pick up his mail, but canned the idea. His passengers might start asking questions. He’d subway back next week.


	Following Junie’s somewhat disjointed directions—she usually cabbed here so she wasn’t exactly sure of all her landmarks—he jumped off the BQE onto Astoria Boulevard and turned north, running a seamless gauntlet of row houses.


	“If this Ifasen’s so good,” Jack said, “what’s he doing out here in the sticks?” 


	Junie said, “Queens isn’t the sticks!” 


	“Is to me. Too open. Too much sky. Makes me nervous. Like I’m going to have a panic attack or something.” He swerved the car. “Whoa!” 


	“What’s wrong?” Junie cried.


	“Just saw a herd of buffalo. Thought they were going to stampede in front of the car. Told you this was the sticks.” 


	As the back seat laughed, Gia gave his thigh one of those squeezes.


	They passed a massive Greek Orthodox church but the people passing along the sidewalk out front were dressed in billowy pantaloons and skull caps and saris. Astoria used to be almost exclusively Greek; now it housed sizable Indian, Korean, and Bangladeshi populations. A polyglotopolis.


	They cruised into the commercial district along Ditmars Boulevard where they passed the usual boutiques, nail salons, travel agencies, pet shops, and pharmacies, plus the ubiquitous KFCs, Dunkin Donuts, and McDonald’s, interspersed with gyro, souvlaki, and kabab houses. They passed a Pakistani-Bangladeshi restaurant; its front, like a fair number of others, sported signs written not just in foreign languages but foreign script. The Greek influence was still strong, though—Greek coffee shops, Greek bakeries, even the pizzerias sported the Acropolis or one of the Greek gods on their awnings.


	“There!” Junie cried, leaning forward and pointing through the windshield at a produce shop with a yellow awning inscribed with English and what looked like Sanskrit. “I recognize that place! Make a right at the corner here.” 


	Jack complied and turned into a quiet residential neighborhood. This street was lined with duplexes, a relief from the row houses. A train rumbled along a trestle looming above them.


	“He’s number 735,” Junie said. “You can’t miss it. It’s the only detached single-family home on the block.” 


	“Might be the only one in Astoria,” Jack said.


	“Should be on the right somewhere along—” Her arm lanced ahead again. “Here! Here it is! Awriiight!” Jack heard the slap of a high five somewhere behind him. “Told you I’d get us here!” 


	Jack found an empty spot and pulled into the curb.


	Junie was out the door before he’d put the car in park. “Come on, guys! Let’s go talk to dead folks!” 


	Karyn and Claude piled out, but Jack stayed put. “I think we’ll pass.” 


	“Aw, no,” Junie said, leaning toward the passenger window. “Gia, you’ve got to come meet him. You’ve got to see what he can do!” 


	Gia looked at him. “What do you say?” 


	Jack lowered his voice. “I know this game. It’s not—” 


	“You were a psychic?” 


	“No. I just helped one once.” 


	“Great! Then you can explain it all afterwards.” She smiled and tugged on his arm. “Come on. This could be fun.” 


	“Fun like that party?” Gia gave him a look so Jack shrugged his acquiescence. “All right. Let’s see if this guy lives up to Junie’s press release.” 


	Junie cheered and led Karyn and Claude toward the house while Jack closed up the car. He joined Gia at the curb. He started toward the house but stopped when he saw it.


	“What’s wrong?” Gia said.


	He stared at the house. “Look at this place.” 


	Jack couldn’t say why, but he immediately disliked the house. It was colonial in shape, with an attached garage, but made of some sort of dark brown stone. It probably looked better during the day. Jack could make out a well-trimmed lawn and impatiens and marigolds in bloom among the foundation plantings along the front porch. But here in the dark it seemed to squat on its double-size lot like some huge, glowering toad edging hungrily toward the sidewalk. He could imagine a snakelike tongue uncoiling through the front door and snagging some unwary passerby.


	“Definitely creepy looking,” Gia said. “Probably by design.” 


	“Don’t go in there,” said an accented voice from his left.


	Jack turned and saw a slim, dark Indian woman in a royal blue sari, strolling her way along the sidewalk, being led by a big German shepherd on a leash.


	“Excuse me?” Jack said.


	“Very bad place,” the woman said, closer now. Her dark hair was knitted into a long thick braid that trailed over her right shoulder; a fine golden ring pierced her right nostril. “Bad past. Worse future. Stay away.” She didn’t slow her pace as she came abreast of them. Her black eyes flashed at Jack—”Stay away”—then at Gia—”especially you.” 


	Then she walked on. The dog looked back over his shoulder, but the woman did not.


	“Now that’s creepy,” Gia said as an uncertain smile wavered across her lips.


	Jack had always believed that in confronting a fear and facing it down, you weakened it. Recent events had given him second thoughts about the wisdom of that belief. And with Gia along…


	“Maybe we should listen to her.” 


	Gia laughed. “Oh, come on! She probably works for this guy; he sends her out to get us in the mood. Or maybe she’s just a local wacko. You’re not taking her seriously, are you?” 


	Jack looked after the retreating saried figure, now barely visible in the shadows. After what he’d been through lately, he was taking a lot more things seriously, things he’d laughed at before.


	“I don’t know.” 


	“Oh, let’s go,” she said, tugging him up the front walk. “Junie’s been seeing him for a couple of months and nothing bad’s happened to her.” 


	Jack put an arm around Gia’s back and together they approached the house. They joined the others on the front porch where Junie had been jabbing at the bell button with no results.


	She jabbed it again. “Where is he?” 


	“Maybe he’s not home,” Jack said.


	“He’s got to be! I can’t—” 


	Just then the front door eased open a crack. Jack saw an eye and a sliver of dark cheek.


	“Ifasen! It’s me! Junie! Thank God you’re here!” 


	The door opened wider, revealing a tall, lean black man, maybe thirty. He wore a white T-shirt and gray slacks; his hair was woven into neat, tight dreads that brushed his wide shoulders. Ifasen reminded Jack of Lenny Kravitz in his dreadlock days.


	“Ms. Moon,” he said with an unplaceable accent. “It’s late.” 


	Jack hid a smile at the obvious statement. This guy was experienced. The normal response would be, What are you doing here at this hour? But if you’re supposed to be someone who knows all—or maybe not all, but a helluva lot more than ordinary people—you don’t ask questions. You make statements.


	But he wondered at the man’s expression when he’d opened the door. He’d looked… relieved. Who had he been expecting?


	“I know. And I know my appointment’s tomorrow, but I had to come.” 


	“You couldn’t wait,” he said, his tone calm, exuding confidence and assurance.


	“Yes! Right! I need your help! I lost my good luck bracelet! You’ve got to find it for me!” 


	As he considered her plea, his gaze roamed among Jack and Gia and the others on the porch.


	“I see you’ve brought company.” 


	“I told them all about you and they’re dying to meet you. Can we come in? Please?” 


	“Very well,” Ifasen said. He stepped back and opened the door the rest of the way. “But only for a few minutes. I have to be rested for my early clients tomorrow.” 


	That’s right, Jack remembered. Weekends are busy times for psychics.


	Junie led the way, followed by Karyn and Claude. Jack and Gia were just stepping over the threshold when a deep rumble filled the air, vibrating through their bones and shaking the house.


	“Bomb!” Ifasen yelled. “Out! Everybody out!” 


	Then another sound, a deafening, high-pitched, echoing scream—whether of pain, fear, or joy, Jack couldn’t say—filled the air.


	Didn’t sound like a bomb to Jack but he wasn’t taking any chances. He grabbed Gia and hauled her back across the porch and onto the lawn. Junie, Claude, and a shrieking Karyn scurried behind them.


	Ifasen was still at the front door, calling for someone named Charlie.


	Jack kept moving, pushing Gia ahead of him up the walk toward the car. Then he noticed something.


	He stopped. “Wait. Feel that?” 


	Gia looked into his eyes, and then at her feet. “The ground…” 


	“Right. It’s shaking.” 


	“Oh, my God!” Junie cried. “It’s an earthquake!” 


	Just as suddenly as the tremors had started, they stopped.


	Jack looked around. Across the street, up and down the block, lights were on and people were spilling out into their yards, standing around in all states of dress and undress, some crying, some looking simply bewildered.


	Gia was staring at him. “Jack. An earthquake? In New York?” 


	“Don’t you remember that one on the Upper East Side back in ‘01?” 


	“I read about it, but I never felt it. I felt this. And I didn’t like it!” 


	Neither had Jack. Maybe people in places like LA got used to something like this, but feeling the solid granite bedrock of good old New York City rolling and trembling under his feet… pretty damn unsettling.


	“What about that other sound? Like a scream? Did you hear that?” 


	Gia nodded as she moved closer and clutched his arm. “Like a damned soul.” 


	“Probably just some old nails tearing free in the quake.” 


	“If you say so. Sure sounded like a voice though.” 


	Sure did, Jack thought. But he didn’t want to add to her unease.


	He looked around and saw Ifasen approaching with another, younger black man who bore a family resemblance. Both had similar builds and features, but instead of dreads the newcomer’s hair was cut in a neat fade. He wore black slacks, black sneakers, and a lightweight long-sleeve turtle-neck, also black.


	“An earthquake, Ifasen!” Junie said. “Can you believe it?” 


	“I knew something was going to happen,” Ifasen said. “But impending seismic activity interferes with psychic transmission, so I couldn’t get a clear message.” 


	Jack nodded approval. The guy ad-libbed well.


	Close up now, Jack noticed a horizontal scar along Ifasen’s left cheek; his milk chocolate skin was otherwise flawless except for the stipple of whiskers shadowing his jaw.


	“Can we go back inside now?” Junie said.


	Ifasen shook his head. “I don’t know…” 


	“Please?” 


	He sighed. “Very well. But only briefly.” He put a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “This, by the way, is my brother Kehinde. He lives in Menelaus Manor with me.” 


	Menelaus Manor? Jack thought, staring at the old house. This place has a name?


	Kehinde led the way back to the house. Jack hung back with Gia so he could talk to Ifasen.


	“Why’d you think it was a bomb?” 


	Ifasen blinked but his onyx eyes remained unreadable. “What gives you that idea?” 


	“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe the fact that you yelled ‘Bomb!’ when the house started to shake.” 


	“I’m not sure. Perhaps I was startled and it was the first thought that came to mind. The pre-seismic vibrations—” 


	Jack held up a hand. “Yeah. You told us.” 


	Jack sensed Ifasen was telling the truth, and that bothered him. When your house starts to shake, rattle, and roll, it could be a lot of things, but bomb should not be first on your guess list.


	Unless you were expecting one.


	“And where’s Charlie?” 


	Ifasen stiffened. “Who?” 


	“I heard you calling for someone named Charlie while we were evacuating.” 


	“You must have misheard me, sir. I was calling for my brother Kehinde.” 


	Jack turned to Gia. “Let’s split. I don’t think this is a good idea.” 


	Before Gia could answer, Ifasen said, “Please. There’s nothing to fear. Really.” 


	“Let’s do it, Jack.” She glanced at Ifasen. “It’ll take us, what—half an hour?” 


	“At most.” Ifasen smiled. “As I said, I need my rest.” 


	Half an hour, Jack thought. Okay. What could happen in half an hour?


				*
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	“This is my channeling room,” Ifasen said with a sweeping gesture.


	Impressive, Jack thought as he looked around.


	Ifasen had decked out the high-ceilinged first-floor room with a wide array of spiritualist and New Age paraphernalia along with some unique touches. Most striking were the host of statues—some looked like the real deal—from churches and Indian temples and Mayan pyramids: Mary, Saint Joseph, Kali, Shiva, a totem pole, a snake-headed god, cathedral gargoyles, and a ten-foot stone Ganesha holding a gold scepter in his coiled elephant trunk. Drapes covered the windows. The oak-paneled walls were festooned with paintings of spiritualist icons. Jack recognized Madame Blatavsky, the Mona Lisa of this Louvre of phonies.


	At the far end of the room sat a round table surrounded by chairs; an ornate, pulpitlike podium upon a two-foot dais dominated the near end; Ifasen took his place behind it while Jack, Gia, Junie, Karyn, and Claude seated themselves among the chairs clustered before it.


	“I am Ifasen,” he said, “and I have been blessed with a gift that allows me to communicate with the spirit world. I cannot speak directly with the dead, but with the aid of Ogunfiditimi, an ancient Nigerian wise man who has been my spirit guide since I was a child, I can bring revelations and messages of peace and hope to our world from the place beyond.” 


	“Ms. Moon’s sitting with me was scheduled for tomorrow, but due to her dire need, I have moved it up to tonight. In gratitude, she has made a generous donation to the Menelaus Manor Foundation on behalf of you, her friends, to allow you to become part of her sitting.” 


	Karyn and Claude clapped; Junie, alone in the front row, turned and waved.


	“I will answer her question and yours in the form of a billet reading,” Ifasen said. “My brother Kehinde is passing among you with billets, envelopes, and pens.” 


	The billets turned out to be index cards. Jack took a couple from Kehinde for Gia and himself. He knew this game but decided to play along.


	Ifasen said, “Please write your question on the billet, sign it, fold it, and seal it in the envelope. I will then contact Ogunfiditimi and ask him if he can find the answers in the spirit world. This is not a time for prank questions, or schemes to test the spirit world. Do not waste Ogunfiditimi’s time by asking a question to which you already know the answer. And realize this: the mere fact that you have asked a question does not obligate the spirits to answer. They pick and choose. The worthier the question, the more likely it will be answered.” 


	Great hedge, Jack thought. The perfect out.


	“May I ask a question?” Gia said, raising her hand like a schoolgirl.


	“Of course.” 


	“Why do we have to seal the question in an envelope? Why can’t we simply hand you the card and get the answer?” 


	Ifasen smiled. “Excellent question. Communication with the spirit world is not like a long-distance call. Words sometimes filter through, but often the communication is in the form of hints and feelings. To open the clearest channel, I need to empty my mind. If I’m thinking about the question, I’ll muddy the waters with my own opinions and prejudices. But if I don’t know the question, then my own thoughts can’t get in the way. What comes through then is pure Spirit Truth.” 


	“Smooth,” Jack whispered. “Silky smooth.” 


	Jack scribbled How is my sister? on his card and showed it to Gia.


	“Is that fair?” she said.


	“It’s something I’d like to know.” 


	Before he folded the card he tore a piece off the top left corner. As he slipped it inside the envelope he glanced at Gia and saw her sealing hers.


	“What did you ask?” 


	She smiled. “That’s between me and Ogunfiditimi.” 


	He was about to press her when a soft musical chime filtered through the room. He looked up and saw Ifasen holding what appeared to be a large bowl of beaten brass on the tips of his fingers.


	“This is a ceremonial bell from a temple deep in the jungles of Thailand. It is said that if properly mounted it will ring an entire day from a single stroke.” He flicked a fingernail against the shiny surface and again the soft chime sounded. “But tonight we will be using it as a bowl to collect your billets.” 


	He handed the bell to Kehinde who passed among them, collecting the envelopes. Jack kept an eye on him, watching closely as the younger brother placed the bell behind the base of the podium. He fiddled with something out of sight, then shook out a white cloth. The bell reappeared, covered with the cloth, and was handed up to Ifasen.


	Jack leaned back, nodding. Gotcha.


	Kehinde walked off and the lighting changed, the room growing dark while an overhead spot brightened, leaving Ifasen towering above them, bathed in a glow from heaven. He whipped off the white cloth and stared down into the bowl. After a moment he reached in and removed an envelope. He held it before him.


	“I have the first question,” he intoned. He lowered his head and raised the envelope on high where it gleamed like a star in the brilliant light. “Ogunfiditimi, hear me. These supplicants come before me, seeking knowledge, knowledge that only you can provide. Heed their requests and furnish the answers they seek.” 


	He shuddered once, twice, then spoke in a flat, sepulchral tone.


	“You are not yet ready. You must work harder, hone your craft, and above all, be patient. It will come.” 


	Ifasen looked up and blinked. He lowered the envelope and picked up a slim gold-plated letter opener. He slit the top of the envelope and pulled the card from within. He unfolded it and, to Jack’s chagrin, held it by the upper left corner. After reading it he smiled down at Karyn. “Does that answer your question, Karyn?” 


	She nodded enthusiastically.


	Clause said, “What did you ask?” 


	“I wanted to know when I’ll be as successful as Junie.” 


	Junie turned to her. “Didn’t I tell you? Isn’t he just so amazing?” 


	“How does he do that?” Gia whispered.


	“Later.” 


	Knowing pretty much how the rest of the act would go, Jack pulled out a folded pamphlet he’d picked up downstairs. The cover read THE MENELAUS MANOR RESTORATION FOUNDATION over a grainy picture of this old stone house. So that was where the donations went.


	He opened the yellow tri-fold brochure and out fell another, smaller pamphlet, almost the size of the three-by-five billet he’d just filled out. The cover showed a crude illustration of a human silhouette falling into a pit next to the title, “The Trap.” He flipped it over and almost laughed aloud when he saw the words “Chick Publications.” A Born Again mini-comic. The. opening pages showed a Christian character debunking a self-described channeler.


	Some prankster was slipping Jack Chick’s fundamentalist tracts into Ifasen’s brochures. How rich.


	Jack checked Ifasen, who had a fresh envelope held on high, but this time he skipped the incantation. Maybe he was in a hurry. He shook his head as if trying to clear it, scrinched up his eyes, then shook his head again. Finally he lowered the envelope and cast a disapproving look at Claude.


	“The spirits refuse to answer this. They want me to tell you to buy a calculator.” 


	He slit the envelope and unfolded the card—again holding it by the upper left corner. He read: ” ‘What is the square root of 2,762?’ ” He frowned at Claude, his disdain palpable. “What did I say about frivolous questions that waste the spirits’ time?” 


	Claude grinned. “It’s a question that’s plagued me for years.” 


	Junie gave him a fierce look and slapped him on the knee. Jack decided he liked Claude.


	He put aside the Chick pamphlet and was starting to read Ifasen’s propaganda on this house and its history when Gia nudged him.


	“Pay attention. You might be next.” 


	Jack refolded the brochure and trained his attention on Ifasen who had raised another envelope. He gave a couple of shudders, then, “Your sister sends you her love from the Other Side. She says she is well and to get on with your life.” 


	Jack couldn’t help feeling a chill. He knew the game, knew Ifasen was winging it here, but this was exactly what Kate would say.


	Ifasen was unfolding a card, holding it as usual by the upper left corner. “Does that answer your question, Jack?” 


	“Completely,” Jack said softly.


	Gia looked at him with wide eyes and grabbed his arm. “Jack! How could he—?” 


	He cocked his head toward her and whispered, “An educated guess. He’s very good.” 


	“How can you write that off as a guess?” 


	“Easy. Of course, if he’d said, ‘Kate sends her love,’ that’d be a whole other ballgame. Big problem writing that off.” 


	Another envelope had been thrust into the light, and now Ifasen was frowning again.


	“I’m having trouble with this. I sense a number trying to come through, but the seismic static has increased. I’m not sure, but I believe the number is two.” He opened his eyes. “And that’s all.” 


	Ifasen wore a puzzled frown as he slit this envelope, but when he read the message, he smiled. “Two.” He looked up. “Does that satisfy you, Gia?” 


	“I… I think so,” Gia said.


	Jack glanced at her and thought she looked a little pale. “What did you ask?” 


	“Tell you later,” she said.


	“Now.” 


	“Later. I want to see if he knows where Junie’s bracelet is.” 


	“The last envelope,” Ifasen said, thrusting it up into the light. He closed his eyes, went through the shuddering deal, then said, “It is not stolen. You will find it in the large blue vase.” He looked at Junie who was on her feet. “Do you have a large blue vase?” 


	“Yes! Yes!” She had her hands pressed against her mouth, muffling her words. “Right next to the door! But that can’t be! How could it possibly get in there?” 


	“The spirits didn’t say how, Ms. Moon,” Ifasen told her. “They simply said where.” 


	“I’ve gotta go! I’ve so gotta get home and check that vase!” She ran up to the podium and threw her arms around her psychic. “Ifasen, you’re the best, the greatest!” She turned to Jack and Gia and Karyn and Claude. “Isn’t he fantastic! Isn’t he just so incredible!” 


	Jack joined the applause. Nothing incredible about Ifasen, but he was good. He was very good.


				*
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	“Sweet Jesus!” Lyle Kenton said when their uninvited guests were finally gone. He’d already dropped his Ifasen persona; now he dropped into the recliner in the upstairs sitting room and rubbed his eyes. “What happened here tonight?” 


	His brother Charlie, no longer the subservient Kehinde, gave him a reproachful look from where he leaned against the couch, taking tiny sips from a Diet Pepsi. That was the way he drank: no gulps, just lots of quick, tiny sips.


	“Ay, yo, Lyle. I thought you was eighty-sixin’ it with taking the Lord’s name in vain.” 


	Lyle waved an apology with one hand and twisted one of his dreads in the other as he reran the past hour through his brain. Not the laid-back Friday night he’d planned. He and Charlie had been sitting in the living room, channel surfing in. search of something watchable on the tube when Junie Moon had come a-knockin’.


	“I tell you, Charlie, when I saw Moonie standing there on the front porch with that crowd behind her, I thought we were cooked. I mean, I figured she’d tumbled to your little visit and brought down the heat.” 


	Of course, on further reflection, he’d realized that if it really had been the heat, Junie Moon wouldn’t have been with them.


	“Coulda been worse,” Charlie said, pacing back and forth in front of the couch, a deep purple velvet affair that had come with the house. Everything in the room—the furniture, the upright piano, the murky landscapes in gilded frames on the walls—had been here when they’d bought it ten months ago. “Coulda been the banger who done the drive-by.” 


	Lyle nodded, feeling his neck tighten. Just last Tuesday night he’d been standing by the picture window in the waiting room downstairs when a bullet whizzed right by his head. It had punctured the pane without shattering it, leaving a hole surrounded by a small spiderweb of cracks. He’d dug it out of the wall, but since guns weren’t his thing, he couldn’t tell what” caliber it was. All he could be sure of was that it had been meant for him. The incident had left him shaken and more than a little paranoid. He’d kept the curtains pulled ever since.


	The reason, he knew, was that a lot of well-heeled clients had started migrating from the Manhattan psychics to Astoria since Lyle had joined the game. None of those players was happy about it. A slew of angry, threatening, anonymous phone calls over the past few weeks had made that clear. But one of them—hell, maybe a group of them—had figured that phone calls wouldn’t cut it and decided to play rough.


	But Lyle hadn’t called the police. They say the only bad publicity is no publicity, but this was an exception. A sensational story about his being shot at could be pure poison. People might stay away for fear of being caught in the middle of a shoot-out between warring psychics. He could imagine the quips: A trip to this psychic might put you a lot closer to the dearly departed than you intended.


	Oh, yes. That would be a real boon to business.


	But worse was the gut-clawing realization that someone wanted him dead.


	Maybe not dead, he kept telling himself. Maybe the shot had been a warning, an attempt to scare him off.


	He’d find that easier to believe if he’d been in another room at the time.


	Nothing else had happened since. Things would settle out. He just had to keep his head down and give it time.


	“But it wasn’t,” Lyle said. “It was just Junie Moonie and friends. So there I was, just starting to relax after finding out she’s here because she can’t wait till tomorrow for her session. I open the door, and what happens? Bam! The world starts to shake. I gotta tell you, bro, I almost lost it.” 


	Charlie’s grin had a sour twist. “I know you lost that busta accent.” 


	“Did I?” Lyle had to smile. He’d been affecting a mild East African accent for so long now—used it twenty-four/seven—that he’d thought his Detroit ghetto voice dead and buried. Guess not. “Shows how much I was worried about you, man. You’re my blood. I didn’t want this whole house comin’ down on your head.” 


	“I ‘predate that, Lyle, but Jesus was with me. I wasn’t afraid.” 


	“Well, you should have been. An earthquake in New York. Whoever heard of such a thing?” 


	“Maybe it’s a warning, Lyle,” Charlie said, still pacing and sipping. “You know, the Lord’s way of telling us to get tight.” 


	Lyle closed his eyes. Charlie, Charlie, Charlie. You were so much more fun before you got religion.


	My fault, he supposed. My bad.


	A few years ago, when they’d been working a low-budget spiritualist storefront in Dearborn, a faith healer came to town and he and Charlie had gone to see how the guy worked his game, Lyle had kept his eye on all the wheelchairs the healer had brought along, and how his assistants would graciously offer them to unsteady looking old folks who tottered in—the same folks who’d “miraculously” be able to walk again after the healer prayed over them. While he was doing that, his younger brother had been listening to the sermon.


	Lyle had gone home and written up notes for the future when he opened his own church.


	Charlie had bought a Bible at the tent show, brought it home, and started reading it.


	Now he was a Born Again. A True Believer. A Big Bore.


	They used to make the bars together, pick up women together, do everything together. Now the only things that seemed to interest Charlie were reading his Bible and “witnessing.” 


	Yet no matter what he did or didn’t do, Charlie was still his brother and Lyle loved him. But he’d liked the old Charlie better.


	“If that earthquake was the Lord’s work and aimed at us, Charlie, he sure shook up a lot of people besides us.” 


	“Maybe lots of people besides us need shaking up, yo.” 


	“Amen to that. But what was with that scream? You’ve got to let me know when you’re going to pull a new gag. The house shaking and the ground rumbling were bad enough, but then you throw in the scream from hell and everyone was ready to run for the river.” 


	“Didn’t have nothing to do with no scream,” Charlie said. “That was the fo’ reals, bro.” 


	“Real?” In his heart Lyle had known that, but he’d been hoping Charlie would tell him different. “Real what?” 


	“Real as in not something I cooked up. That sound didn’t come from no speakers, Lyle. It come from the house.” 


	“I know. A bunch of these old beams shifting in the quake, right?” 


	Charlie stopped his pacing and stared at him. “You connin’ me? You really gonna sit there and tell me that sounded like wood creaks to you? Betta recognize that was a scream, man. A human scream.” 


	That was what it had sounded like to Lyle too, but it couldn’t have been.


	“Not human, Charlie, because the only humans here besides you and me were our uninvited guests, and they didn’t do it. So it just sounded human, but wasn’t.” 


	“Was.” Charlie’s pacing picked up speed. “Come from the basement.” 


	“How do you know that?” 


	“I standin’ by the door when it went down.” 


	“The basement?” Lyle felt a chill ripple along his spine. He hated the basement. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 


	“Didn’t ‘xactly have time. We had guests, remember?” 


	“They’ve been gone for a while now.” 


	Charlie looked away. “I knew you’d wanna go check it out.” 


	“Damn right, I do.” He didn’t, not really, but no way he was going to sleep tonight if he didn’t. “And would you sit down or something? You’re making me nervous.” 


	“Can’t. I’m too jumpy. Don’t you feel it, Lyle? The house has changed, yo. Noticed it soon as we come back inside after the quake. I can’t explain it, but it feels different… strange.” 


	Lyle felt it too, but wouldn’t say so. That would be akin to buying into the same sort of supernatural mumbo jumbo they sold to the fish. Which he refused to do. But he had to admit that the room lights didn’t seem quite as bright as before the quake. Or was it that the shadows in the corners seemed a little deeper?


	“We’ve had a nerve-jangling week and you’re feeling the effects.” 


	“No, Lyle. It’s like it ain’t just us in this house no more. Like something else moved in.” 


	“Who? Beelzebub?” 


	“Don’t you go crackin’ on me. You know you feel it, dawg, don’t tell me you don’t!” 


	“I don’t feel nothin’!” 


	Lyle stopped and shook his head at the double negative. He’d spent years erasing the street from his vocabulary, but every once in a while, like a weed, it popped through the Third World turf he’d been cultivating. Ifasen’s accent said old Third World, his dreads said new Third World; Ifasen was an international man who recognized no barriers—not between races, not between nations, not even between life and death.


	But Third World was key. The affluent, white, New Age yo-yos who made up the demographic Lyle was chasing believed that only primitive and ancient civilizations retained access to the eternal truths obscured by the technophilia of western post-industrial civilization. They’d accept just about anything an East African named Ifasen told them, but would brush off the same if it came from Lyle Kenton of Detroit’s Westwood Park slums.


	Lyle didn’t mind the act; kind of liked it, in fact. But Charlie wouldn’t make the effort, declining to become what he called an “oreo.” So he became the silent partner in the act. At least he agreed to dress the part of Kehinde. Left on his own he’d be baggied out with a dukey rope, floppy fat sneaks, and a backward Tigers cap. A hip-hop Born-Again.


	Lyle jumped and spilled some beer on his pants as the phone rang. Man, his nerves were jangled. He looked at the caller ID: Michigan. He picked up.


	“Hey, sugar. I thought you’d be on the plane by now.” 


	Kareena Hawkins’s velvet voice slunk from the receiver. The sound gave Lyle a rush of lust. “I wish I were. But tonight’s promotion ran way over and the last plane out is gone.” 


	He missed Kareena. She ran the PR department of a Dearborn rap station. At twenty-eight she was two years younger than Lyle. They’d been just about inseparable before he moved east, and had been carrying on a longdistance relationship the last ten months, the plan being for Kareena to move east and get a job with a New York station.


	“So take a morning flight.” 


	He heard her yawn. “I’m beat, Lyle. I think I’ll just sleep in.” 


	Lyle couldn’t hide his disappointment. “Come on, Kareena. It’s been three weeks.” 


	“Next weekend’ll be better. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 


	Lyle pressed his case awhile longer but to no avail. Finally they ended the call. He sat there a moment, staring at one of the crummy pictures on the wall and feeling morose.


	Charlie said, “Kareena ain’t gonna make it, I take it?” 


	“Nah. Too tired. That job of hers is—” 


	“Hate to say it, bro, but she playin’ on you.” 


	“No way. Don’t talk like that.” 


	Charlie shrugged and mimed zipping his lip.


	Lyle didn’t want to admit it but he’d begun suspecting the same thing. He’d gotten the growing impression that despite all her early enthusiasm for a career move, Kareena had cooled to the idea of leaving her comfy niche in Dearborn and challenging the New York market. And now she was cooling on him.


	Only one thing to do: Take some time off next week and head west. Sit her down, talk to her, show her how important she was to him and how he couldn’t lose her.


	He looked at Charlie and said, “Let’s go check the cellar.” 


	Charlie only nodded.


	Lyle led the way down to the first level, through the old-fashioned linoleum-floored kitchen, and down the cellar steps. He flipped the light on and stopped, staring.


	“Jeees—” Realizing Charlie was right behind him, he stopped himself, then added, “—and crackers.” 


	According to the real estate agent who’d sold them the place, the cellar had been finished by a previous owner, two prior to Lyle. Whoever he was, he’d had no taste. He’d put in a drop ceiling with fluorescent lights, tacky fake wood paneling in some blah shade of pecan on the walls, and painted the concrete floor orange. Orange! It looked like a rec room out of a bad movie from the sixties, or maybe the fifties. Whatever, it did not belong in Menelaus Manor.


	But now a huge crack split its orange floor.


	“Peep this!” Charlie said as he brushed past Lyle and approached it.


	The jagged crack ran the entire width of the floor, wall to wall, east to west, widening to a couple of inches near the center. Crack was an understatement. The concrete slab of the floor had been broken in half.


	His brother was already crouched by the opening when Lyle arrived.


	“Looks deep,” Charlie said.


	Lyle’s heart stumbled over a beat as he saw his brother start to wriggle his fingers into the crack. He grabbed Charlie’s wrist and snatched it back.


	“What kind of fool are you?” he shouted, angry and frightened. “What if that floor decides to shift back? What are you going to do with a right hand that’s got no fingers?” 


	“Oh, right,” Charlie said, cradling his fingers as if they’d been hurt. “Good point.” 


	Lyle shook his head. Charlie was so bright in so many ways, but sometimes, when it came to common sense…


	Lyle studied the crack, wondering how deep the ground was split beneath it. He leaned over and squinted into the opening. Nothing but featureless darkness beyond.


	Wait… was that—?


	Lyle snapped his head up, momentarily dizzy. For a moment there he thought he’d seen stars… as if he’d been looking at a night sky, but someone else’s sky, like no night sky ever seen from earth… a yawning well of stars that threatened to drag him down through the opening.


	He backed away, afraid to look again, and as he moved he thought he felt a puff of air against his face. He placed his hand over the opening. A feather-light breeze wafted against his palm.


	Damn! Where was that coming from?


	“Charlie, look in there and tell me what you see.” 


	“Why?” 


	“Make like a Nike and just do it.” 


	Charlie put his eye to the crack. “Nathan. Just black.” 


	Lyle looked again and this time saw no stars, no strange sky. But what about a moment ago?


	He straightened. “Bring me the toolbox, will you?” 


	“What wrong?” 


	“I’m not sure.” 


	Charlie returned in less than a minute. Lyle opened the toolbox and found some two-inch nails. He pressed his ear to the crack and dropped one through. He listened for the clink of it hitting bottom, but it never came.


	Lyle motioned his brother closer. “Get your ear down here and see if you hear anything.” 


	A second try yielded the same nonresult for Lyle. He straightened and looked at Charlie. “Well?” 


	Charlie shook his head. “Could be soft dirt down there. Like sand.” 


	“Maybe. But you’d think we’d hear something.” 


	“Got an idea!” 


	Charlie jumped up and ran back upstairs. He returned with a pitcher of water.


	“This gotta work.” 


	Lyle fitted his ear against the crack; Charlie did the same and then began to pour. The faint trickle of the water through the crack was all Lyle heard. No splash, not even a hint of one, from below.


	Lyle straightened to sitting. “Just what we need: a bottomless pit under our house.” 


	“What we do?” Charlie stared at him, obviously expecting an answer from big brother.


	Lyle didn’t have one. He definitely didn’t want the city to know about this. They might condemn the place and boot him out. He hadn’t come all the way from Michigan to get kicked out of the first home he’d ever owned.


	No, he needed someone discreet who knew his way around construction and could tell him what was wrong and how to fix it. But he’d only been in town ten months and—


	“Dear Lord!” Charlie cried, jamming a hand over his nose and mouth. “What that!” 


	Lyle didn’t have to ask. He gagged as the odor hit him. It lifted him to his feet and sent him staggering toward the stairs. Charlie was right behind him as he pelted up to the first floor and shut the door.


	Lyle stood in the kitchen, gasping as he stared at his brother. “We must be sitting over a sewer line or something.” 


	Charlie stared back. “One that run through a graveyard. You ever smell anything stink so bad? Even close?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “Never.” He’d never imagined anything could smell that foul. “What next? A meteor through the roof?” 


	“Tellin’ you, Lyle, the Lord’s puttin’ us on notice.” 


	“With a stink bomb? I don’t think so.” 


	Although the odor hadn’t reached the kitchen, Lyle didn’t want to take any chances. He and Charlie stuffed wet paper towels into the spaces between the door and its molding.


	When they’d finished, Lyle went to the fridge and pulled out a Heinie keg can. He could have done with a double deuce of Schlitz M-L right now, but that was way too street.


	“You not gettin’ bent, are you?” Charlie said.


	He handed Charlie another Pepsi. “When was the last time I got bent?” 


	“When was the last time you had an earthquake open a bottomless pit under your house?” 


	“Good point.” He took a long cold gulp from the can and changed the subject. “By the way, one of the guys with Moonie tried to pull a fast one tonight, and I don’t mean Mr. Square Root.” 


	“The bama-looking Joe?” Charlie said, resuming his pacing.


	“Bama-looking Jack, if we’re to believe the name he wrote. I knew he was trouble right from the start. Heard me calling you by your real name when we were evacuating and wanted to know why I yelled ‘bomb’ when the quake hit. I kept an eye on him after that. He didn’t miss a trick. He watched your every move, then mine. Good thing I was onto him, otherwise I might have missed seeing him tear a corner off his billet.” 


	“So that’s why you was holding them by the top corner. You always hold them bottom center.” Charlie frowned. “You think he here to make trouble?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “No. I got the impression he didn’t even want to be here. I think he was bored and having a little fun with me. He knew exactly what I was doing but he was cool with it. Just sat there and let the show roll.” 


	Lyle wandered into the waiting room; Charlie followed, saying, “Maybe he in the game.” 


	“Not ours. Another game, but don’t ask me what.” Lyle had sensed something going on behind that white guy’s mild brown eyes; something that said, Don’t mess. “Some game of his own.” 


	Lyle prided himself on his ability to read people. Nothing psychic about it, no spirits involved, just something he’d been able to do as long as he could remember. A talent he’d honed to a fine edge.


	That talent had found the visitor named Jack a hard read. Bland-looking guy: nothing-special clothes, brown hair, mild brown eyes, not handsome, not ugly, just… there. But he’d moved with a secret grace inside a damn near impenetrable shield. The only thing Lyle had sensed about him besides the steer-clear warning was a deep melancholy. So when he’d seen his question—”How is my sister?”—Lyle’s instincts shouted, Recently deceased!


	If the reaction of the woman with him was any indicator, Lyle had scored a bull’s-eye.


	“But we came out okay,” Lyle said. “We may have hooked a future fish or two, and after Moonie finds her long lost bracelet right where I told her it would be, she’ll be singing my praises to anyone who’ll listen.” 


	Charlie sat down at the upright piano that had come with the house, and pounded the keys. “Wish I could play.” 


	“Take lessons,” Lyle said as he drifted to the front picture window.


	He pulled back the curtain just enough to reveal the bullet hole at the center of its crack web. Before filling it with translucent rubber cement, he’d run a pencil through the hole with ease. So small, and yet so deadly. For the thousandth time he wondered—


	Movement to his right caught his eye. What? God damn! Someone was out there!


	“Hey!” he shouted as a burst of rage drove him toward the front door.


	“Whassup?” Charlie said.


	“Company!” Lyle yanked open the door and leaped.onto the front porch. “Hey!” he shouted again as he spotted a dark figure racing away across the lawn.


	Lyle sprinted after him. Somewhere in his brain he heard faint cries of Danger! and Bullets! but he ignored them. His blood was up. Good chance this was the banger wannabe who’d done the drive-by, but he wasn’t driving now, and he wasn’t shooting, he was running, and Lyle wanted a piece of him.


	The guy was carrying something. Looked like a big can of some sort. He glanced over his shoulder. Lyle caught a flash of pale skin, then the guy was tossing the can Lyle’s way. It didn’t go far—sailed maybe half a dozen feet then hit the ground with a metallic sound and rolled. Unburdened, the guy picked up speed and beat Lyle to the curb where he hopped into a car that was already moving before the door closed.


	Lyle pulled up at the sidewalk, gasping for air. Out of shape. Charlie came up beside him, breathing hard, but not as hard as big brother.


	“See his face?” 


	“Not enough to recognize. But he’s white.” 


	“Figured that.” 


	Lyle turned and headed back. “Let’s go see what he dropped.” 


	He squatted by the object and turned it over. A gasoline can.


	“Shit!” 


	“What he gonna do? Burn a cross?” 


	“Doubt it.” Whites were in the minority on these streets. Another dark face moving in was a nonevent. “This is business. He was looking to burn us out.” 


	He rose and kicked the can, sending it rolling across the grass. The New York psychic game had only so many players. One of them had done this. He just had to find out who.


	But how?


				*
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	“All right,” Gia said. “We’re finally alone. Tell me how Ifasen did what he did.” 


	She’d been dying to know ever since they’d left the psychic’s house, but they’d been stuck driving Junie home. Since Karyn and Claude lived on the Lower East Side as well, they’d tagged along. Jack had dropped all three outside Junie’s apartment building and now he was ferrying Gia uptown on First Avenue.


	Despite the late hour, progress was slow. Gia didn’t mind. Time with Jack was never wasted.


	“First let’s decide where we’re going,” Jack said. “Your place or mine?” 


	Gia glanced at her watch. “Mine, I’m afraid. We’re getting to the end of the sitter’s time frame.” 


	Vicky, her eight-year-old, still would be up. She rarely failed to cadge extra hours of TV out of her sitters.


	Jack sighed dramatically. “Another celibate night.” 


	Gia leaned close and nuzzled his ear. “But it’s the last one for the next week. Did you forget that Vicky leaves for camp tomorrow morning?” 


	Gia had been trying to forget it. She’d hated the week Vicky had been gone last summer—the seven loneliest days of the year—and was dreading her departure tomorrow.


	“I did. Forgot completely. I realize you’ll miss her terribly, as will I, but I know just the thing to ease the pain of separation.” 


	Gia smiled and twirled a lock of Jack’s hair. “And whatever would that be?” 


	“That’s my secret until tomorrow night.” 


	“I can’t wait. And speaking of secrets, what’s Ifasen’s?” 


	“No-no,” Jack said. “First you tell me the question you asked. If ‘two’ was the answer, what was the question?” 


	She shook her head. She now found herself a little embarrassed by her question. If she could get away without revealing it…


	“You first. Tell me how that man can give answers when he doesn’t know the question.” 


	“You’re sure you want to know?” Jack said, turning his head to give her a smile.


	A smile from Jack… so few of those since Kate’s death. She missed them.


	“Why wouldn’t I?” 


	“Might spoil the fun.” 


	“I can handle the truth. How does he do it?” 


	“Pretty much the same way Johnny Carson did when he pulled his Karnak the Magnificent shtick.” 


	“But he was reading off cue cards.” 


	“Exactly. And in effect, so is Ifasen.” 


	Gia shook her head, baffled. “I don’t get it. We sealed those envelopes. We heard him give the answer, we watched him open the envelope and read the question.” 


	“Things aren’t always as they appear.” 


	“I know that only I knew what was written on my card.” 


	“Not after his brother Kehinde did his work.” 


	“Kehinde? But he just—” 


	“Appears to be a gofer? That’s what you’re supposed to think. But Kehinde is key. Ifasen put on the show, but he couldn’t have done it without his brother’s help. The method is called ‘one ahead.’ If you remember, right after Kehinde collected the sealed envelopes he took the bowl around to the rear of the podium and made a show of covering it with the cloth. That’s the key moment. Because while you think he’s fiddling with the cloth, he’s really slitting open one of the envelopes and removing its card—or billet as the psychics like to call them. He was also tossing in a marked envelope containing a blank card.” 


	“Why?” 


	“Think about it. When Ifasen—and by the way, if that’s his real name, mine is Richard Nixon—when he removes the white cloth on the bowl, he looks down and reads the question on the card Kehinde opened for him. Then he picks up one of the sealed envelopes and raises it above his head. But he doesn’t answer the question in the raised envelope; he answers the question on the card in the bowl.” 


	“I get it!” Gia said, feeling a burst of pleasure as all the pieces fell into place. “After he answers the question in the bowl, he tears open the envelope and pretends to read the question he just answered, but actually he’s seeing the next question.” 


	“Exactly. And for the rest of the show, he stays one envelope ahead—which is how the method got its name.” 


	“And the blank card in the extra marked envelope is so Ifasen won’t wind up one short.” She shook her head. “It’s so simple.” 


	“The best tricks are.” 


	Gia couldn’t hide her chagrin at being so easily fooled. “Am I so gullible?” 


	“Don’t feel bad. You’ve got plenty of company. Millions, I’ll bet. That trick’s been conning people since the eighteen hundreds. Probably started as a sideshow mentalist gag, then the spiritualists picked it up and they’ve been milking it ever since.” 


	“So Ifasen’s a fake psychic.” 


	“That’s redundant.” 


	“How do you know so much about it?” 


	Jack shrugged, but didn’t look her way. “You pick things up here and there.” 


	“You told me earlier you once helped a psychic. One of your customers?” 


	“No. I worked for one, as a helper, playing the gofer like Kehinde, plus doing behind-the-scenes stuff.” 


	“No!” She’d never imagined. “When?” 


	“Long time ago, when I first came to the city.” 


	“You never told me.” 


	“Not necessarily something I’m proud of.” 


	Gia laughed. “Jack, I can’t believe this. After all the things you’ve done…” 


	She saw him glance at her, then train his eyes back on the traffic again. He said nothing, but that look said it all: You don’t know all the things I’ve done. Not even close.


	How true. And Gia preferred it that way. The Jack she saw on almost a daily basis was even tempered and good-natured, gentle and considerate in bed, and treated Vicky like his own daughter. But she knew he had another side. She’d seen it only once. That had been when—


	Had it been almost a year already? Yes. It was last August when that filthy creature abducted Vicky. She still remembered Jack’s face when he heard about it, how it had changed, how he’d bared his teeth, how his normally mild brown eyes had become flat and hard. She’d looked then into the cold harsh face of murder, a face she never wanted to see again.


	Kusum Bahkti, the man Jack had gone after that night… he disappeared from the face of the earth, as if he’d never been.


	Jack killed him. Gia knew that and, God help her, she’d been glad. She was still glad. Anyone who wanted to harm her little girl deserved to die.


	Kusum wasn’t the only man Jack had killed. Gia knew of one other for sure: the mass murderer he’d stopped in mid-slaughter on a subway car back in June. For a while the mystery “Savior” had been all the media talked about, but the furor had pretty much died down now.


	Gia was sure there had been others. She didn’t know this for a fact, but it was a reasonable conclusion. After all, Jack made his living fixing situations for people who’d run out of aboveground options. When that happened, some of them went underground in search of a solution. A few of those wound up with Jack.


	So Jack’s clientele—he insisted on calling them customers instead of clients—was hardly the cream of society. And to solve their problems he sometimes had to mix it up with some abominable lowlifes, people ready to kill to prevent Jack from doing his job. Since Jack was still alive, she had to assume that some of those others were not.


	None of these were happy thoughts, and Gia preferred to tuck them out of sight where she didn’t have to deal with them. She loved Jack, but hated what he did. When she’d stepped off the bus from Iowa to pursue her dream of being an artist, she’d never known a man like Jack could exist, let alone that she’d wind up with him. She was a tax-paying, law-abiding citizen; he was not.


	She’d finally forced herself to face the truth: she loved a criminal. He wasn’t on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list, or on anyone else’s wanted list, for that matter—because none of the list makers knew he even existed—but he definitely lived outside the law. She couldn’t imagine how many laws he’d broken and continued to break every day.


	But strangely he was the most moral man—her father aside—that she’d ever met. He was like an elemental force. She knew he would never break faith with her, never leave her in the lurch, never allow her to come to harm. She knew that if it ever came down to it, he’d give his life for her. She felt safe with Jack, as if surrounded by an impenetrable shield.


	No one else could give her that feeling. Last year at this time, they’d been split. Jack had told her when they first met that he was a “security consultant.” When Gia had learned how he really made his living, she’d walked out. She’d dated other men during the hiatus, but they all seemed so insubstantial after Jack. Like wraiths.


	And then, despite all the hurt and invective she’d heaped on him, when she and Vicky had needed him most, he’d been there.


	“I mean,” she said, rephrasing, “with all the scams you’ve pulled through the years—” 


	“Scamming a scammer is different. The fish these psychics hook don’t know any better. I think people should get something real for their money, not just smoke and mirrors.” 


	“Maybe smoke and mirrors is what they’re looking for. Everybody’s got to believe in something. And after all, it’s their money.” 


	Jack glanced at her. “Am I hearing right? Is this the Gia I know?” 


	“Seriously, Jack, where’s the harm? Probably better than throwing it away at Foxwoods or Atlantic City. At least they can get some comfort out of it.” 


	“You can lose the ranch in a casino and, trust me, you can lose just as much to a psychic. The bitch I worked for…” He shook his head. “Bitch is not a term I use lightly. It took me a while to realize what a foul, vindictive, small person she was, and when I did—” 


	“Did she cheat you?” 


	“Not me. I was already disillusioned with her and her crummy little game, but the icing came when she scammed some little old lady into signing over a valuable piece of property to her; convinced her it was what her dead husband wanted her to do.” 


	“Oh, no.” The image twisted inside Gia.


	“That was when I walked.” 


	“But they’re not all like that.” 


	“The open ones are.” 


	“Open?” 


	“There’s two kinds of mediums. The closed mediums really believe in the spirit world and what they’re doing; they’ve bought the whole package. As a rule they limit themselves to readings—tarot cards, palms, tea leaves, that sort of thing. They don’t put on a show. Open mediums, on the other hand, are all show. They’re con men who know it’s a scam, who trade background information on their suckers, and are always looking for bigger and better ways to hoodwink them. They knowingly sell lies. They promise a peek into the afterlife, but they use special effects like ectoplasm and voices and spirit writing to fool people into believing they’ve delivered.” 


	“But Jack, I’ll bet a fair number of people derive some comfort from them. Look at you tonight. If you didn’t know what you do, and let’s say you maybe half-believed, wouldn’t you have found comfort in that message from Kate?” 


	“Sure. But here’s my point: it wasn’t from Kate. It was from Ifasen. He told a lie. If I’d come to him as a private client, all I would have got for my money was a lie.” 


	“And peace of mind which, in a way, is priceless.” 


	“Even if it’s built on a lie?” 


	Gia nodded. “If a placebo cures your headache, you’re rid of your pain, aren’t you?” Jack sighed. “I suppose so.” He shook his head. “The really sad thing about so many of these open psychics is that they’re truly talented. They possess amazing insight into people, an instinct for reading body language and picking up on every nuance of speech and dress. They know people. They could be ace psychologists. They could make a great living in the straight world—you know, doing well while doing good. But they’d rather stay on the fringe, playing their games.” 


	“Hmmm,” Gia said. “Sounds like someone I know but I can’t quite place the name. I think it begins with a J…” 


	“Very funny. Except I don’t play games. I deliver. And if I don’t, it’s not for lack of trying.” He shot her a rueful smile. “But you know, I do believe old Ifasen did something for me tonight. I know he just rattled off a stock message from the ‘Other Side,’ but to tell the truth, he happened to hit on exactly what Kate would have said.” 


	“You mean about getting on with your life?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“How many times have I told you that Kate wouldn’t want you to spend the rest of your life moping around? And when was the last time I mentioned that very thing? How many hours ago? Two? Three maybe?” 


	He grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, I know. But sometimes you have to hear it from a stranger. Anyway, I think it’s time for me to get back in the saddle again. I’ve got a couple of calls in my voice mail right now. I’ll check them out tomorrow, and if one of them is right for me, I’ll be back to work.” 


	“That’s wonderful.” 


	What am I saying? Gia thought.


	She hated Jack’s work. It was usually dangerous. Every time he hired on to “fix” a situation, he ran the risk of being hurt. But worse, because the police were as much a threat as any hoodlum he took on, he couldn’t count on them for help if he got in over his head. When Jack went off to work, he went alone.


	How many times had she pleaded with him to find something less dangerous to do? He’d compromised by promising to restrict his fix-it work to situations he could repair at arm’s length, where he didn’t have to show his face or get personally involved. Gia believed he tried his best to keep that promise, but too often the jobs didn’t go as planned.


	But his interest in returning to work meant he was pulling out of his funk. That, at least, was good.


	“Maybe you should go back for a private session,” she said. “Maybe he’ll tell you to get into a safer line of work. And maybe you’ll listen when he tells you. Heaven knows you don’t listen when I do.” 


	“I think we should stay away from Ifasen, but not for that reason.” 


	“Meaning?” 


	“I think he’s got trouble.” 


	“You mean because he yelled ‘bomb’?” 


	“That… and other things.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“A patched bullet hole in his front window, for instance.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	He nodded. “It could have been there when he bought the house, but he’s obviously renovated the place, so… someone’s giving him a hard time.” 


	“But who—?” 


	“Other psychics. The lady—I use the term loosely—that I once worked for used to go berserk when she lost a sitter to another psychic. She called herself Madame Ouskaya but her real name was Bertha Cantore. I used to think she’d seen The Wolfman too many times and ripped off the name of that old actress Maria Ouspenskaya who played the gypsy, but that was giving her too much credit. I can’t imagine her ever sitting though the credits of a movie. Finally one night, when she’d had a few too many gins and was sailing a few too many sheets to the wind, she told me that she’d cadged it off an ancient Russian neighbor who’d died when Bertha was ten. But you know how they talk about a leopard never changing its spots? That was Bertha. She may have called herself Ouskaya, but that didn’t hide her true nature. Her father was Sicilian and she had a hitman’s temper. She’d send me out to slash tires and break windows and—” 


	“Did you?” 


	Jack didn’t look at her. “Most of the time I just told her I did, but sometimes… sometimes, yeah, I did.” 


	“Jack…” She couldn’t keep the dismay out of her voice.


	“Hey, I was hungry, stupid, and a lot younger. I thought what was bad for her was bad for me. I hadn’t figured out yet that she was bad for me. Hell, if she knew how to make bombs, she’d probably’ve wanted me to plant them, or wire ignitions to blow the competition away.” He shook his head. “What a nutcase.” 


	“Could she be the one Ifasen’s afraid of?” 


	“Nah. Couple of years ago I heard that she’d, as they say in the trade, migrated to the Other Side.” A quick glance Gia’s way, embarrassment in his eyes. “Let’s not talk about her, okay? Makes my teeth hurt just to think about her.” 


	Gia knew getting off the topic of this Madame Ouskaya would probably turn the conversation to her question to Ifasen. She cast about for a diversion and spotted the pamphlet Jack had brought from the psychic’s house. She snatched it up.


	“‘The Menelaus Manor Restoration Foundation.’ What’s this?” 


	“Sounds like a scam. Take donations to renovate the house you’re living and working in. A win-win proposition for Ifasen if I ever heard one.” 


	“Is all this true?” Gia said, gathering flashes of the house’s history of mayhem by the light of street lamps they passed.


	“I never got a chance to get into it. What’s it say?” 


	She turned on the console lamp and held the brochure under the glow. “It says the place was built in 1952 by Kastor Menelaus. He died of cancer, and was the last owner to ‘pass on to the Other Side’ due to natural causes.” 


	Jack grinned. “This sounds like it’s gonna be good!” 


	“His son Dmitri, who inherited the house, committed suicide in the early nineties. The next owners, a Doctor Singh and his wife, had the place for a few years, did some renovations, and then someone cut their throats while they were sleeping.” She looked up at Jack. “This is awful! I hope it’s fiction.” 


	“Read on.” 


	Gia was liking this less and less. “The previous owners, the ones before Ifasen, were Herbert Lom and his wife—” 


	“Not the actor—the guy who played in the Hammer Phantom of the Opera?” 


	“It doesn’t say. He and his wife Sara disappeared after—oh, God.” Something about a mutilated child. Her stomach turned and she closed the brochure.


	“After what?” 


	“Never mind. Jack, this is sick! It’s like the place is cursed. He has to be making this stuff up.” 


	Jack was shaking his head. “Doubt it. Too easy to get caught. My guess is he’s taken a few facts and embellished them to within an inch of their collective lives. Read on.” 


	“I’d rather not.” 


	“Just skip to some part that’s not gory.” 


	Reluctantly she reopened the brochure and skipped down a paragraph from where she’d left off. “Ifasen quotes himself here: ‘I chose Menelaus Manor because the violent deaths have left behind strong psychic vibrations. The souls of those who died here do not rest easy, and their ongoing presence weakens the divide between our world and the Other Side, making Menelaus Manor the perfect site for the church I will establish here.’” Gia looked at Jack. “Church?” 


	Jack smiled. “The ultimate scam. Tax-free heaven, and completely legal. Like minting money. How do you think the Scientologists can afford to sue anyone who says a discouraging word about their racket?” 


	“He says here donations will go toward ‘putting the Manor at peace with this world and in harmony with the next.’ What does that mean?” 


	“It means renovations will probably go on forever. Or at least until Ifasen crosses over to the Other Side himself.” 


	“Careful, Jack,” she told him. “Keep talking like that and I’ll start suspecting you’re a cynic.” 


	“Me?” 


	Jack pulled into Sutton Square and stopped before Gia’s door. He pulled her close and kissed her.


	“Thanks for dragging me out tonight. Earthquakes and psychics in cursed manors… you sure know how to show a guy a good time.” 


	She returned the kiss. “Anytime. And tomorrow night I’ll show you an even better time.” 


	“Hot-cha!” 


	Laughing, they got out of the car. Jack put an arm around her shoulders; he started to walk her the short distance to her door, but stopped halfway there.


	“Hey. Wait a sec. You never told me your question. What was it?” 


	“It was nothing. Just some silliness I was playing around with. Don’t—” 


	“Who loves silly more than me? Tell, Gia. I won’t go home until you do.” 


	“All right.” She could see no way out of it. “I asked, ‘How many children will I have?’” 


	“And he told you two.” Jack grinned. “I wish I believed in this stuff. That would mean I’d be the father of number two. At least I assume I’d be.” 


	“He said it with such assurance.” 


	“That’s because he’s a pro. And because he figured it was a safe number. Consider it from his angle: You look younger than your years; Ifasen figures you’ve got one child, maybe two. So even if you have no kids, if he answers two or three, he’s golden. Three would be the safer number, but I’ve got a feeling this guy likes to play close to the edge. He took a chance and said two.” 


	“But if I never have another child, he’ll be proven wrong.” 


	“By the time you know that for sure, you’ll have forgotten about Ifasen. Or he can deny that’s what he said. He can’t lose. So don’t waste brain time thinking about it.” 


	But that wasn’t so easy for Gia. She remembered feeling a little queasy this morning. But she couldn’t be pregnant. She was on the pill, and she was faithful about taking it every morning…


	Except back in June when she and Vicky had flown out to Iowa to visit the family. She’d forgotten to pack her pills. Unusual for her because she never forgot her pills. But it hadn’t mattered because Jack wasn’t with her. And as soon as she returned she’d immediately started back on them.


	But right after she returned she and Jack had…


	Gia felt a twinge of nausea. She could think of worse things that could happen, but she didn’t want this, not now…


	It wasn’t possible…


	Maybe not. But first thing tomorrow, as soon as Vicky was on that bus to camp, she was picking up a home pregnancy test kit.


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	For a long time it was not. But now it is.


	For a long time it was not aware. But now it is.


	Barely aware. It does not know what or who it is or was. But it knows that at some time past it existed, and then that existence was ended. But now it exists again.


	Why?


	It does not know where it is. It reaches out as far as it can and vaguely senses other presences, some like itself, and many, many more unlike it, but can identify none of them.


	The disorientation makes it afraid, but another emotion pushes through the fear: rage. It does not know the source of the rage but clings to the feeling. Acceptance makes the rage grow. It nestles in the rage and waits for a direction in which to unleash it…


				*

	


	
IN THE WEE HOURS


	Lyle awoke shivering.


	What was wrong with that damn air conditioner? It was barely cooling the room when he’d gone to bed, now it was freezing him out. He opened his eyes. His first-floor bedroom faced the street, so he kept the blinds pulled at night; the light seeping between the slats now was the yellow glow of the street lamps, not the pale gray of dawn. He blinked the glowing clock display into focus: 2:32.


	He groaned softly. He couldn’t find the energy to get up, so he pulled his sheet closer around his neck and tried to fall back into sleep. But thoughts of fires and attempts on his life wouldn’t allow it.


	Someone wanted him dead…


	That had kept him up for a while. After a few more beers to take the edge off, he’d hit the rack; but sleep had played coy while he lay awake here in the dark listening for any unusual noises. Finally he’d drifted off.


	The room grew colder still, its chill seeping through the sheet to wrap him in an icy embrace. He kicked his leg out over the edge of the bed. Damn it all, he’d have to get up and—


	Wait. The air conditioner wasn’t running. No mistake about that. This old place didn’t have central air so he’d had to buy window units, and they were anything but quiet.


	Lyle froze. Not from the cold but from another sensation: he was not alone in the room. He could feel a presence somewhere in the darkness at the end of the bed.


	“Charlie?” 


	No response from the shadows, no rustle of clothing, no whisper of breathing, but the stiff hairs on his arms and the tight skin along the back of his neck told him that someone else was here. He knew it wasn’t his brother—Charlie would never play with his head like this—but he had to ask again.


	“Charlie, damn it, is that you?” He heard a tremor in his voice, in sync with his quivering heart.


	As the cold became more intense, Lyle slid back against the headboard. He wormed his hand between the mattress and box spring and came up with the carving knife he’d placed there earlier. With its handle in a sweaty death grip, he fumbled his free hand toward the bedside lamp, and clicked it on.


	Nothing happened. He clicked once, twice, half a dozen times more. Still no light. What was going on? It had worked just fine a few hours ago. Was the power out?


	No. The clock display was still—


	Then the clock blacked out, just for a second, as if a dark shape had passed in front of it.


	Lyle’s heart was pounding madly now. He sensed whoever it was coming closer, moving toward him around the side of the bed.


	“I’ve got a knife, damn it!” His hoarse, dry voice cracked in the middle. “Stay back!” 


	But whoever it was moved relentlessly forward until he hovered over Lyle, leaning closer…


	“Fuck you!” Lyle screamed and rammed the knife straight ahead.


	Whatever the blade sliced into, it wasn’t clothing or flesh; more like powdery snow, and cold—Lyle had never felt such cold. He drew back his hand and tried to drop the knife but his numb fingers wouldn’t respond.


	And then the lamp came on. Lyle jumped, gasped, and thrust out the knife again—to attack, defend, he didn’t know, the blade seemed to move of its own will—but he saw no one.


	Gone! But that couldn’t be. And the cold—gone too, leaving cloying, humid air in its wake. He looked at the knife and cried out when he saw the thick red fluid oozing down the blade. He hurled it to the floor… and saw what else lay there.


	“Charlie!” 


	Oh God oh Christ it was Charlie on his back, legs and arms splayed, his chest a bloody ruin, and his glazed eyes staring at Lyle in shocked surprise.


	Lyle felt as if his bones had dissolved. He slid off the bed and crumpled to his knees beside his dead brother.


	“Charlie, Charlie,” he mumbled through a sob as he bent over him. “Why’d you do it? Why’d you do something so stupid! You knew—” 


	“Lyle?” 


	Charlie’s voice. Lyle snapped upright.


	“Lyle, what do you want?” 


	Behind him. He turned and there, across the room, in the doorway on the far side of the bed, stood Charlie. Lyle opened his mouth but couldn’t speak. It couldn’t be. It…


	He turned back to the floor and found it empty except for the knife. No Charlie, no blood on the rug or the blade.


	Am I losing it?


	“What’s going on, man?” Charlie said, yawning. “Why you callin’ me this hour?” 


	Lyle looked at him again. “Charlie, I…” His voice choked off.


	“Hey, you all right?” Charlie said, his expression concerned instead of annoyed as he stepped forward. “You look bust, bro.” 


	Finally he could speak. “I just had the worst nightmare of my life. It seemed so real and yet… it couldn’t have been.” 


	“What happened? I mean, what it about?” 


	“Someone here, in the room, coming for me…” He decided not to tell Charlie how the dream had ended.


	Charlie nodded. “Well, no mystery where that come from, yo.” 


	Right. No stretch to interpret this dream, but Lyle couldn’t shake its remnants… the cold… and the presence.


	“But I was so sure someone was here.” He pointed at the knife on the floor. “I even tried to cut him.” 


	Charlie’s eyes widened as they fixed on the blade. “Sweet Lord, I can see I better start locking my door at night case you start sleepwalking.” 


	He grinned to show he was only kidding. Lyle tried to return the smile, and hoped it didn’t look as sick as he felt. If Charlie only knew…


	Lyle picked up the knife and turned it over and back, shuddering at the memory of the blood he’d seen coating it. He examined his worn reflection in the surface of the blade, as pristine as when he’d taken it from the cutlery drawer earlier tonight.


	Okay, so he hadn’t stabbed Charlie. Thank God for that. But against all reason he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone else had been here in this room tonight.


	Maybe he should go out and find himself a gun.


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	It still does not know who or what or where it is, but memory fragments flash like meteorites through its consciousness, frightening glimpses of sharp objects and gushing red liquid. It must leave here, must get out, OUT!
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SATURDAY
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	“I’ll be fine, Mom,” Vicky said as Gia gave her one last great big hug before releasing her to the camp-bound bus. “You’re just having separation anxiety.” 


	Gia had to laugh as she pushed her daughter back to arm’s length. “I’m having what?” 


	“Separation anxiety. I read about it in the camp brochure.” 


	“But you’re supposed to have it, not me.” 


	“I am. I’m worried you’re going to cry when I leave.” 


	“I won’t. I promise.” 


	Another kiss and a long hug—how she loved this little eight-year-old who sometimes acted forty—and then Gia backed up to stand with the other parents.


	No tears, she told herself as she watched Vicky step up into the maw of the idling bus. It will only upset her.


	She and Vicky had cabbed down to the pick-up spot by the UN Plaza, with Vicky doing most of the talking. A good thing, because Gia wasn’t feeling so hot this morning. Her stomach felt queasy. Nerves because Vicky was leaving her, or something else?


	Nerves, she’d told herself. Has to be.


	Whatever the cause, the bumpy cab ride hadn’t helped matters. She’d been very happy to listen to Vicky rattle on about how she couldn’t wait to work with clay on the lathe at art camp this year, because she’d been too young last time.


	Gia kept her emotions pretty well in hand until Vicky took a seat by a window and waved to her. Gia saw the dark hair she’d braided into a French twist this morning, saw that big smile and those sparkling blue eyes, and almost lost it. But she gamely forced a tremulous smile and blinked to keep the tears at bay.


	
What kind of a mother am I? She’s only eight and I’m sending her off to stay with strangers for a week. I must be crazy!


	But Vicky so loved art camp. She’d tried it for a few days last year and this time pleaded to stay for a week. Gia knew she had talent and wanted to give her every opportunity to nurture it.


	But a whole week away in the Catskills… that was forever.


	The door closed, the engine gunned, and the bus moved off. Gia waved till it was out of sight, then allowed herself the luxury of a few tears and sniffles. She looked around and noticed she wasn’t the only one with moist eyes on this sultry summer morning.


	She decided to walk back. It wasn’t far and the exercise would do her good.


	Besides… she had a stop to make along the way.


	Half an hour later Gia stood at the antique white porcelain sink in the upstairs bathroom and stared at her third pregnancy test in fifteen minutes.


	Negative. Just like the other two.


	But she felt pregnant. That was why she’d stopped and picked up three different brands of home test kits, just to be sure.


	They all told her the same thing, but that didn’t change how she felt.


	The phone rang. Thoughts of a bus accident, Vicky hurt, flashed through her mind and she snatched it up.


	“Gia!” said a familiar woman’s voice. “It’s me, Junie!” She sounded excited, all but burbling.


	“Oh, hi. Did you find—?” 


	“That’s why I’m calling! When I got in last night I went straight to the big blue vase by the door and turned it upside down. Want to guess what dropped out?” 


	“Don’t tell me—your bracelet?” 


	“Yes!” She laughed. “Right where Ifasen said it would be! I couldn’t believe it! I hardly go near that vase. I don’t know how it got in there but I was so happy I cried. Isn’t he just so amazing?” 


	Gia didn’t respond, thinking about what Jack had said last night, how he’d explained Ifasen’s billet-reading trick. All fine and good, but how could he explain this? Gia wouldn’t buy that it was an educated guess like when Ifasen told her she’d have…


	Oh, God! He’d said she’d have two children… and here she was, feeling pregnant.


	“Hey, Gia,” Junie said. “You still there?” 


	“What? Oh, yes. Still here. I’m just wondering how this can be possible. How could he have known something like that?” 


	“He didn’t. The spirits did. They told him, and then he passed it on to me. Pretty simple, don’tcha think?” 


	“Hmmm,” Gia said. She felt a crawly sensation in her stomach that had nothing to do with morning sickness. “Right. Simple.” 


	She ended the call as quickly as possible without being rude, then wandered to a front window and stared out. Her eyes fixed on the townhouses across the square from hers without really seeing them.


	Maybe that was all this was… the power of suggestion. She’d screwed up her pills, a psychic said she’ll have two children, and then her subconscious went to work, making her feel pregnant.


	The tests—three of them, no less—said otherwise.


	But home kits weren’t all that accurate in the very early stages of a pregnancy. The labels did warn about false negatives.


	A blood test… that was supposed to be extremely accurate, positive within days of conception.


	She found her Daytimer and looked up her gynecologist’s number. No way Gia expected Dr. Eagleton to see her on a Saturday, but no reason she couldn’t order the test for her, maybe at someplace like Beth Israel, and Gia could run up there, have her blood drawn, and wait for the results.


	Yes, she thought, punching in the number. Let’s get this settled once and for all.


	As much as Gia loved Jack, she did not want to be pregnant.


				*
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	Lyle awoke hot and sweaty. He could hear the air conditioner in the window running like a bandit, yet the room felt like a steam bath. Damn thing was only a month old. Couldn’t be going south already.


	He opened his eyes and lifted his head. Someone had pulled up the blinds and opened all his bedroom windows.


	Lyle rolled out of bed. What was going on here? Had Charlie done this?


	He had no intention of cooling the rest of Astoria so he slammed his windows shut and stalked down the hall to the rear bedroom. He barged in and found Charlie sprawled on his sheets, both windows wide open, and his AC going full blast.


	“Damn it, Charlie, what are you up to?” 


	Charlie lifted his head and blinked at him. “Whassup, bro?” 


	“The windows, for one thing! What’s with opening the windows? It’s gonna be ninety today.” 


	“Didn’t open no windows.” 


	“Yeah? Well then who did? Ice-T?” 


	He slammed them closed, then stepped back into the hall. He was headed for his room when he felt a warm breeze flowing up the stairwell. He ran downstairs and found all the waiting room windows and the front door wide open.


	“Charlie!” he shouted. “Charlie get down here!” 


	When Charlie stumbled in he gaped at the open windows and door. “Dawg, what you doing?” 


	“Me? I locked that door last night myself, chain lock and all. I didn’t get up and open it. And since there’s only two people in this house, that leaves you.” 


	He shut and relocked the door as he was speaking.


	“Don’t look at me, yo,” Charlie said, closing the windows. “I been racked out.” 


	Lyle stared at his brother. Charlie used to be a def joker who could spin out a line like no one else. But ever since he’d been born again, he told the truth—about everything, even if it hurt.


	“Then who…? Shit! Someone got in!” 


	Lyle raced to the channeling room. If they’d wrecked the equipment…


	But no, the room looked fine. No obvious damage. A quick survey by Charlie and him revealed it to be just as they’d left it. Except for the windows. During the remodeling he’d painted the panes black and draped them with heavy curtains to block the tiniest ray of light. Now the drapes were pulled back and the windows thrown open, allowing sunlight to flood the room. It changed the look entirely, making all his carefully arranged mystical touches look… tacky.


	Relieved that nothing had been damaged, Lyle closed the windows, pulled the drapes, and headed back toward the kitchen.


	“We’re running late, Charlie. We’ve got a noon sitting, so—” 


	Lyle almost tripped when he came back through the waiting room: the windows and the front door were open again.


	Charlie stumbled to a stop behind him. “What in the name of the Lord—” 


	“The Lord’s got nothing to do with this, Charlie. They’re still here!” 


	Lyle darted into the kitchen—where the windows and back door all stood open—and grabbed two knives. He handed one to his brother.


	“All right. We know he’s not down here. So you plant yourself by the stairs to make sure no one sneaks down, while I sweep upstairs.” 


	Lyle’s heart was already running in high gear as he took the steps up two at a time; it further picked up its tempo as he moved down the hall, knife held before him. He’d grown up in a tough neighborhood, but he’d stayed away from the crazies, the crackheads, and the bangers. He’d had fights along the way, mostly shoving matches, one that got his face cut when someone pulled a boxcutter, but that was it. So he wasn’t exactly practiced in knife fighting. He didn’t even know if he could stab somebody, but he was mad enough now to find out.


	He checked the hall closet—empty. Moved on to his bedroom. Shit! The windows were open again. How the hell? But the screens weren’t pushed out so no one had gone out that way. He checked his closet, then closed the windows.


	Same with Charlie’s room: open windows, empty closet. Who was opening these things? After closing them he moved to their sitting room—actually a converted bedroom; what had been the living room and dining room downstairs was now the Channeling Room.


	All clear here.


	Downstairs he rechecked the kitchen and pantry, going so far as to look behind and under the sofa in the waiting room.


	“Okay. Both floors clear. That leaves the cellar.” 


	First he and Charlie locked up, front and back, then stood in the center hall before the cellar door.


	“If he’s still in the house, that’s where he’ll be.” 


	Charlie shook his head. “The paper towels still there, yo.” 


	Right, Lyle thought. To keep the stink in the cellar. Forgot about that.


	“We’ll look anyway.” 


	He pressed his hand ever his nose and mouth as he pulled open the door. He started down the stairs and risked a sniff half way down. No stench, just the typical musty basement odor.


	“It’s okay,” he told Charlie, close behind him. “The stink’s gone.” 


	Searching the basement was a snap: no closets, no heavy furniture, nobody hiding. The crack was still there, though, big as ever.


	Relieved, Lyle let out a long, slow breath. Whoever had been in the house was gone.


	But when they got back up to the main floor, Lyle felt a warm, humid breeze. Uneasy, he approached the waiting room.


	Someone had opened the windows again.


	“How’re they doing this, Charlie? Did they rig our house while we were sleeping?” 


	Charlie was the mechanic half of their partnership. He made the otherworldly illusions happen. He hadn’t done well in school—more for lack of interest than lack of ability—but he knew how things worked. He could break down any piece of machinery and put it back together. If anyone could explain this, it would be Charlie.


	“Don’t see nathan,” Charlie said as he inspected one of the windows. “Even if I did, you know what it take to whip up this sorta rig overnight? Gotta have a whole crew with drills and pry bars and hammers.” 


	“Okay, then maybe they did it some day when we were out for a while.” 


	“Still don’t see nothin’ gonna open no window. I mean, it gotta be pushed or pulled, and ain’t nothing here gonna do that.” 


	“Take the windows apart if you have to. There’s got to be some sort of servomechanism in there that’s doing it.” 


	He wasn’t quite sure what a servomechanism was, but it sounded good.


	“Maybe we got ourselfs a demon.” 


	“Not funny, Charlie.” 


	“Ain’t kidding, bro. Nothin’ in or on this window to make it move.” 


	“Got to be. We both know that the only demons and ghosts in this world are the ones manufactured by the likes of you and me. Someone’s trying to gaslight us, Charlie. Scare us off. Only we don’t scare, right?” 


	Before Charlie could answer, Lyle heard the click of the front door latch, the door he’d locked just minutes ago. With his mouth going as dry as leather, he watched it swing open with a soft, high-pitched creak.


	Lyle leaped through the opening onto the front porch. No one. Empty. He turned in a quick circle, looking for someone, something, anything to explain this. He stopped when he saw the plants.


	“Charlie, come here.” 


	Charlie had been inspecting the front door. He straightened and stepped up beside Lyle. “I can’t find no—dear Lord!” 


	All the foundation plantings—the rhodos, azaleas, and andromedas—were dead. Lyle hadn’t noticed anything wrong with them last night, but now they weren’t simply wilted, they were brown and dried up as if they’d been dead for a month or more… as if something had sucked the juice of life out of them.


	“Someone must’ve sprayed them with weed killer.” 


	“When this gonna stop, Lyle?” 


	He heard the fear in his brother’s voice and laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder.


	“We’ll be all right, Charlie. Things have never come easy for us, and I guess this is no exception. But we always come through, don’t we. Somehow the Kenton brothers always manage to come through. We stick together and we’ll be okay, Charlie.” 


	Charlie smiled at him and held out his hand for a low five. Lyle gave him a dap.


	But when he turned back to the yard he felt a deep rage begin to bubble through his blood.


	Whoever you are, he thought, you go ahead and try whatever you can against me, but don’t you hurt or frighten my little brother. You do and I’ll hunt you down and squash you like the bug you are.


	He stared at the dead plants. The sitters for the first session would be arriving in less than an hour and the place looked like hell. No time to spruce it up.


	Shit. He’d hardly expected to be welcomed with open arms by the local competition when he moved here from Dearborn, but he never anticipated anything like this. Someone was using every dirty trick under the moon to run them out.


	Well, they weren’t budging. Do your damnedest, whoever you are. The Kenton boys are here to stay.


				*
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	“You didn’t feel a thing?” Jack said.


	Abe shook his head. “Not even a wiggle. Some earthquake. A quakeleh, you should call it.” 


	Abe Grossman, dressed as always in a half-sleeve white shirt and crumb-speckled black pants, sat perched on his stool, legs akimbo, one hand resting on his ample belly while the other guided a large piece of crumb cake into his mouth.


	Jack leaned on the customer side of the scarred counter at the rear of Abe’s store, the Isher Sports Shop. The morning papers lay scattered between them. It had become an irregular tradition of sorts, now and then during the week, but almost always on Saturday and Sunday mornings: Abe bought the papers, Jack brought breakfast.


	Jack ran his finger down a column of type on page three of the Post and stopped when he found what he wanted.


	“Says here the epicenter was located in Astoria. How about that? Gia and I were at ground zero.” 


	“Ground less than zero, maybe,” Abe said with a dismissive shrug. “No fires, no injuries, no tumel. This is a quake?” 


	“They clocked it at two-point-five Richter—about the same as the one that hit the East Eighty-fifth Street area in early ‘01.” 


	“Another nonevent, as I remember.” He pointed to the crumb cake. “You’re not having?” 


	“I, uh, brought something different.” 


	Jack pulled a sausage McMuffin from the sack; his mouth watered as he unwrapped it. He waited for the reaction. Took about two nanoseconds.


	“What’s this? Meat? Juicy meat for you and for your old friend Abe a fat-free coffee cake?” 


	“You don’t need the meat. I do.” 


	“Says who?” 


	“I do. And I thought you were trying to lower your cholesterol.” 


	“You’re trying to lower my cholesterol.” 


	True enough, Jack admitted. But only because the guy was riding the heart attack express, and Jack wanted him around for a lot more years—as many as possible.


	“And even if I was,” Abe said, “I should get a second-class breakfast on a Saturday morning?” He stuck out a hand. “Give. Just a bisel. A biseleh.” 


	“Once you get into shape, I’ll go out and buy you a whole—” 


	“What?” He patted his belly. “A sphere is not a shape?” 


	“Okay then, how about I buy you a sausage McMuffin when you can touch your toes?” 


	“If God wanted us to touch our toes he’d have put them on our knees.” 


	There was no reasoning with this man. “Forget exercise. Forget cholesterol. I get the sausage because I have a special need.” 


	“And that would be?” 


	“Last night we went to a party. But before the party we went out to eat, so to speak, at Zen Palate.” 


	Abe made a face. “Nebach! Where they serve tofu in the shape of a turkey?” 


	“I don’t remember seeing that.” 


	“Stop by on Thanksgiving. Gia’s idea, I assume.” 


	“Yeah, well, she’s off meat, you know.” 


	“Still?” 


	“Yeah, and she wanted to try it.” 


	“Nu? What kind of tofu did you have?” 


	“Fried.” 


	“Fried is best. At least you’re sure it’s dead.” 


	“Even worse: they don’t serve alcohol. Had to pop out to the deli on the corner to get some beer.” 


	“Should have grabbed a pastrami on rye while you were there.” 


	Jack remembered the dirty looks he’d gotten from the couple at the next table when he’d popped the top on a forty of Schlitz. Imagine if he’d unwrapped a pastrami, or a cheesesteak. The horror.


	“Tell me about it. I’ve been obsessing on meat ever since. So when I passed McDonald’s this morning I couldn’t resist.” 


	“In that case I won’t insist on a share. Eat. You deserve it after suffering through Zen Palate.” 


	Jack wolfed down the sandwich without looking at Abe. Out of consideration he should have finished it before stepping through the door. Next time…


	“Look at this,” he said around a mouthful as he tried to move the conversation away from food. “A major fault runs right up the East River.” 


	“So? There are a number of major faults on the local school board.” 


	“No, seriously.” Jack traced the fault line with his fingertip. “Says here it’s called Cameron’s Line. Supposedly it’s where the continental plate of Africa bumped the North American plate.” 


	“Nobody tells me anything. When did this happen?” 


	“About 320 million years ago. You were just a kid then. Says the fault line runs from Staten Island up into Connecticut and Massachusetts. But look here.” He angled the page so Abe could see. “It makes a detour from the East River right through the heart of Astoria, then loops back to the river.” Wonder filled him. “I’ll be damned. That psychic’s house sits right atop Cameron’s Line.” 


	“Psychic’s house?” Abe said. “You’re not—” 


	“Not a chance,” Jack sad. “It was a lark of sorts.” 


	He recounted Junie Moon’s quest for her lost bracelet.


	Abe shook his head. “The dumbing of America: government-accredited schools of astrology, school boards deciding to teach creationism in science, classes people paying hundreds of dollars for vials of water because someone labeled it ‘Vitamin O,’ the return of homeopathic cures—most of which are no more than Vitamin O—magic crystals, feng shui… Oy Jack, I’m losing hope.” 


	“Well, you were never exactly Little Mary Sunshine to begin with.” 


	Abe had been predicting—and was well prepared for—a civil and economic holocaust since Jack had known him.


	“But one should be able to hope. I’d always thought that as the breadth and depth of human knowledge increased, people would gradually emerge from the darkness into the light. A lot of us prefer the shadows, it seems.” 


	Jack said, “It’s the whole New Age thing. Somehow it got mainstreamed. A bonanza for the bunko artists. But what I want to know is, why now? We were climbing out of all that mystical crap, but ever since the seventies it seems we’ve been sliding back. What turned us around?” 


	Abe shrugged. “Maybe science is the cause.” 


	“I’d think science would be the solution.” 


	“Maybe I should say it’s a reaction to science. We’re all looking for transcendence—” 


	“Transcendence.” 


	“A life beyond this one. A noncorporeal existence. In other words, we want we should go on. You believe in transcendence, Jack?” 


	“Wish I could. I mean, I’d love to think that some spark in me was going to go on and on, but…” 


	“What? You don’t have enough ego to believe you’re eternal?” 


	“To tell the truth, I don’t think about it much. Either way, I can’t see how it would change my day-to-day life. I know only one way to live. But what’s this got to do with science?” 


	“Tons. The more science pushes back the unknown, the more uncertain transcendence seems. So people overreact. The rational gives them no comfort, so they toss it out and cling to the irrational, no matter how potty.” 


	Jack looked at Abe. “We both know there are things in this world that don’t have an easy explanation.” 


	“You mean like the rakoshi.” 


	“Right. They didn’t exactly yield to the scientific method.” 


	“But they were real. Don’t forget, I was down there at the Battery when that one came out of the harbor. I saw it with my own eyes, saw it slice up your chest. You go through something like that, who needs belief? And you, you still have the scars. You know.” 


	Jack’s hand instinctively moved to his chest and fingered the rubbery ridges through the fabric of his T-shirt.


	“But a rakosh doesn’t fit with what we know of the world.” 


	“True. But the key word there is ‘know.’ I can’t explain it, but maybe someone else can. A maven with special knowledge perhaps. I contend that everything is explicable—everything, that is, except human behavior—if you have sufficient knowledge. The knowledge part is critical. You and I both have some of that knowledge—you more than I because you’ve seen more of it. We know there’s a dark force at work in this world—” 


	“The Otherness,” Jack said, thinking about how it had intruded on his life over the past year. “But that’s just a name somebody gave it.” 


	“From what you’ve told me, it’s not a thing; more like a state of being. The word ‘Otherness’ doesn’t tell us much about it. Whatever it is, at this point it’s unknowable. We do know that it can’t be warded off by crystals and charms and it won’t be summoned by incantations and sacrifices. So all the mumbo-jumbo these New Agers and the End of Days folk and the UFO cultists and all their fellow travelers immerse themselves in is useless. The real darkness in this world doesn’t reveal itself; it abides by its own laws and follows its own agenda.” 


	Jack found himself thinking about his sister. He blamed her death on the Otherness.


	“I never told you what Kate said to me just before she died. Something about ‘the dark’ coming. She said the virus in her head was letting her see it. She said the ‘dark is waiting but it will be coming soon.’ Said it was going to roll over everything.” 


	“With all due respect to your sister—and I should maybe never forgive you for not bringing that fine woman to meet me—she was in extremis. She probably didn’t know what she was saying.” 


	“I think she did, Abe. I think she was talking about the Otherness getting the upper hand here. It sort of fits with scraps I’ve been picking up since the spring. The events after that conspiracy convention, hints from the guy running the freak show, and what that crazy Russian lady said to me at Kate’s graveside, they all hint at the same thing: a bad time coming, one that’ll make all other bad times look like a picnic. The worst time ever for the human race, worse than all the plagues and world wars rolled into one.” 


	Abe stared at him, his expression grim. This fit in with the civil holocaust he’d been predicting forever. “Did she say what we could do about it?” 


	“No.” 


	Kate had also told Jack that only a handful of people were going to stand in the way of the darkness, and that he was one of them. But he didn’t mention that.


	Abe shrugged again. “Well, then?” 


	“That’s not why I brought it up. I’m wondering if maybe people sense this darkness approaching. Not consciously, but on a primitive, subconscious level. Maybe that explains why so many people are turning to fundamentalist and orthodox religions—ones that offer a clear and simple answer for everything. Maybe that’s why conspiracy theories are so popular. These people sense something awful coming but can’t put their finger on what it is, so they look for a belief system that will give them an answer and a solution.” 


	“What about us poor schmucks who don’t have a belief system to lean on?” 


	Jack sighed. “We’ll probably be the ones stuck in the trenches dealing with the real thing when it comes along.” 


	“You think this earthquake had something to do with it?” 


	“I can’t see how, but that doesn’t mean anything. Lately I’ve seen too many innocent-seeming situations take a sharp turn and head into the can at ninety miles an hour.” 


	He thought about last night… and how that quake seemed to hit just as he and Gia stepped over the threshold of Menelaus Manor. He wanted to think that was coincidence, but it was not comforting to know that the house sat on a crack in the earth’s crust, a direct channel down to a lode of ancient rock that was not resting easy.


	He wondered if Ifasen was feeling any aftershocks.


				*
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	“Now, if we will all place our hands on the table, palms flat down… that’s it… when we’re all relaxed, we shall begin.” 


	Lyle looked at his three sitters arrayed around the round oak pawfoot table. The two middle-aged women, Anya Spiegelman and Evelyn Jusko, had been here before, and he knew all about them. Vincent McCarthy was new. A blank. All Lyle had known about him until his arrival a few moments ago was his name.


	But now he knew a fair bit about him. And he’d learn much more in the next few minutes. Lyle loved the challenge of a cold reading.


	“I want everyone to close their eyes for a moment and breathe deeply… just a few breaths to calm you. Turmoil interferes with spirit contact. We must be at peace…” 


	Peace… Lyle needed to be relaxed to do this right. At least the house was at peace. The windows and doors had stopped opening shortly before the sitters arrived. Now… if only he could be at peace.


	Not easy after calling Kareena’s apartment this morning and having a man answer, hearing him say Kareena was in the shower and ask if he was from the radio station.


	He had to put his anger and his hurt on hold. He’d let Kareena screw with his emotions, he wasn’t about to let her screw up his livelihood. Put aside the negative feelings and be positive… at least for now. Concentrate on Vincent McCarthy.


	Lyle opened his eyes and studied him. He guessed his age in the neighborhood of forty, and knew he had a few bucks. His Brooks Brothers golf shirt and expensive lightweight summer slacks said so; so did the shiny new Lexus SC 430 hardtop convertible he’d parked in the driveway. No tattoos on his tanned forearms; no earring; just a simple gold band on the ring finger. And check out those fingers: clean, no calluses, manicured nails.


	So we’re dealing with a married, well-heeled white dude in his forties. He’s come to Astoria to sit in a darkened room on a perfect Saturday for golf. That can only mean he’s big-time worried about something.


	Money? Not likely.


	Business. Also unlikely. If Vincent is in business he either owns it or he’s a high-up executive. He knows his way around a spreadsheet and a boardroom; he’s not going to consult the spirit world about a territory where he considers himself an alpha male.


	Marriage? Possibly. The skills that make him successful in the money end of his life do not necessarily transfer to the emotional side. He could be a klutz in the relationship arena.


	Health? He looks well himself, but he could be worried about someone else’s health. Wife, parent, or child.


	Lyle closed his eyes and decided to go with health. Nudge around the perimeter witfi a series of try-ons and see what the man would reveal. If that didn’t pan out, he could backtrack to the marriage, but he doubted that would be necessary.


	“Since the spirits shun the light, we will make the room more inviting to them.” 


	Back in Charlie’s command post, a little room behind the south wall that he’d packed with all his electronic gizmos, his brother would pick up Lyle’s words through the tiny microphone hidden in the chandelier directly above, and act accordingly. Sure enough, the overhead bulbs dimmed until only the faint glow of a single red bulb lit the table area.


	“I feel it,” Lyle said. “I feel the gates opening…” Charlie’s cue to direct a little cold air at the table. “… to allow us contact with the Other Side.” He let his head fall back, opened his mouth, and let out a long, soft, “Aaaaaaaaaaaahhhh.” 


	The sound wasn’t all show. A good deal of it was real, a pliant ecstasy easing from his soul, like leisurely sex—


	That he wasn’t having.


	Stop! Don’t blow this because of a cheating…


	Easy… easy… he reminded himself that this was when he felt most alive, this was when he was in control, when he ruled this, his little corner of the world. The rest of his life might be in chaos right now, but in this time, in this place, he called the shots. He was the master…


	Master of illusion… that was his self-declared moniker in his teens. And he hadn’t been stroking himself. That was exactly what he’d become after Momma died. Or rather, was killed. She’d been carrying a sack of groceries through Westwood Park on her way back from the market, crossing the street with the walking green, when two cars out of nowhere, one chasing the other, trading 9mm slugs, ran the red and knocked her forty feet through the air. The hit-and-run bastards were never found.


	To the rest of the city she’d been just another noncombatant fatality in Detroit’s crack wars. But to Lyle and Charlie she’d been the world. Their father was a shadow in Lyle’s memory and didn’t exist at all in Charlie’s. Dad’s brother, Uncle Bill, used to stop by now and again, but nobody had heard from him since he left for the West Coast.


	So there they were, the Kenton brothers, Lyle sixteen, Charlie twelve, all alone, existing on the help of the neighbors, but all too soon the Child Welfare folks came sniffing. He and Charlie could pretend no one was home for only so long before they missed one too many rent payments and wound up on the street or, worse, were split up and placed in foster care.


	So Lyle decided to become his Uncle Bill. He’d been tall for his age then, and with the help of a fake beard and some make-up, he fooled the social worker. He still remembered Maria Reyes, MSW, a good woman with a sincere desire to help. She believed that Lyle was Bill Kenton; she believed that Saleem Fredericks—a friend from downstairs in the project he borrowed for the home inspection visits—was Lyle.


	And Lyle learned something then: the power of belief, and the even greater power of the desire to believe, the need to believe. Ms. Reyes believed because she wanted to believe. She didn’t want to split up the brothers; she’d wanted a blood relative as legal guardian, and so she’d believed everything Lyle tossed her way.


	Or had she? Years later Lyle began to wonder if Ms. Reyes had seen through him all along. Wondered if she’d been taken in not by his performance but by his determination to hold together the remnants of his tattered family, and that was why she’d allowed him to become his own legal guardian. Someday he’d have to track her down and ask.


	Whatever the truth, sixteen-year-old Lyle Kenton had found his calling: the scam. If he could scam the city, he could scam anyone. His first paying gig was as a slider for a downtown monte game, watching the street for the heat, ready to make the call that would fold the game. He quickly learned the shaker’s verbal codes and moved up to the stick position where he’d stand around the table and shill the marks into the game, but all his off hours he spent practicing the moves so he could become a shaker and start his own game.


	But after a particularly close call when he’d barely outrun one of the plainclothes D’s who’d broken up their game, he cast about for something equally profitable but a little less risky. He found it: a psychic hotline. An audition with a phony Jamaican accent got him hired. After a few hours of practice with a list of cold-reading questions, he joined the crew of men and women—mostly women—in a loft filled with phones and baffle boxes.


	Everything he was taught had been geared to keeping the mark on the line as long as possible. First, get the name and address so the mark can be put on a mailing list as a customer for everything from tarot decks to fortune-telling eight balls. Next, convince them you’ve got a direct line to the Afterlife and the wells of Ancient Knowledge, tell them what they want to hear, make them beg for more-more-more, say anything you want but keep them on the fucking line. After all, they were paying five or six dollars a minute to hear psychic wisdom, and Lyle was getting a piece of the action. In no time he was bringing down a grand or better a week without breaking a sweat.


	He—as Uncle Bill—and Charlie moved out of the projects and into a garden apartment in the suburbs. It wasn’t much, but after Westwood Park, it was like Beverly Hills.


	That was when he’d begun calling himself Ifasen—he’d found it in a list of Yoruba names—and developing a West African accent. Soon hotline callers were asking for Ifasen.


	No one else would do. This did not endear him to his bosses, who were in the business of selling a service, not creating star players.


	So in his off hours he started looking for something new. On a sunny Sunday morning in Ann Arbor he stumbled across the Eternal Life Spiritualist Church. He sat in on a healing session. The needle on his bullshit meter immediately jumped into the red zone but he stayed for the worship and messages meeting. At the end, as he watched one person after another write “love offering” checks to the church, he knew this was his next step.


	He joined the Eternal Life Church, signed up for medium development workshops, and hit it off with the pastor, James Gray. Soon he was serving the church as a student medium, which meant he became privy to and a participant in all the chicanery. After a year or so of this, the Reverend Doctor Gray, a big, burly white guy who thought having a young African-sounding black man as an assistant added to the mystical ambiance of his church, took him aside and gave him some invaluable advice.


	“Get yourself educated, son,” he told Lyle. “I don’t mean a degree, I mean learning. You’re gonna be dealing with all sorts of people from all walks of life with many different levels of education. You want to be a success in this you’ve got to have a wide range of knowledge on a lot of subjects. You don’t need to be an expert in any of them, but you need a nodding acquaintance.” 


	Lyle took that advice, sneaking into classrooms and auditing courses at U of M, Wayne State, and the University of Detroit Mercy, everything from philosophy to economics to western literature. That was where he began scouring the street from his speech. Didn’t earn a single credit, but a whole world had opened up to him, a world he took with him when he and Charlie left Ann Arbor for Dearborn to strike out on their own.


	There Lyle set himself up in a storefront as a psychic advisor. They worked their asses off to perfect their techniques. The money was good, but Lyle knew he could do better. So they moved on.


	And landed here, in an upper corner of Queens, New York.


	Do it before you’re thirty, they said. Well, Lyle had turned thirty last month, and he’d done it.


	And now, sitting in the first real estate he’d ever owned, Lyle Kenton slipped his hands forward along the polished oak surface of the table, allowing the ends of the metal bars strapped to his forearms within the sleeves of his coat to slip under the edge of the tabletop. He raised those forearms and his end of the table followed.


	“There it goes!” Evelyn whispered as the table tipped toward her. “The spirits are here!” 


	Lyle eased back on his arms and worked one of the levers Charlie had built into the legs of the pawfoot table to raise its far side, right under Vincent McCarthy’s hands. Lyle peeked and saw McCarthy’s eyebrows arch, but he gave no sign that he was overly impressed.


	“Whoops!” Anya giggled as her chair tilted in response to an electronic signal from Charlie’s command post. “There it goes again! Happens every time!” 


	Then Evelyn’s tilted, then McCarthy’s. This time he looked perplexed. Table tipping he might be able to write off, but his chair…?


	Time to make him a believer.


	“Something is coming through,” Lyle said, squeezing his eyes shut. “I believe it concerns our new guest. Yes, you, Vincent. The spirits detect turmoil within you. They sense you are concerned about something.” 


	“Aren’t we all?” McCarthy said.


	Lyle kept his eyes closed but he could hear the smirk. Vincent wanted to believe—that was why he was here—but he felt a little silly too. He was nobody’s fool and wasn’t about to let anyone pull a fast one on him.


	“But this is a deep concern, Vincent, and not about anything so crass as money.” Lyle opened his eyes. He needed to start picking up on the nonverbal cues. “This wrenches at your heart, doesn’t it.” 


	McCarthy blinked but said nothing. He didn’t have to; his expression spoke volumes.


	“I sense a great deal of confusion along with this concern.” 


	Again, he nodded. But Lyle had expected that. If McCarthy wasn’t confused, he wouldn’t be here.


	Lyle half-closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to his temples, assuming his Deep Concentration pose. “I sense someone from the Other Side trying to contact you. Your mother perhaps? Is she still alive?” 


	“Yes. She’s not well, but she’s still with us.” 


	That could be it. But now to salvage the remark about the mother.


	“Then why do I have this sense of a definite maternal presence? Very loving. A grandmother, perhaps? Have your grandmothers crossed over?” 


	“Yes. Both.” 


	“Ah, perhaps that’s who it is then. One of your grandmothers… although I’m not sure which side yet. But it will come, it will come… it’s getting clearer…” 


	McCarthy, Lyle thought. Irish. Would Grandma McCarthy have been over here or back in Ireland? Didn’t matter that much. Lyle knew a surefire Irish grabber. Never failed.


	“I’m sensing a great love for an American president in this person… can that be right? Yes, this woman had a special place in her heart for President Kennedy.” 


	Vincent McCarthy’s eyes damn near bugged out of his head. “Gram Elizabeth! She loved Kennedy! She was never the same after he was shot. This is incredible! How can you know that?” 


	What Irish grandmother didn’t love Kennedy? Lyle wondered.


	“Oh, you wouldn’t believe what he knows,” Anya whispered.


	“Ifasen’s amazing,” Evelyn added. “Knows everything, just everything.” 


	“I know nothing,” Lyle intoned. “It’s the spirits who know. I am but a channel to and from their wisdom.” 


	Lyle could see the hunger in McCarthy’s eyes. He wanted more. He was knee deep in belief and wanted to take the plunge, but his Irish Catholic upbringing was holding him back. He needed a push, wanted a push. And Lyle would give it to him, but not quite yet.


	Better to let him dangle for a while.


	Lyle turned to Evelyn.


	“But something else is coming through, a stronger signal, directed, I believe, at Ms. Jusko.” 


	Evelyn’s hands flew to her mouth. “Me? Who is it? Is it Oscar? Is he calling me?” 


	Yes, it was going to be Oscar, but Lyle intended to draw this out a bit. Oscar was her dear departed dog. Two months ago she’d come to Lyle wanting to know if he could contact her pet on the Other Side. Of course he could. Trouble was, she hadn’t told him what breed Oscar was or what he looked like, and Lyle hadn’t been about to ask.


	He didn’t have to.


	During the first sitting—private at Lyle’s insistence, because animals were so hard to track down on the Other Side—Charlie had sneaked in while the lights were out and borrowed Evelyn’s handbag. Back in his control room he’d rifled through it and found a stack of pictures of a mahogany Vizsla. He’d relayed a description to Lyle’s ear piece. Before returning the bag he appropriated a dog whistle he’d found lodged in the bottom of the bag.


	Lyle had amazed Evelyn by describing Oscar to her, right down to his jeweled collar. The woman had been so grateful to learn that he was happy chasing rabbits through the Elysian Fields of the Afterlife that she’d left a $2,500 love donation on her way out the door.


	“Yes,” Lyle said now. “I believe it’s Oscar. And he seems a little upset.” 


	“Oh, no!” Evelyn said. “What’s wrong?” 


	“I’m not sure. It seems you misplaced something of his and he wonders if you still care about him.” 


	“Misplaced? What could I have misplaced?” 


	In a few moments, Evelyn was going to receive her first apport—an object magically transported by the spirit world from one place to another. Following Lyle’s cues, Charlie—dressed all in black—would approach when the time was right and drop Oscar’s old dog whistle onto the table.


	“I’m not sure. Oscar’s not telling me. No, wait, he’s got something with him, holding it in his jaws. I’m not sure what it is or what he intends to do with it. He’s coming closer… closer…” 


	Charlie too should be coming closer—


	“Why is it so cold?” Anya said.


	“Yes,” Evelyn agreed, rubbing her upper arms. “It’s freezing in here.” 


	Lyle felt it too. A blanket of dank, frigid air had settled over the table. He rubbed his hands together. His fingers were going numb. But he sensed more than just a drop in temperature. A change in mood seemed to have moved in with the cold air. Anger… no, more than anger… a bitter, metallic rage…


	Lyle jumped as Anya screamed. He saw her and her chair fly backward and crash against the wall. McCarthy’s chair tipped back, dumping him onto the floor. Lyle felt himself pushed forward, as if by a hurricane-force wind, jamming his abdomen against the table, and then the table itself tipped, precipitating him onto Evelyn. As they tumbled to the floor, Lyle heard glass breaking all around him. He rolled over and saw the drapes flying back as the blackened window panes shattered, imploding one after the other and littering the floor with glittering shards of glass. Stark yellow sunlight poured in. The statues he’d arranged around the room were tumbling over, some of them cracking on the hardwood floor.


	Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the tumult ceased. Dazed, Lyle struggled to his feet and helped Evelyn to hers. McCarthy was helping Anya up. No one looked seriously injured by the incident, but the Channeling Room… it was a shambles. Lyle did a slow turn and saw that every piece of glass in sight—the windows, even the two mirrors on the walls—had been smashed.


	“It’s your fault!” Anya screamed, pointing a trembling finger at Evelyn. “You angered your dog’s spirit, and now look what happened!” 


	Evelyn began to cry. “I don’t know what I did! I can’t imagine what the poor dear could be upset about!” 


	“Let’s stay calm, everybody,” Lyle said. “I don’t think Oscar was responsible for this.” 


	He goddamn well knew no fucking dead dog had anything to do with it, but who was responsible? And how had they done it?


	“This is incredible!” Vincent McCarthy was saying. “I never believed… thought this was all bullshit… but now…” 


	“I think it was the earthquake last night,” Lyle said, trying to salvage the situation. “Seismic waves radiate into the spirit world and cause…” 


	What was the word he was looking for? He shoved his shaking hands into his pockets. His heart was pounding and his brain had been scrambled by this cataclysm. Think, damn it! Disruption—that was the word.


	“… and cause disruptions in the transmission of information. Maybe it would be better if we rescheduled this for another time. Next Saturday, perhaps?” 


	“Oh dear, I don’t think I can wait that long!” Evelyn said. “If poor Oscar is upset—” 


	“Maybe a private session tomorrow night, then,” Lyle said. “The seismic disturbances will have faded by then. I believe I can squeeze you in. As a matter of fact, I’ll make it a point to squeeze you in.” 


	“Oh thank you, Ifasen! Thank you!” 


	Got to salvage something from this debacle, he thought.


	“I want to come back too,” Vincent McCarthy said.


	“Me too!” Anya cried.


	Lyle held up his hands. “I’ll see that you’re all taken care of. Let’s just move into the waiting room so I can find places where I can schedule you.” 


				*
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	“Tell me that was you, Charlie,” Lyle said after he’d ushered the three sitters out the door. “Tell me that was some new gag that went wrong.” 


	Charlie shook his head. “Nuh-uh. I was crawlin’ my way to the table with the dog whistle when the spirits started wrecking things.” 


	“The spirits’! Charlie, boy, have you lost your mind?” 


	“Forgive me, Lord, I know it’s a sin to believe in such things, but how else you gonna explain what happened here?” 


	“Last night you said it was God sending us a warning, now it’s spirits? Make up your mind, Charlie.” 


	“Making up my mind ain’t the point, yo. I don’t know what’s happenin’, but you gotta be blind or stupid or both not to know something’s happenin’!” 


	“Yeah. We’re being gaslighted. You saw that guy running last night. You saw the gas can. You going to tell me now that was a spirit?” 


	“No. Course not. But that different. That—” 


	“No different. They couldn’t burn us out, so they’re trying to scare us out. First the doors and windows, now this. Same people behind everything.” 


	“Yeah?” Charlie said. “Then we up against some real geniuses. Anybody who can open and close windows and doors and mess up a room like they did today should be workin’ for the CIA.” 


	“Maybe they once did. CIA’s into everything.” He gestured at the shattered windows. “Sound shatters glass, right? How about ultra-high frequency sound waves that…” 


	Charlie was shaking his head. “No way. We got company, man. Told you that last night. The earthquake opened a gate and shook somethin’ loose. This house possessed, yo.” 


	“And I told you I’m not going there! Some very human assholes tried to scare us and scare off our sitters. That’s it, pure and simple. But guess what? It backfired. The fish thought they witnessed a bona fide, super-duper supernatural event and they’re totally sold. They think Ifasen’s the realest of the real deals and they want more-more-more!” 


	He started when the phone rang. Without thinking—normally he’d check the ID or let the voice mail pick it up—he snatched it off the cradle.


	“Yeah, what?” he snapped.


				*
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	“H-hello?” Gia said. She hadn’t been prepared for such a gruff reception. “Is… is this Ifasen?” 


	A brief pause, the sound of a throat being cleared, then a more cultured voice. “Pardon me. Yes, this is he. Who is calling, please?” 


	Gia almost gave in to an urge to hang up. She had no clear idea why she had called in the first place. This was so unlike her…


	She’d gone to the Beth Israel outpatient lab this morning where they drew her blood for the pregnancy test. Dr. Eagleton’s service had said she’d requested stat results, but when 2 p.m. rolled around and Gia hadn’t heard, she called in and learned that Dr. Eagleton was off call. The covering doctor did not return her calls. He left a message via the service that he knew nothing about Gia’s lab test and saw no reason why it couldn’t wait until Monday.


	So she’d called the Beth Israel lab but they’d stonewalled her, saying they couldn’t release results to patients, only the ordering doctor.


	Burning with frustration, she’d paced the house. Normally she would have talked it over with Jack, but this was not a normal situation. And she didn’t know how Jack would take all this. So out of sheer desperation she’d looked up Ifasen’s number in his brochure and called him.


	Crazy, she knew, but she could be pregnant… with her second child… and Ifasen had told her she’d have two. Jack’s rational explanations from last night faded into background noise; he hadn’t heard about Junie’s bracelet then, how Ifasen had known exactly where it would be.


	What else did Ifasen know? She had to ask. She could imagine Jack’s expression when he learned that she’d called a psychic. But what could it hurt?


	Besides, feeling crummy and worrying about being pregnant had thrown her off balance. The medical profession was doing its best to make her psycho, so she figured she’d give this a shot. Call it alternative medicine.


	She swallowed and said, “I was there at your place last night. At the billet reading with Junie Moon. I was the one who asked how many children I’d have.” 


	“Yes. I remember. What can I do for you?” His words came quickly, sounding clipped, impatient.


	“I was wondering if I could ask you about your answer.” 


	“My answer?” 


	“Yes. You told me I’d have two children, and I was wondering how you knew that. I don’t mean to insult you, but I need to know if you were guessing or—” 


	“I am sorry Miss, Mrs…” 


	“DiLauro. Gia DiLauro.” 


	“Well, Gia DiLauro, I am afraid that now is not exactly a good time to discuss this. Perhaps later in the week, when things have settled down a little.” 


	Settled down? Something in his voice…


	“Has something happened?” 


	“Happened?” Abruptly his tone sharpened. “Why do you think something has happened?” 


	She remembered Jack’s impression that Ifasen was afraid of something, and his theory of what and why.


	“Did someone make more trouble for you last night after we left?” 


	“What?” The voice jumped a register. “What are you talking about?” 


	“One of your competitors, isn’t it. Jealous because you’re stealing their clients, am I right?” 


	The silence on the other end was answer enough.


	Gia said, “You’re probably thinking, ‘Hey, I’m the psychic here,’ right? But it’s nothing like that.” 


	“If you have anything to do with—” 


	“Oh, no. Please don’t think that. I never heard of you before last night. But maybe I can help.” 


	“This is not your concern. And even if it were, I do not see how you—” 


	“Oh, no. Not me.” She laughed; it sounded high and nervous just like she felt. “I’d be no help at all. But I know someone who’s very good at this sort of thing. I’ll have him give you a call.” 


	Ifasen hemmed and hawed, obviously not wanting to admit that someone with his connections to the Other Side needed help, but once he learned that the matter would be handled with the utmost discretion with no connection to the police, he relented. But he wanted to make the call, so Gia gave him Jack’s voice mail number.


	What did I just do? Gia thought after she hung up. Me, the one who keeps wanting Jack to find another line of work, I just got him a job. Maybe.


	What on earth had possessed her to do such a thing?


	Because as much as she hated Jack’s work, she wanted to see him back to his old self. That meant getting off his butt and taking on fix-it jobs again. And this one sounded kind of safe. A couple of competing psychics duking it out over clients. Jack could handle them with his eyes closed.


	But then, Ifasen had been worried about a bomb last night, hadn’t he. She’d forgot about that. How could she be so stupid?


	Call him back. Right. Tell him to forget the number she’d given him. Lose it. But why would he listen to her? If he was going to call, he’d call. But maybe he wouldn’t call. Maybe he’d figure he could handle this on his own.


	She could only hope.


				*
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	Wondering at the damn funky turns life can take, Jack strolled through the dusk up the front walk of Menelaus Manor for the second time in twenty-four hours.


	The first shock was hearing a message from Ifasen on his voice mail. The second was learning that Gia had given him the number. She’d explained the how and why of it between bouts of lovemaking late this afternoon and into the evening. He still didn’t quite understand it. She seemed fixated on the two-children bit. Why? He sensed she wasn’t telling him everything, but that was unlike her. Usually he was the one with the secrets.


	Like the bullet hole in Ifasen’s picture window, for instance. He’d spotted it on their way out last night. If he’d seen it going in he’d have turned her around and headed home immediately. Didn’t want Gia anywhere near a house someone was using for target practice.


	Ifasen’s voice mail message had played it coy, saying he was being harassed but giving no specifics. When Jack had called him back the man had said he wanted to try to handle the matter without the police because of the risk of adverse publicity. Did Jack think he could help?


	The idea of doing a fix-it job for Ifasen appealed to Jack. Psychics operated in the sort of quasi-legal demimonde he was comfortable in. Plus it offered the possibility of running a con on some scammers, and that was always fun.


	So now he was back. A lot more lights on tonight—the front porch and most of the windows were aglow. As Jack stepped up on the porch he noticed that the windows running off to his right were covered in heavy black cloth. The “channeling room,” if he remembered, and they hadn’t been like that last night. Something must have happened since then. Something bad enough to prompt a call for help.


	Jack reached for the bell, but the door opened before he rang.


	Ifasen—or the guy who called himself Ifasen—stood in the doorway, staring at him. “You?” 


	“Hello, Lyle.” 


	The dark eyes widened in the dark face. “Lyle? I don’t know who—?” 


	“You’re Lyle Kenton, and I’m the one you called.” 


	“But… you were here…” 


	“Last night. I know. Can I come in?” 


	Lyle stepped aside and Jack slipped past him into the waiting room. His brother stood inside, a few feet behind.


	Jack extended his hand. “I’m Jack. You must be Charles.” 


	Charles shook his hand, but his eyes were on his older brother. “How…?” 


	“Simple, really. All you need is a computer. It’s a matter of public record that Lyle and Charles Kenton own this house.” 


	Jack made it sound as if he’d done the search. But Abe had been the one. He was better at that sort of thing.


	Jack wandered over to the picture window and examined the bullet hole, noticed how it had been plugged with some sort of glue.


	“Looks like a .32.” He turned to Lyle. “You have the slug?” 


	Lyle nodded. “Want to see it?” 


	“Maybe later.” 


	“Did some checking up on you too,” Lyle said. “Or tried to.” 


	“Really.” Jack would have been surprised if he hadn’t. “Find my website?” 


	Another nod. “Charlie did.” 


	“Repairmanjack.com,” Charlie said with a hint of disdain. “Pretty beat site. Nothin’ but a box to send you email.” 


	“Serves my purposes.” 


	Lyle fingered the end of one of his dreadlocks, twisting it back and forth. “I asked around some. Found someone who’s heard of you, but he didn’t think you were real. He heard you mentioned by someone who knows somebody whose sister’s uncle hired you once. Something along those lines. Like you’re some kind of urban legend.” 


	“That’s me. Urban legend.” Jack hoped to keep it that way. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the pierced window. “Just one shot?” 


	“One’s enough, don’t you think? Tried to burn us out last night but I chased them off before they could get the fire started.” 


	“Guns, fire…heavy stuff. You’ve really pissed someone off.” 


	“I guess so.” 


	“Makes the Chick pamphlets look like a joke.” 


	Lyle frowned. “Chick? What’re you…?” 


	Jack picked up one of the Menelaus Manor brochures and shook out another of the Christian fundamentalist tracts he’d found last night.


	He saw Charlie grimace and gaze at the ceiling, so he handed it to Lyle, saying, “Got to be careful who you let into your waiting room.” 


	Lyle frowned as he flipped through the pamphlet. “Yeah, I do.” Then he flung it against his brother’s chest. “How many times have I—?” He cut himself off and glared. “Later, bro.” 


	Jack took a mental step back and watched the pair, trying to get an angle on what was going on. A little tension between the Kenton brothers. Then he noticed the WWJD pin on Charlie’s shirt.


	A Born Again? Part of a spiritualist con? Crazy. It explained the Chick pamphlets, but nothing else.


	He wondered how or if that played into why he was here.


	Jack cleared his throat. “Any idea which of your competitors might be behind your troubles?” 


	Lyle shook his head, setting his dreads in motion. “I don’t recall saying it was a competitor.” 


	Is this the way we’re going to play it? Jack thought as he glanced around. He needed to break through the My-name-is-Ifasen-and-I-am-a-true-psychic facade if this was going to work.


	“Okay, then… what else have these mysterious bad guys hit you with?” 


	“Tried to spook us out this morning by playing games with the doors and windows, then they wrecked the Channeling Room.” 


	“That’s why the windows are draped outside?” 


	Lyle nodded. “They’re trying to scare off my clients.” 


	“Clients?” Here was a chance to see if he could get a rise out of Ifasen. “That’s probably how they think of themselves. But let’s call them what you call them: sitters… marks… fish.” As Lyle stared at him, Jack smiled and shrugged. “I used to be in the game.” 


	“Game?” Lyle said, his expression going stony. “This is no game. This is my life.” 


	“And your livelihood—a good one, most likely. But you probably already knew I was onto you. I figure you saw me notch my billet last night.” 


	No reaction. The Kenton brothers might as well have been statues.


	Time to push a little harder.


	“By the way, which one of you sneaked into Junie Moon’s apartment and hid her bracelet?” Jack pointed to the younger brother. “I’m betting it was Charlie here. Am I right?” 


	Charlie’s gaze flicked to his brother and back, telling Jack he’d scored a bull’s-eye.


	“You’re accusing us of a crime,” Lyle said. His lips had thinned, eyes had narrowed to slits.


	“One I’ve committed myself. The medium I worked for used to send me on errands like that.” It was SOP: rifle the sitter’s purse while the lights are out, cut a duplicate house key, then pay a visit when nobody’s home. “When it works, it’s a beaut, isn’t it.” 


	“I wouldn’t know,” Lyle said, still not giving an inch.


	Jack tried again. He stepped back and checked out the overhead light fixture.


	“That where you stashed the bug? Lady I worked for bugged her waiting room and listened to the sitters as they hung out. Pulled all sorts of inside info from their chatter.” 


	The brothers went into statue mode again.


	“Look, guys,” Jack said, “if we’re going to be working together, we’ve got to be straight with each other.” 


	“We’re not working together yet.” 


	“Fair enough. How about I take a look at what they did to your Channeling Room?” 


	Lyle stared at him, obviously wary.


	“Maybe this is a bad idea,” Jack said, only partially faking annoyance as he turned toward the door. “You’ve already wasted some of my time. Don’t see much point in letting you waste more.” 


	“Wait,” Lyle said. He hesitated again, then sighed. “Okay, but nothing you see here goes past these walls, agreed?” 


	“Consider me a priest. With Alzheimer’s.” 


	This pulled a grin from Charlie, which he hid behind a cough. Even Lyle’s lips twisted a little.


	“All right.” He moved toward the door to the Channeling Room. “Take a look.” 


	Jack stepped through ahead of the brothers and strode to the middle of the room. He could see that some of the statues had been damaged, and spotted a couple of gaps where mirrors had hung, but on the whole the room didn’t look so bad.


	“You have to understand that we spent the whole afternoon cleaning up,” Lyle said. “Every piece of glass in this room was shattered.” 


	“A bazillion pieces,” Charlie said.


	“How? Shotgun?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “We haven’t figured that out yet.” 


	“Mind if I take a look around?” 


	“Be our guest. You get any ideas, we’d love to hear them.” 


	Jack wandered to the oak séance table. He bent and examined the thick legs and paw feet.


	“That area fine,” Charlie said. “You wanna check out the windows and mirrors that—” 


	“I’ll get to them.” 


	He found the levers in one of the legs. He seated himself and worked them with his feet, tilting the table this way and that. He nodded his appreciation.


	“Smooth.” 


	He checked the chairs and found the tip of a steel rod in one leg of each.


	“How’s this work? A little motor in the seat that pushes the rod down, right? Activate it with a remote and it tilts the sitter’s chair. Sweet. You guys design this stuff yourself?” 


	Charlie glanced at Lyle, who sighed again. “Charlie’s the mechanical guru.” 


	Well, well, well, Jack thought. They’ve finally opened up. Let’s hope it’s smoother going from here on in.


	“How do you handle vibrations from the motor?” he asked Charlie.


	“Padding,” he said. “Loads of it.” 


	“Nice work,” he said, giving him a sincere thumbs up. “Very nice.” 


	Charlie’s grin told Jack he’d made a friend.


	He moved to the windows, pulled the drapes aside. Every pane was broken, blown into the room, not out. But the old-fashioned wooden mullions that had held them in place remained untouched.


	He went from one window to the next; whether facing front, side or rear, the story was the same.


	How the hell…?


	He turned to the brothers and shrugged. “I’ve got no answer for you.” 


	“You can’t help us?” Charlie said.


	“Didn’t say that. Can’t tell you how this was done, but I can help see it doesn’t happen again.” 


	“How?” Lyle said.


	“Keep an eye on the place. I’m a one-man operation. I’ll put in some personal watch time outside when I can, and set up some motion-triggered cameras for when I can’t.” 


	“Why not motion-triggered alarms?” Charlie said.


	Lyle grunted. “How about motion-triggered machine guns?” 


	“Scaring them off isn’t as important as finding out who they are. Once we know that, I track them down, and then you tell them to lay off.” 


	“Oh, that’ll work,” Charlie said with a derisive snort. “Suppose they don’t wanna lay off?” 


	“Then I convince them.” 


	“How?” Lyle asked.


	“That’s my department. That’s why you’ll be paying me the big bucks. I can make life miserable for them. When I’m through they’ll wish they’d never messed with, or even heard of the Kenton brothers.” 


	Charlie grinned. “I’m down with that.” 


	Lyle frowned, then turned to Jack. “Let’s talk about these ‘big bucks’ you mentioned.” 


				*
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	After they’d adjourned to the kitchen, where Lyle and Jack drank beers and Charlie sipped a Pepsi, Lyle tried to angle for a low-ball price, pleading financial straits after the major renovations to the old place, and now the repairs they’d need. Jack wasn’t buying, but he did allow for three payments instead of the usual two: he’d take half down, a quarter when he identified the culprits, and the final quarter when he got them to stop.


	Lyle still held out, saying he and Charlie would have to discuss it, go over the books, blah-blah-blah before making a final decision. But Jack sensed the decision had been made. He was on.


	Damn, it felt good to be working again.


	“Let’s talk about possible bad guys,” Jack said as Lyle handed him a fresh Heineken. “Could anyone local be behind this?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “There’s an old gypsy on Steinway who reads palms and such, and that’s about it. Astoria’s got a lot of Muslims, you know, and if you believe in Islam, you can’t believe in spiritualism.” 


	Jack was thinking things must have been pretty tense around here after the World Trade disaster, but all that had gone down before the Kentons’ arrival.


	Which brought Jack to a question that had been niggling him since last night. “Then why Astoria?” 


	“Manhattan’s too expensive. All the real estate agents told me rents had dropped after the Trade Center attack, but even so, they were still too high for the amount of space we need.” 


	“For your eventual church.” 


	From Charlie’s uneasy expression and the way he started fingering his wwjd pin, Jack figured he’d hit a sore spot.


	“When do you figure you’ll get yours going?” 


	“Never, I hope,” Charlie said, glaring at Lyle. “Because that’s the day I walk out.” 


	“Let’s not get into that now, okay?” 


	Jack tried to break the sudden tension by gesturing at this house around them. “So you went out and found this place in the wilds of Queens.” 


	“Yes. I wanted it because of its history. And because of its history, the price was right.” 


	“All those murders in your brochure are for real?” 


	Charlie nodded. “Absolutely. This place got some evil history.” 


	“Fine. But the real money’s either in Manhattan or in Nassau County, and you’re in the great nowhere between. How do you get the money people to make the trip?” 


	Jack sensed a combination of pride and pleasure in Lyle’s grin.


	“First off, it’s not such a trip. We’re handy to the Triboro Bridge, the Queens-Midtown Tunnel, the 59th Street Bridge, the BQE, and the LIE. But the main spur to get them coming here was by having someone tell them to stay away.” 


	“Enlighten me,” Jack said.


	“My previous mediumship,” Lyle said, leaning back, “was in a town—don’t ask which because I won’t say—that was also home to a fair-size population of Seventh Day Adventists.” 


	“Who’ve got to believe that spiritualism is a sin.” 


	“Worse. It’s the work of Satan, a direct link to the Horned One. They’d post signs around town warning people away, even went so far as to picket my storefront one Sunday. I was pretty scared and worried at first—” 


	“For about ten minutes,” Charlie said.


	“Right. Until I realized this could be the best thing that ever happened to me. I called the local papers and TV stations—at the time I wished they’d chosen a Saturday for their protest, but Saturday is their Sabbath—but the media showed up anyway and the result was amazing publicity. People started asking, ‘What is it about this Ifasen that has the Adventists so worked up? He must really be onto something.’ Let me tell you: business boomed.” 


	Jack nodded. “So, in a sense, you were banned in Boston. Works almost every time.” 


	“Not Boston,” Charlie said. “Dearborn.” He looked at Lyle and found his brother glaring at him. “What?” 


	Jack leaned back, hiding a smile. So the Kenton brothers were from Michigan. In the psychic trade you tried to hide as much of your past as possible, especially if you were operating under a phony name. But also because lots of mediums had an arrest history—usually for other bunko scams—and a fair number had had careers as magicians and mentalists before discovering that, unless you were a superstar like Copperfield or Henning, conjuring tricks paid off far better in the séance room than in cocktail lounges and at kids’ birthday parties.


	He wondered what the Kentons’ histories might be.


	“Okay that’s all fine for Dearborn,” Jack said, “but I don’t remember any stories about Astoria Adventists acting up.” 


	“Because there aren’t any,” Lyle said, turning away from his brother, “or at least no group big enough to suit my needs. But I’d planned for that. Before leaving Dearborn”—another scathing look at Charlie—”I laid some groundwork by taking out an ad in the News-Herald to announce my departure. I said I was leaving because the local Adventists had turned so many people against me that I could no longer continue my mediumship in such an atmosphere. I was beaten. They’d won. They wouldn’t have Ifasen to kick around anymore. Or words to that effect.” 


	“But I thought you said business was booming.” 


	“It was. Especially 1999. Man, the six months leading up to the millennium had been incredibly good. Best ever.” Lyle’s voice softened to a reminiscing tone. “I wish ‘99 could’ve gone on forever.” 


	Jack knew a couple of grifters who’d told him the same thing. From palm reading to tarot to astrology and beyond, the millennium had proved an across-the-board bonanza for the hocus-pocus trade.


	“But it was time to move on,” Lyle said.


	He rose and leaned against the counter. The more he talked, the more his detached Ifasen pose melted away. The guy probably had no one but Charlie to open up to, and he plainly longed to talk about this stuff. It came spilling out in a rush. Jack doubted he could have stopped him if he wanted to.


	“So Charlie and I packed up our show and took it on the road. We bought this place ten months ago and spent most of our savings renovating it. Once we had things set up the way we wanted, I called up the Adventists who’d harassed me before. I told them—using another name, of course—that I was a fellow Adventist who wanted to let them know that the devil Ifasen they’d driven out of Dearborn had resettled in my neighborhood and was starting up his evil schemes to threaten the unwary souls of Astoria. They’d closed him down before. Couldn’t they do it again?” 


	“Don’t tell me they bussed in a crew of protesters?” 


	“That would have been okay, but I had a better idea. I’d already started advertising in the Village Voice and the Observer. I sent the Adventists copies of my ads and suggested they take out space on the same pages to tell folks God’s truth.” 


	“You didn’t need the Adventists for that,” Jack said. “You could have run your own counter ads.” 


	“I could have. But I wanted them to be legit if the papers ever checked them out. Plus, those big display ads aren’t cheap. I figured if I could get someone else to foot most of the bill, why not?” 


	“And did they go for it?” 


	“All the way. I sent them a hundred-dollar money order to get the ball rolling and they took off from there. Big weekly ads for a month.” 


	Jack laughed. “I love it!” 


	Lyle grinned, the first real break in his studied cool, and it made him look like a kid. Jack found he liked the guy behind the mask.


	“Serves them right,” Lyle said, his smile fading. “Tried to ruin my game because it interfered with theirs.” 


	“Difference is,” Charlie said, frowning, “that they believe in what they’re doing. You don’t.” 


	“Still a game,” Lyle said, his mouth twisting as if tasting something bitter. “Just because we know it’s a game and they don’t doesn’t change things. A game’s a game. End of the day we both deliver the same bill of goods.” 


	Tight, tense silence descended as neither of the brothers would look at each other.


	“Speaking of delivering,” Jack said, “I gather the ads served their purpose?” 


	“Oh, yeah,” Lyle said. “The phone rang off the hook. The ones who made that first trip out here have mostly all come back. And they’ve been bringing others with them when they do.” 


	“Mostly from the city?” 


	A nod. “Like ninety percent.” 


	“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that most of these people were going to other mediums before you came along. And if they’re your regulars now, that means they’ve left somebody else. I’ll be very disappointed if you don’t have a list somewhere of who they were seeing before you.” 


	“I do.” 


	“Good. I’ll be equally disappointed if you haven’t run financials on every sitter who’s walked through that door as well.” 


	Lyle’s expression calcified; he said nothing.


	Come on, Jack thought. This guy was an overwound clock. Jack didn’t know a player in the spiritualist trade who didn’t use names, licenses, credit cards, bank accounts, and Social Security numbers if they could get them, to peek at their sitters’ financials.


	Finally Lyle’s lips twisted into a tight approximation of a reluctant smile. “I can predict no disappointment on that score.” 


	“Excellent. Then here’s what you do. Divide your sitters up by their previous gurus; then list them in order of their net worth and/or generosity. Identify the psychics who’ve lost the most high rollers to you and we’ll make that our short list of suspects.” 


	Lyle and Charlie glanced at each other as if to say, Why didn’t we think of that?


	Jack tossed off the rest of his beer and rose. “Getting late, guys. One of you call me tomorrow about whether or not we’re in business.” 


	“Will do,” Lyle said. “If we decide yes, when will you want the down payment?” 


	“Since tomorrow’s Sunday, I can pick it up Monday. Cash only, remember. That’s when I’ll start.” 


	On the way out, even though it was dark and he wasn’t officially hired, Jack had Lyle give him a tour of the yard. As he stepped off the front porch he noticed that all the foundation plantings were dead.


	“Hey, if you’re into this look, I know a bar in the city you’ll just love.” 


	“Forgot to mention that. Happened overnight. They must have been poisoned.” 


	“Nasty,” Jack said, fingering a stiff, brown rhodo leaf. Felt as if it had died last month and spent the time since in the Mojave Desert. “And petty. I don’t like petty people.” 


	Something about the dead plants bothered him. He’d done some landscaping work as a teen. Remembered using defoliants now and again. Didn’t remember anything that killed so quickly and thoroughly. Almost as if they’d had all their juices sucked out overnight.


	The dead foundation plants aside, the rest of the shrubbery scattered about Menelaus Manor’s double lot offered a number of good surveillance points at ground level, but he’d need a high perch. The pitch of the house roof was too steep; the garage roof looked better but was only one story high.


	“That garage looks like an afterthought.” 


	Worse than an afterthought. More like a one-car tumor off the right flank of the original structure, destroying its symmetry.


	“According to the real estate agent,” Lyle said, “that’s exactly what it was. Built in the eighties by the original owner’s son after he inherited the place—” 


	“And before he offed himself.” 


	“Obviously. If I ever find a reason to buy a car, I’m sure it’ll come in very handy after I’ve been shopping. Opens right into the kitchen area. Great for when it’s raining.” 


	“Or when you don’t want anyone to see what you’re unloading.” 


	Lyle frowned at him. “Yeah, I guess so. Why’d you say that?” 


	“I don’t know,” Jack said. “It just came to me.” And that was true. The idea had leaped into his head. He shook it off. “Let’s check out that big maple,” he said, pointing toward the street.


	“Maple,” Lyle said as they walked through the dark toward the street. “I’ll have to remember that.” 


	“Didn’t have many trees where you grew up, I take it.” 


	He sensed Lyle stiffen. “What makes you say that?” 


	“Your accent’s good, but Charlie…” 


	“Yeah, Charlie,” Lyle said through a sigh. “I couldn’t do this without him, but I can’t let him speak when a sitter’s around. He just doesn’t get it.” 


	They arrived at the maple that hugged the curb and spread over the sidewalk and the street. It looked good and sturdy but the branches had been trimmed far up the trunk. The lowest hung about ten feet off the ground.


	“Give me a boost,” Jack said.


	Lyle gave him a dubious look.


	“Come on,” Jack said, laughing. “I know how it’s a matter of pride with you scammers about getting your hands dirty, but a little alley oop is all I need and I’ll take it from there.” 


	Shaking his head, Lyle laced his fingers together and boosted Jack up to where he could grab the limb. As Jack clambered onto the branch, he noticed Lyle stepping back between two parked cars and into the street.


	“Where you going?” 


	“No offense, but I figured I’d get out of the way in case you and/or that branch come down.” 


	“Aw, and I was counting on you catching me if—” 


	Jack heard an engine rev. He looked down the street and saw a car with its lights out racing Lyle’s way.


	“Incoming!” 


	Lyle looked around but didn’t react immediately. Maybe he didn’t see the car right away because its lights were out. When he finally did move, jumping back toward the curb, the car swerved toward him, missing him by a thin breeze as it creased the fender of the parked car to his right.


	“That them?” Jack shouted as he swung down from the tree.


	The car didn’t stop, didn’t even slow. Jack glanced at Lyle, who looked shaken but otherwise unscathed.


	“I-I don’t know.” 


	Jack took off. I’m not even hired yet, he thought as he sprinted along the sidewalk.


	He’d started running by reflex but didn’t stop. Starting a job without a down payment was against Jack’s rules, but after this, Lyle was a pretty sure bet to come across. And a look at the mystery car’s license plate tonight might save Jack days of surveillance next week.


	He kept to the sidewalk, hoping the driver wouldn’t spot him. As the car passed under a street light he saw that it was either yellow or white, but he couldn’t identify the make or model. Couldn’t be something distinctive like a PT Cruiser, could it; no, had to be one of those generic-looking mid-size sedans that could be a Camry, a Corolla, a Sentra, or any of half a dozen other models. With its lights still off, the Camrollentra’s license plate remained hidden in the shadow of the bumper.


	Ditmars Boulevard lay maybe a hundred yards ahead. The traffic light showed red. Would the car stop?


	Fat chance. Jack saw its brake lights glow as it slowed, but that was it. The Camrollentra cruised the red and turned right.


	Jack kept moving, putting a little more juice into his stride. Probably a waste of energy, but who knew? Might get lucky and find that the mystery car had plowed into a cab and locked bumpers. Stranger things had happened.


	He rounded the corner and skidded to a stop… just like the traffic. People out on the town for Saturday night had done what the red light hadn’t.


	Jack started moving again, at a more relaxed pace this time, sorting through the cars in the jam as he strolled past the brightly lit store fronts. Within the first twenty-five yards he found two Camrollentras, one white, one pale yellow. Swell.


	But the yellow one had a dented front fender and its headlights were out. The woman in the passenger seat kept looking over her shoulder. Her gaze swept right past him. Looking for someone with lots darker skin, no doubt.


	Gotcha.


	She faced front again, banging on the dashboard and pointing ahead, obviously telling her driver to get moving. But cars were lined up ahead and behind, and the opposite lane was no better. They’d move when everyone else moved.


	Coming almost parallel, Jack ducked out of her line of sight and squatted, pretending to tie his shoe. After checking to make sure no one was paying attention, he crab-walked between two parked cars. This placed him two feet from the target car’s right rear tire. He was close enough now to see that he was dealing with an aging Corolla. He wormed the black-handled Spyderco Endura Lightweight out of his back pocket, did a one-hand flick-out of the four-inch serrated blade, and jabbed it through the sidewall of the tire. Then he slunk back to the sidewalk, made a show of tying his other shoe, and rose again to his feet.


	Without a glance back, he checked out the store signs and found a Duane Reade. He’d go with that. Hoped it had what he wanted.


	It did. Gotta love these Duane Reades. Called themselves pharmacies but carried so much more. Just about everything anyone could need.


	Like duct tape.


	And pantyhose.


	Jack walked along, noting that traffic had thinned. He paused by a trash receptacle to open the pantyhose package; he cut off one of the legs and threw the rest away. Then he moved on, searching for the yellow Corolla. He went three blocks without seeing it. Had they decided to keep driving, flat tire or no? He hadn’t figured on that because it was sure to draw attention, maybe even a police stop, and they’d want to avoid something like that.


	As he was crossing a side street, heading into block four, he heard a clank of metal off to his right. Stopped, listened, heard a man’s voice cursing in English. Peered up the block and saw a man and a woman by the curb just past a streetlight. The man knelt by the wheel of a pale Corolla that had pulled in next to a fire hydrant, the woman stood, as if on guard.


	“Come on, come on!” said the woman. “Can’t you do this any faster?” 


	“Fucking lugs are rusted. I—” Another clank. “Shit!” 


	Jack stepped off Ditmars and crept up the other side of the street, keeping low behind the parked cars. When he came even with the Corolla he found a pool of shadow and watched from there.


	The man was average height, maybe forty, with receding hair and a medium-size gut; she was pint-size, five-one, tops, and built like a fire plug. The mouth on her would make Eminem blush.


	Obviously the guy hadn’t changed too many tires, and his companion’s constant bitching didn’t help, but finally he got the spare onto the wheel. When the car was off the jack, the woman got back into the front seat.


	As the man gathered up his tools, Jack pulled the pantyhose leg over his head; slipped his left wrist through the roll of duct tape and ripped off a six-inch length; stuck this to his left forearm and waited for the man to lift the flat tire.


	When he did, Jack dashed across the street, straight at him. He didn’t see Jack until he was in his face. Guy’s mouth dropped open into a terrified O as he looked up but both his hands were burdened with tire, making him a sitting duck for the fist that rammed into his nose. Dropped the tire as his head snapped back. Jack grabbed his shirt, hauled him forward, and flung him into the trunk. Guy was dazed, didn’t struggle as Jack pushed his legs over the rim and slammed the lid closed.


	Without slowing Jack slipped around to the passenger side, pulling his knife and flicking out the blade as he moved. The raised trunk lid had hidden him from the passenger. Now he yanked open the door and slapped a hand over her unsuspecting yap.


	He wiggled the knife blade before her terrified eyes and spoke, raising his pitch in a bad German accent, one that wouldn’t have made the cut even on Hogan’s Heroes.


	“Vun peep unt you ah dead!” 


	She glanced at his stocking-distorted face, made a soft noise that sounded like, “Gak,” then shut her mouth.


	“Dat’s da spirit.” 


	Jack replaced the hand over her mouth with the length of duct tape. Then he pulled her out of the front and pushed her face down on the back seat where he taped her hands behind her back and wrapped up her ankles.


	Final touch: flipped her face up and taped over her eyes—a vertical strip on each, then twice around the head. Rolled her onto the floor, then got her buddy out of the trunk and went through the same procedure on him.


	All told, a two-minute process. Maybe less.


	Jumped into the driver’s seat, hit the ignition, and they were rolling. Pulled off the stocking and rubbed his itching face. Then he addressed his whimpering, struggling audience of two.


	“You ah probably vondering vhy I haff brought us togezzer like zis. It iss a mattah of money. I need, you gots. So vee ah all going zumplace nize unt private vhere vee can make zee exchange. Nuzzing perzonal. Opportunity has knocked unt I haf anzzered. Do not giff me troubles unt you vill valk avay in vun piece. Zat iss clear, yah?” 


	He didn’t care if they bought the accent; he simply didn’t want them to recognize his normal speaking voice when they heard it. Because if his plans worked out, they’d be hearing it fairly soon.


				*
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	After driving aimlessly for twenty minutes, making a succession of unnecessary lefts and rights, bogus three-point turns, Jack was fairly lost. He figured if he was confused, his passengers had to be completely disoriented.


	He found Ditmars Boulevard again, reoriented himself, then meandered back to the Kentons’ house. When he pulled into the driveway, Lyle and Charlie hurried out onto the front lawn. Jack jumped out and motioned them to be quiet. He led them to the car and pointed through the rear window. The brothers started when they saw the two bound forms on the back seat and turned to him with wide eyes. Jack motioned them to open the garage door.


	When the car had been moved inside and the door closed behind it, Jack motioned them into the house.


	“They’re the ones?” Lyle said, his voice barely above a whisper even though the car was far out of earshot.


	Jack nodded.


	“The ones who tried to run me down?” 


	“The same.” 


	“But how did they wind up…?” 


	“Part of the service.” 


	“Who are they?” 


	“We’ll find that out in a couple of minutes. By the way, I hope I’m hired. Otherwise I’ll have to throw them back.” 


	“Don’t worry,” Lyle said. “You’re hired. You’re so very hired. Do we sign a contract or something?” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said, and stuck out his hand. “Here it is.” 


	Lyle shook it, then Charlie.


	“That’s it?” Lyle said.


	“That’s it.” 


	“Ay, yo, you kidnapped them!” Charlie said.


	“Technically, yes. Does that bother you?” 


	“No, but the cops, the FBI—” 


	“Won’t ever hear about this. Those people never saw me, and they don’t know their car is parked in your garage.” Jack rubbed his hands together. Time to learn a little about the Kenton brothers. “So, the question now is, what do you want to do to them? We can break their arms, break their legs, break their heads…” 


	He watched their expressions, was glad for the revulsion reflected there.


	“Oh, man,” Lyle said. “This afternoon I wanted blood. I wanted to kill them. Now…” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said. “They are kind of pathetic looking. Personally I prefer messing with heads to breaking them.” 


	“Mess with their heads,” Charlie said, looking relieved. “Yeah, I’m down with that. Sound like the way to go.” 


	Lyle nodded. “Fine with me. How?” 


	“First off, some rules. Only I speak in their presence, and I’ll sound like Colonel Klink. Not a word out of you two because they might know your voices. We don’t want them connecting you with this, right?” 


	They both nodded.


	“Good. That settled, the first thing we’ll do is take them out of the car, lay them on the floor, strip search them—” 


	“Yo. Rewind there. Strip ‘em?” 


	“Right. I think a little humiliation will be good for the souls of a couple of attempted murderers, don’t you? Plus, it’ll keep them cowed; nothing makes you feel more vulnerable and helpless than being without your clothes. On top of all that, it’ll scare the hell out of them, wondering if we’ve got some twisted sexual plans for them.” 


	“But we don’t, right?” Charlie said with a pleading look.


	“You kidding?” Jack said. “You got a look at them. Having them lying around naked will be lots tougher on us than them.” 


	“And after that?” Lyle said.


	“We comb through their clothes, their wallets and pocketbooks, the glove compartment, learn everything we can about them, then decide how you guys get even.” 


	Jack noticed their reluctant expressions. Like true scam artists, they didn’t like getting physical.


	“If it makes you too uncomfortable, I can do it alone. But things’ll move much faster if I have some help.” 


	Lyle glanced at Charlie, then sighed. “Lead the way.” 


				*
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	Twenty minutes later they were back in the kitchen.


	Jack dumped the man’s wallet, the woman’s pocketbook, and the contents of the glove compartment onto the table, then began sorting through them.


	Lyle had this dazed expression. He’d looked that way since they found a .32 caliber pistol in the trunk’s now-empty spare tire well.


	“Those two people,” he muttered. “They want me dead.” 


	“What gives you that idea?” Jack said. “Just because they shot at you, tried to burn down your house, and run you down with their car?” 


	“This isn’t funny.” 


	Jack looked up from the car registration and driver licenses he’d collected. He had to lighten this guy up.


	“Damn right it’s not funny. Especially cutting their clothes off.” He cringed at the memory of the woman’s pale, squat, flabby body. “I had to keep mentally dressing her.” 


	Finally a smile from Lyle. This was one major stiff.


	“Okay,” Jack said. “From what I can gather here, we’re dealing with a married couple, Carl and Elizabeth Foster.” 


	Lyle pulled a stack of business cards from the purse and shuffled through them. “I’ll be damned!” 


	“Not if I can help it,” Charlie said.


	If Lyle heard, he didn’t acknowledge the remark. “She’s Madame Pomerol! I’ve heard of her. She was on Letterman.” 


	Jack rarely watched talk shows. “She’s big time?” 


	“Pretty much. Upper East Side. I hear she’s been hot the past few years. Her name’s popped up quite a bit from my sitters—a lot of them used to be Pomerol regulars.” 


	“There you go,” Jack said. “You know who, and now you know why.” 


	“They Upper East Side?” Charlie said. “How come they got such a hooptie ride?” 


	Jack was about to explain that it was a city thing, but Lyle cut him off.


	“The bitch!” he muttered, still staring at Madame Pomerol’s business card. “She tried to kill me!” 


	“The husband was driving the car that just missed you, don’t forget,” Jack told him. “Looks like a joint effort to me.” 


	“Yeah, but I bet she’s been running the show.” 


	Charlie said, “Yeah, well, don’t really matter who was the shot calla. The right-now real is that our garage is holdin’ two butt-naked honkies tied up like calves ready for slaughter. What we gonna do with them?” 


	“Not sure yet,” Jack said. He was winging it here; usually he went into a job with at least half a plan, but events tonight had moved too swiftly. “The more immediate question is, What are we gonna do to them?” 


	Charlie was watching Jack. “What you mean, ‘to’? I know they tried to hurt us—” 


	“They tried to kill us, Charlie,” Lyle said. “Not hurt us, kill us! Don’t you forget that!” 


	“A’ight. So they tried to off us. But that don’t give us no right to off them.” He was fingering his WWJD button again. “We gotta turn the other cheek and hand them over to the police.” 


	Jack didn’t like the way this was going. “Do that and you leave yourself open for charges like assault and battery, kidnapping, unlawful confinement, and who knows what else,” he said. “You want that?” 


	“No way,” Charlie said.


	“And who said anything about killing them?” 


	“Well, the way Lyle talkin’—” 


	Lyle said, “I didn’t mean we should kill them, Charlie. For Christ sake, you know me better than that! It’s just that I don’t know what we’ve accomplished here besides figuring out who they are. We let them go and they’re right back on our asses tomorrow, trying to off us or run us out of town. I don’t want to keep looking over my shoulder, man. I want this done with!” 


	“That’s where I come in,” Jack said. He felt the adrenaline start to flow, singing along his nerves as the beginnings of a plan took shape. He took one of the Madame Pomerol business cards from Lyle and waved it in the air. “We’ve got their address. We’ve got a set of their keys. Let’s see if we can rig some surprises for them.” 


	Charlie nodded. “I’m down with that. What you got in mind?” 


	“Still working on it, but I think I can find a few ways to keep Madame Pomerol too distracted to worry about bothering you. At least in the short run. We can worry about the long run later. But if I’m gonna make a move it’s got to be tonight, and that means I’ll need some help.” He turned to Charlie. “Where’s your key cutter?” 


	Charlie blinked and looked at Lyle. “Key cutter?” 


	“I know you’ve got one. Take me to it. We’re wasting time.” 


	“Do it,” Lyle said.


	Charlie shrugged. “Okay. We doin’ copies of their crib keys?” 


	“You got it. And while we’re at it, what do you keep in the way of spare parts for your magic tricks?” 


	Charlie grinned. “Got boxes and boxes.” 


	“Swell. Show me your stock and let’s see if you’ve got anything we can put to use.” 


	Jack didn’t know how the night would turn out, but he knew he’d be a lot later getting to Gia’s than he’d planned. Had to give her a call soon. But not now. His blood was tingling and he felt more alive than he had in months.
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	Lyle ground his teeth as he wandered into the garage for another check on Madame Pomerol and her husband. Jack and Charlie had raced off to the city almost two hours ago, leaving him in charge of the… what? Prisoners? Hostages? Human garbage?


	Whatever they were they were back in their car—the husband on the rear floor, Madame Pomerol on the back seat, both face down. Lyle had taken the tattered remnants of the clothes they’d cut off them earlier and tossed them over their naked bodies. But that hadn’t been enough, so he’d found an old blanket to cover them. He didn’t want to have to see their puckered, hairy asses every time he checked on them.


	His fury frightened him.


	Mainly because the windows and doors had started opening themselves again. Taking a shot at him, trying to run him down, he could handle that. Where he came from, you understood that. But sneaking into his house, changing it, wiring it to do strange things…


	His house, goddammit! The first home he’d ever truly been able to call his own, and these pathetic lowlifes had invaded it, defiled it, made parts of it theirs instead of his.


	It made him crazy, made him look long and hard at the carving knives in the kitchen, made him open their car trunk and stare at the nickel-plated pistol they’d fired at him.


	But as much as he could think of murder, he knew he couldn’t do it. No killer in his heart.


	Yet God, how he’d love to scare the shit out of these two. Grab them by their scrawny necks and drag them through the rooms, holding their own piece to their heads, threatening to start busting caps on them if they didn’t tell him what they’d done to his house, then stand over them and make them undo it, jab and poke them with the barrel when they didn’t move as fast as he wanted.


	But Jack had said the Fosters mustn’t know where they were, mustn’t connect their abduction to Lyle and Charlie Kenton. Lyle had never been one to take orders blindly, but this Jack guy… Lyle had to make an exception for him. You pay a man that kind of bread, you’d better listen to him. Besides, the man got things done.


	The phone rang. Lyle checked the caller ID and picked up when he recognized Charlie’s cell number.


	“We through, bro,” Charlie said. “We done our business and we headin’ home.” 


	“What’d you do?” 


	“Tell you when I get there, but lemme tell you, dawg, it fine! This Jack is righteous! Now, we took care of our end, you take care of yours. See ya.” 


	Lyle hung up and took a deep breath. My end… Jack had laid it out before leaving with Charlie. Sounded easy then, but seemed risky now.


	He took a deep breath and headed for the garage.
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	Lyle stopped the Fosters’ car in the shadow of a construction Dumpster. With all the rebuilding still going on in the financial district, these things were on every other block; this one seemed particularly large and isolated. He killed the lights and checked the street: nothing moving. This part of Manhattan was just about the quietest spot in town on a Saturday night.


	He checked his watch. He’d made good time. The BQE had been light so he’d followed it all the way down to the Brooklyn Bridge and across into lower Manhattan. He’d driven like a timid Sunday school teacher, sticking to the speed limit all the way, signaling every lane change, spending as much time looking in his rearview mirror as through the windshield. The last thing he needed was to get stopped for some minor violation and have to explain what was under the blanket in the rear.


	Lyle picked up the carving knife from the seat beside him and thumbed the edge. He noticed the blade quivering in the faint light.


	I’ve got the shakes, he thought. He cast an angry glance over his shoulder. They should have the shakes.


	But he’d never done anything like this before.


	Let’s get this over with.


	He pulled the blanket off Madame Pomerol’s flabby body, turned her over, gripped her under the arms, and started dragging her from the car. She struggled and he could hear whimpers of fear through her gag, her breath whistling in and out her nose. She’d just spent hours stripped naked, bound, gagged, and blindfolded. Both of them had to be terrified beyond anything they ever could have imagined.


	Too bad, Lyle thought as he laid her out on the pavement. Just too goddamn bad.


	Next he dragged her husband from the car and rolled him over, face down like his wife. As soon as the man’s belly flattened out on the asphalt, a puddle began to form around his mid-section.


	What’s the matter? Lyle wanted to shout. Think you’re gonna die? Think what you planned for me is coming down on you?


	He lowered the knife toward the woman and cut three quarters of the way through the tape binding her wrists, then did the same with the man. They’d be able to rip the rest of the way through without too much difficulty.


	He hopped back into their car and roared away, looking around, looking over his shoulder, wondering if anyone had spotted him. Lyle was beginning to believe they might get away with this.


	He drove to Chambers Street and parked by a fire hydrant. He left the windows down, the doors unlocked, and the trunk open; he left their cut-up clothes on the front seat but folded the blanket and took that along. He dropped the keys through a sewer grate on his way to the subway station on the corner. He’d chosen this spot because the W train stopped here. It also stopped in Astoria, six blocks from his house.


	While he was waiting for the train, as per Jack’s instructions, he found a pay phone and dialed 911. He noticed his fingers trembling as they dropped the coins into the slot.


	Damn! He was still juiced.


	He told the operator he’d heard something that sounded like gunshots up on Chambers Street… said he thought it had something to do with a yellow Corolla parked by a hydrant.


	The first thing the cops would do would be to check the glove compartment where they’d find the car registration. Next they’d check the trunk and find the .32. Jack had said he’d give high odds that the gun was unregistered.


	When the Fosters reported the car stolen, they’d have to explain the unregistered pistol found in their trunk, most likely with their prints on it. If it could be linked to a crime, so much the better. If not, Jack said he had further plans for Madame Pomerol.


	Lyle was dying to know what he’d cook up next.
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	Jack let himself into Gia’s house through the front door. He punched a code twice into the alarm keypad—first to disarm, then to rearm it. He glided upstairs and spoke a soft hello into the dark bedroom. Receiving a muffled mumble in reply, he ducked into the bathroom for a quick shower, then slipped under the covers and snuggled against Gia.


	“You awake?” he said, nuzzling her neck.


	She was wearing a short T-shirt and panties, and he was in the mood. He was definitely in the mood.


	“How was your night?” she muttered through barely mobile lips.


	“Great. How was yours?” 


	“Lonely.” 


	Jack slipped a hand under her shirt and cupped a breast. It fit perfectly in his hand.


	“Just hold me, Jack, okay? Just hold me.” 


	“Not in the mood?” 


	“Sometimes a girl just likes to be held.” 


	Concerned, he released her breast and folded his arms around her. Couldn’t remember the last time Gia had referred to herself as a “girl.” 


	“Anything wrong?” 


	“Just lying here thinking.” 


	“About what?” 


	“Possibilities.” 


	“Oh? Got to be about a million of them out there for you. All good.” 


	“I wish I were so sure.” 


	“You’re worried about something,” he said, pulling her closer. “I sensed it this afternoon. What’s up?” 


	“Like I said, just thinking about possibilities… and the big changes they might bring.” 


	“Good changes or bad?” 


	“Depends on how you look at them.” 


	“You’re losing me here.” 


	Gia sighed. “I know. I’m not trying to be mysterious. It’s just… sometimes you worry.” 


	“About what?” 


	She turned and kissed him. “Nothing. Everything.” 


	“If something’s bothering you, shouldn’t I know?” 


	“You should. And when there’s—when it’s something real—you’ll be the first to know.” 


	She slid her hand down his abdomen and gripped him.


	“What about just being held?” he said, instantly responding.


	“Sometimes that’s plenty… and other times it’s not quite enough.” 


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	Other less frightening memories have filtered back to the nameless and placeless one… glimpses of tall buildings and sunlit yards, all so tantalizingly familiar, and yet so resolutely out of reach.


	But as comforting as these memories are, they do not lessen the ambient rage. What they represent is gone, and the sense of loss intensifies the rage. The only thing that tempers the fury, keeps it from consuming the nameless one in a blinding explosion is confusion… and loneliness… and loss.


	If it had eyes, it would cry.


	Still unable to fathom its identity and location, it senses a vague purpose behind its awakening. Like the source of the flitting memory fragments, the nature of the purpose remains elusive. Yet it is there, ripening. Soon, nurtured by the rage, it will blossom.


	And then someone, something must die…


				*

	


	
IN THE WEE HOURS


	Lyle awoke to the sound of music… a piano… something classical. The delicate melody sounded vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t identify it. He’d bought some classical CDs for background music in the waiting room, but he’d picked them at random and never listened to them himself. Never understood why people liked classical; but then, he couldn’t understand why people liked to drink Scotch either.


	Charlie? Not a chance. Not Charlie’s taste at all. And Charlie was in the sack. He’d come back from his night ride with Jack babbling about how bustin’ he was, how they’d set it up to give Madame Pomerol a taste of her own medicine, and how he wished he could be there when it went down. But then he’d faded fast and said goodnight.


	Lyle threw off the sheet and swung his feet to the floor. He didn’t want to know the time. Whatever it was, it was too late. He’d given up on trying to keep the windows closed so he’d turned off the AC and gone to bed with them open. The temperature at the moment wasn’t too bad, though.


	But what’s with the music? The same song over and over.


	Had Madame Pomerol and her husband screwed with his music system as well? After last night he’d hoped he’d heard the last of them.


	As Lyle pounded down the stairs toward the waiting room, he noticed something about the music… thin… just a piano. Where were the strings and the rest of the orchestra? And then he realized it wasn’t a CD… it was live… someone was playing the piano in the waiting room.


	He burst into the room and stopped dead on the threshold. The lights were out. The only illumination came from the faint glow of the street lights through the open front door. A dark figure sat at the piano, tinkling away on the keys.


	Lyle’s shakes from earlier in the evening returned, now more from dread than adrenaline, as he reached for the light switch. He found it, hesitated then flipped it.


	He groaned with relief when he saw Charlie seated on the piano bench, his back to him. Charlie’s head was turned, his eyes closed, a small smile playing about his lips as his fingers danced over the keys. He seemed to be enjoying himself.


	The look on his face sent a trickle of ice water down Lyle’s spine.


	“Charlie?” Lyle said, closing the front door and moving closer. “Charlie, what are you doing?” 


	He opened his eyes; they were glassy. “I’m playing ‘Fur Elise.’ It’s my favorite.” Charlie’s voice… but not his diction. He looked like he used to get back in his pre-born again days when he was doing a couple of blunts a night.


	The cold spine trickle became a torrent. Charlie didn’t play piano. And even if he did, he wouldn’t be diddling this light-fingered tune with the funny name.


	Lyle’s tongue felt thick, sticky. “When did you learn to play piano, Charlie?” 


	“I had my first lesson when I was six.” 


	“No, you didn’t.” He put his hand on his brother’s shoulder and gave it a gentle shake. “You know you didn’t. What are you pulling here?” 


	“Just practicing.” He picked up the tempo. “I’ve got to play this note perfect for my recital.” 


	“Stop it, Charlie.” 


	He played faster, his fingers flying over the keys. “No. I’ve got to play it twenty times a day to make sure—” 


	Lyle reached over and grabbed his brother’s wrists. He tried to pull them away from the keyboard but his brother fought him. Finally Lyle threw all his weight into it.


	“Charlie, please?” 


	They both came away from the piano together, Charlie tipping over backward on the piano seat and landing on the floor, Lyle staggering but keeping his feet.


	For an instant Charlie glared at him from the floor, his eyes blazing with rage, then his face cleared.


	“Lyle?” 


	“Charlie, what on—?” Then Lyle saw the blood on the front of his shirt. “Oh, Christ! What happened?” 


	Charlie stared up at him with a bewildered look. “What goin’ on, bro?” 


	He started to rise but Lyle pushed him back. “Don’t move! You’ve been hurt!” 


	Charlie looked down at the glistening red stain on the front of his shirt, then looked up again.


	“Lyle?” His eyes were afraid. “Lyle, what—?” 


	Lyle tried not to lose it. His brother, something awful had happened to his baby brother. They’d been through so much and now… and now…


	He wanted to run for the phone to call Emergency Services, but was afraid to leave Charlie’s side. There might be something he could do, needed to do right now to make sure he survived until help arrived.


	“Take your shirt off and let’s see. Maybe it’s not so bad.” 


	“Lyle, what wrong with you?” 


	Lyle didn’t want to see this. If it was only half as bad as it looked it was still terrible. He yanked up Charlie’s shirt—


	And gaped.


	The skin of his chest was unbroken, without a trace of blood. Lyle dropped to his knees before him and touched his skin.


	“What on earth?” 


	Where had all that blood come from? He yanked the shirt back down and gasped when he found it clean and dry and pristine white, as if fresh from the dryer.


	“Lyle?” Charlie said, a different kind of fear in his eyes now. “What happenin’ here? Is this a dream? I went to bed, next thing I know, I’m here on the floor.” 


	“You were playing the piano.” He struggled to his feet and helped Charlie up. “Don’t you remember?” 


	“No way. You know I can’t—” 


	“But you were. And playing pretty well.” 


	“But how?” 


	“I wish to hell I knew.” 


	Charlie grabbed his arm. “Maybe that it. Maybe that crack in the cellar let a little bit of hell into this house. Or maybe there always been a bit of hell in this place, considerin’ what happened here over the years. Whatever it is, it’s gettin’ to you.” 


	Lyle was about to tell his brother to cool it with that shit when the front door unlocked itself and swung open.


				*

	


	
SUNDAY
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	Gia cleaned up the breakfast dishes. Not a task she minded as a rule, but today… scraping leftover scrambled eggs from the bottom of a frying pan roiled her already queasy stomach. The eggs had been for Jack; she’d whipped them up and mixed in crumbled soy bacon strips for a don’t-ask, don’t-tell breakfast. He hadn’t asked if he was eating real bacon and she hadn’t told. Not that he would have minded. Jack ate just about everything. Sometimes, when he was in his Where’s-the-beef? mode, he’d complain about too many vegetables, but he rarely failed to clean his plate. A good boy. She never had to tell him about the starving children in China.


	He’d said he had an appointment with a new customer this morning—someone who claimed he couldn’t wait until Monday—and had wandered off to the townhouse’s little library to kill some time before he had to leave.


	“How about a shnackie?” he said as he wandered back.


	She looked up and smiled at him. “You just ate breakfast an hour ago.” 


	He rubbed his stomach. “I know, but I need a little shomething.” 


	“How about a leftover bagel?” 


	“Shuper.” 


	“You’ve been reading one of Vicky’s Mutts books, haven’t you?” 


	“Yesh.” 


	“Well, get yourself out of Mooch mode and I’ll toast you one.” 


	He sat down. “After a week of this you’ll never get me to leave.” He looked at her. “Wouldn’t be so bad if I stayed, would it?” 


	Oh, no. Their recurrent topic of contention: whether or not to live together.


	Jack voted yes, and had been pushing for it—gently, but persistently—since late last year. He wanted to be a bigger part of Vicky’s life, be the kind of father her real father had never been.


	“It would be great,” Gia said. “As soon as we’re married.” 


	Jack sighed. “You know I’d marry you in a heartbeat if I could, but…” 


	“But you can’t. Because a man with no official existence can’t apply for a marriage license.” 


	“Is a piece of paper so important?” 


	“We’ve been over this before, Jack. Marriage wouldn’t matter if I weren’t Vicky’s mother. But I am. And Vicky’s mom does not have a live-in boyfriend, or manfriend, or significant other, or whatever the latest accepted term is.” 


	An archaic mindset. Gia freely admitted that, and had no problem with it. The values by which she guided her life were not weather vanes, changing direction with every shift of the social climes; they were the bedrock on which she’d grown up, and they still felt solid underfoot. They formed her comfort zone. She didn’t care to impose them on anyone else, and conversely, didn’t want anyone else telling her how to raise her child.


	She believed in raising a child by example. Definitely hands-on, setting rules and limits, but being bound by her own rules as well. None of this do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do nonsense. If Gia wanted Vicky to tell the truth, then Gia must never lie; if Gia wanted Vicky to be honest, then Gia must never cheat.


	The perfect example had presented itself last week when she and Vicky had gone to the liquor store. Knowing Jack would be around a lot during Vicky’s absence, Gia had picked up a case of beer, plus a couple of bottles of wine. On the way out of the store Vicky whispered that the cashier hadn’t scanned one of the wines. Gia had checked her receipt and, sure enough, Little Miss Never-Miss-a-Trick was right. She’d turned around, pointed out the error, and paid for the extra bottle. The clerk was astounded, the manager had wanted to give her the bottle for free, and two other customers waiting on line had looked at her as if to say, What planet are you from?


	“Why didn’t you just keep the bottle, Mom?” Vicky had asked.


	“Because it wasn’t mine.” 


	“But no one knew.” 


	“You knew. And once you told me, I knew. And then keeping it would have made me a thief. I don’t want to be a thief.” 


	Vicky had nodded at the obvious truth of that and then started talking about the dead bird she’d seen yesterday.


	But living the life she wanted Vicky to live meant sacrifices. It meant no moving in with Jack, no Jack moving in with her. Because if sixteen-year-old Vicky one day asked if her boyfriend could move into her bedroom, Gia wanted to be able to look her daughter straight in the eye when she said no.


	How in the world could Gia ever explain to Vicky her love for Jack? She couldn’t explain it to herself. Jack flouted all the rules, thumbed his nose at society’s most basic conventions, and yet… he was the most decent, most moral, truest man she’d met since leaving Iowa.


	But as much as she loved him, she wasn’t sure she wanted to live with him. Or with anyone else, for that matter. She liked her space, and she and Vicky had plenty of that here on Sutton Square. This high-priced, oak-paneled, antique-studded piece of East Side real estate belonged to the Westphalen family, of which Vicky was the last surviving member. Her aunts had left the townhouse and most of their considerable fortunes to her in their wills, but they were listed as missing instead of dead. It would be years before the place and the fortunes were officially Vicky’s, but until then the executor let them live here to keep up the property.


	So… if Gia and Jack ever came to a living arrangement, she and Vicky would not be moving to Jack’s little two-bedroom apartment. He’d come here. After they were married.


	“What do we do, then?” he said.


	She buttered the bagel and placed it before him. “We go on as we are. I’m happy. Aren’t you?” 


	“Sure.” He smiled at her. “But I could be happier waking up with you every morning.” 


	That part she’d love. But the rest… she wasn’t sure she could handle living with Jack. He kept bizarre hours, sometimes out all night if one of his jobs called for it. She became aware of these incidents only after the fact; she’d sleep through the night thinking he was safe in his apartment watching one of his strange old movies. Living with Jack would change all that. She’d be wide awake wondering where he was, if he was in danger, praying he’d come back in one piece, or come back at all.


	She’d be a wreck. She didn’t know if she could live like that.


	Better this way. At least for now. But what if…?


	Gia suppressed a groan of frustration. If only she knew the results of that pregnancy test. She’d sneaked a call to Dr. Eagleton’s service while Jack was in the library and was told she was off until Monday. The same uncooperative doctor was covering for her, so Gia didn’t bother calling him. She’d have to wait till tomorrow.


	She watched Jack wolf down his bagel. If that test comes out positive tomorrow, she thought, what will you say?


				*
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	“This is wack, dawg!” Charlie said angrily, slapping the newspaper against the kitchen table and rattling the breakfast dishes. “Totally wack!” 


	Lyle looked up at his brother over the edge of the Times sports section. “You okay?” 


	He’d been worried about Charlie since that strange episode last night, but Charlie seemed unconcerned; maybe because he didn’t believe he’d been playing the piano. He thought Lyle had had another nightmare.


	And who could blame him? Especially after Lyle wailing about blood all over his chest and then finding no wound. But this was the second time he’d seen Charlie with a hole in his chest. He didn’t believe in premonitions, and considering what he’d been seeing, he didn’t want to.


	As he sat here with the sun and a summer breeze pouring through the open—what else?—windows, worrying about portents of future calamities seemed silly.


	“Trip to this,” Charlie said, a mixture of anger and disgust twisting his features as he shoved a section of the News across the table. “Top right column.” 


	When Lyle saw the headline he had a premonition—oh, yes—as to what it was about. The first sentence confirmed it.


	SHE SHOULD’VE SEEN IT COMING Elizabeth Foster, known to certain wealthy Manhattanites as psychic advisor Madame Pomerol, was picked up in the financial district last night wearing nothing but a large piece of cardboard. Her husband Carl was similarly attired. The couple explained that they had been driving near their home on the Upper East Side when suddenly they were “aported” out of their car—and their clothes as well!—by mischievous spirits who were angry at them. The spirits whisked them through the night and dumped them naked in Lower Manhattan. Madame Pomerol claims that certain spirits are angry at her for forcing them to return many items that they have previously stolen from her clients.


	“I don’t believe this!” Lyle said, looking up at Charlie. “She’s turning the whole thing into a commercial for herself!” 


	He read on…


	Two years ago, Madame Pomerol was just another among the scores of spiritualist mediums working the city’s psychic beat until she appeared on The Late Show with David Letterman. Although Letterman generally made light of her psychic claims during her appearance, the exposure made her a celebrity and she has become one of the most prominent and prosperous mediums in the five boroughs.


	Despite her claims of psychic abilities, however, Madame Pomerol didn’t know where her car was. Police had to tell her that they’d located it shortly after they found her, not on the Upper East Side where she claimed to have been snatched from it, but on Chambers Street, a short distance from where the couple was found.


	“The spirits must have apported the car after they apported us,” Madame Pomerol said.


	The psychic couldn’t explain how this was done. Nor could she explain the .32 caliber pistol found in the trunk of the car, other than to say that, “The malicious spirits must have placed it there. They want to get me into trouble because they’re furious at my ability to undo their mischief.” 


	The Fosters were not charged at this time, but might be in the future, pending investigation of the weapon.


	“They damn well better be charged!” Lyle said. “They tried to kill me with that gun!” 


	“She pretty quick on her feet, ain’t she,” Charlie said.


	“Yeah. Too quick, maybe.” 


	That harpy had turned what should have been humiliation into a publicity stunt. Lyle wondered if he would have been quick enough to do the same.


	Charlie said, “Ay, yo, leastways now she got something else to think about besides us.” 


	“Yeah. She and the mister have got to be worried about that gun. But even if they skate on that, maybe all this publicity’ll help her pick up enough new business so she’ll stop caring about the clients we siphoned off.” 


	Charlie grinned. “She ain’t gonna be so crazy about one new client comin’ in today, know’m sayin’?” 


	“You mean Jack.” 


	“Yeah, my whodi, Jack.” 


	“You really like him, don’t you.” 


	Charlie nodded. “I first saw him I’m thinkin’, this the guy gonna pull our butts outta the fire? Nuh-uh. But was I off. My bad. He rag out like some kinda bama, but he the furilla gorilla, bro.” 


	Lyle felt a twinge of jealousy at the admiration in his little brother’s voice.


	“Think he’s up to putting Madame Pomerol in her place?” 


	Charlie shrugged. “Sure had her in her place last night, yo. We checked her appointments when we was over her ‘temple.’ She got four flush fish set for a group sitting this afternoon. Jack gonna try to wheedle his way in.” He grinned. “And that’s when the fun’ll begin, know’m sayin’?” 


	“We should be doing our own Sunday sittings,” Lyle said. They’d been over this countless times before, but he couldn’t help bringing it up again. “It would be a big day for us. People are home, it’s a spiritual day, and if they’re not going to church, maybe they’d come here.” 


	Charlie’s grin vanished. “I told you, Lyle, you do a sittin’ on a Sunday, you do it without me. I hope someday I be forgiven for what I help you do the other six days of the week, but I know I’ll burn in hell sure for luring Godfearing folks away from praising the Lord on a Sunday. If I ever—” 


	Lyle started as a voice spoke from the adjoining room. He gripped the edge of the table and was halfway to his feet when he recognized Bugs Bunny.


	“The TV,” he said, feeling his muscles start to uncoil. For some reason it had suddenly blared to life. He glanced at Charlie. “You got the remote in your pocket or something?” 


	Charlie shook his head. “No way. Never touched it.” 


	They both jumped at the sound of gunfire, then Lyle realized that too came from the TV. He might have laughed then, but it wasn’t funny. The TV room was what remained of the old dining room, which used to connect to what was now the waiting room, but they’d closed off the opening during the remodeling. No way in or out of the TV room now except through here, the kitchen.


	Lyle stared at his brother for an uneasy moment, then he picked up a knife and straightened to his feet. No way anyone could be in there, but it never hurt to be ready.


	“Let’s go see what’s up.” 


	Knife held low against his thigh, Lyle stepped into the next room, but found it empty. On the screen the early, long-snouted Bugs was taunting a shotgun-toting Elmer Fudd. Lyle spotted the Cartoon Network logo nestled in the lower right corner.


	“You been watching cartoons?” he asked Charlie.


	“Not lately.” 


	He glanced around, found the remote on the recliner, and hit the number of the Weather Channel. “Might as well see what the weather’s going to be.” 


	The Weather Channel came on, but the set immediately flipped back to the Cartoon Network. Lyle tried again, with the same result. Annoyed now, he punched random numbers, but the set always returned to the Cartoon Network.


	“What is this shit?” 


	He went to the window and peered outside.


	“What you looking for?” Charlie said.


	“Oh, I’ve heard stories of pranking kids using a universal remote on a neighbor’s set.” 


	The yard was empty.


	“Yo, maybe it the Fosters, you know, messing with our heads again.” 


	“This seems too petty, even for them. Besides, I’m pretty sure they’ve got other things on their minds this morning.” 


	Hell with it, he thought, and hit the power button.


	The screen went dark. But a second later it buzzed to life again. He hit power half a dozen times in a row but the damn set kept turning itself back on.


	Charlie said, “Lemme deal with this.” 


	He reached behind the set and pulled the power plug, killing the picture.


	Lyle held out a hand for a five. “Now why didn’t I think of—” 


	They both jumped as the screen lit again, this time with Jerry the mouse flattening the head of Tom the cat with a frying pan. Lyle pointed to the plug in Charlie’s hand.


	“You must have pulled the wrong one.” 


	“The other’s the VCR. Look at it. The display still lit.” 


	“Pull it anyway.” 


	Charlie reached back and yanked out the other cord, but Tom and Jerry kept up their nonstop mayhem.


	Charlie threw down the cords as if they were live snakes. “I’m geese, man.” 


	“Hey, don’t bail on me. You’re the electronics guru here. Figure this out.” But Charlie kept moving, disappearing into the kitchen. “Where you going?” 


	“Where I go every Sunday at ten: church. You should give it a shot, bro, because there ain’t nothin’ electronic wrong with that TV. It’s haunted, yo, know’m sayin’? Haunted?” 


	Lyle turned and watched the cartoon characters race about on the screen of the unplugged TV. After the last couple of night’s crazy visions of Charlie with a hole in his chest, Lyle had begun to wonder if he might be cracking up. But he wasn’t imagining this TV thing. They’d both seen it.


	No way he was buying into a haunted TV set, though. There had to be an explanation, a rational one—like some kind of battery inside—and he was going to find it.


	Lyle headed for the garage and his toolbox…


				*
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	Jack sat in the rear of Julio’s and sized up his latest potential customer. The man had introduced himself simply as Edward, without offering his last name, a precaution Jack could appreciate.


	A few of the regulars were already at the bar getting their first dose of the day. Morning sun filtered through the funeral procession of dead ferns, Wandering Jews, and spider plants lining the front window, then moved on to light up the cloud of tobacco smoke hovering over the bar. Jack’s was the only table without the burden of upended chairs. The relatively cool air back here in the shadows wouldn’t last; the day was promising to be a scorcher. Julio had opened the rear door for cross ventilation, to waft out the smell of stale beer before he had to close up and turn on the AC.


	He approached now with a coffee pot.


	“You want anything in the Java, meng?” he said as he refilled Jack’s cup. “Little hair o’ the dog?” 


	Julio had his name on the front window. He was short and muscular, with a pencil-line mustache. And he stank.


	“Had a canine-free night,” Jack said, and tried to ignore the odor. He’d got his first cup up front, which Julio had poured from the far side of the bar. He hadn’t noticed the smell then.


	Julio shrugged and turned to the customer. “Top you off?” 


	“That would be lovely,” Edward said with a Barry Fitzgerald brogue.


	Come to think of it, he sort of looked a little like Barry Fitzgerald too: sixty-five, maybe even seventy from the look of his gnarled hands, white hair, compact frame, twinkling blue eyes. He was oddly dressed: on top he wore a graying T-shirt that might have been white once but had spent too many cycles in with the dark wash; below the waist he was dressed for a funeral with black suit pants—shiny in the seat from wear—and black socks and shoes. He’d brought a large manila envelope that lay between them on the table.


	Edward frowned and sniffed. He rubbed his nose and looked around for the source of the odor. Jack felt he had to say something.


	“Okay, Julio, what’s the new aftershave?” 


	Julio grinned. “It’s called Chiquita. Great, huh?” 


	“Only if you’re trying to attract radical chicks who happen to be nostalgic for the smell of tear gas.” 


	“You don’t like it?” He got a hurt expression. He turned to Edward. “What you think, meng?” 


	Edward rubbed his nose again. “Well, I, um—” 


	“You ever been Maced, Edward?” Jack said.


	“Well, no, I can’t say that I have.” 


	“Well, I have, and it’s pretty close to Chiquita.” 


	Just then the old Wurlitzer 1080 against the front wall roared to life with “Paradise by the Dashboard Light.” 


	Jack groaned. “Meatloaf? Before noon? Julio, you’ve got to be kidding!” 


	“Yo, Lou!” Julio called, turning toward the bar. “You play that, meng?” 


	A rhetorical question. Everyone in the place—except Edward, of course—knew Lou had a jones for Meatloaf songs. If he had the money, and if the other regulars didn’t strangle him along the way, he’d play them all day and all night. One night a couple of years ago he overdid it. Played “Bat Out of Hell” one too many times. Some writer from LA—a friend of Tommy’s, this jolly-looking guy Jack never would have guessed had it in him—pulled out a .357 and killed the machine. Julio had picked up this classic Wurlitzer as a replacement and didn’t want it shot up like its predecessor.


	Lou shrugged, grinning and showing sixty-year-old teeth stained with fifty-nine years of nicotine. “Could be.” 


	“What I tell you ‘bout Meatloaf when the sun out, eh? What I tell you?” He strode over to the jukebox and pulled the plug.


	“Hey!” Lou cried. “I got money in there!” 


	“You jus’ lost it.” 


	The other regulars laughed as Lou harumphed and returned to his shot and beer.


	“Thank you, Julio,” Jack muttered.


	Meatloaf’s opuses were hard to take on any day—twenty-minute songs with the same two or three lines repeated over and over for the last third—but on a Sunday morning… Sunday morning required something mellow along the lines of Cowboy Junkies.


	“So, Edward,” Jack said after a sip of his coffee, “how did you get my name?” 


	“Someone mentioned to me once that he’d enlisted your services. He said you did good work and weren’t one for telling tales.” 


	“Did he? Mind telling me who that someone might be?” 


	“Oh, I don’t think he’ll be wanting me to talk about him, but he had only good things to say about you. Except for your fee, that is. He wasn’t too keen on that.” 


	“Do you happen to know what I did for him?” 


	“I don’t think he’ll be wanting me to talk about that either.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Especially since it wasn’t exactly legal.” 


	“Can’t believe everything you hear,” Jack said.


	“Are you telling me then,” Edward said, flashing a leprechaun’s grin, “that you’re as gossipy as the village spinster and you work for free out of the goodness of your Christian heart?” 


	Jack had to smile. “No, but I like to know how my customers find me. And I like to know which ones are shooting their mouths off.” 


	“Oh, don’t worry about this lad. He’s a very careful sort. Told me in the strictest confidence. I might be the only one he’s ever told.” 


	Jack figured he’d let the referral origin go for now and find out what this little man wanted from him.


	“Your call mentioned something about your brother.” 


	“Yes. My brother Eli. I’m very concerned about him.” 


	“In what way?” 


	“I fear he’s… well, I’m not quite sure how to be putting this.” He seemed almost guilty. “I fear he’ll be after getting himself into terrible trouble soon.” 


	“What kind of trouble and how soon?” 


	“The next couple of days, I’m afraid.” 


	“And the trouble?” 


	“He’ll be getting violent, he will.” 


	“You mean, going out and beating people up?” 


	Edward shrugged. “Perhaps worse. I can’t say.” 


	“Worse? Are we talking about some sort of homicidal maniac here?” 


	“I can be assuring you that he’s a rather proper sort most of the time. He owns a business, right here in the city, but at certain times he… well… I think he goes off his head.” 


	“And you think one of those times is soon. That’s why this couldn’t wait till tomorrow.” 


	“Exactly.” He wrapped his fingers around his coffee cup as if to warm them. But this wasn’t January, it was August. “I’m afraid it’s going to be very soon.” 


	“What makes you think so?” 


	“The moon.” 


	Jack leaned back. Oh, no. He’s not going to tell me his brother’s a werewolf. Please say he’s not.


	“Why, is it full?” 


	“Quite the opposite. Tomorrow is the new moon.” 


	New moon… that sent a ripple through Jack’s gut, tossing him back a few months to when the drawing of some very special blood from a very special vein had to be timed to the new moon.


	But this didn’t sound anything like that.


	“Lunatic… the origin of the word is lima… moon.” 


	“Yes, I know,” Edward said. “And it’s not as if this happens every new moon. It’s just that it’s going to happen this one.” 


	“How do you know?” 


	“Eli told me.” 


	“He told you he’s going to go wilding or something tomorrow night and—” 


	“It could be tonight. Or Tuesday night. The new moon phase lasts more than one day, don’t you know.” 


	“Why would he tell you?” 


	“He just… wanted me to know, I guess.” 


	Jack knew the answer to the next question but felt obliged to ask. “Just where do you think I fit in?” 


	“Well, it’s not something I can be going to the police with, is it now. And I’m too old to be doing it meself. So I was hoping you’d be watching over him.” 


	Jack had been afraid of that. Guardian angel to some lunatic. Make that new lunatic.


	“Afraid not, Ed. I’m not in the bodyguard business.” 


	“Wait, now. It’s not like a real bodyguarding job. You wouldn’t be after protecting him from someone else. You’d only be protecting him from himself. And it’s only for three days, lad. Three days!” 


	Jack shook his head. “That’s the problem. No way I can spend three days baby-sitting some wacko.” 


	“It wouldn’t be three whole days. Just at night, after he closes his shop.” 


	“Why do you need me at all? Why not just hire a professional bodyguard? I can get you a couple of numbers.” 


	“Oh, no,” Edward said, vigorously shaking his head. “It’s imperative that he not know he’s being watched over.” 


	“Let me get this straight: you want me to bodyguard your brother without him knowing his body’s being guarded?” 


	“Exactly. And the beauty part is, you might not be having to do a thing. He might not go off at all. But if he does, you can be there to restrain him, and perhaps be preventing him from hurting himself or anyone else in the process.” 


	Jack shook his head. Too weird.


	“Please!” Edward said, his voice rising. He reached into his back pocket and wriggled out a thick legal-size envelope. His trembling hands unfolded it and pushed it across the table. “I scraped together every spare cent I have. Please, take it all and—” 


	“It’s not a matter of money,” Jack said. “It’s time. I can’t spend all night watching this guy.” 


	“Then don’t! Just watch him from the time he closes his shop till, say, midnight. We’re talking about a few hours a night for three nights, lad. Surely you can do that.” 


	Edward’s intense concern, almost anguish, for his brother wormed under Jack’s skin. Three nights… not forever. The only other fix-it he had running was the Kenton brothers, and he didn’t think watchdogging their place would be necessary after last night.


	“All right,” Jack sighed. “For three nights, I suppose I can give you something.” 


	Edward reached across and grasped both Jack’s hands. “Oh, bless you, lad, that’s wonderful! Wonderful!” 


	“I said ‘something.’ No guarantees.” 


	“I know you’ll be doing your best. I know you won’t let me down.” 


	Jack pushed the envelope back toward Edward. “Give me half of that. I’ll keep an eye on him for three nights. If nothing happens—that is, if I don’t have to step in and restrain him—we’ll call it even. If there’s any rough stuff, any at all, you owe me the other half.” 


	“Fair enough,” Edward said as he lowered the envelope into his lap and began counting the bills. “More than fair, actually.” 


	“And speaking of rough stuff, it may come down to putting the hurt on him if he decides not to listen to reason.” 


	“Hurt? How?” 


	“Disable him. Put him down hard enough so that he won’t be able to get back up.” 


	Edward sighed. “Do what you must. I’ll trust in your judgment.” 


	“Right,” Jack said, leaning forward. “Now that that’s settled, where is he and what does he look like?” 


	Edward jutted his chin at the manila envelope on the table. “You’ll be finding it all in there.” 


	Jack opened the flap and pulled out a slip of paper plus a candid photo of a balding man who appeared to be about sixty years old. Jack stared at the upper-body shot; the man’s face was partially turned away.


	“Doesn’t look much like you.” 


	“We had different mothers.” 


	“So he’s really your half-brother.” 


	Edward shrugged and kept counting bills.


	Jack said, “Don’t you have a better photo?” 


	“I’m afraid not. Eli doesn’t like to be photographed. He’d be upset if he knew I took that one. I wish I could be telling you more about him, but we weren’t raised together, so I hardly know him.” 


	“But he came to you and told you he was going to do something crazy?” 


	“Yes. It’s the weirdest thing now, isn’t it?” 


	“I don’t know about the ‘weirdest,’ but it earns a spot in the ‘odd’ category.” 


	Jack glanced at the sheet of paper. “Eli Bellitto” was printed in large letters.


	“Bellitto?” Jack said. “That’s not an Irish name.” 


	“Who said it was?” 


	“Nobody, but, I mean, you’ve got this Irish accent and that’s an Italian name.” 


	“And because the ‘O’ is on the wrong end you’re after saying that Eli can’t be Irish? Would you believe that where I grew up in Dublin we had a Schwartz on our block? God’s truth. His accent was thicker than mine, don’t you know. My American uncle came to visit and couldn’t understand a word he said. And then there was—” 


	Jack held up his hands surrender style. “Point made, point taken.” He tapped his finger on the downtown address below the name. “What’s this ‘Shurio Coppe’ mean?” 


	“That’s the name of his shop. He sells—” 


	“Don’t tell me. Curios, right?” 


	Edward nodded. “Antiques, odd stuff, rare books, and all sorts of grotesque thingies.” 


	“Where’s his home?” 


	“Right over the store.” 


	Well now, Jack thought. Isn’t that convenient. It meant he wouldn’t have to trail this bozo all the way out to someplace like Massapequa for the next three nights.


	“When’s close-up time?” 


	“The store? Usually at nine, but he’ll close early tonight because it’s Sunday. You’ll be wanting to get there before six.” 


	He handed Jack the thinned envelope and stuffed the remaining bills into his pants pocket. Then he leaned back, closed his eyes, and placed a hand over his heart.


	“You all right?” Jack said, thinking he might be having a heart attack.


	Edward opened his eyes and smiled. “I am now. I’ve been worried sick about this since he told me. I felt I had to be doing something, and now I have. I’d never be forgiving meself if he hurt some poor innocent…” He stopped, glanced at his watch, then slapped his hands on the table. “Well, I’ve taken up enough of your time, Mister Repairman. I’ll be letting you get on with your day.” 


	Jack waved and watched him thread his way through the tables and disappear out the door. He thumbed through the bills in the envelope and stared at the photo of Eli Bellitto. Two days, two fix-it jobs. Not bad. Although this Bellitto deal wasn’t exactly a fix-it. More like preventive maintenance.


	He glanced at the clock over the bar’s free beer tomorrow… sign. Time to get rolling. Had to get home and fix himself up for his date with Madame Pomerol.


				*
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	“Your dad gave a def sermon this morning,” Charlie Kenton said.


	He stood next to Sharleen Sparks at the sink in the basement of the New Apostles Church. After the morning service he’d come down here with her and a few other volunteers to pitch in on the church’s weekly Sunday dinner for the poor and homeless. The sink was old and rusted, the big gas oven battered and scarred, but both did their jobs. The linoleum floor curled up in the corners, the old tin ceiling flaked here and there, but a spirit of love and giving that Charlie sensed around him made it all feel new. He’d just peeled his way through the first half of a bushel bag of potatoes; his fingers ached but he didn’t mind at all. It was for a good cause.


	“Yes, praise God,” she said. “He was in rare form today.” 


	Charlie glanced up from the potato he was peeling to steal a peek at her, wondering what to say next. Had to say something. He’d been waiting for a chance to talk to her alone, now he had it and his mind was flatlined. Maybe it was her beauty, inside and out, or the fact that she didn’t seem to know she was beautiful.


	She had corn-rowed hair, huge brown eyes, and a smile that made his knees go gumby. She was wearing a white T-shirt under her loose denim overalls, the bib front doing a poor job of hiding her full breasts. He tried not to look at them.


	He’d never been this tongue-tied before his conversion. Back in those days he’d been some kinda playa, ragged out in chains and silk, always stocking a little powder and some boo-yaa weed. The women he called bitches and bizzos back then painted on their clothes and faces, wore wigs and big jingly zirconium earrings. Not one thing real about them, but they was easy. He’d sidle up to one, offer a taste of this or that to get her loose, mack her up and down with a few sweet lines, and soon they’d be heading to his place or hers.


	He shook his head. A life of sin. But he had the rest of his life to make up for it.


	“Sharleen,” said a deep voice, “do you mind if Charles and I have a few private words?” 


	Charlie Kenton looked up to see Reverend Josiah Sparks, a big man whose black face was made all the blacker by the mane of white hair and beard that wreathed it. He’d just arrived after trading the clerical suit and collar he’d worn at the service for a work shirt and bib-front overalls like his daughter’s.


	Sharleen gave Charlie a concerned look. “Oh, um, sure Daddy.” 


	After she’d moved away to one of the stoves, the rev peered at him through the thick lenses of his rimless glasses. “Have you given more thought to the matter we’ve been discussing?” 


	“Yes, Rev. Every day.” 


	The Reverend Sparks took up a knife and began quartering the peeled potatoes, then throwing the pieces into a pot. Eventually they’d be boiled and mashed.


	“And what have you decided?” 


	Charlie hesitated. “Nothing definite yet.” 


	“It’s your soul that’s at stake, son. Your immortal soul. How can there be even an instant of indecision?” 


	“There wouldn’t be… if Lyle weren’t my brother, know’m sayin’?” 


	“It matters not that he’s your brother. He’s leading you into sin, making you an accomplice in his evil. You must break off from him. Remember, ‘If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, for it is better to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, than have two eyes and be cast into hell fire.’” 


	“Word,” Charlie replied.


	“Yes, it is. The Word of God, spoken through Matthew and Mark.” 


	Charlie glanced around. Sharleen was out of earshot and no one else was nearby at the moment. The rev was keeping his voice low. Good. Charlie didn’t want the whole congregation to know his problems. Especially Sharleen.


	Sometimes he wondered if he’d made a mistake in opening up to the rev about Lyle’s spiritualist act. The man now saw Charlie as a member of his flock in danger of losing his salvation, and he was determined to save him.


	“But what about Lyle’s soul, Reverend? I don’t want him in the everlasting fire.” 


	“You told me you’ve witnessed to him, is that correct?” 


	“Yes, many times. Many, many times. But he just ain’t hearin’.” 


	The reverend nodded. “Your words are seed falling on rocky ground. Well, you must not give up on him—never give up on a soul in need—but you must not neglect your own salvation. You must make sure your own soul is safe before you try to save your brother’s. And to do that you must renounce his evil activities.” 


	Charlie looked away, bristling. Reverend or not, no one should talk about his brother like that.


	“Lyle’s not evil.” 


	“He may not appear so, but he’s doing the devil’s work. Jesus warned us against his sort: ‘Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.’” 


	Charlie felt a hot stab of anger. “He’s not a wolf, Rev.” 


	“Son, you must face the fact that he’s leading souls along a path away from Jesus, he is doing Satan’s work. And as long as you’re with him, you are an accomplice. You must first remove yourself from his influence, then you must strive to counter his evildoing. The best way to do that is to lead him to salvation.” 


	Charlie stifled a laugh. Lead Lyle? Ain’t nobody never led Lyle nowhere.


	“That last part won’t be easy.” 


	“Do you want me to go speak to him? Perhaps I—” 


	“No!” The knife jumped and Charlie almost cut himself. “I mean, it’s better if he don’t know I been jawin’ ‘bout him. He won’t like no outsider mixin’ in, know’m sayin’?” 


	So far Charlie had kept Lyle’s location from the rev. Didn’t want anyone in the church connecting him to Ifasen the spirit medium. That was why he’d, joined a church in Brooklyn instead of Queens. The weekly ride on the subway was long, but worth it.


	“Then it’s up to you, son. I’ll be praying for you.” 


	“Thank you, Rev. I’ll need those prayers, because leaving’s gonna be so hard. First off, he’s blood, my only brother. I’ll be breaking up all that’s left of the family.” 


	What Charlie couldn’t explain, because he was sure Reverend Sparks wouldn’t understand, was that he and Lyle were a team. They’d been a team since Momma died. Lyle had scammed the Man to keep them from being split up, got them onto the government cheese to keep them from starving, and they’d been scammin’ the world ever since. After Lyle had gone to such lengths to see that they stayed together, how could Charlie look him in the eye and say he was splitting?


	
And something else Charlie couldn’t tell the rev, something dark and guilty: he liked running the game. Loved it, in fact. He loved piecing together new gags to wow the marks. When a sitting went according to script, when all the bells and whistles were working, it was so def. Lyle would have those people in the palm of his hand, and Charlie would know he had a big part in putting them there.


	Times like that he felt stoned, better than stoned, better than he’d ever felt back in the days when he was doing coke and weed.


	But for the sake of his soul he was going to have to put all that behind him.


	And do what?


	That was the question. What else was he good for? Maybe work in the theater doing special effects? He couldn’t list any experience so he’d have to start off as an apprentice at the bottom of the pay scale and work his way up… to what?


	Nothing he could do in the straight world would ever touch the high he got from working with Lyle.


	With Lyle… that was the real kicker, that was what made it real. The rev said he and Lyle had to part. And they’d never been apart.


	But Reverend Sparks was right. For the sake of his soul, and to deserve Sharleen, he was going to have to make the break. And soon.


				*
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	Jack stared at his reflection in the mirrored wall of the elevator as it made its way to the fourteenth floor. He blew a pink bubble with the big wad of gum he was chewing, then checked out his appearance. He’d wanted somewhat of an eccentric look today, so he’d chosen a reddish mullet-style wig, banged in the front and long and thick in the back; a thick, dark brown mustache draped his upper lip. He wore a light green, western-style shirt, buttoned all the way to the top, dark green twill pants, and Doc Martens. He’d strapped some padding around his waist to give him a medium-size gut. Too bad he didn’t have a pierced ear-lobe; a rhinestone stud would have made a nice finishing touch.


	He checked to make sure enough of the wig’s long back was draped over his left ear to hide the earpiece. One of the tasks he and Charlie had completed last night was planting a bug in Carl Foster’s command center. The receiver was taped to the small of Jack’s back; its slim, almost invisible wire ran up to his collar and around the back of his ear.


	He’d cabbed over from his place on the Upper West Side and arrived unannounced in the lobby of Madame Pomerol’s building half an hour before the high-roller sitting she’d scheduled for this afternoon. He’d found a doorman waiting. Thankfully the building didn’t keep one on duty around the clock, or he and Charlie would have had to abort their mission last night. As it was, all they’d had to do was use their copies of the Fosters’ keys to unlock the glass front door and stroll in.


	This afternoon the doorman, a dark Hispanic named Silvio, had allowed him to call upstairs from the lobby. Jack had told the man who answered—presumably Carl Foster—that he wanted to schedule a private reading in the very near future.


	Come right up.


	Carl Foster—looking so much better clothed—answered Jack’s knock on the door of suite 14-B. He wore all black—black turtleneck jersey, black shoes, black socks—and Jack knew why. His skin appeared reddened around the eyes and mouth—irritated by, say, duct tape adhesive, Carl?—but otherwise he didn’t look too much the worse for last night’s wear.


	Carl Foster’s forehead seemed permanently furrowed, perhaps as a result of keeping his eyebrows raised, as if he existed in a state of perpetual surprise. Jack hadn’t noticed it last night, but then, Foster had had good reason to be surprised then.


	He ushered Jack into a small waiting room furnished with an antique desk and half a dozen upholstered chairs.


	The muted colors on the walls and the thick Oriental rug lent an atmosphere of quiet comfort and tasteful opulence. Business appeared to be good for Madame Pomerol.


	Foster extended his hand. “Welcome to Madame Pomerol’s Temple of Eternal Wisdom. I am Carl Foster. And you are…?” 


	“Butler,” Jack said, adding a hint of the South to his accent as he gave the hand a hearty shake. “Bob Butler. Pleased to meetcha.” Jack chewed his gum with an open mouth as he looked around. “Where’s the lady?” 


	“Madame? She’s preparing for a reading.” 


	“I wanna talk to her.” 


	“I thought you wanted to schedule a private reading.” 


	“I do, but I’d like to speak to the head honcho first.” 


	“I’m afraid that’s quite impossible. Madame Pomerol’s time is very valuable. However, you should know that I have her complete trust. I screen all her clients and make her appointments.” 


	Jack had figured that, but he wanted to seem like a rube.


	“Screen? Why would I have to be screened? You mean to tell me I might not be good enough for this Madame Pomerol?” 


	“Oh, no, of course not. It’s just that there are certain religious groups and even some atheist groups who do not approve of Madame’s work. They’ve been known to try to waste her time and even disrupt her readings.” 


	“I’d think she’d be able to sniff them out in advance herself. I mean, being a psychic and all.” 


	Foster offered him a wan smile. “The word ‘psychic’ is so often misused. Madame is a spirit medium.” 


	“There’s a difference?” 


	“Of course. So many so-called psychics are charlatans, little better than sideshow performers. Madame has a special gift from God that allows her to speak to the souls of the departed.” 


	“So she can’t like, predict the future?” 


	“At times, yes. But we must remember that any special knowledge she might have comes from the spirits, and they do not tell her everything.” 


	“Well, I ain’t connected with no religious group. No worry there. I’m here because I got some important questions for my uncle. I can’t ask him myself—him being dead and all—so I figured I need a psychic type.” 


	This was Jack’s cover story. He’d make an appointment for tomorrow but wouldn’t keep it.


	“What sort of questions?” Foster asked nonchalantly as he moved behind the desk.


	There’s a good helper, Jack thought. Finding out as much as he can in advance.


	He smiled but let an edge creep into his tone. “If I thought you could answer them, I wouldn’t need Madame Pomerol, would I?” 


	Foster forced a good-natured laugh. “No, I suppose not. Who referred you to Madame Pomerol, by the way?” 


	“Referred? No one. I read about her in the paper this morning. I figured if she was tight enough with the spirits that they’re playing tricks on her, then she’s the lady for me.” 


	Foster nodded as he pulled a sheet of paper from the desk’s top drawer. He indicated the chair on the other side.


	“Please have a seat and fill out this questionnaire.” 


	“What for?” 


	“Just a formality. It’s a nuisance, I know, but as I explained, circumstances have forced us into screening our clients.” He handed Jack a pen. “Please fill that out completely while I go get the appointment book and see about setting up your private reading.” 


	“By the way,” Jack said, “what’s a private session cost?” 


	“Five hundred dollars for a half hour; one thousand for an hour.” 


	Jack parked his gum in his cheek and gave a low whistle. “Pretty damn steep.” 


	“She is the best,” Foster said.


	“I’ll be counting on that.” 


	Jack watched Foster leave, then turned his attention to the form, pretending to study it. He knew he was on camera. The overhead smoke detector housed a wide-angle mini-cam; he’d seen the monitor in one of the back rooms last night. He figured Foster was watching him now, waiting to see if he rifled through any of the desk drawers. But Jack already had been through them and knew they held nothing but pens, paper clips, and questionnaires.


	The camera was a good way to check out a potential sitter who was an unknown quantity, but it also came in handy when using the three microphones that had been installed here and there about the room. Sitters tend to yak it up before a group session, allowing an eavesdropping medium to pick up invaluable information; but it wasn’t really useful if you didn’t know who was talking.


	“What’s going on out there?” he heard Madame Pomerol say through the tiny speaker in his ear piece. “Who’s the dork?” 


	“New fish.” 


	“Well, reel the fucker in, baby. Reel him in.” 


	Yeah, Jack thought. Reel me in.


	The questionnaire contained a run of standard intake questions—name, address, phone numbers, and so on—but tucked into the middle was a box for the client’s Social Security Number.


	Jack suppressed a smile. Yeah, right. He had a collection of SSNs, none of them legitimately his, but he wasn’t about to use one of them here. He wondered how many people, in zipping through the form, unthinkingly filled in that blank along with all the others, unaware of the wealth of information, financial and otherwise, it laid open to the medium.


	Jack had used the Bob Butler name because he’d once met a Robert Butler who lived in the Millennium Towers, a high-rent high-rise in the West Sixties. He wrote in that address and put down one of his own voice mail numbers for home phone.


	Foster returned with the appointment book. Jack watched his eyes as he scanned the almost completed questionnaire, and saw an instant of disappointed narrowing—the blank SSN box, no doubt. But Foster said nothing. Wise. Better not to make an issue of the omission and risk showing too much interest in a client’s worldly status.


	“Now,” Foster said, seating himself behind the desk, “I believe we can squeeze you in for half an hour on Tuesday. Would three o’clock be convenient?” 


	“How about now?” 


	“Oh, I’m afraid that’s impossible. Madame has a group reading at three.” 


	“Well, why don’t I sit in on that?” 


	“That would not do. These four clients always book readings together. An outsider at the table would upset the spiritual dynamics Madame has worked so hard to establish. Quite impossible, I’m afraid.” 


	This guy loved the word impossible. But Jack had something he was sure he’d like more.


	“Oh, I don’t want to take part in the session,” Jack said, unbuttoning his shirt’s left breast pocket. “I just want to watch. Won’t say a word. I just want to be a, you know, fly on the wall. And I’m willing to pay for the privilege.” 


	Before Foster could say impossible again, Jack slapped a coin onto the desktop. It landed with a weighty thunk. He saw instant recognition in Foster’s eyes and watched his raised eyebrows stretch even further into his forehead when he saw the galloping antelope stamped into its gleaming gold surface. A one-ounce Krugerrand. He didn’t have to know the spot price of gold to realize that this newcomer was offering a hefty price to be a mere observer.


	“That’s gold, Carl. And gold is what my uncle told me is the best way of dealing with the spirit world.” 


	“That’s very generous, Mr. Butler,” Foster said, licking his lips—the sight of gold did that to some people. “Tell me: Did your uncle have many dealings with the spirit world?” 


	“All the time. Never met a medium he didn’t like, is what my aunt used to say.” 


	“And how about you?” 


	“Me? This’ll be the first time I’ve been within a mile of a séance.” 


	“Do you have any idea what to expect?” 


	“My uncle once mentioned seeing ectoplasm and stuff like that, but I was never sure what that was all about.” 


	Foster reached out a finger and touched the coin. “I hope you realize it’s a most unusual request.” 


	He’d taken the bait. Now Jack had to set the hook.


	“I wouldn’t know about that. Way I figure, it’s gonna take me a while to work out these issues with my uncle. A half-hour session won’t hack it. I’m going to need hours of sessions, a bunch of them. But before I invest that kind of dough, I want to know what I’m getting into. I want a look at what the lady’s offering. If I’m convinced she’s the real deal, then I’ll make an appointment for the next available slot she’s got free so we can get to work tracking down my uncle in the Great Hereafter. That sound fair to you, Carl?” 


	“What I think doesn’t matter,” Foster said. “It’s all up to Madame. I’ll go ask her.” 


	As Foster disappeared again, Jack leaned back and listened.


	“You heard?” he said to his wife.


	“Yeah, I heard. And he wants to pay with gold?” 


	“The real thing. Take a look.” 


	“Lotta money just to sit and watch and get nothing out of it. You think this fucker’s on the up and up?” 


	“Well, he’s put hard currency where his mouth is. And maybe a Krugerrand’s no big deal to him. Maybe he’s got a closet full of them.” 


	“All right. Let’s do it. But keep him away from the table, in case he’s some kinda nut case.” 


	“Will do.” 


	When I’m finished, Jack thought, you’ll wish I’d been a nut case.


	Foster returned and told Jack, yes, he could observe the group reading as long as he agreed to remain in his seat and speak not a word. Jack agreed and the Krugerrand went into Carl Foster’s pocket.


	He cooled his heels awhile till the sitters showed up for the group reading. The four middle-aged women, two blondes—one heavy, one a bulimia poster girl—a brunette, and a redhead arrived as a group, all oozing Prada, Versace, and other overpriced designer wear he didn’t recognize. On Jack’s visit here last night he’d found dollar signs drawn next to their names in one of the Fosters’ notebooks. Not only did these four book regular sessions, but they were very generous with their “love donations.” 


	Their names slipped past him but Jack did his best to be pleasant and charming when introduced to the four. They could queer his whole plan if they objected to his presence. At first they were cool to him—probably put off by his mullet head and odd attire—but once they learned he was a psychic virgin they warmed up, apparently delighted for the chance to make a believer out of him. They gushed about Madame Pomerol’s powers, but not one of them mentioned her mishap last night. Apparently they didn’t read the Daily News.


	Soon enough the big moment came and they were ushered into the reading room. Jack hadn’t fully appreciated the room last night because he and Charlie had used flashlights. Now that it was fully illuminated, he was struck by the sheer weight of the decor. Velvet drapes in heavy folds, thick carpeting, satin-flocked wallpaper—all in various shades of red. Suffocating, like the inside of a coffin.


	So this is what it’s like to be buried alive.


	He watched as Foster seated the four ladies around an ornate round table under a huge chandelier suspended over the center of the room.


	Four sitters at five hundred a pop, Jack thought. Beats my hourly rate by a parsec or two.


	Foster then indicated a lone chair set against a side wall, maybe a dozen feet from the table, for Jack.


	“Remember,” he said in a low voice. “You are here to observe. If you speak or leave your chair you’ll disrupt the spirit presences.” 


	Jack knew the only presence he’d disturb would be Carl Foster, slinking around after the lights went out. But he simply nodded and looked serious.


	“Gotcha.” 


	Foster exited and a moment later he heard him say, “Okay, the fish are in the barrel. Get out there and start shooting.” 


	Finally Madame Pomerol herself appeared, her short, dumpy frame swathed in a flowing, pale blue, gownlike get up, beaded to within an inch of its life; some sort of white turbanlike thing sat on her head. Jack barely recognized her. But then, he hadn’t seen her at her best.


	Madame greeted the four sitters warmly, smiling and chattering in a French accent that had not been in evidence last night when she was cursing at Carl and their car.


	Finally she came over to Jack and extended a ring-laden hand, dangling at the wrist as if awaiting a kiss. Jack rose and gave it a quick shake as unbidden visions of the woman naked and bound with duct tape swam through his head. He shuddered and chased them away.


	Clothes make the woman too.


	“You are chilled, Monsieur Butler?” 


	Her ice blue eyes glittered at him. If she had any facial irritation from the duct tape, she’d hidden it with make-up. Her thin, lipsticked lips were curved into a smile.


	“No, ma’am. I just never been to one of these things before.” 


	“Nothing to be afraid of, I assure you. You are observing, yes? So just hold your seat and your tongue and I will show you wonders that are, quite simply, incroyable.” 


	Jack smiled and nodded as he reseated himself, knowing nothing she could conjure here would come within light-years of the reality he’d experienced since last summer.


	She hit a light switch on her way back to the table. This turned off the spotlights recessed in the ceiling, but the chandelier remained lit.


	Madame Pomerol made some introductory remarks, explaining—”for the benefit of our guest”—how she would go into a trance that would release ectoplasm from her body and open a gateway to the Other Side. Her spirit guide, an ancient Mayan priest named Xultulan, would then speak to the living through her.


	“One more thing before we proceed,” she said in a grave tone. “I know my four dear friends at the table are well aware of this, but I must repeat it for the sake of our newcomer. Should ectoplasm manifest itself, please, please, please do not touch it. It exudes from my body and soul, and contact with anyone else will cause it to flee back into my body. The sudden return of so much ectoplasm can harm a medium. Some of us have actually been killed by recoiling ectoplasm that was touched by heedless clients. So remember: gaze upon it in wonder, but do not touch.” 


	Jack tuned her out. The rap was standard stuff; only the names changed from medium to medium. He was waiting for the lights to go out and the show to begin. That was when he’d make his move.


	Finally the four sitters and the medium had laid their hands flat on the table. The clear bulbs on the low-hanging chandelier faded, but the few dim red ones among them remained lit. Darkness swallowed the rest of the room, but the table and its occupants were bathed in a faint red glow.


	Madame Pomerol began a tuneless hum, then let her head loll. Soon the table began to tip to the accompaniment of giggles and gasps of wonder from the sitters. Their chairs, however, stayed flat on the floor. Charlie had given his brother’s operation a leg up, so to speak, over Madame’s.


	And then the lady let loose a long, low moan that echoed throughout the room. Jack realized then that she had a wireless microphone hidden on her—in that turban thing, he’d bet—and her husband had just turned it on. Impressive reverb effect. No doubt she had an earpiece just like Jack’s so Carl could cue her when a sitter asked a tough question.


	Another moan, and then something happened. Jack heard one of the sitters gasp as a pale glow appeared atop Madame Pomerol’s head.


	Hello, Mr. Ectoplasm, Jack thought.


	The glow expanded to a rough circle behind her, framing her head like a halo. It hovered there a moment, then began to flow upward, streaming from her head in a ghostly plume, six, eight, ten feet into the air, and then it pulled free of the medium and began to undulate back and forth above her.


	“Xultulan, hear my call,” Madame Pomerol intoned, her voice echoing again. “Lend us your otherworldly wisdom as you lead us to the souls of the departed. I have with me four seekers after the dear departed…” 


	Yeah-yeah-yeah, Jack thought, reaching inside his shirt. No sense in waiting any longer. Besides, her phony accent was wearing on him.


	He found the lipstick-size remote stashed inside his belly padding and located the business end. He fixed a shocked expression on his face, then pressed the button with his thumb.


	The overhead spotlights blazed to life to reveal a shocking tableau.


	The four sitters and Madame Pomerol sat in their places, but behind the medium stood a man dressed from head to toe in black—his turtleneck and slacks were remarkably similar to Carl Foster’s, but he’d added black gloves and a black ski mask with narrow slits for eyeholes. He held two long black manipulating rods from which a billowy length of chiffon dangled. The sudden illumination revealed him swinging it in undulating arcs through the air above his wife. A scream from one of the women—she apparently thought the room had been invaded by some weird terrorist—froze him in mid-wave.


	Jack caught a brief, sudden glare from Madame Pomerol as her eyes bored into his, and was glad he’d prepared his expression beforehand.


	Suddenly she laughed. “You should see your expressions!” Another laugh. “Carl, our little demonstration really took them by surprise!” She began to applaud. “Magnifique! Magnifique!” 


	“I… I don’t understand,” one of the blondes said.


	Madame Pomerol looked over her shoulder and laughed again. “Take off that mask, Carl, and put down those silly sticks.” 


	“I demand an explanation,” said the redhead.


	“And you shall have one, Rose,” Madame said, fully composed now. “If you read the papers, I’m sure you know that fake spirit mediums are popping up all the time, making fantastic claims to prey on the needs of gullible believers, trying to entice them away from those, such as myself, with the true gift. Carl and I arranged this little show to demonstrate how easily one can be fooled. I control all the lights here, of course, and when I deemed the time ripe, I turned them on so that you might witness charlatanry and fakery in media res.” 


	Whoa! The lady throws in a little Latin.


	Jack wished he had a way to work the remote again. Nothing he’d love more now than to start turning the lights off and on while she was spinning out her line of crap. But he couldn’t allow himself to be seen reaching into his shirt.


	It was such a weak line, though, straining toward the breaking point under the transparent weight of its own bullshit, that he didn’t see any need to help it along. He had to strain to keep from laughing out loud.


	Had to hand it to the lady, she was glib. Delivered her lines with utter conviction. But any minute now these four sitters would begin to scatter, fleeing this Temple of Eternal Wisdom to tell all their rich friends and everyone else they knew that Madame Pomerol was a class-A fake. Word would spread like a virus. If she was bent out of shape before about losing a few suckers, just wait till these four got through talking. She’ll qualify as a Cirque du Soleil contortionist.


	“Really?” said the other blonde. “You staged this all for us?” 


	“Of course, Elaine.” She pointed to Jack. “And that was why I broke with my usual procedure and allowed a newcomer to observe a reading. I wanted Mr. Butler to witness firsthand the cheap tricks of the conscienceless swindlers who sully the reputations of all the truly gifted spirit mediums.” 


	As the sitters stared at Jack he saw something in their eyes, something he didn’t want to see.


	No. This can’t be. They’re buying into her lame-o story. I don’t believe this. How can they be so gullible?


	An unmasked Carl approached the table with the material he’d been waving in the air.


	“See?” he said, grinning as he held it out for the ladies to feel. “Nothing more than cheap chiffon.” 


	“But it looked so real,” the brunette said. “Exactly like when ectoplasm comes out of Madame during—” 


	Madame Pomerol cleared her throat and rose to her feet. “I think it is time for a little break. Please wait in the outer room while Carl removes these tools of chicanery. In a few minutes we will reconvene and make true contact with the Other Side.” 


	Jack followed the women into the waiting room. As soon as the door closed behind them, he heard Madame Pomerol say, “What the fuck just happened?” 


	“I wish I knew,” her husband replied. “/ can’t imagine how—” 


	“Fuck imagine! Find out! I want the real story, not your fucking imagination! The electronics of this operation are your responsibility and obviously you fucked up!” 


	“I didn’t fuck up! I haven’t changed anything!” 


	“Well, something’s changed. Find out what!” 


	“I’m going to check that switch.” 


	“Shit! I’ve never been so embarrassed in my whole fucking life!” 


	“But you handled it beautifully.” 


	“Yeah, I did, didn’t I. And those four bimbos swallowed it. Do you believe that? Sometimes I’m ashamed of the caliber of people we have to deal with. I mean, how fucking stupid can you get?” 


	Jack wished he had the ability to play this conversation through a speaker in the waiting room. If only he’d thought of that. He’d heard Madame Pomerol’s salty tongue last night and should have seen this as a golden opportunity to let her clients know what she really thought of them.


	The Fosters lapsed into silence while Jack wondered how to play Madame Pomerol’s sitters. He decided to listen first. Maybe he could find a way to salvage the day. He sidled up to the redhead whose name he remembered was Rose.


	“Well,” he asked in a low voice, remembering the hidden mikes, “what do you make of this?” 


	“I think it’s stunning,” she said. “What courage!” 


	“I feel so honored,” said the dumpy blonde. “To think, she chose us—us!—for this demonstration! I can’t wait to get into my psychic chat room and tell everyone how wonderful she is!” 


	The will to believe, Jack thought, fighting a wave of leaden chagrin. Never underestimate the will to believe.


	And that was just what he’d done.


	He remembered an experiment James Randi once ran on psychics and their marks. He set up a pair of sitters with a psychic, and after the reading they emerged very impressed with how the psychic had been able to see right into their minds. When Randi showed them a videotape of the session and pointed out that the psychic averaged fourteen or fifteen erroneous statements for every correct one, the sitters were unfazed. Even with the evidence of a poorly done cold reading staring them in the face, they remained impressed by the handful of correct guesses and disregarded all the wrong ones.


	The will to believe…


	Jack saw two options. He could show the women his remote and tell them he’d rigged the lights to expose Madame Pomerol as a fake. But he doubted very much that he’d sway them.


	The will to believe…


	The other was to play it cool and return for another go at the Fosters.


	He decided on number two.


	“Shit!” Jack heard Foster say. “Look what I found in the light box!” 


	“What’s that?” 


	“A remote control on-off switch!” 


	“Fuck me! You’ve gotta be kidding!” 


	“Believe me, I know these switches.” 


	“You think it’s that new guy?” 


	“Could be, but how would he have got in here to install the switch? And don’t forget, he paid us in gold.” 


	“Gotta be those niggers then! Fuck!” She then began stringing together innovative combinations of every four-, ten-, and twelve-letter expletive known to humankind.


	“You think so?” Foster said when she ran out of breath.


	“Fuck, yes! They’re the ones who tied us up last night and—” 


	“That was a white guy.” 


	“Did you see him!” 


	“No, but—” 


	“Then what the fuck do you know?” 


	“It was a white guy’s voice.” 


	“It was them, I’m telling you! They must’ve taken our keys and come here and fucked us up. Who knows what else they’ve done! They’re gonna pay for this. Oh, are they gonna fucking pay!” 


	This wasn’t going the way Jack wanted. The whole idea of coming here had been to distract them from the Kentons.


	“All right,” Foster said. “Let’s just say it was them. After what happened, do you really want to risk going back to Astoria? Our car’s impounded, all our credit cards are gone, not to mention the humiliation of having to walk around Lower Manhattan dressed in cardboard.” 


	“They’re gonna pay! Maybe not this week, and maybe not next, but first chance we get, we’re gonna fuck those niggers over good!” 


	Conversation between the two Fosters stopped, and Jack assumed that the Mrs. had stomped off while Carl reassembled the light switch.


	Jack and the four women hung out for another ten minutes or so, then Foster reappeared to welcome them back into the reading room.


	Jack hung back.


	“Is something wrong, Mr. Butler?” 


	“Yeah. I think I’ve seen enough.” 


	“I hope there’s no misunderstanding here. You see—” 


	Foster thought Jack was bailing out. He cut him off to put him straight.


	“I think that was real gutsy of her to pull that stunt. That shows me she’s got real confidence in her powers. I’m totally impressed.” 


	Foster switched gears like a Formula One driver. “Well, I took you from the start as a man of intelligence and discrimination.” 


	“So when’s the soonest I can book my own private session with the lady? You told me you had half an hour open Tuesday afternoon. Nothing at all tomorrow?” 


	Foster pulled the appointment book from the desk drawer and thumbed through the pages. He frowned.


	“I’m afraid not. Tuesday is the soonest. Is three o’clock good for you?” 


	This lady was doing gold-rush business.


	“I guess it’ll hafta be. I’d really prefer an hour but, maybe a half-hour session for starters is best. You know, to see if she can make the right contact.” 


	“Oh, she can, I assure you.” 


	“Okay, see you then.” 


	Jack let himself out and made for the elevator. Once inside and headed down, he slammed a hand against the wall of the car. Damn. He’d read this one all wrong. He saw what his mistake had been: He’d tried to strike at the Fosters indirectly, through their clientele. Wrong angle. He knew now he’d have to take the battle directly to them.


	He had a half-formed plan of how to do that. He’d need the Kenton brothers’ help to fill in the rest. He just hoped Madame Pomerol wouldn’t be able to wriggle free next time.


				*
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	Jack stood outside the screen door and watched Lyle’s cautious approach.


	“Can I help you?” 


	“Lyle, it’s me. Jack.” 


	Lyle stepped closer, his expression saying, Who is this fool kidding? Then he grinned.


	“Well, I’ll be damned. It is you. Come on in.” 


	Jack stepped inside. “Didn’t have time to change my clothes.” He started to peel off his wig. “Man, this thing is hot.” 


	“And beat ugly too.” 


	He turned to see Charlie popping in through the front door behind him.


	“So you’re back,” Lyle said to his brother. He glanced at his watch, thinking. “Finished your good works for the day?” 


	Good works? Had he been to church?


	“Yowzah.” Charlie turned to Jack. “Yo, G. How’d it go down?” 


	He hated reporting less than complete success, but they had a right to know.


	“Well, the good news is the remote light switch worked perfectly…” 


	They all had a good laugh as he described exposing Carl in the act of waving fake ectoplasm through the air, then…


	“But the rest didn’t pan out. The lady cooked up some lame story about setting all this up in advance to demonstrate how other fake mediums will try to fool them.” 


	“And they bought it?” Lyle said.


	Jack nodded. “She’s pretty glib.” 


	“Aw, maaaan,” Charlie said.


	Lyle’s voice took on a bitter edge. “So last night was all for nothing then?” 


	“Not quite. I’ve got an afternoon appointment Tuesday, and there’s a lot I need to do between now and then if I’m going to bring them down.” 


	“More electronics?” Charlie said, his eyes lighting.


	“Not this time. This is going to be all manual—sleight of hand stuff. But I need your help with the setup. Do you subscribe to the Blue Directory?” 


	Lyle’s expression was blank. “Blue…?” 


	“The medium I worked for used to subscribe to a book that had all sorts of information on hundreds of sitters.” 


	“Oh, right. I saw a copy years ago, but I don’t get it. We use a website—” 


	Should have figured, Jack thought. It was the computer age.


	“You mean the directory’s online now?” 


	“What we use isn’t run by the Blue Directory people, but it’s the same sort of thing. All you do is pay an annual fee for a password and—” 


	“Let’s check it out,” Jack said. “I need to find a dead guy to fit a certain profile.” 


	Lyle looked at his brother. “Charlie’s the computer guy. Want to take care of this?” 


	“Sure.” He started toward the kitchen. “This way, my man.” 


	Lyle grabbed his arm. “Use the one in the command center.” 


	“But this one’s closer.” 


	“We’ve got a little problem in there.” 


	Charlie gave him a look. “The TV’s still…?” 


	Lyle nodded. “Simpler if we all just head for the Channeling Room.” 


	Jack felt as if he were missing every other word. “What’s wrong?” 


	“Electrical problems in the TV room,” Lyle said. “That’ all.” 


	Jack was sure that wasn’t all, but obviously they wanted to keep it between themselves.


	Charlie led the way to his command center off the Channeling Room. Jack knew this was where he controlled the sound, the lighting, and all the mechanical effects during the sittings. The computer’s monitor was just one of many screens among the wires, the key cutter, the cameras, the scanner, the photocopier, and mysterious black boxes racked around the room. The swimming fish of the screen saver showed that the computer was already up and running.


	Charlie seated himself before it and tapped the keyboard. Half a minute later the screen filled with the welcome page of a website with the innocuous name of www.sitters-net.com. The page contained boxes for user name and password set against wallpaper of a blue sky with fluffy white clouds.


	“Kind of obvious, isn’t it,” Jack said.


	Lyle shrugged. “Probably gets hits from baby-sitters now and again, but ‘sitter’ is pretty much an inside term.” 


	Jack knew the practice of listing the vital stats of sitters went back half a century at least. It started with mediums keeping private data on card files; then they started sharing cards with other mediums. Finally someone began collecting stats from all over the country and publishing them in a blue-covered directory sold only to mediums. His old boss, Madame Ouskaya, had been a subscriber. The Internet was the inevitable next step.


	Charlie hit some keys and “d-town” appeared after user id, followed by a string of asterisks in the password box. He hit enter and a few seconds later a search page appeared.


	Jack said, “I remember the old Blue Directory used to hang onto the names of sitters even after they were dead—just in case some relative decided later to try and contact them.” 


	“This one does the same thing.” 


	Charlie clicked the mouse pointer on an icon near the top of the screen. “This take us to the O-S section.” 


	“O-S?” 


	“Other Side.” 


	“Got it.” Jack rested a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Okay, do a search for ‘coin collector’ and see what comes up.” 


	“‘Coin collect’ might get us more hits, yo.” 


	He typed in “coin+collect.” A few seconds later a list of half a dozen names appeared.


	Only half a dozen? Jack was disappointed. He leaned closer to the screen searching for dates.


	“I need a guy who’s died in the past year or so.” 


	“Ay, yo, trip this,” Charlie said, tapping a finger on the screen over the fourth name down. “Matthew Thomas West. Died January twenty-seventh.” 


	Jack looked and saw the typical documentation: name, address, date of birth—and, in this case, date of “crossing over”—along with Social Security number, the names of his wife—deceased sixteen years before him—and his brother and parents, even his dog, but no kids. Plus a list of his interests. Matthew West’s big passion, besides his wife, with whom he’d been communicating through mediums for many years, was rare coins.


	This guy looked perfect except for the address. Minnesota…


	He shook his head. “I was hoping for something closer. Let’s check out the others.” He stared at the screen awhile, then shook his head again. “Nope. Looks like I’ll have to make do with Uncle Matt from St. Paul.” 


	“Uncle Matt?” Lyle said.


	“I talked up a fictional uncle to Foster that I wanted Pomerol to contact for me. Fortunately I never gave his name. Well, now we have a name. Uncle Matt the Minnesotan. Can you print him out for me?” 


	“Done deal,” Charlie said. “But what you got going?” 


	“A sting. If things go right, I hope to tempt Madame Pomerol into pulling the old Spanish handkerchief switch on me.” 


	Charlie frowned. “Spanish handkerchief? Whuddat?” 


	“An old Gypsy con,” Lyle said. “And I do mean old. Probably been running a couple hundred years now, and grifters are still working updated versions on the street.” He looked at Jack. “But how’s that—?” 


	“Once she sets up the switch on me, I’m going to work a double switch right back at her—one with a nasty barb at the end.” 


	“Okay, but I still don’t see what that’s gonna do for us—me and Charlie.” 


	Jack held his hands high like a preacher. “Have faith, my sons, have faith. I can’t tell you all the details because I haven’t figured them out yet. But trust me, if this works, it will be a sting of beauty.” 


	Charlie handed Jack the printout. “You a natural at this. Why ain’t you still in?” 


	Jack hesitated. “You really want to know?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	You’re not going to like this, he thought.


	“I got out because I found it an empty enterprise. I wanted to be doing something where I gave value for value.” 


	“We give value,” Lyle said, a bit too quickly.


	Charlie shook his head. “No we don’t, bro. You know we don’t.” 


	Lyle appeared to be at a loss for words, a new experience for him, perhaps.


	Finally he shrugged and said, “I could use a beer. Anyone else?” 


	Jack had a sense this was mere courtesy—did Lyle want him to leave?—but took him up on it anyway. A beer would be good right now, and maybe he could find out why he was so on edge.


	Instead of drinking in the kitchen as they had last night, Lyle sat him down in the waiting room. And like last night, Charlie had a Pepsi.


	“So,” Jack said after they’d popped their tops and toasted the coming downfall of Madame Pomerol, “what kind of electrical problem you having?” 


	Lyle shrugged it off. “Nothing serious.” 


	“Yeah right,” Charlie said. “Like a haunted TV ain’t serious.” 


	Lyle glared at his brother. “No such thing as haunted anything, bro.” 


	“Then what—?” 


	Lyle held up a hand. “We’ll talk about it later.” 


	Haunted TV? Sounded interesting. Then again, maybe not if that meant it played nothing but “Casper the Friendly Ghost” cartoons.


	“Anything I can do?” 


	“I’ll straighten it out,” Lyle said, but he didn’t look convincing.


	“Sure?” 


	“If I may quote: ‘Philosophy will clip an angel’s wings, Conquer all mysteries by rule and line, Empty the haunted air, the gnomed mine.’” 


	“The gnomed mine… gnomed with a G?” 


	Lyle nodded. “With a G.” 


	“I like that.” 


	“It’s Keats.” 


	“You’re quoting Keats?” Jack laughed. “Lyle, you’ve got to be the whitest black guy I’ve ever met.” 


	Jack had expected a laugh, but Lyle’s expression darkened instead.


	“What? You mean I’m not a real black man because I know Keats? Because I’m well spoken? Only white men are well spoken? Only white men quote Keats? Real black men only quote Ice-T, is that it? I’m not a real black man because I don’t dress like a pimp and drive with a gangsta lean, or drape myself in dukey ropes and sit on my front porch swiggin’ forties?” 


	“Hey, easy. I was just—” 


	“I know what you were just, Jack. You were just acting like somebody who’s got this MTV image of what’s black, and if a guy doesn’t fit that he’s some kind of oreo. You’re not alone. Plenty of black guys look at me that way too. Even my own brother. Better get over it—you and him and them. It’s a white man’s world, but just because I’m making it in that world doesn’t mean I’m trying to become white. I may not have a degree, but I’ve audited enough courses to qualify for one. I’m educated. Just because I didn’t major in Black Studies doesn’t make me a whitey wannabe; and just because I refuse to let the lowest black common denominators define me doesn’t make me an Uncle Tom.” 


	“Whoa!” Jack held up his hands. He felt as if he’d stepped on a mine. “Sorry. Wasn’t looking to offend.” 


	Lyle closed his eyes and took a breath. When he let it out he looked at Jack. “I know you weren’t. You didn’t deserve that. I apologize.” 


	“I’m sorry. You’re sorry.” Jack rose and extended his hand. “I guess that makes us even then?” 


	“Even.” Lyle’s smile was tinged with embarrassment as they shook. “See you tomorrow. I’ll have the first half of your fee ready.” 


	Jack tossed off the rest of his beer and headed out, making a mental note: Lyle Kenton = short fuse.


				*
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	As soon as Jack was out the door Lyle grabbed Charlie’s arm and dragged him toward the TV room.


	“You’ve got to see this.” 


	Charlie snatched his arm free. “Yo, what up with you, bro? Whatchu go and gaffle Jack like that for?” 


	Lyle felt bad about that. Jack had said white and he’d seen red.


	“I’m a little on edge, okay? A lot on edge. I apologized, didn’t I?” 


	“You mad at him for what he say ‘bout value for value?” 


	“No. Of course not.” 


	Not mad… but it had stung. Maybe that was why he’d gone off about the “whitest black guy” remark.


	Lyle didn’t kid himself. He was a flimflam man, but he wasn’t a cad. He didn’t go after people who couldn’t afford it—no poor widows and the like. His fish were bored heiresses, nouveau riche artists, yuppies looking for a New-Age thrill, and dowagers seeking to contact their dead poodles in the great boneyard of the Afterlife. They’d probably spend the money on a trip to Vegas or another fur coat or a diamond or the latest status toy—like so many of his clients who never eat at home but simply must have a Sub-Zero refrigerator in their kitchen.


	“And why keep this licked TV a CIA secret?” 


	“Our business. Not his.” 


	More than that, he didn’t want to distract Jack with any of their side problems. Keep him focused on getting Madame Pomerol out of their lives, that was the most important thing.


	“Take a look.” 


	He led Charlie to the entryway of the room and stopped. He let him see the basketball game that was running on the set.


	“Yo, it stopped playing the Cartoon Network. What you do?” 


	“Nothing. It switched on its own.” He watched his brother’s face. “Okay. You spotted that. What else do you see?” 


	His gaze lowered to the floor. “All kinda circuit boards and junk.” He glanced at Lyle. “You been messin’ with my stuff?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “That’s all from inside the set.” 


	“Inside?” 


	“Uh-huh. I took it apart after you left. Damn near cleaned out the box. Practically nothing but the tube left in there, but it keeps on running. Still unplugged, by the way.” 


	He saw Charlie’s Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “You messin’ wit’ me now, ain’t you.” 


	“Wish I were.” 


	Lyle had had most of the day to adjust to the craziness of their TV, but watching it still gave him a crawly sensation in his gut.


	“Hey,” Charlie said slowly, staring at the screen. “Who that playing?” He stepped closer. “That look like… it is—Magic Johnson with the Lakers.” 


	“You finally noticed.” 


	“What you got on—Sports Classics?” 


	Lyle handed him the remote. “Flip around the channels. See what you get.” 


	Charlie did just that, and wound up on CNN where a couple of talking heads were discussing Irangate.


	“Irangate? Whuzzat?” 


	“Something that happened when you were too young to care.” Lyle barely remembered it himself. “Keep surfing.” 


	Next stop was a close-up of a big-haired blonde crying so hard her make-up was running down her cheeks.


	Charlie’s eyes widened. “Ain’t that…? What’s her name?” 


	“Tammy Faye Baker,” Lyle said. He’d known what to expect, but even so, his mouth was growing drier by the minute. “Keep going.” 


	Then came a football game. “Hey, the Giants. But that look like snow on the sidelines.” 


	“It is,” Lyle said. “And check out the quarterback.” 


	“Simms? Simms ain’t played for…” 


	“A long time. Keep going.” 


	He picked up speed, flashing through a news show where the Bork nomination was being discussed, then to a review of Rain Man, a Dukakis-for-President ad, and then two dreadlocked guys prancing around on MTV.


	“Milli Vanilli?” Charlie cried. “Milli Vanilli? This is like Trek, man. We in some kinda timewarp or somethin’?” 


	“No, but the TV seems to be. Everything showing on that tube comes from the late eighties.” 


	Lyle stood with his brother and watched Milli Vanilli swing their plaits and lip-synch “Girl, You Know It’s True,” but he heard next to nothing. His mind was too busy rooting through everything he had learned or experienced in his thirty years to find an explanation.


	Finally Charlie said, “Now do you believe me? We haunted.” 


	Lyle refused to board that train. Had to quell this queasy, uneasy buzz in his gut and stay calm, stay rational.


	“No. Crazy as all this seems, there’s got to be a rational explanation.” 


	“Will you give it up! You always laughing at the sitters who believe any fool thing we throw at them. You call them compulsive believers, but you just like them.” 


	“Don’t talk like a fool.” 


	“It’s true. Listen yo’self! You a compulsive nonbeliever! If it don’t fit with how you want things, you deny it, even when it smacks you upside the head!” 


	“I don’t deny that this TV is running without power or cable and showing stuff from the eighties. I’m just not jumping right off the bat to some supernatural explanation, is all.” 


	“Then why don’t we haul it to some scientists and have them look at it and see what they can come up with?” 


	Some scientists… what did that mean? Where do you find “scientists”?


	“I’ll look into it in the morning.” 


	“You do that,” Charlie said. “I don’t wanna squab. I’m steppin’ off. Gonna do some reading.” 


	“On ghosts?” 


	“No. The Good Book.” 


	As Lyle watched Charlie head for the upstairs, he almost wished he had something like that to comfort him.


	But all he had was an impossible TV.


				*
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	Jack made good time driving downtown. He wanted the car along in case Bellitto took off in a cab. He found Eli Bellitto’s antique store in the western reaches of Soho. His Shurio Coppe occupied the ground floor corner of an old triple-decker ironclad that had seen better days. A couple of the cast-iron columns on the facade looked as if they were coming loose from the underlying bricks. Odd to see an ironclad here; most of them were further east.


	Still in his Bob Butler outfit and mullet wig, Jack wandered up to the store’s main front window. Under the elaborate gold-leaf script of “Shurio Coppe” was the phrase, “Curious Items for the Serious Collector.” Holding center court in this window was a large stuffed fish, a four-foot sturgeon with hooded brown eyes, suspended on two slim wires so that it looked as if it were floating in midair. The thick down of dust on its scales said that it had been swimming in that window for a good long time.


	Jack moved on to the front door and checked the hours card. Eli’s brother had been right. Sunday hours were noon to six. Jack checked his watch. Five-thirty now. Why not kill the remaining half hour till closing by browsing the shop? Might find something interesting.


	He stepped up to the front door and pushed it open. A bell jangled. A man in the aisle directly ahead looked up.


	Here was the brother himself. Jack recognized him from the photo Edward had given him: Eli Bellitto. At six feet he looked sturdier in person, and the photo had missed his cold dark eyes. He wore a perfectly tailored three-piece charcoal gray business suit with a white shirt and a striped tie. With his sallow skin, high cheekbones, dark brown hair—dyed?—and receding hairline he reminded Jack of Angus Scrimm. Sure as hell looked nothing like his brother. Edward had said they had different mothers, but Jack wondered if they might have different fathers as well. Maybe somebody’s mother had fooled around with the local peat cutter, or whoever straying Dublin wives might have fooled around with sixty years ago.


	“Good evening,” Eli Bellitto said. “Can I help you?” 


	His voice surprised Jack. A trace of an accent, but not Irish. He remembered that Edward had said they were raised apart. Maybe in different countries?


	“Just browsing,” Jack said.


	“Go right ahead. But please be aware we close promptly at six and—” As if on cue, a number of clocks began to chime. The man pulled a pocket watch from a vest pocket and popped open the cover. He glanced at it and gave Jack a thin-lipped smile. “Exactly half an hour from now.” 


	“I’ll watch the clocks,” Jack said.


	On the other side of the store he saw a heavyset older woman with a loud voice and a tragic resemblance to Richard Belzer giving instructions to a younger red-haired man as she guided him through the store, pointing out price tags.


	New help, Jack guessed.


	He turned away and meandered among books, plaques, mirrors, dressers, desks, lamps, vases, sculptures of stone and wood, ceramic bowls, china cups, stuffed birds, fish, and animals, clocks of all shapes and vintages, and more, curios ranging from the splendid to the squalid, from Old World to New, Far East to Near, patrician to plebeian, ancient to merely old, exorbitant to bargain priced, Ming Dynasty to Depression Era.


	He fell in love with the place. How long had this store been here and why hadn’t anyone told him about it? Hundreds of square feet crammed with a vast and eclectic array of truly neat stuff.


	He wandered the aisles, opening book covers, angling mirrors, running his fingers over intricately carved surfaces. He stopped in a corner as he came upon an antique oak display case, oval, maybe five feet high, with beveled glass on all sides. The case itself carried no price tag, and the items within were untagged as well. These were of much more recent vintage than the rest of the stock and seemed jarringly out of place. Arrayed on the three glass shelves within were what might best be described as trinkets, knick-knacks, baubles, and gewgaws, none of which were more than ten or fifteen years old and could have been picked up at any garage sale.


	He looked closer and saw a stack of Pog disks, a Rubik’s cube, a Koosh ball with purple and green spikes, a bearish looking Beanie Baby, a red Matchbox Corvette, a gray Furbie with pink ears, a red-sneakered Sonic the Hedgehog doll, a tiny Bart Simpson balancing on an even tinier skateboard, and a few other less identifiable tchotchkes.


	But the item that grabbed Jack’s attention was a Roger Rabbit key ring. For an instant, as his eyes drifted past it, he thought he saw it shimmer. Nothing obvious, just the slightest waver along its edges. As he snapped to it, he saw nothing unusual. Probably just a defect in the window. Old glass was like that, full of ripples and other defects.


	He stared more closely at the little plastic figure and noticed that some of the red had rubbed off its overalls, and off the yellow gloves at the ends of his outstretched arms. But what struck him and grabbed him was the intense pale blue of Roger’s eyes. Supine in his somewhat cruciform pose, he seemed to be staring at Jack, imploringly. Real pathos there, which was way out of character since Roger was pretty much a moron.


	The little key ring made him think of Vicky, who’d taken to the Roger Rabbit video lately. Watched it a minimum of three times a week and could do a fair mimic of Roger’s saliva-laden, “Pppppleeeeease, Eddie!” Vicky would love this key ring.


	Jack looked for the knob on the door and found instead a sturdy padlock. Odd. Every other piece in the store, no matter how small, had to be more valuable than all of these put together. Why the lock?


	“We’re getting ready to close now,” said a voice behind him.


	Jack turned to face the proprietor himself. The older man’s expression was neutral.


	“So soon?” 


	“Six o’clock is closing time today,” Bellitto said. “Is there anything I can help you with before we lock the door?” 


	“Yes,” Jack said, turning back to the display case. “I’m interested in one of these doo-dads.” 


	“I can’t imagine why. They are beyond question the least interesting items in the shop. Remnants of recent fads. Detritus of pop culture.” 


	“Exactly why I want one.” 


	“Which, may I ask?” 


	“The Roger Rabbit key ring.” 


	“Oh, yes.” His thin lips curved into a small, tight smile. “That one’s special. Very special.” 


	“Not so special. I’m sure half a zillion were sold, but no one’s making them any more, and I know someone who’d really—” 


	“I’m so very sorry. It’s not for sale.” 


	“You’re kidding.” 


	“I assure you that I do not… kid.” 


	“Then why put them on display?” 


	The anemic smile returned. “Because it pleases me.” 


	“Oh, I get it. Kind of like a joke. Lock up the junk and leave the valuables lying around. You didn’t strike me a postmodern dude.” 


	“I should hope not. Let’s just say that these tiny treasures carry a certain sentimental value for me and I like to leave them out where people can see them.” 


	“Does the sentimental value of that Roger Rabbit Key ring exceed ten bucks?” 


	“I’m afraid it does.” 


	“How about fifteen?” 


	He shook his head. “No.” 


	“Twenty-five, then?” 


	“No.” 


	“Fifty?” 


	“Sorry.” 


	“A hundred?” 


	A head shake. Bellitto’s smile had broadened. He was enjoying himself.


	This was crazy. The guy couldn’t mean it. Turn down a hundred bucks for that little piece of junk?


	Jack took a quick look at Bellitto’s ears. Nope, no hearing aids.


	Okay, time to call his bluff.


	“How about five hundred?” 


	Another head shake.


	Smug son of a bitch, Jack thought. How can he say no? All right, one more try. This one has to get him.


	“Mister, I will give you one thousand dollars—are you listening?—one thousand US dollars for that key ring. And that’s my final offer. Take it or leave it.” 


	“I prefer to leave it, thank you.” 


	Jack’s shock was tinged with relief. He’d allowed himself to get carried away here. A thousand bucks for a worthless little, tchotchke like that? Who was crazier here?


	He looked back at Roger Rabbit, whose eyes still held that imploring look.


	“Sorry, guy. Maybe next time.” 


	“No next time,” Bellitto said. “When I said, ‘Not for sale,’ it was not a sales ploy. I meant it.” 


	“I guess you did. Still, can’t blame a guy for trying.” 


	He glanced at his watch. “Past closing time, I’m afraid.” 


	Jack said, “Yeah,” and started for the door.


	“Tell me, Mr…?” 


	“Butler,” Jack said.


	“Tell me, Mr. Butler. Would you really have paid me a thousand dollars for that key ring?” 


	“That’s what I offered.” 


	“Talk is cheap, Mr. Butler.” 


	“So it is. And this is just more talk. So I guess we’ll never really know, will we.” 


	Jack gave him a wave and stepped through the door into the twilight.


	Eli Bellitto… the man seemed a model of cool control. Jack sensed no seething cauldron of violence readying to erupt. Sensed no passion at all, in fact. Admittedly it had been a brief meeting, and in his experience he’d found that people were rarely what they seemed, but Eli Bellitto seemed a long way from a new-moon lunatic.


	He hoped he was right. He’d play watchdog for three nights and that would be that.


	He made a show of casual window shopping, doing a slow sidestep to the end of the building, then crossing the street to a furniture store, already closed. At six sharp Jack saw the redheaded trainee clerk step out and head up toward Houston, followed by the older woman. With a clattering chorus, metal shutters began unrolling from their cylindrical bins over the windows. Bellitto came out a moment later and locked them down. Then he rolled down a similar shutter over the door by hand. After that was locked, he strolled right, turning the corner and moving a dozen paces down the side street to where he entered a doorway.


	Home sweet home, Jack thought. Now be a good boy, Eli Bellitto, and stay in for the night. Catch up on all those Sopranos episodes you missed during the season.


	He crossed back over to Bellitto’s side, to check the street number, and he heard something crunch beneath his feet. He looked down and found a scatter of broken glass, some pieces frosted, some clear. As he moved on he glanced up and found the source: the lens of the street light had come loose and fallen. No… the bulb was missing, or broken off. He thought he could make out a couple of deep dings in the metal casing. Yeah. No question. Someone had shot out the street light. With a pellet gun, most likely.


	Jack looked around. Didn’t like this. The dead light would leave Bellitto’s end of the street in darkness. Who’d done it? Bellitto himself? Or someone out to get him?


	Jack continued to move down the block until he came to a small bistro across the street. A few couples sat around the white resin tables on the sidewalk. Jack positioned himself at one that gave him a view of Bellitto’s door, and ordered a Corona, no lime. He’d nurse a few, eventually have dinner, killing the hours till darkness. Then he’d find a shadowed spot with a view of the doorway—not too hard with the street light out—and camp there till midnight.


	Jack kicked himself for taking this nothing job. Instead of sitting alone at this rickety table, he could be hanging at Gia’s, having a drink with her and playing sous chef as she fixed dinner.


	But Edward had been so frightened that his brother might hurt somebody, and Jack had responded to that. Still, he could have let this one go by. He’d promised Gia he’d stay away from the rough jobs. At worst, this one might involve a little roll and tumble, but he didn’t think he’d have too much trouble controlling Eli Bellitto.


	He wished all his fix-its were like the Kentons’. He was looking forward to Tuesday’s encounter with Madame Pomerol. That had all the makings of a fun fix.


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	She realizes she is female, but nothing beyond that. She knows she once had a name but she can’t remember it.


	She also knows that she did not live in this place, this old cold house. She had a warm home somewhere but cannot remember where it lies. And even if she did, she could not—go there.


	She cannot leave. She has tried, but she is tied to this awful house. She wishes she knew why. It might explain this terrible sourceless rage that envelops her.


	If only she could remember her name!


	She is lonely, but not alone. There are others in this place. She has reached out but cannot make contact. Yet she keeps trying…


				*

	


	
IN THE WEE HOURS


	Lyle awoke to the sound of running water. His room was dark, the windows open to the night, and somewhere…


	The shower.


	“Now what?” he muttered as he pulled the sheet aside and hung his legs over the edge of the bed.


	He blinked and brought the display of his clock radio into focus: 1:21. He stared dully at the red LED digits. He felt drugged. He’d been way down in deep, deep sleep and his brain and body were still fumbling back to alertness. As he watched the display, the last digit changed to a zero.


	7:20?


	But just a few seconds ago it had been… or at least he’d thought it had been…


	Never mind. The shower was running. He jumped off the bed and hurried to the adjoining bathroom.


	Lyle felt the steam before he saw it. He fumbled along the wall, found the light switch, and flipped it on. Billows of moisture filled the bathroom, so thick he could barely find his way. He made it to the shower and reached out toward the curtain…


	And hesitated. Something told him not to pull it open. Maybe one of those premonitions he didn’t believe in, maybe the result of seeing too many horror movies, but he sensed something besides running water behind the curtain.


	Feeling suddenly cold despite the enveloping hot mist, Lyle backed away, one step… two…


	No. He wasn’t giving in to this. With a strangled cry that anticipated the terror of what he might see, Lyle leaped forward and slashed the curtain aside.


	He stood there in the steam, gasping, heart pounding, staring at a shower running full blast at max heat. But the spray wasn’t running straight into the tub. It was bouncing against something… something that wasn’t there and yet was. And after the spray struck whatever it was, the water turned red and ran down into the tub to swirled away into the drain.


	Lyle closed his eyes, shook his head, then looked again.


	The shower continued to run and billow up steam, but the spray now flowed uninterrupted into the tub, and remained clear all the way down to the drain.


	What’s happening to me? he thought as he reached in and turned the knob.


	And then he sensed someone behind him in the steam.


	“Wha—?” 


	He spun and found no one. But movement to his left caught Lyle’s eye. Something on the big mirror over the sink… dripping lines forming on the moisture-laden glass… connecting into letters… then…


	Words.


	Who are you?


	Lyle could only stare, could only think that this wasn’t happening, he was dreaming again, and pretty soon—


	Three more question marks, each bigger than the last, added themselves to the end of the question.


	Who are you????


	“I… I’m Lyle,” he croaked, thinking, It’s a dream, so play along. “Who are you?” 


	I dont know.


	“Why are you here?” 


	The same words were rewritten below.


	I dont know. Im scared. I want to go home


	“Where’s home?” 


	I DONT KNOW;


	Then something slammed against the mirror with wall-rattling force to create a spider-web shatter the size of a basketball. The lights went out and a blast of cold tore through the bathroom, plunging the climate from rain forest to arctic circle. Lyle leaped for the light switch but his bare foot hit a puddle; he slipped and went down just as he heard another booming impact break more of the mirror. Glass confetti peppered him with the third impact. He crouched on his knees with his forehead against the floor, hands clasped over the back of his head as whatever was in the room with him pounded the mirror again and again in a fit of mindless rage.


	And then as suddenly as it began, it stopped.


	Slowly, cautiously, Lyle raised his head in the echoing darkness. Somewhere in the house—down the hall—he heard running footsteps, and then his brother’s voice.


	“Lyle! Lyle, you all right?” The bedroom light came on. “Dear God, Lyle, where are you?” 


	“In here.” 


	He rose to his knees but could find neither the strength nor the will to regain his feet. Not yet.


	He heard Charlie’s approach and called out, “Don’t come in. There’s glass on the floor. Just reach in and hit the light.” 


	Lyle was facing away from the doorway. When the light came on he looked over his shoulder and saw a wide-eyed and slack-jawed Charlie staring at him.


	“What the fuck—” Charlie began, then caught himself. “Dear Lord, Lyle, what you done?” 


	Charlie’s use of a word he had expunged from his vocabulary since he’d been born again told Lyle the true depth of his brother’s shock. Looking around, he couldn’t blame him. Glittering slivers and pebbles of glass littered the floor; the big mirror looked as if Shaq had been bouncing a granite basketball against it.


	“Wasn’t me.” 


	“Then who?” 


	“Don’t know. See if you can find a blanket and throw it on the floor so I can get out of here without making hamburger of my feet.” 


	While Charlie went looking, Lyle pushed himself to his feet and turned, careful to stay in the glass-free circle of floor under him.


	Charlie reappeared with a blanket. “This one pretty thin but—” 


	He stopped and stared, a look of abject horror stretching his features.


	“What?” 


	Charlie pointed a wavering finger at Lyle’s chest. “Oh, God, Lyle, you—you cut yourself!” 


	Lyle looked down and felt his knees soften when he saw his T-shirt front soaked in crimson. He pulled up the shirt and this time his knees wouldn’t hold him. They buckled and he crumbled to the floor when he saw the deep gash in his chest, so deep he could see his convulsively beating heart through the opening.


	He looked up at Charlie, met his terrified eyes, tried to mouth a word or two but failed. He looked down again at his chest…


	And it was whole. Intact. Clean. No hole, no blood, not a drop on his skin or his shirt.


	Just like what had happened to Charlie last night.


	He looked up at his brother again. “You saw that, right? Tell me you saw it this time.” 


	Charlie was nodding like a bobble-head doll. “I saw it, I saw it! I thought you was buggin’ last night, but now… I mean, what—?” 


	“Throw that blanket down. I want to get out of here.” 


	Charlie held onto one end and tossed the rest toward Lyle. They spread it out atop the glass-littered tile and Lyle crawled—he didn’t trust his legs to support him so he crawled—to the door.


	When he reached the carpet Lyle stayed down, huddling, shaking. He wanted to sob, wanted to vomit. Things he’d always disbelieved were proving true. The pillars of his world were crumbling.


	“What just happened in there, Lyle?” Charlie said, kneeling beside him and laying an arm across his shaking shoulders. “What this all about?” 


	Lyle gathered himself, swallowed the bile at the back of his throat, and straightened his spine.


	“You know what you said about this house being haunted? I’m beginning to think you’re right.” He looked up at the clock radio, which now read 1:11. Who knew how long it had been running backwards. It could be three in the morning for all he knew. “Fuckit, I know you’re right.” 


	“What we do about it, man?” 


	Something strange and angry had invaded their house. Was that anger directed at him? At Charlie? He hoped not, because he sensed it ran wide and frighteningly deep. Charlie wanted to know what they were going to do. How could he answer that without even knowing what they were facing?


	He grabbed Charlie’s arm and got to his feet.


	“I don’t know, Charlie. But I know one thing we’re not doing, and that’s leaving. This is our place now and nobody, living or dead, is chasing us out.” 


				*

	


	
MONDAY
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	Gia was staring at the clock when the phone rang.


	She sat at the kitchen table, a mug of green tea cooling next to her elbow. An hour, almost to the minute, since she’d called Dr. Eagleton’s office about her pregnancy test. The receptionist had said her results weren’t in yet, but she’d call the Beth Israel lab and have them fax it over.


	Jack was gone. After making a few cryptic calls earlier this morning, he’d gone out to run a few errands, and since then Gia had barely moved.


	But she moved now, rising, stepping to the phone, checking the caller ID, seeing the name A. Eagleton MD on the display. Her breath caught a moment, she hesitated, then snatched up the receiver.


	“Yes?” 


	“Ms. DiLauro?” A girl’s voice. She sounded like a teenager.


	“Speaking.” Her hand felt slick on the plastic.


	“This is Dr. Eagleton’s office returning your call. Doctor says to tell you that your pregnancy test is positive.” 


	Gia felt her body go rigid. She brought up her second hand to help grip the receiver, to keep it from falling.


	“You’re… you’re sure?” 


	“Positive.” She giggled. “I mean, yes. Doctor wants you to arrange an appointment for some routine preliminary blood work. When do you think you can—?” 


	Gia hung up on her and sat down.


	I’m pregnant. With Jack’s baby… Jack’s and mine.


	She should be bursting with joy, she knew, but she wasn’t. Instead she felt uncertain, and maybe a little afraid.


	Gia closed her eyes. I’m not ready for this… the timing’s all wrong.


	She picked up the mug of tea, looking to warm her chilled hands, but the cup was nearly room temperature. She took a sip of the pale yellow liquid but it tasted sour on her tongue.


	Of course this wasn’t just about her. There was Jack. Telling him wasn’t a matter of if—because he had every right to know—but a matter of when. It was so very early in the pregnancy, a time when too many things could go wrong and end in miscarriage. She’d had two of those before Vicky was born.


	Then the question of how he’d react. She knew Jack, probably better than anyone else in the world. Even better than Abe. But she still wasn’t sure how he’d deal with it in the long run.


	She knew his first reaction would be joy. He’d be happy for her, for himself. A baby. She wanted to see him grin, see his eyes glow. And she knew it might be enough to drag him out of his funk over losing Kate. One life ends, then a new one begins.


	But telling this early carried risks. What if, say, next week, she miscarried?


	Jack, you’re a father-to-be! You’re first child is on the way!


	No, wait. Never mind. Your child is gone. Sorry.


	Considering how down he’d been, was it right to risk putting him on that sort of emotional roller coaster? Wouldn’t it be better, kinder after what he’d just gone through to wait until she was sure her pregnancy was firmly established?


	Or was she just buying herself more time before she had to face up to the task of telling him?


	So those were the short-term issues. But what about long term? When it sank into Jack what raising a child, what true fatherhood would mean to his independence, his treasured autonomy… what then? Would he think the cost too high?


				*
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	The yellow plastic sandwich board sign stood in the middle of the sidewalk, its red letters reflecting the morning sun.


	ERNIE’S PHOTO I-D


	ALL KINDS


	PASSPORT


	DRIVERS LICENSE


	TAXI


	Jack cut around it and stepped through the open doorway into a tiny store packed to the ceiling with miniature Statues of Liberty, New York City postcards, customizable T-shirts, sports caps, and anything else Ernie could cram into a rack or onto a shelf. Ernie’s shop made Abe’s seem like the wide open range.


	“Hey, Ern.” 


	The skinny, droopy-faced man behind the counter wore an ugly orange Hawaiian shirt and had a Pall Mall dangling from the corner of his mouth, J-P Belmondo style. He looked up and winked.


	“Witcha in a minute, sir,” he said and went right back into his spiel to an old Korean tourist about a pair of Ray Ban Predators.


	“We’re talkin’ big savings here. Real money.” He pronounced it monnay—like “Monday” without the d. “I’m tellin’ you, these list for ninety bucks. I can let you have ‘em for fifty.” 


	“No-no,” the old man said. “I see down street for ten. Ten dollah.” 


	“But they’re knock-offs. They ain’t the real thing. You buy ‘em today and tomorrow morning the lenses’ll fall out and the temples’ll break off. But these, my friend, these are the real deal.” 


	Jack turned away and pretended to browse through a rack of bootleg videos. Nothing Ernie sold was the real deal.


	His mind wandered back to Gia. He’d slept over again last night. Nice. He loved waking up next to her. But she’d seemed so jumpy this morning. She’d looked impatient when he’d been making calls, and he’d gotten the impression she’d been waiting for him to leave. He didn’t consider himself the easiest person to live with, but was he getting on her nerves already?


	The old guy had haggled Ernie down to thirty-five and left wearing his cool shades.


	“Hey, Jack,” Ernie said, folding the money into his pocket. Too many years of unfiltered cigarettes had given him a frog’s vocal cords. “How y’doin’. How y’doin’.” He shook his head. “Tough t’make a buck these days, y’know? Real tough.” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said, easing up to Ernie’s combination display case and counter. Half a dozen faux Rolexes glittered through the crisscrossed scratches in the glass. “Things are tight all around.” 


	“These street guys are killin’ me. I mean, what overhead they got? They roll out a blanket or set up a cardboard box and they’re in business. They’re sellin’ the same stuff as me for a fin over cost. Me, you wouldn’t believe the rent I gotta pay for this here closet.” 


	“Sorry to hear that.” Ernie had been crying poverty since a number of his fake ID sources dried up after the World Trade Center catastrophe. He’d been Jack’s main source of driver’s licenses and photo IDs for many years. “You get the queer we talked about?” 


	“Sure did.” He pointed to the door. “Make us look closed, will ya?” 


	Jack locked the door and flipped the open sign to closed. When he returned to the counter, Ernie had a stack of currency on the glass.


	“Here she be. Five K of it.” 


	Jack picked up one of the hundred-dollar bills. He snapped it, held it up to the light. Not too crisp, not too limp. “Looks pretty good to me.” 


	“Yeah, it’s good work but they’re cold as bin Laden’s ass. Every clerk from Bloomie’s to the lowliest bodega’s got that serial number tacked up next to the cash register.” 


	“Perfect,” Jack said. Just what he wanted. “What do I owe you?” 


	“Gimme twenty and we’ll call it even.” He grinned as he started stuffing the bills into a brown paper bag. “I’ll knock the price down to fifteen if you take more off my hands.” 


	Jack laughed. “You’re really looking to dump this junk, aren’t you.” 


	“Tell me about it. Stuff was golden for a while, but ‘bout all it’s good for now is lightin’ cigars and stuffin’ cracks in a drafty room. Can’t even use it for toilet paper. Liability having it around.” 


	“Why don’t you just burn it?” 


	“Easier said than done, my man. Especially in the summer. First off, I ain’t got no fireplace in my apartment, and even if I did, I wouldn’t want to burn it there. And the bums ain’t lightin’ up their trashcans in this heat, so I can’t just walk by and dump a few stacks into the fire. I’m gonna hafta wait till winter. Till then, I’m glad to have someone take even a little off my hands.” 


	“What are friends for?” Jack said, handing him a twenty and taking the paper bag.


	Ernie looked at him. “I don’t get it. Why you want bad queer when I can get you good? Whatta you gonna do with it?” 


	Jack smiled. “Buy myself a stairway to heaven.” 


				*
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	“You’re sure you want to go in?” Jack said as he pulled his car into an empty parking spot about half a block from Ifasen’s house.


	Gia thought about that a second. “Of course. I wouldn’t have come otherwise.” 


	He shook his head. “You’ve never, ever done anything like this before.” 


	She smiled at him. “First time for everything, right?” 


	Like being a father, she thought.


	She was such a coward. Jack had said he was going to pay a call on Ifasen—although he was calling him Lyle now—to pick up a fee, and she’d told him she wanted to come along. She’d explained it as some sort of proprietary interest—after all, she’d found him the job—and had kidded him about collecting a finder’s fee.


	But she had a more serious reason for going with him. Two of them, in fact.


	First, she’d decided to tell him about the pregnancy now rather than later. She wasn’t good at hiding things or keeping secrets. It wasn’t her nature. Best to put it out in the open where they both could deal with it.


	But she hadn’t found an opening. Or so she’d told herself during the trip from Midtown to Astoria. Truth was, she simply hadn’t been able to admit that she’d been so careless.


	She’d tell him on the way home for sure.


	The second reason was that she wanted to ask Ifasen—Lyle—about his two-child prediction. The rational part of her brain knew it had been a trick or a lucky guess, or whatever, but another part kept asking, Did he know? And if so, was there any more he could tell her? She knew the questions would keep bouncing around her mind until she had some answers.


	Yes, she knew it didn’t make sense, and that this wasn’t like her, but…


	Hey, I’m pregnant. I’ve got hormones surging every which way. I don’t have to make sense.


	Jack had his arm around her waist as they walked along the uneven sidewalk toward Lyle’s yard.


	Lyle… it carried nowhere near the spiritualistic ring, the psychic vibrations of Ifasen.


	“You have returned?” 


	Gia jumped at the sound of a lilting woman’s voice behind her. She and Jack turned as one.


	“Pardon me?” Gia said.


	An Indian woman in a red sari. Gia thought she looked familiar, and then remembered she’d seen her Friday night. Right here in fact. She’d worn a blue sari then, but she had the same big German shepherd on a leash.


	“You must not go in there,” the woman said. “Very bad for you.” 


	“You told us that the other night,” Jack said, “but nothing happened. So why are you—?” 


	“Something did happen!” Her black eyes flashed. “Earth tremble!” 


	“So what are you telling us?” Jack said. “If we go in there again there’ll be another earthquake?” 


	“I am telling you it is a bad place, dangerous for both of you.” 


	The woman seemed so sincere, and that struck an uneasy chord within Gia. When her dog looked up at her with his big brown shepherd’s eyes and whimpered, it only added to her disquiet.


	“Thank you for the warning,” Jack said. He took Gia’s arm and guided her away, toward the house. “Let’s go.” 


	Gia complied, but as they moved away she glanced back over her shoulder to see the woman and her dog staring after them.


	She leaned against Jack. “What was she talking about?” 


	“She could be talking about the house’s history, or she might think we’re heading in to attend a séance and because of that our salvation is in jeopardy. Who knows?” 


	Gia glanced back again but the woman and her dog were gone. Moved on, she guessed.


	As they headed up the walk toward the house Gia tried to put her unease behind her. To lighten up she pointed to the dead brown leaves on all the foundation plantings.


	“Who’s his gardener? Julio?” 


	Jack laughed. “No. Just one phase of the harassment he’s been suffering. If all goes well, that will come to an end real soon.” 


	“But no rough stuff, right?” 


	“Pure subterfuge, my dear, and nothing more.” 


	Good, she could have said. I don’t want your child growing up without a father.


	But she didn’t want to lay that on him just as they walked through Lyle Kenton’s door.


	The man who had been Ifasen answered Jack’s knock. He wore a cutoff Spartans sweatshirt, blue running shorts, and was barefoot.


	“Jack,” he said, but his smile was weak, distracted. “Right on time. Come on in.” 


	“I don’t know if you remember Gia,” Jack said. “She was here Friday night with Junie and the rest of us.” 


	“Yes, of course.” He gave Gia a fleeting smile and a quick little bow. “Nice to see you again.” He seemed tense.


	Jack must have noticed it too. As he guided Gia ahead of him through the door he said, “Something wrong?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “Some strange stuff going on with the house last night.” 


	“You think it’s the Fosters?” Jack looked surprised. “They should be—” 


	Lyle shook his head. “Definitely not them.” 


	“That’s good. Anything I can do?” 


	His eyes took on a strange look. Not fear, not anger.


	More like dismay. “Not in your field. I’ll go get your money.” 


	Whatever was going on, he didn’t seem to want to talk about it. But maybe he’d talk about Friday night.


	“Before you go,” Gia said as Lyle started to turn away, “can I ask just one question?” 


	He stopped and looked at her. “Certainly.” 


	“It’s about Friday night… when you were answering those questions we’d written on those cards.” 


	“The billet reading. What about it?” 


	“Well…” She glanced at Jack who was watching her with a puzzled expression. She felt foolish. He’d already answered the question for her, but she had to hear it again, in the flesh. “I don’t know if you remember my question… I asked—” 


	“‘How many children will I have?’ Correct? And I told you it would be two, I believe.” Another quick half-smile. “Did you want a different answer?” 


	“I… I want to know why you said that number. Was it just a guess, or was it, I mean, do you know something?” 


	“Gia,” Jack said, “didn’t I—” 


	“I know, Jack, but just let me hear it from him.” 


	Lyle was looking at Jack.


	“Go ahead,” Jack said. “Tell her.” He paused, then added, “The truth.” 


	Lyle hesitated, then shrugged. “Just a guess. Nothing more.” 


	“You’re sure? No little voice, no psychic emanations?” 


	“Just a guess. Anything else?” 


	“No. That’s all. Thanks for your honesty.” 


	Lyle gave another of his little bows and opened a door behind him. As he receded down a hallway, Gia saw what looked like a kitchen and windows opening onto the rear of the house.


	“Told you,” Jack said when they were alone. He looked a little annoyed that his explanation hadn’t been enough.


	“I’m sorry, Jack.” 


	“Nothing to be sorry for.” He was staring at her. “But is that why you wanted to come along today? To ask him that?” 


	She nodded. “Dumb, huh.” 


	Maybe it wasn’t so dumb, considering her present condition, but she sure felt dumb.


	He smiled at her. “Nothing you do is dumb. It’s just that I don’t understand this sudden fixation on something a complete stranger said.” 


	“I’ll explain later… on the way home.” I hope.


	Jack was still staring at her. “I don’t get it. What—?” 


	Just then Lyle returned with a white, legal-size envelope. He handed it to Jack.


	“Here you go. First half. When do you think the second payment will be due?” 


	“Assuming all goes well,” Jack said, “in a few days.” 


	“Phase two is still on for tomorrow afternoon?” 


	Lyle obviously was trying to be cryptic. He probably didn’t know that Jack had told her about the Kentons’ problems with Madame Pomerol on the drive out. Gia decided to leave it that way.


	She didn’t catch Jack’s reply because movement in the hallway behind Lyle caught her attention. She rose on tiptoe and craned her neck for a better look.


	A pale-skinned girl with long blond hair was walking down the hall toward the kitchen. She was dressed in what looked like riding clothes—breeches and boots. Was there a stable nearby? She looked to be about Vicky’s age—couldn’t have been more than eight or nine. Gia wondered where she’d come from and what she was doing here.


	As the girl turned the corner into the kitchen, she glanced over her shoulder and her blue eyes locked with Gia’s. And Gia saw in them a depth of need, of longing that pierced her heart.


	Lyle’s glance flicked toward her. He must have seen something in her face. “Something wrong?” 


	“Who’s the little girl?” 


	Lyle whirled as if he’d heard a shot behind him. “Little girl? Where?” 


	“Right there, in the hall.” He was blocking her view now. Gia leaned left to see and found the hall empty. “She was there a second ago.” 


	“There’s no girl in this house, big or little.” 


	“I saw her. A little blonde.” Gia pointed down the hall. “She was right there, walking toward the kitchen.” 


	Lyle turned and hurried down the hall.


	“Charlie!” he called. “Come down here a sec, will you.” 


	Gia followed Lyle, noting the stairway to the second floor on her left. It struck her as an odd design until she realized that the house had been remodeled to accommodate the Channeling Room. She heard Jack behind her.


	Lyle angled through the kitchen and leaned into an adjoining room for a quick look. Apparently satisfied no one was there, he went to the open back door. He pushed on the screen door and stood on the small stoop to survey the backyard. The midday sun gleamed off his dreadlocks. After a moment he stepped back inside and stared at Gia as the screen door slammed closed behind him.


	“You’re sure you saw a little girl?” 


	“Very.” 


	He turned toward the rear door again. “Then she must have run out through the backyard.” 


	“I doubt that,” Jack said.


	Gia turned to see him standing next to a door that opened onto a down staircase.


	“Why?” said Lyle.


	“Because we didn’t hear the screen door slam. Unless she took the time to ease it closed before running away, she’s still here.” He jerked a thumb toward the cellar stairs. “And I bet I know where.” 


	Lyle’s brother arrived from the second floor. He wore a tank top and sweat pants with the legs bunched up under the knees; his black-and-white Lugs, with the tongues lolling over their untied laces, looked like thirsty dogs.


	Lyle quickly introduced Gia as “Jack’s friend” and she was struck by the warmth in Charlie’s smile when he bumped knuckles with Jack. The smile faded as Lyle told him about the little girl Gia had seen.


	Jack and Gia waited in the kitchen while Lyle and Charlie searched their basement. Jack stepped to the back door and peered through the screen at the small backyard.


	Without looking at her, he said, “Did you ever sneak into a stranger’s house when you were a little girl?” 


	“Are you kidding?” 


	“Did you ever even think about doing such a thing?” 


	“Never. I’d be scared to death.” 


	“You mean, sort of like Lyle and Charlie are right now?” He turned toward her and lowered his voice. “I’m not saying they’re scared to death, but they’re sure as hell frightened by something. I don’t know about you, but I don’t find little girls particularly frightening. So what’s really—?” 


	She heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to see the Kenton brothers emerge from the cellar.


	“Empty,” Lyle said. “She must have ran out the back door.” 


	“Without making a sound?” Jack said.


	Lyle shrugged. “There’s no place else she could go.” He gave Charlie an uneasy look. “Is there?” Then he turned to Gia. “Are you—?” 


	“Yes, I’m sure,” she said, more sharply than she intended. “I’m not in the habit of hallucinating.” 


	Gia described her fully, leaving out only the longing in the child’s eyes.


	“A blond kid,” Charlie said, rubbing his jaw. “Not many blondes around here, know’m sayin’?” 


	“Maybe you should keep your doors locked when you’re upstairs,” Gia said.


	Lyle’s expression was bleak. “I wish we could.” 


	“I hate to break this up,” Jack said, pointing to his watch, “but I’ve got to pick up some props for my date with Madame Pomerol.” 


	The good-byes seemed strained and strange, with Gia feeling that the Kenton brothers wanted them to go and yet somehow didn’t want to be left alone in the house.


	“Something going on with those two,” Jack said as they walked toward his car. “They’re jumpy as mice.” 


	“I wonder why,” Gia said. “And I know I saw that little girl, Jack. I can’t explain how she got in or how she got out, but I know what I saw.” 


	“I believe you. And the strange thing is, I think the brothers Kenton believe you too, although it seems they’d rather not.” 


	She looked around for the Indian woman. She wanted to say, See? We went in and here we are out again, and nothing happened. But she was nowhere in sight.


	Jack opened the car door for her and she slipped into the passenger seat. When he’d seated himself behind the wheel, he turned to her.


	“And speaking of belief, now do you believe that his guess about two kids was just that: a guess?” 


	“I do,” she said, thinking, here it is, this is the moment. “But you’ve got to understand where I’m coming from and why I was obsessing on it.” 


	Jack started the car. “Tell me.” 


	Gia hesitated, then blurted, “I’m pregnant.” 


				*
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	Jack started to laugh—for a second there he thought Gia had said she was pregnant—and then he saw the look in her eyes.


	“Did you say… pregnant?” 


	She nodded and he saw a glimmer of tears. Joy? Dismay? Both?


	Some tiny corner of Jack’s brain realized that this was a fragile moment, and it was laboring to find the right thing to say, but the remainder of his brain had gone to mush as he struggled to grasp, to comprehend the meaning of those words…


	I’m pregnant.


	“M-mi—” He caught himself. He’d been about to say, Mine? A reflex. Of course it was his. “We’re having a baby?” 


	Gia nodded again and now her lower lip was trembling as the tears started to slip down her cheeks.


	Jack slipped across the seat and folded her into his arms. She sobbed as she pressed against him and buried her face against his neck.


	“Oh, Jack, I didn’t mean for this to happen. Don’t be mad. It was an accident.” 


	“Mad? Jeez, Gia, why would I be mad? Shocked, yes, baffled too, but mad is the last thing. It’s not even on the map.” 


	“Thank God! I—” 


	“How long have you known about this?” 


	“Since this morning.” 


	“And we rode all the way out here together and you didn’t say a word? How come?” 


	“I meant to, but…” 


	“But what?” 


	“I didn’t know how you’d react.” 


	This was a new shock. “What did you think I’d do? Walk out? Why on earth—?” 


	“Because of all the changes you’ll have to make if you stay on.” 


	“Hey.” He held her tighter. “I’m not going anywhere. And I can handle any changes. But let’s just say I did stomp out, what would you do? Would you… end the pregnancy?” 


	She jerked back to stare at him with red-rimmed eyes. “Have an abortion? Never! That’s my baby!” 


	“Mine too.” He couldn’t bear the thought of anyone killing their baby. He hugged her again. “I’m gonna be a daddy. Me. I can’t believe it. You’re sure you’re pregnant?” 


	She nodded. “Beth-Israel sure.” 


	“Wow.” The word popped out of his mouth. He laughed. “Hey, am I articulate, or what? But really… wow! A little somebody made with part of me, walking and talking and growing up.” 


	A piece of him moving beyond him, heading toward infinity. Wonder filled him, buoyed him.


	The beep of a horn brought him back to earth. He looked around.


	A big guy in a little Kia pointed to Jack’s parking space and called, “You stayin’ or goin’?” 


	Jack waved, started the Crown Vic, and pulled away.


	“What do you think little Jack will be like?” he said.


	“‘Little Jack’? What makes you think it will be a boy?” 


	“If it’s a girl it’ll mean you’ve been fooling around with somebody else.” 


	“Oh, really? How’s that work, pray tell?” 


	Jack puffed out his chest. “Well, I’m so manly I produce only Y sperm.” 


	She smiled. “No kidding?” 


	“Yep. Never told you before because I didn’t think it mattered. But now I feel you deserve to know the truth.” 


	“I’ve got news for you, buddy. It’s a girl. My Amazon ova castrate Y sperms.” 


	Jack laughed. “Ouch!” 


	With Gia snuggled against him they drove and talked about when it could have happened and what sex it might be and began throwing out girls’ names and boys’ names and Jack cruised through a changed world, brighter and more full of hope and promise and possibility than he’d ever imagined.
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	Lyle was standing in the kitchen, tossing out the aluminum foil that had wrapped the leftover pizza slices he and Charlie had finished for dinner, when he heard the voice.


	He froze and listened. Definitely not Charlie’s voice. No… a child’s. A little girl’s. And it sounded as if she was singing.


	A little girl… Gia had seen a little girl this afternoon. Was she back?


	Lyle eased toward the center hall, where the sound seemed to be coming from. No doubt about it. A little girl was singing. The melody was tantalizingly familiar.


	As he moved into the hall her voice became clearer, echoing from beyond the closed door at the end of the hall, from the waiting room.


	And the words…


	“I think we’re alone now…” 


	Wasn’t that from the sixties? Tommy somebody?


	He slowed his pace. Something odd about the voice, its timbre, the way it echoed. It sounded far away, as if it were coming from the bottom of a well. A very deep well.


	At the door, Lyle hesitated, then grabbed the knob and yanked it open. The voice was loud now, almost as if the child were shouting. The words bounced off the walls, seeming to come from all directions. But where was the child?


	Lyle stood in an empty room.


	He stepped over to the couch and looked behind it, but found nothing but a couple of dust bunnies.


	And now the sound was moving away… down the hall he’d just passed through. Lyle moved back to the door but saw no one in the hall. And still the sound kept moving away. He followed it.


	“Charlie!” he called as he passed the stairs. He told himself he wanted a witness, but deeper down he knew he didn’t want to be alone with this. “Charlie, get down here. Quick!” 


	But Charlie didn’t respond—no voice asking, Whussup? No footsteps in the upper hallway. Probably holed up in his room with his head stuck in a pair of headphones listening to Gospel music while he read the Bible. How many times was he going to read that book?


	Lyle followed the voice, still singing the same song, into the kitchen. But once he reached there, the voice seemed to be coming from the cellar.


	Lyle paused at the top of the stairs, staring into the well of blackness below. He didn’t want to go down there, not alone. Not even with someone else, if the truth be known. Not after last night.


	He wondered if this delicate little voice was part of whatever had written on the bathroom mirror before smashing it. Or was the house haunted by multiple entities?


	“Charlie!” 


	But again, no response.


	Lyle and Charlie had spent most of the morning talking about whether or not they were really haunted. In the warm light of day, with the shock and the fear of the night before dissipated, Lyle had found it hard to believe in such a possibility. But one look in the bathroom at the maniacally shattered mirror was enough to make him a convert.


	The big question was, what could they do about it? They couldn’t exactly call Ghostbusters. And even if such a group existed, think of the publicity: Psychic afraid of ghosts! Calls for help! A PR nightmare.


	The voice was fading now. Where could it go from the basement?


	Lyle took a deep breath. He had to go down there. Curiosity, a need to know, pushed him for an answer. Because knowing was better than not knowing. At least he hoped so.


	Flicking the light switch he took the stairs down in a rush—no sense dragging this out—and found himself in the familiar but empty basement with its orange-painted floor, pecan paneling, and too-bright fluorescents. He could still hear the singing, though. Very faintly. Coming from the center of the room… from the crack that ran the width of the floor.


	No… couldn’t be.


	Lyle edged closer and gingerly crouched near the opening. No question about it. The voice was echoing from down there, in the earthquake crevasse under his house.


	He bent his head and rubbed his eyes. Why? This house was fifty-some years old. Why couldn’t this have happened to the last owner?


	Wait, the last owner was dead.


	All right, the next owner, then. Why me? Why now?


	The voice faded further. Lyle leaned closer. It was still singing “I Think We’re Alone Now.” Why that tune? Why a bubblegum song from the sixties?


	And then the lights went out and the strange little voice boomed from an anemic whisper to a floor-rattling scream of rage that knocked Lyle onto his back. A noxious cloud plumed around him in the dark, the same graveyard odor as the night the crack first appeared, sending him scrambling across the floor and up the steps toward light and air.


	Sweating, panting, he slammed the cellar door and backed away until his back hit the kitchen counter. This was getting way out of hand He needed help, and fast, but he hadn’t the faintest idea where to turn.


	Sure as hell couldn’t call on a psychic. He’d never met one who wasn’t a lying son of a bitch.


	He had to shake his head. Just like me.


	Okay, there were some who really believed in all the crap they fed their sitters, but they were deluded. And he’d found that people who lied to themselves were far more unreliable than those who simply lied to others. He’d take a con man over a fool any time.


	Lyle stared at the door and calmed himself. Time to get a grip and face this situation head on. Because what he’d said this morning was true. He was not leaving his home.


	He took a deep breath. So. Look at what he had: Assuming that some sort of spirit world was real—and he was being backed into accepting that now—it still had to follow some rules, didn’t it? Every action had an effect. Every incident had a cause.


	Maybe not. But that was the only way he knew how to approach this. If other rules applied, he’d have to learn them. But for now, he’d go with cause and effect.


	That said, what had caused all this? What had awakened this demon or ghost or entity, or attracted it to his home? Was it something he or Charlie had done? Or was someone else behind it?


	Those were the first questions. Once he had those answers, the next step would be finding out what, if anything, he could do about them.
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	“More kashi?” Gia said.


	Jack held up his plate and said in his best Oliver Twist voice, “Please, ma’am, could I have some more?” 


	Gia had whipped up one of her vegetarian dinners. She was on a kashi kick these days, so tonight she’d fixed kashi and beans with sides of sautéed spinach and sliced Jersey beefsteaks with mozzarella. All delicious, all nutritious, all as good for a body as food could possibly be; and though he’d push away from the table with a full belly, these meals always left Jack feeling like he’d missed a course.


	Jack watched Gia as she scooped more kashi from the pot. The old townhouse had a small kitchen with cabinets and hardwood floor all stained unfashionably dark. Jack remembered when he’d first seen the place last year. Vicky’s two old spinster aunts had been living here with their maid, Nellie. The interior looked pretty much the same then, the furnishings hadn’t changed, but the place had a real lived-in look now. A child will do that.


	Jack let his eyes wander down Gia’s trim frame, wondering when she’d start to show, to swell, marveling at the stresses women put their bodies through to bring a child into the world.


	He shook his head. If men had to go through that the world would be damn near unpopulated.


	Still looking at Gia, he noticed an uncharacteristic tautness in her posture. Her uncertainty over the weekend as to whether or not she was pregnant would explain the mood swings he noticed, but he’d have thought finding out and telling him would have broken her tension. Something else was bothering her.


	Jack got up and pulled another Killian’s from the fridge.


	“You don’t mind that I’m drinking, do you?” 


	This was his third Killian’s while Gia was still working on her first club soda. The bottle of wine he’d picked up on the way over sat unopened on the counter. Gia had told him that, as much as she loved her Chardonnay, she wouldn’t be drinking for the next nine months.


	“Not if it’s beer. Wine might tempt me, but if the world suddenly forgot how to make beer, I’d never miss it.” 


	“A world without beer… what an awful thought.” 


	He wondered how hard it would be for him to give up beer for nine months. One of life’s great pleasures was wrapping his hand around a cold one toward the end of the day. He could swear off, but he sure as hell wouldn’t like it.


	He decided to float the idea past Gia, praying she’d shoot it down.


	“If you’re abstaining, maybe I should too.” 


	She gave him half a smile. “What would that accomplish? My drinking could affect the baby; yours won’t.” 


	He raised his fist. “But how about solidarity, sharing the sacrifices of parenthood and all that?” 


	“If you intend to be a real parent to this child, you’re going to have to make a lot more sacrifices than I will, so drink your beer.” 


	That had an ominous ring. Jack took a grateful gulp of his Killian’s. “I already am a real parent. One of them, at least.” 


	“No, you’re the father. That’s the easy part. You haven’t begun being a parent yet. That’s a whole other matter.” 


	Gia seemed edgy. What was she getting at? “I’m aware of the difference between fathering a child and raising a child.” 


	“Are you?” She reached across the table and clasped his hand. “I know you could be a great parent, Jack, a wonderful father figure. But I wonder if you see what lies ahead for you if you make that commitment.” 


	Now he knew where this was going.


	“You’re talking about the Repairman Jack thing. No problem. Look, I’ve already cut out certain kinds of fix-its, and I can make other changes. I can—” 


	She sat there shaking her head. “You’re not seeing the big picture. Usually you’re way ahead of me on things like this.” 


	“What am I missing?” 


	She glanced away, then back at him. “I wish I didn’t have to say this because it makes me feel like I’m forcing you into something you won’t want to do, and maybe even can’t do.” 


	“Telling me something isn’t forcing me. Just tell me: What am I missing?” 


	“Jack, if you’re going to be a real parent, you’ll have to really exist.” 


	Jack’s first reaction was to say that he did exist, but he knew what she meant.


	“Become a citizen?” 


	She nodded. “Exactly.” 


	A citizen. Christ, he’d spent his whole adult life avoiding that. He didn’t want to change now. Join the masses… he didn’t know if he could.


	“That sounds pretty radical. There must be some way…” 


	She was shaking her head. “Think about it. If this baby was born tomorrow, who could I put down as the father?” 


	“Me.” 


	“And who are you? Where do you live? What’s your Social Security number?” 


	“Numbers,” he grumbled. “I don’t think you need the father’s numbers on a birth certificate.” 


	“Maybe not. But don’t you think the baby would prefer a father who doesn’t change his last name every week? Who doesn’t fade away when he sees a cop car?” 


	“Gia…” 


	“All right, I’m exaggerating, I know, but my point is, even though no one knows you exist, you live like a hunted man, Jack. Like a fugitive. That’s fine when you’re single and are responsible only for yourself, but it doesn’t work for a parent.” 


	“We’ve been over this before.” 


	“Yes, we have. In the context of our future together. But it was all conjectural, with no set timetable.” She patted her abdomen. “Now we’ve got a timetable. Nine months, and the clock is ticking.” 


	“Nine months,” Jack whispered. That seemed like no time at all.


	“Maybe less. We’ll have a more precise idea once I have a sonogram. But let’s go past nine months. Let’s jump ahead five years. And let’s just say that you leave your situation the way it is. We don’t get married but we’re living together here—you, me, Vicky, and the baby. One big happy family.” 


	“Sounds nice.” 


	“But what if I get breast cancer, or fall off a subway platform in front of a train, or—?” 


	“Gia, come on.” What a thought.


	“Don’t say it couldn’t happen, because we both know it could. And right now, if something happens to me, Vicky goes to my parents.” 


	Jack nodded. “I know.” 


	It was logical, and probably the right thing. Her grandparents would be Vicky’s only living blood relatives. But it would burn a hole in his life to watch that little girl be taken off to Iowa.


	“But what if my folks aren’t around when something happens to me? If they’re dead, then it’s not just Vicky who’s at risk, but our baby as well. What happens to those two children?” 


	“I take them.” 


	“No. You won’t be able to. They’ll be orphans and they’ll become wards of the court.” 


	“Like hell.” 


	“What are you going to do? Abduct them? Take off with them and hide out? Change their names and have them live like fugitives? Is that the kind of life you want for them?” 


	Jack leaned back and sipped from his beer. It tasted sour on his tongue. Because he was seeing it now, all of it, the knotty immensity of the problem. How could he have missed it? Maybe because the quotidian rituals of having no official existence, of pursuing an under-the-radar lifestyle had become to him as natural and reflexive as breathing.


	Was he going to have to change the way he breathed?


	He stared at Gia. “You’ve obviously given this a lot of thought.” 


	She nodded. “It has consumed me for three days.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m not pushing you, Jack. It’s just that if anything happens to me I want to know my babies are safe.” 


	Jack rose and moved around the table. He lifted Gia from her seat, slid beneath, then settled her onto his lap. She clung to him.


	He put his arms around her and said, “Our babies. I couldn’t love Vicky more if she were my own. And I don’t feel pushed, okay? Fatherhood wasn’t in my immediate plans, but that’s okay. I’m flexible. I’ve learned to adjust quickly to unexpected situations in my work, and I can do it here. It’s a responsibility and I’m not about to walk away from it.” 


	“How will you do it?” 


	“Become a citizen? I don’t know. I’m sure my father has my birth certificate squirreled away somewhere, so I’m pretty sure I can show I’m native-born. But I can’t exactly show up at the local Social Security office and ask for a number. Folks down there will want to know where I’ve been these last thirty-six years. And why I’ve never filed a 1040. I can’t just say I’ve been living abroad. Where’s my passport? Records will show I was never issued one. At worst they’ll think I’m some sort of terrorist. At best, a wide array of city, state, and federal agencies will be lining up to file tax evasion charges and investigate me for drug or arms trafficking. I don’t know how well my past will hold up under that sort of scrutiny. Some law firm will get rich defending me. And in the end I could wind up either broke or in jail or both. Most likely both.” 


	“I won’t let you do that. I’d rather take my chances with you as you are than see you risk your freedom. You can’t be a parent from behind bars. There’s got to be another way. How about false documents?” 


	“They’ll have to be awfully damn good if I’m going to rest my whole future on them. But I’ll start looking into it.” 


	Gia tightened her arms around him. “What a spot I’ve put you in.” 


	“You? You haven’t put me anywhere I haven’t chosen to be. This is a situation I was going to have to face sooner or later. When I opted out I was, what, twenty-one? I wasn’t looking ahead then. I never thought about how I’d get myself back in because I didn’t care. Tell the truth, I didn’t think I’d be around long enough to have to worry about it.” 


	“Were you trying to get yourself killed?” 


	“No, but to someone watching me it might have seemed that way. I was reckless. No, that doesn’t even touch it. I was nuts. I look back at some of the risks I took and wonder how I ever survived. I had this feeling of immortality then that gave me the confidence to try anything. Anything. A few nasty close calls eventually woke me up, but for a while there…” He shook his head at the memory. “Anyway, I’m still kicking, and now that it looks like I might actually survive this lifestyle, I can’t see myself wanting to go on living in the cracks when I’m seventy.” 


	Gia let go a little laugh. “A semi-senile Repairman Jack. Not a pretty picture.” 


	“Can you see me stopping in at Julio’s for my afternoon warm milk, then hustling around, dodging the IRS and AARP in my walker? What a sight.” 


	They laughed, but not for long.


	“Is there a way out of this?” Gia said.


	“Has to be. It needs a fix. I earn my living fixing things. I’ll figure something out.” 


	Jack hoped he sounded a lot more confident than he felt. This could be his biggest fix-it job—his own life.


	He stared out the back door at the fading light in the reddening sky, then glanced at the old oak clock on the wall above the sink.


	“Oops. Speaking of fix-its, gotta go.” 


	He felt Gia stiffen. “That bodyguard job you told me about?” 


	“More like baby-sitting than bodyguarding.” 


	She leaned back and looked at him. “You be careful.” 


	He kissed her. “I will.” 


	“Remember, you’re Daddy-To-Be Jack, not Wildman Jack.” 


	At the moment, Jack wasn’t quite sure who he was.


				*
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	Ensconced in his sidewalk seat at the bistro down the block from Eli Bellitto’s Shurio Coppe, Jack was nearing the bottom of his first Corona—no lime, please—with his eye on Bellitto’s door. He’d ditched the mullet wig and odd clothes he’d worn in the store last night. He wore a baseball cap to hide his hair and keep his eyes in shadow, but otherwise he was pretty much himself tonight.


	He’d watched the older woman and new clerk leave, seen Bellitto lock up and make the around-the-corner trip home. Twilight had faded into night, clouds had curdled in the formerly clear sky and then fused into a lumpy, low-hanging lid. Bellitto’s door floated in a deeper pool of darkness due to the broken street lamp at that end of the block.


	More traffic tonight than last. A battle-scarred delivery truck rolled by, retching a tubular cloud that lingered in the air behind it, slowly drifting Jack’s way, obliterating the delicious odor of saut£ed garlic that had been wafting from the kitchen. Jack coughed. The joys of dining al fresco.


	More people too, so he engaged in his favorite pastime: watching them. He saw a couple of pale-faced, black-lipped goth chicks swish by in ankle-length black dresses. Then an odd interracial couple wheeling a baby carriage: he very dark in a button-down shirt, tie, and khakis with his hair processed as straight as Fifth Avenue, she porcelain white in bib overalls and long, puffy, light brown dreadlocks trailing down her back. A trio of teenage girls bounced by in off-the-shoulder blouses, bellbottoms, and cork platform soles—the seventies were back.


	Jack checked the placement of the slapper resting inside his loose plaid shirt. The eight-ounce lead weight in its head pulled the fabric out and down, giving him a bit of a gut. He’d worn his black twelve-inch Fryes with the classic harness and ring tonight, and his .38 AMT Backup sat strapped inside the right one. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use either. All quiet on the block. Everything pointed toward another nothing night, which was not, except for the boredom, such a bad thing.


	His mind turned to his conversation with Gia, and the spot he was in: How did he legitimize his existence without risking his freedom? The obvious way was to become somebody else—take over the identity of a legitimate, law-abiding, Social Security numbered, tax-withholding, 401(k)-contributing, 1040-filing citizen. Obvious, but not very feasible. Impossible if said citizen were still alive.


	But what if he were dead?


	That might work. But how? As soon as this good citizen’s death certificate was registered, his Social Security number would be added to the Social Security Death Index; anything Jack tried to do with the dead man’s SSN after that would ring alarms throughout the credit industry, and eventually in the Department of the Treasury.


	No thank you.


	The ideal candidate would be a nutso recluse with no wife, no kids, no living relatives of any sort. He had to be within ten years either side of Jack’s age and had to die unnoticed in his newspaper-crammed apartment—


	No, wait. Better yet, he dies alone in his remote, Ted Kaczynski-style cabin deep in the woods. Jack would come upon his corpse, give him a decent burial, and walk away with the deceased’s identity.


	Yep, had a bit of a mental breakdown and hid myself away for a while, but now I’m back and ready to rejoin the rat race.


	Jack snorted. Yeah, right… that’ll happen. And who’ll lead me to the cabin? The Easter Bunny?


	Had to be a way, damn it.


	He heard a distant rumble. The air smelled of rain and he remembered hearing on the radio that some was expected. He wished he’d paid more attention. Now tonight held the prospect of being wet as well as bored.


	Swell.


	He was about to order a second Corona, and maybe some steamed shrimp to wolf down before the rains came, when he saw a car pull into the curb by the fire hydrant near Bellitto’s door. He couldn’t scope out the make and model because of the headlights and the broken street lamp.


	Jack dropped a five on the table and started up the street. He had a feeling about this car. He might be wrong, and if he was, no big deal. But if right, he’d be left flatfooted if he stayed put here.


	As he approached the end of the block he made the car as a maroon Buick Park Avenue. Bellitto stepped out of his doorway and the driver—big guy with a shaved head, putty-colored skin, and no neck—unfolded himself from the front seat. Wore a tight black T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up a couple of turns, which only emphasized the length of his arms—the knuckles practically brushed the ground, like a gorilla’s. He obviously worked out and God forbid someone might not notice those biceps and triceps.


	Jack had parked his car in a lot on the corner of West Houston, a block further up. To avoid attracting attention, he waited until he’d passed the Buick before breaking into a run. His boots weren’t designed for running but he was doing all right. Chanced a backward glance to memorize the Buick’s plate number but couldn’t make it out because of the mud smeared across it. Accidental, or on purpose? Also noticed Bellitto getting into the driver seat while the big guy headed for the passenger side.


	Seemed to Jack that Eli Bellitto was not likely to get hurt if he hung around with a guy that size. Unless of course he started picking on Mr. Gorilla Arms himself.


	But Eli’s brother Edward had been more concerned that he might hurt someone else. And if these two here were to gang up on someone, a heap of hurt could go down.


	At the lot, Jack waved to the attendant, jumped into his Crown Vic, and hit the ignition. He’d paid in advance so he could get moving fast if needed. Right now he needed.


	He kicked up gravel leaving the lot and caught up to Eli Bellitto and company as they waited at a red light three blocks down. The mud-smeared plate bothered him. The splatters did too good a job of hiding the numbers.


	Jack followed them downtown. The rain started as they crossed Canal Street into Chinatown. He thought they might be heading for Brooklyn but they passed the turn for the Manhattan Bridge. Crossed the Bowery and merged onto Catherine Street. With the hulking lit-up forms of the Al Smith Houses looming ahead on the right, the Buick slowed to a crawl, hugging the curb as if looking for something or someone. Finally it stopped dead.


	Were they going to add a third rider? This was getting complicated.


	Jack looked around for options. Eli and his buddy Gorilla Arms would pick him up if he stayed right behind them. Not many people out on a drizzly Monday night. He wished it weren’t raining. Maybe then he could get some clarity on what they were looking for.


	He had an impression that Gorilla Arms had turned in his seat and looked his way, so Jack flashed his high beams, as if impatient for them to move on. Bellitto’s hand snaked out the window and waved him around.


	With an angry blare of his horn, Jack swung around the Buick and glided up the block.


	Now what?


	Jack spotted a tiny store, lights still on, newspapers racked out front under an awning. As good an excuse as any to stop and keep Bellitto in sight.


	Double-parked and left the engine running while he hopped out and trotted across the wet sidewalk. Approached the narrow storefront and noticed not a word in sight was English, not even the newspaper headlines. Couldn’t tell if the ideograms were Chinese, Korean, or Vietnamese. Not that it mattered. He was only going to pretend to shop, maybe buy a pack of gum at most.


	At the open door, Jack stepped aside to let a little Asian boy scoot past; a white plastic shopping bag dangled from his wrist. He watched the kid stop under the awning and open a small red umbrella, then hurry off into the rain.


	Kind of young to be out alone at this hour, Jack thought.


	Stepped inside, smiled and nodded to the wizened old Asian woman inside, and said, “I’m just going to look around.” 


	She gave him a little bow, waved her hand, and babbled something he hadn’t a prayer of understanding.


	Jack turned back to the window. Through the grime and the rain he noticed the Buick starting to move again.


	Damn!


	He threw a buck on the counter and grabbed a newspaper on the way out. Holding it over his head as a makeshift umbrella—and to shield his features from Bellitto and his passenger—Jack dashed back across the sidewalk. As he moved he glanced left and right along the deserted sidewalk.


	Where was the kid?


	He saw something on the curb, protruding from between two cars, right near where Bellitto had been idling. The Buick was pulling away, but the alarms ringing through Jack’s instincts forced him to make a quick detour. He ran over to the spot and saw what it was: a little red umbrella, upside down in the gutter, collecting rain in its bowl. But no kid.


	Had Bellitto and Gorilla Arms grabbed him? Jack knelt and checked under the cars, found nothing but water and oil spots, then rose and stared after the retreating Buick’s red rear lights.


	Shit! That had to be it. Those two fuckers had snatched that little kid.


	Grinding his teeth, Jack ran for his car.


	Now he saw why Edward had said he wanted to hire Jack to protect his brother not so much from other people as from himself. His fear had been for the harm that might befall an innocent victim. He must have known his brother was a creep. And known he was getting ready to strike.


	Damn him! Why hadn’t Edward just called the cops? But obviously he’d wanted to keep it secret. After all, who wanted to go public that his brother was a pedophile? So Edward was trying to have it both ways—prevent another crime but do it under the table. Fine. Jack could appreciate that. But if he’d had the facts in advance, he would have handled this differently. He sure as hell wouldn’t have let that little boy walk past Bellitto’s car alone.


	Shit! Shit! Shit!


	He jumped into his car and spun his tires getting back into the traffic flow.


	“Where are they?” he muttered, anger welling as he strained to see through the rain-smeared windshield. He pounded on the steering wheel. “Where the fuck are they?” 


	He wound further downtown and ran parallel to the on-ramp to the Brooklyn Bridge, but couldn’t find them. Gambling that they’d be returning to Bellitto’s place, he raced back uptown.


	He let his high, tight shoulders drop and allowed himself an instant of relief when he spotted the Buick turning onto Bellitto’s block. But only an instant. Who knew what condition that kid was in, or what they’d done to him already.


	Again, the flare of anger. If only I’d known.


	Jack killed his headlights and double-parked. Used the same newspaper to cover his head as he traveled the last block on foot.


	Watched Bellitto pull into the curb before his door. Crossed the street in time to see Bellitto step out and open the rear door. Gorilla Arms emerged carrying a blanket-wrapped bundle in both arms. A child-size bundle. He kicked the door shut as Bellitto led the way across the shadowed sidewalk. Now Jack knew the reason for the shot-out street light.


	Closer now, he searched for some sign of movement within the blanket but saw none. His gut gave a lurch as an ankle and a little sneaker fell free of one of the folds and dangled in the rain.


	Shit, he might be too late.


	A dark place within him cracked open, leaking boiling fury into his bloodstream. Wanted to pull his .38 and charge in and start capping faces, but it was two to one and a kid in the middle who might be salvageable. So instead of charging he slowed his pace and put a weaving stagger into his step. He reached inside his shirt, slipped his hand through the slapper’s wrist loop, and gripped the hard leather handle.


	The two men froze on the one-step front stoop when they noticed Jack’s approach. Bellitto’s hand hovered before the lock as he stared Jack’s way. Jack kept shuffling by, head down under the paper, ostensibly lost in an alcohol or drug-induced fog, but watching them from the corner of his eye.


	“C’mon!” Gorilla Arms hissed to Bellitto. “I’m getting soaked.” 


	As soon as he passed them, Jack peeked over his shoulder, saw their backs turned, and made his move. Spun, pulled out the slapper, and darted toward the stoop. Door just starting to swing open. Had to take out Gorilla Arms first.


	Jack slipped in close and put everything he had into a kick behind Gorilla Arms’ left knee. Felt the square toe of his boot sink deep into the nerve-, vessel-, and tendon-loaded concavity.


	Gorilla Arms let out a loud sharp cry, something like, “Ahhh!” as his knee buckled under him. He went down on that knee, still cradling the blanket bundle, and that lowered his skull to perfect home-run height. Jack took aim at the bald head hovering before him and put shoulder, arm, and a snap of the wrist behind the slapper. Like swatting a T-ball. The leather-clad lead weight landed with a meaty thwak! and Gorilla Arms keeled over sideways with a groan. The blanket bundle landed atop him.


	Heard Bellitto’s keys drop and turned to find him fumbling in the side pocket of his suit coat. Jack gave a quick, backhanded swing of the slapper that grazed the side of his head. Bellitto lurched away, stumbled, and landed on his back.


	Jack turned back to Gorilla Arms, saw him shake his head and push himself up on one elbow. Tough. Or maybe he had a two-inch-thick skull. Gave him another shot behind the ear and that crumpled him. Down for the count.


	Jack suppressed the boiling urge to work the two of them over, mess them up royally, but even with the dead street lamp overhead, enough light leaked up and down the block from the live ones to make him feel exposed out here. Someone might have seen this little tussle and be calling 911 right now. Plus the kid was limp as a sack of grain inside that blanket. No time for fun. Had to find some help, the medical kind.


	Stuffed the slapper back into his shirt and bent to lift the kid, caught a blur of movement behind and to his right, twisted away and felt a sharp pain score his right flank.


	Bellitto—rearing back to stab at him again with a knife that would have been sticking out of the center of Jack’s back now if he hadn’t moved.


	Jack rolled to his feet and took it to Bellitto, headbutting him as he grabbed his knife hand and slammed him back against the door. He pressed against Bellitto, chest to chest, belly to belly, trapping him. He had Bellitto’s left wrist locked in his right hand, low, against their thighs. His left fingers were wrapped around the knife hand, higher, at shoulder level.


	He spoke through his teeth. “Care to dance?” 


	Bellitto shook his head. Blood trickled from his nostrils. “You hurt me.” He seemed surprised… shocked.


	“That’s only the beginning.” 


	Jack had been cut and though the pain was minimal, it only stoked his fury. He wanted—needed—to hurt back.


	He glanced at the long slim blade. Looked like a stiletto, a seven-incher. Dark streaks on the blade. Blood. Jack’s.


	“But I’m invincible… invulnerable.” 


	“Really.” 


	“Yes!” 


	He tried to knee Jack in the groin, but Jack had his own knees locked against him. He tried to angle the blade toward Jack, grunting with the effort, his breath rasping in Jack’s face.


	Jack was stronger, turned the angle back toward Bellitto as he forced the knife downward. Between them.


	Bellitto struggled more violently but sagged back when Jack headbutted him again. Goddamn that felt good. Wished he had a steel plate in his head so he could keep that up. Smash his face to creep jelly.


	The knife was now between their chests but Jack kept forcing the blade lower. Bellitto’s half-dazed eyes grew large as he realized where the point was headed.


	“No!” 


	“‘Fraid so,” Jack said.


	… lower…


	“No, please! You can’t!” 


	“Watch me.” 


	“This isn’t happening!” 


	“Not like dealing with little boys, is it. That’s what you prefer, right. Little boys… someone you can have total control over?” 


	“No, you don’t understand.” 


	… lower…


	Bellitto tried to release the knife but Jack squeezed his fingers, keeping them wrapped around the handle.


	“Oh, but I do,” Jack cooed. “I do, I do, I do. And now the control’s on the other side. And how does that feel, you piece of shit?” 


	“It’s not like that! Not like that at all!” 


	… lower…


	“Then call for help. Go ahead. Scream at the top of your lungs.” 


	Bellitto shook his head. The rain had plastered strands of his thin hair over his forehead.


	“Right,” Jack said. “Because the cops would want to know about the kid, how he got here, what you did to him.” 


	Jack knew the cops could already be on their way. Had to wrap this up and move.


	Tightened his grip on Bellitto’s knife hand. “I just hope you didn’t do something like this.” 


	Drove the blade downward into Bellitto’s groin, deep, felt it slice through fabric and flesh, then broke free, taking the knife with him.


	Bellitto’s eyes bulged as his jaw dropped open. With a long, high-pitched gasp of agony he doubled over, knees knocked, hands clutching his crotch.


	“Next time you look at a kid—every time you look at a kid—remember that.” 


	Jack folded the bloody knife and stuck it in his pocket. Some of that blood was his and he didn’t want his DNA profile ticking like a time bomb in some computer criminal database for all eternity. His right flank stung as he turned. Looked and saw a dark stain spreading through his rain-soaked shirt.


	Damn. How had he let that happen?


	Moved to the blanket bundle draped across the still unconscious Gorilla Arms. Loosened some of the folds and exposed the kid’s round face. His eyes were closed. Looked like he was sleeping. Touched the forehead. Still warm. Placed his cheek over the slack little mouth. Warm breath flowed. Caught a sweet chemical smell. Chloroform?


	Relief flooded through Jack. Still alive. Drugged up until Bellitto and Gorilla Arms could get him inside for whatever sick games they had planned.


	No games tonight.


	But now what? Instincts screamed to take off and call 911 as soon as he reached his car. But that meant leaving the kid alone with these two oxygen wasters. One of them might decide that dead kids tell no tales. Gorilla Arms was out cold and a whimpering Bellitto lay doubled over in the fetal position on the stoop; neither seemed in much condition to harm anyone at the moment, but Jack didn’t want to risk it.


	He picked up the kid. The movement caused a jab of pain in his flank. Checked the street for cars. One coming. Waited for that to pass, then dashed through the rain around the corner; keeping low behind the parked cars, he carried him one block east, then up toward Houston. When he got within half a block of the lights and traffic there, he found a sheltered doorway and gently placed his burden on the dry steps. The kid stirred, then went limp again.


	Jack ran the three blocks back to his car. As soon as he got it rolling he picked his cell phone off the front seat and dialed 911.


	“Listen,” he told the woman who answered. “I just found an unconscious kid. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. You better get here fast.” He rattled off the address, then hung up.


	He drove to a spot around the corner from the kid’s street where he double-parked again. He left the engine running and hurried back to the corner where he found another doorway that offered a view of the kid. Exactly twelve long minutes before he heard the sirens. As soon as the howling EMS rig flashed into view, Jack scooted back to his car.


	Just as he was turning the ignition, he heard another siren and saw an ambulance flash by, heading in the direction of the Shurio Coppe. Bellitto must have called for help on his own cell phone. Should have thought of confiscating that as well as his knife. Let him lie there and bleed a little longer.


	Speaking of bleeding…


	Jack pressed his hand against his side and it came away red. He didn’t have to take off his shirt to know a few butterflies weren’t going to do the job. He needed stitches. That meant a visit to Doc Hargus.


	Jack reached for the phone and hoped Hargus was on the wagon this week. Doc could probably sew up a cut like this in his sleep, but still…


	Jack didn’t insist that his doctor have a license. Hargus’s had been revoked, and that was fine; it meant that the rules about reporting certain kinds of wounds would be ignored. But he also preferred that the person passing needle and thread through his flesh be reasonably sober.


	After Doc did his work, Jack intended to go straight home, find Bellitto’s brother’s phone number, and give him a call. He had a bone to pick with Edward Bellitto.


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	Finally, she knows her name. Stray bits and pieces of her life are floating back, but not enough. Not nearly enough.


	She yearned for these memories in the hope they would tell her why she is here, and why this boundless rage suffuses her. But these bits of flotsam on the featureless sea of her existence yield no answers.


	And no comfort. The flashes from her past life and memories of the joy she took in day-to-day existence only emphasize the enormity of what she has lost.


	But her abilities have grown. She can manifest herself in the physical world that surrounds her. She did it earlier today. And she can make herself heard, but not in the way she wishes. She cannot speak, but for some strange reason she can sing. Why is that? And why that song? She seems to remember that it was her favorite once, but she cannot understand why. She hates that song now.


	She hates everything. Everything, and everyone.


	But even more she hates being here, being a shadow among the living. She realizes that she was once alive and is now dead. And she hates that. Hates all the living for having what she does not. For having a past, a present, a future!


	That is the worst part. She has no future. At least none that she can see. She is here, she is now, she has a vague, undetermined purpose, but after that is completed, what happens to her? Will she be cast back into the darkness, or must she remain here, forgotten, alone?


	She drifts on… waiting…


				*

	


	
IN THE WEE HOURS


	Charlie awoke in the dark and listened.


	Was that…? Yes. Someone was crying. The sound was echoing down the hall. High-pitched, like a child.


	Charlie couldn’t be sure if it was a boy or a girl. He sat up and listened more closely. Not so much a sound of sadness as a whimper of terror, and so devoid of hope it tore his heart.


	Not a real child, he thought. It’s a spirit, a demon sent here to lead us astray.


	He pulled the covers over his head and shivered in the warm darkness.


				*

	


	
TUESDAY
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	Gia wiped a tear from her eye as she hung up the bedside phone.


	After hearing from Jack last night about the child he’d saved, Gia had called Vicky’s camp first thing this morning, just to make sure everything was okay there. She trusted the camp and its security, trusted the counselors, but she’d had this steamrolling urge to hear her daughter’s voice.


	The director had told her that Vicky and the other kids were at breakfast. Was it an emergency? No, just ask her to give her mother a ring when she was through.


	Gia had spent the next ten minutes thinking about child molesters and how the horrors they subjected their little victims to should be visited upon them a hundred—no, a thousandfold.


	The call came while she’d been making the bed. Vicky was fine, great, wonderful, having the time of her life, and wanted to tell her about the hippo she’d made in her clay modeling class, rattling on about how she’d started out making a pony but the legs wouldn’t hold up because she couldn’t get the body right so she’d made the legs thicker and thicker and shorter and shorter until the horse could stand without collapsing or tipping over but by then it looked like the fattest horse in the world so instead of calling it a horse she told everyone she’d made a hippo. Wasn’t that the funniest, Mom?


	It was. So funny it had been all Gia could do to keep from breaking down and sobbing.


	God, she missed her little girl.


	Gia couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt lonely, but with Jack out running an errand, and Vicky off in the Catskills, the house seemed more than empty. It was barren, a wasteland, an echoing shell with no heart, no life.


	Get a grip, she told herself. It’s not that bad. Vicky will be back soon. In just four days and three hours, to be exact. It seemed like forever.


	And when Vicky returned, should she tell her about the baby?


	No. Too soon.


	All right, but if not now, when? And how? How to tell her daughter that Mommy screwed up big time and got pregnant when she hadn’t wanted to.


	Who’s the daddy? Why, Jack of course.


	Which meant that the new baby would have a daddy while Vicky didn’t. Vicky’s father, Richard Westphalen, was missing and officially presumed dead. Gia knew, unofficially, that Vicky would never see her father again.


	No big loss. While alive, Richard had been a nonparticipant in his inconvenient daughter’s life. Over the past year and a half, Jack had become Vicky’s father figure. He doted on her and she loved him fiercely. Partly, Gia was sure, because Jack was in many ways a big kid himself. But he took time with her, talked to her instead of at her, played catch with her, came along and sat with all the other kids’ parents to watch her T-ball games.


	He was everything a good father should be, but his real child was now growing inside Gia. Would Vicky see the new baby as a threat, someone who’d come between her and Jack and usurp his love? Gia knew that would never happen, but at eight years of age, could Vicky grasp that? She’d already had one father abandon her. Why not two?


	All excellent reasons for Vicky to hate the new baby.


	Gia couldn’t bear the thought of that. One possible solution was marrying Jack. A hopelessly mundane, pedestrian, bourgeois solution, she knew, cooked up by a terminally mundane, pedestrian, bourgeois person, but as her husband, Jack could officially adopt Vicky as his daughter. That symbolic cementing would give Vicky the security she needed to accept the new baby as a sister or brother rather than a rival.


	The marriage was a problem, though. Not a matter of would Jack marry her, but could he? He’d said he’d find a way. She had to trust that he would… if he lived long enough.


	Some godawful mess I’ve made.


	She yawned as she finished tucking in the sheets and straightening the spread. Little wonder she wasn’t sleeping.


	Bad enough to be worrying about Vicky and the new baby, but then Jack comes in last night with a thick bandage on his side. Told her he’d been stabbed by the very man he’d been hired to protect, who’d turned out to be some sort of pedophile.


	She’d changed his dressing this morning and gasped at the four-inch gash in his flank. Not deep, just long, he’d told her. Doc Hargus had sewn him up. Gia inspected the neat running suture that had closed the wound. She’d never liked the idea of Jack going to an old defrocked physician, but last summer she’d come to trust Hargus after he guided Jack’s recovery from other, worse wounds.


	She was angry with Jack for getting hurt. Would he ever learn?


	But then, if he did learn, did change, would he still be the same Jack? Or would some fire within him go out and leave her with a hollow man, a wraithlike remnant of the Jack she loved?


	Add that to the list of things to keep her awake at night.


	And then, last night, when she’d finally fallen asleep… visions of the mysterious little girl she’d seen in the Kenton house drifted through her dreams. Her eyes… Gia had caught only the briefest glimpse of them as the child had glanced back over her shoulder, but their deep blue need haunted Gia, in her dreams, and even here and now in her waking hours.


	Who was she? And why such longing in those eyes? It seemed a need Gia might fill if she only knew how.


	No question about it, she had to go back to that house.


				*
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	“Got it,” Jack said, tapping his finger on a story in the newspaper.


	He’d grabbed the Daily News from Abe’s counter as soon as he’d walked in and thumbed through it, looking for stories about the little Asian kid and the wounded Bellitto.


	He’d found a two-inch column reporting that a Mr. Eli Bellitto of Soho had been stabbed and a companion, Adrian Minkin—so that was Gorilla Arms’s name—had been bludgeoned by an unknown assailant last night. Both were admitted to St. Vincent’s.


	Predators playing victims, Jack thought. Smart.


	But the story about the recovery of a kidnapped Vietnamese boy got big play, with a picture of little Due Ngo and another of his mother.


	“Nu?” Abe said as he arranged—with surprising delicacy for his pudgy fingers—strips of lox across the inner surface of a sliced bagel. “Got what?” 


	“A story about the kid those pervs snatched last night. He’s okay.” 


	“What kid?” 


	Abe didn’t look up. He was busily smearing the other half of the bagel with cream cheese—the lowfat kind. Although, considering the amount he was slathering on, he wasn’t sparing himself any calories or fat.


	“Hey, leave some for me,” Jack told him.


	He’d brought breakfast, as usual, splurging on lox—not Nova, because Abe liked the saltier kind—but trying to help Abe in the calorie department with the lowfat Philly.


	“What kid?” Abe repeated, ignoring him. “What pervs?” 


	Jack gave him a quick rundown of last night’s events, then ended by quoting from the News story.


	“Listen to his mother: ‘ “I was so worried,” said Ms. Ngo. “Little Due insists on going out every night to buy ice cream. He has gone a hundred times and never had trouble. It is so terrible that children are not safe in this city.” ‘ ” Furious, Jack slammed his hand on the paper—and winced as he felt a tug on his wound. “Can you believe that? What a load of crap!” 


	“What’s not to believe?” 


	“He’s seven years old! It was ten o’clock and pouring! Like hell he wanted to go out. The real deal is she and her boyfriend send that little kid out every night so they can get it on while he’s down on the street. But she’s not going to tell that to the News, is she!” 


	He hit the paper again, harder this time—resulting in another painful yank on his wound—his fist landing on the picture of the kid’s mother. He hoped she felt it, wherever she was.


	“You saved him from death, maybe worse.” Abe chomped into his freshly constructed bagel-and-lox sandwich and spoke around the bite. “You performed a mitzvah. You should be happy instead of angry.” 


	Jack knew Abe was right but as he stared at the grainy black-and-white photo of little Due—taken at school, most likely—all he could see was his limp body wrapped in a soggy blanket.


	“She calls herself a parent? She should be protecting her kid instead of putting him in harm’s way. Oughta be an exam you have to take before they let you become a parent. Guy shoots a couple million sperm and one of them hits an egg and bam!—a baby. But are either of the two adults capable of bringing up a child? Who knows? Children are a big responsibility. They should only be entrusted to people who can be responsible parents.” 


	Listen to yourself, he thought. You’re ranting. Stop.


	He looked up and found Abe staring at him.


	“Wu? Is there some part of this story I’m missing? What’s all this tumel about parents?” 


	Jack wondered if he should tell Abe, then instantly decided he had to. How could he not? He knew it would go no further. Abe was as tightlipped as a clam.


	“I’m going to be one.” 


	
“You? A father?” Abe grinned and wiped his right hand on his shirt before thrusting it across the counter. “Mazel tovl When did you find out?” 


	Jack gripped the hand, still slightly slick with salmon oil. “Yesterday afternoon.” 


	“And Gia, she’s comfortable with the prospect of saddling the world with a child who has half your genes?” 


	“She’s fine with the child part. It’s what kind of a father I can be that’s causing problems for us.” 


	“You as a good father? There’s a question about this? Look at the training you’re getting already with Vicky. Like a daughter she is.” 


	“Yeah, but there are, you know, legal issues I’m going to have to deal with.” 


	He explained those while Abe finished his bagel and began preparing another.


	“She makes sense, that Gia,” Abe said when Jack finished. “I have to give her that. But what I think I’m hearing here is the end of Repairman Jack.” 


	Jack winced inwardly at hearing it so starkly put, but…


	“I guess that pretty well sums it up.” 


	“Citizen Jack,” Abe said, shaking his head. “Doesn’t have quite the same ring as Repairman Jack.” 


	Jack shrugged. “The name wasn’t my idea anyway. You’re the one who started calling me that.” 


	“And now I’ll have to stop. So when do you become Citizen Jack?” 


	“First I have to figure out how. Any ideas?” 


	Abe shook his head. “A tough one, that. To make you a newborn citizen with no illegal baggage… this will take some thought.” 


	He cut the second lox-and-bagel combo in half and gave part to Jack.


	Jack took a bite, relishing the mixture of flavors and textures. He relaxed a little. Knowing that someone else was working with him on this eased some of the weight from his shoulders.


	“While you’re thinking,” he said, “I’m going to call Eli Bellitto’s brother and give him some hell.” 


	Jack had gone straight to Gia’s last night after Doc Hargus had finished stitching him up. He’d stopped by his apartment this morning and picked up Edward Bellitto’s number on the way to Abe’s. He wormed his Tracfone and the slip of paper out of his jeans, started to dial, then…


	“What the…?” 


	“What now?” 


	“He only wrote down nine digits.” 


	Jack stared at the paper. Edward hadn’t used hyphens, putting all the numbers in a straight string. Jack hadn’t noticed till now that he’d been shortchanged one digit.


	Abe leaned forward and looked at the paper. “A two-one-two area code—that means he’s here in the city. Maybe he was in such a hurry or maybe he was a little farblondzhet from worrying about his brother so he left off the last digit. If that’s the case, you can try all the possibilities. Only ten.” 


	“But what if he left off a number in the middle? How many calls will that take?” 


	“Millions, you’re talking.” 


	“Swell.” 


	Jack wondered if the missing digit was an accident at all. Maybe Edward didn’t want Jack contacting him. Maybe he’d planned a vanishing act all along. If so, there went the second half of Jack’s fee.


	Very few of his customers ever tried to stiff him, and none of those had succeeded. Edward might be the first.


	Abe pointed to Jack’s cell phone. “Your new Tracfone, it’s working out?” 


	“So far, so good. They should call it the Untraceable-fone.” 


	Jack had picked up his at a Radio Shack along with a prepaid airtime card. He’d activated his phone online from a computer terminal in the Public Library without giving his name, address, or any credit information. Per-minute charges were higher than calling plans from Verizon and the like, but you had to sign contracts and go through credit checks for those. For Jack, the Tracfone’s anonymity was priceless.


	“I should maybe get one. For when I call you. You gave me that number, right?” 


	“You, Julio, and Gia have it, and that’s it.” 


	An idea struck Jack as he finished his bagel. He picked up his phone.


	“You know, maybe I don’t have to make a million calls to track down Edward Bellitto. Maybe I can simply ask his brother Eli.” 


	“You think he’ll tell you?” 


	“Can’t hurt to try.” 


	After information gave him St. Vincent’s main number, Jack called and asked for Eli Bellitto’s room.


	A hoarse voice answered. “Hello?” 


	“Mr. Bellitto? This is Lorenzo Fullerton from the St. Vincent’s accounting office. How are you this morning?” 


	Abe raised his eyebrows, rippling the bare expanse of his scalp, and mouthed the name: Lorenzo Fullerton?


	Jack shrugged. It was a name he’d come up with years ago and used whenever he was pretending to represent officialdom.


	“What do you want?” The voice sounded weak as well as hoarse.


	Good. In pain too, Jack hoped.


	“Well, your intake form isn’t clear. We can’t make out the name and address of your brother Edward. We’d all be terribly grateful if you could please clarify this little matter for us.” 


	“Brother? I don’t have a brother named Edward or anything else. I’m an only child.” 


				*

	


	
3


	Eli Bellitto slammed the receiver back onto its cradle. The abrupt movement evoked a jab of pain from his heavily bandaged groin. He groaned and looked at his doctor.


	“You have idiots in your administration.” 


	Dr. Najam Sadiq smiled. “You will hear no argument from me,” he said in decent English.


	Dr. Sadiq had been making late rounds in St. Vincent’s when Eli arrived in the emergency department; as the most immediately available urologist, he’d been assigned to Eli’s case.


	Eli tried to shift his position in the bed and that ignited another bonfire of pain. He glanced at the morphine pump attached to the pole next to his bed. A PCA pump, the nurse had called it. Patient Controlled Analgesia. A button clipped to the bed rail allowed him to self-medicate—within limits—but he’d been holding off because the drug made him foggy and he feared saying the wrong thing. He didn’t think he could hold off much longer though.


	At least he’d had the presence of mind last night to demand a private room. He didn’t care how much it cost. The last thing in the world he needed now was a nosy roommate.


	“As I was saying,” Dr. Sadiq said, “you are a lucky man, Mr. Bellitto. Very lucky. If that knife had sliced but a quarter of an inch further to the left, we would have had a much bigger problem.” 


	Eli thought, I’ve got oxygen running into my nose, morphine hooked into my left arm, an IV running into my right, and a tube in my bladder draining bloody urine into a bag hanging near the floor. This is not lucky.


	Dr. Sadiq went on. “The knife sliced into the base of your penis, just missing your urethra. We saved your penis without much trouble, but we could not save the right testicle, I’m afraid. It was too badly lacerated. I had to remove it.” 


	The room seemed to darken around Eli as he listened. Not so much the details—that he had been sexually maimed and mutilated, that a piece of him had been amputated—but that it had occurred at all. What had happened to his invulnerability? Why had it failed him?


	More importantly, who was that man last night? Had it been a chance encounter, or could he have been following him and Adrian? Could he know about the Circle?


	Eli forced a smile. “I’m not thinking about starting a family. Not at my age.” 


	“But you do not have to worry too much about sexual function. There will be scarring, of course, and that may interfere with erections, but with proper care and therapy, you should be able to resume normal sexual function within a couple of months.” 


	Eli didn’t care about sexual function. Last night had not been about sex, although the man who had attacked them seemed to think so. Not that Eli could blame him. Two men in the dark with an unconscious boy… the prosaic, untutored mind would naturally leap to such a conclusion. But the Circle was devoted to concerns far more profound than mere sex.


	Eli wanted no more talk about his wounds or his chances for full recovery. He changed the subject.


	“My friend, Mr. Minkin, the one with the head injuries… how is he doing?” 


	Adrian was an ox, yet their attacker had felled him in an instant and left him senseless.


	Dr. Sadiq shook his head. “That I do not know. He was admitted to the neurology service. Is he your… partner?” 


	“Partner?” 


	Now why on earth would Dr. Sadiq think Adrian had anything to do with the shop? Unless… could he be even considering that he and Adrian were lovers! Yes, that had to be it.


	Anger flared in Eli. What’s wrong with this world? Everything is not about sex!


	“Oh, no,” Eli said. “He’s just an old friend.” 


	A tiny shift of his hips was rewarded by a disproportionate shock of pain. He was suddenly very tired.


	“I think I’d like to rest now, doctor.” 


	“Of course,” Dr. Sadiq said. “I’ll look in on you again during my evening rounds.” 


	As soon as the door closed Eli grabbed the morphine delivery button and began jabbing at it like a telegraph operator. Soon a delicious lethargy suffused him, pushing away the pain and worries about strange men who lunged out of the darkness.


				*
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	Jack stopped in front of Municipal Coins on West Fifty-fourth. He’d planned to come by yesterday but Gia’s revelation had blown that plan clear out of the water.


	Midday sun gleamed off the polished gold and silver coins in the window display, but Jack’s attention was more focused on Eli Bellitto’s last words than on precious metals.


	I don’t have a brother named Edward or anything else. I’m an only child.


	Somebody was lying.


	Eli Bellitto was a child molester, most likely a child killer—you go to the trouble of abducting a child as Bellitto and his buddy had, you’re not likely to let him go—so lying was hardly a stretch. But why lie about having a brother to someone you thought was a hospital administrator? Unless you didn’t want to acknowledge that brother.


	But Eli Bellitto hadn’t sounded like he was lying. Edward, on the other hand…


	The phone number he’d given Jack was bogus, as was no doubt much of the story he’d laid on him. Edward had a Irish accent, Eli didn’t. The two supposed brothers looked nothing alike.


	No question… Edward had lied.


	What particularly rankled Jack was that he’d made Edward—if that was his real first name; his last sure as hell wasn’t Bellitto—for a straight shooter. Every so often a customer tried to pull a fast one, but Jack usually found out before any damage was done. Since many of his jobs involved getting even, with maybe inflicting a little hurt on someone if necessary, Jack made sure to do a fair amount of backgrounding before he took any action. But Edward had wanted Jack to keep people from being hurt, so he’d taken the man at his word.


	But if he wasn’t Eli Bellitto’s brother, who the hell was he? Had he hired Jack to be there when Bellitto snatched that child? Seemed so. But how had he known?


	Jack figured chances were slim to none he’d ever find out.


	Still, he wasn’t quite ready to write this off as a bad deal. Not yet. The phone number Edward had given him wouldn’t allow that. If you’re going to leave a phony number, you simply write down an area code and seven random digits. Why leave one out? It didn’t make sense.


	Jack’s brain held a closetful of things that didn’t make sense. He’d pitch this in with the rest.


	He pushed through the door and entered the cool interior of Municipal Coins.


	“Mr. Blake!” said a man who had been rearranging a tray in a long row of display cases. He bustled forward and shook Jack’s hand. “So good to see you again!” 


	“Hello, Monte. Call me Jack, okay?” 


	He’d been telling Monte for years to call him Jack but the man must have been born with an extra formality gene that made it impossible for him to address a customer by his first name.


	“I’ll do that,” he said. “Yes, I’ll do that.” 


	Monte was half owner of Municipal Coins. Every time Jack looked at him, the word thick sprang to mind: thick body, thick lips, even his curly black hair. But he moved like a ferret. Had a numismatic database for a brain and an MBA from Yale, but the only business he had any desire to administrate was rare coins.


	“Just bought a big collection,” he said, motioning Jack toward the rear of the store where he kept the cream of his inventory. “Some incredible pieces came in last week. You’ve got to see them. Absolutely gem.” 


	Jack was one of Monte’s regular customers. Probably saw him as a well-heeled collector of rare coins, but Jack’s stash of coins was more than a collection. They were his life savings…


	Without a Social Security number—a real one—he couldn’t invest in CDs or stocks; he wouldn’t have wanted to under any circumstances because that would mean paying taxes, a burden Jack had managed to avoid thus far in his life. So whenever he accumulated a lump of cash, he put it into gold coins, some of them bullion type, like Krugerrands, but mostly the rare and collectible. Not an exciting investment, but other facets of his life provided enough adrenaline and he saw no need to look for more in the investment realm. He’d missed the rocketing stocks of the nineties, but he’d also missed the crash of the aughts.


	“Not looking for coins today, Monte,” Jack said.


	And I won’t be buying many more if I keep allowing myself to get stiffed by customers who lie to me.


	“Just a social call then?” Monte said, doing a fair job of hiding his disappointment. “Always good to see you, Mr. Blake, no matter what the occasion.” 


	“But I am in the market for something to display my coins. Where are those clamshell cases you’ve been telling me about?” 


	Monte had been pushing a new line of pocket-sized display cases on Jack for months, telling him they were the latest and greatest thing for the collector who wanted to safeguard his coins when he showed them off. Jack had repeatedly turned him down.


	“What’re you planning?” Monte said, grinning as he reached up and pulled a cardboard box from a wall rack. “Taking them to a show? Or maybe give the relatives a peek?” 


	The last thing Jack wanted to do with his collection was display it, but he was going to have to bite the bullet and bring some of them out for the Madame Pomerol sting.


	“Relatives,” Jack told him. “Gonna give my Uncle Matt a peek.” 


	“Lucky him.” 


	From the box Monte removed a pair of keys and an oblong metal case that ran eight inches long and was just shy of five inches wide; its tapered brushed chrome surface gleamed under the lights.


	“See?” Monte said, pointing. “Recessed hinges at this end and a lock at the other.” 


	He stuck one of the keys into the keyhole and turned it. The lid popped open revealing a clear plastic shield. Under that, gray felt molded into angled slots that would display coins of varying sizes.


	“But the real beauty of it is this shield here: Tough clear plastic that keeps people’s hands off. Remember that old song, ‘You can look but you’d better not touch’?” 


	“‘Poison Ivy,’ ” Jack said. “The Coasters. Atco label. Nineteen-fifty-nine.” 


	“Oh. Right. Yeah, well, that’s what this case is all about. And if anyone, God forbid, knocks the case over, the shield will keep your coins from rolling all over creation.” 


	Jack turned the case over in his hands. Perfect.


	“How do I open the shield?” 


	“Another beauty feature. See that little lever recessed into the side? You turn your key over and use the edge to pull it up to where you can grab it. No one ‘accidentally’ popping open the lid.” 


	“Beautiful,” Jack said. “I’ll take two.” 


				*
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	Jack stepped out of the Sports Authority on Sixth Avenue in Chelsea with his purchases tucked into the same bag as the coin cases. He now had the raw materials for his encounter with Madame Pomerol this afternoon; all he had to do was assemble them. That would take half an hour, tops, which meant he still had a couple of hours to kill.


	A trip down to the Shurio Coppe might be in order. Chat up the staff. See how the boss was doing. Maybe even cop a shurio.


	He decided to walk. He liked to stroll the city, especially on warm days like this when the sidewalks were crowded. It fed his people-watching jones and kept him in tune with what the average New Yorker was wearing.


	Average New Yorker… right. If such a creature existed, it was a chimerical beast. Take a simple item like men’s headwear, for instance. In the first few blocks heading downtown Jack passed a gray-suited Sikh wearing a red turban, a three-hundred-pound black guy in a tiny French beret, a skinny little white guy in a Special Forces beret, a rabbi type wearing—despite the heat—a long frock coat and a wide-brimmed black sealskin hat, and then the usual run of doo-wraps, Kangols, kufis, and yarmulkes.


	But Jack was gratified to see that the most common headwear by far was what he was wearing: the baseball cap. Yankee caps outnumbered Mets, but not by much. Jack’s sported the orange Mets insignia. Although ninety percent of the caps he saw were worn backwards or sideways, and although Jack tended to avoid nonconformist looks, he wore his beak first. Backwards, the adjustable strap irritated his forehead; beak first it shadowed his face.


	He figured in his Mets cap, aviator mirror shades, white Nike T-shirt, jeans, and tan work boots he was as good as invisible.


	Jack walked through the door of the Shurio Coppe at around 1 p.m. He didn’t see any customers. He found the red-haired assistant behind the marble sales counter unpacking a box. Jack noticed the return address: N. Van Rijn—Import/Export.


	“Is Eli in?” 


	“Are you a friend of his?” 


	“I ran into him last night.” 


	The clerk blinked. “You did? When?” 


	“Last night. Why? Is something wrong?” 


	“Yes! He’s in the hospital!” 


	“Really? Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. This is shocking! Did he have a heart attack or something?” 


	“No! He was stabbed! It happened right around the corner. Right on his own doorstep!” 


	Jack slapped his hands against his cheeks. “Get out! Is he all right?” 


	A nod. “I think so. He called earlier and said he should be home in a few days, but he won’t be back to work for a while. It’s terrible, just terrible.” 


	“Isn’t it, though,” Jack replied, shaking his head sadly. “What kind of a world is it when an innocent man gets stabbed for no reason at all?” 


	“I know. Terrible.” 


	“Which hospital?” 


	“St. Vincent’s.” 


	“I’ll have to stop by and see how he’s doing.” 


	“I’m sure he’d like that.” The assistant shook his head again, then took a deep breath and looked at Jack. “In the meantime, is there something in particular I can help you with?” 


	“No,” Jack said. “I think I’ll just browse.” He looked around. “You’re here alone? Where’s…?” 


	“Gert? She’s off and I can’t reach her. She’ll be back tomorrow.” He looked around uncertainly at the laden shelves. “I wish she were here now.” 


	I don’t, Jack thought. This is perfect.


	He placed the bag with his purchases on the counter. “Would you watch this if I leave it here?” 


	“I’d be happy to.” 


	Of course he would. Shops like this paid extra attention to browsers with shopping bags. All it took was the flick of a finger to push an expensive little item off a shelf and into a bag. Giving up the bag would make the clerk less watchful and free up both of Jack’s hands.


	The object of Jack’s desire lay in the locked display case rightward and rearward, so he headed left front. He found an old, wooden, owl-shaped clock whose eyes moved counter to the pendulum. Or at least they were supposed to. It appeared to have been overwound. The price wasn’t bad. He already had a black plastic cat clock with moving eyes at home; this would make a good partner. An owl and a pussy cat.


	Jack carried the clock to the counter.


	“If you can get this working, I’ll buy it.” 


	The clerk smiled. “I’ll see what I can do.” 


	That should keep him occupied, Jack thought as he sidled away to the right, toward the old oak display case.


	Had his shim picks ready by the time he reached it. Checked the second shelf and, yes, the Roger Rabbit key ring still lay among the other tchotchkes. And the padlock still locked the door.


	He’d noted Sunday that the lock was a British brand, a B&G pin tumbler model. Good, solid lock, but hardly foolproof. Opening it was a five-second procedure: two to find the shim with the right diameter for the shackle, one to slide the little winged piece of steel into the shackle hole of the lock housing, one to give it a twist, and another to pop the lock.


	Jack pocketed the shims. A quick glance around—the clerk was bent over the clock and no one else in sight—then another five seconds to slip off the lock, open the door, grab Roger Rabbit, close and relock the door.


	Success.


	He stared at the cheap little key ring. It felt strange in his hand… just a bit too cool against the flesh of his palm, as if he’d pulled it from a refrigerator. And still that imploring look in Roger’s wide blue eyes.


	Originally he’d wanted it for Vicky. But Vicky wasn’t involved anymore; he didn’t want her near anything Eli Bellitto had owned, touched, or had even looked at. Jack wasn’t sure why he wanted it now. Bellitto had turned down a ridiculous amount of money for the silly thing. That meant it was important to him. And what was important to Bellitto might be important to Jack. Or maybe Jack wanted the key ring to harass Eli Bellitto, just for the sheer hell of it.


	Before turning away he let his gaze roam once more over the shelves of the display case and the junk they carried… the Pogs and Matchbox car and Koosh ball and…


	A notion struck Jack, a possibility so sick and cold he felt a layer of frost form on his skin.


	These were all toys… kids’ stuff… all belonging to a guy who’d snatched a kid last night.


	Jack stood before the cabinets and swayed with the vertiginous certainty that these were trophies, mementos emptied from the pockets of other missing kids. And Eli Bellitto was flaunting them. How many hundreds, even thousands of people had walked by this case and stared at its contents, never guessing that each one represented a dead child?


	Jack couldn’t bring himself to count the items. Instead he looked down at the key ring in his hand.


	Who did you belong to? Where is your little owner buried? How did he die? Why did he die?


	Roger’s eyes had lost their imploring look. They were a flat dead blue now. Maybe Jack had simply imagined that look, but it had served its purpose: He wasn’t through with Eli Bellitto.


	He wondered what his own face looked like. He had to compose his expression, look calm, casual.


	He took a deep breath, let it out. Tossing the key ring casually in his hand, he headed for the counter.


	“Sorry,” the clerk said as he approached. He tapped the owl clock before him on the counter. “I can’t get it working.” 


	Jack shrugged. “I’ll take it anyway.” He knew a clock-smith who’d have it ticking in half a minute. “What’s your name, by the way?” 


	“Kevin.” 


	“I’m Jack, Kevin.” They shook hands. “You’re new here, aren’t you.” 


	“Fairly.” 


	Chalk one up for me, he thought. He’d got the impression on Sunday that this fellow was new.


	“Well, good luck here. It’s a great store. Oh, yeah,” he said, as if suddenly remembering. He tossed the key ring onto the counter. “I’ll take this as well.” 


	Kevin picked it up and turned it over, examining it. “Never seen this before.” 


	Jack let out a breath. He’d been counting on that. Even if Kevin had been working here awhile, he might not have paid attention to the contents of a cabinet he couldn’t open.


	“I found it on a shelf back there.” 


	“Where?” 


	Jack jerked a thumb to the right. “Back there.” 


	“Hmmm. Trouble is, there’s no price on it. I don’t even think we carry anything like this.” 


	“I’ll give you, oh, say, ten bucks for it.” 


	Kevin reached for the phone. “I’d better just check with Mr. Bellitto first.” 


	Jack stiffened. “Hey, don’t bother Eli. I’m sure he needs his rest.” 


	“No, it’s okay. He told me to call if I have any questions.” 


	Jack suppressed a groan as Kevin tapped in the numbers. He’d wanted to slip away with the key ring—no fuss, no hassle. That might not be possible now. But if he had to grab it and walk out over Kevin’s objections, that was what he’d do. One way or another, Jack and Roger were leaving together.


	Apparently Kevin called Bellitto’s room directly because seconds later he said, “Hello, Mr. Bellitto, it’s Kevin. Sorry to bother you, but I’ve got an item here with no price tag and I was wondering—” 


	Even from his spot across the counter Jack could hear the angry squawking from the ear piece.


	“Yes, sir, but you see—” 


	More squawks.


	“I understand. Yes, sir, I will.” He hung up. “I’m afraid this is going to take a while. I’m going to have to go through the inventory and find similar items and price this accordingly.” He shook his head as he gazed at the key ring. “Trouble is, I’m pretty sure we don’t—” 


	“Let me make it easy for both of us,” Jack said. “I’ll pay for the clock and give you ten bucks for the key ring. If it comes to more, I’ll settle up. If it’s less, I get a refund. Sound fair?” 


	“I guess so…” 


	Jack picked up the key ring and dangled it between them. “Hey, let’s face it, Kev, we’re not talking about a Ming vase here. Just find some paper and write down, ‘Roger Rabbit key ring—ten bucks—Jack.’” 


	“I’ll put it in the sale book,” he said, opening a black ledger. Kevin dutifully wrote it all down, then looked up. “Just Jack?” 


	“Sure. Eli will know.” 


	Maybe not right away, Jack thought as he pulled out his wallet. But soon. Very soon.


	Jack wanted Bellitto to know the key ring was gone. Because that was when he would begin wondering and worrying.


	Jack planned to give him lots to worry about.


				*
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	Morphine might help pain, Eli Bellitto thought as he pressed the PCA pump’s button for another dose, but it does nothing for anger.


	Imagine Kevin calling him in the hospital with a question like that. Why couldn’t you get good help?


	He wondered if it might have been unwise to castigate Kevin as severely as he had. With Gert off today and not answering her phone, he was minding the store on his own. No telling what untold damage a disgruntled clerk might do.


	Eli was reaching for the phone to call him back when Detective Fred Strauss made his second visit of the day. Strauss managed to be lean and yet paunchy. He wore a green golf shirt under his wrinkled tan suit. As he closed the door behind him, he removed his straw fedora, revealing thinning brown hair.


	“It’s safe to talk?” Strauss said in a low voice as he pulled a chair closer to the bed.


	Eli nodded. “Did you learn anything?” 


	Strauss worked Vice in Midtown South. He, like Adrian, was a member of Eli’s Circle.


	“I checked with every emergency room from the Battery into the Bronx. No guy with the kind of stab wound you describe. Are you sure you nailed him?” 


	“Of course, I’m sure.” Eli knew what it felt like to drive a steel blade into human flesh. “He may think he can take care of the wound himself, but he’ll need professional care.” 


	“Yeah, but if he knows the right people, he won’t need an ER.” 


	How different things would be, Eli thought, if the stranger hadn’t rolled aside at that last instant. The knife would have sliced into his lungs once, twice, many times. Eli would now be sitting comfortably at home, and Strauss’s only concern would be how to dispose of the stranger’s body.


	“Nothing else?” 


	“Well, they found a witness who says she saw a guy running with a child-size bundle in the area, but with the dark and the rain she couldn’t even give the color of his hair.” 


	Eli tried to dredge up some distinguishing feature about his attacker but came up empty. What little light had been available had come from behind, leaving his face in darkness. His hair had been drenched with rain. Dry, it could have been brown or black.


	But he remembered the voice, that cold, flat voice after he’d driven Eli’s own knife into his groin…


	Next time you look at a kid—every time you look at a kid—remember that.


	Eli ground his teeth. He thought I was a child molester! A common pervert! The idea infuriated him. It was so wrong, so unjust.


	“All I can tell you,” he said, “is that he wasn’t blond.” 


	Strauss leaned close and lowered his voice even further. “That’s not what you told the local guys. You said he was blond.” 


	Eli leaned back from the onions on Strauss’s breath. Everything he’d told the local detectives had been false. He’d sent them looking for a six-foot-three, two-hundred-and-fifty-pound bruiser with long, bleached-blond hair. He hadn’t mentioned a word about wounding him.


	“Exactly. Because we don’t want him caught, do we. At least not by anyone outside the Circle. He might start babbling about the lamb. Fibers from the blanket might be linked to me or Adrian or the car.” 


	“Speaking of cars, the witness said she saw him dump the bundle in a doorway and run back to a car.” 


	Eli stiffened. The movement stabbed a spike of pain through his morphine curtain. “Tell me she didn’t see the plates.” 


	“She thought she did. Wrote down the number, but when we traced them we found they belonged to Vinny the Donut.” 


	“Who’s he?” 


	“Vincent Donate A Brooklyn wise guy.” 


	“You mean mafia?” The thought terrified Eli.


	“Don’t worry. It wasn’t him.” 


	“How can you be so sure?” 


	“Because Vinny doesn’t leave witnesses. Our lady must’ve missed a number or two in the dark. I’m checking other possible combinations but it’s not looking good.” 


	“What about his phone? Someone called EMS about the lamb. It had to be him. Don’t those switchboards have caller ID?” 


	“They do. And they got the number, which looked like a pretty good lead until we found out he used a Tracfone.” 


	“What’s that?” 


	“A pay-as-you-go cell phone. The only personal information you have to give when you sign up is the zip code you’ll be calling from most frequently. The one he gave was for Times Square.” 


	“Damn!” 


	“It’s like the guy is some kind of ghost.” 


	“I assure you he’s not a ghost,” Eli said. “Can you get his phone number from EMS?” 


	Strauss shrugged. “Sure. Why?” 


	“I don’t know yet. I just want it. It’s our only link to him.” Eli shifted—very carefully—in the bed. “What about Adrian? What did he see?” 


	“Adrian’s useless. He gets dizzy every time he makes a quick move and won’t believe it’s August. The last things he remembers were in July.” 


	“Just as well, I suppose,” Eli said. “That way he can’t contradict my story.” 


	“Never mind your story,” Strauss said, rising and pacing at the foot of the bed. “Who is this guy? That’s what I want to know! From what you tell me, he knows how to handle himself. Took out Adrian one-two-three. And it sounds like he came prepared, which means he must have been following you two.” 


	“If he was following anyone, it must have been Adrian,” Eli said. “He must have spotted Adrian while he was researching the lamb.” 


	All that work, Eli thought. All wasted.


	Adrian was such an excellent scout, always keeping an eye out for the next lamb. When the time for a new Ceremony neared, everyone in the Circle began watching the sidewalks. But Adrian was always on alert, even when a new Ceremony wouldn’t be necessary for almost a full year, he kept watch. He’d been so excited with this latest find: the right age, adhering to a predictable schedule. The perfect lamb.


	They’d watched and waited, and last night they knew the time had come: a rainy night near the new moon. The pickup had gone off perfectly, they’d been almost through Eli’s door, and then…


	“Doesn’t matter who he was following,” Strauss said. “He knows about you and Adrian now. Who else does he know about?” 


	Eli didn’t want Strauss feeling too comfortable, so he said, “And if he’s been watching this room, he probably knows about you as well.” 


	Strauss stopped his pacing. “Shit! I thought it was safer than the phone.” 


	“It is. You did the right thing. Let’s face it, for all we know, he may already know about all twelve members of the Circle. But I have a bigger concern: Why didn’t he turn us in? We know he had a phone. Adrian and I were helpless. All he had to do was simply step back and call 911.” 


	“But he didn’t,” Strauss said, rubbing his neck with his jittery, skinny fingers. “He carried the kid away and then called. Could’ve been a hero, but he just faded away.” 


	“Taking the knife with him,” Eli added. “Why? It was covered with my prints, not his.” 


	“But his blood was on it, along with yours.” 


	A wave of cold rippled up Eli’s spine. My blood… did he want a sample of my blood… for some ceremony of his own, perhaps?


	Strauss tapped his fist on the footboard of Eli’s bed. “None of this makes any sense. Unless…” 


	“Unless what?” 


	“Unless the guy knows about the Circle, and how connected we all are. I, for one, would not want to get on the wrong side of us.” 


	True. The twelve men—Eli rather liked the idea of having twelve disciples—who made up the Circle were a diverse lot, with their hands on strings that ran to and from very high places—media, judicial, legislative, even the police. Only Eli lacked civic influence. But Eli had started the Circle, and he controlled the Ceremony.


	“What about the lamb?” Eli said. “Will he be a problem?” 


	Strauss shook his head. “Remembers being grabbed, a smelly cloth pushed against his face, and that’s it.” He glanced toward the closed door and lowered his voice. “And speaking of lambs, do we have a backup?” 


	“Gregson has one under watch but he didn’t think it was ready for pickup.” 


	“Maybe he can accelerate things. If we miss this window—” 


	“I know. Only one more new moon before the equinox.” The Ceremony had to be completed each year during the phase of a new moon between the summer solstice and the autumnal equinox. “But we still have time.” 


	What a catastrophic shame to lose the little Vietnamese lamb. He’d been ripe for picking, everyone in the Circle had been on standby; the Ceremony could have been completed last night, and they’d all have been set for another year.


	“But you know what bothers me the most?” Strauss said.


	“You, here, in a hospital bed. Because of the Ceremony you’re supposed to be protected, immune to harm. At least that’s what you’ve been telling us.” He waved his hand in the direction of Eli’s IVs. “How do you explain all this?” 


	The same question had tortured Eli since the blade of his own stiletto had cut into his flesh.


	“I can’t,” Eli said. “In the two hundred and six years that I have been performing the Ceremony, nothing like this has ever happened. I have come through wars and floods and earthquakes unscathed. Yet last night…” 


	“Yeah. Last night you were anything but protected. Care to explain?” 


	Eli didn’t like Strauss’s tone. A note of hostility, perhaps? Or fear?


	“I believe the problem is not with me but with the man who attacked me. After personally experiencing his superior strength, and after what you’ve told me about his elusiveness, I’m beginning to believe that we were not attacked by an ordinary man. I—” 


	Eli stopped as he experienced an epiphany. Suddenly it was all clear.


	“What’s wrong?” Strauss said, leaning forward, his expression tight.


	“The only way to explain last night’s events is to assume that we are dealing with someone who is using the Ceremony himself.” 


	Yes, of course. That had to be it. It explained why the attacker had moved the child away, why he didn’t turn in Eli and Adrian to the police; it might even explain his taking the knife. He didn’t want to expose the Circle—he wanted to control it. He wanted to usurp Eli’s position, and he probably thought some of the leader’s blood would aid him in accomplishing that.


	“Oh, that’s great!” Strauss said, his voice rising. “Just fucking great! How are we supposed to handle something like that?” 


	Eli kept his tone low and even. This was no time for panic. “The way you would handle anyone else. You have at your disposal the resources of one of the greatest police departments in the world. Use them to find this man. And when you do, bring him to me.” 


	“But I thought you were the only one who knew the Ceremony.” 


	“What I can discover, so can others. You are not to worry about that. Your task is clear: Find him, Freddy. Find him and bring him to me. I will deal with him.” 


				*
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	Gia stepped out of Macy’s with a loaded shopping bag in each hand and headed for the curb to look for a cab. She’d picked up some good bargains that Vicky could wear back to school next month.


	She wondered if the driver on the way home would give her the same strange look as the one who’d brought her down here. Probably. She couldn’t blame them: Women who lived on Sutton Square did not go to Macy’s for a Red Tag sale.


	Probably thinks I’m a live-in nanny, she thought.


	My address may be one of the best in the city, guys, but I’m living on the income of a freelance commercial artist. I have an active little girl who wears out what she doesn’t outgrow. So when Macy’s advertises a sale, I go.


	As she moved toward the curb she noticed a black woman with a microphone; a burly fellow stood beside her, peering through the lens of the camera on his shoulder. The woman looked familiar but she was oddly dressed—the blouse and jacket on her upper half did not go with the denim shorts on her lower half. Herald Square was jammed and the crowd seemed even thicker around this woman.


	Then Gia recognized her as one of the on-the-scene reporters from a local TV station—channel two or four, she couldn’t remember which. The woman spotted Gia and angled her way with the cameraman in tow.


	“Excuse me,” she said, thrusting the microphone ahead of her. “I’m Philippa Villa, News Center Four. Care to answer the Question of the Day?” 


	“Depends on what it is,” Gia said, still edging toward the curb.


	“You heard about the kidnapping and return of little Due Ngo?” 


	“Of course.” 


	“Okay.” Ms. Villa pushed the microphone closer. “The Question of the Day is: Should child molesters get the death penalty?” 


	Gia remembered how she’d felt this morning, imagining what it would have been like if Vicky had been abducted. Or if someone ever molested the baby growing inside her…


	“You mean after they’ve been castrated?” she said.


	The woman blinked as a couple of onlookers laughed. “We’re just talking about the death penalty. Yes or no?” 


	“No,” Gia said through her rising anger and revulsion. “Death’s too good for anyone who’d hurt a child. The guy who snatched that little boy should be castrated. And after that he should have his hands cut off so he can never touch another child, and then his legs cut off so he can never stalk another child, and then his tongue ripped out so he can never coax another kid into his car, and his eyes put out so that he can never even look at a child again. I’d leave him his nose so he can breathe in the stink of his rotten body.” 


	The surrounding gaggle cheered.


	Did I just say that? Gia thought. I’ve been hanging around Jack too long.


	“You seem to have a lot of support,” Ms. Villa said, glancing around at the crowd. “We might want to air your comments on the news tonight.” She smiled. “The late news. We’ll need you to sign a release to—” 


	Gia shook her head. “No thanks.” 


	She didn’t want to be on TV. She just wanted to get home. She turned as a cab nosed in toward the curb to drop off a passenger.


	“Can I at least have your name?” Ms. Villa said as she and the cameraman followed Gia to the cab.


	“No,” Gia said over her shoulder.


	She slid into the rear of the Cab as soon as it was empty. She closed the door and told him to head uptown. She didn’t look back as the cab pulled away.


	What had possessed her to say something like that? On camera, no less. She’d been telling the truth—those had been her exact feelings at the moment—but they were nobody else’s business. She certainly didn’t want her face on the tube. If she had fifteen minutes of fame coming, she wanted it through her paintings, not from flapping her gums on local TV.


				*

	


	
8


	Can I handle fatherhood? Jack thought as he knocked on the door to Madame Pomerol’s Temple of Eternal Knowledge.


	He’d dodged bullets and been punched, stabbed, sliced, and gouged during the years since he’d moved to the city. He should be able to handle fatherhood. At least he hoped he could.


	The prospect of being responsible for raising a child to be a decent human being without screwing up along the way filled his mind, made dodging knives and bullets seem an easier task. At least then the choices were clear.


	Thank God he’d be only partly responsible and could defer to Gia’s hands-on experience.


	But what if something happened to her?


	Jack shuddered at the possibility and wondered why he was borrowing trouble. This wasn’t like him. Was that what parenthood did to you?


	Leave all that for later, he told himself. Focus on the now.


	He checked the wig so that the long rear strands of its mullet were again draped over his ears, especially the left with its ear piece.


	The door opened and Carl Foster stood there. “Ah, Mr. Butler. Right on time.” 


	Mr. Butler? Jack thought. He almost looked around, then remembered that he was Butler.


	Focus, damn it!


	He half wished Gia had waited till tonight to tell him. This was going to be a delicate fix, with pinpoint timing. He had to keep his mind off the future and concentrate on the moment.


	“Time and tide don’t wait for nobody,” Jack said, snapping into character. “That’s what I always say.” 


	“Well put,” Foster replied, ushering him in.


	Today Jack wore jeans, cowboy boots, a white Walking Man collarless shirt, and a plaid sport coat with two deep inner pockets, each heavy with their cargo. He followed Foster to the desk.


	“Let’s attend to mundane matters first,” Foster said. “You have Madame’s fee?” 


	“What? Oh, sure.” Jack drew an envelope from a side pocket and handed it to Foster. “Here you go.” 


	Foster opened it and quickly fanned through the five counterfeit one-hundred-dollar bills inside. He looked disappointed.


	“I thought you said gold was the best way to deal with the spirit world.” 


	“Yeah well, that’s what my Uncle Matt used to tell me, but you know how hard it is to put together a bunch of gold coins that total an exact amount? Too much trouble, if you ask me.” 


	“I could have given you change.” 


	“Never thought of that. Okay, next time it’s gold.” 


	“Excellent!” Foster said, brightening as he pocketed the envelope. “You mentioned wanting to contact an uncle? Was he the one you mentioned who used to frequent spiritualist mediums?” 


	“Yep. Uncle Matt.” 


	“Certainly not Matt Cunningham?” 


	Oh, you’re good, Jack thought. Slick way to draw out some details.


	But Jack wanted to be drawn out. He was primed to babble.


	“Naw. His last name was West. Matthew West. Great guy. Shame he had to go.” 


	“When was that?” 


	Jack wondered if Foster was taking mental notes or if Madame herself was seated at their computer, listening to the bugs and typing Matthew Thomas West’s name into www.sitters-net.com even as they spoke.


	“Early in the year—not sure if it was late January or early February. I just know I never been so cold in my life as at that funeral. Standing outside in that wind at the graveside—boy!” Jack rubbed his hands and hunched his shoulders as if remembering the chill. “I tell you, I thought I’d never feel warm again.” 


	“Really,” Foster said. “I recall this past winter being rather mild.” 


	“Here, maybe, but we were freezing our butts off in St. Paul.” 


	“Minnesota? Yes, they certainly do get cold winters out there. Is that where you’re from?” 


	“Me? Nah. Born and raised in Virginia.” 


	“How do you like Manhattan?” 


	“Love it. Never seen so many restaurants in my life. And they’re all crowded.” He laughed. “Don’t anybody ever eat in around here?” 


	Foster smiled. “Yes, the Upper West Side offers every cuisine known to man.” 


	Jack narrowed his eyes in a display of suspicion. “How do you know where I live?” 


	“Why, from the questionnaire you filled out yesterday.” 


	“Oh, yeah.” He gave a sheepish grin. “Forgot about that.” 


	Jack had expected the Fosters to check up on him. He’d been the only new face yesterday when the lights had come on, so he had to be a prime suspect. That was why he’d used the name of a real person… just in case he had to come back.


	But he’d given himself plausible deniability: the remote rig in the light switch could be activated from outside the séance room.


	He was sure they’d checked up on him. Foster no doubt took a trip to the Millennium Towers and found that a Robert Butler did indeed live there. If he’d seen the real Robert Butler, the jig would have been up. But obviously he hadn’t. If he’d called the number Jack had written on the questionnaire—someone had done just that last night and hung up—he heard an outgoing message from “Bob Butler” confirming the number and instructing him to leave a message after the beep.


	The Krugerrand yesterday and today’s envelope full of cash should have laid any residual suspicions to rest. At least that was what Jack hoped. These two were the type who tried to kill the competition. What would they do to someone they thought was trying to pull a sting on them? Jack took comfort in the little .38 automatic nestled in his right boot.


	Foster said, “You were close to your uncle?” 


	“Oh, yeah. Great guy. Split his estate between me and my brother when he died. Great guy.” 


	“Is that why you wish to contact him? To thank him?” 


	“Well, yeah. And to ask him…” Jack reached into the left inner breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out one of Monte’s clamshell cases. “… about this.” Foster’s eyes fixed on its chrome finish. “Interesting.” He reached for it. “May I?” Jack handed it to him and watched his hand drop as it took the full weight of the box. But Foster made no mention of how heavy it was. The fingers of his free hand glided over the tapered surface, caressing the seam, running across the inset hinges, and coming to rest on the keyhole at the opposite end.


	“Do you have the key?” 


	“Um, no.” 


	“Really. I’ll bet there’s an interesting story behind this case.” 


	Jack put on a guilty expression as he held out his hand for the case. “You might say that. But that’s between me, my uncle, and the lady.” 


	“Yes, of course,” Foster said, handing it back to him. He glanced at his watch. “I’ll see if Madame is ready.” 


	He stepped away from the desk and entered the séance room, closing the door behind him. Jack listened in on a hurried strategy meeting between Mr. and Mrs. Foster beyond that door.


	“He’s telling the truth,” Madame Pomerol’s voice said in his left ear. “I found the uncle on sitters-net. And get this: He was a coin collector.” 


	“You should feel the weight of that case he’s got. I’m betting it’s stuffed with gold coins. Trouble is it’s locked.” 


	“That shouldn’t be a problem for you. Get a look inside that case. I’ll handle the rest.” 


	A moment later Foster reappeared and motioned Jack toward the door.


	“Come. Madame is ready.” 


	He ushered Jack into the room. Again that claustrophobic feeling from all the heavy drapes. This time only two chairs huddled against the table.


	Foster pointed to the case. “Did that belong to your uncle?” 


	“I’m pretty sure it did. That’s one of the things I want to find out.” 


	“Then I’ll have to ask you to place it on that settee over there until later in the session.” 


	Jack looked at the little red velvet upholstered couch against the wall about a dozen feet away. Jack knew what lay on the other side of that wall: Foster’s command center, much like Charlie’s but not as sophisticated. He’d found it Saturday night when he’d searched the place.


	“Why?” 


	“Madame finds her gift works better if she is not in proximity to objects that once belonged to the departed she is trying to contact.” 


	Good line, Jack thought as he clutched the case against his chest.


	“No kidding? I’d think they’d be a big help.” 


	“Oh, they are, they are, but later. Once she is one with the Other Side, they are invaluable. But early on, when Madame is making the transition, the auras from these objects interfere with her connection.” 


	“I don’t know,” Jack said, drawing out the words.


	Foster pointed to the little couch. “Please. Place it on the settee for now. When Madame has the ear of the spirits, she will ask you to bring it to the table. Have no fear. It will be quite safe there.” 


	Jack made a show of indecision, then shrugged. “All right. If it’s gonna help make this work, what the hey.” 


	He walked to the settee and settled the case on the cushions, but his eyes were searching the wall behind it, looking for seams in the wallpaper. He found none, but noticed that the molding here ran in a box pattern just above the level of the settee. He knew one of those rectangles hid a little trapdoor; he’d seen its other side Saturday night.


	Empty-handed, he returned to the table and seated himself in the chair the smiling Carl Foster was holding for him.


	“Madame will be with you shortly.” 


	And then Jack was alone. He knew he was on camera so he looked nervous, drumming on the table, fiddling with his jacket. While doing that he checked the stack of counterfeit bills inside his left sleeve, and the second metal case in his left inner breast pocket.


	All set.


	A moment later the overhead spots went out and Madame Pomerol made her entrance in another flowing beaded gown, pink this time. She wore the same turbanlike hat as on Sunday.


	“Monsieur Butler,” she said in her faux French accent as she extended her bejeweled hand, “how good to see you again.” 


	“Nice to be up close and personal, as it were.” 


	“I understand you wish to contact your late uncle, yes?” 


	“That I do.” 


	“Then let us begin.” 


	No preliminaries this time, no speech about not touching the ectoplasm. Madame Pomerol seated herself opposite Jack and said, “Please lay your hands flat on the table.” When Jack complied she said, “I will now contact my spirit guide, the ancient Mayan priest known to me as Xultulan.” 


	As they had Sunday, the clear bulbs on the chandelier faded, leaving the dull red ones lit. Once again shadows crowded around the table, held off only by the faint red glow from above. Jack glanced toward the settee and his case but could make out no details in the darkness.


	Madame Pomerol began her tonal hum, then did her head-loll thing.


	Jack guessed the reason for the hum: to help mask any sound of the trapdoor opening in the wall by the settee. Foster was probably reaching for the metal case right now.


	This was SOP in the spook trade: snatch the purse, rifle through it for whatever information it contained: driver license, SSN, bank account number, address book, pictures of family members. Foster’s command center had a photocopier and a key cutter, just like Charlie’s; he could copy documents and keys in minutes.


	If the remote switch were still in place it might have been fun to turn on the lights and catch Foster with his hand in the till, but Jack had already played that scene. He was going for a bigger sting today.


	The table tipped under his hands and so he felt obliged to let out a startled, “Whoa!” 


	And then the low, echoey moan from the lady. The amp had been turned on.


	“O Xultulan! We have a seeker after one who has crossed over, one with whom he shares a blood tie. Help us, O Xultulan!” 


	Jack tuned her out and concentrated on time. Foster should have snatched the case by now. He’d have had his pick set open and ready and would be working on the lock. Jack had a key but he’d done a couple of test runs picking the lock himself—and had purposely left a few crude scratches around it. As expected, the little lock turned out to be an easy pick, complicated only by its small size. If Foster had any talent, he should be turning those tumblers just… about… now.


	And now he’s lifting the top… and freezing at the sight of rows of gleaming gold coins. Not bullion coins like yesterday’s Krugerrand, but numismatic beauties from Jack’s own collection, worth far more than their weight in gold.


	He wants to touch them but the plastic dome stops him. He tries to lift it but it won’t budge. It’s locked down. But there has to be a catch somewhere, a release…


	“My case,” Jack said, straightening and running jittery hands over his jacket like a man who’d just discovered that his wallet is missing. “I want my case!” 


	“Please be calm, Monsieur Butler,” Madame Pomerol said, suddenly alert and aware and free of her trance. “Your case is fine.” 


	Jack rose from his chair. He put a tremor in his voice. “I-I-I want it. I’ve got to find it!” 


	“Monsieur Butler, you must sit down.” That was a warning to her husband to put his ass in gear and get this turkey’s precious case back on the settee. “I am in touch with Xultulan and he has located your uncle. You can retrieve the case in a few minutes when—” 


	“I want it now!” 


	Jack feigned disorientation and wandered in the wrong direction first—he wanted to give Foster enough time to close the case and return it—then lurched around and stumbled toward the settee.


	“We’re okay,” Foster’s voice said in his ear. “It’s back on your side.” 


	Jack couldn’t see the settee in the darkness so he traveled by memory, and made sure he banged into it when he reached it. He felt around on the cushion and found the case.


	“Here it is!” he cried. “Thank God!” 


	As he was speaking he slipped that case into his left breast pocket and removed its identical twin from the right. He’d filled the mounts within the first with gleaming pristine beauties that anyone would recognize as valuable for their bullion weight alone. But when Foster saw the dates he’d know they were old. And since they’d looked up Matthew West on sitters-net.com, he’d assume they were rare.


	The second case, however, he’d filled with lead sinkers.


	“Shit, that was close!” said Foster’s voice. “But worth it. You should see what’s in that case. Gold coins. Not more Krugerrands, but old collectibles. They must be worth a fucking fortune. Think of something. We have got to get our hands on those coins!” 


	As Jack waded back toward the faintly glowing pool of red around the table, he noticed a look of concentration and distraction on Madame Pomerol’s face as she listened to her husband.


	She’d probably been ready to scold her sitter, but now she gave Jack a warm, motherly smile.


	“See, Monsieur Butler? There was nothing for you to get upset about. You feel better now, yes?” 


	“Much.” He took his seat and used the moment to pull the stack of thirty bogus hundreds from within his sleeve and lay it on his lap. Then he put both hands on the table and clutched the case between them. “I’m real sorry about that. Don’t know what came over me. I just got scared, I guess. You know, the darkness and all.” 


	“That is perfectly understandable, especially on your first visit.” She covered her eyes with a hand. “I have made contact with your uncle.” 


	Jack jerked upright in his seat. “Really? Can I talk to him?” 


	“The connection was broken when you left the table.” 


	“Oh, no!” 


	“But that is not a terrible thing. I can reestablish it. But it was not a good connection, so I must ask you a few questions first.” 


	“Shoot.” 


	“Your uncle, his middle name was Thomas, yes?” 


	“You know, I believe it was. Yes, Matthew Thomas West. How’d you know that?” 


	She smiled. “Your uncle told me.” 


	“Damn! That’s scary.” 


	“He seemed upset about something. Do you know what it could be?” 


	Jack averted his eyes, hoping he looked guilty. “I don’t think so.” 


	“Something about an inheritance, perhaps?” 


	Jack looked awestruck. “You know about that?” 


	He was perfectly aware that he’d told Foster about sharing the estate with his brother, but it was common for sitters to forget that their own loose lips were the source of most of what a medium told them.


	“Of course, but communication was garbled. Something about you and your brother…” 


	Jack started with his story. It jibed with all the available information on sitters-net.com; he’d looked at it from different angles and couldn’t see any holes. He hoped Madame Pomerol wouldn’t either.


	“Yeah. We were his only living relatives. Our folks were gone, and he had no kids.” 


	No kids, Jack thought. Must’ve died a lonely old man, going to mediums in a vain attempt to contact his dead wife. But that’s not going to happen to me. Not now…


	The realization lit a warm glow in his chest.


	“Monsieur Butler?” 


	Jack snapped to. He’d drifted away. Jeez. Not like him. Couldn’t afford to do that or he’d blow the sting.


	“Sorry. I was just thinking about Uncle Matt. After he died, his will divided his estate between me and my brother Bill.” 


	“Yes, he told me his wife Alice had died many years before him. They are reunited now.” 


	“You know about Aunt Alice? This is amazing. And they’re together again? That’s great.” 


	“They are very happy. The inheritance?” 


	“Oh yeah. Well, I got the house and everything in it.” Jack frowned and pushed out his lower lip, just shy of a pout. “Bill got the coin collection. Uncle Matt always did like him better.” 


	“These two things, they were not equal?” 


	He sighed. “Yeah, they were about equal in dollar value. But all Bill had to do was find a coin dealer to unload the collection. Know what he walked away with? A quarter of a million dollars.” Jack snapped his fingers. “Just like that.” 


	“And you had to sell the house. Not so easy.” 


	“Damn right. Had to sell off all the furniture as well. I wound up with the same amount of cash, but I had to keep flying back and forth to Minnesota and it took me until just last week to get it. That’s almost six damn months!” 


	Madame Pomerol gave a Gallic shrug. “But still you have much money now, yes? You should be happy. But none of this tells me why your uncle is so upset.” 


	“Well…” Jack looked away again. “I guess it has to do with this little case.” 


	“Yes?” 


	He took a deep breath and sighed again. “Last week, as I was cleaning out the last of Uncle Mart’s stuff before the closing, I came upon the case. It was locked and I couldn’t find the key, so I brought it back with me. I was planning on finding a locksmith to open it for me, but…” 


	“But what, Monsieur Butler?” 


	“I don’t think Uncle Matt wants me to have this.” 


	“Why do you say that?” 


	“You won’t believe this.” He gave a nervous laugh. “But then again, maybe you will, seeing as how you’re a medium and all.” Another deep breath, a show of hesitation, then, “It’s the case.” He tapped its shiny surface. “Someone or something keeps moving it on me.” 


	“Moving it?” 


	Jack nodded. “I keep finding it in places where I never put it. I mean that: never put it.” 


	“Perhaps your wife or—” 


	“I live alone. Don’t even have a cleaning lady. But I’m looking for one. You know of anybody? Because I—” 


	“Please go on.” 


	“Oh, yeah. Well, it kept moving and I kept making excuses, blaming my memory. But Saturday… Saturday really got to me. You see, I’d planned to take it down to a locksmith that day, but when I was ready to leave, I couldn’t find the case. I looked everywhere in that apartment. And finally, when the locksmith was closed and it was too late to do anything, I found the damn thing under my bed. Under my bed! Just as if someone had hidden it from me. In fact I know it was hidden from me, and I have a pretty good idea who did it.” 


	“It was your Uncle Matt.” 


	“I think so too.” 


	“No. It was your uncle. He told me.” 


	“You mean to tell me you knew about this all along? Why’d you let me go on so?” 


	“I needed to know if you were telling me the truth. Now I do. What you say agrees with what your uncle told me.” 


	Yeah, right.


	Foster said, “There were a bunch of scratches on the case lock. Looked like this jerk tried to pick it himself. Hit him with that.” 


	Madame Pomerol cleared her throat. “But you left out a few things.” 


	Jack wished he knew how to blush on cue. Probably wouldn’t be noticed in this light anyway.


	“Such as?” 


	“How you tried to open the case yourself and failed.” 


	He covered his eyes. “Oh, man. Well, yeah. Tell Uncle Matt I’m sorry about that.” 


	“Also, you believe the case holds valuable coins, and if so, they belong to your brother, yes?” 


	“Now wait just a minute, there. Uncle Matt left the coin collection to Bill and the house and its contents to me. This here case was part of the contents. So it’s rightfully mine.” 


	“Your uncle disagrees. He tells me they are silver coins of little monetary worth.” 


	Jack could feel her eyes on him, looking for some sign that he already knew what the case held. He avoided a quick, negative reaction, but he didn’t want to appear too accepting.


	“Yeah?” he said, frowning as he hefted the case. “Seems kinda heavy for just silver.” 


	The lady brushed past his doubt. “I know nothing of such things. All I know is that your uncle told me they were of great sentimental value to him. They are the very first coins he collected as a boy.” 


	“No kidding?” Jack was getting an idea of where she might be heading with this.


	“Yes, your uncle was hoping to take them along with him when he crossed over, but he could not manage it. That was why they remained in the house.” 


	“Take them into the afterlife? Is that possible?” 


	She shook her head. “Sadly, no. No money in the afterlife. At least not permanently.” 


	“Can’t take it with you, eh? Well, I guess that settles it. I’ll just have to give this to Bill.” 


	“Don’t let him get away!” Foster cried. “I’m telling you there’s a small fortune in that case!” 


	Jack slapped his hands on the table, picked up the case, and made as if to stand. Wasn’t she going to say anything? Was she going to let him walk out with all those rare gold coins? A mook like her? He couldn’t believe it.


	“One moment, Monsieur Butler. Your uncle wishes me to apport the case to the other side so that he can see them one last time.” 


	“I thought you said that was impossible.” 


	“I can do it, but only for a very short while, then they return.” 


	“All right. Let’s get to it.” 


	“I am afraid that is impossible right now. It is a grueling procedure that takes many hours, and for which I must be alone.” 


	“You mean I just give you this case and walk away? I don’t think so. Not in this lifetime.” 


	“You do not trust me?” 


	“Lady, I just met you two days ago.” 


	“I have promised your uncle this favor. I cannot break a promise to the dead.” 


	“Sorry.” 


	Madame Pomerol closed her eyes and let her head fall forward. As they sat in silence on opposite sides of the table, Jack debated whether to ask for some security. He decided against it. Better to let her come up with the idea.


	Finally Madame Pomerol raised her head and opened her eyes.


	She released a heavy sigh. “This is most unusual. Embarrassing almost. But your uncle thinks—” 


	“Wait. You were just talking to him?” He didn’t ask how she’d managed to do that without all the amplified moaning and groaning.


	“Yes, and he says I should provide you with a show of good faith.” 


	Even better! Let the idea come from Uncle Matt.


	“I don’t think I understand.” 


	“As a show of good faith I will put one thousand dollars in an envelope for you to keep while I apport the case to the other side. When I return the case, you will return the envelope.” 


	“A thousand dollars… I don’t think that’s enough. What if the case doesn’t come back from the other side? Then I’m out everything.” He tapped the case. “I’ll bet the coins in here are worth a couple-three thousand.” 


	“Twenty-five hundred then, but ask no more, for I do not have it.” 


	Jack made a show of considering this, then nodded. “I guess that’ll do.” 


	She rose with an air of wounded pride. “I shall get it.” 


	“I hope you’re not mad or anything.” 


	“Your uncle is annoyed with you. And so, I must say, am I.” 


	“Hey, it’s not like it’s for me, you know. I just feel I’ve got to look out for my brother’s interests. I mean, seeing as how the coins in this thing are his and all.” 


	She walked off into the darkness without another word.


	She’s good, he thought. Just the right mix of arrogance and hurt. And smooth.


	He heard a door shut, then the lady’s voice started in his ear.


	“Do you believe this shit?” she said. “A thousand ain’t enough for that dickhead bastard! Twenty-five hundred fucking dollars! Have we got that much in cash?” 


	“Let’s see,” Foster said. “With the cash donations from this morning and his own five hundred, we just make it.” 


	Damn, Jack thought. They were going to give him back his own queer. Oh, well, that had been a risk all along.


	“All right, stick it in an envelope for me. I’ll make up the dummy.” Jack heard rustling paper, then, “I tell you, I’d love to shove this twenty-five hundred right up that geek’s ass!” 


	Carl Foster laughed. “What difference does it make how much he wants? He’s not going to walk away with a cent of it.” 


	Madame added her own laugh. “You’ve got that right!” 


	That’s what you think, my friends.


	While apparently adjusting his position in the chair, Jack counted five bills off his pile of queer and shoved them back into his sleeve, leaving twenty-five in his lap.


	“It’s the principle, Carl. He should have trusted me for a thousand. It’s the fucking principle!” More rustling paper, then, “All right. I’m set. Showtime.” 


	With that, the overheads and chandelier came on, flooding the room with light.


	What the hell?


	Jack glanced down at the pile of bills in his lap. He’d been counting on the semi-darkness of the séance; now he’d have to do his work in full light. This complicated matters—big time.


	He leaned forward to cover the bills as Madame Pomerol returned. She carried a white legal-size envelope and a small wooden box. With a great show of noblesse oblige, she tossed the envelope onto the table.


	“Here is your good faith. Please count it.” 


	“Hey, no, that’s—” 


	“Please. I insist.” 


	Shrugging, Jack took the envelope and opened it. He noticed it was the security kind with a crisscross pattern printed on the inner surface to keep anyone from scoping out the contents through the paper.


	Now the hard part… made harder by all this damn light… had to play this just right… be cool and casual…


	He removed the wad of bills from the envelope and lowered it beneath the level of the table top. As he pretended to count them he felt the muscles along the back of his neck and shoulders tighten. He knew the Fosters had a camera in the chandelier, but he couldn’t remember if it was a simple, wide-angle stationary, or a remote-controlled directional. If Carl Foster spotted Jack’s switch, he might do something rash. Like shoot him in the back.


	Jack decided to risk it. He’d come too far to back down now. And his ear piece would give him a heads-up if Foster got wise.


	Keeping close to the table, Jack switched Madame Pomerol’s bills with the counterfeits waiting in his lap.


	“It’s all here,” he said as he brought the stack of queer onto the tabletop and shoved it into the envelope.


	He listened for comment from Foster, but the husband remained silent. Had he got away with it?


	The lady picked up the envelope, took a quick look inside, then ran her tongue over the glued flap.


	“Please check to make sure the lock on your case is secure,” she said. “For I wish to return it to you in the exact condition that you gave it to me.” 


	Jack bent over the case, pretending to examine the lock, but kept watch on the lady’s hands. There! As soon as his head dipped, he saw her switch the cash envelope with another from her billowy sleeve.


	One good switch deserves another. But I’m still one ahead.


	“Yep,” he said, looking up. “Still locked up tight.” 


	“Now,” she said as she opened her little wooden box, “I am going to seal the envelope.” 


	She withdrew a purple candle from the box, followed by a book of matches and something that looked like a ring. She struck a match and lit the candle. She dribbled some of the wax onto the back of the envelope, then pressed the ring thing into it.


	“There. I have affixed a spirit seal to the envelope. You are not to open it. Only if the case does not return from the other side may you open it. If you break the spirit seal before then, your uncle will punish you.” 


	Jack swallowed hard. “Punish me? How?” 


	“Most likely he will make the money disappear. But he may do worse.” She wagged a finger at him as she pushed the envelope across the table. “So do not open it before you return.” 


	Very clever, Jack thought. She’s covering all exits.


	“Don’t worry. I won’t.” He put the envelope in his lap, then quickly transferred that plus her twenty-five-hundred dollars to his side coat pocket. “Oh, hey, I got a little business trip tomorrow—overnight to Chicago—so I can’t come back till Thursday. Will you have ap-whatevered it by then?” 


	“Apported. Yes, and I believe it will have returned by then.” 


	You mean, he thought, that you believe you will have been able to replace the gold coins with junk silver by then.


	He pushed the case toward her. “Then fire away. And good luck, Uncle Matt, wherever you are.” 


	Jack rose, waved to Madame Pomerol, and headed for the door. “See you Thursday.” 


	He felt laughter bubbling in his throat as he strode through the waiting room and hurried down the hall, but he suppressed it. He didn’t want to arouse their suspicions. He took the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator because a load of shit was poised over a windtunnel fan and he wanted to be out of range when it dropped.


	“Lock the front door,” Madame Pomerol said through Jack’s earpiece, “and let’s take a look at those coins.” 


	Jack had made it to the lobby when he heard Foster say, “Shit! Something’s up with this lock!” 


	“What’s wrong?” 


	“Like it’s jammed.” 


	Good diagnosis, Carl, Jack thought as he waved to the doorman and stepped out onto the street. He’d broken off a pin tip in the lock of the second case.


	Instead of hurrying away, Jack loitered on the sidewalk outside. He wanted to hear this.


	“Look at that,” Foster said. “Wonder how that got in there. No matter, it’s out now. Only take me a few seconds to… there. Now, feast your eyes on—oh, shit! Oh, no!” 


	“Let me—” Madame Pomerol cut herself off with a gasp. “What the fuck? You told me this was packed with gold coins! Are you fucking blind?” 


	“It was! I swear it was! I don’t know what—” 


	“I do! The shit pulled a switch! He was conning us from the get-go! And you let him in!” 


	“Me?” 


	“Yes, you, you needle-dick jerk! You’re supposed to screen these assholes!” 


	“I did! I checked out his address, I called the phone number he gave me.” 


	“Yeah, well, you can bet your sorry ass the Robert Butler at that address ain’t the guy we had here today, and the phone you called is not at that address. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 


	“Hey, let’s look on the bright side. He thinks he walked out of here with two-and-a-half large, but all he’s got is sliced-up newspaper. And we’ve still got his five hundred. I wish I could see his face when he opens that envelope. He may have pulled one over on us, but we’re the ones that come out ahead.” 


	“You think I give a shit about that? I don’t give a rat’s ass about five hundred bucks. What I care about is he scammed us. He’s out some cash, but as far as I’m concerned, he came out on top. He walked into our place and fucking scammed us—in our own place! Like we were punk amateurs. If word of this gets out we’ll never be able to hold our heads up. We look like big fucking jerks.” 


	That’s right, Jack thought, plucking out his ear piece as he moved on. But soon you’re going to look like even bigger jerks.


	He hoped they stayed good and mad, too mad to see the barb still waiting at the end of Jack’s sting.


	He pumped his fist as he danced across the street. This was sweet, and going to get sweeter.


				*
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	Gia awoke from a dream about blue eyes.


	She yawned and stretched in the big leather recliner where she and Jack would often snuggle together and watch one of his weird movies.


	She yawned again. She never napped. She’d sat down and closed her eyes, just for a minute, and suddenly it was forty minutes later. Maybe it was the pregnancy, combined with being up late with Jack last night. She remembered being very tired carrying Vicky.


	Whatever the reason, the nap hadn’t refreshed her. Images of the blond child from yesterday had filled her sleep, her sad, lonely blue eyes calling to Gia, beseeching her…


	For what? Why couldn’t she get that little girl out of her head?


	The pregnancy again. Sure, blame everything on the hormonal shifts. Being alone in the house on a summer day with no prospect of seeing Vicky till the end of the week didn’t help either.


	Gia pushed herself up from the chair and grabbed her purse. She didn’t want to stay in the house. As soon as she stepped out into the warm humid afternoon she knew where she wanted to go.


	She’d never liked the subway—the closed-in feeling of the dark tunnels made her edgy—but today it seemed to be the way to go. A quick walk over to Lexington took her to the Fifty-ninth Street station which she knew to be a stop for the N and R trains, known citywide as the “Never” and the “Rarely.” She wasn’t familiar with the Brooklyn and Queens lines, but the map by the token booth showed her that the N would take her right to the heart of Astoria.


	She was just ahead of rush hour and her car was nearly full; the rocking made her queasy until the tracks broke free of the tunnel and into the air. She sighed with relief as sunlight filtered through the spiderweb-fine graffiti scratches on the windows.


	The elevated tracks ended at her stop, Ditmars Boulevard. She stepped out of the car and headed for the stairs down to street level. She had a pretty good idea of Menelaus Manor’s location in relation to Ditmars. She’d have to orient herself once she reached—


	“Gia?” 


	She jumped at the sound of her name. When she turned she saw a man with long red hair and a mustache approaching her. For an instant she didn’t recognize him, then—


	“Jack?” 


	“Gia, what are you doing here?” 


	His heels beat a staccato rhythm as he strode toward her along the platform. Were those cowboy boots?


	He leaned in to kiss her but she held up a hand. “Without the mustache, please?” 


	He smiled. “Oh, yeah.” 


	He peeled it off and they kissed.


	He kept his hands on her waist and looked into her eyes. “You’re the last person I expected to see here. What’s up?” 


	“I’m not sure,” she said.


	She felt off balance. What had she been thinking, anyway? That she’d just knock on the Kentons’ door and ask if they had any little blond girls wandering around their house today? She hadn’t thought this through. She’d been operating on impulse and that wasn’t like her.


	“It’s that little girl you saw, isn’t it?” 


	She stared at him. “How on earth did you know?” 


	“You’ve mentioned her a number of times since yesterday. She seems to be stuck in your head.” 


	“She is. I don’t know why, but I can’t stop thinking about her. Maybe if she hadn’t disappeared and we’d spoken to her, it would be different. But now, the way it is… she’s a mystery.” 


	“Not one we’re likely to solve. And maybe not something you should be worrying about and traveling to Astoria for. I mean, you being pregnant and all.” 


	“Jack, it’s just half a dozen stops from home.” 


	“Yeah, but subways are full of people, some of them sick. I don’t want you catching anything.” 


	“You never seemed to worry about that before I was pregnant.” 


	“I did, but now I’m twice as worried, if you know what I mean.” 


	She was touched by his concern for her and the baby, but he was going a bit overboard.


	She sighed. “I just wanted to have another look, I guess.” 


	“Well, since I’m on my way to see Lyle and Charlie myself—” he offered her his arm with exaggerated courtliness—”I shall be delighted to escort you there.” 


	Gia batted her eyes and got into the game. “That’s very kind of you, sir, but I sorely fear for my reputation if I’m seen walking with a man with that sort of haircut. I might never again be able to hold up my head in polite society.” 


	“A new haircut? Say the word, madam, and it is done.” 


	With a flourish Jack pulled off that hideous wig and shoved it into the pocket of his equally hideous sport coat. She combed her fingers through his tousled hair to straighten it.


	“By the way, who picked out your clothes today?” 


	“Stevie Wonder.” 


	“I suspected.” She took his arm and they continued toward the stairway. “You seem to be in a good mood.” 


	“So far it’s been a pretty good day.” 


	As they walked he told her about how he’d reversed a scam on an Upper East Side psychic. This was the liveliest she’d seen him in months. The old Jack was back, and Gia was glad.


	At Menelaus Manor they found a pair of workmen just leaving; apparently they’d been replacing the broken windows.


	Charlie welcomed them in. He didn’t ask why Gia had come along, and Jack didn’t offer an explanation. Anyway, Charlie seemed too taken with Jack’s outfit to care.


	“Ain’t you ragged out!” he said, pointing to the plaid jacket and grinning. “Oh, you some ragged-out mack today!” 


	When he finally stopped laughing he said Lyle would meet Jack upstairs instead of in the Channeling Room, which was under repair.


	Jack turned to Gia. “Do you mind waiting here while I go upstairs? Got to talk some business. Only take me a minute.” 


	“Talk away,” she said. “I’ll just hang here and… look around.” 


	Jack winked at her and followed Charlie into the hall and up the stairs. When they were gone, Gia casually wandered down the hall and into the kitchen. She poked her head into an adjoining room that held a dismantled TV. The screen was lit, though, showing a Dukakis-for-President ad. Probably the History Channel or a documentary. She went to the rear door and looked out into the backyard: a plot of dry, scrubby grass bordered by a privet hedge. No little girl.


	Disappointed, Gia wandered back to the waiting room.


	Well, what did she expect, anyway? Still she felt better for coming. She’d made the pilgrimage, now maybe she could stop thinking about that child.


	Gia idly picked up one of the Menelaus manor pamphlets to read up on the house again, and a little booklet fell out. The cover read, WHO, ME? with “By J. T. C.” in the corner. She flipped it over and saw a drawing of a church and the words, “Fisherman’s Club” and “A Ministry for Laymen.” Published by Chick Publications.


	Gia flipped through it and realized immediately that it was a born-again tract exhorting its Christian readers to start “personal ministries” and become “soul winners” by bringing nonbelievers to Jesus.


	What was it about fundamentalist sects, she wondered, that made them feel they had to get others to believe what they believed? The drive to convert other people to their way of thinking… where did it come from?


	A more immediate question: Who was leaving these things here? And what did he or she hope to accomplish? People seeking out spirit mediums like Ifasen had most likely tried out the major religions and rejected them.


	She searched through the Menelaus brochures and found another Chick pamphlet called “This Was Your Life!” As she opened it she heard a child’s voice begin to sing.


	“I think we’re alone now…” 


	Gia turned and her heart tripped over a beat. There she was—the little blond girl. She stood in the doorway to the hall, her blue eyes bright as she stared at Gia. She wore the same red and white checkered blouse, the same brown riding breeches and boots as yesterday.


	“Hello,” Gia said. “What’s your name?” 


	The girl didn’t smile, didn’t respond. She kept her hands clasped in front of her as she sang and stared at Gia.


	“Do you live around here?” 


	The song went on. She had a good voice, a sweet tone that stayed on key. But the single-mindedness of the singing was making Gia uncomfortable. As the child went into the verse her hands fluttered to her neckline and began unbuttoning her blouse.


	The nape of Gia’s neck tightened. “What are you doing?” 


	The relentless singing and the blank look in the child’s eyes were all disturbing enough. But now this… opening her top…


	Was she demented?


	“Please don’t do that,” Gia said.


	The air in the room thickened as the last button popped free of its hole and the child gripped the two edges of the blouse and spread them, revealing a bare flat chest with a wide, ragged red gash down its center—


	No-no-no, not a gash, a gaping bloody hole, a gaping bloody empty hole with nothing where her heart should be—


				*
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	Jack was in the middle of describing his doubling back on Madame Pomerol’s variation of the Spanish handkerchief scam when he heard Gia’s scream. Before he knew he was moving he found himself up and racing for the stairs, leaving behind his rapt audience.


	He pounded down to the first floor, his feet barely touching the stairs, and found her in the middle of the waiting room, doubled over, face buried in her hands, sobbing.


	Jack spun, saw no one else about, then grabbed her wrists and pulled her to him.


	“Gia! What’s wrong? What happened?” 


	Her tear-stained face was the color of a freshly shucked oyster when she looked up at him. “She had no heart! She opened her blouse and her heart was gone!” 


	“Who?” 


	“The little girl!” 


	“The one you saw yesterday?” 


	Gia nodded. “She… she—” Her eyes widened and she pointed toward the hall. “Look! There’s her blood!” 


	Jack turned just as Lyle and Charlie piled down the stairs. He saw a glistening red trail on the hardwood floor of the hall, saw Charlie’s sneaker land in it and slip. Charlie went down but bounced back up again, staring in horror at his bloody hands.


	“Blood! Dear Lord, where—?” He looked at Jack. “Who?” 


	Lyle, poised on the bottom step, pointed toward the kitchen. “It runs that way!” 


	He and Charlie moved down the hall, gingerly sidestepping the red splatters. Instinctively Jack started to follow, but Gia clutched his arm.


	“Don’t leave me!” 


	Jack wrapped an arm around her back and held her closer, trying to absorb her Parkinsonian shakes.


	“I won’t. Don’t worry.” 


	But within him every angry cell was pulling toward the hall to follow that wet red trail. He wanted—needed—to find whoever had frightened Gia like this. He didn’t know how they’d done it—faking up a little girl so it looked like she had no heart—and he didn’t care. Anyone who terrified Gia like this was going to answer to him.


	He watched Lyle and Charlie enter the kitchen and follow the trail to the left, heard Lyle say, “It goes down the steps.” Jack heard their feet on the cellar stairs, their voices crying out in shock.


	“Jack!” Lyle called. “Jack, you’ve got to see this! It’s… it’s…” Words seemed to fail him.


	Jack glanced at Gia but she shook her head. “Don’t you leave me alone here! Please!” 


	He had to see what they were talking about. He turned and called out, “How about Gia? Is it all right for her?” 


	“No… yeah… I don’t know if it’s all right for anyone, but I guess so. Just come quick! I don’t know how long it will last!” 


	He looked at Gia again. “Come on. I’ll be right at your side, holding on to you.” 


	“Damn right you will,” she muttered. She shuddered, then straightened. “All right, let’s go. But if it’s awful, we get out of here, promise? We head home and we never come back.” 


	“Promise.” 


	They moved like Siamese twins, edging down the hall hip to hip, avoiding the blood on the floor. Stepped into the kitchen, then made the turn and stopped at the top of the cellar steps. A single bulb lit the narrow stairwell. A two-inch railing ran along the right wall. Below, near the bottom steps, he could see Lyle and Charlie, their postures tense, hunched, as they stared into the basement. The steps made a turn where they stood, putting the basement out of Jack’s line of sight.


	“I’ll go first,” he said, and started down. He felt Gia close enough behind him to be riding piggyback, a hand on each of his shoulders, squeezing. He steadied himself by gripping the wobbly railing.


	Below, the Kenton brothers looked up at him. Lyle’s face was tight with strain, Charlie’s was slack and beaded with sweat. They looked like frightened kids. Jack wondered what could put these two grown men in such a state.


	A few more steps and he found out.


	“Holy…” 


	“Oh, dear God!” Gia said into his ear and she leaned against him and peered over his shoulder.


	The basement floor was awash in bright red liquid. It rose to the level of the bottom stair tread and lapped at the one above it. And it moved, circulating in a slow, counterclockwise rotation.


	Jack said, “That’s not…” 


	“Damn right it is,” Lyle said. “Can’t you smell it?” 


	Gia’s fingers suddenly turned into talons, digging into Jack’s shoulders.


	“There’s someone in there!” she cried.


	Jack leaned forward, squinting at the surface of the red lake. “Where?” 


	“There!” An arm speared over his right shoulder, finger pointing. “Dear God, don’t you see it? Right there! A hand, reaching up from the surface! It’s a child! That little girl! She’s in there!” 


	“What you talking ‘bout?” Charlie said. “Ain’t nobody in there.” 


	Jack had to agree. Barely a ripple on the surface from wall to wall.


	“I don’t see anything either, Gi.” 


	“Are you all blind?” Her voice was taking on a panicky tone. “That little girl is drowning! There’s her arm, reaching up for help! Can’t you see it? For God’s sake, somebody grab it! Please!” 


	Lyle turned to her. “I don’t see a thing. I’m not saying you’re not, okay, but even if somebody were in here, it’s only a foot deep, tops.” 


	Her eyes wild, Gia began trying to squeeze past Jack. “I can’t stand this, Jack! I’ve got to do something!” 


	Jack wouldn’t let her pass. “Gia, no. We don’t know what’s going down here, and you’re too close already.” He didn’t know what effect whatever was happening might have on the baby.


	“Jack—” 


	“You know what I’m talking about. You shouldn’t—” 


	“The level’s rising!” Charlie cried.


	Jack turned and saw that the blood had reached the tread of the next to last step.


	“Let’s all back up a little,” Lyle said.


	But as he stepped up, his foot slipped. He let out a startled cry as he fell back, arms out, one hand clawing for purchase on the wall, the other reaching for his brother. But Charlie had turned his back and by the time he responded it was too late.


	With pinwheeling arms, Lyle hit the pool and sank from sight. Charlie shouted and crouched to jump in after him, but Jack reached out and grabbed his shoulder.


	“Wait!” 


	Jack stared in mute shock at the crimson froth where Lyle had disappeared.


	What the hell? Even though the level continued its rise, faster than ever now, the pool couldn’t be more than two feet deep. And was it his imagination or was the blood circulating faster too?


	Seconds later Lyle broke the surface, splashing and gasping, his head and face coated with blood.


	“Praise God!” Charlie cried. He gripped the rickety railing with one hand and leaned out over the pool, reaching with his other. “Get up here!” 


	But Lyle continued to splash about, trying to shake the blood out of his eyes as the flow pulled him away from the stairs.


	“Lyle!” Jack called. “Stand up!” 


	“Can’t! Floor’s gone! No bottom!” 


	“Jack!” Gia said. “The little girl—I don’t see her arm anymore! She’s gone!” 


	The blood was lapping at the fourth step now. The flow had rotated Lyle to the far side of the cellar, and as Jack watched he saw an eddying depression begin to form in the center of the blood. The velocity of the rotation accelerated.


	“A whirlpool!” Charlie shouted. He leaned further out over the blood, stretching his arms, reaching toward his brother. “Lyle! Grab hold when you come ‘round!” 


	A bottomless whirlpool of blood, Jack thought. Turning counterclockwise. With the level rising instead of falling. In a cellar in Queens.


	Not the weirdest sight he’d ever seen, not by a long shot, but he knew of only one thing that could be behind something like this.


	He’d deal with that later. Right now he had to get Lyle out of that pool and Gia out of this house.


	He gripped Charlie’s arm as Lyle started to float toward them. “I’ve got you. Grab him as he comes by.” 


	But as Lyle rotated their way, the sucking center of the whirlpool pulled him closer to it and further from the walls. He tried to swim toward Charlie’s outstretched hand; Jack could see the desperation in his blood-soaked features as he reached for it, heard his cry of dismay as his fingers fell short by inches and he swirled away.


	“Swim!” Charlie shouted. “Swim toward the walls!” 


	Jack could see Lyle struggling in the thick fluid, doing a crude dog-paddle. He was a lousy swimmer.


	“Can’t!” he gasped. “Current’s too strong!” 


	“We need rope!” Jack told Charlie. “Got any?” 


	“Rope?” Charlie’s panic seemed to ease as he concentrated on the question. “No… we’ve got string but—” 


	“Never mind,” Jack said. The solution had been right in his hand. He turned to Gia. “I need you to go back up to the kitchen for a minute.” 


	“I’m not leaving—” 


	“Just stand in the doorway. Please. I need you out of the stairwell to do this. Hurry. We may not get another shot.” 


	She turned and padded back to the top step and turned, watching him with frightened eyes. Jack followed her a few steps, then grabbed the railing with both hands.


	“Charlie—help me rip this out of the wall.” 


	Charlie frowned, then brightened. “Right!” 


	Ten seconds later Jack was easing toward the red pool with the ten-foot railing in his hands. The blood had risen past the halfway mark on the walls and was moving faster. Lyle had rounded the far side of the whirlpool and was coming their way again, but now he was even closer to the black-hole center.


	“Quick!” Jack said to Charlie as he stepped onto a blood-covered step. His stomach clenched—it was warm. “Grab my belt so I don’t go in too.” 


	“Oh, Jack, please be careful!” Gia called from above.


	With Charlie steadying him from behind, Jack gripped one end of the railing and thrust the other toward Lyle as he swirled by. The far end struck the surface, splashing blood into Lyle’s face. He whipped his arms about blindly, slapping his hands on the surface, grasping only air. Jack leaned farther out and felt a tearing pain in his right flank but kept trying to steady the railing against the current and push it closer to Lyle. He hoped he hadn’t popped his stitches.


	And then one of Lyle’s flailing arms made contact. His fingers clutched the wood, then wrapped around it.


	“You’ve got it!” Jack said, feeling himself tilting toward the pool by the extra pull on the railing. Over his shoulder he said to Charlie, “And I hope you’ve got me.” 


	“Don’t worry,” Charlie said, then raised his voice. “Get both hands on it, Lyle!” 


	Lyle did just that, and then Jack and Charlie began hauling him in.


	But the pool didn’t seem to want to give him up. The maelstrom turned faster and the level began to drop as a loud sucking sound echoed from the center. It took all of Jack and Charlie’s combined strength to hold onto the railing, but they were losing this tug of war. Jack tried to put more of his back into it but the pain in his side worsened. He shifted and that caused his feet to slip on the blood.


	No! With the speed of that whirlpool now, if he went in too they’d both be lost.


	Gia cried, “Jack!” 


	He heard a thumping behind him and then a slim arm wrapped around his neck, pulling him back.


	With Gia hanging on as ballast, Jack and Charlie were able to pull Lyle clese enough so he could grab Charlie’s hand. Jack tossed the railing into the pool and helped Charlie drag Lyle out. As his brother lay gasping and retching on the steps, Charlie placed his hands on him and bent his head. He seemed to be praying.


	Jack slumped back against Gia. “Thanks.” 


	She kissed him on the ear and whispered, “You saved him.” 


	“And you saved me.” 


	As Jack watched the level of the blood fall, he noticed something.


	“Look at the walls,” he said. “They’re dry… and no stains.” 


	“Not quite,” Gia said, pointing over Jack’s shoulder. “What about those?” 


	Jack saw them too. Halfway up the pecan paneling… oddly shaped blotches, evenly spaced around the room. They reminded him of—


	“Crosses!” Charlie cried. “Praise God, my prayers have been answered! He’s driven the evil from this house!” 


	Jack wasn’t so sure about that.


	He watched the current slow and stop as the sucking center of the maelstrom stretched and lengthened into a line. An orange concrete floor slowly appeared as the blood rushed down through the large crack in its center.


	“I’ll be damned,” Jack said. “It split the floor wide open.” 


	“No,” Charlie said. “That already there. It cracked in the Friday night quake.” 


	Jack saw Lyle uncoil his blood-soaked body from its exhausted slump into a sitting position.


	“The floor wasn’t there a couple of minutes ago. I swear, the floor was gone when I was in there.” 


	“We believe you,” Jack said.


	The remaining blood seemed to evaporate, leaving the concrete dry and unstained.


	Lyle moved down a couple of steps and poked the toe of his shoe against the orange floor. Apparently satisfied with its solidity, he stepped onto the concrete and walked around in a tight circle that did not cross the large crack.


	“What happened here?” he said to no one in particular. “Why? What does it mean?” 


	Jack thought he had an answer, one he didn’t like. If he was right, he wanted Gia far, far away from here.


	“We’ll try to figure it out later, Lyle,” he said, then turned to Gia. “Let’s get out of here.” 


	“No, wait,” Gia said, rising and moving past him down the stairs. “I want to see those crosses.” 


	“Gia, please. This isn’t a healthy place, if you know what I mean.” 


	She gave him one of her smiles. “I know what you mean, but this involves me.” 


	“No, it doesn’t. It—” 


	“Yes, it does,” Lyle said.


	Jack gave him a hard look. “Would you mind staying out of this, Lyle?” 


	“I can’t. I’m in it up to my neck. And Gia’s in it too. She’s the only one who’s seen the little girl. Doesn’t that say something?” 


	“It says she should get the hell out of here.” 


	Gia stepped out onto the floor. “I just want to look at these crosses, okay?” 


	“No,” Jack muttered, rising and following her. “Not okay. But I don’t seem to have much say in the matter.” 


	Jack joined her where she’d stopped before one of the glistening red cross-shaped stains on the cheap paneling. The upright part ran about two inches wide and maybe ten inches high; the eight-inch crosspiece flared upward at each end and was set high, almost at the top of the upright. Jack counted eleven of them ringing the cellar wall, maybe six feet apart and about five feet off the floor.


	“What a strange kind of cross,” Gia said. “And they’re the only things in the room still wet.” 


	“Not the only thing,” Lyle said. His clothes and dreads were still drenched in thick red blood. “I’ve got to go change and take a shower.” He started to turn away, then swiveled back to them. “That’s known as a tau cross, by the way. Named because it looks like the T in the Greek alphabet; it’s also the last letter in the Hebrew alphabet.” 


	Jack stared at him. How did he know all this stuff?


	“Tau…” Charlie said. “I remember reading in the prophet Ezekiel how the faithful of God would all be signed on the forehead with the letter tau” He looked around, nodding. “Yes, this definitely shows that we were saved by the hand of the Lord.” 


	Jack took a closer look. “But the cross piece doesn’t quite make it all the way up.” Each showed a little nubbin of the upright on top. “Not quite a capital T.” 


	As if on cue, all the bloody crosses faded away.


	“Look!” Lyle cried, holding out his arms. His clothes were clean and dry, and not a trace of red on his skin or hair. “The blood! It’s gone! As if it never happened!” 


	“Oh, it happened,” Jack said, pointing to the banister railing on the floor. “And now it’s time to go.” 


	“No, you can’t,” Lyle said. “We need to talk about this. Everything that’s been happening here since the earthquake—” 


	“‘Everything’?” Jack said. “You mean there’s more?” 


	“Yes. Lots more. And I believe it’s all connected to Gia. Maybe even the earthquake.” 


	Jack glanced at Gia and saw her startled look. He turned back to Lyle. “Look, I know you just had a bad experience, so—” 


	“Listen to me. It’s all starting to fall into place. We’ve been living here almost a year now and in all that time we’ve experienced not one strange thing.” He looked at his brother. “Am I right, Charlie?” 


	Charlie nodded. “True that. But since Friday night it been one thing top another.” 


	“Right. All the weirdness started Friday night when Gia stepped into this house. The instant she crossed the threshold we had an earthquake, for Christ sake!” 


	“I crossed with her. We entered together, if you remember. Maybe it’s me.” 


	Jack knew it was him, but didn’t want to go into that now. He wanted Gia out of here.


	“But you’re not the one who’s seen the little girl. On any other day in my life I’d say Gia’s arrival with the earthquake was pure coincidence, but not today. Not after what I just went through. And she’s the only one who’s seen this little girl. I’m telling you, I feel it in my gut: that child is connected to what’s been going on, and Gia’s connected to the child. I want to know how.” 


	“So do I,” Gia said. “I mean, that is, if it’s true. Because I saw a hand sticking out of that pool. It was right in front of you three but none of you could see it. So either I’m crazy or I’m connected. Either way, I want some answers too.” 


	“Okay, fine,” Jack said. He knew Lyle was wrong, but could see from the way this conversation was going that he wasn’t going to get Gia home any time soon. “We’ll discuss it. But not here. I don’t think this house is a healthy place for Gia. There’s got to be a restaurant or someplace where we can get a booth and hash this out.” 


	Charlie turned to Lyle. “How about Hasan’s up on Ditmars?” 


	Lyle nodded. “That’ll do. On a Tuesday night we can have our pick of the tables. But first I want to take a shower.” 


	“Why?” Jack said. “You look perfectly clean.” 


	“Maybe, but I don’t feel clean. You three go ahead. It’s a easy walk. I’ll catch up with you.” 


	Jack nodded absently. Lyle’s theory was beginning to bother him. Could Gia have been the trigger? The possibility, remote as it was, shot a gout of acid from his gut into his chest.


				*
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	Hasan’s turned out to be a small Middle Eastern cafe and restaurant. The orange awning over the natural wooden front sported English and Arabic. The walls inside were white stucco, trimmed with red and green stripes. A widescreen TV was tuned to some Arab CNN-wannabe channel.


	The owners, a smiling middle-aged couple with thick accents, greeted Charlie with the deference earned by a regular customer. The place was only a quarter full and, as Lyle had said, they had the pick of the tables. At Jack’s nudging—he didn’t want anyone eavesdropping—Charlie chose one in a rear corner. It had a marble top and chairs with woven straw backs.


	Jack went into the men’s room and took off his shirt. He checked his bandage and found blood starting to seep through. The wound ached but didn’t seem too much worse, given how he’d mistreated it. He slipped back into his shirt and packed a couple of paper towels over the bandage.


	Lyle arrived a few minutes later, his dreads still wet from his shower. The waitress had brought a Diet Pepsi for Charlie, a Sprite for Gia, and a couple of Killian’s for Jack and Lyle.


	“I suppose I should tell you about the Otherness,” Jack said.


	Gia frowned. “Do you think you should go into that?” 


	“Well, it should explain why I think if anyone triggered the strangeness in that house, it was me instead of you.” 


	Somewhere in the back of his head he heard a voice mutter, It’s always about you, isn’t it. Not true. Most times he didn’t want it to be about him, but this time he did. Because he refused to accept Lyle’s alternative that Gia had triggered the manifestations. Or maybe he was afraid to accept it. He didn’t want Gia involved.


	“I know, but it sounds so…” She rubbed a hand over her face. “What am I thinking? I was going to say it sounds so far out. But after today…” 


	“Right,” Lyle said. “After today you’re going to have to go some to be too far out for us. I think we left ‘far out’ in the dust. Or rather, the blood.” 


	Jack found Charlie staring at him. “You said ‘Otherness’? What that mean?” 


	Jack noticed that the events in the cellar seemed to have scared some of the hip-hop out of the younger Kenton.


	The waitress came with the menus.


	“Why don’t we order, then talk,” Jack said.


	Gia looked at him. “You can’t be hungry after that.” 


	“I’m always hungry.” 


	The menu was bilingual—English on the left, Arabic on the right. Throughout the word vegetable was spelled “ve-gitible.” Hasan’s offered salad, falafel, hummus, tahini, baba ganoush, fatoush, lebneh, fried calamari, tajin eggplant, and tajin calamari.


	Tajin… was that like Cajun?


	Lots of kababs—lamb, veal, chicken, and kofta, whatever that was.


	Jack nudged Gia. “What are you going to have?” 


	“I’ll have a little hummus and a pita. That’s about all I can stomach right now. How about you?” 


	“I’m thinking about the special.” 


	Gia looked and gasped. “Tongue with testicles? Jack, don’t you dare!” 


	“You know I always like to try new—” 


	“Don’t. You. Dare.” 


	“Okay. Just for you, my dear, I will forego that epicurean delight.” He’d had no intention of dining on a dish that sounded like a sex act anyway. “I guess I’ll just settle for a lamb kabab.” 


	Once their orders were in, Jack leaned over the table.


	“Let me start at the beginning. It may take a minute or two, but a little patience will pay off. It began last summer when a crazy Hindu sailed a boatload of creatures called rakoshi to the West Side docks. They were big and vicious and they threatened someone I care very much about.” He glanced at Gia and their eyes met. They’d come so close to losing Vicky, and Jack himself had barely survived. “But they could be killed, and I killed them.” 


	Not all of them. One still survived, but Jack decided not to go into that.


	“I thought that was that. It was the strangest occurrence of my life until then, but I put it behind me and moved on. But then, last spring, I learned that the origin of those creatures was not exactly earthly.” 


	Lyle said, “We’re not heading for UFOville, are we?” 


	“No. This is weirder. While looking for a missing wife I fell in with some strange people who told me that the rakoshi had been ‘fashioned’—that was the word—of everything bad in humans. Something took human lust and greed and hate and viciousness and distilled it into these creatures without any leavening factors. They were human evil to the Nth.” 


	“You talkin’ demons,” Charlie said.


	“They’d fit the description, I guess.” 


	“And the ‘something’ you said did this. You talkin’ Satan?” 


	“No. I was told it’s called the Otherness.” 


	“Could be just another name for Satan.” 


	“I don’t think so. Satan’s a pretty easy concept to grasp. He was thrown out of heaven because of his pride and now he spends his time luring souls away from God and stashing them in hell where they suffer for eternity. That about right?” 


	“Well, yeah,” Charlie said. “But—” 


	“Fine, then.” Jack didn’t want to get sidetracked here. “But I’ve had the Otherness explained to me a couple of times and I still don’t have a handle on it. Apparently two vast, unimaginably complex cosmic forces have been at war forever. The prize in this war is all existence—this world, other realities, other dimensions, everything is at stake. Before you start feeling important, I was told that our corner of reality is just a tiny piece of that whole, and of no special importance. But if one side’s going to be the winner, it’s got to take all the marbles. Even our little backwater.” 


	“Don’t tell me,” Lyle said, his tone bordering on disdain. “One of these forces is Good and one is Eeeevil.” 


	“Not quite. That would make it easy. The way I understand it, the side that has our reality in its pocket is not good or evil, it’s just there. The most we can expect from it is benign neglect.” 


	“‘Thou shalt not have false gods before me,’ ” Charlie intoned.


	“It’s not a god. It’s a force, a state of being, a…” Jack spread his hands in frustration. “I don’t know if we can grasp anything that vast and alien.” 


	“Does it have a name?” Lyle said.


	Jack shook his head. “No. I’ve heard someone refer to it as the Ally, but that’s not quite right. It will only act on our behalf to keep us in its possession. Other than that it doesn’t give a damn about us.” 


	“And the Otherness is… what?” Lyle said. “The other side?” 


	“Right. And it doesn’t have a name either, but people who seem to know about these things call it the Otherness because it represents everything not us. Its rules are different than ours. It wants to convert our form of reality to its own, one that’ll be toxic for us—physically and spiritually.” 


	“That Satan, I tell you!” Charlie cried. Lyle rolled his eyes. Charlie caught it and pointed to Jack. “He just nailed Satan dead on, bro, and you know it. Why don’t you stop frontin’ and cop to it?” 


	To head off a looming argument, Jack said, “Well, the Otherness could have been the inspiration for the idea of Satan. I’ve heard it described as vampiric, and it sounds to me as if its idea of reality would create a hell on earth. So maybe…” 


	“But what does all this have to do with this afternoon?” Lyle said.


	“I’m getting to that. This past spring I learned the hard way that the elements in the Otherness responsible for creating the rakoshi wanted my head for killing them. They missed me but a few people and a good-size house vanished from the face of the earth.” 


	“Ay, yo, I remember readin’ ‘bout that,” Charlie said. “Someplace out on Long Island, right?” 


	Jack nodded. “A little town called Monroe.” 


	“Right!” Lyle said. “I remember trying to think up a way to take credit for it, or at least come up with a way-out explanation that would buy me some PR. But about half a dozen mediums in the city beat me to it.” He looked at Jack. “You’re telling me that was you?” 


	“I didn’t cause it,” Jack said. “I just happened to be on the scene. And I wasn’t the only one there. Both sides were represented. On the Otherness team was a guy calling himself Sal Roma. Not his real name—he’d stolen it. He seemed pretty tuned in to the Otherness, like he was its main agent here. His name has popped up a couple of times since then, once I think as an anagram.” 


	“An anagram?” Lyle said. “That’s interesting. Means there’s a good chance his real name is hidden in those letters. I’ve read that ancient wizards used to operate under aliases for fear that someone who knew their True Name could have power over them.” 


	“I think this guy’s just playing games. But if I ever learn his True Name, I’m going to find him and…” Jack stopped himself. “Never mind.” 


	Charlie said, “You gotta personal beef with this Roma?” 


	The thought of Kate made the old pain new. “You could say that.” 


	Jack glanced at Gia. She smiled her sympathy and took his hand under the table. They’d talked a lot about this in the past month or so. Gia believed. She’d seen the rakoshi, so she’d been well down the road to acceptance when he’d explained all this to her. But even after what they’d seen today, the Kenton brothers probably thought he was nuts.


	He took a breath. “But back to the big hole in Monroe: Sal Roma and some nasty sort of pet of his were there for the Otherness; the anti-Otherness side was represented by a couple of guys who looked like twins. I was caught in the middle, and the twins were ready to sacrifice me for their purposes—which showed me firsthand how unbenign this so-called Ally power is. Things got kind of complicated, but the upshot is, I walked away and the twins didn’t.” 


	“You know,” Lyle said, “this is all really fascinating, but what’s it got to do with our house?” 


	“I’m getting to that. I’ve since learned—or at least I was told—that I’ve been drafted into the service of the anti-Otherness.” 


	“Drafted?” Lyle said. “You mean you don’t have any say about that?” 


	“Not a thing, apparently. My guess is that because I’m somewhat responsible for the demise of the twins, I’m supposed to replace them. But if the Great Whatever that drafted me thinks I’m going to go trotting about putting out Otherness-started fires, it better think again. I don’t know about my predecessors, but I’ve got a life.” 


	“What you mean, ‘Otherness-started fires’?” Charlie said.


	“Not sure, but I’ve got an idea that most of the strange things that happen in this world—what people like to call paranormal or supernatural—are really manifestations of the Otherness. Anything that terrifies, confounds, and confuses us, anything that brings out the worst in us makes it stronger.” 


	Charlie banged his fist on the table. “You talking ‘bout Satan, dawg! The Father of Lies, the Sower of Discord!” 


	“Maybe I am,” Jack said, wanting to avoid a theological argument. “And maybe I’m not quite so sure of as many things as I used to be. But I’m pretty sure that I’m tagged as anti-Otherness, and because of that, I’m the one who triggered everything that’s been going on in your house.” 


	Jack looked around the table and found Lyle staring at him. “You’re telling me you triggered that earthquake?” 


	“Either that, or it’s all pure coincidence. And I’ve been told no more coincidences in my life.” 


	Lyle’s eyes widened. “No more coincidences… that means your life’s being manipulated. Now that’s scary.” 


	“Tell me about it.” Jack’s gut crawled every time he thought about it. He looked at Gia. “So can you see now why I don’t want Gia near that house?” 


	“Oh, yes,” Lyle said, nodding. “Assuming what you’ve told us is true—and so far you haven’t struck me as schizo—then yes, definitely. And as much as I hate to say it—because I’ve always thought they were such a lame joke—we seem to be dealing with a bona fide ghost Would something like that be related to this Otherness of yours?” 


	Jack felt himself bristling. “First off, the Otherness isn’t mine. I did not come up with the idea, it was pushed on me, and I’d be a much happier man if I’d never heard of it. Second, no one’s handed me a book or a manual and said, ‘Here, read this and you’ll know what you’re dealing with.’ I’m piecing this together as I go along.” 


	“Okay. I misspoke. I’ll rephrase: Why should we think this ghost is related to the Otherness?” 


	“Maybe it’s not. But then again, maybe all the violent deaths in Menelaus Manor somehow created a focus of Otherness. Maybe that focus was concentrated in the fault line beneath the house. When I crossed the threshold I hit a trip wire and… boom.” 


	Lyle shook his head. “I still think that little girl’s connected to Gia.” He turned to her. “Did she look at all familiar to you?” 


	Gia shook her head. “Not a bit. If she is a ghost…” She shook her head. “I’ve never believed in ghosts either, but what else can you call her? If she is one, I think she may have died in the sixties. She looked dressed to ride a horse, so her clothes don’t date her, but she kept singing a song—” 


	“‘I Think We’re Alone Now’?” Lyle said.


	“Yes! You heard it too?” 


	“Yesterday. But I didn’t see her.” 


	“Well, it’s a sixties song—late sixties, I think.” 


	“Nineteen sixty-seven, to be exact,” Jack said. “Tommy James and the Shondells on the Roulette label.” 


	Lyle and Charlie stared at him in surprise. Gia wore a wry smile; she was used to this.


	Jack shrugged and tapped the side of his head. “Chock full of useless information.” 


	“Not so useless this time,” Gia said. “It gives us an idea of when she might have been killed.” 


	“Killed?” Charlie said. “You think someone killed her?” 


	Gia’s face twisted. “You didn’t see her. Her chest had been cut open.” She swallowed. “Her heart was gone.” 


	“That could be symbolic,” Jack said, giving her hand a squeeze.


	He wished to hell Gia had never come within miles of Menelaus Manor. This was all Junie Moon’s fault. And his for agreeing to drive Junie to her medium. If they’d stayed at that damn party…


	“After all the blood we just saw?” Lyle said. “If that’s symbolism, it’s way overboard.” 


	“Tell them about Sunday night,” Charlie said.


	Lyle looked uncomfortable as he told them about the shape in the shower, the blood-red water flowing into the drain.


	A real Psycho moment, Jack thought.


	He described the writing on the mirror before something shattered it. Then…


	“I’d seen blood on Charlie’s chest on Friday and Saturday nights. Maybe seen isn’t the right word. Had visions? Hallucinated? But Sunday night was different. I was the one with blood down my front then, and when 1 pulled up my shirt it looked like my chest had been cut open. I…” Lyle looked at his brother. “We both could see my heart beating through the hole.” 


	“Dear God,” Gia whispered.


	“It lasted only a second, but if whatever’s there thought that would scare us off, it was wrong. Sleep’s been pretty hard to come by since then, but we’re staying. Right, bro?” 


	Charlie nodded, but Jack didn’t pick up a truckload of enthusiasm there.


	“You think that’s what it’s trying to do?” Jack said. “Scare you off?” 


	“What else? It’s sure not trying to make friends. And it doesn’t seem to want to hurt us—” 


	Jack had to laugh. “You damn near drowned less than an hour ago!” 


	“But I didn’t. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to. Let’s face it, if it wanted to kill me, it had its chance Sunday night. It could’ve smashed my head instead of my bathroom mirror.” 


	“That’s a point,” Jack said. “But maybe you’re not the one it’s interested in. And the question remains: Why now? You’ve been in that house for almost a year, you said. Why should this thing wait for my arrival on Friday night to start manifesting herself?” 


	“Not just your arrival,” Lyle said. “Gia’s too.” 


	Jack looked at him. “You’re just not gonna drop that bone, are you?” 


	Lyle shrugged. “I can’t help it. I still think it’s connected to Gia.” 


	“Can we stop with the ‘it’ business?” Gia said. ” ‘It’ is a ‘she.’ A little girl.” 


	“But do we know that for sure?” Lyle said. “Maybe it can take on any form it wants. Maybe it’s chosen to look like a little girl because it knows that’s what’ll get to you.” 


	Gia blinked. Jack could tell she hadn’t considered that possibility. Neither had he. Uneasiness crawled through his gut. Maybe Gia was involved after all.


	After a heartbeat’s pause, Gia shook her head. “I don’t buy that. I think she’s limited in what she can do and she’s trying to tell us something.” 


	“What?” 


	“That back in 1967 or thereabouts a little girl was murdered in your house and she’s buried in the basement.” 


	Silence at the table, everyone staring at Gia.


	She stared back. “What? Look at what we’ve got.” She ticked off her points on her fingers. “A little girl with a hole in her chest, singing a song from 1967, leaving a trail of blood to a basement full of blood, that drains away through a hole in the floor. Open your eyes, guys. It’s all right there, staring you in the face.” 


	Lyle gave a slow nod. He glanced at Charlie. “I think we need to learn more about our house.” 


	“How we do that?” Charlie said.


	“How about that old Greek who sold us the place? I didn’t pay much attention at the time, but didn’t he go on about how every time the house has changed hands, he’s been involved? What was his name? I remember it was a real mouthful.” 


	Charlie grinned. “Konstantin Kristadoulou. Can’t forget no mouthful like that.” 


	“Right! First thing tomorrow I’m going to call Mr. Kristadoulou and set up a meeting. Maybe he can shed some light on our ghost.” 


	“Include me in that meeting,” Jack told him. “I’ve got a stake in this too.” 


	More than you can imagine.


	“Will do,” Lyle said.


	Gia leaned forward. “But what about tonight? Where are you sleeping?” 


	“In my bed.” 


	She shook her head. “Aren’t you…?” 


	“Scared?” He smiled and shrugged. “A little. But I figure it must be—” 


	“She.” 


	“All right, she must be trying to tell us something. Maybe she wants us to do something, then she’ll go away. How can I find out what that is if I’m not there?” 


	Sounded logical enough to Jack, but he thought he spotted something in Lyle’s eyes as he spoke. Working on another agenda, perhaps? Jack wondered what it could be.


	He’d worry about that later. Right now his first imperative was to escort Gia back to Manhattan and convince her to stay there. Bad enough to feel that the Otherness had painted a bull’s-eye on his back; the possibility that Gia might be targeted too dragged a coil of concertina wire through his gut.


	First his sister, then Gia and their unborn child… was that the plan? Crush his spirit—destroy everyone he loved or mattered to him—before crushing him?


	Listen to me. Sound like a raving paranoiac.


	Hey, everybody! I’m so important, there’s a cosmic power out to get me and everybody close to me!


	But… if he had indeed been drafted into the supposed shadow war, it might be true.


	Jack felt the breath leak out of him. He had to find a way to get himself discharged, even if it was dishonorable.


	But first-first-first: place Gia out of harm’s way.


				*
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	“Like I told you before,” Fred Strauss said, his voice halfway to a whisper. “He’s a ghost, a fucking ghost.” 


	Eli Bellitto lay in his hospital bed and stared at the flickering polychromatic beacon of the TV screen in his darkened hospital room.


	“Who’s a ghost?” Adrian said.


	Strauss sat at the right foot of the bed, Adrian at the left. The big man had propelled himself into the room in his wheelchair. His left knee was braced and straight out before him. Even in the dim light Eli could see the pair of ugly purple swellings on his bare scalp. His long arms hung at his sides, almost touching the floor.


	“The guy who clobbered you and stabbed Eli,” Strauss said, his words clipped with impatience. “Haven’t you been listening?” 


	Adrian’s short-term memory hadn’t quite recovered yet and he’d been having difficulty following Strauss’s excuses for coming up empty in his search for their attacker. Even Eli found his repeated questions annoying.


	Adrian shook his head. “I have no memory of it. I remember having dinner last night, and after that… it’s all a blank. If it weren’t for my knee and this pounding headache, I’d think you both were having me on.” 


	Adrian had regained some of his recent memory—at least now he accepted that this was August instead of July—but he’d made this same statement at least half a dozen times since his arrival. Eli wanted to throw something at him.


	I’m the one who’s suffered the real damage! he wanted to shout. You just got a knock on the head!


	He clenched his teeth as a new gush of magma erupted in his groin. His left hand flailed about, found the PCA button, and pressed it; he prayed he hadn’t already used up this hour’s morphine allotment.


	What a day. An afternoon from hell. A nurse, a three-hundred-pound rhino in white named Horgan had come in and insisted he get up and walk. Eli had refused but the woman would not take no for an answer. She may have been black but she was a Nazi at heart, leading him up and down the hall as he clung to his rolling IV pole, his catheter snaking between his knees, his half-full blood-tinged urine bag dangling from a hook on the pole for all to see. Agony enhanced by humiliation.


	And then Dr. Sadiq had visited, telling him that he had to walk more, and how tomorrow they’d be removing his catheter—Eli’s buttocks clenched at the thought of Nurse Horgan dragging the tube out of him, and that caused another eruption of pain. Dr. Sadiq said he anticipated discharging Eli tomorrow morning.


	Not soon enough as far as Eli was concerned. As long as he could take this PCA unit with him.


	“In other words,” Eli said to Strauss as the morphine took effect, “once we trim away all your excess verbiage, we are left with the simple fact that you’ve failed us.” 


	The detective spread his hands. “Hey, I can only do so much. It’s not like you two’ve given me a whole lot to work with.” 


	It frightened Eli to know that his attacker was still unidentified.


	He knows me, but I don’t know him.


	He could be in the hospital now, pretending to be visiting someone else, but all the while waiting for Strauss and Adrian to leave so that he can come in and finish the job.


	If only they had his name. The Circle could take it from there. With their connections they’d make short work of him.


	“Did you bring me his number?” Eli asked Strauss.


	“Yeah.” He fished a piece of paper out of his pocket “Got it here.” 


	“Dial it for me.” 


	“You’re kidding. It can’t be traced and he doesn’t—” 


	“Dial it now!” 


	Shrugging, Strauss punched the number into the bedside phone and handed Eli the receiver. After four rings, Eli heard a disembodied voice say the client he’d called was not available. He handed the phone back to Strauss.


	“Leave the number on the nightstand.” 


	“Waste of time, I tell you. Guy doesn’t keep his phone on.” 


	“I’ll keep trying. Who knows? I may get lucky.” 


	Eli wasn’t sure exactly what he’d say, but the phone number was his only link to the man who’d violated him.


	“Hey,” Strauss said, pointing to the TV screen. “Isn’t that—?” 


	Eli shushed him and turned up the volume when he recognized the Vietnamese child’s face. He missed the introduction as the scene cut to a dark-skinned woman reporter on a crowded sidewalk, a scene obviously shot earlier in the day.


	Her name was Philippa Villa and she was doing man-on-the-street interviews about how, in the wake of little Due Ngo’s recent abduction, people thought child molesters should be treated.


	Child molesters! Why did everyone assume that the child was going to be sexually molested?


	As each bloated visage from Manhattan’s multihued lumpen proletariat flashed onto the screen to mouth predictably banal comments about capital punishment being “too good for them,” Eli’s anger grew. These ignoramuses knew nothing of the Circle’s exalted purpose, and were casting them as perverted lowlifes. They were being egged on by this reporter, this Philippa Villa. The Circle had a powerful link within the media. Eli would see to it that this woman’s career came to a screeching halt.


	He was about to change the channel when the reporter’s grinning face filled the screen.


	“And if you think the folks we’ve just seen are tough, you should have heard one woman who did not want to appear on camera. I wrote down what she said: ‘The guy who snatched that little boy should be castrated—’” 


	Eli stifled a moan as he relived the moment when the blade of his own knife sliced into his tenderest flesh.


	“‘And after that he should have his hands cut off so he can never touch another child, and then his legs cut off so he can never stalk another child—’” 


	He saw Strauss lean back, as if trying to distance himself physically as well emotionally from the TV.


	”’—and then his tongue ripped out so he can never coax another kid into his car, and his eyes put out so that he can never even look at a child again—’” 


	He saw Adrian wince and run a trembling hand over his face.


	”’—I’d leave his nose so he can breathe in the stink of his rotten body.’ ” 


	Eli felt the PCA button crack under his thumb. He hadn’t realized he’d been pressing it so hard.


	Forget the reporter. Eli now had somebody else he would much rather ruin. If he could find her.


	“Did you hear that?” he said to Adrian and Strauss. “Did you hear what that woman said about us?” 


	“Not us,” Strauss said. “She knows nothing about The Circle. And besides—” 


	“But she thinks she does. She thinks she knows our intent. She knows nothing of our purposes and yet feels free to mouth off in public and accuse us of being child molesters. Are we going to stand for this?” 


	“I don’t see that we have much choice,” Strauss said.


	“There are always choices.” 


	“Really? And what are they here?” 


	Strauss’s unruffled attitude irked Eli. “Find this loudmouthed woman and teach her a lesson.” 


	“I think you’re overreacting, Eli,” Strauss said.


	“Easy for you to say!” Eli hissed. He wanted to shout but was wary of raising his voice. “You’re not the one with the stab wound or the concussion!” 


	“Finding this woman won’t make you feel any better.” 


	“Oh, it will! I guarantee you, it will!” 


	Eli was well aware that he was overreacting, but he’d been hurt and he was in pain, and Strauss had given him no target for retribution, offered scant hope of providing one in the foreseeable future. Finding and ruining this woman would provide a much-needed outlet for his pent-up fury.


	“How am I supposed to find her? She hasn’t committed a crime.” 


	“Contact Gregson.” 


	“Gregson’s with NBC. This was on—” 


	“Gregson will know what to do.” Eli felt his anger bubbling over. Did he have to lead Strauss by the hand? Did he have to do everything! “If you can’t find our attacker’s name, then get me this woman’s name! Do something, damn it!” 


				*
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	Charlie closed his Bible. Tried to read ‘bout the tau cross in Ezechiel 9:4 but it wasn’t happening. The words broke up into jumbles soon as they hit his brain.


	Maybe it was the music. The jiggly beat of Point of Grace’s “Begin With Me” was pumping through his headphones. Righteous lyrics, but the high-gloss arrangement and funky vocals were distracting tonight. He popped them out of his portable CD player and slipped in “Spirit Of The Century” by the Blind Boys Of Alabama. As their traditional harmonies soothed his head, he lay back on his bed, closed his eyes, and prayed for peace.


	But no peace tonight. He kept on seeing his brother splashing like a drowning cat in that pool of blood, kept hearing Jack’s voice telling ‘bout the Otherness…


	Where was Jesus in all this? Why this happening?


	Charlie figured it for a test. But of what?


	My faith?


	He knew his faith was strong. Powerful. So powerful he wondered how he’d got through his pre-conversion years without it. It was like oxygen now. If someone stole it from him, he knew sure he’d die in minutes.


	But what says I’m the target of this test? Maybe it Lyle… a test of his faith in nothing.


	For as surely as Charlie believed in the healing love of Jesus, so Lyle believed in nothing beyond his five senses. Maybe God was offering Lyle a chance to see how there was more to life than his senses, that life extended beyond the body, that each human body was home to an eternal soul that was gonna be judged when its life on earth was done. Maybe this gonna be Lyle’s chance to change, to accept Jesus as his personal savior and see his name written in the Book of Life.


	But… if this was the work of God, why was He hiding His hand?


	Because that the way He wishes it.


	Don’t go second guessin’ the Lord, Charlie reminded himself.


	But where did Jack and Gia fit in? Pretty plain that neither of them were saved. Gia had faith in Jack, but in what else?


	And Jack? He a mystery. What he’d said the other night about value for value still hung with Charlie. True that. The way things should be, but weren’t… especially not in how he and Lyle had been earning their daily bread.


	Jack’s outlook didn’t seem to be as earthbound as Lyle’s, but his talk of the Otherness and the Ally power, of two cosmic forces in eternal conflict… that had Charlie a little shook. Where was God in all that? It didn’t even give the God of the Holy Bible the props of being denied. Instead He got bypassed, left and forgotten like an old store by a freeway with no ramp.


	And when Charlie had tried to point out that this “Otherness” was just another disguise for Satan, Jack had flipped it ‘round, hinting that maybe the idea of Satan had come from awareness of the Otherness.


	Charlie rubbed his eyes. He still hadn’t answered his question: Who was being tested?


	He reopened his Bible. All the answers were here. Have faith and Jesus would guide him to them.


	But as for leaving Lyle and breaking up the team, that’d have to wait. Yeah, he promised Reverend Sparks, but if God was gonna go testin’ Charlie’s faith, he couldn’t very well turn his back and geese outta here. And if God testing Lyle, then Charlie wanted to take his brother’s back, help him to salvation any way he could. That what brothers was for.


				*
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	Lyle stuck his head into Charlie’s room and found him in his usual position, lying on the bed, reading the Bible with gospel playing through his headphones. He waved to catch his attention.


	“I’m heading for bed,” he said when Charlie took off the headphones.


	“Kinda early, yo?” 


	“Yeah, but there’s nothing but that old stuff on the tube. Can’t bring myself to watch any more of that.” 


	Charlie held up his Bible. “Gotta extra one if you interested. Great comfort to me, and bro, you look like a dawg who could use some comfort.” 


	Lyle waved him off—not ungently. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” 


	“Okay, but you gotta standing offer.” Charlie sat up on the edge of his bed. “Strange ‘bout the TV. If we think this girl die in the sixties, why’s it stuck in the eighties?” 


	Lyle had been pondering that one too.


	“I don’t know,” he said. “And at the moment I’m too tired to care.” He yawned. “You’ll be ready to go back to work tomorrow?” 


	Charlie stared at him. “You gonna be ready to give value for value?” 


	“What’s this? You’ve switched from quoting scripture to quoting Jack?” 


	As Lyle started to turn away, Charlie gripped his arm and looked up at him, his eyes searching his face.


	“Has what gone down the past few days made you change your mind ‘bout a power greater than you?” 


	Lyle glanced away. An old argument, this one, but now the parameters had changed.


	“I’ll admit I’ve encountered a number of phenomena for which I have no rational explanation.” He saw Charlie’s eyes light and so he hurried on before he could speak. “But that doesn’t mean that no rational explanation exists. It simply means that I haven’t the information to explain them.” 


	Charlie’s face fell. “Ain’t you ever givin’ in?” 


	“Surrender to irrationality? Never.” He smiled, hoping to soften the impact of his words. “But it has made me afraid of the dark. So I hope you don’t mind if I leave a bunch of lights on.” 


	“Go ahead,” Charlie said, readjusting his headphones. He held up his Bible. “But this is the only light I need.” 


	Lyle waved and turned away thinking how comforting it must be to believe that the answers to all questions could be found in a single book.


	Envying the peace that must bring, he waded down the hall through a sea of turmoil. He’d hidden the uneasiness gnawing at the base of his throat. His home had turned unpredictable, a minefield of dread possibilities. The events of the day had left him jumpy and unsettled, but exhausted as well. Yet the idea of lying down and closing his eyes bordered on the unthinkable.


	At least in this house. One night in a motel would do it—allow him a solid eight hours of sleep so he could return in the morning refreshed and ready for anything.


	But he was not leaving his home.


	Lyle glanced at his alarm clock as he entered his bedroom. It read 3:22. Still running backward. The real time was somewhere around 10:30. Lyle realized he was more than exhausted. He didn’t feel well. He hoped the blood in that pool hadn’t been contaminated… blood carried all sorts of diseases these days. But then, it hadn’t been real blood, had it. Some sort of psychic or ectoplasmic blood…


	Listen to me, Lyle thought. I sound like I’ve been listening to my own jive-ass line so long I’m starting to believe it.


	But there’d been nothing jive ass about what happened this afternoon. That had been the furilla, as Charlie liked to say.


	He rubbed his skin. He’d taken another shower when they’d got home after dinner, and still didn’t feel as if he’d washed off the taint of his blood bath. It seemed as if it had seeped into his skin—no, through his skin and into his bloodstream. He felt changed somehow.


	The past few days had changed his perspective. Any brightness only served to make the shadows look deeper. So you stepped around them. Trouble was, there seemed to be lots more shadows, so you did a lot more stepping around. Let that get out of hand and pretty soon you spent your whole day stepping around shadows.


	Being in a spot where you feared you had only a couple of minutes to live had to change you some. Lyle had been sure he was going to drown in that blood this afternoon. But he hadn’t, and he’d emerged from that crimson baptism with a new appreciation for his life, and a determination to make the most of everything he had.


	And what he had at the moment was a ghost.


	Pretty ironic when he thought about it: A devout skeptic who earns his daily bread by faking the existence of ghosts winds up owning a haunted house. The stuff movies of the week were made of.


	But the fact was he’d chosen this house because of its morbid history, so if any place had a better-than-average chance of being haunted, it was Menelaus Manor.


	So… how do we make the most of the situation? If this ghost is a lemon, how do we, as the cliche goes, make lemonade?


	The obvious answer had struck Lyle in the restaurant. If these manifestations were truly the doings of the ghost of a child who had been murdered and buried in the house, and if she was trying to tell them something that would bring her killer to justice, or wanted to show them her burial place so forensic science could track down her killer, then she had a willing—no, an enthusiastic ally in Lyle Kenton.


	Not merely because satisfying her needs offered a good chance that she’d go back to wherever she came from and leave the house in peace…


	… but think of the publicity!


	If he could find the body… and if the body led the police to her killer…


	Psychic Ifasen Contacted by Spirit of Dead Child to Bring her Killer to Justice!


	Not a news show or talk show in the world that wouldn’t be begging him for an appearance. Hell, even Oprah would want him. But he’d be picky, accepting only the most prestigious venues with the largest viewership. He’d get a book deal, detailing his exploits among the spirits.


	And his clientele! Everybody who was anybody would want to see him. He and Charlie would be set for life. They’d charge ten—no, twenty-five K for a private sitting, and have those sitters’ limos lined up around the block and backed up all the way across the Triboro Bridge.


	It would be like winning a fifty-million-dollar lottery.


	With that wonderful fantasy dancing in his head, he stood in the middle of his bedroom and softly called out, “Hello? Anybody there?” 


	Not that he was expecting a reply, but he had to try to break through this knot of tension winding about him.


	A chill rippled over his skin. Was it his imagination or did the temperature just drop? He sensed that he was no longer alone in the room. The degrees continued to fall. He might have welcomed it had he known his air conditioner was behind it. But the unit was off. And this was a different kind of cool… clammy, seeping to the bone.


	Something was responding to his questions. He spread his arms in a gesture of openness.


	“If you’ve got something to say, I’m lis—” 


	A drawer in his dresser slammed closed.


	Lyle jumped and backed away. As he watched, another drawer slid open, then slammed closed. Then another, and another, faster and faster, harder and harder until Lyle feared they’d splinter and shatter.


	Lyle caught movement to his left as Charlie, wide-eyed with his Bible clutched in both hands, edged into the room; he saw his lips move but couldn’t hear him over the cacophony.


	Then, as suddenly as it began, it stopped.


	
“What was that all about?” Charlie whispered into the echoing silence.


	Lyle rubbed his bare arms against the pervading chill. “I haven’t—” 


	He stopped as he saw a dark line appear in the dust on the dresser top. They could well afford a cleaning service, but didn’t like strangers in the house who might see something they shouldn’t. So they did the work themselves, but not nearly so often as needed.


	Maybe that was going to turn out to be a good thing.


	Lyle stepped closer and motioned Charlie to follow him. He pointed to the letters forming slowly in the down of dust.


	Where


	“Look,” he whispered. “Just like on the mirror Sunday night.” 


	is


	Charlie pointed to the growing string of letters. “She can sing a song, why don’t she talk?” 


	the


	Good question, Lyle thought. He shook his head. He had no answer.


	“Look like the spirit writing we fake,” Charlie said, “only a thousand times better.” 


	nice


	“Because this isn’t fake.” 


	Spirit writing… all it took was a fake thumb tip equipped with pencil lead, but now he was witnessing the real thing.


	The sentence ended with a question mark.


	Where is the nice lady?


	Lyle heard Charlie breathe, “Gia. You was right. They connected.” 


	“She went home,” Lyle said in a voice that was perhaps too loud.


	Why?


	“She doesn’t live here.” 


	Will she be back?


	“I don’t know. Do you want her to come back? I’m sure she’ll come if we ask her.” 


	She is nice


	“Yeah, we like her too.” He glanced at Charlie. “Who are you?” 


	Tara


	Lyle let out a breath. She had a first name. That was a start, but he needed more.


	“‘Tara’ what? Do you have a last name?” 


	Portman


	Tara Portman… Lyle closed his eyes and balled his fists. Yes!


	“Why are you here, Tara? What do you want?” 


	Mother


	“You want your mother?” 


	Lyle waited but no answer appeared. He felt the chill drain from the air, the tension uncoil from the room.


	“Tara?” he called. Then again, louder. “Tara!” 


	“She gone,” Charlie said. “Don’t you feel it?” 


	Lyle nodded. He did. “Well, at least we know who she is. Or was, rather.” 


	Lyle closed his eyes and realized he wasn’t as tense as he’d been a few moments ago. He was no longer dealing with a nameless, violent entity. Knowing the name of the being that had invaded their house made her less threatening. She’d been someone, and something of that someone remained. He could deal with what remained.


	He could help her. And she could help him.


	“Right,” Charlie said. “We got her name. Now what we do with it?” 


	“First thing we do is get hold of Gia and see if the name Tara Portman means anything to her.” 


				*
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	“Tara Portman,” Gia said, rolling the two names through her brain for maybe the dozenth time. “I’ve known an occasional Tara and a couple of Portmans, but can’t for the life of me recall a Tara Portman.” 


	They’d returned directly from the restaurant in Astoria—no stop at Menelaus Manor per Jack’s insistence—and settled down for a movie. Gia had found Stepmom on one of the cable movie channels and declared tonight her turn to pick. Jack grumbled and groaned, saying anything but Step-mom, but finally gave in. He turned out to be a poor loser, editorializing with gagging and retching sounds at the best parts.


	He’d checked his messages before they headed for bed and found an urgent call from Lyle Kenton who’d claimed that the ghost had told them her name.


	Lyle had read off what the spirit had written and Jack had copied it down. Staring at the transcription now gave her a chill. A bodiless entity, the ghost of a little dead girl, had mentioned her. She shuddered.


	“Well, whoever or whatever it is,” Jack said, “it thinks you’re nice. At least that’s what it says.” 


	Gia was sitting at the kitchen table, the transcription before her. Jack stood beside her, leaning on the table.


	“You don’t think I’m nice?” she said, looking up at him.


	“I know you’re nice. And you know my agenda. But we know nothing about this thing’s.” 


	“Her name is Tara.” 


	“So it says.” 


	Gia sighed. Jack could be so stubborn at times. “Are you going to be difficult about this?” 


	“If being protective of you translates as difficult, then yes, I’m going to be very difficult about this. I do not trust this thing.” 


	“She seems to want me to come back.” 


	“Oh, no,” he said. “That’s not going to happen.” 


	“Oh, really?” 


	Gia knew he was looking out for her, but still she bristled at being told what she could or couldn’t do.


	“Come on, Gi. Don’t be like that. This is the Otherness we’re dealing with here. Responsible for the rakoshi. You haven’t forgotten them, have you?” 


	“You know I haven’t. But you don’t know for sure it’s the Otherness.” 


	“No, I don’t,” he admitted. “But I think the best course is to assume the worst until proven otherwise.” 


	Gia leaned back. “Tara Portman… how can we find out about her?” 


	“Newspapers are the best bet,” Jack said. “We can hit the Times or one of the other papers tomorrow and search their archives. Start in ‘67 and work backwards and forwards.” 


	“What about the Internet? We can do that right now.” 


	“The Internet didn’t exist back in ‘67.” 


	“I know. But it can’t hurt to try.” 


	Gia led Jack to the townhouse’s library where she’d set up the family computer. She and Vicky were starting to use it more and more—Vicky for homework, Gia for reference stills for her paintings. She fired it up, logged onto AOL, and did a Google search for Tara Portman. She got over ten thousand hits, but after glancing at the first half dozen she knew this wasn’t going to give her what she needed.


	“Try ‘missing child,’ ” Jack suggested.


	She typed it in and groaned when the tally bar reported nearly a million hits. But at the top of the list she noticed a number of organizations devoted to finding missing children. A click on one of the links took her to www.abductedchild.org.


	She read the organization’s mission statement as the rest of the welcome screen filled in, and was dismayed to learn it had been founded in 1995.


	“This isn’t going to work. She’s been gone too long.” 


	“Probably right.” Jack said. “But there’s a search button over on the left there. Give it a shot.” 


	She did. The next screen allowed searches by region, by age and physical description, or by name. Gia chose the last. She entered “Portman” in the last name field, ‘Tara’ in the first, and hit enter. The screen blanked, then a color photo began to take shape. Blurry at first, but increasingly sharper as more pixels filled in.


	Hair… Gia felt her saliva begin to vanish when she saw that the child was blond.


	Eyes… her breath leaked away as blue eyes came into focus.


	Nose… lips… chin…


	With a cry, Gia pushed back from the keyboard so hard and fast she might have tipped over if Jack hadn’t been behind her.


	Jack caught her. “What’s wrong?” 


	“That’s…” The words clogged in her throat. Her tongue felt like clay. She pointed to the screen. “It’s her! That’s the child I saw in the house!” 


	Jack knelt beside her, clutching her hand as he stared at the screen.


	“Gia… really? No doubt?” 


	Her voice was a whisper. “None. It’s her.” 


	Jack reached for the abandoned mouse and scrolled down the screen.


	TARA ANN PORTMAN;


	Case Type: Nonfamily Abduction


	DOB: Feb-17-1979


	Height:5‘4”-135cm


	Weight: 60 lbs-28 kg


	Eyes: Blue


	Hair: Blond


	Parents: Joseph and Dorothy Portman


	Circumstances: Tara was last seen in the area of the Kensington Stables in the Kensington section of Brooklyn near Prospect Park after horseback riding.


	Date Missing: Aug-16-1988


	City of Report: Brooklyn


	State of Report: NY


	Country of Report: USA


	The photo above is how Tara looked the year she was abducted. The photo below is age progressed to age 18. Posted 1997


	The age progression showed a strikingly beautiful teenager, a classic homecoming queen if Gia had ever seen one.


	But Tara Portman never made it to her prom. Gia felt her throat constrict. She never even made it to high school.


	“I don’t like this,” Jack said. “Any of it.” 


	Of course not. What was there to like? But Gia had never known Jack as one for obvious statements.


	“What do you mean?” 


	“Abducted kids. First I get involved with one, now you. It bothers me. Too…” 


	“Coincidental?” 


	“Right. And you remember what I was told.” 


	Gia nodded. “No more coincidences.” 


	The mere possibility that such a thing might be true sickened her.


	“You think Tara and Due might be connected?” 


	“I don’t see how. I mean, there’s such a long span between, but then… no more coincidences.” He shrugged. “Let’s see what else we can dig up on her.” 


	The page listed an email contact and three phone numbers: a toll-free for the Abducted Child network, one for the local Brooklyn precinct, and one for the family.


	“Abducted 1988,” Jack said. “That doesn’t fit with the sixties song, but if that’s the girl you saw, we’ll worry about the song later.” 


	“That’s her.” 


	Gia stared at that nine-year-old face, wondering who could have a soul so dead that he’d want to do harm to such beauty, such innocence?


	“Look,” Jack said, pointing to the screen. “Posted in 1997, when she was eighteen. She’d been gone nine years and the family was still looking for her.” 


	“Or looking for closure.” She looked at him. “Jack, we’ve got to do something.” 


	“‘We’? You and the baby are staying far away from Astoria and that house, remember?” 


	“All right then, you—you or somebody else has got to find her remains and let her family bury her.” 


	“I’ll take care of it,” he said. “Just promise me you’ll stay away from there.” 


	“Look at her, Jack. Look at that face. How could you believe that child could hurt anyone?” 


	“Something awful happened to ‘that child.’ Abducted and killed are bad enough, but who knows what was done to her in the time between? She’s not an innocent child anymore. She’s not even human. And I don’t like that she appeared to you and no one else.” 


	“Look what she wrote for the Kentons: ‘Mother.’ That’s me. A mother of one and mother-to-be of another. She wants her mother and I was the closest thing to one in that house.” 


	“Could be,” Jack said slowly. “But I still don’t like it.” 


	“Jack, if she was looking for her daddy she might have appeared to you.” 


	“Why isn’t she looking for her daddy?” 


	“Maybe he’d dead, or her folks were divorced, or maybe she was raised by a single mother.” 


	“Or maybe her daddy’s involved.” 


	Gia hated that thought but had to accept it as a possibility.


	“None of that matters as much as finding her. We can let the police sort out the rest afterwards.” 


	“I’ll handle it,” Jack said. “I’ll be in touch with Lyle tomorrow and see how far he wants to take this. Maybe I can talk him into tearing up his cellar floor.” 


	“And me?” 


	“You work on your paintings and whatever else you usually do on a Wednesday.” 


	“Yes, Poppa.” 


	He kissed her cheek. “Please, Gia. Stay safe and stay put.” 


	Gia nodded. “Okay.” 


	But she couldn’t take her eyes off the Portman family phone number at the bottom of the screen… a 212 exchange… right here in Manhattan…


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	The being that was Tara Portman floats in the darkness between. She knows who she is, she knows who she was, she knows why she is here, she knows who must die.


	But after that death—another death in this place of death—what?


	Return to nothingness?


	No… there must be more. She wants, she needs more.


	Knowledge of her old self has awakened memories of the barely blossoming promise of her life before it was ended.


	Knowing what she has lost… this is agony.


	Knowing all that she will never have, never be… this is unbearable.


	The being that was Tara Portman wants more.


				*
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	“It’s called what?” Abe said, frowning down at the froth-filled cup Jack had just placed before him on the counter.


	“Chai,” Jack said. “They told me at the coffee shop it’s very in.” 


	“What is it?” 


	“Gal said it’s an Indian thing.” 


	“Indian as in the subcontinent?” 


	“Right. Told me it was tea with milk, plus sugar and spice and everything nice.” 


	All true. The woman ahead of him at the coffee shop this morning had ordered a chai and he’d asked about it. He’d figured what the hell, try anything once. Anything to give him a break from thinking about Tara Portman and Gia and Duc Ngo, and all the possible interconnections.


	“I got you a skinny.” 


	Abe’s frown deepened. “A skinny what?” 


	“It means they use skim milk instead of regular—’cause I know you’re watching your waist.” 


	Yeah, Jack thought. Watching it grow.


	Abe continued to stare at the cup. It seemed to have mesmerized him. “How do you spell it?” 


	“C-H-A-I.”;


	Abe shook his head. “You’re pronouncing it all wrong.” He repeated the word his own way, hardening the “ch” to a raspy sound that originated in the back of his throat. “Like Chaim or Chaya or Chanukah.” 


	“Not according to the girl who sold it to me.” 


	Abe shrugged. “Whatever. And I should be drinking this why?” 


	“I read where it’s the new fave drink of all the cool, contemporary, contemplative people. I decided I want to be cool, contemporary, and contemplative.” 


	“For that you’ll need more than a drink. What’s in the other bag you brought in? The one you put on the floor?” 


	“Never mind that now.” Jack lifted his cup. “Let’s give it a go. Chai away.” 


	Abe toasted with his. “Lochai.” 


	Jack took a sip, swirled it across tongue, then looked around for a place to spit. Finding none, he swallowed.


	Abe’s sour expression mirrored Jack’s sentiments. “Like an accident in a clove factory.” 


	Jack nodded as he recapped his cup. “Well, now that I’ve tried chai, I can tell you that I feel cool and contemporary, but I’m also contemplating why anyone would want to drink this stuff.” 


	Abe handed his cup to Jack. “See if you can get a refund. Meanwhile, have you got in that second bag what I hope?” 


	Jack retrieved the bag from the floor and produced two coffees. “Just in case the chai sucked.” 


	Jack took a quick sip to rinse the chai taste out of his mouth, then settled over the Post, flipping the pages in search of a particular name.


	“Have you seen any mention of Carl and Elizabeth Foster, or Madame Pomerol?” 


	“The psychic lady?” Abe shook his head. “Neither of them made the news today.” 


	Jack closed his paper. “Didn’t expect anything so soon.” He sipped his coffee, grateful for the familiar flavor. “Come up with any ideas on making me a citizen?” 


	“Nothing yet, but I’m thinking.” 


	He told Abe his idea about assuming a dead man’s identity.


	Abe shrugged. “As a plan it’s got possibilities, but God forbid a long-lost sister should come looking. What do you do then?” 


	“I improvise.” 


	“Not good. If that plan’s going to work, you’ve got to find a dead man with no friends and no living family.” 


	“Tall order.” 


	Very tall. So tall it was bringing Jack down.


	Abe looked at him. “How do you feel about getting out?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Not sure. Maybe it’s time. I’ve been lucky. I’ve mined this vein for years without getting myself killed or crippled. Maybe I should take this as a sign to stop stretching my luck and call it quits. I’ve had a good run, saved a decent amount of money. Maybe it’s time to kick back and enjoy the fruits of my labors.” 


	“Before forty? You’ll do what with your time?” 


	“Don’t know yet. I’ll think of something. Hey, need a stock boy?” 


	“Oy!” 


	“No? Well then how about you, Abe? How do you feel about me getting out?” 


	Abe sighed. “With fatherhood looming, it’s a good thing. Overdue, even.” 


	The remark took Jack by surprise. This was the last thing he expected to hear from Abe.


	“Why do you say that?” 


	“Because you’re mellowing.” 


	Jack laughed. “That chai must be potent stuff. It’s affecting your brain. Me? Mellowing? Never.” 


	“You are. You think maybe I’m blind? I’ve watched it. A slow process, it’s been, but it’s happening. Ever since you and Gia got back together. Almost a year now, right?” 


	“A year ago this month.” 


	“You see? I’m right. Before last summer you were a lobster—a spiny lobster.” 


	“And what am I now? A softshell crab?” 


	“S’teitsh! Let me finish. Lobsterman Jack kept to his shell. With all his spines sticking out, people kept their distance. Nobody touched him. Such a hair trigger he had. Now…” Abe gave one of his major shrugs, palms turned up, lips turned down. “Now, I should dare say, you’ve opened a few windows in your shell. You take a longer view. That’s the result of the love of a good woman.” 


	Jack smiled. “She’s that, all right.” 


	“Until Gia, you never had anyone you cared about. Like a daredevil you were. Completely reckless. Now, you’ve got someone you want to get back to, someone you know is waiting for you. That changes everything. Makes you more careful.” 


	“I’ve always been careful. It’s essential in my business.” 


	“But you can be too careful,” Abe said. “And that’s why I’m glad you’re getting out. Because having a child will make you way too careful.” 


	“No such thing as too careful.” 


	“In your field of work, there is. I know you, Jack. Once that child is born, it’s going to be the center of your world. You’ll feel responsible for its welfare and well-being. Beyond responsible. You’ll obsess about it. You’ll want to be there for it, want to get home safe every night so it shouldn’t have to grow up without a father. That’s going to push you past too-careful into cautious. Ultimately it’s going to make you hesitant in a field where an instant’s hesitation can kill you. I’ll miss Repairman Jack, but at least Daddyman Jack will still be alive to come around for breakfast, and maybe bring the little one with him.” 


	“You’re overstating this just a little bit, don’t you think?” 


	Abe shook his head. “Unless you quit or drastically limit the types of jobs you take on—jobs that will be no fun for you—I don’t see you surviving a year after your baby is born.” 


	Jack went silent, thinking about that. Didn’t buy it, didn’t believe it, but it shook him to know Abe did.


	In the long run, though, what did it matter? He was getting out. He was going to become Citizen Jack.


	Talk about a bowel-clenching thought.


	This life he’d been leading had had more than its share of hair-raising moments, and flying below the radar twenty-four-seven could be exhausting at times, and there were many days he wearied of looking over his shoulder, but damn he loved getting up in the morning without knowing what the day would bring.


	Going straight was going to be so strange.


	But it would pay the dividend of allowing his child to be able to stand anyplace with anyone and point to him and say, That’s my dad.
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	The ride home hadn’t been so bad, and getting in and out of the car had been bearable, but the steps… even with Adrian helping him, negotiating the narrow staircase up to his apartment above the store was agony.


	Finally he was able to ease himself into a recliner, close his eyes, and catch his breath.


	Good to be out of the hospital and free of all those tubes—although his belly still quivered at the memory of Nurse Horgan removing his catheter this morning. Good to be back in his home which, in sharp contrast to the cluttered store below, was furnished in a spare, minimalist style with bare walls, naked hardwood floors, and light, spindly furniture. The recliner was a blatant anomaly; a home needed at least one comfortable chair.


	“Here. Take this.” 


	Eli looked up and saw Adrian standing before him with a glass of water and two Percocets in his huge hands.


	“You’re a good man, Adrian. Thank you. How is your leg?” 


	He flexed his knee. “Much better. But the headaches are terrible. And I still can’t remember Monday night. I remember having dinner…” 


	“Yes-yes,” Eli said, thinking, Please let’s not hear that again. “The doctor said you might never remember what happened. Perhaps you should count yourself lucky you don’t.” 


	“I don’t feel lucky,” Adrian said. He crossed his long arms over his chest and hugged himself. Eli wondered if his hands touched in the back. “I feel scared.” 


	Odd to imagine that such a big man could be frightened. But Adrian wasn’t a thug. He had a law degree and assisted Judge Marcus Warren of the New York State Supreme Court.


	“You’re afraid this man is going to attack us again?” 


	“I’m not afraid of that. In fact I almost wish he would.” Adrian balled his hands into giant fists. “I’d love to make him pay for what he did to me. No, I’m afraid that we won’t get the Ceremony done in time… you know, before the equinox.” 


	“We will. I haven’t missed one for two hundred and six years. I’m not about to start now.” 


	“But what if we don’t?” 


	The possibility spilled acid through Eli’s chest. “The consequences for you will be minimal. You’ll merely have to start a new cycle of Ceremonies.” 


	“But I’ve already invested five years.” 


	An initiate had to participate in an unbroken chain of twenty-nine annual cycles before the aging process stopped and invulnerability was conferred. Once the chain was broken, the count went back to zero and had to be started again.


	“And that’s all you will lose—five years of Ceremonies. Nothing. For me, on the other hand, the consequences will be catastrophic. All the ills, all the injuries, all the aging the Ceremony had shielded me from for the last two centuries will come crashing back at once.” 


	His dying would be long and slow and exquisitely painful. These stab wounds would seem mere pinpricks.


	“But after you’re gone,” Adrian said, “who will perform the Ceremony?” 


	Eli shook his head. He wanted to ask, Do you ever think of anyone but yourself? But he held his tongue. Adrian was no different from any of the others in the Circle. No more self-centered than myself, Eli supposed.


	“No one,” Eli said, relishing the growing dismay in Adrian’s expression. “Unless the one who attacked us wishes to accept you as an initiate.” 


	Adrian frowned. “I don’t understand.” 


	Eli sighed. They’d discussed this already, but Adrian’s short-term memory still wasn’t up to snuff.


	“I believe the one who attacked us is an adept like myself who knows the Ceremony. That is the only way he could harm me.” 


	“Yes,” Adrian said. “Yes, I remember.” 


	“But I believe his real purpose is to destroy my Circle. He has a Circle of his own and does not want competition.” 


	“Then I think I should stay here with you,” Adrian blurted. “Until you’re well enough to protect yourself, that is.” 


	Eli considered the idea and liked it. He could certainly use some assistance for the next few days—he could take care of his dressing changes himself, but help with meals and running errands would be most welcome.


	No use appearing too anxious, though. Adrian seemed scared half to death that something would happen to him before the next Ceremony. Nothing wrong with making him sweat a little.


	“I don’t think so, Adrian,” he said. “I’m used to living alone. I don’t think I’d do well with constant company.” 


	“I’ll stay out of your way. I promise. Just let me stay through the weekend. I’m not going back to court until next week. I can watch over things until then.” 


	Like a puppy dog. Or a huge Great Mastiff, rather. Time to throw him a bone.


	“Oh, very well. I suppose I could put up with it for a few days.” 


	“Wonderful! I’ll go home, pack a few things, and be back in an hour.” 


	He turned and limped toward the door.


	“Wait,” Eli said. “Before you go, could you hand me the phone?” 


	“Of course. Expecting a call?” 


	“Freddy is supposed to call when he’s identified that woman who was quoted on TV last night. I don’t want to miss that call.” He smiled. “I do hope she’s having a nice day, because as soon as I learn her name, her life will go in the shitter.” 


	“I don’t like Strauss,” Adrian said. “He said things about you last night.” 


	“When?” 


	“As he was wheeling me back to my room. He said he was beginning to wonder about you, whether you’re really as old as you say you are.” 


	“Did he now?” This was interesting.


	“He said he did some background on you years ago, and found you were born in the 1940s—I forget the year—to a pair of Italian immigrants.” 


	“Yes, he confronted me with that early on, and I explained to him that it was a false identity. I searched out and contacted a number of poor couples named Bellitto until I found a pair who agreed—for the appropriate sum—to register my name as a home birth. They’re dead now and cannot back me up, so I fear you’ll just have to trust my word.” 


	“Oh, I do,” Adrian said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m just repeating what Strauss told me. He said he could never prove one way or the other whether you were as old as you say you are or just plain crazy—again, his words, not mine. He told me last night that now that you’ve been wounded, he’s starting to lean more toward crazy.” 


	“Is he now,” Eli said. “How ungrateful. I believe I shall have to have a word with Freddy.” 


	“Don’t tell him I told you.” 


	Eli stared at Adrian. For a bright man he could be so naive at times.


	“Why do you think he said any of this to you? He knew you’d tell me. He wanted you to tell me. He’s having second thoughts and hopes I will ease his doubts. What he doesn’t understand is that I don’t care what he thinks. However, his police contacts are valuable to the Circle so I suppose I must confront him and settle this.” 


	“Wait till you’re feeling better,” Adrian said.


	It was so much easier in the old days, Eli thought. I didn’t need the Circle. Once a year I’d simply find a wayward child, perform the Ceremony, and go my way. But things have become so complicated these days. With crime detection techniques what they are, one needs backup, connections, networks to safely secure a child year after year.


	He needed the Circle as much as the Circle needed him. But they needn’t know that.


	Eli loosed a drawn-out sigh and rubbed his eyes. “Maybe I should disband the Circle and go it alone. That was how I began… alone.” 


	Eli peeked through his fingers to see if his little speech had had the desired effect. The look of horror on Adrian’s face confirmed that it had.


	“No! Eli, you mustn’t even think that! I’ll talk to the others. We’ll—” 


	“No. I shall handle it. I’ll give it one more chance. Now, you run off and get your things while I make some calls.” 


	After Adrian was gone, Eli leaned back in his recliner and closed his eyes.


	… he could never prove one way or the other whether you were as old as you say you are or just plain crazy…


	Sometimes, Eli admitted, I wonder about that myself.


	He had memories of his early years in eighteenth-century Italy, his discovery of the Ceremony in a stone vault in Riomaggiore among the Cinque Terre along the Liguorian coast, and then the long trail of hundreds of years and hundreds of sacrificed children, but they were vague, almost as if he’d dreamed them. He wished he could recall more detail.


	What if Strauss’s suspicions were correct? What if he were no more than a murderous madman trying to turn back the clock, who’d told his mad stories to himself and others so many times he’d come to believe them?


	No! Eli slammed his fist against the armrest of the recliner. What was he thinking? He wasn’t mad or deluded. It was the pain, the drugs…


	… the wound…


	Yes, the wound. There lay the wellspring of his doubts. He shouldn’t have been wounded at all. That was the legacy of the Ceremony—life and personal impregnability. It didn’t make an adept invulnerable to petty injuries like papercuts and such. But a stab wound… the blade was supposed to glance off the skin.


	Unless it was wielded by another adept.


	Uneasy, Eli took out the number Strauss had given him last night and tapped it into the phone. And just like last night, his attacker was “not available at this time.” 


	Eli broke the connection and simmered. He would put the number into speed dial and keep calling. The man had to turn his phone on sometime, and one of those times Eli would connect. And then they’d talk, and Eli would learn about his attacker, induce him into a slip of the tongue, and then he’d have him.


				*

	


	
3


	Lyle suppressed a yawn as he went through the preliminaries with a new sitter. Not that he was bored talking about his spirit guide—how could Ifasen feel anything but excitement about communing with his ancient mentor Ogunfiditimi? Lyle was dead tired. He felt as if he’d spent the night completing an ironman triathlon.


	Tara Portman or whatever it was had rested easy last night after the spirit-writing display. No noises, no blood, no breakage. Still sleep had eluded Lyle. The mere expectation of noise, blood, or breakage had turned his mattress into a bed of nails.


	Charlie, on the other hand, looked fresh and fully rested this morning. That Bible of his, no doubt.


	But Lyle’s malaise went beyond fatigue. He couldn’t pin it down. Not so much a matter of feeling bad as not feeling right. He felt… changed. The world looked and felt different. Shadows seemed deeper, lights brighter, sharper, the air felt charged, as if something momentous was in the offing.


	He shook it off. He had work to do.


	With the Channeling Room repaired, they’d begun rescheduling sittings. Lyle had adjusted the day’s appointments to leave room for the meeting with Konstantin Kristadoulou. He’d called the old real estate agent first thing this morning and set up a meeting at one o’clock. He’d left a message for Jack about the time and place.


	But that would be this afternoon. This was now, and Lyle wasn’t happy with now. Melba Toomey was a far-from-ideal sitter. Lyle blamed his distracted state for allowing her to slip past the screening process. She would not be a good subject at any time, but especially not as the first of the day.


	But she’d paid her money for a private sitting and now faced him across the table in her housedress and flower-decked straw hat, dark eyes bright with expectation in her black face.


	According to the information on her questionnaire, Melba was fifty-three and cleaned houses for a living. Not at all typical of Ifasen’s clientele, and certainly not the social class he was courting.


	Lyle cringed at the thought of how long it must have taken her to save enough for a private sitting. But she’d said on her questionnaire that she’d come to him because he was black—didn’t say African-American. Black.


	Melba Toomey wanted to know if her husband Clarence was alive or dead; and if he was dead, she wanted to speak to him.


	Lyle did his utmost to avoid the class of sitter whose concerns deprived him of precious wiggle room. Melba was the worst of that class: Alive or dead… was there a more black-or-white, yes-or-no proposition than that? It left him zero wiggle.


	He’d have to do a cold reading on Clarence through Melba to try and get a grip on what kind of man Clarence was so as to make a roughly educated guess on whether he might be alive or dead.


	I’m going to be sweating for my daily bread this round, he thought.


	Lyle had placed two potato-size stones on the table, telling her that they were from Ogunfiditimi’s birth place and, because Ogunfiditimi hadn’t met her before, it enhanced first-time contact if she kept a good grip on those stones. It also kept her hands where Lyle could see them.


	To set the mood—and kill some time—Lyle treated Melba to the histrionics, the table and chair tipping, then settled down to business.


	Lyle came out of his pseudo trance and stared at her, watching closely. Her features were slightly fuzzy in the dim red light from overhead, but clear enough to pick up what he needed. Body language, visual cues in a blink of the eyes, a twist of the mouth, a twitch of a cheek… Lyle could read them like an old salt reads the sea.


	First, some try-ons. She’d mentioned on her questionnaire that Clarence had been missing since June second. He’d start there.


	“I’m getting a sense of a state of absence… of separation since… why does early June keep popping into my head?” 


	“The second of June!” Melba cried. “That’s when I last saw Clarence! He went off to work in the morning and never came home. I haven’t seen or heard from him since.” She worked a used tissue out of her housedress pocket and dabbed her eyes. “Oh, Lord, you do have the gift, don’t you.” 


	Oh, yes, Lyle thought. The gift of remembering what you’ve forgotten you’ve told me.


	“Please keep your hands on the stones, Melba,” he reminded her. “It weakens contact when you remove them.” 


	“Oh, sorry.” She placed her hands back on the stones.


	Good. Keep them there, he thought.


	The last thing he wanted her to do was reach for her pocketbook. Because Charlie, covered head to toe in black, should have crept out of his command center by now and be ready to grab it from where it sat on the floor next to her chair.


	“I told the police but I don’t think they’s doing much to find him. They don’t seem the least bit interested.” 


	“They’re very busy, Melba,” he told her.


	Her distress sent a shot of guilt through Lyle. He wasn’t going to do any more for her than the cops.


	Value for value…


	He shook it off and formulated another try-on. The first had been just an easy warm-up, to break the ice and gain a smidgen of her confidence. From here it got a little tougher.


	Look at her: cleans houses, bargain-rack clothing; he couldn’t see Clarence as a corporate exec. She mentioned him going off to work as if it were a routine thing. Good chance he had a steady blue-collar job, maybe union.


	Try-on number two…


	“Why do I want to say he worked in a trade?” 


	“He was an electrician!” 


	“A loyal union man.” 


	She frowned. “No. He was never in a union.” 


	Whoops, but easy enough to save. “But I get the feeling he wanted to be in the union.” 


	“Yes! How did you know! That poor man. He tried so many times but never qualified. He was always talking about how much more money he could be making if he was in the union.” 


	Lyle nodded sagely. “Ah, that was what I was picking up.” 


	Let’s see… blue-collar, frustrated… maybe Clarence liked to knock back a few after work? And even if he was a teetotaler or an ex-drinker, the temptation to drink offered a ready fallback.


	“I’m getting the impression of a dimly lit place, the smell of smoke, the clink of glassware…” 


	“Leon’s! That awful place! He’d go there after work and come home reeking of beer. Sometimes he wouldn’t come home till after midnight. We had such terrible fights over it.” 


	Drunk… frustrated… go for it, but keep it vague.


	“I’m led to say that some harm was done?” 


	Melba looked away. “He never meant to hurt me. It’s just that sometimes, when I got him real mad after he came home late, he’d take a swing. He didn’t mean nothin’ by it. But now that he’s gone…” She sobbed and grabbed the tissue to dab at her eyes again. “I’d rather have him home late than not at all.” 


	“I’m losing contact!” Lyle said. “The hands! The stones. Please stay in contact with the stones.” 


	Melba grabbed them again. “I’m sorry. It’s just—” 


	“I understand, but you must hold the stones.” 


	“Got her wallet here,” said Charlie’s voice in his earpiece. Obviously he’d made it back to his command center with the pocketbook. “Picture of her and some fat guy—I mean, I could be looking at the Notorious B.I.G. here—but no kid pics.” 


	Lyle said, “I’m looking for children but…” 


	He left a blank space, hoping she’d fill it in. As with most sitters, she didn’t disappoint.


	“We didn’t have any. Lord knows we tried but…” She sighed. “It never happened.” 


	“Not much else goin’ down here,” Charlie said. “Keys, a lipstick, hey—beat this: a harmonica. Bet it ain’t hers. Good shot it’s her old man’s. I’ll get the bag back lickity.” 


	While waiting, Lyle made a few remarks about Clarence’s weight problems to bolster further his psychic credibility. The picture he’d formed of Clarence was that of a frustrated, money-squeezed, bad-tempered drinker. An answer to a dead-or-alive question on a guy like that had to lean toward dead. He might have got himself involved in some quick-buck scheme that went wrong, leaving him food for the worms or the fish.


	Lyle felt a tap on his leg: Charlie had returned the bag.


	Lyle cleared his throat. “Why am I hearing music? It sounds reedy. Could it be a harmonica?” 


	“Yes! Clarence loved to play the harmonica. People told him he was terrible.” Melba smiled. “And he was. He was just awful. But that never stopped him from trying.” 


	“Why do I sense his harmonica nearby?” 


	She gasped. “I brought one with me! How could you know?” 


	Preferring to let her provide her own answer to that, Lyle said, “It might facilitate contact if I can touch an object that belongs to the one we seek.” 


	“It’s in my handbag.” Melba glanced at her hands where they rested on the stones, then back at Lyle. “Do you think I could…?” 


	“Yes, but one hand only, please.” 


	“We gonna take this poor lady’s money, bro?” Charlie asked in his ear. “She ain’t exactly our usual breed of fish.” 


	Lyle couldn’t give him an answer, but the same hesitancy had been nibbling at him throughout the sitting.


	He watched Melba free her right hand, pull her handbag up to her lap, and fish out a scratched and dented harmonica with “Hohner Special 20 Marine Band” embossed along the top.


	“This was his favorite,” she said, pushing it across the table.


	Lyle reached toward it, then stopped as warning alarms rang through his nerve ends. Why? Why shouldn’t he touch the harmonica?


	After a few awkward seconds, with Melba’s expression moving toward a puzzled frown, Lyle set his jaw and took hold of the harmonica—


	—and cried out as the room did a sudden turn and then disappeared and he was standing in another room, a suite in the Bellagio in Vegas, watching a fat man he knew to be Clarence Toomey snore beside a blonde Lyle knew to be a hooker he’d hired for the night. He knew everything—the half-million-dollar lottery prize Clarence had won and kept secret from his wife until he’d collected the money, how he’d left home and never looked back.


	Melba’s cry from somewhere in front of him: “What’s wrong?” 


	Charlie in his ear: “Lyle! What’s happenin’?” 


	The feel of the harmonica in his hands… uncoiling his fingers one by one until…


	The harmonica dropped onto the table and abruptly Lyle was back in the Channeling Room, looking at Melba who faced him with wide eyes and her hands pressed against her mouth.


	“Lyle! Answer me! Are you all right?” 


	“I’m okay,” Lyle said, for Melba’s sake as well as his brother’s.


	But he was anything but okay.


	What had just happened? Was it real? Had he truly been looking at Clarence Toomey or imagining it? It had seemed so real, and yet… it couldn’t be.


	Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. He didn’t know what to make of it.


	“Ifasen?” Melba said. “What happened? Did you see anything? Did you see my Clarence?” 


	What could he say? Even if he were sure it was true—and he wasn’t, not at all—how do you tell a woman that her husband is bedded down in Vegas with a hooker?


	“I’m not sure what I saw,” Lyle said. Couldn’t get much truer than that. He pushed back from the table. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut short our session. I… I don’t feel well.” No lie. He felt like hell.


	“No, please,” Melba said.


	“I’m sorry. I will refund your money.” 


	“Mah man!” Charlie said in his ear.


	“I don’t care about the money,” Melba said. “I want my Clarence. How will I find him?” 


	“The lottery,” Lyle said.


	She looked at him. “The lottery? I don’t understand.” 


	“Neither do I, but that was the message that came through the clearest. Check with the New York State Lottery. Ask them about Clarence. That’s all I can tell you.” 


	If she did that, and if Lyle’s vision had been real—a big if—she’d learn about Clarence’s big win. She could hire someone to track him down, maybe get a piece of whatever was left.


	She wanted to find her husband, but success was going to bring her only a load of hurt.


	Charlie appeared, looking at him strangely. He had to be bursting with a million questions, but couldn’t ask them while Melba was here.


	Lyle said, “Kehinde will show you out and return your money. And remember what I told you: Check with the lottery. Do it today.” 


	Melba’s expression was troubled. “I don’t understand any of this, but at least you tried to help. That’s more than the police have done.” She held out her hand. “Thank you.” 


	Lyle gripped her hand and stifled a gasp as a whirlwind of sensations blew through him—a brief period of anger, then sadness, then loneliness, all dragging along for a year and a half, maybe more, but certainly less than two, and then darkness—hungry darkness that gobbled up Melba and everything around her.


	He dropped her hand quickly, as if he’d received a shock. Was that Melba’s future? Was that all she had left? Less than two years?


	“Good-bye,” he said and backed away.


	Charlie led her toward the waiting room, giving Lyle an odd look over his shoulder.


	“Ifasen is not himself today,” he told Melba.


	Damn right he’s not himself, Lyle thought as uneasiness did a slow crawl down his spine. But who the hell is he?


				*
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	Jack will kill me when he finds out.


	Gia stood before the flaking apartment door and hesitated. Against all her better judgment she’d gone back to the abductedchild.org web site and called the family number listed on Tara Portman’s page. She’d asked the man who answered if he was related to Tara Portman—he said he was her father—and told him that she was a writer who did freelance work for a number of newspapers. She was planning a series of articles about children who had been missing more than ten years and could he spare a few moments to speak to her?


	His answer had been a laconic, Sure, why not? He told her she could stop by any time because he was almost always in.


	So now she was standing in the hot, third-floor hallway of a rundown apartment building in the far-West Forties and afraid to take the next step. She’d dressed in a trim, businessy blue suit, the one she usually wore to meetings with art directors, and carried a pad and a tape recorder in her shoulder bag.


	She wished she’d asked about Mrs. Portman—was she alive, were they still married, would she be home?


	The fact that Tara had written “Mother” with no mention of her father might be significant; might say something about her relationship with her father; might even mean, as Jack had suggested, that he was involved in her disappearance.


	But the fact remained that the ghost of Tara Portman had appeared to Gia and Gia alone, and that fact buzzed through her brain like a trapped wasp. She’d have no peace until she learned what Tara Portman wanted. That seemed to center on the mother she’d mentioned.


	“Well, I’ve come this far,” she muttered. “Can’t stop now.” 


	She knocked on the door. It was opened a moment later by a man in his mid-forties. Tara’s blue eyes looked out from his jowly, unshaven face; his heavy frame was squeezed into a dingy T-shirt with yellowed armpits and coffee stains down the front, cut-off shorts, and no shoes. His longish dark blond hair stuck out in all directions.


	“What?” he said.


	Gia suppressed the urge to run. “I—I’m the reporter who called earlier?” 


	“Oh, yeah, yeah.” He stuck out his hand. “Joe Portman. Come in.” 


	A sour mix of old sweat and older food puckered Gia’s nostrils as she stepped through the doorway into the tiny apartment, but she stifled her reaction. Joe Portman hustled around, turning off the TV and picking up scattered clothing from the floor and a sagging couch; he rolled them into a ball and tossed them into a closet.


	“Sorry. Didn’t expect you so soon.” He turned to her. “Coffee?” 


	“Thanks, no. I just had some.” 


	He dropped onto the couch and indicated the chair next to the TV for her.


	“You know,” he said, “this is really strange. The other night I was sitting right here, watching the Yankees, when I suddenly thought of Tara.” 


	Gia seated herself carefully. “You don’t usually think of her?” 


	He shrugged. “For too many years she was all I thought of. Look where it got me. Now I try not to think of her. My doctor at the clinic tells me let the past be past and get on with my life. I’m learning to do that. But it’s slow. And hard.” 


	A thought struck Gia. “What night was it when you had this sudden thought of Tara?” 


	“It was more than a thought, actually. For an instant, just a fraction of a second, I thought she was in the room. Then the feeling was gone.” 


	“But when?” 


	He looked at the ceiling. “Let’s see… the Yanks were playing in Oakland so it was Friday night.” 


	“Late?” 


	“Pretty. Eleven or so, I’d guess. Why?” 


	“Just wondering,” Gia said, hiding the chill that swept through her.


	Joe Portman had sensed his daughter’s presence during the earthquake under Menelaus Manor.


	“Well, the reason I brought it up is, Friday night I get this feeling about Tara, then this morning you call wanting to do an article about her. Is that synchronicity or what?” 


	Synchronicity… not the kind of word Gia expected from someone who looked like Joe Portman.


	“Life is strange sometimes,” Gia said.


	“That it is.” He sighed, then looked at her. “Okay, reporter lady, what can I tell you?” 


	“Well, maybe we could start with how it happened?” 


	“The abduction? You can read about that in detail in all the old newspapers.” 


	“But I’d like to hear it from you.” 


	His eyes narrowed, his languid voice sharpened. “You sure you’re a writer? You’re not a cop, are you?” 


	“No. Not at all. Why do you ask?” 


	He leaned back and stared at his hands, folded in his lap. “Because I was a suspect for a while. Dot too.” 


	“Dot is your wife?” 


	“Dorothy, yeah. Well, she was. Anyway, the cops kept coming up empty and… that was the time when stories about satanic cults and ritual abuse were big in the papers… so they started looking at us, trying to see if we were into any weird shit. Thank God we weren’t or we might have been charged. It’s hard to see how things could have worked out any worse, but that definitely would’ve been worse.” 


	“How did it happen?” 


	He sighed. “I’ll give you the short version.” He glanced at her. “Aren’t you taking notes?” 


	How dumb! she thought, reaching into her bag for her cassette recorder.


	“I’d like to record this, if that’s okay.” 


	“Sure. We lived in Kensington. That’s a section of Brooklyn. You know it?” 


	Gia shook her head. “I didn’t grow up in New York.” 


	“Well, it sounds ritzy, but it’s not. It’s just plain old middle class, nothing special. I worked for Chase here in the city, Dot worked out there as a secretary for the District 20 school board. We did okay. We liked Kensington because it was close to Prospect Park and Green-Wood Cemetery. Believe it or not, we saw the cemetery as a plus. It’s a pretty place.” He looked down at his hands again. “Maybe if we’d lived somewhere else, Tara would still be with us.” 


	“How did it happen?” 


	He sighed. “When Tara was eight we took her to Kensington stables up near the parade grounds. You know, so she could see the horses. One ride and she was an instant horse lover. Couldn’t keep her away. So we sprung for riding lessons and she was a natural. For a year she rode three days a week—Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, and Saturday morning. On Thursdays she’d have to wait a little while before Dot could pick her up. We told her to stay at the stables—do not under any circumstances leave the stables. And for a year it worked out fine. Then one Thursday afternoon Dot arrived to pick her up—right on time, I want you to know—and… no Tara.” His voice cracked. “We never saw or heard from her again.” 


	“And no witnesses, no clues?” 


	“Not a single one. We did learn, though, that she hadn’t listened to us. Folks at the stable said she used to leave for a few minutes on Thursdays and return with a pretzel—you know, the big kind they sell from the pushcarts. The cops found the pushcart guy who remembered her—said she came by every Thursday afternoon in her riding clothes—but he hadn’t seen anything different that day. She bought a pretzel as usual and headed back toward the stable. But she never made it.” He punched his thigh. “If only she’d listened.” 


	“What was she like?” Gia said. “What did she like besides horses?” 


	“You want to know?” he said, pushing himself out of the sofa. “That’s easy. I’ll let you see for yourself.” 


	He walked around the sofa and motioned Gia to follow. She found him standing over a black trunk with brass fittings. He pulled it a few feet closer to the window and opened the lid.


	“There,” he said, rising. “Go ahead. Take a look. That’s all that’s left of my little girl.” 


	Gia knelt and looked but didn’t touch. She felt as if she were violating someone, or committing a sacrilege. She saw a stack of unframed photos and forced herself to pick it up and shuffle through them: Shots of Tara at all ages. A beautiful child, even as an infant. She stopped at one with Tara sitting atop a big chestnut mare.


	“That was Rhonda, Tara’s favorite horse,” Portman said, looking over her shoulder.


	But Gia was transfixed on Tara’s clothing: a red-and-white checked shirt, riding breeches, and boots. Exactly what she’d been wearing at Menelaus Manor.


	“Did… did she wear riding clothes a lot?” 


	“That’s what she was wearing when she disappeared. In colder weather she’d wear a competition coat and cap. Made her look like the heiress to an English estate. God she loved that horse. Would you believe she’d bake cookies for it? Big thick grainy things. The horse loved them. What a kid.” 


	Gia glanced at Portman and saw the wistful, lost look on his face and knew then he’d had nothing to do with his daughter’s death.


	She flipped further into the stack and stopped at a photo of Tara beside a trim, good-looking man in his thirties. Their hair and eyes were matching shades of blond and blue. With a start she realized it was her father.


	“Yeah, that was me. I was Portman then, now I’m portly man.” He patted his gut. “It’s all the meds they’ve got me on. Name an antidepressant and I’ve tried it. Every one of them gives me these carbohydrate cravings. Plus the only exercise I get is moving around this place.” He waved his hand at the tiny apartment. “Which, as you can imagine, isn’t much.” 


	“You said you worked for Chase?” 


	“‘Worked’ is right. Not a big job, but a solid one. I made decent money. And I was planning on getting my MBA, but… things didn’t work out.” 


	Gia flipped to the next picture. Tara standing beside a slim, attractive brunette.


	“That was Dorothy,” Portman said.


	“Her mother.” 


	Portman shook his head. “She took Tara’s disappearance harder than I did, which is pretty hard to imagine. They were best buds, those two. Did everything together. Dot never recovered.” 


	Gia was almost afraid to ask. “Where is she now?” 


	“In a hospital room, hooked up to a feeding tube.” 


	“Oh, no!” 


	Portman seemed to go on automatic pilot as his eyes unfocused and his voice became mechanical. “Car accident. Happened in 1993, on the fifth anniversary of Tara’s disappearance. Ran into a bridge abutment on the LIE. Permanent brain damage. Because of the speed she was going, the insurance company said it was a suicide attempt. Our side said it was an accident. We met somewhere in the middle but it still didn’t come near covering her ongoing medical expenses.” 


	“What do you think happened?” 


	“I don’t know what happened, but what I think is between me and Dot. Anyway, I couldn’t afford to pay for all the care she needed—I mean I couldn’t lose the house because I had to think of Jimmy who I had to raise all by myself then.” 


	“Jimmy?” 


	“Flip ahead a few photos. There. That’s Jimmy.” 


	Gia saw Tara next to a dark-haired boy with a gap-toothed smile.


	“He looks younger.” 


	“By two years. He was five there.” 


	“Where is he now?” 


	“In rehab. Booze, crack, heroin. You name it.” He shook his head. “Our fault, not his.” 


	“Why do you say that?” 


	“Jimmy was six-and-a-half when Tara disappeared. We forgot about him when that happened. Everything was Tara, Tara, Tara.” 


	“That’s understandable.” 


	“Not when you’re six. And then seven. And then eight-nine-ten, and your family life is an ongoing wake for your sister. Then at eleven he loses his mother. I’m sure he heard the suicide talk. And to him that meant his mother had abandoned him, that her grief over her dead daughter was greater than her love for her living son. He was too young to understand that maybe she hadn’t thought it through, that maybe it was the worst day of her life and some crazy impulse took control.” 


	Gia saw his throat working as he looked away. She couldn’t think of anything to say except, You poor man, that poor boy. But that sounded condescending, so she waited in the leaden silence.


	Finally Joe Portman sniffed and said, “You know, you can keep hope alive for only so long. When we hit the five-year mark and no Tara, we had to… we had to accept the worst. Maybe if I’d been with her more that fifth anniversary day, Dot might have got past it, and she’d still be up and about today. But everything must have looked too black to go on—maybe just for a few minutes or an hour, but that was enough. So now Jimmy was motherless and his father still wasn’t paying attention to him, what with all that Dot needed.” Portman rubbed his face, as if massaging his jowls. “Jimmy’s first bust—the first of many—was at age thirteen for selling marijuana and it was all downhill from there.” 


	Gia felt a growing knot in her chest. The pain this man, this family had been through… no wonder he was on medication.


	“Then I learned I had to divorce Dot.” 


	“Had to?” 


	“To save the house and—so I hoped at the time—to save Jimmy, I had to divorce her. That way she’d be without support and could qualify for welfare and be covered by Medicaid. The irony of it is, if I’d waited a couple of years it wouldn’t have been necessary.” 


	“You mean they changed the law?” 


	“No.” He smiled, but it was a painful grimace. “I stopped going to work. Jimmy was in a juvenile detention center at the time and I was alone in the house, and I just couldn’t get myself out of bed. And if by some miracle I did, I couldn’t leave the house. I kept the shades down and the lights off and just sat in the dark, afraid to move. Finally the bank let me go. And then I lost the house, and wound up on welfare and on Medicaid, just like Dot.” 


	Almost numb from the torrent of pain, Gia placed the photos back in the trunk and looked around for something that might elicit happier memories. She picked up a short stack of vinyl record albums. The cover of the first featured a close-up of a cute red-haired girl with a wistful stare.


	Gia heard Joe Portman let out a short laugh, not much more than a “Heh.” 


	“Tiffany. Tara’s favorite. She played those records endlessly, from the moment she got home.” 


	Gia flipped the top one over. She remembered Tiffany, how she toured shopping malls at the start of her career. What were her hits? She did new versions of old songs. Hadn’t she redone an early Beatles tune? Gia scanned through the song list…


	She gasped.


	“What’s wrong?” Portman said.


	“Oh, nothing.” Gia swallowed, trying to moisten her dry tongue. “It’s just that I’d forgotten that Tiffany remade ‘I Think We’re Alone Now.’” 


	“Oh, that song!” Portman groaned. “Tara would sing it day and night. She had a great voice, never missed a note, but how many times can you listen to the same song? Drove us crazy! But you know what?” His voice thickened. “I’d give anything in the world—my life—to hear her sing it again. Just once.” 


	If Gia had harbored any subconscious doubts that the entity in Menelaus Manor was Tara Portman, they’d vanished now.


	She dug deeper into the trunk and came up with a plush doll she immediately recognized.


	“Roger Rabbit!” 


	Portman reached past her and took the doll, He turned it over in his hands, staring at it with brimming eyes.


	“Roger,” he whispered. “I almost forgot about you.” He gave Gia a quick glance. “I haven’t been in here in a while.” He sighed. “The movie came out the summer she disappeared. She made me take her three times, and I swear every time she laughed harder than before. Probably would have had to take her a fourth time if…” 


	He handed back the doll.


	Gia stared at its wide blue eyes and felt tears begin to slip down her cheeks. She quickly wiped her eyes, but not quickly enough.


	“I’ll be damned,” Portman said.


	“What?” 


	“A reporter with feelings. I can’t tell you how many reporters I’ve talked to since 1988, and you’re the first who’s ever shown any real emotion.” 


	“Maybe they were more experienced. And maybe this hits a little too close to home for me.” 


	“You’ve got a daughter?” 


	Gia nodded. “She’s eight… and she just discovered Roger Rabbit on video. She loves him.” 


	The tears again. Gia willed them back but they kept flowing. What happened to Tara Portman—plucked out of a happy life and killed or worse. It was too cruel, just… too cruel.


	“Don’t you let her out of your sight,” Portman was saying. “Stay on top of her every minute, because you never know… you never know.” 


	Terror spiked her. Vicky was far away, at camp. Why on earth had she let her go?


	But she couldn’t raise Vicky in a bubble. Part of her wanted to, but it wouldn’t be fair.


	Gia replaced Roger in the trunk and rose to her feet. She felt lightheaded. “I… I think I’ve got enough now.” 


	“You’ll send me a copy?” Portman said.


	“Sure. If I sell it.” 


	“You’ll sell it. You’ve got heart. I can tell. I want it published. I want Tara’s name out there again. I know she’s gone. I know she’ll never come back. But I don’t want her forgotten. She’s just a statistic now. I want her to be a name again.” 


	“I’ll do my best,” Gia said.


	She felt terrible about lying to him. There’d never be an article. Scalding guilt propelled her toward the door to escape this hot smelly box where the walls seemed to be closing in.


	Portman followed her. “Do you know what Tara might have been, where she could have gone? She could sing, she could play piano, she could ride, she was smart as a whip and she loved life, every moment of it. She had two parents who loved her and a great life ahead of her. But it was all snuffed out.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that. And not by some freak accident, but on purpose. On purpose! And what about Jimmy? Who knows what he could have been? Better than the junkie he is now. And what about me and Dot? We could have grown old together, had grandkids. But that’s never going to happen.” His voice broke. “You let people know that whoever took my Tara didn’t kill just a little girl. He killed a whole family!” 


	Gia only nodded as she stepped into the hall, unable to push a word past the invisible band that had a death grip on her throat.


				*
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	“So, Freddy,” Eli said. “I understand you think I’m crazy.” 


	Strauss had stopped by with news about his investigations—he tended to prefer to report in person than on the phone—but Eli was more interested in straightening out this popinjay vice cop who thought he had all the answers.


	Strauss stiffened. “I never—” The wiry cop turned toward Adrian and shot him an angry look. “I see someone’s been shooting his mouth off.” 


	“Just as you wanted him to do, am I correct?” 


	“Listen, you gotta understand—” 


	“What I understand, Detective Strauss, is that you are a faithless man. I offer you virtual immortality and how am I rewarded? By you whispering behind my back. I’m of half a mind to disband the Circle and continue on by myself, as I used to.” 


	“You can’t be serious!” Strauss said. “Just because of a little remark I happened to—” 


	“More than a little remark! It challenges the integrity of the Circle!” 


	Eli could tell by Strauss’s expression that he didn’t want to be held responsible for breaking up the Circle. One could only imagine what the other members would do to him. But a defiant look came over his face. He straightened his narrow shoulders and glared at Eli.


	“I ran checks on you, Eli,” Strauss said. “Hell, I ran half a dozen on you, from every angle, and nowhere does it say you weren’t born in Brooklyn in 1942.” 


	Eli smiled. “I’ve had centuries of practice hiding my origins. I’m very good at what I do.” 


	“And so am I. And ay, don’t think some of the others ain’t thinking the same thing as me. You tell us you’ve lived this charmed life for over two hundred years, how you’re as good as immortal as long as you keep performing the Ceremony, and then some guy strolls up to you and stabs you with your own knife.” 


	“I told you—” 


	“I know what you told me, but what am I supposed to think? What’s anyone supposed to think?” 


	What indeed? Eli thought.


	He had to put a stop to this. Immediately.


	He turned to Adrian. “Go to the kitchen and get me one of the carving knives.” 


	Adrian gave him a strange look but did as he was bid and returned with an eight-inch Wüsthof-Trident Culinar carver. It looked small in Adrian’s huge hand. Eli took it from him, gripping it by the dull edge of the carbon steel blade, and proffered it to Strauss, stainless-steel handle first.


	“Take it.” 


	Strauss looked uncertain. “Why?” 


	“Just take it and I’ll tell you.” 


	The cop hesitated, then reached out and took the knife. “Okay. Now what?” 


	Eli unbuttoned his shirt and bared his chest. “Now, you stab me.” 


	“Eli!” Adrian cried. “Have you gone crazy?” He turned to Strauss. “Don’t listen to him! It’s the painkillers! He’s not—” 


	“Et tu, Adrian?” Eli said, feeling a pang of regret. Didn’t anyone have faith anymore? “You don’t believe me either?” 


	“Of course I do!” He looked flustered now. “It’s just—” 


	“Do it, Freddy. Do it now. I demand it. And after you see that I’m perfectly all right, you can tell the rest of your faithless crew that you’re the crazy one, not me!” 


	Strauss hefted the knife, his gaze flicking back and forth between the blade and Eli’s chest. Eli had no fear. He knew he was invulnerable to injury from Strauss or Adrian or anyone else except the mystery man. And this would prove it.


	Strauss stepped closer, his lips set in a tight line. Eli closed his eyes…


	“Don’t!” Adrian cried. “Eli, listen to me! What if the man who attacked you interfered with your invulnerability? What if the wounds he inflicted somehow put your powers on hold until they’re renewed by another Ceremony?” 


	“Don’t be ridiculous!” 


	“It’s a possibility, isn’t it? Nothing like this has ever happened to you before, right? Do you really want to risk it?” 


	Eli went cold as Adrian’s words seeped in. No… it couldn’t be. It was unprecedented. And yet, so was what happened Monday night. If what Adrian said were true…


	I have to perform another Ceremony right away! Before the window of this new moon closes!


	He glanced at Strauss and noticed a new uncertainty about him.


	Do I dare?


	Yes. He had to.


	“Perhaps you’re right, Adrian. But the only way to find out is to see what happens after Freddy stabs me.” He looked Strauss in the eye. “Go ahead, Freddy. This will be an experiment.” 


	“Uh-uh,” Strauss said, shaking his head and backing away. “Too risky. I’m not experimenting myself into a murder rap.” 


	“Thank God!” Adrian said, and slumped against a wall.


	Eli felt exactly the same but couldn’t show it. He simply sighed and said, “Perhaps you’re right, Adrian. Perhaps we should try to perform the Ceremony as soon as possible.” 


	“But there’s no time!” Adrian said. “The Ceremony window is three nights before and after the new moon. That means we have to secure a new lamb—” 


	“By Friday night,” Eli said. “In a way that can’t ever be linked back to us.” It seemed impossible. But he had to remain calm, and above all, appear calm. “We’ll ask around the Circle for any good prospects. In the meantime…” He turned to Strauss. “Any progress on finding our attacker?” 


	Strauss shook his head. “Nope. But I did track down that broad who made those comments last night.” 


	“Excellent. So glad to see you contributing something positive for a change. How did you find her?” 


	“Pretty easy, actually. Gregson got me a copy of the unedited videotape. Seems they had the lady on camera when she said it but she blew off signing the release. Nice looking babe, by the way. We got lucky ‘cause the cameraman followed her right to the cab she left in. I got the cab’s number, made a few calls, and found out it dropped her off at home.” 


	“Marvelous,” Eli said. He’d put this woman on the back burner, but now he was remembering what she’d said and his anger flared anew. “Who is she?” 


	Strauss pulled out a note pad. “Name’s Gia DiLauro. Works as some sort of artist. But things don’t add up with her. I ran a check on her state income tax and she doesn’t make the kind of money that would put her anywhere near the ultra-tony neighborhood she lives in.” 


	“An artist, hmmm?” Eli said. “Well, we’ll find out where she sells her paintings or who she works for and see that her showings and sources of income dry up. That’ll be for starters. Then—” 


	“She’s got a kid,” Strauss said.


	Eli caught his breath. A child. Oh, this was too good to be true.


	“Go on.” 


	“It’s another of the weird things about her. She’s got a daughter she claims as a dependent but the kid’s got a different last name: Westphalen. Victoria Westphalen.” 


	“And her age?” 


	Please say under ten, Eli prayed. Please.


	“Eight.” 


	Silence in the room as the three men exchanged glances.


	“Eight,” Adrian breathed. “That’s… perfect.” 


	More than perfect, Eli thought. If they could get hold of the child in time, she could become the lamb for the next Ceremony. And her sacrifice would offer the lagniappe of crushing her bitter-tongued mother.


	How wonderful. The mere possibility made his blood tingle.


	“Find out everything you can about this child, Freddy. Everything. Immediately. We don’t have much time.” 


				*
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	Jack reached the office of Kristadoulou Realtors a little ahead of schedule. Since it was on Steinway Street he’d decided to get a two-fer out of the trip by stopping by his Queens mail drop on the way. He rented boxes in Hoboken and Manhattan as well, but every two weeks they forwarded all his mail to the Astoria drop. With a pair of manila envelopes under his arm, he figured he’d kill the ten minutes to appointment time by checking out the hood.


	Kristadoulou Realtors sat in an old stone building in the heart of one of Steinway’s most commercial blocks; its windows were filled with photos of properties they had listed. The rest of the street was lined with triple deckers—stores at ground level, two floors of apartments above.


	He walked south on the west side, passing little old Greek ladies with shopping bags, lots of guys with black mustaches yammering into cell phones, couples laughing and talking, hardly anyone speaking English.


	The businesses were like a poster for ethnic diversity: a storefront touting “Immigration Medical Exams” next to the Kabab Cafe next to the Nile Deli, then an oriental rug merchant, and something called Islamic Fashion, Inc. A little farther on was the Egyptian Cafe, the Arab Community Center, and the Fatima Pediatric Center; farther still was a Colombian bakery and a Chinese Qi Gong center specializing in back and foot rubs.


	He crossed the street and turned back north, passing Sissy McGinty’s Irish pub, the Rock and Roll Bagel restaurant, an Argentinean steak house, an Egyptian coffee shop right next door to an Italian espresso place. He stopped before the window of an Islamic religious shop offering prayer rugs, incense, and a special clock: “5-Full Azan Talking Alarm Clock—Jumbo Display With 105-Year Calendar.” Jack had no idea what any of that meant.


	He spotted Lyle getting out of a cab. He looked every inch the African today—blue-and-white batik kaftan, white cotton pants, sandals, and a brightly colored knitted tarn. He blended in with the rest of the exotically dressed locals. Jack was the stick-out in his Levis and golf shirt.


	“You made it,” Lyle said when he spotted Jack. “I wasn’t sure if you got my message.” 


	“I got it.” He gestured at the surrounding stores. “Do all these folks get along?” 


	“Pretty much.” 


	“Ought to bring the UN here for a look-see. Find out how they do it.” 


	Lyle only nodded. He didn’t look so hot. Even with his eyes hidden behind dark glasses, his face looked strained.


	“You okay?” 


	“Me? Okay? Not even close.” 


	“Uh-oh. What happened?” 


	Lyle glanced at his watch. “Tell you later. Right now we’re due to see Mr. K. But before we go in, I want you to know how I’m going to play this, okay?” 


	“Sure. This is your show. Shoot.” 


	“I’m going to let him think that I think the house is haunted.” 


	“Well, it is, isn’t it?” 


	“Yeah, but I don’t want him knowing how haunted. And no mention of Tara Portman or whatever it’s calling itself.” 


	“Tara Portman was a real person,” Jack said. “Gia and I looked her up on the Internet last night.” 


	” ‘Was’?” 


	“She was nine when she was abducted in the summer of ‘88. Never seen again. Her picture matches the girl Gia saw.” 


	“Oh man!” Lyle clapped his hands and grinned. “Oh man, oh man, oh man!” 


	Jack had expected astonishment, or at least a touch of awe or wonder. Not this outright glee.


	“Why is this good news?” 


	“Never mind,” Lyle said. “Let’s go see the Big K.” 


	Jack wondered what was going on in Lyle’s head. He seemed to have developed a personal agenda. That was okay with Jack—he had an agenda of his own. He just hoped they didn’t cross each other.


	Inside, Konstantin Kristadoulou was expecting them and a secretary led them to a rear office where they met the head man. Jack fully appreciated the ‘Big K’ remark as Lyle introduced him. They seated themselves in the two rickety chairs on the far side of his desk.


	Kristadoulou Realtors looked to be a no-frills operation. Maybe because its owner ate all the frills. At least he looked like he did. Konstantin Kristadoulou dwarfed even Abe in the waistline category. Jack figured he was pushing seventy, but the puffy face and quadruple chins stretched out all the wrinkles, so it was hard to tell. His longish, thinning gray hair was combed straight back to where it flipped up at the collar.


	“So,” he said, glancing at Jack with his dark, heavy-lidded eyes, then fixing them on Lyle. His voice was lightly accented. “You wish to know about the house you bought, Mr. Kenton. Why is that? No trouble, I hope?” 


	“We took some damage from the earthquake,” Lyle said.


	“Serious?” 


	“Just some minor cracks.” 


	Minor? Jack thought. A cellar floor cracked in half isn’t minor.


	But he caught a quick glance from Lyle that he read as, Let me handle this.


	“The reason I’m here,” Lyle went on, “is that we’ve been hearing strange noises in the house lately. Voices… but no one’s there.” 


	Kristadoulou nodded. “Lots of people think Menelaus Manor is haunted—not because they’ve ever witnessed anything, mind you, but because of its history. I hope you remember that I told you all this before you bought it.” 


	Lyle raised his hands. “Absolutely. I’m not here to complain, I’m here to try and understand. I need more in-depth information on the house’s history. I mean, if Menelaus Manor ‘went wrong’ somewhere along the way, I’d like to figure out where. Who knows? Maybe I can fix it.” 


	“‘Went wrong,’ ” Kristadoulou said. “An interesting way of putting it.” He leaned back—the only direction his gut would allow—and stared at the ceiling. “Let’s see… if anything ‘went wrong’ with the Menelaus house, I’d say it happened during Dmitri’s ownership.” 


	“Who’s Dmitri?” Jack said.


	“Kastor Menelaus’s only son. Kastor built the place back in the fifties. That was when Astoria was known as Little Athens, a bit of Hellenic heaven in the heart of New York because of all the Greeks who moved here after the war. I arrived after the house was built but I know something of the family. Dmitri, he was younger than me, so we never socialized, but even if we were the same age, we wouldn’t have mixed. A strange one, that Dmitri.” 


	“How strange?” Jack asked. “Strange cults? Strange beliefs?” 


	Kristadoulou gave him an odd look. “No. I mean he was always keeping to himself. No girlfriends, no boyfriends. If you happened to see him at a restaurant, he was always alone.” 


	Jack had been hoping for some indication of involvement with the Otherness. Or maybe with Sal Roma, or whatever his real name was. He’d also been on the lookout for one of Roma’s cutesy anagrams—the last Jack had recognized was “Ms. Aralo”—but Dmitri wasn’t one. Not even close.


	Lyle said, “Why do you say the house might have gone wrong during Dmitri’s ownership?” 


	“Because of his renovations. Old Kastor died in 1965. Cancer of the pancreas. After Dmitri inherited the place—his mother had died in ‘61—he came to me for advice. I was working as an agent for another firm then and he wanted me to recommend carpenters and masons to redo his basement. He hired a couple off the list I gave him. I felt somewhat responsible so I stopped in every so often to check on them—make sure they were doing a good job.” He shook his head. “Very strange.” 


	Gimme, gimme, gimme, Jack thought. “How so?” 


	“He was lining the basement with these big granite blocks he’d imported from Romania. He told me they came from what he called ‘a place of power,’ whatever that means. He said they’d originally been part of an old dilapidated fortress, but if you ask me, I think they were from a church.” 


	“Why’s that?” Lyle said.


	“Because some of them were inlaid with crosses.” 


	Jack glanced at Lyle and saw him sitting ramrod straight in his chair.


	“Crosses? What kind?” 


	“Funny you should ask. They weren’t regular crosses. They were almost like a capital T with the crosspiece brass and the upright nickel.” 


	“Tau,” Lyle whispered.


	“Exactly!” Kristadoulou said, pointing a knockwurst digit at him. “Like the letter tau. How did you know?” 


	Lyle’s eyes shifted toward Jack. “We’ve spotted a few around the house. But let me ask you about those blocks with the tau crosses. Do you think they might have come from a Greek Orthodox church?” 


	Kristadoulou shook his head. “I’ve traveled a lot, been in many, many Orthodox churches, and I’ve never seen any crosses like that.” Another head shake. “Bad business stealing church stones. It’s like asking for trouble. And that’s just what Dmitri got.” 


	“You mean his suicide,” Jack said, remembering this from when Gia had read to him from Lyle’s brochure.


	“Yes. He’d just been diagnosed with cancer of the pancreas. He’d seen how his father suffered. I guess he couldn’t face that ordeal, so…” 


	“When was that?” Jack asked.


	“Nineteen ninety-five, I believe.” 


	Owned the place for thirty years, Jack thought. The span covered the year Tara Portman disappeared. Dmitri had to be involved.


	“Dmitri didn’t bother to leave a will,” Kristadoulou went on, “and that caused problems. With no children or wife, the estate wound up in probate. After years of legal wrangling Menelaus Manor went to one of Dmitri’s cousins who wanted nothing to do with it. He called me and told me to sell it as soon as possible.” 


	“And Dr. Singh bought it, right?” Lyle said.


	“Only after lots of other potential buyers passed it by. The cellar was the sticking point. All those strange granite blocks I mentioned. And speaking of those blocks, when I inspected the house before putting it on the market, I went down to the cellar and noticed that all the crosses had been removed.” 


	“Any idea why?” 


	“No more idea than why he left a dirt floor.” 


	“Wait,” Jack said. “Dirt floor?” 


	“Yes. Can you imagine? Dmitri went to the expense of importing all those blocks, and then didn’t finish the floor.” 


	Maybe because it makes it lots easier to bury things you want no one to see, Jack thought.


	“The nephew was unwilling to sink in any money for renovations so we kept lowering the price. Finally a vascular surgeon named Singh bought it for a song.” 


	“A rather short song, as I recall,” Lyle said.


	Kristadoulou nodded. “He and his wife modernized the interior and refinished the basement with paneling over the granite blocks and a concrete floor. One day he doesn’t show up for surgery or his office. Police investigate and find him and his wife in bed with their throats cut.” 


	Jack remembered that too. “Who did it?” 


	“No one was ever caught. The police didn’t even have a suspect. Whoever did it left not a clue.” 


	“No wonder people think it’s haunted,” Jack said.


	Kristadoulou smiled. “It gets worse. The executor of the Singh estate directed me to sell it. I thought, a suicide and a double murder—I’m never going to sell this place now. But lo and behold, this young couple walks in and wants to buy Menelaus Manor.” 


	“In spite of its history?” Jack said. “Or because of it?” 


	“You must understand,” Kristadoulou said, patting his belly. “I didn’t delve into the Loms’ motivations, because I didn’t exactly dwell on the house’s history. It was not what you’d call a selling point. I remember Herb, he was the husband, saying that he wasn’t the superstitious sort, but it was his wife Sara, a pretty thing, who seemed to be pushing the deal. They were planning on adopting a child and wanted a house for the family to live in. So, I sold it to them.” He leaned back again and gazed toward the ceiling. “I wish I hadn’t.” 


	This was the point where Gia had refused to read him any more of the house’s history, calling it “sick.” 


	“Don’t tell me,” he said. “Someone slit their throats too?” 


	“Worse,” Kristadoulou said with a grimace of distaste. “They’d been moved in only a short while when the little boy they’d just adopted was found horribly mutilated in the upstairs bedroom.” 


	Jack closed his eyes. Now he understood Gia’s reaction.


	“Any reason given?” 


	Kristadoulou shook his head. “None. Herbert was found in a daze in the house and later died in the hospital.” 


	“‘Later died’?” Jack said. “What’s that mean?” 


	“That’s what I was told,” Kristadoulou replied. “I checked with the hospital—he was taken to Downstate Medical Center—but no one would tell me how he died. They said I wasn’t a relative and had no right to know, but I sensed more than ethics involved there. They were afraid.” 


	“Afraid of what?” Jack said.


	Kristadoulou shrugged. “Of a lawsuit, perhaps. But I sensed it went deeper than that. I got the feeling it had to do with how he died.” He raised his hand in a stop gesture. “Don’t waste any more breath on Herb Lom. I’ve told you all I know.” 


	Lyle said, “What about his wife?” 


	“Sara was never seen or heard from again. As if she vanished from the face of the earth. Or never existed. No one could find a single relative of hers, and Herb left no will, so the house stood vacant for years before it came back to me like an old debt and I had to sell her again. But this time no one wanted her at any price.” He smiled and pointed to Lyle. “Until you came along.” 


	Lyle grinned. “I wanted the place because of its history.” 


	“But now you’re not so happy, is that right?” 


	“It’s not a matter of happy. I’m just trying to get a handle on what might be going on there.” 


	They made small talk for a few more minutes, then thanked Kristadoulou for his time and left.


	“Dmitri is a player in this,” Jack said as soon as they hit the bright hot sidewalk. “Got to be.” 


	“But he’s dead.” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said, squinting in the sunlight. He pulled out his shades. “Too bad. Well, what’s your next step?” 


	“I think I’m going to derenovate that basement.” 


	“You mean tear down the paneling to see what’s behind?” 


	Lyle nodded. “And tear up that concrete slab to see what’s under it.” 


	“Who’s under it, you mean.” 


	“Right. Who.” 


	“You’ll let me know what you find?” 


	“Maybe.” 


	“Maybe?” 


	“Aren’t you the guy who said he’s the one who kicked this whole thing off?” 


	“Well…” 


	“Well then maybe you could lend a hand and find out firsthand. You up for that?” 


	Besides making life miserable for Eli Bellitto and his buddy Adrian Minkin, Jack had no pressing demands on his time for the next few days, but he was curious about something.


	“Let’s just say we find a child’s skeleton under the slab. What then?” 


	“I call the cops, they bring in their forensics team, and maybe they catch the guy who did it. And then maybe the spook goes back to where it came from.” 


	“And maybe along the way the world hears about Ifasen and his dealings with the ghost of Tara Portman?” 


	Lyle nodded. “That’s a distinct possibility.” 


	Jack had the picture now. “I guess I can give you a day or two of hard labor, but on one condition: If and when you go public, my name is never mentioned.” 


	“You mean Ifasen will have to face the spotlight alone?” Lyle’s lips twisted into a wry smile. “It won’t be easy, but he’ll handle it.” The smile faded. “Be a cakewalk compared to some other things.” 


	“Like what?” Jack said, remembering how troubled Lyle had looked before they’d met with Kristadoulou. “What happened at the house?” 


	“Tell you later.” He glanced around at the passersby. “Probably not a good idea for Ifasen to discuss it in public.” 


	“Okay. I guess I can wait. I’ll head home and change and see you in the cellar. Give me an hour.” 


	“Great.” Lyle straightened as if trying to shrug off a burden. “I’ll pick up some picks and ripping bars.” 


	“I’ll pick up some beer.” 


	Lyle smiled. “Welcome to the demolition business.” 


				*
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	“All right, Charles,” Reverend Sparks said as he dropped into the chair behind his battered desk.


	The springs in the old chair gave out an agonized squeal under his weight. The desk seemed too small for him. In fact the cluttered little office, with its sagging shelves loaded with books and magazines and scribbled drafts of sermons, its walls studded with yellow sticky notes, seemed too small for him as well.


	He pointed to the rickety chair on Charlie’s side of the desk. “Sit. And tell me what you needed to see me about.” 


	Charlie sat and folded his sweat-slick hands in front of him. “Need advice, Rev.” 


	Did he ever. He and Lyle had had four sittings scheduled for the morning. Lyle started acting throwed off after the first one, then getting further and further off the hinges with the next two, finally eighty-sixin’ the fourth and all the others they’d booked for the rest of the afternoon and night. He wouldn’t say why, but looked spooked.


	Spooked… yeah, you got that right. House spooked. Charlie was spooked too.


	He’d tried to pry Lyle about what was going down but Lyle clammed, lips tight, eyes somewhere else. No talking to him. Not mad. Scared. Lyle never got scared. Seeing big bro like that had shook Charlie, right down to his toenails.


	He’d tried reading scriptures but that hadn’t cut it. He needed to talk. So he come to the rev.


	“Is it about your brother?” 


	“Not exactly.” 


	“Then what?” 


	“I ain’t ‘xactly sure how to put it…” 


	The rev let out a sigh. Charlie sensed his impatience.


	“A’ight,” he said. “It’s like this. We allowed to believe in ghosts?” 


	“Allowed?” 


	“I mean, are there any teachings ‘bout them?” 


	The rev leaned back and stared at him through his thick rimless glasses. “Why do you ask?” 


	“Here come the hard part.” Charlie took a breath. “Our house is haunted.” 


	The rev continued his stare. “What makes you think that?” 


	Charlie gave him a quick walkthrough of the spookfest going down at the place.


	“So what I’m axing,” he said as he tied it up, “is what I do about it?” 


	“You leave,” the rev said, leaning forward and resting his forearms on the desk. “Immediately. Your brother was reason enough to leave before, now you must flee. Do not walk, run from that house.” 


	Charlie didn’t feature no cut-and-run action, but he was glad the rev wasn’t looking at him like he was off the hinges.


	“So… you believe me.” 


	“Of course I believe you. And after what you’ve told me about your brother, it’s obviously his fault. He has called up this demon.” 


	“Not a demon, Rev. A ghost. She say her name Tara Portman and…” 


	The rev was slowly shaking his massive head. “There are no such things as ghosts, Charles. Only demons pretending to be ghosts.” 


	“But—” 


	“The dead do not come back to visit the living. Think about it: The faithful are with Jesus and when you are in the presence of the Lord you want for nothing. You do not miss the living you left behind, no matter how much you loved them in life, because you are basking in the love of God, you are in the blinding Holy Presence of our Lord Jesus Christ. Remember Corinthians: ‘Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love Him.’ To abandon that Presence would be… why, it would be completely unthinkable.” 


	Charlie nodded. He could get down with that. “A’ight, then. What about someone who ain’t among the faithful?” 


	“They burn in hellfire, Charles. Oh, the damned would dearly love to return, every single one of them. They’d give anything to come back, even for a second, a fraction of a second, but no matter how much they want to, they cannot. They aren’t allowed. They’re in hell for all eternity, and they must spend every second of forever in torment. ‘The smoke of their torment ascendeth up forever and ever, and they have no rest day nor night.’” 


	“Then what—?” 


	“A demon, Charles.” The rev nodded gravely. “You see the simple logic of it, don’t you. An angel wouldn’t bear false witness to the living by pretending to be a dead person who’s returned. Only a demon would engage in such a fiendish endeavor.” 


	“But why?” 


	“To seduce the faithful away from the Lord and lead them onto the path toward eternal damnation. Your brother attracted the demon, but it is you it is after, Charles.” He stabbed his finger across the table. “You! It lusts after your fragile soul so that it can serve it to its evil master on a silver platter!” 


	The target of supernatural evil… not me, Charlie thought, terror rising like a flood tide. Please, Lord, not me.


	Charlie jumped as the rev slammed his palm onto his desktop. “Now will you leave your evil brother?” 


	“He’s—” Charlie cut himself off.


	The rev’s eyes narrowed. “He’s what? Are you going to tell me again he’s not evil—after he’s called up a demon?” 


	He’d been about to say just that. And Lyle didn’t call up no demon. Least not on purpose. He wasn’t evil, just off track. He hadn’t seen the light yet. But Charlie knew the rev wouldn’t accept that.


	“He’s in danger too, Rev. His soul, I mean. Shouldn’t we try to save his soul too?” 


	“From what you’ve told me I fear you brother’s soul is lost forever.” 


	“I thought you always said no soul was lost forever long he still had a chance of accepting Jesus Christ as his personal savior.” 


	The rev’s gaze flickered. “Well, that’s true, but do you really believe your brother will do that? Ever?” 


	Lyle? Not very likely, but…


	“Miracles happen, Rev.” 


	He nodded. “Yes, they do. But miracles are the Lord’s province. Leave the miracle of your brother’s salvation to Him and see to your own by leaving that house.” 


	“Yes, Rev.” 


	“Today. Do I have your word on that?” 


	“Yes, Rev.” 


	But not without Lyle. Charlie wasn’t going to leave his brother in the clutches of no krunk demon.


	The rev hoisted himself out of his chair. “Then you better get to it.” 


	Charlie rose too. “I will.” He hesitated. “Um, is Sharleen round about?” 


	The rev fixed him with a stern gaze. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at my daughter. And I’ve seen the way she’s been looking back at you. But I want you to steer clear of her until you’ve removed yourself from this evil. Right now you’re at a dangerous crossroads. I want to see which path you choose before you involve yourself with Sharleen. Do I make myself clear?” 


	“Yes.” Stung, Charlie backed away. “Very.” 


	Reverend Sparks thought he was a danger to his daughter. He’d have to prove himself worthy. Okay. He’d do that. Today.


				*
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	“I still don’t believe you did it,” Jack said.


	Gia sipped her green tea and tried to read his expression: Shock? Dismay? Anger? Fear? Maybe a mixture of all.


	“I’m fine, Jack. Besides, it wasn’t as if I had much choice.” 


	“Of course you had a choice.” He’d settled down from his original outburst and now wandered her kitchen, circling the breakfast table with his hands jammed into his jeans pockets. A barely touched beer sat on the table, condensation pooling around its base. “You could have said to yourself, ‘Going alone to visit the possibly psycho father of a murdered girl and not telling anyone where I’ll be is a dumb idea. Maybe I’ll just skip it.’” 


	“I had to know, Jack. It was going to drive me crazy if I didn’t find out about her.” 


	“You could have told me what you were doing.” 


	“You would have thrown a hissy fit, just like you’re doing now.” 


	“I don’t throw hissy fits. I would have tried to talk you out of it, and if you still insisted I could have gone along as backup.” 


	“Who are you kidding? You’ve become so superprotective since I told you I was pregnant, you’d have probably locked me in a closet and gone yourself.” 


	“Maybe I’m suddenly superprotective because you’re suddenly Repairwoman Jane.” 


	This was getting nowhere. Another sip of her tea—too sweet. She’d overdone the honey.


	“Do you want to know what I found out?” she said.


	“Yes, I do.” He grabbed his beer and quaffed a few inches. “I just wish you hadn’t found out the way you did.” He sat on the end of the table. “Tell me. Please.” 


	Gia told him about Joe Portman, about Tara’s mother and brother and what had befallen them since her abduction. She told him about the day of her disappearance, how she’d been wearing the exact same clothes, how she’d left the stable area to go down the block for a pretzel and was never seen again.


	“She did that every Thursday?” Jack said.


	Gia nodded. “Why? Is that important?” 


	“Could be. Means she had an established pattern of behavior. That says to me there’s a good chance it wasn’t a random snatch. Somebody had been watching her. She’d been marked.” 


	Gia felt a chill. An innocent child, walking the same route every Thursday afternoon, just going for a snack, never realizing she was being stalked. How many pretzel runs had her abductor watched before deciding to pounce?


	She rubbed her arms to smooth the gooseflesh. “That’s so creepy.” 


	“Because you’re dealing with creeps. Just like…” His voice drifted off as he frowned.


	“What?” 


	“Just like Bellitto and his buddy. The kid they snatched the other night—” 


	“Due.” 


	“Right. He had a pattern too, at least according to his mother. Down the block for ice cream every night around the same time. The kid was already in the store when Bellitto and Minkin arrived and parked outside. They knew he was coming out. They were waiting for him.” 


	“Just like someone was waiting for Tara between the stables and the pretzel cart. A pattern of behavior?” 


	Jack stared at her. “You mean a pattern of behavior in the abductors of looking for victims with a pattern of behavior?” 


	“You don’t think this Bellitto could be responsible for Tara too, do you?” 


	“Be a hell of a coincidence if he was.” 


	“But—” 


	“Yeah. I know.” Jack’s expression was grim. “No more coincidences.” 


	“I still don’t see how such a thing could be.” 


	“Neither do I. Let’s face it, just because some crazy old lady said it doesn’t mean it’s true.” He could still hear the old woman’s Russian-accented voice as he leaned over Kate’s grave. Is not coincidence. No more coincidences for you. He shook his head, willing the memory away. “What else did you learn?” 


	Gia snapped her fingers. “Oh, I learned that the sixties tune was really an eighties tune. Tiffany—” 


	“Right! Tiffany covered ‘I Think We’re Alone Now’! How could I have missed that? Especially after she was in Playboy.” 


	“She was? When?” 


	“Don’t remember. Heard it on the radio or something.” 


	“Well, according to her father Tara sang the song all the time. But you know what really creeped me out? She was a Roger Rabbit fan.” 


	Jack didn’t exactly go white, but his tan abruptly became three shades paler.


	“Jeez.” 


	“What’s wrong?” 


	He told her about the locked display cabinet in Eli Bellitto’s shop, how it was filled with kids’ knickknacks that he wouldn’t part with at any price, and how one of them was a Roger Rabbit key ring.


	Gia’s skin crawled. “Do you have it with you?” 


	“No. It’s back home. Let’s not go jumping to too many conclusions here. Probably sold a million or two Roger Rabbit key rings back in the eighties.” 


	“You could take it to the police and—” 


	He blinked. “The who?” 


	“Sorry.” What was she thinking? This was Jack. Jack and police didn’t mix.


	He said, “I wish I had a way to connect Tara and the key ring… so I could know for sure. Right now I can only suspect Bellitto.” 


	“Why not take it to the house. See if she reacts.” 


	Jack stared at her. “What a great idea! Why didn’t I think of that?” 


	“Because you’re merely Repairman Jack. Only Repairwoman Jane could come up with that.” 


	“Touche,” he said with a smile and toasted her with his beer. “You think she’ll respond?” 


	“Only one way to find out. When do we bring it over?” 


	“‘We’?” He rose, shaking his head. “‘We’ are not going back to that house. Oh, no. One half of ‘we’ stays here while this half goes alone and returns with a vivid eyewitness account of whatever happens.” 


	Gia had expected this. “Not fair. It was my idea.” 


	“We’ve been over this already, Gi. We don’t know this thing’s agenda.” 


	“That ‘thing’ is a little girl, Jack.” 


	“A dead little girl.” 


	“But she appeared to me. Not you, not Lyle, not Charlie. Me. That’s got to mean something.” 


	“Exactly. But we don’t know what. And that’s why you shouldn’t get within miles of that place. It’s got an unhealthy pedigree, even stranger and weirder than what’s in Lyle’s Menelaus Manor brochure.” 


	Worse than the part about the mutilated child? Gia didn’t think that was possible.


	“What? That real estate agent told you something, didn’t he.” 


	“He told me lots of things, and I’ll tell you later, but right now we have to agree that you’re staying away from that place.” 


	“But I’m the one she contacted.” 


	“Right. She sent a message and you received it. Now we’re going to dig up what might be her grave. If we find her, and she can be linked to Bellitto, you’ll have done plenty. You’ve pointed the way.” 


	“But what if there aren’t any clues?” 


	“Well, then at least she gets a proper burial. And maybe that’s what her father will need to kick start his life back into motion.” 


	Gia wasn’t concerned with Joe Portman right now. It was Tara who consumed her. Her need was like a noose around Gia’s neck, drawing her toward Menelaus Manor. If she didn’t yield to it she felt sure it would strangle her.


	“She wrote ‘Mother,’ Jack. I don’t think she meant her own mother—Dorothy Portman is brain dead. I think she meant me. It may be twenty-some years since Tara was born, but she’s still a child. She’s still nine years old and she’s frightened. She needs a mother. That’s a comfort I can provide.” 


	“How do you comfort a ghost?” Jack said. He slipped his arms around her and pulled her close. She caught the lingering scent of his soap, felt the afternoon stipple of whiskers on his cheeks. “I guess if anyone could, you’d be the one. But tell me: If Vicky were here instead of away at camp, would you be so anxious to go back to that house?” 


	What was he saying? That this need she felt burning through her veins was simply displaced yearning for her own child? She had to admit it wasn’t such a far-fetched notion, but she sensed that the longing within her went beyond that.


	“Maybe, maybe not, but—” 


	“One more question: If Vicky were here, would you take her along?” 


	That caught her off guard. Her reaction was immediate: Of course not. But she didn’t want to voice it.


	“That’s not the point. Vicky’s not here, so—” 


	Jack tightened his hug. “Gia? Would you?” 


	She hesitated, then, “All right, no.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“I’m not sure.” 


	“I am. Because it’s an unstable situation, and you wouldn’t want to expose Vicky to an unpredictable outcome. Right?” 


	Gia nodded against his shoulder. “Right.” 


	“Then why expose your second child to that same unstable situation?” 


	She sighed. Trapped by unassailable logic.


	“Please, Gia” He backed away to arm’s length. “Stay away. Give me a couple of days to help Lyle find her bones. Then maybe the circumstances won’t be so unstable or unpredictable and we can reassess the whole situation.” 


	“Oh, all right,” she said. She didn’t like it but she’d been backed into a corner. “I suppose a couple of days won’t matter.” 


	“Great.” He let out a whooshing breath. “That’s a relief.” 


	“For you maybe. How about me?” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“Well, if that house is potentially dangerous for me, what about for you?” 


	Jack smiled. “Did you forget? Danger is my business.” 


	“I’m serious, Jack.” 


	“Okay. I’ll check in regularly.” 


	“Leave your phone on in case I need to get in touch.” 


	“Will do.” He wriggled it out of his pocket and pressed a button. She heard a beep as it activated. He glanced at the clock. “Got to go. Pick a place for dinner—anyplace but Zen Palate—and I’ll tell you all about Konstantin Kristadoulou’s history of the Menelaus cellar and the findings of our archeological dig down there.” 


	Gia sighed. All secondhand, but she supposed it would have to do.


	“And the key ring,” she said. That was what she wanted to know most of all. “You’ve got to tell me what happens when you cross the threshold with that.” 


	“Yeah,” Jack said softly. “That could be very interesting. But how do you top an earthquake?” 
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	“What?” Lyle said. He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. “You’re joking, right? You’re pulling my chain, is that it?” 


	Charlie shook his head as he pulled clothes from his dresser and dumped them on his bed. He concentrated on what he was doing, not making eye contact.


	“Nope. This is on the fo’ real, bro. I’m geese.” 


	First the craziness this morning with the first three sitters, seeing into their lives, their pasts, their futures—what little there was for each of them. Now this. He felt as if his world was coming apart.


	“But you can’t leave. We’re a team. The Kenton brothers have always been a team. Who brung ya, Charlie?” 


	Finally Charlie looked at him. His eyes glistened with tears. “You think I want to? I don’t. We still a team, Lyle, but not in this game, yo. And not in this house.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“I mean we bust outta here together and start all over, givin’ value for value, like Jack said.” 


	Jack… for a moment Lyle wished he’d never heard of him.


	“You mean dump the game?” 


	“Word. And yo, the way you playin’ the game lately, y’know, cancelin’ sitters up and down, ain’t gonna be a game left, know’m sayin’?” 


	Lyle winced. Charlie had a point. Lyle had canceled the morning’s fourth sitting along with the whole afternoon. He couldn’t handle any more. He hadn’t told Charlie why.


	Should he tell him now? No. It would only reinforce his determination to leave.


	“But we don’t know anything else, Charlie. We’ll starve!” 


	“No way. We two smart guys. We get by.” 


	“Get by? Since when is getting by enough? I want to make it, Charlie. So do you.” 


	“Not no more. ‘What profit it a man if he gains the whole world but loses his immortal soul?’ I wanna save my soul, Lyle. And yours too. That’s why I want you to come with me.” 


	“And if I don’t?” 


	“Then I got to roll on my own.” 


	“Roll on your own?” Lyle gave in to a blistering surge of anger. “Why don’t you think on your own?” 


	“Say what?” 


	“This isn’t you talking. This is that preacher down that brimstone-breathing, tongue-speaking, snake-handling wacko church you found, right?” 


	“We don’t do no snake handlin’.” 


	“You’re such a sucker for these guys. It was the same back in Dearborn when that Reverend What-his-name—” 


	“Rawlins.” 


	“Right. Reverend Rawlins. He’s the guy who told you to boycott the Harry Potter movie.” 


	“That’s because it promotes witchcraft.” 


	“How would you know? You never saw it. You never read a line of one of the books. And neither did Rawlins. He got the word from someone else who hadn’t read or seen them either. But you all fell in line, marching lockstep against Harry Potter with not a scrap of firsthand knowledge.” 


	Charlie lifted his chin. “Don’t gotta do a drive-by to know it’s wrong.” 


	“Reading a book to make an informed decision is hardly the same as shooting someone. But you’re doing the same thing here. It’s this preacher at this new church, right? What’s his name?” 


	“Reverend Sparks.” 


	“It’s him, right? He’s the one who’s put you up to this.” 


	“Didn’t put me up to nothin’! He told me this ain’t no ghost, it’s a demon and it’s after our souls!” 


	A demon? Good thing Lyle hadn’t mentioned the morning’s strangeness. Charlie would probably think he was possessed and try to drag him off to an exorcism.


	“Has he been here, Charlie? Has he seen and heard and experienced what we have? No. Has he sifted all the evidence that points to this being the ghost of a girl murdered back in the eighties? No. He hasn’t moved his ass from his church down there in Brooklyn but somehow he’s got a lock on what’s happening in our house, knows it’s not Tara Portman but Beelzebub instead. And you fall right in line and go along.” Lyle shook his head, dismayed. “You’re a bright guy, bro, but you put your brain on standby whenever one of these ministers opens his mouth.” 


	“Don’t have to listen to this.” Charlie turned away and returned to emptying his dresser.


	Lyle sighed. “No, you don’t. But what about that pin on your shirt? WWJD. What Would Jesus Do, right? So why don’t you ask yourself that? Would Jesus run out on his brother?” 


	“Jesus didn’t have no brother.” 


	Lyle almost said that some experts thought the apostle James was Jesus’ brother, but he wasn’t going to get into that now.


	“You know what I mean. Would he?” 


	“Who you to talk ‘bout Jesus?” 


	“Come on, Charlie. Answer me. You know he wouldn’t. So how about you putting up with me for two more days?” 


	“Why?” Charlie didn’t look up. “Why should I risk even one more minute?” 


	“Because I’m your brother. Because we’re blood and we’re the only family we have. How long’ve we been a team now?” 


	He shrugged. “Who knows.” 


	“You know. Tell me.” 


	“A’ight.” He looked up, his face a mask of resentment. “Fifteen years.” 


	“Right And how long’ve we been in this house?” 


	“‘Bout a year. So what?” 


	“So, with all that behind us, why can’t you give me two more days?” 


	“What for? Where’s it go? We on a dead-end street, Lyle.” 


	“Maybe not. Think for yourself a moment instead of letting the Reverend Sparks do it for you. Help me dig around that cellar.” 


	“No. Uh-uh. That’s the demon’s crib.” 


	“Says who? Some guy who’s never been here?” 


	“Reverend Sparks knows about these things.” 


	“But he’s not infallible. Only god is infallible, right? So Sparky could be wrong. Go with that a moment. What if he’s wrong and what we’ve experienced here isn’t a demon but really the ghost of a murdered child? What if we find her remains and give them back to her folks for a proper burial. Won’t that be doing god’s work?” 


	Charlie snorted and looked away. “Yeah, right. You doing God’s work.” 


	“Take it a step further: What if those remains lead the cops to her killer and bring him to justice? Won’t that be a good thing? Won’t that be doing god’s work too?” 


	Lyle wanted to ask Charlie why the hell god would let a child be murdered in the first place, but sensed his brother wavering and didn’t want to blow it.


	“Two days, Charlie. I bet if Jesus had a wayward brother he’d give him a couple of days if he asked for them.” 


	Charlie shook his head as his lips twisted into a reluctant smile. “Dawg, I hear talk ‘bout a silver-tongued devil, and now I see I’m related to him. A’ight. Two days and not a minute more. But this gotta be a two-way deal: Nothin’ crackin’ by Friday night, I’m geese and you with me. Deal?” 


	Lyle hesitated. Me too? He hadn’t figured on that being part of the deal, but then, he couldn’t go on as Ifasen without his brother. And if what had happened this morning was the start of a pattern, he wasn’t sure if Ifasen had any future at all, at least in this house. So he could see no downside in agreeing to Charlie’s terms.


	But they were going to find Tara Portman, or what was left of her. He could feel it.


	He stuck out his hand.


	“Deal.” 


				*
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	“Mr. Bellitto!” Gertrude cried in her booming voice as Eli stepped through the door. “You should be upstairs resting!” 


	She was so right. Barbed wire raked across his groin as he shuffled toward the Carrera marble sales counter. He should have stayed put, but he’d been feeling better after lunch and a nap, and so he’d given in to the urge to see his store, examine his stock, peruse the sales book. By the time he’d reached the sidewalk he realized his mistake but by then he was beyond the point of no return: Unable to face, even with Adrian’s help, the prospect of turning and challenging the narrow Everest between him and his bed, he’d pushed on.


	“Nonsense, Gert.” He leaned heavily on his cane as he neared the counter. “I’m fine. But do you think you could bring that stool around front?” 


	“Of course!” Her tightly pinned-back hair gleamed like polished onyx in the light of the overhead fluorescents. She lifted the stool as if it weighed an ounce or two and bustled her hefty frame out from behind the counter and set it before him. “There.” 


	She gripped one arm and Adrian the other as he eased himself back onto the seat—not sitting, merely leaning. He wiped the cold sweat from his face with his shirtsleeve. The new clerk—what was his name? Kevin? Yes, Kevin—came over, feather duster in hand, and gawked at him.


	“I’m so sorry about what happened,” he said, and sounded as if he meant it.


	But did he really?


	Eli hires Kevin and a few days later Eli is stabbed. A connection?


	Somehow he doubted it, but it never hurt to examine all possibilities.


	Eli suffered through a barrage of questions from his two hirelings about the attack; Adrian gave his spiel about loss of memory, leaving Eli with the task of supplying answers. He tossed off curt, oblique responses until he’d had enough.


	“I realize this is our slow season,” he said, “but surely you two must have something better to do.” 


	Both immediately buzzed off—Kevin to continue dusting the stock, Gert to continue entering new inventory into the computer. Adrian wandered away, browsing the aisles.


	“How are receipts, Gert?” Eli said.


	“About what you’d expect.” She picked up the black ledger and extended it toward him. “As you said, it’s the slow season.” 


	August was always sluggish, and sputtered to a dead stop by Labor Day weekend when the city became a ghost town.


	Eli opened the old-fashioned ledger—he preferred seeing handwritten words and numbers on paper rather than a computer screen—and scanned through the day’s scant sales. His eyes lit on one item.


	“The sturgeon? We sold it?” 


	He’d had that stuffed monstrosity sitting in the window since he’d opened the shop. He’d started to believe it would be there when he closed the place.


	“I not only sold it, I got the tag price for it.” Gert beamed proudly. “Can you believe it? After all these years I do believe I’m going to miss that ugly old fish.” 


	Eli flipped back to Tuesday, the day the green clerk had been here alone, literally and figuratively minding the store.


	He was almost afraid to look. To his surprise he saw a fairly long list of sales. It seemed Kevin had risen to the occasion. Maybe the boy—


	Eli froze as his gaze came to rest on a line that read: Key chain—$10—Jack.


	No! It’s not… it can’t… it’s…


	Gripping the counter for support, Eli levered himself off the stool and began a frantic walk-shuffle toward the rear, toward the display cabinet—his display cabinet.


	“Mr. Bellitto!” Gert cried behind him. “Be careful. Whatever it is you need, I’ll get it for you!” 


	He ignored Gert, ignored the flashes of pain strobing through his pelvis, and kept moving, leaning on his cane as he rode the desperate edge of panic, trying to stay on this side of it by telling himself that the entry was a mistake, an antique watch fob that that dolt Kevin had mistaken for a key ring.


	But urging him past that edge was the memory of the oddly dressed red-haired man who had come in Sunday night and offered him ridiculous sums for a silly trinket. He hadn’t given much thought to the incident, writing the man off as someone killing time and playing the dickering game: If it’s for sale, find out how low it will go for; if it’s not, find out what it will take to make the owner part with it.


	But now… now the incident loomed large and dark in his brain.


	He rounded a corner. The cabinet was in sight. The lock… he allowed himself a thin smile… the lock, the dear, dear brass padlock was still in place and snapped closed, just like always.


	And the key ring, that cartoon rabbit key ring was—


	Gone!


	Eli sagged against the cabinet, gripping the oak frame, sweat from his palm smearing the glass as he stared at the empty spot on the second shelf.


	No! He had to be dreaming! This had to be a mistake!


	He grabbed the padlock and yanked on it, but it held firm.


	The air seemed full of shattered glass, every breath shredding his lungs.


	How? How could this be? He had the only key. Objects don’t move through solid glass. So how—?


	“Mr. Bellitto!” Gert’s voice behind him.


	“Eli!” Adrian. “What’s wrong?” 


	And then they had him surrounded, Gert, Adrian, and the silent Kevin. Yes… Kevin, the weasely, sniveling little shit.


	Eli glared at him. “You sold something out of this cabinet, didn’t you?” 


	“What?” Kevin paled and shook his head. “No, I—” 


	“You did! A key ring with a rabbit! Admit it!” 


	“Oh, that. Yes. But it couldn’t have come from here. I don’t have the key.” 


	“It did!” Eli shouted. “You know damn well it came from here! Tell me how you got it out!” 


	“I didn’t!” He looked ready to cry. “The man brought it up to the counter. When I saw that it didn’t have a price tag—” 


	“There!” He raised his cane and shook it in Kevin’s face. He wanted to beat his head to a spongy pulp. “Right there that should have told you something! How do you sell something without a price tag? Tell me!” 


	“I-I-I called you at the hospital about it.” 


	“That’s a lie!” He raised the cane higher. He’d do it. He’d kill him, right here and now.


	“It’s true!” Kevin had tears in his eyes now. “I tried to ask you about it but you said to figure it out for myself and hung up on me.” 


	Eli lowered the cane. Now he remembered.


	“That was why you called?” 


	“Yes!” 


	Eli cursed himself for not listening.


	“What did this man look like? Reddish hair, long in the back?” 


	Kevin shook his head. “No. He had brown hair. Brown eyes, I think. Very average looking. But he called you by your first name and said you were friends. He even left his name.” 


	Yes, Eli thought sourly. Jack. Useless. He knew no one named Jack.


	Whoever it was must have picked the lock on the cabinet. But then… why pay for it? Why not just walk out with it in his pocket?


	Unless he wanted to make sure I knew.


	He’s taunting me.


	Just as his attacker had taunted him before stabbing him.


	One man tries to buy the key ring Sunday night, another man attacks me and frees the lamb Monday night, a third man virtually steals the key ring the following morning.


	Could they all be the same man?


	Eli felt a sheet of ice begin to form along the back of his neck. Just as he stalked the lambs, was someone stalking him?


	“Get me upstairs,” he said to Adrian. “Immediately.” 


	He had to get to his phone. He had a number he needed to call.


				*
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	Jack approached the Menelaus house warily, the Roger Rabbit key chain tight in his fist. He stepped past the dead bushes onto the front porch and stopped, waiting for something to happen.


	After half a minute or so of nothing happening except his feeling a little foolish, he rang the doorbell. When no one answered, he rang it again. Through the screen he heard the faint clank and clatter of banging wood and steel on stone. Sounded like Lyle and Charlie had started without him.


	He pulled open the screen door and hesitated, remembering the first time he’d crossed this threshold—the unearthly scream, the earthly tremor. What would happen this time, now that he was holding something that might have belonged to whatever had invaded this house?


	Better play it safe, he thought.


	He tossed the key chain into the waiting room and stepped back.


	No scream, no tremor. Nothing.


	Jack stood and watched Roger lie spread-eagle on the floor, grinning and staring at the ceiling.


	A little more waiting, accompanied by a lot more nothing.


	Disappointment veered toward anger as Jack stepped through the door and snatched the key chain from the floor. He suppressed the urge to turn and drop kick it onto the front lawn. He’d been so damn sure.


	Ah, well. It was a good try. And he had to admit he was somewhat relieved not to have to face proof that Bellitto was connected to Tara Portman. He’d come to fear coincidences.


	He stuffed Roger into a pocket and followed the work noises into the kitchen and down the cellar stairs. Along the way he heard another sound. Music. Jazz. Miles. Something from Bitches Brew.


	Jack reached the bottom of the steps and stopped to watch the brothers Kenton at work. They’d ditched their shirts and looked surprisingly muscular for a couple of guys in the spook trade. Their black skins glistened from the effort as they pried at the sheets of paneling and hacked at the studs behind them. A ten- or twelve-foot span had been stripped away, exposing dull gray rows of granite block. Neither had any idea he’d arrived.


	“Started without me, I see,” Jack said.


	Lyle jumped and turned, raising his pry bar. He huffed out a breath and lowered it when he recognized Jack.


	“Don’t do that!” he said. “Not in this house.” 


	“Yo, Jack,” Charlie said, waving. “S’up?” 


	“Lots. Gia paid a visit to Tara Portman’s father.” 


	“By herself?” Lyle asked.


	“Without telling me.” 


	“That girl got game,” Charlie said. “She learn anything?” 


	Jack gave them a brief rundown of what Joe Portman had told Gia.


	“So,” Lyle said slowly, “the riding clothes she was wearing when Gia saw her match the clothes she was wearing when she was snatched.” 


	“Don’t be fooled,” Charlie said. “It’s not Tara Portman.” 


	Lyle rolled his eyes. “Not this again.” 


	“You won’t listen, maybe Jack will. You had your doubts too, right, Jack?” 


	“Yeah, but…” What was he stepping into here?


	“I spoke to my minister and he says there are no ghosts, only demons pretending to be ghosts to lure the faithful away from God.” 


	“No worry in my case,” Lyle said. “I’m not among the faithful.” 


	“That’s because you don’t believe in anything,” Charlie said with some heat. “Only thing you believe in is your disbelief. Disbelief is your religion.” 


	“Maybe it is. I can’t help it. I was born with a skeptical mind.” He turned to his brother. “Now I ask you, is that fair? If God gives me a skeptical nature and you an accepting one, then you’re going to be a believer and I’m not. If belief is a ticket to eternal happiness, I’m definitely handicapped. God gives me a mind capable of asking questions and what?—I’m damned if I use it?” 


	Charlie’s dark eyes were sad. “You just gotta give your heart to Jesus, bro. ‘Whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have everlasting life.’” 


	“But I can’t. That’s my point. I’m the type who needs to know. I didn’t ask to be this way, but that’s how it is. I am simply not capable of adjusting my whole existence to accommodate something that must be accepted on faith, on the word of people I’ve never met, people who’ve been dead for thousands of years. I can’t live like that. It’s not me.” He shrugged. “Hell, I’m still not sure I believe in this ghost.” 


	“Wait a sec,” Jack said. “What’s this about not believing in your ghost? Why are you doing this demolition work then?” 


	He shrugged. “I’m caught between. Certain aspects of this situation don’t jibe.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“Well, like that song, for instance. I heard what sounded like a little girl singing. But how can a ghost sing? Or talk, for that matter?” 


	“If it can smash mirrors and write in dust, why shouldn’t it be able to sing and talk?” 


	“It’s got no vocal cords, and no lungs to push air past them if it did. So how does it make noise?” 


	Jack thought he knew the answer. “Last I heard, noise is nothing more than vibrating air. If this thing can smash a mirror, I’d think it should be able to vibrate air.” 


	Lyle nodded, grinning. He turned to Charlie. “See? That’s what I need. An explanation I can sink my teeth into. Not simply saying ‘It’s God’s will.’ That won’t cut it.” 


	“It will, bro,” Charlie said. “When that final trumpet blows, it will.” 


	“So you believe.” 


	“I know, Lyle.” 


	“That’s just it: You don’t know. And neither do I. Neither of us will ever know until we die.” 


	This was getting a little heavy. Jack walked over to the exposed granite blocks and ran a hand over the stone. Cold. And clammy. He pulled his hand away. For a moment there it felt as if the surface had shifted under his touch. He looked at his hand, then at the stone. Nothing had changed. He tried it again and felt that same strange, squirming sensation.


	“Looking for something?” Lyle asked.


	“Just checking out these blocks.” 


	As he moved to another stone, he glanced back and noticed Lyle staring at him. More than staring—squinting at him, as if trying to bring him into focus.


	“Something wrong?” 


	Lyle blinked. “No. Nothing.” 


	Jack turned back to the stones. He found one with a cross-shaped pocket and noticed scratch marks in the granite around the depression.


	“Didn’t the Greek say some of the stones had inlaid crosses?” 


	“Right,” Lyle said, moving closer. “Brass and nickel.” 


	Jack ran a finger over the gouges. “Looks like Dmitri was none too gentle in digging them out.” 


	“Yeah, I noticed those before. I wonder what he did with them?” 


	“Maybe he used them as grave markers.” 


	“Maybe he wanted to make the place more hospitable to demons,” Charlie said. “They can’t bear the presence of a cross.” 


	In an effort to head off another argument that wasn’t going to settle anything, Jack grabbed a pry bar and held it up.


	“What say we take down the rest of the paneling?” 


	“Why bother?” Charlie said. “Probably just more of the same.” 


	Jack jabbed the straight end of the bar through a section of paneling and felt the tip strike the stone beyond. He reversed the bar, shoved the curved end into the opening, and ripped away a chunk of the laminated wood. Despite the nagging tug of discomfort in his flank, it felt good. Sometimes he liked to break things. Liked it a lot.


	“Maybe not. We look hard enough, we might find that some of these blocks aren’t mortared like the others. That they slide out and there’s some sort of hidey hole behind them. Who knows what we’ll find there? Maybe what’s left of Tara Portman.” 


	Charlie said, “It’s not Tara Portman, I tell you, it’s a—” 


	“Wait.” Lyle held up a hand. “Something’s happening.” 


	Jack looked around. He hadn’t heard anything.


	“What?” 


	“Don’t you feel it?” 


	Jack glanced at Charlie who looked just as confused.


	“Feel what?” 


	Lyle turned in a slow circle. “Something’s coming.” 


	Then Jack felt it too. A chill, a sense of gathering, as if all the warmth in the room were being sucked into its center to drain away through an invisible black hole there, leaving a steadily growing knot of cold in its place.


	Cold stabbed Jack high on his right thigh, so cold it burned. He clutched at the spot and felt a frozen lump in the pocket. The key ring! He clenched his teeth as he dropped to his knees—God, it hurt—and clawed at the pocket, reaching in, trying to grab the key ring but the skin of his fingers stuck to it like a wet tongue to a frozen wrought iron fence. He peeled his fingers away, losing some skin, and yanked at the fabric, pulling it out, inverting the pocket. Finally the Roger Rabbit figure appeared and tumbled toward the floor.


	But it never landed. Instead it dipped and then rose and darted toward the center of the cellar. There it hovered in the air. Jack saw a rime of frost form along the figure’s limbs, then the head, finally engulfing the trunk.


	A high keening wail began to echo the air, growing in pitch and volume as Jack pushed himself back up to his feet. The frost thickened on the Roger Rabbit figure, and Jack thought he heard the plastic creak and crinkle as it became brittle from the intense cold.


	Suddenly the wail became a screech of rage as Roger’s head snapped off and hurtled across the cellar. It struck one of the granite blocks and shattered into powder that scattered and swirled like drifting snow. Then an arm snapped off and flashed in the opposite direction, just missing Charlie’s head. Jack ducked as an arm narrowly missed him.


	More pieces flew as the frenzied screech rose in pitch and volume. And then there were no more pieces and yet still the enraged howl rose until Jack had to cover his ears. The sound became a physical thing, battering him until…


	It stopped.


	As suddenly as the sound had begun, silence returned. The sense of presence dissipated as well until Jack felt that the cellar was again occupied by just the three of them.


	He shook his head to relieve the ringing in his ears. It didn’t work.


	Lyle and Charlie looked shaken, but Jack felt oddly calm. Deadly calm.


	
“What the hell was that all about?” Lyle said.


	“Yeah,” Charlie said. “What’d you have in your pocket? Looked like that cartoon rabbit…” 


	“Roger Rabbit.” 


	“Yeah.” 


	Lyle snorted a laugh and shook his head. “Roger Rabbit. Just the sort of thing to drive the average demon into a frenzy.” 


	Charlie took a step toward his brother. “Warning you, Lyle—” 


	Jack jumped in. “Tara Portman’s father told Gia that Tara was a Roger Rabbit fan. I was wondering if that key ring might be hers.” 


	“Judging from what just happened,” Lyle said, bending and rubbing his finger through the powdery remains of one of Roger’s legs, “I think she answered you with a very big yes.” 


	“That she did,” Jack said, nodding. “And she also identified her killer.” 


	But his satisfaction at solving the mystery was marred by the unanswered question of how and why he’d come to be involved.


				*
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	Gia sat in a pew three-quarters back from the altar under the vaulted ceiling and waited for peace.


	She’d taken a slow walk from Sutton Square down to St Patrick’s Cathedral. She wasn’t sure why she’d come, hadn’t consciously headed this way. She’d simply gone for a walk as a break from painting and found herself on Fifth Avenue. She ambled past St. Pat’s and then doubled back to visit, hoping to find some of the serenity and inner peace religion was supposed to bring. So far it remained elusive.


	The sense of isolation was welcome, though. Here in this huge, stone-wrapped space she felt cut off from the bustling reality just beyond the tall oak doors and insulated from the need that called to her from that house in Astoria.


	She sat alone and watched the gaggles of tourists wandering in and out, the Catholics blessing themselves with holy water and lighting candles, the rest standing around and gawking at the gothic arches, the stations of the cross spaced along the side walls, the larger-than-life statues, the giant crucifix, the gilded altar.


	The images drew Gia back to her years in Our Lady of Hope grammar school in Ottumwa. Not a particularly Catholic town, but then Iowa wasn’t a particularly Catholic state. There’d been enough Catholic kids to fill the local church school though, and keep the nuns of the convent busy as teachers. Of all that black-robed crew, she best remembered Sister Mary Barbara—known to all the kids as Sister Mary Barbed-wire. Not because she’d liked the nun; quite the opposite: she’d scared the hell out of Gia.


	Sister Mary Barbed-wire had been the Catholic equivalent of a Baptist hellfire preacher, always harping on the awful punishments awaiting sinners, all the horrors the God of Love would inflict upon those who disappointed Him. Everlasting suffering for missing mass on Sunday, or failing to make your Easter duty. Little Gia bought the whole package, living in terror of dying with a mortal sin on her soul.


	Luckily Our Lady of Hope hadn’t had a high school; that allowed Gia to escape to the secular den of iniquity known as the public school system. But she’d still remained a practicing Catholic, attending CCD classes and CYO dances.


	Sometime during the eighties, however, she drifted away and never returned. Not that she stopped believing in God. She couldn’t buy into atheism, or even agnosticism. God existed, she was sure. She was also pretty sure He didn’t care much about what went on here. Maybe He watched, but He certainly didn’t act.


	To her child’s eyes the Old Testament God had appeared stern and imposing; now He seemed like a cranky, petulant adolescent with poor impulse control, creating cataclysms, sending plagues, striking down an entire nation’s first-born males. She found the New Testament God much more appealing, but somewhere along the way the whole redemption and damnation thing had stopped making sense to her. You didn’t ask to be born but once you were you had to toe the belief line or spend eternity suffering in hell. Easy to believe back in the Old Testament days when He burned bushes, parted seas, and sent commandments on stone tablets. But these days God had become remote, no longer weighing in on human affairs, yet still demanding faith. It didn’t seem fair.


	Of course, if You’re God, You don’t have to be fair. You hold all the marbles. What You say goes.


	Still…


	Gia had tried to come back to the church after Vicky was born. A child should have some moral foundation to build on, and the church seemed a tried and true place to start. In the back of her mind too had been the idea that if Gia returned to the fold, God would protect Vicky.


	But Gia couldn’t make it work. And it was terrifyingly obvious that God did not protect children. They died from brain tumors and leukemias and other cancers, from being run over, shot, electrocuted, dropped from buildings, incinerated in house fires, and in other uncountable, unimaginable ways. Clearly innocence was not enough to earn God’s protection.


	So where was God?


	Did the Born Agains have it right? Jesus was their personal savior who watched their every move and answered their prayers? They prayed to Jesus that their old jalopy would start on a cold morning and if it did they praised Him and gave Him thanks for the rest of the day. Gia couldn’t get comfortable with a view of God that turned the Creator of the Universe into some sort of cosmic errand boy for His True Believers. Children were starving, Tara Portmans were being abducted and murdered, political prisoners were being tortured, wives were being abused, but God ignored their pleas for relief in order to answer the True Believers’ prayers for good weather on the day of the church picnic. Did that make sense?


	Yet when she considered the Born Agains she knew—only a few, but good people who seemed to practice what they preached—and saw their serenity, their inner peace, she envied them. They could say, “Let go, let God,” with a true, unshakable confidence that God would take care of them and everything would work out in the end. Gia wanted that tranquility for herself, craved it, but the ability—perhaps the hubris—to believe she mattered to the Creator of the Universe and could have His ear remained beyond her.


	At the other extreme was the God who ignited the Big Bang, then turned His back and walked away, never to be seen again.


	Gia sensed the truth lay somewhere between. But where?


	And where did Tara Portman fit in all this? Had she come back on her own, or had she been sent back? And why? Why did Gia feel this connection to her?


	Gia sighed and rose. Whatever the reasons, she wasn’t going to find them here.


	She stepped out into the bright afternoon sunshine and headed home. When she reached Sutton Square she ran into Rosa, the Silverman’s maid. Their townhouse was two doors down from Gia.


	“Did that policeman find you?” Rosa said. She had a broad face and a thick body, and was dressed in her after-work street clothes.


	Gia’s heart froze. “What policeman?” 


	“The one who knock on your door little while ‘go.” 


	Oh, God! Vicky! Something’s happened!


	She fumbled in her bag for her keys. “What did he say? What did he want?” 


	“He ask if you home. He ask if you leave you little girl home alone when you go out.” 


	“What?” She found the keys, singled out the one for the front door. “Did he say why he wanted to know?” 


	“No. I tol’ him no, never. I say little miss away at camp. He ask what camp, I say I don’ know.” 


	Gia’s knees weakened with relief. For a moment there she’d thought the camp had sent a cop to deliver terrible news about Vicky. But if he hadn’t even known she was away…


	Wait a minute. What was he doing here then? Why was a cop asking about Vicky?


	“Rosa, are you sure he was a cop?” 


	“Oh sure. He have cop car and…” She moved her hands up and down the front of her body. “You know…” 


	“Uniform?” 


	“Uh-huh! Tha’s it. All blue. He was cop, yes.” 


	“Did you happen to see his badge number?” 


	The maid shook her head. “No. I no think to look.” She narrowed her eyes. “Now that I think, I don’ remember seeing no badge.” 


	“Did he mention me or Vicky by name?” 


	“No… I don’ thin’ so.” 


	“Thank you, Rosa.” Gia missed her first try on inserting the key, made it on the second. “I’m going to look into this.” 


	Once inside the first thing Gia did was call the camp. No, they hadn’t called the NYPD. Vicky and everyone else at the camp were fine.


	Next call, her local precinct, the Seventeenth. No, they hadn’t had any calls to send someone over to Sutton Square. He might have come from another precinct, but no one could say why.


	Gia hung up, relieved that Vicky was safe, but unsettled by anyone, cop or not, asking about her daughter.


	Had he been an impostor? No, Rosa had said he’d arrived in a cop car.


	Gia thought of Tara Portman. What if Tara had been picked up by a police car? A cop saying her mother had been hurt and he’d take her to her. Vicky would fall for that. Any kid would.


	Whoever the cop was, he hadn’t learned anything other than the fact that Vicky was away at camp. And he didn’t know which camp because Rosa couldn’t tell him.


	She wanted to call Jack, but what could he do? He was the last person on earth to have an inside line into what the NYPD might be up to.


	All she could do was pray that—


	Gia frowned. Pray… that was what you did when trouble came knocking. Even if you’d lost your faith, old habits died hard.


	She’d pray that it was all a mix-up and the cop had the wrong address.


	That would do until Jack got home.


				*
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	“Let me see if I’ve got this sequence down right,” Lyle said.


	They had just about all the paneling stripped from the wall now, and were working on the bracing studs. They still hadn’t found any loose stones. Every one so far had been mortared tight to its neighbors.


	Something about these stones gave Jack the creeps. They gave off an alien vibe that made him want to cover them again, hide them from human sight. They didn’t belong here, and it almost seemed they knew it and wanted to be back where they’d come from—Romania, wasn’t it? The ones that had had their cross inlays ripped out were the worst. The empty pockets looked like dead eye sockets, staring at him.


	As they’d worked Jack had told them how he’d come into possession of Tara Portman’s key ring—leaving out names, of course, and sidestepping mention of his knife fight with Eli Bellitto.


	Lyle began counting off on his fingers. “First you meet Junie Moon, you bring her here, you step across the threshold, and awaken Tara Portman. Two days later someone hires you to watchdog someone he says is his brother but who you later learn is an only child. In the course of guarding the brotherless man you snag a key ring off him which just happens to belong to Tara Portman.” He shook his head. “Talk about wheels within wheels.” 


	And no more coincidences, Jack thought glumly, wondering at the purpose behind all this. And why was Gia involved? This whole situation was giving him a very unsettled feeling.


	Lyle pried a Frisbee-size remnant of paneling from a two-by-four stud and scaled it onto the growing junk pile at the back end of the cellar.


	“But just having Tara’s key ring doesn’t make this guy her killer. He could have found it on the sidewalk or picked it up at a garage sale.” 


	Jack wondered how much he could tell these two. Since they lived on his side of the law, he decided to trust them with a little more.


	“What if I told you that I saw him snatch a kid while I was watchdogging him?” 


	Charlie gave him a wide-eyed stare. “You frontin’ me, right?” 


	Jack shook his head. “I wish. And if that’s not enough, this guy has a whole cabinet full of kids’ junk. Like a trophy case.” 


	“Oh, man.” Lyle had a queasy look. “Oh, man. What happened to that snatched kid?” 


	“I unsnatched him.” 


	“Yo! Yo!” Charlie pointed a waggling finger at Jack. “The Vietnamese kid! That was you?” 


	“I’d rather not say.” 


	“It was you!” Charlie grinned. “You a hero, G.” 


	Jack shrugged and turned back to the stud he’d been prying loose from the blocks. Words like “hero” made him uncomfortable. Like “art,” it tended to be thrown around a little too easily these days.


	“You’d’ve done the same. Anybody would have.” He shifted the talk away from himself. “I’ll bet anything there’s a link between this guy and the late, great Dmitri Menelaus. If I’m right, I’m afraid we can count on finding more than just Tara Portman’s remains down here.” 


	Which would work right into Lyle’s PR plans.


	Lyle leaned against the wall. “A serial killer.” He didn’t sound happy.


	“More than one,” Jack said. “A ring of them maybe. If I can establish a link with Dmitri…” 


	“What then?” 


	He found a groove between two blocks behind the two-by-four and slipped the pry bar into it. To the squealing accompaniment of protesting nails and the crackle of splintering fir, he wrenched the stud free with a vicious yank.


	“A few people are going to wish they’d never been born.” 


	Lyle stared at him. “Someone hire you to do that?” 


	“No.” 


	Jack still wanted to know who’d hired him to watch Eli Bellitto, but no, no one would be paying him for what was going to happen to Bellitto and his crew.


	“Then why’re you going after them? I thought you were a pay-or-play guy. Fee for service, and all that. Why the freebie?” 


	“Because.” 


	“That’s not an answer.” 


	“Yeah, it is.” 


	“Praise the Lord!” Charlie said. His eyes glowed like a miniature sun had lit in his head. “Praise the Lord! You see what’s goin’ down here, don’tcha?” 


	Lyle said, “I’m almost afraid to hear this.” 


	“Jack, you an instrument of God.” 


	“Yeah?” He’d been called a lot of things since he’d started his fix-it business, but never that.


	“True that! The guy hired you to hound this killer? A messenger from God, yo. He point you at the killer so you be there when that little kid need you.” 


	“Really. What about all those other kids this guy’s done? The ones like Tara Portman and who knows how many others?” 


	“Dawg, don’t you see? God sent you here to even the score.” 


	“You think so,” Jack said.


	Lyle laughed. “Hey, that’s one ass-backwards god you’ve got there, bro. Where was he when Tara needed him? I mean, he’s not paying attention. If he was, there’d be no score to even. Too little, too late, if you ask me.” 


	Charlie glowered at his brother. “Didn’t ask you.” 


	“And what happened to this demon you were talking about?” Lyle said. “First you tell us we’ve got a demon sent by Satan, and now we’ve got Jack sent by god. Which is it?” 


	Jack wanted to tell Lyle to ease up on his brother, but it wasn’t his place. What was it with Lyle anyway? He seemed wound as tight as that clock Jack had bought yesterday.


	“That’s it.” Charlie threw down his pry bar. “I’m outta here.” 


	“No way. We have a deal. Two days.” 


	“Yo, I ain’t standin’ here listenin’ to you trash the Lord. Blasphemy wasn’t no part of the deal.” 


	Jack watched them, wondering what the hell they were talking about.


	Lyle held up his hands. “All right, I’m sorry. My bad. I was out of line. It’s been a tough day. Truce, okay?” 


	“Truce sounds good,” Jack said. “Let’s keep at this. We’ve only got a little ways to go before it’s all down.” 


	“A’ight,” Charlie said. “We keep at it.” 


	“If we’re going to do that, can we change the music?” The endless progression of cuts from Miles and Bird and now Coltrane was getting on his nerves.


	Lyle frowned. “Don’t tell me you don’t like ‘Trane.” 


	“I guess I’m not cool enough for jazz. Or maybe not smart enough.” 


	“How ‘bout Gospel?” Charlie said with a sly grin. “I got a whole collection upstairs.” 


	Jack leaned on the wall. “You know… if it’s got words and melody, I’m willing.” 


	“Why not a break from music?” Lyle said. “Just the sound of men hard at work.” 


	Jack attacked another stud. “I can handle that.” 


	After a minute or so Jack sensed eyes on the back of his neck and turned to find Lyle doing his stare-squint thing again. This was the third or fourth time he’d caught him.


	“Do you find me attractive, Lyle?” 


	Lyle blinked. “Not at all. You’re not my type.” 


	“Then why do you keep staring at me?” 


	Lyle glanced at Charlie, then back to Jack. “If you must know, I’m trying to bring you into focus.” 


	Jack’s turn to blink. “You want to run that by me again?” 


	“When I look at you you’re… fuzzy.” 


	“Maybe you ought to invest in some glasses.” 


	“It’s not like that. I look at Charlie here and I see him bright and clear. I look at you and your features and most of the rest of you are clear and sharp, but around the edges… I don’t have a better word for it than fuzzy.” 


	Jack had to smile. “Is this a character assessment?” 


	“It’s not funny, man.” Lyle’s eyes held a haunted look.


	“When did it start? I didn’t notice you staring at me when we were meeting with the Greek.” 


	“It wasn’t happening then. Maybe it’s this house. I know it’s done some weird shit to me.” 


	“Yo, like what?” Charlie stepped forward, staring at his brother, the animosity of a moment ago giving way to brotherly concern. “This got to do with you canceling all those sittings?” 


	Lyle nodded, his haunted look growing. “Something’s happened to me. I think it was that blood bath yesterday. It… did something to me.” 


	“Like what?” Jack said.


	“I can see things, know things I have no way and no right to know.” 


	He told them about the morning’s sitters, about seeing one woman’s runaway husband, about another’s lost pet—dead pet, roadkill on Twenty-seventh Street. He couldn’t contact another’s dead wife; yeah, she was dead but she was gone. No messages from beyond her grave.


	“It’s as if someone or something’s playing games with me. Some of the powers I’ve been faking all these years… I really seem to have them now. At least while I’m in this house.” 


	“And I look fuzzy to you.” Jack didn’t know what to make of that, but he didn’t see how it could be good.


	Lyle nodded. “Not when we were down at Kristadoulou’s, but here, in the house… yes. There’s more. With the sitters this morning… I think I could have handled what I was seeing and feeling from them if that had been all. But I was seeing into their futures as well. At least it felt like I was, but…” He shook his head. “I don’t know. What I was seeing didn’t seem right or… possible.” 


	“You got that right, bro,” Charlie said. “Only God can peep the future.” 


	Again that haunted look in Lyle’s eyes. “I hope you’re right, because if what I saw has any validity, there’s not much future left.” 


	“What’s that mean?” Jack said.


	Lyle shrugged. “Wish I knew. The three sitters today… when I touched them I saw what their lives would be for the next year and a half or so, and they were each different up to a certain point, but after that it was all the same: darkness. And when I say darkness here I don’t mean just the absence of light, I mean a cold, hard, living blackness that just seems to gobble them up.” 


	Jack’s gut gave a twist as he remembered someone he loved talking about something very similar, telling him with her final words about a coming darkness that would soon “roll over everything,” how only a handful of people would stand in its way, and that he’d be one of them.


	Could Lyle’s darkness be the same?


	“When did you see this happening?” 


	“Not long,” Lyle said. “I got the impression with all three of them that it happens in less than two years.” 


	“Three random people,” Jack said, “all buying it around the same time, in the same way. Maybe the explanation could be this new second sight of yours has a limit, or…” 


	“Or one hell of a cataclysm is heading our way.” 


	“Praise God!” Charlie said, his eyes glowing again. “It’s the Rapture! You seen the Rapture! It’s like when God takes the faithful to heaven, leaving the rest behind in the darkness! Those sitters you touched, Lyle, they ain’t been saved—if they were they wouldn’t be foolin’ ‘round with no spirit medium. You touched lost souls, Lyle.” 


	“If that’s what you want to believe—” 


	“The End Times! Reverend Sparks been talkin’ ‘bout all the signs pointin’ to the end comin’ soon! Praise God, he’s right!” He held out his hand. “Here. Touch me, bro.” 


	Lyle didn’t actually move, but he seemed to shrink back. “Hey, Charlie, I don’t think so. And anyway, I thought you didn’t believe in this stuff.” 


	“Who can figure how God works?” Charlie stepped closer. “The Book say the dead’ll rise come the End Times. Maybe this is where it starts. Come on, Lyle. Try me.” 


	Jack watched Lyle hesitate, then reach toward his brother’s outstretched hand. A shock of alarm shot through him, urging him to warn Lyle off, tell him not to do it. But he bit it back. Lyle and Charlie were brothers. Where was the harm? What could happen?


	Lyle’s fingers gripped Charlie’s in a firm handshake. The two stood staring into each other’s eyes.


	“Well?” Charlie said.


	Lyle’s mouth worked, then he let out an anguished cry. His eyes rolled back as he sagged to his knees and started coughing. He clutched at his throat with his free hand as if he were choking.


	“Let go!” Jack shouted to Charlie.


	“Can’t!” Charlie’s eyes were wild as he pulled at Lyle’s fingers, trying to loosen them. “He crushin’ my hand!” 


	Lyle was kicking and writhing now, looking like a man in his death throes. This was scary as hell. Jack stepped forward, ready to help Charlie break contact, when Lyle suddenly quieted. His rasping breaths stopped for an agonizing moment, then restarted with a cough and a gasp. Finally he released Charlie’s hand and slumped the rest of the way to the floor.


	Jack bent over him. “Lyle! Lyle, can you hear me?” 


	Lyle rolled over and opened his eyes. They looked dull, bloodshot. He looked around and blinked as if he’d just stepped out of a cave. His gaze came to rest on his brother standing over him, frozen in shock.


	Charlie’s voice was very small. “Lyle? You okay?” 


	“Dumb question,” Lyle croaked as he propped himself up on one elbow. “Do I look okay?” 


	His tongue worked in and out of his mouth as he sat up.


	“What’s wrong?” Jack said.


	“My mouth. Tastes like dirt.” 


	“It bad, ain’t it,” Charlie said in that same small voice.


	Lyle bent his knees and rested his forehead against them. “It started out bad, I can tell you that. It’s mostly a blur, but I know for a moment there I felt as if I was suffocating, really and truly choking to death, but then the feeling passed. After that it all became pretty vague and jumbled for a while, but then I came to that same hungry darkness I saw with the others.” He looked up at his brother. “But we come through it, the both of us. I mean, it seems like we do because we’re still together when it’s all over.” 


	“Praise God!” Charlie said, his voice stronger now. “That can only mean you get yourself saved before the Rapture.” He lifted his arms and looked up. “God, you are so great and good to have mercy on my brother and I.” 


	Lyle glanced at his brother, sighed, then held out a hand for Jack to help him up.


	Jack hesitated. “You sure you want to do that?” Jack was sure he didn’t want anyone looking into his future. And they could stay out of his past and present too while they were at it.


	“You’ve got a point there.” Lyle pushed himself to his feet. He staggered a step when he was fully upright. “Man.” He shook his head. “Maybe we’d better call it a day.” 


	“Probably a good idea,” Jack said. “We haven’t found one loose stone in the whole damn wall. That means tomorrow we start on the floor. Probably should have started there in the first place.” 


	Lyle nodded. “Yeah. If Dmitri was involved with Tara Portman, and maybe more missing kids, I can think of only one reason for a dirt floor all those years.” 


	Jack walked over to the gap in the floor and examined the edge of the concrete.


	“Shouldn’t be too bad a job. Looks like it’s only two inches thick. You could rent a jackhammer and make short work of it.” 


	Lyle shook his head. “Rather not if I can avoid it. Too much noise. I’m not looking to attract attention.” 


	Jack glanced at him. “Not yet, anyway.” 


	A flat smile. “Right. Not yet. You mind if we try by hand first?” 


	“Sure. If you think you’ll be up for it tomorrow, so will I.” 


	“I’ll be up for it. But only till mid-afternoon. I’m speaking to a women’s club in Forest Hills tomorrow.” He held up a pinky and pursed his lips. “Pre-dinner speaker to the ladies, don’t you know.” 


	“Hoping to expand your clientele?” 


	He sighed. “Yeah. That was the case when I arranged the gig.” He glanced at his brother. “Now, maybe I’m just wasting my time.” He perked up as he faced Jack, but it seemed to take effort. “Anyway, I’ll cancel tomorrow’s sittings and we’ll start off bright and early. If nothing else, it’ll be a good workout.” 


	A good workout… right. What would also be good, but far from pleasant, would be finding Tara Portman’s remains and putting her to rest. Maybe then Gia would put the little girl behind her. And maybe then Jack could find out what all this meant and why he was involved.


	Maybe.


				*
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	Jack loped down Ditmars toward the subway, passing rows of ethnic stores propping up gray-stone triple-decker apartments. Rush hour was in full swing with the sidewalks cramped and the streets stop and go. He turned onto Thirty-first Street and was headed toward the looming elevated N line when his phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and hit the send button.


	“Hey, hon. What’s up?” 


	But it wasn’t Gia on the other end.


	“Am I speaking to Jack?” said a faintly accented male voice that cracked his name like a whip.


	Jack stopped walking. “Who’s this? Who’re you calling?” 


	“I’m calling the one who tried to kill me Monday night. Would that be you, Jack?” 


	Bellitto! How had he got this number? That bothered him, but the scalding fury of realizing he was speaking to Tara Portman’s killer engulfed his concern. He looked around, then backed into the doorway of a gyro-souvlaki shop.


	“Eli!” Jack said. He felt his lips tightening, pulling back from his teeth. “If I’d wanted to kill you, you’d be making this call from your grave. I didn’t recognize your voice. Maybe that’s because last time I heard it you were whining like a frightened child. You know what a frightened child sounds like, don’t you?” 


	“Just as you do, I’m sure.” 


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“Oh, come now, Jack, or whatever your real name is. Don’t take me for a fool. I know more about you than you think I do.” 


	Unease blunted Jack’s fury. Was Bellitto bluffing? He knew Jack’s name—no, wait. Jack had had Eli’s clerk write Jack next to Tara’s key-chain entry in the sale book. That was how he’d got the name. But somehow Eli had found Jack’s Tracfone number. What else did he know?


	“Such as?” 


	“I know you’re a practitioner.” 


	“Really?” Where was this going? “Of what?” 


	An instant’s hesitation, as if Bellitto was unsure of how much he should say, then, “The Ceremony, of course.” 


	The word meant nothing to Jack, but Bellitto’s tone had loaded it with so much portent he knew he had to play along.


	He feigned a gasp of shock. “How… how did you know?” 


	Bellitto laughed softly. “Because I’ve been a practitioner so much longer than you, so much longer than anyone. And your designs are pathetically transparent.” 


	“Are they now?” 


	“Yes. You want to take over my Circle.” 


	Jack had no idea what he was talking about but wanted to keep him going, maybe find out what made him tick and use some of that as a point of attack. Because Eli Bellitto was going down. Hard. Only a matter now of when and where.


	“I have my own circle, so why would I want yours?” 


	“Because mine is so much more powerful. I’ve been performing the Ceremony for hundreds of years and—” 


	“Wait. Did you say ‘hundreds’?” 


	“Yes. Hundreds. I am two hundred and thirty-two years old.” 


	Jack shook his head. This guy was Froot Loop city.


	“I had no idea.” 


	“Now you see what you’re up against. My Circle extends into all areas of power and influence. And you want it for yourself, don’t you.” 


	“My circle runs pretty deep and wide itself, and—” 


	The voice hardened. “Yours is nothing! Nothing! You caught me by surprise Monday night, but that won’t happen again. I have my Circle casting its net for you. You’re clever, but you’re no match for me. We have your Tracfone number and soon we’ll have your name, and once we have that, you’re finished!” 


	Jack had a pretty good idea of how they’d got his phone number. He’d made only one call since his tête-à-tête with Bellitto, and that had been to 911 to report the kid. EMS would have recorded the number on caller ID. Figuring out from there that it was a Tracfone was no big deal, but to get the number in the first place did indicate a certain amount of suck with officialdom, maybe even the NYPD itself.


	Maybe Bellitto wasn’t blowing smoke. Maybe he was as well connected as he said.


	And maybe he was trying to keep Jack talking instead of the other way around. If his “circle” had a couple of tracking cars riding around, tracing this call, could they triangulate on Jack’s position and move in?


	Lucky for him he was far from home.


	Jack stepped away from the building and rejoined the pedestrian flow toward the elevated tracks. He’d keep the call going for a while longer, then step on a train and zoom away.


	“What’s the matter?” Bellitto said. “Cat got your tongue?” 


	Jack forced a laugh. “How typically unoriginal. You haven’t a clue as to who I am or what I’m up to. And you never will. Your time is finished, Eli. Time for a new generation to take over. Step aside or die.” 


	“Never! The Ceremony is mine! I don’t know how you found out about it, but no Johnny-Come-Lately is going to usurp my power!” 


	Johnny-Come-Lately? Usurp? This guy was too much.


	But this Ceremony he was ranting about… Jack had a sick feeling it might involve killing children. If he was right, maybe he could turn it on its head to give Bellitto a swift kick in his already cut-up balls.


	“The old original recipe Ceremony might be yours, Eli, but I’ve done my own variation on it. The Ceremony, Version two-point-oh, is all mine.” 


	“What?” An uncertain note here. “What are you talking about?” 


	“I’ve reversed the Ceremony, Eli.” 


	“I don’t understand.” 


	“I can bring them back.” 


	“What? Nonsense! That’s impossible!” 


	“Is it? That was me in the store on Sunday trying to buy the Roger Rabbit key ring.” 


	“You? But… but why would you want it?” 


	“Not me. I didn’t want it. Tara wanted it.” 


	“Who?” 


	“Tara Portman.” Jack swore he heard a sharp intake of breath on the other end. “You remember her, don’t you. The pretty little nine-year-old blonde you snatched by the Kensington riding stables back in eighty-eight.” Jack fought to keep the growing rage out of his voice. Had to sound cool, play it like someone as sick as the guy on the other end of the line. “She’s back, and she wanted her key ring. So I went and got it for her. Tara’s back, Eli. And is she ever pissed.” 


	With that Jack broke the connection and gave the off button a vicious jab, damn near punching it out the back side of the phone as he cut the power.


	Chew on that for the rest of the night, scumbag.


				*
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	“Slow down.” Eli said, peering through the passenger window into the growing darkness. “It’s just a little ways ahead. Number seven-thirty-five.” 


	Adrian had the wheel of Eli’s Mercedes, a black 1990 sedan. Despite its age its mileage was low. Eli used it infrequently and only for short trips. He preferred this old classic for its room and comfort and lines. The new models held no appeal for him.


	Eli’s wounds were feeling much better tonight, but not well enough to drive. Moving his leg back and forth to work the brake and gas pedals would flare his pain, so he’d given Adrian the keys. Adrian was still having some trouble with his knee, but fortunately it was his left that had been injured, so he could still drive.


	Just as well that Eli had a physical excuse for not driving, for he wasn’t up to it emotionally either. Not tonight. Too rattled, too distracted… why, in his present mood, he might very well drive into oncoming traffic without realizing until it was too late.


	But he couldn’t let Adrian and Strauss see his unease, his uncertainty. He had never been in a situation like this, and found this inexplicable turn of events almost overwhelming. Everything had been going so well for so long, and now…


	Initially he’d been delighted to make contact with his attacker, the mysterious “Jack.” He’d called with the intention of shaking him up, of letting him know that he hadn’t got away clean with his vicious, underhanded act, that he was being hunted and would be found.


	Instead, it had been Eli who had been left shaken.


	The man knew that he’d abducted Tara Portman, knew that the key ring had been hers. How? He didn’t believe for a second that the Ceremony could be reversed, and yet… how did the man know about Tara?


	The questions had plagued Eli until he’d given into a yearning to return to the house where the Portman child had died. Just for a look…


	“I still think this is a lousy, stupid idea,” said Strauss from where he slouched in the rear seat. “Lousy because this whole deal could be a trick to get us to come back to this place, which we’re doing. And stupid because Tara Portman ain’t back and she ain’t never coming back. Did we or did we not cut up her heart and eat it? No way that kid is back and looking for her key ring.” 


	Eli winced at Strauss’s casual mention of these Ceremony details. They were never to be spoken.


	“First of all,” Eli said, “we are not going back to Dmitri’s house, we are simply driving by. Just another car passing on the street. As for the other matter, I fully agree that Tara Portman cannot be back, but we must find out how this man knows about her.” 


	“Easy,” Strauss said, the edge still on his voice. He leaned forward and jutted his head over the back of the front seat. His breath reeked of garlic. “Somebody talked.” 


	“No one talked,” Eli said. “I’ve spoken to our other members, all ten of them, since this afternoon. No one has been kidnapped and tortured into a confession. Everyone is fine and looking forward to the next Ceremony. And think about it: If someone did talk, why talk about Tara Portman? Why not last year’s lamb, or the year before? Tara Portman was ages ago.” 


	“Perhaps,” Adrian said. He’d been strangely silent all day. “But she was the first lamb we sacrificed in Dmitri’s house.” 


	“You’re right,” Eli said. “And oddly enough, I found myself thinking about Tara Portman just the other night.” 


	That was why he’d been so shocked when the stranger had mentioned her name. It had to be a coincidence, but what a strange one.


	“Really?” Adrian said. “Out of so many lambs, why her?” 


	“I’ve been asking myself that same question since my talk with our attacker this afternoon.” 


	“Maybe it was because this mystery man tried to buy the key ring.” 


	“No, that wasn’t it. At the time I’d forgotten who that key ring belonged to. To tell the truth, I doubt I could match many of the little souvenirs in that cabinet to their original owners. And besides, I’d thought of Tara Portman days before.” 


	“When?” Strauss said.


	“Friday night.” 


	He remembered he’d been reading in bed, deep into Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, and feeling drowsy, when suddenly she leaped into his mind. The briefest flash of her face, calm in the repose of deep anesthesia, and then her thin pale etherized body, still and supine on the table, awaiting the caress of Eli’s knife. As quickly as the memories had come, they fled. Eli had written them off as random reminiscences, triggered perhaps by Proust’s prose.


	“There’s the house now,” Adrian said.


	They lapsed into silence as they glided past Menelaus Manor. The lights were on. Who was home?


	With a pang of melancholy Eli experienced a Proustian moment, caught up in a swirl of memories of Dmitri Menelaus, the brilliant, driven, tortured man he had brought into the Circle back in the eighties.


	Dmitri had started off as just another customer in Eli’s shop, but soon proved himself a man with a connoisseur’s eye for the rare and arcane. He began to suggest sources where Eli might order rarer and stranger objects. As he and Eli got to know each other socially, Dmitri told of how he’d traveled the world investigating what he termed “places of power.” He’d been to the usual locales—the Mayan temples of Chichen Itza in Yucatan, Macchu Picchu in the Andes, the tree-strangled temples of Angkor Wat in Cambodia—but had found them dead and cold. Whatever power they’d once held had been leached away by time and tourists. Along the way he’d heard tales of other places, secret places, and had also searched them out, all to no avail.


	But then came whispers that fired his imagination, tales of an old stone keep in an obscure alpine pass in Romania, an ancient fortress that once had housed unspeakable evil. No one could give him the exact location of the pass, but by collecting and comparing notes based on the whispers, Dmitri narrowed his search to an area where these tales appeared to converge. He followed old trails through steep gorges, fully expecting this search to end as had so many others over the years, in despair and disappointment.


	But this time was different. He found the fortress in a ravine near the ruins of a peasant village. As soon as he stepped through a gap in its crumbling foundation and let its walls enfold him, he knew his search had ended.


	Immediately he’d arranged for a quantity of its loosened stones to be shipped back to the States and installed in his basement. He said the stones had absorbed the power of the old keep and now he had some of it for himself. His own home was now a place of power.


	Eventually Eli learned the reason for Dmitri’s obsession with these matters: He was terrified that he would die of pancreatic cancer like his father. He’d watched the man rot from the inside out and had sworn that would never happen to him.


	Eli knew a better way to protect him, far better and more reliable than importing stones from Old World forts. Slowly, slyly, he felt out Dmitri about how far he’d be willing to go to protect himself from his father’s fate. When he’d ascertained that there was nothing Dmitri would not do, no lengths to which he would not go, he introduced Dmitri to the Circle. He became Eli’s twelfth disciple.


	Dmitri quickly evolved into Eli’s right-hand man, for Eli sensed that his motives were pure. For too many members of the Circle, Eli suspected that the abducted children and what was done to them were almost as important as the Ceremony and the immortality they’d eventually gain from it. They might be men in high places, but he sensed their motives were low. Year after year he’d seen the lascivious light in their eyes as the deeply anesthetized lamb was stripped naked upon the ceremonial table. It had disturbed Eli so deeply that he’d begun leaving the lambs fully clothed, baring only the minimum amount of flesh necessary to slit open the chest and remove the still beating heart. None of the Circle looked away during the bloody procedure. Some went so far as to suggest that the lamb be strapped down and conscious during the Ceremony.


	How dare they? The Ceremony was to be performed without pain to the lamb. That would debase the ritual. The point was not pain but to gain life everlasting. The annual death of a child was an unfortunate but necessary price that had to be paid.


	How lamentable that he had to ally himself with such creatures, but in these increasingly Big Brotherish times, he needed their power and influence to safeguard the Ceremony and guarantee its annual performance.


	But Dmitri was different. His focus was on the end, not the means. He soon became an indispensable member, especially once the Ceremony was moved to the basement of his home. It was perfect. The stones did indeed resonate with a strange power, and the dirt floor was a perfect resting place for the lambs. Disposing of a body, even once a year, had always been a perilous chore.


	Eli would be performing the Ceremony at Menelaus Manor to this day were Dmitri still alive. But his doctors discovered that he had his father’s cancer—too early to be helped by medical science, and too early to be saved by the Ceremony, for Dmitri had participated in nowhere near the twenty-nine he needed for immortality and invulnerability.


	Unable to face the same agonizing death as his father, he’d seated himself on the dirt floor of his cellar and put a bullet through his head. What a loss… a terrible, terrible loss. Dmitri had been like a son to Eli. He still mourned his passing.


	“I wonder who’s living there now?” Adrian said as he drove on.


	“I checked that out already,” Strauss said. “Couple of brothers named Kenton. Bought it a year ago.” 


	Eli felt a surge of excitement. Could they have tracked down his nemesis? “Do you think one of them could be our ‘Jack’?” 


	“Doubt it. I ain’t got much in the way of contacts here in the one-fourteen, but I did learn that not only are these two guys brothers, but they’re also brothers—if you know what I mean.” 


	Excitement dipped toward disappointment. “They’re black?” 


	“‘S’what I’m told. You said your attacker was white. No chance you could be wrong?” 


	“I wouldn’t know,” Adrian said. “I can’t remember. The last thing I remem—” 


	“He was white,” Eli said, jumping in before Adrian could launch into his litany. “So that leaves them out.” 


	“Who knows?” Strauss said. “A guy who can raise Tara Portman from the dead can maybe turn himself white too.” 


	Eli was about to tell Strauss that this wasn’t a joking matter when Adrian spoke.


	“I don’t care who they are as long as they don’t dig up the cellar.” 


	The remark brought silence to the car. That had been the great fear after Dmitri’s death: the new owners would excavate the cellar. Eli had wanted a member of the Circle to buy the place so they could go on using it, but no one wanted his name connected with a house that held the remains of eight murdered children.


	“The possibility of that is so small,” Eli said, “I’ve ceased to worry about it. Step back and consider it objectively. How many homeowners, no matter how extensively they renovate a home, tear up their cellar floor?” 


	“Virtually none,” Adrian said.


	Strauss said, “Just lucky for us the people who bought it poured a cement floor over the dirt down there.” 


	“It didn’t bring them much luck, though,” Eli said.


	Strauss barked a laugh. “Yeah! Two slit throats and still nobody has a clue. If you don’t close a murder in forty-eight hours, chances are you’ll never close it. It’s been years for that one. Guess by now you could call it a perfect crime.” 


	Eli had been shocked when he’d read about the dead couple, and worried that the crime scene investigation might venture too deeply into the cellar.


	And then there’d been the mutilation of the little boy adopted by the next owners. Eli had begun to wonder if a combination of the Ceremony and those strange stones lining the basement could somehow have laid a curse on the place.


	“The other thing I’m worried about,” said Adrian, “is that key ring.” 


	“So am I, Eli.” Strauss tapped Eli on the shoulder. “It connects you to the girl, and you can be connected to me. That’s not good. Not good at all.” 


	Adrian stopped at a red light. He continued to stare straight ahead as he spoke. “I’ve had nightmares about something like this happening because of that trophy cabinet of yours, sitting out there in your store for all to see. I always thought it was risky and… and arrogant as well.” 


	Eli stared at him. Had he just heard correctly? Had Adrian, so deferential despite his size and strength, actually dared to call him arrogant? He must be furious, and very frightened.


	Arrogant? Eli couldn’t dredge up any anger. Adrian was right. Displaying the trophy cabinet had been arrogant and even foolhardy, but not half as arrogant and foolhardy as what Eli had done on Saturday.


	Maybe the impetus had been the unbidden thoughts of Tara Portman the night before, perhaps it was nothing more than mere ennui, but whatever the reason, Eli had yielded to an urge to flaunt his invulnerability. So on Saturday afternoon he had told someone that he had killed hundreds of children, and that another would die with the next new moon, all but daring him to do something about it.


	Eli permitted himself a fleeting smile. Adrian would shit his pants if Eli told him.


	Instead Eli said, “Be that as it may, the trophy cabinet had nothing to do with our current predicament.” 


	Strauss leaned back and returned to his slouch in the rear seat. “Maybe it did and maybe it didn’t, but it was a bad idea all around. That kind of in-your-face shit threatens us all. Maybe you don’t care, but we do.” 


	“I sympathize, and I’ll try to take your feelings into account in the future,” Eli said. If the Circle had a future.


	They lapsed again into silence as the car moved into traffic, then Adrian cleared his throat.


	“Eli, am I the only one bothered by you thinking of Tara Portman for no good reason on Friday night, and then this stranger popping into your shop on Sunday to try and buy the key ring? Then someone—possibly the same man—attacks us Monday night, and steals Tara’s key ring on Tuesday. And today he claims that Tara is ‘back’—whatever that means. Could he have brought her back on Friday night?” 


	“She’s not back!” Eli said, his voice rising of its own accord.


	“Then why, of all possible lambs, did you think of Tara Portman?” 


	“What time was this?” Strauss said, leaning forward again and refouling the air of the front seat with his breath. “That you thought of her, I mean.” 


	“I don’t know. I wasn’t watching the time. Late, I’d say.” 


	“You know what else happened late Friday night? The earthquake.” 


	Eli remembered reading something about that. “I didn’t feel a thing.” 


	“But locals around here did. The paper said it was centered in Astoria.” 


	“Dear God,” Adrian whispered.


	“Oh, come now,” Eli said. “You can’t seriously believe one has anything to do with the other. That’s absurd!” 


	But was it? Eli felt an Arctic chill blow through the chambers of his heart. He couldn’t let on how deeply the scenario Adrian and Strauss were describing disturbed him. It only heightened his feelings of being at the mercy of chance as well as the forces of nature itself.


	“Perhaps it is,” Adrian said. “But you can’t help wondering, can you.” 


	No, Eli thought. You can’t.


	He realized the only thing that would assuage this mounting malaise and uncertainty was another Ceremony to bulwark his defenses.


	“For the moment,” he said, “let’s turn away from lambs of the past and focus on a lamb for the present.” He glanced at Strauss. “Any progress in the matter of Ms. DiLauro’s child, Freddy?” 


	“Some. I spent a little time watching her place today.” He laughed. “I was wearing my old blues—they still fit me, y’know—and I waltzed them up to her door after I seen her leave her place alone. I figured if the kid was there, I’d pull the old your-mommy’s-been-hurt routine, but she wasn’t home. Learned from a neighbor’s maid that she’s away at camp.” 


	“Really?” Eli said. He felt a surge of hope.


	“Why are you fixated on her?” Adrian said. “We can snatch a child anywhere—” 


	“We’ve succeeded in lasting this long because we don’t take chances. This situation has interesting possibilities. Think: A child disappears from a camp in the woods and the first thing everyone assumes is that she wandered off. They waste precious time beating the bushes for her when all the while she could be miles away, unconscious, in a car speeding toward the city…” 


	“Yes,” Adrian said, nodding. “I see. Which camp?” 


	“That’s the problem. This maid didn’t know.” 


	Adrian groaned. “Do you know how many summer camps there are in the tri-state area? We’ll never find her.” 


	Eli’s mood sank. Adrian was right. There were hundreds, maybe thousands.


	Strauss slapped the back of the front seat. “Never say never, my friend. I’m working a few angles. I’ve already recruited Williamson. He’ll be full speed on the trail of little Victoria Westphalen tomorrow.” 


	Wesley Williamson was a longtime member of the Circle and deputy director of the state banking commission. Eli didn’t know how he could help, but he’d leave that to Strauss.


	“He’d better hurry. If we don’t complete the Ceremony by midnight Friday, we’ll have to wait until next month.” 


	Eli couldn’t bear the thought of spending a whole month in his current state. Not just the fear and uncertainty, but the vulnerability, which was so much worse. His nameless enemy would have all that time to move against him.


	“I’m doing my best, okay? This is short notice, but we’ll get her. So sharpen up your knife for Friday night.” 


				*

	


	
IN THE IN-BETWEEN


	The entity that was Tara Portman floats in darkness and frustration. The one she was sent for has stayed away. She has something Tara wants, something Tara desperately needs.


	She must find a way to bring her here. She thinks she knows a way. Tara touched her while she was here, perhaps she can touch her in another way, beyond these walls. Touch her and make her return.


	And then what? What will happen to Tara after her purpose is finished? Will she be returned to nothingness? Anything, even this half-existence, is better than that.


	Stay here. Yes… but not alone. She does not want to stay here alone…


				*

	


	
THURSDAY


				*
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	Break time.


	Jack glanced at the clock above the Kentons’ kitchen sink: 10:15. Was that all? Seemed as if they’d been working a lot longer than two hours. He sipped his Gatorade and considered the progress they’d made.


	When he’d arrived, Lyle and Charlie had already started chipping away at the concrete along the edges of the crack. If there’d been a gap in the earth below after the quake, it was gone. Just a groove in the dirt now. Jack had brought along some blues CDs as a compromise between his kind of music and the Kentons’. He heard no objections when he put on a Jimmy Reed disk, so he picked up a pickax and joined in, swinging in time to the beat, chain-gang style.


	He started off stiff and achy. Yesterday he’d worked muscles he rarely used and they awoke today tight and cranky; but ten minutes of swinging the pick loosened them up.


	Two hours later they’d widened the gap to maybe four feet. Slow, hard work. And hot. The cellar had started out cool but the heat thrown off by the exertions of three bodies soon raised the temperature. Like a sauna down there now. Jack could see he was going to need lots of Gatorade before the day was through, and lots of lager after.


	He and Lyle sat and sipped at the kitchen table in their damp T-shirts. The faint breeze through the windows and open back door carried little cooling power. Charlie had grabbed a paper and a donut and retreated to the shade of the backyard with the morning paper. He’d said little all morning.


	“Something wrong with Charlie?” 


	Lyle’s eyes gave away nothing. “Why do you ask?” 


	“Pretty quiet.” 


	“He’s just going through a phase. Not your worry.” 


	Right. Not Jack’s business why the brothers Kenton weren’t getting along. But he liked these two, and it bothered him.


	He dropped the subject. He lifted the front of his T-shirt and wiped his face. “Ever hear of air-conditioning?” 


	“Not much use when the windows and doors won’t stay closed.” 


	“Still?” 


	Lyle nodded. “Still. If I close them they don’t reopen as fast as they used to, but eventually they do.” 


	“Tara, you think?” 


	Another nod. “I get the feeling she’s trapped here. She wants to get out—maybe she keeps trying—but can’t.” 


	Just then Charlie burst through the door, waving the morning paper. “Yo, Jack! Peep this!” He had the Post folded back and then in half, commuter style. He dropped it on the table and pointed to a headline. “Is this you, dawg? This yo’ setup?” 


	Jack picked up the paper. Lyle came around and peered over his shoulder.


	SHE SHOULD’VE KNOWN BETTER Elizabeth Foster, better known as psychic advisor Madame Pomerol, has had her second brush with the NYPD in one week. Just last Sunday morning she and her husband Carl were found wandering the financial district unclothed; but the charges are more serious this time: the Federal government is involved. Foster and her husband Carl were picked up yesterday afternoon trying to pass phony hundred-dollar bills at La Belle Boutique on Madison Avenue. The Treasury Department is investigating.


	But things get worse. A search of their Upper East Side apartment—also known as “Madame Pomerol’s Temple of Eternal Wisdom”—not only turned up thousands more of the funny money, but provided indisputable evidence that this particular psychic medium is little more than a scam artist.


	Jack had to grin as the article went on to describe the eavesdropping devices found in her waiting room, the electronic ear pieces hidden in her hats, the monitors, the trapdoors, and most damning of all, the files on her clients, filled with xeroxes of driver licenses, Social Security cards, bank statements, and notes containing more than a few scathing comments about their weaknesses, predilections, and obsessions. As a result, the Manhattan DA was preparing to add charges of fraud and conspiracy to defraud to the federal counterfeiting rap.


	“They’re done!” Lyle cried. “Gone! Fried! Fini! Madame Pomerol will be reading palms for cigarettes in either Rikers or a federal pen! Is this your fix?” 


	“I do believe it is.” 


	“The queer? How’d you manage that? You plant it on them?” 


	“Trade secret, I’m afraid.” 


	“You done it, G!” Charlie said, grinning for the first time all morning. “You nailed her!” 


	Jack shrugged. “Sometimes things go according to plan, sometimes they don’t. This one did.” 


	He stared at the article, basking in the sunny sensation of a job well done. He’d set the Fosters up for a fall and had known they’d tumble sooner or later. He was glad it turned out to be sooner.


	The big if in this particular fix-it had been how they handled their cash. Did they deposit it and write checks, or spend it? Jack had banked on the latter. With a good cash flow—real cash, not checks and charges—that they probably didn’t declare, they’d tend to pay for things in cash to leave less of a money trail should the IRS come sniffing.


	Lyle clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Remind me never to get on your wrong side, Jack. You are not a man to mess with!” 


	If Jack had his way, Eli Bellitto would soon feel the same, only worse. Much, much worse.


	As they all headed back down to the cellar, Jack sensed a better mood than when they’d started the break. They retrieved the pickaxes and renewed their combined attack on the concrete slab, tossing the broken chunks onto the pile of paneling.


	By midday they’d broken up half the slab. After a quick lunch of juicy gyros at a Greek deli up on Ditmars, they returned to work.


	“You know what?” Lyle said as he surveyed the rubble mat had once been a basement. “I think two of us should start digging in the dirt while the other keeps after the concrete.” 


	Jack kicked at the hard packed, red-brown soil. Not a hell of a lot softer than the concrete.


	“You mean, start looking for Tara.” 


	“Right. The sooner we find her, the sooner we can stop pretending to be day laborers and go back to being gentlemen of leisure.” 


	“How will we know it’s her?” 


	Lyle stared at the dirt. “You still think she’s got company down there?” 


	“I’d bet on it.” 


	“Well, we’ll cross that bridge whenever.” Lyle looked up at Jack. “You game to dig a little dirt?” 


	“Not exactly my idea of a fun treasure hunt,” Jack said, “but I’ll give it a go.” 


	Lyle turned to his brother. “How about you, Charlie? Dirt or ‘crete?” 


	Charlie shrugged. “I’ll stick with the slab.” 


	“Okay. We’ll rotate around if anybody wants to switch.” He leaned toward Jack and spoke in a stage whisper. “And if you should happen to find the remains of the Missing Link while you’re digging, don’t let Charlie know. He doesn’t believe in evolution and it would upset him.” 


	Charlie said, “Step off, Lyle.” 


	My sentiments exactly, Jack thought.


	Lyle grabbed the shovel and jammed the spade into the dirt. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it. You believe the universe was created in six days, right?” 


	“That what it say in the Bible, so that what I believe.” 


	“So did Bishop Usher, who ran down all the dates in the Bible and the ages of all people mentioned. According to his calculations, the earth was created on October 26, 4004 BC.” He tossed a shovel full of dirt aside and struck a pensive pose. “I wonder if that was a.m. or p.m.? Anyway, seems to me the earth’s packed an awful lot of growth and development into six thousand years.” 


	Jack grabbed a shovel. “Fascinating. Let’s dig.” 


	“That what it say, then that what I believe. We talkin’ the word of God, yo.” 


	“Are we?” Lyle raised a finger. “Well, I’ve got a few words of my own—” 


	Oh, no, Jack thought. They’re off.


	“Hey, what is all this?” he said, cutting in. “I didn’t always pay my bills doing fix-its. I’ve done landscaping and worked with nonunion wrecking crews, and all I ever heard guys talk about was booze and broads. But you two—what is it with you guys, anyway?” 


	Lyle grinned. “Maybe it’s because Charlie doesn’t drink and we’ve both been celibate far too long.” 


	“Ay, yo, how ‘bout you, Jack?” Charlie said. “What you believe?” 


	“About what?” he said, although he knew exactly what.


	Lyle said, “Faith, god. All that.” 


	That was a little too personal for Jack. He didn’t even tell anyone his last name, so he wasn’t about to discuss religion with a couple of guys he hadn’t known a week. Besides, it wasn’t a subject he gave much thought to. In his world, the unseeable and unknowable simply hadn’t much mattered.


	Until lately.


	“I’m pretty much for whatever gets you through the day, as long as you don’t start insisting it’s the way everyone should get through the day.” 


	“That ain’t tellin’ nothin’.” 


	“Okay, then, I can tell you that whatever I did believe has been pretty much turned upside down in the past few months.” 


	Lyle looked at him. “All that stuff you told us about the Otherness?” 


	Jack nodded.


	“Here’s my problem,” Lyle said. “I have just as much trouble believing in your Otherness as I do in Charlie’s personal God.” 


	“How about Tara Portman?” Jack said. “And what’s been going on in this house? That’s not hearsay. You’ve been here. It’s your own experience.” 


	Lyle’s cheeks puffed as he let out a breath. “Yeah, I know. This is terra nova for me. I never believed in ghosts or life after death, or even the soul. I assumed when you died you were gone forever. Now… I’m not so sure.” 


	Jack said, “Then maybe we should stop jawing and dig up this terra nova.” 


	Lyle laughed. “Excellent idea!” 


	The Best of Muddy Waters was in the boombox tray. Jack turned up “Mannish Boy” loud enough to make conversation a chore, then went to work.


	By late afternoon, with another Gatorade break somewhere in the middle, they’d pocked the surface of the dirt with holes but hadn’t come across a single bone.


	“We’ve only been going down three feet or so,” Lyle said. “Maybe that’s not deep enough.” 


	Jack leaned on his shovel. “Hate to think they went the full traditional six.” 


	“Might have. Especially if they wanted to be sure of not having any telltale odors. Which means we have to go down six.” 


	Jack’s T-shirt was soaked. He looked around. The pile of smashed paneling and broken concrete already took up one end of the cellar. They’d added some of the dirt to it, but they’d be running out of room soon.


	“You’re talking a lot of dirt.” 


	“Tell me about it. Look, I know it’s been a long day, but I’d like to keep after this.” 


	“There’s always tomorrow,” Jack said.


	Charlie stopped digging and looked at his brother. “No there ain’t.” 


	Jack opened his mouth but Lyle cut him off.


	“Don’t ask. Look, why don’t we take another break and see if we can come up with a systematic way of going about finding her.” 


	Jack glanced at his watch. “I’ve got an errand to run, but I should be back in an hour and a half or so.” 


	“I’m going to have to bail soon myself. That Forest Hills women’s club thing.” 


	“That’s right,” Charlie said. “Everybody run off and leave baby brother to do all the work.” 


	Jack laughed. “I’ll be back to help out as soon as I can.” 


	“Where’re you off to?” Lyle said.


	“To make sure the last piece of the Tara Portman puzzle fits where I think it does.” 


				*
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	As Jack rode the N train back to Manhattan he debated stopping off at his place or Gia’s and taking a shower. He damn sure needed one. By the time he reached the decision point at Fifty-ninth Street, he decided it would take too much time. He stayed on the train as it turned downtown. When he reached SoHo he made a quick pass by Bellitto’s store and noted the sturgeon was no longer in the window. Too bad; he’d kind of liked it. Took a peek through the glass of the door and saw the older woman with the jet-black hair helping a customer. She was the one he wanted to talk to. He’d got the impression she’d grown old with the store. But Kevin was there too, behind the counter.


	He moved on, frustrated.


	Damn. He’d hoped this would be the kid’s day off. No sign of Bellitto or the gorilla-armed Minkin though, which was good. Doubted they’d recognize him after their encounter in the dark, but didn’t want to take the chance. This was primarily an information-gathering trip, with maybe a little cage-rattling bonus thrown in. He knew he’d eventually have to deal with those two before they zeroed in on another kid. But Bellitto was laid up for the present, so Jack had some time to plan his course.


	Jack found a shady doorway with a view of the front of the shop and waited, watching the shadows lengthen and the traffic thicken. Evening was edging into the picture and he didn’t have all that much time, but there was always a chance Kevin would clock out or make a Starbucks run. He needed to talk to the lady alone. If he couldn’t do it face to face, he’d try the phone, but that would be settling for second best.


	He thought about what Gia had told him about the mystery cop from the unknown precinct. He didn’t like anyone, maybe cops especially, knocking on Gia’s door and asking the whereabouts of her daughter. Nobody’s damn business but Gia’s. And Jack’s too, sometimes.


	He pulled out his Tracfone and called her to see if the cop had stopped back. She said no. All quiet on the East Side. He told her they hadn’t found anything yet at Menelaus Manor and not to wait dinner for him—he’d be late tonight. She sounded tired. She hadn’t been sleeping well. He told her to take a nap and she said she might just do that.


	After saying good-bye, Jack turned off the phone. Didn’t want Bellitto calling him again. Let him wonder. Let him stew.


	Jack’s patience finally was rewarded by the sight of Kevin stepping out and hurrying down the sidewalk. Didn’t know how long he’d be gone so Jack hustled over to the shop.


	“Yes, sir?” the woman behind the counter boomed as he entered. She had a mannish build, with broad shoulders and a hefty frame. Above her Richard Belzer face her black hair looked spit shined. She eyed his sweat-stained T-shirt, dirty jeans, and grimy hands with poorly disguised disdain. Obviously he didn’t look like a typical Shurio Coppe customer.


	Knew I should have showered, he thought.


	He decided to adopt a personality to go with the look. He rounded his shoulders and made only the briefest eye contact.


	“Um…” 


	“Are you looking to buy something, sir?” 


	“Uh, well, no, y’see,” he said in a meek, faltering voice, “I was kinda like wondering if—” 


	Jack heard the bell on the door tinkle behind him and turned to see a big no-neck guy with outlandishly long arms limp through. Adrian Minkin, in the flesh. Jack tensed and looked away as he approached.


	“Eli wants the book again,” Minkin said as he brushed past Jack and stepped to the counter.


	He wore black slacks and a long-sleeve white dress shirt.


	The woman made a face. “That’s the third time already,” she said. “Why doesn’t he just call down?” 


	Minkin leaned on the counter, just a couple of feet away, giving Jack his first close-up look at Minkin’s hands in good light. Massive, with wiry black hair crawling all the way out to the third knuckle on the long thick fingers.


	“You know how he is, Gert.” Minkin leaned closer and lowered his voice. “He’s very tense, waiting for a call, plus I think he’s bored out of his mind.” 


	“Bad combination,” Gert said, handing him a black ledger. “Just get it back to me as soon as he’s finished.” 


	“Will do.” 


	When he turned he came face to face with Jack. He stopped and stared for a few heartbeats that seemed to stretch into minutes. Jack met his cold blue eyes, looking for signs of recognition and readying to make a move the instant he saw the first hint. But Minkin only blinked, nodded, and moved on.


	“Sorry for the interruption, sir,” Gert said. “What can I help you with? Looking for anything in particular?” 


	“Yes, well, I…” Jack shuffled closer to the counter, killing time until he heard the bell chime and the door close behind Minkin. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure he was gone, but he made it into a timid gesture. “I’m looking for Mr. Menelaus. Mr. Dmitri Menelaus.” 


	Gert blinked. “Mr. Menelaus? What would you want with him?” 


	Jack wished she’d cut her volume. Wouldn’t be surprised if Bellitto and Minkin could hear her upstairs.


	“I, um, did some masonry work for him some years ago, y’know, in his cellar, and he said I should meet him here.” 


	Gert’s eyes narrowed. “Did he now? And when was this?” 


	“Oh, um, just this morning, on the phone.” 


	“This morning? Oh, I doubt that very much. He’s been dead for years.” 


	“Get out! You’re lying!” 


	“Sir, I do not lie. He was a regular customer. He and the owner were quite close.” 


	“I figured that.” 


	Jack took a deep breath and let it out. There it was. The final link between the Menelaus house, Tara Portman, and Eli Bellitto.


	Gert shook her head. “Tragic the way he died.” 


	“Not tragic at all,” Jack said, dropping out of character. “I’m pretty sure it was long overdue.” 


	Gert’s eyes widened as she straightened her wide shoulders. “What?” 


	Jack turned and strode for the door. “Thanks lady. Tell Eli I was asking after Dmitri.” 


	“You know Mr. Bellitto? Who are you?” 


	“Just tell him. He’ll know.” Jack hit the sidewalk and headed straight for the subway.


				*
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	“This is not to be borne!” 


	Eli slammed the phone down. He could barely speak. The brazenness of the man! The absolute gall!


	“What is it?” Adrian said, hovering.


	“It was him! The mysterious ‘Jack’! He was just in the shop asking Gert about Dmitri!” 


	Adrian gaped at him. “Just now? Then I saw him. I looked right at him and didn’t recognize him. But then of course I wouldn’t recognize him since I still don’t remember what happened Monday night. The last thing I remem—” 


	“What did he look like?” 


	“Like… like a common laborer. He was dirty and he smelled sweaty. I can’t believe—” 


	“Believe it! He said he’d had a call from Dmitri telling him to meet him in the shop.” 


	Adrian paled. “But Dmitri’s dead.” 


	Eli glanced at him. What had always impressed him most about Adrian, besides his size, was his swift mind; but since those blows to his head his mental functions seemed to have slowed to a walk.


	“I’m well aware of that. He’s just trying to rattle us.” Though Eli said us, he meant me. “He wants to keep us off balance.” 


	“But why?” 


	Suddenly Eli saw it all, comprehended the mystery man’s plan in all its terrible simplicity.


	“He wants to prevent us from performing the Ceremony during this cycle. That will put terrible pressure on us because we’ll have to complete the Ceremony during the next cycle, the last new moon before the equinox, or…” 


	His words dried up as he contemplated the consequences.


	Adrian was staring at him. “Or what? What will happen?” 


	“To you? Nothing much. Your string of Ceremonies will be broken and you’ll have to go back and start at one again.” 


	Adrian groaned. “Oh, God, no.” 


	“But for me it will be much, much worse. If I fail, all the diseases and traumas I’ve been shielded from for the past two centuries will rush upon me and crush me.” 


	Terror squeezed his shuddering heart in a cold fist. He’d die slowly and in unimaginable agony. And then the interloper would be free to take over the Circle.


	That was why this Jack hadn’t killed him Monday night. He wanted Eli to suffer a month of pain and anxiety before a horrible death.


	“And to think I was that close!” Adrian gritted through clenched teeth. “If only I’d known I’d have…” He balled his hands before him, crushing huge fistfuls of air.


	“He won’t win!” Eli cried. “He thinks that by stealing our lamb he’s sabotaged our Ceremony for this cycle. He can’t know about the DiLauro woman’s child—we didn’t know ourselves until yesterday. We can still beat him.” 


	He snatched up the phone, punched in Strauss’s beeper number, and left a message to call back. The phone rang minutes later.


	“Progress?” Eli snapped as soon as he recognized Strauss’s voice.


	“Some. Not moving as fast as I’d like. What’s wrong?” 


	He filled Strauss in on the mystery man’s latest stunt without getting into his theory of what the man was planning. “What’s the hold-up? What are you doing?” 


	“I’m not sure I want to say,” Strauss said. “With all this guy seems to know, how can we be sure your line’s not tapped?” 


	Eli felt his chest tighten. The possibility had never occurred to him.


	“Can you check the line?” 


	“Yeah, but not today. We got some situations here that won’t allow me to get down there till late tonight.” 


	Not good enough. Eli needed to know now. Then he had an idea.


	“Fax it to me.” 


	“What?” 


	“You heard me. Jot it down or type it out. Be as oblique as you wish—I’ll understand—and fax it. You destroy the original, I’ll burn the copy at this end, and no one but we will know.” 


	A pause on the other end, then, “All right. That might work. Just make sure you burn it right off.” 


	“I’ll have the matches ready.” 


	He gave Strauss his personal fax number, then hung up. Twelve minutes later the machine rang, then started printing out a brief, scrawled message.


	Our financial friend got the ladys checking account records but no check written to a camp. Looking into credit cards but that takes longer. Will know by tonight and fax results ASAP.


	BURN THIS!


	Strauss, ever paranoid, hadn’t signed it.


	Eli handed it to Adrian. “Find some matches and do what the man says.” 


	Checking accounts and credit cards… how clever. Why comb through the rosters of a thousand summer camps looking for a particular child when you can use the mother’s own records to find out. Big Brother certainly had his drawbacks, but in this instance, he could be a Godsend. Eli felt better. They’d know the lamb’s location by tonight and could then determine the best way to acquire her. If all went well, by dawn she would be theirs.


				*

	


	
4


	Lyle struck a pose on the bottom cellar step. He’d shaved, showered, and donned his black silk suit. Ifasen was ready for Forest Hills.


	“How do I look?” 


	Charlie glanced up from his digging. “All G’d up like a wolf huntin’ him some sheep.” 


	“Thanks loads.” 


	Not at all the image Lyle wanted to cut, but he knew Charlie’s perception was tinted toward the cynical where he was concerned.


	Lyle said, “Jack called. He’s been delayed. He’s going to grab a bite before he comes back. Why don’t you take a break till he gets here. I should be back shortly after that and then the three of us can give it a couple more hours.” 


	Charlie shook his head. “Nuh-uh. Told you I’d give you two days and that’s what I’m doin’. Don’t want you sayin’ I shorted you. You go. I’ll keep workin’.” 


	“Charlie—” 


	“Go, man. I find somethin’, I call you. We find nathan by midnight, we gone, right? That was the deal, right? Right?” 


	Lyle sighed. “Right.” 


	He realized he should have rescheduled his women’s club talk, or canceled it altogether. What good was wooing new sitters, no matter how well-heeled, if he wasn’t going to be in business after tonight? He never should have struck that deal with Charlie, or at least should have insisted on three days instead of two.


	Cool it with the negativity, he told himself. We’re going to find Tara tonight. I know it.


	And then these Forest Hills ladies would be cat fighting to book sittings with him.


				*
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	The foil-wrapped sandwich was cool under Jack’s arm as he stepped into Julio’s. The after-work crowd was building and smoke hung thick in the air. As Jack headed for one of the rear tables he waved to Julio and flicked his thumb above his fist in a pop-me-one gesture.


	A minute later Julio plunked an open Rolling Rock long neck onto the table and stood watching as Jack unrolled his sub from the greasy foil. A vinegary odor seeped into the air. He’d swung into Costin’s mom and pop on the next block and grabbed it on the run from the cooler; a pre-fab construction of spongy bread filled with sliced meat byproducts topped with a cheeseoid substance that had never been within a hundred miles of a cow. But it was fast and promised to fill the void.


	“Hey, meng, people see you they gonna think this some kinda bring-your-own-food place.” 


	Jack took a long pull on the beer. Damn, that tasted good. He’d stopped home to shower and change. A clean pair of jeans, a fresh shirt—an Allman Bros, concert T he’d picked up at a secondhand store—and he felt halfway to a new man, ready to dig again.


	“Nobody’s watching and I’m too hungry and too short on time to deal with those wings and other finger foods you serve.” 


	The little man bristled and flexed his considerable biceps. “Hey, we serve the best food money can fry.” 


	“Your message said you had something for me?” 


	As Julio fished an envelope out of his back pocket, Jack bit into his sandwich. A pasty texture that tasted like oil and vinegar. Swell. At least he wouldn’t be hungry when he finished.


	“Old guy drop it off this morning.” He ran the envelope under his nose. “Mmm. Smells like money.” 


	“Old guy?” 


	“Yeah. He meet you here Sunday.” 


	Jack almost choked on his sandwich as he came half out of his seat, looking around. “He still here?” 


	“Nah.” Julio snapped his fingers. “He come and go like that. Like he don’ wanna be seen.” 


	“Shit!” 


	“You lookin’ for him?” 


	“Yeah. Big time.” 


	“He short you?” 


	Jack opened the envelope and flipped through the bills. The amount looked about right.


	“No. But he owes me some answers.” 


	Like why he hired me and why he lied about who he is. Probably never know now.


	Jack spotted a slip of yellow paper among the bills. He pulled it out, unfolded it, and read the handwritten note.


	Thanks for taking care of my brother. Edward


	Was he mocking him or sincere? Jack couldn’t tell. Despite his frustration he resisted the urge to ball up the note and fling it across the room. Instead he refolded it and put it back in the envelope.


	“Y’know,” Julio said. “I think Barney recognized him. I think I hear him say something like, ‘My-my-my, look who’s here.’ Or son’thing like that.” 


	“Barney?” Jack scanned the room. He usually hung at the bar with Lou. “Where is he?” 


	“Working. Night shift this week. He be back in the morning.” 


	“Then so will I.” Jack shoved the remains of the sub into his mouth, washed it down with the rest of the beer, then rose.


	“Gotta run. Don’t let Barney leave before I get here tomorrow. Feed him, buy him drinks on me, whatever you have to do to keep him here till I arrive.” 


	Jack headed for the street. Time to dig again. He felt a certain amount of satisfaction. Two more questions left: Was Tara Portman truly buried beneath Menelaus Manor, and who had hired him to watch Eli Bellitto? By this time tomorrow he expected to know the answers to both.


				*
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	Even through the heavy beat of Point of Grace’s music Charlie heard the noise. He stopped digging. From upstairs. A slamming, banging sound, like some rhythm-impaired giant beating the house with a two-by-four.


	He dropped his shovel and scrambled up the steps. He reached the kitchen in time to see the windows shut themselves with a bang. Then the back door slammed closed.


	For one panicky moment Charlie thought he might be locked in. He jumped for the knob, gave it a pull, and it swung open. He let out a relieved breath. When he released he knob, the door swung shut again.


	How ‘bout that? Whatever used to want everything open must’ve had a change of heart. Now it want everything closed up tight.


	Well, not everything, he thought as he checked the front room. The windows were down, but the front door stood open. He pushed it closed but it unlatched itself and swung open again.


	Weird how this sorta thing had spooked him a couple days ago but was just everyday stuff now. Showed you can get used to ‘most anything.


	Charlie wondered why this door was left open while everything else shut up tight, then decided, no matter. After tonight it wasn’t his worry. Lyle’s neither.


	He went back to the cellar and the hole he’d been digging. He’d got down maybe four feet and so far he’d come up with the same as all the other holes: nathan. He figured on giving this one another foot or so before calling it quits.


	As the shovel bit into the dirt, the music stopped.


	“You’re getting warm.” 


	Charlie yelped in terror at the sound of the little-girl voice behind him. He dropped his shovel and snapped around so quick his feet got tangled and he sprawled onto his back.


	“No!” he cried as he lay in the cool dirt and looked up at the blond girl in riding clothes standing over him. He knew who she was and what was pretending to be her. “Demon! Sweet Jesus, save me!” 


	“From me?” she said, smiling and twirling a strand of her golden hair. “Don’t be silly.” 


	“Stay away!” 


	Charlie’s heart was a boot kicking inside his chest. He dug in his heels and palms and scrabbled away like a backward crab.


	The little girl’s face crinkled up and her blue eyes danced as she giggled. Her laugh was sweet and musical. “You look funny!” 


	“You can’t fool me! I know what you are!” 


	She stepped closer. “You do?” 


	Charlie kept backing away, and then he banged his dome against a wall and that was it. Nowhere to go.


	“You—you a demon!” 


	She laughed again. “Now you’re really being silly!” 


	His mind screamed, What do I do? What do I do?


	He couldn’t think. He hadn’t expected this, wasn’t prepared, never believed that the demon would appear to him. Shoulda listened to the rev, shoulda took his advice and packed his gear and geesed.


	Pray! Of course! Words from the Twenty-third Psalm jumped into his brain.


	He raised his voice. ” ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of death I shall fear no evil. Thy rod and thy staff they—’” 


	“‘Valley of death’,” she said, looking around and nodding. “Yes. That’s where we are.” She pointed to the hole he’d been digging. “You’re only seven inches from my head. If you keep digging you’ll find me.” 


	Charlie slashed the air with his hand. “No! You can’t fool me! You’re not Tara Portman!” 


	The child frowned. “Then why are you digging?” 


	The question took Charlie by surprise. Why was he digging? Because he’d made a deal with Lyle. And because…


	“Because Tara Portman may be buried here, but you’re not her.” 


	Her blue eyes turned cold. “Oh, but I am. And I’m not the only one down here. There.” She pointed to a hole Jack had dug half a dozen feet to Charlie’s left. “Another foot deeper and you’d have found Jerry Schwartz. He was only seven. Right where you’re sitting, five feet down, is Rose Howard. She was nine, like me.” 


	Charlie wanted to jump off the spot but couldn’t bring himself to move.


	Suddenly she disappeared, but immediately flashed back into view in a far corner.


	“Jason Moskowski is here.” 


	Charlie blinked and she was in another corner of the cellar.


	“Carrie Martin is here.” 


	She flashed to three more locations, naming another child each time. And with each name her eyes grew icier and the cellar colder.


	Suddenly she was in front of him, not three feet away.


	“Eight of us,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.


	Lord forgive him, he was starting to buy her line. Maybe the rev was wrong. Maybe this wasn’t no demon. Maybe this was the furilla ghost of a murdered child.


	Or maybe that was just what the demon, kin to the Father of Lies, wanted him to believe.


	Real cold in here now. His puffing breaths were smoking the air. He rubbed his bare arms. His sweaty T-shirt was freezing his spine. He saw his sweatshirt balled up by the junk pile.


	He rose uncertainly. “I’m gonna get my shirt, okay?” 


	“Why are you asking me?” she said.


	Good question. She hadn’t threatened him or nothin’, but just seeing her had turned him into a scrub.


	He grabbed the hoodie and pulled it on. Better, but still cold.


	“You want us to find your body and the others. That it, ain’t it? That why you back, right?” 


	She shook her head.


	“Then why?” Sudden fear slammed Charlie like a truck. “You want my soul!” 


	She laughed like that was such a wack idea, but the sweet sound didn’t match up with her ice eyes.


	Charlie’s hand brushed against the pin on his shirt. He looked down at it. wwjd—what would Jesus do in a case like this?


	Simple: He’d tell this spook or demon to get back where it belonged. But Charlie didn’t have Jesus’ power. Still… it was worth a try.


	“Go back where you came from!” he cried.


	The little girl blinked. “But I don’t know where I came from.” 


	That shocked him. “Lie! You were in heaven or hell, one or the other! You gotta know!” 


	She shook her head. “I don’t remember.” 


	Maybe she was telling the truth, maybe she was lying, but Charlie wasn’t hangin’ around to find out. If she wouldn’t go, then he would. Right up those stairs. That was what Jesus would say: Highside evil. Don’t even give it the time of day.


	He started to step around her but she flashed out of sight and reappeared by the cellar stairs.


	“You can’t leave. Not yet.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“You might ruin things.” 


	He could make a run at her, but what then? Could he knock her down? If she was a real kid, no problem. Couldn’t be more than seventy pounds soaking wet. But she wasn’t. Was there even anything there to knock aside? Or would he pass right through her—or her through him? That would put her inside him. He couldn’t handle that. What if she stayed in?


	Charlie shuddered and backed off a step. This little girl had him down and whipped. Couldn’t scrap a lick against her.


	“What you want with me?” He didn’t like the way his voice sounded—all high up and scrub whiny.


	She stared at him. “With you? Nothing.” 


	“Then—?” 


	She raised a hand and his voice died. He tried to speak but couldn’t make a sound.


	“Quiet now. I’m waiting for someone else, and I don’t want you scaring her away.” 


	Point of Grace’s vocals blared to life again.


				*
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	Gia hears the voices as soon as she steps through the door. Children’s voices, whimpering, sobbing… lost sounds that tear at her heart. She recognizes the waiting room of Menelaus Manor but the voices are coming from the second floor. She rushes up the stairs and finds herself in a long hall lined with doors. Eight of them. The voices are louder here, and grow louder still as she moves down the hall. All the doors but one are open and as she passes each she sees a child, a boy or a girl, standing alone in the center of an empty room, sobbing. Some cry out for their mommies. Pressure builds in Gia’s throat as she tries to enter the rooms to comfort them, but she can’t stop. She must keep moving down the hall toward the closed door at its end. She stops before it and reaches for the knob, but before she touches it the door slams open and there’s Tara Portman, the front of her blouse all bloody and her eyes wide with fear, and she’s screaming, “Help! Help! Someone’s hurt! You’ve got to come! Come now! NOW!” 


	Gia awoke with a start and the word NOW! echoing through her head. She looked around the darkening bedroom. Through the window she saw that the sun was down and twilight fading fast.


	A nap. She hadn’t slept well last night. She’d kept waking from dreams, remembering little of them except that they were disturbing. Being pregnant probably added to the fatigue. But as tired as she’d felt all afternoon, she’d fought Jack’s suggestion of a nap until she could barely keep her eyes open. Finally she’d allowed herself a quick lie-down on the bed, just for a few minutes… She’d just had another disturbing dream. What had it been about? She seemed to remember something about Menelaus—


	Gia lunged to her feet as it all rushed back to her: Tara’s terrified face as she screamed about someone being hurt and how Gia had to come now. Now!


	“Jack!” 


	A bolt of alarm shot through her chest as she ran downstairs through the dark house to the kitchen where she had Jack’s cell phone number magneted to the refrigerator door. She found it, dialed, but was told by a mechanical voice that he wasn’t available. She flipped on a light, grabbed her pocketbook, and dumped it onto the counter. She rummaged through the mess until she found the Ifasen brochure she’d picked up at Menelaus Manor. She punched in the number and hung on through the rings until the Kentons’ voice mail picked up. She hung up without leaving a message.


	Gia didn’t know if someone was really hurt or if the dream had been nothing more than that, but she had this awful feeling that something must be wrong. Whatever the case, she couldn’t simply sit here. She knew she’d promised to stay away, but if Jack was hurt she wanted to be there; if he wasn’t, she could hang out and visit for a while. Promise or no promise, she was heading for Menelaus Manor. Now.


	She picked up the phone again and called for a cab.
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	Giving in to an impulse to stop in at Gia’s, Jack stepped off the N train at the Fifty-ninth Street station and walked over to Sutton Square. He hadn’t seen her all day.


	He had a key but he knocked anyway. And knocked again when she didn’t answer. Odd. He saw lights on inside. He used his key and entered. When he saw that the alarm was armed he knew Gia wasn’t home. He punched in the code and stood in the foyer wondering where she could be. He’d told her he wouldn’t make dinner so maybe she’d gone out by herself. But dinner alone in a restaurant… that wasn’t Gia.


	He stepped down the hall to the kitchen to see if she’d left him a note but stopped cold when he found one of Lyle’s Ifasen brochures on the counter instead.


	Aw, no. She’d promised she’d stay away from that place. Had she…?


	He picked up the phone, hit redial, and eventually heard Lyle’s outgoing message.


	That was it. She was heading for Menelaus Manor. Could be there already.


	Jack dashed for the front door. He didn’t like this. Gia wouldn’t break a promise without a damn good reason. Something was very wrong.


				*
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	Gia hesitated when she saw a shadowy form standing halfway down the walk to the Kentons’ front door. The sky was moonless but the house was lit up like they were throwing a party. The figure was too small for Jack or Lyle or Charlie.


	Then she spotted the dog.


	Oh, no, Gia thought. Not her again.


	“Please stay away,” the woman said in a voice at once rapid-fire and lilting. In the faint wash of light from the house Gia could see she wore an orange sari tonight. Her nostril ring had been replaced by a tiny jeweled stud. “I have warned you before but you did not heed. This time you must listen.” 


	Gia’s annoyance got the better of her as she edged past. She needed to be in that house, not out here listening to a woman who probably wasn’t all there.


	“What’s your problem? Why are you telling me this?” 


	Her silver-ringed fingers twisted the long braid hanging over her shoulder. “Because that house is dangerous for you.” 


	“So you’ve said, but nothing’s happened.” 


	The woman’s black eyes bore into her. “If you won’t think of yourself, think of the baby you carry.” 


	Gia stumbled back a step, shaken. “What?” How could she know? “Who are you?” 


	“I’m your mother.” She spoke flatly, as if stating the obvious. “A mother knows these things.” 


	That clinched it. Gia’s mother was in Iowa and this woman was crazy. She had her going for a moment with that remark about the baby… a wild lucky guess.


	“Thank you for your concern,” she said, backing away toward the house. Never confront a crazy person. “But I’ve really got to get inside.” 


	The woman stepped closer. “Oh, please,” she said, her voice thick with anguish. She clutched her braid with both hands now, twisting it back and forth. She seemed genuinely upset. “Don’t go in there. Not tonight.” 


	Gia slowed her retreat as something within her cried out to listen. But she couldn’t stay out here when Jack was inside, possibly hurt. She forced herself to turn and run up the steps to the porch. The front door stood open. Without knocking she hurried inside and closed it behind her and felt…


	… welcome.


	How odd. Almost as if the house were overjoyed to see her. But that wasn’t possible. Just relief from escaping that crazy woman.


	“Hello?” she called. “Jack? Lyle? Charlie?” 


	Then Gia heard the music. She couldn’t catch the words but it sounded upbeat and soulful. And it was coming from the cellar. She hurried down the steps but stopped when she saw the devastation. It looked like a bomb had gone off—the paneling and concrete floor had been torn to pieces and scattered; random holes had been dug into the dirt beneath.


	And then she saw Charlie, huddled against the far wall. He looked terrified and was gesturing to her. His mouth worked, forming words, but he wasn’t speaking. What was he trying to tell her? He looked crazy. First the Indian lady, now Charlie. Had everyone gone mad?


	“Charlie? Where’s Jack?” 


	The music stopped. And with that Charlie started to speak.


	“Gia!” He pointed to her left. “She—it’s here!” 


	Gia stepped into the cellar and gasped when she noticed the little girl.


	“Tara?” After visiting her father, seeing her photo collection, hearing her story, Gia felt as if she knew this child. “It’s really you, isn’t it.” 


	She nodded her blond head. “Hello, mother.” 


	Mother? There seemed to be a lot of confusion about that going around.


	“No, I’m not your mother.” 


	“Oh, I know.” 


	“Then why—?” 


	Charlie pushed away from the wall and edged closer. “Get out, Gia! She been waiting on you.” 


	“That’s okay, Charlie.” Despite the cellar’s cool dampness, Gia felt warm and welcome. “I’m not afraid. Where’s Jack?” 


	“He and Lyle left me here alone.” He pointed to Tara. “Then that showed up.” 


	“My mother…” Tara frowned. “She doesn’t think about me anymore.” 


	“That’s because she can’t, honey. She—” 


	“I know.” The words came out flat, with no feeling.


	Charlie had reached her side now. He gripped her arm with a cold, trembling hand. His voice sounded ragged, barely above a whisper.


	“We gotta get outta here. If she let us.” 


	Gia looked at Tara. “You’re not holding us here, are you?” 


	The child smiled wistfully. “I’d like the mother to stay for a while.” 


	“Not right!” Charlie said. “Dead and living don’t mix!” 


	“Why don’t you go,” Gia said. “I’ll stay.” 


	“Nuh-uh.” Charlie shook his head. “Not without you, I ain’t. This is bad—she bad. Can’t you feel it?” 


	Gia felt sorry for him. He was so frightened he was shaking. Oddly, she felt perfectly calm. Hard to believe she was talking to the ghost of a murdered child and didn’t feel the least bit afraid. Because she knew this poor lost soul, understood what she needed.


	“I’ll be fine.” 


	He shook his head again. “We both go or we both stay.” 


	“Tell you what.” She took Charlie’s arm and led him toward the steps. “We’ll both go up and then I’ll come back down, just for a few minutes.” 


	But as they reached the steps Gia stopped—not because she wanted to, but because something was blocking her way. An invisible wall.


	With a chill of foreboding she turned. “Tara?” 


	“You can’t go,” Tara said with a pout. “I need the mother to stay.” 


	That’s the heart of it, Gia thought. She wants a mother—needs a mother.


	She felt the nurturer within her responding, reaching out to quell that need. But she had to be realistic here.


	Gia spoke softly, slowly. “Look, Tara, I know you want your mother, but she can’t come. I can’t take her place, but •f there’s something I can—” 


	Tara shook her head. “No. You don’t understand. I don’t want a mother.” 


	Gia stared at her, baffled. “Then what—?” 


	And then everything changed. A wave of cold slammed through the air as Tara’s expression shifted from sweet innocence to rage. She bared her teeth.


	“I want to be a mother.” 


	The earth suddenly gave way under Gia’s feet. She screamed as she and Charlie tumbled into the black pit that opened beneath them.
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	As soon as Lyle stepped out of the taxi he sensed something was wrong.


	Then he saw someone running toward him along the sidewalk. He tensed, ready to jump back into the cab until he recognized Jack.


	“Hey, Jack. What’s the hurry?” 


	Jack stopped before him, puffing, but not too heavily. “Gia. I think she’s here.” 


	“Why would—?” He stopped himself. “Never mind. Let’s go see.” 


	As they walked toward the house Lyle said, “You run all the way from Manhattan?” 


	“Just from the subway.” 


	“Why didn’t you take a cab?” 


	“Subway’s faster this hour.” 


	Lyle looked at Jack and noticed that his outline was no longer blurred. Maybe his strange new awareness was gone, or maybe it only worked in the house. But the nearer Lyle drew to the house, the stronger the sense of wrongness. He couldn’t place his finger on it until—


	“I’ll be damned!” He stopped, staring.


	Jack stopped beside him. “What?” 


	“The windows… the doors… they’re closed!” He laughed. “This is great! We can put on the AC now.” 


	“I don’t like it,” Jack said, moving again.


	“Why not? Maybe it means whatever’s been there has gone home.” 


	“I doubt it.” 


	Lyle followed Jack, saw him go to step up onto the front porch, then fall back.


	“What the—?” 


	Lyle came up beside him. “What happened? Slip?” 


	And then Lyle could go no further. He stared at his foot, stranded in midair halfway to the first porch step. A chill ran down his back as he kicked his shoe forward, putting some weight behind it, but it didn’t get any farther than before.


	“Oh, man!” he said as icy fingers clawed his gut. “Oh, man, oh, man, oh, man! What’s this shit?” 


	“I don’t know,” Jack said.


	He threw a punch at the air but his fist came to a screaming halt in midair. Lyle tried the same. Pain shot through his shoulder as his hand stopped short at about the same plane as Jack’s.


	It wasn’t like hitting a wall. It wasn’t like hitting anything. No impact. His hand simply… stopped. And no matter how hard he pushed it wouldn’t advance a millimeter farther.


	Lyle glanced at Jack and saw him backing up, searching the ground. He bent, came up with a rock, and threw it. Lyle watched it arc toward the house, then stop in midair and drop to the ground.


	With a guttural roar Jack hurled himself at the front steps, only to stop short and stagger back.


	“Easy, Jack.” 


	“Gia’s in there!” 


	“You don’t know that.” 


	“I do! Damn! This is what Tara was after all along—to get Gia alone in there.” 


	“But she’s not alone. Char—” Lyle’s heart tripped, skipped a beat. “Oh, shit. Charlie’s in there too. What do you think’s happening?” 


	“Don’t know, but it can’t be good if she’s got the place sealed up.” He started for the side of the house. “Let’s see if this goes all the way around.” 


	It did. They circled the house, punching at its windows and rear door, throwing rocks at it. Anyone seeing them had to think they were drunk and locked out. They called for Gia and Charlie, but no one answered.


	Then they came to the garage—and walked right in. But they couldn’t reach the door from the garage to the house.


	Lyle leaned against the impenetrable air and felt sick. This couldn’t be—shouldn’t be. What was happening to the world?


	“Jack…” 


	His face was reddening with the effort of trying to force a broom handle through the barrier. “Gets to you, doesn’t it. Down is up, up is down, immutable laws get broken, things you always thought impossible aren’t.” With a grunt of frustration he tossed the broom across the garage. “Welcome to my world.” 


	Lyle spotted a ladder leaning against the wall. “Hey, if we can’t get through it, maybe we can get over it.” 


	“Do not waste your time,” said a woman’s voice. “You cannot.” 


	Lyle turned and saw a Hindu woman in an orange sari. Her dark eyes, and those of the big German shepherd standing beside her, were on Jack.


	“Why not?” Lyle said.


	“Because it goes up far.” 


	“How far?” Jack said,


	“Forever.” 


	Who was this lady? Where’d she come from?


	“How do you know so much about this?” Lyle asked.


	“I know.” 


	The way she said it, Lyle believed her.


	“You’ve got to do better than that,” Jack said.


	He took a step toward her but stopped when the dog growled.


	Her eyes flashed at him. “Have I not warned you about this house and its dangers for you and your woman? Have I not? And neither of you listened!” 


	Why didn’t I know about this? Lyle thought.


	“Yeah, you did. And obviously we should have. So what? I-told-you-so doesn’t solve the problem. If you know so much, what’s going on in there?” 


	“Your woman and her baby are in grave danger.” 


	Baby? Was Gia pregnant? Lyle saw Jack blanch. He looked frightened, something Lyle hadn’t thought possible.


	“How do—? Never mind. What kind of danger? Why?” 


	“The why does not matter because the why has changed. But the danger is mortal.” 


	Lyle’s mouth went dry. “Charlie too?” 


	She didn’t look at him. “Anyone in that house now is in danger.” 


	How could she know all this—any of it? She could be wrong or just plain crazy.


	Jack seemed to have bought it. He was turning in a circle, his hands raised and balled into fists. He looked ready to explode.


	“Got to be a way in. Got to!” 


	The woman’s eyes remained fixed on Jack. She paid Lyle no more heed than a piece of furniture.


	“You cannot break in, and no one inside can break out. You must be allowed in or out.” 


	“Allowed? How do we arrange that?” 


	“I do not know for certain. Perhaps by offering the entity something she wants more than your woman.” 


	Jack said nothing, just stood and stared at the woman.


	“Name it,” Lyle told her. This was Charlie, his brother at risk here too. The sky was the limit. “Whatever it is we can use to trade, name it and we’ll do our damnedest to get it.” 


	“It’s not an it,” Jack said. He started for the door with a strange light in his eyes, almost like glee, yet disturbingly malevolent. It made Lyle want to back away. “It’s a he. And I know who. Let’s go.” 


	Lyle had a sudden inspiration as to who that “he” might be and was very glad he was not him.


				*
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	“You all right?” Charlie said from where he sprawled next to her.


	Gia had landed on her left leg harder than her right and it hurt. She pulled it under her and tried to stand, leaning against the dirt wall at her back for support. It held.


	“I think so.” She brushed off her jeans. “How about you?” 


	Charlie stood easily. “Fine.” 


	Light filtered down from above. Gia looked up. She could see the panels of the cellar ceiling, but all around her was dirt. She and Charlie had dropped into a well-like pit maybe a dozen feet deep and half that across.


	She fought a surge of panic as the walls seemed to tilt toward her and move in. She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth to let the moment pass. She’d never been claustrophobic, but she’d never been tossed into an oubliette before either.


	“Tara?” she called. Her fear-dry throat made it sound more like a croak than a name. “Tara!” 


	No reply.


	“Tara, why are you doing this to us? We never hurt you. We can help bring your killer to justice. Please let us out!” 


	Only silence from above.


	Gia’s heart pounded as she ran her hands over the smooth circular wall. The dirt was hard packed, with no ridges or depressions for handholds.


	She glanced at Charlie. His wild-eyed gaze darted up and around and back. He licked his lips as he placed his sneakered right foot against the wall, then stretched out his arms and placed both hands against the opposite side. When he raised his left foot and put it next to his right, he was arched across the pit. Now he started inching his hands and feet upward toward light and freedom.


	But after half a foot or so his hands slipped off the wall and he fell, landing on all fours like a cat. Without a word he tried again, with the same result.


	He stood and leaned against the wall, head back, eyes closed, breathing hard.


	“Lord, give me the strength for this, I pray you. Please.” 


	He tried again and this time advanced maybe a foot before falling. He sat hunched against the wall, knees up, head down, the picture of dejection.


	“If the walls was just one foot closer—half a foot, even—I could slam it. I know I could.” 


	“It’s okay,” Gia said softly. “You gave it your best shot.” 


	“Not good enough.” He stood and looked at her. “We trapped.” 


	Gia glanced up and thought about standing on Charlie’s shoulders. But even then she’d be short of the upper rim.


	“Maybe Tara will get us out when she’s ready.” 


	“When’s that gonna be? And why we down here anyway?” 


	Gia shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she just wanted us out of the way.” 


	“That don’t make no sense.” 


	Gia had to agree, but did a ghost have to make sense? Look at what she’d said before the ground opened up: I want to be a mother. What did that mean? How could she be a mother? She was dead. But that wouldn’t stop her from wanting what she couldn’t have, Gia supposed.


	“At least we’re not hurt.” She pointed to her shoulder bag lying on the dirt floor. She’d dropped it when they fell. “And we won’t go hungry because I have a couple of power bars in my—” She dropped to her knees beside the bag as she remembered. “Oh, God. My cell phone!” 


	She rummaged through the jumbled contents and pulled out the phone, but when she turned it on, nothing happened. No light, no beep, no power.


	“Damn, it’s dead.” 


	Charlie knelt beside her. “Like I said. We trapped. She wouldn’t let us up the steps and I bet she ain’t lettin’ nobody down. All we got left is prayer.” 


	“And hope that Jack figures out I’m here.” Gia cursed herself for not leaving him a note, but she thought she was going to him. “Once he knows, he’ll get us out.” 


	Charlie looked at her. “You say that like it a done deal.” 


	“In a way it is. He’s inventive and relentless and he won’t quit on me. Ever.” The simple truth of that was a balm on her nerves.


	“That ain’t no done deal. That’s just a hope.” 


	Gia smiled. “No… it’s faith.” She looked around at the high dirt walls. “But we ought to be trying something to get ourselves out.” She reached out and touched the pin on Charlie’s sweatshirt, “wwjd. Not a bad idea in a situation like this.” 


	“True that. What Would Jesus Do?” 


	“I was thinking more along the lines of What Would Jack Do?” A thought occurred to her. “Where’s Lyle, by the way?” 


	“Out mackin’ some ladies group. Shoulda been back by now.” 


	“I’d guess you can count on him doing what he can to get you out of here as well, right? WWLD—What Would Lyle Do?” 


	Charlie looked away. “Anything he could. He never let me down before, not ‘bout to start now.” Gia heard a catch in his voice. “More’n he can say for me.” 


	“I don’t understand.” 


	“Long story.” 


	“I think we’ve got time.” 


	He shook his head and looked ashamed. “Nuh-uh.” 


	As Charlie folded his hands and bowed his head to pray, Gia scanned the walls again looking for something, anything. She remembered Jack asking her once if she wanted to take up wall climbing. She’d laughed him off. The last thing she wanted to do with her spare time was cling to a wall like a bug. Now she wished she’d taken him up on it. Not that this wall offered much in the way of handholds, but at least—


	What was that?


	She spotted something shiny up on the wall. There. About six inches or so above her head. Keeping her eyes fixed on the spot, she reached up and touched it. Something hard stuck in the dirt. It felt metallic. She dug her fingernails into the dirt around it, clearing some away, but it was too hard.


	“Charlie? I’ve found something.” 


	He was beside her in a flash. “What? Where?” 


	“It’s some kind of metal.” 


	Charlie’s extra height put him at eye level with it. “Look like brass or copper. Probably just scrap from when the place built.” 


	“Let’s dig it out. Who knows? Maybe it’s something we can use.” 


	“A’ight. Let’s see.” 


	As Charlie dug with his hands, Gia knelt and dug into her shoulder bag again. Finally she found it.


	“Here,” she said, holding up a metal nail file. “Try this.” 


	He took it and began stabbing at the dirt, loosening it and then digging it out with his fingers. Soon it became clear that they’d found some sort of metal bar. When he’d exposed enough of it, Charlie grabbed the end and began wiggling it back and forth.


	“Here we go!” he said as dirt began flying everywhere. “We got it now!” 


	Suddenly it came free and he stumbled back, falling against the opposite wall. He shook off the dirt and held up what he’d unearthed.


	Gia gasped. “A cross!” 


	A cross with no top piece worth mentioning. Exactly like the crosses left on the wall after the whirlpool had receded. This one’s crosspiece was slightly bent and twisted and looked like nickel or silver; the upright was brass, or something that looked very much like it.


	Charlie stared at it. “Gotta be one of the tau crosses from the blocks in the wall. They musta buried them after they pried them out. But we found one!” He held it high. “It’s a sign!” 


	“It’s a digging tool!” 


	“Dig? I think we deep enough already.” 


	“Not down—in. We can use this to dig footholds and handholds so we can climb out of here.” 


	Charlie grinned. “Why didn’t I think of that?” He gripped the base and swung the cross at the wall. The cross-piece dug in and sent dirt flying. “Oh, yeah! We on our way. We beat this ghost yet.” 


				*
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	“Shit!” Jack rose and stepped back from the door. “Latch won’t budge. We’ll have to do this the hard way.” 


	The hard way? Lyle had thought they were already doing it the hard way. Here he was standing in his socks on a rooftop in Soho while the guy he was with tried to break into the building below. He felt exposed, as if he were on an open-air stage. At least there was no moon, but plenty of light leaked in from the city around them. All someone had to do was look out a window in one of the higher buildings nearby and see them trying to jimmy the lock on the roof door. A 911 call would get them arrested for criminal trespass, attempted B and E, and who knew what else.


	Still, better to be caught now than after they’d picked up what they’d come for; kidnapping was a capital offense.


	Half an hour ago Jack had left Lyle at a bar named Julio’s; he’d returned a few minutes later in a different set of clothes and carrying a gym bag that clinked and rattled with the metallic sound of tools. They’d driven here in Jack’s car and parked outside. Jack had stood across the street from the building and studied it for a few minutes, then moved on. Half a block down they’d sneaked up a fire escape and traveled across three other roofs to reach this one. Sure, easy for Jack; he was dressed for this sort of thing. Lyle was still in a dress shirt and suit pants—and black leather shoes no less. Jack had made him take them off when they reached this particular roof.


	So, if what they’d been doing was the easy way, what was the hard way?


	Jack lifted his jersey and began unwinding a length of nylon cord from around his waist. Where’d that come from?


	He handed Lyle the free end of the rope and whispered, “Tie this to that vent pipe over there.” 


	Lyle was more used to giving orders than taking them, but this was Jack’s show, so he deferred to his expertise. Jack seemed to know what he was doing. With somebody else this sortie might have turned into a male-bonding experience, but Jack had changed after leaving the house. He went silent and into himself. The easygoing manner had fallen away, replaced by cool crisp efficiency behind an impenetrable hardshell exterior. A man on a mission, determined to bring home the goods at whatever cost. Lyle found him a little scary. As if he’d locked all the gentler human emotions in a small back room, leaving his dark and raw side unfettered.


	“Tie why?” 


	“I’m going over the side.” 


	Lyle’s chest tightened. He stepped to the parapet and peeked over. He stood atop a three-story building. Falling from here would be like jumping out a fourth-story window. A surge of vertigo gripped him and threatened to pull him over, but he hung on until the spinning passed. He expected to see a brick wall; instead he saw smooth beveled surfaces and ornate columns.


	He turned back to Jack. “You’re crazy. There’s nothing to hold on to.” 


	“Yeah. These old ironclads can be a bitch.” 


	Lyle felt a seismic tremor start from his center and pulse out to his extremities.


	“I don’t think I can do this, Jack.” Actually he was absolutely positive he could not go over that ledge.


	Jack gave him a hard look. “You backing out on me?” 


	“No, it’s just… heights. I’m—” 


	“You thought you were going over that wall?” He shook his head. “Not a chance. You’re here to watch the rope and make sure that pipe doesn’t start to bend.” 


	Lyle sighed with relief. That he could do.


	Jack pulled on a pair of work gloves and took the rope from Lyle. He tied it around a steel pipe jutting vertically from the roof, tested the knot, glided to the parapet, and sat on the edge.


	“How do we know this guy’s even home?” 


	“We don’t. But the third floor—where I assume the bedrooms would be—is dark. The second floor is all lit up and a television is on.” 


	“How can you tell?” 


	Jack looked impatient. “Different kind of light. And besides, he hasn’t been very mobile since our last meeting.” He glanced down. “Here’s the plan…” 


	Lyle listened, nodded a few times, then helped Jack ease over the edge. Shifting his attention between Jack and the vent pipe, Lyle watched him ease down the iron facade and stop next to the window directly below. Further down, Lyle saw passing cars and strolling pedestrians.


	Please don’t look up.


	Jack placed a foot on the ledge and eased up the window. Great. It was unlocked. But then, who locks a third-story window? Especially in summer.


	Jack disappeared through the opening and seconds later the free end of the rope sailed back out. Lyle quickly hauled it up and untied the other end from the pipe. He coiled the rope as he padded back to the roof door, then shoved it into Jack’s gym bag. As instructed, he pulled on a pair of latex gloves and was ready and waiting when Jack opened the door from the inside.


	As Jack exchanged his work gloves for a latex pair, he whispered, “Here’s where it could get dicey. If Bellitto’s alone, we’re golden. But if that big guy I told you about is here…” 


	He reached into the bag and pulled out a pistol with a dark matte finish. Lyle didn’t know much about guns, but he knew a semi-automatic when he saw one, and assumed it was a 9 mm. And he knew that fat cylinder stuck on the end of the barrel was a silencer.


	The sight of it, and the casual way Jack handled it, made him queasy.


	It had seemed like such a good idea back at the house, a simple, straightforward plan: Trade Tara’s killer for Charlie and Gia. But the farther they’d traveled from the surreality of Menelaus Manor into the reassuring hard reality of Manhattan, the more the idea of kidnapping a child murderer—suspected child murderer; they had no real proof—from his own apartment seemed downright insane.


	And now… a gun.


	Lyle swallowed. “You’re not really going to use that, are you?” 


	Jack’s voice was flat. “I’ll use whatever I have to. He’s no good to us dead, so I want him alive, if that’s what you’re worried about. But I’ll do what needs to be done to get him.” His cold dark eyes, the ones that had seemed such a mild brown this morning, bored into Lyle. “Maybe you should wait here.” 


	“No.” That was Charlie trapped in that house back there. His brother. His blood. Lyle would help Jack and worry about law and morality later. “I’ve come this far. I’m in.” 


	Jack nodded once. “Want the Glock?” 


	Glock? Oh, the gun.


	“I’d better not.” 


	“Well, no way you’re going in empty-handed.” 


	He reached back into the gym bag and came up with something Lyle recognized: a black leather sap.


	“Comfortable with this?” 


	Lyle could only nod. He wasn’t comfortable at all, and doubted he could crack that weighted end against anybody’s skull, no matter who they were, but he took the heavy thing and stuck it in his pocket.


	Next Jack pulled out a roll of duct tape and began tearing off strips, some long, some short. These he stuck to the front of his jersey.


	Then they were ready. Jack worked the slide on his pistol, picked up the bag, and started down the stairwell.


	“Hey, wait,” Lyle whispered as something occurred to him. “Shouldn’t we be wearing masks? You know, like stockings or something?” 


	“Why?” 


	The reason was so obvious he was surprised Jack hadn’t thought of it. He seemed to have thought of everything else.


	“So this guy doesn’t see our faces.” 


	“Why should we care?” 


	“Because what if Tara doesn’t want to trade? Then we’re left with a guy we’ve kidnapped who knows what we look like. He can go to the cops—” 


	“He won’t be going to the cops.” 


	“Why? Because he’s a child killer and he’s got more to hide than we do? Maybe. But we’re taking him to my house, not yours. He’ll know where I live, not—” 


	“Won’t matter what he knows.” 


	“It’ll matter to me, damn it.” 


	Jack looked at him, his eyes colder and darker than ever, and spoke very slowly. “It… won’t… matter.” 


	The full meaning of the words struck Lyle like a runaway D train.


	“Hey, listen, Jack, I don’t think I want to be part of—” 


	Jack turned away. “You won’t be. Not your problem. Come on. Let’s bag this mutant.” 


	Jack started down the stairs. Lyle held back, weighted down by the cold lump of lead that had formed in his stomach. But the thought of Charlie spurred him to follow.


	At the bottom of the stairwell they entered a dark hallway lined with a number of doors, all closed. No light seeped around them. Cooler here. Air-conditioning doing its job. The smell of fried onions in the air. Light filtered up from a stairway at its far end, and with it the sound of canned laughter—a sit-com on the TV.


	Jack handed the bag to Lyle and moved toward the stairs with his pistol before him. Lyle followed. At the top step he motioned Lyle to wait, then he descended the stairs one at a time with excruciating slowness, keeping his sneakered feet against the wall at the very edge of each tread. He reached the bottom and disappeared for a moment, then returned to motion Lyle down. Walking in his socks—his noisy leather-soled shoes were stowed in the gym bag—Lyle followed Jack’s example, staying near the wall end of the treads.


	At the bottom he looked around. They stood in a small, spare dining room. Dinner plates still cluttered the mahogany table. The kitchen to the left, and another room beside it; Lyle guessed from the glowing computer screen that it was some sort of office. The living room lay to the right; the TV sounds came from there.


	Lyle jumped as a phone rang in the office. He looked to Jack to see what to do but Jack was already moving like a cat toward the living room. He reached the entrance at the same time another man dressed in gray suit pants and a white shirt with French cuffs came out. He was older, a six-footer with pale skin and dark receding hair, and he was moving carefully, as if movement was uncomfortable. This had to be the man they’d come for, the Eli Bellitto Jack had told him about.


	Jack shoved the silencer under the man’s chin and grabbed a handful of hair at the back of his head, yanking it back to expose his throat.


	“Hello, Eli,” he said in a low, harsh voice. “Molest any little boys today?” 


	Lyle didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone more terrified. The man looked ready to collapse from shock and fear as Jack backed him into the living room.


	“W-what? How—?” 


	Lyle, still carrying the gym bag, followed at a distance. In the living room a big Sony—a thirty-something-incher—was playing a Seinfeld rerun.


	“Down! On the floor!” 


	Bellitto’s face twisted in pain as Jack kicked the back of his knees, sending him down to a praying position.


	“No! Please! I’m hurt!” 


	The Seinfeld audience laughed.


	“That’s the least of your worries,” Jack said, his voice still low.


	He pushed Bellitto face down on the bare hardwood floor, then half straddled him, pressing a knee into the small of his back. Bellitto groaned in pain.


	Lyle kept reminding himself that this creep had killed Tara Portman and who knew how many other kids, and that Jack was closer to this situation than he—after all, he’d seen the guy snatch a kid firsthand. He was playing rough, but if anyone deserved it…


	Jack pulled a short strip of duct tape from his shirt and slapped it over the man’s mouth. Then he looked up at Lyle.


	“Over here.” 


	Lyle hesitated, then approached. Jack handed him the pistol.


	He winked at Lyle. “He tries anything cute, shoot him in the ass.” 


	The Seinfeld audience laughed again.


	“Yeah.” Lyle cleared his throat. His saliva felt like glue. “Sure thing. Which cheek?” 


	Jack smiled—a quick one, the first Lyle had seen tonight—and gave him a thumbs up. Then he pulled Bellitto’s arms back and used the longer strips of tape to bind his hands. He stood and held out his hand; Lyle gladly returned him the pistol.


	“One down.” Jack looked around. “Maybe one more to go. Maybe not.” 


	Lyle hoped not. Barely thirty seconds had passed since the phone ring, but in that brief period he knew he’d gone from flimflam man to class-A or -B felon. He wasn’t made for the rough-and-tumble scene, for guns and violence. It had him shaking from his fingernails to his spine.


	Jack gestured with his pistol toward Bellitto. “Help me get him up.” 


	They each grabbed the trussed man under an arm and lifted him into a soft, cream-colored chair. Bellitto winced in pain but Jack seemed unmoved.


	Lyle grabbed his shoes from the gym bag and slipped them on. No further need for stealth that he could see, and it felt good to have something on his feet again besides socks.


	“Anybody else here, Eli?” 


	When Bellitto didn’t respond Jack leaned close, grabbed his hair, and pulled his head up so that they were nose to nose.


	“Where’s your buddy Minkin? Is he around? You can nod or shake, Eli. Now.” 


	Bellitto shook his head.


	“You expecting him or anyone soon?” 


	Another head shake.


	Jack shoved him back. “Right. Like I’d believe you.” He turned to Lyle. “Get out your sap and stay close to him. He tries to get up, clock him down.” 


	Lyle didn’t want to be left alone here with this man. “Where’re you going?” 


	“To check the other rooms. Just to be sure. I’ve got this bad feeling Minkin’s hiding someplace, maybe upstairs. I don’t want to leave him behind if he’s here. And while I’m at it, I’ll see if I can find something to wrap up this garbage.” He looked around the bare living room. “Jeez, Eli. You ever hear of a rug?” 


	As Jack stalked away, pistol at ready, Lyle pulled the sap from his pocket and took a position behind Bellitto where he wouldn’t have to see his cold eyes. He was glad the man’s mouth was taped so he couldn’t talk or plead. Did he have any idea this was his last night alive?


	Suddenly Lyle heard a hoarse cry—Jack’s voice—echo from the other end of the house.


	Oh, shit, what now?


	He tightened his sweaty grip on the handle of the sap as his heartbeat lunged into triple time. Damn, he should have taken that gun when Jack offered it.


	And then Jack flew into the room, face white, teeth bared, the pistol in one hand, a sheet of paper in the other.


	Lyle cringed at the look in his eyes. He hadn’t thought a human could look like that—like death itself.


	He jumped back as Jack backhanded the pistol across Bellitto’s head and held the paper before him.


	“What is this? Who sent it?” He dropped the sheet into Bellitto’s lap and ripped the tape from his mouth, then he lowered the pistol till the muzzle was poised over one of the man’s legs. “Now, Bellitto, or I start sending your knees to hell, one piece at a time till I hear what I want!” 


				*

	


	
13


	“Much as I’d like to see Jack,” Charlie said, “I hope he don’t pop in right now. This might be just a leetle hard to explain.” 


	Gia laughed. “I wouldn’t even bother. I’d just get on his case about what took him so long.” 


	Gia’s feet rested in a foothold about four feet off the floor of their prison and her arm ached as she dug a new hole above her head in the dirt wall. Charlie was behind and below her, holding her in place by pushing against the backs of her upper thighs. He’d dug out the first four holes in record time—the ability to do something to help them out had galvanized him into a digging machine—stretching as far as he could for the last; then it was Gia’s turn. Somebody needed to use the foot- and handholds to dig the next ones. Since she was smaller and lighter, it was easier for Charlie to hold her up.


	“God, this dirt is hard.” 


	She kept her eyes closed and her face averted to avoid the loose earth that rained down as she stabbed the cross into the wall. She was covered with dirt; her short blond hair was especially full of it; she felt gritty and grimy, but she kept jabbing away. They were making progress, they were getting out.


	The cross clunked against something in the hole. Another swing, another clunk, with very little dirt falling out.


	“Uh-oh. I think I’m up against a rock.” 


	“You got it deep enough for a foot yet?” 


	Gia gauged the opening to be three inches deep, tops. “Not yet.” 


	“See if you can dig around it.” 


	“What if it’s too big?” 


	She felt Charlie shift behind her.


	“Here. Stand on my shoulders and see if you can get a look. If it too big we shift the hole to one side. If it ain’t, see if you can yank it out.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	“Do it. Just don’t go droppin’ it on my dome.” 


	Clinging to the shallow depression she’d been digging, Gia lifted one hesitant foot onto Charlie’s shoulder, then the other. Straightening her knees, she raised her head to the level of the hole and looked in—


	—to find the empty sockets of a child’s skull staring back at her.


	Gia let out a scream of shock and revulsion and lurched back. She lost her grip and started to fall. Terrified, she nailed her arms about but could find nothing to hold on to. Somehow Charlie managed to catch her and save her from injury.


	“What’s wrong?” 


	Gia sobbed. “A child’s skeleton. Maybe Tara herself. I hate this!” she shouted, letting the tears flow. She thought of Vicky, how except for luck that might have been her skull. “This shouldn’t happen to anyone, especially not a child!” She wiped at her tears and the back of her hand came away muddy. “What kind of monster—?” 


	The ground shook then. Just a little, but enough to bring her around.


	Charlie was turning, looking up at the surrounding walls. “You feel that?” 


	Gia nodded. “I sure—” 


	A section of the wall near the top broke free then and tumbled onto them. Gia coughed and gagged as she inhaled a cloud of dirt. Another load of earth landed on her back, knocking her to her knees.


	“It’s collapsing! We’ll be buried!” 


	The cascade continued as Charlie grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. “Keep moving your legs! Stay on top of it as it falls!” 


	It was like being under a dirt waterfall, but Gia saw what he meant. As long as too much didn’t fall at once, they had a chance of—


	She cried out as something cold wrapped around her ankle. She looked down and saw a small hand, ghostly pale, clutching her. She tried to tug away but couldn’t break free. The little fingers held fast, like a steel manacle.


	Charlie gave a shout. Gia turned to see a similar hand gripping his foot. The dirt was starting to pile up around them and his expression was frantic as he tried to yank free.


	“It’s Tara!” 


	Charlie stared at her. “Why? We never did nothin’ to her.” 


	“Tara!” Gia cried, still trying to pull free from the relentless grip on her ankle. “Tara, stop it! We’re not your enemy!” 


	She still clutched the cross. In desperation she swung it at the little hand, striking it just above the wrist. It sliced through the ghost flesh with no more resistance than air, and then…


	The hand disappeared. She was free.


	“Charlie! The cross! It breaks her grip!” 


	Charlie’s ankle was buried. Gia crouched beside him and dug through the dirt till she saw the hand. She rammed the cross against it and the hand disappeared.


	“Praise Jesus!” Charlie cried as he jumped away from the spot where he’d been held. “Nothing can stand against the power of His cross!” 


	But just then she felt another hand grab her left ankle, and still another grab her right. She glanced at Charlie and saw that a pair of arms had snaked out of the wall to trap his lower legs.


	The dirtfall doubled in volume.


	Gia didn’t hesitate. She slashed at one little hand and then the other. As soon as their grip was broken she lurched across the pit to help Charlie. She slipped and the weight of the falling dirt knocked her flat. For one panic-seared moment she thought she’d never get up, but she forced herself to her feet and reached Charlie’s side. Choking and gasping, she slashed at the hands. But no sooner was he free than they both were gripped again—by three or four hands each this time.


	“She’s like a hydra!” Gia shouted as she cut at the new hands—hers and Charlie’s—but new ones appeared as soon as she severed the old ones.


	“Don’t know ‘bout no hydras,” Charlie said, his voice thick. “But I don’t see us gettin’ outta this alive. Leastways not together.” 


	Gia glanced at him. His expression looked stricken, as if he were about to cry.


	“It’s okay, Charlie. We’ll make it. We’ve just got to keep—” 


	His expression hardened, as if he’d come to a decision. He stuck out his hand. “Gimme the cross.” 


	“I’m doing okay with it.” 


	“No, you ain’t.” He grabbed her arm. His eyes had a strange look. “Not nearly. Gimme.” 


	“Charlie? What are you doing?” Gia leaned away from him but he was stronger and had a longer reach. He caught hold of the cross and ripped it from her grasp. “Charlie!” 


	Without a word he bent and began hacking at the hands imprisoning her left leg. As soon as that was free, he grabbed it, lifted it, and placed her foot on his back. Then he went to work on her right leg. When that was free, he lifted her and placed her on the dirt which had now piled to above his knees.


	As soon as Gia hit the dirt, new arms emerged like snakes and grabbed her. Charlie immediately went to work on these.


	The dirtfall redoubled. Gia could barely see him.


	“What about you?” Her throat constricted as she realized what he was up to. “Charlie, you’ve got to get your feet free!” 


	“Too late,” he said without looking up. He was waist deep in the dirt and kept hacking away at the new hands as soon as they sprouted, allowing Gia to stay atop the rising level of dirt. “Can’t get to ‘em.” 


	“You can if you do it now! We can both make it.” 


	He shook his head. “Nuh-uh. Then we both be in the same sinkin’ boat.” 


	“No!” Gia couldn’t, wouldn’t let this happen. She began clawing at the dirt around his waist. “We’ll take turns! We’ll—” 


	A ghost hand shot up from the loose earth, gripping her wrist and jerking her down. She cried out as her face hit the dirt.


	Charlie slashed at the hand, freeing her, then roughly shoved her back.


	“See? See?” He was looking at her now and she could see tears in his eyes. His lips trembled as he spoke. “I know what I’m doin’, okay? But I don’t wanna do it for nothin’! Let it mean somethin’, huh?” 


	“But Charlie—” 


	At that moment the dirtfall stopped.


	Gia looked up, looked around, looked at Charlie. It had ceased as suddenly and mysteriously as it had started. Why?


	“Praise the Lord!” Charlie sagged forward. The dirt had piled up to the lower part of his chest. He cradled his head on his arms and spoke toward the ground. “He’s delivered us from evil!” 


	Just then Gia felt the dirt shift under her, felt it change, become finer, grainier. It began to move, surging and flowing like thick fluid.


	And rising.


	“Oh, no!” Gia cried. “What’s happening?” 


	Charlie straightened and began slashing at the soil as it rose to his armpits.


	“Don’t know! Please, God, stop it! Stop it!” 


	The dirt, though dry, was lapping at him like water, swallowing him, but Gia remained afloat, buoyed on the grainy swells. She cried out and grabbed his free hand, tugging on it, trying to pull him up to her level but he was anchored fast below.


	As the soil reached his neck his wide terrified eyes found her, held her, pierced her. “Oh, please, oh, please, Lord, I don’t wanna die!” 


	And then the dirt swirled into his open mouth and he coughed and choked and gagged and writhed, stretching his neck. Gia, crying and whimpering with terror, tugged on his arm but couldn’t budge him. The dirt rose past his mouth and into his nostrils, and his eyes were wider, bulging, pleading, and then with a final surge the loose earth rose and engulfed his head, leaving only his raised arm in sight.


	Gia screamed and dug at the dirt, frantically pawing at it like a dog as she tried to clear it away from his face.


	“Charlie! Charlie, hang on!” 


	But it was like trying to dig through soup. It flowed around and through her fingers and immediately filled back in behind her hands. She could feel his face, touch his hair but couldn’t clear away enough to see him. If only she had a hose or a pipe, something to feed him air until—


	Suddenly Charlie’s other hand broke the surface, still holding the cross. She grabbed the wrist and pulled, throwing her back into it, but nothing! Nothing!


	And then as she gripped him she felt agonal tremors radiate through his arms and spread to his hands, saw the fingers straighten, stiffen, drop the cross, claw the air for an instant, then fall limp and still, twitch, then go still once more, and not move again.


	“No!” Grief spilled through Gia like acid. She’d met Charlie only twice before and yet he’d given his life for her. She knelt and clutched his cooling hands and cried out in a long, drawn-out wail that trailed off into sobs. “No!” 


	“I’m sorry.” Tara’s voice.


	Gia looked up. What had been a pit was now a smooth, shallow depression in the earth. Tara stood half a dozen feet away, staring at her, looking as sweet and innocent as ever, but not looking sorry at all.


	“Why? This was a good man! He never hurt you or anyone else! How could you kill him?” 


	Tara stepped closer, her eyes fixed on Gia—not on her face, but her abdomen.


	“Because he’d only be in the way.” 


	Gia’s grief chilled, sliding toward unease. “In the way… of what?” 


	“Of what happens next.” 


	Crystals of ice formed in Gia’s veins as she rose unsteadily to her feet.


	“I don’t understand.” 


	Tara smiled. “Your baby becomes my baby.” 


				*
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	“No-don’t-please!” Bellitto cried, squirming in the chair as Jack pressed the tip of the silencer over his left knee. He stared down at the sheet of paper in his lap. “Please! I’ve never seen that before in my life!” 


	“Lie!” 


	“No! I swear!” 


	“Read it now then. You’ve got ten seconds.” 


	The darkness within Jack pounded on the bars of its cage to be set free and let it pull the trigger and blow this puke’s kneecap into the floor. But he held it back. Bellitto wasn’t exactly a spring chicken. Didn’t want to lose him to a heart attack or stroke.


	Almost had a heart attack himself a moment ago when he’d walked into the office at the other end of the apartment. A small room, no place for a guy Minkin’s size to hide, but Jack had checked the storage closet anyway. Empty. On his way out of the room he happened to glance at the sheet of paper lying in the fax machine’s tray. His gaze skittered off the handwritten lines as he passed, and he was stepping through the door when one of the words he’d seen snagged in his brain, caught like a sheet of newspaper in a fence.


	… Westphalen…


	With a cry of alarm he’d leaped back to the machine, snatched up the sheet, and read:


	Success! The ladys Visa records show a hefty charge to something called Pint-Size Picassos which turns out to be a summer camp right outside Monticello. I checked and the Westphalen package is there. All it needs is to be picked up and we’re in business. A. can handle the job no sweat.


	BURN THIS!


	Jack read it again, then a third time, still not believing… Westphalen… Pint-Size Picassos… that was Vicky. Bellitto and his gang had their sights on Vicky!


	How? Why? They couldn’t possibly know Vicky’s connection to him—they didn’t know who he was!


	Or did they?


	
He needed some answers.


	Bellitto looked up from the note. “I don’t know what this is! I’ve never seen it before! It must be a mistake!” 


	“That does it.” Pressed the silencer muzzle deeper into Bellitto’s knee.


	“Jesus, Jack!” Lyle, standing behind Bellitto, staring with wide, sick-scared eyes.


	“Hey, I’m reasonable.” Didn’t want to get into gunplay here and now. Once it got started you never knew where it would take you. But he had to know. Had a feeling Bellitto was just a nudge away from opening up. “I’ll let him choose which knee first.” 


	Bellitto tried to squirm away. “No! Please! You must believe I’ve never seen it! Check the time at the top! It just came in! The fax had just rung and I was on my way to check it when you stopped me.” 


	Grabbed the sheet and handed it to Lyle—didn’t want to take his eyes off Bellitto. “True?” 


	Lyle squinted at the tiny print, then nodded. “Yeah. Transmission time was a couple of minutes ago.” He dropped the note back onto Bellitto’s lap. “Why are you all worked up about a package?” 


	All right. So Bellitto hadn’t seen it. That didn’t mean he didn’t know anything about it. Jack raised the pistol and placed the muzzle over Bellitto’s heart.


	“Vicky Westphalen—what’s she to you?” 


	Didn’t expect Bellitto’s reaction—his expression registered genuine shock. He glanced down at the sheet again.


	Jack remembered then that Vicky’s first name wasn’t mentioned in the message. And Bellitto looked confused, as if trying to figure out how Jack knew it.


	He doesn’t know she’s connected to me!


	Then how the hell—?


	Lyle leaned forward, looking at the message again over Bellitto’s shoulder. “You mean this is about a kid? A kid you know?” He groaned in revulsion. “This is sick, man! This is really sick!” 


	Jack was thinking about how there’d be no more coincidences in his life and how this had pushed way beyond sick into vile and ugly.


	And then he remembered the cop sniffing around Gia’s place, asking about Vicky. Part of Eli’s “circle”?


	One way to find out.


	He waved the fax in front of Bellitto. “This is from your cop friend, isn’t it.” 


	Bellitto stiffened and stared at Jack. His eyes answered.


	“I know your whole circle, Eli.” 


	Not quite, but the others were secondary. Especially now. He grabbed the tape and slammed it back over Bellitto’s mouth.


	“I’ve got to go.” 


	Lyle blinked. “Go? Where?” 


	“The Catskills. Got to get to that camp and make sure Vicky’s all right.” 


	What if this wasn’t the only machine this fax went to? Bellitto had talked about his “circle.” That could mean any number in addition to Minkin. That was who the “A.” probably referred to: Adrian Minkin. He could have received the same fax. Could be on his way now. Maybe picking up fellow members as he goes, like this cop, a whole crew of pervs stalking Vicky.


	“You don’t have to go!” Lyle said, sounding frantic. “You can call!” 


	“I know I can, but that’s not enough.” 


	He’d call right now, tell the camp Vicky’s been threatened, to keep watch on her and not release her to anyone but her mother. Then he’d go up there and sit guard in the woods to make sure no one screwed up.


	“But what about this guy? What do we do with him?” 


	“I’ll help you load him into the car. You take him to the house and make the trade. Tell Gia to meet me at the camp and we’ll bring Vicky home together.” Caught Bellitto staring at him with puzzled eyes. Leaned closer to give him something to think about. “Yeah, that’s right, Eli. We’re trading you to Tara Portman for someone else.” At least Jack hoped they were. “She’s waiting at your old buddy Dmitri’s house. Got something real special cooked up for you.” 


	That ought to loosen his sphincters.


	Now… find a phone. He’d seen one in that little office.


	“Be right back,” he told Lyle as he started away. He jabbed a finger toward Bellitto. “Don’t let him budge an inch.” 


	Lyle nodded. “All right, but hurry. We don’t know how much time we’ve got.” 


	Jack was halfway across the dining room when he heard a sound, caught a blur of motion from the stairs to his left. His guard was down but he managed to raise his hands fast enough and far enough to put the pistol between his head and the fireplace poker swung by a gorilla of a man. The gun spun away through the air. Jack stumbled back, knocking into the dining room table, scattering plates and utensils, then rolled to the side to dodge another two-handed poker swipe from Adrian Minkin.


				*
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	Gia clutched her abdomen as the horror of what Tara wanted seeped through.


	“My baby? No… you can’t mean that.” 


	Tara nodded and started floating toward her. “I do. I want that baby. I need that baby.” 


	Gia spotted the cross that had fallen from Charlie’s hand. She stooped, grabbed it, held it up. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. Like playing a scene from one of those corny old vampire movies Jack liked to watch.


	Tara stopped. “Put that down.” 


	“You’re afraid! Afraid of the cross!” 


	“I’m not afraid of anything!” she said a little too quickly. “It’s just…” 


	“Just what?” 


	“It’s just that the crosses that were in these stones stayed too close to the wrong thing for a little too long. Centuries too long. They absorbed some.” 


	“What does that mean? Absorbed what?” 


	Tara shook her head. “I don’t know. Poison.” 


	“Poison for you, maybe, but churches aren’t poison to me.” 


	“Church?” Tara’s brow furrowed. “What makes you think that was in a church? It lined the wall of what you might call a prison.” 


	Gia didn’t understand, but at least she had a weapon, or at least a defense. She took a couple of deep breaths and tried to calm herself. She was only partly successful.


	Gia took a step toward the stairs. “I’m leaving now. I’m going up those steps and out the front door.” 


	And never coming back. Dear God, why hadn’t she listened to Jack and stayed away from here?


	Tara shook her head. “No, you’re not.” 


	Her calm confidence shook Gia, but she kept up a bold front.


	“Watch me.” 


	Keeping the cross straight-armed before her, she sidled to her right toward the stairs. Tara watched her calmly, making no move to halt her. When Gia reached the steps she stopped—she could go no further. As before, something like an invisible wall of cotton was blocking her. She thrust out the cross—that went through fine, but no matter how hard she pushed after it, she couldn’t follow.


	She turned and gasped when she saw Tara directly behind her. She held up the cross and Tara backed away.


	“Let’s be fair,” the child said. “You can have other babies. I can’t have any. Ever. Let me take yours and—” 


	“Don’t even think about it! You’re not even ten years old! What could—?” 


	“I’d be in my twenties now!” Anger distorted her features. “I want a child! I can’t have one of my own, so I’ll adopt yours!” 


	“How?” Gia cried. “This is insane!” 


	“No. Not insane. Very simple. If the baby dies here, within these walls, among these stones, she’ll stay here. I can keep her.” 


	“But she’s not yours!” 


	Tara’s voice rose to a scream that shook the earth beneath Gia’s feet. “I DON’T CARE!” 


	Gia was finding it harder and harder to breathe. Tara… the shifting dirt… Charlie… the granite blocks… the strange cross in her hand… her baby…


	“Tara, this isn’t you.” 


	The child face contorted. “What do you know about me? Nothing!” 


	“I talked to your father.” 


	“He gave up on me, just like my mother.” 


	“No! Your mother—” 


	“I know about my mother. She gave up first!” 


	Gia tried to think of a way to reach her. If not through her family, then what?


	“Tara, you were loved. I saw the family pictures. You with your horse—” 


	A quick smile. “Rhonda.” 


	“—and your brother.” 


	A frown. “Little brat. What a loser he turned out to be.” 


	“Tara, how can you be like this?” Every humane impulse and emotion seemed to have leached out of her. “Losing you destroyed their lives. That’s how important you were. I can’t believe you mean this.” 


	“Believe it!” Cold rage disfigured her features. “I was ripped from my life and brought down here to this place where I was surrounded by thirteen men. One of them cut out my still-beating heart while the rest watched.” 


	Gia’s free hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, dear God!” 


	“Not one of them moved to stop him.” Her tone was frigid, flat. “No one came to save me. After that they sliced my heart into thirteen pieces and ate them.” 


	The horror of it pushed bile to the back of Gia’s throat. “And you were awake… through it all?” 


	“No. I was drugged. But I know what was done. So don’t tell me what’s me and what’s not. You may think you know me but you don’t. I was a happy girl. I had my whole life ahead of me, endless opportunities. Now I have none.” 


	“I’m sorry, Tara. But still…” 


	“The Tara you saw in those pictures is dead. Long dead. She died under that knife.” She pulled open her blouse to reveal the empty bloody cavity of her chest. “The new Tara is heartless!” 


	Gia stumbled back a step. “But I never hurt you. Why do you want to hurt me?” 


	“I don’t. I don’t care about you. It wants you dead.” 


	“It? What it?” All Gia could think of was Jack’s Otherness.


	“I don’t know. I only know it brought me back to kill you.” 


	Kill her… dear God, someone, something wanted her dead.


	“Why?” What had she ever done?


	“I don’t know and I don’t care. I’d be happy to leave you alive just for spite. All I want is your baby.” 


	“But you tried to kill me, bury me like… like Charlie.” 


	Gia bit back a sob. Oh, God, poor Charlie.


	“I did. But then I realized that if you die here with your baby, you’ll keep it. I’ll never have it then.” 


	“But the baby’s just a clump of cells now. What would you do with—?” 


	“It would be mine! I would have something of my own then! I have nothing now!” Tara inched closer. Her voice edged toward a whine. “Come on, pretty lady. You can have another. Just let me reach inside you and squeeze, just once. You won’t feel a thing. Then you can go.” 


	Her hand darted forward but Gia slashed at it with the cross and Tara snatched it back.


	“It’s not fair!” Tara screamed. “You can have all the children you want and you won’t give me one! I hate you!” She stepped back and cooled her mood like turning a switch. “All right. You won’t put down that cross? Fine. I know a way to take it from you.” 


	Tara disappeared, then popped into view a dozen feet away. Gia stood tense and ready, holding the cross before her, watching for a trick. Then she noticed movement to her left… Charlie’s hands jutting up from the dirt… limp and cold and splayed when she’d left them… the fingers twitching now… stretching, clenching… rising from the earth…


				*
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	Lyle jumped at what sounded like the cry of an enraged animal from the adjoining room. He heard the dining room table go over and then saw Jack fighting off a huge man swinging a poker. He glanced at the sap in his hand. He could help. In fact he damned well better help.


	As Lyle started toward the fight, Bellitto shot out a leg and caught his ankle. Lyle stumbled but before he could regain his balance, Bellitto kicked him in the leg. Lyle went down and felt a blaze of pain in his back. Another kick. But how—?


	He looked around and saw that Bellitto was up, standing over him, his face suffused with rage. Muffled screeches pushed against the tape across his mouth, air whistled through the flared nostrils above it.


	He aimed another kick, at Lyle’s stomach this time, bat Lyle rolled and took it on his flank, groaning with the pain. He swore he heard a rib crack.


	The next kick was aimed at Lyle’s head and connected. The room went into a spin…


	“You!” Minkin screeched though his bared and clenched teeth. “You don’t know how I’ve prayed for this moment!” 


	Jack’s back pressed hard against the floor. The edge of a broken plate cut into his shoulder blade as Minkin straddled him, his huge hands wrapped around Jack’s throat, thick thumbs trying to crush his larynx.


	Jerk. Allowed himself to be distracted by the fax. The surprise attack plus his lack of conditioning over the past month had left him at a disadvantage. Managed to kick the poker out of Minkin’s grasp, but during the close-in fighting that followed, the big man had put his greater size to full advantage.


	Hoped his neck muscles held out. So far they’d resisted the pressure from Minkin’s thumbs, but weren’t going to outlast him. Kicked and twisted but the bigger man had him trapped under his weight. His Glock was out of sight, couldn’t get to the Spyderco in his pocket or reach the backup .38 strapped to his ankle.


	Vaguely aware of thuds, shouts, scuffling from the other room. Lyle?


	Head felt swollen, as if about to explode. Running out of air. Minkin wasn’t. Bastard had air to spare.


	“So… this is the thief who strikes in the dark from behind… who cut up Eli and robbed me of a piece of my memory… this is the tough guy who thought he’d kill Eli and take over the Circle.” He grinned. “You’re not so tough. In fact, you’re a puny piece of shit!” 


	Tried to peel the fingers away but couldn’t get any leverage on them. Jabbed his own thumbs toward Minkin’s eyes—kept the nails extra long for just this sort of situation—but his reach fell short.


	Minkin laughed. “That won’t work, little man.” 


	Needed help. Where the hell was Lyle?


	Shaking off the pain and dizziness, Lyle did the only thing he could: roll away.


	But Bellitto followed. Though his hands were still taped behind his back he didn’t need them. His feet were more than making up for them, landing one vicious kick after another. Lyle tried to use his sap against the flying feet but couldn’t put any meaningful force behind his swings.


	In desperation he pivoted on his hip and lashed out with a kick of his own. It caught Bellitto on the calf and that slowed him. Buoyed by this tiny victory, Lyle kicked again, harder this time. His heel connected with Bellitto’s shin.


	As the man stumbled back Lyle struggled to his hands and knees—Christ, he hurt all over—and lunged. He got a grip on one of Bellitto’s ankles and yanked it up.


	With no hands to use for balance Bellitto went down hard. Lyle was up and over him then. He still had the sap and didn’t hesitate. Bellitto raised his head, Lyle knocked it down. It stayed down.


	Lyle stood over the semi-conscious man and looked at the sap in his hand. He’d wondered if he’d be able to use it on a fellow human being. No problem. Of course, Bellitto didn’t necessarily qualify as a fellow human being.


	Then he heard a taunting voice from the next room. It wasn’t Jack’s. Hefting the sap, he left Bellitto and moved toward the dining room.


	“You should see your face,” Minkin said. “A lovely shade of purple.” 


	Jack had given up trying to reach Minkin’s face or shake him off. Neck muscles were giving out, dark spots clustering on the periphery of his vision, multiplying…


	Flailed his hands about on the surrounding floor looking for something, anything to use as a weapon.


	“Oh, and by the way… here’s something to take with you into the Great Beyond. I was listening… I heard you… it appears you know the DiLauro woman and her little girl… you even know the lamb’s first name. What a coincidence… what a lovely coincidence. Eli never lets me play with the lambs before they’re sacrificed, but I’m going to make an exception with this one. Oh, yes, I’m going to have great fun with your little friend ‘Vicky’ before she’s sacrificed.” 


	Strength just about shot. Groping fingers of right hand touch something. A handle. Knife? Please, a knife, even a butter knife. No. A fork. Still… grab tip of handle with fingertips.


	Light fading. Raise left hand to claw weakly at Minkin’s face. Not even close.


	“That the best you can do?” Minkin laughed and brought his face closer so that Jack’s fingertips brushed his cheek. “Here, pussy-man. I’ve got an itch. Scratch right there.” 


	Right hand up and jabbing the tines into Minkin’s left eye.


	“Aah! Aah! Aah!” 


	Abruptly the pressure let up and Jack could breathe again. Vision cleared as he choked down lungfuls of air. Minkin loomed above, still straddling him, making sounds of pain and shock as his big hands fluttered like Mothra-class butterflies around the fork protruding from his eyeball, afraid to touch it, afraid to leave it there.


	Jack levered up and slammed the flat of his palm against the handle and felt the tines scrape against the bone at the back of the socket.


	Minkin screamed and fell backward off Jack to land on the floor on his back, writhing, retching, kicking. To the side Lyle stood with a sick look on his face, the sap slack in his hand.


	“Oh man,” he said. “Oh man, oh man, oh man!” 


	Jack forced himself to his feet and staggered toward the living room. He could still feel Minkin’s thumbs on his throat. His skull throbbed between the bolts of pain lancing though it.


	“Go—” His voice came out a harsh whisper, barely audible even to him. He motioned Lyle closer. “Go upstairs. Find a rug. You can’t find a rug get a sheet or a blanket. Move. We’ve wasted too much time.” 


	Lyle ran up the steps. Jack found his pistol and dragged himself into the living room. His flank felt damp. He looked and saw blood starting to ooze through his shirt from the knife wound. No pain though. It was all concentrated from the neck up.


	Bellitto lay on his side, groaning. Jack spotted the fax, grabbed it, read it again.


	Burn this! Not yet.


	He shoved it into his pocket.


	“A.” wouldn’t be picking up anyone tonight. And Bellitto?


	Jack found he still had a length of duct tape stuck to the front of his shirt. He used it to bind Bellitto’s feet.


	Glanced at his watch. Had to get moving. This trip had taken far too long.


	Gia…


	Hang on, babe. I’m coming.


	Lyle hurried in carrying a summer blanket. They stretched it out next to Bellitto and rolled him up in it like a burrito.


	The plan was to carry him downstairs; Lyle would bring the car up to the front door where they’d dump him in the trunk and steam back to Astoria.


	As they carried Bellitto through the dining room, Jack saw Minkin on his hands and knees, the fork still protruding from his left eye, blood coating his cheek as he made “Unh-unh-unh!” noises like a hog in heat. His good eye found Jack and he bared his teeth.


	Minkin’s taunts about Vicky when he had him down flashed through Jack’s brain. The darkness flowed out of its cage and suffused him, taking over. Nobody threatened his Vicky like that. Nobody.


	Even with the clock riding him like a heavy-handed jockey, he was compelled to waste a few seconds here. He dropped Bellitto’s legs and stalked toward Minkin.


	“Gonna ‘play with the lamb,’ huh?” His voice still wasn’t back yet. Sounded grating, ugly, like a board dragging on concrete. “Gonna have ‘great fun’ with my ‘little friend Vicky before she’s sacrificed,’ right? Not a chance, pal. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not ever.” 


	With that he lashed out with his foot. The heel connected with the protruding end of the fork, crunching the tines through the back of the eye socket and deep into Minkin’s brain.


	He heard Lyle cry out in shock behind him but Adrian Minkin, would-be player with lambs, made no sound. He looked like he was screaming as he straightened up on his knees, then shot to standing, mouth open impossibly wide, displaying his perfect teeth. His arms spasmed out from his sides and he flopped backward, landing on the back of his head. For a few heartbeats his body bent into an impossible arch with only his heels and head touching the floor.


	Jack watched impassively, feeling nothing beyond satisfaction that here was one less threat in the world to Vicky and others like her.


	Finally Adrian Minkin went limp and still. Completely still. No breath stirred his chest.


	Jack turned to find Lyle gaping at him wide-eyed and slack-jawed.


	“Oh, shit, Jack! Oh man! What—?” 


	“I know. Just when you were starting to think I was kind of a nice guy. Almost cuddly, right?” 


	“No, I—” 


	“Stop gawking.” He picked up Bellitto’s legs. “We’ve got to lug this garbage out and get rolling. And hope to hell we’re not too late.” 


				*
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	“Charlie?” 


	Gia backed against the cold granite blocks and watched with horrid fascination as Charlie began to pull himself from the loose earth that had smothered him moments before. It might have been a cause for rejoicing if Charlie were alive, but as soon as his head emerged Gia knew it wasn’t Charlie, only his shell. His face was slack, expressionless; and his eyes—dirt clung to the lids, to the eyes themselves, and he never blinked.


	He crawled from the earth and rose shakily to his feet. As he took an unsteady step toward Gia she pressed herself back against the stones, wishing she could seep between them.


	“Charlie, no. Please!” 


	He stopped, his dead eyes fixed somewhere above and beyond her.


	Tara, standing to the rear and to the side during his resurrection, glided forward now, silent, but her expression furious as she glared at Charlie’s corpse.


	Charlie shook his head.


	Gia watched, holding her breath as she sensed a silent battle of wills.


	Tara bared her teeth and loosed a frustrated screech.


	Again Charlie shook his head. Then his corpse turned and walked unsteadily to the far side of the cellar where it lowered itself against the wall and slumped into a sitting position, immobile, staring at its lap.


	“He won’t do it,” Gia breathed, more to herself than to Tara.


	There was too much of a good man left inside to allow his body do Tara’s bidding.


	Tara turned to her, eyes blazing. “This is so unfair!” 


	“You talk about fair? What’s fair about you taking my baby?” 


	Her face screwed up. She looked as if she were about to cry. “Because you’ve got everything and I’ve got nothing!” 


	Gia’s felt an instant of pity. Yes, she did have everything, or pretty close to everything she wanted or needed from life, things Tara never had a chance at and never would. But that didn’t mean Tara had a call on the new life within her.


	“I’m sorry, Tara. I really mean that. And if I could undo what was done to you, I would. But that’s not in my power.” 


	“The baby,” Tara said. “Just give me the baby and you can go.” 


	“No.” Gia pressed her back against the wall again and raised the cross, holding it between them. “Let you kill my baby? You ask the impossible. I won’t. I can’t. Never.” 


	Tara stared at her a moment, then stepped back. She disappeared, then flashed into view at the center of the cellar. She said nothing, simply stared at Gia from afar.


	Gia lowered the cross and glanced toward the steps. Were they still blocked by that invisible wall? Should she try—?


	Then she felt something cold loop around her right forearm—the arm holding the cross. She looked and saw one of the ghost hands clutching her in its iron grip. She started to reach around with her left hand to take the cross but that arm was trapped before it moved.


	And now Tara was directly before her, smirking. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of this before. It’s so much easier.” 


	Gia cried out and struggled to break free, trying to angle the cross up so it would touch the ghost hand trapping her right arm, but her wrist wouldn’t bend far enough.


	“Easy now,” Tara said in a soft tone as she leaned closer.


	“Hold still. This won’t hurt. You won’t feel a thing, I promise you.” 


	Two more ghost arms whipped around Gia’s thighs, imprisoning them.


	“Tara, no! Please! Don’t do this!” 


	Tara said nothing. Her eyes were bright, her expression rapt as she reached her right hand toward Gia’s belly.


	Trapped, immobilized, Gia writhed with horror and loathing as the fingertips slipped through the waistband of her jeans. She screamed with the piercing cold as they entered her skin.


	“Just a little further,” Tara whispered. “Just a little squeeze, a tiny pinch, and it will all be—” 


	She stopped and cocked her head as if listening to something. She stepped back, removing her hand from Gia’s belly, still listening.


	“Yes,” Tara whispered, nodding as a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.


	Gia couldn’t hear who Tara was listening to, but she knew it could be only one person.


	Jack.


	She sobbed and dropped to her knees as the ghost hands released her.


	“Oh, yes!” Tara shouted.


	Gia glanced up and shuddered at the pure malevolence in the hideous grin that split Tara’s child face.


				*
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	“Do you hear me, Tara?” Lyle shouted at the closed door. “A trade! Your killer for Gia and Charlie!” 


	Can’t be too late, Jack thought, refusing to think the unthinkable as he watched and waited for a sign that Tara had accepted the deal. Can’t.


	He’d have been doing the shouting if his voice had been up to it.


	He and Lyle stood in the garage with Bellitto propped between them. They’d backed in the Crown Vic, closed the garage doors, and hauled him from the trunk. Jack had freed his feet but left his hands and mouth taped. The creep was fully awake now, looking scared, but not yet a hundred percent alert.


	Jack felt a good long way from a hundred percent himself. Weak. Sick. Head still throbbed. Throat swollen. Stomach roiled with acid from the adrenaline come-down. On the way over from Manhattan Lyle had told him to look in the mirror. He wished he hadn’t. His throat was ringed with purpling bruises, the white of his left eye was mostly bright red from a ruptured vessel, and his face was speckled with countless tiny red hemorrhages. He looked like he’d botched a try at hanging himself.


	“Test the door,” Jack said. His voice had cleared a little but not much. “Maybe the wall is down.” 


	Jack kept a tight grip on Bellitto’s arm as Lyle stepped to the door, reached toward the knob, but stopped well short.


	He turned back to Jack. “Still there. I’ll try calling her again.” 


	Lyle had laid out the deal twice already. Jack couldn’t see what good a third try would do. If Tara was around to listen, she’d have heard it the first time.


	A winter chill of despair began to seep through his chest.


	Gia… he couldn’t lose her… but what else could he do?


	The door swung open.


	“Yes!” Lyle said and returned to the threshold. But when he tried to step across he stopped. He turned to Jack with a baffled expression. “It’s still blocked.” 


	“Maybe for us,” Jack said, hoping he was right. “But maybe someone else will slip right through and be welcomed with open arms.” 


	Lyle nodded. “Worth a try.” 


	Bellitto began to struggle, kicking, twisting, making terrified pleading noises behind the tape.


	“How’re you feeling, Eli?” Jack rasped through his teeth as Lyle took the other arm and they started dragging him forward. “Helpless? Scared out of your mind? No one to turn to for help? All hope gone? Good. It’s just a little of what those kids felt when you and your pal Minkin dragged them into your car. Like it?” Bellitto’s wide, panicky eyes said it all. “Didn’t think so. But whether we work this deal or not isn’t going to make a hell of a lot of difference to you. No matter what happens, you don’t see tomorrow.” 


	“I’ve got a problem with this,” Lyle said as they neared the door. “What if he does go through? We don’t exactly have a deal with Tara. She could stiff us or…” 


	Jack knew what he was getting at: It might already be too late.


	“Don’t like it either,” Jack said. “But we have to chance it. She holds all the cards.” 


	What if this doesn’t work? he wondered. What then? He was out of options.


	He glanced around. That Indian woman, the one who seemed to know everything—where was she now when he needed her? Hadn’t seen her or her dog since he and Lyle had left for Manhattan.


	Bellitto’s legs went limp as they reached the threshold and he sagged in their grip.


	“Passive resistance won’t cut it here, Eli.” Jack looked at Lyle. “Grab the back of his belt.” 


	Lyle did and together they gave Eli Bellitto an old-fashioned heave-ho toward the door.


	Jack half expected him to bounce back at them but he sailed through and sprawled in the short hallway.


	“You were right!” Lyle cried.


	Jack tried to follow but met with the same impenetrable resistance as before. He leaned there, clawing at the thick air that wouldn’t let him pass.


	Please, Tara, he thought. Don’t welch on us. We did our part. You’ve got the guy who killed you. Now you’ve got to do your part.


	On the other side of the invisible divide, Jack watched Bellitto regain his feet. Somehow, in the course of the heave-ho, the tape on his wrists had loosened. He struggled with it, frantically working his arms behind him until his hands came free. He then pulled the tape from his face and lunged toward Jack and the door. Jack cocked a fist, ready to smash him back but he never got close. He slammed against the divide and staggered back.


	At that instant a little girl appeared behind him. Jack had seen her picture only once on the Internet site but recognized her immediately.


	Tara Portman.


	Jack saw her mouth work but heard nothing. Bellitto whirled toward her, then spun back. Jack knew from the horrified expression on his face that Bellitto recognized her. He hurled himself at the doorway but once again was halted inches from Jack. His mouth worked, screaming no doubt, as his fingers clawed the impenetrable air between then. Jack heard nothing and felt less.


	“Sometimes, Eli,” he whispered, “what goes around comes around. Not nearly as often as it should on its own, but sometimes we can help it along. That’s why I’m here.” 


	Behind him Tara smiled, her face a malicious mask of incandescent glee, then winked out of sight.


	The next thing Jack knew, Bellitto was falling backward, arms flailing, then landing on his back and being dragged by some force Jack couldn’t see. He slid kicking and screaming down the hallway and out of sight.


	Jack and Lyle leaned on the barrier, waiting.


	“Come on, Tara,” he whispered. “We did our part. Time to do yours. Don’t let us down. We—” 


	Then Jack saw movement in the hallway. Someone coming their way. Bellitto? How had he got away?


	No. Someone else. His pain and despair vanished as he recognized Gia—but Gia as he had never seen her. Hair, clothes, and hands coated with dirt, face muddy from the tears streaming down her cheeks. Her eyes looked wild as she stumbled his way, picking up speed and rushing toward him with outstretched arms when she saw him.


	Don’t! he wanted to shout. She might run into the divide and hurt herself.


	But she leaped at the threshold and flew into his arms and then he had her, he had her, he had her, arms locked around her, spinning her around, absorbing her quaking sobs, unable to speak past the fist-sized lump in his throat.


	They held each other, Gia’s feet not touching the floor, and would have stayed that way much longer if not for Lyle’s question.


	“Where’s Charlie? Where’s my brother?” 


	Aw no, Jack thought, looking around and seeing only the three of them. Don’t tell me… not Charlie…


	Gia slumped against Jack and reached out a hand to Lyle. Between sobs she told him about she and Charlie falling into a pit, how the sides began to collapse, and how Charlie had sacrificed himself to save her.


	“Charlie?” Lyle whispered, his face slack, stricken. “Charlie’s dead?” 


	His features tightened as tears began to slide down his cheeks. He stumbled toward the door but still couldn’t enter. He leaned against the resisting air and pounded on silent nothing, sobbing, calling his brother’s name.
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	Jack let Gia sleep in as he got up early, intending to run back to Astoria to see what he could do for Lyle. But a quick listen to the news changed his plans. “The Horror in Astoria” was all over the radio. He flipped on the TV and that was all any of the local newsheads could talk about.


	Gia came down in a light yellow terry cloth robe, looking tired and worn but so much better after a shower and some sleep.


	He kissed her and held her and said, “I was hoping you’d sleep in.” 


	“I woke up and started thinking about last night.” She shuddered against him. “How can I sleep when I remember how Charlie—?” She bit her lip and shook her head. Then she looked up at him and touched his throat. “This still looks sore. And that eye…” 


	“I’ll be fine.” 


	He’d told her about trading Bellitto for her and Charlie and how one of Bellitto’s friends had tried to choke him, but had decided against mentioning the fax that had targeted Vicky. She’d already had enough shocks to her system.


	She stiffened and pointed to the TV. “Say, isn’t that—?” 


	“Yeah. Menelaus Manor. Looks like Lyle called the cops.” 


	Jack surfed from channel to channel until he found a newshead with the good grace to summarize the developing story.


	“For those of you just tuning in, here’s what we know so far. At 1:37 A.M. this morning the police received an emergency call from Lyle Kenton, owner of the house in Astoria you see pictured here, saying that he’d returned home after a night out to find his brother Charles dead in a ditch they’d been digging in their cellar. The ditch had apparently collapsed and smothered him.


	“Why were they digging a ditch in their cellar?” you ask. Good question. Here’s where the story veers into the Twilight Zone. Lyle Kenton claims to be a spirit medium who ‘practices’ under the name Ifasen. He states he and his brother were contacted by a spirit who called herself ‘Tara Portman’ and claimed she had been murdered and buried in the basement by a previous owner. For the past few days, Lyle and Charles had been digging up the cellar, trying to find her remains. Last night their excavation collapsed, trapping Charles. When the police arrived, Lyle had dug his brother out but it was too late.


	“If that were the whole story it would be sensational enough. But it gets stranger. The police did a little digging themselves and have so far unearthed the skeletons of two children. They are looking for more.” 


	“The police want to make it very clear that Mr. Kenton is not a suspect. He has lived in the house less than a year and the remains found in the cellar so far appear to have been there much longer.” 


	“Back to you, Chet…” 


	Jack surfed on, looking for mention of Eli Bellitto, but his name never came up. Where was he? What had Tara done with him? He hoped it hadn’t ended quickly for him.


	He clicked off the set. “The barrier must have come down some time after we left.” 


	“Poor Lyle,” Gia said. “I feel so bad that we left him to deal with this alone.” 


	The three of them had waited together for the barrier to fall, but after an hour or so, Gia started to get the chills and shakes. Jack had needed to get her home and offered Lyle a bed for the night. Lyle told them go, he’d wait here. Jack promised to come back in the morning.


	“Alone is the only way he can deal with it. We can’t show our faces—at least I can’t. And no reason you should. We can’t add anything.” 


	“We could be there for him. He and his brother seemed so close.” 


	“They had their differences, I can tell you that, but there was a bond there, beyond blood. They’d been through a lot together.” 


	“I’m glad he called in the police, though. They’ll find the rest of the bodies. Then the families of those poor children will be able to bury what’s left of them and have some closure.” 


	Her gaze seemed to drift.


	“Thinking of Tara’s father?” 


	She nodded. “I wonder if burying Tara will change things for him and his son.” She sighed. “Somehow I doubt it. I think they’ve been pushed too far off track to get back on.” 


	“I’ve got an idea,” Jack said. “Why don’t we get out of town, say, drive up to Monticello and visit Vicky at camp?” 


	“But she’s coming home tomorrow.” 


	Jack knew that, but from the brightening of Gia’s expression he could tell she loved the idea. After her ordeal with Tara, seeing her little girl would be just the tonic she needed.


	“Even better. You and I can find a motel, stay over tonight, take her out for breakfast in the morning at this neat old-fashioned diner I know, then we’ll drive her back ourselves. It’ll be fun.” 


	Gia smiled. “Okay. I think I’d like that. When do we leave?” 


	Jack repressed a sigh of relief. He’d been looking for a way to get up to Vicky’s camp without alarming Gia. This was it. Last night, when Gia was in the shower, he’d made a couple of calls, one of them an anonymous tip to the camp warning them that one of the children—he didn’t name the child—was in danger of being abducted in a custody dispute. He placed the same call to the Monticello police department, suggesting extra patrols around the camp.


	With its leader dead, Bellitto’s circle was a snake without a head. But even so, it wasn’t enough for Jack. He wouldn’t rest easy until he’d seen Vicky and placed her under his protection.


	Gia too. She’d told Jack what Tara had said: It wants you dead. Who knew if Tara was telling the truth, but Jack had to assume she was. “It” could only mean the Otherness. What was it trying to do? Wipe out everyone he cared about?


	That gut-wrenching thought had kept him awake most of the night. How do you fight something you can’t see, that works so far behind the scenes you can never reach it?


	The only thing he could think of was to circle the wagons and keep Gia and Vicky close by.


	“You pack up some things while I run a few errands, and we’ll get going soon as I get back. Make a day of it.” 


	“What kind of errands?” she said, serious again.


	“Just a stop by Julio’s. Need to check out something with one of the regulars.” 


				*
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	Jack sipped coffee at the bar and watched the TV while he waited for Barney to show. He’d put on a gray turtleneck to hide the bruises on his throat and wore sunglasses despite the bar’s dim interior. Made it hard to see what was happening on the TV. Everyone around him, including Julio, was glued to the on-the-scene reports from what was being called “the house of horror.” 


	He thought about Lyle and wondered how he was dealing with his brother’s death. It left him alone for the first time in his life. Jack knew alone. He’d handled it, but he probably had a better tolerance for it than others. He wondered about Lyle’s tolerance. He was tough. He’d done all right last night. Hadn’t liked it, but he’d hung in there.


	He’d be all right.


	Bellitto. Lots more questions about him beyond where the hell he was.


	Hell… yeah, if it existed, he’d be a charter member.


	He’d said he was hundreds of years old and didn’t seem to be lying. Could that be true? Not likely. Maybe he’d just thought he was telling the truth. Told himself he was that old for so long he’d come to believe it.


	Still, Jack wondered where Tara had taken him. Down through the dirt and into the fault line? Someplace where she could toy with him for the longest time without being disturbed?


	That was all right with Jack. The longer the better.


	And then the question of Edward, Eli’s ersatz brother. Early last night Jack had wanted to wring his neck; by the end of the evening he’d wanted to thank him. If Edward hadn’t put him onto Eli, Adrian might have got to Vicky…


	His mind refused to go there.


	A familiar face popped through the door then and bellied up to the bar about three stools down.


	“Barney!” Jack called, waving. “Sit over here. I’ll buy you one.” 


	Barney grinned and hurried over. “Never turn down a man who’s in a buying mood, I always say.” 


	He’d just got off work and needed a shave. The essence of his grimy Willie Nelson T-shirt gave advance notice of his approach and he had pretty much the quantity and quality of teeth you’d expect in a Willie fan.


	“What’re you having?” 


	“A shot of Johnny Walker Red and a pint of Heinie.” 


	Jack nodded to Julio who laughed. “Ay, meng, what happen to your usual of Smuggler an’ eight-ounce Bud.” 


	“That’s when I’m buying.” Barney turned to Jack. “To what do I owe this generosity?” 


	“Julio tells me you recognized an older gent dropping off an envelope for me the other day.” 


	Barney took a quick sip of his Scotch. “That was no gent, that was a priest.” 


	Jack hadn’t been expecting that one. “You mean as in Catholic priest.” 


	“Right. That was Father Ed from St. Joseph’s. You thinking of converting, Jack?” 


	“Not this month.” Ed… well at least he hadn’t lied about his first name. “You’re sure it was this priest?” 


	“Course I’m sure. St. Joe’s was my church back when I used to live down in Alphabet City. Father Edward Halloran’s the pastor. Least he used to be. You mean you don’t know who he is and he’s leaving an envelope for you?” Grinning he lowered his voice and leaned closer. “What was it? A message from the Vatican? The Pope got a problem he needs fixed?” 


	Jack gave him a hard look. “How’d you know? You been reading my mail?” 


	Barney stiffened. “Hey, no, Jack. I wouldn’t—” He stopped, then broke into another spotty grin. “You rat! Almost had me there!” 


	Jack slipped off the stool and clapped Barney on the back. “Thanks for the tip, my man.” He waved to Julio. “Another round for Barney on my tab.” 


	“Hey, thanks, Jack. You oughta stick around so I can buy you one.” 


	“Some other time. Barn. Gotta go to church.” 


				*
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	Jack found St. Joseph’s church on a Lower East Side street, mid block between rows of sagging tenements. He took an immediate liking to the old Gothic, granite-block building with her twin crocketed spires and large rose window. Could have done with a good power washing though. A convent sat to her left, the smaller rectory to the right.


	Jack knocked on the rectory door. A thin elderly woman in a smudged apron answered. When he asked to see Father Ed she tried to tell him that he didn’t have any appointments till the afternoon. Refusing to be put off he said to tell the good father that Jack—just Jack—was here.


	That did the trick.


	Father Edward Halloran—the Edward who’d hired Jack to watch his “brother” Eli—greeted him in his cramped little office with a mixture of warmth and wariness.


	“I should have known you’d be finding me,” he said as he offered his hand.


	Jack shook it, not exactly sure what he was feeling. Looking at Edward in his Roman collar and hearing that thick brogue, he felt as if he’d walked onto the set of Going My Way. Any moment now Bing Crosby would waltz through the door. Still he’d lied to Jack. Big time.


	“I thought priests were supposed to tell the truth.” 


	“They are.” The little man slipped behind his desk and pointed to a chair for Jack. “And I did.” 


	Jack remained standing. “You told me your last name was Bellitto, Father Halloran.” 


	“Never. Those words never passed me lips.” 


	“You said Eli Bellitto was your brother. Same thing.” 


	Father Ed gave him a cherubic smile. “The Lord says all men are brothers, don’t you know.” 


	“Can we cut the word games?” Jack leaned on the desk and stared at the priest. “I’m not here to cause you trouble. I just want to know what this was all about. How did you know Eli Bellitto was going to snatch a kid?” 


	Father Ed glanced past Jack, as if to make sure the door was closed, then sighed. He swiveled in his seat and stared off to his left.


	“He told me.” 


	“Why? Did you know him?” 


	The priest’s head snapped around. ” ‘Did’?” 


	“Let’s not get into that. Why did he tell you?” 


	“I don’t know. Last Saturday I was hearing confessions next door when this man enters the booth and starts telling me he has killed hundreds of children and wants absolution.” 


	“You believed him?” 


	The priest shrugged. “One is after hearing many strange things in the confessional. I took him on his word and told him to receive absolution he must be turning himself in to the authorities. He laughed and said he couldn’t do that. In fact, he was going to kill another child in the following week under the dark of the moon. And then he left.” 


	“How did you know he was Eli Bellitto?” 


	“I followed him,” he said, looking a little ashamed. “I didn’t know if he was deluded or telling the truth. Either way he was certainly daft. I left the confessional, removed my collar, and trailed him to his store. It wasn’t far. But as I stood outside his shop I thought of a third possibility: perhaps he was after having some grudge against the church and trying to see if he could make a priest compromise the holy privilege of the Sacrament of Confession. I needed a way of protecting the Church and protecting any child he might harm. I thought of you.” 


	“Me? How does a priest even know about me?” 


	“One of my parishioners once confessed to me about hiring you.” 


	“Confessed? You mean I’m a sin?” Jack didn’t know whether to be offended or pleased. “Who was it?” 


	“I can’t be telling you that, of course.” 


	“Oh, yeah. I guess not.” 


	He decided being a sin was kind of cool.


	“Someone was after being hurt as a result of my parishioner hiring you and the lad was afraid he’d sinned. So anyway, I went and bought one of those little disposable cameras and took Mr. Bellitto’s picture when he came out. I learned what I could about him—not much, I’m afraid—then called you.” Father Ed leaned forward. “Tell me now, would it be true what he said about killing children?” 


	“It would be,” Jack said. “I don’t know about the hundreds he told you about, but yeah, more than one. Many more.” 


	Father Ed gasped and crossed himself. “Saints preserve us.” 


	“You hear about that house in Astoria this morning? He was part of that.” 


	“Then I did the right thing. But why was he telling me? Why did he confess?” 


	“Arrogance, I guess. He kept trophies from his victims on display in his shop. I gather he thought he was some sort of superior being and liked to flaunt it.” 


	“Hubris.” The priest shook his head. “Sometimes we can be thankful for it, I suppose.” He glanced at Jack. “And where would Mr. Bellitto be now?” 


	“Gone.” 


	“Gone where?” 


	“Not sure. Just… gone. And don’t worry. He won’t be coming back. Ever.” 


	Father Ed took a deep breath. “Like my parishioner, I’m feeling I might have a need to confess. Would that be true?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Not my call.” 


	“How about you? Would you be needing to confess?” 


	“I don’t think so. I had it on the authority of a good man that I was doing God’s work.” 


				*
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	When Jack arrived at Menelaus Manor two weeks later, Lyle was in the yard watching a landscaper replace the dead foundation plantings. He greeted Jack warmly with a two-handed handshake.


	“Jack, how are you? Come on in.” 


	Jack followed him inside to the kitchen where Lyle popped the tops on a couple of Miller Genuine Drafts.


	Jack lifted his can. “To Charlie.” 


	He’d died saving Gia’s life. Jack would be drinking toasts to him indefinitely.


	“Amen to that.” After each took a long pull, Lyle said, “How’s Gia?” 


	“Still shaken up, but she’s handling it. Having Vicky back has helped a lot.” 


	“And the baby?” 


	Jack grinned. “Fine.” 


	Gia had had a sonogram two days ago. Too early to tell the sex, but everything was as it should be. What a relief that had been.


	But he still hadn’t figured out how he was going to become the baby’s legal father.


	“I’m really glad you could come over, Jack.” 


	“Glad to make it.” He meant that. “Would have been by sooner but for all the company you’ve had.” 


	In the weeks since Charlie’s death, the police, using some sort of ground sonar, had recovered eight bodies from the cellar. They were sure they’d found them all. Sweeps of the surrounding grounds had yielded nothing.


	Lyle smiled. “Yeah, well, the cops finished up. At last. I’ve finally got my house back.” 


	“Not that you would’ve been home much anyway.” 


	During the past week Lyle had been a ubiquitous presence on the tube. Every talk show, from Today and GMA in the morning to Oprah in the afternoon, to the Rose-Leno-Letterman-O’Brien axis at night, had had him on.


	“Yeah, I guess I’ve been doing a bit of traveling, haven’t I.” 


	“You’re good on the tube.” True. Came across as a very personable, likable guy. “You ought to have your own show.” 


	He laughed. “Been offered two already.” His smile faded. “But I might have to broadcast from jail if they link me to Adrian Minkin.” 


	Minkin’s body had been found the following day when clerks from Bellitto’s store came looking for him.


	“They won’t. We left that place clean.” 


	Lyle shook his head. “What a night. I still can’t believe I was there. Did you hear the latest? Eli Bellitto is a possible suspect.” 


	“Speaking of Eli,” Jack said. “Where is he?” 


	“I have no idea. Not a trace of him in the house.” 


	“So he just vanished, body and all?” 


	“Tara has him.” 


	Jack was struck by the certainty in his tone.


	“Hope she’s having fun with him.” 


	Lyle nodded. “She is. Oh, she is.” 


	Again that certainty. “How about visits from Tara?” 


	“Not a one. She’s gone for good.” Lyle frowned. “But Bellitto’s circle of child killers is still around. I wish there was a way to give them a share of their leader’s fate.” 


	“I’ve taken care of that,” Jack said.


	“How?” 


	“Made a call that night to a pair of brothers I know.” The Mikulski brothers. Jack saw no reason Lyle needed to know their name. “Told them Bellitto’s address and that I’d left the door open. They called me the next day. Said they paid a visit, went through his files, stole his computer’s hard drive. Lots of interesting stuff there, including names and addresses of Eli’s ring.” 


	“Are they detectives?” 


	“No.” Jack didn’t know the Mikulskis’ story, and figured he could live without knowing it. “But they’ve got a thing for pedophiles.” 


	“A thing?” 


	“Yeah.” Jack leaned against the counter and took another sip. “They’re very serious about this. They know my word’s good, but even so they won’t take it. They’ll check out the guys on Eli’s list themselves—watch them, break in and toss their digs. Once they’re satisfied someone’s the real deal, they’ll make their move. People will start to disappear.” 


	“You mean, they’ll kill them?” 


	“Eventually.” 


	“Eventually?” 


	“Yeah. Eventually they’ll die. Long after they want to.” 


	Lyle rotated his shoulders, as if shaking off a chill. “What else have you been up to?” 


	“Still trying to figure out the whats and whys of what happened here. Especially Tara telling Gia that something wants her dead.” 


	“I’ve been chewing on that one too. It has to be the Otherness you told us about.” 


	“I thought you couldn’t buy into that.” 


	Lyle looked at him. “I buy into a whole lot more than I used to. You said this Otherness feels it’s got a score to settle with you. The best I can figure it is maybe it can’t strike at you directly. Maybe something’s guarding your back. So it tries to strike at you indirectly, through the people you love.” 


	Jack had wondered about that. Kate was gone, and the Otherness probably deserved the rap for that. And if things had gone differently two weeks ago, Gia, Vicky, and his unborn child would be gone too.


	Lyle sipped and said, “Let’s take Tara at her word: The Otherness brought her back to get Gia. She was certainly playing to Gia all along. But somewhere along the line Tara developed her own agenda. I guess the Otherness can’t always fine-tune the forces it sets into motion.” 


	“But what about Bellitto? The day after the earthquake when we assume Tara returned, he decides to taunt a priest with his past killings and the one he’s planning for the following week.” 


	“Not entirely out of character.” 


	“But he chooses a priest that just happens to have heard of me through that same confessional.” 


	Lyle shrugged. “Strange, isn’t it. Stranger than I ever could have imagined. Maybe the Otherness isn’t the only force operating here. What about that Indian lady who popped into the garage and knew all about what was going on? What side is she playing for?” 


	“Her own, for all I know. You seen her since?” 


	“Not a trace. Used to see her walking her dog past the house a lot, but not once since that night.” 


	Jack had been wondering about the Indian lady. Something about her reminded him of another woman who’d popped up a few months ago with her own set of dire warnings, then vanished. She’d had a dog too, but she’d been older and had sounded Russian.


	What’s happened to my life? Jack thought. He wanted to scream the question. Bad enough that something seemed to be moving him around a cosmic chessboard, but Gia and Vicky… they were noncombatants… they shouldn’t be involved.


	But then, maybe there were no noncombatants in this conflict.


	“What’s the answer then?” 


	“Wish I knew,” Lyle said. “We seem to be at the mercy of unknown forces. All we can do is go with the flow and fight like hell to keep our heads above water.” 


	“‘We’?” 


	“Yes. All of us. Remember that coming darkness I told you I saw? Well, it’s still coming.” 


	Jack didn’t want to mention to Lyle that he’d claimed to see himself and his brother still together after the darkness was over.


	“Where do you plan to ride it out? Back in Michigan?” 


	Lyle shook his head. “No way. I’m staying right here and doing my thing.” 


	“Without Charlie?” 


	“That’s what I wanted to see you about. Come back to the Channeling Room.” 


	Jack followed him but stopped on the threshold when he saw the coffin—a simple pine box—in the middle of the floor.


	“Is that…?” 


	Lyle nodded. “Charlie. The autopsy confirmed that he died of smothering, so the police finally released his body. I had it delivered here. Ostensibly to have a wake and ship it back to Michigan, but I’m going to bury Charlie in the cellar. I’d like your help.” 


	The request jolted Jack. “What? I mean, of course I’ll help but—” 


	“It’s what Charlie wants. He wants to stay here.” 


	“He does?” Had Lyle lost it? “How do you know?” 


	“He told me.” 


	“Really.” 


	Lyle laughed. “You should see your face, man! You think the cheese has slid off my cracker, don’t you.” He looked around. “Charlie? Look who’s come to see you. Say hello!” 


	Jack listened, expecting a trick, but heard nothing. He did notice Charlie’s coffin begin to move. He watched it rise into the air, stop with its base four feet off the floor, do a 360-degree turn, then lower back to the carpet.


	“Pretty good,” Jack said. “How’d you work it?” 


	“It’s not a trick, Jack.” He walked over to the séance table and pointed to the Tarot deck sitting there. “The night after Charlie died I was sitting here, mourning him, when the tarot deck flipped itself over, fanned itself out, and the Hermit card rose in the air and hung right in front of my face. The Hermit. That was Charlie’s card. That was what he’d started calling himself.” 


	And then the deck did just as Lyle had described, leaving the Hermit card floating not six inches from Jack’s nose.


	Jack snatched the card out of the air, inspecting it for invisible thread. He found none.


	“Got to hand it to you, Lyle. That’s excellent.” 


	“Not a trick. I swear, Jack.” He had tears in his eyes. “Charlie’s back. I mean, he never really left. Come look.” 


	He took Jack’s arm and led him into what had been Charlie’s control room. It was nearly empty. “When the police started digging around in the basement, I figured it was only a matter of time before they moved upstairs to check things out. I remembered what had happened to Madame Pomerol after they searched her place and didn’t want that happening here. So I started dismantling Charlie’s equipment. Just as well, since we won’t be needing it.” 


	Jack heard a chime and turned. The old temple bell that Charlie had carried around to collect the envelopes on Jack’s first visit was floating toward him through the air.


	“I have powers in this house, Jack, and I’m going to use them. I’m dropping the Ifasen role and just playing myself. Charlie will still be backing me up—but only on the condition that we give value for value. So that’s what we’ll do. No tricks, no bullshit.” 


	A deck of tarot cards lifted off the round séance table and sprayed itself at Jack.


	Lyle laughed. “The Kenton brothers are still a team, Jack. But now we’re the real deal. The only real deal in town.” 
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	Blessed be the blackmailers, Jack thought as he pawed through the filing cabinet.


	He had a penlight clamped in his teeth and kept it trained on the labels of the hanging folders while his latex-gloved fingers fanned through them.


	What a trove. If someone could be called a professional blackmailer, Richie Cordova fit the bill. Private investigation was his legitimate line, if such a line could be legit. But apparently he dug up lots of additional dirt during the course of his investigations, and put that to work for him. Never against his clients, Jack had learned. Did his blackmailing anonymously. That kept his professional rep clean, kept that stream of referrals from satisfied clients flowing. But Jack had picked him up on a money drop Cordova had set up for his latest fish and took an instant dislike to the fat slob. Nine days of shadowing him hadn’t mellowed that initial impression. The guy was a jerk.


	Cordova’s PI office occupied a second floor space over an Oriental deli on the other side of Bronx Park. But his other line of work, probably the more profitable one, was here on the third floor of his house. Small and stuffy, furnished with the filing cabinet, a computer, a high-end color printer, and a rickety desk, it appeared to be a converted attic.


	Where was the letter? Jack was counting on it being in this cabinet. If not—


	There… Jank. Could that stand for Jankowski? He pulled out the file and opened it. Yep. This was it. Here was the handwritten letter at the root of Stanley Jankowski’s problems. Cordova had found it and was using it to squeeze the banker for all he was worth.


	Jack tucked it in his pocket.


	Yes, blessed be those blackmailers, he thought as he began emptying the folders from both drawers of the cabinet and dropping their contents—letters, photos, negatives—onto the floor, for they help keepeth me in business.


	Blackmail was the reason a fair percentage of Jack’s customers came to him. Stood to reason: They were being blackmailed because they had something they wanted kept secret; couldn’t go to officialdom because then it would no longer be a secret. So they were left with two options: pay the blackmailer again, and again, and again, or go outside the system and pay Jack once to find the offending photos or documents and either return them or destroy them.


	Destroying was better and safer, Jack thought. But untrusting customers feared Jack might simply use the material to start blackmailing them on his own. Jankowski had been burned and wasn’t about to trust no one no how no more. He wanted to see the letter before he paid the second half of Jack’s fee.


	Jack spread the two drawers’ worth of photos and documents on the floor. A small, voyeuristic part of him wanted to sit and sift through them, looking for names or faces he recognized, but he resisted. No time. Cordova would be back in an hour.


	He pulled a pair of glass Snapple bottles out of his backpack and unwrapped the duct tape from around their tops. He was about to do a big favor for some of the people in that pile. Not all. Cordova had probably scanned all this stuff into a computer and had digital copies stashed away somewhere. But a scan couldn’t sub for a handwritten letter. Cordova needed the original, with its ink and fingerprints and all, to have any real leverage. A copy, no matter how close to the original, was not the real deal and could be dismissed as a clever fake.


	He looked down at the pile of damning evidence. Some of these folks were about to get a freebie. Not because Jack particularly cared about them—for all he knew, some of them might deserve to be blackmailed—but because if he took just the Jankowski letter, Cordova would know who was behind this little visit. Jack didn’t want that. With everything destroyed or damaged beyond repair, Cordova could only guess.


	Burning the pile would have been best but the guy lived in a tight little Williamsbridge neighborhood in the upper Bronx. Lots of nice, old, post-war middle-class homes stacked cheek by jowl in a neat grid. If Cordova’s place burned, it wouldn’t burn alone. So Jack had come up with another way.


	He held one of the Snapple bottles at arm’s length as he unscrewed the cap. Even then the sharp odor stung his nose. Sulfuric acid. Very carefully—this stuff would burn right through his latex gloves—he began to sprinkle it on the pile, watching the glossy surfaces of the photos smoke and bubble, the papers turn brown and shrivel.


	He’d used up most of the first bottle and the room was filling with acrid smoke when he heard the front door slam three floors below.


	Cordova?


	Checked his watch: about a quarter past midnight. In the past week or so that Jack had been shadowing him, Cordova had hit a neighborhood bar over on White Plains Road three times, and on each night he’d hung till 1 A.M. or later. If that was Cordova downstairs, he was home at least an hour early. Damn him.


	Dumped the rest of the acid from the first bottle and sloshed the contents of the second over the pile, then left them atop the filing cabinet. Now to get out of here. Wouldn’t be long before Cordova detected the stink.


	Opened the window and slid out onto the roof. Looked around. He’d planned on leaving as he’d entered—through the back door. Now he was going to have to improvise.


	Jack hated to improvise.


	Looked over at the neighboring roof. Pretty close, but close enough to…?


	Through the open window behind him he heard Cordova’s heavy feet pounding up the stairs. Another glance at the neighboring roof. Guessed it was going to have to be close enough.


	Hauling in a deep breath, Jack took three running steps down the shingled slope and leaped. One sneakered foot, then the other, landed on the opposing roof and found traction. Without pausing to congratulate himself, Jack used his forward momentum to keep going, his rubber soles slipping and scraping up the incline toward the peak.


	A loud, whiny “Noooooo!” followed by a bellow of rage and dismay echoed from Cordova’s house, but Jack didn’t turn to look—didn’t want Cordova to see his face. Then he heard a shot and almost simultaneously felt the slug zing past his ear.


	Cordova had a gun! Jack had figured he’d have one somewhere, but hadn’t expected him to shoot up his own neighborhood. Two miscalculations tonight. He hoped he hadn’t miscalculated on getting home alive.


	Dove over the peak of the roof and slid down toward the gutter, the shingles shredding the palms of his latex gloves and wearing away the front of his nylon windbreaker like an electric sander. Halfway to the gutter he slowed his slide and angled his body ninety degrees. That slowed him a little more. Further angling around allowed him to get his foot in the gutter and stop altogether.


	Not home free yet. Still two stories up with Cordova no doubt pelting down his stairs and heading for the street. Plus this house was occupied, probably with two families, since that seemed the rule around here. He could see the glow of lights turning on inside. He was sure the owners were dialing 9-1-1 right now to report the racket on their roof. Probably thought he was a clumsy second-story burglar.


	Jack peeked over the gutter and positioned himself over a dark window. Slid off the roof feet first and belly down, easing his weight onto the gutter. It groaned and creaked and sagged as he hung by his fingers. Before it could give way he managed to place his feet on the windowsill and let that take his weight. Eased himself into a crouch to where he could grip the sill with his hands, then dropped again. He clung to the sill only a second or two, poising his feet a mere six feet off the ground, then let go. He twisted in the air and hit the ground running.


	His sneakers made no sound as he sprinted along the sidewalk. He bent as low as he could without compromising his speed and waited for a second shot. But none came. Took a left at the first corner and a right at the next and kept running. At least now he was out of the line of fire—if Cordova stayed on foot. But if he got into a car and started cruising…


	Plus, cops should be on their way.


	What a mess. This was supposed to be a simple in-and-out job with no one the wiser until later.


	Kept moving in a crouch, watching the passing cars, on alert for flashing lights. Slipped out of his partially shredded windbreaker—he was wearing a WWE Lance Storm T-shirt beneath—and pulled the Mets cap from the pocket. Jammed the cap on his head and bunched the jacket into a nylon lump the size of a softball. Palmed that and slowed to a speedy walk.


	Slowed further when he hit 232nd Street. Stuffed the windbreaker down into a trash receptacle as he walked to the elevated subway station on 233rd. Caught the 2 train and settled down for a long ride back to Manhattan.


	He patted the letter folded in his jeans pocket. Another problem fixed. Jankowski would be happy, and Cordova…


	Jack smiled. Fat Richie Cordova had to be fuming as much as the sulfuric acid on his photos and papers.


				*
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	A man who was something more than a man crouched among the foundation plantings of a two-story house in a quiet Connecticut community. He moved through the world under different guises, using different names, but never his own, never his True Name. And as he traveled, doing what must be done to prepare the way, he searched out places such as this family home.


	He sat with his spine and the back of his head pressed against the house’s concrete foundation. Someone coming upon him might have thought he was an indigent sleeping off a bender. But he hadn’t been sleeping. He required very little rest. He could go for days without closing his eyes.


	And even if this had been one of those rare occasions when he needed rest, he would have found sleep impossible while basking in the exhilarating emanations from the basement of this house.


	On the other side of the wall…systematic torture, mutilation, and defilement. The victim wasn’t the first so abused by this family of three, and would not be the last. Or so the man who was something more than a man hoped.


	What the two adults within had done to the ones they’d captured and imprisoned over the years would have been sustenance enough for this man. But the fact that they had debased their own child and made him a willing participant in the systematic defilement of another human being…this was exquisite.


	He flattened his back more firmly against the wall, drinking, feasting…


				*
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	After stopping at Julio’s for a couple, Jack fell into bed when he got home. Jankowski could wait till morning for the good news.


	Somewhere around 3 A.M. the ringing of the front-room phone dragged him from slumberland. The answering machine clicked on and out came a voice he hadn’t heard in fifteen years.


	“Jackie. This is your brother Tom. Long time no see. I assume you’re still alive, though it’s hard to tell. Well, anyway, Dad was in a car accident earlier tonight. He’s in pretty bad shape, in a coma, they tell me. So give me a call, prontissimo. We need to talk.”


	He rattled off a number with a 215 area code.


	Jack had been up and moving at the mention of his father’s accident, but didn’t reach the receiver in time to pick up. He stood over the phone in the dark.


	Dad? In an accident? In a coma? How the hell—?


	Unease trickled through his gut. The past he’d cut himself off from was worming its way back into his life. First he runs into his sister Kate last June, and a week later she’s dead. Now, three months after that, he hears from big brother Tom that his father’s in a coma. Was he detecting a scary symmetry here? A pattern?


	Deal with that later, he told himself. First find out what happened to Dad.


	Jack replayed the message, writing down the phone number. He used his Tracfone to return the call. That same voice answered.


	“Tom? Jack.”


	“Well, I’ll be. The long lost brother. The prodigal son. He lives. He returns a call.”


	Jack didn’t have time for this. “What’s the story with Dad?”


	Jack had never particularly liked his brother. Hadn’t disliked him either. They’d never had any sort of a relationship growing up. Tom—Tom, Jr., officially—was ten years older and seemed to have viewed his little brother as an inconvenient pet, one that belonged to his parents and his sister but had nothing to do with him. He’d always been self-involved to a fault. Kate had said he was on his third wife and hinted that the latest marriage was headed for the same fate as his others. Jack hadn’t been surprised.


	Tom had been a Philadelphia lawyer for a couple of decades and was now a Philadelphia judge. Which meant he was an officer of the court, a cog in the wheels of officialdom. All the more reason for Jack to keep his distance. Courts gave him the creeps.


	“Pretty much what I told you. I got a call from this nurse at the Novaton Community Hospital that Dad was involved in an MVA and—”


	“M-V—?”


	“Motor vehicle accident—and that he’s in bad shape.”


	“Yeah. A coma, right? Jeez, what do we do?”


	“Not we, Jackie. You.”


	Jack didn’t like the sound of this. “I don’t get you.”


	“One of us has to go down there. I can’t, and since Kate’s not exactly available, that leaves you.”


	“What do you mean, you can’t?”


	“I—I’m in the middle of a bunch of legal business…judicial matters that have me tied up.”


	“You can’t get away to see a comatose father?”


	“It’s complicated, Jackie. Too complicated to go into on the phone at this hour of the morning. Suffice it to say that I can’t leave the city now.”


	Jack sensed a lot more going on here than Tom was telling.


	“Are you in some sort of trouble?”


	“Me? Christ, why would you ask something like that?”


	“Because you sound funny.”


	Tom’s tone took on a sharp edge. “How would you know what I sound like? We haven’t spoken in, what, ten years, and you’re going to tell me how I sound?”


	“It’s been fifteen years”—not quite long enough, Jack thought—“and yeah, I’m telling you you sound funny.”


	“Yeah, well, don’t worry about me. Worry about Dad. He gave me your number before he moved to Florida. ‘Just in case,’ he said. Well, ‘just in case’ just happened. Tag, you’re it.”


	Jack sighed. “All right. I guess I’ll go.”


	“Don’t sound so enthusiastic.”


	Jack shook his head. First off, he hated to leave New York for any reason, period. Plus, this wasn’t a good time for him to be heading for Florida or anywhere else. He had another fix-it in the early stages of development, but he’d have to let it wait. Worse, an emergency trip like this meant that driving and Amtrak were out. He’d have to take a plane. He didn’t mind flying itself, but all the extra security since 9-11 made an airport a scary place for a guy with no official identity.


	But then, it was his father down there.


	Tom said, “In a way you’re lucky he’s in a coma.”


	Strange thing to say. “How’s that?”


	“Because he’s pissed at you for not showing up for Kate’s funeral. Come to think of it, so am I. Where the hell were you?”


	As if he’d tell a judge, even if that judge happened to be his big brother.


	Big Brother…judge. How Orwellian.


	“Suffice it to say,” he said, deciding to give Tom a dose of his own medicine, “that it’s too complicated to go into on the phone at this hour of the morning.”


	“Very funny. I tell you, though, I can’t say I was unhappy about him taking a turn on you. All we heard for years from him was how he wanted to reach you and bring you back into the fold. That was how he put it: ‘Bring Jack back into the fold.’ It became his mantra. He obsessed on it. But he’s not obsessing anymore.”


	Jack felt he should be glad to hear that—he’d had no intention of ever returning to any fold anywhere—but he wasn’t. Instead he felt a pang of regret, as if he’d lost something.


	A decade and a half ago, when Jack had dropped out of college, out of his family, and out of society in general, his father spent years tracking him down. Somehow he found someone who had Jack’s number. He started calling. Eventually he wore Jack down to the point where he agreed to meet him in the city for dinner. After that they got together maybe once a year for a meal or a set of tennis.


	A tenuous relationship at best. The get-togethers were always uncomfortable for Jack. Though his father had never said it, Jack knew he was disappointed in his younger son. Thought he was an appliance repairman and was always pushing him to better himself—finish college, get a pension plan, think about the future, retirement will be here before you know it, blah-blah-blah.


	Dad didn’t have a clue about what his younger son was about, the crimes he’d committed, the people he’d had to kill while earning his living, and Jack never would tell him. The old guy would be devastated.


	“Where’d you say he was?”


	“Novaton Community Hospital, and don’t ask me where that is because I don’t know. Someplace in Dade County, I’d imagine. That’s where he had his place.”


	“Where’s—?”


	“South of Miami. Look, the best thing to do is call the hospital—no, I don’t have the number—and ask for directions from Miami International. That’s where you’ll have to fly into.”


	“Swell.”


	“If he wakes up, explain to him that I’d be there if I could.”


	Sure you would, Jack thought. And then it hit him.


	“‘If he wakes up’?”


	“Yeah. If. They say he’s banged up pretty bad.”


	Jack’s chest ached. “I’ll leave as soon as I tie up a few loose ends here,” he said, suddenly tired.


	He hung up. He had nothing more to say to his brother.


				*
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	Semelee awoke alone in the dark. She opened her eyes and lay perfect still, listenin’. She heard the breathin’ sounds of her clansmen around her, some soft, some rough. She heard the creak of the old houseboat timbers as it rocked gentle like, the soft lap of the lagoon water against the hull, the croakin’ of frogs and the chirpin’ of crickets among the night sounds of the other Everglades critters. She jumped as someone nearby—Luke, most likely—made a coughin’ sound that turned into a snore.


	The thick hot air lay like a damp sheet on the exposed skin of her arms and legs, but she was used to it. This September was provin’ to be a hot one, but not like August. That had been a hot one, hottest she could remember.


	Why was she awake? She usually slept straight through the night. And then she remembered the dream—not the details, for they had vanished into the night like mornin’ mist before a storm, but the overall feel of movement…movement toward her.


	“Someone’s comin’,” she whispered aloud.


	She didn’t know how she knew, she just did. This weren’t the first time she’d had a second sight. Every so often, without warnin’, she’d get a sense of somethin’ about to happen, and then it did, it always did.


	Someone was comin’ her way. A him, a man, was on his way. She didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Didn’t matter. Either way, Semelee would be ready.


				*
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	“Such bounty,” Abe Grossman said, staring down at the half dozen donuts laid out in the box before him. “I’ve done what to deserve this?”


	Jack said, “Nothing…everything.”


	Abe’s raised eyebrows sent wrinkles like sets of surfing waves up his brow and into the balding bay of his scalp to crash on the receding gray shore of his hairline. “But Krispy Kremes? For me?”


	“For us.”


	Jack dipped into the box and extracted one of the crustier, sour-cream models, heavy with grease and glazed to within an inch of its life. He took a big bite and closed his eyes. Damn, these were good.


	Abe made a face. “But they’re full of fat, those things.” He rubbed his bulging waistline as if he had a belly ache. “Like ladling concrete into the arteries.”


	“Probably.”


	“And to me you brought them?”


	The two of them flanked the scarred rear counter of Abe’s store, the Isher Sports Shop, Jack on the customer side, Abe across from him, perched like Humpty Dumpty on a stool. Jack made a show of looking around at the dusty cans of tennis balls, the racquets, the basketballs and hoops, footballs and Rollerblades along with their attendant padding shoved helter skelter onto sagging shelves lining narrow aisles. Bikes and SCUBA gear hung from the ceiling. If the Collyer brothers had been into sporting goods instead of newspapers, this is what their place might have looked like.


	“You see anyone else around?”


	“We’re not open yet. I should see no one.”


	“There you go.” Jack pointed to the donuts. “Come on. What are you waiting for?”


	“This is a trick, right? You’re trying to pull one over on your old friend. You brought them for Parabellum.”


	As if in response to his name, Abe’s little blue parakeet peeked out from behind a neon-yellow bicycle safety helmet, spotted the donut box, and hopped across the counter to it.


	Jack spoke around a mouthful of donut. “Absolutely not.”


	Parabellum cocked his head at the donuts, then looked up at Jack.


	“Better not deny him,” Abe warned. “He’s a fierce predator, that Parabellum. A raptor in disguise, even.”


	“Oh, right.” Jack tore off a tiny piece and tossed it to the bird, who leaped on it.


	“What happened to the fat-free Entenmann’s and the low-fat cream cheese?”


	“We’re taking a vacation from all that.”


	Abe rubbed his belly again. “Nu ? I shouldn’t be worried about my heart? You want I should die before my time?”


	“Jesus, Abe. Can we have one breakfast without you complaining? If I bring in low-cal stuff, you bitch. So here I bring the kind of stuff you always say you wish you were eating instead, and you accuse me of trying to kill you.”


	Abe was past sixty and his weight ran in the eighth-of-a-ton range, which wouldn’t have been so bad if he were six-eight; but he missed that by a foot, maybe more. Jack had become concerned last year about his oldest and dearest friend’s potential lack of longevity and had been trying to get him to lose weight. His efforts had not engendered an enthusiastic response.


	“Such a crank he is this morning.”


	Abe was right. Maybe he was feeling a little short. Well, he had his reasons.


	“Sorry,” Jack said. “Look at it this way: Think of them as a going-away present.”


	“Going? I’m going somewhere?”


	“No, I am. To Florida. Don’t know how long I’ll be there so I figured I’d pre-load you with some calories to tide you over.”


	“Florida? You want to go to Florida? In September? In the middle of the worst drought they’ve had in decades?”


	“It’s not a pleasure trip.”


	“And the humidity. It seeps into your pores, heads for the brain, makes you meshugge. Water on the brain—it’s not healthy.”


	“Swell.” Jack drummed his fingers on the counter. “Eat a damn donut, will you.”


	“All right,” Abe said. “If you insist. A bisel.”


	He picked one, took a bite, and rolled his eyes. “Things should not be allowed to taste this good.”


	Jack had a second donut while he told Abe about his brother’s call.


	“I’m sorry to hear this,” Abe said. “This is why you’re so cranky? Because you don’t want to see him?”


	“I don’t want to see him like that…in a coma.”


	Abe shook his head. “First your sister, and now…” He looked up at Jack. “You don’t think…?”


	“The Otherness? I hope not. But with the way things have been going lately, I wouldn’t be surprised.”


	After hanging up with Tom last night he’d called the hospital and learned that his father was stable but still on the critical list. He got directions from the airport, then tried to watch a movie. He’d started a Val Lewton festival, watching The Cat People Sunday night. He’d been looking forward to seeing I Walked with a Zombie, but after starting it he couldn’t get into it. Thoughts about his father in a coma and getting through airport security proved too distracting. He’d shut if off and lain in the dark, trying to sleep, but thoughts about an indefinable something pulling the strings of his life kept him awake.


	So this morning he was tired and irritable. The chance that the accident might not have been so accidental put him on edge.


	“You have any details on what happened?”


	“Car accident is all I know.”


	“That doesn’t sound too sinister. How old is he?”


	“Seventy-one. But he’s in great shape. Still plays tennis. Or at least he did.”


	Abe nodded. “I remember when he roped you into a father-son doubles match last summer.”


	“Right. Just before all hell broke loose up here.”


	“Another summer like that I don’t need.” Abe shook himself, as if warding off a chill. “Oh, I may have something for you on that citizenship matter.”


	“Yeah? What?”


	Since he’d found out last month that he was going to be a father, Jack had been looking for a way to sneak up from underground without having to answer the inevitable questions from various agencies of the government as to where he’d been and what he’d been doing for the last fifteen years, and why he’d never applied for a Social Security Number and never filed a 1040 or paid a cent in taxes in all that time.


	He’d thought of simply telling them he’d been ill—disoriented, possibly drug addled—wandering the country, depending on the kindness of strangers, and now he was better and ready to become a productive citizen. That would work, but in these suspicious times it meant he’d be put under extra scrutiny. He didn’t want to live the rest of his life on the Department of Homeland Security’s watch list.


	“A contact in Eastern Europe called and said he thought maybe he had a way. Maybe. It’s going to take a little more research.”


	This bit of good news felt like a spotlight through the gloom that had descended since Tom’s call.


	“Didn’t he give you even a hint?”


	Abe frowned. “Over an international phone line? From his country? He should be so foolish. When he works out the details—if he can—he will let me know.”


	Well, maybe it wasn’t such good news. But at least it was potentially good news.


	Abe was staring at him. “Nu ? You’re leaving for Florida when?”


	“Today. Haven’t booked a flight yet though. Want to talk to Gia first, see if I can convince her to come along.”


	“Think she’ll go?”


	Jack smiled. “I’m going to make her an offer she can’t refuse.”


				*
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	“Sorry, Jack,” Gia said, shaking her head. “It won’t work.”


	They sat in the old-fashioned kitchen of number eight Sutton Square, one of the toniest neighborhoods in the city, he nursing a cup of coffee, she sipping green tea. Gia had been letting her corn-silk-colored hair grow out a little; it wasn’t so close to her head anymore, but still short by most standards. She wore low-cut jeans and a white scoop-neck top that clung to her slim torso. Although into her third month of pregnancy, she had yet to show even the slightest bulge.


	Gia’s discovery last month that she was pregnant had thrown them both for a loop. It had not been on the radar, and they hadn’t been prepared for it. It meant changes for both of them, most drastically for Jack, but they were dealing with it.


	Jack had told her about his father as soon as he stepped through her door this morning. Gia had never met him but had been upset by the news and urged Jack to hurry down to Florida. Jack didn’t share her sense of urgency. All he could do down there was stand next to his unconscious father’s bed and feel helpless; he could think of few things in the world he hated more than feeling helpless. And if and when his father awoke, how long before he started in on why Jack had missed Kate’s funeral.


	So Jack had sprung his plan on Gia and she had shot him down.


	He tried to hide his disappointment. He’d thought it was a sure thing. He’d offered to fly her and Vicky down to Orlando and put them up in Disney World. He’d shuttle back and forth between his father and Orlando.


	“How can you say no?” he said. “Think of Vicky. She’s never been to Disney World.”


	“Yes, she has. We went with Nellie and Grace when she was five.”


	Jack saw a cloud pass through her sky-blue eyes at the mention of Vicky’s two dead aunts.


	“That was three years ago. She needs another trip.”


	“Did you forget school?”


	“Let her play hooky for a week. She’s a bright kid. How much of a challenge can third grade be for her?”


	Gia shook her head. “Uh-uh. New year, new class, new teacher. She just started two weeks ago. I can’t pull her out for a week this early in the year. If it was November, maybe, but then”—she patted her tummy—“I’d be far enough along to where I wouldn’t want to fly.”


	“Swell,” Jack said. He took a turn patting her tummy. “How’s Little Jack coming along?”


	“She’s doing just fine.”


	This had been their tug-of-war since learning she was pregnant. Jack was sure it was a boy—had to be—while Gia insisted it was a girl. So far the fetal doppler had been inconclusive as to sex.


	“Hey, I just had an idea. What do you think about hiring Vicky a nanny for a week and…”


	Gia’s azure stare stopped him. “You’re kidding, right?”


	He sighed. “Yeah, I guess so.”


	What had he been thinking? Obviously he hadn’t. Gia going off to Disney World without her daughter? Never. It would crush Vicky. And Jack would be as uncomfortable as Gia about leaving her with anyone else for a week.


	He leaned back and watched her take tiny sips of her tea. He loved the way she drank tea, loved the way her whole face crinkled up when she laughed. Loved the way she did everything. They’d met a little over two years ago—twenty-six months, to be exact—but it seemed as if he’d known her all his life. All the women before her, and there’d been more than a few, had faded to shadows the first time he saw her smile. No one had a smile like Gia’s. They’d hit a few speed bumps along the way—her discovery of how he earned his living had almost derailed them—and still didn’t see eye to eye on everything, but the deep regard and trust they’d developed for each other allowed them to live with their differences.


	Jack couldn’t remember feeling about anyone as he felt about Gia. Every time he saw her he wanted to touch her—had to touch her, even if only for an instant brush of his fingertips against her arm. The only other person who approached Gia in his affections was her daughter Vicky. Jack and Vicks had bonded from the get-go. He couldn’t think of too many people or things worth dying for, but two of them lived in this house.


	“Aww,” Gia said, smiling that smile and patting his knee. “Feeling shot down?”


	“In flames. Looks like I’ll be going alone. Usually you’re the one getting on a plane and leaving.” Gia made regular trips back to Iowa to keep Vicky in touch with her grandparents. Those weeks were like holes in his life. This one would be worse. “Now it’s me.”


	“I’ve got a cure for those hurt feelings.” She put her cup down, rose, and took his hand. “Come on.”


	“Where?”


	“Upstairs. It’s going to be a week. Let’s give you a bon voyage party.”


	“Do we get to wear dopey hats?”


	“No hats allowed. No clothes allowed either.”


	“My kind of party.”


				*
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	Jack was feeling a little cross-eyed and weak in the knees when they left Gia’s. She had that effect on him.


	On their way to his apartment on the West Side—she’d volunteered to help him pack—he stopped at a mailing service and picked up a couple of FedEx overnight boxes, along with some bubble wrap.


	“What are those for?”


	“Oh…just have to mail a couple of things before I go.”


	He didn’t want to tell her more than that.


	When they reached his third-floor apartment in a West-Eighties brown-stone, he opened the windows to let in some air. The breeze carried a tang of carbon monoxide and the throbbing bass of a hip-hop song with the volume turned up to 11.


	Gia said, “How are you going to work this?”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Buying the ticket.”


	They stood in the cluttered front room filled with Victorian wavy-grained golden oak furniture laden with gingerbread carving.


	“How else? Buy a ticket and go.”


	“Who are you going to be this time?”


	“John L. Tyleski.”


	After careful consideration, Jack had settled on Tyleski as his identity for the trip. Tyleski’s Visa card, secured with a dead kid’s Social Security Number, was barely six months old, and so far he’d made all his payments on time. Tyleski had a New Jersey driver license with his photo on it, courtesy of Ernie’s ID. It was as bogus as everything else Ernie sold, but the quality was Sterling.


	“Isn’t that risky?” she said. “You get caught buying a ticket under an assumed identity these days and you’re in trouble. Big, Federal trouble.”


	“I know. But the only way I can get caught is if someone checks the number on the driver license with the Jersey state DMV. Then I’m screwed. But they don’t do that at airports.”


	“Not yet.”


	He looked at her. “You’re not making this any easier, Gia.”


	She dropped into a wing-back chair, looking worried. “I just don’t want to turn on the news tonight and hear that they’re investigating some man with no identity who tried to board a plane, and see a picture of you.”


	“Neither do I.”


	Jack shivered. What a nightmare. The end of his life in the interstices. But even worse would be having his picture in the papers and on TV. He’d made a fair number of people very unhappy during the course of his fix-it career. The only reason he was still alive was because they didn’t know who he was or where to find him. A very public arrest would change all that. Might as well paint a bull’s-eye on his chest.


	While Gia checked the Miami weather on the computer in the second bedroom, Jack seated himself at the claw-foot oak table and took out a spare wallet. He removed all traces of other identities, leaving only the Tyleski license and credit card, then added about a thousand in cash.


	Gia returned from the other room. “The three-day forecast for Miami is in the nineties, so I’d better pack you light clothes.”


	“Fine. Throw in some running shorts while you’re at it.” He was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt now, but he needed something more for the trip. “While you’re in there, pull me out a long-sleeved shirt, will you?”


	She made a face. “Long-sleeved? It’s hot.”


	“I have my reasons.”


	She shrugged and disappeared into his bedroom.


	While she was digging through his drawers, Jack swathed his 9mm Glock 19 in bubble wrap, then wrapped that in aluminum foil, and shoved it into the FedEx box; he did the same with his .38 AMT Backup and its ankle holster, then packed in more wrap to keep them from shifting around in the box. That done he wrapped duct tape around the box wherever the FedEx logo appeared.


	“How many days should I pack for?” Gia called from the other room.


	“Three or four. If I stay longer I’ll have them washed.”


	Gia popped back into the front room holding a lightweight cotton shirt with a tight red-and-blue check.


	“You sure you want long sleeves?”


	He nodded. “Need them to hide this.”


	He held up a plastic dagger. It was dark green, almost black, with a three-inch blade and a four-inch handle, all molded from a single piece of super-hard plastic fiber compound that Abe guaranteed would breeze past any metal detector on earth. The blade had no cutting edge to speak of, but the point was sharp enough to pierce plywood.


	No one was hijacking his flight.


	Gia’s eyes widened. “Oh, Jack! You’re not really thinking of—”


	“I’ll have it taped to the inside of my arm. No one will find it.”


	“This is insane! Do you know what will happen to you if you’re caught?”


	“I won’t be.” He held up a roll of adhesive tape. “Help me tape it on?”


	“Absolutely not! I’ll have no part in this craziness. It’s irresponsible. You have a child on the way! Do you want to be in jail when she’s born?”


	“Of course not. But Gia, you should understand by now, this is the way I am, this is the way I have to do it.”


	“You’re afraid of giving up control is what it is.”


	“Maybe so. Getting on a plane piloted by someone I don’t know puts a crimp in my comfort zone. But I can handle that. What I can’t handle is handing some out-to-lunch airline full responsibility for making sure that all the other passengers are going to behave.”


	“You’ve got to learn to trust, Jack.”


	“I do. I trust me, I trust you, I trust Abe, I trust Julio. Beyond that…” He shrugged. “Sorry. It’s the way I’m wired.” He held up the tape again. “Please?”


	She helped, but he could tell her heart wasn’t in it.


	He blunted the point with a small piece of tape, then held it in place against the inside of his left upper arm, the butt of the handle almost in his armpit, while she secured it with three long strips that encircled his arm. Not the most comfortable arrangement, but he’d remove it in the restroom once they were in the air and transfer the knife to the inside of one of his socks for the rest of the flight.


	When she finished taping she stepped back and looked at her work.


	“That should hold. I…” She shook her head.


	“What?”


	“I can’t help thinking that if there’d been someone like you on those 9-11 planes, the Trade Towers might still be standing.”


	“Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not Superman. I can’t take on five alone. But along with guys like the ones on Flight 93, who knows?”


	He pulled on the shirt, rolled the cuffs halfway up his forearms, and struck a pose.


	“How do I look?”


	“Suspicious,” she said.


	“Really?”


	She sighed. “No. You look like you always look: Mister Everyday People.”


	That was what he wanted to hear. “Great. Am I packed?”


	“I put it all on the bed. Where’s your suitcase?”


	“Suitcase? I don’t have one. I’ve never needed one.”


	“That’s right. You don’t travel. How about a gym bag or something along that line?”


	“Yeah, but it’s filled with tools.” His kind of tools.


	“Well, if it’s not too dirty inside, empty it out and we’ll see if it’ll do the job.”


	Jack pulled the bag out of a closet and emptied its contents on the kitchen counter: glass cutter, suction cup, rubber mallet, pry bar, slim jim for car doors, lock picks, an assortment of screwdrivers and clamps in various sizes and configurations.


	“What is all this?” Gia asked as she watched the growing pile.


	“Tools of the trade, m’dear. Tools of the trade.”


	“If you’re a burglar, maybe.”


	He wiped out the inside of the bag with a damp paper towel and handed it to her. “Will this do?”


	It did. His wardrobe down south would consist of shorts, T-shirts, socks, and boxers. They managed to stuff it all into the bag.


	“You’re going to look wrinkled,” she warned.


	“I’m going to Florida, remember? Wrinkle City.”


	“Touché.”


	He hefted the bag. “Do I check this or will they let me carry it on board?”


	“That looks plenty small enough for the overhead.”


	“Overhead…? Oh, right. I know what you mean.”


	She looked up at him. “When was the last time you were on a plane?”


	Jack had to think about that. The answer was a little embarrassing. “I think it was sophomore year of college. Spring break in Lauderdale.”


	He barely remembered it. Seemed like a lifetime ago. In a way it was. A different life.


	“Not once since?”


	He shrugged. “No place I want to go.”


	She stared at him. “Is that the truth?”


	“Of course. Anything I could ever want is right here in this city.”


	“You don’t think the fact that flying is so much of a hassle, a risky hassle for you, has anything to do with it?”


	“Maybe some.” Where was this going?


	Gia slipped her arms around him and squeezed, pressing herself against him.


	“Don’t you see?” she said. “Don’t you see? You’ve built this anonymous, autonomous life for yourself, but it’s become a trap. Sure, no one knows you exist and you don’t spend the first four or five months of every year working for the government like the rest of us, and that’s great in its way, but it’s also a trap. Everywhere you go you’ve got to pretend to be someone else and run the risk of being found out. I go anywhere I want without a second thought. If I go to an airport and someone scrutinizes my ID, I’m not worried. But you’ve got the anxiety that someone will spot a flaw.”


	She released him and fixed him with her blue stare.


	“Who’s freer, Jack? Really.”


	She didn’t understand. Jack figured she’d never fully understand. But that was okay. It didn’t make him love her any less, because he knew where she was coming from. She’d been on her own for years, a single mother trying to make a career for herself and a life for her child. She had responsibilities beyond herself. Her days, spent dealing with the nuts and bolts of everyday life, were hectic and exhausting enough without adding multiple layers of complexity.


	“It’s not subject to comparison, Gia. I’ve lived the way I felt I had to live. By my rules, my code. My not paying taxes has nothing to do with money, it has to do with life, and who owns mine, or who owns yours, or Vicky’s, or anyone’s.”


	“I understand that, and philosophically I’m with you all the way. But in the practical, workaday world, how does that work for a man with a family? ‘Oh, I’m sorry, honey. Daddy’s not traveling with us because he’s using a false identity and doesn’t want us involved if he’s picked up. But don’t worry, he’ll meet us there. I hope.’ That’s no way to bring up a child.”


	“We could all have false identities. We could be an under-the-radar family.” He quickly held up his hands. “Only kidding.”


	“I hope so. What a nightmare that would be.”


	This time he pulled her close. “I’m working on it, Gi. I’ll find a way.”


	She kissed him. “I know you will. You’re Repairman Jack. You can fix anything.”


	“I’m glad you think so.”


	But coming back from underground with his freedom intact…that was a tall order.


	You’d better come through for me, Abe, he thought, because I’ve hit a wall.


	He didn’t want the hassle of parking at the airport so he called a cab to take him to LaGuardia. Since Gia lived in the shadow of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge, a minimal detour would allow him to drop her off at home along the way.


	“Be careful,” she whispered after a long goodbye kiss. “Come back to me, and don’t get into any trouble down there.”


	“I’m visiting my comatose father. How on earth could I possibly get into any trouble?”


				*
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	Jack reached the OmniShuttle Airways counter an hour before the next scheduled flight.


	Before dropping Gia off, he’d had the cab take him over to Abe’s where he left the package to be overnighted to his father’s place. Abe used a small, exclusive, expensive shipping company that didn’t ask questions. The cab ride had been uneventful, but it felt so odd to be moving about the city without a gun either tucked into the small of his back or strapped to his ankle. He didn’t dare risk trying to sneak one onto the plane, though, even in checked luggage, now that they were x-raying every piece.


	The ticket purchase went smoothly: A mocha-skinned woman with an indeterminate accent took the Tyleski Visa card and the Tyleski driver license, punched a lot of keys—an awful lot of keys—then handed them back along with a ticket and a boarding pass. Jack had chosen OmniShuttle because he didn’t want any round-trip-ticket hassles. The airline sold one-way tickets without regard to Saturday stayovers or any of that other nonsense: When you want to go, buy a ticket; when you want to come back, buy another.


	Jack’s kind of company.


	He asked for an aisle seat but they were all already taken. But he did manage to snag an exit row, giving him more leg room.


	He had some time so he treated himself to a container of coffee with a trendoid name like mocha-latte-java-kaka-kookoo or something like that; it tasted pretty good. He bought some gum and then, steeling himself, headed for the metal detectors with their attendant body inspectors.


	He made sure to get on the end of the longest line, to give him a chance to see how they conducted the screening process. He noticed that a much higher percentage of the people who set off the metal alarm were taken aside for more thorough screening than the ones who didn’t. Jack wanted to be in the latter category.


	This is how a terrorist must feel, he realized. Standing on line, sweating, praying that no one sees through his bogus identity. Except I’m not looking to hurt anyone. I’m just looking to get to Florida.


	When it came his time, he placed his bag on the belt and watched as it was swallowed by the maw of the fluoroscope. Then it was his turn to step through the metal detector. He put his watch, change, and keys into a little bowl that was passed around the detector, then stepped through.


	His heart skipped a beat and jumped into high gear when a loud beep sounded. Damn!


	“Sir, have you emptied your pockets?” said a busty bottle-blonde woman in a white shirt with epaulettes, a gold badge, and a name tag that read “Delores.” She was armed with a metal detecting wand. A dozen feet behind her, two security guards stood with carbines slung over their shoulders.


	“I thought I did. Let me check again.” He patted his pants pockets front and rear but, except for his wallet, they were empty. He pulled out the wallet. “Could this be the culprit?”


	She waved her wand past it without a beep. “No, sir. Step over here, please.”


	“What for?”


	“I have to wand you.”


	When had “wand” become a verb?


	“Is something wrong?”


	“Probably just your belt buckle or jewelry. Stand here, back to the table. Good. Now spread your legs and raise your arms out from your body.”


	Jack assumed the position. The moisture deserting his mouth seemed to be migrating to his palms. She waved the wand up and down the inside and outside of his legs, then across his waist where she got a beep from his belt buckle—no problem—and then she started on his arms. Right one first—inside and outside, okay; then the left—outside okay, but a loud beep as the wand approached his armpit.


	Oh shit, oh hell, oh Christ. Abe you promised me, you swore to me the knife would pass the detectors. What’s happening?


	Without moving his head, Jack checked out the two security guards from the corner of his right eye. They looked bored, and certainly weren’t paying attention to him. To his left a handful of unarmed security personnel were busy screening—wanding—other travelers. He could barrel past them and dash back out into the terminal, but where to go from there? His chances of escaping were nil, he knew, but he damn well wasn’t simply going to stand here and put his hands out for the cuffs. If they wanted him, they were going to have to catch him.


	“Sir?”


	“Hmmm? What?” Jack could feel the sweat breaking out on his forehead. Had she noticed?


	“I said, do you have anything in your breast pocket?”


	“My—?”


	He jammed his hand into the pocket and came out with his package of Dentyne Ice. Gum in a blister pack…sealed with foil…


	She ran her wand over it and was rewarded with a beep. She took the pack, opened it to make sure it was only gum, then dropped it on the table. The rest of the wanding was beepless.


	The future that had been telescoping closed at warp-10 now opened wide again. Feeling as giddy as a man with a reprieve from death row, Jack retrieved his watch, keys, and chain, but he left the damn gum. It had put him on a train to heart attack city. Let Delores have it.


	As he hefted his gym bag strap onto his shoulder he fought an urge to ask Delores if she wanted to inspect that too. Inspect anything you want! The mad inspectee strikes again!


	But he said nothing, contenting himself with a friendly nod as he started toward his gate. He reached it with just enough time to put in a quick to call Gia.


	“I made it,” he said when she answered. “I board the plane in a couple of minutes.”


	“Thank God! Now I won’t have to figure out how to bake a cake with a file inside.”


	“Well, there’s still the flight home.”


	“Let’s not think about that yet. Call me when you’ve seen your father, and let me know how he is.”


	“Will do. Love ya.”


	“Love you too, Jack. Very much. Just be careful. Don’t talk to strangers or go riding in strange cars, or take candy from—”


	“Gotta run.”


	He wound up in a window seat in the left emergency row with the perfect traveling companion: The guy fell asleep before takeoff and didn’t wake up until they were on the Miami tarmac. No small talk and Jack got to eat the guy’s complimentary bag of peanuts.


	The only glitch in the trip was a slight westward alteration of the usual flight path due to tropical storm Elvis. Elvis…when Jack had heard the name announced on TV the other night he’d done a double take that would have put Lou Costello to shame.


	He wondered now if there’d ever been a tropical storm named Eliot. If so, had it been designated on the maps as T. S. Eliot?


	Elvis was not expected to graduate to hurricane status, but was presently off the coast near Jacksonville, cruising landward and stirring things up, just as its namesake had in the fifties. Though the plane swung westward to avoid the turbulence, Jack could see the storm churning away to the east. From his high perch he looked out over the rugged terrain of cloud tops broken dramatically here and there by fluffy white buttes from violent updrafts. Elvis was entering the building.


				*
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	“Don’t let her bite me, Semelee!” Corley cried.


	Semelee lifted the shells away from her eyes and looked at Corley.


	Corley’s good eye, the one he could open, rolled in its socket under his bulging forehead as he looked up at her from where he stood waist deep in the lagoon. Normally at that spot in the lagoon the water’d be up to his neck. But with this drought…


	Corley was hard on the eyes, that was for sure, but that made him good for beggin’. They’d take him to town, sit him in a shady spot on the sidewalk, put a beat-up old hat in front of him, and wait. That hat wouldn’t stay empty for long. People’d take one look at that face and empty their pockets of all their spare change, even toss in a few bills now and then.


	But Tuesdays weren’t no good for beggin’—not as bad as Mondays, but bad. So Mondays and Tuesdays became fishin’ days.


	“Tell her not to bite!” Corley wailed.


	“Hesh up and hold the net,” Luke told him.


	Semelee smiled as she watched the two clansmen from the deck of the second, smaller houseboat, the Horse-ship. They stood in the water beside the boat, each holdin’ a four-foot pole with a net of half-inch nylon mesh stretched between them. Twisted trees with tortured trunks on the bank leaned over the water.


	Luke was Corley’s half brother, and he was special too. Not in ways you could see so plain like Corley’s, and not in ways that was much good on the beggin’ front. So he mostly just ferried the beggin’ folk around. But Luke was special in his own way. Maybe too special. He’d tried the beggin’ thing, takin’ off his shirt to show the little fins runnin’ down his spine and all the big scales that covered his back, but he was a flop. Didn’t collect a dime. People was heard to say it looked fake, that no one could really have a back that ugly, and wouldn’t drop a dime. The cops tried to arrest him for public disgustation or somethin’ like that, but he run off before they could catch him.


	Semelee was glad she wasn’t misshapen like Corley or Luke or the other members of the clan. But she was special too. She had a weird look that had been enough to bring her a lot of pain, but not weird enough to bring in loose change. She was special in another way. In her own way. Special on the inside.


	“Ain’t like this is the first time you ever done this,” she told Corley.


	“I know, but I hate it. If’n I do it a million times I’m still gonna hate it. That thing could take my leg off with one bite if it got a mind to.”


	“Not just one leg, Corley,” Luke said with a grin. “When you think about it, she could take both off at once—if she got a mind to, that is.”


	“Or if I got tired of your whining and told her to,” Semelee added.


	“That ain’t funny!” Corley said, dancing in place like a little boy who had to take a wizz.


	“Stand still!” Luke said. “We’re tryin’ to catch fish, not scare ’em away! Just be glad it ain’t Devil doin’ the herdin’.”


	Corley’s hands shook. “If’n it was Devil, I wouldn’t be in the water! Hell, I wouldn’t even be on the bank!”


	Semelee spotted a dark shape, maybe a foot or two deep, slidin’ through the water toward them, rippling the surface above as it moved.


	Dora was comin’, drivin’ the fish before her.


	“Get ready,” she told them. “Here we go.”


	Corley let out a soft, high-pitched moan of fear but held his ground and his end of the net.


	The shape glided closer and closer to Luke and Corley, and then suddenly the net bowed backward and the water between them was alive with fish, frothing the surface as they thrashed against the net. The two men pushed their poles together and lifted the net out of the water. A coupla dozen or more good-size mollies and even a few bass wiggled in the mesh.


	“Fish fry tonight!” Luke cried.


	“She touched me!” Corley said, looking this way and that. If his neck would’ve allowed it, it’d be swivelin’ round in circles. “She tried to bite me!”


	“That was just her flipper,” Luke said.


	“I don’t care! Let’s get these things ashore!”


	“Don’t forget to leave me some,” Semelee said. “Dora’ll be very unhappy if you don’t.”


	“Oh, right! Right!” Corley said. He reached into the net and pulled out a wriggling six-inch molly. “The usual?”


	“A couple should do.”


	He flipped one and then another onto the deck, then headed for shore.


	Semelee picked up one of the flopping, gasping fish and held it by its slick, slippery tail over the water.


	“Dora,” she sing-songed. “Dora, dear. Where are you, baby?”


	Dora must have been waitin’ on the bottom because she popped to the surface right away. The snapping turtle’s mountainous shell with its algae-and grass-covered peaks and valleys appeared first, runnin’ a good three-four feet stem to stern. Then her heads broke the surface, all four beady little eyes fixed on her, both hooked jaws open and waitin’. Semelee could see the little wormlike growth on each of her tongues that Dora used like fishin’ lures when she sat on the bottom during the daytime and waited for lunch. Finally the long tail broke the surface and floated behind her like a big fat water moccasin.


	Semelee was sure scientists would give anything for a look at Dora, the biggest, damnedest, weirdest-looking alligator snapper anyone had ever seen, but she was Semelee’s, and no one else was gettin’ near her.


	She tossed a fish at the left head. The sharp, powerful jaws snapped closed across the center, severing the head and tail. The right head snatched those up as they hit the water. A pair of convulsive swallows and the mouths were open again.


	Semelee gave the right head first crack at the second fish, with similar results, then she stretched her hands out over the water. Dora reared up so that her heads came in reach.


	“Good girl, Dora,” she cooed, stroking the tops of the heads. Dora’s long tail thrashed back and forth with pleasure. “Thanks for your help. Better get outta sight now before the dredgers come.”


	Dora gave her one last look before sinkin’ from sight.


	As Semelee straightened she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the churned-up water and took another peek. She didn’t hold much with mirror gazin’, but every once in a while she took a look at herself and wondered how different things mighta been for her if she’d had a head of normal hair—black or brown or red or blond, didn’t matter, just so long as it wasn’t what she’d been born with.


	The surface of the water showed someone in her mid-twenties with a face that wasn’t no head turner but not ugly neither. If heads did turn, it was cause of her hair, a tangled silver-white mane that trailed after her like a cloud—a very tangled, twisted stormy cloud that no amount of combin’ or brushin’ could straighten. No amount at all. She should know. She’d spent enough hours as a kid workin’ on it.


	That hair had been a curse for as long as she could recall. She didn’t remember bein’ born here, right here on the lagoon, and didn’t remember her momma leavin’ the lagoon and takin’ her to Tallahassee. But she did remember grammar school in Tallahassee. Did she ever.


	Her earliest memories there was of kids pointin’ to her hair and callin’ her “Old Lady.” Nobody wanted Old Lady Semelee on their team no matter what they was playin’, so she used to spend recesses and after school mostly alone. Mostly. Being left out would have been bad enough, but the other girls couldn’t let it go at that. No, they had to crowd around her and pull off the hat she wore to hide her hair, then they’d yank on that hair and make fun of it. The days she came home from school cryin’ to her momma were beyond countin’. Home was her safe place, the only safe place, and her momma was her only friend.


	Semelee remembered how she’d cursed her hair. If not for that hair she wouldn’t be teased, she’d be allowed into the other kids’ games, she’d have friends—more than anything else in the world little Semelee wanted a friend, just one lousy friend. Was that too much to ask? If not for that hair she’d belong . And little Semelee so wanted to belong.


	Since hats wasn’t helpin’, she decided one day at age seven to cut it all off. She took out her momma’s sewin’ scissors and started choppin’. Semelee smiled now at the memory of the mess she’d made of it, but it hadn’t been funny then. Her momma’d screamed when she seen it. She was fit to be tied and that scared Semelee, scared her bad. Her only friend was mad.


	Momma took the scissors and tried to make somethin’ outta the chopped-up thatch but she couldn’t do much.


	And the kids at school only laughed all the harder when they saw it.


	But they ain’t laughin’ now, Semelee thought with grim satisfaction as she threaded the holes in the eye-shells through the slim leather thong she wore around her neck. At least some of them ain’t. Some of them’ll never laugh again.


	She watched the ripples and eddies that remained behind on the surface in Dora’s wake. Something about their crisscrossing pattern reminded her of her dream last night, the one about someone coming from someplace far away. As she watched the water she had a flash of insight. Suddenly she knew.


	“He’s here.”


				*
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	Miami International had been a mob scene, far more hectic and crowded than LaGuardia. Jack wound his way through the horde of arrivees and departees toward the ground transportation area. There he caught a shuttle bus to Rent-a-Car Land. In order to help them out of second place, Jack decided to rent from Avis. He settled on an “intermediate” car and chose the most anonymous looking vehicle they had: a beige Buick Century.


	The hospital had given him directions from the Florida Turnpike but Jack chose US 1 instead. He figured it would take longer. The red-vested guy at the Avis desk gave him a map and highlighted the way to Route 1.


	He was on his way.


	All around him South Florida lay flat as a tabletop under a merciless sun, bright in a cloud-dappled sky, blazing through a haze of humidity that hugged the land. Someone somewhere had called Florida an oversized sandbar hanging off the continent like a vestigial limb. Jack couldn’t see anything to contradict that.


	He’d expected more lushness, but the fronds of the palms along the side of the road hung limp and dull atop their trunks, their tips a dirty gray-brown. The grass and brush around them looked burned out. No doubt the result of the drought Abe had mentioned.


	He reached Route 1—also known as Dixie Highway according to the signs—and ran into some traffic at the southbound merge. People rubber-necking an accident on the northbound side slowed him for a while. He saw the strobing police and ambulance lights and felt a flash of resentment, wondering if people had rubbernecked his father’s accident like these yokels.


	As soon as they passed the crash, the road speeded up again.


	For a while the view along US 1 threatened to devolve into Anytown, USA—at least an Anytown warm enough for palm trees—with a parade of Denny’s and Wendy’s and McDonalds, and Blockbusters and Chevrons and Texacos. Further proof of the depressing homogenization of America, its terror of the untried, its angst of the unique.


	But then he started noticing taquerias and tapas joints, and billboards in Spanish. The Cubano and Mexican influence. He passed a place offering “fishes.” Okay, this wasn’t Anytown. This had a flavor all its own.


	The colors of the buildings struck him between the eyes. Standard granite gray had been banished. The palette here was way heavy on the pastels, especially turquoise and coral. The buildings looked like molded sherbet—orange, raspberry, key lime, lemon, watermelon, casaba, and maybe a few as yet untried flavors. He spotted a mall done up in what might be called rotten-lemon-rind yellow.


	Further south he passed one car dealership after another, every make from every nation that exported cars, all interspersed with AutoZones and Midas Mufflers, Goodyear Tire Centers, and dozens of no-name auto parts shops. People must be nuts about cars down here.


	He realized he was hungry. He saw a place called Joanie’s Blue Crab Café and pulled off the road. The place was pretty much empty—this was off-season, after all—and decorated with local crafts. Paintings by local artists studded the wall. The other three patrons were glued to the TV where the Weather Channel was showing green, yellow, and orange swirls that were supposed to be tropical storm Elvis. They were asking when the hell they were going to get rain.


	An air conditioner or two might have expanded the comfort zone in Joanie’s, but that would have detracted from the funky Florida ambiance. Jack hung in there under the twirling ceiling fans and asked the waitress for a local brew. She brought him something called Ybor Gold and it tasted so damn good he had another along with a crabcake sandwich that was out of this world. This lady could open on the Upper East Side and clean up.


	Belly full, Jack stepped outside. Elvis might be dumping tons of water on Jacksonville and the rest of north Florida, but down here, though the sky was speckled with clouds, none of them looked like the raining kind. The forecast was bone dry. Dry at least as far as precipitation went, but the air itself lay thick with humidity and clung to his skin like a sloppy wet kiss from a least-favorite aunt.


	Back in the car he searched around the radio dial for some music— rock, preferably—but all he found was country or folks speaking Spanish or sweaty-voiced preachers shouting about Jay-sus.


	If you want to believe in Jay-sus, he thought, fine. If you want me to believe in Jay-sus, fine too; you can want anything you wish. But do you have to shout?


	He finally found a rock station but it was playing Lou Reed. He quickly hit SCAN. Through the years Jack had come to the conclusion that Lou Reed was a brilliant performance artist whose act was a lifelong portrayal of a singer-songwriter who couldn’t carry a tune or write a melody.


	The tuner stopped on a dance station. Jack didn’t dance, the beat was monotonous, and he’d arrived in the middle of a woman doing a double-time version of “Boys of Summer.” He bailed when a cheesy organ attempted to duplicate Kootch Kortchmar’s riffs from the original. What had Don Henley ever done to deserve that?


	Next stop, one of the country stations—“Gator Country One-Oh-One Point Nine!” He liked some country, mostly the Hank Williams—Senior, preferably—Buck Owens, Mel Tillis brand of mournful nobody-loves-me-but-my-dog-and-he’s-got-fleas-so-pass-that-whiskey-bottle-over-here-if-you-please ballad. He lasted maybe fifteen minutes on 101.9. Three songs, three singers, and they all sounded exactly the same. Was that the awful truth about modern country music? The one they’d kill to keep? One lead singer performing under a gazillion different names? Jack wasn’t sure about that part, but he had no doubt that the same guy had been singing backup harmony on all three songs.


	Okay. Can the radio.


	He saw a sign for Novaton and hung a right off US 1 onto a road that ran due west, straight as a latitude line. Looked like someone had given a guy a compass and a paver filled with asphalt and said, “Go west, young man! Go west!” It made sense. No hills or valleys to skirt. The only rises in the road he’d seen since leaving the airport had been overpasses.


	He checked out the sickly palms and pines flanking the road. He’d worked with a landscaper as a teen and knew northeast greenery, but even healthy these trees would be a mystery to him. Dead gray fronds lay on the shoulder like roadkill while some skittered onto the pavement when the breeze caught them.


	All the houses along the road were squat little ranches in overgrown yards, with carports instead of garages; they hunkered against the earth as if hiding from something. Every once in a while a warehouse would soar to one-and-a-half stories, but that was an aberration. The favored exterior shade seemed to be a sick green like oxidized copper, and here and there a pizza-size DTV dish would poke up from a roof. He’d been expecting lots of red-tile roofs but they seemed a rarity; most were standard asbestos shingles, pretty threadbare in many cases. Oddly, the shabbiest houses seemed to sport the most magnificent palms in their front yards.


	Even if he didn’t know much about tropical or subtropical trees, he did know banyans; their distinctive aerial roots gave them away. The road to Novaton was loaded with them. In some stretches banyan phalanxes lined each side of the street and interwove their branches above the pavement, transforming a bumpy secondary road into a wondrous, leafy green tunnel.


	He recognized a couple of coconut palms, only because of the yellowing nuts hanging among the fronds. Plants that in New York grew only indoors in carefully watered and fertilized pots flourished like weeds down here.


	He passed a tall white water tower emblazoned with the town name and shaped like one of those old WWI potato-masher hand grenades the Germans used to toss at the Allies. At its base lay a dusty soccer field flanked by a high school, a middle school, and a senior center.


	He passed a feed store. Feed what? He hadn’t seen any cattle.


	Abruptly he was in Novaton and quickly found the center of town—the whole four square blocks of it. The directions from the hospital told him how to find it from there. Two right turns off Main Street and he came to a three-story cantaloupe-colored brick building of reasonable vintage. The sign out front told him he’d reached his destination.


	NOVATON COMMUNITY HOSPITAL


	A MEMBER OF DADE COUNTY MEDICAL SYSTEMS


	He parked in a corner of the visitor lot next to some sad looking cacti and headed through the stifling late-afternoon heat toward the front door. An arthritic old man in the information kiosk gave him his father’s room number on the third floor.


	Minutes later Jack was standing outside room 375. The door stood open. He could see the foot of the bed, the twin tents of the patient’s feet under the sheet. The rest was obscured by a privacy curtain. He sensed no movement in the room, no one there besides the patient.


	The patient…his father…Dad.


	Jack hesitated, advancing one foot across the threshold, then drawing it back.


	What am I afraid of?


	He knew. He’d been putting this off—not only his arrival, but thinking about this moment as well—since he’d started the trip. He didn’t want to see his father, his only surviving parent, laid out like a corpse. Alive sure, but only in the bodily sense. The man inside, the sharp-though-nerdy-middle-class mind, the lover of gin, sticky-sweet desserts, bad puns, and ugly Hawaiian shirts, was unavailable, walled off, on hold, maybe forever. He didn’t want to see him like that.


	Yeah, well that’s just too damn bad for me, isn’t it, he thought as he stepped into the room and marched to the foot of the bed. And stared.


	Jeez, what happened to him? Did he shrink?


	He’d expected bruises and they were there in abundance: a bandage on the left side of his head, a purple goose egg on his forehead, and a pair of black eyes. What shocked him was how small his father looked in that bed. He’d never been a big man, maintaining a lean and rangy build even through middle age, but now he looked so flat and frail, like a miniature, two-dimensional caricature tucked into a bed-shaped envelope.


	Besides the IV bag hanging over the bed, running into him, another bag hung below the mattress, catching the urine coming out of him. Spikes marched in an even progression along the glowing line on the cardiac monitor.


	Maybe this wasn’t him. Jack looked for familiar features. He couldn’t see much of the mouth as it hung open behind the transparent green plastic of the oxygen mask. The skin was tanned more deeply than he’d ever remembered, but he recognized the age spots on his forehead, and the retreating gray hairline. His blue eyes were hidden behind closed lids, and his steel-rimmed glasses—the only time his father took off his glasses was to sleep, shower, or trade them for prescription sunglasses—were gone.


	But yeah, this was him.


	Jack felt acutely uncomfortable standing here, staring at his father. So helpless…


	They’d seen very little of each other in the past fifteen years, and when they had, it was all Dad’s doing. His earliest memories of home were ones of playing catch in the backyard when he’d been all of five years old and the mitt was half the size of his torso, standing in a circle with his father and sister Kate and brother Tom, tossing the ball back and forth. Dad and Kate would underhand it to him so he could catch it; Tom always tried to make him miss.


	His lasting, growing-up impressions were of a slim, quiet man who rarely raised his voice, but when he did, you listened; who rarely raised his hand, but when he did, a single, quick whack on the butt made you see the error of your ways. He’d worked as a CPA for Arthur Anderson, then moved—decades before the Enron scandal—to Price Waterhouse where he stayed until retirement.


	He wasn’t a showy sort, never the life of the party, never had a flashy car—he liked Chevys—and never moved from the west Jersey house he and Mom had bought in the mid-fifties. Then, without warning, he’d up and sold it last fall and moved to Florida. He was a middle-class man with a middle-class income and middle-class mores. He hadn’t changed history and no one but the surviving members of his family and steadily diminishing circle of old friends would note or mourn his passing, yet Jack would remember him as a man who always could, as Joel McCrea had put it in Ride the High Country, enter his house justified.


	Jack stepped around to the left side of the bed, the one opposite the IV pole. He pulled up a chair, sat, and took his father’s hand. He listened to his breathing, slow and even. He felt he should say something but didn’t know what. He’d heard that some people in comas can hear what’s going on around them. It didn’t make much sense, but it couldn’t hurt to try.


	“Hey, Dad. It’s me. Jack. If you can hear me, squeeze my hand, or move a finger. I—”


	His father said something that sounded like “Brashee!” The word startled Jack.


	“What’d you say, Dad? What’d you say?”


	He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and saw a heavyset young woman in a white coat enter with a clipboard in her hand. She had a squat body, café au lait skin, short dark hair; a stethoscope was draped around her neck.


	“Are you a relative?” she said.


	“I’m his son. Are you his nurse?”


	She smiled briefly—very briefly. “No, I’m his doctor.” She put out her hand. “Dr. Huerta. I was the neurologist on call when your father was brought to the ED last night.”


	Jack shook her hand. “Jack. Just call me Jack.” He pointed to his father. “He just spoke!”


	“Really? What did he say?”


	“Sounded like ‘brashee.’”


	“Does that mean anything to you?”


	“No.”


	And then he thought, Maybe he heard my voice and was trying to say, Black sheep.


	“He’s been vocalizing gibberish. It’s not unusual in his state.”


	He studied Dr. Huerta for a few seconds. She didn’t look old enough to be in med school, let alone a specialist.


	“What is his state? How’s he doing?”


	“Not as well as we’d like. His coma score is seven.”


	“Out of ten?”


	She shook her head. “We use the Glasgow Coma Score here. The lowest, or worst score, is three. That’s deep coma. The best is fifteen. We go by eyes, verbalization, and movement. Your father scores a one on his eyes—they remain closed at all times—and a two on vocalization, which means he makes meaningless sounds like you just heard now and then.”


	“That’s a total of three,” Jack said.


	This wasn’t sounding too good.


	“But his motor response is a four, meaning he withdraws from painful stimuli.”


	“What kind of painful stimuli? I won’t be finding cigarette burns on his soles, will I?”


	Dr. Huerta’s eyes widened. “Good heavens, no! What on earth do you think—?”


	“Sorry, sorry.” Jeez, lady. Chill. “Just kidding.”


	“I should hope so,” she said with an annoyed look. “We use a special pin to test motor responses. Your father’s score of four brings his total to seven. Not great, but it could be worse.” She checked her clip board. “His reflexes, however, are intact, his vitals are good, so are his labs. His brain MRI showed no stroke or subdural hemorrhage, and his LP was negative for blood.”


	“LP?”


	“Lumbar puncture. Spinal tap.”


	“No blood. That’s good, right?”


	She nodded. “No signs of intracranial bleeding. His heart’s been acting up, though.”


	“Whoa,” Jack said, jolted by the remark. “His heart? He’s always had a good heart.”


	“Well, he went into atrial fibrillation last night—that’s a chaotically irregular heartbeat—and again this morning. I called for a cardiology consult and Dr. Reston saw him. Both times your father converted back to normal rhythm spontaneously, but it does indicate some level of heart disease.”


	“How bad is this atrial fibrillation?”


	“The main worry is a clot forming in the left atrium and shooting up to the brain and causing a stroke.”


	“Swell,” Jack said. “As if a coma isn’t bad enough.”


	“Dr. Reston started him on a blood thinner to prevent that. But tell me about his medical history. I’ve been working in the dark, knowing nothing about him beyond the address and date of birth we got off his license. Has he been treated for any illnesses or heart problems in the past? Does he take any medications?”


	“I think he once mentioned taking an aspirin a day, but beyond that…”


	“Do you know if he’s been seeing a doctor down here, for checkups and the like?”


	Jack was embarrassed. He knew no more about what his father had been doing down here than what he’d been doing in Jersey before the move. He knew his father’s new address but had never seen the place. Truth was, he knew nothing about his father’s life down here or anywhere else, and even less about his health.


	But he was getting a crash course this afternoon.


	How to put this…


	“He wasn’t much for talking to me about his health.”


	Dr. Huerta smiled. “That’s a switch. Most people his age talk about nothing but.”


	“Is he going to be okay?”


	“I wish I could say. If his cardiac rhythm stabilizes, I believe he’ll come out of this with little permanent damage. He won’t remember a thing about the accident, but—”


	“What about the accident?” Jack said. “What happened?”


	She shrugged. “I have no idea. All I know is that he was brought in unconscious from head trauma. You’ll have to ask the police.”


	The police…swell. The last people Jack wanted to talk to.


	She fished in her pocket. “I’ll be looking in on him again in the morning. If you learn anything about his medical history, give me a call.” She handed him a card.


	Jack slipped it into his pocket.


				*

	


	
11


	After the doctor bustled out of the room, Jack turned back to his father. As he stepped toward the bed—


	“So, you’re one of Thomas’s sons.”


	Jack jumped at the sound of the voice, raspy, like someone who’d been gargling with kerosene. Startled because he hadn’t heard anyone come in, he looked around and found the room empty.


	“Who—?”


	“Over here, honey.”


	The voice came from behind the curtain. Jack reached out and pulled it back. A thin, flat-chested old woman sat in a chair in a shadowed corner. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight bun and her skin was dark, made even darker by the sleeveless canary yellow blouse and bright pink Bermuda shorts she wore, but in the shadows he couldn’t tell her race. A large straw shopping bag sat on the floor beside her.


	“When did you come in?”


	“I’ve been here the whole time.” She pronounced it “Oy’ve been here the whole toym.” The accent was from somewhere on Long Island—Lynn Samuels to the Nth degree. But that cinderblock-dragging-behind-a-truck voice…how many packs of cigarettes had it taken to achieve that tone?


	“Since before I came in?”


	She nodded.


	That bothered Jack. He wasn’t usually so careless. He’d have sworn the room was empty.


	“You know my father?”


	“Thomas and I are next-door neighbors. We moved in the same time and became friends. He’s never mentioned me?”


	“We, um, don’t talk a lot.”


	“He’s mentioned you, many times.”


	“You must be thinking of Tom.”


	She shook her head and spoke at jackhammer speed. “You don’t look old enough to be Tom, Jr. You must be Jack. And he did talk about you. Hell, sometimes I couldn’t get him to shut up about you.” She rose and stepped forward, extending a gnarled hand. “I’m Anya.”


	Jack took her hand. He saw now that she was white—or maybe Caucasian was a better term, because she was anything but white. Her skin was deeply tanned and had that leathery quality that only decades of dedicated sunbathing can give. Her skinny arms and legs had the shape and texture of Slim Jims. Her hair was mostly jet black except for a mist of gray roots hugging her scalp.


	Jack heard a faint yip from behind her. He looked and saw a tiny dog head with huge dark eyes poking over the edge of the straw shopping bag.


	“That’s Oyving,” she said. “Say hello, Oyv.”


	The Chihuahua yipped again.


	“Oyving? How do you spell that?” Jack said.


	She looked at him. “I-R-V-I-N-G. How else would you spell it?”


	He released her hand. “Oyving it is. I didn’t know they allowed dogs in hospitals.”


	“They don’t. But Oyv’s a good dog. He knows how to behave. What they don’t know won’t hurt them. And if they find out, fuck ’em.”


	Jack laughed at the unexpected expletive. This didn’t seem like the kind of woman his father would hang out with—she couldn’t be more unlike his mother—but he liked her.


	He told her so.


	Her bright dark eyes fixed on him as she smiled, revealing too-bright teeth that were obviously caps.


	“Yeah, well, I’ll probably like you too if you hang around long enough for me to get to know you.” She turned back to the bed. “I do like your father. I’ve been sitting with him for most of the day.”


	Jack was touched. “That’s very kind of you.”


	“That’s what friends are for, hon. The benison of a neighbor like your father you don’t take for granted.”


	Benison? He’d have to look that up.


	He cleared his throat. “So…he’s mentioned me?”


	Jack was curious how his father had depicted him but didn’t want to ask.


	He didn’t have to.


	“He speaks of all his children. He loves you all. I remember how he cried when he heard about your sister. A terrible thing, to outlive a child. But he speaks of you the most.”


	“Really?” That surprised Jack.


	She smiled. “Perhaps because you so vex him.”


	Vex…another word you don’t hear every day.


	“Yeah, I guess I do that.” In spades.


	“I don’t think he understands you. He wants to know you but he can’t get near enough to find out who you are.”


	“Yeah, well…”


	Jack didn’t know what to say. This conversation was sidling into uncomfortable territory.


	“But he loves you anyway and worries about you.” Her eyes bored into his. “Sad, isn’t it: The father doesn’t know his son, and the son doesn’t know his father.”


	“Oh, I know my father.”


	“You may think you do, hon,” she said with a slow shake of her head, “but you don’t.”


	Jack opened his mouth to correct her—no way this woman who’d met Dad less than a year ago could know more about the man he’d grown up with—but she held up a hand to cut him off.


	“Trust me, kiddo, there’s more to your father than you ever dreamed. While you’re here, maybe you should try to get to know him better. Don’t miss this opportunity.”


	Jack glanced at the still form pressed between the hospital sheets. “Maybe I already have.”


	She waved a dismissive hand at the bed. “Thomas will be fine. He’s too tough for a little bump on the head to put him down.”


	More than a little bump on the head, Jack thought.


	“The doctors don’t seem to think so.”


	“Doctors.” Another dismissive flip of her hand. “What do they know? Most of them have their heads up their tuchuses. Listen to Anya. Anya knows. And Anya says your father’s going to be fine.”


	Foyn? Jack thought, taking on her accent. He’s gonna be foyn because you say so, lady? Let’s hope so.


	She looked up at him. “Where are you staying tonight?”


	“Not sure. Passed a Motel 6 on the way—”


	“Nonsense. You’ll stay at your father’s place.”


	“I…I don’t think so.”


	“Don’t argue with Anya. He’d want you to. He’d be very upset if you didn’t.”


	“I don’t have a key. I don’t even know how to get there.”


	“I’ll show you.”


	She walked over to the bed and took his father’s hand. “Jack and I are going now, Thomas. You rest. We’ll be back tomorrow.” Then she turned to Jack and said, “Let’s go. Where’s your car?”


	“In the lot. Where’s yours?”


	“Oh, I don’t drive. Trust me, hon, you wouldn’t want to be on the same road as me. You’re taking me and Oyv home.”


				*
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	As soon as Anya got in the car she placed Oyv on her lap and lit up an unfiltered Pall Mall.


	“Mind if I smoke?”


	A little late to object now, Jack thought.


	“Nah. Go ahead.” He lowered all the windows.


	“Want one?”


	“Thanks, no. Tried it a few times but never picked up the habit.”


	“Too bad,” Anya said, blowing a stream out the window. “And if you’re going to tell me to stop, save your breath.”


	“Wouldn’t think of it. It’s your life.”


	“Damn right. Over the years I’ve had five doctors tell me to stop. I’ve outlived every one of them.”


	“Now I definitely won’t say a word.”


	She smiled and nodded and directed Jack onto a road leading west of town.


	The sinking sun knifed through his dark glasses and stabbed at his eyes as he drove westward. He watched what passed for civilization in these parts fall away behind them. The land became progressively swampier, yet somehow managed to retain that burnt-out look.


	They passed a freshly tilled field of rich brown earth and wondered what had been growing there all summer. Most of the cultivation seemed given over to palm tree nurseries. Odd to pass successive acre plots, each packed with successively larger palms, all of equal height within their own acre.


	Anya pointed a crooked finger at a twin-engine outboard motorboat in someone’s front yard.


	“‘For Sale By Owner’?” she said. “I should hope so. Who else would be selling it? Do they make ‘For Sale By Thief’ signs?”


	A few turns later, past stands of scrub pines, they came to a block of concrete with a blue-and-white-tiled mosaic across its front.


	GATEWAYS SOUTH


	GATEWAY TO THE FINEST IN MATURE LIFESTYLES


	The droopy plants and palms framing the sign looked like they were on their last legs.


	“Here we are,” Anya said. “Home sweet home.”


	“This is it? This is where he lives?”


	“Where I live too. Turn already or you’ll miss it.”


	Jack complied and followed a winding path past a muddy pit with a metal pipe standing in its center.


	“That used to be a pond with a fountain,” Anya said. “It was beautiful.”


	All of Gateways South must have been beautiful when it was green, but it looked like it had been particularly hard hit by the drought. All the grass lining the road had been burned to a uniform beige. Only the pines— which probably pre-dated the community—seemed to be holding their own.


	They came to a checkpoint divided into VISITORS and RESIDENT arches, each blocked with a red-and-white-striped crossarm. Jack began to angle left toward the visitor gate where a guard sat in an air-conditioned kiosk.


	“No,” Anya said, handing him a plastic card. “Use this at the other gate. Just wave it in front of the whatchamacall it.”


	The whatchamacall it turned out to be a little metal box atop a curved pole. Jack waved the card before the sensor and the striped crossarm went up.


	“I feel like I’m entering some sort of CIA installation,” he said. “Or crossing a border.”


	“Welcome to one of the retirement Balkans. Seriously though, as we all get on in our years, and become more frail than we like to admit, sometimes this is what it takes to let us feel secure when we turn out the lights.”


	“Well, as the song says, whatever gets you through the night. But I can’t see this place as much of a crime risk. It’s in the middle of nowhere.”


	“Which is exactly why we like a security force guarding the gate and patrolling the grounds.” She pointed straight ahead. “Just take this road to its end.”


	Jack shook his head as he followed the asphalt path that wound past what looked like a par-three golf course. The grass was sparse and brown and the ground looked rock hard. That wasn’t deterring the hardcore hackers; he spotted half a dozen golf carts bouncing along the fairways.


	“Can’t they even water the greens?”


	Anya shook her head. “Drought emergency restrictions. No watering at all in South Florida now, even if you have your own well.”


	He drove on, passing tennis courts—at least their Har-Tru surfaces were still green—and shuffleboard areas, all busy.


	“There’s the assisted living facility,” she said, pointing to a three-story building done up in coral shades. Then she pointed to a one-story structure. “That’s the nursing home.”


	
“I don’t get it.”


	“The drought?”


	“No. Why my father moved down here.”


	“Warmth is a factor. You get old, you feel the cold. But the main reason people come to Gateways and other places like it is so they’ll never be a burden on their children.”


	“You talk like you’re not one of them.”


	“I don’t have anybody to burden, hon. I’m here for the sun.” She held up an arm to show off her wafer-thin, beef-jerky skin. “As you can tell, I love to sit and soak up the rays. I used to sunbathe in the nude when I was younger. If I didn’t know how the community board would squawk, I’d do it now.”


	Jack tried not to picture that.


	“But I can’t see my father being a burden on anyone.”


	“Maybe you don’t, kiddo, but he can. That’s why he’s here instead of in some West Palm condo.”


	“I’m not following you.”


	“Gateways South—and North and East, for that matter—is a graduated care community that provides for us through the final stages of our lives. We start off in our own little bungalows; when we become more frail we move to assisted living where we have a suite and they provide meals and housekeeping services; and when we can no longer care for ourselves, we move into the nursing home.”


	“All it takes is money, I suppose.”


	She snorted a puff of smoke out her nose. “It’s not cheap, I can tell you that. You buy your house, you buy a bond, you pay monthly maintenance fees, but your future care is assured. That’s important.”


	“Important enough to hide yourself away down here?”


	She shrugged and lit another cigarette—her third since leaving the hospital. “I’m just telling you what I’ve heard my neighbors say. Me, I’m here because I’ve got no one to care for me when I start losing it. But the rest, they’re all terrified of ending up in diapers in a son or daughter’s home.”


	“Some children might not see that as a burden.”


	“But what of the parents? They don’t want to be remembered like that. Would you?”


	“No, I guess not. I know not.”


	He didn’t even want to remember his father as that flattened man pressed between the hospital sheets today. He wanted even less to remember him as an empty-eyed drooler in diapers, a lifetime’s store of dignity vanishing like a gambler’s paycheck.


	He said, “Getting old sucks, doesn’t it.”


	“For some, yes, but not all. The body begins to remind you in ways big and small that you ain’t the maidel or boychick you used to be, but you find ways to adjust. It’s largely a matter of acceptance.” She pointed to the right. “Turn here.”


	Jack saw a sign for White Ibis Lane as he made the turn. At the end of the short road stood two small, identical houses. The four parking spots in the little cul-de-sac were empty. Jack pulled into one and stepped out of the car. Anya opened her door and let Oyv hop to the ground. The Chihuahua immediately trotted to the nearest palm and let loose a tiny yellow stream against its trunk.


	Jack smiled. “That tree looks so dry, I bet it’s grateful even for that.”


	Anya laughed as she straightened slowly from the passenger seat to a standing position. “You’d win. Take a look around while I go in and get the key to your father’s place.”


	Jack felt his eyebrows jump. “He gave you a key?”


	She waved a hand at him and laughed. “Nothing like that, kiddo. We traded keys as a precaution. In case of, you know, an emergency.”


	Jack couldn’t resist. He winked at her. “You’re sure that’s all?”


	“What? Thomas with an old skinny-assed crone like me when he has all those other women chasing him? Don’t be silly.”


	Jack held up a hand. “Whoa. Rewind that. My father’s got women chasing him?”


	“Like vultures, they circle. Let me tell you, Thomas could have his pick of scores—scores.”


	Jack had to laugh. “I don’t believe this. My father, the stud.”


	“It’s not that. It’s just that there’s four widows for every widower down here. Thomas is an able-bodied man with a good mind and a nice personality. And best of all, he can drive himself. Such a catch, you wouldn’t believe.”


	She reminded him a little of Abe. “Speaking of catches, Anya, if you ever decide to move back north, have I got a guy for you.”


	She waved her cigarette at him. “Forget about it. My balling days are over.”


	Jack shook his head. “My father, the catch. Wow.” He smiled at her. “So if you’re not one of the circling vultures you mentioned, can I ask how you two spend your time together?”


	“It’s none of your beeswax, hon, but I’ll tell you anyway: Mostly we play mahjongg.”


	Another shock. “My father plays mahjongg?”


	“See? I told you there were things you didn’t know about him. I’m teaching him and he’s getting very good.” She tapped her temple. “That accountant’s mind, you know.”


	“My father, the mahjongg maven. I think I need a drink.”


	“So do I. Come over after you’ve settled in. We’ll knock back a few and I’ll give you your first mahjongg lesson.”


	“I don’t know…”


	“You have to give it a try. And once you learn, it’ll give you and your father something to do together.”


	When there’s frost on hell’s pumpkins, Jack thought.


	“Anyway,” Anya said, pointing to the house on the right, “this one’s your father’s. Look around. I’ll be back in a minute.”


	She headed toward the house on the left with Oyv trotting behind. Her place was painted…what would they call that color? He’d never heard of white zinfandel pink as a paint shade, but if there were such a thing, that would be the color of Anya’s house. Dad’s was a more masculine sky blue.


	Jack realized he was facing the rear of the house. He tried the door to the jalousied back porch but it was locked. It would have taken all of twenty seconds for him to open it but why bother if Anya had a key.


	He strolled the slate walk between the houses. The grass around the stones was as dead and brown as the rest of Gateways South; the foundation plantings along the base of the smooth stucco exterior of his father’s place looked thirsty but not as wilted as what he’d seen along the way. Jack suspected him of sneaking them a little water during the night.


	Then again, maybe not. His father was such a stickler for rules that he just might watch all his plants die before breaking one.


	Jack tried to peek through the windows but the shades were drawn. As he backed away from a window he glanced over at Anya’s and stopped dead in his tracks.


	Her place looked like a rain forest. Lush greens and reds and yellows of every imaginable tropical plant concealed most of the side of her house, not merely surviving, but thriving. A grapefruit tree, heavy with fruit, stood at a corner. And her grass…a rich, thick, pool-table green.


	A little surreptitious sprinkling was one thing, but Anya seemed to be thumbing her nose at the water restrictions.


	He noticed a small forest of ornaments dotting her lawn: the usual elves and pink flamingos and pinwheels of various models, but in among them were strange little things that looked homemade, like painted tin cans and bits of cloth on slim tree branches that had been stuck into the ground.


	He spotted a name plaque on the side of the house. He stepped closer until he could read it. MUNDY.


	He walked on to the front of his father’s place. The front yards of the two bungalows sloped down to a pond, roughly round, maybe fifty feet in diameter. As he approached for a look he heard a number of splashes as frogs leaped off the bank for the safety of the water. A black bird stood on the far bank, its chevroned wings spread and held toward the sun as if storing up solar power. The pond stood full and clear, its perimeter rimmed with healthy looking grass and reeds. Beyond it lay a grassy marsh that seemed to stretch forever north and south, but ended at a stand of tall cypresses about a mile due west. Jack knew it was west because the sun was dipping behind the treetops.


	He turned and checked out the front of his dad’s place. A front porch, covered but open, held a small round table and a pair of chairs, all white. Some sort of flowering vine was trying to crawl up the supporting columns. The floor of the front porch was bluestone slate. A picture window dominated the wall to the left of the door, but vertical blinds hid the interior. He pulled open the screen and tried the front door. Locked, just like the rear.


	“Here’s the key,” Anya said.


	Jack turned to find her bustling from her green lawn across his father’s brown one, a key held up in her left hand, a cigarette in her right. Oyv paced her.


	“Your last name’s Mundy?” Jack said. “Any relation to Talbot?”


	“The author? Possibly.”


	“King of the Khyber Rifles was one of my favorite books as a kid.”


	“Never read it. Here’s the key.” She pressed it into his palm.


	He waved his arm at the vista. “Looks like you two landed prime locations.”


	“Yes, quite a view. Of course, I was one of the earliest residents so I had my pick. I’m such a part of the scenery they hire me for temp work when they need help. Mostly it’s just stuffing envelopes or applying address stickers to advertising brochures. At minimum wage, I won’t get rich, but it gets me out of the house. It lets me pull a few strings, too. I helped Tom get this place when it went up for sale.”


	“Really?” He wanted to ask her why she’d do that for a stranger but didn’t know quite how to put it. “I guess he owes you for that.”


	“He owes me more than he knows.” She pointed to the jeweled watch on her wrist. “Don’t forget, hon: drinks at my place in an hour.”


	“I’ll have to take a rain check on that,” Jack said.


	“So, you don’t want to drink with an old lady? I understand.”


	“Hey, come on. That’s not it at all. I just want to check with the police on my dad’s accident. You know, find out how it happened, if it was his fault, that sort of thing.”


	She frowned. “Why?”


	“Because I want to know.”


	“Go tomorrow.”


	He shook his head. “I want to know now.”


	“Why?”


	“Because that’s the way I am.”


	She shrugged and began to turn away. “Suit yourself.”


	“Can I ask you a question?” Jack said. “Two questions, actually.”


	“Ask away, hon. Doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”


	“Okay. First thing is, how come that pond’s full and all the rest are empty?”


	“That one’s fed by an underground channel from the Everglades.”


	“The Everglades?”


	She gestured to the grassy marsh and the distant cypresses. “There it is. Thomas’s place and mine are just about as close as you can legally build to the Everglades. Next question? I don’t mean to hurry you, hon, but there’s a bottle of wine chilling on my kitchen counter and it’s calling my name.”


	“Sorry. I just want to know how you keep your grass so green in this drought.”


	“Just a knack, I guess. You could say I’ve got what they call a green thumb.”


	“Sure it’s not just a wet thumb?”


	She frowned and jabbed an index finger at him. “And if I do, so what?”


	“Nothing, nothing.” Jack held up his hands in a defensive gesture. “I just don’t want to see a good friend of my dad’s getting in trouble.”


	She relaxed and puffed her cigarette. “Well, okay. I guess it’s natural to think I’m watering. I’m not, but no one’ll believe me. Would you believe a couple of members of the board came by and threatened to turn me in if I didn’t stop watering.”


	“What did you tell them?”


	“Honey, I said if they catch me with a hose in my hand, they can slap the cuffs on. But until then, they can kiss my wrinkled tuchus!”


	Oyv yipped in seeming agreement as Anya turned and marched off.


	My kind of gal, Jack thought as he watched her go.


				*
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	Jack unlocked his father’s front door and stepped into the cool, dark interior. The shades were pulled, probably to keep it cooler during the day and cut down on the electric bill. His father had never been cheap, but he hated waste.


	He closed the door behind him and stood in the darkness, listening, feeling the house. Somewhere ahead and to the left a refrigerator kicked on. He sniffed. Onions…a hint of sautéed onions lingered in the air. Dad’s doing? He’d always been something of a chef, probably more so out of necessity after Mom’s death, and had this thing for onions; liked them on just about everything. Jack remembered one Sunday morning as a kid when he’d sautéed a bunch and put them on pancakes. Everyone had started out complaining but they turned out to taste pretty good.


	Jack stepped over to the picture window and pulled the blinds, letting in the fading sunlight. Dust motes gleamed in the air. He pulled up the rest of the shades and started exploring.


	The front area was a large multipurpose living room/dining room angling into a small kitchen. That was what Jack wanted. He opened the fridge and found a six-pack and a half of Havana Red Ale. He checked the label: brewed in Key West. Another local brand. Why not? He popped the top and took a pull. A little bitter, not as good as Ybor Gold, but it would do.


	He spotted a bottle of Rose’s lime juice on a door shelf. On a hunch he opened the freezer and there it was: a frosty bottle of Bombay Sapphire. Looked like Dad still liked a gimlet now and then.


	He wandered through the front room and recognized some of the paintings from the family home in Jersey. He noticed a trophy shelf on the south wall and moved in for a closer look. First place in the men’s doubles in tennis—no surprise there—but what was this? A plaque for second place in the men’s bocce tournament?


	My father, the bocce champ. Jeez.


	He called Gia to give her the medical report on his father. She said how sorry she was that the news wasn’t better. Jack said hello to Vicks, then told them he’d call back later.


	After he hung up he stepped into one of the bedrooms. This looked like a guest room/office: a bed, a dresser, and a desk with a computer and a printer. Jack saw a list of buy-sell confirmations in the printer tray. Looked like Dad was still day trading. He’d started it way before it became the rage in the nineties and had made enough to retire on. He’d tried to get Jack into it once, saying that if you were vigilant and knew the ropes, it didn’t matter if the market was up or down, you could make money every day.


	Not if you don’t have a real Social Security Number, Dad.


	He moved on to the other bedroom, more cluttered and obviously Dad’s. He stopped in the doorway, taken aback by the photos filling the walls. Mostly Mom, Tom, and Kate at various ages, salted with a few of Jack as a kid. Here were the five of them as they embarked on their one and only family camp-out…what a disaster that had been.


	Memories flooded back, especially of Kate—as his teenaged big sister, looking out for him…as an adult, dying in front of him.


	He quickly turned away and checked the closet. There they were: Dad’s ugly Hawaiian shirts. He pulled one out and looked at it: huge bulge-eyed goldfish swimming in a green fluid that could only be bile. Jack tried to imagine himself wearing this and failed. People would…notice him.


	As he replaced the shirt he noticed a gray metal box on the shelf above the rod. He reached for it, hesitated, then took it down. He thumbed the latch but it was locked. He shook it. Papers and other things shuffled and rattled inside.


	Locked…that piqued his curiosity. But this was his father’s, not his, and probably locked for a good reason. He should put it back, he knew he should, but…


	What would his father keep locked up when he was the only one in the house?


	Jack looked at the little keyhole. Eminently pickable. All it would take was—


	No. Mind your own business.


	He put it back on the shelf and returned to the main room. He repressed a shudder. Time to visit the cops.


	Jack found the phone book and looked up the address of the local police station. He’d planned to call them for directions, but why not see if he could learn what he wanted over the phone. Anything to avoid setting foot in a police station.


	He dialed the number and was shuffled around until he wound up with Anita Nesbitt, a pleasant-sounding secretary who said she’d see what she could do for him.


	“I’m assuming I’ll need a copy of the accident report for the insurance,” he told her. “You know, to get the car fixed.”


	“Okay. Here it is. I’ll put a copy aside and you can pick it up.”


	“Any way you can mail it?”


	“I suppose. We have his address on the report. How is your father, by the way? I heard he was pretty banged up.”


	“Still in a coma.” A thought struck him. “Was anyone else injured?”


	“Not that we know of,” she said. “It was hit and run.”


	Jack swallowed. Those last three words sent a wave of unease through his gut.


	“Hit and run?”


	“Yes. It’s under investigation.”


	“Save your stamp and envelope,” Jack told her. “I’m coming down to pick up that report.”


				*
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	Dusk had arrived and the air was cooling enough to bring out the mosquitoes as Jack reached the mustard-yellow building with a two-story center flanked by single-story wings that served as Novaton City Hall. A skeletal clock tower, too modern for the rest of the building, loomed over the high-columned entrance. A green roof, front portico, and awnings completed the picture. A sign said the police station was toward the rear on the left side.


	Steeling himself, he stepped inside and asked for Ms. Nesbitt. The desk sergeant directed him to her office. Walking down the hall, passing cops moving this way and that, he felt like Pee Wee Herman at a Klan rally. If anyone peeked under the sheet…


	He hoped no one asked for ID to prove his relationship. His father’s last name was not Tyleski.


	Ms. Nesbitt turned out to be a plump and pleasant little woman with glossy black skin, short curly hair tight against her scalp, and a radiant smile.


	“Here’s the accident report,” she said, handing him a sheet of paper.


	Jack took a quick look at it; he meant to read it later but his eyes were drawn to the diagram of the accident site.


	“Where’s this intersection?” he said, pointing to the sheet. “Pemberton Road and South Road?”


	She frowned. “They cross in the swamps on the fringe of the Everglades, way out in the middle of nowhere.”


	“What was my father doing out in the middle of nowhere?”


	“That’s what we’re hoping you could tell us,” said a voice behind him.


	Jack turned to see a young, beefy cop with buzz-cut hair. His massive biceps stretched the seams of the short sleeves of his uniform shirt. His expression was neutral.


	“This is Officer Hernandez,” Anita said. “He took the call and found your father.”


	Jack stuck out a hand he hoped wasn’t too sweaty. “Thanks. I guess you saved my father’s life.”


	He shrugged. “If I did, great. But I hear he’s not out of the woods yet.”


	“You’ve been keeping track?”


	“We’d like to talk to him, get some details on the accident. Any idea what he was doing out there at that hour?”


	Jack glanced down at the report. “What hour?”


	“Around midnight.”


	Jack shook his head. “I can’t imagine.”


	“Could your father have been mixed up in something he shouldn’t have been?”


	“My dad? Into something shady? He’s like…”


	Like who? Jack tried to think of a public figure who was a true straight shooter, whose integrity was beyond reproach, but came up blank. There had to be somebody. But no one came to mind. He almost said Mr. Deeds but Adam Sandler had screwed up that reference.


	“He’s like Casper Milquetoast.” Jack saw no hint of recognition in Hernandez’s face. “He’s a regular everyday Joe who minds his own business and doesn’t take chances. My dad is not a risk taker.” Jack didn’t want to call him timid, because he wasn’t. Once he took a position he could be a bulldog about defending it. “He lived in Jersey most of his life, not fifty miles from Atlantic City, and in all that time I don’t think he once visited the casinos. So the idea of him being involved in something even remotely criminal is, well, crazy.”


	Hernandez shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be criminal. He could have been fooling around with the wrong guy’s wife or—”


	Jack held up his hands. “Wait. Stop. Not him. I promise you. No way.”


	Hernandez was studying him.


	Uh-oh. Here it comes.


	“Do you live around here?”


	“No. I’m still in Jersey.” Where did Tyleski live? All these identities…after a while they ran together in his head. “In Hoboken.”


	“How often do you see your father? How many times a year do you visit him?”


	“He hasn’t been here that long. Less than a year.”


	“And?”


	“And this is my first visit.”


	“Do you talk often?”


	“Uh, no.”


	“Then you really don’t know that much about your father’s life down here.”


	Jack sighed. There it was again. “I guess not. But I know what kind of man he is, and he’s not a sneak or a liar, and people who are have no place in his life.”


	But how much more do I know? he wondered. What do you know about anyone, even someone who raised you, beyond how they act and what they’ve told you about themselves?


	Anya’s comment from this afternoon stole back to him: Trust me, kiddo, there’s more to your father than you ever dreamed.


	He hadn’t paid much attention to it then, but now with Dad the victim of a hit-and-run accident in the middle…


	“Say, if he got hit in the middle of nowhere…” He turned to Anita. “Didn’t you say a call came in?”


	She nodded. “It’s in the report.”


	“But that means someone must have witnessed it.”


	“That’s the obvious conclusion but…” Hernandez’s macho cop persona wavered. Just a little.


	“But what?”


	“Well, it took me about twenty minutes to reach the intersection, and when I got there, your father’s car was the only vehicle at the scene and it looked like the accident had just happened. The car was sitting across Pemberton Road. From the debris spray I reckoned your father had been proceeding west on Pemberton. He had a stop sign at South. Looked like he was almost halfway across when he got hit. Maybe he hadn’t been paying attention, maybe he ran the stop sign, maybe he was having a little stroke. All I know is that something hit him hard enough to spin the car ninety degrees, and there was no one else in sight when I got there.”


	“Then who called in?” Jack said. “Man or woman?”


	“Tony, the desk sergeant took it. I asked him but he couldn’t tell. Said the person was whispering, real quick like. Said, ‘Bad accident at Pemberton and South. Hurry.’ That was it.”


	“Did they ID the number?”


	Hernandez glanced at Anita. “That’s another thing we can’t figure out. The call came from a pay phone outside the Publix.”


	“Publix? What’s a Publix?”


	“Like a Winn-Dixie.”


	“I’m sorry.” Was this another language they were speaking? “I’m from up north and I still don’t—”


	“Publix is a chain of grocery stores down here,” Anita said. “It’s like…” She snapped her fingers. “I’ve been up your way. What’s it called…? A&P. That’s right. Like an A&P.”


	“Okay. And where’s this Publix?”


	“About three blocks from here.”


	“What? But how? That’s…”


	“Impossible?” Hernandez said. “Not really. The hit-and-run driver might have been into something illegal and that’s why he didn’t stop. But he might have had an attack of conscience and called a friend and told him to call it in from a public phone so we couldn’t ID him.”


	“Thank God for attacks of conscience,” Anita said.


	Hernandez nodded. “Amen to that. All I can say is it’s a good thing we got the call when we did, otherwise your father might have been DOA.”


				*
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	Jack’s mind raced as he drove toward the south end of Novaton.


	After telling Hernandez where he was staying and promising not to leave without checking in with him—in case the cops had more questions—he’d left the police station in something of a daze. But not before getting directions to the impound lot where his dad’s car had been towed.


	A hit-and-run driver damn near kills his father but has enough Good Samaritan in him to arrange for the cops to be notified. A mixture of bad luck and good.


	But the big question still remained: What the hell was Dad doing out there in the swamp at that hour?


	The light had pretty well faded by the time Jack reached the south end of town. As Hernandez had told him, he passed an old limestone quarry, then a trailer park, then came to the impound lot.


	It turned out to be a combination junkyard/used-car lot called Jason’s. The place was closed. Jack could have climbed the chain-link fence but didn’t want to risk an encounter with a guard dog, so he wandered the perimeter, squinting at the wrecked cars within.


	The accident report said the make was—what else?—a silver Mercury Grand Marquis, the unofficial state car of Florida, and gave the plate number. Jack found it near the gate. He clutched the fence and gaped at the front end. The bumper was gone, the right front fender was a memory, the windshield was a caved-in, spider-webbed mess, the engine block was tilted and canted and twisted to the left.


	Had he run into a tank?


	Jack’s fingers squeezed the chain-linked wire, making it squeak. Who’d done this and run off? Maybe Dad had been thinking of something else and hadn’t seen the stop sign. Okay. His bad, not the other driver’s. But still…what the hell had the other guy been driving?


				*
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	Jack’s stomach started to growl as he left Jason’s. He realized he hadn’t eaten anything since the crabcake sandwich at Joanie’s. He’d seen a Taco Bell on the way in and couldn’t help thinking of little Oyv. He stopped for a couple of burritos and a Mountain Dew to go.


	As he ate and drove, he decided to swing by the hospital on his way back to Gateways South and have another look at his dad.


	On the third floor, Jack met Dr. Huerta coming out of the room, followed by a red-haired nurse. Her picture ID badge read C. MORTENSON, RN.


	“How is he? Any change?”


	Dr. Huerta shook her head and brushed back a vagrant strand of hair. She looked tired.


	“The same. Still a score of seven. No better but, thankfully, no worse.”


	Jack supposed that was good. But he hadn’t come here tonight just to see his father.


	“Where are his personal effects?”


	“Effects?”


	“You know, his clothes, his wallet, any papers he had on him.”


	Dr. Huerta glanced at Nurse Mortenson who said, “They’re in a locker by the nurses’ station. I’ll get them for you.”


	Dr. Huerta moved on and Jack stepped into his father’s room. He stood by the bed, watching him breathe, feeling helpless and confused. This wasn’t right. His father should be at Anya’s place, drinking gimlets and playing mahjongg instead of lying here unconscious with tubes running in and out of him.


	Mortenson came in with a clipboard and clear plastic bag.


	“You’ll have to sign for this,” she said. As Jack made an illegible scrawl across the sheet, she added, “We couldn’t keep his clothes. The blood, you know.”


	“But you emptied his pockets first, right?”


	“I assume so. That’s done in the ER, long before he gets to us.”


	Jack handed back the clipboard and took the bag. Not much in it: a wallet, a watch, some keys, and maybe a buck’s worth of change.


	When the nurse was gone, Jack checked the wallet: an AmEx and a MasterCard, AARP and AAA cards, a Costco card, seventy-some dollars in cash, and a couple of restaurant receipts.


	Jack dropped it back into the bag. What had he been hoping for? A note with a cryptic message? A scrap of paper with a hastily scribbled address he could check out?


	Watching too many mystery movies, he told himself.


	Maybe there is no mystery. Maybe it was just an accident. Maybe Dad was simply out for a drive and wound up in the wrong place at the wrong time…got clocked by accident by someone who wasn’t quite legit and couldn’t hang around to explain himself to the police.


	Jack understood that. Perfectly.


	Just an accident…a random collision…


	But his gut wasn’t buying. Not yet at least.


	Jack looked down at his father.


	“Have you been holding out on me, Dad?”


	No response, of course. He patted his father’s knee through the sheet.


	“See you tomorrow.”


				*
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	Fortunately Anya had left her gate passcard in Jack’s car. He used it to breeze through the resident’s arch. The old lady’s lights were out by the time Jack reached the house. Her lawn ornaments clinked and clanked and whirred in the dark.


	Once inside, he went straight to his father’s room and took out the metal lockbox.


	“Sorry, Dad,” he muttered as he carried it to the kitchen.


	He hated invading his father’s privacy, but this box might hold an explanation as to why he’d been out in the swamps after midnight instead of home in bed.


	First, a beer. He grabbed another Havana Red from the fridge, then searched the bathroom for a pair of tweezers. He found one, and twenty seconds later the lid popped open. Jack hesitated. Maybe there were things in here his father didn’t want anyone to know about. And maybe Jack wouldn’t want to know about them once he saw them. Maybe parents should be able to keep their secrets.


	All fine and good when they weren’t the comatose victim of a hit and run.


	Jack lifted the lid.


	Not much there. A handful of black-and-white photos, now sepiaed with age, and something that looked like a small jewelry case. He checked the photos first. Mostly soldiers. He recognized his dad in a few of them—he didn’t recall him ever having that much hair—but most were of other uniformed guys in their late teens or early twenties posing awkwardly for the camera against unfamiliar landscapes. Jack spotted a pagoda-like building in the background of one.


	Korea. Had to be. He knew his dad had been in the war, in the Army, but he’d never wanted to talk about it. Jack remembered pressing him for war stories but getting nowhere. “It’s not something I care to remember,” he’d always say.


	The last photo was a posed shot of eight men in fatigues, four kneeling in front, four standing behind, grinning at the camera. His father was second from the left, standing. It looked like a plaque had been set up in the right foreground but that corner of the photo was missing. It appeared to have been torn off.


	Jack studied the other seven men, looking for a connection to his father. Who were they? They all looked so young. Like a high school varsity basketball team. It looked like a graduation photo. But from what?


	Maybe he’d never know.


	He put down the photos and picked up the jewelry case. Something rattled within. He snapped it open and found two medals. He didn’t know much about military decorations but one he immediately recognized.


	A Purple Heart.


	His father’s? That meant he’d been wounded. But where? The only scar he’d ever seen on his father was from his appendectomy. Maybe this belonged to someone else…a dead war buddy that his father wanted to remember?


	Nah. Purple Hearts tended to be kept by the loved one’s family.


	Which meant this was probably his father’s.


	He checked the other medal: a gold star hanging on a red-white-and-blue ribbon; a smaller silver star was set at its center. This could be a Silver Star. Wasn’t that for extraordinary bravery in battle?


	Trust me, kiddo, there’s more to your father than you ever dreamed.


	I guess you got that right, lady. Maybe I should have stayed in touch more.


	Funny…just a few months ago he wouldn’t have felt this way. But after reconnecting with Kate…


	With frustration wriggling under his skin like an itch he couldn’t scratch, Jack replaced the contents to the box in roughly the same order that he’d found them. He’d wanted answers, but all this damn box had provided was more questions.


	He returned it to the closet shelf, then headed back to the kitchen for another beer. Along the way he spotted his father’s watch on the table. He hadn’t noticed the cracked crystal when he’d brought it home from the hospital. He checked it out. An old Timex. No, not old—ancient. The wind-up type. Typical of him: If the old one still works, why get a new one? This Timex had taken a licking but hadn’t kept on ticking. It had stopped at 12:08.


	Wait a sec…


	Jack pulled the accident report out of his pocket and unfolded it. He’d scanned through Officer Hernandez’s report. He’d mentioned a call coming in to the station at…where was it? Here.


	11:49 P.M.


	But that would mean the accident had been reported before it happened. No way. His father’s watch must have been set ahead. Some people did that. Or maybe he’d forgotten to wind it.


	But not his father. He’d always been a stickler for the correct time, down to the minute. And he’d always wound his watch at breakfast. Jack had seen him do it a million times.


	Hernandez was mistaken about the time of the call. Had to be. But for all his brawn the cop had seemed like a pretty tight, spit-shine type. And hadn’t he said that even though it took him twenty minutes to reach the accident, it looked like it had just happened?


	Shaking his head, Jack went to the fridge. He decided against another beer. Right now he needed a gimlet.


				*
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	Jack awoke with a buzzing in his ears. At first he thought it was a mosquito, but this was lower pitched. Then he thought it might be gimlet-related, but he’d had only two. Finally he realized it was coming from outside the window. He lifted his head and looked around, momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar room.


	Oh, yeah. He was at Dad’s place. In the front room. Must have fallen asleep on the couch. He’d found Rio Bravo playing on TNT or some such station and had watched it for about the thirtieth time—not for John Wayne or Dean Martin, and certainly not for Ricky Nelson, but for Walter Brennan. Hands down, Stumpy was his best part, best job, ever—except maybe for his Old Man Clanton in My Darling Clementine. Old Walt made the movie for Jack.


	But where was that buzzing coming from?


	He rolled off the couch, padded to the kitchen, and squinted through the window.


	A groundskeeper was running a weed whacker along the edge of the dead grass bordering the foundation plantings. Was that a long-sleeved flannel shirt he was wearing? In this weather? Where Jack came from a long-sleeved shirt in the summer meant one thing: junkie.


	But the weed whacker…he blinked and shook his head…it looked like it was coming out of the guy’s right sleeve.


	The rest of Jack’s clothes were still in the car so he had to go out anyway. Maybe he could get a closer look along the way.


	The heat and humidity hit him like a wave as he stepped outside. Barely 8:30 and already it was cooking. As he rounded the corner, the groundsman stopped working and stared at him, then turned off his weed whacker.


	“You ain’t Tom. Whatta you doin’ here?”


	“I’m his son.”


	And yes, that was a flannel shirt he had on. He wore green work pants and a tattered olive drab boonie cap. His eyes were a piercing blue, but the left angled to the outside—the kind of eye known on the street as a bent lamp. Yet even this close Jack couldn’t see his right hand. The weed whacker seemed to be growing out of the sleeve. Jack thrust out his own right hand in hopes of getting a look.


	“My name’s Jack.”


	The groundsman used his left hand to give Jack’s a squeeze. “Carl.”


	So much for that strategy.


	“How come you’re out here so early?” Jack said. “You can’t have much to do with this drought.”


	“Be surprised,” Carl said. “Grass won’t grow, tropical plants get all curly and dried up, but the weeds…the weeds do just fine. Never able to figure that out.”


	“Maybe they should all cultivate weeds,” Jack said.


	Carl nodded. “Fine with me. Green is green.” He glanced at Jack. “Miss Mundy told me about your daddy. How’s the old guy doin’?”


	“Still in a coma.”


	Jack fought the urge to sidle to his right to put himself in line with Carl’s left eye.


	“Yeah?” He shook his head. “Too bad, too bad. Nice guy, your daddy. He was one of the good uns.”


	“‘Was’? Hey, he’s not gone yet.”


	“Oh, yeah. Right, right. Well, let’s hope he pulls through. But bein’ so close to the Glades and all…”


	“The Everglades? What’s wrong with that?”


	Carl looked away. “Nothin’. Forget I said it.”


	“Hey, don’t leave me hanging. If you’re going to start a thought, finish it.”


	He kept his gaze averted. “You’ll think I’m loco.”


	You don’t know loco like I know loco, Jack thought.


	“Try me.”


	“Well, all right. Gateways here is too close to the Glades. It’s been mistreated for years and years now. All the freshwater runoff it’s upposed to get from upstate, you know, from Lake Okeechobee, it’s mostly been channeled away to farms and funeral-parlor waitin’ rooms like Gateways. Everywhere you look someone’s filling in acres of lowlands and paving it over to build a bunch of houses or condos. The Glades been hurtin’ for years and years, but this year’s the worst because of the drought. Summer’s upposed to be our rainy season but we ain’t had barely a lick.”


	“There’s still water out there, though, isn’t there?”


	“Yep, there’s water, but it’s low. Lower than it’s ever been in anyone’s memory. And that could be bad. Bad for all of us.”


	“Bad how?”


	“Well, maybe things that always used to be underwater ain’t under no more.”


	Where was this going? Was it going anywhere?


	“Carl—”


	He stared toward the Everglades. “The good thing bout your daddy’s and Miss Anya’s places here on the pond is you never have to look into someone else’s backyard…”


	Jack glanced out at the endless expanse of grass. “Yeah. A panoramic view.”


	“Pan-o-ramic?” Carl said carefully. “What’s that?”


	Jack wondered how to explain it. He spread his arms. “It means wide angle…a wide view.”


	“Pan-o-ramic…I like that.”


	“Fine. The panoramic view is the good thing, but I’ve got a feeling you were about to tell me a down side.”


	“I was. The bad part is…they’s real close to the Glades and the Glades ain’t happy these days. You might even say it’s kinda pissed. And if it is, we’d all better watch out.”


	Jack stared across the mile or so of grass at the line of trees. He’d seen a bunch of weird things lately, but an angry swamp…?


	You were right, Carl, he thought. I do think you’re loco.


				*
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	Semelee stood on the lagoon bank with Luke and watched the small dredgin’ barge suck wet sand out of the sinkhole and deposit it into one of the even smaller, flat-bottomed boats it had towed along behind it. Excess water ran out the gunwales and into the lagoon. The clan had moved the houseboats aside to give the barge access to the hole.


	“I still can’t believe you done this, Semelee,” Luke said. “You of all people.”


	Semelee had been surprised herself. She didn’t like outsiders gettin’ anywheres near the clan’s lagoon, and especially near the sinkhole, but these folks had offered too much money to turn down.


	“You been sayin’ that for two weeks now, Luke. Every time the barge shows up you say the same thing. And every time I give you the same answer: We can use the money. People’re pretty tight with their spare change these days, in case you ain’t noticed.”


	“Oh, I noticed, all right. Probably cause they ain’t got all that much to spare. But I still don’t like it, specially this time of year.”


	“Don’t worry. They’ll be outta here before the lights come. The deal I made with them was they had to finish up their business before this weekend. The lights’ll start comin’ Friday night. Told them Friday was a stone-solid deadline. Didn’t care how much they offered me, by sundown on Friday, they’re gone.”


	“Still don’t like it. This is our home. This is where we was born.”


	“I know, Luke,” she said, rubbing his back and feeling the sharp tips of the fins through the cloth. “But just think. The top of the sinkhole is above water for the first time anyone remembers. Maybe for the first time ever. When the lights come this time, they won’t have to shine through the water. They’ll shine straight out into the night. That’s never happened before, at least not in anyone’s memory.”


	“I ain’t so crazy about that neither.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “My daddy said them lights made us the way we is, twisted us up, just like it’s twisted the trees and the fish and the bugs around here. And that’s from when they was just shining up through the water. What happens this year when there ain’t no water?”


	Semelee felt a thrill at the prospect. “That’s what I want to see.”


	The lights had been comin’ twice a year—at the spring and fall equinoxes—for as long as anyone could remember. Her momma had told her they’d kept that schedule every year since she’d been born, and her momma had told her the same thing.


	But Semelee’s momma’d said that years back the lights started gettin’ stronger and brighter. And it wasn’t long after that, maybe a few years, that the people livin’ around the lagoon started noticin’ changes in the plants and the fish and things around the sinkhole. It started with the frogs missin’ legs or growin’ extra ones. Then the fish started lookin’ weird and the plants started gettin’ twisted up.


	All that was bad enough, but when the lagooners’ kids started bein’ born dead or strange lookin’, the lagooners moved out. Not as a group to the same place, but piecemeal like, in all different directions. Some stayed as close as Homestead, some as far as Louisiana and Texas. After they moved away, they stopped havin’ strange kids and they was happy about that.


	But the strange kids they already had wasn’t happy. Not one bit. Not because they was all mistreated by people as they was growin’ up—Semelee hadn’t been alone in that—but because when they all finally growed up they felt like somethin’ was missin’ in their lives.


	One by one they all—all the misshapen ones—found their way back here to the lagoon and learned that this was where the itch stopped, this was where they felt whole, where they belonged. This was home.


	And home was where your family lived. They came to call themselves a clan, and all decided to stay here on the lagoon.


	Yet even with this big family-type gang around her, Semelee still felt a yearning emptiness within. She wanted more, needed more.


	“Why do they hafta take our sand? There’s plenty of sand around. Why they want ours?”


	“Don’t rightly know,” Semelee said.


	“Who is they, anyway?”


	“Blagden and Sons. You know that.”


	“Yeah, I know the name, but that’s all it is: a name. Who are they? Where do they come from?”


	“Don’t know, Luke, but their money’s good. Cash up front. That’s bout as good as it gets.”


	“Do they know about the lights?”


	“That one I can answer: Yeah, they know about the lights.”


	Some guy named William somethin’ from this company called Blagden and Sons come around in a canoe a few weeks ago askin’ if anyone’d been seein’ funny lights about this time of the year. The clan folk he talked to sent him to Semelee since she was sorta the leader round here. Not that she’d ever looked to be the leader, but it seemed whenever somethin’ needed decidin’, she wound up the one who did it.


	Semelee played it cagey with this William fellow until she was pretty sure he wasn’t no tour-guide type or scientist or anything like that, and wouldn’t be bringing boatloads of strangers or teams of pointy heads to peek or poke at the clan and the sinkhole. Nope, all William wanted was to haul off the dirt and sand from around where they’d seen the lights.


	When Semelee had told him they’d been comin’ up through this sinkhole that used to be underwater but was now gettin’ dry, he got all excited and wanted to know where it was. Semelee pretended she wasn’t gonna tell him, and held off even when he offered money. So he offered more money and more money until Semelee had to say yes. Maybe she could’ve held out for even more, but there weren’t no sense in gettin’ all greedy about it.


	When she’d took him to the sinkhole she thought he was gonna pee his pants. He danced around it, callin’ it a senn-oaty or somethin’ like that. When she asked him what he was talkin’ about he spelled it for her: C-E-N-O-T-E. Told her it was a Mex word and you said it like coyote. Semelee liked sinkhole better.


	The dredgin’ was all hush-hush, of course. The clan wasn’t upposed to be livin’ here on the lagoon, this bein’ a National Park and all, and Blagden and Sons wasn’t upposed to be takin’ the sand.


	“Matter off act,” she told Luke, “I’m pretty sure they want the sand because of the lights.”


	“That’s kinda scary, dontcha think? Them lights ain’t natural. They changed us and everythin’ around them. Probably even changed the sand in that hole.”


	“Probably did.”


	Luke looked uneasy. “What on earth could they want it for? I mean, what’re they gonna do with it?”


	“Can’t rightly say, Luke. And I don’t rightly care. That ain’t our worry. What I do know is that our little sinkhole is gonna be a lot deeper without all that sand. And that just may mean that the lights’ll be brighter than ever. When the time comes maybe someone can even look down into that hole and see where they’re comin’ from.”


	“Who’s gonna do that?” Luke said.


	Semelee kept her eyes on the rim of the deepening hole. “Me.”


	Luke grabbed her arm. “Uh-uh! You ain’t! That’s crazy! I won’t let you!”


	She let Luke have sex with her once in a while when she felt the need, and that probably was a mistake. She’d told him flat out from the git-go that it didn’t mean nothin’, that they was just now-and-again fuck buddies and that was all there was to it, but she’d probably made a mistake lettin’ it get started. Still, every so often she needed to get laid and Luke was the least ugly of anyone else in the clan. Trouble was, it let him feel like he owed her, like he had to protect her or somethin’.


	If anyone needed protectin’, it wasn’t her.


	“You got nothin’ to say about it, Luke,” Semelee told him as she wrenched her arm free of his grasp. “Now lemme be. I gotta get to town.”


	“What for?”


	She flashed him a sly smile. “I’m joinin’ the nursin’ profession.”


	He shook his head. “What? Why?”


	Semelee felt the smile melt away in a blaze of anger. “To finish your half-assed job from the other night!”


				*
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	As Jack stepped out of the elevator on the hospital’s third floor, he spied Dr. Huerta waiting to get in.


	“Any change in my father?”


	She shook her head. “Stable, but still level seven.”


	“How long can this go on?” he said. “I mean, before we start thinking about feeding tubes and all that?”


	She stepped into the elevator. “That’s a bit premature. I know it must seem like a long time to you, but it’s been less than seventy-two hours. The IVs are perfectly adequate for now.”


	“But—”


	The elevator doors slid shut.


	Jack walked down the hall to his father’s room, wondering if Anya would be there. He’d stopped by her place before leaving this morning, threading his way through the gizmos crowding her lawn, to offer her a ride to the hospital if she needed it. But she hadn’t answered his knocks.


	Normally that wouldn’t have bothered him, but with old folks…well, you never knew. She could have had a stroke or something. Jack had peered through the front door glass but hadn’t seen anyone on the floor or slumped in a chair. Then he’d remembered Oyv. The little dog would have been barking up a storm by then if he’d been around.


	But Anya wasn’t in his father’s room either—he checked the corners and behind the curtains, just to be sure. Empty except for the patient.


	He stepped to the side of the bed and gripped the limp right hand. “I’m back, Dad. Are you in there? Can you hear me? Give a squeeze, just a little one, if you can. Or move just one finger so I know.”


	Nothing. Just like yesterday.


	Jack pulled up a chair and sat at the bedside, talking to his father as if the old guy could hear him. He kept his voice low—pausing when the nurses buzzed in and out—and discussed what he’d learned about the accident and the conflicting information, dwelling on the time discrepancies between the report and his father’s watch. He’d hoped talking it out would clarify the incident for him, but he was as confused afterward as before.


	“If only you could tell me what you were doing out there at that hour, it would clear up a whole lot of questions.”


	Once off the subject of the accident, he thought he’d run out of things to say. Then he remembered the pictures in his father’s room and decided to use them as launch pads.


	“Remember the family camping trip? How it never stopped raining…?”


				*
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	After an hour or so of talking, Jack’s mouth was dry and his vocal cords felt on fire. He stepped into the bathroom to get a drink of water. As he was finishing his second cupful his peripheral vision caught a flash of white. He turned to see a nurse approaching his dad’s bed. She hadn’t been around before; he was sure he would have noticed her if she had. She was pretty in an odd way. Very slim, almost to the point of boyishness, and with her dark skin—made all the darker by the contrast of her white uniform—prominent nose, and glossy black hair trailing most of the way down her back in a single braid, Jack thought she might be part Indian—not the Bombay kind, the American kind.


	She had her hand in the pocket of her uniform—little more than a white shift, really—and seemed to be gripping something.


	Jack was about to step out of the bathroom and say hello when he noticed something strange about her. Her movements were odd, jerky. She’d slowed her progress toward the bed and seemed to be straining to move forward, as if the air was holding her back. He saw sweat break out on her forehead, watched her face flush and then go pale as she forced herself forward another step. He watched her throat working, as if she was trying to keep from vomiting.


	Jack stepped out and approached her.


	“Miss, are you all—?”


	She jumped, twisted toward him, staring with wide, confused, onyx eyes. Her hand darted from her pocket to a thong tied around her neck, and Jack thought he saw something move in the pocket.


	She shook her head, pulling on the slim leather thong around her neck. It snapped but she barely seemed to notice. She was drenched in sweat.


	“Who—?”


	Before Jack could reply she turned and staggered out of the room. He started to go after her but heard a groan from the bed.


	“Dad?” He rushed over to the bed and grabbed his father’s hand again. “Dad, was that you?”


	He squeezed the fingers—gently at first, then harder. His father winced, but Dr. Huerta had said he was responsive to pain. After shaking his father’s shoulder and calling to him, all with no response, he backed off. Nothing happening here.


	He went out to check on that nurse. Something wrong about her…besides looking sick.


	At the nursing station he found a big, brawny, gray-haired nurse who seemed to be in charge. Her photo ID badge read R SCHOCH, RN.


	“Excuse me,” he said. “A nurse just came into my father’s room, then turned and ran out. She looked kind of sick and I was wondering if she was okay.”


	Nurse Schoch frowned—or rather, her frown deepened. It seemed to be her only expression. “Sick? No one said anything.” She looked around at the assignment board. “Three-seventy-five, right? What was her name?”


	“I didn’t get a look at her badge. Come to think of it, I don’t think she was wearing one.”


	“Oh, she had to be. What did she look like?”


	“Slim, dark, maybe five-three or so.”


	Schoch shook her head. “No one like that here. Not on my shift, anyway. You sure she was a nurse?”


	“I’m not sure of a lot of things,” Jack muttered, “and that’s just been added to my list.”


	“She could have been from housecleaning, but then she would have been in gray instead of white—and she’d still have to have a badge.” She picked up a phone. “I’ll call security.”


	Jack wished she wouldn’t—he didn’t want rent-a-cops messing into this—but couldn’t think of a reason he could tell Schoch.


	“Yeah, okay. I’ll be back in my father’s room.”


	He’d been keeping an eye on the door, making sure no one else went in there. When he returned, he checked his father to see if he’d moved—he hadn’t—then went to the window and looked out at the parking lot. He saw a slim woman in white walking away through the lot. Heat from the late-morning sun made her shimmer like a mirage.


	It was her. Couldn’t mistake that long braid. And now she was climbing into the passenger side of a battered old red pickup.


	Jack dashed into the hall in time to see the elevator doors closing. Too slow anyway. He found the stairs and raced down to the first floor. By the time he hit the parking lot, the pickup was gone. But he kept moving, running to his Buick and gunning out to the street. He flipped a mental coin and turned right, telling himself he’d give this ten minutes and then call it quits.


	He’d traveled about half a mile when he spotted the truck, stopped at a red light two blocks ahead.


	“Gotcha,” he said.


	When the light changed he followed the truck out of town and into the swamps. Somewhere along the way the pavement ended, replaced by a couple of sandy ruts flanked by tall, waving reeds. He lost sight of the truck for a while but wasn’t going to worry about that unless he came to a fork. Better to stay out of sight. Luckily there were no forks, and before too long he was pulling into a clearing at the edge of a small, slow-moving stream.


	The red pickup sat there, idling, while the woman in white rode downstream in a small, flat-bottomed motor boat piloted by a hulking man in a red, long-sleeved shirt. Jack jumped out of his car and ran to the bank, waving his arms, calling after them.


	“Hey! Come back! I want to ask you something!”


	The woman and the man turned and stared at him, surprise evident on their faces. The woman said something to the man, who nodded, then they both turned away and kept moving. He saw the name on the stern: Chicken-ship.


	“Hey!” Jack shouted.


	“Whatchoo wanner for?” said a voice from behind.


	Jack turned and saw a man with a misshapen head leaning out the driver window of the pickup. With his bulbous forehead, off-center eyes, and almost non-existent nose he reminded Jack of Leo G. Carroll from the opening scenes of Tarantula. This guy made Rondo Hatton look handsome.


	“I want to talk to her, ask her a few questions.”


	“Looks to me like she don’t wanna talk to you.” His voice was high and nasal.


	“Where does she live?”


	“In the Glades.”


	“How do I find her?”


	“You don’t. Whatever it is, mister, leave it be.”


	Suddenly another guy, thinner and only marginally better looking, jumped into the pickup’s passenger seat.


	Where’d he come from?


	The new guy slapped the driver on the shoulder and nodded. Neither looked too bright. If someone suggested playing Russian roulette with a semiautomatic, they’d probably say, “Cool!”


	The driver gave Jack a little two-finger salute. “Welp, nice talkin’ to ya. Gotta go now.”


	Before Jack could say anything the guy threw the truck into gear and roared off. Jack raced back to his car. If he couldn’t follow the girl, then he’d tail these two. Sooner or later they had to—


	He skidded to a halt when he saw the Buick’s flat front tire, and the gash in its side wall.


	“Swell,” he muttered. “Just swell.”


				*
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	“I don’t get it,” Luke said as he piloted the Chicken-ship deeper into the swamp. “Who was that guy?”


	Semelee pulled off the black wig and shook out her silver white hair. She didn’t feel like talkin’. Her stomach still wasn’t right.


	“He saw me in the room. I think he might be the old guy’s kin.”


	“That why he was trailin’ you?”


	“Maybe. I don’t know. All I know is I felt so strange in that room. It started as soon as I stepped through the door and got worse and worse the closer I got to the old man’s bed. I started feeling sick and weak, and the air got so thick I could barely breathe. I tell you, Luke, all I wanted to do was get out of there and get far, far away as fast I could.”


	“Think it was the guy?”


	“Could’ve been, but I don’t think so.”


	This man wasn’t just a guy, wasn’t just one of the old man’s kin. This man was the one she’d sensed coming for the past two days, and he was special. She sensed something about him…a destiny, maybe. She didn’t know exactly what, she just knew he was special.


	So am I, she thought. But in a different way.


	Maybe she and this new man was destined to be together. That would be wonderful. She liked the way he looked, liked his hair, his build—not too beefy, not too slight—liked his brown eyes and hair. She especially liked his face, his regular, normal face. Hangin’ round the clan like she did, she didn’t see too many of those.


	Maybe he’d been sent to her. Maybe he was here for her. Maybe they was meant to share their destinies. She sure hoped so. She needed someone.


	“Well, if you don’t think it’s him made you sick,” Luke said, “what was it?”


	Semelee pulled the white dress off over her head, leaving her wearing nothin’ but a pair of white panties. She looked down at her small, dark-nippled breasts. Losers in the size sweepstakes, maybe, but at least they didn’t sag. One of the guys she’d screwed in high school had called them “perky.” They were that, she guessed.


	Keepin’ her back to Luke—she didn’t want him gettin’ all hot and bothered out here on the water—she slipped into her cutoffs and a green T-shirt.


	“I don’t know. It was like…” She shuddered as she remembered that awful sick feelin’ runnin’ through her body, like she was being turned inside out…“like nothin’ I ever felt before. And I hope I don’t never feel it again.”


	She turned and whacked Luke on the leg as hard as she could.


	He jumped. “Hey, what—?”


	“And I wouldna had to feel it in the first place if you and Corley had done the job you was upposed to!”


	“Hey, we did just what we was upposed to. You was there.”


	“I wasn’t there.”


	“Well, you was watchin’. You saw what happened. The sacrifice was goin’ exactly accordin’ to plan when that cop showed up outta nowhere. I said all along we shoulda just flattened the old guy inside his car and have done with it.”


	She hit him again. “Don’t you never learn? The old man had to be done in by somethin’ from the swamp or else it ain’t a sacrifice, it’s just a killin’. And we ain’t about just killin’. We got a purpose to what we’re doin’, a duty. You know that.”


	“Awright, awright. I know that. But I still can’t figure why that cop had to come along just then. We never seen him out there before.”


	“Maybe he was sent,” Semelee said as the thought struck her.


	“Whatchoo mean?”


	“I mean maybe whoever was protectin’ the old man today was protectin’ him the other night as well.”


	“How can that be? We was the only ones who knew we’d be out there.”


	“I don’t know how and I don’t know why, but someone’s protectin’ that old man.”


	“You mean like with magic?”


	“Maybe.”


	Lotsa people’d see what Semelee could do as magic, so why couldn’t there be someone else out there who could do somethin’ different but just as magical? Might be all sorts of magical people out there no one ever dreamed of.


	“I ain’t got no idea who right now, but I’m gonna find out. And when I do…”


	She reached down and removed a palm-sized toad from the pocket of the discarded white dress. She held it up and stroked its back. This little feller was a relative to the big African marine toads some fool had brought into Florida sometime in the last century. It had only three legs—its left arm was nothing but a nubbin—but it had these swollen glands startin’ behind each eye and runnin’ down its back in a pair of lines. Those glands was full of poison. Every so often a dog would lick or bite one of its bigger cousins and die. This little guy came from the clan’s lagoon where his family had bathed in the glow of the lights for generations, and he was even more poisonous. Just a little drop on a tongue was enough to stop a grown man’s heart.


	That had been Semelee’s plan: sneak into the room, press the toad’s back against the old man’s lips, then get out. A minute or so later he’d be on his way to his maker and the job would be done.


	She’d have to think of another plan now.


	After she set the toad on the front seat of the boat, where it squatted and watched her with its big black eyes, her hand instinctively went to her breastbone to touch—


	She stiffened. What? Where is it?


	Then she remembered—the thong had broken in the hospital room. As she’d fled the terrible feelin’, she recalled stuffin’ it into a pocket.


	She rummaged in the uniform’s other pocket and heaved a sigh of relief when she felt the slim thong. She pulled it out, expecting to see the pair of black freshwater clam shells she wore around her neck. She gasped when she saw only one.


	“What’s wrong?” Luke said.


	Semelee didn’t answer him. Instead she lifted the uniform and pawed through one pocket then the other.


	“Oh, no! It’s gone!”


	“What’s gone?”


	“One of my eye-shells is missin’!”


	“Check around your feet. Maybe it fell out when you was gettin’ changed.”


	She checked, running her fingers along the slimy bottom through the inch or so of water.


	“It’s gone!” she cried, feeling panic rising like a tide. “Oh, Luke, what am I gonna do? I need them!”


	She’d had the eye-shells ever since she was twelve. She’d never forget that moment. Her mother’d taken her to her daddy’s funeral. That was the first time she’d ever seen him…or at least remembered seein’ him. He’d up and left Momma when Semelee was just a baby, soon after they moved to Tallahassee. He was Miccosukee Indian, banished from the tribe for somethin’ Momma never knew. She’d hooked up with him at the lagoon—lots a people livin’ round the lagoon back then was on the run from somethin’ or other—and the three of them moved outta there along with everyone else shortly after Semelee was born.


	Her daddy—or rather the man who’d knocked up her momma—had been killed in a bar fight. Some of his Miccosukee kin had decided to give him a proper Indian send-off and his wife and child was invited.


	She’d been scared of the whole idea of lookin’ at a dead man, so she’d hung back, as far away from the body as she could. Just getting her first period the day before and feelin’ sick and tired didn’t help none. That was when she spotted the old Indian woman in a beaded one-piece dress starin’ at her from across the room. She had eyes black as a bird’s and hair like Semelee’s, but also the wrinkles to go with it. She remembered how the old lady’d come close and sniffed her. Semelee’d shrunk back, scared, embarrassed. Did her period smell?


	The old woman’d nodded and showed her gums in a toothless smile. “You wait right here, child,” she’d whispered. “I’ve got something for you.”


	And then she’d gone away. Semelee’d hoped she wouldn’t come back but she did. And when she did she came carryin’ two black freshwater clam shells. They’d been drilled through near their hinges and was strung on a leather thong.


	She took Semelee’s hand, pried open her tight-clenched fingers, and pressed the shells into her palms. “You got the sight, child. But it’s no good without these. You take them and keep them close. Always keep them close. You’ll need them when you’re ready, and you’ll be ready soon.”


	Then she’d walked away.


	Semelee’s first thought had been to throw them away, but she changed her mind. Nobody hardly ever gave her anything, so she kept them. She didn’t know what the old lady had been talkin’ about—“You got the sight,” and all that—but it made her feel special. Till that time in her life she’d never run into nothin’ that had made her feel special. As for “the sight”…maybe someday she’d find out what that meant.


	And one day she did find out. And it had changed her life.


	“Now just relax, Semelee,” Luke was sayin’. “It’s got to be somewheres. Probably fell out while you was sittin’ in the truck. We’ll find it.”


	“We got to!”


	She needed those eye-shells to do her magic. She’d kept them slung around her neck so’s they’d never be away from her. But now…


	Those eye-shells’d saved her life…or rather, stopped her from killing herself.


	It had been a day, a Tuesday in May in her sixteenth year, when everything that could go wrong did. She’d tried new hair dye the night before. Every other one she’d ever tried in the past—and she’d tried them all—didn’t take. The dye just ran off her hair like water off wax. This one was touted as different, and promised to turn her hair a luxurious chestnut brown. And it looked like it might work. It didn’t run off like the others.


	But when Semelee looked in the bathroom mirror that morning she saw that instead of chestnut brown her hair had turned fire-engine red. Worse, it wouldn’t wash out.


	Maybe the color woulda been okay for the dopers and weirdoes who just wanted attention or wanted to show how they were rejecting their parents or society or whatever, but it was awful for Semelee. She’d spent her whole life bein’ rejected. She wanted to belong.


	After crying for a few minutes—she would have liked to scream but Momma and her new boyfriend Freddy were in the bedroom down the other end of the trailer—she tried to figure what to do. She would’ve liked to call out sick and spend the day washin’ her hair, but that would leave her alone with Freddy, and the way she kept catchin’ him lookin’ at her gave her the creeps. Not that she was a virgin or nothin’—she was havin’ plenty of sex—but Freddy…yuck.


	So she dried her bright red hair, jammed a cap over it, and headed for school. Not a good start to the day but it got worse as soon as Suzie Lefferts spotted her. She’d had it in for Semelee since grammar school and never passed up a chance to torment her. She yanked off Semelee’s cap just for sport, but when she saw the color of her hair she raised a holler and called all the other girls over, sayin’ look who’s here: Lucy Ricardo!


	Their laughter and cries of “Luuuuceeeeee!” chased her down the hall, right into the arms of Jesse Buckler. She was Jesse’s latest squeeze—or rather, he was hers. Depended on how you looked at it. Semelee had discovered that the way to a boy’s heart was through his fly. Dates for her had been as few as turtle teeth until she turned fifteen and started puttin’ out. After that it was a different story. She knew she had a rep but so what? She liked screwin’, and durin’ sex was the only time she was sure she had a boy’s undivided attention.


	Jesse pulled her into the boy’s room and for a minute she thought they was gonna have sex there—screw in school, how cool. But when she saw Joey Santos and Lee Rivers standin’ there with their flies open and their peckers at attention, she got scared. She tried to run but Lee grabbed her and said Jesse told them how she gave the best blow job in school and they wanted a sample. She said no and how she’d report them and they laughed and said who’d believe the school slut? They called her “Granny” and Jesse said how he got off doin’ it to an old lady.


	The words shocked Semelee. She’d thought of herself as somethin’ of a goodtime gal, of easy virtue maybe, but not the school slut. And it wasn’t like Semelee loved Jesse or nothin’, or ever even entertained the idea that he loved her, but…he’d been talkin’ about her like she was a pull of chewin’ tobacco that he was gonna pass around between his friends.


	With some kickin’ and clawin’ she broke free and ran out—not just out of the boys room, but out of the school as well. She could’ve gone to the principal, but it would be the word of three of the football stars against the school slut, and besides, nothin’ had happened.


	So she’d run home. And there was Freddy. Alone. Drinkin a beer. And horny. He offered her a brew, then started touchin’ her. Semelee just snapped. She started screamin’ and throwin’ things and the next thing she knew Freddy was out the door and headin’ for his car.


	He must’a called Momma because half an hour later she came stormin’ in, started slappin’ at Semelee, callin’ her a little whore for playin’ hooky so she could come on to Freddy. Now look what she’d done! Freddy was gone, sayin’ he wasn’t stayin’ in no house with a freaky piece of jailbait tryin’ to get him in trouble.


	Momma wouldn’t listen to her, and Semelee’d been hurt that her own momma was takin’ Freddy’s side over hers. But then Momma crushed her, sayin’ she wished Semelee’d never been born, wished she’d died like all the other girls been born to the lagoon folk round that time, that she’d been a weight around her neck ever since, draggin’ her down, her white hair scarin’ off the men interested in Momma.


	That did it. Semelee busted out through the door with no direction in mind and kept goin’. She wound up on the beach where she collapsed on the sand. Her momma, who she’d thought of as her best friend, her only true friend, hated her, had always hated her. She wanted to die.


	She thought about drowning herself but didn’t have the energy to jump in the water. The tide was out so she decided to just lie here on the sand and let the water come to her, wash her out to sea, and that would be the end of it. No more hassles, no more names like “Granny,” no more heartbreak, no nothin’.


	She lay there on her back in the sand with her eyes closed. The sun was so bright it blazed through her lids, botherin’ her. She didn’t have her sunglasses on her but she did have those two shells around her neck. They was just the right size to go over her eyes. It’d be like layin’ in a tannin’ booth.


	As she sat up to untie the thong, she saw the gulls glidin’ overhead and wished she had wings like them so she could fly away.


	She lay back on the sand and fitted a shell over each eye—


	What?


	She snatched the shells away from her eyes and levered back up to sittin’.


	What just happened?


	She’d put the shells over her eyes expectin’ to see black. But she’d seen white instead…white sand…and she’d been above it, lookin’ down on a girl lyin’ in the sand…a girl with shells over her eyes.


	Semelee put those shells over her eyes again and suddenly she was lookin’ down on a girl sitting in the stand—a girl with fire-engine hair.


	That’s me!


	She pulled off the shells again and looked up. A seagull hovered above, looking down at her, probably wondering if she had a sandwich and might throw it a crust or two.


	She started experimentin’ and found she could look through the eyes of any bird on the beach. She could soar, she could hover, she could spot a fish near the surface of the water and dive for it. Then she discovered she could see through fishes’ eyes, swim around the rocks and coral and stay underwater as long as she pleased without comin’ up for air.


	It was wonderful. She spent the rest of the day testin’ her powers. Finally, after the sun had set, she headed home. She didn’t want to go there, didn’t want to see her momma’s face, but she had no place else to go.


	When Semelee opened the door to the trailer Momma was all tears and apologies, sayin’ she hadn’t really meant what she’d said, that she was just upset and talkin’ crazy. But Semelee knew the truth when she heard it. Momma had said what was deep in her heart and meant every word of it.


	But Semelee didn’t care now. She’d thought her world had ended but now she knew it was just beginnin’. She knew she was special. She could do somethin’ no one else could do. They could make fun of her, call her names, but no one could hurt her now.


	She was special.


	But now she’d lost one of her shells. She’d lose all her specialness without them. She’d be a nobody again.


	Semelee gripped the edges of the canoe in white-knuckled panic. “I just had a terrible thought, Luke. What if I dropped it back in that hospital room?”


				*
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	When Jack returned to his father’s room, almost an hour after he’d left, he was in a foul mood. He could have called the rental agency to come and change the tire, but had canned that course of action. He’d had no idea where he was, so how could he tell them where to find him?


	So he’d changed the tire himself. No biggee. He’d changed a lot of tires in his day, but usually on pavement. Today the jack had kept slipping in the sand, fraying his patience. Then the clouds wandered off to let the sun out so it could cook him. But all that wouldn’t have been so bad if the mosquitoes hadn’t declared his skin a picnic ground. Never in all his life had he seen so many mosquitoes. Now his forearms looked like pink bubble wrap and the itching was driving him nuts.


	Felt like a jerk for letting those yokels sandbag him like that.


	The TV was on and some news head was talking about Tropical Storm Elvis. It had lost a lot of steam crossing northern Florida but was now in the Gulf where it was gaining strength again, stoking itself over the warm waters. Elvis had not entirely left the building.


	He went to the bed and checked his father. No change that he could see. He stepped to the window and looked out again at the parking lot. Who were they, the girl and those odd-looking people? From the way the girl had approached the bed—or at least started to—she’d come here with a purpose. But what?


	As he turned back to the bed he spotted something on the floor, something glossy black and oblong. He squatted beside it, wondering if it was some sort of Florida bug, a roach maybe. But no, it looked like a shell. He bent closer. It was curved like a mussel but flatter. Some kind of clam, maybe.


	As he reached to pick it up, something under the bed caught his eye. Not under the bed exactly—more like behind the headboard. Looked like a slim tree branch standing on its end.


	Jack picked up the shell and stepped to the head of the bed. He peeked behind the headboard and found a tin can painted with odd little squiggles sitting atop the branch. He’d seen something like this before, then remembered Anya’s yard—it was full of them.


	He smiled. The old lady must think they’re good luck or something. Probably put it here for him when she visited the other day. Might as well leave it. Sure as hell wasn’t doing Dad any harm. And who knew? Maybe it would help him. Jack had seen a lot stranger things these past few months.


	As he straightened he noticed a glistening design on the back of the headboard. He slid the bed a few inches away from the wall for a better look. Someone had painted a pattern of black squiggles and circles there. No question as to who, because they were very similar to the squiggles on the can. But how had that skinny old lady moved the bed? It was damn heavy.


	Jack decided to ask her later. He pushed the bed back, then placed the shell on the nightstand. Maybe one of the staff had dropped it. If so, they could reclaim it here. At least this way no one would step on it.


	Scratching his arms, Jack said goodbye to his father and headed back to the car. He hoped his father had some calamine lotion at home.


				*
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	Back at Gateways Jack found another car parked in the cul-de-sac. Maybe Anya had company. But when he went around to the front of his father’s place he found the front door open and heard voices inside.


	He stepped into the front room and found a young woman in a jacket and skirt showing an elderly couple through the house.


	“Who the hell are you?” Jack said.


	The old folks jumped and the young woman clutched her looseleaf notebook defensively against her chest. Jack figured he might have had a little too much edge on his voice, but that was the kind of mood he was in.


	“I-I’m with Gateways,” the woman said. “I’m showing this couple the house.” She squared her shoulders defiantly. “And just who are you?”


	“The owner’s son. What are you doing here?”


	The woman blinked. “Oh. I’m so sorry for your loss, but—”


	“Loss? What loss? You talk as if my father’s dead.”


	Another blink—a double this time. “You mean he’s not?”


	“Damn right, he’s not. I just came from the hospital. He’s not too healthy at the moment, but he’s not dead.”


	The old couple were looking uncomfortable now. They stared at the ceiling, at the rug, anywhere but at Jack.


	“Oh, dear,” the younger woman said. “I was told he was.”


	“Even if he was, so what? What are you doing here?”


	“I was showing it to these—”


	Fury hit him like a kick in the gut. Vultures!


	“Showing it? Where do you get off showing this place to anyone? It’s his until he sells it.”


	Another squaring of the shoulders, this time with a defiant lift of the chin. “Apparently you don’t know the arrangement in Gateway communities.”


	“Apparently I don’t. But I’m going to find out. As for now”—he jerked a thumb over his shoulder—“out.”


	“But—”


	“Out!”


	She strode out the door with her head high. The old couple shuffled out behind her.


	“I’m sorry,” the old woman said, pausing as she passed.


	“Not your fault,” Jack told her.


	She put a wrinkled hand on his arm. “I hope your father gets well soon.”


	“Thank you,” he said, feeling suddenly deflated.


	He closed the door after them and leaned against it. He’d overreacted. He told himself it was the frustration of all these questions with no answers. Not one goddamn answer.


	Bad day. And it was only noon.


	He was just turning away from the door when he heard a knock. He counted to three, promised he’d be more genteel this time about telling the sales lady where she could stick her commission, and pulled open the door.


	But Anya stood there instead. She held out a familiar taped-over FedEx box.


	“This came while you were out,” she said. “I signed for it.”


	Ah. His Glock and his backup. Now he could feel whole again.


	“Thanks.”


	“Heavy,” she said. “What’ve you got in there? Lead?”


	“You might say. Come on in where it’s cool.”


	“I can’t stay. You were by the hospital already?”


	Jack nodded. “No change.” He debated whether or not to ask her about the can on the stick behind his father’s headboard but decided to save it for later. “Are you going over?”


	She nodded. “I thought I’d sit with him for a while.”


	What a grand old lady. “I’ll give you a lift.”


	She waved him off. “I’ve already called a cab.” She turned to go. “I’ll be back later. Cocktails at five, if you’re available.”


	He couldn’t turn her down twice. “It’s a date.” Jack thought of something. “By the way, who’s the head honcho around here?”


	“You mean Gateways?”


	“Yeah. The general manager or acting director or chairman of the board of whatever you call him. Who runs the show?”


	“That would be Ramsey Weldon. You can find him at the administration building. You can’t miss it. It’s mostly glass and right on the golf course. Why?”


	“We need to have a little tête-à-tête,” Jack said.


				*
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	The administration building was pretty much as Anya had described it: a small, cubical structure sheathed in mirrored glass. As Jack got out of his car he saw a tall, distinguished-looking man unlocking the door to a classic-looking four-door sedan. He looked fiftyish, had longish black hair, graying at the temples, and wore a milk-chocolate brown lightweight silk suit that perfectly matched the color of his beautifully restored car: two-tone—white over brown—with wide whitewall tires.


	“Am I dreaming,” Jack said, “or is that a 1956 Chrysler Crown Imperial?”


	The man’s smile was tolerant, and his tone carried a hint of impatience.


	“It’s a Crown Imperial, all right, but not a Chrysler. Everyone makes that mistake. Chrysler spun off the Imperial into its own division in 1954. This baby came out two years later.”


	“It’s beautiful,” Jack said, meaning it.


	He ran a hand along the crest of the rear fender to one of the stand-alone taillights, sticking up like a miniature red searchlight. The chrome of the split grille gleamed like a gap-toothed grin; the flawless finish threw back his reflection.


	God, he wished he could use something like this for his wheels. But it was too conspicuous. The last thing he wanted was people to notice him as he drove around. That was why he’d finally given up Ralph, his old ’63 Corvair convertible. People kept stopping him and asking about it.


	“You restore this yourself?”


	“Yes, it’s a hobby of mine. Took me two years. Fewer than eleven thousand Imperials were made in ’56 and only a hundred and seventy were Crowns. This one has the original engine, by the way—a 354-cubic-inch Hemi V-8.”


	“So it cranks.”


	“Yes, indeed. It cranks.” He looked at Jack. “Visiting, I assume?”


	“Yeah, in a way. My father’s in the hospital in a coma and—”


	“You’re Tom’s son? Poor man. How is he?”


	Jack was surprised at the instant recognition. “Not great. You know him?”


	He stuck out his hand. “Ramsey Weldon. I’m director of Gateways South.”


	“Isn’t that something,” Jack said, shaking his hand. “I came here looking for you.”


	“I bet I know why, too. I got a call from one of our sales team. It seems she was given false information about your father. The initial word from the hospital was that he was DOA. I’m terribly sorry about the misunderstanding.”


	“Okay,” Jack said. “I can see somebody getting the wrong information, but where did she get off showing the place to prospective buyers?”


	“Because she thought—erroneously—that the place belonged to Gateways.”


	“Where would she get an idea like that?”


	Weldon’s eyebrows rose. “Upon the death of the owner—or owners—the house reverts to Gateways.”


	“You’re kidding.”


	He shook his head. “That’s the arrangement. It’s not unique. Plenty of graduated-care senior communities have similar arrangements.”


	“I can’t believe my father signed on for that.”


	“Why not? His purchase of the home and the bond guarantees him not only a place to live, but quality care from the moment he signs to the moment he goes to meet his maker, no matter how long it takes. Members of a Gateways community will never be a burden on their families. ‘What do we do with Papa?’ or ‘Who’s going to take care of Mom?’ are questions that will never arise in their families.”


	A smooth pitch, delivered with the timing and conviction of a lifelong salesman. Jack could see how powerful that pitch could be to someone like his father who had a lot of pride and had always been an independent sort.


	“At no point,” Weldon went on, “will your father be a burden on his children. And at no point will you have to feel guilty about him, because you can rest assured that he’s being well cared for.”


	“Maybe it’s not so much guilt I’m feeling as—pardon me if I sound paranoid, but it seems to be to your advantage to have a quick turnover in housing.”


	Weldon laughed. “Please, please, we’re asked that all the time. But you have to remember, this isn’t a Robin Cook novel. This is real life. Trust me, it’s all been amortized and insured and reinsured. You can check our financials. Gateways is a public company that posts an excellent bottom line every year.”


	He noticed that Weldon was starting to sweat. But then, so was Jack. It was like a steam bath out here on the macadam.


	“Then I’m not the first to raise the question.”


	“Of course not. Our society is conspiracy crazy, seeing dark plots wherever it looks. I assure you, Gateways takes excellent care of its citizens. We do care. And our caring is what makes our citizens recommend Gateways to their friends and relatives. That’s why we have waiting lists all over the country and can’t build these communities fast enough. Just one example is the availability of free annual exams I instituted last year to catch medical problems early when they’re most treatable.”


	“Really? Where are they done?”


	“Right there in the clinic.” He pointed to a one-story structure a hundred yards away across a dead lawn. “It’s attached to the skilled nursing facility.”


	Jack guessed that was Gateways-speak for nursing home.


	“Do you think I could speak to the doctor about my father?”


	“Please. Go right ahead.” He glanced at his watch. “Oops. Going to be late for my meeting.” He thrust out his hand again. “Nice meeting you, and good luck to your father. We’re all pulling for him.”


	He slipped into his car and started it up. Jack listened to the throaty roar of its V-8 and, again, wanted one.


	He watched him drive away. During all that talk he’d tried to get a bead on Ramsey Weldon but couldn’t get past the smooth all-business, all-for-the-company exterior. If his father’s accident hadn’t been hit and run, he wouldn’t have bothered. But since it was…


	He shook his head. Maybe he was just looking for something that wasn’t there. He knew there was plenty going on out there where no one could see. He didn’t need to be inventing a conspiracy around here.


				*
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	The doctor working the clinic today was named Charles Harris. He wasn’t too busy at the moment so Jack got to see him after only a short wait.


	A nurse led him into a walnut-paneled consultation room with a cherry wood desk and lots of framed diplomas on the walls. Harris wasn’t the only name Jack saw, so he assumed other doctors rotated through the clinic. Dr. Harris turned out to be a young, dark, curly-haired fellow with bright blue eyes. Jack introduced himself by his real surname—a name he hadn’t used in so long it tasted foreign on his lips—and then added: “Tom’s son.”


	Dr. Harris hadn’t heard about the accident but offered his wishes for a speedy recovery. Then he wanted to know what he could do for Jack.


	“First off I’d like to know if my father had a physical here recently.”


	Dr. Harris nodded. “Yes, just a couple of months ago.”


	“Great. Dr. Huerta is his neurologist at the hospital—”


	“I know Inez. Your father’s in good hands.”


	“That’s comforting. But I’m wondering about his medical condition before the accident.”


	Jack thought he sensed Dr. Harris recede about half a dozen feet. “Such as?”


	“Well, anything that might have contributed to the accident, or might explain what he was doing driving around at that hour.”


	Dr. Harris leaned forward and thrust his hand across the desk, palm up.


	“Could I see some ID?”


	“What?” Jack hadn’t seen this coming. “What for?”


	“To prove you’re who you say you are.”


	Jack knew he couldn’t. All his ID was in the name of John Tyleski. He owned nothing with his own surname.


	“I’ve got to prove I’m my father’s son? Why on earth—?”


	“Patient privilege. Normally I wouldn’t under any circumstances discuss a medical file without the patient’s permission, even with a spouse. But since this particular patient is incapable of giving permission, I’m willing to make an exception for a close relative—if that’s what you are.”


	Since Jack couldn’t show ID, maybe he could talk his way around this.


	“If I wasn’t his son, why would I care?”


	“You could be a lawyer or someone hired by a lawyer looking for an angle to sue.”


	“Sue? What the hell for?”


	“On behalf of someone injured in the accident.”


	“But my father was the only one injured.”


	Dr. Harris shrugged. “I don’t know that. I know nothing about the accident. I do know that people in these parts sue at the drop of a hat. They’re caught up in some sort of lottery mentality. Malpractice insurance is through the roof. People may not be able to figure out a presidential ballot but they damn sure know what lawyer to call if they stub a toe.”


	He could see Dr. Harris was getting steamed just talking about it.


	“Look, I assure you I’m not a lawyer. I can’t even remember the last time I spoke to one—that is, if you don’t count my brother who’s a judge in Philadelphia.”


	Maybe that’ll mollify him, Jack thought.


	It didn’t.


	“On the other hand,” Dr. Harris said, “you could be a con man looking to pull some kind of slimy scam.”


	“Like what?” Jack was interested in hearing this.


	He shrugged. “I don’t know, but Florida’s got more con men per square mile than any other state in the union.”


	“I’m not a con man”—at least not today—“and I’m concerned about my father. In fact, you’ve got me worried now. What’s wrong with him that you won’t tell me? What are you hiding?”


	“Not a thing.” Dr. Harris wiggled the fingers on his still outstretched hand. “We’re wasting time. Just show me some ID and I’ll tell you what I know.”


	Shit.


	“I don’t have it with me. I left it at my father’s place.”


	Dr. Harris’s features hardened. He shook his head and stood up. “Then I’m afraid I can’t do anything for you.” He hit a buzzer. “I’ll have the nurse show you out.” “All right,” Jack said, rising. “But will you at least call Dr. Huerta and tell her what you know?”


	Dr. Harris obviously hadn’t expected that one.


	“I…well, of course. I can do that. I’ll call her this afternoon.”


	As frustrated and worried as he was, Jack had to respect this guy’s ethics. He forced a smile and thrust out his hand.


	“Thanks. Nice to meet you, doc. You could be classified as a real pain in the ass, but I’m glad my dad has someone like you looking after his privacy. My doc at home is the same way.”


	Of course, Doc Hargus was a different case. His license to practice had been pulled, so no one was supposed to know he even had patients.


	Jack didn’t wait for the nurse. He left the thoroughly befuddled Charles Harris, MD behind and headed for the clinic exit.


	Along the way he paid close attention to the windows and the walls—especially the upper corners near the ceiling—and the door frame as he stepped through it. No alarm contacts or release buttons, no motion detectors.


	Good.


				*
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	“Is it workin’?” Luke said. “Can you see?”


	Semelee sat on a bench in the galley of the Bull-ship. Some of the clan was in town, beggin’, while others was ashore, dozin’ in the shade. She and Luke were the only ones aboard. She wished he’d get away and stop hangin’ over her shoulder and leave her be. But his heart was in the right place and so she bit her lip and kept her voice low.


	“Just give me a minute here, Luke,” she said as she adjusted her one remaining shell over her right eye. “Just give me a little space so’s I can see if I can get this to work.”


	It was so different with only one shell. With two she could focus right in. With one…


	With only one eye-shell she could still get into the heads of higher forms like Dora, but the lower forms…they were hard even with two. They didn’t have much goin’ for them brainwise, and that meant she had to concentrate all the harder. If only she had that other shell.


	“I could take a few of the guys and hop the fence and watch him ourselfs. We—”


	“Just hesh up, will you? I think I’m gettin’ it.”


	“Yeah?”


	She could hear the hope, the excitement in his voice.


	She didn’t see any way she or one of her clansmen could sneak into the hospital to hunt down that other eye-shell, but if she could keep an eye on the old guy’s son, the special one who’d been sent to her, maybe she’d find out if he had it.


	But she had to get control here.


	Control…back in her teens she’d thought her power was limited to only seein’ through a critter’s eyes, but she soon learned that was just part of the story. She found out in her junior year when Suzie Lefferts paid her a visit on the beach.


	Semelee had been comin’ down to the ocean almost every day, except for the rainy ones, to put on her eye-shells and fly, soar, and dive with the flocks, or swim and dart through the depths with the schools. She could even get into a crab and crawl along the sandy bottom. These was the only times she felt truly alive…truly free…like she belonged.


	The sudden sound of a too-familiar voice behind her jarred her back to the beach.


	“So this is where you spend all your time.”


	Suzie must have realized that she was no longer getting to Semelee, that her taunts and tiny tortures weren’t having their usual effect. So she’d followed her to see why.


	“I thought you might’ve had a new boyfriend or something,” Suzie said, “but all you do is sit here with those stupid shells over your eyes. You were always a loser, Semelee, but now you’ve totally lost it.”


	When Semelee didn’t even remove the shells from her eyes or bother to reply, Suzie flew into a rage. She grabbed the shells and put them over her own eyes.


	“What is it with these things anyway?”


	Oh, no! She’d see! She’d know!


	But Suzie mustn’t’ve seen anything. She called them junk and tossed them toward the surf.


	Terrified they might wash out to sea, Semelee screamed and ran down to the tide’s edge. She found what she thought was them—they were freshwater clamshells after all—but wasn’t sure. As Suzie walked up the dune laughing, Semelee wanted to choke her, but she couldn’t go after her, not until she made sure she had the right shells…to see if they still worked…


	They did. She put them on and there she was, glidin’ high over the beach, watching Suzie strutting toward her car. The bitch!


	Suddenly she was divin’ toward Suzie, beak open, screechin’. She plowed into the back of her neck, staggerin’ the bitch. And then she was peckin’ at her head, cuttin’ her scalp and tearin’ out her teased blond hair in chunks.


	Semelee was so surprised she dropped her shells. She watched the squawkin’ gull leave Suzie’s head and flap away while Suzie ran screamin’ for her car. The truth smacked Semelee right between the eyes then: She couldn’t just get inside things and look through their eyes, she could control them, make them do what she wanted.


	This cool feelin’ of power surged through her. She wasn’t just a tiny bit special, she was really special.


	But was she all that special with only one shell?


	She clapped a hand over her left eye and focused all her will, all her concentration through her right. Something was coming into focus. A blade of grass, dry and brown, loomed huge in her vision, like the trunk of a tree.


	“I’m there!” she cried. “I got one. Now I got to get another.”


	And another after that, and another, and another…


	This was going to take time and effort. Lots of effort.


	“I got to spread myself around the old guy’s house and get in if I can.”


	“You really think he has it?”


	“Don’t know. But I’m gonna do my damnedest to find out.”


	“And if he got it, then what?”


	“We ain’t come to that bridge yet, Luke. When we do, we’ll figure somethin’ out.”


	And maybe in the meantime I’ll just test this guy’s inner stuff, she thought. See if he’s worthy of me.


				*
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	Jack’s head was spinning. Not from the wine he’d been drinking but from this damn game he was trying to learn.


	He’d spent the latter part of the afternoon in his father’s hospital room with Anya—and Oyv, of course. No change in Dad’s condition—still the same random, involuntary movements and incomprehensible sounds. He’d been hoping to see Dr. Huerta and find out if Dr. Harris had contacted her. He figured he might be able to get her to tell him what the doc was hiding about his father’s pre-accident condition.


	But she didn’t show, and finally he drove Anya and Oyv back to Gateways. She didn’t let up on his joining her for a drink, so after a shower and a call to Gia to reassure himself that she, Vicky, and the baby were fine, he ambled next door.


	He found Anya outside on her front lawn, cigarette in one hand, wineglass in the other, reclining face up on a chaise lounge next to a big liter-and-a-half bottle of red wine chilling in an ice bucket. She wore huge sunglasses with turquoise frames. Her flat breasts were encased in a pink halter top over skimpy black shorts. She’d coated the exposed areas of her wrinkled, leathery brown skin with some sort of sun-tanning oil and lay marinating in the sun.


	Oyv was curled up next to her. He barked once when Jack stepped across the line of dry brown grass onto Anya’s lush green lawn, then settled down again.


	“I started without you, hon,” she said. “Pull up a chair and pour yourself a glass.”


	“Chilled red wine,” Jack said. “I don’t think I’ve ever had that.”


	“Don’t tell me you’re a wine snob.”


	Jack shook his head. “A bit of a beer snob, maybe, but I wouldn’t know a cabernet from a merlot without the label.”


	“Glad to hear it. You’ve probably had people tell you that the only wine you should drink cold is white or blush or rosé. Trust me, kiddo, they’re talking out their tuchuses. This is a Côtes du Rhone. That’s French, by the way.”


	“Really?”


	“You probably expect an old broad like me to be a whiskey sour or Manhattan drinker, but as far as I’m concerned, on a hot summer day like this, a glass of chilled Côtes du Rhone or Beaujolais hits the spot. Try it and see if you like it. If you don’t, sorry, but that’s what we serve at Casa Mundy. You want beer, you’ll have to bring your own. I’m not into that fizzy hops-and-malt drek.”


	So Jack poured himself a glass and damn if it didn’t, as Anya had said, hit the spot.


	“Not bad.”


	He pulled up a chaise lounge on the other side of the table with the ice bucket.


	“How come you’re the only one visiting my father? Doesn’t he have any other friends?”


	“He has lots. But they probably don’t know. I think I’m the only one who knows, and I don’t talk to many people.”


	“How did you find out?”


	“When I saw his car was missing Tuesday morning, I called the police and asked if there’d been any serious accidents. They sounded pretty suspicious until I told them why I was calling. They told me about your father so I went right over to the hospital to see.”


	“Shouldn’t you let people know?”


	“Why? So they can send dead flowers and come in and stare at him? Tom wouldn’t want that.”


	No, he wouldn’t. Jack guessed she did know his father after all.


	Together they sat and sipped and watched the sun settle in the west.


	“Maybe we’d better go in,” Jack said as it sank below the distant treetops. He checked his watch. 7:10. “The Wehrmacht mosquito squadrons will be launching soon.” “So?”


	“You like mosquito bites?”


	“You like to deny those poor females their sustenance?”


	“Females?”


	“Only the female mosquito bites. The males suck nectar.”


	“Male or female, I’m not keen on being a mosquito buffet.”


	She waved a hand at him. “Not to worry. They won’t bother you here.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because I won’t let them.”


	Ooookay, lady, Jack thought. If that’s what you want to believe.


	But damn if they didn’t sit there well into the dusk without a single mosquito bite.


	When the magnum of Côtes du Rhone was done, Anya draped a fuchsia blouse over her shoulders, rose, and faced him.


	“Come on inside, hon. I’ll fix you dinner.”


	Not having a better offer, Jack accepted.


	He stopped short as he crossed the threshold. He’d thought the outside was lush, but inside was a mini jungle of potted plants and trees lining the perimeter and clustered here and there on the floor, with vines growing among them and climbing the walls. He could identify a ficus here, a bird of paradise and a rubber plant there, but the rest were a mystery: potted palms of all sorts—were those baby bananas on the big one in the corner?—and smaller plants with leaves mixing reds and yellows and even silver on a couple. Reminded Jack of one of the plant shops on Sixth Avenue.


	Anya turned to him and said, “I’m going to change into something more appropriate for dinner.”


	“What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?”


	“I want something more haute couture,” she said with a wink.


	“Not necessary, but this is your party…”


	As she threaded her way through the plants toward the master bedroom, Jack decided to take a look around. Oyv, curled like a cat on a worn yellow easy chair, watched him with his big dark eyes as he wandered the front room.


	He realized that her layout was the mirror image of his father’s—whatever was on the right here, was on the left there. But where his father’s walls sported some artwork—mostly south Florida beachscapes—and some photos, Anya’s walls were bare except for the vines. Not a shell, not a fishnet, not a knick knack. Nada.


	She’d said she had no family. Jack guessed she was right. But how about a painting of something ? Even Elvis or a tiger on black velvet would say something about her.


	And the furniture…a nondescript mishmash. Jack knew his talents for interior décor were on a par with his ability to fly a 747, but this stuff looked like secondhand junk. Fine if Any a didn’t care, but he was struck by the lack of personality. He’d been in motel rooms with more personal touches than this. It was as if she lived in a vacuum.


	Except for the plants. Maybe they were her personal statement. Her family. Her children.


	Anya reentered and struck a pose with one arm held aloft. “What do you think?”


	She’d wrapped herself in some sort of psychedelic kimono which made her skinny figure seem even thinner. She looked like a Rainbow Pop that had been left out in the sun too long.


	“Woo-woo,” Jack said.


	It was the best he could do on such short notice.


	Dinner turned out to be as idiosyncratic as the chef. She mixed up a wok of walnuts, peanuts, peas, jalapeño peppers, and corn seasoned with, among other things, ashes falling from her ever-present cigarette, all rolled up in big flour tortillas. Despite Jack’s initial reservations, the mélange proved very tasty.


	“Can I hazard a guess that you’re a vegetarian?” he said.


	They were into their second magnum of Côtes du Rhone. Anya kept refilling his glass, and Jack noticed that she was putting away two or three glasses to every one he had, but showing no effects.


	Anya shook her head. “Heavens, no. I don’t eat vegetables at all. Only fruits and seeds.”


	“There’s corn in this,” Jack said around a mouthful. “Corn’s a vegetable.”


	“Sorry, no. It’s a fruit, just like the tomato.”


	“Oh. Right.” He remembered hearing that somewhere. “Well, how about the peas?”


	“Peas are seeds—legumes. Nuts are seeds too.”


	“No lettuce, no broccoli—?”


	“No. Those require killing the plant. I don’t approve of killing. I eat only what a plant intends to discard.”


	“What about Oyv?” He glanced at the little Chihuahua chowing down on something in his bowl. “He needs meat.”


	“He does perfectly well on soy burgers. Loves them, in fact.”


	Poor puppy.


	“So I guess if I stop by with a craving for a bacon cheeseburger—”


	“You can just keep on going, hon. There’s a Wendy’s not too far down the road toward town.”


	Gia would be right at home here, Jack thought. She wasn’t a vegan or anything, but she’d stopped eating meat.


	Whatever. This dish was delicious. Jack wound up having four burritofuls.


	He helped clear the dishes, then Anya brought out the mahjongg tiles, saying, “Come, I’ll teach you.”


	“Oh, I don’t know…”


	“Don’t be afraid. It’s easy.”


	She lied.


	Mahjongg was a four-person game played with illustrated tiles, but Anya was teaching him a two-player variant. The images on the tiles swam before his eyes—circles, bamboo stalks, ideograms that were supposed to represent dragons or the four winds—while terms such as chow and pong and chong searched for purchase in his brain. He didn’t have any references for this stuff. Why couldn’t the tiles have spades and hearts or jacks and queens and kings?


	The constant stream of smoke from the chimney that was Anya didn’t help. Neither did her plants. They seemed to be watching the game, like a gaggle of curious spectators crowding around a high-stakes poker table in Las Vegas. One strand of vine with broad green and yellow leaves kept falling off a palm frond and draping across his shoulder. Jack would put it back, but it wouldn’t stay up.


	“That’s Esmeralda,” Anya said.


	“Who?” Jack replied, thinking she was referring to some new tile or rule in the game.


	“The gold-net honeysuckle behind you.” She smiled. “I think she likes you.”


	“I’m not fond of clingy women,” he said, reaching once again to remove the vine from his shoulder. But when he saw Anya’s frown he changed his mind and let it stay where it was. “But in this case I’ll make an exception.”


	She smiled and Jack thought, Sweet lady, but nut so, nut so, nut so.


	In addition to the green, leafy distractions, all the wine he’d consumed wasn’t exactly helping his learning curve. Anya lifted the bottle—she’d opened a third magnum—to give him a refill. Jack put his hand over his glass.


	“I’m flagging myself.”


	“Don’t be silly, hon. It’s not as if you have to drive home.”


	“I have something I want to do tonight.”


	“Oh? And that would be…?”


	“Just getting some answers to a few questions.”


	“Answers are a good thing,” she said. Her voice was clear, her hand steady as she refilled her glass almost to the rim. No doubt about it: The woman had a hollow leg. “Just make sure you’re asking the right questions.”


				*
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	Even in his slightly inebriated state, Jack had no trouble entering the clinic. All it took was a flat-head screwdriver from his father’s toolbox to pop the window lock and he was in.


	He’d managed to extricate himself gracefully from the mahjongg lesson with a promise to return for another real soon. He wasn’t big into board games, although he’d played Risk a lot as a kid. He liked video games, though. Not so much the first-person shooters that were mostly reflexes; he did well in those but preferred role-playing games that involved strategy. He liked trying to outwit the designers.


	After leaving Anya’s he’d gone back to his father’s place and doused himself with a mosquito repellent spray he’d found on a shelf with the tennis racquets and balls. Then he’d walked around some to clear his head and get the lay of the land. Here it was 9:30 and no one was out. This was good. An occasional car drove by but he’d duck into the bushes as soon as he saw its lights. One set of lights had turned out to be a cruising security patrol jeep.


	A couple of times he’d stayed in the bushes longer than he had to because of the faint feeling that he was being watched. He couldn’t find a trace of anyone following him, though, and wrote it off to his being on unfamiliar ground.


	He’d approached the clinic building from the rear, where there was less light, and held his breath as he lifted the window, ready to run in case it was armed with an alarm system he hadn’t spotted. But nothing sounded.


	Made sense when he thought about it. Why spring for the extra expense of alarming all the buildings when you had a real live security force manning the gates and patrolling the streets?


	He crawled through, closed the window behind him, and began searching about. He used the penlight he’d found in his father’s top drawer, flicking it on and off as he moved. He found the small file room to the right of the receptionist area. He’d been hoping it would be windowless, but it wasn’t, so he had to search the files with his penlight.


	Again that feeling of being watched, but he was the only one here. He sneaked to the window but saw no one outside.


	A few minutes later he found his father’s slim chart. Holding it in his hand, he hesitated before opening it. What was the bad news Dr. Harris had been hiding? He knew the question—did he want the answer?


	Again, the matter of his father’s privacy. The information inside could be pretty intimate. Did he have a right to peek this far into the man’s life?


	Probably not. But the guy was in a coma, and Jack needed answers.


	Taking a breath, he opened the file and flipped through it. He found two pages of lab test results. He didn’t know what all these numbers meant but noted that the “Abnormal” column was blank on both sheets. Good enough. An EKG had a typewritten reading at its top: “Normal resting EKG.” Even better.


	But hadn’t Dr. Huerta said something about his father developing an abnormal rhythm in the hospital? Maybe from the stress of the injuries. Everyone had heard of the patient with the normal EKG who has a heart attack on the way out of the doctor’s office.


	He checked the handwritten notes but couldn’t read much of Dr. Harris’s scribbling. The last entry was fairly legible though.


	Reviewed labs w pt. All WNL. Final assess: excellent health.


	Excellent health. Well, that was a relief.


	But damn it, doc, why couldn’t you have just said so in the first place? Would have saved me a whole lot of trouble.


				*
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	Jack fished the house key out of his pocket as he walked down the slope toward his father’s place. The good news was that the man was in excellent health. The bad news was that Jack didn’t know one damn thing more than he had when he woke up this morning.


	Nearing the house, he passed a beat-up old rustbucket Honda Civic parked in the deep shadows on the grass adjacent to the cul-de-sac. Hadn’t been there when he passed by before.


	On alert now, Jack slowed his pace. Before rounding the rear corner of the house, he peeked first. He froze when he saw the silhouette of someone squatting beside one of the trees between his house and Anya’s. Was this who’d been watching him?


	Dropping into a crouch he hugged the jalousied back porch and crept toward the figure. The wash of light from the parking area of the cul-de-sac cast long shadows across the space, but not enough light for Jack to make out his features. Could be one of those weird-looking characters from the pickup truck this morning.


	Then the figure flicked a flashlight off and on—only for a second, but that was enough for Jack to identify him.


	He straightened and walked up behind him.


	“What’s up, Carl?”


	The man jumped and let out a little yelp. He wore a lightweight, long-sleeved camouflage suit—if nothing else, it protected him from mosquitoes—but a screwdriver instead of a hand protruded from the right cuff. He looked up at Jack and held his left hand over his heart.


	“Oh, it’s you. Tom’s son…” He seemed to be fumbling for the name.


	“Jack.”


	“Right. Jack. Boy, I gotta tell you, Jack, you shouldn’t come up on a body like that. You just bout scared the life outta me.”


	Jack noticed something metallic with a silver finish on the grass before Carl. He couldn’t tell what it was, but he knew it was too bulky to be a gun.


	“I’ve found that people tend to get jumpy when they’re doing something they shouldn’t. You doing something you shouldn’t, Carl?”


	Still in a squat, Carl looked away. “Well, yeah, I guess so. Sorta. But not really.”


	Now there’s a clear-cut answer, Jack thought.


	“And what would that be?” When Carl hesitated Jack said, “Share, Carl. It’s good to share.”


	“Oh, all right. Might as well tell you since you caught me in the act.” He looked up at Jack. “I’m doin’ a job for Dr. Dengrove.”


	“Who’s he? Your therapist?”


	“Naw. He lives three houses back, near the beginnin’ of the cul-de-sac. He wants me to catch Miss Mundy in the act of waterin’ her stuff and all.”


	“Why would he want to do that?”


	“Because it’s makin’ him crazy that his grass and his flowers is all dead and wilty while Miss Mundy’s is all green and growin’ like a jungle.”


	“So you’re supposed to hang out here all night and catch her in the act?”


	Carl nodded. “Sorta. He’s been after me for weeks, offering me money to do it, but I keep tellin’ him no.”


	“Because you don’t want to get Miss Mundy in any trouble, right?”


	“Well, yeah, there’s that, but also on account of how I gotta be up bright an early ever mornin’ for my job. That don’t stop him from offerin’ me more money, though. But I just kept on tellin’ him no.”


	“‘Kept’?” Jack said. “I guess your being here tonight means he made you an offer you couldn’t refuse.”


	“In a way, yeah.” He motioned Jack down. “Here. Take a look at this.”


	Jack glanced around to see If anyone else was lurking about. He sensed Carl was exactly what he seemed to be: just a cracker working as a groundsman. But still…after having one of his tires slashed by another cracker this morning, he wasn’t taking any chances.


	It looked like they were alone out here, so Jack squatted beside Carl.


	“What’ve you got?”


	“Somethin’ really cool.” He picked up the metal object and held it toward Jack. “Dr. Dengrove lent it to me. Ain’t it somethin’?”


	Jack took it and turned it over in his hands. A digital minicam. He noticed two slim wires trailing from the casing.


	“What do you think you’re going to do with this?”


	“Get pictures. Dr. Dengrove wants me to get a movie of Miss Mundy water in her stuff.”


	Jack shook his head. “In this light, Carl, I’m afraid all you’re going to get is a dark screen.”


	“Nuh-uh. Nuh-uh.” Jack detected a certain note of nyah-nyah glee in Carl’s tone as he reached over and pressed a button above the camera’s pistol-grip handle. “Take a look.”


	Jack raised the viewfinder to his eye and blinked as the walls of Anya’s house and the grass and plants surrounding it leaped into view.


	“Whoa,” he said. “A night-vision camera.”


	He could make out the palms and the larger flowers—not the colors, of course, because everything was either green or black, just the shapes—along with her array of crazy lawn ornaments. As he swung the view past a lighted window the image flared, losing all detail. As he kept moving, the light from the window left a wavering smear across the tiny screen that quickly faded, allowing him to make out details again.


	“Yeah,” Carl said. “Almost like I’m runnin’ a Big Brother show, dontcha think?”


	“I suppose.”


	Jack had never watched a single episode. His own life was more interesting than any reality-TV show. He couldn’t resist tuning into The Anna Nicole Show now and again, but that couldn’t be classified as reality. At least he hoped not.


	“These don’t come cheap,” he said as he lowered the camera and turned it over in his hands. “What’s this Dr. Dengrove doing with it?”


	“Ask me, I think he bought it just so’s he can catch Miss Mundy in the act. He don’t seem to be hurtin’ none for bucks, but he’s sure hurtin’ bad for a green lawn.” He snorted a laugh at this little turn of phrase. “Hurtin’ so bad he’s near about crazy.”


	“Crazy enough to drop a bundle on a night-vision video camera and hire you to run it?”


	Carl grinned. “You betcha.”


	Jack shook his head. Some people. “I think Dr. Dengrove should get a life.”


	“Mostly I think he eats. You should see the gut and butt on him—real pan-o-ramic.”


	“Pano—?”


	“You know.” He spread his arms. “Like you told me: wide.”


	A panoramic butt…Jack opened his mouth, then shut it again. Let it ride.


	“He’s like most of the folks here, I guess. They got too much time on their hands so they worry about all the wrong things. That’s why I liked your daddy so much—”


	“Like, Carl. He’s still alive, so you can still like him.”


	“Oh, yeah. Right. Well, anyway, he didn’t just sit around and complain. He kept busy. Always seemed to have somethin’ to do, someplace to go.”


	“Speaking of going place s…the accident happened out on a swamp road in the dead of night. You have any idea what he was doing out there?”


	Jack couldn’t make out Carl’s expression but saw him shake his head.


	“Nope. I go home at night and I stay there.”


	“Where’s home?”


	“Got me a real nice little trailer in a park just south of town. Me and the guy next door share a satellite dish. For bout thirty bucks a month each we got us a zillion channels. No reason to go out. And even if there was, you wouldn’t catch me out in the Glades at night. I told you: It’s angry these days.”


	“Right. You did. But you’re out tonight—nice camo suit, by the way.”


	“These here are my jammies.”


	“They’re you, Carl. So the plan is, you’re going to sit out here all night and wait for Miss Mundy to show?”


	“Nup. Don’t hafta. At first I figured I’d just set the camera up and let her run, but that wasn’t going to work. Even if the battery would last, the memory wouldn’t. But then I came up with this real smart idea to solve all my problems. Look it here.”


	He held up a little circuit board.


	“What’s that do?”


	“It’s a motion detector.”


	This Carl was full of surprises. “Did Dr. Dengrove give you that too?”


	“Nup. Got it myself. Took it out of a singin’ fish.”


	“I’m sorry,” Jack said, poking a finger in his right ear. “I thought you just said you took it out of a singing fish.”


	“That’s right. That’s what I did. Actually, I took it out of the board the fish sits on.”


	“You’re losing me.”


	“Big Mouth Billy Bass…the singin’ fish. He bends out from the board and sings ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy,’ and some other song I never heard before.”


	“Oh, right. I know what you’re talking about.”


	Jack had seen one in a store once and couldn’t imagine why anyone would want one. But a clerk had told him he couldn’t keep them in stock.


	“Course you do. I bought mine years ago. Was one of the first around here to get one. Hung it by my front door and anytime someone came in it started singin’. Pretty soon everyone in the trailer park had one, but I was first.” He shook his head. “Haven’t used it much lately, though. Got pretty tired of havin’ to listen to those same two songs every time I walked by. So I let the batteries run out. But just the other night I remembered that it had a motion detector inside that set it off every time you passed.” He waved the circuit board. “And here it is.”


	“I get it,” Jack said. “You’re going to attach the motion detector to the camera, and when Anya comes out to water, you’ll catch her.”


	“That’s the plan. I made sure I popped off the speaker, though.” He chuckled. “Wouldn’t do to have that fish voice start singin’ ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy’ in the middle of the night, now would it.”


	“I guess not. You think this’ll work?”


	“Oh, it works. I checked it out at home.”


	“You really think you’ll catch her?” Jack didn’t like the idea of Anya getting in trouble.


	“Nup. But don’t tell Dr. Dengrove that, and don’t you go tellin’ her I’m doin’ this. I don’t want her mad at me.”


	“And you also don’t want her tipped off that she’s being watched.” He nudged Carl with his elbow. “Won’t you feel bad if you get her in trouble?”


	“I would, cept that’s not gonna happen. Like I told Dr. Dengrove, all this work’s gonna be for nothin’. We ain’t never gonna catch Miss Mundy waterin’.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because she don’t. All she does is sit and watch TV all night. Just like everbody else. Reruns of either Matlock or Golden Girls. That and the Weather Channel’s all anybody round here ever seems to watch.” He licked his lips. “But there’s somethin’ else.”


	“What?”


	“She looks dead when she’s watchin’ TV.”


	“How do you know?”


	“I peeked in last night while I was settin’ up, and I thought she was dead. I seen my share of dead folks—I’m the one found Mr. Bass dead in a chair on his front porch awhile back, and Miss Mundy looked just like him. Boy, was I glad to see her up and about this mornin’.”


	“Didn’t you call anyone?”


	“Hey, I wasn’t supposed to be there. And if she was as gone as she looked, there wasn’t nothin’ nobody could do anyhow. Tonight I looked in again, just a few minutes ago, and it was the same thing. Gwon. Look for yourself.”


	Jack shook his head. “I don’t think so.”


	“Gwon. See if I ain’t lyin’. It’s creepy, I tell you.”


	The last thing Jack needed was to get caught acting like a Peeping Tom, but his curiosity was piqued. He crept up to the lighted window that looked in on the front room and peeked through the lower right corner.


	Still in her kimono, Anya lay back in her recliner, mouth slack, eyes half open and staring straight ahead. A Law and Order episode was playing—Jack recognized the music—but Anya wasn’t watching it. Her gaze was fixed on a spot somewhere above the TV. Oyv was stretched across her lap, looking equally dead.


	Jack watched her for signs of breathing but she was still as, well, death. His comatose father showed more signs of life. Jack straightened and was about to head around front to knock on her door, when he saw her chest move. She took a breath. Oyv took a breath too, at exactly the same time. Just one each. Then they went dead still again.


	Okay. So she was alive. Maybe it was all that wine—she must have put away three liters—that put her into such a deep sleep.


	Shaking his head, he returned to where Carl waited.


	“You weren’t kidding,” he said. “But I saw her breathe. She’s okay.” He put a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “But you haven’t explained how she can have such a healthy lawn without watering.”


	“Magic,” Carl said, looking around as if someone besides Jack might be close enough to hear. “You may think I’m loco, but that’s the only explanation.”


	Jack remembered Abe telling him about Occam’s razor earlier in the year. It went something like: the simplest, most direct explanation—the one that requires the fewest assumptions—is usually the right one. Magic required a lot of assumptions. Water didn’t.


	“I like water better as an explanation.”


	“Nuh-uh. Not when you look at where her green grass ends and the brown begins. It runs in a perfect line twenty feet from her house all the way around in a big circle. And when I say line, I mean it’s got sharp edges. I know, cause I cut it. I may not know much about lots a things, but I know you can’t water like that.”


	Jack couldn’t see the line in the low light. He figured Carl was exaggerating. Had to be.


	“I think it’s them doohickies she’s got all over her yard,” Carl said. “And that writin’ on her walls.”


	“Writing?” Jack didn’t remember seeing anything on Anya’s walls.


	“Yup. You can’t see it lookin’ at it reglar, but—here.” He handed Jack the camera again. “You look through that while I put my flashlight on. Now I’m only goin’ to put it on for a second so you look real hard.”


	Jack peered through the viewfinder at the blank wall, avoiding the glare of the lighted window. A section of the wall lit as Carl’s flash beam hit it. And there, flaring to life, a collection of arcs and angles and squiggles, very much like the symbols on the homemade ornaments dotting her lawn.


	And like the symbols he’d found behind his father’s headboard.


	“Y’see ’em? Didja see ’em?”


	“Yeah, Carl. I saw them.” But what did they mean? He’d never seen anything like them. On a hunch, Jack did a one-eighty turn. “Flash that on my father’s place, will you?”


	When Carl complied, the same symbols appeared.


	Dumfounded, Jack lowered the camera. “He’s got them too.”


	“Hmmm,” Carl said. “They sure ain’t doin’ nothin’ for his lawn. Wonder what they’s for?”


	“Let’s do a little research,” Jack said.


	With Carl in tow, Jack used the same procedure to check out three other nearby houses, but their walls were blank.


	Returning to Carl’s original spot, he handed back the camera. That feeling of being watched was back and stronger than ever. He scanned the area and spotted a bunch of dead leaves scattered across the remains of his father’s lawn. Hadn’t noticed them before. Not unexpected, though. He’d seen trees drop leaves in a hot dry spell.


	While Carl attached the motion detector to the camera—still no sign of a right hand, just a screwdriver poking from the cuff—Jack turned toward Anya’s house.


	He had to admit he was baffled. That strange old lady was the common factor here: She lived next door to his father…visited him in the hospital…the symbols on her house were also on his dad’s place. Jack knew his father hadn’t painted them on his hospital bed. Not while comatose. So that left Anya.


	She must have painted them with some sort of clear lacquer so they’d be invisible. But what did they mean? And what did she think she was accomplishing with them?


	Maybe he should just ask her. But then he’d have to explain how he knew.


	He glanced around again and noticed even more leaves on the lawn. Their number had doubled or tripled since his last look. Where the hell were they coming from? They were small, maybe three inches long; light from the parking area glinted off their shiny, reddish brown surfaces. Odd…dead leaves usually lost their gloss.


	Jack looked around for the source but couldn’t see any trees in the vicinity with that kind of leaf.


	“There,” Carl said. Jack turned and saw him on his feet, dusting off his knees. He’d duct taped the camera to the slender trunk of a young palm. “All set.”


	“Tell me something, Carl,” Jack said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Where’d all those leaves come from?”


	Carl was facing the light when he glanced past Jack. Jack saw his expression change from curiosity, to puzzlement, to shock. He turned and looked and knew his expression must be mirroring Carl’s.


	No grass was visible. The leaves had multiplied till they now covered every square inch of the lawn.


	“Those ain’t leaves,” Carl said in a hushed, awed tone. “Them’s palmettos!”


	“What’s a palmetto?”


	“A bug! A Florida roach!”


	“You mean like a cockroach?”


	“Yeah. But I can’t remember ever seein’ more’n half a dozen palmettos in one spot at the same time.”


	Jack had encountered his share of cockroaches—couldn’t live in New York without seeing them—but never this size. These were cockroaches on steroids. His skin crawled. He wasn’t the squeamish type, but these were big, and there had to be thousands of them, all just a few feet away. If they started scuttling his way…


	“What’re they doing here?” Jack said.


	“Dunno. There ain’t nothin’ for them to eat on that lawn, that’s for sure.” He looked over his shoulder. “Tell you what I’m gonna do. My car’s parked in the shadows on the other side of your daddy’s place. I’m gonna head around the front of the house and get to it that way.”


	“Why don’t you just shine your flashlight at them. Cockroaches hate light. Turn one on and they disappear.”


	“Not Palmettos. Light don’t bother them ay-tall. They actually like the light.” He turned and took a step away. “Be back tomorrow.”


	That step seemed to trigger the bugs. With a chittering whir of wings they took to the air in a cloud.


	“They fly ?” Jack shouted as he started backing away. “Cockroaches don’t fly!”


	“Palmettos do!” Carl broke into a run.


	Jack felt a surge of fear and didn’t know why. They were just roaches; not as if they were going to eat him alive or anything. But his adrenaline was kicking in, pushing his heart rate up a few notches. He quickened his backpedal.


	At that instant the churning mass of bugs turned as one and swept toward him in a swirling cloud. Jack whirled and dashed after Carl.


	“Here they come!” he shouted.


	Carl didn’t even turn his head; instead he put it down and upped his speed.


	But neither stood a chance of outrunning the bugs. The palmettos were too fast. They swirled around Jack, engulfing him, clinging to his face, his arms, his hair, buzzing in his ears, scratching at his eyelids, wiggling their antennaed heads into his nostrils, digging at his lips. The clatter of their wings sounded like a million tiny hands applauding. He felt countless little nips all over his exposed skin. Were they biting him? Did they have teeth?


	He swept a mass of them from his face but they poured back in on him. He couldn’t see and he was afraid to open his mouth to breathe—they might crawl down his throat. He tore them again from his face and stole a quick look ahead. The last thing he needed now was to run into a wall or tree trunk and knock himself silly.


	He saw that he’d reached the corner of the house. Carl was still ahead, waving his arms wildly about, all but unrecognizable under a swarming mass of palmettos, but still maintaining a stumbling run. Jack cupped a hand over his mouth, took a quick, bug-free breath, and shouted.


	“Carl! Forget the car! Go into the house!”


	But Carl either didn’t hear the muffled advice or chose to ignore it. Jack had to close his eyes again against the storm of palmettos. He angled to his right—the front door was somewhere in that direction—and hoped he wouldn’t trip over one of the front porch chairs.


	He slammed into a wall and heard some of the bugs crunch against the siding. He felt to his left, found the handle to the screen door, and pulled it open.


	The front door—had he locked it? He hoped to hell not. This being a gated community and all, why would he bother? But he was a New Yorker, and New Yorkers never—


	He fumbled around, found the knob, turned it, pushed it open, and leaped inside. As he moved he was trying to think of ways to kill the bugs that made it through the door with him, but then he realized that wouldn’t be necessary. They were peeling off of him at the threshold line, like vacuum wrap being stripped from a piece of meat. Jack stopped two feet inside the door and looked down at his arms, his clothes—not a single bug had made it in with him.


	He turned and stared through the door as the screen banged shut. The palmettos were buzzing off in all directions, scattering like…like the leaves he’d first mistaken them for.


	What the hell was going on here?


				*
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	“Semelee! Semelee, answer me! Are you all right?”


	Semelee opened her eyes and saw Luke’s big face and hulking form hangin’ before her. No…hangin’ above her. She shook her head, propped herself up on her elbows, and looked around.


	“What happened?”


	“You was us in the shell, had it over your eye, and you was smilin’ and laughin’ and then all of a sudden you yelled and fell back on the floor. What happened?”


	Good question. Real good question. But it was startin’ to come back to her now.


	She’d spotted the old man’s kid, the special one, outside his daddy’s house and followed him through palmetto eyes to one of the buildings in the old folks’ village. She’d been hopin’ he’d show her that he had her other eye-shell but he surprised her by breakin’ into the building. She tried to follow him inside but he closed the window too quick. She peeked through the windows and saw him lookin’ at some papers. She had no idea what they were and didn’t care. She was lookin’ for her eye-shell.


	Pretty soon he was out again. She followed him back to the house where he met someone outside. She thought there was somethin’ familiar about the stranger but couldn’t place him.


	It was about then that she’d started feelin’ the strain of controllin’ mindless little creatures like palmettos with just one eye-shell. She had to make somethin’ happen, get the special one into the house where she could have a look around for her eye-shell.


	So she’d gathered as many as she could and attacked. She’d been havin’ a good time chasin’ him and seein’ what he was made of, and was gonna follow him into the house and give him a good scare—maybe have the bugs gather in the air and spell out somethin’ spooky—so he’d leave and let her search the place. But as she approached the front door she started feelin’ strange, a little sick even. And then when she tried to follow him inside it was like runnin’ into a wall. She was slammed back and things got a little fuzzy after that.


	“It’s him,” she told Luke. “It’s him made me sick in the hospital room this mornin’.”


	“How you know that?”


	“Cause I felt the same way just now tryin’ to follow him into his daddy’s house.”


	She’d sensed he was special, but she hadn’t known just how special.


	“You think he’s got your other eye-shell then?”


	“I’m willin’ to bet on it.”


	“What’re we gonna do?”


	“I don’t know.” She rolled over and buried her face in her arms. “Let me think on it.”


	She had no experience in this sort of thing. Sometimes she wished she didn’t have to make all the decisions. She was only twenty-three. Wasn’t being special and having a destiny enough? Did she have to lead too?


	And worse was realizing that the man, the special one, might not be here for her…the way she’d been stopped dead at his doorstep tonight made her suspect he might be against her.


	People against her paid a price, a high one, for treatin her bad.


	Suzie Lefferts found that out. In spades.


	After Semelee had experimented with her control powers for a while, she decided to put them to the test. She chose prom night. No one had asked her to go, of course. Like, big surprise. And guess who Jesse Buckler asked: big-haired Suzie Lefferts.


	So Semelee had sat in her bedroom—another thing she’d discovered was she didn’t have to be on the beach to fly with her birds—and got together a flock of big fat seagulls and followed Jesse’s car from Suzie’s house to the prom. When they was both out of the car, she arranged the gulls into a low circle. As each one got near them it let loose with a big load of bird shit. Suzie started screamin’ as the big white globs landed in her hair, on her dress. Same with Jesse. They both jumped back in the car and drove away. Toward home, most likely. Semelee was sure Suzie wasn’t goin’ into the prom lookin’ like that.


	Semelee lay on her bed and near split her sides laughing. But she realized how a few of her gulls hadn’t done their thing yet, so she chased after the car, droppin’ big white splotches all over Jesse’s nice new wax job. He kept goin’ faster, trying to outrun them, but that wasn’t gonna happen. Then a particularly big glob landed on his windshield. She saw the wipers come on but they just smeared it all over the glass. That was when Jesse missed the curve and smashed into the utility pole. The two of them’d been in such a rush to get away from the bombardment that they never buckled up. Jesse wound up dead; Suzie survived but with a broke neck. Doctors said she’d never walk again.


	Semelee had been shook up somethin’ terrible. She put her shells away, but only for a little while…she couldn’t stay away from them too long. But she used them only for flyin’ and swimmin’. She didn’t try to control no more critters.


	Leastways not while she was still in Jacksonville.


	But that was then. The now Semelee thought the then Semelee was a dork. Don’t make no sense to waste a special power. You don’t use it, you ain’t special no more. You’re just like everybody else.


	Besides, people tend to get what they deserve.


	Semelee lay on the deck a moment longer, till the stink of the floorboards—the spilled drink and bits of old food rubbed into them over the years—became too much. She climbed to her feet.


	“Well?” Luke said. “You gotta plan?”


	She told him the truth. “No. Not yet, anyways. I’ll figure something out.” She turned to him. “There was somebody with him tonight. Somebody I think I seen before.”


	“Who?”


	“If I knew that, I’d tell you his name. But I know I seen him. It’ll come to me.”


	“Well, in the meantime we got unfinished business. That old man—”


	“Yeah. We’re gonna have to finish him. That’s number one on the list.”


	But how? She wished she knew.


	“If his kid is standin’ in the way, I can take care of that. Me and Corley can go out and catch him alone and—”


	“No! Don’t you touch him!”


	“Why the hell not? He’s in the way, and he’s even makin’ you sick. He…” Luke squinted at her. “Hey. You ain’t sweet on him, are you?”


	“Course not.” She couldn’t let on about the connection she felt between her and the special one. Luke might go off and do somethin’ really stupid. “But like I told you before, we ain’t killers. We do what needs to be done but we don’t go past that. This guy’s only protectin’ his kin. Can’t blame a body for that.”


	…protectin’ his kin…


	Of course. It wasn’t a matter of him fightin’ against her, he was simply doin’ a son’s duty. That thought gave Semelee a surge of hope. Suddenly she felt better.


	“I can too blame him if he’s gettin’ in our way and makin’ you sick and knockin’ you to the floor!”


	“Just don’t do anything unless I tell you, okay? Are you listenin’ to me, Luke? Nothin’ until I say so.”


	Luke looked away. “Awright.”


	Semelee didn’t know whether she could believe him or not. She knew Luke would do anything to protect her, whether she needed protectin’ or not. And that worried her.


				*
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	After watching the cloud of palmettos disperse into the night, Jack slammed the door and ducked into the rear bedroom. He peered through the window in time to see a bug-free Carl getting into his old Honda and roaring off. Obviously the bugs had lost interest in Carl as well.


	Jack rubbed his arms and face as he returned to the front room. He could still feel them crawling on him. What had made them attack like that? And what had made them quit just as suddenly?


	What was happening around here? Odd ornaments on lawns and behind beds, invisible symbols painted on walls, flying killer cockroaches…what had he stepped into? It didn’t smell of the Otherness, but that didn’t mean the Otherness wasn’t lurking behind these weird goings on.


	Bigger question: Where did Anya fit in? She was involved, no way around it. Whether peripherally or centrally, he couldn’t say. But she seemed to be on his father’s side, and that gave him a little comfort. Very little. If She weren’t dead to the world in her recliner, he might go over and ask her for an explanation.


	And say what? I was just attacked by palmetto bugs. Know anything about that?


	Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. He was pretty sure she didn’t cause it. But at the very least she could explain the symbols on her house and his father’s, and how they’d got there.


	Jack decided to let it go until tomorrow.


	He paced the front room a couple of times. He was still feeling the after-buzz of the bug-induced adrenaline surge. It had burned away the alcohol from the wine and he was thirsty. Right now he needed a beer.


	He grabbed a couple from the fridge—getting low; he’d have to pick up some tomorrow—and settled himself in front of the TV. After listening to the latest on T. S. Elvis, now drifting south in the Gulf and threatening to become a hurricane, he surfed around until he chanced upon his favorite Woody Allen film, Zelig, playing on TCM. He always envied Zelig’s talent for blending in with any group; it would be so handy in Jack’s fix-it business back home.


	He sat and watched with the lights on. He wasn’t about to let any bugs sneak up on him.


				*
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	A soft clattering noise woke Jack. He lifted his head from the pillow on the guest room bed and squinted at the clock. The red LED numbers swam for a second, then came into sharp focus: 8:02.


	He rolled out of bed and went to the window for a peek outside. There he was: Carl, dressed in the same shirt and work pants as yesterday, but this morning a set of electric hedge clippers protruded from his right sleeve as he trimmed away at dry-looking bushes that didn’t need it.


	Jack pulled on a pair of shorts from his open gym bag on the floor and went outside.


	Carl Scissor hands looked up and jumped at Jack’s approach. He shook his head and stopped the clippers.


	“Mornin’,” he said. “Man, that gang of palmettos was somethin’ last night, wasn’t it. Never seen nothin’ like that in all my born days. Never heard of it neither. How’d you finally do with them?”


	“Soon as I got inside the house they just flew off. How about you?”


	“Same. I was halfway to my car when they suddenly lost interest. Pretty weird, huh?”


	“Very weird.”


	“I had trouble sleepin’. I kept feelin’ like they was still on me.” He shivered inside his flannel shirt. “Gives me the willies just thinkin’ about it. And then my car wouldn’t start this mornin’. My luck’s runnin’ pretty bad and pan-o-ramic these days.”


	Jack glanced over to where Carl had set up his camera last night. The spot was empty now.


	“How did the video surveillance go?”


	Carl shook his head. “Nada. I come by real early this mornin’ to pick it up, you know, before anyone else found it.” He winked and jerked his thumb at a tattered backpack sitting among his gardening tools. “I quick-checked the playback but the only thing on it was me bendin’ over it and picking it up. Least ways I know the motion detector’s workin’. Told Dr. Dengrove and he wasn’t too happy, but wants me to try again tonight.”


	“You going to?”


	“Sure.” He grinned. “He wants to keep payin’ me, I’ll keep settin’ up the camera. It’s his money, and I could sure use some of it.”


	“Fine, as long as you don’t catch Miss Mundy doing anything that’ll cause her trouble.”


	“Told you: no worry bout that.”


	“Speaking of Miss Mundy…” Jack turned and looked at Anya’s place. No signs of life there. Considering how she looked last night…“maybe I should go over and see how she’s doing.”


	“Oh, she’s doin’ fine. She was up bright and early this mornin’, waitin’ for a cab. It picked her up a little before seven.”


	“Oh? Well, it’s good to know she’s all right.”


	Jack wondered where she’d be going at that hour. Hardly anything open then except the convenience stores.


	The idea of a convenience store got him thinking about coffee. He needed a couple of cups, but he didn’t feature the idea of winding all through Gateways twice, then back and forth through the security gates, and hunting down a store in between. Oh, for the Upper West Side where he could walk around the corner and have his choice of coffee spots.


	He remembered his father had always been a big coffee drinker. He’d seen a can in the refrigerator.


	“I’m going to make some coffee,” he told Carl. “Want some?”


	Carl shook his head. “Had some at home. Besides, I gotta keep lookin’ busy otherwise they’ll lay me off. Not a lotta gardenin’ to do when nothin’s growin’.”


	As Jack turned away he glanced again at the clippers protruding from Carl’s right sleeve. What was holding them? Maybe he didn’t want to know.


				*
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	Back inside Jack pulled the can of coffee from the fridge. Brown Gold—“100% Colombian Coffee.” Sounded good. But he couldn’t find a coffee pot. Just a miniature French press. Jack remembered seeing a big version of this in a restaurant where he once waited tables, but had never worked one.


	And he needed coffee. Now.


	He flipped on his father’s computer, did a Google search for “French press,” sifted through sites about French newspapers and other sites wanting to sell him a press until he found one telling how to use one: two scoops of coffee into a small press, followed by near-boiling water at about 195—200 degrees—were they kidding? Stir after one minute. After a total of three minutes, put on the cap and push the plunger to the bottom.


	Jack followed the directions using boiling water—like he was going to check the temperature, right?—and finally had his coffee. A damn good cup of coffee, he admitted, but who had time for all this rigamarole every time you wanted some?


	Retired people, that’s who. And his father was one of them.


	He flipped on the Weather Channel while he was waiting the required three minutes and learned that Elvis was still drifting south in the Gulf. Its sustained winds had reached seventy-eight miles per hour. That meant it had graduated from a tropical storm to a Category I hurricane. Whoopee.


	Coffee in hand, he searched through the front-room desk until he found a couple of Florida maps. One was a roadmap of the state, but the other was Dade County only. That was the one he needed.


	He found Pemberton Road and followed it till it intersected with South Road…the site of the accident. Out in the boonies. Way out.


	Time for a road trip.


	He was halfway through refolding the map—these things never wanted to go back to their original state—when a knock on the front door interrupted him. He found Anya, dressed in a bright red-and-yellow house dress, standing outside with Oyv cradled in her arms.


	“Good morning,” she said. Hot, steamy air flowed around her.


	Jack motioned her inside. “Come on in where it’s cool. If you’ve got half an hour, I can make you a cup of coffee.”


	She shook her head as she stepped in. “No thanks, hon.”


	“Sure? It’s made from beans.” He winked at her. “And on the label it says that no plants were killed during the making of Brown Gold coffee.”


	She winked back. “I’ll have to try some another time.” She gestured to the map in Jack’s hand. “Planning a trip?”


	“Yeah. Out to where my father got hurt.”


	“I’ll come with you.”


	“That’s not necessary.” Jack had planned to do a little aimless reconnoitering after checking out the intersection and didn’t know if he wanted an old lady and a yip-yip dog along.


	“No trouble at all,” she told him. “Besides, you’re a newcomer and I’ve lived around here awhile. I can keep you from getting lost.”


	Well…on that score, maybe she’d be more of a help than a hindrance.


	“Okay. Thanks. But I want to stop at the hospital and check up on my father before we head out to the swamps.”


	“That can wait till you get back,” she told him. “I was just there.”


	“You were?” He was touched by her devotion. “That’s awfully nice of you. How was he?”


	“When I left he was just the same as yesterday and the day before.”


	“No progress?” Bummer. “How long can this go on?”


	“Not much longer, hon,” Anya said with a smile. “I have a feeling he’ll be taking a turn for the better soon. Just give it a little time. But as for exploring the hinterlands, we should get started before it gets too hot.”


	She had a point. “Okay. Just let me throw a few things together and I’ll be right out.”


	
“Oyv and I will meet you at the car.”


	Jack figured he’d bring his backup .38 along—just in case. And mosquito repellent. Lots of mosquito repellent.


				*
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	A voice had called him from his long dream of the war and he’d responded. He was glad to leave the dream…so many dead men, with pierced skulls and ruptured chests…staring at him with mournful eyes…


	And then he was out of the dream and awake. He sat up. He was in a bed, in a barrack. But where were the other beds, the other soldiers? No one here but him.


	Then he saw a little woman, a thin bird of a woman in some sort of uniform, mopping the floor. He spoke to her. Not volitionally. The words seemed to pop out of his mouth. He didn’t even hear them. But the woman did. Her head snapped up. Her eyes widened. Then she hurried from the room.


	Where am I? he wondered.


	Was this still part of the dream? If not, how did he get here?


				*
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	Jack tried to draw Anya out during the trip but she wasn’t very responsive. He told her about the palmetto attack last night but she didn’t seem horrified or even concerned. Her only remark was that it was “very unusual.”


	“How about you?” he said, shifting the subject from him to her. He wanted to know more about her. “Where are you from?”


	“I moved here from Queens,” she said.


	“I’d have thought you came from Long Island.”


	“Well, I’ve lived there too.”


	“What about your childhood? Where’d you grow up?”


	“Just about everywhere, it seems.” She sighed. “It was so long ago it seems like a dream.”


	This was getting nowhere. “Where haven’t you lived?”


	“On the moon.” She smiled at him. “So what’s with all the questions?”


	“Just curious. You seem to know a lot about me and my father, and you two seem close, so don’t you think it’s natural for me to want to know a little about you?”


	“Not to worry. We’re not involved. We never will be. We’re just friends. Isn’t that enough?”


	“I suppose it is,” Jack said.


	He supposed it would have to be.


	He took Pemberton Road southwest with Anya following on the map and acting as navigator. Oyv lay stretched out in the sun on the deck under the rear window. A drainage ditch paralleled the road, sometimes on the left, other times on the right. Probably served as a canal of some sort in normal times, but now it was mostly a succession of intermittent pools of stagnant water.


	“They’re called borrow pits,” Anya said, as if reading his mind. “They’re where the dirt and limestone came from when they were building up these roads. This time of year they should be filled with water, with turtles and little alligators and jumping fish. Now…”


	He could see what filled them now: beer cans, Snapple bottles, old tires, and hunks of algae-encrusted Styrofoam.


	Coarse brown grass stretched away to either side. He spotted three white-tailed deer—a doe and two fawns—grazing near a stand of trees. As the car approached they leaped over a bush and disappeared.


	He saw a sign that read PANTHER CROSSING.


	“Panthers?”


	Anya nodded. “They still have some around here.”


	The idea of wild panthers about was a little unsettling even when in a car. Imagine seeing that sign while on foot.


	“I’ve driven through here with your father a couple of times. Every time we pass that sign he says some rhyme about a ‘panther’ and ‘anther.’”


	Jack had to laugh. “Ogden Nash!”


	“Who?”


	“He was a very clever, down-to-earth poet. No airs about his stuff. Wrote a lot for kids. Dad loved him.”


	Jack remembered his father’s nightly ritual of doling out a few of Nash’s animal poems at bedtime.


	He’d forgotten about those times. He made a mental note to check the bookstores when he got home and see what was still in print. Vicky would love Nash’s wordplay.


	He was jarred back to the present as they passed a burnt-out area where some asshole probably had flicked a cigarette out the window. Up ahead, a sign displaying a goofy-looking alligator informed them that this was a “South Florida Water Management District.”


	“Not much water to manage at the moment,” Jack said as the pavement ran out and became a dusty, rutted dirt road bed.


	“Even when there is they mis manage it. All the development north of here, it’s screwed up the Everglades—screwed it royally.”


	Jack sensed anger in Anya’s voice. And something else…


	“You sound as if you’re taking it personally.”


	“I am, kiddo. I am. No decent person can feel otherwise.”


	“Pardon my saying so, but isn’t it really just a big swamp?”


	“Not a swamp at all. Swamps are stagnant; there’s constant flow through the Everglades. It’s a prairie—a wet, saw grass prairie. This whole part of the state runs downhill from Lake Okeechobee to the sea. The overflow from the lake travels all those miles in sloughs—”


	“Whose?”


	“Slough. It’s spelled S-L-O-U-G-H but pronounced like it’s S-L-E-W. The sloughs are flows of water through these prairies that keep things wet. We’re near the Taylor Slough here. The Miccosukee Indians call the Everglades Pa-hay-okee: river of grass or grassy waters. But look what’s been done in the past fifty years: Canals have been cut and farms have been put in the way, leaking all their chemicals into the water—or should I say, whatever water reaches here. What the farms don’t take is ‘managed’ by so many canals and dikes and dams and levies and flood gates that you’ve got to wonder how any of it gets where it naturally wants to go. It’s amazing anything at all has survived here. Just pure dumb luck that the whole area’s not a complete wasteland.” She glanced at him. “Sorry, kiddo. End of lecture.”


	“Hey, no. I learned something. But I’d think that since Florida is just an overgrown sandbar, all of the water in the sloughs would just seep into the ground.”


	“Sandbar? Where’d you get that idea?”


	“I heard somebody describe it that way, so—”


	She wagged a finger at him. “He was talking out his tuchus. Florida is mostly limestone. It’s not an overgrown sandbar; if anything, it’s a huge reef. There’s sand, sure, but dig down and you hit the calcified corpses of countless little organisms who built up this mound back in the days when all this was under water. That’s why the water runs downhill to the Everglades: Because it must.”


	“How’d you manage to learn so much about these problems?”


	“It’s no secret. You just have to read the papers. Supposedly the government is going to spend billions to correct the mess. We’ll see. Shouldn’t have let it happen in the first place.” She glanced down at the map. “We should be coming up on it soon.”


	“On what?”


	“The intersection.” She pointed through the windshield. “There. That must be it.”


	Jack saw a stop sign ahead. He slowed the car to a stop a dozen feet before the intersection. The crossing road was unmarked. Jack took the map from Anya and stared at the intersection he’d circled.


	“How do we know this is the place?”


	“It is,” Anya said.


	“But nothing says that’s South Road.”


	“Trust me, kiddo. It is.”


	Jack looked at the map again. Not too many crossroads out here. This had to be it.


	Leaving the engine running to keep the AC going, he got out and walked to the stop sign. It sported a couple of bullet holes—.45 caliber, maybe—but the rime of rust along their ragged edges said they were old. A sour breeze limped from the west. He stepped into the intersection and looked left and right. He checked the ground. Little pieces of glass glittered in the dust. This was where it had happened.


	“What are you hoping to find?”


	He turned and found Anya approaching. Oyv trotted behind her, weaving back and forth as he sniffed the ground.


	“Don’t know,” he said. “It’s just that a lot of things don’t add up, especially with the timing and the assumption that my father ran a stop sign.”


	“I imagine a lot of people do that out here. Look around. Here we are, midmorning on a Thursday and not a car in sight. You think maybe there were more in the early A.M. Tuesday?”


	“No. I guess not. But he was—is—such a by-the-book guy, and not a risk taker, that I can’t see him doing it. And I can’t see what he was doing out here in the first place.”


	“Oh, I can tell you that: He was driving.”


	Jack tried not to show his irritation. “I know he was driving. But where to?” “To nowhere. Many nights he had trouble sleeping, so he’d go out for a drive.”


	“How do you know?”


	“He told me. Asked me if I wanted to come along some night. I said he should include me out. I don’t know from insomnia. Like the dead I sleep.”


	So I noticed, Jack thought.


	“Where did he go?”


	“Out here. He said he always took the same route. He’d drive with his windows open. He said he liked the silence, liked to stop and look at the stars—you can see so many out here—or watch an approaching storm. That would have been back when we had storms, of course.” She sighed. “Such a long while since we’ve heard thunder around here.”


	“All right. So he’s out here on his nightly drive and—”


	“Not nightly. Two, maybe three times a week.”


	“Okay, so Monday night or early Tuesday morning, he’s out here and somehow he winds up in the middle of an intersection when something else is coming along. Something big enough to total his car and keep on rolling.”


	“A truck then. Sounds as if he pulled out in front of a truck.”


	Jack looked up and down the road. His father’s Marquis had been hit on the right front fender. That meant…


	“A truck? It would have to have been coming from the west…from the Everglades. Maybe he had a little stroke or something.”


	“Dr. Huerta said his brain scans showed no damage.”


	“Then it’s a mystery.”


	“I don’t like mysteries, especially when they involve someone I know. And speaking of mysteries, I’m still trying to find out how someone reported the accident from downtown Novaton—”


	Anya shook her head. “You call that a downtown?”


	“Okay, from the local supermarket—before it happened.”


	Anya peered at him through her huge sunglasses. “How do you know when it happened?”


	“From my father’s watch. It’s cracked and broken, and the time on the face is something like twenty minutes after the accident call. How is that possible?”


	“Clocks,” Anya said with a shrug. “Who can trust them? One’s set too fast, one’s set too slow—”


	“My father was always a tightass about having the right time.”


	“‘Was,’” Anya said. She tsked and pointed a gnarled finger at him. “What do you know about his watch lately?”


	Jack looked away. She had him there.


	“Not much.”


	“Right. And—”


	Oyv started barking. He was standing at the edge of the ditch with his head down and his ears drawn back flat against his head.


	“What is it, my sweet doggie?” Anya said. “What have you found?”


	Jack followed Anya over to where Oyv was still making his racket.


	“Oh, my!” she said.


	Jack came up beside her. “What?”


	“Look at these tracks.”


	Jack saw five-toed impressions in the damp mud at the bottom of the ditch. They spanned about a foot across. Whatever had made them was big. And pigeon-toed.


	“Got to be a crocodile.”


	Anya looked at him and made a face. “Crocodile? The Florida crocodile likes brackish water. These are alligator tracks. See that wavy line running between them? That was left by his tail. Look at the size of those feet. This is a big alligator.”


	Jack did a slow turn. With all the reeds and saw grass around, it could be hiding anywhere.


	Now he knew how Captain Hook felt.


	“How big?”


	“Judging from the size of these prints, I’d say twenty feet long, maybe more.”


	Jack couldn’t imagine how she’d know that, but wasn’t going to call her on it. This lady knew an awful lot about Florida.


	“Twenty-plus, huh? Why don’t we get back in the car.”


	“Not to worry. These look old. See how the mud is dry? They were probably made days ago.”


	“That doesn’t mean the maker isn’t still nearby.”


	The tiny Chihuahua was down in the canal sniffing at the tracks. He showed no fear. Jack half expected him to start cooing, Heeere, leezard, leezard, leezard…


	His right hand drifted to the small of his back where his little AMT backup rested in its holster under his T-shirt. He wondered if a .38 caliber frangible would stop a gator that size. Probably break up on its head. But he alternated them with FMJs in the magazine. They might do some damage.


	“Anyway, I’ve seen what I came to see.”


	“Which was?”


	“Nothing in particular. I just thought I should come out and see where it happened.”


	What had he been hoping for? A mystery-solving clue, like in the movies? It hadn’t happened. Wasn’t going to happen. The whole thing was just a stupid accident.


	But still…he wished he knew who’d been barreling along South Road out of the swamp in something big and heavy early Tuesday morning.


	Back at the car, Jack played the gentleman and held the door for Anya—and Oyv—as she settled herself in the passenger seat, then he walked around to the other side. Physically he was heading for the driver seat; mentally he was miles away, thinking about giant gators and heavy rolling equipment. He was reaching for the door handle when Oyv started barking again. He looked up and saw a red truck racing toward him—for him.


	No time to get in the car so he back-rolled onto the hood and got his feet up and out of the way just as the truck sideswiped the Buick.


	Jack’s heart pounded. That son of a bitch almost—


	The truck…an old red pickup he’d seen before. Jack couldn’t make out who was driving but he’d bet he wasn’t pretty. Coughing in the trailing dust cloud, he slid off the hood, pulled open the door, and jumped inside.


	“What was that?” Anya said as Oyv kept barking.


	Thanks little guy, Jack thought. Bark all you want.


	“That was an attempted hit and run.”


	He slammed the car into gear and spun the tires as he started pursuit.


	Anya looked worried. “What do you think you’re doing?”


	“Going after them.”


	“And if you catch them, then what?”


	“As the saying goes, I’m going to kick ass and take names—in a very literal sense.”


	The bogus nurse in his father’s room yesterday had driven away from the hospital in that truck, and now that truck had tried to drive into him. It wasn’t big enough to cause the damage that had befallen his father’s Grand Marquis without totaling itself, but it was connected. Oh, yes. Definitely connected.


	Jack followed the pickup’s dust cloud along Pemberton. He was gaining on it when it suddenly braked and hung a hard right. Jack skidded to a halt, almost missing the turn. He nosed onto a pair of sandy ruts that curved to the right. He accelerated but the dust was so thick that he missed the path and slid off into the brush. It took a few back-and-forth maneuvers to get moving again, and by the time he made it back to the road—that pair of ruts was nothing more than an arc that curved back to South Road—the truck was nowhere to be seen.


	Jack drove to the intersection and got out. He scanned the roads up and down in search of a tell-tale dust cloud, but saw nothing. The truck had either slowed or pulled off the road to hide in the brush.


	Frustration set his teeth on edge as he swung back into the driver seat. He pounded once on the steering wheel.


	“Not to worry,” Anya said. “I have a feeling you’ll be seeing that truck again.”


	“So do I,” Jack said. “That’s the problem.”


				*
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	Jack needed to pick up some beer and a few munchies. Anya said she needed to do some food shopping as well. So, following her directions, he drove them to the Publix in downtown Novaton. On the way he saw a number of homeless types begging on the sidewalks. He hadn’t noticed them on past trips through.


	A fellow with a cauliflower nose and a lumpy face that looked like he’d stuffed his cheeks with marbles stood near the door. He held a Styrofoam cup and shook the change within, looking for more.


	As Jack slowed, trying not to stare but wondering if this guy was related to the two in the pickup, Anya grabbed his arm and pulled him through the automatic door.


	“Give him nothing. His type are up to no good.”


	Inside, he and Anya split, she rolling her cart toward the produce section while he headed for the snack aisle. There he found more varieties of fried pork rinds and pork cracklins than he’d ever imagined possible. He’d heard of them but never tried any. He passed them by and stocked up on healthier fare—tubes of cheese Pringles, one of his household staples. On his way back past the pork rinds he gave in to an impulse and picked up a bag. He’d try anything once. Couldn’t tell Gia, though. She’d be grossed out.


	He found the beer section on the left side of the store where it took up the whole wall. But nowhere on that wall could he find Ybor Gold. He saw a stock boy who didn’t look old enough to drink stacking twelve-packs of Bud Light in the cooler; he had late acne and an early goatee. His brown hair was gelled into shiny spikes. Jack asked him where they hid the Ybor Gold.


	“I don’t think we carry that one anymore,” he said.


	Damn. He’d enjoyed those two he’d had on the way down.


	“Why not? It’s a local beer.”


	“That’s not local. It’s made in Tampa.”


	Exasperated, Jack started waving his arms. “If you can stock Sapporo Draft from the other side of the world, how come you can’t stock something from the other side of the state?”


	“Wait a minute,” the kid said. “Come to think of it…”


	He went over to the imported section, shuffled some stock around, and pulled out a six pack of Ybor Gold. He held it up, grinning.


	“Knew I’d seen this somewhere.”


	“My hero,” Jack said.


	“There’s one more back there. Do you—?”


	“Sold!”


	As the kid put the two six packs in the cart, Jack handed him a five-dollar bill.


	“Naw, that’s okay,” he said. “Just doing my job.”


	Jack shoved it into the breast pocket of the kid’s shirt. “Yeah, but you deserve a raise.”


	He hunted up Anya and followed her around as she picked out what she wanted. This involved playing touchy-feely with almost every piece of fruit in the store. Finally she was done and they checked out. Jack qualified for an Express Lane and cooled his heels by the door as her order was rung up.


	Out in the parking lot, he was loading everything into the trunk when he spotted a battered red pickup parked against the far curb half a block down. Anya and Oyv were already in the car; it was running with the AC on. Jack leaned in the driver door.


	“Can you spare a few minutes?” he said. “I want to check something out.”


	She glanced at her watch. “Don’t be too long. I’d like to stop in on your father before we head home.”


	That was on Jack’s to-do list as well. But first…


	He angled across the parking lot, then crossed the street. As he approached the truck—no question now that it was the same one—he noticed a slim young woman with a dark complexion and wild hair a startling silver white. She leaned against a nearby wall. She wore white Levis and a tight black vest over a long-sleeved white shirt buttoned up to the collar.


	He stared at her. Something familiar about her. Not the hair, but that face, those black eyes…


	And then he knew. Stuff that hair under a black wig, put her in a nurse’s uniform, and she’d be the mystery woman who’d fled his father’s room yesterday.


	First she’s a brunette in the hospital, now she’s white haired and hanging out on the street. What the hell?


	Next to her stood a hulking man Jack recognized as the one who’d ferried the mystery nurse away yesterday.


	The woman’s eyes met his and he saw an instant of recognition there. She hid it immediately and slid her gaze off him, but he’d caught it.


	Jack stepped back and edged toward the truck. The guy with the bulging forehead was leaning against it. Couldn’t forget him. He’d been driving when Jack’s tire was slashed. Had he been driving an hour ago?


	Time to find out. Time to see if he could provoke a little something out of this clown.


	Jack lidded his anger and sidled up to him. The man’s misaligned eyes were fixed on the crowd. Jack got his attention by giving his right shoulder a none-too-gentle shove. The guy bumped against the truck’s passenger door and whirled on Jack.


	“Hey! What—?”


	Whatever he was going to say never got out. Jack saw his eyes widen with recognition and knew he had his man.


	“Almost nailed me out there, didn’t you,” Jack said, stepping closer and getting in his face.


	“Luke?” the guy said in a high, quavering voice.


	Jack gave him another shove. “Whose bright idea was that? Yours? Or somebody else’s?”


	“Luke?” he said again, louder this time, his eyes darting back and forth. “Luke!”


	Jack was about to give him another shove when the big burly guy who’d been next to the woman came up. His little pig eyes fixed on Jack.


	“What’s goin on?”


	“This your truck?”


	“What if it is?”


	“It sideswiped me out in the boonies a little while ago.”


	Luke shook his head. “No way. It’s been sittin’ here all day. Ain’t that right, Corley?”


	Corley missed a beat, then nodded his misshapen head. “Yeah. That’s right. Here all day.”


	“Really?” Jack stepped over to the right front fender and ran his hand along the beige-streaked dent there. “I bet if the police compare the paint on these scrapes to the paint on my car they’ll come up with a perfect match.”


	He had no intention of getting the cops involved, but they didn’t know that.


	Luke’s eyes shifted from the scrapes, to Corley, to Jack. “What if it does? Don’t prove nothin’.”


	“I think the cops will see it differently, and then I won’t be the only one wanting to know why you tried to run me down.”


	“Somebody tried to run you down?” said a woman’s voice behind him.


	It was the girl.


	“Do I know you?” Jack said.


	She stuck out her hand. “My name’s Semelee. What’s yours?” Her dark eyes were alive with interest as she looked at him.


	“Jack,” he said as he shook her hand. Her skin was soft, like a baby’s. He nodded his head toward Luke and Corley. “You connected to them?” He knew the answer but wanted to see how she’d respond.


	“They’re kin. You think they tried to run you down?”


	“I don’t know who was driving, but I know it was that truck.”


	Her expression darkened. “Oh, it was, was it?” She turned and glared at her “kin.” “Get in the truck.”


	Luke spread his hands. “But Semelee…”


	“In the truck,” she said through her teeth. “Now!”


	The two of them moved off like whipped dogs. If nothing else, Jack had learned who ruled the roost.


	She was all smiles when she turned back to him. A nice smile. The first he’d seen. It lit up her face and made her almost pretty.


	“I’m sure it was just an accident. Those boys drive a little crazy sometimes. Why don’t I buy you a drink and we can talk it over. Maybe—”


	“What were you doing in my father’s room?”


	“Your father?” Her brow furrowed. “I don’t think I—”


	“His hospital room. You were in it yesterday, wearing a wig and dressed like a nurse.”


	She snapped her fingers. “I knew I seen you before.”


	Yeah, right. She’d known him the instant she saw him.


	“What were you doing there?”


	“Oh, that. I been thinkin’ bout becomin’ a nurse, so I dressed up like one and went to the hospital to see what it was like. It didn’t work out. Made me feel kinda sickish. I guess nursin’ ain’t for me.”


	“I guess it ain’t.”


	Good story. It fit nicely with what he’d seen, but Jack wasn’t buying a word.


	She smiled again. “Now, about that drink…?”


	He hesitated. A little face time with her and he might get a handle on what was going on between his father and Semelee and her “kin.” But he had Anya back in the car and he hadn’t seen his father yet today. But maybe he could catch her later.


	“Have to take a rain check,” he told her. “Got to get to the hospital.”


	“Oh, yeah. Your daddy. Is he bad sick?”


	“He’s been better.”


	Another battered pickup, this one blue, pulled up beside the first. For a moment he thought it was filled with migrant workers, but then Jack saw their misshapen heads and bodies. If they were any sort of workers, they looked like they might be extras for Wes Craven if he was doing a new sequel to The Hills Have Eyes. He recognized the marble-cheeked guy from the Publix. All the funny-looking street people he’d seen begging on his trip through town were gathered in these two trucks.


	“Well,” Semelee said, “we’ll try for that drink some other time.”


	Jack tore his eyes away from the blue truck. “We sure will. When?”


	“Whenever you want.”


	“How do I reach you?”


	“Don’t worry.” Her smile broadened as she opened the passenger door of the pickup and climbed in. “Just say the word and I’ll know.”


	Something in her tone sent an icy trickle down Jack’s spine.


				*
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	Jack walked into the hospital room and froze just inside the door. His father, dressed in an open-back hospital gown with little booties on his feet, was sitting up on the edge of the bed eating a plate of green Jell-O.


	“Christ! Dad…you’re awake!”


	His father looked up. He looked fresh and rested. He might have been sitting on his front porch having a gimlet.


	“Jack? You’re here? You?”


	His blue eyes were clear and bright through his steel-rimmed glasses. His hair was damp and combed, his face looked freshly scrubbed. If not for the facial bruises and the bandage on the side of his head, there was no evidence that he’d been seriously hurt.


	“Yeah. Me.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe this. Last night you were still level-seven coma and today…”


	“They told me one of my sons had been visiting. I assumed it was Tom. But come to think of it, I seem to remember hearing your voice.”


	“I was talking to you a lot.”


	“You were? Maybe that’s what brought me out. I couldn’t believe you were here so I had to see for myself.” He sighed and looked at Jack. “Is this what I have to do to get you to visit?”


	“Such a thing to say!” Anya said, bustling around Jack and heading for the bed. She’d hung back at the doorway, making Oyv comfortable, she’d said, and had waved Jack ahead. “Be nice, Thomas.”


	“Anya!” his father said, eyes lighting at the sight of her. “What are you doing here?”


	“Jack brought me. We’ve become fast friends.” She took his right hand in both of hers. “How are you?”


	“I’m fine. Better every minute, especially since they took that catheter out of me.” He shuddered. “That’s not something—”


	“There she is!” said a heavily accented woman’s voice. Jack turned and saw a thin little Hispanic woman, dressed like a nurse’s aide, standing next to the hulking form of Nurse Schoch, pointing at Anya. “She’s the one I told you about.”


	Nurse Schoch, looking as stern as ever, glanced down at the aide and spoke in a rumbling voice. “You want to tell me again what you saw?”


	“I was in the bathroom, washing the sink, when she come in and hold his hand and say, ‘Okay, Tom. You’ve been asleep long enough. Today’s the day you get up.’ That’s what she say.”


	Anya laughed and waved a hand at her. “How do you know I don’t say that to him every day?”


	The little woman shook her head. “Right after she leave, he sit up in bed and ask me if he miss breakfast.”


	“Did I?” his father said, smiling. “I don’t remember. I was a little groggy after I first woke up, but I’m fine now.” The smile faded. “So many things I don’t remember. They tell me I had an accident but I don’t remember a thing about it.”


	The aide was still pointing at Anya. “Bruja!”


	Jack knew enough Spanish to know she was calling Anya a witch.


	“Enough of that,” Schoch said. “Go clean something. Git.”


	After one last fearful look at Anya, the little woman scurried off. Nurse Schoch stepped over to his father’s side and took his blood pressure. She nodded and wrote on a clipboard.


	“How am I doing?” he said.


	“Fine.” Schoch smiled and, surprisingly, it didn’t break her face. “Amazingly fine. Dr. Huerta’s coming up to see you.”


	“Who’s he?”


	“She. She’s been taking care of you since you were brought in to the ED.”


	“Well, she’d better get here fast, because as soon as I finish this Jell-O, I’m going home.”


	Jack and Schoch began talking at the same time, telling him he couldn’t, that he’d just had a serious injury, and so on and so on. Didn’t faze him.


	“I don’t like hospitals. I feel fine. I’m going home.”


	Jack recognized the note of finality in his father’s voice. He’d heard it as a kid. It meant Dad had made up his mind and that was that.


	“You can’t,” Schoch told him.


	He peered at her through his glasses. “I guess I’m a little confused. When did I become the hospital’s property?”


	Schoch blinked and Jack guessed no one had ever asked her that.


	“You’re certainly not the hospital’s property, but you became its responsibility when you were wheeled through the doors.”


	“I appreciate that,” he said. “Really, I do. And from the way I feel right now, you’ve all done a wonderful job. But I no longer need a hospital, so I’m going home. Where’s the problem?”


	“The problem, Dad…,” Jack said, feeling his patience slipping. His father was acting dumb. “The problem is that you had a serious accident—”


	“So I’m told. Can’t remember a thing about it so I guess I’ll have to take people’s word for it.”


	“It happened,” Jack told him. “I’ve seen the car. Totaled.”


	He winced. “Not even a year old.” He shook his head. “I wish I could remember.”


	Jack watched his father’s expression. Was that fear in his eyes? Was he afraid? Of what?


	“That’s not the point,” he told him. “The point is you’ve been in a coma for three days and how do we know you won’t lapse back into one in the next minute or hour or day?”


	His smile was thin. “We don’t. But if I do, you can bring me back here.” He held out his arm—the one with the IV running into it—to Schoch. “Would you remove that, please?”


	She shook her head. “Not without doctor’s orders.”


	“Okay, then. I’ll do it myself.”


	“Christ, Dad,” Jack said as his father began peeling off the tape that held the line in place.


	“All right, all right,” Schoch said. “I’ll take it out for you. Just let me get a tray.”


	As she lumbered out, Jack looked at Anya. She hadn’t said a word through all this. He looked at his father who had lowered the top of his hospital gown and was peeling off the cardiac monitor leads.


	“Can’t you convince him?” he said to her. “I obviously can’t.”


	Oyv popped his head out of her big straw bag as Anya shook hers. “I should be making his decisions? He’s not crazy.”


	“He’s acting crazy.”


	“He wants to leave the hospital because he feels fine. What’s so crazy about that?”


	Thanks for the help, he thought. He’d feel a lot better if his father would stay just one more day, to make sure his condition was stable. He had to find a way around his reckless stubbornness.


	Anya was staring at him. “Switch places. What would you do in his situation?”


	I’d get the hell out of here and go home, he thought. But he couldn’t say that.


	“I’m lots younger and—”


	Oyv dropped back down into the bag as an anxious looking Nurse Schoch came charging into the room, carrying a tray. She stopped at the foot of the bed and shook her head as she stared at the cardiac leads scattered across the sheet.


	“I figured that was what you were doing when the monitor flatlined, but I had to be sure.”


	A few minutes later, Dad had a gauze patch taped over the spot where the IV had been. He stood and looked around.


	“All I need now are my clothes.”


	“They had to throw them out.” Here was the angle Jack had been looking for. “They were too bloody to keep. You know what? Why don’t you hang out here one more night and I’ll come back first thing in the morning with some of your clothes. How does that sound?”


	“Terrible. I’ll wear this if I have to.”


	Jack thought of refusing to drive him home, but what would that accomplish? All he had to do was call a cab.


	He caught a glimpse of his father’s skinny white buttocks through the back of the hospital gown as he walked to the tiny closet.


	“Well, will you look at this!” he said as he opened the door. He held up a white golf shirt and tan Bermuda shorts. “Just what the doctor ordered.”


	“Somehow I doubt that,” Jack said. He looked at Anya. “Where’d they come from? You were here this morning. Did you—?”


	“You think I go snooping in closets?”


	His father headed for the bathroom. “I’ll be out in a minute.”


	“Dad, those aren’t your clothes.”


	“I’m claiming them for the moment. I’ll bring them back tomorrow.”


	I give up, Jack thought. I’m licked. He’s going home.


	While he was changing, Anya puttered around the room, opening and closing drawers, filling a little plastic bag with the soaps, mouthwash, toothpaste, and other necessities the hospital had supplied.


	“No sense in letting any of this go to waste,” she said. “He’s paid for it, after all—probably through the nose, if I know hospitals.”


	Jack watched as her hand darted behind the headboard. She pulled something out and quickly shoved it into the plastic bag. He didn’t see it, but he could guess what it was. She was taking back her painted tin can totem.


	Dad, still wearing his hospital booties, stepped out of the bathroom and spread his arms to show off his new duds.


	“Would you believe it? A perfect fit.”


	“Imagine that.”


	Jack looked at Anya but she wouldn’t make eye contact. What was her part in all this? Was that nurse’s aide right? Could Anya have had something to do with his father’s miraculous recovery? That would be strange, but he was becoming used to strange.


	“Are we ready?” his father said. “Then let’s go!”


				*

	


	
7


	On the ride back to Gateways—Jack driving, his father in the passenger seat, Anya and Oyv in the back—he told his father what he knew about the accident, including the anonymous call to the police that appeared to have been made before the crash.


	“I wish I could remember,” he said. “The last thing I recall is leaving the house and driving out the front gate. And that’s it. What happened during the drive? Why can’t I remember?”


	“It’s called retrograde amnesia,” Jack told him. “You can’t retrieve memories of events right before you got hit. There’s a good chance over time your brain will sort them out, but then again, it may never.”


	His father stared at him. “How do you know so much about it?”


	Oops. “A sort of lecture I listened to once. Very interesting.”


	The speaker had been Doc Hargus. Jack had been knocked cold in a fall from a fire escape. After coming to he’d known enough to get to Hargus to have his scalp sewn up, but couldn’t remember why he’d been on the fire escape in the first place. The doc had explained about post-traumatic memory loss, both antegrade and retrograde. It had taken a few days, but Jack finally remembered how he’d got there. And who’d shoved him off.


	“Well, I hope mine comes back soon. As for the accident being reported before it happened…” He shook his head. “Impossible. So we can forget that. Somebody’s watch was way off. That’s the only explanation. Wasn’t it Sherlock Holmes who said, ‘When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth’?”


	Jack was sure he’d heard Basil Rathbone state that a hundred times.


	“Yeah, I think so.”


	Except, considering the course of Jack’s life these past months, the impossible was not as easy to eliminate as he’d once assumed.


	After Jack parked the car in the cul-de-sac, his father insisted—over his son’s protests—on helping carry Anya’s groceries into her house. They left her there with a promise to return for cocktail hour.


	As he preceded Jack into the front room of his house, he said, “I guess I should be saying, Boy, it’s great to be home. But I can’t. I may have been in that hospital bed for days, but I feel as if I left here only a few hours ago.”


	He lowered himself into the recliner and stared into space. Jack watched him and realized he was scared. He’d never seen his father scared, or imagined he could be. He knew he couldn’t leave him like this.


	“I’m going to stay a few days,” he told him. “If that’s all right with you.”


	His father looked up at him. “You? Acting like you’re a member of a family? What gives?”


	The remark stung, and that must have shown in Jack’s face because his father’s voice abruptly softened.


	“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m glad you’re here. You don’t know how glad. It’s just…”


	“Just what?”


	“Kate’s funeral. Why weren’t you there? I still can’t believe you didn’t show up.”


	“I couldn’t.”


	“Like hell. A hundred, maybe two hundred people showed up. Mothers bringing the children she’d treated, people she’d treated as kids bringing their own children. All those strangers made it to her funeral, but not her own brother. She touched a lot of lives in her life, Jack, but yours most of all. She practically raised you. You brought out the nurturer in her. When you needed changing or needed to be sung to sleep, she’d take over, she’d say she’d do it. She’d all but fight with your mother to take care of you.”


	“I know,” Jack whispered through a constricting throat. “Don’t you think I’d have been there if it had been possible—any way possible?”


	“Then why weren’t you?”


	How could he tell him it was because BATF and FBI people were there too? Taking pictures. Because of the way Kate died, and the events leading up to and connected to her death, they’d camped outside the funeral home and cemetery with their telefoto lenses. Jack had spotted them just as he was about to turn into the funeral home parking lot. He’d driven on. He couldn’t let them take his picture and have it end up pinned to a corkboard wall with a question mark beneath it. Who he was was a question he didn’t want them even asking, let alone answering.


	“It wasn’t…it just wasn’t possible.”


	“Why not? Were you in jail? In a hospital in a coma? Those reasons I’ll accept. Anything less…”


	“I was there. I couldn’t make it to the ceremonies, but I visited her grave after the funeral.”


	“If you could show up then, why couldn’t you show up before?”


	Jack remembered the anger he’d felt at spotting the feds outside the funeral home. But it had been an anger tinged with guilty relief. Their presence meant he wouldn’t have to face Kate’s kids, her ex-husband, and his father. Because there’d be too many questions about Kate’s last days and he couldn’t tell them anything because there was so much she hadn’t wanted them to know. But most of all because he felt in some ways responsible for her death. In her last moments he’d soothed her while she bled, held her cooling hand after she died.


	“Through the whole ordeal,” his father said, “everyone kept asking if the long-lost Jack would show, and I said of course you would, especially since she’d just been taking care of you while you were sick.”


	“You know about that?”


	“She called Ron the night she died…told him. She was still looking after you, even after you’d grown up.” Tears filled his eyes. “She brought Kevin and Lizzie down for Easter week last spring. I didn’t know it would be the last time I’d see her alive. I was supposed to go up and stay with her awhile in July. Instead I went up for her funeral.” His voice hovered on the edge of a sob. “I miss her, Jack. Even though I moved down here we still talked. We phoned each other two or three times a week.”


	Jack took a step closer. He reached out a hand to put on the old man’s shoulder, hesitated halfway there—would he shrug it off?—then pushed past the doubt. He gave his father’s bony shoulder a gentle squeeze.


	“Kate was a wonderful person, Dad. You can always be proud of her. You and Mom deserve a lot of credit for that.”


	He looked up at Jack. “I wonder. Kate turned out great, but you and Tom…where is he, anyway?”


	That reminded him: He should call Tom and let him know Dad was out of the coma. Not that he seemed too worried. He’d yet to call for an update.


	“He couldn’t make it. He told me he’s tied up with some legal thing in Philly.”


	He shook his head. “Figures. Tom’s always got something else to do; we all know who’s number one in his life. And then there’s you…the vanished son. I suppose your mom and I deserve credit for the two of you as well as Kate, don’t we.”


	He sounded so bitter. Maybe he had a right to be. Jack started to slide his hand off the shoulder but his father grabbed it and squeezed.


	“I’m sorry, Jack. I had to let this out. It’s been eating at me since the funeral. And since you never returned my calls…”


	“Yeah, sorry about that.” Again, he hadn’t known what he could say.


	“…I never had a chance to get this off my chest. I still don’t understand, and I guess I never will. You’re holding back on me. I don’t know why but I hope someday you’ll tell me the real story.” He released Jack’s hand and slapped his palms against his thighs. “Until then, I’m through with this kind of talk. It’s putting me in a funk.”


	He sat in silence for a moment, Jack standing beside the chair, trying to come up with something to say. But he didn’t have to. His father broke the silence by rising from the chair and heading for the kitchen.


	“I’m going to have a beer. Want one?”


	“Do you think you should? I mean, you were in a coma this morning and—”


	“Do you want one or not?” he snapped.


	If you can’t beat him, Jack thought, join him.


	“Yeah, okay. Pop me one.”


	His father opened the refrigerator door and pulled out an amber bottle. “What’s this?”


	“Oh, that’s an Ybor. It’s a Florida brew I discovered.”


	His father gave him a hard look. “What did you do? Move in while I was out cold?”


	“Well, Anya said you’d want it that way.”


	“She did, did she?”


	These mood swings between friendly and hostile were getting to be a bit too much. “Look, if you want me to move out—”


	“I wouldn’t hear of it.”


	He popped the caps off a pair and handed one to Jack. They clinked the bottles.


	Jack said, “To letting bygones be bygones?” At least for now.


	“Not always as easy as it sounds, but I’ll drink to that.” His father took a sip and then studied the label. “Ybor Gold, ay? I like it.”


	Jack took a long pull. “Yeah. But they should have named it Ygor Gold. Then they could have had this sneaky-looking hunchback on the label. Would have been very cool.”


	His father stared at him. “Now why on earth would you think of that? Why would anyone think of that? You know, I used to worry that all those monster movies you watched as a kid would warp you. Now I can see they did. I swear they did.”


	“Hey, I’ve watched lots of romantic films too, Dad, but they didn’t make me romantic. And I know I must have seen hundreds, maybe a thousand comedies, but they didn’t make me funny. I haven’t committed stand-up yet and, trust me, I’m not the life of the party.”


	His father laughed for the first time since he’d come out of the coma. That was a good thing.


				*
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	They hung around the front room for about twenty minutes or so, sipping their brews and making small talk, then his father dozed off in his recliner. At first Jack worried that he’d lapsed back into coma, but he responded when Jack shook his shoulder. He left him sleeping in his chair and went outside.


	Through the late afternoon haze he spotted Carl working three houses down. When he saw Jack he hurried toward him across the dry grass. A small garden spade protruded from his right sleeve.


	“I heard about your daddy,” he said, flashing a yellow grin. “Real glad he’s okay. That’s pan-o-ramic!”


	“Sorry?”


	He shrugged. “I just like the word. Anyways, I’m glad he’s back.”


	“Thanks, Carl. He’s napping now.”


	“Good. Real good. Looks like the list don’t get more pan-o-ramic.”


	Wishing he’d never uttered that word, Jack said, “What list?”


	“The list of Gateways folks who’ve gone before their time—not that ‘before their time’ means a whole helluva lot round a place like this. Funeral home waiting rooms is what they is.”


	“I’m not following you.”


	“Had a bunch of strange deaths real recent like.”


	Jack felt a crawly sensation in his gut. “Like what? Hit and runs?”


	“Nup. Nothin’ like that. I mean strange. Like Mrs. Borger bein’ attacked by about a dozen pelicans last year—right before Christmas, it was. Pecked her to death. I hear tell one of them bit into her neck and there was blood shootin’ everwhere. Been in Florida all my life and I ain’t never heard of no one bein’ attacked by no pelicans. Then back in March there was Mr. Leo, all bitten up by a bunch of spiders. Brown recluses, they say.” He shuddered. “If I was ever on Fear Factor, that’s what would set me to runnin’. Anyways, Doc Harris said he’s never heard of someone gettin’ bit more’n once, but there you go. Poor old guy died in the hospital.”


	“Jeez.”


	“Then just last June, Mr. Neusner trips and falls into a whole nest of coral snakes. He was DOA like the others. Come to think of it, your daddy was the only accident that made it to the hospital alive. I guess that’s a good sign.”


	“Let’s hope so.”


	“Funny thing about Mr. Neusner and the coral snakes. We got a sayin’ down here: ‘red touch yellow—kill a fellow.’”


	“What’s that mean?”


	“Well, there’s coral snakes, which got red, yellow, and black stripes, and they’s poisonous as all get out. And then there’s the scarlet snake and the scarlet king snake which got similar stripes but they’re harmless. The way you tell ’em apart is by the order of their stripes.”


	“You mean people hang around long enough to check out the stripe order?”


	“Sure. If it’s got a red stripe next to a yellow stripe, it’s a coral snake. If it don’t, then you’re okay. You may get bit, but you won’t get poisoned.” He pronounced it “pie-zund.”


	Jack said, “I’m a city boy. I see any snake, striped or plaid, I’m gone.”


	He much preferred dealing with human snakes than the legless kind.


	“But the thing is,” Carl added, “I seen one of them snakes, the one Mr. Neusner stomped on before he keeled over. Don’t know bout the other ones that bit him, but this one didn’t have no red touchin’ yellow. It shouldn’t have been poisonous, but it was.” He shook his head. “Kinda scary when somethin’ you always depended on turns out not to be true anymore.”


	Tell me about it, Jack thought. He’d seen the pins kicked from under more than one Cherished Truth lately.


	“You said there was a nest of them? Right here at Gateways? How? The place looks so…manicured.”


	“I can’t figure that one neither. I run the mower over that spot every week and I ain’t never seen no snake nest. I think a buncha them just coiled theirselfs all together durin’ the night and was still there when Mr. Neusner come by like he did every mornin’.” Carl looked away, toward the Everglades. “Almost like…”


	“Almost like what?”


	“Like they was waitin’ for him.”


	Jack’s gut crawled again. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”


	A shrug. “Just a thought.”


	“I’m having a thought too,” Jack said as the crawling sensation increased. “December, March, June…every three months someone buys it. And three months from June is—”


	“September,” Carl said. “You’re thinkin’ of your daddy, right? But the others was done in right here at Gateways by things like birds and spiders and snakes—all natural like. Your daddy had a car accident and he wasn’t here at Gateways like the others.”


	But the regularity of the fatal mishaps to Gateways residents, the steady three-month intervals between them, bothered Jack. Especially since his father had almost bought it at the end of another three-month cycle.


	Something might be going on, but it sure as hell wasn’t the Everglades seeking revenge.


	Jack feared something less substantial but far more real might be behind it.


				*
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	Tom awoke from his nap and looked around. Where was Jack? Or had he only dreamed he was here? That might mean that the whole coma thing was a dream too.


	Then Jack walked in the front door and he felt a strange mix of emotions: up that his prodigal son had come home, even if only for a few days, and down because it meant the accident and coma were all real.


	“Oh,” Jack said. “You’re awake. Short nap.”


	“The short ones are the best. They don’t leave you groggy.”


	Jack headed toward the kitchen. “I’m going to have another beer. Want one?”


	“No, thanks. But you go ahead.”


	Tom watched him twist off the top of an Ybor Gold and thought how much he looked like his mother. He had Jane’s brown hair and brown eyes. And he moved with her grace, her economy of motion.


	Tom hadn’t seen his younger son in over a year, not since that father-son tennis match he’d roped him into last summer. He’d changed in that time. He didn’t look older, but his eyes held a different look. He couldn’t call it a hunted look. Maybe haunted? Haunted by Kate’s death? Or was it something else? Guilt, maybe. Well, he should feel guilty about missing Kate’s funeral. Damn guilty.


	He didn’t know what to make of his younger son. He’d thought they’d been close. He’d made a special effort to spend time with Jack while he was growing up. An unplanned baby. He and Jane had their boy and their girl and were content with that. But Jack showed up eight years after Kate, and neither Tom nor Jane had quite the energy they’d had with the first two. But Tom hadn’t wanted to shortchange the little guy, thus the special effort.


	But then Jane was killed; and less than a year later Jack disappeared. He’d called home once to say he was okay and not to worry, but wouldn’t say any more. In the space of less than a year Tom lost his wife and one of his sons. He’d never imagined he could hurt so much. He thought his world had come apart.


	He blamed himself at first—what had he done, where had he gone wrong? But then he came to realize that disappearing was in keeping with Jack’s character as he’d come to know it.


	He’d realized early on how bright Jack was, brighter than either Tommy or Kate, but he was also something of a loner. Okay, more than something of a loner. He did well enough gradewise, but all his teachers said he’d do better if he applied himself. That and “Does not play well with others” were constants during his early schooling.


	Although a natural athlete, he never seemed to care for sports. At least not team sports. It was his father’s urging rather than any desire to compete that drove him to sign up for a couple of the high school teams. He joined the track team, but as a cross-country runner where he was competing with the terrain and himself as much as the opposing school’s team. He also spent two years on the swim team. Both loner sports.


	Even his first summer job—cutting lawns in the neighborhood—was a solitary enterprise. He borrowed the family lawnmower and went into business for himself. As a college student he needed more cash so he went to work for one of the local landscapers.


	But what he really seemed to enjoy most was reading far-out fiction—if it had a monster or a spaceship on the cover he bought it—and watching old sci-fi and monster movies.


	He’d worried about Jack, urging him into more social activities. It’s a beautiful Saturday. Go down to the park and get into one of the ball games! Jack would reluctantly get on his bike and pedal off. Later, as Tom was riding through town, he’d spot Jack’s bike chained to a standpipe outside the local theater that was showing a Saturday afternoon monster double feature.


	He’d worried then, he worried now. Jack earned his living, at least as far as Tom could tell, as an appliance repairman. In the few times during the past fifteen years that he’d seen his son—times he could number on the fingers of one hand—and had a chance to ask him about it, he’d always seemed evasive. Maybe because he sensed his father’s disappointment. Nothing wrong in being a repairman in and of itself; the world needed people who could fix the mechanical and electronic conveniences of modern life. Fine. But he wanted more for his son. Jack had three and a half years of college behind him that he wasn’t using. What was he going to do when his eyes got bad and his fingers got arthritic? Did he think he was going to get by on that Ponzi scheme called Social Security? Tom hoped not.


	But what bothered him more was that Jack seemed rootless, disconnected, adrift. Not exactly a ne’er-do-well, but…


	But what? Why was he so secretive about his life? Tom was a believer in everyone’s right to privacy, but really…it was almost as if Jack were hiding something.


	Earlier this year Tom had gathered the courage to ask if he was gay. Jack had denied it, and his easy laugh as he’d assured him that he was attracted only to women had convinced him he was telling the truth. Tom wouldn’t deny that that had been a relief. But if Jack had said yes, well, Tom would have tried to find a way to accept it. He was glad that wouldn’t be necessary.


	So if it wasn’t that, what? Was he using drugs? Or worse, dealing them? He prayed not. And for some reason, thought not.


	He supposed Jack’s unused education rankled him the most. Education wasn’t something Tom took lightly. He’d fought and killed to get his.


	He slid back along the lines of his life to his childhood. He’d been born during the Great Depression, the son of a truck farmer outside Camden who’d been scraping by before the economy crashed, and continued to scrape by after. At least they always had food on the table, even if it was only vegetables they picked or pulled from the ground themselves.


	Tom’s father had been just old enough to see a little action in the First World War, and just a little bit too old to fight in the Second, although that hadn’t stopped him from trying to enlist after hearing news of what the Japs did to Pearl Harbor. Tom remembered being afraid that they’d soon see hordes of yellow men running wild through the streets of America. He’d read numerous scenarios describing just that during the late thirties in the pages of the Operator 5 magazines he borrowed from a kid in school.


	But his father was rejected and the Japs never set foot one on North America. So much for that worry.


	But when Tom hit eighteen there was no money for college. He’d done well in high school but not well enough for a scholarship. So he enlisted in the Army. It was peacetime so it seemed a safe place to be: earn a little money, save what he could, and maybe see some of the world in the bargain. But most importantly, it offered a chance to get off that farm.


	A year after he enlisted he was seeing the world, all right. Shipped to Japan and then to South Korea to fight in a UN “police action.” Even now, he ground his teeth every time he heard that phrase. It had been a full-blown war. He’d fought from sunny Seoul to the frozen hills of North Korea where he witnessed firsthand the Red Chinese human-wave assaults. For years after, he awoke sweating and shaking with the memory. At least he was alive to have nightmares, unlike too many in his unit who came back in boxes.


	When he returned to the States he found a day job and used the GI Bill to put himself through night school. He graduated with an accounting degree and soon qualified as a CPA. He joined Price Waterhouse and spent the rest of his working life with the firm. He was able to provide his wife and children with all the things his own father had been unable to give him. To Tom, the most important of those was a higher education. Tom Jr. had made good use of it, so had dear Kate. The result was a lawyer and a doctor in the family.


	And then there was Jack…


	The man in question dropped into a chair opposite Tom.


	“Can I ask you something, Dad?”


	“Sure.”


	“What were you doing out on those back roads at that hour?”


	Tom almost told him it was none of his business but bit it back. He had to put this anger behind him, forget what happened before and be glad for the now.


	Could he do that? He had to try.


	“Just driving. I have trouble sleeping lately. I lie there in bed and I close my eyes but it won’t come. They tell you not to stay in bed if you can’t get to sleep, so I go out for a drive.”


	“And do what?”


	“Not much. Lots of times I stop the car and sit on the hood and watch the sky. Jack, you wouldn’t believe it. You can cruise those back roads at night and not see another soul. You stop the car and turn off the headlights and get out and above you are stars like you’ve never seen, stars like I haven’t seen since I was a kid in the Jersey sticks, when the air was still clean enough to see the Milky Way smeared across the top of the sky. It’s breathtaking.”


	“You always drive the same route?”


	“Pretty much. There aren’t many roads to choose from out there.”


	“So you have a pretty set pattern?”


	“I guess so. Why are you asking?”


	Jack took a sip from his bottle. “Just trying to put some pieces together. Since there’s no one out there, do you bother to stop at stop signs?”


	“Well, yes. Of course I do. It may not make sense but…I guess it’s just habit. And it’s not as if I’m going anywhere, or in a hurry to get there.”


	“The cops think you might have blown through a stop sign and got tagged by something speeding along South Road. Something big.”


	Tom shook his head. “I wish I could remember.”


	It disturbed him no end that a piece of his life was missing—an important piece, one that had put him in a coma for days. It scared him a little…no, it scared him a lot not knowing any of the details. That was why he couldn’t stay in the hospital. If he had to be in the dark as to what had happened to him, he’d rather be in the dark here, in familiar surroundings…where he felt he was in control. Or felt he had at least some modicum of control, even if illusory.


	“Do you remember a woman attacked by pelicans last year?”


	“Sure. Adele Borger. Terrible thing. I heard she was walking with two other women whom the pelicans ignored. They attacked just her. They say she was a terrible mess.”


	“And the guy bitten by the snakes?”


	“Ed Neusner. Where’d you hear about him and Adele?”


	“From Carl.”


	Tom had to smile. “Telephone, telegraph, tell Carl. He’s the Gateways gossipmonger. Not the brightest bulb in the box, but a good man. Hard worker. He’s got some wild ideas, though. Has he told you his theory about the angry Everglades yet?”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. Maybe it’s not so far-out. What about the guy killed by spiders?”


	“Joe Leo? What about him?”


	“Hasn’t anyone noticed a pattern to these deaths—like every three months?”


	“No.” Was he right? Every three months? “No one’s ever mentioned it. But why would they? It can’t be anything other than coincidence.”


	“Do you realize your accident falls right into the pattern?”


	Good Lord, Jack was right. The muscles along the back of his neck tightened, but only for a second. Coincidence. That was all it was, all it could be.


	Tom forced a smile. “Is this what you do in your spare time—invent conspiracies?”


	Jack looked at him. “As a matter of fact, yes.”


	“Don’t tell me you believe in UFOs. Please don’t.”


	“The kind with aliens inside? Hardly. But I’ve had to stop believing in coincidences.”


	Tom wondered at the bleakness in his son’s tone. “What does that mean?”


	“Nothing.” Jack shook his head. “Maybe I’m reading too much into this. For a minute I had this wild idea that the Gateways honchos might be offing some of their healthier residents in order to have their houses revert to them.”


	“That is a wild idea.”


	He sighed. “I know. Especially when I realized that the houses would stay with the spouses. So there goes the motive for that scenario.”


	“Except…,” Tom said as that tightening sensation crept again into the back of his neck, stronger this time. “Except that Adele was a widow and Joe and Ed were widowers.”


	“Oh, Jeez,” Jack said as they stared at each other.
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	In Semelee’s vision, at least in the eye covered by the shell, she moved at a height varyin from one foot to almost two foot above the ground. Clumps of saw grass whipped past at eye level. Then she was splashin’ through a shallow pond, and now back up into the grass again. The goin’ was tougher than it shoulda been. In September of any other year, she—or rather, Devil—woulda been able to stay in the wet for the whole trip. This year, though, was different. Still, the drought wasn’t gonna keep Devil from goin’ where she wanted him to.


	The goin’ was rougher for another reason: She had to stay on course and find her landmarks with only one eye.


	At last she came to the pond she’d been searchin’ for. The level was down, but not as much as most others. She slid into the water and dove deep. Devil’s underwater vision was good, better than any human could claim, and soon enough she found the mouth of the tunnel.


	She entered a dark place, so dark that even Devil’s eyes was no good here. Sometime long ago, when all this land was formed, something happened hereabouts that left a channel through the limestone. Its width was enough to allow Devil to swim through, but just barely. She had to go mostly by feel.


	The channel branched and Semelee guided Devil to the left. It seemed to go on forever, but eventually she saw a glimmer of light ahead. Devil surged forward. She could feel his hunger, but she held him back, slowin’ him to a stop a few feet below the surface. She made him hover there for a few heartbeats, then started a slow float toward the surface. She let only his eyes and the top of his snout break the surface. An egret wading at the pond edge saw him and took flight. Smart bird. As Devil took a breath through the nostrils atop his snout, Semelee focused on the old man’s house.


	She’d been watchin’ the place through a frog’s eyes, waitin’ for the son to come home. After bein’ so close to him in town this afternoon, she had to see him again. She’d felt somethin’ click between them. Like magic. She sensed destiny there. No doubt about it.


	But as she’d been watchin’ she saw him arrive with that old crone from next door and his daddy! Semelee was so shocked she almost dropped her eye-shell. She thought this was bad at first, but then changed her mind. She realized that somethin’ must be helpin’ her, somethin’ big and powerful, maybe even the Glades itself must be guidin’ events. Because now that the old man was out of the hospital, he was closer to her. Comin’ home put him within’ strikin’ distance.


	And strikin’ was just why she’d guided Devil here. She had to get this finished. And it had to be this old man. He’d been offered, and had to go before the time of the lights.


	As a bonus, after the old man was gone, there’d be nothin’ standin’ between her and the son. They could get together, just like they was meant to.


	She watched the front door. She wondered when the old man would come out…or if he’d come out. Might be a long wait.


	She heard voices. Good thing a gator’s ears was atop his head, just behind the eyes, otherwise she woulda missed it. A swish of Devil’s tail angled him around so she could see who was talkin’ and…


	Semelee blinked—her own eyes, not Devil’s—and stared. There he was: the old man—wearing one of the ugliest Hawaiian shirts she’d ever seen—and his son sittin’ in the neighbor lady’s front yard. This was too good to be true.


	She made Devil sink toward the bottom of the pond, and then had him back up to the far end. When she and Devil made their strike, he had to be movin’ fast. He had to come out of the water at full speed and charge right at the old man. The big gator was hungry so she couldn’t let him get distracted and go for anyone else—not that skinny old lady and especially not the son. She had to keep him on course. Not such an easy thing because when a gator opened his mouth, it blocked his straight-ahead vision. To make up for that, nature made it so that if anything touches the lower jaw, the upper snaps down like a bear trap. That meant she had to aim just right so that nothin’—not furniture and not the wrong people—got in Devil’s way.


	Once he got his teeth set in the old man, nothin’ was gonna break his hold. Semelee would have Devil drag him into the pond and take him to the bottom. The tunnel was too narrow to fit both gator and prey, so once the old man was drowned, she’d let Devil chow down a little before high-tail in it back to the lagoon.


	Back at the far end of the pond now, she surfaced for another look. Yes…there he was, talkin’ and drinkin’…if she angled herself just right, she’d have a clear shot at the old buzzard. She’d sink, use Devil’s powerful tail to propel them through the water, then hit the land a-runnin’. The old man wouldn’t know what hit him. And finally she’d finish off what she, Luke, and Devil had begun the other night.


				*
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	Tom watched the sunset. He and Anya did this a lot. Not every afternoon, but often enough to approach the status of a tradition. He was wearing one of his favorite shirts, the one with Mauna Loa in full eruption on the back with bright orange lava flows trailing around to the front. As usual, Anya was sipping her wine. He’d brought over a few beers. Often he’d supply a stainless-steel shaker of gimlets that he put in the ice bucket, but the Sapphire supply seemed lower than he remembered. Had Jack been nipping at it?


	Jack had called his brother to tell him their father was up and about, then handed him the phone. His older son had made a stab at sounding overjoyed, but what he really sounded was distracted. He said everything was fine but Tom sensed that something was bothering him.


	Did this mean he now had two secretive sons?


	Jack had come along for the sunset tonight, and Tom learned that he and Anya had done the watch last night.


	They really seemed to have hit it off, those two. He felt a twinge of…what? Jealousy? No, that was ridiculous. He liked Anya—loved her, in fact—but in a brotherly way. He felt no sexual attraction to her. She was a friend, a confidante, a drinking buddy. He could talk to her, confide in her. She’d lent him an ear when he’d talked about his self doubts and his wayward children, she’d held him when he’d cried after receiving word about Kate’s death. What sexual urges he had—and they seemed to be diminishing—were more than satisfied by a couple of the horny widows populating Gateways South. They weren’t looking for long-term relationships—what an alien concept in this environment—and neither was he. The couplings were Viagra fueled, but a lot of the pleasure was in the snuggling and cuddling and having someone else in bed with you.


	He turned on the battery-powered CD-player-radio he always brought along. But instead of the usual gentle music from the AM station he kept it tuned to, rap burst from the speakers.


	“What the hell?” He checked the dial and, sure enough, it was tuned to the right band. “What’s going on here?”


	“They changed the format while you were in the hospital, hon,” Anya said.


	“No!”


	“Afraid so. Sorry.”


	He jabbed at the off switch. “What’s happening to the world? Used to be I’d drive behind women and they’d be doing eye makeup and fixing their hair in the rearview mirror. Now it’s men who can’t take their eyes off themselves—staring at themselves and primping. Christ, everything’s going to hell in a hand basket.”


	“Yeah,” Jack said, “and you can bet it’s got a Fendi or Gucci logo on it.”


	“Very funny.” He pointed at his son’s T-shirt. “Look at that. ‘Hilfiger’ all across the front of your shirt. They sell you the shirt, then turn you into a free walking advertisement for their product. You should be charging them to wear it.”


	“It’s the way of the world, Dad,” Jack said. “Everybody does it.”


	“And that makes it right? Since when do you of all people want to look like everybody else?”


	“Long story, Dad.”


	“I’ll bet.”


	What’s the matter with me? he thought. Why am I so cross? I sound like a crotchety old man.


	He smiled to himself. Hell, I am a crotchety old man. But not without reason, not—


	Anya’s dog started yipping. The little Chihuahua was standing at the edge of the pond barking at the water. Crazy little dog. Tom had noticed a snowy egret there a few moments ago but it was gone now. Probably scared off by the pooch. Nothing in sight but placid water.


	He noticed another sound. A chorus of clanking rattles from all around him. The homemade ornaments—the painted cans on sticks salted in among the leprechauns, bunnies, turtles, and flamingoes—were shaking and rattling on their sticks. Funny…he didn’t feel a breeze.


	The dog increased the pitch and volume of his yipping.


	Tom turned to Anya. “What’s wrong with him? He hardly ever barks.”


	“He must sense something out of the ordinary,” she said. “Oyv! Get away from there and stop that racket. A migraine I’m getting already. Go back to—”


	Suddenly the water erupted and something huge and bellowing exploded from the pond. Tom dropped his beer and his mind blanked in shock for an instant. What the hell was it? All he saw at first was a wide-open set of jaws bordered with dagger like teeth, the delicate pink membranes lining the maw, and the long, tapered, slightly darker tongue waggling within. Then he saw the dark green scaly legs and the thick undulating tail behind.


	An alligator, bigger than any he’d ever seen in all the gator parks he’d visited. And it was racing right for him.


	The only thing between Tom and those jaws was Anya’s Chihuahua. The little dog held its ground for a second, then charged the gator, leaping at it with a high-pitched growl. The onrushing jaws scooped up the dog and snapped closed.


	“Oyv!” Anya cried.


	“Holy shit!” Jack was out of his chair and reaching for the small of his back.


	Without breaking stride, the alligator made one convulsive swallow and the dog was gone, devoured like a canapé.


	The monster gator was still lunging forward. Tom started to leap up but his foot slipped on the grass and suddenly he was falling backward in his chair. Before the gator opened its jaws again, Tom got a look at its head. He caught a flash of two scaly protrusions, gray-green like the rest of its hide, each about six inches long, on either side just behind and below the large brown eyes with their vertical-slit pupils. They looked like horns.


	Something twisted in his chest…something familiar about this alligator. But what? How could he ever forget a creature like this?


	As he and his chair hit the ground, Tom rolled to the side and started to scramble to his feet. He heard Jack mutter a curse and saw his hand coming out from under his shirt at the small of his back. Jack moved quickly, like a pouncing cat, grabbing the back of his chair and holding it out legs first, like a shield. To Tom’s shock, he leaped between him and the gator.


	“Dad! Get back!”


	Tom regained his feet and backed away, but Jack hung in there, facing the big gator down.


	“Jack! Anya!” Tom cried. “Into the house!”


	“Not to worry,” Anya said.


	Tom looked her way and saw that she was still on her recliner. She’d straightened so that she was off the back rest, but she still held her wineglass.


	“Anya!” he said. “Get up! It’s—”


	She glanced at him. Her eyes and expression were unreadable, but her voice was calm, almost serene.


	“No creature on earth will harm you here.”


	“Tell that to Oyv!” Jack said, backing away from the onrushing gator, but keeping himself between it and Tom and Anya.


	His son’s courage and protective stance amazed Tom. He’d known guys like that in the service—most of them long gone, sadly—but had seen little of it in today’s every-man-for-himself world.


	And then, incredibly, the gator halted its charge. One second it was roaring toward them, the next it stopped as if it had run into a wall. It stood on the border of Anya’s emerald sward and the brown grass that typified the rest of Gateways. It closed its jaws and shook its head as if confused. It tried again to cross the line but then quickly retreated.


	It turned left and stalked along the margin of green, thrashing its huge tail as it looked for a way in, and that was when Tom saw something dangling from its right flank. He squinted in the failing light and saw that it was an extra leg. But it looked vestigial. It didn’t move and didn’t touch the ground. It simply hung there.


	The gator then turned and stalked the other way. Tom saw another vestigial limb on its left flank. But far more puzzling was its inability to cross onto Anya’s lawn. It made no sense.


	And then it occurred to him that the situation might be only temporary. If only he had a gun!


	“Call the cops!” he cried. “Call security! Get someone here to either drive this thing off or kill it before it kills someone!”


	“No need,” Anya said from her recliner. “It will be leaving soon.”


	The alligator stopped its stalking and bellowed. It shook its head and whipped its tail back and forth. It seemed confused. It bellowed again, and this time it sounded as if it was in pain. Then it rolled onto its side, and from there onto its back, swinging its head back and forth, thrashing its tail and clawing at the air with its taloned feet.


	With another throaty bellow it rolled back onto its feet but didn’t charge. Instead it made a slow turn and began a limping retreat toward the pond. As it moved away Tom noticed a fist-sized bulge in its left flank, just ahead of the vestigial limb. Not so much a bulge as a pulsation.


	The gator roared again as the bulge ruptured, spewing blood along the hide, a crimson splash along the gray-green scales. Something moved within that opening, something red and snouted. The hide split further and—


	“Holy shit!” Jack shouted. “It’s Oyv!”


	Dear God, he was right! The little Chihuahua was chewing its way out of the gator. It squeezed through the ragged opening like a baby being born. Once the upper half of his body was clear, the rest of him slid out. He landed on all fours and shook himself, then started barking at the retreating gator, chasing after it, nipping at its tail until it slid into the water and disappeared below the surface.


	The dog dove into the water, repeatedly dipping its head under as it paddled in a small circle, then emerged with the blood washed away. He shook off the water with an almost epileptic shudder, then trotted back toward Anya with his tail wagging, his little head held high, and his black eyes shining. Proud, and very pleased with himself.


	“Good boy,” Anya said, patting her lap. “Come to Momma.”


	“What?” Jack started to laugh and Tom thought he heard an hysterical edge to his voice. “What the—? This is impossible! Just plain…” his voice trailed off to a whisper “…impossible.”


	Jack turned and stared at Anya and she stared right back. Tom would have asked what was going on between them, but he couldn’t speak. He had to sit down. He quickly righted his chair and dropped into it, panting for air as his chest tightened.


	He remembered now where he’d seen that horned alligator before.


				*
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	Semelee dropped the eye-shell and fell to the floor, clutchin’ her left side. She felt as if someone had shoved a spear halfway through her. Never in her life had she felt pain like this.


	“It hurts, Luke. Oh, God, it hurts!”


	He hovered over her, hands reachin’ toward her, then pull in back. “What happened? What’s wrong?”


	“Not sure.” The pain was easin’ off now. “Don’t know how, but Devil got hurt. Hurt bad.”


	“Did you finish the old man?”


	“No. I couldn’t get to him.”


	“That old guy?” Luke’s tone said he didn’t believe a word of it. “He hurt Devil?”


	“No-no. It was the same like in the hospital, only ten times worse. There was this line I couldn’t cross without feelin’ like I was gonna be sick or explode or both. I couldn’t push Devil past it.” Truth was, she couldn’t push herself past it. “And then this pain in Devil’s side that I felt too. Like he was bein’ stabbed, but from the inside.”


	“The old guy’s kid?”


	“I don’t think so. This wasn’t even at the old man’s house. It was at the old lady’s next door. It’s her. Gotta be her. She’s the one that’s been messin’ us up.”


	“Whatta we do?”


	“I don’t know. I’ll worry about that later. First thing I gotta do is get Devil home. He’s hurt bad, and he won’t know where he is. I gotta bring him in.”


	She looked down at her eye-shell. She knew that if she put it on she’d feel that pain again. But she had to. She couldn’t leave Devil hangin’. Had to bring him back to his gator hole where he could wallow and heal up.


	How’d that skinny old hag do it? How’d she hurt Devil whose hide was like armor plate?


	Semelee didn’t know but she was gonna find out. And when she did, that old lady was gonna pay for what she’d done to Devil. That bitch was gonna hurt like Devil. Maybe even worse.


				*
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	“Dad? Are you okay?”


	Tom looked up from his chair and found Jack staring at him, a worried look on his face.


	I must look like hell, he thought. He tried to respond but all he could do was shake his head and sweat.


	“Is it your heart?”


	“No.” Finally he could speak. “Not my heart. It’s my head. I remember what happened Monday night.”


	“You mean, Tuesday morning?”


	“Whenever I had the accident. That…that alligator was there.”


	“That same one?” Jack said.


	“You think I could forget those horns and those extra legs?”


	Anya was watching him from her recliner. “Don’t go out at night like you do—how many times did I tell you that?”


	“Countless times.” He shook his head. “I should have listened.”


	Jack dropped into his own chair, opposite. “But how does that alligator figure into your accident? Or doesn’t it?”


	“Oh, it does. I remember it now. I was driving south along Pemberton, taking my time…”


	No hurry, no place to go, no timetable to hew to on that warm yet unseasonably cool night. Cool enough to drive with the windows open, not worrying about the mosquitoes because even that easy pace was too fast for them. He remembered the hum of his tires on the pavement, the soft feel of the wind swirling through the car and the mix of fragrances riding it: the sour smell of the saw grass yearning for water, the sweetness of the flowering roadside bushes.


	“…and as I came to the stop sign on South Road, I slowed to a stop—well, maybe not a complete stop, but a sort of rolling stop. I was taking my foot off the brake as the car eased into the intersection, but before I could give it gas again I saw something crawl onto the road ahead of me. I hit the brakes hard and came to a dead stop maybe three-quarters of the way through the intersection.”


	“An alligator?” Jack said. “The one we just saw?”


	Tom nodded. “No question. I couldn’t keep going. Something that size—I mean it must be twenty feet long—doesn’t leave you any room to go around it. And truth be known, I didn’t want to go around it. I felt safe in the car—especially after I put the windows up. It wasn’t threatening me, just staring at me. I put on the high beams for a better look at it, and I must have been so fascinated by the sight of this horned gator that I didn’t hear the truck until it was practically on top of me. My closed windows and its off headlights didn’t help either.”


	“Wait,” Jack said. “The guy was driving out there in the dark with no lights? Not even running lights?”


	“Nothing. I heard a rumble to my right and looked and saw this dark shape roaring down at me from the west. It was practically on top of me. I didn’t have time to react—or maybe I froze in shock. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t move out of its way and it rammed me hard. I saw a big bumper smash into my right front fender and then the car was jerked around like…like I don’t know…like it had been punched by God. My head hit something and everything went dark for a while, I don’t know how long, and then I was back again, but the world was blurry and full of steam. My ruptured radiator, maybe.”


	“Did you see any part of the truck? I mean, was it an old red pickup, by chance?”


	Tom shook his head. “No. This was a big rig, and seemed to be in good shape. At least its bumper was. I remember seeing what looked like a wall of shiny chrome slamming into me. Why did you think it was a pickup?”


	“Just a thought.” Somehow Jack looked disappointed.


	“Getting hit wasn’t the worst part. The really frightening part came after the impact. I was lying there, feeling sick, hurt, bleeding, barely able to move, but alive and so thankful I’d worn my seat belt, when I heard these voices, growing louder as they got closer. I remember hearing someone sounding mad, cursing, saying something about hitting me too hard and what if they’d killed me. And then the door was pulled open and I almost fell out of the car. That was when I heard someone say, ‘Look! He’s moving! You damn well better thank your lucky stars he’s still alive!’”


	“That sounds like they meant to hit your car.”


	“They did.” Tom repressed a shudder. He glanced at Anya who was watching him impassively, her expression neutral. “It didn’t click then, but now I’m sure they did.”


	“Sure?” Jack said. “What makes—?”


	“By what came next. They unbuckled my seat belt and pulled me out and laid me on the road. I thought they were being awful rough with a man who might have a spine injury. As I was lying there I saw the big truck pulled over down along the side of South Road.”


	“Wait,” Jack said. “The truck pulled over? But the police said it was a hit and run.”


	“In a very real way, it was. It’s just that the run part was delayed a bit. Let me finish, will you?”


	“Okay,” Jack said. “Just trying to keep all this straight in my head.”


	“Forget about the truck for now. I know I did as soon as I saw that big alligator start to waddle toward me. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought the men who’d pulled me from the car were waving it forward. Like they wanted it to maul me…kill me…eat me.” This time he couldn’t repress the shudder. “It was within ten feet of me when I heard a siren. I couldn’t see any flashing lights but I could hear the two men start cursing about a cop car and what was he doing out here. That sort of thing.”


	“Officer Hernandez,” Jack said.


	“You know him?”


	“Met him. Remember I told you that a call about your accident came in twenty minutes before it happened?” He glanced at Anya but she didn’t react. “He’s the one who went out to investigate. Sounds like that call saved your life.”


	But that didn’t make sense, Tom thought. How could anyone have known about the accident before it happened? Yet something with a siren had been coming down the road.


	“I don’t know who or what was heading my way. All I know is that it scared off the two men who’d pulled me from the car, because they started calling to the alligator as if it was human, as if it could understand. I heard one yell, ‘There’s a cop on the way! Get out of sight. We’ll meet you back at the lagoon!’ And then they started running back toward the truck.”


	“Did you notice anything about them?” Jack said. “Like did one have a funny-shaped head?”


	“Funny-shaped head? Why—?”


	“Anything distinguishing,” Jack added quickly.


	“No. Not that I could tell. I didn’t take my eyes off that alligator until it slithered off the road and into the grass, and by then they were almost to the truck.”


	“Do you remember anything at all about the truck? Like what kind? Was it a semi or a big van or what?”


	“A semi, maybe, but it didn’t have the usual big rectangular trailer. This had an odd shape, like those trucks that carry gravel or something.”


	“What about a name or a sign?”


	“None that I could see. I had only moonlight and starlight to go by and…” Something flashed in his memory.


	Jack leaned closer. “What?”


	“On its rear panel…I think I saw something that looked like a flower, but all black. At least it looked black in the moonlight. After that, I remember flashing lights and then I didn’t see anything until I woke up this morning.”


	A sudden realization hit him like…like an onrushing truck. He looked at Jack and then at Anya.


	“Someone tried to kill me.”


	“Not necessarily,” Jack said. “From what you heard them say…‘thank your lucky stars he’s still alive…that sounds like they didn’t want to kill you.”


	He sensed that Jack didn’t believe a word of it, that he was just trying to make him feel better. But it wasn’t working.


	“They wanted to hit my car. And I have a feeling they were going to feed me to that alligator.”


	“Maybe you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


	No…that didn’t wash. No question in Tom’s mind: Someone wanted him dead.


	The thought sickened him. When he’d been in Korea, the NKs and the Chinese Reds had wanted him dead, but that was war, that was to be expected. This was Florida. He’d been here just a little over a year. He’d made a number of new friends but couldn’t imagine how he could have made an enemy.


	Yet someone had tried to kill him.


	Suddenly Tom felt exposed out here on Anya’s lawn. He wanted walls around him. He rose unsteadily from the chair.


	“I think I’ll head home.”


	“You okay?” Jack said.


	“Yeah. Sure. I’ll just go inside and lie down. Excuse me, Anya.”


	“Go, Tom,” she said. She was still in her recliner, the wet dog curled up on her lap. “You should rest.”


	“I’ll come with you,” Jack said.


	“That’s okay. I can find my own way.”


	“That’s not the point,” his son said, rising and gripping his arm. “Come on. I’ll walk you back. I know how you feel.”


	No, you don’t, Tom thought. And I hope you never do.


	A good kid, Jack. No, not a kid. A man, and a pretty gutsy one at that, placing himself between a ferocious gator and the old folks with only a lightweight resin chair as a weapon. But Jack couldn’t know what it was like to fear for his life, to have someone wanting him dead. That took a war. It had been Tom’s great hope for his sons that neither would have to go to war as he did and know that kind of fear. And it had worked out. Both boys had been too young for Vietnam, and a volunteer army had been in place by the time the Gulf Wars rolled around.


	“Wait,” he said, turning. “We should call the cops or the wildlife control or something, shouldn’t we?”


	“Why?” Anya said.


	“To let them know there’s a monster gator in our pond.”


	“Not to worry,” Anya said with a wave of her hand. “He’s gone. And after such a reception as he got here today, I doubt he’ll be back.”


	“Where’d he go?” Jack said.


	“There’s an underground tunnel that leads from the pond back into the Everglades.”


	“Really?” Tom said. “I didn’t know that.”


	Jack stared at her. “How do you know, Anya?”


	She shrugged. “I’ve been around here a long time. I shouldn’t know things?”


	He saw Jack stare at her again for a moment, then point a finger her way. “We need to talk.”


	She raised her wineglass. “I’ll be here.”


	Tom wondered at that exchange. As soon as they were in the house he turned to Jack. “Why did you say that to Anya?”


	“What?”


	“‘We need to talk.’ About what? What does that mean?”


	“I’ve got some questions for her.”


	“About what?”


	“Things. Tell you about it later.”


	Why didn’t Tom believe that? What was going on between those two? He was about to press him when Jack grabbed the pen and notepad from the counter by the phone.


	“Just thought of something. Give me the names again of those three people who were killed.”


	“Why?” And then he knew. “Oh, no. You don’t think—”


	“I don’t know what to think, Dad. When Carl told me about the others he said you didn’t fit the pattern because the others were killed by birds and spiders and snakes. You were different because you were hurt in a car accident. But if what you remember is correct, you weren’t going to be the victim of a hit-and-run accident, you were going to be a meal for that alligator. And that does fit the pattern.”


	Tom shook his head. “A few hours ago you were implicating Gateways in a scheme to get properties reverted. Now you think it’s…what? How, just how, do you get birds and snakes to attack someone?”


	Jack stared at him. “How do you get an alligator to attack someone? Twice. Because, Dad, that gator was coming for you. He was aimed at you like an arrow shot from a bow.”


	Tom wanted to deny it—tried to deny it—but couldn’t. Jack was right. Those open jaws had been coming straight at him.


	“But it’s crazy,” he said. Even crazier was how the gator had stopped at the edge of Anya’s lawn. He was suddenly too tired to think about that now. Another question was far more pressing. “Why me?”


	“That’s what I intend to find out,” Jack said.


	Tom noticed a fierce look in his eyes. There was fire in Jack, a heat and a resolve he’d never expected in his appliance-repairman son.


	And something else. He had a sense that Jack already knew the answer, or at least where to look. But how was that possible? He’d been here barely two days.


	“Give me those three names,” Jack said with the pencil poised over the pad.


				*

	


	
14


	His father had said good night and retreated to his bedroom. Jack heard the shower run, then the mutter of the TV through the closed door. Maybe Dad was watching it, maybe just zoned out in front of it.


	Jack was grateful for the solitude. It gave him time to think. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and paced the front room, mulling what had happened, and what had almost happened. He’d been unarmed. Well, why not? Just visiting a neighbor lady for some conversation and a few sundown drinks. Who needs to be armed?


	He’d know better next time. If there was going to be a next time. A few rounds into that gator’s eyes or its open mouth…that would have stopped it. Or at least he was pretty sure it would have.


	But a gun would have been superfluous because the gator hadn’t been able to cross the line into Anya’s yard.


	Jack was getting used to the surreal, but still…


	Could someone or—worse—some thing be controlling the wildlife around here? This whole situation had Otherness written all over it. He was convinced the Otherness had taken Kate from him, then it had made an attempt at Gia and Vicky and the unborn baby. Was it after his father now?


	Gia and Vicky…


	He pulled out his Tracfone and punched in Gia’s number. She was delighted to hear that his father was out of his coma. Jack left out the other details, like attempted murder by alligator—twice—and told her he’d be hanging around a few days more, just to make sure he was okay.


	Then Vickie got on the phone. She wanted him to bring her back a pet alligator. Jack shuddered at the thought but told her he’d see if he could catch one for her. A little one. Right.


	Then Gia again. She was feeling good; she thought she’d felt the baby move but wasn’t sure. All quiet on Sutton Square.


	After I-love-yous and goodnights, he hung up and made another call to Manhattan. This time to Abe.


	When Abe picked up, Jack said, “Hey. It’s me.”


	Jack’s Tracfone was untraceable, but he could never rule out that the BATF had taken an interest in Abe—linked him to an illegal weapon, perhaps—and were eavesdropping. So for his own sake and for Abe’s, he never mentioned his name or anyone else’s, even Abe’s.


	“Good evening, Me. How’s the vacation going?”


	“Could be better. You know how I thought I’d have an easy time at the tournament? It’s not turning out that way. The competition is a lot stiffer than I dreamed possible.”


	“Is that so? As I recall, you weren’t expecting any competition.”


	“Turned out I was wrong. Imagine that. But here’s the thing. I need bigger and better equipment. Some new tennis clothes, for sure. Large size.”


	“How large? X? Double-X? Triple-X?”


	“Big as you’ve got. Think elephant when you pick it out.”


	“Elephant?”


	“Mastodon. Oh, and maybe some new racquets.”


	“Any particular model?”


	“You pick them out. I need something with a nice sweet spot and lots more power than what I’ve got.”


	“So it’s a power player you’re up against?”


	“Yeah. Back court all the way until today’s round. That was when he started coming to the net. I don’t think I’ve seen his best stuff yet, so I want to be prepared.”


	“I should say so. I’ll send you a nice selection of racquets that you should be able to adjust to your needs. You want I should include extra strings in case you break some?”


	“Definitely. The more the better. You know how I break strings.”


	“Do I. Anything else?”


	“Some tennis balls.”


	“Balls? I’m not following you here. Surely they have tennis balls where you are?”


	“Not like the brand you carry. Yours always seem fresher. And make sure they’re yellow. A pale yellow.”


	“Pale yellow…”


	Jack detected a note of uncertainty in Abe’s voice. “Yeah, pale yellow. Like the color of my favorite fruit.”


	“A lemon?”


	“No! Pineapple, my man. Pineapple. You know how I love pineapple.”


	“Oy, of course. How could I have forgotten? Yes, well, I’ll check to see if I have any of that shade in stock. I should send you how many?”


	“Let’s see…I don’t want to run short. How about a dozen?”


	“A dozen. Sounds to me like you’ll be playing a lot of tennis.”


	“I hope not. The longer you play, the greater the chance of injury. As you know, I like to rip right through the matches without much wear and tear, but you never know. Best to be prepared, don’t you think?”


	“Definitely. You want I should send them to that address you left with me?”


	“That’s the place. And make it quick, okay? Who knows what I’ll be facing tomorrow.”


	“I’ll pack it up right away and get it out tonight. I’ll use my special carrier. If all goes well you should have them by tomorrow afternoon.”


	“Swell. Put it on my tab and we’ll settle up when I get back. I owe you one.”


	“I’ll add this to the ‘owe’ list.”


	“Do that. Oh, and by the way. Have I got a girl for you. She’s an older woman, but she could be a soul mate.”


	“Now you’re a matchmaker?”


	“Just trying to enrich your life, my friend.”


	“Okay. I’ll humor you. First question: Is she on the thin side or the heavy side?”


	“She makes Olive Oyl look like a sumo wrestler.”


	“Sorry. Not interested. I need a woman with some meat on her, enough bulk so that we don’t look like Mr. and Mrs. Sprat when we go out together. Someone who won’t frown when I put extra cream cheese on my bagel. Someone, in fact, who’ll ask me if I want seconds, or even thirds. An anorexic woman is the last thing I need.”


	“Okay. Just thought I’d ask.”


	“Find a Sophie Tucker for me and then we’ll talk. But back to the tennis matches: Listen, be careful. Watch your footwork. Sounds like even a minor misstep could take you out of the game.”


	“Ain’t that the truth. Talk to you later.”


	“Stay in touch. Let me know the scores.”


	“Will do.”


	Jack smiled as he cut the connection, but it faded as he turned toward his father’s bedroom. He knocked softly on the door. When he received no answer, he pushed it open and peeked in. His father lay in bed, snoring softly, the remote in his hand, the Weather Channel playing on the TV.


	Jack turned and headed for the front door. Time to visit Ms. Mundy. He had a few questions he wanted answered. Hell, he had lots of questions, and he knew she had answers to some of them.


				*
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	Anya’s front yard was deserted. The furniture was as he’d left it but she and Oyv were gone. So were the glasses, the wine, and the beer Jack and his father had brought over.


	Jack knocked on the door. Anya, wearing another garish kimono with bright red sampans sailing across her flat chest, answered almost immediately.


	“You’re back. That must mean your father’s okay.”


	“Shaken up but he’s all right, I think. We need to talk.”


	“As you wish,” she said, moving away from the door. “Come in.”


	Jack stepped into the greenhouse interior.


	“I put your beer in the refrigerator so it wouldn’t get warm,” she said on her way to the kitchen. “Do you want one?”


	“Thanks, no. I’m not here to drink.”


	She stopped at the kitchen counter where the wine bottle waited. An empty glass stood next to one half filled. Not dainty little claret glasses but big glass balloons that held eight to ten ounces if they held a drop. She topped off both and held out the fresh one to Jack.


	“Here. Try this. It’s Italian. Valpolicella.”


	“No, really. I—”


	She locked eyes with him. “I don’t like to talk to people who won’t share a glass with me.”


	Jack shrugged and took the glass. He’d done worse things to get someone to talk. He took a sip.


	“It’s good.” There. Was she happy? “Now, can I ask you a few questions?”


	“If you wish.” She seated herself on the sofa overhung with plants and vines. She lit a cigarette and began shuffling a deck of cards. She pointed him toward the recliner. “Sit. You want to ask me about a Russian woman with a malamute, don’t you.”


	Jack felt his jaw drop. “I—I—”


	“And an Indian woman with a German shepherd. The one who told you to stay away from that house in Astoria. The one you foolishly ignored.”


	“How did you know?” Jack said, finding his voice.


	She blew smoke and shrugged as she began laying out the cards in a classic solitaire tableau. “Lucky guess.”


	“Since June I’ve been running into women who know too much—women with dogs. You’re the third. Two isn’t a trend. But three…”


	“Not to worry. You have nothing to fear from them. Or me.”


	Jack took a deep breath and let it out. He’d expected denials or, at the very least, evasions. To have her come right out and confirm his suspicions…it knocked him off balance.


	He took a gulp of his wine. Maybe this was why she’d insisted he take a glass.


	“Who are you people?”


	She finished laying out the cards and began to play, flipping them over with sharp little snaps. “No one in particular.”


	“I don’t buy that. You know too much. Back in June, when I was sick, the Russian lady came to my room”—he saw her in his mind, salt-and-pepper hair, gray jogging suit, big white malamute—“and told me things about a war I’d been drafted into. ‘Is war and you are warrior,’ she said. I don’t know if she mentioned it directly or not, but I’m pretty sure she was going on about something called the Otherness and—”


	Anya stopped her card play and looked up at him. “You’d already heard of the Otherness by then.”


	“Yeah.”


	Although he wished he hadn’t. The first mention had been earlier in the year, in the spring at a—surprise—conspiracy convention. Since then his life hadn’t seemed quite his own.


	According to what he’d been told, two vast, unimaginably complex cosmic forces have been at war forever. The prize in the war is all existence—all the dimensions, all the realities, all the parallel dimensions up for grabs. Earth and humanity’s corner of reality is a minor piece on the game board, of no special importance. But if one is going to declare itself winner, one has to take all the pieces. Even the inconsequential ones.


	One side—a force, a state of being, whatever—is inimical to humankind. It has no name but through the ages came to be called the Otherness by people aware of its existence. If the Otherness takes over, it will transform Earth’s reality into a place toxic to all known life. Fortunately, Earth and its attendant reality are currently in the portfolio of the other side, the force known only as the Ally. From what Jack had learned, “Ally” was a misnomer. This force was not a friend, merely an enemy of humanity’s enemy. The most Earth could expect from it was benign neglect.


	“At the time I thought the Russian lady was some sort of fever dream, but then she showed up again and told me…”


	“That there would be no more coincidences in your life.”


	Jack nodded. The words still chilled him. The implications were devastating.


	“Was she right?”


	Anya went back to her game, flipping and arranging the cards in the tableau, moving some aces and deuces up to the foundation.


	“I’m afraid so, hon.”


	“Then it means that my life is being manipulated. Why?”


	“Because you are involved.”


	“Not by choice.”


	“Choice means nothing in these matters.”


	“Well, if someone or something thinks I’m its standard bearer, it had better think again.”


	“You are not the standard bearer. Not yet.”


	If true, that was a relief. A small one.


	“Then who is?”


	Anya was dealing to herself from the stock now, and Jack couldn’t help but notice that the cards were falling her way, more and more finding places in the tableau or the foundation.


	“One who preceded you,” she said. “He preceded the twins as well. You remember the twins, don’t you.”


	Jack had a flash of two men in identical black suits and dark glasses, with identical pale, expressionless faces.


	“How could I forget?”


	“They were meant to replace their predecessor. But when you dispatched them—”


	“They didn’t leave me much choice. It was them or me. And I tried to help them at the end, but they refused.”


	“They did what they had to do, but their passing left a void. One that you were tapped to fill.”


	“But you said there’s someone else.”


	Anya nodded as she laid the final card from her stock on the solitaire tableau. All the cards were face up. She’d won. Without bothering to shift all the tableau cards to the foundation, she gathered them up and began shuffling.


	“There is. A mensch of mensches, that one. But he’s old now, and may die before he’s needed again.”


	“‘Again’?”


	“He was the Ally’s champion for a long time.”


	“How long?”


	“Very long. So long you wouldn’t believe. But now his days are numbered. After ages in the Ally’s service—too long, I think, but who listens to an old woman—he was freed. But it seems his liberation was premature. Even though he has aged, he may be needed again. But if he doesn’t live till that day…” Her eyes met Jack’s.


	“Then it’ll be me?”


	“You.”


	Against all reason, Jack believed her. With an effort, he shelved his dismay. Maybe that day would never come. Or maybe he’d have died of old age when it did.


	But he hadn’t come here about himself. He’d come about his father.


	“Is the Otherness involved in what’s been happening to my father?”


	She nodded as she finished shuffling and began to lay out another solitaire tableau.


	“The Ally is involved here as well, though tenuously.”


	“But I can assume, at least from what I’ve seen, that you and your ladies are on the Ally’s side, right?”


	She shook her head. “No. I oppose the Otherness, but I’ve no connection to the Ally.”


	“Then whose side are you on?”


	“Yours.”


	“But I’m stuck with the Ally, so that means—”


	Anya grimaced with irritation and stopped her card play.


	“I didn’t say the Ally’s side, did I? No. I said, yours. That means you, separate and distinct from the Ally.”


	“But why?”


	“Because the Ally can be as ruthless as the Otherness. It opposes the Otherness for its own reasons, none of which involves our health and happiness. It will use you and anyone else it can to fend off the Otherness, and not care a whit what happens to you. Humanity’s well-being is not on its agenda. It is, however, on mine.”


	“Why? What’s your stake in this?”


	She began rearranging the cards in the tableau.


	“My stake is your stake. Everyone here on this planet is in the same boat—Earth is a boat, when you think of it—and we all deserve to be free of both these meddling powers. This planet, in this subdivision of reality, is inhabited by sentient beings, which makes it all the more valuable in the struggle. But it’s more than mere property that can be won or lost or traded at will. If it must belong to one of them, then I’d far prefer the Ally over the Otherness. But why belong to either? Why not be shut of both of them?”


	“Sounds good to me,” Jack said. He leaned back, trying to get a handle on what she was saying, and what it meant. “But what I’m getting here…what you’re telling me…is that there’s a third force involved in all this.”


	“I suppose you could put it that way.”


	“And you…you and those other women…you’re part of that?”


	“So it would appear.”


	“But how can you hope to compete with the other two players?”


	“Because I must.”


	“But who are you? What are you? Where do you come from?”


	“We come from everywhere. We’re all around you. You simply never see us.”


	Jack shook his head to clear it. He didn’t want to deal with this now. He’d had trouble enough buying into the cosmic tug-of-war scenario. But now Anya was telling him that a third party had entered the fray—or maybe had always been in the fray but no one had told him. Whatever the case, he’d get to that later. Right now he had to stay focused on his father.


	“Why my father? Why would—?”


	And then he had a chilling thought. What had she said to him that first day in the hospital room?


	Trust me, hon, there’s more to your father than you ever dreamed.


	“Oh, no! You’re not telling me that this ‘predecessor champion’ you’ve been telling me about is my father!”


	“Tom?” Anya laughed. “Oy! Such a thought! You think you’re living in a fairy tale? How can you even consider such a thing!”


	“That’s not a exactly a ‘no.’”


	“All right then. You want a ‘no’? Here’s a ‘no.’ Your father has no direct connection to the Ally or the Otherness. Never did, never will.”


	She laughed again and continued her card play.


	Jack too had to smile. All right, yeah, it was a ridiculous thought. The pen might be mightier than the sword, but an accountant as defender of humanity against the Otherness? Crazy.


	Yet…for a moment there…


	“Wait. You said no direct connection. Does he have an indirect connection?”


	“Of course. Isn’t it obvious?”


	“Because he’s my father?”


	Anya nodded. “A blood relative.”


	Jack closed his eyes. This was what he’d suspected, what he’d feared.


	“That alligator, then…it was sent by the Otherness.”


	“Sent? No, that was someone else’s idea. I can tell you that the creature was created by the Otherness, but whether intentionally or accidentally is hard to say.”


	“Why? You seem to know everything else. Why don’t you know that?”


	“I don’t know everything, kiddo. If I did, maybe the two of us could send the Otherness and the Ally packing.”


	“Why do I get this feeling you’re holding back? You don’t know everything? Fine. Nobody does. But why don’t you just come out and tell everything you do know?”


	“Because sometimes it’s best that you learn things on your own. But I can tell you about the connection between the Otherness and that alligator.”


	Jack leaned back and took another slug of wine. “I’m all ears.”


	“It was born near a nexus point.”


	“And that is…?”


	“A place. A very special place. In various locales around the globe there are spots where the veil between our world and the Otherness is thin. Occasionally the veil attenuates to the point where a little of the Otherness can enter our sphere. But only briefly. Rarely do beings from the other side pass through. But influence…ah, that’s another matter.”


	“Let me guess a location,” Jack said. “Washington, DC, maybe? Say, near the Capitol Hill or the White House?”


	Anya smiled as she gathered up her cards. She’d won again.


	“I’m afraid those gonifs have no such excuses for their behavior, hon. But one is near here, and another near where you live.”


	“Where?” Somehow Jack wasn’t surprised.


	“In the New Jersey Pine Barrens. At a place called Razorback Hill.”


	Jack had gone into the Barrens last spring, and almost hadn’t come out. “It must be pretty well hidden. I mean, don’t you think someone would have stumbled across it by now?”


	“There are places in the Pine Barrens that no human eyes have seen. But even so, the nexus points manifest themselves directly only twice a year—at the equinoxes. But their indirect effects can be viewed every day.”


	“Like what?”


	“Mutations. Something leaks through from the other side around the time of the equinox; whatever it is changes the cells of the living things around it—plants, animals, trees…and people.”


	“You’d think someone would have noticed that by now.”


	Anya shook her head. “The nexus points are located in unpopulated areas.”


	“How convenient.”


	“Not so. When you consider that these leaks have been occurring for ages, and that most people experience a sense of uneasiness when they near a nexus point, it makes sense. Nexus points don’t occur in places that people avoid. Just the opposite: People—most people, that is—instinctively avoid nexus points.”


	Jack was thinking, nexus point…mutations…a humongous horned alligator…


	“There’s a nexus point out there in the swamp, isn’t there.”


	“I told you, it’s not a swamp, it’s—”


	“A river of grass. Right. Okay. But am I right that there’s a nexus point nearby in the Everglades?”


	Anya nodded. “In a lagoon within one of the hardwood hummocks.”


	“How do you know all this?”


	Anya shrugged. “Like I said before, hon, I’ve been around here longer than you.”


	“How long?”


	“Long enough.”


	“All right, then.” He sensed a certain timelessness about Anya, and was convinced she was more than she pretended to be. He took a chance and asked her flat out: “How long have you and these other women been around?”


	“I should tell you my age?”


	She lit another cigarette and gathered up her cards. She’d won another game. That made three in a row. More than luck there. Had to be. She was either cheating or…


	Let it go.


	“All right, don’t tell me. Maybe if I see that Indian woman again”—he remembered her orange sari and long braid, and her German shepherd—“maybe I’ll ask her. She looked young.”


	Anya laughed. “Never ask a woman her age!”


	Thinking of the other women with dogs reminded Jack of something one of them had said.


	“The Russian woman mentioned someone called the Adversary. Who’s that? She said I’d met him.”


	Anya leaned back and stared at him.


	“You have. Remember my telling you about the aging one who once spearheaded the Ally’s cause? Well, the Otherness has its own champion. He’s very dangerous. He’s ancient. He’s been killed more than once but each time he’s been reborn.”


	“And I’ve met him? I—”


	And then Jack knew. The strange, strange man who’d first explained the Otherness to him, the man he suspected of being ultimately responsible for Kate’s death…


	“Roma,” he whispered. “Sal Roma. At least that was what he told me his name was. I later learned that was a lie.”


	“Always you must expect lies where he is concerned—unless the truth will hurt you. He feeds on pain.”


	“Yeah. That was what your Russian friend told me: human misery, discord, and chaos. But who is he, really?”


	“More like what is he. He used to be a man just like you, but now he is more. He is destined to become something else, but he hasn’t reached that state yet. He can do things that humans can only dream of, but he is still in the process of becoming. He’s known as ‘the Adversary’ to those who oppose the Otherness, and ‘the One’ to those aligned with it.”


	“Why would people work for the Otherness when they know it means the end of everything?”


	Anya shrugged. “Who can explain people? Some are so filled with hate that they want to see everything destroyed, some believe their efforts toward bringing the Otherness apocalypse will be rewarded afterward, some believe packages of lies they’ve been fed, and some are simply mad. The Adversary orchestrates their movements from afar.”


	“But what’s his name ?”


	“He uses many. He has many identities, many different looks, but he never uses his True Name.”


	“Do you know it?”


	Anya nodded. “But I will not tell you.”


	“Why the hell not?”


	“Because he would hear you. And you do not want to attract his attention.”


	“Says who?” Jack said, feeling the heat of the rage he’d been carrying around for months now. “I’ve got a score to settle with him and—”


	“No!” Anya was leaning forward in her seat, eyes ablaze. “You stay away from him! Whatever you do, you must not antagonize him. He will snuff you out like a match if it suits him.”


	“We’ll see about that. Just tell me his name and let me worry about the rest.”


	Anya shook her head. “Speaking his name would lead him here—and he’s looking for me.”


	“You? Why?”


	“To kill me.”


	Her words shocked Jack. And the matter-of-fact way she said it, as if she’d been dealing with this threat for so long she’d grown used to it, made it all the more believable.


	But could it be true? If so, he’d lay off pressing her for Roma’s real name.


	“Because you oppose the Otherness?”


	“More than that. I stand in its way—in his way.”


	Jack wanted to say, You’re a little old lady…how can you stand in anyone’s way? But he hadn’t forgotten how that alligator had been unable to enter her yard. Perhaps she and the others were keeping out the Otherness just as she’d kept out the gator, but on a far greater scale.


	This little old lady was a lot more than she seemed. She had power…but from where?


	Jack wasn’t going to waste his time asking. She’d already made it damn clear there were things about her and her friends she didn’t want known.


	“You stand in his way to…what?”


	“To opening the gates to the Otherness. The Adversary will remain in a state of becoming until he succeeds. If he does, he will be transformed and life, reality, existence as we know it will end. He thought he’d found a shortcut earlier this year. You were there and—”


	“How do you know this stuff? Or was one of your ladies watching?”


	“You might say that.”


	Jack remembered gazing down into a bottomless hole…into an abyss glowing with strange lights…a steadily enlarging hole that he feared might devour him and the rest of the world.


	Anya said, “The Adversary failed then because he acted prematurely. That shows me he’s anxious to finish his becoming. Since then he and those he has manipulated have doubled and redoubled their efforts to open those gates. But to achieve final success he must kill me or hurt me so severely that I can no longer oppose them.”


	Apprehension tightened his shoulders. If the Adversary or the One or Roma or whatever the hell he was called was as dangerous as Anya said, she could be in big trouble. Jack hadn’t known her long, but he’d taken a real liking to this old broad.


	“But if he doesn’t know where you are, he can’t hurt you, right?”


	She shook her head. “No. He can hurt me. He hurts me all the time.”


	“But how—?”


	Anya stiffened and grimaced with pain as she sucked air through her teeth with a hiss. She arched her back and reached around to touch her right shoulder blade. Oyv jumped up and started barking.


	“See?” she gasped. “Even now he does it! He’s hurting me again!”


	Jack was up and around the chair, looking at her back.


	“What? What’s happening?”


	“Oh!” She was taking quick, shallow, panting breaths. “He stabs me! It hurts!”


	“What can I do?”


	“Nothing. It will pass.”


	Jack thought he saw a small spot of red—blood red—appear on the back of her kimono, but couldn’t be sure because it was within the hull of one of the bright red sampans.


	“Are you bleeding?”


	She leaned back against the chair, hiding her back from view.


	“I’ll be all right.”


	Her color was better and her breathing, though not normal yet, was easing in the right direction.


	“Should I get a doctor?”


	She shook her head. “No doctor can help with this. I’ll be fine. This isn’t the first time he’s hurt me, and it won’t be the last. He’s moving closer and closer to his goal. A strange season is upon us, and it will grow stranger.”


	“Damn it, Anya, tell me his name. I’ll put an end to this.”


	She shook her head. “No, Jack. He’s immune to your methods. He’s more than you can handle.”


	“Then how do we stop him?”


	Anya looked up at him and Jack saw fear in her eyes. “I don’t know. We can only hope that he makes a fatal mistake—he’s not perfect you know—or that the Ally steps in on our side. Otherwise, I don’t know if he can be stopped.”


				*
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	After Anya’s pain had subsided, she shooed Jack out of the house. He felt he should stay but he could see that she wanted to be alone.


	He stood in her front yard among the ornaments, staring at the rising moon, and wondering at how his life had changed since a year ago last summer when he’d accepted the seemingly simple, straightforward job of finding a stolen necklace. Now it seemed that every time he turned around, a new revelation leaped at him, tearing a jagged rent in the fabric of the snug, familiar worldview he’d been wrapped in for the first thirty-five years of his life.


	A year ago he’d have written Anya off as a loon. But no more.


	He popped into his father’s house and peeked again into his bedroom. The old guy was still sleeping peacefully with the TV going. Jack found the screwdriver and flashlight he’d used last night, then stepped outside and headed for the clinic.


	Although he’d broken in once before, he didn’t take for granted that it would be as easy the second time. He was just as careful about approaching the building, keeping to the bushes and watching for the security patrols. About halfway there he realized he’d forgotten the mosquito repellent. They’d declared his arms and neck an all-night deli and were ordering take out.


	Slapping and scratching, he picked up his pace and made it to the clinic faster than last night. He popped the window latch again and slid inside. After reclosing the window, he killed a couple of mosquitoes that were still drilling into his skin, then got to work.


	Straight to the record room where he began flipping through the charts. He had the list of names his father had given him and though it was a long shot that they’d all had recent physicals, he had to check.


	He started at the top of the alphabet and worked his way down, pulling the charts as he came across them: Adele Borger…Joseph Leo…Edward Neusner…


	All here.


	No second guessing the ethics of invading privacy this time. These folks weren’t his father, and they were dead.


	Inside the charts, Jack knew where to look. He went to the bottom of the final page of the complete physical. Each one read the same: Final assess: excellent health.


	A prickling sensation ran along the back of his neck. Seemed like being single at Gateways South and passing your free physical with flying colors was not a good thing. In their cases, it appeared to be a death sentence.


	The pattern was obvious: The healthiest single members of Gateways South were dying by mishap. An early demise meant that, instead of having to wait many years for these healthy folk to go, the management was able to resell their homes immediately.


	Jack had a pretty good idea as to the why and the who, and a wild idea as to the how.


	He wondered if the doc was in on it. Probably not. He seemed like too much of a straight shooter.


	Besides, you didn’t need the doc to get a look at the files. Jack’s presence here proved that. But there was an even easier way. If you were someone with an official position at Gateways South, and if you had a key to the clinic, you could stroll in here at night, check out the names of those who’d had a complete physical lately, and peruse their files to your heart’s content.


	Jack decided that he and Gateways South director Ramsey Weldon were going to have a little heart-to-heart chat tomorrow.


				*
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	Jack jogged along the asphalt walking/bicycle path that wound through the pines lining the eastern limits of Gateways South. A thin morning mist wound between the trunks; brown needles, shedding early due to the drought, littered the path. The scent of pine lay thick in the air.


	He’d awakened to silence for a change. Carl must have been trimming someone else’s hedges this morning. His father was just starting to stir, so Jack had come out for a run. He’d been too sedentary the past few days. Needed to get the blood flowing. He’d thought about checking on Anya but it was too early. He’d swing by on the way back.


	He chugged along in a Boneless T-shirt and gym shorts, building a sweat; he wore his leather belt under the loose shirt to hold the small-of the-back holster for his Glock 19; the way it bounced against the base of his spine as he ran was annoying, but no way he was going unarmed around this place.


	An eight-foot chain-link fence ran along the Gateways border to his right. The links of the par-3 golf course lay to his left. He noticed a lone, vaguely familiar figure hunched over a putter on a rise ahead. As he neared he recognized him: Carl.


	Jack veered to his left and found Carl on a putting green, working with a club that protruded from his right sleeve. Jack had thought he was a righty, but he was using a lefty stance.


	He waited until Carl had hit the ball—he just missed, rimming the cup—before speaking.


	“When did you join the community?”


	Carl jumped and spun. “Oh, it’s you! You scared me again! You gotta learn to make more noise when you come up on people.”


	“Sorry,” Jack said. “I’ll work on it. Say, did your video camera catch any signs of Ms. Mundy watering her lawn?”


	“Zilch again.” He grinned. “And I hope it don’t. Wouldn’t mind keepin’ this up the rest of the year, long as old Doc Dengrove keeps payin’ me.”


	Jack glanced down at the balls Carl had arranged on the grass before him, sitting in a line, waiting for the putter. “Is a golfing membership one of the perks of your job?”


	He shook his head. “Only on weekdays, and only on my day off, and only if I stay out of everbody’s way. I ain’t much with the drivers—I mean, my scores for eighteen holes are pretty pan-o-ramic—but I like to putt. I ain’t a bad miniature golf player.”


	“No kidding.” This was fascinating, simply fascinating. Jack waved and turned away. “Got to keep moving. Good luck. Sink those putts. Make those birdies.”


	But he never got restarted. The sight of a beat-up red pickup cruising the dirt road on the far side of the fence stopped him cold. It slowed as a pair of mismatched eyes peered at him from under the brim of a dirty John Deere cap, then picked up speed again.


	A thought struck Jack. He turned back to Carl, intending to ask him if he knew them, but the half-sick look on his face as he watched the pickup bounce away into the trees said it all.


	“You know those guys, don’t you.”


	Carl swallowed. His left eye was already looking away; the right followed. “Why you say something like that?”


	“Because I think you do. Who are they?”


	“Nobody to mess with. You don’t want to know ’em.”


	“Yeah, I do.” Especially after what his father had told him last night about the accident. Jack gave him a hard stare. “Who are they, Carl?”


	Carl looked like he was going to try to float some bullshit, then his shoulders sagged and he shook his head.


	“They live out in the Glades. On a lagoon in one of the hardwood hummocks.”


	“I thought no one was supposed to live out there except maybe some local Indians.”


	“Well, I think you know that what’s upposed to be and what is ain’t necessarily the same thing.”


	Yeah. Jack knew that.


	“You know where this lagoon is?”


	Carl nodded. “I guess so.”


	“How do I get there?”


	“You don’t, not unless you know the way.”


	“Can you show me on a map?”


	Another shake of his head. “It ain’t marked on no maps. It’s pretty well hid.”


	“Then how come you know where it is?”


	Carl looked away. “I was born there.”


	This didn’t surprise Jack. He’d seen what the folks connected to the red pickup looked like, and figured there had to be something wicked strange about Carl’s right arm. Add that to what Anya had said about the mutating effects of the Otherness leak at the nexus point in the Glades, and the connection looked obvious.


	He remembered other misshapen people he’d met earlier in the year…Melanie Ehler and Frayne Canfield…both had attributed their deformities to “a burst of Otherness” during their gestations. Carl’s story was most likely the same.


	“All right then,” Jack said, “take me there.”


	Carl backed away a step, holding up his hand. “Nuh-uh. No way. I left there years ago and I ain’t goin’ back.”


	“Well, if it’s not on a map, and you can’t tell me how to get there, and you won’t take me there, how am I supposed to find it?”


	“You ain’t. That’s the whole point.”


	As if to say he was through talking, Carl bent over his putter and lined up a shot. He tapped the ball and it went wide.


	“I’ve good reason to believe they caused my father’s accident and were setting him up to be eaten by an alligator when the police interrupted them.”


	Carl straightened and looked at him. “Alligator? That woulda meant your daddy’d go the same way as the others, killed by a swamp critter.”


	“Well, this wasn’t no ordinary swamp critter.” Jeez, Jack thought. A couple of conversations with this guy and I’m starting to talk like him. “This gator was huge, with what looked like horns sticking out of its head.”


	Carl visibly shuddered. “Devil. That could only be Devil.”


	“Who’s Devil?”


	“Big freaky bull gator that hangs around the lagoon. But how on earth did they get him out of the swamp?”


	“Couldn’t say. But it seems Devil gets around. He visited Gateways last night.”


	“No way!”


	“Way.”


	Jack gave him a Reader’s Digest version of the attack, leaving out Oyv’s amazing feat and the gator’s inability to cross into Anya’s yard. He remembered what his father had said about Carl being the community gossip.


	“I want to get a look at this lagoon, Carl. I’ve already met the people, now I want to see where they live.”


	“You met them?”


	“In town yesterday. Met that woman, too. The one with the white hair.”


	“Semelee.”


	“Right. What do you know about her? Is she as spooky as she looks?”


	“Can’t rightly say. I left the clan about—”


	“Whoa! Are we talking Kluxers here?”


	“Naw. That’s just what we call ourselfs. We’re all kinda related in a way.”


	“Yeah? How?”


	Carl’s good eye shifted away again. “Not by blood or anything like that. More like we was all in the same situation. Anyway, it was just us guys, maybe twenty of us, when she showed up a couple years ago. I’d been kinda plannin’ on leavin’ anyway, but when she showed up I took it as a sign and skeedaddled outta there.”


	“A sign of what?”


	“That things in the clan was gonna head south real soon. I mean, you got eighteen-twenty guys and one woman, that’s trouble.”


	“They seemed pretty tight when I saw them in town yesterday.”


	“Yeah, well, maybe. I seen ’em from a distance a couple times. We always done some panhandlin’, but now they’s become like professionals. I stay away from ’em cause we ain’t exactly on good terms.”


	“Why not?”


	“They was kinda pissed I left. Luke—he was sorta kinda like the leader—he called me a traitor and all sortsa stuff like that. But that don’t matter to me. I’m glad I got out. I didn’t wanta live like them no more. Y’know, like gypsies. They live on the boats or in what’s left of a bunch of old Indian huts on the shore. No runnin’ water, no lectricity, no TV.” He shook his head. “Man, I sure do love TV. Anyways, I wanted my own place where I didn’t have to sleep next to nobody cept myself.”


	“A room of one’s own,” Jack murmured. He knew the feeling.


	Carl grinned. “Hell, I got more than just a room, I got me a whole trailer.”


	“But do you have any money in the bank?” Jack said as an idea hit him.


	“Naw. Pretty much everthing gets spent just for livin’.”


	“Okay, then. What say I pay you a thousand bucks to take me to this lagoon?”


	“A thousand?” Carl laughed. “You’re shittin’ me, right?”


	“Nope. Five hundred when we leave, and another five when we get back. That sound fair to you?”


	Carl licked his lips. “Yeah, but…”


	“But what?”


	“But they’s gonna be awful mad if they find I brung an outsider to the lagoon.”


	“Don’t worry about that.” Jack flipped up the back of his shirt to show Carl the Glock. “I’ll get you back home. I promise. And anyway, if we go in the afternoon, won’t they all be in town, begging?”


	“Come to think of it, yeah. Specially this bein’ Friday.”


	“What’s so special about Friday?”


	He shrugged. “Lotsa people round here get paid on Thursdays, and on Fridays they’re happy the work week’s over, so they’re looser with their change. Saturday’s pretty much the same. But Sunday’s usually a bust.”


	“Spent too much on Saturday night, right?”


	“Yeah. Or they just come from church and did some givin’ there. Monday’s even worse.” He scratched his jaw. “So yeah. We should have the lagoon pretty much to ourselfs this afternoon.”


	“Then that’s when we’ll go. A quick trip for a quick look-see. In and out. Easiest thousand you ever made.”


	Carl took a breath. “Okay. But since my car ain’t workin’, you gotta drive me down to the waterside.” He began picking up his golf balls. “Guess I better get movin’. Gotta get home, gotta find us a boat.”


	“How’d you get here without a car?”


	“Bike. How else?”


	More power to you, pal, Jack thought. Maybe the thousand would let Carl repair his junker Honda.


	He got directions to Carl’s trailer park—it was the one Jack had seen between the auto body place and the limestone quarry—and continued his jog.


				*

	


	
2


	Semelee stood with Luke a couple dozen feet from Devil’s gator hole and watched. The big gator lay half sunk in the water at the shady end, his eyes closed. The water around his left flank wound was tinged red. At first she thought he was dead, but then she saw his sides pull in a little as he took a breath.


	“He’s still bleeding,” Luke said.


	“I know,” she said through her clenched teeth. “I got eyes.”


	She felt so on edge this morning she wanted to take a bite out of somebody.


	Devil was the biggest gator anybody’d ever seen, so it made sense he’d have the biggest gator hole in the Glades. Like all gators, as the winter dry season began, he’d scrape out all the vegetation from this low spot in the limestone floor and create a big wallowing hole. Fish would work their way into it, turtles and frogs too, and even some birds would come around to see if they could snag a quick meal. Sometimes those birds and turtles became gator snacks.


	In the wet summers gators left their holes and spread out through the Glades, but not this year. The dry spell made gator holes more important than ever.


	The edges of Devil’s hole were piled high with muck he’d scraped out. This provided rootin’ soil for things like cattails, swamp lilies, ferns and arrowleaf. Yellow-flowered spatterdock lilies floated on the surface of the blood-tinged water.


	Devil lifted his head and let out a hoarse, rumbling bellow, then let it flop back down into the water as if it was too heavy to hold up.


	“He’s hurtin’, Luke. Hurtin’ bad.”


	Because of me, she thought.


	Guilt scalded her. She’d considered Devil indestructible, invincible, almost supernatural. But he wasn’t. He was just a big, misshapen gator who would have been happy spendin’ his days doin’ what gators do: lolling in his hole, eatin’ this and that, waitin’ for the rains.


	But no. Semelee couldn’t let him be. She had to roust him out of his comfy hole and lead him out of the Glades into the outer world where he didn’t belong. The result was he got hurt. Hurt bad.


	“He can’t die,” she said. “He just can’t.”


	She had this terrible feeling that if Devil died, part of the spirit of the Glades would die with him. And it would be all her fault.


	“It was that guy,” Luke said. “That city guy you been takin’ a shine to. He done this.”


	“No, he didn’t. I already told you that. He didn’t have nothin’ to do with hurtin’ Devil. It was the old lady. She’s the one. She’s some sorta witch. So’s her dog.”


	In a way Semelee was secretly glad that the old witch’s spell, or whatever it was, had kept Devil out of her yard. Because she’d seen her man, the special one, place himself between Devil and his father. She’d’ve had to go through him to get to the old man, and that would’ve meant hurtin’ him, maybe even killin’ him, somethin’ she definitely didn’t want to do. But it had showed her that he was made of good stuff. That was important.


	“I say we do all three of them—old lady, father, and son—and have done with it.”


	“No. I told you: The son ain’t to be touched.”


	Luke grumbled. “All right. We’ll have another go at the old guy, but the lady…what’re you gonna do about her?”


	“Don’t know yet. We can’t do her unless we can get to her. I’ll think of somethin’. But it’ll have to wait till the lights is done. I ain’t lettin’ nothin’ get between me and the lights.”


	“Awright. But what do we do till the lights come? We goin’ panhandlin’ as usual?”


	“Not durin’ the lights. We’ll just hang out. Besides, we don’t need to go beggin’ cause we’ll be gettin’ a hunk of cash from those dredgin’ guys when they finish at noon.”


	“What if they try to stiff us?”


	“They won’t. They ain’t gettin’ out of the lagoon less’n they pay up.”


	But Semelee didn’t want to think about dredgin’ or money or nothin’ cept the lights. Anticipation thrummed through her like she was a plucked guitar string. The lights’d start tonight and run for three days. But this year would be like no other. This time they wouldn’t be underwater, which meant they’d be bigger and brighter and better than ever before.


	Starting tonight, everything in her life would change. She sensed it, she knew it.


				*
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	Tom had been watching the Weather Channel’s reports on Hurricane Elvis. It continued to move south off Florida’s west coast; although its winds had increased to 90 miles an hour, it was still a Category I. And no threat to Florida at this point.


	He was just finishing his cup of coffee when Jack came through the door, dripping with sweat.


	“I was wondering where you were.” He’d been a little anxious after awakening to finding the house empty and Jack’s car still parked outside. Obviously he’d been out jogging. “I don’t suppose you’d care for a cup of hot coffee right now.”


	“After my shower I’d love one. Never turn down coffee.”


	As Jack ducked into the bathroom, Tom rinsed out the French press and began to make another serving. He noticed his hand shaking a little as he spooned the ground coffee. He touched the fresh bandage on his head. The stitches were still a little tender under there. He’d been shocked at the sight of his bruised, black-eyed face in the mirror this morning. He felt so good he’d almost forgotten about the accident.


	Now he couldn’t get it out of his head. Someone wanted him dead. Why?


	Last week his life had been safe and sane, prosaic, maybe even a little dull. Now…


	What was happening? He didn’t live the sort of life where he got on people’s wrong side. Was it a mistake? Had he been mistaken for somebody else? Who on earth would want to kill him?


	
He pondered those imponderables until Jack returned, in fresh shorts and T-shirt, his wet hair combed straight back.


	“Hey, good coffee,” he said after sipping the cup Tom had made for him.


	“Colombian. I was thinking of scrambling some eggs. Want some?”


	“Sure. And some hash browns and toast, and maybe some grits with extra butter. Oh, and while you’re at it, a side of biscuits and gravy.”


	Tom gave him a dour look.


	Jack shrugged and smiled. “Hey, we’re in the south so I figured one of their traditional, artery-clogging breakfasts would be in order.”


	“What do you know about southern cooking?”


	“There’s a place called Down Home a few blocks from where I live. In New York you can eat any style you want.”


	“Right now,” Tom said, “I don’t feel like eating at all. Hard to be hungry when there’s someone out to get you. If I knew who or why, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. I’d still be scared, but…”


	“Maybe I can help there,” Jack said softly.


	“You? How?”


	The phone rang. It was the front gate, wanting to know if he was expecting any packages.


	“Not that I know of. Wait.” He turned to Jack. “Are you expecting a delivery of some sort?”


	“Yeah!” He grinned. “It’s here already? Great. Good old Abe.”


	Tom told the gate to send the truck through, then turned back to Jack.


	“You were saying something…?”


	Jack cleared his throat. “I checked out the medical records on Borger, Leo, and Neusner last night and—”


	“How on earth did you do that?”


	“I got in through one of the clinic’s windows.”


	“What?”


	“No biggee. I popped the lock on one and crawled through. Don’t worry. You’d have to look pretty close to the underside of the sash to even suspect someone was there.”


	Tom couldn’t believe this. His own son breaking and entering—and the clinic of all places.


	“Dear God, why?”


	“Stay calm. I wanted to see if any of them had had physicals recently—the answer turned out to be yes to all three, by the way—and to see how they did.”


	“What if it had an alarm, or what if you were caught on camera? You could go to jail for something like that!”


	“Only if I got caught, which I didn’t. No alarm, no surveillance cameras. I checked that out first. But I found what I was looking for: Each one of them passed their physical with flying colors.”


	“A lot of good it did them. They’re all dead.”


	“I think they died because they passed with flying colors.”


	“Oh, you’re not going back to that Gateways conspiracy thing you were talking about yesterday, are you?”


	“Follow the money, Dad. Whenever you wonder if something funny might be going on, follow the money. And the money leads to Gateways.”


	Had he gone completely paranoid?


	“Jack—”


	“Think about it: It’s only younger, healthy widows and widowers being attacked—the ones who stand the best chance for holding on to their houses the longest. Coincidence?”


	“You’re talking about a billion-dollar corporation, Jack. This is penny-ante stuff. Imagine the impact of four extra resales in a year on a nine-digit bottom line. Meaningless!”


	“It may be meaningless globally, but what about locally? What if someone in Gateways South needs to boost his bottom line and this is a way—just one of a number of ways, say—to do it?”


	Tom didn’t know what to say. Breaking into offices, digging up “clues”…he had to admire Jack’s initiative, and was touched that he’d go to all that trouble for him, but…Jack seemed to think he was Philip Marlowe or Sam Spade. And he wasn’t. He was an appliance repairman, and he was going to get in over his head and in deep trouble if he kept this up.


	“I suppose you can make a circumstantial case for it, but it just doesn’t add up. You’re implying that Ramsey Weldon or someone at his level of management went out and hired those men to smash up my car and then have me eaten by an alligator. It’s preposterous.”


	Jack scratched his head. “I know it seems that way, but so far he and Gateways South are the only ones I can see benefiting from your passing. I’ll have to go with Weldon for the time being.”


	Tom felt a surge of acid in his stomach. “‘Go with’? What does that mean?”


	“Oh, I don’t know,” Jack said with a smile that did nothing to relieve Tom’s anxiety. “Have a little tête-à-tête or something like that.”


	“Don’t. Please, don’t. You’re just going to get yourself in trouble.”


	“Don’t worry. I’ll be discreet. The very soul of discretion.”


	Somehow Tom doubted that. But before he could say anything else, the doorbell rang.


	“I’ll get it,” Jack said.


	A delivery man stood at the door holding a cardboard carton.


	“I’ve got four packages for ‘Jack.’”


	“That’s me.” Jack took the box and placed it on the floor. “I’ll help you with the others.”


	As Jack followed the man outside to his truck, Tom stepped over and looked at the return address: Bammo Toy Co.


	Toys?


	He noticed too that the shipping label was addressed to “Jack” at this address. No last name, just “Jack.” Odd.


	When all four cartons were inside the door, Jack tipped the driver, then lifted one of the boxes.


	“I’m going to put these in the spare bedroom, if you don’t mind.”


	“Sure. Go ahead.”


	As Jack headed for the bedroom, Tom lifted one of the packages to help. He hefted it…heavier than he’d expected.


	Jack had already relocated the first box and almost ran into Tom in the bedroom doorway. He took the package from him—rather quickly, Tom thought.


	“Hey, no, Dad. Thanks, but that’s okay. I don’t want you hurting your back.”


	“Don’t be silly. They’re not that heavy.”


	He returned to the living room and picked up another package. Jack was right behind him, hovering like a mother hen.


	“Dad, really—”


	Tom ignored him and carried the carton into the bedroom.


	When all four were piled against the wall, he said, “It says they’re from a toy company. What kind of toys are we talking about? Toy robots? I mean, they’re heavy enough.”


	“Just toys.” Jack seemed tense.


	“Do you mind showing me one?”


	A heartbeat’s hesitation, then Jack said, “I guess not. But we’ll need a knife to cut the tape.”


	“I’ll get one.”


	Tom found an old serrated steak knife in the kitchen drawer, but by the time he’d returned, Jack had the smallest box already open.


	He held up a folder with a curved blade. “I forgot I had one in my pocket.”


	Inside, Tom saw an odd-looking stuffed toy, some unidentifiable little animal a little bigger than a football. “What’s that?”


	“It’s a Pokemon. This one’s Pikachu. They were all the rage with kids a few years ago.”


	“But why are you buying them?”


	“I’ll probably wind up giving them to a local kids’ charity.”


	Tom shook his head. What an odd man his son had turned out to be.


				*
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	Jack found Carl waiting on the street outside his trailer park in knee-high green rubber boots; a short wooden paddle protruded from his right sleeve.


	“Where’s the boat?” Jack said as Carl slid into the passenger seat.


	“It’s waitin’. A guy I know’s lettin’ me borrow it.” He stuck out his hand. “My money?”


	Jack handed him an envelope. “As promised.”


	He’d come down with about a thousand in cash. His deal with Carl was going to leave him short, so he’d stopped at an ATM for an advance on the John L. Tyleski Visa card. Another envelope with the balance of the fee was tucked into a back pocket.


	Carl checked the contents. Didn’t take long to count five bills. The reverent way he touched them made Jack wonder if Carl had ever seen that much money at once.


	“I hope I ain’t makin’ a big mistake,” he said, still staring into the envelope.


	“Don’t worry. A few hours from now you’ll be sitting in front of your TV with another one of those in your pocket.”


	He sighed and folded the envelope. “Okay. Let’s go.”


	As they pulled away, Jack noticed high chain-link fencing disappearing into the foliage; a rusted length of chain with a beat-up NO TRESPASSING sign spanned a gap that looked like an entrance.


	“That the quarry I’ve heard about?” Jack said.


	Carl nodded. “Some company carved a mess of limestone blocks outta there, then went outta business.”


	“What’s it like down there?”


	Carl shrugged. “Just a big hole in the ground. Used to have a big pool of water in its bottom, but not this year.”


	“Much security?”


	“None I ever seen. You can’t steal a hole in the ground. Kids sneak in there at night to drink, smoke dope, and screw. Never seen anyone kick ’em out. Why you so interested?”


	“Just curious.”


	Jack hoped it wouldn’t be necessary, but if worse came to worst, he might have use for the quarry.


	He followed Carl’s directions, turning this way and that, heading in a generally northwest direction. Along the way he saw a black bird with a red head pecking at something on the side of the road.


	“Christ, that’s an ugly bird.”


	“That’s a turkey vulture—‘TV,’ for short. Right homely, aren’t they. Good thing about them is they clean up roadkill. They do such a good job that round here we call roadkill ‘TV dinners.’” He snickered. “‘TV dinners.’ Get it?”


	“I get it, Carl.”


	The vegetation became reedier as they rolled along. Finally Carl pointed to a small building with a big AIR BOATS sign. Another, smaller sign—not much more than a slim board with a handwritten message—had been tacked to the bottom.


	CLOSED DO TO DROWT.


	Jack wondered what the owners were doing with all this extra spare time. Playing Scrabble maybe?


	“We’re going on an air boat?” He’d seen them whizzing across the Everglades in movies and nature shows and had always wanted to ride one. “Cool.”


	“Can’t use no air boats when it’s this dry. There’s enough water in the big channels, but the little ones—forget it.”


	Jack followed Carl around to the rear of the shack where a beached canoe waited on the mud.


	“That’s our boat?”


	“That’s her,” Carl said with a grin. “She ain’t too pan-o-ramic, but she’s got a motor.”


	Jack looked at the tiny, odd-shaped hunk of steel clamped to the right rear stern.


	“You call that a motor? I’ve seen bigger eggbeaters.”


	“Don’t knock it. It’s better’n paddlin’ the whole way.”


	Carl stepped into the water and pulled the canoe off the mud. He hopped into the stern seat and used the paddle jutting from his right sleeve to steady the boat. Jack had no choice but to wade in, sneakers and all, after him.


	“Didn’t you bring no boots?”


	“Ain’t got no boots.” There I go, talking like him again.


	Jack was calf high in water before he reached the canoe and eased himself onto the forward bench. Carl primed the motor, then: a couple of quick pulls on the cord, a cloud of smoke, a bubbling clatter, and—hi-yo, Silver—they were off.


	Jack looked down at the sodden legs of his jeans, and his once white sneakers, now tinted brown with mud. His feet squished and squeaked inside them.


	Swell.


	“This channel’s usually so much deeper and wider this time of year. And most of this saw grass is half underwater.” He shook his head. “Man, we really need us some rain.”


	Jack looked up. A lid of clouds had moved in, hiding the sun and the sky, but none of them looked like rain clouds.


	“What you need down here, Carl, is a big storm, a hurricane to dump a load of water. Maybe Elvis will take care of your drought.”


	“I’d go for a tropical storm, okay. You know—thirty-five-or forty-milean-hour winds and a ton of rain. I could handle that. But no hurricane, thank you. I was here when Andrew came through and I don’t never want to see the likes of that again.”


	As they slid along, Jack heard a call and response of throaty roars from either side.


	“Those alligators?”


	“Yep. Bulls callin’ from their gator holes.”


	“What are those grunting sounds? The females?”


	Carl laughed. “Naw. Them’s pig frogs. Got the name cause they grunt like pigs.”


	Jack noticed lots of snails, with shells maybe an inch to an inch and a half across, floating near the surface. The tops of some of their shells broke the surface as they clung to underwater growths. He saw little pristine white beads lined up on blades of saw grass and asked Carl about them.


	“Those’re snail eggs. Cormorants love the snails. Use the hook on the end of their beak to yank them from their shells.”


	A goose-necked turtle with a smooth brown shell and an uncircumcised nose stuck its head above the water and looked at him.


	“Hello,” Jack said.


	The turtle ducked away.


	“That’s a soft-shelled turtle. Gators just love to catch those. Gobble them up like crunchy tacos.”


	Jack slapped at his neck. He didn’t have a long-sleeved shirt so he’d sprayed on lots of repellent, but it didn’t seem to be helping much.


	“How can you stand all these mosquitoes?”


	“All? You kidding? This is a good year, a great year for mosquitoes. The drought dried up most of their little breedin’ pools.”


	If this is a good year, Jack thought, remind me to stay far away in a bad one.


	He reached out a hand to grab a few of the long thin blades of grass brushing the side of the canoe. A sharp sting made him snatch it back. He looked and found long scratches across his palm.


	Carl laughed. “Now you know why they call it saw grass.” He swept his paddle around in a wide arc. “Pa-hay-okee.”


	Jack remembered Anya using that word.


	“Indian, right? Means ‘river of grass’ or something?”


	Carl grinned. “Hey, you been studyin’.”


	A river of grass… sea of grass was more like it. An ocean of browned saw grass swept away in all directions, dotted here and there by islandlike hummocks of cypress, oak, and pine that looked like giant green mushrooms sprouting from a dead lawn. He hoped it wasn’t dead. Just sleeping.


	So flat, so like he’d envisioned Kansas might be. Too open for Jack. He was used to living in steel-, concrete-, and glass-lined canyons. The horizon seemed so far away here. Who needed a horizon anyway? Horizons gave him the creeps. He could live very well without one. In fact, back home he did.


	Why on earth would anyone want to live out here? No deli, no pizza delivery, no electricity to keep beer cold. Like living in the Dark Ages.


	Carl said, “I got Miccosukee blood in me, you know. At least that’s what my momma told me. They’ve got a reservation north of here off Route 41, and even a casino, but I ain’t never been to neither. The Miccosukee’s on my momma’s side. Don’t know bout my dad. My momma met him at the lagoon. I hear he didn’t hang around after he seen me. Just took off and we never heard from him again.”


	Jack flicked a glance at Carl’s covered right arm. Should he ask about it?


	Maybe some other time.


	Instead he said, “So there’s been people living around this lagoon for generations?”


	“Yeah and no,” Carl said. “The only people livin’ there now are the kids of the ones who used to live there. Everybody moved away when we was itty-bitty babies because they thought the lagoon was makin’ us all strange. But we kids came back.”


	“Why?”


	“Cause I guess we didn’t seem to fit no other place.”


	Jack tried to think of a delicate way to say this. “Because of the way you all looked?”


	Carl shrugged. “Some of that, maybe. But mostly because the lagoon seemed right for us. It felt like…home.”


	“You moved out, though.”


	“Yeah. But not far. That’s why I wasn’t too excited bout goin’ back. I’m afraid I might get sucked in again.”


	“So how many live there?”


	“Bout twenty. We’re all bout the same age too, give or take a couple years.”


	Jack ducked as a big bird with an enormous wingspan swooped above them.


	“What the hell is that?”


	“Just a big ol’ heron.”


	“Oh.”


	For a moment there Jack had thought it was a pterodactyl. Or maybe a pteranodon. Whatever. The one with the tail.


	They began to pass alligators of various sizes sunning themselves on the banks, but none came even close in size to the monster from yesterday.


	Jack heard a scraping sound from the bottom of the canoe.


	“That’s all for the motor for a while,” Carl said.


	They used their paddles until the channel grew too shallow even for that.


	“What do we do now?”


	Carl rose and stepped out of the boat. “We carry her till the water gets deeper.”


	Easy for you to say, Jack thought. You’ve got boots.


	The hauling itself wasn’t so bad—only about thirty yards before the water deepened again—but the knowledge that a gator might step out of the surrounding greenery at any second upped Jack’s pace until he was fairly dragging Carl behind him.


	“Too bad they don’t do a Survivor down here,” Carl said. “Survivor: Everglades…they’d never let me on, but I know I could win that million.”


	Another reality show. Carl did like his TV.


	Jack looked over his shoulder. “If you did win, what’s the first thing you’d do?”


	“Get me a new TV.” He grinned. “One of them big sixty-inch models. Oh, and a new easy chair, an electric one that massages your back while you’re sittin’ in it. And get my car fixed.”


	“How about travel?”


	“What for? I’ve already been all over the world watchin’ Survivor and Celebrity Mole and the Travel Channel.”


	“But it’s not the same as being there.”


	Listen to me, Jack thought. The guy who never leaves New York.


	“Is for me,” Carl said. “Oh, yeah, and I’d probably give some money to Mrs. Hansen. She’s havin’ a hard time. Might lose her trailer.”


	“That’s a nice thought, Carl.”


	He shrugged. “Just bein’ neighborly.”


	Back in the water and putt-putting along again, Jack saw larger plants starting to crowd the saw grass off the banks. Ferns and trees fought for space. Jack spotted a fruit-bearing tree.


	“What’s that?”


	“Pond apple. Don’t even think about eatin’ one less you’re partial to the taste of kerosene.”


	He went on to point out willows that didn’t look like willows, live oaks that didn’t look like oaks, and trees with exotic names like cocoa plum and Brazilian pepper.


	Jack pointed to the tall, scraggly, droopy-needled, cedarlike pines that loomed ahead.


	“What are those?”


	Carl looked at him as if he’d asked if the sun rose in the east or the west.


	“Them’s cypresses.”


	“They look like pines.”


	“Yeah, I guess they do. But they drop their needles come winter. Pines don’t do that.”


	Jack noticed that the leaves on some of the live oaks were turning red or orange, as if it were fall. The drought, he guessed.


	As they glided nearer the cypresses, Jack saw long, gray-brown Merlin beards of moss hanging from the limbs and swaying in the breeze.


	He spotted other trees. He knew a Nelson pine when he saw one; royal palms had that distinctive smooth sleeve of green at the upper end of the trunk, and of course coconut palms and banana palms were identifiable by their fruit. But the rest were mysteries.


	Carl pointed to a couple of dragonflies, one riding on the back of another.


	“Looky there. Makin’ baby dragonflies.”


	“And in public,” Jack said. “Have they no shame?”


	Carl laughed. “Hey, don’t knock it. Dragonflies eats up tons of mosquito babies.”


	“Yeah?” Jack raised a fist in salute. “Go for it, you two!”


	Carl shut off the motor.


	“What’s up?” Jack said. “More shallows?”


	Carl shook his head and pointed. “We’re getting close now. See that big hardwood hummock dead ahead?”


	Jack saw a rise studded with trees of all different sizes and shapes that blocked most of the western horizon.


	“The lagoon’s in there,” Carl said. “So we got to go real quiet now.”


	“I thought the place was going to be deserted.”


	“Y’never know. Sometimes somebody’s feelin’ poorly and they don’t go to town.”


	Jack pulled the Glock from itsSOB holster, worked the slide to chamber a round, then tucked it away again.


	They paddled ahead to where the channel ran into a dense green tunnel of vegetation. Speaking softly, Carl pointed out gumbo limbo trees, aerial plants, orchids, ferns, banyan trees with their dangling aerial roots, coffee plants, vines trailing from tree to tree, and every imaginable variety of palm.


	“Looks like a rain forest,” Jack whispered.


	Carl nodded. “Yeah. Even now, when there ain’t no rain. It stays wetter here cause the sun can’t get through.”


	As they paddled around a few more bends in the channel Jack started noticing subtle changes in the greenery, most obvious in the royal palms. Every one Jack had seen till now had had a ramrod-straight trunk. These were bent here and there at odd intervals along their lengths.


	Was this the first evidence of the mutation effects of Anya’s so-called nexus point?


	Then Carl turned to him and put a finger to his lips. He nodded and made a hooking motion with his arm.


	Jack got the message: almost there…around the next bend.


	And then they rounded that bend and the right bank fell away, opening into a wide pond, 150, maybe 200 feet across. The surface lay smooth and placid, but the surrounding vegetation was anything but.


	The willows, oaks, cypresses, and palms lining the banks had been twisted into grotesque, unnatural shapes, as if they’d been frozen mid-step in some epileptic ballet. And in one area they all appeared to be leaning away from an opening on the edge of the bank, as if trying to escape it.


	That had to be it—the nexus point, where a little of the Otherness slipped through a couple of times a year. Anya hadn’t been exaggerating about the mutations. The vegetation looked like it had been designed by someone with PCP for blood.


	All we need to make this scene complete, Jack thought, is the Creature from the Black Lagoon rearing its ugly head.


	A large, skiff-style boat, Bull-ship across its stern, rocked gently against the far bank. Its crude, ramshackle superstructure looked like it had been built by someone with only rudimentary carpentry skills. Another smaller, equally rundown skiff, the Horse-ship —cute—lay directly to their right. They looked like floating tenements.


	As he and Carl glided toward the center of the lagoon, Jack searched the banks for stray members of Carl’s clan. Just as predicted, the place was deserted.


	Well, it looked deserted. Somehow it didn’t feel deserted.


	“That’s funny,” Carl whispered, pointing to a small fleet of canoes beached on the far bank. “All the boats is here. If they went into town—”


	“Well, well, well,” said a gruff voice from behind and to the right. “Look who’s here.”


	Jack started at the sound and swiveled to see half a dozen men standing on the deck of the Horse-ship. As he watched, the snow-haired Semelee emerged from the superstructure and smiled at him.


	“Hi, Jack,” she said.


	Jack noticed the color draining from Carl’s face. “Oh, shit!”


	Jack faced front again and saw another dozen or so men gathering on the deck of the bigger Bull-ship.


	“Paddle!” Carl cried as he began yanking on the little motor’s starter cord. “We gotta get outta here!”


	Jack thought that might not be a bad idea. He reversed his oar stroke to turn the canoe around, but then noticed that the men in the Horse-ship were poling it across the lagoon entrance, blocking their escape route.


	He laid a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “Forget it, Carl. Looks like we’re staying awhile.”


	“Long time, no see, Carl,” said the big guy Jack had run into in town. His grin was feral. “I knew you’d be back someday.”


	“Hey, Luke,” Carl said in a faint voice. His shoulders slumped. He looked defeated.


	Jack checked the comforting weight of the Glock at the small of his back. Not the right time to reveal what he was carrying, especially when they were such sitting ducks out here on the water. Better to wait and see what happened, wait till these guys got closer, or things got ugly.


	Who knew? Maybe he wouldn’t need artillery. Maybe he’d even come away with some answers. Like, what do you have against my father? Or, who hired you to kill him?


	“Knew I shouldn’ta come,” Carl muttered. His good eye veered right and left like a frightened rabbit on the run.


	“Easy,” Jack whispered. “I promised I’d get you back to your trailer, and I will. Let’s just go with the flow here for a bit.”


	“Don’t see’s we got much choice.”


	Luke pointed to the row of canoes on the bank. “Why dontcha beach it over there with the others,” he called, “and we’ll all get real friendly like.”


	Jack started paddling. “Let’s do like the man says.”


	Carl hesitated a few heartbeats—he seemed frozen in place—then shook himself and joined in.


				*

	


	
5


	When they reached the far bank, some of the men from the Bull-ship helped pull its nose onto the dirt. Jack recognized the flat-bottomed motorboat he’d seen Semelee ride away in—the Chicken-ship. Next to it was a canoe labeled No-ship. Someone in the clan was a regular Shecky Green.


	He managed to step ashore without resoaking his sneakers, but Carl got out and waded.


	They all seemed to know Carl. A few acted genuinely glad to see him but most were standoffish, some even hostile.


	As Jack and Carl stood together and waited for the Horse-ship to be poled over, Jack looked around. Close up, the vegetation looked even more demented. Back from the banks, maybe a hundred feet, stood half a dozen hutlike structures with open sides. Each seemed to be little more than half a dozen wobbly poles, three to a side, topped by a pitched roof of dried palm fronds. A small fire smoldered between two of the nearest. When they weren’t on the boats, Jack guessed they lived there.


	Crooked men in crooked houses. He had little doubt that each contained at least one crooked mouse.


	“Old Indian huts,” Carl said, following his gaze. “Been there forever.”


	When the smaller boat arrived, Semelee was the first to step off, followed by Luke, bulge-browed Corley, and the rest. Soon the whole clan was assembled behind her, facing Jack and Carl in a semicircle.


	Circe and her pigs.


	A single woman with—Jack had made a quick count—eighteen men.


	One scary looking bunch, Jack thought, eyeing their misshapen heads, mismatched limbs, and twisted bodies. Looked like they’d suffered an algae bloom in their gene pool. But he knew that, just like the trees, it must be due to the nexus point. The trees had no choice about where they grew, but these folks…why did they stay?


	Only Semelee and Luke looked reasonably normal…if you discounted her wild white Medusa hair. Storm from the X-Men had nothing on Semelee in the hair department. She wore the same Levi’s and tight black vest as yesterday, but her long-sleeved shirt was red this time, with the top two buttons left open.


	“Who’s this one?” she said, pointing to Carl. “He’s one of us, ain’t he.”


	Luke flashed his nasty grin at Carl. “He sure is. He just don’t act like it.”


	“How come I ain’t never seen him before?”


	“You probably did but just don’t remember. Carl decided to leave right after you showed up. I don’t think we’re good enough for him no more.” He stepped closer. “Ain’t that right, Carl? Ain’t that right? But that was okay. This ain’t no prison. You can come and go as you please.” He got into Carl’s face. “But that don’t mean you can bring outsiders. You know the rule about outsiders.”


	He reached to grab the front of Carl’s shirt and Jack laid a hand on his arm—gently but firmly. He wasn’t looking for a fight, not against these impossible odds, but he was not about to let Carl be manhandled.


	“Don’t,” Jack said.


	Luke’s fingers stopped inches from Carl’s shirtfront. “What?”


	Jack kept his voice low but gave Luke a hard look, hoping he’d think twice. He didn’t have a plan—he’d been expecting an empty lagoon—but he was willing to ad lib, maybe do something quick and very nasty to make a point and throw the crowd off balance.


	“Just…don’t.”


	Luke glared at him, then glanced toward the water. “Back off or you’ll be goin’ for a swim.”


	“Doesn’t sound so bad to me.”


	“Yeah?” He grinned. “Look who you’ll be swimmin’ with.”


	Jack turned and saw what appeared to be a giant turtle gliding toward shore. Its head was down but its mossy, four-foot long shell looked like a relief map of the Himalayas.


	Then it raised its head—and then its other head. Christ, it had two—big, ugly, rough-hewn things—both of which were now angled up, their beaked, sharp-edged jaws agape, showing huge mouths that could fit a regulation NFL football with room to spare. Its four beady black eyes were fixed on Semelee as it reached the bank and waited with its long, snakelike tail thrashing back and forth in the water behind it.


	Luke grabbed a fallen tree branch and shouted, “Show time!” He stepped closer and lowered the branch toward the waiting jaws. “This here’s a alligator snapper. When you take your swim—and we’ll see that you do—here’s what’s gonna happen to your arms and legs.”


	The branch came to within a foot of the left head and in a flash the neck telescoped out and the jaws chomped, breaking it in half with a loud crunching crack, as easily as Jack might snap a toothpick. One of the halves tumbled into the right head’s strike zone and suffered a similar fate. Three pieces of branch floated on the water.


	Jack’s tongue tasted dusty.


	“‘When’?” Jack said, knowing this many guys would have no trouble tossing him into the water. But he couldn’t back down. “You mean ‘if,’ don’t you?”


	Luke stepped toward him. “No, I mean—”


	“Just hold on there,” Semelee said, wedging herself between them. “Ease up. This ain’t no way to treat company.” She turned to Jack. Her eyes locked on his, displaying none of the animosity radiating from Luke. “What’re you doing here?”


	Jack had his reply ready. “You suggested we have a drink together. Well, here I am.”


	“Bullshit!” Luke said.


	This guy had one helluva chip on his shoulder.


	Semelee ignored him and smiled. “Yeah. I can see you’re here. But I meant back in town.”


	“I guess I misunderstood. I happened to mention you to Carl and—”


	“You did?” Her face lit as her smile broadened. “You were talking about me?”


	Jack realized with a start that she was infatuated with him. He couldn’t fathom why. She’d had a couple of glimpses of him and they’d exchanged a few sentences; she didn’t know anything about him.


	Or did she?


	Jack debated playing to her infatuation, then discarded the idea. It could backfire too easily, especially with the jealousy he sensed seething in Luke. It was plain that he wanted Semelee looking at him like she was looking at Jack.


	“Yeah, sort of,” Jack said, keeping it neutral. “When Carl said he knew where you lived, I convinced him to take me there.”


	“And here you are.”


	“Right. But I wasn’t expecting such an unfriendly reception.”


	“Oh, don’t take Luke too serious. He’s been right cranky lately.” She patted his arm. “Ain’t that right, Luke.”


	The big guy only glowered at Jack.


	“Hey,” said Carl, pointing along the bank with his oar. “Don’t tell me that’s the lights hole!”


	“It sure is,” Semelee said. “Want to see?”


	Lights hole? Jack wondered. What’s a lights hole?


	Semelee led the way toward a patch of ground completely bare of vegetation. Jack followed Carl. The crowd parted to let them pass. The center of the bald area was pierced by a roughly oval opening, maybe eight feet across. It ran straight down into the limestone like a well. Jack even knew what it was called: a cenote.


	He stopped next to Carl at the edge and peered down. Deep. Deeper than he’d expected. He could just barely make out the pool at the bottom.


	Carl gasped. “It wasn’t never this deep. What happened to the sand?”


	Luke grunted. “Semelee sold it. Some guys came here and sucked a whole lot of it out. You just missed them.”


	“Got a pretty penny for it too,” she said.


	Carl looked from Luke to Semelee. “Looks like I ain’t the first to break the no-outsiders rule.”


	Score one for you, Carl, Jack thought.


	“That was different,” Semelee said.


	Carl didn’t seem to hear. His eyes were fixed on the hole.


	“I was a-fearin’ this,” he said, “what with the drought’n all. The lights hole ain’t never been above water before. That’s bad enough. But then you went’n had sand sucked out.”


	“Why’s that bad?” Semelee said. “I think that’s good.”


	“Good? How can it be good? The light used to have to come up through the sand and the water, and even then, look what it did to us. Now there ain’t hardly nothin’ in the way.”


	Semelee grinned. “Ain’t it cool?”


	“Nuh-uh. That ain’t cool. That’s scary.”


	Jack knelt at the edge and peered into the depths. He didn’t like deep holes, at least not since the spring when he’d had a bad experience with one out on Long Island. But that one hadn’t had a bottom. This one…


	He found a thumb-size stone and dropped it. He heard a satisfying plop, saw ripples on the water far below.


	…this one definitely had a bottom.


	But for how long?


	“What are these lights like?” he asked.


	Semelee squatted close beside him. He glanced up briefly and noticed the others wandering off. The two of them had the hole to themselves.


	“Like nothin’ you ever seen in your life.” Her voice was full of hushed wonder as she spoke. “I mean, whoever heard of lights comin’ outta the ground?”


	Jack had seen light shooting up from a hole in the earth…just last spring.


	“What color are these lights?”


	“Sorta like pinkish orange, but that ain’t right. Every time you think you got the color pinned, it melts into somethin’ else just a teeny bit different. I can’t describe it. You gotta see it to believe it.”


	Jack believed. He’d seen a light just like she described.


	“How often do they come?” Jack asked, knowing the answer.


	“Twice a year.”


	“No kidding. When’s the next show?”


	“Tonight.”


	“But—” Jack caught himself. Anya had said the nexus points opened during the equinoxes, but that wasn’t until tomorrow night. He knew; he’d checked. But if he admitted that, Semelee would realize that he knew way more than he should.


	She frowned at him. “But what?”


	What to say? “But that’s too soon!” he blurted. “I won’t be able to get my cameras set up for—”


	“Who said anything bout cameras?”


	“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? I take some pictures of the lights and we sell them to the papers, to National Geographic, to—”


	“Wait-wait-wait,” she said, waving her hands in front of his face. “What makes you think you’re gonna take pictures? Nobody takes no pictures of the lights.”


	“No exceptions?”


	“No way, no how. As a matter of fact, I can’t even let you see them, cause then you’d talk about them.”


	“No, I wouldn’t.”


	Jack had no desire to see these lights, but he didn’t want to appear anxious to leave. Maybe the way to get out of here was to pretend to want to stay.


	Semelee shook her head. “Maybe you wouldn’t, but I can’t risk it. Not yet, anyways. But maybe when I get to know you better…”


	Jack noted how she said “when” instead of “if.”


	“What’s wrong with getting to know each other now? We could go back to town, have that drink, maybe two or three, and do some serious talking.”


	“Not tonight, or tomorrow or the next night, for that matter.”


	“Why not?”


	“The lights run for three nights. I gotta be here for that. But after Sunday…” She leaned closer and he caught her pleasant, musky scent. “… We got all the time in the world.”


	That’s what you think, sister.


	But he had to be careful here…hell hath no fury and all that.


	Then he noticed the black shell dangling from the thong around her neck. The same size and shape as the one he’d found in his father’s hospital room. Even had a hole drilled at the hinge end. Had to be the same.


	He pointed to the shell. “How’d you get that back?”


	Semelee started and clutched the shell. Jack figured from the sudden widening of her eyes that she hadn’t wanted him to see it. Because that meant she’d visited the room a second time—and he didn’t like that one bit.


	But if that were the case, why had she worn it around her neck and left the collar loose?


	“What do you mean?” she said.


	“I found it by my father’s bed in the hospital, right after you were there. When did you go back for it?”


	“I…I didn’t.” She kept the shell wrapped in her fist. “I had two.”


	“Oh.” That made Jack feel a little better—if she was telling the truth. “I guess I saw the other one then.”


	“Where?” She grabbed his wrist. “Where’d you see it last?”


	Jack was about to shrug and say he’d left it on the bedside table and assumed the housekeeping staff had chucked it out, but her tight grip on his arm and the intensity in her eyes made him hold off.


	“I’m not sure. Let me think…”


	Why was a damn shell so important?


	He glanced around and noticed Carl was missing.


	“Carl?” Jack broke Semelee’s grip on his arm as he rose to his feet and scanned the lagoon banks. “Hey, Carl! Where are you?”


	“Never mind him,” Semelee said, rising with him. “What about that shell?”


	Jack left her behind. He skirted the edge of the cenote and headed in the direction of the huts where he saw a number of the men sitting around the little fire, smoking, drinking, but Carl wasn’t among them.


	Shit! Where was he?


	He called his name a few more times but got no response. He asked the group by the fire where he was but they ignored him.


	Jack’s gut began a little crawl. If they’d done anything to Carl it would be Jack’s fault for inducing him to come back here.


	Luke strolled up to the fire. The men around it looked up, their mismatched eyes questioning, and he nodded to them.


	“Where is he, Luke?” Jack said.


	Luke didn’t look up, didn’t turn, didn’t acknowledge Jack’s existence.


	Jack’s concern boiled over into anger. He pulled the Glock and sent a round into the fire. The mini-explosion of ash and flaming embers scattered the men, sending them rolling and tumbling. Luke ducked away and faced him.


	Now he had their attention.


	“I’m going to say it once more, and this time I’d better get an answer: Where…is…Carl?”


	“Right where he belongs,” Luke said. “With us.”


	“He doesn’t want to be with you. He left, remember?”


	“Maybe. But he’s had a change of heart. He’s gonna stay.”


	Jack sensed movement around him. His peripheral vision caught about a dozen clan members scurrying toward him, armed with rifles and shotguns. Should have figured they’d be armed—couldn’t live out here and not do some hunting.


	The newcomers didn’t seem to give Luke much of a boost in confidence, especially when Jack pointed the Glock at the center of his chest. “I want to hear that from him.”


	Luke’s eyes darted left and right. He seemed about to say something when Semelee spoke up.


	“Don’t worry, Luke. He ain’t gonna kill you.”


	Jack glanced left and saw her standing a few feet away, smiling at him.


	“Right, mister,” Luke said, licking his lips. “That’s because you’ll be full of holes if you do.”


	“That won’t make you any less dead.”


	“You won’t,” Semelee said to Jack. “I know it, and you know it.”


	She was right. This wasn’t a killing situation. He lowered the pistol a few inches.


	“Maybe not. But one of these hollowpoints can mess up a knee like you wouldn’t believe.”


	Luke was sweating now. Taking one in the knee seemed to bother him more than one in the chest.


	“Semelee…?”


	“You won’t do that neither. Because we ain’t hurt Carl and we ain’t keepin’ him here but for a few days.”


	“You’ve got no right to keep him a minute.”


	“Yeah, we do,” Luke said, emboldened by the fact that Jack hadn’t pulled the trigger again. “He’s kin. He’s blood.”


	“I promised I’d get him back home. I intend to keep that promise.”


	“It’s only gonna be three days,” Semelee said. “We want him to stay for the lights. But I tell you what: You find my other shell and we’ll do a trade…the shell for Carl.”


	“Semelee,” Luke said. “You got no right. Carl belongs here.”


	She turned on him, eyes flashing. “What’s more important—givin’ Carl a light show or gettin’ my eye-shell back?”


	Luke looked away and said nothin’.


	Semelee turned to Jack. “So that’s the deal. How’s it set with you?”


	“Lady, I don’t know where this shell of yours is. If I’d known it was going to matter, I’d have kept track of it.”


	She pointed to Carl’s borrowed canoe. “Maybe you’d better start lookin’.”


	Keeping his pistol trained on Luke, Jack considered his options. He had a few, but didn’t like any of them.


	He could do a little shooting, but he could see how that could turn counterproductive. He could do his own search for Carl, but he’d be a stranger looking for someone who’d been stashed away by folks who knew every nook and cranny of the terrain. He could head back and take one of these guys with him, then trade him back for Carl; but Jack had no place to stash him.


	Or he could go back and find the shell, which was one tall order.


	Going back…there was another challenge. He wasn’t Woodsman Jack. The closest he ever wanted to get to outdoor life was a copy of Field & Stream.


	“I don’t know the Everglades,” he said. “I’ll get lost out there.”


	Semelee laughed, a musical sound, void of harshness or derision.


	“No, you won’t. The drought ain’t left too many wet channels. Every time you come to a fork, just take the eastmost. It ain’t all that far.”


	“And if I do find this shell, how will I let you know?”


	“Easy. Just stand outside you daddy’s house and say, ‘I found the shell.’ I’ll hear you.”


	Jack didn’t think she was lying, and that gave him the creeps.


	“All right,” he said. “I’ll go.” He hated to leave without Carl, but he’d be back. He also hated leaving without satisfying the reason he’d come here in the first place. “But I want to know something before I go: What have you got against my father?”


	Semelee looked away, then back to him. “Nothin’.”


	“Like hell. You folks tried to kill him the other night, and somehow sicced that freaky alligator on him yesterday. Let me ask you: What did he ever do to you?”


	“We ain’t after him,” she said.


	Jack caught Luke giving her a sharp look, but she didn’t see it.


	“Why don’t I believe that?” Jack said.


	She shrugged. “That’s up to you. But I tell you true, your daddy ain’t got nothin’ to fear from us.”


	“How about me?” Jack said. “What happens when I turn my back on you and your clan?”


	“Nothin’. You can’t find me my shell if you’re dead, now, can you.” She turned to the clan. “Ain’t that right, fellers.” They looked at one another but didn’t say much. Semelee’s expression turned fierce. “Ain’t that right ? Cause I hate to think what would happen to anybody who stopped this man from doin’ what I need him to do.”


	Jack saw a lot of uneasy, fearful expressions as the men nodded and lowered their weapons.


	What kind of hold did she have on them? What could that slim little woman threaten them with?


	Taking a breath and hoping he wasn’t making a mistake, Jack holstered the Glock and walked back to the canoe. He stepped into the water, pushed off, and slid in. A couple of pulls got the engine going. He putted away, propelled by the weight of dozens of eyes on his back.
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	“Why’d you let him go?” Luke said.


	Semelee stood on the bank and watched Jack’s retreating form as he turned the canoe left and disappeared around the bend.


	“Told you why.”


	“You believe him?”


	She could hear lots of anger in his voice. She knew he was jealous, but she figgered his pride had got hurt bein’ on the wrong end of Jack’s gun.


	“Yeah, I do.”


	She wasn’t sure why, but she had the feeling that he’d thought there was only one shell until she told him otherwise.


	“You’re actin’ like a fool, Semelee. We coulda gone lookin’ for that eye-shell ourselfs.”


	“Yeah? Like where? Like how? We can’t go to the hospital and ask about it when I wasn’t supposed to be there in the first place. We can’t search his daddy’s place like he can.”


	“We coulda tried. Way it stands now we ain’t never gonna see him or your other eye-shell again.”


	“Oh, we’ll see him again…one way or the other.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“Didn’t you hear him? He said he promised Carl he’d get him back home. If he finds the shell he’ll be back to make the trade. But even if he don’t find it he’ll be comin’ for Carl. He’ll take him home again or spread a whole lotta hurt tryin’.”


	Luke snorted. “What makes you think you know so much about him? You ain’t spoke to him but twice.”


	She turned to him. “Let me tell you somethin’, Luke. That’s a man who keeps his promises.”


	She’d seen that in his eyes. Not a lick of fear, just stubborn as all get out. And that made him all the more special. Brave and loyal, two traits any woman wanted in a man. But Jack wasn’t just any woman’s man. He was destined to be hers.


	The way things was fallin’ into place…it was like it was all part of a plan. His daddy gets chosen to die, but he don’t. He lives and that brings Jack down here where he and Semelee can meet and be together. She lost an eye-shell, but now Jack was gonna find it, and that was gonna bring them even closer together.


	“What do you need that other eye-shell so bad for anyway?” Luke said. “You been doin’ all right with just the one.”


	“No, I ain’t. Ain’t the same. Much harder to keep control and see where I’m goin’. I need the two of them.”


	“Awright awright. But you was kiddin’ bout layin’ off his daddy, right?”


	“Wrong. We ain’t interested in his daddy no more.”


	“But Se me—”


	“We got us a new target.”


	She didn’t know how, but Jack had somehow connected her and the clan to what had happened to his daddy. If his daddy got killed, he’d blame her, and that might keep them apart and wreck their destiny. No, she had a better victim, someone who needed killin’.


	Luke was starin’ at her. “Who?”


	“The old lady. She’ll be takin’ daddy’s place.”


				*
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	How was he going to find that damn shell?


	The question plagued Jack as he drove toward Novaton.


	Semelee had been right: It hadn’t been all that hard to find his way back to the real world. He’d left the canoe beached by the air-boat dock and headed toward town. The clouds persisted but hadn’t dumped drop one of rain.


	Where to start? The hospital was the obvious place, but Dad had checked himself out almost twenty-four hours ago. Jack was sure the room had been stripped and scrubbed by now. Probably even had a new occupant. That meant he might have to go pawing through the hospital’s Dumpsters.


	He shook his head. Maybe if he had half a dozen people helping him they might—just might —come up with that shell. He doubted it.


	He decided that before he gave the hospital another thought, he’d check out his dad’s place. Maybe by some freaky turn of good luck the shell had wound up there. But again, the chances—


	If nothing else, he could get out of these sodden sneakers.


	He’d stopped at a red light. A dump truck was turning in front of him, going the opposite way. He wouldn’t have given it a second thought except for the insignia on the door of the cab. It looked like a black sun…a shape that might be mistaken for the head of a black flower.


	Jack would have hung a U right there if he’d been in the left lane. Instead he had to cut through two parking lots to turn himself around. By the time he was heading north, the truck was out of sight. Racing along as best he could in the Friday afternoon traffic, trying to catch up, he almost missed the truck parked in a Burger King lot.


	Jack pulled in next to it and got out. It had been backed diagonally across two spaces at the rear of the lot where it was out of the way. The cab was empty but the big diesel engine was running. He checked out the logo—definitely a black sun. And beneath it: Wm. Blagden & Sons, Inc.


	He walked around it. It sure as hell looked big enough to inflict heavy damage on any car, even a Grand Marquis. He wondered what the left end of the front bumper looked like.


	Jack stopped and stared at the dent in the fender…and the streaks of silver paint ground into its black surface.


	“Can I help you with something?” said a voice behind him.


	Jack turned to find a prototypical truck driver—big cowboy hat, big gut, big belt buckle, big boots—walking his way with a bag of burgers in one hand and a travel mug of coffee in the other.


	“Yeah,” Jack said. “Just admiring the ding in your fender here.” A euphemism; the “ding” was a deep dent. “Looks pretty fresh.”


	“It is. Best I can figure it must’ve happened Monday night when the truck was stolen.”


	“Stolen? No kidding? By who?”


	The driver unlocked the door to the cab, put the burgers and coffee inside, then shrugged.


	“Damned if I know.” He rubbed his weather-beaten face. “Never happened to me before. After she got the first part of her load Monday evening, I locked her up and hit the hay. I got up the next morning and she was gone. Couple hours after I reported her missing the cops found her in a liquor store parking lot. I was so glad to get her back—I mean, you don’t know what kind of shit was gonna come down on me if she was gone for good—that I didn’t notice the ding till later.”


	“You report it to the cops?”


	“No. Why?”


	“Because your rig might have been involved in a hit and run.”


	His eyes narrowed. “You a cop or something?”


	“Nope. Just an interested party.” He saw the questioning look on the trucker’s face. “My dad’s car took a wallop early Tuesday morning.”


	“He okay?”


	“Luckily, yeah.”


	“Good.” He hauled himself into the cab. “Because I can’t hang around for no investigation. I ain’t running or nothing, but I got a schedule to keep.”


	“I hear you,” Jack said.


	He thought about stopping him but decided against it. If his story was true—and Jack sensed it was—what good would it do? If he hadn’t reported his truck stolen, Jack could call Hernandez and the Novaton cops would pick him up.


	Of course, the reported theft could have been a cover, but Jack doubted that.


	As the cab door slammed shut, Jack said, “What’re you hauling?”


	“Sand.”


	“Where to?”


	“North Jersey.”


	Jersey? Jersey was loaded with sand.


	“What the hell for?”


	The driver shrugged. “I don’t set up the jobs or choose the loads; I just get it where it wants to go.”


	Then Jack remembered Luke saying something about Semelee sucking all the sand out of the cenote and selling it. Could this be…?


	“Where’d you get the sand?”


	Another shrug. “It got boated in from somewheres in the swamp. That’s all I know.”


	With that he threw the truck into first and headed for the exit.


	Jack watched him go. He made a mental note of the company name. Wm. Blagden & Sons. He might look them up when he got back north, maybe find out who’d hired them. Shipping sand from a Florida nexus point to New Jersey…he couldn’t imagine the reason, but it couldn’t be good.


	He started back toward his car. At least now he knew what had hit his father’s Marquis. And he had a pretty good idea who had been driving it.


	But he still didn’t know why. Had a pretty good idea about that too, and hoped to nail that down this afternoon.


				*
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	By the time Jack reached Gateways South he’d stopped at a local hardware store for a roll of duct tape, then called the Novaton Police where he reached Anita Nesbitt. After a quick check she told him that, yes, on Tuesday morning a dump truck had been reported stolen during the night and was found shortly thereafter.


	Okay. So Wm. Blagden & Sons, Inc., was covered.


	Jack parked in the cul-de-sac and hurried into his father’s place.


	His father was watching TV. Classic ESPN was running the 1980 Wimbledon slugfest between Borg and McEnroe. McEnroe was screaming at himself for missing a bullet passing shot.


	He looked up at Jack and grinned. “Right about now I bet McEnroe wishes Borg had never been Bjorn.”


	Normally Jack would have groaned, but a bad pun was a good sign. His father loved puns. He was getting back to normal.


	He looked down at Jack’s muddy sneakers and still-wet jeans. “What happened to you?”


	“Took a little boat trip.”


	“You went boating? Why didn’t you tell me? I would have—”


	“It wasn’t exactly a pleasure trip. Look, Dad, do you remember seeing a little black shell in your hospital room?”


	He frowned. “No. When would this have been?”


	“I found it the day before you woke up. It was black, oblong, had a little hole drilled in the hinge.”


	Please remember. Please…


	Dad was shaking his head. “Sorry. Never saw anything like that.”


	Jack suppressed a groan. He’d have to try the hospital next.


	Hospital…Jack remembered the plastic bag of sundries that Anya had thrown together as his father was signing himself out. He knew it wasn’t in his car. Had he brought it in?


	“Did you see a bag of goodies from the hospital? You know, toothpaste, mouthwash—”


	“Oh, that. I threw it out.”


	“You didn’t see a shell in there?”


	“I didn’t really look. I mean, I glanced inside but I don’t use any of those brands so I tossed it out.”


	Maybe…maybe…Jack didn’t want to get his hopes up.


	“Where? In the kitchen?”


	“Well, yes, at first. But this morning I tossed the kitchen bag into the can out back. Look, what’s so important—?”


	Jack didn’t wait for him to finish. He dashed outside and around to the back porch. The green plastic garbage can sat to the left on a small concrete slab. Just his luck, Friday would be garbage pickup day and the shell—if it was in there—was on its way to the county dump.


	But no. The can was empty except for one white plastic bag. Jack untied the top and poked around until he found the bag from the hospital. He yanked it out and pawed through the sample-size toiletries. He sent out a silent prayer to the patron saint of garbage that he’d find the shell within, but it wasn’t looking good…


	And then he reached the bottom and felt something hard and rough edged. He pulled it out—


	“Yes!”


	He had it. Now Carl could come home. But first Jack had to arrange an exchange. He shook his head. A shell for a human being…what kind of a deal was that?


	What had Semelee told him to do? Stand outside his father’s house and announce that he’d found it. Riiiight. But she’d said she’d hear him, and she probably could. Jack’s Doubting Thomas days were over. Anything goes.


	“Okay,” he said aloud, feeling foolish but forcing himself to go on. “I’ve found the shell. Did you catch that? I’ve found it. Tell me how we make the trade.”


	Now what? He supposed he’d have to wait until Semelee got in touch with him.


	Pocketing the shell, he turned and found Dad staring at him through the back porch jalousies. He wore the same perplexed expression as when Jack had unpacked those stuffed animals from Abe. Maybe more perplexed this time.


	Probably thinks I’m doing drugs.


	“Hi, Dad.”


	“Are you okay, Jack?”


	No, he thought. I’m not. Someday I’d like to be, but at the moment…


	“I’m fine.”


	His father pushed open the porch door. “Come back in this way. It’s shorter.”


	Jack took a step toward the porch, then remembered again that it was Anya who’d packed up the bag. Had she known…?


	He glanced toward her place and noticed a figure stretched out on a lounge in the front yard.


	“Be with you in a minute,” he said. “I want to say hello to Anya.”


	As Jack crossed onto the green grass, Oyv trotted up to meet him, wagging his tail in welcome. The dog escorted him toward Anya, but Jack slowed, letting Oyv pull ahead as he noticed that Anya was topless.


	She lay face down on a towel on the lounge cushion, dressed only in lime-colored Bermuda shorts, baking her bare back in the afternoon sun. He was about to turn away when he noticed a pattern of red marks on her exposed skin. He took a step closer and…


	Jack bit his upper lip. They looked like burn marks…and crisscrossing her skin between them were thin, angry red lines, as if someone had been stubbing out cigarettes on her back and then whipping her with a fine lash.


	Jack wanted to turn away, but couldn’t. He had to stay and stare, horrified, yet fascinated.


	Anya’s voice startled him.


	“A map of my pain,” she said without looking up. “See what he does to me?”


	“Who?”


	“You know. The Adversary. The One.”


	Oh, yeah. The One…whose True Name Jack wasn’t supposed to know.


	“But how? Why?”


	“I’ve told you the why: Because I hinder his path. As to the how…he has many ways, and they are all written here, on my back.”


	“But how do those burns, those cuts get there?”


	“They simply appear. They map his efforts to destroy me.”


	Jack shook his head to clear it. “I’m not following. What is he doing to destroy you?”


	“Help me with this towel,” she said. “Fold the ends over my back.”


	Jack did as she asked, allowing her to wrap the towel around her upper torso as she rose to a sitting position.


	“Talk to me,” Jack said.


	Anya shook her gray head. “You have your own concerns. Those you should be worrying about. And besides, what can you do to help? Nothing. This I must face on my own.”


	“Try me.”


	He liked this old lady. He wanted to help her, do something to lighten her load.


	“It’s all right, Jack. The sun makes it feel better. The rays don’t heal me, but they lessen the pain.” She rose to her feet. “I’m going in to lie down.”


	“Are you okay?”


	“I’m better than I was this morning and I’ll be even better by tonight.”


	“Will you be up for drinks later? We’ll do it at my father’s place this time.”


	She shook her head. “Not tonight. But tomorrow definitely.”


	Jack watched her and Oyv enter the leafy interior of her house, then, feeling sad and angry and helpless, he turned away.


				*
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	Jack had lounged around with his father, dodging questions about the toys and the shell until his father nodded off in his recliner. An afternoon nap—one of the great pleasures in life. But Jack couldn’t indulge today. He had to wait for word from Semelee.


	But that wasn’t the only matter on his afternoon schedule.


	He stepped into his father’s bedroom and dialed Ramsey Weldon’s office. He learned from the receptionist that Mr. Weldon was on another line. Would he care to leave a message?


	“No. When can I call back?”


	“Well, he’ll probably be leaving in a half hour or so.”


	Jack thanked her, hung up, then went out to his car.


	The duct tape he’d bought earlier sat on the front seat in a flimsy white plastic bag emblazoned with the Novaton Hardware logo. He snatched it up, bag and all. As he was closing the door he spotted an envelope on the floor by the passenger seat. He picked it up and checked the contents.


	Carl’s five hundred dollars.


	He’d trusted Jack enough to leave it in the car for safekeeping. He’d also trusted Jack to bring him back.


	“I’ve got your damn shell,” Jack said aloud. “I’m ready to trade.”


	He glanced at his watch. Couldn’t wait around here any longer. He set off on a stroll toward the administration building.


	This time he could walk in the open and say hello to passers-by instead of ducking into the bushes every time someone approached. When he reached the parking lot, his heart gave a kick when he didn’t see Weldon’s Crown Imperial, but eased back when he spotted a ’57 DeSoto in Weldon’s space. This guy had some neat cars.


	Jack strolled over to it. A four-door Firedome with a glossy turquoise body, white roof and side panels, big chrome bumpers, whitewall tires, and those fins—humongous wedge-shaped projections, each fitted with a vertical row of three rocketlike red lights that made the car look like a spaceship. Jack peered inside. White-and-turquoise upholstery and a dash-mounted rearview mirror.


	What was wrong with Detroit—or Japan or Germany, for that matter? Why the hell didn’t they make cars like this anymore?


	He hung around the DeSoto, studying it from every angle for what seemed like forever before Weldon showed up. He wore a pale beige silk suit today, so pale it was almost white.


	“Another beauty, Mr. Weldon,” he said.


	Weldon grinned. “Tom’s son, right? Jack?”


	“You’ve got a good memory.”


	“And you’ve got excellent taste in cars. How’s your father?”


	“Doing great. He came home yesterday.”


	Weldon’s cheek twitched. “Really? I had no idea. Why didn’t anyone tell me?”


	“I don’t think anyone else knows.” Jack ran his fingers lightly along the DeSoto’s right front fender. “Say, would you mind giving me a little ride in this baby?”


	Weldon shook his head. “I’d love to, but I’ve got to get straight home.”


	Jack opened the door and slipped into the passenger seat. “That’s okay. Just drive me to the front gate and I’ll walk back. I need the exercise.”


	Weldon didn’t look happy about it, but Jack hadn’t left him much choice.


	The interior was like a furnace. Jack cranked down his window as Weldon fired her up and backed out of his space.


	“Smooth ride,” Jack said once they were rolling.


	“Torsion-Air suspension.”


	Jack watched him closely as he asked the next question. “You ever hear of a woman named Semelee?”


	Weldon’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, whitening the knuckles. His right cheek twitched as it had before.


	“No, can’t say as I have. Is she one of our residents?”


	“Nope. Too young for Gateways. Lives out in the Glades with a bunch of funny looking guys. She’s got this snow white hair. You’d remember her if you ever met her. You sure you don’t know her?”


	Weldon looked ready to jump out of his skin and his forehead was beaded with sweat. It was hot in the car, but not that hot.


	“Quite sure,” he said.


	“You’re sure you’re sure?”


	“Yes! How many times do I have to tell you that?” He began to brake. “Well, here’s the gate. I hope you enjoyed—”


	“Keep driving.”


	“I told you. I have to—”


	Jack pulled out the Glock and held it in his lap, pointed in the general direction of Weldon’s gut.


	“You’ll be in a world of gut-shot hurt if this happens to go off. Think Reservoir Dogs. So keep driving. We haven’t finished our chat. Smile and wave to the nice guard. That’s right. Now…let’s head out to where my father had his accident.”


	“Where’s that?” Now Weldon was really sweating.


	“You don’t know? Pemberton and South Road.”


	“But there’s nothing out there.”


	“I know.”


	“This is illegal, this is carjacking, it’s kidnapping, it’s—”


	“It’s happening. Relax. Don’t fight it and we’ll have a nice ride.”


	“If you want the car, take it.”


	“I don’t want the car.”


	“Then…then why are you doing this?”


	Jack let him stew in his juices for a while before responding.


	“Just wanted to ask you what you know about people who’ve been dying at Gateways South.” Weldon opened his mouth to reply but Jack held up a hand to stop him. “I don’t want to hear any bullshit about them being elderly and what can you expect. I’m talking about three spouseless people in excellent health—your own doctor said so—who’ve suffered death by mishap over the past nine months. At a rate of one every three months. I’m sure you know their names: Adele Borger, Joseph Leo, and Edward Neusner.”


	Weldon had turned pale. He looked as if he might be getting sick.


	“Of course I know their names. Those were terrible tragedies.”


	“My father would have made number four, and right on schedule. Know anything about that, Mr. Weldon?”


	“No, of course not. How could I?”


	That did it. Jack looked around, saw no other cars in sight. This was as good a place as any.


	He made Weldon pull over, then he got out and made him slide to the passenger side—easy with the bench seat.


	“Now, put your hands behind your back.”


	“W-w-what are you going to do?”


	“I’m g-g-gonna tape your wrists together.”


	“No!”


	Jack grabbed a handful of Weldon’s longish dark hair. “Look. We can do this the easy way—which is you doing what I tell you—or the hard way, which means I have to shoot you in the hip or through the thigh or something equally messy and bloody and keep on doing that until you cooperate. Me, I don’t like getting splattered with blood. The stains are almost impossible to get out. So I prefer neat and easy to messy and bloody. How about you?”


	Weldon sobbed and put his hands behind his back.


	Jack duct taped his wrists together, then his knees, then his ankles. That done, he took over the driver seat and put the DeSoto back in motion. He pointed it toward town and kept hammering at Weldon about the three dead folks, his father, and Semelee. Weldon kept stonewalling him. Finally Jack pulled up before the locked gates to the limestone quarry.


	“So,” he said. “You don’t know nuttin’ ’bout nuttin’, is that it?”


	“Please. I don’t. Really. You’ve got to believe me.”


	Jack didn’t.


	“This is going to hurt me almost as much as it hurts you.”


	With that he gunned the DeSoto and rammed it against the gates. Weldon cried out as the chain snapped and the gates flew back.


	“The bumpers! The chrome!”


	Jack turned the car left onto the steep grade of the narrow road that ran down into the pit. A rough limestone wall loomed to his left. He didn’t want to do it—he hated himself for doing it—but forced his hands to turn the steering wheel and drag the left side of the car against the stone.


	“My God, no!” Weldon cried.


	“Sorry.” And he was.


	As they reached the bottom of the quarry Jack didn’t quite make the turn, ramming the front end into an outcropping of stone. The impact stopped the car short, hurling Weldon off the seat and into the dashboard. Without a seat belt or his hands to protect him, he hit hard, then flopped back against the seat.


	“Whoa,” Jack said. “That must have hurt. But probably just a fraction of what my father felt when that truck clocked his car out on South Road.” He looked around. “Let’s see. We’ve remodeled the left side, let’s see what we can do with the right.”


	Between getting a taste of what his dad had gone through that night and realizing what he was doing to this beautiful, classic, innocent car, Jack was having trouble keeping his tone light.


	“No, please!” Weldon screamed.


	Jack accelerated and rammed the right front end against another outcropping. Once again Weldon went flying forward, this time hard enough to catch his chest on the dashboard and his head against the windshield. He wound up on the floor instead of the seat.


	Weldon was sobbing now. “Okay, okay. I’ll tell you about it, but you’re not going to believe it.”


	“Try me.” Jack threw the on-the-column automatic shift into neutral and set the emergency brake. “You’d be amazed at what I can believe.”


	Weldon struggled back into his seat. A blue-black goose egg was swelling under the hair that hung over on his forehead. He held his back-tied hands toward Jack.


	“Please?”


	Jack pulled out his Spyderco folder and slit the tape. He left the knife open and in hand.


	“Don’t get any ideas. Now talk.”


	Weldon sagged back. His neck bowed against the top of the backrest as he looked at the ceiling.


	“It was just about this time last year that the white-haired woman you mentioned, Semelee, called me with this crazy story, a demand that Gateways make sacrifices to the Everglades. Figuring this was some clumsy sort of local shakedown I asked her what kind of sacrifices. She said…human.”


	He glanced at Jack. If he was expecting to see shock or incredulity, he was disappointed. Jack had half expected something like this.


	“And you laughed her off.”


	“Of course. Wouldn’t you? It was ridiculous. Or so I thought then. But she wouldn’t quit. She kept calling me, at the office, at home, on my cell phone, going on about how Gateways South had encroached too near the ‘lagoon’—I still don’t know what lagoon she was talking about—and that the Everglades was angry and demanded sacrificial victims. Four a year. Ridiculous, right? But she kept after me, saying that I, as head of Gateways, must make the offering. By that she meant, choose the victim. All I had to do was point out a resident and the lagoon would do the rest. If I didn’t, the lagoon would choose one for me—from my own family.”


	“And so you caved.”


	“No. At least not yet. As soon as she threatened my family, I went to the police. Since I had only a voice on the phone, and couldn’t tell them what she looked like or where she lived, all they could do was keep an eye out for her and do regular patrols past my house.”


	“And I take it that didn’t work.”


	Weldon shook his head. “That same night, my son was bitten by a brown recluse spider and had to be rushed to the hospital—he was only three and almost lost his arm. And right there, in Kevin’s hospital room, the woman calls me on my cell phone and says this was just a warning. Had I changed my mind? I hung up but she called right back and asked me if my daughter was afraid of snakes. And if not, she should be.” Weldon rubbed a hand over his face. “I’ve got to tell you, that spooked me. I don’t know how she knew about the spider bite, I don’t know how she got a brown recluse close enough to my son to bite him, but I was really spooked.”


	Jack couldn’t blame him. He knew how he’d felt when Vicky had been threatened.


	“Did you go back to the cops?”


	“What for? I couldn’t tell them any more then than before. So I took matters into my own hands. I packed up my wife and both kids and sent them to stay with my in-laws in Woodstock, right outside Atlanta. I figured putting them hundreds of miles away in a different town, a different state, would keep them safe.” He shook his head. “The very first day there Laurie was bitten by a copperhead and almost died. After spending a week up north, waiting for Laurie to be released from the hospital, I finally returned home—alone, because I couldn’t bear the thought of bringing them back here until I’d dealt with this woman.”


	“Obviously you didn’t succeed.”


	“Not for lack of trying. When I got home I found this young woman with white hair waiting in my backyard. She was sitting with her back to me, holding her hands up to her face, and in an instant I knew who she was. I grabbed the revolver I keep in the top of our bedroom closet and went out to her. I was going to shoot her, so help me, I was, but as soon as I raised the pistol I was attacked by a swarm of bees and—”


	“Killer bees?”


	Weldon nodded. “Only they didn’t sting me enough to kill me. They concentrated on my face and my gun hand and didn’t let up until I’d dropped it. Then she turned and I saw her face for the first time. I was surprised that she was so young. From her white hair I’d assumed she’d be some old witch, but she was young and—”


	“Not bad looking. I know.”


	“You’ve met her then. How did you—?”


	“Let’s stick to you. What did you do then?”


	“What could I do? She told me I already had two strikes against me. I still remember her words: ‘Strike three and your wife is out.’ What else could I do? Tell me you would have done any different.”


	“My approach to settling problems differs a bit from the average.”


	“I don’t know how, but this woman somehow controls snakes, insects, birds, and who knows what else? Don’t you see the position I was in?”


	Jack stared at Weldon. No question, the guy had been thrust into an appalling situation: Finger a relative stranger for death or lose a family member. A no-brainer, but also a no-win.


	“I see that a man has to put his family before strangers, which is regrettably acceptable. But when one of those strangers is my father, we have a problem.” Jack jabbed the knife blade at Weldon’s face, stopping the point an inch from his nose. “We have even more of a problem when it becomes clear that you took an awful predicament and used it to turn a quick buck.”


	“I did no such thing!”


	Weldon cowered back, pressing himself against the door as the knife point touched the tip of his nose.


	“Now’s not the time for lies, bozo.” Jack was doing his best to check his flaring rage. “I could go along with you doing what you had to if you’d picked out the sickest Gateways folks, the ones with the shortest life expectancy. But you didn’t do that. Instead you picked ones who were not only the healthiest, but were unattached, guaranteeing that their homes would go back on the market years, maybe even a decade or two before their natural time.”


	“No!”


	“Yes!” The word hissed through Jack’s teeth. “Yes, you son of a bitch! You fingered people whose deaths would turn you a profit! And one of them was my father!”


	Weldon’s face crumpled. His eyes squeezed shut and he began to sob.


	“I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”


	“Three innocent people are dead and my father was put in a coma, and that’s all you can say?” He wanted to drop the knife and throttle him. “Get out!”


	Weldon looked at him. “What?”


	“Get out, you pathetic bastard. Out before I cut you.”


	Weldon fumbled behind him for the latch. As the door swung open, Jack raised his right leg and kicked him. Hard.


	“Out!”


	Weldon fell out the door and landed on his back in the limestone powder and rubble. Without bothering to close the door, Jack threw the DeSoto into gear and hit the gas. He gunned the car into a tire-spinning turn, then raced back toward where Weldon was staggering to his feet. He let him scramble out of the way. Despite Jack’s dark urge to maim, maybe even kill the man, Weldon wasn’t worth the hassle.


	He tore up the steep roadway out of the pit and onto the street. He knew Weldon wouldn’t be going to the police about this; he’d fear it would draw a loot of unwanted attention to the deaths at Gateways. Let him find his own way home.


	As he passed the trailer park he pulled in. An impulse. He spotted Carl’s junker parked by a mildewed trailer. He got out and checked the door. Locked. He lifted the lid of a garbage can by the steps and found take out containers—KFC, Chinese, Domino’s. He pulled out his wallet as he scoped the area. No one about so he slipped the door latch with his MasterCard. Inside he closed the door behind him and looked around. He wasn’t sure why he was here. Just an urge to know a little more about Carl.


	The air conditioner was off and the trailer smelled faintly of old food and sweat. The kitchen, bathroom, and bedroom lay to the left, the main room to the right. He noticed the disassembled remnants of Big Mouth Billy Bass, the singing fish, on the kitchen counter, neatly stored in a little box. Jack was struck by how clean the place was. Carl had said he loved his little trailer, and it showed.


	In the main room sat a good-size TV. It looked like at least a twenty-seven-incher—pan-o-ramic, one might say. A battered Naugahyde recliner sat before it. The thick Direct TV program guide for September lay open on the seat, marked up with a yellow pen. Jack picked it up and saw that Carl had highlighted Survivor, Fear Factor, Boot Camp, Big Brother…secondhand living.


	But that seemed good enough for Carl.


	Jack shrugged. Whatever gets you through the night…


	But nowhere in the trailer was there a sign of who Carl was. No family pictures, no sign that he had a past. Maybe his past wasn’t anything he wanted to remember.


	Jack stepped out, locked the door, and drove back toward Gateways. He turned off the road and parked in the trees next to the security fence. He noticed other tire tracks nearby. After wiping down the steering wheel, gearshift, door and window handles, he stepped up on the hood and went over the fence.


	Easy. Too easy. Semelee’s clan could do the same with their pickup.


	Semelee…As he walked back to his father’s house he ran the Semelee situation back and forth and sideways through his head, looking for a solution.


	He agreed with Weldon on one point: Semelee seemed to be able to control the swamp creatures. How, Jack didn’t know, but he’d bet it had something to do with the nexus point at the lagoon. She’d used that power to commit perfect murders—“sacrifices,” as she’d put it to Weldon—in plain view without anyone suspecting that a human agent lay behind the attacks. No question in Jack’s mind that she was behind the palmetto swarm and the alligator attack as well.


	She had to be stopped, that much was clear. He had no idea how, but he’d worry about that later. The first thing he had to do was put Carl back in his trailer…his home.


				*
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	“There you are,” Dad said as Jack stepped through the door. He’d obviously awakened from his nap. Looked like he’d showered and shaved too. “Where have you been?”


	“Here and there. Did anyone call or come by while I was out?”


	He shook his head. “No. All quiet. You’re expecting someone?”


	Jack hid his frustration. “Yeah. Sort of.”


	“Well, I need to do some grocery shopping. How about driving me down to the Publix so I can stock up?”


	“How about I give you the keys and stay here? In case that call comes, or someone shows up.”


	“Are you in some sort of trouble, Jack? Because if you are, maybe I can help.”


	Jack laughed and hoped it didn’t sound as forced as it felt. “Trouble? No, not me. But someone I know might be in a little.”


	“What kind?”


	Jack knew he’d been acting strange—at least in his father’s eyes—but he wasn’t used to all these questions, or having his comings and goings noted and commented on.


	This is why I live alone.


	“You might say it’s a kind of family thing.”


	“Do those toys have anything to do with it?”


	“It might come down to that.”


	Dad sighed and dropped into his recliner. “You are the hardest person to talk to, Jack. You were a great kid, but now you’re a stranger. It’s like you don’t want to know me or me to know you. You’ve got this wall around you. Is that my fault? Did I do something…?”


	This was painful. Jack could see the hurt in his father’s troubled eyes.


	“Absolutely not. It’s me. It’s just the way I am.”


	“But it’s not the way you were.”


	Jack shrugged. “People change. You must know that.”


	“No. I don’t. Most people don’t change. Kate didn’t change. And Tom didn’t—although it might not be such a bad thing if he had. But you—you’re a completely different person.”


	Jack could only shrug again. He wanted off this uncomfortable topic.


	“Enough about me. How about you, Dad? How are you getting on down here?”


	His father gave him a long, baffled stare, then shook his head.


	“Me? I guess I’m doing pretty well. I like the climate enough, but…”


	“But?”


	“I don’t know. Sometimes I think I made a mistake moving down here. Sometimes I wonder why I ever left Jersey.”


	“I’d wondered the same thing. So did Kate.”


	“I’ve never been the impulsive sort, but this was an impulse. A Gateways South brochure came in the mail one day and that was it. I took one look and had to be here. The graduated care aspect and the idea of never being a burden appealed to me…appealed to me so much it became an obsession that took hold and wouldn’t let go. I couldn’t get it out of my head that this was the place for me. I sold the old house and reinvested some of the money in this place and…” He spread his hands. “Here I am.”


	“From what Anya told me while you were in your coma, it sounds as if you’ve gotten into the swing of things down here.”


	“I have. I’ve had to. I had it in my head that Kate and Tom would jump at the chance to gather up the grandkids and come down to Florida to visit. But only Kate did that. And only once. Everyone’s so busy these days. So I made a choice: I can sit before the TV and ossify, or get up and about and do things while I still can. I figure I’d rather be a moving target than a stationary one.”


	Target, Jack thought. Helluva word choice, Dad. If you only knew…


	Dad was shaking his head. “But as nice as it is, I still can’t believe I sold the family home and left my kids and grandkids up north to move down here. I know not being a burden was a big part of it, but really…what was I thinking?”


	Something in the words sent a chill through Jack. His father had done something he didn’t quite understand…developed a compulsion to move down here, to this particular development, right outside the Everglades, close to the lagoon where Semelee and her clan lived…


	…close to a nexus point.


	Hadn’t Carl told him that he’d developed a yearning—an “ache,” as he put it—to get back to the place where he’d been born, back to the lagoon…?


	Back to that same nexus point.


	Coincidence?


	He’d been told there’d be no more coincidences in his life.


	Was someone or some thing moving pieces around the board—Jack’s board?


	But wait…Anya had said she’d done part time work addressing brochures. Had she sent one to his father? Had she influenced him to come down here? So she could—what?—protect him?


	Jack’s head spun. One thing he knew was he wanted his father out of here, out of Gateways, out of the whole damn state.


	“Nothing says you can’t go back. In fact, I think you should. I’m sure Jersey’s got a load of graduated care places, if that’s what you want.”


	Dad stood silent a moment, then, “I don’t know. I’d feel like an old fool.”


	“Which is more foolish: admitting you made a mistake and rectifying it, or hanging around a place you don’t like?”


	“When you put it that way…” He shook his head. “I’ll have to think about it.” He clapped his hands. “But no matter what I decide, we have to eat tonight. I’ll run out and get eggs and cheese and some ham. I make a mean omelet. How’s that sound for dinner?”


	“Perfect.”


	With a pang of reluctance, Jack gave him the keys to his rental. He had an urge to go with him, to not let him out on his own unprotected, but Semelee had said he wasn’t a target, and he believed her. She’d had Jack at her mercy—outnumbered and outgunned—when she’d said it, so she’d had no reason to lie.


				*
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	As soon as he was alone, Jack pulled out the toys. He inspected them for repaired seams, found one on each, and slit it open. He removed the sundry weapons Abe had sent him and, armed with a screwdriver and an adjustable wrench, hid them around the house.


	Then he called Gia. She and Vicky and the baby were doing fine.


	“When are you coming home, Jack?” Vicky asked. “I miss you.”


	“I miss you too, Vicks, and I’ll be home as soon as I can. As soon as I know my dad’s okay.”


	He seemed okay now, but it would take a little doing to make sure he stayed that way.


	Still no word from the clan. Jack stepped outside and looked around. The sun lay low over the Everglades, brushing the fringe of the far-off hardwood hummock. He wondered if that was the same hummock that housed the lagoon and his nexus point. If so, he might see these mysterious lights tonight.


	“I’ve got your damn shell!” he shouted into the fading light. “Let’s do this!”


	Then he waited, not really expecting anything, but hoping. After a moment of listening to frogs and crickets, he turned to go back inside. He noticed a light on at Anya’s. Maybe she’d like to come over for dinner.


	His knocks went unanswered, even by Oyv, so Jack stepped around to the side window. There he saw her and Oyv sleeping in front of the TV, in the same positions they’d been in Wednesday night. Again, they looked dead. But he kept watching until he caught Anya taking a breath.


	He was halfway back to the house when he saw his rental car pull into the parking area. He angled that way and arrived in time to carry a couple of the grocery sacks.


	“I picked up some scallions,” Dad said as they were unpacking. “I figured that would add a little extra flavor.”


	“You’ve become a regular Chef Boyardee.”


	“Had to learn some cooking. When you live alone, you can get awful tired of frozen dinners and fast food. And it gives me something to do at night.” He looked at Jack. “Nights are always the hardest.”


	Jack wasn’t sure what to say. He wanted to tell him he was sorry about that but sensed his father wasn’t looking for pity. He’d merely been stating a fact.


	So Jack ducked it. “Hey, want me to slice those scallions?”


	“Sure,” Dad said with a grin. “Think you can slice them nice and fine?”


	He washed them off, then handed Jack a slim knife and a cutting board. Jack positioned himself on the other side of the counter and began slicing.


	“Hey,” Dad said. “You’re pretty handy with that blade.”


	“I’m a super sous chef.” He’d picked up a lot from helping Gia cook.


	“While you’re doing that, I’ll open this bottle of Chardonnay I’ve had in the fridge. Been saving it for a special occasion.”


	“Omelets are a special occasion?”


	“Company is a special occasion, especially when it’s one of my sons.”


	Jack realized then with a pang how lonely his father was.


	“Can I ask you something, Dad?”


	“Sure.” He’d pulled a pale bottle from the refrigerator and was twisting a corkscrew into its top. “Go ahead.”


	“Why didn’t you ever remarry?”


	“Good question. Kate always asked me that, always encouraged me to get into a new relationship. But…” He grabbed two glasses and half filled them. “There’s more where this came from, by the way.”


	Jack got the feeling he was trying to stall, or maybe even evade an answer. He wasn’t going to let that happen.


	“You were saying about not remarrying?”


	He sighed. “Having your mother taken away like that—one moment she’s sitting next to me in the car, next moment there’s blood all over her and no one can save her. She’s…gone. You were there. You knew what it was like.”


	Jack nodded. His knife picked up speed, slicing the scallions faster, harder, thinner.


	Dad shook his head. “I never got over it. Your mother was special, Jack. We were a team. We did everything together. The bond was more than love, it was…” He shook his head. “I don’t know how to describe it. ‘Soul mate’ is such a hackneyed term, but that pretty well describes what she was to me.”


	He pulled a carving knife from a drawer and started dicing the thick slice of cured ham he’d bought.


	“And let me tell you, Jack, the grief over losing someone that close to you, it doesn’t just go away, you know. At least it didn’t for me. Something like that happens and people pepper you with all sorts of platitudes—it got to the point where I wanted to punch out the next person who said, ‘She’s in a better place.’ I almost committed murder on that one. Then there was, ‘At least you had her for a little while.’ I didn’t want her for a little while. I wanted her forever.”


	Jack was moved by the depth of his feeling. This was a side his father kept hidden.


	“If I can use an equally hackneyed phrase: She wouldn’t have wanted you to spend the rest of your life alone.”


	“I haven’t been completely alone. I’ve allowed myself short-term relationships, and I’ve taken comfort in them. But a long-term relationship…that would be like telling your mother she can be replaced. And she can’t.”


	Heavy going here. Jack tossed off the rest of his wine and poured them both some more, all the while trying to think of an adequate response.


	His Dad saved him by pointing the carving knife at Jack’s chest.


	“Your mother,” he said. “That’s it, isn’t it. I’ve always suspected that it made you a little crazy, but now I want to hear it from you. I remember you at the wake and the funeral. Like a zombie, hardly speaking to anyone. You were never a momma’s boy. Far from it. You were closest to Kate. But to see your mother killed by violence, to have her bleeding and dying in your arms…there’s no shame in having a breakdown after what happened. No one should have to go through that. No one.”


	Jack gulped more of his wine. He could feel it hitting him. He’d had nothing to eat since breakfast and the alcohol was jumping directly into his bloodstream. So what? And why not?


	“I agree that no one should have to go through that. But it wasn’t Mom’s death that put me on the road.”


	“What then? It’s driven me crazy for the past fifteen years. What made you disappear?”


	“Not her death. Another death.”


	“Whose?”


	“I was pissed at everyone back then for not finding the guy who’d dropped that cinder block. The state cops were going on about keeping an eye on the overpasses, but it takes a lot of effort to track down someone who commits a random act of violence. And they had better things to do—like ticketing speeders on the Turnpike. God forbid we drive above the limit. And you, you weren’t doing anything but talking about what should happen to the murdering bastard when they caught him. Only it wasn’t a ‘when,’ it was an ‘if’—an ‘if’ that was never going to happen.”


	Jack finished the glass and poured himself some more, killing the bottle.


	Dad looked up from the ham. “What the hell was I supposed to do?”


	“Something. Anything.”


	“Like what? Go out and track him down myself?”


	“Why not?” Jack said. “I did.”


	Oh, shit, he thought. Did I just say that?


	“You what ?”


	Jack raced through his options here. Say never mind and stonewall it? Or go ahead and tell all. Abe was the only other person on earth who knew.


	But now the wine and a cranky, don’t-give-a-shit mood pushed him to let it roll. He sucked in a deep breath.


	Here goes.


	“I tracked him down and took care of him.”


	Jack thought he saw Dad’s hand tremble as he put down the carving knife. His expression was tight, his eyes bright and wide behind his glasses.


	“Just how…I’m not sure I want to hear this but…just how did you take care of him?”


	“I saw to it that he never did anything like that again.”


	Dad closed his eyes. “Tell me you broke his arms, or smashed his elbows.”


	Jack said nothing.


	Dad opened his eyes and stared at him. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Jack…Jack, you didn’t…”


	Jack nodded.


	Dad sidled left to one of the counter stools and slumped on it. He cradled his head in his hands, staring down at the pile of sliced scallions.


	“Oh, my God.” His voice was a moan. “Oh, my God.”


	Here it comes, Jack thought. The shock, the outrage, the revulsion, the moral repugnance. He wished now he could take it back, but he couldn’t, so…


	He walked around the counter, past his father’s bent back, opened the refrigerator, and took out another bottle of wine.


	“How did you know it was him?” Dad said. “I mean, how could you be sure?”


	Without bothering to remove the black lead foil, Jack wound the screw through it and into the cork.


	“He told me. Name was Ed, and he bragged about it.”


	“Ed…so, the shit had a name.”


	Jack blinked. Other than hell and damn, his father had always been scrupulous about four-letter words. At least when Jack was a kid.


	He lifted his head but didn’t look at Jack. “How?” He licked his lips. “How did you do it?”


	“Tied him up and dangled him by his feet off the same overpass. Made him a human piñata for the big trucks going by below.”


	The cork popped from the bottle as Jack remembered seeing Ed swinging over the road, the meaty thunk! as the first truck hit him, then the second.


	Music. Heavy metal.


	Dad was finally looking at him. “That’s why you left, isn’t it. Because you’d committed murder. You should have stayed, Jack. You should have come to me. I would have helped you. You didn’t have to spend all those years dealing with that guilt alone.”


	“Guilt?” Jack said, pouring more wine for both of them. “No guilt. What did I have to feel guilty about? No guilt, no remorse. Send me back in time to relive that night and I’d do the same thing.”


	“Then why on earth did you just take off like that?”


	Jack shrugged. “You want an eloquent, thoughtful, soul-searching answer? I don’t have one. It seemed to make sense at the time. From that moment on the world looked different, seemed like another place, and I didn’t belong. Plus I was disgusted with just about everything. I wanted out. So I got out. End of story.”


	“And this creep, this Ed…why didn’t you call the police?”


	“That’s not the way I work.”


	Dad squinted at him. “Work? What does that mean?”


	Jack didn’t want to go there.


	“Because they’d have carted him off and then let him out on bail, and then let him plead down to a malicious mischief charge.”


	“You’re exaggerating. He’d have done hard time.”


	“Hard time wouldn’t cut it. He needed killing.”


	“So you killed him.”


	Jack nodded and sipped his wine.


	Dad started waving his arms. “Jack, do you have any idea what could have happened to you? The chance you took? What if somebody saw you? What if you’d been caught?”


	Jack opened his mouth to reply, but something in his father’s words and tone stopped him. He was going on about…he seemed more concerned about the possible consequences of the killing rather than the killing itself. Where was the outrage, the middle-class repugnance for deliberate murder?


	“Dad? Tell me you wish I hadn’t killed him.”


	His father pressed a hand over his eyes. Jack saw his lips tremble and thought he was going to sob.


	Jack put a hand on his shoulder. “I never should have told you.”


	Dad looked at him with wet eyes. “Never? I wish you’d told me back then! I’ve spent the last fifteen years thinking he was still out there, unnamed, unknown, some kind of wraith I’d never get my hands on. You don’t know how many nights I’ve lain awake and imagined my hands around his throat, squeezing the life out of him.”


	Jack couldn’t hide his shock. “I thought you’d be horrified if you knew what I’d done.”


	“No, Jack. The real horror was losing you all those years. Even if you’d been caught, you could have pled temporary insanity or something like that and got off with a short sentence. At least then I’d have known where you were and could have visited you.”


	“Better for you, maybe.”


	A jolt in the joint, even a short one…unthinkable.


	“I’m sorry. I’m not thinking straight.”


	Jack still couldn’t believe it. “I killed a man and you’re okay with that?”


	“With killing that man, yes, I’m okay. I’m more than okay, I’m—” He threw his arms around Jack. “I’m proud of you.”


	Whoa.


	Jack wasn’t into hugs, but he did manage to give his dad a squeeze, all the while thinking, Proud? Proud? Christ, how could I have read him so wrong?


	Once again Anya’s words from that first day came back to him.


	Trust me, kiddo, there’s more to your father than you ever dreamed.


	They broke the clinch and backed off a couple of feet.


	Jack said, “If I’d have known you felt that way, I might have asked you for help. I could have used some. And you would have been doing something instead of waiting for the police to do it for you.”


	Dad looked offended. “How do you know I wasn’t doing something? How do you know I didn’t take a rifle and sit in the bushes, watching that overpass, waiting to see if someone would try again.”


	Jack managed to suppress a laugh but not a smile. “Dad, you don’t own a rifle. Not even a pistol.”


	“Maybe not now, but I could have back then.”


	“Yeah, right.”


	They stood facing each other, his father staring at him as if seeing a new person. Finally he thrust out his hand. Jack shook it.


	Dad looked around and said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. Let’s get going on these omelets.”


	“You start the eggs,” Jack said, “and I’ll finish dicing the ham.”


	A good night. A surprising, shocking, revelatory night. Like nothing he could have anticipated.


	He might have enjoyed it even more if he’d managed to bring Carl home. He wondered how the poor guy was doing.
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	Carl looked up at the starry sky, at the misshapen shadows of the surround in trees, at the water in the lagoon, anywhere but at the lights. Leastways he tried not to look. But as much as he wanted to stop it, his gaze kept driftin’ back to the sinkhole…and the lights.


	They’d set him here on the ground, his back against one of the Indian hut support posts. They’d been ready to tie his hands behind him when they remembered that he only had one, so they lashed him to the post with coils of thick rope around his arms and body.


	He’d overheard Semelee mention that Jack had found her shell but how’s it would have to wait till tomorrow. Tonight was too important.


	The air was warm and wet and thick enough to choke a frog—maybe that was why they weren’t peepin’. Even the crickets had shut up. The lagoon and its surroundins was quiet as a grave.


	The lights had started flashin’ a little after dark, strange colors and mixes of colors he never seen nowheres else. That was when it really got crowded around the hole. But there’d been lots goin’ on before that. Luke and Corley and Udall and Erik had been settin’ up some sort of steel tripod over the mouth. It had a pulley danglin’ from the top center where the three legs came together. They threaded a good, long length of half-inch rope through it, then tied that to some sorta chair.


	He kept telling himself, Naw, she ain’t really gonna do that. She ain’t that crazy.


	But come full dark, when the crazy flashin’ colors was lightin’ up the trees and the water, sure enough, Semelee put herself into the chair. She was danglin’ over the hole, with the lights reflectin’ even stranger colors off that silver hair of hers, and then Luke and a couple other guys Carl couldn’t recognize cause their pan-o-ramic backs was to him started lowerin’ her down into the hole.


	After she disappeared he could hear her voice echoin’ up from below.


	“What’re you stoppin’ for? Keep me goin’!”


	Luke called out, “You’re deeper’n you should be already. How much to go till you hit the water?”


	“Can’t see no water. Looks like it all dried up.”


	“Then where’s the bottom?”


	“Can’t see no bottom, just the lights.”


	“That’s it,” Luke said. “I’m haulin’ you up now.”


	“Luke, you do that and I ain’t never gonna speak to you again! You hear that? Never! It’s like nothin’ I could ever dream down here. The lights…so bright…all around me…feels like they’re goin’ through me. This is so cool. You keep on lettin’ out that rope. I want to see where they come from.”


	Carl wasn’t sure of a whole lotta things in life, but he was damn sure that was a real bad idea. He was glad he was back here, away from the lights. He would’ve liked to be even farther, like in his trailer watchin’ TV. He was missin’ all his Friday night shows. But he couldn’t worry about that now. He had to get outta here.


	He’d been us in his hand, workin’ at the knot behind his back, but this was one good knot. When you lived out here in the wilds, specially on the water, you learned how to tie a good knot. But that didn’t keep him from tryin’ to loosen it up.


	“Keep a-goin’!” he heard Semelee call up from the hole, her voice faint and all echoey like.


	Luke shouted, “We’re almost outta rope!”


	“Take me down to the end! As much as you got!”


	Good, Carl thought. They’s all concentrated on her.


	If he could just get this knot loose, he could sneak down to the water and steal a canoe and slip away real quiet like. He could be long gone before anyone noticed. Then he’d—


	He jumped at the sound of a scream, a long tortured sound like someone havin’ their skin tore off—not just a piece, but the whole thing.


	Everbody around the hole started shoutin’ and callin’ and movin’ this way and that. Four-five guys was haulin’ on that rope as fast as they could. Finally they got to the end. Carl caught a peek between the shufflin’ bodies and saw Semelee still in the chair. But she was all slumped over like a piece of fish bait and not movin’ a muscle.


	She looked dead.
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	Semelee heard herself scream and woke up all sweaty and thrashin’.


	Where am I?


	“Semelee! Semelee, are you okay?”


	Luke’s voice…and then his face appeared, hovering over her.


	She sat up, recognized her corner of the Bull-ship, then flopped back.


	“Here,” Luke told her. “Drink this.”


	He tipped a bottle over her mouth and she gulped. Water. Lord, that tasted good.


	She looked around again. “How’d I get here? I don’t remember going to bed. I—”


	“You was down in the lights,” he said.


	The lights! Of course.


	She remembered now. She’d been down in the hole, baskin’ in them strange weird lights like a sun worshipper. But she hadn’t felt strange. She’d felt welcome, more welcome than she’d ever felt in her own home. She remembered wantin’ to tear off her clothes so the rays could go straight to her skin. But she didn’t get the chance…


	Because that was when the voices began.


	Whispers at first, so soft she could barely make them out. Not sounds, really. More like voices in her head, like she was a mental case or somethin’. She wasn’t even sure they was talkin’ to her. Maybe they was jawin’ at each other and their words was passin’ through her head, but she had a feelin’ they was talkin’ to her. She wanted them to be talkin’ to her.


	“What happened to you down there?” Luke said. “You screamed like I ain’t never heard nobody scream, and when we pulled you up you was out cold. I thought you was a goner.”


	Out cold…she jammed her hands against her temples. Damn, she wished she could remember what had happened, and remember more of what them voices had said. She did know she kept hearin’ about ‘the One.’ All sorts of yammerin’ about the One, repeatin’ it over and over again. The One what?


	Suddenly she realized they was talkin’ about a person. The One was preparing the way, everything depended on the One because the One was special.


	Wait, she thought, stiffening as a thrill ran through her. I’m special. I got a power like no one else. And then there’s my name…


	She levered up to a sittin’ position and crossed her legs, Indian style. “Yes!”


	“What is it?”


	“Luke, do you know what my name means?”


	“Y’mean Semelee? It means…it means ‘Semelee.’ Just like Luke means ‘Luke.’”


	“All names mean somethin’. I ain’t got no idea what Luke means, but my momma told me that Semelee means ‘one and only.’ She said she named me that because I was her first and I was a real hard birth, and she wasn’t goin’ through that again. She said I was her first and last kid, her one and only.”


	Luke frowned. “Okay. So?”


	“I heard voices down in that hole and they was talkin’ about ‘the One.’ That has to be me. They was talking about me.” She closed her eyes. Excitement flashed like lectric shocks through her body. “And they kept on sayin’ somethin’ else too.”


	What was it? It was right there, just out of reach…started with an R…but what was the rest?


	And then she had it! The name popped into her head like she’d known it all along.


	A strange name. She’d never heard nothin’ like it before. But then she’d never heard nothin’ like those voices before neither. Was that strange word their name for her, their name for the One? Had to be.


	But who were the voices and what did they mean about “preparing the way”? What was the “everything” that depended on her, the One?


	She had to find out. Maybe she’d learn tonight. But she had to do a couple of things before then. One of them was gettin’ her other eye-shell back. But first…


	“I’m changin’ my name, Luke.”


	He laughed. “That’s crazy! You can’t just change your name anytime you feel like it.”


	“No. I got to. That’s why I was called back here. I thought the lagoon was talking to me when it said it wanted sacrifices, but it wasn’t. It was the lights—or at least the things that live in the lights.”


	“Lay back down, Semelee. You’re talkin’ outta your head.”


	“No.” She pushed him away. “Don’t you see? It was all to bring me here, to this place, at this time—to teach me my True Name. And now that I know it, I’m gonna use it.” She rose to her feet and looked out at the lights still flickering up from the hole into the early morning darkness. “Big changes comin’, Luke, and I’m gonna be part of them, I’m gonna be right at their heart. And if you and the rest of the clan stick by me, we’ll have our day. Oh, yes, Luke, we’ll have our day.”


	“Semelee—”


	“Told you: I ain’t Semelee no more. From this moment on you call me—”


	The name died on her lips. She realized that she mustn’t tell no one her True Name. It was only for her and those closest to her. Luke was close, but not close enough. The man called Jack, the special one…she could tell him maybe, but not right away. He’d have to prove himself worthy first.


	“Call you what?” Luke said.


	“Semelee.”


	Luke stared at her. “Wasn’t you just tellin’ me—?”


	“Changed my mind. I’m goin’ to change my name inside, but outside you can keep callin’ me Semelee.” She rubbed her stomach. “We got anything to eat round here?”


	Luke straightened. “I’ll go check by the fire.”


	As soon as he was gone, Semelee stepped out onto the deck and looked up at the stars wheelin’ above her.


	“Rasalom,” she whispered, lovin’ the way it rolled off her tongue. That was her new name. “Rasalom.”
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	The man who was something more than a man opened his eyes in the darkness.


	His name…someone had spoken his name. Not one of the many he used in the varied identities he assumed for various purposes. No, this had been his True Name.


	He’d been reveling in the continued corporal mutilation of a teenage girl named Suzanne and the spiritual ruination of the family that tortured her.


	Poor Suzanne had been chained to the other side of the wall of this Connecticut home for eleven days now. She had been raped and defiled and tortured and mutilated beyond the point of her endurance. Her mind had snapped. She had no more to give. She was dying. Her brain had shut down all but the most basic functions. She barely felt the corkscrew being wound into the flesh of her thigh.


	But what was so delicious here was the nature of the one twisting the corkscrew: an eight-year-old boy. For it was not simply the pains of the tortured that nourished this man who was something more than a man; the depravity and self-degradation of the torturers were equally delicious.


	He’d returned to this house to bask in the dying embers of a young life’s untimely end.


	But now that was ruined, the delicious glow fading, cooled by a growing anger and—he admitted it—concern.


	Someone had spoken his True Name.


	But who? Only two beings in this sphere knew that name: one was listening for it, and the other dared not speak it. They—


	There! There it was again!


	Why? Was someone calling him? No. This time he sensed that the speaker was not merely saying his True Name, but trying to usurp it.


	Rage bloomed in his brain like a blood-red rose. This was intolerable!


	Where was it coming from? He rose to his feet and turned in a slow circle—once, twice—then stopped. The source of the outrage…it came from there…to the south. He would find the misbegotten pretender there.


	All his plans were progressing smoothly now. After all these centuries, millennia, epochs, he was close, closer than he’d ever been. Less than two years from now—barring interference from those who knew he was the One—his hour, his moment, his time would be at hand.


	But now this. Someone usurping his True Name…


	Never!


	The man who was something more than a man strode away from the house through the dissipating darkness. He had no time to waste. He must head south immediately, trace his True Name to the lips that were speaking it, and silence them.


	He paused at the curb. But what if that was just what someone wanted him to do?


	This could be a trap, set by the one man he feared in this sphere, the only man he must hide from until the Time of Change.


	Back in the days of his first life, when he was closer to the source, he had enormous power; he could move clouds, call down lightning. Even in his second life he could control disease, make the dead walk. But here in this third life his powers were attenuated. Yet he wasn’t helpless. Oh, no. Far from that. And he could not allow anyone to use his True Name.


	He must proceed with caution. But he must proceed. This could not go on.


				*
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	Jack stepped into the front room and found his father fiddling with the French press.


	“Don’t bother, Dad,” Jack told him. “I’ll pick up some coffee and donuts in town.”


	He’d seen a Dunkin’ Donuts the other day and had awakened with a yen for some of their glazed crullers.


	“Donuts? That sounds good. But I don’t mind making coffee. After all, the job has its perks.”


	Jack groaned. “What kind do you like?”


	“A couple of chocolate glazed would be great.”


	Jack headed outside, trying to concentrate on donuts in the hope that would help take his mind off Carl and how he was going to bring him back. The air seemed less humid. Felt like a cool front had come through.


	About time. The relentless heat day after day had been wearing him out. Maybe this was Elvis’s doing. If so, thank you, Big E.


	A mist lay over the saw grass sea stretching away to the distant hummock. The egret was back in the pond, black legs shin deep in the water by the edge, waiting like a snowy statue for breakfast to move and give itself away.


	He headed around the side of his house toward the car. He stopped when he rounded the corner. A woman was seated on the hood of his car. She wore cutoffs and a green tank top. Her white hair had been wound into a single braid. The companion to the shell Jack had found hung at her throat.


	Semelee.


	“About time you showed up,” he said, moving toward her, wary, eyes scanning the surroundings. Had she come alone? “I’ve been standing out here like some kind of nut announcing to the air that I’ve found your shell. I thought you said you’d know.”


	She smiled. “I did know. That’s why I’m here.”


	Jack couldn’t pin it down but she looked different. Her hair was just as white as ever, but her eyes held a strange look, as if she’d peeked through someone’s window and seen something she wasn’t supposed to know.


	That was it. She looked like she’d discovered some sort of secret no one else knew. Or thought she had.


	“Took you long enough.”


	Her smile remained. “I had other things to do.”


	Jack tensed. “Like what? You better not have hurt Carl.”


	“Carl’s fine.” She held out her hand, palm up. “My shell, please.”


	Now it was Jack’s turn to smile. “You’re kidding, right?”


	“No. You give me the shell and I’ll send Carl back.”


	“Not likely.”


	The smile vanished. “You don’t trust me?”


	“Tell you what: You send Carl back, and I’ll give you the shell.”


	“No way.”


	“What? You don’t trust me?”


	Semelee glared at him. “The One don’t lie.”


	Jack stiffened. The One? She’d just mentioned the One.


	“What did you say?”


	“Nothin’.”


	“You called yourself the One. What did you mean by that?”


	“Told you: nothing. Now leave it be.”


	Anya had talked about the One, but she’d indicated that Sal Roma was the One. Was he involved in what was going down here?


	“Do you know a guy named Roma?”


	She shook her head. “Ain’t never heard of him.”


	“Is he the one who got you started on this sacrifice-to-the-swamp kick?”


	Semelee’s eyes widened. She slid off the hood and stepped toward him. “How do you know about that?”


	“Not important. Just tell me: Was it Roma?”


	“Told you: Don’t know no Roma.”


	Jack believed her. “Then who? Who gave you such a crazy idea?”


	“Wasn’t no ‘who.’ It came from the lagoon its own self. If you listen, the lagoon’ll talk to you. Leastways, it talks to me. Told me in a dream that it was pissed off and that Gateways had to pay. Said it would exact a price of four Gateways lives a year and—”


	“Wait-wait. That’s what it said? ‘Exact’?”


	That didn’t sound like it belonged in Semelee’s vocabulary—at least not as a verb.


	“Yeah. ‘Exact.’ Pretty weird kind of talk, doncha think?”


	Jack wondered if it had been a dream at all. It sounded as if someone or something had been influencing her, and he doubted very much it was her lagoon. Much more likely it was an influence from that nexus point within the cenote.


	He said, “You ever hear of something called the Otherness?”


	“Don’t reckon I have,” she said, shaking her head. “Should I?”


	“Never mind.” Just because she hadn’t heard of the Otherness didn’t mean she wasn’t working for it, knowingly or unknowingly. “But why Gateways people? There must be other folks living even closer to your lagoon.”


	“There is, but the lagoon wants Gateways folks. Don’t ask me why, it just does.”


	Jack jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “There’s one Gateways folk in there it’s not going to get. We clear on that?”


	She nodded. “Absolutely. The lagoon’s already done what it set out to do with the sacrifices. There’s still maybe a score to settle, but the sacrifice thing is over.”


	“What score?”


	“That’s between me and the lagoon, but don’t you worry. Your daddy ain’t a part of it.”


	Jack believed her this time, and found relief in the fact that his father was no longer in the clan’s crosshairs. But that was tempered by the knowledge that he’d been replaced by someone else.


	“He’d better not be. And I’d better see Carl pretty soon or I might just lose that shell. Or it might slip out of my pocket as I’m crossing a street downtown. Wouldn’t take long for the traffic to reduce it to powder.”


	Semelee went pale beneath her tan. “Don’t even joke about that.”


	“What’s so important about that shell?”


	Her hand went to the one around her neck. “I’ve had ’em since I was a kid, is all. I just want it back.”


	“And I want Carl back.”


	She sighed. “Looks like we’ll have to put together a swap meet. Bring the shell to the lagoon and—”


	Jack shook his head. “Uh-uh. Bring Carl here.”


	Jack watched Semelee’s hands open wide, then close into tight fists.


	“You’re makin’ this awful hard.” She looked up at the hazy sky, then back to him. “Guess we’ll have to meet somewheres in the middle. You got any ideas?”


	Jack reviewed his trip with Carl and remembered the dry stretch where they’d had to carry their canoe. He mentioned it to Semelee and she knew where it was.


	“Okay,” she said. “We’ll meet there in an hour.”


	Jack looked out at the Everglades and the clinging haze. Semelee seemed on the level but he didn’t know about the rest of the clan. And because of that, he wanted maximum visibility.


	“What say we make it noonish?” he said.


	“Why’re you makin’ me wait so long?”


	“I need the time.”


	“All right. See you then. And don’t be late.”


	She turned and walked off. Jack watched the sway of her hips as she moved away. He missed Gia.


	He was still watching her, wondering how she was going to get out of Gateways, when his father’s voice interrupted him.


	“I hope you’re not really thinking of going through with this.”


	Jack turned to find Dad standing on the porch, staring at him through the jalousies.


	“You heard the whole thing?”


	“Just the end. Enough to know that she’s connected to what happened to me, and probably to the others who’ve been killed. But what was that about Carl? Carl the gardener?”


	“One and the same.”


	Jack gave him a quick overview of what had happened—about the trip to the lagoon, and Semelee and her clan.


	Dad was shaking his head. “You’ve only just got here, Jack. How did you manage to get involved in something like this in just a couple of days?”


	“Lucky, I guess.”


	“I’m serious, Jack. You’ve got to take this to the police and the Park Service.”


	“That’s not the way I do things.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean? This is the second time you’ve said something like that.”


	“It’s plain and simple, Dad: I promised Carl I’d get him back safely. Me. Not the cops, not the park rangers. Me. So that’s how it’s going down.”


	“But you didn’t know the odds against you when you made that promise. He can’t hold you to it.”


	“He’s not,” Jack said. He shook his head. “You wouldn’t understand.”


	Dad rubbed his jaw. “I understand perfectly. And you know, Jack…the better I know you, the more I like you. Carl’s not holding you to your promise…you are. I can respect that. It’s damn foolish, but I have to respect that.”


	“Thanks.”


	How about that? Dad did understand.


	“But you can’t go out there alone. You’re going to need backup.”


	“Tell me about it. Know where I can find any?”


	“You’re looking at him.”


	Jack laughed. Dad didn’t.


	“I’m not kidding, Jack.”


	“Dad, you’re not cut out for that.”


	“Don’t be so sure.” He pushed open the porch door. “Come inside. I need to tell you some things you don’t know.”


	“About what?”


	No matter what he was told, Jack wasn’t taking an accountant in his seventies as backup, especially if that accountant in his seventies was his father.


	“About me.”


				*
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	Inside, Dad handed him a cup of coffee, then, before Jack could ask him what this was about, disappeared into his bedroom. He returned a minute later carrying the gray metal lockbox Jack had found back on Tuesday. He hadn’t expected to see it again, but he was more surprised by what his father was wearing.


	“Dad, are you kidding with that sweater?”


	His father pulled the front of the ancient brown mohair cardigan closer about him. “It’s cold! The thermometer outside my window says sixty-nine degrees.”


	Jack had to laugh. “The Sasquatch look. It’s you, Dad.”


	“Never mind the sweater.” He set the box on the coffee table. “Have a seat.”


	Jack sat across from him. “What’ve you got there?” he said, already knowing the answer.


	Dad unlocked the box and flipped it open. He pulled out an old photo and passed it to Jack: Dad and six other young guys in fatigues.


	Jack pretended to study it, as if seeing it for the first time.


	“Hey. From your Army days.”


	“Army?” His father made a face. “Those clods? These are Marines, Jack. Semper fi and all that.”


	Jack shrugged. “Army, Marines, what’s the diff?”


	“You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever been in the Corps.”


	“Hey, you were all fighting the same enemy, weren’t you?”


	“Yeah, but we fought them better.” He tapped the photo. “These were my wartime buddies.” His expression softened. “And I’m the only one left.”


	Jack looked at those young faces. He pointed to the photo. “What are you all smiling about?”


	“We’d just graduated Corps-level scout-sniper school.”


	Jack looked up from the photo. “You were a sniper?” He’d learned to believe in the unbelievable, but this was asking too much. “My father was a sniper?”


	“Don’t say it like it’s a dirty word.”


	“I didn’t. I’m just…shocked.”


	“Lots of people look on sniping with disdain, even in the military. And after that pair of psychos killed all those folks in the DC area a while back, so does just about everybody else. But those two weren’t sniping. They were committing random murder, and that’s not what sniping is about. A sniper doesn’t go out and shoot anything that moves, he goes after specific targets, strategic targets.”


	
“And you did that in Korea.”


	Dad nodded slowly. “I killed a lot of men over there, Jack. I’m sure there’s plenty of soldiers walking around today who’ve killed more of the enemy—Germans, Japs, North Koreans, Chinese, Vietnamese—in their tours of duty than I did, but they were just shooting at the faceless foreign bodies who were trying to kill them. We snipers were different. We positioned ourselves in hiding and took out key personnel. We could have a hundred, a thousand soldiers milling around just five hundred yards away, but we weren’t interested in the grunts. We were after the officers, the NCOs, the radio men, anyone whose death would diminish the enemy’s ability to mount or sustain an attack.”


	Jack was watching his dad’s face. “Sounds almost…personal.”


	“It does. And that’s what makes people uncomfortable. They feel there’s something cold-blooded about picking out a specific individual in, say, a bivouac area, sighting down on him, and pulling the trigger.” He sighed. “And maybe they’re right.”


	“But if it saves lives…”


	“Still pretty cold-blooded, though, don’t you think. When I started out, if I couldn’t nail an officer or NCO, I’d go after radio men and howitzer crews. But I noticed that whenever I took a guy out, another would pick up the radio or jump in and start reloading the howitzer, and then I’d have to take them out as well.”


	Jack started nodding. “So you began going after their equipment.”


	“Exactly. Know what a .30 caliber hardball will do to a radio? Or to the sights on a howitzer?”


	“I can imagine.” Jack had a very good idea of the damage it could do. “Good for the junk pile and nothing else. You guys were using M1s back then, right?”


	“Not us snipers. I was trained on the M1903A1 with an eight-power Unertl scope, and that’s what I used. Made a couple of thousand-yard kills with that.”


	A thousand yards…three thousand feet…killing someone more than half a mile away. Jack couldn’t imagine that. He tried to keep guns out of his fix-its whenever possible, but when the need arose he had no qualms about using them. Usually it was up close and personal, and never more than twenty-five feet.


	A thousand yards…


	“What kind of round were you shooting?”


	“I got hold of a cache of Match M72s and I hoarded them.”


	Jack wasn’t familiar with the round. “How many grains?”


	Dad’s eyes narrowed. “You shoot?”


	Jack shrugged. “A little. Mostly range stuff.”


	“Mostly?”


	“Mostly.” He didn’t want to get into that. “Grains?”


	“One-seventy-five point five.”


	Jack whistled.


	“Yeah,” Dad said, nodding. “Penetrated eleven inches of oak. Nice little accuracy radius. I loved that round.”


	“Don’t think I’m morbid, but…how many did you kill?”


	Dad closed his eyes and shook his head. “I don’t know. I stopped counting at fifty.”


	Fifty-plus kills…jeez.


	“I thought I was hot stuff,” Dad said, “really making a difference in the fighting, so I kept count at first. But by the time I reached fifty or so it stopped mattering. I just wanted to go home.”


	“How long were you there?”


	“Not terribly long—most of the latter half of 1950. I was shipped into Pusan in August and what a major screw-up that was, mainly because the Army units didn’t do their job. Mid September I was shipped to Inchon where I landed with the Fifth Regiment. By the end of the month we’d fought through to Seoul, recaptured it, and handed it back to the South Koreans. We thought that was it. We’d freed up the country, kicked those NK commies back above the thirty-eighth parallel. Job done, time to go home. But no.”


	Dad drew out that last word in a way that reminded Jack of John Belushi. He rubbed a hand across his face to hide a smile.


	“No, MacArthur had the bright idea of pushing into North Korea so we could reunite the country. And there we found ourselves facing the Red Chinese. What a bunch of crazies they were. No respect for life, their own or anyone else’s, just hurling themselves at us in human waves.”


	“Maybe what was facing them at the rear if they didn’t do as ordered was worse than charging you guys.”


	“Maybe,” Dad said softly. “Maybe.” He seemed to shiver inside his cardigan. “If there’s a colder place on Earth than the mountains of North Korea, I don’t want to know about it. It was chilly in October, but when November rolled around…temperatures in the days would be in the thirties but at night it would drop to minus-ten with a howling thirty-to forty-mile-an-hour wind. You couldn’t get warm. So damn cold the grease that lubricated your gun would freeze up and you couldn’t shoot. Fingers and toes and noses were falling off left and right from frostbite.” He looked up at Jack. “Maybe that’s the deep psychological reason I moved down here: so I’d never be cold again.”


	Christ, it sounded like a nightmare. Jack could see this talk was disturbing his father, but he needed answers to a few more questions. He pointed to the medal case restingin the bottom of the box.


	“What’s in there?”


	Dad looked embarrassed. “Nothing.”


	Jack reached in and snatched up the case. “Then you won’t mind if I open it.” He did, and then held up the two medals. “Where’d you get these?”


	Dad sighed. “The same time and place: November 28th, 1950, at the Chosin Reservoir, North Korea. The Chinese commies were knocking the crap out of us. There seemed no end to the men they were throwing our way. I had a good position when what looked like a couple of companies of reds made a flanking move on the fifth. I’d brought lots of ammo and I took out every officer I could spot. Anyone who made an arm motion or looked like he was shouting an order went down. Every radio I spotted took a hit. Pretty soon they were in complete disarray, all but bumping into one another. It might have been funny if it had been warmer and if my whole division wasn’t being chopped to pieces. Still, they told me I saved a lot of lives that day.”


	“By yourself…you faced down a couple of Chinese companies by yourself?”


	“I had a little help at first from my spotter, but Jimmy took one in the head early on and then it was just me.”


	Dad didn’t seem to take all that much pride in it, but Jack couldn’t help being impressed. This soft-spoken, slightly built man he’d known all his life, who he’d thought of as the epitome of prosaic middle-classdom, had been a stone-cold military sniper.


	“You were a hero.”


	“Not really.”


	Jack held up the Silver Star. “This medal says different. You had to have been scared.”


	“Of course I was. I was ready to wet my pants. I’d been good friends with Jimmy and he was lying dead beside me. I was trapped. They weren’t taking prisoners there, and if I surrendered, God knows what they’d have done to me for killing their officers. So I hung in and figured I’d take as many of them with me as I could.” He shrugged. “And you know, I wasn’t that scared of dying, not if I could go as quickly as Jimmy. I hadn’t met your mother, I had no kids depending on me for support. And at least I wouldn’t be cold anymore. At that moment, dying did not seem like the worst thing in the world.”


	Fates worse than death…Jack understood that. But there was still the Purple Heart to be explained. Jack held it up.


	“And this one?”


	Dad pointed to his lower left abdomen. “Took a piece of shrapnel in the gut.”


	“You always told me that scar was from appendicitis!”


	“No. I told you that’s where I had my appendix taken out. And that’s what they did. When they went in after the shrapnel they discovered it had nicked my appendix, so they removed it along with the metal fragments. Somehow they got me to Hungnam alive, put me on penicillin for a week, and that was the war for me.”


	Jack looked at his father. “Why’d you keep all this hidden? Or am I the only one who doesn’t know?”


	“No, you’re the only one who does know.”


	“Why didn’t you tell me sooner, like when I was eight, or ten?”


	As a kid it would have been so cool to know he had a father who’d been a Marine sniper. And even as an adult, he’d have had a whole different perspective on his Dad.


	My father, the sniper…my father, the war hero…yow.


	Dad shrugged. “I don’t know. When I was finally sent home, I realized how many of my buddies weren’t going with me. Their families would never see them again. And then I got to thinking about all the NKs and Red Chinese I’d killed who wouldn’t be going home to their families, and it made me a little sick. No, make that a lot sick. And the worst of it was, beyond getting a lot of good men killed, we didn’t accomplish a goddamn thing by pushing north of the thirty-eighth. So I just put it all behind me and tried not to think about it.”


	“But you kept the medals.”


	“You want them? Keep them. Or throw them away. I don’t care. It was the photos I kept—I didn’t want to forget those guys. Somebody should remember them. The rest just happened to come along for the ride.”


	Jack dropped the medals into the little case and returned it to the strongbox.


	“You keep them. They’re part of who you were.”


	“And you might say they’re part of who I still am. That’s why I’ll be backing you up when you go out there to get Carl back.”


	“No way.”


	“Jack, you can’t go out there alone.”


	“I’ll think of something.”


	Dad sat silent a moment, then said, “What if I can prove to you that I still have it? Please, Jack. I want to do this with you.”


	His father was practically begging Jack to take him along. But damn…it could turn ugly, and then what? He’d never forgive himself if the old guy got hurt.


	Still, he felt he owed him a chance.


	“Okay, Dad. You’re on—for a test run. How are we going to work this?”


	His father’s eyes were bright behind his glasses. “I think I know a way.”


				*
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	The sign shouted DON’S GUNS &AMMO in big red letters—peeling red letters—with Shooting Range below it in smaller black print.


	“This must be the place,” Jack said as they pulled into the sandy lot on a rural road in Hendry County.


	Only one other car, an old Mercedes diesel sedan, in sight. Probably the owner’s. Opening time was 9:00 A.M. and it was after ten now. Jack figured there probably would be lots more activity once hunting season started, but at the moment he and Dad seemed like the only customers.


	They went inside. Behind the counter they found a slim guy with salt-and-pepper hair and mustache. His lined face made him look sixtyish, maybe even older.


	“Are you Don?” Dad said, extending his hand.


	“That’s me.”


	“We called about the M1C.”


	They’d made a lot of calls to a lot of gun shops—amazing how many there were in Florida—and not one of them had a M1903A1. But this place said it had an old M1C. Close enough, Dad had said. Hendry County was a good ways north of Gateways, but they’d had no other options.


	Don smiled as he lifted the rifle leaning against the wall behind him and laid it on its side, bolt handle up.


	“One M1C Garand, coming up. Heavy sucker. Gotta weigh a dozen pounds. But it’s fully rigged—still has the original scope and flash hider.”


	“I see that,” Dad said.


	Jack was seeing a beat-up piece of junk: The dried-out wooden stock was scratched and dinged and gouged, the metal finish worn, and the whole thing looked like it had just received its first dusting in years.


	Dad picked up the rifle and hefted it. In one seamless move he raised it to his shoulder and sighted down the scope.


	“Never liked the M82 scope. Never liked the way it was mounted, and only two-and-a-half power. The Unertl I used was an eight.” He looked at Jack. “This was the Army’s sniper rifle for a while. Couldn’t hold a candle to the M1903A1, if you ask me.”


	“If you really want to shoot that thing,” Don said, “I can sell you a much better scope.”


	Dad shook his head. “I qualified on this as well as the 1903. It’ll have to do. But will it shoot?”


	Don shrugged. “Got me there. I’d forgotten I had it until you called. That thing’s been here so long, I can’t remember when I bought it or who from.”


	“What do you want for it?”


	Don pursed his lips. “I’ll let it go for twenty-five hundred.”


	“What?” Jack said.


	Dad laughed. “Let it go? That’s way overpriced for Army surplus junk.”


	“A fully outfitted M1C like this is a collector’s item. If this baby was in better shape it’d go for twice that at auction.”


	“Hey, Dad, you can get a better rifle for a lot less.”


	“But not one I’m used to.”


	“Yeah, but twenty-five hundred bucks…”


	“Hell, it’s only money.” He looked at Don. “I tell you what: You can have your asking price on the condition that it still fires. That means you’ve got to let me clean it and fire a few test rounds. Do you have a bench where I can spruce it up?”


	Don pursed his lips again. “Okay. I’ve got a cleaning set-up in the back you can use. Go ahead. But give me a picture ID and your Social Security Number so I can background you while you’re doing that.”


	“Background?” Jack said.


	“Yeah. Instant background check. It’s the law. I’ve got to place a call to the FDLE to make sure he hasn’t got a criminal record, a domestic violence conviction, or under a restraining order. If he comes through clean, he gets the rifle. If not, no deal.”


	“Might as well quit now, Dad,” Jack said gravely. “You are so busted.”


	“Very funny.” He looked at Don. “No waiting period?”


	He shook his head. “Not for rifles, but there’s a mandatory three-day ‘cooling-off period’ for pistols.”


	Jack was glad he didn’t have to buy his guns through legal channels.


	Dad fished out his wallet and handed his Florida driver license to Don, saying, “What about ammo? Have any match grade?”


	Don nodded. “Got a box of thirty-ought-six Federals. I’ll throw in half a dozen rounds to let you check it out.”


	Dad smiled. “You’re on.”


				*
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	“Jesus, Dad,” Jack said as he stared through the field glasses.


	“Not bad for an old fart, ay?”


	Dad was down on his right knee, left elbow resting on his left thigh, eye glued to his scope.


	“Not bad? It’s fantastic!”


	Earlier he’d watched with amazement as his father’s wrinkled old hands disassembled the M1C like it was a tinker toy. He’d inspected the firing pin, wiped the scope lenses, cleaned and oiled all the works, scoured the inside of the barrel with a long-handled brush, then reassembled it with a precision and an efficiency that left Jack in awe.


	Dad had explained that it was like riding a bike: Do it enough times and you never forget how. Your hands know what to do.


	Then it was time for the test firing. Don had a two-hundred-yard rifle range behind his shop with acres of open country beyond it. Dad’s targets—large paper sheets with concentric black circles at their centers—were set against a rickety wooden fence.


	His first shots had been grouped wide to the left, but as he made progressive adjustments on the sight, the holes in the target crept inexorably toward the heart of the bull’s-eye. He’d punched the last three shots through a one-and-a-half-inch circle.


	“Not so fantastic,” Dad said. “It’s only two hundred yards.” He patted the stock. “Definitely worth the price.”


	“A hundred yards is all we’ll need, I hope. And by the way, I’m paying.”


	The Tyleski Visa had a five-thousand-dollar credit limit. Still plenty of slack there.


	“Like hell.”


	“No, the least a guy can do for his backup is arm him.” Jack extended his hand toward his father. “You’ve still got it, Dad.”


	The flash of his father’s smile as they shook hands warmed him.


				*
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	As Jack beached the motorized canoe on the bank of the channel shallows, he got his sneakers soaked yet again. This was getting to be a habit. The clouds had blown off and the sun was cooking his shoulders.


	The shell lay nestled in the right front pocket of his jeans. Now where was Semelee?


	“You’re late,” she said.


	Jack looked right and saw her rounding a bend on the far side of the shallows. She stood in the front of a small, flat-bottomed boat and—


	What the hell? She held a shell over her left eye and had her hand clapped over her right. As Jack watched, she lowered the shell and the hand and smiled at him.


	Carl and Corley sat amidships directly behind her; Luke operated the little outboard motor mounted on the stern and glowered at Jack.


	Carl grinned and waved the oar protruding from his sleeve. Jack was relieved that he looked pretty much the same as he’d left him.


	“Sorry,” Jack said. “Had some things to do and everything down here seems to take longer than it does up north. Ever notice that?”


	“I wouldn’t know,” Semelee said. “I ain’t never been up north.”


	Luke pulled up the motor; the hull of the boat scraped the sandy bottom as he let it run aground in the shallows. All four stepped out. Corley stayed by the boat while the other three approached—Semelee and Luke first, Carl behind them.


	Jack gave Corley a quick look, noted a knife in his belt, but no gun. Same with Luke: a hunting knife with a six-inch blade in a leather scabbard strapped to his belt, but again, no gun. Good. Jack wanted to keep an eye on that knife, though.


	They stopped in front of him. Luke stood with his arms folded across his barrel chest.


	“Well,” he said with a belligerent edge to his voice, “you can see plain and simple we got Carl. Time for you to show us the shell.”


	Jack dug into his pocket, all the while keeping an eye on Luke’s hunting knife. If he made a move toward it, Jack would go for the Glock.


	He fished out the shell and handed it to Semelee. As she took it and clutched it between her breasts, Luke’s right hand moved, not going for the knife but flicking toward Jack’s face. He heard a metallic click and found himself face to face with a three-inch, semi-serrated, tanto-style blade. Sunlight gleamed off the stainless steel surface.


	Jack cursed himself for not guessing Luke might be palming a folder.


	“Luke!” Semelee cried. “What’re you doin’?”


	“Taking care of business.”


	“I’ve got the shell! Put that away!”


	Luke shook his head. “Uh-uh. We’re leavin’ with Carl and the shell. None of this trade shit.”


	Jack started creeping his free hand around toward his back while they argued, taking his time, moving a few millimeters at a time.


	“Luke,” Semelee said, “we told him we’d trade and that’s what we’re gonna do.”


	Luke shook his head, never taking his eyes off Jack. “I’m callin’ the shots here, Semelee. This is man’s work.”


	“You better put that knife away, Luke,” Semelee told him. “His daddy’s over there in that willow thicket with a rifle trained on us.”


	Jack stiffened. The little stand of trees where he’d stationed his father was about a hundred and fifty yards away. How did she know?


	Luke’s gaze snapped past Jack’s shoulder, then back. He grinned. “That old coot? What’s he gonna do?”


	“Think about that,” Semelee said. “He’s got a rifle and he’s been watchin’ this spot since before any of us arrived.”


	How did she know ?


	“Yeah? So? He ain’t gonna hit nothin’ from that distance. But if he’s watchin’, maybe he’d like to watch me cut his little boy’s face.”


	As Luke drew back his arm for a slash, Jack reached for his Glock and raised his free arm to block the thrust, but didn’t have to.


	Everything seemed to happen at once—red sprayed from Luke’s head, something whizzed by Jack’s ear, a rifle cracked from somewhere behind him, though not necessarily in that order.


	Semelee screamed as Luke staggered back, spun, and crashed face first into the water. A bright red stain began to drift away from him in the barely existent current.


	Jack drew the Glock and turned to stare at the thicket.


	Jesus, Dad! You didn’t have to go for a kill shot.


	This was going to make for big trouble—police, coroner’s inquests, the whole legal ball of wax—shit!


	“Luke! Luke!” Corley cried as he splashed toward him.


	Jack kept the Glock trained on him; to his left, Semelee hadn’t moved; she stood with her hands pressed against her mouth. Carl was in a squat, looking around like a cat who’d just heard thunder for the first time.


	And then, miraculously, Luke jerked his face out of the water and coughed. He shook his head and sat up. Blood still streamed down his forehead, but Jack could see now that it was from a front-to-back furrow along the center of his scalp.


	Jack had to laugh. Dad, you pisser! You pisser!


	“He only parted your hair, big boy,” Jack said. “Next time, he parts your tiny brain.” He waved his pistol at Corley. “Get him back to the boat.” Jack motioned Carl toward the canoe. “Welcome back, Carl. Get that thing turned around and ready to go.”


	Carl grinned. “You got it.”


	“Wait,” Semelee said as Jack turned to go.


	“Sorry. Gotta go. We’re finished with this bullshit.”


	“No.” She reached out and touched his arm. Gently. “I need to talk to you.”


	“Sorry.”


	“Please?”


				*
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	Jack waited. Semelee looked around as if checking to make sure Luke was out of earshot.


	She lowered her voice. “You gotta believe I didn’t know Luke was gonna pull somethin’ like that.”


	Jack looked into her eyes and did believe. “Okay. But that wouldn’t have made much difference if I was the one bleeding now instead of your pal there.”


	“Please don’t be mad at me.”


	The plaintive note in her voice, the fawn like look in her huge dark eyes…Jack couldn’t fathom what she was up to.


	“Lady, you’ve got to be kidding.” He went to jab a finger at her and realized he still had the Glock in his hand. So he pointed with his left. “This is all your doing. We’re all here because of you. You kidnapped Carl. You’re behind the deaths of three innocent folks, and it was only by luck that my dad didn’t wind up the fourth.”


	“You gonna tell the cops?”


	“Maybe.”


	A slow smile stretched her lips. “No, you ain’t. I can tell.”


	Well, she had that right. Jack couldn’t see any point of bringing cops into the picture. The Dade County DA was going to charge Semelee with what? Murder by coral snake? Murder by bird? Yeah, right.


	“You can’t blame me,” she said. “Don’t you see? It wasn’t really me. It was all part of the plan.”


	“Plan?” Jack felt the weight of the pistol in his hand. I should put one in her right now, he thought. Who knew how many lives he’d save if she never got back to her lagoon. “Well, you’d better come up with another plan, because I’m declaring this one over, done, finis.”


	“Ain’t my plan.”


	That caught Jack off guard. “Then whose?”


	“The lights’.”


	Oh, boy, Jack thought. Here we go.


	“You mean the lights—the ones that supposedly come out of your sinkhole—are behind all this?”


	She beamed. “Yeah. I didn’t see it before, but then I got the big picture. It’s all been part of a plan, one big, beautiful plan.”


	“Okay. The lights have a plan.” The lights…if they were connected to the nexus point, then, according to Anya, they were connected to the Otherness. “Tell me about it.”


	Her smile widened. “Can’t tell you all of it, but I can tell you some. I can tell you that the lights drew me back here so’s I could find out who I was.”


	“Really. And who would that be?”


	“Oh, I can’t tell you that. Leastways not yet. Only someone real close to me can know that.”


	“Well, I’m only a foot or two away.”


	“Not that kind of close. The other kind of close…the way you’re gonna be with me real soon.”


	Oooooh, lady, I wouldn’t count on that, Jack thought.


	“Really.”


	“Yeah. Which brings me to another part of the big picture: the sacrifices. They was done for a purpose.”


	“Like what?”


	“To get you down here.”


	Jack’s mouth went dry. All along he’d had a niggling suspicion, a creeping fear that his father hadn’t been a random victim; but having it laid out before him like this was unnerving.


	I’m responsible.


	But he saw a problem.


	He licked his lips. “Wait. That doesn’t make sense. You say your lights figured if they killed my father I’d come down here. But I might not have come. My brother might have come instead. And why the other three deaths before him?”


	Semelee shrugged. “Who can explain how the lights think? Maybe they liked the sacrifices, maybe they knew Mr. Weldon would get to your daddy sooner or later and so they just let things happen. Maybe your daddy’s name came up when only you could come. Don’t much matter none. You’re here, ain’t you.”


	Yeah, he thought. I’m here all right.


	“Why would your lights want me here?”


	Semelee smiled. “For me.”


	“For you? What do you want with me? What do you even know about me?”


	“I know you’re special. And I know we was meant to be together.”


	“Yeah? Well, sorry. You and your lights are a little late. I’m taken.”


	“Don’t matter. It’s gonna be you and me. Can’t stop it. It’s like…like…”


	“Kismet?”


	“Kiss what?”


	“Destiny?”


	“Yeah, that’s it. Destiny. You and me’s destined to be together. You’re gonna bring me in, take me back with you, make me belong, and then together we’re gonna rule the roost.”


	Make you belong? he thought. Boy, sister, have you picked the wrong guy. “Listen, if you’re an outsider, the last guy you want to hook up with is me.”


	“Lemme be the judge of that.” She stepped closer until her lips were barely an inch from his. “I’ll meet you tonight at—”


	“Sorry,” Jack said, backing away. “Game over. Hangout with your lights and your buddies here, do whatever floats your boat, but stay away from Gateways, especially from my father.” He raised the Glock and held it beside his head, muzzle skyward. “I see you or any of your clan within a hundred yards of my father, you’re dead. Not figuratively dead, not virtually dead, not merely dead, but clearly and sincerely dead. Got it?”


	She stared at him with her big, suddenly sad eyes. Her lower lip trembled.


	“No…you can’t…”


	“Got it?”


	Jack turned and sloshed over toward where Carl waited with the boat in the deeper water.


	“You can’t!”she screamed behind him.


	Watch me.


				*
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	“He needs killin’, Semelee,” Luke said. “He needs killin’ real bad.”


	They had the deck of the Horse-ship all to theirselfs. Semelee sat with her legs danglin’ over the side, starin’ at her reflection in the water. Luke crouched next to her.


	His head had stopped bleedin’. Finally. For a while there she’d thought he was gonna lose every drop of blood in his body. He’d refused to go to the hospital, sayin’ he’d heal up just fine without no damn fool doctors stickin’ him with needles. Maybe he was right, but he sure looked stupid with that red bandanna tied across his head and under his chin.


	“You’re right,” Semelee told him. “For once, I ain’t got no argument with you.”


	Luke stared at her with shocked eyes. “You mean it?”


	“Damn right I do.”


	“But I thought you was sweet on him.”


	“Wasn’t never sweet on him. I thought he was special but that don’t matter none now. He hurt you and—”


	“His daddy did the shootin’.”


	“I know that. But his daddy only pulled the trigger. It was him, it was Jack who put him up to it. Probably told his daddy to blow your head off but the old boy only creased you. Can’t have that, Luke. Can’t have nobody, no matter how special they are, hurtin’ someone in the clan.”


	“So then it’s okay with you if I take Corley and a couple—”


	Semelee shook her head. “Uh-uh. I’m gonna handle this my own self. For you, Luke. It’ll be a present from me to you.”


	The shock in Luke’s eyes melted into something like love.


	Don’t be gettin’ no ideas, she thought.


	Because this had nothin’ to do with Luke. She was just lettin’ him think that. He’d been too far away and too busy with his bleedin’ head to pay any attention to what had gone on between her and Jack in the shallows. Didn’t hurt none though to let him think he was the reason she was gonna go after Jack.


	But this was gonna be all for her.


	She’d wanted to cry all the way back from the shallows. Her heart still felt like it’d been tore right out of her chest. He’d turned her down, turned his back and walked away. He said it was because he was taken, but that was a lie. Semelee had seen it all through her life and she knew the real truth: Jack thought he was too good for her.


	But as she’d returned to the lagoon she realized it was the other way around.


	Jack…how could she’ve thought he was special and meant for her? What was she thinking? He obviously wasn’t so special and definitely not for her. She saw that now. Her visit to the lights in the sinkhole had changed everything. She knew her True Name now, knew that she’d been brought here for a purpose. She wasn’t sure what that was yet, but she would. She just knew she would.


	She’d been special before—her powers proved that—but now she was even more special. Much too special for Jack.


	Yeah, but if that was true, why was she still hurtin’? Why this cold hard lump where her stomach used to be?


	She knew of only one way to make it better.


	“Leave me be for now,” she told Luke. “I gotta work on this. I’m gonna fix a big fat surprise for our friend Jack.”


	He got up and backed away. “Okay, Semelee. Sure. Sure. Maybe I’ll go check on Devil. See how he’s doin’.”


	Despite how bad she was feeling, Semelee had to smile. Luke’d always been sorta like her puppy dog, but now he was actin’ like her slave.


	But she was okay with that. Every girl should have a slave.


				*
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	“I think this calls for a drink,” Dad said as they stepped into the house.


	They’d dropped Carl—with his thousand dollars—off at the trailer park. All the way home he’d been so effusive in his thanks for rescuing him from the clan and the lights that Jack had had to shut him up by getting him to describe what he’d seen last night. He’d found Carl’s description of Semelee being lowered into the hole particularly unsettling. If the lights, filtered through sand and water, had caused the clan’s deformities, what would direct exposure do? Make you crazy? The cenote must have been where she’d learned—how had she put it? Who I am. Who was she if not Semelee?


	“That was one hell of a shot, Dad. One hell of a shot.”


	Jack kept reliving the emotional swings of that moment.


	“Wasn’t it? Wasn’t it, though?”


	Dad had darted into the kitchen and was searching through the bottles in a cabinet above the sink. His speech came in staccato bursts, his movements were quick, jittery, as if he’d mainlined caffeine.


	He’s higher than the proverbial kite, Jack thought.


	“I wasn’t looking to kill him, you know, and prayed I wouldn’t, but I was also thinking, if it’s his life or Jack’s, then I can live just fine with a kill shot. All the skills came back as I was sitting in that tree, Jack. Suddenly I was back at the Chosin Reservoir, and I was on autopilot and really, really relaxed because no one was shooting at me out in the Glades. It was just me and the rifle, and control of the situation was mine for the taking. I—here it is.” He pulled a dark green bottle from the cabinet and held it aloft. “Wait till you taste this.”


	“Scotch? I think I’ll go for a beer.”


	“No-no. You’ve got to try this. Remember Uncle Stu?”


	Jack nodded. “Sure.”


	Uncle Stu wasn’t a real uncle, just a close friend of the family. Close enough to earn “Uncle” status.


	“He belongs to a single malt scotch club. He let me try this once and I had to get a bottle. Aged in old sherry casks—amontillado, I believe.”


	“And discovered with a skeleton behind a brick wall?” When Dad gave him a questioning look, Jack said, “Never mind.”


	“You drink this neat.” Dad poured two fingers’ worth into a couple of short tumblers. “Adding ice, water, or soda is punishable by death.” He handed Jack a glass and clinked his own against it. “To the best day of my life in the last fifteen years.”


	Jack was pierced by an instant of sadness. The best? Really?


	Not a Scotch drinker, Jack took a tentative sip and rolled it around on his tongue. It had a sweetness and a body he’d never tasted in any other Scotch. And the finish was…fabulous.


	“For the love of God, Montresor!” he said. “That is good!”


	“Isn’t it?” Dad said, grinning. “Isn’t that the best you ever had?”


	“No question. Potent stuff.”


	“That’s what I hear, but I haven’t seen any proof.”


	Jack let that one slide. “Where can I get a bottle?”


	“You can’t. It’s all gone. They produce only so many casks and this batch is long sold out.”


	Jack lifted his glass for another sip. “Then we’d better nurse this one.”


	“I don’t care if we empty the bottle. This is a special day. It’s been a long, long time since I’ve felt this alive.” He looked at Jack. “But I have to ask you something.”


	“Shoot.”


	“Where’d that pistol come from, the one you pulled after I parted the big guy’s hair?”


	Jack felt very close to his father at the moment, closer than he could ever remember. The father-son slope had been leveled. They were eye to eye now. Equals. Friends. He didn’t want anything to get in the way of that, but he couldn’t very well tell Dad he’d imagined the Glock.


	So he pulled it from the small of his back and laid it on the kitchen counter.


	“You mean this?”


	“Yes. That.” His father picked it up and hefted it. Jack noted with approval how he kept the muzzle directed down and away from both of them. “What’s it made of? Feels almost like…”


	“Plastic? That’s because most of it is. Not the barrel and firing pin, of course, but pretty much all the rest.”


	He turned it back and forth in his hand, staring at it. “Amazing.” He raised his eyes to Jack. “But what’s an appliance repairman doing with something like this?”


	How to handle this…


	“Sometimes I wind up in bad neighborhoods and I feel more comfortable knowing I’m carrying.”


	“But how did you get it down here? I know you didn’t carry it aboard the plane.”


	Jack shrugged. “There are ways.”


	Dad continued to stare at him. “Tell me the truth: You’re not really a repairman, are you.”


	“Oh, but I am. That’s the truth.”


	“Okay, but what else are you?” He waggled the Glock. “I saw how you handled this out there. I saw plenty of people handle guns in the war, and you could always tell the ones who knew what they were doing and were comfortable with them, just as you could tell the ones who weren’t. You fall into the first category, Jack.”


	Despite the closeness he felt to his father at this moment, despite the combat-zone bond they’d formed, Jack couldn’t bring himself to tell him.


	“You’re pretty comfortable too, Dad. Maybe it just runs in the family.”


	“All right. Keep your secrets. For now. But promise me that someday, before I die, you’ll tell me. Promise?”


	Jack knew a trap when he heard one. This one was a cousin of “When did you stop beating your wife?” If he promised, he’d be admitting there was something to tell.


	“Let’s not talk about you dying, Dad.”


	He sighed. “I’m not going to get anywhere, am I?” He poured more Scotch into Jack’s glass. “Maybe this will loosen your tongue.”


	Jack laughed. “No one’s ever tried to ply me with liquor before. Bring it on!”


				*
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	The shadows was gettin’ long by the time Semelee was ready to make her move. Even us in both eye-shells, it had took her a while to get Dora in place. Like any other alligator snapper, she was slow and kinda clumsy. Nothin’ like Devil.


	Poor Devil. Luke said he was doin’ right poorly and looked like he was fixin’ to die. That made her feel bad.


	But she shook off the sadness and fixed on what she aimed to do. Now that she finally had Dora where she wanted her, Semelee was ready for the next step.


	She moved away from the lagoon and walked through the hummock until she came to the bees’ nest. She didn’t get too close. These was killer bees and once they got mad they’d swarm and wouldn’t stop stingin’. They didn’t know how.


	She fixed the shells over her eyes and concentrated…and sees the inside of the hive. Her vision’s all weird, like she’s lookin’ through dozens of eyes at once…


	Semelee lowered the shells and picked up the rock she’d brought along. She tossed it at the hive, then put the shells back over her eyes, real quick like.


	…and once again she’s inside the hive with that weird way of looking at things. But the hive’s different now. It’s filled with angry buzzing—real angry. They’re movin’ toward the opening, hittin’ the air and the sunlight, and then she’s flyin’, movin’ right with them.


	She sees herself, standin’ in the shadows with the shells over her eyes. The swarm homes in on her like she’s the absolute worst thing in their world, like they gotta protect the hive from her or die tryin’. Sweat breaks out all over her body. Maybe she shouldn’t have done this. Maybe she should have thought of another way. Cause if she can’t turn them, they’re gonna kill her.


	She pulls at them, pushes at them, there’s somethin’ worse than her, somethin’ that’s a bigger threat to the hive and they’ve gotta get him, gotta stop him or the hive’ll be destroyed.


	It doesn’t seem to be working. They’re still comin’ at her. Somethin’ inside her is screamin’ to run but she knows that won’t do no good. Ain’t nobody gonna outrun these bees.


	Gotta turn ’em, gotta turn ’em, gotta—


	There! They’re turnin’, veerin’ away from her and turnin’ east. She did it. She’s in control now and her own rage adds fuel to the bees’.


				*
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	With his father noisily engaged in an exploration of the deep, dark recesses of napland, Jack wandered outside. Square-foot-wise, Dad’s place was bigger than Jack’s apartment back in New York, but it felt smaller. Maybe because he didn’t have to share his place with anyone. He needed some fresh air.


	With the comforting weight of the Glock at the small of his back, he scanned his surroundings as he yawned and stretched, looking for signs of the clan. Semelee had said Dad was no longer a target, but she’d been acting pretty weird out there in the Glades. What was to prevent her from changing her mind?


	He started to circle the house, as much inspecting as trying to walk off the Scotch. He hadn’t had all that much but it had made him a little drowsy. Not drowsy enough for a nap, though.


	No white-haired girl sitting on his car hood this time. No one at all in sight. As he walked around to the left side he heard a faint buzzing, like a far-off chainsaw, filtering through the air. He looked around for the source but saw nothing. Maybe someone was using one on the far side of one of the houses. One thing he knew, it wasn’t Carl. He was taking the rest of the day off—although he’d told Jack he’d return briefly tonight to set up the Anya-cam again.


	The buzzing grew louder and Jack did another slow turn. What—?


	Then he saw the man-size cloud sweeping toward him from the Glades and knew with a sick, cold dread what it was and who had sent them. All his instincts urged him to turn and run but he forced himself forward, toward them. Because that was where the front door was. He sprinted with everything he had, but the bees got there first.


	He staggered back as they swarmed over him and began stinging. Their angry buzzing and pain like dozens of red-hot ice picks stabbing into his flesh became Jack’s world. He needed both hands to bat the bees away from his face but that left the rest of him vulnerable—his neck, his scalp, his bare arms. He could feel them stinging him through his T-shirt. He tried for the door again but they drove him back.


	Through the cloud he caught a glint of water—the pond. He stumbled in that direction, picking up speed. When he reached the bank he leaped blindly in a headlong dive. As he knifed through the surface he felt most of the swarm back off—but not all. Some still clung to him, stinging as he—


	His outstretched hands hit the rough, hard surface of an underwater rock. He clung to it to keep himself submerged. He was safe for the moment, but he was going to need air soon. Very—


	The rock moved, twisting under him. Through the murky water he saw that it had scalloped edges and a tail and he didn’t need to see the two big heads rearing up, hooked jaws agape, to know what was sharing the pond with him.


	He clung to the edges of the shell as the big alligator snapper surged toward the surface, twisting this way and that as it tried to shake him off. The ridged surface was slimy and his fingers were losing their grip. Jack was running out of air as he raced through his options. The pond was clearly a no-win. Had to get out and take his chances with the bees. With the snapper surfacing, he was going to have to deal with them anyway.


	As his lungs screamed for air, he drew his legs up under him, folding them till his sneaker soles were on the shell. As soon as his head broke water, the bees were on him again. He kept his face submerged until the last possible instant, then sprang off the shell, leaping for land. His right sneaker slipped, robbing him of the distance he needed, and the breath he’d taken while airborne was knocked out of him when he belly flopped onto the edge of the bank. His legs were still in the water and, for a panicky instant as he heard the splash of the snapper coming for him, he remembered what those jaws could do to a broomstick. A flashing vision of himself crawling the rest of the way out of the water with a bloody stump where a foot used to be threw him into a twisting roll that left him clear of the water. As he batted at the relentless bee swarm, he glimpsed the two heads stretched to the limits of their thick necks snapping at empty air where his legs had been.


	Could an alligator snapper move on land? Jack wasn’t waiting around to find out, especially with the bees stinging him again. He realized he’d emerged on Anya’s side of the pond, so he scrambled to his feet and raced toward her front door. It was closed but maybe it was unlocked.


	Please be unlocked!


	But he didn’t need the shelter of her house. As soon as he crossed into her circle of green lawn, the killer bees peeled off him the same way the palmettos had the other night when he’d jumped through his father’s door.


	He heard their enraged buzzing rise in pitch and volume as they hurled themselves at him, only to be turned back as soon as they crossed the line into Anya’s space.


	“Go!” he heard a voice cry behind him.


	Jack turned and saw Anya crossing the lawn in his direction. She was waving both arms in a shooing motion.


	“Go!” she shouted again. “Back where you came from!” She pointed to the snapper’s two heads, watching from the pond. “You too! Go!”


	The bees swarmed in random confusion, then gathered into an oblong cloud and buzzed away. When Jack looked at the pond again, the snapper was gone.


	He dropped to his knees, panting. His skin felt a flame, his stomach threatened to heave.


	“Thank you,” he gasped. “I don’t know how you did that, but thanks.”


	“Didn’t I tell you that nothing on earth can hurt you here?”


	“I guess you did.” He looked up at her. “Who are you? Really.”


	Anya smiled. “Your mother.”


	The familiar words chilled Jack.


	“That’s what the Russian lady said to me by my sister’s grave. And that Indian woman in Astoria said the same thing to Gia. What’s it mean?”


	Anya shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, hon. There’s no need for you to know. Not yet. Hopefully not ever.”


	“Then why say it to me?”


	Anya had turned and started walking away. Over her shoulder she said, “Because it’s true.”


				*
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	Semelee stumbled pantin’ and sweatin’ along the path through the palms. She stopped and leaned against a gumbo limbo tree to catch her breath.


	That same old lady…doin’ it again…causin’ trouble, gettin’ in the way…


	She was stronger than Semelee. Somehow she’d just waved her hand and told the bees and Dora to get home and that was that. Semelee’s power got canceled like turnin’ off a light. Everything went black. When she come to, the sun was pretty much down and she was flat on her back in the ferns with the shells off her eyes but still in her hands.


	She had to be stopped. But how? How do you stop someone with that kind of power?


	Where did she come from? Who was she that she could protect herself from Dora and a swarm of bees—not only keep them out but give them orders?


	Maybe she couldn’t be hurt. Maybe she was beyond Semelee’s special power.


	She stumbled up to the bank of the lagoon and saw Luke sitting on the deck of the Bull-ship.


	He looked up at her with sad eyes. “Bad news, Semelee. Devil’s dead.”


	A wave of sadness washed over her. Feelin’ weak, she lowered herself to the ground and rested her back against a palm.


	Poor Devil…her fault…if she hadn’t—


	No, wait. It was that old bitch and her dog. They were the ones killed Devil. Not her.


	She ground her teeth. Had to be a way to get back at her.


	She glanced to her left toward the sinkhole and saw the glow of the lights seepin’ up through the darkenin’ air. Pullin’ herself to her feet she walked over. She stopped at the edge, then stretched herself out flat on her belly with her head pokin’ over the rim. She gazed into the flashin’ deeps and tried to remember more of what happened down there. But nothin’ came back to her.


	She gave up tryin’ to remember and was just startin’ to get to her feet when she had an idea. She still had the eye-shells in her hands and figured, Why not? She put them over her eyes. For an instant they blotted out the lights, then suddenly she was seein’ them again. But they looked different.


	Then Semelee realized she wasn’t seein’ the lights from above, she was seein’ them from within. She was inside some kinda creature down there and was seein’ things through its eyes. She looked around and saw wings and jaws and teeth—lots of long, sharp teeth.


	An idea crept into her head, an idea so wonderful she started to laugh out loud.


				*
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	“I still say we should take you to the emergency room,” Dad said.


	Jack shook his head as he shivered under the blanket. “I’ll be fine, Dad. No doctors.”


	At least not yet.


	He sat on the sofa and shook despite the dark blue wool blanket wrapped around him. Most of his sting-lumped skin was crusted pink with calamine lotion and he was dopey from the Benadryl his father had picked up for him in town. The stings themselves—he hadn’t counted them, but Pinhead had nothing on Jack—itched and burned, and now his muscles were aching. The chills and fever had started about an hour after the attack. He figured he had so much bee venom in his system that he was having a reaction. He felt as if he had the flu.


	At least he wasn’t vomiting; his stomach was queasy but he was holding down the orange juice Dad kept pushing at him.


	He’d shown his father how to break down the Glock and wipe it dry. Here was where its mostly plastic construction was a blessing. Dad didn’t have any gun oil, but substituted a little 3-in-1 to lubricate the few metal parts.


	And now his father paced back and forth between Jack and the TV as the Weather Channel showed a satellite photo of Hurricane Elvis picking up speed and power as it looped southward through the Gulf of Mexico. It had graduated to Category II and was expected to brush South Florida and the Keys sometime tomorrow, then continue on toward Cuba.


	“We’ve got to call the cops,” Dad said.


	Dad always seemed to want to call the cops.


	“And what—tell them about this woman in the Glades who sent a swarm of bees and a two-headed snapping turtle after me? They’ll take you away in a straitjacket.”


	“We’ve got to do something! We can’t just sit here like targets and let her take potshots at us!”


	“I can’t think right now, Dad.”


	Jack hauled himself unsteadily to his feet and shuffled toward the guest bedroom.


	He’d planned to drop in on Anya tonight. He’d cut her too much slack, let her evade straight answers for too long. He was going to get nose to nose with her and find out exactly who she was, how she could keep giant alligators and bees and mosquitoes from trespassing on her property, and have them obey her when she told them to take off. He wasn’t going to leave until he had some answers.


	But that was all changed now. Christ, he felt awful. If he’d been sitting on the hood of Dad’s car when it got clocked by that truck, he didn’t think he’d feel much worse.


	“I’m going to hit the rack. In the meantime, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


	“That’s all fine and dandy,” Dad said with a touch of acid in his voice, “except I don’t know what you wouldn’t do.”


	“Well, for one thing, I wouldn’t leave the house tonight, that’s what I wouldn’t do. As for what I would do”—he pointed to the reassembled Glock resting on a section of the Novaton Express —“I’d keep that handy. See you in the morning.”


				*
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	Jack awoke bathed in sweat. He threw back the covers, sat up, and pulled off his undershirt.


	What time was it? The clock’s LED display was angled away from him. No light filtered through the curtains. Still night. He ran a hand over a tender, bumpy arm. God, he felt like hell.


	As he flopped back and pulled the sheet up over him, he thought he heard a dog barking—high-pitched yips that could only belong to Oyv. They had an almost hysterical edge. Jack wondered what was bothering him. Not that the little guy couldn’t take care of himself—look at what he’d done to that big ugly gator—but he hadn’t struck Jack as the kind of pooch to bark at nothing.


	Jack was ready to force himself out of bed to go have a look when the barking stopped. Whatever had set off Oyv must have passed.


	Jack closed his eyes and drifted back to sleep.


				*
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	I’ve got to get back to New York, Jack thought.


	Not just because he missed Gia and Vicky, but here it was Sunday afternoon and instead of watching the Jets kick Dolphin butt up at Giants Stadium, he was sitting here with his father and staring at the Weather Channel.


	Trouble was, he found it mesmerizing.


	The Weather Channel as a way of life…scary.


	I stay much longer I’ll be as addicted as everybody else around here.


	He excused his present fascination by the fact that the weather was about to have significant personal impact: Hurricane Elvis had reentered the building. In fact he was announcing his presence with a chorus of gusts that hurled sheets of rain against the outside of this little building.


	Satellite tracking of Elvis showed how it had made a sharp eastward turn during the night and homed in on the Everglades like a cruise missile. At this moment its eye was making landfall on South Florida’s west coast. Elvis wasn’t a monster; it was a tight little storm with sustained winds now in the 120-mile-an-hour neighborhood, making it a Category III. Multiple waterspouts had been spotted among the Ten Thousand Islands, wherever they were. But apparently it was a very wet storm and everyone was happy that it was going to dump a lot of much needed rain onto the Everglades.


	But how many times could you watch the same graphic and listen to the same Storm Center report?


	Gia apparently had been watching the weather too. She’d called to tell him to stay inside. Not that he had any intention of venturing out into this mess, but he appreciated her concern. He hadn’t told her about the bee stings. They were still swollen; not as much as last night, but still itchy and tender.


	He was about to ask his father to switch the channel for half a minute—not a second more than that, God forbid—to check the score of the Jets game, when he heard a frantic knocking on the door. As his father peeled himself away from the tube to see who it was, Jack slipped the Glock from where he’d stowed it under his sofa cushion.


	“Better let me get it, Dad.”


	But before either of them could reach the door, it blew open. Jack had the pistol up and aimed at the figure standing in the doorway, his finger tightening on the trigger, when he recognized Carl.


	“Come quick!” he cried as wind swirled around him and scattered sections of the Sunday paper. He wore a dripping, dark green poncho, had a screwdriver sticking out of his right sleeve, and a plastic shopping bag clutched in his left. “Y’gotta see this, y’just gotta!”


	“See what?” Dad said.


	“Miss Mundy’s place! It’s all tore up!”


	Carl turned and started to lead the way, but once they were outside in the slashing wind and rain, Jack broke into a trot and pulled ahead of him. The sudden memory of Oyv’s barking last night sent a cold spike of unease through his chest. It speared down through his gut when he saw her doorway.


	“Oh, shit!”


	The screen had been shredded; gray, moss like tatters fluttered within the frame. The wooden door behind it stood open.


	“Anya!” Jack shouted as he pulled open what was left of the screen door and stepped inside.


	He stopped suddenly, just beyond the threshold, causing Dad to bump into him, pushing him forward.


	“Oh, dear God!” he heard his father gasp.


	“Didn’t I tell you?” Carl said. “Didn’t I?”


	The place was a shambles. That was the only word for it. The furniture had been torn apart, the carpet gouged up, and the plants…they’d been torn from their pots, their roots savaged, and every leaf had been torn from the ravaged branches.


	Jack forced himself to move forward, calling Anya’s name as he checked both bedrooms and behind the kitchen counter. He found a small spatter of darkening red fluid, and something that looked like a severed finger on the floor.


	Jack knelt for a closer look. It was pale, the size of a finger, but it was covered with fur.


	What the—?


	And then he knew: Oyv’s tail.


	Christ! The blood…Oyv had to be dead—died defending Anya no doubt. A slow wave of sadness settled over him. But what could have killed that preternaturally tough little dog? It had to be something bigger and meaner than a giant alligator. But what? And where was the rest of him?


	Jack noticed something glittering on the floor. He bent closer: three little slivers of glass. He looked around for a broken window but didn’t see one. Maybe a glass had been knocked off the counter and shattered.


	He was pushing himself to his feet when he noticed that all three shards appeared identical. Each about an inch and a half long, with the same curve, and the same taper from thicker base to needle-fine point. He picked one up and rotated it in the light. Its edges were smooth, rounded. If he didn’t know better, he’d have said it was a fang of some sort. But he didn’t know anything that had glass teeth.


	He touched the point with the tip of his finger and it slipped through the skin like a bird’s beak dipping into water.


	Damn! He started to toss it back to the floor, then decided not to. Maybe he should find out what it was before he threw it away.


	He rose and grabbed a paper towel from the roll suspended from the underside of a cabinet. He rolled the needle within and used it to blot the drop of blood oozing from his fingertip.


	He turned to his father and Carl, still standing in the doorway.


	“What the hell happened here?”


	Dad could give him only a stunned look, but Carl held up his plastic shopping bag.


	“It’s all here!”


	“What’s all there?”


	“What happened. The camera caught it all. Or at least most of it.”


				*
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	“When I picked up the camera this morning,” Carl said, “I was in a hurry so it just sat in the bag till after I got home. Long after I got home.”


	They’d all hurried back to Dad’s place to set up the camera for playback.


	“You didn’t check it right away?”


	“Nuh-uh. I figured, what for? I mean, I ain’t never seen nothin’ before and figured this wouldn’t be no different. So I just left it be until I was watchin’ the Dolphins game. That’s when I checked it and found the battery didn’t have no charge left. That ain’t happened before. So I recharged it and took a look to see if somethin’d set it off.”


	“What’s this camera about?” Dad said.


	Jack ran through a quick explanation of Dr. Dengrove’s attempts to catch Anya watering her yard.


	“Dengrove,” Dad said. “Cheats at golf but God forbid anyone sneaks a little water onto their lawn. What an ass.”


	Jack had the two-inch LCD screen flipped open. He hit PLAY and started to watch. Dad hung over his shoulder, Carl crouched farther back. The screen lit with green and black blobs that quickly stretched and coalesced into recognizable shapes—the side of Anya’s house, her plantings, the doo-dads, the lawn furniture in her front yard. And then a set of legs went by. Then more.


	“Doesn’t this thing have any sound?” Dad said.


	“If you hook it up to your TV you can get sound. Want me—?”


	“We can do that later if we need to,” Jack said. He had a sick cold feeling in his gut that they’d be listening to the high-pitched barking he’d ignored last night. “First let’s see what’s to see.”


	Carl jabbed a finger toward the little screen. “There they are! See?”


	Jack saw. A crowd was gathering in an irregular semicircle around the edge of Anya’s lawn. Light from the front windows lit their faces. His intestines began to writhe as he recognized Luke and Corley and a couple of the others. Looked like the whole gang had shown up.


	“The clan,” he said.


	“All cept Semelee. I didn’t see her nowheres when I watched.”


	Jack stared at the tiny screen. He now wished they’d hooked it to the TV. Probably would have lost some resolution, but maybe he’d have a better view of their faces. Beyond a few grins, he couldn’t make out much in the way of expressions. He could read their postures, though, and they radiated something between revulsion and avid fascination, as if they wanted to press forward for a better look, but fear held them in check.


	He kept watching, waiting for the clan to do something. He searched for Semelee but couldn’t find her. That white hair of hers would be hard to miss. Why were all the men there? What did they have against—?


	Oh, right. The big ugly alligator…her dog had chewed a hole in its side. And the bees yesterday…Anya had chased them off. Yeah, he could see where Semelee could have a bone or two to pick with Anya. But how was she going to get her if Anya’s promise—Nothing on earth can harm you here—was true?


	Obviously it wasn’t. Someone had got to her—and to poor little Oyv. What had Semelee—?


	“There!” Carl cried. “Didja see that?”


	“No.” Jack’s attention had been wandering. “What?”


	“I saw something too,” Dad said, “but I don’t know what.”


	Jack found the reverse button and backed up the recording. Again he watched Luke and the rest of the men standing in their semicircle, eyes fixed on the front of the house. The camera angle didn’t include the front door, but they were staring like there was a stripper doing her thing there. And then something—maybe three somethings, two feet long at most—suddenly streaked out of the house and over their heads. The way the men ducked and covered made it pretty obvious that they were afraid of the things, whatever they were. More flew out. Once they were gone, the clan came to life. Luke swung an arm and they all charged toward the house.


	For a good five to seven minutes, nothing happened, and then the clan reemerged. A group of them seemed to be carrying something but the way they were bunched together prevented him from seeing exactly what. He didn’t have to see. He knew.


	“They’ve got Anya.”


	“The sons of bitches,” Dad said, straightening and reaching for the phone. “I’m calling the cops.”


	Jack grabbed his arm. “Hold on a sec. I want to see this again—on the TV.”


	“Fine. And while you’re setting that up, I’ll be calling—”


	“Just wait, okay? Just let me see it again before we get officialdom involved.”


	Dad reluctantly agreed, grumbling about wasting time as Jack wired the camera to the audio-visual inputs on the backside of the TV.


	“This happened at least twelve hours ago, Dad. Maybe more. Another ten minutes isn’t going to matter.”


	He finished plugging in the wires, then reran the movie. The TV screen offered over one hundred times the viewing area of the camera’s LCD. It offered sound as well. The movie began with the rattle of the lawn-ornament cans and Oyv’s barking, but that broke off with a high-pitched squeal just as the last of the clan reached the front of the house. A couple of minutes later the things streaked away. Jack was ready with his finger on the PAUSE button.


	“Got ’em!” he said. He leaned closer to the screen. “But what the hell are they?”


	The camera’s image intensification coupled with the speed of the things left little more than amorphous, blurry streaks on the screen, but there was enough resolution to reveal five shapes instead of three in the first batch. He’d missed the other two because they were farther from the camera and hadn’t caught as much light. He could see that the three in front had slightly curved bodies that reflected light like a shell might; their wings were fuzzy blurs.


	“Y’ask me,” Carl said. “They look like flyin’ lobsters.”


	Not a bad characterization, Jack thought. But lobsters didn’t fly, so what on earth were these?


	Jack felt his neck muscles tighten. On earth…


	Nothing on earth can harm you here.


	But what if those flying lobsters weren’t from anywhere on earth? What if they were somehow from the Otherness? Semelee had gone down into that sinkhole. Maybe she’d found something down there that she could control like she did the creatures in the Glades.


	Jack pulled the rolled-up paper towel out of his jeans pocket and unwrapped the little crystal shard.


	“What have you got there?” Dad said.


	“Not sure.” He handed it to him on the towel. “Careful. It’s sharp. Ever seen anything like it?”


	“I did,” Carl said. “Saw one just like it stickin’ outta the tore-up wood on Miss Mundy’s door. I just figgered it was glass.”


	Dad was holding it up, rotating it back and forth in the light. “You know, it almost looks like some weird sort of fang.”


	Carl laughed. “Glass teeth! That’s funny!”


	Dad lifted the beer bottle he’d been sipping at during the endless weather reports and scratched the fang’s point along the glass. It gave out a faint, high-pitched squeak as it scored the surface.


	Dad frowned. “Not glass. Much harder. The only thing I know that can scratch glass like that is a diamond.”


	“If it is a tooth,” Jack said, “that means that Anya was attacked by things with diamond teeth.”


	They all sat silent for a moment, then Jack restarted the movie. They watched more of the things fly out, then the clan crowd into the house. When they emerged this time he kept freezing the frames but got no better view of what they were carrying than before. What else could it be but Anya?


	But alive or dead?


	As the movie ended again, Dad slapped his thighs. “That does it. Time to call 9-1-1.”


	“Don’t bother, Dad.”


	“Why on earth not?”


	Jack pulled the Glock from the SOB holster and checked the magazine: full.


	“Because I’m going after her and I don’t want them getting in the way.”


				*
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	Tom could only stare at his son. He’d sensed that the Jack who had gone into Anya’s ruined house was a different Jack from the one who’d come out. But now he’d changed further. His mild brown eyes had turned to stone; he seemed remote, as if he’d left the room without moving his body.


	“After her? Are you crazy? We trumped a couple of them once because it was a controlled situation and we had surprise on our side. But all that’s changed now. You can’t expect to stroll in there alone and—”


	“Won’t be alone,” Carl said. “I’ll come along.”


	Tom noticed Jack’s cold eyes warm briefly at this simple man’s unadorned courage. And in that moment he wished Jack were looking at him like that.


	“Not necessary, Carl,” Jack said.


	“’Tis. She’s a good lady. Lotsa people look at me funny, some don’t even want me around. But she always smiled at me and when it was hot she gave me lemonade and cookies and stuff like that. My own mother never treated me that good. And besides, the clan ain’t got no right to do that to her. Semelee’s gone crazy. Ever since she come up outta those lights she’s been different. Scary. Who knows what she’s got in mind for Miss Mundy. We gotta get her back.”


	“But that’s what we have police for!” Tom cried.


	He’d resisted the urge to chime in and say he’d go along too. Anya was a friend, a good one, and his blood curdled at the thought of her in the hands of a bunch of swampland inbreds. But it was just because he cared about her that he had to stop this craziness. Jack’s gung-ho plan might wind up putting Anya in greater danger. Might even get her killed.


	“And in case you two would-be vigilantes haven’t noticed,” he added, “there’s a Category-Three hurricane blowing out there.”


	“Exactly why we’ve got to take care of this,” Jack said. “Who’re you going to call? The Novaton police? Their whole department, along with every other cop south of Miami, is going to be tied up with the hurricane emergency. They’ll be busy with evacuation, shelters, looting prevention. You know the drill. A missing-person problem will be put on a back burner till the storm’s passed. Hell, we don’t even have proof she was taken.”


	“But the movie—”


	“—will be great in court. But do you think it will get a bunch of cops running around in boats out in the Everglades looking for a particular hummock in the middle of a hurricane?”


	Tom had to admit he doubted it—but only to himself. Under no circumstances did he want Jack going out there—not even with Carl, who Tom couldn’t see as much help.


	“Carl,” Jack said, pointing to the screwdriver protruding from his sleeve. “Do me a favor and use that to take the medicine cabinet out of the wall in the bathroom.”


	Carl gave him a strange look—imagine that—then shrugged and nodded and said, “Okay.”


	“Medicine cabinet?” Tom said. “What—?”


	Jack turned his back and headed for the hall closet.


	“Look, Dad,” he said as he knelt by the toolbox and began rummaging through its contents. “I don’t know for sure, but I think that taking Anya has something to do with the lights. But the lights only last a couple of days. By tonight or early tomorrow morning they’ll be gone for another six months.”


	“What lights?”


	“Oh, yeah. Right. I forgot.” He pulled a socket wrench from the toolbox and headed for the dinette table. “You don’t know about the lights.”


	“Care to enlighten me?” Tom said, following. “And what do you think you’re going to do with that wrench?”


	“You’ll see. As for the lights, forget about them for now. Take too long to explain. What matters is that after the lights go out, Semelee and Company will have no more need to hang around their lagoon. Good chance they’ll be gone by sunup tomorrow.”


	“And take Anya with them?”


	Jack gave him a stony look before he crouched under the table and began loosening the nuts that fastened it to its support pillar.


	“I doubt it. She’s the one whose dog chewed a hole in the side of that big mutant gator, remember? I’m worried they’ll feed her to it before they go—if they haven’t already.”


	Tom felt his knees go rubbery. “No…they couldn’t.”


	“Let’s hope not.”


	“Hey!” Carl called from the bathroom. “They’s only one screw holdin’ this cabinet in place and that’s only halfway in.”


	“I know,” Jack called back. “Just twist it out.”


	One screw? Tom brushed aside questions about his medicine cabinet. The thought of Anya being hurt overshadowed all that.


	“Jack, we’ve got to call the police. Or the Coast Guard, or the Park Service.”


	Jack stuck his head out from under the table and gave him a you’ve got-to-be-kidding look.


	“She’s a friend, Dad. A better friend than you know. And I owe her.”


	“For what?”


	“For you being alive.”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“She’s the one who reported your accident to the police twenty minutes before it happened.”


	“That’s as crazy as going out in this storm. She told you that?”


	“She didn’t. But I’ve no question in my mind that’s what happened. She knows things, Dad. All sorts of things. And now she needs help. When a good friend needs help, you don’t call on somebody else. You go yourself.”


	The words struck a chord deep within Tom. Yes, he knew that. He’d been taught that. He’d lived that. But where had Jack come by it?


	And yet he couldn’t allow himself to bend here, couldn’t let Jack go out into that storm against twenty men.


	“Where’s that written?”


	Jack slipped out from under the table and rose to his feet, his face barely a foot away. He tapped a finger on the center of his forehead.


	“In here. Right in here.”


	Yes…that was where it would be. But not the only place.


	He tapped his son’s chest, over the heart. “In there too.”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. There too.”


	And as they stood staring at each other, Tom flashed back to Korea. That had been the Marine code: Nobody gets left behind. At least nobody still breathing. Sometimes you had to leave your dead, but you never left your living. If someone was stranded, or hurt and unable to get out on his own, you went in and got him.


	And you didn’t call on anyone else because there wasn’t anyone better. You were US Marines, the toughest sons of bitches on earth. It was a matter of pride. If you couldn’t do it, no one could.


	Back at Chosin, when Tom took that piece of shrapnel in the gut, he’d radioed in that he’d been hit and couldn’t make it out. He’d expected his buddies to want to come and get him, but figured there was no way with all the shit coming down on the Fifth. But damned if three of them hadn’t shown up after dark and carried him out.


	“Help me lift off this top,” Jack said.


	“What on earth for?”


	“Let’s just do it.”


	Tom grabbed one side, Jack the other. They lifted it, tilted it, and leaned it against the kitchenette counter. Then Jack reached into the hollow interior of the post and came up with a black plastic bag. Its lumpy contents clunked together as he laid it on the counter.


	“What the hell? How’d that get in there?”


	“I put it in the other day. Let me tell you, I had one hell of a time maneuvering that tabletop around on my own.”


	“But what’ve you got in there?”


	Jack reached in and came out with a fist-size lump of metal that he flipped over the counter. Tom caught it, saw what it was—a smooth metal sphere the size of a tennis ball, with a key ring at the top attached to a safety clip—and felt his heart trip over a beat.


	“A grenade?”


	“M-67s. I had a dozen sent down after seeing that gator.”


	“Sent down when? I never saw any—” And then it hit him. “The toys. They were in the toys, right?”


	Jack gave him a tight smile. “Right. I also—”


	“Hey!” Carl called from the bathroom. “You got a gun in this wall!”


	“What?”


	A gun? In his wall? Tom started toward the bathroom but Jack got there first. Carl had pulled the medicine cabinet from the wall, exposing the studs and the unfinished backside of the Sheetrock of the opposite wall. The end of an empty metal tube jutted a couple of inches up from the lower end of the space. It had a blued-steel finish and looked like an open plumbing pipe until Tom spotted the bead sight on the end and realized this was the business end of a shotgun barrel.


	Jack fished it out and handed it to Carl. Its black polymer stock barely reflected the overhead lights.


	“Ever use a shotgun?”


	Carl laughed. “You kiddin’? Fed myself mostly by fishin’ and huntin’ before I came to work here. If’n I wasn’t no good, I’da starved.” He took it from Jack and hefted it. “But I ain’t never see one like this before.”


	Neither had Tom. He saw a breechlock, a magazine tube, but where was the slide handle?


	“It’s a Benelli—an M1 Super 90, to be exact. I think the semi-auto action will work best for you.”


	“A semi-auto shotgun?” Tom said. “I didn’t even know they made such a thing.”


	“She’s a beauty,” Carl said. “I like the rubber grip. Kinda like a pistol.”


	“Very much like a pistol. Will you be able to handle it?”


	“Sure. I told you—”


	“I mean”—Jack glanced at Carl’s right sleeve—“will you need to modify the stock or anything?”


	“Nuh-uh. I’ll be fine.”


	“Great. Excuse me, Dad,” he said as he turned and edged by Tom into the front room. “Be back in a minute.”


	Without another word he ran out into the storm. Two minutes later he returned, dripping, carrying an oblong object wrapped in a blanket Tom had last seen in the linen closet. He pulled it off to reveal another shotgun.


	“I’ll use this one,” Jack said.


	With its ridged slide handle riding under the barrel, this one was more like how Tom pictured a shotgun. Its polymer stock was done up with standard camouflage greens and browns.


	“It looks military,” Tom said.


	“It is. It’s a Mossberg 590, made to military specs. Very reliable.” He started across the front room. “Now…one last thing and we’ll be set to go.”


	Tom followed Jack around to the guest bedroom where Jack pulled out the bottom drawer on the dresser and laid it on the floor. Tom watched in shock as his son reached into the space beneath and produced one box of shells, then another, then another…


	“Jesus, Jack! Did you think you were going to war?”


	“After I saw that gator, I figured a little old 9mm pistol wasn’t going to do the job, so I ordered up some heavy artillery.”


	“But two shotguns?”


	“Well, yeah. One for here and one for the car, in case something happened while we were out.”


	Carl stepped into the doorway, carrying the Benelli. “What you got this loaded with?”


	“With what’s known as a ‘Highway Patrol cocktail’—alternating shells of double-ought buckshot and rifled slugs.” He held up one of the boxes. “Here are our reloads.”


	Tom felt a tightening in his chest. He didn’t know if it was his heart or dismay at what was happening here. He slipped past Carl, went to his own bedroom, and pulled the M1C from the closet. He carried it back to Jack and Carl.


	“What are you doing with that?” Jack said.


	“Well, since I can’t talk you out of this insanity, I guess I’ll have to come along.”


	“No way, Dad.”


	Tom felt his anger flare. “Aren’t you the one who just gave me a lecture on going out for a friend in trouble?”


	“Yeah, but—”


	“And have either of you ever been in a firefight?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “No, of course not. Well, I have. And that’s what you could very easily wind up in. You’re going to need me.”


	“Dad—”


	Tom jabbed a finger at him. “Who put you in charge anyway? Besides, your mother would never forgive me if I let you go out there without backing you up. I’m in.”


	Jack stared at him a moment, then sighed. “All right.” He held out the Mossberg. “But put away that antique and take this.”


	“But I’m more comfortable with—”


	“Dad, it’s going to be dark with all sorts of wind and rain. Let’s hope we can pull this off without any gunplay, but if it comes to that, we’ll be working close—maybe twenty-five feet, fifty max. A sniper rifle’s no good in that situation.”


	Tom had to admit he was right. He reluctantly took the shotgun.


	“But what are you going to use?”


	“I’ll have the grenades. But I’ll also have…” Jack reached back into the space below the drawer and pulled out a huge revolver. It had a gray finish and was well over a foot in length. The barrel alone looked to be about ten inches long.


	“Oh, man!” Carl said. “What’s that ?”


	“Took the words right out of my mouth,” Tom said.


	“A Ruger Super Redhawk chambered for .454 Casull rounds. I do believe this will stop that gator if he shows up again.”


	“Looks like it’ll stop a elephant,” Carl said.


	A discomforting thought started worming through Tom’s brain.


	“Jack…you’re not in one of these right-wing paramilitary groups, are you?”


	He laughed. “You mean like the Posse Comitatus or Aryan Nation? Not a chance. I’m not a joiner, and even if I were, I wouldn’t join them.”


	“Then what are you? Some sort of mercenary?”


	“Why are you asking all this?”


	“Why do you think? Because of all these guns!”


	Jack looked around. “Not so many.”


	“You didn’t answer my question, Jack. Are you a mercenary?”


	“If you mean one of those soldiers of fortune, no. But people do hire me to, well, fix things. I guess that might make me a mercenary. But—”


	Just then the TV started emitting high-pitched beeps. They all hustled into the front room. A red banner took up the lower quarter of screen, announcing that a hurricane-spawned tornado had set down in Ochopee.


	“Where’s Ochopee?” Jack said.


	“Other side of the state,” Carl replied. “Way out Route 41.”


	Jack looked at Tom. “Anyone wants to back out, now’s the time. No explanation required, no questions asked.”


	Carl grinned. “Hey, I live in a trailer park. You know how tornadoes zero in on them places. I figure I gotta be safer out in the Glades.”


	Just then, lightning lit the windows, followed by a rumble of thunder.


	Tom’s gut crawled, but he said, “Let’s get moving.”


	And God help us all.


				*
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	Jack drove his paddle into the water to keep the canoe moving against the wind and driving rain. He had a terrible feeling that it might already be too late for Anya, but if not, then the sooner they reached her, the better.


	Carl sat in the stern, working the little motor, steering them along the channel. Dad had the front, Jack the middle seat. When the channel nosed them into the wind, the engine didn’t have what it took to keep them moving; that was when he and Dad put their paddles to use.


	He’d never seen rain like this. He’d expected it to be cold, but it was almost warm. When it wasn’t lashing them with horizontal cascades that would put Niagara Falls to shame, it pelted them with huge, marble-size drops that did drum rolls on the hood of his poncho. The rest of the Glades had gone away; the world had narrowed to a short length of the channel’s rippling water with only occasional glimpses of its banks. Everything else, including the sky, had been swallowed by dark gray sheets of wet. Only the ever more frequent flashes of lightning and roars of thunder hinted that there might be a world beyond.


	Good thing the hardware store had been open so he and Dad could pick up ponchos—dark green, like Carl’s—and a hand pump. He didn’t want to imagine what this trek would have been like without the ponchos. Jack had his hood pulled tight around his head, the drawstring knotted at his throat. Still he was getting wet.


	And the hand pump—they wouldn’t have got even this far without it. Into the wind, they paddled; when the twisting channel put the wind to their backs, Jack let Dad rest while he worked the pump to rid them of the rainwater that kept accumulating around their feet.


	The canoe had been flooded when they found it. They’d flipped it to empty it, then wasted precious time trying to get the little motor to turn over. Carl finally got it going and they were off.


	Jack cupped his hands around his mouth and leaned back toward Carl.


	“Did we get to the shallows yet?” he shouted above the din of the rain.


	Carl nodded. “Just passed them.”


	And we didn’t have to get out and walk, Jack thought. Testament to the amount of water falling out of that sky.


	“Let me know when we’re almost to the lagoon.”


	Ahead of him Jack noticed that his father had stopped paddling. His oar rested across his lap as he rubbed his left shoulder.


	“You okay?” he said, leaning forward.


	Dad turned sideways. All Jack could see was his profile; the rest of his head was tucked into the poncho hood.


	“I’m okay. Just not used to this sort of thing. At least I don’t have to worry about the lightning.”


	“Why not?”


	“I tried to lead an orchestra once and found out I was a poor conductor.”


	Jack gave him a gentle shove. “One more of those and we toss you overboard!” He could see Dad was exhausted, but not too exhausted to come up with a rotten pun. He gripped his shoulder. “Take a breather. We’re almost there.”


	Dad gave a silent nod.


	Jack bent his back into paddling, forcing the canoe ahead into the wind. And as he sweated, he planned. They’d reach the lagoon soon. He tried to picture the layout…the houseboats, the huts on the bank. Would the clan be on the boats or ashore? Would they be at the lagoon at all?


	Had to be. The lights would keep them there.


	Light…it was fading fast. Somewhere on the far side of Elvis the sun was crawling toward the horizon, but the storm swallowed up its light, leaving Jack and company in growing darkness.


	Good. The lower the light, the longer it would take the clan to figure out how much backup Jack had brought along.


	He felt a tap on his shoulder: Carl.


	“We’ll be getting to the hummock soon.”


	The storm seemed to let up as they fought their way into the rainforest-like tunnel of green at the edge of the hummock. The palms, banyans, and gumbo limbo trees seemed to hang lower under the weight of the rain; aerial roots and vines brushed against their ponchos.


	“Couple more turns and we’ll be in the lagoon,” Carl said.


	Jack leaned back. “Should we shut off the motor?”


	At that moment a bolt of lightning struck close enough for Jack to hear its buzz and sizzle; the almost simultaneous blast of thunder hit him like a fist.


	He could just barely hear Carl through the ringing in his ears: “I don’t think that’ll be a problem. You?”


	“Probably not, but shut down anyway.”


	No telling what kind of vibrations the little motor might set up in the hulls of those ships. Why risk tipping them off?


	Wind and rain blasted them again as the canoe slipped out of the tree tunnel and into the relative open. Straight for a while, then around a bend and they were in the lagoon.


	At least he thought it was the lagoon. The water was wider and he could see only the near bank on his right, but where were the houseboats? He had a bad moment as he looked around and couldn’t find them, then a flash of lightning lit up the area and he saw both boats through the rain, floating straight ahead. The Bull-ship sat to the left, the Horse-ship to the right.


	Dad must have spotted them too because he turned and started motioning toward the right bank.


	“Put it in over there!” he said.


	Jack figured he must have his reasons—and he was, after all, the only one with military training—so he passed the message to Carl.


	When the canoe nosed into the bank, Dad hopped out and motioned Jack and Carl ashore. He led them to the lee side of a stand of twisted palms where they could converse without shouting.


	“If they’re here,” Dad said, “they’re on those boats. Agreed?”


	Jack nodded. “Agreed.”


	“Okay. Then we need to deploy ourselves around the bank at wide intervals along a hundred-fifty-degree arc, no bigger.”


	“Why not?” Jack asked.


	“Because when you get much closer to one-eighty you run the risk of shooting at each other. Ideally we want all three of us to have line of sight to both boats, but if that doesn’t work, then the two flanking guns will concentrate their fire on the nearer boat; the gun in the center can fire on either—wherever it’s most needed.”


	“Dad, I’m looking to get this done without turning the lagoon into the OK Corral.”


	“Amen to that, but we have to be prepared for a worst-case scenario.” Dad patted the Mossberg through his poncho. “To get the most out of shotguns in this rain and low light, we’ll need to set up about fifty to seventy-five feet from the boats. That’s closer than I’d like, and lots closer than I’m used to, but these conditions don’t leave us much choice.”


	Dad’s takeover of the tactics impressed Jack. He seemed to be talking from experience, so Jack deferred to his judgment.


	“Just don’t set up too near the cenote,” Jack warned him. “You might see some lights shining up from it, but don’t get curious. Just stay away.”


	“You mean the sinkhole?” Carl said. “I’ll take that spot. The lights’ve already done what they’re gonna do to me.”


	Dad said, “Speaking of lights, if we do get into a firefight, don’t stay in one spot. We can hide pretty well in the rain and the dark, but our guns don’t have flash suppressers, so once we start firing, the muzzle flash will give away your position. Fire and move, fire and move. Unless of course you can time your shot to a lightning flash, but that’s a lot easier said than done.”


	Jack swung the plastic bag with the grenades and the big Ruger over his shoulder. “Carl, you take the north position, near the cenote; Dad, you set up on the south end, I’ll take the middle; that way I can lob a grenade at either boat should the need arise.”


	Which he hoped wouldn’t. He didn’t feature being shot at, and liked his father being shot at even less. The old guy had the experience, and he had the skills, but he also had a body that didn’t move or react like it did in its heyday.


	“Anyone see any problems with that?”


	Dad and Carl shook their heads.


	“Good. Okay, once we’re all in position, I’ll fire a couple of shots to get their attention, then tell them I’m from the Novaton Police Department and demand they release Anya or else.”


	Dad grinned. “Novaton Police Department? You’re planning to kill them with laughter…is that the plan? Better off saying you’re from the Miami-Dade Sheriff’s Department.”


	“What if they don’t buy it?” Carl said. “What if they start shooting?”


	“Then we’ll have to shoot back—unless of course they bring Anya on deck.”


	“Then what?” Carl asked.


	“Then we improvise.”


	Lifting his poncho to reveal the Mossberg, Dad spoke to Carl. “Since these are loaded with alternating slugs and double-ought, I suggest we aim the buckshot at the decks and the slugs at the waterline, preferably near the bow. Anywhere but the superstructure. At this range the boat walls will, I hope, stop most of the shot, but the slugs will go through them like paper, and Anya could be in there.”


	Carl nodded. “Gotcha. Easy. Those boats is too pan-o-ramic to miss.”


	Dad looked at Carl, then Jack.


	“Don’t ask, Dad.” Jack gestured ahead. “Let’s go.”


	“And look out for that alligator along the way,” Dad said.


	Carl shook his head. “I heard Semelee and Luke talkin’ while I was stuck here and they was sayin’ Devil was hurt bad. The way they was talking, I don’t think he’ll be up for chasin’ us.”


	“Be on the lookout anyway,” Jack said. “Even if he’s not, there’s still that two-headed snapping turtle.”


	“Oh, yeah,” Carl said. His lips tightened. “Dora.”


	“Two-headed snapping turtle?” Dad said. “What—?”


	“Later, Dad. Just don’t get too close to the water.”


	“Haven’t you both forgotten about something else to look out for? What about those flying things that gobbled up Anya’s dog and made such a mess of her place? I don’t want to run into them.”


	“A snootful of double-ought buck will clip their wings, don’t you think?” Jack said.


	Dad frowned. “If you can hit them. The ones I saw in the movie were moving pretty damn fast.”


	On that reassuring note, Jack turned and led them away from the canoe. Heads down against the wind and rain, they sloshed through the oaks, palms, and cypresses, keeping a good ten feet from the water’s edge, heading toward the cenote. Well before they reached it, even through the driving rain, Jack could see the lights flashing up from its depths.


	As they arrived at the rim, now only an inch or so above the waterline, Dad leaned close to Jack and spoke in a low voice, barely audible above the storm. “Now isn’t this a helluva thing?” He peered down into the flashing depths. “What on earth is going on down there?”


	“Not sure,” Jack told him. “But you want to avoid too much exposure to those lights.”


	Dad took a quick step back. “Why? Radioactive?”


	Worse, Jack wanted to say, but that would stimulate a lot of questions he didn’t have time to answer. So he settled for, “Could be.”


	Carl stepped ahead and crouched behind the head of a newly fallen royal palm. “This here looks like a good spot. Gives me a good bead on the Horse-ship. I’ll park here.”


	Jack nodded and motioned his father southward. Dad followed, but kept glancing over his shoulder at the lights from the cenote. They seemed to fascinate him.


	Along the way they passed the clan’s little boats—the Chicken-ship, the No-ship, and others—pulled up, turned over, and tied down on the bank. Jack spied a spot near the old Indian huts to take cover, but he kept walking. He wanted to see Dad as fully protected as possible.


	He found him a spot behind the wide trunk of a cypress where he had a good angle on the Bull-ship.


	Jack gave the old man’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and leaned in close. “Keep your head down, Dad. And if all hell breaks loose, be careful.”


	His father patted his hand. “I’m the soldier here, remember? You just take care of yourself and don’t worry about me.”


	Jack had a sudden urge to pull everyone out and head back to Novaton. A dark premonition stole over him, a feelin’ that something terrible was about to happen, that fewer would be leaving here than arrived. But he couldn’t turn back now, and he knew neither his dad nor Carl would go. They’d come too far. And Anya needed them.


	One more squeeze of his father’s shoulder and then he hurried back to the ruins of the Indian huts. He found himself a spot behind a thick support post. He wouldn’t have thought it possible, but it began to rain harder.


	Jack squatted and spread his poncho like an umbrella over the plastic bag. He removed a few of the grenades and stuck the safety clips into his belt. He pulled out the big Ruger and checked the cylinder. He didn’t have a holster big enough to hold it so he stuck it in his waistband. The nine-plus-inch barrel was cold and not a comfortable fit. If Semelee got a look at him she’d probably think he was very glad to see her.


	But he wouldn’t be. It would be just fine with Jack if he never saw her again.


	He rose and started to cup his hands around his mouth when he sensed movement behind him. He whirled, pawing at his poncho, trying to get his hand under its flapping hem, but stopped when he saw what it was: a small towel, tacked to one of the hut posts, was flapping in the wind.


	Jack waited to let his racing heart slow—for a second there he’d thought he’d walked into an ambush—then turned back to the water.


	He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted.


	“Hello the boats!”


	He repeated this three times at top volume before deciding that they weren’t going to hear him over the storm. He pulled out the Ruger and pointed it skyward. He’d never fired one of these, and had only heard of the .454 Casull round. He knew it was a monster so he was ready for a loud report and a wrist-jolting kick when he fired two shots in the air. Even so, the boom surprised him.


	That ought to wake them up.


	He replaced the two rounds as he began calling again.


				*
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	“You’ll never guess who’s out there,” Luke said, grinnin’ and drippin’ as he came in from the deck. He wore a yellow slicker and a Devil Rays cap. Corley and a couple of the other men trooped in behind him, shakin’ the water off theirselfs like dogs.


	Semelee didn’t feel like guessin’—specially if she’d ‘never’ guess the answer—so she waited for him to tell her.


	Everybody in the Bull-ship had jumped at the sound of those two shots a moment ago. It’d sounded like a cannon goin’ off. Luke and the others went out to see what was up. Semelee had heard some shoutin’ back and forth but couldn’t make nothin’ out of it due to the poundin’ of the rain on the roof and sides of the boat.


	Finally Luke told her: “It’s your boyfriend.”


	Boyfriend? Semelee thought. What’s Luke—? Oh, shit.


	“You mean that Jack guy? He ain’t no boyfriend of mine. I hate him.”


	She did. Sort of. But that didn’t keep her heart from flutterin’ for a second at the passin’ thought that he’d come all the way out here in this for her. But that thought flew out the window soon as it came. He’d made it awful clear he wasn’t interested in the likes of her.


	“Good,” Luke said. “Cause I hate him too. I hate anybody who thinks I’m stupid, and he must think we’re pretty damn stupid. Know what he said? Said he was from the Miami-Dade Sheriff’s office and that he’s got a whole passle of cops out there in the dark with him.”


	“You sure it’s him?”


	“Sure I’m sure. Recognized his voice, even through the rain. Couldn’t see him, but it’s him.”


	“What’s he want?”


	“Says he wants the old lady back. Callin’ her ‘Anya’ or somethin’ like that.”


	Semelee felt her stomach plummet. “Then he knows we was there.”


	She went to one of the little rectangles of glass that served as windows on Bull-ship ’s deckhouse and looked real hard into the storm. The rain splashin’ against the glass and runnin’ down its outside kept her from seein’ even an inch beyond it.


	“He knows somethin’,” Luke said, “but he don’t know everthing, that’s for sure.”


	“But how’s he know we was there?” She couldn’t imagine Jack just watchin’ from a window. He and his daddy woulda come out sure, probably with guns a-blazin’.


	“Don’t know, don’t care,” Luke said.


	She turned and saw that Luke had opened a closet and was handin’ out rifles and shotguns. He pointed to Corley.


	“Get below and haul everbody up here.”


	“What you gonna do?”


	He smiled at her again. “Gonna give him a nice warm lagoon-style welcome and make sure he don’t leave the Glades—least not alive.”


	“That really necessary?”


	As Semelee watched the men start pilin’ up from below decks, grabbin’ guns, and headin’ for the deck, she felt a little somethin’ stir in her chest. Like sadness. Like guilt. She’d taken a change of heart about Jack since yesterday afternoon. She’d tried to make him die then, but afterwards she was a little glad she’d failed. Yeah, he’d turned her down right to her face, but he’d only been tellin’ the truth: I’m taken meant he had someone else he liked better. End of story. He could’ve lied and then used her like she’d been used before, then dump her like she’d been dumped before. That would’ve been worse. That didn’t make her heart hurt any less, but at least he’d been straight with her.


	“I think when he don’t get what he’s askin’ for—and he ain’t gonna—then I got a feelin’ there may be some shootin’. So I figure we’ll shoot first.”


	“What if you’re wrong?” Semelee said. “What if that really is a buncha deputies out there?”


	“Ain’t wrong. It’s him, I tell you.”


	“All right. Say it is. What if he ain’t alone?”


	Luke’s smile turned real ugly. “I hope he ain’t. I hope he brought Daddy along.” He lifted his cap and ran a hand over his scabbed-up head. “I got me a score or two to even with that old coot.”


	Semelee stepped back to the window. Why did he come? This storm’s tearin’ up the place and yet here he comes, loaded for bear, lookin’ for an old lady he only met a couple days ago. What sort of man does that?


	She ducked away from the window as the gunfire started outside.


	Whatever sort of man Jack is, she thought with a sting of sadness, he’s gonna be a dead one pretty soon.


				*
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	Jack had taken cover behind an old fallen trunk at the first sight of a rifle on the Bull-ship ’s deck. Good thing too, because they’d opened up without warning. Dad and Carl had responded immediately. The element of surprise allowed them to take down a couple of the clan before the rest of them dropped to the deck to take cover behind the gunwales. The Horse-ship crew had their guns out now and the air was filled with wind and water and lightning and bullets and shot.


	Most of the fire from the Bull-ship seemed concentrated on Jack’s position. Semelee’s idea, probably…or Luke’s…or both. He’d definitely put himself on the wrong side of those two. When Jack dared raise his head, he fired back with the Ruger. He wanted Luke. If he could take him out, the rest of the clan would lose their steam. But Jack couldn’t identify him through the dim light and the rain. And even if he did, he’d be hard to hit. Jack wished he were a better marksman, but knew if by some chance he did hit Luke he’d be a goner. He was firing Cor-Bon .454 Casulls, hard-cast, flat-point, 335-grain rounds that jerked the barrel high every time he pulled the trigger. Which was okay in a way. If he missed, he wanted to miss high. He didn’t want one of those big rounds to plow through the hull and hit Anya.


	The fire on Jack’s position became so intense he didn’t dare raise his head to return it. These guys were good shots. When a lull came, he belly-crawled back to the old huts and took a position behind a post. Maybe from back here he’d be able to take the time to aim and make his shots count. He glanced back at that towel flapping in the rain, thinking it ought to be one damn clean piece of cloth by the time this storm is done.


	Lightning flashed as he turned back to the boat, revealing a design on the fabric that caught the corner of his eye. Something familiar about that pattern of lines and dots…


	Whatever it was caused a ripple of nausea, and a chill, as if something has crawled under his hood and whispered across his neck on spider legs.


	Jack fixed his gaze on the cloth, waiting for the next flash, and when it came he saw the pattern again and knew where he’d seen it before.


	On Anya’s back.


	With his blood sludging in his veins, Jack rose and stepped over to the cloth, ignoring the lead whistling around him, because it had to be a cloth, a cloth someone had drawn on, copying the pattern they’d seen cut and burnt and punctured into Anya’s back. He reached out and touched it, and when his fingers flashed the message that this was too thick and entirely the wrong texture for cloth, he slumped to his knees in the mud. Somehow he managed to hold on to the Ruger.


	A sob burst from his lips, but the grief that spawned it lasted only a few heartbeats before a black frenzy boiled out of the vault where he stored it and took over. Repressing a howl of rage, he rolled back to the post and found his plastic bag of grenades. Breath hissing through bared teeth, he snatched one from within, pulled the pin, popped the safety clip, and waited, counting…


	One thousand and one…


	The note Abe had included with the grenades said the M-67 fuse gave a four-to-five-second delay between release of the clip and detonation.


	…one thousand and two…


	It also said each grenade had a kill radius of fifteen feet and a casualty radius of about fifty. Dad and Carl weren’t much beyond that but he was only peripherally aware of the risk. His focus was tunneled in on the Bull-ship and nothing was going to pull it away.


	…one thousand and three!


	As soon as he hit three, he lobbed the grenade up and out, then ducked behind the pole. If it hit the deck and exploded, great; if it exploded above the deck, even better.


	But he didn’t wait for it to hit before pulling another from the bag. He was popping the clip when the first went off. He poked his head up as he started counting. His throw had been short by maybe half a dozen feet, but not a complete loss. It had exploded at deck level and the screams of the wounded and frightened shouts of the rest were music.


	…three!


	This one sailed toward Horse-ship —no need for them to feel left out—and it too fell short, but not without doing some damage to hull and human alike.


	It looked so much easier in movies.


	Jack was ready to pop the clip on a third when he heard someone thrashing through the underbrush to his right. The fact that whoever it was made no attempt at stealth left him pretty sure it was his father, but he raised the Ruger anyway. Sure enough, seconds later, Dad burst from a stand of ferns in a crouch and dropped down beside him.


	“What the hell are you doing, Jack?” His eyes were wide; rain ran down his face in rivulets. “Anya’s in one of those boats!”


	“No, she’s not, Dad,” he said through a constricting throat. “She’s dead.”


	He frowned. “How can you know that?”


	“I found a big piece of her skin hanging back there.”


	“No!” he gasped. Jack couldn’t see his complexion but was sure it had gone waxy. “You can’t mean it!”


	“I wish I was wrong, but I saw her back the other day and the same marks are on that piece of skin. They skinned her, Dad. They fucking skinned her and hung it out to dry.”


	Dad placed a trembling hand over his eyes and was silent a moment. Then he lowered the hand and thrust it toward Jack’s sack of grenades. His voice was taut, strained.


	“Give me one of those.”


				*
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	Semelee lay tremblin’ on the floor, head down, hands over her ears. It sounded as if war had broken out. Those weren’t just guns firin’ out there. With the explosions and the way the windows was shatterin’, it felt like they was bein’ bombed.


	Luke fell through the door, grabbin’ onto a bleedin’ shoulder.


	“They got grenades, Semelee! They’re killin’ us out there! Corley’s dead and Bobby’s leg’s bleedin’ real bad! Y’gotta do somethin’!”


	“What can I do? Devil’s dead and Dora’s no good on land.”


	“The things from the sinkhole, the ones you brought up last night…we need ’em now. We need ’em bad!”


	“I can’t! I told you before—they won’t come up till after sundown.”


	No matter how she’d tried yesterday, she couldn’t get those awful winged monsters to come out of the hole while the sun was up. But as soon as it went down, they were hers—or so she’d thought.


	She’d almost lost it when she first saw them. She hadn’t been able to get a good look at them while they was down in the lights, but once they was up in the air, in the twilight, what she saw scared her so much she almost dropped her eye-shells.


	The most horrible lookin’ critters she’d ever seen.


	They was the size of lobsters—not the crawdad-like things around these parts; no, these was thick and heavy, like the big-clawed ones from up north. These things had shells and claws too, but that’s where the likeness ended. Their bodies was waisted, like a wasp’s, and they had wings, two big transparent ones on each side, sproutin’ from the top of the body like a dragonfly’s.


	Chew wasps—that was the name that popped into her head, and it seemed to fit them perfect.


	Plus they had teeth. Oh God did they have teeth—each had big jaws that opened wide as a cottonmouth’s, and they was filled to overflowin’ with long sharp transparent fangs that looked like slivers of glass. One of the weirdest touches was the rows of little blue dots of lights along their sides that glowed like neon. They looked like they’d been drug up from the bottom of the sea where the sun don’t shine, a place so deep and dark that even God’s forgot about them.


	God…he must’ve been havin’ a real bad day when he made those things. She had to wonder what kind of a world they came from, and how anything else survived with them roamin’ free.


	“It’s dark as night out there now! Give it a try! You gotta! They’re putting holes in the hull. They’re tryin’ to sink us!”


	“But why’re they tryin’ to do that? Why’re they throwin’ grenades, Luke? If they think we got the old lady and they want her back, ain’t they afraid of killin’ her along with us?”


	“Who knows why, damn it!” Luke shouted. “They’ve gone crazy!”


	But Semelee caught a look in his eyes, like he was hidin’ somethin’.


	“What is it, Luke? What changed their minds? What makes them think she’s not here, or that she’s dead? You didn’t open your big mouth, did you?”


	“No. Course not. What kinda fool you take me for?”


	“Well, then what? What, Luke?”


	Luke looked away. “I guess they found her skin.”


	“What? How could they do that? You buried it.” Luke still kept lookin’ away. “You did bury it like I told you to, didn’t you, Luke?”


	He shook his head. “Nuh-uh. I hung it up to let the rain clean it off, then I was gonna tan it…you know, like a hide.”


	Semelee closed her eyes. If she had a gun right now she’d’ve shot Luke—right through his stupid, brainless head.


	Her thoughts flashed back to last night…


	She’d been in a frenzy, completely out of control…so pissed at that old lady for killin’ Devil and then ruinin’ her plans for Jack that she just…lost it. All the trouble she had gettin’ those things to come out of their hole didn’t help matters none either. By the time she realized that they wouldn’t come out in the day, she was all but frothin’ at the mouth.


	When sunset came, so did the things. She had trouble controllin’ them from the git-go. Soon as they came out they wanted to run wild, but she managed to gather them into a group and herd them toward the old woman’s house. When they got there, they went crazy, rippin’ through the screen and gnawing through the front door.


	Their ferocity frightened the hell outta Semelee, and she remembered thinkin’, Oh, God what have I got myself into now? And, bein’ inside them, she was beginnin’ to feel some of their bloodlust.


	When they got through the door, there was the old lady, standin’ in the middle of her livin’ room, all done up in one of them funny Japanese dresses. She just stood there smokin’ a cigarette. Smokin’! It was like she knew she was gonna die. She didn’t scream, she didn’t cry, she didn’t even fight back.


	But her plants did. They lashed out at the chew wasps and tried to entangle them with her branches. The wasps splintered them and striped off all their leaves.


	But they still couldn’t get to the lady because of her little dog. Semelee especially wanted to even the score with that mongrel for killin’ Devil, but he wasn’t going quietly. She’d wondered how such a little thing could’ve killed the biggest gator she’d ever seen, and last night she found out. That tiny dog fought like a full-grown Rottweiler. He brought down two of the chew wasps before three of them ganged up on him and tore him to pieces.


	And then there was nothing between the chews and the old lady. She didn’t try to run, she just stood there, like she was acceptin’ what was comin’.


	That was when Semelee had second thoughts. She sensed somethin’ special about this lady—something extra special—and had a feeling she’d be losing somethin’ precious if she killed her.


	Maybe it was the way she was just standin’ there. She had to be scared outta her mind but she wasn’t showing it, not one bit.


	But the thing that most made Semelee want to hold off was knowin’ that this lady wasn’t just gonna be killed, she was gonna be torn apart. Much as Semelee hated her for messin’ with her plans, she didn’t know if she could go through with that. The other folks she’d sacrificed here at Gateways had been stung or bit or pecked up, and they’d died later…not right in front of her.


	Semelee was gonna have to watch this and she didn’t have the stomach for it. Maybe gettin’ her house wrecked and her dog killed would be enough for the old lady. Maybe she’d learn her lesson and stop messin’ where she didn’t belong. Maybe she’d even have a heart attack and die later. A lot better’n bein’ torn to pieces.


	But when Semelee tried to turn the chew wasps around and bring them home, they wouldn’t go. They smelled blood and there was no stoppin’ them. They lit into the old lady. And what did she do? She stood there and raised her arms straight out from her sides and just let them come.


	Semelee wasn’t sure if it was the bravest or craziest thing she’d ever seen, but she did know it was horrible to watch.


	More than watch. Semelee was in close with the wasps, inside them as they gouged the old lady’s flesh, crunched her bones. She could almost taste it, and gagged now at the memory. They was so fierce they didn’t even let her body fall to the ground. They ate her upright, even slurped sprays of blood right out of the air. And no matter what Semelee did she couldn’t pull them away. She wanted to drop the eye-shells but was afraid the chew wasps would turn on the clan who’d gone there just to see what these ugly-lookin’ things could do.


	Finally, when they were through, there was nothin’ left of the old lady but the skin of her back. For some reason, the chew wasps wasn’t interested in it. They gobbled her up from head to toe, but left that rectangle of skin.


	And when they was finished they started listenin’ to Semelee again. She quick got them outta there and back to the sinkhole. Soon as they was back where they belonged, Semelee yanked off the eye-shells and got real sick.


	Back at the old lady’s house, Luke did two things, one smart and one dumb. The smart thing was pickin’ up the two dead chew wasps and bringin’ them back to the lagoon. If people came lookin’ for the old lady and found those, it’d be in all the papers and everyone’d assume they came from the Glades. Soon there’d be scientists and hunters and cops and thrill seekers all over the place, including the lagoon. The clan’s whole way of life’d be messed up.


	The dumb thing Luke did was bring back the old lady’s skin. He—


	The boom of another grenade—sounded like it must’ve exploded over by Horse-ship —yanked Semelee back to the here and now.


	“Why, Luke?” She finally opened her eyes and stared real hard at him. “Why’d you do such a fool thing?”


	“I wanted to keep it. You know, kinda like a souvenir. I like all those marks. They’re almost like a map. But never mind that. Y’gotta try those wasp things again, Semelee! You just gotta!”


	She didn’t want to tell him that she was afraid to. She hated the way they made her feel…like all dark and ugly inside, with this endless hunger. Even with the gunfire, the explosions, the howlin’ wind, the leakin’ roof, the thunder and lightnin’ all around her, this seemed like a better place than where she’d been last night.


	But she couldn’t just sit around and do nothin’ while the whole clan got massacred. She had to do somethin…and there was only one thing she could do.


	Her gorge rose as she pulled the eye-shells out of her pocket.


	“You’re gonna do it?” Luke said, a grin spreadin’ cross his face.


	She nodded. “Yeah, but you gotta get outta here.”


	The grin collapsed. “But Semelee…there’s all sorts of shootin’ out there.”


	“Then get out there and shoot back. Just leave me alone so I can save our asses.”


	“Okay, okay.”


	He headed for the door in a crouch, then crawled out onto the deck.


	Taking a deep breath, Semelee pressed the shells over her eyes and went searchin’ for some chew wasps…


				*
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	“We’re not doing a whole helluva lot of damage with these things,” Dad said after they’d watched the latest grenade sail through the air and explode off the bow of the Bull-ship.


	Jack had to agree. He would have thought that something that small and weighing almost a pound wouldn’t get tossed around by the wind. But this was no ordinary wind. He’d tried compensating for it by adjusting his throw but the trouble was you couldn’t wing these things like a baseball; you had to lob them, and the wind kept changing direction.


	“We’ve caused some hurt, though.”


	“Not enough,” Dad said, his expression grim. “After what they did to Anya, they…” He swallowed and shook his head. “They shouldn’t be allowed to live.”


	“I don’t think we’ll be able to kill all twenty guys.”


	Dad gave him a strange look. “I said they shouldn’t be allowed to live. I didn’t say we should do the killing.”


	Oops. “Oh. Guess I misunderstood.”


	“You’re scaring me, Jack.”


	“Sometimes I scare myself.”


	Just then Jack heard something that sounded like a scream. He looked over toward Carl but couldn’t find him in the dark. Then lightning flashed and he saw him rolling on the ground as he fought something that had clamped onto his right shoulder. Jack couldn’t get a good look at it, but whatever it was, it wasn’t alone. More of them were lifting out of the cenote and weaving toward Carl. The one that had him was too close for Carl to shoot at, so he was using the shotgun as a bat. But Jack could see that he wasn’t getting anywhere.


	He slapped his father on the back. “Stay here and keep firing at the boats. Keep them pinned down. When you reload, forget the slugs and fill up on shot. I think we’re going to need it.”


	“Where are you going?”


	“Carl needs a little help.”


	Rising to a crouch, Jack pulled the Ruger from under the poncho and ran through the rain. Lightning flashes lit the scene, and as he neared Carl and got a better look at what was attacking him, it almost stopped him in his tracks. The thing clinging to his shoulder had the head and saber-toothed jaws of a viper fish, the shelled body of a lobster on steroids, and two pairs of long, diaphanous wings. Another of its kind was gliding in for its own piece of Carl.


	Jack stopped, knelt, took aim with the Ruger and fired. He scored a hit. The big Casull slug tore into the flying thing, leaving only a spray of greenish blood and a pair of still-flapping wings. Then Jack leaped next to Carl, rammed the Ruger’s muzzle against the eye of the thing chewing on him, and pulled the trigger. This time, not even the wings remained.


	Carl groaned. “It hurts, Jack!” His left hand was covered with blood where it clutched his shoulder through the shredded poncho. “Oh, God, it hurts!”


	Jack took only a quick look, wincing at what looked like exposed bone and a dozen crystalline teeth still buried in the ragged flesh, then turned back to the cenote. Three more of the things were up and coming their way. He grabbed the Benelli and started firing. The semiautomatic action let him get off four shots quickly. They weren’t all direct hits but the shot tore up the wings of the ones it didn’t dismember.


	“Where are your shells?” Jack shouted.


	Carl jutted his chin toward a box on the ground. His teeth were bared in agony. He seemed in too much pain to speak.


	Jack started reloading the Benelli’s magazine. If he’d known he’d be facing these things he would have had Abe send down flechette rounds.


	“Think you can walk?”


	Carl nodded.


	“Okay, then. Get over to where my dad is. I’ll cover you from the rear.”


	Spreading out had been a good idea against the clan, but it meant certain death against these things. Time to circle the wagons.


	“It’s Semelee,” Carl gritted as he lurched to his feet. “She’s controllin’ them.” Then he staggered off.


	Jack turned back to the cenote and found half a dozen more of the things hovering over the opening in a cluster. He ducked behind a palm trunk and fired once into their center, knocking down two. They fell into the abyss but were replaced by four more.


	Jack felt his stomach knot. This wasn’t good. He hadn’t brought enough ammo. But he’d brought his father and Carl. That made him responsible for them.


	In the background he heard his father firing methodically, rhythmically, at the boats.


	Save some of that ammo, Dad, he thought. We’re gonna need it.


	And now another four joined the flock. But they didn’t swarm his way…their movements were sluggish and they didn’t seem to know he was there. They milled about, looking confused. What were they waiting for? Reinforcements?


	If more were coming up from the cenote, maybe Jack could ambush them along the way. He unclipped a grenade from his belt—only a couple left—pulled the pin, and lofted it toward the cenote. It passed through the swarm and down into the opening. A few seconds later he saw a flash, heard a boom, but that was it. The ones fluttering over the hole didn’t even react.


	If this were a movie like Rio Bravo, he’d stumble onto a crate of dynamite, conveniently left behind by a construction company, and use it to seal the cenote. But this was Jack’s world, not Howard Hawks’s. Things never seemed to work out that way for him.


	He heard a scream behind him and recognized the voice this time: Carl again. He looked around and saw him staggering in a circle at the water’s edge. One of those things had its fangs buried in the back of his neck…and it was chewing…


	Where’d that one come from?


	Jack leaped to his feet and took off on a run. He couldn’t use the shotgun without hitting Carl too, so he pulled the Ruger. But before he could use it, Carl pitched over backward into the water.


	That wasn’t all bad. The cenote thing didn’t seem to like water. It loosed its grip and buzzed back into the air, banking and gliding toward Jack. He already had the Ruger up. He waited until it was close, then fired at it head on. It dissolved in an explosion of green. As its wings fluttered to the ground, Jack dropped the Benelli and the Ruger and jumped into the water to help Carl, who wasn’t doing too well.


	The water was waist deep and cool, its surface churning and bubbling from the wind and rain. The muddy bottom was slippery and sloped off on a steady decline. A bullet whizzed by, then another. Someone on the Horse-ship had spotted them. Jack heard Dad’s Mossberg boom, then a cry from the boat, and the bullets stopped coming.


	“Carl!” Jack shouted as he leaned forward and stretched out his arm. “Give me your hand!”


	Carl, with his poncho floating around him like a lily pad, thrashed and splashed and kicked his way shoreward. Jack grabbed his outstretched left hand and began hauling him in.


	Suddenly Carl was jerked back. He let out a scream of pain and Jack was barely able to hold on to him as something pulled him back toward the center of the lagoon.


	“Oh, my leg!” he wailed. “My leg! It’s Dora! She’s got me! Don’t let her have me, Jack!”


	“I won’t, Carl.”


	He started sobbing. “I don’t wanna die, Jack. Please don’t let her—”


	And then his head plunged below the surface. Jack tried to dig in his heels but the bottom was too slippery. Another powerful tug pulled Jack forward so hard he went face first into the water. He was only under for a few seconds, but during that time he lost his grip on Carl’s hand. His feet found the bottom and he stood again, shaking the water from his face and eyes. He was shoulder deep now.


	“Carl!”


	Nothing. No reply, nothing but empty, wind-and rain-swept water stretching before him. He shouted the name again and thought he saw a hand break the surface and claw the air maybe fifty feet away. But it was there for only a second—if it was there at all—and then it was gone.


	“Oh, Carl,” he said softly, staring at the spot. “You poor bastard. I’m sorry. So sorry…”


	A lump formed in his throat. A good, simple man was gone. Jack had known him just a couple of days, but he’d come to respect him. He still didn’t know what had gone wrong with Carl’s right arm, but that didn’t matter. Carl hadn’t let it stop him from leading a useful life. He’d adjusted, with no apologies, no excuses.


	A bullet whizzed by Jack and he realized he was a sitting duck out here.


	My fault, he thought as he quickly waded ashore. If I hadn’t bribed him to take me to the lagoon, if I’d just said no tonight when he wanted to come along, he’d still be alive. Probably be sitting in his trailer right now watching his TV.


	My fault. But not all my fault.


	It’s Semelee…she’s controllin’ them.


	Right. Semelee.


	Jack reached the bank and climbed up onto the mud. He looked toward the cenote and saw maybe twenty of the winged things clustered over the opening. As he watched, they began to fan out and glide toward him.


	His blood cooled at the sight. No way he and Dad could bring them all down, even standing back to back with shotguns. Some of them would get through. And once they got you down, you were finished.


	Couldn’t stop the winged things…but maybe he could stop the one controlling them.


	With the things trailing him, Jack ran back to where his father was still firing at the boats. He heard cheering from the decks as the clan spotted the winged things on Jack’s tail. They didn’t shoot. Probably thought it would be more fun to watch him get gobbled up like Anya.


	“Behind me, Dad! Incoming!”


	Dad was crouched behind a tree, with the trunk between him and the boats. Jack dove for the ground, sliding through the mud on his belly as his father looked around.


	“Where?”


	“Right behind me!”


	Lightning flashed and he saw his father’s jaw drop.


	“Dear God! What are—?”


	“Don’t talk, shoot!”


	And shoot he did, pumping round after round out of the Mossberg into the air behind Jack. Jack didn’t look around to see what effect he was having. He assumed it was about as good as it got. He laid the Benelli across Dad’s knees for when the Mossberg ran dry, then seated himself back to back with his father and turned to the Bull-ship. If Semelee was anywhere, that would be the place.


	He wiped the rain from his eyes and took aim at the superstructure. The big Casulls would rip through it, in one plywood side wall and out the other. He couldn’t be sure he’d hit Semelee, but at least he could distract her…


				*
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	This was so hard…


	Semelee crouched in the dark of the cabin and pressed the shells tighter against her eyes. The chew wasps hadn’t wanted to leave the sinkhole until the sun was down, but she’d forced them. She’d tried that yesterday and it hadn’t worked, but this time she was able to coax them up. Maybe it was the storm or the night like darkness up here. Whatever the reason, they came. But so slowly…like only one or two at a time.


	Then, once she got them outta the hole, she could barely see. Had to be because of the sun. Even though it was hidden behind mountains of storm clouds, it was still above the horizon; she guessed that whatever was filterin’ through was enough to affect the eyes of the chew wasps.


	But she’d been able to see Carl who was right close to the hole and shootin’ at the boats. Traitor to his kin! She set a couple of the wasps on him, then went back to draggin’ others up.


	Suddenly one of the ones on Carl got blowed up. And then the other. She seen it was Jack doin’ the shootin’, and though she didn’t hate him like before, she couldn’t let this stand. She had to end it between them. One of them had to go. Semelee preferred Jack.


	She had a whole bunch of the chew wasps up by then but couldn’t get them organized. They wanted to go here and there and it was just about all she could do to keep them together. Jack blasted a couple of them out of the air and then got four more with a grenade in the hole as she was pushin’ them up.


	She had to attack with what she had, but couldn’t get the swarm to move. She could control one of them, though, so she sent it after Jack. Somehow it wound up on Carl instead. The wasps seemed attracted to sound and movement, and Carl had been makin’ plenty of both.


	But she didn’t have to send Dora after Carl when he went in the water—Dora did that on her own.


	Goodbye, Carl.


	Finally she’d got the swarm to move. She didn’t know why she suddenly had more control. Maybe cause the sun got closer to settin’ while she was chasin’ Jack. Didn’t know, didn’t care, all she knew now was she was on the hunt. And though her stomach turned at the thought of havin’ to go through another chew-up with these things, it had to be done. The survival of the whole clan depended on her stoppin’ Jack and whoever was with him—probably his daddy.


	As she guided the wasps after the runnin’ Jack, she heard the guys on the deck start to yellin’. She wished they’d shut up. The chew wasps kept wantin’ to turn toward the noise. The voices pulled at them. She had to keep forcin’ them to stay on Jack’s trail.


	Suddenly a piece of the wall exploded and showered her with splinters as something whizzed by her head. She was already crouched on the floor in a corner. Now she dropped flat, and just in time too. Another big bullet smashed through the cabin, low this time, just about singeing her butt.


	He’s tryin’ to kill me!


	She had to move those chew wasps in on Jack and his daddy. Now!


	The old man was shotgunnin’ them, so Semelee split the swarm into two groups. She veered one left over the water, and the other around back. She’d catch ’em in the middle and—


	A third big slug blasted into the cabin then, but this one didn’t go all the way through. It plowed into one of the benches of the picnic table and sent it flyin’ against her. She cried out as it conked her on the head. She didn’t think—she put her hands up to protect herself and dropped the eye-shells.


	“Oh no!” She started feelin’ around on the floorboards, real frantic like. But it was so dark in here. “Where’d they go?”


	She couldn’t control the chew wasps without ’em. They’d all go flyin’ back to the sinkhole if she wasn’t there to hold them.


	Or maybe they wouldn’t.


	Semelee wasn’t sure which would be worse.


				*
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	“Jack!” Dad shouted. “Look!”


	Jack was reloading the Ruger, readying to riddle the Bull-ship ’s superstructure with a few more Casulls. He’d been leaning against his father’s back, getting rocked forward whenever Dad’s shotgun went off, rocking back with the recoil from the Ruger.


	He half turned, not sure of what he’d heard. His ears were ringing from the thunder and the booms of the weapons.


	“What?”


	“Those things. They were all clustered together at first, then they started dividing into two groups, and now…”


	Jack turned further and squinted through the rain. He watched for a moment as the cenote things buzzed around in disarray, practically bumping into one another in midair. It looked like they didn’t know where they were, but the men from the boats were still cheering them on.


	One of the things veered out over the water; two more followed it; then the whole swarm was making a beeline for the boats. Suddenly the cheering stopped, replaced a couple of heartbeats later by the reports of rifles and shotguns. Jack saw the clan knock a few down, but then the swarm was upon them. The shooting stopped, replaced by screams of pain and panic.


				*
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	Semelee waited for the lightnin’ to flash again. That was the only time she could see what she was doin’. Here! A new flash, coming through the broke windows—where was they? She crouched on her hands and knees, search in the floor. Where was those damn eye-shells?


	At least the big bullets had stopped poundin’ through the walls. Not for long she bet. Probably just reloadin’. In another minute—


	Somebody started screamin’ outside. Then another. She recognized Luke’s voice among the hellish choir. He sounded like he was bein’ tortured. She jumped to the door and peeked out.


	The chew wasps! They was attackin’ the clan. Oh shit oh shit oh shit! What was she gonna do?


	Another lightnin’ flash, this time through the doorway. She looked around just in time to see the shells, lyin’ on the floor right up against the wall to her right. She jumped on them and clutched them tight in her fists.


	Thank God! She had them. Now she could turn the chew wasps away and get them headed back to where they should be—on Jack and his daddy. But as she raised them to her eyes the door burst open and somethin’ came staggerin’ into the cabin.


	Semelee screamed as it lurched to the left, then the right, then stumbled toward her. Whatever it was, it didn’t look human. It let out a muffled screech and then the lightnin’ flashed and Semelee screamed again. It was a man with three of the chew wasps hangin’ on him. One on his leg, the other with its head buried in his flank, and the third with its teeth worryin’ his face. He screeched again, then spun and collapsed onto his belly. He twitched a few times, then lay still.


	Another flash of lightnin’ gave her another look at him. Through the rips in his shirt Semelee saw scales and finny spines on his back and knew who it was.


	“Luke!”


	Her eye-shells. She could use them to get Luke free of the wasps. But before she could get them up, the one on Luke’s leg let go and buzzed straight at Semelee’s face. She stumbled back and fell out the door onto the deck and into a hell on earth. Chew wasps and blood-soaked men everywhere—and the men who wasn’t screamin’ wasn’t movin’.


	Semelee’s arrival got their instant attention. The chew wasp that chased her out of the cabin was still comin’, but so were others from the deck. The only place to go was the water.


	She slipped in blood and banged her knee as she tried to get up, then broke into a low run and dove into the water. As she kicked toward shore she knew it would take her right into the sights of Jack and his daddy. She pressed the shells over her eyes. She had to get back control of the chew wasps and give those two somethin’ else to worry about before she came up for air.


				*
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	During a lightning flash Jack caught a glimpse of someone—someone small and slim with dead white hair—leaping off the Bull-ship and diving head-first into the water. He watched a couple of cenote things chase after her and hover a couple of feet over the water, waiting for her to surface.


	He tapped Dad on the arm. His father was watching the strobe-lit carnage on the boat decks in horrid fascination. Jack had to tap him again.


	“Hey, Dad. Which one of those is loaded?”


	Dad shook himself free of the spectacle. “Both now.”


	“Give me one, will you?”


	Dad handed him the Benelli. Jack took aim at the nearest winged thing, not so much from a desire to protect Semelee—she deserved just about anything that happened to her—but because he wasn’t up for watching someone being eaten alive.


	The shotgun boomed, rocking his shoulder, and the nearest thing blew apart. But its companion, instead of retreating or continuing to hover, darted straight for Jack.


	He fell back, raising the Benelli. Good thing it was semiautomatic—those things could move. His shot went a little high, missing the body but dissolving the right pair of wings. It went into a spin and landed on the edge of the bank, vibrating its remaining wings and gnashing its teeth in fury as it made circles in the mud.


	Movement on the surface of the lagoon caught Jack’s eye. He saw a white head begin to emerge from the water. He took aim with the Benelli but hesitated. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe because he felt responsible. Maybe if he’d let her down a little more easily she wouldn’t have attacked him, then Anya. Maybe something about her pathetic desire to fit in touched him. Or maybe he couldn’t bring himself to blow holes in a young woman, no matter how sick and twisted she was.


	Whatever the reason, he dropped the shotgun, grabbed the cenote thing by the roots of its remaining wings, and lifted it. It looked heavy but he found it surprisingly light. It writhed in his grasp, trying to twist around and gouge him with those diamond teeth, but its carapace limited its agility.


	Jack leaped off the bank and into the water.


	“Jack!” he heard his father cry. “What in God’s name are you doing?”


	Jack didn’t answer. Holding the cenote thing high, he splashed toward where Semelee was emerging from the water. He noticed she was holding two shells over her eyes.


	The shells—that was what she’d wanted them for. Somehow they let her control these things.


	And I helped complete her set.


	He also noticed the other winged things rising from their feasts on the decks of the two boats and heading his way. He put everything he had into forcing himself through the water.


	When he reached her he grabbed the back of her hair. He yanked downward, hard, stretching her throat, and held the crystalline teeth of the cenote thing inches from her skin. The twisting, gnashing jaws reminded him of a wood router.


	“Drop the shells! Drop them now, Semelee, or this thing gets a free lunch! Don’t think I’m bluffing! You may have been right about me not shooting Luke the other day, but this is different. After what you’ve pulled in the last twenty-four hours, I’m more than ready for payback.”


	“Okay, okay,” she said, but kept the shells over her eyes. “Just let me send the chew wasps back to the sinkhole.”


	Chew wasps…a perfect name.


	“You do that.”


	The approaching chew wasps veered away and headed for the cenote, its lights faintly visible through the rain. Jack watched them fade into the mist, then, with his free hand, pulled Semelee’s hands away from her face. He hadn’t forgotten about Dora. He took her by the upper arm and guided her toward the bank.


	As Jack pulled her up on land, he heard Dad call his name. He glanced over and saw him pointing toward the lagoon.


	“Who or what is that?”


	Jack turned and stared. He saw nothing at first, then the lightning flashed and he spotted a man in a suit standing at the center of the lagoon. Not in the lagoon—on it. No, not just standing on the water, walking on it. His stride was long and purposeful, moving him along at a good pace, yet without the slightest hint of hurry.


	Jack tossed the partially dewinged chew wasp into the lagoon where it sank like a mob hit. He squinted through the storm. Couldn’t make out the man’s features, but as he neared, Jack noticed that he seemed to be moving in a bubble—not something with a membrane, simply an area around him, a dry area. The rain driving at him from all directions didn’t touch him. And it didn’t sluice away, it simply…went away.


	“Oh, God!” Semelee cried, cringing against Jack. “It’s Jesus come to get me for my sins!”


	“You’ve got a lot of things to answer for, but I don’t think that’s Jesus.”


	Not unless he’s taken to wearing Armani, Jack thought.


	Of course he hadn’t a clue as to the designer—if an Armani suit introduced itself, he’d have to ask it for ID—but it looked expensive, maybe silk, charcoal gray, perfectly tailored, worn over a black shirt buttoned to the collar. Very Euro, this water strider.


	When the man moved close enough for Jack to make out his face, he felt his blood congeal. He knew that face, that supercilious expression. He raised the Benelli and roared.


	“Roma!”


	Jack held him accountable for Kate’s death—at least indirectly—and for a lot of other things that had gone wrong in his life since they’d met at that conspiracy convention last spring. He’d called himself Sal Roma then. Who knew what he was calling himself now. He’d tried to kill Jack then and almost succeeded. Either he or the Otherness or the two in league had tried to kill Gia and their baby just last month. Now it was payback time. No hesitation—he wasn’t sighting down on a waifish woman, this was the “Adversary” Anya had mentioned, the One whose True Name she refused to speak.


	“goodbye, whoever you are,” he whispered, and pulled the trigger.


	Or tried to. It wouldn’t budge. Jammed!


	And then Roma glanced at him and Jack felt himself lifted through the air and slammed back against a palm trunk. The pain of the impact on his spine blew all the air out of him and blurred his vision for a few heartbeats. His knees turned to jelly and he slid earthward to end up sitting in the mud, propped against the palm.


	“Jack!” he heard his father cry from what seemed like the end of a long hallway. “Jack, are you all—?”


	Jack’s vision cleared in time to see his father tumble back into the brush and disappear from view.


	He wanted to shout to him but his voice wouldn’t work.


	Fear spiked his chest. Was Dad hurt? Was he even alive?


	Jack tried to get to his feet but couldn’t move. For a panicky instant he thought he was paralyzed from a broken spine, then realized that something was holding him in place, something he couldn’t see or feel but powerful enough to press on him so effectively that all he could do was breathe. He tried to shout to Roma but couldn’t do even that. He was at Roma’s mercy.


	But Roma didn’t seem interested in him, didn’t even glance toward Jack as he casually stepped onto the bank to stand not two feet away, facing Semelee.


	Semelee cringed back as he stared at her.


	“So,” Roma said. Jack heard him clearly. The rain and wind seemed to be easing up, although lightning still flashed all around them. “You’re the one who’s trying to usurp my name.”


	“Name? What name?”


	“You know…the one that doesn’t belong to you.”


	“You mean Rasalom? It does belong to me. I’m Rasalom.”


	He slapped her face. The move was so quick Jack would have wondered what had happened if not for the sound of flesh hitting flesh, and the sight of Semelee staggering back a step as her face jerked to the right. Jack could almost feel the sting.


	And then it hit him—Rasalom. That was the fuck’s True Name.


	“Never,” Rasalom said softly, with no show of emotion, “ever refer to yourself by my name.”


	“Who says it’s your name?” Semelee cried, baring her teeth.


	Jack had to hand it to her—she wasn’t cowed. And the way she took the blow…clearly she’d been slapped around before.


	“I do,” Roma said softly. “And the only reason I haven’t pulled your limbs and head from your torso is that you somehow—through pure dumb luck, I’m sure—managed to find a way to kill the Lady. For that I am in your debt. But don’t press your luck, little girl.”


	“Ain’t luck,” she said. “And I ain’t no little girl! I was down in that hole, in the lights, and I heard the voices. They told me I was the One and that my name was Rasalom.”


	He slapped her again, harder, and this time she went down. She lay in the mud, rubbing her reddened cheek. A few minutes ago the rain might have soothed it, but it was clearly easing up.


	“This is your last warning,” he said. “You are not the One. What you heard was talk about me, not you.”


	“No!” she screamed, struggling to her feet and backing away. “I’m the One, and my name is Rasalom! Rasalom-Rasalom-Rasalom!” She raised the shells and pressed them over her eyes. “And now you’re gonna pay. Nobody pushes me around anymore! Nobody!”


	Jack knew what was coming and found himself rooting for her.


	Enemy of my enemy…


	He looked over toward the cenote and saw half a dozen chew wasps rising from the opening. He guessed they hadn’t been too far down.


	Oh, yes…Rasalom was in for one messy, bloody, and—Jack hoped—painful death. He was glad for a front row seat.


	The wasps arranged themselves in V formation and charged, homing in on Rasalom.


	Jack braced himself. This was going to be ugly, but he wanted to watch every second of it.


	Rasalom remained facing Semelee, his back to the cenote. When the wasps were almost upon him, Rasalom gestured with his left hand—little more than a wrist-flick, like a diner signaling a waiter that the amount in the wineglass was quite sufficient, thank you—and they stopped, hovering around him like bees guarding a hive.


	Jack heard a low-pitched screech from Semelee. Her teeth were clenched and bared as she struggled for control of the chew wasps. Jack could tell by the vaguely amused twist of Rasalom’s lips that he was enjoying the struggle and that she didn’t have a chance.


	Finally he seemed to tire of the game. Another flick of his hand and the wasps were on her like ants on a sugar cube. She dropped her shells and tried to bat them away but they attacked from all sides and she went down in sprays of red, kicking, thrashing, writhing. Her screams as they tore her flesh were awful to hear. Jack couldn’t help wonder if Anya had wailed like that.


	Jack looked away, toward Rasalom, and almost worse than the screams was the avid look on his face as he stood over her and watched her death agonies.


	If he could move an arm, just one arm, he could pull out one of the grenades still clipped to his belt and frag this bastard. But his body wouldn’t respond.


	As soon as Semelee’s screaming died away in a gurgling moan, Rasalom seemed to lose interest. He sauntered to where Jack sat propped against the tree trunk and stood over him.


	Now it’s my turn, he thought as his bladder clenched.


	He hoped he didn’t go out screaming like Semelee, but the pain of being eaten alive had to be…his imagination failed him.


	The rain died to a drizzle and the sky lightened fractionally as Rasalom stared down at him. Again Jack tried to speak but his voice was locked.


	Then he gave Jack’s foot a dismissive kick.


	“My instincts tell me to kill you now, that you’ll be a stone upon my path. But I can’t see you ever being too much of a stone for me to kick aside any time I wish. Besides, killing you now might be something of a favor. It would spare you so much pain in the months to come. And why should I do you a favor? Why should I spare you that pain? I don’t want you to miss one iota of what is coming your way.”


	The words drove a cold spike through Jack.


	…so much pain in the months to come…


	What did that mean? What was going to cause it? And how did he know? Jack wanted to shout the questions but couldn’t even whisper.


	He struggled to move. He wanted at this smug son of a bitch, wanted to smash his jaw and rip out his tongue.


	Rasalom glanced back to where Semelee had been. A partially flayed skull and a twisted mass of blood-matted white hair were all that remained of her. The chew wasps milling above her seemed confused; two of them bumped in midair and started to fight. Was it the increasing light? Was that what was bothering them?


	Rasalom made another of his little gestures and the wasps darted for the cenote. He pointed toward what was left of Semelee.


	“Physical pain is mere sustenance. But a strong man slowly battered into despair and hopelessness…that is a delicacy. In your case, it might even approach ecstasy. I don’t want to deprive myself of that.” He frowned. “Of course there’s always the risk that what’s coming will only make you stronger. But it’s a gamble I’m willing to take. So for now, you live on. But as soon as you stop amusing me…”


	He let the words hang as he turned and stepped off the bank onto the water.


	As Rasalom strode away, Jack felt the pressure against him ease, but slowly. He wasn’t able to regain his feet until Rasalom was out of sight. His first urge was to go after him, but that dissolved in a blast of anxiety about his father. He rushed over to where he’d last seen him and found him sprawled in a clump of ferns, his legs and arms splayed in all directions.


	Jack rushed toward him. “Dad!”


	Was this the sort of pain Rasalom was talking about? He’d lost Kate, now he was going to lose his father?


	But as Jack reached him, he moved.


				*
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	Tom sat up and ran his hands over his arms and legs.


	I can move! I can feel!


	Dear God, I thought—


	He looked up and saw Jack skid to a stop before him.


	“Dad—you okay?”


	“I thought I’d had a stroke! One moment I was standing by that tree. I saw you fly backwards, then the next thing I knew I was on my back and couldn’t speak or move a finger.”


	Jack reached a hand down to him. “Can you get up?”


	Tom let his son help him to his feet. He brushed himself off and looked around. He felt shaky and a little weak. Well, why not? He was seventy-one and had just experienced the firefight of his life. He’d been in battle before, but against other men, other soldiers. This time…


	“Jack! What happened here? Who was that? Was he really walking on water?”


	“That’s what it looked like.”


	Jack’s eyes were flat. Not hard and cold like before when he looked like murder personified, but Tom sensed that he’d put up a wall.


	“What’s going on, Jack? A girl who can control snakes and birds and even flying things from hell—and I’m sure that sinkhole goes straight to hell—and a guy who walks on water…what’s happening to the world?”


	“Nothing that hasn’t been going on for a long, long time. Nothing’s changed except you got a peek behind the curtain.”


	“What curtain?”


	What was he talking about? Had Jack snapped under the stress of what he’d been through…or had he been through something like this before…something even worse?


	“It’s over, Dad.”


	“What’s over?”


	“Semelee, the chew wasps, the guy on the water—”


	“But you knew him. You called him by name—Roma, wasn’t it?”


	“Just let it go, Dad. Tuck it away and forget about it. It’s over.” He looked up. “Even Hurricane Elvis is over.”


	Tom realized then that it had stopped raining. He could still hear the rumble of thunder, but the wind had died, leaving the air deathly still. He followed Jack’s gaze, and through the partially denuded tree branches he saw clear sky, light blue, tinged with orange from the sinking sun.


	Over…for a while there he’d thought the storm would never end.


	He looked around…at the fallen palms and cypresses, at the slowly sinking houseboats canted in the leaf-and debris-strewn water, at their red decks and the mutilated bodies littering them like jack straws.


	Tom’s mouth went dry. “Did we do that?”


	“Some of it.” He didn’t seem the least bit fazed. “We can take credit for the holes in the hulls and some of the blood, but Semelee bears the freight for the rest. She’s the one who called those chew wasps out of the cenote and lost control of them. Good thing too. Otherwise they’d be standing here looking at what was left of us.”


	Jack picked up one of the shotguns and hurled it far out into the lagoon.


	“What—?”


	“Evidence.”


	The second shotgun followed the first. He saw Jack pull the pistol from his belt, look at it, then tuck it back in.


	Tom glanced once more at the carnage on the boat decks, then looked again. Had one of the bodies moved?


	“I think someone’s still alive out there.”


	“Probably not for long.”


	“Do you think we should—?”


	Jack turned on him. “You’ve got to be kidding. A few moments ago they were trying to kill us.”


	“In the Corps we always treated enemy wounded.”


	“This isn’t the Corps, and this isn’t war. This is a street fight that just happened to take place where there aren’t any streets.” His face twisted, almost into a snarl. “What do you think we’re going to do? Paddle a couple of them back and lug them to a hospital? How do you explain their wounds? How do you explain the double-ought buckshot in their hides? In this system, you’ll wind up behind bars while they lounge around a hospital. And when they’re all fixed up, some ambulance chaser will hook up with them and file civil suits to clean you out of everything you own, every penny you’ve saved up your whole life.”


	Tom was seeing another side of Jack and wasn’t sure he liked this one.


	“But—”


	“But nothing!”


	He turned and stomped off to one of the old huts and returned a moment later with something dangling from his hand. He stopped before Tom and held it up.


	“See this?”


	It was rectangular and looked a little like parchment, but it was too supple for that. It was patterned with crisscrossing scars and round, punctate depressions the size of a pencil eraser. When Tom realized what it was he took an involuntary step back.


	“Right,” Jack said. “This is all they left of Anya, and then they hung it up to cure. Now tell me how much you want to risk to help one of those bastards.”


	Tom felt a rising fury. Anya…what they’d done to Anya…a part of him wanted to paddle out there and finish off any survivors. But he couldn’t allow himself to step over that line.


	
He shook his head. “Nothing. They’re on they’re own.”


	“Damn right.”


	Jack stared at the grisly remnant in his hands, then looked around. He didn’t seem to know what to do with it. He appeared to come to a decision as he rolled up the skin and tucked it inside his shirt.


	“What are you going to do with that?”


	“It’s all that’s left of her. I think she deserves some sort of burial ceremony, don’t you?”


	Here was still another side of Jack. Tom sensed it could be a living nightmare to be his son’s enemy, but a very good thing to be his friend.


	He nodded. “Most definitely. Now that the storm’s over, we’ll take her home and find a place to lay her to rest.”


	Jack looked up at the sky. “Good thing it ended when it did. I thought we were in for a much longer blow.”


	“So did I.”


	Then an awful thought struck him. He turned and started pushing through the ferns and brush.


	“Where are you going?” Jack called from behind him.


	“To high ground. I want the highest point on this hummock.”


	It wasn’t far—these islands in the saw grass sea weren’t all that large. Just a few minutes walk and he was standing atop the crest of the hummock.


	But he still didn’t have the view he needed. He hurried to a nearby live oak that somehow had weathered the storm intact. He stretched for the lowest branch but couldn’t reach it.


	“Give me a boost,” he said to Jack, who had followed him.


	“What do you think you’re doing?”


	“Just help me up, damn it. I need to see.”


	He was sorry for the sharp tone, but he was worried. He crawled onto the limb, then, hanging on to a nearby branch, straightened until he was standing. When he saw the wall of cloud and rain less than a mile away to the west, his fears were confirmed.


	“Jack, the hurricane isn’t over. We’re in its eye. It’s going to hit us again. Maybe even worse than what we’ve been through. We’ve got to—oh, hell!”


	“What?” Jack said from below.


	Tom watched a pale funnel cloud skating back and forth inside the edge of the onrushing eye wall. Another snaked down a short way north of the first.


	“Tornadoes!” He turned and slid down the trunk. “We have to get off this hummock!”


	“Tornadoes?” As soon as Tom landed on the ground, Jack started climbing. “I’ve always wanted to see a tornado.” He reached the limb and peered west. “I’ll be damned. Three of them.”


	“Three? There were only two before! Get down from there and get moving!”


	Jack stared a few heartbeats longer, then joined Tom on the ground.


	Jack led the way back to the lagoon on a run. As they passed the sinkhole, Tom slowed and peered into the depths. The lights had faded to a dim glow and the lagoon had risen to the level where water was beginning to trickle over the edge.


	“This thing should be sealed up,” he said. “Maybe after all this is over we should come back and—”


	Jack spoke over his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. It’s closing itself down until the spring. Keep moving.”


	Closing itself down…how could he know that?


	Tom was winded, with a dull ache squeezing his chest by the time they reached the bank. He hunched over, hands on knees, panting while Jack inspected the clan’s boats. He pointed to a water-filled flat-bottom dinghy at the edge of the lagoon with Chicken-ship across its stern.


	“This one’s got a bigger motor than the canoe. We’ll make better time. Help me tip it up to get rid of this water.” He stared at him. “You okay?”


	“Yeah,” Tom said. “Just not conditioned for this.”


	Tipping a boat was the last thing Tom felt like doing right now, but he didn’t think Jack could handle it alone. Jack pulled off his poncho and positioned himself at the aft end of the starboard side. As Tom moved to join him, something splashed near Jack’s foot. Tom saw him jump and scramble away from the water.


	Tom too backed away when he saw what was crawling up the bank. He’d heard mention of a two-headed snapping turtle, and hadn’t quite believed it, but here it was—and much larger than he would have imagined. The shell had to be at least four feet long. It’s gaping hooked jaws closed with loud clacks and they snapped at Jack.


	Jack yanked a grenade from his belt, pulled the pin, and popped the clip.


	“This is for Carl,” he said, and lobbed it toward the creature.


	Tom stood paralyzed for a moment. Carl…dear God, he’d all but forgotten about poor Carl…


	He saw the right head snatch the grenade on the fly and swallow it, then Jack was rushing him, pushing him to the ground.


	“Down!”


	Tom hit the mud and covered his head with his hands. The explosion was muffled but he could still feel the impact through the ground. And then bloody turtle meat and bits of shell began to rain around them.


	When it stopped, Jack helped him to his feet, then stepped back to the boat. The remains of the snapper were sinking into the water, trailing a red cloud. Jack froze, then hurried to the stern.


	“Christ! Can’t we get a break here?”


	“What’s wrong?”


	“The explosion sheared off the propeller!” He kicked the side of the boat. “Damn! Okay. Looks like it’s the canoe.”


	They hurried along the bank to where they’d left it. Jack slipped into the rear and started yanking on the little motor’s pull cord. After a couple of dozen quick pulls, he spewed a string of curses and gave up. The motor hadn’t even coughed.


	“Won’t start. Who knows what was blown or washed into it during the storm. We’ll have to power it ourselves.”


	“Jack…” Tom hated to admit it, but he was all in. “I don’t know if I can.”


	Jack stared at him a moment, then said, “It’s okay, Dad. I’ll handle it. You take the rear, maybe use the outboard as a rudder while I paddle us out of here.”


	Feeling unsteady, Tom stepped into the canoe and dropped into the rear seat. His chest felt funny, as if his heart was flailing wildly against his sternum. The chaotic rhythm left him drained. But not too drained to grab the tiller of the motor as Jack began paddling.


	The canoe nosed out of the lagoon and soon they were gliding along the swollen channel. They hadn’t gone too far before the light began to die as the clouds closed in again. Then the wind and rain returned with a vengeance.


	Tom still wore his poncho but Jack had shed his a while back. His T-shirt was plastered to his skin and Tom watched the play of muscles across his son’s back as he worked the paddle. Not bulky steroidal clumps, but sleek efficient bands, close to the skin. He hadn’t noticed Jack’s muscles till now. Where had they come from? He’d been such a skinny kid, even in college. Now…well, he reminded Tom of a few guys he’d known in the service, lean, quiet types who didn’t look like much until someone tried to push them around. He’d seen a guy built like Jack take down someone twice his size.


	He’d been angry with Jack all these years for disappearing, and never more angry than when he didn’t show up for Kate’s funeral. But all that seemed ancient history now. Despite Jack’s secretiveness, his reclusiveness, his quirky behavior, Tom realized he loved, even admired the strange, enigmatic man his son had grown into. He sensed a strength, a resolve, a simple decency about him. He’d worried for so long that he must have made terrible mistakes raising Jack—why else would he turn his back on his family the way he had?—but now he sensed that maybe he’d done all right. Not that anyone should take full credit or full blame for how another person turns out; everyone makes their own choices. But as a parent he had to think he’d had some input.


	More than anything he wanted Jack to survive this storm. He didn’t care about himself so much, though of course he wasn’t looking to die, but he sensed somehow that it was important for Jack to live—not simply important to his father, but for other, larger reasons. He couldn’t pinpoint what those were; they hovered just out of reach, but they were there. Somewhere along the way, Jack was going to matter.


	Tom’s heart had resumed a more sedate rhythm but it jumped again as a lightning bolt speared the saw grass ahead of them. He looked around in the near-night darkness. They were out in the open, begging to be struck by lightning; but staying among the trees of the hummock, especially with this wind and tornadoes, seemed even riskier.


	They rounded a bend in the channel and the canoe kicked ahead as the wind roared from behind. Tom spread his flapping poncho to give the wind something more to blow against. It worked. The canoe picked up speed.


	He was feeling pretty proud of himself until another bolt of lightning lit up a funnel cloud reaching for the ground a few hundred yards to his left. It hadn’t touched down, which meant it wasn’t—


	Another flash showed it on the ground, kicking up mud and grass and water. It was now officially a tornado.


	He leaned forward and tapped Jack on the shoulder. “Look left!”


	Jack did so, and of course the lightning chose just that moment to hold off; but then a double flash lit up the funnel, whiter than before, and closer. It was coming this way.


	“Fuck!” Jack shouted and started paddling even harder.


	Fuck…Tom had rarely if ever used the word since leaving the Marines. He didn’t believe it belonged within the walls of a family home, and certainly not in mixed company. But looking at that swirling, swaying mass of wind and debris heading their way…fuck.


	Yes, fuck indeed.


	During storms on trips to the Keys, he’d witness an occasional waterspout—long, pale, wispy, short-lived things more beautiful than threatening. Even though there was plenty of water about, this thing to the left wasn’t a waterspout, nor was it one of those quarter-mile-wide monsters the Weather Channel liked to show. Its base seemed to be only fifty feet or so across—


	Only?Tom thought. What am I thinking? That thing is plenty big enough to kill us both.


	He tried to gauge its intensity. He knew about the Fujita scale—he’d learned a few things during all those hours in front of the Weather Channel—and hoped this one didn’t clock in at more than an F2. They wouldn’t survive a direct hit by an F2, but they might handle a close encounter. If they wound up near anything higher up the scale, that would be it.


	No matter what its scale, Tom prayed it would head in the other direction.


	He pulled a paddle from the sloshing bottom of the canoe and did what he could to speed the boat along. He kept glancing to his left. He could hear a growing roar—that was the damn tornado getting closer, running on an erratic diagonal that was sure to intersect their course. At least that was how it looked. The way it was weaving back and forth made avoidance a crap shoot.


	The big question: Stay in the boat or get out? In the boat seemed worse than being in a trailer. They were too exposed; if that funnel came even close, flying debris could cut them to shreds. But to get out…


	Jack was looking around too.


	“Let’s dump the boat!” he shouted over the growing roar.


	“And go where?”


	He pointed to the right. “I saw something over there.”


	Tom squinted through the rain and darkness. A flash revealed the dark splotch of a willow thicket sitting like an island in the saw grass sea. The willows tended to be small in these thickets, little more than a dozen feet tall. They’d provide some shelter, something to hold on to without worrying it would crush them if it toppled over.


	A glance in the opposite direction showed the tornado even closer.


	“Let’s do it!” Tom shouted.


	“What about gators?”


	“If they’re smart they’re on the bottom of the deepest channel they can find.”


	He didn’t mention snakes. He had no idea what snakes did in weather like this. He hoped they didn’t head for higher ground…like hummocks and thickets…


	Jack jumped out of the canoe, Tom followed. The water was thigh high in the channel. Tom slipped only once climbing the slope to the saw grass where the water was only ankle deep. Jack pulled the canoe up behind him and left it on its side in the grass.


	Lightning lit their way as they sloshed toward the thicket, Jack in the lead, while the roar of the twister grew behind them…no, not behind them…to the left…


	A flash revealed the swaying, writhing funnel less than a hundred yards away, flanking them. Tom gasped for breath as his heart writhed like the twister. How had it caught up so fast? Another flash showed it veering this way. Almost seemed as if it was chasing them, homing in on them. But that was ridiculous.


	Then again, after all he’d seen today…


	“Crawl in here!” Jack shouted as they reached the thicket. His voice was barely audible over the roar of the onrushing funnel. Tom saw that he was holding aside a patch of underbrush. “Find a trunk and hang on!”


	Tom dropped to his hands and knees as he ducked into the leafy mesh, feeling ahead of him in the dark until he found a sturdy-feeling trunk maybe six inches across.


	“You take this one!” he shouted to Jack who was close behind. “I’ll take the next.”


	He heard a garbled protest from Jack but kept moving. Half a dozen feet farther on he found another, more slender trunk, maybe half the size of the first. He dropped prone and wrapped his arms around it. His lungs struggled for air. God, it was good to lie still. He felt his heart ramming at his chest wall as he lay in the mud.


	“You okay, Jack?” he shouted. He could barely hear himself above the tornado’s roar. “Jack?”


	That roar…it had to be at least an F2…any higher, they were goners.


	Frantic, he looked around for Jack and saw nothing but darkness. And then the tree began to shake and the ground to tremble; he ducked his head against the wind and the saw grass blades whistling through the underbrush like knives.


	Thank God they weren’t trying to weather this back at the lagoon. The flying debris from the boats and the huts would be lethal. Here it was only grass and mud and water. Not that any of that would matter if the funnel passed directly over them.


	The wind scythed at him from all angles as he clung to the trunk. He could hear the twister grinding through the saw grass on the far edge of the thicket, roaring like a freight train—he’d always heard tornado survivors describe the sound that way, and now he knew it was true…like a train…in a tunnel…


	Tom felt the underbrush around him being twisted and yanked from the mud. And then his tree started to tilt, first to the left, then the right, then—


	Dear God, it was coming out of the ground, ripping free of the mud, rising into the air!


	Tom had to let go or rise with it. As he released his grip the willow ripped free with an agonized crunch and sailed off. He tried to cling to the rootlets left in the hole but the deluge of water made them slick and they slipped through his fingers. Then he felt his legs lift as he was pulled backward. He clutched for grass or weeds or ferns—anything!—but they came free in his grasp. His body angled off the ground and he clawed at mud that had no more consistency than beef stew. He was losing his last contact with the ground when he felt a hand grab his right ankle and yank him down.


	Jack!


	Another set of fingers wound around his left ankle and started hauling him backward. He heard Jack’s enraged voice shouting above the storm.


	“You got away with this once, but not again. No fucking way!”


	Who was he talking to? The twister? But he’d said “again.” Tom doubted Jack had ever even seen a twister, let alone dealt with one. Who, then?


	He’d worry about that later. Right now he wanted to know how Jack was hanging on. If both hands were holding Tom, who was holding Jack?


	He felt one of Jack’s hands grab his belt and haul him farther back. Tom craned his neck to look over his shoulder and saw that Jack had locked his legs around a willow trunk. He kept dragging Tom back until he could wrap his arms around the larger tree.


	And with that…the roaring began to fade. After brushing the thicket, the twister was moving on, probably carving a new channel through the saw grass as it traveled.


	Jack rolled away from the tree and lay on his back.


	“Thought I was going to lose you there, Dad.”


	As his heart regained a normal rhythm, Tom watched Jack lie there with closed eyes as rain pounded his face.


	“I thought I was a goner too. Thanks.”


	“De nada.”


	Nothing? No, it wasn’t nothing. It was something…something very special. He owed his life to Jack.


	He couldn’t think of anyone he’d more like to be indebted to.


	Tom swallowed the lump in his throat. “Come on. Let’s see if we can find that canoe and get to someplace dry.”


				*
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	“I’ve decided to move back north,” Dad said as Jack packed his duffel bag for the trip home.


	Jack studied his face, still bruised from the accident, and weathered from the storm. “You’re sure about that?”


	Dad nodded. “Very. I’ll never be able to look at Anya’s house without remembering what…what we saw there…what happened to her. And I can’t see me ever looking out my front door at the Everglades without thinking of the other night…all that blood spilled, especially Carl’s…and that sinkhole and the things that came out of it. And the storm, that tornado…” He shook his head. “We damn near died out there.”


	“But we didn’t,” Jack told him. “That’s all that counts.”


	It hadn’t been easy getting back. The canoe had been far enough from the twister to come through in one piece, but the subsequent battle through the storm had been an ordeal. With the smaller channels filling up, and no way to judge east or west, Jack had become disoriented and made a few wrong turns. It took nearly two hours of paddling before they arrived at the air-boat dock and gratefully collapsed in the shelter of the car.


	Monday had been spent recuperating. Muscles Jack didn’t even know he had protested every time he moved. The groundsmen—sans Carl—were out in force cleaning up the mess left by the storm. They must have seen Anya’s shredded screen door but probably attributed it to the storm.


	Late in the afternoon, after the crews had finished for the day and no one was about, Jack and his father buried Anya’s remains in her garden, among the plants she’d loved. Since she kept pretty much to herself, no one had discovered yet that she was missing.


	Jack dug a two-foot hole in the wet soil—deeper than any dog or coon would go—and then Dad reverently placed the quarter-folded skin within. He’d chosen not to wrap it in anything. Better to let it decompose quickly and recycle its nutrients back to her plants.


	And then a quiet night of mourning, Dad looking for answers to a long list of questions, Jack doing his best not to answer them. Dad didn’t need to know more than he already did and, despite what he’d been through, probably wouldn’t accept the truth as Jack understood it. So Jack told him only what he’d gleaned from Anya and let him assume that the rest of the answers had died with her. It never occurred to either of them to turn on the Monday night football game.


	“Besides,” Dad was saying on this bright morning, “what am I doing down here while my sons and all my grandchildren are up north? It makes no sense. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


	Maybe you weren’t thinking, Jack thought. Maybe you were being manipulated. Maybe everything that’s happened down here was part of a plan—a plan that, thanks to Anya, didn’t go quite the way it was supposed to.


	And then again, maybe not.


	But with the Otherness so obviously involved, Jack couldn’t help but think that his father had been scheduled to die last Tuesday morning.


	“Maybe I’ll come south for just a month or two a year,” Dad went on, “say February and March. Statistics say that an American male who reaches age sixty-five can expect to live another sixteen years. That leaves me ten more. Makes no sense to spend them fifteen hundred miles from the most important people in my life.”


	“You’re right. It doesn’t.”


	Jack had a feeling he’d better watch over his father. He was sure the Otherness wasn’t through with him yet. Rasalom’s words kept haunting him:


	…a strong man slowly battered into despair and hopelessness…that is a delicacy. In your case, it might even approach ecstasy…


	How was this battering into despair and hopelessness going to happen? By destroying everyone he cared about?


	He was glad his father would be closer to home, but right now he wanted to get back to Gia and Vicky. Worry for them was a knife point in his back, urging him home. And he had to get working on a way to become a citizen before March, when the baby was due.


	Yesterday he’d overnighted the Ruger back to one of his mail drops. He’d pick it up after it was forwarded to another drop. All he had to do now was pack up his clothes and head for the airport.


	The phone rang.


	“That should be the sales office,” Dad said. “I phoned them first thing this morning about putting the place on the market.”


	As he left, Jack reminded himself to check out Blagden & Sons once he got home. See if he could find out why they wanted that sand from the cenote. He had a feeling it wasn’t for mixing concrete for back porches.


	He scooped the last of his things out of the bureau and froze: The rectangle of Anya’s skin lay in the bottom of the drawer.


	His mouth went dry. This couldn’t be. They’d buried it yesterday, yet here it was, without a speck of dirt.


	Jack walked out to the main room where his father was discussing prices and commissions with the sales office; he went directly to the back porch and grabbed the shovel he used yesterday. He headed for Anya’s garden.


	The burial spot was just as they’d left it. Jack dug into the loose soil and quickly reached the two-foot level.


	No skin.


	He dug down another six inches—he knew he hadn’t gone this deep yesterday—and still nothing but dirt.


	Anya’s skin was gone.


	No, wait, not gone. It was lying in a drawer in his Dad’s guest bedroom. But how…?


	Jack didn’t waste time with unanswerable questions—how it had gotten out of the hole and into the house, why it was there. Either he’d find out later or he wouldn’t.


	He quickly refilled the hole and hurried back to the house. Dad was still on the phone. He looked up with a questioning expression as Jack passed but Jack waved him off. Back in the room he went directly to the bureau and froze again. Now the drawer was empty.


	What the hell?


	He turned and saw a now familiar pattern through the open top of his duffel bag. He stretched the zippered mouth and stared.


	There it lay. Apparently Anya, or at least this piece of her, wanted to go home with him.


	Jack sighed. Again, he wouldn’t ask why, he’d just go with the flow and trust that sooner or later this would all make sense.


	He covered the skin with his remaining clothes and zipped the bag closed.


	All right, Anya, he thought. You want to come along, be my guest.


	He lifted the bag and headed for the front room. Dad hung up as he entered.


	“Well, just a few papers to sign and the place is officially on the market.”


	“Great. I hear they’ve got people lined up to get in here, so it shouldn’t take long.”


	“Yeah.”


	A silence grew between them. Jack knew he had to go, but he was reluctant to leave his father here alone.


	Finally Dad said, “It’s been wonderful getting to know you, Jack. There’s so much about you I still don’t know, but what I’ve learned…I’m surprised, but pleasantly so.”


	“You’re pretty full of surprises yourself.”


	“But you know all mine now. I get the feeling—no, I know you’ve still got quite a few left.”


	Here we go. “Probably not as many as you think. But who knows what you’ll find out once you get back north?”


	Dad nodded. “Right. Who knows?”


	As if there’d been some unspoken signal, they embraced.


	“Good to have you back, son,” his father whispered. “Really, really good.”


	They broke the clinch, but still gripped each other’s arms.


	“Good to know the real you, Dad. You can take my back any time.” He broke free and grabbed his duffel. “See you back home.”


	“Call me when you get in.”


	“You’re kidding, right?”


	“No. I’ve always worried about you, but after what I’ve learned about you down here, I’ll really, really worry about you.”


	Jack laughed as he pushed through the door and headed for the car and the airport and the plane home to Gia and Vicky.


				*

	


	
Afterword


	South Floridians will know I played fast and loose with some of the geography in Gateways. Joanie’s Blue Crab Café is not on US 1, but on the other side of the state, on Route 41 in Ochopee. But the crab cakes and softshell crab sandwiches are just as good as I described. While researching the Glades I’d often drive twenty or thirty miles out of my way to grab a bite and an Ybor Gold at Joanie’s.


	As for Gator Country FM 101.9, it’s hard to pull in if you’re on US 1, but travel a little ways west and there it is. A good station for modern country and it kept me company during the drives.


	Novaton may seem like Homestead, but it’s an amalgam of a number of towns I stayed in during my research sorties.


	One thing I did not make up or overstate is the shameful neglect, mismanagement, and outright abuse suffered by the Everglades during the twentieth century. It’s a fragile, fascinating environment, sui generis, that’s been damn near ruined by rampant overdevelopment. There’s lots of talk lately of restoring the Everglades; let’s hope the folks talking the talk will walk the walk before it’s too late.


	F. Paul Wilson


	The Jersey Shore


	March, 2003


	www.repairmanjack.com
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	This little jaunt was a departure from Jack’s SOP of meeting prospective customers in a place of his choosing, but he didn’t expect any problems this go-round. Beekman Place was hardly a Manhattan trouble zone.


	The day was so nice he’d decided to walk. No big deal. Only a couple of miles from his apartment, but a big jump in rental price. A cab ride would deprive him of this beautiful day.


	Autumn was strengthening its grip on the city: cooler temperatures, gustier winds… sweater weather. Jack’s was a cranberry V-neck, worn over a blue-and-white plaid shirt and tan slacks. The preppy look. Never out of place in Midtown. Medium-length brown hair, medium-brown eyes, medium height, medium build. Nothing special about him. Just the way he liked it. Practically invisible.


	The summer haze had fled south, leaving the midday sky a piercing blue; red and yellow leaves whirligigged from branches, and all the Duane Reades sported ghosts and goblins and spiderwebs in their windows. The official Halloween countdown had dwindled to less than twelve hours.


	Just last night Vicky had put on her Wicked Witch of the West costume—green skin, warty nose, the whole deal—and modeled it for Jack. She fairly vibrated with anticipation. Nine years old going on forty, she loved dressing up, and loved candy. Halloween was the one day of the year—well, maybe Christmas too—that Gia let her daughter’s sweet tooth call the shots. Come November 1 it would be back to reality: Boca Burgers, kasha and beans, and one—just one—piece of candy for dessert.


	And for me, Jack thought, one Whopper with cheese to go, please.


	He’d come down Central Park West, past a large, cheering rally of some sort on one of the park greens, walked east over to First Avenue, then turned downtown. The Trump World Tower was looming large in his vision when he hung a left onto East Fifty-first. A block later he stepped onto Beekman Place. It ran between Fifty-first and Forty-ninth. Right. A whole two blocks long.


	Felt like he’d stepped from a wrestling match into a library. The bare-bones bustle of First Avenue was gone, replaced by party-colored trees lining quiet pavements. He’d Googled the area before coming over. Interesting history. Nathan Hale had been held prisoner in one of these mansions before his execution. Billy Rose used to live here, so had Irving Berlin, although his old place now housed the Luxembourg mission to the UN.


	Jack walked past canopied front entrances attended by liveried doormen until he came to the brick and granite front of 37 Beekman Place. He nodded to the Hispanic-looking doorman in the gray uniform with black piping.


	“Can I help you, sir?” His English carried only a hint of a Spanish accent. The nameplate over his left breast read Esteban.


	“I’m here to see Mrs. Roselli. She’s expecting me.” 


	Esteban led the way into an echoey lobby: white marble floor, white marble walls, white marble ceiling. He lifted the receiver attached to an intercom in the left lobby wall. “And who shall I say is calling?” 


	“Jack.” 


	“May I have your last name, sir?” 


	“Just Jack. Like I said, she’s expecting me.” 


	He looked dubious but pressed two numbers on the pad. “Ms. Roselli? There is a ‘Jack’ here to see you.” 


	Esteban listened a few seconds, then hung up. “Apartment one-A, sir.” He pointed to a hallway leading off the lobby. “First door on your right.” He stared at Jack. “Are you related?” 


	“No. We’ve never met. Why do you ask?” 


	“Just curious. I’ve been working here two years and you’re the first company she’s had. You’ll like her. Nice lady. The best.” 


	Glad to hear it, Jack thought. Nice ladies were always easier to work for than the not so nice. Later this afternoon he’d be meeting another nice lady customer.


	But so far Maria Roselli was a mystery. She’d e-mailed him from his Web site, leaving a phone number, saying it was important. When Jack had called her back she was evasive about who had referred her, saying over and over how she was so worried about her son and how she needed Jack’s help.


	She was the second customer in two days who’d refused to say who’d referred her. Jack liked to know how his customers managed to find him.


	His services weren’t exactly the kind he could advertise in the Times’ classified section. He’d made some enemies along the way, so he tended to be wary of customers who popped up with no identifiable references.


	But Beekman Place… the class of people who had a beef with him didn’t live in seven-figure East Side co-ops.


	So he’d agreed to meet Maria Roselli without knowing who’d referred her. He’d also agreed to meet at her place. She’d said she was physically handicapped and it would put a burden on her to meet him elsewhere.


	Hadn’t liked that either, but something in her voice…


	Anyway, here he was. He knocked on 1A and a dog started barking.


	A woman’s voice on the other side said, “Hush up, Benno. It’s all right.” 


	Oh, hell, Jack thought. Another woman with a dog.


	Maybe he should turn and go.


	The voice rose in volume. “Come in. It’s open.” 


	He took a breath and reached for the knob. Might as well see what was up. He hadn’t committed to anything. Nothing said he couldn’t walk away if he didn’t like the setup.


				*
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	An angular, dark-haired woman, maybe mid- to late-fifties, sat on the thin cushion of a straight-backed chair. Both gnarled hands rested on the silver handle of a wooden walking stick. Dark eyes and a long nose with a slightly bulbous tip were set in a smooth, round, puffy face that didn’t go with her wizened body.


	Close at her side sat a Rottweiler the size and consistency of a fireplug. He barked once, then settled into fixing Jack with a relentless basilisk stare.


	“You’re not quite what one would expect,” the woman said as Jack closed the door behind him.


	The collar of her white turtleneck hung loose around her wrinkled neck. She wore gold-beige slacks and brown shoes. Jack didn’t know much about fashion, but her clothes, though simple and straightforward, shouted money.


	So did the apartment. The decor revealed that she or her husband suffered from a severe case of sinophilia—the front room was festooned with oriental screens, statues, carved stone heads, stone rubbings, temple paintings, inlaid tables of teak and ebony, all immaculate and spit shined… not quite what one would expect…


	Jack heard that a lot. People with problems called a guy named Repairman Jack and expected to see a Bo Dietl clone. Sorry.


	“And what would one expect?” 


	“I’m not sure. You look quite… ordinary.” 


	“Thank you.” He put a lot of effort into ordinariness. Ordinary was invisible. “You are Maria Roselli, I take it?” 


	She nodded. “I’d offer you lunch but the maid’s not well and didn’t show up today. Please have a seat.” 


	“Not yet.” 


	He walked to the Cinerama picture window. The East River ran below, Queens lay beyond. He needed to know something about this lady before he got involved with her, but wasn’t sure how to broach the subject. He looked down and saw a park with a dog run.


	“Nice little park.” 


	“Peter Detmold Park. Benno loves it down there.” 


	Jack turned and looked at her frail frame. “You walk him often?” 


	She frowned and shook her head. “No. Esteban takes him out before and after his shift. They’re fond of each other.” 


	“I’m sure.” Might as well get down to it: “Do you know an older woman named Anya?” 


	Maria Roselli’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think I do. What’s her last name?” 


	“Mundy.” 


	She shook her head. “No, I do not know anyone by that name.” 


	“Truth?” 


	“Of course. Why do you ask?” 


	“Nothing.” 


	But it wasn’t nothing. Over the past four or five months three women with dogs had passed through his life—a Russian lady, a younger Indian woman, and a Long Island yenta. Each had known more about Jack’s life and situation in the cosmos than they should have. He couldn’t help wondering if he might now be dealing with a fourth.


	But New York does have a huge population of women with dogs. They couldn’t all be mysterious witchy types with preternatural knowledge. A woman with a dog could be just a woman with a dog.


	“One more question: Where did you get my name and number?” 


	“From someone who would prefer not to be identified.” 


	“I need to know this before we go any further.” 


	She looked away. “I need your help. Can we make a deal? I’ll tell you when you find my son?” 


	Oh, jeez. A missing person job. That wasn’t Jack’s thing.


	“Mrs. Roselli, I—” 


	“Maria. Please.” 


	“Okay. Maria. Missing people are better found by the police. You need access to computers, databases, networks, all stuff that I don’t have, so—” 


	“I don’t want the police involved. At least not yet. I have a good idea where he is, but I can’t contact him. If he’s fine, and he very well may be, I don’t want to cause him any embarrassment.” 


	No cops… a good start. Jack dropped into the chair she had offered. He’d give a little listen.


	“Okay, Maria. Where do you think he is?” 


	“First, can I offer you a drink?” 


	“That’s okay.” 


	“Tea?” 


	He realized he was not yet properly caffeinated


	“Well, I wouldn’t mind some coffee if you’ve got it.” 


	“I’ve got green tea and that’s what you’ll have. It’s much better for you than coffee. Loaded with antioxidants.” 


	The only times Jack drank green tea was in Chinese restaurants, but what the hell? Be wild.


	“Okay. Tea it is.” 


	“Good. You can make me some too while you’re at it.” She pointed to his left. “The kettle’s in the kitchen.” 


	Jack had an urge to tell her what she could do with her kettle, but another look at those gnarled, twisted fingers changed his mind.


	“Sure. Why not?” 


	As he moved toward the kitchen, she struggled to her feet and hobbled after him on her cane. Benno followed her.


	“Let me tell you about Johnny first.” 


	“Johnny? How old is Johnny?” 


	“Thirty-three. He’s a good boy. Really, I know all mothers say that, but Johnny really is, despite his privileged life. I made my money the old-fashioned way.” She gave him a tight smile. “I inherited it. Before his death, Johnny’s father created a generous trust fund for him, contingent on Johnny’s graduation from college. When he did graduate—cum laude, I’ll have you know—he became an instant millionaire.” 


	Swell, Jack thought. Find a thirty-something trust fund brat. Only one way this could go from here: downhill. He felt like heading for the door, but he’d already promised her a cup of tea. So he’d let her ramble.


	“But he didn’t squander it. He had a flair for business so he joined a brokerage house—Merrill Lynch, Paine Webber, Morgan Stanley, one of those multiname firms. I don’t pay much attention to such things. Doesn’t matter anyway. What is important is that he was an astounding success. He handled my money along with his and by the end of the nineties he had increased my net worth to an amount that I can only describe as obscene.” Another tight little smile. “Well, almost obscene. God only knows what Johnny himself was worth.” 


	Even better, Jack thought sourly. She wants me to find a Gordon Gekko wannabe.


	The kitchen was small but equipped with a glass-door Sub Zero refridge and a Dacor range. She pointed to a corner cabinet. “The tea is on the first shelf.” 


	Jack found a box with Green Tea in red letters; those were the only English words, the rest was Chinese. As he pulled it out he noticed a dozen or so pill bottles lined against the wall on the counter. Maria must have followed his gaze.


	She raised one of her twisted hands. “Rheumatoid arthritis. No fun. The medicines that don’t make me sick give me this moon face.” 


	Close up now Jack could see a lacework of red splotches across her nose and cheeks. He felt a twinge of guilt about his annoyance at having to make her tea. Maria’s hands didn’t look useful for much. Good thing she had money.


	“What do you do for food when the maid’s not around?” 


	“What anybody does: I have it delivered.” 


	As he filled the kettle Jack said, “Back to your son: I’d think that if someone that high powered disappeared there’d be a ton of people looking for him. Especially his clients.” 


	“He didn’t disappear. He quit. Despite all the money he was making, he became disillusioned. He told me he was sick of being lied to—by the companies, even by the research teams in his own brokerage. He didn’t feel he could trust anyone in the business.” 


	So maybe Johnny wasn’t a Gekko. Sounded like he had something resembling a conscience.


	“This is pre-Enron, I take it.” 


	She nodded. “After hearing about all the double-dealing from Johnny, the Enron scandal came as no surprise to me.” 


	Jack found two gold-rimmed china cups—with the emphasis on China—and dropped a tea bag in each.


	“So he quit and did what?” 


	“I think he… I believe ‘snapped’ is the term. He gave a lot of his money to charities, worked in soup kitchens, became a Buddhist for a while, but he couldn’t seem to find whatever it was he was looking for. Then he joined the Dormentalists and everything changed.” 


	The Dormentalists… everyone had heard of them. Couldn’t read a paper or ride a subway without seeing their ads. Every so often some movie star or singer or famous scientist would announce his or her membership in the Dormentalist Church. And the exploits and pronouncements of its flamboyant founder Cooper Blascoe had been gossip-column fodder for years. But Jack hadn’t heard much from him for a while.


	“You think they’ve done something to your son?” 


	Every so often the papers would report sinister goings-on in the cult—mind control and extortion seemed to be two favorites—but nothing ever seemed to come of the accusations.


	“I don’t know. I don’t want to believe that anyone has done anything to Johnny, especially not the Dormentalists.” 


	“Why? What’s so special about them?” 


	“Because being a Dormentalist transformed him. I’d never seen him so happy, so content with life or himself.” 


	The kettle whistled as the water started to boil. Jack filled the cups.


	“I’ve heard that some cults can do that.” 


	“I quickly learned not to call it a cult in front of Johnny. It made him very upset. He went on and on about it being a church, not a cult, saying that even the United States government had recognized it as a church. I still thought it was a cult, but I didn’t care. If Johnny was happy, so was I.” 


	“Was? I take that to mean things changed.” 


	“Not things—Johnny changed. He used to stay in touch. He’d call me two or three times a week to see how I was doing and to give me a sales pitch on Dormentalism. He was always trying to get me to join. I must have told him a thousand times that I wasn’t the least bit interested, but he kept after me until he…” Her lips tightened as moisture gathered in her eyes. “Until he stopped.” 


	“Just like that? Three calls one week and nothing the next?” 


	“No. They tapered off as he started to change.” 


	“Change how?” 


	“Over the past few months he’s grown increasingly remote and strange. He started insisting that I call him ‘Oroont.’ Can you imagine? He’s been


	Johnny Roselli all his life and now he’ll answer only to Oroont. Two weeks ago he didn’t call at all, so last Sunday I began calling him. I’ve left at least a dozen messages but he doesn’t call back. I have a key to Johnny’s apartment, so on Wednesday I sent Esteban to have a look—you know, in case Johnny was sick or, God forbid, dead. But he found it empty—no furniture, nothing. He’d moved out and hadn’t even told me. I know it’s got something to do with the Dormentalists.” 


	“How do you know he didn’t just quit them and head for California or Mexico or Machu Picchu?” 


	Maria shook her head. “He was too involved, too much of a true believer.” She nodded to the teacups. “They’ve steeped enough. Bring them into the living room, if you would.” 


	With a cup and saucer in each hand, Jack followed Benno who was following Maria. As she settled into her straight-backed chair, Jack set the cups on the intricately inlaid top of a bow-legged oriental coffee table.


	“He’s still there,” she said.


	“Where?” 


	“At their New York temple—on Lexington Avenue. I know it, I can feel it.” One of her gnarled hands wriggled into a pocket and came up with a photo. She handed it to him. “Here. That’s him.” 


	Jack saw a slim, very intense-looking dark-haired man. The dark eyes and slightly bulbous nose were identical to Maria’s. He looked to be about Jack’s age.


	“I was only nineteen when I gave birth to him. Perhaps we were too close as he was growing up. Perhaps I coddled him too much. But after George died he was all I had. We were inseparable until he went away to college. That nearly broke my heart. But I knew he’d have to leave the nest and find his own life. I just never thought I’d lose him to some crackpot cult!” She all but spat the last word.


	“So, no wife and kids, I gather.” 


	She shook her head. “No. He always said he was holding out for the right woman. I guess he never found her.” 


	Or maybe he was just a tad too close to Momma?


	Maria stared at him over the rim of her teacup. “But I want him found, Mr… I never did get your last name.” 


	“Just Jack’ll do fine.” He sighed. How to tell her? “I don’t know, Maria. It seems like you could get more bang for your buck with someone else.” 


	“Who? Tell me. You can’t, can you. All you have to do is work your way into that Dormentalist temple and find Johnny. How hard can it be? It’s one building.” 


	“Yeah, but it’s a worldwide organization. He might not be there. He could have been assigned to the Zambia chapter or whatever.” 


	“No. He’s in New York, I tell you.” 


	Jack sipped his bitter green tea and wondered how she could be so sure.


	“Why don’t we start with calling the New York temple and asking if he’s still there?” 


	“I’ve already tried that. They tell me they release no information about church members—wouldn’t even confirm or deny that Johnny was a member. I need someone to go inside and find him.” She leveled her dark eyes at Jack. “I will pay you twenty-five thousand dollars in advance to do that.” 


	Jack blinked. Twenty-five large…


	“That… that’s a lot more than I usually charge, Maria. You don’t have to—” 


	“The money means nothing. It’s a week’s interest from my treasury notes. I’ll double it, triple it—” 


	Jack held up a hand. “No-no. That’s okay.” 


	“You’ll have expenses, and perhaps you can use whatever is left over to offset the fee for someone who can’t afford you. I don’t care about the money, just find… my… son!’”’


	She underscored the last three words by rapping the tip of her cane against the floor. Benno, who’d been stretched out next to her, jumped up from his nap and looked around, ready to attack.


	“Okay.” Jack responded to her pained expression, to the need calling through her eyes. “Let’s say I do work my way into this temple, and let’s just say I find your son. What then?” 


	“Tell him to call his mother. And then tell me you’ve found him and how he is.” 


	“And that’s it? That’s all?” 


	She nodded. “That is all. I simply want to know if he’s alive and well. If he doesn’t want to call me, it will break my heart, but at least I will be able to sleep at night.” 


	Jack finished his tea in a gulp. “Well, that’s a relief.” 


	“Why? What else did you think I’d want you to do?” 


	“Abduct him for deprogramming.” 


	She chewed her upper lip. “And what if I did?” 


	“No deal. If he’s not being held against his will, I won’t yank him out. I believe in everyone’s inalienable right to be stupid.” 


	“What if he is being coerced?” 


	“Then I’ll do what I can to yank him. If I can’t, I’ll do my damnedest to provide you with enough probable cause to get officialdom involved.” 


	“Fair enough.” She extended her right hand. “Then we have a deal?” 


	Jack gently gripped her twisted fingers. “We do.” 


	“Excellent. Look in the top drawer of that bureau over there. You will find an envelope and a newspaper article. Take both. They’re yours.” 


	Jack did as she asked. He opened the white legal-size envelope and thumbed through the bills—all Grover Clevelands.


	“What if I can’t deliver?” 


	“Either way, keep the money. I know you’ll try your best.” 


	He looked at the sheets of newspaper. A multipage, two-week-old article on Dormentalism from The Light by someone named Jamie Grant.


	The Light… of all the papers in New York, why’d it have to be The Light? He’d had a bad experience with one of the paper’s reporters a few months ago. Memories from June flooded back and swirled around him… his sister, Kate… and that kid reporter… what was his name? Sandy Palmer. Right. The kid had given him a few gut-clenching moments.


	“Make sure you read that,” Maria said. “It will serve as a good primer on Dormentalism.” 


	Jack checked out the title: “Dormentalism or Dementedism?” He smiled. Whoever Jamie Grant was, Jack liked him already.


	He tucked the envelope into a front hip pocket but held on to the article.


	“I’ll get to work on this right away.” 


	“Wonderful.” Her smile faded. “You won’t fail me, will you?” 


	“Not if I can help it. All I can guarantee is that I’ll give it my best shot.” 


	Maria Roselli sighed. “I suppose that’s all one can ask for. What will be your first step?” 


	Jack held up the newspaper. “First I’m going to have to learn about this Dormentalism stuff. Then I guess I’ll become a convert.” 


				*
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	Back on the street, Jack was tempted to make a quick run to Gia’s—she lived less than ten blocks uptown from Maria Roselli’s—but his visit had taken longer than expected and he was running late for a meeting with another customer.


	In the old days, long before he was born, a person could have hopped the El on Second Avenue. Or Third. Today he settled for a crosstown bus at Forty-ninth Street. He’d take the 27 over to the West Side and catch a subway up to Julio’s.


	He dipped his Metrocard and found a seat on the half-full bus. As he unfolded the Dormentalism article he glanced up and noticed one of the ads above the opposite seats. He looked closer. Damned if it wasn’t for the Dormentalist Church. He stood for a closer look.


	DORMENTALISM!


	Another better You slumbers within! The Dormentalist Church will help you awaken that sleeping part of you. Reestablish contact with your hidden self now! DON’T DELAY! Momentous change is coming! You don’t want to be left out! PREPARE YOURSELF! Join the millions of Seekers like Yourself. Find the nearest Dormentalist Temple and discover the Other You… before it’s too late!


	A toll-free number and a Midtown address on Lexington Avenue ran along the bottom. Jack jotted them down on the margin of the article.


	“You’ll stay away from that lot if you know what’s good for you,” said a creaky voice behind him.


	Jack turned and saw a chubby, hunched old woman staring up at him from a nearby seat.


	“Sorry?” 


	“You heard me. How can they call themselves a church when they never mention God? They’re doing the devil’s work, and you’ll endanger your immortal soul if you even go near them.” 


	Jack instinctively looked around for a dog of some kind, but didn’t see one. She wasn’t carrying anything big enough to hide one.


	“Do you have a dog?” he said.


	She blinked up at him. “A dog? What sort of question is that to ask? I’m talking about your immortal soul and—” 


	“Do… you… have… a… dog?” 


	“No. I have a cat, not that it’s any business of yours.” 


	A sharp reply leaped to his lips but he swallowed it. Just some Paleolithic busybody. He glanced back at the ad. The last line bothered him.


	Other You…


	He’d got to the point where the word other triggered all sorts of alarms. And now this old lady warning him against the Dormentalists. But the strange women who’d been popping in and out of his life lately never appeared alone. They always had a dog along.


	Jack dropped back into his seat. Second-guessing every little thing that happened was a sure shortcut to the booby hatch.


	“Just trying to give you a friendly warning,” the old lady said in a low voice.


	Jack looked back and noticed she was pouting.


	“I’m sure you were,” he told her. “Consider me warned.” 


	He turned to the article from The Light. “Dormentalism or Dementedism?” delved into the early days of the cult—sorry, church. Founded by Cooper Blascoe as a hippie commune in California during the sixties, it mushroomed into a globe-spanning organization with branches in just about every country in the world. The Church—apparently they liked an uppercase C—had been run by a guy named Luther Brady, who Grant called a “propheteer,” since Blascoe had put himself into suspended animation in Tahiti a couple of years ago.


	Whoa. Suspended animation? Jack hadn’t heard about that. No wonder Blascoe hadn’t been in the news. Suspended animation does not exactly make you the life of the party.


	The reporter, Jamie Grant, contrasted the early Dormentalist commune, which seemed little more than an excuse to have orgies, to the upright, uptight corporate entity it had become. The Dormentalists’ cash flow was top secret—apparently it was easier to ferret eyes-only documents out of NSA than the Dormentalist Church—but Grant estimated that it was well into nine-figure country.


	The question was, what was it doing with all the money?


	Except for a few high-profile locations in places like Manhattan and L.A., the Church was run on a tight budget. Luther Brady’s doing, Grant said—he had a business degree. Grant reported that the High Council, based here in New York, had been buying plots of land all over the place, not only in this country but around the world, spending whatever it took to secure them. To what end was anyone’s guess.


	In the next installment, Grant promised in-depth profiles of the inanimate Cooper Blascoe and on Dormentalism’s Grand Poo-bah, Luther Brady. And perhaps the reason behind the ongoing land acquisitions.


	Jack refolded the article and stared out the window as the bus crossed Fifth Avenue. He watched a young, orange-haired Asian woman in black talking on a cell phone as she waited for the walk signal. A guy next to her was talking into two phones at once—on a Sunday? The pair of antennae gave him an insectoid look. On a weekday in Midtown there were so many antennae on the street it looked like an ant farm.


	Nobody wanted to be disconnected anymore. Everyone was on call twenty-four hours a day for anyone with their number. Jack recoiled at the prospect. He had a prepaid cell phone but he left it off unless he was expecting a call. He often went days without turning it on. He loved being disconnected.


	Back to the article: As much as he liked its sardonic, in-your-face style, he felt vaguely dissatisfied with what it didn’t say. It concentrated on the structure and finances of the Dormentalist Church without going into its beliefs.


	But then, according to the tagline, this was only part one. Maybe those would be covered later.


				*
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	Jack got out at Broadway. Before heading for the subway he picked up the latest copy of The Light, which turned out to be last week’s issue. It came out every Wednesday. He thumbed through it but found no follow-up article. He did find the paper’s phone number, though.


	He pulled out his cell and dialed the number. The automated system picked up and put him through a voice tree—uIf you don’t know your party’s extension” blah-blah-blah—that required him to punch in the first three letters of Grant’s name. He did as instructed and was rewarded with a ring.


	Not that he expected Grant to be in on a Sunday, but figured he’d break the ice with a voice mail to set him up for some talk tomorrow. But someone picked up on the third ring.


	“Grant,” said a gravely woman’s voice.


	“Is this Jamie Grant, the reporter?” The article’s tone had given him the impression that Grant was male.


	“One and the same. Who’s this?” She sounded as if she’d been expecting someone else.


	“Someone who just read your Dormentalism article.” 


	“Oh?” A sudden wariness drenched that single syllable.


	“Yes, and I’d like to talk to you about it sometime.” 


	“Forget it,” she said, her voice harsh now. “You think I’m an idiot?” 


	A loud clatter broke the connection. Jack stared at his phone.


	What did I say?


				*
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	Jack was late and Maggie was already waiting at Julio’s when he arrived.


	During his uptown ride on the 9 train he’d got to thinking about how he’d go about earning the money Maria had given him. Since he didn’t know a single Dormentalist—at least no one who admitted it—he’d have to be his own mole. Infiltrating the lower echelons would probably be easy, but wouldn’t get him access to membership records. He needed an advance placement course, or maybe become someone they’d usher into the inner circle.


	And that had given him an idea.


	So he’d made an unscheduled stop at Ernie’s ID and described what he needed. Ernie wasn’t so sure he could deliver.


	“I dunno, man. This ain’t my usual thing. Gonna hafta do a lotta research on this. Gonna take time. Gonna cost me.” 


	Jack had said he’d cover all his expenses and make the extra effort more than worth his while. Ernie had liked that.


	As Jack entered the bar, Julio pointed out Maggie—no last name, which was fine with Jack—sitting at a rear table, talking to Patsy. Well, more like listening. Patsy was a semi-regular at Julio’s and a Patsy conversation usually consisted of him talking and the other party trying fruitlessly to get a word in. Jack could see Maggie nodding and looking uncomfortable in the rear dimness.


	Jack ambled over and laid a hand on Patsy’s shoulder.


	“This guy bothering you, lady?” 


	Patsy jumped, then smiled when he saw Jack. “Hey, Jacko, how’s it goin’? I been keepin’ her company while she’s waitin’ for you.” 


	He had a round face and a comb-over that started behind his ear. He wore double-knit slacks and watched the world through aviator glasses day and night, indoors and out. Wouldn’t surprise Jack if he wore them to bed.


	“That’s great, Patsy. What a guy. But now we’ve got some private talk, so if you don’t mind…” 


	“Sure, sure.” As he began backing away he pointed to Maggie. “I’ll be at the bar. Think on what I said about dinner.” 


	Maggie shook her head. “Really, I can’t. I have to be—” 


	“Just think about it, that’s all I’m askin’.” 


	Oh, and somehow along the way Patsy had got the idea that he was quite the ladies’ man.


	“I wish we didn’t have to meet in a bar,” Maggie said as Patsy sauntered away and Jack pulled up a chair.


	With a minimum of effort she could have looked okay. Fortyish with a pale face, so pale that if she told Jack she’d never been out in the sun, he’d believe her. Not a speck of makeup, thin lips, a nice nose, hazel eyes. She’d tucked her gray-streaked blond hair under a light blue knit hat that looked like flapperwear from the Roaring Twenties. As for her body, she appeared slim, but a bulky sweater and shapeless blue slacks smothered whatever moved beneath. Beat-up Reeboks completed the picture. She sat stiff and straight, as if her vertebrae had been switched for a steel rod. Her whole look seemed calculated to deflect male attention.


	If that was the case, it hadn’t worked with Patsy. But then, Patsy was game for anyone without a Y chromosome.


	“You don’t like Julio’s?” Jack said.


	“I don’t like bars—I don’t go to them and I don’t think they’re a good thing. Too many wives and children go hungry because of paychecks wasted in places like this, too many are beaten when the drinker comes home drunk.” 


	Jack nodded. “Can’t argue with you on that, but I don’t think it happens much with these folk.” 


	“What makes them so special?” 


	“Most of them are single or divorced. They work hard but don’t have too many people to spend on but themselves. When they go home there’s no one to beat. Or love.” 


	“What’s wrong with giving their drink money to charity?” 


	Jack shook his head. This lady was no fun with a capital NO.


	“Because they’d rather spend it hanging out with friends.” 


	“I can think of lots of ways to be with friends besides drinking.” 


	Jack looked around at the bright afternoon sun angling through the front windows past the bare branches of the dead ficus and the desiccated hanging plants, so long deceased they’d become mummified. “Another Brick in the Wall” wafted from the jukebox, its metronomic beat augmented by Lou’s hammering at the GopherBash in the corner.


	What’s not to like?


	She’d been just as uptight yesterday at their first meeting. He found it hard to believe that this priss was being blackmailed. What had she ever done that would let someone get a hook into her?


	Her hands were clasped together on the table before her in an interlocking deathgrip. Jack reached over and gave them a gentle pat.


	“I’m not the enemy here, Maggie.” 


	Her shoulders slumped as she closed her eyes and leaned back. Tears rimmed her lids when she looked at him again.


	“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just… it’s just that I’m not a bad person. I’ve been good, I’ve lived a clean life, I’ve sacrificed for others, done good works, given to charity. Criminals, mobsters, drug dealers, they commit crimes every day and go about their lives unscathed. Me, I make one little mistake, just one, and my whole world is threatened.” 


	If she was telling the truth, and Jack believed she was, he was sorry for her. He couldn’t help responding to the hurt, fright, and vulnerability seeping through her facade.


	“That’s because you’ve got something to protect—a job, a family, a reputation, your dignity. They don’t.” 


	Maggie had been under a blackmailer’s thumb since August. All she would say about the hook was that someone had photos of her that she’d rather not be made public. He’d been squeezing her and she was just about tapped out. She wouldn’t say what was in the photos. She admitted that she was in them, but that was it. Fine with Jack. If he found the blackmailer and the photos, he’d know. If not, none of his business.


	“And another difference between you and the sleazeballs is they’ll hunt down a blackmailer and rip his lungs out. You won’t, and this oxygen waster knows it. That’s where I come in.” 


	Her eyes widened. “I don’t want anyone’s lungs ripped out!” 


	Jack laughed. “Figure of speech. Probably better than this guy deserves, and it would be way too messy.” 


	She stared at him a moment, an uneasy light in her eyes, then glanced around. Though no one was in earshot, she lowered her voice.


	“The person who gave me your name warned that you played ‘rough.’ I’m against violence. I just want those pictures back.” 


	“I’m not a hitman,” he told her, “but this guy’s not going to just hand over those pictures, even if I say pretty please. I’ll try to get it done without him knowing who I’m working for, but a little rough and tumble may be unavoidable.” 


	She grimaced. “Just as long as no lungs are ripped out.” 


	Jack laughed. “Forget lungs, I want to know who told you I played rough. What’s his name?” 


	A hint of a smile curved her thin lips. “Who said it was a he?” 


	She wasn’t going to come across. All right, he’d wait. And watch. Customers without references earned extra scrutiny.


	“Okay. First things first: Did you bring the first half of my fee?” 


	She looked away. “I don’t have it all. I had very little money in the first place, and so much of that is gone, used up paying this… beast.” It seemed to take an effort to call her blackmailer a name. Who was this lady? “I was wondering… could I pay you in installments?” 


	Jack leaned back and stared at her. His impulse was to say, Forget it. He didn’t do this for fun. Too often a fix-it involved putting his skin on the line; might be different if he had a replacement, but this skin was his one and only. So he liked a good portion of his fee up front. Installments meant a continuing relationship, excuses for being late, and on and on. He didn’t want to be a bank, and he didn’t want a long-term customer relationship. He wanted to get in, get out, and say good-bye.


	And besides, dealing with a blackmailer could get ugly.


	But the twenty-five large nesting in his pocket brought back the previous owner’s words…


	Use whatever is left over to offset the fee for someone who can’t afford you…


	Maybe a lady who said she did good works and gave to charity deserved a little herself.


	Still, he couldn’t bring himself to agree right away.


	“Well, like I told you yesterday, this could be a tough job, with no guarantees. Getting your photos isn’t enough. I have to get the negatives as well. But if he used a digital camera, there won’t be any. Digital photos will exist on a hard drive somewhere, and most likely on a backup disk somewhere else. Finding all that will take time. But that’s Stage Two. Stage One is finding out who is blackmailing you.” 


	She shook her head. “I just can’t imagine…” 


	“Got to be someone who knows you. Once we identify him, we’ll need to steal all copies of whatever it is he’s holding over you without him knowing you were behind it.” 


	“How can you do that?” 


	“The ideal scenario is to make it look like an accident—say, a fire. But that’s not always feasible. If you’re not his only victim—I know of one guy who’s made a career out of blackmail—it makes things a little easier.” 


	“How?” 


	“I can liberate more than just your stuff.” 


	“I don’t understand.” 


	“If he’s got multiple victims and just your stuff winds up missing, he’ll know it was you. If I wipe out everything I find, he’ll have a number of suspects. But even with your stuff gone, he’ll keep trying to squeeze you.” 


	“But how—?” 


	“He’ll assume you’ll think he still has the photos. That’s why we have to pave a way out for you.” 


	“You sound like you’ve done this before.” 


	He nodded. The blackmail industry kept his phone ringing. Most victims couldn’t go to the cops because that meant revealing the very thing they were paying the leech to keep under wraps. They imagined a trial, their secret trumpeted in the papers, or at the very least making the public record. A certain percentage, pushed to the point where they couldn’t or wouldn’t take it anymore, decided to seek a solution outside the system. That was where Jack came in.


	“Many times. Maybe even for your unnamed source.” 


	“Oh, no. He’d never—” Her hand flew to her mouth.


	Gotcha, Jack thought, but didn’t make an issue of it. He’d narrowed down her source to a little less than half the population. At least it was a start.


	“As for the installments… we’ll work something out.” 


	She smiled, this time revealing even white teeth. “Thank you. I’ll see you get your money, every penny of it.” She dug into her black no-name pocketbook. “I was able to bring the hundred dollars you asked for.” 


	She handed him a hundred-dollar bill and two folded sheets of paper.


	Jack slipped the bill under his sweater and into the breast pocket of his shirt. The blackmailer had demanded a thousand as his next payment. He was going to get only a fraction of that. And Jack was going to send it.


	He had a reason for doing it himself. But more important, the payment would allow him to track down the blackmailer. He’d done this before: Send the money in a padded envelope with a dime-size transponder hidden in the lining, then follow the transponder.


	He unfolded the first sheet of paper—Maggie’s perfect Palmer-method handwritten note saying she didn’t have any more to send at the moment. Good. Just what he’d told her to write. The second was the address. The money was supposed to go to “Occupant.” A street address and a number followed—plainly a mail drop. Jack did a double take at the street—Tremont Avenue in the Bronx… Box 224.


	“Son of a bitch!” 


	“I beg your pardon?” 


	“I know that address and I know who’s blackmailing you.” 


	“Who?” 


	“A walking, talking virus.” 


	“But what’s his name?” 


	Jack could see his round, sweaty-jowled face with eyes and mouth crowded close to the center of his face, held there by the gravitational field of his big, pushed-up nose. Richie Cordova, a fat, no good, rotten, useless glob of protoplasm. Not two months ago Jack had ruined most of Cordova’s stash of blackmail goodies. Obviously he’d missed Maggie’s photos.


	“Nobody you’d know. He’s the guy I mentioned before, who’s made a career out of blackmail.” 


	Maggie looked frightened. “But how did he get those pictures of me and…?” 


	And who? Jack wondered. Male or female?


	He had a pretty good idea of how it had gone down. Cordova’s legit grind was private investigations. Someone hired him for a job that had put him in Maggie’s orbit. The shitbum spotted something hinky, took a few pictures, and now was using them to supplement his income.


	“Bad luck. The wrong guy in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 


	She leaned forward. “I want his name.” 


	“Better you don’t know. It can’t do you any good. Might even buy you some trouble.” He looked at her. “I mean it.” 


	“Yes, but—” 


	“You believe in the soul, I assume?” 


	“Of course.” 


	“This guy’s is a petri dish.” 


	She slumped again. “This is terrible.” 


	“Not really. Granted you’ve got a better chance of goof-ups if you’re on the string to an amateur than a pro, but I’ve already dealt with this particular pro. I know where he lives and where he works. I’ll get your photos back.” 


	She brightened. “You will?” 


	“Well, maybe I shouldn’t guarantee anything, but we’ve gone from Stage One to Stage Two in a matter of minutes. That’s a record. We still have to send him that money though.” 


	“Why? I thought that was to trace him. If you already know wüo he is—” 


	“There’s a reason we’re shorting him. I want to rattle his cage, make him get in touch with you. When he calls, you’ve got to cry poverty—” 


	She barked a bitter little laugh. “It won’t be an act, I can tell you that.” 


	“Be convincing. What that does is set the stage for your sending him no more money when and if I retrieve your photos. You simply haven’t got it. Remember, he’s got a lot invested in his blackmail assets. We don’t want him connecting you to losing them. No telling what he’ll do.” 


	Instead of looking concerned, Maggie smiled as if a terrible burden had been lifted.


	“This is going to work, isn’t it,” she said.


	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” 


	“No, it is. I can feel it. God turned away from me for a while—not without good reason—but now I see His hand again in my life. He led me to you, to someone who has already dealt with my tormentor. That can’t be just a coincidence.” 


	Coincidence…


	Jack felt his shoulders tighten. He hated coincidences.


				*
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	Jack watched Maggie leave, nimbly sliding past Patsy as she gave him the brush.


	Months ago a lady—a Russian lady with a big white dog—had told him there’d be no more coincidences in his life. He’d seen no hard evidence yet that she’d been right, but certain incidents that he might otherwise consider happenstance seemed to form a pattern when he looked for one. True, you could always find connections if you looked hard enough and stretched the imagination. That was how conspiracy theories were born.


	But Maggie had it right: Her picking him to help her with Cordova seemed like a hell of a coincidence. On the other hand, Cordova did a lot of blackmailing. It wasn’t impossible that two of his victims—Emil Jankowski in September and Maggie here at the tail end of October—would call on Jack. Not too much competition in the fix-it field.


	Still…


	He popped out of his seat and headed for the door, waving to Julio as he passed the bar.


	Out on the street he peered up and down the sidewalk until he spotted Maggie’s blue knit hat bouncing away to his right. He took off after her, keeping his distance. He hoped she’d snag a cab but no, she bounded down the steps of a subway entrance.


	Damn. Following her on a Sunday wouldn’t be easy. No crowds to hide in. With a mental shrug he headed down. The worst that could happen was she’d spot him and he’d have to ad lib an explanation.


	He hung back on the stairs till he saw her head for the downtown side. When she hopped on an A train he slipped into the following car and positioned himself where he could watch her through the glass. She pulled a book from her bag but didn’t open it. She stared at the floor, looking lost, as if the worries of the world were all hers.


	She rode that way down to West Fourth where she switched to the F. Along the way she didn’t look around much, too lost in her thoughts to notice anyone following.


	She stepped off at Delancey and Jack followed her up to the streets of the Lower East Side. The buildings here were former tenements that maxed out at five stories. Canopied oriental and kosher food stores sat cheek by jowl along the stained gray sidewalk.


	He gave her a block lead but grew a little uneasy as he started to recognize his surroundings. He’d come down here just last August to confront a priest who had hired him but managed to pull one over on him. What was his name? Father Ed. Right. Father Edward Halloran. His church had been around here somewhere, St. Somebody-or—


	He stopped dead as he followed Maggie around a corner. There, across the street, looming over the surrounding tenements, sat the hulking, Gothic, granite-block mass of the Church of St. Joseph. The old building wasn’t in any better shape than the last time he’d seen it. The large rose window centered over the double doors was caked with grime, as were its twin crocketed spires, but the latter boasted the added decoration of white stripes a la city squab.


	The doors stood open and people, mostly older with an immigrant look, were wandering inside.


	Jack had been in the rectory to St. Joe’s immediate left, but not the building to the right where Maggie was hurrying up the front steps, passing a sign that read Convent of the Blessed Virgin.


	A nun? Maggie was a nun?


	Well, it sort of fit with her uptight personality. But he guessed she wasn’t too uptight, otherwise Cordova would have nothing to hold over her. And since she was connected with St. Joe’s, Jack had a pretty good idea who had referred her: Father Ed.


	Okay. One mystery solved. But another remained. Why blackmail a nun? Seemed like a waste of effort. Nuns didn’t have any money—unless Maggie came from a wealthy family.


	Jack glanced at his watch. Five to four. He’d promised to take Gia and Vicky out to dinner, but that wasn’t till seven. Maybe he’d invest an hour or so here and see if he could learn any more. Maybe Maggie wasn’t a nun. Maybe she merely worked at the convent… but he doubted that.


	He spotted an all-purpose convenience store/take out/coffee shop eater-corner from the church. Maybe he could watch from there.


	He crossed over and bought a cup of stale coffee in the traditional blue-and-white container from the Korean proprietor. No sooner had he stepped to the window and taken his first bitter sip when Maggie reappeared. She’d changed into a gray skirt and jacket over a white blouse. Her hair was tucked under a black wimple with a white band. She hurried down the convent steps, up the church steps, and disappeared inside.


	Well, that settled the is-she-or-isn’t-she question. But Jack wanted a little more info. He stepped outside and crossed back to the church, dribbling his coffee onto the pavement as he went. On the far side he tossed the empty cup into a trash basket, then climbed St. Joe’s front steps.


	To the right, white vinyl letters snapped into a black message board that listed the Mass schedule. Sunday had one every ninety minutes till noon, then one last chance at four.


	To the left, a worn black-on-white sign heralded the Church of St. Joseph’s Renovation Fund and sported a thermometer to track the progress of contributions. One-hundred-thousand-dollar increments were listed to the left of the graduated column up to the goal of $600,000; the red area that marked the level of contributions hadn’t even filled the bulb. Not surprising, considering the chill economic climate and the low-income level of the parish.


	Jack edged through the entrance and stood in the vestibule. The nave stretched ahead through a second set of doors. A sparse crowd for the four o’clock Mass, so he had no trouble spotting Maggie. She sat behind a well-dressed man. Occasionally she’d lean forward and whisper something. He’d nod and she’d lean back.


	The priest on the altar was not Father Ed; he displayed about the same level of interest in what he was doing as his parishioners, which was not much. Jack tuned him out, trying to get a fix on the relationship between Maggie—if that was her name—and her man friend. He’d thought at first that they might be having an affair, but he sensed a distance between them.


	About halfway through the Mass the man rose and sidled to the aisle, then headed back toward Jack. He looked to be about fifty, with a good haircut and features that might be described as distinguished looking except for the haunted look in his eyes and the circles beneath them. He gave Jack a friendly nod and a reflexive smile as he passed. Jack nodded back.


	Jack counted to five, then stepped to the front doors. He watched the man stand on the corner, looking for a cab. It took a couple of minutes but he snagged one and it headed uptown.


	Jack leaned against the rusty iron railing by the building-fund sign and waited. Soon the parishioners began to filter out. He spotted Maggie among them, head down, lost in thought.


	“Sister?” he called softly. “Can I have a word with you?” 


	She looked up and her initial look of confusion vanished in wide-eyed shock.


	“You! How did you—?” 


	Jack motioned her closer. “Where can we talk?” 


	She glanced around at the final parishioners straggling from within and heading down the steps.


	“In a moment this will be as good a place as any.” 


	“You’re kidding.” 


	“No. I can’t be seen strolling around with a man, and certainly not sitting in a bar with him.” 


	Jack noted the emphasis on “bar.” 


	He lowered his voice. “What’s your real name, sister?” 


	“Margaret Mary O’Hara.” She flashed a tiny smile. “The kids at the parish school used to call me ‘Sister M&M.’ They still do, but now they spell it differently.” 


	Jack returned her smile. “Sister Eminem. That’s cool. Better than Sister Margaret. That’d make you sound ninety years old.” 


	“Around the convent I’m known as Sister Maggie, but lately I have felt ninety years old.” 


	Movement caught Jack’s eye. He spotted a white-albed altar boy at the front doors, kicking up the hooks that held them open.


	“Hi, Sister,” he said as he spotted her.


	“Hello, Jorge,” she said with a genuine smile, wider than Jack had ever seen from her. “You did a good job today. See you in school tomorrow.” 


	He nodded and smiled. “See ya.” 


	When the doors had closed she turned back to Jack.


	“Obviously you followed me. Why?” 


	“Too many unanswered questions. But at least now I know who referred you. Does Father Ed know you’re being blackmailed?” 


	She shook her head. “No. He just knows I need help and can’t go to the police. I went to him for advice and he suggested you. Did… did he hire you for something?” 


	“You’ll have to ask him. My memory’s very unreliable.” 


	The answer seemed to please her. “That’s good to know.” 


	“Are you and that man I saw you with in the photos together?” 


	“I’d really rather not say.” 


	“Fair enough.” Jack looked around. They were alone on the steps, alone on the deserted street. A man and a nun standing a good two feet apart. No one could infer anything improper from that. “How bad can the photos be?” 


	She looked at her feet. “He sent me copies. Very bad. Nothing left to the imagination.” 


	“Well then let me ask, How much can they hurt you? I’m assuming you were with a guy, but even if you weren’t, I mean, they made some openly gay guy a bishop, so what could—?” 


	“Good gravy, Jack. Those were Episcopalians. This is the Catholic Church.” 


	Good gravy?


	“You’re kidding, right? After what Catholic priests have been up to?” 


	“Some Catholic priests. None that I’ve ever known. But this is different. Nuns are different. My order would banish me. I’d be out on the street with no home, no savings, and no job.” 


	“Seems pretty cold.” 


	“I love my order, Jack. But more than that, I love serving God and I love teaching these children. I’m a good teacher. It’s not false pride when I say I can and do make a difference. But even if I was allowed to stay in the convent, I couldn’t be allowed to teach.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Those pictures threaten everything I hold dear in my life.” 


	Jack watched her and wondered how so many facets of her life had combined to ruin it. If she’d been Margaret Mary O’Hara, single public school teacher, she could thumb her nose at Cordova. Yeah? So? But she was Sister Maggie and that was a whole other ball game.


	“Okay, answer me this: How much money do you have?*’


	“We take a vow of poverty but are allowed to put a little away for special circumstances. Whatever I had is all but gone now, paid to that… that…” 


	“Yeah, I know. Any family money you can tap into?” 


	Her mouth twisted. “My father’s long dead, my mother died over the summer, penniless. Every last cent she had was eaten up by the nursing home.” 


	“Sorry to hear that. But I’m confused. Having seen the way this creep operates, I can’t understand him going after someone with a vow of poverty. He tends to like deeper wells.” 


	Sister Maggie looked away. After a few heartbeats she sighed and pointed to the sign behind Jack.


	“He wants me to steal from the renovation fund. I’m one of the overseers.” 


	“Really.” This was an interesting twist. “How could he know that?” 


	Another look away. “It has to do with the photos. I can’t say any more.” 


	“All right then, why not simply quit that position?” 


	“He said if I don’t pay, or if I quit working with the fund, he’ll make the photos public and ruin me and the fund. The fund’s having such a tough time as it is, a scandal will sink it.” 


	“Whatever they show, you can say they’re fake. You wouldn’t believe how they can manipulate photos these days. Seeing used to be believing. Not anymore.” 


	“First off,” she said, “that would be lying. Secondly, I have been working closely of late with the other person in the photos. What they show would not seem so preposterous to anyone who knew us.” 


	“So what you’re saying is even if they were fakes, very good fakes, they’d still mess up your life and the building fund.” 


	She nodded, started to say something, but couldn’t get the words past her trembling lips.


	Jack felt his jaw clench as he watched tears of helplessness rim her eyes. Sister Maggie seemed like good people. The thought of that slimy, belly-crawling son of a bitch turning the screws on her, and probably enjoying every minute…


	Finally she found her voice. “He stole something from me… a very private moment…” 


	“And you want it back.” 


	She looked up at him. “No. I want it erased.” She pointed to her heart. “From here”—then touched her forehead—”and from here. But that can’t happen while those pictures are out there.” 


	“Don’t worry about it. Ill take care of it. *


	She looked into his eyes and didn’t seem to like what she saw there.


	“But without violence. Please. I can’t be a party to violence.” 


	Jack only nodded. No promises. If an opportunity to put the hurt on the slob presented itself, he might not be able to resist.


	He’d have dinner with his ladies tonight, then he was going to pay a visit to fat Richie Cordova.


				*
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	After a quick shower and a change of clothes, Jack stuck Sister Maggie’s hundred-dollar bill into a padded envelope, addressed it to Cordova, and dropped it in a mailbox. Just in time to make the late pickup.


	Then he stopped in at the Isher Sports Shop on the way to Gia’s. The front doorbell jangled as he pushed through. Jack wound his way toward the rear of the store through the tilting, ready-to-topple shelves overcrowded with basketballs, snowboards, baseball bats, even boxing gloves. He found Abe, proprietor and sole employee, out of his usual spot behind the rear counter and over by the rack of hockey sticks. He was talking to a young woman and a boy who looked maybe ten.


	“All right,” Abe was saying to the boy in a testy tone. “Stand up straight already. Right. Unstoop those shoulders. No jaded slouch till you’re at least twelve—it’s a law. There. Now you should look straight ahead while I measure the stick.” 


	Abe with a sporting goods customer—usually a theater-of-the-absurd playlet. Jack stood back and watched the show.


	Abe stood five-two or -three and was a little over sixty with a malnourished scalp and an overfed waistline. He wore his customary half-sleeve white shirt and black pants, each a sampling menu of whatever he’d eaten during the course of the day. This being the end of the day, the menu was extensive.


	He grabbed a handful of hockey sticks and stood them one at a time in front of the kid. The end of the handle of the first came up to the level of the kid’s eyes.


	“Nope. Too long. Just the right length it should be, otherwise you’ll look like a kalyekeh out there on the ice.” 


	The kid looked at his mom who shrugged. Neither had the faintest idea what Abe was rambling about. Jack was right with them.


	The second stick reached the kid’s chin.


	“Too short. A good match this would be if you were in your skates, but in shoes, no.” 


	The end of the third stick stopped right under the kid’s nose.


	“Perfect! And it’s made of graphite. Such tensile strength. With this you can beat your opponents senseless and never have to worry about breaking it.” 


	The kid’s eyes widened. “Really?” 


	The mother repeated the word but with narrowed eyes and a different tone.


	Abe shrugged. “What can I say? It’s no longer a sport, hockey. You’re equipping your kaddishel to join a tumel on ice. Why put the little fellow in harm’s way?” 


	The mother’s lips tightened into a line. “Can we just pay for this and go?” 


	“I should stop you from paying?” he said, heading for the scarred counter where the cash register sat. “Of course you can pay.” 


	Her credit card was scanned, approved, a slip was signed, and she was on her way. If her expression hinted that she’d never be back, her comment left no doubt.


	“Get out while you can,” she muttered to Jack as she passed. “This guy is a loon.” 


	“Really?” Jack said.


	Abe had settled himself onto his stool and assumed his customary hands-on-thighs posture as Jack reached the counter. Parabellum, his blue parakeet and constant companion, sat in his cage to the right pecking at something that looked like a birdseed popsicle.


	“Another highwater mark in Abe Grossman customer relations,” Jack said, grinning. “You ever consider advertising yourself as a consultant?” 


	“Feh,” Abe said with a dismissive gesture. “Hockey.” 


	“At least you actually sold something related to a sport.” 


	The street-level sports shop would have folded long ago if not for Abe’s real business, locked away in the cellar. He didn’t need sports-minded customers, so he did what he could to discourage them.


	“Not such a sport. Do you know they’re making hockey sticks out of Kevlar now? They’re expecting to maybe add handguns to the brawls?” 


	“Wouldn’t know,” Jack said. “Never watch. Just stopped by to let you know I won’t be needing that transponder I ordered.” 


	“Nu?” Abe’s eyebrows lifted toward the memory of his hairline. “So you’re maybe not such a customer relations maven yourself?” 


	“No, she’s still onboard. It’s just that I’ve already dealt with the guy who’s squeezing her. He’s the one the last transponder led me to.” 


	“Cor-bon or something, right?” 


	“Close. Cordova. Some coincidence, huh?” He waited for Abe’s reaction.


	“Coincidence…” His eyes narrowed. “You told me no more coincidences for you.” 


	Jack hid his discomfort. “Yeah, I know, but coincidences do happen in real life, right?” 


	Abe shrugged. “Now and then.” 


	“Watch: I’ll probably find out he’s a closet Dormentalist.” 


	“Dormentalist? He’s a rat, maybe, but is he meshugge?” 


	Jack told him about Maria Roselli and her missing Johnny, then asked, “You know anything about Dormentalism?” 


	“Some. Like a magnet it attracts the farblondzhet in the head. That’s why the Dormentalists joined the Scientologists in the war against Prozac back in the eighties. Anything that relieves depression and allows a clearer view of life and the world is a threat to them. Shrinks the pool of potential members.” 


	“I need to do a little studying up. What’s the best place to start, you think? The Web?” 


	“Too much tsuris separating fact from opinion there. Go to the source.” 


	He slid off the stool and stepped into the little office behind the counter area. Jack had been in there a few times. It made the rest of the store look neat and spare and orderly. He heard mutters and clatters and thuds and Yiddish curses before Abe reemerged.


	“Here,” he said as he slapped a slim hardcover on the counter. “What you need is The Book of Hokano, the Torah of Dormentalism. More than you’ll ever wish or need to know. But this isn’t it. Instead, it’s a mystery novel, starring a recurring hero named David Daine, supposedly written by Dormentalism’s founder, Cooper Blascoe.” 


	Jack picked it up. The dust jacket cover graphic was a black-and-white mélange of disjointed pieces with the title Sundered Lives in blazing red.


	“Never heard of it.” 


	Abe’s eyebrows rose again in search of the Lost City of Hair. “You should have. It was number one on the Times’ bestseller list. I bought it out of curiosity.” He rolled his eyes. “Oy, such a waste of good money and paper.


	How such a piece of turgid drek could be a bestseller, let alone make number one, makes me dizzy in the head. He wrote six of them, all number ones. Makes one wonder about the public’s reading tastes.” 


	“Whodunnit?” 


	“I have no idea. Couldn’t finish it. Tried once to read The Book of Hokano and couldn’t finish that either. Incoherent mumbo jumbo.” He pointed to the book in Jack’s hand. “My gift to you.” 


	“A bad novel. Gee, thanks. You think I should buy The Book of Hokano then?” 


	“If you do it should be used already. Don’t give those gonifs another royalty. And set aside a long time. A thousand or so pages it runs.” 


	Jack winced. “Do they have Cliff Notes for it?” 


	“You might find something like that online. All sorts of nuts online.” 


	“Still, millions of people seem to believe in it.” 


	“Feh! Millions, shmillions. That’s what they say. It’s a fraction of that, I’ll bet.” 


	“Well, it’s soon going to be a fraction plus one. I’m a-goin’ to church.” 


	“You mean you’re joining a cult.” 


	“They call themselves a church. The government agrees.” 


	Abe snorted. “Church smurch. We should listen to the government? Dormentalists give up control to their leaders; all decisions are made for them—how to think, what to believe, where to live, how to dress, what country even! With no responsibility there’s no guilt, no outcome anxiety, so they feel a mindless sort of peace. That’s a cult, and a cult is a cult no matter what the government says. If the Department of Agriculture called a bagel an apple, would that make it an apple? No. It would still be a bagel.” 


	“But what do they believe?” 


	“Get yourself The Book of Hokano and read, bubbie, read. And trust me, with that in front of you, insomnia will be no worry.” 


	“Yeah, well, I’ll sleep even better if you find me a way to become a citizen again.” 


	Impending fatherhood was doing a number on Jack’s lifestyle, making him look for a way to return to aboveground life without attracting too much official attention. It wouldn’t have been easy pre-9/11, but now… sheesh. If he couldn’t provide a damn good explanation of his whereabouts for the last fifteen years, and why he wasn’t on the Social Security roles or in the IRS data banks as ever filing a 1040, he’d be put under the Homeland Security microscope. He doubted his past could withstand that kind of scrutiny, and he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life under observation.


	Had to find another way. And the best idea seemed to be a new identity… become someone with a past.


	“Any more from your guy in Europe?” 


	Abe had contacts all over the world. Someone in Eastern Europe had said he might be able to work out something—for a price, of course.


	Abe shook his head. “Nothing definite. He’s still working on it. Trust me, when I know, you’ll know.” 


	“Can’t wait forever, Abe. The baby’s due mid-March.” 


	“I’ll try to hurry him. I’m doing my best. You should know that.” 


	Jack sighed. “Yeah. I do.” 


	But the waiting, the dependence on a faceless contact, the frustration of not being able to fix this on his own… it ate at him.


	He held up the book. “Got a bag?” 


	“What? Afraid people will think you’re a Dormentalist?” 


	“You got it.” 


				*
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	“Slow down, Vicky,” Gia said. “Chew your food.” 


	Vicky loved mussels in white wine and garlic sauce. She ate them with a gusto that warmed Jack’s heart, scooping out the meat with her little fork, dipping it in the milky sauce, then popping it into her mouth. She ate quickly, methodically, and as she worked her way through the bowl she arranged her empty shells on the discard plate in her own fashion: inserting the latest into the previous, hinge first, creating a tight daisy chain of glistening black shells.


	Her hair, braided into a French twist, was almost as dark as the shells; she had her mother’s blue eyes and perfect skin, and had been nine years old for a whole two weeks now.


	Every Sunday since his return from Florida, Jack had made a point of taking Gia and Vicky out for what he liked to think of as a family dinner. To-night had been Vicky’s turn to decide where they ate and, true to form, she chose Amalia’s in Little Italy.


	The tiny restaurant had occupied the same spot on Hester Street off Mulberry since shortly after the discovery of fire. It had gained the status of a Little Italy institution without becoming a tourist trap. The main reason for that was Mama Amalia, who decided who got seated and who didn’t. No matter if a stranger had been waiting for an hour on a busy night, if she knew you from the neighborhood or as a regular, you got the next available table. Countless tourists had left in a huff.


	Like Mama Amalia could care. She’d been running her place this way all her adult life. She wasn’t about to change.


	Mama had a thing for Vicky. The two had hit it off from the start and Mama always gave Vicky the royal treatment, including the traditional two-cheek air kiss she’d taught her, a big hug, and an extra cannoli for the trip home. The fact that her mother’s last name was DiLauro didn’t hurt.


	The seating was family style, at long tables covered with red- and white-checkered cloths. With the crowd light tonight, Gia, Vicky, and Jack wound up with a table to themselves. Jack worked on his calamari fritti and a second Moretti while Gia picked at her sliced tomatoes and mozzarella. She and Vicky were splitting a bottle of Limonata. Normally Gia would have been sipping a glass of Pinot Grigio, but she’d sworn off alcohol as soon as she discovered she was pregnant.


	“Not hungry?” Jack said, noticing that she’d only half finished her appetizer.


	Gia had let her blond hair grow out a little but it was still short by most standards. She wore black slacks and a loose blue sweater. But even in a tight top he doubted anyone would know she was pregnant. Despite nearing the end of her fourth month, Gia was barely showing.


	She shrugged. “Not particularly.” 


	“Anything wrong?” 


	She hugged her arms against herself as she glanced at Vicky who was still absorbed in her mussels. “I just don’t feel right.” 


	Now that she’d said that, Jack noticed that she did look a little pale.


	“A virus?” 


	“Maybe. I feel kind of crampy.” 


	Jack felt a stab of pain in his own stomach.


	“What kind of cramps?” He lowered his voice. “It’s not the baby, is it?” 


	She shook her head. “No. Just… cramps. Only now and then, few and far between. Don’t worry.” 


	“Don’t worry about what?” Vicky said, looking up from her mussel shell rosette.


	“Mommy’s not feeling so hot,” Gia told her. “Remember how your stomach was upset last week. I think I may have it now.” 


	Vicky had to think a moment, then said. “Oh, yeah. That was gross, but not too bad. You’ll be okay if you drink Gatorade, Mom. Just like me.” 


	She went back to arranging her shells.


	A virus… Jack hoped that was all it was.


	Gia grabbed his hand. “I see that look. Don’t worry, okay? I just had my monthly checkup and Dr. Eagleton says everything’s going fine.” 


	“Hey, if she can’t tell whether it’s a boy or a girl yet, how do we know she—?” 


	Gia held up her hand in a traffic-cop move. “Don’t go there. She delivered Vicky and she’s been my gynecologist ever since. As far as I’m concerned she’s the best OB on the planet.” 


	“Okay, okay. It’s just I worry, you know? I’m new to this whole thing.” 


	She smiled. “I know. But by the time March rolls around, you’ll be a pro.” 


	Jack hoped so.


	He poked at his calamari rings. He wasn’t so hungry anymore.


				*
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	Jack returned to his apartment after dropping off Vicky and Gia—who was feeling better—at their Sutton Square townhouse. He’d been carrying his .380 AMT Backup at the restaurant but wanted something a little more impressive along when he visited Cordova’s place—just in case he got backed into a corner.


	He wound through the Victorian oak furniture of his cluttered front room—Gia had once called it “claustrophobic,” but she seemed used to it these days—and headed for the old fold-out secretary against the far wall. He occupied the third floor of a West Eighties brownstone that was much too small for all the neat stuff he’d accumulated over the years. He didn’t know what he was going to do with it once he and Gia were married. It was a given that he’d move to Sutton Square, but what would happen to all this?


	He’d worry about it when the time came.


	He angled the secretary out from the wall and reached for the notch in the lower rear panel. His hand stopped just inches away. The hidden space behind the drawers held his weapons cache—and, since Florida, something else. That something else tended to make him a little queasy.


	He pushed his hand forward and removed the panel. Hung on self-adhering hooks or jumbled on the floor of the space lay his collection of saps, knives, bullets, pistols. The latest addition was a souvenir from his Florida trip, a huge Ruger SuperRedhawk revolver chambered for .454 Casulls that would stop an elephant. Not many elephants around here, and the Ruger’s nine-and-a-half-inch barrel made it impractical as a city carry, but he couldn’t let it go.


	Another thing in the hidden compartment he couldn’t let go—or rather, wouldn’t let go of him—was a flap of skin running maybe ten inches wide and twelve long. Another leftover from that same trip, it was all that remained of a strange old woman named Anya. Yeah, a woman with a dog, a heroic little chihuahua named Oyv.


	He’d tried to rid himself of this grisly reminder of the horrors that had gone down in Florida, but it refused to go. He’d buried it once in Florida and twice again during the two months since he’d returned, but it wouldn’t stay. By the time he got home it was already here, waiting for him. As little as a year ago he would have been shocked, repulsed, horrified, and questioning his sanity. Now… he simply went with it. He’d come to the gut-wrenching realization that he was no longer in control of his life. Sometimes he wondered if he’d ever been.


	After the third try he’d given up on burying the skin. Anya had been much more than she’d let on. Her strange powers hadn’t prevented her death, but apparently they stretched beyond the grave. For some reason she wanted him to have this piece of her and was giving him no choice about it. That being the case, he’d go with the flow, certain that sooner or later he’d find out why.


	He unfolded the rectangle of skin, supple and fresh as new leather, showing not a trace of decomposition, and stared again at the bewildering pattern of pocked scars crisscrossed with the lines of fine, razor-thin cuts. It meant something, he was sure. But what?


	Quarter folding it, he put it away and picked up his Clock 19. He checked the magazine—9mm Magsafe Defenders alternating with copper-jacketed Remingtons—then slammed it home and chambered a round. He changed into darker clothes and traded his loafers for black Thorogrip steel-toed boots. He already had the AMT strapped to his ankle. He slipped the Glock into a nylon small-of-the-back holster and was good to go.


				*
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	Jack stood on Cordova’s front porch and pulled on a pair of latex gloves. Last time he’d been here, the house had had no security system. But the owner had had a gun, and he’d taken a shot at Jack as he’d escaped across a neighboring roof. After Jack’s break-in, chances were good Cordova had sprung for a home alarm.


	He looked around the neighborhood. Nobody out and about. Sunday night and people were either asleep or watching the 11 o’clock news before heading for bed.


	Williamsbridge sits in the upper Bronx—so far up that the subway lines run out of track and trestle just a couple of stops above it. Mostly a grid of old, post-war middle-class homes and row houses, the area has seen better days, but lots worse too. Crime here, they say, is on the wane, but Jack spotted a couple of guys dealing under the El as he drove along White Plains Road.


	He’d cruised the main drag before hitting the house because he knew from the last time that Cordova liked to hang at a bar called Hurley’s between 223rd and 224th. He’d double-parked, popped in for a look around, spotted fatso stuffed into a booth at the rear, and left. He parked half a block down from Cordova’s place. He’d brought the car because his plan was to rock the blackmailer’s boat by stealing his files and his computer hard drive.


	Cordova’s house was older than his neighbors’. Clapboard siding with a front porch spanning the width of the house. Two windows to the left of the front door, two above the porch roof, and one more looking out of the attic.


	Jack checked the porch windows. Alarm systems installed during construction could be hidden, but the retrofitted ones were easy to spot. He reached into the large duffel bag he’d brought along and pulled out a flashlight with duct tape across the upper half of the lens. He aimed it through one of the front windows across the parlor to another in the left wall of the room. No sign of magnetic contact switches. He angled the beam along the upper walls to the two corners within sight—no area sensors near the ceiling. At least none he could see.


	Okay. He’d risk it.


	He pulled out his latest toy, a pick gun. They came in electric and manual, to be sold to locksmiths only. Sure. Abe had let him try both last month. Jack had found he preferred the manual over the electric. He liked to fine-tune the tension bar, loved to feel the pins clicking into line.


	He went to work. He hadn’t had any trouble last time, even with his old pick set, so now—


	Hell, it was the same lock. That set Jack on edge. Not a good sign. If Cordova wasn’t going to spring for an alarm system, the least he could do was change the locks.


	Unless…


	The pins lined up quickly. Jack twisted the cylinder with the tension bar and heard the bolt slide back. He stepped inside with his duffel, holding his breath against the chance that he’d missed something. The first thing he did was search for a keypad. If anywhere it would be right next to the door. The wall was bare. Good sign.


	He made a quick check of the room, especially along the wall-ceiling crease but found no sensors. He was struck—as he’d been the first time he’d been here—by how neat and clean everything was. For a fat slob, Cordova maintained a trim ship.


	Jack waited, ready to duck back outside, but no alarm sounded. Could be a silent model, but he doubted it.


	Okay, no time to waste. Last time he was here Cordova had surprised him by coming home early. Jack wanted to be gone ASAP.


	Flashlight in hand he ran up to the third floor. He stopped on the threshold of the converted attic space where Cordova kept his computer and his files, the heart of his blackmail operation.


	“Shit!” 


	The filing cabinet was gone, the computer desk stood empty. He checked the closet. Last time he’d been here it was a miniature darkroom. Still was, but no file cabinets.


	This explained the lack of security. He’d moved his operation. And the most logical site for relocation was his office at the other end of the park.


	Time to go for a ride.


				*
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	The gold letters on the window heralded the second-floor tenant.


	CORDOVA SECURITY CONSULTANTS


	LTD.


	Jack shook his head. Ltd. Who did he think he was going to impress with that? Especially when his Ltd. was situated over a Tremont Avenue oriental deli with signs in English and Korean sharing space in its windows.


	The inset door to the second floor lay to the left, sandwiched between the deli and a neighboring bakery. He walked past it twice, close enough to determine that it was secured with a standard pin and tumbler lock, and an old one to boot. He also noticed a little video lens pointed down at the two steps that led up to the door.


	He hurried back to the car and pulled his camo boonie hat from the duffel, then returned to Tremont—officially East Tremont Avenue, but hardly anybody used the East—or the Avenue, for that matter.


	Still a fair number of people on the sidewalks, even at this hour; mostly black and Hispanic. He waited till he had a decent window between strollers, then stepped up to the door, pick gun in hand. He kept his head down, letting the brim of the hat hide his face from the camera. Probability was ninety-nine percent that it was used to check on who wanted to be buzzed in and not connected to a recorder, but why take chances? He set to work on the lock. Took a whole five seconds to open it, and then he was in.


	Atop the stairway he found a short hall. Two offices up here, Cordova’s facing the street, the second toward the rear. He stepped up to the first door, an old wooden model that had been slathered with countless coats of paint over the years. An opaque pane of pebbled glass took up a good portion of the upper half. When Jack spotted the foil strip running around its perimeter, he knew where Cordova had stashed his dirt: right here.


	Why pay for a security system at home when his office was alarmed?


	But if this system was as antiquated as it appeared, Cordova was going to pay.


	Oh, how he was going to pay.


	But Jack needed to lay a little groundwork first. He’d tackle that tomorrow.


				*
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	Back in his apartment, Jack thought about calling Gia to see how she was feeling, but figured she’d be asleep by now. He’d planned to watch a letterbox version of Bad Day at Black Rock in all its widescreen glory on his big TV—John Sturges and William Mellor knew how to stretch CinemaScope to the breaking point—but that would have to wait. The Book of Hokano was calling.


	So Jack settled into his big recliner and opened the copy he’d picked up at Barnes & Noble. The two-inch spine was intimidating, but he opened it and began to read.


	Abe hadn’t been kidding: Dormentalism was a mishmash of half a dozen different religions, but the original parts were way over the top. And dull. The Book of Hokano made a civics textbook read like The Godfather.


	He flipped through until he came to the appendices. Appendix A was called The Pillars of Dormentalism—a rip-off of the Pillars of Islam, maybe?


	Looked like there were more than five. A lot more. Oh, goody.


	He began to read…


	First… there was the Presence and only the Presence. The Presence created the World, and it was good.


	The Presence created Man and Woman and made them sentient by endowing each with a xelton, a Fragment of Its Eternal Self.


	In the beginning Man and Woman were immortal—neither the flesh of the body nor the xelton within sickened or aged.


	But Man and Woman rebelled against the Presence by believing they were the true Lords of Creation. This so displeased the Presence that It sundered Creation, dividing it in half The Presence erected the Wall of Worlds to separate this, the Home world, from its twin, the Hokano world.


	These two parallel hemi-creations are mirrors of each other. Therefore each object in the Home world, living or inanimate, material or immaterial, has an exact counterpart in the Hokano world—separate but intimately linked.


	When Creation was divided, so was each xelton. At first the halves remained linked across the Wall of Worlds, but through the millennia this link has stretched and attenuated as the xelton half within fell into a deep sleep. As a result, people on the Home side of the Wall are no longer aware of the existence of their xelton or their Hokano counterparts.


	Another result of the Great Sundering was that human flesh was no longer immortal. It aged and decayed while the xelton within, being a fragment of the Presence itself, remained immortal. Each xelton passes through a succession of humans, being reborn immediately into a new body after an old one dies.


	All the miseries that afflict humanity—war, pestilence, hunger, greed, hate, even death itself—are a direct result of our sleeping xelton and our loss of awareness and estrangement from our Hokano counterpart.


	All the miseries that afflict humanity—war, pestilence, hunger, greed, hate, even death itself—can be conquered by awakening the inner xelton, reestablishing its contact with its Hokano counterpart, and fusing with it.


	These Truths were unknown to Mankind until 1968 when they were revealed to Cooper Blascoe in the Black Rock desert of Nevada by a glowing Hokano traveler. The Hokano’s name was Noomri and he was sacrificing his life by crossing the Wall of Worlds to bring the Good News to our side: All the Hokano people have awakened their xeltons and are anxiously awaiting contact from their counterparts in this world.


	But Noomri said that strengthening contact across the Wall of Worlds requires effort on both sides. The Hokanos are alert and trying to fortify the links, but our Home world remains unaware. Without effort from our side, the links will remain attenuated.


	Noomri revealed that there are ten levels of contact that if diligently pursued will result infusion of the sundered xelton halves. The human hosting a fused xelton will experience wondrous benefits—success, happiness, long life, contentment, fulfillment, and seemingly magical powers.


	But that is only a small part of the reward for fusion. Noomri foretold that once enough xeltons are reunited and fused with their missing half, once the two parts again become one, the Presence will be pleased and will remove the Wall of Worlds. Then will come the Great Fusion when the two halves of Creation will rejoin into an Eternal Paradise.


	Noomri warned that those beings on either side, flesh and xelton alike, who have not yet rejoined with their Hokano counterpart by the time of the Great Fusion, will be blasted from existence and will not partake of the Eternal Paradise.


	Noomri sadly added that over the millennia a certain number of xelton halves have deteriorated to a state from which they cannot be awakened. These unfortunate xeltons and the people housing them are called “nulls” and will never experience fusion. Noomri was a null, and since he would never see the Eternal Paradise, he was bravely sacrificing himself for his fellow Hokanos and the people of the Home world. His time was running out, for one cannot long survive after crossing the Wall of Worlds.


	Before he burst into flame and died, Noomri begged Cooper Blascoe to carry his words to all the people of the Home side.


	Cooper Blascoe has done exactly this, forsaking all his personal needs and goals to create the Dormentalist Church to carry out this sacred mission.


	Jack slumped in the chair and slowly shook his head. How could people—tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of them—fall for this line of bull? It read like bad science fiction.


	He knew he should read more but couldn’t keep his eyes open.


	Tomorrow… he’d try again tomorrow…


				*
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	Jack awoke early on Halloween with vague memories of a dream about xeltons and Hokanos… all of whom bore strange resemblances to Abe and Mama Amalia.


	He was heading for the door to grab a cup of coffee at the corner deli when his phone rang. The 305 area code on the caller ID told him who it was.


	“Hey, Dad.” 


	They’d been in touch almost weekly since their Florida escapade. The bond they’d forged then had not attenuated despite the months and miles since they’d last seen each other.


	“Jack! I’d hoped to catch you before you went out.” 


	“Good timing. Another thirty seconds and I’d have been gone. What’s up?” 


	“I’m coming north to do some condo hunting next week.” 


	“Oh? Where?” 


	Jack closed his eyes. Please don’t say New York—please don’t say New York.


	As much as he enjoyed this renewed closeness with his dad, he did not want him living down the block, didn’t want him in any of the five boroughs in fact. He was a good guy but he tended to be too curious about his younger son’s lifestyle and how he earned his living.


	“I was thinking of Trenton.” 


	Jack pumped a fist. Yes!


	“To be near Ron and the kids.” 


	Ron Iverson was Jack’s sister Kate’s ex—but it hadn’t been a rancorous divorce and Dad had stayed close to his grandkids, Kevin and Lizzie, all along. Even closer since Kate’s death.


	“You’ve got it. And it puts me just an hour away from the city via Amtrak.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’ve got to get cracking on finding a new place. The sale of the place down here closes in less than a month.” 


	“The Tuesday before Thanksgiving, right?” 


	“Right. And I can’t wait to get back.” 


	Jack could hear the anticipation in his voice.


	Dad added, “I thought maybe we could get together for dinner in Trenton. They’ve got some nice restaurants there. Kevin’s away at college but Lizzie is still around. Maybe—” 


	“Might be better if you came up here, Dad. We’ve got the best restaurants in the world.” 


	He didn’t think he could bear spending hours at a table with Lizzie. Since Jack had been the last family member to see Kate alive, she’d have all sorts of questions about her mother, questions he couldn’t answer honestly—for Kate’s sake.


	“You sound like you don’t want to see Lizzie. You’ve never known her, Jack. She’s a great kid and—” 


	“She’ll remind me too much of Kate and I’m not ready for that. Not yet.” 


	“Someday you’ll tell me what happened to Kate up there, won’t you.” 


	“Someday, yeah. But I can only tell you what I know.” Which was everything. “Call me when you’re back in the good ol’ Garden State and we’ll set something up.” 


	“Will do.” 


	Jack hung up and let out a deep breath. Sometimes he got sick of lying. It wasn’t so bad with strangers, but with family…


	And on the subject of lying… he was going to have to do some to Jamie Grant. He wondered if she’d be in her office this early. Wouldn’t hurt to try.


	He’d realized from his stint with The Book of Hokano that it wasn’t going to tell him about the inner workings of the Dormentalist Church. It was all doctrine. He needed someone who’d looked under the hood.


	He still had his copy of The Light from yesterday, so he looked up the number again. He dug out a business card from the secretary’s bottom drawer and dialed Grant on his Tracfone.


	After working through the phone tree he heard that same gruff voice say, “Grant.” 


	She was in. Did she sleep there?


	Before she could hang up on him again he quickly explained that he was a private investigator who had been hired by the family of a missing Dormentalist to find their son.


	Hey—not much of a lie. Almost true.


	“Dormentalists go missing all the time,” Grant said. “They get sent away on ML—that’s ‘Missionary Leave’ to the uninitiated—and don’t tell their families where they’re going. Most of them pop up again a couple of years later.” 


	“Most?” 


	“Some are never seen again.” 


	“This woman’s certain her son is still in New York. Said he was acting strange.” 


	She snorted. “A Dormentalist acting strange—how ever could she tell?” 


	“She said he’d started wanting to be called by another name and—” 


	“Ah. That means he was getting into the top half of the FL situation.” 


	“F—?” 


	“Fusion Ladder.” 


	“Yeah, well, look. I think I’m going to have to go inside and I’d like to ask you a few questions about the organization first.” 


	“What’s in it for me?” 


	He’d figured it would come down to this.


	“I’ll feed you whatever I find inside. And if you want to know something specific, I’ll do my best to run it down for you.” 


	She didn’t answer right away, but he could hear her puffing away on a cigarette.


	Finally, “What’s your name?” 


	Jack glanced at the business card: “John Robertson.” 


	He’d met Robertson years ago and had not only saved his card, but printed out a few copies of his own with a business card program.


	“You licensed?” 


	“Of course.” 


	Well, the real John Robertson was. Sort of. He was dead now but Jack kept renewing his state private investigator’s license.


	“You’d better be, because I’m going to check on that. Show up here at noon. If you’re legit, I’ll tell the front desk to let you come up.” 


	“Great. Thanks a—” 


	“You licensed to carry?” 


	He wasn’t sure if the real Robertson was. “Why do you want to know?” 


	“Just fair warning: Leave the artillery home or else you’re gonna have to answer a lot of questions when you set off the metal detector.” 


	“Okay. Sure. Thanks.” 


	Metal detector? Did newspapers now use metal detectors?


				*
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	It was almost ten A.M. when Jack arrived at Russell Tuit’s apartment. Jack had looked him up a few years ago—before his conviction—and had made the mistake of pronouncing his name Too-it. “Tweet,” Russ had told him. “As in Tweety Bird.” 


	“Hey, Jack,” he said as he opened his door. Jack had called earlier, so Russ was expecting him. But apparently he wasn’t expecting how Jack would be dressed. “Wow. Look at you. You didn’t have to get all spiffed up for me.” 


	Jack wore a blue blazer over gray slacks, a blue oxford shirt, and a striped tie—all for his meeting with Jamie Grant.


	“Oh, hell! I didn’t? You mean I could’ve worn jeans? Damn!” 


	Russ laughed. “Come on in.” 


	His tiny two-room, third-floor apartment overlooked Second Avenue in the East Nineties. His five-story building looked like a converted tenement, wrought-iron fire escape and all. Even though the Tex-Mex bar and grill next door had yet to open for the day, his front room was redolent of grilled meat and mesquite smoke. Rumbling traffic from the street below provided sub-woofer Muzak.


	Russ himself was the quintessential computer geek: a pear-shaped guy in his early thirties, big head, short bed-head red hair, and a blackhead-studded forehead; he wore an i-pipe T-shirt, baggy jeans, and ratty flip-flops. Looked like he’d been designed by Gary Larson.


	Jack glanced around the barely furnished front room and noticed a laptop on the desk in the far corner. He hadn’t asked during their brief and intentionally oblique phone conversation, but he’d been sure Russ would have some sort of computer.


	Jack nodded to it. “You’re not worried your parole officer will drop by and see that?” 


	“No problem. My parole says I’m not to go online or consort with other hackers. But not to have a computer at all—that’d be cruel and unusual, man.” 


	“Staying offline… knowing you, how’re you going to survive twenty-five years of that?” 


	Russ had been caught hacking into a number of bank computers and coding them to transfer a fraction of a cent of each international transaction to his Swiss account. He’d been sitting back, collecting well into six figures a year until someone got wise and sicced the Treasury Department’s FinCEN unit on him. His lawyer pled him down to two years of soft time in a fed pen but the judge imposed a quarter-century ban on going online.


	He offered a sickly grin. “Only twenty-two-point-three-seven-six years to go.” The grin brightened. “But you’ve heard of cyber cafes, haven’t you?” 


	“Yeah. You’re not afraid they’ll catch you?” 


	“I’m pretty sure they’re monitoring my lines, but they don’t have the manpower to follow me every time I go out for a cuppa.” He rubbed his hands together. “So. Whatcha got for me?” 


	“Well, it’s what you’re going to get for me.” 


	“Long as it’s not an online thing, I’ll see what I can do.” 


	“Okay. I need to find a way to erase a hard drive and make it look like an accident.” 


	Russ dropped into the swivel chair by his computer. “Windows?” 


	Jack tried to envision the computer he’d seen in Cordova’s attic back in September. It hadn’t looked like a Mac.


	“Yeah. Pretty sure.” 


	“Well, you could reformat it and reinstall Windows, but that doesn’t happen by accident. He’ll know.” He leaned forward. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you want done.” 


	Jack hesitated on baring the specifics, then realized he didn’t have to.


	“This guy’s got certain files on his computer I want to wipe out, but if just those files disappear, he’ll know who’s behind it. So I want to wipe all his files.” 


	“What about backups?” 


	“My gut tells me he stashes those someplace where, say, a fire wouldn’t hurt them.” 


	Russ grinned. “And you want to follow him to the backup.” 


	“You got it.” 


	Not exactly, but why waste time explaining it to someone who didn’t need to know.


	Russ thought a moment, then snapped his fingers. “Got it! HYRTBU!” 


	“Her taboo? I don’t need voodoo, I—” 


	Russ laughed and spelled it for him. “It’s a mischief virus. Deletes all kinds of files—docs, jpegs, waves, mpegs, gifs, pdfs, and just about every other suffix you’ve ever seen—without harming the programs. In fact, it doesn’t just delete the files, it overwrites them.” 


	Jack was relatively new to computers. He’d bought his first about a year ago and was still feeling his way.


	“What’s the difference?” 


	“When something is deleted, it’s still there on the disk. You can’t get to it through the operating system because its references are gone from the system tables, but it isn’t gone until it’s erased or overwritten with another file.” 


	“But if you can’t get to it—” 


	Russ was shaking his head. “You can get to it. All you need is a data recovery program, and there are dozens of them.” 


	A scary thought, that.


	“But HYRTBU overwrites every file and leaves a doc with the same name in its place.” 


	“Doc?” 


	“Yeah. A document file, each with the same message: ‘Hope You Remembered To Back Up!’ Get it? It’s an—” 


	“An acronym, yeah.” Jack was baffled. “You mean someone sat down and spent all that time writing the code for this HYRTBU thing, just so he can screw up strangers’ hard drives?” He shook his head. “Some people have way too much time on their hands.” 


	“Guy probably justifies it by telling himself he’s teaching his victims a valuable lesson: Always back up your files. I bet once you’ve been hit by HYRTBU you become a compulsive backer-upper.” 


	“But still…” 


	“Hey, it’s like Everest, man. You do it because it’s there. Back when I was a kid, in my phreaking days, I used to break into the phone company’s computers just to see if I could. And then I’d push it to see how far I could go, you know, seeking system mastery. Of course later I figured how to get myself free long distance, but that wasn’t how it started.” 


	“All right, Sir Hillary, how do we get HYRTBU into this computer?” 


	“Easiest way is to send it with an e-mail. Guy opens the attached file and, if he’s doesn’t have his AV setup to screen e-mail, kablooey—he’s toast.” 


	“Audio visual?” 


	“Antivirus software.” 


	“I don’t know the guy’s e-mail address, don’t even know if he goes online.” 


	Russ looked glum. “Everybody goes online. Everybody but me.” He sighed. “Well then, you’ve got to get to his computer and physically slip the virus into his system.” 


	“I’m planning to visit his office.” 


	“Perfect. What’s his rig like? New? Old?” 


	“Unless he’s replaced it, I’d say it has a few miles on it.” 


	“Great. A floppy should do it. For a very reasonable fee I can put together a special boot disk that’ll get you past any password and AV protection he’s got and infect his hard drive.” 


	“How reasonable?” 


	“How’s a half K sound?” 


	“Sounds like a lot.” 


	“Hey, I got expenses.” 


	Jack made a show of looking around. “Yeah. I can see.” 


	He spotted a variety of blank invoice forms on Russ’s desk. He picked one up. Yellow Pages was printed across the top next to the walking-fingers logo in the upper-left corner.


	“Oh, no. The invoice game?” 


	Russ shrugged. “Hey, I gotta make ends meet.” 


	Phony invoices… a small-time, hit-or-miss scam. A guy like Russ would invoice medium-to large-size companies for services that hadn’t been rendered. Unless someone was watchdogging it, more often than not the invoices got passed to the accounting or bookkeeping department where they were paid.


	“You’re on parole, Russ. You get caught, you’re back inside, and most likely not in a country club like last time.” 


	“Yeah, but they gotta catch me first. And then they gotta convict me. You see, nobody ever bothered to trademark ‘Yellow Pages’ or the walking fingers. They’re public domain. Now, check out the lower-left corner.” 


	Jack squinted at the tiny print. ” ‘This is a solicitation’?” 


	“Right. As long as I’ve got that there, I’m within the law—at least the letter of the law.” 


	“So you go through the Yellow Pages and bill companies for their listings.” 


	He grinned. “The bigger ones with the display ads are the best. They advertise in so many places they expect lots of invoices and don’t look too closely. Works like a charm.” 


	Jack tossed the invoice blank onto the desk and shook his head. “Still… you’re on parole…” 


	“What else am I gonna do? I was a frosh at CCNY when I caught the hacking bug and dropped out. I know one thing, man, and I’m not allowed to use it. Shit, I’m not even allowed to work in Circuit City. And I need money for tuition.” 


	“Tuition?” 


	“Yeah, I gotta look like I’m bettering myself, so I’m taking courses back at CCNY. Started as an English major, so I figure I’ll go back to that, look like I’m trying for a degree. Makes my parole officer happy, at least.” 


	“But not you.” 


	He shook his head. “Taking a lit course. Now I know why I dropped out. Prof’s got us wasting our time reading Marcel Marceau.” 


	Jack blinked. “Um, Marcel Marceau was a mime. A man of few words, you might say.” 


	“Well, then, Marcel somebody. Long-winded guy—zillions of words about nothing. The most boring shit you’ve ever read.” He shook his head again. “My life sucks.” 


	“If you’re trying to break my heart, it worked. Five hundred for the disk. Half down, half when I know it did the job.” 


	Russ’s face broke open with a big grin. “I’ll have it for you tonight. Jack, you just made my day!” 


	Deadpan, Jack reached for his wallet. “That’s me. Jackie Sunshine. It’s what I’m about. I live for moments like this.” 


				*
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	Jack didn’t feel completely naked walking through town without at least one weapon hidden somewhere on his person, merely stripped to his underwear. At the stroke of noon he arrived at The Light offices, just west of Times Square. A peek through the glass doors of the front entrance made him glad he wasn’t carrying. Jamie Grant hadn’t been kidding: An armed guard and a metal detector waited just inside.


	After confirming that John Robertson was expected, the guard passed him through the detector without a hitch. He was told to wait until someone from editorial came to escort him up.


	Soon a heavyset woman with short, curly ginger hair and a puffy face showed up and extended her hand. Jack immediately recognized the voice.


	“Robertson? Jamie Grant.” 


	As they shook hands, Jack checked her out: Early forties, about five-five, a large chest and bulky torso but thin arms and legs. She wore a loose white blouse over dark brown slacks. Small gold earrings, thin gold necklace, no rings. Her eyes were bloodshot and she smelled like an ashtray. Other than that she was a dream girl.


	“Thanks for meeting me.” He handed her one of the Robertson cards, then jerked a thumb at the metal detector. “I’d thought you might be kidding. Why the high security?” 


	“It’s new. We’ve got an ongoing threat situation here. The Light pisses off a lot of people, so we’re always getting one kind of threat or another. But nothing like what’s come in since my Dormentalism article.” She flashed a nicotine-stained smile. “I now hold the death-threat record. Hallelujah.” She turned and motioned him to follow. “Let’s retire to my boudoir.” 


	She led him to a messy little third-floor office that looked like it had been trashed by burglars on PCP. Books, magazines, newspapers, printouts everywhere. As she lifted an elastic-bound pile of papers off a chair, Jack noticed that her right pinkie was only a stub—the last two bones were missing.


	She dropped the papers on the floor. “Have a seat.” 


	Grant plopped into the chair behind her littered desk and lit a cigarette. Jack noticed how the skin on her right index and middle fingers was the color of rotten lemon rind, but then his gaze drifted again to the pinkie stub. On the way in he’d seen one of those This Is a No Smoking Building signs but didn’t bother to mention it now. He couldn’t imagine her caring.


	“So,” she said, leaning back and blowing a long stream into the air, “you say you’re on the trail of a missing Dementedist.” 


	Without using names, Jack went over everything Maria Roselli had told him about Johnny.


	Her smile was wry as she shook her head. “And you think you’re going to find sonny boy by joining the church? Forget it—unless of course you’re willing to spend lots of years and lots of bucks.” 


	“How so?” 


	“You’ll enter as an RC, the lowest of the low, and you’ll have to climb pretty far up the FL before you can get close enough to the TO to sneak a peek at any membership files.” 


	Jack twisted a finger into his right ear. “I thought we were speaking English here.” 


	Grant laughed. “Dormentalese. They use initials for everything. I’ll translate: You’ll enter as a Reveille Candidate, and you’ll have to climb a good way up the Fusion Ladder before you can get close enough to the Temple Overseer.” 


	Jack realized he had more to learn than he’d thought.


	“And the ‘lots of bucks’?” 


	“This is what you’ve got to realize about the Dementedist situation: The church is set up to squeeze every last dollar from its members. They promise self-realization, maximization of potential—the goals of a million self-help books—but they go beyond that. At the end of their rainbow is a supernatural pot of gold. But there’s one major catch: You can’t do it alone. You need to become a member of the Church, you need Dementedist guides to help you along the ten rungs of the ladder to ‘Full Fusion.’” 


	“That would be FF, I assume?” 


	“Keerect. The Fusion Ladder—that’s the steps it takes to fuse your xelton with its Hokano counterpart—started out with five rungs, then it went to seven, now it’s ten. The instruction sessions, the books, the tapes, and all the other paraphernalia for each new rung cost more than the last. The FAs—that’s Fusion Aspirants—are promised increasing powers as they advance along the FL. And then there’s the big carrot of Full Fusion where you’re promised to be transformed into some sort of demigod.” 


	“Able to leap tall buildings in a single bound?” 


	“Pretty much. But Dementedism differs from most religions in one important respect: Yeah, it offers everlasting happiness, but it has no good and evil, no good god versus bad god, no Jesus and Satan, no yin and yang. You’ve been separated from your Hokano xelton, so you can’t expect perfection. If you’ve failed in the past, it’s not your fault. All you need do is weather the long process of fusing the two halves of your xelton and your problems will be over. You’ll go from homo sap to homo superior.” 


	“‘Not your fault.’ I can see how that would go over big.” 


	“Yeah, the everyone-is-a-victim Zeitgeist has swelled their ranks. But it can cost you about a quarter mil before you’re through. To reach the High Council you’ve got to achieve the tenth level of fusion… hardly anyone gets past the eighth unless they’re very rich, very determined, and more than a little crazy. Members get so wrapped up in the FL situation they take out second and third mortgages on their homes to finance the climb. The ones who don’t have any assets either go out and recruit new members or mortgage themselves to the church as volunteers.” 


	“What does that do for them?” 


	“Helps them pay the fees for their current FL rung. But they receive discounts instead of cash. They also get discounts for every new member they bring in.” 


	“Sounds like a Ponzi scheme, or multilevel marketing.” 


	Jamie nodded. “Amway as religion. Headhunters and staff workers paid in a currency not subject to withholding, Social Security, or Medicare deductions.” 


	“Nice.” 


	“But there’s a more sinister side to it. Not only does this serfdom situation keep you in almost constant contact with other Dementedists—thereby reducing exposure to conflicting opinions—but the church works the volunteers till they drop, knowing full well that exhaustion makes people more susceptible to suggestion.” 


	“They sound like swell folks. Is that why you’re after them?” 


	Jack saw Grant stiffen. He sensed a door slamming closed.


	“Is this conversation about Dementedism or me?” 


	“Demen—Dormentalism, of course, but I was just—” 


	“Just nothing! None of this is about me! And I swear, if they sent you here on a fishing expedition—” 


	Whoa, Jack thought. I do believe I’ve touched a nerve.


	He held up his hands. “Hey, hey, easy. I’m not after you and I’m not after Dormentalism. I just want to find sonny boy.” 


	She seemed to relax, but just a little. Jack realized she was stretched tight. Scared.


	“Sorry for sounding paranoid, but you don’t know what it’s been like since that article came out. Phone calls—I had to change my home number—threats, lawsuits, people following me, every type of harassment you can imagine.” 


	“You’re not paranoid if they’re really after you.” 


	“Oh, they are. When I applied for membership I gave a phony name and address. Didn’t take long before they found out. They designated me UP—that’s Unwelcome Person—and kicked me out. But with that article I graduated to what’s known as a Wall Addict—” 


	“That would be a WA?” 


	“Right. But I’m not just a WA, I’m also IS—In Season. That’s an ‘enemy of the Church’ and fair game for all their smear tactics. They use character assassination to try to discredit you privately and professionally, and they’re ruthless. And now I hear that some person or persons unknown have been prying into my personal situation—financials, past relationships, hell, even the movies I rent. That’s why you see so few investigative pieces on Dementedism. Reporters and editors are afraid of the shit storms that follow.” 


	“But not The Light.” 


	She allowed a tight little smile. “No. Not The Light. That’s why I stick with the small-time weekly—formerly small-time, I should say. Those exclusives we had on the Savior last June bumped our circulation and it’s stayed up.” 


	Jack wondered what she’d do if she knew she was talking to the so-called Savior.


	“I’ve had offers from every other paper in town, plus the Washington Post and Times, even the San Francisco Chronicle, but this is where I stay. And you know why? Because The Light isn’t afraid of anyone. It’s not in the pocket of some larger corporation that’s always trying to cover its ass. George Meschke’s a tough son of a bitch of an editor, but he’s fearless. Oh, he makes damn sure you’ve got your facts straight and your sources lined up, but if that’s all copacetic, then he goes to press.” 


	“He still behind you after the suits and threats?” 


	She nodded. “He’s a human bulldog. He doesn’t let go.” She pointed at Jack and he noticed how her pinkie stuck up. “But you—” She must have spotted his stare; she pointed the stub straight at him. “Can’t keep your eyes off it, can you. I’ll answer your unasked question: boating accident eight years ago. Outboard propeller. Satisfied?” 


	“Hey, I wasn’t—” 


	“Yeah, sure.” She switched to her index finger as a pointer. “Anyway, I’ve got George and the paper to watch my back, but you’re just one guy. For your own good, my advice is stay away.” 


	“Can’t do that.” 


	“Listen, I told you: You’re not going to find anything, and you risk making nasty enemies.” 


	“Wouldn’t be the first time. I’ve managed to tick off a few people in my day.” 


	“Not like these, you haven’t. These aren’t just a bunch of kooks—kooks believe their nonsense, charlatans don’t. Bottom-rung, true-believer Dementedists qualify as kooks, but the charlatans at the top have got tons of money, a shark tank full of lawyers, and a huge number of volunteers who will be only too glad to ruin your career, your reputation, even your marriage—if you’re married. They’re tenacious, relentless, vicious. Have you got a life situation that will stand up to a gang of pros and amateurs peeking into every corner of it?” 


	Got to find me first, Jack thought.


	But the idea of a well-financed horde prying at his life, uncovering his secrets—he had so many—made him edgy. More than edgy…


	“That would make me very upset,” he told her.


	Something in his tone must have caught her attention. She stared at him for a long moment.


	“Are you saying you’re not a nice person when you’re upset?” 


	“I’m saying I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me the mistakes you made that got you kicked out.” 


	She lit another cigarette. “Are you fucking deaf? I’m telling you, you can’t move high enough up the ladder to get access to membership records.” 


	“I think I might have a way to, shall we say, accelerate my progress.” 


	Her eyes narrowed. “How?” 


	Jack wagged a finger at her. “Trade secret.” 


	Her face darkened. “After all I’ve just given you?” 


	“You tell me what you know and what I should avoid, and when this is all over I’ll tell you how I got in, what I saw, and what I learned—just you.” 


	“An exclusive,” she said, leaning back. “Maybe.” 


	That surprised Jack.


	“Maybe? You’ve got something better?” 


	A little cat smile here. “Maybe… maybe a lot better.” The smile faded. “And maybe not. Okay. I’ll trust you—to an extent. I can tell you that the intake procedure is pretty straightforward: Just fill out the forms.” 


	“A church has forms?” 


	“It’s only legally a church. In real life it’s a closely held corporation with a CEO and a board of directors, although they don’t call themselves that. I’ve poked at many religions and cults, but no one’s come after me like the Dementedist Church. That’s because it’s not a church, it’s a for-profit behemoth.” 


	“I’ve gathered that. But do they ID you on day one?” 


	“No. You don’t have to show ID then and there—that would create a cloud in the relentlessly sunny atmosphere they like to present—but they’ll run a background check on you within a day or two. That’s how I got caught. After filling out the forms—one of those, believe it or not, is an NDA—” 


	“More Dormentalese?” 


	“No. That’s a common business practice—a non-disclosure agreement. After signing that you’ll be asked, very pointedly, to make a donation to the temple and pay for your first Reveille Session in advance.” 


	“What happens there?” 


	“The supposed purpose of Reveille is to wake up your sleeping xelton so you can start the fusion process. It’s really a cover for the RT—Reveille Tech—to pry out the most intimate details of your life. These go into a file that will be used against you should you turn against the church.” 


	“That’s it? We sit and play Q and A?” 


	Grant gave him the full smile this time, stained teeth and all. “Oh, no. There’s so much more to it than that.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“You’ll see, you’ll see.” 


	Jack wasn’t sure he liked the way she said it.


	She reached into a drawer and took out a couple of sheets of paper.


	“Take a look at these,” she said, handing them across. “It’s a list of the Dementedist hierarchy and all their abbreviations. Some are my work, some come right out of the church bulletins and newsletters. I’ve stuck in a few comments here and there.” 


	Jack took the sheets and scanned them.


				*

	


	
Cooper Blascoe—Prime Dormentalist (PD)


	Luther Brady—Supreme Overseer (SO) and APD (Acting PD)


	High Council (HC)


	Grand Paladin (GP)


	President of the Council of Continental Overseers (PCCO)


	Continental Overseer (CO)


	Regional Overseer (RO)


	Temple Overseer (TO)


	Temple Paladin (TP)


	Fusion Aspirant (FA)


	Fusion Initiate (Fl)


	Reveille Candidate (RC)


	Null (N)


	NB: Cooper Blascoe was the first PD with Luther Brady as his SO.


	When Blascoe went into suspended animation, Brady took over PD duties while retaining the SO position.


	Jack looked up. “Oh, yeah. I meant to ask about this suspended animation thing. What’s up with that?” 


	“He was in such close contact with his xelton that he’s immortal, and put himself into a state of suspended animation to await the Great Fusion.” 


	“No, really.” 


	“You’re a big boy: Read between the lines.” 


	Jack shrugged. “He’s dead, right?” 


	“He was on in years. You can’t have the founder of an apocalyptic cult die before the apocalypse. So he doesn’t die, he goes into suspended animation to wait for it.” 


	“In Tahiti?” 


	“That was where he was living. Probably where he’s buried.” 


	Jack sensed a lack of conviction on her part.


	“What’s a paladin?” 


	“Security.” Grant jetted a stream of smoke from the corner of her mouth. “Think of them as the Dementedist KGB. The Grand Paladin’s name is Jensen; he’s their Beria.” 


	“Sounds ominous.” 


	“He is.” 


	Jack read on.


	Other Designations:


	Fusion Ladder (FL)—The progressive steps ascending toward FF.


	Fusion Aspirant (FA)—One who has passed through the FI stage and has started to ascend the FL.


	Full Fusion (FF)—One who has ascended the FL all the way to the top and achieved complete fusion of both xelton halves.


	Null (N)—A member of the unfortunate 7.5 percent of humanity who houses a xelton that cannot be awakened. A certain number of FAs do not learn until they are far along the FL that they are nulls and have been experiencing SF.


	Sham Fusion (SF)—When a null FA’s desire for fusion is so great that they enter a state of denial, believing they are achieving levels of fusion when they are not. This is a tragic occurrence.


	Xelton Name (XN)—When the FA reaches the fifth level, his TO will be able to discern the name of his or her xelton. The name always contains a double-o.


	Lapsed Fusion Aspirant (LFA) (unofficially called a “lapser”)—An FA who progresses well, then exhibits sudden LFP (see below) tendencies. A meeting with the local temple’s Fusion Progress Review Board (FPRB) is mandatory; punishment must be accepted or the LFA will be designated DD.


	Low Fusion Potential (LFP)—This can be anyone deemed too skeptical, too questioning, not accepting enough. Although it’s highly unlikely they’ll ever achieve FF, they are allowed to take the courses but are closely monitored.


	Wall Drone (WD)—Most of humanity. They are content to allow things to remain as they are. They aspire to nothing better than their present circumstances. It is the Church’s mission to win them over to Dormentalism so that they may proceed with the fusion of their xelton with its Hokano counterpart.


	Unwelcome Person (UP)—Anyone who unintentionally causes ripples in the tranquil pool of Dormentalism. These are often people with disruptive personalities incompatible with the Church’s goals.


	Detached Dormentalist (DD)—LFAs who have become too frustrated or have lost their direction and refuse to accept their punishment from their FPRB. They are banned from all temples and no Dormentalist is allowed any contact whatsoever with them. The DD has a high potential of becoming a WA.


	Wall Addict (WA)—The greatest threat to Dormentalism: These are ruthless, disturbed persons who, for whatever reason, want the Home and Hokano worlds to remain separate. They infiltrate and attempt to interfere with, undermine, and sabotage the Church’s mission to break down the Wall of Worlds. They act as roadblocks on the path to maximal human potential and should be treated as enemies of humanity.


	Negative Null (NN)—A WA subset; as a rule, nulls are to be pitied, but there are some nulls who, out of spite, envy, or resentment, try to undo the Church’s work.


	In Season (IS)—A WA, DD, or NN who poses such a threat to the Church that they must be brought down by any means necessary—lawsuits, character assassination, wiretapping, physical and mental harassment, the works.


	Jack shook his head in amazement. “These folks are crazier than I ever dreamed.” 


	“Just don’t confuse crazy with stupid. Look how they’ve covered their asses with the Null category. If someone spends a small fortune going through a whole bunch of rungs on the FL and still isn’t finding any new powers, he must be a Null. But no way he gets his money back.” 


	“I think I’ll designate myself LFP now, just to save them the trouble.” 


	Grant’s laugh broke up into a phlegmy cough.


	
He glanced at the two sheets again. This would save him hours and hours of reading.


	“Can I have a copy?” 


	Controlling her cough she waved at him. “Take it. I’ve got it filed on my computer.” 


	“One more thing,” Jack said. “You mentioned you might have a better source. Mind telling me who that might be? Once inside, maybe I can—” 


	“Forget it. That’s my exclusive. And believe me, it just might overturn the Dementedist rock and shine a—you’ll pardon the expression—light on all the slimy things beneath.” 


	Jack watched her. What—or rather, who—was she hiding?


	“You told me The Light isn’t afraid of anyone. How about you? These Dormentalists scare you?” 


	“Shit, yes. But that doesn’t mean they’re going to stop me. Installment two hits the stands next Wednesday.” 


	Jack smiled and nodded. “Good for you.” 


	This Jamie Grant was one tough broad. He liked her.


				*
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	Jack left The Light and turned east, heading for Lexington Avenue. He put in a call to Ernie as he walked.


	“It’s me,” he said when Ernie answered. “My shipment ready for pickup?” 


	“Not yet, sir. I have confirmation that it’s in transit, if you know what I’m sayin’, but it ain’t here yet. I expect it tomorrow.” 


	“What’s the holdup?” 


	“Well, sir, this item was pretty freakin’ hard to find and took longer to track down than I originally thought. Plus it’s real delicate, so the packin’ has to be perfect, if you know what I’m sayin’.” 


	Jack knew what he was saying. “Let’s hope it’s worth the wait.” 


	“Oh, it is, sir. Some of my best work.” Ernie’s voice took on a gleeful tone. “You might even say it’s a, whatchacallit, work of art. Yeah. A work of art, if you know what I’m sayin’. Should be ready first thing in the morning.” 


	Jack kept walking toward Lexington. From what Jamie Grant had told him, he wouldn’t need a full set of ID when he signed up. Might as well get the intake process out of the way so he could set up his first Reveille Session for tomorrow.


	He remembered Grant’s vaguely malicious grin when she’d mentioned the Reveille Session. What was he getting into?


				*
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	When Jack arrived at the Manhattan Dormentalist temple, he had to admit it was pretty impressive: twenty-plus stories of red brick and white corner blocks, with setbacks at the tenth and twentieth floors. And spotless. Looked like it had been scrubbed with a toothbrush. No New York City building had a right to be so clean.


	According to Grant’s article, the Dormentalist Church owned and occupied the whole thing.


	As he approached the arched entrance he saw a group of half a dozen people, four men and two women, exiting onto the sidewalk. All wore steel gray double-breasted jackets buttoned all the way up to their high military collars. Two of the jackets sported braided fronts.


	Jack occasionally had seen similar uniforms on the subway and around the city, but hadn’t connected them with Dormentalism. As the group approached he considered asking them whether they were going for the Sergeant Pepper or the Michael Jackson look, but decided against it. He simply nodded and they smiled back and wished him a good afternoon.


	Such happy people.


	He stepped through the etched glass front doors and stuttered a step when he saw the metal detector. Another one? Why hadn’t Grant mentioned it? Not that it mattered; he was still unarmed.


	The detector stood to the left; to his right was a turnstile. A smiling, young, uniformed woman stood behind a barrier table between them.


	Jack opted for the turnstile but the young woman called to him.


	“Sir? May I see you over here?” 


	As he turned and approached her, Jack put on an uncertain expression that was only partially feigned.


	“This is, um, my first time here and…” 


	She beamed at him. “I could tell. My name is Christy. Welcome to the New York temple of the Dormentalist Church.” 


	Jack detected an uppercase C in her tone.


	Christy wore her dark hair long and couldn’t have been much past twenty. A college girl, maybe? She had three braids across the front of her jacket. She also had circles under her eyes. Looked tired. Probably one of the volunteers Grant had told him about.


	“How may I help you?” she said.


	“Well, I’m interested in, um, joining the Church, or at least looking into it, and—” 


	“Were you at the rally yesterday?” 


	“Rally?” 


	“Sure. In Central Park. We were there to spread the word.” 


	Jack remembered passing a cheering group on his way to Maria Roselli’s.


	“Oh, yes. I heard some things that interested me and I…” He pointed to the metal detector. “Why’s that here?” 


	Her smile held. “Just a necessary precaution in this world of terrorists and fanatics from other religions who feel threatened by the miraculous spread of Dormentalism.” 


	Jack wondered how long it had taken her to memorize that.


	“Oh. I see.” 


	“If you’ll just put your keys and change into this little bowl—just like at the airport—I’ll clear you through.” 


	Just like the airport… Jack’s last airport experience had had a few shaky moments. But he expected none here.


	As he emptied his pockets, he looked beyond her and saw other gray uniformed people of all ages bustling around the two-story lobby—


	Lobby… right. That was what it was. This place hadn’t been built as a church or temple; it looked like a hotel. A balcony ran along the rear wall. A closer look revealed a lot of old Art Deco touches still hanging on; enough so you might expect to see George Raft or William Powell hanging out near the registration desk.


	Instead, with all these uniforms passing back and forth, he felt as if he’d wandered into a Trekkie convention.


	“Do you wear the uniforms all the time?” 


	“Oh, no sir. Only in the temple—and traveling to and from, of course.” 


	“Of course.” 


	He saw a uniformed woman enter and walk to the turnstile. She swiped a card through a slot, waited a couple of seconds, then pushed through.


	Jack put on a smile. “You take MetroCard here?” 


	Christy giggled. “Oh, no. After you reach a certain level, you get a swipe card that’s coded into our computers. See that Temple Paladin over there?” 


	Jack spotted a burly man seated in a kiosk a dozen feet away. His jacket was like Christy’s but deep red, almost purple.


	“When you use the card your face pops up on his screen and he lets you through.” She smiled apologetically at Jack. “But newcomers like you, I’m afraid, have to go through here.” 


	For the second time in as many hours Jack stepped through a metal detector. As he retrieved his change and watch, Christy picked up a phone and mumbled something into it. She hung up and grinned.


	“Someone will be here soon to escort you to one of the interview rooms.” 


	“Who?” 


	“Atoor.” 


	She said it the way some women still said “Bill Clinton.” 


				*
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	A few minutes later a good-looking guy, maybe thirty, approached and extended his hand.


	“Welcome to our Church,” he said, smiling like everyone else Jack had seen. “I’m Atoor and I’ll guide you through the introductory phase.” 


	Jack shook the guy’s hand. “Jack. Jack Farrell. Pardon me, but did you say your name was Atoor?” 


	“It’s my xelton’s name.” 


	“He’s Fifth Rung,” Christy said, beaming up at him with a gaga look. “He has powers” 


	Atoor had a good build, brush-cut blond hair, a fresh-scrubbed face, and an air of confidence and serenity. If he had any powers, they weren’t showing. But he made an excellent poster boy for Dormentalism.


	Christy gave Jack a friendly little wave. “Bye.” 


	“Live long and prosper,” Jack said.


	Atoor led the way toward the left rear of the lobby. “What brings you to our Church?” 


	Jack had been expecting this. On the way over he’d rehearsed a mixture of fact and fabrication.


	“Well, I was raised Presbyterian but that never gave me what I needed. I’ve tried a number of things but I still feel walled in, like I’m marking time, not going anywhere. I think there’s more to me than what I’ve seen so far. I’d like to open myself up and, you know, achieve my full potential.” 


	Atoor’s smile widened. “Then you’ve come to the right place. You’ve just made a decision that will change your life forever—and only for the better. You’ll be more fulfilled, more satisfied, even healthier than you’ve ever been. You’re taking the first step toward unlimited potential.” 


	Jack couldn’t detect a single false note. A true believer.


	“I hope so. I’ve tried Transcendental Meditation and Buddhism, even Scientology, but none of them lived up to their promises. Then I read The Book of Hokano and…” 


	“And lightning struck, right? That’s what happened to me. I read it and thought here is the answer I’ve been looking for.” 


	“But I’ve got questions…” 


	“Of course you do. The Book is confusing to those who have a dormant xelton. But once it is awakened and you’ve started the ladder toward fusion, it all becomes crystal clear.” 


	“I can hardly wait.” 


	Atoor led him down a short hall, then ushered him into a small office furnished with a three-drawer file cabinet and two chairs flanking a small table. He closed the door and directed Jack to a seat while he pulled a folder from the filing cabinet. Seating himself opposite Jack, he opened the folder and pushed it across the table.


	“Okay, Jack. The first step is for you to tell us about yourself.” 


	Nice way of saying, Fill out these application forms so we can get the lowdown on you.


	Jack looked down at the forms and frowned. “I have to apply to join the church?” 


	A laugh. “Oh, no. It’s just that the better the Church knows who you are, what your life is like, what your goals are, the better we can help you. We don’t want people coming to us with unrealistic goals and then leaving disgruntled because we couldn’t achieve the impossible.” 


	Sounded good, but if “the Church” was already promising the sun and moon and stars, was any goal out of reach? He wondered how many were turned away for any reason.


	But Jack said nothing. He wasn’t here to make waves.


	As Atoor watched, Jack filled in the blanks with mostly phony information. He wasn’t surprised to see a box for his Social Security number—tracking down members’ financial data was probably routine. He made up a number and stuck it in. The only true data was his Tracfone number.


	He finished up, leaving only one box blank. Atoor tapped it with a finger.


	“Did anyone refer you?” 


	“No. I don’t know any Dormentalists.” 


	“Well, then, might as well stick my name in there—just so all the blanks are filled.” 


	Jack glanced up and caught a hint of hunger in Atoor’s eyes. He wanted the headhunter discount.


	“Should I put in your real name?” 


	“Atoor is my real name now. When you reach the Fifth Rung you learn your xelton’s name and can choose to use it or not.” Pride filled his voice. “I choose to use it.” 


	Jack remembered how Maria Roselli had said that her Johnny now wanted to be called Oroont. Must have reached the Fifth Rung.


	He glanced at Atoor and couldn’t resist. “I can’t wait till / reach the Fifth Rung. I’m going to name my xelton Pazuzu.” 


	Atoor, though still smiling, looked scandalized. “You can’t name your xelton. It has its own name.” 


	Jack shrugged. “Well then, I’ll rename it.” 


	“That… that isn’t possible.” Atoor looked like he was having a real hard time holding that smile. “Your xelton isn’t some sort of pet. It’s had its name for billions of years, since the beginning of time. You can’t just up and change it.” 


	“No?” Jack put on a hurt expression. “I really like the name Pazuzu.” Then he brightened. “Maybe its name really is Pazuzu!” 


	“Highly unlikely. How is it spelled?” 


	Jack spelled it for him.


	Atoor shook his head. “All xelton names have a double 0.” 


	“Well, maybe we could compromise and spell it with double O’s instead of Vs. You know, Pa-zoo-zoo?” He glanced at Atoor’s strained but still smiling face. “Or maybe not.” 


	Jack asked Atoor to spell his name, then printed it in the referral box. That form was snatched away to be replaced by another.


	“And here is a simple nondisclosure agreement.” 


	“Why… whatever for?” 


	“The Church has enemies and at this point you are an unknown quantity, so we must ask you to agree not to reveal anything of what you see, hear, or learn here. Even though you might have good intentions, your words could be taken and twisted and used against us.” 


	Jack had to ask: “Who are you afraid of?” 


	Atoor’s expression darkened. “Just like any movement that seeks the betterment of mankind, Dormentalism has fierce enemies in the outside world. Enemies who, for their own selfish reasons, want to keep humanity from bettering itself and reaching its full potential. A man or woman who has reached Full Fusion bows to no one. And that terrifies the oppressors of the world.” 


	Good speech, Jack thought as he signed the form.


	Jack Farrell would not disclose a thing.


	He let himself be talked into donating five hundred dollars to the church and paying another five hundred in advance for his first five Reveille Sessions. Atoor was a little taken aback when Jack pulled out a roll of bills.


	“We’d prefer a check or credit card.” 


	I’m sure you would, Jack thought.


	“I don’t believe in them.” 


	Atoor blinked. “But we’re not set up to take cash, or make change…” 


	“Cash or nothing,” Jack said, sliding one of the Roselli thousand-dollar bills across the table. “I’m sure you can find a way to handle this. No change necessary. All I need is a receipt.” 


	Atoor nodded and took the bill. After some fumbling around in a drawer he found a receipt book. A few minutes later Jack had his receipt and his appointment for his first Reveille Session at ten tomorrow morning.


	Atoor glanced at his watch. “Almost time for the afternoon AR.” 


	“The what?” 


	“Affirmation Recital. You’ll see.” Atoor rose and motioned Jack to follow him. “Come on. You’ll love this.” 


	He led Jack back to the lobby where a couple of hundred Dormentalists, uniformed in an assortment of hues, had gathered. They all stood facing a man in a sky blue uniform on the balcony.


	“That’s Oodara, the TO,” Atoor whispered. Before Jack could ask, he added, “The Temple Overseer.” 


	“But what—?” 


	“Here we go.” His eyes were alive with anticipation.


	“First,” Oodara the TO intoned into a microphone, “there was the Presence and only the Presence.” 


	Jack jumped as hundreds of fists shot into the air and an equal number of voices shouted, “IT IS TRUTH!” 


	“The Presence created the World, and it was good.” 


	Again the fists and the shout. “IT IS TRUTH!” 


	“The Presence created Man and Woman and made them sentient by endowing each with a xelton, a Fragment of Its Eternal Self.” 


	Atoor nodded, and smiled and nudged Jack’s right arm upward. “IT IS TRUTH!” 


	Jack closed his eyes. Don’t tell me they’re going to run through all the Pillars of Dormentalism. Please don’t.


	“In the beginning Man and Woman were immortal…” 


	Yep. That was exactly what they were doing. He fought the desire to run screaming for the street. He was supposed to be a Dormentalist wannabe and had to act the part. So he clenched his teeth and, when it was time for the next response, pumped his fist and shouted with the best of them.


	It went on forever.


	“… forsaking all his personal needs and goals to create the Dormentalist Church to carry out this sacred mission.” 


	“IT IS TRUTH!” 


	Then everyone started clapping and cheering.


	Was it over? Yes. Finally.


	Atoor slapped him on the back. “Wasn’t that wonderful? Wasn’t it inspiring?” 


	Jack grinned. “I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed myself. How often do you have these, um, ARs?” 


	“Only twice a day. I wish it were more.” 


	“More would be overwhelming, don’t you think? I don’t know if I could take it.” 


	“We’re going to be filming one of our ARs, you know, so Dormentalist shut-ins won’t feel left out.” 


	“Really? Too bad LR isn’t alive to direct it.” 


	Atoor’s brow furrowed. “LR?” 


	“Leni Riefenstahl. She’d be perfect.” 


	“I don’t think I’ve ever—” 


	“Never mind. Doesn’t matter.” 


	A minute later Jack was trucking for the door. On the way out he waved bye-bye to the ever effervescent Christy.


	He started humming the refrain from Richie Haven’s “Freedom” as he stepped back onto the sidewalk.


	Okay, check off Step One on the Dormentalist front. As for Sister Maggie’s problem…


	Before leaving home this morning he’d looked up the number of Cordova Security Consultants, Ltd. He now punched it into his cell phone as he walked up Lexington.


	A woman answered. When Jack asked for Mr. Cordova he was told that he was in, but with a client. Could she take a message? Jack asked if he could have an appointment later this afternoon. No, sorry, Mr. Cordova was leaving soon. Would he like an appointment tomorrow? Jack said he’d call back later.


	Perfect. Now home for a quick change, a little makeup, and a hustle to the Bronx.


				*
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	“‘Of all these people, the Belgae are the… the most courageous because they are far… farthest removed from the… ’” 


	Sister Maggie suppressed the urge to translate the difficult word for the little girl, opting instead for simple encouragement.


	“Keep going, Fina. You’ve got it so far.” 


	Big brown eyes glanced up at her, then refocused on the text.


	“‘Farthest removed from the… the culture and civilization of the Province.’” 


	“That’s wonderful! You are so good at this.” 


	And she was. Little Serafina Martinez might be only nine but she was already reading from Caesar’s Gallic Wars—not fluently, of course, but her grasp of Latin vocabulary and sentence structure was beyond anything Maggie had ever seen in someone her age. Knowing how to speak Spanish didn’t hurt, but still…


	And language wasn’t Fina’s only strong point. She was a whiz in math too, already doing simple algebraic equations.


	No question about it: This girl was the brightest child Maggie had encountered in nearly twenty years of teaching. Best of all was her hunger to learn. Her brain was a sponge, sucking up everything that came within reach. The child actually looked forward to her thrice-weekly after-school sessions with Maggie.


	“I think that’s enough for today, Fina. You did great. Pack up your things.” 


	She watched Fina stow her Latin book in an oversized, overstuffed backpack that must have weighed as much as she. Well, perhaps not that much. Fina still had her baby fat, but less of it this year than last. And were those budding breasts beginning to swell beneath the top of her plaid uniform jumper?


	Fina wasn’t one of the cool kids in school. Makeup wasn’t allowed in St. Joseph’s Elementary, but already some of the girls were starting to strut what little stuff they had: shortening the hems of their jumpers up to thigh level, pushing their knee socks down to their ankles. Fina remained oblivious to that. She kept her hair unfashionably short and, if anything, her jumper was overly long; she kept her socks all the way up to her knees. But she had plenty of friends; her easy smile and winning sense of humor guaranteed she’d never be a social outcast.


	But Maggie worried about Fina. The child was approaching a critical juncture in her life. When her hormones kicked in and ignited a growth spurt, her baby fat would very likely rearrange into more womanly curves. If she turned out to resemble her mother, even remotely, the boys would start to circle. And then she might have to decide: Be popular or be smart.


	Maggie had seen it happen so many times—bright children dumbing down to be with the “in” crowd—because cool kids found school “boring”; cool kids didn’t care about anything except what was pulsing through their grafted-on headphones; and cool kids certainly didn’t get A’s.


	If Fina stayed in St. Joe’s, Maggie was sure she or one of her sister nuns could keep her on the road to academic excellence and help her reach her full potential. But Maggie feared this might well be Fina’s last year here.


	Maggie’s too if those pictures were ever made public.


	“Any word on your father?” she asked as the child began to struggle into the straps of her backpack.


	Fina paused in her efforts, then shrugged the pack onto her back. Her lips trembled.


	“He’s going to jail.” 


	Maggie had known this was coming. For years her father, Ignacio, had been in and out of rehab for cocaine. Last year it looked like he’d finally made it. He’d found a decent job that had eased the family’s financial burdens. Even so, the tuition cost of sending four children to St. Joe’s, despite the break the parish allowed for each successive child, strained their budget to the limit. But they’d been getting by. And then Ignacio was caught selling cocaine. It wasn’t his first arrest, so this time he was sentenced to a jail term.


	Maggie smoothed the child’s glossy black hair. “I’m so sorry, Fina.” 


	Fina’s mother Yolanda was already working three jobs. Without her husband’s income she was going to have to pull her children out of St. Joe’s and send them to public school. They’d wind up at PS 34 up on East Twelfth. Maggie knew some good teachers there, but it was an entirely different atmosphere. She feared the public school meat grinder would chew up Fina and spit her out. And even if she did manage to keep her head, no way could she receive the one-on-one guidance Maggie offered.


	She’d gone to Sister Superior and Father Ed, but the parish was tapped out. No more financial assistance available.


	So Maggie had searched elsewhere for financial aid. And as an indirect result of that search, she was now being blackmailed.


	How could something begun with such good intentions have turned out so wrong?


	Maggie knew the answer. And hated it. She’d been weak.


	Well, she’d never be weak again.


	She walked Fina out to the late bus and saw her off. But instead of returning to the convent, she unlocked the door to the basement and entered the church’s soup kitchen. The Loaves and Fishes served a hearty lunch every day. Volunteers from the parish ran it during the week, with Maggie and the other teaching nuns pitching in on weekends and holidays.


	She wound her way between the deserted tables toward the rear. Just outside the kitchen door she grabbed a chair and dragged it through. She set it before the stove and turned on one of the burners, turning the flame to high. She removed the two-inch-long steel crucifix from around her neck, then pulled a pair of kitchen tongs from a utensil drawer. She seated herself and pulled her skirt up to the top of her thighs. Using the tongs, she held the crucifix in the flame until it began to redden. Then she took a deep breath, stuck a dish rag between her teeth, and pressed the crucifix against the skin of her inner thigh.


	Sister Maggie screamed into the towel but held the cross in place as the smoke and stench of burning flesh rose into her face.


	Finally she pulled it away and leaned back, weak and sweaty.


	After a moment she looked down at the angry red, blistering cross, identical in shape and size to three other healing burns on her thighs.


	Four down, she thought. Three more to go. One for each time she’d sinned.


	I’m sorry, Lord. I was weak. But I’m strong now. And these scars will remind me never to be weak again.


				*
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	Jack stepped up to the door and looked up at the camera as he pressed the button next to the Cordova Security Consultants label. He’d put on a black wig, black mustache, and shaded his skin with a little Celebre dark olive makeup. Getting a natural look around the eyes was a bitch, so he wore sunglasses. He’d removed his tie but left the shirt buttoned to the top; he’d kept the blazer but wore it draped over his shoulders, Fellini style.


	A tiny speaker in the wall bleated a tinny “Yes?” in a woman’s voice.


	“I seek an investigation,” Jack said, trying to sound a little like Julio, but not pushing it. He’d never been great with accents.


	“Come in. First door on your right at the top of the stairs.” 


	The door buzzed and he pushed through. Upstairs he opened the Cordova Security Consultants door and entered a small waiting room with two chairs and a middle-aged reed-thin black female receptionist behind a desk. Jack doubted Cordova was busy enough to need a secretary-receptionist or a waiting room—if he were he wouldn’t need the blackmail sideline—but it looked good. Sam Spade had Effie Perine and Mike Shayne had Lucy Hamilton, so fat Richie Cordova had to have a Gal Friday too.


	Jack gave the inner surface of the door a good look-see as he made a point of closing it gently behind him. He noticed how the two wires from the foil strip ran off the door just below the upper hinge to disappear into the plaster of the wall. They protected the glass, but what about the door? A glowing light on the keypad beside the doorframe confirmed an active alarm system, but where were the door contacts?


	“Yes, sir?” the receptionist said with a smile as she looked up at him over her reading glasses.


	“I seek an investigation,” he repeated. “Mr. Cordova was recommend.” 


	“How nice.” She picked up a pen and poised it over a yellow pad. “May I have his name?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Some guy. Look, is he in?” 


	He glanced around and saw no area sensors. He did spot a magnetic contact switch on the waiting-room window. It, like all the office windows, sat above Tremont. No way he was getting in through those.


	But why no alarm on the door?


	“I’m afraid Mr. Cordova is engaged in an investigation at the moment. I can make you an appointment for tomorrow.” 


	“What time he come in?” 


	“Mr. Cordova usually comes in around ten.” She gave him a you-know-what-I-mean smile as she added, “His work often keeps him up late.” 


	“No good. Be outta town. I come back nes’ week.” 


	“I’ll be glad to book that appointment for you now.” 


	Jack noticed that the door to the rear office stood open behind her. He wandered over and gave the room the once-over. As fastidiously neat and clean as his house, but no area sensors here either. He made note of the monitor on the desk.


	“Sir, that’s Mr. Cordova’s private office.” 


	“Jus’ lookin’.” He stepped back into the waiting room, keeping his distance. Too close and she might notice the makeup. “Bueno. How ‘bout next Wen’sday? Garcia. Geraldo Garcia. Son’time in the afternoon.” 


	She put him down for three P.M.


	As he opened the door to make his exit, he stopped and crouched on the threshold, pretending to tie his shoe. From the corner of his eye he checked out the hinge surface of the molding. And thar she blew: The short plastic cylinder of a spring-loaded plunger jutted from the wood a couple of inches off the floor. These babies popped out whenever the door opened and, if the system was armed, sent a signal to the box. If the right code wasn’t punched in during the preset delay, the alarm would sound.


	Jack smiled. Outdated stuff. Easily bypassed as long as you knew it was there.


	Down on the street again he checked his voice mail and heard Russ saying his floppy would be ready around six. Jack called back and said pickup would have to wait till tomorrow.


	Tonight he had a heavy date.


				*
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	Jack was glad the weather had turned chilly; even then, his Creature from the Black Lagoon suit was hot and stuffy. Glad too that daylight saving time had ended yesterday. If the sun were still out he’d be parboiled inside this green rubber oven.


	Green… why did they always color the Creature green? The films were all black-and-white, so who knew his real color? Most fish Jack had seen were silvery gray, so why should the Creature be this sick green?


	Another recurrent question: If Eric Clapton had to steal one of the Beatles’ wives, why the hell couldn’t it have been Yoko? Imponderables like this were what filled his head when he couldn’t sleep.


	He and Gia were chaperoning Vicky and five of her friends—two princesses, a leprechaun, a Hobbit, Boba Fett, and the Wicked Witch of the West—along an upper-crust Upper West Side block of single-owner brown-stones. Gia walked, Jack lumbered, and the kids scampered. Only Gia was uncostumed, though she denied it, saying she was disguised as a nonpreg-nant woman. Since she didn’t look to be in a family way, Jack couldn’t argue.


	Through the mask’s eyeholes he watched the kids run up a brownstone’s front steps and ring the bell. A pleasant, blue-blazered, balding man in horn-rimmed glasses answered the door to a chorus of “Trick or Treat!” He dropped a candy bar into each kid’s goodie bag, then grinned down at Jack waiting on the sidewalk.


	“Hey, Creature.” He gave a thumbs-up. “Nice.” 


	“Better be, after what it cost to rent it.” Jack’s voice sounded at once muffled and echoey inside the mask.


	“How about a snort of ice-cold Ketel One to keep you going?” 


	“I’d need a straw.” 


	The guy laughed. “Not a problem.” 


	Jack waved and started moving after the kids. “Have to take a rain check. Thanks for the thought, though.” 


	The guy called, “Happy Halloween,” and closed his door.


	Vicky ran back from where her friends were climbing to the next door. With her black pointed hat, flowing dress, and warty green skin she made a great mini Margaret Hamilton.


	“Look, Jack!” she cried, digging into her bag. “He gave me a Snickers!” 


	“My favorite,” Jack said.


	“I know.” She held it up. “Here. You can have it.” 


	Jack knew she was allergic to chocolate, but was touched by her generosity. He was continually amazed at the bond they’d developed, and wondered if he’d ever be able to love his own child as much as he did Vicky.


	“Thanks a million, Vicks, but”—he held out his gloved hands with their big webbed fingers and rubber talons—”can you hold it for me till we get home?” 


	She grinned and dropped it back into her bag as she ran after the others. Her friends were just finishing up atop the next set of steps. The door closed just as Vicky reached it. She knocked but the young woman behind the glass shook her head and turned away. She knocked again but the lady turned back and made a shooing gesture.


	Vicky trudged back down the steps and looked up at her mother with teary eyes.


	“She wouldn’t give me any candy, Mom.” 


	“Maybe she ran out, hon.” 


	“No. I saw a whole bowlful inside. Why won’t she give me any?” 


	Suddenly it felt a lot warmer in the Creature suit.


	“Let’s go find out.” 


	“Jack,” Gia said. “Let it go.” 


	“I’m cool, I’m cool,” he told her, though another look at Vicky blinking back tears made him anything but. “I just want to satisfy my curiosity. Come on, Vicks. Let’s go check this out.” 


	“No, Jack. Leave her here.” 


	“All right.” 


	He climbed the stairs and rang the bell. The same young woman, maybe thirty, answered.


	“Mind telling me something?” He pointed to Vicky standing at the bottom of the steps. “Why did you stiff that little girl?” 


	“Stiff?” 


	“Yeah. You gave her friends candy but not her.” 


	She began to close the door. “I don’t think I have to explain my reasons to anyone.” 


	Jack held the door open with a taloned hand. “You’re right. You don’t, but there’s the right thing to do and there’s everything else. Giving her an explanation is the right thing to do.” 


	The woman’s lips tightened into a line. “If you insist. Tell her it’s because I don’t approve of this so-called holiday in the first place but, just to be a good neighbor, I put up with the indignity of it. However, I draw the line at rewarding paganism. That child is dressed as a witch, a pagan sorceress. I won’t encourage paganism or sorcery.” 


	Jack felt his jaw working behind the mask. “You gotta be kidding!” 


	“I assure you I’m not. Now please get off my steps or I’ll have to call the police.” 


	With that she closed the door and turned away.


	Jack raised his hand to knock again—cops or not he wanted to tell her a thing or two—when he heard Gia’s voice.


	“Jack—” 


	Something in her tone made him turn. When he saw how she was bent slightly forward, her hand over her lower abdomen, her face pale with pain, he ran down the steps.


	“What’s wrong, Mom?” Vicky was saying.


	“Mommy doesn’t feel too great. I think we have to go home now.” 


	“I think we have to go to the hospital,” Jack said.


	Gia grimaced and shook her head. “Home. Now.” 


				*
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	While Gia closed herself in the master bathroom upstairs at the Sutton Square place, Jack did his best to put aside his fears and fill the half hour until the parents of Vicky’s friends showed up. He stayed in costume and told them the story of The Creature from the Black Lagoon. None of them had ever seen it. Jack once had persuaded Vicky to watch it but she’d lasted only ten minutes. Not because she was scared. No, her complaint was, “There’s no color! Where’s the color?” 


	He half told, half acted out the story, going so far as to lie on the floor and imitate the Creature’s backstroke in its fabulous water ballet with Julie Adams.


	His audience’s consensus: Great performance, but the story was “just like Anaconda.” 


	Finally the parents started arriving and Jack explained that Gia wasn’t feeling well—”Something she ate.” When the townhouse was cleared, he ran upstairs and knocked on the bathroom door.


	“You okay?” 


	The door opened. An ashen Gia leaned on the edge of the door, hunched over.


	“Jack,” she gasped. A tear ran down her left cheek. “Call the EMTs. I’m bleeding. I think I’m losing the baby!” 


	“EMTs, hell,” he said, lifting her in his arms. “I’ll have you in the ER before they even start their engines.” 


	Terror and anguish were icy fingers around his throat, making it hard to draw a full breath, but he couldn’t let any of that show: Vicky stood at the bottom of the staircase, fist jammed against her mouth, eyes wide with fear.


	“Mom’s not feeling good, Vicks,” he said. “Let’s get her to the hospital.” 


	“What’s wrong?” she said, her voice high-pitched, barely audible.


	“I don’t know.” 


	And he didn’t, really, though he feared the worst.


				*
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	Throughout the nail-biting two-hour wait outside the Mount Sinai ER, while interns, residents, ER docs, and Gia’s obstetrician did whatever it is they do in these situations, Jack tried to keep Vicky occupied. Not necessary. Before long she found another girl her age to talk to. Jack envied her ability to strike up a friendship anywhere.


	He tried to take his mind off Gia and what might be happening in that treatment room by shuffling through some leftover section of the Times. He spotted a familiar name in the Sunday Styles section: “New York’s most eligible bachelor, Dormentalist Church guru Luther Brady, was observed in close conversation with Meryl Streep at the East Hampton Library Fund charity ball.” 


	Not exactly an abstemious lifestyle.


	He looked up as a nurse approached. She started to speak, then broke into a laugh.


	“What’s so funny?” 


	“I’m sorry. When your wife said to look for a man dressed like the Creature from the Black Lagoon, I thought she was kidding.” 


	By now Jack had gotten used to the stares from the other people in the waiting room. He’d left the mask, gloves, and feet back at the house, but still wore the green, finned bodysuit.


	“It is Halloween, you know. How is she?” 


	“Dr. Eagleton will tell you all about it.” 


	They followed her to a treatment room where they found Gia propped up on a gurney. Her color was better but she still looked drawn. Vicky darted to her side and they hugged.


	As Jack hung back, letting them have their moment, a tall, slim woman with salt-and-pepper hair stepped in. She wore a long white coat.


	“You’re the father?” she said, eyeing his costume. When Jack nodded, she held out her hand. “I’m Dr. Eagleton.” 


	“Jack,” he said. She had a firm grip. “How’s she doing?” 


	Dr. Eagleton didn’t look exactly comfortable discussing this with a man in a rubber monster suit, but she bore with it.


	“She’s lost a lot of blood, but the contractions have stopped.” 


	“She’s going to be okay?” 


	“Yes.” 


	“And the baby?” 


	“Ultrasound shows no problem—good position, steady heart rate.” 


	Jack closed his eyes and let out a relieved breath. “Thanks. Thank you very much.” 


	“I want to keep her overnight, though.” 


	“Really? Is there still a danger?” 


	“She should be fine. The further along the pregnancy, the less likely a miscarriage. Gia’s in her twentieth week and it’s rare after that. So I think we’re in good shape. Just the same, I’d like to be sure.” 


	Jack glanced at Gia. “What caused this?” 


	Dr. Eagleton shrugged. “The most common causes are a dead or grossly defective fetus.” Jack’s stab of alarm must have shown on his face because she quickly added, “Bui that’s not the ease here. Sometimes it’s trauma, and sometimes it just… happens.” 


	Jack didn’t like the sound of that. For a while now it seemed that things—bad things, at least—didn’t “just happen” in his life.


	Jack stepped over to the gurney and took Gia’s hand. She squeezed his.


	“You’ll take care of Vicky until I get home tomorrow, won’t you?” 


	Gia had no family in the city. Everyone was back in Iowa.


	Jack smiled. “You don’t even have to ask.” He winked at Vicky. “Vicks and I are going straight home to do flaming shooters of Cuervo Gold.” 


	As Vicky giggled, Gia said, “Jack, that’s not funny.” 


	Jack slapped his forehead. “That’s right! She’s got school tomorrow. Okay, Vicks: only one.” 


	As Gia went on about Vicky’s schedule, Jack wondered at the awesome responsibility of caring for a nine-year-old girl, even for a day.


	He’d stepped into Family Affair—without Mr. French.


	Cordova and the Dormentalists weren’t half as scary.


				*
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	Jack spent the night in the guest bedroom at the Sutton Square place. Lucky for him, Vicky turned out to be pretty self-sufficient.


	More than self-sufficient.


	Next morning, after showering and getting herself dressed, she insisted on making Jack bacon and eggs before it was time for the school bus. Bacon here meant strips of bacon-flavored soy.


	She seemed in good spirits, not the least bit worried. Dr. Eagleton had told her that her mother was going to be fine and that was enough for Vicky. If Mom’s doctor said so, that’s how it was going to be.


	Oh, to be nine again and have that kind of faith.


	As he watched her bustle around the kitchen—she knew exactly what she needed and where everything was—and listened to her chatter, he felt his heart swell. Vicky was going to be a wonderful big sister to the new baby.


	New baby… his appetite took a nose dive. He hadn’t heard any bad news, so he gathered Gia had had a quiet night. He hoped so.


	During breakfast Jack called Gia to get a progress report—and give one.


	She’d had a good night but wouldn’t be released until late afternoon, which meant Jack had to arrange to be home to meet Vicks when she returned from school.


	No problemo.


	Vicky talked to her mother for a few minutes, then it was time to run. He walked her to the bus and gave her his cell phone number, telling her to call if she needed anything—anything.


	Then he showered, shaved, and headed across town to Tenth Avenue.


				*
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	Pedestrians flowed around the sandwich board sign propped in the center of the sidewalk.


	ERNIE’S ID


	ALL KINDS


	PASSPORT


	TAXI


	DRIVER’S LICENSE


	No business at this hour, so Jack had Ernie all to himself.


	“Hey, Jack,” Ernie said from the rear of the tiny store. He stood maybe five-five, weighed a hundred pounds after a five-pound meal, had a droopy, hangdog face with perpetually sad eyes, and spoke at a hundred-and-twenty miles an hour. “How y’doin’, how y’doin’. Do the thing with the door there, will ya?” 


	Jack locked it and flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED. On the way to the rear, next to the bootleg videos, he passed a display pole festooned with high-end handbags—Kate Spade, Louis Vuitton, Gucci, Prada—none of them the real deal. Not with twenty-dollar price tags. Everything Ernie carried was a knockoff of one sort or another.


	“Into women’s accessories now?” Jack said as he reached the display case that served as the rear counter.


	“What? Oh, yeah. Outta towners come in and buy three, four at a time. Can’t hardly keep ‘em in stock.” He pulled a manila envelope from behind the counter. “Wait’ll you see this, Jacko. Wait’ll you see!” 


	He dumped the contents onto the scratched glass: a driver’s license with Jack’s photo and two credit cards—a Visa gold and a platinum AmEx.


	“That’s it?” 


	Jack couldn’t see what all the excitement was about. Ernie furnished him with this sort of thing all the time.


	“Checkitout, checkitout.” He was literally vibrating with excitement. “Check the license.” 


	Jack leaned over for a closer look, then picked it up. His picture, but the name was Jason Amurri, and the language was…


	“French?” 


	“It’s Swiss,” Ernie said, “and it’s perfect. And the credit cards are both exact duplicates of his, right down to the expiration date and the verification number. Just don’t use ‘em or you’ll blow everything.” 


	“And just who is Jason Amurri?” 


	Ernie grinned. “Lives in Vevey. That’s on the Swiss Riviera—you know, Montreux, Lake Geneva, those kinda places. Celine Dion and Phil Collins and people like that got homes around there.” 


	“Okay. He lives in a ritzy area in a foreign country. That’s a good start. Give me the details.” 


	“You’re gonna be impressed.” 


	Jack had set strict criteria for this set of ID. He hoped Ernie had come through.


	“I’ll decide that after you tell me.” 


	Ernie told him.


	And Jack was impressed.


	“Nice work,” he said, forking over Ernie’s stiff fee. “You deserve every penny.” 


	“I do.” If he rubbed his hands together any faster his palms would catch fire. “I do, I do.” 


	“Looks like I’m going to have to get a room at the Plaza,” Jack said.


	“Nah. Every nobody who thinks they’re somebody stays at the Plaza. I mean, they got rooms for a couple hundred and change. You need better than that. You want someplace where the money that knows goes. The Ritz Carlton… now there’s a hotel.” 


	“If you say so.” 


	Maybe Mrs. Rossi hadn’t been so overly generous with her advance. This was turning out to be one expensive fix.


				*
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	Instead of the bubbly Christy, the equally bubbly Jeanie was on duty at the Dormentalist temple’s metal detector this morning. She checked her computer, made a call, then guided Jack through the detector.


	“Your RT will be with you in a minute, Mr. Farrell.” 


	“RT?” 


	“Sorry. Reveille Tech. Oh, here she comes now.” 


	Jack saw a large frizzy blond woman waddling his way on legs like Doric pillars. Instead of the ubiquitous uniform, she wore a sleeveless yellow tunic that looked a size too small for her. Maybe two sizes. And of course she was grinning ear to ear.


	In a high-pitched, lightly French-accented voice, she introduced herself as Aveline Lesueur and led him to the double elevator bank. When she called him “Jack” it sounded like “Jock.” 


	In the elevator on the way up he noticed a sweaty odor about her. He was glad it was a short trip.


	On the fourth floor she pointed out the Male RC Changing Room, explaining that RC meant Reveille Candidate and he should go in, pick out a locker, and change into the RC uniform he’d find there.


	“Like yours?” 


	She shook her head. “I am afraid not. This is only for RTs, and only while we are conducting sessions.” 


	“A gray one then?” 


	“Not until you qualify for FI—Fusion Initiate—status. Until then you must wear RC colors.” 


	Although her English was good, she still hadn’t mastered the “th” sound, resorting to a soft “z” instead.


	In the Male RC Changing Room—he was surprised they didn’t call it the MRCCR—Jack found a dozen lockers. Ten stood open, each containing a dark green jumpsuit, each with a key in its lock. He shucked his street clothes and slipped into the jumpsuit. It was too big for him but he wasn’t going to bother searching for one that fit. He noticed it had no pockets—just a tiny pouch on the left breast big enough for the locker key and nothing else. He’d have to leave his wallet and effects in the locker.


	Jack smiled. Perfect.


	Back in the hall Aveline led him to a door labeled RF-3. When he asked, she explained that the RF stood for Reveille Facility.


	Jamie Grant’s words from yesterday, when he’d asked her if the Reveille Sessions were just a series of questions, came back to him.


	Oh, no. There’s so much more to it than that…


	Her smile when she’d said it still bothered him.


	RF-3 turned out to be a windowless cubicle furnished with a desk, two chairs, and a white mouse. The mouse’s wire cage sat on a pedestal to the right of the desk. Aveline indicated the chair before the desk for Jack. He sat and found himself facing a horizontal copper pipe fastened to the front panel of the desk by six-inch brackets at each end. A wire ran from the middle of the pipe to a black box the size of a loaf of bread on the desk; another wire ran from the box to the mouse cage.


	He didn’t have to fake a baffled look. “You’re going to explain this to me, right?” 


	“But of course,” she replied as she seated herself on the other side of the desk. “As I am sure you know, if you have read The Book of Hokano, the purpose of the Reveille Sessions is to awaken your Personal Xelton, the hemi-xelton asleep within you.” 


	Jack kept glancing at the mouse.


	“Right. But what—?” 


	She held up a hand. “To awaken it, you must explore your present life and your PX’s past lives.” She pulled a folder from the desk’s top drawer. “We do this by asking you a series of questions. Some of them will seem very personal, but you must trust that none of what you say will ever leave this room.” 


	Not according to Jamie Grant.


	Jack leaned back and rubbed his temples, using the motion to cover a look at the grille over the ventilation duct. Between two of the slats he spotted something that looked like a tiny lens pointed his way. Somewhere in the building an AV feed of the goings-on here was being monitored and most likely recorded.


	“I trust you,” Jack said.


	“Good. This is your first step in a marvelous adventure of discovery. The memories from your PX’s multiple lives will sound a reveille and awaken it.


	After that you will begin the task of reconnecting your PX to its Hokano half, allowing them to fuse and become whole again. It is a long process, requiring many years of classes and sessions, but in the end you will be a superior being, unafraid to accept any challenge, able to overcome any obstacle, able to cure all ills and live forever after the GF.” 


	She threw her arms wide at the end of her recitation and Jack jumped at the sight of a sea urchin in each armpit. Then he realized it was hair.


	“Wow,” he said, trying not to stare. “The GF is the Great Fusion, right?” 


	She lowered her arms and her accent thickened. “Yes. That is when the world as we know it will reunite with the Hokano world. It will be Paradise Regained, but only those who have fused their PX with its HX will survive.” 


	“I want to be in that number,” Jack said.


	But what did the damn mouse have to do with it?


	“Wonderful, Jack. Let us get started then. First you must grip that bar before you with both hands. Grip very tight.” 


	Jack did as he was told. “What does this do?” 


	“This makes certain that you are telling the truth.” 


	Jack looked offended. “I’m not a liar.” 


	“Of course you are not. But we all hide truths from ourselves, oui? Repress acts we are ashamed of. We all have ‘vital lies’ that get us through the day. We must pierce our self deceptions and thrust to the heart of truth. And do you know where that heart is? In your Personal Xelton. Your PX knows the truth.” 


	“I thought my PX was asleep.” 


	“It is, but that does not mean it is not aware. When it hears an untruth it will react.” 


	“How?” 


	“You will not notice it, and neither will I. Only FAs who have reached FL-8 can perceive it unassisted.” 


	“Then how will we know?” 


	She tapped the black box. “This is an XSA—a Xelton Signal Amplifier. It cannot amplify the signal enough for us to perceive it, but that mouse will know.” 


	“Okay.” Jack felt like he’d stepped through the Looking Glass and wound up chatting with the Mad Hatter. “But how will the mouse tell us?” 


	“Answer a question with an untruth and you will see.” She opened the folder. “Let us begin, shall we?” 


	“Okay. But I’ve got to tell you, I lead a very boring life—boring job, no family, no pets, never go anywhere.” 


	“And that is why you are here—to change all that, oui?” 


	“Oui. I mean, right.” 


	“Well then, hold on to the XS conductor bar in front of you there and we will begin.” 


	Jack tightened his grip. He felt unaccountably tense.


	He kept his eyes on the little white mouse sniffing nervously around its wire mesh cage as Aveline asked a string of innocuous questions—about the weather, about how he arrived here today, and so on—all of which he answered truthfully.


	Then she stared at him and said, “Very well, Jack. This is an important question: What is the worse thing you have ever done?” 


	The directness took him by surprise. “As I told you, my life’s not interesting enough for me to do anything wrong.” 


	The mouse squeaked and jumped as if it had received a shock. Jack jumped too.


	“What happened?” 


	“You told an untruth. Perhaps an unconscious untruth,” she added quickly, “but your xelton heard it and reacted.” 


	The untruth hadn’t been unconscious. He’d done lots of wrong—at least by most people’s criteria.


	Aveline cleared her throat. “Perhaps we are being too general here. Let us try this: Have you ever stolen anything?” 


	“Yes.” 


	The mouse didn’t react.


	“What was the first thing you ever stole?” 


	Jack remembered the moment. “When I was in second grade I remember stealing an Almond Joy from a Rexall drugstore.” 


	The mouse was cool.


	“Good,” Aveline said, nodding. “What was the biggest thing you’ve ever stolen?” 


	Jack put on a show of deep thought, then said, “The Almond Joy is about it.” 


	A squeak from the mouse as it jumped two inches off its cage floor.


	A queasy feeling stole over him. The XSA was right. He’d boosted plenty of things, plenty of times—usually from thieves, but it was still stealing. So far the XSA had been right every time.


	Had to be coincidence. But still…


	“You’re acting like I’m a criminal. I’m not.” 


	The mouse jumped again.


	This was getting spooky. He’d lied… his everyday existence was a criminal act… and Mr. Mouse had paid for it.


	Jack released the bar and waved his hands in the air. “I’m telling you the truth!” 


	“The truth as you know it, Jack. What you say may be true in this life, but your xelton must have inhabited the body of a thief sometime in the past.” 


	“I don’t like this.” 


	“It is all part of the process, Jack.” 


	Mr. Mouse had backed into a corner where he crouched and trembled.


	“Please don’t hurt that mouse anymore.” 


	“He is not being hurt. Not really. But I am doing nothing to him. You are. You are in charge here. Now please grip the XS conductor bar again and we will continue.” 


	Jack did so. He noticed his palms were moist.


	“Have you ever killed anyone, Jack?” 


	He stared at the mouse and said, “No.” 


	No reaction from Mr. Mouse.


	Gotcha, he thought. A number of people were on the wrong side of the grass because of him.


	Somehow, maybe with a floor button, Aveline was triggering an electric shock in Mr. Mouse’s cage. Pretty damn potent way to mess with a new member’s head. The psychological impact of causing an innocent animal harm with every untruth was enormous.


	“Are you heterosexual?” she asked.


	“Yes.” 


	Mr. Mouse maintained his nervous crouch.


	“Have you ever raped anyone?” 


	Here was another one he could answer truthfully. “No way.” 


	Mr. Mouse’s squeal of pain was a signal to end this bullshit. A tantrum was in order.


	Releasing the bar, Jack shot to his feet and began pounding on the desk.


	“No!” he shouted. “Impossible! No, no, no! I’d never do something like that! Never!” 


	Aveline’s face paled. “Calm down, Jack. As I have told you, it is probably from some past life—” 


	He pounded harder on the desk. “I don’t want to hear that! I don’t want a xelton that would be party to such a thing. You’re mistaken! It’s wrong! Wrong-wrong-wrong!” 


	The door swung open with a bang and two shaved-headed, burgundy-uniformed men burst in.


	The taller of the pair grabbed Jack’s arm and said, “Come with us. And don’t make a fuss.” 


	“Who are you?” Jack cried, cringing.


	“Temple Paladins,” Aveline said. “You must go with them.” 


	“Where?” 


	“The Grand Paladin wants to see you,” said the shorter one.


	Aveline’s eyes widened. “The GP himself? By Noomri!” 


	“Yeah,” said the taller one. “He’s had his eye on you since you stepped into the temple this morning.” 


	Just as Jack had expected. He went without a fuss.


				*
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	“My name is Jensen.” The big black man said as he loomed over Jack. Jack detected a vaguely African accent filtering through the subway rumble of his voice. “What’s yours?” 


	The two TPs had brought Jack to the third floor, which seemed to house the temple’s security forces, and seated him in a chair in a small, windowless room. They made him wait ten minutes or so, probably looking to up his anxiety level. Jack accommodated them by fidgeting and twisting his hands together, doing his best to look like a house cat in a dog pound.


	Finally this huge black guy who made Michael Clark Duncan look svelte—hell, he looked like he’d had Michael Clark Duncan for breakfast—swung through the door like a wrecking ball and stopped two feet in front of Jack. None of his bulk looked like flab. The overhead fluorescents gleamed off the bare scalp of a head the size of an official NBA basketball. His black uniform could have doubled as a comforter on a king-sized bed.


	Pretty intimidating, Jack thought. If you’re into that sort of thing.


	He started to stutter a reply. “I-I-I’m—” 


	“Don’t tell me you’re ‘Jack Farrell,’ because we ran a routine check on you and learned there is no Jack Farrell at the address you gave. As a matter of fact, there isn’t even a house at that address.” 


	“A-all right,” Jack said. “My real name—” 


	“I don’t care what you’re real name is. I just want to know your game. What are you up to? You work for that rag, The Light, is that it?” 


	“No, I’ve never even heard of whatever it is you’re talking about. I’m—” 


	“Then why are you coming to us under false pretenses? We don’t allow lies in Dormentalist temples—only truth.” 


	“But I’ve a good explanation about why—” 


	“I don’t want to hear it. As of this moment you are officially designated UP and banned from this and all other Dormentalist temples.” 


	Jensen turned and walked back to the door.


	“It’s not fair!” Jack cried but Jensen didn’t acknowledge him.


	As soon as he was gone, the two guards who’d brought Jack here led him back down to the Male RC Changing Room, watched him change, then escorted him out the door to the sidewalk. All without a word.


	Jack stood in the late-morning sun, looking dejected, then turned and began walking uptown. Pulled out his wallet and checked the slot where he’d stowed the Jason Amurri ID. The hair he’d tucked around the top of the card was gone.


	Perfect.


	He hadn’t gone three blocks when he spotted the tail. But he wasn’t going to try to lose him. He wanted to be followed.


	Let the games begin.


				*
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	Jensen’s secretary’s voice rasped from the speaker on his desk. “TP Peary on line one, sir.” 


	Jensen had told Peary to get into his street clothes and follow this phony bastard Amurri. At first, when the routine background check on “Jack Far-rell” had come up blank—name, address, SSN, none of them had connected—he’d suspected the usual. Most troublemakers for the Church were either members of another belief system who felt Dormentalists had to be “saved,” or former members with an imagined score to settle. Occasionally one turned out to be a muckraker like that Jamie Grant bitch.


	Just as Jensen had expected, when he called a raid on “Jack Farrell’s” locker during the Reveille Session, they came up with a whole different set of ID. But not the ID of someone who fell easily into the usual categories.


	Jason Amurri. Okay. But from Switzerland? That had thrown Jensen. Why would a guy come all the way from Switzerland to join the New York Dormentalist temple under an assumed name? Granted, this temple was the center of the Church, its Vatican, so to speak, but why the lies? And bad lies to boot. Obviously he’d never thought they’d check up on him.


	Couldn’t let anybody get away with that. Doesn’t matter if you’re from Switzerland or Peoria—you lie, you get the boot. That was the rule.


	Jensen stared at the phone and frowned. Kind of early for Peary to be calling in. He’d only started tailing the Amurri guy a little while ago.


	Unless…


	He snatched up the receiver. “Don’t tell me you lost him.” 


	“No. Only had to follow him to Central Park South. He’s staying at the Ritz Carlton.” 


	Another surprise.


	“How do you know he’s not just visiting someone?” 


	“Because I called the hotel and asked to be connected to Jason Amurri’s room. A few seconds later the phone started ringing.” 


	The Ritz Carlton? Jesus. Years ago, while the luxury suites were being refurbished here in the temple, Jensen had had to book rooms in the Ritz for visiting Dormentalist celebrities. He remembered how a rear single with a view of a brick wall had cost almost seven hundred a night. And, of course, none of the visiting high rollers wanted that. No, they wanted a park view. Cost a damn fortune.


	“What do you want me to do next?” Peary said.


	“Come back in.” 


	He hung up. No sense in having Peary waste his time watching a hotel. Jensen now knew where the guy was and who he was.


	Well, not really who. Just his name. And home address in Switzerland. And that he was staying at just about the most expensive hotel in the city. That meant he had some bucks. This Jason Amurri was full of surprises.


	A worm of unease wriggled in Jensen’s gut. He didn’t like surprises.


	He reached for the buzzer and hesitated. What was his new secretary’s name? The brainless little twits came and went so quickly. He seemed to go through them like a fox through chickens. No one applied to be his secretary anymore; they had to be drafted from the volunteer pool. Was he that hard on them? Not that he cared what they thought, it was just that some of them had long learning curves.


	He decided he didn’t give a shit about her name.


	He buzzed and said, “Get me Tony Margiotta.” 


	Jensen loved what computers could do for him but, beyond e-mail, he let other people deal with them. Margiotta was the computer whiz among the TPs. He’d find out what Jensen needed to know.


	He just hoped it wasn’t something he didn’t want to know.


				*
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	“Here you go,” Richie Cordova said, handing a five to the kid from the mail drop.


	Every time something popped into his box at the drop—hardly ever more than three times a week—the kid ran it up the two blocks to Richie’s office on his break. Worth the fiver every time. Saved Richie the trip, but more important, it meant he never had to show his face down there.


	A good thing to avoid. Never knew when one of the cows might get the dumb idea of watching Box 224 to see who opened it. Might see Richie and follow him back to the office, or home, and look for a chance to get even. Didn’t want none of that shit.


	With Richie’s delivery setup, they’d be waiting till they was dead and gone before seeing anyone so much as touch Box 224.


	“So what’ve we got today?” Richie muttered when the kid was gone.


	One manila envelope. Typed label. Hmmm.


	He pulled a folding knife from a desk drawer and slit il open. He found a legal-sized envelope within. Inside that was a note in a woman’s hand and a hundred-dollar bill.


	A hundred bucks? What’s this shit?


	The note was from the nun, whining about how she didn’t have no more to give. Richie smiled. Normally he’d be royally pissed at the short payment, but not with this little lady. Oh, no. He wanted her tapped out—at least personally.


	But was today the right day to put the screws to her?


	He picked up the Post and turned to the horoscope page. He’d been there once already this morning and hadn’t been too crazy about what he’d seen. He folded the tabloid into a neat quarter page for a second look.


	Gemini (May 21—June 21): It seems as if you have a dwindling safety margin. Don’t confuse aggression with initiative. Live in the moment, follow the rules, and close the week in triumph despite these obstacles.


	Dwindling safety margin… that didn’t sound so good.


	But it might not be so bad. His birthday was June 20, which meant he was officially a Gemini. But because Cancer started June 22, lots of astrology experts said people like him was “on the cusp” and could go either way.


	He checked the next reading.


	Cancer (June 22-July 22): It might be necessary to experience what you thought you wanted in order to better appreciate what you have. Dearest ones help you find fresh resources which might be able to hook you up in a surprising way.


	He read the first sentence three times and still couldn’t scope out what it was saying. As for the rest…


	Dearest ones? That would have to be the crowd at Hurley’s.


	Sure as hell couldn’t be a woman. He’d been split for seven years now from the stupid bitch he’d married, and his mother was five years gone. No gal at the moment—most of them were slobs anyway and the ones who weren’t never seemed to stay. His mother, God love her, had left him her house in Williamsbridge and everything in it. He’d grown up there and, because it was so much better than the crap apartment he’d been living in after his divorce, he’d moved back instead of selling.


	He decided what these horoscopes was telling him was that since he was going to find fresh resources today, his dwindling safety margin wouldn’t matter, and he’d close the week in triumph.


	Good enough.


	He unfolded the paper and laid it on his desk with the front page up. Then he used a Handi Wipe to remove the newsprint smudges from his fingers. That done, he wheeled his chair over to the radiator and pulled a padded envelope from behind it. He added the nun’s hundred to the rest of the cash. The total was up to about three thousand now. Time to make a trip to the safety deposit box. His office was alarmed, sure, but it wasn’t no bank. He’d head there come Friday.


	As he stuffed the envelope back into its hiding place and rose to his feet, he burped and rubbed the swelling dome of his belly. That liverwurst and onion sandwich wasn’t sitting too good. He loosened his belt a notch—to the last one. Shit, if he swelled any more he’d have to buy a whole new set of clothes. Again. He already had one closet full of stuff he couldn’t wear. He didn’t need another.


	He slipped on his suit jacket—didn’t even try to button it—and straightened up his desktop. Not much there. He kept a lean look in everything but his body. He realigned the photo of Clancy so it was centered across the far left corner, then headed for the waiting area.


	“Going out for a little walk, Eddy,” he told his receptionist. “Be back in thirty or so.” 


	Edwina checked her watch and jotted the time on a sticky note.


	“Sure thing, Rich.” 


	Uppity black skank, but she was good, one of the best receptionists he’d ever had. Wouldn’t come across with any extracurricular activity like some of them, though. Couple that with the way business had slowed, and he just might have to let her go soon.


	But he’d put that off as long as he could. A fair number of his clients had some bucks. Not big bucks, but comfortable. They came to him from Manhattan and Queens—first time ever in the Bronx for a lot of them. When they called for directions they were relieved to hear he was near the Bronx Zoo and the Botanical Garden—civilization would be close by.


	The bad part about this location was that parking was a bitch and his clients wouldn’t see anyone like them on the street; the good part was they damn sure wouldn’t bump into anyone they knew, and that was important. Nobody wanted to run into a friend or acquaintance in a detective agency.


	So they hauled themselves all the way up here, and after that sacrifice they needed the reassurance of seeing a receptionist when they stepped through the door.


	He adjusted Eddy’s RECEPTIONIST sign, lining it up with the leading edge of her desk, and walked out.


				*
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	Tremont was jumping today. But nobody on the crowded sidewalk seemed to be looking for a PI. They weren’t his sort of clientele anyway.


	Richie didn’t know why business had been off lately. He gave good service to his clients and got a lot of referrals from them, but things had been unaccountably slow since the summer.


	Which was why his second income stream had become more important than ever. The regular snoop jobs had always been the meat and potatoes, but the gravy had come from blackmail.


	Blackmail He hated that word. Sounded so dirty and underhanded. He’d tried for years to find a substitute but hadn’t come up with anything that worked. Private knowledge protection… secret safekeeping service… classified information management… none of them did anything for him.


	So, he’d resigned himself to blackmail… which made him a blackmailer.


	Not something he talked about at Hurley’s, but not as bad as it sounded. Really, when you got down to it, he was simply supplying a service: I have information about you, information you don’t want made public. For a regular fee I will keep my mouth shut.


	What could be fairer than that? Participation was purely voluntary. Don’t want to play? Then don’t pay. But be ready to face the music once your ugly little secret gets out.


	Plus he had to admit he loved being able to pull people’s strings and make them dance to whatever tune he felt like playing. That was almost as good as the money.


	Richie rounded the corner and walked up past the newer apartment houses toward the zoo.


	Yeah… blackmailer. Not exactly what he’d planned for himself as a kid.


	What do you want to be when you grow up, Richie?


	A blackmailer, Mom.


	He hadn’t planned on being a cop either. Cops had been “pigs” back then. But as he grew older in a crummy economy and saw his old man lose his factory job, he started thinking maybe being a cop wasn’t so bad. Chances of getting laid off were slim to none, the pay was decent, and you could retire on a pension after twenty or twenty-five years and still have a lot of living ahead of you.


	He’d tried for the NYPD but didn’t make it. Had to settle for the NCPD—Nassau County—where the pay didn’t turn out to be all that decent. Didn’t take him too long, though, to find ways to supplement it.


	As a patrolman first and later a detective, Richie spent twenty-six years with the NCPD, twenty-four and a half of them on the pad. That got him into a little trouble toward the end, but he’d traded keeping mum about a certain IAD guy’s sexual tastes for a Get Out of Jail Free pass, and walked away with his pension intact.


	That had been his introduction to the power of knowing things he wasn’t supposed to. Instead of putting himself out to pasture, he applied for his private investigator license and opened Cordova Security Consultants. No big expectations, just someplace to go every day. Startup had been slow, but stuff sent his way by his old buddies in NCPD had helped keep him afloat. He found he liked the work, especially the spouse snooping. He’d got pretty good with a camera over the years and had taken some pretty steamy pictures. He’d kept a private gallery back at the house until this past September.


	But often it was the bonus material he collected that paid the best. While checking out a husband or wife suspected of getting it on with somebody else, he frequently came across unrelated or semi-related dirt that he put to work for himself.


	Like this nun, for instance. Helene Metcalf had traveled all the way from her Chelsea high-rise to hire Richie. Her hubby Michael was a capital campaign consultant—that meant professional fund-raiser—and had been out on the job an unusual number of nights. She was starting to suspect he might be sneaking a little something on the side and wanted Richie to find out.


	Mikey’s latest account was raising money for the renovation of St. Joseph’s Church on the Lower East Side. Camera in hand, Richie started tailing him and found he was indeed going to St. Joe’s—but not just for fund-raising. Seemed he was also doing a little habit-raising with one of the nuns.


	Richie took a few shots of the pair in flagrante delicto, as they say, and was about to show them to the wife when he realized he might be sitting on a gold mine. Normally putting the squeeze on a nun would be like trying to buy a whale steak from Greenpeace, but this nun was one of the honchos in the fund-raising project. That was how she’d got so tight with Mikey boy in the first place. Lots of cash flowing through that lady’s hands, and those photos was a way to tap into that stream.


	So Richie told wifey that her hubby was going exactly where he said he was—showed her photos of him entering and leaving the St. Joe’s basement on the nights in question—and said he’d found no impropriety.


	He put the squeeze on Mikey as well. Usually he had a rule: Never use nothing against the client. That was a no-no. Had to keep up the reputation, keep up the referrals from satisfied clients.


	But Mikey wouldn’t know that the guy who was milking him had been hired by his wife.


	Because another rule was keep it anonymous. Never let the cow see your face or, worse, learn your name.


	So Mikey Metcalf became the second cow in this particular pasture.


	Up until a couple of months ago, Richie had maintained a perfect score on the anonymity meter. Then one September night he’d come home from Hurley’s and smelled something funny. He raced up to his third floor and found out some guy’d poured acid over everything in his filing cabinet. The guy got away by running over a neighbor’s roof.


	Only explanation was that one of the cows had found out who he was. Richie had burned his gallery of photos—hated to do it but it was evidence if anyone hit him with a search warrant—and moved his sideline to his office. He’d been looking over his shoulder ever since.


	He was puffing a little by the time he reached the wall of the zoo. A hot dog pushcart tempted him but he forced himself to keep moving. Later.


	Call the nun first.


	Kind of fun to have a nun on the hook. Back in grammar school the penguins—nuns dressed head to toe in black in those days—had always been after him, whacking him on the back of the head or rapping his knuckles whenever he acted up. Not that he’d been damaged for life or nothing. That was a crock. Truth was, he couldn’t think of a single time he hadn’t deserved what he got. That didn’t make them any less of a pain in the ass though.


	The nun thing had got to be a game after a while. A badge of honor. If you hadn’t got hit you was some kind of fag.


	He guessed this was sort of like payback.


	He chose a public phone at random and licked his lips as he dialed the convent. He knew Sister Margaret Mary would be over at the school until three or three-thirty, but wanted to shake her up a little.


	And he knew just how to do that.


				*
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	“Got him!” Margiotta said.


	Jensen had insisted he do the search for Jason Amurri in Jensen’s own office. He didn’t want anything they found becoming water-cooler talk around the admin floor. So Margiotta had pulled up a chair beside Jensen’s desk, swiveled the monitor, moved the keyboard, and gotten to work.


	“About time.” 


	“This guy’s one reclusive SOB.” Margiotta shook his head. He had close-clipped black hair and dark brown eyes. “Only someone with my enormous talents could have dug him up. A lesser sort would’ve come up with jack shit.” 


	Jensen decided to humor him. “That’s why I called on you. Show me.” 


	Margiotta rose and swiveled the monitor back toward Jensen. He pointed to the screen.


	“You want to know about his father, I came across tons. Tons. But as for Jason himself, this is the best of what I found. It ain’t much—like I said, he’s pretty much a recluse—but I think it’s enough to give you an idea who he is.” 


	On the screen was a paragraph from a news article about one Aldo Amurri. Jensen had never heard of him. It mentioned he had two sons, Michel and Jason. Michel, the older one, lived in Newport Beach on the shore. Jason lived in Switzerland.


	“That’s it?” 


	“Did you read about the father? Check him out. That’ll tell you something about this Jason guy.” 


	Jensen scrolled back to the beginning of the article and began reading. He felt his mouth go dry as he learned about Aldo Amurri, father of the young man Jensen had booted out on his ass.


	He knew he couldn’t keep this from Luther Brady. Eventually he’d find out. Brady always found out. So it was better if Jensen broke the news himself.


	But Brady was going to be pissed. Royally pissed.


				*
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	The phone was ringing as Jack stepped into Gia’s place. He’d just picked up Vicky at the bus stop. When he saw Mount Sinai on the caller ID he snatched up the receiver. God, he hoped it wasn’t bad news. He’d talked to Gia just a couple of hours ago and—


	“Is Vicky home?” Gia’s voice.


	“She’s right here. Is anything—?” 


	“Then come and get me. Please get me out of here.” 


	“Are you okay?” 


	“I’m fine. Really. Dr. Eagleton released me but the hospital doesn’t want me going home alone. I know it’s only been one night but I’m so sick of this place. I want my home.” 


	Jack knew it was more than that. Gia skeeved out—her verb—in hospitals.


	“We’re on our way.” 


	They grabbed a cab on Sutton Place, zipped up Madison into the low One Hundreds, then west over to Fifth Avenue. Mount Sinai Medical Center had a view of Central Park that the Donald Trumps of the city would kill for. Jack and Vicky found a very pale Gia perched on a wheelchair inside the front door. Jack guided her into the cab, and off they went.


	Ten minutes later they were stepping through the front door on Sutton Square.


	“Oh, God, it’s so good to be home!” 


	Jack followed her down the hall. “Now you’re going to be a good girl and take it easy like the doctor said, right?” 


	“I feel fine, Jack. Really, I do. Whatever was going on has stopped. I slept straight through the night and haven’t had a hint of a cramp since.” 


	“But you lost a lot of blood and didn’t you say you’re supposed to take it easy?’


	“Yes, but that doesn’t mean putting myself to bed.” 


	“It means staying oft your feet and that’s exactly what you’re going to do.” He led her to the big leather chair in the oak-paneled library and seated her in it. “Now stay there till bedtime.” 


	He knew Gia would never do anything to jeopardize the baby, but he also knew that her high energy level made it difficult for her to sit still.


	“Don’t be silly. What about dinner?” 


	“I can make it!” Vicky cried. “Let me! Let me!” 


	Jack knew a Vicky dinner would mean more work for Gia than if she were doing it all herself. But he had to play it carefully here. Didn’t want to step on little-girl feelings.


	“I was thinking of takeout.” 


	Vicky wouldn’t let it go. “Let me make it! Please, please please!” 


	“Gee, Vicks, I already ordered Chinese for tonight.” Jack knew it ran a close second to Italian on her favorite foods list. “You know, egg rolls, wanton soup, General Tso’s chicken, and even a doo-doo platter.” 


	Her eyes widened. “You mean apu pu platter?” 


	“Oh, yeah. Right. You know, with ribs and shrimp toast and even a fire.” She loved to singe her spareribs in the flame. “But if you’d rather cook, then I’ll call and cancel. No problem.” 


	“No, I want a pu pu platter. I can cook tomorrow night.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	Vicky nodded. “A pu pu platter, right?” 


	“Right. I’ve got an errand to run and after that I’ll bring home the doo-doo.” 


	Vicky giggled and ran off cheering.


	Jack turned and winked at Gia. “The usual broccoli and walnuts in garlic sauce, I presume?” 


	She nodded. “You presume correctly. But where can you get a takeout pu pu platter?” 


	“I don’t know, but I’ll find one, even if I have to get a can of sterno and jury-rig one myself.” He leaned over and kissed her. “You’re sure you’re all right?” 


	“The baby and I are fine. We just had a little scare is all.” 


	“And you’re going to follow doctor’s orders, right?” 


	“I’m going to take a shower in my own bathroom to wash off the hospital and then I’m going to sit right here and read a book.” 


	“Okay. But make it a quick shower. I’ve got some errands to run.” 


	“Fix-it errands?” 


	He nodded. “Got a couple of them going.” 


	“Nothing dangerous, I hope. You promised—” 


	“No danger. Really. One is just finding a missing guy for his mom. And I’m arranging the other so that the guy I’m fixing won’t even know he’s been fixed. No danger, no chance of bodily harm. It will be no-contact poetry.” 


	“I’ve heard that before. You say ‘piece of cake’ and next you show up with a purple face and choke marks all over your throat.” 


	“Yeah, but—” 


	“And you couldn’t even go visit your father without starting some sort of war.” 


	Jack held up his hands. “Sometimes these things take unpredictable turns, but the two fix-its running now are as straightforward as they come. No surprises. I swear.” 


	“Oh, I know you believe that, but lately every time you start one of these jobs it seems to turn nasty.” 


	“Not this time. See you in a couple of hours. I’m keeping my cell phone off for the rest of the day.” When he saw her questioning look, he said. “Long story. But I’ll be checking in lots.” He waved. “Love ya.” 


	She smiled that smile for him. “Love you too.” 


				*
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	“You’re looking better today,” Jensen said as he seated himself on the visitor side of Luther Brady’s helipad-sized desk.


	Jensen wished he had an office like this—high ceilings, rich wood paneling, a rosette of skylights above, and a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows facing uptown with a magnificent view of the Chrysler Building. The paneling was all walnut except for a pair of chromed steel doors embedded in the south wall. That was where Brady kept a monument to his biggest secret, the one known only to him, Jensen, and the High Council: Opus Omega.


	The Acting Prime Dormentalist and Supreme Overseer was a handsome man of average height with broad shoulders and a head of long wavy brown hair that he let trail over his collar. A few years ago Jensen had noticed gray creeping into that brown, but it hadn’t lasted long. Today he wore one of his


	Hickey-Freeman or Dolce & Gabbana suits—he never wore a uniform—that he donned for public appearances. He was Dormentalism’s public face and as such needed to cut an impressive figure. Luther Brady wasn’t simply the Church’s leader, he was its peerless PR man too.


	Jensen had to admit he did a great job in both roles, but especially the latter. When he appeared on TV he was the soul of rationality, generosity, and selflessness. The MVP of the Altruism Bowl.


	“Better?” Brady frowned. “What do you mean?” 


	“You looked tired yesterday.” 


	Brady paused a beat, then said, “Not surprising, considering the effort it took to keep that low pressure area to the north during Sunday’s rally.” 


	Jensen remembered watching the weather reports all week, preparing for the almost certain probability that it would rain on the rally. And then, during Saturday night and early Sunday morning, the front had slid north. Jensen had written it off to good luck, but now Brady was telling him…


	“You did that?” 


	“Well, not alone. I had a couple of HC members helping me. I probably could have done it on my own, but I had to give my address at the rally some attention. As you know, we Fully Fused may be superior beings, but we’re not gods.” 


	No, we’re not, Jensen thought with a spasm of guilt. Some of us aren’t even superior beings.


	Brady looked apologetic and added, “I would have asked your help but I didn’t want to distract you from your security duties.” 


	Thank Noomri you didn’t, Jensen thought. His sham fusion would have been revealed.


	Brady leaned back in his chair. “As I’m sure you know, I spent Sunday night in the mountains, to be alone with my xelton and recharge my spirit. I needed the rest.” 


	Jensen nodded. Brady spent a lot of Sunday nights at his place upstate in the woods.


	“You must come with me sometime.” Brady’s eyes unfocused as he smiled. “I’ve moved The Compendium up there and was reading it again. It thrills me every time.” 


	The Compendium… the most wonderful, amazing, magical book Jensen had ever seen or read or imagined. He longed to see it again, touch it, flip through its pages. In his darkest moment of faltering faith in the goals and beliefs of the Church, Luther Brady had shown him The Compendium and all doubts had vanished like smoke.


	Jensen wanted to say, Yes, yes, invite me to see The Compendium again, but Brady’s next words stopped him.


	“After reading The Compendium we can float together above the forest. It’s so peaceful to watch the wildlife from above.” 


	Jensen’s tongue felt suddenly thick and dry. Levitate? His heart fell. No… that would never do. But he had to look upbeat.


	“I look forward to it.” 


	“But let’s put that aside.” Brady straightened in his chair. “What did you want to see me about?” 


	Here goes, Jensen thought.


	He recited the facts: Someone had tried to join under a false name. He turned out to be Jason Amurri, son of Aldo Amurri.


	“Unbelievable! Aldo Amurri’s son!” 


	“You’ve heard of him?” 


	“Of course. He’s a very wealthy and important man. We could suffer a lot of bad press because of this. And we may have lost a well-heeled contributor to boot. Does the son have any money?” 


	Jensen licked his lips. “Some.” 


	“How much?” The words sounded more like a threat than a question.


	Jensen showed him the printout of the financial breakdown Margiotta had found on the Internet.


	Brady went livid, right up to his dyed hairline and no doubt beyond. Jensen had known the boss would be mad, but not this mad.


	“I didn’t know any of this at the time,” he said. “How could I?” 


	“You took a man worth two-hundred-million dollars and kicked him out the door!” 


	In addition to being the Church’s APR and SO, Brady was also its CFO, and as such he was always on the prowl for cash to fund Church projects—one Church project in particular.


	Were Jensen not Grand Paladin, were he not in a position to know about Opus Omega, he might have been disillusioned. But knowing about the Opus changed everything, and explained the Church’s need of a constant stream of cash.


	“All I knew was that he’d given us a false name and address and was causing a violent scene in his first Reveille Session. That fits the criteria for instant UP. Criteria you laid down yourself, I might add.” 


	Brady gave him a brief, hostile look, then swiveled his chair toward the windows. Jensen let out a breath. He’d done everything by the book; that, at least, was in his favor.


	Brady stayed turned for a good minute, giving Jensen time to reflect on how far he’d come from Nigeria to be sitting here with such a powerful man.


	He’d been born Ajayi Dokubo and spent his earliest years in a poor village in southwest Nigeria near the Benin border; his people spoke Yoruba and sacrificed rams to Olorun. When he was five his father moved the family to Lagos where Jensen learned English, the official language of Nigeria. At age nine his father uprooted them again, this time to the U.S. To Chicago.


	His old man survived long enough to see to it that his son became a U.S. citizen, then wound up the victim of a fatal mugging. Jensen survived a turbulent, fatherless, rough-and-tumble adolescence that landed him in trouble with the law. A Southside cop, an ex-marine named Hollis, had given him a choice: Join the army or go to court.


	He joined up just in time to be sent to Iraq for the first Gulf War where he killed an Iraqi in a firefight and liked it. Liked it too much, maybe. Killed two more and that would have been okay except that the last one was trying to surrender at the time. That didn’t set too well with his lieutenant and he was given another choice—honorable discharge or face charges.


	So he returned to the streets again, this time in New York City. Being black, with no education, his options were few. So it had to happen: He got in with a rough crew that was dealing drugs, boosting and fencing electronics, smuggling cigarettes, the usual. Because of his size, Jensen became their go-to guy when strong-arm stuff was called for. Mostly it was punch-ups, maybe breaking a leg or two. But then came the day they decided someone needed killing.


	Jensen had been game. So he’d found the target in a bar and cracked his skull with a pool cue. His mistake had been being so public about it. He was picked up for the murder but the cops had to release him when the witnesses developed amnesia.


	Coming that close to a jolt in the joint had shaken him to the point where he decided it was time to turn his life around.


	He’d lived by his wits for most of his life, never looking to rule the world, just to be comfortable without doing a nine-to-five grind. Now he was willing to get on the treadmill. But he needed direction.


	He found it when he saw Luther Brady on Oprah!—his girlfriend at the time never missed that damn show—and the more Jensen listened, the more he knew Dormentalism was what he’d been looking for.


	To seal the deal with himself to leave his old ways behind, Ajayi


	Dokubo changed his surname lo a simple one he’d picked out of a phone book: Jensen. He never used his first name, treated it as if it didn’t exist. He became Jensen—period.


	As for Dormentalism, it didn’t turn out to be what he’d originally thought, but it was indeed what he’d been looking for.


	He might have screwed that up too if not for Luther Brady.


	He still remembered the day he’d been called into Brady’s office and confronted with his arrest record. He’d expected to be declared UP, but instead—because of his military experience, Brady said—he was made a TP. Brady went even further by paying his tuition to John Jay College of Criminal Justice where he earned an associate degree in security management. Jensen was still attending part time, working toward a BA.


	In the five years since Brady had appointed him Grand Paladin, Jensen had taken the job personally. Luther Brady had had more faith in him than he’d had in himself. He couldn’t think of anything he wouldn’t do for the man.


	“Well, what do we do?” Jensen said.


	“‘We’?” Brady’s eyebrows levitated a good half inch. ” ‘We’ are doing nothing. You, however, are going to get this Jason Amurri back here.” 


	That wasn’t going to be easy. They hadn’t exactly parted buddies.


	“And don’t,” Brady added, “let on that we know who he really is.” 


	“How am I supposed to do that? I can’t call the Ritz Carlton and get his room without knowing he’s Jason Amurri.” 


	Brady jabbed a finger at him. “I don’t care. Beg, plead, go to his hotel and offer him a ride on your shoulders if you have to, but I want him back here tomorrow! Get to it. Now.” 


	Jensen stewed as he made the trip back to his office. How the hell was he going to—?


	The application! Maybe this turkey had left a working contact number.


	He rummaged through the papers on his desk. Yes! Here it was, with a 212 area code.


	He buzzed What’s-Her-Name. “Get in here.” 


	When she did, all buttoned up in her uniform and looking scared, he handed her Amurri’s application and gave her a new version of the situation. A mistake had been made and had to be rectified. “Jack Farreli” had been declared UP and ejected in error. Apologize and persuade him to come back for another meeting.


	She hurried out but returned a minute later.


	“He doesn’t have his phone on,” she said with a trembling lower lip. For some reason his secretaries never seemed to like to tell him things he didn’t want to hear.


	“Then keep calling, you idiot!” he shouted. “Call every five minutes until you reach him, and then do the selling job of your xeltonless life!” 


	Why was it so damn near impossible to get good help these days?


				*
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	Jack found Russ Tuit in an agitated state. He let Jack in, then started stomping around the apartment.


	“Can I say, ‘What the fuck?’” he shouted, waving a thick, oversized paperback in the air. “Can I just?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Hey, it’s your apartment.” Then an unpleasant thought struck. “You’re not having trouble with the disk, are you? Yesterday—” 


	“The disk is fine. No, it’s this English Lit course I’m taking. I just had to read ‘Ode on a Greek Urn’ by Keats and I just got to say, ‘What the fuck!’” 


	“It’s ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn,’ I believe, but if it’ll make you feel better, sure. Be my guest.” 


	“Okay. What the fuck?” He flipped through the pages till he found what he wanted. “Listen to this: ‘More happy love! More happy, happy love!’” He tossed the book across the room to where it bounced off the wall, leaving a greenish scuff—the same green as the book cover. It joined half a dozen similar marks in the vicinity. “Is this guy kidding? It sounds like the Stimpy song!” 


	“And you sound like Ren.” 


	“Do you believe the shit they want us to read? Now I remember why I dropped out and went into full-time hacking. This is worse than prison, man! This is cruel and unusual!” 


	“Speaking of hacking,” Jack said, “the disk is ready, isn’t it?” 


	“What? Oh, yeah. Sure.” Simply mentioning the disk seemed to calm him. “Got it right here.” 


	He picked up a red three-and-a-half-inch floppy and scaled it across the room.


	Jack caught the little thing and said, “This is it?” 


	“All you’ll need. Just make sure you put it in the floppy drive before you start the machine. That way my disk’ll be in control of the startup.” 


	“What do I do?” 


	“Nothing. You don’t even have to turn on the monitor. The disk’ll bypass any password protection. It’ll disable any antivirus software he’s got—Norton, McAfee, whatever—and introduce HYRTBU. All you’ve got to do is wait maybe ten minutes till the hard drive stops chattering, then pull out the disk—Jesus, make sure you don’t leave it there—turn off the computer, and buy yourself a beer. His files are toast.” 


	Jack stared at the red plastic square resting in his palm. “That’s it?” It seemed too simple.


	Russ grinned. “That’s it. That’s why you pay me the big bucks. Speaking of which…” 


	Jack dug into his pocket, saying, “But how will I know if it worked?” 


	“If you don’t see him tossing his rig out a window, you’ll see him down at his computer guy’s place the next day asking what the fuck’s going on.” 


	Jack nodded. He planned to be watching.


	But before all that he had to track down a take-out pu pu platter.


				*
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	“Your cousin called,” Sister Agnes said.


	Maggie froze. She had just entered the convent’s central hallway and now she felt unable to breathe.


	So it begins.


	Had she done the right thing in hiring Jack? She’d know soon enough. She’d either be free of this human leech or her life’s work would be shattered by shame and humiliation. Either way, it had to be better than this awful in-between state of constant fear and dread.


	“Maggie?” Agnes said, her brow knitting with concern. “Are you all right? You’re white as a sheet.” 


	Maggie nodded. Her words rasped over a dusty tongue. “What did he say?” 


	“He said to tell you your Uncle Mike has taken a turn for the worse and he’ll call you back around four. I didn’t know you had an Uncle Mike.” 


	“Distant relative.” 


	She went to her room and waited for Agnes to leave the hallway, then she darted out to a public phone two blocks west. The convent didn’t allow sisters their own phones, and she couldn’t discuss this on the common line in the hall, so she hurried to the one the blackmailer had sent her to the first time he’d contacted her.


	It was already ringing when she arrived. She grabbed the receiver.


	“Yes?” 


	“I thought you was going to stand me up,” said that nasty, grating voice. God help her, she hated this faceless monster. “I wouldn’t have been too surprised, considering how you shorted me on the latest payment.” 


	“I don’t have any more!” 


	Jack had told her to say that, but it was true. Her meager savings were almost gone. She’d told Mike and he’d helped her as much as he could without raising his wife’s suspicions. He was being blackmailed too. But although he’d be damaged if those pictures got out, he’d survive—his marriage might not, but he’d still have his career. Maggie would be left with nothing.


	“Yes, you do,” the voice cooed.


	“No, I swear! There’s nothing left.” 


	Now a snarl. “But we both know where you can get more!” 


	“No! I told you before—” 


	“It won’t be hard.” Back to the cajoling tone. “You’ve got all that cash coming in to the building fund. I’ll bet a lot of the poor suckers in your parish don’t ask for no receipts. All you gotta do is siphon off a little every time some comes through. No one will know.” 


	I’ll know! Maggie wanted to shout.


	But Jack had told her to string him along, let him think she was giving in—but not too easily.


	“But I can’t! That’s not my money. It’s for the church. They need every penny.” 


	The snarl again. “And how many pennies do you think they’ll get when start tacking up photos of you and Mr. Capital Campaign Consultant all over the parish? Huh? How many then?” 


	Maggie sobbed. She didn’t have to fake it. “All right. I’ll see if I can. But there’s not much coming in during the week. What little we do get comes in on Sundays.” 


	“I ain’t waitin’ till next week! Get me something before that! Forty-eight hours, or else!” 


	The phone went dead.


	Maggie leaned against the edge of the phone booth and sobbed.


	How in the world had she come to this? Never, not once, not for an instant since the day she’d joined the order had she ever even dreamed of becoming involved with a man.


	If not for Serafina Martinez, none of this would have happened.


	Not that she blamed the child in any way. But knowing that Fina and her sisters and brother would be forced to leave St. Joe’s had compelled her to search for a benefactor.


	And about that time she’d been getting to know Michael Metcalf. Bright, handsome, charming, and he was working to make St. Joe’s a better place. Their positions in the fund-raising campaign put them together time and again. They became friends.


	One day, out of desperation, she mentioned the Martinez children after one of the fund-raising meetings and asked if he might help. His immediate agreement had stunned Maggie, and as they continued seeing each other at the meetings, and at increasingly frequent tête-à-têtes about Fina and her siblings, she felt herself longing to touch him and be touched by him.


	Then one night, when they were alone in the church basement—in the deserted soup kitchen—he’d kissed her and it felt wonderful, so wonderful that something broke free inside her, demanding more… and they made love right there, beneath the floor and aisles and pews of St. Joseph’s Church. Beneath God’s house.


	Maggie had awakened the next morning ashamed and utterly miserable. Bad enough she had broken her vow of chastity, but Michael wasn’t just a man, he was a man with a wife and children.


	That had not been enough to stop her though. Being with Michael had lit a fire in her that she could not extinguish. A whole new world had opened for her and she thirsted constantly for him.


	Seven times… she’d sinned seven times with him. And there would have been more if the arrival of that envelope hadn’t shocked her back to sanity. Black-and-white photos, grainy and underlit, but her ecstatic face was clearly identifiable as she writhed under Michael. She’d vomited when she saw them, and nearly passed out when she read the note with its threats.


	She’d called Michael who told her he’d been sent the same photos with a similar demand for payment.


	Maggie closed her eyes, remembering those photos. To see herself in the act, doing what she’d been doing…


	It still shocked her that she’d been capable of such a thing. She’d turned it over and over in her mind, trying to understand it, trying to understand herself.


	Maybe because she’d joined the convent directly out of high school. She’d been a virgin then—no experience with men, certainly not with men interested in her as a woman—and had remained so until Michael Metcalf came along. She’d found herself mesmerized by this kind, generous man. He’d awakened yearnings she’d never realized she had.


	And God forgive her, she’d surrendered to them.


	But never again.


	Now she and Michael saw each other only at fund-raisers, and occasionally at Mass where he’d pass Maggie some cash to help her with the payments. But he could give her only so much.


	She prayed that even that would end soon.


	She turned and walked back toward the convent, speaking softly to God.


	“Lord—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost—deliver me from this trial, I beg you. Not just for my own sake, but for St. Joseph’s as well. I have strayed, I know, and I am ashamed. I’ve repented, I’ve confessed my sin. I’ve done penance. Please forgive my one deviation from the Path of Your Love. I will never stray again. Never. Absolve me of this and let me go on serving you with love and devotion. But if I must be punished, let it be in a manner that does not reflect ill on St. Joseph’s.


	“I beg You to guide Jack so that he may end this threat to the parish and to myself without causing harm or sinning on my behalf.” 


	Self-loathing choked her into silence. It was all her fault. No one else to blame. Yes, Michael was complicit, weak, and she perhaps was not his first dalliance, but she should have been strong enough for both of them. She had the Calling, not Michael.


	If a few weeks from now she was still a member of the convent and the good name of St. Joseph’s remained unsullied, she would know that God had heard and forgiven her.


	If not…


				*
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	A hand touched Jamie Grant’s shoulder and she started. A quick glance in the streaked mirror behind the Parthenon’s bar showed it was only Timmy Ryan.


	“Hey, jumpy tonight.” 


	Jamie shrugged.


	Timmy leaned in closer, elbows on the bar, and spoke in a low tone. “Listen, Schwartz’s got his kid brother along tonight. In from Duluth. We figured we’d have the usual fun with him if you’re up to it.” 


	Jamie didn’t move her head. Instead she fixed her eyes on Ryan’s reflection in the mirror. He had a Jay Leno situation going with his chin; he wore a dark suit, wrinkled, a striped tie, loosened, and a toothy grin, capped. He spent his days as a copywriter and his nights as a Parthenon regular, like Jamie and Schwartz, and Cassie and Frank, and about half a dozen others.


	She took a sip of her Dewar’s and soda. “I don’t know if I’m up to it, Timmy.” 


	She was feeling edgy. She could have sworn she’d been followed here. This comfy little bar in the West Sixties had been a nightly refuge for years. Had it been invaded? Had some Dementedists infiltrated the irregulars?


	She hated to think so. A good neighborhood tavern like the Parthenon was a place to be nurtured and cherished. She liked the feel of the bar’s mahogany under her elbows, the give of the leather on the chairs and stools and booths, the drama and pageant of foam rising in a draft pint of lager or stout, the smell of what’s been spilled, the rattle of the cocktail shaker, the murmur of conversation, the green glow of a football game on the TV screen.


	Where everybody knows your name… more than a theme song, it was the foundation of what made a tavern work. But Jamie didn’t need everybody knowing her name to feel at home here, just a nod or a wave from a few of the regulars as she stepped through the door sufficed. And few things were better than Louie timing the preparation of her Dewar’s and soda—her “usual”—so that it was homing in for a three-point landing on the bar as she slid onto her usual stool.


	Maybe she liked the place too much, maybe she spent too much time here. She definitely knew she drank too much.


	Which always reminded her of an old Scottish proverb: They talk of my drinking but never my thirst.


	And that pretty much nailed the situation. A thirst for something more than ethanol in all its various and wondrous permutations drew her to the Parthenon. If getting a load on were the sole objective, she could do it quicker and far cheaper by staying home with a bottle. She came for the embrace of kindred souls—who also just happened to like to consume ethanol in all its various and wondrous permutations—and for the camaraderie… a potion far more potent and alluring than distilled spirits.


	Timmy draped an arm over her shoulders. It felt good, a spot of warmth on this chilly night. She and Timmy had had a fling a few years ago—Jamie had flung with a number of regulars at the Parthenon—but nothing serious, just someone to be with now and then. Some nights the thought of going home alone to an empty apartment was simply too much to bear.


	“Come on, Jamie. Been a while since we heard a pinkie story. They’re always good for a laugh.” 


	“Tell you what,” Jamie said, putting on a smile. “Pay my bar tab tonight and you’ve got a deal.” 


	“You’re on. After Frank finishes yakking about that new Lexus of his, I’ll bring the kid over. So put on your thinking cap.” 


	He gave her shoulder a squeeze and moved off, leaving her alone.


	Alone…


	She didn’t want to be alone tonight, but not for the usual reasons. Those Dementedist threats—of course, they never said they were Dementedists, but who were they kidding—and now this feeling of being shadowed were getting to her. Maybe she and Timmy could hook up for the night… just for old time’s sake.


	She’d never liked the emptiness of her apartment—that was one of the reasons she spent so much time at the office—but she’d never feared being there. Maybe she’d just spend the night here at the Parthenon… entertaining the troops.


	Always good for a laugh…


	Yeah, that’s me all right. Jamie the Joke Machine. Quick with the quip, the bon mot, the laugh-aloud girl, the—


	Christ, I hate my life.


	The Dementedism stories had been the first thing in years to fire her up, but now she sensed it turning on her. How could she enjoy writing pieces that kept her looking over her shoulder? She’d expected some negative fallout, but figured she could handle it.


	Well, you’re sure doing a bang-up job handling it tonight, Jamie.


	She signaled Louie for another hit of Dewar’s, then stared at the stub of her right pinkie. What tall tale could she come up with tonight? Yesterday she’d given that PI—what was his name? Robinson? Robertson? Something like that—the outboard motor story. But she’d already used that here at the Parthenon. Had to come up with something new.


	Only Jamie knew the real story… how she’d lost most of that finger to the love of her life.


	Never should have married Eddie Harrison. Her mother had known her college sweetheart was bad news and had warned her, but did she listen? No way. So right after she got her journalism degree she married him. It looked like a good situation at first, but it took him only a few years to morph from sweetheart to lushheart. And one night during year five he almost killed her.


	Eddie was such a sweet guy when he was sober, but the booze did something to him, made him mean, frayed his temper. Jamie had been a stringer back then, doing most of her writing at home. On the fateful night, for some still-unknown reason, the clicking of her keyboard set him off and he demanded that Jamie stop typing. When she told him she had a morning deadline and had to finish, he flew into a rage, went to the kitchen, returned with a carving knife, and tried to cut off her hands. Lucky for her he was so drunk he couldn’t manage it, but the slashing blade did manage to connect with her pinkie. As she knelt on the rug, bleeding and moaning and trying to dial 911, Eddie carried the severed end to the bathroom and flushed it down the toilet. Then he passed out.


	The next day he was all anguish and remorse and contrition and full of promises never ever to drink again. But Jamie was not getting on that merry-go-round. She packed up, moved out, pressed criminal charges, and filed for divorce—all in one day.


	And hadn’t had a long-term relationship since.


	She’d seen enough depressed people in her forty-three years to know she fit the clinical picture. She spent every waking moment riding depression’s ragged edge. But she wasn’t into pills. Her self-prescribed therapy was work. Filling the hours with relentless activity staved off the down feelings. And she produced an amazing amount of copy—for The Light, for various magazines under a pseudonym, even a chapter in a soon-to-be-published journalism textbook. If she got into a pill situation—started on Prozac or Zoloft or one of those—and it did its job, would the lifting depression take the writing drive along with it?


	She couldn’t risk that. She’d found a formula that kept her from tumbling into the abyss: days spent either writing or researching; evenings here at the Pantheon, just a few blocks from her apartment, drinking and kibitzing with the regulars; and nights of exhausted sleep.


	Jamie wasn’t so sure about the sleep situation tonight, though.


	She glanced around, looking for unfamiliar faces. There were always some. No secret that she was writing a derogatory series about the cult—she refused to call it a church—but did they have any idea that she might have discovered something that would embarrass the hell out of them and set their whole organization on its ear?


	Might… that was the key word here. She hadn’t confirmed her suspicions yet, and so far she’d been stymied in finding a way to do so.


	But if the Dementedists knew of her suspicions, no telling what they might do. She’d have to—


	She jumped as someone tapped her shoulder. Timmy again. Damn it, she was edgy.


	Timmy introduced Schwartz’s brother, who looked barely thirty and nothing like Schwartz. After a little small talk Timmy pointed out Jamie’s short pinkie and said something about wait till you hear this… You just won’t believe it. Schwartz and Cassie and Ralph and the others were gathered in a semicircle around her and Little Brother. She had an audience but no material.


	What the hell, she thought. Wing it.


	“Well, it was years ago, back in 1988, when I was in the Karakoram to—” She noticed the kid’s perplexed expression, mirrored in the other listeners. Christ, was there anyone left who knew their geography? “That’s a mountain range. I was in a mountain-climbing situation, preparing to tackle the Abruzzi ridge of K2—which the locals call Chogori—and I was looking for an ice ax…” 


				*
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	“I’m gonna get it from ya! Yes, I am! Yes, I am!” 


	Clancy growled as he gripped the rawhide toy in his sharp little teeth and tried to pull it away from his former master.


	Kneeling on the floor, Richie Cordova was amazed that the little terrier still had this much play in him. He had to be ten years old, the equivalent to seventy in a man. Or so they said.


	Every so often Richie got this urge to see Clancy and play with him. The divorce agreement granted him visitation rights, but supervised.


	Supervised! It still rankled him. What’d the judge think he was going to do, run off with the pooch? Hardly.


	The worst part was that he had to visit Clancy in Neva’s apartment. She was such a slob. Look at the place. Nothing where it should be and it stank of cigarettes.


	A place for everything and everything in its place, Richie always said.


	“Neva!” he called.


	Her scratchy voice echoed from the kitchen. “Yeah?” 


	“C’mere a minute, will you?” 


	She took her sweet time traveling the ten feet or so to the living room. She stood in the archway, wearing a housecoat and puffing a butt.


	“What?” 


	“Don’t you ever clean this place? It’s a dump.” 


	Her face reddened. “I clean it just fine. I dare you to find a speck of dust.” 


	“I ain’t talking about dirt. I’m talking about straightening things up. Everything’s tossed every which way. And you’ve got mail on that table and keys on this table, and—” 


	“Cram it, Rich. You’re allowed to come here to visit Clancy, not bust my chops.” 


	“I don’t think Clancy should have to live in all this clutter.” 


	Shit, he loved this little dog! He never should have allowed Neva custody.


	“Clancy’s doing just fine. Aren’t you, baby?” She bent and slapped the side of her leg. Immediately Clancy forgot about Richie and ran over to her. She scratched his head. “Aren’t you, snookums?” 


	“And I don’t think the secondhand smoke is good for his health.” 


	Neva glared at him. “Up yours, Rich. Don’t you remember why we split? Not some other man or some other woman: you. You and your neatnik ways. You and your need to control. You make Monk look like Oscar Madison. Everything has to be just so, and yet you walk around—or maybe I should say waddle around—looking like the Goodyear blimp.” 


	Richie said nothing. He wanted to kill her. Slowly.


	This wasn’t the first time. Every goddamn time he came here it was the same thing: He wound up wanting to wring her scrawny neck. He couldn’t think of anyone else on earth who could piss him off this way.


	“You still studying those horoscopes every day?” she said. “What a laugh. A guy who wants to control everything and everyone around him thinks his life’s being controlled by a bunch of stars a zillion miles away. It’s a riot.” 


	“You got no idea what you’re talking about. I use them for guidance, that’s all.” 


	“Stars are pulling your strings. Ha! You believe in flying saucers too?” 


	Hauling himself to his feet took a lot out of him. He had to lose some weight soon.


	“You’re pushing it, Neva.” 


	“Yeah, well why not? You pushed me around for five years. About time someone pushed back.” 


	“Neva…” 


	“I ain’t afraid of you, Richie. Not anymore.” 


	“You should be.” Feeling like he was about to explode, he took a step toward her. “You really—” 


	Clancy bared his teeth and growled. The sound pierced him.


	You too, Clancy?


	“Fuck the both of you.” 


	Richie Cordova turned and left his ex-wife and his ex-dog to wallow in their shit hole.


				*
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	After picking the lock to Cordova’s office, Jack slipped a slim, flexible metal ruler between the door and the hinge-side jamb. He held the ruler against the plunger as he pushed the door open. Without letting the plunger pop, he replaced the ruler with the short length of duct tape he’d stuck to his sweatshirt. He let the outer inch of the tape stick out free in the hallway, then closed the door.


	Okay. He was in. First thing he did was pull on a pair of latex gloves. Next he flicked on his penlight and stepped through the reception area into the office where he went directly to Cordova’s desk. Neat as could be—even the paper clips were lined up like soldiers in review. A single photo on the desk: a terrier of some kind.


	A dog… he kept a photo of a dog on his desk.


	Jack knelt and found the computer’s mini-tower on the floor at the rear of the kneehole. He noticed a CD drive, probably a burner for backup. One CD could hold a ton of blackmail photos. He pulled out Russ’s HYRTBU disk, inserted it into the floppy slot, then pressed the on button.


	As the computer whirred to life, Jack began exploring the office. Cordova wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but you didn’t need an Oxford degree to know to store a valuable backup off premises. Not just to protect against theft, but fire as well.


	Jack started with the file cabinets. Just for the hell of it he checked for a folder labeled backup but didn’t find one. So he combed through every drawer, every hanging folder in both cabinets but found no backup disk. Unlike the file cache Jack had found in Cordova’s home office last September, these contained no blackmail material. Nothing but PI records. So he did a little floor crawling, looking for something taped to the underside of the furniture. Nope.


	He thought he’d struck pay dirt when he found a padded envelope be-hind the radiator, but it contained only cash. Money he d squeezed from his victims, no doubt. Jack was tempted to take it, just for spite, but he couldn’t let Cordova know someone had been in his office. The success of this whole fix-it depended on that.


	He went back to the computer. The cooling fan was running, but the hard drive was silent. Russ’s disk had done its job. Maybe.


	Jack removed the disk and pocketed it. He felt weird leaving the place without knowing for sure that he’d accomplished what he’d come for. Of course he could turn on the computer and, if it wasn’t password protected, open a few files to check, but he might unknowingly leave some sort of trace that could make Cordova suspect someone had been here.


	Better to trust Russ and leave clean.


	He returned to the hallway and locked the door behind him. Then he yanked the duct tape free of the jamb. The tape would leave a little adhesive behind, but that couldn’t be helped. Unless Cordova got down on his hands and knees and checked the plunger with a magnifying glass, he would never know.


	Time to head back to the Ritz. He needed his beauty rest. He was expecting an important call in the morning.


				*
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	Jack spent an uncomfortable night at the Ritz Carlton. Not because there was anything wrong with the twelfth-floor park-view room—it was superb. The front desk manager hadn’t blinked when Jack had declared that he didn’t believe in credit cards and laid down three of a kind of Maria Roselli’s thousand-dollar bills as an advance on his stay. But despite all the comforts he kept thinking he should be at Gia’s place, watching over her, ready to jump should anything happen. By reminding himself that the Ritz was only a few blocks from Sutton Square—closer than his own apartment—he managed to drift off to sleep.


	He was up early, and showered and dressed before he called Gia to make sure she was okay. She was. No surprise there. If something had gone wrong, she had his room number and would have called.


	At eight-thirty room service delivered his breakfast and he turned on his Tracfone. Four minutes later, as he was digging into a pair of deliciously runny eggs Benedict—Gia would have made a face—the phone rang.


	“Mr. Farrell?” said a woman’s voice.


	“Speaking.” 


	“Oh, I’m so glad I finally contacted you. I’ve been calling this number since yesterday.” 


	Jack smiled. Bet it drove your boss crazy that no one answered.


	“Who are you and why are you calling me?” Jack knew the answers, but Jason wouldn’t. “If you’re selling something—” 


	“Oh, no! My name is Eva Compton from the New York City Dormentalist Temple. I’m calling from the Grand Paladin’s office and—” 


	Jack let out a little gasp. “Dormentalist? I have nothing to say to you people! You threw me out!” 


	“That’s why I’m calling, Mr. Farrell. What happened yesterday was a terrible mistake. Please come back to the temple so that we can rectify this unfortunate error. We’re all terribly upset here.” 


	“You’re upset? You’re upset? I’ve never been so humiliated in my entire life! You Dormentalists are awful, heartless people and I want nothing to do with any of you. Ever!” 


	With that he thumbed the off button and glanced at his watch—8:41. Jack made a mental wager that they’d call back in twenty minutes.


	He lost. The phone rang at 8:52. Jack recognized the accented bass voice immediately.


	“Mr. Farrell, this is Grand Paladin Jensen of the New York City Dormentalist Temple. We met yesterday. I—” 


	“You’re the rude man who kicked me out!” 


	“And I’m so sorry about that. We made an error—a terrible error—and we’d like to rectify it.” 


	“Oh, really.” Jack drew out the word. He wasn’t going to let Jensen off the hook easily. “You said I was a phony, that you ran a check on my name and found out I didn’t exist. So why are you calling a man who doesn’t exist, Mr. Jensen? Tell me that?’


	“Well, I—” 


	“And why are you calling me ‘Mr. Farrell’ when you say that’s not my name?” 


	“I-I don’t have any other name to call you. Look, if you’ll just come back, I’m sure we can—” 


	“You also said you don’t allow lies in Dormentalist temples—only truth. If that’s true, why do you want me back?” 


	“Because… because I was too hasty.” Jack could almost hear him squirm. “After you left I did some investigating and learned that your RT made several errors. Errors which would rightfully upset anyone.” 


	“I’ll say!” 


	“I promise you she’s being disciplined. She’ll be sent before the FPRB and—” 


	“The what?” 


	“The Fusion Progress Review Board. Her behavior will be reviewed and appropriate disciplinary measures taken.” 


	Electroshock therapy, I hope, Jack thought, remembering that hapless mouse.


	He figured it was time to waver, but not before twisting the knife.


	“Well, that’s encouraging, but what about you? You didn’t even give me a chance to speak. Are you going before this FPRB?” 


	“Well, ah, no. You have to understand, Mr. Farrell, that the Church i& under constant assault, and sometimes we get jumpy. I realized that you had volunteered your real name but I wouldn’t listen, so I discussed the matter with Mr. Brady.” 


	Time to be impressed. “Luther Brady? You discussed me with Luther Brady himself?” 


	“Yes, and he was very upset that you’d come to the Church for help and we’d turned you away. He wants to meet with you personally when you come back.” 


	Bump it up to breathy-voiced awe: “Luther Brady wants to meet with me? That’s… that’s…” a little catch in the voice here “… wonderful! When can I come back?” 


	“Anytime you wish, but the sooner the better as far as we’re concerned.” 


	“I’ll be right down.” 


	“Excellent! I’ll have somebody meet you at—” 


	“Not just ‘somebody,’” Jack said, unable to resist one last turn of the blade. “You. I want the Grand Paladin himself there to bring me in.” 


	Jack heard Jensen swallow, then say, “Why, of course. I’d be happy to.” 


	Oh, yeah. I’ll bet you’re just dying to be my escort to Luther Brady.


	Jack considered asking Jensen to bark like a dog but canned it. He grinned as he ended the call.


	Finding Johnny Roselli was turning out to be fun.


				*
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	Grand Paladin Jensen took up most of the elevator cab. Jack managed to squeeze in beside him and find a way to stand without rubbing elbows with his black uniform, but that was it. The two of them pretty much maxed out the space. Gollum might have been able to make it a threesome, but that was iffy.


	As Jensen pressed the 22 button, Jack decided to go into chatty mode.


	“All the way to the top, huh?” 


	Jensen nodded, staring at the doors. “That’s Mr. Brady’s floor.” 


	“The whole floor?” 


	Another nod. “The whole floor.” 


	“I’m really looking forward to meeting him. Will he be waiting for us?” 


	Jensen had the look of a man trying to be cool while a Doberman sniffed his crotch.


	“He’s expecting us.” 


	“Do you have a first name, Mr. Jensen?” 


	“Yes.” 


	Jack waited a few seconds. When it became obvious Jensen wasn’t going to volunteer anything else, Jack said, “And that would be…?” 


	Jensen kept staring straight ahead. “That would be a name I don’t use.” 


	Yessiree, the size of a GE double oven but less personality.


	“And speaking of names,” Jensen added, finally looking at Jack, “what do we call you?” 


	Before Jack could answer, the cab stopped but the doors didn’t open. He noticed that the floor indicator read 21.


	“Are we stuck?” 


	“No, merely being cleared through.” 


	Jack checked the upper corners and spotted a mirrored hemisphere front left. Security camera. Seemed like Luther Brady didn’t like drop-in company.


	The cab began moving again, then stopped on twenty-two. The doors slid open onto a hallway with a gleaming parquet floor and walnut-paneled walls. Ahead a pair of doors stood open revealing a large sunny space. A young, gray-uniformed receptionist sat behind a black desk to the right.


	“We’re expected,” Jensen said.


	She nodded knowingly. “Of course. Wait here and I’ll announce you.” 


	But Jack kept going, like a moth heading for the light, ignoring calls from Jensen and the receptionist. He strolled through the doors into a high-ceilinged room clad in the same walnut paneling. He squinted in the light from the skylights and windows. To the left he noticed a pair of chromed steel doors sliding shut across a recess that contained what appeared to be a giant sphere.


	A familiar-looking man rose from a huge desk by the windows. Jack knew him from TV, usually in a tape clip associated with a sound bite. But he hadn’t seen that expression before: Luther Brady was furious.


	“I tried to stop him, Mr. Brady,” said the breathless receptionist behind him, “but he wouldn’t listen.” 


	The anger flashed out of Brady’s face as quickly as it had come. He was smiling now as he came around the desk and started toward Jack.


	“Quite all right, Constance,” he said, dismissing her with a left-handed wave. He thrust out his right hand as he approached Jack. “Our guest, it would seem, has a rather unpredictable nature.” 


	Constance left, shutting the door behind her. Jensen remained, standing with his feet apart, his hands clasped in front of him. Like some dark stone idol.


	“I’m so sorry,” Jack said. “I didn’t mean to barge in. It’s just that, well, the thought of meeting Luther Brady himself, in person, it… well, it just blew my manners out the window. Really, I apologize.” 


	“Quite the contrary,” Brady said. “It is I”—a quick glance at Jensen here—”we who should be apologizing to you for the way you were treated yesterday.” 


	“Don’t give it another thought.” Jack clasped Brady’s hand in both of his and gave it a hearty shake. “This is such an honor, sir.” 


	Brady’s supercilious expression indicated that he agreed.


	“But you have me at a disadvantage, sir. You know my name but I don’t know yours.” He laughed. “I certainly can’t call you ‘Jack Farrell’ now, can I.” 


	“It’s Jason… Jason Amurri.” 


	“Jason Amurri,” Brady said slowly, as if rolling an unfamiliar sound over his tongue.


	You’re good, Jack thought. Very good.


	No doubt Brady and Jensen knew all about Jason Amurri by now, but Brady was putting on an excellent show.


	Ernie’s job had been to find a rich recluse in his thirties, someone who didn’t get his pictures in the pages. He’d been justly proud of coming up with Jason Amurri.


	Ernie had said Jason was the younger son of shipping magnate Aldo Amurri—not Onassis class, but up there—with a personal fortune somewhere in the couple-of-hundred-million neighborhood; nice neighborhood, but due to become lots nicer when he inherited Daddy’s company. Unlike his older brother, Jason was anything but a jet-setter. He was a recluse who’d spent much of the past ten years on the continent, mostly in his chateau in Switzerland. As such, he was not paparazzi fodder and so there was almost no public record of what he looked like.


	All perfect for Jack.


	Brady was milking his act. “I must say, Jason Amurri is a rather nice name. Why would you hide it?” 


	“Well, it’s kind of embarrassing.” Jack wished he knew how to blush on demand. “I’ve read articles that say that, you know… that the church is only after… you know… money.” 


	“May their xeltons never know union!” Brady’s features darkened with anger. “The Dormentalist Church has so many enemies, but not one of them will confront us on the issues—whether or not our members lead better lives because of their association with the Church, or whether or not we make the world a better place with our good works. Why not? Because they know they’d lose the argument. So they attack us with innuendo, hinting this, insinuating that, knowing we can’t fight back, that we can’t open our records without breaking the sacred pact of trust between the Church and its members.” 


	No doubt about it, Brady had the gift. Even Jack found himself wanting to believe him.


	“In my heart I think I knew that, but I just, well…” He put on his best guilty expression and looked away. “I have some money behind me and I didn’t want that to be a factor or influence anyone. I just wanted to be treated like a regular Joe.” 


	Brady laughed and clapped a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “You will be. We all start out as regular Joes here. It’s on the Fusion Ladder that the men are separated from the boys.” 


	Jack shook his head despondently. “I don’t know… that Reveille Session was so upsetting. That poor mouse…” 


	Brady’s grip tightened on Jack’s shoulder. “I realize that some of us are more sensitive than others, and since you’ve already had one bad experience…” He paused, looking thoughtful, then directed his gaze over Jack’s shoulder. “What do you think, GP Jensen? Should I handle this myself?” 


	“Oh, I don’t see how, sir,” Jensen rumbled from behind Jack. “Your schedule is so full as it is. I don’t know where you’ll find the time.” 


	Sounded as if he was reading it off a teleprompter.


	“You know what?” Brady turned away from Jack and walked to the windows where he struck a wide-legged, hands-clasped-behind-the-back pose as he stared out at the city. “I’m going to make time.” 


	“I don’t understand,” Jack said.


	Brady turned and focused the full wattage of his pale blue gaze on Jack. “I am going to take you through the Reveille process myself.” 


	Jack feigned a weak-kneed wobble. “No! I can’t believe this!” 


	“Believe it.” Brady moved closer. “With my guidance I can have you through the RC level and into an FA uniform in no time. But first you must tell me why you wish to join our Church. What do you think we can do for you that you can’t do for yourself? What are your goals?” 


	“Well, I’d really like to become a more effective person. I’ll be facing major responsibilities before too long and—” 


	“What sort oi responsibilities?” Brady made it sound like a casual conversational query.


	Jack cleared his throat. “Well, uh, my brother and I will be running the family business soon.” He didn’t expect Brady to ask what business that was; he wasn’t supposed to be interested in that sort of thing. Besides, he already knew. “It’s a major responsibility and I don’t know if I’m, you know, ready for it.” 


	Did that sound ineffectual enough? He hoped he hadn’t overdone it.


	Brady laughed. “Well then you’ve come to the right place! The Dormentalist Church is all about maximizing personal potential. Once your xelton half is fused with its Hokano counterpart, the world will be yours for the taking. There will be no task too difficult, no responsibility so great that you cannot handle it with ease!” 


	Jack grinned. “If I can achieve only a fraction of that I’ll—” 


	“A fraction? Nonsense! With me guiding your Reveille, we’ll awaken your sleeping xelton and have you on the path to Full Fusion in no time!” 


	Jack forced a little laugh and shook his head. “I’ve got to warn you. I’m a very closed-in, uptight person. You may have your work cut out for you.” 


	Brady’s expression became serious. “You forget that you are dealing with someone who has achieved Full Fusion. There is nothing I cannot do. We will conduct your Reveille right here in my little domain where no one will disturb us. It will go quickly, I promise you.” 


	“I hope so.” 


	Probably the first true thing Jack had said since his arrival.


				*
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	Luther Brady arranged to meet with Jack tomorrow morning to restart his Reveille Sessions, gave him his “personal” phone number that he could call any time, then told Jensen to show him around the temple.


	Jensen acted cool about it but Jack could tell he thought he had better things to do than play tour guide tor some rich twit who wanted to be more effectual.


	Jack made a trip to one of the rest rooms and used the break to put in a quick call to Cordova’s office. Knowing he was probably being watched, he kept the conversation brief and oblique. In response to “Is he in?” the receptionist said she was expecting her boss around ten-thirty. A late-night investigation, you know.


	A late-night investigation into the bottom of a beer glass at Hurley’s, you mean.


	Okay, that gave him about an hour.


	The tour turned out to be about as interesting as a limited warranty statement. The whole damn building seemed little more than a collection of classrooms and offices. So far Jack wasn’t seeing what he wanted: the place where the temple kept its membership records. He’d been thinking that if they were computerized and if he could persuade Jensen to give him his e-mail address, he could have Russ hack into the system and locate the whereabouts of Johnny Roselli.


	Only two of the upper floors turned out to be interesting. The twentieth couldn’t be accessed without a special swipe card. Here was Celebrityland. The entire floor had been converted to luxury suites for high-visibility visitors—the actors, rock stars, scientists, politicians, and so on who’d joined the Dormentalist fold.


	But the twenty-first floor was altogether different. At the end of a short hallway lay a large open space with floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides.


	“This is the Communing Level,” Jensen told him. “FAs can come here at any time of the day or night to meditate with their xelton and, if they’re far enough along toward fusion, its Hokano counterpart.” 


	Canned patter if Jack had ever heard it.


	He looked around and saw about a dozen people scattered throughout the space, most in chairs facing the windows but a few sat on the floor with their limbs folded into something resembling the lotus position.


	Not a bad spot to commune with your inner xelton, or your inner coleslaw, or inner anything. The 180-degree view was spectacular. The south wall was taken up by a row of booths.


	“What are those for?” 


	“For those FAs who wish to commune in privacy.” 


	Privacy? Jack doubted that. Privacy seemed a rare bird in the temple. He’d spotted video pickups everywhere Jensen had taken him.


	He heard a latch click and saw someone step out of one of the booths and walk their way. His hair looked oily, face unshaven, and he was dressed in raggedy clothing. Looked like a squeegee man. As he passed, eyes averted, Jack caught his scent: major BO.


	He also caught sight of a long nose with a bulbous tip.


	Could it be?


	“I didn’t know you had homeless Dormentalists,” Jack whispered as the raggedy man passed.


	Jensen glared at him with a scandalized expression. “All Dormentalists are productive citizens. That man isn’t homeless, he’s a lapser.” 


	At first Jack thought he might be referring to some sort of subsect, then remembered seeing the term on one of Jamie Grant’s summary sheets. Couldn’t remember what it meant, though.


	“Lapser?” 


	Jensen sighed as if everyone should know this. “A Lapsed Fusion Aspirant. He engaged in LFP behavior and this was the punishment meted out by the FPRB.” 


	“The same people dealing with my RT from yesterday?” 


	Jack congratulated himself. He was starting to get with the lingo.


	“Exactly.” 


	“That’s his punishment? Sack cloth and ashes?” 


	“So to speak.” 


	Just to be sure of that nose, Jack wanted another look at this seedy guy before he hit the elevators. He hurried after him.


	“Wait,” Jensen said behind him. “You can’t—” 


	But Jack kept going. He couldn’t let on that he recognized him—no way Jason Amurri would know Johnny Roselli—so he had to try a different tack.


	He came abreast of the guy and said, “Excuse me?” 


	Yeah, that was the nose, and those were Maria Roselli’s eyes flashing toward him, then quickly away. He’d found Sonny Boy.


	Now what?


	Jack was about to ask him his name, just to be absolutely sure, when he felt a big hand close around his arm.


	“What do you think you’re doing?” Jensen said.


	Jack looked after the retreating Johnny Roselli who hadn’t even broken stride.


	“I just wanted to ask him what he did wrong.” 


	Jensen shook his head. “He’s not allowed to tell you, I’m not allowed to tell you, and you’re not allowed to ask.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Because when you see someone dressed like that, it means they’ve been declared SE—a Solitarian Exile. He has to wear clothes he found in a trash heap and may not bathe or shave for the term of his punishment. He’s an outcast, an untouchable who may not speak or be spoken to by another Dormentalist unless it’s a Paladin or a member of the FPRB.” 


	Jack made a face. “How long does that go on?” 


	“In his case, four weeks. He has about a week left.” 


	“What’s his name?” 


	Jensen’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to know?” 


	“Just curious. I might want to look him up after he’s no longer an SE and ask what it was like not to bathe for a month. Must be awful.” Jack smiled. “Although not as awful as for someone who has to live with him.” 


	Jensen didn’t seem to find any humor in that. “If you see him afterward, he can tell you all about it himself, if he so desires.” 


	Jack knew an opening when he saw one.


	He’d finished the first half of the Roselli job: He’d established that Johnny was here instead of wandering around Uganda or some such place as a Dormentalist missionary. And though he looked like an SRO hotel regular, he seemed healthy enough.


	To finish the job he now had to get in his face and tell him to call Mama. That would mean finding out where he lived, which might involve getting into the membership files.


	So Jack jumped on the segue Jensen had presented.


	“Ah, yes. Confidentiality. I’m really impressed with how seriously you take that here. I assume your membership records are computerized.” 


	“Of course. Why do you ask?” 


	“Oh, you know, hackers, disgruntled employees. I’m a very private person and hate the thought of someone snooping through my file in your computer.” 


	“Not to worry. We have state-of-the-art security and virus protection. Only Mr. Brady, myself, and the Overseers have full access.” 


	“Excellent.” He glanced at his watch. He needed to be up in the Bronx soon. “Oh, look at the time. I have a couple of family matters to attend to, so—” 


	Jensen held up a hand. “Before you go, Mr. Brady wanted me to register you for an EC.” 


	“I love old comics!” 


	Jensen’s face showed an instant of confusion. “It’s an Entry Card that will pass you through the front entrance without signing in. It’s highly unusual for an RC to be issued one, but Mr. Brady feels we owe it to you.” 


	“Oh, you’re too kind, but that isn’t necessary.” 


	“Oh, but we insist. Our pleasure.” 


	Jack did not want this. It meant having his picture taken and entered into the computer. But how could he refuse without compromising his credibility?


	Damn.


				*
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	Jensen watched Jason Amurri sit for his photograph. He appeared upbeat about it, but Jensen sensed an undercurrent of unease.


	Why? This was a unique privilege—one that Jensen had been against, but he’d been overruled—so why wasn’t Amurri happy?


	Just one more thing about this guy that didn’t add up. He was supposed to be some kind of rich loner, but he didn’t move like a guy who’d grown up deciding which silver spoon to put in his mouth. And his eyes… they didn’t miss a thing. Jensen was sure he’d spotted some of the video pickups, maybe all of them, but he hadn’t asked about them.


	
Of course he might have expected them as part of the security system, but wouldn’t a guy so hooked on privacy have made some sort of squawk?


	Then again, maybe Jensen was wrong. Maybe Amurri hadn’t spotted the pickups.


	Still, he was getting an itch about this guy—no red-flashing alarms or anything like that, just a feeling that something wasn’t quite what it seemed.


	He wouldn’t tell Brady yet. The boss saw dollar signs when he looked at Amurri and would brush off Jensen’s suspicions. So right now he’d keep them to himself and have Margiotta do a little more digging. And maybe have Peary follow him again.


	Scratch an itch and sometimes you find a chigger.


				*
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	A large Dunkin’ Donuts coffee in one hand, the Post in the other, Richie Cordova elbowed his office door open and breezed through the reception area.


	“What’ve we got today, Eddy?” 


	“New client at two.” 


	He stopped in mid-breeze. “That’s it?” 


	“Afraid so.” 


	He shook his head. Christ, things were slow.


	In his office he dumped his weight into the chair behind his desk, set down the coffee and paper, and pulled a bag containing a pair of glazed chocolate donuts from the side pocket of his jacket.


	He hadn’t been able to resist. Damn. He had everything else in his life pretty much locked down the way he wanted. His appetite was the only thing not under control.


	Maybe tomorrow.


	He hit the power button on his computer and gobbled one of the donuts while it warmed up.


	He’d had a dream last night about that nun. A hot one. Must’ve been because he’d talked to her during the day. He knew what Sister Golden Hair looked like in her birthday suit and she was nothing great—sure as hell nothing like the faked-and-baked babes in the shots he downloaded from teen-lust.com—but she wasn’t bad, and she was real. And he’d been there, watching in real time as he snapped shots. Last night he’d had that pale, hot little body sweating over him instead of Metcalf.


	Richie entered his password and went directly to his photo files.


	Photo-wise, he was moving away from film to digital. Eventually he’d be all digital, but old habits were hard to break. Photos of any kind had stopped being worth much in court these days. Too easily faked. Hell, even negatives could be faked. But things were different in the good old Court of Public Opinion. A compromising photo could still mess up a reputation.


	Even if you came out and swore on a stack of Bibles that the pictures were fakes, those images stuck in people’s minds long after the explanations had faded away.


	He opened the SIS folder and double-clicked one of the jpeg files within. But instead of an image of Sister Maggie in a clinch with her fundraiser pal, he found only a string of flashing capital letters.


	HOPE YOU REMEMBERED TO BACK UP!


	Where was the photo? He closed that file and opened the next. Same message.


	“Oh, my God!” 


	He opened more files and felt his mouth grow progressively drier as the same words popped up time after time. He moved to other folders, but all his jpegs carried the same message. He tried a couple of doc files and they were the same! Every goddamn file on his computer had been wiped clean and replaced by the same sneering message!


	He was on his feet, hands clamped against the sides of his head. “This can’t be! This can’t fucking be!” 


	Eddy poked her head through the doorway. “Something wrong, Richie?” 


	“My computer! Someone’s been in here and sabotaged my computer! Wiped out everything!” 


	“How is that possible?” 


	He went to the two windows and checked the contacts. No sign of tampering. And both were locked from inside.


	“I don’t know. I—” He jabbed an index finger at her. “You must’ve forgot to turn on the alarm.” 


	Eddy shook her head and looked offended. “Not a chance. I put it on as I always do. And it was still armed this morning when I opened up.” 


	“Bullshit!” he said as he charged her way. She had to back out of the doorway to allow him through. “If that’s true, how did he get to my machine?” 


	Same story with the sealed window in the reception area. What was going on?


	“Maybe he didn’t,” Eddy said. “Maybe he—what do they call it?—hacked into it. I’ve heard they can get into government computers, so why not yours?” 


	Richie didn’t know much about hacking, but he knew one thing for sure: “A computer’s got to be turned on before you can hack it, and I turn mine off every night.” 


	He returned to his office.


	Eddy said, “Well then, I don’t know what to tell you besides the alarm was set.” She frowned. “And then you’ve got to ask yourself, why anyone would want to sabotage your computer? I keep all the correspondence and billing records on mine. If someone wanted to hurt your business, they’d go after my machine, wouldn’t they? And mine is fine.” 


	Richie couldn’t answer that. And suddenly he was thinking about the envelope.


	“Okay, okay, we’ve wasted enough time jawing about it. Get the number of that computer place down the street. Call him and tell him I’ve got an emergency here and need him ASAP.” 


	“Will do.” 


	As soon as the door closed, he went over to the radiator. The envelope was still there. He yanked it out and checked the money—all there. He dropped it back into its hiding place and stumbled back to his chair.


	Maybe no one had broken in after all. That was a relief. He’d moved his computer here for the security system. Rudimentary but better than nothing, which was what he had at the house. And since it came with the rent here, a hell of a lot cheaper than installing one.


	He grabbed the Post and fanned to the horoscope page.


	Gemini (May 21-June 21): Win points by accepting additional responsibilities. Extra hours ensure future financial security. If you are in negotiations, you know by now that the other side may not be taking things as seriously as you are.


	Well, he was always in financial negotiations, and that nun bitch didn’t seem to be taking things as seriously as she should, but nothing here about bad luck or watching your back. Cusp guy that he was, he read on to the next.


	Cancer (June 22—July 22): Being in the right place at the right time is your style today. You get recognition for a job well done. Balance job responsibilities with social ones. Celebrate, even if you have to invent a reason.


	No warning here, either. But he liked the being in the right place at the right time part. That never hurt. No help, though, on what had happened to all his files.


	He glanced at the screen where the words still flashed:


	HOPE YOU REMEMBERED TO BACK UP!


	Richie jabbed the off button and the screen went dark. “Fuck you!” 


	He had remembered to back up. He had a copy of every file in a safe place.


				*

	


	
6


	Jack found a small neighborhood no-name bar and earned a lot of stares as the only white face in the place. The available drafts were various Buds and Millers so he ordered a bottle of Corona—no lime—and a bar pie. He took it to the front window where he had a good view of Cordova’s office across Tremont.


	Traffic was thick on the sidewalks as well as the street where every third car seemed to be a black Lincoln Continental or Town Car with a livery sticker.


	The Corona was good, but he barely tasted the pie. Good thing, because the backroom microwave oven had left the crust as gummy as the stingy layer of cheese. Hard to tell where one left off and the other began.


	Not that he cared. He was eating simply to keep from being hungry later. Knowing that his face now resided in the Dormentalist computer had filched his appetite. Didn’t want his photo anywhere.


	But he hadn’t been able to do anything about it. He’d considered pushing the privacy-nut persona a little further but had had a feeling that wouldn’t wash with Jensen. The big guy was no dummy, and Jack sensed he could be trouble.


	Maybe he was already trouble. He’d had him followed again. The same guy who’d tailed him yesterday had tried to dog him again today. Jack had lost him easily in the Rockefeller Center mob and then headed straight up here to the Bronx.


	Jack read the tail as a sign Jensen might not be completely sold on his Jason Amurri persona. Maybe just his nature: He didn’t seem to be a trusting guy in the first place, and no doubt a big part of his job was sniffing out trouble and heading it off at the pass. But beyond that, he appeared to have a chip on his shoulder where Jack was concerned. Probably hadn’t liked looking bad in front of his boss.


	So Jack had let them take his picture. Now what to do about it? He’d have to think of something. Maybe Russ could handle it, although Jack sensed he might be leery about serious hacking, considering how it could screw up his parole.


	Checked his watch. Almost noon. Cordova had probably fired up his computer by now. Jack wished he could have been a fly on the wall when he’d opened his first file, then watched the growing horror on his face as he realized he’d been wiped out.


	He was halfway through the pie and three-quarters done with his Corona when he spotted Cordova sidling out onto the sidewalk with his computer tower cradled against his big belly. As he started moving uphill, Jack gulped the rest of his beer and headed for the door.


	It took him longer than he liked to weave through the lunchtime crowd—it looked like Sidewalk Sale Day, with more clothes and electronics and miscellaneous merchandise displayed outside the stores than in—and when he got to the street, Cordova was gone.


	“What the—?” 


	Had he jumped into a cab? Jack was about to launch into a litany of self-excoriation when he noticed a sign just a few doors to his left: Computer Doctor.


	“Let’s hope,” Jack muttered as he dodged across the street.


	He stopped before the front window and pretended to be looking at the display of monitors and keyboards and various gazillion-megabyte hard drives. A quick glance up showed Cordova standing at the counter, waving his arms at the white-coated clerk.


	Jack let out a long breath and retreated to the far side of the street to watch and wait.


				*
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	“I’ve got your diagnosis already,” said the clerk after Richie had explained what had been happening.


	Richie wanted to wipe that smug grin off his pimply face—preferably with a barbed-wire washcloth. His white coat hung loose on his narrow shoulders; he had a shaved head and lots of earrings. Lots. Richie stopped counting at six.


	“Yeah? What?” 


	“Your computer caught a cold.” 


	What was this asshole up to? “How do you know that? You ain’t even hooked it up yet.” 


	A wider smile as the geek hooked his thumb under the name tag of the white coat. It said Dr. Marty.


	“The doctor knows. And you’ve come to the right place. Where better to take a computer with a virus than to the Computer Doctor?” 


	“Virus?” Richie had heard of those. “How’d I get that?” 


	“Do you have antivirus software?” 


	“No.” 


	Dr. Marty rolled his eyes. “Do you go on the Internet?” 


	“Well, yeah.” This clown better not ask where.


	“Ever download anything—programs, patches, files?” 


	“Yeah, sometimes.” 


	Lots of times. Richie didn’t know what a patch was, but he’d downloaded a ton of picture files of tight young bodies going hot and heavy at—


	“Then that’s where you probably picked it up. That or through e-mail.” 


	“So it doesn’t mean someone came into my office and put this in my machine?” 


	“You mean physically uploading it into your machine?” Dr. Marty laughed. “Hardly! This is the twenty-first century! You opened your computer’s door and it breezed right in off the Internet.” 


	Well, that was a relief. Sort of.


	Dr. Marty then went on to explain something called the HYRTBU virus that causes exactly what had happened to Richie’s machine.


	“Can you fix it?” 


	“Of course. I’ll install some antivirus software and run a diagnostic.” 


	“How long’s that gonna take?” 


	“Give me a couple of hours. Leave your number and I’ll call when it’s cleaned up.” He shook his head. “Won’t be able to retrieve any of your files, though. They’re dead and gone. HYRTBU takes no prisoners.” 


	“That’s okay. I’ve got backup.” 


	Dr. Marty gave him a thumbs-up. “My man!” 


	“Hey, no chance of this HYRTBU thing messing up my backup?” 


	“Can’t. Not if you’re backed up on CD. That’s ROM and you can’t—” 


	Richie had heard all he needed to hear.


	“Great. I’ll be waiting for your call.” 


				*
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	Jack straightened as Cordova came out. Instead of returning to the office, though, he began walking in the other direction.


	A good sign. Jack was pretty sure Cordova’s backup wasn’t in his office; maybe he was heading for it now.


	Keeping to the opposite side of the street, he followed—a whole three blocks to the local Morgan Bank branch. He followed Cordova inside, saw him pick up one of the clerks and follow her back into the rear section.


	Jack nodded. Heading for a safety deposit box.


	He noted the bank hours: the lobby locked up at three. Great. It would take time for the Computer Doctor to clean up Cordova’s machine—too long to allow him to retrieve it, hook it up, restore all his files, and get back to the bank before closing.


	So a good chance he’d leave the disk in the office overnight.


	And then? Jack would break in again tonight and reintroduce HYRTBU, but what about the backup disk? He could simply steal it, but that would tip Cordova to the fact he’d been invaded.


	Jack decided he could live with that if he had to, but he much preferred to leave fatso raging at the gods, believing it was all due to the dumping of the truckload of bad karma he’d been amassing.


	Which meant another trip to Russ to find out how he could wreck the backup CD with no one the wiser.


	But first he had to visit Beekman Place.


				*
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	“You’ve seen him? He’s well?” 


	Maria Roselli’s dark eyes danced in her puffy face as she beamed at Jack.


	Esteban had announced him and Benno the Rottweiler had greeted Jack at the door. She’d offered tea again but he’d declined.


	“He looks healthy,” Jack said. Couldn’t say he’d looked clean, but he hadn’t seemed malnourished. “Looks like he’s working on a beard.” 


	She frowned. “Really? He tried that once before and said the itching drove him crazy.” She waved her hand. “But that’s neither here nor there. What did he say when you told him to call his mother?” 


	“I didn’t get to that. It seems he’s, um, being punished.” 


	“What?” Her hand fluttered to her mouth. “Whatever do you mean?” 


	“I don’t know what he did, but he’s not allowed to talk to other Dormentalists and they’re not allowed to talk to him.” 


	“Isn’t that silly? I can’t believe Johnny allows himself to be humiliated like that. He should just get out of that place.” 


	“That would be up to him. Since I’m pretending to be a Dormentalist wannabe, I can’t talk to him in the temple. So I’m working on finding out where he lives. I’ll catch up to him outside the temple and give him your message.” 


	“How long do you think that will take? Another day, perhaps?” 


	Jack shrugged. “I’d like that, but don’t count on it.” 


	“But you’ve accomplished so much so soon.” 


	“Pure luck.” 


	A lucky coincidence. There it was again: the C-word. Was this situation being manipulated? It didn’t seem so, but one of those old ladies with a dog had told him there’d be no more coincidences in his life.


	He rose and looked down at Maria. “Are you sure you don’t know Anya Mundy?” 


	“That woman you mentioned the other day? I believe I told you no.” 


	“Yeah, you did, didn’t you.” He sighed. “If I’m lucky again, I’ll catch sight of Johnny and follow him home. In case that doesn’t happen, I’ll work on getting a peek at member records.” 


	Jack liked the former course better. Tomorrow he’d try hanging out on the Communing level at about the same time he’d been there today. If Johnny Roselli was a creature of habit, Jack might be able to create his own coincidence.


	Out front, Esteban smiled and held the front door open as Jack exited. As he started walking toward First Avenue he realized he hadn’t seen Gia all day. He had a few minutes. Why not pop in?


				*
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	Gia smiled as she glanced through the peephole. Jack. Just the tonic she needed.


	She pulled open the door. “Howdy, stranger.” He grinned. “Hey, it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours.” 


	“I know.” She pulled him inside and threw her arms around him. “But it seems like a week.” 


	As they hugged she felt some of the day-long tension uncoil within her. It had been a long, long morning and she was only partway through the afternoon. She’d intended to work on her latest painting today—a new angle on her Fifty-ninth Street Bridge series—but had found herself too weak to stand at the easel for any length of time. Still feeling that blood loss, she guessed.


	But even if her energy had been at its usual high level, she doubted she could have done much. She felt too down in the dumps to paint, and not just because of the blood loss.


	She’d almost lost the baby. Dr. Eagleton had reassured her that everything was fine, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen again. She’d miscarried her first pregnancy, the one before Vicky. Who said this one wouldn’t wind up the same way?


	This baby may not have been planned but he was here—she didn’t know that he was a “he” but couldn’t help thinking of him that way—and she couldn’t wait for the day she could hold him in her arms and look into his little face. She’d felt his first quickening two weeks ago and he’d been kicking up a storm ever since. Especially so since the bleeding, which was wonderfully reassuring.


	But still she couldn’t help feeling that a sword was hanging over her.


	“How’re you doing?” Jack said.


	“Fine. Great.” 


	Truth be told, she was feeling a little dizzy, but she wouldn’t tell Jack that. He’d be all over her, hiring a housekeeper, insisting she stay in bed… She didn’t want to deal with that.


	“You look like a ghost.” 


	“It’s going to take me a while to build up my blood count. Dr. Eagleton’s got me on extra iron.” Which wasn’t sitting too well with her intestines.


	Concern was writ large on Jack’s face. “Why don’t we sit down?” 


	I thought you’d never ask.


	“Sure. If you want.” 


	They moved to the cozy living room, decorated in old English aunt style because the townhouse was still listed in the name of Vicky’s aunts Grace and Nellie. Those two dear old souls were no longer among the living, but no one but she and Jack knew that.


	“Thanks for taking care of Vicky,” she said as she sat down.


	“First of all, you never have to thank me for doing anything for Vicky. Anything.” 


	“I know. I just—” 


	“And second, she took care of me. She’s one amazing kid.” 


	“That she is.” 


	They snuggled together on the couch, but she sensed the tension in him.


	“You’ve got to go, don’t you.” 


	He nodded. “Regrettably, yeah. Gotta see a man about a disk.” 


	She hugged him closer. “Okay, but be careful.” 


	“I’m always careful.” 


	“No you’re not. That’s why I worry.” 


	And she did. Always.


				*
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	“You want to wreck a CD?” Russ said. He was wearing the same T-shirt and jeans as on Jack’s last two visits. “Easy. Stick it in a microwave and cook till it’s all cracked like an old mirror.” 


	Jack had started the digi-head talk as soon as he’d arrived—before Russ could start bitching about his latest reading assignment. The six-pack of Sam Adams Jack had brought along further distracted him from academic matters.


	“But, Russ, the idea is to make it unreadable without the owner knowing it’s been tampered with.” 


	“Oh, well, that’s a different story.” He sipped his beer. “I’m assuming we’re dealing with a CD-R here and that’s a good thing, because they’re more easily ruined than the commercial kind.” 


	“I thought a CD was a CD.” 


	“In a way, yes. They both use a laser beam to read ones and zeroes from the disk, but—” 


	“What about music?” 


	“Same thing: ones and zeroes. Binary code, my friend.” 


	‘Wait a minute. You mean when I’m listening to, say, Jack Bruce doing his bass runs on ‘Crossroads,’ it’s just a series of ones and zeroes?” 


	“Exactly. The music was translated into binary code that’s inscribed on the disk, and the player translates it back.” 


	Jack shook his head in wonder. “I always thought…” 


	And then he realized he hadn’t really thought about it. He put the CD in the slot and hit play. He hadn’t needed to know anything more. Until now.


	“Let me give you a quick course in CDs and CD-Rs. They both have a single, uninterrupted spiral track, half a micron wide, running from the inside toward the periphery.” 


	“The opposite of a vinyl record.” 


	“Exactly. On a full CD, that track is three-and-a-half miles long. A commercial CD codes its ones and zeroes with bumps and lands: The bumps are ones and the lands—the flat parts—make up the zeroes. The laser reflects off the bumps onto an optical reader that sends them straight to your computer if they’re data or to a digital-analog converter if music. All this at 450 rpms.” 


	“Yow. Complicated.” 


	“The tracking makes it even more complicated, but we won’t go there.” 


	“Thank you.” 


	Russ smiled. “That’s the commercial CD. The homemade CD-Rs use a slightly different technology. Instead of bumps and lands, they take a stronger laser and heat up a series of spots on a dye layer in the plastic. The heat changes the spots’ reflectivity, creating virtual bumps.” 


	“So where does that leave me?” 


	“Well, since you don’t want anyone the wiser, that leaves out scratching or marking with a pen or dipping in acid. So I can see only two options. The first is to take some sort of X-Acto knife and use it to enlarge the central spindle hole—just a little. Won’t take much. Just a small change in the diameter will cause a wobble in the disk as it’s doing its 450 rpms, and that wobble will cause the tracking system to mess up, which will mean the laser’s reading bumps and lands off multiple tracks—they’re only a micron and a half apart—which will completely confuse the optical reader. The result will make Jabberwocky read like Dick and Jane” 


	He made a dramatic flourish with his free hand while he drained his beer bottle.


	“But the data’s still there, right?” Jack said. “So if someone could fix the spindle hole, they could get their data back.” 


	“If they knew the hole had been tampered with, and if they could make a perfect restoration. Both highly—highly—unlikely.” 


	“But not impossible.” 


	Russ sighed. “No, not impossible.” 


	“What’s the other option?” 


	“Bring along a hot plate and heat up the disk just enough to give it the slightest warp. A sixteenth of an inch, even less, will do it. The laser beam will reflect all over the place, hitting the optical pickup only by chance.” 


	“But what about—?” 


	“Fixing the warp? Never happen.” 


	He popped the top from another Sam and offered it to Jack who waved it off.


	“You’re sure?” 


	Russ gave a vigorous nod. “Once warped, that plastic will never be perfectly flat again, the tracks in the dye layer will never line up just right again.” 


	Jack liked it. Just his thing: simple and low tech.


	“You wouldn’t happen to have a hot plate sitting around, would you?” 


				*
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	Maggie moaned with relief in the dark kitchen as she removed the red hot crucifix from her thigh. She’d thought the pain might become easier to take with successive burns, but this had been the worst. And the day-long anticipation of the coming agony had been almost as bad as the pain itself.


	Five now. Only two more to go. Another on Friday, and then the final—fittingly—on Sunday, the Lord’s Day.


	A different kind of pain pushed a sob past her throat. She looked down at her blistered thighs and prayed.


	I’m doing this penance, Lord, not just for myself, but for Fina and others like her. I can make a difference in their lives, Lord. So please guide Jack. Let him destroy those pictures so that I can remain in Your service, and in service to Your children.


	That’s all I ask, Lord: To sin no more and be allowed to go on giving in Your name.


				*
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	Jack leaned against the brick divider between an Italian restaurant and a bodega. He pretended to watch the uptown crawl of the rush-hour traffic on Broadway, but his real interest was the subway exit to his left on the other side of Eighty-sixth Street.


	He’d adopted his John Robertson identity and called Jamie Grant to arrange a meeting. He had some questions. When she said people were watching her, he figured she wasn’t being paranoid. The last thing he needed was someone from the Dormentalist temple to see them together. He told her to hop any of the Broadway line trains to Eighty-sixth Street, and gave her some tips on how to lose a tail in the subway.


	And here she came, dressed in a loose jacket and matching blue slacks, with her cell phone in her hand.


	She hit the sidewalk and walked east as planned. Jack stayed where he was, watching the rest of the Morlocks climbing to the surface. Three of them—a lone woman and two men—followed Grant east. Jack trailed them through the twilight.


	The woman stopped at a Chinese take-out place and the two men turned uptown on Amsterdam.


	The plan had been for Jack to call her if he spotted a tail. He stuffed his phone into his jeans pocket and came up behind her.


	“Looks like you lost them,” he said.


	She jumped and turned. “Oh, shit, Robertson! It’s you!” 


	“You think I was a PS or something?” 


	“That’s what we Dormentalists call a purse snatcher.” She smiled. “Cute. Where’d you come from?” 


	“Been following you. But I’m the only one.” 


	“At the moment maybe, but not earlier. There were two of them. They were on me from the minute I stepped out of The Light.” 


	Jack gripped her arm and turned her west. “We want to go this way.” 


	“It’s the oddest thing. They don’t hide what they’re up to. Almost as if they want me to know I’m being followed.” 


	“They do. Serves two purposes: They find out where you go and who you meet, and they put you on edge, keep you looking over your shoulder. Surveillance and harassment, all in one neat little package.” 


	“But that move you told me—you know, stand by the doors and pop through just as they’re closing? Worked like a charm. And so simple.” 


	“The simpler, the better. Fewer things that can go wrong.” 


	She grinned in the fading light. “After I ducked out I stood there on the platform and gave them the SD salute through the windows.” 


	“Single digit?” 


	“You got it. They deserved no less. You should have seen their faces.” She looked around. “Where’s this bar you told me about. I need a GDD.” 


	“A gin and…?” 


	“A goddamned drink.” 


				*
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	A couple of blocks and a couple of turns later they were stepping into a place called Julio’s.


	It reminded Jamie a little of the Parthenon—not in looks but in ambiance. The same laughter, the chatter, the air of camaraderie. She liked the FREE BEER TOMORROW… sign over the bar, and the dead, desiccated plants hanging in the front window were a unique touch. Robertson was obviously a regular here. Half the people in the place waved, nodded, or called hello as he entered.


	“So you’re ‘Jack’ to your friends?” 


	He nodded. “You can call me that if you want.” 


	“Maybe, if we become friends.” 


	He smiled and pointed toward a rear table. “We can talk over there.” 


	She noticed that he seemed more relaxed here than he’d been in her office. Almost a different person. He’d gone from somewhat uptight to loose and friendly. Maybe it was the clothes situation. He’d been wearing a shirt and tie and jacket before. Now he was more casual. And not bad looking. She liked the way his jeans and burgundy golf shirt fit, liked the way the sleek muscles of his forearms moved as he absently drummed his fingers on the table.


	Soon after they were seated—he with his back against the wall, she with her back to the room—a muscular little Hispanic with a pencil-line mustache came over. Robertson introduced him as the eponymous proprietor. He left with an order for a pint of Rolling Rock and a Dewar’s and soda.


	“I like this place,” she said. “It’s got personality.” 


	He nodded. “Yeah. But not too much. Julio’s gone to some lengths to keep it from becoming a yuppie hang.” 


	Jamie glanced around at the crowd—mostly working-class types with a sprinkling of yups.


	“He hasn’t been entirely successful, I see.” 


	“Well, he can’t bar them from wandering in, but he does nothing to attract them. Somehow he’s managed to maintain the place’s original flavor.” 


	“What is it about places like this?” she wondered aloud. “You know, bars, taverns, pubs. Empires rise and fall, religions come and go, ideologies and political philosophies wax and wane, but the tavern remains a fixed star in the human social firmament. Even when pursed-lipped, tight-assed self-righteous ninnies try to eradicate them, taverns keep popping back up.” 


	“Sort of like GB,” he said.


	“Hmmm?” 


	“That’s how we Dormentalists refer to Gopher Bash.” 


	That threw Jamie for a moment, then she remembered: that game where you take a mallet and keep hammering a plastic gopher back into its hole only to have it pop up out of another.


	She laughed. “Exactly like GB.” 


	“Kind of appropriate then that it’s found in so many bars, don’t you think?” 


	Jamie smiled and nodded. “I like you, Robertson.” 


	“Call me Jack.” 


	“Okay, Jack.” 


	He was kind of on the young side for her, but who knew? Some guys dug older women. She wondered if he had any plans for the rest of the night.


	Julio brought their drinks then. They clinked glasses.


	Jack said, “Cheers.” 


	“FOTD.” 


	Jack paused, then smiled. “First of the day?” 


	“Uh-huh.” She took a sip of her Scotch—ohhh, that tasted good—and looked at him.


	“So, I gather from your acronym mania that you’re officially into the Dementedist situation now.” 


	“Officially I’m an RC. I suppose that makes me a member.” He drank some beer. “What do you know about Luther Brady?” 


	“The APD and SO? I know he graduated from Indiana University, Bloomington, in 1971 with an accounting degree. I don’t know exactly how he got involved with Dementedism. At the time it was just another hedonistic California cult, although a fairly popular one. Before you know it, it’s incorporated and on its way to becoming the behemoth it is today.” 


	Jack shook his head. “A Hoosier CPA getting cozy with a California cult. How does that happen?” 


	“Beats me. But I doubt Dementedism would still exist or even be remembered if he hadn’t. The guy’s an organizational genius. Took the reins from Cooper Blascoe—left him titular head but without any power—and made all the decisions.” 


	“But who is he?” 


	Jamie shrugged. She knew what he was asking but couldn’t help much.


	“I tried to interview his folks but his father died in ‘96 of a stroke and his mother’s in a nursing home with dementia. I tried to hunt down a few people who might have known him in college but you know what the class sizes are like in those state diploma mills. Found a couple of fellow accounting majors who remembered him but hadn’t been friends with him. I don’t think he had any friends. I get the feeling he still doesn’t have any. For more than thirty years now, this so-called church has been the focus of his life. Eats, drinks, and sleeps Dementedism. Christ, he even lives there.” 


	“Really? Where? On the twenty-second floor?” 


	“Yeah. I hear he’s got quite a setup there.” 


	Jack nodded. “The view is amazing.” 


	Jamie stared at him. “You were up there?” 


	A smile. “Yep. Brady invited me up for a little chat this morning.” 


	“You apply for membership on Monday and by Wednesday you’re having a tete-a-te?te with the SO? Do you see a dunce cap on my head? Do you see a birth certificate with yesterday’s date on it? What kind of hayseed do you take me for?” 


	“No kind. I worked il so lie thinks I’m someone else—someone he wants to be chummy with.” 


	“Like who? And how did—?” 


	He shook his head. “Sorry. Trade secret.” 


	“If that’s true, then you are one amazing motherfucker.” 


	He wagged his finger at her. “Now, now. No sweet talk.” Another quaff of beer, then, “By the way, how many RCs does Brady handle personally?” 


	Jamie’s turn to laugh. “Luther Brady? Doing the Reveille Tech thing?” She shook her head. “I’d have to say none. If you met him, you should know that.” 


	Jack shrugged. “He’s offered to take me through the Reveille process himself. Starting tomorrow.” 


	Jamie felt a flare of anger. “That does it. You almost had me with the bit about meeting Luther Brady. You should have quit while you were ahead.” She snorted. “Hardly anyone under Overseer rank—except maybe for the GP—even sees him with any sort of regularity. So the idea of him acting as your RT is…” 


	The words ran out as Jamie saw the matter-of-fact look on Jack’s face. He didn’t care if she believed him.


	Could it be true?


	John “Jack” Robertson was either the best undercover operator she’d ever met, or the biggest liar.


	He cleared his throat. “What’s with that big sphere hidden away in his office?” 


	“The globe?” she said, feeling her skin tighten. “How close are you two?” 


	“Well, I’m not number one on his speed dialer, but I get the feeling he’d like to be number one on mine.” 


	“But he showed you the globe?” 


	“No. I caught just a glimpse of it as I walked into his office—before the sliding doors closed it off. So it’s a globe?” 


	“That’s what I’ve been told. I interviewed a DD—that’s a Detached Dementedist—who used to work on the temple’s cleaning crew. She got a good look at it once when Brady forgot to close the doors. Told me it’s about eight feet high with all the seas and continents in relief, but dotted with all these red-and-white lightbulbs and crisscrossed with lines that aren’t latitude and longitude. She figured Brady wanted it cleaned—why else would he leave the doors open?—so she started dusting it. Brady came in and threw a screaming fit. He pressed some button in his desk that closed the doors, then threw her out.” 


	“Really.” Jack’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve got to figure the lights are temple locations. But they’re no secret. Why would he throw a fit because she saw them?” 


	“Obviously it’s more than just a map of the earth. And Brady did more than throw a fit. He had this poor girl declared a lapser and had her brought before FPRB. She was so upset she quit, which means an automatic DD situation.” 


	She watched Jack as they sat and sipped in silence. He seemed to recede.


	“You’re figuring how you can get a look at that globe, aren’t you.” 


	He nodded. “My curiosity is, as they say, piqued.” 


	“But you’re there to find a missing member, right?” 


	“Yeah, but unanswered questions tend to nag me.” 


	“Any luck finding him?” 


	Jack nodded. “Spotted him yesterday, but couldn’t speak to him—he was in lapser mode.” 


	Jamie laughed. “I wonder if he got caught looking at the globe too.” 


	“Could be.” 


	“At least you know where he is. He could have been one of the unaccounted for. There’s a certain number of Dementedists who simply vanish every year.” 


	“Missionaries, right?” 


	“So we’re told. But nobody hears from them again. Ever.” 


	“Ever is a long time. They could resurface in a few years.” 


	“Yeah. So could the Titanic.” 


	But someone had resurfaced—at least Jamie thought he might have. She was still trying to confirm his identity.


	She rattled the ice in her glass. “I could use another DS. Another RR? I’m buying.” 


	He shook his head. “I’ve got an errand to run.” 


	“At this hour?” 


	“It’s the only hour for this particular errand. A hot date with a hot plate.” 


	“Pardon?” 


	“Just kidding.” He rose. “I’ll get you a cab.” 


	Jamie hid her disappointment. She was pretty good at it. Plenty of practice.


	“That’s all right. I think I’ll hang in here awhile.” She didn’t feel like heading down to the Parthenon. Her Dementedist shadows would be waiting. “I kind of like this place.” 


	“Great.” 


	As he slipped past her she gripped his arm. “You figure out what’s going on with that globe situation, you’ll tell me, won’t you?” 


	“Sure. Least I can do for all the backgrounding you’ve given me.” 


	She watched him go, and thought about the fellow she thought—hoped—she’d discovered. She was going to need help nailing down his identity. Maybe Jack…


	No. She had to keep this to herself. Besides, she didn’t know yet how far she could trust John “Jack” Robertson. For all she knew he might be a Dementedist plant, trying to lure her into a bad situation.


	Listen to me, she thought. Completely and thoroughly paranoid.


	But still, she didn’t know enough about him to trust him with what might turn out to be a major coup. Not yet.


				*
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	Jensen stepped out onto Tenth Avenue and headed for his car, leaving John Jay College behind. He’d had trouble focusing on tonight’s Police Science 207 lecture. His thoughts kept veering toward Jason Amurri. Something off-kilter about that guy. Maybe he should have listened more closely to the lecturer—the subject had been Investigative Function, and he sensed this Amurri needed some investigating.


	Jensen climbed in behind the wheel of his Hummer and sat there without starting the engine.


	Nothing seemed right in his life lately. Shalla, the woman who’d been living with him for eight years, had walked out last summer, saying he spent too much time at the temple. Well, maybe he did. Still, he missed her.


	Lately, without her to come home to, he’d been spending more time than ever on the job. He felt he owed it to the Church and to Brady, and not just for the nice salary they were paying him.


	He owed them because he was a fraud.


	When he’d reached the top of the Fusion Ladder, Jensen had had to face the devastating realization that he was a Null. Somewhere along the way his xelton had fallen into a coma from which it would never awaken, and so Jensen hadn’t achieved any sort of fusion, let alone Full. Everything he’d experienced climbing the FL had been Sham Fusion, a form of Null self-delusion: He’d wanted fusion so badly he’d imagined it happening.


	But he couldn’t tell anyone. It would pull the rug out from under his status in the Church. The HC might let him go back to being an ordinary TP, but no Null could be Grand Paladin.


	He found it hard to hide his pain with Brady and the High Council members as they sat around and traded stories about their Full Fusion powers. Jensen couldn’t remain silent—they’d wonder why—so he was forced to make up tales of levitating or leaving his body.


	Fortunately no one was required to demonstrate their powers. Luther Brady had made it clear from the outset that exhibitionism would not be tolerated. But that didn’t lessen the deep ache Jensen felt as he listened to them.


	He’d even gone through a period of doubt where he’d questioned the whole Fusion process. What if he wasn’t the only Null hiding his Sham Fusion? What if some members of the HC were also Nulls and not admitting it? What if, just like Jensen, they were concocting far-out tales to cover the truth.


	Those had been dark days. He’d even gone so far as to suggest at a meeting with Brady and the HC that they all levitate together. The shocked looks from the HC—every one of them—had worsened his suspicions.


	Brady had abruptly adjourned the meeting and taken Jensen to his private quarters. He’d pulled a book from a special cabinet and placed it before him. To Jensen’s astonishment, the title, The Compendium of Srem, was in Yoruba, his native tongue. He opened the cover and flipped through.


	And then another shock as Brady began translating one of the passages.


	“You speak Yoruba?” Jensen remembered saying.


	Brady shook his head and smiled. “Not a word. When I look at these pages I see English. If I’d been born and raised in France, I’d see French. Whatever your native tongue, that is what you see.” 


	Jensen had wondered about that. He’d learned English young—an almost-native tongue in his case. He squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on memories of his early English classes, forcing that language to the front of his brain, pushing the Yoruba back, then opened his eyes.


	For an instant the text swam before him in English, then transformed into Yoruba.


	It wasn’t a trick. But how—?


	“Look here.” 


	Brady directed him to the end, to a strange illustration of Earth crisscrossed with lines and dots.


	The drawing rotated on the page.


	Jensen had stared in wonder, trying not to believe, but the look and feel of this book, its uncanny lightness, the odd textures of its binding were all so strange, so unlike anything he had ever encountered in his life, that he’d had no choice but to believe.


	Brady then explained what the drawing meant, told him about Opus Omega. And in that great project Jensen had seen a possibility of salvation. All who aided in the completion of Opus Omega would be saved when the Hokano world fused with this one. More than saved, they would be like gods in the new world.


	Perhaps if he helped Luther Brady with this project, his Null status wouldn’t matter. When the worlds merged, he might be transformed along with all the Fully Fused members of the Church. In the end, when it was over, he could join them as a godlike being in the remade world.


	And so he’d become a partner in Opus Omega, doing whatever necessary to speed it along.


	Jensen sighed and turned the ignition key.


	But he was still a Null, with no guarantee of a future. He would go on living the lie, but he would make up for it by continuing to be the most devoted GP the Church had ever known.


	Part of that effort meant keeping a close watch on Jason Amurri.


				*
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	Richie Cordova sliced into the thick filet mignon still sizzling on the platter. He smiled as he inspected the purplish meat inside: black and blue, just the way he liked it.


	He took a bite: as good as it looked.


	He’d heard this place grilled a mean steak, and they weren’t kidding.


	Kind of upscale for the neighborhood—which meant downscale for just about everywhere else—but it seemed to be doing okay. Just down the street from his office all these years and he’d never tried it.


	Richie refilled his glass from the bottle of Merlot he’d ordered and toasted himself.


	He had a couple of reasons to celebrate tonight. First off, his horoscope had told him to, even if he had to make up an occasion. Fortunately that hadn’t been necessary. He’d received a cool thou in the mail today from a new cow. The first of many, if he had anything to say about it. Next was the successful restoration of his computer files.


	He’d had a few sweaty moments there in the office. Sure, he’d had a backup CD. He burned a new one every time he added new material and broke the old one into half a dozen pieces—too many copies lying around could only lead to trouble—but he’d never checked to see if the files had been properly recorded. What if something had been wrong with his disk burner? What if he’d only thought he’d copied the files, and when he tried to restore them, they’d all turn out blank?


	So he’d chewed a fingernail while waiting for the contents of the CD to pop up on the screen. But when they did, and when they proved to be perfect copies of all his lost files, he’d almost got up and danced. Almost.


	By the time he’d restored all his files it was well past closing time at the bank. Rather than drag the disk along to dinner, he’d left it back in the office with the money. His original plan had been to run them up to the safety deposit box in the morning, but now he was having second thoughts.


	Something wasn’t right.


	No matter how hard he’d tried, he’d been unable to come up with an explanation beyond simple bad luck for what had happened to his computer. The computer guy had had a good explanation of how the virus had gotten into his system. Matter of fact, he’d informed Richie that the new antivirus software he’d installed had detected a total of thirteen different viruses on his hard drive. Thirteen! That was why it had taken a couple of extra hours to get his computer back to him. But he promised he’d disinfected all the files and programs. The hard drive was clean.


	Richie had to admit that it was running faster and smoother now.


	So okay, his computer had been a sewer of viruses. And he hadn’t found a single scrap of evidence that someone had broken in. Plus the horoscopes hadn’t even hinted at foul play.


	So why this bad feeling? Why this gnawing suspicion that he’d missed something? Why the prickly feeling at the back of his neck that something bad might go down tonight?


	His horoscope had said being in the right place at the right time was his style today. Suddenly he knew that the right place for him was his office and the right time to be there would be right after dinner. The right place for his backup CD and his money—a pretty fair amount of cake in that envelope—was safe at his house, under his pillow.


	Richie turned his attention back to the steak. He felt better already.


				*
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	Jack closed the door to Cordova’s office behind him.


	The duct tape was back on the alarm plunger, the pick gun and the HYRTBU disk were in his pockets, the brand-new hot plate was under his arm, his flashlight was in his latex-gloved hand and lighting his way through the dark reception room.


	So far so good. No one had seen him come in, no one else on the second floor.


	The idea of searching for the backup disk in the receptionist’s desk vanished almost before it arrived. Right, like Fat Richie would leave his precious blackmail photos where someone could dip into them.


	No, if it was anywhere, it was in the boss’s lair.


	Jack laid the brand-new hot plate on Cordova’s desk. What a job finding one. He’d figured someplace like Macy’s would carry them in their kitchen section, but no. Not a one. He’d finally found a selection at a chefs supply shop. Of the two single-coil models, he’d noticed that one was made by Acme. Remembering a certain coyote’s bad luck with that brand, he’d bought the other.


	Jack squatted in the kneehole of the desk and slipped Russ’s HYRTBU disk into the floppy drive. He turned on the computer and crossed mental fingers. If Cordova hadn’t had antivirus software before, he surely had it now. But Russ had promised that his disk would slip past any protective program and reinsert HYRTBU. He’d better be right.


	As the box beeped and the hard drive rattled to life, Jack went through the desk first, being careful to replace everything in the exact position he’d found it. Cordova might be a fat slob, but that didn’t carry over to his home or office.


	No luck.


	He moved to the file cabinets. A lot of stuff in these. He knew from his last trip here that going through them would take a while—a long while. He hated the thought of pawing through every one of those folders again, so he decided to leave the cabinets till last.


	He searched the furniture as he’d done last night—under the cushions, the undersides of the seats and drawers, between the desk and the wall. Nada.


	And then a d’oh! moment.


	The computer—what if Cordova had left the backup disk in the CD drive?


	Jack quickly hit the eject button. The tray popped out, looking like a coffee-cup holder—an empty one.


	That left the file cabinets. What made the prospect of rummaging through them again so daunting was the possibility that Cordova had taken the disk home with him. But why would he? In fact there were good reasons not to take it to Williamsbridge—like losing it along the way, for instance.


	But he’d never thought of Cordova as smart. Crafty and devious, yes. But no brainiac.


	He was about to pull open the top drawer on the first cabinet when he heard a noise at the outer door—a key rattling in a lock.


	Cleaning service? Receptionist? Cordova? Shit!


	Jack turned off his penlight and squeezed back against the filing cabinets as the lights in the reception area came on. He pulled his Glock from its holster at the small of his back—he knew Cordova had a carry permit—as he listened to the beeps of someone punching a code into the alarm keypad. Then with a gut-spiking jolt he noticed the hot plate sitting on the desk. He did a quick tiptoe out from hiding, grabbed the plate, and ducked back out of sight just as the office overheads came on.


	Back pressed against the wall, he waited. He couldn’t see who it was but from the wheezy breathing figured it must be the Fat Man himself.


	What the hell was he doing here? He was supposed to be back in Williamsbridge, either drinking in Hurley’s or at home, just like every other night.


	Jack hadn’t turned on the computer monitor, but Cordova might notice the glowing power light or hear the hard drive. He held his breath, waiting. When he heard a grunt on the far side of the room, he chanced a peek.


	Cordova’s arm was in mid-reach behind the radiator. He pulled out the padded envelope Jack had seen last time, checked inside, and smiled.


	The disk—he must have put it with the money. Good thing Jack hadn’t found it, otherwise Cordova would go on a rampage and find Jack in the process.


	Ten seconds later the lights were out and the outer door was closing.


	Jack remained where he was for a few heartbeats, wondering what to do. He needed that disk, had to get it away from Cordova before he returned it to his safety deposit box, otherwise three days of work would go up in smoke, and Sister Maggie would still be on the hook.


	Jack retrieved the HYRTBU disk, turned off the computer, and moved toward the door.


	Time to improvise.


	Jack hated to improvise.


				*
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	Jack gave Cordova enough time to travel half a block, then stepped out onto the sidewalk. As expected, Fatso was heading for the subway station, waddling along and playing it cool with the envelope tucked casually under his arm, like it held nothing more valuable than a home remodeling contract.


	Jack stayed close behind, looking for an opportunity. He was going to have to take him before or after his ride home. Too much light on the train itself. Jack didn’t want to show his face.


	Only scattered pedestrians out and about at the moment, fair amount of traffic to the right, locked-up storefronts to the left. This wasn’t looking good.


	He realized he was still wearing latex gloves and carrying the hot plate. He was about to dump both in a trash can coming up on his right when he spotted the dark slit of an alley ahead.


	Jack’s heartbeat kicked up its tempo as he decided to give this a shot. He broke into a trot and intercepted Cordova just as he came abreast of the alley mouth. He gave the big man a hard shove into the darkness, then clocked him once, twice on the back of his head with the hot plate.


	Cordova stumbled and landed on his belly with a whoosh of breath. Jack tossed the hot plate to the side and pounced on his back. Had to be quick now. He grabbed the hair at the base of his neck to hold his head in place. He didn’t want Cordova to get a look at him, even in the dark.


	“Gimme your wallet, Fatso,” he hissed as he pawed at the man’s hip.


	Cordova seemed dazed, his coarse breaths rumbling in and out.


	Jack took the wallet, then felt around front for a gun. When he didn’t find one, he grabbed the envelope. Cordova came alert then and fought for it.


	“No!” 


	“Shut up!” Jack shoved his face against the pavement. Hard. “Whatta ya got there? Jewelry, huh?” 


	“There’s cash,” Cordova grunted. “Take it. Go ahead, take it all, just leave me the computer disk.” 


	“Yeah, right.” Jack wrestled the envelope free. “Like I’m gonna sit here and play games.” 


	He gave Cordova another face slam, then he was up and out of the alley, fast-walking to the first cross street where he turned and broke into a run.


	As he opened the padded envelope he noticed the blood on his gloves. Looked like he’d laid open Cordova’s scalp with that hot plate. At least he’d found some use for it.


	Inside the envelope he found the cash—looked like even more than last night—and a CD jewel box. He snatched it out and stopped under a light. He scanned its gold surface for a label. Nothing beyond Sony CD-R. But this had to be it.


	Yes! And though Cordova might suspect that he’d been set up, he’d never know for sure. And he’d never know by whom.


	Jack went through Cordova’s wallet, transferring the cash and credit cards to the envelope, then he tossed it in the gutter. He inverted his bloody gloves as he pulled them off and stuffed them into another pocket.


	He remembered a subway stop on 174th Street, just a few blocks down. He’d catch the next 2 or 5 train and get the hell out of the Bronx.


	But the game wasn’t over. Not until Jack was sure Cordova didn’t have another backup. If he did, it meant extra innings.


				*
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	Richie didn’t remember the last time he’d made it to the office this early. Maybe never. He beat Eddy by ten minutes. Her surprised look at his mere presence escalated to shock when she saw his bandaged face and head. He told her what he’d told the cops last night.


	The last thing he’d wanted to do was call 911, but he was bleeding like a pig from the back of his head and knew he needed stitches. He’d been straight with them, told them he’d been caught from behind by a scumbag he hadn’t seen coming or going. The only thing he’d held back on was the money in the stolen envelope. Even if he was an ex-cop and getting special treatment, that much cash would lead to too many questions.


	The cops found what the jerk had used to open his head: a hot plate. Assaulted with a hot plate! He couldn’t fucking believe it.


	So they did a search while his head was being sewn up in the ER. They found his wallet—empty, of course—but not the envelope, empty or otherwise.


	Not that he’d had any hope of ever seeing it again.


	Fuck, fuck, fuck!


	Why’d it have to happen to him, and why when he was carrying a couple of thou? Talk about bad fucking luck.


	But it was that backup disk that worried him. He didn’t want anyone going through those picture files… it could screw up everything.


	And having no backup at the moment was making him nervous as all hell. But he could fix that real quick.


	He sent Eddy out for coffee and fired up his computer. He slipped a blank disk into the CD-R drive and ran the copy program that automatically copied everything out of certain folders.


	When the program finished, he leaned back in his chair and took a deep


	breath. Done. He was protected. He felt better on that score at least. His stomach felt a little queasy, though, and he had a pounding headache that four Advil hadn’t touched.


	He went to remove the CD from the drive and then thought, Better check the disk, just to be sure.


	He opened a file from the CD and stopped breathing when he saw:


	HOPE YOU REMEMBERED TO BACK UP!


	“No! No-no-no-no-no!” 


	He switched back to the hard drive and checked a random file.


	HOPE YOU REMEMBERED TO BACK UP!


	One after the other, the same message. That fucking virus had got back into his system and cleaned him out! Everything was gone!


	He started kicking at the computer tower on the floor, but stopped himself after two strikes.


	Wait. All was not lost. His files were gone, but the cows didn’t know that. They’d already seen what he had… he could still string them along, keep squeezing them till they ran out of juice.


	But still, this was a fucking catastrophe.


	Feeling sicker than before, he flopped back into his seat. The phone started ringing but he couldn’t bring himself to answer it. All that work, all that risk… gone. He still couldn’t believe it.


	Eddy popped back in then with the coffee and picked up the phone. A few seconds later she stuck her head through the doorway.


	“It’s the guy from Computer Doctor. Want to speak to him?” 


	“Do I? Do I?” He snatched up the receiver. “Yeah?” 


	“Oh, Mr. Cordova,” said a prissy male voice he didn’t recognize. “This is Ned from Computer Doctor. We just wanted to call and check on how satisfied you are with our service.” 


	Richie wanted to kill him. In fact, he might just go down there now and tear his whole staff into little pieces.


	“Satisfied? I’m NOT satisfied! Listen, asshole! The virus you were supposed to kill off is still there! And it wiped out all my files again!” 


	“Well, sir, if you want to I’ll be glad to come up and recheck the hard drive. I’ll even restore all the files from your backup.” 


	“Don’t bother.” 


	“Really, sir, it will be no trouble at all. And while I’m there—” 


	Richie knew if he got within ten feet of this geek he’d rearrange his face. Things were bad enough at the moment; he didn’t need an assault and battery charge added to the pile of shit his life had become.


	“Just forget about it, okay? You’ve fucked things up enough already.” 


	“Really, sir, I hate the thought of a dissatisfied customer. Just get out your backup disk and I’ll—” 


	This asshole just wouldn’t take no for an answer.


	“I don’t have a backup, you little shit! It was stolen last night! Now what are you going to do?” 


	“No backup?” the voice said. “Oh, well, then. Never mind.” 


	And then the fucker hung up. He… just… hung… up!


				*
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	Jack stood amid the surging pedestrians on Lexington Avenue and pocketed his cell phone. He smiled as he imagined Fat Richie Cordova pounding his receiver against his desktop, maybe even smashing it through his monitor screen.


	Game. Set. Match.


	He’d arrange a meet with Sister Maggie later. Now it was time to awaken his xelton.


	Jack had dressed in his blue blazer and a tieless, button-down white oxford shirt. He entered the temple, used his swipe card for a free pass through security, then went to the information desk. It looked like an old hotel registration desk.


	“I have an appointment for a Reveille Session,” he told the uniformed young woman behind the counter, then added, “With Luther Brady.” 


	Her hand darted to her mouth, covering a smile. Jack detected the hint of a giggle in her voice as she said, “Mr. Brady is going to Reveille you?” 


	“Yes.” Jack glanced at his watch. “At nine sharp. I don’t want to keep him waiting.” 


	“No, of course not.” Her lips did an undulating dance. She really, really wanted to laugh. “I’ll call upstairs.” 


	She pressed a button then turned away as she spoke into the receiver. It was a short conversation, and when she turned back, she was no longer smiling. Her face was pale, her expression awed.


	She swallowed. “G-GP Jensen will be right down.” 


	Jack figured it wouldn’t take long for word to spread that he had Luther Brady as his RT—one, maybe two nanoseconds after he and Jensen stepped into the elevator it would be all over the building. A few more nanos after that it would be spread throughout Dormentaldom.


	He’d had a reason for mentioning it. He planned to use his new cachet to allow him access to places that would be verboten to a regular newbie.


	Jensen showed up in his black uniform, looking like the megalith from 2001. On the trip to the top floor the two of them started off with an earnest discussion about the weather, but Jensen soon steered the talk toward Jack.


	“How was your day, yesterday?” 


	“Great.” 


	“Do anything interesting?” 


	Jack thought, You mean after I ditched your tail?


	“Oh, tons. I don’t get to New York that often, so I did some shopping, had an excellent steak at Peter Luger’s.” 


	“Really? What cut?” 


	“Porterhouse.” Jack knew from a number of meals at Luger’s that porterhouse was the only cut they served. “It was delicious.” 


	“And then what? Called it a night?” 


	Jensen wasn’t being the least bit circumspect about third-degreeing him.


	“Oh, no. I went to an Off-Broadway play someone had recommended. It’s called Syzygy. Ever hear of it?” 


	“Can’t say as I have. Any good?” 


	Gia had dragged him to Syzygy last month and he’d wound up liking it…


	“Very strange. Lots of twists and turns in the plot.” Jack feigned a yawn. “But it didn’t start till ten and I was late getting to bed.” 


	That would jibe with the report from whomever Jensen had put on the Ritz Carlton last night.


	Jensen delivered Jack to the twenty-second floor where he found Brady standing near the receptionist’s desk. His suit hung perfectly on his trim frame, and not a single strand of his too-brown hair was out of place.


	“Mr. Amurri,” he said, stepping forward and extending his hand. “So glad you could make it.” 


	“Call me Jason, please. And I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 


	“Very well, Jason. Come in, come in.” He led Jack into the office area. “We’ll conduct the session in my private quarters and—” 


	“Really?” Jack said in his best gosh-wow voice.


	“Yes, I thought it would offer more privacy and a much more personal atmosphere. But I have one matter to attend to before we get underway, so why don’t you make yourself comfortable until I get back.” 


	Jack swept an arm toward the enormous windows. “The view alone could keep me occupied for hours.” 


	Brady laughed. “Oh, I assure you it will be no more than a few minutes at most.” 


	As Brady breezed out, Jack looked around, searching for the ubiquitous video pickups. He couldn’t spot a single eye, and then realized why: Luther Brady would not want anyone monitoring his meetings, recording his every word and gesture.


	Jack turned away from the windows and faced the opposite wall. The mysterious globe sat behind those sliding steel panels. Jack wanted a look at it. Jamie Grant had mentioned something about a button on Brady’s desk.


	Jack walked over and examined the vast mahogany expanse. No button in sight. He stepped behind the desk and seated himself in Brady’s high-backed red-leather swivel chair. Maybe he had a remote somewhere.


	Two rows of drawers formed the flanks of the desk. Jack went through them quickly and found mostly papers and pens and notepads with From the Minds of Luther Brady emblazoned across the top of each page in some fancy heraldic font.


	Sheesh.


	The only thing out of the ordinary was a stainless-steel semiautomatic pistol. At first glance it looked like his own PT 92 Taurus, then he noticed the different safety, making this a Beretta 92. A box of 9mm Hydra-Shok Federal Classics sat next to it. What made Brady think he needed a weapon?


	Coming up empty in the drawers, Jack felt around under the edge of the desktop. There—a smooth nub near the right corner. He pressed it and then heard a motor whine to life, a soft scrape as the panels began to recede.


	He rose and approached the expanding opening. Grant’s DD informant had been right. A globe of Earth, studded with a scattering of tiny light-bulbs in no discernible pattern. As he watched, the globe began to rotate. The bulbs flickered to life—not all of them, but most. The clear bulbs held the majority, but here and there a red one glowed.


	A swirl of odd-looking symbols had been painted on the wall behind the globe. They looked like a cross between Arabic script and hieroglyphics.


	Jack stepped closer to the globe and saw a crisscrossing network of fine red lines. They seemed to radiate from the red bulbs, circumnavigating the globe as they passed through each of the other red bulbs and returned home.


	At first glance he thought the same was going on with the white bulbs, but a closer look showed that they were positioned at red-line intersections. Not every intersection—only where three or more crossed. Most of the white bulbs were lit, but a few here and there about the globe were dark. Bad bulbs? Or, for some reason, not yet powered up?


	Jack stared, baffled. The red bulbs seemed to be calling the shots, the white were secondary players. He focused on the U.S. and noticed a red bulb in the northeast, near New York City. Did the reds represent major Dormentalist temples? Was that the key? He noticed another in South Florida. Was there a big temple in Miami? Could be. He’d have to check.


	No, wait. Here was a red bulb in the middle of the ocean off Southeast Asia. No Dormentalist temple there. At least he assumed not.


	He backed up for a more encompassing look. Something about the display reached into his gut and scraped the lining with an icy claw… something deeply disturbing here, but he couldn’t say what. The reason dangled somewhere in his subconscious, skittering away every time he reached for it.


	Jack wrenched his thoughts away from the display and refocused on his immediate circumstances. Right now he should be ducking back to Brady’s desk to hit that button again, but he held off. He was here to find Johnny Roselli and give him a message. He’d completed the first half of that task, and was sure he could finish up without setting foot inside this temple again. All he had to do was wait outside for Johnny to leave and follow him home.


	But that could take forever. Jack didn’t have the time or temperament to stand around and scope the temple door from morning to night, so it would have to be on a catch-as-catch-can basis. Sure, getting a peek at the membership lists would accelerate the process, but that skittish some-thing inside him screamed from the dark that this globe was much more important.


	So he stayed where he was, deciding to push his sudden elevated status to the limit.


	Jack was still staring at the globe when Brady returned. He froze at the threshold, eyes wide, jaw hanging open.


	“What… how…?” 


	Jack turned. “Hmmm? Oh, I was just looking at this globe here. It’s fascinating.” 


	Brady’s eyes narrowed as his lips drew into a tight line. “How did you open that?” he said as he stepped toward his desk.


	“Oh, it was the funniest thing. I was leaning on your desk there, looking out at the city, when my fingers hit a button under the edge. Suddenly these doors opened and there it was.” 


	Brady said nothing. He reached his desk and hit the hidden button. He was clearly upset but trying to hide it.


	Jack said, “Did I do something wrong?” 


	“My desk is for my personal use.” 


	“Oh, I’m terribly sorry. But it was an accident.” Jack tried an offended look. “You cannot believe that I would rummage through your desk.” 


	“No. No, of course not.” 


	“I do apologize. I have an impulsive nature and it has created difficulties for me from time to time. I’m hoping that Dormentalism will show me how to control it.” 


	Brady seemed to have calmed himself. “No need to apologize, Jason. It’s just that I was… surprised to find the doors open. We don’t put that globe on display.” 


	“I don’t see why not,” Jack said as the leading edges of the panels clicked together. “It’s so unique. What do all those lights represent?” 


	“I’m afraid you’re not qualified to know that just yet.” 


	“Really? When will I be?” 


	“When you have achieved Full Fusion. Only someone in the FF state can comprehend the meaning that globe holds for the Church.” 


	“Tell me something about it,” Jack said. “I’m dying to know. How about just a hint? What’s that globe about?” 


	“It is the future, Jason Amurri. The future.” 


				*
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	Except for two paintings—both of big-eyed waifs—the living room of Brady’s personal quarters was as spare as his office. One painting was a little boy holding a wilted flower, and the other a skinny little kid in rags.


	“Keane kids?” Jack said.


	Brady nodded with vigorous enthusiasm. “Yes. They’re originals.” 


	Jack had always found them kitschy, and those big sad eyes monoto-nously repetitious. But he supposed some of the old originals might be valuable to someone.


	“I know they’re not considered real art, but something about them appeals to me. I think they remind me of all the sadness in the world, all caused by fractured xeltons. I look at them and they keep me going, reminding me of the Church’s mission.” 


	Jack sighed. “I know exactly/What you mean.” 


	They finally settled down for the Reveille Session—sans mouse. Brady sat on a straight-backed, cushionless chair. Jack leaned forward on the comfy sofa. A coffee table of glossy blond wood sat between them.


	“What in your life do you feel guiltiest about?” 


	Jack had an answer ready but he leaned back and pretended to think about it. After an appropriate pause…


	“I suppose it would be having so much more than others.” 


	“‘So much more’?” 


	“Yes. You don’t know this, but I’m rather wealthy.” 


	Brady’s expression remained bland, barely interested. “Yes, I believe you mentioned something yesterday about having money. But we have many wealthy members.” 


	“Yes, but I’m quite wealthy.” 


	“You are?” Brady scratched his temple, as if this was all news to him, and uninteresting news at that.


	“Filthy rich, you might say.” 


	“You don’t strike me as the ‘filthy rich’ type. And do I detect a note of dissatisfaction with having a lot of money?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Perhaps. Not that it’s dirty money or anything like that. It’s clean as can be, honestly earned. It’s just that… well, I didn’t earn it.” 


	“Oh? And who did?” 


	“My father. And not that I don’t get along with him, I do. It’s just, well… ‘from him to whom much is given, much will be expected’… if you know what I mean.” 


	Brady smiled and nodded. “Ah, he quotes scripture. Luke 12:48, if I remember correctly.” 


	If so, it was news to Jack. He’d remembered hearing the phrase, or something like it, now and again, and it seemed an apropos cliché. Had to admit, though, he was impressed that Brady could quote book, chapter, and verse.


	Jack clasped his hands before him. “I know that a lot will be required of me when I take over the family business, and I want to be up to it. But I’m not interested in simply amassing more wealth. I mean, I’ll never spend what I already have. So I’d like to find a way to put the wealth that will be flowing my way to better use than investing in stocks and bonds. I want to invest in people.” 


	He wondered if he might be laying it on too thick, but Brady seemed to be lapping it up.


	“Well then, Jason, you’ve come to the right place. International Dormentalism is always reaching out to needy people in the poorest Third World countries. We go in, buy a parcel of land, then establish a temple and a school. The school teaches the Dormentalist way, but more importantly, it also teaches the locals self-sufficiency. ‘Give a man a fish and you’ve fed him for a day; teach a man to fish, and you’ve fed him for a lifetime.’ That’s our philosophy.” 


	Jack widened his eyes. “What a wonderful concept!” 


	One good cliché deserves another, he thought, and suppressed a smile as he remembered Abe’s variation: Teach a man to fish and you can sell him rods and reels and hooks and sinkers.


	“Yes. That is the Dormentalist way. You can rest assured that any contributions you wish to make to the Church will go directly toward helping the less fortunate.” 


	“That sounds like a fine idea. You know, I don’t think I’ll wait till I take my father’s place. I’d like to start right now. As soon as we’re through here I’m going to contact my accountant.” 


	Brady’s smile was beatific. “How kind of you.” 


				*
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	Luther Brady tapped his fingertips on his desktop as Jensen stood at attention on the far side. He’d known the Grand Paladin’s first name once, but had long forgotten it. He wondered if even Jensen remembered.


	Not that it mattered. What did matter was Jason Amurri and how he seemed just a little too good to be true.


	He wanted Jensen’s opinion but decided to have a little fun while he was at it.


	“What does your xelton tell you about Jason Amurri?” 


	Jensen frowned. His answer was delayed, and drawn out when it came.


	“It’s suspicious. It finds inconsistencies about him.” 


	Watching Jensen’s shifting gaze, Brady wanted to laugh at his obvious discomfort talking about the perceptions of his Fully Fused xelton. He should be uncomfortable: Jensen’s xelton wasn’t FF. In fact, he didn’t even have a xelton. No one did!


	But no one—not Jensen nor any members of the HC—would admit it. Because each of them thought of himself as the sole Null among the elite FFs. Each hid their Sham Fusion because admitting to Nullhood would mean they’d have to leave their posts in disgrace.


	Oh, it was rich to listen to them talk about levitating or leaving their bodies to wander among the planets and stars, almost as if they were engaged in an unspoken contest. And since Luther had made it implicitly clear all along that to exercise one’s FF abilities in front of others was bad manners—tantamount to trivializing the wonders of FF by cheap exhibitionism—no one had to back up his or her wondrous claims.


	That way, no one could say the emperor had no clothes.


	“My xelton feels the same way, but for some reason it cannot pierce through and contact Amurri’s. And we know what that means, don’t we.” 


	Jensen nodded. “Amurri is probably a Null.” 


	“And that,” Brady sighed, “is always tragic. I pity Nulls, but I pity even more the poor Null who’s deluded himself into Sham Fusion.” 


	He watched Jensen blink and swallow. He could almost read his mind: Why 5 he saying that? Does he suspect? Does he know?


	“So do I,” Jensen rasped.


	“I’m sure there are members with SF in the temple, but one must restrain one’s xelton from piercing their veil. That would be too much of an invasion. And unnecessary because, as you know, sooner or later all Nulls betray themselves.” He cleared his throat as if clearing his mind. “But back to our friend Jason…” 


	Yes, Jason Amurri… after the Reveille Session was over and Amurri gone, Luther realized that he didn’t know a damn thing that he hadn’t known at the outset. Perhaps the man was just naturally reticent, but Luther had an uneasy feeling that he might be hiding something.


	“Since our xeltons cannot yet contact his,” he went on, “perhaps you had better pry a little more deeply into his background.” 


	“I’m already on that.” 


	Brady raised his eyebrows. “Oh?” 


	“My, um, PX doesn’t think he acts like a rich boy. Doesn’t move like one.” 


	“And your xelton knows how the rich move?” 


	“I agree with my PX. I know people who move like Amurri and they’re not rich. They’re dangerous.” 


	“But it’s not like he showed up claiming to be Jason Amurri. He tried to hide that.” 


	“Yeah, I know. That’s the only thing that doesn’t fit. But then again maybe he planned it that way all along—gave an obviously phony name and then—” 


	Luther laughed. “That’s pretty convoluted, don’t you think?” 


	Jensen shrugged. “My PX thinks there’s more to him than meets the eye.” 


	“I think you give him too much credit.” 


	“Maybe. But if I can find just one picture of Jason Amurri, I’ll feel a whole lot better.” 


	“Knowing you, Jensen, if you found one, you’d wonder if it had been planted.” 


	A rare flash of white teeth in Jensen’s dark face—he almost never smiled. “That’s my job, right?” 


	“Right. And one you do so well.” Time to end this. He waved his hand at Jensen. “Keep checking on him. But if he shows up tomorrow with a six-figure donation, then stop. Because who he really is will no longer matter.” 


	As Jensen walked out, Luther pressed the button under the edge of his desktop. The panels rolled back, revealing the Opus Omega globe.


	He’d felt like a stunned fish when he’d walked in earlier and found the panels open with Amurri standing before it. He’d been about to shout for Jensen when he noticed that Amurri made no attempt to hide what he was doing. His lack of furtiveness had allayed Luther’s suspicions. And his open curiosity about the meaning of the lights on the globe had seemed genuine.


	Obviously he had no idea of the apocalyptic significance of what he’d seen.


	Luther’s thoughts slipped back to that late winter day in college when he first saw the globe. It had existed only in his mind then. He’d been a frosh, away from his strict Scottish-American home for the first time in his eighteen years, and making the most of the sex, drugs, and rock and roll of the early seventies. He was into his first tab of acid, with a couple of more experienced guys guiding him through the trip, when the globe had appeared, suspended and spinning in the center of the room. He remembered pointing it out to the others but he was the only one who could see it.


	Not a Rand McNally globe, but a battered, pockmarked sphere with brown, polluted oceans and bilious chemical clouds shrouding the land. As he’d watched, red dots began to glow on all the continents and oceans, and then glowing red lines arced out from each to connect with the others, creating a globe-spanning network of scarlet threads. And then black circles appeared at some of the intersections of those threads. Soon after, the black circles began glowing white, one by one, and when all were lit, the globe glowed red, then white hot. Finally it exploded, but the scattered pieces returned and reformed into a new world of fertile green continents and pristine blue oceans.


	The vision altered the course of Luther’s life. Not immediately, not that night, but in the weeks and months afterward as it returned on a nightly basis, with or without chemical enhancement.


	At first he was uneasy, thinking it was a recurring flashback and that he’d really screwed up his head. But after a while he got used to it. It became part of his quotidian existence.


	But he was terrified when he first heard the voice. Never during his waking hours, only in his sleep, only during the vision. He began to think he might be schizophrenic.


	At first it was an indistinct muttering—definitely a voice, but he couldn’t understand a word. Gradually it grew louder, the mutterings progressing to distinguishable speech. But although he understood the individual words, they seemed disjointed and he could make no sense of them.


	That too changed and by his senior year he came to understand that this world, the ground on which he stood, was destined to change and merge with a sister world in another space-time continuum. Those here who helped speed the fusion would survive the transition from a polluted planet to paradise; the rest of humanity would not. The voice told him to find the places designated by the white lights, to buy the land there, and wait.


	Buy up pieces of land? He was a college student, virtually penniless. The voice didn’t say how, but it implied that his future well-being depended on it.


	And then, shortly after graduation, the book arrived. He found it on his bed in the apartment he was renting. No mailer, no note saying who it was from… just this weird, thick book. It looked ancient, but its title was in English: The Compendium of Srem. The text was in English as well. He began reading.


	The voice stopped with the arrival of the book. Reading it changed his life.


	Toward the end of all the strange and wondrous legends the Compendium recounted, he found an animated drawing of his vision globe. The text following the illustration explained Opus Omega.


	And then he understood the dream and what he must do with his life.


	So Luther went hunting for the locations. By then he had seen the globe so many times he could picture every detail in his mind. He found those places—some of them at least—and when he looked up the deed holders he discovered a startling trend: Many of the parcels were owned by a man named Cooper Blascoe.


	A little more research revealed that Blascoe was the leader of a commune in northern California. Luther went out to check on him and what he found, what he learned there, changed his life forever.


	For he realized then that the vision and the voice had come from the Hokano world. Cooper Blascoe had stumbled on a cosmic truth; he would provide the means for Luther to fulfill the prophecy of the voice.


	Yes, the Hokano world was real, and maybe xeltons were too—who could say for sure?—but the Fusion concept and the ladder to achieve it were all products of Brady’s imagination, all designed to aid him in completing Opus Omega.


	And now, after decades of struggle, only a few more tasks remained before completion.


	Luther stepped closer to the spinning globe and reached out to it. As the ridges of its mountains and flats of its plains and oceans brushed against his fingertips, he closed his eyes. Just a few more locations and his work would be done.


	But the final steps were proving difficult. Some of the needed land was terribly expensive, some simply not for sale. But Luther was sure he could overcome all obstacles. All he needed was money.


	It always seemed to come down to the same thing: never enough money.


	But perhaps Jason Amurri could remedy that, at least in part.


	And then the final white bulbs could be lit… and the Great Fusion—the only real fusion in the tapestry of lies he’d created—would begin, joining this world with Hokano.


	And in that new, better world, Luther Brady would be rewarded above all others.


				*
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	Gia felt moisture between her legs. She hurried to the bathroom and groaned with dismay when she saw the bright red blood on the pad she’d been wearing.


	Bleeding again.


	She calmed herself. It wasn’t much and Dr. Eagleton had warned her to expect some intermittent spotting for a few days afterward. But this was a little more than spotting.


	She’d been tired all morning but noticed an uptick in her ambition level. She’d been planning on trying some painting, but now…


	The good news was she wasn’t having any pain. Monday night she’d felt as if someone had kicked her in the stomach. Not even a cramp now.


	She’d watch and wait. She didn’t want to be an alarmist, jumping on the phone for every little thing.


	She’d take it slow and easy. Put her feet up and put off painting till tomorrow or the next day. Another thing she’d put off was telling Jack. He’d have a squad of EMTs here in seconds.


	She had to smile at the thought of him. He was so confident and competent in so many areas of life, but where this baby was concerned, he was as jumpy as a cat. He cared so much.


	Now, if he’d just find a lifestyle that wouldn’t cause Gia to wonder every time he walked out the door whether this might be the last time she’d see him alive, he’d make a great father.


				*
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	Dressed in street clothes, Sister Maggie stepped into the dimness of Julio’s. Jack had said he wanted to meet with her and she felt this Upper West Side bar would be the least likely place she’d be seen by a Lower East Side parishioner.


	She spotted Jack waiting at the same table against the wall and rushed over to him.


	“It’s true?” she said, clutching the edge of the table in a death grip. “What you said on the phone—they’re gone?” 


	Jack nodded. “Your worries are over. I wiped out his files.” 


	Maggie felt her knees weaken. Blood thundered in her ears as she sagged into a chair.


	“You’re sure? Absolutely sure?” 


	“Nothing’s absolute, but I’m as sure as I can be without strapping him to a chair and taping live wires to delicate parts of his anatomy.” 


	“That’s… that’s wonderful. Not what you just said,” she added quickly. “What you said before.” 


	Jack laughed. “I gotcha.” 


	She didn’t know how to ask this, and felt her face turning crimson. Finally she blurted it out.


	“Did you happen to see any of the…” 


	Jack opened his mouth, closed it, then said, “You know, I was going to say yes, and boy were they hot, but I know it’s not a joking matter for you. So the truth: no. He didn’t keep hard copies. Why risk leaving evidence around when he could point and click and get a fresh print anytime he needed it?” 


	“I’m so glad, so glad.” 


	Maggie closed her eyes. She had her life back. She wanted to drop to her knees right here on the bar floor and cry out her gratitude to God, but that would attract too much attention.


	“But listen,” Jack said, his voice grave. “Here’s why I wanted to meet in person. I want you to realize that even though I’ve wiped out his files, you’re going to hear from him again.” 


	The wonderful, airy lightness that had suffused her drained away.


	“What do you mean?” 


	“If I did my job right—meaning he thinks this was all a terrible accumulation of accidents—he’ll assume that none of his victims know they’ve been wiped out. Which means they’ll all be thinking they’re still on the hook. You can’t let him know that you know you’re not.” 


	“Okay.” 


	“I’m serious about this, Sister. And you can’t let your other half know either.” 


	“Other…?” 


	“Whoever else was in those pictures with you. Do not tell him.” 


	“But he’ll be forced to go on paying.” 


	“That’s his problem. Let him fix it. You fixed yours, so—” 


	“But—” 


	“No ‘buts,’ Sister. There’s a saying that three can keep a secret if two are dead.” 


	“But we two know.” 


	“No. Only you. I don’t exist. Trust me on this, please. This guy’s an ex dirty cop, so no telling—”.


	“How did you learn so much about him so soon?” 


	“Past research from my first encounter with Mr. Slime.” 


	“I…” She felt a sob build in her throat. “I can’t believe it’s over.” 


	“It’s not. Not yet. Like I told you, you’ve still got to deal with him, and very carefully. When he calls, tell him you’re tapped out and will send him something as soon as you get it. Plead with him to be patient.” 


	“But he wants me to… you know…” She lowered her voice. “The building fund…” 


	“Tell him you’ll try, but it won’t be easy. Because of the kind of neighborhood you’re in, they watch it like hawks, yadda-yadda. But whatever you do, don’t refuse to pay. You’re not going to send him another damn cent, but you can’t let him know that.” 


	“But I am going to pay you. I promise. Every cent.” 


	“No need. It’s all taken care of. Financed by a third party.” 


	Maggie was stunned. First the good news about the blackmail, and now this. But she couldn’t help being a little put off that a third party was involved in this, her most private business.


	“But who—?” 


	“Don’t worry. You’ll never know her and she’ll never know you.” 


	A sob burst free as tears trickled down her cheeks. What more proof did she need that God had forgiven her?


	“Thank you. Thank you so much. If there’s anything I can ever do for you, just say it.” 


	“Well, there is one thing.” He leaned forward. “How does such an uptight straight arrow like you let herself get involved in a situation that could ruin her life?” 


	Maggie hesitated, then figured, why not? Jack knew the bad part; he should know the rest of it.


	She told him about the four Martinez children and how they were all going to have to leave St. Joseph’s for public school by the end of the year. She explained what a tragedy she thought that would be, especially for naive little Serafina.


	Without mentioning his name she told Jack about approaching Michael Metcalf for help.


	“And somehow,” she said, “I found myself in a physical relationship with him. But the Martinez children are the innocent, unwitting victims. The blackmailer drained away the funds that would have gone to them. But don’t worry. I’ll find a way.” 


	Jack looked as if he was about to say something but changed his mind. He glanced at his watch instead.


	“I’ve got someplace I’ve got to be, so…” 


	Maggie reached across the table and gripped both his hands. “Thank you. You’ve given me back my life and I’m going to do good things with it.” She gave his hands a final squeeze, then rose to her feet. “Good-bye, Jack. And God bless you.” 


	As she turned and started away she heard him say, “Did you hurt your leg?” 


	She stiffened. The burns on her thighs ached and stung with each step, but she offered up the pain.


	“Why do you ask?” 


	“You’re limping a little.” 


	“It’s nothing. It will pass.” 


	Maggie stepped out into a new day, a new beginning—a redundancy she’d flag in one of her student’s prose, but at this moment it seemed right and true.


	Lord, don’t think I’m forgetting my promise just because I’m free of my tormentor. Tomorrow, cross number six. And on Sunday, the seventh and last, just as I promised. And also as promised, I will devote every moment of the rest of my life to Your works and never stray again.


	She headed for the subway, for St. Joseph’s Church, to give God thanks in His house.


	Life was good again.


				*
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	Jack thought about Sister Maggie as he loitered in a doorway on Lexington Avenue and kept watch on the temple’s entrance. He’d ditched Jensen’s tail—he’d put two guys on him this morning—on his way to Julio’s. After his meeting with the nun, he’d returned to Lexington and set up watch for Johnny Roselli.


	Sister Maggie… he’d had an urge to grab her and shake her and try to convince her to get out and enjoy life. But he couldn’t. It was her life, to live her way. His inability to comprehend her choices didn’t invalidate them.


	Still… he didn’t get it. Probably never would.


	His thoughts refocused on the here and now when he saw Roselli appear, pushing through the doors and then trotting down the steps of the nearby subway entrance. Jack had to do a little booking to keep from losing him.


	He caught up on the downtown platform and followed him aboard a 4 train. Johnny was still in the grungy sackcloth-and-ashes mode and his mind seemed light years away as the car swayed and rattled and yawed along the tracks.


	Jack’s mind wasn’t exactly locked onto the present either. It kept straying back to Brady’s office and the hidden globe. He remembered that cold feeling in his gut as he’d stared at the red and white lights and the lines running between…


	They rode the 4 down to Union Square where Johnny hopped the L to its terminus on Eighth Avenue and Fourteenth. From there Jack shadowed him into the meat-packing district.


	When Jack first came to the city, this area had deserved its name—beef hindquarters and pig carcasses hanging in doorways, burly, cleaver-toting butchers in blood-stained white aprons hustling in and out, back and forth. A different kind of hustle at night: curb clingers in hot pants and microminis—not all of them women—hawking their wares to passing cars.


	Creeping gentrification had wrought its predictable changes. Most of the butchers were gone now, replaced by art galleries and trendoid restaurants. He passed Hogs and Heifers, the inspiration for the bar in Coyote Ugly, a charter member of Jack’s Worst Movies of All Time Club.


	Johnny kept walking west. What was he going to do, jump in the Hudson?


	The light was fading, the wind picked up enough to make people turn up their collars. Not the skateboarders, though. Dressed in nothing more than the de rigueur baggy shorts, T-shirt, and backward baseball cap, a bunch of them were doing kickflips and railslides as Jack passed.


	Eventually Johnny stopped outside a bar called The Header on the ground floor of a ramshackle building in the far, far West Village. If it called itself a dive, it would be putting on airs. The dozen or so motorcycles lined up out front left little doubt as to the nature of the preferred clientele. A neon Budweiser sign glowed in one of the two tiny windows; a handwritten placard announcing FOOD was taped in the other.


	Food? Dinner at The Header… now there was a thought. Tonight’s special: ebola quiche.


	But Johnny didn’t enter the bar. Instead he keyed open a narrow door around the side from the entrance and disappeared inside. A minute or so later Jack saw a third-floor window light up.


	He didn’t get it. Why a third-floor walk-up over a biker bar? According to his mother the guy was worth millions.


	Maybe he’d given it all to the Dormentalists. Or maybe he still had it but had decided to live in poverty. Jack tried to care, but failed. No explaining cult members. Waste of time to try.


	And anyway, his job wasn’t to make sense of Johnny Roselli, it was to give him a message from his mother. The easiest way would be to knock on his door and tell him, but he didn’t like the idea of letting Johnny see his face.


	Why not? After delivering the message to call Mama, Jack’s job was done. If he were sticking with the Jason Amurri identity, yeah, it would matter: He wouldn’t want to risk Johnny spotting him and opening his yap. But Jack had no intention of ever setting foot in the temple again…


	Or did he?


	He had a feeling he had unfinished business there… business involving Brady’s globe.


	Jack noted the number on the door, then turned and headed east at a comfortable pace. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed information. They had no listing for a J. Roselli at that address.


	Damn. He stopped walking. He might have to show his face after all.


	On a sudden whim he called back and asked for a party named “Oroont” at that address. Bull’s-eye.


	He smiled and said aloud, “Am I good or am I good?” 


	He let the operator dial for him and a few seconds later he was listening to a phone ring, A man answered.


	“Is this John Roselli?” 


	The tone was guarded. “It was. How did you get this number?” 


	“Not important. I have a message from your mother. She—” 


	“You what? Who are you?” 


	“Someone your mother hired to find you. She’s been worried about you and—” 


	“Listen, you son of a bitch,” Roselli gritted, and Jack could all but feel the steam coming through the phone. “Who put you up to this? The GP? Are you one of Jensen’s drones trying to trap me?” 


	“No, I’m simply—” 


	“Or some dirty WA trying to harass me?” 


	Be nice if I could finish a sentence.


	“Not even close. Look, just call your mother. She’s worried and wants to hear from you.” 


	“Fuck you!” 


	And then the phone slammed down.


	Jack tried three more times. On the first he heard the receiver lift, then clatter down again. After that all he got was a busy signal.


	Okay. He’d done his job, delivered the message. Johnny apparently had big issues with Mom. Jack was sorry about that but his fix-it skills—thankfully—did not reach into family therapy.


	As he kept walking east, heading for Eighth Avenue where he could catch a train, Brady’s globe spun into his thoughts again… the red and white lights… the network of crisscrossing lines… so tantalizingly close… he reached for it, stretching…


	And then Jack grasped it. But when he realized what he had hit on he instantly wished he hadn’t. He stumbled as he felt the world slow around him.


	The lights and the lines… he’d seen that pattern before… and now he knew where…


	Suddenly out of breath, he stopped walking and leaned against a railing. He wasn’t going to be sick, but he wanted to be.


	When his heart and lungs dropped back toward their normal tempos, he pushed off and got moving again. He’d planned to stop by Maria Roselli’s to tell her he’d contacted Johnny boy, and then drop in on Gia and Vicky to see how his girls were doing. But all that was out of the question now. He needed answers, needed to find someone who might have an explanation.


	He could think of only one person.


				*
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	Jamie had been working late—as usual—when Robertson called. His voice had sounded tight and he’d said he needed to talk to her. Now. Something had come up—something big and very strange.


	Well, she’d been ready to leave anyway. After she assured him that the line had been checked for taps, he said he’d pick her up in his car, a big, black Crown Victoria. When she’d reminded him about her Dementedist shadows, he told her where to meet him and exactly how to get there.


	So here she was at 8:15 walking west through the Forty-second Street tunnel. One of the Dementedist shadows was following her, laying back about fifty feet or so. Where was the other? They usually had a crew of two waiting outside The Light. It bothered her that she didn’t know where he was.


	Jamie was puffing by the time she reached the Eighth Avenue station. Damn those cigarettes. Had to quit some day.


	Instead of heading for one of the train platforms, she rushed up the steps to the street.


	Now she was really breathing hard. She spotted a big black car idling at the corner. That had to be Robertson, but he’d told her to wait until he gave a signal. Why? She didn’t want to wait with one of those nutcases coming up behind her. She wanted in that car now.


	Suddenly the passenger door flew open and his voice called from within.


	“Let’s go!” 


	Jamie didn’t need to hear that twice. She trotted over and jumped in. The car was roaring up Eighth Avenue before she closed the door.


	“We’ve got to stop meeting like this, Robertson.” 


	Light from passing street lamps flashed against his face. His features looked tight, tense.


	“Call me Jack, remember?” 


	“Oh, right. Hey, tell me, why did you want me to wait by the top of the steps instead of just jumping in and going?” 


	“I wanted the traffic lights the right color. Not much point in burning rubber just to stop a block away. Now they’ll have to find a cab before they can come after us. And they’re not going to find us when they do.” 


	“Not they—he. Only one tonight. But he probably got a look at your license plate.” 


	The line of his mouth tightened further. “Might have got a look at more than that. While I was waiting for you a guy I’d seen in Jensen’s office when I was getting my Entry Card came out of a deli carrying a paper bag. Coffee and sandwiches, probably. Walked right past the car.” 


	“Think he saw you?” 


	“Looked at me but didn’t seem to recognize me.” 


	“Oh, hell. If they’ve got your plate numbers—” 


	He smiled, but even that was tight. “Won’t do them much good. And they’re in for a pile of trouble if they start hassling the real owner of these tags.” 


	“So this is a borrowed car?” 


	“No, it’s mine, but the plates are duplicates of someone else’s. Someone you don’t want to mess with.” 


	“Who?” 


	He shook his head. “Trade secret.” 


	That again. But he’d piqued her curiosity. “Would I have heard of him?” 


	“As a reporter? Oh, yeah.” 


	The way he drew out the oh was enough to make her crazy. Who was he talking about? But she sensed that asking again would be like talking to a statue.


	He took a left onto Fifty-seventh and headed farther west.


	“Where are we going?” 


	“We need someplace quiet and private. Any ideas?” 


	“We’re only a few blocks from my place but I think it’s got a surveillance situation.” 


	“Wouldn’t be surprised, but let’s go check it out anyway.” 


	She directed him to her block on West Sixty-eighth.


	She pointed right to the front door of her apartment building. “That’s me.” 


	Jack jerked a thumb toward his side window. “And there’s the Dormentalist stakeout team.” 


	Jamie saw a dark coupe, parked curbside, no lights on inside or out. A man sat alone in the front seat. Her stomach crawled.


	“Let’s get out of here.” 


				*
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	Jensen was on his way out of the temple when his two-way chirped. It was Margiotta.


	“Finally found a picture of him, boss.” 


	“Amurri?” 


	“Yeah. You’d better come see. I don’t think you’re going to like it.” 


	“Be right there.” 


	On the contrary, Jensen thought as he did an about face and headed back across the nearly deserted lobby. I bet I’ll like it just fine.


	Margiotta’s tone had said it all: The photo he’d found did not match the guy who’d been calling himself Jason Amurri.


	He did a mini fist pump. Knew it!


	His instincts had been right on target. He gave himself a mental pat on the back for his powers of observation, and for plain old gut instinct. He’d spotted Amurri for a ringer from day one.


	And now we’ve got him.


	Another chirp from his two-way. Margiotta again.


	“Here’s something else you won’t like, Boss. Lewis and Hutchison just called in. They lost the quail.” 


	Margiotta knew better than to mention names on a two-way. He didn’t have to. Jensen knew who he meant.


	Noomri’s balls! How hard can it be to follow one middle-aged, overweight broad?


	“They give any details?” 


	“No, but they have more to tell. They’re waiting till they get here. They should be walking in any minute.” 


	Jensen considered waiting and holding the elevator for them, then giving them hell once the doors closed. He decided not to. He couldn’t wait to see the face of the real Jason Amurri.


	Margiotta sat in the office, seated before the computer. He leaned back and pointed to the screen.


	“There he is.” 


	Jensen leaned in and saw a blurry image of a man in his thirties. He ran a mental comparison and couldn’t find one point of correspondence between this man and the one who claimed to be Jason Amurri. Darker hair, darker skin, bigger nose, different hairline…


	“You sure this is the real Jason Amurri?” 


	Margiotta shrugged. “It says it’s him, but that doesn’t mean it is.” 


	“What do you mean? I thought you said—” 


	“This is the Internet, boss. What you see ain’t necessarily the real deal. Anybody can post anything, true or false. No one fact checks the Internet.” 


	“But can you think of a reason why anyone would go to the trouble of posting a fake photo of Jason Amurri?” 


	“I can think that a fake Jason Amurri might, just in case we checked. If it looked just like him, I’d check when it was posted. And if it was of real recent vintage, I’d say we couldn’t trust it. But this is a couple years old and doesn’t look at all like our guy. So I’m ninety-nine percent sure it’s legit.” 


	“What would make you a hundred?” 


	“Finding another with the same face.” 


	“Okay, then. Keep looking. I want to be absolutely sure before I take this to the SO. But for now, put a flag on his pass code. Next time he swipes his way in, I want him detained at the security desk.” 


	Lewis and Hutchison walked in then. Jensen was opening his mouth to begin charbroiling them when Lewis held up one of his skinny hands.


	“Yeah, I know, we lost her, but we didn’t come back empty-handed.” 


	“It had better be good.” 


	The heavier Hutchison told about tailing her underground and then losing her to a waiting car.


	Jensen had to admire the ditch: sweet and simple.


	“You are going to tell me you got the tag number, right?” 


	Hutchison nodded and handed over a sheet of paper. Jensen glanced at it. New York plates. Excellent. A number of Dormentalists worked for the New York DMV.


	He passed the sheet to Margiotta. “Run it.” He turned back to Hutchison and Lewis. “That still doesn’t save your asses. I put you on—” 


	“There’s more,” Lewis said. “Just out of pure coincidence, I walked by the car just minutes before Grant jumped in and took off. I saw the driver. Thought he looked familiar but didn’t pay much attention. After Grant gave us the slip it clicked and I remembered where I’d seen him before.” 


	“Yeah? Where?” 


	“Right here. He’s that guy the SO’s been doting on. What’s his name? Am-something.” 


	“Amurri.” Jensen felt a huge smile spreading across his face. “Jason Amurri.” He turned to Margiotta again. “But he’s not Jason Amurri, is he.” 


	“If he’s working with Grant, I think we can go a hundred percent on that, no problem.” 


	Jensen rubbed his hands together. “We know who he’s not. And before the night is out we’ll know who he is.” 


				*
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	“So,” Jamie said. “What’s the situation? Why the big rush to see me tonight? I assume it wasn’t because of my great looks and sparkling personality.” 


	Jack wore a blue V-neck sweater over a T-shirt and jeans and looked good as he gave her a wan smile.


	“You never know.” 


	Right answer, she thought.


	After passing her place they’d stayed on the West Side, heading downtown. Jack found a lot in the Forties, in what used to be called Hell’s Kitchen, and Jamie noticed how he gave the attendant an extra couple of bucks to park his car where it wasn’t visible from the street. Attention to detail—she liked that in a man. There was a lot to like about this fellow.


	A short walk brought them to this little bar off Tenth Avenue. She’d already forgotten its name. Dusty and dingy, but only a quarter full, which gave them some space in a rear booth.


	With half of a Dewar’s and soda making its way through her system, she felt herself begin to relax. But only a little. One thing to suspect your home is being watched; something totally other to spot the guy doing the watching.


	“I saw the globe today,” Jack said. His bar draft sat before him, untouched.


	“Brady’s globe?” 


	He nodded. “Got a good, long look.” 


	If true, it was a hell of a coup. But he didn’t sound too happy about it.


	“And?” 


	“Something about the lights and all the crisscrossing lines set my teeth on edge. Didn’t know why, but just looking at it struck a sour note. Took me a while to realize that the pattern was familiar. Took me a little longer to remember where I’d seen it before.” 


	“Great! So then you know what it’s all about.” 


	He shook his head. “Still don’t know that. But I’ll show you where I saw it.” 


	He lifted the small plastic shopping bag that had been sitting beside him on the bench. He’d removed it from the car’s back seat when they’d parked, but had only shaken his head when she’d asked what was in it.


	He pushed his beer aside and laid the bag on the wet ring it left on the table. Then he sat quietly, staring at it.


	Jamie felt a rising impatience. What was all the drama here?


	“Well?” 


	“You’re not going to believe what I’m going to tell you,” he said without looking up. “Sometimes I don’t believe it myself, but then I look at this and know it’s real.” 


	Sounds like the opening line to a bad horror story, she thought.


	“Try me.” 


	“Okay.” He reached into the bag and brought out a quarter-folded piece of thick beige fabric, maybe a foot long and a little less wide. As he began to unfold it she realized it was some sort of leather. He flattened it on the table-top between them.


	Jamie leaned forward for a better look. She saw a slightly rough surface, dimpled with pockmarks of varying sizes. The larger were a dull, dusky red, the smaller pale and slightly glossy. Connecting them all were a hundred, maybe more, fine lines, mechanical-pencil thin.


	“This is what’s on the globe?” 


	Jack nodded. “The reason it took me so long to recognize it was because the pattern was wrapped around a sphere. Even though it was rotating, I never saw the whole design at once. I mean, I would have recognized it if this”—he tapped the design—”included outlines of the oceans and continents, but as you can see, it doesn’t. Still it rang a bell somewhere in my head. Took me most of the day to make the connection.” 


	“Okay, so this is the same pattern of lights and lines as on the globe. What’s so unbelievable about that?” 


	“That’s not the unbelievable part.” 


	“All right then, what is?” 


	Jack didn’t answer. He simply stared at the leather and gently ran a hand over its surface.


	Jamie took another sip of her Scotch. She was getting annoyed.


	Her turn to tap the leather. Hmmm… soft. She let her hand rest on it, placing a fingertip in one of the pocks.


	“Does this thing get us any closer to figuring out why he keeps the globe situation so secret?” 


	“No, but—” 


	“Then what’s the point? Where’d you find it? Maybe there’s a clue in that. If Brady didn’t make this then someone connected to him did. If we can talk to him—” 


	“She’s dead.” 


	She? Dead? Jamie felt her chest tighten.


	“How? Tell me she died of a heart attack or something. Please don’t tell me she was murdered.” 


	“Wish I could. This is all that’s left of her.” 


	Jamie’s chest tightened further.


	“I don’t…” 


	“This is her skin… from her back.” 


	She snatched her hand back. “You’re shitting me, right?” 


	Finally he looked up at her. She knew even before he shook his head that he wasn’t.


	“The only reason I’m telling you about this is because I don’t know anybody else I can go to who knows more about Dormentalism.” 


	“You mean… you mean a Dormentalist flayed this off her and then sat down and drew on it?” 


	“Not at all. Take a closer look.” He waved a hand over the pocks, the lines. “This isn’t a drawing. These are scars. Don’t ask me how, but all this was on her back before she died.” 


	“Before? But how—? Where’s the rest of her?” 


	His eyes were leveled at her. She saw pain there.


	“Gone.” 


	Jamie didn’t know what to say, but she did know her glass was empty and she needed another—needed it big time.


	“I’m going for a refill. My turn.” She pointed to Jack’s almost full glass. “You want a back for that?” 


	He shook his head.


	Jamie made a quick trip to the bar.


	John “Jack” Robertson hadn’t struck her as a nutcase, but obviously he was. What other explanation could there be?


	But he seemed so sincere. Her bullshit meter wasn’t even flickering. Did he believe all this?


	By the time she sat down with her fresh drink she felt a little more focused.


	“Okay, the lady is gone, but while she was living, these marks appeared on her back like some stigmata. Sorry, pal, but I don’t believe in the supernatural.” 


	He leaned forward. “Jamie, I don’t give a rat’s ass what you believe. What I’m trying to get across to you is that we’re talking about something bigger than just a money-grubbing cult here. Lots bigger.” 


	She felt her spine stiffen. “Well, if you don’t give a rat’s ass, why show me?” 


	“I told you, because you probably know as much as any outsider can about Dormentalism—which may not be anywhere near as demented as you think. Have you found any evidence, any hint, anything that might lead you to think the cult could be connected to something else? Something bigger, something darker, something…” His mouth twisted, as if he didn’t want to say the word. “… other.” 


	“No… but I may have found someone who does know.” 


	He leaned closer. “Who?” 


	Don’t, she told herself. Don’t say it.


	But she was caught in the grip of the moment. This man had challenged her credulity—more like sucker punched it—and so now it was her turn.


	“I think I’ve found Cooper Blascoe.” 


				*
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	Maggie had known the call would come, but not so soon. And not on the convent phone. Her stomach quivered when she recognized the voice.


	“I really can’t speak now,” she said, looking up and down the hall. She was alone but she’d have to keep her voice down.


	“Then just listen. I want to know when I’m going to see the money you owe me.” 


	“Owe you?” She felt a spear of anger jab through her anxiety. “I don’t owe you.” 


	“The hell you don’t! I’m saving your holy-roller ass by keeping those photos under wraps. So you owe me. And by the way, it’s a nice-looking ass you’ve got there.” 


	Maggie felt her cheeks burn.


	“I don’t have it,” she said, remembering what Jack had told her. “I’ll get it for you but I need more time.” 


	“You know where you can get it.” 


	“I’m trying but it’s not easy.” 


	“It’s easy as pie. Just start skimming a little every day.” 


	“It’s closely watched.” 


	“Find a way, sissy, or your pretty little ass and lots more will be plastered all over the neighborhood.” 


	“But that won’t be good for you either. You’ll get no more from me after that. At least this way you’re getting something.” 


	“Don’t try to play games with me. You’re just a tiny part of my action. I’ll cut you loose without a second thought.” 


	Maggie thought she detected a note of desperation in his voice.


	“I’m doing my best,” she told him, sounding plaintive. “I can’t give you what I don’t have.” 


	“Then get it! I’m in a generous mood today, so I’ll give you till next week.” 


	“Next week?” Would she have to suffer through another of these calls next week? How long before he gave up? “Okay. I’ll see what I can do.” 


	“No, you’ll do it. By next week. All of it.” 


	And then he hung up.


	Her hand was shaking as she replaced the receiver. He’d sounded desperate. A thought struck her like a blow: Was he calling all his victims and trying to squeeze them? That meant Michael would be on his list. She knew Jack had said to tell no one, but… but how could she let someone go on paying this serpent when he didn’t have to? She was sure Michael could keep a secret.


	She headed for the street to a public phone.


				*
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	Jack leaned back in the booth. He imagined his expression right now looked like Jamie’s when he’d told her about Anya’s skin.


	“Yeah, right,” he said. “Now who’s playing ‘Can You Top This’? He’s dead.” 


	Her eyes widened. “Yeah? Says who?” 


	“Says Occam’s Razor.” 


	He frowned. That particular razor had lost its edge lately. Occam’s butterknife was more like it.


	She flashed a yellow smile. “I can’t believe you’re such a cynic. How can you possibly have the slightest doubt that he’s in suspended animation?” 


	“Let’s see… dead or in suspended animation: which requires the fewer assumptions?” 


	She shrugged. “Dead, of course.” 


	“Exactly. How does a cult that’s supposed to prepare you to be a survivor of doomsday handle the death of its founder?” 


	“Hide it. Or find a way to explain it. The Scientologists got around it by telling their members that L. Ron Hubbard had ‘causatively discarded’ his body because it had become an impediment to the research he was doing for the betterment of mankind.” 


	“So, knowing all that, why do you think Blascoe’s alive?” 


	Another shrug. “I agree with everything you’ve said. You’d expect them to cover up his death, not his longevity. Unless…” 


	“Unless he’s got some terminal illness or is completely off his rocker.” 


	“Rüüght. A dead guru is an embarrassment, sure, but one with dementia is even worse. Doesn’t say much about the value of fusing your personal xelton with its Hokano half, does it?” 


	Jack had been watching Jamie’s eyes. She was onto something. Question was, how much would she tell him?


	“And you say you’ve found him.” 


	“I say I think I may have found him. You see, getting kicked out of the temple made it impossible for me to investigate Dementedism from the inside, so I did it from the outside. I’ve learned that Brady rarely leaves the temple unless it’s for a public appearance. And then he’s always driven back and forth in a limo. But Sunday nights are a different situation. Sunday nights—at least three out of four as far as I can tell—he drives himself.” 


	“Where?” 


	“Wish I knew. He and Jensen and the High Council guys keep their cars in a garage around the corner from the temple. I’ve seen him pull out a number of times and tried to tail him, but always lost him.” 


	“He ditched you?” 


	“I don’t think so. I’m just not very good at it. But I tailed the GP a few times and had better luck with him.” 


	Jack had to laugh. “You’ve been following him too? That’s dedication.” 


	“That’s me, all right. Dedicated to a fault.” 


	Jack saw a strange flash in her eyes as she took a sip of her Scotch.


	“It’s more than professional, isn’t it.” 


	She shrugged. “A journalist’s credo is impartiality and objectivity. But you might say I have a thing for cult situations. You might say I think they’re poisonous, that they prey—sometimes knowingly and sometimes unwittingly—on confused people and exploit their weaknesses.” 


	An idea was taking root in Jack’s head. “Were you ever in one?” 


	“Uh-uh. No way. Never. But my sister Susie was. She died of exposure on a hilltop in West Virginia. You may have read about it a few years back.” 


	Jack nodded. Half a dozen bodies, two males, four females, found stiff and cold by some hikers. They’d been dead since New Year’s Eve. It had been all over the news for a day or two, then dropped.


	“She and her fellow cultists literally froze to death while standing naked in the cold waiting to be ‘taken home.’ So yeah, it might be personal, and my articles may have an adversarial edge. I’m looking for dirt, I won’t deny that, but my facts are facts and all double- or triple-checked. That’s why I follow the Dementedist bigwigs. Because that cult is dirty at the top. They’re hiding something.” 


	“Like their founder, for instance?” 


	“I get a feeling it’s bigger than that. But getting back to Blascoe: On two occasions I followed Jensen and one of his TPs to a supermarket where they packed Jensen’s car full of groceries. Then he dropped off the TP and headed for the hills—literally. I followed him up 684 and lost him the first time. But then, back in September, I managed to tail him all the way into


	Putnam County. Way up in the hills there I saw him unload the groceries at a house in the woods, then leave.” 


	“Maybe it’s a relative.” 


	“An old white man with long hair and a scraggly beard came out on the front porch and shook his fist at Jensen as he was leaving. Not exactly the way I’d picture his daddy.” 


	“Blascoe?” 


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. In any pictures I’ve ever seen of Cooper Blascoe he’s been a hale and hearty fellow with this blond mane. This guy was skinny and kind of stooped. I’ve heard Blascoe had some kind of germ phobia, but this guy looked like he hadn’t seen soap and water since the Beame administration.” 


	“And yet…?” 


	“And yet, something about his hairline, something about his profile…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. Somewhere in my brain a circuit closed and lit up a neon sign that kept flashing Cooper Blascoe… Cooper Blascoe… and wouldn’t stop.” 


	Jack knew the feeling. His own subconscious had recognized immediately the pattern on Brady’s globe, but it had taken his conscious mind a while to catch up.


	“How close did you get?” 


	“Not close enough to be sure.” 


	“You didn’t move in for a better look?” 


	“No. I wanted to but… Want the truth? I was scared. I’m brave behind my keyboard—I’ll take on anyone, anytime—but out in the real world… out there, I’m chickenshit.” She waggled the stump of her pinkie at him. “Low threshold for pain. Maybe a low threshold for death too—like if I get too scared I’ll die.” 


	“What were you frightened of?” 


	She placed a mocking finger against her temple. “Oh, let’s see now. How about being a woman alone at night in deep woods where I was pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to be? How about I was hot and all scratched up from following Jensen’s car on foot and the bugs were eating me alive? Knowing how Dementedists are about security, and this being their chief of security I’d followed, how about wondering whether or not I might be walking into a trap? Like maybe an electrified fence situation or bear traps or Dobermans? How about worrying about Jensen spotting my car in the bushes where I’d ditched it? Can you blame me if all I wanted was out of there?” 


	Jack shook his head. “Not a bit. Can you find it again?” 


	She smiled as she nodded. “I might have been scared, but not scared stupid. I made careful notes on a map as I drove back to the freeway.” 


	“And you haven’t been up there since?” 


	“Been meaning to. Been thinking about sneaking up there in the daytime with a telephoto lens and hanging out till I got a chance to snap a few shots. Even drove by the side road a couple of times but…” 


	“But never left your car.” Jack wasn’t asking. He knew the answer.


	Jamie looked embarrassed as she shook her head. ” ‘Lacked da noive,’ as the Cowardly Lion might say.” 


	“How about if I take you up there?” 


	From the look on her face he guessed she’d been hoping for just such an offer.


	“Great idea. What about tomorrow?” Her words picked up velocity as she went on. “I’ll borrow a camera from one of the staff photogs. We should leave in the morning so we can maximize our light hours.” 


	Jack ran his fingers lightly over the pocks in Anya’s skin as he thought about Jamie’s proposal. Tomorrow looked like a good day for a road trip. But first he needed to drop in on Maria Roselli. Ostensibly to tell her about Johnny, but mostly to give her a grilling. He had a feeling she knew a lot more about the pattern on this thing than she’d admitted.


	He refolded the skin. “Okay, let’s do it. I’ll drop you off a few blocks from your place and let you walk home.” 


	He’d probably never set foot in a Dormentalist temple again, but he didn’t want to be seen yet. Always keep your options open.


	He noticed Jamie’s worried expression.


	“Don’t worry. I’ll follow to make sure you get home safe.” 


	Jamie smiled and held up her hand for a high five. “Awright!” 


	Jack poked her palm with the tip of an index finger. When she gave him a questioning look, he simply shrugged. It always tended to be an awkward moment. Jack didn’t do high fives.


	She slid out of the booth. “You know what I might do? I think I might just tap on those watchdogs’ car window and ask them how their Hokanos are hangin’.” 


	“What kind of word is ‘Hokano’ anyway?” he said as he bagged the skin and slipped out to join her. “Made up or from some other language?” 


	“Probably just made up. The closest I could find was the Japanese hoka no—but they don’t put the accent on the middle syllable like the Dementedists do. Means ‘other.’” 


	Jack stood paralyzed as ice crystalized along every nerve in his body.


	“What… what did you say?” 


	“Other. Hoka no means other.” She stared at him, concern etching her features. “What’s wrong? Are you all right?” 


	Jack felt as if he’d taken a battering ram to the solar plexus. It was happening again. He was being sucked in again.


	He shook it off as best he could and turned to Jamie.


	“Can you find this place in the dark?” 


	“The cabin? Pretty sure. But—” 


	“Good. Because that’s where we’re going.” 


	“Now? But it’s—” 


	“Now.” 


	No way Jack could let this sit till tomorrow.


				*
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	Jensen was getting sick of waiting. “No word on those tags yet?” 


	“She’s faxing it through now.” 


	Fortunately one of the DMV Dormentalists had been on the night shift.


	A few moments later Jensen had the sheet in his hand. But what to make of it?


	The owner of the getaway car was one Vincent A. Donato, resident of Brooklyn. Somehow the guy pretending to be Jason Amurri didn’t look like a Vincent Donato. Something else bothered him.


	He looked up at Margiotta. “Donato… Donato… why does that sound familiar?” 


	“Rung one of my bells too, so I asked her to send over a photo.” The fax rang in the other room. “That’ll be it now.” 


	A moment later Margiotta returned, saying, “Oh-shit, oh-shit, oh-shit.” 


	Jensen didn’t like the sound of that. “What’s the matter?” 


	“You know why it sounded familiar? Vincent A. Donato is Vinny the Donut.” 


	Jensen levered forward in his seat and snatched the fax from Margiotta.


	“What? There’s got to be—” 


	But there on the sheet was a pudgy, jowly face known to pretty much everyone in New York—at least anyone who read the Post or the News. At various times over the past ten years Vinny the Donut had been indicted for loan sharking, for prostitution, or for money laundering. But before any charges could be brought to trial, witnesses seemed to develop memory lapses or give in to an urge to visit relatives in foreign countries. Not a single charge had stuck.


	“Can you believe it?” Margiotta said. “He’s driving Vinny the Donut’s car! Our phony is mobbed up!” 


	“Got to be a mistake. Lewis flubbed the tag number.” 


	“That’s what I thought, but look what the Donut drives—a black Crown Vic. And what kind of car whisked Grant off the street? A black Crown Vic. And I doubt very, very much that he stole Vinny’s car. You do not steal from Vinny the Donut.” 


	Jensen felt adrift on a rough sea. None of this made sense.


	“But what possible interest could the mob have in Dormentalism?” 


	“Maybe they want to horn in. Maybe they hired Grant to get inside info on us.” 


	Jensen shook his head. “No. It’s got to be something else.” 


	“Like what?” 


	I don’t know, he thought, but I’ll come up with something.


	Jensen knew he’d better have some sort of explanation when he laid this double bombshell on Brady tomorrow morning.


	Not only was the SO’s pet recruit not Jason Amurri, but he was connected to the mob. Brady was going to shit a brick.


				*
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	Jamie had to admit that her current situation had her a little scared. Here she was in the dark, heading toward the wilds of upstate New York with a strange man she’d met only days ago.


	At least he wasn’t driving fast or lane hopping. She hated that. She had a feeling he wanted the pedal to the metal but he’d set the cruise control to sixty-five and was sticking to the right or middle lanes. Very sane, very sensible. Also a pretty sure way to avoid being stopped by a cop.


	It wasn’t his driving. It was him… the way he’d changed when she’d told him what Hokano meant. He’d become another person. The regular fellow in the booth at the bar had become this grim, relentless automaton encased in a steel shell.


	“What if it’s not Blascoe?” she said.


	He didn’t turn his head. His eyes remained fixed on the road. “Then we’ve made a mistake and we’ve wasted some time.” 


	“What if he is Blascoe and doesn’t want to talk?” 


	“He won’t have a choice.” 


	His matter-of-fact tone chilled her.


	“You’re very scary right now. You know that, don’t you?” 


	She saw his stiff shoulders relax a little. Very little. But it was a start, a hint that a thaw might be possible.


	“Sorry. You’ve got nothing to worry about.” 


	“Yeah, I do. I started out the night with Dr. Jekyll, and now I feel like I’m driving with Mr. Hyde.” 


	“Did I suddenly sprout bushy eyebrows and bad teeth?” 


	“No. But you changed—your eyes, your expression, your demeanor. You’re a different person.” 


	She saw the tiniest hint of a smile in the backwash of light from a passing car.


	“So I guess we’re in the Spencer Tracy version.” 


	Jamie had no idea what he was talking about.


	“What did I say—what was it about the translation of Hokano that set you off? You were fine until then.” 


	He sighed. “You’ve already heard some strange stuff tonight. Ready for something even stranger?” 


	What could be stranger than that piece of human skin he was carrying around? Even if it was fake, even if it was some other kind of hide, the story he’d attached to it was bizarre as all hell. How could he top that?


	“Seeing as we still have some time to kill,” she told him, “fire away.” 


	If what she’d heard already was any indication, it would not be boring.


	“All right. It’s more than a matter of killing time. You might be getting involved—hell, you’re probably already involved—and you should know what you’re getting into.” 


	“How many more preambles are you going to lay on me? Can we get to the story, I mean before morning?” 


	He laughed—a short, harsh sound. “Okay.”*


	Then whatever lightness had crept into his voice in the past minute or so deserted it.


	“What if I told you that there’s been an unseen war going on between two vast, unimaginable, unknowable forces for eons, for almost as long as time itself?” 


	“You mean between Good and Evil?” 


	“More like Not So Bad and Truly Awful. And what if I told you that part of the spoils of this war is all this”—he waved his hand at the countryside sliding past—”our world, our reality?” 


	“I’d say you’ve been reading too much Lovecraft. What’s the name of that big god of his?” 


	“Cthulhu. But forget about any fiction you’ve read. This—” 


	“How can I? That’s what it sounds like. Earth is a jewel that all these cosmic gods with funny names slaver for.” 


	“No, we’re just one insignificant card in a huge cosmic deck. We’re no more important than any other card, but you need all the cards before you can declare yourself the winner.” 


	Was he kidding her? She couldn’t tell. He sounded pretty serious. But really…


	“No offense, but I’ve heard it all before and it’s ridiculous. And if you believe it, that’s scary.” 


	“Trust me, I don’t want to believe it. I’d rather not believe it. I was much happier knowing nothing about it. But I’ve seen too many things that can’t be explained any other way. These two forces, states of being, whatever, are real. They don’t have names, they don’t have shapes, they don’t have faces, and they don’t dwell in forgotten jungle temples or sunken cities. They’re just… there. Somewhere out there. Maybe everywhere. I don’t know.” 


	“And you came by this arcane knowledge… how?” 


	“I’ve been told. And somewhere along the way I became involved.” 


	“Involved how?” 


	“Too complicated, and it doesn’t bear directly on what we’re talking about.” 


	“All this informationus interruptus is starting to fray my nerves.” 


	“Let me just say that I’m a reluctant participant and leave it at that. I’m sure I’ve already stretched my credibility to its tensile limit.” 


	No argument there, Jamie thought.


	She was going to ask him what side he was “reluctantly” involved with, but dropped it. She couldn’t see him siding with “Truly Awful.” 


	“All right. We’ll leave it there. But what’s the connection to Blascoe and


	Dementedism and Hokano? That one little word was the jumping-off point for this story, remember?” 


	“I remember, and I’m getting to it. Just listen. These two forces I mentioned… whatever names we might call them are human invention, because we humans like to name and classify things. It’s the way our brains work. So through the millennia, the people who’ve had a peek at the doings of these forces, their intrusions into human affairs, have given them names. They call the Not-So-Bad force ‘the Ally,’ and the—” 


	“See?” Jamie said, exasperated. “That’s where all these situations fall apart. Why should this ‘vast, unimaginable, unknowable force’ want to take our side? It’s just plain—” 


	“It’s not on our side. I didn’t say it was. It’s indifferent to our well-being. We’re just a card in the game, remember? It keeps us safe simply because it doesn’t want to lose us to the other side.” 


	“To the ‘Truly Awful’ force.” 


	“Right. And through the ages the Truly Awful force has been designated ‘the Otherness.’” 


	
“Ah. Lightning strikes. That’s why you were so upset when I told you that Hokano means ‘other.’ But Jack, lots of words mean ‘other.’ It’s in every language on Earth.” 


	“I know that.” He sounded a bit testy. “But here’s what I’ve been told about the Otherness: When a world or a reality—a playing card, if you will—falls into its hands, the Otherness changes it to something more like itself. And that change will not be human friendly. If it happens here, it will be the end of everything.” 


	Jamie’s mouth felt dry. She’d just flashed on something… pieces had clicked together into an unsettling shape.


	“The Dementedist Holy Grail—the Great Fusion—it’s… it’s all about this world commingling with the Hokano world…” 


	“Yeah. The ‘other’ world.” He jerked a thumb toward the back seat. “The lady who used to wear that piece of skin knew all about the Ally and the Otherness. She told me she was involved in the war too, but was connected to a third player, one that wanted no part of either of them. The pattern on her back matches the pattern on Brady’s globe, and since the goal of Brady’s cult is the fusion of this world with the ‘other’… can you see why I got a little shaky back there in the bar?” 


	Jamie’s first mental impulse was to deny it all as a fever dream, a world-view even loonier than Dementedism; but a primitive part of her, a voice from the prehistoric regions of her hindbrain, seemed to know something her forebrain didn’t. It whispered that it was all true.


	Feeling as if she were drowning, Jamie grasped at straws.


	“But… but you can’t be buying into all their nonsense about split xel-tons and such. Please tell me you’re not.” 


	“No, of course not. But maybe there’s a grain of truth at the heart of their mythos. What if—now, I’m just making this up as I go—but what if Dormentalism was somehow inspired by the Otherness? For what specific reason, I don’t know, but I know it can’t be good. What if there’s a little bit of Otherness in all of us? Maybe that’s what the xelton concept represents, and the purpose of the Fusion Ladder is to identify those who carry more Otherness than most and band them into a group.” 


	“To do what?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Light all the bulbs on Brady’s globe? I don’t know. I’m counting on Cooper Blascoe to clear that up.” 


	“If he’s really Blascoe.” 


	“Yeah. If.” 


				*
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	Jamie had been praying that the man in the cabin was Blascoe, revving her interview motor for when she finally faced him. Now she wasn’t so sure she wanted to hear what he had to say.


	Jack slowed the car to a crawl along the rutted country road.


	“Where did you park when you went up to the house that first time?” 


	“Somewhere along here, I think. I’d know better if you had the headlights on.” 


	“Just playing it safe.” 


	Out of necessity he’d kept the parking lights on. If there’d been a moon out, or even stars, he could have turned off everything. But the sky had put up a low roof of clouds, leaving the woods around them as dark as Kurtz’s heart.


	“Why don’t we just turn and roll up the driveway?” She sounded impatient.


	“Like you said before, we don’t know what kind of security they’ve got here.” 


	“Right, and I’d rather be inside a car when we find out. And I do not feel like pushing my way through two or three hundred yards of woods again.” 


	“We’ll compromise. We’ll hide the car down here and walk up the driveway.” 


	“How about you walk up the driveway and signal me when it’s all clear.” 


	“I don’t mind going up there alone,” he told her. “But you can forget about the all-clear signal. I’ll talk to him myself and tell you what he said.” 


	“Like hell you will!” 


	Jack smiled in the dark. He’d been pretty sure that would get to her.


	He stashed the Crown Vic behind a stand of bushes. If it were earlier in the year, they’d be in full leaf. Now their bare branches didn’t give much cover. A casual passerby probably wouldn’t notice, but anyone on the lookout for a car couldn’t miss it.


	As they stepped out it began to rain. Nothing serious, little more than a light drizzle, but it made the chill night chillier.


	They walked up a long driveway that was little more than two dusty ruts—steadily turning to muddy ruts—divided by a grassy hump. Jack took the lead, with Jamie staying close behind.


	He was beginning to think that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. He could scope out the security setup—if there was one—better in daylight. Right now he felt as if he were flying blind. But he couldn’t turn back. He was here and if the guy in the house was Cooper Blascoe, Jack was going to learn the connection between the designs on Anya’s skin and Brady’s globe. Tonight.


	“So far, so good, right?” Jamie said.


	“We could be walking past infrared sensors, motion detectors, you name it, and we wouldn’t know.” 


	“Let’s go back.” 


	Jack kept moving. “On the plus side, we’re in the middle of nowhere. If we set off anything, it’ll take time to get here. We do a quick in and out.” 


	“But if it’s Blascoe, it’s going to take some time to get what we want out of him.” 


	“We’ll talk fast. Or take him with us.” 


	Lighted windows from a typical woodland A-frame shone between the trees, and still no sound of an alarm, no blaze of light from security spots.


	Jack and Jamie reached the front porch without incident. He made a quick perimeter check, looking in all the windows he passed, hunting for alarm tell-tales. He wasn’t concerned with motion and infrared detectors; lie was looking for surveillance cameras. He didn’t see any, but noticed odd-looking metal brackets on a couple of the walls.


	The TV was on and someone was splayed supine on the couch, watching. All Jack could see of him were his legs and shoeless feet resting on a coffee table.


	“What’s the situation?” Jamie whispered when he returned to the front porch.


	“We go in.” 


	“Shouldn’t we knock?” 


	“Don’t know about you, but my plan is to go inside whether he answers the door or not, so why waste time knocking.” 


	He pulled his Glock from the small of his back. He’d only seen one occupant, but you never knew…


	He pressed the pistol against his outer thigh as he grabbed the knob. If it was locked, he’d kick the door open or break through a window.


	Not necessary. The knob turned and the door swung inward.


	He peeked into the room, giving the walls a good once-over. Not a surveillance camera in sight. That didn’t mean there weren’t any, but it was the best he could do at the moment.


	He stepped inside, entering a high-ceilinged great room done up in standard Hollywood hunting lodge. Moose and deer heads stared down at him; antlers were framed here and there on the tongue-and-groove knotty pine walls; faux Indian throw rugs on the floor under rustic, rough-hewn furniture. Looked like a B-movie set. All it needed to complete the picture was John Agar entering stage right.


	Keeping the Glock down, he stepped up to the couch and peered at the man sprawled on it. He looked maybe seventy, long gray hair lying on his shoulders, sunken, unshaven cheeks, oversized plaid shirt and jeans, both stained. He gripped a bottle of Cuervo Gold in one hand and a knockwurst-sized joint in the other. His eyes were fixed on the TV screen.


	Jack said, “Cooper Blascoe, we’ve come for a visit.” 


	The man’s voice was thick, phlegmy, his words slurred. He spoke without turning his head.


	“Fuck you, Jensen. Hope you brought me some good shit this time. This batch is bogus.” 


	Jack walked past him toward the rear rooms.


	“Hey!” the guy yelled. “Who the—?” 


	Jack waved the Glock at him. “About time you noticed. Keep it down.” 


	“Why? Nobody here but me.” 


	“We’ll see.” 


	Turned out he was telling the truth. The two bedrooms and littered bathroom were empty.


	“All right, Mr. Blascoe,” Jack said as he returned to the great room. He kept the pistol in hand for effect. “We’ve got a few questions for you.” 


	The man give him a bleary look. “Who says I’m Blascoe?” 


	“You did when you answered to that name. And calling me ‘Jensen’ iced the cake.” 


	Blascoe rubbed a hand across his mouth to hide a grin.


	“Did I do that?” 


	“Yeah.” Jack waggled the pistol in Blascoe’s direction. “Let’s go for a walk.” 


	The Weariness gave way to a hard stare. Jack couldn’t be sure at this distance, but the whites of Blascoe’s eyes looked faintly yellow.


	“You gonna shoot me, do it here. I ain’t goin’ anywhere.” 


	“No shooting, just talk.” 


	“If we’re going to talk, we’ll talk right here.” 


	Jack leveled the pistol at Blascoe’s face, thinking, This is going to sound like bad-movie night, but here goes.


	“Don’t make me use this.” 


	“Jack!” Jamie cried.


	Blascoe pivoted and looked at her. “Hey! A babe! You brought me a babe!” 


	Damned if Jamie didn’t smile. And was that a blush?


	“Been a long, long time since anyone called me that. I—” 


	Jack cut her off. “This place could be lousy with AV pickups. Someone could be watching us right now. We need to quiz him somewhere else.” 


	“You worried about cameras?” Blascoe laughed and pointed to the wall brackets Jack had noticed before. “That’s where they used to be.” 


	“Where are they now?” 


	“Out in the yard. I rip them out and toss them off the porch. Jensen puts them back up, and I toss them out again. Don’t want nobody peepin’ on me.” 


	“See?” Jamie said. “It’s okay.” 


	Jack shook his head. “I’d still rather—” 


	Blascoe fixed him with a rheumy stare. “Don’t matter what you’d rather, no way I’m leaving here. I can’t.” 


	“Why can’t you?” 


	“Because I can’t, that’s all. I just can’t.” 


	We’re wasting time. Jack thought as he holstered the Glock. Wrestling him outside would waste even more. He unwrapped the flap of skin and held it up.


	“What do you know about this? *


	The old man squinted at it. “Not a damn thing. What is it?” 


	As Jack was trying to decide where to begin, Jamie stepped up to him and gripped his arm.


	“Let me.” She held up a small digital recorder. “I’m good at this.” 


	“But—” 


	“My show now.” 


	Jack reluctantly backed off. She made her living ferreting out information. He’d learned—sometimes the hard way—to respect experience.


	Jamie sat next to Blascoe on the couch and turned on her recorder.


	“I’d like to start from the beginning, Mr. Blascoe—” 


	“Call me Coop.” 


	“Okay, Coop. I’m a reporter for The Light and—” 


	“The Light? I love The Light!” 


	Why am I not surprised, Jack thought.


	But Jamie was all business. “Glad to hear it. Now, what I want from you is the truth, the unvarnished, warts-and-all truth about the Dormentalism situation: How you started it and how you came to your present… circumstances.” 


	“You mean why I’m not in suspended animation, and how I came to be a shell of my former self?” He leaned closer and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “Know what? If you hold me up to your ear you can hear the ocean roar.” 


	“I’m sure that would be very interesting, but—” 


	“This’ll take all night,” Jack said.


	She looked at him. “Just let me handle this, okay. If Coop knows what you want to know, it’ll come out. But this is a once-in-a-lifetime coup for me, and I’m going to squeeze all I can from it.” 


	“See that?” Blascoe said. “She don’t care about time. I like that.” He leered at her. “But what if I don’t feel like talking, beautiful?” 


	Jack cleared his throat. “Then I toss you in the trunk of my car—it’s very roomy, you’ll like it there—and haul your ass out of here.” 


	Blascoe waved his hands like someone trying to flag down an onrush-ing car.


	“No, no! Don’t! I’ll tell you.” 


	Wondering why the guy was so afraid of leaving, Jack gave him one of his best glares. “Better not be bullshitting us, Coop.” 


	The old man took a slug of Cuervo and held up his dead, half-smoked joint.


	“Anybody got a match?” 


	Jack took the joint from him. “Let’s not get you any more bent than you already are.” 


	“Hey, I’ve been eight miles high for most of my life.” 


	“Still…” Jack held up the J. “Let’s leave this as a reward for when you come through with some answers.” 


	Blascoe shrugged. “Oh, hell, why not. They can’t do anything to me worse than what’s goin’ on. And it might be fun to watch the shit hit the fan.” 


	“What is going on?” Jack said.


	“Cancer for one thing.” He managed a wry smile. “My fully fused xelton is supposed to be able to cure that, but he seems to be on an extended vacation.” 


	Jamie said, “Let’s go back to the sixties, Coop. That’s where it all began, right?” 


	He sighed. “The sixties… yeah, that’s when I invented Dormentalism… the best thing in my life that turned into the worst.” 


				*
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	This time Jensen made it all the way to the sidewalk before his pager chirped.


	“What now?” He was afraid to hear the answer.


	Hutch’s voice. “We’ve got some activity on that place we’re monitoring.” 


	Jensen stiffened. He wanted to ask which one of the telemetries was lighting up, but not on an open circuit.


	“Be right up.” 


	This could be good, he thought as he retraced his steps across the lobby, or this could be very bad. He’d feel a whole lot better if he knew where the Grant broad was.


	Up in the office, Margiotta had gone home, leaving Lewis and Hutchison to man the fort. Lewis pointed to a red blinking light on the monitor labeled PERIMETER.


	“In all the time I’ve been here, this is the first time I’ve seen that go off at night.” 


	This was looking more and more like bad news.


	“What’s the readout?” 


	Lewis squinted at the screen. “Two large heat signatures—possibly a couple of bears.” 


	Two bears? Jensen thought. On the same night that Amurri or whatever his name was had helped Grant leave her tails in the dust?


	“Could they be human?” 


	Lewis nodded. “I don’t know much about bears, but I think they tend to scrounge around alone. So, yeah. More than likely they’re human.” 


	Shit.


	Jensen gave Lewis a rough tap on the shoulder. “Up.” When Lewis complied Jensen said, “You two wait outside.” 


	He and Hutch exchanged puzzled looks but did as told. When Jensen had the room to himself he clicked his way to the AV monitors. There he entered his ID number and punched in a password. He toggled the pickups to LIVE. That turned them on and started them transmitting.


	A menu popped up, offering him a choice of half a dozen views. He clicked on the great room and waited for the picture to focus.


	Even though the transmission was encrypted, it hadn’t made sense to keep it going twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Besides, in the standby state the pickups were immune to most bug sweeps.


	He’d put up decoy cameras just so Blascoe could disable them. It let him think he was rebelling and gave him a false sense of privacy.


	A wide-angle view of the great room, through the glass eye of the moose head, swam into view. When he saw the three figures seated in a rough circle, he realized his worst-case scenario had become reality.


	He exited the program and kicked open the door to the next room.


	“Hutch! Lewis! Get your stuff. Road trip!” 


				*
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	Cooper Blascoe leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head and started talking. He had a Howard Hughes situation going with the hair and fingernails, and smelled like a wet collie, but Jamie ignored all that.


	“Well, seeing as you’re here, and you found me like this, I guess I won’t be blowing your minds by telling you that Dormentalism is all a sham, man. Just something I cooked up to get money, women, and drugs—not necessarily in that order.” 


	Jamie checked to make sure she was recording. She prayed her batteries lasted. If she’d known she was going to wind up here tonight, she’d have come prepared with spares.


	She turned her attention back to Blascoe. She still found it hard to believe that she was sitting with the supposedly self-suspended Father of Dormentalism. That was a coup itself, but to be recording the real story from the man who started it all…


	Did it get any better than this? She couldn’t imagine how.


	“I wanted a rock star life, but I was a paunchy, balding thirty-year-old who couldn’t play music for shit, so that was out. But it was the sixties, man, when all these nubile chicks were joining communes and that sort of shit, and I wanted in on some of that—not to be some worker drone on a commune farm or anything like that. Not me. I wanted my own.


	“But I needed a hook to bring them in. I racked my brains and dropped a ton of acid hoping something would come to me—you know, pop into my head like divine inspiration—but nothing. Nada. Zilch. I was ready to give it up and go join someone else’s gig when—I don’t know, late in the winter of ‘68, maybe February, maybe March… all I remember is it was cold in Frisco when I had this dream about some guy from someplace called Hokano talking about—” 


	“Wait,” Jack said. “It came to you in a dream?” 


	Blascoe shrugged. “I guess it was a dream. Sometimes, with all the drugs I was doing, the line got a little blurred, but I’m pretty sure this was a dream.” 


	“Do you speak Japanese?” 


	He smiled. “You mean beyond konichiwa and arigato? Nope. Languages never were my strong suit. They made me take Spanish my first year at Berkeley—also my last year, if you want to know—and I flunked it miserably.” 


	“All right then, this guy in your dream—what did he look like?” 


	“Like a dream guy—golden hair, golden glow, the whole deal. Like an angel maybe, but with no wings.” 


	Jamie could tell from Jack’s expression that this wasn’t what he wanted to hear. It almost seemed as if he’d been expecting a certain description and this wrasn’t it.


	“Anyway,” Blascoe said, “the dream guy was talking about my inner spirit, something he called my xelton, being split, with half of it sleeping within, half of it somewhere else.


	“When I woke up I knew that was it: the calling card for my commune… like it had been handed to me. I mean, it was all there, and perfect. Finding the Real You, the Inner You sleeping in your mind—any pitch with “mind” in it was a sure grabber in those days—and achieving some sort of mystical natural harmony. Dynamite stuff. But I needed a name. I definitely wanted ‘mental’ in it—you know, for mind?—and then got the brainstorm of putting it together with ‘dormant’—as in dormez vous, because the gals were gonna have to sleep with me to wake up their xelton.” 


	Jack shook his head. “The waking involved sleeping with you… and you got takers?” 


	“Better believe it. It was before your time, I’m sure, but we called it ‘sleeping together’ back in those days. Now it’s just ‘fucking.’ But anyway I put the two words together and came up with ‘Dormentalism.’ Pretty slick, huh?” 


	“Pretty clunky if you ask me,” Jack said.


	“Well, I didn’t ask you. But Brady thought the same thing when he came along.” 


	Jack made a face. “Swell. Just the man I want to emulate.” 


	“Let’s not get onto the Brady situation yet,” Jamie said. “You came up with the name and the concept… then what?” 


	“Like you say, I had the name and the idea, now I needed to find a place to put it to work. I found this guy in Marin County who’d let me use a corner of this big tract of land he owned. I rented it for a song, even talked him into letting me put off the first payment for ninety days. Oh, I was a silver-tongued devil then. Next came the pamphlet. I wrote up a few pages and called it Dormentalism: The Future Resides Within. Got it mimeoed, started handing out free copies in Haight-Ashbury, left them all over the Berkley campus. I even went to some established communes and passed them out there.


	“Before I knew it, the whole thing took off, I mean, beyond my wildest dreams. People duplicated my pamphlet and sent it all over the country—there were Xerox machines back then, but no e-mail or fax yet, so they had to use the Post Awful. But that worked. And then the folks on the receiving end duplicated it, and they sent it around, and on and on. In no time I had hundreds of followers. Then a thousand. Then two thousand. Then… I stopped counting. They gave me their money—sometimes everything they had—and they helped build their own housing.


	“And the sex… oh, man, helping those gals awaken their dormant xel-ton… so many of them.” He grinned again. “I was so dedicated that I often ‘helped’ two, sometimes three, at a time… just incredible… in-fucking-credible.” 


	“You had only female followers?” Jack said.


	“Nah. All kinds.” 


	“What about the men? Did you—?” 


	“Hell no! The ‘awakened’ women—the ones who’d had their ‘breakthrough’ with me—went out and ‘awoke’ the men. There was plenty to go around, believe me.” 


	Jamie wanted to lean back and kick her feet in the air. This was dynamite. No, this was nuclear.


	Jack looked at her. “Can we please get to Luther Brady?” 


	Before she could answer, Blascoe said, “Brady showed up somewhere in the seventies. He looked like a godsend at the time. I mean, I was spending money like there was no tomorrow. Fast as it came in, it went out. I’d been given pieces of land all over the country that I didn’t know what to do with. The IRS was starting to sniff around, asking questions I couldn’t answer—I wasn’t a businessman, so what did I know? Anyway, I was too wasted most of the time to even care about it, let alone do anything. And then up pops Brady with his fresh new accounting degree and all sorts of ideas.” 


	Jamie checked her recorder again—still going. She had a question and did not want to miss the answer.


	“So Luther Brady joined and took part in the ‘awakenings’ of various female members?” 


	“Not that I remember. I didn’t notice at the time but he was lots more interested in getting close to me than the women.” 


	Damn, Jamie thought. Not what she wanted to hear.


	“Brady said he wanted to be my assistant. When I said all my assistants were of the female persuasion, he told me he could supply services they couldn’t. Like getting me out of Dutch with the government.


	“Like I cared. After my usual rant about how the government was irrelevant—the big word in those days—and how awakening your xelton was the only thing that mattered, he went on to explain how the government did matter and how I’d lose everything and do federal time for tax evasion and all sorts of other crimes if I didn’t get my shit together. He said he was the man to straighten things out.


	“And damn if he doesn’t do just that. Sets up accounts, keeps records, writes letters to the IRS, files all the right forms, and in no time we’re ‘in compliance,’ as the feds like to say.” 


	Jamie watched Jack get up and walk to the front door. The rain was doing drum rolls on the roof. He opened the door and stared out at the storm for a few seconds, then closed it and returned to his chair. He reminded her of a cat when it sensed a coming storm.


	She turned to Blascoe. “So now he had your confidence. What did he do next?” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“I mean, he went from assistant to running the whole show. How?” 


	Blascoe showed anger for the first time since their arrival.


	“How? By being a weasel, that’s how! Course I didn’t see it at the time. He kept coming to me and saying we needed to spread the word about Dormentalism—yeah, he hated the name but we were stuck with it. When he promised greater fame and fortune, I said, ‘Cool. Do it, man.’


	“And do it he did. Hired someone to expand my original pamphlet into The Book of Hokano and really ran wild with it. I mean, he added a shitload of new stuff I’d never heard of. I might have stopped him if I’d known, or cared. But I didn’t. Not really. I was on extended leave from reality—Mr. Spaceman. But if I’d taken a gander at what he was doing, I’m pretty sure that even in my addled state I’d have squawked. It was scary.” 


	“Scary how?” Jack said.


	“All the rules, man. The rigid structure. The guy was rule crazy. I mean, he took this nice, easygoing, fun thing I’d begun and started messing it up. All these crazy acronyms and such. He codified everything into steps and procedures. It wasn’t anything like what was really going on. I mean, he left out the sex part completely. He made it all self-realization and self-improvement and maximizing potential instead of getting laid.


	“I didn’t know any of this at the time. And for a while it looked like it wouldn’t matter what was in The Book of Hokano because he couldn’t find a publisher anywhere in the world that wanted it. But that didn’t stop Brady. He made an end run by starting Hokano House and publishing it himself.” Blascoe frowned and shook his head. “Hard to believe people would fall for his line of bullshit, but they did. In droves.


	“With all the new converts, Brady was able to branch out. He started opening Dormentalist temples all around the country. Christ, temples! Back in Marin we were still doing the commune thing, you know, according to my vision, but everywhere else it was Brady-style regimentation. And on my land!” 


	“Wait,” Jack said. “Your land? Where’d you get land?” 


	“Given to me. Lots of my followers gave over their worldly possessions to the movement, and pieces of land made up a fair number of those possessions. Brady would sell the pieces we had and buy others, with no rhyme or reason. Like Monopoly for psychos, man. Guy’s land crazy. Soon he had temples in all the major cities—New York, Boston, Atlanta, Dallas, Frisco, L.A., Chicago, you name it—and they were thriving.


	“He made his Fusion Ladder thing into a money machine. Made it so you had to take ‘courses’ to climb from rung to rung. He designed texts for each rung and sold them for rapacious prices. You couldn’t afford the price, too bad: You had to have the text to complete the rung. A money grab, that’s what it was. One big money grab.


	“But he didn’t stop with textbooks. He commissioned a series of personal-true-story books about how Dormentalism had changed lives. The first time I got an idea of where my happy little cult was going was when he had me read the books onto tape. I started getting a bad feeling then, but when the books and the cassettes sold hundreds of thousands of copies, and I started seeing the checks rolling in, well…” He flashed Jamie a quick, guilty smile. “You know how it is.” 


	“I can only imagine,” she said. But maybe she wouldn’t have to imagine when she turned this series of articles into a book.


	“But Brady’s not through yet. The guy’s got endless ideas. He hired some hack novelists to write a series of thrillers under my name starring this Fully Fused detective hero who communes with his xelton to solve crimes.” 


	“The David Daine mysteries,” Jack said. “Someone lent me one recently.” 


	Blascoe looked at him. “How far’d you get?” 


	“Not very.” 


	“Yeah, they were awful, but that didn’t stop them from being bestsellers. That’s because Brady issued an edict to all the temples that every


	Dormentalist had to buy two copies: one for personal use and one to give away. And they all had to buy them the same week. The result: instant bestsellers.” 


	Jamie pumped her fist. “I knew it! Everybody figured that was the case, but no one could prove it.” 


	And here it was, straight from the horse’s mouth—or horse’s ass, depending on how you wanted to look at it.


	“Yeah, it all worked. Dormentalism kept getting bigger and bigger, spreading throughout the world, even to Third World countries—which may not have much money but they’ve got bodies and their governments practically have FOR SALE signs on their front lawns.


	“Then came the time I thought Brady was gonna lose it. When he heard back in ‘93 that the Scientologists had wrangled themselves tax-exempt status for their church, he went after the same thing. But no way. Got us officially declared a church, yeah, but couldn’t get tax-free status. Made him crazy that the Scientologists had something we didn’t, but no matter what he tried, the IRS said no way. Which means those Scientologists must have had something super bad on somebody really high up to rig their exemption. So Brady had to be satisfied with starting the Dormentalist Foundation, which ain’t as good a tax dodge as a tax-exempt religion, but it gets the job done.” 


	Blascoe dropped his hands into his lap and hung his head.


	“Then one day a few years ago I woke up and realized this thing called Dormentalism wasn’t at all what I’d had in mind, that its natural harmony had turned into something ugly, the exact opposite of what I’d intended.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Sort of like building a glass house and then hiring Iggy Pop to house sit.” 


	“Just about. Even worse. At least you can fire a house sitter, but me… I had this high-sounding title of Prime Dormentalist, but I was a figurehead. I had no say in where Dormentalism—my thing—was going. Hardly anyone else did either, except maybe Brady and his inner circle on the High Council.


	“Like I said, he’d looked like a godsend, but he turned out to be the worst thing that ever happened to Dormentalism. Or to me. I didn’t believe in God when I started out, but I do now. Oh, not the Judeo-Christian God, but Somebody watching over things, seeing that what goes around comes around in certain cases. Like mine. I’m full of cancer because I started a cancer known as Dormentalism.” 


	He made a strange sound. It took Jamie a few heartbeats to realize he was sobbing.


	“It’s not fair! I never wanted this corporate Grendel, this litigious, money-grubbing monster. I was just looking to get laid and have a good time.” He looked up. ‘That’s all! Is that so bad? Should I have to pay for it by being eaten alive by my own cells?” 


	Jack was up again, looking out the door. He turned to Jamie and made a rolling motion with his hands. She got the message: Let’s move this along-


	Jamie gave him a single nod. All right. He’d brought her up here, got her inside, and coerced Blascoe into talking. She was recording the interview of her career, so the least she could do was throw him a bone.


	“Of course not,” she told Blascoe. “No one deserves that. But tell me: Brady is said to keep this huge strange globe hidden away in his office. Do you know anything about that?” 


	Jack crossed back to his seat, giving Jamie a surreptitious thumbs-up along the way.


	Blascoe nodded. “Yeah. Enough to know he’s certifiable. You think you’ve heard some weird shit tonight? You ain’t heard nothing yet.” 


				*
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	“What’s with this rain?” Hutch said, banging a fist on the wheel. They’d been sitting on 684 for what seemed like hours.


	“Probably some asshole wrapped his car around an abutment up ahead,” Lewis muttered from the shotgun seat. “How much you wanna bet he was yakking on a cell phone when it happened?” 


	“Yeah, while drinking coffee and doing eighty in the rain.” 


	Jensen had the back seat of the Town Car to himself. He needed the space. Hutch and Lewis sat up front. Odds were they were right. Somewhere up ahead there’d be road flares and flashing red lights and glass and twisted metal all over the asphalt.


	Jensen didn’t care if people killed themselves on the road—probably cleaned up the gene pool a little—but even on a good day it pissed him off when they did it ahead of his car. The least they could do was wait till he’d passed.


	Lewis half-turned in his seat. “Long as we’re sitting here, boss, mind telling us what’s up?” 


	“What do you mean?” Jensen said, as if he hadn’t been expecting the question. The only surprise was that it had taken this long.


	“This place we’re going to—what are we looking at here?” 


	“I don’t get you.” 


	“I mean, we’re loaded for bear, right? Just want to know what to expect. Who’s in this cabin and why are we after him tonight?” 


	Besides Jensen, only Brady and a few High Council members knew the truth about Cooper Blascoe. The guy had become a real liability. Jensen had wanted him to have an accident, but Brady had vetoed that. Not that he wouldn’t have liked Blascoe silenced and out of the way, but he’d said that a sudden death might cause more problems than it solved. Especially with the High Council. Even the members closest to Brady held out hope that Blascoe’s erratic behavior was temporary and that he might be able to get back in touch with his xelton—obviously he’d lost contact—and turn himself around, heal his mind and his body.


	Thus the cabin. Isolate him. Let him sink or swim. Jensen had arranged it. He’d also arranged a way to keep Blascoe from bolting the cabin.


	The TP brigade, of course, knew nothing of this. They’d been told they were monitoring the home of a Wall Addict who was out to destroy the Church. Nothing more. Only Jensen and Brady had the codes to activate and access the AV feeds. TPs like Hutchison and Lewis merely kept an eye on the telemetry telltales, and called Jensen when something lit up.


	Like tonight.


	“We’re not so much after the WA himself as much as the people visiting him at the moment. One of them is Jamie Grant; the other is the guy who snatched her from under your noses.” 


	“We’re packing heat for them!” Hutch said.


	Jensen shook his head. Packing heat… Jesus.


	“We don’t know what we’re heading into. We have reason to believe the man has mob ties.” 


	Lewis jerked around. “The mob? What the fu—?” 


	“Exactly what Mr. Brady and I want to know. The weaponry is just a precaution. I do not want anyone shot—I have a lot of questions for the man—but I do not want anyone getting away with a recording of whatever they’re discussing up there. If—” 


	“Hey,’ Hutch said as the car eased forward. “Looks like we’re starting to move.” 


	Jensen peered ahead. The jam seemed to be breaking up. Good. They still had a ways to go.


	“Think it’s gonna matter?” Lewis said. “They’ve gotta be gone by now.” 


	Jensen shook his head. “No, they’re still up there. The WA we’ve been watching has a long story, and it’s going to take some time to tell.” 


	“But if they’re smart they’ll get him out of there and to a safe house where they won’t be interrupted.” 


	“Not if the WA refuses to leave.” 


	And he wouldn’t dare.


				*
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	“I’ve gotten kind of used to weird,” Jack told Blascoe, “so don’t hold back. Lay it on as thick as you need.” 


	He leaned forward and focused on the old man. A slew of questions were about to be answered—he hoped.


	“It’s pretty thick. I think I told you about Brady being land crazy. He’s always buying or trying to buy pieces of property here and there. He sells this one to buy that one. At first I thought it was just a random shuffle, something he liked to do. Then I caught on that he was after specific parcels. I figured, well, it’s as good a way as any to invest the Church’s extra cash. Land prices are always going up, right?” 


	“Those specific parcels are indicated on the globe, right?” Jack said.


	“I didn’t know that back then but, yeah, right. That’s why he’s turned Dormentalism into a money machine: so he can buy these pieces of land. Some are cheap, but some are in prime commercial districts. Others are in countries that don’t like foreigners owning their land, and so a lot of palms have to be greased. And still others… well, some folks just don’t want to sell.” 


	Jamie leaned forward. “What’s he do then?” 


	“He keeps upping his offers to the point where all but a very few diehards give in.” 


	“What about those diehards?” 


	“I don’t know about all of them, but I can tell you about one couple. Their name was Masterson and they owned a farm in Pennsylvania that Brady wanted. Well, it had been in their family for generations and they weren’t selling for any price. Brady said he’d settle for a certain piece of it but they wouldn’t even sell him that. So Brady asks for a face-to-face meet with them and offers an all-expense-paid trip to the city, luxury hotel, the works, just to sit down with him. They accept.” 


	Blascoe’s comment that the couple’s name was Masterson gave Jack an ominous feeling.


	Jamie raised her eyebrows. “And?” 


	“And someone pushes them in front of a subway.” 


	“Oh, jeez,” Jack said. “I remember reading about that last year.” 


	Jamie had gone pale. “I did a piece on it. They never caught the guy. Everyone assumed he was just another MDP.” She looked at Blascoe. “Do you have any proof that Brady was connected?” 


	“Nothing that would stand up in court, but I remember Jensen telling him the news and hearing Brady say something about giving a TP named Lewis a bonus.” 


	Jack had heard the Dormentalists were ruthless, but this, if it was true… it put a whole new spin on who he was dealing with.


	He looked at Jamie. “We should get out of here.” 


	“Hey,” Blascoe said, “I haven’t got to the weird part yet. Dig: Those white lights don’t get lit when he buys the land. He powers them up only after he’s buried one of his weird concrete pillars on the site.” 


	He had Jack’s attention. “What kind of weird?” 


	“Well, as I understand it—I’m not supposed to know this, you know; got most of it by listening while they thought I was out of it. Anyway, the concrete’s gotta be made with a certain kind of sand, and the column’s gotta be inscribed with all sorts of weird symbols. And then they’ve gotta put something else inside it before they can bury it.” 


	“Like what?” Jack said.


	“I never learned that.” 


	“What kind of symbols?” 


	“I saw a drawing of a column once. Same kind of symbols as on the wall behind his globe. They’re kind of like—” 


	“I’ve seen them.” 


	Blascoe’s eyes widened. “You have? How the hell—?” 


	“Not important. I need to know what Brady’s trying to accomplish with these columns.” 


	“You need to know?” 


	“Yeah. Need.” Jack wasn’t in the mood for chitchat. “So let’s hear it: What’s he up to?” 


	“I haven’t a clue. He’s burying the damn things all over the world and I don’t have the faintest idea why.” 


	“Didn’t you ask?” 


	“Course I asked. Started asking a couple years ago, but Brady always dodged an answer. He was keeping stuff from me. Me! The fucking founder! When I got in his face about it, Brady tried to distract me with women and booze and drugs. But that wasn’t gonna work. Hey, I’m older now. I’ve experienced just about everything I ever wanted to. Maybe more.


	“But the globe was just the fuse that lit me up. Dormentalism was my baby but it had changed to the point where I no longer recognized it. No, forget recognizing it—I was embarrassed by it. Do you know that to reach the upper levels you not only have to spend a fortune, but you’ve got to swear off sex! Yeah, you heard me, to reach the High Council you have to become some sort of fucking eunuch—nice turn of phrase, don’t you think?—which turns off all but the most fanatically devoted.” 


	Jamie flashed her yellowed grin. “I love this!” 


	Blascoe poked a finger into the air. “Yeah, Brady’s supposed to be abstinent too, but I found out he’s got a place—not too far from here, as a matter of fact—that nobody knows about. And that means not even his innermost circle on the High Council. That’s because they aren’t looking. I was. It’s a place where I’m pretty sure he does stuff he doesn’t want anyone to know about.” 


	Jack didn’t give a damn about Brady’s personal life. He could be dressing sheep in black garter belts and getting jiggy with them for all he cared. It was more tasty grist for Jamie’s mill but provided no answers for Jack.


	“Let’s get back to the columns,” he said. “Brady gave you no clue as to what’s up with them?” 


	“He did say that the globe wasn’t so much a map as a blueprint. It shows where the columns must go.” 


	“So every bulb shows where he has buried or intends to bury a column.” 


	“All except the reds. No columns go where the red bulbs are.” 


	“Why not?” 


	He shrugged. “Before I could find out, he and Jensen dumped me here.” 


	Jack unfolded the skin flap again. He studied the pattern of red and white scars and the lines connecting them, trying to superimpose the continental outlines. But he had no reference points. He needed another look at that globe. He wanted to know what the red dots meant. He had a feeling they were key.


	Jamie was speaking in her reporter voice. “You say Brady and Jensen ‘dumped’ you here. I don’t understand. Are you a prisoner?” 


	Blascoe nodded. “Better believe it.” 


	“Why?” 


	“Because I’m stupid. Because I’m sick. And because I thought I was too important to mess with. Wrong again. I wanted to get Dormentalism back to the simple, hedonistic, mellow, hippie thing it started out to be, but I could see neither Brady nor the High Council was going to go for that willingly, so I figured I’d give ‘em a kick in the ass to get them moving. I threatened to go public with my cancer and everything I knew about their money-grubbing racket. Said I’d call a press conference to announce I’d had lung cancer but I’d been cured by radiation and chemotherapy instead of my xelton, and how my xelton couldn’t cure me because there’s no such thing as a xelton—I made it all up.


	“So they locked me away and made up that bullshit about me putting myself in suspended animation.” 


	“You said you were cured?” 


	He gave her a death’s head grin. “Sure as hell don’t look cured, do I. That’s because the cure wasn’t. The tumor’s back. Now they especially don’t want me to be seen. Don’t want me wasting away in public.” 


	“Isn’t there anything you can do?” Jamie said. “Chemotherapy or—?” 


	“Too late. I figure from the color of my pee that it’s in my liver—had hepatitis once so I know how that goes—and dying is better than living through more rounds of chemo with no guarantee of success. I’m just gonna let nature take its course. That’s me: the original Mr. Natural.” 


	Jamie said, “Why do you stay here? I don’t see any bars on the windows, no locks on the door. Why don’t you just walk out?” 


	Blascoe raised his head and Jack saw a strange look in his eyes.


	“I would…” He lifted his shirt and pointed to a silver-dollar-sized lump on the right side of his abdomen, southwest of his navel. “Except for this.” 


	Jamie craned her neck forward. “What is it?” 


	“A bomb. A miniature bomb.” 


				*
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	Jensen leaned forward and tapped Hutch on the shoulder. “Ease back on the speed.” 


	“Just trying to make up for lost time.” 


	“You won’t be making up anything if you hydroplane us into a ditch.” 


	They were heading west—swimming west was more like it—on 84. The normal speed limit was sixty-five but only an idiot would try that in this downpour.


	“Who is this WA anyway?” Lewis said.


	“You don’t need to know his name, just that he’s dangerous. He knows too much dirt—damaging dirt.” 


	“Pardon my saying,” Lewis said, “but how bad can it be? What can he know that deserves this kind of surveillance?” 


	The question was out of line, but he wanted these guys in skin-saving mode—not just the Church’s skin but their own as well.


	“Oh, let’s see,” Jensen drawled. “What about the time you told that Bible thumper, Senator Washburn, that unless he directed the Finance Committee’s interest away from the Church, paternity test results on tissue from his closest aide’s recent abortion would be made public? Dirty enough for you? Or what about the time Hutch threatened the daughter of that DD who was going to take the Church to court? And here’s the icing on the cake, Lewis: He knows about that couple you shoved onto the tracks. What was their name again?” 


	“The Mastersons.” Lewis’s swallow was audible all the way to the back seat. “Shit.” 


	Jensen was exaggerating. Blascoe suspected a few things, and could make it mighty uncomfortable for the Church if he started speculating in public, but that wasn’t the real reason he’d been isolated.


	“And those are just the tip of the iceberg.” 


	The only sound in the car was the patter of the rain and the swish of the wipers.


	Good, Jensen thought. That shut them up. He glanced at the glowing dial of his watch. It was a sixty-six-mile trip from the city to the cabin. In off-peak traffic it could be done in a little over an hour. They were well past the hour mark. But even with the rain and the reduced speed, it wouldn’t be long now.


				*
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	“Get out,” Jamie said as she stared at the lump under the pale, flabby skin. She saw a pink line of scar tissue next to it. He had to be running a number on them. “A bomb?” 


	Blascoe nodded. “Yep. If I go more than a thousand feet from the house—they’ve got the line marked with wire—this will explode.” 


	“What’s the point?” Jack said.


	“Well, as Jensen put it, this raises a minimum-security facility to maximum.” 


	Jamie frowned, still staring at the lump. She couldn’t take her eyes off it. “How did they—?” 


	“Get it in there?” He shrugged. “Jensen kept me under lock and key for a while after I threatened to go public. Then one day he drugs me up and hauls me off somewhere. I don’t know where exactly because I conked out before we got there. I woke up here, in one of the bedrooms. I was hurting and when I looked down I saw a bunch of stitches and this lump.


	“Brady and Jensen were here. They told me this place was gonna be my home till I came to my senses. They told me about the bomb and—” 


	Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “And you believed them? For all you know that’s just a couple-three big steel washers glued together.” 


	“It’s not.” Blascoe’s eyes were suddenly bright with tears. “They proved that to me the first day.” 


	“How?” 


	“My dog.” 


	Jamie gasped as her heart twisted in her chest. “Oh, no. I don’t think I want to hear this.” 


	“He was a mutt I’d had since he was a pup,” Blascoe was saying. “I called him Bart because he was always getting into trouble like Bart Simpson. Anyway, Jensen taped one of these bombs to Bart’s collar. I was still groggy from the anesthesia so I wasn’t really following. I watched as Jensen teased Bart with this ball, then threw it past the thousand-foot mark.” Blascoe’s face screwed up and he sobbed. A tear rolled down his cheek. “Blew poor Bart to pieces.” 


	Jamie felt her own eyes puddling up. “Bastards.” 


	She glanced over at Jack. He said nothing, simply stared at Blascoe with a stony expression.


	Blascoe sobbed again. “Lots of times I think about crossing that line myself just to end it all, but I haven’t got the guts.” 


	Finally Jack spoke. “This means they’ve got perimeter sensors, and that means they probably know we’re here. You can take it to the bank that someone—a number of someones—are on their way here.” He looked at Jamie. “We’ve got to go.” 


	She pointed to Blascoe. “But we can’t leave him!” 


	“Why not? This is where he lives now.” He tossed Blascoe’s joint into his lap. “We’ll leave him as we found him.” 


	“But they’ll kill him!” 


	“If they wanted to kill him, they wouldn’t have bothered with this elaborate setup.” 


	“But don’t you see? Now that I’ve got his story, they have to kill him. Once I publish it, these woods will be crawling with people looking for him. They can’t risk his being found.” 


	Jack was staring at Blascoe. “They still won’t kill you, will they?” 


	Blascoe shrugged. “Can’t say. To tell the truth, I don’t much care. Haven’t got much time left anyway, and going quick sounds a lot better than getting eaten from the inside out. I think Brady would’ve had Jensen off me at the git-go when I started making trouble. But too many of his lackeys on the High Council knew I was alive and not so well, and after all, I am the Father of Dormentalism and that would be… unthinkable. They really believe in this shit. So he convinced them to exile me, like Napoleon. Probably rationalized it to them by labeling me with one of their stinking acronyms and isolating me for the good of the Church. I don’t think his High Council cronies know about the bomb—that was Jensen’s idea.” 


	“So what you’re telling me is there’s a good chance they’ll send you to the Hokano world for real.” 


	Another shrug. “Yeah. I guess so. But you folks’d better go while you’ve got the chance, or sure as shit you’ll both turn up missing.” 


	Jack looked around. “Jensen’s demo with your dog proves there’s a trigger transmitter nearby. If we can—” 


	“Find it? Don’t waste your time. I’ve been searching for it since day one and never found it. And I was looking in daylight, not in the dark in a rainstorm.” 


	“Ever think about getting a knife and cutting it out?” Jack said. “It’s just under the skin.” 


	Jamie’s stomach turned at the thought. The idea of cutting into your own flesh—she shuddered. Didn’t want to go there.


	“Can’t say as I have. ‘Specially since Jensen warned me about just such a thing. Told me if the bomb’s surface temperature drops five degrees—blam!


	Jack was silent for a few seconds, then, “What if we cut it out and dunk it into a bowl of hot water?” 


	“Whoa,” Jamie said. “What if it drops five degrees while we’re doing it? Then all three of us will go.” 


	Without taking his eyes off Blascoe, Jack reached into a pocket and pulled out a folded knife. He snapped it open with a flick of his wrist, revealing a wicked-looking four-inch stainless steel serrated blade.


	“I’m game if you are.” 


	Blascoe stared at the blade. He swallowed, but said nothing.


	“Don’t you want to kick their asses?” Jack said. “With Jamie’s story and you to back it up on the talk show circuit, you can nail these bozos right where they live. Slice and dice them and stir-fry them for dinner.” 


	“Is it gonna hurt?” Blascoe said.


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. But this baby’s sharp and I’ll be quick like a bunny.” 


	The old man licked his lips and took a long pull on the Cuervo. “Okay. Let’s do it.” 


	Jamie tasted bile at the back of her throat. “I’m not good with blood.” 


	Jack waggled the knife in her direction. “Don’t wimp out on me now.” 


				*
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	Jack stuck the blade of his Spyderco Endura into the water he’d nuked to boiling in the microwave. From the front room he heard Jamie muttering as she sloshed tequila onto the skin over the lump in Blascoe’s flank.


	When the water stopped bubbling he poured it into a small aluminum pot.


	“Not exactly sterile conditions,” he said as he carried the hot water into the other room. “But we’ll go straight from here to a doctor I know who’ll load you up with antibiotics.” 


	Blascoe lay stretched out on the couch, his shirt pulled up to nipple level.


	“Let’s just get on with it,” he said.


	Jamie looked up. “What about stitches?” 


	Jack already had that figured. “We just tie a sheet around him. That’ll hold the edges together. The doc will place the sutures.” 


	Jamie looked pale and sweaty. Her hand shook as she swabbed on the tequila.


	“I don’t like this, Jack.” 


	Not too crazy about it myself, he thought.


	He’d stabbed and he’d been stabbed, but he’d never got down and made a surgical incision. He couldn’t show any hesitancy or Jamie might fall apart. And if she did that it would only drag out this whole scene, and Jack wanted out of here yesterday. Every extra minute increased the chances of running into Dormentalist goons.


	And he wished he had gloves. He didn’t feature the idea of getting some wild-ass dude’s blood all over his hands.


	He looked at Blascoe. “You don’t by any chance have AIDS, do you?” 


	“I can honestly answer that with a no. They did a shitload of tests when they worked me up for my tumor and, seeing as how I’d done a few drugs in my time, that was one of the first things they looked for. But I’ve never mainlined so I came out negative.” 


	“All right then. It’s time.” 


	He tossed one of the throw pillows to Blascoe. “Bite on that.” He handed the pot of water to Jamie. “Remember, if the surface of the bomb drops five degrees, we’ve had it. So keep that water right up next to me.” 


	She gripped the handle and nodded. She did not look well at all.


	“You sure you can handle this?” 


	She shook her head. “No, but I’m going to try. So hurry.” 


	Right. No sense in drawing it out like it was some scene from ER.


	He went down on one knee next to the couch, stretched Blascoe’s skin over the lump, took a breath, and made the cut—a quick slice, two inches long and half an inch deep. Blascoe was kicking and making muffled screeching noises into the pillow, but all in all doing a pretty decent job of holding still. Next to him, Jamie groaned.


	“Everybody hang in,” he said. “We’re almost there.” 


	Jack hadn’t been crazy about making the incision, but he didn’t mind the blood. He’d seen plenty—others’ and his own. Slipping his fingers under a man’s skin, though, was a whole other country.


	Clenching his teeth he forced his hand forward, pushed his index and middle fingers through the bloody slit while his other hand pushed on the disk from the outside. He felt it press against his fingertips, then he trapped it and began to wriggle it free. It didn’t move easily. Had scar tissue formed around it? He pushed and pulled harder. Blascoe began to buck but Jack rode with him.


	“A few seconds,” he gritted. “Just a few more seconds.” 


	He felt the thing move and glanced to his immediate right where Jamie held the pot of hot water.


	“Get ready, Jamie. Here it comes.” 


	And then he had it. He guided the red, dripping disk through the incision. Not a second to waste now.


	“Okay. Here she comes. Where’s that—?” 


	“Oh, God!” 


	He heard a gagging sound, felt hot water splash across his thigh, and looked over to see Jamie with her head turned away, quaking as she retched, the pot handle twisting in her hand, the hot water pouring over Jack and the couch.


	“Shit!” 


	He grabbed for the pot with his free hand, caught it before it emptied, but felt the slippery disk shoot from between his fingers. It slithered across Blascoe’s bloody skin, fell to the floor, and rolled away on its edge.


	“Oh, Christ!” 


	Jack lunged for it, grabbed it, and for a second, didn’t know what to do: Toss it across the room or drop it in what was left of the hot water? The disk slipped in his fingers… might not get a good throw… he shoved it into the hot water, then swung the pot around and put it down around the far corner of the couch, hoping the upholstery would absorb most of the shrapnel from the pot. He rolled back toward Jamie and shoved her away.


	But no explosion. He waited a few more heartbeats, but all he heard were Jamie’s gasps and Blascoe’s groans.


	“Sorry,” Jamie said as she lifted her head and wiped her chin. “I just—” 


	“Forget it.” Jack jumped to his feet. “Let’s haul him down to the car and get the hell out of here.” 


	“Jesus,” Blascoe said. He was bathed in sweat and had his hands cupped around the bloody incision but not touching it. “Like ouch, man. That fucking hurt!” 


	“How’s it feel now?” 


	A weak smile. “Compared to when you were digging into me? Not bad.” 


	“Good. Now move your hands.” 


	Jack had arranged a rolled-up bedsheet under the small of Blascoe’s back before operating on him. Once the hands were out of the way he looped it out and cinched it around him.


	Blascoe grunted. “Have to be so tight?” 


	“Got to keep those edges together.” It was the best he could do till he got the old guy to Doc Hargus. He pulled him to his feet. “Let’s go.” 


	Blascoe swayed. “Whoa. Dizzy.” 


	Jack didn’t have to say anything. Jamie jumped in and grabbed Blascoe’s other arm, steadying him. She looked better but still shaken.


	“Okay,” Jack said. “Straight down the driveway.” 


	Jamie held back. “Why don’t we bring the car up here? Be faster.” 


	“But the driveway dead ends up here. Somebody noses into the lower end and we’re busted. Come on. Let’s move. We’ve wasted too much time already.” 


	He tugged Blascoe toward the door and Jamie came along. Off the front porch, into the downpour, then down the driveway. Within seconds their clothes were soaked through to the skin. Jack found the chill refreshing.


	The twin ruts of the driveway had become mini creeks. Jack sloshed down the one on the right, Jamie had the left, both supporting the rubber-legged Blascoe on the grassy median.


	“This is farther than I’ve ever come,” the old man said. “If we had light you’d see yellow ribbons tied around some of these trees. Those were the warning signs that I was nearing the thousand-foot line. Yellow ribbons! That son of a bitch Jensen thinks he’s such a comedian. He—” 


	Jack heard a muffled explosion, felt an impact against his flank that knocked him into the brush bordering the driveway. He lay stunned for a few seconds, his ears ringing. His right hand was gripping something. He squinted at it in the dark for a few uncomprehending heartbeats, then cried out and tossed it away.


	An arm. With no body attached.


	But how—?


	And then he knew: The bastards had stuck two bombs in Blascoe—just in case he ever found the nerve to remove the obvious one.


	Jack slumped forward and pounded his fists into the mud. He’d messed up—no, he’d fucked up. The possibility had occurred to him, but Blascoe had said there’d been only one incision, and Jack hadn’t felt anything unusual under the bomb he’d removed. Of course, Blascoe had been kicking and writhing at the time. Or they could have buried it way deep.


	“I’m sorry, Coop,” he whispered. “Christ, I’m so sorry.” 


	And then, somewhere on the far side of the driveway, he heard a woman screaming.


	Jack struggled to his feet, checked to make sure he still had the Glock, then lurched toward the sound, wiping bits of flesh from his shirt and jeans as he moved. He found Jamie kneeling in the mud and rubbing her hands up and down her arms as if she were in a shower.


	He grabbed her arm. “Jamie! Jamie!” 


	She swung a fist at him. “Get away!” she wailed. “Get away!” 


	“Jamie, it’s me, Jack. We’ve got to go!” 


	Her voice lowered to gasping sobs. “He blew up! He… just… blew up!” 


	“I know. And we could end up just as dead if we don’t get out of here now.” 


	He pulled her to her feet and into a staggering walk down the driveway.


	“But…” She looked over her shoulder. “Shouldn’t we do something with him?” 


	“What do you have in mind?” He propelled her along, not allowing her to slow down. “Dig a grave? Call a minister and have a funeral service?” 


	“You bastard!” she hissed. “You cold-hearted—!” 


	“I’ll take that any day over stupid fuck-up, which is what I really am.” 


	That stopped her. Her tone was softer when she spoke. “Hey, I—” 


	Jack shook her. “Quiet.” 


	He pointed down to the pair of glowing lights to the right of the driveway entrance. He shoved Jamie into the brush to the right and followed her in.


	“They’re here.” 


				*
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	“Hey,” Lewis said. “There’s a car.” 


	Hutch stopped the Lincoln. “Not just a car—the car.” 


	Jensen leaned close to the side window and peered through the downpour at the black Crown Vic. He took a deep breath and smiled as he let it out, fogging the window. With one delay after another along the way, his hopes of catching Grant and her mystery friend here had diminished almost to zilch. But what do you know—here they were.


	“Lewis, go check and see if it’s locked. If not, get inside. If yes, hide in the trees and keep watch.” 


	Lewis stepped out and trotted over to the Vic. He tried the door, turned and dashed back to Jensen’s window.


	“Locked,” he said as the window opened a few inches. “But if I get the slim jim—” 


	“Forget it. You’ll set off the alarm. If we don’t catch them up at the house, I want them hauling ass back down here thinking they can jump in their car and drive away. But you’re not going to let that happen, are you, Lewis.” 


	“I could just flatten the tires.” 


	“Really?” Sometimes these guys were so stupid. “And then how do we get it out of here? Or do you think we should just leave it for some hick sheriff to find and wonder who owns it and start poking around that cabin up there? You think that’s a good idea?” 


	He sighed. “I guess not. But why’s it always me gets—” 


	“Shut up and listen. They show up here, you do what you have to do. I don’t care about Grant. You get a chance, off her. But no killshot on the guy unless he’s holding.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“I’ve got some questions and he’s got the answers.” 


	Like who he is and how he found out about this place.


	“But—” 


	“Get out of my face and hide. Now.” 


	He raised the window and slapped Hutch on the shoulder.


	“Up that driveway on the left there.” 


	“You want me to turn the lights off?” 


	Jensen thought about that a second. A darkened approach would be good, but Hutch didn’t know where the driveway curved and might land them up against a tree.


	“Keep ‘em on. Just take it as fast as you can.” 


	The less time Grant and company had to react, the better.


	Hutch made the turn and hit the gas. The Lincoln fishtailed left and right.


	“Damn rear-wheel-drive shit!” he said, but kept going. “How long is this?” 


	“About six-hundred yards. Don’t slow down. Keep pushing her.” 


	At about the halfway point, Hutch shouted, “Shit!” and slammed on the brakes.


	The car swerved to the left, slamming Jensen against the door.


	“What the—!” 


	And then he saw it.


	“What the fuck is that?” Hutch shouted. “It looks like somebody’s head!” 


	Which was exactly what it was—plus the neck, upper chest, and right arm, all connected. Wide, glazed eyes in a bearded face stared accusingly at the car from the side of the road. The pelvis and legs jutted from the brush on the opposite side. Shredded innards decorated the driveway ruts and median.


	“What happened here?” Hutch’s quavering voice had jumped an octave.


	“I don’t know. Just keep going, damn it! We’ve got a problem!” 


	Actually, a problem had just gone away. But Jensen couldn’t let Hutchison know that.


	No more worries about Blascoe shooting his mouth off.


	But how had it happened? Had Blascoe decided to end it all? Had he been running from Grant for some reason? Or had he gambled that the lump under his skin wasn’t really a bomb?


	And where were Grant and the former Jason Amurri?


	The cabin hove into view. He’d have the answers pretty soon.


	Jensen pulled out his long-barreled .44 Magnum. Hutch and Lewis carried Colt Double Eagle .45s. None of this 9mm shit. He didn’t shoot often, but when he did he wanted results. He wanted whoever he put down to stay down.


	The car stopped and he heard Hutch work his slide to chamber a round.


	“Safety off, be ready to fire at will,” Jensen told him. Probably unnecessary, but it never hurt. “Same thing goes for you as for Lewis: Save the guy for me. Go!” 


	They leaped from the car and dashed up to the porch. The front door lay wide open. Jensen took the doorway while Hutch, pistol held high, ducked from window to window.


	“Nothing moving in there,” he said as he returned.


	Probably headed down through the brush back toward their car, but he had to make sure they weren’t hiding inside.


	“Okay. I go in and head left, you take the right. Quick search, make sure the place is empty, then we go back to their car.” 


	Hutch nodded and they made their entrance in a low crouch, pistols extended in the two-handed grip. They flanked the couch, checked the kitchen, then the two rear bedrooms.


	Hutch stood in the center of the great room, his pistol lowered. “Nobody’s home.” He pointed to the couch. “But catch that. Looks like blood.” 


	Yeah. It did. And what was that aluminum pot next to the couch. Had Blascoe, or maybe Grant and her friend, done a little surgery? Uh-huh. There was the bomb submerged in the water in the bottom of the pot. Clever. Some hot water to maintain the temperature, a sharp knife, and—


	Jensen felt a draft on his face. He looked up at the open door. How long had that pot been sitting in the breeze? Long enough to…?


	He backed away. “Hutch, I think we’d better get—” 


	The pot exploded. Something sharp dug into his face above his right eye as the blast knocked him back.


				*
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	Jamie huddled and shivered against Jack as they crouched in the brush. The car sat ten feet away. Keys in one hand, Glock in the other, Jack watched it through the downpour. The good part about the pounding rain was that it drowned out the sounds of their approach. The bad part was that he had no light, not even starlight, to scope out whoever was watching the car.


	And someone had to be watching it.


	He’d seen people do amazingly stupid things, but leaving a getaway vehicle unguarded… uh-uh. Jensen was calling the shots here—either on-site or over the phone—and Jensen was no dummy.


	Above and behind them, the thud! of an explosion.


	“What—?” Jamie started to say, but Jack clamped a hand over her mouth.


	He tried to shut out the sound of the rain, the feel of it pelting his face and hair, tried to funnel everything into his eyes as he studied the area around the car. Movement on the far side of the road caught his eye. Was that—? Yeah, a man had stepped out of the trees and was crossing toward the car. He stopped by the hood.


	His face was little more than a pale blur, but he seemed to be looking up the hill, waiting for whatever he’d heard to happen again.


	It wouldn’t. Jack had figured the bomb would go off sooner or later. He was glad it had happened now.


	He put his lips against Jamie’s ear and whispered, “Wait. Don’t move.” 


	Pulled out the car keys, then crouched and began to snake through the remaining brush toward the front of the car. The rain’s loud tattoo on the hood and roof covered his approach. Reached the front bumper and moved around it until he was only a few feet from the sentry. Raised his Glock and hit the unlock button on the car remote. As the locks clicked up and the interior lights came on he leaped to his feet and caught the guy whirling toward the passenger compartment, pistol up and ready but pointed in the wrong direction.


	“Freeze right there!” Jack shouted. “Freeze or I’ll shoot you dead so help me!” 


	It sounded B-movie-ish, he knew, but what else do you say? However it sounded, it worked. The guy turned into a statue.


	“Hold it just like that,” Jack said as he came up behind him.


	He pressed the muzzle of the Glock against the back of his neck, then pulled the pistol from his hand. It had the weight of a .45.


	“Heavy artillery,” he said as he stuck it in his waistband. “Who were you expecting?” 


	The guy had a pinched face and thin hair plastered against his scalp. He said nothing.


	“Be a good TP and put your hands way up.” Jack did a quick one-handed pat down but found no other weapon.


	“Now… lie facedown in the middle of the road.” 


	“Hey, come—” 


	Jack jammed the muzzle harder against his neck. “Look, Mr. Temple Paladin. You haven’t done anything to me so I’m giving you a chance. One way or another you’re gonna wind up facedown on the road. Now, you can be there breathing or you can be there not breathing. Makes no difference to me. Which’ll it be?” 


	Without speaking he did a slow turn, took two steps, and stretched out facedown on the wet asphalt, arms extended at right angles from his body.


	“Jamie!” he shouted. “Into the car!” 


	Out of the corner of his eye he saw a dim shape emerge from the brush and make a beeline for the passenger door.


	“Over here! You’re driving!” 


	“I d-don’t think I can.” 


	“You can and you will.” He held out the keys. “Here. Get it started.” 


	Jack never took his eyes off the man in the street. He’d been a little too agreeable. You don’t argue with a man with a gun, sure, but this guy was playing it a little too meek and mild for one of Brady’s enforcers. Might mean a lot of things, but to Jack it meant Mr. TP had a backup weapon, one he’d missed in his pat down. Probably in an ankle holster, just like Jack’s AMT .380, but he hadn’t wanted to risk squatting to check.


	He felt the keys tugged from his hand, heard the car door open and close, the engine start.


	He opened the rear door behind Jamie, found the window button and lowered it.


	“Don’t do anything stupid,” he warned the guy, privately hoping he would.


	Jack backed behind the door and moved his pistol into the open window space. He knelt on the back seat and slammed the door, keeping the TP covered all the time.


	“Go!” 


	As soon as the car began to move the TP rolled over and—sure enough—reached for his ankle. Jack fired off three quick shots, hitting him twice. He kept an eye on his thrashing form until the car rounded a bend and he was out of sight.


	“You shot him?” Jamie said.


	“He had a second gun. Probably going to try for our tires.” 


	“Did… did you kill him?” 


	“Hope not. Better for us if he’s alive.” 


				*
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	Ears ringing, Jensen regained his feet. He wiped his eyes and looked at his hand. It glistened with red.


	“Shit!” 


	A spot on the front of his scalp, just where his hairline would have been if he’d had any, stung when he touched it. He looked around and saw Hutch, on his feet and looking fine.


	“You okay?” 


	Hutch nodded. “I ducked behind the couch. But you…” 


	Jensen touched the spot again. “Yeah, I know. How bad is it?” 


	Hutch stepped closer and peered at the wound. “Not bad. Maybe an inch at most.” 


	Jensen moved into the kitchen area and grabbed a roll of paper towels. He ripped off a sheet and pressed it against his scalp.


	Cut by his own bomb. Shit, this was embarrassing. When he got his hands on this son of a bitch…


	Hutch said, “Hey, what’s the story with that guy in the driveway—or what’s left of him? Who—?” 


	Jensen stiffened. Through the ringing in his ears he thought he heard three pops from somewhere outside.


	He turned to Hutch. “Were those—?” 


	Hutch was already on his way to the door. “Damn right!” 


	Jensen followed him to the car where Hutch got back behind the wheel and Jensen squeezed into the front seat.


	The good news was that Lewis had found the pair; the bad news was he’d had to do some shooting. Jensen hoped the mystery guy was still breathing.


	They backed around and roared down the driveway. As they again passed the scattered remains of Cooper Blascoe, Jensen made a mental note to get back here ASAP with some garbage bags and clean up whatever parts of the old fart hadn’t already been carried away by the local wildlife.


	Hutch skidded the car to a stop as they hit the pavement. Someone was writhing in the middle of the road.


	“Hey, that looks like Lewis!” Hutch said. He pushed open the door and started to get out.


	Alarm flared through Jensen as he scanned the area and didn’t see the Crown Vic.


	“The car’s gone! Shit! They took off! Get back in here and go after them!” 


	“But Lewis—!” 


	“Damn asshole let them get the jump on him. He’s on his own!” 


	“Fuck that!” Hutch said. “He’s one of us. A few minutes ago you didn’t want to leave a car in the bushes, but now it’s okay to leave a bleeding guy? Where are you coming from? What’s a cop gonna do if—” 


	“All right, all right!” He was right. “Drag that sack of shit over here and put him in the back.” 


	Jensen sat and fumed. Lewis had been wounded and left here to slow them down. But they still had a chance to catch them if they drove like hell.


	A slim chance, but a chance.


				*
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	“We’ve got a problem.” 


	Luther Brady had already guessed that. A call from Jensen on his private line at this hour of the morning could mean only trouble. Serious trouble.


	“Go ahead.” 


	Luther listened with growing dismay as Jensen described the night’s events. His stomach was burning by the time the man had finished.


	“You’ve got to find them.” 


	“I’m full into that right now. But I have to ask you something: After all the face time you spent with this guy, why didn’t your xelton pick up that he was a phony?” 


	The question stunned Luther. The audacity! How dare he?


	And yet… it was a question he had to answer.


	“I don’t know,” Luther said as his mind raced around for a plausible explanation. He tried to buy some time by acknowledging the problem. “My xelton has no answer, and I’m baffled as well. A Fully Fused xelton such as mine should have been able to pierce his masks in a moment, but it didn’t. That’s virtually impossible… unless…” 


	“Unless what?” 


	Brady smiled. He’d just come up with an explanation. A doozy.


	“Unless this man has achieved FF.” 


	“That’s impossible!” 


	“No, it’s not. How many temples do we have? Do you know every man worldwide who’s reached FF? Of course you don’t. He’s a rogue FF. It’s the only explanation.” 


	“But why would an FF try to harm the Church?” 


	“Obviously his xelton became corrupted. If it can happen to our PD, of all people, it can happen to a lesser man.” 


	He let that sink in. That was the same line he’d fed Jensen and the HC when Cooper Blascoe became a risk: The PD’s xelton had gone mad and, as a result, Blascoe had gone even madder. The corrupted xelton had allowed him to get sick and was refusing to heal him. Just as a human could become a WA, so could a xelton.


	Far out, far out, but they’d all believed. Because they wanted to believe. To doubt would destroy the foundation on which they’d all built their lives. They had to believe.


	“You mean—?” 


	Luther had had enough of this.


	“Forget him for now. He and his corrupted PX don’t worry me half as much as Grant. She’s had it in for the Church and now you can bet she knows everything. Well, almost everything. She can’t know about Omega because Blascoe didn’t. Noomri, what a mess! We’ve got body parts up at the cabin and a muckraking reporter with a tape of Blascoe saying who knows what. You’ve got to stop her before she talks.” 


	“I’m on it. I have a clean-up detail heading for the cabin. They’ll remove what needs to be removed and burn the rest. As for the tape, can’t we say it’s a fake?” 


	“A voiceprint analysis comparing her tape to Blascoe’s voice on one of our own instructional tapes will make us liars. She’s got to be stopped, Jensen.” 


	“I know. I’m—” 


	“I mean stopped—as in, I do not want to hear from this woman again. Do you hear me?” 


	“Loud and clear.” 


	“Find her.” 


	Luther hung up and rose from his bed. Sleep now was out of the question. He strode into the office area, sat at his desk, and pressed the button for the globe.


	He stared at its glowing lights, twinkling in the darkness of the office, and wanted to cry.


	So close. He was so close to completing Opus Omega, to fulfilling all the required tasks. The end was in sight. A year… he needed just another year or so and all would be in place. Everything had been going so smoothly…


	Until now.


	Damn that woman. Ruination. Disaster. Cooper Blascoe, the beloved PD, not in suspended animation but held prisoner and fitted with a bomb, and then… blown to pieces.


	The Church would deny everything, of course, but the tape would damn them.


	Luther groaned and closed his eyes as he envisioned the fallout: Members fleeing in droves, recruitment coming to a standstill, revenues constricting to a trickle.


	Revenues… he needed money, lots of it, to acquire the final sites. Final because they either were prime real estate or the owners refused to sell. They couldn’t all be pushed in front of subway trains.


	As a matter of fact, the new column was scheduled to be planted on the Masterson property tomorrow night.


	But if that woman exposed the Blascoe debacle, it might be the last.


	Luther slammed his fist on the desktop. He could not allow one lousy woman to threaten the greatest project in the history of mankind.


	Yes! The history of mankind.


	For Opus Omega had not begun with Luther Brady. Oh, at first he’d thought it did, but he had soon learned otherwise. He remembered the day in England when he’d begun to excavate a patch of moor he’d purchased in York. He’d found a bare spot in a field of wild rape and decided that would be as good a place as any to bury a pillar. But after digging only a few feet into the soft earth his crew discovered the top of a stone column. As they excavated around it Luther was stunned to see the symbols carved into its granite flanks—identical to the ones on the concrete column he’d prepared for this site.


	Someone had been there ahead of him—hundreds, maybe thousands of years before. The conclusion was inescapable: Opus Omega had begun long, long ago. It was not Luther Brady’s exclusive task, as he had thought. He was merely another man chosen to continue an ancient undertaking.


	No, more than continue. He, Luther Brady, was determined to finish Opus Omega. The ancients had been at a disadvantage, lacking the means to travel to the necessary sites, let alone transport huge stone pillars. He was positioned to use all the modern world’s learning and technology to bring Opus Omega to its fulfillment.


	But one woman could bring his life’s work to a grinding halt.


	One woman.


	Jamie Grant had to be stopped.


				*
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	“I understand, Jack,” Jamie said, “and I appreciate your concern, but I know what I’m doing.” 


	Like hell you do, Jack thought.


	He was driving through Midtown, heading east along Fifty-eighth, and they’d been arguing for more than half an hour.


	Jamie had done pretty well behind the wheel, racing the Vic down the winding mountain road and speeding them to the highway. Jack would have preferred to be in the driver’s seat but didn’t want to waste the seconds it would have taken to switch places. When they’d reached 84 he’d made her turn west instead of east. He’d guessed that Jensen would expect them to head back to the city, so they went the other way.


	It had worked. No sign of pursuit, even though he’d had Jamie set the cruise control at sixty-five and stick to it. Under any circumstances, Jack feared being pulled over, but more than ever tonight. Not having a valid identity would be small potatoes compared to explaining how they’d wound up splattered head-to-toe with blood and tissue from Cooper Blascoe.


	Jamie had held up until they pulled off the interstate at Carmel and waited to see if Jensen would show. The meltdown occurred a few seconds after she stopped the car. First a sniff, then a tear, and then Jamie Grant, hard-nosed investigative reporter, was sobbing in his arms. Jack held her, patted her back, told her what a great job she’d done, and that she’d be okay, everything would be okay.


	Eventually she regained control and seemed embarrassed. The good news was that throughout the long wait by the exit ramp he’d seen no sign of Jensen and company. Heading the wrong way had worked.


	They’d found an all-night Wal-Mart and bought clean clothes. Jack grabbed the wheel then and took the long way home.


	They’d been arguing since they hit North Jersey about where Jamie would spend the night. Her place was out of the question—probably had half a dozen IPs glued to it—as was Jack’s. He hadn’t let her know his name, and he sure as hell wasn’t letting her know where he lived. So he’d been pushing for a hotel room somewhere in the wilds of Queens. He’d sleep outside her door if necessary.


	Jamie wanted none of it. She insisted that he drop her off at The Light.


	“You think they won’t be watching your office too?” Jack said. “It’s stupid to go back there.” 


	“Jack, I’ll be under guard. You’ve seen the security there during the day, and it’s even tougher at night. You’ve got to be buzzed through the door, and Henry, the night guy, is armed.” 


	Jack shook his head. “I don’t like it.” 


	She reached over and patted his hand. “I’ll be fine. I’ll take a cab and get dropped off right at the door. What are they going to do—grab me off the street in front of Henry? He’ll buzz me in and I’ll be safe for the night. I can work on transcribing the interview without worrying.” 


	“I think you should call the cops. You’re a taxpayer—get some of it back in protection.” 


	She looked at him. ” ‘You’re a taxpayer’… kind of an odd turn of phrase, don’t you think? I mean, so are you.” 


	Jack could have told her how he’d never sullied his hands with a 1040, but didn’t want to get into that.


	“Let’s forget turns of phrase. Call the cops.” 


	“No way. Not yet. I want to get this story filed first. If I call in the gendarmes now, I’ll have to tell them about Coop and—” 


	“‘Coop’?” 


	She blinked and Jack noticed her eyes glistening. “He wasn’t a bad guy, just an old hippie. A gentle hedonist. He didn’t create Dormentalism as it is today, he isn’t responsible for what Brady’s done to it. He didn’t deserve to die… to be blown up… and I can’t help thinking how he’d still be alive if I’d just left him alone…” 


	Her voice choked off in a sob, but only one.


	Jack thought about asking her if her meltdown in Carmel was the reason she was being so hard-nosed about not hiding out or getting help. He decided against it. Probably only get her back up.


	“The cops, Jamie? What’s wrong with getting them involved now instead of later?” 


	“Because in order to get protection I’ll have to tell them why I’m in danger, and that means telling them what happened to Coop. And once they hear that, I’ll be trapped in an interrogation-deposition situation for hours, maybe days, during which—” 


	“At least you’ll he safe.” 


	“—the story of what happened up there will leak out, and every paper in the city will he screaming their takes while mine remains unwritten and unfiled.” 


	“Yeah, but the stories will be about you. You’ll be famous.” 


	“Like I care, /want to break the story—me. Nobody else. Where I come from, that’s important. I’ll be safe. Really.” 


	“Really? Remember Coop? They blew him up.” 


	She threw up her hands. “Look, I’m through talking about it. Stop someplace where I can get a cab.” 


	Jack sighed. He knew an immovable object when he saw one—Gia could be just as intransigent. His instincts urged him to head straight for the on-ramp to the Queensboro Bridge and cross the East River. He wanted to find a motel room and lock her in it until she saw the light.


	But he couldn’t do that. He’d fight tooth and nail if someone tried to lock him up, so how could he do that to her? It went against everything he believed in.


	And yet… how could he let her put her life on the line just to be first to file a story?


	Let her… listen to me… like I own her.


	He didn’t. Jamie owned Jamie, and so Jamie had to be allowed to do what she felt she had to, even if Jack thought it was insanely risky. Because in the end all that mattered was what Jamie thought. It was her life. And so what mattered most was what mattered to Jamie.


	Jack turned downtown, away from the bridge.


	“Shit! This is idiotic, Jamie! You’re going to get yourself killed. And me with you.” 


	“How’s that?” 


	“Well, you don’t think I’m going to let you go alone.” 


	She placed a hand on his arm. “I appreciate that, but you don’t need to come along. Just cover my back till I’m inside. After that I’m home free: locked doors, an armed guard.” 


	“I do not like this.” 


	“I’m not crazy about it either, but a gal’s gotta do what a gal’s gotta do.” 


	“Not funny.” 


	“Wasn’t meant to be,” she said.


				*
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	Jamie waited in the rear of the cab until she spotted Henry through the glass doors of The Light’s front entrance. There he was, sitting behind his kiosk, just where he was supposed to be. Time to move. Heart pounding, she hopped from the cab and raced across the sidewalk.


	As she jammed the ringer button, her head snapped left and right—would have rotated full circle had her neck allowed—looking for Dementedist goons. She knew Jack was somewhere nearby, hiding in the shadows. Still, if a couple of TPs suddenly jumped out and pulled her into a van, was he close enough to help?


	She heard a noise and jumped. About a hundred feet to her left two men in raincoats were gliding from a parked sedan.


	Oh, God!


	She started hammering on the glass and at just that moment the door swung open. She leaped inside and elbowed Henry out of the way to pull it closed behind her. As it latched she peered through the glass and saw the two men standing on the sidewalk, halfway to the door, staring at her. She resisted the urge to give them the finger.


	Henry laughed. “What’s the hurry, Ms. Grant?” 


	Jamie figured if she told him that people were after her because of a story she was about to write, he’d call the cops.


	She turned and smiled. “Got a big story to write, Henry.” 


	“Must be a whopper to bring you in at this hour. I mean, this is early even for you.” He leaned closer and looked at her. “Or is it late?” 


	She glanced up. The lobby clock showed ten after two.


	“Late, Henry,” she said as she started for the elevators. “Very late.” 


	She hadn’t slept well Wednesday, finally giving up on the possibility around four A.M. Thursday. She’d hauled herself out of bed and headed for the office. Here it was, Friday morning, which meant she’d been going full speed for over twenty-two hours. Yet she didn’t feel the slightest hint of fatigue. She was jazzed. Adrenaline strummed heavy-metal power chords along her axons.


	Good thing too, otherwise the horrors of the night—cutting through Coop’s skin… his body blowing to pieces—would have reduced her to a trembling basket case by now.


	But she couldn’t dwell on that.


	On the third floor she turned on all the overhead lights and wound through the deserted cubicle farm to her office. She paused on the threshold and looked at the comforting confusion of strewn-about books, newspapers, printouts, and scribbled-up yellow notepads.


	Bless this mess, she thought. I’m home.


	She dropped into her desk chair, lit a ciggie, and turned on her terminal. She’d rewound the tape during the trip back, so all she had to do now was pull the recorder from her shoulder bag and hit PLAY.


	She had a bad moment when she first heard the murdered man’s voice begin to speak to her from the tiny speaker…


	‘“You mean why I’m not in suspended animation, and how I came to be a shell of my former self? Know what? If you hold me up to your ear you can hear the ocean roar.” 


	… but she held herself together and began to transcribe.


				*
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	Jensen eyed the front entrance of The Light from the rear seat of the Town Car.


	“That’s the only way in?” 


	Hutch the hulk was still behind the wheel. Davis, a twitchy sort who’d been watching The Light’s granite office building since Jensen had called in an alert, sat in the front passenger seat.


	“The only way worth mentioning,” Davis said. “The side entrance is a steel door. Unless you want to get into some acetylene action, this is it.” 


	Jensen’s head throbbed, especially around the scalp cut. They’d never caught up to Grant and Mr. Whoever, so when they got back to the city Jensen called a Dormentalist doctor who did work for the Church on the QT—anything for the cause and all that. The doc had said bring him to his office where he’d see what he could do. One look at Lewis’s ass—he’d been shot in the thigh too, but the ass wound was really messy—and he said he needed a hospital. He’d try to admit him as a car accident to avoid a gunshot wound report to the police, but couldn’t guarantee he’d be successful.


	He’d wanted to stitch up Jensen’s scalp but Jensen couldn’t spare the time. He let the doc butterfly it closed and then he was on his way.


	He leaned over between the seats for another quick look at his forehead in the rearview mirror. The three beveled strips of tape gleamed like white neon against his black skin. Didn’t anyone make black butterflies? Or at least dark brown?


	Why am I thinking about this shit when everything’s poised to slide into the crapper?


	He needed a way out and needed it bad. If the Blascoe story got out, he’d have to hit the road. The cops—maybe even the feds—would be grilling everybody in the Church, and sure as shit one of them would crack and start pointing a finger at him as the guy responsible for Blascoe’s death. Another murder rap would put him away for good. No way he was going back to the joint. Not even for a minute.


	Hutch said, “How about just going up to the door and ringing the bell? Get him to open up and speak to you and then you’re in.” 


	Davis shook his head. “At two-thirty in the morning? Wouldn’t catch me opening that door for anybody I don’t know.” 


	Davis had a point. Then Jensen remembered a couple of props he had left over from an investigation they did into a state assemblyman who was making trouble for the Church a few years back.


	“What if you two showed up at the door flashing metal?” 


	“You mean guns?” Hutch said.


	Jesus! How thick was this guy?


	“No. I’m talking police detective shields.” 


	“That’ll get us in. Yeah, that’ll do it.” 


	Jensen lowered his voice. “Thing is, you’ll have to take out the guard.” 


	Davis turned in his seat. “Take out… as in permanently? Why?” 


	“Because we can’t risk even the tiniest chance of this leading back to the Church. And you know the rules: Grant has been officially declared IS, and that means anyone protecting her is IS too.” 


	“In Season.” Hutch shook his head. “We haven’t had one of those in a while.” 


	“Well, any IS you’ve dealt with in the past is nothing compared to this one. Grant and her pal are the biggest threat the Church has ever faced. A lot’s riding on you guys tonight. Question is, are you up for it?” 


	Right off, Hutch said, “Sure.” 


	Good old Hutch. Not so bright, but he’d do anything for the Church.


	Davis hesitated, then finally nodded. “To save the Church, I guess I am.” 


	“No guessing, Davis.” 


	A sigh, then, “Give us the badges and we’ll get this over with.” 


	He tapped Hutch on the shoulder. “Get us over to the temple.” That was where he kept the badges. “And when we get back, I want Grant in one piece. The guard goes, but I need to talk to Grant.” 


	Did he ever. Because one way or another she was going to tell him all about her boyfriend.


				*

	


	
5


	Jack had promised to cover Jamie until she got inside, but he’d hung on after that when he spotted Jensen’s Town Car idling across the street from The Light. If he and his goons made a move on the front door, Jack would have to act. Didn’t want that, because it most likely would involve gun play. He didn’t know what kind of marksmanship he’d be up against, but even if he got off unscathed, gunshots tended to attract cops.


	So he crouched in a shadowed doorway and waited.


	After five or ten minutes, the big car shifted into gear and roared off. Jack allowed himself to relax, but not too much. They might be simply driving around the block looking for another way in.


	But when thirty minutes had passed and they didn’t show, he called it a night. Jamie was safe behind locked doors and an armed guard. Jack didn’t see what he could add to that.


				*
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	Jamie lifted her head and looked around. She thought she’d heard a noise. Like maybe the elevator. She went to her door and stared out at the cubicle sea. She waited to see if anyone came through the hallway door. She supposed it would be way too much to expect Henry to stop by with a much-needed cup of coffee, but it didn’t hurt to indulge in a little of that stuff that springs eternal.


	Nope. Nobody showed. Maybe after she was done with the transcribing situation she’d head downstairs and grab a cup.


	She was almost done. She’d typed in only Coop’s remarks, leaving out Jack’s comments, and hers as well. As soon as she finished she’d e-mail it to her Hotmail account—just in case some Dementedist hacker got into The Light’s system and started messing with her files.


	After that, the writing would begin. She’d cull out the good passages, the really damning ones, and begin to shape her article around them.


	She was nearing the point where the interview stopped and the surgery began when she heard the scrape of a shoe. She looked up in time to see a big man in a wet overcoat hurtling through her doorway. She tried to dodge a black-gloved fist swinging toward her face, but couldn’t move fast enough. Pain exploded in her cheek as he connected.


	The blow knocked her out of the chair. She sprawled on the floor, dazed, trying to muster a scream through the disorienting haze. As she opened her mouth she felt a sweet-smelling cloth clamped over her lips and nostrils. The fumes burned her eyes.


	“We’ve been trying to get to you all night,” said a voice.


	Where was Henry?


	She held off as long as she could but finally had to take a breath. As soon as the fumes hit her lungs she felt an oddly pleasant lethargy begin to invade her limbs. Her vision fogged but she still could see. And she saw another man, smaller than the first, seating himself at her desk.


	She watched him grab her tape recorder and hold it up.


	“Got it!” He pocketed it and stared at her monitor. “Now let’s see what she’s been writing.” 


	“Jensen told you not to read it. If you—” 


	“Hey, she mentions Cooper Blascoe here. This must be it. The bitch is writing shit about the PD!” He started hitting the keys. “Well, we’ll just have to get some deletion action going, won’t we.” 


	Jamie felt her consciousness ebbing. The voices started to fade away, echoing down a dark, bottomless canyon.


	Had she e-mailed the file to herself as she’d planned? No… hadn’t had the chance. Everything she’d done, the whole transcription was right there on the screen. All her work…


	Work? screamed a voice in her head. Forget your damn story; these guys are going to kill you!


	With panic welling in her, Jamie tried to struggle free but her limbs had become stretched-out rubber bands.


	“Okay, that’s done,” said the one at the desk. “And the program says that’s the only thing she’s worked on since yesterday.” He rose and turned toward Jamie. “Okay, let’s bag her up.” 


	Bag…?


	Seconds later the cloth was removed from her mouth and nose and fresh air flooded her throat. But only for a heartbeat before a coarse canvas sack closed over her head and down along her body. She felt herself lifted and twisted and jostled into something that seemed like a huge sail bag.


	“Don’t forget her handbag,” the big guy’s voice said. “Jensen said to make sure we didn’t forget that.” 


	She opened her mouth to scream as she was lifted free of the floor, but her voice hadn’t returned. She heard an umph! as she was slung like a sack of wheat over someone’s shoulder. Probably the big guy’s. And then she was on the move, bouncing along to who knew where. The point of his shoulder jabbed into her stomach with every step.


	She tried to scream but again her voice failed her. She heard the elevator doors slide open. A moment later the car lurched into motion—downward motion. Did they think they could carry her out like this right through the lobby? Henry would—


	Oh, no. Had they done something to Henry? Please, God, make it so they just tied him up. Please!


	As soon as the elevator doors opened she made another try at a scream. This time she managed a faint squeak, like a kettle readying to boil.


	No one bothered them as they passed through the lobby and out the front doors. They stopped moving and she was dumped off the shoulder onto a hard surface. From the way it bounced she knew it was a car, but it wasn’t upholstered.


	Another attempted scream and this time she achieved conversation-level volume, but before she could try a second, a door was slammed down over her and the faint sounds of the city were abruptly shut off.


	That sound… not a door. It could only be a trunk lid.


	No! They’d locked her in a car trunk!


	As the car lurched into motion, Jamie began kicking and screaming, but knew with a despair as black as Luther Brady’s soul that no one was going to hear her.


				*

	


	
7


	“The problem is partially solved.” 


	Luther Brady felt the muscles that had been wound spring tight since Jensen’s last call begin to unwind.


	“Partially?” 


	“We have Grant. The former Jason Amurri is still out there.” 


	“Did you get to her in time?” 


	“I believe so.” 


	“Believe isn’t good enough.” 


	“I’ll ask her. Then we’ll know.” 


	“How will you be sure?” 


	“She’ll tell me.” 


	The finality of that simple statement sent a warm glow of reassurance through Luther.


	Jensen added, “What do we do after that?” 


	Luther had been thinking about that, and had an answer ready.


	“We’re pouring a column tonight. Bring her there. I’ll have the volunteer notified that she’ll have to wait till next time.” 


	“You’ll be there?” 


	“Have I ever missed? Ten o’clock. And who knows? Maybe you’ll have the other half by then.” 


	Luther hung up and allowed himself a smile. A tiny one. Two in one pillar… an intriguing possibility.


				*
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	Jack had brought Entenmann’s crumb donuts to the traditional Friday morning perusal of the latest film reviews before the Isher Sports Shop opened for business. The papers were spread on the counter, collecting the crumbs, but only briefly: Parabellum was on clean-up duty, and he was devoted to the task.


	Jack had checked in with Gia earlier. She’d said she was doing fine but he sensed something forced in her tone. He planned to stop in later.


	He was halfway through a review of the latest Robert Rodriguez film when Abe spoke around a mouthful of Entenmann’s.


	“Nu? Haven’t you been talking to someone at The Light lately? What do you think about that murder there last night?” 


	Jack almost choked as his throat clenched.


	“What? There’s nothing in the paper about—” 


	“Happened too late for the paper. It’s all over the radio this morning. Don’t you listen?” 


	Aw, no. A shattering rush of guilt paralyzed him. He hadn’t been persuasive enough. He hadn’t watched The Light long enough. He’d failed her.


	Jack didn’t want to hear the answer but had to ask: “Did they say anything about how she was killed?” 


	“She? No, a he. The guard at the front desk. Shot in the head. I hear the police suspect an inside job because there was no sign of a break-in or a struggle. Probably someone he knew.” 


	Jack’s burst of relief was short-lived. That poor unsuspecting guard’s death—Jamie had called him Henry—had to be related to what they’d learned last night.


	Jack yanked his phone from his pocket and called information for The Light’s number. A few seconds later the switchboard was putting him through to her extension.


	But a man answered, his voice gruff, sounding annoyed. “Yeah?” 


	“Jamie Grant, please.” 


	“Who’s calling?” 


	“A friend. Is she there?” 


	“Not at the moment. Give me your name and number and I’ll tell her you called.” 


	Jack cut the call. If that wasn’t a cop, he’d eat a pair of Abe’s roller blades for lunch.


	This was looking very bad.


	He checked his voice mail—he’d given her one of his newer numbers because the one on the Robertson card was purposefully obsolete—but no message from Jamie. He couldn’t imagine her being stupid enough to go home, but he called her apartment anyway. Her answering machine picked up on the second ring.


	He left a cryptic message: “Jamie, this is Robertson. Call me at that number I gave you.” 


	No sense in leaving Jensen even the faintest of trails.


	He gave Abe a quick rundown on what had been going on.


	“You think this Jensen’s got her?” 


	Jack shrugged. “The only other possibility is that they botched an attempt to grab her and she’s gone to ground. But I’d think she’d have called the police then.” 


	“How do you know she didn’t? Maybe that coplike person answering her phone is there because she’s under protection.” 


	“Since when are you such an optimist?” 


	“What—I should play Eeyore my whole life?” 


	Jamie with the police… a possibility, but somehow…


	“I have to operate on the assumption they’ve got her.” 


	“Got her where? I can’t imagine they’d risk taking her back to the temple.” 


	“No, she’s someplace else. I’m sure they’re not stashing her back at the cabin, so… where?” He looked around. “Got any hats?” 


	“Hats I’ve got tons of. What do you want?” 


	“Something big. The bigger the better.” 


				*
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	Gia checked her pad for the third time this morning. Still no blood.


	See? Nothing to worry about. Dr. Eagleton had been right.


	Relieved, she stepped out of the bathroom and just missed colliding with Vicky who tended to go wherever she was going at a dead run.


	“Mom! Can Jessica come over?” 


	Jessica had been one of the princesses on Halloween. Good kid and not at all high maintenance. But Gia didn’t feel up to overseeing two ten-year-olds.


	“I’m still feeling kind of pooped, Vicky.” Four days since the Big Bleed. She’d have thought she’d be bouncing back by now. “But you can go over there if you like.” 


	Vicky grinned. “I’ll call her!” She ran for the phone.


	Gia would take advantage of the free time by keeping her feet up and taking it easy. One more day. If nothing else bad happened, she’d get back to a more normal routine tomorrow. Much more of this forced inactivity and she’d be ready for the loony bin.


	Jack was stopping by later this morning. It would be good to slip a movie in the disk player and hang out, just the two of them.


	The phone rang. It was Jack.


	“Hi, hon. Look, I’m going to have to put off my visit.” 


	She hid her disappointment.


	“Something come up?” 


	“Yeah. Sort of.” 


	Something in his tone…


	“Anything wrong?” 


	“Not sure. Talk to you about it later, okay?” 


	“Okay. Keep in touch.” 


	She hung up and wondered what he was up to.


				*
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	Jack slouched in the back of a taxi heading west along Jamie’s street. He wore sunglasses and an oversized khaki boonie cap pulled low on his head. As the cab approached her apartment house he scanned the parked cars and found one occupied by two men. Their eyes were locked on Jamie’s door.


	This could be a good sign. If they were watching for Jamie it could only mean they didn’t have her and were still after her.


	But then he thought of another reason for the ongoing surveillance. What if they weren’t watching for Jamie… what if they were watching for him?


				*
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	Jamie squinted in the sudden glare as the trunk lid popped open. Not that the light was all that bright—just an overhead incandescent—but after all those hours in total darkness, it looked like a supernova.


	Her joints creaked in protest as she struggled to her knees. Her bladder was screaming for release. She’d wormed her way out of the canvas bag as they drove her around for what seemed like half a day. The car had stopped and started twice during the journey, but hadn’t budged for hours now. If the purpose of all that had been to break down her resistance with prolonged terror, they’d succeeded. In spades.


	She began to cry. She hated to let anyone see her like this but she couldn’t help it. She’d never been so frightened in her entire life.


	She tried to blink her surroundings into focus. Light filtered through a couple of dirty windows in a folding metal door. She seemed to be in a small garage. But in what state? She felt so disoriented.


	“There, there,” said a deep voice. “No need to be upset.” 


	It came from her left. She looked up and cowered back from the blurred image of a huge black man in jeans and a black T-shirt. She didn’t need the extra blinks that brought him into focus to identify him.


	Jensen.


	She opened her mouth, then closed it. She’d been about to ask why he’d kidnapped her and brought her here—wherever here was—but she knew the answers. She had a far more pressing concern.


	The words clung to her throat but she forced them through. “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you.” 


	Jensen laughed like the guy who used to do the “Uncola Nut” commercials. “Don’t be silly! You’ve been watching too many bad movies. We have the tape, we erased your word processing file. If we wanted to kill you, you’d be dead by now.” 


	Jamie glanced around. ” ‘We’?” 


	His smile remained fixed. “Just an expression. I’m the only one here.” 


	“Well, know this: I made a copy of that tape.” She hated the way her voice quavered.


	He smiled. “Oh? And when and where would you have made such a copy? And where did you stash it? In a safety deposit box? Not at that hour. In your desk? No. In your purse? No. In your apartment? No. At—” 


	“My apartment? How—?” 


	“When we got your purse we got your keys. Apartment 5-D, right? We know you haven’t been home since this morning, but we searched it anyway.” 


	Christ, he’d covered all the bases.


	She clenched her trembling hands and decided to go the disarming route and ‘fess up.


	“All right, you caught me. But I lied because I’m scared.” 


	“No need to be. Just give me the answers to a few questions and you can be on your way.” 


	“You’re not going to let me go. I’ve seen you, and kidnapping is a federal offense.” 


	He laughed again. “Rest assured that I’ll have a perfect alibi. I’ll simply say it’s all something you cooked up to sell more papers. You’ve already gone public with your rabid hatred of Dormentalism—or ‘Dementedism,’ as you like to call it—and since you couldn’t dig up any real dirt on the Church, you pulled this stunt. Remember Morton Downey when he faked an attack by skinheads? Making that sort of crazy claim will hurt you, not us. You’ll be the new Morton Downey. No one will ever believe you again.” 


	Jamie doubted that. Doubted it big time.


	“What about Henry?” she said.


	Jensen’s brow furrowed. “Henry? I don’t believe—” 


	“The night guard at the paper. Was he in on it?” 


	“Oh, yes. Henry. I didn’t know who you meant at first because that’s not his real name.” 


	“What?” 


	“He’s a Dormentalist, you know.” 


	“Bullshit. He’s been with the paper for years.” 


	“He’s been with the Church even longer. Of course, you’ll have no way of proving that since our membership rolls are sealed.” 


	Did he really think they could pull this off? She wasn’t about to disabuse him of that particular illusion.


	For the first time since the trunk lid had slammed closed over her, Jamie Grant saw a glimmer of hope that she might come out of this alive.


	And if that was the case…


	“Let me out of this trunk. I have to go to the bathroom.” 


	“In a minute.” 


	“I have to go nowT God, she didn’t think she could hold it another second. “I mean right now.” 


	“After you’ve answered a question or two.” His smile broadened. “Consider bathroom privileges part of an incentive plan.” 


	When she got out of here, was she ever going to nail their asses to the wall.


	She pressed her thighs together and said, “Doesn’t look like I have a choice. What do you want to know?” 


	Jensen’s smile faded. “Who is the man you were with at the cabin?” 


	She could pretend she didn’t know who he was talking about, but Jensen would know it was another lie. All she’d accomplish was wasting more time—time she could be spending relieving herself in the bathroom. Bladder spasms or not, though, she didn’t want to give up Robertson’s name.


	Jensen took the choice out of her hands by holding up Robertson’s card.


	“We found this in your pocketbook. It says that John Robertson is a private detective. When did you hire him?” 


	Jamie had no problem answering that.


	“I didn’t. He came to me. He’d been hired to find one of your members who’d gone missing—as a fair number of them seem to do. He read my article and came to me for advice on how to sneak in. He knew I’d been kicked out and didn’t want to make the same mistakes.” 


	Jensen stared at the card, nodding slowly. “He didn’t.” His head snapped up. “How do you know he’s John Robertson?” 


	“I checked out his PI license. It’s current.” 


	“True, but Mr. John Robertson is not.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“I mean he’s dead. Died of cancer in Duck, North Carolina, three years ago.” 


	Jamie couldn’t believe that. “You’re lying.” 


	Jensen fished a piece of paper out of his back pocket, unfolded it, and held it out to her. A Xerox of an obit. She caught a flash of a grainy photo of an old guy in a Stetson hat before the paper was snatched away. He looked nothing like the man she’d been working with.


	Jensen angrily balled it up and hurled it across the room. She sensed his pent-up fury, felt it radiating from his soul like heat from an oven, and it frightened her.


	“But his license—” 


	“—is current. Yes, I know. But obviously someone else has been renewing it.” Jensen snarled as he poked a finger against the card. “The address here is a mail drop. And the phone number belongs to a hair salon.” His rage seemed to build with every sentence. “Who is this man? I want to know and I want to know now!” 


	Jamie couldn’t believe it. “His name’s not Robertson?” 


	“No, and it’s not Farrell and it’s not Amurri either.” 


	What was he talking about?


	“Then—?” 


	He jabbed a thick finger at her. “He must’ve given you a number.” 


	His blazing eyes frightened her.


	Jamie shook her head. “No. He always called me. No, wait. He gave me a cell number. It should be in my purse.” 


	“There is no number in your purse.” 


	Oh, God, had she lost it?


	“Then… then…” What could she say? “Wait a minute. I have caller ID on my office phone. It would still be there on the call list. I’m always getting grief for leaving so many numbers in the list.” 


	Pure bullshit, but maybe Jensen would go for it.


	His eyes narrowed. “Then you would have seen the number. What was it?” 


	“I couldn’t possibly remember. I get so many calls. I vaguely recall a 212 area code, but that’s it. I can check it out for you if—” 


	Another Uncola Nut laugh. “If I let you go back to your office? I don’t think so. Not quite yet. But maybe we can figure out some way for you to find that number from here.” 


	Her bladder shot a quarrel of pain into her lower back.


	“All right then, if I’m not going to my office, can I at least go to the bathroom? Now? I can’t think straight with my bladder killing me like this.” 


	“Of course.” Jensen pointed toward the front end of the car. “It’s right through that door.” 


	She raised herself on one knee, slipped an unsteady leg over the trunk lip, past the bumper and down to the floor. When both feet were back on the ground, she straightened slowly, carefully, her back protesting all the way.


	She looked around and saw an unfinished, uninsulated garage. To the car’s left sat a chair and an old table with a couple of nails driven into its thick, scarred top. A pile of heavy chain sat on the table next to a folded green towel. And just past the front bumper, a closed, unmarked door.


	“Is that it?” she said.


	He nodded, but as she turned away she felt her shoulders grabbed from behind. She was twisted and shoved into the chair and, before she could react, Jensen was wrapping the chain around her waist and chest.


	“What are you doing?


	His face was set in grim lines and he didn’t answer. She tried to wriggle free but he was too strong for her. Finally, when Jamie couldn’t move, Jensen spoke.


	“Time to test your memory.” 


	“About what?” Her pounding heart threatened to break through her chest wall. “Not the phone number! I told you—” 


	“We have 2-1-2 so far. Only seven more to go.” 


	“But I don’t know the rest!” 


	Jensen grabbed her left hand and flattened her palm on the tabletop. He maneuvered her little finger until it was fixed between the two nails.


	“What are you going—” 


	“I hate when things are unbalanced, don’t you?” 


	Jamie sensed where this was going and it doubled her terror.


	“No, I—” 


	“Your right pinkie, for instance. It’s so much shorter than the left.” 


	“No.” She remembered the pain, the blood when her darling husband had chopped it off. She heard herself sobbing. “Oh, please, please…” 


	“Perhaps I can overcome my dislike of an unbalanced body by hearing a phone number. A complete phone number. One that will connect me to the man I’m looking for. If not…” 


	He lifted the towel to reveal a heavy, rust-rimmed meat cleaver.


	Jamie’s struggling bladder gave up. She felt a warm puddle spread across the seat of the chair.


	Jensen picked up the cleaver and hefted it, then raised it over her finger.


	“We’ll call this an exercise in memory stimulation.” 


	Jamie could barely speak. Her words gushed out in a high-pitched rasp.


	“Oh, God, Jensen, please, you’ve got to believe me! Please! I don’t know the number, I swear, I swear, I swear I don’t!” 


	He looked at her. “You know, the sad thing is, I believe you.” 


	And then he swung the cleaver.


				*

	


	
12


	Gemini (May 21-June 21): You see what you want, and you know what to do to get it—give a fair dose of your winning attention, and then confidently walk away! Being too enthusiastic about a new prospect could scare him or her off or weaken your position.


	Richie Cordova’s office chair groaned as he leaned back, and screeched when he jerked forward. He’d rested the back of his head against the chair and his sutured scalp had let him know it wasn’t too happy with that.


	Goddamn, that still hurt.


	He resettled his weight and looked over the Gemini reading again. He liked the part that said, You see what you want, and you know what to do to get it. Damn right about that.


	Except about whoever had sent him that fucking virus. And who had split open his scalp. He knew what he wanted to do to those guys, but didn’t have no way to track them down.


	He lifted the paper off the mound of his belly and checked the other side of the astrological cusp.


	Cancer (June 22-July 22): A small but satisfying victory is the beginning of a lucky streak. Do what you must to get a good deal—a little financial wrangling won’t make you look bad. Tonight, lots of action with you at the center is your idea of a good time.


	Well, well, well. This was looking better all the time. He had a good day ahead of him. And why not take advantage of that? He’d been thinking about that nun and how the prospect of hitting a decent payday from her was looking dimmer and dimmer. She was tapped out and wasn’t going to get much from that building fund—if anything.


	But her boyfriend, Metcalf… why not hit him up for the difference? He owed the nun. Owed her big time.


	He told Eddy he was going for a walk and headed for the street.


	He traveled away from the park this time, searching for a phone he hadn’t used in a while. He’d thought of getting one of those prepaid cell phones, but he’d still have to leave the office. Couldn’t risk Eddy overhearing him putting the teat squeeze on one of his cows.


	He found a phone in a shady spot. The air was still humid after last night’s downpour and Richie had worked up a sweat during the walk. Had to lose some of this weight, get back into shape.


	Yeah, right. Mariana.


	He tapped in his prepaid calling card numbers, then Metcalf’s office number. He wasn’t in, so Richie tried his home and caught up to him there.


	“You know who this is?” Richie said when Metcalf picked up the phone.


	“Unfortunately, yes.” 


	“Good. Then listen up. I—” 


	Metcalf’s voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “No! You listen, scumbag. I’m through playing your game. Do what you want. I’m not paying another cent.” 


	For a few seconds Richie found himself speechless. Had this jerk called him a scumbag?


	“I guess you musta forgot about the photos. They’ll—” 


	“I don’t care. Let the chips fall where they may. And don’t try harassing me with more calls because I’ll report you to the police and have them trace your calls. This ends it. I’m leaving town today, taking my family away on a vacation, and putting this whole thing behind me.” 


	Richie couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Had Metcalf gone bug-fuck nuts?


	He forced a growl to his voice. “Vacation, ay? Well, enjoy it, because married life ain’t gonna be so hot when your wife and kids come home and find the neighborhood plastered with bare-assed pictures of you and your little fuck-buddy nun.” 


	“I guess that’s just a risk I’ll have to take.” And then Metcalf laughed—laughed!—and said, “Outfoxed by a nun. Some criminal mastermind you are. Good-bye, loser.” 


	He hung up, leaving Richie staring at the handset in slack-jawed stupefaction.


	Had Metcalf said what Richie thought he’d said?


	Outfoxed by a nun…


	What the hell did that mean?


	And then he saw it all. Everything clicked into place. The virus hitting his computer not once but twice… and then the little nun giving him the runaround on payments… and finally Metcalf stiffing him, all but daring him to expose the photos of him and Sister Mary Margaret.


	Why? Because he knew the photos were gone!


	Outfoxed by a nun…


	They’d hired someone to wipe his computer clean and—


	Goddamn! It must have been the same guy who mugged him and stole his backup disk! Blindsided from two different directions.


	He rammed the handset against the face of the pay phone, slamming it against the switch hook again and again until the receiver end shattered. He dropped it and turned away, ignoring the frightened look from an old woman who shied away as she passed.


	Somehow they’d found out who he was. That made twice in the past few months—September and now. Where was he slipping up? The kid in the mail drop? Had he ratted him out? Richie’d look into that later.


	He knew neither Metcalf nor the nun had the stones or the know-how to break into his operation. So who’d they hire? Another PI like himself? Richie wanted the name so he could even the score and—


	Wait a minute… why was he assuming Metcalf knew who he was? Maybe he didn’t know. Metcalf had just warned him he’d have the police trace his calls. Why would he say that if he knew who Richie was? Obviously he didn’t.


	But the PI they’d hired did. Had to. And who else? Sister Maggie?


	Outfoxed by a nun…


	Metcalf was giving Sister Maggie the credit. That could mean only one thing: It was the nun who’d found someone to track him down and ruin his operation—and do it in such a way that Richie wouldn’t know he’d been sabotaged. Pretty smooth. It had almost worked.


	This guy knew who Richie was. Now Richie needed to know who he was. That would level the playing field. Then he could take action. Metcalf probably knew the guy’s name, but he was on his way out of town—or so he said. Richie would check on that. But if true, that left the nun. He needed a little face time with her.


	What had his Cancer horoscope said?


	Tonight, lots of action with you at the center is your idea of a good time.


	Oh, yeah. Tonight… if he could work it. If not, tomorrow for sure. Get some answers, and maybe grab a little payback along the way.


	No, not a little. She and her boyfriend and whoever they’d hired had screwed up his entire operation. Richie was going to need a lot of payback.


				*

	


	
13


	Jack was having no luck on the phone today. Repeated calls to Jamie’s house and office had left him no wiser as to her well-being or whereabouts.


	Same with Maria Roselli. After two calls this morning, and two more this afternoon, all unanswered, Jack had decided to visit Beekman Place in person.


	He wore a blue sweater this time, but looked pretty much the same as before. One difference was the small shopping bag he carried. Anya’s map was folded within. He’d started thinking of it as Anya’s “map,” preferring that to Anya’s “skin.” 


	A woman with a dog had sent him on a mission into the Dormentalist temple, which housed a replica to the skin map from the back of another woman with a dog.


	He’d been told that there would be no more coincidences in his life; but even if he hadn’t, he’d have known this was no coincidence. Maria Roselli had more on her agenda than finding her son, and now Jack had to know what. He also wanted to know her connection to Anya.


	The only one who could fill in those blanks lived in the brick and granite building he was approaching.


	He found the uniformed Esteban in the white marble atrium.


	‘I’m a little concerned about Mrs. Roselli,” Jack told him. “I’ve been calling her all day and she doesn’t answer.” 


	Esteban smiled. “The lady, she’s fine. She’s been in and out—in fact, she’s out now—and probably missed your calls.” 


	“No answering machine?” 


	Esteban smiled. “Mrs. Roselli doesn’t like them. She told me if someone wants to talk to her about anything important, they’ll call back.” 


	“Would you ask her to call me when she comes in? The name’s Jack and she has my number. It’s urgent that I get in touch with her.” 


	“Jack.” Esteban nodded. “I will tell her.” 


	Back on the sidewalk, Jack decided if he couldn’t speak to the mother, he might as well have a chat with the son. Maybe Oroont could fill in a few blanks.


	Oroont… sheesh.


				*
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	Richie Cordova had positioned his car where he could see the front doors of both St. Joe’s church and the convent. He had the windows rolled up against a chill breeze and the doors locked against a chance visit by one of the locals. The Lower East Side’s slow gentrification hadn’t reached this area yet. He’d left the driver’s window open an inch or so to vent his cigar smoke.


	This afternoon he’d been all revved at the prospect of grabbing Sister Maggie and hauling her off to an old abandoned warehouse he’d scouted in Flushing. But sitting here outside her church had cooled him. Blackmailing a nun was one thing. But staking her out and snatching her if she showed… that would be a big step where anyone was concerned. But a nun…


	Must be all those years in Catholic school, he thought.


	He wished he was outside Metcalf’s place instead. But Metcalf had been telling the truth: He’d skipped town with his family. A call to his office confirmed that he’d be gone for a week.


	That left Sister Golden Hair. If she didn’t show tonight he’d be back here tomorrow, and the day after that. Sooner or later he was going to catch up to her.


	And then he’d treat her to a showing of The Catholic School Kid Strikes Back.


				*

	


	
15


	Jack had cabbed home and changed into something more suited to the far West Village—black jeans, a faded White Stripes T-shirt, and Doc Martens. He’d finished it off with an oversized black bomber jacket, big enough to hide the Glock in his SOB holster.


	He took a couple of trains down to the West Village. There, in the fading light, he stood on a narrow, debris-strewn street across from The Header and kept an eye on Sonny Boy’s window as an uneven stream of bikers pulled up and swaggered into the bar.


	He gave it ten minutes, letting the light dim more. No sign of life up there, so he crossed over and went to the side door where the apartment dwellers entered and made quick work of the lock with his autopick. On the third floor he found the apartment he assumed to belong to Johnny, and knocked. Picking the lock of an occupied apartment could be, well, embarrassing.


	No answer, so he again put the autopick to work and let himself in.


	Dark inside. He flicked his flashlight on for seconds at a time. The place seemed neat and clean, but stank from the rare delicacies nuked or fried in the bar kitchen two floors down. He spotted a poster of a robust-looking Cooper Blascoe on one wall and a shelf stacked with Dormentalist tracts on the other.


	Okay. This was the place. All he had to do now was wait for Johnny “Oroont” Roselli to show his face.


	A partially packed duffel bag sat on the bed. Planning a trip, Johnny?


	Maybe half an hour later footsteps in the hallway stopped outside the door. As a key rattled in the lock, Jack stepped behind the door and waited. Johnny flipped on the light as he closed the door behind him. Jack didn’t give him time to turn. He grabbed him from behind and took him down.


	“Not a sound!” he said into Johnny’s ear as he straddled his back. Jeez, his ratty clothes were filthy and he stank. “I’m not here to hurt you, just to talk. Keep it down and we both end up healthy. Start calling for help and one of us winds up hurting. And it won’t be me. Got that?” 


	Johnny nodded, then whispered, “If all you want is to talk, why didn’t you just call me on the phone?” 


	“I did, but you started calling me strange names and hung up.” 


	“That was you?” He started to twist his neck, turning his scraggly-bearded face toward Jack. Jack pushed it back.


	“No peeking. You see my face, I’ll have to kill you.” 


	Johnny pushed his nose against the floor. “For Noomri’s sake, what do you want?” 


	“I was hired to deliver a message. Here it is: Call your mother.” 


	“What? That’s crazy. You were hired? By who?” 


	“Your mother. She’s—” 


	“That’s impossible!” 


	“She’s worried about you and—” 


	“My mother’s dead!” 


	Jack opened his mouth but closed it after a second or two. He felt his shoulders slump. He should have seen this coming.


	The problem now was how to salvage the situation.


	“Impossible. I spoke to her just the other day.” 


	“You couldn’t have. She’s been dead four years.” 


	“Skinny old lady with bad arthritis?” 


	“Not even close. She was an Old World Italian mama.” 


	“Shit. Perhaps I’ve made a mistake.” 


	“Perhaps?” 


	“Well, she told me her son was a Dormentalist.” 


	“Well, at least you got that right. You—hey!” 


	Jack was digging into Roselli’s back pocket. “Just checking some ID. How do I know you’re not lying?” 


	“I’m not. Who are you looking for? Maybe I can help.” 


	“Can’t mention names. Professional ethics.” 


	The expired driver’s license in the wallet showed a more clean-shaven John A. Roselli.


	“Okay. You’re not him. My bad. Sorry.” 


	“Can I get up now?” 


	“No. Remember what I said I’d have to do if you see my face?” 


	Next to the license was Johnny’s temple swipe card. Jack glanced at the clothes-stuffed duffel on the bed. An idea began to take shape.


	“I see you’re packed for a trip. Skipping town?” 


	“No. Going camping, if you must know. It’s the only place a person in my state of…” 


	“Ripeness?” Jack said.


	“Well, yes. Plus being alone in the wild helps me commune with—oh, never mind. You wouldn’t understand.” 


	“You never know.” 


	Jack quickly pulled out his own wallet and extracted his temple entry card. No name on either card, no way to tell one from the other. He looked around and spotted a couple of magnets—with the Dormentalist logo, for Christ sake—on the refrigerator door. He leaned to the side and plucked one off.


	“What are you doing?” Roselli said.


	“Don’t worry, I’m not stealing your money.” 


	He began rubbing the magnet along his card’s magnetic strip.


	If Jensen was worth a damn as security chief, and Jack believed he was, he’d have either inactivated the Jason Amurri entry code in the computer or tagged it with a detain-on-sight warning. Either way, it was useless for getting Jack into the temple. He hadn’t planned on going back, but now with Jamie incommunicado, it might prove necessary.


	Which meant he needed a working model.


	He slipped his card into Johnny’s wallet and pocketed the other, then dropped the wallet on the floor next to Johnny’s face.


	As much as Jack wanted to move a good six or ten feet away from this smelly clown, he couldn’t let him up yet. Also he was curious as to what Roselli had done to deserve being declared a lapser.


	Jack made a loud sniffing noise. “You ever hear of soap? Or dry cleaning maybe?” 


	“Of course. Normally I’m a very clean person.” 


	“Yeah?” What had Jensen called his punishment? Oh, yeah. Solitarian Exile. “So how long are you stuck in SE mode?” 


	He felt Roselli tense beneath him. “How do you know about that?” 


	“I know a lapser when I see one. Used to be in the church myself. That’s why I was hired to find this missing FA.” 


	“Used to be?” 


	“Yeah. Got out years ago.” He needed to stick to the Dormentalist patois here. He tried to picture the list Jamie had given him. What the hell did they call ex-Dormentalists? “They started saying I had Low Fusion Potential and wanted me to take all these extra courses to raise it. But I couldn’t afford it so I went DD on my own before they could kick me out.” 


	Roselli laughed—a single, bitter bark. “That’s pretty close to why I’m not allowed to bathe or shave or change my clothes for a month.” 


	“LFP too?” 


	“No. Because as soon as fall rolled around the Church raised the fees on every course for every step of the FL. I said it was too much, that it would hold too many people back from FF. That was an unpopular position with the FPRB, so I wound up LFA for objecting.” 


	“And you just take it? They say go make yourself dirty and stinky and you do it?” 


	“I have given myself to the Church and must abide by its decisions.” 


	“Does that also mean you’ve given up the right to your own opinion? Your pride? Your self-esteem? I once saw this film of thousands of Shiites whipping themselves bloody in the streets of Teheran during Ramadan. If the FPRB told you to do something like that, would you?” 


	“I… I don’t—yes, yes, I would. The work of the Church is far more important than one man’s foolish pride.” 


	Jack could only shake his head. True Believers never failed to amaze him.


	But on a more practical level, he wondered if Roselli was as rich as his ersatz mother had said.


	“Well, seeing how you live, I can see why you’d object to rising prices on the Dormentalist menu.” 


	Roselli tensed again. “Too many creature comforts are distracting and clutter the road to Full Fusion. Money is not a problem for me. I live this way because I choose to.” 


	“Yeah, right.” 


	“I have a decent amount in the bank, enough to support me, but I gave all the rest—a small fortune, if you care to know—to the Church.” 


	“And this is how they thank you?” 


	“I didn’t give it for thanks. I wasn’t looking for special treatment. I gave it to further the Church’s mission.” 


	Jack wished he could open this turkey’s eyes.


	“So after they pretty much sucked you dry, they gave you the shaft by raising the fees.” 


	
“No, that doesn’t affect me. I gave the Church so much that I’ll never be charged FL fees, no matter how high they go. It wasn’t—isn’t myself I’m concerned about, it’s the others who aren’t so lucky.” 


	“Not so lucky? I’d say their luck will change for the better when they get booted from the church for not being able to come up with the necessary jing to stay in.” 


	“So, that’s it. You’ve become a WA. Lots of DDs do.” 


	“Wall Addict? Out to destroy Dormentalism? Not likely. You have to care about something before you want to destroy it. I don’t even think about the church these days.” 


	That would have been true last week, even early yesterday. But after what had happened to Blascoe last night, and with Jamie missing, nothing would please him more than seeing Brady and Jensen and their whole crew brought down. Way down.


	But he couldn’t let Roselli know that. Blindly loyal Dormentalist that he was, he’d go running to Jensen.


	Jack rose to his feet and placed one of his Docs on Roselli’s back.


	“Don’t move.” 


	He reached over to the wall and flicked off the lights. Then he paused, searching for the right parting note as he left this loser in his self-imposed filth.


	“Looks like I made a mistake about you. You’re not the guy I was looking for. We’ll let bygones be bygones, okay. I’ll keep looking for the right guy, you keep avoiding soap. And hey… sorry about your mother.” 


	Jack slipped out, closed the door behind him, and hurried down to the street. On his march back to the subway station, he placed another call to the lady who called herself Maria Roselli. Still no answer.


	Are you avoiding me, lady? he thought. Hope not. Because I need to talk to you. I mean, we really need to talk.


				*
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	Jack saw no sense in going back to Beekman Place, especially dressed as he was. Even if the mystery lady were home, the doorman wouldn’t let him past the front door.


	He picked up the late city issue of the Post before getting on the train.


	He paged through it on the uptown ride. His heart fell as he came across the piece he’d been looking for but hoping he wouldn’t find.


	Jamie Grant, reporter for The Light, was missing. Police were speculating whether her disappearance might be related to the murder of the night security guard.


	Shit. Jensen had her. No question.


	Instead of going home, Jack got off at Columbus Circle.


	The first thing he did when he hit street level was dial 911 on his Tracfone. He hated to turn to the cops, but it was time. He was one man and Jamie could be anywhere in the five boroughs, maybe beyond.


	“Listen up,” he said when the emergency operator picked up. “I just read in the paper where the cops are looking for a missing reporter named Jamie Grant. She was kidnapped by members of the Dormentalist Church for writing exposes about them.” 


	“What is your name, sir, and where can we reach you?” 


	“Never mind that. Listen: She was kidnapped by a guy named Jensen who’s the Dormentalist head of security. Keep an eye on him and you’ll find Jamie Grant.” 


	“Sir—” 


	“Got that? Jensen. Dormentalist Church.” 


	He broke the connection. Maybe they’d write off his call as the ravings of an MDP, maybe not. Jamie had been very publicly at odds with the Dormentalists, so the charge wouldn’t sound complete blue sky. Jack hoped they’d focus at least some of their manpower and resources on Jensen and his church.


	He walked down to the Avis place on West Fifty-fourth. He’d been using the John L. Tyleski identity for the past few months, and since he was a paid-up Visa Card holder with a current driver’s license—courtesy of ID-maestro Ernie—he was allowed to cruise away in his usual rental—a Buick Century.


	Jensen and his TP crew would be on the lookout for Jack’s Crown Vic. This would give him a different look.


	Jamie had said the Dormentalist bigshots kept their cars in a garage around the corner from the temple. Jack found a spot on the street downstream from the exit and parked. He checked his watch. Almost eight. He’d give it four hours, then call it quits.


	Could be a long night.


	But half an hour later, as he talked on his cell to Gia, he was pleasantly surprised to see a black Mercedes pull out of the garage. As it passed, Jack recognized Brady behind the wheel. Jamie had said he drove himself only on special occasions. Could this special occasion be a meeting with Jamie Grant?


	Brady stopped at the red light at the end of the block. Jack waited for it to go green, then pulled out and followed.


				*
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	Fog… the world was fog… all fog…


	And pain. A dull pain in her left hand… her left little finger. It throbbed and burned and—


	Then Jamie remembered. Jensen. The cleaver. Her finger. The indescribable pain as the blade sliced through skin and bone and tendon and nerve.


	Bad as it was, the pain hadn’t lasted too long. The sweet-smelling cloth had been jammed against her face again, taking away the world and the pain.


	For a while.


	Now both were back.


	And other sensations… chill air on her skin… bands about her arms and legs and body, tight against her stomach and especially her chest, making it hard to take a deep breath. She opened her mouth for more air and realized she couldn’t. Some sort of cloth had been shoved between her teeth and taped into place.


	Gagged!


	Fighting panic, she forced her gummy lids open and blinked her eyes into focus. Whatever light there was came from above. Images formed slowly. First came the lines, vertical and horizontal, all around her. For a moment she thought she might be dreaming… a nightmare in which she’d fallen into a Mondrian painting. But as the lines became clearer she made out their ribbed surfaces and recognized them as steel reinforcing rods, welded into a heavy-duty lattice.


	What was she doing in a steel cage?


	And beyond the rods loomed the inner surface of a giant metal tube, maybe twenty feet tall and five in diameter.


	She felt a cool draft against her skin and looked down at herself. Shock blasted away the lingering effects of whatever they’d drugged her with.


	She was naked.


	Oh, God, Jensen or one of his drones must have stripped her while she was out. She wondered if they’d done anything else to her, but she didn’t feel as if she’d been…


	Her mind froze as she realized she was bound hand, foot, and body to a dozen or more of the reinforcing rods… bound and suspended half a dozen feet off the ground… inside a tube…


	Jamie tried to calm herself. This had to be a dream, a very bad one, because it couldn’t be real. Things like this didn’t happen to people, especially her. It was surreal, had no basis in the real world…


	Check out the inner surface of the cylinder, for instance… all those strange looking, sharp-edged, geometric projections running up and down and around. She’d never seen anything like those before.


	A dream…


	But dream or not, something about the oddly unsettling shapes poured a stream of acid into her already quaking stomach.


	What was this? Where was she? And why?


	And then a part of her interview with Blascoe tumbled back to her. The part about the pillars Brady was burying all over the world. It seemed like years since she’d typed the words into her computer…


	… the concrete’s gotta be made with a certain kind of sand, and the columns gotta be inscribed with all sorts of weird symbols…


	She’d been tied up and suspended inside one of Brady’s columns. But why on Earth would—?


	Blascoe’s next sentence provided a chilling hint.


	… And then they’ve gotta put something else inside it before they can bury it…


	The old man hadn’t known what that something else might be, but now Jamie did.


	The gag muffled her screams.


				*
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	“Where the hell are we?” Jack muttered as he followed Brady along a dark, twisting road through the Jersey sticks.


	Seemed to be a pretty popular back road, which was good. Jack had kept his distance as he’d followed Brady off the Parkway. His Mercedes was now riding behind a battered old pickup and ahead of a Taurus. Jack kept behind the Taurus.


	He was pretty certain they were in Ocean County, although they could have been at the lower end of Monmouth. He hadn’t seen a sign either way. Not that it mattered. He wasn’t too familiar with either.


	Not so Brady. He seemed to know where he was going. Not a hint of hesitation in the way he negotiated the hilly curves and turns since the Parkway.


	The next turn took Jack by surprise. As the road crested, Brady hung a sharp left and disappeared. Jack slowed as he reached the spot but didn’t stop in case Brady was checking for tails. He caught a glimpse of an opening through the trees, a concrete skirt abutting the road’s asphalt, and then nothing but open night sky.


	He doubted Brady had driven off a cliff, so he continued on for about a quarter mile until he found a spot wide enough for a U-turn, then doubled back. He killed his headlights as he turned onto the skirt and stopped. He faced a wide expanse of starry sky as he sat overlooking some sort of pit, a huge excavation maybe seventy or eighty feet deep, with a cluster of odd-shaped buildings nestled against the near wall. Light glowed through a few windows in one of the taller structures where three or four cars were parked.


	Jack backed up and drove downhill to where he’d made the U-turn. He pulled the car off the road and parked it between a couple of pines, then walked back. He hugged the wall of the pit as he made his way down the steep concrete driveway.


	At the bottom he came upon a small fleet of cement mixer trucks. Each had printing on the cab doors that he assumed to be the company name. Something about the design above the name drew him to the trucks. He sidled over to one. Keeping its bulk between himself and the buildings, he risked a quick flash of his penlight.


	Centered on the door was something that looked like a black sun or black sunflower. Beneath that…


	WM. BLAGDEN & SONS, INC.


	He’d seen that design and that name before. But where?


	And then he remembered: a couple of months ago, in Novaton, Florida, on the cab door of a dump truck.


	The driver had said he was hauling sand to New Jersey. Jack had thought it strange at the time—no shortage of sand in Jersey—and had meant to check it out when he got back. But with so much happening in his life these days, he’d never gotten around to it.


	And yet here he was, standing in the yard of Blagden & Sons.


	A familiar heaviness settled on Jack. This was no coincidence. No more coincidences in his life, and here was further proof.


	In September a Blagden & Sons sand-hauling dump truck had been stolen and used to run down his father. And now in November he’d followed Luther Brady here, to the Blagden & Sons factory or mill or whatever a concrete making-mixing place was called.


	And the sand? Sand was a major ingredient in concrete, and just twenty-four hours ago the late Cooper Blascoe had spoken about Brady’s life project, the one he’d been funneling church funds into, and how it involved burying concrete pillars in specific locations around the globe… in the same pattern as that on the skin from a dead woman’s back.


	Connect the dots and form a picture. But only part of one. Most of the big picture remained obscured.


	Jack knew he wouldn’t be part of this particular dot right now if another woman, the one on Beekman Place, hadn’t involved him with the Dormentalists.


	Manipulated at every turn…


	He saw his life becoming less and less his own, and loathed the idea. But despite his growing fury he couldn’t seem to do a damn thing about it.


	He banked his burning frustration and focused on his mission: Was Jamie Grant here?


	Keeping an eye out for any security, Jack stayed in the shadows as he crept closer to the building. No sign of guards. Too bad. He would have liked to get his hands on one of Jensen’s TPs and wring Jamie’s whereabouts from him.


	When he reached the building he recognized Jensen’s Town Car next to Brady’s Mercedes; the cops obviously hadn’t latched onto the GP yet—if they ever would. A big Infinity and a Saab he didn’t recognize were also parked before the door. Jensen and Brady here but without a squad of TPs. Not what Jack would have expected.


	He found a dirt-caked window around the corner. Using the heel of his hand he cleaned a patch large enough to spy on the interior but too small to be noticed.


	His attention was drawn immediately to the metal column braced upright under a chute on the far side of the vaulted space. He spotted a group of people on a walkway ten feet off the floor. Jensen was the easiest to recognize. And here came Luther Brady walking toward them.


	If only he could hear what they were saying.


				*
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	Luther nodded and greeted the four High Council members who had come along: Glenn Muti, Marissa Menendez, Dick Cunningham, and of course, Bill Blagden. Why did some of the HC feel they had to be present at every pouring? He still hadn’t figured out whether they were motivated by a sense of duty or sheer morbidity.


	He pulled Jensen aside and lowered his voice.


	“Everything ready?” 


	The big man nodded and rumbled, “All set.” 


	“What about the man? Any trace of him?” 


	Jensen’s already dark face darkened further. “It’s like he’s vanished off the face of the Earth.” 


	“Well we both know he didn’t do that. He has to be somewhere.” 


	“But to find him I’ve got to know who he is. He’s an onion. Every time I peel away one bogus identity, I find another.” 


	“Please keep it down. I don’t want the HC to know about this.” 


	He could sense Jensen’s frustration, but it was his rising volume that concerned Luther.


	Jensen lowered his voice. “Okay, but who is this guy? It’s like he doesn’t exist. How can I find a guy who doesn’t exist?” 


	“Stop obsessing. I have a feeling he’ll come to us. Are you fully ready for him?” 


	“Of course.” 


	Jensen opened his coat to reveal his omnipresent .44 Magnum in a shoulder holster. He had the size to carry the big weapon without showing a bulge.


	Luther wondered if he should have brought his Beretta. He was licensed to carry and was an excellent shot. But he doubted he’d have to call on that skill. Especially here. Jensen had wanted to bring along a few of his TPs as security, but Luther had vetoed that. The fewer people who knew the final disposition of Jamie Grant, the better.


	“Just be patient,” Luther told him, “and it will all work out.” 


	“Let’s hope so.” 


	Luther flicked a glance at the HC contingent, then at the cylindrical mold. “They don’t know who’s inside?” 


	“No. They think it’s just another Null.” 


	“And the original Null has been notified?” 


	Another nod. “She was heartbroken.” 


	“She’ll get over it.” 


	“I promised her next time for sure.” 


	The Compendium had been very specific: In order for a pillar to be valid, to be able to move Opus Omega closer to completion, someone had to die within it. A cadaver would not suffice. The person’s life had to be extinguished within the pillar.


	In the old days the pillars were solid stone that had to be quarried from specific locations—from stone found near nexus points. In those times a chamber would be hollowed out and a living person sealed within it.


	Luther had modernized the process. Instead of stone he’d switched to concrete, but made with sand taken from areas close to nexus points. The sand in tonight’s mixture had been taken from an Everglades cenote that housed a nexus point; it was particularly rich in Hokano influence.


	He’d fashioned a mold of the proper size that would imprint the symbols in the surface of each pillar. All he had to do was fill it with the special mix Bill Blagden whipped up for him on demand and—voilà—a new pillar.


	Well, not quite. He needed that final, critical ingredient for each.


	When he’d assumed the task of completing Opus Omega, he’d thought to look outside the Church among human flotsam and jetsam for lives to extinguish within the pillars, but that struck him as wrong. He would not sully Opus Omega with worthless lives.


	To that end he had created the concept of the Null—the FA whose personal xelton had died. Without a viable PX within, fusion with the Hokano counterpart would be impossible.


	Of course, Null status was never identified until the FA had invested a good amount of cash in climbing the FL. Luther made a point of selecting Nulls from the most devoted, most vulnerable—as determined from the interviews conducted after the completion of each rung—most cash-strapped FAs. Invariably they were crushed by the news and devastated by the realization that they would not survive the Great Fusion when this world joined with the Hokano world.


	But wait… all was not lost. The Church had found a way to reanimate a dead PX. But Xelton Resurrection would require boundless faith, devotion, and courage. XR was being offered only to a few select Nulls deemed worthy of salvation. The XR process would not only revive their PX, but bestow immediate Fusion. They’d achieve FF status without climbing the FL, and be ready to face the GF with heads held high.


	Every Null approached over the years had jumped at the chance.


	Jensen was always the bearer of this good news. The chosen Null was not told the specifics of the XR process, just that he or she would be traveling to a secret destination for a special kind of missionary work, and would be absent for an indefinite period.


	The members of the religion Luther had invented rarely failed to amaze him. A startling number of the XR Nulls climbed right into the cylinder and allowed themselves to be strapped in as if they were going on an amusement park ride. Not all, of course. The ones who developed cold feet when the moment arrived had to be drugged before they were placed in the mold.


	Jamie Grant would have the honor of being the first non-Dormentalist to give up her life for the cause since Luther had taken over the Opus. He didn’t want the HC members to know that, though. He didn’t want to be bothered with their questions or have them start second-guessing him.


	“I suppose it’s time,” he told Jensen. He nodded toward Bill Blagden, the owner of the plant. “I hope Bill remembered to add the accelerator. It’s cold in here.” 


	“All taken care of. He told me he added enough calcium chloride to cut set time by two-thirds.” 


	“Excellent. Let’s get it done then. But I want to pull the lever this time.” 


	“Any special reason? You know Bill sees the lever as his duty.” 


	“I know. But this woman insulted the Church in print—called us ‘Dementedists,’ remember?—and was trying to destroy all that we’ve worked for. Decades of struggle would be negated if she’d been allowed to go public with what she’d learned. She has been a thorn in my side since she first darkened the temple’s doorway. I claim the honor of sending this dangerous WA to her destiny.” 


	Jensen nodded. “I’ll tell Bill.” 


	Luther had tried not to take Grant’s ravings too personally. He didn’t need to pull the lever himself. He could let Blagden have his usual fun. After all, the important thing was knowing that the bitch would never write or utter another critical word about the Church. That should have been enough.


	But it wasn’t.


				*
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	Jamie heard a noise above as a shadow fell over her. She craned her neck and saw that a large chute had swung over the opening of the cylinder. She screamed through her gag and ducked her head as she saw the thick, wet, gray concrete begin to sluice toward her.


	The pasty, lumpy stream missed her by inches, splattering and clattering instead against the cylinder wall before sliding to the floor.


	As she watched it begin to collect just a few feet below her and rise like a riptide, she knew she had only seconds to live. A part of her had accepted the inevitable, but another part refused to give up. So she struggled against the ropes that bound her to the reinforcing rods, trying to slip one of the loops, but they’d been expertly tied… by someone who knew what he was doing… someone who’d done it before… and more than once…


	Frantic, she looked around. On either side she saw a vertical seam. This cylinder wasn’t a single piece, it was two half cylinders bound together. If she could push the side of one of those seams outward, bulge it just a little, maybe the rising concrete would seep through it, and maybe the increasing weight behind would further bulge the cylinder wall, maybe split the seam wider until the cement flowed out rather than up.


	She stretched her arms wide, to their limits, straining her weight back and forth against the coils around her torso, inching her fingers toward the seams.


	The concrete lapped against her feet, oddly warm, almost comforting.


	She pushed harder. Somewhere a knot slipped along one of the reinforcing rods. Not much, but enough to allow her to touch the seams on either side. Her left hand was still exquisitely tender but she pushed through the pain, forcing every fiber of her strength and will into the effort.


	The warm cement tide rose to her thighs, her waist.


	She moaned behind her gag as the stub of her left pinkie began to spurt blood again. She ignored the agony and pushed hard left and right and—it gave! A small section of the right seam bulged outward, letting in a thin shaft of light.


	The concrete was caressing her bare breasts now and moving toward her throat.


	Push! Push!


	Jamie was still pushing when the lumpy tide swirled to her chin, then engulfed her head, filling her nostrils and sealing her eyes.
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	Not much of interest going on in the plant, at least not that Jack could see. Brady and Jensen had had a little tête-à-tête apart from the rest, then rejoined the other four. A little discussion—more like an argument—and then Brady had stepped over to a wall and pulled a lever. A few seconds later, cement started running down the chute and pouring into the tube.


	No, not cement—concrete. A landscaper Jack worked for in his younger days had always corrected him whenever he made the mistake: cement was only part of concrete, the binding compound. When you added sand and gravel to cement, you ended up with concrete.


	Looked like there might be a little defect in the tube. Jack spotted a trickle of thick gray fluid leaking through one of the seams, like brains through a bullet hole. But the trickle never graduated to anything more, and soon it stopped.


	Still no sign of Jamie Grant.


	While all inside were intent on their pillar manufacture, Jack went over to the cars. He flashed his light into each, front and back—empty—then tried the doors. Jensen’s Town Car and the Infinity were unlocked. He popped the trunks on those, but no Jamie.


	He thumped on the trunks of Brady’s Mercedes and the Saab, saying, “Jamie? It’s Jack. If you’re in there, kick something, make any noise you can.” 


	Not a sound.


	Jamie could be inside the plant, but Jack doubted it. The place looked like a going concern. She’d been gone all day and he couldn’t see them stashing her here all that time. Too high a risk of someone seeing her and recognizing her. Her face was all over the news.


	No, they’d have brought her somewhere else, someplace isolated.


	He just hoped they hadn’t hurt her.


	He headed back up the hill to the road and his car. When the Dormentalists left, he’d follow Jensen this time. If anyone knew where Jamie was, and if anyone was going to lead Jack to her, it was the GP.


	He reached his car, then sat in the dark and waited.


				*
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	“Jack, could you please sit down,” Gia said. “You’re making me nervous.” 


	“Sorry.” Jack forced himself to perch on one of the chairs at her kitchen table.


	“Have a donut. You haven’t touched one.” 


	When their schedules permitted, Jack liked to stop by Gia’s early on a Saturday or Sunday with a box of donuts.


	He picked up a brown-sugar cruller, crispy on the outside, soft and white within, and nibbled. He wasn’t hungry.


	“You’re looking good this morning, mama,” he told Gia.


	And she was. Her color was better and she seemed to have more energy.


	She smiled. “Thanks. I’m feeling better. I run out of gas sooner than usual, but I should do better as my blood count gets back to normal.” 


	He heard Vicky laugh and looked up. She sat on the far side of the table, reading a book Jack had bought her last month. The sugared creme donut she’d just finished—her favorite—had left her with a snowy mustache. Appropriately she was reading, for the umpteenth time, Ogden Nash’s The Tale of Custard the Dragon.


	“What’s so funny, Vicks?” 


	“Listen,” Vicky said, grinning at him. ” ‘Meowch!’ cried Ink, and ‘Ooh!’ cried Belinda, for there was a pirate, climbing in the winda.’” She laughed again. “Winda! I love that part!” 


	Vicky loved wordplay, which was why Nash was perfect for her.


	“I’ll get you the sequel. Something about Custard and a Wicked Knight.” 


	“Another Custard book? When are you getting it?” 


	“Soon as I can find a copy.” 


	As Vicky went back to reading, Jack looked up and found Gia staring at him.


	“She’s on your mind, isn’t she.” She spoke in a low tone with a glance across the table. “And I don’t mean Miss Big Ears.” 


	Jack had told her about Jamie Grant.


	“Yeah. Not only do I not have a clue where she is, I don’t even know if she’s still, um, with us.” He pounded a fist on his knee. “I shouldn’t have let her go back to her office.” 


	“And just how were you going to stop her? She’s a grown woman who’s got a right to make her own decisions. You of all people—” 


	“I know, I know. It’s just… I can’t help it, I feel… responsible.” 


	Jack knew he shouldn’t. What could he have done? Abducted her and tied her up in his trunk?—which was probably just what Jensen had done. But if he had done it first she’d be safe right now.


	Gia was staring at him. “I thought we agreed that you were going to avoid rough stuff.” 


	“This started off as a missing person thing and I—” 


	“Missing?” Vicky said. “Who’s missing?” 


	“It’s okay,” Jack said. “No one you know. And he’s been found.” 


	“Oh, good.” She went back to her book.


	“But the problem,” Gia said, speaking barely above a whisper, “is that you’ve traded one missing person for another. And she may be more than missing, she may be… like that poor security guard at the paper. This is not what I call avoiding rough stuff.” 


	“Wasn’t supposed to be like this.” He sighed. “At least that blackmail fix-it’s over with. No rough stuff there.” 


	Clocking a mook over the head with a hot plate didn’t really fit Jack’s definition of no rough stuff, but he decided not to mention it.


	He stifled a yawn. He hadn’t gotten much sleep last night. Following Jensen had turned out to be a waste of time. He’d looked for a chance to get in the GP’s face—like maybe at a rest stop—and pull a little carjack action. Force Jensen to drive him to Jamie.


	But the opportunity had never presented itself. Jensen drove nonstop to a garage on East Eighty-seventh, disappeared inside. He reappeared a few minutes later and entered the apartment building next door.


	Home? Probably. Holding Jamie there? No way.


	So he’d driven over to the West Side where he spotted the Dormentalist surveillance team still on the job.


	Again the question: Watching for her or him?


	“Where is she?” he said, thinking aloud.


	Gia sipped her tea. “Kind of hard for me to speculate about someone I’ve never met, but from what you’ve told me about her, she doesn’t sound like a person who’d slink away in silence.” 


	“You’ve got that right. Even if she was hiding in some kind of foxhole, she’d still be sending dispatches from the front.” He balled a fist. “They’ve got her, damn it. They’ve got her and I don’t know where.” 


	Gia covered his fist with her hand. “You’ve done all you can. The police are on it, and you pointed them in the right direction. It’s out of your hands.” 


	“I suppose it is.” Easier to say than accept. “But I’ve got a bad feeling that this story is not headed for a happy ending.” 


	Gia gave his fist a squeeze but said nothing.


	“And on the subject of missing women,” Jack said, digging his Tracfone out of his pocket, “I still haven’t been able to touch base with the lady who got me involved in this mess in the first place.” 


	He punched in the number for Maria Roselli—the only name he had for her—and listened to her phone ring and ring.


	“Still not answering.” He stabbed the END button. “I’m going to take a quick walk down to Beekman.” A ten-block trip; wouldn’t take him long. “She may be there and just not answering.” 


	Jack had told Gia that he’d been hired by a mother to locate her Dormentalist son. It had always been his practice never to mention names, even to her. Gia understood that. He’d felt free to discuss Jamie Grant with her, though, because she hadn’t hired him.


	But names weren’t all he kept from Gia. He never mentioned details that he knew might upset her. Like the flap of Anya’s skin, for instance. That was a little too gruesome to share.


	He had it folded in the pocket of his jacket now. If he got to see the lady known as Maria Roselli, maybe it would shock her into answering a few questions.


	“Be back soon.” 


	“Be careful.” 


	“I was born careful.” 


	Gia rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the hint of a smile. “Oh, puh-lease!” 


				*
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	Esteban shook his head. “She’s out shopping.” 


	“You’re sure?” Jack said.


	The two of them stood in the white marble lobby that was becoming familiar to Jack. Too familiar.


	“Put her in the cab myself. Mrs. Roselli goes shopping every Saturday morning. She and Benno.” 


	“She takes that big dog shopping?” 


	Esteban smiled. “Benno goes wherever Mrs. Roselli goes.” 


	“And you gave her my message—about calling me?” 


	“Of course.” He looked offended. “I not only told her, I wrote it down and handed her the note.” 


	“Okay, well do it again. And this time tell her I have something she needs to see.” 


	Esteban nodded. “Something she needs to see… I’ll tell her.” 


	Jack stepped onto the sidewalk and started walking back uptown. Frustration burned like a furnace in his belly.


	Nothing was happening. Nothing.


	Maybe he should just go with it for now. Kick back and hang with Gia and Vicks for the day and wait for something to break. But he knew he’d be lousy company, his attention constantly wandering elsewhere.


	He had to do something.


	Maybe go for a ride. To Jersey, perhaps. To a cement plant where they poured concrete into a strange mold.


	It was a Saturday in mid-fall. The place might not even be open.


	All the better.


	He sighed. Probably a waste of time. Certainly nowhere near the fun of making fatso Cordova’s life miserable. Jack almost wished he hadn’t finished the blackmail fix so quickly.


				*
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	“Sister Maggie?” 


	“No, this is Sister Agnes. Sister Margaret Mary isn’t available at the moment. Can I help you?” 


	“Oh, hi, Sister. This is Maggie’s cousin. I was just calling about Uncle Mike.” 


	“Not bad news, I hope.” 


	“Well, it isn’t good. Do you know when she’ll be back?” 


	“She’s working in the soup kitchen in the basement of the church. She’ll be there until after the midday meal. I can give you the number if you want to call over there.” 


	“No, no, that’s okay. Don’t even tell her I called. You know how she is. She’ll just worry. I’ll catch her later.” 


	Richie Cordova hung up the phone.


	“Yessiree,” he said. “Catch her later.” 


				*
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	Jack parked his rented Buick in the same spot as last night, identifiable by the crushed brush and weeds between the two trees. A good spot in the dark but kind of obvious in daylight.


	Yeah, well, so what? He’d looked around and hadn’t found anyplace better, so this would have to do. Frustration on the Jamie Grant front had made him edgy and grumpy and a little reckless.


	The afternoon sun was fading behind a blanket of low clouds as Jack reached the lip of the Wm. Blagden & Sons driveway. He looked down on the plant and its sandy, barren grounds, virtually devoid of vegetation beyond patches of scrub brush and clusters of the ubiquitous and fearless ailanthus.


	The place looked more deserted than last night. Not a car in sight. Apparently Blagden & Sons took weekends off—at least this particular weekend.


	Figuring the less time out in the open the better, Jack broke into a trot down the steep slope of the entry drive, slowing to a walk when he reached the fleet of silent trucks. He wound through them cautiously. Just because the place looked deserted didn’t mean it was.


	He made his way to the tall building and found his window with its clean corner of glass. He peeked through. Light filtering through dusty skylights lit an interior much changed since last night. The tall metal cylinder was gone, replaced by a winch-equipped flatbed truck. A large concrete pillar, etched with the angular symbols he’d seen on the cylinder, lay on the truck’s bed. Chains and straps locked it down.


	This is what they’d been pouring last night. Here was one of the columns Luther Brady was burying all over the world. Was he nuts? It was a hunk of doodad-decorated concrete.


	Jack knew there had to be more to it. Brady had to think it was part of some grand plan, a means to some momentous end, else why go to the trouble and expense of building that illuminated globe in a closed-off alcove?


	Jack needed a closer look at those symbols.


	He rounded the corner to the door where the cars had been parked last night: locked. He’d left his kit of B-and-E tools in the trunk of the rental. He could run up and get them, but hated wasting the time.


	Out of curiosity, he stepped around the next corner to a pair of truck-sized double doors and found them unlocked. A thick chain and heavy-duty padlock lay in a bucket to the right.


	Jack slipped between the doors and stood in the high, open space, listening. Silence. On guard, he approached the truck and its cargo.


	As he stood beside the bed and looked up at the column, studying the symbols, he wished he’d planned this better. He should have brought a camera to photograph the thing. Someone at Columbia or NYU might be able to translate the symbols. He thought again about going back to the car, this time to hunt up a 7-Eleven or drugstore that sold those dinky little disposable cameras. Pick one up and bring it back here and…


	His scanning gaze passed and then darted back to a small brownish area that bulged amid the unbroken gray of the rest of the column. Enough out of place to pique Jack’s curiosity.


	He moved to his left until he was directly opposite it. He leaned on the bed of the truck for a closer look. Reddish brown… almost like…


	A chill like cold, wet concrete sludged down Jack’s spine.


	He levered himself up to the truck bed where he went down onto one knee for a closer look. It did look like blood. If this was part of the design, it was the only one like it that Jack could see.


	He pulled out his Spyderco Endura and flipped out the blade. After a quick glance around—still no one coming—he began chipping at the concrete. It took only a few short quick jabs to loosen a dime-sized flake. As it dropped to the bed Jack touched the newly exposed gray surface.


	It gave—just a little. It was soft, firm, definitely not concrete. This was flesh. This was someone’s hand.


	His intestines wound themselves into a Gordian knot as he chipped away more of the thin concrete overlaying the knuckles, revealing more gray flesh. The thumb, the index—this was a left hand—then the middle finger, then the ring, then…


	The pinkie was a stub… a bloody stub.


	Jack dropped his other knee to the bed and sagged.


	“Oh, shit,” he whispered. “Oh, goddamn.” 


	Unlike Jamie’s, this one had been recently amputated. And Jamie’s shorty had been on her right—


	Christ!


	Jack crawled over the column and checked the opposite side. There he found a symbol that looked out of place. All the others had been molded into the surface, this one bulged. He began chipping away…


	… another hand… and this one with a short pinkie as well… an old amputation.


	Jamie Grant… they’d killed her, drowned her in concrete last night… and Christ, he’d stood outside and watched the whole thing. That little leak he’d noticed along the seam… had that been Jamie trying to break out? Had she worked her fingers to the edge before her air ran out?


	Jack felt a pressure build in his chest. He pounded his fist against the pillar’s cold rough surface below the hand.


	He’d failed her.


	If only he’d known. Maybe he could have saved her… or at least tried. Maybe…


	The sound of a car engine outside stopped the growing string of maybes and pulled Jack to his feet. He looked around at one of the windows and spotted a car pulling up. He jumped down from the truck bed and hid himself behind an array of metal drums stacked against the wall.


	The frustration at being unable to locate Jamie was gone, overwhelmed by a black rage that pounded against the inside of his skull. He hoped, prayed this was Brady or Jensen—or, better yet, both. He could hear his molars grinding. He wanted to hurt someone connected to the Dormentalist Church. And the higher up, the harder the hurt. Give him the right guy and he might not be able to stop once he got started. Might hurt them to death. Which wasn’t so bad. Certain people had it coming.


	As he peeked between a pair of drums he saw two men push open the big doors at the opposite end. It wasn’t Brady or Jensen, or any of the other four he’d seen up on the catwalk last night.


	Shit.


	These two didn’t look like Dormentalists of any stripe. In fact, Jack thought he recognized the one on the right, the guy wearing the cowboy hat.


	Then he remembered. The cowboy was the big-gutted driver of the sand hauler that had damn near killed his father down in Florida. He hadn’t been behind the wheel when that happened; his job had been to drive a load of Otherness-tainted sand from the Everglades nexus point to this plant… sand that Jack was sure had been used to make the concrete that entombed Jamie.


	Jack reached back and removed the Glock from his SOB holster.


	Only two of them. He could take them, even if they were armed. But were they the only ones here? Could be a couple more outside.


	He decided to wait and see.


	Turned out to be a short wait. The two guys climbed into the truck cab, started her up, and pulled the truck outside. One jumped out to close the doors, and then they were driving away.


	Jack eased back outside. The Suburban they’d pulled up in was empty. Just two of them.


	He waited until the truck rumbled up to the road and disappeared, then he headed for his car at an easy trot. No need to rush. That big rig couldn’t move fast on these winding back roads, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be hard to spot.


	Jack wanted to see where they intended to inter Jamie Grant. And then they were going to have to answer some tough questions.


				*
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	“Body of Christ,” Sister Maggie said as she took the host from the gold-lined pyx and, holding it between her right thumb and forefinger, raised it before Amelia Elkins’s wrinkled face.


	Amelia responded with a hoarse Amen and opened her mouth.


	Maggie placed the wafer of bread on her tongue, and then they said a prayer of thanksgiving together, Amelia in her wheelchair, Maggie kneeling beside it.


	Genny Duncan, the Eucharistic Minister who usually brought Holy Communion to the parish’s shut-ins, was ill today, so Maggie had offered to take over for her. She was tired after the long day of working over the ovens and steaming kettles in the Loaves and Fishes, but that didn’t mean these poor homebound souls should be denied their weekly communion.


	When they finished the prayer, Amelia grabbed Maggie’s hand as she rose.


	“Can I fix you some tea, sister? I have some brownies my daughter dropped off. We could—” 


	Maggie patted her hand and smiled. “I wish I could stay, Amelia, really I do, but I have another stop to make.” 


	“Oh. Yes, of course. I’m not the only one who needs communion, I suppose. I was just hoping…” 


	Poor thing, Maggie thought as she replaced the cover on the pyx. So lonely.


	“Tell you what I can do, though,” she said. “I can stop by tomorrow around midday and we can have lunch together. I’ll bring—” 


	“Sunday lunch!” Amelia said, beaming. “And you won’t bring a thing. I’ll fix us some nice sandwiches. Do you like tuna fish salad?” 


	Maggie wasn’t fond of anything made with mayonnaise, but she put on a brave face. “I’ll bet you make a delicious one.” 


	“I do. These old legs may be unreliable, but I can still whip up a mean salad. What time can you be here?” 


	“How does one o’clock sound?” 


	“One o’clock it is!” She looked years younger. “I’ll have everything ready when you arrive.” 


	A few minutes later Maggie was hurrying down the rickety stairway from Amelia’s third-floor apartment, wondering if she might be spreading herself too thin. She had such trouble saying no to people in need.


	She stepped out onto the sidewalk and looked around. The light faded so early these days. She checked her watch. Just five o’clock and already the sun was down.


	Well, only one more stop to go. She checked her list. Mr. Whitcolm lived just a few blocks away. Wonderful. She’d be back at the convent in time to set the dinner table.


	She took two steps toward Fourth Street, then stopped.


	“Thank you, Lord,” she whispered. “Thank you for this second chance to do Your will, and to help those who can’t help themselves.” 


	As she started walking again a car pulled into the curb beside her. She angled closer to the buildings. The neighborhood was a lot safer than it used to be, but still had more than its share of drug dealers and other unsavory types.


	“Miss?” said a man’s voice.


	Maggie slowed but didn’t stop. She saw only one person in the car. A very large man, taking up most of the front seat as he leaned across from the driver’s side. His features were indistinguishable in the waning light, his face little more than a pale moon floating just inside the front passenger window, but she was sure she didn’t know him.


	“I’m lost. Can you help me?” 


	The car wasn’t flashy like the ones the drug dealers drove, and not a rattletrap like some of their customers’. Just a normal, everyday, respectable-looking Jeep. A family car.


	Still, you had to be careful.


	“I’ve been driving in circles down here,” he said, a plaintive note in his voice. “All I need is someone to point me in the right direction.” 


	She’d had to say no to Amelia. The least she could do was help out this lost man. She stepped closer to the car.


	“Where do you want to go?” 


	“One of the housing projects.” 


	“Which one? Jacob Riis? Lillian Wald? There’s more than one down here.” 


	“I’m not sure. My wife wrote it down for me but she has terrible penmanship.” He thrust his arm out the window. A slip of paper fluttered in this hand. “Can you make sense of this chicken scratch?” 


	Keeping her distance from the car, Maggie pulled the slip from his fingers and squinted at it in the twilight. He hadn’t been exaggerating about the penmanship. It was terrible. Obviously his wife hadn’t attended Catholic school. She thought she could make out an uppercase M and T on two adjacent words.


	“It might be Masaryk Towers.” 


	“That sounds right. Where are they?” 


	“Farther downtown. Are you sure…?” 


	“Something wrong?” 


	She’d never been inside the Masaryk Towers but had heard them referred to as a “vertical ghetto.” It did not seem the kind of place a middle-class white man would want to go.


	“Well, it has a rough reputation.” 


	“Really? Maybe I’ll just drive by. If it looks too rough I’ll just keep on going and come back during the day.” 


	“That might be a good idea.” She pointed east. “Go up here, make a right on Avenue C, and take it down to East Houston. You can’t miss it.” 


	“Thank you very much. Are you going that way? The least I can do is give you a lift.” 


	Yes, Maggie was going that way, but no, she didn’t want to get into this stranger’s car.


	“That’s very kind of you, but I have just a little ways to go and I need the exercise.” 


	“Okay,” he said. “I thought it only fair to offer.” He held his hand out the window, not quite as far as last time. “Thanks for your help. I just need that address back.” 


	“Oh, of course.” 


	She’d forgotten that she still had it. She stepped closer, holding it out.


	But instead of taking the paper, the man grabbed her wrist. As he yanked her forward, his other hand darted from the window and grabbed a fistful of her hair. Her scalp burned and she cried out in pain and terror. He pulled her arm and head through the window and into the car. Maggie screamed and then something hard and heavy slammed against the back of her head. Her vision blurred. She opened her mouth for another scream but then something hit her again, harder this time. Twilight became night.


				*
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	Traffic had been awful. Everything seemed to be under construction. Three-and-a-half hours since leaving Jersey and rolling onto the Pennsylvania Turnpike, and they were only in the Reading area. Where in hell were these guys going?


	Jack saw the truck’s turn signal begin to flash and he followed it into a rest area. About time. He needed to make a pit stop and get some gas. But first…


	He watched the driver and his buddy get out of their truck and head for the restaurant area. They locked the cab doors but left the big diesel engine running. Jack hurried around to his trunk and pulled the slim jim from his duffel bag of tools. Then he made his way to the passenger side. The truck cab was old and beat up. Probably didn’t have a working alarm system, but you never knew.


	Jack stepped up on the running board and looked around. The lot was mostly empty and quiet except for the rumble of traffic. Turnpike rest stops did not seem a popular Saturday night destination.


	He slipped the slim jim down between the window and the door panel, moved it around in a circular motion until it caught. Jack took a breath, then pulled up. The lock knob on the other side of the window popped up.


	No alarm. But now the real test: He removed the slim jim and opened the door. The courtesy lights came on, but again, no alarm.


	Great.


	He leaned inside and pawed through the papers piled at the center of the bench. Mostly toll receipts and maps. He picked up a Pennsylvania map and noticed that someone had crisscrossed it with red lines. A place where three of those lines intersected, out past Harrisburg and Camp Hill, was circled. A piece of plain white paper was clipped to an upper corner of the map. Jack scanned the typewritten note and realized it was a set of directions from the Turnpike to “the farm.” 


	He wondered how much these two drivers knew. Were they just doing a job, just making a delivery? Or did they know what lay inside that hunk of concrete? Their lack of furtiveness led Jack to suspect they knew nothing, but the only way to be sure was to ask.


	He refolded the map and slipped out of the cab, relocking the door as he went.


	Still a fair number of miles ahead of them. Jack would definitely need a full gas tank. He’d also need a little food and drink before he set out again.


	Looked like it was going to be a long night. He wanted to see this “farm” and find out what they planned for Jamie’s remains.


	And then he’d get answers to his questions.


				*
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	Richie Cordova looked down at Sister Maggie where she sat tied to a nice, sturdy oak chair, looked into her eyes and saw the fear and confusion there.


	He reveled in the moment. Hard to believe that less than an hour ago he’d been terrified, ready to call the whole thing off.


	All well and good to work up a plan to snatch a nun off the street, but getting down to the job of doing it… that’s a whole other story. He’d smeared mud on his plates so no one could report the number, he’d had the sap ready, he’d juiced himself with fury, but when he’d spotted her walking and pulled into that curb… man, he’d switched from being pissed to almost pissing his pants.


	But he’d made himself do it. It was pretty dark, no one around with a clear line of sight—now or never. And he had to do it right. If he blew it, he’d never get another chance.


	He’d pulled it off, clubbing her unconscious and then speeding away with her slumped and huddled on the passenger side floor. But even then he hadn’t been able to relax. What if someone had seen? What if some nosy old bitch had been watching out her window and reported it? Not that it was likely or would even matter. He was driving a nondescript Jeep—had to be a million of them in the city—with unreadable plates.


	Still… you never could tell. Driving along he’d spent so much time looking into the rearview mirror he almost ran down a pedestrian.


	But no one gave him a second look on his way to this urban wasteland west of Northern Boulevard in Flushing. And now he was here, hidden away in a rundown warehouse he’d sniffed out yesterday, where no one would interrupt him.


	And now that he had her here, securely trussed up like a prelibato salami, his fear was gone, evaporated, replaced by a strange elation. He’d always got a kick out of how the blackmail game let him call the shots and generally mess up people’s lives. But that had always been a long-distance involvement, with contact limited to phone calls and mail.


	But this… he’d never experienced anything like this. Sister Margaret Mary was his to do with as he pleased. He wasn’t just pulling her strings, he owned her.


	God, it was like sex.


	And he hadn’t laid a finger on her. Yet.


	He was learning things about himself, things he’d never imagined. This was turning out to be more that just payback, it was a voyage of self-discovery.


	But maybe he shouldn’t go all that deep about it, seeing as what today’s Gemini horoscope had to say.


	You may feel compelled to overanalyze things at work, but resist. A colleague becomes more expressive when you talk first. In time, you’ll see that problems at work were a godsend.


	He was kind of awed by that last part. His problems at “work” were already becoming a sort of “godsend.” And when he thought about it, Sister Maggie was a colleague in a way. At least they’d worked together. Sort of. For sure she was going to become more expressive, and he was definitely going to talk first.


	“Do you know who I am?” he said, moving closer and standing over her. “Do you have any idea the trouble you’ve caused me.” 


	She shook her head and made begging sounds through her gag.


	Even though no one would hear her even if she screamed at the top of her voice, Richie decided to leave the gag in place. He didn’t want to listen to no bullshit. It was his place to do the talking, and hers to listen.


	“I’m the guy who took those pretty pictures of you and Metcalf.” 


	The way her eyes went wide, showing white all around, shot a bolt of ecstasy toward his groin.


	“That’s right. Me. But guess what happened? Someone came around and messed up all my files… destroyed them. Ain’t that a pity? I don’t know who that someone was, but I think—no, I’m sure I know who sent him. And you’re going to tell me all about him.” 


	He savored for a moment the tears that filled her eyes and ran down her cheeks to the gag, then he rummaged through the toolbox he’d brought along. He wanted the straight dope when he asked a question. That might require a little softening up. Or it might not. He wouldn’t know until he removed the gag, and he didn’t plan to do that for a while.


	A boy’s gotta have his fun, right?


	He found the ice pick and held it up where she could see it.


	“But first, a little truth serum.” 


				*
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	Jack wasn’t sure how to play this.


	Here he was, following the Blagden truck down this bumpy country road in the dark. The very dark. The moon hadn’t risen, not a street lamp in sight, and he and the truck were the only vehicles on the road.


	They’d turned off the Turnpike miles ago, then wound into these low hills. No way they couldn’t know someone was coasting along behind them. But did they care?


	That was the question. If they knew they’d been hauling a murdered woman’s body across state lines, they’d be more than a little paranoid and watching their rearview mirrors. They might even pull over to let a following car pass.


	But if they believed they were hauling a weird chunk of concrete and nothing more, they wouldn’t care who was behind them.


	Although the truck had made no evasive maneuvers, Jack decided to play it safe and proceed on the assumption that the drivers knew the score.


	So when he saw the truck slow and make a cautious turn onto an even narrower road, Jack drove on by. He spotted two sets of headlights sitting atop a rise. Through his rearview he watched the truck climb to the top of the rise and stop by the headlights.


	Jack killed his own lights and pulled over. He stepped out of the car and found himself facing what looked like an open field, overgrown and bordered by a rickety wire fence. He checked the sky. Broken cloud cover blocked most of the starshine. He looked around for signs that the moon might be rising but found no telltale glow. Good. The less light the better.


	He hopped over the wire and made his way in a crouch through the tall grass toward the lights.


	He dropped lower as he neared the top of the rise, then stopped and squatted just out of reach of the headlights.


	The flatbed and two pickups sat angled around a pit that looked maybe seven or eight feet wide. From the size of the mound of excavated dirt piled to the side, Jack guessed it was a pretty deep hole.


	Deep enough to swallow Jamie’s concrete sarcophagus.


	Four men with shovels, plus one of the drivers, stood around the rim showing not a hint of furtiveness. That persuaded Jack that they probably wouldn’t be able to add anything to what he already knew. He’d made the trip for nothing.


	No… not for nothing. He’d learned where they were burying Jamie Grant.


	The driver on the ground made a signal to his partner in the flatbed’s cab. As Jack watched, the truck’s winch began to raise the forward end of the pillar, tilting the butt over the black maw of the hole.


	Jack’s instincts spurred him to put a stop to this now. Jamie deserved better. But he’d be taking on six men; some of them could be armed. Better to let them complete their work. This way at least he’d know where to find Jamie when the time came to arrange for a proper burial.


	And another reason for holding back: As long as he knew where to find the pillar—literally where the body was buried—it remained a potential weapon against Brady and Jensen. What he had to do now was figure out how to use it to inflict maximum damage.


	So he held his place and his breath and watched the pillar angle up, up, up, then slip off the truck bed and into the hole.


				*
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	In Midtown Manhattan an old woman cries out and clutches her back as pain lances through her. Her dog, a Rottweiler, stands beside her, legs stiff, body tense, barking in sympathy.


	She knows the cause of her suffering.


	Another one… they’ve buried another one. They must be stopped before it’s too late.


	But she can’t do it. Someone else must act on her behalf.


				*
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	Jack’s thoughts raced ahead of his car as he cranked eastward on the Penn Turnpike. How to get the most out of that pillar…


	Nothing was coming. He was dry… dry as the earth they’d backfilled into Jamie’s grave.


	East of Harrisburg he gave up and switched on the radio. Maybe he could zone out on music for a while, then tackle the problem with a fresh head. But he couldn’t find anything he felt like listening to. He wished he’d brought along some of his CDs, but realized he probably wouldn’t want to listen to them either.


	The problem wasn’t with the music, but with him. He wouldn’t feel right, wouldn’t be himself until he’d fixed this.


	He switched to AM and picked up a strong, clear signal from WABC in New York. He hung on through a commercial to see which one of their stable of talk show geeks had the mike tonight, but instead wound up in the middle of the top-of-the-hour news update. He was reaching for the SEEK button when he heard…


	‘Wo word yet on the missing nun. Sister Margaret Mary O’Hara was last seen being pulled into a car from a Lower East Side sidewalk earlier this evening. The witness did not know the make or color of the car, and couldn’t read the license plate. If you have any information on this incident—any information at all—please call…” 


	Feeling as if his bones were dissolving, Jack veered through the right lane and onto the shoulder where he stopped and set the shift into park.


	He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, his hands squeezing the steering wheel as if trying to strangle it.


	He’s got her… the son of a bitch has got her.


	But how could he have known it was Maggie?


	An instant of self-doubt pierced him, but then faded as he reviewed all the moves he’d made in the Cordova fix. He was certain—knew—that he hadn’t left the faintest link to Maggie.


	She must have made a slip talking to him.


	Jack pounded the steering wheel. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” 


	All that effort to make the fix look like an accident—for nothing. Cordova knew, and he had her. God knew what he was going to do with her. Or was doing to her. Or had already done to her.


	A slimeball like Cordova… didn’t deserve to live… shouldn’t have bothered finessing the fix. Oxygen waster like him… best thing to do—for his victims and for the human gene pool—was to walk up to him and deliver a hollowpoint between the eyes.


	But Jack hadn’t wanted to set himself on that road. Feared once he started traveling it he might not be able to step off. He’d approached Cordova as a guy who wasn’t doing anyone physical harm—his bloodletting was emotional and financial—so Jack had taken a parallel approach. Cordova was hands off, so Jack had gone the hands-off route.


	He realized now that was a mistake. A bullet to the brain would have solved the Cordova problem. Quick, clean, easy. No more blackmail, and sure as hell no worry about a good-hearted nun being abducted.


	A mood cold and black settled on Jack as he threw the Buick back into drive and merged with the eastbound traffic.


	He knew where Cordova lived, where he worked. He’d find him. And if that fat slug had done anything to Sister Maggie, if he’d harmed her in any way…
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	Richie Cordova wiped the blood from his shaking hands. His hands weren’t all that was shaking. His whole body was twitching. Like someone had shoved a live lamp cord up his ass.


	Richie knew a few guys who might think that felt good, but he felt sick.


	He turned toward the nun—or what was left of her—still tied in the chair, and quickly turned away. He couldn’t look at her, couldn’t believe how he’d let himself get so out of control.


	No… not out of control. In control. Complete control. Of her. It had thrown some sort of switch in him, made him do things he’d never dreamed he was capable of thinking up, let alone doing.


	He’d planned to kill her. That was a sure thing. Ain’t no way she was leaving once he got her here. But he’d wanted to punish her some first, for ruining his game, and to get her to tell him all about it, sing the song he wanted to hear.


	And she’d sung. Held out for an amazingly long time, but finally she’d started to sing. Oh, how she sang. Told him all about meeting a guy named Jack in a place called Julio’s and hiring him to get back the pictures of her and Metcalf, how Metcalf didn’t know nothing about it, how she’d called him and told him not to worry no more. She’d sung about how she hadn’t known Richie’s name. Only this guy Jack knew that and he wouldn’t tell her.


	Richie should have stopped then and ended it. He had what he wanted, so the thing to do was slit her throat and call it a night. He’d had the razor all set. Unlike the .38s in his pistol, a razor couldn’t be traced.


	But he hadn’t used it. Because he couldn’t stop—didn’t want to stop. He had control, he was in the driver’s seat and he didn’t want to use no brakes, didn’t want to let go of the steering wheel.


	Only when the last of her life had leaked away did he come out of it. Then he’d stepped back and looked at what he’d done. And blew lunch.


	He felt a little better now, but not much. It suddenly came to him that this was partly Neva’s fault. A lot of the time he spent working on the nun he’d been thinking of his ex-wife, seeing her face. Yeah. Her fault. If she hadn’t been such a…


	Anyway, it was over. At least this part of it. He’d hide the body, try not to think about what he’d done, and move on to the next step.


	And that was finding this Jack guy. That was real important, because this Jack knew who he was. Once he was out of the way, any connection between Richie Cordova and the missing Sister Margaret Mary would be gone.


	But the nun couldn’t remember his phone number—oh, she’d wanted to remember, Richie made sure of that, but it wasn’t there.


	Which left him with the name of an Upper West Side bar called Julio’s. Richie wasn’t sure how he was going to work this. He was at a disadvantage not knowing what this Jack looked like. The nun had given him a description but it sounded like any one of a zillion guys. He’d sleep on it and see if he came up with anything.


	Sleep. Yeah, that would be good. He was dead on his feet.


	But first he had to deal with the body.


	Steeling himself, he turned and walked toward it…
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	Jack wasn’t dressed for Beekman Place but he was in too foul a mood to play games.


	He’d been to Cordova’s house—picked his way in and searched it from basement to attic. Not a trace of Sister Maggie.


	Next stop was Hurley’s. If Cordova had snatched her, chances were slim that he’d be hanging out at his favorite bar. Then again, if he’d killed her and dumped her body, he might feel the need for a few drinks, and maybe an alibi as well. But Jack couldn’t find him at Hurley’s either. Even checked out the men’s room. No Cordova.


	Last stop had been the office: same story.


	Jack had made another swing by Cordova’s house—just in case he’d returned in the interim—but it looked as empty as when he’d left it. He’d parked down the street and watched the place.


	Where was the fat slimeball? Jack’s mind shied away from imagining what he’d done to Maggie. If Jack could find him, Cordova would tell him where she was. Jack would see to that.


	But after an hour of sitting, Cordova hadn’t shown. Good chance he might not show at all.


	So Jack decided to pay a visit to the third woman who’d entered his life this week.


	Esteban wasn’t on the door and his late-shift coworker, a brawny black guy, wouldn’t let Jack into the lobby.


	His arm blocked his name tag as he opened the glass door six or seven inches and eyed Jack’s wrinkled jeans and sweatshirt. “Are you on Mrs. Roselli’s visitor list?” 


	“I don’t know about the list, but she’s expecting me. Just call her and say Jack’s here for a follow-up chat.” 


	“I don’t know. This is pretty late for her.” 


	“Just call her and see. I’ll wait out here.” 


	He nodded. “I know you will.” 


	He closed the door and went to the lobby phone. Jack leaned close to the gap between the glass door and glass wall. He blocked his street-side ear and listened.


	“Mrs. Roselli? Sorry to bother you, but there’s a man here. He says his name is Jack and that you’re expecting him… Pardon me?… Oh, I see… I’m sorry to hear that… is there anything I can do?… Are you sure? I can call a… Yes. Yes, I see. I’ll tell him. And remember, if you need anything, anything at all, I’m right here… Right. Good-night. Feel better.” 


	Jack backed off a step as the call ended. Sounded like the old lady was sick.


	The doorman returned to the door. Jack saw now that his tag read Louis. He opened it wider this time. Apparently his talk with the old lady had reassured him about Jack.


	“She’s not feeling well. Says to come back tomorrow.” 


	“She okay?” 


	“She doesn’t sound too hot, but she didn’t want a doctor, so…” He shrugged. “I’m here if she needs me.” 


	“Good. I don’t want anything happening to her.” 


	Jack turned and walked off. Half a block away he hunched his shoulders against a sudden chill. He’d met three new women this week. Now, in the space of twenty-four hours, one was dead, one was missing, and the other was sick. Was he carrying a curse? Had he become some sort of Jonah?


	What the hell was going on?


				*
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	The news came a little after nine.


	With nothing better to do with his pent-up energy, Jack had been cleaning his apartment. He yearned for a cleaning service, but they might come across things they weren’t meant to see. Gia sometimes helped, but today he was on his own.


	He had the tuner set to 880 AM, an all-news station. Usually he cleaned to the gentle refrains of ZZ-Top or the Allman Brothers, but today he was looking for updates on the missing nun story. The morning papers had nothing new. If news hit, the radio would have it first.


	Jack was mopping the linoleum floor of his kitchen when it came. It wasn’t good.


	The body of Sister Margaret Mary O’Hara had been found in Flushing—a guy chasing his runaway dog had discovered it. No other details were available. Police would not discuss the state of the body or anything else.


	Sickened, Jack put down the mop and dropped into a kitchen chair. Two of the three women were dead. He knew each of their killers. Brady and Jensen had buried Jamie Grant alive. And Cordova… Jack wasn’t an eyewitness, but he didn’t have to be. He knew.


	Question was… what should he do about it? How should he deal with these two without exposing himself?


	He closed his eyes and rolled the people and the circumstances around and around in his brain… like a concrete mixer.


	Brady, Jensen, Cordova, Blascoe, the temple… Blascoe, Brady, the temple, Cordova, Jensen…


	And slowly, painfully, a plan began to form.
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	Goddamn stupid dog!


	Richie Cordova sat in Hurley’s and wanted to rip the TV off the wall and boot it through the front window.


	He’d stashed the nun’s body where no one would find her—at least no human—until she began to stink. He hadn’t counted on no runaway dog.


	He sat at a corner table and stuffed another donut into his mouth. Hurley’s put out coffee and donuts and bagels on Sunday morning. Of course the bar was open too in case you wanted a Bloody Mary or something. But Richie had been feeling so good he didn’t need no drink. Not anymore.


	Shit, he thought as he washed the donut down with black coffee. This complicated things. The Jack guy she’d told him about already had the advantage of knowing what Richie looked like, while Richie didn’t know him from Joe Blow. Richie’s one advantage had been surprise—Jacko wouldn’t have had a clue someone might be looking for him. But now he’d be on guard. That was, if he connected the nun’s death to Richie. If he didn’t, well, that would be great, but Richie had to assume the worst.


	He’d awakened this morning feeling lots better than last night—over the shakes and actually feeling kind of good. Almost like he’d feel after a night of sex. Kind of peaceful inside. At ease. Like he could go for a Sunday morning drive and not get pissed at the other drivers.


	But all that was ruined now. The stink of spilled beer cut through the smell of the coffee and Richie lost his appetite. Hurley’s wasn’t so inviting no more.


	Richie paid up and stepped out into the bright morning sunlight. Now what?


	He thought about heading for the Upper West Side and finding this Julio’s. The nun had said she’d met Jack there twice, both times in the day, and that the guy had been alone at a table near the back wall.


	So why not check out Julio’s? Hang out on the street and watch the comers and goers, maybe peek through the window and see who’s got a table by the back wall.


	Richie liked the idea. Sort of preliminary surveillance. Get to know the lay of the land.


	He turned and headed toward the subway.


				*

	


	
3


	Ron Clarkson twitched like an ant who’d found coke in a sugar bowl. If he’d had antennae he’d have been hovering a couple feet off the ground.


	“I gotta be crazy for letting you in here,” he said as he led Jack down a fluorescent-lit corridor. Tiled walls, drains in the concrete floor. “I’m gonna lose my job, I just know it.” 


	Ron was rail thin with pale shoulder-length hair and a goatee. He earned his daily bread as an attendant at the City Morgue in the basement of Bellevue Hospital. He didn’t owe Jack any favors, he simply liked cash under the table. Every so often—rare, but it happened—Jack had need of a body part. He’d place an order with Ron and they’d agree on a price. They’d usually meet off campus, say at a McDonald’s or a diner, and make the exchange.


	Today was the first time Jack had asked for a viewing. And he’d handed over a stiff price for it.


	He didn’t want to be here. He simply knew he had to be. He felt he owed it to Sister Maggie.


	“You’re not backing out, are you?” Jack put a menacing edge on his voice. “You took the dough, you do the show.” 


	“Never should have said yes. Man, this is so crazy.” 


	“Ron…” 


	“All right, all right. It’s just…” 


	“Just what?” 


	“It’s just that this case is hot—I mean it’s steaming. Cardinal Ryan is all over City Hall, the mayor’s all over the commish, the commish is all over the ME and crime scene crew. We got maybe a half hour before they start posting her—on a Sunday, can you believe it?—and here I am bringing you down for a look-see. I must be crazy.” 


	“If you’d have gotten it done instead of running your mouth, I’d be on my way out by now.” 


	“Yeah, but—” 


	“Just one quick look. A peek. That’s all I want.” 


	“I never figured you for getting off on something like that.” 


	They passed some empty gurneys, and one not so empty. A green sheet covered a still form. Jack was about to ask if that was her but Ron wasn’t slowing. Guess not.


	“I knew her.” 


	“Oh, shit. Then maybe you don’t want to see her. I got a glimpse and…” He shook his head. “It ain’t nice.” 


	“All the more reason.” 


	But he didn’t want to see her. He felt as if his legs were slowly turning to stone, refusing to move him down the hall. He forced them forward, one step after the other after the other…


	“I don’t get it. Why?” 


	Because I need to do this to make sure I don’t hesitate when I do what has to be done.


	“None of your business, Ron.” 


	“Okay. But you’ll be sorry.” 


	I know, he thought. But not as sorry as someone else.


	Ron pushed through a set of steel double doors into a green-tiled room where a guy who looked like Malcolm X was studying a chemistry book.


	“Crime lab,” Ron said, jerking his thumb at Jack. “Needs another look. She still in 12-C?” 


	The black guy nodded and went back to his chemistry.


	Through another set of double doors and into a big white-tiled room that felt like a refrigerator. Latched drawers lined the walls. Ron made a beeline for a drawer near the floor. The rollers screeched as he pulled it out.


	“Needs a little lube,” he said with a quick, weak smile.


	A black body bag lay on a steel tray. Ron made no move. Jack looked up and found him staring at him.


	“Well?” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	No. Not sure. Not sure at all. But he nodded.


	“Do it.” 


	Ron grabbed the zipper, pulled it halfway down, and spread the flaps.


	Jack caught flashes of a crimson mosaic of torn flesh, then turned away.


	“Jesus God!” 


	Probably could have stared indefinitely if he hadn’t known her. But he had. A sweet woman. And someone had turned her into… a thing.


	“Told you, man.” 


	Jack spoke past the bile collecting in his throat. “Close her up.” 


	“What? That’s it? I risk my neck bringing you down here and—” 


	“Close. Her. Up.” 


	After he’d heard the zipper, Jack turned around and stared down at the glistening surface of the body bag.


	You poor woman…


	He tried to imagine how she must have suffered before she died, but it was beyond him. He felt the blackness he kept caged in a far country of his being break free and surge through him.


	He looked up and Ron jumped back.


	“Hey, man! Don’t blame me. I didn’t do it!” 


	Jack voice was a metallic rasp. “I know.” 


	“Then don’t look at me like that. Shit, for a second there I thought you were gonna kill me.” 


	“No… not you.” 
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	“You locked the door?” Abe said as Jack approached the rear counter.


	Jack nodded.


	The Isher Sports Shop was otherwise empty, but it could have been any day of the week. Traffic in Abe’s store was never exactly heavy.


	The darkness still suffused him, but he had it under control. At least for the moment.


	Abe was leaning on the counter, wearing what he wore every other day.


	“I need some hardware.” 


	“So you said. Hardware I got. What kind?” 


	“A Beretta 92.” 


	It would have been so much easier to discuss this over the phone, but one never knew when the Big Ear might be listening. And the code Jack and Abe had developed wouldn’t cover the specifics of this particular purchase.


	Abe frowned. “You’ve already got a PT 92 Taurus. It’s the same pistol. Except for the safety, of course.” 


	“I know, but I need a Beretta.” 


	“Why?” 


	“I’ll explain later.” 


	Abe shrugged. “Okay. You’re paying. I’ll call around tomorrow and see who—” 


	“I need it today, Abe. And in stainless steel.” 


	“Stainless steel? Gevalt! Impossible! You’re asking me to move mountains, and believe me, my mother didn’t name me Mohammed. You want a Glock 19, fine; you want an HK-MP5, that I can do. But a stainless-steel Beretta 92 on a Sunday? As my Italian neighbors in the Bensonhurst of my boyhood used to say, Fuhgeddaboudit.” 


	“Got to have it before tonight, Abe. Really important. I’ll owe you.” 


	“Already you owe me.” When Jack said nothing, Abe shrugged again. “All right, and I owe you too, but…” 


	His voice trailed off as he stared at Jack. It made Jack a little uncomfortable.


	“But what?” 


	“But nothing. I’m seeing that look on your face.” 


	“What look?” 


	“I know it, Jack. I’ve seen it before. And more often than not, when I see it, someone winds up shuffling off their mortal coil.” 


	Jack knew he tended to let his guard down with Abe, but even with reins on the darkness, was it that obvious? He’d have to watch himself.


	“Maybe it’s because it’s not yet noon and I’ve had a very bad day.” 


	“Something’s wrong? Gia and Vicky—?” 


	Jack held up a hand. “They’re fine. It’s no one you know. At least personally.” 


	Interest lit in his eyes. “And that means?” 


	Abe knew Jamie Grant from reading The Light. Maybe Jack could use her as a carrot.


	“The Beretta, Abe? Get me that Beretta before tonight and I’ll tell you what happened to Jamie Grant.” 


	“The Light reporter?*” Abe made a grumbling noise. “You make your best friend in the whole world earn a little news?” 


	“In this case, yes. Here’s the math: Beretta equals story. Because without the Beretta there won’t be any story to tell. At least not this week.” 


	“For next week I can’t wait. I’ll start making calls. And then you’ll tell me?” 


	Jack nodded. “If it goes down, yeah.” 


	He had to position the pieces where he needed them, otherwise he’d lose this week’s window and have to move it to next. Didn’t want to do that. He wanted this to go down tonight.
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	Jack closed the top drawer of Cordova’s receptionist’s desk. He now had the fat man’s phone numbers—home and cell. Next stop, the filing cabinets.


	He leafed through the folders in the top drawer, checking out age and sex of the clients. Some contained photos. Jack pulled out males in their thirties until he had a stack of six. Then he started dialing, pretending to be calling from the electric company.


	All of the first batch were home. So he went back to the cabinet. One in the second batch didn’t answer. Lee Dobbins. Jack studied his picture and vital statistics. Lee lived and worked in Queens. He’d suspected his business partner in their real estate firm of dealing with the competition. The wad of photos in the file—taken by Cordova, no doubt—had confirmed his suspicions. Jack memorized the salient points, then filed Dobbins back with all the others.


	He then turned on the computer. He typed a note and printed it out under the Cordova Investigations Ltd. letterhead. He tri-folded it and stuck it in a pocket.


	Hey, Lee Dobbins, Jack thought as he exited the office. You just got yourself a new best buddy. Me.


	Jack knew he’d have to tread carefully here. Had to assume that Sister Maggie had told Cordova everything she knew—which wasn’t much beyond Julio’s and how Jack looked. He’d have to alter his appearance some.


	The other possible hitch was Cordova calling to check Jack’s story and finding Dobbins home. Jack could finesse that by calling Dobbins just before he met Cordova. If still no answer, he was golden. If he picked up… well… forget finesse then.
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	Richie Cordova jumped when his cell phone started ringing. Who’d be calling him on a Sunday afternoon? Sure as hell wouldn’t be Neva. Eddy?


	He’d been chilling—in the physical as well as the slang sense—outside Julio’s for a couple of hours. The place wasn’t real busy but had a steady trickle in and out. Richie had taken a couple of peeks in the front window. From what he could see through all the dead hanging plants—what was up with that?—it looked like a typical neighborhood bar. Reminded him of Hurley’s, and how he wished he was nursing a shot and a beer there instead of hanging out here on a street far from home. He’d promised himself to stay around until three or so, then head back to do just that. The Giants had the four o’clock game against Dallas and he didn’t want to miss it.


	Hours of watching and still nobody sitting at one of the rear tables. Everyone clustered around the bar where the TV was.


	And now someone was calling him. He pulled out the phone, flipped it open, and thumbed the SEND button.


	“Yeah?” 


	“Mr. Cordova?” said a funny-sounding voice he didn’t recognize.


	“Who’s this?” 


	“My name’s Louis Gorcey and—” 


	“How’d you get this number?” 


	“I was just about to tell you that. I’m friends with Lee Dobbins and he gave it to me. He recommends you very highly.” 


	Dobbins… Dobbins… Oh yeah. The real estate guy. But he didn’t have Richie’s cell number. Or did he? Richie sometimes gave it out to clients when he needed to stay real close to a situation.


	“That’s nice of him, but—what did you say your name was?” 


	“It’s Gorcey. Louis Gorcey.” 


	Something about the way he said his s’s… he sounded like a fag.


	“Well, Mr. Gorcey, I’m glad Lee recommended me, but this is Sunday. My office is closed. If you want to call back first thing tomorrow morning—” 


	“It can’t wait till then. The window of opportunity is tonight. It has to be tonight.” 


	“Sorry, I—” 


	“Please hear me out. This is very important to me and I’ll make it well worth your while.” 


	Well worth your while… he liked the sound of that. But it was Sunday… and the Giants were playing Dallas…


	“I’ll pay you a thousand dollars cash just to meet with me and listen to my problem. If you aren’t interested, then the money’s yours to keep.” 


	“This must be one hell of a problem.” 


	“It’s not so much a matter of magnitude as timing. We have to meet this afternoon because the window opens tonight.” 


	A thousand bucks… that would be the best hourly rate he’d ever earned. And an hour was all it would be. Richie had already decided to get the money up front, listen, and say no thanks. Then he’d head for Hurley’s and the game. Worst-case scenario was he’d miss part of the first quarter.


	“Okay. You’ve got a deal. You know where my office is?” 


	He didn’t, so Richie gave him the address. They’d meet there in half an hour.


	A nasty suspicion crawled up his back as he thumbed the END button. What if this was the nun’s Jack? What if he’d heard about Sister Maggie and decided to give Richie a dose of the same medicine?


	He shook it off. Crazy. The nun had hired the guy to do a job and he did it. End of story. If something happened to the client afterward, so what? Not his business, not his worry.


	Besides, not only did this Gorcey sound like a fag, but he knew Dobbins and had Richie’s cell number.


	Still, maybe he should do a little checking up before the meet.
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	Jack finally found Preston Loeb’s number in an old notebook. They’d met in a martial arts class back in their twenties. Preston had been involved in one of Jack’s early fix-its.


	The second ring was answered by a soft, “Hello, Preston speaking.” 


	“Preston? This is Jack.” When silence followed he added, “From Ichi-san’s class, remember?” 


	“Jack! How’ve you been, dearie? You never call, you never write—” 


	“I need a favor, Pres. A little sartorial guidance.” 


	“You? Oh, don’t tell me you’re finally going to get with it! At your age? Well, better late than never, I guess. And you want me to do the Queer Eye thing for you? I’m flattered.” 


	Even if he had the time—which he didn’t—Jack was not in the mood for banter. But he tried to keep it light.


	“I need help looking like someone who might be a friend of yours.” 


	A pause, and then, “Now that’s interesting. When would you want to—?” 


	“Now. As in right away. You free?” 


	“Just working on some sketches, and you know I don’t like football, so, why not? Meet me at… let’s see… how about Praetoria on Green Street?” 


	Way downtown in SoHo. He’d have to hurry.


	“I’m leaving now.” 
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	“And now tell me, dearie, just why you of all people would want to look queer? You haven’t crossed the street, have you?” 


	Preston Loeb stood six-one with a slim build; long, curly black hair—in the old days it had been straight—framed his handsome face. He wore a snug, vaguely fuzzy, short-sleeve, baby-blue sweater. His cream-colored slacks were tight down to the knees where they flared into outlandish bell-bottoms. A black alligator shoulder bag completed the picture.


	They stood just inside the entrance to Praetoria, a men’s store with a twenty-foot ceiling and front windows nearly as tall. The wan afternoon light filtering through them was swallowed in the glare of the bare flourescents high above. Everything was white except the contents of the clothing-filled racks and shelves that stretched ahead of them.


	Jack shook his head. “Nope. Still hetero. And I don’t want to look like a flaming queen. More like someone who’s, say, just a couple of inches outside the closet.” 


	“Well, as I’m sure you know, a couple of inches can make a world of difference.” 


	Jack closed his eyes and shook his head. “Preston…” 


	“I know what you’re thinking, Jack. That I’m more outrageous than I ever used to be, that I’m such a cliché. Well, you’re right. I am. Deliberately. And do you know why? Because I love it. I… love… it. It’s my way of thumbing my nose at all the uptight straights wandering this earth. But you know what? My clients, straight or gay, they love it too. They think a guy this flaming has to be a great interior designer. So allow me my fun, okay? Life should be fun. Although looking at you I can see you’re not having much.” 


	Jack sighed. He was right.


	“You might say that. And soon I’m going to have even less. I’ve got to meet with a slimeball who might be expecting trouble from a stranger. I want to—How shall I say it?—put him at ease.” 


	Pres put a hand on a hip. “And you think that if he thinks you’re queer, he’ll figure he’s got nothing to fear.” 


	“That rhymes, you know, and yes, that’s the way his kind of mind works.” 


	“But you know better, don’t you.” 


	“Oh, yeah.” 


	Pres might be an interior designer and might look like a featherweight pushover, but Jack had trained with him; the guy had lightning reflexes and was a nunchuck wizard.


	“Okay, then.” Pres clapped his hands and looked around. “Let’s get started, shall we.” He pointed to the right. “There. Shirts. Always a good place to start.” 


	Jack followed him to a rack and watched him fan through a rainbow of shirts. He stopped and pulled out something Jack could only describe as turquoise.


	“Look at this. Isn’t it scrumptious?” 


	“What’s that stuff up and down the front? Looks like someone spilled spaghetti on it.” 


	“It’s embroidery, dearie. Embroidery is always fun.” 


	“Never thought of clothes as fun.” 


	“Oh, you’ll never change: functional, functional, functional. Clothing should be an expression of the inner you.” 


	Jack spread his arms. “And what do my clothes say about the inner me?” 


	“You really want to know, Jack? I mean, I don’t want to hurt your feelings or anything.” 


	“Don’t worry. You can’t.” 


	“All right, then: The way you dress, it’s like… it’s like there is no inner you.” 


	Jack allowed himself a smile. “Cool.” 


	“How can you say ‘cool’? That was not a compliment. I offered it with only the best intentions, but some—myself included—might consider it an insult.” 


	“Don’t worry about it. Empty is exactly how I like to look.” 


	“Jack, dearest, you do know that you’re a very odd man, don’t you. I mean very, very odd.” 


	“So I’ve been told.” 


	He handed Jack the shirt. “Okay. We’ll keep this as a possibility. I’ll pick out some others and…” 


	He was staring at Jack’s hair.


	“What’s wrong?” 


	“With the way you look? Everything. But especially that hair.” He pulled a phone from his bag and hit a button. “Christophe? I need you, baby… No, not for me. It’s for a friend… I know you’re busy”—he looked at Jack and rolled his eyes as he made a chitterchatter sign with his free hand—”but you’ve just got to squeeze him in. It’s an emergency… I never exaggerate!” A quick glance at Jack’s hair. “You’ll understand when you see him… Okay, we’ll be over in half an hour.” 


	“Who’s Christophe?” 


	“He does my hair.” 


	“You have your barber on speed dial?” 


	“He’s not a barber.’” Pres pulled at his curly mop. “Do I look like I go to a barber? Christophe is an artiste, an architect with hair. He’s agreed to see you as a personal favor to me.” 


	“I don’t have much time, Pres. Supposed to meet this creep—” 


	“Christophe can’t give you much time. Sunday is one of his busiest days. But I understand.” He started fanning through the shirts again. “Come over here. We haven’t a moment to lose.” 


				*
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	Richie sat at his office desk studying his horoscopes for the day. He’d been too dazed this morning to pick up the paper. But he’d fixed that and now he was staring at the readings with pure wonder. He’d read and reread them and could find no way to doubt that he’d made the right choice about meeting Gorcey.


	First came Gemini: Brighter financial horizons can only be met with diligent planning. Do what it takes to keep work fresh and surprising. Be enthusiastic about how much you appreciate your current position, and it only gets better.


	Could anything be better or clearer than that?


	And then Cancer: Engaging conversations improve your financial status. Focus intently on your communication skills.


	This was just too much. One mentioned “brighter financial horizons” while the other said “conversations improve your financial status.” And here he was, waiting to take money from a guy just to listen to him talk.


	How could Neva keep on saying astrology was junk?


	Richie heard the expected knock on the outer door. That would be Gorcey.


	As soon as he’d got in the office he’d looked up Dobbins’s number and called to check on this guy. But Dobbins wasn’t around. Too bad. He would have felt better if he’d been able to talk to him, have him vouch for Gorcey. But since that wasn’t gonna happen, Richie would just have to take some precautions.


	As he pulled his .38 from its shoulder holster, he called out, “Come on in! It’s open!” 


	The pistol gave him comfort and he’d have liked to keep a hold on it, but he was going to have to shake hands. So he slipped it under the newspaper on his desk and pushed himself to his feet.


	“Hello?” said a voice from the outer office.


	“Back here!” 


	A guy of average height and build stepped through the door. He was maybe twenty years younger than Richie and wore black-rimmed sunglasses. He had a newspaper folded under his arm, and that was the last normal thing about him.


	His spiky brown hair was just too perfect and he had this dainty little mustache crawling along his upper lip. The nun hadn’t said anything about no mustache on Jack. As for the rest of him, well, queer was the only way Richie knew how to describe the coat and pants he was wearing. And he was carrying a fucking pocketbook to boot.


	Shit, the guy looked even faggier than he’d sounded on the phone.


	“Mr. Cordova?” He extended his hand over the desk. “Louis Gorcey. Thanks so much for seeing me.” 


	“My pleasure, Mr. Gorcey.” 


	Yeah, right, he thought as he got a dead-fish handshake.


	“Call me Louis.” 


	This guy looked about as dangerous as somebody’s crippled grandmother, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be carrying. A couple of times, Richie had learned the hard way how looks could deceive.


	“Fine. But before we go any further, I’ll need you to take off that fancy coat.” 


	Gorcey’s brows knitted under his perfect hairdo. “I don’t understand.’” 


	“Humor me, Lou. I’m in a business where you can’t be too careful. You call me up on a Sunday and you’ve just gotta see me, can’t wait till tomorrow, and I start to wonder. I ain’t no whacko paranoid, but I ain’t no fool neither.” 


	“Really, I don’t think—” 


	“Don’t get all huffy with me, Lou. It’s a simple thing: You gonna take the coat off or ain’t you?” 


	For a second or two, when Richie thought he wasn’t going to do it, he tensed and slid his hand toward the newspaper. His fingers were almost to the gun when Gorcey let out this big sigh.


	“Oh, very well. If you insist.” 


	He untied the belt, shrugged out of the coat, folded it, then draped it over the back of the client chair. He raised his arms and did a slow, graceful turn.


	Richie gaped at Gorcey’s shirt. What the hell was it made of? It looked like the tablecloth his mother had brought back from her trip to Venice about three hundred years ago, the one she picked up on some island called Burano or something like that. Except this one looked like it had been dunked in blueberry Kool-Aid. The guy was wearing a fucking tablecloth.


	But what he was not wearing was lots more important—no shoulder or SOB holster. Richie let himself relax a little.


	“There. Satisfied?” 


	“Almost,” Richie said. “One more thing: Empty your bag on the desk.” 


	“Really, Mr. Cor—” 


	“Do that and we can get down to business.” 


	Another sigh. “This is very unusual, and if I didn’t need your help I’d refuse. But I guess it doesn’t matter.” 


	He upended the bag and out tumbled a set of keys, a cell phone, two eyeglass cases, and a couple of legal-sized envelopes.


	Richie took the bag from him and shook it.


	Gorcey gasped. “Careful! That’s a Marc Jacobs!” 


	Like I care, Richie thought as he checked the inside. Nothing hiding in there. He handed it back to Gorcey.


	“That’s it? You carry that big thing around and that’s all that’s in it?” 


	With floppy wrists and raised pinkies, Gorcey started putting the stuff back into his bag. “Sometimes there’s more. But even so, I don’t like to distort the lines of my clothing with bulging pockets.” 


	“What? Afraid someone’ll think you’re glad to see them?” 


	Richie thought that was a good one but Gorcey didn’t even smile. Instead he slid one of the envelopes across the desk.


	“As promised.” 


	Richie casually picked it up with his left hand. He didn’t want to look too eager but he wasn’t about to get suckered either. It wasn’t sealed. He flipped up the flap with a thumb and glanced inside. He quick-counted a sufficient number of hundreds.


	He relaxed. Okay. Louis Gorcey seemed like the real deal. He’d passed up a chance to go for a gun and his envelope contained the right stuff. The only thing that would remove the last suspicion was if he could see the guy’s eyes. You can tell a lot from eyes. But he was keeping his shades on.


	Richie shoved the envelope into his top drawer and gestured to the chair on the far side of his desk.


	“Have a seat, Lou.” When they both had their butts settled, he said, “What can I do for you?” 


	Gorcey pushed his newspaper across the desk. A copy of The Light, opened to page three. He jabbed at a photo of a middle-aged man who looked vaguely familiar—jabbed him right in the eye. Richie noticed that his finger was trembling. He also noticed that Gorcey was wearing nail polish. Clear nail polish, yeah, but still polish. These queers…


	“Do you know who that is?” Gorcey said.


	Richie did a quick read of the caption and reworded it.


	“That’s Luther Brady, isn’t it? The head of that crazy Dormentalist Church?” 


	Maybe he shouldn’t have called it crazy. This guy could be some sort of Dormentalist holy roller.


	“Crazy?” Gorcey’s manicured finger shook worse as his voice rose. “I wish that were the only thing wrong with the Dormentalist Church! It’s worse than crazy! It’s destructive and conniving and vicious and malicious and it’s all this man’s fault! He’s… he’s…” 


	He sputtered to a stop.


	“He’s what, Lou?” 


	Gorcey’s hands flapped in the air. “He’s a monster. He stole a small fortune from me, but worse than that, he stole years from my life. Years! I can always earn more money, I’m good at earning money, but how do I get back those years?” 


	“I don’t know, Lou. You tell me.” 


	Richie had found this to be the best approach with upset clients. Let them talk till they ran out of steam.


	Gorcey slumped back in the chair. “It’s impossible, of course.” His brow furrowed. “But I can get even.” 


	Again Richie wished he could see Gorcey’s eyes.


	“How do you plan to do that?*’


	“With your help, I hope.” 


	This was getting interesting. A faggot like this Louis Gorcey thinking he could get even with an international figure like Luther Brady. Richie had expected a deadly dull hour, but this was kind of fun. Like getting paid for being entertained.


	“Why tell me this?” 


	“Because I want to hire you.” 


	“To do what?” 


	“Lee told me you’re a wizard with a camera.” 


	Richie fought the smile that wanted to bust out on his face. Dobbins said that, huh? Well, why not. Richie did know his way around a camera, and was good at low-light photography. Damn good. Just ask the cows he was milking.


	He gave a little laugh and did the modesty thing. “Well, I don’t know about the wizard part, but—” 


	“He told me all about how you caught his partner dead to rights, and I want you to do that for me. I want you to catch Luther Brady in the act.” 


	“In what act?” 


	Gorcey’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not sure. But I know he sneaks off every Sunday night and heads upstate into the hills. He lives at the temple on Lexington Avenue. Every other time he leaves the temple, on every other day of the week, he has a driver. But not on his Sunday night trips.” 


	Richie smiled. “You’ve had him under surveillance, then.” 


	“Well, yes. I’ve even followed him a few nights but I’ve lost him every time.” 


	“Tailing should be left to a professional.” 


	“That’s why I’ve come to you.” 


	“But what makes you think these trips involve anything wrong?” 


	“Because it’s the only time he ventures out alone. That tells me he’s up to something he doesn’t want anyone to know about.” 


	“Could be,” Richie said. “Could also mean he just wants to be alone.” 


	The hands fluttered again. “That’s always a possibility, but with a man as ruthless as Luther Brady, I doubt it. And if he’s involved in something that will not stand the light of day, I want pictures of it.” 


	… will not stand the light of day… Was this guy for real? No, of course he wasn’t. He was a queer.


	“All right, Lou. Let’s just say he is. And let’s just say I do get pictures. What do you intend to do with them?” He shot up a hand in a stop gesture. “Don’t tell me anything illegal, like blackmail. I can’t be a party to blackmail. It’s against the NYAPI code of ethics.” 


	Gorcey blinked. “Ny-ya—?” 


	“The New York Association of Private Investigators.” 


	Richie had joined NYAPI when he opened his office, paid dues for one year—just long enough to earn a membership certificate to hang on his wall—then tossed all further mailings into the circular file. But claiming to follow a professional organization’s code of ethics never failed to impress prospective clients. It assured them that they were dealing with a man of principle.


	Gorcey mumbled, “That’s good to know…” 


	“If you’re planning to use these photos—assuming there’s something worth photographing—to expose this man as a fraud and a charlatan, then that’s fine. That’s performing a public service. But blackmail? No, count me out.” 


	That was the speech, and convincing as usual. Should be. Richie had given it enough times.


	“No… no, I’m not looking to blackmail him. I want to, as you say, expose him for the money-grubbing mountebank he really is.” 


	Mountebank? What the hell was a mountebank? Some kind of a queer word or something?


	Gorcey leaned forward. “Will you help me? Tonight?” 


	Richie thought about that. Yeah, he wanted the work, but he preferred not to rush things. He liked to max the billable hours. And he had a feeling it wouldn’t hurt to play hard to get.


	“Why’s it got to be tonight? What’s wrong with next Sunday?” 


	“Because I want him now.” Gorcey was looking a little agitated, his sissy voice growing louder. “I don’t want to allow him another whole week of defrauding people like me. I want to bring him down now. Do you hear me?” He slammed both fists on Richie’s desk. “Now!” 


	Richie held up his hands. “Okay, okay. I get the picture.” 


	This guy was really steamed. Richie fought back a smile. How’d that saying go? Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned? Or something like that.


	Gorcey leaned back. “Sorry. It’s just… look, I’ll pay you another two thousand just to follow him tonight and see what he’s up to. Is that fair?” 


	Fair? For four, five hours work? Damn-fuck right it was fair. This must be one rich queer.


	Richie had heard they tended to have bucks. No kids and all that…


	He put his head back and rotated it a little to the left and a little to the right, trying to look like a man wrestling with a decision. He’d already made up his mind, but he wasn’t ready to say yes. Who knew? If he stalled, maybe Gorcey would up the ante to three thousand.


	The act worked. Gorcey piped up and said, “I’ll add another thousand if you get pictures I can use.” 


	You mean, Richie thought, photos you think you can use.


	By all rights he should tell the dumb schmuck that catching Luther Brady meeting with a girlfriend or even a boyfriend wasn’t going to put much of a dent in his reputation. Not these days.


	Damn shame too. It made Richie long for the fifties. He’d been just a little kid at the time, but he remembered how uptight everyone had been back then. Those were the days when even a so-called breath of scandal could sink a career or a reputation. His sideline business would be so much easier and more profitable now if America hadn’t changed. But it had. The new attitude was pretty much anything goes. Damn hard to shock people these days.


	He sure as shit wasn’t telling Gorcey that, though.


	But if he did come up with something juicy—really juicy—he could always snap some extra shots—innocent ones—and tell Gorcey that all Brady did up there in the woods was sit alone and meditate.


	He’d keep the real deals to himself… and add Luther Brady to his herd of cows. Brady controlled millions. His milk would be extra rich and creamy.


	“Okay, Lou,” Richie said. “I’ll do it. Normally I lay a lot of groundwork—you know, thorough backgrounding and such—before I make a move, but I sense your urgency, Lou. I feel your pain, and so I’ll make an exception in your case.” 


	Gorcey beamed and fluttered his hands again—higher this time. He looked genuinely delighted.


	“That’s wonderful. I’ll meet you tonight at—” 


	Richie waved a hand. “Wait, wait. What do you mean, you’ll meet me?” 


	“I’m going with you.” 


	“Ohhhh, no. I work alone.” 


	Gorcey’s lips tightened into a thin line. “Perhaps, but I expect you to make an exception this time. Especially considering the amount of money I’ll be paying you.” 


	“Sorry. Can’t allow it. You’ve got no experience in this sort of thing. You could blow the whole operation. And why would you want to come along anyway? That’s what you’re hiring me for.” 


	And besides, I don’t want to be sitting in some car half the night with a queer.


	“I want to see for myself.” 


	“You will,” Richie told him. “In the photos.” 


	Gorcey shook his head and his lips tightened further. “I’m going along, Mr. Cordova, one way or another. Either in your car, or in my own, following you as you follow Brady.” 


	Richie recognized a note of unswayable finality in Gorcey’s voice. Shit. The last thing he wanted when he was working was a tag-along amateur. Especially if said amateur was queer. And double especially if it turned out Brady had a bona fide dirty little secret.


	But it didn’t look like he was going to have much choice.


	He sighed. “Okay, Lou. I’ll take you along. But I won’t be able to guarantee success. And I’ll want the money up front.” 


	Gorcey relaxed his rigid posture. “Of course. That’s only fair.” 


	“By the way, what’s your sign?” 


	Gorcey’s eyebrows rose as he smirked. “I’m usually in a bar when I’m asked that question.” 


	Richie felt heat in his cheeks. “Don’t be a wise ass. I want to check to see if our signs are going to be compatible tonight.” 


	“I’m a Taurus.” His smile changed. “And don’t worry, Mr. Cordova, I won’t get in the way. I promise.” Something strange about his new smile… unsettling. “You’ll hardly know I’m there.” 


				*
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	When Jack checked his voice mail outside Cordova’s and heard Abe’s message—”Your package has arrived”—he hopped a cab to Manhattan.


	He entered the shop, locked the front door behind him, and headed for the rear.


	“Did you really find one?” he said as he approached Abe in his customary spot.


	Abe said nothing, merely stared.


	“Abe?” 


	“Jack?” His gaze ranged from Jack’s hair to his glossy, wheat-brown loafers, to his man bag, then back to his hair. “This is you?” 


	“It’s part of a fix.” 


	“On Christopher Street you’re working maybe?” 


	“I’ll explain later. Did you get the gun?” 


	And still Abe stared. “Your hair… it’s wet?” 


	“Nah. Just some sort of gel. The Beretta, Abe?” 


	“And your coat. Like a robe it looks with that tie thing around the waist.” 


	All this scrutiny was making Jack uncomfortable.


	“Earth to Abe. Did—?” 


	“Has Gia seen you like this?” 


	“No, and she’s not going to.” She might like it and want him to dress like this all the time. “I’ll spell it out for you: B-E-R-E—” Yes-yes.


	Abe shook himself out of whatever transported state he was in and reached under the counter. He came up with a brown paper lunch bag and slid it across the counter.


	Jack slipped his hand inside and removed a stainless-steel 9mm Beretta 92. It was beautiful. It was perfect.


	“Abe, you are amazing,” he said, turning the gleaming pistol over and over in his hands. “Truly amazing.” 


	“I am. Yes, I am.” When Jack glanced at him with a wry smile he added, “What? I should pretend to be humble? Hours on the phone I spent. No one else in this city could have found such a thing for you on a Sunday. No one.” 


	“I thank you for this, Abe. Really. If you hadn’t found it, this whole afternoon spent setting up the fix would have gone down the drain.” He looked around. “Where are your cotton gloves?” 


	Abe pulled an oil-smudged pair from under the counter and handed them across.


	“Want some oil?” 


	“No. Just need to wipe it down. Don’t want our fingerprints on it.” 


	“Certainly not.” 


	He slipped on the gloves and polished the pistol’s shiny planes and bevels, its Brazilian walnut stocks. Then he pushed a release button, rotated the cam, and pulled the slide assembly off the frame in one piece. He wiped the barrel and underside of the slide.


	“It’s used,” Abe said, “but well kept.” 


	“I see that. Used is better than new. I just want to double-check there’s no serial number on the slide.” 


	“With a Beretta, only on the frame.” 


	“Perfect.” He replaced the slide assembly, then ejected the empty magazine from the grip. “Got those Hydra-Shoks?” 


	Again Abe’s hand disappeared under the counter, returning this time with two boxes of 9mm rounds, each with the familiar red Federal across the top.


	“Federal Classics, as requested. Grain-wise I’ve got one-twenty-four and one-forty-seven.” 


	“The one-twenty-fours should do.” 


	He intended to be up close and very personal when he pulled the trigger, so he preferred a lower muzzle velocity. Jack slipped open the box and removed ten rounds. He rubbed each carefully with his gloved fingers before pressing it into the magazine.


	“A CSI team you’re expecting?” 


	“You betcha.” 


	“And you won’t tell me about it?” 


	“After I’m through, I’ll fill you in on every last detail.” 


	“The clothes too?” 


	“Everything.” 


	“So till then I must hang?” 


	“But you won’t be hanging alone,” Jack said. “Trust me on that.” 


				*
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	As he walked back toward his apartment Jack realized he had just enough time to pay a visit to the ersatz Mama Roselli. He dialed her on her cell.


	A weak, raspy voice said, “Hello?” 


	“Mrs. Roselli? This is Jack. I stopped by last night but I heard you weren’t feeling well. Are you okay?” 


	“I’m better, thank you.” 


	“I was wondering if I could come over to give you an update. I found Johnny and—” 


	“Can this wait until tomorrow? I don’t think I’m well enough yet for company.” 


	Yes, it could wait till tomorrow, although Jack would have liked his questions answered tonight. But if she was feeling as bad as she sounded—if she was faking it she deserved an Oscar—then giving her more time to recover made sense.


	“Tomorrow then. I’ll see you about noon or so?” 


	“I’ll be here.” 


	Jack cut the connection. Her sudden frailty bothered him. He’d suspected her of being kin to Anya, a tough old bird who looked like she hadn’t had a sick day in her life. The only time he’d seen her not in control was when she’d had that sudden sharp pain in her back. Took her a day or so to get over it. And the next day he’d seen an oozing sore on her scarred-up back… on what she’d called “the map of my pain”… the map of where Brady was burying his pillars.


	Could it be…?


	He’d find out tomorrow. Tonight he had to share a car with Cordova and somehow keep himself from strangling him.


				*
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	They sat parked east of Lexington, where Jack had waited Friday night. Cordova had insisted on using his aging, smelly Jeep Laredo, saying he had all his equipment stowed in the back, plus they might need the four-wheel drive.


	So Jack had parked his rental a couple of blocks from Cordova’s Williamsbridge house and cabbed to Tremont Avenue. They’d met in front of Cordova’s office and driven downtown together.


	“What’s with the gloves?” Cordova said. “It ain’t that cold.” 


	Jack looked down at his hands, tightly swathed in black leather driving gloves. “My fingers are very sensitive.” 


	Cordova snickered. “Why am I not surprised?” 


	“Pardon?” 


	“Never mind.” 


	Probably thought he was funny. A real comedian.


	Jack eyed his suet body, his suet lace with its suet cheeks, his suet hands resting on the steering wheel, and wondered if this was the same car he’d used to snatch Sister Maggie.


	Be so easy to reach over and grab his suet throat and squeeze… squeeze until he passed out. Let him wake up, then start squeezing again… and then do it again…


	Jack wondered how many hours he could keep it up, how many times he could—


	“Hell-o-o?” Cordova said. “Did you hear me?” 


	Jack shook his head, not trusting himself to speak at that moment.


	“I said, What time’s Brady usually head for the hills?” 


	Jack stared at the garage exit. Eight o’clock already and so far no sign of Brady. Jack remembered Jamie telling him about Brady’s Sunday night trips, but had she said anything about time? He didn’t think so. Had to improvise here.


	“Varies. Sometimes early, sometimes late. But always after dark.” 


	“Well, it’s already after dark, so let’s hope this is an early night. I hate stakeouts anyway. And to be frank, Lou, you ain’t much of a conversationalist.” 


	“I’ll have plenty to say once I have Brady where I want him,” he snapped. “I gave you your money. Don’t expect chitchat too.” 


	He noticed Cordova’s quick, sidelong glance and reminded himself to remain in character.


	He let out a long sigh. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Cordova. I’m usually quite a talker. Sometimes I swear I just can’t shut up. But tonight I’m a little tense. No, I’m a lot tense. I mean, this just might be the night I get something on him.” He reached over and laid a gentle hand on the fat man’s suety shoulder. “You simply have no idea how badly I want this.” 


	Cordova shrugged off his hand. “Easy with the touching stuff. I ain’t into touching.” 


	Jack snatched his hand back and dropped it into his lap. “Sorry.” 


	Cordova’s laugh sounded forced. “Hey, relax about the rest. If there’s something to get, I’ll get it.” 


	Jack hoped they got something—the bigger the better. He had three scenarios planned. Plan A was the one most fully worked out, and would kick in if they hit pay dirt scandal-wise. If not—if Brady was involved in nothing blackmail-worthy—then Jack would go with Plan B. Plan C was the simplest and the least appealing: If Brady didn’t show up tonight, Jack and Cordova would return next Sunday.


	The thought of allowing Richie Cordova to go on breathing for another week made him queasy. And to have to spend another night with him in this car… that might just be too much to bear. Might force Jack into doing something rash.


	“Hey,” Cordova said, pointing across the street to where a black Mercedes was pulling out from the garage. “Is that our boy?” 


	Jack squinted at the plates. “Yes! That’s him! Go! Go!” 


	“Just take it easy,” Cordova said, singsonging as if addressing a child. “A professional doesn’t tip his hand like that. We’ll wait a few seconds, let another car get between us, then start after him.” 


	Jack wrung his hands. “But we’ll lose him!” 


	“No we won’t. I guarantee it.” 


				*
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	Jack had to admit that Cordova was good at tailing. It didn’t hurt that Jack knew the Thruway exit Brady would be taking. At least he hoped he knew. Blascoe had said Brady owned a place not far from his, so Jack assumed he’d use the same exit Jamie had when she took him to Blascoe’s. He told Cordova that he’d followed Brady twice to that exit and lost him afterward. That allowed Cordova to pass Brady and wait for him near the off-ramp. If Brady was watching his rear, he’d see no one follow him off the Thruway.


	Jack had a bad moment or two, sitting there with the pressure of the Beretta against the small of his back, wondering if he’d made the wrong choice. But then Brady’s black Mercedes came down the ramp and stopped at the light.


	After that it was a trip up the same twisty road Jack and Jamie had traveled just three nights ago. Was that all it had been? Just seventy-two hours?


	Brady passed the driveway to Blascoe’s place without even slowing. Two miles beyond he turned onto a dirt path and headed uphill. Cordova cruised farther on for a mile or so, then turned, killed the lights, and headed back.


	After he’d backed the Jeep deep into the brush about a hundred yards away from the mini-road, Cordova turned to Jack.


	“Sit tight and I’ll go see what’s up.” 


	Jack popped open his door. “No way. I’m going with you.” 


	“Lou, are you crazy? You don’t have any experience—” 


	“I’m going.” 


	Cordova cursed under his breath as he pulled his cameras and lenses from the back seat. He continued grumbling and muttering as they made their way up the hill through the brush. Jack was struck by a strong sense of déjà vu: He and Jamie had made the same sort of trip on Thursday night just a few miles back down the road.


	Cordova turned and said, “Hey, almost forgot: If you got a cell phone, turn the goddamn thing off.” 


	“I already did.” 


	Jack wondered about perimeter security devices but decided not to worry about them. If Brady was into something shady up here, he wouldn’t want to draw attention to the place by linking it to a security monitoring company, and especially not to the Dormentalist temple.


	“There’s a cabin,” Cordova said, pointing ahead to where lights glowed through the trees. “Time to slow down and keep it quiet as possible.” 


	Soon they reached the edge of a clearing. The cabin—made of real logs as far as Jack could tell—stood at its center, windows aglow. A plank porch ran across the front and around the left side.


	Cordova motioned Jack to wait and slunk into the clearing. Jack followed. When Cordova noticed, he waved him back, but Jack kept coming. The fat man’s annoyance showed in the slope of his shoulders. Jack didn’t care. He wasn’t going to wait for Cordova to develop his film to see what Brady was up to.


	As they neared a side window Jack began to hear music. All the doors and windows were shut, so the volume had to be near max. Sounded classical. Jack couldn’t identify it. Didn’t even try. Except for some Tchaikovsky, he found most classical music unlistenable.


	They reached the side window and peeked through. The interior was similar to Blascoe’s. So similar that Jack would bet they’d been built from the same design. The major difference was the collection of maybe half a dozen full-length mirrors spaced around the great room.


	“Must love to look at himself,” Cordova said.


	And then the man himself appeared, wrapped in a big white terry cloth robe. He strode to the kitchen counter and poured himself some Glenlivet on the rocks.


	Shit, Jack thought. This wasn’t quite what he’d been hoping for.


	Cordova’s snide tone said he agreed. “Oh, yeah,” he whispered—probably could’ve yelled, considering the volume of the music inside—”shots of this are gonna do real damage.” 


	“The night is still young.” 


	“Yeah, but he’s alone.” 


	“For the moment.” 


	“You know something?” 


	“No. Just hoping.” 


	“Yeah, well keep on hoping. Because even if we get shots of him whacking off or doing himself with a dildo, it’s no big deal. You can embarrass the hell out of him, maybe, but you ain’t gonna bring him down with stuff like that.” 


	But it’ll be something, Jack thought. All I need is one thing… anything… just one little thing, and Plan A goes into effect.


	They hung around the window, Cordova calibrating and testing the low-light image intensifiers on his cameras, Jack studying Brady through the window. He watched him leaf through some big, antique-looking book, a hungry look in his eyes. What was it? Ancient porn?


	Unlike his burning rage against Cordova, Jack felt cold, clinical, almost detached about Brady. He could torture Cordova, do to him what he’d done to Sister Maggie, and not feel an instant’s regret or remorse. But that wouldn’t do for Brady. Jack had other plans for him, plans that Brady might well find worse than torture.


	“I say we give it an hour or so,” Cordova said, now that his cameras were ready.


	“We stay until we get something or he goes to bed, whichever comes first.” 


	“Lemme tell you something: I ain’t standing out here freezing my ass off till God knows when.” 


	Jack put a hand on Cordova’s shoulder, just as he’d done back in the car.


	“Please, Mr. Cordova. I told you how much this means to me.” 


	He leaned away from Jack’s hand. “And I told you how I feel about being touched. Now lay off, got it? If we—” 


	Through the window Jack saw Brady pull a cell phone from the pocket of his robe.


	“Hey. Looks like he’s getting a call.” 


	He and Cordova watched Brady go to the stereo and turn down the volume, then smile as he spoke on the phone. When the call ended, he upped the music again, and closed the big old book he’d been reading.


	“This could be it,” Jack said.


	Cordova grunted. “And it could be nothing. But he sure do look happy, don’t he. Wouldn’t be surprised if—oh, shit!” 


	Brady had carried the book to the center of the room where he knelt and pulled up a trapdoor that perfectly matched the rest of the floor. He started down into the basement.


	“If he stays down there we’re fucked,” Cordova said.


	Jack kept silent, watching. Moments later Brady reappeared and closed the trapdoor. What was down there? A secret library of some sort? Something that could be used against him? If the photos didn’t work out, then maybe—


	“Oh, man!” Cordova said.


	Brady had tossed off his robe to reveal a well-toned, well-tanned body.


	“Buffed and baked,” Jack said. “This is good. This is very good.” 


	Cordova was already snapping pictures. “Don’t get too excited now.” 


	Jack put on a huffy tone. “I beg your pardon?” 


	“I mean, this kind of beefcake ain’t gonna hurt him. Might get him lots of calls from the ladies, though. Or the guys. Maybe even—holy shit!” 


	Jack watched, fascinated, as Brady placed a feathered mask over his head, leaving only his eyes and mouth exposed. He examined himself in one of the mirrors, then slipped back into his robe.


	Cordova’s shutter was clicking like mad. “I got a feeling we might be heading for pay dirt.” 


	“Shhh!” Jack whispered as he raised a gloved finger to his lips. “Is that a car?” 


	Cordova cupped a hand around an ear. “Damn right it is.” He picked up his cameras and began moving away. “Let’s ease back into the bushes and wait.” 


	Jack followed him. They crouched in the brush as a pair of headlights became visible through the trees. Before long a Chevy van pulled up and stopped before the front door.


	“Get a shot of the plates,” Jack told Cordova. “I want those plates.” 


	But Cordova already had his eye to the viewfinder. “So do I.” 


	A gray-haired man about Cordova’s age, but whippet lean, was illuminated by the courtesy lights as he stepped out of the van. He opened a rear door and out hopped two boys, maybe twelve years of age, fourteen tops. He ushered them up to the front door where Brady was waiting. After the boys were inside, the man returned to the car and drove away.


	As soon as the car was out of sight Cordova was on the move toward the cabin, chortling. “Ho-ho-ho! The plot sickens!” 


	Jack hesitated, then followed.


	Back at the window, he saw Brady offer the boys beers, then light up a joint and pass it around.


	“Giving beer and pot to minors,” Cordova said. “That’s a good start.” 


	The kids looked fairly comfortable, as if they were used to this sort of thing. Jack knew what they were: male prostitutes. Teenagers. “Chickens” to the trade. Usually kids kicked out of their homes because they’re gay; they gravitate to cities but can’t support themselves, so they wind up fodder for chicken hawks. And Brady was a chicken hawk.


	Jack had hoped for something big to use against the man, but never imagined…


	As Brady threw off the robe and the two boys began to undress, Jack moved away.


	“Hey, where you going?” Cordova said.


	“Back to the car.” 


	Cordova’s tone was mocking. “No jacking off now.” 


	Jack wanted to kill him right there. Do an HVAC job on his skull, then burst through the door and do the same to Brady. But that wasn’t in the plan. And it wouldn’t change the lives of those two boys. They’d spend some time in the state child-welfare mill, then wind up back on the street.


	The night sky seemed bright compared to the darkness in Jack’s heart.


				*
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	While Jack waited in the Jeep he got the Mikulski brothers’ phone number from information. Brad, the older one, answered.


	“It’s me: Jack.” 


	“Hey. What’ve you got for us?” 


	Jack never made social calls to the Mikulskis. This was no exception. But he wanted to be careful since he was on a cell phone.


	“Got a New York license plate for you. Write this down.” Jack recited it from memory. “You might want to do business with the guy.” 


	“What’s he into?” 


	“Chickens. Export and import, I believe.*” 


	“That so?” 


	“And I also believe he’s ripe for a takeover bid.” 


	“How ripe?” 


	“ASAP.” 


	“All right. We’ll get on it tomorrow. Thanks for the heads-up, man.” 


	“My pleasure.” 


	Jack ended the call, then leaned back in the passenger seat. Calling the Mikulskis in made him feel a little better. Weird pair, those two. Had a real jones for pedophiles. Didn’t know what was in their past to make them that way, and didn’t want to. But he did know they’d track that van, and if they witnessed what Jack was sure they would, a certain chicken runner would be out of business. Permanently.


	Jack wanted him gone before the shit hit Brady’s fan.


	He shifted in the seat and felt something jab him in the thigh. He reached down and came up with a crucifix on a broken chain. Just like the one he’d seen hanging around Sister Maggie’s neck.


	Jack closed his eyes and tried to stay calm. The only thing that worked was repeating… it won’t be long now… won’t be long now… over and over.


	Cordova showed up a few minutes later. He placed his cameras in the rear, then rolled onto the driver’s seat. He laughed as he started the car.


	“What’s so funny?” Jack said.


	“We got him! We got him six ways from Sunday! He’s as good as dead! Even if those pictures don’t land him in the slammer, he’ll never be able to show his face again! He’s gonna have to hide away in his little love nest and never come out!” 


	He laughed again and bounced in his seat like a kid who’d just been told that Christmas had been extended to 365 days a year.


	Jack said, “I’d almost think that you had as much against him as I.” 


	Cordova immediately sobered. “Oh, well, no, I mean I’m just always happy when an investigation comes through for the client. And you gotta admit, this puppy came through in spades. I can’t wait to see those photos.” 


	“Neither can I. Where do you get them developed?” 


	“I got a little lab in my house.” 


	Jack knew that. He’d seen it. Just a converted closet, but a small-time operator like Cordova didn’t need more.


	“Wonderful. Let’s go. And don’t tell me I’m not coming along, because I am. I paid for those photos and I want to see what I’ve got. If they’re what I


	need to bring Brad) down, you’ll get the extra thousand T promised right then and there.” 


	“What? Come to my place? I never…” He paused for a few heartbeats, then, “Well, I guess it would be okay. I mean, seeing as you’re laying out all this money and all. Yeah. Sure. Why not.” 


	Cordova had agreed just a little too easily. Jack had known he’d go along eventually, but had expected him to play a little harder to get.


				*

	


	
15


	Sweet Jesus, Richie thought as he arranged the prints across his desktop. They were… fantastic was the only word for them.


	He sat in his darkened attic office and stared. The only sound was the breathing of the guy leaning over his shoulder. Gorcey had insisted on printing every frame. Immediately. He wanted them now. Not tomorrow or the next day. Now.


	That was okay by Richie. The prints wouldn’t go to waste. He’d scan them and copy them onto a CD. Then he’d stick them in an envelope marked Personal & Confidential and address it to Luther Brady.


	He wanted to get up and dance. This was the mother lode. This was the California gold rush and the key to De Beers rolled into one.


	Even though he’d had to take the photos through a screened window into a moderately lighted room, the images were clear enough to detail the goings-on in that cabin. Brady without his mask before the boys arrived; Brady putting on his mask; Brady making the boys earn their pay—really earn it.


	Brady, Brady, Brady.


	Richie had been a little sickened by the stuff that went down in that room, but he’d hung in there until he’d had enough. More than enough.


	Luther Brady, you are my meat, you are my bitch. From this day forward, I own you.


	Only one thing stood in the way: the guy behind him. Louis Gorcey.


	He couldn’t let him walk out of here. The only way Gorcey was leaving this house was horizontal and feet first.


	But he couldn’t risk giving Gorcey even a hint of what was coming.


	He spoke without looking up. “See anything you like?” he said, knowing it could be taken two ways.


	“I like none of it. I am appalled. I was hoping for something scandalous, but this… this is unspeakable.” 


	Gorcey sounded offended. That surprised Richie. After all, didn’t gay guys like young stuff? He knew he did. Girls, of course. Not boys. But teen girls, with the way they dressed these days in their tight tops and low-riding jeans leaving their smooth, rounded bellies showing, it just wasn’t fair to a guy who wasn’t getting much. How he’d love to pull down a pair of those hip-hugging jeans and put his face…


	Fat chance. Like one of them would go for a guy forty years older—older than their dads, probably. And fat to boot.


	Richie sighed. The closest he’d ever get to one of those was on the Internet. But he could dream. Oh, yeah, he could dream real good.


	He tore himself away from young girls and got back to these pictures of young boys.


	“Well, did I earn the extra grand?” 


	“Yes. You earned your bonus.” 


	“Great. Now, what do we do?” When Gorcey didn’t answer, Richie looked up at him. “Hello? Did you hear what I—?” 


	Gorcey’s face looked strange. He’d finally taken off his sunglasses. Left his gloves on but had to remove the shades, what with the room being kind of dark. His brown eyes were scary. Murderous, almost. Richie’s heart stopped for a second when he thought that look might be for him. But how could it be? They’d only met tonight, and it was Brady that Gorcey was after.


	Gorcey nodded. “I heard you. But I’m thinking.” 


	“About what?” 


	“Blackmail.” His hand did a quick wave. “I know what you said about your code of ethics, but I’m sure Brady would pay almost anything to keep these out of the public eye.” 


	An alarm bell sounded in Richie’s head. What was going on here? Almost like this guy was reading his mind. A bowel-clenching thought wormed through his head: What if he was sitting next to the guy the nun had hired to fuck up his operation?


	His hand crept toward the .38 in his shoulder holster…


	Hey, wait. That didn’t make sense. Gorcey had just led him to a goose that was going to lay a steady stream of golden eggs. And besides, if Gorcey was carrying—and Richie was pretty damn sure he wasn’t—he’d had a million chances on the way upstate and back to do whatever damage he might have come to do.


	No… Gorcey wasn’t Jack, wasn’t the guy from Julio’s the nun had told him about. He was just a fag with a hard-on for Luther Brady.


	Soon he was going to be a dead fag.


	“Blackmail’s illegal, Lou. Don’t tell me any more. I could lose my license for not reporting you.” 


	“You wouldn’t need a license with what we could squeeze out of Brady.” 


	“‘We’?” 


	“Well, blackmailing him would require a certain amount of toughness that I’m not sure I have. But you seem tough, Mr. Cordova.” 


	Richie wasn’t sure how to play this. Gorcey was proposing a partnership. It was tempting in a way. It meant he wouldn’t have to kill him. Disposing of a body was no easy thing—as the quick discovery of the dead nun proved. Forensic crime labs were getting better and better. Some simple little thing could fuck him up royally.


	But bringing Gorcey in would mean splitting the milk from Brady, and Richie didn’t even want to think about that. But even so, he didn’t think a queer like Gorcey had the stuff to stay the course. And worse, he might spill to one of his lover boys, either while whispering sweet nothings or trying to impress some stud he was courting. That would queer—he hid a smile and thought, Oh, pardon me!—that would queer everything.


	Okay. Let’s look at the situation. I’ve got a gun, he don’t. The shades are already pulled. My house is sealed up, and so are all the neighbors’. Nobody around here will be out on the street on a cold Sunday night like this. I can put a couple of quick ones into Gorcey’s chest and no one’ll be the wiser.


	That would work. Then he’d wait till the dead dark hours of the morning and tote the body out to the car. He could dump Gorcey under an overpass or someplace like it and forget about him. There wasn’t no connection between the two of them.


	But he had to go about this real careful like. Keep Gorcey nice and relaxed so he wouldn’t see nothing coming. Richie didn’t want no tussle—even a pansy man could get lucky. Just a quick, clean kill.


	Sticking to the upright, uptight, ethical PI role seemed the best play.


	“Yeah, I’m tough enough,” Richie said, “but I’m honest. I’ll give you the prints and negatives and then we’ll both forget we ever had this conversation. ” He patted the area around his desk. “Oops. No envelopes. Have to get one out of the closet.” 


	Out of the closet… ha!


	As he pushed up from the seat, he snaked one hand into his coat and pulled the .38 free of the holster. He held it chest-high. All he had to do now was make his turn and—


	A gloved hand came out of nowhere and grabbed his wrist while another shoved a big shiny pistol against his cheek.


	“Wha—?” 


	“What were you planning to do with that, Richie?” said a hard voice that didn’t sound at all like Louis Gorcey’s.


	Moving only his eyes, Richie looked. It was Gorcey, all right. He looked the same, and yet everything about him was different. Gorcey wasn’t Gorcey no more.


	Richie’s knees went soft as he realized he might have made a terrible mistake.


	“I-I-nothing. I was just taking it out to lay it on my desk. It’s heavy and it, you know, gets in the way.” 


	Richie tried to twist his hand free but the grip on his wrist tightened, became crushing, and the muzzle pressed deeper into his face.


	“Yeah, I know. Drop it on the floor.” 


	“Hey—” 


	In the space of a second, the muzzle left his cheek, slammed against his nose, and then rammed into his cheek again.


	Richie let out a yell as pain shot straight through his skull and bright flashes sparked in his vision. “All right! All right!” 


	He dropped the gun.


	“Sit.” 


	He eased himself back into the chair. He looked up and saw Gorcey staring at him. He realized that the murderous look he’d thought was for Brady was for him.


	“W-what’s going on, Lou?” 


	“Name isn’t Lou. It’s Jack.” 


	Jack? Oh-no-oh-God-oh-no! The nun’s Jack!


	But he couldn’t let on that he knew.


	“Jack, Lou, what difference does it make? You didn’t have to lie about your name. All secrets are safe with me.” 


	He saw Jack’s face twist with fury, noticed that he’d reversed his grip on the pistol and was holding it by the barrel. Richie watched it rise above him, then swing down, saw the nubs of the rear sights falling toward his scalp. Tried to duck but wasn’t fast enough.


	Pain bloomed in his skull and the world swam around him as he heard an echoey voice say, “Shut up.” 


	The icy, matter-of-fact tone made his bladder clench.


	Another blow wiped out all sight, all sound.


				*
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	“Hey!” someone was saying. “Hey, wake up.” A foot nudged his leg. “Wake up, Fatso.” 


	Richie forced his eyes open. The room did a half spin, then settled, then spun again. His head felt like it had exploded and then been put back together by someone who’d never seen a human skull before.


	He groaned and tried to raise his right hand to his aching head but it wouldn’t move. He looked and saw that it was wired to an arm of his chair. So was his left.


	And then he saw that his chair had been wheeled away from the desk.


	“Whuh…?” 


	Jack glanced at him. “Oh, good. You’re awake. About time.” 


	
It looked like he’d divvied up the prints into a couple of piles. The negative strips lay tangled among them.


	“What’re you doing?” 


	“Sorting.” 


	He stepped over to Richie’s chair and stood staring down at him. The room spun again as Richie looked up. He looked away real quick when he saw what was in the guy’s eyes.


	“What’re you gonna do?” 


	“If I had the time and inclination, I’d like to do to you what you did to Sister Maggie. Remember her? You threatened to ruin her life, and you did.” 


	So here it was, right out in the open.


	“You’re the one she hired to mess up my computer, right?” 


	The guy nodded. “And you’re the one who messed up Maggie.” 


	“You gotta lemme explain. It’s not how you think. I didn’t—” 


	A black-gloved hand backhanded him across the face. “Don’t waste my time.” 


	Richie spat blood. “Okay, okay.” 


	“How’d you find out?” 


	“About what?” 


	“About Maggie hiring me.” 


	“Why do you care?” Another backhand across the face made Richie’s head spin. “All right, all right. It was her boyfriend, Metcalf. He cracked wise about me being outfoxed by a nun. That’s when I knew.” 


	The guy sighed and said something under his breath that sounded like “Nobody listens.” But he looked like he was relieved or something. Maybe this was Richie’s chance.


	“So it’s not all my fault. It’s Metcalf’s too. I shouldn’t take all—” He cringed as he saw that gloved hand wind up for another shot. “Don’t, please! Just answer one question, will you?” 


	“What?” 


	“You her brother or something?” 


	Please say no, he thought. Please say no.


	The guy shook his head. “Never met her before she hired me.” 


	Relief flooded him. Maybe he could reason with him, operative to operative.


	“Then why?” 


	“Why what?” 


	“Why come back? You got hired, you did the job—did it real good, I gotta tell you—and that’s it. You walk away. It’s over. Done. End of story. No reason to come back into the picture.” 


	The guy stared at him like he was looking down at a splash of fresh vomit. After too long a time he took a breath and pointed to Richie’s wired wrists.


	“I wanted to use duct on you like you did on Maggie, but I couldn’t risk carrying a roll in case you searched my bag again. Wire takes up much less space.” He held up a silvery roll of duct tape. “But look what I came across in one of your drawers.” 


	With a single swift move he ripped off a piece and slapped it across Richie’s mouth.


	Panic ripped through him. He tried to kick out with his feet but his ankles were wired down as well. When he saw the guy pick up the pistol from the desk Richie began to scream, but nothing got through the tape and the noise coming through his nose sounded like baby pig squeals.


	“Let me introduce you to Mr. Beretta.” He put the shiny barrel oi the pistol against Richie’s palm. “Shake hands with him. You’re about to interface.” 


	Richie wrapped his fingers around the barrel. No way he could get it away, but if he could just keep a grip on it—


	The guy twisted it free like he was taking a rattle from a baby. Then he stuck it in Richie’s other hand. “Feel that? Like it? You and Mr. Beretta are going to get real friendly.” 


	Richie screamed again as the guy picked up a beige cushion. Where’d that come from? Looked like one from the couch downstairs. What was he gonna—


	Oh no! The cushion pressed against Richie’s stomach as the guy buried the muzzle in the fabric.


	NO!


	A slightly muffled BLAM! and then searing pain shot through his gut. He screamed against the tape and writhed in agony. He’d never imagined anything could hurt like this. Never. Vomit rose in his throat but he swallowed it back. If he puked he’d suffocate, though maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. At least it would stop the pain.


	“I hear nothing hurts worse than being gut shot,” the guy said in a cold, dead voice. “I hope I heard right.” 


	Richie watched through eyes blurred with pain and tears as the guy turned back to the desk and began shoving all the photos into an envelope. The negatives as well.


	The room got gray around the edges and he thought he was going to pass out—if only he would!—but then things came back into focus.


	Richie began to sob from an excruciating spasm, the noise snuffling in and out through his nose. Felt like someone had a pitchfork in his gut and was twisting, twisting…


	And now the guy was stuffing everything into his shoulder bag.


	Richie wailed into the gag. He wasn’t going to leave him like this! He couldn’t!


	Then the guy picked up the cushion and the gun again and stepped up in front of Richie.


	“You don’t deserve this,” he said in that dead voice as he placed the cushion over Richie’s chest.


	What? No! NO!


				*
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	After putting two Hydra-Shoks into Fatso’s chest, Jack stepped back and watched him buck and spasm, then go still. His wide, bulging eyes lost focus and his lids dropped to half mast.


	The only regret he felt was at not being able to leave Cordova alive. He’d heard it sometimes took three days to die of a gut shot. Three days of constant agony. Barely a tenth of what he deserved.


	But sooner or later, when Cordova didn’t show up at his office tomorrow morning, and didn’t answer his home phone, his receptionist would call someone to check on him. And that might give the fat man a chance of surviving.


	No survival for Cordova. Jack not only wanted him dead, he needed him dead.


	He stared at the fat, bloody corpse a moment longer. Maggie… she hadn’t died because of some mistake on Jack’s part, she’d died because of her own good heart. Despite Jack’s warning, she must have felt a duty to let Metcalf know that he didn’t have to pay any more blackmail money. And Met-calf, not knowing the level of scum he was dealing with, had opened his yap.


	All of this… so unnecessary… so goddamn unnecessary.


	Jack reholstered the Beretta, then retrieved two of the three ejected shell casings from the floor. He kicked the third into the darkroom. He hefted his shoulder bag and did one more sweep of the area. All clean. Nothing to identify him.


	All right.


	He loped downstairs and headed for his car. On the way home he’d call 911 and report hearing what sounded like gunshots from Cordova’s house.


				*
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	Jack paused outside the front entrance of the Dormentalist temple.


	He’d stopped home and dropped off all the photos he’d taken from Cordova’s house. Then he’d changed into the third-hand clothing store rejects he’d picked up yesterday after his visit to Roselli. He’d used rubber cement to attach scruffy black hair to his face, then pulled a knit watch cap over his head down to the tops of his ears.


	He wouldn’t fool anyone who knew Johnny Roselli; he doubted even a stranger would be fooled by the beard if he got close enough.


	But he wasn’t planning on letting anyone that close.


	His main concern was whether Roselli had skipped his camping trip and returned to the temple since Jack had left him. If so, his entry card wouldn’t have worked and he’d have been issued a new one. Using his old card now could raise an alarm and wreck Jack’s plans.


	His other concern was Brady. Jack had no idea how long he usually carried on with his hired boys, or if he came home when he was through. The later the better, as far as Jack was concerned. Best case would be if he slept over till morning, which would be the wise thing to do after a night of Scotch and ganja.


	But it was all guesswork at this point. He hated it when a fix depended on something he couldn’t control, and could be sent off track by someone’s whim.


	Only one way to find out…


	Jack took a breath and opened the door. As he stepped into the unmanned security atrium, he bore right, away from the metal detector and toward the members-only turnstile. The deep-shadowed lobby was deserted. A few bulbs in sconces lit the periphery and the elevator area where one set of doors stood open, waiting. A dozen feet beyond the turnstile a lone burgundy-uniformed TP sat in a pool of light behind his marble kiosk.


	Jack gave the guard a friendly wave as he made a show of fishing the card from a pocket. The TP gave a wary, noncommittal nod, watching him.


	Jack kept the EC in his left hand, leaving the right free to go for the pistol nestled in the small of his back. After positioning it at the end of the slot, he trained his eyes on the guard and swiped the card through.


	He waited as the TP checked the computer. Hopefully a photo of Johnny Roselli was popping onto the screen with the message that he was a lapser—thus explaining his scruffy attire. If the guard’s expression changed or he reached for the phone, Jack was out of here. He did not want to be placed in a situation where he’d have to use his weapon.


	But the TP’s expression didn’t change. He looked up from the screen and gave Jack a perfunctory smile and a wave. The turnstile’s mechanism clicked, allowing Jack to push through.


	Jack released the breath he’d been holding as he waved back and headed straight for the elevators. He kept his head down as he stepped into the open car. Before pressing 21 with a knuckle, he glanced back at the guard and saw him reading from a tabloid newspaper. Probably not The Light.


	Okay, he thought as the doors pincered closed, I’m in.


	Now came the tough part.


	He looked at the unlit 22 button and wished he could make the elevator take him there without leaving a record of the trip in the computers. That was something he needed to avoid at all cost.


	Still… it would be so much easier than what he had planned.


	Jack figured he was pretty much in control from here on in. Success or failure depended on him, not chance or circumstance. Even so, he knew he had a hairy hour or so ahead of him.


				*

	


	
2


	Jensen sat in his third-floor office gazing over Tony Margiotta’s shoulder. The only light in the room came from the computer screen. These things were a pain in the ass but in the right hands, they were amazing. Margiotta had been doing an online search for anything—anything—about John Robertson. Even though the guy had been dead two years and retired for years before that, this Google thing had come up with almost a thousand hits. But the hits, a thousand or not, weren’t proving very useful.


	“This is all shit,” Margiotta said.


	“Maybe, but keep at it. I want every one of them looked into.


	“But what am I looking for?” 


	Margiotta hadn’t been told any more than he needed to know. He already knew that Jason Amurri had been an impostor, and Jensen had told him that an outside investigation had linked him to Robertson. Any connection or reference to the missing Jamie Grant had been left out of the story.


	“Find me something, anything that connects Robertson to New York City—and I don’t mean just Manhattan—or to our Church or to any other church or organization that might have it in for us.” 


	Margiotta looked up at him with an anguished expression. “This could take me all night.” 


	Poor baby, Jensen wanted to say, but resisted. “It’s already taken half the night. Consider yourself on the homestretch. Besides, you’re getting time and a half.” 


	“Yeah, but I’ve got a wife and a kid—” 


	“Who’ll be glad for the bigger paycheck. Now keep at it.” 


	Margiotta grumbled something unintelligible as he returned to the keyboard.


	Jensen gave him a comradely clap on the shoulder as he rose.


	“Good man. I’m going to take a stroll around to stretch my legs, maybe get a coffee. You want one?” 


	Margiotta looked surprised at the offer. And well he should be. Jensen didn’t play gopher for anyone. But he wanted Margiotta to stay alert as he followed those hits.


	He stepped out into the hallway and began making the rounds.


				*
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	The elevator stopped on the twenty-first floor. As the doors slid open, Jack pressed the lobby button and stepped out of the car—just barely. He stopped as close to the doors as he could without trapping the back of his shirt when they closed.


	On his previous tour of the temple he’d noticed stationary visual surveillance cameras in the elevator area of every floor, high in the corners above the doors, facing out. The TPs—if they were of a mind to do so—could watch you in the elevator car and then catch you again when you stepped out onto the floor. The meditation floor was no different.


	But Jack had noticed that the fixed angle needed to capture the longest view of the hallway inevitably left a blind spot just outside the elevator doors.


	Right where Jack was standing.


	He looked longingly at the EXIT sign over the door to the stairwell on his right. That way would be so much simpler but the security cameras covered the approach and he was sure opening the door would be flagged in the security computer.


	He slipped on a pair of latex gloves, then fished out the big screwdriver and heavy-duty coat hanger hook he’d brought along. He’d freed the hook from its wooden hanger, then tied and glued a length of sturdy twine to its straight end. He hoped he’d done it right. He hadn’t had time to call on Milkdud Swigart for a refresher course on how to hack a building.


	Back in December he and Milkdud had hacked a Midtown building through the elevator shaft so that Jack could eavesdrop on a conversation in one of the offices. Jack hadn’t attempted anything like that since. This would be his first solo hack.


	He worked the hook through the space between the top of the elevator door and the lintel. Keeping a grip on the string, he let the hook drop on the far side of the door.


	Now the hard part: catching the lever that would open the door.


	He fished the hook around, twisting the twine this way and that, then pulling up. If he found no resistance, he went through the process again.


	He began to sweat with frustration and maybe a little anxiety. Jack remembered Milkdud saying that old buildings with old elevators had the easiest doors to open. Well, this former hotel was an old building, so why—?


	The twine resisted his pull—the hook had caught something.


	He sent up a prayer to the goddess of building hackers: Please, let this be the lever.


	He tugged and saw the doors move—just a fraction of an inch, but enough to tell him he was in the right place. Pulled a little harder and the doors spread farther, allowing enough space for Jack to slip the screwdriver through. He let go of the string and used the screwdriver to lever the doors open until he had room for his fingers in the gap. He slipped them through, then forced the doors apart. Once past a certain point, they opened the rest of the way on their own.


	The open elevator shaft yawned before him. Thick cables ran up and down the center of the shaft, their coating of grease reflecting the glow from the caged incandescent bulb set above the doors.


	Jack poked his head into the shaft and looked down. Bulbs lit the way into the dimness below. He couldn’t see his elevator car, but the other, marked with a “2″ on its roof, waited midshaft about ten floors down.


	He looked to his right and found what he wanted. Between the two sets of doors a row of rusty metal rungs had been set into the wall. They ran the length of the shaft.


	He pocketed the screwdriver, the hook, and the twine. He grabbed a rung, placed the ridged rubber sole of his work boot on another, lower rung, and swung out into the shaft. He brushed against a spring switch along the way and was startled by the ding! of the elevator bell.


	So that’s what makes it ring.


	He would have expected a more sophisticated system, but then again, these elevators were antiques.


	He grabbed the lever and pushed down to close the doors, then began the short climb to the top floor.


	Brady’s floor.


	No problem opening the elevator doors from this side: A simple push on the lever admitted him to floor twenty-two.


	The only question was whether or not he was alone up here. The lights were on, but that didn’t mean much. He listened. Not a sound.


	Jack closed the doors but left the screwdriver between them. He stepped through the deserted receptionist area and crossed the office, passing Brady’s huge desk as he made his way toward the living quarters.


	He tried the door—locked. He knocked, a series of triplets, waited, then repeated. No response. He pulled out his cell and dialed the “personal” number Brady had given him last week. A phone began to ring on the far side of the door. On the fifth ring a voice—not Brady’s—told him to leave a message. Jack was reasonably sure Brady would have answered a call at this hour.


	So… nobody home. But that could change any minute.


	Jack turned and hurried to Brady’s desk.


				*
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	“All quiet on the Western Front?” 


	The TP in the lobby kiosk jumped as if he’d heard a shot. He dropped his newspaper and blanched when he saw who was speaking.


	“Sir!” He shot to his feet. “You startled me, sir!” 


	“At ease,” Jensen said, holding back a laugh.


	He rarely used the elevator when he traveled from his office to the lobby. He’d found it much faster to take the stairs from the third floor. He’d eased through the stairway door at the south side of the lobby and silently made his way toward the security kiosk. He’d wanted to see how close he could get before the TP on duty realized he wasn’t alone.


	It had been easy. Too easy. The TP, whose name was Gary Cruz, had been so engrossed in the Sunday paper’s sports section that Jensen had had to announce himself.


	Jensen should have been angry, but he was too pleased with his own stealth to take Cruz’s head off.


	“Everything under control?” 


	The TP nodded. “Only one mouse in the house.” 


	That wasn’t unusual, even at this hour. A certain number of FAs would stay late or come in early to study, or catch up on assigned duties, or simply spend time on the Communing Level. The busiest after-hours periods tended to be Friday into Saturday, and Saturday into Sunday. The early hours of Monday usually found the Temple deserted. Except, of course, for the security detail.


	“Thought he was a homeless guy at first,” Cruz added.


	“You’re sure he wasn’t?” This TP had better be damn sure.


	“His card read him out as LFA, so that explained his looks.” 


	“A lapser?” A sour note chimed in Jensen’s head. “What’s his name?” 


	Cruz sat and tapped at his keyboard. “John Roselli, sir. Came in about twenty minutes ago.” 


	Roselli… he knew that name. He knew all the lapsers. He kept an eye on them to make sure they were complying with their punishment. But that wasn’t the only reason. He’d kept a special watch ever since Clark Schaub. He’d been depressed because he thought his LFA designation was unjust—they all thought that—and killed himself.


	A Dormentalist suicide was news under any circumstances, but when it happened in the Temple itself, and when the member did it in such dramatic fashion, it created a field day for the press. And not just rags like The Light—all the papers.


	Schaub had seated himself in the center of the Great Room on the twenty-first floor, removed a straight razor from his pocket, and slit his own throat.


	Covering it up had appeared impossible at first, but Jensen found a way. The only witnesses had been devout Dormentalists and they took a vow of silence to protect their Church. Jensen and Lewis and Hutch moved the body to a grove in Central Park. A police investigation listed Schaub as murdered by an unknown suspect. The case remained unsolved.


	“Where’d Roselli go?” 


	Cruz checked his screen again. “Straight to twenty-one.” 


	Shit. Like any other LFA, Roselli thought he’d gotten the shaft. He’d always struck Jensen as pretty stable, but you never knew. And the last thing Jensen needed now was a replay of the Schaub mess.


	“Access the cameras up there. Let’s see what our lapser is up to.” 


	Cruz complied with practiced efficiency, alternating between mouse and keyboard. But as he worked, his brow began to furrow; a puzzled expression wormed onto his face.


	Jensen didn’t like that look. “What’s wrong?” 


	“I can’t find him.” 


	“Well, then he must have left the floor.” 


	Cruz pressed a button under one of his screens. “Not by the elevators. They haven’t moved.” 


	“Check the stairwell doors.” 


	Jensen’s mind raced. Each floor had access to the north and south stairways, but the doors were monitored. Access to the twenty-second floor from the stairways was blocked by password-protected steel doors that would have been at home in a bank vault.


	“No record of either being opened.” 


	“Then rerun the tapes, damn it. Let’s see where he went when he left the elevator. No, wait. Do the elevator first.” 


	Like a giant Ti Vo, the security computer stored each of the digital feeds on huge hard drives that made them accessible at any time.


	Jensen moved behind Cruz and waited as he fiddled with the monitoring system. A bank of eight small screens arced across the inner front of the kiosk, just below the counter. Images from each security camera were supposed to rotate through the screens. The rotation had been halted while Cruz accessed specific cameras.


	“Coming up on screen eight,” Cruz said.


	The black-and-white image of an elevator interior lit the screen. Car 1 blinked in the upper-left corner; a digital clock ran in the upper right. The camera showed the knit-capped head of a scruffy-looking guy staring at his shoes. Jensen got a glimpse of beard but never the face.


	According to the clock, Roselli stepped off the elevator onto twenty-one at 11:22:14. Something about the way he kept his head down bothered Jensen. But no problem. The other cameras would provide a good head-to-toe look.


	“Roll the floor cameras back to 11:21.” 


	Cruz did just that and Jensen watched as he scrolled through every feed from the twenty-first floor.


	John Roselli didn’t appear on one.


	Cruz kept shaking his head as he made a second run through the feeds. “This is impossible! Something’s got to be wrong!” 


	Jensen looked toward the elevator doors.


	No, it wasn’t impossible. Every surveillance system had blind spots. And yes, something was definitely wrong. Because whoever had gone up in that car had taken advantage of gaps in the system. Jensen doubted very much that John Roselli had the know-how or even the inclination to do that.


	A thought hit like a horse kick in the chest.


	Roselli—the Farrell-Amurri-Robertson guy had seen him during his tour… tried to talk to him… even asked questions about him…


	Could it be him? But even so, Jensen didn’t know what the guy hoped to accomplish up on twenty-one.


	But the floor above…


	“The elevators—did either go to twenty-two?” 


	Cruz looked up at him. “How could they? Mr. Brady left around—” 


	“Since Roselli checked in.” 


	Cruz manipulated the mouse, then, “No, sir. Nothing’s gone to two-two since Mr. Brady called for it earlier.” 


	Jensen hid a sigh of relief. And yet…


	What if this Farrell-Amurri-Robertson had somehow got hold of Roselli’s card? And what if he’d found a way to twenty-two?


	Jensen cursed Brady for not allowing surveillance on twenty-two. He understood it—after all, Brady lived there—but it left a major gap in security.


	“Call Roselli’s home. See if he’s there. And if he is, ask him if he’s still got his swipe card.” 


	“But—” Cruz began, then the light dawned. “Oh, I get it.” 


	He placed the call, waited a long time with the receiver against his ear, then hung up.


	“No answer, not even voice mail.” 


	Okay. Then it was probably Roselli up there. He could have stepped out of the elevator, sat himself down right in front of the doors, and killed himself: knife, poison, whatever.


	But then again, it was possible, just possible, that it was someone else.


	“I’m going up for a look.” 


	“I’ll go, sir.” 


	“No. You man the fort.” 


	Either way, a dead Roselli or a live mystery guy, Jensen wanted to handle it alone.


	But he hoped—no, he prayed—it was the mystery guy. He needed to slip his hands around the bastard’s scrawny neck and watch his eyes bulge out of his head.


				*
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	Jack pressed the button under the lip of Brady’s desktop. As the doors on the opposite wall began to slide open, he pulled the Beretta from the desk drawer. He ejected the magazine from the grip and inspected it. Full. He thumbed out three rounds—not too easy wearing latex gloves—then slipped it back into its well. Next he removed the slide assembly, which included the barrel and the firing pin. He put the frame back into the drawer and placed the slide assembly on the desktop.


	Then he pulled his new-bought Beretta from the small of his back and removed its slide assembly as well. This he fitted onto the frame of Brady’s. That done he closed the drawer and fitted Brady’s slide onto his own Beretta.


	As he holstered his hybrid pistol he walked over to the now exposed globe. The little lights where pillars had been buried winked on automatically as it started its slow rotation. Was someone buried, like Jamie, in each of those spots?


	Jack wanted to smash it—knock it over, pull it apart, and shatter every single one of those glowing bulbs. But he held back. He couldn’t leave a hint that he’d been here.


	He returned to the desk, pressed the button to close the doors, then headed for the elevator bank. After levering the doors open with the screwdriver, he swung back onto the rungs, closed the doors, then began his descent.


	He’d gone two rungs when he heard the pulleys above begin to spin. He looked down and saw an elevator car with “1″ on its roof moving his way.


	Jack chewed his lip as he watched it rise, urging it to stop on one of the lower floors. But it kept coming. And coming.


	Brady? Was the bossman home from his night of pedophilic debauchery?


	Okay. No problem. Jack had done what he’d intended. He could return to the Communing Level and hang out for twenty minutes or so, then take an elevator down and stroll back through the lobby to the real world.


	Expecting the car to pass him, Jack leaned away from its path. To his horror it began to slow as it approached the twenty-first.


	Shit.


	He hurried down the rungs and reached the door level just as the car stopped. He peered through the gap between the car doors and the floor doors to see who was trying to rain on his parade.


	When he saw the black uniform and glistening chocolate scalp, he stifled a groan and pressed his forehead against the cold steel of one of the rungs.


	Jensen… what the hell was the Grand Paladin doing here at this hour?


	But the question vanished as he felt a scarlet rush flash through him, saw Jamie’s mutilated finger protruding from the concrete. Here was the guy who’d helped bury her alive.


	After coming down off the black fugue that had propelled him through his night with Cordova, Jack had been cool, almost detached in dealing with Brady. Maybe that was because he was miles away.


	But Jensen… Jack had been planning to catch up with him eventually to settle Jamie’s score. Now Jensen was here, within reach.


	But Jack had to hold himself in check. This wasn’t the time or place. This was Jensen’s home field. As much as he hated to, Jack would have to wait. And improvise.


	Jack hated to improvise.


				*
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	Jensen held his pistol against his right thigh as he walked through the Communing Level.


	“Mr. Roselli?” he called, keeping his tone gentle. “John Roselli?” 


	Come out, come out wherever you are…


	… if you’re here at all.


	Not many places to hide on this level. He obviously wasn’t in the big open area; that left the private Communing Booths along the south wall. Jensen would have to check them one by one…


	And if he found no one… what then?


	Jensen had no idea.


	Jack watched Jensen’s elevator car descend on its own to maybe the tenth or eleventh floor and stop. It had started down a minute or so after Jensen stepped off. Apparently the cars were programmed so that one waited at lobby level and the other stayed midshaft when not in use.


	If nothing else it gave him some room.


	To do what?


	One thing he knew: He couldn’t hang on these rungs till dawn.


	The omnipresent surveillance cameras on the floor limited his options. Brady’s lair and this elevator shaft were the only places he could move about unobserved. He could climb down to the base of the shaft and hide there until he could figure an escape route. Or…


	Or what?


	Jack noticed a metal inspection plate in the wall between the elevator doors. Desperate for some direction, for any sort of plan, he pulled out his screwdriver and went to work on the rusty screws. When he pulled off the plate he found half a dozen or so wires running to and from a pair of switches embedded in the opposite side. It took him a moment to realize he was looking at the rear innards of the elevator call buttons.


	Fat lot of good that did him.


	And then… an idea…


	Jack had planned to catch up with Jensen later. But maybe he could do that now and then simply walk out of here.


	He went to work on the wires.


	“Where the fuck is he?” Jensen muttered.


	He pulled his two-way from a pocket and called the lobby.


	“Cruz? Any sign of Roselli?” 


	“No, sir. He’s not up there?” 


	“Haven’t you been watching me?” 


	“Yessir.” 


	“Well then you know the answer to your question.” 


	He was about to add “you moron” but bit it back. Wrong thing to show frustration with an underling. Always stay in control.


	“But, sir, that’s impossible,” Cruz yammered. “He hasn’t used the elevators or the stairs and—” 


	“Speaking of the stairs, did the doors register when I opened them?” 


	“Yessir.” 


	Damn. He’d been hoping that was it: a faulty sensor on one of the doors. But then the guy should have shown up on the Communing Floor and stairway cameras.


	One fucked-up situation here.


	“I’m going to do a little more looking around,” he told Cruz, then thumbed the two-way off.


	He strode to the elevators and hit the DOWN button. As he waited for the car he turned and surveyed the wide-open space of the Communing Level and the city towers beyond its floor-to-ceiling windows, many lit up even at this hour. But he was not in a mood to enjoy the view.


	This temple was his turf. He was responsible for its integrity. Last week a man using three false identities had infiltrated his turf and burned him. He was still stinging with embarrassment. And now another—or perhaps the same man—had invaded his space and disappeared.


	Jensen had to find him.


	That meant searching the temple from top to bottom—literally. He’d start with Brady’s floor. He couldn’t imagine how anyone could have reached twenty-two. Only he and Brady knew the access code. Without it you could press 22 all you wanted, but the car would stop at twenty-one and go no farther unless someone already on twenty-two—Brady or Vida, his receptionist—overrode the autostop.


	Someone on twenty-two? No chance.


	But the seemingly impossible had already happened, so…


	He’d have to search twenty-two alone. Couldn’t allow a squad of TPs to poke through Brady’s quarters. But when he’d determined that the floor was deserted, he’d call the next shift in early and start an organized gang-bang search from twenty-one down. He’d bring in a pack of fucking bloodhounds if he had to. Nobody disappeared on his watch. Nobody.


	The elevator dinged behind him and he heard the doors slide open. He turned absently and stepped toward it. Too late he realized that no car awaited him, only cables and empty space.


	He let out a terrified bleat as he tilted over the chasm. His heart pounded as he flailed his arms trying to catch the doorway. The fingers of his right hand caught the lip of the molding. Not much to hang on to but enough to stop his forward motion. He teetered there, looking down at the top of the elevator car ten floors below, then began to pull himself back. He was just starting to congratulate himself on his quick reflexes when an arm shot out from the left, grabbed his tunic, and yanked him into the void.


	He screamed, turning and windmilling his arms as he began to fall. He twisted far enough around to grab the floor of the doorway, first with one hand, then the other. He hung by his fingertips, kicking his feet back and forth in search of a ledge, a girder, even a loose brick, anything to help support his weight.


	But he found nothing.


	And then movement to his right as a man swung out of the elevator shaft and crouched before him on the edge. Jensen looked at his face and knew him. Even with his crummy fake beard and his low knit cap and his dirty clothes, Jensen knew him.


	Farrell-Amurri-Robertson-Whoever.


	The guy.


	“Help me!” Jensen said, trying to keep from screaming. He hated pleading with this son of a bitch, but… “Please!” 


	Then he looked up and saw his eyes, brown and cold as dirt from the bottom of a grave, and knew he was as good as dead.


	“‘Please’?” the guy said in a low voice, barely above a whisper. “Is that what Jamie Grant said when you were about to cut off her finger?” 


	Jensen’s intestines clenched, sending a wave of terror through his belly.


	How could he know? How could he possibly know?


	And now the guy had a knife in his latex-gloved hand. He opened it.


	“Oh, please! Oh, please don’t!” 


	“I bet Jamie said that too. But what if I were to do some of the same to you? What if I start cutting off your fingers, one at a time?” 


	He drew the blade lightly across the knuckle of the right little finger, then the left. The steely caress sent a tremor through Jensen’s tortured arms.


	“Please!” 


	“Let’s make this a game. How many fingers do you think you can spare before you can’t hold on any longer? I’m thinking three—a pinkie on each side, and then when you lose a ring finger on, say, the left side, you’ll fall. You’re a strong man, Jensen, but you’re heavy.” He nodded and smiled—not a nice smile. “Yeah. I think three will do it.” 


	“No! No, please!” 


	The eyebrows lifted. “No? Okay. If you say so, then no it is.” 


	And then, miraculously he was folding the knife and leaning away.


	He means it?


	‘“Hey,” the guy said. “Just kidding about that amputation thing. Had no intention of doing something like that.” He drew back his right leg. “Haven’t got time!


	The leg shot out and Jensen caught a flash of a rubber sole just before his nose and left cheek exploded in pain. The blow jerked his head back and that was just enough to loosen his grip on the threshold.


	His fingers slipped and grabbed empty air. He screamed as he tumbled backward.


	Jack watched Jensen’s twisting, kicking fall come to an abrupt end atop car one. He’d twisted around in midair to land face first, denting and cracking the roof but not breaking all the way through.


	Jack stared down at the scene for a while. He didn’t see how anyone could survive that kind of fall, but he’d heard of people who’d lived through worse, and with a guy that size—


	Jensen’s chest moved.


	Jack stared, thinking his eyes were playing tricks. Then he saw him draw another breath.


	Christ, what did it take to be rid of this guy?


	Right now the fall looked like an accident—Jack needed it to look like an accident. But if Jensen lived…


	Couldn’t allow that.


	Steeling himself for what he was about to do, Jack climbed down the rungs toward the car. Jensen’s hands were beginning to move, his arms too. But not a twitch from his legs. Back was probably broken… spinal cord injury.


	Well, his spinal cord was about to get worse.


	Jack stopped his descent about six feet above Jensen and car one. He turned and clung precariously with his back to the rungs. He hesitated, something holding him back. Then he thought of Jamie Grant having her finger amputated, being buried alive, how it must have felt to be engulfed in concrete…


	He jumped, aiming his boots for the back of Jensen’s neck. He heard the vertebrae crunch as he hit with enough force to ram the bald head through the roof of the car.


	For an instant Jack teetered backward, but he managed to grab one of the cables to steady himself. The palm of the glove was black with grease. He knelt next to Jensen and removed it, inverting it as he pulled it off, pocketing it, and replacing it with a fresh one.


	Then he wormed a couple of fingers through the opening around Jensen’s head and felt his throat for a pulse. Nada.


	Jack straightened and took a deep breath. Two of three scores settled. Only Brady remained.


	He climbed back up to the twenty-first, reattached the call-button wires, and replaced the inspection plate. Then he stepped through the doorway and hit the down button. He removed his gloves as the pulleys whirled into motion. Seconds later he was looking at the inside of cab one, with Jensen’s glazed eyes staring back at him from a hole in the ceiling. Slow drops of blood dripped from his nose.


	Keeping his head down, Jack stepped in and knuckled the lobby button. Jensen’s head lay above the angle of the surveillance camera, so as far as any observer could tell, the bearded, knit-capped guy was alone in the car.


	When the car stopped, Jack pressed a knuckle against 10 as the doors opened, then stepped out into the lobby.


	“Roselli?” the TP at the kiosk called. “Is that John Roselli?” 


	“No, I’m LFA Roselli,” Jack said, making for the front door. He added some attitude. “You got a problem with that?” 


	This was the last hurdle. If he could get past this guy without too much fuss, he’d be home free.


	“Just hold on there. Where have you been?” 


	Jack didn’t break stride. “On the Communing Level.” 


	“No, you weren’t. You didn’t show up on the cameras so the GP went looking for you and—” 


	Keep moving… keep moving…


	“I just left Jensen. And he didn’t mention cameras.” 


	The guard had a two-way up to his lips. “GP Jensen? GP Jensen?” He lowered the two-way and looked at Jack. “He’s not answering. Where did you see him?” 


	“I left him upstairs. He’s going to hang around awhile.” 


	As Jack reached the doors the TP came out from behind his kiosk and hurried toward him.


	“Wait! You can’t go yet!” 


	“No? Watch me.” 


	Jack pushed through the doors, hit the sidewalk, and began walking uptown. The guard stepped out behind him.


	“Hey! Come back! The GP will want to talk to you.” 


	Jack ignored him and kept walking. He was heading home. He needed sleep something awful. He found his car two blocks away where he’d left it, parked on a side street. After checking to make sure the TP hadn’t followed him, he slid behind the wheel and hit the ignition.


	He drove a dozen blocks then pulled over and threw the Buick into park. He put his head back as far as the headrest would allow and took a few deep breaths. A tremor shuddered through his body. That cold black rush was fading, leaving him shaky and exhausted.


	He scared himself when he got like this. Not while he was in the dark thrall—he feared nothing then—but in the low aftermath it unsettled him to know what he was capable of. Sometimes he’d swear never to let it loose again, to push it back next time it lunged for freedom. Yet inevitably, when the moment came, he’d embrace and ride it.


	But he never wanted another episode like tonight. It would take him a while to forget this one.


				*
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	As per usual, Luther Brady had awakened early and driven in from the hills. He’d started the day with a slight headache—not unexpected after a night of carousing—but that was gone now. And as always after a bout with the boys, he felt rejuvenated. Give him the right playmates and he’d never need Viagra.


	He liked to arrive before seven, when the temple was relatively deserted, and slip up to his quarters.


	But this morning he found chaos—flashing police cars and ambulances outside, bustling cops and EMTs within.


	One of the TPs recognized him and came rushing up.


	“Mr. Brady! Mr. Brady! Oh, thank Noomri you’re here! It’s terrible! Just terrible!” 


	“What’s happened?” 


	“It’s GP Jensen—he’s dead!” 


	Shock passed through him like a cold front. Jensen? Dead? He’d been Luther’s most valuable asset—loyal to the Opus, fearless and relentless in pursuing its completion. What would he do without him?


	“How?” 


	“An accident. He fell down the elevator shaft. It was awful! TP Cruz found him. His head… his head had smashed through the top of one of the elevator cars!” 


	An accident…


	Already Luther could feel a small sense of relief tempering the shock, a slight loosening of his tightened muscles. For a moment there, and he couldn’t say exactly why, he’d feared that Jensen had been murdered. Bad enough that he’d lost his right-hand man, but a murder… that would cause a storm in the media. An accident, however… well, that was a nonstory. Accidents can happen anywhere, to anyone, at any time. No reason the Dormentalist temple should be expected to be any different.


	“This is terrible,” Luther said. “This is tragic. I must get to my quarters to commune with my xelton.” 


	“The police may want to talk to you.” 


	“I’ll speak to them in a little while. Right now I’m too upset.” 


	Too true. He’d invested a lot of time, money, and effort in Jensen. He’d been one of a kind. How was he going to replace him? Worse, this was going to set back the Opus Omega timetable.


	Damn it to hell! Just when the end was in sight.


	He’d worry about a replacement later. Right now he had to get Vida working on a press release, and have her prepare some public remarks about what a kind, gentle, wonderful man Jensen was.


	Oh, yes. And he needed her to look up Jensen’s first name. He should know the first name of the man he’d be publicly mourning.


				*

	


	
8


	The clock radio woke Jack at nine. He lay in bed listening to the news about a murder in the Bronx and a fatal accident in the Midtown Dormentalist temple. He shook off the memory of Jensen’s dead eyes staring at him from the ceiling on the elevator ride down to the lobby and got to work.


	Wearing boxers and a T-shirt, he dug out his X-Acto knife kit and seated himself at the round, paw-foot oak table in his front room. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves—man, he was going through these things like chewing gum—and got to work.


	He removed the stack of Cordova’s photos from the envelope and shuffled through them a second time. Familiarity did not make the task any less nauseating. Last night, while Cordova was unconscious, Jack had sorted them into three stacks: Brady alone, Brady pulling on the mask, and the masked Brady with the boys. He’d picked one at random from each of the first two, but it had taken him a while to find three from the third with the boys faced away from the camera. He’d cut off the corners where the camera had imprinted the date and time, and left them all with Cordova.


	On this new pass through the stacks, Jack culled the most damning examples from each pile, then set to work with the X-Acto, cutting out the centers of the boys’ faces. No need for something like this to follow them the rest of their lives. Again he cut off the camera’s date-and-time imprint.


	That done, he placed them in a FedEx envelope along with the letter he’d printed out from Cordova’s office computer.


	If you’re reading this, I am dead, and this is the man who did it. Please don’t let these pictures go to waste.


	Richard Cordova


	He sealed it and addressed it to The Light. He made up the return address.


	Then he picked up his cell phone for the first of two calls he had to make. Information connected him to the Pennsylvania State Police. When he said he wanted to report a crime, he was shunted to another line. He told the officer who answered that they needed to go to a certain farm where a concrete cylinder had been buried, and that within that cylinder they’d find the remains of the missing New York City reporter, Jamie Grant. He also told them where they could find the mold used to make the cylinder and that the symbols on it were strictly Dormentalist.


	The officer wanted to know who he was and how he knew all this.


	Yeah, right.


	The second call went to Mrs. Roselli-Not. She picked up on the second ring.


	“Good morning, Jack.” 


	That startled him. He had no name listed with his phone. Even with caller ID, how could she…?


	Maybe she recognized his number. Or maybe she didn’t need electronics.


	“Good morning. Peeling well enough for company today?” 


	“Yes. Finally. You may come over now if you wish.” 


	“I wish. See you in about half an hour.” 


	He got dressed, switched his latex gloves for leather, and headed out. He had the overnight envelope in hand and Anya’s skin in the pocket of his coat. One he’d mail along the way. The other was for show and tell—he’d show and the old lady would tell.


	He hoped.


				*
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	Gia stood at the corner of Second Avenue and Fifty-eighth and marveled at how good she felt today. She seemed to have regained most of her strength and ambition. She’d even done some painting this morning.


	But now it was time for some fresh air. This was the first time she’d been out of the house in almost a week. It was good to know the city was still here. It even smelled good. A fall breeze was diluting the fumes from passing cars and trucks. And most amazing of all: traffic was moving.


	She planned to walk up to Park, maybe head downtown for a few blocks, then circle back home. As she waited for the light to change, she felt the baby kick and had to smile. What a delicious sensation. Tomorrow she was scheduled for another ultrasound. Everything was going to be fine, she just knew it.


	Finally, the walking green. She took one step off the curb but froze when she heard a blaring horn. She looked up and saw a delivery van racing toward her along the avenue. Gia heard a scream—her own—as she turned and leaped back onto the sidewalk. One of the front tires bounced over the curb just inches from her feet. The sideview mirror brushed the sleeve of her sweater as the truck slewed sideways and slammed into the rear of a parked UPS truck.


	The rest of the world seemed to stand silent and frozen for a heartbeat or two as glittering fragments of shattered glass tumbled through the air. catching the sunlight as they showered the impact area, and then cries of shock and alarm as people began running for the truck.


	Gia stood paralyzed, feeling her heart pounding as she watched bystanders help the shaken and bloodied driver from the car. She looked back to where she’d been standing and realized with a stab of fear that if she hadn’t moved, the truck would have made a direct hit. At the speed he’d been going, she could not imagine anyone, especially her and the baby, surviving an impact like that.


	She looked back and saw the driver shuffling toward her across Fifty-eighth. Blood oozed from the left side of his forehead.


	“Dear lady, I am so sorry,” he said in accented English—Eastern Europe, maybe. “The brakes, they stop working… the steering it no good. I am so happy you are well.” 


	Unable to speak yet, Gia could only nod. First the near miscarriage, now this. If she didn’t know better she might think somebody up there didn’t want this baby to be born.


				*
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	Sitting at his office desk, Luther Brady studied the printout as TP Cruz stood at attention on the other side. Cruz looked exhausted, as he should: He’d been up all night and had lost his boss to boot.


	“So the elevator records show this John Roselli going to the twenty-first floor and nowhere else.” 


	“Yessir. At least not by elevator. GP Jensen used it next.” 


	The printout showed the elevator going directly to twenty-one a second time. The next use after that was when it was called back to twenty-one and taken to the lobby.


	“And this time?” He tapped the paper.


	“That was Roselli again, sir. He’s on the tape. But there was something strange going on with Roselli and the tapes.” 


	“For instance?” 


	“Well—” 


	“Excuse me?” 


	Luther looked up and saw his secretary standing in the office doorway.


	“Yes, Vida?” 


	“I just got a call from downstairs. The police are here again and want to see you.” 


	Luther rubbed his eyes, then glanced at his watch. Only ten A.M. When would this morning end?


	“Tell them I’ve already given my statement and have nothing more to add.” 


	“They say they’re here on a murder investigation.” 


	“Murder?” Did they think Jensen was murdered? “Very well, send them up.” 


	He dismissed Cruz, then leaned back in his desk chair and swiveled it toward the morning sky gleaming beyond the windows. Jensen murdered… Luther remembered his impression when he’d first heard the news. But who could survive a confrontation with that human mountain of bone and muscle, let alone hurl him down an elevator shaft? It didn’t seem possible.


	Minutes later Vida opened the door and looked in on him. “The police are here.” 


	“Send them in.” 


	Luther remained seated as she stepped aside and admitted a pair of middle-aged, standard-issue detectives. Both wore brown shoes and wrinkled suits under open, rumpled coats. But they weren’t alone. A trio of younger, more casually dressed men followed them. Each carried what looked like an oversized toolbox.


	Alarm at the number of invaders and the looks on the detectives’ faces drew him to his feet.


	“What’s all this?” 


	The dark-haired detective in the lead had a pockmarked face. He flashed a gold badge and said, “Detective Young, NYPD.” He nodded toward his lighter-haired partner. “This is Detective Holusha. We’re both from the Four-Seven precinct. Are you Luther Brady?” 


	The detective’s cold tone and the way he looked at him—as if he were some sort of vermin—drew the saliva from Luther’s mouth.


	He nodded. “Yes.” 


	“Then this”—Young reached into his pocket, retrieved a folded set of papers, and dropped them on Luther’s desk—”is for you.” 


	Luther snatched it up and unfolded it. His eyes scanned the officialese but the meaning failed to register.


	“What is this?” 


	“A search warrant for your office and living quarters.” 


	The three other men were fanning out around Luther, opening their toolboxes, pulling on rubber gloves.


	“What? You can’t! I mean, this is outrageous! I’m calling my lawyer! You’re not doing anything until he gets here!” 


	Barry Goldsmith would put them in their places.


	“That’s not the way it works, Mr. Brady. You have the right to call your attorney, but meanwhile we’ll be executing the warrant.” 


	“We’ll just see about that!” 


	As Luther reached for the phone the detective said, “Do you own a nine-millimeter pistol, Mr. Brady?” 


	My pistol? What do they want with…?


	“Yes, I do. Licensed and legally registered, I’ll have you know.” 


	“We do know. A Beretta 92. That’s one of the reasons we’re here.” 


	“I don’t under—” And then it hit him. “Oh, no! Was Jensen shot?” 


	The other detective, Holusha, frowned. “Jensen? Who’s Jensen?” 


	“My chief of security… he died this morning… an accident. I thought you were here about—” 


	Young said, “Where is your pistol, Mr. Brady?” 


	“Right here in the desk.” Luther reached toward the drawer. “Here, I’ll show—” 


	Holusha’s voice snapped like a whip. “Please don’t touch the weapon, Mr. Brady.” 


	Luther snatched his hand back. “It’s in the second drawer.” 


	“Step away from the desk, please.” 


	As Luther complied, Young signaled one of the younger men. “Romano.” He pointed to the drawer. “Gun’s in there.” 


	Luther felt as if reality were slipping away. Here in his building, his temple, his word was law. But now his office, his home, his sanctum, had been invaded. He was no longer in control. These storm troopers had taken over.


	And no one was saying why. He felt as if he’d fallen into a Kafka story.


	It had to be a mistake. Did they think he’d shot somebody? Who? Not that it mattered. He’d never even aimed that pistol at a human being, let alone shot one.


	This mix-up would be straightened out, and then someone at the District Attorney’s office would pay. Oh, how they’d pay.


	“What…?” He swallowed. “What am I supposed to have done?” 


	Holusha pulled an index card from the breast pocket of his shirt.


	“How well do you know Richard Cordova?” 


	“Cordova?” 


	Luther ran the name through his brain as he watched the man called Romano lift the Beretta from the drawer. He held it suspended from a wire he’d hooked through the trigger guard.


	Cordova… he was drawing a blank. But how could anyone be expected to think under these circumstances?


	“I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of him. It’s quite impossible for me to remember the name of every Church member. We have so—” 


	“We don’t think he was a Dormentalist.” 


	Was?


	“What happened to him?” 


	“He was murdered late last night or early this morning. He was pistol-whipped, then shot three times with a nine millimeter. When was the last time you fired your pistol, Mr. Brady?” 


	Luther relaxed a little. Here was where he’d turn the tables.


	“Four, maybe five months ago, and that was on a shooting range at a paper target, not at a human being.” 


	Romano sniffed the muzzle and shook his head as he looked up at Young.


	“Beg to differ. This was fired recently. Very recently.” He lifted the pistol farther, twisting it this way and that as he inspected it. He stiffened. “My-my-my. If I’m not mistaken, we’ve got blood and maybe a little tissue in the rear sight notch.” 


	Luther watched in uncomprehending horror as Romano dropped the Beretta into a clear plastic evidence bag. This couldn’t be happening! First Jensen, now—


	“Wait! This is a terrible mistake. I don’t know this Cordova person! I’ve never even heard of him!” 


	Holusha smirked. “Well, he’s heard of you.” 


	“I… I don’t understand.” 


	“You probably thought you’d cleaned out his house pretty good, but you missed a few.” 


	“A few what?” 


	Holusha only shook his head in reply. Luther looked to Young for an answer but all questions dissolved when he saw the detective’s hard look.


	“We’ll need you to come up to the Four-Seven for questioning, Mr. Brady.” 


	Luther’s stomach plummeted. “Am I under arrest?” 


	“No, but we need some answers about your pistol and your whereabouts last night.” 


	That was a relief. The thought of being led through the temple in handcuffs was unbearable.


	“I want my lawyer along.” 


	“Fine. Call him and have him meet us there.” 


	He hadn’t done anything wrong, but he wanted Barry along to keep everything on the up and up.


	They had to be mistaken about his pistol… had to be.


	That reddish-brown stain he’d spotted in the rear sight couldn’t be blood. But if not, what was it?


				*
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	“What should I call you?” Jack said. “I mean, since your name isn’t Roselli?” 


	The old woman looked up at him from the seat of a Far Eastern fan-backed armchair. Her gnarled hands rested on her silver-handled cane. Her face was still round and puffy, her sinophilic apartment as crowded as ever with screens, statues, and inlaid tables. She wore a red turtleneck and blue slacks this time.


	She cocked her head. “What makes you think it’s not?” 


	Jack had run the gauntlet of Esteban the doorman and Benno the Rottweiler—who’d subjected him to an uncomfortably thorough inspection of his crotch—and demurred the offers of tea and shortbread cookies. Now, finally, he stood before the old lady who’d told him she was Maria Roselli.


	“Because I found Johnny Roselli and he says his mother’s been dead four years. You look pretty alive to me, Mrs…?” 


	“Why don’t you just call me Herta.” 


	“Is that your name?” 


	A small smile. “It’s as good as any.” 


	Swell. “Okay… Herta. I can go with that. But—” 


	She lifted one of her thin, gnarled hands from atop her silver-headed cane in a stop motion. “Just let me say that Johnny was both right and wrong when he told you his mother was dead. That may be true of his birth mother, but not of me. For I am his mother too, just as I am yours.” 


	Jack felt as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He wasn’t going to have to argue with her. She’d just—in so many words—admitted who she was.


	He sank into a chair opposite her.


	“So there it is: You’re one of them.” 


	A small smile stretched the tight skin of her moon face. “And who would ‘them’ be?” 


	“The ladies with the dogs. The ladies who know too damn much. You’re the fourth.” 


	The first had been the Russian lady with the malamute in June. The next had been younger, wearing a sari and leading a German shepherd. And the last had been Anya with Oyv, her fearless chihuahua. They’d all claimed to be his mother.


	He had no idea who these women were, or how many more of them existed, but somehow they represented a mysterious third force in the eternal tug of war between the Otherness and the Ally.


	“Yes, I suppose I am.” 


	“On our first meeting you told me you didn’t know Anya Mundy. But obviously you do. How many other lies have you told me?” 


	Under different circumstances he might have been angry, but now he was too tired.


	“I did not lie. You said, ‘Do you know an older woman named Anya?’ I did know such a person, but she is gone. You should have asked me, ‘Did you ever know an older woman named Anya?’ Then I would have given you a different answer.” 


	Annoyed, Jack leaned forward. “Okay, let’s bypass the wordplay and cut to the chase: You manipulated me into getting involved with the Dormentalism. Why?” 


	Herta reached out and stroked Benno’s head. The dog closed its eyes and craned its neck against her hand.


	“Because it must be destroyed. Or barring that, it must be damaged, crippled, driven to its knees.” 


	This lady didn’t mince words.


	“Because it’s connected to the Otherness?” 


	She nodded. “It was inspired by the Otherness, and has become its tool.” 


	“How does a cosmic force inspire a cult?” 


	“Through a man whose drug-addled mind was open to influence when the Adversary was conceived—or I should say, reconceived.” 


	The Adversary… also known as the One… who moved about under even more identities and names than Jack… the Otherness’s agent provocateur in this world… whose True Name Jack had learned only a few months ago…


	Rasalom.


	And Jack was pretty sure he could name the owner of that drug-addled mind.


	“Cooper Blascoe told me he got the idea for Dormentalism from a dream back in the late sixties. Was that when Rasa—” 


	Herta’s hand shot up. “Do not say his True Name! I don’t want him to know where I am. And neither do you.” 


	Jack hated to admit it, but she had that right. He’d had a taste of what this Rasalom guy could do. Pretty scary.


	“What do you mean, ‘reconceived’?” 


	“After millennia of striving to maximize the human misery that fed him, he was permanently eliminated shortly before World War II. At least that was what was thought. But in 1968, through a freak set of circumstances, he contrived to be reconceived in the womb of an unsuspecting woman.” 


	The date rang a bell… Jack had been to a town where a “burst of Otherness” had occurred in 1968… been there a number of times. None of his visits had been pleasant, and he’d nearly lost his life there.


	“That wouldn’t have been in Monroe, Long Island, would it?” 


	She nodded. “It would. And that was not the first time he came back from the dead.” 


	“Anya mentioned that he’d been reborn a number of times. But look, I’ve got to tell you, Cooper Blascoe didn’t seem like a bad guy. Hard to believe a hippie like him was working for the Otherness.” 


	“He was merely a pawn. His dream of the Hokano world that he turned into a pamphlet was Otherness-inspired. He planted the seed that Luther Brady later twisted into the monstrous entity of his church, to use as a tool to help the Otherness dominate this sphere.” 


	Jack shook his head. “But as I understand it, the Otherness means to change everything here, make our reality living hell. Brady doesn’t seem the type who’d try to screw himself. Unless of course he’s insane.” 


	“He is quite sane, but is possessed of the notion that the one who completes the Opus Omega—” 


	“Opus…?” 


	“Opus Omega: the Last Task, the End Work—burying those obscene columns in all the designated spots.” 


	“You mean…” Jack pulled the flap of Anya’s skin from his pocket and unfolded it for Herta to see “… in a pattern like this?” 


	A cloud of pain passed across the old woman’s puffy face.


	She sighed. “Yes. Just like that.” 


	“So it all comes together. ‘No more coincidences,’ right? The flap of skin I can’t throw away, your hiring me to infiltrate the Dormentalists where I’d get a view of Brady’s globe and recognize the pattern… everything’s been carefully orchestrated.” 


	He felt like a goddamn puppet.


	“‘Orchestrated’ gives me too much credit. No one—not the Otherness, not the Ally, and certainly not I—has that much control. People and objects are placed in proximity in the hope that certain outcomes will ensue.” 


	“Is Brady in the same boat?” 


	“Luther Brady is driving himself. I doubt he has any concept of what the Otherness’s new world order will be like, but I have little doubt that he believes that the man who completes the Opus Omega will be rewarded with an exalted position in it.” 


	“But how does he even know about this Opus Omega?” 


	“He too had a dream, but his was of a map of the world. It showed the nexus points around the globe, each radiating lines toward the others. Wherever three lines crossed, the intersection glowed. He had no idea of its significance until a forbidden book, The Compendium of Srem, was delivered into his hands.” 


	“Forbidden, huh? How exactly does a book become forbidden? Like banned in Boston?” 


	She offered him a tolerant smile. “In a way. It was banned in the fifteenth century by the Catholic church.” 


	“Six hundred years… pretty old book.” 


	“That was merely when it was banned. It’s much older than that. No one is quite sure how old. The Compendium first came to the church’s attention during the Spanish Inquisition when it was discovered in the possession of a Moorish scholar whose name is lost. He was put through unimaginable agonies before he died, but either could not or would not say who had given it to him.


	“The Grand Inquisitor himself, Torquemada, is said to have been so re-pulsed after reading only a part of The Compendium that he ordered a huge bonfire built and hurled the book into the flames. But it would not burn. Nor would it be cut by the sharpest sword or the heaviest ax. So he dropped it into the deepest well in the Spanish Empire; he filled that well with granite boulders, then built the monastery of St. Thomas over it.” 


	Jack gave a low whistle. “What the hell was in it?” 


	“Many things. Lists and descriptions of unspeakable rites and ceremonies, diagrams of ancient clockwork machines, but the heart of The Compendium is the outline of the Opus Omega—the final process that will assure the ascent of what it calls ‘the Other world.’” 


	Jack felt a chill. “The Otherness. Even back then?” 


	“Surely you realize that this cosmic shadow war is about far more than humanity. The millions of years since the first hominid reared up on its hind legs are an eye blink in the course of the conflict. It began before the Earth was formed and will continue long after the sun’s furnace goes cold.” 


	Jack did know that—at least he’d been told that—but it was still hard to accept.


	“And as with all forbidden things,” Herta went on, “77ie Compendium could not stay buried. A small subsect of monks within the monastery spent years digging tunnels and secretly excavating the well. They retrieved the book, but before they could put it to use they were all slain and the book disappeared for five hundred years.” 


	“If a boulder-filled well with a monastery overhead couldn’t keep it out of circulation, where did it hide during those centuries?” 


	“In a place built by the Ally’s warrior—” 


	“You mean the one Anya told me about—the one I’m supposed to replace? He’s that old?” 


	Here was another thing Jack couldn’t or wouldn’t accept: Like it or not, he’d been drafted into this cosmic war.


	“Much older,” Herta said. “Almost as old as the Adversary. More than five centuries ago he trapped the Adversary in a stone keep in a remote pass in Eastern Europe. He sealed away many forbidden books there as well, to keep them out of the hands of men and women susceptible to the Otherness. But the fortress was broached by the German Army in the spring of 1941. Fortunately the Adversary was killed—albeit temporarily—before he could escape.” 


	“But this Compendium thing made it out?” 


	“Yes. It and other forbidden books ended up in the hands of a man named Alexandru, one of the keep’s caretakers. After the war he sold them to an antiquarian book dealer in Bucharest who in turn sold The Compendium to an American collector. A quarter of a century later, the collector was murdered and the book stolen.” 


	“Let me guess who was responsible for that: Rasa—I mean, the Adversary, right?” 


	“Not personally. He was a child at the time. But his guardian then, a man named Jonah Stevens, committed the crime and saw to it that The Compendium reached a recent college graduate named Luther Brady.” 


	“And the book told him to start burying concrete columns at these spots around the globe?” 


	Herta shook her head. “Not start—finish. The Opus Omega had been begun long before, but there was no way for those ancients to reach certain parts of the Old World, let alone the New. Remember, The Compendium was already sealed in the Transylvania Alps when Columbus set sail for the Americas.” 


	“So Brady picked up where they left off. But why Brady?” 


	“Because he’s the sort who is highly susceptible to Otherness influence. He was and still is inspired by dreams of power—of literally changing the world.” 


	“I didn’t mean Brady specifically. I mean, why work through someone else at all? Why doesn’t the Adversary just go out and bury these pillars himself? This Opus would probably be finished by now, and he wouldn’t have to deal with all this Dormentalist bull along the way.” 


	“But that would mean revealing himself, something the Adversary does not want to do.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Fear. He avoids drawing attention to himself for fear of alerting the Ally’s champion. So he must work behind the scenes.” 


	“I’ve seen some of what the Adversary can do, and if he’s afraid… well, this champion must be one tough cookie. Do you know him?” 


	Herta nodded. “I know him well.” 


	“What’s his name?” 


	Herta hesitated, then, “His mother called him Glaeken.” 


				*
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	Luther Brady leaned toward Barry Goldsmith, his personal attorney for the past dozen years. Barry had met him here at the Forty-seventh Precinct house and the two of them had been sitting alone at this battered table in this stuffy interrogation room for what felt like hours.


	“How long can they keep us here?” Luther whispered.


	He was sure they were being observed through the pane of mirrored glass set in the wall before them.


	“We could leave now. I could demand that they either charge you and arrest you, or we walk.” 


	“Arrested… I don’t want to be—” 


	“Don’t worry.” Barry patted his arm. The gesture retracted the sleeve on his charcoal Armani suit, revealing his glittering Rolex. “I don’t do criminal defense, but I know enough to tell you that they’ll need a lot of evidence to put the cuffs on someone of your stature and pristine record. And we know they don’t have that evidence—can’t have that evidence, right?” 


	He sounded as if he wanted reassurance. Well, Luther would give it to him.


	“Barry, listen to me and trust me when I say that I have never even heard of this Richard Cordova, let alone done him harm. And they say it happened up here in the Bronx. I don’t know if I’ve ever in my life even set foot in the Bronx.” 


	Another pat on the arm. “Well, then, we’ve nothing to worry about. They need motive and, considering that you’ve never heard of the man, you have none. They need opportunity, and a man who’s never been to the Bronx could not have committed a crime here.” 


	“But they took my pistol…” 


	Barry frowned. “That bothers me a little too. Was it out of your possession at any time during the past twenty-four hours?” 


	“I haven’t been carrying it around, if that’s what you mean. It’s been in my desk.” 


	“Which is in your office, and we both know what a fortress that is.” 


	Yes, a fortress to which only he and Jensen—


	Jensen! He could have taken the pistol. Luther couldn’t imagine why, but—


	No. He remembered seeing a report this morning from the Paladin office tracing Jensen’s whereabouts last night. Nothing about going to the twenty-second floor. In fact, no one had entered the top floor last night—neither by elevator nor the stairway.


	So it couldn’t have been Jensen. But could his death be in some way connected…?


	“The pistol will vindicate you,” Barry was saying. “That’s probably why they’ve kept us waiting: ballistics tests. They’ll compare slugs from your gun to the ones in the murdered man. When they get no match, they’ll have to apologize. And that’s when I’ll go to work. They’ll regret they ever heard your name.” 


	“But that’s the big question: Where did they get my name? There must be thousands and thousands of nine-millimeter pistols registered in this city, and who knows how many unregistered. But detectives from the Bronx show up on my doorstep. Why?” 


	Barry frowned again and shrugged.


	Luther pressed on. “What worries me more is that one of the cops said my gun had been fired recently. And that there was blood and tissue in the rear sight. And I looked as he was bagging it and… and I thought I could see a brown stain there.” 


	Barry’s frown deepened. He appeared to be about to speak but stopped when the door next to the mirror opened.


	Detectives Young and Holusha entered. Holusha carried a manila folder. He dropped it on the table as he and Young took seats opposite Luther. Young’s expression was neutral, but Holusha’s sent a spasm through Luther’s bowels. He looked like a chubby cat contemplating a trapped mouse.


	“I’ll cut to the chase,” Young said. “The ballistics people say the slugs that killed Cordova came from your pistol.” 


	“Yeah,” Holusha added. “Got a perfect match on the grooves, and guess what—you missed one of your brass. We found it in the darkroom. Tests show your firing pin fired that round.” 


	A spasm again ran through Luther’s gut. “That’s impossible!” 


	Young ignored him and picked up without missing a beat. “The lab found blood on the rear sight that matches the blood type of the victim. DNA results are weeks away, but…” He left the rest to the imagination.


	This couldn’t be! It wasn’t possible! This had to be a nightmare and he’d awaken any minute now.


	“He’s being framed!” Barry cried. “Can’t you see that?” 


	“Two sets of fingerprints were lifted from your pistol,” Young said, his gaze never shifting from Luther’s face. “Yours, Mr. Brady—which we have from your gun permit application—and the victim’s.” His eyes narrowed. “Anything you want to tell us, Mr. Brady?” 


	“He has nothing to tell you except that he’s being framed!” Barry said, slamming his palm on the table. “The pistol was stolen from his office, used to murder a man he’s never heard of, and then returned! It’s the only explanation!” 


	“A man he’s never heard of?” Holusha said through a tight smile. “You’re sure of that?” 


	“Damn right, he’s sure of that! You may have a weapon, detectives, but you do not have a motive!” 


	“No?” Holusha opened the folder and arranged three photos in plastic sleeves before him. Then he slid them across the table. “I’d say these were motive, wouldn’t you? Mucho motive.” 


	Luther’s blood turned to ice when he saw them.


				*
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	“Glaeken…” Jack rolled the unfamiliar name over his tongue. “Strange name.” 


	“It is ancient. He goes by another name these days.” Don’t we all, Jack thought.


	“Well, then, why don’t you tell Glaeken what’s going on?” 


	“He knows.” 


	“He knows!” Jack leaned forward. “Then why isn’t he out there kicking Adversarial butt?” 


	Herta sighed. “He would if he could, but Glaeken no longer has the powers he once did. He was relieved of his immortality in 1941 after the Adversary was killed, and has aged since.” 


	“But that was over sixty years ago. He must be…” 


	“Old. Still quite a vital man, but he could never stand up to the Adversary in his present condition. That is why you have been… involved.” 


	Involved, Jack thought. Nice way to put it. Dragged kicking and screaming into something I want no part of is more like it.


	Slow nausea curdled his stomach as he began to realize there might be no way out for him. The Ally’s torch was going to be passed his way, no doubt sooner than later if Glaeken was as old as Herta said.


	Then he thought of something else…


	“The Adversary is hiding from a frail old man… that means he doesn’t know.” He barked a laugh—first laugh in a couple of days. It felt good. “Oh, that’s rich!” 


	“This is not a laughing matter. As long as the Adversary remains unaware of Glaeken’s circumstances, he will be cautious in his doings. He will work through surrogates to prepare the way for the Otherness. But should he learn the truth…” 


	“The gloves will come off.” 


	“As far as Glaeken is concerned, yes. He hates Glaeken. And he should, for Glaeken has killed him more than once. The Adversary will hunt him down and destroy him.” 


	“And when he’s finished with Glaeken, what happens to me?” 


	“You’ll take his place. But don’t worry about that now. It hasn’t happened yet. It may never happen.” 


	“But—” 


	She waved a hand in the air. “There is no point in worrying about events and situations over which you have no control.” 


	No control… that’s the part I worry about.


	“Can I ask an obvious question: Why doesn’t the Ally just step in and squash the Adversary and these Otherness ass-kissers like the bugs they are?” 


	“First off, you must remember—and this is always a blow to the human ego—that we are not that important. We are a mere crumb of crust on the edge of the pie they are vying for. Secondly… I don’t know this for sure, but from what I’ve observed I sense a certain game play in the conflict. I


	sense that how one side increases its share of the pie is almost as important as the securing of the extra piece itself.” 


	“Swell.” 


	“That’s just my sense of it. I could be wrong. But I can assure you that the Ally is active here in a limited way, and that’s good, I suppose.” 


	“You suppose?” 


	“Well, it counterbalances the Otherness, but I’d prefer that this world, this reality, had been left out of the conflict altogether.” She raised a fist toward the picture window. “Take your fight somewhere else and leave us alone!” 


	“Amen to that.” 


	“The Ally’s presence, though minimal, will prevent the Adversary from becoming too bold even should he learn the truth about Glaeken.” 


	“Which brings us back to Brady and Dormentalism and buried pillars. What’s the story there?” 


	“The Compendium laid out the requirements of the Opus Omega: Find each site as laid out on the map, and there bury a thirteen-foot column of stone quarried from a site proximal to a nexus point. Luther Brady improvised a method of substituting concrete that included some sand or earth from within or around a nexus point. But special rock or sand isn’t all that is necessary. Each column requires one more indispensable ingredient: a living human being—at least living when the column is sealed. Dormentalist “martyrs”—missionaries who go missing while spreading the Dormentalist gospel in Third World countries—aren’t missing at all. They’re buried in cylindrical tombs all over the globe.” 


	“Not all of them are Dormentalists,” Jack said, feeling a heaviness settle on him.


	Herta nodded. “Yes, I know. Your friend, the reporter. I’m sorry.” 


	Friend… we didn’t know each other long enough to be close friends. But still…


	“That is what Dormentalism is all about,” she said. “Luther Brady turned a silly, hedonistic cult into a money-making machine to finance Opus Omega. Brady knows that fusion is a hoax. No powers are achieved at the top of the Dormentalist ladder. But the exercises practiced along the long slow road to the upper rungs do have a purpose: They identify people susceptible to Otherness influence. The aspirants may believe the nonsense about getting in touch with their inner xelton, but what they’re really doing is more finely attuning themselves to the Otherness. Luther Brady reveals Opus Omega to the select few who reach the top of the ladder, telling them it will bring about the Grand Fusion—never mentioning the Otherness. He then appoints these sick folk as his Continental and Regional Overseers to further the Opus.” 


	“Let’s just say he completes this Opus Omega. What then?” 


	“When pillars are buried in all the designated sites, the Otherness will become ascendant. The Adversary will then come into his own and the world will begin to change.” 


	The world changing into a place hospitable to those creatures he’d fought down in Florida… he didn’t want to picture that.


	“Okay, then. At Brady’s current rate of pillar planting, when do you think he’ll be done?” 


	“In about a year. Perhaps less.” 


	Jack closed his eyes. A year… his child would be here by then. Neither the baby nor Gia nor Vicky would have a future if Brady succeeded.


	And then the solution struck him. So obvious…


	“We’ll dig them up! I’ll put an excavating crew together and we’ll yank them out faster than Brady can bury them. We’ll make his…” Herta was shaking her head. “No? Why not?” 


	“Once they are inserted into the ground, the damage is done. It’s too late. Digging them up will accomplish nothing.” 


	Damn. He’d thought he was onto something.


	“That’s why you want the Dormentalist Church, as you said, destroyed… damaged, crippled, driven to its knees.” 


	She nodded.


	Jack rubbed his jaw. “Destroying it… that’s a tall order. It’s everywhere, in just about every country. But crippling it… that might be possible. Let’s say Brady gets kicked out of the driver’s seat. What will that do?” 


	“It won’t stop Opus Omega—his High Council will carry on without him—but it will slow it down. And that will buy us some time.” 


	“For what?” 


	She shrugged. “Time for the Ally to realize the extent of the threat to its interests here. Time for the Adversary to make a mistake—he’s not infallible, you know. He’s made mistakes before. And he’s eager, so eager for his promised moment. After millennia of struggle, his time is almost within reach, and he’s impatient. That may work to our advantage.” 


	“I think we may just get that extra time.” 


	Her eyes brightened. “You do? How? Why?” 


	“If things go the way I’ve planned, Mr. Luther Brady should be doing a perp walk sooner rather than later.” 


	“A perp…?” 


	“Just keep watching your TV.” Jack stood and noticed Anya’s skin flap still folded in his hand. He held it up. “What do I do with this?” 


	“It was meant for you to keep. Don’t you want it?” 


	“It’s not exactly something I care to frame and hang over my bed. Why don’t you take it. You know, as a reminder of Anya.” 


	Herta rose and began unbuttoning her blouse. “I need no reminder.” 


	“What—?” Jack said, startled and embarrassed. “What are you doing? Wait a second here.” 


	Her twisted fingers moved more nimbly than perhaps they should have, considering her swollen knuckles.


	She glanced up at him. “A second or two is all this will take.” 


	As she undid the bottom button she turned away toward the picture window and let the back of her blouse drop to her waist.


	Jack gasped. “Holy—!” 


	“There is nothing holy about this, I assure you.” 


	He stared at her damaged skin, at the array of cigarette burn-sized scars and the lines crisscrossing between them. Except for one fresh wound, slowly oozing red to the left of her spine, her back was an exact copy of Anya’s.


	“What’s going on here?” 


	“It is a map of my pain,” she said over her shoulder.


	“That’s just what Anya said. She called it a map of the Adversary’s efforts to destroy her. Why?” 


	“Because he cannot win if I am still alive.” 


	As crazy as that sounded, Jack took it at face value.


	“But who are you?” 


	“Your mother.” 


	Jack fought an urge to scream and kept his voice low. “Not that again. Look—” 


	“No. You look. Look more closely at my back.” 


	“If you mean that fresh wound, I see it.” Realization clubbed him. “The pillar out in Pennsylvania! You mean, every time Brady and his gang buries one of those pillars—” 


	“I feel it. I bleed.” 


	Jack sat again. “I don’t understand.” 


	“You do not need to. But look closely and tell me if you see any other difference.” 


	Jack stared and noticed something else Anya hadn’t had: a deep depression in the small of her back, big enough for, say, two of Jack’s fingers. He reached toward it, then snatched his hand back.


	Herta backed toward him. “Go ahead. Touch it. It’s healed now.” 


	Jack felt a touch of queasiness. “No, I don’t think—” 


	“Place your fingers in the wound. It will not bite you.” 


	Jack reached out again and slid his forefinger to the first joint into the depression. It was deep; he could feel nothing against his fingertip. He eased his finger farther in, to the second knuckle. And still nothing against his fingertip.


	Jack couldn’t bring himself to push farther. He withdrew and leaned closer to see if he could get an idea of how deep it was. Maybe then—


	He jerked his head back. “Jesus Christ!” 


	“He had nothing to do with this either.” 


	Had he seen what he’d thought he’d seen? No. Not possible.


	But then, “not possible” had lost all meaning some time ago.


	Jack peered again into the opening. He saw a scar-lined tunnel and, at its far end, light. Daylight. A circle of blue sky and distant buildings.


	Christ, he was looking at the Queens waterfront on the East River, viewing it through a hole that ran clear through Herta’s body. Jack backed away and leaned to his right, looking past Herta at a wider view of the same scene through the picture window. It was as if Herta had been run through with a spear and the wound hadn’t closed—it had healed along the walls of its circumference, yes, but left an open tunnel through her body.


	“What—what did that?” 


	“Anya’s passing,” Herta said, pulling her blouse back up over her shoulders.


	“That must have been—” 


	“It was beyond anything I have ever experienced. Far beyond the agony each pillar inflicts.” 


	Jack spoke slowly, feeling his way along. “Why should these pillars wound you? Who are you?” 


	“I’ve told you: I’m you’re—” 


	“Please don’t say ‘mother’ again.” 


	“Then I shall say nothing, for that is the truth.” 


	He tried another tack. “If every pillar wounds you, I can see why you want Brady stopped. But if he finishes the Opus, that in a way benefits you too. I mean, no more pain from new pillars.” 


	Herta nodded and turned as she finished rebuttoning her blouse. She fixed him with her dark eyes.


	“Yes, I suppose that is true about no more pain. Because I will be dead. The whole purpose of Opus Omega is to kill me.” 


				*
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	The interrogation room was silent, breathless while Luther Brady stared at the photos and felt as if his bones were dissolving.


	This couldn’t be! These photos… him with the two boys from last night. At least he thought it was last night. He didn’t hire the same boys every time and couldn’t make out their faces. But yes! That was the mask he’d used last night. He rotated through a series of them for variety. But last night or last month didn’t matter. The very existence of these photos was a horror, but even worse, they were in the hands of the police.


	How? Who?


	Petrovich! He’d delivered the boys as usual. This time he must have stayed around and shot these! The greedy little shit! He—


	But how did they wind up with this Richard Cordova they were talking about? And who had used his pistol to kill him?


	“Wh… wh…” His dry tongue seemed unable to form words.


	“Fakes,” Barry said in a dismissive wave of his hands. “Very obvious fakes. I’m no computer whiz, but even I know what can be done with Adobe Photoshop. They’ve even put a mask on the guy in these photos! Give me a break, will you? The whole thing is ludicrous!” 


	“Where…” Finally Luther could speak. “Where did you get these?” 


	Holusha tapped the center photo. “We found them under the cushion of the victim’s desk chair. The chair where he was killed.” The finger moved to a brown stain along the edge of the photo. “That’s some of his blood that leaked around the cushion.” 


	“You must believe me,” Luther said, leaning forward and covering the photos with his hands. He didn’t want anyone, especially Barry, looking at them. But he had to convince these detectives. “I did not kill that man! I swear it! I am being framed for something I did not do!” 


	Young hadn’t broken his relentless stare. “Why would someone want to do that, Mr. Brady?” 


	“The Dormentalist Church has more than its share of enemies,” Barry said. “Mr. Brady is the Church’s spiritual leader, its public face. If this plot to disgrace and discredit him succeeds, the Church will suffer irreparable damage.” 


	“Well, then,” Young said, “the solution is very simple. If you weren’t at Mr. Cordova’s house last night, Mr. Brady, where were you?” 


	With those boys!


	But he couldn’t admit that. And what good would it do? He’d never allowed any of the boys to see his face. Not even Petrovich knew what he looked like.


	“I was in my cabin upstate.” 


	“Can anyone vouch for your presence there?” 


	“I… no, I was there alone. I go there every Sunday evening to escape the pressures of the Church and the city so that I can commune with my xelton.” 


	Holusha snickered. “Your xelton or whatever it is looks an awful lot like a couple of teenage boys.” 


	“No one to verify your presence at the cabin last night?” Young said.


	“No.” 


	“I didn’t think so.” Young withdrew some folded papers from his inner coat pocket. “I have here a warrant for your arrest.” 


	As he handed it to Barry, Holusha pulled out a pair of handcuffs.


	“Luther Brady,” Young said, “I’m arresting you for the murder of Richard Cordova. I know your attorney is already present but I’m going to read you your rights anyway: You have the right to remain silent…” 


	The rest of the words faded into the roaring in Luther’s ears. He’d heard them on TV so many times he knew them by heart. But never in his darkest nightmare had he imagined that someone would be reciting Miranda to him…


	He glanced at Barry, who’d grown awfully silent, and saw him staring at the photos.


	“Barry…?” 


	The attorney looked up at him and shook his head. He seemed to have receded to the far side of the room.


	“You need more help than I can give you, Luther. You need a criminal attorney. A good one. I’ll start making some calls right away.” 


	“Barry, you’ve got to keep these photos from the public. They’re fakes, Barry.” He turned to Young and Holusha. “I swear they’re fakes, and I beg of you, don’t let word of them get out. Once something like this gets around, you’re forever marked. Even after you’ve been proven innocent—which I will be, I assure you—you never lose the taint.” 


	“We’ll do what we can,” Young said. “We’re more interested in the murder right now.” 


	Luther fought to keep his knees from buckling as he felt the cuffs snap around his wrists. Yesterday he’d been on top of the world, the Opus Omega all but completed.


	Now he was being arrested for murder and his life was swirling down the toilet.


	How? How had this happened?


				*
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	Jack nodded to Esteban as he walked through the lobby and out to the sidewalk.


	Beekman Place was quiet, as usual, but not as quiet as Herta had been when Jack tried to squeeze more information out of her. The Opus Omega was designed to kill her? What the hell?


	Why? How? She wouldn’t say.


	Who was she that Rasalom and the Otherness wanted her dead? Beyond her usual I-am-your-mother line, she wouldn’t say.


	What she did say was that she was tired and he should go. They’d talk another day.


	He walked uptown toward Gia’s. Vicky would be in school, but he hoped Gia was home. He needed a dose of sanity.


				*
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	The news broke overnight.


	When Jack awoke he flipped on MSNBC. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe because the channel had had Brady on as a guest so many times. But Imus in the Morning was playing—who was the genius who’d dreamed up broadcasting a radio program on TV?—so he switched around until he saw Brady’s face.


	It was a photo and the voiceover was going on about how everyone was shocked—shocked!—that Luther Brady had been arrested for murder. Then they switched to a live feed from outside the Bronx House of Detention for Men where Brady had spent the night. A pretty, blond news face was standing on the curb while a hundred or so protesters shouted and waved signs behind her.


	After some prefatory remarks she motioned a young woman onto the screen. Jack recognized the eternally cheery Christy from the temple. Only today she wasn’t cheery. She stood there in her gray, high-collared jacket with the braided front, tears streaming down her cheeks as she blubbered about the injustice of it all. That a wonderful man like Luther Brady, who’d bettered so many lives the world over, should be accused of murder, it just… it just wasn’t fair!


	“Fairer than you’ll ever guess, my dear,” Jack muttered.


	Next the blond reporter brought on another familiar face—the Aryan poster boy, Atoor. In contrast to Christy’s grief, Atoor was angry. Color flared in his scrubbed cheeks as he denounced the police, the DA, and the city itself.


	“It’s a witch hunt! It’s religious persecution! We all know that the old-time entrenched religions call the shots in this town, and obviously they’ve decided that Dormentalism is becoming too popular for its own good. So the solution is to trump up charges against the head of our Church and throw him in jail. What next? Burning him at the stake?” 


	Jack applauded. “Well said, young man! Well said! But let’s not burn him at the stake yet.” 


	If the Penn cops were earning their pay, there’d be lots more shit raining on the Dormentalist roof real soon.


	With that in mind, he headed out the door for Gia’s. The baby was scheduled for a follow-up ultrasound in just over an hour.


				*
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	“I can’t believe it!” Luther said.


	This whole situation was a horror, and it worsened at every turn.


	Bail denied… the gavel bang after those shocking words still rang through Luther’s head like a slammed door.


	Arthur Fineman, the criminal attorney Barry had referred him to, didn’t appear too worried. He seemed so out of place in this dingy meeting room in the detention center, like a Monet that had somehow fallen into a garbage dump. His suit looked even more expensive than Barry’s, and his Rolex flashier. Considering his hourly fee, he could well afford both.


	Luther, on the other hand, felt dirty and disheveled.


	And humiliated… forced to walk a gauntlet of reporters and cameramen as he’d been led—handcuffed!—to and from the Bronx courthouse on Grand Concourse.


	“Don’t worry. We’ll appeal the denial of bail.” 


	Luther tried to contain his outrage, but some of it seeped through.


	“That’s all well and good, fine for you to say, but meanwhile I’m the one who stays behind bars. Every day—every hour—that passes with me locked in here, unable to defend myself to the public, only makes it worse for my Church. Only one side of the story is getting out. I need to be free to present my side to the media.” 


	Fineman shifted in his seat. He was deeply tanned and combed his silver mane straight back so that it curled above his collar.


	“The DA managed to persuade the judge that you’re a flight risk.” 


	“Then it’s your job to unpersuade him. I am not a flight risk. I’m innocent and that will be proven in court!” 


	Flight risk… the Bronx DA had argued that since the Dormentalist Church was a globe-spanning organization, its leader might find shelter among his devoted followers anywhere in the world. Fineman had spoken of Luther’s lack of criminal history, of his obvious ties to the city, even offered to surrender Luther’s passport and post a two-million-dollar bond. But the judge had sided with the DA.


	Luther was convinced now that someone high up was pulling the strings in this plot against him.


	“We’ll worry about that later. The first thing I want to do is have you held here pending our appeal.” 


	“What do you mean, ‘held here’? I want you to get me out!” 


	“I mean that until I do get you out, I want you here as opposed to Riker’s.” 


	Luther’s heart quailed. Riker’s Island… home to some of the city’s most violent criminals.


	“No… they can’t.” 


	Fineman shook his head. “If you can’t make bail or, as in your case, you’re denied bail, that’s where they put you.” 


	“You can’t let them!” 


	“I’ll do my damnedest to prevent it.” 


	“That’s not saying you will, that’s only saying you’ll try.” 


	Fineman leaned forward. “Mr. Brady, I’m going to be frank with you.” 


	A sting of alarm raced through him—this couldn’t be good—but he didn’t let it show.


	“I should hope so.” 


	“They have a good case against you. So good that my contacts in the DA’s office tell me there’s talk of seeking the death penalty.” 


	Luther squeezed his eyes shut and began again the mantra that had sustained him through the endless night in this concrete-walled sty. This cannot be happening… this cannot be happening!


	“But before the DA does that,” Fineman added, “you may be offered a deal.” 


	Luther opened his eyes. “Deal?” 


	“Yes. Let you plea to a lesser charge that—” 


	“And admit I murdered a man I’ve never met or even heard of until after he was dead? No, absolutely not. No deals!” 


	A deal meant prison, probably for most if not all his remaining years. Prison meant that his life’s work, Opus Omega, would remain unfinished. Or worse, finished by someone else… someone else would claim the glory that Luther deserved.


	No. Unthinkable.


	“They’ll regret this,” Luther said, anger seething through his fear. “I’ll put thousands—tens of thousands—in the streets outside the courthouse and outside this prison. Their voices will shake these walls and—” 


	Fineman raised a hand. “I’d go easy on the protests. So far the DA hasn’t mentioned those photos. If you push him too hard, he might release them. Just for spite.” 


	“No… no!” 


	“Look, Mr. Brady. I’ve already put someone on the dead man, to dig up anything and everything known about him. I’ve got to tell you, in just a matter of hours he was able to come up with whispers about blackmail. This plays right into the DA’s hands.” 


	“Doesn’t it play into our hands too? If the man was a blackmailer, it means he had to have enemies. We can—” 


	“But your pistol has been identified as the murder weapon, and the victim’s prints are on it; probably his blood as well. And the photos found in his home were of you.” 


	Luther could take no more. “I didn’t kill him!” he screamed. “Do you hear me? I didn’t do it! There must be some way to prove that!” 


	Fineman didn’t seem the least bit ruffled.


	“There is. We need someone, anyone, who can vouch for your whereabouts at or near the time of the murder.” 


	Luther thought of something. “My E-Z Pass! It will show my tolls to and from the cabin on the night of the murder!” 


	Fineman shook his head. “That proves that your transponder made the trip, not you. I need a person, a living, breathing person who saw you far from the crime scene that night.” 


	Luther thought of Petrovich. Maybe there was a way to have him vouch for Luther’s presence at the cabin that night without incriminating himself.


	“There might be someone. His name is Brencis Petrovich. He, um, made a delivery to the cabin Sunday night.” 


	“Do I dare ask what?” Fineman said.


	Luther looked away. “I’d rather you didn’t.” 


				*
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	“What’s wrong, Jack?” Gia said. “You’re not yourself today.” 


	His mood concerned her. He’d come in looking tired and worn-out but hadn’t wanted to say much. She hadn’t told him yesterday about the near miss by that truck; Vicky had been around and Gia hadn’t wanted to frighten her. Considering his mood, maybe this wasn’t the right time either.


	He sat slumped in an overstuffed armchair before the TV. It was tuned to a cable news channel. He looked up and gave her a wan smile.


	“You mean, not my usual life-of-the-party self?” 


	“You’ll never be the life of the party, but you seem like you’re a hundred miles away. And I know what that means.” 


	“It’s not what you think.” 


	She’d seen him like this before and she did know.


	“One of your fix-its isn’t going well, right?” 


	He straightened in the chair and motioned her closer. When she got within reach he took her hand and guided her onto his lap. He slipped his arms around her and nuzzled her throat.


	“I have no fix-its in progress.” 


	His breath tickled so she pulled back a few inches and looked at him. “I thought you said you were running two.” 


	“‘Were’ is right. They’re done. It’s just that things didn’t turn out so good for one of my customers.” 


	That had such an ominous tone. They had agreed last year that Jack would give her no more than a vague outline of what he was up to. He didn’t feel he should name names or give specifics about what people had entrusted to him. And that was fine with Gia. She’d worry if she were privy to the details.


	All she knew about these jobs was that one had to do with a blackmailer and the other with finding a missing son for his mother.


	“Is he all right?” 


	“Let’s not talk about it. It’s over.” 


	If it’s really over, she thought, then why are you like this? But she knew better than to ask.


	“At least we still have a healthy, thriving baby.” 


	This morning’s follow-up ultrasound had shown, in Dr. Eagleton’s words, “a perfectly normal twenty-week fetus.” 


	Fetus? She remembered thinking. That’s no fetus, that’s my baby.


	Jack’s arms tightened around her. “Wasn’t that great to see him moving and sucking his thumb? God, it’s amazing.” 


	“Him? They still don’t know the sex.” 


	“Yeah, but I do. I—” 


	She felt Jack tense. Without releasing her he reached for the TV remote. As the sound came up she heard something about a woman entombed in concrete.


	“… confirmed the remains as those of missing New York reporter Jamie Grant. Sources say early indications are that she was buried alive in the concrete.” 


	“Oh, God!” Gia said. “How awful.” 


	Jack made no comment. His gaze remained fixed on the screen. He seemed hypnotized.


	“Symbols molded into the concrete column have been identified as similar to those found throughout the world in temples of the Dormentalist Church, and the mold for the pillar was discovered hidden in a New Jersey concrete company owned by a member of the church’s High Council.


	“Ms. Grant was a respected journalist and a fearless critic of the Dormentalist Church. Her murder has sent Shockwaves throughout the world of journalism. We mourn her passing.” 


	“Wait a minute,” Gia said, straightening and looking at Jack. “Wait just a minute. Didn’t you say that the son you were looking for was a Dormentalist?” 


	Jack continued to stare at the screen. “Did I say that?” 


	“Yes, you did. I remem—” 


	He tightened his bear hug. “Just a sec. Look who’s doing a perp walk.” 


	She turned back in time to see a vaguely familiar-looking man being led from a doorway to a police car.


	“In a related story that may or may not be coincidence, Luther Brady, head of the Dormentalist Church, is a suspect in the murder of an ex-cop in the Bronx. He has been denied bail.” 


	Gia swiveled to face Jack. “Did you have anything to do with this?” 


	It was the first time all morning she’d seen him smile.


				*
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	“More bad news, I’m afraid,” Fineman said.


	Luther Brady lifted his head from where he’d been resting it on his arms, which were folded on the table. He was numb.


	They’d found Grant’s body. How? The news story said the Pennsylvania authorities had acted on a tip. From whom?


	It had to be an insider, but that didn’t make sense. Everyone high enough up to have known will be under investigation now.


	Nothing made sense anymore.


	Luther looked at Fineman, dapper as ever. “How could things get worse:


	“Mr. Petrovich is not available, it seems. My investigator learned he drove off in his van and never came back. The van was found abandoned in Lower Manhattan. The police report mentions bloodstains on the front seat. Petrovich appears to have vanished.” 


	Luther lowered his head again. What else could go wrong?


	Petrovich had been a long shot anyway. A guy with his record probably didn’t want to get within a mile of a police station, let alone walk in to swear to a statement.


	“I’ve had feelers about a plea bargain,” Fineman said.


	“I will not—” 


	“Don’t reject it out of hand, Mr. Brady. Give it careful consideration. You know what’s going on outside. Your church is getting heat from all sides. It looks for all the world like someone in your organization killed that reporter to shut her up. That’s not going to help you one bit.” 


	He wanted to grab Fineman’s silk tie and tell him that yes, he was part of the Grant bitch’s death, a big part, and part of a host of others too, but he had nothing to do with this one. On this count he was innocent.


	But he said nothing.


	Fineman wasn’t through, however. “Plus you’ve got to realize that if the


	DA should go public and announce that he’s seeking the death penalty, your chance for a deal will be gone. He’ll be locked into that position and won’t be able to let you plead down without suffering serious political fallout.” 


	Luther didn’t see that he had a choice. Making a deal meant losing his freedom but keeping his life. No deal gave him a shot at freedom, but the downside was death. Luther had decided he’d rather be dead than spend the rest of his life behind bars.


	“No deals.” He raised his head and looked Fineman square in the eyes. “An innocent man doesn’t make deals.” 


	At least the photos were still under wraps. He prayed to whatever power had guided him thus far that they’d stay that way.


				*
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	“Gevalt!” Abe said as he studied the hot-off-the-press copy of The Light.


	Jack had hung around the newsstand down the street, waiting for it to be delivered. He bought a copy as soon as the string on the bale was cut and walked directly to Abe’s, reading it along the way.


	Four words took up the whole front page.


	SPECIAL


	JAMIE


	GRANT


	ISSUE


	The first five pages were filled with loving tributes to a fallen colleague. But starting on page six, the paper tore into Luther Brady, saying that even if he personally had nothing to do with Jamie Grant’s death, he’d fostered the tactic of ruthless retaliation against any and all critics of the Dormentalist Church, creating an atmosphere of disregard for the rights and well-being of anyone considered an enemy of his church.


	And then the piece de resistance: censored photos of an unidentified man—obviously Brady on closer examination—with the two boys. The paper said that it had received these photos the day before, with a note purportedly from the man Brady was accused of killing. The photos and the note had been forwarded to the police.


	Abe looked up from the paper. “You’re involved in this, aren’t you?” 


	Jack tried for a guileless look. “Who, me?” 


	“You think I’m going to buy that Fm-so-innocent punim? I’m not. You promised me when I found you that Beretta that you—wait a minute. Wait just a minute.” He narrowed his eyes and pointed a stubby finger at Jack. “Brady’s supposed victim wouldn’t happen to have been shot with a nine millimeter, would he?” 


	“That’s what I hear.” 


	“And that nine millimeter wouldn’t happen to have come from a Beretta, would it?” Abe turned his palms up as his fingers did a come-here waggle. “So tell me. Tell-me-tell-me-tell-me.” 


	Jack told him, giving him a Reader’s Digest version of Sunday night and Monday morning.


	When Jack was done, Abe sat back on his stool and waved a hand at the spread-out pages of The Light. His voice was hushed.


	“You did this? By yourself you brought down a global cult?” 


	“I wouldn’t say ‘brought down.’ It hasn’t gone away. I can’t see it ever going away completely.” 


	“But you kneecapped it.” 


	“Yeah, but it’s still got more than enough members and resources to go on burying their pillars.” 


	All Dormentalism might be reeling and in disarray, but Brady’s machinery still existed. Before too long a new insertion site would be chosen, and another Dormentalist High Council fanatic would be preparing another column… and setting up another victim.


	“A moratorium they’ll call. Too many eyes looking at them. And without their guiding light…” 


	“Yeah, he’s out of the picture for good, I hope.” 


	“If not, it won’t be for lack of trying on your part. But whatever, the Dormentalist Church is—” 


	“Hang on,” Jack said. “Turn up your radio a sec.” Jack thought he’d heard Brady’s name.


	Abe always had a radio going and, natch, always tuned to an all-news station.


	Sure enough, the newsreader was saying that the Bronx DA had announced he was seeking the death penalty in the Cordova murder case. She also mentioned that Luther Brady had been denied bond and would be transferred to Riker’s Island later this morning.


	“Mazel tov,” Abe said, beaming. “You should tell your lady friend.” 


	“I’ll bet she knows.” 


	But giving Herta a call wasn’t such a bad idea. Jack whipped out his cell phone and dialed her number.


	No answer.


	Probably out shopping… but a hint of warning put him into motion. “I think I’ll tell her in person.” 


	He gave Abe a wave and headed for the door. When he hit the sidewalk he broke into a loping run toward Columbus Avenue, looking for a cab.


				*
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	“She’s gone!” Esteban looked upset.


	Jack tried to keep his cool as unease writhed through him.


	“What do you mean, gone? When did she go out?” 


	“She didn’t just go out, she left. Men came and packed up all her things, and she left. Her apartment is empty.” 


	“You sure she left on her own? Could she have been kidnapped or something?” 


	Esteban shook his head. “Oh, no. She left me a nice note and a very generous gift. I will miss her.” 


	“Then where’d she go?” 


	A shrug. “She did not say. I know she was not jumping her rent because she is paid up until the end of the year.” 


	Had she been frightened off, or was this one of those my-work-here-is-done things?


	Jack ground his teeth. He still had so many unanswered questions.


	“She was a nice lady,” Esteban said.


	“Yeah, she was.” He clapped him on the arm. “And you were a good friend to her. I know she appreciated it.” 


	Jack left a beaming doorman behind and headed for First Avenue. He needed another taxi to take him to his rental car. He had two more stops to make before he returned it.


				*
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	As Jack walked away from Sister Maggie’s flower-smothered grave, he heard someone call his name.


	“Jack! Would you be having a moment to spare.” 


	Jack turned and saw Father Edward Halloran, an aging leprechaun in a cassock and Roman collar, hustling toward him across the grass. Father Ed had said the funeral mass, which Jack had skipped, and recited the graveside prayers. Jack had been touched by the hundreds of tearful, mourning parishioners who had made the trip from the Lower East Side to pay their respects to a beloved teacher.


	“What happened, Jack?” the priest said in a low voice. Tears rimmed his eyes. “May the Lord strike me dead if a finer, sweeter, more God-loving woman ever walked the earth.” 


	Jack looked at the bare trees rimming the fading green of the lawn, the ornate, old-fashioned gravestones filling this Queens graveyard.


	“Yeah, she was something.” 


	“But who—?” 


	“Doesn’t matter anymore.” 


	“Of course it does! He must be—” And then his words cut off. He looked up at Jack. “Ah, would you be telling me that he’s passed beyond human justice?” 


	“I’ll let you draw your own conclusion.” 


	“Sure and I’ll be knowing what happened to a certain fellow I asked you to keep an eye on a while back. Hasn’t been seen or heard from since, has he?” 


	“Not by me, at least.” 


	Father Ed sighed. “I don’t want to be after condoning such things, don’t you know, but, well, if justice was done, then, I guess justice was done. Still that poor woman… what was done to her. We had to keep her coffin closed.” jack tried not to remember the sight of Maggie inside that body bag.


	He took a breath. He’d planned to catch Father Ed later today or tomorrow at the rectory. Wanted to discuss something with him. Might as well do it now.


	“On the subject of Sister Maggie, how do I set up an education fund in her name?” 


	Father Ed’s eyes widened. “Why would you be doing that?” 


	“Something she told me… about some girl named Fina who’d have to leave St. Joe’s because of money problems.” 


	“Serafina! Yes, Sister Maggie was looking for a way to keep the Martinez children in school. Did you meet them?” 


	“No…” 


	“Then why would you be wanting to help?” 


	The leftovers from the twenty-five large Herta had given him plus the cash he’d boosted from Cordova came to a tidy sum. He couldn’t very well return it to Herta.


	“Let’s just say I don’t want to see her forgotten. Maybe you can set something up where some money can be invested, use it for the Martinez kids till they move on to high school, then use what’s left for other kids who need that kind of help.” 


	“Why, that’s wonderful, Jack. The Sister Mary Margaret O’Hara Education Fund… it has a nice ring to it, don’t you think? I’ll get on it right away. When would you be sending the check?” 


	“Check?” 


	“Well, I assume you’ll be wanting the tax deduction.” 


	“Already have plenty of those. Cash won’t be a problem, will it?” 


	Father Ed’s eyes twinkled. “No problem at all.” 
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	Luther Brady moved in a daze.


	A chain ran between his feet. His wrists were chained to his waist. A cop led him down a hallway of the detention center. Another followed, and one on either side guided him by the elbows. They were moving him quickly toward a rectangle of light—a doorway to the outside. And beyond that, a van to take him to Riker’s.


	Visions of being gang-raped by a parade of huge laughing black men weakened his knees. There had to be Dormentalists in prison. All he needed were a few… for protection…


	And then he was squinting in the sudden glare of sunlight. After a second or two he realized that it wasn’t the sun alone, but camera lights as well. And reporters flanking his path to a police wagon, machine-gunning questions as they shoved microphones at his face.


	He blinked, then straightened as he realized that this was his chance to present his case, create sound and video bites that would air again and again.


	“I’m innocent!” he shouted, slowing the pace of his walk. “Innocent, I swear it!” 


	He scanned their faces. Some he knew, some he didn’t. Through hundreds of public appearances he’d honed his natural ability to project sincerity and dignity. He called on that ability now, looking them directly in the eyes and showing no fear.


	“But what of the evidence, those photos?” someone said.


	“Lies and forgeries. This is all a colossal frame-up to discredit me and Dormentalism! You’ll see! The truth will out! The truth—!” 


	The words died in his throat as he recognized a face in the crowd, toward the rear. Not a reporter. No, he’d seen this face in the temple. He was the one who’d pretended to be Jason Amurri, the one Jensen had wanted so badly to find.


	As their eyes locked, Luther Brady saw something there, and it ignited an epiphany: This man was behind it all.


	No. He couldn’t be. That would be saying that one man had exposed Opus Omega, killed Jensen, and framed Luther for murder.


	Impossible!


	But then the man lifted his right hand, folded it into a gun shape, and pointed it at Luther. He smiled, cocked his head, and snapped down the thumb trigger.


	“There!” Luther shouted. “Over there!” He struggled against his chains. If only he could point! “There’s the man responsible for all this! There’s the real killer! Grab him and ask him! He’ll…” 


	People turned to look, but the man was gone.


	And all the cameras were still running.


	Luther Brady put his head back and screamed out his anger, his frustration, his helplessness, and most of all, his horror.
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	Jack checked his watch: 2:30. Dad’s plane would be touching down in an hour.


	“I should hit the road.”


	He and Gia sat in the antiquated kitchen of number eight Sutton Square, in one of the most select neighborhoods in Manhattan. The low December sun kept the room bright despite the dark cabinets and paneling.


	Jack drained his Yuengling lager. He’d rediscovered the oldest working brewery in the country a few weeks ago. The name had triggered memories of summer afternoons in his backyard, his father sipping from a Yuengling between tossing him pop flies. So he’d tried it and liked it so much he’d made it his official house brew. And Gia’s house brew as well, since he made sure to keep her fridge stocked with at least a six-pack.


	Gia glanced at the Regulator clock from her seat across the round oak table where she sipped her tea.


	“He’s not due in for an hour. You’ve got a little time.” She smiled at him. “Are you looking forward to seeing your father or not? You’re hard to read on this.”


	He gazed at the love of his life, the mother of his unborn child. Gia seemed to thrive on her pregnancy. Jack had always thought the old saw about the “glow” of mothers-to-be was a sentimental fiction, but lately he’d had to revise that: No question, Gia glowed. Her short blond hair seemed glossier, her eyes brighter and bluer, her smiles more dazzling than ever. She was still in the warm-up she wore for her daily walks. Though nearing the end of her sixth month, she looked like other women do ending their third. The loose-fitting top hid the bulge of her abdomen, still barely noticeable even in more form-fitting outfits.


	“I’m definitely looking forward to it. And to introducing him to you and Vicky.”


	Gia smiled. “I’m dying to meet him. You’ve talked so much about him since your Florida trip. Before that, it was as if you were an orphan.”


	Yeah, the Florida fiasco had changed things. He and Dad had been close during his childhood, but estranged—not completely, but mostly—during the past fifteen years. The goings-on in South Florida had forged a new bond between them. And Jack had learned that he wasn’t the only one in the family with secrets.


	“Glad as I’ll be to see him, I’d prefer going to him instead of him coming to me. No lodging problems that way.”


	Wide-eyed, Gia said, “Did he think he was staying with you?”


	Jack nodded. “Uh-huh.”


	She stifled a laugh. “How did you tell him that nobody stays with his son?”


	“Nobody except you.” And only when Vicky was sleeping over somewhere.


	“How did you break it to him?”


	“Told him my place is too small and too crowded.” He shrugged. “Best I could come up with on such short notice.”


	His father’s holiday jaunt had been sprung on Jack. Dad had planned to be moved back to the northeast by now. He’d found a buyer for his Florida house and had had a signed contract in hand. Then, a week before closing, the buyer dropped dead. Talk about inconsiderate.


	So Dad had had to put the place back on the market. He found another buyer, but the new closing wasn’t until mid-January.


	He’d planned to be settled in time to spend Christmas with his sons and grandkids. Since that wasn’t happening, he’d decided on the spur of the moment to come north just for the holidays. Spend a couple of weeks up here, then head back to finish packing for the move.


	Great, Jack had thought, until Dad had announced that his first leg involved a stay in New York City.


	Yikes.


	“But didn’t you tell me you think he has a pretty good idea of what you do?”


	Jack nodded. “Yes. An idea. But he doesn’t know. And I’d like to leave it like that. It’s one thing for him to suspect what I hire out for; it’s another entirely for him to get involved in the day-to-day workings of my life.” He had to laugh. “He’ll be giving me all sorts of advice and maybe even trying to set up a pension plan for me. He’s very big on pension plans.”


	“Well, he’s an accountant, isn’t he?”


	“Was. And once an accountant, always an accountant, I guess. But that’s not the only reason I’m putting him up in a hotel. I—”


	Gia shook her head. “I think that’s awful. Here’s this old man—”


	“He’s a very spry seventy-one.”


	“—coming here for the first time in ages to visit his son, and he gets stuck in a hotel. It’s not right.”


	“Gia, we were together in his place down there maybe three or four days and he was making me crazy, always asking me where I was going or where I’d been, worrying about me if I was out late… like I was a teenager again. I can’t handle that.”


	“Even for a few days?”


	He could hear Dad’s voice in his head now. He’d meet Gia, his future daughter-in-law, and be enchanted by her and Vicky, but when they were alone he’d start in on how they did things differently in his day: First they got married, then started a family. Jack didn’t want to hear it.


	A tough old bird, Dad, and traditional to the core.


	“You’re making me sound like a Blue Meanie. I can’t have him nosing around my place while I’m out. He might pull open the wrong drawer. You know how that is.”


	Gia nodded. She knew.


	Jack remembered the time, early in their relationship, when she’d wanted to surprise him by cleaning his apartment. She’d happened upon a stash of guns and phony ID and he’d almost lost her.


	“Well, did he buy your too-small story?”


	“I doubt it—not completely. It was awkward, and it’s going to remain awkward the whole time he’s here.”


	“It’s going to be really awkward when he sees your place and notices the daybed in the TV room.”


	“I’ll think of something.”


	“You don’t have to. He’ll stay here.”


	Not this again.


	“Gia, we’ve been through—”


	She held up her hand. “Too late. I’ve taken it into my own hands. It’s a fait accompli.”


	“As much as I love when you speak French, what are you talking about?”


	“I canceled your father’s hotel reservation.”


	“You what?”


	“I’m the one who made it, remember? So I figure I have a right to cancel it.”


	“Do you know how hard it is to find a hotel room this time of year?”


	She smiled. “Virtually impossible. Which means he’ll have to stay here.” She reached across the table and took his hand. “Come on, Jack. Lighten up. He’s going to be Vicky’s adoptive grandfather. Shouldn’t she get to know him, and he her?”


	Jack couldn’t argue. It would take his father ten minutes—probably less—to fall in love with Vicky.


	“I just don’t like the burden it’ll put on you, being pregnant and all. The extra work—”


	“What extra work? I’ll bet he makes his own bed. That leaves me with the burden of putting out an extra coffee cup and toasting extra bread in the morning.” She gave a dramatic sigh and pressed the back of her wrist against her forehead. “It’s going to be rough but I think I’ll be able to muddle through.”


	“Okay, okay. He stays here.” He stared at her. “Have I told you lately that you’re wonderful?”


	She smiled that smile. “No. At least not in recent memory.”


	He gently squeezed her fingers. “You’re wonderful.”


				*
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	Tom quelled a ripple of anxiety as he started down to the baggage claim area. The flight had been perfect, the attendants beautiful, the food… edible. If this were Miami International he’d feel fine; he could make his way through there blindfolded. But he’d never been to La Guardia.


	He supposed it was part of aging: You come to depend on things being comfortable and familiar, and get rattled by the new and different. But a big part was Jack’s damned secretiveness. He’d said he’d meet him in the baggage area, but what if he forgot? Or what if he got tied up in traffic or delayed by something? Tom wasn’t averse to taking a cab, but to where? He didn’t know Jack’s address. Oh, he had a mailing address, but Jack didn’t live there.


	Relax, he told himself. You’re borrowing trouble. You have a cell phone and you know his number.


	A gaggle of bearded men in black hats or yarmulkes and women in wigs and long-sleeved dresses descended ahead of him. These fifty or so Orthodox Jews—he’d heard someone mention that they were Hasidic—had occupied the rear half of the plane. Tom wondered what they’d all been doing in Miami. Not one of them looked tan.


	He reached the bottom of the stairs and followed the crowd along a short corridor that opened into the baggage claim. He found a lake of expectant faces spread out in a thick semicircle. Dozens of black-suited, white-shirted limo drivers milled about, some holding up handwritten signs with the names of their fares, others simply killing time until a given plane arrived. Behind them stood relatives and friends waiting for loved ones. Jack would—should—be somewhere in the throng.


	But where?


	He scanned the faces, looking for his son’s familiar features. There—a brown-haired man waving at him. Jack. Good thing he was waving or Tom would have missed him. He could have been anybody in his hooded blue sweatshirt, plaid flannel shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Virtually invisible.


	Tom felt a flood of love tinged with relief. He didn’t understand his younger son—didn’t much understand the older one either, for that matter—but his time with Jack back in September had been an eye-opener. The affable, laid-back man he’d come to think of as rudderless, perhaps even something of a loser, had metamorphosed into a grim warrior, intensely focused, who’d wrought a terrible vengeance on a murderous crew.


	Tom had participated in the killing and afterward had expected fits of guilt and remorse. They never came. Strangely, the killing didn’t bother him: The dead in this case deserved it. And taking the long view, hell, he’d killed more and probably better men during his tour in Korea.


	But though he’d learned to respect Jack that night, he still didn’t understand him. Which was why he’d decided to come here. He wanted time with his son in his own environment.


	Jack’s excuse about his apartment being too small… it didn’t ring true. He’d been disappointed and even tempted to call him on it, but decided to go along. Just more of his number-two son’s obsessive secretiveness. He guessed he’d have to accept that as part of the package.


	Tom locked on to Jack’s deceptively mild brown eyes as they worked toward each other through the crowd. Jack waited as the line of Hasidim passed, and then he was reaching for Tom’s hand. What started as a shake turned into a brief embrace.


	“Hey, Dad, you made it.”


	For a reason he could not explain, Tom filled up. His throat constricted and it took him a few seconds to find his voice.


	“Hi, Jack. Damn, it’s good to see you again.”


	They broke apart and Jack grabbed Tom’s carry-on.


	“I can handle that,” Tom said.


	“What a coincidence. So can I.” He nodded toward the small horde of Hasidim. “What’d you do, come in on El Al?”


	“I remember reading about some gathering in Miami.”


	On the way to the baggage carousel Jack pinched a fold of fabric on Tom’s green-and-white jacket.


	“Look at you—puffy starter coat. Very cool. Eagles colors, no less.”


	Tom nodded. He’d been a lifelong Eagles fan.


	“Bought it last week. Figured I’d need something to protect me from the cold.”


	As they joined the passengers and waited for their luggage, he studied his son. Hard to believe that this regular-looking Joe had led them into a firefight in the Everglades and saved him from being sucked into a tornado.


	He owed Jack his life.


	“Well, Dad, anything special you want to do while you’re here?”


	“Spend time with you.”


	Jack blinked. The remark—the bold-faced truth as far as Tom was concerned—seemed to take him by surprise.


	“That’s a given. I’m just putting the finishing touches on a job, and after that, I’ve cleared the deck.”


	“What sort of job?”


	A shrug. “Just fixing something for somebody.”


	… .fixing something for somebody… not big with the details, his son.


	“But other than hanging out,” Jack went on, “is there any play you want to see, restaurant you want to try?”


	“I’d like to go to the top of the Empire State Building.”


	Jack grinned. “Really?”


	“I’ve never been. Lived less than two hours outside this city most of my life and never once made it there. So, before I die—”


	Jack rolled his eyes. “Oh man!”


	“No, seriously. I’ve decided to make a list of certain things I’ve always wanted to do, and the Empire State Building is one of them. Have you ever been to the top, Mr. New Yorker?”


	“Lots of times. I always bring flowers and leave them there.”


	“What? I’d never take you for a fan of An Affair to Remember.’“


	He laughed. “No, I bring them for Kong.”


	“Kong?”


	“King Kong. That’s where he was killed.”


	Tom stared. “You were always a weird kid, Jack. Now you’re a weird adult.”


	He shook his head. “Uh-uh. Still a kid.”


	But not acting like one now, Tom thought as he noticed the way Jack’s eyes darted back and forth, constantly on the move. Watching for what? Terrorists?


	No… his gaze seemed to linger more on the security personnel than on the Arabic-looking members of the crowd. Why? What about them concerned him?


	He realized Jack looked edgy. He suspected that whatever it was Jack did for a living, it probably wasn’t on the right side of the law. Tom hoped that was only a sometime thing.


	After what Tom had seen of Jack’s capabilities back in Florida, he’d make one formidable foe, no matter which side of the law he was on.


	But from what Tom had seen during Jack’s visit he knew that his son was involved in something else, something beyond legal systems. Perhaps even beyond normal reality.


	A girl who could control swamp creatures… a hole in the earth that went God knew where… a man who could walk on water, who Jack had called by name. They seemed to be enemies.


	And that was all Tom knew. He hadn’t been able to squeeze much explanation from Jack beyond cryptic statements about having had a “peek behind the curtain.”


	His stated purpose now was to spend the holidays with his sons and grandchildren, and that was true to an extent. But Tom was determined to use the time to learn more about the man his son had become. Which wouldn’t be easy. He knew Jack saw him as a bedrock traditionalist, and to some extent he was. He made no excuses about hewing to traditional values. He sensed Jack had no quarrel with those, but held to a looser, more flexible view as to how to uphold them.


	Still, no way to deny that Jack was on guard here. Not that he had to worry about the two blue-uniformed security people in sight—a skinny guy and a big-butted woman standing together near the exit. They seemed more interested in each other than in what was going on around them.


	Still, Tom looked for a way to ease Jack’s discomfort.


	
“Where’s the car?”


	Jack jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “In the big garage across the way.”


	“Much of a trip?”


	“Not bad. We go upstairs, take the skywalk across. That’ll put us on level four. I’m parked on level two, so we take an elevator down and go from there.”


	That seemed like too much time. If being here bothered Jack, this could be a way to get him out more quickly.


	“Why don’t you go get the car? By the time you come back, I’ll be waiting at the curb with my luggage.”


	“How many bags?”


	“One big one. And don’t give me that can-the-old-guy-handle-it? look. I handled it in Miami and I can handle it here. It’s got wheels.”


	Jack hesitated, then said, “Not a bad idea. The sooner we get on and off the BQE, the better. Rush hour starts early around here. Meet you outside.”


	His relief at getting out of the terminal was obvious.


				*

	


	
3


	As Tom watched Jack thread the crowd toward the stairs, trailing his carry-on, someone opened an exit door. A gust of cold December air sneaked through and wrapped around him. He shivered. Now he knew why he’d moved to Florida.


	He returned his attention to the still and empty baggage carousel. A moment or two later a Klaxon sounded as an orange light began blinking; the carousel shuddered into motion.


	As luggage started to slide down a chute to the revolving surface Tom edged forward with everyone else, looking for his bag. It was black, like ninety percent of the rest, but he’d wrapped the handle in Day-Glo orange tape to make it easier to spot.


	One of the Hasidic women stood in front of him, carrying a one-year-old. A little girl, bundled head to toe against winter. Her large brown eyes fixed on Tom and he gave her a little wave. She smiled and covered her face. A shy one.


	From the corner of his eye he saw a door swing open on the far side of the carousel. Two figures emerged but he paid them no mind until he heard the unmistakable ratchet of a breech bolt. He froze, then spun toward the doorway in time to see two figures in gray coveralls, ski-masked under black-and-white kufiyas, raising assault pistols.


	Instinct and training took over as Tom dove for the floor, carrying the mother and her little girl with him. The woman cried out, and as the three of them fell, her fat, bearded husband in his long black coat and sealskin hat whirled toward them, his face a mask of shock and outrage.


	Then the shooting began and the man dove floorward along with everybody else.


	Tom heard shattering glass and a scream of pain behind him. He turned in time to see the two security guards go down, caught in a spray of bullets that shattered the glass doors behind them. The woman’s legs folded under her and she hit the floor not six feet from him. A pulsating crimson fountain arced from her throat. He saw more shock than pain in her eyes. She’d never had a chance to draw her pistol.


	The shooters seemed to have made a point of taking down the guards first. More would be coming, but for the moment the killers were unopposed. They mowed down anyone trying to run, and then began a systematic slaughter of the rest.


	Tom watched in horror as the two faceless gunmen split, each taking a side of the carousel, tearing up the helpless, cowering passengers with a succession of short bursts from their stubby, odd-looking assault pistols. They worked quickly and methodically, pausing only to change magazines or cut down those who tried to flee.


	Tom’s gut writhed and his bladder clenched with the realization that he was going to die here. He’d been shot in Korea, he’d survived the firefight of his life and Hurricane Elvis just a few months ago, only to be exterminated here like a roach trapped on the floor. If only he had a gun—even a .22 pistol—he could stop these arrogant murderous shits. They knew no one could fight back.


	Tom turned. The dead guard’s pistol beckoned to him from its holster.


	Just then a man leaped up and tried to dive into the baggage chute, but an extended burst cut him nearly in half, leaving his body wedged in the opening.


	That long burst emptied the killer’s magazine. As he switched to a fresh one, a brawny Hasid leaped to his feet and charged, roaring like the bear he resembled. The killer, caught off guard, backpedaled and slipped on the bloody floor. The Hasid was almost upon him when the other killer turned and ripped him up with a burst to the chest and abdomen that sent him spinning to the floor.


	Now! Tom thought, not giving himself time to think as he pushed himself up to a crouch and started a high-assed scramble. Now!


	He heard shooting behind him, saw pieces chip out of the floor as bullets hit it, felt something tear into his thigh. It knocked him flat, but pushed him forward as it did, putting the gun within reach. He heard the hollow clink! of an empty chamber and knew with a sudden burst of hope that the shooter’s magazine had run dry. Bolts of agony shot through his leg when he tried to move it, but he’d been hurt worse than this. All that mattered was the pistol. He had a tiny window of opportunity here and had to make the most of it.


	His fingers were closing around the grip when he began to shake. Not just his hand and arms, his whole body. He tried again for the pistol but his arm seized up. He couldn’t breathe. He felt his body begin to flop around like a beached fish. His pulse pounded in his ears, slowing.


	What was happening? He’d only been hit in the leg. Had he taken another slug somewhere else? What…?


	Tom’s light, his air, his questions, his time… faded to nothingness.


				*
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	Jack had to take a circular route to reach the pickup area, a reluctant mini-tour of the airport. La Guardia was small as major airports went, and appeared to be the victim of some weird temporal dislocation. The dingy, Quonset hut-style hangars looked to be of 1930s vintage, while the green-glassed terminal itself was strictly fifties in design. The massive, six-story, bare concrete parking garage could have been built yesterday.


	As he nosed his Crown Vic along the pickup lane outside the Central Terminal, he saw people running—not toward the doors, like late travelers, but from them. Screaming people, faces masks of terror, fleeing for their lives.


	Jack’s heart double-clutched. They were pouring from the baggage area… fleeing the far section… the section where he’d left Dad.


	No… it can’t…


	He gunned the engine and sped toward the far section, narrowly missing a panicked man and a screaming woman. He jerked to a halt when he saw the shattered doors and broken glass glittering on the sidewalk, the bullet holes in the still-intact panes.


	Oh, Christ… oh no-no-no!


	He jumped out and dashed across the sidewalk, almost slipping on the shards of glass, and skidded to a halt inside the baggage area.


	Blood… blood everywhere… lakes of red on the floor… even the carousel was red… a man’s feet and legs hung out of the baggage chute… the bloody rag-doll body of a baby girl sprawled among the endlessly circling luggage.


	No other movement, no crying, no screams or wails of the wounded. Just silence. Not one of the victims so much as stirred.


	Jack stood frozen and stared, numb, paralyzed…


	Dad…?


	Where was his father? He’d left him standing right over there by the—


	There! Shit! A body, a gray-haired man in a green and white coat.


	No-no-no-no!


	As Jack forced himself forward a voice shouted from somewhere to his left.


	“Freeze!”


	Jack heard the word but it didn’t register. Stiff and slow, he kept moving, a living zombie.


	“Freeze, goddammit, or I’ll drop you where you stand!”


	Jack kept moving, forcing himself forward a few more steps until he reached the corpse. He dropped to his knees in a pool of still-warm blood, grabbed one of the shoulders, and rolled him over.


	The face—his lips were pulled back in a horrific, agonized grimace, but his glazed eyes left no doubt about it.


	Dad.


	Dead.


	Jack felt as if his chest might explode. He let out a sound that was equal parts moan and sob.


	He shook his father. It couldn’t be. They’d been talking just a few minutes ago. He couldn’t be dead!


	“Dad! Dad, it’s me, Jack! Can you hear me?”


	The voice said, “Are you fuckin’ deaf? I told you to freeze!”


	Jack looked up into the muzzle of a pistol held by a mustached security guard.


	“This… this is my father.”


	“I don’t give a fuck, I told you to—”


	“That will be enough!”


	An older man had come up behind the guard. He looked to be about fifty and wore a blue NYPD uniform with sergeant stripes. His nameplate read DRISCOLL.


	The guard backed off a step. “I found this guy wandering around. He could be—”


	Sergeant Driscoll’s voice dripped scorn. “He wasn’t wandering around. I saw him come in. He was looking for someone.” His eyes dropped to Jack’s father’s inert form. “And he found him.”


	“But—”


	“But nothing.” He shoved the guard away. “Get over by the door in case anyone else tries to wander in.”


	The guard moved off.


	Driscoll muttered, “Asshole,” then squatted beside Jack. “Look, I’m sorry about your dad, but you’ve got to go outside.”


	“What happened?” His own voice sounded far away. “I left him here just a few minutes ago… we were talking about going to the Empire State Build—”


	“I’m really sorry, but you’re going to have to wait outside. This whole area is a crime scene and you’re contaminating it, so you’ve got to leave.”


	“But—”


	He pointed to the floor beneath Jack. “Look at what you’re kneeling in. If we’re gonna catch these guys, we need every scrap of evidence we can get.” He slipped a hand into Jack’s armpit and lifted. “Come on. If you want to help us catch the fucks who did this to your dad, wait outside.”


	The cop’s touch lit a flicker of rage that flashed through the dead, dumb grayness that filled Jack, but he quickly doused it. Lashing out at this man who was trying to do the decent thing would solve nothing. He could walk away or be carried away; either way, he’d be leaving his dad behind. And if he was carried away, they’d find his ankle holster and the unregistered AMT .380 it held.


	So he let the cop help him to his feet and shuffled toward the shattered doorway where the security guard stood.


	He watched Jack’s approach.


	“Hey, sorry about back there. Case like this, you don’t know who’s friend or foe.”


	Jack nodded without making eye contact.


	Outside—chaos. EMS trucks screeching to a halt, shuttles trying to get out of the way, limos inching out from the curb, hundreds of people milling about, some weeping, some hysterical, some in slack-faced shock.


	He saw a harried-looking cop standing by the Vic, shouting, “One last time: Who owns this?”


	Jack hesitated, unsure of what he might be getting himself into, then decided that stepping forward would be less complicated, especially since his fingerprints were all over the car and it was registered in someone else’s name—someone unaware of that.


	Jack waved and hurried toward the cop. “Me! It’s mine!”


	“Then move it! You’re blocking the—hey, you hurt?”


	“What?”


	He pointed to Jack’s legs. “You’re bleeding.”


	Jack looked down and saw the wet red splotches on his knees. For a few seconds, he didn’t understand. Then—


	“No…” His voice caught. “No, that’s my father’s.”


	“Jesus. He all right?”


	Jack wanted to tell him what a stupid fucking question that was but bit it back. He simply shook his head.


	“Listen, I’m sorry.” The cop pointed to the Vic. “But ya still gotta move it. Just drive it into the garage. Then you can come back and wait with the rest.”


	“Wait for what?” Dad was dead.


	The cop shrugged. “I dunno. News about survivors, I guess. Not like you gotta choice. Airport’s locked down. Nobody out, nobody in.”


	Jack said nothing as he slipped behind the wheel and pulled away.


				*
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	Dad… gone…


	The words registered but his mind couldn’t get a grip on it, the… finality.


	He’d returned to the garage, found a spot on the perimeter of an upper level, and parked facing west. The falling December sun gleamed through the crystalline sky and stabbed his eyes. The sky had no right being so bright. It should be dark, with wind and hail and lightning.


	Numb, he lowered the visor and… just… sat.


	Gone… one minute alive and full of plans and enthusiasm, the next a cooling lump of meat in a pool of blood. Part of Jack insisted it was all a bad dream, but the rest of him knew he wouldn’t wake up from this.


	Knowing nothing made it worse. Who? Why? Some al-Qaeda strike? Or maybe al-Qaeda wannabes massacring a crowd of Orthodox Jews? Was that what this was all about? Made a sick sort of sense. But what made no sense was why, with all the flights from Miami to New York, his father had to wind up on that one.


	Jack had a blood-red urge to gun up and shoot down every Arab he could find. He knew that insanity would pass, but he reveled in the fantasy until it reminded him of the backup piece strapped to his ankle.


	He glanced around, saw no one about, so he reached down and pulled the little AMT .380 from its holster. When the FBI and CIA and NYPD and Homeland Security and whoever else would be involved began allowing people to leave the airport, he’d bet the ranch they’d be searching every person, every car. He wasn’t sure his tried-and-true John Tyleski ID would hold up—Ernie was painstakingly thorough when he created an identity, but no fake was perfect.


	And even if it did pass, he couldn’t risk carrying. Had to dump the pistol.


	He turned the little backup over in his hands. He’d bought it from Abe six months ago after his trusty old Semmerling had been connected to the subway massacre. Hadn’t had to pull it once since. Now he was going to have to toss it away unused.


	Unused… he wondered if it could have made a difference in there. The shooter—probably more than one—must have used an automatic, machine pistol, most likely. He couldn’t have killed so many in so little time with a single-shot weapon.


	I should’ve been there, goddamn it.


	He didn’t know what use his little six-shot .380 would have been against Mac-l0s or HK-5s. Not much, probably, but you never knew.


	Another fantasy… taking down a single shooter with a couple of .380s into his face… or, if there’d been two or three, taking one down, tossing his AMT to Dad, then grabbing the downed shooter’s weapon and the two of them taking on the others… just as they’d taken on Semelee’s clan in the Everglades.


	More likely he’d now be lying dead beside his dad.


	At least they’d have put up a fight, kept whoever it was from getting clean away.


	And maybe being dead wouldn’t be as bad as dealing with this blistering guilt for not being there when his father needed him most.


	Jack forced himself out of the fantasy to deal with the reality of the moment: The gun had to go.


	He popped out the magazine, removed the chambered cartridge, then pulled out the old, oil-stained rag he kept in the glove compartment. He emptied the magazine, wiped it down, then did the same with each casing.


	He removed the leather ankle holster and wiped that down. Then he removed the slide assembly from the pistol frame and wiped each part.


	He opened the car door. A look around showed no one in sight, so he got out and leaned over the edge of the parapet. No one below. He dropped the slide onto the pavement six stories down.


	He began walking the perimeter of the level, tossing a cartridge every hundred feet or so, then finally the frame and the holster.


	When he returned to his car he moved it to a more centrally located slot.


	Then he crossed the skyway back toward the terminal. At the end he turned the corner and found himself in the middle of a crowd. Security personnel were blocking the escalators down to the ticketing and baggage levels.


	Jack tapped a heavyset woman on her arm.


	“What’s going on?”


	She looked at him—bloodshot eyes, blotchy face, tear-smeared mascara.


	“They won’t let us down! My daughter was due in! I—I don’t know if she’s alive or dead!”


	At least you still have hope, Jack thought.


				*
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	He’d been standing on the glass-walled skyway for two hours. Dark now—the sun had set around four thirty. He’d called Gia to tell her he was okay. She said she’d heard the news and had been worried sick. When he told her about his father she broke down. Listening to her sob, he’d almost lost it himself.


	Two hours with the crowd of mourners and stranded passengers watching a seemingly endless parade of stretchers wheeled back and forth from the terminal to the ambulances below. All carried bagged bodies. He saw no wounded and wondered why.


	No matter. Dad wouldn’t be among them. It ate at Jack that he hadn’t known which bag contained his father.


	And finally the stretchers stopped rolling, and the last of the ambulances pulled away.


	“Where are the survivors?” said a forty-something woman nearby. “Aren’t there any survivors?”


	“Maybe they were taken out another way.”


	“No way,” she said with an emphatic shake of her head. “I know this airport, everything at this end has to funnel through directly below us. I’ve watched the ambulances coming and going, and right down there was the only spot they stopped.”


	“There have to be some survivors,” said a man in a herringbone overcoat. “I mean, they couldn’t have killed everybody.”


	Seemed logical, but Jack couldn’t remember seeing anyone stirring amid the bloodbath.


	He kept that to himself, however. He was concerned with where they’d taken his father… and how he was going to claim the body when he didn’t own a single piece of ID under his real name.


	He wandered back to the escalators. Still blocked, but he spotted a familiar-looking cop—the older one from inside—giving instructions to the security men.


	“Sergeant?” he called. “Hey, sergeant?”


	The cop didn’t turn.


	What was his name? He’d seen the nameplate but had been in shock—wait. Driscoll. Yeah.


	“Sergeant Driscoll?”


	When he turned Jack waved to him. He looked as if he couldn’t place Jack’s face.


	“We met inside. Where can I claim my father’s body?”


	As Jack’s question was echoed by other voices, Driscoll stepped closer.


	“Call the one-one-five—”


	“Precinct?” someone said.


	“Right. They’ll have a procedure in place.”


	“What about the wounded?” a woman asked. “What hospital were—?”


	Driscoll shook his head. His grim expression became grimmer.


	“We have no wounded.”


	“No wounded!” the woman cried, her voice edging into a wail. “They can’t all be dead!”


	“We have survivors who saw what happened, and they’re being debriefed, but we have no wounded.”


	“How can that 6e?”


	“We’re working on that, ma’am.”


	“What happened?” someone else said as horrified cries rose all around. “Who did this? Who’s responsible?”


	He shook his head. “I can’t answer that. The mayor and the commissioner will be holding a press conference at City Hall soon. You’ll have to wait till then.”


	“But—”


	He held up his hand. “I’ve told you all I can.”


	“When can we leave?” someone shouted as he turned.


	“The checkpoints are in place now. You can start to head out.”


	And then his back was to them and he was walking away. If he heard any of the questions called out after him, he gave no sign.


	Jack too barely heard them. The word “checkpoints” was blaring though his mind.


	His earlier misgivings about his Tyleski ID withstanding full-bore scrutiny had became full-blown doubt. But even if it did pass muster, his car was another story. A check of the registration would raise a horde of questions. Like why was he driving a car registered to someone else? And to Vinny “the Donut” Donato, of all people? If someone checked with the owner they’d learn that the black Crown Vic in question was sitting in his garage in Brooklyn.


	Then even more shit would hit the fan.


	Bad enough to be bagged for false ID, but to be suspected of being connected to the terrorists who’d killed his own father… a father he couldn’t officially claim as his own…


	Had to find another way out.


				*
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	Jack fought the numbness his mind yearned to yield to and forced it to focus. He shuttled between the garage and the skyway, getting the lay of the land and not finding much in the way of potential escape routes.


	To the north lay the runways, the East River, and Rikers Island. If he didn’t get out of here soon, Rikers might be his new home.


	To the south, past Ditmars Boulevard and Grand Central Parkway, the glowing house windows of Jackson Heights beckoned.


	East offered only dark expanses of marsh and more of the East River. The west had possibilities, but involved long stretches of exposure.


	He had to get down to the highway.


	Jack fell in with a group heading from the skyway to the garage. No one spoke. Shock was the order of the day.


	As they entered the fourth level and scattered toward their respective cars, Jack took the elevator down to the ground floor. Crossed to the outer rim and hopped over the wall. Cut across an access lane to a low concrete wall. Hopped that, landing on a patch of bare ground. Directly ahead, across a scraggly winter lawn, lay Grand Central Parkway.


	All that stood between Jack and freedom was an eight-foot, chain-link fence with a barbed-wire crown.


	Blue-and-white police units and sinister black SUVs kept roaring in and out along the airport access roads.


	That fence… that damn fence…


	Couldn’t go over it. No big deal physically—he could easily climb the links and throw his sweatshirt over the barbed wire—but he’d be spotted for sure.


	Had to find another way.


	Jack lay flat and began to belly crawl through the cold, dead grass. When he reached the fence he turned and crept along its base, feeling his way, searching for—


	His hand slipped into a depression in the dirt. Knew he’d find one somewhere along the line. Inevitable that some dog at some time would want to get past the fence. To do that it would dig. And one had dug here.


	Not deep enough to allow Jack through, but okay. The dog trough gave him a head start. All he had to do was make it a little deeper, strip down to his underwear, and slip through.


	He pulled out his knife and flipped it open. A sin to use a Spyderco Endura as a digging tool, but…


	At least the ground was still soft. Though cold, winter was a couple weeks off, and the ground hadn’t frozen yet.


	He began to dig, loosening the dirt with the knife blade and scooping it out with his free hand…


				*
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	Jack crouched in the shadows under an overpass. He punched Abe’s number into his phone and prayed he was still at the store. He released a breath when he heard him pick up.


	“Abe? It’s me.”


	“Hello, Me. I don’t recall ever meeting a Me. I should know you?”


	“Hold the jokes, okay. I need a favor.”


	“Always with the favors.”


	“This is serious.”


	Abe must have picked up on his tone. “Serious how?”


	“I need a ride.”


	“You call that serious?”


	“Abe, I’m stranded on the Grand Central. Can you pick me up?”


	“I should drive all the way out to Queens when you can take a cab?”


	“I can’t take a cab.”


	“Why? Someone pick your pock—hey, wait. Are you out near the airport?”


	“Very.”


	“Are you okay?”


	“No.”


	“Wait—your father was coming in today. Was he—?”


	“Yeah.”


	“Gevalt! He’s not…?”


	“Yeah, Abe. He’s gone.”


	“What?”


	“Gone.”


	Silence on the other end. Finally Abe spoke, his voice thick.


	“Jack… Jack, I’m so sorry. What can I do? Anything. Just tell me.”


	“Come get me, Abe. Check the underpasses near the airport exit ramp. I’m under one of them. Wish I could tell you which one but…”


	“I’ll take the truck.”


	“Hurry.”


				*
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	Hours later Jack sat slumped in a funk on Gia’s couch while she huddled against him. Vicky was upstairs doing her homework. Gia had told her that Jack’s father had died and left it at that. Knowing that he’d been slaughtered in what the media were now calling the “Flight 715 Massacre” would only frighten her. Better for now to let her think he was an old man who’d died of natural causes—whatever those were.


	They stared at the old TV, watching the same shots of La Guardia’s Central Terminal, hearing the same clips of the mayor, the police commissioner, the head of Homeland Security, and the president himself. No new news, just repetitions of what little had been gleaned from witnesses who had been close enough to see the massacre, but far enough away to stay clear:


	Two gunmen wearing airport coveralls, ski masks, and Arab headdress—described as “the kind of thing Arafat wore”—had entered baggage claim through an employees-only doorway and opened up on the passengers of American Airlines flight 715. The result was one hundred and fifty-two dead—men, women, children, passengers, relatives, limo drivers, security guards—everyone who’d been anywhere near the carousel.


	Among the dead were forty-seven members of the ultra-orthodox Satmar Hasidic sect returning to Crown Heights from a gathering in Miami. Since the killers did not attack any of the other nearby carousels, the news heads speculated that the presence of such a sizable group of Hasidim might have been why that particular flight was targeted.


	After finishing their bloody work, the killers had fled through the same doorway. In the hallway beyond they’d discarded their coveralls, their masks and kufiyas, as well as their assault pistols. Word had leaked that both pistols were Tavor-2 models, manufactured in Israel. That started speculation that the choice of weapon might have been a way of adding insult to injury. Jews slaughtered by Israeli-made weapons.


	But the question most asked by the news heads to their endless parade of experts on terrorism and Arabs and Islam, singly or on panels, was why there were no wounded. How could every wound be fatal? Finally someone offered the possibility that the terrorists might have used cyanide-filled hollow-point rounds.


	“Oh, my God!” Gia said. “How could they?” Then she shook her head. “Sorry. Stupid question.”


	“I figured it might be something like that.”


	“Why? How?”


	As he’d knelt next to his dead father, Jack’s reeling mind hadn’t been able to process all the surrounding sights and sounds. But as he’d waited in the cold darkness for Abe, he’d slowed and corralled his chaotic thoughts, and painstakingly pieced together what he had seen.


	Dad hadn’t been lying in a pool of blood—he’d been lying next to one that seemed to have come from the uniformed woman beside him. His body wasn’t bullet riddled; in fact Jack had seen only one wound, a bloody hole near the left buttock, but not much bleeding from that.


	“My father’s wound—at least the one I could see—seemed to be a flesh wound. Of course the bullet could have ricocheted off a bone and cut through a major artery. But after I heard there were no wounded, that everyone who’d been shot was dead, I began to suspect cyanide.”


	None of this had been confirmed, but Jack was pretty sure it would turn out to be something along those lines.


	Gia shivered against him. “I’ve never heard of—I mean, what hideous sort of mind dreams up these things?”


	“Cyanide bullets aren’t new. They’re a terrorist favorite, but usually when they’re out to assassinate a specific target. The poison guarantees that an otherwise nonlethal wound will be fatal. First I ever heard of them was back when we were kids—when those Symbionese Liberation Army nuts used cyanide-tipped bullets to kill that school superintendent. But for mass murder? Never heard of them being used for that. At least until now.”


	Gia closed her eyes as a tear slid from each. “So if they’d used regular bullets your father could have lived… if he’d laid still and played dead, he might have survived, and we’d be standing around his hospital bed now talking about how lucky he was.”


	Thinking about what could have been and might have been never worked for Jack. Seemed like self-torture, and he felt tortured enough right now.


	“I doubt it.”


	Gia opened her eyes. “What do you mean?”


	“I saw a smear of blood about the length of his leg on the floor beside him. His hand was on the holster of a dead security guard. I think—no, I’m sure he was going after her gun. Dad wasn’t the type to sit and wait to be killed. He was an excellent shot. If he’d reached the gun… who knows? I doubt he could have taken down both of them, but maybe he could have hit one of them, and that might have scared off the other.”


	Could have… might have…


	Useless.


	Just as useless as the rerun of his fantasy of teaming up with Dad to take out the killers.


	Gia said, “He would have been a hero.”


	“Most likely they’d have cut him to ribbons as soon as he fired his first shot.”


	“At least you got to see him again. If this had happened down in Miami, you, well… you’re now the last one to see him alive.”


	Jack knew he couldn’t claim that blessing for himself.


	“No, the killers were.”


	“I mean in his family—oh, God! Family! Did you call your brother?”


	Shit!


	“No. I didn’t even think…”


	Truth was, thoughts of his brother rarely if ever crossed Jack’s mind. He’d never considered Tom a real brother, just someone who shared some of his genes and, for the first eight years of Jack’s life, the same house. Ten years older than Jack, Tom hadn’t been a presence even before he’d gone off to college, and after that he’d faded to a wraith who’d float in and out over the holidays and breaks.


	Jack had his number somewhere. He’d had to call him a few times last September to update him on Dad’s coma, but not often enough to remember.


	“You’ve got to call him.”


	Yeah, he did. But how much would Tom care?


	Jack caught himself. Not fair. Maybe Tom hadn’t gone to visit Dad in Florida when he’d been hurt, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be devastated to learn he was a victim of the flight 715 massacre. Back then he’d said he was tied up with “judicial matters,” whatever that meant. Yeah, he was a judge in Philadelphia and maybe he couldn’t leave in the middle of hearing a case, but still… if your father’s in a coma and no one knows whether or not he’s going to come out of it, hell, you find a way.


	“Tom’s number is back at my apartment. So’s Ron’s.”


	His sister’s kids needed to know about their grandfather.


	He kissed Gia on the top of her head. “Got to get home and make those calls.”


	Gia looked up at him. “Can’t you call information?”


	“For Ron, yeah, I suppose. But I know Tom’s is unlisted, him being a judge and all.”


	She grabbed his hand. “You’re going to come back, aren’t you?”


	“Sure, I guess.”


	“Jack, you shouldn’t be alone tonight. This is something that needs to be shared. Vicky and I can help you through this, but you’ve got to let us. I know you, Jack. You’re like an injured wolf that goes off to lick its wounds alone. You can’t keep this bottled up. You’ve got to let it out. I’m—we’re here for you, Jack. Please don’t shut us out.”


	“I won’t. I’ll make my calls and then come back.”


	As Jack left, he hoped he’d be able to keep that promise.


				*
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	Jack sat in the cluttered front room of his apartment. Still numb, he hadn’t turned on the lights. He sat in the dark with the glowing touchpad of his phone providing the only illumination. He started his calls.


	The one-hundred-and-fifteenth precinct came first. A woman there told him they didn’t have any information yet on how relatives could claim the bodies of the deceased. The victims were being IDed and examined, and then they’d be released.


	“Was your loved one with the Hasidic group?” she said.


	“No. Why?”


	“Well, there’s a lot of religious concerns on their part.”


	“Like what?”


	“Like burying the body before sundown and—”


	“That’s long past.”


	“I know, but there are issues about icing the bodies down and—well, it’s been very trying to say the least.”


	“I’ll bet.”


	“We’ve got assemblymen and congressmen and city council members calling, pushing to expedite matters and—”


	“What? Their dead are more important than my father?” Jack could feel a quick burn accelerating. His rage wanted a target—any target. “Like hell!”


	“I’m sorry, sir. Please call tomorrow morning. The post mortems should be completed and we’ll have a procedure in place by then. Thank you. Good-bye.”


	Jack found himself holding a dead phone.


	After taking a few moments to cool, he called Kate’s ex, praying Ron would answer instead of one of the kids. Jack had never met his niece and nephew, never even spoken to them, and didn’t want to start now. Kevin and Lizzie had lost their mother earlier this year; he hated being the one to tell them their grandfather was gone too.


	Jack freely copped to cowardice in this.


	Ron answered. It took Jack’s ex-brother-in-law a moment to figure out who he was. He took it hard, asking over and over how he was going to tell Lizzie. Jack promised to get back to him with the funeral arrangements.


	“Oh?” his brother-in-law said in an acid-etched tone. “You’re going to show up this time?”


	Jack hadn’t been able to attend his sister Kate’s funeral. Forced to stay away for reasons he couldn’t explain to them.


	“Ron,” Jack said, feeling a lead weight in his chest, “you don’t know me, so I’ll let that pass. But if you had any idea of how much I loved Kate, you’d know that I would have been there if at all possible. Talk to you soon.”


	And then he’d hung up.


	God. Two tough calls. And now the last and possibly least: big brother Tom.


	After half a dozen rings and no pickup or answering machine, Jack was about to hang up when a slurred voice came on.


	“Tom?”


	“Yeah. Who’s this?”


	“Your brother Jack.”


	“Oh-ho! Jackie, the prodigal brother. And to what do I owe this honor?”


	“You been drinking?”


	“What business of it is yours?”


	Yep, he’d been drinking. Probably not a bad thing, considering what he was about to hear.


	“None. You sitting down?”


	“I’m lying down—you woke me up. I hope this is fucking important.”


	“Dad’s dead.”


	A good ten, fifteen seconds of silence, then, “You’re not bullshitting me?”


	“You know better than to ask that.”


	“Jesus, when? What? Heart attack? Hit by another car? What?”


	When Jack told him, the ensuing silence stretched even longer.


	“Holy Christ. I knew he was swinging by to see you but I didn’t know when… never dreamed he was on that flight. This is unbelievable!”


	“Tell me about it. I was there and I still don’t believe it. When can you get here? We need to claim the body.”


	“Can’t you do that?”


	“No.”


	“Why the hell not?”


	Because I can’t even prove I’m related, let alone his son.


	“Can’t explain. Just get here. I don’t want him on a slab in the morgue any longer than necessary.”


	“Shit-shit-shit! Goddamn it! All right, I’ll come up. But the earliest I can get there is tomorrow afternoon, if then.”


	“Christ, Tom—”


	His voice jumped in volume. “That’s it, okay? I’ve got things coming at me from all sides here, and it’s going to take me a while to cut myself free. Tomorrow afternoon’s the best I can do. And since you, for God knows whatever reason, can’t seem to handle this on your own, you’re just going to have to wait!”


	He was nearly shouting by the time he finished.


	“Fine,” Jack said softly. “I’ll give you my number. Call me before you get here and I’ll meet you.”


	He gave Tom his Tracfone number and hung up.


	He leaned back and rubbed his eyes.


	What was up with Tom? His brother had always been self-centered. No matter what happened, good or bad, his first reaction had always been, How does this affect me? But this seemed to go beyond that.


	Jack sensed it was more than just the pressure of being a judge in a city like Philly. Another divorce? That would make three. Or was it something more serious?


	Whatever it was, this was more important. He had to put everything else aside for a few days and tend to this.


	Jack so wished he could handle this, but that was impossible. He needed Tom.


	And he hated needing Tom.


				*
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	“Don’t wait up for me,” he told Gia.


	“You’re not coming back?”


	“I don’t think so.”


	“Oh, Jack…”


	The hurt and worry in her voice scalded him.


	“I’m sorry. It’s just—”


	“But we discussed this. You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”


	“Yeah, I should.”


	“Jack—”


	“Really, Gia, I’m okay. I’m just better off alone with this. I’m edgy and the truth is, I don’t think I can sit still. I need to be up and about… need to move around.”


	“Move around how?”


	“Take a walk, maybe a jog. Something to burn off this…”


	He didn’t have a name for it.


	“Don’t shut me out, Jack.”


	“I’m not. I swear I’m not. I’ll be there early tomorrow. I’ll spend the whole day with you. But tonight… I need to move.”


	“All right. I don’t think it’s a good idea, but I can tell I’m not going to change your mind. Be careful. Please?”


	“I will. I promise.”


	“I love you, Jack.”


	“Love you too, Gi.”


				*
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	Jack ambled in a slow jog along the most poorly lit paths in Central Park. He made a point of cutting through dark groves of naked trees as he moved between paths, hoping—praying—someone would make a move on him.


	God, he needed to let loose on somebody. It would feel sooo good to fire his rage laser and crisp some asshole.


	But something about him must have sent out warning signals, because no one bothered him. No one even spoke to him.


	Figured. You could never find a dirtbag when you needed one.


				*
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	As Jack pushed through the front door of the Isher Sports Shop he realized he was arriving empty-handed. He always brought something to eat. Today he’d forgotten.


	So be it. Abe would survive.


	He walked toward the rear.


	If Set, the Egyptian God of Chaos, had been a sports nut, his temples would have resembled Abe’s shop. Every size and shape ball imaginable plus the various instruments used to strike them, every wheeled contraption that could be sat or stood upon, plus a wide array of cocooning safety gear necessary to protect the users from grievous bodily harm during their pursuit of “fun,” all tossed with utter disregard for coherence or continuity onto rows of eight-foot shelves teetering over narrow winding aisles laid out in a pattern to rival the Wiltshire hedge maze.


	The man responsible, Jack’s best and oldest friend, sat in his usual spot behind the scarred wooden counter near the rear. A few years shy of sixty, Abe Grossman had a Humpty-Dumpty shape and a balding crown. He was dressed in the Abe uniform of white—except for the food stains—half-sleeve shirt and black pants. And as usual, the morning editions of every daily newspaper in the city lay spread out on his counter.


	He looked up, saw Jack coming, and quickly began shuffling the papers into a pile. He was shoving them under the counter when Jack arrived.


	“It’s okay, Abe. I’ve seen them—the front pages at least.”


	How could he have missed them? Every newsstand he’d passed on the walk over from his apartment had the screaming headlines on display. The radio and TV weren’t talking about anything else. He’d listened briefly this morning for new developments, but heard only the same old speculations. If the cops and FBI had learned anything new, they weren’t sharing it.


	Abe stashed them out of sight anyway.


	“A terrible, terrible thing, Jack. I feel so bad for you. I feel worse for your father, of course, but you… how are you doing?”


	“Still in shock… in rage. But no grief. Kind of worries me. Think there’s something wrong with me?”


	“With you? Something wrong? Not a chance.”


	He knew Abe was trying to lighten his mood, but Jack wasn’t looking for that. And he hadn’t been kidding about being worried. He’d broken down and cried when Kate died. Why hadn’t he cried for Dad?


	“I’m serious, Abe. I don’t feel like moping or crying, I just want to break things. Or people.”


	“Grief will come in its time. We all have our own way of living through something like this.” He shook his head. “Listen to me. Like a living, breathing cliché.”


	Jack reached across the counter and patted Abe’s beefy arm.


	“It’s okay. At least you didn’t say he’s in a better place. I swear I’ll do some damage if someone tells me that.”


	“That’s not an ‘if,’ it’s a ‘when.’ You know it is.”


	“The thing is, we’d just found each other. After all these years, we’d made real contact and discovered we liked each other. And then…”


	There—a lump in his throat, cutting off his voice. It felt… good.


	Parabellum, Abe’s little blue parakeet, hopped over and stopped between Jack and Abe. He cocked his head and looked up at Jack as if to say, Where’s my food? He usually served as the cleanup crew, policing the countertop for spilled bits of whatever Jack had brought. With the way his master ate, crumbs were never in short supply. But today he’d have to settle for birdseed.


	“At least you reconnected. Think how you should feel if you hadn’t.”


	Jack opened his mouth to speak, then closed it as a realization hit him like a runaway train.


	“Oh, hell…”


	“What?”


	“I’d be feeling fine right now—because he’d still be alive.”


	Abe rubbed his partially denuded scalp. “This you’ll have to explain.”


	“He was coming to visit me, Abe. If we were still on the outs he’d have stayed in Florida, or would have been flying into Philly to see his grandkids for Christmas. Either way, he wouldn’t have been at La Guardia yesterday. My dad’s dead because we connected.”


	“You’re holding yourself responsible? This is not my Jack.”


	“The ones I’m holding responsible are the two shits with the guns. But goddamn!” He slammed his fist on the counter, sending Parabellum fluttering toward the ceiling. “If only he’d taken another flight…”


	“You can if-only yourself into a straitjacket.”


	“Yeah, I know. I’m halfway there.”


	“More like three quarters. How much sleep did you get last night?”


	“Zilch.”


	Hadn’t even tried. After he’d crapped out in the park, he’d wandered around until predawn. When he’d finally put himself to bed he just lay there, staring at the ceiling in the growing light. Finally he’d given up.


	He was running on caffeine and adrenaline.


	“Can I get you something to eat?” Abe said. “Some leftover Entenmann’s, I’m sure.”


	Jack had to smile. Food was Abe’s answer to everything. He shook his head.


	“Thanks, but my appetite hasn’t come back yet.”


	“You’ve got to eat.”


	“I’ve got to get a new backup is what I’ve got to do.”


	“Something’s wrong with the AMT?”


	“Yeah. It’s scattered in pieces around one of the airport parking lots.”


	“You want another?”


	Jack had been thinking about that. His Glock was a 9mm model, but the little AMT had been a .380. Dealing with two kinds of ammo wasn’t a major chore, but he liked to keep things as simple as possible. And he hadn’t been crazy about the AMT’s trigger.


	“Got anything in a nine?”


	Abe thought a moment, then held up a pudgy finger.


	“Just the thing. Lock the door and I’ll show you.”


				*
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	After hanging up the BACK IN A FEW MINUTES sign, Jack joined Abe in a rear closet. He closed the door behind him as Abe pushed on the closet wall. It swung open. Abe hit a light switch, revealing the worn stone stairway down to the basement. Ahead a neon sign buzzed to life.


	Fine Weapons


	The Right to Buy eapons


	is the Right to Be Free


	“You lost a W,” Jack said.


	“I know, but I’m not having it fixed.”


	Abe hit another switch at the bottom, lighting up the basement to reveal the lethal stock of his true trade: bludgeons, knives, pistols, rifles, and sundry weapons of every size and configuration. Even a bazooka. In contrast to the mess upstairs, everything here was neatly arranged and arrayed in rows of display racks.


	“Got a Tavor-two?” Jack said.


	Abe looked at him. “The model that kill—that was used at the airport? Why for?”


	Jack wasn’t sure he had an answer to that.


	“Just want to see one.”


	Abe shook his head. “Never carried them.”


	“What? You carry everything.”


	“It only seems that way. The Micro Uzi, Tec-nine, and Mac-eleven are much more popular. Not that the Tavor is any bohmer in firepower—spits five-fifty-six NATOs at something like nine hundred per minute—but no one’s ever even asked about one. I should stock something no one wants?”


	“Somebody wanted them.”


	“For reasons other than firepower, I suspect.”


	“The Israel connection.”


	“So it seems.”


	Silence hung between them.


	Finally Jack said, “What about that backup?”


	Abe stepped over to a rack and returned holding a small, sleek-looking semiautomatic with a dull gray finish.


	“You want a small nine? Smaller and lighter you don’t get than this Kel-Tec P-eleven. Double-action only with a ten-round double-column magazine.”


	Jack took it and hefted it. Light—a little under a pound; lighter even than his AMT. That would change when the magazine was in place—ten would double the number of rounds the AMT held—but still…


	“It looks a little longer…”


	“Only half an inch more than the AMT. This one’s used, but that’s good. You need to go through about fifty rounds to smooth out the action. For you that’s been done already. And note the parkerized finish. What’s not to like?”


	Jack couldn’t think of a thing. Ten backup rounds… his primary-carry Glock 19 with the extended magazine held seventeen. Keep a round in the breech of each and he’d have almost thirty shots.


	He retracted the slide, checked to make sure the breech was empty, then pulled the trigger. He guesstimated the pull at somewhere in the neighborhood of ten pounds, maybe a tad less. Just the way he liked it.


	If only he’d been there yesterday with one of these…


	“Sold. How much?”


	“It’s a gift.”


	“Abe—”


	“Considering the circumstances surrounding the loss of its predecessor, I should charge you? Your money’s no good today.”


	“It must have cost you at least a—”


	“Never mind what it cost me. Allow me a mitzvah, already, will you?”


	Jack wasn’t in a gift-getting mood, but felt obliged to let Abe do his good deed.


	“Thanks, Abe.”


	“May you never have to use it.”


	As they headed back upstairs, Abe said, “When are they releasing your father’s, you know, remains?”


	Remains… jeez.


	“Not until tomorrow.”


	Earlier this morning he’d made another call to the one-fifteenth, and this time he was referred to some city office downtown. The woman there told him that half of the bodies were being released today and the rest tomorrow. What was the deceased’s name?


	Jack told her and was informed that his father’s remains could be picked up at the city morgue after ten tomorrow morning.


	“The schmucks.”


	“Yeah. Another day, damn it. Tom left a message that he’ll be arriving on the Metroliner and I couldn’t get hold of him to tell him to wait till tomorrow. Which means he’s on his way.”


	They exited the closet and returned to the legal portion of Abe’s shop.


	“So? That’s bad?”


	“I was planning on meeting him, taking him over to the morgue to claim Dad’s body, getting it shipped to Johnson—”


	“Johnson?” Abe said as he reinstalled himself on his stool behind the counter. “Never heard of it. Jersey?”


	Jack nodded. “Our home town. Burlington County. Our mother’s buried there.”


	Mom… the man he was today could be traced back to her murder.


	“Damn.” Jack felt like hitting the counter again but didn’t want to put another scare into Parabellum. “This means he’ll have to stay over. Where am I going to put him?”


	“Well, he could stay with you.”


	Jack gave him a look.


	Abe waved his hands. “Never mind. Forget I said that. Oy, what was I thinking?”


	Jack showed his sweetest smile. “How about your place, ol’ buddy, ol’ pal?”


	“Never! Barely room for me.”


	“Which means I have to find him a hotel room.”


	“This week? One in Yonkers, maybe. Maybe not.”


	“And he’ll probably expect me to entertain him—which is not going to happen.”


	“Why not?”


	“Business.”


	“You can’t let it slide?”


	Jack shook his head. “I’d love to, but there’s only a small window of opportunity. And even if there weren’t, I want it off my plate before I start going to wakes and the funeral.” And facing his nieces and nephews. “Besides, I made a promise.”


	“Better get calling. Such an earache you’ll have.”


	“Yeah, thanks. Where’s your phone book?”


				*
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	Jack had to look twice and then a third time before he was sure this was his brother coming up the steps.


	Entering the main floor of Penn Station had triggered an almost unnerving sense of déjà vu. Yes, it was a train station instead of an airport, but the crowd of waiting travelers and expectant friends and family drew his thoughts kicking and screaming back to the baggage claim at La Guardia.


	He was glad Tom had decided on Amtrak instead of a plane. Jack had never liked airports, and after yesterday’s massacre…


	Lots of people were steering clear of airports now. But flying from Philly to New York had never made much sense anyway. Not only was the train cheaper, but when you added up all the delays and wasted time in and around the airports, it was faster. Cheaper even than driving, considering what it cost to park in Manhattan.


	He spotted a number of armed soldiers in black berets, camo suits, and combat boots patrolling the station.


	Sure, he thought with a surge of anger. Now you’re out in force. Where the hell were you yesterday?


	He shook it off.


	He’d finally found Tom a hotel room—managed to book him one right across the street from the station—but only because he’d once done a little fix-it for someone in the back office. He’d secured the room with a credit card under one of his aliases.


	He’d arrived a little early, so he killed time wandering the marble floor of the main level. He browsed the Book Corner where he saw a new Stephen Hunter book; he made a note to pick it up for some future time when he could focus on something longer than a train schedule.


	Speaking of which… he wandered toward the big arrival-departure board overhanging the main waiting area. A crowd clustered below, staring up at it like rapt worshippers before a shrine. He joined the congregation. Tom had taken the Metroliner and was due in at 1:59. The board said it was on time and ten minutes away.


	He spent the remaining time people watching.


	Folks in Penn Station looked tense, skittish. Jack figured he probably looked a little the same. What could happen at an airport could happen at a train station.


	He wondered how many of them were armed. He had the new backup strapped around his ankle and his Glock in a nylon holster tucked in the small of his back under the waistband of his jeans)


	Anyone started shooting around here was going to find someone shooting back.


	Finally the Metroliner arrived. And here was this lardy, mid-forties guy in a dark gray suit, red faced and puffing as he lugged an overnight suitcase up the stairs.


	Tom already had started putting on weight before Jack split to become nameless in Manhattan. But he’d really packed on the pounds in the fifteen years since Jack had last seen him. Looked like the “before” guy on an Overeaters Anonymous poster. But he had the same brown hair and eyes as the brother Tom he’d known, and the features in the puffy expanse ol his face looked vaguely familiar.


	“Tom?”


	The guy looked up, blinked, then frowned. “Jackie?”


	“That’s me.” He extended his hand. “Even though I haven’t been ‘Jackie’ for a long, long time.”


	Tom’s palm was moist as they shook. His lips curved into a half smile.


	“Yeah, I should’ve figured that.” He shook his head and puffed out his cheeks. “Hell of a thing, isn’t it? One fucking hell of a thing.”


	Jack couldn’t argue with that.


	Tom looked around. “I’m going to need a drink before we head for the morgue.”


	Jack explained about the delayed release of the body.


	“Christ, why didn’t you tell me?”


	“I left you a message.”


	Tom shook his head. “I still need a drink. Anyplace around here we can grab one?”


	Jack shrugged. “You kidding? This is New York. Bars everywhere. Or, if you’re really thirsty and can’t wait…” He turned toward the string of shops and eateries framing the main floor and pointed to the glowing yellow sign over Houlihan’s entrance. “We can stop there.”


	“Looks as good as any. Let’s go.”


				*
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	Tom guzzled Grey Goose on the rocks. Jack had watched him pound back two and order a third during their first ten minutes at the bar. He was still working on the first half of his Brooklyn Lager pint. The light was low but Jack thought he could make out a fine network of dilated capillaries on Tom’s nose. Drinker’s tats?


	“You were always his favorite, you know.”


	Jack forced a laugh. “Are we going to start a Smothers Brothers routine? ‘Mom always liked you best’? That sort of thing?”


	“It’s true.” Tom stared morosely into his third vodka. He was nursing this one. “I don’t think Dad particularly cared for me. I’m not saying he didn’t love me—I’m sure he did in the paternal sense—but I never had the feeling he liked me.”


	Jack didn’t want to go there.


	“Tom…”


	“Hey, don’t get me wrong. I’m not feeling sorry for myself. I know I can be an egotistic jerk at times. Ask the Skanks from Hell.”


	“Who?”


	“My exes.”


	“How many are there?” Jack asked, though he knew the answer.


	“Two. And number three’s not so crazy about me at the moment. Anyway, they’re not important. It’s Dad who’s dead.”


	Jack didn’t respond. He was trying to get a grip on this virtual stranger who was his brother. He sensed a deep melancholy. He seemed almost… dispirited.


	Tom sighed. “Maybe I should have done what you did.”


	“Meaning?”


	“Disappear. All Dad did was talk about you and how he was going to track you down and bring you back. I was there but all he cared about was you.”


	“Cut me a break,” Jack said. “He had Kate and Kevin and Lizzie, and… and your kids.”


	Tom looked at him. “You don’t even know their names, do you. They’re your nieces and nephews and you don’t know a thing about them.”


	True. He didn’t. Hadn’t met any of his family’s next generation.


	“Yeah, well, maybe it’s time for me to start remedying that.”


	“Don’t do us any favors.”


	Jack fought a flare of anger.


	“Christ, Tom, you’re here, what, fifteen minutes, and listen to you. That why you came? To start a fight? That’s not what this is about.”


	Tom sighed again. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s not.” He drained his drink. “Sorry.”


	Jack did the same with his ale.


	“Let’s get you to your hotel room.”


	His head snapped toward Jack. “Hotel? I sort of figured I’d be staying with you.”


	“Nobody stays with me, Tom.”


	“Really?” He took on a pugnacious look. “How about Dad? Where was he going to stay?”


	“Not with me.”


	Tom shook his head. “You’re a weird one, Jackie—”


	“Jack.”


	“Okay: Jack. I talked to Dad last week about the Philly leg of his trip—during which he was going to stay at my place, by the way—and he said some strange things about you.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Like what?”


	“Well, I mean besides all the hagiographic blather about how you’d turned out and how good it was to get to know you again and all, he said something like, ‘If you ever need someone to watch your back, call Jack.’ Now what did he mean by that?”


	“Couldn’t say.”


	“What went on down in Florida that made the two of you so buddy-buddy?”


	“I guess you could say we bonded.”


	Bonded… the lump reformed in Jack’s throat, smaller this time, but definitely there. If he’d only known how little time they had left.


	“Yeah? How? I saw him a lot more than you did over the past fifteen years and we never ‘bonded.’ What happened?”


	“We took care of a problem together.”


	“What sort of problem?”


	“Not important.”


	“Shit. You’re as oblique as he was.”


	Jack shrugged. He was glad Dad hadn’t discussed it with Tom. Jack didn’t want to.


	Since Tom was making no move to pay for the drinks, Jack reached for his wallet.


	“I’ve got it,” Tom said. He pulled out a roll of bills, peeled off a twenty, and passed it to Jack. “How’s that look to you?”


	Jack recognized the workmanship—the same crew that had made the C-notes he’d passed to a pair of psychics last summer.


	“Queer.”


	“Damn it! You can tell?”


	“Stuff’s been all over town. Question is, what’s a judge, an officer of the court, doing with bogus bills?”


	Tom shrugged. “Evidence in a case. They looked fairly genuine so I pocketed a sample.”


	“Why? You haven’t been passing them, have you?”


	Another shrug. “It’s kind of a hobby. You know, to see if I can get away with it.”


	“Jesus, if you get caught—”


	“Hey, I’m a judge. I had no idea. Someone passed it to me and I innocently passed it on.” He smiled and put a hand over his heart. “I shall adopt the plaint of victimhood.”


	That might work for Tom, but Jack couldn’t risk being pulled in as an accomplice. Someone might ask him questions he couldn’t answer.


	“Well, don’t try it here.” Jack pointed to a twenty and a C-note taped to the mirror next to the cash register. “Everybody’s on the lookout for them.”


	Tom’s smile held. “No problem. I’ll bet I can work out a way around that.”


	This time he took out his wallet and removed a fifty. He waved to the barmaid and handed it to her along with the tab. Seconds later she was back with the change.


	As she turned away, Jack watched Tom pocket the real twenty and hold up the queer.


	“Oh, excuse me, miss. Can I have two tens for this?”


	She said, “Sure,” and went to the cash register and pushed in the twenty without checking it. Why would she? She thought it was the same bill she’d just given him. She returned and handed Tom the tens.


	When she was out of earshot, he grinned at Jack. “How about that for slick?”


	It took Jack about half a minute to recover. He’d seen a lot—a lot—of off-the-wall things, but his brother the judge pulling a two-bit bill switch…


	“You’ve gotta be kidding me, Tom. Are you crazy?”


	“Maybe. So what?”


	“Get that bill back.”


	“Relax. It’s a game. And it’s only twenty bucks.”


	“It’s not ‘only’ to her, and she’ll get docked for accepting it.”


	Tom shook his head and stared at him. “No need to get all touchy-feely on me, Jack. I got the impression from Dad that you were some sort of tough guy. I guess I got it wrong.”


	“If I’m tough, it’s not with working stiffs trying to earn a living.”


	My brother the judge, Jack thought.


	Wasn’t that about as high as you could go in the legal profession? The arbiter of right and wrong, of admissible and inadmissible, the guy in charge of the blind lady’s scales… and he was acting like a lowlife. A bottom-feeding lowlife.


	Jack knew loads of people on the wrong side of the law, and could think of a few who’d be only too happy to knock over Houlihan’s and clean the cash registers of every last dime. But none of those guys would stoop to stiffing the barmaid. Okay, maybe he knew one or two who’d shortchange their blind, deaf, crippled mother, but they left a telltale trail of slime wherever they went and topped Jack’s AVOID list.


	“Well?” he said, giving Tom a hard stare. “You gonna get it back?”


	Tom looked at him as if he’d just told him Dad was a space alien.


	“Hell no.”


	Jack resisted the impulse to punch his brother’s doughy face. Instead he took out his wallet, found a ten and two fives, and flagged down the barmaid.


	“Could you give me a twenty for these?”


	She glanced at Jack, then at Tom, then back again.


	“Is this some kind of game?”


	“No. I just need a twenty.”


	She shrugged and retrieved the bogus bill. Jack took it, then snatched a five from Tom’s change and handed it to her.


	“For your troubles.”


	She smiled. “Thanks.”


	Tom shot him a venomous look.


	Screw him.


	Jack started toward the elevators up to street level.


	“Let’s get you set up in your room.”
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	“The Pennsylvania Hotel?” Tom said as he followed Jack across Seventh Avenue. “Never heard of it.”


	He was feeling the vodka percolating through his bloodstream now, dulling the pervasive shock of being the son of a man murdered by terrorists. He and Dad had never been close—hell, who have I ever been close to?—but still… he was his father and he’d been scheduled for a stayover next week. Tom didn’t kid himself—Dad’s primary reason for coming had been to see his grandkids.


	But still…


	Vodka usually made the world look a little friendlier, a little easier to handle. Not today.


	This city was partly to blame. He’d never liked New York. Always struck him as more toxic landfill than city. Too big, too coarse, completely lacking the élan of Philadelphia. Philly… now there was a city.


	But here…


	He eyed the passing parade of New York’s lumpenproletariat: the glaborous, the rugose, the nodose, the labrose. An endless procession of elves, spriggins, goblins, trolls, fakirs, shellycoats, gorgons, Quasimodos, and Merricks.


	He watched his brother walking ahead of him. The Jackie—oops, he wants to be called Jack now—Tom remembered used to be a klutzy younker. A skinny little pain in the ass who was always underfoot.


	He was still a pain in the ass—an uptight pain in the ass. Look at how he’d reacted to switching that twenty. Like some sort of Miss Priss. Where’d he pick up his holier-than-thou?


	Yeah, still a pain in the ass, but no longer skinny. His shoulders filled out his sweatshirt; he’d pushed his sleeves up to his elbows revealing forearms that rippled with sleek muscles just below the skin. Not much fat on Little Brother.


	But that’s okay, Tom thought. I’ve got enough for two.


	“Used to be the Statler,” Jack said. “Look, you’re right across the street from Madison Square Garden, and just crosstown from the morgue.”


	Tom shook his head. “Yeah. The morgue.” He looked up at the tall ionic columns of the entrance. “This could be a morgue.”


	“It’s old, but it’s been completely renovated.”


	Tom had a feeling Jack didn’t give a good goddamn if he liked it or not.


	Too bad they’d got off on the wrong foot, but that was Jack’s fault, not his. And anyway, who cared what a college dropout loser thought of him?


	Jack led him across the wide, retro lobby toward the registration desk.


	Blast. He’d been sort of counting on staying with Jack. He didn’t feel like ponying up for a hotel, especially on a completely unnecessary trip like this. Why Jack couldn’t have simply signed for the body and shipped it back to Johnson was beyond him.


	Well, at least it had got him out of Philly. That counted for something. As much as he revered the place, he wished he could find a way to be a former Philadelphian for good.


	“I reserved it in your name,” Jack said, pulling out his cell phone. “Go ahead. I’ve got a call to make.”


	Tom gave his name to the check-in clerk, an attractive twenty-something with curly black hair, pretty despite the fact she looked like a mix of every race on earth, and waited while she checked her computer.


	“Ah, here it is,” she said with a dazzling smile. “You’re staying only one night, correct?”


	She put down the card and began tapping on her keyboard. Tom noticed his own name on the form; a credit card slip with a handwritten name and number was attached. He edged forward for a closer look.


	John L. Tyleski.… who was that? Jack would have had to give a credit card number to hold the room, but this obviously wasn’t his. The hotel must have screwed it up.


	Tom hid a smile. This presented an interesting opportunity. Could he pull it off?


	Well, never look a gift horse…


	The clerk looked up and smiled at him. “Which credit card will you be using, sir?”


	“Mr. Tyleski is covering the room.”


	“Really?” She studied the reservation card. “It doesn’t say so here.”


	Tom gave a perturbed sniff. “Well, he is. He always covers my accommodations when I’m in town. Whoever took the reservation must have forgotten to write it down.”


	She was shaking her head. “I don’t know…”


	Tom sighed. “This never happens at the Plaza. He always puts me up at the Plaza, but this consultation was a last-minute thing and they’re full. More the pity.”


	“I’m sorry, sir, but—”


	“On the other hand, the Plaza is used to our arrangement. I suppose John simply could have forgotten to mention it.” He waved his hand in bored annoyance. “Call him if you must.”


	He watched her hesitate, then pick up the phone.


	Oh, shit. His bluff hadn’t worked.


	Well, it had been fun while it lasted.


	He glanced over at his brother the wet blanket, still talking on the phone. Tom would have to come up with an explanation for the clerk as to why John Tyleski had never heard of him, and bring it off without Jack knowing. He didn’t need another of those appalled looks. What a ninny.


	“Mr. Tyleski, this is the Pennsylvania Hotel calling. We’d like to confirm the payment arrangement on the room you reserved today. Please call us back at…”


	She was leaving voice mail! Tom almost let out a whoop.


	Now, if this Tyleski character didn’t check his messages until tomorrow…


	The clerk hung up and turned to him.


	“We’ll leave it on Mr. Tyleski’s card for now. If you speak to him, please ask him to confirm with us.”


	“Of course. I’m scheduled for a dinner meeting with him tonight at the Plaza.”


	She gave him a card to fill out with his address and telephone number, both of which he fabricated out of thin air. The less the Pennsylvania Hotel knew, the better.


	Jack finished his call and walked over just as she handed him the key.


	“All set?”


	Tom nodded. “Room six-twenty-seven. Is there a restaurant here?”


	“Joe O’s. Never been but it’s supposed to be pretty good.”


	“Great. What time do you want to meet for dinner?”


	“Sorry. Can’t.”


	“Come on. We’ll eat at this Joe O’s—my treat.”


	Actually, John Tyleski’s treat. Tom would charge it to the room.


	Jack shook his head. “Got some loose ends I’ve got to tie up tonight.”


	“Okay.” He feigned a sad look. “I guess I’ll have to eat alone.”


	Jack appeared unmoved.


	Tom gave him a wink. “I suppose I could always rent some company.”


	“Jesus, Tom. Don’t get rolled. I need you in one piece tomorrow.”


	The implication was not lost on him: no concern for Tom himself, just his presence to claim Dad’s body. Talk about getting off on the wrong foot…


	He’d been kidding about the rented company. He’d seen plenty of hookers during his years at the bar and on the bench. Some were knockouts and some were harridans, and some weren’t even women. Trouble was, you never knew who their last John was or what you might catch.


	Not that he’d ever needed them—plenty of legal secretaries around the courthouse happy to give it up for a judge.


	“Don’t worry, Jack. I’ll be here, intact and ready to roll. And maybe on the way over to the morgue you can explain why you couldn’t take care of this yourself.”


	“Maybe,” Jack said. “And maybe not. Pick you up at nine thirty tomorrow morning.”


	He watched Jack exit through the glass doors. Just as well. The thought of spending a couple of hours over dinner with that guy, trying to make conversation… Jesus, what could they talk about besides Dad? Not as if they had a store of fond memories to revisit.


	Nope. Looked like dinner for one tonight.


	At least that would give him time to gather his thoughts as to what he should do with the money he’d inherit. Tom had helped Dad change his will after Kate’s death and in the process had got a peek into the old guy’s finances. Still couldn’t believe it—seven figures and growing. Dad had practically invented day trading and was damn good at it.


	A third to Tom, a third to Jack, and a third to Kate’s kids. His share would help loosen some of his financial straits, but not all. Especially if he couldn’t keep it.


	Had to find a way to hide it. He was executor, after all. He was sure he could find a way.


	What a fucking mess he’d got himself into.


	But no point in more self-excoriation. He’d done plenty already, and it hadn’t changed a thing.


	Here you are, Jack thought.


	He crouched in a tiny, dark, stuffy Bronx apartment. The neighbor directly above was playing one of Polio’s thrashing aural assaults at subway-train volume. The pounding bass sounded ready to peel the paint from the walls. If it was that loud down here, what was it like up there?


	In Jack’s hand sat a baseball—pardon, an “Official National League” baseball—encased in a clear plastic sphere on a round, gold-plated base. For something more than fifty years old, it appeared to be in damn good shape. Then again, why not? It had never been in a game.


	He flashed his penlight on it again to double-check the inscription, directly below the Spalding logo:


	To Danny Finder


	Batter up!


	Duke Snider


	1955


	The scribbled “Duke” looked like “Dude” but, yeah, this was the one. And Danny Finder Jr. was paying Jack a pretty penny to get it back.


	Seems it belonged to his father who was way on in years and not thinking too clearly. His mind had regressed to childhood when he’d been a rabid Dodgers fan. His favorite had been the cleanup hitter, Duke Snider. Danny Sr. had been at Ebbet’s Field for one of the World Series games in 1955 when the Bums beat the Yanks, and he’d snagged a signature from his hero.


	That signed baseball loomed large in what was left of the old man’s mind, and when it disappeared from his nursing home room, he went into a tailspin. The man-child was inconsolable, refusing to leave his bed or even eat.


	His son had gone to the police but the NYPD had no time for a stolen baseball, even one worth a couple—three thousand because it was signed and dated by Duke Snider in a World Series year.


	And so he’d come to Jack.


	Money was no object—he seemed to have plenty—if he could get back that ball.


	Strange what ends a man will go to for a sick father. Fathers and sons…


	Here came that lump again.


	So Jack had put out feelers but got nary a nibble. For the hell of it he’d checked eBay and whattaya know—there it was. Jack had started bidding. The price topped out at $2,983. Jack simply could have bought it and ended the job then and there. But the thief would have walked off with nearly three grand. Yeah, he’d have retrieved the ball but he wouldn’t have worked a fix. And that was a big part of what it was all about. Jack liked to leave his stamp on his work.


	So he’d e-mailed the guy asking where to send the check and received the address of this rat hole.


	Tonight he’d come to collect.


	Leaving the ball in its display globe, Jack placed it in the flimsy plastic grocery bag he’d brought along, then looked around for a few other small items to take. He wanted this to look like a simple B and E—nothing personal.


	A lot of… merchandise littered the floor and tables: DVD decks, iPods and other MP3 players, X-Boxes and PlayStations, video games. This guy had to be a small-time fence.


	He opened the room’s only closet and let out a yelp as someone leaped toward him. He had his Glock in hand and snapping up before he realized it wasn’t human: But it looked human. Well, as much as a blow-up sex doll could look human. Its wide eyes and mouth fixed in a perfect 0 lent it a perpetually surprised look.


	Jack backed away and watched it make a slow-motion descent to the floor, where it bounced once and lay still.


	Nothing much else in the closet but some ratty-looking clothes.


	Jack reholstered the Glock and stuffed a couple of iPods and some video games—he’d heard good things about the new Metal Gear—into the bag. He stepped to the door and pressed his ear to the wood. All quiet in the hallway. He turned the knob—


	—and felt the door slam into him, knocking him back. He was reaching for the Glock when he saw the pistol in the skinny white guy’s hand.


	“Hold it right there, fucker! Don’t you fuckin’ move!”


	“You need help, Scotty?” said a black guy in the hall.


	“Nah, I’m cool. Thanks for the call, though.”


	“Want me get the cops?”


	“I’m cool, Chuck, I’m cool. Let me handle this.”


	Of course he didn’t want anyone calling the cops—not with all this hot stuff in his pad.


	With his free hand Scotty flipped on the overhead light, then kicked the door closed.


	“Well, well, well,” he said, swaggering closer. “What have we here?”


	Jack put on a sheepish grin—damn well should be sheepish. He’d screwed up. One of Jack’s rules was never go out on a fix if you’re not one hundred percent. And he hadn’t been near a hundred percent since yesterday afternoon. His concentration had been way off.


	Jack could see how it went down: Someone spotted him picking Scotty’s lock. The spotter called Scotty and the fence had been waiting in the hall for Jack to open the door. Good strategy, especially with Polio’s delicate musicianship to mask any sounds that might have given him away.


	“Heh-heh. Kind of funny, isn’t it,” Jack said. “I mean, you with all this stolen stuff and me stealing some of it.”


	“Do you see me laughing, fuck face?”


	Jack flicked his gaze between Scotty’s mean dark eyes and the .32-caliber pistol—a Saturday night special if he’d ever seen one—pointed at his midsection. A revolver—good. Hammer down—even better.


	Guy was an amateur.


	“Well, no, but—”


	“But nothin’. Drop the bag.”


	Jack complied and raised his hands to upper-chest level. He was waiting for Scotty either to check the contents of the bag or try to pistol whip him. That was when Jack would make his move.


	“Wh-what are you gonna do?”


	“Know what Dumpster divin’ is?”


	“Sure. I had to do it now and then when I was hungry and tapped out. Why?”


	“Because you’re gonna do it again. Long distance. From the roof.”


	Jack added a quaver to his voice. “N-no, wait. W-we can—”


	“We can nothin’, fuck face!” He sidled in an arc to Jack’s right and cocked his head toward the door. “Move. We got us some stairs to climb.”


	Jack shook his head. “N-no. I ain’t goin’.”


	“Fuck you ain’t!” He stepped closer, extending the pistol toward Jack’s midsection. “Shoot you right here an’ be done with it!”


	A little closer… just a little closer…


	“What are you so mad about?” He jutted his chin toward the love doll on the floor. “Not like I raped your girl or nothin’!”


	Scotty’s gaze flicked toward the doll. His face reddened, then whitened.


	“That does it!”


	The muzzle pushed forward. Jack’s hand darted out and grabbed the top of the pistol. Wrapped his fingers around the cylinder. Clutched it in a death grip.


	“Hey!”


	Scotty pulled on the trigger. But the cylinder had to rotate before the hammer could fall. Jack had the cylinder locked in place.


	Yanked on the gun, bringing Scotty closer. The fence’s eyes wild with shock, confusion. Kept yanking on the trigger but getting no result. When Jack had him close enough, he let loose a vicious head butt, crushing Scotty’s nose. The sound of collapsing bone and cartilage echoed through Jack’s skull.


	Music.


	Scotty’s head snapped back. Blood flowed from his flattened nose. But he didn’t let go of the gun. So Jack reeled him back in for another butt. Scotty tried to use his free hand to fend him off. Jack slapped it aside and butted him again. Harder this time.


	That did it. Scotty’s knees buckled, his grip loosened, and Jack had the pistol all to himself.


	But Scotty wasn’t finished. With the loss of his weapon he became a wobbly, panicked, fist-swinging dynamo. Must have thought Jack was going to shoot him. Not the plan. Too much noise.


	Ducked or blocked the fence’s wild swings until he had an opening, then slammed the pistol against the side of his skull. Opened a gash but he didn’t go down. Guy must have an iron skull. Leaped at Jack, slammed into him and got his arms around him. They went down, landing on the love doll. It popped and deflated with a loud hiss.


	Scotty took a wild swing at Jack. This one connected. The flash of pain through Jack’s chin released something within him. Dropped the gun. Grabbed one of the doll’s deflated legs. Wrapped it around Scotty’s throat and pulled. Felt a fierce joy, building toward exaltation, then rapture, finally exploding into a black consuming ecstasy as he tightened the plastic noose further and further—


	Until he heard a small, weak, strangled voice whimper, “Please… you’re killin’ me… please… killin’…”


	Jack stopped and saw Scotty’s face. Felt the dark joy boil away. Let go and backed off, scrabbling away on palms and heels. And sat and stared at what he’d done.


	A pressure built in his chest, then released. He heard a sound like a sob. And realized it had come from him.


	Jesus, what’s wrong with me?


	The fence opened his left eye—the right was swollen shut—and looked at Jack.


	“You crying?” he croaked. “You beat the shit outta me and almost choke me t’death and then you cry about it? Motherfuck, what’s wrong with you?”


	Jack wished he knew. He closed his eyes and felt tears squeeze between the lids.


	He opened them to find the fence sneaking a hand toward the pistol lying on the floor between them. Jack stomped on the hand with the heel of his boot and heard a bone snap. The fenced wailed as he snatched it back and cradled it on his chest.


	Jack sobbed again.


				*
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	The New York City Morgue… in the basement of Bellevue Hospital…


	I’m seeing far too much of this place, Jack thought.


	Just six weeks or so ago he’d walked this same hallway. The tiled walls and floor drains looked too familiar.


	He’d picked up Tom at the hotel and they cabbed over. Jack would have preferred walking. It would take longer. He wasn’t in any hurry to see his father’s corpse. Again.


	“That’s one hell of a welcome sign they’ve got back there,” Tom whispered as they followed an attendant. Something about this place made you whisper.


	“Welcome sign? Where?”


	Tom jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Back there. It says Hic locus est ubi mors gaudet succurrere vitae.”


	“Which means?”


	“It’s Latin. ‘Here is where death delights to teach the living.’“


	“You know Latin?”


	“I’ve picked up some. Unavoidable in my profession. A dead language comes in handy when you want to confound and confuse the hoi polloi. Hence its use by lawyers and doctors.”


	Jack noticed that Tom’s ruddy complexion of yesterday and earlier this morning had faded to gray. His skin glistened with a sheen of sweat that reflected the harsh overhead fluorescents.


	“You all right?”


	Tom nodded. “Yeah. Fine.” A heartbeat later he shook his head. “No. Not really. This has all been abstract until now. Surreal. Like a fever dream. Ever since you called I could almost pretend it hadn’t really happened. But after filling out those papers…”


	“Now it all becomes real.”


	It was already real for Jack. He’d seen Dad lying on the air terminal floor, seen the blood, his slack face, his dead eyes… all without a grace period to brace himself.


	Tom swallowed. “I’ll be okay. I’ve seen dead bodies before. It’s just that none of them was my father.”


	Just then Jack spotted a painfully thin guy with pale, shoulder-length hair and a goatee coming their way. He wore green scrubs.


	Oh, hell. Ron Clarkson. One of the attendants. Maybe he wouldn’t see—


	“Jack?” Ron smiled. “What’re you doing here, man? You’re getting to be a regular.”


	Jack kept walking. “Here to pick up somebody.”


	“One of our boarders?”


	“Yeah.”


	Ron fell into step with him. “Which one? Maybe I can—”


	“Thanks, Ron.” He pointed to the other attendant walking two steps ahead of him. “It’s all taken care of.”


	“Yeah, but—”


	“Ron… this is a private thing. I appreciate your concern, but everything is arranged, okay?”


	“Okay, man. But you need anything, you let me know, okay?”


	“Right.”


	If paid enough, Ron would do just about anything. And on those rare occasions when Jack needed a body part for a fix-it, Ron supplied it. For cash.


	Ron turned and continued on in his original direction.


	Tom glanced over his shoulder at the retreating figure. “You know people here?”


	“Just him.”


	“What was that crack about being a regular?”


	“I had to… identify someone last month.”


	“Really? Who?”


	“Just somebody.”


	“You were a bit rough on him, don’t you think?”


	“He’s a nosy busybody.”


	Jack hadn’t wanted Ron to know that the “boarder” he was picking up was his father. Ron would then know Jack’s real last name. That used to matter a lot—he hadn’t wanted anyone from his past to find his present, and no one in his present to know his past—not for his sake but for his family’s. Now, with his past encroaching on the present, he didn’t know if it mattered much. Still, better to keep things the way they were, especially where a weasel like Ron Clarkson was concerned.


	Up ahead the attendant pushed through a pair of swinging doors and held one open for them. Jack propelled his brother ahead of him. Tom had completed all the paperwork upstairs. All that remained now was the official identification of the body and a final signature—Tom’s.


	As he stepped into the room, Jack heard a voice to his left.


	“Jack? That you?”


	Who now?


	He turned and saw Joey Castles standing by a gurney as an attendant zipped up a black body bag. He was short, maybe five-five, Jack’s age, with black hair and dark eyes; the surname on his birth certificate had not been “Castles.” He wore a black sport coat, gray slacks, and a black polo shirt. His hair, usually blow-dry perfect and sprayed granite hard, was in disarray today. His eyes looked red and puffy.


	Jack stepped closer and extended his hand.


	“Joey. Jeez, what happened? Who—?”


	His Adam’s apple worked, his voice sounded choked. “Frankie… the La Guardia thing.”


	Jack gave his hand an extra squeeze.


	“Oh, no. Christ, I’m sorry.”


	Joey and his brother Frankie came from a long line of scammers, most prominent among them their father, Frank Castellano Sr.


	“He was coming back from visiting Dad—he’s got this big place in the Keys—and I was supposed to pick him up but I was late and…”


	The words choked off.


	“How’s your dad taking it?”


	Joey shook his head. “You ever hear a grown man cry? Especially your father. It’s…” He shook his head again. “A son shouldn’t have to hear that. And a father shouldn’t have to hear that his oldest son was shot down like a dog on his way home from visiting him. Merda! You know what kind of guilt he’s going through?”


	“Yeah, I know,” Jack said.


	Joey looked at him. “You in the same boat? Who?”


	Jack hesitated, then decided he could trust Joey with the truth. Joey wasn’t a nosy sort? and didn’t know or care enough about Jack to check it out.


	“My dad.”


	“Oh, shit, Jack. Fucking shit. I’m sorry.”


	“Yeah.”


	Joey’s features hardened. “You know that story going ‘round about cyanide bullets? True.”


	Jack felt his gut tighten. “How do you know?”


	“Got a connection who got a little look-see at some reports and says it was cyanide-filled hollow-points.” His features tightened, his lips drew into a tight line. “Frankie got clipped in the shoulder, Jack. That’s all. He might’ve lived through that whole mess he hadn’t been poisoned too.” Joey bared his teeth. “Wrath of Allah can kiss my ass. Like to show them where they can stick their—”


	“Whoa. Wrath of Allah? What’s that?”


	“Didn’t you hear? Some group of stronzos called the Times and the three networks this morning saying they did it and that’s only the beginning. They’re gonna keep it up till the enemies of God and helpers of Satan are cleansed from the face of the earth. Or some such shit.”


	Jack hadn’t turned on the TV this morning. He’d figured they’d only be talking about today being a national day of mourning and he’d heard all he wanted to about that.


	He squeezed his eyes shut. So it was an Arab thing after all…


	“Jeez.”


	He felt a bloom of rage, but Joey was way ahead of him.


	“Dirty, rat-fucking—”


	“Hey, Jack?” Tom’s voice behind him.


	Jack turned and saw his brother, face whiter than ever, lips almost blue, motioning him over.


	“They’re bringing him out and I don’t want to do this alone.”


	As Jack stepped away, Joey gave his upper arm a squeeze. “Hang in there, Jack. And don’t take off right away. Got a little something I want to talk to you about.”


	Jack nodded and moved toward Tom, thinking about cyanide bullets. Dad had caught one in his thigh, a flesh wound that under normal circumstances would—


	Listen to me… “normal circumstances”… shit, what was normal about being shot while waiting for your baggage?


	He had little doubt that Dad, like Frankie Castles, would have survived a wound like that from a normal bullet.


	Jack’s jaw muscles ached from clenching his teeth as he stood next to Tom and watched them wheel out a body bag on a gurney. The attendant, a black guy with short spiky dreads, looked bored. Jack wanted to punch him.


	He steeled himself as the guy grabbed the zipper tab and pulled. When he’d opened an eighteen-inch gap, he spread the sides to reveal someone’s head.


	For an awful instant Jack thought it might not be Dad, that somehow his body had been misidentified or gone missing or been spirited away. But no, there he was. He looked better than yesterday, his eyes closed, his mouth shut, his features more composed.


	But still very dead.


	Jack heard the air whoosh out of Tom.


	“Oh, shit,” he croaked. “Oh, shit, it’s him. It’s really him.”


	Jack said nothing. He couldn’t.


				*
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	When they stepped outside, the sky was as clear and blue as Gia’s eyes, but the wind flowing down First Avenue had developed a cold, sharp edge.


	“What next?” Tom said.


	“I have to call the Knight Funeral Home. Soon as I confirm the body’s been released, they’ll send a car to pick him up and take him back to Johnson.”


	Tom sighed. “I guess that’s the best course. Bury him next to Mom.”


	Jack looked at him. “Was there ever a question in your mind?”


	“Until now there’s never been a reason for the question to be in my mind.”


	“Yeah. I hear you.”


	He looked around and saw Joey Castles waiting down on the sidewalk. Despite the wind he looked comfortable inside a full-length black leather coat.


	Jack turned to Tom as they reached the bottom of the steps. “Wait here. I need to talk to someone.”


	Tom made a face. “Can’t it wait? It’s cold out here.”


	Jack pointed across the sidewalk to a pushcart by the curb. A plastic banner proclaiming HOT COFFEE & BAGLES waved in the breeze.


	“Maybe his coffee is better than his spelling. Give it a try while I see what this guy wants.”


	“Jack,” Joey said when he came up to him. He lowered his voice as he hooked Jack’s arm and drew him closer. “You gonna do anything about this?”


	Jack stiffened. “What do you mean?”


	“I need payback. Need it real bad.”


	Jack knew the feeling. “Don’t we all.”


	“You don’t have to play cute with me. I don’t know exactly what you’re into, but I can make guesses. Word gets around and word is you ain’t no guy to mess with.”


	Jack kept his underworld contacts and acquaintances in the dark as to the details of how he made his living, but every so often he’d drop hints to leave the impression that he had his hand in some smuggling and fencing with a little grift thrown in just for fun.


	He shrugged. “Can’t believe everything you hear.”


	Joey’s smile was tight. “Okay. Play it your way. Just let me know you hear anything. You decide to mix it up, I want in on the damage. Big time.”


	Jack slapped him on the upper arm. “You’ll be the first guy I call.”


	“About what?”


	Jack turned and saw Tom standing behind his right shoulder, sipping coffee from a paper cup.


	Joey smiled. “This guy’s got to be your brother, right?”


	Jack felt as if he’d been slapped.


	“What? Yeah. Joey, Tom. Tom, Joey Castles.” As they shook hands Jack said, “How come he’s ‘got to be’ my brother?”


	Joey’s eyebrows shot up. “You kidding? Like peas in a pod, man. Shit, you two could be identical twins except for, well, I mean, okay, Tom here is a little older and a little, um, bigger—”


	A lot bigger, Jack wanted to say.


	“—but no question you’re brothers. Hey, what’re you looking at me like that for? You can’t see it?”


	Jack shook his head and glanced at Tom who was shaking his head.


	“I’m better looking,” Tom said. “But what’ll you be the first to know about?”


	Joey stared at Tom. “You want in? You may look like Jack, but can you hack what he hacks?” He grinned. “Hey. I’m a poet.”


	“‘Hack’?”


	Oh, shit. Jack knew the track this train was on and needed to stop it fast. Keeping his hand out of Tom’s line of sight, he made a cutting motion, but Joey didn’t see it.


	“Oh, yeah. I’m sure you know this, but let me tell you as someone was there: Right from the start your little brother made it clear that he should not be messed with. Hit him with a hammer, he came back with a sledge, know what I mean?”


	Jack felt Tom’s eyes on him.


	“Really.”


	“Yeah, so now nobody, I mean nobody comes at Jack ‘less they’re some kinda fessone.”


	“Is that so? Doesn’t sound like your typical appliance repairman.”


	Joey gave Tom a You-kidding-me? look. “Appliance repairman? Where’d you get that—?” Finally he spotted Jack’s hand going cut-cut-cut. “Oh, yeah, well, I was speaking strictly in a business sense. You got something broke you want fixed, you call Jack. He, um, clobbers the competition. Yeah, that’s it. Clobbers ‘em. I’m speaking pricewise, of course.”


	Joey was starting to sound like Jon Lovitz. Any second now he’d be saying “Yeah, that’s the ticket.”


	Just shut up, Joey. Shut. Up.


	He could see that Tom, who’d probably heard every possible lie in his years on the bench, wasn’t buying.


	“I see. But just what is it that Jack is going to call you about?”


	Joey looked uncomfortable. “Oh, nothing much. Just talking a little business. Probably not the right time or place.” He turned and started off. “Nice meeting you. Stay in touch, Jack. I mean that.”


	They watched Joey Castles head downtown on First, then Tom turned to Jack.


	“Mind telling me what that was all about?”


	Very much, Jack thought.


	“Just small talk.”


	“Well then, what was he talking about? Hit you with a hammer and you come back with a sledge. What’s that mean?”


	“Just running his mouth.”


	“Like hell. By the way, in case you didn’t realize it, your friend Joey is a lousy liar.”


	“Actually he’s pretty good—if he’s got a script.”


	Tom gave him a baffled look. “Now you’re doing it too—what the hell are you talking about?”


	Jack repressed the reflex to stonewall his brother. Maybe if he started talking about Joey’s line of work it would divert Tom from what Joey had said about him.


	But he couldn’t seem too agreeable.


	He shook his head. “I don’t know if I should talk about Joey’s occupation. I mean, what with you being an officer of the court and all.”
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	Tom wanted to hear about this Joey character. He didn’t look like he belonged on The Sopranos exactly, but Tom had seen enough louche types to spot one a light year away.


	“Don’t worry about that. I’m not a judge up here. Not even licensed to practice. Just another plebeian. And let me tell you, I’ve already guessed your pal isn’t a neurosurgeon. What’s he do—sell stolen hubcaps or something?”


	Jack hesitated, then, “He’s a bidonista.”


	“What’s that mean?”


	“Joey says it’s Italian for grifter.”


	“He’s a scam artist?”


	Jack nodded. “Family tradition.”


	Tom treated himself to a pat on the back. But this raised a number of troubling questions. The big one: Jack had told this scam artist he’d be “the first to know.” Know what?


	Maybe things were starting to add up, disconnected pieces beginning to form a picture. Jack’s leaving the family and hiding out in New York for fifteen years… everyone had wondered where he was and what he was doing. The word had come that he was an appliance repairman. Yeah, sure.


	Tom had a growing conviction that his little brother was living, as they say, on the wrong side of the law.


	It explained everything.


	Jack pointed to the traffic lights on First Avenue. They’d turned red.


	“Let’s cross.”


	Tom held back. “We’re walking?”


	“I’d rather not talk about this in a cab.”


	Now this was interesting. Tom weighed which he wanted more: a warm cab or a peek into his brother’s secret life.


	No contest. He hunched his shoulders against the chill and stepped off the curb.


	“Okay. Let’s go. Start talking.”


	“Well, Joey’s last name isn’t Castles.”


	As if I didn’t know, he thought.


	“Let me guess: It’s Castellano or something like that.”


	“Castellano—right. Very good. His older brother Frankie was killed along with Dad.”


	It shouldn’t have come as something of a shock that other people had lost family members too, but Tom had been focused on Dad.


	Not that that should surprise anyone, he thought.


	He was always taking heat for being self-centered. Privately he agreed—nolo contendere—but made a point of blustering about the unfairness of the charge whenever one of his wives brought it up.


	“Shit. Too bad. They were close, I bet. Not like us.”


	Jack gave him a long look. Was that regret in his eyes?


	“No. Not like us.”


	Tom didn’t want to get onto that subject.


	“So what were these brothers into?”


	“Their father, Frank Senior, used to run one of the original telephone booth scams out of Florida.”


	Florida…


	Tom shivered as they started up 29th Street. A lessening of the wind here between the avenues made the air seem warmer, but not a whole hell of a lot. He could use a little Florida himself right now.


	“Connected?”


	“Yes and no. He wasn’t in the outfit, but he paid them a piece of the action to, you know, avoid trouble.”


	“Telephone booths… I’ve had a lot of scams come through my court, but that’s a new one.”


	“No, it’s an old one. It’s passé now. But back in the day Big Frank would take out ads in small town papers all over the South and in the Midwest offering to sell people phone booths.”


	“Phone booths? What would anyone want—?”


	“Just hear me out and you’ll know. The pitch was you could buy as many as you wanted; you could install them yourself or, for a small percentage, Big Frank’s company would handle installation, maintenance, and collect all those coins. Once you were set up you’d have a steady stream of cash without lifting a finger. All you’d have to do was sit back and start counting your money. Everybody’s dream, right?”


	“And people fell for that?”


	“Enough to make Frank Castellano rich.”


	“You mean people would see this ad, write out a check, and just send it to him?”


	“Not with the price Frank was asking. No, the really interested ones would call the toll-free number, and if they sounded like live ones, Frank would buy them a plane ticket, fly them down, and show them around his telephone booth plant.”


	Tom was nodding. “I’m getting the picture. A Big Store.”


	He’d always found scams fascinating—the more elaborate, the better.


	“Right.” Jack gave him an appraising look. “So you know a Big Store when you hear it. Interesting.”


	“Everybody who’s ever seen The Sting knows that.”


	“But they don’t know it’s called a Big Store. Anyway, Big Frank’s first Big Store was a rented warehouse outside Fort Myers. He’d tour the people through, pass them by lab-coated technicians working on circuit boards, show them a sample booth and dozens of big wooden crates ready to be shipped, tell them how he’s swamped with orders and having trouble keeping up with demand. He’d set the hook by telling them how the first people to place booths get the best locations; the johnny-come-latelys would have to take the leftovers.”


	“And so they started writing checks.”


	“Big ones. Thousands and thousands.”


	Tom had the picture now: “But the booths never showed up.”


	“Never. When folks started to complain, Frank put them off as long as he could. When they finally came looking for him, Frank was gone. He’d moved his operation to the other side of the state.”


	Tom shook his head. “Never ceases to amaze me how people never learn: If it sounds too good to be true, it almost certainly is.”


	“Yeah, well, so Joey and Frank Junior are—were carrying on the family tradition with an Internet booth variation. And they’re cleaning up, though not as much as they did with cell phone licenses.”


	“There’s another new one.”


	“Worked with the same come-on as the phone booth: Get a cell phone license for a given area and you can collect roaming fees from anyone making calls from your turf. Frankie and Joey charged folks eight, nine, ten thousand bucks for a mobile phone license.”


	“Which were worthless, right?”


	“Nope. They delivered the real deal.”


	“The real thing?” Then Tom smiled. “Oh, I see. The victims could have got them on their own from the government for something like a hundred bucks, right?”


	“Seven hundred, actually. All the marks would have had to do was fill out a form. They never needed Joey and Frankie.”


	Tom smiled. “Who says you can’t cheat an honest man?” Then he shrugged. “At least those folks got something for their money. Better than a phone booth that never arrives.”


	“But not much. Seems the guys neglected to tell the marks that they’d have to spend well into six figures to build the cell tower that would allow them to collect. But how’d you guess about the government selling them for so much less?”


	Tom shrugged again. “Not a guess really. A fair number of attorneys are doing very well with a variation on that.”


	Back when he was in private practice he used to work that sort of thing. Those were the days…


	Tom sighed. Sometimes—many times, lately—he regretted leaving private practice. He’d wheeled and dealed and wheedled and angled for a judgeship. He’d heeded the siren song of the prestige, the opportunities it would afford him. But he’d have been better off now—lots better—if he’d stayed in the lawsuit game. Torts, wrongful deaths, and personal injuries had turned into such a gravy train. Guys he knew were making fortunes off plane crashes and even the 9/11 thing. Those kinds of claims almost never went to trial except maybe over the amount of money owed. Guys were collecting a third of the recovery for doing next to nothing.


	“Why am I not surprised?” Jack said in a flat tone.


	Tom waved his hands. “All perfectly legal.”


	“I can’t wait to hear this.”


	“Here’s how it works. All you need is a mass tort or a disaster that results in the creation of a fund. The breast implant settlement, for example. Or the Ramsey IUD settlement. Guys made tons by putting out ads indicating their ‘expertise’ in the Ramsey IUD case, then getting claimants to sign on to percentage agreements—some got pushed to as high as forty percent. But all the attorney had to do to earn it was show the claimants how to document their use of the product and their injuries, and then fill out the forms. All of which they could have done themselves in a written application to the fund.”


	“So instead of getting a hundred percent of the settlement, they wind up with sixty because forty goes into some shyster’s pocket.”


	“Like I said: perfectly legal. Lex scripta is all that matters. But you have to take into account that a lot of those people wouldn’t have wound up with a dime if the ads hadn’t spurred them to action.”


	“Swell system. You sleep okay at night?”


	Tom felt his jaw clench. “You’re not going to do your Mr. Sanctimonious impersonation again, are you? What about your pal Joey?”


	“Not my pal.”


	“You ever inculpate him about his cell phone scam?”


	“That’s different.”


	“Really? How? He bilks thousands. I want to play around with a bogus twenty and you get on your high horse. How come he gets a pass but not me?”


	“I don’t like what Joey does but, because of the way he was raised, he doesn’t know any better. He thinks that’s how life is. But that’s only a side issue. Joey’s not my brother. You are. And you and I were raised with the crazy notion that doing the right thing mattered—mattered more than just about anything else. And the right thing is the right thing, even if the law says otherwise. Remember?”


	Tom tried to remember. But his boyhood days growing up in the tiny town of Johnson, New Jersey, were a blur. Echoes of Dad’s voice flitted through his head, but he couldn’t hear what he was saying. Probably because he hadn’t been paying attention at the time.


	All he’d wanted was out. He’d seen Philadelphia and Manhattan and Baltimore and D.C. on class trips and had known immediately that Johnson was not the place for him.


	And then he remembered the night he’d almost been killed, and Dad shouting at him. First, because he was scared that Tom had almost killed himself, and then because of how he’d almost done it.


	He’d come across this Trans Am with the keys in the ignition. Sixteen, no license, but he knew how to drive. So he’d taken it for a spin. Everything was going fine until he went into a curve a little too fast and wound up wrapping the car around a tree.


	Just one of those teenage things.


	“Oh, yeah. I forgot. Saint Jack. Daddy’s boy. He never had to worry about you going for a joyride.”


	“No, he didn’t.”


	Tom had been out of the house by then, but it irked him to think that his kid brother had spent his high school years as some kind of namby-pamby geek. A teenager, especially a boy, was supposed to shake things up, give his parents a few gray hairs. All part of the rite of passage.


	“Didn’t think so.”


	Jack grinned. “Even though I went for at least a dozen.”


	“Bullshit.”


	He raised his hand, palm out. “Truth.”


	“Dad never mentioned—”


	“That’s because he never knew. Nobody knew. After I learned to hotwire a car—a lot easier in those days than now—I set a challenge for myself. The game was to borrow the ride, take it for a spin, then return it to the exact same spot with no one the wiser.”


	“And no one ever spotted you, no one ever looked out their window and noticed their car missing?”


	Jack shrugged. “I did my homework.”


	Tom had to admit he was impressed. Maybe Jack hadn’t been such a sissy boy after all.


				*
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	As much as Jack liked to walk and enjoyed cooler weather, it felt good to step into the hotel lobby.


	“When’s check-out?”


	Tom hesitated, a look of uncertainty flitting over his face.


	“Wait here while I find out.”


	Jack didn’t see why he shouldn’t accompany him to the registration desk, but didn’t argue. As he stood alone in the virtually deserted lobby, a wave of sadness swept over him.


	Had things gone as planned, had the fucking Wrath of Allah stayed home, he and Dad would have been roaming the town, knee-deep in Jack’s cool-building tour. They’d have seen the old Pythian Club and the Masons-built Level Club on West 70th by now, and would be heading toward 57th where he could show him the Hearst Magazine Building. Jack had a whole list of Manhattan buildings he loved. He’d looked forward to sharing them with his father. Now…


	He felt his throat constrict.


	Shit. Shit-shit-shit!


	Tom’s voice drew him back to the here and now.


	“I’m going to stay another night.”


	“What?”


	“I just checked to see if I could extend my stay and they said no problem. Seems the hotel’s practically deserted. New York, it appears, has suddenly lost its cachet as a destination city.”


	“But why are you staying?”


	Tom shrugged. “I don’t know. Just feel I should. Then I can drive down to Johnson with you tomorrow.”


	Oh, hell.


	“Why do you assume I have a car?”


	Tom looked surprised. “The Phantom Joyrider doesn’t own a set of wheels? I don’t believe it.”


	“Lots of New Yorkers are wheelless. A car is more of a hassle—an expensive one—than a convenience in a city like this.”


	“But that doesn’t answer the question: Do you own a car?”


	“Yes.”


	Abe was going to drive him out to La Guardia this afternoon. They’d switch tickets and then drive out. As a recent arrival—he’d say he’d just dropped someone off—he’d be under less scrutiny.


	“Are you driving down to make arrangements for the wake tomorrow?”


	“Yes.”


	“Can I hitch a ride?”


	How could he say no?


	“Of course you can.”


	Tom gave him a tight smile. “There. Wasn’t that easy?”


	“But what about your wife—wives—and kids? Aren’t they coming?”


	“Sure. I’ll hook up with them at the wake.”


	Jack couldn’t see any way out of this. Even if Tom was his only living relative, an hour and a half cooped up with him in a car…


	And then he had an awful thought. Gia and Vicky were planning on going—Gia was adamant about this—and that meant they’d be exposed to Tom.


	“You should know that I’ll have a couple of other people along.”


	Tom’s eyebrows rose. “Is that so? Who, pray tell?”


	“A woman I know and her daughter.”


	He grinned. “So, there’s a woman in Jack’s life. I can’t wait to meet her.” He snapped his fingers. “Hey! I’ve got an idea. Why don’t I buy you two dinner tonight?”


	“We’ve already got plans.”


	“Well, if they include dinner, I’m buying.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the hotel restaurant. “Right here.”


	He’d planned on it being just Gia and Jack tonight, but couldn’t see a way out of this.


	“Okay. But not here.”


	“Why not? It’s excellent. I ate there last night and—”


	“Sorry. We’ve got reservations at Lucille’s tonight.”


	“So? Break them.”


	“Can’t.”


	Jack didn’t understand Tom’s wistful look as he glanced toward the entrance of Joe O’s.


	“It’ll be so easy. I’ll just charge it to my room and—”


	“Yeah, but the problem is I know the guy who’s playing Lucille’s tonight. He asked me to come down and listen, fill a couple of seats for him.”


	Actually the singer, Jesse Roy Bighead DuBois, had told Jack he’d have a surprise for him if he showed. Wouldn’t say what, but he’d piqued Jack’s curiosity.


	But with all that had happened, Jack had forgotten about Jesse and his gig. When Gia had reminded him this morning, telling him she’d call and cancel their reservation if he wanted, his first impulse had been to say yes. But when he considered his other options, sitting with Gia and listening to some blues while having dinner didn’t seem like a bad thing. After all, it was the blues.


	Tom frowned. “Playing what?”


	“He fronts a blues band. Of course if you don’t like blues—”


	Hope-hope-hope.


	“I’m a blues aficionado. Count me in.”


	Jack repressed a sigh.


	But then, maybe it wasn’t right to leave his only sib alone two nights in a row.


	Or was it?


				*
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	Jack sat at his computer in his apartment’s cluttered front room. The blank eyes of his Daddy Warbucks lamp watched as he scanned through the newyorktimes.com story about the call from Wrath of Allah. It included an audio file of the call. He clicked it and heard an accented voice.


	“We are the Wrath of Allah, fedayeen in the war against the Crusader-Jewish alliance. We have struck and we will strike again, until all the enemies of God and helpers of Satan are cleansed from the face of Allah’s earth. This is but the beginning.”


	He slumped in the chair. The gloating, cold-blooded, matter-of-fact threats, the hatred in the tone stayed with him after the clip. How do people get to that point? Didn’t they listen to themselves? If their god was so offended by western culture he could cleanse it from the face of the earth with a thought. Any self-respecting god would take offense at the notion that he needed a bunch of bearded crazies to defend him.


	Jack listened twice more, then downloaded the file. He burned it onto a CD. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe he simply needed to listen to it now and then to confirm that it was real. Maybe he’d need it as fuel should the fire of his simmering rage ever burn too low.


				*
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	Gia leaned against him. “I can’t believe I’m finally going to meet a member of your family.”


	“He’s the only one left. And for all I know, he might not show.”


	Jack and Gia comprised two of half a dozen people at the bar in Lucille’s Bar and Grill. Jack sipped a pint of Bass, Gia a club soda with a wedge of lime. He scanned the room. Beyond the barrier separating the bar from the rest of the space sat the stage and the front dining area. Beyond that lay a larger dining area two steps down toward the rear. Ceiling high and black, walls paneled in some sort of rich brown wood, carpet a half-abstract, half-surreal pattern of guitar shapes that had melted like Dali clocks.


	The place looked deserted. It was early, of course, but Jack couldn’t help thinking that the La Guardia massacre had something to do with the low population density.


	Lucille’s was a casual place and they were dressed accordingly: Gia in black slacks and a loose, sapphire blue velour turtleneck that picked up her eyes and hid what little tummy she had; Jack in khakis, a plaid shirt, and a dark brown leather flight jacket. A nondescript couple out for a drink and a meal.


	He glanced at his watch: 7:45. Their reservation had been for seven thirty. Jesse went on at eight.


	“We should be waiting for my dad instead of my brother.”


	Gia took his hand and gave a gentle squeeze. “I wish that too.” Tears glistened on her lids. “God, I can’t believe…”


	“Yeah. I know.” He looked around. Still no sign of Tom. “You know, if he doesn’t show by the time we finish these, maybe we should take off.”


	“He’s your brother, Jack.”


	Jack fiddled with the paper napkin that had come with the beer.


	“Yeah, well, we never got along growing up and I don’t see us getting along any better as adults.”


	“What did he do to get you so down on him?”


	Jack thought of the first line of The Cask of Amontillado.


	“If I may paraphrase Poe, ‘The thousand injuries of Tom I had borne as I best could…’“


	“Oh come on now, aren’t we exaggerating just a little?”


	He didn’t want to tell her that Tom was the most self-centered human being he had ever known. Jack imagined him being pissed on 9/11 because the fall of the World Trade towers had preempted his favorite Tuesday night TV shows.


	Okay. A little harsh. Tom would have been as aghast as everyone else.


	He hoped.


	“He was ten years older and when he wasn’t ignoring me he was hassling me. A little example. I was maybe eleven and I loved pistachios. As I remember, they were all red back then. Anyway, I didn’t like to eat them one at a time. I liked a bunch at a time. So I’d shell a couple of dozen and then gobble them in one big bite. I remember it was summer, Tom was home from college, and I was sitting at the kitchen counter, doing the work of accumulating a pile of shelled nuts. Tom breezed along, grabbed them, shoved them into his face, and walked on. If he’d done it as a tease it would be one thing, but he acted as if he hadn’t the slightest doubt about his right to them or that anyone would refuse him anything—as if I’d been shelling them for him.”


	“And what did you do?”


	“Well, they were already in his mouth so I didn’t want them back, and he was twice my size so I couldn’t attack him. And I was too old to go whining to my folks. So I had to let it pass.”


	“Since when do you let things pass?”


	“I was a kid, so I did. Then he did it again.”


	“Uh-oh.”


	“Yeah. Uh-oh. I was insane. Once was bad enough. Twice was intolerable. I decided to put a stop to it.”


	“Do I want to hear this?”


	Jack smiled. “Of course you do. So I went to Mr. Canelli, this sweet old Italian guy up the street who had the town’s best lawn in his front yard and a big vegetable garden in the back. I asked him if I could buy a couple of his hottest—hottest peppers.”


	Gia nodded. “I see where this is going.”


	“Need I say more?”


	“Well, did it work?”


	“Oh, it worked. Mr. Canelli could eat hot peppers like candy, but he said he had one tepin plant that produced peppers so hot he could only use a tiny bit at a time. Two or three times hotter than the red habanero. He gave me some—half a dozen tiny red things. I crushed them and coated about twenty shelled pistachios with the juice.”


	“Ouch.”


	“Ouch to the hundredth power.” Jack laughed at the memory. “Tom came by, snatched them up, stuffed them into his mouth, and kept moving—for about five steps. Then it hit him.”


	“Did he turn red?”


	“Red? Ever see someone washing out his mouth with a garden hose—for half an hour? It was two days before his tongue was something he wanted in his mouth.”


	
Gia laughed. “Now I’ve got to meet him.”


	Jack sobered. “I don’t know if you should. I’m still not sure we should even be here.”


	She frowned. “Where else should we be? Home? Doing what?”


	Good question. The options were to go home alone or hang around Gia’s house and be morose.


	“Wallow?”


	“You really want to do that?”


	He shrugged. He didn’t know what he wanted. “I guess not, but being here seems somehow disrespectful… almost sacrilegious.”


	Gia shook her head. “I didn’t know your father, but from what you’ve told me I can’t see him wanting you to do that.”


	“You’re right. He wouldn’t.”


	“And besides, you promised this fellow Jesse Bighead—”


	“Jesse Roy—Jesse Roy Bighead DuBois.”


	She made a face. “He doesn’t have hydrocephalus or anything like that, does he?”


	“No. It’s a bluesman thing to have a tag with your name. ‘Blind’ seems to be the most popular: Blind Boy Fuller, Blind Willie McTell, Blind Blake, and the guy with the double whammy, Blind Lemon Jefferson. Then there’s Lightnin’ Hopkins, Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Gatemouth Brown, T-Bone Walker, Pinetop Perkins—the list goes on and on.”


	“But how do you wind up being called ‘Bighead’?”


	“I asked him that once and he told me it was his mother’s doing. He’d been a big baby and whenever anyone would mention childbirth, his mother would go on about what an awful time she had passing his head.”


	“Think I’m sorry I asked.”


	“He may have got the ‘Bighead’ from his mother, but not the rest. She named him William Sutton, and he grew up as Willie Sutton.”


	“Like the safecracker?” Gia shook her head. “That might be interesting, but Jesse Roy Bighead DuBois is definitely more picturesque.” She nudged Jack with her elbow. “Still not going to tell me how you know him?”


	“Told you: I did a fix-it for him a few years back.”


	It had been a simple fix, but Bighead had been impressed, and had never forgotten.


	“Which tells me nothing. It’s not as if you’re a priest and he told you something in confession.”


	“Yes, it is.”


	Jack looked around again. Where the hell was Tom?
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	When will I learn to keep my big yap shut? Tom thought as he extracted himself from the cab. I should be back at Joe O’s, feasting on John L. Tyleski’s tab.


	Instead he was going to get stuck with a three-meal bill in a midtown restaurant.


	He slammed the cab door and looked around. Jack had given him a West 42nd Street address but nothing here looked like a restaurant. The Lion King… the biggest McDonald’s he’d ever seen with a huge, Broadway-style flashing marquee… Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum… all so different from what he remembered.


	Back in his late teens and early twenties, this block had been lined with grindhouse theaters showing grade-Z sleaze.


	Then he spotted it: a marquee with B. B. KING scrawled across the top in big red letters. The place looked like a converted movie theater. Probably—no, most likely—one of those grindhouses from the earlier days. Even had a ticket booth out front.


	But Jack had said this was the place. Lucille’s—anyone who knew anything knew that B. B. King called his guitar Lucille—had to be inside.


	If nothing else, the music should be good.


	And he was dying to see what sort of floozy Jack had hooked up with. Maybe she had a friend…


	Tom entered to the left of the ticket booth and found himself in a small souvenir shop. He asked the T-shirted girl behind the counter for the restaurant and followed her point down a wide circular staircase. He spotted “Lucille’s Grill” in red neon over a doorway and walked through. Before the receptionist could ask about a reservation, he spotted Jack and a blonde at the bar.


	He pointed. “I’m with them.”


	He approached from the rear. He couldn’t see the woman’s face, but he noticed that she dressed on the conservative side, and that her short blond hair did not appear to have originated in a bottle.


	Surprise, surprise. Jack had latched onto a babe with a little class.


	“Sorry, I’m late,” he said.


	Jack and the woman turned. Jack’s expression remained neutral, but the woman smiled and Tom felt as if he’d run face first into an invisible wall.


	That smile, those blue eyes, that face and the way her hair framed it and curved into feathery little wings… it seemed as if he’d stepped into some kind of cosmic shampoo commercial where everything dropped into slow motion as he approached her. He tingled, he flushed, he buzzed with an instantaneous chemical reaction.


	A corny, old-hat question burned through his brain: Where have you been all my life?


	He was blown away. Blown. A. Way.


	Her lips moved. She was saying something. Had to come out of this, had to focus and hear that voice…


	“… not believe this!”


	“Believe what?” Jack said.


	“How much you two look alike. My God, it’s incredible.”


	Her voice… like liquid, like liquor, sending a gush of warmth into his belly.


	Jack said, “Tom, this is Gia DiLauro. Gia, my brother, Tom. But you seem to have figured that out already.”


	She extended her hand. Her skin was like silk, her touch a revelation. He sensed every nucleotide in his DNA drawing him toward her.


	Gia… even her name was beautiful… soft, smooth, sensual…


	Her azure eyes locked on his. “If Jack had told me he was an only child and you’d sat down at the other end of the bar, I’d have thought you were his long-lost brother.”


	Okay. She wasn’t perfect. She obviously needed glasses. He and Jack looked nothing alike.


	Jack shook his head. “You know, that’s the second time today we’ve heard that. I don’t get it. We couldn’t be more different.”


	“When was the last time you saw yourselves side by side? Before the night’s over, go into the men’s room and look at yourselves in the mirror.”


	Tom figured he’d pass on that.
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	They’d moved to their table, a half banquet in a rear corner with a good view of the stage. The backrests were done in alternating sections of black and white; their table sported pieces of blond and brown wood done up in an art deco-ish pattern.


	Tom looked around. Only half the tables were occupied. His brother’s reservation had been redundant.


	Canned music—nondescript blues—was playing too loud. Tom nursed his second vodka while they waited for their appetizers. He’d had a couple of pops at the hotel bar before coming over and so he could take it easy now. Didn’t want to get sloppy in front of this woman.


	“Where’s this band you came to see?” he said.


	Jack shrugged. “It’s blasphemy for a blues band to start on time.”


	Tom hoped they never came on. He wanted to talk to Gia, learn all about her. Something he couldn’t do if the band really cranked up.


	“Do you like blues?” Gia said.


	“I like all kinds of music.”


	Her eyebrows rose. “Really? How about opera?”


	“Love it. Tristan and Isolde is my favorite.”


	Not necessarily true. He used to hate opera, but part of the politics of his judgeship included attending an endless line of functions and fundraisers. Too many of them included nights at the opera, or the ballet, or at an art museum. Boring as all hell, but his wives, all three, had loved the affairs, loved mingling with Philadelphia’s haul monde. Those were the times they appreciated being the wife of a judge.


	Along the way, mostly through osmosis, Tom had managed to become an esthete manqué, absorbing enough culture to blow highbrow smoke when the situation called for it.


	As Gia’s eyes lit, he sensed this might be one of those situations.


	“I love that one too,” she said. “The Merry Widow is another of my favorites. It’s at the Met now.” She cocked her head at Jack. “But try getting your brother to go. He hates opera.”


	“Don’t listen to her,” Jack said. “I like opera just fine… it’s just the singing and all the gesturing I don’t like. Lose those and do it in English and I could be a major fan.”


	Gia laughed and leaned against him. “Stop it.”


	Jack turned to him. “Gia’s an artist—she sees things in opera and ballet that I can’t.”


	“That’s because you don’t lend yourself to the experience,” Gia said.


	“Artist?” Tom said. “Have you had a show?”


	Still smiling, she shook her head. “I hope to someday, but it’s commercial art that pays my bills—advertising, book covers, that sort of thing. Between assignments I’m working on a series of fine-art oils for an eventual show.”


	Time to score some points, Tom thought as he nodded.


	“Speaking of fine art, Gia, may I say that you are a vision straight out of a Botticelli.”


	Her cheeks colored. “What a sweet thing to say.”


	He didn’t mention that he was trying to picture her posed as Botticelli’s Venus.


	“Botticelli…” Jack said, snapping his fingers and looking perplexed. “Botticelli… isn’t that the tropical plant place down on Sixth?”


	“Ignore him,” Gia said with a laugh. “He loves to play the philistine.”


	“Are you sure he’s playing?”


	Her fingers wrapped around Jack’s hand. “I’m sure.”


	Tom repressed an insane urge to grab those intertwined hands and yank them apart. Gia should be holding his hand.


	He took a sip of his vodka and forced himself to lean back.


	What was the matter with him? Why was he so… so smitten with this woman? Yes, that was what he was: smitten. He’d been under her spell since the instant he’d laid eyes on her. Why?


	Maybe it was genetic. Jack was obviously smitten too. Maybe Gia emitted a pheromone that interacted with the genes they shared.


	She added, “But he really does not like opera.”


	“Or ballet,” Jack said.


	Gia nodded. “Right. Hates ballet.”


	Jack said, “Hold on now. I don’t know about hate. Don’t I go to The Nutcracker with you and Vicks every year?”


	“And every year you doze off during the first act.”


	He shrugged. “It’s always the same story. I know how it ends.”


	Gia looked at Tom. “And to be honest, your brother’s not too crazy about modern art either.”


	“I like lots of modern art. I just don’t like linoleum patterns and drop cloths passing as art. Who’s that guy who does all those big splatters?”


	“You don’t mean Jackson Pollock?” Tom said, trying to worm his way back in.


	“That’s the one. Pollock. Gia can paint rings around him.”


	Gia gave Jack an appraising look, then turned to Tom. “I take that back. He is a philistine.”


	And then the two of them leaned together and laughed. The sound was acid, etching the chambers of Tom’s heart.


	The way these two looked at each other, laughed with each other, and seemed to communicate on their own private wavelength filled Tom with a boundless longing. He’d never had that sort of easy intimacy with a woman—no, not just intimacy… friendship. He’d never thought it mattered, never cared enough to miss it. But seeing his brother so bonded to a woman like Gia, sharing something precious, timeless, and so uniquely theirs… it awakened strange feelings within him… strange because he’d never experienced them, never known they existed, wasn’t even sure what they were.


	One feeling he did recognize: envy.


	He wanted that for himself. He couldn’t remember any woman ever looking at him the way Gia looked at Jack. But he didn’t want just any woman to look at him that way, he wanted Gia.


	The waiter arrived then with the appetizers. Tom had ordered the craw-dad soup—crayfish in a thick brown broth he couldn’t identify.


	Delicious.


	“A delightful decoction,” he said. “Anyone wish to partake?”


	Gia’s eyebrows rose. “Decoction? Really?”


	He’d used the term loosely and she’d caught him. Obviously she knew her way around a kitchen.


	Before he could backtrack, the house lights went down and a voice announced Jesse Roy Bighead Dubois and his band. As the musicians filed onstage and picked up their instruments, a tall black man took the microphone and introduced himself.


	The singer said, “Our first song is dedicated to a fellow in the audience. No, wait. Not just dedicated—about. I wrote it for him and about him. I won’t point him out because his deal is slipping through the cracks. He’s a ghost, my friends. You don’t see him unless he wants you to. But he’s out there now, among you. The song’s called the ‘R-J Blues.’ The music comes from Elmore James, but the words are mine. This one’s for you, Jack.”


	A piece of cajun shrimp stopped halfway to Tom’s mouth.


	Jack?


	He looked across the table and knew immediately from his brother’s tense posture and uncomfortable expression that he was the Jack Bighead was talking about.


	Jack… a ghost who slips through the cracks? This was going to be interesting.


	Bighead gave his band the count and then they ripped into an up-tempo blues. Tom immediately recognized the wailing slide riff of Elmore James’s version of “Dust My Broom.”


	Then Bighead started to sing.


	I wake up ev’ry mornin, feelin troubled all the time


	You know I wake up ev’ry mornin, feelin troubled all the time


	Gotta find me a repairman, who can fix my worried mind


	Goin down the corner, find this guy I heard about


	Gonna drop a dime on Ma Bell, call this guy I heard about


	Gonna tell this guy my problem, see if he can help me out


	Well I give him all my money, every cent and that’s all right


	Yeah, the repairman took my money, every cent but that’s all right


	He went and fixed that problem, and now I sleep so good at night


	Don’t go messin with this fella, or you’ll find a world o’ hurt


	You mess with the repairman, you could find a world o’ hurt


	You may think you’re havin’ dinner, but you’ll get yo’ just desserts.


	This guy might be an angel, but he could be the devil too


	Yeah, Jack might be an angel, or he could be the devil too


	Only thing I know is, you don’t want him mad at you.


	Tom sat mesmerized as the song closed with a slide guitar solo and the sparse audience gave up an appreciative round of applause. Was that about his kid brother?


	And then he saw Gia lean close to Jack’s ear. Tom caught her whisper.


	“I don’t know what you did for that man and I don’t want to, but to have that kind of effect on a life, to make someone want to sing about you… that must be indescribable. I can see why you keep going back for more.”


	And then it all came together.


	Dad’s remark about calling on Jack if he needed someone to watch his back… then that character Joey this morning asking Tom if he could “hack” what Jack hacked… and now this blues singer talking about a ghost named Jack who slips through the cracks, and singing about a “repairman” named Jack…


	Somewhere along the line Dad had come up with the idea that Jack was a repairman… an appliance repairman. But the “R-J Blues” was about someone who fixed other things.


	R-J… Repairman Jack? Was that what it stood for?


	Had to be. Little brother was some sort of urban mercenary.


	Taking it further, Tom realized that might explain why Jack had needed him to claim Dad’s body. It wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted to claim it—he couldn’t. Because he was probably living under a false identity.


	Ho-lee shit.


				*
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	“Well,” Tom said as they walked away from the grave, “that’s it then. Still hard to believe he’s gone.”


	Jack only nodded. He felt drained, emotionally and physically spent.


	He was now an orphan. That had struck him like a blow as he’d watched his father laid to rest beside his mother.


	Gia clung to his arm, wiping away tears for a man she’d never met. Vicky held her mother’s hand, cheery but bewildered.


	Everyone else had left. Tom’s current wife, Terry, a shapely brunette about ten years his junior, had fled the chill to wait in their car.


	During the past twenty-four hours Jack had encountered a dizzying array of new names and faces. The parade of mourners telling him how sorry they were, what a terrible tragedy it was, how his dad would be missed. He’d met his sister’s kids and had almost lost it when he saw how closely Lizzie resembled Kate when she was a teen. Like going back in time.


	Tom’s two ex-wives—the oft-referred-to Skanks from Hell—showed up. Their splits from Tom apparently hadn’t lessened their affection for his father. Tom’s two sons from his first marriage and the daughter from his second had come along. Jack still wasn’t sure what name went with what face. Not that it mattered. Small chance he’d see any of them again.


	As they reached the curb at the bottom of the slope, a white Lincoln Navigator raced up and screeched to a halt. Four young black men jumped out, all dressed in snappy-looking suits.


	The tallest of the four, who’d emerged from the front passenger seat, looked at Jack and said, “Are we too late? Did we miss it?” His quick, dark eyes shifted between Jack and Tom. “You guys Tom’s boys?”


	Jack nodded. “Uh-huh. And you gentlemen are…?”


	He stepped forward and extended his hand. “Ty Jameson.”


	He quickly introduced his three companions. The names blurred through Jack’s brain.


	“We’re really sorry about your father. An awful fu—”—a quick glance at Gia and Vicky—”an awful, awful thing to happen to anyone, but your father…” Was that a catch in his voice? “He was one of the good ones. We would have been here sooner but we only heard this morning.”


	Tom cleared his throat. “What’s your connection to my father?”


	Our father, Jack thought.


	“He taught us computer programming back when we were in middle school.” He checked with his companions. “About fourteen-fifteen years ago, am I right?”


	They all nodded.


	Jack tossed Tom a questioning look.


	He shrugged. “News to me.”


	“We belonged to a Boys Club in Camden where he used to volunteer. He donated two PCs—used but still in great shape—and every Wednesday afternoon after school he’d be there to teach the rudiments of BASIC to anyone who was interested. We were interested.”


	The three others nodded. One of them said, “Word. Changed our lives.”


	Jack remembered Dad’s fascination with the home computer, remembered the time he’d bought and assembled an Apple I—back in the antediluvian days when data was stored on cassette tapes.


	Ty nodded. “He infected us with the bug. We joined the computer club in high school, took programming courses there and in CCC. Finally we decided we didn’t need degrees to do what we wanted, so we dropped out and started our own Web design company.”


	Jack nodded toward the big, spotless SUV behind them.


	“Looks like you’re doing okay.”


	He grinned. “More than okay. We flush.” The smile faltered. “Everything I have I owe your dad. Did more for me than my own father ever did. I tried to get in touch with him last year to, you know, thank him and let him know how he’d changed our lives, but he’d moved away.” Ty swiped at a tear starting to roll down his left cheek. “And now he’s gone, and I can’t tell him. He’ll never know.”


	Ty’s voice choked off. Jack heard Gia sob, and he wanted to say something but couldn’t speak past the baseball-size lump in his throat.


	Ty recovered first. He pointed up the hill toward the gravesite.


	“We want to go up and pay our respects, but first…”


	He reached into a pocket and came up with a small gold case. He handed business cards to Jack and Tom.


	“Either of you ever need anything a computer can do—anything—you just give us a call.”


	All four again shook hands with Jack and Tom, then trooped up the slope.


	Jack watched them, trying to get a handle on this stunning revelation. Never in a million years would he have guessed…


	“Can you believe that?” Tom said.


	“I’d like to. I want to.”


	“No, I mean dear old Dad, Mr. Conservative, charter subscriber to the Limbaugh Letter, doing something like that.”


	During his Florida trip, Jack had realized that his father’s conservatism was neither political nor ideological.


	“Dad was mostly a traditionalist. You know, this is the way we’ve always done it, so this is the way we should go on doing it. But he was never racist.”


	“Hey, he retired because of the company’s affirmative action policy.”


	“Yeah. He told me about that. Called it ‘profiling.’“


	During Jack’s last night in Florida he and his father had had a long, rambling, scotch-fueled talk about all sorts of things. Some of it touched on his career as an accountant.


	“But that’s only half the story. Do you know the hell he caught back in sixty-one for hiring a black guy for his department—the angry calls he got from his fellow employees, calling him a commie and a nigger lover?”


	Tom shook his head, his expression confused, surprised. “No, I—”


	“He told me he wanted to hire this particular guy because, of all the applicants, he was the best qualified. Dad didn’t care what color he was, he wanted the best. So he hired him. The result? The fast track Dad had been on suddenly slowed. That hire cost him promotions and position. I won’t say he didn’t care, because I sensed he was still a little bitter about it. Then in the nineties things exploded when he was directed to hire a black guy over a white guy. Dad refused because this time the white guy was better qualified. He still wanted the best guy. Dad hadn’t changed, but the world had. The former commie nigger-lover was now a right-wing racist bigot. He couldn’t take it, and refused to be part of a system that put ability second, so he opted out.”


	Tom looked hurt, but his tone was angry. “How come he never told me any of this?”


	Jack shrugged. He had no answer.


	He put his arm around Gia’s shoulders and they looked back at the four young men standing around his father’s grave with bowed heads and folded hands.


	Gia whispered, “I guess that’s proof the good a man does isn’t always interred with his bones.”


	Jack, not trusting himself to speak, could only nod.


				*
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	When they reached the cars Tom signaled his wife to roll down the window of their Lexus.


	“Terry, would you mind driving Gia and Vicky to the restaurant? You can follow us. Jack and I need to talk.”


	Gia looked at Jack. He shrugged and nodded. This was news to him.


	He held the doors for them—Gia in the front, Vicky in the back—then led Tom to his Crown Vic.


	“I’ve been trying to get you alone for two days now, Jack,” he said as he slipped into the passenger seat.


	“Yeah?”


	“Need to talk to you about something.”


	“Like?”


	“I need your help.”


	Jack did not know if he wanted to hear this. Hell, he was pretty damn sure he didn’t.


	“What kind of help?”


	“I’m in trouble. I’ve screwed up my life, Jack. I mean I could give a course in screwing up a life.”


	“In what way?”


	“Every way imaginable. First off, I am, for all intents and purposes, broke. The Skanks have been sucking me dry for years. And you’ve met Terry. See the way she dresses? She’s never seen a pair of shoes she didn’t love. Doesn’t believe in sales, either. Only shops boutiques. Three wives… can you believe I’ve been married three times? The triumph of stupidity over experience. And whatever’s left behind after they’re through with me goes for legal expenses.”


	The last two words startled Jack.


	“Legal expenses? But you’re a lawyer… a judge.”


	“I’m a judge in trouble. Big trouble. The Philadelphia DA is after my ass, but he’s got to wait in line, because the state attorney general and the feds, not to mention the state attorney ethics commission, all want a piece of me too. At the very best, I’m looking at disrobement, disbarment, huge fines. If I had some hope, any hope of getting off with only that, I’d be a much happier man. But it appears I won’t be that lucky. Things aren’t going my way. I’m looking at jail time, Jack.”


	Dumbfounded, Jack could only stare at his brother. Tom? In the joint?


	Finally he found his voice. “Why?”


	A harsh, forced laugh. “Why? I can look back now and say hubris and poor impulse control. But back when I was at the top of my game—what I thought was the top of my game—it was all just a big puppet show and I was one of the string pullers. As for what… you want a list? Got an hour? How about kickbacks and influence peddling? How about indictment for judicial malfeasance and conspiracy?”


	“Jesus, Tom.”


	“I did some shady things when I was in private practice, but it was the stuff most attorneys do. Padding the billable hours was a biggie. Double, triple, even quadruple billing was another. If I had to visit clients, I’d try to set up two or three meetings in the same area on the same day. My clock started running when I started the car, and I’d not only bill each client separately for the same travel time, but along the way I’d be talking to still another on my cell phone. Hell, I sometimes billed twenty-plus hours for an eight-hour workday. And on the side I was playing fast and loose with trust accounts. Had some close calls, but never got caught.”


	Jack wondered why Tom was telling him all this. Had to have a reason. If he wanted a loan, why didn’t he just come out and ask for it?


	“The judgeship did me in. Being appointed for life wasn’t a good thing for me—at all. If I’d had arrogance and hubris before, I now became positively regal. My biggest risks were errors in rulings, which could be changed by an appellate court; but otherwise I pretty much ruled the roost. I was the lord of my courtroom, a king. In reality I was a petty satrap with a big head.”


	“I did the usual time-honored gray-zone stuff—you know, using marshals to pick up my dry cleaning, taking trips on city money, beguiling attractive lady lawyers or clerks. And then of course I engaged in the time-honored judicial practice of ‘leaning.’ It’s very easy to shade rulings. I leaned toward my old cronies, and against my old rivals. But I really stepped over the line when I started accepting gifts from parties related to cases I was involved with, and then shading rulings their way.”


	My brother the crooked judge… jeez.


	Part of Jack wanted to shut this off now, but another part, the part in everyone that slows down when passing a car wreck, wanted more.


	“Bribes?”


	“If you’re talking envelopes stuffed with cash, no. At least not at first. No, what I’d get was, say, an all-expense trip for me and the current skank to Bermuda or Grand Cayman or San Juan where I’d collect a fat speaker’s fee to address some convention. All done through third and fourth parties, all very circumspect, all ethically questionable but almost impossible to prove.”


	“Trouble started after my second divorce when I had not one but two skanks with siphons in my jugulars. With alimony and child support payments up the ass, I had to do something. So I started accepting cash. Got to the point where I might as well have had a ‘For Sale’ sign on the door to my chambers. ‘The Finest Judge Money Can Buy!’“


	Jack was shaking his head. “Sounds like you were asking for it.”


	“I was. I was caught in this spiral but I didn’t see it. I was into that sovereign mind-set of being a judge, of having the power to decide the fates of people and companies… heady stuff.”


	Jack said, “Where do the feds come in?”


	Tom grimaced. “A tragedy of errors, that. It all goes back to certain trust fund conservancies I was involved with.”


	“Want to run that by me in English?”


	“When there’s a large settlement, say from a medical malpractice case where a birth is botched and the kid’s going to need special care for the rest of his life, the money—often millions, sometimes tens of millions—is put into a trust fund which is overseen by a conservator. The conservator is an attorney appointed by the judge in the case. In a number of cases that judge was moi. A conservancy is like an annuity. The conservator has legal duties and he’s paid out of the fund for the hours he bills. If he works it right, he can bill a lot of hours.”


	“Skim off a sick kid’s funds?”


	“It’s all perfectly legal. But I got to thinking, why should I drop these valuable conservancy plums without getting something back? So I made arrangements: You want a conservancy, you cut me in.”


	“Jesus, Tom.”


	“Yeah, I know. Risky.”


	“I wasn’t talking about the risk.”


	Tom waved him off. “Everybody does it.”


	“Obviously not, or you wouldn’t be in trouble.”


	“I’m only in trouble because I was sold out. That was partially my fault for appointing a jerk named Marty Bieber to a particularly juicy fund. You’ve got to have a little subtlety in these matters, and it turned out Bieber had none. Not only did he overbill outrageously—enough to start the kid’s parents smelling a rat—but he was also gambling with the funds. And losing. A complaint to the local attorney ethics committee turned up shortages. To partially save his ass, he rolled over and pointed a finger at me.”


	Jack shook his head. This was so scummy it was scary, this was… he didn’t have the words…


	“Okay. But that’s all local stuff. I still don’t see how the feds got involved.”


	“Since the damage had happened in a Philly hospital, it was tried there. But the kid’s parents lived in Jersey, in Camden. Bieber’s office was in Camden but he was licensed in both states, so he seemed like a good choice. Unfortunately the tribute he was paying me crossed state lines and the feds used that as an excuse to horn in.”


	Tom slammed a fist against his thigh.


	“Fucking feds! If I’d stayed local, I might have been able to work something out. You know, use some connections here, spread some cash there. But once the feds got involved and started a taxonomy of my infractions, it was like raising the Yellow Jack over my career. It was as if I’d developed an advanced case of leprosy. Nobody returned my calls, everybody was always busy when I wanted a meeting. Hell, I couldn’t even get people to make eye contact!”


	He glanced at Jack with a hunted look in his eyes.


	“I’m cooked, bro. I’ve been released on my own recognizance because I’m a member of the club and because I have such ‘strong ties to the community.’ Ha! If they only knew!”


	“Why are you telling me all this?”


	Instead of answering, Tom pointed to the left. “Turn here.”


	“But the restaurant’s—”


	“I just want to swing by the old neighborhood.”


	Not a bad idea. Jack complied. He kept an eye on the rearview mirror to make sure Terry was following. He caught the puzzled look on Gia’s face.


	A wave of nostalgia swept over him as he turned the corner by Mr. Canelli’s old house. Jack had cut many of the lawns in the old neighborhood, but not Mr. Canelli’s. He did his own. Cutting didn’t describe what the old guy did: more like manicuring.


	But old Canelli was gone now. Just like Dad.


	Jack slowed as they passed the three-bedroom ranch in which he,


	Kate, and Tom had grown up. He remembered it had started out with asbestos shingles, which Dad had later replaced with vinyl siding. He was saddened to see that the new owner had torn out all the old junipers and replaced them with hydrangeas. Dumb. From fall to spring, hydrangeas were little more than bunches of brown sticks. Junipers stayed green all year round.


	“Remember playing catch in the backyard with Dad?”


	Jack nodded. “I remember you winging the ball hard enough to knock me down.”


	Tom smiled. “But you always caught it, always held on to it.”


	Tom was laying it on thick. Jack knew he was being set up, but was curious as to where Tom was heading.


	“You said you need my help. I’m baffled as to why? What can I do?”


	“Help me disappear.”


	Jack suppressed a groan. “That wasn’t easy before nine-eleven. It’s a hell of a lot harder now.”


	“But it can be done—if you’ve got enough cash.”


	Yeah, it could.


	“You have enough?”


	Jack held his breath, waiting for Tom to put the touch on him. But his brother nodded instead.


	“Yeah. I think so. Enough for a new identity and a start as someone else.”


	“I still don’t see where I come in.”


	“I need you to help me get it.”


	“All right. I’ll bite: Where is it?”


	“In a secret account in Bermuda.”


	“Whoa. Hold it right there. Bermuda? I don’t have a passport.”


	“Neither do I. At least not anymore. But we won’t need them. We’ll take my boat over.”


	“You have a boat big enough to go to Bermuda?”


	“Sure do. Listen, we wheel down to the Outer Banks where I keep the boat, then sail straight across to Bermuda. When we get there we just chug into the harbor like a fishing boat coming back from a run, and tie up. No one will bat an eye.”


	“How do you know all this?”


	“I’ve done it at least half a dozen times.”


	“Really?”


	“Sure. Nothing to it.”


	Yeah, right.


	“How long a trip?”


	“Forty hours, tops. Look, Jack, I know you’re thinking two days trapped, cooped up in a floating oubliette with me will be a new definition of hell. But I’m not such a bad guy. Look, we’ve been apart for fifteen years, and now, with what we’ve gone through in the past few days… I mean, after all, we’re the only ones left. Our old family of five has been cut down to just two: Us. Don’t you think we should try to reestablish some ties?”


	Jack couldn’t remember ever having ties beyond blood to this stranger.


	“All well and good, Tom. But there are other ways to do that, safer ways than sneaking into a foreign port.”


	“Jack, please. I need that money.”


	“I’m sure you do. But that doesn’t mean you need me.”


	“But I do. I could get someone else to go along with me on this—I’ve got fishing buddies who’d sign up on a lark—but we’re talking big bucks here, and all in bearer bonds. I need someone along I can trust, someone who knows how to keep his mouth shut.”


	“And you think that person is me.”


	Tom nodded. “I told you what Dad said: ‘If you ever need someone to watch your back, call Jack.’ Well, consider this a call for backup.”


	Dad… was he kidding?


	“Not fair.”


	“Maybe not, but do you think he’d want you to turn your back on your brother in his hour of dire need?”


	“Oh, cut me a—”


	“I’m serious, Jack. I can’t do it alone.”


	“No.”


	He had a child coming in mid-March. Also had people looking for any possible trace of the shits who’d gunned down Dad. That took precedence.


	“We’re talking four days—four days. Come on, Jack, you can spare me that, can’t you?”


	Jack said nothing as they pulled into the restaurant parking lot.


	Tom leaned closer. “Maybe you can’t give me an answer now, but if you could get back to me by tomorrow…”


	“What’s the rush?”


	“I’ve only got a small window to do this.” He pointed to Terry as she pulled into a neighboring spot. “And don’t mention any of this at lunch.”


	“Terry doesn’t know?”


	“Not yet, and she’s going to be a hard, hard sell. So let’s keep this sub rosa, okay?”


	Jack shrugged. “If you want.”


	He laid a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Promise me you’ll think about this.”


	Jack didn’t reply. Tom’s remarks about Dad reverberated through his head. Would Dad have expected him to put vengeance on hold and stick by the only other surviving member of their family?


	Bastard.
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	“You won’t believe the harebrained idea Tom came up with,” Jack said as he steered his Crown Vic north on the Jersey Turnpike.


	Gia had the front passenger seat, Vicky sat behind them, lost in her Game Boy—which she called “Game Girl.” Her mother’s influence, no doubt.


	“Harebrained? Your brother doesn’t strike me as the harebrained type. As a matter of fact I think he’s bright and charming.”


	“That’s because he’s giving you the full-court press.”


	She reddened. “Don’t be silly.”


	“Come on, Gia. You’ve dazzled him. He’s got a crush on you.”


	“You’re exaggerating, Jack. We simply have certain tastes in common.”


	And many, many more you don’t, he thought.


	Jack smiled. “I wonder if he’s making a play for you.”


	“Don’t be silly. I’m pregnant with your baby.” She returned his smile. “But every woman likes a little attention and flattery now and then.”


	Jack put on a shocked expression. “I’m not attentive?”


	She patted his thigh. “Sometimes you’re… remote.”


	That was a gentle way of putting it. Jack knew sometimes he became so preoccupied with a fix that he was virtually not there.


	“Guilty. Hey, how did we get from the subject of Tom’s crazy idea to me?”


	“Okay. What’s his crazy idea?”


	“He wants me to go to Bermuda with him.”


	Gia looked at him. “When?”


	“Now.”


	“Now? Right after the two of you just buried your father?” She shook her head. “I gather he’s not talking about a vacation.”


	Jack wondered how much to say.


	“No, he’s talking about money. Apparently he’s in some kind of trouble.”


	“What kind?”


	“The legal kind.”


	She made a face. “Violence?”


	“No. More the white-collar kind—or maybe I should say black-robed. Anyway, he needs money and he’s got some stashed in Bermuda.”


	“Did you tell him you don’t have a passport?”


	“Yeah. But neither does he. Apparently it was confiscated.”


	Gia winced. “Ooh. Sounds like he’s in big trouble. So how does he figure on getting to Bermuda without a passport?”


	Jack told her about Tom’s boat scheme, finishing with, “No way I’m doing that.”


	“You don’t sound too happy about the decision.”


	“I’m not. He played the Dad card—said Dad would want me to help him out.”


	Gia shrugged. “I think you should go.”


	“What?” He glanced at her. “You’re not supposed to drink or do drugs while you’re pregnant, you know.”


	“I’m serious. You need a break, Jack. You’ve been going nonstop since Kate died. You’re overdue.”


	“I had that week in Florida.”


	She squeezed his thigh. “You’re not going to try to tell me that was a break.”


	“Well, no.”


	Anything but.


	“Getting away will be good for you.”


	“With you pregnant? Forget it.”


	“How long is he talking about?”


	“About four days, I’d guess. Maybe five. Way too long with you in your sixth month.”


	“I’m fine. And I’ll be fine. Nothing’s going to happen in five days. And in case anything does, I’ve got Doctor Eagleton just minutes away.”


	“But—”


	“No buts. You can’t use me as an excuse.”


	“I’ve got other reasons for not going.”


	“Such as?”


	Jack didn’t want to mention his plan to exact some unofficial payback, if possible.


	If possible… a big if. But if the opportunity came around, Jack didn’t want to be out of the country.


	He did not want to miss out on something like that. Gia touched his thigh again. “Jack, he’s your brother. He needs your help. How can you say no?” Jack would find a way.


				*
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	When Jack got back home the first thing he did was call Ed Burkes at the UK Mission to the UN for an update. Jack had done a fix-it for the UK mission there a few years ago and so he’d asked Burkes for help. Ed had been shocked to hear about Jack’s father. He’d promised to do anything he could to help Jack get a line on the Wrath of Allah.


	But Burkes had nothing. His buddies in MI-5 were as baffled as everybody else. None of their contacts in the Arab world had ever heard of the Wrath of Allah.


	Jack slowly, grudgingly was reaching the point where he had to admit that international terrorism might be out of his league. Way out. Not that he wouldn’t take on a roomful of them if given the chance. But the chance part seemed a dead end. Like chasing smoke. These Islamic nuts didn’t frequent the bars and clubs where Jack’s contacts hung. They weren’t out and about, drinking too much, shooting their mouths off. How do you get a line on crazies who cluster in tight, insular, incestuous knots of fanaticism?


	He thanked Burkes and hung up.


				*
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	Jack loitered at the rear of the Isher Sports Shop and made small talk with Abe about the wake and funeral until the door closed behind the last customer. When he was sure they had the shop to themselves, he leaned on the scarred counter.


	“Any news?”


	Abe spread his hands and shook his head. “Not a thing.”


	Jack had asked Abe to poll his fellow gunrunners about the Tavor-2.


	“Nothing?”


	“What can I say? This will take time. Not like there’s a directory out there. And the ones I do know aren’t talking.”


	“Really? I’m surprised they wouldn’t trust you.”


	“Trust shmust. Who knows anymore in this business? What if I’d been picked up and what if I’d cut a deal to rat out my competition? After nine-eleven, already we were paranoid. Now…”


	Jack nodded. The runners took a beating from all the post-9/11 security measures—especially the truck and van searches.


	Abe said, “After La Guardia, with the feds trying to trace the Arabs’ weapons, we’re all running scared.”


	“Nobody’s saying anything?”


	“Like clams they become as soon as they hear what I’m asking. Not that I expected them to yammer like yentas, but I can see the shutters close and hear the doors slam when I say the magic word.”


	“Tavor-two?”


	“Right. ‘Never heard of it’… ‘Never carried it’… ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about’… ‘Why ask me? I run a candy store.’ Bupkis I got. Sorry.”


	“It’s all right. Least you tried.”


	“Until this cools down or something breaks, like mummies they’ll be. Too scared of the feds.”


	That started an idea…


	“But what if they’re hit by something that scares them more?”


	He decided to put in a call to Joey Castles.


				*
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	Jack had called him and asked for a meet at this Upper West Side dive called Julio’s. They’d met out front and wandered in. Typical neighborhood watering hole except for all the dead plants hanging in the front windows. What was up with that?


	Joey could tell Jack was a regular by the way just about everyone crowded around him, patting his shoulders and shaking his hand and saying how sorry they were about his dad.


	Joey hung off to the side, feeling like he was standing there with his dick in his hand. But not for long. Jack cut it short and said thanks but he had some business. Everyone wandered back to their places.


	So now the two of them sat in a back corner. A short, ripped spic brought them a couple of Rolling Rocks. Jack introduced him as the owner.


	“Anything I can do, meng,” he said as he gripped Jack’s hand. “Anything. You just say the word.”


	When he was gone Joey ran a finger through the wet ring left by his beer bottle and said, “You got something shaking, Jack?”


	“Not a thing. Nada. My guy’s been asking around and coming up empty.”


	“And your guy is…?”


	Jack gave him a look.


	Joey smiled. This was what he liked about this guy.


	“Jack the Sphinx. A boccalone you ain’t.”


	“I put the word out to everyone I know on the street to call me first if they hear anything. No one’s called.”


	“Same here.”


	“The key is those Tavor-twos. They weren’t bought at Wal-Mart. Can only be so many in the country. We find who sold them, we can find who they sold them to.”


	Joey shook his head. He’d had the same thought.


	“Trouble is, no one’s talking.”


	“That’s because they’re not scared of us.”


	“So what do we do? Brace them? Put the hurt on them?”


	Jack gave him another kind of look.


	“Come on, Jack. I know what you’re thinking: Joey’s a bidonista, what’s he know about rough stuff? Maybe you don’t know ‘cause you’ve never seen, but I can handle myself.”


	“Never crossed my mind, Joey. No, I was thinking of a bigger scare than us.”


	“Like?”


	“Well, I know your last name isn’t Castles. What I don’t know is if you’re connected.”


	Joey wondered where this was going.


	“Not directly, no, and we like to keep it that way. But you can’t operate, least not for very long, you don’t give the outfit a piece. Pop did it; Frankie and I been doing it.”


	“Can you make some calls?”


	“Yeah, some. But I know someone who can talk higher up the chain.” Joey was liking the idea more and more. “Yeah, by the time Pop retired, the boys had made a chubby piece from him, a piece they didn’t do nothing for. Got it ‘cause they fucking exist and nothing else. No reason he can’t look for something back. Not a lot, nothing that’ll cost them anything, just some information.”


	“Think he’ll do it?”


	“Pop? He’ll jump at the chance. I’ll tell him to ask the boys check around and see if anyone’s sold a Tavor, or even a bunch of five-fifty-six hollow-points, to a dune monkey.”


	“That’ll do it. But the cops might already know that.”


	Joey shook his head. “They don’t.”


	“You know for sure?”


	“For double sure.” Here was a chance to impress Jack. “Frankie and me made us a few friends in the PD over the years.” He made a motion of slipping his right hand into his waistband. “You know what I’m saying. That’s how I found out about the cyanide bullets. They’re keeping me posted. Seeing how much me and Frankie paid them over the years, they damn well fucking better. Time those meat eaters earned it by doing something more than looking the other way.”


	A smile twisted Jack’s lips. Just a little. Just for a second.


	“You sound like a good guy to know. They telling you anything else?”


	“They hear the Homeland Security people are pretty sure the shooters had inside help.”


	“Pretty sure?”


	“Well, they don’t know who yet, but they say someone at the airport had to be helping the fucks. First off, they came and went through an ‘Employees Only’ door. Second, they got away so clean, they had to have inside help.”


	Jack shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Look at me. I got out, and no one was helping me.”


	“Yeah, that’s right. You were there. But why didn’t you just—?”


	“Long story. But back to our problem: Who, what, and where is Wrath of Allah?”


	Joey shrugged. “Gotta be somewhere. I mean, we know they exist.”


	“But they may not be calling themselves Wrath of Allah. In real life they could be calling themselves Seventy-five Virgins Here We Come, but they use a different name when they call the media.”


	Joey closed his eyes and squeezed the neck of his Rock until he thought it would break.


	“The slick fucks.”


	He relaxed his grip, opened his eyes, and stared at Jack.


	“How do you stay so cool, man?”


	He watched Jack’s jaw muscles work.


	“Cool? Who’s cool? I’m so burned I want to throw something. Or break something. If the owner wasn’t a friend I might be going for a twofer and toss this table through a window.”


	“You hide it well, man.”


	“Years of practice.”


	Joey leaned back. “So… what we do we find these faccio di stronzones?”


	“We’ll cross that bridge—”


	“Hey, I know it’s a long shot, but what say we get lucky? What we gonna do? Call nine-one-one and tell them where they’re hiding? As if. Don’t know about you, but I don’t wanna see them sit in jail for a couple years waiting to go to court, then get traded for some hostage somewhere. Or get sprung on some technicality. Blood demands blood, Jack. Know what I’m saying?”


	This scary look passed across Jack’s face, then it was gone.


	“Yeah. I know exactly what you’re saying. I can hear my father’s blood screaming.”


	“Okay. We find them, we waste them. Deal?”


	Jack hesitated, then nodded.


	They sat and sipped in silence for a moment or two, then Jack cleared his throat.


	“How’re you doing without Frankie?”


	Joey didn’t answer right away. Couldn’t. How to explain? He hadn’t lost a brother, he’d lost a piece of himself. He’d be less torn up if it had been the old man.


	When he finally spoke, he had trouble getting the words out. His voice sounded thick.


	“It’s tough, Jack. Real tough. I miss him. We was always together. Maybe that’s why we fought so much. Like a couple gavones, y’know? But the fighting never meant nothin’. When it was over it was over and we’d go grab a beer. I loved the guy, Jack, and now… I’m tellin’ you, Jack, I’m gonna waste those fucks. I swear on Frankie’s grave, I get the chance, they’re dead meat. I…”


	Joey felt his eyes filling and heard a soft sob. When he realized it came from him and that he was going to start bawling like a baby, he got up and turned away.


	He managed, “Gotta go, man. Talk to you later.”


	And then he was heading for the door, keeping his head down so no one would see him crying.


				*
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	Gia snuggled up against Jack as they watched the six o’clock news on the TV in the Sutton Square sitting room. He lived for moments like this.


	“Have you given any more thought to helping Tom?”


	“A little.”


	“And?”


	“I don’t know.”


	She squeezed his arm. “Jack, if he goes to jail, how will you feel, knowing you could have helped him and didn’t?”


	The old saying, Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time, came back to him, but he bit it back.


	“I don’t know.”


	She gave him a concerned look. “This isn’t like you. You’re usually so… so decisive.”


	He sighed. “To tell the truth, I don’t feel like me. This thing has me turned inside out. Dad… I mean, somewhere in the back of my head was the idea that he’d always be there. Stupid, I know, especially after what happened to my mother, but—”


	“Not so stupid. It’s the same with my folks. If your parents are in decent health, I think we all feel that way.”


	“Well, anyway, he’s gone.” Jack snapped his fingers. “Like that. My mother died in my arms. Kate died minutes after I let the EMTs take her from me. And my father’s body was still warm when I found him. Too much déjà vu. It’s got me all twisted up.”


	“That’s why you should go, Jack. It’s not a long time, but it’ll get you out of this city, away from the airport, the constant reminders. A little time at sea doing next to nothing might help you get a new perspective. Maybe you’ll come back right-side in.”


	He knew she was right, as usual. But he wanted that time away with Gia, not Tom.


	He wished he felt different about Tom. He wished he had the kind of relationship Joey had described with Frankie.


	But Joey no longer had his brother. And Joey had said that blood cries out for blood.


	Tom was blood… maybe Jack owed Tom the chance.


	Joey had the ball now and he’d be running with it. If the gun guys decided to talk, they’d only want to talk to someone connected. That meant Joey.


	And that meant Jack would be something of a fifth wheel for a while.


	He didn’t like that. He preferred to do things on his own. His business was the sole-proprietor type. He never worked with anyone, didn’t know if he could. And Joey… he didn’t know Joey all that well.


	But what choice did he have?


	Gia had said she’d be fine for the four or five days he’d be away, and he knew she was right.


	And it would be at least four-five days before word filtered down from the outfit and Joey got anything going.


	And Dad would have wanted him to help his brother.


	Jack sighed. Maybe it was time to call Tom.


				*

	


	
Cadiz, Spain


	March 6, 1598


	Brother Francisco Mendes, member of the Society of Jesus, wound through the bales of fabric, the barrels of food and water and grog, the milling crowd of workers and passengers and animals until he found the Sombra.


	He paused at the gangplank and looked her over. A black-hulled, three-masted nao with the typical elevated stem and forecastle. Francisco knew all about her: three-hundred and fifty tons with a seventy-five-foot keel and a twenty-five-foot beam. Very much like the galleon he had piloted with the first Armada, but much less heavily armed.


	Saying a prayer that he’d be successful in his deception, he strode up the gangway.


	As he stepped upon the deck he looked around for a familiar face. He spotted an older man in his forties—perhaps ten years older than he—with a stubbly beard and a mild limp moving toward him. Francisco was startled to recognize Eusebio Dominguez. He looked so different with a beard.


	They’d met a week ago. Eusebio had been sent by the Vatican and was to be their man among the crew. Francisco knew nothing about him other than the fact that he had been a seaman in his younger days. As for his present circumstances, for all Francisco knew he could be a cardinal or a chimney sweep.


	Francisco was glad he had not been assigned the role of a sailor. He was too slight of build to pass for one. His neat black clothes, his shaven cheeks, and long black hair better suited him to the role of navigator.


	As arranged, Eusebio gave no sign of recognition. Instead, he made a show of a smirk and a surly tone as he eyed Francisco’s Valencian clothing.


	“What do you want?”


	“To see your captain.”


	“Do you? And who shall I say is calling?”


	“Your navigator.”


	The smirk turned into a grin. “You are on the wrong ship, sefior. Sergio Vazquez is our navigator.” He shrugged. “Of course he has been ill—”


	“Senor Vazquez died in his sleep in Compano last night. I have been sent by the ship’s owner to replace him.”


	Now the smirk disappeared. “Vazquez… dead?”


	Nearby, two seamen paused in their labors and looked up, echoing Eusebio.


	Francisco feigned losing patience. “The captain?”


	“He is ashore but he will be back soon. You can wait outside his cabin.”


	He followed Eusebio up the steps to the aftcastle.


	“Here,” Eusebio said, pointing to a spot in front of the door to the officers’ quarters. Then he wagged his finger. “Not inside.”


	“Very well.”


	“As soon as he gets back I will tell him you are here.”


	Francisco nodded and placed his belongings on the deck: a cloth sack with his clothes and personal items, a mahogany box containing his astrolabe—which he would not need until they were out of sight of the coast—and his oilcloth-wrapped portolano.


	He gazed out over the main deck, bustling in the dawn. Three masts, naked now, but soon to be rigged square and lateen. But what lay belowdecks interested him more: a secret nestled among the cargo bound for the New World.


	It was that secret that had brought him here.


	It had to do, in a way, with King Philip, old and sick and not long for this world. Perhaps it was the humiliation of three failed attempts to invade England, the most recent just last year when the third Armada was turned back by heavy seas. Philip ruled the most powerful nation in the world, yet his heavy taxation threatened Spanish hegemony; he would be leaving his successor an empire in crisis.


	Perhaps Spain’s day had passed. The thought saddened Francisco. He had sailed in her navy as a younger man, and had piloted the Santa Clarita in the first Armada. Could it have been only a decade ago? It seemed like a lifetime.


	His small galleon, the Santa Clarita, had escaped Drake’s fireboats but had been driven north with the rest of the fleet. Francisco had guided the ship through the stormy Orkney isles north of Scotland and back to Lisbon. His ship was one of only sixty-seven out of the one hundred and thirty of the original fleet.


	Despite his failings, Philip remained favored by the Vatican as a loyal member of the Catholic League in the wars against the Huguenots, and as a staunch defender of the faith against the rising Calvinist threat.


	This was why the Church was maintaining the utmost discretion as it dealt with the theft of a valuable relic from its proscribed vault deep below the Vatican. The cardinals still did not know how the thief had eluded detection by the Swiss Guard and gained access to the vault, but there was no doubt about his identity: Don Carlos of Navarre, King Philip’s beloved nephew.


	Six weeks ago his Holiness Pope Clement VIII had summoned Father Claude Aquaviva to the Holy See. There, behind the locked doors of the innermost sanctum of the Vatican, the Father General of the Society was charged with the retrieval and disposal of the purloined relic, with no harm to Don Carlos in the process, and no connection to the Vatican. In fact, if the object’s loss appeared to be an act of God rather than man, so much the better.


	Francisco found it astounding that an honor of this magnitude would be bestowed upon such a young order. A former soldier named Ignatius Loyola had founded the Society of Jesus fewer than six decades ago, but since its inception it had proved a magnet for some of the best minds in the civilized world.


	That Francisco, a yet-to-be-ordained Jesuit brother, should be chosen for the mission… well, it seemed beyond belief.


	Could it be but three weeks since Father Diego Vega, the Father General’s second in command, had stepped into his quarters, closed the door, and told him what he must do?


	Francisco understood that he had been chosen because of his nautical past and his interest in astronomy. And of course, because of his devotion to the Society.


	His head was still spinning. He had spent the last three years in Greece studying their ancient texts on the stars, and had only recently returned. He was still recovering from the disorienting experience of seeming to lose ten days of his life because of Greece’s refusal to give up the Julian calendar. Spain had been utilizing Pope Gregory’s new calendar for decades.


	And now this.


	The world was changing too fast. Ah, but the stars… one could always count on the stars.


	He had joined the King’s Navy at a young age and learned navigation by trial and error. Before too long he was assisting the pilot, honing his skills as he sailed the length and breadth of the Mediterranean, staying mostly within sight of shore as did most navigators, but unafraid to leave the comfort of land on the horizon and strike out into open water.


	Not a terrible risk in the Mediterranean. If one set sail from its African shore and held to a northerly course, soon enough one would spy Europe.


	But the Atlantic… now that was a different matter. The swells, the storms, the space between its shores. Not a place for the faint of heart.


	Francisco remembered the first time he had piloted a galleon through the Straits of Gibraltar and into the Atlantic. The captain had wanted to test the seaworthiness of his vessel as well as Francisco’s skills. They traveled west-northwest for two days, then south for one, and then the captain told him to guide them back to where they had begun.


	Using his astrolabe and cross staff, Francisco piloted the ship with such accuracy that their first sight of land was the high cliffs of Gibraltar.


	He would have had a future in the navy, but instead he obeyed a higher calling.


	He looked now again at the main deck of the Sombra. Originally christened Santa Ines, it had served Spain until last year when the navy sold it. Francisco was no expert on naval policy, but he wondered how often a navy sold off one of its ships. Another sign of an atrophying empire? He might understand if the Santa Ines was old and decommissioned, but this nao was in excellent condition.


	Even considering King Philip’s financial troubles, selling it seemed unusual. So unusual that one would have to assume the buyer to be a most influential man. Like Don Carlos of Navarre, perhaps.


	But why had the new owner changed the ship’s name from something holy to something unquestionably dark—from a saint to a shadow? Why would anyone choose such a name for a ship?


	And why would it be sailing without escort through waters infested with pirates and British privateers?


	He had to wonder as to its intended purpose.


	He saw a heavyset man in a white ruffled shirt and black waistcoat step aboard. He watched Eusebio make an obsequious approach and point toward him.


	Francisco gave a slight bow as the man reached the aftcastle.


	“Captain Gutierrez, I presume?”


	He looked irritated. “Yes-yes. What is this about Vazquez? Is he really dead?”


	“Quite.”


	“Who sent you, then?”


	“Apparently the owner of Sombra and I share an acquaintance whose craft I have piloted on numerous occasions. He recommended me and I accepted the assignment.”


	A flagrant lie, and if the captain had the time to check with the owner’s agent, he would expose the untruth. But Francisco knew the captain had already been delayed by Vazquez’s illness. He had to put to sea today if he wanted to reach Cartagena anywhere near his expected time of arrival.


	He shook his head. “Crossing the Atlantic with an unproved navigator…”


	“Hardly unproved, sir. I learned my craft in His Majesty’s navy. Where, I assume, you learned yours.”


	Captain Gutierrez quizzed him on the ships he had piloted, the captains he had served under. He too had been in the first Armada and was most impressed by Francisco’s bringing the Santa Clarita safely back to port.


	That satisfied him.


	“Very well. We sail with the tide. You will have Vazquez’s cot in the officers’ quarters.”


	As the captain brushed past him, Francisco allowed himself a deep breath of relief.


	He had succeeded. He was now Sombra’s navigator.


	He hoped God would forgive him for what he had done to poor Vazquez, and for what he would eventually do to this crew. Father Diego had said he would receive a Plenary Indulgence from His Holiness himself after completing this mission.


	Opus Dei… Francisco had to keep reminding himself that he was doing the Lord’s work. He was removing an evil from the world, hiding it where no one would ever find it, where no one could ever steal it again.


	He knew the name of the object hidden in the hold, but did not understand the nature of its evil—Father Diego had been coy on that. All he knew was that he must prevent it from reaching the New World.


				*

	


	
SUNDAY


	1


	Jack stood on the dock and stared at Tom’s boat. Most of the surrounding slips in this marina in Nowhere, North Carolina, were empty. But even if they’d been crammed, Tom’s forty-footer, with its flag-blue hull, white superstructure, and varnished teak trim, would have stood out.


	“What’s wrong?” Tom said as he carried his backpack and one of the food coolers past Jack.


	“I didn’t know judges made this sort of money.”


	“We don’t.”


	Jack watched him step onto a rubber footplate on the gunwale and hop onto the rear deck.


	“Then how…?”


	“It’s not really mine. But the owner owes me a few favors, so I get to use it pretty much whenever I want.”


	Jack shook his head in wonder.


	It had been one long, strange car ride. Four-hundred-plus miles covered in eight-plus hours to these private docks on Wanchese harbor. Most of the time—when Tom wasn’t pumping him for details about his lifestyle—they’d played blues. Tom had asked him if he was the Jack mentioned in Bighead’s “R-J Blues.” Jack had told him he’d have to ask the singer.


	“No kidding? This thing’s got to be worth a million or more.”


	Tom shrugged. “Maybe. It’s a Hinkley T-forty but it’s got some years on it.”


	“Who’s the owner?”


	“Someone you never heard of.”


	“Try me.”


	“Okay. Name’s Chiram Abijah.”


	“You’re right. Never heard of him. What’s he do?”


	“This and that.”


	Jack watched his brother’s expression as he asked, “Just what kind of favors did you do for What’s-his-name?”


	“The kind that have me sneaking off to Bermuda.”


	“Such as?”


	“I helped get him off the hook a few times. But he’s now under federal indictment for money laundering. Can’t help him with that. The good thing is the feds don’t know about the boat, otherwise they would’ve RICO’d it along with his other stuff.”


	Jack hung back on the dock, still holding the other cooler and staring at the craft.


	Tom spread his arms. “Kevlar hull, teak deck, and wait till you see the pilot house—everything teak, cherry, and tulipwood.”


	Jack backed up a step and squinted in the fading light at the large, gold-leaf script across the transom.


	“Sahbon.… what’s that mean?”


	“Means ‘soap’ in Hebrew. Get it? He used the boat to launder money, so he named it Soap. Pretty funny.”


	“A riot. He’ll be the Robin Williams of Leavenworth.”


	Jack stepped aboard and put his cooler in the cockpit near the helm. He stared at all the dials and screens and readouts.


	“Looks like a 747 cockpit. Not that I’ve ever been in one, but…”


	“State of the art,” Tom said. He looked like such a proud papa, Jack wondered if the boat might really be his. “Every telltale and navigation device you can imagine, and each backed up with another just like it. The previous owner is a very careful man.”


	But not quite careful enough, Jack thought. Otherwise he wouldn’t be facing a vacation in a federal pen.


	Jack nodded appreciatively. “Lots of navigation gizmos. Good. I like that. Wouldn’t want to miss Bermuda and wind up in Africa.”


	Tom laughed. “This is the age of GPS, my boy. In case you don’t know, that stands for Global Positioning—”


	“—System. I know. So this stuff works like one of those car navigators?”


	“Even better. Soon as we clear the inlet, we plug in the latitude and longitude of Bermuda’s Great Sound and then we just sit back, crack a few beers, and relax.”


	“Just how far is Bermuda?”


	“About six hundred fifty miles due east.”


	The figure jolted Jack.


	“Six hundred—Jesus! How many miles a gallon does this thing get?”


	“Maybe one.”


	“One? That means we need—”


	“Lots of gallons. Seven hundred to be safe.”


	Jack looked around. “But where…?”


	“Don’t worry. We’ve got plenty. Good old Chiram more than doubled Sahbon’s range by sticking extra tanks everywhere—under the bunks, under the dinette, in every available open space, all with a state-of-the-art manifold system to feed it to the engines. We’ll be riding low and slow at first, but we’ll do better as the tanks empty.”


	“What about storms?”


	“We’re past hurricane season and the seven-day forecast is clear and calm all the way.”


	“And you say you’ve done this before?”


	“Loads of times. Piece of cake. With this kind of equipment the boat literally drives itself.”


	“Awful long way to go in a little boat.”


	Tom bristled. “First off, it’s not ‘little.’ And second, if you think Bermuda’s far for the Sahbon, consider this: Every year people race to Bermuda in sailboats from places like Halifax and Newport.”


	Another shock. “Sailboats?”


	“Sailboats.”


	“Why?”


	“Because.”


	Jack shrugged. “Good a reason as any, I guess.” He locked his gaze on his brother. “You’re sure you know what you’re doing?”


	“Of course. Why do you keep asking me?”


	“Because I’m leaving there”—he double-jerked his thumb over his shoulder at land—”and heading there”—he pointed to the water—”so I’d like to be—”


	Tom snapped his fingers. “Yul Brynner, The Magnificent Seven. Right?”


	Jack experienced a few seconds of disorientation, then realized what Tom was talking about. One of the few neutral topics of discussion on the drive down had been movies. Tom seemed to love them as much as Jack.


	“Yeah, right,” he said. “Talking to the traveling salesman. Good pickup.”


	Jack was impressed. Might have been more impressed if he weren’t facing the prospect of six-hundred-plus miles across open sea on a ship belonging to an indicted money launderer.


	I’ll soon be in the middle of the goddamn Atlantic Ocean, in the dark, heading for the Bermuda Triangle, with Tom as my skipper. Now there was a comforting thought. At least the boat wasn’t named The Minnow.


				*
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	Jack sat on a deck chair and kept his back to the coastline—so he wouldn’t have to see the lights disappear—while Tom manned the helm. Ahead, only water… a limitless expanse of black, gently rolling waves.


	It had been full dark by the time they’d chugged away from the docks, heading south into Pimlico Sound. After maybe eight or nine miles—or should he start thinking in leagues now?—they’d passed under a highway arching over a gap called the Oregon Inlet, and then they were out to sea.


	Am I having fun yet? Jack thought. Answer: no.


	The breeze felt cool but Jack was comfortable in his jeans, flannel shirt, and hoodie. Crying seagulls swooped and glided between the boat and the starlit sky.


	Half of Jack had wanted to wait for tomorrow and get a fresh start first thing in the morning; the idea of cruising through the dark sent ripples through his gut, but there was no way around it: They were going to have to spend a night or two at sea no matter what time they left.


	The other half wanted to get this whole deal over with, reminding him that the sooner they got going, the sooner they’d be back.


	Tom came aft to the cooler and pulled out a Bud Light. Jack grimaced. Good movie sense, no beer sense. Maybe all the vodka he drank had killed off his taste buds.


	“Want one?”


	Jack shook his head. He’d stocked his cooler with Yuengling.


	“Maybe later.”


	Tom stepped below. He returned a few seconds later with a folded piece of paper, pulled up a chair, and settled beside Jack.


	“Ever see a treasure map?”


	“No.” Jack pointed to the helm. “I don’t mean to be picky, but shouldn’t someone be driving the boat?”


	“Like I told you, this thing pilots itself. It knows where Bermuda is and knows it’s supposed to go there. And there’s not another boat around, so relax.”


	Yes, Jack knew what Tom had told him, but he still didn’t like it.


	He unfolded the sheet and handed it to Jack.


	“Take a gander.”


	The sheet was actually four Xeroxed pages taped together into a large rectangle. A compass rose indicated that north was toward the top of the sheet. Right of center was a wedge-shaped landmass with a northward-pointing nipple. A line ran on a diagonal to a star surrounded by wiggly lines. The star had been labeled Sombra. The number of miles—eight and a half—had been written in ornate script along the line. Readings in minutes and degrees that Jack assumed to be latitudes had been placed above the nipple and the star.


	Ornate handwritten Spanish filled the lower right corner. Jack’s Spanish wasn’t up to a translation.


	“’Splain to me.”


	“Okay, Ricky.”


	Tom had spotted Ricky Ricardo. But that was an easy one.


	“Translation?”


	Tom closed his eyes and recited. “‘The resting place of the Sombra and the Lilitongue of Gefreda, in the depths near the Isle of Devils, this Twenty-eighth day of March, Year of Our Lord Fifteen-ninety-eight.’ And then it’s signed by Francisco Mendes, Society of Jesus.”


	Fifteen ninety-eight…


	“This is over four hundred years old?”


	Tom nodded. “The original is. It’s parchment and barely holding together as it is. I wasn’t about to take it out on the Atlantic.”


	“What’s “Sombra”? And what the hell is the Lilitongue of Gefreda?”


	Tom held up a hand. “Let me start at the beginning. When I was in private practice I joined a firm and inherited this client from one of the partners who was retiring due to ill health. The client’s name was Allan Wenzel, a sweet old guy who was a devoted antiquities collector—especially maps.” He tapped the sheets in Jack’s hand. “This was one of his favorites. He told me it’d been found in the ruins of a Spanish monastery and had languished in various antique shops for years before he discovered it.”


	“How did he know he wasn’t buying a Brooklyn Bridge?”


	“He had the parchment dated and it’s from the late sixteenth century. The details—the distance and the precise latitude reading—point to someone who was on the spot and knew what he was talking about.”


	“But who is that someone?”


	Tom pointed to the signature on the lower right sheet. “This Jesuit named Mendes, I’d guess. Wenzel’s guess was that he must have been a passenger.”


	“On what?”


	“The Sombra—a Spanish cargo ship.”


	Jack couldn’t help laughing. “Don’t tell me: It’s a treasure ship laden with gold and jewels.”


	Tom shrugged. “Could be.”


	“Okay. I’ll bite: Where’s this Isle of Devils?”


	“It’s the old name for Bermuda before she was settled.”


	He and Tom were headed for the Isle of Devils. Why did that set off a warning bell?


	Tom was pointing to the map again, this time at the tip of the nipple.


	“That latitude crosses the northern tip of St. George’s—Bermuda’s northernmost island. The line runs three-oh-eight degrees northwest and intersects the latitude of the map’s star right here.”


	“Why no longitude?”


	“Longitude was iffy in those days. They were pretty good at telling how far north or south they were, but the science of east-west location hadn’t been nailed down yet. But longitude isn’t necessary here. Run eight-point-five miles from the tip of St. George’s to this latitude and you’ll find the Sombra.”


	“If there ever was such a ship.”


	“Oh, there was. I did some research: Sombra was making a run to Cartagena.”


	“So how’d it end up in Bermuda?”


	Tom shrugged. “No one knows. She left Cadiz on March sixth, 1598, and that was the last anyone ever saw or heard of her. Maybe a storm blew her off course, maybe she caught fire, maybe an onboard emergency forced her to seek land. But whatever the reason, the Sombra hit the northern reef—those wavy lines around the star indicate reefs—and went down, probably like the proverbial stone.”


	“Why do you say that?”


	“Her class of ship had a deep draw—six feet. The reef out there is about three feet deep. If the Sombra was making decent speed, she probably traded damage with the reef: carving a path through the coral as the reef tore her open. She broke up and sank, and that was the end of her.”


	Jack waved the sheet. “I don’t get the point.”


	“Simple: Someday I’m going to find her.”


	“If she hasn’t already been found.”


	Tom shook his head. “The Sombra is not on any map of Bermuda wrecks, and believe me I’ve checked them all.”


	“So you’ve got a map of a wreck that isn’t there.”


	“No, I’ve got a map of a wreck that no one else knows exists.”


	“How can you be so sure?” Jack tapped the big sheet. “The map maker knew. And if there were any survivors, wouldn’t they talk up the wreck?”


	“To whom?”


	“I don’t know—the Bermuda government?”


	“The island wasn’t inhabited at the time. The Brits didn’t colonize it until 1612, and even then it was considered part of the Virginia colony.”


	Jack was confused. “Then how…?”


	Tom smiled. “How did the map wind up in a Spanish monastery? Good question. That’s what makes the Sombra so interesting. Someone drew the map, then hid it away.”


	“Doesn’t make sense.”


	“Does if the Sombra went down with something valuable—very valuable—that you someday wanted to go back and retrieve. And here’s another little tidbit: Sombra means shadow. Isn’t that cool?”


	So cool it gave Jack a chill.


	“Did you find a manifest or anything like that?”


	Tom rose and went to the cooler. “Want one while I’m up?”


	“I’ll take a Yuengling.”


	Tom returned and handed him a green bottle.


	“No… no manifest.”


	Jack sipped and considered how little sense this made.


	“Without a manifest, what makes you think the wreck holds anything of value?”


	“Because of another ship of the same class named San Pedro that went down two years before the Sombra. It was discovered back in the fifties and yielded gold bars, emerald-encrusted jewelry, and a couple thousand silver coins.”


	“Which must have kicked off a massive treasure hunt.”


	“It did. The gold rush turned up three hundred fifty different wrecks. And those are just the documented ones.”


	“But not much treasure, I’ll bet.”


	Tom shook his head. “Not a whole hell of a lot. Most were just rotting wood.”


	Jack sighed. He didn’t get this.


	“What makes you think you’ll find any more than that?”


	“Wenzel. He did a lot of research and learned that the Sombra was carrying a very special cargo—the Lilitongue of Gefreda that Mendes mentioned.”


	“Which is?”


	Tom’s brow furrowed. “He didn’t know, and couldn’t find out. All his research yielded only a few veiled references. But apparently it was considered something of great value.”


	“Just what is a Lilitongue?”


	“Haven’t the foggiest. I Googled it and came up empty.”


	“Think it’s shaped like someone’s tongue?”


	Tom made a face. “The word ‘tongue’ has a load of meanings besides that incessantly wagging muscle in your mouth. It can be anything from a spit of land to the pin on a belt buckle to the clapper inside a bell to the pole that runs between the horses on a stagecoach.”


	“So which is it?”


	“I have no idea.”


	“And Gefreda?”


	“Same thing. I assume it’s either the name of the maker or the town where it was made. But I’ve got my own theory about the Lilitongue of Gefreda. I think it’s some sort of jewel, or a unique piece of jewelry, and I’ll bet it’s worth a fortune.”


	Yeah, right, Jack thought. And I’m Captain Hook.


	A lost jewel. Sheesh. Had Tom really bought into this?


	The reefs Tom had mentioned, however, were apparently real, and they worried him.


	“Three hundred and fifty sunken ships. Maybe those stories about the Bermuda Triangle are true.”


	“Don’t tell me you believe any of that balderdash.”


	Jack had come to believe a lot of things he’d once considered “balderdash.” He didn’t want to add Bermuda Triangle lore to that list. At least not while he was sailing through it.


	“Well… easier to believe in than the Lilly Lips of Gandolfini.”


	“The Lilitongue of Gefreda. And forget the Bermuda Triangle. No one can even agree as to where the ‘triangle’ is supposed to be. But the wrecks are real. All three hundred and fifty of them have been mapped, but not one of them is called Sombra. And not one location matches the location on my map.”


	“So what’s that tell you?”


	“That it’s waiting to be discovered!”


	Jack shook his head. “Tells me it’s probably not there. Or it was there once and the tides carried it off.”


	Jack refolded the sheet and tapped it against his thigh.


	“I don’t get it, Tom. This treasure map thing… where’s it going?”


	“Nowhere at the moment. But someday I’m going to dive that wreck and find the Lilitongue of Gefreda.”


	“When? I thought you were going to disappear.”


	He shrugged. “Maybe someday I’ll sneak back.”


	Yeah, right.


	“Speaking of disappearing, it’s no easy thing these days. You’ll need help.”


	“Like who?”


	“Me. I can put you in touch with folks who can fit you for a new identity.”


	Tom looked touched. Maybe even a tad guilty.


	“You’d do that for me?”


	“Yeah,” he said, but knew he was really doing it for Dad.


				*

	


	
Afiaza Harbor—Tenerife


	March 14, 1598


	Brother Francisco Mendes smelled the rot, heard the scuttling of the rats as he picked his way through the oaken beams, braces, and knees of the Sombra’s midship cargo hold. Had this been a galleon, the hold would have been crowded with rows of cannon and bins of shot and powder. Not so an unarmed merchant nao.


	Francisco had suspected that the ship was running light, and indeed it was. As much as he had wanted to, no opportunity to inspect the hold had presented itself until now.


	He had guided the Sombra along the first leg of the established merchant route: out from Cadiz into the Atlantic, past Gibraltar, then hugging the African coast, keeping land always in sight. The planned route led south to Cape Verde, where they would turn due west and head for the Caribbean.


	But Francisco had seen to it that Captain Gutierrez fell sick as they approached the Canary Islands. The first mate, a wisp of a man named Adolpho Torres, had argued for a return to Cadiz but the captain had forbidden it. A matter of pride.


	Francisco had guided the Sombra to Afiaza Harbor on Tenerife where they had anchored and had the captain taken ashore for treatment.


	And now, here in the hold, his suspicions were confirmed. Sombra was indeed running light. He’d found bolts of fabric, worked iron, samples from many of Spain’s manufacturing sectors… but only samples.


	Why? Merchant ships unfailingly set sail with their holds packed floor to ceiling, leaving no space, no matter how small, empty. That was why their crews usually slept on the deck. They slept on the Sombra’s deck too. Not because of lack of space below, but by captain’s orders.


	Yet to Francisco even this half-empty hold seemed too crowded, the air too thick. He felt his throat closing.


	He forced himself forward. He had a description of the relic—or rather its container—but so far had had no luck finding it. He wanted to locate it before the ship got under way again. Moving belowdecks with a lamp held high was difficult enough on a docked ship. But once at sea the pitching and rolling might cause him to drop the lamp. The greatest threat to a ship—greater even than running into one of England’s race-built galleons—was fire. Once they put to sea again he would need another pair of hands to help him. Those would be Eusebio’s, but Francisco could not risk anyone learning of their connection. Not yet, at least.


	Eusebio had been conducting his own clandestine searches, taking turns with Francisco while the ship was in port. But it would not be there much longer.


	His search so far—nearly an hour—had yielded nothing. Could the cardinal have been wrong? Was the relic on another ship, perhaps?


	But then, as he lifted a bolt of dark blue fabric, he spied a small chest tucked into the forward port corner. It perfectly fit the description: small, almost square, with teak sides and brass fittings.


	The Lilitongue of Gefreda… what was it? What was its dark power?


	Better not to know.


	And now, God forgive him, he must take the next steps in the plan.


	“Senor Mendes?”


	Francisco started at the sound of his name and dropped the fabric. He turned and found one of the crew hanging from the rope ladder to the deck.


	“Yes? What is it?”


	“Senor—I mean, Captain Torres wishes to see you immediately.”


	“Captain Torres?”


	“I am afraid so, senor.”


	Eusebio had told him that the crew did not like the first mate. But from the sound of it, he was now in charge. Francisco hoped that Captain Gutierrez had not died. He had grown to like the man during the short time he had known him. He had intended to give the captain only enough poison to make him sick. He prayed he had not miscalculated the dose.


	With uncertainty gnawing at his viscera, Francisco climbed the ladder and headed for the officers’ quarters.


	He found Torres standing in the middle of the captain’s cabin. Everything about the man was thin: thin physique, thin lips, thin face, thin hair.


	“I was informed that you were in the hold. What were you doing down here?”


	“Simply checking the cargo to make sure none of it has shifted.”


	“Such is not the navigator’s concern.”


	“You are correct, sir. But since navigation is dependent on the helm, and since shifting affects the helm, and since my services are hardly needed while at anchor, I thought I might take a look. I must say, I am puzzled.”


	“Why is that?”


	“There is so little cargo.”


	Torres smiled. “I said as much to Captain Gutierrez, and he told me the holds will be bursting at the seams on the trip home.”


	Francisco could imagine only one reason for that: Someone was paying mightily for the relic.


	How could that little chest hold something of such value?


	Torres sniffed. “But be that as it may, the captain is too sick to continue and has relinquished command to me.”


	“Then he is alive?”


	Torres nodded. “Just barely. He almost died, but now he appears to be recovering. But it will be at least a week before he is on his feet. He wished me to complete the voyage.”


	Francisco breathed a sigh of relief. Gutierrez, at least, would be spared.


	“I will aid you in any way that I can, Captain. In fact, I know a route that will help us make up much of the time we have lost here in port.”


	Torres’s eyebrows rose. “Oh?”


	“Yes. Instead of waiting until Cape Verde to begin our westward tack, we head west from here.”


	“But we’re too far north. That will land us in the English colonies.”


	“Yes, if we hold too long to a westward course. But two hundred leagues before we reach land we will find a swift, southward flowing current that we can ride all the way to the Caribbean Sea.”


	Torres frowned. “I have never heard of such a current.”


	“I have—from sailors who had to sail that route to escape the English. But more than the current, the winds have a southerly flow there. We will be riding the current and running before the wind. We will have an excellent chance of making up the days we have lost here. We might even arrive in Cartagena on schedule.”


	“No.” Torres shook his head. “I cannot risk it. Better to be late than not reach port at all.”


	“But—”


	He raised a hand. “Enough. I have spoken. I will hear no more of this.”


	Francisco swallowed his anger and forced a smile. “You are the captain of this vessel. I will do as you command.”


	“Excellent, Mendes.”


	“And now, in celebration, may I pour you a little of the captain’s sherry?”


	Torres glanced around. “I’m not sure I should—”


	“You are the captain, are you not?”


	Before Torres could protest again, Francisco had the captain’s Murano glass decanter in hand and was filling a goblet for Torres. He put a few drops for himself into a second goblet, then handed the first to the captain.


	“To the success of our voyage.”


	As Torres quaffed, Francisco tilted his glass but did not drink.


	“Why so little for you? You do not care for spirits?”


	“Oh, I care for them very much. A little too much, perhaps.”


	Torres laughed. “All the more for the rest of us!”


	Francisco smiled. “Indeed you are right. Here, let me pour you a little more.”


	Francisco nodded as he watched Torres drain his second glass.


	Soon… very soon they would begin their westward tack. And their destination would not be the Caribbean, but a place known to the seafaring world as the Isle of Devils.


	Once there he prayed he had the courage to perform the duty he had been charged with.


				*

	


	
MONDAY


	Jack awoke in the dark not knowing where he was or why the room was rocking or where the hell that awful noise reverberating through his skull was coming from.


	He hit his head as he sat up.


	“What the—?”


	And then he realized where he was.


	Tom’s boat.


	Okay. That explained everything but the noise… a booming moan… like a foghorn…


	Or another ship!


	Jack lurched to his feet, trying to remember where the steps up to the deck were… left or right? He guessed left, found them, and started up.


	What was he worried about? He and Tom had split the nighttime steering chores into two six-hour shifts. Jack had taken the first. Talk about boring—the boat drove itself, leaving him nothing to do but make sure none of the equipment failed. He’d caught himself dozing off a couple of times.


	Finally his six hours—seeming like twelve or more—were up. He’d yanked Tom out of his bunk and sent him topside.


	Tom would be up there now. Even if he’d dozed off at some point, that horn would have awakened him.


	Jack reached the deck. At last—light. Not much. The cockpit’s instruments and running lights didn’t cast much of a glow, but enough to see what was what.


	The first thing Jack noticed was the unmanned helm. He did a slow turn, checking the deck chairs, expecting to find Tom slumped in one, but they were empty.


	Jack was the only one here.


	His gut tightened. Where was Tom? Had he fallen over—


	Another booming honk—louder than ever—shook the boat. Jack turned toward the bow./p›


	“Oh, shit!”


	Ahead and to his left—port, north, whatever—a looming supertanker, a mile long if it was a foot, lit up like some bioluminescent behemoth, plowed through the black water on a collision course. Obviously the Sahbon had shown up on the tanker’s radar or whatever it was ships used to detect each other, and it was sending out a warning that Jack read loud and clear:


	Yo, pip-squeak! No way I can stop or turn, so it’s up to you.


	The tanker’s prow plowed along less than a hundred yards ahead at eleven o’clock, with the Sahbon aimed like an arrow across its path.


	Jack had a flash vision of the collision, the Sahbon reduced to kindling while the tanker barely noticed the impact—a fly glancing off an elephant’s thigh.


	Panic hurled Jack to the cockpit, where he grabbed the wheel and—


	Which way to turn? Left? Right?


	He chose left. Or port. Whatever. If he couldn’t completely avoid contact with the tanker, at least he might escape with a glancing blow. He spun the wheel as fast and as far as it would go. Holding on as the deck tilted under him, he found the throttle and hauled back on it, reducing the power but not fully cutting it—no power would mean no control.


	The Sahbon was slow to respond, but it came around. It would miss the prow, but a long, long span of reinforced steel remained to be dealt with.


	Just then the Sahbon hit the tanker’s bow wave square on, lifting the front half of the hull clear of the water as it came over the top. The boat angled downward, plowing deep into the water behind the wave and killing most of its momentum.


	Jack yanked the throttle back to idle and looked at the knobby expanse of riveted steel sliding by.


	Close… too goddamn close.


	Above he saw half a dozen figures backlit by the wash from the tanker’s superstructure lights, standing along the rail, looking at him. One of them gave him the single-digit salute.


	Jack waved. We deserve that, he thought.


	No, wait… not we…


	A noise behind him. He turned to see a bleary-eyed Tom emerging from below.


	“I just got tossed out of my bunk. What the fuck’s going on, Jack? What are you doing up here?”


	Jack wanted to kill him—flatten his nose, knock out a few teeth, and toss him overboard—but he limited himself to grabbing Tom by the scruff of the neck and yanking him around to face the tanker.


	“Avoiding a collision with that!”


	He felt Tom stiffen in his grasp, then go slack.


	“Jesus, God!” He looked at Jack, his face a mask of shock. “What… how…?”


	“How?” Jack shook him by the neck. “You sack out on your shift—worse than sack out, you left the helm unattended—and you have the goddamn nerve to ask me how?”


	“Hey, fuck you, Jack!” Tom said, regaining some of his bluster. “You don’t know shit about any of this. I’m the one who’s made this trip before. I’m the one—”


	“You’re the one who was supposed to be up here, watching the store. That was our deal.”


	“Screw the deal. I’ve made this trip on my own lots of times. I always sack out while she’s running at night. You know what the chances are of seeing another boat let alone crossing paths with one? Astronomical!”


	“Well, so far in my experience we’re one for one. One hundred percent. But I don’t care how many trips you slept through the night before. On this trip we agreed—”


	“Would you forget about that? You’re like an old—”


	Jack punched him. Once. In the gut. Then he headed below. He turned at the top of the stairway. Tom was bent almost double, one hand clutching the gunwale, the other pressed against his stomach.


	“Here’s a new deal: You set so much as one foot downstairs before sunup and you’re shark food.”


	He slammed the door behind him.


				*

	


	
The Isle of Devils


	March 28, 1598


	The sun was rising behind him and the Isle of Devils lay directly ahead, but Brother Francisco took no pride in his navigational expertise. Instead he looked down at the crew, scattered like jackstraws across the Sombra’s main deck, and wept.


	Fifty-seven seamen, most dead, and the few figures still writhing below were sick unto death. Fifty-seven souls on their way or soon to be on their way to their Creator.


	All his doing.


	But not his idea.


	Francisco gazed heavenward. Was this truly God’s will? He knew the Lord spoke to the world through the Holy Father, but so many deaths… what was so terrible about the relic below that warranted so many deaths to hide it from the world?


	He looked back at the deck. Eusebio moved among the littered forms, adjusting the rigging on the foremast. The Sombra was using only two sails to keep her under way—the small rectangular canvas set low on the foremast, and the lateen sail on the aftcastle. With a crew of but two, they dared not raise more canvas.


	Francisco wiped away his tears and motioned to Eusebio to take the helm. He gave up the wheel and headed below to the midship cargo hold to check the relic.


	He found it where he and Eusebio had left it, wrapped in anchor chain and fixed to the forward bulkhead. He didn’t know why he needed to see it again. Perhaps simple curiosity. He was glad that the chest was locked, otherwise he feared the urge to peek inside and see what was worth so many lives might have been more than he could have resisted.


	The links of heavy chain were still wrapped around the little chest and secured with padlocks. This hadn’t been in the original plan, but a squall on their third day out from Tenerife had worried him about the possibility of the ship going down before he’d guided it to its destination. So he and Eusebio had weighted it to assure that if the Sombra did go down, the relic would go down with it. And stay down, never to wash up on any shores.


	Assured that it was secured, he climbed back to the main deck and reclaimed the helm.


	His instructions were to bring the ship through the reefs to the shore of the Isle of Devils, carry the relic inland, and there bury it deep in the earth.


	Despite the use of only two sails, the Sombra was making good time in the cool, strong wind from the northeast. Francisco wished it weren’t quite so strong. It had raised a chop that would make it more difficult to navigate the Isle of Devils’ notorious reefs. The lateen gave them more maneuverability than a square sail, and passages existed, he was sure of that. Finding them under any conditions could be difficult. But with all these whitecaps…


	He tapped Eusebio on the shoulder.


	“Is the longboat ready?”


	The older man nodded and pointed. “Food, water, sail, and all our belongings—ready and waiting.”


	“Excellent. Why don’t you—”


	Francisco pitched forward against the wheel and Eusebio was hurled against a railing as the ship bottomed against a reef. But it didn’t stop. Propelled by the stiff wind it shuddered forward amid a deafening cacophony of grinding coral and splintering, smashing wood.


	“She’s breaking up!” Eusebio cried.


	Francisco pointed to the cargo hatch in the deck below.


	“The relic! We have to free it!”


	The deck shook beneath their feet as they staggered toward the hatch. The Sombra shook as if in an attack of ague but continued to plow ahead, though more slowly now.


	Eusebio knelt and peered into the hold, then looked up at Francisco.


	“It’s half full already!”


	Panic squeezed Francisco’s throat. “To the boat!”


	With the deck tilting under them—listing to port as the bow sank and the stern rose—they undid the longboat’s securing lashes and climbed in. Moments later they floated off the sinking deck. Eusebio rowed them away from the roiling water as the Sombra rolled onto its side and sank beneath the waves.


	Francisco had been shocked at how fast it was going down, but then he saw the gaping rent where the keel had been.


	Soon all that remained were a few loose timbers and the floating bodies of the crew. He made the sign of the cross and recited the Litany for the Dying—for them and for himself.


	Then he thanked God for inspiring him to weight the chest. It wouldn’t be buried on the Isle of Devils as planned, but even so, it would never again be seen by the eyes of man.


	The water within the reef was calmer than beyond. He unpacked his astrolabe and made as accurate a measurement as possible on the rocking craft.


	That done, the next task was to sail to the Isle, find a landmark, and measure the distance and degrees from there to this spot.


	After that, he and Eusebio would anchor off the reef and search the horizon for the two lateens of the Vatican caravel that had been following a day behind the Sombra.


				*

	


	
TUESDAY


	1


	Land ho.


	Bermuda’s brightly colored, beckoning shores lay ahead. Beyond the pastel splotches of houses with glaringly bright roofs, Jack couldn’t make out much in the way of detail. Everything he’d read said it was a beautiful, cultured, civilized place.


	Great.


	But Jack wouldn’t have cared if it was a barren lump of rock, or the relocation of Sodom and Gomorra. It was land. He’d started to believe he might never see land again.


	After the supertanker incident, the remainder of the trip had proved unremarkable.


	Jack had climbed from belowdecks the following morning to find Tom sipping a beer and acting as if nothing had happened—no near collision, no punch. No apology for dereliction of duty, no mention of the punch. Everything copacetic.


	So Jack adopted the same attitude: The night before hadn’t happened.


	Not a bad approach, considering how they were looking at another day or so cooped up together on the Sahbon.


	The truce allowed them to talk civilly. They got along. They stuck to neutral subjects like sports and movies; they watched videotapes—Dazed and Confused twice at Tom’s insistence—and studiously avoided the landmine of worldview.


	Jack didn’t get Tom. He was unquestionably bright, clever—perhaps a little too clever—and could be charming when it suited him. He’d make a good acquaintance or card-playing buddy as long as you first made sure the deck wasn’t marked. But a friend? Jack wondered if Tom had any friends.


	True friends… people who knew all about him, people he could call on when in need, and who could in turn depend on him to come running when they needed him.


	Look at who’s wondering about friends.


	Jack could think of only three people in the world he could call friend: Gia, Abe, and Julio.


	Three was enough. More than enough. A friend was a commitment. Friends took time and nurturing. And you had to give them your trust. That was the big stumbling block for Jack: You had to let a friend know you. Jack realized he had limitations in that department. He didn’t want to be known. The fewer people who knew how he made his living, the better.


	Gia, Abe, and Julio. They knew. They were enough.


	But Tom? Who did Tom count as a friend? Who called Tom friend? Jack couldn’t imagine it.


	And that was sad to say about your only living kin.


	“Okay.” Tom clapped his hands. “Time to get out the fishing rods.”


	“Fishing? No way. My feet need dry land under them again ASAP.”


	“You kidding?” Tom laughed. “Fishing? I can’t stand fishing. Rather watch paint dry. The rods are our camouflage. We’re going to sneak in in plain sight, and then we’re going to hide in plain sight.”


	“Just as long as we don’t end up like the Sombra.”


	“Not to worry. We’ve got all sorts of advantages they didn’t: like charts and channel markers and depth finders.”


	Jack tried to squeeze some assurance from that, but came up dry.


	“All of which you know how to use, right?”


	“Of course. I’m not exactly what you’d call an old salt, but I do know a few things. The channel markers are the easiest. Just remember the three R’s: red-right-return.”


	“Meaning?”


	“Always keep the red channel markers on your starboard side when returning to port.”


	Jack nodded. Sounded straightforward enough. He didn’t see how Tom could screw that up. Even he could handle that.


	Jack scanned the water. The sky was a clear blue dome, the midday sun glinted on the gentle waves. The breeze ruffled his hair. He guesstimated the air temp in the mid-sixties.


	And straight ahead, taking up a good chunk of horizon, lay the islands of Bermuda. Islands. Jack had been studying the maps and a tourist guide. He’d always thought of Bermuda as a single island but had learned it was a group—five major and a horde of small ones.


	More accurately, Bermuda was the remnant of the rim of a giant, ancient, long-dead, undersea volcano ringed with coral reefs. It ate up a fair number of degrees of their horizon now. Not a desert island—anything but. Its surface undulated with green, pastel-studded hills.


	Directly around them lay dark blue water; but not far ahead it changed to a pattern of turquoise interlaced with thick, dark threads: sand and coral.


	The maps placed the western reefs about six miles from shore. The Sahbon looked to be about that distance right now.


	“Where are the reefs?”


	Tom jutted his chin forward. “Dead ahead. Just under the surface… waiting. Five miles deep out here, three feet or so in there where you see those little breakers—that’s the only giveaway. Helps you understand why there’s three hundred fifty wrecks around here. I mean, imagine coming through these waters at night, or during a storm.” He shook his head. “No thanks.”


	Jack stared at the water. If Tom hadn’t pointed it out, he wouldn’t have had a hint that a reef lurked below the surface.


	“Thar she blows.”


	Jack swiveled, searching the water. “What?”


	Tom pointed to the left. “Our first channel marker.”


	Jack spotted a red triangle fixed to the top of a flimsy pole. He searched and found another a few hundred yards beyond it.


	Red-right-return… all right.


	“Let’s get those fishing rods in their holders. We need to look like locals.”


				*

	


	
2


	On the way in Tom hooked up with two other sport fishers. They all exchanged friendly waves and three boats cruised into Bermuda’s Great Sound as if they all belonged there.


	The five major islands are arranged in a rough, irregular, fishhook shape with the convexity of the hook facing west, its barb pointing north. The Great Sound occupies the space inside the hook.


	Jack had followed their progress through the reefs on the tide chart. Once they reached the sound he refolded the map and stowed it. No reefs here. This was the deep caldera of the ancient volcano.


	A little ways into the sound Tom veered west toward the bulkheaded shoreline. He pointed to a squat box of a building on their right.


	“There’s the island prison.”


	“Swell,” Jack said. “Let’s hope this is as close as we ever get to it.”


	He noticed Tom’s attention was fixed more on the houses lining the shore than on the water. Pastels, especially turquoise and coral pink, seemed to be the local favorites—but only their walls. The roofs were a uniformly dazzling white.


	Tom must have noticed his interest.


	“The white roofs are traditional but not just decorative. See those slanted ridges? Rainwater runs along them and down into a cistern below each house. Not much rainfall here, so every drop is precious. This island is called Somerset Parish, by the way. Bermuda is divided up into parishes. Don’t ask me to explain. I don’t know.”


	Jack watched Tom’s attention drift back to the shoreline.


	“What’re you looking for?”


	“An empty dock.”


	“Lots of them along here.”


	“Maybe I should have said, An empty dock belonging to an empty house flanked by a couple of other empty houses.”


	“Sounds like a tall order.”


	“In season, yeah. But this is off-season. People who have second homes here are elsewhere, and even native Bermudians tend to leave the islands for shopping sprees in the U.S. All we—” He pointed to an orange-sherbet house. “There. That looks like a possibility.”


	Tom cut the engine to near idle and drifted toward the dock jutting from the bulkhead in front of the brightly colored two-story house. A sign on the dock proclaimed THE BERESFORD’s. Jack shook his head. The world seemed full of superfluous apostrophes. He didn’t know why they irritated him. Lots more serious problems around.


	Focusing on the house he noticed the corrugated steel storm shutters rolled down over all the windows. Definitely looked like someone was away for a while.


	A twenty-foot speedboat, partially sealed in some bright blue material and suspended from a pair of davits, took up half the yard.


	Jack said, “It’s got a boat…”


	“Yes, but notice that the outboard engine has been removed, and the open area is sealed in shrink-wrap tarp. Definitely winterized. I can’t see these folks coming back till spring.”


	Jack checked right and left. The neighboring houses looked equally deserted.


	“So what’s the plan? Tie up like we belong here?”


	Tom smiled. “Exactly. Like I said: Hide in plain sight.”


	He turned the Sahbon so that its stern faced the bulkhead, then tried to maneuver it into the dock. The wind and current did their best to frustrate his attempts.


	After the third failure Jack said, “Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to go in nose first?”


	Tom nodded. “Damn straight, but I don’t want the transom visible to everyone who cruises by.”


	On the fourth try he maneuvered the stern close enough to the dock for Jack to jump to it with a rope. While he quick-tied to a piling, Tom hurried forward along the narrow port deck to the bow where he grabbed a rope and threw it to Jack. With the bow and stern tied, they were docked.


	“Not pretty,” Tom said, “but we made it.”


	Jack stepped off the dock planks onto the yard. He ground his sneakers into the sandy soil.


	“Guess what?”


	Tom turned to him with a worried look. “What? No surprises, please.”


	Jack spread his arms. “This is the first time I’ve set foot on foreign soil.”


	Tom stared at him. “You’re kidding.”


	“Nope. You might say I’m a homebody.”


	A homebody without a passport. Can’t get too far without one of those.


	“Welcome to the rest of the world. How’s it feel?”


	“Pretty much like anyplace else I’ve been.”


	Why should it feel different? With no official identity, he didn’t officially belong anywhere. He was a man without a country.


	Not such a great position in these times.


				*
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	After Tom had adjusted the securing ropes to his satisfaction, they hurried north along a narrow asphalt road toward the ferry stop. Jack had his new backup strapped to his ankle, and carried a small duffel with clean clothes. Tom had his backpack and nothing more.


	Jack knew from the tourist guide that the Ferry Authority cut the number of runs in the off season, and the next could be the last of the day.


	He hadn’t been able to call Gia from the boat—Tom had insisted that absolute radio silence was necessary—but he’d take care of that as soon as they got to town.


	The ferry wait was less than twenty minutes. Not much to see at first as they plowed across the open water of the Great Sound, so he sat inside on the lower deck and nursed one of the beers Tom had brought along. When the shoreline began to close in, Jack climbed to the upper deck and took in the view.


	A range of dark green hills rose from the water to the south. The pastel colors and white roofs of the houses clinging to their flanks reminded him of a grassy mound studded with mushrooms. Here and there a Nelson pine or a narrow cedar jutted dark green fingers above the surrounding vegetation.


	But the smaller islands, clumps of palm and pine-encrusted lava rock scattered throughout the eastern half of the sound, caught his attention. Many were too small for habitation, while others supported compact neighborhoods. But the in-between size, the ones with only a single house, captured his imagination.


	What would it be like to live on one of those? Like owning your own country, or an island fortress protected on all sides by deep water. The isolation appealed to him: He, Gia, Vicky, and the baby, living apart from the world, making their own rules for their own tiny sovereign state.


	An impossibility, of course. A wild, absurd fantasy. But still… no law against dreaming. At least not yet.


	The ferry wove a path through the islands, stopping here and there among them, then veered north toward a crowded shore—Bermuda’s business, entertainment, and cultural center, Hamilton.


	As soon as they docked Tom led him down Front Street. It ran along the waterfront; the arcaded sidewalk sported a wide array of tony shops, but few pedestrians. Definitely the off season around here.


	“Where are we going?”


	“Well, the bank’s closed, so that’ll have to wait till tomorrow. Eventually we’ll get to a place called Flanagan’s, but I’ve got a few stops I want to make along the way.”


	“So do I.”


	Jack meant to call Gia before he did another thing.


				*
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	Joey Castles sat in a rear-corner window booth of the Empire Diner. He watched the traffic on Tenth Avenue and marveled at the power of a phone call from the right people.


	Joey used to love diners. Mainly because he used to love breakfast. Used to be he could eat bacon and eggs or a ham-and-cheese omelet—American, never Swiss—three times a day. And the only place you could do that was a diner.


	Trouble was, he hadn’t been feeling very hungry since Frankie bought it. He ate maybe once a day, if that. He was losing weight. He had to pull in his belt an extra notch yesterday morning, and the way things were going, it’d be two notches soon. He’d never been fat or even chubby, but Christ, he’d be a scarecrow soon.


	He and Frankie had been more than brothers. They’d been like one person. Half of him was gone. Had to get a grip or this would eat him alive.


	The man across from him snapped his phone closed and smiled apologetically.


	“Business. Always business.”


	Joey nodded. “I hear you.”


	This was their second meeting. The first had been in a Coney Island merdaio that served them tea and some mix of black bread, sour cream, and onions that had made his breath stink into the next day. That meeting had been precall, and a waste of time.


	This guy was Valentin Vorobev but everyone called him Valya. He had no license to sell guns but that hadn’t stopped him from supplying factions of the Russian mob in Brighton Beach for years. He’d agreed to meet with Joey, but only on his home turf. But as soon as Joey mentioned the Tavor-2, Valya had developed a sudden case of amnesia.


	Joey had wanted to put a few into the cacchio right then and there. He didn’t care who sold the guns to the Arabs—


	All right, he did care. After 9/11, anybody who sold anything lethal to a fucking Arab ought to be redesigned so he could join a castrati choir. But Joey was willing to overlook that.


	You made a sale. Fine. Okay. That’s just doing business. I’m all for doing business. Just tell me who did the buying.


	What he wanted more than life itself was the names of the shits who pulled the trigger on his brother.


	He’d contacted three runners before his meet with Jack. Same old story: Nobody was talking. Nobody knew nothin’.


	Then he’d called Pop. Soon as he got on the phone the old man went off on a ten-minute half-English, half-Italian rant. His folks had come over on the boat from Palermo, so he’d grown up speaking Italian at home and English on the street. Sometimes when he got upset he spoke both at once. Joey and Frankie had heard a lot of Italian growing up. Frankie had picked it up pretty good. The only thing Joey could do in Italian was curse and swear.


	But he knew enough to hurt when Pop dismissed his efforts as minchia del mare. No fucking fair.


	But Pop’s attitude did a one-eighty when Joey told him Jack’s idea—except he’d said it was his own. The old man got right down to making calls to people who started making calls to other people, and finally one of those calls had reached out and touched good old Valya. Which had led to this second meeting—not, it was worth noting, at a place of Valya’s choosing, but Joey’s.


	Others had called back as well. He’d be doing a round of new meetings during the coming days. Maybe one of them…


	“Again, I am sorry for your brother,” the Russian said in a thickly accented voice. “Terrible thing to lose brother.”


	He had a broad face, small dark eyes, and a jarhead haircut.


	“You got that right.”


	Joey wanted a cigarette. Bad. But you couldn’t light up indoors anywhere in this fucking city no more. Normally he might just fire one up and flip the old vaffanculo at anyone who hassled him. But the last thing he needed now was to draw attention to this booth.


	So he tried to satisfy himself with coffee.


	“I thought long and hard about your sorrow and decided that I, Valya, should share with you what little I know.”


	Yeah, right. You got a call telling you to cooperate.


	“That’s very kind of you.” Joey leaned forward. “What can you tell me?”


	“Only that items you are interested in, they are easy to get, but not easy to sell.”


	“What’s that mean?”


	A big shrug. “No one wants. Or better to say, no one cares. Not well known. Everyone want other Israeli item. You know what I mean?”


	Joey nodded. He knew: Uzis. Every gangbanger and cugine lusted for a Mac-10 or an Uzi.


	“Before this happened, who has heard of this item you seek? No one, I think. I have two of them for three years now and no one even ask. Not once.” Another elaborate shrug. “If I have business where I could send back, I would send these back today.”


	Joey felt his voice rising with his temperature. “That’s it? You meet with me and that’s it?”


	“I do this out of respect for your sorrow. And to save you from waste time.”


	Joey found himself talking through his teeth.


	“Ay, puttana! Frankie was my brother! This ain’t wasted time!”


	Valya held up his hands. “You do not understand. What I say is these items most probably bought not in States. If this Wrath of Allah connects to al-Qaeda, then guns most likely smuggle in.”


	That was what Joey had been afraid of all along. He didn’t want to hear it. It meant he’d never track down the bastards.


	Joey stood, threw a five on the table to cover the coffee, and walked out. No good-bye. The mamaluke didn’t deserve one. Not like Joey was ever going to see him again.


	He lit up as he hit the sidewalk. Then his cell rang.


	“Joey?” said a voice. “It’s Jack. What’s up?”


	“Ay, goombah. Not a lot, man. Not a whole fucking lot.”


	“My idea work?”


	“Like a charm as far as getting people to talk. But so far I got oogatz.”


	“Afraid of that.”


	“Hey, it ain’t over. I’m still on it. Something’s bound to come through sooner or later. And when it does, you gotta number I can reach you?”


	“No. Just my voice mail. But I’ll be checking that and I’ll keep checking in with you.”


	“Good enough. We’ll have something soon.” I hope.


				*
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	“Sure you don’t want a cigar?”


	It was the third time Tom had asked.


	“All right.”


	“Good man. Not often you get a chance to smoke a real Havana.”


	While Tom had gone cigar shopping, Jack had found a liquor store where he’d bought a prepaid Bermuda calling card. He phoned Gia to let her know he hadn’t been lost at sea. She’d sounded relieved. All was fine back home, and Jack had promised to call her again in the morning. Then he’d called Joey.


	So now Tom and he sat on the outside deck of Flanagan’s, poised over Front Street and overlooking the quiet harbor. The pub seemed authentically Irish—even had a dartboard—with dark wood, subdued lighting, and lots of regulars calling and waving to each other through the smoky air. Jack knew half a dozen places exactly like it back home. Well, not exactly. Smoky bars were now a thing of the past in New York.


	The “authentic” came to a screeching halt with the Korean maitre d’.


	Tom had said the fish chowder was a must, so Jack had ordered that and fish and chips. He was looking forward to eating something a little more substantial—and warmer—than a sandwich.


	He bit a small piece off the butt end of the cigar and fired up the tip with Tom’s lighter. He’d smoked cigarettes for a few years as a teen but the allure of tobacco, especially cigars, had eluded him.


	He took a deep draw and let it out slowly. Tom was watching him with an expectant look.


	“Well?”


	“Tastes like roofing material.”


	It didn’t taste that bad, but it didn’t taste good either. What was all the fuss about Cuban cigars?


	Tom sputtered. “B-but it’s-it’s a Montecristo!”


	“I think you got gypped. It’s an El Shingelo.”


	Tom muttered, “De gustibus,” then glared and fumed and puffed while Jack rested his cigar in the ashtray and hoped it would go out.


	“Was Dad ever here?” Jack said.


	Tom blew blue smoke and looked at him over the rim of his third vodka on the rocks.


	“Bermuda? Yeah. I think it was back in your freshman year. Mom had an empty-nest thing going and so Dad brought her here. Don’t you remember?”


	Jack shook his head. Something about that hovered on the edge of his memory, just out of reach. He’d done such a bang-up job of leaving his past behind for fifteen years that a lot of it had slipped away.


	“Do you know if he liked it?”


	Tom shrugged. “Never asked. But hey, what’s not to like?”


	Jack nodded. Bermuda might be one of the only areas where he and Tom were in agreement.


	He was sure his folks had loved it. How could they not? Even in its cold season, with the deciduous trees standing naked here and there among the palms, it looked like paradise.


	On the rare occasions when Jack had thought of Bermuda at all, he’d considered it little more than a newlywed destination—pink-sand beaches and all the rest of the honeymoon hype. But the ride across the Great Sound had shown him a different island.


	Tom signaled for another vodka. “Speaking of Dad, have you any idea of the size of his estate?”


	Jack sipped his pint of Courage and shook his head. “Not a clue.”


	“I got a peek at his finances last summer when I helped him add a codicil to his will.”


	Jack pushed away a sudden vision of Tom fixing the terms so that it all went to him.


	“What did he change?”


	“Don’t worry. You’re still in it.”


	Jack had already punched Tom. That remark deserved a head butt. But he sat quietly.


	Finally Tom said, “It was after Kate’s death. A third of his estate had been slated for Kate. He’d never conceived of the possibility that she’d predecease him. He changed it so that Kate’s third would be split evenly between Kevin and Lizzie—trusts and all that. He’d already set up an insurance trust to protect the benefits from the inheritance tax.” He shook his head. “The old man knew finances and tax laws. Covered all his bases.”


	Dad’s will… talking about it made Jack queasy. He felt ghoulish. He wanted off the subject.


	“Well, he was an accountant after all.”


	Tom looked Jack in the eye. “How many accountants do you know who’re worth three million bucks?”


	Jack sat stiff and silent, stunned. “Three million? Dad? But how?”


	“A major reason was Microsoft. He wasn’t in on the IPO, but he got in shortly after. You know how he was about computers—way ahead of the crowd. He saw the future and bought into it. He was also one of the first home-computer day traders.” Tom tapped his fist twice on the table. “Wish to hell he’d clued me in.”


	“Would you have listened?”


	Tom’s drink arrived. “Probably not. Moot point, anyway. With kids and family and living high, who had spare cash?”


	“You must have a retirement account.”


	He nodded. “Yeah, but I left that in the care of a reputed whiz kid who royally fucked it up. Shit, if I’d wanted it to crash and burn, I could have done that myself.” Tom stared into his drink. “What’re you going to do with your million?”


	A million… the number whacked him across the back of the head like a blackjack. Dad had left him a million bucks.


	“I… I’ll have to think about that. How about you?”


	“By the time the estate’s settled—and it’ll be a while—I hope to be long gone.” He gave a disgusted grunt. “Otherwise I’ll be a rich jailbird. But even if I hung around I wouldn’t see much of it. With two rasorial ex-wives—the Skanks from Hell are both well practiced at deficit financing—and a third who spends like the Hilton sisters, and three kids with college funds, what do you think?”


	Jack had a sudden idea. “Is there any way to split my share between your kids and Kate’s?”


	Tom’s drink stopped halfway to his lips. He stared wide eyed and open mouthed.


	“You’re shitting me.”


	
“Nope. Just made up my mind.”


	“No, you’re out of your fucking mind.”


	He couldn’t accept the money. Not that it wouldn’t give Gia and him a nice, fat financial cushion, but a man who doesn’t exist can’t inherit money.


	“I have my reasons.”


	“What? You don’t seem the superstitious type. You think it’s somehow tainted because Dad was murdered?”


	That had never occurred to Jack, but he decided to run with it.


	“Yeah. It’s blood money. I don’t want it.”


	Tom shook his head. “Well, as much as I’d like to see the kids get an extra half a mil, it can’t be done.”


	“Why not? You’re the executor, aren’t you?”


	“Yeah, but I won’t be around. And an executor can’t change the terms of the will.”


	“You could hang around long enough to find a way.”


	“But it’s not necessary. Once you claim the money you can divvy it up any way you please.”


	That was just the point—he couldn’t claim the money.


	Another idea: “Okay, have me declared dead.”


	“What?”


	“Look, I disappeared more than seven years ago—twice that. Isn’t that enough to have me declared dead?”


	“But you’re not.”


	“I am—at least as far as officialdom is concerned.”


	There—he’d said it. Hadn’t wanted to, but there was no other way. He didn’t want his inheritance moldering in some account when the other people in Dad’s will could use it.


	Tom grinned and slapped the tabletop. “Knew it! I knew it!”


	“Knew what?”


	“You’re running around under a false identity. That’s why you couldn’t claim Dad’s body. And—of course! You can’t claim the inheritance for the same reason.” He leaned forward. “What’s the story? Who are you hiding from?”


	“You know all you need to know, Tom. Back to the subject at hand: Can you have me declared dead?”


	“But everybody at the wake and the funeral… they know you’re alive.”


	“Yeah, but do they have to know I’ve been declared dead? Nobody knows how much they were slated to inherit in the first place. If you don’t tell and I don’t complain, who’s going to be the wiser?”


	Tom leaned back. “I don’t know. It might be possible. I’ll hang around long enough to look into it.”


	“Do that. And no funny stuff.”


	Tom looked offended. “You think I’d gyp Kate’s kids?”


	“After what you’ve told me? What do you think?”


	“I’d never—”


	“Good. Because if I ever find out you’ve shorted those kids, I’ll hunt you down and chop off your right hand.”


	Tom started to laugh but it died aborning as he looked in Jack’s eyes.


	“You—you’re kidding, right?”


	Their food arrived then. Jack sniffed his fish and chips—fresh from the fryer, all hot, crisp, and greasy.


	“Let’s eat.”


				*
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	When the check arrived, Tom said, “You mind getting this? I mean, I could charge it, but I don’t want to leave a trail to Bermuda and back.”


	Jack reached for his wallet. “Good thinking.”


	Jack didn’t mind. John Tyleski didn’t exist.


	“How much cash did you bring?”


	“I’ve got plastic.”


	“You do? How?”


	Why was he acting so surprised? Tom knew he’d reserved that hotel room for him. Can’t do that without a credit card.


	“There are ways.”


	“You and I need to talk about rebirth real soon. But for now we have to find us a place to spend the night.”


	“Why not the boat?”


	“Too far. Doesn’t make sense to go all the way back to Somerset tonight, then come all the way back in the morning. Besides, lights and activity on the boat might draw attention. Better to stay here.”


	He was probably right.


	“I saw a big pink hotel as we got off the ferry.”


	Tom made a face. “The Princess? Uh-uh. No can do.”


	“Why not?”


	“That’s where I honeymooned with the first Skank from Hell. No thanks.” He shook his head. “I stayed at Elbow Beach my last few times here.” Another head shake. “We’ll find some other place. You’ll have to cover the rooms.”


	“Figured that. And everything else, I guess.”


	“Not at all. We’ll settle up tomorrow as soon as I withdraw my money.”


	“After which we head home, right? As in right away.”


	Tom gave a thumbs-up. “You got it. I want to get that money back and stashed in the States ASAP. And then you can show me how to disappear.”


				*
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	Tom glanced at his watch as he paced the marble floor of the Bermuda Bank and Trust Limited, waiting for Hugh Dawkes. Nine thirty. He wanted to get back to the Sahbon.


	He wore a wrinkled shirt and slacks—the best clothes he’d brought along—and had his backpack slung over his shoulder. The backpack probably wasn’t a good touch, but its contents were too precious to leave in the truck.


	The BB&T occupied a pink stucco building on the uphill side of Reid Street in Hamilton. The idea of a pink bank had put Tom off at first, but then this was Bermuda where it was no strange thing to see businessmen—bankers included—dressed for work in a jacket, tie, short pants, and knee socks.


	Dawkes appeared, a slim, silver-haired gent in dark blue jacket and matching Bermuda shorts and knee socks. Tom had made a point of dealing with the same man on every visit he’d made to BB&T. He’d also made a point of calling the Gosling Brothers’ store on Front Street and having them send Dawkes a bottle of their 150-proof rum every Christmas. Never knew when you were going to need a favor.


	As they shook hands and exchanged greetings, he sensed tension in Dawkes. Maybe he was having a bad day.


	Tom didn’t have much time so he got right to the point.


	“I’ll be relocating to the West Coast soon, so I’m afraid I’ll have to close out my account.”


	Now Dawkes looked even more troubled. “I’m sorry to tell you this, sir, but at this time that will not be possible.”


	Tom’s stomach did a flip. “Why not?”


	“Your government has been in touch with the hank and… I…”


	With his knees going soft under him, Tom reached for a chair.


	“May I sit down?”


	“Of course, sir.”


	“What do you mean ‘my government’?”


	“I’m not sure, sir. Some agency approached the bank. The president, Mr. Hickson, dealt with them. He has not seen fit to inform me of the details.”


	Dawkes pursed his lips and sniffed, obviously slighted.


	Tom didn’t give a shit about this twit’s wounded feelings. The feds! The feds had been here!


	“What’s the bottom line here, Mr. Dawkes?”


	Dawkes looked embarrassed. “Your account has been frozen, sir.”


	Tom leaned back and closed his eyes. This was scary. No, it was beyond scary—this was fucking terrifying. How did they find out about it? How had they connected him to BB&T?


	Chiram… the Sahbon’s former owner, Chiram Abijah. Had to be him. Probably made a deal and gave up Tom.


	But an even more terrifying question roiled his gut: What else did they know?


	The savings account itself wasn’t important. He’d deposited a thousand in it years ago simply to establish himself as a customer. He’d wanted to use a phony name, but the bank required a passport as ID for foreign depositors, and the only passport he’d had was the real thing.


	Although he needed every penny he could get his hands on, he could let the thousand go. His real stash was in the back.


	At least he hoped it was. Tom was almost afraid to ask. He put on a brave face, looked Dawkes in the eye, and…


	“This is most puzzling and disconcerting, Mr. Dawkes. I’ll straighten it out immediately when I get home. But at this time I’d like to visit my safety-deposit box.”


	Dawkes looked away and Tom’s heart almost stopped.


	Oh, no. Oh, shit, don’t tell me—


	“I’m afraid that’s frozen too, sir.”


	Jesus God. Half a million bucks! His fuck-you money. He had to get to it.


	He dug in his pants pocket and found the box key.


	“Just a quick visit? For old time’s sake?”


	Dawkes gave a sad shake of his head. “I’m afraid I couldn’t do that, sir.”


	He held up the key. “Not even as a personal favor?”


	He glanced at Tom, then looked away again. “I’m sorry, sir.”


	Tom wanted to throttle him. You ungrateful shit. After all that rum I sent you…


	“But there is something I can do for you, sir…”


	What? What?


	“… and that’s to tell you to turn around and walk away from here and don’t come back.”


	Dawkes’s furtive look and lowered voice cut off the stream of choice epithets that leaped to Tom’s lips.


	“What are you telling me?”


	“Simply that Mr. Hickson has instructed us to report your presence to him immediately should you show up. I am the only one here at BB and T who knows you by sight, and I will, shall we say, neglect to mention your visit. But I suggest we cut this meeting short before anyone becomes curious as to your identity.”


	Tom bolted from the chair and extended his hand. “Thank you, Dawkes. You’re a prince.”


	A quick shake and he was on his way.


	Shit, shit, SHIT! Now he was fucked—royally fucked. He saw no options. What could he do?


	And then he thought of something. A long shot. A very long shot.


	But he couldn’t do it alone. He’d need Jack’s help.


				*
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	Shock blasted through Jack like an icy wave when Tom told him. Not from the news that his account was frozen, but…


	“The feds know you’re here?”


	That meant the feds would also know that Jack was here. A crawly sensation settled on the back of his neck. They could be under surveillance right now.


	They stood on Reid Street, a pair of statues among bustling shoppers and workers. Fleets of motorbikes buzzed by on the street, their dinky engines sounding like a swarm of angry hornets.


	Tom shook his head. “No. The feds have no idea. Otherwise they’d have been waiting for me. Good thing we came in through the back door.”


	But obviously they’ve learned about the account and think I might try to get to it.


	“There’s nothing you can do?”


	“No. And I’m lucky the guy in there didn’t report me.”


	“Yeah, but how do you know he won’t change his mind?”


	“He won’t. He’d wind up on the hot seat himself for not calling his boss when I showed up.” Another head shake. “Shit!”


	“Well, Tom. I’m sorry about this.” And he was. “But there’s nothing to be done, so let’s get the hell out of Dodge.”


	“No, wait. There is something to be done. But not about my account.”


	“Then what?”


	“The Sombra.”


	“Oh no.” Jack backed away. “No-no-no-no.”


	“Jack, it’s a chance—my only chance right now.”


	“It’s not a chance. It’s a pipe dream. Look, I’ll lend you money, help you get a new identity. I’ll even—”


	“Help me a different way: Help me find the Sombra. Help me find the Lilitongue of Gefreda.”


	This was crazy. What was he thinking?


	“Look, Tom, even if I had time to help you—and I don’t because I promised Gia I’d be back day after tomorrow—how can two men excavate a sunken ship?”


	“That’s exactly how most of those three hundred fifty wrecks were uncovered: by two-man teams. We’re not talking the Titanic here. The damn ship was only seventy-five feet long. And excavating is an amazingly simple process.”


	“Shoveling sand? Underwater? Are you crazy?”


	Tom smiled. “Underwater, yes. But no shoveling. There’s a much easier, better way. You just—”


	“News bulletin: I’ve never scuba dived. Not once.”


	“You’re kidding.”


	“Never had a need to. Not a frequently called-upon skill in New York.”


	“I’ll teach you. Nothing to it. We’ll only be down about forty feet, so you can learn all you need to know in twenty minutes, tops.”


	“I can learn all I need to know in zero minutes because I’m not going.”


	“Jack, I need your help on this. I can’t do it alone. You promised you’d help.”


	“And I will help. But not on a wild goose chase.”


	“The ship’s there, Jack. I know it. I knew it the first time I laid eyes on the map. And if it contains anything of value, it’ll make up for my frozen account.”


	“Let’s be sensible here. This map’s been around for four hundred years and no one decided to go looking for the ship before you?”


	“Well, it was hidden away most of those centuries. And the few who understood it probably figured it was fake.”


	Smart folks, Jack thought.


	“Everyone except you.”


	“Right. And Wenzel’s research confirmed it. He had no interest in the ship; the map itself was his prize. He’d researched it thoroughly and believed whoever had made it was sincere.”


	“Crazy people can be sincere. Some of the most sincere people I’ve ever met have had their receivers off the hook.”


	“I won’t argue that. But I’ve been to the spot on the map. Last time I was here I went out with a handheld GPS unit and found it. I dove it. It’s a deep sand hole.”


	Jack couldn’t hide his surprise. “If you’ve been there already, what do you need me for?”


	“Because I couldn’t find it.”


	“And you think I will?”


	“We will. I’ll bet my butt it broke apart on the reef and what’s left of it is still in that hole, covered with sand. And you and I are going to excavate it.”


	A perking suspicion bubbled to the surface.


	“Was this your plan all along, Tom?”


	He looked puzzled. “What?”


	“A bait and switch. Do you really have a secret account in there? Or did you make me think I was helping you run some money when all along you wanted to rope me into a sunken treasure dive?”


	Tom raised a hand. “Swear to God, Jack, I absolutely do have a frozen account in that bank.”


	“Then why make such a big deal of the map on the trip out?”


	Tom reddened. “I did not make a big deal. I just thought it would interest you.” He looked away. “Okay… I suppose I was hoping to pique your interest enough to get you to dive it with me as, you know, a lagniappe. We’d split whatever we found.”


	Bullshit or not? Jack could no longer tell truth from fiction with this guy.


	Tom looked at him again. “But we’re not talking bonus anymore. We’re talking desperate necessity.”


	“Tom… no.”


	Tom’s mouth twisted. “Fine. You want to head home, go to it. But you’ll be going without me.”


	“What?”


	“And if you leave me here, I’m stuck here. The only way I’ll get back to the States will be in handcuffs. I’d hope you wouldn’t do that to me.”


	“Staying will be your choice.”


	“And you—how far do you think you can take the Sahbon without me?”


	Good question. Jack didn’t know if he could pilot the boat through the reefs, let alone all the way back to North Carolina. He’d learned enough on the trip out to hazard a try, but couldn’t guarantee that the Sahbon wouldn’t end up on Bermuda’s shipwreck map.


	And if the Bermuda coast guard or whatever they were called had to pull him off the reef, they’d want some ID, they’d want to see his passport.


	Shit.


	Tom’s tone shifted from challenging to pleading. “Two days, Jack… two freaking extra days. If we haven’t found anything by sundown Friday, we head home. I swear—I swear on Mom’s grave.”


	Jack could feel himself being backed into a corner.


	An old saying came to mind: No good deed shall go unpunished. Right.


	Never should have come.


	“You’ve got to take my back on this, Jack. I hate to bring up Dad again—”


	“Then don’t.”


	“—but I have to. If he were here he’d say, What’s two more days in the grand scheme of things if you can help your brother out of the worst jam of his life?”


	Jack knew full well the guilt trip Tom was laying on him, but that didn’t make it any easier to shake off.


	Yeah, Dad probably would have wanted him to help Tom get another chance.


	Jack held up his hands in a surrender gesture. He knew he was going to regret this.


	“Okay, okay. If Gia’s cool with me gone a couple of extra days, I’ll stay. But only till Friday. Not a moment longer.”


	Tom sagged against the bank’s pink stucco wall. “Thanks, Jack. You don’t know what this means to me. I’ll owe you the rest of my life.”


	Jack didn’t want Tom to owe him anything.


				*
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	By midday they were ready to get to work.


	Gia hadn’t minded his being away two extra days, but she had minded the scuba part. He’d promised he’d be careful.


	After that the rest of the morning had been frenzied activity, starting with hiring one of the local minivan taxis to take them to St. George’s Parish. Tom had called around and found a place there that had what they needed.


	The cab dropped them at a salvage company were they picked up a small pickup loaded with a diesel pump and coiled lengths of ribbed plastic hose. The rental charge went on Jack’s card.


	A block away they rented two scuba setups: wet suits, vests, weights, air tanks, masks, snorkels, flippers, and regulators. That charge too went on Jack’s card.


	Good thing he had a high limit.


	The credit card company regularly offered John Tyleski a higher credit limit. And John, good consumer that he was, kept accepting.


	Then came the harrowing trip in the truck from St. George’s at the base of the shaft all the way around to Somerset Parish near the barb on the hook where they’d left the boat.


	The accent wasn’t the only thing British about Bermuda. Here too they drove on the wrong side of the road.


	Tom did okay navigating the narrow, two-lane roads in the left lane, saying you adapt pretty quickly. The only time he seemed to have a problem was at the roundabouts. He started to turn right at the first. He was looking left when he should have been looking right. Jack’s last-minute warning yell saved them from a head-on with a taxi.


	And Gia had been worried about scuba. The reefs would be a picnic compared to the roads. It might have been off season, but they were busy. No speeding and few passing opportunities on these tight strips of asphalt, and no shortcuts—at least none known to nonnatives—on this narrow string of islands.


	The ten-mile trip took almost an hour, but they’d made it.


	Jack immediately started his scuba lessons off the Beresfords’ dock.


	Tom had told him it was easy, that they’d be down in that sand hole by midday. Piece of cake.


	Sure. Piece of cake.


	But he had to admit his brother was a good teacher. And Tom had been right about it not being rocket science: Breathe through the mouthpiece, inflate your vest when you want to rise, deflate it when you want to descend. Know how to clear your mask and equalize your ear pressure every three feet or so as you descend.


	In less than an hour he was reasonably functional with the gear and fairly comfortable in the water.


	Jack wondered why no one had ever told him about the wonders of scuba diving. Of course, not many of his acquaintances were the scuba type, and Manhattan wasn’t exactly a dive mecca. Still…


	No number of Jacques Cousteau specials or repeat viewings of The Deep could convey the magic of becoming part of the sea habitat, of hanging out with the fish and the mollusks and crustaceans and all the graceful, undulating plants in their own world.


	But it was more than hanging out. It was becoming one with them. To sink beneath the surface and be able to stay there, to float weightless, still, silent, watching. The peace, the serenity, the solitude… like nothing he’d ever experienced.


	He loved it.


	Then they’d boarded the Sahbon and Tom steered them out of the sound and toward the reefs, using his GPS doodad to guide them to the spot that supposedly contained the remains of the Sombra. They’d anchored over a sand hole and suited up.


	“Ready?” Tom said.


	With his skinny arms and legs arrayed around a big gut stretching the neoprene of his hooded wet suit to its tensile limits, he looked ridiculous. All he needed were a couple of Ping-Pong eyeballs and he’d be ready to play one of the aliens in Killers from Space.


	“What if I said no?”


	Sinking beneath the surface off the dock and jumping off a boat eight miles from shore were not quite the same. Not even close. He looked back at the roofs on the islands gleaming in the midday sun.


	“Jack…”


	“Okay, I’m ready,” he said, then added, “You sure this is the place?”


	Tom nodded. “Sombra waits below.”


	“If you say so. What if we see a shark?”


	Tom gave a dismissive wave. “If you do, it’ll be a harmless variety. Now, here’s how it’s going to work. See the way we’re pulling on the anchor line? That’s the way the current is running. We’re situated over the upstream end of the sand hole. That’s the way we’ll work: Start upstream and slowly move downstream. Got it?”


	“Sure. Instead of kicking sand in our own faces, it’ll all float downstream.”


	“Exactly. One of us handles the hose while the other stays low and watches for artifacts—preferably of the gold and silver variety.”


	“And that’s going to uncover the wreck?”


	“I know it sounds simplistic, but that’s the way it’s done. The intake hose brings seawater to the pump; the pump then shoots it through the outflow hose; the stream of water from the nozzle sweeps away the bottom sand a layer at a time. It’s simple but ingenious.”


	Jack looked around. The Sahbon sat alone on the glittering water. The coast of St. George’s lay seven or eight miles to the south. To the north, past the outer rim of the reef, the bottom dropped off to six hundred feet, and then a couple of miles down to the base of the Bermuda rise.


	He felt exposed out here.


	And uncomfortable.


	Clear sky, clear air, clear water, gentle breeze, glittering waves… where did this vague unease come from?


	“Tom, what are we really doing here?”


	His brother’s face was a study of innocent perplexity. “I don’t know how to answer that, Jack. We’re starting an impromptu archaeological excavation in search of long-lost treasure in an attempt to save my ass. What other reason could there be?”


	Jack couldn’t think of one. But he sensed one.


	“All right. Let me ask you once again: If the Bermuda coast guard or navy or whatever they use to patrol these waters stops by and asks who we are and what we’re doing, what are we going to say?”


	He’d posed this to Tom a number of times since this morning but had yet to receive a satisfactory answer.


	“They won’t. No reason they should. We’re anchored well outside the reef preserve, we’re nowhere near any of the protected wrecks. We’re just a couple of divers.”


	“But just say they do a random check. We are, in a very true sense, illegal aliens. I don’t want to end up in that prison.”


	“Will you stop worrying? You sound like a nervous old biddy.”


	Attention to details, anticipating potential problems before they became real… it had kept Jack alive and on the right side of jail bars. So far.


	Tom stepped over to the pump. They’d placed the heavy, steamer-trunk-sized contraption near the transom. The hoses were in the water and ready to go. The short feeder had a weighted end that hung over the port side and drifted a couple of feet below the surface; the coils of the longer one, a fifty footer, floated on the starboard side.


	A touch of the starter button brought the pump’s diesel engine to sputtering life. The end of the longer hose began bubbling and snaking about as it filled with water drawn through its shorter brother.


	Tom fitted his mask over his face. “See you downstairs,” he said in a nasal voice.


	He stuck the mouthpiece between his lips, waved, then fell backward into the water. He hit with a splash, righted himself, then grabbed the end of the hose. He motioned Jack to follow him, then kicked away toward the bottom.


	Jack adjusted his own mask, then took a test breath through the mouthpiece. Everything seemed to be working, but he hesitated. He was about to jump into a hole and couldn’t help but remember another hole, the one in the Everglades, the one that had no bottom…


	Shaking it off, he seated himself on the gunwale, tank over the water and—here goes—toppled backward.


	He hit the water and let himself sink. Immediately the tank and the weight belt became weightless, the clumsy, unwieldy, uncomfortable gear became lithe and supremely functional. He held his nose and popped his ears, then kicked toward the bottom, following the hose down to where Tom hovered and waited forty feet below.


	This sand hole was a forty-foot-deep oblong depression in the reef, about half as wide as it was long. They’d anchored near the upstream edge, so as Jack dropped through the crystalline water, popping his ears whenever the pressure became uncomfortable, he checked out the nearby coral wall.


	Something strange here.


	He drifted over for a closer look. The coral looked bleached and barren—no sea grasses, no algae, no vegetation at all. No sponges or anemones, no starfish or sea urchins. A closer look showed not a single living coral polyp.


	The reef was dead.


	Jack had heard of coral blights that wiped out entire reefs. Maybe that was the story here. He looked around and could not find a single fish. Even in the shallow water by the dock he’d been accompanied by a wide variety of brightly colored fish. He’d been able to identify a parrotfish and an angelfish, but the rest were strangers.


	Here, on this reef, however… no movement, no color.


	In a way that made sense. The coral polyps were the bedrock of the reef ecosystem. When they died, the hangers-on went off in search of greener pastures.


	But you’d think you’d see at least one fish.


	Jack did a full three-sixty. Nope. Not one. Nothing alive in this sand hole except Tom and him.


	He shook off the creeps crawling up his back and kicked down toward where Tom was impatiently motioning him to come on!


	When Jack reached him, Tom signaled him to sink closer to the bottom. When Jack was down, almost prone, Tom aimed the hose at the floor. The invisible stream of water stirred up the sand, billowing it up to then drift downstream, leaving a smooth depression in the floor.


	Although Tom had explained it to him, he’d needed to see it in action to appreciate the simplicity of using a stream of seawater to move undersea sand.


	Holding the hose at a low angle, Tom swept it back and forth in slow arcs, removing a thin layer, then stepping forward to repeat the process along the center of the sand hole’s long axis. Sort of like power washing a patio or walk, except that it exposed no clean surface, just more sand.


	Wondering how far down to the bottom of the sand, Jack hovered behind, checking the newly exposed layer for anything that might be man-made. It was slow going, and on their first pass they found nothing.


	So it was back to the upstream end for another try. This time, midway along the course, Jack felt a tap on his wet suit hood. He looked up to see Tom excitedly pointing at the sand.


	Just ahead lay the edge of a piece of wood, rotted and crumbling but still bearing unmistakable signs that it had been milled. This was no remnant of a sunken log. This had once been a plank.


				*
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	“We’ve found her!” Tom said as soon as they broke the surface.


	Their air tanks had been running low so they’d ascended to a depth of fifteen feet and hovered there, clinging to the anchor rope, for a brief decompression stop to clear excess nitrogen from their bloodstreams. They hadn’t been deep enough to worry much about the bends, but why take the chance?


	Well, Jack thought, we found something. Surprise, surprise. Too soon to tell if it was the Sombra. But he kept mum. No point in raining on Tom’s parade.


	They removed their fins and climbed the transom ladder to the deck. They decided on a beer break before strapping on fresh tanks.


	Tom seemed to be a different person. His eyes danced, his movements were full of energy, he couldn’t stop grinning.


	“Got to be the Sombra.” The mask had left a red ring across his forehead and around his cheeks. “Now we know where to concentrate.”


	Jack gave a noncommittal nod. His thoughts kept returning below, to the sand hole.


	“What’s up with the coral down there?”


	“Yeah, I noticed that. Looks dead. Could be a pollutant, could be a disease.”


	“But even then, wouldn’t you expect some algae or something to be growing there?”


	Tom shrugged. “Could be a lot of things. It’s a problem all over the world. They’ve got this starfish in the Pacific called the crown of thorns. A bunch of them can wipe out reef after reef.”


	“Okay, but no fish either. I didn’t see a single fish.”


	Another shrug, plus a grin. “Neither did I, but that should make you happy: No fish means no sharks.”


	Tom just didn’t get it.


	“Maybe I’m being oversensitive and paranoid, but consider this: For the whole time we were down, you and I were the only living things in that sand hole. Don’t you think that’s just a little strange?”


	Jack hoped nothing more than a blight or pollution was at work here.


	“Whatever,” Tom said, rising and starting to strap new tanks to the vests. He appeared to be vibrating with anticipation. Or was it greed? “Let’s get back down there before the sun gets too low.”


				*
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	Concentrating the water stream around the plank they’d found, they turned up more wood, all equally rotted, crumbling at the lightest touch. But no treasure chest, no coins or jewels. Just sand, sand, sand.


	With their tanks getting low and the light fading, Tom pointed to the surface. They were done for the day. Jack couldn’t say he was sorry. He was tired and he was bored. He realized what he liked most about diving was the sea life. None of that here. He couldn’t wait to get back to the surface.


	But before he did…


	Instead of hanging on the line with Tom for a decompression stop, he propelled himself to the rim of the sand hole and glided over the crest to see how far beyond the blight had spread.


	He stopped and floated, gaping. Color… movement… life. He felt like Dorothy opening the door to Oz:


	The area all around the sand hole teemed with darting, vibrant-hued fish, waving vegetation, and pastels of living coral. The die-off appeared to be confined to their sand hole. Whatever had killed all the sea life there hadn’t advanced beyond it. Since coral predators and pollutants wouldn’t have stopped at the lip of the hole, that removed them from the equation.


	Something confined to the hole had killed off—and was continuing to kill off—all the sea life in its immediate vicinity.


	And the only thing in the hole that wasn’t anywhere else on the reef was probably the Sombra.


				*
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	Jack was driving Tom crazy.


	He’d started yesterday as soon as they hit the surface after the second dive, yammering about how the coral die-off was limited to their sand hole, how every place else down there was teeming with life, going on and on and on about something being wrong, wrong, wrong.


	He’d persisted in his inchoate ramblings during the trip back to Hamilton and all through dinner. Tom didn’t think he’d ever been so happy to close a hotel room door behind him and collapse on a bed. Shutting off Jack’s voice had been part of it; the vodka had contributed too. But mostly it had been the crushing fatigue. He led a sedentary life and the day’s exertions had exacted their toll.


	Were still exacting a toll. He had muscle aches in places where he hadn’t known he had muscles.


	Jack didn’t seem to be bothered at all. They’d traded their empty air tanks for fresh this morning and he’d hefted them in and out of the truck bay as if yesterday had been just another day.


	No doubt about it, little brother was strong.


	And fast. Tom’s belly still hurt from that punch the other night. He hadn’t seen it coming, hadn’t seen it happen. Once second he was standing there, the next he was doubled over in pain. Even though it had hurt like hell, the scary part was that he sensed Jack had pulled the punch, hitting him just hard enough to make his point. If he’d put everything into it…


	Best to forget about it. He’d almost got them both killed. But who’d have believed they’d cross paths with a tanker? The odds were…


	Never mind. He’d fucked up and deserved the punch. But admit that to Jack? Never.


	Jack continued with his litany of doom this morning—like a woodchuck gnawing at his brainstem.


	“I’m telling you, Tom. We need to rethink this whole thing.”


	“Will you give it a rest? I’m begging you, Jack, give it a rest. You’re wearing me out with this shit.”


	Tom repressed an urge to tell him to talk about something else or not talk at all. He had to be careful. He needed Jack. He couldn’t do this alone.


	But he needed quiet too, so he could think. He couldn’t get the bank out of his mind. Half a million bucks and he couldn’t get to it!


	Which made finding something in the Sombra crucial.


	He clenched his jaw and tried to think as their pickup crawled through Paget with the rest of the traffic on South Road. He hadn’t driven a manual shift in ages; what a royal pain in the ass. But at least they had wheels. No such thing as Hertz or Avis here. Bermuda didn’t want tourists renting anything larger than a moped. That made the taxi drivers happy.


	But that didn’t prevent private rentals, and Tom had arranged a package deal for the truck and the pump.


	Forget the truck, forget the traffic. The bank… the bank… what if he offered Dawkes—?


	“Let’s just go back to the beginning,” Jack said.


	Jesus Christ, he’s like the paperboy in Better Off Deadl


	“Jack—”


	“No, hear me out. Let’s recap what you told me: This wreck we’re excavating ran the Cadiz-Cartagena route, right? But instead of naming it Santa Something, like every other Spanish ship I’ve ever heard of, the owner calls it Shadow. Doesn’t that make you wonder?”


	“Wonder about what?”


	“About his mind-set.”


	Tom sighed. “Jack, the guy, whoever he was, has been dead over four hundred years. Who cares about his mind-set? Where’s this going?”


	“Just bear with me. The ship is on this route between Spain and South America but is way off course when it hits the reef out there and sinks into a sand hole. Yet somebody survives who knows enough about navigation to map out the location of the hole. Why?”


	“Obviously because the ship was carrying a lot of valuables and he wanted to be able to locate it later for salvage.”


	“Who in the sixteenth century could salvage anything from a wreck forty feet down?”


	“Maybe they didn’t know how deep it was.”


	Jack shook his head. “You’re not seeing the big picture. You said Bermuda was uninhabited back then—not just uninhabited, avoided because of its dangerous reefs. The Sombra’s survivors were stranded with no hope of rescue. So I ask again: Why make a map?”


	“But they were rescued—obviously. Otherwise how could the map end up in a monastery in Spain?”


	“Right. Obviously rescued. But who picked them up? They were off the trade lanes with no radio to call for help.”


	“Who cares who picked them up? Who cares how the map got to Spain? The important thing is it got to me and yesterday we found proof that it isn’t a fake.”


	“Which worries me even more.”


	“Why?”


	I can’t wait to hear this.


	“What… what if the Sombra was meant to go down?”


	“What? Are you—?”


	“Hear me out, okay? What if the ship was scuttled because it was carrying something that someone wanted to get rid of, or hide forever in a place where no one would ever find it? The Isle of Devils would be the perfect spot: Everybody avoids it, and I’ll bet no one in those days ever conceived the possibility that it would one day be settled.”


	A wave of discomfort swept through Tom. Jack was blundering near the truth—at least part of it. He had to turn him in another direction.


	“That’s crazy.”


	“No, what’s crazy is the dead zone in that sand hole. Something that went down with that wreck is either killing or repelling every form of life around it. Who knows what’ll happen to us if we hang around it too much longer?”


	Tom forced a laugh. “You mean there’s something eeevil down there?”


	“Maybe not evil, but something strange, something best left alone.”


	He pushed another laugh. “Sounds like a bad movie where the explorer or scientist is warned against ‘delving into secrets man is not meant to know.’ Give me a break.”


	Jack crushed his empty coffee container and tossed it onto the floor of the cab. His expression was unreadable.


	“I know it sounds crazy, but things aren’t always what they seem. There’s more going on out there than we know.”


	“You mean in the sense of, ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy’?”


	“Yeah. Call me Hamlet.”


	This was interesting. Tom had never experienced anything paranormal, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. And now, considering what he hoped to find, he prayed it was.


	But he couldn’t let Jack get spooked.


	“Oh, come on. You don’t strike me as the kind who believes in mumbo jumbo.”


	“Who said anything about believing?”


	Tom glanced at his brother. “What are you trying to tell me?”


	“That I used to laugh off a lot of things. Now I’m very choosy about what I dismiss out of hand.”


	“And this is because…?”


	Jack stared straight ahead. “Experience is a great teacher.”


	“Wait-wait-wait. You’re not really telling me you’ve seen a ghost or spoken to God or had an out-of-body experience of something like that?” He laughed. “Come to think of it, I’ve had a few out-of-body experiences myself, usually with the help of a lot of Grey Goose.”


	He expected at least a courtesy grin from Jack. Instead, the haunted look in his brother’s eyes chilled him.


	“What are you saying, Jack?”


	“That things aren’t always what they seem.”


	“Hell, you think I don’t know that? Everybody knows that.”


	“No, I mean in the larger sense.” He swept his arm at the world beyond the windshield. “Ever get the idea that this is all a set, and the real action’s going on behind the scenery?”


	Another chill. Had Jack really experienced something paranormal? Tom hoped so. Because if there were inexplicable occurrences out there, events and objects linked to unknown powers or forces, then maybe what he’d learned about the Lilitongue was more than a madman’s delusion.


	“Care to elaborate?”


	Jack shook his head. “You’ll think I’m crazy.”


	Jack didn’t seem crazy, but Tom had run into clandestine nutcases before. They seem sane and anchored and sensible, and in ninety-nine percent of their lives they are. But touch the button that triggers their fragile one percent and it all comes out.


	Maybe Jack was one of those. If so, did Gia know?


	Gia… Tom had dreamed about her every night since he’d met her. He couldn’t get her out of his head.


	He’d been shocked to learn she was pregnant. She wasn’t showing much and so he hadn’t spotted it at Lucille’s. But at the wake it became obvious.


	So… Gia had Jack’s bun in the oven.


	Oddly enough, it didn’t matter. If anything, in some perverse way it made her even more attractive.


	Maybe he was kidding himself, but he felt he’d scored some points with her on the drive from New York down to the wake. He’d used the hour and a half to dazzle her with his knowledge of the ails. Mostly secondhand opinions, true, but Tom thought he’d managed to come off as witty, urbane, and cultured. If her little girl hadn’t kept interrupting, he was sure he’d have mesmerized Gia. Cute kid, that Vicky, but she talked too damn much.


	At first he’d wondered if she might belong to Jack, but soon learned that Vicky was a product of Gia’s first marriage. Divorce: One more thing Tom and Gia had in common.


	What kind of spell had she put on him?


	Spell… there it was again: the paranormal.


	He shook it off. Either way, crazy or sane, Tom needed Jack on board, lry me.


	Another head shake. “Too complicated, too far out. Maybe someday. Let’s just let it ride for now and suffice it to say we should drop this treasure hunt and go home.”


	“I can’t give it up, Jack.” The plaintive note in his voice wasn’t put on. “I’ve got no other options.”


	Jack was shaking his head. “No good’s gonna come of it. I’ve got this feeling in my gut—”


	“Can’t we just put all that aside and just look at the situation rationally? There isn’t a reef in the world that doesn’t have patches of dead coral; the sand hole we’re working just happens to be one of them. Isn’t that the simplest, most sensible approach? It doesn’t require dark supernatural forces at work to explain it. It’s just the way it is.”


	“Occam’s razor,” Jack said.


	“Exactly!”


	For a college dropout, Jack seemed pretty well read.


	“Yeah, well, I’ve discovered that old Occam’s razor isn’t anywhere near as sharp as people think.”


	“One more day, Jack. That’s all I’m asking. Besides, you promised two days.”


	Jack stayed silent awhile, then sighed. “Okay. One more day. Today and that’s it. Then we pack up and leave.”


	“You’ve got a deal!”


	Well, sort of. If they didn’t find the Lilitongue today, maybe he’d be able to squeeze an extra day out of Jack. After all, what was Jack’s alternative? Not as if he could just up and hop a plane back to the States.


	Jack was trapped.


	But not as trapped as Tom. Not with his Bermuda assets frozen. But… if he found what the map hinted was here…


	The Lilitongue of Gefreda—whatever it was—just might save what was left of the rest of his life.


				*
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	Yesterday’s excitement at finding and starting to exhume a four-hundred-year-old wreck quickly devolved to drudgery on day two.


	Jack found the routine of sifting the newly exposed sand in the wake of Tom’s water stream deadly dull. So dull that he’d all but forgotten about the lifeless coral walls around them.


	They were on their second tanks and had found nothing besides scraps of rotten wood ranging in length from a finger to an arm. The ship must have shattered when it hit the reef. Centuries in salt water had done the rest: The larger remnants crumbled under the slightest pressure.


	A colossal waste of time.


	But Jack held up his end, hugging the bottom, digging his gloved fingers into the sand, pulling free anything he found. He spotted the corner of another board, got a grip, and pulled. A big chunk broke off. Small fragments and dustlike particles floated away downstream.


	He turned it over in his hands. Just like the rest. At first he’d wondered why no worm holes, then realized that whatever had killed the coral had probably killed the worms as well. He tossed it aside and gripped the rest of the board. As he hauled it free he caught a reflection of sunlight just below it, then sand refilled the cavity.


	Metal?


	He tapped Tom on the leg and pointed to the spot. Tom directed the stream into the depression. Sand billowed and sprayed while Jack worked his hands deeper. More flashes of yellow reflection. Gold?


	His earlier apathy vanished. Something down there… something more than rotted wood. Despite all his misgivings about this wreck, he couldn’t deny a surge of excitement. They might be uncovering something that no human eyes had seen for centuries.


	There—metal. A bright yellow band, curved across a curving surface… a surface that resembled carved wood… lacquered wood.


	But how…?


	Tom had seen it too and was working the hose nozzle back, forth, and around in a seeming frenzy. Didn’t take too long to realize they’d discovered a small sea chest wrapped in rusty links of heavy chain.


	Tom knelt and concentrated the stream along the left end of the chest with one hand while working his free hand deeper and deeper until he found a handle. He leaned back, pulling upward while playing the hose back and forth across the surface.


	As the top was revealed Jack saw that it was a camelback style chest with a convex top crossed by three brass bands. He’d seen lots of them—even owned one, though nowhere near as ornate—but had never seen one this shape: square, running maybe two feet on each side. The most startling thing about it was its cherry condition. The chain around it had wasted to a rusted skeleton of its former self. But the chest… no rot, no oxidation of the brass, no dulling of the lacquer finish.


	And that was wrong. The rest of the Sombra wasn’t fit for a beach bonfire, but this thing looked as if it could have fallen off a passing boat ten minutes ago.


	Despite the vague dread roiling his gut, Jack leaned in to help. He didn’t see that he had much choice.


	He worked a hand down along the chest’s opposite side, found a handle that felt like leather—strong, unrotted leather—and began to pull. With the stream from the hose plus their combined efforts rocking it back and forth, they managed to work the chest free.


	As they knelt in the sand, holding it between them, Jack looked at Tom’s face. He was grinning around his mouthpiece and his eyes were wide and bright behind the faceplate of his mask. He released the hose, letting it snake away behind him, and tugged on the rotted chain. The links fractured and fell away amid a cloud of rust flakes.


	Jack lowered his gaze to the little square chest. Except for the domed top it was pretty near a perfect cube. And as pristine at its base as it was along its top.


	This was all very wrong. Jack had no idea what it was or what it held, but he sensed that everyone would be better off if they just left this thing where it was. That look in Tom’s eyes, though, said that would never happen.


	Another strange thing about the chest. Its weight… much lighter than he’d have thought. Almost weightless.


	Tom motioned for them to put it down. They lowered it to the sand and released the handles. To Jack’s amazement the chest began to rise. As it picked up speed in its wobbly ascent, neither of them grabbed for it. They knelt and stared like a couple of awestruck children. Before they could react it was out of reach.


	Tom pushed off the bottom and kicked after it. He caught up to it halfway to the surface and tucked it under his arm. Then he continued toward the surface.


	Filled with foreboding, Jack watched him go. Everything about this was wrong, wrong, wrong.


	Reluctantly he shot some air into his vest and began his own ascent.


				*
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	“Damn thing’s locked,” Tom said. “Not that I’m surprised, but shit!”


	Jack watched his brother kneel on the rocking deck in his dripping wet suit. He hadn’t bothered to remove his tank. He had the chest tilted back and was peering at the front seam of its lid.


	Jack shrugged out of his BC vest and pulled off his hood. He ruffled his hair to shake out some of the water. The wind had picked up, raising some swells. Clouds were building in the west, reaching toward the sun. The weather looked ready for a change.


	He didn’t see a keyhole in the front of the chest, so he leaned in for a better look. He saw a curved surface, like the edge of a cylinder, divided into seven sections. Each segment sported an embossed number.


	Jack let out a barking laugh. “It’s a combination lock.”


	Tom’s frown indicated he didn’t think it was funny. “Combination… but when did combination locks first appear?”


	“Not sure,” Jack said, “but I know they were around before the Sombra’s time.”


	Locked… not necessarily a bad thing. But as much as Jack wished this thing were still buried in the sand below, he had to admit to a curiosity about its contents—and about his brother’s intense interest.


	“What’s in it, Tom?”


	Tom was turning the little number wheels.


	“Shit. They run zero to ten. That means…”


	He paused, calculating, but Jack was ahead of him.


	“Ten million possibilities. But you didn’t answer my question: What’s in there?”


	“Who knows?” He sounded annoyed now. “Gold? Jewels? The Lilitongue of Gefreda?”


	“Whatever that is.”


	“Well, we’ll never find out if we can’t open it.”


	“I think you already know.”


	He looked up at Jack. “Now why would you say that?”


	“Just a feeling. A very strong feeling. Time to level with me, bro. What’s going on here?”


	Tom looked up at him, his face a mask of frustration. “You know anything about locks? Any idea how to bypass this?”


	Yeah, Jack knew about locks, knew how to pick them, but this baby was not the pickable kind.


	“Yeah. Got a pry bar?”


	Tom looked shocked. “No! We might damage whatever’s inside!”


	“Would that be a bad thing?”


	“What the hell are you talking about?”


	Jack pointed to the chest. “It’s been underwater more than four hundred years but it looks brand new. Now lift it, Tom. Tell me how much you think it weighs.”


	Tom hefted it. “Twenty… twenty-five pounds.”


	“I helped you haul it over the transom. More like forty or fifty.”


	Tom grinned. “Gold is heavy.”


	“Yeah, it is. But tell me: You’re the scuba diver. You’re the one who gave me lessons on the rules of buoyancy and displacement. Should something that size and that weight be able to float?”


	“Well, no, but—”


	“No buts about it. You saw it. This thing not only floated, it shot to the surface like a balloon. Care to explain that?”


	“I wish I could. I also wish I could explain why you’re so suspicious. Why do you keep going on about me hiding something from you? Here’s what we found. It’s sitting right here between us. I’m asking your help to open it. Where’s the subterfuge here?”


	Good question. Tom was being pretty open about all this.


	Jack stared at the seven wheels of the combination lock. Seven… ten million possibilities… what seven-figure number would do it? Good thing the wheels weren’t coded with letters. Twenty-six to the seventh… he couldn’t come close to calculating that.


	Letters… numbers…


	And then he had an idea.


	“Just for the hell of it, try these. Start from the left: seven… five… six… wait.” Jack did a quick count on his fingers. “Okay, make the fourth eight, then five… four… one.”


	As the last wheel turned, Jack could hear the click of the bolt from where he stood.


	“Christ almighty!” Tom looked up at him with a baffled expression. “How the hell…?”


	“Seven wheels, seven letters in ‘Gefreda.’ I took a stab.”


	Tom grasped the lid on both sides and tilted it back. It moved easily, smoothly, without a single squeak from the rear hinges. Inside Jack saw an irregular blue dome. It took a few seconds to register that it was a piece of silk—dry silk.


	Tom’s hand moved toward it but stalled halfway there. Jack noticed a fine tremor in the fingers. Then they pushed forward and hesitated another heartbeat or two before pinching a fold of the silk and lifting it.


	Jack blinked when he saw what lay beneath.


	No gold, no jewels—not even close. An irregular, slightly oblong sphere, somewhat larger than a basketball, sat in the box. Looked like an ugly piece of slightly rotted fruit with a leathery, olive-hued rind.


	“What the hell is that?”


	“I… haven’t a clue.” Tom ran skittish fingers over the surface. “Jesus, it feels like skin.”


	Jack squatted next to him and gave it a feel. Cool, slightly rough to the touch. Yeah… like skin. Not necessarily human skin; some kind of hide?


	“You think this is it?”


	Tom glanced at him. “Is what?”


	“That Lilitongue thing you talked about. Could this be it?”


	“I don’t know. I’ve never seen a drawing of it.”


	“Doesn’t look like any tongue I’ve ever seen. It—” Jack pulled his hand away as an unsettling thought hit him. “You don’t think its hide is made from tongues, do you?”


	“No. It may not even be the Lilitongue.” He reached his hands around it. “Help me get it out.”


	Jack got a grip on two sides and together they lifted the thing from the chest. At most it was only a quarter again larger than a basketball, but it was a hell of a lot heavier. As they moved it Jack squeezed it between his hands—not a hint of give.


	Once it was out he could see that it had rested in a silk-lined well.


	“Custom-made for it,” he said.


	They gently laid it on the rocking deck. Jack steadied it while Tom checked the chest, poking about, lifting it and shaking it. He pulled his diving knife from the sheath strapped to his leg and began prying at the insides. He worked the blade around the edge of the well and popped it out in one piece. Then he upended the chest and tapped its sides. Nothing dropped out.


	He tossed the chest aside.


	“Shit! Nothing! Not even a piece of parchment to tell us what it is!”


	Jack couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for him as he returned to the sphere. No treasure, just this weird-looking thing.


	A thing that looked more than ever like a piece of fruit. It even had a little navel, like an orange, but thirty or so degrees above the lower pole.


	“What do you think?” Jack said. “Man-made or organic?”


	Tom didn’t answer. He sat staring at the thing, his face a mask of disappointment. For an instant Jack thought he might cry.


	“Tom? You okay?”


	“Yeah.” His voice was barely audible. “I heard you. Who gives a shit?”


	“Take a guess.”


	Tom sighed. “Doesn’t look man-made. I mean, it’s got no seams.”


	Jack agreed. That hinted that it had grown somewhere. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see the garden where it had been picked.


	“Yeah… no seams.” He reached over to where Tom had left his knife. “But let’s see if we can make a few.”


	As Jack raised the blade Tom wrapped his arms around the sphere and hugged it like a mother protecting a child.


	“Don’t even think about it!”


	“Don’t you want to know what’s inside?”


	“Yes, but I don’t want to ruin it. It could be some priceless relic, or it could have a stash of jewels inside.”


	“Well, you’re never going to know if you don’t take a peek.”


	“Right. But you can do that without cutting it open. Ever hear of X-ray?”


	“You’ve got an X-ray machine?” Jack slapped the side of his face. “Wow! I knew this boat was high tech, but its own X-ray mach—”


	“Put a sock in it, Jack. We’re going to gas up and head back home tonight.”


	“We’ve still got some light left. Don’t you want to see if there’s anything else down here? Those doubloons you were talking about?”


	Tom shook his head. “I think we’ve stayed long enough, don’t you?”


	Something wrong here. Jack was about to press it until he realized he’d be arguing against heading home. Home… he didn’t want to delay his return a moment longer than absolutely necessary.


				*
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	Tom stood watch over the afterdeck as a dockside pump filled the Sahbons tanks. He was sipping another kind of fuel: the Grey Goose he kept stashed in the pilothouse.


	Instead of making the longer trip back to the sound, they’d cruised directly to St. George’s where they returned the scuba gear and the pump, paying an extra fee for the time it would take a couple of men to drive out to Somerset and retrieve the truck. Then they found a marina for refueling.


	Jack was ashore, buying food and ice, and calling Gia to let her know they were on their way home.


	Tom took a deep sip from the coffee cup he was using as a glass. No ice aboard, so he was drinking it warm. He preferred it freezer cold, but warm vodka was better than no vodka.


	Even with half a snootful he doubted he could find a way to put a positive spin on this trip situation.


	Only one way to spin being locked out of his stash and learning that the feds knew more about him than he’d dreamed.


	The good news—the trip’s only good news—was that he was now the proud owner of the Lilitongue of Gefreda. At least he assumed that was what the ugly thing was.


	He glanced toward the door to the pilothouse where they’d stowed it in its chest.


	The bad news was that he had no idea what to do with it, or how to use it.


	His initial elation had begun to die when he opened the chest and got a look at it. He hadn’t known what to expect, but he’d never dreamed it would look like that. Despair crept in when he could find no word of explanation in the chest as to what it held or what it could do or how it could be used.


	He put down his vodka and stepped below into the pilothouse. There he pulled his beat-up green canvas backpack from under his bunk. He un-zipped it and searched among the banded stacks of bills. He managed a smile. Would Jack ever be pissed if he saw this pile of cash.


	There. Got it.


	He pulled out a Xeroxed sheet, one he hadn’t shown Jack: a copy of the inscription on the band around the Mendes map. He knew it by heart, but unfolded the sheet anyway and retranslated the ornate script.


	Let this be the only record of the final resting place of the Lilitongue of Gefreda, known to the dark few as a means to elude all enemies and leave them helpless. Consigned to the depths near the Isle of Devils by order of the Holy Father. May no man exhume it from its watery grave.


	He didn’t know who “the dark few” were. Maybe Jesuits—they dressed in black, didn’t they? But “a means to elude all enemies and leave them helpless” echoed through to his soul.


	Tom couldn’t think of anyone who more needed to elude his enemies. He’d wanted the map the instant he saw it. And lately, as he’d felt the noose tightening around his neck, the promise of the Lilitongue had called to him.


	If he’d been able to grab his stash, he’d have had no need of the thing, wouldn’t even have looked for it. But the cash in his backpack wasn’t going to get him far. Might be enough to help him disappear for a while, but he’d need lots more to stay invisible.


	He needed a way to elude all enemies and leave them helpless.


	Am I nuts?


	The whole idea was crazy, wishful thinking. A fantasy.


	But a part of him sensed truth there. Years ago, out of curiosity, he’d looked into it. He’d found next to nothing about the Lilitongue itself, but he’d come across veiled references to the pope himself—Clement VIII, to be exact—wanting it disposed of. That said a lot.


	Maybe it said: Don’t mess with it.


	But Tom didn’t think so. The pope in those times was king of the hill; he didn’t need to “elude” his enemies. In fact, a great many people, especially heretics, had needed to elude him. The Spanish Inquisition was still in full swing back in 1598. When it had started in the preceding century, its main targets were Spanish Jews and Moors; but in the sixteenth century a real threat to the Church arose: Protestantism.


	Could Pope Clement have assigned the Jesuit map maker to send the Lilitongue to a watery grave because of wild-eyed Lutherans and Presbyterians?


	Well, they were heretics. And maybe he didn’t want it to fall into their hands. Because it worked.


	Or he believed it worked.


	But if the inscription was to be believed, Pope Clement had been pretty damn determined to be rid—permanently rid—of the Lilitongue. He sent a ship on a four-week voyage, far off the trade routes, to hide the thing where no one would ever find it. No one considered Bermuda habitable back then—no one dreamed it would ever be inhabited.


	Tom had wondered why go to all that trouble. Why not just dump it overboard in midocean?


	He’d learned the answer today when he saw the chest shoot to the surface: The Lilitongue floats. And the pope hadn’t wanted it washing up on shore.


	But to sink an entire ship… that said something.


	Maybe it said the Lilitongue was what he needed to save his sorry ass. And maybe it was.


	But he hadn’t the faintest idea how to use it.


	Tom sighed—he’d been doing a lot of sighing lately—and stuffed the sheet back into his backpack, then returned topside for his vodka.


	Let’s face it, he thought as he took a gulp. I’m fucked. Might as well hold the fuel hose over my head, give myself a good soaking, and light a match.


	He shuddered. Couldn’t see himself doing that. Although the feds and the powers-that-be in Harrisburg were planning a figurative auto-da-fe for him, he wasn’t about to give them the real thing.


	He took another slug of Goose.


	That didn’t mean he might not come to the point where he’d look for another mode of exit, though one kinder and gentler.


	“I’t’row it right back in de water, me.”


	Tom looked up and saw a young black girl, maybe fifteen or sixteen, standing on the dock, staring at him. Her hair was cornrowed and she wore baggy, cut-off shorts and a stained yellow T-shirt. The nipples of her small, budding breasts poked two little points in the fabric. She was smiling at him.


	“Pardon?” he said.


	“You hear me.”


	The homely, brown, short-haired mutt seated beside her on the dock barked. Its pug face hinted that a bulldog had sneaked into its lineage. One of its ears had a chewed look. Its pink tongue lolled as it stared at him and panted.


	“I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”


	“I say, I t’row it right back in de water, me.”


	Her voice was musical but didn’t carry the cultured Brit tones of the typical Bermudian black; she sounded more like a Jamaican.


	Tom looked at his almost empty vodka cup. “Throw what back?”


	Her huge brown eyes bored into his. “Youuuu know.”


	Tom’s mouth had gone a little dry. He took a sip to wet it.


	Did she mean the Lilitongue? No. She couldn’t know. There hadn’t been another boat anywhere near them the whole time they were out today.


	Or had there? No telling who had been around while they were underwater. But certainly no one too close—they would have heard the motor, seen the hull. And he was sure no one had been in sight when they’d brought it aboard.


	So what was she talking about?


	“I’m sorry, miss, but you’ll need to be more specific.”


	Her smile faded. Her hands went to the hem of her T-shirt, gripped it, and slowly started to raise it.


	Tom glanced around, nervous. He was an outsider, an illegal one to boot, and here was this local black girl, a minor, about to flash him. And not a soul in sight. She could accuse him of anything.


	He licked his lips. “What on earth are you—?”


	He never got to finish the sentence and she never got to exposing her breasts. Just her abdomen.


	Tom looked, blinked, looked again. He felt his jaw drop, his tongue turn to sand. The cup slipped from his fingers and bounced on the deck.


	The girl had a hole through her. Just to the right of her navel. Clear through her. He could see the yellow wall of the marina office shack behind her through the opening.


	“T’row it back,” she said, then lowered her shirt and walked away.


				*
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	Whistling the chorus from Alice Cooper’s “School’s Out”—stuck in his head since the second viewing of Dazed and Confused—Jack arrived back at the dock with two sacks of groceries, a bag of ice, and a feeling that he’d wasted nearly a week of his life. Except for a weird, mysterious piece of junk, Tom was in the same straits now as when they’d set sail.


	Despite that he was feeling pretty good. He’d talked to Gia. She and Vicks and the baby were all fine. In two days he’d be back with her.


	He’d also checked his voice mail. No word yet from Joey.


	In a way that was a relief. Meant he hadn’t missed out on anything. His rage had receded underwater. Real-life cares seemed a world away down there. He couldn’t help feeling guilty about that.


	But soon he’d be home and back to the reality of the streets. Soon he’d rejoin the hunt for payback.


	Back at the boat, he found Tom sweeping pieces of what looked like shattered ceramic into a pile on the deck. He looked pale, shaken.


	“What happened?”


	“Dropped a cup.”


	“You okay? You don’t look so hot.”


	“Don’t feel so hot.”


	“Sick?”


	He shook his head and gave Jack a wan smile. “Nah. I guess I’m not used to the active lifestyle. I tend to eat more and exercise less. Maybe that’s why the vodka hit me so hard.”


	Oh, hell, Jack thought. Am I going to have to drive all the way back to the States?


	“You’re drunk?”


	He shook his head. “Don’t feel drunk. But I think I hallucinated a little while ago.”


	“Yeah? What did you see?”


	Another head shake. “Too weird to even talk about.” He swept the fragments through a scupper and into the water, then pointed to the neatly dressed, middle-aged black man standing by the pump. “Pay the man and let’s get out of here.”


	Jack pulled out his credit card as he approached.


	“What’s the damage?”


	The man looked at the gauge and said, “Two thousand seven hundred and two dollars and seventy cents.”


	Jack laughed. “Very funny. Now give me the real number.”


	The man looked at him. “That is the real number, sir.”


	“Twenty-seven hundred bucks for gas? You’ve gotta be kidding!”


	“Twenty-seven hundred and two bucks, sir. And seventy cents.”


	Jack looked at the meter. “Twenty-five hundred and seventy-four gallons! This thing only holds seven hundred!”


	“Those are liters, sir. In gallons that would be somewhat less than seven hundred, but not much.”


	“Liters?”


	Jack studied the sign over the diesel pump: 1.05/L. He’d been so happy to see such a cheap price that his brain apparently had registered only the number and assumed it was the gallon price. He handed over his card. “No wonder everyone around here drives mopeds.”


				*
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	Joey climbed the subway steps up to Madison Square Park—which, for some reason he’d never been able to figure, was nowhere near Madison Square Garden. He squinted into the cold wind as he looked around. Benny the Brit had said he’d meet him on the downtown end of the park.


	There. Perched on a bench just as promised.


	Joey started toward him, praying this wasn’t another wasted trip. Despite the support of the big shots in what was left of the families, he’d come up empty. Bel niente. Then a call from Benny. He had something. Didn’t know if it would help, but meet him in the park and he’d give Joey what he had.


	So here was the park and there sat Benny.


	Joey seated himself a couple of feet to Benny’s left. He was maybe ten years older than Joey, squat and fat—a real tappo—wearing one of those tweedy British caps that snapped onto the peak.


	“Morning, Benny.”


	He started. “Oh, ‘allo, guv. Gave me a bit o’ a start there, you did.”


	Everybody knew Benny wasn’t British. He grew up in Flatbush and had never been within a thousand miles of England. But for some reason the ceffo liked to fake an English accent. Did it so much he never stepped out of character now. Trouble was, he wasn’t that good. In fact, he was freaking terrible. Picked up his accent from television—the “telly,” as he liked to call it—and movies. His accent was bad even by those standards. Drove everybody bugfuck crazy, but Joey would put up with it if Benny had the goods.


	“Whatta y’got for me?”


	“A bit o’ tape is what I got. I tapes everyone who does business wif me, and I caught meself an Arab in the act.”


	“Which means?”


	“Which means I sold the bloke a couple o’ Tavor-twos, I did.”


	Joey gripped the edge of the bench seat. He was sitting next to the stronzo who’d sold the guns that had killed Frankie. He didn’t know whether to kill him or kiss him. Because if he had these guys on tape…


	Too freaking good to be true. Joey’s livelihood was built on peddling too good to be true, so he knew what that usually meant…


	“Let me get this straight: You taped an Arab buying a pair of Tavor-twos.”


	“‘Sright, mate.”


	“So why the fuck didn’t you tell me that the first I asked you about it?”


	Benny leaned back, looking scared, and Joey realized he’d been pretty damn near shouting.


	“Easy, mate. Don’t ‘ave to shout. I ain’t Mutt an’ Jeff. An’ the reason I never said nuffin’ was I didn’t ‘ave it then.”


	Joey worked at calming himself but wasn’t doing such a hot job.


	“Whatta you mean you didn’t—?”


	“‘Ere now, don’t get yer knickers in a twist. I only taped them yesterday. Got on the dog and bone and called you right away, I did.”


	“Yesterday? What the fuck good is that? Frankie was killed two weeks ago!”


	“Think about it, guv: The blighters left their guns at the airport, right?”


	“Yeah, so?”


	“So they might be needing replacements. Not to mention the fact that he bought two ‘undred hollow-points to go wif ‘em. Bit much to be a coincidence, i’nit?”


	Joey thought about that. Jesus, if this wasn’t a freakin’ coincidence, then that meant…


	“You wouldn’t happen to have that tape on you, would you?”


	“Right ‘ere in me sky rocket, mate.”


	Benny pulled a manila envelope out of his coat pocket and held it out. Joey snatched it and clutched it with both hands.


	“And that’s not all,” Benny said. He pulled a plastic bag out of another pocket. Joey recognized a pistol magazine. “This ‘ere’s a li’l somethin’ the blighter ‘andled while ‘e was shoppin’. Got ‘is prints all over it, it does.”


	Joey took the Baggie and stared at the magazine.


	Oh man, oh man, oh man. If this panned out…


	“Got a name or something to go with these?”


	“Don’t get to ‘ear many names in me business, mate. No credit cards neither. Strictly bangers and mash. But I fink you know that.”


	Yeah, Joey knew that. But it never hurt to ask.


	“Thanks, Benny.”


	“Under normal circumstances I would ‘ave told those pandies to bugger right off—I’ll not be sellin’ to the likes o’ them—but I remembered you was lookin’ for blokes of that ilk, so I made the transaction. Just for you, mate. Just for you.”


	Not to mention a heaping plate of “bangers and mash” to boot.


	“I’ll remember this, Benny. Anything I can ever do for you—”


	“Just find those pandies and give ‘em what fer.” He hauled himself off the bench. “And now I’m off to see me trouble and strife. Left ‘er in Macy’s, I did. Spendin’ me into the poor ‘ouse, most likely.”


	Joey was aware of Benny moving off and taking his bad accent with him, but he didn’t say good-bye. He sat in the blessed silence and stared down at the envelope.


	A video of a gun-buying Arab. Great. But what was he going to do with it? How did he go about ID-ing the figlio di puttana? Where did he go from here?


	He didn’t know. Have to think on that. But he didn’t let it get him down.


	Finally, something.


				*
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	Tom had been strangely subdued as he’d piloted the Sahbon along the channel through the reef. They made it to open ocean before nightfall and headed toward the dying glow on the horizon.


	After entering the coordinates for Wanchese harbor and setting the autopilot, he turned to Jack.


	“Want to take the first watch?”


	Jack couldn’t see why not.


	“Sure.”


	“Good. Because I’m bushed. I’m going below for a little shut-eye.”


	So now, after a couple of hours of dividing his attention between the empty ocean ahead and the dwindling lights of Bermuda behind, Jack was bored out of his skull. On the trip out, the concerns of being a novice sailor in the middle of the ocean, inexperienced with the navigation equipment and bound for an unfamiliar—at least to him—destination, had kept him alert and attuned. Now it seemed like old hat. The Sahbon was heading home and he was confident he could get it there on his own.


	He took a good look around to confirm that no other running lights were in sight, then descended to the pilothouse to use the head.


	He found Tom sitting on his bunk holding a coffee cup and watching the TV. Dazed and Confused again. Didn’t he ever get tired of that movie?


	Look who’s talking, Jack thought.


	He’d seen certain favorite films dozens of times.


	“Thought you were grabbing some z’s.”


	When Tom didn’t answer Jack took a closer look.


	Oh, shit. Is he sloshed?


	Maybe, maybe not, but those looked like tears in his eyes.


	“You okay?”


	He shook himself, did a quick eye wipe with his sleeve, then pointed to the screen.


	“That was me, you know.”


	Jack looked. The Slater character—Jack didn’t know the actor’s name—was on the screen.


	“A stoner?”


	“No. I did my share, for sure, but I mean the times. The mid-seventies were my high school years. I’m looking at me and my friends. Jesus, we never knew how good we had it back then. I mean, the whole future, the whole world lay before us, ours for the taking. So I took it. And screwed it up.”


	He sipped from his coffee cup. Jack knew it wasn’t coffee.


	Tom’s troubles were his own doing, yet Jack couldn’t help feeling a twinge of pity.


	He looked around for the sea chest, didn’t see it in the cabin, so he opened the door to the bow compartment. There he found it bungeed into place near the anchor. He felt an unexplainable urge to grab it, haul it up on deck, and toss it overboard.


	Instead he closed the door and turned to Tom.


	“What’s the real story with that thing?”


	“I don’t know. I’d hoped for something readily convertible into cash—like doubloons and such. But who knows? Maybe the Lilitongue’s worth more.”


	“How do you know that’s what you’ve got? You didn’t find anything in the chest that identified it.”


	“Don’t you worry, it’s the Lilitongue. I’m sure of it.” He grinned. “Besides, ‘Gefreda’ opened the chest, didn’t it?”


	He had a point. “Okay, let’s just say you’re right. You know, but how do you prove it? How do you sell something you can’t even identify?”


	Tom held up a finger. “I can find a way in Philly. We’ve got U of P, the Franklin Institute, plus all sorts of museums like the Mutter and the Glen-cairn. A gallimaufry of resources. Somebody in that city has to have heard about it, or at least know where to look it up.”


	“Maybe, but it could take you a year to find that somebody. And you’ll never get to spend it if you’re locked in a jail cell.”


	“Yeah, I’m going to have to do a lot of artful dodging. Especially since I’m not supposed to leave Philly. I got an exception made for Dad’s funeral but—”


	“So that’s why you couldn’t come right away.”


	“Right.”


	A sudden realization slammed Jack. “What about now? Where do they think you are at this moment?”


	Tom took a sip of vodka. “Philly.”


	“Jesus, Tom! You skipped?”


	“In a word, yes.”


	“You’re a fugitive?”


	“Not officially. Not until they find out I’m gone.”


	“Jesus, Tom!”


	“Will you stop saying that?”


	“I don’t know what else to say. I’ve been thinking this trip was one colossal waste of time, but now it’s worse. I’m with a guy the feds will be hunting, if they aren’t already. If they catch up to you, they catch me too—”


	“Always about you, hmmm?”


	“Damn straight! From what you’ve told me, you’ve got nothing left to lose. I have everything.”


	The ramifications tied Jack’s gut in a knot.


	“Relax. We’ll be just fine.”


	As Tom lapsed into morose silence, Jack popped back onto the deck to make a scan of the dark ocean. All clear.


	When he returned below he found Tom refilling his cup.


	“You going to be able to handle your watch?”


	“Yeah, don’t worry about it. I’m pacing myself. Don’t want to start seeing things again.”


	“Like what? You said you hallucinated back on the dock. What did you see?”


	“Nothing.”


	“Which is pretty much what you’re getting out of this trip.”


	“Got the Lilitongue.”


	“Whoopee.”


	Tom leaned back. “Maybe I’m crazy, but I’ve got to tell you, I first laid eyes on that map maybe ten years ago, I… I can’t describe it. I knew the Lilitongue was important and I knew I had to have it.”


	“Let me guess: You stole the map.”


	“‘Stole’ is kind of harsh. Old Wenzel was dying and his estate was set to be divvied up equally between his three kids, none of whom had any interest in his map collection beyond its cash value. So I, um, rescued it before it disappeared into some collector’s cabinet.”


	Jack was nodding. “I see… you didn’t steal it, you pilfered it.”


	“I prefer to categorize it as an honorarium for legal work well done.”


	“You would.”


	Tom straightened and jabbed a finger toward Jack.


	“Don’t try that holier-than-thou shit again, because it won’t work! I know your story, Jack.”


	“Do you.”


	“Damn right. You put on this supercilious, disapproving look when all the while you’re as crooked as they come.”


	Jack blinked “What?”


	“You think I’m stupid? You think I can’t put two and two together?” He reached into his pocket, withdrew a wad of paper, tossed it at Jack. “How do you explain that?”


	Jack snatched it from the air and uncrumpled it: his fuel receipt from the marina. Anger surged.


	“You’ve been going through my things?”


	“Didn’t have to. You left it by the helm. Take a look. It’s got the first name right: John. But ‘Tyleski’? That’s a long way from the name on your birth certificate, Jack. So here you are, ripping off some unsuspecting guy—”


	“I’m not ripping off anyone.”


	“Really? That’d be easier to believe if your name were on the card. Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter. That’s a stolen card.”


	Jack shook his head. “Wrong. It’s mine. I get billed every month and I pay it.”


	Tom’s eyes narrowed. “But you’re not John Tyleski.”


	“Maybe not. But the credit card company doesn’t care. And the store-owners don’t care. As long as everyone gets paid for their goods and services, who cares what name is on the card?”


	Tom continued his stare. “Does all this have something to do with your Repairman Jack thing?”


	Jack felt as if he’d been Tasered—couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.


	Tom grinned. “Gotcha, huh?”


	Jack found his voice, but it came out a whisper. “What are you talking about?”


	Tom then launched into how he’d pieced together remarks from Dad and Gia, lyrics from Bighead’s song, and Jack’s inability to claim Dad’s body. The conclusion he’d reached was disconcertingly close to the truth.


	He pointed to the receipt in Jack’s hand. “That was the capper. I suspected you were some sort of urban mercenary, but when I saw you were using a false identity, I was sure.” He leaned back with a smug expression. “So no more holier than thou, okay? ‘Let him who is without sin cast the first stone.’ Remember that one?”


	“You think knowing what I am gives you a free pass?”


	“I just don’t want to hear any criticism from a criminal.”


	Jack leaned toward him. “Maybe I am a criminal. Maybe I could even be considered a career criminal. But I’m not a crook. When I say I’m going to do something, I do it. Ironclad.”


	Tom reddened. “And I don’t?”


	“From what you’ve told me, your word’s worth less than those queer twenties you were trying to pass.”


	“Hey, just a fucking—”


	“As a judge you took an oath to uphold the law, didn’t you?”


	“Yes, but—”


	“But nothing. That’s giving your word. I could never take that oath—too many laws I disagree with—but you did. You bound yourself to a certain code. But you broke your word. Worse, you sold your word.”


	“I didn’t do anything lots of other people weren’t doing—still doing.”


	“I’m not going to have to repeat what Dad used to say about if everyone was jumping off a bridge, am I?”


	Tom slashed the air with a hand. “Wake up, Jack. It’s the way of the world. Two sets of rules out there. One is for public consumption, for the hoi polloi. But the other set, the real rules, are for those who know the game and how to play it. Someone once said that all of life can be summed up by the verb to eat, in both the active and passive sense. I’ll take active, thank you.”


	“Well, there’s a third set: mine. And so far no one’s taken a bite out of me.” He sighed. “Maybe I do sound holier than thou, but Jesus, Tom… without your integrity, what are you? What’s left?”


	Tom gave a derisive snort. “Tell me what you’ve got with it? Does it buy food? Does it pay the rent? You think that guy back at the marina would’ve given you all that fuel for free just because you’ve got integrity? I don’t think so.”


	What’s the use? Jack thought. Like discussing color with a blind man.


	Shaking his head, Jack made another quick trip topside. Staring at the empty ocean, he thought about that lost soul below: his brother. His brother didn’t get it. He was never going to get it. Maybe because he never had it.


	No. He must have had it.


	Jack returned below and took the seat across from Tom.


	“Let me ask you something. Are you happy with who you are?”


	Tom’s mouth twisted. “Happy? How could I be happy? I’m up to my lower lip in legal trouble.”


	“Don’t dodge the question. You know what I’m talking about. Are you satisfied with yourself?”


	Tom sighed. “No, I can’t say I am. In my heart of hearts I know I’m an asshole.”


	“How’d you get there? How did it happen?”


	He looked up from his cup. “I assume you’ll accept that I didn’t start out with the goal of being a crooked judge.”


	“Accepted. So how?”


	“It’s an incremental process. Sometimes I think law school’s to blame.”


	Jack snorted. “Cop out.”


	“No, I’m serious. And I’m not saying it’s not my fault. But law school teaches that the letter of the law is all that counts. Forget the spirit of the law—the letter, the letter, the letter. So if you find a loophole or an interpretation that lets you sidestep the spirit of the law, it’s okay to exploit it. Right and wrong, just and unjust don’t play into it. The only thing that matters is what’s on paper.”


	“Okay, but even the letter of the law doesn’t give you a green light on bribery.”


	Tom nodded. “True, true. But you don’t start with bribery. You start with bending here, shading there. And as the benefits accrue, you graduate to bigger bendings and darker shadings. You get caught up in a subtly escalating process that goes on until you wake up one morning and realize you’re not the man you intended to be. Not even close. In fact, you’re exactly the kind of asshole you despised when you started out.”


	“So that’s the day you start to make changes.”


	“Wish it were that easy. You owe people favors—it’s all quid pro quo—and these people know things about you. They hold your strings, strings you can’t cut. You’re not quite a puppet, but pretty damn close. So you go with it. You stay on the downward spiral.” He looked at Jack. “Same thing probably happened to you, right?”


	That took Jack by surprise. “Me?”


	“Come on, Jack. Admit it. You didn’t go to New York to become a criminal. But maybe you stole a little here, sold a little weed there, did a little grifting, then bought a Saturday night special and graduated to strong-arm stuff. Now you’re Repairman Jack.”


	Jack shook his head. “Not even close. No increments for me. When I dropped out of Rutgers and stepped onto the bus in New Brunswick, I’d made a decision to break with whoever I was and whatever future I’d been on track for. I said good-bye to a way of life I no longer felt part of. When I stepped off that bus in the Port Authority I was someone else. Didn’t know who that guy was—not yet, at least—but I was sure of who I didn’t want to be. I made a clean break, Tom. No increments. And no excuses.”


	Tom sighed. “Looks like I’ll be doing the same thing soon: Throwing out the old me and buying a new one. You’re still going to help me, right?”


	Jack nodded.


	Help Tom disappear? Oh, yes.


				*
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	Back again on terra firma, the first thing Tom did was plunk some change into the phone by the Wanchese dock and call home. They’d made good time coming back.


	He watched the sun rise over the North Carolina pines as he listened to the rings.


	Finally a voice thick with sleep answered. “Hello?”


	“Terry? It’s me.”


	Suddenly she came alive. “Tom! Oh, God! Where are you?”


	Something in her tone warned him against answering that.


	“In transit.”


	“But where?”


	Although he already knew the answer, Tom said, “Something wrong?” Then held his breath.


	“Wrong? Yes, damn it, something is very wrong! I’ve been visited every day by a pair of federal marshals. They know you’re gone and they’re watching the house. They follow me wherever I go—probably think I’m sneaking off to meet you or something. But how can I when I don’t know where you are? I wasn’t even sure you were still alive until just now!”


	Oh, shit. Oh, hell.


	Sweat oozed onto Tom’s palms. He was fucked.


	“Wh-why did they come by?”


	“To bring you down to the federal building to ask you some questions about Bieber. I made excuses the first two times, but then they got suspicious. They know you’ve left town, Tom, but they don’t know for how long. If you come back now, maybe…”


	“Maybe what?”


	“Maybe you can tie it in to your dad’s death. You know, you just had to go see his grave or something like that.”


	… or something like that…


	Oh, sure. That’ll fly. Like a penguin.


	“Come home, Tom. With your father’s death—I mean, how it happened, and the national day of mourning and all—maybe you can get them to give you another chance.”


	Tom didn’t see that happening without putting on a huge display of grief and throwing himself on the mercy of the court. And even then it was iffy.


	No, he wasn’t about to play the penitent bad boy for those gonifs.


	Then he realized the feds probably had his line tapped. Shit! He should have thought of that. They’d probably pinpointed this pay phone already.


	But he had to say something. No sense in lying about where he was… but he had to play dumb… ease into it.


	He licked his lips.


	“Great idea, Terry. Next time they come knocking, tell them you spoke to me. Tell them I’m like you said… really upset about Dad’s death and hanging out at the graveyard.”


	“No way, Tom. I’m not lying for you. You’ve dug one big lousy hole for yourself, but I’m not getting in there with you.”


	“Come on, Terry.”


	“No! Look what you’ve done to my life! I can’t go anywhere without people talking and pointing and whispering behind my back! I’ve tried to get together with Lisa and Susan for lunch but they both always seem to have something else to do, and they can’t get off the phone fast enough. You’re the one who’s under indictment but I’m the prisoner. I’m stuck in this house because I’ve got nowhere I can go!”


	Tom gritted his teeth at the sound of her sob.


	So typical. I’m the one whose career is down the toilet, I’m the one facing opprobrium and jail time, and she’s all bent out of shape because her social life is on the rocks.


	Fuck. Her.


	Okay. Time to send the feds in the wrong direction.


	“Terry, I’m sorry for the way things are going but I’ll make them right. Just between you and me, I’m about to leave for Bermuda and—”


	She gasped. “Bermuda? But that means you’re… you’re leaving the country?”


	Give the virago a prize!


	“Yes, but only temporarily.”


	“They’ll hang you if they find out!”


	“Don’t worry. I’ve just got an errand to run, and when I come hack, we’ll be fixed up.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“You’ll see.”


	“But how are you getting there?”


	“By boat.”


	“You don’t have a boat!”


	“I’m borrowing one.”


	“You can’t do this! You’ll only make things worse. It’ll be in the papers and—”


	Unable to weather another second of objurgation, he hung up. Then he leaned against the side of the booth and squeezed his eyes shut.


	They’d loosed the hounds. What the hell was he going to do?


	The feds would be sending someone to Wanchese. When they didn’t find him here they’d assume he was headed across to Bermuda. Would they go so far as an air-sea search? He doubted it. But he’d bet they’d send marshals to Bermuda to nab him when he showed up at the bank.


	He had to get out of here mach schnell. But where to?


	Philly was out of the question now. Show his face and they’d toss him into their deepest dungeon.


	New York…


	Yes… bring the Lilitongue to New York. Probably an even better place than Philly to learn about it, what with Columbia University, NYU, the Museum of Natural History and all.


	But where to stay? He couldn’t use a credit card…


	He glanced over to where Jack was stowing the last of their gear into the coffin-sized trunk of his Crown Vic.


	Jack’s place… a safe haven. Wherever it was, a sure bet he had it listed under a phony name. Just like his credit card.


	Tom had almost burst out laughing when he’d seen the name on the gas receipt. John Tyleski… the name from the hotel. Tom hadn’t dreamed that was Jack.


	Despite all the shit coming down, Tom had to smile. Little Brother was soon going to be getting one mammoth MasterCard bill.


	The smile faded. The last thing Little Brother wanted was him crashing for a week or two. If asked, Jack would turn him down—no question. So he’d have to get in through the back door. There had to be a way. After all, he had an eight-hour drive to figure it out.


	Yeah, like it or not, Jack was going to have a houseguest. And once he got himself inside, there he’d stay until he’d unlocked the mysteries of the Lilitongue.


	Tom smiled. Call me Sheridan Whiteside.


				*
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	Jack breathed a sigh of relief as he and Tom pulled away from Ernie’s Photo ID. Ernie had taken a few photos of Tom and promised to get to work on a new identity right away.


	He’d brought Tom directly to Ernie’s from the Lincoln Tunnel. Ernie could work miracles, but he needed time, and the sooner Tom got started, the better.


	Because as soon as Tom became someone else, he and his Lilitongue would be on their way.


	It was almost four thirty and the sun was hitting the horizon somewhere beyond the high-rises.


	Jack was looking forward to getting home and crashing.


	Long day. Up before dawn, cooped in a car with Tom for eight hours… he was fragged.


	Had to admit, though, that Tom had been better company on the way back than the way down. Not because Jack was getting used to him or that they’d bonded. Hardly. The simple reason was that Tom hadn’t talked as much. Of course, when he had it had been about Gia, but a generally non-toxic trip.


	Tom had insisted on driving the first leg. They’d switched after lunch at a no-name diner somewhere on the DelMarVa Peninsula. Tom had insisted that diners were far superior to fast-food chains. Jack’s burger was okay but he really could have gone for a Whopper with cheese. Tom’s beef stew had looked and smelled like hot Alpo.


	Jack had had the wheel from there on.


	As Jack wound through the traffic on Tenth Avenue, Tom grabbed his arm.


	“Stop the car!”


	Jack tensed, his eyes doing a quick 360 scan via the mirrors and windshield: nothing.


	“What’s wrong?”


	Tom was doubled over. “Pull over! Now!”


	Jack swerved right and pulled in by a fireplug. Before the car had stopped, Tom was leaning out the door. Jack heard him retching.


	When he finished, he levered himself upright and sat there panting.


	“Oh, God. Must be that stew. Never should have—”


	Then he was hanging out the door and retching again.


	“You okay?” Jack said.


	Tom nodded.


	“Done?”


	Another nod.


	As Jack put the Vic back into gear he realized with a shock that Tom had no place to stay.


	“We’ve got to find you a hotel.”


	Shit. A Saturday night in Manhattan the last weekend before Christmas… where the hell were they going to find a room?


	Tom slumped against the door.


	“Jesus, Jack, I don’t think I can make it.”


	“What do you mean?”


	Jack knew what Tom meant but his mind shied from acknowledging it.


	“Searching for a room.” Tom groaned. “I don’t think I can make today. I’ll find a place tomorrow. I just need a little time to get over this.”


	“How much time?”


	“Food poisoning doesn’t last long. One night will probably do it. By tomorrow it’ll be like it never happened.” He winced and doubled over, then looked at Jack. “How about your place?”


	Jack felt like the driver of a jackknifed semitrailer in mid-skid on an icy road, painfully, hopelessly aware that no matter what pedal he tromped or which way he yanked the wheel, the ending was a foregone conclusion.


	“Tom…”


	His voice took on a whiny tone. “Come on, Jack. Would it kill you to let me crash one night? One lousy night?”


	Bastard.


				*
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	“He’ll be bunking in the TV room,” Jack said.


	He’d called Gia as soon as he’d unloaded the car and parked it in its garage.


	Tom had carried his backpack and the Lilitongue chest up to the apartment, then slumped on the couch, leaving Jack to unload and haul the rest up to the third floor by himself.


	Gia said, “You… with a houseguest…” A suppressed laugh trickled through the phone. “The hermit of the Upper West Side with overnight company. I can’t believe it.”


	“It’s not funny and I’m not a hermit.”


	“Is he feeling better?”


	“Seems to be. At least he’s not throwing up anymore. Hasn’t been sick since Tenth Avenue. Perked up right after he got here.”


	Which only deepened Jack’s suspicions. Thinking back, he remembered only hearing Tom retch. Never saw any vomit. Of course, he hadn’t been exactly itching for a look at regurgitated beef stew.


	Still… with a guy a little less honest than a wharf rat, you never knew.


	Gia tsked. “Poor man.”


	“That’s what you get for eating Alpo.”


	“Pardon?”


	“Nothing. Look, when am I going to see you?”


	A whole week away. Jack had missed her.


	“Well, why don’t the three of us go somewhere after you drop off your brother? There’s a German Expressionist exhibit at MOMA that might be fun.”


	The Museum of Modern Art… just the place he wanted to spend his first day home from the sea.


	Gia must have sensed his lack of enthusiasm.


	“Give it a chance, Jack. There’s no way a man who likes The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari—which you insisted I see—won’t find something to like there.”


	Oh, right. The crazy Caligari set design had been created by a couple of German expressionists.


	“Okay. You’re on.”


	He hung up feeling good about tomorrow, anticipating a much-needed Gia-Vicky fix.


	The feeling did a quick fade when he walked into the second bedroom that served as his TV room. Tom had the convertible couch folded out into bed mode—no sheets, just a bare mattress—and he was unpacking his bag… hanging clothes in the closet.


	“What are you doing?”


	Tom looked up and smiled. “Just letting some of this stuff air. It’s been at sea too long. Was that Gia on the phone?”


	“Yeah. She says hi and hopes you’re feeling better, which you seem to be.”


	“Yeah. Amazing, isn’t it. One minute you think you’re dying, and a little while later you’re feeling fine.”


	“Amazing.”


	“Still feeling a little weak, though. Why don’t you ask Gia over?”


	Here we go: Tom and his thing for Gia.


	“I would, but what you have might be contagious.”


	“I’m sure it was just food poisoning.”


	“You never know.”


	Tom looked disappointed. “All right, then. Got any vodka?”


	Jack shook his head. “Only beer. Probably not a good thing to be pouring booze into such an unsettled stomach anyway.”


	“Actually a beer would go a long way toward settling my stomach, I think. Could you get me one?”


	Jack jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Bottom shelf of the fridge.”


	Jack eyed Tom’s neck as he passed. He resisted an urge to grab it with both hands and shake him like a rag doll.


	He listened to the refrigerator door open and close, watched Tom return carrying two bottles of Yuengling lager. He twisted the top off one and handed it to Jack, then opened the other and held it up.


	“To brotherhood.”


	He clinked his bottle against Jack’s and drank. Jack felt like saying, This is brotherhood? but bit it back, choosing instead to say nothing.


	For you, Dad, he thought as he took a long pull. Only for you.


	He needed a beer. Had a feeling he was going to need many beers.


	Tom gestured around Jack’s cluttered front room. Gia once had called it “claustrophobic,” and Abe proclaimed it “vertigogenic.”


	“I’ve just got to ask you about this. I mean, who’s your decorator? Joe Franklin?”


	“What do you mean?”


	“The furniture for one thing.”


	Jack turned and took in his Victorian wavy-grained golden oak furniture—the gingerbread-laden secretary, the hutch, the paw-footed round oak table, the crystal-ball-and-claw-footed end tables.


	“What about it?”


	“Looks like stuff people used when they were listening to Little Orphan Annie on the radio. And speaking of Annie, is that a Daddy Warbucks lamp?”


	“It is. He was a cool guy.”


	Tom stepped over to the inner wall and stared at the array of clocks and framed certificates.


	“You’re living in Gew-gawville. And look at all this: The Shadow Fan Club, the Doc Savage fan club, and Jesus, a Shmoo clock!” He turned to Jack and laughed. “What are you? Ninety years old?”


	Jack felt no obligation to explain.


	Tom stepped back into the TV room where he dropped onto the mattress and lay on his side, his head propped against his hand. He pointed to the big screen.


	“Nice set. Got any movies we can watch?”


	Jack was too bushed to start searching for a hotel room now. But first thing tomorrow… first damn thing.


				*
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	After a restless night during which his bed seemed to be rocking with the swells of an unseen ocean, Jack got up and walked into the empty front room.


	He stood there for a moment and tried to convince himself that last night had been a dream—that none of last week had happened.


	Then he heard the snoring from the TV room and knew he wasn’t going to be that lucky.


	He looked in and saw Tom sprawled on his back like a beached whale. His right arm hung over the edge of the mattress, the fingers just brushing the top of the Lilitongue chest.


	Jack had been on the phone for an hour. His first call had been to Joey who hadn’t answered. Jack left a message and then got to work on the hotels. But no luck. Not one place he’d called—and he’d tried uptown and down—had a room. There had to be one somewhere in this damn city.


	He needed a break. He went to the kitchen and spooned some Brown Gold into his Mr. Coffee and got a pot perking. The odor of coffee soon filled the apartment.


	Jack was pouring his first cup when Tom appeared, rubbing his eyes.


	“Christ, what time is it?”


	Jack took one look at the wrinkled T-shirt stretched across a belly that overhung a pair of pee-stained Jockey shorts and pointed back to the TV room.


	“Out, damn spot!”


	Tom blinked. “What?”


	“Get something on—at least on the lower half of that body.”


	“You’re kidding, right?”


	“No coffee for eyesores.”


	Tom stared at him a moment, then shook his head and retraced his steps to the TV room. He reemerged a moment later wearing a pair of plaid Bermudas.


	“Happy now?”


	“Happiness is relative. Less aesthetically offended is more like it.”


	Tom grabbed an empty cup, filled it, and took a long sip. No milk, no sugar.


	He held up the cup. “Damn good coffee.” He winked. “Give me a reference.”


	Jack did not want to reference that or anything else, didn’t want to get started with games. But he couldn’t resist.


	“If you’d just toasted me with the cup and given a grin, I’d say Winston Wolf in Pulp Fiction. But the ‘damn’ means you’re probably thinking of Agent Cooper in Twin Peaks.”


	“Excellent! I’m impressed. Now how about—?”


	Jack was about to cut him off when the intercom buzzer beat him to it.


	Baffled as to who’d be buzzing him at this hour on a Sunday—or at any hour on any day, for that matter—Jack stepped to the wall box and pressed the button.


	“Yeah?”


	“Hi, Jack.” Gia’s voice. “Buzz us in. We’ve got a surprise for you.”


	Jack was momentarily baffled. Gia had a key. Then he realized that because he had company she didn’t want to barge in unannounced.


	He said, “Urn, okay, sure,” and hit the unlock button.


	A surprise?


	“Gia?” Tom looked panicked. “I’ve got to clean up!”
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	“Well?” Gia said, waving a hand over the laden round oak table. “What do you think?”


	She wore jeans and a loose, light blue top that heightened the color of her eyes.


	She and Vicky had brought bagels and cream cheese, two quiches—one bacon and shallots, the other zucchini and onion—plus a coffee ring, and even the Sunday Times.


	Jack forced a smile. “Looks super, but you shouldn’t have.”


	No lie. Gia’s intentions were the best, but she really shouldn’t have. This was only going to delay finding Tom a room. But then, Gia didn’t know Jack was hunting a place for Tom to stay.


	“I picked out the coffee cake,” Vicky said. She wore denim coveralls and had her hair pulled back into her signature French braid. “It’s got sugar-coated pecans on it.”


	She picked one off and popped it into her mouth.


	“It won’t have anything on it if you keep that up,” Gia said.


	Vicky grinned. “I love sugar-coated pecans.”


	Tom stepped out of the TV room just then, shaved, showered, wearing slacks and a loose shirt that partially obscured his gut. He crossed the room with outstretched arms. Add a silk dressing gown and he’d be ready for a full-fledged Noel Coward vamp.


	“Gia!” he said, making a beeline for her. “What a wonderful surprise! Please excuse my appearance, but I’ve spent the last week at sea.”


	She accepted a hug, then said, “You remember Vicky.”


	“Of course.” Tom shook her hand. “A pleasure to see you again, Miss Vicky.”


	“Hello, Mister—”


	“Oh. Don’t call me ‘mister.’ I suppose you could call me Almost-Uncle Tom, but I’m not crazy about the sound of that.” He grinned and winked at Gia. “So why don’t you just call me Tom.”


	Vicky stared at him as if he was speaking Swahili.


	“Vicky and I figured you wouldn’t have any food in the house.”


	Tom patted Vicky on the head. “Isn’t that sweet!”


	Vicky said, “I picked out the coffee cake, even though I’m not allowed to drink coffee.”


	Tom bent toward her and spoke in a gooey voice. “Isn’t that wonderful of you!”


	Jack repressed a gag.


	Gia said, “I never got around to asking last night: How did Jack and Tom’s Big Adventure go?”


	Tom let loose a deep ha-ha-ha! “Are you a movie buff too?”


	“Only by osmosis.” She hooked an arm around Jack’s waist and leaned against him. “Can’t hang around with your brother too long without picking up something.”


	Tom said, “Well, speaking of something, that’s just what we found. We’re just not sure what that something is.”


	“Really?” Gia’s brow furrowed as she glanced at Jack. “Animal, vegetable, or mineral?”


	Tom laughed. “We don’t know!”


	“Can I see it?”


	A buzz of alarm surged through Jack.


	“That may not be such a good idea.”


	Gia looked at him. “Why not?”


	What was he going to say? He had no rational explanation.


	“Because of what Tom said: We don’t know what it is.”


	“Oh, come on,” Tom said with a patronizing laugh. “It’s a basketball-sized lump that’s been underwater for four hundred years. How harmful could it possibly be?”


	Jack wished he had an answer.


	Tom waved everyone toward the TV room. “Come on, let’s have a look,” he said, then led the way.


	Jack reluctantly followed, bringing up the rear behind Gia and Vicky. Tom seemed to have taken over.


	In the TV room Tom lifted the chest off the floor and onto the bed. He opened the lid and made a grandiose gesture.


	“Voila!”


	Gia and Vicky were suitably unimpressed.


	“Can I ask a question?” Gia said.


	Tom grinned. “But of course, my dear.”


	“Why would you bother to bring this home? It looks like some ugly, oversized melon.”


	“It does, indeed, but I want to find out what it is. The quest for knowledge—what human urge is more noble?”


	How about the urge to retch? Jack thought.


	“Look, Mom!” Vicky was laughing and pointing at the dimple in the Lilitongue’s surface. “It’s got a belly button!”


	“What a marvelous observation!” Tom said. “You really have an eye for detail!”


	Gia said, “So now that you have it, what do you do with it?”


	Jack started to say that was going to be Tom’s problem, but his brother jumped in.


	“Research! I’m sure we can find someone in this city who can shed some light on its identity.”


	It took a few seconds for the import of “in this city” to penetrate, but when it did…


	“Whoa-whoa-whoa! What happened to Philadelphia—the Franklin Institute, the U of P…?”


	Tom put on a sheepish, aw-shucks grin. “I was going to discuss this with you this morning, bro, but didn’t get a chance before our lovely guests arrived. I’ve been thinking that maybe New York has more resources with the potential of shedding light on our objet mystérieux here, and was going to ask if I might stay over a few days to pursue an answer.”


	Gia frowned. “But what about Terry? You’ve been away for almost a week.”


	“I spoke to her yesterday morning and she’s perfectly fine with it. She knows how much it means to me.” He looked at Jack with puppy-dog eyes. “So whatta ya say, bro? Put up with me for a few more days?”


	Jack caught a look from Gia that said, You’re not going to kick out your own brother, are you?


	No question why Tom brought this up in front of her.


	Gia and Vicky’s presence, plus the certain knowledge that Dad would have wanted Jack to cut him some slack, kept him from grabbing Tom by the throat and tossing him through a window.


	Bastard.


				*
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	Jack helped Gia and Vicky clear the dishes while Tom read the paper.


	“I can see it now,” Jack whispered while they were in the kitchen. “I’ll never get rid of him. He’ll be the man who came to dinner. I’ve got to find him a hotel.”


	She said, “You and he are the only ones left in your family. You should find a way to get along.”


	Jack nodded—not because he agreed, but because he didn’t want to get into a discussion about this. At least not now.


	Gia was right in theory, but he saw no way the two of them would ever have much in common.


	“Hey!” Tom called from the table. “The Merry Widow is at the Met tonight!”


	“Really?” Gia gravitated toward the front room. “That’s one of my favorites.”


	“And Noelle Roberts is playing Hanna.”


	“I saw her as Mimi in La Bohéme last year. She’s wonderful.”


	Jack followed her in, snapping his fingers. “La Bohéme… La Bohéme… is that the one where somebody dies at the end?”


	Gia laughed. “Someone almost always dies at the end of an opera. And you know that.”


	Tom slammed his hand on the table. “Let’s go! Let’s all go tonight!”


	Listen to him, Jack thought. The feds are after him and he wants to go to the opera.


	Of course, that was probably the last place they’d look for him.


	“I’d love to,” Gia said, “but I can’t get a sitter on such short notice.”


	“Bring Vicky along. My treat.”


	Listen to Mr. Big Spender.


	Gia shook her head. “No, she wouldn’t like it. She’s fine at the ballet where it’s all music and movement, but at an opera… she’d be asking me every two minutes what they’re saying. That wouldn’t be fair to the people around us.”


	Jack looked at Gia. “You really want to go?”


	“I’d love to see Noelle Roberts again.”


	“Then go. I’ll take care of Vicky.”


	She smiled that smile. “Would you really? You don’t mind?”


	He knew Tom had the hots for her, but this was Gia. She wasn’t a tease, didn’t play games. It would be a friendly date. And she’d get to see her Noelle Roberts.


	Jack put a finger to his chin and struck a pose of deep concentration.


	“Hmmm… let’s see… comes down to a choice between hanging out with Vicky or going through the auditory equivalent of a root canal without anesthesia… I’d say that’s a no-brainer.”


	“Great!” Tom cried. “Then it’s settled. I’ll reserve the tickets and find a place to rent a tuxedo.”


	“Oh, you don’t have to—”


	“Oh, but I do. With such a beautiful woman on my arm, attiring myself in anything less would be not only a breach of manners, but an affront to all of nature.”


	Jack closed his eyes. He had to get him out of here.


				*
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	When Jack returned from hailing Gia and Vicky a cab, he found Tom back at the table, reading the Times.


	“Tom?” It took an effort, but he managed to keep from shouting. “The deal was you’d stay one night. What are you pulling here?”


	Tom put down the paper. “Self-preservation.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“I’ve been found out. Terry says federal marshals have been at the house looking for me. They know I’m gone.”


	Jack couldn’t rein in a burst of fury.


	“You’ve got feds on your trail? That means when they find you they find me! And if they charge me with harboring a fugitive…”


	Jack could see his world going down in flames. The web of secrets that cocooned his identity, his work, his whole damn life would fall apart under federal scrutiny.


	“What do you mean, ‘when’ they find me? They won’t. They won’t know where to look. Terry thinks I’m on my way to Bermuda right now, not already back. They’ll be chasing their tails. And as for tracking me here, they don’t even know I’ve got a brother, let alone what city he lives in.”


	“But Terry knows.”


	He nodded. “Yeah, Terry knows a few things, but nothing of any use. If she rats me out—which she might—she’ll tell them I’ve got a brother named Jack who lives in New York. But unless I’ve misread things, you’re not listed anywhere under your own name, are you.”


	Correct.


	Jack nodded.


	“Thought so. That means in order to find me they’ve got to find you, and since you aren’t findable, ipso facto, neither am I.”


	Jack stared at his clueless, bastard brother a long time before responding.


	“You know, Tom, I’ve got a great idea. Let’s play a game. It’s called Cain and Abel. You’ll be Abel…”


	Tom laughed. “You worry too much. We’re safe.”


	“I want you out of here. Today.”


	“And what? Feed me to the wolves? If I register anywhere I’ll be found. Look, as soon as your pal Ernie has my new identity I’ll be gone, out of your life for good. But until then, I need a hiding place. So you’ve got to let me stay, bro.”


	“Cool it with the ‘bro’ bit, okay? It suits you like a Kangol cap.”


	Tom frowned. “Kangol?”


	“There—you’ve made my point.”


	“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Just put me up till Ernie delivers. Is that asking so much?”


	Jack hated this, but didn’t see a way out. “Okay. But when Ernie delivers, you go.”


	He grinned. “Deal! Oh, one more thing. Promise me you won’t mention my troubles to Gia, okay? I’d rather she didn’t know.”


	“She already knows you’ve got legal problems.”


	Tom’s face fell. “Oh hell.”


	“I didn’t go into detail—she didn’t want me to—but if she asks, I’ll tell her what she wants to know. No holding back.”


	Jack’s holding back the truth had once nearly destroyed their relationship just as it was beginning.


	“Fair enough, I guess. I hope she doesn’t ask. And by the way, thanks for volunteering to sit for Vicky tonight. I think Gia’s going to have a really good time.”


	“And you? You’re doing this out of the goodness of your heart, I suppose.”


	Tom laughed. “You ought to know me better than that by now. Just as I’m sure you know I’m crazy about your woman.”


	“Hardly a great intuitive leap. But I don’t think of her as my woman. I don’t think Gia is anybody’s woman. She’s just Gia.”


	“Well, she is carrying your child. Which leads to a question that’s been bugging me.” Tom waved his hands before him. “Now, it’s not my intention to offend, but I’ve got to ask: What the hell does a bright, beautiful woman like Gia see in you?”


	Jack had to smile. “Damned if I know.”


	He’d come to realize that it’s often better not to probe too deeply into these things, but he’d decided that they were good together because of the way they complemented each other. Yin and yang.


	Gia was strictly above ground, the product of a Catholic family in the Midwest, a believer in motherhood and apple pie. Jack lived underground, in a separate world, a mirror image of Gia’s.


	But somehow they’d found each other, somehow they’d bonded. And soon their child would be born.


	The turmoil that prospect was causing in Jack’s life had been swallowed up by his father’s death. But it hadn’t gone away. It remained a ticking bomb, with a timer set for March—three months away!


	In order to be the child’s legal father, to claim her should anything happen to Gia, Jack had to establish an above-ground identity, one that would sidestep the questions of where he’d been for the past fifteen years and why he hadn’t paid a cent of taxes during all that time.


	Ernie could help a guy live below the radar, but what Jack needed was out of his league.


	So Abe was working on it, but progress was slow. The Holgate glacier moved at a brisker pace.


	Half a year ago Jack had foreseen none of this. Hell, a year and a half ago he’d seen no hope that he and Gia would ever be together.


	They’d been on the outs then—way out. Jack realized with a start that he and Gia most likely would still be on the outs if a mad Hindu named Kusum hadn’t come to town to keep a century-and-a-half-old vow of vengeance. He’d brought them back together and they hadn’t been apart since.


	
Tom said, “All right then, answer me this: Why aren’t you two living together?”


	“None of your beeswax.”


	Tom jabbed a finger at him. “No, No, Nanette, right?”


	Jack didn’t know what to say. He’d never seen No, No, Nanette. And didn’t plan to.


	“I’ll have to take your word for it.”


	Time to call Ernie. Tell him he needed a rush job on Tom’s new identity.


				*
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	“Keep to the left there, Vicks. See that doorway? Head for it.”


	Jack hovered over Vicky’s shoulder as she navigated the future noir world of DNA Wars. The PlayStation version had come out about six months ago. At nine she was still a bit young and inexperienced to make it through the video game on her own. Jack had fought through to the end where he’d unlocked all the secret codes, including the special gene splices. So he’d entered them for Vicky, allowing her to play in “god mode”—immortal, omnipotent, with the game’s entire array of mDNA templates and weapons at her command.


	He slid to the side so he could see her face, watch the images from the big TV screen reflecting in her eyes, revel in her look of fascinated concentration. She was completely into it.


	Since Jack’s apartment and Lincoln Center were both on the Upper West Side, and since Jack had the big TV and all the cool video games, Gia had decided it would be easier to drop Vicky here. Her Christmas break had begun, so no school tomorrow.


	The black dress Gia had worn was snug around the waist, but she looked dazzling anyway. And who’d notice her swelling belly next to Tom? His dwarfed hers. The rented tux made him look like Opus the penguin on his way to an Overeaters Anonymous banquet.


	So Jack and Vicky had parked themselves on the edge of the bed in the TV room—Tom’s bedroom now but not for much longer. The sixty-inch screen stretched the game’s pixels, but made the gameplay intensely immersive.


	Before Vicky’s arrival Jack had hidden the Lilitongue and its chest in the hall closet. Couldn’t say why, simply didn’t want Vicky in the same room with it.


	Keeping her eyes glued on the screen, Vicky said, “How come Mom’s going out with Tom instead of you?”


	“Because I don’t like opera and your mother and Tom do. This way your mother gets to see something she likes and I get not to see something I don’t like.”


	“I think he likes Mom.”


	Jack had to smile. Amazing what kids pick up on.


	“I believe he does.”


	… demonstrating uncharacteristic good taste.


	“Then why did you let her go with him?”


	“I didn’t ‘let’ her. Your mother makes her own decisions. I trust her to make good ones, just as she trusts me. What’s the point of a relationship if one person can’t let the other person out of sight?”


	She glanced at Jack. “What if he kisses her?” He won’t.


	Not if he knows what’s good for him.


	“But what if he does?”


	“Then we’ll have to count Mom’s teeth.”


	“Huh?”


	Jack pointed to the screen. “You stuck?”


	She nodded, back in the game. “I can’t fit through this door.”


	Jack recognized Vicky’s predicament—he’d been here before.


	“Switch to a smaller template.”


	She hit the pause button instead.


	“I gotta go sprinkle.”


	Jack took the controller. “I’ll hold the fort.”


	“Don’t play while I’m gone.”


	“I’ll try… not to…” Jack said in a strained voice. His hand trembled over the toggles, moving closer, then pulling away. “Won’t… be… easy… better hurry…”


	Vicky ran from the room.


	Jack smiled. God, he loved that kid.


	And soon he’d have his own.


	Now there was a frightening thought. A tiny baby, fragile, helpless, totally dependent. He shuddered. Facing a raging, three-hundred-pound, knife-wielding drunk would be less intimidating.


				*
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	-83:00


	A cry from Vicky shattered Jack’s reverie.


	“Jack! Jack!”


	The fear in her voice had him on his feet and almost to the door when she rushed in.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“That thing!” she wailed.


	He gripped her upper arms. She was trembling.


	“What thing?”


	“Tom’s sea treasure… I touched it!”


	Oh, shit.


	“You went into the closet?”


	“I… I wondered where it was and I peeked in and saw the box in there and I wanted to see it again so I opened it and touched it—I only put my finger in its belly button—and—”


	Fear quick-crawled on clawed feet through Jack’s chest.


	“You touched it?”


	He wanted to be angry, but at whom? Vicky or himself?


	She nodded. “But only once.”


	“Did it hurt you?”


	A quick shake of her head. “No, but it moved!”


	“Moved? How—?”


	“Come see!”


	She pulled him toward the hall but slid behind him as they left the TV room.


	“See it? See it?”


	Jack’s heart began to pound. Yeah, he saw it. But what the hell—?


				*
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	-81:28


	“I’m so glad we could do this,” Gia said, patting the back of Tom’s hand.


	They sat in the rear of a cab heading uptown toward Jack’s place. Tom reached across and clasped her hand between both of his.


	“It was wonderful, wasn’t it. And you weren’t exaggerating about Noelle’s voice. Magnificent. But not as magnificent as the woman I shared the evening with.”


	Gia slipped her hand free and laughed.


	“Mah, mah, Mister Tom,” she said in a Southern-belle accent, “Ah declare, how you do go on.”


	Tom had to smile. She was good… maintained a distance between them without bruising his feelings.


	Why was he so damn crazy about this woman? What was it about her that made him want to be her slave? Or babble like a fool?


	Christ, when he’d been sipping champagne at the intermission he’d launched into a discourse on how it’s usually a mixture of chardonnay, pinot noir, and pinot meunier, and how blanc de blanc was all chardonnay—blah-blah-blah until Gia’s eyes had started to glaze over. And with good reason: He’d sounded like a pedantic twit.


	And the last thing he wanted to do was bore her. He felt as if his past no longer existed, as if all his life he’d been marking time until he’d met her.


	Marking time… thoughts of his present predicament brought him down from his high. If only he’d marked time instead of wheeling and dealing and lining his pockets, he’d be free and clear today. His ass would belong to him instead of a swarm of cops.


	At least Gia didn’t know the depth of his troubles, and as long as that remained the case, he could pretend to be the kind of man she could admire.


	He well knew that, on the surface, that didn’t make sense. She was carrying the baby of a man she loved—and he could tell how much by the way she looked at Jack—even though he was a career criminal. So why should Tom think she’d be repulsed if she knew the truth about him?


	Jack had nailed it on the boat: Yeah, Jack was a criminal, but he wasn’t a crook. Not mere semantics there. A whole world of difference.


	On another day he might have told himself that he could offer Gia the gravitas Jack lacked. But he’d finally stopped doing the Nixon thing. He was a crook. Not the Great String-puller, not the Master of the System, a crook, and a tawdry one at that: A guy with a FOR HIRE sign on his soul.


	At first he’d regretted his transgressions only because he’d got caught. Now he wished he’d played it straight all along, so he could play straight with Gia, talk to her about his record as a judge and point to it with pride.


	But Gia… what would this woman who had a numinous core of probity and was so naturally and effortlessly good and straight that it seeped through her skin and suffused the air around her… what would she think of a man with his past?


	Tom knew. And he couldn’t bear the thought of her looking at him like a slug.


	He thought of a line from As Good as It Gets: “You make me want to be a better man.”


	Yeah. He could say that to her and mean every word. But it was too late. Way too late. Now all he could do was look at her and think how she made him wish he’d been a better man.


	Still, he couldn’t understand what she saw in Jack.


	He said, “You know I never got to ask how you and Jack met.”


	In truth he’d asked Jack but had been blown off with “at a party.”


	“Strangely enough, through the UN.”


	“The UN? Jack?” Talk about strange bedfellows.


	“Yes, he was involved with the UK mission for a while.”


	“No kidding? Doing what?”


	“I really can’t say.”


	Tom could tell she meant won’t say, but didn’t press.


	The UK mission to the UN… what could they have possibly wanted from Jack?


	Little brother was just chock-full of secrets and surprises.


	“I hope I’m not speaking out of turn, but you and Jack… you don’t seem to go together.”


	She laughed: music.


	“You probably are out of turn, but you’re pretty much on the money.” She glanced at him. “Did you and Jack talk much on your trip?”


	He nodded. “I’d pretty much figured out how he lives and how he makes his living, and he pretty much confirmed it.”


	“‘Pretty much’?”


	“Well, I’m only starting to get to know my brother again, but it’s not easy. He’s not exactly forthcoming about himself.”


	Another soft laugh. “That’s my Jack.”


	My Jack… Tom loathed the sound of that.


	“So, given what I know, that’s why I said—”


	“That we don’t seem to go together? On the surface we don’t. I’m a vegetarian, he’s an omnivore. I love the arts, he merely tolerates them. I’m a square and he’s never the same shape twice. I’m a Mondrian, he’s a Picasso. I’m an uptight, middle-class, law-abiding woman and he’s… well, he’s Jack. Yet despite the surface differences and divergent tastes, we agree on the big things—the things that matter. We agree on what’s right and wrong, on being truthful, on value given for value received, on what’s straight and what’s crooked. We both believe in doing the right thing, even though we sometimes disagree on how to do it. I tend to try to tease out life’s tangles. Jack tends toward Alexander’s solution to the Gordian knot.” Another soft laugh. “Two years ago if you’d told me I’d be partnered with this man and having his baby, I’d have laughed in your face.”


	“Why?”


	“Because… I didn’t know what I was looking for back then, but I was sure it wasn’t him. I didn’t see it at first, but Jack is a rock.” She smiled. “The world flows past, but Jack doesn’t move. Doesn’t matter what’s fashionable, what’s in, what’s out, what’s politically correct, what’s become legal, what’s become illegal, Jack doesn’t budge. I failed to appreciate that at first. I misunderstood him, got him all wrong, and ran from him. Said terrible, hurtful things to him. But when Vicky and I needed him, there he was, right where I’d left him. He was there for me then and he’s been there for me ever since. I can always depend on Jack to do the right thing.”


	The right thing… when had Tom worried last about doing the right thing? He couldn’t remember the last time the concept had made the faintest blip on his radar.


	He forced a sigh. “The world’s the way it is because not enough people do the right thing, wouldn’t you say?”


	“Hard to argue with that.”


	“But maybe some people have never had the right reason to do the right thing.”


	Gia glanced at him. “I’ve always figured the reason for doing the right thing is because it’s the right thing.”


	“Do you think maybe someone who hasn’t been doing the right thing could change for the right person?”


	“I suppose, but then wouldn’t he be doing the right thing for the wrong reason.”


	“I don’t get you.”


	“Well, the way I see it, you don’t do the right thing for anyone else, you do it for yourself. Because doing anything less diminishes you.”


	Tom fell silent. Her words were like stab wounds. If Gia was right, if doing the wrong thing diminished you, what was left of him?


	A puff of smoke in the wind… if that.


				*
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	Tom led the way up the stairs to Jack’s apartment! When he reached the door and raised his hand to knock, it flew open and Vicky blew past him to leap into her mother’s arms.


	“Mommy! Mommy!” She sounded terrified.


	“What is it?”


	“Jack’s mad at me!”


	“What? Why?”


	“I touched the treasure and it moved and now he’s making me stand by the door and I heard you coming and—”


	Suddenly Jack filled the doorway. His face was flushed, his teeth bared. He jabbed his finger to within an inch of Tom’s nose.


	“Damn you!”


	Gia said, “Jack? What on earth is—?”


	His features softened as he turned toward her. “You and Vicky stay out here.” Then hardened again as he swung back on Tom and grabbed the front of his shirt. “But you…”


	“Wha—?”


	Jack yanked him into the apartment and pointed across the front room.


	“That should be your goddamn problem, but now it’s mine too!”


	Tom looked but couldn’t fathom what he was talking about. Had he flipped his—?


	Then he saw it. The Lilitongue, five feet off the floor, floating in the air before the open closet door.


	Tom took a step toward it.


	“Jesus God! Is that… I mean, what’s holding it up?”


	“Not a goddamn thing, Tom.”


	“But that’s imposs—”


	Jack grabbed his shoulder and shook him. “Obviously not! What the hell did you bring into my home?”


	Tom heard Vicky’s voice coming from behind.


	“Isn’t it neat, Mom? It’s floating all by itself.”


	He turned and saw Vicky stepping in from the hallway.


	Jack said, “Vicky, please! No closer! Gia, keep her back. I don’t want either of you anywhere near this thing. I’ve kept Vicky back by the door since after it activated.”


	Vicky said, “But it’s only—”


	Gia had a hand over her mouth and her gaze locked on the Lilitongue. Tom would have expected wonder in those eyes, tinged maybe with some uneasiness, but instead he saw fear. Why? Granted, they were in the presence of a unique phenomenon, but there was nothing threatening about it. Why did she look so frightened as she pulled Vicky back?


	“Jack’s right, honey. We don’t know what it is. And when something’s doing what it shouldn’t be able to do, something you can’t explain, it’s better to keep your distance until you know it won’t… until you know it’s safe.” She hugged the child against her. “And anyway, it’s late. Past your bedtime.”


	“But Ma-om,” she whined. “There’s no school tomorrow.”


	“Say good-bye.”


	Vicky made a barely audible response, then turned to go.


	Gia said to Jack, “Call me later.” Then to Tom, “Thank you for the opera.”


	He would have loved to see a smile as she said that, but her expression was tight, almost fearful.


	“My pleasure, Gia. I’m sorry the evening had to end like this.”


	“So am I.” She glanced at the Lilitongue and then back to Tom. “I hope you haven’t brought more trouble into our lives.”


	Tom had no reply for that. He could only nod and wonder what she meant by “more” trouble. What could she be talking about?


	When the door had closed behind her, Tom turned and stared at the Lilitongue. The sight of it floating in midair filled him with wonder, awe, and a strange glee.


	No, it shouldn’t be, and yes, it was impossible. And that meant that the paranormal hints he’d run across in research hadn’t been the ravings of ancient lunatics.


	The possibility that the Lilitongue just might live up to its press thrilled him. This could be his way out after all. It might prove his seemingly ineluctable fate to be, well, eluctable.


	Slowly, hesitantly, he approached the thing. Its looks hadn’t changed—still a misshapen, leathery, basketball-size olive with a dimple toward its lower end; no glow, no hum, no whine… simply sitting there five feet above the floor.


	Behind it, the open hall closet. Beneath it, the sea chest. Tom waved his hands over, under, and around it. Nothing. God, this was amazing. Amazing! This defied the laws of gravity.


	“Looking for strings?” Jack said.


	“Looking for something.”


	“How about a reason for me not to break your neck?”


	Tom glanced at him and backed up a step when he saw his brother’s eyes. Something very scary there.


	“Hey, take it easy, Jack. This is weird, I know—very, very weird—but not a reason to get so pissed. I mean, you act like I just dropped a cobra down your shorts.”


	“Maybe you have.” He pointed to the Lilitongue. “I don’t want this here. Get it out.”


	“What the hell is wrong with you? This is the find of the century—of the last four centuries! They’re going to have to rewrite the laws of gravity because of this thing! It’ll go down in history. We’ll go down in history.”


	Jack’s expression switched from anger to disgust. “Right. You’ll be the most famous guy in the federal lockup. And I’ll probably wind up right there beside you.”


	Shit. The wonder of the phenomenon had momentarily blinded him. As glorious as it would be to become an international celebrity, it wouldn’t nullify the malfeasance charges. All it would accomplish was to transmit his obloquy nationwide. Maybe even worldwide.


	Jack said, “I want it gone, Tom.”


	“Okay, then, I’ll put it back in the chest, lock it, and that will be that.”


	Jack’s expression remained fierce. “Be my guest.”


	Tom reached for the Lilitongue, then hesitated, his fingers only inches from its surface. What would it feel like now that it had been awakened? Would he feel a vibration? Or even more disturbing… a pulse?


	He forced his hands forward and touched it lightly with his fingertips. No vibration, no throb… but it sent a peculiar feeling through him, a hint of instinctive revulsion that quickly passed.


	And damn if it didn’t feel warm. Almost like… skin temperature.


	He pressed his palms against it, got a grip, and pushed down, aiming for the sea chest.


	The Lilitongue didn’t budge.


	He pushed harder, grunting with the effort, but it was like trying to move a house.


	Tom looked at Jack. “Give me a hand here.”


	“Okay, but it’s not going to do any good.”


	Together they pushed. Tom could see Jack’s face crimsoning with the strain—mirroring his own, no doubt—but together they achieved no more than Tom had alone.


	“It won’t budge,” Jack said. “Trust me, it won’t move up, down, or sideways. It’s fixed in space. The proverbial immovable object.”


	“Then we’ll need an irresistible force.”


	“How about your stupidity?”


	“Hey—”


	“You weaseled it in here and now I’m stuck with it.”


	“There has to be a way.”


	“Yeah?” Jack reached down behind the couch and came up with an aluminum bat. “Try this.”


	Tom took it and hefted it. Heavier than he expected.


	“So you still play baseball?”


	“It’s a versatile item.” Jack pointed to the Lilitongue. “Go ahead. Take a swing.”


	“I don’t want to damage it.”


	“You won’t. Trust me. Take a big swing.”


	Something in Jack’s tone set off a warning bell. So instead of a big swing, he gave the Lilitongue a light tap.


	Nothing beyond a dull thunk.


	A harder tap.


	Another thunk, plus a metallic ring from the bat.


	“Come on, Tom. Don’t be such a wimp. Swing for the bleachers, big guy-”


	Wimp, huh?


	Tom raised the bat above and behind his shoulder, then let loose, putting his arms and body behind it, giving it everything.


	He heard a loud clang from the bat and felt a stinging vibration run through his hands and up his arms.


	“Shit!” He dropped the bat and rubbed his palms as he glared at Jack. “You knew that would happen.”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. Been there, done that. Hurts like hell, doesn’t it.”


	Damn right. And the pain hadn’t come from the Lilitongue. It would have been the same had Tom slammed the bat against a sidewalk.


	He stared at the unmarred, unmoved, unperturbed Lilitongue.


	“Tough son of a bitch, isn’t it.”


	“I want it out of here, Tom. Out.”


	“And how do you suggest I do that?”


	“Don’t know, don’t care.”


	“Well, I can’t do anything until I know more about it, and I can’t learn much on a Sunday night.” He shook his head. “Maybe I should have listened to that girl on the dock.”


				*

	


	
9


	-81:02


	Jack felt a chill.


	“What girl? What dock?”


	“Remember that hallucination I told you about? That was it. I’m not exactly sure where the real left off and the unreal began.”


	“Tell me.”


	“It was in Saint George’s. When we were gassing up. I was standing on the aft deck, minding my own business, when out of the blue this girl, this local teenager, starts talking to me.”


	“What do you mean, ‘out of the blue’?”


	“I didn’t see her coming. I just look up and she’s there, standing half a dozen feet away on the dock.”


	An uneasy feeling crawled through Jack’s stomach.


	“What’d she say?”


	“Some nonsense about throwing it back in the water, but never said what ‘it’ was.”


	The uneasy feeling had graduated to gripes.


	“Did she—?”


	Tom waved a hand. “Wait-wait. That’s not the crazy part. Here’s where I think I lost it: For no reason at all she pulls up her shirt.”


	“She flashed you?” Jack felt a faint tinge of relief. “I see where the hallucination comes in. Who’d want to flash you?”


	Tom didn’t laugh, didn’t even smile. “She wasn’t showing me her boobs, she was showing me her belly. And…” His voice trailed off.


	“And?”


	Tom looked away. “And she had a hole through her—clear through her.”


	Jack felt as if he’d been hit with a bucket of ice water. He’d seen someone with the same thing not too long ago.


	“Where—where was the hole?”


	Tom jammed his fingers into a spot a couple of inches to the right of his navel.


	“Right about here. I tell you, Jack, it was the weirdest goddamn thing. I swore I could see right through her.”


	Jack felt himself swaying, and not because he was at sea. He closed his eyes.


	“Did she have a dog with her?”


	“Yeah. Ugliest mutt I’ve ever—”


	In a flash Jack found himself next to Tom, grabbing his wrist and shouting.


	“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”


	Tom blinked at him, startled. “What’s with you?”


	“That was a warning, asshole!”


	“From a teenage girl? Cut me a break!”


	“That was no ordinary teenage girl. What did she say?”


	“I told you—”


	“Her exact words.”


	“Let go, for Christ sake. How’m I supposed to think with you grabbing me?”


	Jack released Tom’s wrist but didn’t back off.


	“I’m waiting.”


	“All right. She had this Jamaican accent and she said… let me see… I t’row it right back in de water, me.’ Yeah. That was it.”


	“Why didn’t you tell me?”


	In the past sixth months four women with dogs had crossed his path—three of them old, one about his age. He’d gathered that they were all linked, but to what, he didn’t know. Some had got him into trouble, others had warned him of trouble to come. He didn’t know their agenda, but to a woman they all knew more about Jack’s life than they should. And the last one, who’d called herself Herta, had had a tunnel through her, front to back, just like the one Tom had described in the black teenage girl—a girl with a dog.


				*
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	Tom saw Jack’s hands tighten into fists. He wasn’t going to hit him again, was he?


	“Damn you,” he said through clenched teeth. Then his fists relaxed. “All right, here’s how it’s gonna play. First thing tomorrow you’re up and on the phone and you’re calling anybody and everybody who might have heard of this thing.”


	“Okay, okay. Sure. Nobody wants to find out about it more than I do.”


	No lie there.


	Jack said, “Don’t be too sure of that.”


	Tom tried to put a positive spin on this for himself. Sure, Jack’s pissed, and he’s not the kind of guy you want pissed at you, but look on the bright side: You’ve just engaged a willing helper in your search.


	He glanced back at the Lilitongue and—


	“Holy shit! Jack! It’s gone!”


	“What?”


	Tom didn’t have to say any more. Nothing but empty air where it had floated only seconds ago.


	But where—?


	He dropped to his knees and reached for the sea chest. He tugged at its top thinking, Please be there! Please!


	He pushed back the top: empty.


	No! He couldn’t have gone through all this just to have it disappear on him. It wasn’t fair!


	“Got to be around here somewhere,” Jack said. “Not like it vanished into thin air.”


	But it had. They searched every room, every closet, every nook and cranny—nothing.


	Tom wanted to scream.


				*
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	“I’m too tired, Mom.”


	“Just a quick shower,” Gia said.


	She’d wanted Vicky to take a bath before going over to Jack’s but Vicky had found one excuse after another to put it off until it was too late.


	“I don’t want to.”


	She pouted in the bathroom doorway, her right hand behind her, scratching at her back.


	Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time Vicky was the sweetest child in the world. But like any child, when overtired she became whiny and uncooperative.


	Gia reached into the shower stall and turned on the water. Vicky’s aunts, Nellie and Grace, had installed it three or four years ago. Its modern, one-piece construction sat in stark contrast to the rest of the master bath with its walls of antediluvian tiles and age-stained grout.


	Though dead for almost a year and a half now, the aunts remained the official owners of this Sutton Square townhouse. Gia knew they were dead but couldn’t prove it. And so even though they’d left their entire estate to their only blood relative, little Victoria Westphalen couldn’t claim it. Not yet. Not until Grace and Nellie were declared legally dead. Until then, Gia and Vicky occupied the house in a caretaker capacity.


	Good thing the taxes were paid out of the estate. Gia never could have afforded them.


	“Come on now. You need a little freshening up. I’ll put a shower cap on you so you won’t get your hair wet. Zip-zip-zip, you’ll be in and out and on your way to bed.”


	“But Ma-om.” She scratched her back again. “I want to go to bed na-ow!”


	“You want to stop itching? Take a shower.”


	“Oh, all right.”


	Vicky stepped into the bathroom and pulled off her sweater. Her undershirt followed. As Vicky bent to slide off her jeans, Gia’s heart tripped over a beat as she spotted a large round black mark, big as a tennis ball, on her back.


	“Vicky! What is that?”


	“What?”


	As Vicky started to turn Gia grabbed her shoulders and held her facing away as she looked closer. The tennis-ball-sized mark sat on her upper back between her shoulder blades. Black… Sharpie-pen black, with lightly feathered margins. Ugly and… scary.


	A huge melanoma? But no. Impossible. It hadn’t been there this morning when Gia had helped her get dressed.


	She couldn’t say why this strange mark filled her with such unease. So black… unnaturally black.


	“What is it, Mom?”


	Gia heard the concern in Vicky’s voice, so Gia did her best to hide her own concern.


	“There’s a mark on your back. Did you—?”


	“Where?” Vicky twisted her head as far as it would go. “I can’t see it.”


	Gia’s hand recoiled as she reached toward it, but she overcame her hesitancy and traced the mark’s outline with a finger.


	“Right there.”


	“That’s where it itches.”


	“Did you lean against anything?”


	“No. I mean I don’t think so.”


	Gia snatched up Vicky’s sweater and undershirt. Clean. That meant it hadn’t come through from the outside. But where then?


	A thought stole her breath: If not from the outside, that left the inside.


	Gia grabbed a washcloth, moistened it, and rubbed at the mark.


	“That feels good, Mom. That’s right where it itches.”


	“I’m glad, hon.”


	But she’d be so much gladder if she were making some headway. It wouldn’t wipe off. She hadn’t lightened it even the slightest.


	She rubbed harder.


	“Ouch!”


	“Sorry, hon. It won’t come off.”


	Gia had an idea. She went to the linen closet where she grabbed another washcloth and the bottle of rubbing alcohol. She splashed some on the cloth and attacked the mark again.


	“Ow! That stings!”


	“Just hang on there and let me see if I…”


	Gia’s unease expanded to fright as she rubbed and rubbed with no result. The alcohol did no better than plain water. She couldn’t even smear it.


	Finally she stopped and leaned back.


	“Where on earth did you get this?”


	Vicky shrugged as she turned toward her. “I don’t know.”


	She reached around and began scratching at it again.


	The itch… somehow related to the mark…


	“When did you start itching?”


	Vicky glanced away. “Oh, a little while ago.”


	Gia sensed evasion. Vicky wasn’t a liar. Sure, she’d tell a white one every so often, but her usual tactic was to evade the truth rather than negate it.


	But what would make her evasive?


	“All right. Do you remember where you were when you started itching?”


	Vicky’s eyes remained averted. She spoke in a small voice.


	“Jack’s place.”


	An awful thought struck Gia. Her mouth went dry.


	“Does it have anything to do with that floating thing?”


	Vicky nodded, then started to cry. “I don’t know. It started right after I pushed in on its belly button and it floated into the air!”


	“Oh, dear God!”


	Gia leaped to her feet and rushed out into the hall.


	“What’s the matter, Mom?” Vicky trailed behind her. “Are you mad?”


	“Yes. I mean no. I—I’ve got to call Jack!”


	She headed for the hall phone, but she skidded to a stop and froze when she saw someone moving on the staircase.


	Terror lanced through her.


	Then she realized it wasn’t a man. Not even human. And when she recognized it she almost wished for a real intruder.


	The thing from Jack’s apartment… coming up the stairs.


	She backed away as it floated over the banister and started down the hall… away from her… into Vicky’s room.


	She followed it in and saw it float over the bed and come to a stop in a corner.


	And there it stayed, hovering.


	Gia repressed a scream and ran for the phone.


				*
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	“If anything happens to Vicky, Abe—anything—I’m going to kill him.”


	Hell, something had already happened to Vicky. She had a foul-looking mark across her back. The thought of it made Jack sick.


	He and Abe had assumed their customary fore and aft positions at the scarred counter in the rear of the Isher Sports Shop. He’d come here because he could no longer stand being in the same room, the same apartment, the same goddamn block as his brother.


	“Such a remark I’d take with a grain of salt from anybody else. But seeing as it’s you…”


	Jack closed his eyes at the memory of Gia’s frantic call, his headlong rush across town with Tom tagging along, and then the gut punch of seeing that mark on Vicky’s back and knowing—knowing—it was connected to the Lilitongue. How could anyone doubt that? Especially after the damned thing had appeared in Gia’s home and set up watch in Vicky’s bedroom.


	He’d wanted to strangle Tom then and there. Still did.


	Vicky had been terrified, thinking it had followed her because it was mad at her for touching it. She’d spent the night in her mother’s room. Jack had sent Tom home and had spent the night in a guest bedroom. Vicky had had a rough night but had finally dropped off to sleep. She was still asleep when he’d left this morning.


	“I’m serious, Abe. He’s just this far from being enrolled in the Judge Crater club.”


	“Another explanation for the mark is possible.”


	“Yeah? Give me one.”


	“I should give you what I don’t have? All I’m saying is that post hoc ergo propter hoc is not a reliable path to the truth.”


	“In this case my gut tells me it is. There’s this thing floating in midair in Vicky’s bedroom. That’s not natural. Then there’s this big black mark that appears on Vicky’s back after she touched the thing and started it floating. That’s not natural either. Then it shows up in her bedroom.”


	“Your guderim also tells you this mark is dangerous?”


	Jack nodded. “Oh yeah.”


	Exactly what danger, Jack didn’t know, but a black mark… on Vicky… from a thing a girl with a dog and a hole through her belly had warned against… no way he’d ever find anything good about that.


	He pounded his fist on the counter, just once, but hard enough to send Abe’s pet parakeet fluttering toward the ceiling.


	“He’s got to be one of the stupidest, most clueless assholes on the planet! I could—” He cut himself off. “Sorry. Just venting.”


	“So vent already.”


	Jack knew he was in a foul mood. Lack of sleep made it worse. He’d kept waking up during the night and stealing down the hall to Vicky’s bedroom to see if the Lilitongue had moved. The only movement he wanted from it was back into its chest so he could lock it up and find an upstate landfill for its final resting place. But it didn’t look like that was going to happen. Not unless it was forced back into its chest.


	On one such foray he remembered talking to the damn thing: What are you? What have you done to Vicky? Then taking a swing at it.


	His knuckles and wrist still ached from the impact.


	“Tom and I spent the whole morning calling every place we could think of that might have heard of the Lilitongue of Gefreda. From the Museum of Natural History to antique dealers and antiquarian booksellers. Nothing.”


	“The Museum of Natural History? You should check with Doctor Buhmann there.”


	“Who’s he?”


	“He was one of my professors at Columbia. Specializes in dead languages.”


	“I’m not looking for a translation, I’m looking for somebody who knows about strange, ancient artifacts.”


	“This Lilitongue is ancient?”


	Jack shrugged. “I know it’s more than four hundred years old. The jerk says—”


	“The jerk?”


	“My brother.”


	“A shmegege you should call him. That better fits how you describe him. A shmegege and a gonif.”


	“I’ll have to trust you on that. Anyway, the shmegege says the few mentions he found about it hinted that it was really old—maybe B.C. in origin. So you see, I need an archaeology type. If he can lead me to some old book, then I may need your professor friend. But at the moment—”


	Nu, if this Lilitongue is one of a kind, you won’t find anyone who’s ever seen it, but someone may have read about it… especially if they specialize in translating texts of ancient languages.”


	Hope wanted to spark but Jack wouldn’t let it. Still, Abe had suggested a direction he hadn’t considered.


	“Okay, maybe after we’ve exhausted the other avenues, I’ll—”


	His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and hit the speak button. Had to be Gia.


	“Jack?” Gia. Something in her tone…


	“Something wrong?”


	She sobbed. “The mark—it’s bigger!”


	A lead weight dropped into the pit of Jack’s stomach.


	“You’re sure?”


	“Absolutely. Last night it was between her shoulder blades, now it’s touching them!” Another sob—the sound tore Jack’s heart. “Jack, what’s happening?”


	He wished to hell he knew.


	He spent a few moments trying to comfort her, assuring her that he was doing everything possible. When he hung up he relayed the latest to Abe.


	“How do I get in touch with this language guy?”


	“I’ll see if I can arrange a meeting.”


	“Don’t see if—do.” He realized how he sounded. “Please.”


	Abe nodded as he picked up the phone.


	“He’ll remember you?”


	Abe looked at him over the top of his reading glasses. “Oh, he’ll remember me.”


				*
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	“So how is Abraham doing these days?”


	Peter Buhmann, Ph.D., associate conservator of languages in the division of anthropology at the American Museum of Natural History, professor emeritus at the Columbia University department of archaeology, was o-l-d. Figuring his age might require carbon dating. He looked frail, bent, pale, thin to the point of emaciation. Jack sensed something gnawing at his insides. Didn’t look like he had much time left.


	“Very well,” Jack said.


	Dr. Buhmann’s office was small and cramped. The overstuffed shelves, threatening to drown them in paper if the building shook, made it seem even more claustrophobic.


	“I haven’t seen him since he graduated. One of my best students ever. A brilliant mind. I understand he sells sporting goods.”


	“Yes.”


	Jack figured the old guy would have a heart attack if he told him what Abe really sold.


	He shook his head. “Such a waste of a good mind.”


	“He said you might know about the Lilitongue of Gefreda.”


	“Yes. He mentioned that on the phone. I haven’t heard the Lilitongue mentioned in decades. So I went through my papers and found an entry in one of my notebooks.” He opened a black ledgerlike book on his desk to a marked page. “I’m afraid it’s not much.”


	“Anything you can tell me will be more than I’ve got.”


	“Very well.” He put on his glasses and bent over the book. “These are notes I culled from various sources. The Lilitongue of Gefreda is mentioned as one of the Seven Infernals. I—”


	“Which are?”


	Infernal… Jack didn’t like the sound of that.


	“Mythical devices created in ancient times, each for a specific purpose.”


	“Such as?”


	“Well, according to legend the Lilitongue was designed to”—he consulted his book here—”help someone ‘elude all enemies and leave them helpless.’ No name or purpose is known for any of the other six.”


	Disappointed, Jack leaned back and rubbed his eyes. He already knew that. He’d squeezed it out of his shmegege brother right before Gia’s call.


	“No mention of how it’s supposed to do that?”


	Dr. Buhmann shook his head. “None that I’ve ever read.”


	“Any picture of it anywhere?”


	“None that I’ve ever seen.” He sighed. “You must understand, the history of the Seven Infernals is shrouded in mystery. Most of the few researchers who’ve heard of them doubt they ever existed.”


	“Then why are they mentioned at all?”


	A shrug. “Why are vampires mentioned? Why werewolves? Something inspired those myths, yes, but though the inspiration—say, the burial of a catatonic person in the former case, a severe manic-depressive disorder in the latter—might have been real, the folk tales that grew out of them are not.”


	That wasn’t a folk tale floating in Vicky’s bedroom.


	“If I had to guess,” Buhmann continued, “based on the escape fantasy offered by the Lilitongue of Gefreda, I’d say the myth was the result of wishful thinking by a persecuted culture.” He frowned. “But then again…”


	“What?”


	“The Church seems to play an important part in the story.”


	The Jesuit Mendes… the map maker…


	“The Catholic Church? The pope?”


	“The Lilitongue was rumored to have been hidden away in the Vatican since the sixth century.”


	“Doesn’t that tell you something?”


	He laughed—a dry cackle. “So many strange and ‘forbidden’ things are rumored to be hidden in the Vatican vaults that the Church would need half of Rome to store them all!”


	“Any rumor of it leaving the Vatican?”


	Dr. Buhmann’s eyes widened. “As a matter of fact…” He turned back to his notebook. “Yes. Here. It was rumored to have been stolen during the papacy of Innocent IX—who died in 1591 after only two months as pope.” Another cackle. “Now, if I were a conspiracy theorist, I suppose I could make something of that.”


	“No mention of it after that?”


	He checked his book again. “Not that I ever saw.”


	It all fit. The Lilitongue of Gefreda disappears from the Vatican in 1591… seven years later a Jesuit—at the request of the pope, if the inscription Tom had withheld could be believed—guided it to a watery grave. And it was never heard from since because it was buried in a Bermuda sand hole.


	So what? He knew no more about the thing now than when he’d stepped into Dr. Buhmann’s office.


	Shit.


	“May I ask you a question?”


	Jack was tempted to say, You just did, but held back.


	“Shoot.”


	“Why this interest in such an arcane legend? And believe me, the Lilitongue of Gefreda is very arcane.”


	How to answer that without telling too much…


	“Someone I know thinks he’s found it.”


	Buhmann’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, I doubt that. But if your friend wishes to bring it here to the museum, I can have the objects curator take a look at it. No one knows what the Lilitongue looks like, so it will be impossible for him to identify it, but he should be able to carbon date it for you.”


	Nothing Jack would like better, but…


	“It… it can’t be moved right now.”


	And Jack wasn’t about to self-destruct his life by becoming publicly involved with a thing that defied the laws of gravity. At least not yet.


	But if everything led to dead ends, then that was what he’d do: bring the Lilitongue to the attention of the world and let the scientific community figure it out.


	“Besides, what would carbon dating tell me?”


	“Well, the Lilitongue is said to be ancient, fashioned in ancient Babylon or even earlier. If you brought in an object that was, say, five or six thousand years old, you might really have something.”


	Jack already knew he had something. He pushed himself out of the chair.


	“Well, thank you for your time, Professor. Any suggestion as to where else I can look?”


	He smiled. “To learn about a mythical object, you might want to consult a mythical book. According to lore there once existed a book, a ‘forbidden’ tome, that supposedly catalogued the histories and workings of all seven of the Infernals, along with much other ‘forbidden’ knowledge. But the book is most likely as fanciful as the objects it discusses.”


	“When and where was this nonexistent book last heard of?”


	“The fifteenth century. Supposedly it fell into the hands of the Grand Inquisitor, Tomas de Torquemada, during the initial phase of the Spanish Inquisition. He tried to destroy it—burn it, tear it apart, slash its pages—but legend says it’s indestructible.”


	Jack felt a chill. He’d heard about this book not long ago. From a lady with a dog.


	But he couldn’t remember its name.


	“So Torquemada buried it. But more than that, he designed and built a monastery over the spot—the Monastery of St. Thomas in Avila—where he spent his final years.”


	The professor’s words were like a head butt: Tom had claimed the Sombra map had been found in a Spanish monastery.


	One more piece of the puzzle.


	But he still couldn’t remember the book’s goddamn name. He’d had a lot of distractions at the time, but now he wished he’d paid closer attention.


	“Let’s just say I come across this book. Would you be able to translate it for me?”


	Dr. Buhmann’s eyes got a faraway look. “If I could see such a thing, hold it in my hands just once before I die…” He shook himself. “What am I saying? Forgive an old man. I’m sure there once existed a forbidden book that was so well made that it was difficult to destroy, and thence came the legend. But should the book truly exist, and if the whispers about it are true, you won’t need me to translate it.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because the story goes that anyone who opens it sees the text in his native tongue.”


	“I don’t get it.”


	“If you open it, you will see modern English. I, on the other hand, born and raised in Vienna as I was, will see German.” He laughed. “Have you ever heard of anything so ridiculous?”


	Yeah. He had. And he’d seen worse. A book in everybody’s native tongue was a walk in the park compared to his experiences in the past year or so.


	But he forced a laugh of his own. “Now that’s pushing things a little too far.”


	Dr. Buhmann shrugged. “Nothing is ‘too far’ when talking about a book that doesn’t exist. The sky’s the limit.”


	“I suppose so.”


	He adjusted his glasses and looked at Jack. “But tell me, are you a scholar? Researcher? Student?”


	“Just a repairman.”


	Dr. Buhmann shook his head in wonder. “I must confess I’m amazed that anyone outside the academic community has heard of the Lilitongue of Gefreda.”


	“I’m much more interested in this book that’ll tell me about it.”


	The old man’s expression turned grave. “I sense this means a lot to you. I won’t ask why, but I must tell you: If this book exists, I doubt anyone alive has ever seen it or even knows where it is.”


	… anyone alive…


	That gave Jack an idea. If he couldn’t ask a living person, maybe he could ask a dead one.


	He was willing to try anything.


				*

	


	
3


	-68:42


	Jack called ahead to see if Lyle and Charlie Kenton were entertaining any clients at the moment. Nope. Didn’t he remember that Monday was their day of rest? No séances scheduled until midafternoon Tuesday.


	So he grabbed the empty sea chest from his apartment and drove out to Menelaus Manor in Astoria. He wished he could have brought the Lilitongue along too, but since that was fixed in its spot, and since Charlie couldn’t leave his house, the chest would have to do.


	He parked in front of the attached garage. Hadn’t been back since the summer. With its dark stone walls and vaguely colonial design, the house could look menacing at night. But in the wan light from an overcast sky, it looked merely old.


	Lyle met him at the door and, after making nice-nice with the handshake and small talk and why-don’t-you-ever-come-to-visit preliminaries, they settled in the high-ceilinged channeling room on the first floor.


	The array of spiritualist and New Age junk displayed around the room among the statues of everything from Christian saints to Hindu gods brought back memories, not all of them pleasant. The heavy drapes, usually drawn tight, had been pulled back to let in some light.


	Lyle, tall, lean, black, maybe thirty, wore his hair in long, tight dreads. He was dressed in jeans and a V-neck sweater. He led Jack to the large round oak table at the far end. Lyle seated himself at the twelve-o’clock spot, directly in front of a chalk-smeared blackboard; Jack took the three-o’clock position.


	Letters began to form in the chalk dust on the board, one at a time, as if written by an invisible finger.


	Yo Jack


	“Hi, Charlie.”


	The skeptic in Jack reflexively recoiled at the idea of communicating with a dead man—after all, Lyle had been an expert at faking that very thing—but his experiences in Menelaus Manor this past summer had opened his eyes. And now Lyle seemed used to, even comfortable with, being in touch with his dead brother.


	He seemed to be listening, then he said, “He wants to know why you brought that chest.”


	“Well, my brother Tom and I—”


	“—found it in a shipwreck off Bermuda. He knows. He wants to know why you brought it here.”


	“I need to know something, anything about what was in it. It’s called—”


	“—the Lilitongue of Gefreda.”


	“Right.” This was good—very good. Looked like he was finally going to get some answers. “I need to know what it does—if anything.”


	Lyle didn’t answer. Jack couldn’t tell if he was waiting or listening. Finally…


	“Charlie doesn’t know. He says it comes from a different place and age when the rules were different.”


	Oh, shit. “The Otherness?”


	“He doesn’t know. He can’t be sure.”


	“Can he at least tell me if it’s harmful?”


	“He says that’s relative. If you want to escape your troubles, it will help you do that. But in a case like Vicky’s, it’s harmful.”


	Jack stiffened. “You know about Vicky?”


	Lyle nodded. “Charlie does.”


	“Harmful how?”


	“She’ll be taken away from everyone she knows and loves, and will never return.”


	Jack felt his gut freeze.


	“Taken where?”


	“Charlie doesn’t know.”


	“Is that what’s going to happen to her?”


	Charlie could see the future at times—at least he thought he could.


	“She’d have to be here in person for him to tell you that, but even then… this Lilitongue is so unique, so alien… he’s not sure he’d know.”


	Vicky… oh, God, Vicky… what am I going to do?


	Giving in to a sudden, irresistible urge to move, he sprang to his feet and paced the room. The air felt thick, he couldn’t seem to draw enough of it into his lungs, his fingertips tingled. He’d never felt it before but he had a pretty good idea what was happening.


	Panic.


	“Goddamn it, Charlie, there’s gotta be something I can do!”


	“There is,” Lyle said. “Find The Compendium of Srem.”


	Jack halted his pacing. “I’ve heard of that.”


	That was the book Herta had told him about, the one Dr. Buhmann had alluded to. But Herta hadn’t been talking about the Lilitongue of Gefreda.


	The Compendium of Srem…


	“That’s got the answers?”


	“Charlie doesn’t know. He can’t pierce its covers.”


	Then what good is he? Jack wanted to say, but bit it back.


	“Well, maybe I can. Just tell me where the damn thing is and—”


	“Charlie says you already know. In fact, you’ve seen it.”


	Jack stared at Lyle, blinking in confusion. What the—?


	And then he realized what Charlie meant.


				*
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	“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” Tom said.


	Jack ground his teeth, thinking about what a jerk he’d been. But then, he hadn’t heard the whole story until it was too late. If Tom had told him about the Lilitongue’s supposedly magical powers, if he’d told him about the girl and the dog, Jack wouldn’t have allowed Vicky within ten miles of that thing.


	He glanced at his brother the shmegege and thought about a quick chop to his Adam’s apple—not hard enough to crush his larynx, just enough to shut him up. But knowing how that mark was growing larger on Vicky’s back, he wasn’t sure he could pull the punch.


	“Not exactly. So can the chatter and let me think.”


	On either side of the two-lane blacktop, evergreens stood tall among the bare branches of their deciduous neighbors. The dull, overcast sky threatened snow. He hoped it held off—prayed it held off. The last thing he needed was to get stuck with the shmegege in the mountains of upstate New York during a blizzard. Talk about a nightmare.


	Jack had been to this area twice last month. But both times at night—once with a passenger who knew the way, and the other following someone—so he was feeling his way.


	“I’m still not clear on this: We’ve come out to the middle of nowhere to sneak into a house you might not be able to find so that we can search for a book that might or might not be there?”


	“I have it on good authority that it exists, and that it belongs to the owner of this place we’re looking for.”


	Jack hadn’t wanted to bring the shmegege along, but he didn’t know if he’d need an extra pair of hands at the cabin—if he could find it. He’d told him about his meeting with Dr. Buhmann, but not about Charlie. He didn’t want to have to explain his connection to the disgraced Luther Brady either.


	Jack rounded a curve then and slowed his Crown Vic.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“This looks familiar.”


	He eased ahead until he saw the uphill gravel driveway. On impulse he pulled in and climbed the grade.


	“This the place?”


	“No, but if it’s the place I think it is, then we’re almost there.”


	Halfway up the driveway he looked for traces of the explosion that had ripped a man apart last month, but found none. A cleanup squad—whether human or the carnivores among the local fauna, he couldn’t say—had come through and left no trace.


	As the house hove into view he slammed on the brakes. The tires skidded on the gravel.


	“Oh, shit.”


	“Wow,” Tom said, craning his neck for a better look through the windshield. “Somebody sure had their fun with this place.”


	Not exactly the traditional idea of fun: The front door stood open, its off-kilter storm door swayed back and forth, and someone had smashed every window in sight.


	Tom snorted. “Vandals. The jerk who built the place probably thought he’d leave their kind behind when he came up here. But they’re everywhere.”


	Jack hoped the destruction was due to garden-variety vandalism. Not a hell of a lot to do in these parts: Add drugs or booze to boredom and just about anything could happen. If that had been the case, fine. But he feared the destruction might have been motivated by something else.


	Seized with a sudden urgency to find Brady’s cabin, Jack put the Vic in reverse and started turning it around. Took him four moves before he could nose back into the driveway again.


	“Jesus, what are you doing driving a tank like this? It’s a cop car. Or a retirement-village car. And you’re neither.”


	Jack could have told the shmegege that this black Crown Victoria was the exact match—right down to the license plates—of a car belonging to a big shot in the outfit’s Brooklyn wing. But then he’d have to go into a long explanation of why he’d want something like this.


	He turned back onto the blacktop and continued west. Now he had an idea of where he was going. He just hoped that Brady’s cabin hadn’t suffered the same fate.


	A few miles farther on he found a similar driveway and turned into it. The rear wheels kicked up gravel as he spurred the car uphill. Hurrying wouldn’t change things—if damage had been done, it was done.


	When he saw the place he slowed to a stop.


	“Shit!” He pounded on the steering wheel. “Shit! Shit! Shit!”


	Only charred timbers remained of the north wall of Brady’s woodsy A-frame. The rest of the house looked almost as bad—not an intact pane in sight.


	Jack jumped out and hurried across the dead grass to the smashed front door. Tom tailed him.


	The inside was consistent with the outside, maybe worse. Looked like someone had taken an ax to everything before starting the fire. Splintered furniture—some of it used as kindling, maybe—smashed framed photos, slashed paintings, books reduced to confetti. Rain washing in through the ruined roof had added to the damage.


	But Jack didn’t care about this—his interest lay below. He knew a trapdoor lay somewhere near the center of the main room, but he couldn’t see where.


	He dropped to his hands and knees and began searching the knotty pine planks.


	He heard Tom say, “What are you doing?”


	“Looking for the edge of a trapdoor.”


	“What makes you think there’s a trapdoor?”


	“I just do. Help me look.”


	He couldn’t tell Tom that he’d been peeking through one of these windows when Luther Brady had swung up a section of the floor and disappeared below… carrying a book… a large, old-looking book.


	Jack was counting on that being the Compendium. Herta had told him Brady had it. And Charlie had said Jack had seen it. If they were right, this had to be the place.


	Tom walked around in a wavering circle.


	“I don’t see anything.”


	Neither did Jack. But he knew it was here. He tried to remember if the trapdoor’s opening edge had been irregular. If so, he wouldn’t find an obvious seam cutting across the boards. He stretched himself flat for an ant’s-eye view.


	There—a tiny depression running along one of the planks. He rose to his knees and ran his finger along the edge. Yeah, definitely a space here.


	Jack pictured Brady lifting the door. It had opened toward the rear of the house. He searched for a ring embedded in a plank. Had to be one. Brady couldn’t have lifted it without—


	One of the knots two planks away looked different. He touched it and noticed it didn’t feel like wood. He worked his thumbnail along its edge and up popped a metal ring, painted to look like wood. Jack hauled back on it and a section of the floor angled upward.


	“Jesus!” he heard Tom say. “How did you know?”


	He ignored the question as he threw the trapdoor back. A wooden stairway led below.


	Jack started down. “Wait here.”


	“No problem.”


				*
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	At the bottom Jack found himself in a dark, tiny cube of a room, maybe eight by eight. Daylight through the door above provided faint illumination. Probably should have gone back to the car for the flashlight, but hadn’t wanted to waste the time. The enlarging of Vicky’s mark had filled him with a desperate urgency.


	He looked around. Shelves lined the space, stacked with envelopes and magazines and books of all sizes. The one he’d seen had been large, somewhere between sixteen and twenty inches on a side.


	He stepped to the nearest shelf and began pulling things off it. They felt soggy—water must have seeped through and worked its way down here. He caught sight of photos in the magazines as he tossed them on the floor—naked boys. No surprise there.


	He worked his way along the shelves until he came to a steel cabinet, like a fuse box. He tugged on the handle. Locked.


	Well, he’d fix that.


	Jack pulled his Spyderco folder from his back pocket and snapped out the blade. He worked it along the edge, wiggling and pushing until he had a third of the blade inside, just above the lock. Then he leaned against the knife, prying… prying…


	The door popped open.


	Blessed be the man who invented tempered steel.


	Jack pulled open the door and squinted into its dim interior. Only one thing inside: a book—big like the one he’d seen Brady bring down here. Had to be the same.


	But was it the book?


	Jack pulled it out and hefted it. Heavy. The covers and spine seemed to be made of stamped metal. He stepped to the center of the space and held it in the shaft of light under the trapdoor.


	Markings embossed on the cover… he squinted at them… looked like random squiggles at first, then they swam into focus… words… in English…


	Was this what the prof had talked about… the text changing to the reader’s native language?


	Compendium ran across the upper half in large serif letters; and below it, half size: Srem.


	Jack felt his throat constrict. He’d found it. Goddamn it, he’d found it. But was it what he needed?


	He pounded up the steps to the main floor where he’d found Tom standing by the rear wall with a shocked look on his face.


	“Got it!”


	Tom didn’t seem to hear. He clutched a couple of torn, water-stained eight-by-ten photos. He held one up and looked at Jack.


	“Here’s a picture of some guy with Oprah.” He held up the other. “And here’s the same guy with President Clinton. I know I’ve seen him before but I just can’t place him.”


	Might as well tell him, Jack thought. Sooner or later it’ll come to him.


	“That’s Luther Brady.”


	Tom’s eyes widened. “The Luther Brady? The Dormentalist? The pedophile?”


	“The same. Look—”


	“The indicted-for-murder Luther Brady?”


	“Yes.”


	And you’re talking to the guy who put him there.


	“This must be his place!” Tom pointed to the open trapdoor. “How did you know about that?”


	“I know about a lot of things.” Jack jerked his thumb toward the front door. “We’re getting out of here. And you’re driving.”


				*
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	With Tom ensconced behind the wheel and winding the car back toward Route 84, Jack hunched forward in the passenger seat with The Compendium of Srem balanced on his knees. This being the shortest day of the year, the sun had already set, so he switched on the courtesy light.


	Took him only a few pages to realize this was the oddest book he’d ever seen. Not simply the metal covers with their unusual hinges, and not the curlicue handwriting, but the pages themselves. The page paper—if it was paper at all—felt thinner than onionskin, but was completely opaque. He’d figured that if the book was half as old as it was supposed to be he’d find some damage. But no. Not a tear, not a wrinkle, not a single dog ear.


	And who or what was Srem? If he was the guy who’d put this thing together, he at least could have had the decency to include an index or table of contents.


	Jack flipped through the unnumbered, single-ply-tissue pages—lots of illustrations, many in color—hoping to catch a glimpse of the Lilitongue. He went through twice, stopping on the second run and backtracking toward the rear when he thought he saw movement in one of the illustrations.


	Couldn’t be. Just a trompe l’oeil of the flipping pages, like the little animations he’d drawn in the corners of his loose-leaf sheets back in grammar school when he was bored and—


	Christ!


	He froze and gaped at a page with an illustration that moved.


	More than simply moving: an animated globe spinning in a void. He recognized it as Earth by the layout of the continents. He also recognized the crisscrossing lines connecting the dots on its surface.


	He’d seen that pattern on an oversized globe hidden away in Luther Brady’s office.


	And he’d seen the same pattern cut into the back flesh of two of the women with dogs.


	He ran his fingers over the animation. It felt no different from the rest of the page—not a ripple, not the slightest vibration, not even a tingle.


	“E pur si muove,” he whispered.


	Tom said, “What?”


	“Nothing.”


	“Find anything yet?”


	“Oh, yeah. But not what we’re looking for.”


	Jack tore himself away from the animation and began to plow through the Compendium one page at a time. He’d never learned to speed read, but he could scan text at a decent pace. He set three key words as targets: Lilitongue, Gefreda, and infernal.


	About a quarter of the way through he came upon an otherwise blank page that announced:


	THE


	SEVEN


	INFERNALS


	Jack fanned through drawings of oddly shaped contraptions, each with a disturbingly organic look to its design. None of the first six even vaguely resembled the object floating in his apartment.


	He hesitated to turn the last page. If it didn’t show the Lilitongue… if Charlie had been wrong…


	Jack took a breath, flipped the page, and exhaled in a rush when he saw the sketch of an irregular sphere with a dimple near its lower pole.


	“Got it!”


	Tom leaned away from the wheel and craned his neck to see. “You found it? What’s it say?”


	Jack pushed him back. “Watch the road. I’ll read it to you.”


	“‘The seventh and final Infernal is the Escapement Infernal. Known as the Lilitongue, fashioned by the wizard Gefreda during the final century of the First Age.’“


	“Wizard?” Tom said. “We’re talking about wizards? What is this, Dungeons and Dragons? And what the hell’s the First Age?”


	“Haven’t a clue. But maybe we’ll find out if you can shut up for two minutes and let me finish.”


	“Okay, okay. Go ahead.”


	“‘In that time Gefreda became encircled in his castle by his enemies with no hope of escape. And so he created the Lilitongue and was never again seen, by neither friend nor enemy.’


	“‘For that man vexed upon all sides, who would wish to elude his enemies and leave them helpless, yet has not the courage or mayhap the means to exercise the ultimate option, that man has but to depress the Lilitongue’s dimple and he will acquire the Stain’.”


	“‘After the appearance of the Stain, he who is marked shall have eighty-three hours to organize his affairs. Throughout that time the Stain shall spread, gradually encircling his body. When the two ends are united, completing a circuit of his flesh, he shall be removed from his troubles and transported to a faraway place, forever beyond his enemies’ reach. He must bid farewell to those people and all things he holds dear, for such shall forever remain beyond the reach of the Stained.’“


	“‘Mark you well before depressing the dimple of the Lilitongue: Once acquired, the Stain may not be shed—not by cleansing, not even by flaying the Stained skin. Nor may it be given to another.’“


	“‘When its task is complete, the Lilitongue shall return to its place of fashioning.’“


	The text stopped above an infinity symbol two inches from the bottom of the page.


	Jack flipped and found blank white space. The opposing sheet sported a picture of a double-bladed sword.


	Where’s the rest of it?


	He pushed the book flat, looking for signs that a page had been torn out, but found no trace.


	“That’s it?” Tom said.


	Jack nodded, then lowered the book and stared through the window.


	Tom groaned. “Damn!”


	Jack couldn’t tell if Tom was bemoaning Vicky’s fate or cursing the fact that she’d usurped his means of escape.


	He reread the piece, searching for a loophole, a way out for Vicky, but…


	Once acquired, the Stain may not be shed—not by cleansing, not even by flaying the Stained skin. Nor may it be given to another.


	He could see only one way to interpret that: Vicky was in deep, irreversible danger.


	Tom said, “I heard something about a ‘faraway place.’ Where do you think that means?”


	“Someplace you don’t come back from.”


	The Otherness maybe. He and Dad had had a brush with some of its inhabitants in Florida. The thought of Vicky in a place like that… unbearable.


	Eighty-three hours… why that number? Sounded like a prime, but so what?


	He did a quick calculation: Vicky had activated the Lilitongue around nine P.M. last night. It was now going on three. That left roughly sixty-five hours before she was “transported to a faraway place.”


	He wanted to be sick.


	Tom said, “Maybe the book’s wrong.”


	Jack shook his head. “Cool it with the wishful thinking. You saw the mark on Vicky’s back. This morning it was bigger. It’s stretching out to encircle her, just like the Compendium said.”


	“Shit. I feel so awful about this.”


	“You should.” Jack wanted more than ever to strangle him. “You damn well should.”


	“Hey—”


	“Shut up, Tom. Just shut the fuck up. I need to think.”


	Did he ever. How was he going to break this to Gia?


				*
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	“What’s wrong, Mom?”


	Gia tried to hold back the tears as she looked at Vicky. She’d let a single sob escape. She had to stifle the second. She sensed that if she let it push through, it would burst the dam and she wouldn’t be able to stop.


	Jack sat to her right on the couch, his arm around her back. Vicky stood to her left. Tom had secluded himself in the kitchen. A single reading lamp on the side table lit the old dark book-lined shelves of the Sutton Square house.


	“It’s okay, honey.” She prayed her voice wouldn’t shatter. “I’m just very sad.”


	“Why? Is it the book?”


	“Yes, honey.”


	She slipped her arms around her child and squeezed her.


	“Is it a sad book?”


	“Very sad.”


	The Compendium lay on her lap. Gia stared at the illustration of the Lilitongue, hating it. Then, through tear-blurred eyes, she read the text for the fourth time, searching for a shred of hope.


	Part of her balked at the possibility that anything so outrageously fanciful could be true. It was the stuff of Harry Potter novels.


	But another part of her called up a vision of that black mark—the Stain—stretching across her daughter’s back and she knew it was true.


	Gia felt her world crumbling around her. She couldn’t lose her little girl! It wasn’t going to happen—it couldn’t happen! Not Vicky! Please not Vicky! Take me instead!


	“There’s got to be a way out, Jack.”


	His arm tightened around her. “I agree. Has to be. We’ve just got to find it in time.” He reached for the book. “Tomorrow I’m going to take this—”


	She clutched his arm. “Take it where?”


	“To Abe’s professor friend. I already called him but he’s gone for the day. But I’ll show this to him. Maybe he’ll be able to tease something out of the text that we don’t see.”


	“And what if he can’t?”


	“Then we go public with the Compendium and the Lilitongue. Haul the world’s best minds here and see what they come up with.”


	“But you won’t be able to find this professor till tomorrow, right?”


	Jack frowned. “I’m still working on tracking him down tonight. Abe had only his office number. The museum won’t give me his home number.”


	“Okay, you go looking, but leave the book with me.”


	“Why?”


	“To save time.” Dear God, so little left. “Have you been through the whole book?”


	“No. Look at the size of it. Must be a thousand pages.”


	“That’s my point. While you’re out looking for this professor, I’ll comb through every single page. There may be more about the Lilitongue hidden inside. And that way, when we bring this professor in, we’ll know where to direct his attention.”


	Jack chewed his upper lip for a second or two, then shook his head.


	“We’ll both do it—tag-team style. You do an hour, then I’ll do one. That way we won’t go blind.”


	“But what about Abe’s professor?”


	“Who better to track down his home address than Abe? I’ll put him on it.”


	Relief flooded through Gia. She didn’t want to be alone here with Vicky, this ancient book, and the Stain.
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	Tom sat alone at Gia’s kitchen table, sipping a Killian’s Irish Red he’d found in the refrigerator and feeling down.


	Had somebody put a curse on him? Sure as hell seemed that way. Everything he touched turned to shit.


	The feds were looking for him and he faced ruination and jail time if they found him.


	If they found him? How about when they found him?


	His stash had been discovered and frozen.


	His last chance—the weird artifact he’d tracked down and hauled from the bottom of the ocean—had turned out a bust. Worse than a bust: It had put a little girl—Gia’s little girl, of all people—in jeopardy.


	Could things get any worse?


	He couldn’t see how. But things could be worse.


	He tried to avoid the thought, felt ashamed that it even occurred to him, but his only luck lately had been Vicky touching the dimple on the Lilitongue instead of him.


	Christ, he hated himself for the relief he felt.


	Yes, he’d been the one looking to “elude all enemies,” but not the way the Lilitongue was going about it. Whisked away to some undefined place from whence he could never return? No, thank you.


	He shivered. He’d rather take his chances with the feds.


	But of all people to be stuck with that creepy-looking mark, why Vicky? Why couldn’t it have been Jack?


	How low was that?


	Sometimes I disgust even myself.


	He heard a noise in the hallway and looked up to see Jack walking his way, a key ring in his hand.


	Tom said, “Everything okay?” and immediately regretted it. What a stupid thing to ask.


	Jack glared at him. “You’re kidding, right?”


	“It just popped out. How’s she doing?”


	“Terrible.” He snapped a key off the ring and handed it to him. “I’m staying. You’re not. This’U let you in.”


	“I want to help, Jack. I can—”


	“You can do us all a favor by leaving.” He stood aside to clear the door. “Walk up to the corner and catch a cab.”


	The scorn in Jack’s clipped tone burned like acid. His impulse was to protest but he thought better of it. If Gia felt the same, he was better off gone.


	Tom grabbed his jacket from a chair and shrugged into it as he slipped past Jack and headed down the hall. Passing the sitting room he saw Gia sitting in a pool of light, rocking Vicky on her lap.


	He stopped. “I’m sorry, Gia. I had no idea… I never dreamed…”


	His voice died as she looked up at him with haunted, red-rimmed eyes. He waited for her to say something, to scream curses at him, but she said nothing. He wished she would. The hurt and fear and the how-could-you? look in her eyes cut deeper than any words.


	She’d lose her daughter in sixty-some hours and she blamed him.


	Not fair.


	“Let’s go,” Jack said from close behind.


	Tom expected a shove toward the door. Thankful it didn’t come, he began moving on his own.


	And then he was on the sidewalk. He arrived there standing, under his own power, but he felt as if he’d been given the old heave-ho and landed with his face in the dirt.


	The door clicked behind him and Tom was alone.


	His breath steamed in the air as he looked around at all the lighted windows in the high-rises. Surrounded by millions of people and yet alone.


	More alone than he’d ever been, and feeling it.


	He couldn’t remember ever being all that connected to anyone, at any time, but at least he’d had people he could act connected to. Now…


	The Skanks? He’d burned those bridges long ago. His kids? Barely knew them. Terry? She didn’t want him around—he was an embarrassment, a pariah to old acquaintances and colleagues. Even the solace of immersing himself in work was now denied him.


	Perhaps subconsciously he’d considered his family something to fall back on—theoretically, at least—if worse came to worst. Now…?


	At this time last year he would have had Kate and Dad to lean on. Both gone now. He’d never considered Jack a possibility, because no one knew anything about him. But even Jack, his only surviving sib, wanted nothing to do with him.


	Was this what the philosophers called angst?


	He started walking up toward Sutton Place.


	Not fair. None of it.


	Sure, he’d recovered the Lilitongue and brought it to Jack’s place, but he hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. Maybe he shouldn’t have shown it to Gia and Vicky. That probably had piqued the kid’s curiosity, but Jack was at fault here too. Sure, he’d stowed the sea chest out of sight, but he should have found a better hiding place.


	And Vicky—what about her? If she’d minded her own business instead of poking around other people’s things…


	Ah, what’s the use?


	He reached Sutton Place and found a cab, gave the driver Jack’s address, then slumped in the seat.


	When had he last felt this low? He needed a little pick-me-up. No, he needed a big pick-me-up.


	He checked the driver’s ID card: a scowling black face over a name that began with Kamal.


	Tom leaned forward. “My nose has this bad itch. You know where I can get something for it?”


	The cabby glanced over his shoulder, then looked ahead.


	“You are a cop?” he said in heavily accented English. From Guyana, maybe?


	“No, I’m anything but. Just a guy from out of town with a problem nose. Can you help me out?”


	“I take you to someone. But you better be no cop.”


	Instead of turning west, Kamal headed uptown. The numbers on the cross streets progressed from double to triple digits, and the neighborhoods became rundown.


	Kamal made a quick left and pulled to the curb near a bodega. A tall black man in an oversized, thickly padded Giants Starter jacket stepped out of the doorway and sauntered over.


	‘“Sup?”


	This looked pretty straightforward, but Tom had seen enough hapless would-be customers hauled in via police sting operations. He decided to play it cute.


	“I’m looking for my girlfriend,” Tom said.


	The guy looked surprised. “Are you now?” He leaned over and glanced toward the front seat. “You know this one, Kamal?” His accent matched the driver’s.


	“Just met him.”


	The guy looked at Tom. “Girlfriend, yes? What her name? Angel, maybe? Or Roxanne, huh?”


	The guy was playing along and seemed to be enjoying it.


	“No, Snow White. She’s a bit of a flake.”


	He nodded and smiled. A missing front tooth made him look like Leon Spinks. “I see her around. How much you pay to find her?”


	Tom had the money ready. He’d considered using some of his bogus twenties but decided this might not be a guy you wanted mad at you.


	He handed fifty bucks out the window.


	“That should do for now.”


	With a single quick move the guy removed the money from Tom’s hand and shoved it into a pocket.


	“What else you want? We got alphabet soup—A, X, MJ from TJ—and we got baseball, purple rain, roofies, and Georgia Home Boy.”


	Tom smiled and said, “Thanks, but I’m very faithful to my girlfriend.”


	The guy straightened. “Okay. Leave your window open and wait here.”


	He said something into a walkie-talkie as he sauntered back to the bodega. A few minutes later a kid who couldn’t have been more than ten ran up to the cab, tossed a little envelope through the window, and kept on moving.


	Without being asked, Kamal put the cab in gear and took off.


	Tom found the packet on the floor, picked it up, and stared at it. He’d had a coke problem for a while. When he’d realized where it was taking him he’d weaned himself off. He hadn’t partaken for almost five years now.


	But he needed a boost tonight. Needed one in a big, big way.
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	Gia glanced at the clock: almost eleven thirty.


	Jack had dozed off while awaiting his turn at the Compendium. She’d gone upstairs to check on Vicky, asleep in Gia’s bed, and then forced herself to peek into Vicky’s bedroom in the hope the Lilitongue had decided to move on. It hadn’t. It hung there in the air like… like nothing she’d ever seen or imagined.


	After that she moved herself and the Compendium to the kitchen so as not to disturb Jack. Her mind screamed for sleep and her eyes burned like coals, but she couldn’t stop. And she didn’t want anyone else to take over, couldn’t let go of this book until she’d read every word.


	So far the words offered no hope. They did, however, depict a world rife with wonders and horrors. People and objects and devices with strange powers and obscure purposes. If even a small fraction of what the Compendium described was true, then life on Earth, existence itself, was far stranger than she ever could have imagined.


	But nowhere, at least so far, had she found another mention of the Lilitongue of Gefreda. She was losing—


	No. She wouldn’t give up hope.


	She turned the page and found a heading: Remedies.


	Probably just a lot of folk medicine—herbal potions and poultices and the like. A long section. Her impulse was to skip over it, but she’d promised herself to read every word, so that was what she’d do.


	As she skimmed through the pages she found lotions to cure everything from scales to boils, elixirs to heal everything from diarrhea to blindness, solutions to—


	The words Stealing the Stain leaped out at her.


	Gia closed her eyes before reading further. Please, God, let it be about the Lilitongue stain—not wine stains or bloodstains, but the Stain.


	Then she did a quick scan of the text and gasped when she spotted “Lilitongue of Gefreda.” This was it!


	But hadn’t the Lilitongue text—she knew it by heart now—said that once acquired, the Stain may not be shed—not by cleansing, not even by flaying the Stained skin. Nor may it be given to another.


	Then how…?


	Never mind the contradiction. Learn what it says.


	She found a list of ingredients—things like sodium bicarbonate and tartaric acid and juice of the seeds of the vanilla planifolia orchid, among others. Where on earth was she going to find—?


	Wait. She had some of them right here in the kitchen.


	She hopped up and darted to the cabinet with her baking ingredients. She spun the lazy Susan until she spotted her box of baking soda. The label said “sodium bicarbonate.”


	Yes! Such a common item… but maybe not so common back when the Compendium was written.


	Another spin and she found her bottle of vanilla extract.


	She hurried to the computer and Googled vanilla extract:


	Vanilla Beans are the long, greenish-yellow seedpods of the tropical orchid plant, Vanilla planifolia. Before the plant flowers, the pods are picked, unripe, and cured until they’re dark brown. The process takes up to six months. To obtain Pure Vanilla Extract, cured Vanilla Beans are steeped in alcohol. According to law, Pure Vanilla Extract must be 35 percent alcohol by volume.


	Alcohol… the recipe or whatever it was didn’t mention alcohol. But if she boiled that off she’d be left with juice of the seeds of the vanilla planifolia orchid—probably pretty hard to come by in the old days.


	Going back and forth between the Compendium and the lazy Susan Gia discovered she had five of the eleven ingredients. But she didn’t have a clue as to where to find crushed monkshood petals and dried red fly agaric. From what she learned through the Internet, she figured she could probably find the missing ingredients in some of the more esoteric ethnic herb shops downtown. She knew of one in Chinatown that sold the weirdest things.


	She read further. The instructions were easy: Mix up the solution, wet your hand with it, then lay your hand palm down on the Stain and wish—yes, wish for it to leave the Stained.


	Sounded like voodoo. And seemed too simple. But no downside to trying.


	Then she read the final paragraph. There would be a price to pay.


	Gia folded her arms on the book, lowered her head, and sobbed.


				*
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	Gia found the little shop she sought on Bayard Street. It had a name but it was written in Chinese. She didn’t care what it was called. The important thing was that it was open.


	Thank God.


	A little after midnight Jack had awakened and taken over perusing the Compendium. Gia showed him where she’d left off—just beyond the Remedies section—and he’d picked up from there. She hadn’t mentioned the “Stain Removal.”


	They’d alternated two-hour shifts through the night. Jack managed to doze between his but Gia found sleep impossible. She’d discovered what might—might—be a way out for Vicky. She prayed it would work. If it did, she’d deal with the price afterward.


	She’d watched the clock all night, watched the sky through the window, waiting for dawn. Around seven thirty she’d left Jack dozing and slipped out, hailed a cab, and rode it to Chinatown.


	As she stepped through the door of the tiny shop she half expected the proprietor to be elderly with a wispy white beard and dressed like a mandarin. Instead she found a gaunt young man, maybe thirty, dressed in a black T-shirt and black jeans.


	She handed him the list of ingredients. He studied it, then frowned and pointed to the third item: crushed monkshood petals.


	“This poison.”


	Poison? Oh, no.


	“It… it can’t be.”


	“Yes. Kill you dead you eat. Rub on skin, okay, but not for eat.”


	That was a relief. Sort of.


	“I understand. This will be used on skin. What about the rest? Have you got the rest?”


	He nodded. “Yes. Not lot, but some.”


	“Some will do just fine.”


	He squinted at her. “This very strange list. What you use for?”


	“An experiment. A successful one, I hope.”


	A few minutes later she was hurrying up to Canal Street to find a cab.


				*
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	She found Jack bent over the Compendium. He looked up as Gia entered the kitchen. His eyes were red and bleary. She was sure hers were no better.


	“Where’ve you been, Gi? I’ve been worried about you.”


	She tried to keep her expression neutral. She didn’t want to give anything away.


	“I left you a note.”


	“Yeah: ‘Went out for some things. Be back soon.’ What things?”


	“Ingredients.”


	“For?”


	She pointed to the Compendium. “Something I saw in there. A recipe for a stain remover.”


	His eyes widened as he began leafing back through the pages. “Where? Where?”


	“Somewhere near the middle,” she said, then quickly added, “Don’t bother. I wrote down all the ingredients.”


	“But didn’t the book say it can’t be removed, even if you cut away the skin?”


	“No. It said it may not be ‘shed.’ There’s a difference between shedding and having it removed by someone else.”


	“Sounds like a lot of parsing, but…”


	“But what have we got to lose?”


	He nodded. “Right.”


	Gia hoped that would be enough, that he wouldn’t go back to search for the page.


	She found a saucepan, emptied the bottle of vanilla extract into it, and turned on the gas. While that was heating she laid out the other ten ingredients.


	She consulted her notes—many times; she could barely think—and measured the proper proportions of the other ingredients. She noticed her hands trembling.


	When the vanilla extract came to a boil, she took it off to let it cool. Then she began blending the rest in a stainless steel mixing bowl.


	Five minutes later she added the vanilla and the proper amount of water, then began heating it all to a boil.


	“I just…” Jack began. “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up.”


	She glanced at him. “You mean our hopes?”


	He nodded. “Yeah. Our hopes.”


	“Don’t worry. Really, how could I feel any worse? I’m simply trying something. I’m ready to try anything.”


	But her hopes were sky high. The remedy had mentioned the Lilitongue by name. She only prayed she hadn’t messed up the proportions, and that the vanilla “juice” she’d concocted was the right one called for.


	Once she’d brought the mix to a boil—it measured about a cup—she removed it from the heat and poured it into a saucepan to speed its cooling. She looked at the steaming brown liquid and thought, I’m crazy. This isn’t going to work.


	But she had to try. Especially since she couldn’t see a downside.


	Except for the monkshood. She’d Googled that while waiting for the mix to boil. What the Chinese man had told her was true: poison if taken internally but long used topically for pain relief.


	Under no other circumstance could she imagine applying a poisonous mixture to Vicky’s back…


	Gia climbed to her second-floor bedroom and stood in the doorway. Her eyes filled with tears as she watched her sleeping child. She looked at the clock radio on the nightstand.


	Thirty-six hours gone. That left just under two days.


	My God, my God, my God, how am I going to live if she’s taken away from me?


	She stretched out beside Vicky and wrapped her arms around her. If the solution didn’t work, maybe when the time came, if Gia held her tight enough, Vicky wouldn’t, couldn’t be taken away.


	The pressure must have awakened Vicky because she started and twisted around.


	“Mom! You’re crushing me!”


	“Sorry, honey. Come on downstairs. I’ve got something I want to try on that mark on your back… see if we can wash it away.”


	Vicky hopped out of bed and headed for the door.


	“Really? Okay! Let’s do it now! I hate that mark! It’s ugly and I don’t want it on me.”


	Gia clutched the banister railing for support as she followed Vicky’s bounding descent.


	Please let this work, God. Please.


	When Vicky saw Jack she squealed and leaped into his arms with the abandon of a child who had no fear of being dropped. Not by Jack, anyway. Not with their history. They’d bonded, those two, and nothing would tear them apart. Nothing except…


	Jack squeezed her and laughed, but his expression as he looked at Gia over Vicky’s shoulder revealed his desperation. She saw him blinking back tears.


	“Okay, Vicks,” he said. “Your mom’s going to try something on your back to see if we can get rid of that Stain.”


	He set her on one of the kitchen chairs and lifted the back of her pajama top. Gia suppressed a gasp. The Stain… it now spanned almost the entire width of her narrow little back.


	She stepped to the counter where she’d put the solution to cool and tested the temperature. Most of the heat had dissipated, leaving a mildly warm liquid. Gia pressed her palm into the saucepan. Once she had a thick coating, she turned and smeared the solution onto the Stain.


	And now… the final prescribed ingredient: As she rubbed she had to make a wish. Not just any wish. The book had been very specific, going so far as to dictate the exact terms of the wish.


	She felt almost silly. A wish… she’d been wishing the Stain away since her first sight of it. Of course she hadn’t had the recipe until now. The Compendium said the solution plus a specific wish would do it.


	A simple wish…


	Yet she hesitated. She hated herself for faltering, but couldn’t help it. This wish, if answered, would change so many things… would change everything…


	And yet, how could she deny Vicky her safety?


	So Gia closed her eyes and made the wish…


	… and prayed…


	… and hoped…


	…and—


	She felt her palm grow warm, hot.


	“Ow, Mom! That hurts!”


	“Jesus Christ!”


	Jack’s voice. She opened her eyes and looked at Vicky’s back.


	She’d smeared the solution over the middle of the Stain, planning to coat it to its borders and beyond. But that wouldn’t be necessary.


	With her heart bursting Gia watched the edges of the Stain retreat, fading as they drew back toward Vicky’s spine.


	Could it be? She ached to believe it but couldn’t help thinking that her mind was conspiring with her eyes to let her see what she most desperately wanted.


	“It’s gone!” Jack whispered.


	And it was. Not just her imagination or wishful thinking—he saw it too. Without a trace. Except for a smear of brown liquid, Vicky’s back was clear.


	Gia wrapped her arms around Vicky and began to sob.


	It worked! It worked!


	That clear little back was worth anything—even the burning itching sensation that had just begun on her own.


				*
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	Tom awoke and stretched. He felt crummy. A little nausea, a thick tongue, burning nostrils. Now he remembered why he’d kicked that habit.


	Still, last night’s little toot had got him through his bad case of the downs. Didn’t make today look any better, though.


	He checked the clock: after ten. He hadn’t heard from Jack. Not that he expected to, but he was eager to learn what he and Gia had found during their all-nighter.


	He forced himself upright, waited for the room to stop wobbling, then checked out the bedside phone. Three speed-dial buttons. He pressed number one.


	Someone picked up alter three rings. Jack.


	“Hey, it’s Tom. Any luck last night?”


	“Yeah. Lucky for you. You had your sorry ass yanked out of the fire.”


	“You mean—?”


	“Yeah. Gia found something in the book that erased Vicky’s Stain.”


	“Oh, thank God! That’s wonderful news!”


	And he meant it. Now he might work his way back into Gia’s good graces. And of course it was a relief that her little girl was out of danger.


	“For you too,” Jack said. “You get to live a little longer.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“Never mind. Just count yourself lucky.”


	And then Tom was holding a dead phone. Jack had hung up on him. Must be still pissed at him.


	Who cared?


	Tom did a quick wash-up, dressed, then headed for the street. He caught a cab on Columbus Avenue and told the driver to take him to Eight Sutton Square.


				*
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	“Jack! Jack!”


	Jack looked up from the Compendium as a wide-eyed Vicky rushed into the kitchen.


	“What’s up, Vicks?”


	“That thing! That weird thing! It’s gone! It’s not in my room anymore!”


	Jack was surprised, but then realized it made sense. Vicky no longer carried the Stain, so the Lilitongue would no longer be hovering around her.


	“No kidding? Let’s go see.”


	Gia was in the shower, so Jack followed Vicky upstairs to her bedroom and, sure enough, no Lilitongue hanging in the corner.


	Jack let out a breath. Here was confirmation that the damned thing’s connection to Vicky had been broken.


	“This is great, Vicky.”


	She looked up at him with concern in her big blue eyes. “Is it gone for good? It won’t be back?”


	“Not if I have anything to say about it.”


	“Good. I felt like it was watching me. It was scary.”


	More than you know, Vicks, he thought. More than I hope you’ll ever know.


	When Jack stepped out into the hall she stayed close behind him—still didn’t want to be alone in her room, he guessed.


	She ran downstairs while he stopped at the phone in the hall and called home. He wanted to ask Tom if the Lilitongue had returned to its chest, but no one picked up.


	As he passed the bathroom he heard Gia sobbing in the shower. His throat tightened. Jack had felt like sobbing himself when he’d seen Vicky’s clear back. He’d been worried sick about her, but he couldn’t have been as terrified as Gia.


	He moved on, but as he passed her bedroom, something caught his eye. He backed up.


	His blood turned to ice as he recognized the Lilitongue hovering in a corner. He stood in the doorway, unable to move, unable to breathe, feeling as though the world around him had come to a screeching halt.


	The Lilitongue had moved… okay. But why here instead of back to its chest? Vicky had spent the night in Gia’s room, so that might explain it, but it should be gone. If Vicky was in the clear, why was it still hanging around?


	Or was she in the clear? What if the Stain had been only temporarily removed? What if it was back?


	He ran downstairs, but before heading for the kitchen he looked for Vicky. An awful thought had occurred to him: What if the Lilitongue’s presence meant that the Stain had returned?


	He found her reading the latest Mutts collection in the library.


	“Hey, Vicks. Mind if I take a quick look at your back? I just want to make sure that mark is gone.”


	A concerned look flashed across her face. “You don’t think it came back, do you?”


	“Nah. Just want to make sure, is all.”


	“Okay.”


	She turned and lifted her T-shirt partway up her back. Jack dropped to his knees behind her and raised it the rest of the way. He released a sigh of relief when he saw her unmarred skin.


	“Nope. Still gone.”


	He dropped the back of the shirt and rose to his feet.


	“Good! I hope it never comes back.”


	“You and me both, kiddo. You and me both.”


	Okay. Vicky was clear. So why was the Lilitongue still here?


	Jack wondered if Gia knew. No. Couldn’t. She’d have said something. She was going to be upset when she found out. Maybe he could find an explanation before she finished her shower.


	He raced to the kitchen and grabbed the Compendium. As he flipped through the pages, he heard the shower stop. Had to hurry.


	He went back and forth until he found a section called Remedies. Could that be it?


	A long section. He searched page after page until a heading stopped him: Stealing the Stain. That had to be it.


	But something about it rang a warning bell.


	He flashed through the list of odd ingredients until he came to the oddest of all.


	“And last, to make the transfer complete, the taker must wish the Stain for himself. There can be no success without the wish. If successfully transferred, the Stain will appear on the taker who shall be required to wait only the hours remaining to the original Stained until escape. Have no fear of losing the Stain to the original Stained: Once lost, it may never be regained.”


	Jack read the passage again. And again. The tone was throwing him off… almost congratulatory. But he pushed through, trying to assemble the words into a shape, a thought, a message that made sense and wouldn’t send him tearing upstairs screaming for Gia to tell him that it wasn’t true, that she hadn’t done this.


	He couldn’t. No doubt about it. He didn’t need to see her back to know that Gia had taken—”stolen”—the Stain from Vicky and transferred it to herself.


	He understood it… so typically Gia… she’d do anything to protect Vicky.


	Jack leaned back and forced his numb brain to review his options. He came up with only one.


	He heard Gia on the stairs. She walked in wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. Her hair was still wet. Her red, puffy eyes told the story. She hadn’t been sobbing with relief in the shower—she was frightened.


	As she entered the kitchen Jack rose and faced her.


	“Gia, how could you?”


	She burst into tears. “How could I not?”


	Just then the doorbell rang. Jack looked past Gia, saw Vicky run to the front door and peek through the sidelight.


	“It’s Tom!”


	She pulled open the door and let him in. He held up a white paper bag.


	“Hi, everybody! I come bearing gifts!”


	“What?” Vicky cried.


	“Donuts!”


	As Vicky cheered, Jack muttered, “Oh, shit.”


				*
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	Well, at least the kid’s glad I’m here, Tom thought as he started down the hall.


	And what a hall. What a house. He hadn’t been able to appreciate it that first night—not with all the turmoil. But now… look at the fine wood, the Persian rugs, the antique light fixtures… had to be worth millions. He’d got the impression that Gia was a commercial artist, making ends meet but with little left over. How did she afford this? He’d have to wheedle the story out of her.


	Maybe the donuts would help. He’d had an inspiration on the way over: Arrive with goodies in hand. He considered it a truism that the surest way to a mother’s heart was through her kid. Get the kid to like you and you enhance your chances twofold, maybe threefold.


	So he’d asked his cabby to find a bakery or donut shop along the way. He’d stopped at a place on the East Side called Muller’s. The donuts looked so good that Tom had scarfed down a cruller on the way over.


	Vicky snatched the bag from his fingers and darted into the sitting room. Further on, in the kitchen at the end of the hall, Jack and Gia stood facing each other. Both looked upset.


	Jack pointed to him. “Wait right there.”


	The words, the tone, the gesture took him aback. Who was Jack to order him about in Gia’s house? But one look at Gia’s puffy face and he knew something was wrong. Still wrong.


	What had happened? He hadn’t exactly expected to find a party going on, but this seemed like a wake. Only Vicky was in good spirits.


	Jack turned away from him and back to Gia. They seemed to be in a serious, almost heated, discussion.


	Tom edged closer.


	“I can’t believe you did this without telling me,” Jack was saying.


	“I knew you’d try to stop me.”


	“Damn right I would have! Now there are two people in jeopardy instead of one!”


	Gia sobbed and the sound angered Tom. Jack was being rough on her. What was he so exercised about?


	“I know! Don’t you think I know that? But what was I to do? If I had a chance to save her, I had to take it.”


	“You should have come to me first!”


	“I couldn’t.” She shook her head. “I know I should have. Don’t ask me why… I just couldn’t.”


	What was this about? What had she done?


	Tom had come even with the sitting room. He glanced in and saw the kid sitting on the edge of a chair, kicking her legs, oblivious to everything but the TV and the sugar-coated donut she was munching.


	“All right,” Jack said. “Let’s see it.”


	“No, I—”


	“Please. This isn’t just about you and me. There’s the baby to think of.”


	Gia looked like she was again going to refuse to show him whatever they were talking about, but must have changed her mind. Because, without another word, she turned and raised the back of her T-shirt.


	Tom gasped and felt his knees dissolve when he saw the black band spread across her back. He had to prop himself against the door molding.


	Sweet Jesus, it was almost halfway around her body!


	Jack stared at it, then his head dropped. Gia pulled her shirt back down.


	The light dawned for Tom.


	No! A horrendous situation had become infinitely worse. He could comprehend a mother’s love for her child, but weren’t there limits? He’d heard of mothers throwing themselves in front of a car to save their child, but that was impulse. This had been premeditated.


	Initially her daughter was going to be shunted off into the Great Unknown. Now Gia was going to be sent there instead.


	It made no sense. Either way she loses her daughter, but this way she loses Jack too. Not to mention this exquisite townhouse.


	“Only one thing to do then,” he heard Jack say.


	In one swift, smooth move he stepped to the counter, pressed his hand into a saucepan, and returned with his palm coated in some thick brown fluid. He then lifted the back of Gia’s shirt and slipped his hand under. Gia reacted as if he’d splashed her with acid—her back arched, her eyes widened, and then she began to cry.


	What the hell was going on here?


	“Now it’s settled,” Jack said.


	Gia turned and pounded her fists once against his chest.


	“No! I can’t lose you! Not now!”


	Jack grabbed her wrists. “You didn’t really think I was going to let this happen to you, did you? You three are more important than anything else I can think of.”


	“Turn around! I want to see!”


	Jack complied, lifting his shirt and revealing the Stain. Gia threw her arms around him and sobbed.


	Stunned, awed, Tom watched the two of them. He couldn’t imagine doing something like that—not even for his kids, let alone a woman. Especially the women he’d married. He could see no upside. And the downside was unthinkable.


	He repressed a shudder. To be whisked away to some unknown place, never to be seen again… the idea of risking that—embracing it—for someone else was beyond him…


	What planet were these two from?


	Again those feelings of longing and envy he’d experienced in B. B. King’s. Their devotion to each other… the way Jack hadn’t hesitated, not for a heartbeat, to place himself between Gia and the Lilitongue. He’d given it no more thought than slapping a mosquito he’d spotted on her arm.


	Tom shook his head. Inconceivable…


	And then he thought of something else: Who would do that for him?


	Vicky had Gia, and Gia had Jack. But Tom could think of no one who’d step up like that for him.


	The realization staggered him.


	No one… I’ve got no one.


	That chill angst washed over him as it had last night. Was there one person in this world who gave a damn if he lived or died?


	Surely not his brother. He glanced Jack’s way and saw him glaring over Gia’s quaking shoulder.


	He heard Gia moan, “What did we ever do to deserve this?”


	Tom knew the terrible answer: I came into your lives.


	All his fault. He’d brought the Lilitongue up from the depths. He’d been the one who wanted to escape…


	Tom felt himself wilting under Jack’s stare. What did the man want?


	He doesn’t expect me to step up and take it from him, does he? Is he crazy?


	Never happen. Not in a million years.


	Even if Jack weren’t here, even if Gia had no Jack in her life, Tom knew that he couldn’t, simply couldn’t, do what Jack had done.


	He was made of different stuff. Wired differently.


	He fought the burning shame. No one had the right… it wasn’t fair to expect that.


	He shook his head and turned away. No… too frightening… he can’t… he won’t…


	He opened the door and let himself out. He stood on the front step and blinked in the wind. He pulled his jacket tightly around him. Cold out here, but warmer than inside.


	Safer too. At least here Gia couldn’t turn to him with a pleading look, asking him to save the father of her baby, to do the right thing.


	And when he shook his head and backed away, as he most certainly would, her expression would change, and she’d look on him as a coward.


	I’m not a coward. I’ve done things, lots of things that require balls the size of cantaloupes.


	I just can’t… do… this.


	He felt a sadness descend on him. And something more… an odd feeling… an emotion he hadn’t experienced in years.


	Guilt.


	But that wasn’t enough, not nearly enough to make him turn and go back in there.
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	Jack forced himself to look on the bright side: The shmegege was gone. And Vicky hadn’t heard any of this.


	On the dark side, his back itched and burned. He didn’t have to look to know why.


	Gia tightened her python grip on him.


	“Jack, Jack, Jack—what are we going to do?”


	His gut roiled with fear… of the unknown, of being taken from everything he knew, everyone he loved.


	“Keep looking for a solution.”


	But not much time left.


	He glanced at the old Regulator clock on the kitchen wall: a couple of minutes to eleven. Less than two days.


	He squeezed his eyes shut. Jesus. They’d already been through most of the Compendium. The odds of finding something else in there looked low to nil.


	“I don’t know what I’ll do without you.”


	“Let’s not write me off just yet. We don’t even know if this thing will live up to its press.”


	She lifted her head off his chest and looked him in the eye.


	“You’re not serious!”


	“Well, it’s who knows how old. Maybe over the centuries it’s had some internal breakdown and won’t be able to, you know, take me away.”


	
Jack didn’t believe a word of it. And neither, apparently, did Gia. She scowled at him.


	“You’re kidding, right? It sits in midair and can’t be moved. It leaves a mark, a Stain, just like the book says. Oh, it’s working all right. It’s working just fine!” She closed her eyes as another sob shook her. “I don’t want to lose you!”


	Jack took hold of her upper arms and stared into her eyes.


	“You won’t. If we can’t find a way out of this, and it takes me somewhere—I’ll get back. Wherever that thing takes me, I’ll find a way back to you.”


	“But what if it takes you somewhere else, someplace too far away… some other place you can’t get back from?”


	Jack knew what she meant: What if the Lilitongue transported the escapee to the Otherness? To where his life expectancy would be calibrated in nanoseconds.


	Gia had her arms around him again.


	“Why’d this have to happen? Why?”


	The first words that leaped to his lips were, Because of my goddamn brother. But he bit them back when he realized that the recent string of incidents had not begun with Tom. It had begun with Dad’s death. And a terrorist plot had preceded that.


	Massacre… Joey hadn’t returned his call… with all that had been happening, he’d forgotten about Joey.


	“Who knows? Maybe Tom will steal the Stain from me.”


	She looked at him, shock on her face.


	“What?”


	“Only kidding.”


	“Didn’t you read the coda to the recipe?”


	Something in her tone…


	“No. What—?”


	She turned to the kitchen table. The Compendium was open to the Stain recipe. She ran a finger down the page and stopped.


	“Read that.”


	Jack leaned over the book.


	“‘The Stain may be taken by yet another, but none shall take it from him. The third Stained is the last Stained.’“


	Jack closed his eyes. That shut the door.


	No. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, buy that. And he couldn’t let Gia think he did.


	“So they say,” he said with more bravado than he felt. “This Lilitongue thing was made by a man, it can be unmade by another man. And I intend to be that man.”


	“Jack—”


	He pressed a finger against her lips.


	“Here’s what we do. You finish reading the rest of the Compendium.”


	“And you?”


	“I’m going to get some tools.”


	He went upstairs for another look at the thing and found it gone.


	He knew where to find it.


				*
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	Jack stood in his bedroom before the floating Lilitongue and shoved a magazine into the grip of the Glock.


	Why bedrooms? he wondered. Maybe because your scent was strongest there.


	He pointed the Glock at the thing.


	First he’d tried an ax. N-G. Did no more damage than the baseball bat. Not even a dent.


	Next he’d fitted an electric drill with a diamond-tipped bit. Might as well have been trying to puncture steel with a pretzel stick. The drill whined and wailed as the tip slipped and slid all over the surface without leaving so much as a scratch.


	How could something that felt like rough skin or old leather be so tough?


	Well, he’d see how it stood up to his third and last tool: a bullet. Would have loved to hit it with a monster .454 Casull round from his Super Redhawk, but was afraid of killing someone with a ricochet. Hell, the slug might end up in Queens.


	Instead he’d taken his Glock .40 out of storage—the highest caliber he had a suppressor for—and stuck a few hardball rounds in the magazine.


	He had to admit he felt calmer knowing that Vicky and Gia and the baby were safe. He was in the stew now, but better he than they—He’d found himself in bad situations before. Not this bad, maybe, but hardly walks in the park. And somehow he’d always managed to find a way out. That was why he was still here.


	But for how long?


	He could almost feel the black ends of the Stain creeping toward each other, millimeter by millimeter.


	He faced the Lilitongue and took a step back. He raised the pistol in a two-handed grip, positioning the muzzle about two feet from the Lilitongue. Worried that a direct, straight-on hit might bounce back at him, he aimed right of center and counted on a ricochet hitting the wall.


	What he was really counting on was making a hole in the damn thing.


	Although what he’d do with that hole once made was another question.


	He took a breath and pulled the trigger. The pistol made a phut! and bucked in his hands. A wisp of powdered plaster puffed from a sudden ricochet hole in the wall on his right.


	And the Lilitongue? Nada.


	In a blind rage Jack dropped the pistol, picked up the ax, and started hacking at the Lilitongue like some sort of berserker.


	Goddamn the thing!


	If it were a person, or if it were alive and being controlled by someone, he could find a handle, have a chance. He could track down whoever it was and rearrange the guy’s features and sundry other body parts until he gave it up. A person, no matter how sick or depraved, he could deal with, he could understand.


	But this… this implacable, imperturbable, invulnerable, inexorably ticking bomb was indifferent, immune, just… there.


	He swung at it until his arms gave out. Then, panting, sweating, he stopped, seething at his impotence.


	His cell phone rang. His first impulse was to ignore it, but he answered and recognized Joey’s voice.


	“Jack? I got your message but was waiting to see if something panned out.”


	“And?”


	“I think we got something. You free?”


	Jack thought about that. Free? Hardly. Obviously Joey was looking to meet, but Jack was in anything but a meeting mood. Too much going on right here. But this had to do with Dad’s killers. Joey wouldn’t be calling about anything else.


	“Depends. What’ve you got?”


	“Got a face and a name and an address.”


	Jack hesitated and glanced at his watch. So little time left. And yet, if this led to Dad’s killers…


	Joey said, “Hey, if you’re not interested…”


	No way he could be not interested. If he had a chance to get his hands on the guys who murdered his father and settle that score before zero hour, he had to take it.


	“Oh, I’m interested. When do you want to get together?”


	“I’ve got my car. Where are you now?”


	Jack didn’t give out his address. He’d meet him in a busy public place.


	“How about picking me up in front of the UN in twenty minutes?”


	“UN? You ain’t gonna tell me you’re some kinda diplomat, are you?”


	“It’s my secret shame.”


				*
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	Right on time, Joey pulled up in a beat-up 1995 Grand Am. Jack slipped into the passenger seat. They shook hands and Joey roared off. He was wearing a navy blue windbreaker over a black T-shirt. He didn’t look so hot. He’d lost weight, had bed head, and needed a shave. Looked like the kind of guy who’d own this car.


	“Where’s your Merce?”


	The last time Jack had seen him he’d been getting into a sporty silver SLK roadster.


	“Borrowed this for the day.”


	“Yeah? Why?”


	“Got my reasons. But before we get into that, check out that envelope there.”


	Jack spotted a manila envelope between his seat and the center console. He pulled it out and dumped the contents onto his lap.


	He saw a blurry black-and-white photo of a bearded man in a knit skullcap. Next came a Xerox of what looked like a page from a work visa file with a photo of a man identified as Hamad bin Tabbakh bin Sadanan Al-Kabeer.


	Joey reached over and tapped the sheet. “You believe that fucking name?”


	“A mouthful.”


	“I had it explained to me that ‘bin’ means ‘son of.’ So this fuck’s first name is Hamad and his last name is El-Kabong, and he’s the son of Tobacco who’s the son of Santana, or whatever.”


	Under that lay a slip of paper with an address.


	Jack stared at it. “Paterson, New Jersey? Really?”


	“Yeah. Paterstine. Dune Monkey City.”


	“So why’s this El-Kabong, as you put it, our most favored suspect?”


	“Because I know a guy who sold him two Tavor-twos and a bunch of nine-millimeter hollow-points.”


	Jack felt a burner ignite in the base of his brain.


	“Really. Who?”


	“You know Benny?”


	“The guy that always sounds like a bad imitation of Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins?


	“That’s the one. He gave me a videotape and something with El-Kabong’s prints on it. I had one of my men in blue run them for me. This is the guy who popped up.”


	The heat in Jack’s brain jumped a hundred degrees.


	“That’s a slam dunk.”


	Joey sighed. “Not quite. He bought the Tavors last Thursday.”


	“Thursday? Shit, Joey. That’s no good. He couldn’t have used them at the airport.”


	“Yeah, but he could be replacing the ones he left there. Which means he’s probably planning another massacre.”


	“You’ve got to get this to the feds.”


	Joey gave his head an emphatic shake. “Can’t do that, man.”


	“Why the hell not? They’ve got tech and manpower we can’t even dream of.”


	“No-no. Think about it: I go there I’ve got to tell them where I got this info. I can’t give up Benny. He gave it to me ‘cause he knows I’m stand up. I mention his name his ass lands in the joint. For a long, long time. No way I can do that to him.”


	“I still think—”


	“Shit, Jack, you know the feds. Everything by the book. Take them weeks, months to move, if at all.”


	“Why wouldn’t they move?”


	“Looking for bigger fish. And you know them—always making deals. Who knows? They may let these guys walk.”


	The heat turned higher.


	“So why show this to me if you’re not going to do anything with it?”


	Joey’s expression took a grim turn. “Oh, but I am. And you damn fuck better believe that.”


	“Like what?”


	“Like take a little trip to Paterstine and check out this sand nigger.”


	“And then what?”


	He shrugged. “Play it by ear. My guy called the Paterstine cops and heard this Hamad’s active in a small group called the Center for Islamic Charities. They said it’s suspected of raising cash and funneling it to dune-nigger groups in Palestine. Like I give a shit what they do over there, but when they come over here and shoot my brother down like a dog…”


	Jack noticed Joey’s knuckles turning white as he gripped the steering wheel.


	“All right. If they—”


	“Look.” Joey nodded toward the street ahead. “A fucking towel head. Think anyone mind if I run him down?”


	Jack looked and recognized the distinctive peaked wrap of the turban.


	“I would. He’s not an Arab, he’s a Sikh.”


	“Same difference.”


	“No—big difference. He’s Indian. No relation at all to the guy we’re after. He’s on our side.”


	“Yeah? Well then he should damn well look it.”


	Jack had no response. Better not to say anything at all. Joey’s blood was up and his rage encompassed anyone from anywhere in and around the Middle East. He was looking for someone to hurt and not too particular.


	Jack knew the feeling, but he wasn’t to the point where he was planning to walk into a mosque and open up with an MP-5.


	“Forget him for now and answer me this: If this Islamic Charities group ships money to terrorists, why’s it still operating? The feds have shut down other operations like that.”


	“Because they’re only suspected. No one’s been able to nail them. And they’re so small, no one’s devoting time to them. But… what if this Islamic Charities place is really a cover for Wrath of Allah?”


	Jack thought about that. Yeah. What if?


	Joey added, “What all this comes down to, Jack, is I’m asking you want in.”


	Jack thought about that. Part of him still wanted to let the feds take it from here, but another part—the part boiling on the rear burner in his brain—screamed for blood.


	As much as he wanted to spend all the time he had left with Gia and Vicky, he had to devote some time to this thing. If this Hamad Al-Kabeer had anything to do with Dad’s death, then Jack wanted to settle with him before he went wherever he was going.


	“All right. I’m in. But I want a little more than what we have.”


	“That’s why we’re headed for Paterstine.”


	“Now?”


	“We can be at the GW in a few minutes, and after that it’s into the wilds of darkest New Jersey.”


	“Step on it then. I don’t have a lot of time.”


				*
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	They’d found Al-Kabeer’s apartment house—a battered three-story brick-front building—and had driven by without stopping. Then they found the Center for Islamic Charities—a storefront space with curtained windows on a tattered commercial block—and circled it about a dozen times before parking half a block down and across the street.


	“Now you know why I didn’t bring the Merce.”


	Jack nodded. Crummy neighborhood. Not the kind of place two white guys in a high-ticket sportster would go unnoticed.


	“He in there?”


	Joey shrugged. “Don’t know. But I figure we watch his house and he’s already out, we sit there all day and get nothing. We wait here we got a chance to catch him coming or going.”


	“Double your pleasure, double your fun.”


	“Zackly.”


	Jack glanced at his watch. “I can give it two hours tops, Joey, then I’ve got to get back.”


	“C’mon, Jack. We’re on a stakeout, only this time we’re the cops. You can’t bail out.”


	“No choice. If I had the time I’d sit here all day and night, but time is tight right now.”


	Wasn’t that the truth.


	Somewhere around the thirty-minute mark a bearded guy with a pleated kufi hat and a long gray jubba stepped out of the center and walked their way.


	“Jesus,” Joey said. “That our guy?”


	Jack glanced back and forth between the man and the photos.


	“Could be.”


	“Shit. The beards make all these fucks look the same.”


	Jack pointed to the visa photo, bull’s-eyeing the mole on the right side of Hamad Al-Kabeer’s nose.


	“See that?” The guy was about even with them now, but even from across the street Jack could make the spot on his nose. “Tell me it’s not the same.”


	A flat-finish 1911 .45 appeared in Joey’s right hand. His left was reaching for the door handle.


	“Let’s get him.”


	“Whoa-whoa. He’s just one guy. We want more.”


	Joey, grim-faced, waggled the pistol. “Oh, we’ll get more. El-Kabong’s gonna tell us everything we need to know.”


	Jack knew how Joey felt, and wouldn’t have minded a little of that action for himself—if this was the right guy.


	Jack popped open his door. “Just sit tight a sec. I’m going to see where he’s going.”


	“What for?”


	“You never know.”


	Jack hit the pavement and left the door closed but unlatched behind him. No use in drawing attention with a slam. He kept to the opposite side and far enough behind Al-Kabeer to stay beyond his peripheral vision.


	He maintained his position for two and a half blocks until the Arab made a left turn and disappeared around a corner. If Jack’s sense of direction was working, the guy looked like he was heading back to his apartment. Jack trotted to his corner and made a point of not looking left until he’d crossed.


	He spotted Al-Kabeer standing midblock with a cell phone to his ear. Incoming or outgoing? Maybe incoming because he turned and started retracing his path.


	Jack positioned himself directly behind him. Yeah, Al-Kabeer was headed back to the Center.


	This sucked. This meant…


	Jack had an idea.


	As Al-Kabeer crossed the street half a block from the Center, Jack picked up speed to close on him. He saw Joey watching. He signaled to bring the car around. As soon as he saw Joey nod, he raced up behind Al-Kabeer and knocked him flat. Jack landed with both knees on his back, knocking the wind out of him.


	As the Arab struggled for air, Jack grabbed his cell phone and rifled through the pockets of his long coat where he found another phone. He took that and snaked a wallet from a rear pocket—this needed to look like a mugging—then jumped up and ran for the car. Joey tromped the gas as soon as Jack hit the passenger seat and the Ponti squealed down the street.


	A few quick turns and they hit the on ramp to 80 East.


	“Remind me not to get you pissed at me, all right?”


	“Why?”


	“Shit, you move fast. That’s what I call kicking ass. One second you’re behind him, next second you’re on top of him, third second you’re in the car.”


	It hadn’t been that fast.


	“Didn’t want him to see me, and definitely didn’t want any of his pals coming to help.”


	“What’d you get?”


	Jack flipped through the wallet. Found a couple of credit cards in Al-Kabeer’s name, half a dozen business cards, and forty-two bucks. But Jack found the phones more interesting. The first—the one he’d been using when Jack hit him—was a standard Verizon model. The second, however…


	“How about that? A prepaid phone.”


	Just like mine.


	Joey glanced at it. “So?”


	“No contract, no credit check, no name connected to the number. So why’s he got a regular phone plus one that leaves him anonymous.”


	Joey’s grin would have made a shark wince. “So he can’t be traced when he calls his fellow dune coons.”


	“We need a way to see who he’s been calling on this.”


	“No prob.”


	Jack looked at him. “You’ve got an in?”


	“Hey, Frankie and me, we used to hawk cell phone licenses. I got tons of connections. We’ll get those numbers.”


	“Great. But make it fast.”


	Make it very fast.


	“And one more thing,” Jack said. “I need you to take me on a quick detour.”


				*
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	“Wait here. I’ll only be a minute.”


	Joey nodded and reached for the radio. As Jack walked away he recognized the unmistakable sound of Mad Dog Russo’s voice on WFAN.


	Joey had groused a little about swinging through Astoria, but they’d hit no backups on the Cross-Bronx or the Triboro and made decent time. Jack had the photos of Al-Kabeer in hand as he stepped up on the front porch of Menelaus Manor. He’d called Lyle from the car to make sure he wouldn’t be interrupting a séance.


	“Hey, Jack,” Lyle said as he opened the door. “Charlie’s been waiting for you. Want a beer?”


	Jack’s impulse was to refuse, then he figured, Why not?


	A few minutes later he and a Heineken keg can entered the channeling room.


	“Hello, Charlie,” he said as he handed Lyle the photos. “I need a favor.”


	Lyle nodded as he took them. “Charlie says if it’s at all in his power, you’ve got it.”


	Once again, that odd feeling rippled over his skin: I’m talking to a dead man.


	“Thanks, Charlie. Take a look at that guy in the photos. His name is Hamad Al-Kabeer. Can you tell me anything about him?”


	Lyle’s ebony face broke into a grin. “I’ll go first: He’s an Arab.”


	Jack had to smile. “Gotta hand it to you, Lyle. Nothing gets past you.”


	The grin faded. “Charlie says you look strange.”


	“Well, I’ve had better days.”


	“No, he says he can’t see you clearly.” He paused, listening. “He says your edges are blurry and you seem to be… transparent.”


	Jack’s gut tightened. Was it starting already? Was that how it would happen? A slow fade instead of a simple evaporation?


	He looked at his hands. They looked as solid as ever. But Charlie saw the world through different eyes. Was he now seeing Jack’s future?


	“Long story,” Jack said. “What about our Arab friend there?”


	Lyle listened, then, “Charlie says he’s got blood on his hands.”


	Jack stiffened as an electric jolt sizzled through him.


	“Whose?”


	“You think he might be involved in your father’s…?”


	“Possibly.”


	Lyle stayed silent a moment, then, “Charlie says he can’t tell whose blood, just that it’s not his own.”


	Jack sat in silence. One more nail in the coffin of Hamad Al-Kabeer. He just wished it wasn’t all so damn circumstantial. He wanted something more concrete before he ripped the guy in half.


	And if Al-Kabeer had been a part of it—didn’t matter if he was the shooter or just a planner—tearing him up was too easy. He needed something worse than just death. But what? If Jack had the time, he knew he’d come up with something. But time was in short supply.


	Time…


	He straightened in his chair.


	Lyle looked at him. “What?”


	“Just had an idea.”


	“Care to share?”


	“Not yet. Need to work out the details…”


	Yeah. Many details.


	Jack stepped out of Menelaus Manor in higher spirits than when he’d arrived, but not much. He squinted. The rooftops of the houses across the street flared with a corona effect from the lowering sun behind them.


	… your edges are blurry and you seem to be… transparent…


	Jack shivered in the twilight, and not because of the icy wind.


				*
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	A pale ghost of the nearly full moon rode the twilight as Jack stood outside Gia’s front step and knocked. He wondered if there’d be a moon or even a sun where he was going. He swore that if he somehow managed to extricate himself from this mess he’d never again take this sort of everyday beauty for granted.


	Gia opened the door. Her eyes widened when she saw him.


	“Where have you been?”


	“Here and there.”


	“But you were gone so long! You said you’d only be an hour!”


	“I know. Things got complicated.”


	“I was getting worried.”


	“Can I spend the night?”


	Gia burst into tears.


	Jack said, “Is that a no?”


	She grabbed him and pulled him into the foyer where they clinched.


	She sobbed against his chest. “I can’t lose you!”


	“Well, I’m not gone yet. The lady in the size-forty dress hasn’t started her song yet.”


	Jack didn’t know if his half-formed plan had any chance of working, but if it did, she’d never sing.


	At least not Jack’s tune.


				*
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	Tom watched the guy step out of the bodega doorway and approach the cab. When he recognized Tom he flashed his Leon Spinks smile.


	After last night’s uptown sortie, Kamal had offered his cell number. He said Tom could call anytime, and if he was on duty—which was most of the time—he would take Tom back to the bodega.


	Tom was glad he’d taken the little slip of paper. He’d dug it out of his pants pocket and made the call.


	After being all but kicked out of Gia’s this morning, he’d aimlessly wandered around the city. When he finally returned to the apartment he’d found the Lilitongue floating in Jack’s bedroom. He’d closed the door. Couldn’t stand to look at it.


	He needed a lift. A big one.


	“Lose your girlfriend again?” said the bodega man.


	“Yeah, and it’s got me down.”


	“Want me to find her again?”


	“No, I think I need someone different tonight.”


	“I know all sort of girls. What kind you like?”


	“Someone to lift my spirits. She changes her name all the time. Last time I saw her she was going by a name that began with E, but she might have changed it to something that begins with X.”


	“Ah, yes. I know such a one.”


	Tom held up a fifty. “Will this do?”


	“Yes. That good for two.”


	“Two?”


	That Spinks smile again. “Okay, since you are repeat customer, I give you three.”


	Tom hadn’t been trying to haggle. He’d taken E a few times in the early nineties and had paid about fifty a tab. He’d liked the feeling, but not the emotional drop after the drug wore off.


	As the man snatched the fifty he said, “You want else? We got other letters—A, MJ from TJ—and we got weather—snowflake and purple rain—and we got baseball, roofies, and Georgia Home Boy.”


	Pretty much the same patter as last night.


	“Just the girl.”


	After that it was more déjà vu. A little talk into a two-way, then a jogging kid—different one from last night—tossing an envelope through the window.


	Tom had swallowed one of the tabs before Kamal’s cab reached the end of the block.


	By the time they reached the Upper West Side Tom was cruising. Waves of warmth and relaxation washed over him. The African music on Kamal’s radio that had bugged him on the uptown trip now sounded beautiful and perfect. Tiny bubbles swam in his vision, as if he were looking at the world through a glass of champagne.


	Instead of going straight back to Jack’s, he had Kamal drop him off near where Broadway cut across Columbus Avenue. As he moved through the milling crowd he felt wonderful. So connected to all these strangers, connected to the point where he wanted to climb atop a lamppost and shout out his love for all of them.


	Jesus God, when was the last time he’d felt this good about the world, about himself?


	War, poverty, crime, violence, terrorism all so far away. So was Jack’s predicament. Even though he loved even Jack tonight—and really loved Gia—he couldn’t get worked up about his impending “escape.” The world, existence, were all too wonderful to allow anything really bad to happen.


	Everything would be all right, everything would work out for the best.


				*
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	Jack tried to focus on the newspaper but the words didn’t make sense. When he realized he’d been through the same paragraph three times without understanding it—and this was the Post—he slapped it down on Gia’s kitchen table.


	Less than a day until launch. For Gia’s and Vicky’s sakes he’d wanted to keep everything as normal as possible. Hadn’t expected it to be easy, but it was proving impossible.


	Especially after checking himself in the bathroom mirror this morning and seeing the ends of the Stain under his pecs… less than six inches apart.


	Vicky barreled into the kitchen.


	“Jack! What are we getting Mommy for Christmas?”


	The question stunned him.


	“Christmas?”


	She rolled her big blue eyes. “It’s on Friday, silly!”


	“Jeez, that’s right. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve.”


	With everything else going on, it had been drop-kicked from his consciousness.


	His heart sank. He wouldn’t be here for Christmas, wouldn’t be able to lounge by the fire as he’d done last year and watch Vicky tear into her presents.


	“We haven’t even bought the Christmas tree yet!”


	Jack cleared his thickening throat and slapped the side of his head.


	“You’re right! What were we thinking? Let’s get right on it.” He lowered his voice. “And while we’re out we’ll find Mommy a present too.”


	“Neat! Let’s go!”


	Jack shook his head as he watched her run to the hall closet. Vicky did everything at top speed. His throat clenched again. Christ, he was going to miss her as much as Gia.


	His cell phone rang.


	“Joey?”


	“Yeah. How’d you know?”


	“Psychic. What’s up?”


	“You know that pay-as-you-go phone you acquired yesterday?”


	“Yeah? Learn anything?”


	“Did I ever. All but four calls were local, mostly to the Center. The others were all to the city.”


	“Does that help us?”


	“They were made at seven A.M. exactly two weeks ago today. Guess where to?”


	Joey seemed to enjoy playing his guess-what-I-got? game, but Jack had no patience for it.


	“Come on, Joey, spit it—” And then it dawned. That was the morning Wrath of Allah claimed credit for the massacre. “You’re serious?”


	“Deadly. ABC, NBC, CBS, and the Times. Four in a row, bing-bang-boom.”


	That clinched it. Some of the blood Charlie had seen on Hamad Al-Kabeer’s hands was Dad’s.


	Instead of an explosion of murderous rage, Jack felt only crushing depression. His energy seemed to drain away, leaving him empty, mute, immobile.


	Such a waste, such a futile, hollow waste of life. These fanatics murdering innocents in the name of their vain, puerile, cold-blooded god.


	Jack realized that they weren’t the only irrational, unreasonable force impinging on him. The Lilitongue was another.


	But the Lilitongue was immune to physical force.


	Not so the Wrath of Allah.


	“Yo, Jack. You still there?”


	“Yeah, Joey. Still here.”


	“For a minute there I thought we got cut off. So anyways I’m thinking of heading over to that place and, you know, bring along some exterminating equipment and maybe clean out a nest of cockroaches. Whatta y’say? You up for a little of that?”


	If circumstances had been different, if the shadow of the Lilitongue hadn’t been looming over him, Jack would have been more than up for a little of that. But now, with every moment so precious…


	But then, his plan had no hope of working without his returning to Paterson. And if it did work, the hours spent there would be well worth it. He might remove both blots on his life with one move.


	His spirits lifted.


	“Yeah. I could get into playing Orkin man for a while. Let’s just make sure we have the right bugs.”


	“We do.”


	“But I want some answers first.”


	“You ain’t alone. I got lots of questions.”


	“Okay. You have floor plans of the place?”


	“Uh, no.”


	“You put somebody out to watch it?”


	A pause, then, “No. I’m handling this on my own.”


	Swell.


	“That means we’ll be going in blind.”


	“Yeah, but so what?” His tone turned defensive. “Look, Jack, you want to sit on the sidelines—”


	“I’ll be there. If I don’t do it now…”


	“You sound like you’re on a clock.”


	Say what you might about Joey, but like all successful grifters he had a gift for reading people.


	“You could say that. Pick me up? Same time, same place?”


	Joey laughed. “And in the same rolling piece of junk. But let’s make it later. I checked the paper. Sundown’s four twenty-nine. So whyn’t I pick you up around a quarter to four. That way it’ll be getting dark when we show up.”


	Jack said, “Sounds like a—wait. Just thought of something. I can’t very well stand in front of the UN with the tools of the trade.”


	“Not to worry, buddy. I’ll put together a two-man toolbox. See you then.”


	Jack cut the connection and stared at the phone. Now he had to figure a way to tell Gia that he was going to leave her for a few of the hours they had left together.


				*
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	“Come on, Jack!” Vicky said in a stage whisper.


	She stood in the hall with her coat already buttoned, raring to go.


	“We can’t leave without telling your mother.”


	“Telling your mother what?” Gia said, coming down the stairs.


	She wore jeans and a navy blue wool sweater over a white T-shirt. She looked pale and haggard; dark circles rimmed her eyes.


	She looked how Jack felt.


	“We’re going out to get a Christmas tree.”


	Gia stopped midstep and paled further. “Oh, God. Christmas.”


	Jack stared up at her. “Yeah, I know. Kind of slipped my mind too.”


	Gia chewed her upper lip a second, then said, “Vicky, would you do me a big favor and get my car keys from the guest room? I think I left them there.”


	Jack and Gia had spent the night there. Gia hadn’t wanted to stay in the same room where the Lilitongue had been, and neither had Jack. They’d clung to each other in the dark, dozing for brief, fitful stretches.


	“Sure.”


	Vicky hit the steps running as Gia reached the floor. She watched her daughter until she was out of sight, then moved close to Jack.


	“I don’t have any Christmas spirit,” she whispered. “None. And I don’t know if I can fake it.”


	“We’ve got to.” Jack glanced up at the top of the stairway. “For her.”


	“I know, I know but…” Her lips trembled as her composure began to crumble. “I just don’t think I can.”


	Jack gathered her into his arms. “You can. You’re strong.”


	She sobbed. “I thought I was, but… I’m not. And how am I ever going to explain this to Vicky?”


	Jack tried to steer her away from where she was going.


	“Hey, do you think you could stir up another batch of that Stain oxy-clean gunk for me?”


	Gia pushed back and stared at him. “Why? What for?”


	“On the chance I might find someone who’d be interested in escaping something.”


	“What something?”


	Me, he wanted to say, but didn’t.


	“I’m working on it.”


	“Jack, I don’t understand. Even if you find someone willing, it won’t work. The Stain can be transferred only twice. You know that. The book—”


	“I’ve never been one to believe everything I read. But I can’t put it to the test without the gunk.”


	“I-I saved it.”


	“Really? Why?”


	“I don’t know. I guess because throwing it away would be like throwing hope out the window.”


	“Yeah… hope.”


	He was low on hope, and running out of time. But he had to give this a shot.


	Gia said, “How are you going to find this person before…?”


	“Going on a little trip this afternoon.”


	“You’re not leaving us, are you? There’s so little time as is.”


	“Yeah, but if this works out we’ll have tons of time.”


	“But how—?”


	Vicky came bounding down the stairs.


	“I can’t find the keys, Mom.”


	Gia’s smile looked forced. “Silly me. I must have left them in my coat pocket.”


	“Are we going, Jack?” Vicky said.


	“Sure, if it’s okay with your mother.”


	Gia opened the closet door. “I’m coming with you.”


	Vicky did her eye roll. “But Mah-om, we have to buy something.”


	“That’s okay. You two can make a little side trip if you want, but there’s no way I’m staying here alone.” Her eyes bored into Jack’s. “I want to spend every precious second I can with you.”


	Jack winked at Vicky. “You up for a little side trip, Vicks?”


	She did her best to wink back. “Oh, yes!”


	Jack swallowed past the sudden lump in his throat. How was he going to tell her that after tonight she’d never see him again?


				*
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	Tom walked back toward Jack’s place at an easy pace. He felt better now that he had some food under his belt. Barbecued spareribs and seafood salad from the buffet in a Korean eat-in deli. Only in New York.


	Not much sleep last night. The E had kept him up into the early hours. He’d forced himself out of bed around one and it was after two by the time he’d showered and gone looking for someplace to eat.


	What could he call the meal he’d just had? Breakfast? Brunch? A late dinner? An early supper? His clock was all screwed up.


	The sight of men and women hurrying by with shopping bags full of wrapped gifts reminded him of how crummy the past few Christmases had been. Buying gifts, especially for the kids, was such a hassle. He didn’t live with any of them and seldom saw them, so he never knew what to get them. Two years ago he’d given up and settled on gift certificates from Amazon. Let them buy whatever they wanted. Not like they appreciated anything he did for them anyway.


	He hated to say it but he dreaded the occasions when he got saddled with all three kids at once. Little Tom and Nicole—offspring of Skank from Hell Number One—absolutely hated Donald, their half-brother via Skank from Hell Number Two, and Donald reciprocated with interest. What a nightmare.


	Well, this Christmas they’d get nothing-nada-zip from Dear Old Dad. No Amazon certificate. Not even coal in their stockings.


	Then what would the ungrateful little—


	He turned onto Jack’s block then and stopped as he saw the man himself trot down the steps of his brownstone. He wore a gray coverall under a brown leather jacket and had a backpack slung over his shoulder. He looked like a mechanic on his way to work.


	Work…


	Jack hadn’t been exactly forthcoming about his work. Here was a chance to maybe get a clue as to what this repairman stuff was all about.


	Wait. If what the Compendium said about the Lilitongue was correct, then Jack had less than a day left to him. Seemed unlikely he’d visit Gia dressed like that.


	So what would be important enough to take him away from Gia at a time like this?


	Good question. One Tom might have a chance to answer.


	Well, why not? Not as if he had anything better to do with his time.


	Jack hit the sidewalk and headed away from Tom. Toward Central Park.


	Tom followed.


	When Jack reached Central Park West he hailed a cab. As soon as one stopped, Tom hurried up to the curb to hail one of his own, all the while keeping an eye on Jack’s. He breathed a little sigh of relief when he saw it stop at a red light two blocks down.


	A cab screeched to a halt in front of him. He jumped in and said, “See that cab up there—the one with the plate that ends in seventy-two?”


	“Yes,” said the dark-skinned driver in a thickly accented voice. “You wish me to follow?”


	“I wish.”


	“Then this is what I shall do.”


	And follow he did. Jack’s cab picked up Broadway at Columbus Circle and followed that until it reached 42nd Street. It turned east. Jack got out where 42nd T-boned the United Nations. He stayed on the curb, looking as if he was waiting for someone.


	“Hold it here,” Tom told the driver.


	A few minutes later an old Grand Am pulled into the curb and Jack got in. Tom had a quick look at the driver and thought he looked familiar. Who—?


	Then he remembered. Jack’s scam artist friend from the morgue. Joey something.


	“Okay,” Tom said as the Grand Am bolted from the curb. “Now we follow that car.”


				*

	


	
4


	-16:14


	“Man, do you look beat,” Joey said as Jack settled into the passenger seat. “Whatcha do, pull an all-nighter?”


	“Feels like it.”


	Jack had retrieved his Crown Vic from the garage and driven Gia and Vicky downtown to a spot in the East Village—a former vacant lot now full of bundled trees. Pickings were slim this late in the game, but they’d found a decent one and tied it to the roof of the car.


	Gia had stayed with the car while Jack took Vicky into an art supply store where she bought her mom a new set of pigment tubes.


	Then it had been back to Sutton Square to put up the tree and decorate it. Jack had held Vicky up to place the star on top before hurrying back to his apartment.


	The good news was that Tom hadn’t been in.


	Jack had donned a dark gray twill coverall, then pulled on his leather driving gloves and a navy blue knit watch cap; he packed up his Glock plus an extra set of jeans and a flannel shirt, then put on his flight jacket and headed down to the UN.


	Joey said, “Decided to bring your own hardware after all?”


	He was pointing to the backpack Jack had placed on the floor between his feet.


	Along with his extra clothes he had a Tupperware container of the Compendium recipe. But how was he going to explain the gunk to Joey?


	Simple: lie.


	“Some extra clothes and—”


	“Clothes? What for?”


	“Bloodstains. This could get wet.”


	“Shit. I didn’t think of that. What else you got?”


	“A kind of truth serum I want to try on one of these guys.”


	“What for?”


	“Oh, I don’t know. See if they’re the whole deal or if there’s something bigger behind them.”


	“You mean see if they’re the shooters or the handlers. That’s cool.” Joey smiled. “And if they’re being handled, we work our way up the chain, right?”


	“Right.”


	“Only thing I haven’t figured out is how we make sure El-Kabong is in there.”


	“Easy,” Jack said. “We call.”


	Jack used his Tracfone to call information, then he punched in the number.


	An accented male voice answered on the third ring. “Center for Islamic Charities.”


	Jack tried to imitate his accent. “Yes, is Hamad Al-Kabeer there?”


	“Who’s calling?”


	“He does not know me, but he was recommended as someone who would see to it that a charitable donation would find its way into the right hands.”


	“Who was it who recommended him?”


	“I’d rather say so in person, if you understand.”


	“I understand. You are arriving here?”


	“Yes, I will be in your area later today and thought I might stop in to see Mr. Kabeer.”


	“He’ll be here, Mr…?”


	“I prefer to introduce myself personally, if you understand.”


	“I understand.”


	“Good! Then I shall see you soon.”


	Jack cut the connection.


	“He’s there.”


	“Awright! Time to kick some burnoosed butt!”


				*
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	No one had answered the first ring, so Tom pushed Gia’s doorbell again.


	He was pissed. It had taken that damn stupid cabby all of five minutes to lose the Grand Am. When he’d resigned himself to the fact that he’d never catch up to Jack, Tom had told the cabby to drop him at Eight Sutton Square. The guy had known Sutton Place but had no idea of how to find Sutton Square. So Tom had had to direct him.


	Idiot.


	Tom wasn’t sure why he’d given in to the impulse to come here. Best guess was that he wanted to smooth things over with Gia. He knew she was upset with him—she couldn’t be anything else—and that was a weight on him. He had to make her understand.


	He caught a flash of movement in the sidelight—Gia peeking to see who it was. She opened the door.


	“Hello, Tom,” she said, her tone as flat as her expression.


	Well, no reason to have expected a big welcome.


	“Hi, Gia. Since I was in the area I—”


	“Jack’s not here.”


	I know, he thought. That’s why I am.


	“That’s okay. I really wanted to speak to you.” He shivered in a gust of cold wind off the river. “Can I come in? Just for a minute?”


	She said nothing as she stepped back and held the door open. As soon as it closed behind him, Tom turned and reached for Gia’s hands.


	She slipped them behind her back.


	“What do you want, Tom?”


	“I want to apologize for everything that’s happened. I had no idea—”


	“You did! That’s why you went looking for it.” Her eyes blazed, her words strained through clenched teeth. “Why couldn’t you have left that thing where you found it?”


	“If I’d known it would come to this, don’t you think I would have?”


	“I don’t know what you would or wouldn’t do!”


	“Aw, Gia, you can’t believe—”


	Tears rimmed her eyes. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done to our lives? Not just Jack’s but to Vicky’s and mine?”


	This was heading in the wrong direction.


	“I know I—”


	“You know? You don’t have a clue! I told you that Jack is our rock! But some time around eight o’clock tomorrow morning he’ll be gone!”


	Her features hardened again as she jabbed her index finger against Tom’s chest.


	“Can you understand that? Our rock will be gone. And all because of you!”


	Each poke against his chest was like a knife thrust.


	“Gia—”


	“I don’t think I have anything more to say to you, Tom. I know you didn’t mean for this to happen, but in the end it all comes back to you. You’re responsible.”


	“Isn’t there something I can do?”


	She opened the door.


	Tom walked out.


	The frigid air on her front step felt balmy compared to the chill in Gia’s foyer.


				*
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	They made good time to Paterson. When they reached the city limits Jack climbed into the backseat and opened the duffel Joey had brought. He gaped at the two sawed-off Browning 10-gauge pumps and suppressor-fitted 9mm Tokarevs. He ejected a cartridge from the shotgun and checked it: double-ought buck.


	“Jeez, Joey! You planning on taking on an army?”


	“Ya never know, Jack. I got the silencers figuring maybe we can do our work and get out without raising too much ruckus.”


	Were Abe here he’d be telling Joey there was no such thing as a silencer, only a suppressor. But Jack didn’t correct him.


	“The shotguns will sort of put a crimp in that.”


	“Yeah, well, they’re for backup—in case we have to clear the room, y’know?”


	Jack knew.


	“Since you’re right-handed, Joey—”


	“How’d you know that?”


	Jack had to think about that. He sized up a person’s handedness without thinking. It had become instinct.


	“I noticed. I’m right-handed too, so why don’t we do it this way: I go in with a nine in my right and a shotgun in my left. You go in with a nine in your belt and a Browning at the ready.”


	Joey shook his head. “Uh-uh. I want the nine out—I don’t get the answers I’m looking for real quick, I’m gonna spend a round or two on persuasion.”


	“Okay. But just stay cool.”


	Cool… Jack was anything but. He could feel his guts knotting. This headlong rush was not the way he did things. Had he the time—Christ, something like sixteen hours left, maybe less—he’d have spent days working up to this, knowing all the exits, watching the place all day so he’d know exactly how many people he’d find when he went through the door.


	If they were stepping into an armed camp or, worse yet, a trap, where the Lilitongue was going to take him might be the least of his worries.


	“I’m cool. But I hold the nine, okay?”


	Jack repressed a sigh. This was Joey’s show. He’d located these guys, set up everything. Jack had to play backup.


	“Okay.” He hoped he wouldn’t regret it. “But remember, even if it gets ugly, I need one of them alive… just one.”


	“What—? Oh yeah. Your truth serum.”


	As they waited for the sun to set they cruised the area—with the windows cracked to let out Joey’s smoke—and discussed some strategy: who’d go in first, the sequence of events as they wanted them to go down, things they’d say, questions they’d ask.


	“Let me do the talking,” Joey said. “At least most of it. I got things to say to these shits. I got a lot to say. And hey, I know you run a game now and then, but for me it’s in the blood. I come from a family of talkers. We can talk our way into a gal’s bed as fast as we can talk our way into a guy’s bank account. I can get ‘em saying what we need to know.”


	Jack couldn’t argue. He’d done his share of persuading—lots of ways to persuade—but he’d never considered himself much of a talker.


	“Okay. But don’t go Fidel on me.”


	“Castro?”


	“Yeah. I’ve heard that his shorter speeches run a couple-three hours.”


	Joey laughed. “Okay. No Fidel and no Crazy Joey. I’m going the divide-and-conquer route, Jack. In no time at all I’ll have them pointing fingers at each other. And then we’ll know our next step.”


				*
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	Shortly after the sun dipped below the horizon, Joey turned onto the block of the Center for Islamic Charities. Jack scanned the twilit sidewalks. Not much happening. Of course, in a largely Muslim neighborhood, not too many would be worried about having fewer than two shopping days till Christmas.


	Joey found a parking space near the front of the Center. Jack slipped out of his leather jacket. He pulled his watch cap low and the collar of his coveralls high, hunching his shoulders to hide as much of his face as possible.


	“Pop the trunk, will you?”


	As Joey complied, Jack stepped out with one of the Tokarevs in his belt and the shotgun under his jacket.


	He did another sidewalk scan while Joey turned off the car, grabbed his weapons, and stepped out. Only one man in sight, down at the corner to the right. As Jack watched he stepped off the curb and walked away.


	Jack held the sawed-off tight against his thigh as he dropped the leather jacket into the trunk, then stepped onto the curb. Joey came around and joined him.


	“Case anything happens, the keys are under the front seat.”


	“Nothing’s going to happen.”


	Joey grinned. “Lots gonna happen. Ready?”


	Jack nodded. He still wished they’d had more time to plan, but this was all he had. He’d been handed a lemon, so…


	They crossed the sidewalk, Joey going first to open the door. They stepped through as one, Jack so close on his tail they could have been Siamese twins.


	Rug-draped walls, bare floor. Rickety chairs, battered desks and tables that looked like secondhand rejects. And five bearded wonders—four sitting, one standing—talking, reading, or drinking coffee from little cups. Three wore robes, two long coats, all wore headgear of some sort—kufis or skullcaps, some beaded, some open-weave knit. Not a turban in sight.


	As planned, Jack and Joey split to flank the doorway. As Jack kicked it shut and pointed his sawed-off at the occupants, Joey began shouting and waving his pistol.


	“All right! FBI! Everybody! Hands in the air!”


	Shocked faces, wide startled eyes as three of the sitters jumped to their feet, hands in the air. The fourth stayed where he was, didn’t raise his hands, and didn’t look frightened.


	“You are not FBI,” he said.


	Jack saw the bruise on his cheek and recognized him: Hamad Al-Kabeer.


	An icy wave of rage washed away all doubt and some of Jack’s sanity as he recognized something else.


	The voice… here was the gloating voice he’d listened to almost every day for over a week.


	We are the Wrath of Allah, fedayeen in the war against the Crusader-Jewish alliance. We have struck and we will strike again, until all the enemies of God and helpers of Satan are cleansed from the face of Allah’s earth. This is but the beginning.


	He felt his arms start to lift the Browning, his finger tighten on the Browning’s trigger. One blast of double-ought… reduce his head to red mist…


	No. Not yet. After we find out who’s behind them, then Al-Kabeer goes.


	“Not FBI?” Joey flashed his shark smile. “Really? What makes you think that?”


	“You do not have the jackets or the vests. You are fakes. Get out!”


	“You forgot to mention one other thing: The FBI don’t carry silenced pistols.” He pointed it at Hamad. “Can you guess why this is silenced?”


	The pistol jumped and made a phut! sound. Al-Kabeer fell out of the chair, screaming as he clutched his left leg.


	Jack couldn’t imagine a sweeter sound.


	Joey’s voice went cold. “So I can do that whenever I want.”


	The four remaining upright began shouting in panic, waving their hands, pleading.


	As much as Jack wanted to start pulling his own trigger, he forced himself to stick to the plan. But the situation could head south fast if he didn’t slap the reins on Joey.


	“Everyone be cool,” Jack shouted, waving the shotgun at them. He lowered his voice and said, “You too, Joey.”


	“Yeah-yeah. Okay.” He raised his voice. “Just cooperate and this will all be over real quick. Give me any lip and you’ll end up like El-Kabong there.”


	“Down on the floor!” Jack said. “Face down, arms out.”


	“Yeah. Like you’re praying to your candy-assed god. You do it, what, ten times a day, right? So you should know the position.”


	Jack thought it was more like five times a day. Or maybe six. Didn’t matter. Why was he thinking about it?


	He watched their hands as they stretched themselves out on the wooden floor. Anyone who made a move toward a pocket or a waistband…


	But everyone did as they were told. When they were all stretched out—the bleeding Al-Kabeer too—Joey nodded to Jack and made his way to the rear of the space.


	Okay. Back on target: The plan had been to get everyone onto the floor immediately, then check the back rooms. Jack hadn’t seen a floor plan, didn’t know how deep the space was, and so he was only guessing that back rooms existed.


	Only one door visible in the rear wall. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Joey go through in a crouch, his pistol ahead of him. Jack kept the shotgun moving, back and forth, holding his breath as he waited for a burst of gunfire, a scream of pain. He heard doors opening and slamming shut—one… two… three…


	And then Joey returned carrying a pair of machine pistols.


	“Well, well, well. Look what I found. A couple of Tavor-twos. Imagine that.”


	Jack felt a fresh surge of rage.


	Joey moved toward the five prone men. “So this is Wrath of Allah. What a sorry bunch of fucks you are. If this is all Allah’s got going for him, he’s in deep shit.” He kicked the nearest Arab in the ribs. “What was the Wrath’s next target? A nursery school? An old-age home?” He kicked harder as the words strained through his clenched teeth. “Huh? Huh?”


	“Please!” the man wailed. “We have done nothing!”


	“Yeah?” He waved the Tavor. “Then what are these here for? Paperweights?” He stepped over to another and kicked him. “Which one of you did the shooting? Huh? Which one of you raghead fucks killed my brother?”


	A man on the opposite end began a panicked wail. “We did nothing! It wasn’t us!”


	“Really?” Jack said. “We have your pal Hamad’s phone records. We have a tape of his call to the papers to brag about his brave deed.”


	One of the men screamed something at Al-Kabeer in Arabic.


	Al-Kabeer cried out, “That was only because no one had taken credit! We decided we would. It is a made-up name!”


	Joey lifted the Tavors again. “And these are just made-up machine pistols, I guess?”


	As they all started to babble at once, Joey shot another in the leg. That shut them up. Except for the moans of the wounded, all became quiet.


	Joey began pacing back and forth before them.


	“Here’s how it’s gonna go down: You’re all gonna die.”


	More panicked wails.


	“Not all,” Jack said in a low voice.


	Joey stopped, glanced at him, and smiled. “All. But one will go a little later than the others.” Then he started pacing again. “Shut up, you shits! The only reason I’m telling you this is so you can feel what my brother and my friend’s father felt when they saw two of you mowing everybody down… how they felt when the barrels pointed their way.”


	More wails of, “We didn’t do it!”


	“Shut up, goddamn it! Here’s what you’ve got to look forward to. Me and my friend, we kill the five of you quick and easy. Me, I’d like to take a whole day with each of you, experimenting, seeing who takes the longest to die. Lucky for you that’s just a dream. But listen up. Here’s the really cool part. After you’re dead I’m gonna cut off your dicks and feed them to the pigs on a certain farm I know in South Jersey.”


	More wails, but some sobs and tears too.


	Jack cleared his throat. When Joey glanced his way he shot him a questioning look. This hadn’t been in the plan.


	Joey winked and said, “Stay with me. I know what I’m doing.”


	Jack had to trust him on that. Joey had made a very good living via his glib tongue.


	He nodded but said, “Hurry it up.”


	Joey returned to his pacing and preaching.


	“And what do you think Allah will say when you arrive in heaven without your dicks? No virgins for you. And when he finds out that your dicks have been turned into bacon, or baby-back ribs, he’s gonna be pissed. He’ll kick your hairy asses out of heaven and into hell. Who knows? Maybe he’ll invite the pigs to take your places.”


	They wailed louder.


	Joey’s pacing repeatedly put him between Jack and their prisoners. Jack wanted to tell him that was a bad idea, but Joey was on a roll and had worked up a head of steam.


	“And when your dickless bodies are found I’m gonna call the papers and tell them it was the work of the Wrath of Guido.”


	He laughed and turned to Jack. “Pretty good, huh? Just made that one up on the spot.”


	“No Fidel—remember?”


	“Just let me finish.” He turned back to the sobbing Arabs. “But there’s a way one of you—and only one of you—can avoid this fate worse than death. And that’s to identify the two shooters and tell us who’s behind Wrath of Allah. Because I know there’s got to be more to this than you losers.”


	Jack had been thinking the same thing. He so wanted those answers.


	The guy on the far left rose to his knees and jabbered in Arabic as he pointed to Al-Kabeer. Al-Kabeer made no reply.


	Joey put a bullet into the floor next to the speaker.


	“English! None of this dune-nigger speak!”


	The guy kept pointing at Al-Kabeer. “It was Hamad! It was his idea! It’s all his fault!”


	Al-Kabeer lifted his head and shouted a single Arabic word.


	“No! I will not be silent!” The Arab turned back to Joey. “I warned him, I warned them all that this would bring the enemy to our door, but they wouldn’t listen.” Back to Al-Kabeer. “Now see what you’ve done. You are to blame for whatever happens to us!”


	“Our old friend El-Kabong, eh?” Joey said. “Now we’re getting somewhere. What’ve you got to say for yourself?”


	Slowly, painfully, Al-Kabeer began to rise.


	Joey raised his pistol. “Easy…”


	“I would speak.”


	Jack kept a closer eye on the rest as Al-Kabeer rose and stood awkwardly, favoring his bloody left leg.


	“All right,” Joey said. “What was your part in this? Who were the shooters?”


	Al-Kabeer sneered. “I do not answer to you, only to Allah. I only wish there had been more than two heroes. I wish there had been dozens of them running through the whole of the airport killing everyone in sight. I wish they had killed hundreds, thousands. I wish such a fate on every infidel in this stinking manure pile of a country.”


	Joey took a bead on Al-Kabeer’s face. “And I wish the same about you dune niggers. Consider this a start.”


	“One more thing,” Al-Kabeer said, looking Joey straight in the eye. “May cancerous swine devour your whore of a mother and shit her out on the grave of your illegitimate brother.”


	Phut! Phut!


	Joey’s first shot went wide but the second caught Al-Kabeer in the neck. He fell backward and lay writhing and kicking as he clutched his throat.


	And then a screaming bearded man stormed into the room through the rear door, firing a pistol as he ran. Joey was between Jack and the attacker. He must have caught one because he crashed back into Jack. As Joey went down Jack whipped the shotgun around and fired. A deafening boom shocked his eardrums as the double-ought blew open the newcomer’s chest. Pumping a new cartridge, Jack swiveled to find the three unwounded Arabs charging him, their eyes on the Tavors that had slipped from Joey’s grasp.


	A shot rang out and one of the three screamed and doubled over, clutching his abdomen. Joey was down but not out. Jack’s second blast tore into the remaining pair as they charged, shoulder to shoulder. He’d aimed off center so that the one on the right would take the brunt of the buck—he had plans for his buddy—but the sawed-off’s short, unchoked barrel allowed too wide a pattern. Both went down.


	Jack looked around. Last man standing.


	Shit! This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.


	He knelt beside Joey. He looked like hell—white face, shallow, stuttering breaths. His bluish lips moved. Jack could barely hear him through the whine in his ears.


	“Looks like I fucked up.”


	Yeah, he sure as hell had. But Jack didn’t belabor it. The poor guy was paying the price of his rushed search.


	He slipped his arms under Joey and lifted him.


	“Let’s get you out of here.”


	Jack did a quick scan as he stepped through the door and onto the sidewalk. Nobody near enough to matter. He carried Joey to the car, eased him into the passenger seat, then hurried back inside. A quick check of the Arabs yielded one survivor: Al-Kabeer, moaning and writhing as he clutched his bloody throat.


	Perfect.


	Jack hauled him out to the car and dumped him on the backseat.


	Now he did a careful scan. Spotted a couple of people to his left approaching cautiously along the sidewalk, another to his right running down the middle of the street.


	Jack pulled his Glock, turned, and fired three shots back through the open door at the Center’s rear wall. That seemed to discourage the curious—two threw themselves flat and the third made a quick U-turn and booked.


	Jack ran around the car, jumped behind the wheel, fished the keys from under the seat, and did some booking himself.


				*
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	Joey didn’t make it.


	After racing toward Interstate 80, Jack turned just before the on ramp and cruised local streets at the speed limit. He wound through neighborhoods of clapboard two-family homes and rundown apartment houses, heading generally east, talking nonstop to Joey as he looked for a hospital, or at least one of those blue signs with the white H.


	Finally he found one, pointing left. As he stopped at a red light, he leaned over and grabbed Joey’s shoulder.


	“Almost there, buddy.”


	Joey made no reply, but then he’d done little more than grunt now and then during the ride.


	He was too badly hurt for Doc Hargus, so Jack’s plan was to carry him into the first ER he found and give a story about finding him on the street. As soon as Joey was under medical care, Jack would disappear.


	But Joey looked awfully still right now.


	He shook him. “Joey?”


	“We fucked up, Jack,” he said in a voice like a mouse scratching a wall.


	Yeah, we did.


	“It’s okay, Joey.”


	Jack saw his lips moving and leaned closer to hear.


	“Ain’t okay, Jack. We didn’t get them.”


	“We did. The only survivor is in the backseat.”


	“No. I been stunad. It wasn’t them.”


	Jack felt his gut go cold.


	“What’re you saying?”


	“It’s bigger than them. Something else going on.”


	“How can you know that? What makes you think—?”


	“You know stuff when you’re dead.”


	And then he fell silent.


	Jack shook him again.


	“Joey?”


	Joey slumped further in his seat, then slid off. His head banged the dashboard.


	“Oh, shit!”


	Jack rotated Joey’s face toward him. His skin felt cold. And even in this faint light the slack features and staring eyes left no doubt. Now old Frank Castellano had no sons.


	“Aw, Joey,” Jack said. “Dammit, I knew this was a bad idea.”


	An aching, stifling melancholy enveloped him. Such a waste… the airport, the Arabs, Joey… senseless. The futility of it all hammered at him, and he felt himself bend beneath the blows.


	If only circumstances had been different… with just a little more time he could have reined Joey in and come up with a good plan. But there’d been no time. Because of the Lilitongue. And the Lilitongue was here because Tom had tricked him into looking for it, had pulled it from its resting place, had brought it into Jack’s home.


	Joey’s death… one more thing to park on his brother. That and—


	Al-Kabeer! Christ, had he kicked too?


	Jack leaned over the back rest and poked Allah’s courageous warrior. He stirred and moaned.


	A horn blared behind him. He looked up and saw the light had changed. He ditched the left turn and kept heading east.


	Eventually he came to a river. He didn’t know its name. The Hacken-sack? The Passaic? Wasn’t sure what town or even what county he was in. To the south he could see a highway arching high over the water. Probably Route 80.


	With his lights out he eased down to the littered bank and bounced through the thick underbrush until he found a clear spot under the span. He parked, turned off the engine, and sat.


	Here it was: the do-or-die moment. Somehow he had to smooth-talk the murdering oxygen waster in the backseat into wanting the Stain, into taking the Stain.


	If that was possible.


	Worry about that later. First he had to snow Al-Kabeer. He wished he had Joey’s gift. Joey would have had people lined up and paying for a chance to grab the Stain for themselves.


	Jack took a breath, let it out, then pulled the backpack from under Joey’s limp legs. He got out and opened the rear door. The overhead courtesy light revealed a very bloody Al-Kabeer curled into the fetal position, clutching his bleeding throat.


	Besides calling the papers, he wondered, what was your part in this? He wanted to scream it, but held back. What were you? Were you the man who shot my father with lead and cyanide? Or were you a planner? Or maybe a money man?


	Al-Kabeer groaned in a hoarse voice, “Take me to a hospital.”


	Fat chance.


	Jack noticed the blood flecking his lips and dribbling onto his beard. Not much time left. Better move this along.


	Jack kept his voice soft, sympathetic, almost friendly. Not easy.


	“All in good time, my friend.”


	“Allaabu Akbar.”


	“If you say so. Listen, Hamad. Here’s the situation: The doctors may be able to save you, but even if they do, what then? You’re still going to be hurting for days. And after that you’re going to have to answer all sorts of questions, and if you haven’t got good answers, you’re going to land in the pokey.”


	He looked up at Jack, a plea in his eyes. “You won’t… you won’t sever my manhood and feed it to a pig? Please, no.”


	“I won’t.” Truth. Jack wanted no part of that. It had been Joey’s riff, to put a little fear of Allah in them. At least Jack assumed it was. “But that other man—”


	“No! Please!”


	“He’s not here now. But if he comes back I may not be able to stop him.”


	Hamad closed his eyes and whispered, “Allaabu Akbar.”


	Jack unzipped the backpack and removed the Tupperware container. Then he unbuttoned his coverall and slipped out down to his waist. An icy gust clawed his back.


	Christ, it was cold. Another reason to hurry this along.


	“But there is a way for you to escape—not just him, but also escape your pain, and escape the police and the federal agents who will be hounding you.”


	He pointed to the black band all but encircling his chest. The ends of the Stain were less than two inches apart. He tried not to think about that.


	“See this, Hamad? This is the mark of Allah—”


	“Allaabu Akbar.”


	“—and it has special powers. It will help you escape all enemies. Forever.”


	Jack opened the container and grabbed one of Hamad’s bloody hands. He dipped it into the Stain remover, then pressed the dripping fingers against the blackened band on his chest. The hand felt cold.


	“All you’ve got to do now is wish, Hamad. Wish to take the Mark of Allah for yourself.”


	His voice was a scrape, a rustle. “You are not of Islam.”


	“I’m a secret special agent of Islam. Undercover. I pretend to be an infidel, but I’m really on Allah’s side.”


	“No…”


	“It’s true. The Mark of Allah was given to me many years ago by the Ayatollah Khomeini himself, to save me in an hour of direst need, and now I’m giving it to you. All you have to do is wish for it, Hamad. You want to be safe from your enemies, don’t you. Sure you do. This is guaranteed to work. Trust me on this, Hamad. I’m telling you the truth. All you need do is wish.”


	Al-Kabeer squinted up at him, as if trying to focus.


	“This is true?”


	“The truest. Go ahead. Wish. You have nothing to lose and everything to gain. Just say it: I wish the mark for myself.”


	The Arab coughed, spraying Jack with blood. He swallowed, then whispered, “I wish the mark for myself.”


	Jack closed his eyes, took a breath, then looked down at his chest.


	No change. The Stain was still there.


	Shit.


	“Try it again, Hamad. Maybe you didn’t wish hard e—”


	Jack sensed a sudden loss of muscle tone in the hand. It had been slack all along, but this was different.


	“Hamad?” He shook him. “Come on, Hamad. Stay with me. Don’t crap out on me now.”


	Jack grabbed his beard and lifted his head.


	Dead dark eyes stared back at him.


	“No!” Jack shook him. Hamad moved like an oversized rag doll. “No-no-no!”


	He threw him back, jumped up, and kicked the Grand Am’s fender.


	“Goddamn it to hell! Shit!”


	He kicked the Grand Am again, then stumbled around in a circle wanting to scream his anger and frustration at the night. This had been his last chance. The book was right. He was stuck with the Stain.


	He felt as if fate—or something—was plotting against him. Was this all part of a plan? He tried to repress the paranoia that this whole situation was a setup. His father’s death, Tom’s intrusion into his life, the Lilitongue, the Stain… had they all been part of some elaborate plan to take him out of the picture?


	Was the Otherness after him?


	If not, then who? Or what?


	He finished his war dance of kicking the car, kicking stones, kicking at the underbrush, then stood panting, his breath streaming in the cold air. He was bare to the waist but didn’t care. Being cold was the least of his worries.


	What now? What was he going to do with Joey?


	And how was he going to get home? Couldn’t drive—after the Center shootout every cop in North Jersey would be on the lookout for an old Grand Am. Especially at the bridges and tunnels. Sure as hell couldn’t walk. Couldn’t even hitchhike—sure way to get stopped and asked a lot of questions he couldn’t answer.


	He had to get home. Every minute here was a minute subtracted from his time with Gia and Vicky.


	Have to do what he’d done at La Guardia: Call Abe.


	He looked up at the rumbling roadway overhead. But first he’d have to find out where he was.


	He stripped off the bloody coverall and replaced it with the flannel shirt and jeans. He popped the trunk, removed his leather jacket, shrugged into it.


	Then he began the steep climb up to the highway, fighting his way through the brush and a thicket of ailanthus trunks.


	At the top he crouched behind the guardrail and looked around. Ten feet away he spotted a big red 80 on a blue background.


	Okay. He’d figured that. Now… where on 80?


	Traffic wasn’t heavy so he risked standing during a gap and looking around. About a quarter mile ahead he saw a green-and-white sign for Exit 60.


	Okay.


	He crouched again, pulled out his Tracfone, and punched Abe’s number.


	“Isher Sports,” said a bored voice.


	“Abe, it’s me and I need a ride.”


	“Another ride you need? What happened this time?”


	“I’ll explain it all when you get here.”


	“And this ‘here’ is where?”


	“Jersey.”


	“Gevalt! You want I should leave civilization and venture into the hinterlands just because your car breaks down?”


	With effort Jack stifled a shout and kept his voice even. “Look, Abe. I need your help and I need it now. I haven’t much time left.”


	“Oy, you’re right. Where do I find you?”


	“Go over the GW and get on Route Eighty west. When you come to exit sixty, take it and wait for me near the bottom of the ramp.”


	“Eighty, sixty, got it. How long this should take?”


	“Thirty minutes to an hour. All depends on traffic. Call me when you hit the highway.”


	“The keys I’m grabbing as we speak.”


	“Thanks.”


	Jack cut the connection and started back down the slope toward the river. From the look of the traffic, at least here in Jersey, Abe would probably make good time. Which meant Jack had to hurry.


	He had some things that needed doing before he fled the scene, as it were.


				*
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	“I know you can’t hear me, Joey, but I’m going to say this anyway.” Jack had carried Joey’s body from the car and laid it gently on the ground in an open area maybe twenty feet away. Nobody finding the car could miss Joey. Jack had straightened the body, positioning it perpendicular to the river, feet toward the water.


	He felt a gnawing guilt about leaving a fellow combatant here like this, but what could he do?


	He folded Joey’s arms across his chest in the classic casket pose “Wish I could take you back with me. You know I would if I could, but it’s not in the cards. So I’m leaving you here with as much dignity as I can. You always liked to look good, and this way you’ll look good in the crime scene photos. Almost classy.”


	Except for the bloodstains, of course.


	“I have to leave you here but you won’t be alone for long. Don’t worry about becoming a buffet for whatever animals are around. None of them will have a chance to get near you, let alone chew on you. I’ll see to that.”


	He adjusted Joey’s bloody jacket, straightened his pant legs so that the cuffs reached his ankles, then squatted next to him.


	“You weren’t a model citizen, Joey, but you were a good guy. The marks couldn’t believe a word you said but you were always square with your friends. Brave too, risking everything to do right by your brother. You have my respect. If you hadn’t been standing between me and the shooter, our places might be reversed right now.”


	An unbidden thought: And if you’d planned this better and been more careful searching the back rooms, we’d both be having a drink at Julio’s right now. Jack pushed it away.


	“I need just one thing from you.”


	He reached into Joey’s jacket pocket and removed his butane lighter, then he rose to his feet.


	“Someone will be coming for you soon.”


	He walked back to the Grand Am and picked up his coverall from where he’d dropped it. He used his knife to cut a three-foot strip from the leg, then tossed the rest into the car. He opened the gas tank door, unscrewed the cap, and snaked the cloth down as far as it would go. Then he pulled it out, reversed it, and snaked the other end inside. He left three or four inches of gas-soaked twill hanging from the port.


	Firing the car would serve two purposes. First—destroy a lot of evidence. Jack hadn’t taken his gloves off since he’d left his apartment, so he wasn’t worried about prints. But trace evidence was tricky. Couldn’t hurt to incinerate it.


	The second was to bring the cops running so they could find Joey’s body before any dogs got to it. No way Joey wouldn’t be tied to the attack on the Center—Jack could already see the Post’s MUSLIM MASSACRE! headline—but this way his body would be returned to his family intact.


	He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket: Abe.


	“I’m at exit sixty-seven.”


	“How’s the traffic?”


	“I’m doing sixty-five.”


	“Okay. Bottom of the sixty off ramp.”


	“You should look for the usual vehicle.”


	That meant Abe’s van.


	“Will do. See you soon.”


	Jack grabbed his backpack, then pulled Joey’s lighter from a pocket.


	He flicked it and touched the flame to the free end of the coverall strip. As fire danced up its length and into the port, Jack trotted for the incline to the highway. He was about halfway up when the tank blew. He didn’t look back. He reached the top and, keeping low, followed the guardrail toward the exit ramp.
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	“Keep an eye on them for me?”


	Abe shook his head. “I can’t—I won’t believe this is happening. A joke you’re pulling, right? You should be honest with your old friend who’s known you since you were a yungatsh and tell him that you’ve made all this up. Listen to that old friend tell you that if this should be a joke then it’s a terrible one and he’ll never speak to you again.”


	They sat in Abe’s van where he’d double-parked outside Jack’s place. After a couple of fitful, abortive attempts at their usual banter, talk had died. Jack found the silence awkward. He and Abe always had something to say to each other.


	“No joke, Abe.”


	“Must be. Has to be. A world without Repairman Jack? Feh!”


	How many years since Abe had given him that name? Jack didn’t bother counting. Whatever the number, it wasn’t enough.


	“But you will look after my ladies while I’m gone, right?”


	“While you’re gone—that I like. It means you’re coming back.”


	“Count on it.”


	“I will. I won’t sit shiva then.”


	Although he didn’t know where he’d be going, even if it was to an alternate reality, Jack had this unreasonable conviction that he’d be able to find his way home. Of course if the Lilitongue dumped him in outer space, that would be a different story: He’d be a flash-frozen fleshsicle in a heartbeat.


	“As for watching over Gia and Vicky, I’ll do what I can while you’re away. But the type of woman who wants or needs watching over, Gia isn’t.”


	“I know. She’s a self-starter and self-sufficient, but she isn’t quite as tough as she thinks or likes people to think. So look in on them for me, okay?”


	“Of course. But who’s going to look in on me? Who’s going to tshepe me about my diet and my waistline while at the very same time bringing me Krispy Kremes? Who am I going to eat breakfast with? Who’s going to worry about me…?”


	Abe’s voice trailed off.


	Jack heard a sniff and turned toward him. The glow from a street lamp reflected off the moisture puddled on his lower eyelids.


	“Abe?”


	Nu, this is why you were always utzing me to worry about my heart? This is why you said I should take better care of it? Just so you could break it?”


	The words choked off.


	Jack felt his own throat constrict. This man had helped him become what he was. It tore Jack up to see Abe this way. He grabbed a pudgy hand and squeezed.


	“I’ll be back. I promise.”


	Abe shook his head and spoke, his voice thick. “So you say, but I have a feeling this is something even Repairman Jack can’t fix.”


	Jack didn’t admit that he had the same feeling.


	Abe let out a shaky sigh.


	“So, you want I should drop you off at Gia’s?”


	“Thanks, no. I’ve got a little something I have to take care of here first.” He squeezed Abe’s hand again. “See you soon. And work on that waistline while I’m gone.”


	“Who can eat?”


	Feeling like he’d just cut off an arm, Jack grabbed his backpack and jumped out. He slammed the door and slapped the side panel. The truck lurched into motion. He watched it move off and disappear around a corner.


	Jack turned and headed up the steps.
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	The sound of the door roused Tom from semislumber. He’d been slumped before the TV, watching the end of the six o’clock news on some local channel and just beginning to nod off when a reporter broke in and started yammering about a bunch of Islamics blown away in New Jersey—as if anyone gave a damn.


	Jack walked in with a backpack over one shoulder. He looked like Tom felt.


	Tom rose and stepped into the front room.


	“Hey, bro. Anything new on the Lilitongue front?”


	Jack shook his head and stared at him. “I haven’t been able to turn up a thing. As you can see…”


	He undid a few buttons on his plaid shirt and spread the edges. Tom repressed a gasp when he saw how close the Stain’s edges had grown.


	“Oh, shit.”


	“How about you, bro? Jack said, putting an edge on the word as he redid the buttons. “Been pounding the pavement and scouring the Internet to see how you might undo this?”


	Tom knew he hadn’t done shit. But then, what could he do? What could anyone do against a faceless, mindless… thing?


	He pointed to the closed door to Jack’s bedroom. “It’s still in there. Hasn’t budged.” He spread his hands. “I’m as helpless as everybody else.”


	After a long stare Jack said, “Want to make yourself useful?”


	“Sure. Anything.”


	“Then follow me.”


	First stop was the kitchen where Jack pulled a pistol and a Tupperware container from the backpack and laid them on the counter.


	Tom pointed to the container. “Is that the—?”


	“Stain remover? Yeah.”


	Feeling his brother’s eyes boring into him, Tom kept his head down.


	Jack knew neither Tom nor anyone else could trade places with him. So why the look?


	Besides, Jack was where he was by choice.


	Or was he? Maybe he’d seen no choice, been unable to imagine any other course of action when the Stain moved to Gia. Just as Gia had had no choice when she’d learned she could remove the Stain from her daughter.


	And Vicky had acquired the Stain because he’d brought the Lilitongue into her world.


	He heard Gia’s voice…


	Why couldn’t you have left that thing where you found it?


	All his fault…


	He wished he could undo it all, but what was done was done. And he’d been relieved to hear that the Stain could be taken only twice. If not, Jack would think it only right that Tom complete the circle.


	Not fair. No one had the right to ask that of him or anybody else.


	Jack handed him the empty backpack and a flashlight and said, “Follow me.”


	Tom did—straight to the closet next to the bathroom.


	Taking orders, following a few feet behind… somewhere along the way he’d become Little Brother and Jack Big Brother. How had that happened?


	When Jack opened the door a faint odor of cedar wafted out. He watched Jack kneel on the closet floor and pop a piece of molding loose from the base of its left side wall. He slid this back along the floor, then pulled on the cedar plank directly above it. When this came free he slid it back beside the molding.


	“Shine that light in here.”


	Tom aimed the flashlight over Jack’s shoulder and into the opening. He saw insulated pipes—most likely to the bathroom—but what strange insulation. It looked… decorated. Each pipe was festooned with little cardboard squares.


	What the…?


	He watched Jack reach in and start plucking them from the pipes like a man picking fruit from a tree. When he’d gathered a fistful he backhanded them to Tom.


	“Stick these in the front compartment of the pack.”


	Tom inspected them first. The paper squares had round Mylar windows front and back. And inside the windows—


	Tom repressed a gasp. Coins. Gold coins.


	He squinted at the top one. A new-looking 1925 twenty-dollar gold eagle. Next, a bright twenty-dollar Liberty head from 1907. And then a 1901 ten-dollar gold piece.


	“Hey, the light,” Jack said.


	“Oh, yeah.”


	He’d been so distracted he’d let the beam drift.


	Jack handed back more. Tom dropped the first batch into the pack and took the next. He knew nothing about coins but all these were old and gold and beautiful.


	“Jack, are these things worth what I think they are?”


	“Probably more. I’ve made a point of buying only top-grade stuff—MS-sixty-one or better.”


	“I didn’t know you were a collector.”


	“I’m not. I’m an investor.”


	“But how much—?”


	Jack handed back another batch.


	“Are they worth? More than I paid for them, but that’s all I can tell you. I don’t keep a list and I don’t keep up on values.”


	More rare coins flowing from the closet. The total value must have passed six figures already.


	“How many do you have?”


	Another handful came back.


	“Don’t really know. Like I said, I don’t keep a list.”


	“But isn’t it dangerous keeping it here in your apartment?”


	“Fire’s my big worry. But it’s worth the risk. This way I can always get to them. Unlike your Bermuda safe-deposit box.”


	“Touche.”


	After handing back a total of a hundred or more coins, Jack said, “Okay, that’s it for the numismatics. Bullion next. Put them in the rear section.”


	“What are you going to do with all this?”


	Did he think he could take it with him?


	“Giving it to Gia and Vicky. They’ll need it.”


	“That’s hard to believe, considering where she lives.”


	“That townhouse isn’t hers. It belongs to Vicky’s aunts. But they’ve gone away and aren’t coming back. When they’re finally declared dead—the waiting period’s got about five and a half years to go, I believe—the place will go to Vicky.”


	“Where are the aunts?”


	“Long story.”


	He began handing back deceptively heavy little cloth bags that clinked when Tom dropped them into the backpack.


	“And these are…?”


	“Krugers.”


	“Kruggerrands?”


	Tom knew about those: one ounce of gold each. But each little bag must have held about twenty or so, and Jack was handing him bag after bag. With gold hovering around four hundred dollars an ounce…


	Jesus God… Jack was a wealthy man.


	Tom looked into the almost full backpack. With this kind of money he could disappear and stay gone. But that would be stealing from Gia. No… couldn’t.


	Finally Jack’s hidey-hole was empty, its contents transferred to the backpack. Tom hefted it. Had to weigh fifty, sixty pounds. And he’d bet a lot of those numismatics were worth ten times their gold weight.


	“With all this money… why do you keep working?”


	Jack backed out of the closet.


	“You wouldn’t understand.”


	“Try me.”


	He shook his head. “Nah. Got to head over to Gia’s. And anyway, the point, as you lawyers like to say, is moot. I’m retired as of tomorrow morning, thanks to you.”


	Tom had to turn away from the look in his brother’s eyes.


	“Jack, I’ve got something I need to say to—”


	“Sorry. No time for chitchat.” He rose and took the backpack with him. “Got to get to Gia’s.” That look again. “Not much time left, and guess who I’d rather spend it with.”


	Tom watched him shrug into his leather jacket, then stuff some video-cassettes into the backpack and sling it over his shoulder. He handled the weight as if it were nothing.


	“Listen to me, Jack… I can’t believe this is happening.”


	“Wish I could say the same.”


	“If you’re really… if this really happens, I’ll make sure Gia and Vicky are—”


	“Are what? Taken care of? How are you going to do that?”


	“I meant, I’ll look out for them.”


	“No need. Already covered.” Jack’s cold gaze froze him to the spot. “And why on earth do you think Gia would want to have anything to do with the reason I’m not around?”


	His words only reinforced what Gia had told him this afternoon.


	He heard the words again, saw her stricken expression, felt again the jabs against his chest as if she was poking him anew right now.


	Our rock will be gone. And all because of you!


	No… no way he could approach her again. He was anathema.


	“Jack, what do you want me to do?”


	“Nothing, Tom. Nothing at all. I may not like where I am but I don’t expect any help from you. And if by some one-in-a-million miracle you offered it, well… you’re the last person on earth I’d accept it from.”


	Tom stood still and silent, reeling.


	“So long, Tom. Have a nice life.”


	And then he was gone, the door swinging closed behind him.


	Tom blinked back sudden tears. My own brother. What have I done? What have I done?
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	Gia pulled him inside and wrapped her arms around him. Jack eased the backpack onto the floor and returned the hug.


	“You said a couple of hours. It’s been four!”


	He felt terrible about that.


	“I know. I’m sorry. Things got complicated.”


	She looked up at him. “Do I want to know?”


	“Most definitely not.”


	She tugged him down the hall. “Vicky’s starving.”


	A leaden weight sat where his stomach had been.


	“I’m not.”


	“Neither am I. Every few minutes I feel like running to the bathroom and vomiting. But we’ve got to keep up appearances, don’t you think?”


	“Definitely.”


	“I wish you hadn’t promised her Amalia’s. I’d have liked to make you something.”


	“My last meal?”


	“Don’t, Jack. Please don’t.”


	“Okay, okay. It’s just… I don’t know how to handle this.”


	“I do.” Her lower lip trembled. “I’m going to fall apart.”


	He held her close a moment, then, “Where’s Vicks?”


	“In the kitchen.”


	He pointed to the sitting room. “Then let’s make a quick detour.”


	He retrieved the backpack from the hall and carried it to the sitting room couch. He set it on the end table under the reading lamp.


	“I want you to take this.”


	Gia held back, looking uneasy. “What is it?”


	He unzipped the front compartment and spread the edges.


	“Take a look.”


	She stepped forward and took a hesitant peek. She frowned, then her head snapped back.


	“Gold coins? Why?”


	“They’re for you.”


	“But aren’t they your…?”


	“Life savings. Yeah.”


	She backed away. “I don’t want it.”


	Jack had figured she’d react like this.


	“Gia, I want you to have them. I need to go away knowing you and Vicky will be taken care of.”


	She began to fill up. “But giving me your life savings means your life is over. I can’t—”


	“Hey, don’t look at it that way. I just need someone to look after it while I’m gone. You know… till I get back.”


	She began crying and Jack took her in his arms.


	“This can’t be happening, Jack. It can’t.”


	“Maybe it’s not. Maybe eight A.M. is going to come and go without anything happening and we’ll all be sitting around looking at each other and feeling stupid.”


	“You don’t believe that.”


	Right. He didn’t.


	At least not intellectually. He’d seen the wonders of the Compendium and knew it was no ordinary book. And so far it had been right about everything: the Stain, how it grew, how to transfer it… everything. So why should it be wrong about when the two ends met?


	But a deeper, nonrational part of him refused to believe that he wouldn’t be here with Gia and Vicky tomorrow night.


	“I can hope, can’t I? But just in case it does happen, I want you to have this stuff to dip into whenever you need to… till I come back.”


	He felt her shoulders quake. He had to snap her out of this. He knew she’d keep up a front for her daughter.


	“Let’s round up Vicky and get down to Amalia’s before she starves.”


	Gia broke away and wiped her eyes.


	“This isn’t like me.”


	“Well, you’ve never been in this kind of situation before.”


	“Neither have you.”


	Not quite true. Jack had been in situations where he hadn’t known whether he’d live or die. But those had been different. In those his survival depended on his actions: Make the right move, survive; make the wrong move, gone.


	But this… he had no moves, no choices, no decision, no wiggle room. An iron straitjacket.


	“Yeah, well… I’m a tough guy, remember?”


	Not so tough that he didn’t dread dinner with Vicky tonight. Because in the next hour or two he’d have to tell her he was going away.
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	Jack was glad he didn’t have to describe his feelings as he watched Vicky work on her mussels in garlic and wine sauce. He had no words for them. And he’d never be able to get them past his locked throat anyway.


	Amalia’s… an unpretentious, eons-old, storefront restaurant in Little Italy with red-and-white-checkered tablecloths over long tables for eating family style. Mama Amalia, older than the restaurant, loved Vicky and had greeted her with the usual fanfare—two-cheek air kisses and loud proclamations of what a beautiful child she was. Gia and Jack were an afterthought as she placed them all at a table near the window. No mystery why this was Vicky’s favorite.


	And here she was, attacking her favorite dish.


	As Jack watched her work through the huge platter, pausing only for a sip of Limonata while she arranged the empty shells into an interlocking daisy chain, he couldn’t help thinking of the old Squeeze song.


	He sipped a glass of Valpolicella and poked at a bowl of sauteed broccoli rabe and sausage. Gia had ordered a tricolore salad and a Limonata but had touched neither.


	A night out at Amalia’s had always been a festive occasion for the three of them, with mmmms and aaaahs about the delights of this or that. But for Gia and him tonight, it might have been a funeral.


	Funeral… got to be a better word than that.


	He opened his mouth, then closed it. He glanced at Gia, saw her watching him. She reached out and squeezed his hand.


	Her voice was barely audible as she cocked her head toward Vicky. “Want me to—?”


	He shook his head. “I need to.”


	He took a deep breath.


	“Hey, Vicks? I need to talk to you about something.”


	She didn’t look up from working on a mussel that hadn’t completely opened.


	“Uh-huh?”


	“I have to go away for a while.”


	Now she looked up. “Where?”


	“Far away.”


	“Yeah, but where?”


	“It’s a place called Shangri-La.”


	It was the best he could come up with. He knew she’d never seen Lost Horizon, and if and when she did she’d think it was a real place.


	“Is that like Tralla-La?”


	That threw Jack. “Tralla—?”


	“You know—in that Uncle Scrooge comic book.”


	Didn’t she forget anything? He’d given her that over a year ago.


	“Something like that.”


	“Where’s this Shalla-La at?”


	Jack had to smile. Sounded like a Van Morrison song.


	“Shangri-La. It’s on the other side of the world. Near China.”


	“Wow. How come you’re going there?”


	“I have to visit some people.”


	She went to work on another mussel.


	“When are you leaving?”


	Now the hard part: “Tomorrow morning.”


	Her face tilted up, frowning. “But that’s… tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. Are you going to miss Christmas?”


	He nodded. “I’m afraid so.”


	Her frown deepened. “Can’t you go after?”


	“I wish I could.” He shook his head. “You don’t know how much I wish I could.”


	“But… how long you gonna be gone, Jack?”


	“I’m not sure.”


	“A long time?”


	He nodded. “Maybe.”


	Gia sniffed and Vicky looked at her. No way she could miss her mother’s red, teary eyes. She turned back to Jack with a narrowed gaze.


	“Is there another woman?”


	Jack let out a guffaw. He couldn’t help it. He glanced at Gia and even she was smiling.


	“That’s why I love you, Vicks. You never fail to surprise me.”


	“Well, is there?”


	“No. There’ll never be another woman. Your mommy is it for me. Forever and ever.”


	She looked at Gia. “Then why’re you crying, Mom?”


	“Because I’m sad to see Jack go. I don’t want him to, but… he has to.”


	Vicky trapped Jack with her blue gaze. Her lower lip began to tremble.


	“You’re coming back, aren’t you, Jack? You’re coming back, right?”


	Time to lie.


	“Of course I’m coming back.”


	“When?”


	“The absolute soonest I can. I swear on a stack of Bibles.”


	She must have sensed something because she dropped her fork and began to cry.


	“Please don’t leave!”


	“Now listen, Vicks—”


	“You’re not coming back! I just know it!”


	Jack froze his expression to hide his surprise.


	Out of the mouths of babes…
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	Tom couldn’t sit still.


	Twenty seconds after he’d settled himself on the couch he’d be up and pacing until he perched on the edge of a chair, only to be up and moving about half a minute later. He tried watching television—no good.


	Wherever he went, Gia’s voice followed him.


	Do you have any idea what you’ve done to our lives? Not just Jack’s but to Vicky’s and mine?


	He remembered the light in her eyes, the look on her face on the way home from the opera when she’d talked about Jack being a rock in her life. And Tom wondered… had anyone ever looked like that when they’d spoken of him? Had he ever been a rock in anyone’s life?


	Who was he kidding? No need to wonder. The answer was no.


	He needed something to settle his nerves.


	Jack didn’t seem to drink anything but beer, and that wouldn’t do it. So he hunted through the kitchen cabinets until he came upon a bottle of amber liquid.


	Hey. Old Pulteney eighteen-year-old single malt. He’d have preferred vodka—ideally Grey Goose or Level—but this was all right. More than all right. When it came to scotch, Jack stocked the good stuff.


	Tom poured a couple of fingers’ worth into a tumbler and tossed it down. After savoring the burn, he poured himself a second dose. This he drank slowly, sipping and thinking about his life and the mess he’d made of it. He ranged over possible ways to turn things around and extricate himself, but came up empty.


	By the time he’d finished his second glass he knew scotch wasn’t going to do the trick. Not even close.


	He needed something more potent. A lot more potent.


	He dug out his wallet and found Kamal’s phone number. Time for another run uptown.


	Before leaving he took a peek into Jack’s room.


	“Oh, shit.”


	The Lilitongue was gone.


				*
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	“Is she asleep?” Jack said.


	Gia disengaged herself from him and leaned over Vicky, curled under a blanket at the far side of the couch.


	“Uh-huh. She’s out.”


	“Okay, I’ll carry her up—”


	Gia laid a hand on his arm. “Let her stay with us.”


	Jack nodded in the semidarkness. “I’d like that.”


	He’d brought along a selection of movies to have something to do other than sit and count the minutes. Classics. Films they could all watch. And, for obvious reasons, no horror.


	They’d let Vicky pick the first. No surprise, she chose King Kong because it was the colorized version.


	Like most kids her age, she’d had almost no exposure to black-and-whites and didn’t like them. Except for King Kong. She’d cried at the end of her first viewing and for days afterward went around the house repeating in a perfect imitation of Robert Armstrong’s delivery, “Oh, no, it wasn’t the airplanes… it was beauty killed the beast.”


	That had inspired Jack to hunt down a copy of Turner’s colorized version. He considered himself something of a purist when it came to movies, especially ones he liked, so the idea of tinting and tinkering with a classic offended him. But mildly. The world offered a wide array of far more important issues to get crazy about.


	Yet when he watched it with Vicky he’d had to admit that it was kind of nice to see a blue ocean and a green jungle. And Vicky had loved it. What could be more important than that?


	“What should we watch next?”


	Gia clung to him. “Why don’t we just sit here.”


	“We can do that. But I’d rather not feel like a condemned man waiting for the executioner to knock on the door.”


	“It’s not going to happen,” Gia said. “That’s the only way I can get through tonight. Just keep telling myself it’s not going to happen… it’s not going to happen… and maybe if I repeat it enough times, it won’t.”


	Jack searched for something to do, something to say to ease her pain.


	“Got as good a chance as anything else.”


	Crummy, but the best he could come up with. She snaked her arms around him and squeezed.


	“Maybe if I hold on real tight it won’t be able to take you.”


	“Now there’s a thought.”


	“How do you stay so calm?”


	Calm? He wanted to scream, he wanted to break things.


	“Who says I’m calm?”


	“Look at you. Our lives are about to be torn apart, you’re about to be taken God knows where, maybe to your death. Yet you sit here watching movies. The more disordered and crazy and desperate things get, the calmer you are. Tell me how you do that, because I want some.”


	I do it for you, he thought.


	To help Gia keep it together. He sensed she was just barely holding on, hanging by the slimmest of threads. If he kept thinking about the two ends of the Stain snailing closer and closer together, he might fall apart. And then what would happen to Gia?


	“I think that somewhere down in the deepest recess of my psyche I’m convinced I’ll come through this. Don’t ask me why. It’s not logical. And because it’s not logical, my conscious mind doesn’t buy it. So the films help distract me. They make it easier for me. But if they don’t make it easier for you—”


	“No-no. They distract me too. What else do you have?”


	“Well, I brought Citizen Kane.”


	“We must have watched that four times in the last year. I’m tired of it.”


	Jack never tired of it—every time he watched it he found something new—but let it slide. He looked through the short stack of tapes.


	“Casablanca?” he said and realized immediately what a bad choice that was.


	“Dear God, no. That final good-bye scene… I can’t handle that. Too close to home.”


	“All right then, I’ve got Gone with the Wind, The Maltese Falcon, and To Kill a Mockingbird.”


	“All too much like real life. I need some sort of fantasy—far, far from reality.”


	“How about The Wizard of Oz? That far enough?”


	“Perfect. I could use—”


	Her voice broke off as her head snapped to the right. Jack sensed it too—movement. He stiffened when he saw it. A small cry broke from Gia.


	The Lilitongue had joined them in the sitting room.


	If floated to a corner and hovered there. Waiting.


				*
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	Jack started at the sound of a bell and felt Gia jump beside him.


	The first thing he’d done after the Lilitongue’s appearance was to angle the couch so they didn’t have to look at the damned thing. He felt as if it was watching him.


	They’d followed The Wizard of Oz with To Kill a Mockingbird. After that, with Vicky asleep a few feet away, they’d snuggled and tried to create a day-by-day review of the good times and bad times in their too-few years together.


	Tried. Gia kept returning to their baby, saying that Jack would never see his child and the baby would never know her father.


	Jack tried to lighten it up just a little by correcting her—his father—and insisting that the baby was going to be a boy.


	And then a chime.


	Gia started. “The doorbell? Who could be—?” She broke off. “Unless…”


	Jack had the same thought. “Tom? Can’t be.”


	“Can you think of anyone else who’d be out there at this hour? The sun’s not even up.”


	Jack couldn’t. He pushed himself upright and headed for the door.


	“I’ll get rid of him.”


	Gia followed. “Don’t be too hard on him.”


	“Yeah, right. He’s why we’re in this spot.”


	“I know. But still…”


	Jack pulled open the door and, sure enough, there stood Tom with a small shopping bag.


	“Hello, Jack… Gia. I—”


	“This isn’t a good time, Tom.”


	“I know it’s not. I mean, how could it be? But I just wanted to sit down with you for a couple of minutes and tell you a few things while we have a drink.”


	“I’m not thirsty.”


	“Please, Jack? Please? Just a couple of minutes?”


	He felt Gia’s hand against the small of his back as she spoke.


	“A few minutes, Jack. We can spare him a few minutes.”


	A refusal sprang to his lips but he repressed it. Now, of all times, was not the time to argue. Besides, he was too tired for an argument. He’d had maybe three hours sleep in as many days.


	He stepped back and opened the door.


	“A few minutes. No more.”


	“Great. Thanks so much.” He bustled inside. “Gia, could I trouble you for a couple of glasses?”


	Jack said, “I told you I’m not thirsty.”


	He pulled a bottle of scotch from the bag and held it up.


	“You don’t drink this because you’re thirsty. It’s Old Pulteney single cask. It’s thirty-seven years old, a hundred proof, and one of only three hundred twenty-four bottles. Please share some with me, Jack.”


	“I’ll get the glasses,” Gia said.


	As she headed for the dining room, Jack reconsidered. Though mostly a beer drinker he had always liked Old Pulteney. And this batch had been casked before he was born. He wondered how it would taste.


	And who knew when he’d ever taste scotch of any kind again?


	“Okay, but just one.”


	“That’s all I’m asking.”


	Gia met them in the sitting room with a pair of small crystal tumblers.


	“Should I get ice?”


	Tom uncorked the bottle. “Oh, no. You never dilute something this old and rare.”


	He poured two fingers’ worth into each of the glasses and handed one to Jack.


	“Prepare yourself for a treat, brother.”


	Jack sipped. It burned his tongue but left a wonderful aftertaste.


	He had to nod his appreciation. “Good.”


	“Good? It’s great! But can we sit down? I’ve got a few things I want to say.”


	Gia said, “I’ll leave you two alone. But not for too long.”


	“This won’t take long. I swear.”


	Jack hated to see Gia go. He didn’t want her out of his sight during the fleeting time he had left. Another reason to resent Tom. But he put on a bland expression and dropped into a chair.


	“Okay. A few minutes, but that’s all.”


	Tom lowered himself onto the edge of a facing chair.


	“That’s all I want.” He sipped. “But keep drinking or this will evaporate.”


	Jack complied. Damn, this was good.


	“Look, Jack… I know I’ve been a lousy brother. Hell, I’ve been a lousy husband, father, and judge as well. I simply never had the opportunity to step back and see what I’d become. I was always too tied up with trying to keep all my lies straight. These past few weeks with you have opened my eyes. I look at you and see what I might have been.”


	Jack took another sip and cocked his head. Was he for real? This wasn’t the Tom he’d come to know.


	“You really believe that?”


	“Nah,” he said with a sharp, low laugh. “I don’t mean I could be doing what you do. I mean… I’m not sure what I mean.”


	Tom took a sip and put the tumbler down on the rug next to his chair leg, then leaned forward with his hands clasped before him.


	“I was sitting in your place thinking tonight how you’re my closest living blood relative.”


	“What about your kids?”


	He shrugged. “They’re only half me. They’re half Skank from Hell too. No, you and I came from the same place.”


	Jack had no idea where this was going, but he’d let him ramble for another minute or two. He gave a noncommittal shrug and drained his glass.


	Tom popped out of his chair with the bottle and his own empty tumbler.


	“Time for another hit.”


	Jack was already feeling a little buzz. But nothing wrong with that. He could handle another taste.


	“Okay, but a light one.”


	Tom poured with a heavy hand. Three fingers this time into Jack’s and his own. Then he returned to his seat.


	“Isn’t it strange, Jack, how you know exactly who you are, but only a chosen few in this whole city know you exist? Me? Even before all the trouble, just about everybody in Philly knew my name. But as for who I was, I had no idea. Never cared to look. And then in these past few weeks, when I did try to find myself—is that an overworked phrase, or what? When I did go looking, I couldn’t find anyone. Nobody home.”


	Unable to refute that, Jack sipped his scotch instead.


	“It’s a sad truth, Jack, but I’ve realized I have no substance. I’m nothing. I’m like a hologram. A ghost. I’m barely here. My kids don’t trust me—no reason they should after the way I cheated on their mothers. I’m a recidivist womanizer. Consequently the two Skanks from Hell loathe me, and current wifey number three is definitely not a fan. I’m papier mâché, Jack. If anyone tried to lean on me for support they’d fall on their ass.”


	Jack blinked. Was that a catch in Tom’s voice? Had to be the scotch.


	The room swam before him. Definitely the scotch. Not that Tom was boring, just… God, he was tired. Better put the glass down before he dropped it. Oh, look… almost empty. When did he finish it? He reached to place it on the end table but it slipped from his fingers. He watched it fall… in slo mo. Had to close his eyes, just for a minute… just for a few seconds…


	But before he drifted off he thought he heard Tom say something about becoming the big brother again, about it being time to look out for his little brother, about doing the right thing.


	But Jack figured he was imagining it. Had to be.


				*
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	“Gia?”


	She started at the sound of her name. She’d been sitting at the kitchen table, staring at nothing, lost in a helpless, hopeless funk.


	She looked up and saw Tom standing in the doorway. He had a wild look in his eyes.


	“You’re leaving?” she said.


	He shook his head. “Not immediately, but soon. Maybe.”


	“I’m—”


	He motioned her down the hall. “Come on back to the sitting room. I need your help with something.”


	Wondering what he was talking about, she followed. She gasped when she saw Jack slumped in a chair, his chin on his chest, his head lolling to the side.


	“He fell asleep?”


	“Well, yes and no. It’s not what you think. Yes, I put him out, but not with my ramblings. I had a little help.”


	“I don’t…” She stepped over to Jack and shook his shoulder. “Jack? Jack, wake up.” He didn’t stir, not the slightest. Alarmed, she turned to Tom. “What’s wrong with him?”


	“I knocked him out.”


	“What?”


	He lifted the scotch bottle. “With this.”


	Gia felt a cold hand squeeze her heart.


	“Talk sense, damn it!”


	“Okay. Sorry. Here goes: I got to thinking about a lot of things tonight—how you took the Stain from Vicky and how Jack took the Stain from you, and how I couldn’t imagine a single person in the world taking it from me.” He sounded on the verge of tears as he shook his head. “To have somebody willing to give up their life for me—God, what would that would be like?”


	“Oh, there must be—”


	He held up his hand. “Trust me: no one. Not after all the bridges I’ve burned. And I got to thinking about the way your eyes glow when you look at Jack, and the way your voice sounded when you talked about him being your rock, which I took to mean your hero. Am I right?”


	Dumbstruck, Gia could only nod.


	“Right. And I knew there wasn’t a person alive who’d look at me or speak of me that way. I’ve never been anybody’s hero—not even to my kids. A kid should be able to look at his dad just once in his life and say, ‘That’s who I want to be like.’ I can’t imagine one of my kids saying that. Ever. And I don’t blame them. Why should they? I never gave them a reason.”


	Gia’s confusion was giving way to fury. She clipped the words as she spoke them.


	“But what’s this got to do with putting Jack to sleep?”


	“Well, as I was visiting my friendly neighborhood drug dealer—”


	“Drugs? You?”


	He shrugged. “I’ve been clean awhile, but the events of the last three or so days nudged me back into some old bad habits. So anyway, I’m listening to him list his wares as he’s wont to do, and I hear him mention Georgia Home Boy. Now, he’s mentioned this every time, but tonight, feeling the way I did, it hit me right between the eyes. That was the answer.”


	“Answer to what? What’s Georgia—?”


	“Georgia Home Boy—the acronym of which is GHB, which stands for gamma-hydroxy-butyrate or something like that. It’s also called Grievous Bodily Harm, which yields the wrong acronym, but then, you can’t expect the folks who use this stuff to be Einsteins. Anyway, it’s one of those so-called date-rape drugs.”


	A flash of rage burned through Gia. “You gave Jack a date-rape drug?”


	He smiled and held up the bottle. “Right in here. Odorless, colorless, and pretty much tasteless, especially in something like scotch. Mix it with alcohol—this batch is one-hundred proof—and it’s good night, Nellie.”


	“But weren’t you—?”


	“Drinking it too?” He shook his head. “Just pretending. There’s a wet spot next to my chair where I dumped it. Sorry about the rug.”


	Who cared about the rug?


	“You… you still haven’t told me why.”


	He put down the bottle, reached into the shopping bag, and came up with a familiar-looking container.


	“You remember this, don’t you?”


	She nodded, her mouth dry.


	Tom put the container down and stepped toward Jack.


	“Okay, then let’s put it to work.”


	Gia’s legs went rubbery. She had to grab the back of the chair to stay upright.


	“You can’t. It won’t work. The book said—”


	“I know what the book said, and I’m sure it’s right. But there doesn’t seem to be any intelligence behind the Lilitongue. Like it’s designed to perform certain tasks, and allow certain things within certain limits. I got to thinking that if it’s just a dumb infernal device, maybe I can fool it.”


	Gia had a sense of where this might be going but dared not acknowledge it. Hoping… believing… she’d be setting herself up for a crushing fall.


	“You?”


	“Well, people have been saying how much we look alike. Hell, if I was ten years younger and twenty pounds lighter—okay, forty pounds lighter—they might think we were twins. Our DNA’s got to be similar. And I thought, maybe we’re enough alike to confuse the Lilitongue… allow me to grab the Stain because maybe it won’t recognize the difference between us.”


	Gia couldn’t speak past the fist she’d pressed against her mouth.


	Tom looked at her. “Kind of a shock, hmmm? I’m kind of shocked myself. And I’ll tell you flat out I’m scared witless. So help me open his shirt before I change my mind.”


	Gia could only nod. Her fingers were numb, clumsy as she fumbled at the buttons. Jack was so out of it, almost comatose.


	Finally she found her voice. “But why drug him like this?”


	Tom snorted. “Come on. You know the answer to that. You’ve known him for years and I’ve only known the grown Jack for three weeks, but I know how he’d react. And so do you.”


	Gia nodded. “He wouldn’t let you.”


	“Right. A month—hell, a week ago I’d have thought no one but an imbecile would turn down an offer like this. But knowing what I know about Jack, he’d be just that imbecile. But I can see now it’s not stupidity, it’s not foolishness. It’s… it’s being the rock you talked about. He’d see it as his problem and he’d solve it or find a way through it, and no way would he allow anyone, especially his no-account brother, to stand in and take the fall for him. Am I right or am I right?”


	“You’re right,” Gia said as she finished unbuttoning the shirt. “You are so right.”


	What else was there to say? Tom had nailed his brother.


	Together she and Tom pulled up Jack’s underlying T-shirt. She gasped when she saw the edges of the Stain only millimeters apart.


	“Jesus,” Tom breathed. “Better hurry.”


	“But…” She couldn’t help it: She was baffled. “Why?”


	Tom began unbuttoning his own shirt and pulling it off.


	“Well, as I said before, you were willing to take Vicky’s place, Jack was willing to take yours, so I guess it’s up to me to take Jack’s—if I can.”


	Gia watched in disbelieving awe as he stood bare-chested and opened the container. He smeared the mixture on both his palms and looked at her.


	“Okay. How does this work?”


	“You…” Her voice sounded faint, miles away. “You press your hand over the Stain and wish it for your own.”


	He frowned. “Wish? Really? That’s it?”


	Gia nodded, fearing if she spoke she might break whatever spell was at work here.


	Tom took a tremulous breath. “Okay. Here goes. I’m going to use both hands. A two-pronged approach, you might say.”


	She noticed how his hands wavered and trembled as they approached the Stain, but he kept moving them forward until his palms lay flat against Jack’s skin, one on each end of the creeping black band.


	“And now I wish.”


	Gia held her breath as Tom closed his eyes. A voice filled her head saying, Please, God, oh please, oh please, oh, please.


	He suddenly stiffened, his arms straightening and jittering, his body shaking as if he’d grabbed a hot electric wire. His eyes snapped open as he arched his back and cried out in agony.


	And then Gia noticed a mark on the back of each hand—black… and lengthening, stretching over Tom’s trembling wrists, then up his shaking arms to his shoulders, then disappearing onto his back. She watched in horrid fascination as a black band snaked around each side of his chest to stop bare millimeters apart over his breastbone.


	At last he stopped shaking. His hands pulled from Jack as he staggered back.


	Gia turned from Tom to Jack, looking for the Stain. But Jack’s skin was clear, unmarred.


	She dropped to her knees next to him and sobbed.


	Saved!
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	When pain ceased, when he’d regained some modicum of control over his swaying, trembling body, it took all of Tom’s will not to drop beside Gia and sob along with her. But with terror, not relief.


	He looked down at his chest. The itching told him what he’d find, but he had to see. A low moan escaped at the sight of those black bands. At first glance they looked as if their ends were already touching, then he spotted a hairline of clear skin between them.


	Since this crazy idea had gripped him, he’d known his chance of success was slim to none. But he’d figured that when his grand gesture failed, he’d rise in Gia’s estimation simply for trying.


	But he’d succeeded and this sent tremors of terror and triumph roiling through him. Part of him screaming in panic, and another part proud, cheering.


	Gradually the feelings faded, replaced by a strange peace, a peace like nothing he had ever known.


	Still no guarantee that this Lilitongue escape was going to happen. Best-case scenario was that it would be a bust and he’d end up standing here with this big brown mark encircling his body. But that would score even more points with Gia. And Jack too. They’d owe him.


	But that wasn’t what had spurred him.


	“Gia,” he said softly.


	She looked up at him and saw in her blue eyes what he’d longed to see: Some—not all, but a good deal—of the light that shone in those eyes when she looked at Jack.


	“I don’t know what to say, Tom. I don’t know how to thank you.”


	He tried to keep that stiff upper lip. “No worry about that. There’s no time to thank me.”


	She raised her hands. “This… I… I never…”


	She seemed at a loss for words so he helped her along.


	“Never expected something like this from me? Yeah, well, that’s the sad part, isn’t it. Truth is, I’m more surprised than anyone. And until a few hours ago, I never expected anything like this from me either. But I got to thinking about Jack’s life and mine, comparing them. I asked myself which I’d rather have led, and the answer was Jack’s. And I asked myself who I’d rather be, even with the unknown fate facing Jack, and the answer was still Jack.”


	“But it was too late for me. Or was it? Maybe I could, in a way, still be him. So I asked myself what would Jack do.”


	“WWJD,” Gia whispered.


	“What?”


	“Nothing.”


	“So anyway, I asked myself what he’d do if situations were reversed—if he’d brought the Lilitongue into my life and I’d wound up with the Stain. No question, is there? He’d do the right thing. So that’s what I did. I guess that makes me Repairman Tom. But I don’t want you to think this is completely selfless. I get something too.”


	Gia gave him a questioning look.


	“I get to see that look in your eyes when you look at me now. I wanted that from someone just once in my life, and I especially wanted it from you.”


	“Tom…”


	“Let me finish. This has got to be the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. Really. When would I ever get another chance to do something this worthwhile? And this isn’t such a heroic thing for me. Because strangely enough, I’m not afraid of what’s going to happen here—even if it means dying. One moment I’ll be here, and the next I won’t. I’ve got to tell you, not being here won’t be so bad, not after the way I’ve fu—I’ve so royally screwed up my life.”


	She shook her head. “What—?”


	Obviously Jack hadn’t told her the details.


	I owe you for that one, little brother.


	“Never mind. Suffice it to say I’ve nothing to look forward to but pain and disgrace, while Jack’s got a future with you and Vicky, everything coming his way, including fatherhood. Maybe this isn’t so heroic. Maybe it’s a way out of having to face the consequences of how I’ve been wasting my life. Because I’m tired… so tired of living the way I do. I need a clean break. You can’t imagine what kind of relief that’s going to be.”


	He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. An oval shape. The Lilitongue. He hadn’t known it was here.


	And hell, it was moving toward him. He stood frozen as it came within arm’s reach and then started to rise. It stopped a couple of feet over his head and hovered.


	Tom felt his bladder clench, screaming to empty. Pain shot through his pelvis as he held back. He didn’t want a wet stain spreading down the front of his pants to be part of Gia’s last sight of him.


	He saw the horror in Gia’s eyes as she stared at the Lilitongue above him. No! Don’t look at that. Look at me.


	“I guess this means I don’t have much time,” he said, hurrying his words past a sawdust tongue. “I’m looking at it this way: Letting this thing take me away won’t mean death. I’m pretty sure the guy who made the Lilitongue didn’t go to all that trouble just to commit suicide. So I figure there’s another kind of life where I’m going.” God, he hoped he was right. “And maybe it’s a better, simpler life. And maybe because I did this one right thing here, maybe I’ll have it better there—I’ll be better there.”


	He felt his skin begin to tingle and he ignored his bladder as it redoubled its efforts to empty.


	“Think well of me, Gia. Please? I’m hoping that at least one person in this world will speak well of me after I’m gone. And tell Jack I said merry Christmas. This is his big brother’s gift to him.”


	And then he felt the band of pigment around his chest begin to constrict, felt his skin tingle all over. The room began to fade as the tingling increased. Gia was on her feet, her mouth open. Ever so faintly he heard her scream, and then Gia and Jack and Vicky and Sutton Square and the world he knew were gone.
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	Gia couldn’t hold back a scream as Tom and the Lilitongue faded from sight, leaving nothing more than a waft of cool air. She stared at the empty spot, then turned to Jack. His eyes were open, staring, but he looked disoriented.


	“Jack… Jack, he’s gone!”
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	Gia’s scream had pulled him to consciousness. His vision blurred as he looked at her. She stood openmouthed, with her hands against her cheeks, like The Scream. Then her lips moved. He tried to hear but the words seemed garbled.


	Was this how the end was going to come? Lethargy… cottonmouth… like a colossal hangover as the Lilitongue—?


	Wait. Hangover… he’d been drinking scotch with Tom. He knew he hadn’t had much sleep lately, but a couple of shots shouldn’t make him feel like he’d chugged a whole bottle.


	And where was Tom?


	Jack looked around. No sign of him. Vicky still asleep on the couch. Gia’s scream hadn’t awakened her. But then, Vicky could sleep through a nuclear holocaust. Gia stood a couple of feet away, but no Tom.


	And no Lilitongue.


	He searched the corners but they were empty. Had it moved?


	“Gia… where’s Tom? And where’s the Li—?” His thickened tongue couldn’t form the word. “Where’s that thing?”


	Tears streamed down her face. “It’s gone. And it took Tom with it.”


	“What?”


	Straightening up on the couch, he pulled open his shirt—who’d unbuttoned it?—and looked down at his chest. The Stain—gone.


	He stared at Gia again and saw her nodding.


	And then she told him about Tom drugging the scotch, about Tom taking the Stain, able to because they were brothers, about him standing near the center of the room and disappearing.


	She had to be talking about another Tom.


	Maybe this was how you escaped with the Lilitongue: You wound up in an alternate reality that seemed the same but wasn’t.


	Because the Tom Jack knew would never—


	Gia was talking about how Tom had said he had nothing to look forward to but pain and disgrace, while Jack had so much to live for…


	Unbelievable… a mercilessly overworked word, but this was truly unbelievable. If Gia had told him that Tom had morphed into an alien from the Crab Nebula, he might have bought it before this wild tale.


	But as she spoke it began to dawn on Jack that this was for real. Tom had taken his place.


	“And he just disappeared?”


	She nodded as tears streamed down her cheeks. “He and that thing just… faded away. Jack, I just saw a man vanish into thin air. I still can’t believe it.”


	According to the Compendium, the Lilitongue would return to its place of origin—hopefully a hundred feet underground now—but Tom… where was Tom?


	Gia said, “Before he went, the last thing he said was that this was his Christmas gift… that I should wish you a merry Christmas.”


	Tom? Good God, Tom…


	Jack didn’t know what to say, or how to feel.


	“I can’t say I’m not happy to still be here, but this wasn’t the way… the price… and to be saved by Tom of all people…”


	Gia looked at him. “I know you wanted to fix it yourself. And maybe you did.”


	“I was out cold.”


	“Yes, but I gathered from what he said that he was in more than a little trouble, that he’d done a lot of wrong. Maybe his time with you changed him, made it possible for him to decide to do this. Maybe you showed him a different way to act, to behave.”


	Tom, Jack thought, you never gave me a clue you had it in you. I owe you. Wherever you are, I hope you know that. Thanks, bro.


	And then Gia was on Jack’s lap, her arms around his neck in a stranglehold, talking through sobs.


	“Thank God you’re still here. I felt terrible when I saw him fade away. Then I felt this overwhelming joy when I saw you still on the couch. And then this terrible guilt for being glad it was Tom instead of you.” She buried her face deeper against his shoulder. “Why did something like this have to happen? Why?”


	Jack had no answer.


	But he sensed a design here. He’d lost his father and brother—his closest surviving relatives—in less than three weeks.


	But had he been the real target?


	Had he been scheduled to go down at La Guardia? If he’d waited to help Dad with his bag, he’d have most likely wound up in the morgue on a neighboring gurney.


	And if he’d been the Lilitongue’s target, Tom had foiled that little plan at the last minute.


	Why him? Why anybody?


	And then Joey’s dying words echoed through his head:


	It wasn’t them… it’s bigger than them… something else going on.


	What else going on?


	He hoped he was just being paranoid, but he’d been warned of pain to come. Was this it? Would it stop here?


	Or would…


	He stared over Gia’s shoulder at Vicky. These two precious people… would proximity to him put them in danger?


	He closed his eyes and tightened his grip on Gia. Nothing he could do but keep close watch and take it day by day… day by day…


				*
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	“Hey, Jack, can I bother you a minute?” 


	Jack sat at his table in the rear of Julio’s. He looked up from his coffee and saw Timmy O’Brien, one of Julio’s regulars. A fiftyish guy, thin, hangdog face, watery eyes, and wearing a Hawaiian shirt in January.


	Julio’s, an Upper West Side bar that had fought the good fight and succeeded in holding on to its working-class roots through the neighborhood’s decades of legitimization, rehabilitation, restoration, and gentrification, had been Jack’s hang for years. Julio always saved him a table where he could sit with his back to the wall.


	“Bother?” 


	“Well, yeah. I mean, I know about what happened last month, and I’m really sorry for your loss. I know you’ve still got to be bummed, but I could really use some help, Jack.” 


	“What kind?” 


	“Your kind.” 


	Jack sighed. He’d been on sabbatical, ignoring e-mails and voice mails from prospective customers. Didn’t feel he could focus enough—or care enough—to earn his fee. That was part of it. Truth was he was having trouble caring about much of anything outside his small, immediate circle. No interest, no energy, and probably drinking too much these past three weeks.


	He didn’t need a shrink to tell him he was depressed. But a shrink would want to give him pills, and Jack didn’t want pills. He preferred beer—but not before lunch.


	He couldn’t find the energy to get up and get out and get moving again. What was the point? Who cared? And when he got right down to it, did any-thing he did, anything he’d ever done, matter in the long run? Had he ever made a difference?


	He wondered.


	But Timmy looked so needy. Jack wasn’t ready to venture outside his self-circumscribed world of Julio’s, Abe’s, Gia’s, and his own place, but maybe he could make a few suggestions.


	He pointed to the seat across from him.


	“Shoot.” 


	As Timmy settled his butt in the chair and his draft on the table, Jack reviewed what he knew about the man.


	A dozen years ago Timmy had been an advertising hotshot, near the peak of the copywriter heap. Lots of money, but too much of it going up his nose. His agency had been on the short list for a big Citibank account and he had this idea that he was sure would clinch it for them. He’d once shown the Julio’s gang a mockup of the ad.


	A big, neon-bright lettered cross with tiny letters below it:


	Everyone here at Julio’s had thought it was way cool, but the new Timmy said he had no idea where his old self had come up with such a stupid idea. The agency brass had told him to forget it, but coke-fueled grandiosity mixed with his own hubris had convinced him that this was the only way to go. So against all advice and all orders, he’d pitched it to the bank officers, telling them that though he knew it would be controversial, that very controversy would make Citibank a household name.


	The officers agreed, but figured the bank’s name would be associated with other words in those households—like “hell-bound” and “damned” and “sacrilegious.” 


	The multimillion-dollar account went elsewhere. And soon after, so did Timmy.


	After bottoming out a few years later, he put himself in rehab, joined NA, and cleaned up his act.


	But the clean and sober Timmy was not the same man. The guy who’d had his finger on the pulse of America’s wants—who’d even created some of those wants—could never quite localize that throb again. He was still in advertising, but working far below the apogee of his heyday. Always a little out of step—like the Hawaiian shirt—ever functioning just outside the norm. No longer big-time, resigned to be forever small-time.


	In other words, a prototypical Julio’s regular.


	But Jack didn’t remember ever seeing him here before five o’clock. And a morning beer—even if it was late morning—wasn’t like the new Timmy. Something had to be bothering him.


	“It’s about my niece.” 


	“How old?” 


	“Fourteen.” 


	“Oh, man.” 


	A problem with a fourteen-year-old girl. That could mean anything from promiscuity to drugs to being an all-around wild child. None of which Jack could help with.


	Timmy held up a hand. “Now, now, I know what you’re thinking, but it’s nothing like that. Cailin’s a good kid. She goes to Mount Saint Ursula, scholarship and all—straight-A student, field hockey, the whole thing.” 


	“Then what is it?” 


	“She’s gone.” 


	“Ran off?” 


	“I told you, Cailin’s not like that. But this morning, somewhere between her house and school, she disappeared.” 


	“This morning?” Jack shook his head. “Hell, Timmy, she’s been gone, what, four hours? She’s probably off with her boyfriend.” 


	“Except her boyfriend’s in school.” 


	“What do the police say?” 


	“Same as you: Hasn’t been gone long enough. If someone had seen foul play, that’d be a different story. But with kids running away all the time, they’re pretty blasé about the whole thing. Like, ‘Yeah-yeah, come back when it’s been a coupla days.’ So I’m coming to you, Jack.” 


	Jack sighed. He could see Timmy was worried, but he had to lay out a few facts of life.


	“I don’t do missing persons, Timmy, especially a hot case. And there’s a very good reason for that: I can’t. I don’t have the resources. I’m just one guy, and the cops are many. And they’ve got all those computers and databases and people from CSI: New York.” 


	“But they’re not using them!” 


	“The other thing is, I’m not a detective. I’m a fix-it guy.” 


	“Well, then, fix this.” 


	“Timmy—” 


	“Damn it, Jack!” 


	Timmy slammed his palms on the table. His beer mug and Jack’s coffee cup jumped. The midday regulars looked over, then went back to their drinks and talk. He lowered his voice.


	“My sister’s going nuts, Jack, and so am I. I never had kids—two wives but no kids. Cailin’s been like a daughter. I couldn’t love her more if she were really mine.” 


	That struck a nerve. Jack knew the feeling. He had the same relationship with Vicky.


	“What do you think I can do, Timmy?” 


	“You know people, and you know people who know people—people the cops don’t know.” 


	“As in, ‘I’ve Got Friends in Low Places’?” 


	“You know what I mean. Put the word out—a sort of street-level Amber Alert. I’ll pay a reward—five hundred, a thousand, my apartment, anything.” His throat worked as his voice choked. “I just want her safe and sound. Is that too much to ask?” 


	It might be, but Jack supposed he could make a few calls. Timmy was a regular here, and Julio’s regulars tended to watch each others’ backs. How could he say no?


	“Okay, I’ll call some people.” He kept his phone list at home. A quick walk from here. “But five hundred won’t be enough.” 


	Timmy spread his hands. “I know you don’t come cheap, but like I said: anything.” 


	“What I’m trying to tell you is we’re venturing into What’s-in-it-for-me Land. Some of the guys I call, and most of the guys they call, aren’t going to pass the word around out of the goodness of their hearts. They’re going to need incentive.” 


	“Name the figure.” 


	Jack had done this before and knew it had to be set up so, in case of success, everyone along the chain walked away with something. What he’d tell his first-line contacts was that if someone in their contact string found the girl, they’d get the same reward as the finder. This would go down the line: If A tells B who tells C who tells D who finds the girl, all four get the same reward. Five hundred bucks apiece seemed like a good incentive—one that looked better and better as it moved down the chain, ballooning to a bonanza by the time it reached the street people.


	“Probably cost you twenty-five hundred, although it might go as high as five.” 


	Timmy slumped with relief.


	“Done. I can’t think of anything better to spend it on.” 


	“Got a pen?” When Timmy handed him one, Jack grabbed a napkin and readied to write. “What’s she look like? What was she wearing?” 


	“She left the house in a blue coat over a typical Catholic girls’ school outfit. You know: white blouse, blue sweater, blue-and-white plaid skirt, blue knee socks.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Got to be a gazillion kids dressed like that in the city.” 


	“Yeah, but they don’t have Cailin’s hair. It’s bright red—all natural—and wild. She’s always complaining about how nothing she tries will control it.” 


	“Got a picture?” 


	“Sure.” Timmy fumbled in a back pocket for his wallet. “You thinking of posting it around?” 


	Jack shook his head. He had neither the time nor the manpower for that sort of canvassing.


	“Just want to see her face.” 


	Timmy wiggled a wrinkled photo out of his wallet and passed it across.


	“Taken maybe a month ago.” 


	Jack stared at the girl in the picture. Cute kid. Round face, freckles, red and green bands on her braces, and a Santa cap squished on her wild red mop.


	“You weren’t kidding about the hair.” 


	“She goes on and on about it. She’ll wear you out with her constant carping about it, but…” He wiped an eye. “I’d give anything to be listening to her right now.” 


	Jack rose and clapped him on the shoulder.


	“I’ll get on it. Can I keep the photo?” 


	“Sure. Long as you need it.” 


	“No promises, Timmy, beyond making the calls. It’s a long shot.” 


	Timmy grabbed his hand and squeezed.


	“I know, but you’re all I’ve got right now.” 


	Jack waved good-bye to Julio and stepped out into the cutting January wind.


	Long shot? Who was he kidding? More like hitting a dime at a thousand yards with a Saturday night special.
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	“Look,” Vicky said from where she’d planted herself before the monitor. “I think she’s smiling.” She was endlessly excited by her impending state of sisterhood.


	Jack found the scene vaguely shamanistic. Gia lay on a recliner in Dr. Eagleton’s office while a technician angled the magic wand of a fetal ultrasound this way and that over the skin of her swollen, lubricated belly.


	She’d popped just before the first of the year. Through careful clothing selection she’d managed to hide it during the first two trimesters, but now she looked undeniably pregnant. Her face had filled out some, but her hair was as short and as blond as ever.


	Jack’s eyes strayed back to the grainy image on the monitor, melting in and out of the darkness as the ultrasonic flashlight swept over the baby. A big head, a little body, a chain of vertebral beads and, in the center, an opening and closing black hole—the heart.


	Jack stared, fascinated. His child—his and Gia’s.


	“How’s the pregnancy going?” the tech said.


	Her name tag read LIKISHA. A twenty-something black girl with a Halle Berry smile and hair shorter than Gia’s.


	Gia opened her mouth to reply but Vicky spoke first.


	“She has to sprinkle a lot.” 


	Likisha frowned. “Sprinkle?” 


	Vicky looked up from the monitor and smiled. “You know—number one.” 


	He loved her big grin. She had dark brown hair—her father’s color, he’d been told—woven into a long single braid, and her mother’s blue eyes.


	The two women in his life.


	“Ah.” The Halle Berry smile appeared. “Number one. Got it.” 


	“But don’t worry,” Vicky added. “She doesn’t have diabetes. Doctor Eagleton checked her for that.” 


	“That’s good.” Likisha turned back to Gia with a bemused expression. “How about—?” 


	“She gets lots of backaches too,” Vicky said, eyes back on the monitor. “But that’s normal for the third trimester.” 


	Likisha’s voice rose an octave as she stared at her. “How old are you, girl?” 


	“Nine.” 


	“Going on forty.” Gia’s smile betrayed her pride in her little girl.


	“But how—?” 


	“She reads a lot. Constantly. Sometimes I have to tell her to stop reading and go out and play. She’s become a junior obstetrician since she learned I was pregnant.” 


	Jack said, “And she’ll be going for her junior pediatrician badge after the baby’s born.” 


	“Hey!” Vicky cried. “She’s sucking her thumb.” 


	“He, Vicks,” Jack said.


	‘‘‘She,’” Gia said.


	Jack shook his head. “We haven’t established the sex yet, and that looks like a he to me.” He glanced at the technician. “What do you think?” 


	“Can’t say for sure—not with the way she keeps that umbilical cord between her legs.” 


	“His legs. Okay, then. What’s your best guess?” 


	“I’m not supposed to guess. But if I was guessing, I would guess it’s a girl.” 


	Jack feigned offense. “Sure. You women already outnumber us, but does that satisfy you? Noooo. You want me to be the only male in a house full of women.” 


	Likisha smiled. “Only way to go.” 


	“Do you know for sure the baby’s not a boy?” 


	She shook her head. “No. But you do enough of these you develop a sixth sense. And my sense is saying ‘girl-girl-girl.’” 


	Jack turned to Gia. “You two worked this out beforehand, didn’t you.” 


	Gia smiled that smile and winked. “Of course we did. We’re sisters in the international feminine conspiracy to take back the world.” 


	Likisha raised a fist. “Sister power!” 


	Vicky mimicked her. “Sister power!” Then she turned to her mother. “What’s sister power?” 


	“Any names picked out?” Likisha said.


	Jack said, “Jack.” 


	Likisha shook her head. “Not very feminine.” 


	“Emma,” Gia said, smiling at Jack. “At least we agree on that. And Emma she will be.” 


	Jack groaned, then turned serious.


	“But whatever—he or she—the baby looks okay, right?” 


	Likisha nodded. “Typical thirty-two-week-old fetus with all the standard equipment in working order.” 


	Jack let out a breath. So far—except for a near miscarriage—an uneventful pregnancy. And he prayed it would remain that way. His life otherwise had been anything but—a marching band of bad news. He didn’t know if he could handle any more.


	His cell phone vibrated against his thigh.


	“Excuse me.” 


	He’d made his calls for Timmy, made his reward promises, and left Julio’s number. Then he’d picked up Gia and Vicks and brought them here.


	He stepped out into the hall and checked the caller ID: Julio.


	“What’s up?” 


	“Hey, Meng. Louie G. call. He say he got son’thin.” Julio read off a number.


	“Thanks.” 


	Jack punched it in and listened to the ring. Louie Grandinetti ran a produce supply in the west twenties. He also ran numbers. He’d give odds on anything and everything. If the meek ever inherited the earth, Louie would be making book on how long they’d keep it.


	“Yeah?” 


	“Louie? Jack. Got something?” 


	“Got a runner who told some grate sleepers to keep an eye out. One of them thinks he saw something. Might be useful, might be nothing. The guy’s an old bearded dude they call Rico. Told him to hang around Worth and Hudson. You were interested you’d stop by.” 


	Down near the financial district. Didn’t seem likely, but you never knew.


	“Thanks. I’ll check it out.” 


	“And should this pan out…” 


	“Don’t worry. I’ll be stopping by with a token of my esteem.” 


	“Luck.” 


	“Yeah.” 


	Jack felt a little tingle of anticipation. Maybe, just maybe…


	He ducked back into the ultrasonography room, where he found Gia sitting up and adjusting her clothes.


	“Gotta run.” 


	“Where?” 


	“A little business.” 


	Her eyes narrowed. “Really? Nothing rough and tumble, I trust.” 


	“Nope. Missing kid. Strictly arm’s length.” 


	“I’ve heard that before.” She reached out her hand and he clasped it. “Only two months to go, Jack. Please be careful.” 


	“1 will. I promise. If I locate the kid I call nine-one-one and walk away.” 


	“Promise?” 


	Jack held up his three middle fingers, palm out.


	“Scout’s honor.” 


	She smiled. “You were never a Scout. When did you ever join anything?” 


	“I’m joining you as soon as Abe comes through for me.” 


	Gia looked at him, locking her eyes with his. They held the stare, then she nodded.


	“A little business could be good for you, Jack. You look a lot livelier right now than you have since…” 


	She didn’t have to finish.


	Jack kissed her. “You can get home okay?” 


	She laughed. “I’m pregnant, not crippled.” 


	Jack glanced over at the monitor where Vicky still stared at the image of the baby frozen on the screen.


	“Pretty soon, Vicks.” 


	She turned to him, grinning. “Likisha’s getting me a picture so I can take it to school!” 


	“Can I get one too?” 


	“Really?” Gia said. “What for? To show around Julio’s?” 


	“Someday I’ll bore people with photos of my kids, but this one’s just for me. I want to be able to take it out and look at him whenever I want.” 


	“Her.” 
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	Jack hopped out of the cab at Hudson and Worth and looked around. He hadn’t taken time to change. Kept the jeans and beat-up bomber jacket he’d worn to the doctor’s. He noticed a bearded guy on the corner. A ragged-cut square of cardboard with a crudely printed message dangled from his neck.


	The guy could have been anywhere from forty to seventy. A flap-eared cap covered much of his head. A dirty, gray, Leland Sklar—class beard hid pretty much everything else. He wore what looked like a dozen layers of sweaters and coats, none of which had seen the inside of a washing machine since the Koch administration. He jiggled the change in the blue-and-white coffee container clutched in his gloved hand.


	Louie had said look for a beard hanging around Worth and Hudson. This could be him.


	“Cool sign,” Jack said. “How’s it working for you?” 


	“A gold mine,” he said without inflection. He kept his eyes straight ahead. “Get ‘em to smile and they part with some change.” 


	“Mickey’s got an ‘e’ in it.” 


	Still no look. “So I been told.” 


	“You Rico?” 


	Now he looked. “Yeah. You Jack?” 


	“Hear you saw something.” 


	“Maybe. Heard there was a reward for finding a red-haired kid, so I been keeping my eyes open.” 


	“And?” 


	“Follow me.” 


	He led Jack around a couple of corners, then stopped across the street from an ancient five-story, brick-fronted building.


	“I seen three guys carrying a red-haired girl through the cellar door over there.” 


	The building looked deserted. The scaffolding and boarded-up windows said remodeling in progress.


	Rico said, “Lucky thing I was looking that way because it happened so fast I’d ‘a missed it.” 


	This didn’t sound good, even if she wasn’t Timmy’s niece.


	“What was she wearing?” 


	“Couldn’t tell. Had her wrapped up in a sheet but I saw her head. Had Little Orphan Annie hair.” 


	Jack pulled out Cailin’s photo.


	“This her?” 


	“Never saw her face, but the hair’s pretty much the same.” 


	“When did all this go down?” 


	“Soon as it started gettin’ dark.” 


	“I mean what time?” 


	“Ain’t got no watch, mister.” 


	Jack did. He checked it: 5:30. Full dark now. Sunset came between four-thirty and five these days, but the streets started to murk up before that. She could have been in there for an hour or more.


	“Struggling?” 


	“Nope. Looked asleep. Or dead maybe.” 


	Cailin or not, he’d have to go take a look. As he stepped toward the curb Rico grabbed his arm.


	“Don’t I get my money?” 


	“If it’s the right girl, yeah.” 


	“How’s about a little advance? I’m a tad short.” 


	Jack nodded toward the sign. “I thought that was a gold mine.” 


	“Traffic’s been light. C’mon, man.” 


	Jack fished out a ten and gave it to him. Rico checked it, then grinned, showing both his mustard-colored teeth.


	“Bless you, sir! I’m gonna use this to buy me a nice bowl of hot chili!” 


	Jack had to smile as he crossed the street.


	Right.


	He approached the rusty, wrought-iron railing that guarded the stone steps to the cellar. He leaned over for a look. Light filtered around the edges of the chipped and warped door at the bottom. But no window.


	He stepped back and looked around. To his right he saw an alley just wide enough for a garbage can. In fact, two brimming cans stood back to back at the building line. Behind them, faint yellow light oozed from a small, street-level window. The alley dead-ended at a high brick wall.


	Jack placed a hand against each of the sidewalls and levered himself over the garbage cans, then knelt by the window. He wiped off the layer of grime and peered through. Took him a few seconds to orient himself, to make sense out of what he was seeing.


	“Shit.” 


	A naked red-haired, teenage girl was strapped to a long table. Jack didn’t need to pull out the photo again. He recognized her. Cailin wasn’t moving. Her eyes were closed. Could have been dead, but the duct tape over her mouth said otherwise. Didn’t need to gag a corpse. She looked unharmed.


	Three lean, shaggy-haired men dressed in jeans and sweatshirts hovered around her. Two stood watching as the third drew on her skin. Looked like he was using a black Sharpie to trace weird free-form outlines all over her body. The pattern reminded Jack of Maori tattoos, but much more extensive.


	On the wall behind them someone had painted an inverted pentacle in a circle.


	Jack nudged the window and felt it move. Slowly, carefully, he eased it inward but it wouldn’t pass the inch mark.


	“Come on, Bob,” said one of the watchers. “What’s taking so long?” 


	“Yeah,” said the other. “Get it fucking done.” 


	“Get off my back!” Bob said. “This has got to be done right! I do a half-assed job, it’s all for nothing.” 


	“Nothing?” The first one nudged the second and grinned as he stared at Cailin’s naked body. “Oh, 1 wouldn’t say that.” 


	The second guy thought that was real funny.


	Someone needed to bring this party to a screeching halt. The window was too small to fit through, but he could pull his Glock and break the glass. Or he could go around front and kick in the door.


	He’d promised Gia to stay arm’s length and do the 911 thing, but he couldn’t count on the cops getting here in time. Had to go in.


	He’d reached the garbage cans and was just about to hop over them when a big black Chevy Suburban chirped to a halt at the curb before the building. Jack ducked as three men dressed in black fedoras, black suits, black ties, and white shirts stepped out. Despite the darkness, all wore sunglasses. They were either trying to look like the Blues Brothers or the mythical Men in Black from UFO lore.


	Or like the two similar-looking characters Jack had dealt with last spring.


	The three made a disparate group. One was huge, one short and skinny, one somewhere between.


	They looked like they knew where they were going as they crossed the sidewalk and hurried down the cellar stairs. When Jack heard them kick in the door, he scrambled back to the window.


	The trio with the girl had heard the sound of the door—how could they not?—and drawn long knives.


	The three men in black burst in with drawn pistols.


	“Who the fuck’re you?” said the artist.


	The big guy pointed a suppressed H-K Tactical at him and fired. The bullet hit him in the nose and flung him back against the table. He hung there against Cailin’s body, then slithered to the floor, very dead. The other two immediately dropped their knives and raised their hands. But the big guy wasn’t impressed. With no hesitation and no sign of emotion he shot each once in the head.


	Phut!


	Phut!


	“Damn you, Miller!” the middle-size guy shouted. “What’d you do that for? What’s the matter with you?” 


	Miller bolstered his pistol. “Just improving the gene pool.” 


	“What about the plan? Tag them and track them, see where they hang out. See if there’s any more like them. Remember that? Ever occur to you that they inürht have been useful alive?” 


	“Buncha fucktards. Nothing useful ever coming from them.” The corners of his mouth curled up in a barely noticeable smile. “Least not now anyways.” 


	The medium guy shook his head. “All right, let’s wrap her up and get her out of here.” 


	“Let Zeklos do it. He’s gotta be good for something.” 


	The third, a buck-toothed weasel guy, shot him a venomous look, then approached Cailin.


	What the hell?


	Jack could still call the police, but the group would be long gone before they got here. Besides, he wanted to know what was going on. Who were these guys? And what did they plan to do with Cailin?


	He pulled a knit cap from his jacket pocket. Had an idea of how to find out.
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	Cal Davis averted his eyes from the girl as Zeklos began unstrapping her from the table. He wanted to stare at her, the red pubic fuzz, the small pink-tipped breasts. He didn’t like the feelings bubbling up from his core.


	“She breathing?” 


	“Yes,” Zeklos said. “I should leave the tape?” 


	“Definitely.” 


	He didn’t want her making a racket if she came to.


	He looked at Miller staring at the girl. Didn’t even bother with a corner-of-the-eye sneak. Just flat out stared.


	Goddamn loose cannon.


	“This really pisses me off,” Cal told him. “You could have waited till I pumped them a little.” 


	Miller shrugged, still staring at the girl. “The O told us we had to get here and stop them.” His smile blinked like a faulty neon sign. Bzzt: on. Bzzt: off. “We’re here, and they’re stopped. End of story.” 


	Typical Miller.


	“Okay,” Zeklos said. “She is ready.” 


	Cal looked and saw that he’d wrapped her in a sheet from the top of her head to her soles. She could have been a carpet except for the twin bulges of her breasts. He turned back to Miller.


	“All right. I’ll go up and check topside. Zeklos gets the car door. When I give the signal, hustle her up and put her in the front passenger seat. I’ll take the wheel.” 


	Miller frowned. “Why do I have to carry her?” 


	“Because you are beast of burden,” Zeklos said, his accent thicker than usual.


	Miller cocked a fist and stepped toward him. The little man flinched and backed up a step, almost tripping over one of the corpses. Miller smiled—bzzt—and lowered his fist.


	Cal gritted his teeth. “Need I remind you two lover boys that we have an unconscious teenage girl and three corpses on our hands at the moment. I’d prefer not to have to explain them.” 


	Zeklos sulked. “He keeps pulling the rope of anger.” 


	Miller shrugged and gathered up the girl. Cal followed Zeklos up the steps. As the little man crossed to the car and opened the door, someone started yelling.


	“Where’s my money, damn it? I want my goddamn money!” 


	He saw a bearded demento with a sign around his neck standing by the rear bumper, pounding on the tailgate.


	“My money, goddamn it!” 


	Cal looked up and down the sidewalk. Cold night. Not many pedestrians, and none of them close. Just the hobo.


	Perfect.


	Always good to be seen by at least one person, and the loonier the better.


	He signaled Miller in the stairwell.


	“Let’s go!” 


	As Miller hit street level with his bundle, Zeklos left the door open and hustled around the front of the car to the street side. Cal followed.


	And still the bum rattled on about his goddamn money.


	As Cal slipped behind the wheel, Miller folded the girl onto the floor in front of the passenger seat. Cal started the car and had it moving as soon as Miller hit the rear seat beside Zeklos.


	The hobo got in one more thump against the tailgate and then he was a dwindling, fist-waving figure in the rearview mirror.


	“All right,” said Zeklos, rolling the “r” harder than usual. “Now that we have girl, what we do with her?” 


	“Right good question,” said a voice from the rear that belonged to neither Miller nor Zeklos—unless one of them had developed a Southern drawl.


	Cal instinctively hit the brakes and looked in the rearview. He saw Miller sitting stiff and wide-eyed, saw Zeklos turning his head.


	“Eyes straight ahead,” the voice snapped. “And you—driver man—keep on a-movin’.” 


	Cal complied. All he could make out in the rearview was part of a third silhouette behind Miller.


	The guy drawled on. “Ah’ve got the muzzle of m’Glock pressed against the base of Miller’s skull here. Kinda wish Ah could add a sound effect, like cocking the hammer, but as you boys pro’ly know, Clocks ain’t got no external hammer. But Ah’ve got the trigger safety depressed and Ah’ll put one through Miller as quickly as he did those three creeps a few minutes ago. Quicker, maybe. So, ‘less you want to be puttin’ in a call to Mister Wolfe, Ah suggest y’all stay calm and do what yer told.” 


	Cal felt sweat begin to collect in his armpits. This guy knew their names. And he knew what Miller did in the cellar. How? Unless he’d been there, or had a video camera hidden, or was one of the Satanists—


	But he’d called them creeps.


	Cal slowed his dervishing thoughts. Never mind who or why or how. Deal with the now. That was how he’d been trained.


	What could he tell about this guy? Only his voice to go on. Caucasian male for sure. Between thirty and forty, he guessed. But that growly accent didn’t ring true. Sounded like a bad imitation of Andy Griffith. Which meant he was probably a northeasterner hiding his roots.’


	Didn’t matter if it sounded phony, though. It did the trick: If someday any of them ever heard his real voice, they’d never recognize it.


	With a stab of chagrin Cal realized that the bum banging on the tailgate hadn’t been crazy. He’d been shouting at their visitor.


	Okay. Be cool. Lighten things up a bit.


	“What’d you do? Rip off that old wino’s change cup?” 


	The guy ignored him.


	“First thing we do is collect all the bang-bangs. Driver man, you hand yer purty H-K over yer shoulder butt first. And be real easy ‘bout it. Nuthin’ cute.” 


	Hell, he even knew what they were packing.


	“Then skinny here will hand it back to me the same way.” 


	Cal did as he was told, followed by Zeklos and Miller surrendering theirs.


	“Ah do appreciate it,” said the guy. “Hey-hey. Forty-fives. Big ‘uns. But Ah guess y’all’d want subsonic rounds if you’re gonna use suppressors.” 


	This guy knew his stuff.


	“Now, Ah know y’all got backups, so send them back too.” 


	A minute later all three backups were out of reach.


	“Good. We’re off to a fine, fine start. I love these Suburbians, don’t you? So roomy in the back. Why looky here—bags o’ street clothes. This what you wear when you’re out of uniform? I think I’ll just nab one of these here shoppin’ bags. Right accommodatin’ of y’all to make it so handy.” 


	Definitely a put-on accent.


	From the rear came the sound of their weapons dropping into a bag.


	“Okay,” Cal said. “You’re holding all the cards now. What do you want? If it’s the girl, forget it. We gave you our guns, but you don’t get the girl without killing us. All of us.” 


	“Is that so? Mighty brave. But Ah’m right curious about yer plans for that sweet young thang there.” 


	“Fuck off,” Miller said, obviously forcing the words through clenched teeth.


	Cal’s first instinct had been to say the same, but he’d feared it might set something off. He bunched his shoulders, tensing for the gunshot.


	But none came.


	“Now that’s right dispolite, Mister Miller,” the guy said. “One more remark like that and Ah’ll have to put a permanent stop to yer mouth. And then I’ll move on to yer little friend here and see how anxious he is to have his teeth bucked out more than they already is. Damn, boy, that’s some set of chompers you got there. Ah bet you could eat corn on the cob through a picket fence.” 


	Cal had to smile despite the situation. He’d never heard it put that way, but the guy was dead on the mark.


	“So Ah’m asking y’all one more time: What was yer plans for the girl?” 


	Hell, might as well tell him.


	“Get her back to her family.” 


	“Really now. Well, that’s right white o’ you. And how was you plannin’ to do this fine thing?” 


	“Leave her on a park bench, call nine-one-one, and keep watch till the cops showed.” 


	“Fine idea! Let’s do ‘er!” 


	The response caught Cal off guard. If this guy wanted the same thing they wanted, why was he doing this?


	Obviously he hadn’t known their plan. Cal found that faintly reassuring: At least he didn’t know everything.


	But he seemed cool with the plan. Which meant he was looking out for the girl. And that put them on the same side.


	So weird. His training had prepared him for dealing with an enemy who had the drop on him. But a non-enemy…?


	“Where we a-goin’?” the guy said.


	“We ride around and check the parks until we find a bench where we can do a discreet drop off.” 


	“All right then, y’all stay straight ahead here on Worth. We’ll check out Columbus Park when we come to ‘er.” 


	This guy—definitely a New Yorker.


	They cruised Worth, passing the Javits Federal Building on the right, and came to a park on the left. Looked deserted. A wrought-iron fence ringed the perimeter. Benches had been placed outside the fence in alcoves along the sidewalk.


	“Turn onto Mulberry,” the guy said. “And go slow.” 


	Cal complied.


	As they approached one of the bench alcoves the guy said, “Okay, stop. Them benches look like good ‘uns. We’ll put ‘er there. Driver man, you’ll do the honors.” 


	Cal pulled into the curb and hurried to the passenger side. One quick look around to make sure no one was nearby, then he bundled the girl in his arms and hurried her over to the bench. He stretched her out and pulled the sheet down to expose her face. If she stayed out here like this too long she’d freeze to death. But if Emergency Services did their job, she’d be in the back of an ambulance long before.


	It occurred to Cal then that he could simply take off and leave the ersatz Southerner with Miller and Zeklos. Then what would he do?


	He shook off the idea. Yeniçeri didn’t run out on each other. No one, alive or dead, was ever left behind.


	He hopped back into the front seat and got the car moving.


	“Make the call,” the guy said. “Then let’s find us a place where we can sit and watch.” 


	Cal found a spot near the corner of White and Baxter that gave them a clear view of the bench. A minute after they’d settled in he saw a figure strolling by. The man stopped at the bench, bent for a closer look. Cal watched him fumble his cell out of a pocket and start hitting buttons. That done, he took off his overcoat and draped it over the girl.


	This city had a bad rap for being rude and uncaring. Yeah, it had its share of creeps, but it also housed millions of good Samaritans.
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	An ambulance finally arrived and they all watched until it loaded the girl and roared away.


	Now what? Cal thought.


	The guy must have read his mind.


	“Okay. We got ‘er done. Now let’s move this party up to Canal Street.” 


	“What for?” 


	“That’s where you’re a-droppin’ me off.” 


	Dropping him off… Cal liked the sound of that.


	They reached Canal, bustling despite the cold.


	“This here looks good. Pull over and pop the tailgate.” 


	“And what if I don’t?” 


	“Then I step over some twitchin’ bodies and go out a side door. Yer call.” 


	Cal pulled over and popped the tailgate.


	“I’ll drop this bag o’ guns off in a trash can about a block upstream. You can pick ‘em up there.” 


	As the guy turned to go, Miller swung an arm back and grabbed the sleeve of his jacket—just a few fingers’ worth. In a blur of motion the guy had the muzzle of the Glock between Miller’s eyes.


	“Miller, no!” 


	“That’s right, Miller. Y’all’ve played real nice up till now. Let’s not go ruin it.” 


	Cal tried to see his face but could make out only a few features in the darkness back there. His hand snaked toward the courtesy-light button, but he pulled it back. Not a good idea to startle the guy while he had a gun to Miller’s head.


	“Not ruining anything,” Miller said softly. “Just want to know where I can get in touch with you, so we can, you know, grab a beer, get acquainted.” 


	“You can’t.” 


	“Who are you?” Cal said. Not that he expected an answer.


	“No one.” 


	“Who’re you working for?” 


	“Me.” 


	And then the guy was out of the car and walking away with his shopping bag.


	“After that son of a bitch!” Miller said.


	Cal’s sentiments exactly. But backing up on Canal was out of the question. So was a U-turn. Had to be on foot.


	He jumped out of the car and hurried along the sidewalk, angling this way and that through the pedestrians. Miller started out behind but soon took the lead. Cal could tell by the bunch of his huge shoulders that he was in a barely contained rage, ready to grab and toss aside anyone who got in his way. People must have sensed that because they veered out of his path.


	They collected stares, and why not. Three guys in black suits and hats and dark glasses barreling along the sidewalk.


	“Hey!” said Zeklos from the rear. “I have found them!” 


	Cal turned and saw him by a trash can holding a Gristedes shopping bag. He reached Zeklos first and had the bag tucked under his arm by the time Miller arrived.


	“Gimme mine,” Miller said.


	Cal shook his head. “Not here.” 


	Miller’s face reddened. “I want—” 


	Cal nodded toward the subway entrance on the corner.


	“He’s gone. We’ll never catch him now.” 


	Miller surprised him by smiling—a real smile lasting more than a nanosecond. “That’s what you think. And that’s what he thinks. But you’re both wrong.” 


	“Care to enlighten me?” 


	“You know those RF transponders we were gonna use to trace the creeps?” 


	“Yeah. So—?” And then he understood. “You stuck one on him?” 


	“Damn straight. When I grabbed his coat.” 


	Cal had to smile. “Miller, sometimes you really surprise me.” 


	“Not as surprised as this asshole when we show up at his front door.” 


	Zeklos was rubbing his mouth.


	“My teeth are not so bad as he say, yes?” 
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	What a weird night.


	Jack sat alone at his table in Julio’s. After training up from Chinatown he’d stopped in to do some thinking over a brew or two. Halfway through his first and still hadn’t found any answers.


	For a while there he hadn’t been sure he’d ever make it back, not with how Rico had almost blown it. He’d seen Jack climb into the rear of the Suburban and decided it was time to collect his money.


	But the suits had been too intent on getting the girl into the car to pay any attention. Just another sidewalk crazy.


	The suits… those three guys… armed to the teeth with quality heat and about as ruthless as they come. What were they—vigilantes?


	And what was it with the black suits and fedoras? Some sort of uniform?


	What Jack really wanted to know was where they’d gotten their information. They’d burst in as if they knew exactly what they’d find. But the question was, had they been there to interrupt some sort of ceremony and save the victim, or was it Cailin in particular they were protecting? Was there something special about her?


	And who the hell sent them? Timmy?


	Just then the man in question turned from the bar and, cell phone in hand, all but fell over himself rushing to his table.


	“Jack! My God, Jack, you did it!” 


	“Did what?” 


	Timmy sat and lowered his voice. “My sister just called. They found Cailin out cold on a park bench downtown.” 


	“Great! She okay?” 


	“Yes! That’s the beauty part. She was drugged but she’s out of it now. No sign of being, you know, molested or anything. The only thing out of line was her clothes were missing and someone had drawn these designs all over her body. Really weird-looking stuff, according to Sally.” 


	“Well, that’s great news.” 


	“Trouble is the cops want to take pictures of the squiggles and Sally’s fighting them. They say it’s a clue and it’s evidence, she says she’s not going to have pictures of her little girl in the buff floating around every precinct locker room in the city.” He puddled up and sniffed. “Thanks, Jack.” 


	“What makes you so sure I had anything to do with it?” 


	“Come on, Jack. You bullshitting a bullshitter?” 


	This was always a problem when he did something for someone he knew—something they might want to brag about. Yeah, I told this friend of mine and he took care of it for me. Just like that. And then people want to know who the friend is. Most of Jack’s fix-its involved means and methods that his paying customers preferred not to be connected with, so they kept mum.


	Just as Jack would keep mum and let that good Samaritan get all the credit for finding her. The downside of that was he’d have to pay Louie and the two or three connections downstream from him—including crazy Rico—out of his own pocket, probably to the tune of a couple of grand.


	But it was worth it. Jack hadn’t felt this alive in weeks.


	“You put anyone else on her trail, Timmy?” 


	“You’re the only guy like you I know.” 


	Jack didn’t know whether to believe him or not.


	“Well, Tim, maybe she was kidnapped by some mad doodler who wanted her to be a living work of art.” 


	“Doodler? Guy’s a sicko.” 


	Okay. He talked like the snatch was a solo act and he’d just used the present tense. Obviously he didn’t know what had gone down in that basement.


	Timmy was staring at him. “You sure you didn’t have anything to do with this?” 


	Jack lifted a hand, palm out. “I made some calls, but Timmy I swear I did not put your niece on that bench.” 


	“Okay, then.” He rose and extended his hand. “But thanks anyway for trying. I’ve got to get down to the hospital. I—” Timmy stopped, frowned, and pointed to the bench next to Jack. “Hey, you got something stuck on your coat.” 


	And then he was heading for the door.


	Jack looked down at his bomber jacket and saw a black, dime-size disk stuck to the leather. He pulled it off and held it up to the light.


	Damn thing looked like an electronic bug or—


	He went cold.


	Or a tracking device.


	And if so, he’d led them here.


	But maybe not yet. Maybe he still had a chance.


	Timmy, he thought as he hopped from his seat and hurried toward Julio’s front door, you just paid me back more than you’ll ever know.
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	Cal rode shotgun with the mobile tracking receiver on his lap while Zeklos drove and Miller hung over the backrest, watching the blip on the tracker.


	“Looks like Upper West Side,” Miller said.


	Cal nodded as he studied the screen. Things looked good. They were stuck on Amsterdam and 70th in the perpetual traffic jam where Broadway pushed through on a diagonal. The transponder was signaling from almost dead ahead. The guy hadn’t moved for maybe ten minutes.


	“Mid eighties is my guess.” 


	Zeklos said, “It will not be long now.” 


	They’d already had the tracking receiver in the car because the original plan—before Miller killed them—had been to follow the three mouth breathers to others of their breed. But the black suits were a problem, so they’d stopped long enough for a change. The suits had their uses, but not when sneaking up on somebody who might have an eye out for them. They’d chosen nondescript civvies from the collection in the back of the truck, but layered. Who knew—they might have to spend some time out in the cold.


	“My guess is he’s home.” 


	Miller leaned back.


	“Isn’t that nice. Probably warming his feet by a fire. Hope he’s comfy. He’s about to have company.” 


	“Yes, he is, but no shooting unless you have to. I want to know who this guy is and where he fits into the big picture.” 


	“Fine,” Miller said, “but he’s got some dues to pay for sticking that gun in the back of my neck.” 


	Miller… a goddamn loose cannon. And Zeklos… Zeklos had competency issues.


	“Look, he could have pulled the trigger, but he didn’t. He didn’t mess with the girl and he gave us back our hardware. We’re no worse for the wear. Not even a scratch. So ease up.” 


	“Nobody does that to me and walks away scot-free.” 


	“Yes,” said Zeklos. “And I do not forget what he has said about my teeth.” 


	Cal ground his own teeth.


	“You guys got the best look at him. Remember anything else about him?” 


	Zeklos shrugged. “Average-looking man. In the middle of his thirties perhaps. Leather jacket and jeans.” 


	“Wasn’t very big, I can tell you that,” Miller said.


	“Short?” 


	“Nah. In between.” 


	“Great. An average-looking, average-height guy in his mid-thirties dressed like a zillion others like him. What happened to all your observational training?” 


	“His knit hat—it was pulled low,” Zeklos said. “That hides very much.” 


	“We’re going to have to be right on top of him before we know it’s him.” 


	Zeklos said, “I will know him when I see him. And then we see who has bad teeth.” 


	Cal turned back to the screen and saw something he didn’t like.


	“Damn! He’s moving again.” 


	Miller bungeed up against the backrest. “Where?” 


	“Looks like downtown. Make your next right, Zek. Maybe we can head him off.” 


	Crosstown was a slow go, but when they hit Central Park West the transponder was signaling from the right.


	“He’s downtown from here. Go!” 


	The trouble with these RF trackers was they didn’t give you a good idea of distance to the object. Could be three cars ahead, could be a mile.


	They followed the signal down Broadway and had just passed Times Square when it suddenly veered to the left and then behind.


	“Stop!” 


	The truck was still moving as Cal jumped out with the tracking receiver in hand. He ran back and watched the blip veer right. He looked up and saw a guy in an overcoat getting out of a cab.


	“There he is!” 


	The guy looked up, surprised, then terrified as Miller and Zeklos closed in on him.


	“Wait,” Zeklos said. “This is not him.” 


	Miller was shaking his head. “Yeah. Too tall.” 


	“Check the driver,” Cal said.


	Miller yanked open the door and hauled out a confused and frightened-looking black guy babbling in some foreign tongue.


	Strike two.


	But the tracker said the transponder was here.


	Cal checked the rear of the cab, the fenders, the trunk lid, the license—


	There. A black disk stuck to the license plate. Cal ripped it off.


	The bastard.


	“Let them go, guys.” He held up the disk. “Looks like we’ve got a player on our hands.” An idea struck. “You!” he said to the passenger, who still had a deer-in-the-headlights expression. “Where’d you catch this cab?” 


	“C-C-Columbus.” 


	“Where on Columbus?” 


	“The eighties, I think.” 


	“You think?” 


	“I wasn’t watching. I kept walking as I looked for a cab.” 


	Cal turned back toward the car. “All right. Columbus in the eighties. That’s where we’re going.” 


	Zeklos moaned. “We will never find him.” 


	“You’re probably right. But who knows? We may get lucky.” 
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	The obvious move would have been to go home and keep his head down. But Jack wanted to know if the suits had been able to triangulate on him. If so, they’d either wait outside Julio’s to grab him, or follow him home.


	So after sticking the disk on that cab’s license plate, he’d returned to the table and kept an eye on the door and front window.


	Half an hour passed with nothing. Then an hour. Good. Looked like he’d been lucky. But just to be sure, he’d duck out through the back alley.


	He was reaching for his jacket when he saw a familiar face pop into view outside the front window.


	Jack ducked his head as alarm dieseled through his gut. What had they called the little guy? Zeklos? Whatever. No mistaking his Freddie Mercury overbite. They’d found him.


	Or had they? They hadn’t seen much of him, didn’t even know his hair color. Maybe…


	No, had to assume the worst.


	So much for luck.


	He rose and strolled to the bar where he motioned Julio over. The muscular little man leaned close. A cloying odor preceded him.


	Jack winced. Where did he find these colognes?


	Julio frowned. “You don’ like my new scent, meng?” 


	“It exceeds your usual standards. You should buy another bottle and throw them both away.” Jack leaned closer. “Might be a little trouble.” 


	Julio glanced around and smoothed his pencil-thin mustache with a thumb and forefinger.


	“Yeah? Who?” 


	Jack had been watching the window from the corner of his eye, and now he saw Miller’s face pop up and down.


	That nailed it. They’d found him.


	“They’re outside. Probably three of them. Might come in, might not. But it wouldn’t hurt to get folks properly arranged.” 


	“Okay. I spread the word. Where you gon’ be?” 


	Jack looked around. Good question.


	“Lend me your zapper.” 
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	Cal watched Miller dodge a cab as he hurried back from the bar across the street.


	“Him all right.” 


	“Did I not tell you?” Zeklos said.


	Cal said, “Did he see you? Either of you?” 


	Miller shook his head. “He was too busy talking to the bartender.” 


	Zeklos stared across the street at the bar. “It is a strange place, yes? All of the plants in the window, they are dead. Why hang plants if one is not going to care for them?” 


	“Worry about that later,” Cal said. “Let’s find our vantage points and wait for him to come out.” 


	Miller was still shaking his head. “Uh-uh. We go in in uniform and drag him out.” 


	“Listen to me,” Cal said, fighting a burst of anger. “I’m team leader and I say—” 


	“You were team leader for getting the girl. That’s over and done. Now there is no team. We’re just three yeniçeri out to find out who’s screwing with us.” 


	He’d been seeing a steady decline in yeniçeri discipline in the last year. Here was further proof.


	Cal turned to Zeklos. “What do you say?” 


	Zeklos shrugged and looked away. “I do not wish for hours to stand in this freezing cold.” 


	Cal found himself speechless for a few heartbeats. Zeklos hated Miller. Cal couldn’t believe he’d take his side on anything. But then again, it was pretty damn cold.


	Miller clapped his hands. “I guess that’s it then. Let’s get into uniform.” 


	“Why not just do it now—as we are?” 


	Miller shook his head. “No way. This is a public appearance and I want it known that this jerk was hauled away by men in black.” 


	Cal sighed. “All right. But one of us should be stationed at that alley over there, just in case there’s a back way out.” 


	“Good idea,” Miller said. “Zeklos—think you can handle that without screwing up?” 


	The little man glowered at him. “You are driving the car of obnoxiousness, Miller.” 


	He turned and started across the street.


	“You forgot your suit,” Miller said.


	Without turning, Zeklos raised his right hand and gave the single-digit salute.


	“You’ve been coming down pretty heavy on him. Lighten up.” 


	Miller snarled. “Everybody cuts him too much slack. He’s a fuck-up. We trusted him with that simple hit-and-run last November and he blew it. He should be working in Home Depot or something.” 


	They returned to the Suburban where they struggled back into their black suits, ties, hats, and sunglasses.


	Back on the sidewalk Cal gave himself the up and down, then Miller. They both looked rumpled.


	“Not exactly our usual clean, pressed look.” 


	“It’ll do.” Miller pulled out his H-K and checked the breech. “What do you think: yes or no to the suppressors?” 


	“Yes. They’re scary.” 


	“Okay. Let’s do it.” 


	“Do what, exactly? What’s the plan? We need to be synched up before we go in there.” 


	“We’ll keep it simple. We go in guns out. You keep everyone down—maybe crease one or two if they start to look restless—while I grab the asshole and haul him out. We jump in the car, blindfold him, then take him Home where we can work on him. Good enough?” 


	No. It was cowboy stuff. Cal preferred a more finessed approach.


	“I’d rather let him come to us. Grab him out here.” 


	Miller turned on him. “Look. I’m going in. Either you’re with me or you ain’t, but I’m going in.” 


	Discipline… going, going…


	Cal sighed. “Okay. Let’s go.” 


	He let Miller take the lead, and nodded to Zeklos standing at the mouth of the alley. Then they were through the door and standing just inside it with their pistols waving back and forth.


	“This is gonna make you think you’re in a bad movie,” Miller shouted, “but if everyone sits quiet, no one gets hurt.” 


	Cal scanned the room. To the right nothing but empty tables, a jukebox, and the dead plants. A couple of guys at the bar along the left wall. Another dozen-fifteen guys sat at tables arranged in a semicircle across the middle of the room. No one to either side… everyone in front of them. Something wrong with this picture but he couldn’t say just what.


	“Which one is he?” 


	Miller looked around. “Fuck! I don’t—” 


	Cal froze at the unmistakable sound of a hammer being cocked—no, many hammers cocking.


	Pistols had appeared all over the room—semiautomatics and revolvers of all shapes and sizes and finishes.


	Cal’s saliva turned to dust.


	Now he knew what had bothered him: The arrangement of chairs and tables allowed for perfect field of fire on the doorway.


	“I missed that,” someone said. “Who won’t get hurt?” 


	“Say hello to my little fren’,” said a voice to his left.


	Cal glanced over and found himself looking down the barrels of a sawed-off ten-gauge coach gun. This close they looked like the entrance to the Mid-town Tunnel.


	“Okay, easy now,” he told the little guy with highly developed muscles and a very low temperature in his eyes. “Eeeeeeasy.” 


	“Be happy my little fren’ don’t say hello first. She speak double-ought.” 


	Cal didn’t know if the guy was putting him on with the accent, but did know a sweat had just broken out all over his body. What kind of place was this? Like an armed camp. It gave him a surreal feeling, like he’d stepped into a saloon in the old West.


	He lowered his pistol and raised his empty left hand.


	“Our mistake. Sorry.” He took a step back. “We’ll be going now.” 


	Miller didn’t budge, still had his muzzle pointed toward the room. Cal grabbed his arm and squeezed.


	“I said we’ll be going now.” 


	Miller seemed to come out of a trance. He lowered his pistol and together they backed out the door. Derisive laughter followed them into the night.


	“What the fuck?” Miller said through clenched teeth.


	Cal’s sentiments exactly. “Great plan.” 


	“Hey, how was I to know? You ever been in a place like that? You ever even heard of a place like that?” 


	“Maybe in Deadwood.” 


	“Fucking humiliating.” 


	Yeah, it was. Cal wondered if his face looked as red as it felt.


	“At least we got out with our skins.” 


	“Since when was that ever enough?” Miller raised his pistol. “I’ve a mind to go back in and—” 


	“Don’t be an idiot. If the bartender’s ten-gauge doesn’t cut you in half, the rest of them will Swiss you.” 


	“We don’t even know those were real guns.” 


	“Oh, they were real all right. But where was our guy? Hiding or ducking out the back? He wouldn’t know we left someone stationed outside.” 


	The Miller smile buzzed on and off. “Hey, right. Let’s—” 


	Miller froze as he glanced over Cal’s shoulder. Cal turned and realized why: Zeklos lay crumpled across the mouth of the alley.
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	Jack sat in the back of an idling cab upstream from Julio’s. He’d flagged it after using Julio’s stun baton on the buck-toothed guy.


	Good plan to watch the alley. Not good if the guy you were watching for had already slipped out of said alley.


	Jack simply could have walked away then, but figured they’d keep looking for him. He wanted to send them packing, so he’d zapped Zeklos. It had been almost too easy. The guy had been so focused on the alley that he hadn’t heard Jack come up behind him.


	Now he watched as they helped their staggering third member to the Suburban.


	Time to go home, guys.


	As the Suburban lurched away from the curb, Jack tapped on the plastic screen between him and the cabby.


	“Go.” 


	He sat back and wondered again about these guys. They’d worked like a well-oiled team downtown, but up here they looked more like the Three Stooges.


	The cabby’s license said his name was Ibrahim Something-or-other, and he was good at tailing. He kept two or three cars behind, changed lanes back and forth, letting other cabs slip behind the Suburban. Anyone watching for a tail wouldn’t have a chance of making them. Jack wondered if in his pre-immigration life Ibrahim might have been an operative of some sort in Kabul or the like.


	The Suburban reached the West Side Highway and took it all the way down to the tip of Manhattan, then entered the Brooklyn-Battery Tunnel.


	Jack couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken the Battery, but he had memories of it being shabbier. Looked like they’d spruced it up—the tiled walls seemed pretty clean and the ceiling looked new. A long tunnel, curving this way and that under lower New York Harbor.


	The toll was on the Brooklyn side. The Suburban didn’t have E-ZPass but the cab did, which meant Jack was through the toll first.


	“Go slow, Ib. Let them pass you.” 


	They did, and led them straight into Red Hook.


	Jack had never been to Red Hook; looking around he could see why. Lots of dock but little else. Poor, dirty, unkempt, but old too. So old and ill-maintained that a few streets still had their original cobblestones; Jack’s head hit the taxi’s ceiling a couple of times as they bounced and jounced along.


	Red Hook had a slapped-together look, without a hint of a plan or continuity. As if buildings from all over the city, from all eras of its history, had been teleported here and plopped down willy-nilly.


	But the worst part: almost no traffic.


	“Be careful here, Ib,” he told the driver. “We’re going to stick out. Put on your off-duty light and give them a couple-three blocks lead. Try paralleling them.” 


	That proved difficult. Most of the streets were one-way, but a lot T-boned into others, necessitating a quick right or left. But Ibrahim was good. Parallel-ing the Suburban placed Jack two blocks away, which was not a bad thing. He figured he could give them a longer leash here. Red Hook was small and bounded by water on three sides. On their present course they couldn’t get too far too fast without landing in the East River.


	The Suburban stopped in front of a small, three-story brick warehouse across the street from Red Hook Park. WHOLESALE FURNITURE was printed in faded white letters across its front.


	Jack dropped to his knees on the floor.


	“Keep moving.” 


	Peeking out the lower edge of the window he saw the three of them—the little guy under his own power now—walking toward the warehouse door. Miller stopped and stared.


	Jack ducked lower as they passed. And as he did the skin on the front of his chest began to itch and burn. But the sensation faded almost as quickly as it had come.


	He had Ibrahim stop out of sight around the corner.


	Decision time: Cab home and check this place out tomorrow, or watch now?


	He decided to give it an hour.


	He handed Ibrahim a hundred-dollar bill and had him drive around until he found an unlit stretch on the edge of the park with a view of the building. Jack noticed that all the windows—at least all he could see—had been bricked over.


	Strange.


	“Okay, Ib. Get comfortable.” 


	The headlights went out, the engine and heater stayed on. The Ib-man snored. Jack watched.
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	The Oculus sat up in bed. What had awakened him? He heard faint echoes of the yeniçeri arguing on the ground floor, but they argued a lot lately.


	Had Diana called to him?


	He rose from his bed and padded to her door. He eased it open and saw the thirteen-year-old sleeping peacefully in her bed.


	He started back to his own bed.


	What had—?


	And then he froze as an odd feeling crept over him.


	Fear?


	No… something else. Something wonderful.


	Someone special was nearby. His proximity—his very existence—was momentous.


	The Oculus had assumed his existence, but now, to have it confirmed…


	A lump formed in this throat. After the terrible events of the past few years, he’d fallen into despair, almost given up hope. But now he knew all was not lost. They still had a chance.


	He sat cross-legged on the bed, closed his eyes, and waited.
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	“I want you out!” Miller shouted.


	Cal stood with the six yeniçeri who’d pulled guard duty tonight, listening to Miller rage at Zeklos.


	They’d gathered on the first floor of the warehouse that made up the Northeast Home. It had once been the New York Home, but that was when there had been more Oculi. And more yeniçeri.


	The concrete floor lay open around them. The windows had been bricked up. The far right corner was walled off into a lounging area, with lockers, easy chairs, TV, microwave, and fridge. The top floor—the third—was laid out the same.


	The Oculus and his daughter occupied the middle level.


	A good, solid, defensible structure. Cal would be sad to leave it, but staying in one place too long these days was inviting disaster.


	As soon as they’d returned from Manhattan, Miller had called the three guards down from the top floor. He’d said he wanted a brief confab, but it turned out to be a dump-on-Zeklos session.


	The guy in question stood apart, shoulders slumped, head down, staring at his shoes.


	Miller had a point, but Cal felt sorry for the little guy. Blackball him? Was Miller going to push it that far? The procedure was in place for banishing an incompetent or uncooperative yeniçeri, but Cal had never seen it used. He knew Miller hadn’t either.


	“You’re a complete fuck-up! We gave you a simple job to do—watch the alley. Just watch it and if you saw the guy, hold him until we got there. That was all. You got the job because I thought even you couldn’t fuck up something that simple. But you did. Royally. I’ve had it!” 


	“The very same would have happened to you, Miller,” Zeklos said without looking up. His voice was low, barely audible.


	“I don’t think so.” 


	“You would have made same mistake as I. I did what I was supposed to: I watch alley. But none of us—you included—guess that he was already out on street. He would have snucked up on you just like me.” 


	Miller sneered. “He might have tried to, but I’d’ve caught him. Id’ve been watching three-sixty.” 


	Zeklos gingerly rubbed his neck where the stun gun had burned him.


	“He hurt me. He knock me out. I have soil my pants and had to change them. Is that not enough? I should not be eating the corn of humiliation too.” 


	Miller’s laugh had a nasty edge to it. ” ‘Corn of humiliation’? Where do you come up with this shit? Is it some sort of Romanian thing?” 


	Cal had heard enough. Miller needed to vent, and justly so, but Zeklos had suffered enough.


	“Okay, let’s all take a breather and cool off. By tomor—” 


	“Tomorrow, hell!” Miller said. “This guy’s a menace, not just to anyone who gets stuck working with him, but to the MV itself. I want him out. As soon as we can get a quorum together, I want a vote so we can settle this once and for all.” 


	This wouldn’t be happening if the Twins were still around. The matter would have been brought before them for a decision. But they’d disappeared almost a year ago and command structure had been slowly going to hell ever since.


	“That’s pretty harsh,” Cal said. “And I don’t think you’ve got the support.” 


	“Oh no?” Miller turned to the other yeniçeri. “You all remember last November, right? The first time we let Zeklos solo. A simple hit and run. Nothing to it, right? But what does he do? He screws up!” 


	Zeklos, head still down, said, “The steering… it fail me.” 


	“No,” Miller said, jabbing a finger at him. “You failed. The target is still walking around! You blew that window of opportunity and we haven’t had another.” He turned back to the other yeniçeri. “Am I right or am I right?” 


	“Damn right!” said one of the guards.


	“Yeah,” said another.


	Cal noticed that it was Hursey and Jolliff doing the talking. Both were part of Miller’s claque. When off duty they followed him around like dogs.


	The divisiveness was more fallout from the Twins’ absence. Cal had tried to fill the void but he had no mandate.


	“And why is he here? Think about it: His Oculus was killed.” 


	“Not fair, Miller,” Cal said. “Lots of Oculi have been killed in the past year, not just Zeklos’s.” 


	“Yeah, but Zeklos is here, alive and well, while all of his Romanian yeniçeri brothers are dead. How do we explain that?” He pointed at Zeklos. “Where were you—hiding under a rock?” 


	Finally Zeklos lifted his head. His eyes blazed.


	“I was at home. I had illness, much illness!” 


	“Yeah, sure. We’ll have to take your word on that. But the fact remains that your Oculus is dead and you’re not.” He held up his index finger. “That’s strike one. Then you screwed up the hit and run.” A second digit popped up. “Strike two. And tonight you let that guy get away.” A third finger joined the others. “Three strikes and you’re out.” 


	Cal saw other heads nodding—all six now.


	Miller was making a good case. Things didn’t look good for Zeklos. But then, this was hardly a quorum.


	And yeah, Zeklos wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but blackballed? What else did the guy have?


	About as much as I do, Cal thought. Nothing.


	He raised his hands. “Let’s not be too hasty here. We don’t have to resort to such extreme measures.” 


	He glanced at Zeklos and cringed inside at the light of hope in his eyes. How long would that last?


	“What’s extreme?” Miller said. “You’re either in or you’re out, part of the team or not. No in between.” 


	“Just hear me out.” He turned to Zeklos. “Zek, you’ve got to know you’ve been screwing up. Even you have to admit that.” 


	Zeklos’s gaze returned to his shoes as he nodded.


	Miller said, “Well, then, I guess it’s unanimous.” 


	Cal shot him a look. “What I’m proposing here is something like a tune-up. Go back to training camp for a refresher.” 


	Zeklos’s head snapped up. “But I am yeniçeri!” 


	“Of course you are, but sometimes our skills get rusty. It can happen to the best of us.” 


	“I cannot go back to b-b-be trainee!” 


	“Consider it like baseball. Just think of it as getting sent down to the minor leagues for a while.” Cal looked at Miller. “Will that satisfy you?” 


	Miller shrugged. “As long as he’s out of here.” 


	“I do not know this minor league,” Zeklos said with a trace of defiance. “But I know I am full yeniçeri, and I do not go back to play with children.” 


	Cal locked eyes with him. “If you don’t, Miller’s going to call a vote. And then you might not be any kind of yeniçeri.” 


	Come on, Zeklos, he thought, trying for telepathy. I’m offering you a chance. Take it.


	Instead, Zeklos’s eyes took on an Et-tu-Brute? look. Then he squared his shoulders and looked around.


	“I am going home.” 


	“Okay,” Cal said. “I know it’s a tough decision. Think on it, then come back in the morning.” 


	Zeklos didn’t nod, didn’t shake his head. He simply turned and walked out the door.


	13


	Jack straightened in the backseat when he saw someone step out of the warehouse. The skinny little buck-toothed guy they’d called Zeklos started walking away.


	He rapped on the plastic barrier and startled Ibrahim out of his doze.


	“Get ready to move.” 


	They watched him until he turned right a block and a half away.


	“Let’s go.” 


	“Follow him? But there is no traffic. He will see us.” 


	“Just drive around. I’ll stay down. Third time you pass him—if it comes to that—ask how to get to some street.” 


	Jack slouched low in the seat as the cab started to move. He scratched his chest as they passed the warehouse. The skin had started to itch and burn again but, as before, quickly passed. He wondered about that but let it go.


	“You are not a killer?” Ibrahim said.


	The question startled Jack.


	“Why do you ask?” 


	“I see this movie—Collateral—where killer takes taxi to killings. It is directed by Michael Mann. I am liking this film, but I do not want to be driving a killer.” 


	Jack had to smile. “No, not a killer. Just need to talk to one of these guys alone. That’s all. Just talk.” 


	They turned onto Columbia, a wider, busier two-way. Good.


	Jack peeked through the rear corner of his window as they passed Zeklos. He walked with his head down, his hands in his pockets. The picture of dejection. Someone wasn’t having a good day.


	“Is this an exciting thing you do?” Ibraham said.


	“Not very.” 


	“Oh. That is too bad.” 


	“Hey, exciting isn’t always fun.” 


	After what Jack had been through lately, unexciting was a major plus.


	“I think maybe you could tell me what you do here and I can write screenplay that I sell to movies.” 


	“Screenplay?” 


	Had he somehow made a wrong turn and wound up in L.A.?


	“Yes. I sell it to Hollywood. Maybe Michael Mann direct.” 


	“Maybe he will. If he does, you’ll be set for life.” 


	As Ibrahim did a wide swing through the neighborhood, Jack switched his focus to the street signs they passed, trying to orient himself. Most had names; he’d have preferred numbers. As they returned, going the opposite direction, Jack snapped out of his slouch.


	Where’d he go?


	They’d reached the fringe of what might pass for a business district. All the stores were closed, but a triangular Red Hook Lager sign glowed in the window of a bar on the right.


	“Wait here. I’ll look inside.” 


	When Jack reached the door—the place called itself the Elbow Room—he pulled it open only a couple of inches. And there at the bar, tossing back a shooter of something, sat his guy.


	Jack peeled off another C-note as he hurried back to the cab.


	“Here.” He handed it through the window. “Find a place nearby to wait and I’ll give you Ben’s twin brother.” 


	“How long?” 


	“Give it an hour.” 


	“I don’t know…” 


	“How many weeknights you make this much an hour?” 


	Ibrahim agreed to wait. Jack took his cell number and headed back to the bar.
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	The Oculus’s eyes snapped open.


	No!


	After growing momentarily stronger, the wonderful feeling, the sense of a special presence, had faded as quickly and mysteriously as it had come.


	Why? Why hadn’t he come forward? He must know he’d be welcomed.


	Or had he been there at all? The Oculus didn’t think he’d imagined it, but circumstances were so dark and dire right now… perhaps wishful thinking on his part.


	No… he’d felt what he’d felt, sensed what he’d sensed. But it was gone now.


	It almost seemed as if someone or something was teasing him.


	The Oculus laid back and hoped that whoever it was would return. And soon.


	They needed him.
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	Whoa, Jack thought as Zeklos downed his sixth shot of Cuervo Gold in twenty minutes. Either he’s a competition drinker or he’s got sorrows to drown.


	Jack figured on the latter.


	He’d slipped in and situated himself with his back to the weasel and the rest of the room, but opposite an ancient Miller High Life sign. It showed a red witch drinking a beer as she rode a crescent moon. He’d chosen this particular sign because it was mirrored, allowing him to watch without being seen as he nursed a beer.


	Wasted subterfuge, it seemed. Zeklos sat with his head down, his attention fixed on his drinking. Only time he’d look up was to signal for another. Jack probably could have sat one stool away and never been recognized. Didn’t speak to anyone, and no one spoke to him. A good indication that he wasn’t a regular.


	Six shots seemed to do it for the guy. He rose, tossed a few bills onto the bar, and made for the door. Not exactly staggering, but definitely weaving. Jack gave him a minute, then followed.


	He spotted him going back the way he’d come. Heading for the warehouse? No, he stayed on Columbia and kept going until he came to a cluster of three row houses standing alone midblock; any neighboring buildings had been demolished. Zeklos stopped at a narrow door on the end unit, keyed it open, and stepped inside.


	Jack crossed to the far side of the street and watched to see if a light came on. It did: second-floor window on the left.


	Okay. He strolled back across the street, fishing his lock-picking kit out of a pocket. He’d brought it along in case he had to bypass a lock or two to get to Cailin. Lucky thing. Though it hadn’t been necessary then, it would come in handy now.


	He stepped up to the door, glanced around—no one in sight—then checked out the lock.


	And groaned.


	A Medco Maxum. The place must have been ripped off in the past and someone opted for extra security. These were bitches to pick. Even with a gun it would take him a lot of fiddling before he got it open—if he got it open—and all that time he’d be exposed to whoever passed by.


	The units to his right each had a fire escape fixed to the front, but not this one. Had to have one somewhere. City code demanded it for buildings three stories and up. He walked around the left side and found it: a classic cage-and-diagonal-ladder model. Less light back here too. Perfect.


	He couldn’t haul down the sliding lower ladder—the racket would wake the dead—so he examined the wall under the escape. The building was brick and old. Somewhere in time someone had decided to paint it green. A lot of that had chipped off, leaving the original red peeking through. Gave it a real Christmasy feel.


	Finally he found what he needed: A slightly protruding brick at knee level.


	He wedged the outside sole of his boot atop the tiny ledge and leaped. His hands found the railing. Slowly, carefully, quietly he pulled himself up to where he could climb over the top into the cage.


	That done, he peeked through the window and found an empty bedroom, lights out. The illumination leaking from the hall showed a single dresser and an unmade bed. Jack tested the lower sash and smiled when it rose. He eased it up, slipped inside as quickly as he could, and shut the window. Cold air would give him away.


	He pulled the Glock from the small of his back and held it at the ready. His plan was simple: Get the drop on Zeklos and see what info he could squeeze out of him.


	He peeked around the doorjamb and found the man in question sitting at his kitchen table. Tears ran down his cheeks. He’d positioned the muzzle of his silenced H-K under his chin. A finger trembled on the trigger.


	Jack leaped into the room and grabbed the barrel, angling it away. The weapon discharged. Plaster puffed and a silver-dollar-size pock appeared in the wall.


	He snatched the pistol from Zeklos’s fingers. The little guy looked up at Jack, stunned at first, then recognition dawning in his tequila-glazed eyes.


	“You!” 


	Baring his Nutty Professor teeth he leaped at Jack with fingers curved into claws. Jack delivered a hard palm jab to his solar plexus. Zeklos gasped, lost his balance, fell back into his kitchen chair. For an instant Jack thought he was going to come back at him, but instead he doubled over and vomited. Once. Twice.


	Swell.


	The reek of bile and partially digested tequila filling the air was almost as bad as Julio’s latest cologne.


	While the guy was dry-heaving, Jack popped the magazine from the H-K and ejected the chambered round.


	Once the heaving stopped, Jack pulled a chair opposite him—not too close—and sat.


	“So, Mister Zeklos. What makes you want to try some do-it-yourself brain surgery?” 


	Zeklos raised a sweaty face the color of lemon sorbet and gave him a wide-eyed stare.


	“How do you know my name?” 


	This was the first time Jack had heard him speak. The accent jarred him. Some sort of East European thing slipped through the booze slur, but Jack couldn’t place it any closer than that.


	“I’m psychic. There, see? I’ve answered your question, now you answer mine.” 


	“What have I to live for? I am going to be kicked out of MV because they do not think I deserve to be called yeniçeri.” 


	“Yeni-whatti?” 


	But Zeklos was in his own little world.


	“My life is a cabbage roll. No-no. My life is tripe soup. Last year I lose my fathers and now this. MV is my world, my family. Without it I have nothing. No place to go, nothing to do. Damn Miller! Damn him!” 


	Dissension in the ranks… good to know.


	“It is all your fault!” His voice rose as he glared at Jack and rubbed the burn marks on his neck. “I am in disgrace now! I am mowing the grass of life.” 


	What?


	“All because of you!” Color was returning to his face. “You make me look the fool and now they say I am not yeniçeri!” 


	That word again.


	“Yeniceri—what’s that?” 


	Zeklos leaned back and clammed. He seemed to realize he’d said something he shouldn’t have.


	Jack nodded. “Okay. You don’t want to explain, fine. But then tell me how you three wound up in that basement tonight.” 


	Zeklos shook his head.


	Jack raised his Glock. “Hey, I’ve got a gun and you don’t. 1 ask, you answer.” 


	Zeklos sneered. “You wish to kill me? Be my visitor.” 


	It took Jack an extra second or two to figure out the “visitor” bit.


	Yeah, kind of hard to threaten to kill a guy who’d been in the process of offing himself. Not much leverage here.


	“How about I not kill you? Like maybe start with a kneecap or two?” 


	Zeklos paled but shook his head. Undersized and funny looking, yeah, but the little guy had guts.


	Which left Jack in a bit of a quandary. He could follow through with his threat but didn’t think he had the stomach for it. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d kneecapped someone, but that had been a mix of personal with business. This was neither. This was…


	What the hell was this?


	Jack wasn’t sure. He’d wound up here because Zeklos and his buddies hadn’t let matters slide after their downtown dance. Jack’s curiosity had been piqued before that, but he could have lived without knowing any more about them. Now he was interested. Very much so.


	But whatever the situation, Jack decided it wouldn’t be a bad thing to have this cashiered yeni-something available as a potential resource.


	Rising, Jack grabbed the H-K and stuck it behind his belt. Taking it served a double purpose. It took away Zeklos’s suicide tool—of course his backup was somewhere around or he could have a good length of rope stashed anywhere—and gave Jack an excuse for a return visit.


	“I’m going to borrow this for a while. Be cool. I’ll get it back to you when you’re in a better mood.” 


	“Do not come back. You disarm me, you embarrass me, you loose my bowels, and you make fun of my teeth. You are a terrible man and I do not ever wish again to see you.” 


	“Yeah, it’s been a rough night, hasn’t it,” Jack said as he backed toward the door—couldn’t see any reason not to take the stairs down to the street. “But we all have those.” 


	He stopped as his fingers closed on the knob.


	“At least tell me one thing, okay? Those curlicues that the jerk in the cellar was drawing all over the girl. What did they mean?” 


	Zeklos stared at him. “Was blueprint.” 


	“Blueprint for what?” 


	“For cuts they would make.” 


	Jack had been afraid of that.


	16


	As the credits began to roll, Jack stopped The Big Lebowski disc and turned off the TV. He was about halfway through a chronological Coen brothers festival. He’d seen them all before but had never realized how many of their films featured Steve Buscemi.


	He rose, stretched, wandered to the window. He stared down at the still and silent street three stories below his brownstone apartment. Nothing happening down there. Too late and too cold.


	But as he was turning away he saw what looked like a puff of smoke drift into the cone of light beneath one of the streetlamps across the street. It dissipated so quickly he wasn’t sure he’d really seen it. So he waited. A few seconds later another faint white cloud drifted into the light, and he realized it wasn’t smoke. It was breath.


	Someone was standing in the shadow of the tree directly across the street from his apartment.


	Jack squinted through the window, wishing it were cleaner. He made out a silhouette that looked male. But beyond that…


	
He couldn’t say for sure what the guy was doing there, but Jack sensed he was watching… watching Jack’s windows.


	One of those guys in the black suits? Had he picked up another transponder at Zeklos’s place?


	He clenched his teeth. His apartment was his sanctum. Fewer than half a dozen people knew where he lived. If they’d followed him home…


	No. Couldn’t have. The only physical contact he’d had with Zeklos was a single gut punch. He’d stayed a couple of feet away during the rest of his visit.


	And then the figure moved, turning and walking out of the shadow into the cone of light. Jack couldn’t see his face but knew by the way he walked—he was using a cane but didn’t seem to be leaning on it—and by the slight stoop of his shoulders that he was old. And big. Anything beyond that was hidden by his homburg and bulky overcoat—both dark brown instead of black.


	Jack watched until he was out of sight.


	What the hell? Jack had never seen that old dude before, but he knew—didn’t know how, but sure as hell knew—that he’d been watching these windows.


	SATURDAY
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	Jack felt pretty decent as he stepped through the Isher Sports Shop’s front door. Livelier physically and lighter mentally than he had in weeks. The clear, bright morning sky and brisk air didn’t hurt, but he had to give the credit to yesterday. It had been a tonic. Cost him a few thou, but well worth it.


	Back in the game.


	He wended his way through Isher’s towering, overstuffed shelves where dust collected like snow on a glacier. Probably because the stock rarely moved and never turned over. Abe’s real business was conducted from the basement, so he didn’t spend much time prettying up the teetering farrago of objects to be struck and objects with which to strike them and protective equipment to protect the strikers from being struck.


	He found Abe in his usual spot behind the rear counter.


	“Brought you a surprise,” he said as he approached.


	With a flourish he placed a bag of chips on the scarred wooden counter.


	“Nu?” Abe said. “Doritos? What for?” 


	Abe wore his unfailing attire: black pants and a bulging white half-sleeve shirt. Jack was waiting for the day when one of the buttons popped off. Be cool if a chicken materialized and gobbled it in midair.


	“Breakfast.” 


	Abe’s eyebrows lifted toward the bare expanse of his upper scalp. His expression shifted between shocked and offended as he placed a pudgy, short-fingered hand over his heart.


	“Doritos you call breakfast?” 


	Jack hid a smile. Time for their ritualistic dance.


	“Sure. Breakfast is just the first meal of the day. Break… fast. You break your fast.” Jack nodded toward Abe’s belly. “Although in your case, fasting might be an alien concept.” 


	Abe shook a finger. “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. French toast is breakfast. An Entenmann’s Brownie Crumb Ring is breakfast. A bagel and a schmear is breakfast. Doritos are not breakfast.” 


	“Never know till you try.” 


	Jack held the bag out to him. Abe stared as if it contained decayed human body parts.


	“It’s open already. A half-eaten bag you bring me?” 


	Jack had bought it with the intention of opening it here, but he’d started sampling on the way over.


	“Not half. Only a quarter or so.” He shook the bag. “Come on. One.” 


	Abe took it and read the logo as he pulled out a chip.


	“Nu? A ‘Wow’ Dorito? I’ve heard of these.” 


	He held the yellow-orange chip between thumb and forefinger, examining it like a philatelist contemplating an addition to his collection.


	“They’ve been around for years,” Jack said as he grabbed a couple and crunched them. He reached for the morning’s Post. He wanted to check for any news about last night’s goings-on downtown.


	“Really, Abe, they taste surprisingly like the real thing. I mean, considering they’re fat free and all.” 


	Abe made a face. “Fat free, shmat free. Always with the no fat.” 


	“For you, not for me. I don’t worry about fat, but we’ve got to watch out for that sputtering ticker of yours.” 


	“It’s not sputtering!” He looked offended again. “It never sputters.” 


	“Yeah, but it will be.” Jack reached across the counter and patted the ample belly. “And maybe fat free can shrink this.” 


	Abe looked down at the vast expanse of his white shirt and pointed to the orange smear of Dorito dust left by Jack’s fingers.


	“Oy, now look what you’ve done.” 


	“First of the day,” Jack said. Abe tended to keep a record of his daily food intake on his shirt. “It’ll have company soon enough.” 


	He crushed a broken chip and let the crumbs fall to the counter. A blue-feathered streak appeared and immediately began pecking at them.


	“See? Parabellum likes them, and parakeets don’t have to worry about bulging waistlines.” 


	Abe shook his head. “I don’t know. It says here it contains Olestra.” 


	“Yeah. Instead of fat. That’s why they call it ‘Wow.’” 


	“I hear they call it ‘Wow’ because that’s what you say on your many trips to the bathroom later.” 


	Jack gave a dismissive wave. “Trash talk from the food nazis. But even if true, think of it as a bonus: Reduce your cholesterol and cure your constipation problem in one swell foop.” 


	“I don’t have a constipation problem.” 


	“And you won’t have to worry about one if you eat these.” 


	Abe stared at his chip, then at his pet.


	“Oy. Parabellum doesn’t have a constipation problem either. Just the opposite already. Now—” 


	“Stop stalling and try it.” 


	“Well, maybe just one.” He shoved the whole chip into his mouth and chewed slowly, thoughtfully. “Not bad.” He wiggled his fingers toward the bag. “But I can’t give an educated opinion after just one. I’ll have to try another.” 


	They shared the bag, crunching as they started in on the papers.


	Jack said, “Have you seen anything about three shot-up bodies down in the financial district?” 


	Abe read every New York paper, plus a few from Washington and Boston.


	“I should ask how you know such a thing and the papers don’t?” 


	Jack told him the story from its start in Julio’s to its end in Red Hook.


	“Such a busy night. No wonder you’re Mister Sunshine.” 


	“I’ve never been Mister Sunshine.” 


	“This is true.” 


	“The thing is, I’ve got this feeling it’s not over with those guys—and I don’t mean the dead oxygen wasters.” 


	“Because you don’t know their game?” 


	“Bull’s-eye. Being bugged like that creeped me out. Got a way I can keep it from happening again?” 


	“Just the thing.” 


	He slipped off his stool and stepped into the storage closet behind the counter. Jack heard rummaging noises and a few words he assumed to be Yiddish curses. Then, red-faced and puffing, Abe returned to his stool. He placed something that looked like an undersized radio/cassette player on the counter.


	“Here. A TD-seventeen. Not a state-of-the-art sweeper, but just what you need. Detects any RF signal between one and a thousand megahertz.” 


	Jack picked up the little black box, fiddled with the aerial and the sensitivity dial. Looked simple enough.


	“Great. Put it on my tab. How come you stock this up here instead of downstairs?” 


	“Downstairs is crowded enough already. I should stock something legal downstairs?” 


	Jack thought of something as he stuck the sweeper in his pocket.


	“Last night… the little guy called himself a yennasari or something like that. Any idea what he was talking about?” 


	Abe frowned. “Doesn’t ring a bell.” 


	That increased Jack’s frustration. He needed some sort of handle on these guys. Abe had a degree in anthropology and a minor in languages. If he didn’t know…


	“Unless he was using a form of janissary.” 


	“Who can say? What’s a janissary?” 


	“The janissaries were bodyguards of the Turkish sultan, his household troops back in the day of the Ottoman Empire. If I remember correctly, they were started in the fourteenth century. The Turks began conscripting Christian boys from the Balkans, converting them to Islam, and training them as soldiers. These became janissaries.” 


	Jack shook his head. “These guys weren’t Turkish. Not even close.” 


	Abe rolled his eyes. “The janissaries were disbanded already. Back in the eighteen hundreds. But it’s become a generic term for any sort of elite military force. How come you don’t know this?” 


	“Hey, I’m a dropout, remember? But now it starts to make sense. These guys behaved like a team, were well armed, and the little guy, Zeklos, was devastated that he was being kicked out. Said he had nothing to live for. If you were raised since childhood to be part of a team, and then got kicked out… yeah, you might want to put a bullet through your brain.” 


	“Speak for yourself.” 


	“He also talked about something called emvee being his world. That ring any sort of bell?” 


	“Emvee?” Abe shook his head. “Could be initials. But M-V initials could stand for anything from motor vehicles to music video to the Maldives to whatever. Oy. Such possibilities. It gives me an ache in the head.” 


	The phone rang. Abe bent to check the caller ID.


	“This I have to take.” 


	Jack waved and headed for the door. Things to do.
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	He’d gone maybe half a block when he heard someone calling his name. He turned and saw Abe waving from the store’s front door.


	“Jack! Come back! Such news I’ve got!” 


	So Jack went back.


	“What’s up?” he said as he followed Abe’s bustling form back to the rear of the store.


	“That call was from a contact overseas—the one who’s been working on your resurrection.” 


	“Why didn’t you say so? I would have waited.” 


	“I didn’t know if it would be good news. I didn’t want to get your hopes up.” 


	Hopes up? They’d just shot into orbit.


	Impending fatherhood called for changes—momentous changes—in his legal status. Right now that status was zilch. The various and sundry governments—federal, state, and local—wheeling around him had no clue that he existed. Since his birth he’d stayed under their radar—by happenstance as a teenager, by design since he’d slipped into the city fifteen years ago.


	But to be a real and true father to the baby, he had to be a citizen. Sure, he could love it and nurture it just as much in his present nonexistent state, but Gia had brought up a wrenching scenario: What if something happened to her?


	The possibility had never occurred to Jack, mainly because the idea of anything bad happening to Gia was inconceivable. She would always be there.


	But her point had been nailed home last November when she’d told him how a speeding truck had come within inches of splattering her all over Park Avenue.


	Gia’s death, as unthinkable as it seemed, and as remote a prospect as he could imagine, was not beyond the realm of possibility. Jack knew losing her would leave him emotionally devastated, but the ripples from her death would have far-reaching effects.


	The baby would have no father of record. Jack—using his real surname for the ürst time since he’d gone underground—might be listed in the hospital birth records, but couldn’t be listed anywhere else. The guy in question had never filed a 1040, so the IRS would be eager to talk to him. But Homeland Security would be even more interested. A man without an identity, with no official record of his existence… if that didn’t start the word “terrorist” flashing red in their heads, nothing would.


	He might be able to straighten it out without doing time, but that would take years. And during those years, Vicky—who he considered his adopted child—and his natural child would be living with Gia’s folks back in Iowa. Jack had never met them, but he was sure they were good people. And as such they’d want to keep their grandchildren out of the clutches of someone as unsavory as Jack. Vicky would be forever lost to him—with no blood tie, he was out of the picture for her—and he’d have to fight for his own child. A custody battle for the baby would be ugly and inevitably go against him.


	The only way to prevent that horror show was to become a real person—be reborn as someone with a clean slate. Someone with no relatives, no legal baggage.


	Abe’s idea had been brilliant: Assume the identity of someone overseas, a dead someone who wasn’t listed as such. A nobody with no family to come looking for him.


	Where would one find such a man?


	“What did he say? Did he find someone?” 


	Abe nodded as he slipped behind the counter and fished out a yellow legal pad.


	“You’re going to be Mirko Abdic.” 


	“Who is?” 


	“Was. He was a Christian Croatian gofer used by an associate in Bosnia during the war—a street kid he took under his wing. Used him to deliver messages when the communications broke down—a frequent occurrence according to him. Young Mirko was captured and tortured and killed by some Muslim Serb militia. My associate tracked them down and learned his fate. Since no one was asking or even cared, he neglected to report Mirko’s death.” 


	“But was his birth recorded? You never know in these Third World countries.” 


	“Recorded. My associate checked.” 


	“Criminal record?” 


	Abe shook his head. “Never arrested. If he’d lived longer, I’m sure he’d have had a long one. And since he was born and baptized a Christian, he won’t be scrutinized like a Muslim.” 


	Jack thought about that. A few minutes ago the plan had been an abstraction, a possibility. Now that it was a reality, Jack wasn’t sure how he felt. Relief that a solution had been found, but tinged with a certain inescapable dismay.


	“This I know you know,” Abe said, studying him, “but you have many changes ahead of you.” 


	“Tell me about it. Everything is going to change.” 


	“Not everything. You’ll still be Jack, just with a different name.” 


	“I might still be Jack, but I can’t be Repairman Jack.” 


	“And that will be a terrible shame.” 


	Jack shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe it’s time to hang it up and start a new chapter.” 


	“You’re mixing metaphors already.” 


	“Yeah, well, it’s simply too dangerous to stay in the fix-it trade.” 


	Not just to him, but to the family he was about to have.


	He’d always tried to work his fix-its at arm’s length, keeping his head down, never allowing himself to be seen. In the ideal fix, the target never even knew he’d been fixed. Just chalked it up to a run of bad luck and cursed the fates instead of Jack.


	But every so often, no matter how carefully he planned, something went wrong. Like that old saying: Want to make God laugh? Tell him your plans.


	Sometimes he was seen, which meant someone knew his face—or thought he did. Jack used various disguise techniques—wigs, mustaches; something as simple as cotton pledgets stuffed between the gums and the cheeks gave a face an entirely different look—but he always ran the risk that someone looking for him would wind up on the same block. If the old target spotted him and followed him home…


	“You’re maybe thinking about Cirlot?” 


	Jack nodded. He’d fixed Ed Cirlot but it had been one of those cases where he’d had no choice but to show his face. Because of Jack, Cirlot wound up in jail. When he got out he’d come looking.


	“He gave me a bad time. But I was living alone in my apartment. No one in danger but me. What if he’d followed me to Gia’s?” 


	“Let’s not think about that. The fact that it’s happened only once is testament to the care you take.” 


	“Once is too many. That’s why I can’t risk making new enemies. Repairman Jack is dead, long live… what’s his name again?” 


	“Your name.” Abe glanced at his yellow pad. “Mirko Abdic.” He made a face. “Oy, such a name. You’re going to have to change it as soon as you can.” 


	“Right. Along with my spots.” 


	His whole life… upside down. Becoming a citizen, joining the herd and allowing the politicos to fleece him along with the rest of the sheeple… the prospect made him ill.


	But it had to be done. The baby hadn’t been Jack’s idea, and it hadn’t been Gia’s, but the little guy—it had to be a he—was on his way and Jack wasn’t going to let anyone get between him and his child.


	He sighed. “Okay. How’s this going to work?” 


	“Details still have to be fine-tuned, but plans are in the works to smuggle you into Sarajevo toward the end of the month. A nonstop trip? No. Circuitous at best. But once you’re there you’ll assume the identity of Mirko Abdic. A temporary visa has been applied for—” 


	“Legal?” 


	“Of course. Isn’t legit the whole idea? To be legit you must have a legit visa. After you get here you can marry Gia in time to be the baby’s legal father. Then you apply for a green card. Later you can apply for citizenship and the circle will be complete.” 


	“It’s a thing of beauty, Abe.” 


	“Your admiration and veneration I accept. But it’s not over yet. Still some kinks to be ironed out. The biggest will be language. You’ll have to pass through whatever outward-bound security they have over there without speaking a word of the language.” 


	Jack didn’t like that.


	“Couldn’t you have brought me in as a Brit or an Aussie? I could fake ‘rine in Spine’ and ‘shrimp on the barbie.’” 


	“Their record-keeping is too good. We needed a country with a recent period of anarchy and chaos to provide an inventory of unreported deaths. This is the best way. The language problem will be worked out.” 


	Jack believed that. He had implicit trust that Abe would not send him off until he was satisfied that every detail had been nailed down.


	So why did he feel so queasy?
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	Gia sat in the Sutton Square house kitchen and stared at Jack. She’d held back her tears as long as she could, but finally they began to flow.


	“It’s true? It’s really going to happen?” 


	Jack nodded. “Seems that way. Still some details to be ironed out, but we should be able to tie the knot early February.” 


	They sat across the table in the old-fashioned kitchen. Even though she and Vicky had been living here for almost a year and a half, Gia refrained from calling it her kitchen. Legally, the tony townhouse still belonged to Vicky’s aunts, but Nellie and Grace were never coming back. In a few years it would be Vicky’s, but until then…


	She looked down at her cooling cup of tea as she felt a sob building. She’d been on an emotional roller coaster since the start of her third trimester—up, down, happy, sad, energetic, exhausted in rapid succession, occasionally all at the same time. And that growing sob… she bit it back but it broke free.


	Jack reached across the table and grabbed her hand.


	“What’s wrong, Gi? I thought you—” 


	“Nothing’s wrong. Absolutely nothing. Except that I’ve turned your whole life upside down.” 


	“No, you—” 


	“Go ahead. You can say it. If I hadn’t been careless with my pills that one month, you wouldn’t have to go to all this trouble. You’d still be doing your fix-its and leading your life the same way as before.” 


	She’d never been guilt-prone, but now she was drowning in it. Jack had said he was going to find a way to change his life for the baby. And though he always kept his word, the idea had remained an abstraction until this morning.


	“Oh,” he said. “And I had nothing to do with the baby, I suppose?” 


	“Well, sure you did, but—” 


	“No buts. The past is past, the baby is now. He wasn’t planned—” 


	Gia couldn’t help it. “She.” 


	“Let me rephrase: The baby wasn’t planned, right, but we haven’t been pointing fingers because there’s no one to point to. So don’t go pointing a finger at yourself. Things are what they are. We deal with it. End of story.” 


	Gia agreed in principle, but couldn’t get past the enormity of jack’s sacrifice.


	He rose and took the seat next to her, then drew her onto his lap.


	“Look.” He slipped his arms around her. “Here’s the way I see it. I’ve always known I couldn’t keep up the Repairman Jack thing forever. It’s not the kind of scene you can play indefinitely. I mean, can you see me wearing Depends while I’m meeting customers in Julio’s?” 


	Gia laughed through her tears. “That’s taking things to extremes, don’t you think? Just a little?” 


	“Maybe, but the thing is, I’ve had a good run, and a lot of good luck. I’ve made a nice piece of change. At some time in the not-too-distant future I was going to have to call it quits anyway. So why not now? Why not quit while I’m ahead… before I slip up and regret it? Opt to go out upright, under my own steam.” 


	It made a lot of sense, but didn’t ring quite true. Jack was giving up the cherished, under-the-radar lifestyle he’d worked at all his adult life. He might in time convince himself that it had been the smart thing to do, the best thing to do, but she knew it was costing him dearly.


	Which reminded her of why she loved this strange, driven man.


	She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed.


	“I feel as if I’m robbing the world of something unique and precious.” 


	“You’re doing nothing of the sort. I’m a grown-up and this is my decision. I don’t have to tell you I wish we had a different system—in a lot of ways—but this is the one we’re stuck with. My approach has painted me into a corner that won’t allow me to claim paternity. I can’t change the system so, for the baby’s sake, I’ve got to adapt.” 


	She hugged him tighter.


	“I wish there was an easier way- I hate the thought of you sneaking into a foreign country—Yugoslavia of all places.” 


	“Yugoslavia is no more. It’s Bosnia-Hurtstogoweewee now.” 


	“Whatever it’s called, I’m worried.” 


	“You always worry about me.” 


	“Yes, I know. But at least here in New York you’re on your home turf—you own this city. It’s your playground. You know all the rules. But a foreign country… where you don’t even speak the language…” She tightened her grip. “I hate it. If anything happens to you…” 


	He gave her a squeeze. “Nothing’s going to happen. In a week or so you’re going to have a foreign houseguest with a funny name.” 


	“What was that name again?” 


	“Mirko Abdic.” 


	“That’s got to go. We don’t want to saddle our little girl with a name like Emma Abdic.” 


	“You mean Jack Abdic. Or maybe we could go for Arnold Abdic.” 


	“That’s not even funny,” she said, but laughed anyway.


	It felt good to laugh. She just hoped they’d have something to laugh about when all this was over.
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	Instead of a cab, Jack took his own wheels to Brooklyn this time. And instead of the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel, he decided to cross the East River on the Williamsburg Bridge.


	Mistake… at least in a car as big as Jack’s.


	Checkpoints had tightened on bridges and tunnels since what had come to be known as the LaGuardia Massacre. Before that, the heavy scrutiny had been directed at vehicles entering the city. Appeared they’d expanded that to those leaving.


	His big black Crown Vic’s trunk—fittingly enough for a car that got negative miles per gallon—was huge, big enough to house a whole Al Qaeda cell and their favorite caprine squeezes. Apparently that made it something to look out for.


	Jack’s stomach turned sour as a cop at the entrance to the span signaled him to pull over.


	The big, bored-looking white guy with five-o’clock shadow before noon strolled up to Jack’s window. No hurrying for this guy.


	“Good morning, sir. May I see your license and registration?” 


	This was bad. Very bad. Jack’s IDs, though the best money could buy, were bogus. The registration would pass muster, but he didn’t know if the John Tyleski license he’d been using would withstand a computer check. Ernie the ID guy was good, but no one was perfect.


	With moist fingers, Jack dug the license out of his wallet, the registration out of the glove compartment, and handed them over.


	The cop thanked him and turned away, studying them as he headed toward a kiosk by the curb. Halfway there he stopped and returned to Jack’s window.


	“These don’t match.” 


	Here we go.


	“Yessir. I drive and run errands for Mr. Donato.” 


	“We’re talking Vinny Donuts here?” 


	“Yessir.” 


	The cop looked around, then handed the cards back.


	“Okay. You got anything in that trunk I shouldn’t see?” 


	Nothing but some of Jack’s burglary tools, and they were hidden in a canvas bag in the spare well.


	“Not a thing, sir. Mr. Donato is a loyal American citizen.” 


	“Yeah. Okay, pop it so I can take a look.” 


	Jack did. The cop made a cursory examination—going through the motions—then slammed it shut.


	He slapped the roof and said, “Have a nice day, sir.” 


	“I will now,” Jack muttered once his window had rolled up.


	He crossed the bridge slowly, letting the adrenaline work its way out of his system as he blessed the day he’d come up with the idea of cloning Vincent Donato’s car. Mr. Donato, sometimes called “Vinny Donuts” and sometimes called “Vinny the Donut,” was built like Abe and ran certain ventures of dubious legality out of Brooklyn. Jack had bought a black Crown Vic identical to Vinny’s and had Ernie make up an identical registration card and plate.


	The inspiration had been mothered by necessity: Someone with no love for Jack had traced the plates on his previous car to Gia, putting her and Vicky in jeopardy. Now should anyone trace his plates they’ll find themselves dealing with a hard guy notorious for a bad attitude.


	He’d returned to his normal steady state by the time he reached the BQE and took it down to Red Hook. The big Vic sailed along the pocked pavement as if it were velvet.


	Across the river, Lower Manhattan gleamed in the winter sunshine. The city looked so clean from over here. Almost pristine. He wondered when someone would discover the three anything-but-pristine corpses in that cellar.


	He rolled into Red Hook, found Zeklos’s apartment, and parked out front. Then he leaned back, watched the pedestrians, and waited.


	After twenty-five minutes a middle-aged man carrying a grocery bag stepped up to the building door. As he fumbled for his key, Jack hopped out and came up behind him. When he unlocked the door, Jack reached past him and held it open.


	“I got it,” he said.


	The guy looked at him, suspicion in his eyes.


	“You live here, bud?” 


	Jack held up his own shopping bag and loosed his most charming smile.


	“Staying with Zeklos. Y’know, Two-B?” 


	“You mean the ghost?” 


	They stepped into a tiny vestibule, and then Jack followed the guy up the stairs.


	“Why you call him that? He’s a good guy.” 


	“Maybe so. But nobody hardly ever sees him. You hear him go in and out, but it’s like he’s invisible. Like a ghost, y’know?” 


	Jack knew. He’d been living that way for the past decade and a half: slipping in and out unseen. A ghost in the machine.


	A ghost soon to be exorcised.


	Jack laughed. “Well, trust me, he looked pretty solid last night.” 


	He held his breath as they reached the second-floor landing. A three-story building… he prayed this guy lived on the third.


	As Jack turned right into the hallway he waved and said, “See ya.” 


	The guy said, “Yeah. And say hello to the ghost for me.” 


	Then he started up the next flight.


	Perfect.


	Jack took his time ambling down to 2-B. When he reached it he glanced back to check that he had the hallway to himself. He did. He knocked.


	“Mr. Zeklos… delivery.” No answer, no sound from within. “Mr. Zeklos… Candygram.” Still no response.


	He’d been checking the door as he knocked. A tight jamb. That made a plastic shim approach a little tougher. The no-name knob lock would be a snap to pick; the Schlage deadbolt above it would be tougher, but no match for his pick gun.


	Another check of the hallway and Jack went to work. The knob lock wasn’t even set—Zeklos depended entirely on the heavier Schlage. Sensible choice. Three minutes of raking with the gun, a twist of the tension bar, and he retracted the bolt.


	He put his hand on the knob and pulled his Glock. Three possibilities on the other side of that door: an armed and angry Zeklos, a dead Zeklos, or no Zeklos.


	Jack wasn’t looking for a fight. Plan A was to talk to Zeklos if he was home and unarmed, try to pump him a little. If he was home and alive and locked and loaded, that would trigger Plan B, which was to get out of here with as little fuss as possible. If not home, shift to Plan C.


	He moved to the side, crouched, took a breath, and pushed open the door.


	“Zeklos? You there?” 


	From what he could see from his angle, the place looked empty, sounded empty, felt empty.
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	Now what?


	Jack sat in his car and stared out at the street. He’d started the engine but hadn’t put it in gear. He’d budgeted a longer time frame for Zeklos. What to do with the excess?


	Well, since he was in the neighborhood, why not drive by the yeniçeri warehouse and see if anything was shaking?


	Jack ducked inside and did a quick check of the bedroom and bathroom—no one.


	He pulled Zeklos’s H-K from the shopping bag and wiped it down. Would have been nice to have access to a crime lab—check out Zeklos’s prints, see if he had a record, or a gun license, or if Zeklos was even his real name. But he didn’t, so low tech would have to do.


	Part of the low-tech approach involved head games. That was where Plan C came into play.


	He wiped down the pistol and placed it on the kitchen table. Then, keeping his gloves on, he pulled out a pen and notepad and wrote:


	He slipped that under the pistol and made his exit.


	He smiled as he bounced down the stairs. The last thing Zeklos would expect was the return of his weapon. Losing it had to be a crushing blow to the ego of someone who considered himself a yeniçeri. Now that he had it back he might be a little less defensive and a little more forthcoming about his buddies in black.


	And then again he might not.


	Head games… such fun.


	He took a roundabout route, scanning the sidewalks for familiar faces—always better to see first than be seen.


	A couple of turns and he had the warehouse in sight. The bricks of the walls looked battered, weathered, and faded, but the ones filling the window frames looked new.


	Nobody out front.


	A quiet day in crummy Red Hook.


	As he approached the three-story building he felt the same itching, burning sensation across his chest as last night, intensifying as he passed the front, fading as he left it behind.


	What the hell?
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	“Don’t you think you were perhaps a little harsh with the man?” 


	The Oculus sat behind the desk in his study and faced the two yeniçeri, Miller and Davis. They stood before him, feet apart, hands behind their backs. Both wore casual clothes—the yeniçeri imposed no dress code at Home—with Davis in jeans and a sweater and Miller in a gray warm-up.


	The Oculus had been downstairs a few moments ago and noticed a dejected-looking Zeklos packing the contents of his locker into a battered suitcase. After learning the situation, he’d called the two principals here to discuss the matter.


	“He’s a menace,” Miller said. “He should be kicked out pure and simple without fooling around with half measures.” 


	The Oculus didn’t particularly like Miller as a person—and he sensed he wasn’t alone in that—but no one could doubt his devotion to the MV and to his job as one of the Oculus’s protectors. And after what had befallen his brother and sister Oculi around the world, he needed all the protection he could get.


	“I agree that Zeklos is a liability at this point,” Davis said, “but I don’t think he’s broken beyond repair. I think he’s simply lost his edge.” He glanced at Miller. “He needs a tune-up, not a bullet.” 


	“He’s not fixable and should be dealt with according to the Code.” 


	Davis turned to Miller. “You want to pull the trigger on him? Would you like that? Would that make your day?” 


	“You do what has to be done.” 


	It pained him to see such dissension. More, it frightened him. An effective MV needed solidarity to perform its duties of protection and eradication. If not for his daughter, the Oculus would have had the MV focus on its eradication responsibilities. But with Diana here, he wanted them in top form as protectors as well.


	He could only suggest. Although his opinions carried weight, the yeniçeri were an autonomous organization with their own rules and set of procedures—which seemed to be breaking down since the loss of the Twins. They would listen, but in the end they would make their own decision.


	The Oculus raised his hands. “Gentlemen, may I make a suggestion?” 


	“Of course,” Davis said.


	“I favor the middle course.” He saw Miller’s features harden so he focused his attention on him. “I say that purely as a matter of practicality. After the recent depredations, the MV is not exactly flush with yeniçeri. You need every man you have. To throw one away at this juncture—” 


	“Is losing nothing,” Miller said. “We can’t count on him.” 


	The Oculus shook his head. “Yes, but—” 


	He froze. That feeling—the same as last night—had returned, as strong as before.


	Davis stared at him with a concerned expression. “Something wrong?” 


	“No… something right, I think. I hope. I pray.” 


	He told him about last night’s unique sensation, how it had burst upon him, and how it had faded away.


	“And now it has returned.” 


	He closed his eyes as the feeling grew stronger.


	“What’s it mean?” Davis said.


	The Oculus looked at him. “That someone special, someone we’ve been looking for, is near.” 


	Miller’s eyes widened. “The Sentinel?” 


	“I… I’m not sure, but this feeling is so… so beckoning that it might very well be the Sentinel. Or an emissary.” 


	“Where?” 


	The feeling was strong now.


	“Outside! He’s right out front this very moment!” 


	He wished now that they hadn’t bricked up the windows.


	“The roof!” Davis said.


	But as he followed Miller and Davis up the stairs, the Oculus felt the sensation begin to fade.


	No! Not again!


	He reached the roof and stared down at the traffic three floors below. Half a dozen cars in sight. The source was moving away… it had to be in one of them, but he could not tell which. He wanted to scream Stop! But to whom?


	Anger tinged his desperation. Why was he being taunted like this? To what end?


	He waited for the inevitable moment when the feeling would evaporate as if it had never been.


	There it went… fading… fading…


	And then the fading stopped. The feeling remained faint, but steady.


	“Is he gone?” Davis said.


	The Oculus shook his head but said nothing. He concentrated on the sensation, centered on it. It remained faint… faint… and then…


	A little stronger… and then stronger still…


	“He’s coming back! We can’t let him get away!” 


	“Which way’s he coming?” Miller said.


	“I don’t know. I can’t tell. But I’ll know when he’s close. And then you must follow him. Find him and bring him to me.” 
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	The itching and burning had faded to next to nothing by the time Jack turned a corner two blocks from the warehouse. He pulled over and unbuttoned his shirt. No rash, but the usually pink scars on his chest, a matched troika of ten-inch ridges running diagonally from up near his left shoulder down and across his right pectoral, looked red and swollen now.


	He ran his fingers over them. Hot.


	His chest muscles tightened. Considering the nature of the creature that had left these souvenirs, this was not good.


	Had to be related to that warehouse. The scars seemed to react whenever he got near it.


	He leaned back and thought about how he’d landed here. Anyone else would see it as a string of coincidences.


	Timmy’s niece is kidnapped. Timmy—just like Jack—happens to be a regular at Julio’s. Jack just happens to be present when the dudes in black appear. A little cat-and-mouse action leads him here, to a place that causes an angry reaction in his scars.


	Coincidences? Not likely. Especially since he had it on good authority that there would be no more coincidences in his life.


	Which meant he’d been led here.


	But by whom? And for good or ill? Check that: Whose good or ill?


	Part of Jack—the more primitive brain centers devoted to self-preservation—urged him to slam the car into gear and get the hell out of here.


	Good idea. Smart idea.


	But let’s think about that.


	No one knew he was here. No one was aware he even knew about the place. Driving by too many times might raise a flag if they had security cameras aimed at the street.


	But he could walk by.


	Once. Just once.


	He’d worn a midweight Jets hoodie under his bomber. Pull a knit cap down to his eyebrows, wrap a scarf around his neck and lower face, pull up the hood, add a pair of sunglasses, and he’d be unrecognizable. Wouldn’t work in warmer weather, but here in January he was just another guy shielding himself from the cold.


	So that was what he did. When he finished the wrap-up he checked himself in the rearview mirror.


	Call me Griffin.


	He adjusted the Glock in the nylon holster in the small of his back, then stepped out and walked to the corner. After a quick survey, he put his head down and into the breeze, then started toward the warehouse. Figured he might as well go for broke and walk right past the front door.


	With each step the discomfort in the scars increased but he kept moving, determined to see how bad it would get. By the time he came even with the door he felt as if his chest were on fire.


	And then the door flew open and half a dozen men jumped out, swarming around him with drawn pistols—all suppressor-equipped H-Ks. Miller’s massive presence was unmistakable among them.


	Shock slowed him. How had they known? How could they possibly have known it was him?


	He went for his Glock but a muzzle jammed against ribs.


	“Don’t even think about it.” 


	So he lashed out with fists and feet. Got in a few good kicks and punches, caused some pain, picked up some for himself. Desperation added extra strength and speed—if they got him inside he’d be cooked—but despite his efforts they soon had him down. He felt his Glock pulled from its holster. Then they lifted him, one man to each limb, and carried him kicking and twisting through the door.


	The farther inside they took him, the worse the burning across his chest. But questions about how he’d screwed up took over. They’d been waiting for him. No way they could have recognized him… unless one of them had seen him changing in the car.


	His scarf had slipped up over his eyes during the melee so he saw very little of his surroundings as he was carried to a chair and slammed into it. His backup was yanked from its ankle holster, then his legs were released, but his arms remained stretched and pinned behind him.


	“Hey-hey,” said a voice. “He’s got a Kel-Tec backup… a P-eleven. That’s a keeper.” 


	“Let’s have a look at you,” said another voice, this one vaguely familiar. Probably Miller’s.


	The scarf was pulled away, taking the shades with it, and Jack found himself gazing up at Miller—out of uniform, but as mean looking as ever. And big. Jack hadn’t appreciated his size before. He didn’t quite qualify for a Stonehenge upright, but he looked like he could sub for a lintel. His eyes held all the warmth of photovoltaic cells, and they flashed when he saw Jack’s face.


	“Fuck! Look who it is!” 


	Look who it is? Miller’s surprise didn’t make sense. Hadn’t they known who they were snatching?


	Miller’s smile undulated like a worm, allowing glimpses of mottled, steel-gray teeth as he looked behind Jack.


	“Hey, Davis. You won’t believe this.” 


	A guy with short blond hair, a receding hairline, full lips, and bright blue eyes—he’d been driving the SUV last night—stepped into view. He too did a double take.


	“I’ll be damned.” 


	Jack didn’t get this. They hadn’t known it was him.


	He glanced around. They’d seated him in a dingy, wide-open space. No natural light through the bricked-over windows. One of his attackers limped back and forth, rubbing his knee. Another had a swollen lip.


	“We’ll all be damned if we don’t figure how he found us.” Miller leaned close to Jack and bared his teeth. “But not as damned as this piece of shit.” 


	Jack locked eyes with him. “Ooh, my midi-chlorians are all atwitter.” 


	After the few seconds it took for that to register, Miller made a fist the size of a softball and cocked his arm. Jack steeled himself for the blow. This was going to hurt.


	But Davis grabbed his arm.


	“The O didn’t say anything about working him over.” 


	Thank you, O, whoever you are.


	“But he didn’t say not to.” 


	He shook off Davis’s hand and completed his swing. Jack was ready by then. At the last second he ducked and angled his head toward Miller. The punch landed on the crown of his skull, rattling his brain and vibrating down his spine. Lights flashed in his vision but quickly cleared. Hurt like hell, but Miller hurt worse.


	“God damn!” 


	Jack looked up and saw the big jerk clutching his hand against his chest. Fury lit his eyes as he reared back his leg.


	“You lousy son of a—” 


	“Stop this immediately!” 


	A new voice. Jack turned and saw a middle-aged man in a long robe gliding toward him. He sported long silvery locks and his face glowed with a beatific expression. Looked like somebody who could have been right at home in the Heaven’s Gate pilot seat.


	Oh, hell. A cult.


	Were any comets due?


	“He must not be harmed.” 


	A little late for that. Jack was already hurting—big time. Fire, hotter that ever, blotted out his headache as it raked across his chest. He felt as if he were being branded.


	“He’s the one we told you about,” Davis said. “The guy who interfered with last night’s mission.” 


	The guru or whatever he was—the “O” Davis had mentioned?—smiled as if he’d known this all along.


	“From what you told me, I don’t think ‘interfered’ is a fair assessment. He did not interfere with the purpose of your mission, which went as planned, did it not? I’m sure he involved himself only out of concern for the child’s well-being.” He focused his smile on Jack. “Is that not right?” 


	Jack couldn’t have answered if he’d wanted to. This was his first close-up, straight-on look at the guru, and what he saw locked his tongue.


	His eyes… all black… not a trace of white… like holes into interstellar space.


	He’d seen eyes just like that—or at least thought he had—last year.


	What the hell had he got himself into?


	“It’s all right if you don’t answer,” the guru said. “I understand that you didn’t expect to be hauled in here like a side of beef. I apologize for that, but I saw no other way.” 


	Miller’s steel eyes blinked. “You’re apologizing to him? You’re the Oculus, he’s… he’s…” 


	Obviously Miller was at a loss as to who the Oculus—Jack figured that was what the “O” stood for—thought Jack was. He wasn’t alone.


	The guru never took his black eyes off Jack.


	“Nevertheless, Mister Miller, I am apologizing.” 


	Jack didn’t know what to make of this guy. The Oculus, whatever that meant, had an imperturbable, celestial air about him. He wasn’t just plain old laid-back, he was Dilaudid-with-a-Jack-Daniel’s-chaser laid-back.


	“Please release him.” 


	As the two behind let go of his arms, Jack decided this guy might not be so bad. The first thing he did was rub his chest where three soldering irons were at work.


	“You’re going to let him walk?” Davis said.


	“If he wishes.” 


	Jack rose. “I wish.” 


	He had to get out of here before his scars burst into flame.


	The Oculus raised his hand. “But not until you and I have had a chat.” 


	Jack rubbed his scars again.


	“Maybe I’m not in a talking mood.” 


	Miller cocked one of his Belgian-block fists. “I can fix that.” 


	The Oculus was watching Jack, his eight-ball eyes fixed on his chest.


	“The scars are burning, aren’t they.” It wasn’t a question.


	How did he know about the scars? On other occasions certain people had seemed to be able to look through his shirt and see them, but those folks had been on the wrong side.


	What side was the Oculus on?


	“We can’t let him go,” Miller said. “He knows too much. He’s found Home. He’ll lead others—” 


	“No, he won’t.” 


	Miller’s face reddened. “You can guarantee that?” 


	Not once had the Oculus’s gaze shifted from Jack. “Yes. Because you see before you the Heir.” 


	The hush that followed was absolute except for the ticks of water moving through the heating pipes.


	Something about the word, its implications, and the uppercase H Jack sensed in the pronunciation, sent a sour chime echoing through his head.


	Miller recovered first. “Bullshit!” 


	“Tradition has it that the Heir will bear the scars of the Otherness when he makes his presence known.” The Oculus’s black eyes fixed on Jack’s. “Show them. Let them see your scars.” 


	Jack shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 


	He’d been assessing his position during the blather. Six guys—all yeniçeri, he guessed—plus the Oculus formed a rough circle around him. No, wait. One more hovering on the fringe: Zeklos. But he had a suitcase in his hand and didn’t look engaged.


	How to get out of here…


	The Oculus looked like a powder puff, but the others… the way they moved, the way the two who had been holding his arms remained behind him, blocking his way to the door, spoke of training and professionalism.


	He could try, but his chances of getting past them and to the street were slim. And then if the door was locked…


	“I am not giving an order,” the Oculus said, “I am making a request. Please show them your scars.” 


	Jack couldn’t read those onyx eyes, but he sensed something in the tone that said, It’s important that you do this.


	Well, why not? Probably feel good to get some cool air against the heat.


	“Okay. Since you put it that way.” 


	He pulled off the Jets jacket and threw it on the chair. He untucked and unbuttoned his flannel shirt but didn’t take it off. Instead he pulled up his T-shirt.


	Everyone stared. Someone gasped, someone said “Jeez,” someone said “Holy shit.” 


	Jack looked down and repressed a gasp of his own. He’d never seen the scars so red.


	“Mister Tucci,” the Oculus said. “Please dim the lights.” 


	A dark-haired yeniçeri walked to the wall next to the door and turned a rheostat. As the overhead lights faded, Jack watched his scars.


	They began to glow a dull, ember red. What the—?


	He heard Davis say, “I’ll… be… damned.” 


	Jack’s sentiments exactly. It was this place. Had to be. But what here could cause this?


	He heard a sound and looked up to see Zeklos’s openmouthed stare. He’d dropped his suitcase.


	“Thank you, Mister Tucci,” the Oculus said. “That will be fine.” 


	As the lights came up, the glow faded. But the burning remained as strong as before.


	Jack pulled down his T-shirt. He went to button up his outer shirt but quit after trying the first button. Didn’t want to put his shaking fingers on display.


	“Somebody want to tell me what the hell is going on?” 


	The Oculus smiled. “I shall be more than happy to, Mister…?” 


	Jack hesitated, then figured what the hell.


	“Jack… just Jack.” 


	“Very well, Jack. We shall adjourn to my quarters and—” 


	“Just a goddamn minute,” Miller said. “No way we’re going to let him get you alone.” 


	“I have nothing to fear from this man.” 


	“I’m not so sure about that. He waltzes in here—” 


	Jack had had about enough of Miller. “You call that waltzing? Who taught you to dance—Godzilla?” 


	Someone snickered. Miller threw a glare past Jack’s shoulder, then turned to the Oculus.


	“It’s our job to keep you safe. And until I’m convinced you’re safe with a guy caught sneaking around Home carrying a couple of nines, I’m his Siamese twin.” 


	“I agree,” Davis said. “Dangerous enough to allow you alone with him, but Diana’s up there too. Too risky.” 


	“Very well. You both may come along if you wish.” 


	Davis nodded. “We wish. But I want to know one thing first: What made those scars?” 


	The Oculus raised his right hand and raked the air before Jack’s chest with his index, middle, and ring fingers.


	“A rakosh.” 


	“Oh, come on!” Davis said. “They don’t exist.” 


	The Oculus turned to him. “Common knowledge in the outside world says we don’t either.” 


	“But I thought they were just bogeymen the Twins made up to scare us when we were kids.” 


	The Twins? The words rocked Jack.


	“Oh, they are quite real. Or at least they were.” Back to Jack. “Are you responsible for their disappearance?” 


	“All but one.” 


	Another hush.


	Finally the Oculus nodded. “I see. I’ve sensed one somewhere to the south. And only the man who killed them would know that one still lives.” He turned and started walking away to Jack’s left. “Come. We’ll be more comfortable in my quarters.” 


	“I’ve got a lot of questions,” Jack said.


	“And I have the answers… at least most of them.” 


	Jack wanted to hear those answers—maybe he’d finally connected with someone who didn’t speak in riddles and non sequiturs—so he followed.


	Davis and Miller tagged along.
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	The Oculus’s second-floor office was spacious but spare. Despite the open space, it had a mausoleum feel. Maybe because of the bricked-up windows. He seated himself behind a desk and pointed toward a padded swivel chair opposite.


	Miller and Davis stationed themselves behind and to either side of Jack, standing like soldiers at parade rest. Jack’s head and neck still ached, but his scars didn’t burn so much. Were they getting used to the place?


	The Oculus leaned back and steepled his fingers. His black eyes fixed on Jack.


	“Now… Jack. Tell me all about yourself.” 


	Yeah, that’ll happen, he thought. Right after Steely Dan does a Christmas album.


	“I’m just a guy who’s been in the wrong place at the wrong time now and then. I thought you were going to answer my questions.” 


	“Very well. Ask away.” 


	Jack leaned forward. “Who the hell are you people?” He jerked his thumbs over his shoulders. “How did these guys know what was going down in that basement, and why did they care? What—?” 


	The Oculus smiled and held up his hands. “One at a time, please. Let’s start at the beginning. I assume you know about the Conflict.” 


	Jack sensed another uppercase letter. “You mean between the Ally and the Otherness?” 


	The Oculus nodded. “Good. Then I don’t have to explain. It’s so difficult to explain.” 


	Jack could appreciate that. After all he’d been through, all he’d seen and experienced in the past year and a half, he still found it difficult to accept the idea of two incomprehensibly vast cosmic forces locked in an eternal war Out There. “Ally” and “Otherness” were human designations. No one knew their real names—maybe they had none.


	The kicker was, rather than being the grand prize, humanity and its corner of reality were a two-dollar chip in a high-stakes game that spanned the multi-verse. And apparently chips changed hands now and then. Neither side could call itself a winner until it had all the chips. There might never be an overall winner, but the game went on. And on.


	And although Earth wasn’t a particularly valuable chip, the stakes here were high. Higher than high: the ultimate.


	Right now humanity was in the Ally’s pocket. The Ally was an indifferent landlord—did minimal upkeep but didn’t charge rent. The Otherness, on the other hand, had renovation plans, inimical changes that would suck the life out of humanity and turn the planet into a surreal hell.


	Or so Jack had been told.


	“‘How about explaining who you are,” Jack said. “Start with whose side you’re on.” 


	The Oculus looked offended. “Why, the Ally’s, of course. I am one of the Oculi.” 


	Well, that cleared up a lot.


	“Which is?” 


	“A network of men and women around the globe who act as conduits to whatever tiny part of itself the Ally has assigned to watching this particular possession. I am, so to speak, one of the Ally’s eyes.” 


	“You chose this?” 


	“No. It chose me. Oculi interbreed. When we die, our children take our places.” 


	“How long has this been going on?” 


	“We began a long, long time ago. Before recorded history. Back in the First Age.” 


	Jack jerked his thumbs over his shoulders again. “Where do these yeniQeri fellas fit in?” 


	The word had the desired effect: shocked silence.


	Nothing wrong with keeping them off balance wondering how much he knew.


	Miller broke it. “The fuck is this guy?” 


	The Oculus glanced at him. “I told you: the Heir.” 


	“Like hell. The Heir is going to be chosen from the yeniçeri.” 


	The Oculus remained impassive. “Apparently not.” He returned his attention to Jack. “How do you know about the yeniçeri?” 


	Might as well come clean.


	“I overheard the word. I gather it’s a form of janissary, correct?” 


	A nod. “Correct. From the Turks who institutionalized the practice.” 


	Thank you, Abe.


	“Which means these guys were kidnapped as kids and—” 


	‘‘Not kidnapped. That was the Turkish corruption of the practice. The heritage of these men long precedes the Ottoman Empire; it stretches all the way back to the First Age. By tradition they are culled from the world’s foundlings and orphans, children sentenced—by misfortune or malice or parental callousness—to brief, miserable lives.” 


	“Brutish, nasty, and short.” 


	“Precisely. They are plucked from that fate, given a home, and educated in a wide array of skills and knowledge, including the arts of combat. They graduate to become members of the Militia Vigilum.” 


	Militia Vigilum… that explained the emvee. Sort of.


	“You’ve got me on that one.” 


	The Oculus’s smile carried a touch of condescension. “The Militia Vigilum were ancient Rome’s corps of firefighters. The designation is apt. As a group these yeniçeri have had many names through time. The original, from the First Age, is unpronounceable, but a form of firefighting is one of their major duties, so they adopted Militia Vigilum. When the Otherness starts a fire, they douse it.” 


	“And Cailin was a fire?” 


	“Was that the child’s name? Yes, she was going to be sacrificed to the Otherness in a most painful fashion.” 


	“How did you know that?” This had been bugging Jack since last night. “How did you know where she was?” 


	A small smile. “I am one of the Ally’s eyes of this world… its vision. When it sees fit, it sends me visions—we call them Alarms. Sometimes they concern fires to be doused, and sometimes…” The smile faltered, then faded. “Sometimes of dangers that require preemptive action. Sometimes we are required to start fires.” 


	The Oculus didn’t look too happy about that part of the job.


	“Preemptive how?” 


	“Figuratively speaking, it shows me a lit cigarette butt in a woods, then shows me a foot grinding it out.” 


	“How about a little less figuratively?” 


	“It’s not the sort of thing I wish to discuss. At least not yet. Let’s talk of other matters.” 


	“Okay, then. So those three cockroaches were worshipping the Otherness?” 


	“Not directly. The Otherness neither needs nor wants worshippers. No Otherness religion. It prefers to work sub rosa, through other religions.” 


	“Okay, but what did those guys expect to get in return for slicing up Cailin?” 


	The Oculus shrugged. “Who can explain beliefs? Some people are sensitive to the Otherness and, wittingly or unwittingly, do its work. The results are satanic cults and fanatical offshoots of established religions.” 


	“The Islamic nuts.” 


	“Goat humpers,” Miller said.


	The Oculus shook his head. “Not just Muslims. Look at the Crusades. Religious zealots are fertile ground for the Otherness. Ironic, isn’t it. The fanatics think they’re serving their religion when all the while they’re strengthening the means of its ultimate demise—pushing closer to the destruction of all religions. Nine-eleven provided a bonanza for the Otherness… the deaths, the pain, the terror… a nectar of chaos to feed it.” 


	“Sounds like it’s winning.” 


	The Oculus nodded. “It is, I’m afraid. Here, in this Home building, lives a squad of the Ally’s firefighters, part of its army on earth, protectors of the Oculi and warriors against the Otherness. But it’s a shrinking army.” 


	“Don’t tell me you can’t find any abandoned children.” 


	“No, that’s not the problem. There are fewer Oculi than ever as well.” 


	“Which means what? The Ally’s losing interest in this place?” 


	Part of Jack hoped that was true. Maybe he’d get his life back. But then another part of him quailed at the thought of humanity—and that meant Gia and Vicky and the baby—facing the Otherness alone.


	The Oculus looked away. “Perhaps. I can’t be sure, and I can’t explain it, but that is what I sense.” 


	“Maybe it’s found a more interesting marble for its collection. Like Jupiter or Saturn. They’re a lot prettier.” 


	“No, only living worlds are prized. It’s almost as if the Ally thinks we’re dying here, and so it devotes less and less attention to us. Perhaps because it’s seeing less and less activity.” 


	Jack couldn’t buy that.


	“Humanity’s bigger and more active than ever.” 


	“I said seeing less activity. For the past three years someone has been systematically killing the Oculi, and many yeniçeri along with them.” 


	Now came Jack’s turn at shocked silence.


	This explained the yeniçeri paranoia. And he had a pretty good idea who they feared.


	“Is the person behind this—?” 


	The Oculus’s hand shot up. “Do not name him. He knows when his name is spoken and seeks out the speaker.” 


	Jack had heard this before. It struck him as Harry Potterish, but he respected the sources and so he abided.


	“Okay. The one I’m thinking about… his name begins with R, am I right?” 


	The Oculus nodded. “It’s safer to call him ‘the Adversary.’” 


	“Where’s the Sentinel while all this is happening?” 


	Jack had been told, but he wanted to see if these folks knew.


	The Oculus gave his head a sad shake. “No one knows. He hasn’t been heard from for almost half a millennium. No one has an explanation.” 


	Jack had been told that someone named Glaeken used to be the Defender, or Sentinel as these folks called him, but he was just a man now—an old man with no powers. But Rasalom didn’t know that. And Jack hoped he never found out, because he guessed that being the Heir meant he’d have to step into Glaeken’s shoes should the need arise.


	The Oculus said, “But how do you know of the Adversary?” 


	“We’ve met.” 


	Jack heard sharp intakes of breath from the Oculus and Davis.


	Miller said, “He’s shitting us. Or if he isn’t, it proves he’s not the Heir. The Adversary would never let the Heir live.” 


	Jack shook his head. “He says killing me would be doing me a favor… would spare me some misery to come.” 


	Jack’s stomach clenched and unclenched in the ensuing silence. He remembered Rasalom’s words. How could he forget? They’d been branded on his memory.


	Physical pain is mere sustenance. But a strong man slowly battered into despair and hopelessness… that is a delicacy. In your case, it might even approach ecstasy. I don’t want to deprive myself of that.


	He’d lost the last two surviving members of his family in the past month. Was that what Rasalom had meant by “slowly battered into despair and hopelessness”? Jack had been depressed afterward. But hopeless? Despairing? Not even close.


	Jack didn’t know how, but he was convinced that Rasalom had been behind those deaths. Maybe not directly responsible, but involved. The result was unrelenting rage—at Rasalom, and at the Otherness.


	“What’s he like?” Davis said.


	“Just a guy. He doesn’t wear a cape or have a vulture sitting on his shoulder. Pass him on the street and you’d never give him a second thought. Just an ordinary, everyday guy… until you look in his eyes and he lets you see what’s going on in—” 


	“Daddy?” 


	Jack glanced to his right and saw a chunky preteen girl standing in the doorway. She had blond hair, blue eyes, a pimple on her chin, and an open book in her hands.


	“What is it, Diana?” 


	“Can you please help me with this algebra problem?” 


	The Oculus smiled. “What were you told about interrupting meetings?” 


	She looked down. “Sorry. But I’m just not getting it.” 


	“It’s hard at first, 1 know. Keep trying. I’ll be in as soon as I finish here.” 


	She smiled.‘“Kay.” 


	When she was gone the Oculus turned back to Jack.


	“My daughter. I took her out of school when the Adversary began killing off the Oculi. Now I homeschool her.” He smiled ruefully and shook his head. Jack couldn’t read those eyes, but he sensed the man’s love for his daughter. “I never realized what an awesome responsibility it was.” 


	“What about her mother?” 


	“Dead. A fire in a Midwest Home. The Oculus there and her son—our son—were killed. I had taken Diana to raise, so she was spared. But our boy…” His mouth twitched. “He would have taken his mother’s place had he lived, just as Diana will take mine, but…” 


	Jack wondered about that. Diana had normal blue human eyes. Would she develop her father’s black eyes as she got older?


	Whatever. Jack had had enough of this for now. His scars still itched but had stopped burning. He still had questions, but he felt too much like a prisoner here. He needed to walk free, get back to the real world, feel New York City pavement beneath his feet.


	He stood.


	“Okay, you help your daughter while I—” 


	The Oculus shot to his feet. “You’re not leaving!” 


	“That’s the plan.” 


	“But there’s so much I wish to know! About the Sentinel—” 


	“Wouldn’t know him if I tripped over him.” He turned toward the door. “Bye.” 


	Miller stepped in front of him.


	“Not so fast. You’ll go when he says you can go.” 


	Jack turned to the Oculus, checking Davis’s position as he moved. Close enough for Jack to land a side kick to his knee hard enough to bring him down if it came to that. Miller wouldn’t be so easy. Miller wouldn’t be easy at all.


	And of course, they were armed and he wasn’t.


	Better be cool.


	“Am I a prisoner?” 


	“No, of course not, but—” 


	“Then I’d like to go.” 


	“But you were led here for a purpose—to join us.” 


	Right. He’d get on the sign-up line right behind Godot.


	“I’m not much of a joiner.” 


	“But there’s so much we need to discuss.” 


	“We’ll make a play date. Now, can 1 leave peacefully or do things have to get ugly?” 


	The Oculus sighed. “Very well. But please come back.” 


	Jack wanted a repeat too, but more on his terms. Not as a captive audience.


	“We’ll work something out.” 


	He turned back toward the door but Miller still blocked it. He glared past Jack at the Oculus.


	“Are you out of your mind? He knows all about us now. We can’t let him go!” 


	“We can,” the Oculus said. “And we will.” 


	“This guy’s a fake. He’s not the Heir.” 


	“But he is.” 


	“What have you been smoking? The Heir will come from the yeniçeri.” 


	And then Jack got it. If anyone was going to be designated the Heir, Miller had expected to be him.


	“Hey, Miller,” Davis said. “Cool it.” 


	Miller pointed at the Oculus. “I signed on to protect him. That doesn’t mean I have to kiss his ass. This is a bad move and I take no responsibility for any damage this guy winds up doing.” 


	He turned and stomped out of the room.


	Jack turned to Davis. “You have some things of mine, I believe.” 


	Davis nodded. He looked embarrassed. “Yeah. Come on. I’ll get them for you.” 
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	Jack walked a circuitous route from the warehouse, stopping every half block to check for bird-dog action. He didn’t spot anyone and was eventually satisfied that he was on his own.


	Not necessarily a good sign. They’d bugged him once. Why not again?


	A direct route to the car would have run two blocks at most. Jack stretched it to six. When he reached the Crown Vic he stopped long enough to retrieve the TD-17 from the glove compartment, then resumed his walk.


	As he moved he turned on the detector and immediately got a positive for an RF signal. But that could be coming from anywhere around him. He turned down the sensitivity until it stopped, then wanded himself with the little gizmo. No response. He notched up the sensitivity and tried again. Still nothing. He kept pushing it up until he found a signal, but it didn’t seem to be coming from him. Most likely RF pollution.


	Okay. Maybe he was clean. The only way to be sure was to run a check in the car.


	He trotted back, hopped in the front seat, and watched the indicator light as he shut the door. It went dark. He opened the door again and it lit. Just pollution. He started the car and avoided the area around the warehouse as he headed back to the BQE.


	Not a bad morning’s work. He’d come to Red Hook to learn a little more about the yeniçeri and wound up learning a lot. He’d also wound up with a bruised scalp and a sprained neck. Small price.


	Still had a lot of questions though.


	Like who had started the yeniçeri. He had a feeling being a yeniçeri was both a day job and a night job. So who funded their training and paid their expenses?


	But a bigger question—the biggest—was about this Heir thing. He’d heard from more than one source that he’d been drafted into this war. He’d hated the notion then and liked it even less now that he was being called the Heir. Heir to the Sentinel’s job? What did that entail? How did you defend against a cosmic force like the Otherness? It all seemed so crazy.


	Maybe being sentinel meant going toe to toe with Rasalom.


	Not a comforting thought. Rasalom had been creepy the first time Jack had met him, but the second time he’d been downright scary. So much more powerful—walking on water, paralyzing with a gesture.


	How am I supposed to stand up to that?


	The whole hero thing made him queasy. He wasn’t a hero. He didn’t want to be a hero. Okay, for Gia and Vicky and the baby he’d be a hero if the need arose, but as for the rest of humanity… he didn’t want that responsibility. Couldn’t handle it. He was just Jack. Just a guy.


	Even worse was the knowledge that his life was no longer his own. Every move seemed scripted. Even this morning. The Oculus had come right out and said it.


	You were led here for a purpose—to join us.


	Was that the way it worked?


	But how? The creeps just happened to snatch the niece of a regular at Julio’s, a guy who was sure to ask Jack for help. So he gets involved. And because of that he crosses paths with the yeniçeri. They all play cat and mouse for a while, culminating in Jack’s arrival at the warehouse.


	You were led here for a purpose—to join us.


	Led by whom? Did the Ally use Otherness types to do its work, or was it the Otherness pulling the strings? Would his involvement with the yeniçeri somehow disrupt whatever unity they had—there didn’t seem to be a whole hell of a lot of that as it was—and lead to the death of the Oculus?


	It made him dizzy.


	Why me? What’s so special about me?


	The BQE was stopped dead, so he took surface roads. While waiting at a red light he turned on his phone and found a message from Abe. He had more news. That meant they needed another face to face.


	Two in one day. Wow.
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	“All you’ve got to do is get yourself to South Florida,” Abe said. “From there everything will be taken care of.” 


	During the few hours they’d been apart Abe had accessorized his wardrobe with a mustard stain on his white shirt and a sprinkle of powdered sugar on his black pants.


	“Can you be a little more specific than ‘taken care of? What’s going to be taken care of and by whom?” 


	“My Balkans contact. We’ll call him Mischa for now.” 


	“For now?” 


	“With his real name, of course I trust you. But him, I don’t know. I’ve vouched for you but that doesn’t mean he’ll want you to know the name his mother gave him. If he does, he’ll tell you. If not, it’s Mischa. Professional courtesy.” 


	“Gotcha. All right, I’m down in South Florida. What next?” 


	“Before you go I’ll be given the number of a slip at a marina in Palm Beach. You go there first thing Tuesday morning and the owner of the boat in said slip will take you across to the Bahamas and drop you off on West End, one of the out islands.” 


	“How far is that?” 


	“About seventy miles. He’ll be piloting a sport fisher that can make the trip in three hours.” 


	“Déjà vu.” 


	“Yes. Reminds you of a similar trip you made with your brother last month, I’ll bet. Only this is much shorter.” 


	Right. Bermuda had been 650 plus. After that, seventy was around the corner.


	“From said island you’ll be ferried into New Providence where one of Mischa’s associates will sneak you aboard a cargo plane.” 


	“Not in a crate I hope.” 


	“Not so bad as that, but a pretty stewardess you shouldn’t expect. Brown bag it if you want to eat.” 


	“Seems kind of roundabout, don’t you think? Why don’t I just call the Ashes and have one of them fly me straight to the Bahamas?” 


	“Because this is the way Mischa wants it done. It’s the procedure he uses for moving certain commodities back and forth between here and Sarajevo or Kosovo. Everyone knows their parts. Like a well-oiled machine it works. He doesn’t like to mess with a winning formula.” 


	Jack shrugged. He understood. Perfectly.


	“Okay. It’s his show. The plane takes me to Bosnia-Hurtslikegonorrhea. Then what?” 


	“Not so fast. You’re expecting a nonstop? Don’t. The first plane takes you to Nouakchott International Airport.” 


	“Jeez. Where the hell is that?” 


	“Mauritania.” 


	“Swell.” 


	“Less than an hour you’ll be there. Then it’s onto another cargo plane to Sarajevo. That’s when you’ll be crated up. Another of Mischa’s associates will get your crate through customs and truck you to a warehouse where you’ll meet Mischa himself. And that’s when you’ll pay half the fee.” 


	And a hell of a fee it was.


	“He’s agreed to take Krugers, right?” 


	“Yes. Of course.” Abe smiled. “They’re as good as gold.” 


	“Ha-ha. How long am I there?” 


	“A day, two at most. Mischa will settle you into your new identity, get you through immigration, and you will fly to JFK tourist class on Bosnia Airlines.” 


	“And that will be it.” 


	“That will be it.” 


	“Next week I’ll be Mirko Abdic.” 


	“Next week you’ll be Mirko Abdic.” 


	Something squeezed in Jack’s chest.
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	A customer for Abe’s real line of merchandise came in so Jack left them to their dealing. His headache had faded but still nagged him. His stomach felt sour.


	This called for a beer.


	He was halfway to Julio’s when his cell phone rang: the man himself.


	“Julio. Just on my way over.” 


	“Maybe you shouldn’t, meng. One those gun guys from last night showed up.” 


	Jack stopped walking.


	“The big one or the smaller?” 


	“Smaller.” 


	Davis.


	“What’s he doing?” 


	“Just sitting at the bar, drinking a draft. He let me pat him down. Say he don’t wan’ no trouble. He’s clean but I dunno. I look outside, don’t see nobody, but maybe you better stay away.” 


	Hell with that. Julio’s was his hang and he wanted a beer in Julio’s.


	“See you in a few.” 


	If it had been Miller he might have thought twice, but Jack had sensed a core of decency in Davis. Question was, what did he want? Talk? Okay, Jack could talk. He still had questions.


	But just the same, certain precautions were called for.


	He made a slow approach to Julio’s, checking all the cars and nooks and crannies. But he didn’t stop there. He ambled a block past the front door, still checking.


	No one. At least no one he could make.


	As he stepped inside he spotted Davis at the bar. He wasn’t in his suit and was just polishing off his draft. Without breaking stride Jack tapped him on the back and motioned him to follow. He led him to his rear table where he assumed his usual back-to-the-wall position, eyes on the door. Davis pulled out a chair opposite him and dropped into it. He thrust out his hand.


	“Cal Davis.” 


	Jack shook it. “Jack. What are you drinking?” 


	“Stella. Didn’t expect to find it on tap in a dive like this.” 


	Dive… Julio would have liked that. He worked hard keeping his place a dive. And Davis had passed the first test: He didn’t drink Bud or—God forbid—Bud Light.


	Jack signaled to Julio for two Stellas, then leaned toward Davis.


	“I hear you want to talk.” 


	“Yeah.” He ran a hand across his short blond hair and put on an affable smile; Jack didn’t know how real it was. “Interesting morning, huh?” 


	“Very. What do we talk about?” 


	The beers came then and Davis lifted his in a toast.


	“To lots of interesting mornings.” 


	Jack had a sense that Davis was trying to soften him up, charm him. Jack wasn’t in the mood for charm.


	“Interesting is personal. And it’s something of a curse to the Chinese.” 


	Another smile. “Touched” 


	“Talk.” 


	Davis sighed. “Nothing too serious to say. Just want to see if I can persuade you to throw in with the MV.” 


	“I gave my answer.” 


	“I know.” Davis lost his smile and leaned forward. “But ‘I’m not a joiner’ doesn’t cut it. This isn’t about you or me or the Oculus. The stakes in this battle go way beyond us. They impact on everyone you know and love.” 


	“You don’t get it: I’ve never worked with anyone. I don’t know how. I’d be more of a hindrance than a help.” 


	“That’s a cop-out.” He jerked a thumb back over his shoulder. “Your Puerto Rican friend behind the bar, the one who’s got one eye on me and the other on the sawed-off he keeps under the bar. He and everything he knows and loves are at stake. How about your attachments? Got a girlfriend, a wife, kids?” 


	All of the above—sort of. But wasn’t about to tell Davis.


	“My business.” 


	He shrugged. “Fair enough. I don’t see you doing the Ward Cleaver or Jim Anderson thing, but what—?” 


	“Let me ask you something,” Jack said. ‘The Oculus—and speaking of the Oculus, does he have a real name? You know, like Joe or Tom or Fred? I don’t see his mother leaning out the back door shouting, ‘Ocky, dinner’s ready!’” 


	“His mother was an Oculus, and she did have a name for him. But as with all Oculi, that fell by the wayside once he assumed the role. We address him as Oculus but out of earshot he’s ‘the O.’” 


	“Okay. The O says I’m the Heir. What exactly does that mean?” 


	Davis gave him a wide-eyed stare. “You mean you don’t know?” 


	Jack was sick of hints—he wanted a full explanation. Maybe he could squeeze one out of Davis.


	“Nope. Heir to what?” 


	“Why… the role of Sentinel.” 


	“And just when does that happen?” 


	“Should something happen to the Sentinel, something final, you will step into the role.” 


	“Swell.” That was what he’d gathered. “But I’m just a regular guy. I can’t fight the Otherness… or the Adversary.” 


	“When you’re elevated to the part, you’ll be changed. You’ll have… powers.” 


	Jack didn’t want powers.


	“All right. How many of these Sentinels have there been?” 


	“Only one.” 


	Jack blinked. “One? That would mean he’s…” 


	“Immortal. Right.” 


	This was crazy. But then, everything had become crazy. The world he knew now was not the world he’d grown up in.


	Davis added, “Immortal in the sense that he can’t age. But not invulnerable. He can be killed.” 


	Jack shook his head. Me? Immortal? He couldn’t buy it. It was the stuff of fantasy novels, and he didn’t like fantasy novels. Never happen.


	“What planet are you from, Davis?” 


	“This one. But I’ve peeked behind the veil—and so have you—and seen the real world, the one that’s hidden from the vast bulk of humanity. We both know truths that would drive many of them over the edge.” 


	“Maybe we’re over the edge.” 


	But Jack didn’t think so. He’d fought through a ship full of nightmares, seen glowing bottomless holes in the earth, and fought the frightful things that rose from one of them.


	“We’re not. But you not knowing you’re the Heir… makes me wonder if the Oculus might be mistaken.” 


	Jack tried not to sound hopeful. “Why’s that?” 


	Davis frowned. “The Heir is supposed to be molded since birth to be the Sentinel. That’s why we’ve always assumed he’d be one of the yeniçeri.” 


	Here was an opening Jack had been waiting for. He pounced.


	“But aren’t all you guys, in a way, molded from birth to be something?” 


	“Yeah, but the Heir would be different. He would face the Otherness and come away scarred but alive.” He stared at Jack’s chest. “You fit the scarred part, but…” 


	“But I haven’t been molded.” 


	“I gather not.” 


	Now the question Jack had wanted to ask ever since he’d seen the Oculus’s eyes.


	“Who molded you?” 


	Davis shifted his gaze to his beer. “Two wonderful, inspiring men.” 


	“Are they related?” 


	Jack had started to say, “Were” but switched to the present tense at the last instant.


	Davis’s head snapped up. Suspicion sparked in his eyes.


	“Why do you ask?” 


	Jack shrugged. “No particular reason. Something in your tone… like they’re a father-son team or something.” 


	He held his breath, hoping Davis would open a door by saying a certain word.


	“They were brothers—twins.” 


	And there it was, lying on the table. The Twins… Jack had butted heads with them last April.


	“‘Were’?” 


	A nod. “They’re gone. The Twins sensed the Otherness preparing for a major coup and went to put a stop to it. Neither has been seen or heard from since.” 


	For a few seconds he was afraid Davis would begin to cry. Jack looked away, not just to cut off the sight of the man’s welling eyes, but to keep his own from giving anything away.


	The Twins… two identically odd-looking ducks in black suits and fedoras and dark glasses. They were gone—for good—because of Jack. He hadn’t realized until the end what side they were on. But that wouldn’t have changed matters: It had been him or them.


	He shook his head. No good guys in this war, just black and different shades of gray.


	Davis said, “We always assumed—they always assumed—that one of them would be the Heir.” 


	That explained something. Right after their deaths he’d felt a change, as if some mantle had fallen onto his shoulders. He hadn’t understood then, but he knew now: The Ally was saying, Okay, they’re gone because of you, so you take their place.


	“You said they sensed the Otherness preparing a coup. You mean the Oculus, don’t you?” 


	He shook his head. “They had the sight as well.” 


	That explained the weird black eyes he’d spotted on one of them.


	“They raised us, trained us… they were like foster fathers.” 


	And that explained Zeklos’s odd plural when he mentioned losing his fathers.


	“That’s another reason you should throw in with us. We can protect you.” 


	Jack had to say it: “Like you did the Twins?” 


	Davis’s eyes flashed. “They tended to operate on their own. Sometimes they’d bring yeniçeri along, but they saw themselves as a two-man team. If we’d been along maybe they’d still be alive. They wouldn’t let us protect them, but you… we can take your back.” 


	“It’s not me I’m worried about.” 


	Davis smiled. “So you don’t live in a vacuum after all. You have people you care about. Who?” 


	“You’ll never know.” 


	“I don’t care to. But look at the big picture: By joining us you could make the world a safer place, and that means safer for them.” 


	A low blow, but one that hit home.


	On the other hand, from what he’d seen so far, these guys didn’t seem much of a threat to the Otherness. The Ally needed a better team on its side if it was going to beat the Adversary.


	“What makes you think you’re having any impact?” 


	Davis rubbed his jaw. “I’m sure we didn’t impress you last night, but we lost our center and a good deal of our focus last spring when we lost the Twins. Your involvement might center us again.” 


	“And what would Mister Happy Face say about that?” 


	Davis smiled. “Miller? He’ll hate it. He’s headstrong and impulsive, and flies off the handle too easily, but he’s dedicated to the cause. You’ve only seen his dark side.” 


	“Right. Like he’s got a light side.” 


	Davis frowned. “Well, come to think of it, if he does, I’ve never seen it. But he’ll go along with whatever the Oculus and the majority decide.” 


	“But I shouldn’t turn my back on him?” 


	“Like they say, you can choose your friends but you can’t choose your family. Miller is family—all yeniçeri are brothers—so I won’t bad-mouth him. He’s got his faults. One of them happens to be a vicious streak about a mile wide, but he’s an in-your-face type. Your back will be safe. It’ll be your front you’ll have to watch.” 


	Davis finished his beer and grabbed Jack’s empty mug.


	“This round’s on me.” 


	Jack leaned back and watched him as he headed for the bar. Something likable about Davis, something trustworthy.


	But he couldn’t see joining the MV and working with them. Couldn’t see himself working with anybody.


	But that was the old Jack. And the old Jack was about to disappear and reemerge as Mirko Abdic.


	Maybe Mirko Abdic would need something like the Militia Vigilum.


	Jack didn’t know. He decided not to make a decision either way. He’d temporize with Davis—make no promises but not slam the door—and think on it.


	Everything, it seemed, was changing.
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	Gia shook her head and bit her lower lip. ‘“The Heir’? I don’t think I like the sound of that.” 


	“We’re on the same page there.” 


	They sat on the Chippendale sofa in the Sutton Square library that also served as a TV room. A Seinfeld episode that must have been in its ten-thousandth rerun was playing, but no way Jack could dredge up any interest. Same for Gia.


	“So, if this Sentinel dies, you’ll be taken away from us?” 


	The words stunned Jack. He hadn’t seen it that way. Davis had told him he’d be changed, given powers…


	“No way I’ll leave you.” 


	But would what he valued and cared about change as well?


	She clutched his arm and leaned against him. “Even so… let’s hope this current Sentinel, whoever he is, lives another couple of thousand years.” 


	Jack couldn’t tell her that he’d been told that the current Sentinel—so far the only Sentinel—had retired from his job and his immortality, and was near-ing the end of his days.


	So it was only a matter of time.


	Jack resisted the urge to jump up and start kicking holes in walls. His life was no longer his own, goddamn it. He hadn’t signed up for this. Why couldn’t the Ally have chosen someone who was slavering for it? Like Miller.


	“But what if he is killed?” Gia said. “What if you have to take his place? What will you do?” 


	“Absolutely nothing. If nominated, I refuse to run, if elected 1 refuse to serve.” 


	“Passive-aggressive isn’t your style.” 


	“What else can I do? In this case the only way I can fight back is to refuse to participate.” 


	“But if you’re needed—if the Otherness starts something only you can stop—are you just going to sit back and watch? That’s not you.” 


	Jack sighed. She was right. He couldn’t see himself doing that. Especially if it endangered Gia and Vicky and the baby.


	“But that’s all speculation at this point,” she said. “This Militia Vigilum you told me about is here and now. What are you going to do?” 


	Jack trusted his instincts and they said Avoid. But he’d learned to trust Gia’s instincts as well.


	“If you were choosing for me, what would you say?” 


	She pursed her lips and didn’t speak for a few seconds. Then she let out a breath.


	“I’d give them a try.” 


	Jack winced. “Ouch.” If he’d known she was going to say that he wouldn’t have asked. “Why?” 


	“Purely selfish, personal reasons. I know you’re a lone wolf. I know you don’t like to explain things. I know you like to act on instinct if something goes wrong and you can’t do that if you have to explain it to someone else. I know you think the risk of something going wrong is directly proportional to the number of people involved.” 


	Jack smiled. “So you have been listening.” 


	“Of course. And all that said, I still hate you working alone. Just like I hate you traveling to Europe alone.” 


	“I won’t be alone. Abe’s contacts—” 


	“You don’t know them and they don’t know or care about you. If signals get crossed or a connection is missed, you’ll be alone in a foreign country where you don’t speak the language and don’t have any papers.” 


	Jack had thought about that, and the bad-news possibilities formed a cold lump in his gut. But he couldn’t let Gia know.


	“I’ll be fine.” 


	She shivered against him. “Maybe you shouldn’t go. Maybe there’s another way.” 


	“Maybe there is, but Abe has spent months setting this up and I trust him like I trust you. But getting back to the MV, they won’t be any help to me in the Balkans.” 


	“1 was thinking on a more day-to-day basis. Your methods are like walking a high wire without a safety net. This MV group could be your safety net.” 


	Jack cleared his throat. “The problem with a safety net is that it’s a very human tendency to be less sharp, less focused if you know it’s there. You might become a smidge cavalier about falling because hey, no biggie… the net’s there to catch me. Net or not, I don’t want to fall. Ever.” 


	“Okay, here comes the personal, selfish part: I’d worry a lot less if you had something, someone to fall back on.” 


	“Kind of a moot point, isn’t it. I’ll be pretty much retiring from fix-its once I become Mirko Abdic.” 


	“But you can’t retire from this war you’ve been drafted into.” She bit her lip. “Maybe this invitation to join the M V is a sign.” 


	That took Jack by surprise. He leaned back and looked at her.


	“A sign? Since when do you believe in signs?” 


	“Why not? I never believed in ghosts until one tried to kill the baby. I never believed anything like the Lilitongue could be possible, but it was only a few weeks ago that it invaded this house and wouldn’t leave. So why not believe in signs?” 


	A wave of guilt swept over him as he considered what she’d been through because of her relationship with him.


	“Case made. In spades. But what makes you think it’s a sign?” 


	She raised her shoulders in half a shrug. “I’m not sure. The timing, I guess. Becoming Mirko Abdic… it will give you a legal identity, make you a card-carrying citizen. You won’t be a lone wolf anymore. You’ll be a member of a pack, part of something larger than yourself.” 


	“Yeah. I know.” That had been the hardest thing to accept about this whole plan. “But let’s get back to signs. What does the MV have to do with my new—?” And then he saw it. “Joining something larger than myself. And the MV is another larger something.” 


	He found the symmetry vaguely unsettling.


	“Right. So even if you’re no longer Repairman Jack, you’re still involved in this insane war. That’s not going to stop, and it’s not something you can take on alone. It might wind up that you need them and their Oculus as much as they need you.” 


	“I don’t—” 


	She punched him lightly on the arm. “Come on, Jack. Even the Lone Ranger had Tonto.” 


	Maybe she was right, but he couldn’t see himself becoming a card-carrying member of the MV.


	“I’ll think on it.” 


	“Give it a try. Mix with them awhile. If it’s not a good fit, you walk away. If you think it has possibilities, you hang on awhile longer. Where’s the downside to a trial run?” 


	Good question. But it didn’t make the decision any easier. He guessed he’d—


	“Mom! Mom!” Vicky came running in holding out her right fist. “Look what happened!” 


	She opened her hand to show them.


	At first Jack didn’t know what he was looking at: white, boxy, smaller than a Chiclet, with reddish discoloration on one side. Then he recognized it.


	A tooth.


	“It just came out!” 


	Gia gripped Vicky’s jaw. “Let me see. Is this the one that’s been loose?” 


	Vicky nodded as she opened wide and stuck the tip of her pinkie into an empty socket in her left upper jaw. “Righ’ ‘ere.” 


	“That’s great, honey. Looks like you made another five dollars.” 


	Vicky grinned. “No, this one’s worth ten. At least!” 


	Jack slapped his forehead. “Ten bucks for a tooth? Where are the pliers? I’m going to pull all mine out and—” 


	“It’s only for teeth that fall out, silly.” 


	“Yeah, but ten dollars! The Tooth Fairy only left me a quarter when I was a kid.” 


	Gia gave her daughter a sidelong look. “You got only five dollars for the last teeth.” 


	“Yeah, but those were incisors and canines. This is a molar. It’s worth double.” 


	Incisors and canines… how did she know this stuff?


	Gia smiled. “Where does it say that?” 


	“In the Tooth Fairy Rule Book.” 


	“Well, if you can show me that, I’ll believe it. Otherwise I think the Tooth Fairy will think five is plenty.” 


	“Aaaw.” 
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	Jack hung around until after Vicky went to bed. They gave her half an hour before creeping upstairs to check on her. They found her curled into a ball under her covers, her long-lashed eyes closed, her hair, released from its braids, fanned out like a dark cloud on her pillow. The picture of innocence.


	Gia gently slipped her hand under the pillow and extracted the tooth from its resting place. Then she pulled a five-dollar bill from her pocket.


	“You’re not giving her ten?” Jack whispered.


	Gia smiled. “Five’s plenty. She knows there’s no Tooth Fairy but she’s a little operator who likes to see how far she can push the game. Don’t worry. She expects five, so she won’t be disappointed.” 


	Jack felt his throat tighten as he watched her slip the bill under the pillow. Everything pointed to dark days ahead. He had to find a way to protect these two—make that three—from whatever was coming. But how?


	He felt leaden and inadequate as they tiptoed out of the room. Maybe he should look into the MV. Maybe they’d have a way.


	“Meet you downstairs,” Gia said. “I have to make a quick trip.” 


	“To ‘sprinkle’?” 


	She smiled. “Yes, but don’t worry—I don’t have diabetes.” 


	“So I’ve been told.” 


	As Gia stepped into the bathroom, Jack fished a five out of his pocket and tiptoed back into the bedroom where he added it to the stash under Vicky’s pillow. As he turned and started back out, he heard a little voice behind him.


	“Thanks, Jack.” 
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	After he got home, Jack sat by his front window and watched the sidewalk across the street. He stayed up till after midnight, but the watcher never showed.


	SUNDAY
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	Cal Davis watched Miller yawn.


	“Tired?” 


	Miller gave him one of his patented flat stares. “What do you think?” 


	They sat at a card table, playing gin. Cal had just won the latest round, but they’d been fairly even through the night. The long night. He glanced at his watch: 7:30. Only half an hour left to the shift. He probably looked as tired as Miller.


	“I think I’m glad. I hope you’re exhausted.” 


	Miller’s stare morphed into a glare. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“Just what I said. Because you’re the reason we’ve had to go to twelve-hour shifts.” 


	“Bullshit.” 


	No—truth. And Miller knew it. Sending Zeklos down to the minors had screwed up the customary eight-hour rotation. They’d already been too short-handed to do that right, and the loss of Zeklos had tipped the apple cart.


	The Oculus killings and attendant yeniçeri losses had thinned the ranks—and not just by death. Some of the less devoted members of the corps had turned tail and run. For a while those who remained had hunted them down and terminated them, but now they didn’t have enough manpower for that.


	“We could have kept Zeklos for guard duty and just not sent him out on ops.” 


	Miller snorted. “He’d have found a way to mess that up too.” 


	Cal shook his head. “You’re really something, man.” 


	“And as for the shift change,” Miller said, jabbing a finger at him, “the twelve-hour deal works out better. Sure we’re stuck with longer shifts, but now we’ve got more flexibility. We might even be able to start taking vacations again.” 


	Cal heaved a mental sigh. Vacation… when was the last? Long, long time. That had been in Aruba. He’d found an array of unattached women down there. A true paradise.


	Maybe Miller was right. Maybe the twelve-hour rotation would work out.


	The door chimed. Miller rose and checked the video monitor.


	“Well, well, well. Look who’s here.” 


	“Zeklos?” 


	“No. The Oculus’s new best friend.” 


	“The Heir?” 


	Cal suppressed a grin as he jumped up and joined Miller at the monitor. Yep. Here he was, waiting on the step.


	His talk with Jack yesterday must have worked. Cal had come away thinking he’d failed—miserably. Talking to the guy had been like having a heart-to-heart with a wall. Hadn’t shown the slightest trace of interest. Either he had an A-class poker face, or something had changed his mind.


	“You can call him that,” Miller said. “I think he’s a phony. What’s he doing back here?” 


	“The O invited him, remember? And so did I.” 


	Miller wheeled on him. “You?” 


	“Yeah. Tracked him down yesterday and pitched him on throwing in with us. My silver tongue must have worked its magic.” 


	“You mean your shit tongue. I thought we were done with this jerk.” 


	“Buzz him in.” 


	Miller shook his head. “Let him cool his heels.” 


	Cal reached past him and pressed the door release.


	“Now.” 
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	Jack was about to hit the CALL button again when the lock buzzed open.


	He gripped the knob with a gloved hand, but hesitated to turn it.


	Big decision, this. Joining up with these guys, with any guys… it didn’t feel right. He’d thought on it all night and had arrived at the conclusion that


	Gia had a point: The Otherness was too big to lace alone. So where was the downside of giving it a try? If he didn’t like it, or they didn’t like him—Miller, he was sure, had already made up his mind about that—he’d walk away. At least he’d have given it a shot.


	He rubbed his chest with his free hand. The burning and itching had returned, but not as severe as yesterday. Maybe the scars were getting used to the place.


	He turned the knob and heard a bell as he pushed through. Took his eyes a few seconds to adjust from morning sunshine brightness to the dimmer light within. When they did he found himself facing Davis and Miller and two more yeniçeri he hadn’t seen before. Davis and Miller had empty hands, but the other pair had their pistols out as they moved his way from the partitioned rear of the space.


	Davis gave them an all-clear wave. “It’s okay, guys.” Then he turned to Jack with a smile. “Welcome back.” 


	Miller scowled. “What are you doing here?” 


	Jack looked at him. “And a gracious good morning to you too, Mister Miller.” 


	“You didn’t answer my question.” 


	“Back to have another tete-a-tete with your fearless leader. You okay with that?” 


	Miller said nothing but his scowl deepened.


	Davis turned to one of the yeniçeri. “Tell the O that the Heir is here.” 


	As the guy headed for the stairs, Jack heard a chime. Davis stepped back and looked at what Jack assumed to be a monitor, then jabbed a button.


	The lock buzzed, the bell rang as the door opened, and in stepped Zeklos.


	Miller threw his hands in the air. “The rat-faced boy joins the bunco Heir. Now my day’s complete.” 


	Zeklos’s eyes darted back and forth, hunting for a friendly face, or at least one not overtly hostile. Jack felt sorry for the little guy.


	“Zeklos,” Davis said, his expression neutral. “What’s up?” 


	“I am going to Idaho camp.” 


	“Fuck!” Miller shouted. “You hear what he just said?” He pointed at Zeklos. “That’s why you’re outta here!” 


	Zeklos took a step back. “What? What did I say?” 


	“You just mentioned the location of a training camp!” 


	“But he is Heir.” 


	Jack said, “And ‘Idaho’ isn’t exactly a pinpoint location.” 


	Miller’s pointer swiveled toward Jack. “You stay out of this! This is a yeniçeri matter!” 


	“A bully is a bully, yeniçeri or not.” 


	Miller took a step forward. “You mind your own lucking—” 


	“Easy,” Davis said, grabbing a tree-trunk arm. “Can’t we all just get along?” 


	While Miller gave Davis a long, hard glare, Jack glanced at Zeklos and found the little guy staring at him with an odd look in his eyes. Jack could almost read his mind: First this guy returns my gun, then the Oculus calls him the Heir, and now he sticks up for me.


	Although that hadn’t been Jack’s intention—bullies just plain pissed him off—he figured he’d made a friend. Zeklos appeared to be on the outs with everyone else here, but he still might prove to be a source for another slant in the workings of this enclave.


	Finally Miller turned back to Zeklos.


	“If you’re going back to camp, what are you doing here?” 


	‘They cannot take me until next week.” 


	“So?” 


	“So…” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “So, until that time, I do not have anyplace else to go.” 


	“Let him hang around,” Davis said.


	Miller gave him a disgusted, you-are-such-a-pansy look and turned away.


	Jack shook his head. The MV sure as hell looked like it needed some leadership. Wasn’t anyone in charge here?


	The yeniçeri who’d been sent upstairs returned.


	“He wants to see him right away.” 


	“Shit,” Miller said, shaking his head. “Okay, but we pat him down first.” 


	“I don’t think so.” 


	“Sorry,” Davis said. “No one but yeniçeri are allowed to be armed in the presence of the O.” 


	Jack thought about that. Not unreasonable. For now.


	“Okay.” He pulled the Glock from the small of his back and his PK-11 from his ankle holster. “But this is the last time I give up my iron. I’m either trusted or I’m out of here.” 


	Miller flashed his non-grin. “Then you’re outta here.” 


	“That’ll be up to the O,” Davis said. “Let’s go.” 
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	The Oculus met them at the door to his office, smiling as he shook hands with Jack and fixed him with an inky stare.


	“I’m so glad you decided to join us.” 


	“Not quite yet. There’s still a lot I want to know.” 


	He ushered Jack into the room.


	“Of course, of course. That’s only right and sensible.” 


	The four of them situated themselves as before: The Oculus behind the desk, Jack in the chair, Davis and Miller on flank.


	“What do you want to know?” the Oculus said. “Simply ask and I’ll tell you whatever I can.” 


	Jack leaned back. “Davis and I had a little talk yesterday and he told me about the Twins. Who were they, where’d they come from, where do they fit in all this?” 


	The Oculus steepled his fingers. “I’m not sure.” 


	Here we go with the evasions.


	“I thought you were going to answer my questions.” 


	“I can tell you only what I know. No one knows much about the Twins—they weren’t exactly forthcoming about their origins or their mission. But I’ll tell you what I’ve pieced together over the years.” 


	“Fair enough.” 


	“As I told you, the yeniçeri were started by the Sentinel back in the First Age, and he maintained them from prehistory through the Dark Ages. For some unknown reason he abandoned them in the sixteenth century. The Oculi stayed on watch, but for five hundred years they received virtually no Alarms. During that time the yeniçeri ranks withered due to lack of need.” 


	Jack gestured left and right. “Looks like some folks didn’t get the message.” 


	“That’s where the Twins come in. They appeared seemingly from nowhere in nineteen-forty-two and restarted the yeniçeri camps.” 


	“Why then?” 


	“I wasn’t an Oculus then, but my parents were, and they told me they’d both sensed something awakening in the world, something they’d never felt before in their lives.” 


	A disturbance in the Force? flashed through Jack’s head, but he decided it might be impolitic to share it.


	“Can you be a little more specific?” 


	The Oculus shook his head. “No, because they couldn’t describe it. Neither could the other Oculi, but they all felt it on the same day: May third, 1941.” 


	“Obviously something happened that day… way too early for Pearl Harbor… doesn’t anybody know what?” 


	The Oculus shook his head. “For years we conducted detailed studies of that date, in all countries, all cultures, but have found nothing. It had something to do with the Otherness because, after centuries of dormancy, it became active again. Every Oculus sensed its renewed activity. Then, less than a year later, the Twins appeared and began gathering recruits for the yeniçeri.” 


	“But that means there was no Militia Vigilum then. So who put out the fires?” 


	“For decades after the Twins’ appearance there were relatively few, but gradually increasing in number. While the yeniçeri were growing and learning, the Twins did the firefighting themselves. They always wore sunglasses, white shirts, and black suits, ties, and fedoras. They’d show up, take care of business, then leave. They tried to be discreet but were spotted often enough to spawn the myth of the ‘Men in Black.’” 


	Jack smiled. “So, the Men in Black had no connection to UFOs or the CIA.” 


	“Not in the least. The first new generation of yeniçeri was trained and ready when we—the Oculi and the Twins themselves—sensed a brief explosion of Otherness activity somewhere on Long Island. The date was recorded: February eleventh, 1968. The Twins and a squad of yeniçeri from this Home fanned out through the island but the source faded quickly and was gone before they could locate it.” 


	An explosion of Otherness on Long Island… not the first time Jack had heard about that. He knew the location: the village of Monroe. He also knew that a cluster of deformed babies was born there nine months later. And Monroe was where the Twins had bought it last year.


	But he couldn’t say so. They’d want to know how he knew, and no way he could tell them.


	“So,” Jack said, trying to keep all this straight, “the Sentinel disbanded the yeniçeri but the Oculi stayed on watch. Why is that?” 


	A shrug. “Who is to say? Although we share a common goal, we Oculi operate independently of the Sentinel.” 


	“Who’s been AWOL for five hundred years. Any chance he might be dead?” 


	Jack heard a sharp intake of breath from Davis and a grunt from Miller.


	“If he is,” Miller said, “then you’re a fake, because the real Heir would have already taken his place.” 


	“He’s not dead,” the Oculus said. “I sense his presence… but so faintly. He’s still with us, but I don’t know where. And I don’t know why, in this dark hour, he hasn’t shown himself and given the Ally’s disciples someone to rally around.” 


	“Morale’s pretty bad, huh.” 


	“None of your business,” Miller said.


	Jack glanced at him. “It wasn’t a question.” 


	The Oculus shook his head. “We are losing by inches. I don’t understand the Adversary’s strategy. Killing off the Oculi limits the Ally’s vision in this world, but in no way diminishes its power. But I sense it may be just a part of a multifaceted long-range plan.” 


	“Maybe killing you off is a bigger part than you think,” Jack said. “As I understand it, he’s also killing off the MV. The combination means fewer eyes to spot the fires, and fewer firemen to put them out.” 


	“That is why we live in the equivalent of an armed fortress. It used to be we could… could…” 


	He wavered in his seat like a drunk.


	Davis stepped forward and leaned on the desk. “Is it an Alarm?” 


	The Oculus covered his black eyes with a trembling hand. “Yes.” 


	“What’s an Alarm?” Jack said.


	Davis turned to him. “A warning from the Ally.” 


	Right. The timing seemed just a bit too convenient. He knew the guy was trying to sell him on joining up, and Jack had been listening. But if he thought—


	With a cry the Oculus fell out of his chair and landed on the floor. He began to writhe, shake, and shudder.


	Jack jumped to his feet and started toward him, but Miller put out a restraining arm.


	“Leave him be.” 


	“Yeah,” Davis said. “It’s like this every time. We have to let it run its course.” 
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	The Alarms are always silent, yet they never come alone. Pain is their devoted companion. This is why he dreads them. Icy blades stab his brain as lights strobe behind his squeezed lids. He feels the world tip beneath him and, though he instinctively reaches for the edges of his desk, he knows he’s going to fall.


	A scene leaps into view… an empty subway platform… smoke roiling from one of the tunnels… on the tiled wall: WEST 4th.


	That fades to gray…


	Then his inner vision lights with a street scene. He recognizes the New York Public Library in the background. A sudden burst of flame and flying debris obscures the building as a bus explodes.


	More gray…


	Then another subway with another smoking tunnel. He makes out 59TH ST on the wall.


	Yet more gray…


	Then a man standing in the center of the crowded main floor of Grand Central Station… the man explodes, the blast tearing those nearest to pieces, the ball bearings and nails and screws he embedded in his explosives dropping those farther away.


	Gray…


	And then a car midspan on the Brooklyn Bridge… it explodes…


	Gray again… much longer than before…


	And now half a dozen men in the front room of a shabby apartment… they are cramming bars of claylike material into the pockets of work vests… through the glass of the window behind them a bridge is visible over the roof of the building across the street.


	And then the pain fades along with the light and the visions… and all becomes dark again.
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	Jack listened with a growing sense of dread as the Oculus described his visions.


	When he’d stopped his seizure and come to, Miller had helped him back to his desk where he now sat, looking pale and shaken.


	“They’re… they’re going to paralyze the whole city,” Davis said in a hushed tone.


	Jack agreed. Subway nexuses like West 4th and 59th Street, a bus, a railway center, a bridge… and those might be just a sampling. But even if they were the whole plot, these bombings would affect the entire city—much more so than the London bombs affected the Brits. Those hadn’t played out against the backdrop of the fall of the Trade Towers or the LaGuardia Massacre. New Yorkers didn’t have the history of terrorism the Brits had suffered from the IRA. Millions of people, afraid to step on a train or a bus, would stay home. The city would grind to a halt.


	Miller kicked a wall. “Where do we find these fucks?” 


	“I… don’t know.” 


	That set Jack back.


	“You don’t know? Last time you told them Cailin’s exact location.” 


	The Oculus had the heels of his palms pressed against his temples.


	“You have to understand, these Alarms are like short-wave radio. The reception isn’t consistent. Sometimes it fluctuates and the images fade in and out. Reception last time was excellent: I saw the intersection, saw the front of the building, saw the cellar door. But this time…” 


	“You said you saw a man in a room… anything about the room that’ll give us a clue? Like, if maybe he belongs to Wrath of Allah?” 


	The Oculus lifted his head. “Wrath of Allah? Why them, rather than Al Qaeda?” 


	Jack didn’t want to get into the personal score he had to settle with Wrath of Allah.


	“They did LaGuardia. It’s the same kind of MO.” 


	The Oculus shook his head. “‘No, no posters or anything. Just a room… bare walls… wait. Out the window, to the left, I saw a bridge—and not too faraway.” 


	“The Brooklyn?” 


	“No, it was arched, two levels—” 


	Davis and Jack spoke in unison: “The Verrazano.” 


	Jack said, “Day or night?” 


	“Day. Bright sunlight outside.” 


	“Where was it angling from?” 


	“From above and behind it, I think… no, I’m sure. The side toward me was in shadow.” 


	Jack said, “Could be Bay Ridge.” 


	“Yeah,” Miller said softly, menace edging his voice. “Lots of mosques in Bay Ridge. And only a few miles from here.” 


	But something about this bothered Jack.


	“So am I to take it that the Ally is anti-Islam? Pro-U.S. and anti-Arab? When did it become politicized?” 


	Miller laughed. “Yeah, that’s right—the Ally is a Republican.” 


	The Oculus cleared his throat. “The Otherness feeds on anything that causes fear, pain, and discord. As does the Adversary. The Ally warned us about nine-eleven, but we weren’t able to find the culprits in time.” 


	“You mean you didn’t call it in?” 


	“Of course we did—to the FBI, the CIA, the NYPD—but we didn’t know who or when. So our warnings were ignored. Obviously.” 


	“Why did the Ally choose you? ‘Cause you’re in New York?” 


	“For major conflagrations, all Oculi receive the same vision. For minor occurrences—like the girl—only I, being the nearest, would receive that Alarm. In the nine-eleven matter, a number of us in the Eastern states donated yeniçeri to the search.” 


	Miller held up a thumb and forefinger, a quarter inch between them. “Missed the fuckers by this much.” 


	“Oh, what a feast that must have been for the Adversary,” the Oculus said. “I was also shown the pain and fear caused by the terrorism in Iraq after the conquest, but there was nothing we could do to prevent that.” 


	As awful as 9/11 had been, the LaGuardia Massacre had had much more of an impact on Jack’s life.


	“What about LaGuardia?” Jack said. “Were you warned about that?” 


	The Oculus lowered his gaze to the desktop. “In a way.” 


	“But you couldn’t prevent that either?” 


	“Prevent it? No.” 


	“We can do something to prevent this,” Davis said. He turned to Jack. “You with us?” 


	This was all moving too fast. He’d come here to learn a little more about these folks, but now he was being pressured into joining them on an operation.


	He didn’t like it, but how could he say no?


	These bombings would hurt the city more than 9/11 and LaGuardia combined. Unlike Jack, the city had already bounced back from LaGuardia. In both cases people could tell themselves that they worked in a bagel shop or a bookstore or a sweatshop and that no one was going to fly a plane into those places, or hose them with machine-gun fire. The average Joes and Janes could figure they were too small-time to be a target.


	But this tactic would have a wider effect: If the subways and buses and trains and bridges they rode on every day could be blown up, so could they.


	If the Oculus’s visions were real and true—and Jack still needed convincing on that score—he couldn’t walk away.


	“Let’s just say I do tag along. What’s the plan?” 


	Miller’s smile flickered on and off. “Simple. Find ‘em, finish ‘em, and forget ‘em.” 


	“Like in that cellar the other night?” 


	“Right.” 


	Davis said, “Except there’s a lot more at stake here than a little girl.” 


	Jack saw the find ‘em part as a major problem. He turned to the Oculus.


	“How much time do we have?” 


	“I don’t know. The visions have no time sequence. For instance, in the matter of the girl, I was shown her after they’d finished with her.” He shuddered. “That was what would have happened had we not intervened.” 


	“So we may have a day, a week, a month?” 


	“I wish I could say. The nine-eleven warning came on September second.” 


	Jack had a feeling this warning would be equally fruitless. Finding an Arab terrorist cell in Bay Ridge… good luck.


	
But what did they know so far? The northern flank of the Verrazano Bridge was visible from the cell’s window. That narrowed the area to Bay Ridge’s western rim.


	Not narrow enough. Not nearly enough.


	“Are these Alarms ever repeated?” 


	The Oculus shook his head. “Never.” 


	Swell.


	“Okay, can you remember seeing anything else through that window? Anything at all?” 


	He closed his black eyes and leaned back. “Let me see if 1 can reconstruct it.” 


	For a while the only sound in the room was breathing, then the Oculus’s eyes popped open as he stiffened in his chair.


	“The building across the street. I saw the bridge across its roof. It had a redbrick front.” 


	Jack suppressed a groan. Probably ninety percent of the buildings in Bay Ridge had redbrick facing.


	“Anything else? A funny chimney, a crazy antenna, a satellite dish—anything to make it stand out?” 


	“No, just—wait. The cornice! The building had a faded yellow cornice carved with a drape flanked by two inverted hearts.” 


	Jack rubbed his vaguely itchy scars. “West Bay Ridge, in sight of the Verrazano, across the street from a redbrick building with a pretty specific cornice design.” He looked at Davis and Miller. “That sounds doable to me. How about you?” 


	Davis and Miller nodded.


	Jack sighed. Looked like he’d just become a double secret temporary yeniçeri in the Militia Vigilum.


	But no black suit. No way was he climbing into a black suit.
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	After they’d finished arguing the suit issue, after Davis and Miller had changed into their uniforms, and after Jack had his heat back in his holsters, they were ready to go.


	Davis held out a pair of sunglasses. “At least wear the shades.” 


	Jack had no problem with that. He took them and checked them out, turning them over in his hands. Sleek black frames, slight wraparound.


	“Okay. Sure.” 


	“Put them on.” 


	“I’ll wait till I get outside.” 


	Davis grinned. “No, try them. They’ll surprise you.” 


	Jack slipped them on and—


	“Whoa!” 


	The room had barely darkened. He took them off and checked the lenses, but from the outside they looked impenetrably black. He’d seen photochromic lenses, even owned a pair once, but this was different.


	“How do they do that?” 


	Davis shrugged. “Don’t know. They’re something the Twins came up with. Pretty cool, huh?” 


	Jack put them back on and looked around. Almost like not wearing shades at all.


	“Hot.” 


	“The O is calling other Homes for reinforcements, but we can’t wait.” 


	Jack spotted Zeklos standing off to the side, watching them. The longing look on his face tugged at Jack.


	He turned to Davis and jerked a thumb at the little guy.


	“What about Zeklos? Why not bring him along?” 


	Miller overheard that.


	“No way. He’s out for retraining. Besides, he’s a menace.” 


	“But he’s got two good eyes,” Jack said, and left it at that, hoping Davis would pick up the ball.


	He did: “Yeah, Miller. Right now we can use all the eyeballs we can get.” 


	“I told you—” 


	“Would you be saying that if the Twins were here?” Davis said, showing some heat. “You going to let your personal feelings pave the way for another nine-eleven? You want to win this one or not?” 


	Miller stood silent a moment, staring at Davis, then Jack, then Zeklos, then back to Davis.


	“All right. He’s another set of eyes, but that’s all. He doesn’t suit up and if we have to make a move, he stays put.” 


	Davis turned to Zeklos. “That okay with you?” 


	Zeklos nodded, then glanced at Jack. Something like love glowed in his eyes.


	7


	After a lengthy, contentious discussion, with most of the heat coming from—of all people—Miller, they yielded to Jack’s logic: A four-way split on foot would be the most thorough but would take the longest; pairing off in two cars would allow for only one dedicated observer per car, since the driver had to be watching the street. All four of them in one car would provide three sets of eyes to comb the cornices.


	So it came down to Davis driving the Suburban with Miller shotgun, leaving Jack and Zeklos in the back.


	Jack studied a Brooklyn map as they drove to Bay Ridge. He couldn’t see how anyplace east of Sixth Avenue could have the view of the bridge the Oculus had described, so they started near the waterfront at Shore Road and Fourth—on the edge of John Paul Jones Park—and began working their way upriver and inland from there, snaking a winding course along the streets and avenues.


	Bay Ridge was a typical New York melting pot. People of all races, all shapes and sizes. The usual delicatessens, tae kwon do studios, travel agents, restaurants, bars, and bodegas lined its streets. A BP gas station, a limo service, Domino’s Pizza. Jack noticed a store awning that proclaimed itself a Tea Room and sported Arabic script.


	While they waited at a red light at 99th and Third, two women wearing scarflike hijabs crossed in front of them, each pushing a baby carriage.


	Miller said, “Oh, yeah. This is the place.” 


	Davis turned onto Third Avenue. “I think we’re too close to the bridge here.” 


	Jack agreed but didn’t feel the need to say so.


	They were making progress, but to Jack it seemed maddeningly slow. If only they knew how much time they had.


	To his right, Zeklos peered out his window, studying the edges of the passing roofs. Jack kept a look out his side but also kept an eye ahead. Not an easy task with Miller’s hulking carcass jammed in front of him.


	They kept doing their switchbacks, working the grid. On Third Avenue, between 92nd and 93rd, ahead and to the left, Jack spotted a three-story redbrick building with a cornice that might fit the Oculus’s description. He wouldn’t know until they were closer.


	He nudged Zeklos and pointed. The little guy looked, then turned to Jack, eyes wide. Jack nodded and pointed to the front seat.


	Zeklos hesitated only a second, then he leaned over the seat and pointed through the windshield.


	“There is something!” 


	Davis slowed the car and craned his neck for a look. Miller leaned forward, doing the same.


	“You know,” Davis said, “that could be it. Good eye, Zek.” 


	Zeklos glanced at Jack and said, “It was really—” 


	Jack gave him a hard nudge and shook his head.


	Miller growled. “If he spotted it, you know it’s wrong.” 


	“Pull over,” Jack said.


	Davis stopped in an empty space before a fire hydrant and idled. Jack jumped out and looked at the building that faced the cornice. They could have been twins—three-story, brick-fronted apartment houses, but the second lacked a cornice.


	He leaned close to Davis’s open window.


	“Give me your cell number.” 


	Davis jotted it down.


	“Okay. Drive around and keep looking while I check this out.” 


	“Since when does he give orders?” he heard Miller say.


	Jack walked away before he heard Davis’s reply.


	A mini-mart advertising Te-Amo cigars and lottery tickets occupied the building’s street level. The residential door stood to the left. He stepped up onto the front stoop and began pressing random call buttons. Finally a tinny voice spoke from the speaker.


	“Yes?” 


	Jack pressed his hand over his mouth and pushed a garbled mishmash of syllables through the fingers.


	“What?” 


	He repeated the mishmash.


	“Fuck it!” 


	The buzzer sounded and he pushed the door open. Once in he bounded up the stairs to the roof door. It warned that an alarm would sound if he opened it, but he couldn’t find any contacts. He pushed it open and…


	Silence.


	To assure he wouldn’t get locked out, he took off a shoe and used it as a wedge. Then he walked to the parapet and stared at the roof across the street.


	The scene matched the Oculus’s description: redbrick front, drape-and-inverted-heart cornice, and beyond that, angled to the south… the Verrazano Bridge.


	The Arabs were somewhere below his feet. He hoped they belonged to Wrath of Allah…


	He felt the darkness well up inside at the thought of them. He wanted—needed—to get one of those sons of bitches alone and extract a little information.


	He unclenched his fists and let out a long slow breath. That could be dealt with later. Maybe. Right now… step one completed.


	Jack called Davis. “I think we’ve found it.” 


	“Excellent!” 


	“What’s the next step?” 


	Jack knew what his next step would be, but he thought it best to let Davis and Miller think he was deferring to them.


	“Come on down and we’ll figure it out.” 


	Not what Jack had in mind.


	“Fine, but I don’t know if I can get back in. How about this? I hang around up here and see if anyone goes in or out.” 


	“But you don’t know the apartment.” 


	“The building’s got four per floor: two front and two back. The only place you can see the roof across the street is from the third floor. That puts our guys in one of the two front apartments.” 


	“And if someone comes out?” 


	“You guys grab him or follow him or whatever you think you should do.” Jack hoped they’d follow him. “You any good at bird-dogging?” 


	“Miller’s the best.” 


	Jack nodded to himself. Okay. He’d planted the follow seed.


	Davis said, “What if someone goes in?” 


	“Then I come downstairs, let you in, and we pay them a visit.” 


	“Sounds like a plan. Hang on.” Some muffled conversation followed—Davis obviously had his hand over the speaker—then, “Okay. We’ll try it for a while. But if nothing happens, we’ll bust in.” 


	“Which one?” 


	“Both.” 


	“Okay. And hey, send Zeklos up with a pack of cigarettes.” 


	“What the hell for?” 


	“I need an excuse for hanging out in the hall.” 
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	Ten minutes later Jack opened the front door for Zeklos, who handed over a pack of Marlboros.


	Jack stared at the pack. “Filtered? I want manly, unfiltered ciggies—Camels, Lucky Strike, Pall Mall.” 


	“I do not think they make those anymore in this country.” 


	As Zeklos turned to go, Jack grabbed his arm. “Hey, why don’t you keep me company?” 


	Zeklos glanced at Jack, then back to the street.


	“Miller told me drop these off and come right back.” 


	Jack raised his eyebrows. “And your point is…?” 


	Zeklos paused, then nodded and gave Jack a buck-toothed grin.


	“Yes. Fuck Miller.” 


	They headed up to the third floor where they sat on the chipped tile and leaned against the wall near the top of the stairwell. A mélange of sounds and odors swirled around them: a little opera, a little hip-hop, an argument, a child being scolded, frying bacon, boiling cabbage, sautéing onions.


	Jack opened the Marlboros and offered one to Zeklos.


	He shook his head. “No, thank you. I am quitted.” 


	“I never really started, but we’ve got to look like we have a reason for hanging out in the hallway.” 


	Zeklos took one and stuck it in his mouth. Jack did the same, then pulled out a disposable butane lighter.


	“If you are quit, how do you have lighter?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Never know when you’re gonna need fire.” 


	He lit Zeklos’s, then his own, and took a drag. And got a head rush. And coughed.


	“Now I know why I never liked these things.” 


	He’d simply pretend to inhale.


	Zeklos lowered his volume. “Can I ask you something?” 


	“Go ahead.” 


	“Okay. I want to know…” He seemed hesitant. “I want to know what is your amusement.” 


	“Amusement? Oh, you mean game?” 


	“Yes. That is it. You stop me from killing me, but you take my, um, metal, which make me feel worse.” 


	“Well, I didn’t want to have wasted my time.” 


	“I understand. But then you return it.” 


	“Because it was yours, and I figured if you were still alive by morning you’d most likely stay that way.” 


	Jack didn’t mention the part about messing with his head.


	“But then you take my part this morning, and then you ask me to come along to search. Why is this?” 


	Jack had felt genuinely sorry for him, but that hadn’t been the whole reason. He needed an asset, and Zeklos had been part of the inner circle before being pushed outside. Might be more forthcoming than the others if Jack needed more information.


	And Jack had one more reason.


	“Well, I haven’t known Miller long, but I do love pissing him off.” 


	Zeklos laughed. “I like you…” His voice trailed off. “What should I call you? ‘Heir’?” 


	“You do and you’re going straight back to Miller. Jack will do just fine.” 


	Jack figured they’d seem less suspicious if they jabbered about something while they waited. So he started an ersatz argument over the relative merits of American football versus Romanian football—known over here as soccer.


	They were each on their third ciggie—making sure to pocket the butts—when a young brunette, her waitress uniform visible within her open coat, stepped out of an apartment to their left. She stopped in her doorway, giving them a wary look.


	“Sorry about the smog,” Jack said with what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “My sister won’t let us smoke in her place.” 


	She said nothing as she locked her door and hurried past them to the stairs.


	Jack crossed 5C off his mental list.


	Halfway through cigarette number six, with Jack’s tongue taking on a funky feel, his TracFone vibrated. He pulled it out and checked the readout: Abe.


	Must be important. Abe usually left voice mail unless he had something that couldn’t wait.


	“Gotta take this.” 


	Why not? He wouldn’t say anything meaningful to anyone else.


	Zeklos shrugged.


	“Hey, Abe. What’s up?” 


	“Just heard from my Balkan associate. Tuesday’s the day.” 


	“So soon?” 


	“Why wait? You want I should put him off? May be a while before he can line up all these ducks.” 


	“No, I guess not.” The day after tomorrow. Scary. “Tell him to expect me.” 


	“Your first leg starts at six a.m. The location of the dock slip I’ll give you later. The reason I’m calling is you’d better make plans to fly out tomorrow so you can be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed Tuesday morning.” 


	“Okay, Abe. I’m a little tied up today.” 


	“On a Sunday you work? You should be resting for your trip.” 


	“Bye, Abe.” 


	As Jack cut the connection, a swarthy type with a close-cropped beard stepped out of 5A. Jack gave him a careful once-over. The guy wore a snug blue nylon warm-up. No telltale bulge of a loaded vest.


	He closed his door and glared at them.


	“You are not to be smoking out here,” he said with a thick accent.


	Jack decided on a more New York response than he’d offered the waitress.


	“What’s it to you, pussy face?” 


	The guy flinched as if he’d been slapped, but quickly recovered.


	“You could start a fire.” 


	Yeah, he thought. Bet you’re extra worried about a fire.


	“Yo, Achmed, I’ll start a fire in your ass you don’t shut up and get outta my sight real quick.” 


	The guy’s lips tightened but he said nothing. Instead he double-locked his door and stomped down the stairs.


	“Hey,” Jack said, nudging Zeklos. “What say we order some takeout?” 


	Had to be careful what he said because his words would echo down the stairs.


	Zeklos caught on immediately. “Of course. Pizza would be very good at this time.” 


	Jack dialed Davis’s number.


	“Yo, Angelo’s? Need a large pie to go.” 


	“What?” Davis said. “Jack?” 


	“Yeah. Pie to go. You deaf?” 


	“I assume you’re telling me someone’s coming down.” 


	“You got it.” 


	“We’ll be ready.” 


	“Okay. And don’t lose my order.” 


	Jack flipped his phone closed and stared at the door to 5A.


	Zeklos whispered, “We should go in?” 


	Jack thought about that. “Let’s wait a little. Maybe someone else will show.” 
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	After twenty minutes of nothing but thinking about his impending trip to the Balkans he decided the time had come to give the door a try.


	He signaled Zeklos to draw his weapon and crouch to one side of the door. Glock ready, Jack crouched opposite him and knocked.


	No response.


	He knocked again. Harder.


	Nothing.


	One more time: “Hello? Falafel-gram!” 


	Had to be empty. Who could resist that?


	He pulled on a pair of thin leather gloves. Time for the autopick.


	The two Yales yielded quickly. Now what?


	Zeklos raised his eyebrows. “Booby trap?” 


	Jack shrugged. Made sense: Blow up their explosives if the wrong person found them. But would the door be boobied, or just the explosives inside?


	Jack thought back to the bearded guy as he’d come through the door. He hadn’t been particularly careful as he’d shut it. He’d even jiggled the knob after keying the locks. A good sign, but it didn’t mean a whole helluva lot.


	Had to risk it. The stakes were too high.


	He waved Zeklos away. “Get back by the stairs. I’m going to peek inside.” 


	Zeklos shook his head. “No. You get by stairs. You are Heir.” 


	No time to argue about it. Jack turned the knob and eased the door in a fraction of an inch, then another, and another…


	Finally it opened enough to allow a sliver-view of a ratty couch. A little further and he saw the whole couch, then the window. He stepped to the side and gave the door a gentle push. It swung in on creaky hinges, revealing an empty front room.


	Jack signaled to Zeklos and they both went in low, pistols before them. Two bedrooms to the left—empty.


	Except for pizza boxes, burger wrappers, and scattered papers, the damn apartment was empty. No sign of explosives, no primers or timers. Nada.


	Jack prayed they were in the wrong place.


	He positioned himself before the window and looked out. He saw the north edge of the Verrazano to the left, the drape cornice of the brick building across the street, just as the Oculus had described. But no plastique-stuffed vests.


	Zeklos pointed to the side wall. “Look at this.” 


	The scrawl had registered with Jack as he’d entered but he’d had other things on his mind. He checked it out now.


	Giant-size Arabic script had been scribbled with a black Sharpie. It meant nothing to Jack.


	“You read that gibberish?” 


	Zeklos shook his head. “I have enough trouble with English.” 


	Jack pawed through the debris looking for diagrams, photos, timetables, a list of names, a computer, anything that would provide a hint of whatever they’d planned. But these weren’t amateurs. They knew better. Keep it in your head.


	But Jack kept rummaging. Wouldn’t feel right if he blew off any possibility.


	He came across a pair of calendars—last year’s and this. He flipped through the first and found occasional time numerals combined with Arabic scrawl. Probably meeting times. No help there. In the later one the January page had a few notations in the first two weeks, then a blacked-out box.


	The fourteenth.


	And no notations after that.


	Jesus!


	“Tomorrow’s the day! Got to be. They’re out there with their vests and their car bombs right now.” 


	Made sense. Monday morning rush hours were the worst of the week. If you wanted to wreak maximum panic and damage, that was the time to do it.


	Shit.


	Jack thumbed the recall button on his phone. Davis answered.


	“That guy who left here,” Jack said. “Tell me you’re still on him!” 


	“Better than that. We’ve got him—as in Miller’s standing here with his foot on his neck.” 


	“He wearing a vest?” 


	“No. What’s the problem?” 


	“The apartment’s empty.” 


	“That’s okay. He led us to the stash. You wouldn’t believe what they’ve got here.” 


	He gave Jack an address on Richmond Terrace in Staten Island.
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	“Guy didn’t have a clue he was being followed,” Davis was saying. “No decoy maneuvers, nothing. Led us a straight shot over the bridge to here. Even unlocked it for us.” He gestured around him. “You believe this?” 


	Jack didn’t want to believe what he was looking at.


	He and Zeklos had headed for the island as soon as they found a cab. Something about the Richmond Terrace address rang a bell, and then Jack remembered that one of last year’s more interesting customers had a business there.


	Richmond Terrace ran along Staten Island’s north shore. A heady mixture of brine and fumes filled the air. At its southernmost end it started off scenic and well kept, with waterfront promenades and views of the Manhattan skyline. But it rapidly deteriorated from there, devolving into junkyards and chop shops and plumbing supply warehouses sprinkled among the piers and dry docks. Between the tugboats and through the forest of cargo cranes along the waterfront, the northern stretches offered a breathtaking view of Bayonne’s tank farms just a short hop across the river.


	A truly desolate stretch of road—overgrown fences, rotting wharves, graffiti-scarred buildings, potholed pavement—a place where small businesses come to die.


	Jack’s instincts had told him it might not be a good idea to have the address logged in the cab’s record, so he’d told the driver he didn’t have an address and to cruise Richmond Terrace until they saw the place they were looking for. When they’d passed the address—a self-storage cubicle farm—he let the cab drive on until they reached Sal’s Salvage, Inc. They’d got out there and walked back.


	North Shore Self Storage occupied a waterfront plot that used to be a dry dock—some of the docks and bays still remained. After finding the yeniçeri-mobile in the parking lot, he and Zeklos had searched around until they spotted Davis standing in front of one of the units. He’d rolled up the corrugated steel door to let them in, then rolled it three-quarters down after them.


	Jack instinctively reached to remove his new sunglasses and realized he didn’t have to. They’d adjusted to the lower light.


	He stared at the four black, fifty-five-gallon drums arrayed on the concrete slab, then turned to Davis.


	“Tell me they’re not full of—” 


	Davis nodded. “Yeah. Semtex A.” 


	Zeklos gasped. “Dumnezeule!” 


	Jack didn’t know what that meant, but it probably echoed his own shock. His gaze wandered to the bound-and-gagged figure on the floor. Miller stood over him.


	“What do we know about him?” 


	Davis shrugged. “His license says he’s Shabbir Something-or-other at the address where you spotted him. But who knows if that’s legit.” 


	Probably as legit as Jack’s license.


	“Why the gag?” 


	Not as if the guy was going to yell for help.


	Miller said, “Couldn’t stand listening to any more of his Allah bullshit.” 


	Allah…


	Jack knelt and ripped the duct tape from the guy’s face, taking a fair amount of beard with it.


	“Hey! Shabbir! You with Wrath of Allah?” 


	He spat at Jack. “I am a soldier of God! I am of the Omar Sheikh Martyr Brigade!” 


	“Never heard of it.” 


	Davis said, “Omar Sheikh is the animal who beheaded Daniel Pearl on videotape. The Pakistanis sentenced him to hang for it, but they haven’t got around to it yet.” 


	Jack stared at Shabbir. “How can he be a martyr if he’s not dead?” 


	“The traitors are offering him up to appease America!” 


	Jack shook him. “Forget that. Wrath of Allah—the ones who gunned down those people at LaGuardia. What do you know about them?” 


	“They too are soldiers of God! They are heroes!” 


	Jack remembered the litter of dead he’d seen around the baggage carousel—remembered one death in particular—and wanted to throttle this piece of crap. With no little difficulty he resisted the impulse and jammed the duct tape back over his mouth.


	“What do we do now?” Zeklos said.


	“We?” Miller shook his head. “There is no ‘we’ as far as you’re concerned. Just me and Davis.” 


	“Don’t forget Jack,” Davis said.


	A glare was Miller’s only reply.


	“I don’t know about you guys,” Jack said, “but I think the best course is to tape him up, take off, and call the feds.” 


	Miller sneered. “Yeah, right. So they can take him to the Gitmo Country Day School and give him a special diet and a Koran and a cleric and an ACLU asshole to hold his hand. You know how I’d handle these guys—the few who somehow survived? They’d get a cinderblock box smaller than this, no window, and a hole in the floor. And special diet? They’d get a special diet: Every day I’d whip them up bacon for breakfast, sausage for lunch, and pork chops for dinner—no substitutions, please. Eat or starve.” 


	“You wouldn’t get any argument from me,” Davis said. “But we’re not at Gitmo and this guy obviously isn’t working alone. The feds can use him to find the rest of his posse.” 


	“We don’t need to find his posse.” Miller waved his arms at the drums. “We’ve got their toys, and without their toys they can’t play.” 


	Jack said, “The Oculus saw them stuffing vests with plastique.” 


	Davis pointed to the corner. “They’re over there. Six of them packed full, salted with one-inch wood screws and ready to go. But that’s small-time stuff. Take a look at this.” 


	He led Jack to the nearest drum and lifted its lid. Jack looked inside. He saw reddish gunk up to the three-quarter level. A cell phone lay on top. A wire ran from the phone into the gunk.


	Jack felt a jolt of alarm as he leaned over the rim. He knew that wire led to a detonator or two.


	“I hope to hell that phone is turned off.” 


	“It is. Every barrel’s rigged like this. And don’t worry, I made sure all the phones are off.” 


	“Then they’re all set to go.” 


	Jack could see how it would go down. They load the drums into car trunks, stall the cars on bridges near a support or midshaft in a tunnel or two, hitch a ride away, and then call the rigged cell phone. The ringer sends a current to the detonators and BLAM!—collapsed tunnels, and bridges with severe structural damage.


	And rampant panic.


	Jack said, “The Oculus saw suicide bombings, but these are rigged for remote detonation. Which means they’re probably saving the suicide vests for the buses and subways, after they’ve blown the cars.” 


	Davis was nodding. “And that means they don’t have bodies to spare. They’ve got half a dozen vests here. Probably means only half a dozen in their cell.” 


	“Smart,” Jack said. “Keep it small. Keep it tight. Fewer chances of a leak or a screw-up.” 


	Davis turned back to Miller. “Jack’s right. This is way too big and too well planned for our little crew. We’re stretched to the limit as it is. We’ve got to turn him in.” 


	Miller shook his head. “I’m sick of jawing about this.” 


	He kicked the Arab onto his belly and stomped hard on the back of his neck. Jack heard the crunch of shattering vertebrae. The guy twitched once and then lay still.


	“Now you’re a martyr,” Miller said.


	Jack felt nothing for the terrorist. He didn’t know how much blood he had on his hands when he died, but he’d have been bathing in it if he’d had his way. And if Jack had found out that he’d been part of the LaGuardia Massacre, his own foot would have been on that neck.


	“For Christ sake. Miller!” Davis shouted. “That’s the second time—!” 


	They all jumped as the dead man’s cell phone began to ring.


	“Must be Allah calling to tell him he ain’t getting his seventy-two virgins.” 


	Davis was still fuming. “Why the hell did you do that?” 


	Miller’s lips parted into what he probably thought was a beatific smile. Not quite.


	“I just want peace is all. You know how I hate arguments. And now there’s nothing to argue about.” 


	This is why I work alone, Jack thought.
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	Jack listened to Davis and Miller dicker to a compromise: They wouldn’t call the feds yet; instead they’d watch the storage area and make the call when the terrorists showed. Miller wanted a vantage point far enough away that they wouldn’t be seen and scare them off.


	“That way we nab them all,” Miller said. “I’ll feel better about that.” Jack was thinking about how long it would take the agents to get to Staten Island from the FBI field office in downtown Manhattan. On a Sunday night, with flashers going, pretty damn quick. Even quicker with a copter.


	After surveying the lay of the land they decided the best watch nest was the roof of a ten-story apartment house about half a mile inland. It promised a clear view of the storage lot and of this cubicle in particular.


	If tomorrow was indeed detonation day, the terrorists would have to load up today or tonight. More likely tonight.


	They left Miller to watch the cubicle while Jack, Davis, and Zeklos raced to Red Hook for field glasses and food for the surveillance. Jack pulled his handy-dandy tool kit from his trunk, then the two of them headed back to Staten Island sans Zeklos.


	“I had to side with Miller this time,” Davis said. “Zek’s not going to contribute anything to the surveillance, so he shouldn’t be along.” 


	Jack said nothing, but the lost look on the little man’s face had followed him all the way back to the car.


	The apartment building was a brick-faced, low-income box. Getting in was easy: Someone had broken the lock on the front entry doors and so they waltzed right through.


	The door to the roof, however, presented a problem.


	NO EXIT ALARM WILL SOUND


	Jack checked its edges and found the magnetic contact sensor along the top. It had been crudely installed, leaving the wires exposed.


	Davis grunted. “Probably works about as well as everything else in this place. That is, not at all.” 


	“I wouldn’t want to count on that,” Jack said. “This is too important.” 


	He heard a metallic snikt! behind him. He turned and saw that Miller had flicked open a knife. The overhead light reflected off the four-inch blade.


	“Just cut the wires and forget about it.” 


	Jack grabbed his arm as he raised the knife.


	“That’ll only work on an open-circuit model. This is probably closed.” 


	Davis frowned. “So what?” 


	“Open circuit means there’s no flow-through of current. The circuit is held open by the magnetic contact on the door. Opening the door removes the magnet and the circuit snaps closed, sending a signal to the alarm. Cutting the wires works just fine for them. But the closed-circuit model has continuous flow-through. Cut the wires and you’re busted. Almost everything’s closed circuit these days. How come you guys don’t know this?” 


	Davis shrugged. “Stealth isn’t a big part of our MO.” 


	“So what do we do?” Miller said. “Stand around with our thumbs up our asses while those Islamic turds load up their cars?” 


	“We can jump the wires, but that takes time. So let’s try this.” 


	He opened his tool kit and checked through the side pockets until he found a quarter-size disk. He held it up.


	“This little doodad is an NIP magnet—don’t ask me what the letters stand for. The important thing is there’s ten pounds of lift in this baby.” 


	He slipped the disk between the magnet and the sensor. It snapped up against the sensor, keeping the circuit closed. Jack pushed open the door.


	“We’re in business.” 


	He turned to find Davis and Miller gawking at him.


	Davis pointed to the tool kit. “What’s that? A Felix the Cat bag? What else’ve you got in there?” 


	“This and that.” 


	Miller’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve got your uses, mister. But where’d you learn so much about burglar alarms?” 


	“Heir School. Let’s go.” 
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	Jack adjusted his stiff, cold fingers around the field glasses. His eyes burned from staring through the powerful lenses. Davis had brought along a Leica Duovid model. The 12x magnification gave a clear view of the Arabs’ unit but the image swam with the slightest movement. He had to rest his elbows on the parapet to steady the binocs.


	Six hours of taking turns watching the storage farm and still nothing. The sun had quit early, but the half moon in the cloudless sky gave aid but no comfort. A chill wind had sprung up, ferrying damp salt air from Newark Bay, making surveillance a frosty chore. So much so that they took half-hour shifts on the parapet, with the off pair huddled on the stairwell to keep warm.


	At least the cold would keep Shabbir’s body from stinking. They’d stowed it under a blanket in the rear of the Suburban. Didn’t want the discovery of his earthly remains to spook Allah’s henchmen before the feds could catch them.


	If not for the cold he might have enjoyed the view. Not for what he could see of Staten Island, but what was around it: the Statue of Liberty and the glow of Lower Manhattan… sans the Trade Towers. Despite the years, Jack still hadn’t acclimated to their absence. And here he was, on the lookout for members of the same tribe of shits responsible.


	He shook off the rage. That wasn’t the way to go now. Anger was a great fuel but also a distraction. No cowboy stuff tonight. They had to do this right.


	Jack checked his watch: nine minutes to go before his turn for a warmth break. He rubbed his eyelids, then fitted them back into the eyepieces. He’d become so used to seeing no activity that it took a few seconds for his brain to register the battered sedan pulling into the self-storage lot.


	It did two slow circuits under the lights of the empty lot before stopping. A short, swarthy male got out and looked around.


	Jack adjusted the focus. This could be it.


	After a moment or two the guy started up one of the lanes, but not the one with Shabbir’s unit. Jack wasn’t ready to give up on him. The guy was playing it smart, moseying around to see if he had company. The unanswered calls to Shabbir had to have shaken up the cell.


	Jack watched the guy wander up and down a number of aisles before stopping at the unit in question. More furtive looks around and then he bent over the combination lock. Seconds later he was rolling up the door.


	Got him. But only one. Had to be at least four more to account for the six vests.


	The guy stepped inside. A flashlight beam flickered on and off a couple of times, then he stepped back out and got on a cell phone.


	A minute later three more rust buckets wheeled into the lot.


	Had to be them.


	Jack trotted over to the door to the stairwell and pulled it open.


	“They’re here.” 


	Miller was the first out. He grabbed the binocs as he dashed past. Jack and Davis followed him to the parapet.


	“Well, well,” Miller said, peering through the Leica. “Will you look at this.” 


	“I’d love to,” Davis said, “but you’re bogarting the glasses.” 


	Miller didn’t seem to hear. “We’ve got four dune monkeys walking toward our deceased friend’s bin where a fifth awaits.” 


	“How’re they acting?” Davis said.


	“Real cautious.” Miller lowered the glasses and handed them to Davis, then fished in his pocket. “Time to call the Fibbies.” 


	“Tell them to hurry,” Davis said as he peered through the glasses. “We might have to step in if they don’t get here in time.” 


	Jack glanced at Miller and watched him hold down a single button on his phone. He’d put the FBI on his speed dialer?


	And then Jack realized what was going down.


	He reached for Miller’s phone. “Miller! No!” 


	But too late.


	The night sky turned to day as a deafening blast shook the building and almost knocked them off their feet.


	Jack watched a ball of flame mushroom into the sky, lighting up the whole north shore and Bayonne as well. The self-storage farm looked like Ground Zero. He could feel the heat from here.


	Miller grinned into the flames. “Oops.” 


	“You son of a bitch!” Davis shouted.


	Jack saw how it had gone down. While he’d been waiting alone Miller had turned on one of the phones, copied down the number, and entered it into his speed dialer.


	Jack’s shock yielded to fury.


	“Do you have any idea how many innocent people you just killed, you bastard?” 


	Miller shrugged. “Maybe a couple, maybe none. It’s Sunday night on Staten Island’s North Shore. Think about that.” 


	“Even one is too many.” 


	In the fire’s glow Miller’s expression was serene. “Hey, we’re making a world-saving omelet here, know what I mean? You gotta step back and see the big picture. You can’t do that, you don’t deserve to be the Sentinel.” 


	Davis bared his teeth. “You shit!” 


	Jack wanted to take Miller’s head off.


	“You just vaporized five assets that could have been squeezed for intelligence—could have led to more creeps like them. Might even have given up info on Wrath of Allah.” 


	“What’s with you and this Wrath of Allah? That’s like the third or fourth time you’ve brought them up. You got some kind of hard-on for them?” 


	Jack wasn’t about to explain. He didn’t owe Miller anything.


	“You remind me of them—killing noncombatants for what they think is a higher cause.” 


	Miller sneered. “Now I know you’re not the Heir. You’re too much of a pantywaist to be the Sentinel.” 


	Jack stepped closer to Miller. Davis grabbed his arm.


	“Don’t. That’s just what he’s looking for.” 


	Jack shook him off. Miller’s opinions meant nothing to him.


	“I’m cool.” He stopped a foot or two before Miller and looked up into his flat gray eyes. “Tell me something, Miller. You’ve said a couple of times that you thought the Heir should come from the yeniçeri, right?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“Let me guess which one of the yeniçeri you think it should be. You?” 


	Miller’s expression lost some of its bravado. “Maybe.” 


	“Okay, Miller. Tell you what: You can have it. I don’t want it. It’s yours. I now officially declare you the Heir.” 


	Miller looked even less sure of himself. “It doesn’t work that way.” 


	“Really? Okay, then, here’s a deal: Find a way to transfer it from me to you and it’s yours. No strings. How’s that sound?” 


	Miller’s mouth worked but he had nothing to say. He looked flummoxed, as if he couldn’t conceive of anyone not wanting to be the Sentinel. Pretty obvious he hadn’t expected anyone to offer it to him.


	“My only reservation about giving it to you is I worry you’ll be worse than the Adversary.” 


	Miller telegraphed his move by a shift in his gaze and a tightening of his lips. Jack ducked the roundhouse right and kicked him in the left knee. Like kicking a concrete pillar.


	“Hey-hey-hey!” Davis said, jumping between them. “Maybe there’s a time and a place for this, but it’s not here! We’re done. Let’s get back Home.” 


	Jack eyed Miller and Miller glared back. Davis was right. Not the time or the place. Jack wondered if there was any right time or place to face this behemoth. His bulk made him slow, but it also made him hard to hurt.


	But not impossible.


	Jack noticed with some satisfaction that he showed a trace of a limp as they took the stairs down from the roof.
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	Davis smacked his lips as he slammed down his empty beer mug.


	“Man, did I need that.” 


	The ride back to Red Hook had been tense and silent. Along the way Jack had called the FBI. He gave them the address of Shabbir’s apartment and fingered him as being behind the explosion.


	After dropping Miller off at Home, Davis wanted to go out for a beer. Jack’s first impulse had been to refuse. The night had left a bad taste in his mouth and he wanted to get back to his apartment and be alone. He’d had enough of yeniçeri and visions and weirdness for one night. But Davis had practically begged him, saying he wanted to talk. Jack liked Davis, sensed a core of dedication and decency in him, so he finally gave in.


	They drove separate cars back to Bay Ridge and found a pub down the street from Shabbir’s place. The widescreen TV over the far corner of the bar was running a continuous stream of aerial video of the blast area. No football tonight.


	They chose a window booth where they could watch the local frenzy of activity.


	The whole block had been taped off. Dozens of FBI-labeled flak vests milled through a delirium of flashing lights.


	Jack finished his own beer. He’d needed one too.


	“Let’s do that again.” 


	As Jack signaled the waitress for another round, Davis leaned across the table and lowered his voice.


	“The Fibbies will be all over that place. Make CSI look like a food fight. You and Zek didn’t leave any trace they can latch onto, right?” 


	Jack shook his head and took no offense.


	“Kept the cigarette butts outside, wore gloves inside. Taught me that in Heir school too.” 


	Davis didn’t smile. “Good. If the Oculus’s vision was accurate—about loading the vests there—they should find traces of Semtex in the apartment. They can analyze its composition and maybe trace it to the source.” 


	“So? Five’ll get you fifty it’s Iran.” Abe had told him the Iranians were turning out Semtex like pita dough. “What help is that?” 


	Davis leaned back and sighed. “Not a lot, I guess.” He shook his head. “The borders are sieves.” 


	“You think that’s the way the Otherness is going? Terrorism?” 


	A shrug. “Anything that causes terror strengthens the Adversary.” He leaned forward again. “And don’t forget, this isn’t just about America. Terrorism anywhere—Ireland, Iraq, Malaysia—is all food for the Adversary.” 


	“Well then, don’t you think that explosion tonight is causing its share of terror?” He nodded toward the TV. “That feed is going nationwide.” 


	Davis nodded. “Yeah, well, I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. Miller is—” 


	“A menace. Something wrong with that guy—sick bad wrong. He’s got a piece missing.” 


	“Yeah, but he’s loyal and fearless.” 


	“So’s Zeklos, but he’s being sent to Idaho.” 


	Davis’s gaze shifted. “Zek isn’t exactly fearless.” 


	“Yeah? How so?” 


	“Let’s leave it at that.” 


	Jack could respect that. He leaned back as the waitress brought them fresh beers. He didn’t feel like talking about tonight anymore.


	“Okay,” he said when she was gone, “honest now: Do you think Miller will ever accept me—not as the Heir, just my presence?” 


	“Well, he feels only yeniçeri should be in the MV.” 


	“That doesn’t answer my question. Will he ever accept me?” 


	After a long pause, Davis shook his head. “Maybe when they stop rerunning I Love Lucy.”’


	That pretty much said it all. Jack turned to a couple of questions that had popped up during the day.


	“Do you guys, you yeniçeri, have any lives?” 


	Davis nodded. “Yeah. It’s called Militia Vigilum.” 


	“I mean outside of that.” 


	“You mean a home away from Home. Wife? Kids?” He shook his head. “Forbidden. No Ozzie and Harriet scene. Not even a girlfriend. The MV is all the family we need or get.” 


	Jack couldn’t see how that was possible.


	“You mean you’re some sort of monastic order?” 


	“In a way. But not celibate.” 


	“You said no girlfriends.” 


	Davis smiled. “We’re an ancient order, and we take our comfort from a profession even more ancient.” 


	“But how do you spend your free time? I get the feeling it’s not fasting and meditation.” 


	“We play cards and checkers and chess while we’re on duty. I’ve become a pretty decent chess player. Want to play sometime?” 


	Davis’s wistful tone prompted a little epiphany: This man was lonely. He’d sacrificed just about everything so he could devote himself to saving the world. Something to be said for that kind of dedication, that sacrifice, that singleness of purpose. Jack had met some rabid environmentalists who thought they were saving the world, but at least they had real lives on the side.


	Jack felt for Davis, but not enough to take up chess again.


	“Sorry. Gave it up.” 


	His eyebrows lifted. “You’re kidding. It’s a wonderful game.” 


	“Don’t have the patience for it.” 


	Jack had learned that he was too reckless, too impulsive to be a good chess player. Could last only so long before his patience ran out and he started making crazy moves—anything to get a little action going and break the game open. All the care and detail he put into his fix-its deserted him on the chessboard. Maybe it was a matter of real life versus a game. If he gave into impulses on a fix-it, his skin was at stake; in chess, only some little chunks of wood.


	“What else do you do?” he said. “Besides put out fires?” 


	“We track the Adversary. Sometimes that involves putting out fires, sometimes starting them.” 


	“How so?” 


	“Well, for instance, in sixty-four A.D. we fought the great Rome fire alongside the official Militia Vigilum. That was when we started thinking of ourselves as a different sort of MV. We’d tracked the Adversary to Rome. To this day we’re sure he started the fire, simply to feed on the chaos. But he wound up with a bonus when Nero blamed the Christians and started throwing them to the lions.” 


	“But what about starting fires?” 


	“The library at Alexandria—we burned that because the Adversary’s followers were secretly gathering a collection of dangerous texts there.” 


	Jack wondered if the Compendium of Srem had been among them.


	“But those were the old days,” Davis said. “Now we watch a lot of TV. Too much, I think.” 


	Jack remembered his references to Lucy, Father Knows Best, Ozzie and Harriet, and Leave It to Beaver, so he took a stab.


	“Let me guess: TV Land.” 


	Davis’s eyes widened. “You psychic? Or is that something else you learn in Heir school?” 


	Jack smiled and shrugged. “Tell me this: Can you quit the MV?” 


	Davis smirked. “Obviously they don’t teach you everything in Heir school.” 


	“Can you?” 


	Davis shook his head. “Nope.” 


	Jack didn’t buy that.


	“You expect me to believe that after all this time, all these centuries—” 


	“Millennia.” 


	“—not one person has quit? Come on. Somebody must have.” 


	“Have you ever read an expose of the MV or the yeniçeri, or even a news story hinting at our existence?” 


	Jack hadn’t.


	“Nobody has ever quit? Not even one disgruntled ex-member wandering around?” 


	Davis’s face was a mask. “You are either loyal to the yeniçeri code, or you are not.” 


	“And what if you’re not?” 


	“Then you are… not.” He blinked and shrugged. “But let’s talk about something else. As I said, I’m sorry about tonight. But I like the way you handle yourself. Next time we go out—” 


	“Not going to be a next time.” 


	Davis stared at him. “What? You can’t be serious.” 


	“Dead serious. This isn’t going to work. Call me anal, but I like doing things, my way. I do not like other people making decisions for me, even if they mean well, even if our goals are in tune. How I score is as important as the scoring.” 


	“Look. I’ll see to it that you never get teamed with Miller again. I can—” 


	Jack held up a hand. “Won’t matter. It simply isn’t going to work.” 


	Davis leaned so far over the table he looked as if he were going to climb on it.


	“This isn’t about you, Jack. It’s about everybody. I’m sorry your sensibilities took a beating tonight, but this is too important to let your ego get in the way.” 


	“Nothing to do with ego.” 


	“Then what? We’re in the fight of our lives and we’re losing. Every day the Otherness encroaches just a little bit more. Each little increment doesn’t seem like much at the time, but if you look back you can see how far it’s come. Stalin used the tactic in Eastern Europe. He called it ‘salami slicing.’ In other words, if you grab the whole salami, there’ll be hell to pay. But filch a slice at a time and it’s barely noticed; and even if it is, no one gets too upset. But keep on filching those slices and eventually you’ll have—” 


	“The whole salami. I know.” 


	“That’s what the Otherness is up to. And it’s winning. You know why? Because it’s more motivated. The Ally doesn’t eat salami, it wants it simply because owning it is part of winning. But the Otherness loves salami—it doesn’t just want us, it needs us. It’ll feed on the negative emotions it can create once it takes over.” 


	“Well, your pal Miller served up some snacks tonight.” 


	“But it would have been so much worse if we hadn’t stopped them. And say what you want about Miller, he’s out there sweating in the firebreaks, doing whatever’s necessary to keep the Otherness from spreading.” 


	“That doesn’t excuse—” 


	“We need you, Jack. We’ve been falling apart since we lost the Twins. Tonight was a perfect example. Miller wouldn’t have dreamed of pulling that stunt if the Twins were still around. We need a new center. You—the Heir—you can provide that. You can get us back on track.” 


	Jack felt the walls closing in. Davis was right about the Otherness winning—he felt it in his bones—and the importance of keeping it at bay, but he’d hated tonight. And yet, he wanted access to the Oculus to keep tabs on the big picture.


	Things had been so much easier before he’d heard of these people.


	He fished out a twenty and threw it on the table as he rose.


	“I’ll think about it. I’ll be away on some business for a while. I’ll contact you when I get back. Maybe.” 


	He didn’t give Davis a chance to reply.


	MONDAY
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	Jack awoke to the blather of 880 AM, one of the city’s all-news radio stations.


	Last night, after checking his street to see if the mysterious stranger was hanging around—he wasn’t—he’d turned on the radio and fallen asleep listening. He’d awakened a few times during the night but heard no mention of new explosions.


	Same thing this morning.


	So far so good. But the morning was still young.


	No one was commenting yet on exactly what had exploded and who might have been killed. And no word about an apartment in Bay Ridge. The feds were playing it silent and savvy.


	He checked his clock. Not quite six yet. Manhattan’s rush hour wouldn’t be in full swing for another hour or so. Still time for terror to start.


	Yeah, they’d blown one group of cockroaches and their stash to hell, but he couldn’t help worrying: What if more than one cell was involved? And what if that other cell had its own stash? Were they saving it for another day or were they planning to use it this morning in a two-pronged, coordinated attack? Compound the terror with a second strike?


	That was why he’d wanted to feed the slimy bastards to the feds. But goddamn Miller…


	He should have called the feds the instant he saw the drums of Semtex.


	Screw the team approach.


	Then again, if not for the Oculus and the MV, he never would have known about the plot.


	He hated this.


	He showered, got dressed, then went out. Not too cold. He decided to walk over to Gia’s instead of grabbing a cab. Wanted to get a feel for the mood of the city. The Staten Island explosion, located as it had been in a storage facility, had terrorist written all over it.


	He saw a lot of wary faces along the way. Not worried, not frightened, just… cautious. Be a whole different story if subways and bridges and tunnels started blowing up.


	Which was why he was headed to Gia’s. It was early, yeah, but he wanted to be with her and Vicks if bombs went off.
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	Jack had an idea as he watched Gia zip up Vicky’s blue winter coat before taking her to wait for the school bus.


	“Hey, why don’t we give Vicky the day off and the three of us go out for breakfast?” 


	Vicky’s blue eyes lit. “Yeah! Pancakes!” 


	Gia didn’t look up as she wrapped a red-and-white striped scarf around her daughter’s neck.


	“Skip school? We need an occasion for that.” 


	“How about my last day in town for a while?” 


	Now she looked up at him. “You mean…?” 


	He hadn’t had a chance to tell her yet; had planned to as soon as Vicky was gone, but the thought of Vicky on a bus this morning gave him a crawly feeling in his gut. He didn’t want either of them out of his sight.


	He nodded. “Abe says everything is ready.” 


	Her face fell. “Oh.” 


	“I thought you’d be happy.” 


	“I did too.” 


	“Where you going, Jack?” Vicky looked worried. “To Shangri-la like you said?” 


	Jack had told her that last month when he’d thought he was going somewhere with no road back. This time it was to a boat slip in a Fort Lauderdale marina. He planned to stop by Abe’s later this morning for the exact address.


	“This is a lot closer, Vicks. Florida. And it’s not for long. Less than a week.” 


	She grinned and jumped up and down. “Can I go? Can we all go to Disney World?” 


	“Maybe in the spring,” Gia said as Jack helped her rise to standing.


	“But I wanna go now! It’s hot all the time there, isn’t it? I can go swimming!” 


	Jack wondered how an offer for breakfast had turned into a trip to Disney World. Things happened so fast with kids.


	“How about breakfast first?” He looked at Gia. “She gets straight A’s, so one day of hooky won’t matter. Please?” 


	Gia shrugged. “Why not? We’ll make it a family breakfast.” She patted her swelling tummy. “All four of us.” 


	“Great. Where?” 


	“How about Kosher Nosh?” 


	“Again?” 


	She patted her tummy again. “Baby wants lox.” 


	Though something of a vegetarian—she’d eat eggs—Gia had added fish to her diet during the pregnancy.


	“Then Kosher Nosh it is.” 


	The small deli-restaurant up on Second Avenue was only a few blocks away, so they walked.


	“I still don’t get this kosher thing,” Jack said as they ambled west on 58th. “How’d this happen?” 


	She shrugged and lapsed into Abe’s accent. “You want I should explain taste? I’m talking apricot ruggalach, poppy-seed twists, onion bialys. What’s not to like?” 


	Jack laughed. “Hey, that’s good. You could move to Boro Park. The weird thing is, Abe was raised in an orthodox home and he won’t touch the stuff.” 


	Gia gave him a dubious look. “You mean there’s something Abe won’t eat?” 


	“That’s what he says.” 


	“So if I put a cheese blintz in front of him he wouldn’t eat it?” 


	“Well, I guess he’d make an exception for that.” 


	Kosher Nosh had an old-time luncheonette look, with Formica-topped tables and chrome napkin dispensers. They took a table near the back. A harried, scowling, middle-aged waitress brought them menus. A younger woman usually waited this table.


	“Where’s Aviva?” Gia said.


	The waitress ran a hand through her hair. “Didn’t show up.” 


	She took their drink orders—coffee, tea, and milk—then hustled away.


	Vicky made a face. “She’s not very nice.” 


	“She’s overloaded today, hon,” Gia said. “Take it from someone who’s waited her share of tables. You can get frazzled.” 


	Jack felt a warm glow as he watched mother and daughter study their menus. Two years ago, this situation, these feelings would have been unimaginable.


	“They still don’t have bacon,” Vicky said.


	She had a way to go before she grasped the kosher thing. Jack knew a little, but it still made no sense to him.


	“Oh, look,” Gia said. “Here’s something I haven’t tried: sauerkraut pierogies.” 


	Jack grimaced. “For breakfast?” 


	“Hey, I’m pregnant. That means I get a special dispensation from the rules.” She put down her menu and looked at him. “I can’t read you this morning, Jack. What are you feeling?” 


	“I’m feeling I don’t want to see someone eating sauerkraut pierogies for breakfast.” 


	“Seriously.” 


	He thought about that.


	“I feel strange. Really strange. Like I’m giving up the real me, but the real me is really someone else. So I’m really giving up the fake me who’s become more real than the real me. That make any sense?” 


	“From anyone else, no—I’d think you’d been smoking something. But from you? Perfect sense.” 


	The waitress returned, pencil poised over her pad.


	“Figured it out yet?” 


	“I’ll have the sauerkraut pierogies,” Gia said.


	“Boiled or fried?” 


	“What’s the difference?” 


	The waitress deadpanned her. “One’s boiled, one’s fried.” 


	Jack rubbed a hand over his mouth to hide a smile. On any other day he might have been annoyed, but no bombs had gone off this morning, so a grumpy waitress was something of a joy.


	“I’ll have the boiled,” Gia said. Then she looked at him and laughed. “Don’t you love this place?” 
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	Jack couldn’t bring himself to go back to LaGuardia, and the Ashe brothers were both booked for charters, so he decided to fly Spirit out of Atlantic City. A longer drive than to Kennedy, but lots more scenic. And he was in no hurry.


	Last year’s flight to Florida—the first and only commercial flight in his adult life—had convinced him that his fake ID could pass muster with airport security, so he approached this flight with a lot more confidence than the last. But the prospect of getting tagged still gave him the willies.


	He’d stopped by the Isher where Abe made a big deal of bidding a sad farewell to Repairman Jack—”I’d say a kaddish but I don’t remember the words”—before giving him the marina address. Then Jack powered up the Crown Vic and headed south. He wore his yeniçeri shades. He liked their clarity, and their wraparound style.


	AC International proved hassle free. He had no trouble parking. The identity check at the ticket purchase counter—one way to Fort Lauderdale, please—gave him a few moments of anxiety, but no problem. The line at the security checkpoint was short and efficient. He felt much calmer going through than the previous time—not carrying a concealed weapon this trip might have had something to do with that.


	Being weaponless, especially on a plane, gave him a naked feeling. Not helpless, just naked.


	With half an hour to go before his flight, he checked his voice mail and found a message from his brother-in-law, Ron, asking Jack to call him.


	Ron Iverson, MD, was Jack’s sister Kate’s ex-husband. They’d met only once, at Dad’s funeral, and that hadn’t been pleasant. He’d never forgiven Jack for missing Kate’s funeral. Not a bad guy. And since Jack had never explained why he hadn’t been there—he’d loved Kate and if there had been any way on Earth he could have made it, he would have—Ron had a right to his anger.


	This was the first time he’d ever called Jack. Had to be something important.


	Curious, Jack punched in the number Ron had left. After some stiff obligatory pleasantries, Ron got down to business.


	“Look, Jack. I know you’re not interested in family matters but your father’s estate needs settling.” 


	“Oh, man…” 


	“Not for me,” he added quickly. “Kate’s third goes to Kevin and Lizzie and their college funds are already in good shape. I’m in no hurry, but Tom’s wives… I’ve got to tell you, Jack, your brother married three doozies.” 


	“So I’ve been told.” 


	Tom had called them the Skanks from Hell.


	“Well, let me tell you, ever since they discovered your father’s net worth—surprised the hell out of me, too—they’ve been all over me to contact you and settle the estate so they can get their hands on the cash and divvy up the proceeds from selling the place in Florida.” 


	“Must be hell.” 


	“Damn near. You know… that Florida place… he asked the kids down a dozen times at least, but they made it only once. Had a great time. They miss him. Lizzie’s still in the dumps.” 


	“She’s not alone.” 


	“Yeah, well, he was a good guy. But, Jack, help me out, will you? Tell me when you can make it down here for a reading of the will so we can get this over with.” 


	“I don’t want any of it. Split it two ways instead of three.” 


	After a long silence Ron said, “What is it with you, Jack? I thought you were back on track with your father. Why won’t you take what he left you, what he wanted you to have?” 


	Because he couldn’t. The Jack named in the will no longer existed. He hadn’t filed a tax return since he went off officialdom’s radar fifteen years ago, so no way could he claim an inheritance. And the real, live, government-sanctioned man who Jack was going to become was not named in the will.


	But he couldn’t tell Ron that. Had to give him another reason.


	“Because I don’t need it. I’d rather see it go to Kevin and Lizzie, and maybe filter through Tom’s wives to his kids.” 


	Another pause, then, “That’s… that’s very generous of you. I talked to your uncle Gurney last week. Your father left him a small amount but he didn’t want it either. Said the same thing.” 


	That didn’t surprise Jack. He hadn’t seen Uncle Gurney in ages but remembered him as an odd character. Jack couldn’t count how many times his mother had told him, You’re just like your uncle Gurney.


	“Yeah, well, get some papers drawn up for me to relinquish my share. I’ll sign and get them notarized and that’ll be that.” 


	Ernie the ID man was a notary. He’d take care of that end.


	Ron sounded like he wanted to say more but Jack’s flight called for boarding.


	“Gotta go. Give my best to Kevin and Lizzie.” 


	He doubted they’d remember who he was. He’d met them only once.


	No problem boarding. No queue for the plane to take off: The doors closed, the plane lumbered onto the tarmac, and off they went.


	Jack leaned back in his coach seat and figured he could get used to this. And once he became an official person, he’d have no worries at all. He could get a legit passport and see the world.


	Yep, citizenship definitely had some advantages.


	Still… he looked out the window and saw the spires of Manhattan in the hazy distance and felt a wave of ineffable sadness. Repairman Jack had left the building and wasn’t coming back.


	A cold, hard lump formed in his stomach as he pulled down the window shade and closed his eyes.
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	Jack stood in the doorway and sniffed the air of his father’s Gateways home. The musty odor was no surprise: The place had been shut up for more than a month.


	The real surprise was that he was here. Talking to Ron had got him thinking about Dad’s estate. This house was part of it and would be pillaged by Tom’s ex-wives before it was sold. And so Jack decided to do a little preemptive pillaging himself.


	He’d packed the same gym bag for this trip as the last. As soon as he’d debarked at Fort Lauderdale airport—officially Fort Lauderdale/Hollywood International—he combed through the bag and found the front-gate passkey Anya had given him when he’d visited his father.


	So instead of a local motel, he’d rented a car and headed south and inland toward the Everglades and Gateways.


	He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The shades were drawn and a wave of sadness eddied around him as he stood in the cool darkness. His father had left here figuring he’d be back to finalize its sale and pack up to move back north. His first try at selling the place had fallen through when the buyer died. He’d found another buyer, but this time it was the seller who hadn’t made it to the closing.


	As he moved through the front room he decided to leave the shades drawn. He was going to be here maybe twelve hours, most of them dark. No point in raising them—especially since he wasn’t supposed to be here.


	He went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and smiled at the sight of four bottles of Ybor Gold. He’d discovered the brand on his previous trip and it looked like he’d made Dad a convert.


	He popped a top and wandered back through the living room/dining room area. He noticed that the paintings had been stripped from the walls and the trophy shelves were empty.


	Readying to leave.


	He stopped at the door to Dad’s bedroom. All the family photos had been removed from the walls. The only ones left sat on his dresser: Tom’s three kids, Kate’s two, and an old family photo of Mom, Dad, Tom, Kate, and eight-year-old Jack—or “Jackie,” as they’d all called him.


	His throat tightened as he stared at those smiling faces.


	I’m the only one left.


	He went to the closet and found the ugly Hawaiian shirts still present. Leaning in the rear corner was the MIC sniper rifle he and Dad had bought last trip to lake care of a little business. But he was more interested in the old gray metal box on the shelf above. It had been locked the first time he’d found it. Not now.


	He flipped it open, sorted through the photos of Dad’s old army buddies from Korea until he reached the small jewelry box. He popped the lid to reveal the Purple Heart and Silver Star. Jack stared at them a moment, then snapped the lid shut. The photos and the medals would mean nothing to Ron, and even less to Tom’s Skanks from Hell. They’d probably put them up on eBay first chance they had.


	But they meant something to Jack—meant a lot. They were all he had left of his father, reminders of the part of his life Dad had hidden from his family, the war he’d tried to put behind him.


	Jack closed the case and carried it to the kitchen as he went for another beer. But as he opened the door he spotted a green bottle sitting atop the fridge. He pulled it down. The label read THE SCOTCH MALT WHISKEY SOCIETY, CASK 12.6. A gift to Dad from Uncle Stu. Jack remembered Dad’s toast when they’d shared a glass.


	To the best day of my life in the last fifteen years.


	Jack recalled the burn in his throat, but now the burn was in his eyes.


	He poured himself a shot and sipped. Just as good as he remembered. No, good didn’t quite do it. Exquisite was more like it.


	He placed the bottle atop the metal box. No way the Skanks from Hell were going to get their hands on this either.


	He felt too melancholy to watch TV. He’d sit and drink a little, then hit the sack early. He had to get back to Fort Lauderdale and find that boat slip by six a.m.


	TUESDAY
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	Jack awoke with a start and looked at the red LED on his father’s clock radio: 3:15. Had he been dreaming? Or had something else pulled him out of a sound sleep?


	And then he heard it: a faint scratching from the living room. He slipped out of bed and padded to the bedroom door. The sound came from his right—from the front door.


	The top half of the door was glass, divided into nine panes. He saw the silhouette of a man crouched on the far side. The scratching sound continued.


	Some son of a bitch was trying to pick the lock.


	A slew of thoughts raced through Jack’s brain. First off, what was he after? He was making no attempt at discretion, so obviously he expected the place to be empty. A little homework and he’d know that Gateways was a gated community with regular security patrols, and so only the most paranoid residents had alarm systems. But if he knew Dad’s place was empty, why was he picking the lock? Much easier to cut a hole in one of the panes, reach through, and unlock the door. Jack kept a glass cutter and a suction cup in his bag of tricks for just that purpose.


	The only benefit to picking the lock was to hide the fact that the place had been broken into.


	And why would he want to do that?


	Jack turned and started toward the night table for a pistol—then realized he wasn’t home. No weapon.


	No, wait. The MIC.


	He stepped to the closet and pulled out the sniper rifle. He didn’t know if it was loaded and didn’t much care. The WWII-vintage piece had a walnut stock and a steel butt plate. Why wake up the neighborhood with a shot when you have a ten-pound club?


	He padded back to the living room, positioned himself so he’d be behind the door when it opened, and raised the rifle.


	He waited.


	Took a while—the guy wasn’t adept—but he finally turned the cylinder and pushed open the door. When he stepped inside, Jack rammed the rifle’s butt plate against the back of his head. Not too hard—didn’t want to crack his skull or put him into a coma—but hard enough to subtract a hand-to-hand confrontation from the equation. Wasn’t in the mood for any rough and tumble.


	The guy gave a soft “Uhn!” as his legs gave out. He dropped his little gym bag—very much like Jack’s—and went to his knees. He knelt, swaying, looking like a churchgoer with vertigo. Jack was pondering whether or not to administer another tap when the guy fell forward and landed face first on the carpet.


	Okay. Next step?


	Duct tape. Dad always had been a firm believer in the wonders of the stuff and Jack was sure he’d seen a roll of it somewhere during his last trip. The porch—that was where he kept his tools.


	Jack slammed his hip against the kitchen counter on his way to the rear of the house. Wouldn’t have happened if he’d had the lights on, but he didn’t want the security patrol to wonder why a supposedly empty house was lit up at three in the morning.


	The light in the parking area behind the house pushed enough illumination through the porch jalousies for him to locate his father’s toolbox. In the bottom compartment he found a roll and hurried back to the living room.
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	Jack sat on the toilet-seat cover and watched the guy in the bathtub stir and blink his eyes. He was young—maybe late twenties—and dressed in khaki shorts, a burgundy golf shirt, and Topsiders. He’d gelled his dark brown hair into little spikes—a style Jack had always found baffling—and had grown his somethings in South Florida. He lay on his back, his wrists duct-taped in front of him, with more tape around his ankles and knees. Not a foolproof taping job by a long shot, but Jack wasn’t worried about that.


	He was holding the guy’s pistol.


	After finishing the taping, Jack had hung a towel over the bathroom window and turned on the light. Then he’d dragged the guy in and rolled him into the tub. That done, he’d opened the gym bag—a High Sierra model with an empty water-bottle sleeve—and the first thing he’d found was a Luger.


	Okay, a guy sneaking into his father’s supposedly empty house was a deal, though not a terribly big one. But finding a pistol, even if he wasn’t wearing it at the time, changed the picture and upped the threat level a few notches—maybe to orange. But then Jack noticed that the front sight had been filed off and the end of the barrel threaded. And when he discovered a dark blue MX Minireflex moderator in the bag, the situation went deep into the red, sending one thought clanging through his head like a gong.


	Hit man. Or assassin. Whatever he called himself, he was geared for a close-range, silent kill.


	Jack’s first thought was that somebody wanted him dead and had hired this clown to make it happen. Then he realized that that couldn’t be. No one had known he was headed here. Jack hadn’t known himself. Hadn’t made the decision until he’d landed.


	So who was he after? And why had he come here?


	The guy groaned. He’d been doing that and opening and closing his eyes for about ten minutes. This time they stayed open and focused on Jack for a few seconds, then up and around at his surroundings.


	“What the fuck?” 


	He tried to sit up but then grimaced and slumped back to his original position.


	“Headache?” 


	Jack had been through the post-concussion thing a few times. Early on, every movement sent a bolt of pain through your head.


	The guy fixed on Jack again.


	“The fuck am I?” 


	“Who, what, or where?” 


	“Where.” 


	“A nice little house in Gateways. The one you broke into just a short while ago.


	“And who the f—?” 


	Jack raised the pistol. “That’s my question. One of many I’m going to be asking you.” jack saw fear race through his eyes at sight of the Luger, but only for an instant. Then the hard-guy look returned.


	“I checked your clothes and your bag,” Jack said. “No ID. So tell me: What’s your name?” 


	The guy sneered. “John Smith.” 


	“Very funny.” Jack hadn’t expected a straight answer but felt obligated to ask. “Okay, Smith, what’s going on here? What are you up to?” 


	Another sneer. “The Motel Six was full up and I needed a place to stay.” 


	Jack had an urge to wing a slug past Smith’s nose but didn’t want to mess up the tile. He hadn’t looked but assumed the pistol had a round in the chamber. He worked the toggle anyway—for effect. The ratcheting sound echoed off the tiles as a cartridge spun through the air and bounced along the floor.


	Jack gestured with the pistol. “Now we’ll try again, Smith. What are you doing in my father’s house?” 


	The tough-guy façade cracked a little. “Your father? Shit, I heard it would be empty.” 


	“Heard from whom?” 


	“No one and nobody.” He stared at Jack. “You mean you and your father live here?” 


	“Nope. My father’s gone and I’m just visiting.” 


	“But why are you a day early?” 


	That came from so far out in left field that it knocked Jack off balance.


	“What?” 


	“You weren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow.” 


	“I wasn’t supposed to be here at all. You sure you’re talking about me? Did someone show you a picture of me?” 


	His tone turned uncertain. “No… never seen you before in my life.” 


	Smith put his head back and closed his eyes. “Shit! I just can’t believe he could screw up like this.” 


	“He who?” 


	Smith’s eyes snapped open as if he’d received a shock. He glanced at Jack with a worried look.


	“No one. No one at all.” 


	Jack studied his face. He thinks he said too much. And maybe he did. But about what?


	Jack waggled the pistol at him.


	“This is a hit man rig.” 


	The sneer again. “How would you know?” 


	“Oh, I know. I know.” Jack turned the pistol over in his hands. “An American Eagle Luger. Not the original—this is the Stoeger recreation—but a pretty piece, no less. Put a couple of hollow points through the back of the head, let them bounce around inside the skull to make Swiss cheese of the brain, and that’s all she wrote, right?” 


	He saw a look of worry and wonder ripple over Smith’s face. Seemed it was finally dawning on him that he’d broken into the wrong house at the wrong time and wound up at the mercy of the wrong guy.


	“I’m not with the mob.” 


	“Okay then, an assassin. Am I right?” 


	“You have no idea.” 


	“Who were you supposed to hit?” 


	Jack hoped the “were” got through to him.


	“Nobody.” He raised his taped wrists and knuckled an eye. “That’s just for self-defense.” 


	“Yeah, right. Who sent you?” 


	“Nobody. Like I told you, just looking for a place to crash.” 


	Jack had a feeling he’d learned all he was going to from this clown. Unless he applied a little pressure. He rummaged through the gym bag until he found the suppressor. He pulled it out and held it up.


	“Nobody needs one of these for self-defense. So come on, Smith. Let’s stop dancing around and put a few facts on the table.” 


	“Told you all I know,” he said as he rubbed his eyes again.


	“We’ll see about that. And keep your hands down.” 


	With studied deliberation, Jack began threading the suppressor onto the end of the barrel, glancing at Smith with every turn.


	“My, my… I do believe you’re starting to sweat.” 


	“Hot in here.” 


	Yeah, it was kind of close in here, but not hot.


	“Afraid of dying, Smith?” 


	“Not really. I’d regret it, but it doesn’t scare me. Put one in my head and get it over with. You’re boring the shit out of me.” 


	“‘Boring the shit out of me.’” Jack had to smile. “I’ll have to add that to my list of favorite last lines.” 


	He hoped the subtext wasn’t lost.


	“You kill me, you get double nothing.” 


	Jack offered what he hoped was a sadistic smile. “Who said anything about killing you? As long as you’ve got knees and ankles and elbows—” 


	Jack didn’t know what type of smile Smith was going for. Whatever it was, it looked pretty sick.


	“Same difference. You shoot me anywhere, I stop talking.” 


	Those words, combined with the look on his face, struck a sour note in Jack. He looked around for the bullet he’d ejected and found it. His stomach dropped when lie saw the tip: The hollow in the point had been filled with something and sealed over.


	His thoughts flashed back a month—to a figure lying dead on the floor of the LaGuardia baggage claim area… dead of a flesh wound in the thigh that should have caused pain and some blood loss but no more.


	Dead for one reason: He’d caught a cyanide-filled hollow point.


	This looked like the same thing, except it was a 9mm Starfire instead of the 5.56 NATOs used at the airport.


	Still… an assassin’s bullet.


	He held it up. “Cyanide tipped?” 


	Smith’s mouth tightened into a thin line, but he said nothing.


	“You connected to Wrath of Allah?” 


	Smith frowned. “Who the fu—oh, those Islamic assholes who did LaGuardia?” He looked insulted. “You gotta be kidding.” 


	Jack set the round on the edge of the tub, point up.


	“Those Islamic assholes used cyanide hollow points to do the job. You sure you’re not connected?” 


	“Absolutely. On my mother’s grave—wherever that is.” 


	“Then who are you connected to?” 


	“No one.” 


	Jack sighed. “You’re pushing me. That bullet puts a whole new spin on this situation. Someone very close to me was killed by a similar round. Before the night’s over I’m going to know who sent you. We can do it easy or we can do it nasty. My father left a well-stocked toolbox out on the back porch. I’m especially fond of his variable-speed electric drill. Do I have to go get it?” 


	Smith paled and broke out in another sweat. But he wasn’t backing down.


	“I’ve told you all I can.” 


	Jack made note of the fact that he didn’t say all he knew.


	He wondered if his bluff would work. He wasn’t in a black enough mood to drill into someone’s shinbone. This jerk most likely broke into the wrong house. Under other circumstances Jack might have loaded him in his trunk and dumped him in the swamp, leaving him to get out of the tape himself and find his way home. But that cyanide-tip changed things. Jack wanted more. Maybe plugging in the drill and revving it a few times as he brought it toward Smith’s kneecap would prove a tongue loosener.


	“Okay. You’re going to make me hate myself in the morning.” 


	As he rose he reached for the round, but Smith got there ahead of him. His taped hands darted up and grabbed it, then raised it to his mouth.


	“Jesus!” Jack shouted. “What are you—?” 


	He leaped forward and grabbed for the hand, but too late—the round went into his mouth. Jack dropped the pistol and tried to pry Smith’s jaws apart but the guy was struggling and thrashing and twisting his head back and forth to prevent Jack from getting a grip.


	Finally Jack felt Smith’s throat work, and then the man stopped struggling and smiled at him.


	“You jerk!” Jack shouted. “What you do that for? As soon as that seal melts, you’re a goner.” 


	Jack imagined Smith’s stomach acid working on the seal right now.


	Smith shrugged. “You were going to torture me, then kill me, so I decided to skip the torture part.” 


	Jack shook his head. “I was just kidding about that—trying to scare you. Sadism isn’t my bag.” 


	Smith stared at Jack. He must have seen the truth there because he hung his head and sobbed. Once.


	Jack leaned forward. “You think you could puke it up?” 


	Smith shook his head. “No. Too late.” 


	“Well, all right then. Since there’s no turning back, why not come clean? Who were you supposed to hit?” 


	Smith hesitated, then said, “I don’t know.” 


	“Come on—” 


	“I never get a name. Just a description and a time and a place.” 


	“Do I match the description?” 


	“Close enough, but you look like anybody.” 


	“Yeah, well, I work at that. When was this supposed to go down?” 


	“Tomorrow afternoon, but I was supposed to get here early and set up.” 


	“Who sent you?” 


	Before Smith could answer his eyes rolled up and he started flopping around in the tub like a hooked fish. He made grunting noises as he flailed his taped arms and kicked his legs.


	Jack could do nothing but watch as his face turned blue and he arched his back to the point where it looked like he’d snap his spine.


	And then he collapsed into a flaccid, silent lump of flesh.


	Jack watched him a full minute for signs of life. None. He sat back on the toilet cover and wondered why these things happened to him. All he’d wanted to do was pick up his father’s war medals, catch a few hours sleep, and be on his way.


	Now he had a body to dispose of.


	Shit.


	He picked up the pistol and popped the magazine: eight more cyanide-tipped rounds within. Starfires were perfect because of their big cavity. He worked the toggle to eject the chambered round. Now he needed a way to dump the nine cartridges without poisoning someone.


	lie look a towel from the rack, unscrewed the suppressor, wiped it down, then wiped down the pistol too. He went to stow them back in the High Sierra bag but decided to give it one last, thorough search.


	He upended it and dumped everything onto the bathroom floor. He checked all the end and side pouches and felt around inside for hidden compartments or a phony bottom panel.


	Nothing else.


	Just a change of underwear, a shaving kit containing an electric razor, toothbrush and toothpaste, a jar of Bed Head hair gel, a box of Starfires, yesterday’s Miami Herald, a battered old John D. MacDonald paperback, a Manta Ray baseball cap, and sunglasses.


	The banality of the pile depressed Jack. Who was this guy? Who’d sent him? And for whom?


	Probably never know.


	Jack used the towel to replace the pistol and suppressor in the bag. Since the sunglasses would take fingerprints, he picked them up with the towel as well. He was about to drop them back in when he noticed that they looked familiar. Too familiar.


	Forgetting about prints, he held them up and stared through the lenses. No darkening—he could see the shower head perfectly. Yet when he flipped them over… impenetrable tinting.


	A band of cold iron tightened around his gut as he jumped up and hurried to his own gym bag. He pulled out the shades Davis had given him and held them side by side with the dead guy’s.


	Identical.


	Unless he’d stolen or found these, the guy in the tub was a yeniçeri.
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	Jack drove along South Road until he came to Pemberton Road. The intersection lay on the outer limits of Novaton and, because this was the site of the hit and run on his father, he’d become well acquainted with it during his last visit.


	The roads crossed in the swamps on the border of the Everglades and the area was as deserted now as then. More so now since the sun still had two hours to go before it cleared the eastern horizon.


	Jack pulled over, got out, and popped the trunk. He grabbed Smith by the armpits and hauled him out. Then he dragged him to the shoulder and rolled him into a drainage ditch. No water, so no splash. He tossed the gym bag—pistol and all—in beside him.


	He kept one round.


	He’d looked up the number of the Novaton PD before leaving his father’s house, and when he reached Route 1 he called it on his TracFone.


	“Yes, I’d like to report a crime. I saw what looked like a body being dumped near the intersection of South and Pemberton. Thank you.” He cut the connection.


	There. That ought to set Novaton’s finest into motion.


	If not for the cyanide-tipped slugs he might have left Smith there as gator food. He could have disassembled the pistol and tossed it piece by piece into the swamp as he drove along South Road, but he didn’t know what to do with the bullets. Anya had instilled a deep respect for the embattled Everglades, and he didn’t want to add even a small amount of cyanide to its woes.


	This way the Novaton cops would find him before anyone else; the cyanide hollow points would become their problem.


	The big question now was, where to from here?


	If he pushed it he could make it to the Fort Lauderdale rendezvous on time. His head told him to go there. Who knew when all the stars would again be aligned this way on the road to Bosnia? If he blew this, he might not have another chance before the baby was born.


	But Smith’s sunglasses added a major wrinkle, urging him to forget all that and find out what the hell a yeniçeri assassin was doing in his father’s house.


	So which was it? The marina or the airport?


	Whatever his final decision, he had to head north on Route 1, so he kept driving, hoping he could resolve this by the time he reached Fort Lauderdale.
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	The pain awakens him.


	Another Alarm—and so soon after the last.


	Then he plunges into that other place, the flashing gray space where he is shown things yet to be—things that must be prevented, and things that must be done.


	The pain knifes through his brain and the lights flash. He is aware of his bed under him and he grabs the mattress as he feels it begin to spin. The flashes cycle faster and faster until they coalesce into a vision…


	A restaurant… a copy of The New York Times lies on the counter where an attractive woman is paying the cashier… the headline concerns a Bay Ridge apartment linked to terrorists and runs above a photograph of a building.


	The woman has short blond hair and carries another life within her.


	The Oculus has seen this woman before. She appeared in another Alarm… two months ago… in November. In that one she was standing on a curb, waiting to cross Second Avenue when a truck went out of control and struck her, killing her. He saw the driver of the truck: Zeklos.


	That Alarm was stomach turning, but nowhere near as painful as the one that followed a month later.


	But real life had not mimicked the November Alarm. Zeklos missed the woman—some of his fellow yeniçeri said on purpose due to a lack of resolve—and crashed into another truck instead.


	Now the same woman, still with child, but not alone. A dark-haired little girl stands beside her, holding a candy bar. She appears to be pleading but the Oculus cannot hear what she’s saying.


	The clock behind the counter says half past one.


	The vision fades to gray, then lights up with the woman standing on the exact same corner as the last time, only now she is holding the child by the hand while the child munches happily on the candy bar.


	As the light changes, they step off the curb… and then, without warning, a white panel truck runs the red light and slams into the two of them, sending them flying. If he were seeing this with his eyes, the Oculus would have squeezed them shut. But since the scene is playing inside his head, he is compelled to watch. And in the driver seat of the truck he sees one of his yeniçeri: Cal Davis.


	The vision fades to gray, and then the gray fades, and with it, the pain.


	The bed stops its vertiginous whirl but the Oculus doesn’t move.


	A yeniçeri in an Alarm means the Ally needs this done.


	Why? he wonders. Why does the Ally want this woman dead? The little girl wasn’t in the previous Alarm. Does it want her life too, or is she merely collateral damage?


	How will their deaths affect the fight against the Otherness?


	And why must it fall to him to order their deaths?


	He wonders if the Otherness is behind an Alarm like this, if it somehow taps in from time to time. But that can’t be. He’s tuned in to the Ally, and that’s where the Alarm came from.


	But although the Ally has never in his experience been cruel, he knows it can be merciless.
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	“Hi, Abe.” 


	“Jack? From the boat you’re calling?” 


	“I’m not on the boat.” 


	“There’s been a problem?” 


	“No. I changed my mind.” 


	“A joke, right?” 


	“Afraid not.” 


	“Gevalt!” 


	In the ensuing silence, Jack reevaluated his decision. It hadn’t been an easy one. During the drive back, every time he’d lean toward boarding that boat, he’d think about those sunglasses and those bullets. In the end it all had come down to those damn cyanide-tipped bullets. They kept reminding him of the LaGuardia Massacre. It made no sense, he knew. Different caliber, and carried by someone who was anything but an Arab. If he’d found a Koran in Smith’s bag instead of a novel, the decision would have been made right then and there. But John D. MacDonald didn’t incite the slaughter of innocent people.


	Then he’d remembered Joey Castles’s dying words after they’d hit the Islamic center.


	“It’s bigger than them. Something else going on.” 


	That had done it. The “something else” left him no choice but to head back to New York.


	He’d waited till he’d reached the airport and bought his ticket before calling Abe. He didn’t want to disappoint his oldest and best friend, but…


	“I’m sorry, Abe. I know you spent a lot of time—” 


	“Months I spent.” 


	“I know. And I know you called in some favors, but I just can’t leave the country right now.” 


	“People have been put in place, schedules have been rearranged, space has been made…” 


	“I know, I know, and I’m awfully sorry, but something important has come up.” 


	“What could be more important than this trip?” 


	“I’ll explain when I see you.” 


	He heard Abe sigh. “This I’ve got to tell you, my friend, a replay may not be easy. May not be possible even. Someone’s going to be very upset that he went to all this trouble for nothing.” 


	“I’ll pay him for his time and trouble—cover all expenses and then some. He’ll have his profit.” 


	“Profit isn’t everything. There’s the matter of respect, which is very important to this man. I’ll call him. Maybe he’ll be less upset if he should have advance notice, although much in advance this is not.” 


	“Thanks, Abe. I’ll make it up to you some way.” 


	He broke the connection and glanced at the departure board. Still had half an hour before takeoff. Should he call Gia?


	Probably best not to. Better to explain in person instead of a cryptic phone conversation. He didn’t think he was unreasonably paranoid. With his pay-as-you-go TracFone, calls were traceable to his number but not to him, since all subscribers were anonymous. But his calls weren’t encrypted and were traceable to whomever he called. With Homeland Security and the Patriot Act in swing, no telling who might be listening in.


	He’d wait till he was ready to stop by, then call Gia to give her a heads-up that he was back in town, and tell her he’d explain everything in a few minutes when he got there.


	He wondered how she’d take the news. She’d been ambivalent about his new identity, but would she see the sudden change in plans as a lack of commitment to the baby?


	No. She knew better. And she’d understand once he explained his reasons.


	The call came over the speakers that his plane was boarding.
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	Ybarra, one of the yeniçeri on duty, placed a folded copy of the morning Times on the Oculus’s desk.


	“As requested, sir.” 


	“Thank you.” 


	As Ybarra left, the Oculus picked up the paper but did not unfold it. He feared the headline. If it said nothing about the Bay Ridge apartment, the woman and the child would have another day, perhaps more, to live. But if the story was there…


	He took a breath, held it, then unfolded the paper. The air blew out of him in a choked whoosh when he saw a headline identical to the one in the Alarm.


	He closed his eyes and lowered his head. He’d have to gather the yeniçeri. He’d have to tell them about the Alarm. He’d have to send them out to kill that woman and child.


	The Oculus rested his elbows on the desktop and pressed his eyes against the upturned palms. At times like this he wished he hadn’t been born with the gift. Because, in its own way, the gift was a curse. The Alarms could not be ignored—the Ally saw what was to be and demanded action. The enormity of the responsibility was appalling. If he kept the Alarm to himself, what would be the consequences? The Ally was not capricious. If it told him that a situation had to be addressed, then that was what must happen. To ignore it would be tantamount to aiding and abetting the Otherness.


	He wished he were like any other man, wished he could wake up in the morning and go about his business without the crushing burden of the gift, without worrying about when the next Alarm would sound.


	But the only escape from the Alarms was death. At times he’d considered that option, but then he’d think of poor Diana, and of how his mantle would fall on her shoulders when he was gone. He wished to spare her for as long as possible. For that reason alone he vowed to live to a ripe old age.


	But now he had to deal with the matter of the Alarm.


	He buzzed downstairs. Ybarra answered.


	“Gather the yeniçeri. We’ve had an Alarm.” 


	7


	Gia hung up her coat and rubbed her hands together. Cold out here.


	She’d put Vicky on the school bus and had scurried back to the warmth of the house. She filled the kettle and turned on the TV. A little tea, a little news, and she’d get to work on the studies for that dust jacket.


	Over the years Gia had developed good working relationships with the art directors of a number of publishing houses. Sometimes she received detailed instructions on what they wanted; other times, like this one, she received no directive beyond, “Something bucolic, with a house in the woods.” 


	She’d dipped into the manuscript they’d sent her—a dreary tale about a middle-aged college professor’s extramarital affair with a student—until she found an obsessively detailed description of the woodsy retreat that served as their trysting place.


	Now all she had to do was come up with a couple of rough ideas, dab a little paint on them to show the color scheme, and bring them in. The art director would choose one, make his comments on composition and color, and then Gia would begin the actual painting. Sometimes it was a chore, sometimes it was fun, but either way, commercial art paid the bills, leaving her time for her personal paintings.


	But working on anything today would be difficult. Maybe impossible. Jack hovered over her thoughts. She wondered how he was—where he was—and if everything was going as planned. He’d sailed off into the unknown not for himself, but for the baby. He was trading everything he’d struggled to become, everything he was, for fatherhood.


	She blinked back a tear and flipped through the channels until she came to Headline News. She stopped there for a quick rundown of what was going on in the world. Too-familiar footage of the smoking crater in the Staten Island storage facility flashed on the screen. She was raising the remote to switch the channel when the scene shifted to a view of a brick-fronted apartment house. “Bay Ridge” popped onto the upper left corner of the screen.


	“—BI officials have revealed that traces of the same compound that caused the Staten Island explosion were found in an apartment in this building in Brooklyn along with Arabic writing on the walls.” 


	Gia felt her gut clench—and that seemed to spur a kick from the baby. The so-called “terrorism expert” who followed didn’t make her feel any better.


	“From the amount of plastic explosive estimated in the Staten Island blast, I think we can assume that these individuals were out to do a lot of damage. Nothing like nine-eleven, of course, but considerable.” 


	Gia rose and turned off the kettle. What if there were other “individuals” with other caches of explosives? If so, she didn’t want Vicky locked down in a school if all hell broke loose.


	She hurried to the closet. It wasn’t rational, and it was most likely an over-reaction, but she didn’t care. She wanted her little girl with her today.


	Looked like Vicky would get a second day off this week.


	Gia’s hand stopped in midreach for her coat.


	A second day off… like yesterday. The explosion had occurred the night before, and Jack had been intent on keeping Vicky out of school. He’d said it was because he was leaving, but had there been more to it? In the demimonde he moved through he often picked up rumors and tidbits of news before they hit the papers.


	She’d have to ask him when he got back. Right now she was going to catch a cab and head for Vicky’s school.
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	As Jack waited for his bag, he couldn’t help thinking of the last time he’d been in a baggage-claim area… how he’d left to get the car… how he’d returned to a charnel house.


	But that had been LaGuardia and this was Atlantic City International: pretty far down on the list of terror targets, he imagined. Still he couldn’t wait to get back to the car and wrap his fingers around the grip of his Clock.


	He found his bag and carried it to his car. He dropped it in the trunk, opened it, and removed the Altoids tin he’d bought at a convenience store near the airport.


	The first thing he did when he got behind the wheel was check for the Glock in the clip under the front seat. Still there. He patted it. Welcome home.


	Then he opened the tin and tipped out the Starfire within. Here was why he’d checked his bag instead of carrying it on. If the security folks at the gate were doing their job, they’d have wanted to examine the contents of a metal case they couldn’t see through, small though it might be. But checked bags weren’t put under that kind of scrutiny.


	He turned the round over in his hand a few times, then pocketed it.


	Next up, call Gia.


	He’d planned to wait until he was back in the city and just a few minutes from her door. But en route he’d seen the headline about an apartment in Bay Ridge in his neighbor’s Miami Herald. He’d borrowed the front section and learned that the FBI had broken the story about the connection between the apartment and the explosion. The article also mentioned the Arabic scrawl Jack had seen on the wall. It translated as, God is Great. Jihad forever.


	Swell.


	The mood back in the city would be tense—only a tiny fraction of what it would have been had the cockroaches succeeded—but Gia might be worried for herself and Vicky and the baby. He figured she’d be more comfortable knowing he was around.


	He tapped in her number.


	No answer at home. He didn’t leave a message but called her cell phone instead. Again, no answer. This time he left a message.


	“Hi, Gi, it’s me. Things didn’t work out with the trip so I’m headed home. I’ll explain everything when I get there. See you in a few hours.” 


	He broke the connection and sat there.


	Odd. He could usually get hold of Gia at one of those two numbers. She wanted to be always available should the Vickster need her. The only time she’d leave it home or turn it off was when she was with Vicky.


	A vague unease settled on him. He started the car and gunned it toward the exit. A two-hour drive lay ahead of him, longer if he hit construction.


	The unease grew stronger.
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	“A woman and a child?” Cal said.


	The thought turned his stomach.


	“Not just a woman,” the Oculus said, his expression bleak. “A pregnant woman.” 


	Cal groaned. Even worse.


	He and about a dozen other yeniçeri had gathered on the first floor and stood in a semicircle before the Oculus. Miller had been called but wasn’t answering his phone.


	What was happening? Cal wondered. Some of the Ally’s Alarms over the past few months had been pretty damn strange. More than strange—disturbing. The young girl, the Arabs—okay. That was the sort of thing he expected, the kind of work that made him proud to be a yeniçeri. The girl and a lot of New Yorkers were alive today because of those two Alarms.


	But this…


	“Are you sure we aren’t supposed to stop this from happening?” 


	The O shook his head. “I was shown a yeniçeri behind the wheel.” 


	Cal looked around for Miller but he hadn’t arrived yet.


	“I don’t get it. First that woman back in November, then—” 


	“It is the same woman.” 


	Cal heard Zeklos’s voice whisper, “Oh, no.” 


	He looked at him. Zek’s face was ashen, his lips trembled.


	“Thanks a lot, Zek,” Hursey said. “Now one of us has to pick up after you.” 


	“Shouldn’t even be here,” Jolliff muttered.


	Both were Miller buddies.


	“Let’s not get sidetracked,” Cal said. He turned to the Oculus. “If this is the second Alarm about this woman, the Ally must think she poses a serious threat. Any idea what?” 


	The O shook his head. “None. Perhaps the baby…” 


	Yeah. Maybe the baby.


	“Any idea about the father?” 


	Another head shake. “Again, none. But for all we know… maybe it he-longs to the Adversary.” 


	There was a scary thought. But…


	“Yeah. And maybe not.” Cal thought of something. “These Alarms aren’t infallible, you know. Look what happened last time. You saw a truck hitting this same woman, but it didn’t. Zeklos missed her.” 


	Everyone looked at Zeklos, some with naked hostility. The little man took a step back.


	“It doesn’t show the future,” the O said. “It shows a possible or probable future. It shows me near things and far things, little things and momentous things. On Sunday it showed me explosions on buses and bridges—a future it wanted stopped. And we stopped it. But as you all well know, every so often it shows me a future it wants us to make happen. Like this one.” 


	“So none of this is carved in stone.” 


	“I don’t think it can be. Because there’s always the unforeseen, unpredictable variable of the human factor.” 


	Again a number of the yeniçeri glanced at Zeklos.


	But Cal couldn’t stop wondering about the Ally’s methods. In fact, the methods used by both sides. Neither employed full frontal attacks, no shows of naked force. Both pulled occult strings from behind the scenes, manipulating events through human agents.


	Why? Why no overt aggression? Did they save that for elsewhere—pitched battles in interdimensional space? Were there rules for dealing with sentient species?


	Cal had come to the conclusion that this cosmic game—and that was what it seemed to be—had no hard and fast rules, but rather guidelines that compelled each side to act without revealing itself. Perhaps they had a scoring system that awarded style points to the side that could gain or keep the upper hand with the most elegant medley of obscurity and élan.


	And perhaps he was way off base. Maybe the human mind was incapable of making any sense of the forces in play here.


	He did know he was a pawn—but a willing, enthusiastic pawn. If he had to be part of this game, he preferred to know the score than be an unwitting puppet.


	The door chimed. Jolliff stepped to the monitors and checked the front door camera. He pressed the unlock button and smiled as he looked up.


	“It’s Miller.” 


	Miller stepped inside and closed the door behind him.


	“Sorry I’m late. Didn’t get the message till a few minutes ago.” 


	Probably with one of his hookers, Cal thought, knowing Miller alternated between two favorites.


	More power to him. A night of heavy sex usually left him mellow. Well, relatively so. Cal sensed that a truly mellow Miller might violate some law of nature.


	The Oculus gave him a quick rundown of the Alarm.


	That done, Cal looked around at his fellow yeniçeri.


	“All right. You’ve heard the Oculus. The Ally wants this woman gone. Does anybody want the job? If not, we draw straws.” 


	Miller said, “Maybe we should give Zeklos another chance.” Then he smirked. “Not.” 


	This earned a few laughs.


	Then Miller said, “I’ll take it.” 


	Cal wasn’t often thankful for Miller’s heart of stone, but this was one of those times. He was about to hand him the job when the O interrupted him.


	“The Alarm showed you at the wheel.” 


	At first Cal thought the O was simply confirming the obvious choice, but then noticed that he was looking at him.


	His stomach plummeted.


	“Me?” 


	The O nodded.


	“You don’t look so hot, Davis,” Miller said with what passed for a grin. “What’s the matter? Getting a case of Zeklositis?” 


	Members of his little faction yukked it up as Zeklos reddened. Shaking his head the little man turned toward the door, raising his middle finger over his shoulder as he left.


	Cal watched him go, then forced his face into a neutral expression. Inside, he wanted to run from the room.


	Why me when Miller gets off on this kind of thing?


	His tongue felt like tortoise hide as he spoke. “All right. I’m in the hot seat. So be it.” 


	“Put me down for pickup duty,” Miller said. “That way, if Davis misses, I’ll close the deal.” 


	Cal glanced at his watch—10:25—then at the yeniçeri.


	“We’ve got three hours to steal a truck and the cars and put everything in place. Let’s move it.” 


	He half hoped a car would hit him as he crossed the street outside. He’d take the pain if it meant he’d be spared what was to come.
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	“Gia?” Jack said as he stepped into her front foyer.


	He’d made good time from A.C. and had rushed across town to Sutton Square. When she hadn’t answered his ring, he’d let himself in.


	The old townhouse felt empty but he did a quick search of all floors—even the never-used fourth—and found no one and nothing out of place. Nothing suspicious. No sign of a struggle. Her winter coat and her handbag were missing from the front closet.


	What he did find, however, was Gia’s cell phone in its charging cradle in the kitchen.


	So, only one conclusion he could make: She’d gone out and forgotten her cell phone. Wouldn’t be the first time. No sign of foul play, so why this vague feeling of dread?


	Jack headed for the door. He’d catch up to her later. This cyanide-tipped Starfire was burning a hole in his pocket. He needed a little yeniçeri info, and knew just the man to provide it.
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	The Oculus called Davis aside as Miller and the rest prepared to debark.


	Of all the yeniçeri, he felt closest to Davis. He trusted them all, knew each was ready to die protecting him, but the yeniçeri life had hardened many of them. Inevitable, he supposed. Not every Alarm involved violence and death, but the vast majority did. Which meant that these men were, in many ways, contract killers with one client: the Ally.


	Difficult for anyone to retain his humanity under those circumstances, but the rest of their quotidian existence—no family, no permanent ties to people outside their MV unit—exacerbated the situation.


	They were weapons—the Ally’s spears. And spears had no branches.


	The Oculi were insulated from the violence. They didn’t order it, merely passed on the content of the Ally’s Alarms. And they had children. Nothing was so grounding as a child. He cherished his relationship with his daughter. Diana was his jewel. Just as the yeniçeri would die for him, so he would die for her.


	But Davis, despite everything, had managed to maintain more of his human core. He had a hard shell, but traces of warmth and compassion remained in the heart beating within it.


	“I’m sorry it had to be you,” he said when Davis came to his side.


	“We do what we have to do. It’s all for the greater good, a cause bigger than any one person—or any three persons, right?” 


	The Oculus sensed that this must be the soul-saving mantra Davis would be repeating over and over to get him through this.


	“We must trust the Ally.” 


	Davis’s expression was bleak. “Yeah. Trust the Ally.” 


	“You have the vehicles?” 


	Davis nodded. “Snatched from the LaGuardia long-term lot. Doubtful they’ll be missed too soon.” 


	“Very well. When you return, come to my office—come alone—and we’ll talk.” 


	He had a feeling Davis would need a sympathetic ear after this ordeal was over.


	The Oculus saw them off, then trudged up to his office. For what, he didn’t know. He didn’t want to sit and brood. Better to spend the time with Diana, drilling her on her studies. At least that would take his mind off what was about to happen.
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	“I neeeed this one Mom look at the cover isn’t it neat can I have it please-please-please?” 


	Gia looked and saw Vicky holding up a copy of Science Verse.


	She’d had a bit of a hassle taking her out of school. Seemed she wasn’t the only parent who wanted to keep her child close today. But after a careful ID check and confirmation from Vicky that this woman was indeed her mother, they’d let her go.


	The question then was what to do? She didn’t want to take her out of school just to lock her in the house. Since Vicky had outgrown most of her spring clothes, the obvious choice was to shop. But that presented potential problems too.


	Gia had decided that if they stayed away from the iconic stores—she couldn’t afford Saks, Gucci, or Bergdorf’s anyway—and avoided Fifth Avenue, they’d be safe.


	Gia didn’t expect anything to happen, but she felt more in control with Vicky at her side on Madison Avenue. Plenty of great stores for kids on Madison. They came upon a bookstore called The Tattered Page. Vicky loved books and this one sold both new and used. Who could resist?


	“You want a book about science?” 


	Vicky’s tastes usually ran to fantasy and funny wordplay. Nobody liked puns more.


	“But he wrote The Stinky Cheese Man!” 


	“Oh, well, in that case, we’ll take it.” 


	“Neeeat!” 


	Gia watched as she opened the book and began reading, watched her smile, watched her eyes dance. She had her father’s hair…


	The thought brought back memories of Richard Westphalen. A rich, handsome, suave Englishman whose sparkling wit had swept her off her feet when she’d first come to New York. If only she’d known the man within. They’d married and she’d looked forward to a happy future. She’d been overjoyed when she learned she was pregnant, but not Richard. He revealed his true nature—”a bounder and a cad,” according to his aunt Nellie—by virtually walking out on her. He hadn’t wanted to be a father and told her flat out that he’d married her for the tax breaks he’d receive by becoming an American citizen.


	He was out with one of his bimbos the night Gia went into labor. Her folks were back in Iowa, she had no close friends, and she still remembered that cab ride to the hospital as the lowest, loneliest moment of her life.


	But when the pain was over and she’d cuddled her daughter, the loneliness vanished and the world became a wonderful place.


	God, she’d loved that little girl then and loved her more now. In fact she loved being a mother, plain and simple. Even loved being pregnant.


	She tried to imagine what it would be like having two children, and wondered for the zillionth time what the new baby would be like. If she—and she couldn’t think of her any way but as a she—had only half of Vicky’s intelligence and joie de vivre, she’d still be a joy.


	The baby gave her a good kick, then another. She’d been pretty active for the past hour or so. Maybe she sensed that her mother was hungry. Gia looked at her watch: 12:30 already.


	“Ready for some lunch?” 


	Vicky looked up from the book. ‘This is so funny!” 


	“Hungry?” 


	“Yeah. I’m starving. Can we go to Burger King? Pleeeeease?” 


	“Not today.” The thought of burnt meat—blech. “How about Kosher Nosh?” 


	“But we were there yesterdaaaaay.” 


	Vicky was in full whine mode.


	“You can have that hummus and pita platter. You liked it last time.” 


	“Can’t I have a cheeseburger?” 


	“They don’t make cheeseburgers there. Remember the hummus? You said it was the best you’ve ever had.” 


	“Oh, okay. But can I get a big pickle too?” 


	“You can have two big pickles if you want.” 


	Vicky headed for the cash register. “Let’s go!” 


	Gia followed her with a kicking baby and a watering mouth. Not for the pickles. For herring… pickled herring in sour cream. Yum. She could almost taste it.
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	Cal stepped into the Kosher Nosh and looked around.


	The O had described the woman and the child and had said they’d be crossing the street shortly after leaving the deli. Cal just wanted to make sure they were where they were supposed to be.


	“To eat in or to go?” said the bearded man behind the counter.


	Eat? With his stomach feeling like it did? Out of the question.


	“Just looking for a friend.” 


	“Look away.” 


	The place was three-quarters full, but he spotted her short blond hair almost immediately. Couldn’t tell from here if she was pregnant, but she was sitting with a dark-haired little girl that fit the Oculus’s description. The kid was reading to her from a book and they both were laughing.


	Cal felt the room sway around him. Mother and daughter—had to be. Out together and enjoying each other.


	His legs felt unsteady as he saw what might have been. He grabbed a chair and dropped into it.


	That woman… that child… had things been different, had his parents not left him to die in a cold squatter’s building, the Twins wouldn’t have had to rescue him. He might have had a normal childhood, might have married a woman like that and had a child like that.


	This wasn’t the first time he’d thought of this, but most times he could lock it away—dreaming about might-have-beens was a form of self-torture. Useless. Destructive.


	But today, now, at this moment, he could not sweep them under the rug. He was going to destroy a family.


	“Find your friend?” the bearded man said.


	Cal shook his head. “No.” 


	He could say no more. He turned and staggered back to the sidewalk.


	Miller stood on the corner, waiting.


	“They in there?” 


	Cal nodded. “They’re there, but 1 can’t do it.” 


	“What?” 


	“1 can’t. I just… can’t.” 


	“Shit.” Miller spit into the gutter. “You’re turning into a real pussy, you know that?” 


	Cal didn’t care what Miller or anyone else—including the Ally—thought, he wasn’t getting behind the wheel of that truck.


	“Let’s just call it off, okay?” 


	“Call it off? We can’t call it off! It was an Alarm, an order straight from the top.” 


	“You sure about that?” 


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“I mean, it doesn’t feel right. Something’s wrong, Miller. It felt wrong when she got the bull’s-eye put on her the first time, and it feels even more wrong now. And December—I don’t even want to think about December.” 


	Miller’s features hardened. “We’re soldiers, Davis. We’ve sworn to follow orders.” 


	“Which means we’d make good little Nazis, right?” 


	“Don’t try that hot-button shit on me.” 


	“Well, why don’t we grab her, take her to one of the safe houses, and grill her about her connection to the Otherness?” 


	“Did the O see us grilling her? No, he saw us offing her. So that’s what we’re gonna do.” 


	“What if there’s been a mistake?” 


	“Shit, Davis. The Ally don’t make mistakes. We see only a tiny piece of the picture. These orders come from a source that’s got the widescreen view and knows and sees a helluva lot more than we do. We do what needs to be done and we move on. No looking back.” 


	Cal shook his head. “I’m saying it feels wrong.” 


	“Don’t matter what you feel. We’ve got to trust that what’s good for the Ally is good for us. We can’t do that, we might as well go Home and gather everyone together for a Kool-Aid party.” 


	In the rational part of his mind Cal knew Miller was right: If they started second-guessing the higher wisdom that had recruited them, they’d be ineffective against the Otherness. But emotionally he felt as if he should be protecting that woman and child, not plotting their deaths.


	Cal shook his head again. “I can’t do it.” 


	Miller leaned into him and spoke through bared teeth. “Then I guess it’s up to me, just like it was in December. And if I’d been behind the wheel in November we wouldn’t be having this argument. It would have been a done deal. But the O said he’d seen Zeklos behind the wheel, so the pussy got the gig. And fucked it up. Well, no more fuck-ups. I’ll take the truck, you drive getaway.” 


	He stomped off, leaving Cal standing on the corner.


	Cal didn’t want to drive getaway either, didn’t want to have anything to do with this. In fact, he wanted to go back to that deli and tell the woman to stay put, or stay away from 58th Street, or call an armored car to take her home.


	But he didn’t.
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	After Jack pressed Zeklos’s call button for the second time, a tiny voice came through the mini speaker.


	“Who is there?” 


	Good. He was home.


	“Jack. You know, the Heir head. We need to talk.” 


	The door buzzed open and Jack pushed through. Upstairs, on the second floor, he found Zeklos waiting in his apartment doorway.


	“I am surprised to see you. Davis told me you were going away.” 


	“Change of plans.” He held up a grease-stained White Castle bag. “Hope you’re hungry. Burgers and coffee. Best burgers in the world.” 


	Jack meant that. He’d come over by way of the Manhattan Bridge so he could stop at the White Castle on Willoughby. Only about half a dozen stores in the city and Jack knew them all. Gia called them ratburgers, but he loved them. Figured they might be a treat for Zeklos. Nothing like sharing food to lull someone into opening up.


	And Jack needed him to open up. What he really wanted to do was hog-tie him and grill him, but he’d learned last Friday night that Zeklos wasn’t easily pried. He’d have to be teased open.


	Zeklos gave him a wary look. “Why do you bring me food?” 


	Jack was close enough now to smell the scotch on his breath. Going on another bender?


	“Because I’m hungry and I don’t like to eat alone. You telling me you’ve had lunch already?” 


	Zeklos shook his head. “No. No lunch. 1 have no appetite.” jack pushed past him and headed toward the kitchenette.


	“Cool. That means more for me. I could eat these suckers all day.” 


	He set the sack on the counter next to a bottle of Dewar’s scotch.


	
“Liquid lunch? Did I come at a bad time?” 


	Zeklos closed the door and waved his hands.


	“No-no. I am just mashing the potato of happiness.” 


	Huh?


	Jack decided not to ask. He unpacked the sack as he spoke.


	“You mean about being moved down to the minors?” 


	More suspicion in his eyes. “How do you know this?” 


	“Miller was laughing about it.” 


	Not exactly true, but it worked. The suspicion retreated, replaced by a fearful resentment.


	“Miller is glad to see me go. He hates me.” 


	“I’d look on being hated by a jerk as a badge of honor.” He held out a burger in its stiff-paper squarepants container. “Here. Try one.” 


	The combination of hearing Miller called a jerk and the aroma of a White Castle burger seemed to do it. Jack saw the tension go out of his shoulders as he examined the burger.


	“So small.” 


	“Yep. That’s why you buy lots of them. Bet you can’t eat just one.” 


	Zeklos took a bite. Then another. A third bite finished it.


	He spoke around a mouthful. “This is good. This is very good.” 


	“Have another. I bought plenty. And here’s a coffee.” 


	As they ate Jack debated his next step. Too early to bring up cyanide-tipped bullets. Better to stick with Zeklos himself.


	“You know, one thing you never told me is why Miller’s got it in for you.” 


	Zeklos swallowed a big bite. “I do not think I should talk about that.” 


	“Why not? I’m the Heir, aren’t I? You heard Doc Oc say so himself.” 


	Zeklos frowned. “Doc…?” 


	“The Oculus. The O.” 


	“Oh, yes, I see. But—” 


	“But nothing. They want me to hook up with the MV. Before I do that I need to know what I’m getting into. So come on. Give.” 


	“I don’t know…” 


	“Look. Maybe I’ll become the Sentinel one day, maybe I won’t. But if I do, I’ll remember those who helped me when I was the Heir. And believe me, they won’t be languishing in some training camp.” 


	Jack couldn’t believe the crap he was spewing, but he wanted answers and he’d take them any way he could.


	And the crap seemed to be working.


	Zeklos thought a moment, then said, “Very well. Since you are the Heir… I will tell you that I am in disgrace.” His eyes flashed at Jack. “Partly because of you.” 


	“You mean because I got the jump on you Friday night?” He shrugged. “Don’t take it personally. I’d have done the same to Davis or Miller.” 


	“Yes-yes, I know. But I was already in disgrace because I did not complete a duty given to me by the O.” 


	“Which was…?” 


	He looked away. “I was to kill a woman.” 


	“When?” 


	“Last November. The Ally said she was to be struck by a truck.” 


	That didn’t sound very Ally-ish. It disturbed him that the Ally would send a yeniçeri out to run down a woman… disturbed him a lot more than he would have expected.


	“Did the O tell you why?” 


	Zeklos shook his head. “He is never told. He sees only visions of what must be done or what must be prevented.” 


	“I take it you missed her.” 


	Zeklos nodded but kept his gaze averted. “Yes. I told them I hit the curb and lost control, but in truth I… I could not do it. And my brothers know that.” Finally he looked up and locked eyes with Jack. “Do you too believe that I should be eating the corn of humiliation?” 


	“I don’t know about the corn of humiliation”—whatever that was—”but I think—” 


	“What make my failure worse is that Ally has sent second Alarm about this woman. Because of me, it must be tried again.” 


	Sounded like the Ally really had it in for this lady.


	“Maybe you’re just too human to make a good… hit man.” 


	His own word sucker-punched him. He’d said it without forethought, without calculation, and yet here it was… here was the connection.


	He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Starfire. He set it upright on the counter between them.


	“What do you know about this?” 


	“I’ve never seen—” 


	“The hollow point here is filled with cyanide. That mean anything to you?” 


	Zeklos didn’t have to answer. His expression said it all. Yeah, it meant something. Meant a whole lot of something.


	Joey’s dying words re-echoed…


	“Something else going on.” 


	Jack grabbed Zeklos by the throat and squeezed.


	“Did the MV have anything to do with LaGuardia?” 


	Zeklos’s features hardened as he struggled to get free.


	“No! Let me go!” 


	Jack couldn’t read his eyes so he tightened his grip.


	“You’re lying! You—” 


	He would have said more but another thought slammed its way to the forefront, pushing everything else aside.


	Gia… a couple of months ago she’d mentioned how a truck had come within inches of hitting her.


	He let Zeklos go.


	“This woman… the one you were supposed to run down… what did she look like?” 


	Zeklos rubbed his throat and looked at him as if he’d gone nuts. He hadn’t. Not yet.


	Jack leaned into his face and shouted. ‘What did she look like?” 


	Zeklos backed away as he spoke. “She had short blond hair and—” 


	A blast of cold shot through him.


	“Where did you almost run her down?” 


	“Fifty-eighth and Second Avenue. Why do you want to know this?” 


	“You said the same woman is targeted. When?” 


	“Today. At one-thirty.” 


	Jack’s voice locked. The words wouldn’t come. He glanced at Zeklos’s kitchen clock: 1:14.


	Oh shit, oh hell, oh—


	Finally he found the words. “Where?” 


	“Same place. Fifty-eighth and Second. Why do you care?” 


	Jack jumped to the door, pelted down the steps, and ran for his car. Along the way he yanked his phone from his pocket.


	He stopped at his car door and called her home.


	Please answer, Gi. Please.


	Four rings and then Vicky’s voice came on with her leave-a-message routine.


	Praying that she’d check her voice mail, he said, “Gi! If you get this, go inside. I mean that. No matter where you are, step into the nearest doorway and call me back. I’m not kidding! This is life or death!” 


	He slipped behind the Vic’s steering wheel and started her up. As he got rolling he dialed her cell number. Maybe she’d come home and retrieved it. But the cell rang and rang until a canned voice-mail message came on.


	‘You have reached 212…” 


	With his heart battering against his ribs he left the identical message and gunned the car toward the highways. Which way to go? The BQE to the Manhattan Bridge or jump into the Battery tunnel? His dashboard clock read 1:25.


	Either way he’d never make it. Even if he could fly.


	Wanted to cry, wanted to vomit. Pounded his steering wheel and screamed at his windshield. So helpless, so goddamn helpless.


	Where was she? What could—?


	Lunch—lunch time. If she’d stopped to eat… where…?


	Kosher Nosh.


	Jack thumbed 411 and asked for the number. The operator offered to dial it for him.


	“Do-it-do-it-do-it!” 


	Two rings and a man’s voice announced that he’d reached the Kosher Nosh. Jack remembered the name of the owner, the guy who ran the cash register.


	“Is this Dov?” 


	“Who else should it be?” 


	“Listen, do you know Gia, the woman with short blond hair who comes there a lot? You know who I mean?” 


	“Know? Of course I know. Pickled herring with sour cream she had. A whole plate.” He laughed. “These pregnant wo—” 


	“Is she still there?” 


	Say-yes-say-yes-say-yes.


	“She and her little girl just walked out.” 


	Little girl? Wasn’t Vicky in school?


	“Stop them!” 


	“Already they’re gone.” 


	“Go get them! Call them back! I’m begging you! It’s an emergency! Life or death! I’ve got to speak to her right now!” 


	“Okay. I’ll see if I can catch her.” 


	Jack heard the phone hit the counter, heard the voice say, “Aviva. I’m running out for a minute and you shouldn’t hang up the phone.” 


	Jack drove on, dying by inches as he waited for Gia’s voice to come on the line.
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	Cal idled his stolen Camry on 58th, downstream from Second, and watched the street corner in his rearview mirror.


	Hursey and Jolliff waited down near First in their stolen cars. They’d pull out in Cal and Miller’s wake and run interference should anyone come in pursuit.


	He fidgeted in his seat. Hard to sit still. Hell, he could barely breathe. Inside his gloves, his palms were slick with sweat under his death grip on the steering wheel.


	This shouldn’t be happening. The yeniçeri were warriors—trained to fight evil. Usually that meant men. He had no illusions that males had a lock on Otherness-related activity, but executing a pregnant woman and her daughter…


	He knew the Ally wasn’t good, per se, but these days—especially after last month—its ends and means seemed indistinguishable from the Otherness’s. He’d begun to wonder if good existed.


	Take this woman. Yeah, yeah, he’d be the first to admit that looks could deceive, but he’d seen the way she smiled, the way her eyes sparkled as she listened to her little girl reading to her. He didn’t give a damn what the Ally said, this woman was not evil.


	He needed a bathroom.
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	Miller idled the truck in an empty fire hydrant space west of Second Avenue. He had the last spot on the corner and an unobstructed view of the intersection. Second ran uptown, moving from his right to his left.


	He shifted his attention between his watch and the traffic light. He’d been timing the sequence. The green came in consistently at an even sixty seconds, followed by five seconds of amber. He’d have to time this perfectly. Wouldn’t be easy, but it could be done.


	And he could do it.


	Shit, he hoped so. One thing to play hard guy with Davis, but something else entirely to have to live up to your own press and—


	Suddenly she was there—short blond hair just as the O had described—and heading for the corner, guiding a kid.


	Why’d there have to be a kid along? Kids were noncombatants as far as he was concerned, but the O said the Ally wanted them both. Miller trusted the Ally. He had to. Without that trust, he had nothing. His life would mean nothing.


	He watched the light switch from red to green and began timing. He put the truck in gear and waited. He noticed he’d broken out in a sweat. What was wrong with him?


	He watched her standing at the curb, waiting for permission to walk. Miller always ignored those signals—wasn’t going to wait for anyone’s permission to cross a street—but he guessed it was a different story with a kid along. Set a good example and all that.


	At the fifty-five-second mark he started inching the truck forward. He waited for the amber, then counted down. With a second left to go he hit the gas and roared into action, picking up speed as the light turned red. He saw the woman and the kid step off the curb.


	The only thing that could stop him now was some asshole getting a jackrabbit start on the green.


	17


	The Oculus was sitting at his desk, taking a break from schooling Diana, whe1n the room darkened.


	His head snapped up as he realized this wasn’t simply a fluctuation in the current—this dimness originated in the room, in the air around him.


	As the darkness deepened he reached for his call buzzer to summon a yeniçeri but found he could not move. His hands had rooted to his desktop, his body to the chair, his feet to the floor. He opened his mouth to shout for help but his throat locked before he could utter a sound.


	He watched in helpless terror as the darkness enveloped him. It didn’t block the light, it absorbed it.


	In half a minute, perhaps less, the formless darkness became complete. No up, no down, just fathomless blackness.


	And then he knew he was not alone in the room.


	A pair of eyes appeared before him, floating in the otherwise featureless void. His mind, desperate for orientation of any sort, grasped at them, then recoiled.


	The whites were cold and hard as crystal, the irises dark, verging on black. But the pupils… the pupils were windows into a writhing, hungry chaos, inviting him in.


	Why not go? Why not leave behind this weight of responsibility? It would be so easy… so easy…


	He shook it off.


	And then he heard the music… if it could be called that. A choir screaming a discordant cacophony. But no human voices had ever made sounds like these.


	“So,” said a soft voice, “you are the local Oculus. I’d introduce myself, but I believe you’ve figured out who I am.” 


	The Oculus knew and the realization threatened to empty his bladder.


	Rasalom… the Adversary.


	“I’ve put off meeting you because I wanted to wait until certain events had transpired. 1 was about to pay a call last November but plans went awry, didn’t they. This time, however, all will go as planned—no second reprieve for this woman.” 


	He spoke so casually, with no more emotion than someone ordering cold cuts at a deli. Yet the Oculus sensed a mix of hunger and malicious glee bubbling beneath the fagade.


	But he had no time to wonder why. His brain buzzed with the question of how Rasalom knew about the woman and that the Ally had marked her for death.


	Unless…


	His mind reeled at the possibility that the Otherness had sent those Alarms. The idea had occurred to him this morning but he’d discarded it as impossible. He had a direct link to the Ally, a dedicated line, so to speak.


	But what if the Otherness had tapped in and sent a false Alarm?


	What if this woman was being run down not at the Ally’s behest, but at its expense?


	And he had been the instrument.


	Why me?


	“I’m sure you have a thousand questions,” Rasalom said. “We have some time, so why not pass it with a few explanations. Not a Q and A, I fear. More of a soliloquy. What I’m going to tell you will upset you, make you doubt yourself and your calling, but that’s all to the good. It will serve as an appetizer to what is to come.” 


	The Oculus knew many things could upset him, but nothing could make him doubt himself and his calling.


	But as Rasalom told his tale, he realized he was wrong.
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	The WALK sign flashed the go-ahead green to cross 58th. Gia was just stepping off the curb when she heard a voice calling from somewhere behind.


	“Miss! Oh, Miss!” Calling her?


	She turned and saw Dov, the owner of Kosher Nosh, hurrying toward her, waving his arms.


	Had she forgotten something?


	“Phone call!” he said, pointing back toward the deli. “Emergency phone call!” 


	Emergency? Who—?


	Her chest tightened as the possibilities raced through her mind. Had something happened to her parents? No, they wouldn’t know about Kosher Nosh. Only Jack knew of her fondness for the place, and no one in her family had a way to contact him.


	It had to be Jack.


	She signaled to Dov that she’d heard him, then turned to take Vicky back. She was surprised to see her a third of the way across the street, her nose in her new book. Probably thought she was right behind her.


	Then things began to happen.


	Hearing the roar of a big engine…


	… turning to see a truck of some sort running the red light and bearing down on Vicky…


	… seeing the hulking shadow behind the wheel…


	… realizing he wasn’t going to stop…


	… knowing Vicky was going to be hit and nothing she could do would change that…


	… leaping into the street…


	… pushing Vicky to get her out of harm’s way…


	… seeing the truck’s grille rushing at her…


	… feeling an instant of awful, bone-crushing impact…


	Then nothing.
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	Cal saw it all—saw the kid step off the curb, saw the mother run to the child, saw the impact, saw two human projectiles that looked like rag dolls.


	And then Miller came to a screeching halt behind him, blocking the view. He hopped out of the truck and into the passenger seat.


	“Let’s go!” He pounded on the dashboard. “Go-go-go!” 


	Fighting a wave of nausea, Cal flipped the Camry into gear. The tires chirped as he hit the gas.


	Neither spoke as they accelerated the half block down to 1st Avenue and turned downtown. Though the FDR might be faster, they’d opted instead for local streets, figuring they’d offer more options.


	Somewhere in the forties, Cal gave in to the need to say something.


	“Are we proud of ourselves yet?” 


	He expected a typical Miller reply—like “Fuck you”—but it didn’t come.


	“Almost missed her,” Miller said in a low voice. “For some reason she stopped at the curb. I mean I could have driven up on the sidewalk to take her out, but probably would have wrecked the truck and me along with it.” 


	Cal glanced at him. Something odd in Miller’s voice.


	“But that didn’t happen,” Cal said, and added a silent unfortunately.


	“No. I was figuring I’d have to settle for just the kid when the woman sees me coming and jumps out to try and save her when there was no way in hell she could. They both looked at me. I saw their eyes—they had the same blue eyes—staring at me just before…” 


	As Miller’s voice trailed off, Cal shook his head. He was feeling worse and worse.


	“So… the mother knows it’s going to cost her life but she tries anyway?” 


	“Yeah. She was in the clear.” 


	“But her kid was more important.” Cal gave his head another shake. “Does this sound like someone involved with the Otherness? Someone who’s a threat to the Ally? What did we just do, Miller? What have we done?” 


	Miller said, “Pull over.” 


	“What do you mean? We’ve got to keep moving.” 


	“Pull over, goddammit!” His voice sounded strange. Strained. No questioning the urgency in the tone.


	So Cal pulled to the right and stopped midblock. Miller opened his door and leaned out. Cal heard retching and the splat of vomit hitting the pavement. Twice.


	Then he straightened and wiped his mouth on his sleeve as he closed the door. He looked pale and sweaty.


	Cal stared at him, astonished. “What the—?” 


	“Just something I ate, okay? Shut up and call the O. Tell the fucker it’s done.” 


	Then he leaned back and closed his eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath.
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	Jack shouted into the phone as he steered the car into the maw of the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel.


	“Hello! Hello, goddammit!” 


	Where was she? Where was Dov? Had he missed her? Why wasn’t one of them back?


	His blood chilled when he heard a commotion on the other end, cries of alarm.


	Oh, please… please…


	After a seeming eternity—long enough for Jack to near the far end of the tunnel—he heard a voice. Not on the phone, but near it.


	Not Gia. Dov.


	Jack’s blood began to sludge as he heard him wailing, “Oh, dear God! Oh dear God!” in the background.


	“Pick up! Pick up!” 


	Finally a clatter and then the guy’s voice, sounding strained, shaky.


	“You are still there?” 


	“What happened? What’s wrong?” 


	“A terrible thing! A terrible thing! The lady and the little girl—by a truck they were hit!” 


	Jack forced the words past a locking throat. “Are they hurt? Are they alive?” 


	“They’re hurt terrible is all I can tell you. I don’t see how they could live through such a thing. Emergency has been called. Help is on the way but I don’t know… I don’t know…” 


	Jack dropped the phone without cutting the connection. Dov might have been still talking but he couldn’t hear.


	The tunnel wavered before him, went out of focus. A blaring honk brought him back in time to keep his car from drifting into the next lane.


	He searched for an emotion but he felt nothing—no rage, no fear, no sorrow. He’d flatlined. All that kept him sane was the conviction that this couldn’t be… couldn’t be…


	Sunlight ahead. He aimed for it. Then he was out and pointed toward the FDR Drive. As he raced uptown he felt his insides turning to stone.
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	The Oculus’s insides jumped as the ringing of the phone jangled through the enveloping darkness. With each passing minute the temperature had dropped, but his body was nowhere near as cold as his soul.


	For as he’d sat in this black neverwhere he’d been forced to listen to the Adversary as he whispered his insidious, serpentine soliloquy.


	What I’m going to tell you will upset you, make you doubt yourself and your calling…


	The Oculus hadn’t thought that possible, and had listened through a wall of iron confidence. His calling was his heritage, in his genes.


	But now…


	As Rasalom had talked on, his words rang true, resonating with the Oculus’s own questions about the Ally’s recent alarms. And toward the end, as he saw how it hewed to a certain frightful logic, he realized that Rasalom might very well be telling the truth.


	It sickened the Oculus to his soul to realize that he might have been involved in—


	He heard the phone’s receiver rattle off its cradle and a voice say, “Hello?” 


	Rasalom had picked up the call and… it took the Oculus a few heartbeats before he realized that Rasalom was speaking in a perfect imitation of his voice.


	“Very well. Good work… You sound upset. I can hear it. 1 feel your pain… Yes, well, we answer to a higher calling, don’t we? You must take solace in that.” 


	Then the sound of the receiver returning to its cradle.


	“And there it is,” Rasalom said softly in his previous voice. “Confirmation from the yeniçeri themselves. A bit late calling back, don’t you think? Perhaps because they’re upset. I sensed their inner turmoil. They aren’t yet aware of what I’ve told you, and perhaps they never will be, but they sense that something is not right, that something is askew. It’s causing confusion. And confusion is… delicious.” 


	And then those eyes with the unblinking stare hovered before him again.


	“Well, now that the Alarm has been answered and the mission complete, I don’t see that I have any further use for you. The important question is, how to dispose of you?” 


	The Oculus’s bladder clenched. The yeniçeri—what were they doing? If only one of them would call, or stop in, or—


	“But another question is, what to do with your daughter?” 


	Not Diana! No, please!


	If only he could speak, shout…


	Rasalom’s tone became mocking. “Ah, the concern of a loving parent for the safety and well-being of his beloved offspring. I sense your terror, your dread, your plummeting self-worth because of your helplessness. Tasty.” 


	The Oculus’s mind screamed for help. Where was the Ally in all this? Where was the Sentinel? Or even the Heir? Why was this being allowed to happen?


	“On the other hand, I may let her live. Give those lackeys you call yeniçeri someone to rally around after they work through their loss, their sense of impotence and worthlessness. After a suitable period of self-flagellation, they’ll recover and move on to a renewed purpose, a sense of hope, a search for redemption after having failed you so. Let them feel they’ve succeeded in protecting their new Oculus, then crush them again.” 


	Bastard.


	“I know what you’re thinking: Why do this piecemeal? Why not go from Oculus to Oculus—say, one a day—and kill each in a serial massacre? Perhaps because all the pieces of the elaborate clockwork I’ve been assembling are not yet in place. And although the deaths of the Oculi are necessary to the plan, they are but one facet. So it amuses me to spend the intervening time—and you may trust me that it will not be long—removing you poor excuses for prophets at random intervals. The human mind is comforted by patterns, but I shall offer none.


	“Now, a question you’re probably asking—besides why must I face this alone?—is why is he telling me all this? Well, call it a weakness, but the truth is, my existence does not allow me much opportunity to talk about these things—at least with someone who knows the truth.” 


	The Oculus wished he could shout his own take on the truth: You want to gloat!


	“I used to have a companion. I called him Mauricio, but that was not his name. I could discuss anything with him—even argue with him. I miss that. He died along with your beloved Twins. A mutual tragedy.” 


	The Twins? Dead?


	The Oculus had been all but sure that their absence meant they were dead, but now to hear it from the Adversary himself…


	If he’d had a voice he would have sobbed.


	Rasalom heaved a sigh as heavy as it was artificial.


	“But enough talk. Time to get down to business. Your demise must occur in a way that causes the most consternation, evokes the most revulsion in the survivors. I’m good at that. An artist, you might say. I’ve already done my masterpiece—hard to believe it’s been four years already. I tailored it for a certain man—to drive him to his knees, to crush him into the dirt. I thought I’d succeeded, but I’ve learned he’s still standing. I intend to remedy that. As for you, however… you shall be an acceptable lesser work.” 


	And then the cold, silent, wrenching, tearing agony began…
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	Jack rushed down Second Avenue but slowed as he reached 58th Street and saw a flashing cop car blocking the entrance. He spotted other units farther east, clustered around a double-parked truck. But no ambulances, no EMS rigs.


	He’d already stowed his Glock under the front seat, so he double-parked and ran to the nearest uniform.


	“Was—?” He cleared his throat. It was almost too tight for speech. “Was there an accident here?” 


	The cop was waving away cars that wanted to turn onto 58th. He turned and gave Jack the patented NYPD who-the-fuck-are-you? stare.


	“Move on, sir.” 


	A vision of his hand shooting out and grabbing this lard-assed bastard’s throat and slamming his head back against the roof of his unit flashed through Jack’s brain, but he let it remain a fantasy.


	“I got a call that my—my wife and little girl had been hit right here. Is that true?” 


	The cop’s features softened. “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, we had a hit and run here. Woman and child hit at high speed. The driver took off.” 


	Jack felt himself swaying—or was it the world? He looked around.


	“But where…?” 


	“On their way to the hospital.” 


	Hope jumped in his chest. His heart starting up again? For the first time since his call to Kosher Nosh, he sensed a trace of life inside.


	“You mean they’re alive?” 


	The cop’s expression turned bleak as he became more interested in moving the traffic along.


	“Can’t say. Been up here since the git-go.” 


	“Did you see anything?” 


	“I saw a couple of pretty banged-up people.” 


	Aw no.


	“Where’d they take them?” 


	“New York Hospital, up on—” 


	“I know where it is.” Jack ran back to his car. Ten blocks uptown on York Avenue—he could be there in minutes.
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	The first indication Miller had that something was wrong was when no one answered the doorbell. He rang it three times and still no one buzzed them in.


	Angry and puzzled, he said, “What the fuck?” and jabbed the button for a fourth try.


	They’d dumped the stolen cars one at a time along the way. First the Camry. Miller and Cal then piled into Hursey’s car, which followed Jolliff until he dumped his. Then all four drove to where they’d left the Suburban. No one had said much along the way.


	Miller kept seeing that woman’s face as he’d hit her. He kept telling himself it had been for the cause, for the greater good.


	But the memory of that face made him want to puke again.


	He looked up at the two overhead cameras. Both had their red indicator lights lit, which meant they were operating.


	Creeping concern blanked out the soul-deep malaise that had gnawed at him all the way back.


	“I don’t like this,” Cal said.


	“Neither do I. I’m going to let us in.” 


	He fished his keys from his pocket while Cal, Hursey, and Jolliff pulled their pistols and hid them under their coats. He heard hammers being cocked. Miller’s own H-K would be out in a moment, but first he had to unlock the entrance.


	Home was protected by an Electrolynx steel door, set in a steel frame—no way of breaking in—and secured by three bolts. Each yeniçeri had a set of three keys but were supposed to use them only in dire emergency. Each key turned one bolt. Manually unlocking any of the three set off an alarm.


	Miller inserted a key into the top lock and heard the warning bell begin to clang as he turned it. At least the alarm worked.


	When no one responded, he quickly unlocked the next two, then pocketed the keys and replaced them with his pistol. He looked up and down the street. He felt so exposed out here on the sidewalk in daylight, but no one seemed to be paying them any attention.


	“Okay,” he said. “Stack.” 


	They quickly divided into pairs on either side of the doorframe. On the left, Miller stood and Jolliff crouched; Cal and Hursey took the right.


	“Ready?” 


	When he had three nods he grabbed the knob, twisted, and pushed the door in. Wilco’s “Pot Kettle Black” was playing within, but he heard nothing else: no warning shout, no shots. Just… Wilco.


	A strange, disturbing odor wafted out along with the music.


	Miller chanced a look, tilting his head forward for a peek inside, then ducking back with closed eyes as his stomach did a roll.


	Ybarra… mouth gaping, eyes wide and staring… draped over the monitoring console… his head twisted at an impossible angle… and blood… blood everywhere.


	Miller didn’t know whether to be angry or afraid. He liked anger—so much cleaner and sharp-edged than fear—so he pumped it up. Not hard to do. One of his brothers, probably more, had been slaughtered right here at Home.


	Davis’s voice: “What’s going on?” 


	Miller looked at him. “We’ve been hit.” 
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	The hospital’s official title was New York Presbyterian Hospital-Cornell campus, but no one called it anything but New York Hospital.


	Jack pulled into the semicircular entrance drive at the eastern end of 68th Street. The complex had a classic medical-center look—twenty or so stories of vaguely art-deco design with a clean granite face and tall arched windows. He was ready to abandon his car in front of the canopied entrance. If they towed it, so be it. But if they checked the tags first and found Vinny the Donut’s name, they might leave it alone.


	Then he saw the valet parking sign and screeched to a halt in front of the Latino attendant.


	“How long you gonna be?” he said as Jack hopped out of the car.


	“Forever. Where’s emergency?” 


	He pointed over Jack’s shoulder. “Right over there where it says EMERGENCY.” 


	Jack looked. How had he missed that?


	He ran inside and came face-to-face with a uniformed security guard.


	“Can I help you?” 


	“I need to check on two emergency patients.” 


	He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at a windowed alcove.


	“There you go.” 


	Jack fairly leaped toward it and slid back the glass.


	“A woman and a little girl! Just brought in by ambulance! Where are they?” 


	The mocha-skinned clerk behind the desk took her time looking up from her computer screen. Her name tag read MARIA.


	“What are their names, sir?” 


	“DiLauro and Westphalen.” 


	He spelled both for her and watched as she did some tapping on her keyboard. He couldn’t keep still. His fingers kept up a chaotic tattoo on the counter, his feet shuffled back and forth.


	She shook her head. “No… no one by that name. But we did have two Jane Does brought in, an adult and a child. MVA.” 


	Jack looked around. “Where are they? How are they?” He had to force out the next question. “Are they alive?” 


	“I can’t say.” 


	He felt his fingers stop fidgeting and ball into fists.


	“Why the hell not?” 


	A look of alarm flashed across her face—maybe she’d heard something in his tone.


	“Because I don’t have that information. They were taken directly to the trauma unit.” 


	He pushed away from the counter.


	“Where’s that?” 


	“You can’t go there, sir.” 


	“Why the hell not? I’m their husband and father!” 


	He prayed they wouldn’t ask him to prove that.


	“You still can’t go. Not until they’ve been worked up and stabilized. No non-staff can be present during resuscitation. You can’t—” 


	“Resuscitation?” 


	She checked her screen again.


	“CPR was under way when they were brought in.” 


	The room did a quick spin. He folded his arms on the counter and pressed his head against them while he quelled a surge of nausea.


	He felt a hand on his wrist and when he glanced up he found the clerk looking at him with sympathetic eyes.


	“Have faith, Mr. Westphalen. They’re in good hands.” 


	Westphalen? Oh, right—he’d said he was the child’s father and her name was Westphalen. Gia had dropped her ex’s name.


	“We have a level-one trauma center here,” she was saying. “Trust that everything possible that can be done for your wife and child is being done.” 


	“I’ve got to see them. Just once. Just for a second.” 


	She shook her head. “I’m sorry. Please have faith.” 


	Faith? Faith was why they were getting CPR. Men with faith who thought they were doing the right thing because they believed some supposedly unimpeachable source had put Gia and Vicky here.


	No more faith. He had to see them. He had to know that a mistake hadn’t been made. Two Jane Does? Could be anyone. He had to stick his fingers in their wounds—figuratively, anyway—before he could accept this nightmare as real.


	Maria frowned at him. “Don’t even think about it.” 


	What was she—a mind reader?


	“What?” 


	“Don’t try to sneak up. Security is tight there. And if you cause a ruckus you’ll be arrested. And then where will you be?” 


	If she only knew. Arrest would involve a lot more than a fine and a warning. Once the cops learned he didn’t exist, he’d be spending his time in a jail cell instead of the waiting room.


	Shit.


	“Here’s what I can do,” she said. “I’ll call the trauma unit and let them know you’re down here. Once your wife and daughter are stabilized, one of the doctors will come down and talk to you.” 


	He nodded, silently thanking her for not saying if they’re stabilized.


	He realized he had no option but to wait.


	With limbs of lead, he did a slow turn and looked for a waiting area. He saw three, but only one—the nearest—was unenclosed. He shuffled toward that. He felt a hundred years old.


	Not many seats left, but that didn’t matter much. Doubted he could sit anyway. The only thing a chair would be good for right now was tossing through a window.
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	Numb with shock, Cal turned in a slow circle amid the carnage.


	They’d entered as they’d been trained, pepper-potting in alternating pairs. Not until they were sure the main floor was secure did they risk a good look at what had been done to their fellow yeniçeri.


	Ybarra and the other three who’d been on first-floor duty had all suffered similar fates: necks and backs broken—in how many places Cal could only guess—and their bodies arranged in positions that made them look like spineless rag dolls. Each had a gaping hole in the center of his chest, right where the heart would be. Except the cavities were empty.


	Where were the hearts?


	Cal wandered around like a dazed bomb survivor. He found their pistols—main carries and backups—spooned together in a line in the center of the floor. But where were their hearts?


	Four well-armed men had been slaughtered in broad daylight. How does that happen? He could see if it had been night and a well-trained team with night-vision goggles cut the power and broke in. But the lights were on. How could anyone get close enough—


	He heard a faint sob and recognized the voice.


	“Diana!” 


	He whirled. Not here. Couldn’t be here. Upstairs—


	He wasn’t alone as he raced to the stairway. The rest of them had come out of their horrified trances and remembered their primary purpose for being here.


	The Oculus.


	He heard Diana sob again as he took the steps two at a time. He skidded to a stop in the Oculus’s doorway. The others collided with him from behind, crowding him into the office.


	Cal choked back a surge of bile. The carnage downstairs had been only a prelude to this.


	Except for the blood spattered everywhere, the office was in perfect order, as if the O had stepped out for a cup of coffee. Only he hadn’t stepped out. He was still here, nailed upside down to the wall behind the desk.


	In pieces.


	His limbs had been torn from their sockets and rearranged so that his arms jutted from his hip sockets, his legs from his shoulders, in a spread-eagle fashion. Like the yeniçeri downstairs, his chest had been ripped open. His head rested on his bloody crotch with his penis jutting from his mouth. Cal noticed that his wide, staring eyes were blue now, the color they must have been before he became an Oculus.


	But that wasn’t the worst of it. As a finishing touch, his killer—and Cal had little doubt who that was—had used the O’s intestines to create a circular border in a hideously grotesque inversion of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man.


	When Cal could drag his gaze from the obscene tableau, he noticed an array of crimson objects on the desk. He took a wobbly step closer and realized they were hearts, eight of them—seven arranged in a perfect circle around the eighth. Looked like some sort of grisly parody of Stonehenge.


	He closed his eyes. It confirmed what he’d already guessed: The three yeniçeri upstairs had suffered the same fate as those below.


	And then a sob… to his right… from behind the door to the private quarters.


	Diana—still alive. Why? Why would he do that to her father and spare her? It didn’t make sense.


	Here was one more item to add to Cal’s lengthening list of things that didn’t make sense.


	He rushed to the door but found it locked. No. More than locked. Jammed.


	“Diana?” he called. “It’s Davis. You’re safe now. Stay away from the door. I’m coming in.” 


	He looked back at Miller and the others, all slack-faced with awe and horror.


	“Hey! Cover me.” 


	They snapped out of it and stacked up around the door while Cal threw his shoulder against it once, twice, and then broke through on the third. As he stumbled in he found Diana crouched on the floor, head down, face buried in her hands, her body shaking with sobs.


	Cal’s first reaction was to grab her and drag her to safety, but he wanted to protect her from the charnel house in the outside room. So he broke procedure and made a quick one-man search of the room.


	When he was sure it was secure, he knelt beside her, wanting to put a comforting arm around her, but she was only thirteen and he didn’t know how she’d react.


	“You’re safe, Diana.” 


	“My dad,” she said through her hands. Oh shit. “Did you see?” 


	“No, but I know he’s dead.” 


	“How…?” 


	She looked up at him with tear-filled eyes… all-black eyes, as black as her father’s had been.


	“Because I am your Oculus now.” 
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	“Mister Westphalen?” 


	Jack heard the voice but didn’t react. He’d heard at least a hundred names in the past few hours, none of them his. He’d seated himself at the rear of the waiting room and dropped into a barely functioning state just this side of suspended animation.


	“Mister Westphalen?” 


	Then he realized the voice was calling for him. He shot out of his chair, looking around.


	“That’s me!” 


	He saw a middle-aged woman standing at the front of the waiting area. She held a clipboard and wore an expectant look. He’d watched the shifts change and she was the new head honcho.


	His heart pounded in his throat as he bulled through the waiting area, bumping people left and right, barely aware of an occasional “Hey!” and “Watch it!” His mind was consumed with thoughts of Gia and Vicky, knowing he couldn’t expect good news, but praying he wouldn’t hear the worst.


	Finally he reached her.


	“What is it? Something wrong?” 


	Her face gave nothing away. Most likely she didn’t know a thing.


	“Doctor Stokely would like to speak to you.” 


	Jack looked over her shoulder. “Who’s he?” 


	“‘She’. She’s one of our trauma specialists—the attending on your wife and daughter. She’s waiting for you in one of the treatment rooms. I’ll show you where.” 


	Jack followed her to a small cubicle, windowed on three sides. The curtains were open. Through the glass he saw a dark-skinned woman in green, sweat-stained scrubs. She looked about Jack’s age—mid thirties—but the extra twenty or thirty pounds she carried might have taken off a few years. She wore no makeup and kept her kinky black hair short and natural.


	She stepped forward and extended her hand as he entered. She introduced herself as Dr. Malinda Stokely.


	“Call me Jack,” he said as they shook. She had a good grip. “How are they?” 


	“Let’s sit down over here.” 


	Sit? He didn’t like the sound of that. The last thing he wanted to do was sit. He’d been sitting for hours. But he didn’t argue with her. He took the chair she offered. She sat opposite him.


	“Just tell me: Are they alive?” 


	She said, “Yes—” 


	Jack slumped in a warm wave of relief.


	“—but they’re in very serious condition.” 


	He straightened in his seat. Aw, no.


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“I don’t know how much you know—” 


	“I know they were hit by a car, but beyond that…” 


	He couldn’t say more. He had a pretty good idea who’d been driving. A score to settle there. A monumental score that dwarfed all scores before it. But it could wait. Had to wait. Nothing more important now than getting Gia and Vicky through this.


	“They both suffered trauma to the abdominal viscera, the chest, and the head. We’ve stabilized them but…” 


	His tongue felt like sand. “But what?” 


	“The head trauma was severe, especially in your wife. We had to evacuate a subdural hematoma.” 


	Maybe on a good day the words would have made sense, but today, now, they might as well have been Swahili.


	“Come again?” 


	“A pocket of blood inside the skull—between the skull and the brain. It was putting pressure on her brain so we drained it.” 


	“How—?” Jack waved off her explanation. “Never mind.” Some things were better left unsaid.


	“Your daughter had intracranial bleeding that stopped on its own.” 


	“I guess that’s good news.” 


	“Well…” She looked him square in the eyes. “They’re both comatose.” 


	After a slap of shock and a quailing of his heart, he recovered. Okay. Comatose. He could deal with that. His father had been in a coma down in Florida and he’d come out of it fine. He was up and walking less than a week after his hit and run—


	Hit and run… was there a pattern here? A connection?


	No. Couldn’t be. He’d found out who’d run his father down and they were very literally sleeping with the fishes.


	“What’re their Glasgow scores?” 


	She blinked. “You know about the Glasgow scale?” 


	The Florida experience had taught him that there were different levels of coma.


	“A little.” He steeled himself for the answer. His father had started out a seven, which his neurologist had considered pretty bad. “Scores?” 


	“Both eight—the same eight: E-two-V-two-M-four.” 


	Well, better than Dad had been.


	“What’s the E-two stuff?” 


	“It explains the score. In their cases their eyes open in response to pain—that’s a two; any sounds they make are incomprehensible—that’s another two; they withdraw from pain—that’s a four. And I guess you know that any score of eight or below means severe brain injury.” 


	“What are their chances?” 


	“It’s too soon to say.” 


	He shot out of the seat and circled it. Couldn’t sit still.


	“I’ve got to see them, doc. I need to see them.” 


	She nodded as she rose. “Of course. But only for a minute or two.” 


	Feeling as if he were walking underwater he followed her to the elevator. He was pretty sure she was talking to him as the car rose but he couldn’t make out the words. Trying to deal with the realization that the two most precious people in his world were comatose crowded out everything else.


	The elevator stopped at some floor or another and again he fell in behind Dr. Stokely, following her down a hallway to a pair of double doors. He felt her hand grip his upper arm and stop him just outside.


	“I need to warn you that what you’re about to see will come as a shock, so be prepared.” 


	“How do you prepare for something like this?” 


	“Just remember that you’re here to look and no more. Whatever you do, don’t interfere.” 


	“Why would I interfere?” 


	“We’ve had people scream and throw themselves onto the bed. You don’t look like the kind to do that, but I just want you forewarned that the first look can be very upsetting.” 


	“You’re telling me it gets better with time?” 


	He couldn’t imagine that.


	“Let’s just say it gets more tolerable.” 


	She elbowed a large button on the wall and the doors swung open. Dr. Stokely started ahead but Jack held back. He saw beds, he saw curtains, he saw tubes and bags, he heard the whoosh of respirators and the beep of heart monitors. The combination paralyzed him. His legs wanted to turn and run, but he forced them forward.


	He created a sort of tunnel vision by focusing on the spot between Dr. Stokely’s shoulder blades as he followed her. She led him to the feet of two beds and stopped.


	“We put them in adjoining beds. Mother and daughter… it seemed right.” 


	She stepped aside, giving Jack an unobstructed view.


	His first reaction was a wild thought that it was all a horrible mistake, that these two… things in the beds couldn’t be Gia and Vicky. They didn’t look anything like either of them. The larger thing lay to the right. He didn’t recognize the purple swollen face. It lay on its back with a clear green tube squirting oxygen into its nasal passages. A thick bandage encircled the head. Fluid from bags hanging on both sides ran through tubes into each arm. A blue fiberglass cast encased the left leg. A thicker tube snaked from under the sheet down to a large transparent bag quarter filled with reddish-yellow fluid.


	No. This couldn’t be Gia.


	And to the left, the smaller thing looked like a mirror image of its larger counterpart, except that the cast was on its right arm instead of a leg, and bandages swathed the left side of the face. But no bandages on the head, leaving the hair exposed.


	And Jack knew that hair.


	The little thing was Vicky.


	He heard someone moan and it took him a second to realize the sound had come from him.


	He stepped closer and reached out a hand to touch her. Her left palm lay facing up. He placed his index finger across it, expecting it to close and grip him as it always did. How many streets had they crossed with Vicky’s little hand gripping that finger? Too many to count.


	But the skin of her palm felt unnaturally cool, and the fingers remained inert.


	Without turning, he pointed to the bandages on the left side of her face and moved his lips. The words came out sounding like a nail scraping on concrete.


	“Why the bandage?” 


	“Abrasion from the street. She has a fracture of her left zygomatic arch—one of her cheekbones—but it’s undisplaced so we’re leaving it alone. The bandages are for facial abrasions from when she hit the pavement.” 


	Jack’s brain automatically tried to picture it but he shut it down. Instead he leaned over and spoke in her ear.


	“Vicky? It’s Jack. I’m here. You’re gonna be all right. Jack promises.” 


	Stupid thing to say. Irresponsible, even. But the words had come out on their own. Maybe because he’d come to see himself as her protector, and she probably felt the same. After he’d pulled her off that freighter a couple of years ago, she probably assumed nothing bad could happen to her as long as he was around.


	But he hadn’t been around this time.


	He moved over to Gia. Facing her was even harder. Her swollen face was almost unrecognizable. He pointed to her bandaged head.


	“The surgery?” 


	“Yes.” 


	As he squeezed her cold hand he feared he might explode. He touched her purpled cheek, then leaned closer.


	“Gia, this is Jack. I’m here and I’ll be here as long and as often as they let me. I’m sorry. God, I’m so—” 


	His voice broke and so instead of trying to say more he kissed her hand. Then he turned to Dr. Stokely.


	The doctor looked at him and backed away, her face a mask of fear.


	“What?” she said, a tremor in her voice. “I’m not to blame.” 


	“I didn’t say—” 


	Then Jack knew what she was talking about. He closed his eyes and relaxed his facial muscles. He must have had that look. Gia had seen it once and called it “murder incarnate.” But he had no grudge against the doc. Just the rest of the world.


	Dr. Stokely said, “For a second there I thought you were going to… never mind.” 


	“I’m pretty strung out right now, doc. But I need you to tell me flat-out true, no sugar coating: What are their chances?” 


	“I told you: too soon to say.” 


	“I’m not asking for a percentage, just… good or not good?


	“Not good.” 


	Jack stared at her—for how long, he didn’t know—until he could find his voice. Even then it took a massive force of will to push the next words past his frozen lips.


	“You mean they might not make it?” 


	Her round face revealed no emotion, gave no hint of what she was thinking. He knew that look. He’d seen it on old cops and on the demimonde’s bottom feeders. The look that comes from seeing too much human damage, the accidental and the intentional. So much damage that, in the interest of self-preservation, certain circuits shut down. Someone like Dr. Stokely couldn’t allow herself to think about the private lives of the people she cared for, couldn’t allow their hopes and dreams, the people they loved and the people who loved them to matter. If she did, she’d burn out like a meteor. She had to reduce them to problems to be solved. Which wasn’t so hard since the vast majority of her patients were comatose; and the ones who weren’t hadn’t come to her willingly and wanted to escape as soon as possible.


	Here was a woman who was used to giving bad news.


	“I’ve learned not to make predictions, but it’s a dire situation.” 


	“Come on, doc. You’ve been around the block a few times—a lot of times. You must have an instinct for these things. What do your instincts say about their chances of coming back?” 


	She locked her gaze on him and said, “Fifty-fifty.” 


	Fifty-fifty? That was no help. Even odds they’d live or die.


	Or die…


	Slowly, forcing his locked knees to turn him back toward the bed, he looked at the loves of his life and wanted to scream. But he couldn’t give in to that. If he caused too much of a ruckus they might not allow him back.


	What he really wanted to do—wished he could do—was rip out their tubes and grab their shoulders and shake them and shout that the game was over and they could stop fooling around now. They’d won, he gave in, they’d scared the hell out of him and ha-ha what a sick, sick joke, but now let’s all stop fooling around and go out and laugh about it over a pizza.


	Instead he stood there and felt his heart break. He’d always assumed it a figure of speech, a hoary cliché in hackneyed prose and Brill Building tunes, but here it was. Something in his chest turned to glass and shattered.


	He bent and kissed Vicky’s hand, then bent over Gia and kissed her swollen lips.


	As he slowly straightened he noticed that the sheet over her abdomen was flatter than it should be.


	He spun to face Dr. Stokely.


	“The baby! What about—?” 


	She shook her head. “I’m sorry. She lost the baby.” 
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	Davis left Diana in her bedroom in the private quarters. He knew he should be thinking of her as the Oculus now, but he’d known her since she was seven. Hard to think of her by any name other than Diana.


	Hard to imagine that this girl, barely into her teens, was going to be their new conduit from the Ally.


	He put all that aside as he called the off-duty yeniçeri to give them the awful news and tell them to pack and report to Home: They were moving.


	While he was on the phone, Miller, Jolliff, and Hursey began the grisly task of prying the former O’s body from the wall and hiding the pieces under a bedspread.


	After finishing the last call, Cal leaned his elbows on the monitoring console and rubbed his temples as he tried to get a grip on the situation, on himself.


	What’s wrong with me?


	He should have felt grief, terror, rage, something. Instead he felt empty, damn near dead inside.


	He thought he knew what it was: The cold-blooded killings recently ordered by the Ally had put him on the down slope, and now this. It wasn’t so much that the O was dead, or the appalling manner of his death, it was the ease with which it had been done. It seemed as if the Adversary had simply strolled in, slaughtered everyone, and then strolled out.


	He heard a noise to his left and looked up to see Miller dropping into a nearby chair. He was drying his hands on a paper towel. He looked as empty as Cal felt.


	“Where are we in the cleanup?” 


	Miller jerked his head toward the stairs. “Last one coming down now.” 


	Cal looked and saw Jolliff and Hursey maneuvering a sheet-covered body down the steps. Blood had seeped through in a couple of spots.


	“Who?” 


	“Kenlo.” 


	“Shit.” 


	He’d liked Kenlo. Cal remembered his easy laugh—the guy had never heard a punch line he didn’t like. He’d been their computer geek. Probably the brightest guy in the whole crew.


	“What are we going to do with the hearts?” 


	Cal thought about that. “Stick them back in their chests.” 


	“But we don’t know which belongs where.” 


	“I know, but we’ll do it anyway. Better than leaving them in a baggie somewhere, and sure as hell better than leaving them arranged in a circle up there on that desk. Each of our guys deserves to be buried with a heart, even if it’s not his own.” 


	Miller nodded. “Yeah. I suppose you’re right.” 


	The door chime sounded. He checked the monitor and saw Lewis, luggage bags flanking his feet, giving the all-clear sign at the front door. Cal buzzed him in.


	He heard Miller sigh and glanced at him. “You okay?” 


	“Not even close.” Miller shook his head. “I mean, is it worth it to move her to the safe house? Will it make any difference? I mean, this guy seems to pick us off as he pleases.” 


	His words mirrored Cal’s thoughts.


	“The safe house is a little different. You’ve been there. It’s on an island, it’s got water on two sides, and only one access road. Nobody’s going to be sneaking up on that place.” 


	Cal didn’t mention that the location’s biggest asset—its isolation—had its downside. At this time of year it offered no distractions for the men during their down time. Cabin fever—or island fever—would set in pretty quickly.


	Well, no one had said the job would be easy.


	“I wonder,” Miller said. “Don’t you get the feeling this guy’s playing with us? Like he could take us all out any time he pleases but he’d rather play cat and mouse?” 


	“You mean like leaving Diana alive.” 


	“Exactly. And if he can take us out when he wants, then everything we’re doing is useless. We’re not even delaying the inevitable because he’s got us plugged into his calendar, and when the time comes”—he drew a finger across his throat—”we’re cooked.” 


	“Maybe that’s why he didn’t kill her. To get us thinking it’s all an exercise in futility but keep us on the string. He feeds on hopelessness. Maybe we’re snack food. But maybe not. Maybe—” 


	The chime again. This time it was Geraci. Cal buzzed him in, then turned back to Miller.


	“You ready to give up?” 


	Miller gave him a hard stare. “Me? You should damn fuck know better than that.” 


	“1 do. Just checking.” 


	Another chime. Cal looked and saw Zeklos. He’d called the little guy back in because they were so shorthanded. He’d meant to tell Miller in advance so he’d be prepared, but hadn’t had the time.


	He buzzed him in and then tapped the heel of his fist on Miller’s knee.


	“I called Zek in.” 


	Miller stiffened in his chair. “You what?” 


	“We need every warm body we can get, so just put aside your—” 


	He shot to his feet. “No fucking way!” 


	Zeklos came through the door then, rolling a wheeled suitcase behind him.


	“This is terrible, terrible!” he said. “How did such a thing—?” 


	“You!” Miller shouted, pointing at him. For a crazy instant he reminded Cal of Ralph Kramden. “Out!” 


	Zeklos stopped and stared, shock in his eyes and his expression.


	“But Davis—” 


	“I don’t give a shit what Davis said, I’m not working with you ever again!” 


	“Easy, Miller,” Cal said. “We need him.” 


	“Fuck we do! He’s a Jonah! He loses his Oculus, then shows up here and we lose ours.” 


	Zeklos stood his ground.


	“The other day you say to me, ‘the fact remains that your Oculus is dead and you are not.’” He held up his index finger. ” ‘Strike one.’ Remember? Well now I say to you that your Oculus is dead and you are not.” Now the index finger pointed at Miller. “Strike one on you.” 


	Cal couldn’t believe his ears. Neither could Miller, apparently, because he stood staring at Zeklos with a slack, drop-jawed expression.


	Cal recovered first. Knowing what would happen next, he grabbed Miller’s upper arm with both hands and held on as Miller started toward Zek.


	“Why you little piece of—!” 


	“Cool it!” Cal shouted. “We just lost seven brothers and our Oculus! This is not the time to start fighting among ourselves! This is exactly what the Adversary wants. You’re playing right into his game.” 


	Miller dragged him a few steps, then stopped, red-faced, panting.


	“He’s not coming along!” 


	“We need—” 


	He whirled on Cal. “If he comes, I stay. And I’m pretty sure I won’t be the only one.” 


	“You’d sabotage our whole operation over some personal vendetta?” 


	“It’s not personal. He’s a menace. And I mean what I say. Him or me and others. Choose.” 


	Miller knew damn well he’d left Cal with only one choice.


	The door chimed again. Cal glanced at the monitor, saw Portman, and hit the button.


	“Well, what’s it gonna be, Davis?” Miller said.


	Cal was looking for a way out when Portman walked up and dropped a newspaper on the monitoring console. The headline of the Post’s late edition leaped out at him.


	HIT & RUN HORROR!


	The subheading read: MOTHER AND DAUGHTER MOWED DOWN BY RED-LIGHT RUNNER.


	Cal’s stomach clenched as he looked up at Portman. “Yeah, we know. We were there, remember?” 


	Portman had a funny expression. “Check out page three.” 


	Cal did just that. He recoiled at the grainy black-and-white photo of EMTs loading a small figure on a stretcher into an ambulance.


	“So?” 


	Portman tapped a fingertip on one of the paragraphs.


	“Says here she’s still alive. Looks like we missed again.” 


	Cal felt a burst of elation.


	He heard Miller mutter, “Shit.” 


	Behind Portman, he saw Zeklos raise two fingers.


	“Strike two, Miller.” 
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	Jack found himself at the corner of a park he hadn’t known existed. Looked to be about two blocks long and one deep. He stared up at the street sign: 78th AND CHEROKEE PLACE.


	Where the hell was he?


	He vaguely remembered Dr. Stokely telling him that his visiting time in the trauma unit was up but he could come back later. Until then he could wait in the family lounge. But that meant more sitting, and Jack couldn’t sit.


	The baby… on top of everything else, the baby… gone.


	Had to get out, had to move. He’d fled the hospital and walked into the night. Must have turned uptown, then turned east at some point because he could hear the roar of racing traffic ahead of him, and see twinkles of distant lights across the water. The traffic had to be the FDR, the water the East River, and the lights Queens, or maybe Roosevelt Island.


	The cars made the only sound. The park lay deserted to his right. No surprise in that. Nobody with any sense would be looking for a park bench on a night as cold as this. And even if they were, the eight-foot, spike-topped wrought-iron fence would keep them out.


	A nearby plaque read JOHN JAY PARK.


	He’d heard of the place but had never been here.


	He spotted a ramp ahead, leading to what looked like a pedestrian bridge over the FDR. He started moving again. Midspan he stopped and looked through the high, tight, chain-link fencing at the cars below.


	If the NJ Turnpike had had this sort of fence on a certain overpass fifteen years ago, he’d be leading a different life now. He never would have met Gia and Vicky, and he’d be so much poorer for that. But at least they wouldn’t be fighting for their lives now.


	He didn’t know exactly how, but he had no doubt this was all his fault.


	A crushing fatigue settled over him. Feeling as empty as the promenade on the far side of the overpass, he stumbled down the ramp, found a bench, and dropped onto it.


	He’d never been here before, but could imagine the concrete path packed with joggers, strollers, and bike riders during the warmer weather. A low wrought-iron fence on the far side of the promenade separated him from the water running a dozen feet below. He noticed huge dock cleats, painted black like the fencing and spaced every twenty feet or so along the edge. That told him boats used to dock here. Maybe they still did.


	Baker Street—style lampposts lined the walk, augmenting the wash of light from the FDR’s overhead lamps.


	He sat and stared at Roosevelt Island, a long clump of land plopped in the center of the East River. The lights of the apartment buildings blazed, blocking his view of Astoria and Long Island City on the far side. He watched a jet glide into LaGuardia. To his right the lights of the graceful Queensborough Bridge twinkled in the night while the Roosevelt Island trams shuttled to and from Manhattan on their wires.


	On any other night he’d have thought it a beautiful sight, but beauty is better when shared. He’d have loved nothing more in the world than to be sitting between Gia and Vicky right now, an arm around each of them. He could almost hear Gia saying that she’d like to come back to this spot tomorrow night and paint the scene.


	And then he thought about the baby, his lost child. He remembered all the times in the past few months he’d imagined himself bouncing his little boy on his knee, tickling him to make him laugh, teaching him to throw and catch and—


	Christ, he didn’t even know if the baby was a boy or a girl. His mind had been so numb he’d forgotten to ask.


	But even if it turned out to be a girl, no matter. She’d still need bouncing and tickling, and even throwing and catching lessons. And she’d have been beautiful, with blond hair and blue eyes like her mother’s.


	This time last night he was starting a new future, one crammed with possibilities. Now he had nothing. Not even hope.


	That was the worst of it. Where there’s life, there’s hope. Yeah, right. Maybe. But not in this case. Gia and Vicky might go on living, but not as Gia and Vicky. No, don’t call it living. Mere existence was not living. The two people he’d loved would be gone while the blobs of protoplasm they’d inhabited survived.


	He clung to the possibility that Dr. Stokely had understated the possibilities. She’d probably learned a few hard lessons about giving families hope and then not being able to deliver. False hope worked for a while, but in the end it was worse than no hope.


	No hope… that certainly fit the baby’s case. No coming back for him. Or her. He’d imagined a little piece of himself and Gia continuing beyond their time, their place, aimed toward infinity.


	Now… never happen.


	But the very worst was knowing the reason why Gia and Vicky and the baby were where they were.


	Him. Jack.


	The Otherness was toying with him, trying to break him down. First Kate, then his father and brother, and now his child and the two people on Earth who meant the most to him.


	On the face of it, flat-out killing him and having done with it made more sense. Why target those around him?


	Last fall, in a Florida swamp, Rasalom himself had provided the answer.


	“Killing you now might be something of a favor. It would spare you so much pain in the months to come. And why should I do you a favor? Why should I spare you that pain? I don’t want you to miss one iota of what is coming your way.


	“Physical pain is mere sustenance. But a strong man slowly battered into despair and hopelessness… that is a delicacy. In your case, it might even approach ecstasy. I don’t want to deprive myself of that.” 


	Being on intimate terms with the Otherness. Rasalom had known exactly what was coming.


	Jack hadn’t.


	He didn’t know how to deal with this. Did anyone? He wanted the ground to crack open and swallow him.


	A sob tore loose from deep, deep inside. His head fell back as he let it loose and screamed into the night—all the pain, all the shattered dreams, all the frustration…


	He straightened and wiped his eyes. Had to get a grip. Had to—


	The lamp above him winked out. Then the one to his right, thirty feet away, did the same. Then the one to his left.


	What the hell?


	Then the overheads on the FDR began dying, up and down the road.


	Some sort of power failure.


	So what?


	As he continued to stare across the water he saw a round shadow slowly rise on the far side of the railing. At first he thought it was a balloon, but as it continued to rise it broadened into a pair of shoulders, then arms straight down its sides.


	A man… a floating man.


	The languorous way it rose, without moving its arms… had to be a balloon, an inflatable doll.


	But when its feet reached the level of the top rung, it moved, stepping forward to stand on the railing. Then it crouched with its arms about its knees and perched there like some sort of gargoyle. Jack couldn’t see the face, but he knew its eyes were fixed on him.


	“What the—?” 


	“Hello, Heir,” it said in a mocking tone. “How’s life?” 


	Jack knew that voice.


	Rasalom.


	With a howl he went to leap off the seat and wrap his fingers around the throat that housed it. And if the two of them tumbled to the river below, so be it. He’d go to his grave strangling this son of a bitch.


	But he never left the seat. He could move his arms, but not his feet or his legs. His body wouldn’t budge. He clawed the air and howled again, sounding like a madman. At that moment he was.


	Rasalom put his head back and sniffed the air.


	“Mmm. The nectar of desolation, the liquor of devastation, the elixir of despair, the wine of disheartenment. This is a fine, fine vintage. If only I could bottle it.” 


	Jack felt his rage cooling. Not lessening, simply mutating from hot to cold.


	“Why?” he managed to say. “Am 1 that much of a threat to your all-powerful boss?” 


	“Boss? Oh, you must mean what you people so quaintly call the Otherness. No, it’s not my boss, so to speak, but we do have arrangements—promises that have been made—for when certain ongoing operations and processes run their courses.” 


	“So you sent a false Alarm through the Oculus, made the yeniçeri think they were doing the Ally’s work.” 


	“A false Alarm is very difficult. Only once have I been able to send one. I prefer more indirect stratagems. For instance, to make you cross paths with the yeniçeri, I encouraged a cretinous cult I’d started—just for this purpose, by the way—to kidnap the niece of someone who frequents one of your environs—


	“Cailin?” 


	“Yes. Her. Well, they thought they were going to ‘sacrifice her to the Otherness.’ Of course, I’m far more interested in torture sacrifices than is the Otherness, but they didn’t know that. The ‘Otherness’ part set off the Alarm—a genuine Alarm—and three yeniçeri were sent.” 


	Jack was baffled. “Why would you want me in contact with the yeniçeri?” 


	“So you would wind up right where you are now. But you almost escaped me. I had to send a false Alarm—a very brief one, and quite a strain it was. It went through a Florida Oculus. I wanted to bring you back.” 


	“The yeniçeri assassin? You sent him? Why did you want me back?” 


	“Because I didn’t want you in Europe when your last two loved ones were removed.” 


	Last two loved ones… the filthy—


	Jack exerted every fiber of muscle, every ounce of will to lever himself from the bench, but he might as well have been trying to stop the freighter making its way down river behind Rasalom.


	“Is your boss so petty it stoops to killing mothers and children? How did they even get on its radar?” 


	“Let’s not forget the deaths of your father and siblings. You’re wondering why something as vast as the Otherness would concern itself with these seeming trivialities?” 


	“So you could have this moment, I suppose.” 


	Rasalom laughed, and the genuine amusement in the sound puzzled Jack.


	“The Otherness leaves me to create my own amusements.” 


	“Then why? Does it think I’ll be so discouraged and beaten down that I’ll crawl into a hole and die? Well, guess what—it’s backfired. It’s made an enemy for life who’ll do anything and everything to get in its way. So you’d better kill me now.” 


	Jack realized then that for the first time in his life he was reaching a point where he wouldn’t mind dying. If Gia and Vicky didn’t make it, he couldn’t think of a goddamn thing to live for… beyond revenge. And revenge wasn’t enough.


	Rasalom said nothing.


	“Why, goddammit?” 


	A dramatic sigh. “Well, I was saving this for later but I suppose telling you now will have just as much effect: The Otherness is not behind the tragedies that have befallen your loved ones.” 


	“Don’t lie to me. I know!


	“Have you ever heard the expression, ‘A spear has no branches’?” 


	Jack had—a number of times. But what—?


	And then the realization came crashing in on him, crushing him like an avalanche.


	“The Ally?” He could barely hear his own voice.


	The silhouette nodded. “Who else?” 


	Jack sensed the glee in the tone and his mind reeled. Had the side that had drafted him been systematically eliminating everyone who meant anything to him? It couldn’t be.


	“Aaahhh… the broth of betrayal. Spicy, delect—” Jack saw the silhouette straighten, saw the head swivel. “What?” It dropped to the pavement and stood looking around. “Where are you? Come out!” 


	“I’m over here,” said a woman’s voice to Jack’s right.


	As he looked around, the lights flickered to life, but weak, sickly life. He saw a tall slim woman in a long, stylish, camel hair coat. She had patrician features and wore her long, glossy black hair up in a knot, Audrey Hepburn-style. A dog—an Akita, maybe—strained at the leash she gripped.


	“You!” Rasalom gritted. “What are you doing here?” 


	“Halting your feast.” Her tone was cultured, just this side of Long Island lockjaw. “And clearing the table.” 


	A lady with a dog, Jack thought. Again.


	“Since when do you interfere in my business?” 


	“Since now. Be on your way.” Her voice betrayed no emotion. She could have been ordering alterations on a dress. “I’m sure you can find a child being molested somewhere and slake your thirst there. You’ll sup no more here.” 


	“No? We’ll see about that.” 


	He turned back to Jack and stepped toward him, arms extended, fingers curved like claws.


	The dog growled.


	“Don’t force me to release him.” 


	Rasalom hesitated.


	“That thing can’t harm me.” 


	“He can’t kill you, but he can certainly harm you. Or did you forget that you still inhabit human flesh?” 


	“I can harm him as well.” 


	“I know. And I wouldn’t want to see that, so that is why I still hold the leash. But if you force my hand…” 


	“Why are you doing this?” 


	The words sounded as if they were being driven through clenched teeth. Jack could sense his rage.


	“Because it pleases me. And because I can. Move along, Rasalom. You’re finished here.” 


	“You do not order me about.” 


	“I just did. I can’t make you go, of course. And you can’t drive me away. But I can keep you from feeding. I believe this is what is called a stalemate.” 


	He took a step toward her but stopped when the dog growled.


	“I’ll put an end to you eventually,” he whispered. “It’s inevitable and you know it.” 


	“I know nothing of the sort.” 


	“I’ve already hurt you and weakened you.” 


	“That in no way guarantees you victory.” 


	Jack noticed a drop in the assurance of her tone.


	“Not yet. But I’m growing stronger while you are not. I’ll weaken you again. And after that…” 


	“My-my, what confidence. Aren’t you forgetting someone?” 


	Now it was Rasalom’s turn to lose a little self-assurance.


	“I’m not worried about him.” 


	Jack gathered they were talking about Glaeken—the Sentinel.


	“You should be,” the Lady said. “The last time you underestimated him you wound up locked away for half a millennium.” 


	“That will not happen again.” 


	“Are you sure?” Her tone turned taunting. “You’ve never been able to defeat him.” 


	“Those were different times. This time I’m restructuring the battlefield to my liking. When I’m ready to make my move, I will have the high ground and he will be powerless to stop me.” 


	She shook her head. “Hubris…” 


	“Where is he then?” Rasalom said, and Jack heard anger in his tone. “I might already be too powerful for him. That’s why he doesn’t show himself.” 


	“Why don’t you show yourself? Why do you hide? Why do you sneak through the shadows, never showing yourself? You fear him.” 


	“Perhaps he fears me.” 


	Probably right, Jack thought. One of the Ladies had told him that the Sentinel was nothing but a powerless old man now. Obviously Rasalom did not know that.


	“I doubt that very much,” the Lady said. “I believe he’s watching you, toying with you, letting you think you’re gaining the upper hand, waiting until you’re almost ready before he moves in and crushes you—just as he’s done before.” 


	Good for you, Jack thought. Keep him off balance, keep him looking over his shoulder.


	Rasalom said nothing.


	“One thing you can be sure of,” the Lady said, pointing to Jack, “is that he has his eye on this one. Harming him will be like setting off a beacon as to your whereabouts. And then the hunt will begin in earnest—and you will be the prey.” 


	Rasalom straightened his shoulders. “My time is near. I know who will win our Ragnarok. But you won’t be there to see it.” 


	He hopped up onto the top rail where he turned toward Jack. Through all this he’d not had a single glimpse of Rasalom’s face.


	“And neither will you.” 


	With that he took a step back and slowly sank from sight.


	29


	Cal couldn’t drag his eyes or his attention from the newspaper.


	“What do we do?” Miller said.


	Cal looked up at him. This was the first time in recent memory that Miller had asked his advice.


	They stood at the monitoring console, an island of tranquility in a sea of furious activity. Back in the lounge area he could see Lewis and Geraci emptying the contents of the lockers into heavy-duty black garbage bags.


	“I don’t know that we do anything.” 


	“Get off it. We were supposed to take them out but they’re not—down, maybe, but not out.” 


	“We don’t know that they were supposed to be killed. The Oculus saw us hitting them with a truck—” 


	“Not us—you. He saw you driving. But it didn’t turn out that way, did it.” 


	Cal didn’t reply. No need to.


	Miller leaned closer. “Let’s cut the bullshit, okay? The Ally didn’t show you running down those two because it wants them laid up for a while. It wants them out. Gone. Kaput.” 


	Cal looked at the paper again. “Says they’re in critical condition. Maybe they won’t last.” 


	“‘Critical condition’ don’t mean shit. You ever read about anyone going into a hospital in less than critical condition? Yeah, it means someone’s bad hurt, but I bet nine out often walk out of there.” 


	“You hit them awful hard.” 


	“But not as hard as I could’ve. If the lady had stepped off the curb with her kid, yeah—they’d’ve been goners. But she held back—talking to someone, I think. Don’t matter why. Bottom line was I had to swerve toward her, and then when she ran out to her kid I had to swerve back again. If they’d stayed together we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 


	They stood in silence. Cal glanced at Miller and saw a pensive look on his face. He seemed to have regained some of his usual bravado, but not all.


	Then Cal thought of something.


	“Maybe we shouldn’t be having this conversation.” 


	Miller gave him a questioning look.


	“I’m saying, what if they didn’t make it. What if they’re already gone? Then we can forget about them.” 


	Or try to anyway.


	“How do we find out?” 


	Cal looked at the paper. The woman’s name was given as Gia DiLauro, the little girl as Victoria Westphalen. His stomach gave a lurch. He wished he hadn’t read that. They had names now. That made it worse.


	“Says they were taken to New York Hospital. Okay…” 


	He picked up the phone and called information which gave him the hospital’s main number. He dialed in and got shifted around until he wound up with Patient Information. He decided on a backdoor approach.


	“I’d like to send some flowers to two of your patients. Can you give me the room numbers of”—he checked the article—”Gia DiLauro and Victoria Westphalen?” 


	Miller gave him a thumbs-up.


	After spelling both names twice, he learned what he hadn’t wanted to hear.


	“I’m sorry, they’re in the trauma unit. No flowers allowed, I’m afraid.” 


	He thanked her and hung up.


	He didn’t look at Miller as he spoke. “They’re still hanging on.” 


	Cal jumped as something crashed behind him. He turned and saw Port-man smashing one of their computer towers. Zeklos was helping him. They both wielded heavy hammers to crack open the case. Zeklos pulled out the hard drive and together they began smashing it into an unrecognizable lump of metal and plastic.


	Transporting the computers risked disaster if they fell into the wrong hands, so they’d leave them—but not in useful condition. They’d run a shredder program on each drive but Cal felt it foolish to underestimate the ability of some hacker to peek under the overwrites. He didn’t have a degausser to do a magnetic wipe, so he told the men to smash the drives as well. The MV had other computers at the safe house and secure backups of everything that mattered.


	Zeklos saw him looking and approached.


	Miller snarled. “What do you want?” 


	“The Heir came to my apartment today.” 


	Miller looked at Cal. “Didn’t he say he was going out of town?” 


	Cal nodded. Yeah, he had. He turned to Zek.


	“Why would he want to see you?” 


	“He talk about MV. He say if he is to join, then he wish to know about it.” 


	“Why didn’t he come to us?” Miller said.


	Zek eyed him. “You have not been very welcoming.” 


	That was true in Miller’s case, but Cal thought he and the guy had connected in some way. He was getting a bad feeling about this. The only reason to go to a guy on the outs with a group was to hear the dirt.


	“What exactly did he want to know?” 


	Miller added, “And what exactly did you tell him?” 


	“Very little. But I do not think that is why he come.” He reached into his pocket. “He brought this.” 


	He held out his hand. Cal felt an electric jolt when he saw the Starfire’s filled hollow.


	“Oh, shit,” Miller said. “Where the fuck did he get that?” 


	“He did not say. He ran out before I could ask him.” 


	“When was this?” Cal said.


	“A little after one o’clock.” 


	“Why did he run out?” 


	“I do not know.” 


	Zek’s eyes said that wasn’t quite true, but that would keep till later. Cal didn’t want to get sidetracked from the Starfire. Cyanide tips were what the yeniçeri had been taught to use for a hit. And the Starfire was favored because it had such a lame hollow.


	“One o’clock,” Miller said. “Diana says she heard the commotion of a fight around one-thirty. The guy’s in the neighborhood, pumping Zeklos, then he leaves, and a little while later the O and everybody else are slaughtered.” He looked at Cal. “You thinking what I’m thinking?” 


	“I can’t imagine what you’re thinking.” 


	Miller leaned closer. “Maybe this ‘Heir’ wasn’t anything of the sort. For all we know he could have been the Adversary in disguise, and we invited him in. Hell, we dragged him in like a Trojan fucking horse.” 


	“The O would have known.” 


	“Yeah? He didn’t know he was going to be torn to pieces. Maybe he got fooled.” 


	Cal didn’t want to think that, but he had to admit the timing was suspicious.


	Miller pounded a fist on the console. “I never trusted that fucker. 1 smelled something wrong from the git-go.” 


	Cal took the Starfire from Zek and pointed back to the computers.


	“Finish up so we can get out of here.” 


	He pocketed it as he turned back to Miller.


	“We’ll worry about the bullet later. Right now we need to decide about the woman and the girl. What do you think we should do?” 


	He hesitated, then shrugged. “Finish the job.” 


	“How are you—?” 


	“Uh-uh.” Miller was shaking his head. “Not me. I’m not letting our new Oculus out of my sight.” 


	Cal felt the same way. Who knew how many were left in the world?


	“So who? It’ll be a kamikaze mission.” 


	Miller had that pensive look again. “Kamikaze…” 


	“What are you thinking?” 


	“I know just the guy.” He straightened and called over Cal’s shoulder. “Hey, Zeklos—want to redeem yourself?” 
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	As soon as Rasalom disappeared, Jack felt the bench release his body. He sprang to the railing and peered below, but saw only dark, churning water. No sign of him.


	Gone.


	So what?


	He stepped back and slumped into the seat again. He glanced right and saw the lady and her dog still standing there.


	“How many of you are there?” he said.


	She stepped closer.


	“As many as need be.” 


	Women with dogs had been dropping in and out of his life since last year. They all knew more about what was going on in his life than he did. They seemed to be a third force in the shadow war. One had told him that if they had their way, both the Otherness and the Ally would be chased off to do their interfering somewhere else.


	“What did you mean about preventing him from feeding?” 


	“I blocked his access to your pain.” 


	“You can do that?” 


	“Only on a one-to-one basis. If 1 could block him from all the world’s pain, he’d shrivel up and blow away.” 


	Jack sat in silence, wondering at the sick nature of what had become his reality.


	Finally he looked up at her. “Is it true what he said—that all this is the Ally’s doing?” 


	She nodded. “I am afraid so.” 


	He felt weak, as if life were oozing out of him.


	“But I’m supposed to be on the Ally’s side. Is this what it does to its people? Is this any way to treat your troops?” 


	“You’ve been told about the war: It’s not a battle between Good and Evil, but more like a battle between the indifferent and the inimical. We cannot comprehend their scope, nor understand their motivations, so it’s useless to try.” 


	“But I thought the Ally would at least—” 


	“Obey the rules? Follow a code? Neither force has rules or morality. The concepts are alien to them. When you are so vast and so powerful, you’ve moved beyond the abstracts of right and wrong. Whatever gets you what you want is right, whatever impedes you is wrong. We can make rules for ourselves, but not for them.” 


	“Then we’re pawns.” 


	“Only some of us. You are one.” 


	“Great. Just great.” 


	“The Ally regards us as nothing more than a possession. Let me give you an example. Do you know what sea glass is?” 


	“Of course.” 


	What did this have to do—?


	“Then you know it’s simply broken glass that has been worn and rounded by time, tide, and sand. People collect it. The whitish sea glass is the most common and can be found every day on every beach. The colored glass—the red, blue, green—is much more rare and prized by collectors.” 


	“I don’t see what—” 


	“Just bear with me. I’m trying to put this in the most concrete terms possible. Different worlds, different realities are sea glass to the Ally. It collects them and gathers them under its cloak. But the most prized of these are the sentient realities—the equivalent of colored sea glass. Now let’s suppose you have a collection of sea glass. How much would you care about the individual pieces? Would you take each out at every opportunity and examine it under a loupe for any new flaws? Would you love it and cuddle it and polish it every day?” 


	She waited for an answer, so Jack shook his head and said, “No. Of course not.” 


	“Same with the Ally. It devotes only the tiniest fraction of its consciousness to us. But let’s say there’s a predator out there that eats sea glass and is always on the hunt for more. You’re going to protect that collection, aren’t you. Not because you care for every single individual piece, but simply because it’s yours.” 


	“I’ve got the picture.” 


	“Not quite. A full frontal assault by the predator won’t work because you are virtual equals and you can repel it. That was tried back in the First Age, and it failed. But that doesn’t mean the predator has gone away. It hasn’t. And it never will. So you’ve got to worry about sneaky, backdoor moves and—’” She shook her head. “1 feel I’m trivializing this, and I don’t mean to.” 


	“I’m following.” 


	“Good. So they battle on a smaller scale.” 


	“Who’s winning?” 


	“The Otherness, I’m afraid. The Ally is an interested collector who wants this world, this reality. The Otherness needs it—needs us. It feeds on worlds such as this. Its hunger is a more insistent drive than the Ally’s possessiveness.” 


	“But how’s it going to take us away?” 


	“Through subterfuge. By tricking the Ally into believing this is a nonsentient world—that it’s dead white glass instead of the colored sort. That is what Rasalom meant about restructuring the battlefield to his liking. The Otherness is counting on the Ally losing interest then and withdrawing—effectively abandoning us.” 


	“Can it do that?” 


	“It has already started. You know of Opus Omega?” 


	Jack nodded. “The columns Brady was burying.” 


	“Yes. It began thousands of years ago and the project continues without Luther Brady. When that is complete”—she looked away—”and when other requirements are met, the Otherness will have this world to itself.” 


	Jack swallowed. “No way to stop it?” 


	“Perhaps… if the Otherness’s pawn is defeated once and for all by the Ally’s. They look on their pawns as weapons.” 


	“Spears.” The word was acid on his tongue.


	She nodded. “Yes. And spears have no branches.” 


	The words hung in the air between them for a seeming eternity. Finally the woman broke the silence.


	“A spear must be smooth and sleek—a weapon. A spear is cut from the straightest, toughest branches of a tree. But in order for it to be effective, its own branches must be removed.” 


	“And Gia and Vicky and the baby are branches.” 


	“Tragically, yes. Not so much Victoria, for she carries none of your blood, but certainly the baby, and Gia because she carries the baby.” 


	“But the human cost—” 


	“Means nothing to the Ally. Would you ask a tree for permission to remove one of its branches to make a spear? No. Would you ask the branch permission to strip it clean? Of course not. That’s the way the Ally views us: as natural resources, raw materials. No evil there, just pragmatism.” 


	Jack began to see a pattern.


	“Like the yeniçeri.” 


	“Exactly. That is why they are recruited from abandoned children, so they start off without branches. They are human spears from childhood, ready for use. You weren’t so lucky—if a fate such as theirs can be called luck. You came with many branches, and they all had to be cut off.” 


	“But wouldn’t I be a better spear if I was fighting to protect people I cared for?” 


	“The Ally views such people as branches, attachments that not only add weight to the spear, but interfere with its aerodynamics as well. It doesn’t want its human weapon weighted with or distracted by family ties, by people he loves. Those are liabilities, vulnerabilities. If the enemy can threaten what the spear cherishes most, it will be hesitant in battle, will lose its edge, perhaps even break. A broken spear is useless.” 


	“And here all along I’ve been thinking it was the Otherness.” 


	“That was what you were supposed to think. Through direct and indirect means, you were pushed to this state for one reason. Tempered by tragedy, fueled by rage at the Otherness, you’d be a perfect weapon, more than ready to step into the Sentinel’s shoes when the time came. And willing to do anything—anything—to destroy the Adversary.” 


	Jack leaned his head back and stared at the pitiless stars. He sensed them staring back.


	“Why me?” 


	“I can’t say. Who can know the ways of something like the Ally? But 1 can surmise. I believe you were chosen young. I believe you were next in line behind the Twins. And when they died…” 


	Thanks to me. Shit!


	“I became the heir apparent.” 


	“Yes.” 


	Something she’d said penetrated the fog enshrouding his brain.


	“You said I was chosen young. How young? When 1 came to the city?” 


	She shook her head. “Long before that. As a child.” 


	“Why? There was nothing special about me.” 


	“There must have been. The Ally must have sensed something in you-—the qualities it was looking for in a spear.” 


	“But I was never a fighter. Christ, I was an English major in college. I’d probably be teaching modern lit in high school right now if it hadn’t… been… for…” He bolted from his seat and stared at her. “My mother?” 


	She looked sad as she nodded.


	“No!” 


	“I am afraid so. The man who dropped the block from the overpass and killed your mother was a common sociopath. The Ally simply arranged for your parents’ car to be passing below when he released that block. Thus your mother was the first branch removed. And that created the turning point, the pivotal episode in your life that changed you from a typical college student to the man you are today.” 


	Jack began stalking back and forth, swinging at the air. He didn’t know what else lo do. He heard the Akita growl. Maybe it sensed a threat. And with good reason. He wanted to hurt someone, something. The Ally most of all. But how could he strike back at a formless entity?


	And though he knew it was true, he didn’t want to believe it, couldn’t accept it.


	“So it’s all been planned? Everything that’s happened to me! Everything that’s happened to my family—Mom, Kate, Dad, Tom! And now Gia and Vicky!” 


	It’s too much! Too much!


	“I am sorry. No more coincidences, remember?” 


	He stopped in front of her.


	“You ladies knew this all along?” 


	She nodded.


	“Then why didn’t you warn me?” 


	“Not possible. Past events can be catalogued, plans can be deduced, but the future?” She shook her head. “It cannot be seen with any accuracy.” 


	“But you could have warned me that they were targets. I could have protected them.” 


	“Not possible. Sooner or later, despite your best efforts, no matter where you moved them, no matter what protections you used to shield them, they would be struck down.” 


	“Were Vicky and Gia supposed to die?” 


	“Yes.” 


	“Then why are they still—?” 


	“Alive?” 


	“If you can call it living.” 


	“Human frailty, human error… that is something even the Ally can’t predict.” 


	“Can you help?” 


	She shook her head. “I would if I could.” 


	“Anya helped my father.” 


	“That was possible because of human error. The car crash did not kill him as intended—” 


	“It didn’t kill Gia and Vicky either.” 


	“It has left them gravely injured, though. Far more so than your father.


	“But their Glasgow scores—” 


	“Do not matter. Your father could be helped because the Ally had no direct involvement after the accident, allowing intervention. That is not the case here.” 


	Jack started stalking about with his hands pressed against the side of his head. Everywhere he turned he ran into a wall.


	“You’ve got to try.” 


	Another head shake. “The Ally is staying with this. It wants to bring this to a close and have done with it. Their condition will deteriorate. If the Ally steps back, I can help. But unless that happens… it is too powerful for me.” 


	“So there’s no hope?” 


	“I don’t see any.” 


	“All because of me.” 


	“You can’t blame yourself. You’ve had a say in your day-to-day choices, but no control over the overall course of your life. Events have been engineered to bring you here to this place at this time as a seasoned spear without branches.” 


	“I can’t believe this cosmic power has been paying attention to me!” 


	“‘Attention’ is a relative term. I told you it devotes only the tiniest fraction of its awareness to this entire sphere, and only a fraction of that fraction is watching you—and not full time.” 


	“Okay then. What are the chances they’ll survive?” 


	Her face remained impassive. “Even though I cannot see the future, I see no future for them.” 


	“Because they’re going to be brain dead?” 


	“No. Because the yeniçeri will not rest until they have completed their assignment.” 


	“Aw, no.” 


	She nodded. “I think you had better return to the hospital.” 


	“Why?” He couldn’t help it. Nothing was going to keep him from going back to the hospital—especially now—but he had to ask. “If they’re doomed, as you say, if they’re as good as gone, what’s the point?” 


	“Because as I told you: Nothing is carved in stone. The human variable—willingly or unwillingly, whether through frailty or fervor, torpor or tenacity, cowardice or courage—has the capacity to affect outcomes in the most unpredictable ways.” 
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	After hurrying home for a few essentials, Jack returned to the hospital. He was allowed another peek into the trauma unit. He knew his previous visit wouldn’t lessen the shock of seeing them like that. He’d never get used to it. But though it crushed him to see Gia and Vicky in this state, he owed it to them to be at their sides wherever allowed.


	But on his way to their beds he stopped at the desk where a young, twenty-something nurse with M. PEDROSA RN on her ID badge sat making notes in a chart.


	“Excuse me,” he said, “but I was told earlier that Gia DiLauro lost her baby after the accident. Do you happen to know if it was a boy or a girl?” 


	She looked at him with sad, brown eyes. “No, I’m afraid I don’t, Mister Westphalen. And I doubt I can find out at this hour. But we can call Records first thing tomorrow.” 


	Jack nodded. The sex wasn’t all that important to him, but he wanted to know if he should be thinking of the baby as his son or his daughter.


	Pedrosa accompanied him as he edged toward the beds. He didn’t want to look, but when he did he stopped dead at the foot of Gia’s bed. A ribbed plastic tube jutted from the mouth, connected to another tube that ran to a shhhhh-ing respirator.


	He turned to the nurse. “What-what happened?” 


	“Respiratory arrest. She stopped breathing.” 


	Jesus!


	A quick look at Vicky—relief: Still breathing on her own.


	“But why?” 


	“Cerebral edema—swelling of the brain. It’s not uncommon after a sub-dural. Doctor Stokely has increased her medications.” 


	Jack had no idea what she was talking about but knew it couldn’t be good.


	Maybe he should have expected it. Their condition will deteriorate… that was what the Lady had said. But he couldn’t accept it.


	Soon it was time for him to go. He ran into Dr. Stokely in the hallway.


	“So it’s worse.” 


	She nodded. “I’m afraid so. We’ve lowered your wife’s score to a six.” 


	“How long does she have?” 


	“I can’t say. If the mannitol and dexamethasone reduce the swelling in her brain, her score will come up.” 


	“And if not? How long?” 


	Dr. Stokely sighed. “If her brain keeps swelling it will herniate the brainstem—push it out through the opening in the base of the skull. When that happens… all the body’s basic functions will cease.” 


	Jack could only stare at her.


	Finally: “If she doesn’t respond, what? A day? Two?” The words sounded like croaks.


	“Three at the most. We’re doing everything that can be done, Mister Westphalen.” 


	Jack nodded and told himself the swelling would go down. It had to. The human variable…


	And that meant he would have to do everything possible to make sure the yeniçeri didn’t speed Gia and Vicky on their way.
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	Jack sat in a small lounge reserved for families of patients in the trauma unit. Earlier he’d found himself faced with an agonizing decision. He hoped he’d made the right choice.


	The trouble with New York Hospital was its size. It took up a couple of city blocks. He’d checked a layout map by the information desk and seen two main entry points: the ER and the main lobby. He couldn’t cover both. Had to choose.


	Then he’d learned of this special family waiting area off the hallway by the trauma unit.


	So here he sat, holding up a paper and pretending to read it; a good way to hide his face. He’d switched to a red-and-blue reversible jacket. He had the red side out now. The Kel-Tec nestled in the right pocket; though tiny and easily palmed, the little pistol held eleven 9mm rounds. The final touch was a knit watch cap with two eye holes hidden in the rolled-up segment. If needed, he could pull it down to cover his face. He hoped that wouldn’t be necessary. The last thing he wanted was to start a shoot-out in the hospital. But if it came down to that, he’d go for it.


	He felt sweat trickling from his face and armpits. Hot in here. But he didn’t dare remove anything. Had to be ready to move on an instant’s notice.


	Out in the hallway, the elevator and stairway door lay to the left. He or they would enter from there. The restroom doors sat directly across from the lounge entrance, the trauma unit doors to the right. Whoever the MV sent would have to pass between him and the restrooms.


	He hadn’t yet decided his moves when the time came, though the rest-rooms presented possibilities…


	The big question: Who would they send? And when?


	Jack guessed Miller, and probably late. After one, at least: Patients asleep, visitors gone, doctors home, and only a reduced late-shift nursing staff to deal with.


	He glanced at the clock. Hours to go till then. He yawned. He’d had maybe three hours of sleep during the last forty-eight. He needed some coffee but didn’t dare leave this spot.


	He looked around at his fellow lingerers. Maybe he could pay one of them to get him a cup.


	WEDNESDAY
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	The elevator chime jerked Jack from his semidoze. He looked up and saw two nurses coming back from their break.


	He stretched in his seat. One a.m. and he had the trauma unit’s family lounge pretty much to himself. Just a disheveled woman who seemed to live here—he’d overheard that her husband was in the unit—and a hollow-eyed couple on vigil for their son.


	His bladder was sending pleading messages. He’d been putting it off because it meant leaving his post. But sooner or later…


	He guessed he could risk a quick trip. He rose, pushed through the men’s room door, and was approaching a urinal when he heard the elevator ding again.


	He stepped back to the door and pulled it open a few inches. He palmed the Kel-Tec and waited.


	The shock of seeing Zeklos, dark glasses and all, step into view delayed his reaction time. He shook it off and reached through the doorway, grabbing the little man by the coat collar as he passed and jerking him into the rest-room. Zeklos struggled but Jack had size and strength on him. He rammed his gut against a sink, knocking off his shades. Zeklos’s face blanched when he saw Jack in the mirror.


	“You!” he said and reached for the pistol in his shoulder holster.


	Jack put him in an arm lock and bent him over the sink while he removed a now familiar suppressor-equipped H-K Tactical. He stuck his Kel-Tec in a pocket, then pressed the nose of the H-K against Zeklos’s spine at midlevel.


	Jack kept his voice low. “I thought you couldn’t kill a woman.” 


	Zeklos glared at him in the mirror and said nothing.


	“You’re here to finish off a helpless woman and child, right? Proud of yourself?” 


	Again no reply.


	“If you don’t open up, you’re no good to me, so there’ll be nothing to keep me from pulling this trigger.” 


	Finally a response. “I am not afraid to die.” 


	“Who said die? Know what a nine-millimeter hollow-point can do to a vertebra? It smashes it and severs the spinal cord in the process. You’ll live, pal, but you’ll never walk again.” 


	Of course he might die if one of the fragments severed a good-size blood vessel, but so what?


	“So give. Why’d they send you? I thought Miller kicked you out.” 


	Zeklos’s hard expression wavered. “He… he does not think I come back alive. But… why are you here? The woman you ask about?” 


	“Never mind that.” 


	He glanced at the door. Any second now someone could walk through, see Jack’s pistol, and shout for security.


	He bent Zeklos over the sink and patted him down. Found a Kahr K9 in an ankle holster. He traded the H-K—which went into his waistband—for the smaller Kahr, then yanked him up straight.


	“We’re going for a little walk.” 


	“Where?” 


	“Outside, where we can talk.” He turned him toward the door and prodded him with the Kahr. “No funny stuff. Behave and you’ll come out of this in one piece with both legs working. Act up and I’ll shoot you down like a mad dog.” 
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	Jack didn’t want to be seen too much with Zeklos. No such thing as a dark and private place around the hospital—not with all those HSP lamps lighting up the night like day—so he walked him up to John Jay Park.


	Marched him along 78th, over the FDR, and down the steps toward the waterfront promenade where Rasalom had caught up with him earlier. The stairway ended in an alcove under the ramp. Smelled like urine. Chain-link fencing penned them in on two sides.


	Uptown-bound traffic roared past just ten feet away but Jack positioned them out of sight. He kept the Kahr buried against Zeklos’s spine as he leaned him against the alcove’s rear wall.


	Zeklos said, “If you are going to kill me, please do it swiftly.” 


	“What makes you think I’d do that? I’ve got no beef with you unless you were driving the truck.” 


	“Truck?” 


	“The one that ran down the woman and the child. Was it you?” 


	“No.” 


	“Who was driving then?” 


	When Zeklos shook his head, Jack jammed the pistol harder against his spine.


	“Who? It was Miller, right?” 


	A long hesitation, then Zeklos nodded.


	Jack closed his eyes. How do you reach a point where you can do something like that?


	He felt the darkness bloom from its cellar room, looking to take over. He beat it back. Later maybe. But not now.


	“Do you know who that woman was?” 


	“All I know is that O say Ally want her dead.” 


	“I was going to marry her. And the little girl with her…” Jack felt his throat clench. “She was going to be my daughter. And the baby she was carrying was mine.” 


	Jack felt Zeklos stiffen, then sag. He started to turn and Jack stopped him, then stepped back and let him. In the faint light he saw his expression migrate from disbelief to acceptance to sadness.


	“This is truth?” 


	“I wish to hell it weren’t.” 


	Zeklos dropped to a squat.


	“I am so sorry. This is terrible.” He looked up at Jack. “I do not understand.” 


	“I do. And I’ve got scores to settle.” 


	“You will not kill me then?” 


	“Only if you get in my way. My beef is with the O and the guy who was behind the wheel.” 


	“Is that why you killed him?” 


	“Who?” 


	“The O.” 


	Jack felt as if he’d been punched. The Oculus… dead?


	“Christ! When did that happen?” 


	“This afternoon—shortly after you left me—and left that bullet.” 


	The Starfire. He’d forgotten all about it. Damn. But he’d had only one thing on his mind at the moment.


	“Why would you think I did it?” 


	“Miller does.” 


	Yeah. Miller. Figured.


	“I was racing to Second and Fifty-eighth. Care to guess why?” 


	Zeklos hung his head. “I am so sorry.” 


	“What are you guys going to do without an Oculus?” 


	He looked up. “Oh, but we have one. We have the daughter, Diana.” 


	“She becomes the Oculus—just like that? What about her eyes? Hers were blue and her father’s—” 


	“Hers are black now.” 


	Jack tried to imagine how she’d look. The picture he conjured creeped him out.


	Zeklos said, “What are you going to do?” 


	“About your pals?” 


	He nodded.


	“Well, I was going to wait in that little room in the hospital until I knew whether my ladies were going to live or die. But I can’t do that now, can I. Your rotten yeniçeri friends have made that impossible, because they’ll keep trying. Am I right?” 


	Zeklos looked down again. “I do not know.” 


	“You do know. Miller won’t let this go.” 


	Zeklos didn’t reply.


	“Your people leave me no choice. I’ve got to make sure no one else tries to finish your job.” 


	“You will kill Miller?” 


	“And anyone who gets between me and him.” 


	Zeklos rose. Jack raised the pistol and backed away a step. Never let anyone get too close.


	“You must not! We fight Otherness!” 


	“You know, at this point, I don’t give a rat’s ass. And what do you mean, ‘we’? They demoted you to the farm team.” 


	“It does not matter! I am still yeniçeri!


	With the last word he leaped. Jack had been half expecting him to do something stupid, but the little man’s speed surprised him. He got under Jack’s arm, grabbed his wrist, and threw his right side against him while trying to twist the Kahr free. Jack chopped at him with the edge of his left hand but Zeklos was well padded in his winter coat and kept his head down, giving Jack no angle. He’d locked Jack’s pistol hand in a death grip.


	“Don’t be an idiot!” Jack said.


	“You attack one yeniçeri, you attack us all!” 


	“You’re going to lose this one. Back off.” 


	“No!” 


	Slowly, inexorably, Jack rotated Zeklos’s body to the right and angled the little pistol leftward until it pressed against the little man’s chest.


	“I’m not looking to kill you.” True. Zeklos wasn’t one of the bad guys. “So don’t force my hand.” 


	With that Zeklos bent and sank his teeth into Jack’s wrist.


	Jack pulled the trigger. Zeklos’s coat muffled the report. He sagged to his knees and toppled over onto his side. His eyes were open. Jack could see his breath puffing into the air.


	Jack stood over him. “What’d you have to go and do that for?” 


	The puffing stopped. The little man’s dark eyes remained open.


	“Shit.” 


	So goddamn unnecessary. Just like everything else that had gone down today.


	He pocketed the Kahr and looked around. No one in sight. He needed a place to hide the body—didn’t want the yeniçeri to know just yet.


	When they heard no news of a hospital shooting, and Zeklos didn’t show up or report in, they’d suspect he’d lost his nerve and bailed. At least that was what Miller would think, and he’d sell it to the others. Zeklos turning up dead would put them on guard.


	The park with its locked gate and pool and spiked fencing would be the perfect spot—not exactly a busy place in January—but that meant carrying the body over the FDR. Too risky. Yeah, he might make it unseen, but the odds were against it.


	Then he realized he was standing just a few feet from an almost-perfect spot. He slipped his hands under Zeklos’s arms and dragged him into the darkest, most sheltered corner of the alcove. He’d keep there at least until morning, maybe longer. He emptied his pockets of everything, especially anything that might identify him.


	Jack noticed his crushing weariness had faded. Adrenaline, probably. Or maybe it was having a purpose again. He’d been drowning in helplessness, unable to do anything for Gia and Vicky. Now he could. Now he had to. It might be an empty exercise. Maybe the outcome would be the same whether someone pumped cyanide-tipped slugs into them or not. But he couldn’t let that happen.


	Jack took the walkway back to 78th Street and headed for York Avenue to catch a cab home. He had four pistols on him now. He wanted to dump two before going back to the hospital. He’d bring back a pad and pencil, sit in the family lounge as before, and start making plans.
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	Jack stood between the beds, arms stretched to either side so he could hold their hands. A one-way hold—theirs lay limp in his. He was standing there, staring at the oscillating dials on Gia’s respirator, listening to its rhythmic wheeze, when Vicky’s hand moved. He turned and gasped.


	“Nurse!” 


	Her back was arching and dropping, her arms thrashing about, her legs kicking in violent spasms.


	A heavyset, late-shift nurse bustled over—Jack didn’t know her name and didn’t give a damn at the moment—took one look and called to the desk.


	“Three’s seizuring! I need five of diazepam stat!” 


	Jack stood frozen, horrified, helpless as he watched Vicky convulse. Finally he shook off the paralysis and went to grab her arms so she wouldn’t hurt herself.


	The nurse put out an arm to block his way.


	“Please, sir. You’ll have to wait outside.” 


	“But I can—” 


	“You’ll only be in the way. For the sake of your child, please get out of the way and let us do our job.” 


	For the sake of your child…


	
Jack couldn’t argue with that. Feeling useless, he backed toward the doors, watching until they closed in front of him.
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	“What are we going to do with the bodies?” Miller said.


	Cal looked up from his checklist. He needed to be sure that anything that could give a clue as to who they were and where they’d gone was removed.


	They stood by the security console on the first floor. The air still reeked of blood. All around them the yeniçeri combed every crack and crevice for anything that might connect them to this place.


	The bodies… he’d been wrestling with what to do about them.


	Portman squatted at the rear of the space, moving from corpse to corpse. He’d been assigned the distasteful task of emptying the pockets of the dead. Not of just what might be used for identification—everything, no matter how seemingly inconsequential.


	“Got to leave them. I don’t see that we have a choice.” 


	Miller shook his head. “Never leave anyone behind. It’s the code. You know that.” 


	“Never leave anyone living behind.” 


	“You interpret your way, I’ll interpret mine. But either way, the O and those guys deserve a decent burial.” 


	Cal felt a spike of anger. The stress of being in charge of this move, making sure every i was dotted, every t crossed, was eating him alive. But Priority number one was moving Diana—the Oculus—to safety ASAP.


	“You think I don’t know that? Don’t you think it’s tearing me up as much as anybody to have to walk out on them? But what choice do we have? We can’t risk driving up the Connecticut Turnpike with seven mutilated corpses in our cars.” 


	Miller looked down. “Still… it’s not right.” 


	Cal slammed his hand on the counter. “Then you come up with a plan! You figure out how we can get them upstate, dig seven graves in frozen ground, and still protect Diana. Go ahead. Tell me. I’m all ears.” 


	Miller sighed and said nothing.


	“Here’s what I think we can do,” Cal said. “What we have to do. They stay here, but only temporarily. We turn off the heat—and turn off the water too, in case the pipes freeze—and leave them. The cold will preserve them. Pretty much like being in a cooler at the morgue. When we get settled at the new place, some of us come back and bury them.” 


	For centuries the MV had owned a hundred acres of wooded land upstate in the Putnam County wilderness. The final resting place of all the New York yeniçeri.


	“But right now, soon as we’re packed up, we’re out of here. I want to catch the first ferry out tomorrow morning. That means we’ve got to be in Hyannis before nine.” 


	“All right, then,” Miller said. “But I’m coming back—for them and for him. Some day, some way, he pays.” 
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	Jack sat in his car and rubbed his burning eyes. The wan dawn light drove knives into his brain. Good thing it was overcast. No telling what direct sunlight would do.


	He hadn’t been able to sleep since Vicky’s seizure episode. It had taken a while for the nurses to calm the convulsions. But she needed so much medication to keep them under control that they had to put her on a respirator as well.


	Gia and Vicky were safe until the yeniçeri learned Zeklos had failed. So about an hour ago he’d roused himself and headed for Red Hook where he’d parked again along the park, facing the warehouse. His plan was to wait and watch and see who came and went. He wanted to see Miller leave. Wanted to follow him. Wanted to settle a debt.


	A drive-by wouldn’t do it—for a number of reasons. On the practical end, too many chances for someone to see it go down and report his license plate. On the personal end, it wouldn’t satisfy Jack. He needed a face-to-face confrontation. Needed to look in Miller’s eyes before he put a bullet between them.


	But… something not quite right here.


	He rubbed a hand over his chest. The rakosh scars felt cool, numb. None of the itching and burning sparked by proximity to the building in past trips. He’d driven by this morning and felt nothing.


	He opened his shirt and checked. The three ridges of scar tissue were their usual pale white instead of the angry red of the last time he’d been here.


	Was that because the Oculus was dead? But Zeklos had said they had a new Oculus in the daughter. Had they evacuated the place?


	He’d have to sit and wait.


	Jack hated to wait.
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	Almost eleven o’clock and Jack hadn’t seen one damn person enter or leave.


	Between calls to the trauma unit—no change in either of his ladies—he received an incoming call at quarter to eight: Abe. He’d seen the papers and was almost speechless with grief. Anything he could do, any way he could help, just ask. But Jack had known that. He’d said he’d get back to him.


	To kill time he scanned the FM and AM bands. Heard a lot of crummy music and learned the weather forecast by heart: Big storm in the south, coming up the coast, scheduled to slam the city with a blizzard late Thursday or early Friday.


	Yeah, well, so what? Couldn’t come close to the winter in his heart.


	During the wait he’d realized that Gia’s folks out in Iowa didn’t know about any of this. And Jack didn’t know how to get in touch with them. He’d have to go back to her place and see if she’d written down their number somewhere. Most likely not. She talked to her mom a couple times a week, so she didn’t need it on paper.


	Part of him hoped he’d never find it. Calling her folks… telling them what had happened to their daughter and grandchild… and how grim the prognosis…


	The prospect made him ill.


	Call me a coward, he thought, but I’d rather go mano a mano with Miller than have to relay that kind of news.


	And worse, his husband-and-father cover would be blown at the hospital.


	He refocused on the warehouse. Still no sign of life. The yeniçeri had either taken off, were entering and exiting by a different route, or knew he was out here and were waiting for him to make a move.


	The second possibility seemed remote—from what he’d seen they’d focused all their security on the front door. The third seemed equally remote—unless they’d all spent the night there.


	All of which left him with no recourse but to make a close reconnoiter on foot.


	He grabbed Zeklos’s keychain from the passenger seat. He’d found it in the dead man’s pockets and had brought it along for the ride not knowing whether or not it would come in handy. If the rats had jumped ship, it would.


	He removed the Glock from its SOB holster, chambered a round, and slipped it into his jacket pocket. With the grip in his hand and his finger on the trigger, he stepped out onto the sidewalk. He blinked as his eyes teared in the icy wind. Bundled into anonymity, he kept to the opposite side of the street as he walked past the three-story building. He looked for the same itching, burning sensation across his chest as before. No show.


	At the end of the block he crossed the street and walked back until he came to the door. Even now, standing directly in front of it, his scars remained impassive.


	This was risky—maybe stupidly so—but his gut told him the place was empty, and he’d learned to trust his gut. So he kept the Glock in his pocket aimed toward the door as he rang the bell once, twice, three times. No answer.


	He pounded on the steel door. Same response.


	Okay. Time for the keys. About a dozen of them on the ring. He began trying one after the other in the top lock. Number four fit and turned. Inside, an alarm bell began to clang. Only inside. Nothing outside. That meant the alarm was to warn the inhabitants, not bring help. Which meant it wouldn’t be hooked up to a monitoring service. He couldn’t see the MV getting involved with outside security.


	After that it was quick and simple since all three were neighbors.


	Now…


	He stood to the side, turned the knob and pushed the door open. He peeked in. Nothing moving.


	He stepped inside. As he did a quick four-wall scan he saw the smashed computers on the floor. Either someone had tossed the place or the yeniçeri were burning bridges.


	The space smelled strange and felt empty. And cold. The heating had failed, or maybe been turned off.


	Didn’t look like they were planning on coming back. He closed the door and, keeping his eyes on the ransacked room, keyed the three dead bolts shut.


	No sense in letting someone surprise him from behind.


	The ringing of the damn bell was getting to him. He stepped to the monitoring console to look for a button or a toggle labeled BELL OFF or KILL THE GOD-


	DAMN BELL but stopped when he spotted the smears of dried blood. He spotted more on the floor near his feet.


	What the hell had happened here?


	Before finding out, he had to stop that bell. He found nothing that mentioned “Bell” but did find a RESET button. He jabbed it.


	Silence… the blessed silence of a…


	He turned and spotted the sheet-draped figures lined up against the far wall.


	… tomb.


	Zeklos hadn’t mentioned any other deaths beside the Oculus. Looked like the yeniçeri had wound up on the wrong side of a massacre.


	Jack’s first impulse was to check out the bodies, but he made himself search the lounge area and upper floors first. The building might feel empty, but it never hurt to be sure.


	The O’s office stank of dried blood. It splattered all four walls, but was especially heavy behind the desk. It pooled so thick on the desktop that it wasn’t completely dry yet.


	He checked the personal quarters and found two closets. One full of men’s clothes—the Oculus’s, no doubt. The other was mostly empty except for a couple of feminine shorts and a halter top.


	The third floor sported its share of blood too, but no corpses.


	He relaxed a little. He was the only living person in the building. No one around to catch him by surprise.


	He hurried down to the first floor and approached the sheet-wrapped figures. He squatted and uncovered the first one. Despite the blood-spattered face, Jack recognized him. Didn’t know his name but had seen him around.


	Where had the blood come from?


	He pulled the sheet farther down and swallowed when he saw the hole in the man’s chest. Yeah, he had a heart, but it had been ripped from all its vessels.


	Who the hell had done that? And how?


	He had a pretty good idea.


	He pulled the sheet down to knee level. He’d intended to search the clothing for some hint as to where the surviving yeniçeri had fled, but when he saw the out-turned pockets, he realized someone had preempted him.


	He worked down the row and found each corpse in the same condition. By the time he reached the last he’d grown used to the human carnage, but the eighth was something else again: the Oculus—with an empty inch between his head and the base of his neck. He’d been savagely decapitated, not by a blade… his head had been ripped off.


	Jack walked a meandering path through the carnage, stepping around the smashed computers as he looked for something, anything that might offer a hint as to where they’d gone. He picked up a battered hard drive that had been all but flattened across its middle. He didn’t know much about computers, but he couldn’t see this giving up anything.


	But he collected all the drives he could find anyway. He’d give them to Russ Tuit and see what he could do. Russ was something of a cybergenius but Jack doubted even he could squeeze anything out of these.


	He turned in a slow circle and wondered where in hell they’d gone. He combed his memory for some dropped remark that might offer a clue, but came up with nothing but Idaho, and that seemed unlikely. They’d want to keep their Oculus in the Northeast.


	Their Oculus… Diana. He had an idea… the thinnest shred of a hope… but if it was to come to anything he’d have to find her.


	How? A secret organization, used to clandestine operation, on the run. They wouldn’t leave a trail. Maybe the FBI could track them, maybe not. Jack knew he couldn’t.


	What to do? Gia and Vicky would be safe until the yeniçeri realized Zeklos had failed. Then they’d try again. Jack knew he might not be so lucky next time.


	He saw only one option: Divert them from Gia and Vicky by giving them another target they’d want to hit even more.


	Him.


	And Jack knew just how to do it.
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	Portman rose and asked if anyone wanted more coffee.


	Cal, simultaneously tired and wired from all the caffeine he’d already poured down his gullet, shook his head. He watched Portman’s lurching retreat across the tilting deck.


	They’d made it to Hyannis in time for the first ferry and had commandeered a corner of the main cabin. No one protested. Not enough passengers aboard to care.


	Not enough yeniçeri to matter.


	Their ranks had been thinned to an even dozen. They’d needed only four vehicles—the Suburban, the Humvee, and two SUVs—to transport them and the new Oculus. The cars sat below in the ship’s huge drive-in/drive-out bay.


	Uneasiness wound through his gut. They’d abandoned Home too quickly to allow for a meticulous sweep. He was sure they’d left things behind. He just hoped whatever it was didn’t point to the safe house.


	Diana sat next to him, her black eyes hidden behind dark glasses and her arm hooked through his as she stared out the window at the rolling, wind-whipped swells. She seemed calm on the outside, but that was probably shock. She had to feel lost without her father and terrified of the responsibility his death had thrust upon her.


	She turned her pale face to him. “I don’t feel good.” 


	“You’re a little seasick. Don’t worry. We’ll be in the harbor soon.” 


	From there it would be a trip to a narrow strip of land on the eastern edge of the island. The house there had water on both sides and nothing behind it except a lighthouse. A pair of sandy ruts offered the only access. Whoever approached them would have to come in slow or break an axle.


	“For now, the best thing is to keep your eyes on the horizon—what you can see of it.” 


	She turned back to the window.


	He patted the back of her hand. “You’ll be safe soon. And you’ll stay safe. I promise.” 


	He prayed it was a promise he’d be able to keep.
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	Jack sat at the MV monitoring console in the warehouse and went over his list. He’d given all three floors a close inspection in a hunt for ways to deal with the yeniçeri who’d be sent after him. He’d found a number of possibilities, but wanted a couple more as backup.


	He rose and wandered back to the bunk/lounge area at the right rear. He’d already given it the twice over but it might yield something. The old TV offered possibilities. And the lockers, though they’d been swept clean, might trigger inspiration. He started there.


	A couple of dozen or so stood against the wall, all their doors agape. He closed one and stepped back. Its incongruity might trigger curiosity, which wouldn’t be a bad thing—for Jack, at least.


	He dropped to his hands and knees and checked out the two-inch gap between the locker bottom and the floor for a place to hide a surprise. Nothing but dust bunnies and—


	Something metallic gleamed a dull yellow behind one of the bunnies. He snaked his hand under and grasped it between his fingertips. He identified it on contact: ammo.


	He pulled it out and dropped it into his palm. A hollow point with a long, slim cartridge. The hollow was filled and sealed. And the caliber… it looked like a.223 Remington, but a closer look told him it was a 5.56mm NATO round.


	Jack leaned against the lockers as his heart went into overdrive.


	The killers in the LaGuardia Massacre had used cyanide-tipped 5.56 NATOs.


	His mind raced to a barely justified conclusion: The killers hadn’t been Arab terrorists. Joey Castles’s last words had hinted that LaGuardia was bigger than the Arabs he and Jack had shot up, that something else was going on.


	Not Arabs… yeniçeri. Had the Ally showed them what to do, and they’d done it? Killed more than fifty people in order to kill one: his father?


	Dad had been a branch… and a spear has no branches.


	The Lady’s words came back to him.


	That’s the way the Ally views us: as natural resources, as raw materials. There’s no evil there, just pragmatism.


	No evil unless you were on the receiving end.


	He drew up his knees and rested his forehead against them.


	Okay, we’re natural resources to the Ally. It can’t show compassion because it has none. It can’t be held to human moral standards because it makes its own rules and answers only to itself.


	But none of that exonerated the yeniçeri from following through with the “Alarms” it sent—not when it involved the slaughter of innocent lives, especially lives close to him.


	“I was just following orders”… or… “I was doing it for the greater good of humanity”… that bullshit carried no weight here.


	Sick and disgusted, Jack pushed himself to his feet and pocketed the round. He had work to do.


	Time to adjust the calendar.


	Judgment Day would be arriving early for the yeniçeri.
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	Midafternoon, after leaving the warehouse, Jack stopped by Russ Tuit’s place and showed him the hard drives. Russ told him they were ruined way beyond repair. Maybe some NSA code-head geek could coax something out of them, but he doubted even that. The drives were useless.


	Disappointed, he’d returned to the unit to check in on Gia and Vicky—no change. Normally that might be good news, but not in this case.


	Then Jack set about tracking down someone who knew about the baby. He found that someone in the Records department. Wilma Dryden appeared about fifty and wore a blue skirt and blazer. She looked efficient and officious.


	“Oh, Mister Westphalen,” she said, looking up from her desk. “I’m so glad you stopped by. You’re a hard man to find.” 


	“I’ve been pulled in a lot of directions. Where’s my baby?” 


	“I’m so sorry for your loss. She’s in our morgue.” 


	Jack closed his eyes as his throat constricted.


	She… that meant the baby’s name was Emma.


	Emma… his… their Emma was in the morgue.


	Jack knew lots about morgues—more than he wanted to. The thought of Emma in a bag in a cooler somewhere in the cellar sickened him.


	“I suppose you’ve come to make arrangements for burial,” Ms. Dryden said.


	Burial? It had never crossed his mind.


	“No… not really.” 


	“Well, by law any miscarriage past the twentieth week must be buried or cremated.” 


	Cremated… Emma? He wanted to scream.


	“I can’t think about that now. My… my wife’s in a coma. I’d like to see our baby.” 


	Wilma Dryden frowned. “Do you think that’s a good idea? I mean, before the mortician has had a chance—” 


	“I don’t know when that will be and I don’t want to wait that long. I need to see her.” 


	“Well, I don’t—” 


	Jack spoke through his teeth. “I want to see her. Now.” 


	“Really, Mister Westphalen, there’s no need for—” 


	He slammed his hand on her desk.


	“Now!” 


	She flinched and rolled her chair back.


	He lowered his voice. “Please.” 
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	The morgue attendant was a kind-looking old gent. He checked the pass that Ms. Dry den had arranged for Jack, then led the way toward a row of drawers. Jack felt his feet dragging of their own accord. He didn’t want to do this, but he had to. He owed it to Emma… to Gia… to himself.


	“Terrible thing for a baby to die before it gets a chance to take even a single breath,” he said. “My condolences, mister.” 


	Jack said nothing.


	They stopped before a drawer. The gent slid it out to reveal a black, zippered body bag. A little lump pushed up the center of the plastic.


	Emma.


	Jack stared but could not move.


	The gent said, “Do… do you want me to open it?” 


	Jack could only nod.


	The zipper was pulled down, the edges were parted, and there she was, lying on her side.


	Emma was a tiny thing, maybe the size of a kitten, and pale, almost blue white. About a foot of the umbilical cord was still attached. Her eyes were closed but her mouth was open; her knees were drawn up and her tiny fists were clenched under her chin… as if she’d died in pain.


	Jack leaned over and touched her. He ran a fingertip across the eyelids, down past her lips and along one of her arms. Her skin felt nothing like a baby’s—cold, thick, almost hard. He wanted to say something, something as simple as Hi, Emma, but he was incapable of speech.


	He saw a drop of water on her shoulder. He touched it. It felt warm. Then another appeared. And another.


	He realized they were tears.
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	Jack sat in the family lounge. His body craved sleep, his brain screamed for a time-out, but it wasn’t in the cards. Every time he closed his eyes he saw Emma lying cold and white in that body bag.


	He shook himself and checked his watch. A little after eleven. Time to go see another corpse.


	He exited the hospital and headed uptown. John Jay Park and its environs were fast becoming a familiar haunt. More familiar than he wished. He hoped this would be his last visit.


	He trotted across the overpass and down to the promenade. A swift reconnoiter showed a couple of hardy old souls strolling the riverside, gloved hand in gloved hand. He waited until they passed, then he ducked into the alcove under the steps.


	Zeklos’s body was where he’d left it, but stiff as a four-by-four. As he’d hoped, none of the sparse passersby had ventured into the alcove today.


	Now came the touchy part—the really touchy part. He wriggled into a pair of latex gloves, then pulled out the Yarborough knife he’d brought along. He used it to slice away Zeklos’s shirts. The black blade slipped easily through the fabric, exposing the pale, sparsely haired chest. Jack took a deep breath, hesitated a second, then crunched the blade through the right upper ribs. Using both hands he sawed down, angling toward the midline. No blood spurted—it had long since congealed and frozen. He repeated the process on the left, then grabbed the lower tip of the breastbone with both hands and yanked it up with a sickening crack. The exposed heart seemed to contract within its fat pad as the icy wind found it.


	Without allowing himself any time to think or reconsider, he cut the heart free and set it aside. When he’d wiped the knife clean on Zeklos’s shirt, he pulled out the note he’d written earlier and pinned it to the dead man’s coat.


	Then, after checking again to make sure no one was in sight, he hauled Zeklos out and laid him next to the telephone. No one walking by could miss him, but the lights of one of the passing cars on the FDR might pick him out first.


	Jack then grabbed the heart and tossed it into the East River. He couldn’t see it land in the dark, but heard the splash.


	He removed his gloves and stored them in a Ziploc, then dashed up the steps and crossed back to 78th Street. He stopped at the corner of York Avenue and leaned against a wall. He’d dreaded that grisly task, but at least it was done. Poor Zeklos deserved better than that, but Jack had to work with the materials at hand. Zeklos was one of those materials.


	As he started down York he took out his phone and dialed 911. After three rings a woman answered.


	“Emergency services.” 


	“Look, I was just on the riverside walk near Seventy-eighth Street and I think I saw something that looked like a body by the overpass.” 


	“Could I have your name, sir?” 


	Jack hung up.


	The rest was up to the papers. He knew the note and the condition of the body would earn front-page coverage.
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	When he got back to the hospital, the trauma unit’s head nurse told him he’d have to wait before he could see his family. Dr. Stokely was with Vicky who was having more seizures despite all the medication.


	Helpless, he sat. And waited. And thought. Had to be some way to fix this. Not from here in the hospital, but from another direction.


	He simply had to find it and make it work.


	THURSDAY
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	Cal accompanied Grell and Novak to the supermarket. The little island had only two. Since Grell was the best cook among the survivors, he landed the task of filling the larders. And since that was no little task, they’d taken the Hummer and one of the SUVs and brought Novak to help carry.


	They didn’t need Cal, but he wanted to get the lay of the land. He’d known of the safe house for years—and had hoped never to have to use it—but this was the first time he’d stayed here.


	The place had a stark kind of beauty. Rolling hills and moors near its center, dunes protecting the shore, thick underbrush, scrub pine, and oak; two-lane blacktops alternated with winding sandy paths, and not a single traffic light to be found. It measured fifteen miles east-west and half that north-south, but seemed bigger. Only locals here this time of year. Summer, he’d been told, was a wholly different story.


	They pulled into the Stop & Shop, the closest supermarket. A Grand Union was cross island in the town that cozied around the harbor. Someday this week he’d get downtown and do some wandering. They’d passed through it on their way from the harbor and it looked quaint and friendly.


	The Stop & Shop seemed fairly crowded. The low, leaden, late-morning sky and the promise of a big snow on the way probably had something to do with that.


	He grinned and nudged Grell, a tall, gangly redhead with a long reach. “Storm coming. Better stock up before the hoarders grab it all.” 


	He nodded. “Good idea.” 


	Cal sighed. Sailed right over his red head.


	“I need a Pringles fix,” Novak said.


	Cal eyed the stocky man’s expanding waistline but said nothing.


	“You guys do your thing. I’ll wander.” 


	He’d have preferred to do his wandering outside, explore the island a little, but the icy, straight-razor wind robbed the outdoors of any appeal. Maybe some other day.


	He grabbed a little shopping basket and picked out a few things for personal use. He liked food that crunched, so he picked out bags of carrots and celery. He liked to dip his crunchies in guacamole, but the store had only Marie’s guacamole dip. Well, that would do in a pinch.


	He saw newspaper racks ahead and made a beeline for them. Today’s papers should have reached the island by now. News-wise, the satellite TV at the house offered only the national channels and Boston locals. He wanted to keep an eye on the goings-on in New York, especially for news about eight mutilated bodies being found. Did not want to hear that.


	The headline of the Post stopped him dead in his tracks. Even at ten feet the stunner headline screamed at him.


	YENIÇERI? WHO DAT?


	And then the Daily News:


	“HEIR” TO WHAT?


	What the hell?


	He hurried to the rack and grabbed a copy of each, found a ledge by the front window, and sat down to read. His fingers trembled as he turned the pages.


	The stories were pretty much the same. Someone had reported a body alongside the FDR Drive. The man had been shot once—in the heart, they suspected—but his heart was missing. He carried no identification but was short, slight of build, with dark hair and brown eyes. Anyone with information should call the given number. Then the reporter got to the puzzling note found pinned to the body.


	“I ♥ yeniçeri ♥ s. The collection is 8 and growing. The Heir” 


	The News asked, “Is the Heir a new serial killer?” 


	Cal sagged back against the window. The Heir… Jack… yeah, he might be just that.


	Zeklos… the dead man had to be him. Poor Zek, his heart ripped out like the rest…


	Cal shook his head. He’d liked Jack, hadn’t had an inkling he would or could do something like this. Especially to someone as innocuous as Zek.


	And then to be so blatant about it, to announce it to the world. And announce to the yeniçeri that he was the one who’d killed their brothers.


	Rage surged but quickly died. Something about this didn’t sit right. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something seemed askew.


	“Davis!” 


	He looked up and saw Novak giving him the high sign from one of the cashier lanes.


	He’d have to tell them. He fought an impulse to buy all the New York papers and throw them away. They had to know. They had a right to know. Even though Zeklos was on the outs, they’d be enraged.


	And Miller… Miller would go ballistic.
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	“It’s terrible, Jack. Terrible. So awful I can’t believe. Like a knife in the heart it hurts. And you… how you must feel… unimaginable.” 


	Jack could only nod.


	Exhausted, he leaned on the scarred counter at the rear of the store, with Abe seated across from him. In a way he didn’t understand, he took comfort in the familiar clutter, in the sound of Abe’s voice, his proximity, his uncharacteristic mother-henning. This was a side of his old friend he’d never seen.


	“Also you look terrible. You should be resting. And eating. Are you eating?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Not hungry.” 


	“You must eat already. You’ll collapse if you don’t. I have cake. I’ll make us some coffee and—” 


	“Food is the furthest thing from my mind, Abe.” 


	“Some chicken soup then? I can go around the corner—” 


	“Please, Abe.” 


	Silence hung between them.


	Finally Abe said, “And the latest report?” 


	“Deepening coma for Gia, Vicky’s still seizing off and on. And it wasn’t an accident.” 


	Abe’s pale, never-seen-the-sun skin blanched further.


	“They were targeted? No, you’ve got to be wrong. Why on Earth should anyone want to hurt those two sweet people?” 


	Jack explained what he’d learned from Rasalom and the Lady.


	Abe’s expression went slack during the telling. He rubbed a pudgy-fingered hand over his face and continued on to the balding pate above it.


	“All this time you’ve been blaming the other side, this Otherness thing.” 


	“Exactly what the Ally wanted me to do. It wasn’t just stripping my branches, it was heating me to the point where I’d do anything to get back at the Otherness.” 


	“When all the while…” 


	“Yeah. My side was doing the shafting. But wait. It gets worse.” 


	He pulled the NATO round from his pocket and set it upright on the counter.


	Abe stared at it for a few seconds, then picked it up for a closer inspection. An instant later he stiffened, his head snapped up, and he stared at Jack with wide eyes.


	“LaGuardia? These yeniçeri schmucks did LaGuardia?” 


	Jack nodded. “That’s where all the signs are pointing.” 


	“But it’s meshuggeh!


	“No. It’s pragmatic.” 


	God, he’d come to hate that word.


	“The Ally has worked all this circumspectly, so much so that I still don’t know how it managed Kate’s and Tom’s deaths. The Ladies know. I wish I could sit down with one of them for a couple of hours and find out.” 


	“How would that help?” 


	“I guess you’re right. The how doesn’t really matter. It’s the what that counts. And what the Ally has done is backfiring. Now I want to get back at it. Now I hate it more than the Otherness. I’m crazy mad enough to sign up with the Otherness.” 


	“No.” 


	“I need to get back at it, Abe. But how?” 


	Abe shrugged. “I should know how to take revenge on an amorphous cosmic entity? Like fighting air already. Besides, the rest of us need the Ally to keep out the Otherness.” 


	Jack knew he was right.


	“It’s really got me, hasn’t it.” 


	“Yes. You can’t join the other side, you can’t even declare yourself a non-combatant, because you’re not the type to sit idly by and watch everyone and everything you know destroyed.” 


	Trapped. He wanted to scream, throw things, break things. But he held back. For Abe’s sake. Not fair to decimate his stock.


	“We may not like this farkuckt Ally, but we need it. And it needs you.” 


	It needs you… that struck a chord in Jack. He’d been thinking along similar lines…


	He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Abe.


	“How much of these can you get me?” 


	Abe scanned the list, nodding. “Some I have here, some I can get without too much trouble.” He looked up at Jack. “You planning on starting a war already?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“You think you can beat this Ally?” 


	“No. But I need to get its attention.” 


	“For what?” 


	“To make a deal.” 
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	Miller surprised Cal. He’d expected a wild outburst, but instead he handed the paper to Geraci and stared into space. He remained that way as the papers circulated among the others.


	Cal heard cries of rage and alarm from the other yeniçeri, but nothing from Miller.


	Cal found that unsettling. He’d have preferred a foot-stomping, arm-swinging rage. This was kind of scary.


	The uproar from the yeniçeri escalated, and still Miller remained silent.


	Cal walked to one of the big windows and stared out at the harbor. The safe house’s design was what the locals called “upside down.” Unlike most two-story houses which have the living room, dining room, and kitchen on the first floor and the bedrooms on the second, upside-down houses reversed that. The living area was up and the bedrooms down.


	It made sense in a location like this. The floor-to-ceiling windows on the second floor offered magnificent views of the surging, gray Atlantic to the east, and the harbor—mostly frozen at this end—to the west. A huge great room, including the kitchen and a dining area, dominated the center of the level. The master bedroom—given to Diana—occupied the south end, while a sunroom filled the north.


	The whole deal sat on pilings to protect it from storm flooding. Wouldn’t help in something like a tsunami, of course. The place would be washed away with most of the rest of the island. But though an Atlantic tsunami was supposedly possible, Cal wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it.


	Cal gave his brother yeniçeri some time for venting, then turned and raised his hands.


	“All right, everybody. Let’s settle down.” 


	It took them a while but eventually the room was silent.


	He cleared his throat. “From the nature of the note and since we haven’t heard a word from Zeklos, I think it’s obvious to everyone that he’s the dead man.” 


	More rumblings.


	“What’s less obvious—to me, at least—is who killed him.” He held up his hands again to cut off any outcry. “Yeah, I know the note is signed by ‘The Heir,’ but anyone could write that. Could have been the Adversary himself, for all we know, trying to turn us against the Heir.” 


	“And the Heir could have been the Adversary,” Portman said.


	“I’m not denying that possibility, but think about it: The O sensed his identity. And then we had to drag him into the Home. He fought like a tiger, as some of you well know.” 


	He nodded toward Jolliff.


	“So what?” Jolliff said and rubbed his still-swollen nose.


	“So, whoever could kill the O and our brothers, without them firing a shot, has powers way beyond human. Anyone or anything with that kind of power didn’t need to trick us.” 


	“Maybe he’s like a vampire and has to be invited in,” Novak said.


	“Let’s be serious. I think even Miller would agree: We know from the time we spent with him Sunday night that the guy is very human.” 


	“Maybe you do,” Miller said. “I don’t. Told you from the start I thought the guy was playing us.” 


	“Yeah, you did. But step back and look at the situation. We sent Zek in to finish the job. Only we knew about that. But he winds up dead—before he completes his mission.” 


	Geraci frowned. “How do you know that?” 


	“Because two comatose patients being hit in a major New York hospital would have pushed everything else off the front pages. But just to be sure, I called the hospital soon as I got back. They’re listed as no change: still critical.” 


	“What the hell’s going on?” Hursey said.


	“I don’t know any more than any of you, but I think what’s gone down is a pretty good sign that this woman and child are very important to the Adversary and the Otherness. The Ally wants them gone, and the Adversary is protecting them.” 


	Silence as they absorbed this. No one could argue the logic.


	“So Zek walked into a trap,” Hursey said.


	Call nodded. “Yeah. And we sent him.” 


	“What about this Heir guy?” Grell said. “Where does he fit in?” 


	“As far as I can see, he’s a wild card. He’s got no connection to the woman and the girl—” 


	“None you know of,” Miller said.


	“Right—none any of us has even a hint of. So despite what the note said, I don’t see how he’s got any reason to off Zek and cut out his heart.” 


	Miller said, “Does if he’s working for the enemy.” 


	Cal turned to him. “Makes no sense if you remember what Zek said yesterday. The Heir had dropped in on him. They were talking, then he ran out. If he had Zek on a hit list, why wouldn’t he do it then and there?” 


	Miller shook his head. “Poor Zek.” 


	Everyone in the room stared at him, a few with dropped jaws.


	‘“Poor Zek’?” Cal said. “You couldn’t stand the guy. You made his life hell.” 


	Miller looked at him. Was that a hint of sadness in those cold eyes?


	“Yeah, I guess I did. Maybe I shouldn’t have let it get so personal with him. But none of that matters now. What does matter is he’s dead, killed in the line of duty. That can’t go unanswered.” 


	Cal didn’t like the sound of this.


	“You’re not thinking—” 


	Miller nodded. “We go in and finish the job. We owe it to Zek.” He looked around.


	The surrounding yeniçeri nodded, their expressions grim.


	“You mean go back to the city? And leave this place unguarded? That’s crazy!” Cal closed his eyes for a couple of seconds to compose his thoughts. “Doesn’t it strike you as odd for whoever killed Zek to taunt us by leaving that kind of note? Like maybe it’s an attempt to get us so riled up we do something stupid—like what you’re suggesting.” 


	“I’m not saying we all go. Just me and a few others.” 


	“We’re shorthanded as it is!” 


	“I’ll do it alone if I have to, but some extra eyes and legs would help shorten the trip.” 


	Hursey said, “I’m in.” 


	Jolliff: “Me too.” 


	Miller’s buddies—no surprise there.


	“Count me in too,” said Gold.


	“Oh no,” Cal said, pointing at Gold. “I’ve got to draw the line there. We need you for the computers.” 


	With Kenlo’s death, Gold had taken over the computer chores.


	“Portman knows as much as I do. I’m going.” 


	Discipline… organization… chain of command… all gone to hell. No wonder the Otherness was winning. But Cal could see from Gold’s set features that he’d be wasting his time arguing.


	“All right then, but absolutely no more. As it is, this leaves us with only eight.” 


	“But only for a little while.” Miller glanced at his watch. “We catch the noon ferry, we can be in the city by seven, eight o’clock. We’ll hit the hospital in the wee hours and be back in time for the first ferry out in the morning. Besides, this place is a cinch to guard. It’s a security wet dream.” 


	“And if you’re ambushed like Zek?” 


	Miller’s steely eyes hardened further. “Let him try. In fact, I hope he does. Taking down Zek is one thing. Taking me and these guys down is something else entirely. Best-case scenario: We finish the job and get some payback for Zek along the way. Hurt one of us, you hurt us all. Blood demands blood, right?” 


	Cal shook his head. “And worst case: You end up like those guys back in the Home and—” 


	“Speaking of our fallen brothers, what did that note mean by ‘the collection is eight and growing’?” 


	“Shit!” Hursey said. “He went back and got the hearts!” 


	Miller nodded. “First thing we do we get to the city is check.” He slammed a fist down on an end table, almost upsetting it. “Knew we shouldn’t have left them!” 


	Cal looked around at Hursey, Jolliff, and Gold. “You realize, don’t you, that some of you won’t be coming back.” 


	“You don’t know that,” Miller said.


	“If you get out of the hospital after you’ve done your work—and to do that you’ll probably have to kill a few innocent security folks who’re only doing their jobs—you’ll be the target of a citywide manhunt.” 


	“We’ll run the getaway just like we ran it yesterday. After we do the car switches, we can be out of the city and on Ninety-five in no time. No problem.” 


	Cal didn’t buy that for a nanosecond, but the message was clear: He’d been overruled.


	Still, something didn’t sit right. Killing Zeklos… cutting out his heart… pinning the note to him… it almost seemed specifically designed to set Miller off. Was someone setting a trap for him?


	The uneasiness nagged at him.
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	Jack knew the yeniçeri would send someone—more than one someone, most likely—to take up where Zeklos had failed. Knew he’d have to face them but didn’t want to do it in the hospital.


	So he’d done what he could to draw them to the warehouse first. It made sense for them to stop off in Red Hook to get their act together and wait until the wee hours before making their move anyway. But he’d used Zeklos to give them added impetus to check the place out.


	He still needed a little insurance at the hospital end, so he’d called the chief of security. He told him a terrorist group had targeted someone in the trauma unit and he’d better pass everybody heading that way through a metal detector. The terrorists would be wearing sunglasses—sunglasses, at night, indoors, during the winter. Got it? Stop anyone wearing sunglasses in the hospital.


	And then he’d hung up.


	On the off chance the yeniçeri tried the hospital first, the heightened security would chase them back Home to work out another plan of attack.


	Just where he wanted them. Because he’d made some alterations in the warehouse.


	So now he was back in his old spot down around the corner and next to the park, sitting in the dark, watching, waiting, and having trouble keeping his eyes open.


	He got out, walked through the park and back again. The frigid air revived him a little. He woke up the laptop Russ Tuit had lent him. It had some sort of little card with an antenna plugged into its side. Three windows lit on the screen, each taking a video feed from one of the warehouse levels. Nothing to see yet since all the lights were out, but it still amazed him how easy this had been to set up.


	Russ had told him what software and hardware he needed, then he’d rigged the computer to receive signals from the wireless spy eyes Jack had bought. After that, Jack let himself into the warehouse and installed the eyes in upper corners of the first and third levels, plus the O’s office.


	Using the materials he’d secured from Abe, he made a few other modifications while he was there.


	Now the waiting.


	At 7:52 a black Suburban rolled to a stop in front of the warehouse. When Jack recognized Miller’s hulking form step out, he tightened his fists.


	Yes!


	He’d worked hard on the Zeklos note, phrasing it so that Miller would have to respond. The big guy had sent someone less competent to clean up after him, and now that guy was dead. The note and missing heart had left Miller no choice but to come back and finish the job himself.


	Then three more men stepped out. The glow from the nearby streetlight glinted off their sunglasses.


	Four yeniçeri in all. Looked like they weren’t taking any chances this time. No problem. He’d prepared for a crowd.


	Jack felt his pulse pick up.


	Show time.


	He grabbed the small, battery-powered FM transmitter, lowered his window, and placed it on the car roof. He closed the window on the wire of the attached microphone and readied himself to start talking.
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	Miller brought up the rear as the group approached the Home door—check that: former Home.


	He wasn’t looking forward to seeing the remains of his fallen brothers again, especially with their hearts missing, but even without the Heir’s note they’d have been stopping here—the team needed a break from the road before they began hunting up cars to steal.


	They’d made good time on 95, and during the long trip they’d batted around various ways to get this done.


	The timing was clear: halfway through the late shift—say, two or three a.m.—when patients were quiet and staff was minimal.


	The big question was how. Miller had decided on a direct approach and, since nobody could come up with anything better, that was the way it would go down. He’d pose as a family member and learn the location of the trauma unit. When he was allowed in for a visit he’d use his silenced H-K and put one cyanide-tipped nine into each. Then he’d run like mad.


	He’d be on his own getting out of the hospital, but after that—what?


	They kept coming back to their tried-and-true escape sequence—same as they’d used after the hit on the woman and the kid. Gold would have a car idling outside the ER. Miller would jump in, Hursey and Jolliff would run interference in their wake. A few minutes later they’d all be back in the Suburban and on their way to Hyannis.


	Miller took a deep breath and let it puff his cheeks as it escaped. The getting-out part would be dicey. He could count on up to a minute of shock and confusion before the staff would realize what had happened. Their first concern would be their patients and they’d start resuscitation before doing anything else. But someone would eventually make a call, and then security would be mobilized.


	Nobody had promised him an easy time in the MV. The risks came with the territory.


	“Hey,” said Gold. He stood in the doorway with his keys in his hand. “Didn’t we lock this before we left?” 


	Miller’s pistol seemed to jump into his hands with a life of its own. Nerve ends jangling with alarm, he pushed to the front of the group.


	“Damn right we did.” 


	The fucker had been here and stolen the hearts. Miller wanted to scream.


	Gold gripped the knob and jiggled the door without opening it. Even in the poor light Miller could see that it wasn’t latched. Whoever had killed Zeklos had no doubt stolen his keys.


	Big question: Was he waiting inside?


	Jolliff was on his wavelength. “Think he’s in there?” 


	Miller thought not.


	He said, “If you had an ambush set up inside, would you leave the door open?” 


	Jolliff shook his head. “No way. I’d’ve relocked it. That way we’d walk in thinking the place was as empty as we’d left it. We’d be sitting ducks.” 


	“Okay, but why leave it unlocked? It’s like a neon sign saying someone was here.” 


	“Because that’s just what it is. He wants us to know he was here. He’s thumbing his nose at us, just like he did with that note on Zeklos. He’s taken the hearts.” 


	“Bastard,” Gold said.


	Miller’s sentiments exactly. Still… nose thumbing or not, in a case like this it never hurt to be too careful.


	“Okay. We need someone to go in low and slow and find the light switches. We’ll stack up here; soon as the lights go on we’ll ease in and secure the first floor. Anybody want to volunteer?” 


	“I’ll go,” Gold said. “Haven’t seen any action in a while.” 


	Miller took one side of the door, Hursey and Jolliff the other. Gold eased it open and entered in a crouch. Miller tensed to respond at the first hint of trouble, but none came.


	Light flared from within, then he heard Gold say, “So far so good. Except for the bunk area, this level looks clear.” 


	Miller entered in a crouch, pistol held before him in a two-handed grip. He found Gold squatting by the monitoring console.


	Gold said, “I’ll check the bunk area. Cover me.” 


	They did just that as he zigzagged toward the open doorway. He reached inside and the lights came on. After a quick peek he entered, then came out a minute later.


	“Nobody home,” he said. His breath steamed in the cold air.


	Miller relaxed, but not completely. He lowered his pistol but did not holster it. He couldn’t see anything wrong, but some extra sense was on high alert.


	He walked over to the far wall where they’d left the fallen brothers. He pulled the sheet off the closest. The heart was where they’d left it. No signs of further desecration, no notes.


	The good news—if any good news about this scene could be called good—was that the cold appeared to have stalled decomposition.


	Then why that note about a “collection”?


	Miller did a slow turn. The other three, pistols in hand, had spread out, checking the nooks and crannies. The place looked exactly as they’d left it. What had the intruder wanted here?


	Maybe they’d find something on the upper floors.


	“Look for a note,” he said.


	The others nodded and split up.


	Seconds later Hursey said, “Found something!” 


	He stood by one of the outer walls of the bunk area, just to the right of the doorway. He pointed to the floor.


	“I’m pretty sure that wasn’t there before.” 


	Miller squatted for a better look. Two words… hand printed in red at the base of the wall.


	“You’re right. It wasn’t.” At least he was pretty sure it wasn’t.


	“What the hell’s it mean?” 


	Miller shook his head. “Damned if I know.” 


	“Here’s another one,” Gold said, pointing to the floor to the left of the door. “Same thing. I don’t get it. What—?” 


	“Hey!” Jolliff called from the far side of the room. He stood by the stairs, his head cocked toward the stairwell. “I hear something.” 


	Miller joined the migration to the doorway. The four of them clustered, listening.


	Miller heard nothing at first, then…


	A voice.


	Jack held the transmitter in his left hand, the mike in his right as he crossed the street and approached the warehouse door.


	“Yeniceri,” he said. “Calling all yenic,eri. I know you’re here. Come out, come out wherever you are. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you. I’m even less dangerous than unsuspecting women and children.” 


	He’d intended to repeat the taunt immediately, but choked on the rage and grief evoked by those final words.


	He swallowed hard and kept moving. When he reached the door he was able to start again.


	“Yeniceri. Calling all…” 


	Miller strained to make out the words. The voice, blurred by distance, distorted by static, had a tinny quality. That told him that it was either a recording or a transmission.


	He nodded. Knew it. The guy couldn’t resist leaving a pee stain on yeniçeri turf. What was it this time? The electronic equivalent of a note?


	Gold turned toward him.


	“Well, I don’t see any way around it. We’ll have to go up and find out what’s going on.” 


	“Yeah,” Miller said. “But not all of us.” No way he was going to leave their rear flank exposed. “Gold, you came in first, so you stay down here and take our backs. Watch the door. I don’t want any surprises.” 


	Gold nodded, but didn’t look happy about it.


	Miller hit the light switch as he put his foot on the first step. The stairwell lit up. Nothing unusual there.


	He motioned Hursey and Jolliff to follow, then started up. No hurry. They had plenty of time. The door on the first landing stood open. He kept his pistol trained on the dark rectangle.


	The voice became louder as he ascended but no more distinct. No question—coming from the third floor. But he wasn’t going there. Not yet. Level two had to be cleared first.


	He stopped on the landing and reached around the door frame. He found the light switch and flipped it. As the ceiling fluorescents in the O’s office flickered to life, he peeked into the space. The desk and the furniture were as they’d left them. The stains on the splattered walls were the same—no messages written in blood there.


	He motioned to Jolliff to stay where he was and for Hursey to follow as he moved in.


	A quick check confirmed the empty feel of the office. The only hiding place was the desk’s kneehole, and that proved empty.


	“Jolliff,” he said. “Get in here and watch the door while we check out the living quarters.” 


	A search of the O’s apartment—the closets, the pantry, even under the beds—yielded nothing.


	“One more stop,” Miller said as he led the way back to the stairwell.


	“… Calling all yeniçeri. I know you’re here…” 


	Jack stood in the cold, repeating his mantra over and over.


	What was taking them so long? They should have reached the third floor by now. The only reason for the delay he could think of was a stop on the second floor to check that out.


	Good move.


	Now—up to the third floor to get this circus going.


	As they went up the steps, Jolliff’s view was pretty much restricted to Miller’s big butt. He leaned around and noticed that the door to the third level stood open as well. But unlike the second, the lights here were already on.


	As he followed Miller’s slow ascent, the voice grew louder with every step. But he still couldn’t make out what it was saying.


	At the top he and Hursey squeezed up beside Miller, pistols at ready.


	A quick peek showed the level as they’d left it except for one detail: The black, elongated oval of a boom box sat on a table against the front wall. It was plugged into the wall socket and attached to an FM antenna taped to the bricks behind it. It had a CD and cassette player; the radio dial glowed.


	Here was the source of the voice, but accompanied by too much static to be understood.


	“Be careful,” Miller said. “Could be just a distraction. Spread out and secure the space.” 


	The third level offered fewer hiding places than the first and Jolliff figured the other two could complete their sweep in less than a minute without him. As Miller and Hursey moved away, he stepped up to the box. Not understanding the words was making him crazy. After all, he’d been the first to hear it. That made it his discovery.


	He bent close. The voice seemed to be repeating something over and over. Closer. One of the words sounded familiar.


	He bolted upright when he recognized it.


	He called out, “It’s coming over the radio. I’d swear I just heard it say ‘yeniçeri.’” 


	He looked around at the others. Miller and Hursey had stopped and turned to stare.


	He leaned forward again and reached for one of the knobs.


	“Maybe if I tune it in better…” 


	Jolliff heard Miller say, “Wait.” 


	But why wait? He wanted to hear what the voice was saying.


	As he gripped the knob to adjust it, a small corner of his brain let out a silent shout of warning. But he ignored it.


	Miller again: “Jolliff, maybe you shouldn’t—” 


	Then the boom box exploded.


	Leaning against the outer wall, Jack felt the blast more than heard it. Little chunks of mortar rained from the bricked-up windows on the third floor, but all the bricks remained where they were. He’d planted a small charge—deadly at close range but not overly destructive. He didn’t want officialdom here just yet.


	He dropped the microphone and reached for the brand-new set of keys he’d had made this afternoon.


	Earlier in the day he’d picked open the three locks and then removed them. After taking them to a locksmith to be rekeyed, he’d replaced them but left the door unlocked. Wouldn’t do to let Miller and company learn too early that their keys were no good.


	Sure now that no one would hear him, Jack inserted each new key and turned it, triple-locking the door. Then he left the keys in place and waited.


	Would have loved to trot back to the warmth of his car and keep track of events on his computer, but he had one more thing to do here. He raised his fist and swung it toward the door.


	The sound of the blast paralyzed Gold for a few unbelieving seconds.


	An explosion? Here? At Home?


	Had someone booby-trapped the third floor? He couldn’t wrap his mind around it.


	Finally he reconnected to his limbs and got his body moving toward the stairwell. He stopped at the bottom step and cupped his hands around his mouth.


	“Miller! Hursey! Jolliff! What happened?” 


	No answer. No sound. Not even a groan. Just fine plaster dust drifting from the upper level.


	He pulled his pistol. He’d have to go up.


	But as he put his foot on the first step, someone began pounding on the front door.


	He froze. Who the hell—?


	He looked up the stairwell, then at the door. Maybe the bricked-up windows had blown out and this was a cop, or a fireman, or a neighbor.


	Shit!


	Couldn’t let anyone in—not with eight corpses lined up against the wall here and maybe three more upstairs. The fact that they were knocking instead of entering was a good sign. He’d left it unlocked and they could have walked right in.


	Another look up the stairs. He heard voices now—loud, echoing down the stairwell. Whatever had happened up there, they were still alive.


	But he couldn’t go up just yet—whoever was out there eventually would try the knob and then the MV would be in even bigger trouble—if that was possible. He had to see who it was, and the best way to do that was a peek through the camera over the door.


	He ran back to the monitoring station. They’d shut it down before leaving.


	As he hit the ON switch he had a premonition—an instant before the explosion—that he’d made a terrible mistake.


	The blast slammed against the inner surface of the steel door like a giant fist. Jack had placed himself to the side as he’d pounded on it—just in case it blew. But it held. So did the bricked-up windows—sort of. He saw bricks bulge in the frame of the nearest, but only one fell out. He hurried over, grabbed it, and forced it back into its slot. It would go only partway in, so he left it like that.


	He stepped to the curb and looked up and down the street. Only a couple of pedestrians out in this cold, and they seemed oblivious to the muffled booms from within the warehouse. No one in the park. The passing cars were clueless.


	All praise nonresidential neighborhoods.


	He headed back to the car to watch.


	Miller pushed himself up from prone to his knees. He shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears. For a few dazed heartbeats he wondered where he was and what had happened. The air was smoky, and what was that smell? Almost like burning…


	Then he remembered.


	Jolliff!


	He turned as he struggled to his feet. Movement to his left: Hursey rolling over and groaning. Something—someone—sprawled in the middle of the floor, burning. Miller stepped closer for a better look. Bile rose in his throat. If he hadn’t known it had to be Jolliff, he never would have recognized him.


	The man lay spread-eagle in a pool of blood. His face was gone. Crisped. Blown off. No skin, no eyes, no hair, his broken jaw twisted at an angle. The blast had ripped open his throat as well. Blood still oozed from the torn arteries within. His jacket was on fire.


	Miller took off his own jacket and beat out the flames, then stepped back and watched for movement in the chest. He couldn’t see how anyone could look like that and still live, but you never knew.


	But no movement: not a twitch, not a breath.


	Beyond Jolliff’s remains he saw Hursey stagger to his feet and wag his head like a dog trying to shake off a fly. He gave Miller a dazed look, then his gaze dropped to Jolliff. He paled and moved his lips.


	At first Miller thought Hursey had lost his voice, then realized it was his hearing. He couldn’t make out a word over the whine in his ears. He stepped closer.


	“What’d you say?” 


	No problem hearing his own voice, though he sounded like he was under water.


	Hursey’s surprised look said he’d just realized that his hearing was on the fritz as well. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted. “Don’t tell me that’s…” 


	Miller nodded.


	Without speaking they both skirted the body and approached the spot where the boom box had been. The table still stood, though its top was scorched. Tiny bits of black plastic lay scattered everywhere.


	Hursey leaned close to his ear. “Jesus!” 


	Miller was studying the wall behind the table. It looked unscathed—not even scorched. That meant only one thing.


	He turned to Hursey and pointed to the wall. “Shaped charge.” 


	Hursey stared a few seconds, then said something. Miller didn’t have to hear him—he could read his lips.


	“The fuck!” 


	Right. The fuck. But a smart fuck.


	A shaped charge—the basis of armor-piercing rockets and antitank grenades—focused the energy of the explosion. It allowed a lot of bang from a small amount of plastique. The guy hadn’t wanted to blow out the walls, so he’d used an inverted cone-shaped charge to do most of its dirty work directly in front with the least amount of collateral damage.


	Miller wanted to kick himself for being such a jerk. He’d let this guy play them like hooked fish. He’d counted on one of them adjusting the knob to fine-tune the reception.


	He grabbed the table, lifted it, and hurled it across the room.


	As the table landed, the building shook with a muffled boom. Miller stared at it a few seconds before realizing the boom had come from below.


	The sound of Gold buying it?


	“Fuck!” 


	He pointed to the doorway, motioned Hursey to follow, then started for the stairwell. He wasn’t going to rush. No telling what else was rigged. He faintly heard Hursey’s footsteps through the hum in his head and realized his ears were recovering.


	

	
“Damn!” 


	First thing Jack had done upon returning to his car was to check the third-level view. It looked empty except for an unidentifiable body in the center of the floor. He could tell from its size that it wasn’t Miller, but nothing more.


	But on the second floor—trouble. The explosion above must have jostled the camera out of position. It still worked but instead of its fish-eye lens taking in the O’s office and the stair door, it had angled so that he saw only the O’s desk.


	His first-floor view was still okay and now showed Miller and Hursey, pistols held before them, warily entering from the stairwell. They approached the remnants of the monitoring console and the smoking remains of whoever had activated it. Jack figured that was the newcomer he hadn’t recognized.


	He watched Miller and Hursey approach the body.


	Scared, Miller? Terrified? Hope so. But don’t think you’ve seen it all. Still a few surprises left.


	He pulled out two cell phones—one labeled LEFT and the other RIGHT—and accessed a preprogrammed number on each. With his fingers poised over the SEND buttons, he watched and waited.


	Hursey had to pee something fierce. He was ready to wet his pants, but bit his upper lip and held it back.


	Don’t let me end up like Gold and Jolliff… please-please-please.


	Jolliff… gone. He couldn’t believe it. They’d been buds since boot camp. But missing him would have to wait till later. Right now priority number one was getting his ass out of here in one piece.


	He followed Miller to Gold’s body. Not much left of him, just an unidentifiable, human-shaped mass of bloody, steaming, burnt flesh.


	Miller said something about another shaped charge, but Hursey couldn’t follow him. He hadn’t seen Jolliff this close up. Now, looking at Gold, not only did his bladder become more insistent, but he wanted to hurl as well.


	This was a dream… a bad dream… and he’d wake from it soon.


	“We’re getting out of here.” 


	Miller’s voice again—faint, but the words recognizable.


	Hursey could only nod. He looked at Miller and saw that he was pale and sweaty, even in this cold. Miller… scared… confused. Never thought he’d see the day.


	The big guy pointed to the front door and said, “Ease over there and don’t touch anything—I mean anything—along the way.” 


	Hursey didn’t have to be told twice. He was closer so he led the way. He started tiptoeing and stopped himself. That wasn’t going to do any damn good.


	Finally, the door. He hesitated before grabbing the knob, afraid for a second that it might be booby-trapped like the others. But no… they’d come in through it, right?


	Still… his heart was banging away a thousand miles an hour as he closed his fingers around the knob… and very slowly turned… and oh so gently pulled—


	It didn’t move. He pushed and shoved but it wouldn’t budge.


	“It’s locked!” 


	Miller pushed him aside and tried it himself with equal success. He cursed and pulled out a set of keys.


	“Gold must have locked it.” 


	Yeah. Poor Gold. Locked the door to stay safe, never knowing the real danger was right in front of him.


	Hursey watched Miller shove a key into the top lock and twist. It wouldn’t turn. Miller shot him a concerned look and tried again with another key. Same result. He noticed Miller’s hand trembling as he wiggled the third and last key into the lock.


	No luck.


	Miller turned to him, his face white. “He changed the locks.” 


	“No way.” Hursey took a closer look at their scratched surfaces. “Those are the same locks. I swear it!” 


	“Try your keys.” 


	He dropped them as he fumbled them from his pocket. He tried them all in all three locks.


	“I don’t get it.” 


	Miller’s expression was grim. “They’ve been rekeyed.” 


	Hursey reached for his cell phone. “I’m calling for help.” 


	Miller grabbed his arm. “Yeah? Who? The cops? The fire department?” 


	Hursey saw what he meant.


	“How about the MV? A couple of them could come down here and—” 


	“And nothing. They couldn’t get here till tomorrow afternoon. You want to sit in this mousetrap till then?” 


	“Then what do we do?” Hursey hated the queer quaver in his voice, but he couldn’t help it. “How do we get outta here? Even if we had a crowbar—and we don’t—we couldn’t get through that door.” 


	“Don’t need one. We unscrew the locks and take them out—just like he did.” 


	Hursey studied the locks’ faces and saw each was fastened to the door by two Phillips-head screws. So simple. Why hadn’t he noticed? But then he remembered—


	“I hope you’ve got a screwdriver on you, because we moved all the tool boxes out.” 


	Miller glared at him. Why? For wet-blanketing his idea?


	“No. No screwdriver. But I’ve got this.” 


	He reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife. He opened it and went to work with the four-inch blade. In less than a minute it became clear that a knife—at least this one—wasn’t the answer: the point couldn’t get enough traction in the screw’s cross-hair grooves to turn it.


	Miller slammed his fist against the door.


	“The son of a bitch must have used a power screwdriver.” He folded his knife and looked around. “Okay, start looking for something, anything that’ll loosen those screws. But don’t—repeat: don’t—go pulling open any doors or drawers.” 


	“Then how are we going to—?” 


	“Just find what you can without getting yourself killed. Check the second floor. I’ll take the third.” 


	Hursey made his way upstairs, looking for trip wires across the steps. They’d already tramped up and down this route, so he doubted he’d find one, but he wasn’t taking any chances.


	He searched through the O’s office and then the living quarters. The dresser drawers were all closed and he wasn’t about to try them, but the closets were open—and empty but for a bunch of coat hangers.


	When he returned to the first level, Miller was already there, scouring the area around the ruined console. Hursey wandered into the bunk area. The beds were stripped, just as they’d left them, and the lockers were open and emp—


	He stopped and stared. All open except one.


	He took a step closer. The door wasn’t completely closed. Something jutting from the bottom was holding it open. When he saw what it was he took a quick step back.


	“Miller! Want to take a look at this?” 


	When he entered Hursey gestured to the closed locker door.


	Miller shook his head and almost smiled. “Now that’s insulting. He must think we’re idiots.” 


	“Maybe, but look what’s sticking out the bottom.” 


	Miller looked, squinted, and said, “The bastard.” 


	Together they approached the locker. Miller squatted and stared at the business end of the protruding Phillips-head screwdriver.


	“This is like being in a fucking video game.” He looked up at Hursey. “I used to be a pretty good RPGer. Let’s see if we can find some string or twine, or anything we can use to open this from a safe distance.” 


	“We’ve already been through the place. You see any string? I didn’t. I—” He remembered that closet. “Wait a minute. There’s a bunch of wire coat hangers upstairs. If we hook them together…” 


	Miller nodded. “Worth a try. Good thinking. Go get them.” 


	Hursey hurried upstairs. He couldn’t help smiling. They’d beat this sucker yet. And Miller had paid him a compliment. Must be the stress. Miller never complimented anybody.


	He fairly ran to the closet, grabbed the hangers—had to be twenty or so—and rushed back to the first floor. They devised a quick and easy method. If they pulled down on the middle of the horizontal section, they could stretch the triangle of the hanger into a narrow diamond shape with a hook on one end.


	They had nineteen. At a foot and a half or so apiece, hooked end to end in a daisy chain, the hangers gave them a thirty-foot head start.


	To keep the locker door from opening prematurely they gingerly rested the back of a chair against it. Then they looped the hook of the last hanger into the handle and retreated to the chain’s opposite end.


	Miller shook his head. “Not as long as I’d like.” 


	Hursey had been thinking the same thing. The best place to be was behind what was left of the monitoring console. Not a great place, but pretty much the only game in town. Problem was, it was still ten feet away.


	“Well,” Miller said through a sigh. “Gotta do what you’ve gotta do. When I pull, run like hell.” 


	And then, with no further warning, not even a countdown, he yanked the goddamn chain.


	Hursey saw the chair start to topple as the door swung open. He saw no more because he spun and dashed to the console, fell as he slid to a stop, and scrabbled behind it. He covered his ears—didn’t want to lose any more hearing—and waited.


	And waited.


	After nearly a minute he lowered his hands and looked at Miller.


	Miller shrugged. “Let’s not get fooled. Could have a long delay to suck us in. We’ll just sit here and wait.” 


	So they waited.


	After a good twenty minutes Miller reached into his pocket and pulled out a quarter.


	“Could be a misfire. Someone’s got to check.” 


	Hursey had a bad feeling about who that someone would be.


	“Let’s wait a little longer.” 


	“Uh-uh. We need that screwdriver. Heads or tails? Call it in the air.” 


	Miller flipped the coin but Hursey found his voice locked. He couldn’t utter a sound.


	Miller gave him a shove. “Come on, dammit. You wanna flip?” 


	He nodded. Miller handed him the coin. His hands shook but he managed to toss it into the air.


	Miller said, “Heads.” 


	The coin landed, rolled, came to a stop with George Washington’s head showing.


	“Looks like it’s you. Get moving.” 


	Hursey let out a shuddering breath. “I don’t want to end up like Jolliff.” 


	“Don’t be a baby. Look, it’ll be okay. I’ll walk you halfway there.” 


	“If it’s so okay, why not walk me all the way?” 


	Miller’s lips turned up at the corners. “Well, if I’m wrong, one of us has to escape this dump and get to the hospital to finish the job.” 


	Hursey took a breath. Now or never.


	“Okay. Let’s go.” 


	He rose and started walking toward the bunk area. True to his word, Miller came along. But he stopped at the doorway.


	“Look,” he said, pointing to the screwdriver that had fallen out of the now open locker onto the floor. “It’s right there. All you’ve got to do is hustle over, pick it up, and bring it back. After that, we’ll be out of here in twenty minutes, tops.” 


	Hursey stared at the screwdriver. Seemed easy enough.


	He swallowed. “Okay, here goes.” 


	He dashed toward the locker, stooped, and grabbed the screwdriver. But before making the return trip, he couldn’t resist a peek inside. And there in the locker he saw a timer sitting atop a bulging backpack. Numbers flashed on its LED readout.


	…6…5…4…


	“Bomb!” he screamed.


	He turned and ran with everything he had; his feet slipped on the floor as he fought for traction. When he reached the doorway, he saw Miller hightailing it for the console. Not enough time for that. Neither of them would make it.


	One thing Hursey knew he had to do was get clear of the doorway. The blast would funnel through it. He cleared the door and dove to his left, flattening himself on the floor and wrapping his arms over his head.


	But just before he closed his eyes he saw the handwriting on the floor.


	Hursey screamed.


	The blast caught Miller from behind, slamming him against the ruined console. He felt ribs crack. As he bounced off, his knees buckled and he dropped to the floor. He landed prone. He lay there and rode the spinning floor. Finally it slowed, then stopped.


	He opened his eyes and found himself facing the bunk area. A gaping hole had been blasted through the bottom half of one of the walls. What was left of Hursey—a charred, smoking lump of flesh—had been blown ten feet away.


	The explosion… what triggered it? Not opening the locker—they’d waited too long after that. And the bomber couldn’t have known that Hursey would wind up in that spot.


	Or maybe he could have.


	Miller remembered the signs on the floor to the right and left of the door. BAD MOVE. And it sure as hell had been a bad move for Hursey to wind up on one of them. But how had the bomber known he’d end up there?


	Unless he’d put something in the locker to make Hursey think a bomb was going to go off any second. Then yeah, the only thing to do was get to the other side of the wall and dive for cover.


	And the rat bastard had counted on that. The signs on the floor were his way of flipping them the bird.


	But what if Hursey had turned left instead of right? Miller could understand if the walls on both sides of the door had exploded, covering either contingency, but only Hursey’s side had blown. Which meant there was some sort of detector—


	—or the guy was watching.


	Miller pounded his fist on the floor. That had to be it.


	Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself up. Christ, he hurt everywhere. The best he could do was roll over, and that started the building spinning again. Must have a concussion too.


	He waited until things steadied, then looked around, concentrating on the ceiling.


	And there he found it, in the right upper corner of the room: a little black box with a lens in the middle.


	The fucker had been watching the whole time. He could pick and choose which side of the wall to trigger, and when.


	Miller repressed an urge to pound his fists and kick his feet like some spoiled brat in a tantrum. He was furious with himself. This guy had played them like a tin flute. And he’d allowed it.


	He calmed himself. Anger was no good here. Had to be cool—at least as cool as the guy playing him. Cooler even.


	Because this guy was a pro. Got the drop on them in their own car, sent them on a wild goose chase by palming his tracer off on a taxi, slipped by them at the bar. And now this.


	Had to admit he had style. Could have blown the whole building as soon as they’d stepped inside. Instead he’d done surgery, taking them out one at a time. His style said he was a thinker, a planner. And a guy who knew people. He’d known someone would not be able to resist tuning the radio. And he’d known someone would eventually turn on the monitoring console. And he’d known they’d be suspicious of a single closed locker door. Could have closed them all, but no. He’d known they’d be suspicious about just one.


	But all that aside, the most important question facing Miller now was what to do.


	At the most basic level, he had two options: get up or stay put.


	In his present condition, if he got up now he’d be staggering around and might blunder into another bomb.


	But if he stayed put…


	If he just lay here and played dead or badly wounded, maybe he could suck the guy in. And maybe not. Maybe the guy would figure he’d done his day’s work and run off to whatever rat hole he called home.


	Either way was okay. If he didn’t deal with the fucker now, he’d do it later. The end was going to be the same: payback. He’d hunt him to the ends of the Earth, and sometime before his dying day he’d collect for Jolliff, Hursey, and Gold.


	But for now, he’d have to put on a show.


	He rolled over and pushed himself to his hands and knees. This time the room held steady. He made a show of trying to straighten up, then let himself fall back to the floor.


	He’d give it an hour like this. If the guy didn’t show, he’d risk ducking into the bunk area to grab the screwdriver, then he’d get to work on those locks.


	If the guy did show… he’d have to leave wherever he was receiving that camera feed and unlock the front door. Miller would listen for the sound of those locks, and when he heard the first bolt click back he’d be up and moving. By the time the third was open he’d be at the door and ready to kick the shit—


	Wait. He’d never hear the locks over the roaring in his ears. How was he going to work this?


	He’d figure something.


	Jack watched Miller’s prone form on the laptop’s screen and waited for him to move again. He didn’t.


	Dead?


	Jack hoped to hell not. He’d planned to leave one man standing, or at least alive enough to answer a few questions. The answers were of critical importance to Jack.


	He watched a little longer. The camera’s lens didn’t provide enough resolution to see if his chest was moving. From here Miller didn’t seem to be breathing, but he could be simply knocked out.


	Or faking it.


	Always that possibility. But if so, he’d deal with it. At least he wouldn’t be walking in blind.


	He disconnected the laptop from the cigarette lighter socket. The screen flickered as it switched to battery power, then stabilized. He cradled it as he opened the car door and kept an eye on the screen on his way to the warehouse.


	When he reached the door he pulled out his keys and began unlocking the deadbolts. One… two… three.


	Miller didn’t budge.


	Jack pushed the door open and stepped inside.


	The place reeked of burned flesh. A thin layer of white smoke, disturbed by the open door, undulated in the air. Jack eased it closed behind him, then placed the laptop on the floor and drew his Glock.


	Slowly he stepped toward Miller with all the caution of a lost camper approaching a sleeping bear.


	Miller felt rather than heard the footsteps—a vibration from the floor into his skull. He hadn’t heard the door, but no question about it, someone was here.


	He snaked his right arm under him where he could grip his H-K. Then he waited, tensing his muscles. Closer… closer…


	A work boot edged into view, but not close enough to grab. Then a second. Someone in jeans and steel-toed boots stood about four feet away, probably staring at him, wondering if he was dead.


	Come on… just a couple of feet closer.


	But the shoes didn’t budge.


	Okay. Right time or not, he had to make his move now!


	He pulled the pistol, rolled as he brought it out and up and then the crack! of a shot and a stab of blinding pain in his arm. His fingers went numb and he dropped the pistol.


	The fucker had been waiting for just that move.


	Miller ignored the agony in his bloody arm and lunged for those jeans. He grabbed air instead. Where’d he go?


	He scrambled to his feet, spun about and saw him. Yeah. Him. The Heir… or Jack… or whatever his name was. He had Miller’s H-K in his left hand and what looked like a Glock in his right, but he had them pointed toward the floor. He stood by what was left of Hursey, and the thought of what had happened to him and Jolliff and Gold turned the air red.


	With a roar he charged.


	But the guy wasn’t there when he arrived. He felt an explosion of pain in his left knee, and then he was losing his balance, tripping over Hursey to land by the blown-out wall.


	He cheeked his knee. He hadn’t heard a shot. No blood. Must have kicked him.


	Miller fought to his feet but the knee barely held him. He found the guy standing about a dozen feet away, silent, expressionless, looking like someone waiting for a green light so he could cross the street.


	He charged again, but it was an ungainly, limping charge. The guy easily ducked to his right, and though Miller saw the kick coming, he could do nothing to avoid it. The heavy work boot rammed the side of his other knee. He felt ligaments rip and cartilage tear. He crumbled to the floor.


	Two blown-out knees. Goddammit! He was playing with him, just like he’d played with the bombs. Surgery. Carving out one life at a time—only here it was one limb at a time.


	Miller tried to rise but he had the use of his left arm and nothing more. He wanted to scream. He wanted to cry like a baby. He’d lost. Goddammit he’d lost.


	The guy squatted half a dozen feet away and stared at him. He still hadn’t said a word.


	“All right. You got me, asshole. No way that’d happen if you hadn’t softened me up with your bombs. So do your worst. Come on. Get it over with.” 


	And still the guy said nothing.


	“You had the O fooled, and Davis too, but I was on to you. Knew from day one you were a phony. Have to admit, though, I didn’t think you were working for the other side.” 


	The guy shook his head and said, “I’m not.” 


	The words seemed to echo down a long tunnel through the ringing in his ears.


	“You gotta be. You’ve got no reason to do all this. You gotta be working for the Otherness.” 


	Another slow shake of his head.


	Miller gave him a closer look and noticed his eyes. This wasn’t the same guy who’d tagged along when they did the Arabs Sunday night. That guy’d been a nothing, a schlub. This guy was scary. On the outside he looked like a cross between a stone-cold hard-ass doing some extermination work. But from somewhere in his eyes, his face, his voice came a whisper that this was all personal. Very personal.


	“Then why? Who do you work for?” 


	“I work for me.” 


	“Why, dammit! What did we ever do to you?” 


	“I had no beef with the MV at the start. Didn’t want to join, but I was perfectly content to live and let live, let you go your way and me go mine. And that’s the way it would have stayed. But then you and your crew effectively killed the two most important people in my world.” 


	What was he talking about?


	“Who? When?” 


	“The woman and child you ran down.” 


	“You knew them?” 


	A nod. “I was going to marry the woman; I was going to make her little girl my own. The woman was carrying our child.” 


	He pulled something from a pocket and held it out.


	Miller squinted at what seemed to be a black-and-white photo, but he couldn’t make it out.


	“That supposed to mean something?” 


	“It’s a sonogram of my daughter. We were going to name her Emma. But now her mother and sister are vegetables and Emma’s dead. Because of you.” 


	Miller tried but couldn’t quite grasp what he’d just been told. It was too far out, too crazy.


	“But the Ally wanted them dead. The only reason for that would be they were connected to the Otherness.” 


	His head did a slow shake. “No. No Otherness connection. Because they’re connected to me.” 


	“Then you must be Otherness connected.” 


	Another head shake and a sigh—a tragic, despondent sound, weighted with incalculable grief.


	“No, I’m Ally connected.” 


	“Make sense, dammit!” 


	“Too late for that. But I’ve answered your questions, you answer one for me.” 


	“If it’s about the new O—” 


	“We’ll get to her in a minute.” He pulled something from his pocket and set it on the floor between them. “It’s about LaGuardia.” 


	Miller’s gut tightened when he saw what it was: a cyanide-tipped 5.56mm NATO round. He’d filled the hollow with cyanide himself.


	“Where’d you get that?” 


	“Found it under one of the lockers. That was an MV operation, wasn’t it.” 


	“Fuck you.” 


	“Might as well tell me. It’s not going to change the outcome here. And confession is good for the soul.” 


	“I repeat: Fuck you.” 


	The guy shook his head. “How do you do that? How do you stand there and mow down fifty-odd innocent people?” 


	“You should know. Between yesterday and today, look how many yeniçeri you took out.” 


	“I had nothing to do with yesterday, but I take full credit for tonight.” 


	For some reason, Miller believed him, but he wasn’t about to admit that.


	“So you say.” 


	“I’ll ask again: How do you stand there and mow down fifty-plus innocent people just to get to one man?” 


	He knows! How the fuck does he know?


	“You figure it out.” 


	“Okay. My guess is you got an Alarm from the Ally that showed you mowing down everyone at that particular baggage claim at that particular moment. Right? So you became Wrath of Allah.” 


	Miller could only stare. He’d nailed it—except the Wrath of Allah part. He and Hursey had done the deed, yeah, but didn’t make any calls to the media. Hadn’t even thought of that. He’d been shocked when he heard some group calling itself Wrath of Allah was claiming credit for the attack.


	He had to say something. “You don’t second-guess the Ally. It sees the big picture, you don’t.” 


	“You’d have been a hit at Nuremberg.” 


	“This isn’t a game, goddammit. Human rules don’t apply.” 


	“Yeah, maybe. Who helped you—who was the other gunman? Jolliff or Hursey?” 


	“You can go to hell.” 


	Suddenly he looked sad. “Do you know the name of the man you were supposed to kill?” 


	Miller shook his head. “No. Just that he’d be in the crowd.” 


	“I knew him,” the guy said. “I called him ‘Dad.’” 


	Miller thought—no, was sure he’d misheard.


	“What did you say?” 


	“My father. You killed my father that day.” 


	Miller could only stare. If this guy was telling the truth, that meant that the yeniçeri—him most of all—had pretty much clear-cut his life. If he was telling the truth. A big if, but the look of loss on his face said he was.


	What the fuck? Why did the Ally have such a hard-on for this guy? What had he done to get a cosmic being so pissed at him?


	He’d probably never know the answer to that, but he did know that if positions were reversed, he’d have been planting bombs too.


	Other things he knew were that he could expect no mercy from this guy, and that he had only minutes left to live.


	Strangely enough, that didn’t bother him as much as he would have expected. Not like he was leaving a wife and kids behind. As he’d been told half a million times, a spear has no branches.


	And then the answer hit him: The Ally was pruning this guy’s branches, making a spear out of him. Miller could see only one reason for that.


	“You are the Heir after all.” 


	He nodded glumly. “So I’ve been told. But enough about me: Where’s your new O?” 


	Miller shook his head and looked longingly at the NATO round, just out of reach. A foot closer and he’d have been able to grab it and use it to make a quick exit.


	“Can’t have you planting a bomb under her too.” 


	“I just want to talk to her.” 


	“Yeah, right.” 


	“You’re going to tell me.” 


	Miller shook his head again. “Ain’t gonna happen.” 


	He waggled his Glock. “I could make your last hours seem very, very long. Eternal.” 


	Torture… Miller’s gut clenched at the prospect. Would he be able to hold out? He didn’t know. Everyone had their limit. Where was his?


	He hoped he never found out.


	He hid his dread and said, “Do your damnedest. I ain’t saying shit.” 


	The guy sighed. “You know what? I believe you.” 


	He picked up the NATO round as he rose and walked around to Miller’s left side.


	“Don’t take this personally. It’s simply to keep you out of trouble.” 


	He lowered the stolen H-K until its muzzle was only two inches from Miller’s left elbow and fired. Miller screamed—he couldn’t help it—and rolled onto his back. At which point the guy shot him in his right elbow.


	The guy used his foot to roll him over onto his belly, then went through his pockets.


	“You won’t find anything there,” Miller gritted through the pain.


	Soon enough the guy realized he was right.


	“Don’t go away,” he said as he walked off.
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	Shit!


	Jack wanted to kick something, but he drew the line at kicking a helpless man. Even if it was Miller.


	He’d planned to leave one yeniçeri alive—for questioning. Had to find out where they’d taken Diana, had to talk to her. She was Gia and Vicky’s last hope. Maybe. An infinitely long shot, but a shot.


	He hadn’t wanted the survivor to be Miller. He’d been pretty sure he could get one of the others to crack, but sensed Miller would be too tough.


	On the other hand, he’d wanted to go mano a mano with Miller, wanted—needed—to make it personal.


	And he had.


	Miller’s pockets had been virtually empty; his wallet hadn’t yielded a clue. Jack still had no idea where they were hiding their new O.


	Okay, try the others. A grisly task, and no more fruitful than Miller. The only thing of interest was a dark blue doodad hanging from a lanyard around Gold’s neck. It was lozenge-shaped, a couple-three inches long, imprinted with PRE-TEC and 8GB.


	Looked like a flash drive.


	He hurried over to his laptop and plugged it into a USB port. But when he accessed the drive, all he found was gibberish. Maybe the explosion had scrambled its memory. Maybe Russ Tuit could unscramble it.


	He pocketed the drive and the car keys Jolliff had been carrying. One place left to search.


	Outside, he combed through the Suburban’s interior, emptying the glove compartment, checking all the storage pockets. He hit pay dirt atop the driver’s visor: a round-trip Steamship Authority ferry ticket for a car and three extra passengers from and to Nantucket.


	Okay. That had to be it. The new safe house was on Nantucket. But where on Nantucket? All he knew about the place was that it was an island off the Massachusetts coast, somewhere near Martha’s Vineyard. But he’d know more real soon.
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	The guy came back and squatted before him. He held out a slip of paper and waggled it. Through his fog of agony Miller saw a ferry pass.


	Shit.


	“So she’s on Nantucket. Care to tell me where?” 


	“Fuck you.” It came out like a groan.


	“I’m not out to harm her—anything but. Unlike you, I don’t target women and children. But I am going to find her. You can make it easier by telling me where.” 


	“You gotta be kidding me. The fuck would I do that?” 


	“‘Cause maybe it’ll help undo what you’ve done.” 


	Undo? Was this guy crazy?


	“No way.” 


	The guy raised the pistol in his other hand—Miller’s own H-K—and said, “Then you’re no good to me.” 


	Miller had known this was coming. To his surprise, he felt no fear. Torture he feared. Dying clean and quick… not so bad. He’d sworn to die for his Oculus if necessary. Now it was necessary.


	He looked the guy in the eyes and said, “Things’d be different if we’d had a fair fight.” 


	The guy looked sad. “No such thing as fair. You of all people should know that.” 


	He saw the barrel come level with his face.


	Saw the cold eyes behind it.


	Saw the muzzle flash.


	Then saw nothing.


	Ever again.
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	Jack wished he could have found more satisfaction in standing over Miller’s fresh corpse. But he felt nothing—too dead inside to feel anything but grief and loss and rage.


	Straightened and looked around. Time to get out of Dodge.


	He did a sweep, removing the three undetonated bombs, then the newspaper-stuffed backpack and the battery-operated timer from the locker. He’d had Russ reset it to flash a countdown from ten to zero in a continuous loop so that whoever saw it would think they had only seconds before an explosion. The bombs and timer went into the backpack, as did his laptop. He stepped outside and looked around. All quiet.
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	Back at the hospital he left his hardware in his car on the chance that Security had taken his warning seriously. They had: Made him pass through a metal detector before being allowed upstairs. Good for them.


	He found Dr. Stokely charting at the nursing station.


	“Dare I ask?” he said.


	Her expression was grim as she shook her head. “I wish I had good news for you, Mister Westphalen.” 


	“Call me Jack.” 


	“If you wish. What I wish is that I could tell you there’s been no change in Gia and Vicky, but…” 


	He leaned against the wall.


	“Oh, no.” 


	She nodded. “Gia’s showing signs of the brain stem herniation I warned you about. And Vicky… well, we can’t seem to stop her seizures. We’ve thrown everything we have at her and it works for a little while, but then she starts convulsing again. She’s quiet now, but I’ve never seen anything like it.” 


	I’m sure you haven’t, Jack thought.


	“What happens if she doesn’t stop?” 


	“Status epilepticus will, for want of a better term, fry her neurons. Cause cerebral edema. She’ll herniate her brain stem, just like her mother.” 


	“Brain death… like the Schiavo thing?” 


	“No. That was different. That was a persistent vegetative state. Schiavo still had her brain stem intact, and thus the basic brain functions that keep the body alive—circulation, respiration, and so on. That won’t be true in the case of your wife and daughter.” 


	“You mean…?” 


	She nodded. “With significant herniation… total shutdown of vital systems… the end.” 


	She might as well have slapped his face.


	Numb, he said, “What Glasgow score have you got them at now?” 


	“Three.” 


	He felt himself swaying. “That’s as low as you can go.” 


	Another nod. “Yes, it is.” 


	“How much longer?” 


	“At this rate… twenty-four hours. I wouldn’t get too far from here, Mister Wes—Jack.” 


	But he had to go far. Probably to Nantucket. It was the only chance they had.


	He walked over to their beds. When he saw the gauze patches over Gia’s eyes he did an about face and returned to Stokely.


	“What’s with—?” 


	“The eye patches? That’s to keep them from drying out or being injured. Gia has lost her corneal reflexes.” 


	Goddammit he had to find the new O. The previous one had said something about being one of the Ally’s eyes. Jack was counting on that… praying it was an open connection.
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	In a black fog he walked over to Russ Tuit’s place on Second Avenue in the east nineties. Smelled like they were frying tortillas in the Tex-Mex restaurant below.


	Russ greeted him at the door.


	“How’d that timer work out?” 


	“Perfect.” 


	Russ, a redheaded code head with pale skin that most likely had not seen the sun in the thirty-odd years of his life, had garbed his pear shape in a flannel shirt and old corduroys worn almost smooth. No matter what the season, he wore flip-flops.


	“Still not going to tell me what you used it for?” 


	“Probably better you don’t know.” 


	Jack handed him the flash drive.


	Russ’s eyebrows shot up. “Eight gigs. Cool. But what’s this crud on it?” He scraped at the crusty stains with a thumbnail. “Hey this looks like—” His head shot up and he stared at Jack. “—blood. Is it?” 


	Jack said nothing.


	Russ nodded, looking a bit queasy. “Yeah, yeah. Probably better I don’t know, right?” 


	“Probably. Thing is, I think it may be messed up. I can’t make any sense of what’s on it.” 


	“Let’s take a look.” 


	Russ plugged it into his computer and hit a few keys. Jack watched his screen fill with the same gibberish he’d found.


	“See?” Jack said. “It’s screwed up.” 


	Russ turned to him. “Yeah, it’s screwed up, but in a special way: It’s encrypted. Probably one-twenty-eight bit.” 


	“And that means?” 


	“Means we need a decryption key.” 


	“Where do we get that?” 


	“From the mother computer that encrypted it, or…” He smiled.


	“Or what?” 


	“Or I run it through my own personal decryption program.” 


	“What do you mean, personal?” 


	“It means I wrote the code. It’s the reason—all right, one of the reasons—I’m not allowed online for the next twenty-two-point-two years.” 


	Russ had done a two-year, soft-time jolt in a fed pen for a shopping list of Internet crimes, most of them bank related. One of the conditions of his parole had been a quarter-century ban from the Internet.


	“Okay. How long and how much?” 


	“Can’t say how long. Can’t even say I’ll succeed.” 


	“I need it yesterday, Russ.” 


	“Okay, okay, I’ll crank on it. As for how much: two-fifty just for trying, five hundred if I break it.” As if anticipating a protest, he quickly added, “The two-fifty is for my time and the use of my proprietary software.” He gestured around at his front room, furnished in contemporary crummy. “I need cash to maintain this lavish lifestyle.” 


	“Deal.” 


	Russ rubbed his chin. “Got a feeling I low-balled myself.” 


	Jack grabbed a pad off his desk and scribbled his cell number, then wrote “Nantucket.” 


	“I need anything and everything on that drive that has to do with Nantucket. And I need it fast.” He peeled five fifties from his cash roll. “Here’s the down payment. Another two fifty later and a five-hundred bonus if you get it done before six tomorrow morning.” 


	Russ grinned—he really needed a new toothbrush. “Awright! I’m on it. If it’s doable, I’m the guy to do it.” 
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	Back in his apartment, Jack Googled Nantucket. He found a boomerang-shaped island thirty miles south of Cape Cod. Small: only fifty square miles. Only? That was twice the size of Manhattan. Not good. But year-round residents numbered just under ten thousand. Much better, but still a lot of people. Loads better though than the forty to fifty thousand on the island in the summer.


	He figured the islanders would be, well, insular, and the kind who knew everybody’s business. They’d sure as hell know if a bunch of sunglass-wearing outsiders and a teenage girl had moved in among them. But would they tell another outsider? Jack had his doubts.


	So he needed Russ to ferret out a name or address or anything involving Nantucket from that flash drive. Otherwise he’d have to tackle the island on his own and find some locals to chat up, see if they’d come across with any hints as to the whereabouts of the yeniçeri.


	A very iffy proposition since Jack had little time and no illusions about his chatting-up abilities. They stank.


	In the meantime, he’d hang at the hospital and hope for the best… hope he wouldn’t have to go to Nantucket at all.


	He realized what an idiotic hope that was, but he wasn’t giving up on Gia and Vicky. Not ever.


	FRIDAY
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	Cal lay in bed in the dark and listened to the wind howl around the house. He had one of the eight downstairs bedrooms to himself. Each could sleep four, but the MV’s butchered numbers didn’t require that sort of crowding.


	He checked the clock again—4:11—then grabbed his cell phone from the night stand and checked that: Yeah, it was on, but still no call from Miller or any of the others.


	The plan had been for Miller to call once they were on their way back to Hyannis.


	Cal hit his speed-dial button for Miller—only the tenth or twelfth time in the last hour. He listened to a long series of rings before the leave-a-message voice came on.


	Realizing sleep was impossible, Cal slipped out of bed and padded into the hall. To his left he saw a figure silhouetted in a glowing window. He walked toward it.


	“How’s it going, Grell?” 


	In the wash of light from the security floodlamps outside, he could make out the binocs hanging from Greli’s neck and the twelve-gauge shotgun, the Bushmaster, and the sniper rifle leaning beside the window. The super-bright lights automatically turned on at dusk and stayed on until dawn.


	The silhouette nodded. “All quiet on the southern front. What’re you do-ing up?’


	“Waiting to hear from Miller.” 


	“No call yet?” 


	“Nope.” 


	“Shit.” 


	Yeah. Shit.


	Cal headed upstairs to the computer that occupied a small study off the great room.


	“Just me,” he said as he spotted Novak in the sunroom where he had a view of both the harbor and the ocean, as well as north.


	He lit up the computer and started searching the news services for stories of gunfire in a New York hospital.


	Nothing.


	Acid seeped into his stomach, burning, gnawing. This looked bad. Worse than bad. This had the makings of a catastrophe. If Miller, Jolliff, Hursey, and Gold had wound up like Zeklos…


	He shook his head. What would he do? What could he do? Diana—had to get used to calling her the Oculus now—and the others would be looking to him for answers, and he had none. This isolated house on this spit of land bordering the Atlantic offered more safety that anyplace else they might have chosen, but it hamstrung them as well. Even if they had the manpower to answer Alarms, they were too far from just about anywhere of importance to act on them.


	Militia Vigilum… the words mocked him: They could be vigilant, but not militant.


	He almost felt as if the Ally might be mocking them as well: No matter what I tell you to do, no matter how heinous, you run to it. I say, “Jump,” and you say, “How high?” 


	He’d never felt the slightest confusion about his relationship to the Ally. It had always been the vast, wise commander, and he had always been the small, fleshy appendage that did its bidding. But on his last outing he hadn’t been able to—had outright refused.


	Was he losing faith?


	He hoped not. Because that would make his whole life a waste, an empty exercise. A lie.


	Feeling lower than he could ever remember, Cal turned off the monitor but remained seated. If only Miller would—


	A sound.


	He straightened in the chair and listened more carefully. It came from the far end of the great room… from the master bedroom suite.


	A girl’s voice… sobbing.


	They’d ensconced Diana in the suite because it was where she would have stayed if her father were still alive, and because she’d be safer on the second floor.


	Safer, yes, but more isolated.


	Cal rose and slowly, carefully crossed the great room. The door to the suite was ajar but the room beyond lay dark. The sobs grew in volume as he approached.


	When he reached the door he hesitated. She was thirteen, her father had been murdered just days ago, and she was vulnerable. Very vulnerable.


	Damn me.


	With everything else going on—arriving in a rush, learning about Zeklos’s death and the note, then Miller and his crew taking off, he’d completely forgotten about the kid and how she must be feeling.


	They needed a grown woman here, someone Diana could talk to, confide in, cry on her shoulder. Being an Oculus was a hellish responsibility for an adult. It had to be crushing for a teenage girl.


	Teenage girl… oh, hell, had she had her first period yet? Who’d talk to her about it? Who’d go to the store for tampons or whatever they were using these days?


	We need a woman!


	But female yeniçeri didn’t exist. The MV was strictly Old School in that regard. Women had never been members and therefore women would never be members.


	Maybe not a bad idea. Imagine the turmoil and distractions they’d cause in the training camps.


	Poor Diana. She couldn’t go to school or have even one friend. Not with those eyes. They’d give rise to too many unanswerable questions.


	So it was up to Cal.


	Had to tread carefully here. Couldn’t let her think he was interested in anything but her well-being, that he was knocking on her door at this hour with any agenda other than to see if he could help. Her world had fallen apart. She had to be crushed, terrified. He didn’t want to add to that.


	He knocked on the doorframe.


	“Diana?” 


	A startled gasp, then a teary, hesitant, “Yes? Who’s there?” 


	“It’s me—Davis. Are you all right?” 


	Louder sobbing answered his question.


	He leaned next to the door, unsure of what to do. He knew a hundred ways to kill, but hadn’t the slightest clue as to how to comfort a newly orphaned teenage girl. Maybe if he’d been a father at some time, but…


	“Want to talk?” 


	A sniff. “That’s okay.” Another sniff. “No, wait. Yes.” 


	“Okay if I come in?” 


	“O-okay. But just to talk, just for a minute.” 


	Yep. Had to tread very carefully here.


	He stepped into the room but didn’t turn on the lights. He figured she’d rather not be seen with tears on her cheeks. And to be honest, he’d rather not see those black eyes of hers. Her father’s hadn’t fazed him, but Diana’s… he’d watched her grow up with normal blue eyes. Seeing them now as glossy black orbs disturbed him. The little girl had mutated into something else.


	He was glad she wore shades day and night—but he doubted very much she wore them to bed.


	Enough glow from the floodlights seeped through the blinds to allow him to make out the huddled shape sitting in bed with the covers pulled up to her neck, held there by little hands protruding from the sleeves of one of her long flannel nightgowns. He knew about those because he’d packed them for her.


	He found a chair and pulled it up next to the bed, then seated himself facing her.


	“I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” he told her. “None of us can. You must be frightened half out of your mind.” 


	A whimper. “I am.” 


	“I hope you know that we’re here for you, ready to die for you. But I’ve realized that’s not enough. You need a family. We’ll be that family. You’ve got a dozen uncles.” Only eight, he thought, if Miller and company didn’t come back. “We’ll make time for you whenever you need it. We’ll school you, play games when you want us to, leave you be when you want time to yourself. The important thing you’ve got to realize is that you’re not alone in this, Diana.” 


	She began crying again—deep, wracking sobs this time. The sound tore him up.


	Without realizing he was doing it, Cal reached out and took her hand. He was ready for her to pull away, and that would be okay, but instead she clutched it with both tear-slick hands.


	“I’m so-so-so scared!” 


	“It’s all right to be. You didn’t choose this life, I know, and it won’t be easy, but we’ll all try to make the best of it.” 


	“You don’t uh-understand. I’m scared of an Alarm. I don’t want to get an Alarm.” 


	Cal could understand that. He’d seen her father when they hit him. They didn’t look pleasant. Diana undoubtedly had seen it too. He didn’t blame her for being frightened.


	But what to say?


	“All I can tell you is we’ll help you in any way possible.” 


	Lame-lame-lame.


	“But what if one comes at night?” 


	Cal didn’t have an answer for that beyond an even lamer, “We’ll come as soon as you call.” Then he thought of something. “Maybe you won’t have any Alarms.” 


	“Why not?” She sounded almost offended.


	“Well… what good would they do? Unless they concern something right here on Nantucket, what can we do about it?” 


	After a few heartbeats she said, “You really think so?” 


	He had no idea but felt compelled to ease her fears any way he could.


	“It’s a possibility.” 


	“Can’t you stay with me?” 


	He temporized. “I can stay here now while you get some sleep. Lie back down. I’ll stand—I mean sit watch. You’ll be okay.” 


	She removed one hand from his but kept a tight grip with the other. She slid further under the covers and lay prone. In minutes she was asleep.


	Cal sat and held her hand. Maybe after she’d experienced an Alarm or two she’d feel more at ease. Until then, he’d do what he had to do. If it meant holding her hand all night, then so be it.


	With his free hand he switched his cell to vibrate.


	Where the hell was Miller?
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	Jack was dozing in the family waiting room when his phone started vibrating. He recognized the caller’s number—Russ—so he roused himself, stepped into the hall, and hit SEND.


	“Jack? Did it. Decryption accomplished. Made the deadline, right?” 


	Jack glanced at his watch: 5:47.


	“Just barely. Any mention of Nantucket?” 


	“Yeah. A few. Don’t know what you’re after, but what I’ve found doesn’t look like much. Something like a Quicken file.” 


	Quicken… money-management software. If the MV was making mortgage payments on the Nantucket place…


	“Be right over.” 


	He decided to hoof it. Russ was only a mile and a half or so away. Jack had garaged the car and by the time he got it out on the street or found a cab he could be there. Besides, the cold air would revive him.


	Christ, he was tired.


	The air, the exercise, and the cuppa Joe he grabbed from an all-night coffee shop on 81st combined to revive him, leaving him alert and fairly energetic by the time he arrived at Russ’s.


	Jack had seven-fifty in bills ready in his hand when Russ opened the door. He didn’t want any jive—he wanted info.


	“Here.” He handed Russ the wad. “Show me.” 


	Russ stared at the bills, then at Jack. He wore a stunned expression. “That was quick.” 


	Jack pushed past him and stalked toward the computer. He was not in a chatty mood.


	“Show me.” 


	Russ pocketed the cash as he scooted ahead. He hung over the chair and started banging the keyboard.


	“It’s right about—here.” He pulled out the chair and motioned for Jack to sit. “There’s six gigs of data on that drive. I searched high and low but this was the only mention of Nantucket I could find.” 


	Jack saw bar graphs and calendars but no mention of Nantucket.


	“What am I looking at?” 


	“It’s a bill management program. Let’s you know if and when you paid a recurring expense.” He ran his finger along a line. “See these numbers. They all went to a guy named Darryl Heth on Pocomo Road in Nantucket—or should that be on Nantucket?” 


	“And who might he be?” 


	“Well, he’s listed under ‘Maintenance,’ so I’d guess he’s some sort of handyman or caretaker.” 


	“Does it say where he does his maintaining?” 


	Russ shook his head. “That’s about it: name, address, and ‘Maintenance.’ That what you’re looking for?” 


	“Not quite. No mortgage payments listed?” 


	“Maybe. But if so, they’re not linked to Nantucket.” He reached over Jack’s shoulder and entered a few bursts of typing. He shook his head. “Nope. No mortgages at all.” 


	Jack stared at the screen. He hadn’t learned any more about the location of the new MV home, but he’d bet the ranch that Darryl Heth could tell him.


	“Print out his name and address for me.” 


	“Gonna write him a letter?” 


	“Nope. Going to pay Mr. Heth a visit.” 
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	Jack was dozing in his car outside the Twin Airways hangar in the wilds near a Long Island burg with the improbable name of Muttontown, when Joe Ashe pulled up in a very retro, very bright yellow Chevy SSR pickup.


	“Thank God,” Jack muttered, rubbing his eyes.


	He’d been having trouble hooking up with the Ashe brothers the last two times he’d needed to fly. He hadn’t been able to get past their voice mail earlier so he’d driven out to wait. He hoped Joe wasn’t here to get ready for another charter.


	Joe, tall and skinny, stepped out of his truck and ambled toward Jack’s Vic, a curious expression on what little was visible of his face. He wore shades and a cowboy hat low over his fair, shoulder-length hair. The lower part of his face hid behind a short beard just the far side of stubble.


	Jack stepped out and waved.


	Joe grinned when he recognized him. “Hey, Jack,” he said in a molasses-thick Georgia accent. “How’re they hangin, boy?” 


	Jack had borrowed that accent last week when he’d braced the yeniçeri from the rear of their Suburban.


	“Need your help.” 


	Joe laughed. “Some more larkin like that tire-dumpin gig? Man, that was so fun it oughta be illegal.” He struck a pensive pose with a hand to his chin. “Hey, wait a minute. I do believe it was.” 


	“Got to get to Nantucket, Joe.” 


	“Not a problem. Long’s you don’t need to go today.” 


	“I need to be there now. As in yesterday.” 


	“Shoot, man. I got a charter scheduled for midday.” He looked at the gray clouds lidding the sky. “Course that might not happen. Got a heap of weather on the way. A snowy nor’easter, they say.” 


	“What about Frank?” Frank was Joe’s twin brother.


	“On a charter to Tampa. Lucky bastard. He’ll probably stay there awhile to wait out the storm.” 


	“This is really important, Joe. Please. I’ll pay you anything.” 


	“Ain’t a question of money—question of time. Why’nt you just go commercial? And if you can’t do that, I reckon I can call on some folks’ll be glad to take you.” 


	“The how is as important as the where and the when. I need to bring along some hardware.” 


	Joe stared at him a moment, then said, “C’mon inside where it’s warmer.” 


	He led Jack to the hangar, unlocked the door, and deactivated the alarm. Inside Jack saw a Gulfstream jet and a few small prop models.


	In the cozy office in the front corner, Joe started a pot of coffee. Looked like he’d set it up the night before so it would be ready to go.


	Jack said, “How long will it take you to get me there?” 


	“Do ‘er in half an hour, tops.” 


	Jack glanced at his watch. “It’s only a little after eight. You can be back by nine-thirty.” 


	“Whoa-whoa-whoa.” Joe held up his hands. “This here ain’t like jumpin inna pickup. You gotta do all sorts of checks’n shit.” 


	“Well, let’s get started. I’ll help.” 


	He opened his mouth and Jack expected another refusal, but Joe caught himself. Maybe Jack’s desperation had seeped through.


	Finally he sighed. “Shit. What the fuck. Let’s do ‘er. How long you plan bein there?” 


	“Overnight. Less if you can hang out and—” 


	“‘Fraid you’re gonna have to get back on your own. Last thing I need is to get snowed in at ACK.” 


	“Ak?” 


	“A-C-K—Nantucket Memorial’s ID code. Come on. Let’s get doin if we’re gonna do this.” 


	Jack wanted to hug him but figured Joe wouldn’t appreciate that.
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	The sleek little four-seat, two-prop Diamond Twinstar had a bumpy time in the cloud-filled sky.


	“Unsettlement in the air,” Joe told him through the headphones.


	“Long as we don’t do a John-John.” 


	“Gotta few more hours under my belt. Just a few.” 


	Jack knew the Ashe boys had uncountable hours of flight time, but still he hung on and prayed.


	He hid his relief when, at a little after ten, he was able to step out onto the tarmac of tiny Nantucket Memorial Airport. He pulled his duffel bag from the rear and shook hands with Joe.


	“I owe you one, man.” 


	“Hell, you paid me.” 


	“You know what I mean.” 


	Joe smiled through his beard. “Yeah, I do. Hope things never get to the point where I have to call you up and collect.” 


	“You’ve got my number.” 


	Joe looked at the sky. “Don’t reckon I’ll be able to come back here for a while. Once that nor’easter hits—and it looks to be real soon—I’ll be snowed in. We ain’t commercial or even municipal. Takes time to get our strips plowed.” 


	Since Jack wasn’t sure he’d be able to go back tomorrow—or ever, for that matter—he took the news in stride.


	“I’ll work something out.” 


	Joe rubbed the arms of his sweatshirt. “God damn, I swear it’s even colder here than back home. I gotta get back inside.” 


	Jack waved, then hurried through the razor-edged wind to the solitary, cedar-shake-sided building where he found a Budget counter. After renting him a Jeep Liberty, the woman there gave him a map and outlined the route to Pocomo Road.


	Pocomo, it turned out, was a section of Nantucket whose main artery was—surprise—Pocomo Road. The area lay northeast of the airport as the crow flies, but no road ran the crow route. He’d have to follow a roundabout course that took him west and then back eastward.


	A small annoyance, but still an annoyance. It meant delay, and time was a fist against his back, kidney punching. If the doc had been right last night about Gia and Vicky having twenty-four hours left, damn near half of that was already gone.


	If Darryl Heth didn’t want to tell him what he needed to know, what then? Getting rough with him would be counterproductive—might alert the yeniçeri that someone was asking questions about their place. He’d have to use an oblique approach—make Heth tell him about the house without Jack asking about it.


	He thought he knew a way. But first he had to find the place.


	Due to multiple wrong turns, the ten-mile trip along winding, rolling roads took forty minutes. He detected a conspiracy in the lack of road signs out here. The first three or four miles had been fine, everything clearly marked. But the farther east he moved, the spottier the markings. This was the less populated, untouristy half of the island. He sensed the residents saying, if you can’t find your way around here, maybe you shouldn’t be around here.


	All of which he understood. And sympathized with. But not when he was working against the clock.


	As he drove, following a line of canted telephone poles, Jack noticed that almost every house, no matter what the shape or size, had a dark roof and cedar-shake siding. No tile-roofed, stucco-walled, Tara-columned, bright-colored, vinyl-sided McMansions here. No McDonald’s either, for that matter. Or Wendy’s or Burger King. A chain-free oasis that discouraged the look-at-what-I-can-buy parvenus. A suburb of heaven.


	Finally, Pocomo Road. He followed it, marveling at the huge houses on either side, until he ran out of pavement. He kept going. He found “Heth” on a mailbox on the right and followed a winding pair of sandy ruts through the six-foot-high brush to Chez Heth, a tiny, cedar-shaked ranch on the north side near the end of the road. Head Case had been carved into the wood of a canoe paddle fixed over the front door.


	Hardly encouraging.


	Jack parked in front, walked to the door, and knocked. A thin woman, in her sixties, wearing a house dress, answered the door. Her pale blue, wrinkle-caged eyes took his measure as she stood and stared at him.


	Jack said, “Can I find Darryl Heth here?” 


	“Who’s asking?” 


	“Someone who might have some work for him.” 


	“He’s ‘round back, chopping wood.” 


	He walked around and found a sixtyish man splitting logs with a long-handle ax. Reminded Jack of a Charles Bronson scene from The Magnificent Seven.


	Jack introduced himself as John Tyleski. Heth took off his gloves and they shook hands. His palm and fingers were tortoise-shelled with callus. His face was as wrinkled as his wife’s.


	“Beautiful piece of property you’ve got here.” 


	Jack was burning to shake the info out of this guy, but he held back. Never hurt to soften up a source. Besides, Jack wasn’t lying. Heth’s house sat on a bluff overlooking a huge expanse of ice—square miles of it. He imagined how beautiful it must look in the summer with sun sparkling on the water.


	“Yeah. Been in the family forever. If I wanted to buy this property now, I couldn’t afford it. Hell. I couldn’t afford a corner of it. The price of land on the island…” He shook his head in disgust.


	“Don’t I know. I’m looking to buy and it’s, well, it’s just incredible.” He pointed toward the ice. “What am I looking at here?” 


	“The head of the harbor.” He pointed a gnarled finger leftward. “See that low shore on the far side over there? That’s the coatue; it keeps out Nantucket Sound.” 


	Jack saw a sandy colored strip capped with a fuzz of vegetation—scrub brush, most likely.


	He pointed straight ahead across the ice. “And there to the east, that line of dunes you see keeps out the Atlantic.” 


	The same kind of strip, but this one sported a single large house midpoint.


	“Does the harbor always freeze up like this?” 


	“Not the whole harbor, not down by town, though sometimes that happens and an icebreaker has to come through so we can get food and heating oil. But here, well, the head of the harbor’s something of a backwater. Freezes over most every winter. This year’s no exception.” 


	Jack nodded toward the stack of split wood. “Doesn’t look like you’d miss the oil much.” 


	“Been burning a lot more of that since the price of oil went outta sight.” He eyed Jack. “But I gather you didn’t come here to admire the view, nice as it is, or talk about oil. Just to save us both some time, let me tell you flat out that this place ain’t for sale.” 


	“I appreciate that.” Jack dropped an oceanfront street name he’d picked off the map: “I’ve been looking at property along Squam Road—” 


	“Weather can get rough over there.” 


	“So I’ve been told. That’s why I’m leery of leaving the place to the elements for nine or ten months a year.” 


	“And you’re looking for someone to keep an eye on your house.” 


	
“You got it.” 


	Heth narrowed his eyes. “Well, just so happens I do a bit of that. But how’d you know?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Someone in one of the realty offices gave me your name. Would you be able to fit another place into your schedule?” 


	“Sure. What did you have in mind?” 


	“Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. I don’t wish to offend you, but before we come to an agreement, I’ll need some references. I hope you understand.” 


	“Course I do. Only a damn fool would hand his house keys to a stranger without knowing something about him.” 


	“So you can provide references?” 


	“Sure can. Come on inside.” 


	Okay, Jack thought. So far, so good.


	He was burning clock here, but he reminded himself that he wouldn’t be able to make a move on the safe house—wherever it was—until after dark.


	The ranch was cramped inside and smelled of fried fish, but its pine walls and floor were clean and polished. Mrs. Heth poured coffee as they sat down at the dining table. Heth pulled a ledger from a drawer and began thumbing through it.


	“I caretake nine places—all shapes and sizes, from a brand-new ocean-front in Surfside to the old Lange place over on Cliff Road. I charge a monthly retainer.” 


	He seemed pleased to be able to say that he received retainers.


	“Can you provide contact numbers for your clients?” 


	Jack figured a guy who liked receiving retainers would also like the idea of having clients.


	“All nine?” 


	“Well, I’ll need only a couple of responses, but who knows how many will reply?” 


	Heth nodded. “Good point. I’ll write ‘em down for you.” He reached for a scratch pad. “Matter of fact, you can ride over to one of the places right now and ask them in person.” 


	Jack kept his tone casual. “Is that so?” 


	“Yep. It’s on the other side of the harbor head. This is the first time I’ve known them to show up since I been working for them.” 


	“Really.” 


	“Interesting history to the place. You can see it from here—sitting by itself on that strip of land I pointed out to you, you know between the harbor and the Atlantic. Been there fifty-sixty years or better but the present owners done some strange modifications.” 


	Jack’s ears pricked up.


	“Such as?” 


	“Well, you see, the house sits over a wash-away garage.” 


	“I’m not familiar with that term.” 


	“Means the living space of the house proper sits on a bunch of pilings. The under part is enclosed as a garage, but not all that sturdily built. That’s so, in a real bad storm, should the ocean have a mind to jump the land and pay a visit to the harbor, the walls of the ground level will wash away, leaving the flood waters swirling around the pilings while the house sits safe above it all.” 


	Jack was disappointed. “Not such a strange modification.” 


	“That was the original design. I’m talking about other stuff. The original design also had a set of stairs running from the garage up to the first floor. But these folks tore that out and covered the opening with steel plate. In fact, the entire flooring of both levels is reinforced with steel plate.” He shook his head. “That’s not gonna protect you from no storm.” 


	Jack agreed. But it would protect from anyone shooting through the ceiling below.


	Jack leaned forward. “So how do they get in?” 


	“You gotta go up an outside stairway to a door. Get that? No matter what the weather, you’ve gotta leave the garage and go outside to get inside. Don’t make sense.” 


	Made lots of sense if you wanted to limit access.


	“Who are these strange folks?” 


	“Nice people. Said they won’t need me coming around while they’re here but they’re gonna keep paying me my retainer. Lucky thing they’re here, too, otherwise you might have trouble getting hold of them.” 


	“Why’s that?” 


	“The place is owned by some sort of foundation.” He checked his ledger. “The MV Foundation, whatever that is. It hired me and pays me.” 


	Jack resisted pumping a fist. He’d just taken a giant step closer to the new O.


	“I’ll put these folks first on my list.” 
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	Over Darryl Heth’s objections, Jack left him with a Ben. The man might have protested more if not for the take-the-money-and-shut-up look his wife was giving him. A man’s time was worth something. He’d taken up some of Heth’s, and Heth in turn had saved Jack a lot of his own. A hundred bucks for that seemed the deal of the century.


	He’d given Jack directions, warning him that he’d need four-wheel drive to reach the house. So Jack took Pocomo back to Wauwinet Road where he made a left and followed the harbor head’s shoreline.


	He had no intention of bracing the yeniçeri in daylight, but he wanted to get a look at the house, scope out its shape and size and possible routes of access.


	Far along he passed a little guard shack with a stop sign and a warning that only residents and four-wheel-drive vehicles were allowed past this point. But the shack was empty and Jack kept going.


	Past the shack he found a hotel of sorts on the left: THE WAUWINET—AN INN BY THE SEA.


	Past that the pavement narrowed, then vanished, replaced by sandy ruts. Jack levered the Liberty into four-wheel drive and pushed on. Eventually the scrub pines vanished, leaving nothing but sand and brush. About half a mile out on the isthmus between the wind-whipped, white-capped Atlantic and the frozen head of the harbor sat a big lonely house.


	Was this the place? He looked down at Heth’s directions. He’d followed them to the letter. And the house looked just as he’d described it: two stories atop a two-car garage.


	Shit.


	The isthmus looked about four hundred feet wide—certainly no more than five hundred—and had no access other than the sandy path that passed it on the ocean side. Jack’s map called the path Great Point Road, named he guessed after the finger of land that jutted out from the island’s northeast corner.


	The perfect safe house. No way to sneak up on it during the day; if they had floodlights—which he assumed they did—no way to sneak close enough to matter at night. They could zero in on any approaching car and keep it covered until it was well past. Same with hikers, although Jack doubted there’d be many of those in this weather.


	He pulled out his compact binoculars and focused them on the place. Two garage doors faced him. The set of stairs Heth had mentioned ran up to a door on the harbor side of the second level. Two decks jutted from the top level, one facing the harbor, the other the ocean.


	Jack imagined the views in the summer must be fabulous. Be great to rent it some day. Gia and Vicks would love—


	What was he thinking? They weren’t going to see another summer if he didn’t find a way into that house for a little face time with the O. And even then… if she couldn’t put him in touch with the Ally… or if she could but the Ally wasn’t into making deals…


	So many it’s…


	He focused on the stairway landing and the deck not quite directly above it. From this angle he couldn’t tell how much space separated them.


	It began to snow. Small, scattered swirling flakes, but the sky promised more. Much more.


	Shit.


	He seemed to be saying that a lot lately.
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	Cal had given up on calling Miller or hearing from him. He sat at the kitchen island with Novak, watching the hulking, dark-haired man spread Skippy super-chunky on Ritz crackers and shove them into his mouth. Grell stood at the counter over by the window, whipping up some sort of chicken thing to cook later for dinner.


	Lewis and Geraci had another half hour to go on their guard shift. Come four o’clock, Cousino and Finan would be on till midnight, after which Cal and Dunsmore would take over. Three eight-hour shifts covered by four teams of two allowed everyone to rotate through each shift.


	A few hours earlier Cal had driven to the Stop & Shop and stocked up on nonperishables like canned chili and Spaghetti-Os, bottled water and soft drinks and such. He’d also bought lots of crackers and peanut butter. And a hand-powered can opener. The house had an electric model, but that wouldn’t be much use if the storm knocked out the power. Yeah, they had a generator, but it never hurt to be prepared for anything.


	Diana was taking a nap—she hadn’t got much sleep last night. Cousino and Dunsmore were playing cards. Finan was reading. They’d spread out the thousand pieces of a puzzle of one of Monet’s lily ponds on the dining room table. Diana spent a lot of time with it, and everyone else tried to fit in at least one piece as he passed.


	He looked out through the sliding glass doors at the inch of snow that had already collected on the top-floor deck. The Boston TV weathermen were predicting a bad one. Who knew how long they might be stuck here? Days, or maybe not at all. Either way, none of what he’d stocked in would go to waste.


	Novak washed down a cracker with a mouthful of Pepsi and said, “What’re we going to do, Cal? Nice as this place is, we can’t stay here forever.” 


	Cal knew what he was feeling. He felt it too. Only a couple of days here and already island fever was setting in.


	“You’re right. We can’t, and we won’t. But this will have to be Home until the camps send reinforcements.” 


	Grell turned from the counter. “And when will that be?” 


	“I talked to Idaho. They’re stretched pretty thin already. Everyone they’ve got is green and raw.” 


	“Did you tell him we’re down to eight?” Novak said around a mouthful or Ritz and PB.


	“Of course. He’s going to do what he can.” 


	“Which is?” 


	Cal shook his head. “Wish I knew.” 


	Grell rinsed his hands and perched his long, angular body on a stool at the counter.


	“Welcome to Cretaceous Park.” 


	Cal looked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“Obvious, don’t you think? Yeniceri are dinosaurs and the big meteor that’s going to make us all extinct is breathing down our necks.” 


	“Well, aren’t you Mister Cheerful,” Novak said.


	“Just stating the facts. No use in kidding ourselves about Miller and Gold and Jolliff and Hursey. They’re not coming back. We started off the week with twenty guys. Now we’ve got eight.” He shook his head. “The writing’s on the wall. All you’ve gotta do is read it.” 


	Cal knew what he meant. They were losing—losing big. He looked for a way to put a positive spin on it, but couldn’t find one. If Oculi kept dying at the present rate, by this time next year they’d be extinct. And that would leave the surviving yeniçeri—assuming any remained—adrift, with no purpose, no place in the world.


	Ronin.


	He looked at Grell. “So what do you think we should do? Give up? Walk away and leave Di—our Oculus unprotected?” 


	Grell stared at a corner of the ceiling. “Well, why not? Might be the best thing for her. With no yeniçeri to answer her Alarms, there’d be no reason for the Adversary to bother with her.” 


	“Don’t count on that. She’s one of the Ally’s eyes.” 


	“Until she gets her heart torn out.” 


	“But what if the Adversary’s plan is to blind the Ally? Okay, I doubt he can do that, but taking out all the Oculi could sure as hell make it myopic.” 


	Grell shook his head. “I still think she’d have a better chance—” 


	“Forget that she’s an Oculus. She’s a scared little girl, terrified and alone. Who’s going to take care of her? She was crying last night. I went in and sat with her and talked to her. Since I’ve got the midnight shift, I won’t be able to do that tonight. One of you might have to.” 


	Grell looked uncomfortable. “What do you say to her?” 


	“You say what I did: That she should think of us as family and that we’re always here for her and that we’re ready to die protecting her.” 


	Grell nodded. “Oh. You mean like the truth.” 


	Cal loved him then.


	“Yeah. The truth.” 
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	Jack checked the weather through the dormer window of his second-floor hotel room. Dark as night. His watch said it was almost five, which meant that it pretty much was night. Or twilight. Not that it mattered a whole lot. The clouds had lowered even further and the local weatherman said the snow was falling at better than an inch an hour. Good.


	He’d picked the Wauwinet Inn because it sat on the head of the harbor just a few hundred yards from where the pavement ended, and about half a mile due south across the ice from the yeniçeri place. Like every structure elsewhere on the island, it had cedar-shake siding and white trim. Could have been any of the oversized two-story houses he’d seen, only much larger.


	He’d taken a second-floor room to see if he could spot the yeniçeri house. Early on he’d found it with the field glasses. As the snow had thickened, it disappeared, but not before he’d been able to determine that the third-floor deck was not over the stairway landing.


	Bummer. That would have made things easier.


	Easy or not, the house was going to have an uninvited guest tonight. What he had to decide was when: Now, with relatively little snow but everyone in the house up and about? Or fight the deeper snow later to arrive when all but the guards were asleep?


	He couldn’t see that it mattered. No one would stay asleep for long once he made his presence known. Besides, the clock was running.


	He stepped to the bed and surveyed his day’s purchases spread out on the flowered coverlet.


	After finishing his long-distance survey of the house, he’d driven into town to do some shopping, scouring Main Street and the surrounding area for any kind of white clothing. Not many stores open, and the ones he found were closing early because of the snow. He did find a place with a skiwear section, but the men’s sets were all red or blue or yellow or a combination of the three.


	Lots of white on the women’s rack, though. He checked out the largest sizes he could find and garnered strange looks when he tried them on. He settled on a white parka with a fur-lined hood, and white ski pants, both too small but big enough to squeeze into. Then he bought a white king-sized down comforter. As a final touch he picked up twenty feet of half-inch nylon rope from a marine outfitter near the docks.


	To all that, he now added the two H-Ks he’d picked up over the past couple of days. He’d have preferred his trusty Glock, but these babies came fitted with high-quality suppressors. He wanted to keep the noise to a minimum.


	One last thing before he left: a call to the trauma unit. Stokely was there.


	When he asked her his perpetual question, she said, “Not good, I’m afraid. Your wife has developed an arrhythmia and—” 


	“Her heart?” 


	“Correct. We’re keeping it from getting out of hand, but it’s only a matter of time.” 


	“I hope you’re not asking me to pull the plug.” 


	“No. That won’t be necessary.” 


	A deep, shuttered part of Jack had suspected that, but to hear it put into words…


	“No hope?” He could barely hear his own words.


	“There’s always hope, but…” 


	Jack knew what she’d left unsaid:… but not enough to matter.


	“I don’t know where you are,” she said, “but I advise you to get here while you can, before the snow keeps you out.” 


	He wanted to be there—she’d never know how much. But Dr. Stokely and all her staff offered no hope. And maybe that house out there on the isthmus didn’t either, but it offered a chance of hope. So that was where Jack had to go.


	“I’ll be there. Soon.” 


	He hoped.


	Jack’s sense of urgency couldn’t push to a higher level, so he blanked it out and concentrated on the moment. He wound the rope around his waist, then wrapped his purchases plus a few other goodies in the comforter and hauled everything out to the Jeep in the lot across the road. He knew his furry white parka would attract attention in the hotel so he put it on in the car.


	As for the rest of the night, he very much doubted that whatever went down at that house—whether yeniçeri deaths or his own—would ever be reported to the police. The yeniçeri had their own laws. So did Jack. Neither would bother with anyone else’s.


	Still, he wanted to avoid attracting attention. It wasn’t a strategy; it was a way of life.


	All geared up, he rolled up the comforter, stuck it under his arm, and stepped out of the Jeep. He opened the double gate that led to the lawn. Not until he reached the north side of the hotel did he feel the full force of the storm. A blast of snow-laden wind staggered him. He leaned into it and pushed forward.


	The ferocious gale made it hard to tell how much snow had fallen. Some areas of the front lawn were bare down to the dead grass, others had drifts eighteen inches high. And the storm was barely five hours old.


	Jack had heard of a whiteout; this was the first time he’d been in one.


	He followed the sloping lawn down past a raised deck that sat like a wooden island in the dune grass, then to the water’s edge. No problem telling where land ended and harbor began: The wind had buffed the ice virtually clean of snow.


	Jack pivoted and looked at the Wauwinet. All he could see was the glow of its outdoor spots. Could have been a hotel or a beached commercial fishing boat with its running lights on.


	He turned back toward the head of the harbor and felt his heart pick up its pace when he saw nothing but darkness ahead. He knew the angle he had to travel from the hotel to reach the house, but after moving a hundred feet out on the ice he’d lose the hotel as a landmark. Without bearings he could wander around in circles out there until he froze to death. He needed a compass but hadn’t brought one—who could have imagined this situation?—and hadn’t been able to find one in town.


	Shit.


	The only way of surprising them was to come in off the harbor. They wouldn’t be expecting anyone from that direction. Probably weren’t expecting anyone from anywhere in this storm. But after everything that had gone down this week, they had to be paranoid as all hell. They’d keep their guard up no matter what, especially where the road was concerned.


	He stared out at the impenetrable darkness of the ice. Suicide to go out there without a compass. He kicked at some drifted dune grass. God damn it!


	He’d have to try the road. He could keep the Jeep’s lights off and work his way out along the isthmus until he saw the house lights, then go the rest of the way on foot—head out onto the ice and approach the house at the same angle he would have if he’d been able to cross the harbor.


	Yeah. That would do it.


	He hurried back up the slope to the lot, started the Jeep, and put it on the road. He kept it in four-wheel drive. The pavement was much like the hotel lawn: drifted in some spots, bare in others. But a hundred feet past the end of the asphalt he had to hit the brakes.


	A fallen pine blocked his way.


	Jack jumped out and tried to push it aside, but couldn’t budge it. The way it was wedged across the road, he’d need a power saw to get past. And there were no side paths out here—hell, there were barely sides.


	Back in the Jeep he banged the steering wheel and let his head drop back against the safety restraint. How the hell was he—?


	And then he saw a pair of LCD letters in the overhead console: NE.


	A compass—the Jeep had a built-in compass.


	He slumped back. So what? Not as if he could rip it out and carry it with him across the ice.


	Unless…


	Did he dare?


	He didn’t see that he had any choice.


	He flipped the Jeep into reverse, turned around, and headed back to the Wauwinet.
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	“Gin,” Diana said as she slapped three eights and an eight-high straight of clubs onto the table.


	Dressed in an NYU sweatshirt, jeans, and her shades, she said it with little enthusiasm. Cal hadn’t expected her killing time with him to relieve the pain of her loss, but hoped the distraction would dull it.


	He smiled for her and shook his head. She’d just learned the game—apparently her father hadn’t believed in card games—and already had beaten him five out of the last eight hands.


	“Luck. Pure luck. Okay, total up your points.” 


	He was getting creamed in the point tally. He fancied himself a fairly decent card player, but his strength had always been in reading his opponent. That wasn’t possible with Diana—even if she had her shades off he doubted he’d be able to suss out anything in those black eyes.


	She leaned back. “I’m hungry.” 


	Only five-thirty. Kind of early, but he took her hunger as a good sign. She hadn’t eaten much the past couple of days.


	He craned his neck to find Grell and spotted him in front of the TV.


	“Yo, Grell. What’s dinner?” 


	“Chicken française. Hungry?” 


	Cal glanced at Diana. “Yeah.” 


	Grell rose from his seat. “It’s all set to go. Gimme half an hour. In the meantime, take a look at this storm. It’s big.” 


	Diana rose from her seat. “I think I’ll take a shower before dinner. I’m kind of rank.” 


	He smiled. “Could’ve fooled me.” 


	She turned away, then turned back. “Thanks for staying with me last night. It was… nice.” 


	He shrugged. “You needed a friend.” 


	“Do I have to call you ‘Davis’ all the time? What’s your first name?” 


	“Yeniceri never use first names.” 


	“Couldn’t you make an exception for me?” 


	He shook his head. “Not even for you.” 


	He saw her lips tighten, then she turned and strode to her room.


	Cal closed his eyes and let out a breath. I’m not cut out for this.


	Maybe Grell was right. Maybe she’d be better off without them.


	He wandered over to the TV where the Weather Channel was showing satellite images of the storm. The reception kept breaking up as gusts of snow peppered the dish on the roof. But the feed held together enough to display a swirling mass of white running north along the coast. Accumulation predictions ran from two to four feet, depending on location.


	He gave a mental shrug. Long as the ocean didn’t act up too much, a blizzard was a good thing for them. Not much chance of anyone making a move on the place during weather like this.


	On the other hand, someone might think they’d lower their guard because of the storm. He had to warn the men not to slack off.


	He crossed to the big picture window and stared out at where the harbor was supposed to be. He heard the wind pelting the glass with snow. He could see nothing but swirling white. The bright security lights made the whiteout even worse. The house could have been moved to Siberia or Antarctica or Jupiter for all he knew. He had to trust that the rest of Nantucket was still out there.


	And hope that no one was foolish enough to be heading their way.
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	Jack had figured driving down the hotel lawn to the ice would be the easy part. And he was right. No sweat with four-wheel drive. And no one around to raise a ruckus.


	Now the hard part: Did he dare roll out there in this thing? He had no idea how thick the ice might be. Yeah, it had been cold lately, and the ice had looked thick in daylight, easily capable of supporting a single man. But how would it hold up under a couple of tons of SUV?


	He shook his head. What was he stalling for? None of that mattered. Gia and Vicky were at stake here. And having no other options made the decision simple. He was going.


	But slowly.


	The ice would be thickest and safest near shore, most likely frozen all the way to the bottom. Farther out, he couldn’t say. He knew nothing about the head of the harbor and hadn’t had any time to learn.


	He took his foot off the brake and let the Jeep ease down the last few feet of the slope and onto the ice.


	It held.


	Watching the overhead compass readout, he turned off the headlights, angled the wheels to the right, and gave her a little gas.


	A little proved too much. Even in four-wheel drive, the wheels spun and the Jeep side-slipped. Zero traction out here. He put it into first gear and tried again. Better. He began to move ahead. He adjusted his direction until the compass read N, and kept rolling. But just barely. If the ice wasn’t going to hold this baby, he wanted to find out before he was too far from shore.


	He watched in the rearview as the snow swallowed the lights of the hotel. And then, only blackness behind, only blackness ahead. Like driving through ink. No moon, no stars, the only light coming from the dashboard. He couldn’t see the snow, but knew from the crinkling sound it made against the windows that it was out there.


	The wipers squeaked across the windshield. At first he thought to turn them off—nothing to see out here anyway—then he remembered that there soon would be. Or so he hoped.


	He seemed to be traveling an awfully long time. Had he got off course? Was the gale causing the Jeep to side-slip?


	And then he saw a faint blob of illumination at one o’clock, but only for an instant—as if someone had lit a candle in dense fog and then blown it out. As he angled toward where he’d seen it, it flashed again through a break in the snow. A few feet more and it became a steady glow.


	Yeniçeri-ville. Had to be.


	He stopped the Jeep and shut her off. If he needed to return, he could find her by using the remote to flash the headlights. He hoped.


	A lot of hoping going on.


	He’d been running through what Heth had told him about the place. Breaking in at ground level would do no good because it gave no access to the living space. The only way in was through a single door atop an outside stairway. He’d bet the ranch the place was alarmed up the wazoo. A soft entry seemed impossible. So he’d come prepared to go in hard.


	He’d loaded the two H-Ks with Devastators—so-called exploding bullets—each with an aluminum tip and a lead azide center designed to detonate on impact. He checked to make sure each had a round in the chamber. Then he filled his pockets with the various goodies he’d brought along. When he was loaded up, he slipped on a pair of safety glasses, grabbed the white comforter, and stepped out into the storm.


	The wind hit him like a fist, driving the tiny hard snowflakes against his exposed skin. Good thing he’d thought of the goggles. His face felt like it was being sandblasted.


	He grabbed the comforter and started walking—


	And then froze as he heard a booming crack and felt a shudder run through the ice. He made out the vague outline of the Jeep, still safe and sound where he’d left it. He couldn’t see a break anywhere, but that meant nothing. He couldn’t see much of anything.


	Just a noise. Maybe the infrastructure of the ice was adjusting to the two tons of car perched on its back. Or maybe this was what frozen lakes and harbors did whether or not anyone was on it.


	If a tree falls in a forest…


	He heard-felt a second crack boom through the ice. As he stepped back to check the Jeep he heard something else.


	A splash.


	He pulled off a glove and squatted to check the ice. Wet. Covered with at least half an inch of water. And more gurgling up through a half-inch crack.


	Quelling a surge of panic, fighting the urge to run, he shuffled back to the Jeep and eased inside. He started her up, put her into first, and began a slow right turn… to the east… toward the nearest shore.


	Hang on, he told the ice. Hang on.


	His only consolation was his assumption that the closer he got to land, the safer he’d be—the ice would be thicker and more stable in the shallows along the shore. He just had to make it there. But how far was there?


	Finally the Jeep nudged against something. He put her in park and stepped out. He had the headlights and a flashlight but didn’t dare use them—not with the house lights visible to his left.


	He knelt and felt piled snow. He dug through and sighed with relief when he found sand.


	Made it.


	He rose and looked around. His original plan had been to approach the house from the west. He didn’t want to change that, so he’d have to walk out onto the ice and loop back to the house.


	The big question was how safe was the ice out there. He weighed a hell of a lot less than a Jeep, but was it too unstable even for a single man? He wished he knew.


	What he did know was that falling through the ice would be the end of him. Even if the frigid water didn’t throw him into shock, even if he didn’t drown and managed to drag himself to thicker ice, a water-soaked man would die of exposure in this frozen wind long before he reached warmth.


	But he had to risk it.


	He pulled the comforter from inside the Jeep and held it up ahead of him where it served as a shield while blurring his human outline. He started walking, peeking over its upper edge to make sure he was on course.


	No more ice booms. Small comfort. He felt it could crack open under him any second.


	He kept the glow to his right and slowly it began to take shape. He’d arrived. And he was facing the house’s western flank.


	He crouched and draped the comforter over his head like a shawl, then pulled out his binocs. He picked out the stairs leading up to the only door: solid, no glass, probably steel. He’d been hoping for but not expecting a few panes of glass. Solid steel offered the best protection. The only glass needed was a peephole.


	He’d worry about the door later. He first had to cross a hundred feet of ice and a couple of hundred feet of snow to reach it. Those last two hundred feet were well lit. Very well lit.


	Like Shea Stadium.


	Lots of light inside too. He shuffled closer and scanned the windows: regular casements on the lower level; big picture type centered in the top, with sliding glass doors onto the deck up there. The big window was the major threat to his arriving unseen.


	No one there now. Maybe he should—


	He spotted movement in a top-level window to his right. He focused on it. Just a silhouette… but it was brushing long hair.


	The new Oculus—Diana.


	That settled it. He knew where he had to go, and knew it had to be now.


	Stuffed the binocs into a pocket. Then, staying in a crouch, held the comforter before him and let it flap in the wind as he charged the house. Got off to a slow start on the bare ice, but that changed as soon as he hit the snowy shoreline. His sneakers dug into the calf-high powder and he sprinted a zigzag course across the two hundred feet toward the base of the house. Felt the ground change as he crossed the road; stumbled in one of the ruts, but kept his balance.


	When he reached the wall he flattened his chest against it and pulled one of the H-Ks. Then he waited for an outcry or a commotion.


	Nothing.


	Except for the howl of the wind, all remained quiet.


	His scars itched like they had at the warehouse when the Oculus was present. That clinched it: She was here.


	Turned to face the way he’d come and—


	Footprints… a trail of them winding from the icy shore to the house.


	Damn. He’d known he’d have to leave some, but the lights cast shadows along their edges, making them stand out. As he watched, though, the wind began to fill them with snow. In a little while they’d be gone—before anyone spotted them, he hoped.


	His back to the siding, he inched around to the steps and inspected their undersides. Risked a few blinks of his flashlight—doubted they’d be noticed in the flood of light from the spots—but couldn’t find any wiring. As expected. Early warning sensors might make sense in a city, but out here the salty air would strip the insulation from exposed wires in no time.


	Made his way up the steps—slowly, carefully, hugging the cedar siding all the way. When he reached the landing he inspected the door. Just as he’d expected: steel, secured by a knob lock and a dead bolt. Gave the knob a try—you never knew—but it held fast. Would have been nice simply to push it open and let them think the wind had done it.


	But that would have been too easy. Had a feeling nothing was going to be easy tonight.


	Opened his parka and uncoiled the rope from around his waist as he studied the top-floor deck. It sat a couple of feet above his head and five feet north. On a good day he could stand on the landing’s railing and jump, grab the edge of the deck, and pull himself up. This was anything but a good day. Grab and hold on to a snowy deck? Good luck.


	Thus the rope.


	Tied a slipknot and made a two-foot loop. Brushed the snow off the landing’s two-by-four railing and climbed atop it, spreading his feet to shift most of his weight to the ends of the board. Leaning against the cedar shakes for support, he threw the loop at the deck’s corner post. The wind blew it back. Tried again, throwing harder. Same result.


	Made it on the fifth try.


	Tightened the loop, then knotted his end of the rope around the base of the landing’s inner post. Now he had a makeshift rope ladder to the deck. But he wasn’t leaving the stairs just yet.


	Pulled off the white parka. The wind sliced him as he stuffed the comforter into it, even up into the hood, then zipped it closed. Using his Spyderco he cut off a length of the remaining rope and used it to tie the parka to the top step, back to the door.


	Flattened himself against the siding and pulled out one of the three M84


	flash-bangs he’d brought along. He yanked the safety pin but held the clip in place as he drew one of the H-Ks.


	Then he pounded his fist on the door.


	With the dish reception shot due to the storm, Diana had started the DVD of her favorite film, Napoleon Dynamite. Cal tried to watch but found it a lost cause. He saw why she might identify with a movie about geeks who simply can’t fit in with the rest of the world. She probably saw herself as the ultimate geek.


	He glanced at the other two occupants of the room: Lewis was dozing on the couch while Geraci fiddled with the puzzle.


	He wandered over to the harborside picture window. No letup in the snow. At least the ocean wasn’t acting up.


	He was turning away from the window when the snow suddenly thinned and revealed what looked like a winding trail of indentations through the snow. Instantly the storm thickened again and hid it from view. Wind could sculpt weird patterns in snow, but this had looked like footprints.


	Crazy. Couldn’t be. But he stayed at the window and waited for another break. And when it came he was ready.


	There—a zigzagging line of shallow depressions. Had to be footprints. Goddamn! Someone had come off the harbor!


	He ducked away from the window and yelled, “We’ve got company!” 


	Geraci leaped to his feet. “Where?” 


	Lewis mumbled a “Huh?” from the couch.


	“Footprints outside. Go down and tell Cousino and Finan”—this was their watch—”and wake up Dunsmore and tell Grell and Novak.” 


	As Geraci pounded down the stairs, Cal pointed to Lewis.


	“Get these lights off.” 


	He hurried over to where Diana sat lost in her movie. Nothing he’d said had registered. He grabbed her under an arm and pulled her from the TV.


	“Hey!” she said with no little indignation. “What’re you doing?” 


	“Taking you to your room. Someone’s here who shouldn’t be!” 


	The indignation vanished in a gasp. “Oh, no!” 


	Keeping himself between her and the sliding glass deck doors, he guided her to her room.


	“Keep the lights out and sit in the closet until we straighten this out.” 


	He left her, closing the door behind him. When he came out he found Geraci bounding up the steps.


	“You won’t believe this. Someone’s knocking on the door.” 


	“Knocking?” That was just about the last thing Cal had expected.


	Geraci started for the sliding glass doors. “I’m gonna go out on the deck and have a peek.” 


	“No! That might be what they want. They could have a sniper out there waiting for us to do just that. Stay low and stay ready. I’m going downstairs.” 


	All the bedroom doors had been closed so it was safe to leave the center hallway lit. Cal raced to the laundry room that served as the house’s vestibule. He found five of his men clustered around the entrance, weapons out and trained on the door. He pushed through and took a look through the peephole. At the very edge of his view he saw someone in a hooded white parka sitting on the first step. Looked like a woman leaning on the newel post.


	He pounded on the inside of the door.


	“Hey! Hey, you!” 


	No movement—no sign of life, for that matter. He turned to the men.


	“All right. We’ve practiced this. You know what to do. You see anything at all suspicious, do not hesitate to shoot. I’m going upstairs to cover the O.” 


	As he turned and hurried back to the stairs, he saw Cousino, Finan, Grell, and Novak stacked high and low on either side of the laundry room, their pistols trained on the door. They would stay covered while Dunsmore unlocked it, then he would stay behind it as it swung inward.


	Cal had just reached the top of the stairs when he heard a deafening BOOM! from behind; a bright flash stretched his shadow before him.


	Flash-bang!


	Jack watched the door swing inward. Popped the clip on the grenade and started counting.


	One thousand and one…


	“Who’s there?” said a voice from within.


	… one thousand and two…


	“You out there—what do you want?” 


	… one thousand and three…


	Tucked the H-K into his belt as he tossed the grenade through the opening, then turned his back to the door, closed his eyes, and held his ears. The M84 exploded with a 180-decibel boom and a million-candela flash. Anyone in the vicinity was going to be deaf, blind, and disoriented for the next few minutes. Certainly in no shape to get in his way.


	After the detonation, Jack grabbed the rope and hauled himself up to the deck. As soon as he slid over the railing he brought out another M84 and re-claimed the H-K. Pulled the pin with his teeth, flipped the clip, and started another count.


	One thousand and one… one thousand and two…


	Fired a vertical line of five Devastators down the center of the sliding glass door. As the explosive bullets shattered the glass into countless fragments, he tossed the second grenade inside.


	Cal hung over the railing and listened. He heard cries from the men but couldn’t understand them.


	“Who’s down?” he called. “Anyone still mobile come to the stairs and—” 


	He heard a fusillade of shots behind him as the glass door exploded inward. He turned, pistol raised, and started firing at the door. Then he saw the silhouette of a canlike object float through the air into the room.


	“Flash-bang!” he shouted as he dropped his weapon, squeezed his eyes shut, and jammed his fingers into his ears.


	The room must have gone bright as the sun because the light blinded him through his eyelids. And then a noise louder than anything he’d imagined possible spiked around his fingers and into his eardrums.


	After the flash-bang, Jack leaped through the hole in the window into a large dark room. The room he wanted—he prayed he’d figured this right—lay to the right. In the wash of light from the outside spots he made his way to the door. He was reasonably sure Diana was in there, but who else?


	He dropped to the floor, rolled onto his back and kicked the door open.


	No shots, no one even asking who was there. Just the whimper of a frightened child. Again, he had enough light from outside to make out the outlines of the furniture. He followed the sound to a closet. When he pulled the door open he found Diana cowering on the floor. He flicked on his flashlight and saw her black, tear-filled eyes staring up at him.


	She screamed.


	It took Cal time to reorient himself. He’d been knocked to his knees. Now he staggered to his feet and looked around. Through the huge purple blob of afterflash floating in his vision he made out Geraci and Lewis writhing on the floor. Over the roar in his ears he heard them moaning about being blind and deaf. They hadn’t been able to react in time.


	Cal stood swaying, shaking his head to rid himself of the buzzing in his skull, blinking to fade the afterflash, and wondering why he and the others were still alive, why their attackers hadn’t finished them when they were down and defenseless.


	Then he heard a high-pitched scream. He whirled toward Diana’s room and saw her open door.


	No!


	He dropped to the floor, found his pistol, then charged the doorway.


	“Diana!” 


	He lurched into the room, found the light switch and, dreading what he’d find, turned it on.


	At first he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Diana knelt in the doorway of her closet, looking alive and well but terrified. Behind her, in the closet, crouched a man in a flannel shirt and white ski pants. Cal had to blink a few times before he recognized him.


	“You!” He started to raise his pistol—


	“Uh-uh. Put that down.” 


	The words sounded far away. Then his bladder clenched as he saw the muzzle of one of the yeniçeri’s own H-Ks pressed against Diana’s throat.


	He looked at Jack and saw the eyes of a stone killer. How had he missed that before? How did he hide it? Almost as if another person had moved into his skin. Another thing about those eyes… here was someone who didn’t care all that much whether he lived or died. Nobody more dangerous or unpredictable than a guy like that.


	“Don’t, Jack… she’s just a kid… please don’t hurt her.” 


	Cal searched for a way to get a clear shot without hitting Diana, but couldn’t see one.


	“If I were here for that, I’d have done it and been gone by now. But that’s not the plan.” 


	“Then what are you here for?” 


	“To talk.” 


	“Talk?” Cal felt a flare of anger. “You didn’t have to do all this just to talk!” 


	“Really?” 


	“Yeah. You have my number. You just had—” 


	Jack was shaking his head. “I don’t need to talk to you. I need to talk to an Oculus. You going to tell me you’d have let me if I asked you?” 


	No… of course not.


	Cal sensed Geraci and Lewis staggering up behind him. He glanced around and saw they had their pistols out before them.


	Geraci said, “What the—?” 


	Cal raised a hand. “Easy.” 


	“Get them out of here,” Jack said. “There’s been enough killing. And close the door after them.” 


	Cal turned and motioned them back, closed the door, then stared at Jack. Something he’d said…


	“‘Enough killing’… what’s that mean?” 


	“Just what it says.” 


	“Zeklos?” 


	He nodded.


	The son of a bitch.


	“And Miller and the others?” 


	Another nod.


	Fuck! Cal felt his trigger finger spasming.


	“And the O?” He steeled himself for the answer.


	Jack shook his head. “You’ll have to look elsewhere for an answer to that.” 


	“Why Zeklos, of all people?” 


	“I tried to prevent that. Didn’t work out.” 


	“You cut out his heart?” 


	“Only his, and that was for effect. It brought Miller and his posse where I wanted them.” 


	“You took them out? All four of them?” 


	A nod.


	“Who the hell are you?” 


	“Just a guy. You hurt me, I hurt you back.” 


	Just a guy? Obviously the wrong guy to hurt.


	“But why? How did we hurt you? We were going to take you in.” 


	“You people—you, your Oculus, the Ally… especially the Ally—killed my baby and put the woman I was going to marry and the little girl I was going to adopt into a coma.” 


	“No!” Diana wailed. “My father would never do that!” 


	Cal felt his knees soften. The woman and kid on 58th Street… no. Couldn’t be.


	“But the Alarm said… it showed… why would the Ally want them dead? It had to have a good reason.” 


	“By its standards it did. You’ve heard the expression ‘a spear has no branches,’ I assume.” 


	“Of course I—oh, no.” 


	“Oh, yes. But that’s not all of it. One of your LaGuardia victims was my father.” 


	Cal felt weak. He stepped away from the door and sat heavily on the bed.


	Diana stared at him with wide onyx eyes. “What is he talking about?” 


	Everything that hadn’t made sense about the ops now became diamond clear. They’d been Jack’s branches.


	“Is it true?” Diana cried. “Is it true?” 


	“Not the kind of thing I’d make up,” Jack said.


	Cal stared at Jack. “Then you really are the Heir.” 


	“Seems to be the case. And there doesn’t seem to be one goddamn thing I can do about it.” 


	Cal shook his head. “I’m sorry. Man, I am so sorry.” 


	“Sorry doesn’t quite cut it.” 


	Cal nodded toward Diana. “Killing her won’t make things better.” 


	“Haven’t you been listening? I’m here to talk.” 


	“To her?” 


	“No. To the Ally. I want to make a deal.” He waggled his pistol at Cal. “Now get out of here. I don’t want you hanging over us while I do this.” 


	Cal looked at Diana and saw her black eyes pleading with him.


	He shook his head. “No way. I’m not leaving her alone with you.” 


	Jack raised the pistol and leveled it at Cal’s face so that he was looking down the barrel.


	“Out.” 


	Cal shook his head again. “Shoot me if that’s what you’ve got to do, but staying with her is what I’ve got to do.” 


	“No-no-no!” Diana whimpered to Jack. “He’s my friend!” 


	Jack sighed and lowered the pistol. “Like I said, been enough killing.” 


	Cal saw something else in his eyes now—a sense of urgency.


	“All right, Diana,” Jack said. “Turn around and face me. No funny stuff. Just do as I say and this will all be over in a few minutes.” 


	Cal watched as Diana shuffled a hundred and eighty degrees until her back was to him. Again he looked for a shot but couldn’t find one. Oddly, he felt almost glad about that. What they’d done—what the Ally had done to this man… he’d been put through hell. No, not through… he was still looking for the exit.


	“Now,” Jack said to Diana. “Look at me. Look into my eyes, look at my face. Concentrate. Send a message or whatever you do to the Ally—Christ, I hate calling it that—and tell it—” 


	“I cuh-cuh-can’t!” 


	Cal said, “It doesn’t work that way. She’s a raw feed. She can’t send a message. She doesn’t even know whether or not the Ally is tapping in.” 


	Jack’s eyes flashed as he glanced at Cal. “It damn well better be listening. I’ve got some news for it.” He focused back on Diana. “Now just watch and listen. That’s all you have to do.” 


	“But I—” 


	“Shhh,” he said softly, pressing a finger gently against her lips. “Let me worry about who’s listening.” 


	As he leaned back and raised the pistol, NO-NO-NO-NO! reverberated through Cal’s brain. But then, to Cal’s shock, he placed the muzzle under his own chin.


	Diana cowered away, but Jack gripped her shoulder.


	“Don’t worry. No splattered brains here. Maybe later, but not yet.” He cleared his throat. “Listen up, you son of a bitch. You’ve expended a lot of time and effort turning me into one of your spears. Maybe you plan on me becoming your big weapon. Well, get this: You could very soon be looking for a new Heir.


	“So here’s the deal. You bring back Gia, you bring back Vicky, and you bring back Emma. Or you step aside and let the Lady bring them back. I don’t care which as long as all three are back.


	“What do you get? You get me. I’ll be your butt boy. I’ll do your bidding. But only in return for getting them back. And don’t try to pull a monkey’s paw on me. I want them back the way they were before your clowns ran them down. If that doesn’t happen, I pull this trigger. And I will do it. So it’s simple: If they go—I go. Without them I won’t have much to live for, and I won’t have anything in this world to protect from the Otherness. So I’ll opt out, and you can start looking for another guy to screw. Got that? Back the way they were or sayonara.” 


	He looked at Cal over Diana’s shoulder, then rose to his feet.


	“Now what?” Cal said.


	“Now I go home.” 


	Cal stood and faced him.


	“After what you did here, what you did to Zeklos and the others, you can’t believe we’ll let you go.” 


	“Like I said: Been enough killing. I could have used frags instead of flash-bangs. If I had, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You force me to shoot my way out, I probably won’t make it, but…” He pulled another H-K. “These are loaded with Devastators. I’ll take some of you with me. Guaranteed.” 


	Explosive bullets… Cal didn’t want to lose any more men.


	Jack sighed. “And if that’s not enough reason, I’ve got one more.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“You don’t really want to kill the Heir, do you?” 


	Cal let out a breath. Yeah. That was the kicker. They’d be undoing so much of what they’d worked for all their lives. He didn’t know what to say or do.


	“Feeling empty?” Jack said. “Helpless? Impotent? Welcome to my life since you blew a hole in it.” 


	Cal knew he had to let him go, and not simply because he was the Heir.


	Jack’s father. And then that pregnant woman and her little girl… he remembered how they’d been laughing together at lunch… and what the yeniçeri had done to them a few moments later.


	Yeah, Jack had killed five yeniçeri, and Cal mourned them, but it had been self-defense. He’d done it to protect his loved ones. And Zeklos and Miller and the rest would be alive still if they hadn’t run down those two—no, three innocent people.


	He owed this man something.


	“I don’t know if I can convince the others.” 


	“Get them all downstairs. I’ll handle the rest.” 


	Cal wondered what to tell them. Maybe say they needed a strategy meeting out of earshot… by the laundry room. That might work, especially since he was sure now that Diana was in no danger. And he had a pretty good idea how Jack would get out.


	“All right. I’ll give it a shot, but no promises.” He focused on Diana. “You’ll be safe here. Don’t leave the room till I come back for you.” 


	“Don’t leave me!” 


	“I’m not going to hurt you,” Jack said. “And you’ll be safer in here if things go wrong out there.” 


	“He’s right,” Cal said. He stepped toward the door, then turned back to Jack. “Good luck with the woman and the girl. I hope they make it. The baby too.” 


	Jack’s lips tightened and he gave a small nod, but he said nothing.


	Jack watched the door close behind Davis. He slumped back. Not in the clear yet. Getting out could prove harder than getting in.


	He glanced at Diana and found her staring at him with her whiteless eyes.


	“Are you really the Heir?” 


	“Not by choice.” 


	“But it’s an honor.” 


	“Somebody else might see it that way. I don’t. Might be different if I’d been asked first.” 


	In that case, of course, the answer would have been a firm N-O.


	Sensing a conflict within her, he said, “And how about being an Oculus? Is that an honor?” 


	She straightened her shoulders. “Yes. Of course.” 


	“Wouldn’t you have liked a choice?” 


	“It’s not. a choice—no more than the color of your skin is a choice. You are born an Oculus. It’s my destiny and my duty.” 


	Jack wondered how many times she’d been told that. Enough to have it branded on her memory.


	“All fine and good, but wouldn’t you have liked a say?” 


	“I—” The words choked off as her composed expression crumbled. She buried her face in her hands and sobbed. “I don’t want this! I want to have friends my own age, I want to dance, I want to date!” She looked up at him with her red-rimmed black eyes. “I want a life!


	Jack cupped her chin in his hand. “No one can appreciate that more than I. We’re in the same boat. I wish I could help you, but I can’t even help myself.” He rose and stepped past her. “I may not even be able to get out of here alive.” 


	She looked up at him. “It’s all true… what you said… what happened to you?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” 


	“Not your fault. And I’m sorry if I frightened you.” 


	“And what you said about killing yourself, that was true? You’d do that because of them?” 


	Jack nodded.


	Three years ago, before he’d met Gia, the idea of offing himself would have been… what? Inconceivable didn’t even approach it. He’d been a self-contained unit, an island in every sense, thumbing his nose at John Donne.


	Gia and Vicky had wrought a sea change. Before he’d met them he’d been unable to imagine sharing his life with anyone; now he couldn’t imagine life without them.


	“You’re a good kid, Diana. I hope—” 


	“I’m not a kid!” she sobbed. “I’m an Oculus. I’m a tool. And so are you. But you’ve found a way out. Maybe I—” 


	“Don’t say that. You—” 


	She held clawed hands around her onyx eyes. “I don’t want to live like this!” 


	Jack didn’t know what to say. What was left of his heart went out to her. Barely into her teens and her life had been appropriated. All her choices had been made. All except one.


	“All I can tell you, Diana, is wait. These are dark days for you. Maybe you’ll meet another Oculus your age and—” 


	“There’s hardly any of us left!” 


	He had to get out of here.


	“Just give it some time, Diana. That’s all I can say.” He gripped the edge of the closet door. “As for now, get back inside and lie flat. Things could get nasty in the next few minutes and I don’t want you hurt.” 


	“Maybe I don’t care,” she said, but complied.


	Jack pushed the door closed. He heard a faint “Bye,” just before it clicked shut.


	He stepped to the door to the great room and eased it open for a peek.


	Looked empty. Quiet except for distant voices.


	The question of the moment was whether Davis would stay true to his word, or if he and the remaining yeniçeri were waiting in the stairwell ready to open up on him.


	Pulled his spare H-K. Since that had the fuller clip, he switched it to his right hand. Keeping both trained on the stairwell, he slipped out of Diana’s room and padded along a diagonal path to the shattered glass door. Cold air and snow poured through.


	Stepped through the opening onto the deck, stowed the pistols, then swung his legs over the railing. Grabbed the rope and slid to its lowest point where his sneakers were only half a dozen or so feet off the ground. Dropped, landing in a crouch. Then, steeling himself for a bullet in the back, dashed for the harbor shore.


	No shots, not even a shout. Davis had delivered.


	He stayed off the ice and ran along the shoreline. No need for secrecy now, and this was the most direct path to the beached Jeep. Good thing too. Couldn’t afford to be too far off course. Although he still had his gloves and ski pants, he’d left the parka on the steps. The wind was scything through his flannel shirt like it was cheesecloth.


	He pulled out the Jeep keys and started clicking the LOCK and UNLOCK buttons, but saw no flashes.


	“Come on, come on.” 


	He kept moving and clicking and freezing, then he spotted a flash ahead. He homed in on it.


	10


	When Jack reached the Jeep he jumped inside, started her up, and maxed the heater. He put her in gear and started back, hugging the shoreline. A longer trip, but safer.


	As soon as he had the lights of the Wauwinet in sight, he picked up his cell and speed dialed the hospital.


	“Trauma,” said a woman’s voice. “Pedrosa speaking.” 


	“Maria,” he said—he knew a lot of them on a first-name basis by now, and vice versa. “This is Jack. Any—?” 


	Light suddenly bathed the Jeep and then something crashed into its rear bumper, snapping his head back.


	Jack didn’t wait to find out what had happened—he had a pretty good idea. He hit the gas. Since he was already rolling from the impact, he picked up speed quickly, though the Jeep slewed and yawed this way and that. He glanced in the rearview and recognized the grille of a Hummer.


	Davis? Jack doubted it, but it didn’t matter who was behind the wheel. Probably followed his footsteps along the shore and come out on the ice after him.


	He heard the crack of a gunshot but nothing hit the Jeep. Leaving his lights off he turned away from the shore—the Hummer would catch him before he’d cleared the Wauwinet property—and headed out on the ice as fast as the Jeep could manage. If he could lose them in the snow, maybe he could make it back to land unseen.


	Then he remembered the cracking ice.


	And that gave him an idea.


	With the Hummer hot on his trail he headed due north as he had before. As soon as he saw the first glow of the yeniçeri house he slammed on the brakes and went into a sliding spin. A second later the Hummer did the same. But it slid past and kept on going, its occupants firing wildly as it sailed by.


	It had to weigh at least twice as much as the Jeep. Jack didn’t know much about physics but knew more weight meant more momentum, and more momentum meant a longer stopping-distance.


	He turned on his lights so he could watch it slide into the area where the ice had cracked. If it had started to give way under a two-ton Jeep, what would it do under a four-ton Hummer?


	Jack had the answer almost immediately. When the Hummer finally slid to a stop, it paused for a second as the driver spun its wheels to resume the chase. A second was enough: Its front end dipped as the tires broke through the ice. Then the rear sagged. Then it was gone.


	Just like that.


	Might have lasted a little longer if the windows had been up, but you need them down to shoot.


	Jack watched the Hummer’s headlights glow beneath the ice as it sank, then he turned the Jeep south and headed for land.


	As soon as he was moving he called the unit again, and got hold of Pedrosa.


	“Any news?” 


	He’d held a forlorn hope that he’d hear a wild commotion in the background and cries of wonder because Gia and Vicky had suddenly emerged from their comas.


	But all sounded quiet.


	“No, Jack. Still hanging on but…” 


	“No improvement? None at all?” 


	“Sorry. You coming in soon?” 


	“I’m stuck out of town in the snow.” 


	“Get here as quick as you can, Jack. I don’t think there’s much time left.” 


	He broke the connection.


	If the Ally had heard the offer—a big if—it hadn’t taken it. No deal. Jack’s move.


	His foot fell off the gas pedal and he let the Jeep roll. He closed his eyes as his head fell forward against the steering. He was tapped out. Nothing left. This had been his last chance, his last hope. He’d given it his best shot and had come up empty.


	Nothing to do now but wait for the inevitable.


	Get here as quick as you can…


	For what? To stand by helplessly and watch them die? He didn’t know if he could do that. And yet what else was left to him? He owed it to Gia and Vicky to be there when they were declared brain dead. So they wouldn’t breath their last among strangers when Stokely turned off the respirators.


	He understood now why people went postal. He could see himself listening to the last wheeze of their powered-down respirators, watching the last rise and fall of their chests, flinching at the wail of their flat-lined cardiac monitors, then pulling out a pair of Mac-10s and starting to shoot, and keep on shooting until every living thing and every piece of equipment in the unit was dead, until he stood alone in the echoing silence.


	And then he’d flip the Ally the bird and follow through with his threat.


	But that had to remain an unfulfilled dream. He’d have to stand quietly by as his already crumbling world turned to ash. And then he’d have to hunt down Gia’s folks and break their hearts. And then he’d have to stand and watch as Gia and Vicky and Emma were ushered into their graves.


	Only after all that could he allow himself the luxury of bird flipping and promise keeping.


	By that point he’d be looking forward to it.


	SATURDAY


	1


	“New York Hospital on East Sixty-eighth. Fast.” 


	Jack slouched in the cab’s backseat and closed his eyes. He felt like hell.


	The storm had blown out to sea around two a.m., heading for Nova Scotia, leaving behind a flawless winter sky for sunrise.


	He’d paced the tiny Nantucket airport terminal all morning waiting for the plows to clear the runways. The Ashe brothers were snowed in, but the plowing in Nantucket proved to be less of a job than expected. The airport sat right on the beach, and the wind off the Atlantic had scoured the main runway—there were only two—while piling drifts along the tree-lined perimeter.


	The real problem had been finding a flight. The commercials were either canceled or way behind. By noon LaGuardia had a few runways open and he found a charter pilot willing to take him.


	All through the night and morning he’d made repeated calls to the unit. No change. Still hanging on by their fingernails.


	Waiting for him?


	I’m coming. Don’t let go till I get there.


	Fast didn’t appear to be an option. The city had taken eight inches and was only partially plowed out. Good thing it was a Saturday. Anyone with a brain who didn’t have to go out was staying home.


	As soon as the cab neared the hospital, Jack felt a growing sense of urgency; by the time he stepped out at the entrance it had become an icy fist squeezing his heart.


	Was he too late?


	He ran inside and passed through the security check. The elevator ride seemed an eternity. When he stepped out on the trauma unit’s floor he found a funereal silence. Three glum people sat in the patient lounge, staring either at the TV or into space.


	Jack went directly to the unit’s doors and stepped through—


	—into a chaos of frantic activity as nurses and aides ran back and forth, shouting orders to each other.


	Was this it? Had Gia and Vicky sensed his arrival and given up just as he’d arrived?


	But the expressions on the staff—no grief, no concerned urgency, more like…joy and wonder.


	Dr. Stokely spotted him just as he spotted her. She fairly ran up to him.


	“Mister Westphalen—Jack—it’s a miracle! A fucking miracle. I almost never use the f-word but that’s all that fits: fucking miraculous!” 


	Jack’s tongue turned to sand. “Gia? Vicky?” 


	Stokely nodded, her expression gleeful. “They came out of it—simultaneously! It’s impossible, but a few moments ago they began moving their limbs and turning their heads. Their EEGs show increased and increasing brainwave activity. Vicky’s seizures have stopped, Gia’s cerebral edema has vanished, and her cardiac rhythm is normal sinus. And just before you walked in they simultaneously pulled out their endotracheal tubes—they’re breathing on their own! I’ve never seen—I’ve never even heard of anything like it. It’s un—” 


	Jack dodged around her and fairly leaped to the bedsides. He pushed the nurses and aides aside and stared down at Gia first, then Vicky. They looked peacefully asleep. Their color was good, and yes, they were breathing on their own.


	Jack grabbed their hands and dropped to his knees, not in prayer, not in thanks, but because for a second there they wouldn’t support him. When they regained their strength he was on his feet again, leaning over Gia.


	“Gia? Can you hear me? Gia?” 


	Stokely laid a gentle hand on his back and said, “She may very well be able to hear every word we say, but she’s not yet capable of response.” 


	Jack straightened and looked at her. “But she will be?” 


	“I hate to make predictions, as you know, but I’ll go out on a limb and say yes. She’ll have some neurological deficits—that’s unavoidable—” 


	“Twenty-four hours ago you were telling me death was unavoidable.” 


	“Yes, that’s true, but no brain can undergo an ordeal like theirs and come away unscathed.” 


	We’ll see about that, Jack thought as he turned back toward the beds.


	Obviously the Ally had accepted the deal, but why had it waited so long to do its part?


	“When did you say they started coming around?” 


	“About half an hour ago, right after Gia’s mother left.” 


	Jack swung back on her. “Her mother?” 


	How had Gia’s mother found out?


	“Yes. Why, is something wrong?” 


	“I don’t know.” 


	“She said she was her mother. An elderly blind woman—looked old enough to be her grandmother, really.” 


	Jack had never met Gia’s mother but was pretty damn sure she wasn’t blind.


	And then he knew.


	“Did she have a dog with her?” 


	“Yes. A big, beautiful, seeing-eye German shepherd. She wanted to bring him in with her but we couldn’t allow that.” 


	That was it. The Ally had withdrawn, allowing one of the Ladies to come in and work her healing.


	“What did she do?” 


	“Just spoke to them. I wasn’t close enough to hear myself, but one of the aides said she overheard her telling each of them that it was time to wake up and—” She broke off, frowning as she looked past Jack. “What on Earth are those?” 


	Jack turned and saw what she meant. Leaning against the head of each bed was a three-foot tree branch with a tin can painted with odd red-and-yellow squiggles resting atop it.


	Jack had seen one of those before—behind his father’s hospital headboard in Florida.


	Stokely grabbed the arm of a passing nurse and pointed to them.


	“Where did they come from?” 


	The nurse looked and shrugged. “I don’t know. Never saw them before. Maybe the old lady—” 


	“Well, get them out of here.” 


	“Don’t touch them,” Jack said.


	Stokely and the nurse must have sensed something in his tone because they both stopped and stared at him.


	Jack thought fast, looking for a way to keep those talismans or charms or fetishes or whatever they were in the room. He didn’t know what they did but he knew that one of them had been nearby when his father had come out of his coma.


	“They’re religious—part of my wife’s religion.” 


	Stokely said, “What religion is that?” 


	Good question. He picked something she’d mostly likely know nothing about.


	“Wicca.” 


	“She’s a witch? Well, whatever, those things have to go. God knows what kind of bacteria they’re carrying.” 


	“They stay,” Jack said, letting an edge creep into his tone. “Does this hospital make accommodations for orthodox Jews and Muslims and vegans? You’d let a Roman Catholic keep rosary beads and a Virgin Mary statue at bedside, wouldn’t you?” 


	“Yes, but—” 


	“No buts. Unless you want to be responsible for the hospital being slammed with a religious discrimination suit, they stay.” 


	Stokely stared at him. “I thought you were a different sort of person.” 


	“I am. I’m a very different sort of person. You’ll never know how different. But the religious objects stay, right?” 


	Stokely sighed. “Okay, okay.” 


	Jack smiled. “Great. Now, do you have any idea where I can find the La—Gia’s mother?” 


	“As she was leaving I heard her mention something about a baby but—” 


	Good Christ! Emma! Could she…?


	Jack pushed past Stokely and hurried for the doors.


	“Wait? Where are you—?” 


	And then he was out and running for the closing elevator doors. He caught them and pushed them open with such force that he frightened the old couple inside.


	“Sorry.” 


	The morgue was in another wing. One of those can’t-get-there-from-here situations where he had to go down to the main floor and switch to another elevator bank.


	He watched the descending numbers as they stopped on every goddamn floor.


	Come on, come on, come on!


	Finally the main level, a dash to the other elevators, another excruciatingly slow ride, and then he was on the morgue floor, running down the hall. He burst through the doors and headed straight for the coolers.


	“Hey!” said the attendant—younger and stockier than the guy he’d met before. “Where’s your pass?” 


	Jack ignored him. He bee-lined for the drawer where they were keeping Emma and pulled it open. The black bag was still zipped, the lump still settled in its center. But something new had been added: a stick with a decorated tin can at its end lay beside the bag.


	Back to the lump: Was it—was that movement he just saw?


	A hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back.


	“Hey, buddy. You can’t just walk in here. You gotta have a pass.” 


	Jack turned on him, ready to rip his heart out and feed it to him.


	“This is my baby!” he gritted through his clenched teeth. He gave him a shove. “Get out of here!” 


	The guy staggered back, his belligerent expression morphing to fear.


	“I-I’m calling security.” 


	“Knock yourself out.” 


	Jack turned back to the body bag and reached for the zipper.


	Emma, alive. Thank you, Lady, whoever, whatever, and wherever you are.


	He pulled the zipper, spread the edges, ready to take her in his arms and wrap her in the warmth of his shirt.


	He froze.


	Emma lay exactly as he’d left her: stiff… white… lifeless.


	“No… oh, no…” 


	He lifted her, held her against him. This couldn’t be. He’d made a deal. All three of them back… as alive and as well as before. What had happened? The Lady had been here—the stick and the can were proof of that. Why wasn’t Emma alive? Why hadn’t she come back?


	“Sir,” said a gruff voice behind him. “You’re going to have to leave.” 


	Jack ignored him and held on to Emma.


	“We’re sorry for your loss, sir,” said another, softer voice. “But we have to escort you out of here.” 


	Jack realized he didn’t have any fight left in him. Not trusting himself to speak, he nodded. He kissed Emma’s cold, fuzzy scalp, then laid her back in the bag and zipped it closed. He let his hand linger on the lump that was his baby, then turned to let them kick him out.
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	He found the Lady in the main waiting area, sitting and seemingly staring at nothing through her dark glasses. A German shepherd in a seeing-eye harness sat at her feet, its tongue lolling. It looked at Jack as he dropped into the seat next to her.


	“Thank you,” he said.


	She nodded. “You have questions. Let’s walk.” 


	Questions was putting it mildly.


	They rose and Jack waited while she unfolded her white cane.


	“Are you really blind?” 


	She turned her face toward him so he could see his reflection in her black lenses.


	“What a question.” 


	What a non-answer, but he let it slide.


	He took her arm and guided her out into the cold, bright afternoon. They sat on one of the benches near the roundabout driveway. Neither spoke for a few moments, then Jack could wait no longer.


	“Emma… the baby… I guess it was expecting too much to think you could raise the dead.” 


	“Not too much. It has been done.” 


	“She was dead too long then?” 


	“Perhaps. But even if not, the Ally would not allow her return.” 


	Jack stiffened. “But the deal was—” 


	“I know about your threat.” 


	“But how could you?” 


	“That does not concern you. What does is that you should know that you have some value to the Ally, but you are not irreplaceable. I think it may have amused the minor molecule of its being that pays attention to this sphere to partially comply.” 


	“Partially…” 


	“Yes. Allowing me to return your Gia and your Victoria to you, but not the baby, was its way of sending you a message.” 


	“That I don’t call the shots.” 


	“Precisely.” 


	“But the deal was for all three.” 


	“There was no deal. Only your threat.” 


	Jack was beginning to see, and what he saw became a crushing weight on his shoulders.


	“A threat I can’t follow through on now that Gia and Vicky are back.” 


	No way he could eat a hollow-point and leave them to face the coming apocalypse without him.


	She nodded. “Yes. It has negated your threat without fully acceding to your demands…” 


	He felt his throat tighten. “Why not fully? Why couldn’t it simply free Emma too? It would’ve cost it nothing and… and she’s just a baby.” 


	“You are thinking emotionally about a force with no emotion.” She turned her dark lenses toward him. “You had to be shown who is boss.” 


	Utterly spent, Jack slumped on the bench and stared at the naked trees within the roundabout, the steady stream of cars dropping off and picking up patients and visitors.


	He’d been outflanked, but at least his battles with the MV hadn’t been for nothing. At least he had Gia and Vicky back.


	“How am I going to tell Gia?” 


	“She will know something is wrong as soon as she awakens and realizes there is no baby in her belly. Her first hope will be that it was somehow saved, that her infant awaits her in the neonatal ICU. You must be there to comfort her when she learns it is not.” 


	She cocked her head as if listening.


	“What?” 


	“They will be conscious soon. Do you wish to be there when they wake?” 


	“Of course.” 


	He wanted to be the first person Gia and Vicky saw when they opened their eyes.


	“Then you must go now.” 


	Jack jumped out of his seat and helped her to her feet.


	“You coming?” 


	She shook her head. “No. I have no place there.” 


	She tapped her cane on the walk and she and her dog began to move away.


	“Where are you going?” 


	“Not far. I am never far.” 


	He watched her until she’d rounded the corner of the nearest building, then he turned and hurried back inside. He had to be there to tell Gia about Emma.


	Guilt clung to him like a school of leeches as he headed for the elevators.


	Tell Gia about the baby, yes, but he could not tell her everything, could not let her know that it was no accident, that she and Vicky had been deliberately run down because of him… simply because they meant something to him.


	No. Couldn’t tell her that. Not yet. She’d have enough to deal with as it was. He’d tell her someday when she’d gotten over the worst of losing Emma, but not yet.


	At least they were safe now.


	No, not quite. Safe from the Ally, maybe—Jack had made it clear that losing those two branches meant losing the spear. But what of Rasalom? Would he try to strike through Gia and Vicky? It certainly wasn’t beneath him.


	Only time would tell. Jack had an idea that he didn’t rank very high on Rasalom’s list of priorities. Nevertheless he’d have to keep his head down and stay on guard.


	Always on guard.


				*
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	It was happening again


	In the driver’s seat, hands on the steering wheel, gunning the panel truck across Second Avenue toward the blond woman and her little girl


	gaining speed


	seeing their shocked, terrified expressions as he floors the gas


	feeling the impacts as he plows into them


	watching their limp, broken bodies flying as he races past, never slowing, never hesitating, never even looking back.


	Jack awoke with his jaw locked and his fists clenched. He forced himself to relax, to reach out and lay a hand on the reassuring curve of Gia’s hip where she slumbered next to him.


	The dream again. Easy enough to interpret: He blamed himself for the hit-and-run, so his mind put him behind the wheel. Obvious.


	What wasn’t obvious was the timing. The dream occurred only under a certain condition: It meant the watcher was back.


	Jack slipped from her bed to the window. The blinds were drawn against the glow from the streetlights. He peeked around the edge and


	There he was.


	As usual he stood at the corner, facing Gia’s townhouse, wearing his customary homburg and overcoat; his right hand rested on the head of a walking stick. His position silhouetted him against the lights of the traffic passing on Sutton Place and caused the brim of his hat to shadow his face.


	A big man and, if the slight stoop of his shoulders was any clue, elderly. Jack had first seen him outside his own apartment back in January just days before the hit-and-run. And lately he’d been showing up outside Gia’s.


	Jack had never been able to catch the guy. Not for lack of trying. He’d gone after him dozens of times, but the old guy seemed to know when Jack was coming.


	Somehow the watcher always managed to stay one step ahead. If Jack waited inside the front door, dressed and ready to give chase, or sat in his car or hid in a doorway, watching the corner, the guy didn’t show. Last month Jack had waited ten nights in a row�inside and outside, from uptown, downtown, and crosstown vantage points.


	Nothing.


	On the eleventh night he called it quits and went to bed. That night he had the dream again and, sure enough, a peek through the blinds confirmed the watcher’s presence.


	Deciding to give it another shot, Jack grabbed his jeans and hopped into them as he headed for the hall. He hurried down to the first floor and jammed his bare feet into his sneakers where they waited in the front foyer. Then out the door in a headlong dash across the street to the corner.


	The empty corner.


	But Jack didn’t break his stride. This had happened every time�in the half minute or less it took him to reach the street the guy in the homburg disappeared. All it took was a few steps to put him around the corner and out of sight, but there was more to it.


	Jack reached the corner and kept going, racing along Sutton Place for a full block, peering into every nook and cranny along the way. Tonight’s attempt ended the same as all the others: nada.


	His breath steaming in the night air, Jack stood on the deserted sidewalk, turning in a slow circle. Where did the son of a bitch go? Maybe a sleek Olympic-class sprinter could race out of sight in that short time. But some big old guy with a cane?


	Didn’t make sense.


	But then, why should it? Nothing else did.


	Check that: Events of the past year did make sense, but not in the usual way. Not the sort of sense that the average person could understand�or want to.


	Jack rubbed his bare arms. It might be spring�mid-April�but the temperature was in the low forties. A bit cool for just a T-shirt.


	He took one last look around, then hurried back to Gia’s warm bed.


				*
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	Someone said you might be able to help me. I need to keep my daughter from making a terrible mistake. Christy P.


	Jack stared at the last of the messages forwarded from his Web site, repairmanjack.com. None would have been of much interest even if he were working now. He’d blow them off later.


	He’d looked into starting a site on MySpace because its sheer size provided an anonymity of sorts, but he’d almost bailed when he discovered that domains repairmanjack, repairman-jack, and repairman_jack were already taken. What the hell? He’d finally had to settle for www.myspace.com/fix_its.


	But after setting it up he realized only other MySpace members could contact him there, so he’d kept his original as well.


	“Jack? Can I bother you for a minute?” 


	Though he was in the study and Gia upstairs, Jack could hear the distress in her voice. He had a pretty good idea what was wrong.


	“Be right there.” 


	He took a quick sip of coffee and glanced at the computer’s time display. Vicky was going to miss her bus if they didn’t hustle.


	He took the stairs two at a time to the second floor.


	“Where are you?” 


	“Vicky’s room.” 


	Figured that.


	He walked in and found the two loves of his life sitting on the bed, Vicky facing away, Gia behind her, holding on to her long dark hair.


	“I can’t do it,” Gia said, looking up at him with American-flag eyes: blue on white with red rims. “I still can’t do it.” 


	Gia looked too thin. Her weight was still down since the accident. She’d lost a lot during the coma and the early recovery period, but wasn’t regaining it now that she was almost back to normal. Though not exactly sunken, her cheeks weren’t as full, giving her a haggard look. She still cried now and then but, despite her therapist’s advice, resisted taking an antidepressant.


	She’d let her blond hair grow to the point where it was now longer than he’d ever seen it, covering her ears and the nape of her neck.


	But at the moment Vicky’s hair was the problem: Gia had started weaving the back into a French braid but had botched it badly. Not as badly as she had in preceding weeks, but still she used to be able to do this in thirty seconds�with her eyes closed. Now


	“Look at this mess.” 


	Jack crouched beside her and kissed her cheek.


	“You’re getting better every day. Just keep at it. You know what Doctor Kline said.” 


	“‘Practice, practice, practice.’” She sighed. “But it’s so frustrating sometimes I want to scream.” 


	And sometimes she did. But never when Vicky was around. Jack would hear her in another room, from another floor. He wondered how often she screamed when she was here alone.


	Vicky half-turned her head. “Am I going to be late for school, Mommy?” 


	“You’ll be fine, honey.” 


	Some things had improved in the three months since the accident, but by no means had life returned to normal. Jack doubted it ever would. The broken bones had healed, but scars remained, on the body, the brain, the psyche.


	Vicky had the best chance of leaving it all behind. The unborn sister she’d been waiting for would not arrive, and she’d accepted that. Emma had been no more than a bulge in her mother’s belly and an image on an ultrasound monitor, not a little person she could see and touch.


	Not so Gia. Three months ago she’d stepped off a curb as a mother-to-be and awakened days later to learn she’d lost the baby. Emma had been very real to Gia, a little person who’d turned and kicked inside her. More real to Gia than to her father, Jack.


	Gia’s scars ran deep.


	And not being able to care fully for Vicky slowed their healing.


	Her motor skills hadn’t returned to normal yet, though they were worlds better than when she’d come out of her coma. With physical and occupational therapy she’d recovered about ninety percent of her manual dexterity, but it was the missing ten percent that was killing her.


	She couldn’t braid Vicky’s hair.


	And she couldn’t draw or paint�at least not like she used to.


	Which meant she couldn’t make a living. Graphic art paid her bills, but her personal paintings soothed her soul. She worked daily at both in her third-floor studio, but didn’t like much of what she produced commercially, and wouldn’t show Jack her private paintings. He worried she’d one day explode and he’d find her splattered all over her studio.


	“Am I going to be late for school, Mommy?” 


	Gia said, “You just asked me that, remember?” 


	Vicky frowned, then nodded. “Oh, right.” 


	Vicky’s only deficit was her short-term memory, but that was steadily improving. The neurologist said she’d be back to normal in a few more months. Her teachers were taking that into account and cutting her some major slack.


	Jack looked around at the bookshelves lining the wall of her high-ceilinged bedroom. The good news was that Vicky was still a voracious reader. He glanced at her Jets banner�she remained a devoted fan�and at the four too-handsome faces crowded onto her Boyville poster�still her favorite music group, unfortunately.


	Gia was unraveling the botched braid.


	“You’d better do it or she’ll be late.” 


	As she rose to let Jack take her place, he gripped her elbow.


	“Okay, but coach me. I still haven’t got this down.” 


	Not true. He’d helped so many times he could do it in his sleep.


	So she stood over his shoulder and talked him through brushing out the hair, separating a nice fat lock, then poking his index and middle fingers through to divide it into three fat strands. Then the tricky part of keeping the strands in the webs of his fingers as he picked up new strands while braiding.


	“Now which one do I start with?” 


	He felt a gentle punch on his back and heard a soft laugh from Gia.


	“As if you didn’t know.” 


	She kneaded his shoulders as he worked.


	“Boy, if the guys at Julio’s could see you now.” 


	“Why do you say that?” 


	“Well, I doubt this is the guy they know.” 


	“Maybe not. But you wouldn’t hear a peep out of them.” 


	“No rib nudging? No wisecracks?” 


	“Uh-uh.” 


	“Why not?” 


	He looked up and winked at her. “Because of the guy they know.” 


	He finished the weave�something very comforting about working with Vicky’s hair�and tied it off with a blue elastic band.


	“There. Not bad for a guy, ay?” 


	Gia bent and kissed his cheek. “Actually it’s great. And thanks for being so patient.” fie looked at her. “Patient? What’s patient got to do with it?” 


	“Everything. It’s not one of your strong points. Just thanks for putting up with me.” 


	As she hurried Vicky downstairs, Jack remained on the bed, staring out Vicky’s window at the still-bare trees and feeling low. Worse than low. Like a rat. And a cowardly one at that.


	Patient? Of course he was patient. He would be patient with her under any circumstance. And considering how he was the cause of all the trauma that had befallen her and Vicky, how else could he be?


	But she didn’t know that. Because he hadn’t told her. Yet.


	Gia, the accident that killed our baby; that almost killed you and your daughter, that left the two of you with broken bodies and battered brains, was no accident.


	When would be a good time to say that? When would it be okay to tell her it had happened because he cared for them, because they mattered to him, because the baby carried his bloodline?


	Would there ever be a right time?


	“Dollar for your thoughts?” 


	Jack jumped. “Hey.” 


	Gia looked down at him. “You seemed a million miles away.” 


	“Just thinking.” 


	Her eyes bore into his. “Didn’t look like happy thoughts.” 


	He shrugged. “They weren’t. Can you think of much to be happy about?” 


	She smiled. “I’m alive, Vicky’s alive, and it’s been great having you stay with us. So look on the bright side.” 


	Yeah. The bright side: moving in here to take care of them after they were released from rehab. Not easy, but maybe the most rewarding thing he’d ever done.


	She kissed the top of his head. “Okay, we’re heading for the bus stop, then I’m off to OT.” 


	“Want me to drive you?” 


	She shook her head. “A cab’ll have me there by the time you degarage the car. See you for lunch?” 


	“It’s a date.” 


	“Got anything planned for the morning?” 


	“Probably hang with Abe.” 


	She looked down at him. ^No business?” 


	“No business.” 


	“What about that lady who wants help for her daughter?” 


	“Hmm? Where?” 


	“I just saw it on the screen downstairs. She sounds worried.” 


	Jack shrugged. “I’m on hiatus.” 


	“You’re bored is what you are. You’ve made our troubles your troubles, but we’re coming out of those troubles. You need a break.” 


	Couldn’t argue with that. The less and less Gia and Vicky needed him, the more restless he’d become.


	Gia squeezed his shoulder. “Why don’t you see what she wants.” 


	He looked up at her. “I believe I’m having an out-of-Gia experience.” 


	She laughed�a sound he didn’t hear nearly enough these days.


	“Seriously,” he said. “This doesn’t sound like you.” 


	“Maybe it’s a new me. I know spending all your time hanging around here or at Abe’s isn’t you. I know who you are. I thought I could change you but I realize I can’t. I’m no longer sure I want to. You are who you are and I love who you are, so why don’t you go out and be who you are?” 


	Jack stared at her. She meant it�she really meant it. A crack about the lingering effects of brain trauma leaped to mind but he quashed it. Not funny.


	“Maybe I’m not so sure who I am anymore.” 


	“You know. It’s in your blood. See what the lady wants.” 


	“Doesn’t sound like my kind of thing.” 


	“Maybe not, but it’s her daughter.” 


	The last word hung in the air.


	Daughter like Vicky was to him, emotionally if not legally like Emma would have been if not for


	He remembered the message: I need to keep my daughter from making a terrible mistake.


	Like what? Getting involved with a guy like me?


	No he wasn’t going there again. He’d been there too many times.


	“Maybe I’m not on hiatus. Maybe I’m retired.” 


	A wry smile: “Then why are you checking the Web site? As a matter of fact, if you’re retired, why keep it up and running at all?” 


	“Maybe I just haven’t got around to shutting it down.” 


	“And maybe you need a diversion, Jack. Go on, give her a call. If it’s not in your ballpark, simply beg off.” She kissed him and headed for the door. “Gotta run. Think about it.” 


	He sat a moment longer. When he heard the front door close he forced himself to his feet. Lots of inertia lately. Too long since he’d awakened with his own agenda for the day.


	He ambled downstairs and into the study where he stood and stared at the screen.


	Someone said you might be able to help me


	She’d included her phone number.


	What mistake do you think your daughter’s going to make, lady? And why do you think a stranger will be able to do anything about it?


	Okay. He’d bite. Couldn’t see any down side to giving her a call.


				*
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	“Nu?” Abe said as Jack approached his perch at the back of the store carrying a paper bag. “Two days in a row�what’s the occasion?” 


	A lot had changed in Jack’s life since January, but not Abe’s place. The Isher Sports Shop�with its high shelves precariously jammed with dusty sporting goods that no one ever saw, let alone bought, the scarred counter at the rear, the four-legged stool where the proprietor perched in his food-stained white half-sleeve shirt and shiny black pants�remained a constant star in his firmament.


	“Nowhere else to go.” 


	“And on me you chose to bestow your presence.” 


	“I figured you’d be lonely.” 


	“So this is charity?” 


	“It is.” He emptied the bag onto the counter. “And so’s this.” 


	Abe picked up the package of bagels and stared. His raised eyebrows furrowed his largely naked scalp�his hairline had started retreating with the glaciers.


	“What’s this? Low-cal bagels you bring me? What’s a low-cal bagel? And whipped low-fat cream cheese? Why do you torture me?” 


	Jack ignored the question because Abe already knew the answer: His ever-expanding waistline concerned Jack. Not for aesthetic reasons�a skinny Abe would be a frightening sight�but he worried it would shorten his best friend’s life.


	“Have you weighed yourself recently?” 


	“I was on the scale just yesterday.” 


	“And? What did it say?” 


	“I couldn’t see it. My belly was in the way. They should design these things so people like me can read them.” 


	“Come on, Abe. If it could speak it would have screamed in pain.” 


	Abe sighed. “I did see the number. Very high.” 


	“As much as one of the moons of Jupiter, I’ll bet.” 


	“When I read it, I had to face an inescapable fact.” 


	“That you need to diet, right?” 


	“No. That I need a new scale. My old one is obviously broken.” 


	Jack closed his eyes and shook his head. “You sucked me right into that one, didn’t you.” 


	“What can I say? I’m shameless.” 


	“Why do I even try? Next time I’ll stop at Muller’s on the way.” 


	Abe grinned. “An elephant ear you’ll bring me, right?” 


	“Right. Maybe we’re due for some comfort food.” 


	“‘We’?” 


	“Had that dream again last night.” 


	“Oh.” Abe opened the bagel package, adding, “It could be maybe you’ll keep on having it until you tell her.” 


	That startled Jack. Could it be? No


	“Doesn’t explain the watcher and how he seems to trigger the dream. But I fully intend to tell her the whole story. I just need the right moment, the right circumstance.” 


	He’d been searching for that moment and circumstance for months now. Was it simply cowardice?


	“You’re afraid of her reaction?” 


	“You think I should be?” 


	“I don’t know. A terrible thing was done to her�to both of you, and Vicky as well. You’re not to blame, but ” 


	Yeah but. His only blame was loving her, but would she see it that way?


	“She’s lost her baby and almost robbed of her livelihood. She’s having a hard enough time accepting those losses�and that’s while believing herself the victim of a terrible accident. So how the hell is she going to handle knowing ?” 


	Abe stared at him. “The truth?” 


	“Yeah. The truth: That the hit-and-run was intentional, and not simply to hurt her, but to kill her and the baby simply because of their connection to me, because they mean something to me.” Something, hell�everything. “What’s that going to accomplish besides causing more pain, and more fear?” 


	“II truth she wants, truth she should have. The longer you wait, the harder it will be when this right moment you mention comes�if it ever does. Maybe it’s come and gone already.” 


	Maybe it had.


	“She’s improving, getting closer and closer to where she’ll be able to paint and illustrate again. Once she can do that she’ll feel she’s able to exert a little more control over her life.” 


	“Why? She should be different from everybody else?” 


	“I hear that.” 


	Jack polished off his bagel and grabbed Abe’s copy of the Post. He flipped through it in silence while Abe studied Newsday.


	“Here’s something,” Abe said. “A fellow named Walter Erskine died in Monroe Hospital the other night.” 


	Jack frowned. “So?” 


	“Says he’s survived by his sister, Evelyn Bainbridge, of Johnson, New Jersey. Your hometown already.” 


	It hit with a flash. “Crazy Walt! He lasted this long? I thought he would’ve boozed himself to death long before now.” He shook his head. “Harmless guy, but nutty as a Payday.” 


	“Says he’s going to be buried in Arlington.” 


	“Yeah, he was a vet. Medic in Nam, if I remember.” 


	Too bad. He had fond memories of Crazy Walt, and unaccountably warm feelings for him a vague recollection of Walt saving his life as a kid. Or maybe not. Kind of a blur. So many things from back then were blurred.


	Rest in peace, Walt. You sure didn’t have much when you were alive.


	After a while Abe said, “Oh, I got a call last night from Doc Buhmann.” 


	“Who?” 


	The name rang a bell but Jack couldn’t place it.


	“My old professor. I sent you to him when that Lilitongue thing was causing all that trouble.” 


	“Right, right. The guy from the museum.” 


	Peter Buhmann, Ph.D., associate conservator of languages in the division of anthropology at the Museum of Natural History, professor emeritus at the Columbia University Department of Archaeology. Blah-blah-blah. They’d met only once, briefly, at his office in the museum.


	“How’s he doing?” 


	“Well enough. Getting ready to retire to Florida come the end of the year. He was asking about you.” 


	“Me? Why?” 


	“Since he met you he can’t stop thinking about the Compendium of Srem.” 


	“Oh?” Jack felt a prickle of unease across his nape. “Why is that?” 


	“Something about you intrigued him, he says. A scholar you weren’t, yet you were asking about legends only scholars�and damn few of them�have even heard of.” 


	“I guess I neglected to mention that my interest was personal and my knowledge firsthand.” 


	“Yeah, but he sensed something, a feeling that you were speaking from experience. He wants to know if you ever found the Lilitongue or the Compendium.” 


	Jack knew Abe was the soul of discretion, but Buhmann was one of his revered professors from college. He might have said more than he should have.


	“What did you tell him?” 


	Abe shrugged. “What else? I said I’d ask.” 


	Jack’s small lift of relief annoyed him. Should have known better. But the last thing he needed was a bunch of academics sniffing around, looking for him and whatever he might have found.


	“Tell him I’ve got zorch.” 


	“Lie to that old man? He hasn’t got long to live, you know.” 


	“What’s wrong with him?” 


	“I should ask? But he told me he didn’t have too long left, and how he’d go to his grave happy if he could see the Lilitongue of Gefreda or the Compendium of Srem before he died.” 


	“Well, I can’t help him with the Lilitongue�no one can�and as for the Compendium ” Jack shook his head. “Probably best if I keep that under wraps.” 


	“From an old and fading man you’re hiding it? Isn’t he the one who put you on to the Compendium? As I recall, if you hadn’t found it, you never would have known how to�” 


	Jack held up his hand. “Point taken.” He scratched his jaw. “You think he can keep his mouth shut?” 


	“Like a clam, he’ll be. Like a stone. He just wants to see it, touch it maybe. This is for him, not for posterity.” 


	Jack considered. He did owe the old man


	“All right then. Maybe I’ll drop in on him this afternoon and let him have a peek.” 


	Abe clapped his pudgy hands and grinned.


	“Excellent. This is a mitzvah you do. You won’t regret it.” 


	Jack hated when people said that.


				*
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	Jack stepped into his apartment and sniffed. The air carried a musty tang. Not all that unusual after being closed up for a while. The old wood and old varnish on his Victorian wavy oak furniture gave off subtle but pleasant odors. The must came from the other junk arrayed on the walls�treasure in his eyes, though most other people would consider it junk. Or maybe junque.


	He jammed his finger into the soil in the pink Shmoo planter as he passed. Nothing stuck. The little ivy plant was thirsty. Had to remember to add water before he left. He glanced at the framed official membership certificates in The Shadow and Doc Savage fan clubs and straightened the Don Winslow Creed on his way to the oak secretary.


	Once there, he angled it out from the wall and removed its rear panel. An array of pistols adorned the top, side, and rear walls of the hidden space within. A rolled-up ten-by-twelve-inch flap of skin lay to the left, next to the Compendium of Srem. A Ruger SuperRedhawk chambered for .454 Casulls rested atop that.


	Jack slipped the book free. Big and heavy, its covers and spine made of some sort of stamped metal.


	With the secretary closed and returned to its original position, he placed the Compendium on the paw-foot oak table but did not open it. Something about the way the characters blurred and swam for an instant whenever he peeked inside made him queasy.


	Instead he pulled his Tracfone from a pocket along with a slip of paper. He dialed the number Christy P. had left. She picked up on the third ring.


	“Yes?” 


	“Christy? This is Jack. You left this number on my Web site.” 


	A pause, then, “Oh, yes. Repairman Jack.” Her tone was hesitant. “Interesting name. Did your mother pick it?” 


	“No, and neither did I. But it gets the job done. You mentioned something about your daughter and a mistake?” 


	“I think I’m having second thoughts about hiring someone for this via the Internet.” 


	Smart lady.


	“Consider having third and fourth thoughts while you’re at it. But my site isn’t the sort people find by accident. Someone must have sent you. Who?” 


	“Jeff Levinson. You know the name?” 


	“I do.” 


	Jack had hired on a few years ago to take care of a recurrent swastika problem at Jeffs delicatessen.


	“He speaks very highly of you. But still ” 


	“Your call, lady.” 


	“I don’t know ” 


	He could almost hear her chewing her lip.


	“Maybe I can help you make up your mind if you tell me what you need done.” 


	“How’s that going to work?” 


	“Because maybe I’m not interested.” 


	A brief pause. “Interesting tactic, playing hard to get.” 


	“Not a tactic. I am hard to get.” 


	Especially these days.


	“I like that. I suppose we should meet then. I want someplace public because�” 


	“You haven’t told me yet what you need done.” 


	“So you’re really serious about that.” 


	“Some fixes I can do, some I can’t. No sense in both of us wasting our time.” 


	Even this phone call was beginning to sound like a waste of time.


	She sighed. “Okay. She’s involved with an older man.” 


	Hoo-boy. Jack glanced at his watch. How much time had he just wasted?


	“So?” 


	“He’s old enough to be her father.” 


	“So?” 


	“Can you say something else?” 


	“I’m waiting to hear something I can do something about. Affairs of the heart do not fall into that category.” 


	“Dawn’s eighteen and he’s in his mid-thirties. Twice her age.” 


	Jack’s age.


	He tried to imagine a relationship with an eighteen-year-old. What the hell would they talk about? What could he have in common with someone who hadn’t finished her second decade, who was basically a high school kid? Sure, fantasy cheerleader sex and all that, but you needed something more to fill the down time.


	Or did you?


	He guessed coming so close to being a father�of a daughter, no less�could be affecting his perspective.


	“I don’t see how hiring me is going to help, Christy. What are you looking for? Someone to break his legs? Shoot him? That’s not the way I work.” 


	At least not unless someone really had it coming.


	“No, nothing like that! I want to get something on him. Something that’ll let my little girl see him for what he really is.” 


	“You already know what he really is?” 


	“Well no. But there’s got to be something. There’s always something, right? Besides, I get a bad vibe from this guy.” 


	Time to end this.


	“I suppose. But what you need is a private investigator. Someone who can�” 


	“I’ve already been that route.” 


	“And?” 


	“Long story. Look, Jeff said you were tops�pricey, but tops�and just the guy I need. Can’t we just sit down and talk over the details? I probably shouldn’t say this, but money isn’t an object. I’ve got money. It’s results I want.” 


	“I don’t think I’m your man.” 


	“If nothing else, maybe you can get my retainer back from the investigator I hired.” Out of the blue she sobbed. Once. The sound took Jack by surprise. He hadn’t seen it coming. “Please? I’m really, really worried about my little girl.” 


	Her little girl she might be eighteen, but he guessed your little girl was your little girl forever.


	Like Emma would have been.


	“Okay. We’ll meet. I’ll listen. But I’m not promising anything.” 


	A sniff. “Thank you. Where? No offense, but I’ll feel safer if it’s a public place.” 


	Jack laughed. “So will I. Where are you located?” 


	“Queens. Forest Hills.” 


	Fairly ritzy neighborhood.


	“That means it’s no big deal to get into the city.” 


	“I’m in all the time.” 


	He doubted he could help her, but he could hear her out and maybe point her in the right direction.


	“Can you make it in this afternoon?” 


	He was testing. If she wouldn’t meet this afternoon, he’d know it wasn’t as important as she’d made it seem.


	“Sure. Tell me when and where.” 


	Well, that settled that.


	“There’s this bar I know in the West Eighties ” 


				*
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	Jack stepped into the open door and knocked on the frame.


	“Doctor Buhmann?” 


	He’d called ahead to make sure the professor would be in. The man glanced up from his desk.


	“Oh, yes. Mister I must confess I’ve forgotten your surname.” 


	Wrong. Jack had never told him.


	“Just Jack’ll do fine. How’re you doing?” 


	Not well, if his appearance meant anything. He looked even thinner and sallower than on Jack’s December visit. And his office seemed even more cramped and claustrophobic. What courses had Abe taken from him in his Columbia days? How to Cram Amazing Amounts of Junk onto Shelves 101?


	The old man waggled his hand. “So-so. No use complaining.” His wrinkle-caged gaze was fixed on the plastic shopping bag dangling from Jack’s hand. “You said you had something to show me?” 


	“Remember that mythical book you told me about?” 


	He licked his lips. “The Compendium of Srem. Don’t tell me ” 


	“Before we go any further, we need to agree on some ground rules.” 


	“Conditions? Yes-yes. Anything, anything.” He reached toward the bag. “Just let me�” 


	“First condition: Not a word of this to anyone.” 


	“You want to keep your ownership a secret? Yes, of course. I can understand that. The means by which antiquities change hands can at times be�how shall I say it?�controversial. I assure you, your name�which I don’t even know�will not be connected with it.” 


	He thinks I stole it, Jack thought.


	Well, in a way he had.


	“No. When I say not a word, I mean just that: You speak to no one about this. No one is to know the book exists. It remains a myth.” 


	The professor looked shocked. “That is much to ask. I cannot even speak of what I’ve seen?” 


	“I’m doing this as a favor to Abe because of his high regard for you, and as payback for your giving me a little guidance when I needed it.” 


	The Compendium had helped save Vicky from what? He still didn’t know exactly. But he did know that if not for this book she’d be gone now.


	“Then surely you can allow me to lord it over my colleagues that I’ve touched something they’ve denied existed, seen something they haven’t and most likely never will.” 


	“And when you can’t produce it, they’ll think you’re either going senile or you’ve lost your mind.” 


	“Yes, I suppose they will.” 


	“And then, to defend your reputation, you’ll tell them about the guy who brought it to your office. And maybe someone will believe you. And maybe I’m on a security tape entering and leaving the building. And maybe someone will start looking for me.” 


	Jack had honed his skills at spotting security cameras. When he couldn’t avoid them, he’d wear a baseball cap�today’s was emblazoned with the Mets’ orange NY�and kept the peak low over his face.


	But no tactic worked one hundred percent. If one of Buhmann’s younger, aggressive colleagues knew Jack’s face and went looking for the Compendium


	Jack lived not far from here. What if the guy got lucky and spotted him on the street and followed him home?


	No thanks.


	“You’re a very cautious young man. I might hazard to say overly cautious.” 


	Jack smiled. “You wouldn’t be the first to say that.” 


	Buhmann sighed. “Very well. I will go to my grave without uttering a word about what you’re going to show me.” 


	Jack thrust out his right hand. “I have your word on that?” 


	The professor gripped it. His skin was dry and papery.


	“My word as a gentleman and a scholar.” He blinked at Jack. “Now, may I please see what’s in that sack?” 


	Jack pulled the thick volume from the bag and, despite the care he took, its weight made a thunk as it settled on the desktop.


	“Here you go. A real, live myth.” 


	Buhmann sat and stared, saying nothing. Jack stared too, watching as the doodles embossed on the metallic cover blurred and shifted into the word Compendium in large ornate letters; below that, smaller, the word Srem.


	Buhmann looked up at him as if to say, Did you see that?


	Jack nodded. “It gets better. Open it.” 


	The old man’s gnarled fingers trembled as he lifted the cover. He froze, blinking as the squiggles on the first page morphed into words.


	“Incredible.” 


	“Yeah. I know. You don’t expect something this old to be in modern-day English.” 


	“If this is truly the Compendium of Srem, English wasn’t even a language when it was written.” 


	Back in December the prof had given him a crash course in the legends surrounding the ancient book: Written in the First Age, filled with the lore of a civilization predating known history, and virtually indestructible. Legend had it that Grand Inquisitor Torquemada had consigned it to the flames as heretical and blasphemous. And when it wouldn’t burn he ordered it hacked to pieces. And when axes and swords failed to get the job done, he buried it in a deep pit in Avila and built the Monastery of St. Thomas over the spot and lived there until his death.


	Jack had found all that pretty hard to swallow. Even harder had been the legend that its text conformed to the native language of the reader.


	The Compendium hadn’t stayed buried. Somehow it fell into the hands of a globe-spanning cult. And from there, into Jack’s.


	He’d soon learned that all the tales were true.


	Buhmann stared at Jack; tears rimmed his eyes. “It’s in German! I I was born in Vienna and came here when I was ten. English has been my language for over seventy years, but I grew up speaking German. What language do you see?” 


	Jack knew the answer but took a look, just to be sure.


	“English.” 


	The prof turned back to the book and began leafing through it.


	“Does it list, as I told you, the Seven Infernals?” 


	“It do.” 


	“And the Lilitongue of Gefreda? Did you find it?” 


	“I did.” 


	His head shot up. “No! You did? Where is it? I must see�” 


	“Gone. And don’t ask where because I don’t know.” He pointed to the book. “You’ll even find an animated page in there.” 


	Jack hadn’t been through the whole book. It seemed to have far more pages than even its size would account for, and little of what he’d read made much sense. At least not to him.


	The prof fixed his gaze on Jack. “Can we try a little experiment?” 


	Wary, Jack said, “Like what?” 


	“I want to see what happens when I photocopy a page. We have a copier just down the hall.” 


	Though not crazy about the possibility of someone in the hall spotting the book and asking about it, Jack decided he’d like to see that too.


	“Okay. But let’s not make a production out of it. Down the hall and back, lickety-split.” 


	Buhmann rose and, with the book clutched against his chest like a child’s teddy bear, led the way into the hall. He nodded and smiled and said hello to a Maggie and a Ronnie, who looked like secretaries, and to a Marty whose mop identified him as a janitor.


	When they reached the copier, the prof looked all around to make sure no one was near�in the process making himself look either sneaky or guilty or both�then opened the Compendium to a random page, pressed it against the glass, and hit the button. As the light bar made its transit, Buhmann did another three-sixty scan of his surroundings. Jack looked at the ceiling to keep from laughing.


	The prof pulled the copy from the tray. After giving it a quick once-over he pumped his fist in the air.


	“Yes! Yes!” 


	A few seconds later they were back in his office. Buhmann’s hand shook like he had Parkinson’s.


	“Look! The translating property�it doesn’t work with a machine. What you’re seeing here is the handwriting of the original author.” 


	Jack stared at the vaguely glyphic squiggles.


	“Srem?” 


	The prof shrugged. “We don’t know anything about Srem�does the word refer to a man, a group, a location? Who knows? But what we’re looking at here is a language of the First Age.” 


	“How do you know?” 


	“Because I’ve studied languages all my adult life. There is no known human language that even approximates this.” He looked at Jack. “And I can’t tell a soul?” 


	Jack took the sheet and ripped it in half, then in quarters, then stuffed the pieces in a pocket.


	“Not a soul. Eyes only, remember?” 


	The prof heaved a sigh. “Very well. How long do I have to study it?” 


	Jack glanced at his watch. He’d arranged to meet Christy P. at two. He could get that done, then be back here by four.


	“I can give you a couple-three hours.” 


	Doc Buhmann’s eyes widened. “Hours? I was talking weeks!” 


	Should have known. No good deed goes unpunished.


	“Hey, prof, the idea was just to let you have a peek. According to Abe, all you wanted was one look before you passed on to meet the Great Curator in the sky. Isn’t that what you said?” 


	“Yes yes, I suppose I did. But this is the find of a lifetime.” 


	“We’re not going to argue, are we?” Jack reached for the book. “Because in that case�” 


	The prof’s hands hovered protectively over the book.


	“All right, all right! A few hours it is. Which means I haven’t a moment to waste.” 


	He sat, turned his back to Jack, and began flipping pages.


	“Remember,” Jack said. “The book stays right here. No sharing, no photocopying. Agreed?” 


	The prof fluttered a hand at him without looking up. “Yes-yes. Agreed. Now allow me some peace and quiet, please. I must make every minute count.” 


	Jack stepped to the door, then hesitated. He looked back. Was he going to regret this? He did owe the guy, but would this little kindness come back to haunt him?


	Or was he being too much of a tight ass? How much could it hurt to lend him the damn book for a week or two? Jack wasn’t doing anything with it. It was just taking up space in his apartment.


	He shook his head. Too risky. He didn’t know what was in the weird book, and someone might find something they could put to use in a bad way.


	A couple of hours he’d give the old man a couple of hours, but that was it.


				*
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	Like Abe’s shop, Julio’s bar was another constant star in the chaotic firmament of Jack’s life. The dead potted ferns and such still hung in the window; Lou and Barney still stood at the short curved bar, keeping it from tipping over; the dim interior carried the familiar tang of tobacco smoke and spilled beer; and the FREE BEER TOMORROW sign still hung over the stacked liquor bottles.


	Lou looked up, ready to stamp out his cigarette if he saw a stranger.


	“It’s okay,” he announced to the other smokers. “Just Jack.” 


	Julio let the regulars smoke when only other regulars were around. The anti-smoking laws pissed him off: If people didn’t like a smoky atmosphere they could go to one of the bars down the street. But he wasn’t stupid�all it took for a big fine and maybe license problems was one phone call from a stranger who’d stopped in for a taste and encountered fog.


	“‘Just Jack’? That’s a helluva welcome.” 


	Lou wore dusty work pants and a denim jacket. He flashed a gap-toothed smile and raised a pinky.


	“For a second there I mistook you for some panty-wearing yuppie dropping by for a glahss of shah-doe-nay.” 


	Jack raised a menacing fist. “You’re cruisin’, Louie.” 


	Lou laughed and turned back to the bar. Jack continued on to his usual table against the rear wall. From behind the bar Julio raised his hands: a coffeepot in one, a green bottle in the other. Jack pointed to the Yuengling lager. Used to be Julio would hold up a Rolling Rock but Jack had abandoned the brand after Anheuser-Busch bought it and closed the old Latrobe brewery. The American beer wars: If a smaller competitor is making a better beer, don’t try to outdo them, just buy them and shut them down.


	Up yours, Budweiser.


	As Jack was settling himself with his back against the wall, Julio arrived with the Yuengling. A short man whose bulging muscles filled out his white Flying Spaghetti Monster T-shirt, Julio sported a pencil-line mustache and another of his awful colognes.


	Jack sniffed and made a face. “What is it this time? Perfume de Muerte?” 


	“It’s called Aztec God. Great, huh?” 


	“Swell. Look, I’m expecting a customer in about ten�” 


	“Really?” Julio broke into a grin. “You getting back into business? Tha’s great, meng!” 


	Jack realized he shouldn’t have said “customer.” He was pretty sure she wasn’t going to be one.


	“We’re just going to talk.” 


	“Yeah, but tha’s how it always starts. Pretty soon you gonna be fixin’ stuff again.” 


	Maybe, maybe not.


	Impending fatherhood had placed Jack in a position where he couldn’t see much choice but to ascend from underground and put himself on the world’s radar. Abe had set up a new identity for him and Jack had gone as far as taking the first step toward becoming a citizen when the hit-and-run changed everything.


	With Emma’s death the need for a new identity had lost its urgency and he saw little use in pursuing it. Easier to stay where he was out of sight and out of his mind.


	
“We’ll see.” 


	As Julio headed back to the bar, a well-dressed blonde stepped through the door and froze, wrinkling her nose. Jack saw Lou stub out his butt and hide the ashtray under the bar. Julio spotted her and veered in her direction. A few whispered words and then he was leading her back toward Jack.


	“Someone here to see you,” he said as they stopped before the table.


	Jack rose and offered his hand.


	“Christy? Jack.” 


	She took his hand gingerly and gave it a squeeze.


	Julio said, “You want beer? Wine? Coffee?” 


	She looked the cosmo type, and like she wanted one, but she shook her head.


	“No, thank you.” 


	Jack indicated the opposite chair. “Have a seat.” 


	She sat�gingerly. She rested her handbag on the table�gingerly. She touched the tabletop�gingerly.


	Jack hid a smile. The furniture did tend to be a little sticky and Miss Priss had probably never been in a workingman’s bar.


	He gave her a quick once-over. He didn’t know much about women’s clothes, but her light blue skirt and jacket looked pricey. So did the semi-sheer white blouse beneath. No question about the diamond rings and bracelets: the real thing. She wasn’t dressing for success; this was the way success dressed.


	She wore her bobbed, ash-blond hair�not the real thing, like Gia’s�parted in the middle, and had eyes almost as blue as Gia’s. Maybe she had a nice smile, but Jack couldn’t tell. Right now she looked tired and grim.


	“Usually places on the Upper West Side are ” She seemed to be searching for a word.


	“Nicer? Julio’s is a holdover from the times when you came to this neighborhood to save on rent.” He sipped from his Yuengling. “Sure you wouldn’t like a drink?” 


	Her expression stayed tight. “I’d love one�I’m a Diet Pepsi addict�but I’m not sure my immunizations are up to date.” 


	Oooh, a regular Margaret Cho.


	“Okay. You wanted to talk. The floor is yours.” 


	She leaned back, looking even more tired.


	“Where to begin? Dawn’s a good kid. Turned eighteen in March, graduates Benedictine Academy next month with honors.” 


	“B-A, huh? Must be smart.” 


	“Great academic smarts�though you’d never guess it by the way she speaks�but no common sense, apparently. She’s been accepted to Colgate. She’s got a wonderful future ahead of her, and then this son of a bitch comes along and ” She shook her head. “Sorry.” 


	Jack shrugged. “Don’t be. Tell me about him. When did he come along?” 


	“Right after the first of the year. Started showing up at the Tower Diner where Dawn works.” 


	“The Tower Diner?” Jack knew a lot of diners but not the Tower. “Where’s that?” 


	“Queens Boulevard in Rego Park. Close to home.” 


	“No offense, but you don’t look the diner type.” 


	She leaned forward and tapped her index finger on the tabletop.


	“I grew up waitressing in diners and Waffle Houses and IHOPs and God knows where else. Nothing wrong with the Tower, and nothing wrong with waiting tables there. It’s good for a kid to have a job. Teaches them what the real world’s like. Lets them see what kind of hole their government leaves in their check every week. And waiting tables sharpens your people skills.” 


	Jack remembered a now-extinct Little Italy trattoria where he waited tables when he first came to town. Made some friends on the staff, but didn’t think he’d added to his already abundant charm.


	“You’re telling me you don’t come from money, I take it.” 


	Her laugh was bitter. “I come from nothing. Never went to college, at least not formally. Took courses here and there along the way, though. But most of what I know I learned on my own, and all of what I own I’ve earned on my own.” 


	“How?” 


	Here was something Jack wanted to know.


	“Day trading.” 


	“Really.” Hadn’t expected that. “I heard most folks had dropped out of that.” 


	“Because they lost their shirts, most likely. But I seem to have a knack for it. I started with a little money back in the nineties when you couldn’t lose. I made it grow, and kept it growing even after the bubble burst in 2000�learned you could make money even in a down market if you knew what you were doing.” 


	“Good for you.” 


	“And you know what? It’s the perfect job for a mother. You do it from home. I’d finish my trades and be logged off before Dawnie walked in the door. I was there for her every day, ready to take her anywhere she needed to go. No having to go through what I did growing up. I gave her every opportunity to maximize her potential�and she has a lot�and now this.” 


	Okay. Now to the heart of it.


	“So now this older man comes into her life and what?” 


	“He all but takes over, that’s what.” 


	“How does a guy in his mid-thirties take over an eighteen-year-old’s life?” 


	She looked away. “I think they’re having sex. In fact I’m positive they’re having sex.” 


	“Lots of eighteen-year-olds are having sex. Probably most of them.” 


	“Not with men twice their age.” 


	Yeah, Jack could see how the thought of your teenage daughter in bed with a guy her father’s age could upset you. But since the girl was past the age of consent, you couldn’t use the system to pull them apart. You had to go outside the system.


	Where Jack operated.


	“What’s her dad think of this?” 


	“He’s not in the picture,” she said, her tone matter of fact. “Never was, never will be.” 


	He drained his Yuengling. “Okay. Give me the Reader’s Digest version. She’s working at this diner and he’s what�a regular?” 


	Christy nodded. “His name is Jerry Bethlehem and he began showing up sometime in January. After a while he started asking to be seated at one of Dawn’s tables. I remember her telling me about this really interesting guy with the cool job who was a great tipper.” 


	“What sort of cool job?” 


	“A freelance video game designer.” 


	Jack nodded. That did sound pretty cool.


	“Dawn’s never been into video games, for which I’m glad�nothing but time wasters�but that’s just what allowed him to set his hook into her.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	“Neither did I at first. He’s clever. He told her she was just the person he needed to talk to because she was an untapped market for games. If he could design a game that appealed to non-playing girls and young women like her, he’d have every video game company in the world pounding on his door.” 


	“And if she helps him design it, he’ll cut her in.” 


	“Full partnership�fifty-fifty. She’ll be queen of the video game industry. Or so he says.” 


	Money and fame quite a siren call.


	“So he lures her over to his apartment�” 


	“Oh, no. He’s too smooth for anything so obvious. A move like that would have set off Dawnie’s alarm bells right away. And he has a townhouse, by the way. What he does is suggest they sit down and brainstorm the project at her house so he can meet her folks and assure them that he’s not some nut case with bad intentions.” 


	“Which you believe he’s had all along.” 


	“I don’t believe. I know.” 


	“How?” 


	“I ” Suddenly she looked unsure of herself�the first time since she’d walked in. “I just do.” 


	Jack’s skepticism must have shown.


	“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “A mother knows. This man is a seducer.” 


	“So you’ve met him?” 


	“Right in my own living room. Bold as day. ‘How do you do, Mrs. Pickering.’ ‘You have a wonderful-brilliant-beautiful daughter, Mrs. Pickering.’ But Mrs. Pickering wasn’t born yesterday.” 


	Jack now knew what the P in Christy P. stood for. Something familiar about “Pickering” from a long time ago.


	Anyway a single mother with a guy her own age making a play for her daughter. Sure, the protective instinct comes out, but Christy Pickering seemed to be protesting a tad too much. Maybe more than a tad. Envy, maybe? Jealousy? A little hey-what’s-wrong-with-me? thing going down here?


	“Is this Jerry Bethlehem good looking?” 


	She shrugged. “He’s no Matthew McConaughey, if that’s what you mean, but he’s not bad looking. Mostly it’s his eyes. He’s got these piercing blue eyes that seem to look into your soul and let you feel you’re looking into his.” 


	“And what do you see there?” 


	“If you’re naive, you see truth.” 


	“And if you’re not?” 


	“Ice.” 


	Whoa. “That so?” 


	“You’re giving me that look again. His eyes can convince people who haven’t been around the block that everything he’s saying is the truth, but I’ve read Charles Manson has eyes like that.” 


	Jack had read that too.


	“Has he got some sort of cult thing going? Preaching revolution?” 


	“No he’s not even promising the moon with this video game scheme, but he’s a bent wire. I feel it in my bones. He plays at being this charming, folksy Southerner but deep down he’s a redneck hick and I can’t believe he designs video games.” 


	“But if they’re hanging out in your living room, how�?” 


	“If only! That’s where they started, but then they began meeting at his place because he has a better computer. Now Dawn’s talking about moving in with him.” 


	“But she’ll be going off to Colgate�” 


	She threw up her hands. “College? Who needs college when you’re going to conquer the video game world?” Her voice rose in pitch. “‘It’s a twenty-seven-billion-dollar-a-year industry, Mom, and Jerry and I will be its king and queen.’” She returned to normal. “So what’s college going to do for her?” 


	Her lips quivered as she blinked back tears. She pulled a tissue from her purse and dabbed her eyes.


	“Sorry. It’s just that our life has been kind of a Hallmark card until now. And okay, maybe I’ve been living vicariously through Dawn, giving her all the opportunities I never had, giving her every possible chance to be everything she could be. And so, yes, seeing her throwing it all away on some video game pipe dream with a guy twice her age is killing me. But it’s more than that. There’s something wrong with Jerry Bethlehem. He’s hiding something. I want to know what it is�I want Dawn to know before it’s too late. Before he hurts her.” 


	“Hurts her how?” 


	She dabbed her eyes again. “I don’t know. But he’s got something bad planned for her. I just know it.” 


	Jack didn’t know the truth of that in the real world, but sensed it was very real to Christy.


	“So you hired this PI to get something on him.” 


	“Right. Michael Gerhard. His specialty is divorce work�getting the goods on cheating spouses.” 


	A million of those guys around the city. A lot of them ex-cops.


	“And he found ?” 


	“Nothing. At least nothing I know of. He’s not returning my calls. He came to my house, seemed very organized and professional. I wrote him a retainer check�which he cashed the next day�and haven’t heard from him since.” 


	“When was that?” 


	“Two weeks ago.” 


	“Not so long�” 


	“He said he’d contact me in a few days with a preliminary report. He called four days later and told me that since Mister Bethlehem�he was very formal about the creep�was a freelancer without a nine-to-five job, it was taking a little longer to build a database on him. When I didn’t hear from him after that, I gave him a call. No answer, no call back.” She flashed Jack a defiant look. “I paid him good money and I want results�I want them before Dawn moves out.” 


	“Is she headed that way?” 


	“Not yet, but she’s been fiddling with the suitcases in the basement. Time’s running out.” 


	“Because you feel it will be easier to keep her from going than to get her back?” 


	She nodded. “But Gerhard hasn’t returned one of my calls.” 


	“He have an office?” 


	“No.” She chewed her lip. “The address I thought was his office turns out to be a Mailboxes R Us or something like that. His phone is a cell.” 


	“Might just mean he’s keeping his overhead down.” 


	Not every PI had a wisecracking receptionist and kept a .38 in the top drawer and a bottle of scotch in the bottom.


	But they should.


	“Do you think ?” She paused, then, “Do you think he could have found out something about Bethlehem and be blackmailing him?” 


	Possible, but


	“Well, if he’s that much of a crook, he’d be calling back and stringing you along for a few extra payments.” 


	“What if Bethlehem bought him off? Or ” She leaned forward. “What if he found something and Bethlehem killed him?” 


	“That’s a helluva what-if!


	Though not an impossibility.


	“Find out for me, will you? Find Gerhard, see what he knows about Bethlehem.” 


	“And get your money back?” 


	“Anything you get back you can keep. As a bonus. On top of your fee.” She patted her purse. “Which I have right here.” 


	Jack considered. Finding Gerhard seemed doable. Brace the guy and get him either to finish what he’d started or return the retainer. Or tell Jack what he knew about Bethlehem so Jack could pass it on to Christy.


	Piece of cake.


	Yeah, sure.


	But Jack had to admit Christy had piqued his curiosity about this Jerry Bethlehem. What games had he designed? Shouldn’t be too hard to track that down. A Google or two would probably do it.


	Christy Pickering was staring at him, a pleading look in her big blue eyes.


	“Can you help me? Please?” 


	Oh, why not? He needed something to do. A small project like this was perfect. Take a couple of days, tops.


	“Okay, I’ll give it a shot.” 


	“Thank God! Thank you!” 


	“Don’t thank me yet. I’ll take the Gerhard angle and that’s all. Here’s how we’ll work it ” 
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	Back in the saddle, Jack thought as he strolled up Central Park West. For only a short ride, true, but it felt good.


	When he reached the museum he stood aside to let a horde of school kids crowd through an exit door in a brownstone arch and swarm toward their idling yellow buses. Once they were past he headed for the museum offices. The receptionist remembered him and passed him through.


	On the way up the stairs he checked his watch. A little after four. The prof had had almost three hours with the Compendium. Jack knew he was going to face pleas for more time but he’d done his good deed for the day-week-year-whatever. Time to collect his book and go home.


	Again came the thought about letting the old guy keep it longer, and again he pushed it aside. He’d needed the Compendium once. Never knew when he might need it again.


	He knocked on Dr. Buhmann’s door, then opened it�and froze on the threshold.


	The prof sat slumped forward in his chair, his arms hanging limp at his sides, his right cheek against his desktop.


	Jack leaped to his side.


	“Doc!” He shook his shoulder. “Doc, you okay?” 


	But he wasn’t okay. The chair rolled back and the old man would have tumbled to the floor if Jack hadn’t caught him.


	“Christ!” 


	Emaciated though he was, he was still dead weight. As Jack eased him to the floor he noticed he was still warm. And when he stretched him out on his back he saw him take a breath.


	Still alive.


	But what had happened?


	He did a quick search for a wound or a bump on the head but found nothing. Then he noticed how the right side of the prof’s face sagged, compared to the left.


	Stroke?


	He jumped up and dashed into the hallway.


	“Hey! Anybody here? We’ve got a problem!” 


	An elderly woman stuck her head through a doorway. “What’s the matter?” 


	“Doctor Buhmann. Something’s wrong with him.” 


	“What?” She hurried toward him. “Where?” 


	Jack stepped aside to let her see. “I think he’s had a stroke.” 


	“Oh, dear!” The woman jammed her hand against her mouth. “I’ll call nine-one-one.” 


	As she hurried back into the hall, Jack dropped to a knee beside the prof.


	Yeah. Still breathing.


	Eye level with the desktop now, he glanced across it. He saw a couple of sheets of paper, but no book.


	“Oh, hell!” 


	He jumped to his feet and searched the desk and the area around it. No Compendium, but he did find a couple of Xeroxed sheets. One was filled with the squiggles they’d seen earlier, the other showed a strange design surrounded by its own squiggles.


	What was it? Some sort of spider? But it had only six legs.


	As he stared at the figure, a strange feeling stole over him. He was sure he hadn’t seen this thing before, but it seemed familiar. It triggered an odd twinge inside, as if something he hadn’t been aware of, something sleeping within him had stirred.


	Then he realized what these sheets meant.


	“Oh, hell!” 


	The prof had promised no copies, but obviously he hadn’t kept his word. Bad enough. But what had he done with the damn book?


	Or had somebody stolen it?


	He checked the prof again and found no sign of injury. But no sign of the book either.


	Jack folded and pocketed the sheets, then waited for the EMTs to show.


	What had happened here?


				*

	


	
8


	He hung around until the prof had been wheeled away. When everyone else followed the stretcher down the hall, Jack stayed behind and searched the office, opening every drawer and checking all the shelves. A book that size would be hard to hide and, with its metallic cover, even harder to miss. But he came up empty. No Compendium of Srem.


	Out in the hall he drew one of the secretaries aside. She was young with black-dyed hair, dark mascara, and pale makeup.


	“I brought in a book for Doctor Buhmann earlier. He was going to look it over and then, um, give me his opinion on it.” 


	“I’m afraid I can’t let you take anything from his office.” 


	Jack had seen that coming, but it was a moot point at the moment.


	“I can understand that, but the problem is, I don’t see the book anywhere.” 


	“What did it look like?” 


	“Not like any other book you’ve ever seen. You’d remember if you saw it.” 


	She shook her head. “I did see him bring a book to the copier, but I didn’t get a look at it. And I know he didn’t leave it there because I used the copier right after him. I saw him go straight back to his office. So it has to be there.” 


	“It’s not. Trust me.” 


	She frowned. “Are you saying it was stolen?” 


	“I left him reading it at his desk. I come back and find him out cold and the book gone. What would you think?” 


	She made no reply, but something in her eyes


	He said, “Have you had other things go missing lately?” 


	“Maybe you’d better talk to Security.” 


	Just about the last thing Jack wanted to do, but he didn’t see that he had much choice.
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	Dark had fallen by the time Jack made it back to Gia’s. No sign of the watcher�not that he’d expected any. But inside he found Gia sitting in the library with a familiar-looking woman�slight with fine pale features and glossy black hair.


	Alicia Clayton, M.D., medical director of the St. Vincent’s Center for Children with AIDS. The sight of her banished thoughts of men in homburgs and stroked-out professors.


	Smiling, she rose and hugged him.


	“Long time, Jack.” 


	True. Well over a year since she’d hired him to retrieve some Christmas toys stolen from the center, then again for a more personal problem echoing from the horrors of her childhood.


	“How’re things at the center?” 


	She shrugged. “You know how it is: Never good, but not as bad as it could be.” 


	Jack nodded. When dealing day after day with kids with AIDS maybe that was the best you could hope for.


	“What brings you uptown?” 


	“Me.” Gia rose from her chair and stepped toward them. She looked tired. “She wants me to go back to volunteering at the center.” 


	Gia used to be a regular down there, holding and rocking and feeding the AIDS infants. She’d stopped with the pregnancy. But now


	“How do you feel about that?” 


	Gia shrugged. “I don’t know if I’m ready.” 


	“Well, only you can decide that,” Alicia said. “But your visits brightened many a little life.” 


	Gia bit her lip. “Yes, well ” 


	Alicia slipped her arms around her. “When you’re ready for us, we’re ready for you.” 


	Gia returned the hug without speaking. Alicia broke it off.


	“Gotta go. I’m dragging Will to a fund-raiser for the center.” 


	“Will the cop?” Jack said. She was still going out with Detective Will Matthews?


	Alicia laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ve never mentioned you.” 


	Gia was lifting the tea tray from the table.


	“I’ll put this away and get your coat.” 


	As soon as she was out of sight Alicia grabbed his arm.


	“She’s changed, Jack.” 


	“You should have seen her two months ago.” 


	“I can imagine. But inside and out�she’s not the same.” 


	Jack didn’t want to hear that.


	“She will be. She’s tough.” 


	“I know she is. But get her back to the center if you can. I think it will be good therapy. Holding a newborn might be tough as hell for her at first, but once she gets past that, I think it will do her a world of good.” 


	“I’ll do what I can. Nice of you to visit.” 


	“After all her trips to the center, it was the least I could do. I would have come sooner but I didn’t want to intrude.” 


	And then Gia was back. Jack helped Alicia into her coat and together he and Gia waved good-bye as she hurried up to the top of the block for a cab.


	Jack hitched Gia closer. “What do you think of her idea?” 


	“Sounds good, but I don’t think I’m ready. I might drop one of those babies.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Got to get dinner ready.” 


	As she moved away he searched the street, looking for a homburg-wearing man with a cane. But the street was empty.
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	“You were right,” Abe said as Jack approached the store’s rear counter. “A stroke. A bad one. He’s still in a coma and might not come out.” 


	Jack had called Abe with the bad news yesterday.


	“How do you know?” 


	“From his doctor, who else? Just now, before you came in, I was on the phone already.” 


	“I thought that kind of information was supposed to be privileged.” 


	“It is. But not from a worried son calling all the way from Florida.” 


	“I see. No sign of injury or foul play?” 


	“Because of what you told me about the missing book I asked just that, and the doctor says no. A spontaneous thing.” Abe shook his head. “A good man. A brilliant man. Such a thing shouldn’t happen to a dog.” 


	“Here’s a weird thought: Do you think the book could have caused it?” 


	“Your Compendium? How can a book cause a stroke?” 


	“Maybe he read something that got him so upset or horrified or whatever that he stroked out.” 


	“His doctor�the neurologist who’s taking care of him�said it was a brain hemorrhage.” 


	“All right then: Could something in the book have pushed his blood pressure so high he blew out an artery in his head?” 


	Abe shrugged. “Me? A lowly merchant? I should know?” 


	Jack held up a white paper bag, darker in spots where grease from the contents had soaked through.


	“Figured you’d need some comfort food.” 


	Abe’s eyes widened. “From Muller’s?” 


	“Where else?” 


	Abe wiggled his fingers. “Let me see. Let me see. You brought me an elephant ear? Please say you brought me an elephant ear.” 


	Jack had to smile as he deposited the bag on Abe’s pile of morning newspapers. Some people are so easy to please.


	“Got two�one for you and one for me.” 


	Abe’s fingers fairly trembled as he pulled the sack open and peeked. He pulled out a fiat, oblong donut. Elephant ears from Muller’s weren’t the sugared fried dough usually associated with the name. These were like a flattened cruller, thick-glazed and dusted with some sulfurous yellow powder.


	Abe took a big bite. He closed his eyes and made guttural Muttley noises as he chewed. Parabellum, his parakeet, must have been conditioned to those sounds because a light blue streak swooped out of nowhere and landed on the counter, ready to catch the inevitable crumbs.


	Jack pulled out the other elephant ear and tossed a bit to the bird.


	“‘Splain this to a confused old man,” Abe said around a second mouthful. “On some days, rabbit food you bring me; and others�like today�an artery plug. Why?” 


	He wasn’t sure. Maybe the prof’s stroke got him thinking that life was too short and too unpredictable to keep denying yourself what you really enjoy. He might feel differently tomorrow, but today had felt like an elephant-ear-for-Abe day.


	Jack shrugged. “Don’t know. It’s a mystery. Like the whereabouts of that damn book.” 


	“You keeping after the museum?” 


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. Talked to one of the security guys again this morning. They haven’t found it. But one of the maintenance crew didn’t show up today�the one who’d been working on the prof’s floor yesterday. They checked his locker but no book.” 


	“Probably not him. Think of all the curios and artifacts a janitor must see around the museum on a regular basis. He should risk his job and whatever else to steal a book?” 


	“Not just any book�a one of a kind.” 


	“And a maintenance man’s going to know that?” 


	Good point, Jack thought, but


	“The security guy said a funny thing this morning. Said they found a book in the maintenance guy’s locker, but it wasn’t mine. Then he said, ‘Looks like he’s a Kicker.’ Any idea what he was talking about?” 


	“Probably means the book they found was Kick.” 


	“Never heard of it.” 


	Abe’s eyebrows rose. “Really? It’s something of a phenomenon. I saw an article on it in yesterday’s Post. Don’t you read the papers?” 


	“Sometimes. A little�usually right here. But I don’t study them like you do.” 


	Abe slid off his stool and rummaged under the counter, finally coming up with a tabloid. He thumbed through it, then folded it back and turned it toward Jack.


	“There. Big as life.” 


	Jack glanced at the header�Kicking Back with Hank Thompson�and saw a photo of a guy he assumed was the author. Below that was a picture of the book’s cover�


	He snatched the paper from Abe’s hand.


	“Christ!” 


	Ice water trickled down his spine as he stared: The word Kick ran across the top, the author’s name along the bottom, and between them a chillingly familiar insectoid stick figure.


	“Nu?” 


	Jack dropped the paper and dug into his back pocket. He pulled out the sheets he’d found on the prof’s desk and unfolded them, then held the figure copied from the Compendium next to the reproduction of the cover.


	The same exactly the same.


	And again, that feeling of familiarity, of connection.


	“What the hell?” 
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	“He’s something of a phenomenon,” Abe said as Jack skimmed through the article. “He self-published the book two years ago and sold tens of thousands of copies over the Internet. One of the New York houses picked it up and it’s become a bestseller.” 


	“But what is it?” 


	The article wasn’t much help. It mentioned the author’s “troubled youth” as if everyone knew about it. And Hank Thompson’s quotes about searching inside for the true inner you and then breaking down the barriers that blocked you from your real self sounded trite.


	“Aldous Huxley said to open the doors of perception.” He laughs. “I dropped out of school in the tenth grade. I know about Huxley through the Doors. Jim Morrison�the Lizard King�has always been a personal hero of mine. But I say, don’t be satisfied with just opening those doors�KICK THEM DOWN!” he shouts in the oratory style that has packed his speaking engagements across the country.


	Jim Morrison was his hero? Jack looked at the picture and figured, Yeah, he must be. With that long, unruly, wavy dark hair, Thompson could be what Morrison would have looked like if he’d survived into his late thirties. Except for the eyes. He lacked Morrison’s piercing dark eyes.


	“Of all the possible people through human history to look up to, he picks Jim Morrison?” 


	Abe frowned. “Jim Morrison who’s Jim Morrison? Is he a customer?” 


	“Never mind. Is this guy for real?” 


	An Abe shrug. “I should know? Apparently lots of people think so.” 


	“I tell them to KICK down those doors and let in the light�new light, new air, a new world awaits. The future is calling�ANSWER!” 


	Jack looked up. “People buy this stuff?” 


	“By the ton. Apparently he’s a mesmerizing speaker.” 


	Jack read on and stopped at another quote.


	“It is time to separate yourselves from the herd. You know who you are. You know who I’m talking to. You don’t belong with the herd. Come out of hiding. Step away from the crowd. Let the dissimilation begin!” 


	“‘Dissimilation.’ That’s a new one.” 


	“You should remember it. Adopt it even. It’s what you’ve done with your life already.” 


	Jack thought about that. He supposed he had. But he got the feeling Thompson wasn’t talking about living under the radar.


	When I ask him what he has to say about claims that an unusually high percentage of his followers�known as “Kickers”�have criminal records, his face darkens.


	“First off, they’re not followers’ of anyone. When you’re dissimilated you follow your own path. As for the rest�half truths spread by jealous rivals who see me as a threat to their little self-help empires! But their kind of self-help really boils down to helping themselves get rich on other people’s hard-earned money. We have Kickers who are corporate CEOs, housewives and secretaries. I’m not out to accumulate a fortune or start an empire.” 


	I press him about the criminal record, because it’s a subject that concerns a lot of people.


	“My message speaks to the disadvantaged as well as the advantaged. If there’s a large number of what some people like to sneer at as ‘lowlifes’ among the Kickers, it’s because I started getting the word out by going to bars and halfway houses and AA meetings and just talking. I’d say my piece, sell a few copies of the book, then move on.


	“I connected with those people. I come from where they come from, and I’ve lived through what they’ve lived through, survived what they survived. No one else speaks to them or for them. They know I care about them and won’t lie to them. And they listen to me because they know I’m a man with a mission.” 


	I ask him what that would be.


	“Why, to change the world, of course.” 


	Jack looked up: “Jack’s Law: Never trust anyone who wants to change the world.” 


	He stared down again at the head shot of Hank Thompson. The same strange figure was either painted or hung on the wall behind him; the way it framed him, a few of its appendages seemed to be jutting from his head. Jack tapped the cover reproduction and then the figure on the Xerox sheet.


	“What is this thing? It looks like a spider.” 


	“Two more legs a spider should have. To me it looks like a four-armed man�or woman.” 


	“Let’s hope it’s not a woman ” 


	Jack remembered the painting of a four-armed goddess�Kali�in the horror-filled hold of a freighter floating off the West Side.


	“The ‘Kicker Man,’ Thompson calls it.” 


	“Whatever it is, it’s ancient.” 


	Abe frowned. “How so?” 


	“Despite promises to the contrary, your professor friend copied this from the Compendium.” 


	Abe looked offended. “Oh? You were there when he copied it?” 


	“No, but�” 


	“Then how do you know?” 


	Abe seemed to be taking this personally so Jack explained about their copying one of the pages together. He pointed to the squiggles accompanying the figure.


	“That’s what the original First Age writing looks like when you photocopy it�when it can’t mutate into English or whatever your native language is.” 


	Abe frowned. “You’ve told me this before but how do you know it’s true?” 


	“To the prof’s eyes it was written in German.” 


	“A joke you’re making, right?” 


	“I kid you not. The upshot is that this figure is O-L-D. You studied all kinds of ancient languages and stuff with the prof. Ever come across anything like this?” 


	Abe shook his head. “Never. But Doctor Buhmann might have. That was maybe why he copied it. Or he’d seen the cover of this guy’s book and wanted to compare them, see how close they were.” 


	Jack studied them. “Line for line, they’re damn near identical. Question is, where does a high school dropout come across something like this? Where else can you find it besides the Compendium of Srem?


	“Yours is maybe not the only copy?” 


	Jack gave the counter a shot with the heel of his hand.


	“Damn, I wish I had the book. I’d like to read up on this thing, get the story behind it.” 


	“Nu? You care?” 


	“Doesn’t it do anything to you?” 


	Abe looked confused. “It should do something to me? What already? It’s just a stick figure of a four-armed man.” 


	“It doesn’t make you feel funny inside?” 


	“Not at all. The only funny-inside feeling I have is the need for another elephant ear.” 


	Jack took one last look at the figure, then refolded the sheets.


	“Got a phone book?” 


	“Only yellow.” 


	“Fine.” 


	Abe reached under the counter, came up with a fat one, and dropped it with a thud on the counter.


	“You’re looking up Muller’s to order a delivery, right?” 


	“They don’t deliver. I need info on a PI named Gerhard.” 


	Abe shook his head as if to clear it. “He knows about the Compendium?” 


	“No, this is another matter. Although, the way things have been going lately, he just might.” 


	He had contact information from Christy but wanted a look himself. Under Private Investigators and Detectives he found the Gerhard Agency, and listed under that was Michael P. Gerhard. The address was a “suite 624″ on West 20th here in Manhattan, but the 718 area code of the phone number was the same Brooklyn number Christy had given him.


	He pointed to the computer on the counter.


	“Do me a favor and look up Michael P. Gerhard in Brooklyn.” 


	Abe’s pudgy fingers flew over the keyboard, then he adjusted his glasses and squinted at the screen.


	“Plenty of Gerhards. No Michael P. but there’s a Gerhard MP on Avenue M.” 


	Avenue M ran through a number of Brooklyn neighborhoods.


	“Can we narrow that down a bit?” 


	Abe pushed out his lower lip. “Can’t say for sure, but I got a feeling that’s a Flatlands address.” 


	“How can you tell?” 


	“Old uncles I had used to live out there when it was predominantly Jewish. Now it’s predominantly not Jewish.” 


	Jack pulled out his cell phone and called the number Abe gave him. After four rings he was shunted to voice mail. He listened to the standard message�‘‘Hi, this is Mike, blah-blah-blah”�and hung up. Then he called the office number and got voice mail again. A more formal message this time: “Hello. You have reached the Gerhard Agency ” 


	No question: Same voice both times.


	Jack left a message: “Mister Gerhard, this is Jack�” 


	He needed a last name. He glanced around, saw Nike on a shoebox. No. Saw Prince on a racket.


	“�Prince and T wish to engage your services. Please call me as soon as possible. It’s an urgent matter.” He left his Tracfone number.


	There. All he had to do now was wait for his callback, arrange a meet, and convince him to square his accounts with Christy Pickering.


	But while he was waiting, why not check out his “office.” 


				*
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	Jack hopped the A train down to 23rd, then walked over to the address of the Gerhard Agency. As Christy had said, a mail drop. Jack used a number of them himself, in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens, but this one was new to him.


	He peeked through the window of box 624�Gerhard’s “suite” number�and found it crammed with mail. Too bad this wasn’t the drop Jack used a few blocks from here. He was sure he could wheedle a look at Gerhard’s mail from Kevin, the guy who ran that place. But here, knowing nobody, he wouldn’t even try.


	His cell started to ring. He smiled as he pulled it from his pocket.


	Mr. Gerhard, I presume.


	But no. Abe’s voice came through instead.


	“I just called the hospital. Doctor Buhmann is awake and speaking. Shall we pay a visit?” 


	Oh, yeah. He had a few questions he wanted to ask the good professor.


				*
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	“One-sixty-one.” 


	Jack stared down at Doc Buhmann. He seemed to be fading into his pillowcase. The right side of his face drooped. The thin fingers of his left hand plucked absently at the bedsheet while the right lay limp at his side. Once he’d come to they’d moved him out of intensive care to this semiprivate room. Jack was glad for that. If he never saw the inside of an ICU again it would be too soon.


	“I said, it’s good to see you awake,” Abe repeated.


	The prof gave him a weak, lopsided smile. “Three-twenty-nine.” The words slurred like someone at the end of a long bender.


	Abe looked at Jack across the bed and muttered. “Three-twenty-nine? What’s with these numbers already? I ask him a question, he gives me a number.” 


	“Numbers are all he’s said since he came to,” said an accented female voice.


	Jack looked toward the door and saw a heavyset nurse with coffee-colored skin approaching. She stopped at the foot of the bed.


	“Is this usual after a stroke?” Abe said.


	She shook her head. “First time I’ve seen it, but Doctor Gupta didn’t seem too surprised.” 


	“That’s his neurologist, right? The one I spoke to. Where is he?” 


	“Down the hall. He should be here soon.” She grabbed the small tent made by the prof’s right foot and wiggled it. “Can you feel this, Peter?” 


	He gave her a watery stare. “Forty-nine.” 


	“See?” 


	The prof was obviously responding to questions, but why with numbers instead of words?


	Creepy.


	A lean, dark-skinned man with a Saddam mustache strolled in carrying a chart.


	“I am Doctor Gupta.” His voice was high pitched, with a lilting Indian accent. “Which one of you is this man’s son?” 


	Abe seemed to be in a trance, staring at the prof. When he didn’t answer, Jack pointed to him.


	“He is.” 


	Jack wondered how Dr. Gupta could buy that fiction. Hard to imagine a less likely father-son pair.


	Abe shook himself. “What? Oy. Yes. I’m him.” They shook hands. “Tell me about this stroke.” 


	“It’s worse than a hemorrhagic stroke, I am afraid, although that would be serious enough. Your father has a brain tumor. That is what hemorrhaged.” 


	“Gevalt!” He turned to the prof. “You never told me!” 


	“It’s not exactly a brain tumor because it didn’t originate there. It’s metastatic from a lung mass which is in turn metastatic from a renal carcinoma. At least that is what we assume because his right kidney was removed not too long ago. Where would we find his medical records?” 


	Abe looked flustered. Jack knew he’d kept in touch with his old professor but this was obviously all news to him.


	Jack jumped in: “But why is he speaking in numbers? I’ve heard of speaking in tongues, but�” 


	“The damage reached the Wernicke’s area on the left side of the brain and thus has caused a form of receptive aphasia.” 


	“Want to try that again in real-people talk?” Jack said.


	“His speech is preserved but the content is garbled. He is most likely not understanding what we say to him.” 


	Abe waved a hand at the prof. “But always with the numbers�why?” 


	“Ah, that is most interesting.” Gupta seemed excited beneath his blasé surface. “What numbers has he spoken to you?” 


	“Forty-nine just before you came in,” Jack said.


	Gupta jotted something on the chart cover.


	Abe added, “One-sixty-one and three-twenty-nine before that.” 


	More scribbling as he muttered, “Fascinating…fascinating.” 


	“Not so fascinating,” Abe said, his face darkening. “More like tragic.” 


	“Ask him something.” 


	Abe shook his head, so Jack leaned over the man and touched his hand.


	“Doctor Buhmann�where’s the Compendium? It’s not in your office. Did you hide it somewhere?” 


	The prof looked up at him. “Ninety-one.” 


	“Yes!” Gupta muttered as he scribbled.


	Abe’s fury seemed to be growing.


	Jack pulled out the Xerox of the Kicker Man and held it up.


	“Why did you copy this?” 


	The prof’s eyes widened. He raised his shaky left hand and pointed at the figure.


	“Six-five-fifty-nine! Two-seventeen!” He snatched the sheet from Jack’s hand and stared at it adoringly. “Seven-ninety-one!” 


	More scribbling by Gupta. “Amazing!” 


	Abe took a step toward him. He had mayhem in his eyes.


	“Enough already! What’s going on?” 


	“Multiples of seven! Every number he says is a multiple of seven! Seven-ninety-one is one-thirteen times seven. Two-seventeen is thirty-one times seven. One-sixty-one is twenty-three times seven. Six-five�” 


	“We get it,” Jack said. “So what?” 


	Gupta looked up with bright eyes. “I have never heard of such a thing. I’ll have to do a search to see if it’s ever occurred before.” 


	Jack could see visions of publishing a paper dancing in his head.


	“But what are you doing about it?” Abe said.


	“We have excellent speech pathologists on staff. I’ve already ordered a consult.” 


	“What’s that going to do for his cancer?” 


	“I have an oncologist coming in later, but renal cancer at this stage ” He shook his head.


	Abe looked heartbroken.


	Gupta said, “Tell me, he is a professor, yes?” 


	Abe nodded.


	“Of mathematics?” 


	“No. Linguistics.” 


	Gupta frowned. “Odder. One would expect�” 


	“Odd you want? Try this: All those numbers he’s multiplying by seven are prime.” 


	Gupta stared. “You are sure?” He looked down at the chart cover and checked through the list. “Yes, I believe you are right! Oh, this is marvelous, simply marvelous!” 


	He turned and hurried from the room, leaving Jack and Abe staring at each other.


	“All prime numbers?” 


	Abe nodded. “And all multiplied by another prime.” 


	The creep factor had just doubled.


	They stood and watched the prof stare adoringly at the Kicker Man. His eyes shone like Gawain contemplating the Holy Grail.


				*
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	Jack pulled his big black Crown Victoria out of the Upper West Side garage where he kept it for a monthly fee that equaled a mortgage payment in some states. He headed east through the fading light.


	Three messages left with Michael Gerhard’s office voice mail had sparked no callback. Haifa dozen calls to his house had gone unanswered as well. Add to that the stuffed mailbox and maybe Mr. Gerhard was on vacation.


	And maybe not.


	Whatever the reason, a knock on his door was called for, which meant a trek out to Flatlands.


	Swell.


	The Flatlands section lay on the far side of Brooklyn. Not even a subway stop out there. He had to drive. And driving anywhere in the city lately made him crazy.


	Ten miles and forty minutes later he was driving past Gerhard’s house on Avenue M. It stood midway along a line of detached, two-story, cookie-cutter houses that must have been depressingly identical when built half a century before, but changes in siding and different plantings over the years afforded them a modicum of individuality. The area had been farmland in the old-old days but was purely residential now.


	Jack slowed as he passed


	The place looked dark and empty except for one lighted upstairs window. Maybe a security light, but Jack would have expected one downstairs as well.


	He found a parking space two blocks past and walked back. He’d dressed in construction-worker casual for the trip: flannel shirt, jeans, and six-inch, steel-toed Thorogrip Commando Deuces.


	He skirted a puddle on the front walk and stopped on the steps before the door. The place looked like it once had sported a front porch, but that had been enclosed for extra living space. He was raising his hand to knock when he noticed the steps were wet. Hadn’t rained in days. He bent and touched the weather stripping along the bottom of the door worn with water leaking through from inside.


	Something wrong here.


	Ya think?


	His instincts urged him to turn and run�not walk, run�back to his car and get the hell out of here. But a need to know made him stay. He promised himself if he could find an easy way in, he’d take a quick look and then be on his way. If a break-in was necessary, he’d skip it and go home.


	He pressed the doorbell button and heard it ring inside. He didn’t expect an answer but you never knew. As he rang it again he turned the doorknob and gave a push.


	Locked.


	He looked around. Nobody about, and he was pretty well hidden in the shadow of the door’s overhang.


	He slipped around the side and found a basement window behind some bushes. He pulled out his little key-chain penlight and briefly flashed it a few times through the dirty window. The beam reflected off a pool of water within.


	Whatever was leaking had been doing so for a while.


	Jack saw no sign that the window was wired, so he tested it�not that he wanted to wade through that water, but he felt obliged to check.


	No luck.


	He could have taken off his jacket, wrapped it around his fist, and broken the window, but he’d promised himself no break-in. So he rose and walked around to the back door. No water leaking out here. He turned the knob and pushed.


	It swung inward with a melodramatic creak.


	Jack pulled his Glock from the nylon holster at the small of his back and stepped inside.


	“Hello? Mister Gerhard? This is Jack Prince. I’ve been trying to reach you all day. Anybody home?” 


	No answer.


	He closed the door behind him and started through the kitchen toward the front. The inside of the house was a moonless night. The floor stayed dry until he reached the living room. There the carpet began to squish under his boots. When he reached the stairs he risked a quick flash of the penlight. The runner was saturated. Water dripped off the uncarpeted edges of the treads. He touched it�cold.


	From somewhere above, the light he’d seen from outside threw just enough illumination to silhouette the banister and newel post on the upper floor.


	He called out again but received no answer.


	Okay. Time to go see what’s what.


	Keeping the Clock ahead of him and pointed up, he took the steps two at a time, squishing and creaking all the way. So much for stealth. When he reached the top he stopped and listened.


	There to his right light and water running under a closed door, the faint splash and gurgle of running water within. Three strides took him to the threshold where he pushed the door open.


	Jack’s stomach lurched at the sight of a fully dressed man crouched facedown in an old-fashioned pawfoot tub. Underwater. The bloated condition of the corpse and the attendant stink said he’d been there awhile. Probably be stinking worse if not for the continuous flow of cold water.


	Mr. Gerhard, I presume.


	Jack stepped into the tiny room and did a quick check to make sure he was alone. Then, keeping his pistol trained toward the door, he squatted next to the tub for a closer look.


	The back of the guy’s head and a stretch of his lower back were the only parts above water. Jack was glad he couldn’t see the face. He didn’t know what Gerhard looked like and probably wouldn’t recognize him if he did. The cold tap was running at maybe half speed, keeping the tub overflowing.


	He groaned aloud when he spotted the bungee cord knotted around the corpse’s swollen neck.


	Swell. A murder. How much trace evidence had he left already?


	Another look revealed handcuffs around the wrists; the cord from the neck fed through the eye of a bolt fastened to the bottom of the tub. No, not fastened�drilled through a hole in the bottom of the tub and screwed into the flooring beneath. Another look at the corpse showed the legs bound together at the thighs, knees, and ankles.


	Not just murder some form of ritual. Or torture.


	This was no place to be hanging out. Past time to get out. But as long as he was here why not see if Gerhard had any notes on Jerry Bethlehem?


	Toward the front he found a bedroom with an unmade bed, clothes on the floor, and open dresser drawers. Tossed or just a sloppy guy? Jack checked the closet and under the bed, then grabbed a T-shirt from the floor and headed rearward.


	There he found a guest bedroom. He made sure it was empty and moved on to another bedroom Gerhard had converted into an office.


	After pulling the shades on the two windows, Jack flashed his light around and found the usual: desk, filing cabinets, and a computer with a dark screen but a glowing power light.


	He turned off the flash and stood listening. He was ninety-nine percent sure he was alone in the house and one hundred percent sure he had the second floor to himself. As for anyone sneaking up those noisy stairs�no way.


	He stowed the Glock and began searching the office.


	The filing cabinets came first. A quick search showed no Bethlehem or Pickering file. He wiped down the drawer handles with the T-shirt and moved to the desk. No help there. He sat before the monitor and wiggled the mouse with a T-shirt-wrapped hand. The computer awoke and the screen came to life with Explorer up and running.


	The current page was an article on the assassination of abortion doctors in Atlanta. Jack frowned. When was this? The story was dated nearly twenty years ago. It came back to him. Big deal at the time. Someone had shot down a couple of abortionists within a week of each other. The whole country had been buzzing, cops posted at all the clinics and outside doctors’ homes. They’d finally caught the guy and put him away, but it had been all anyone had talked about at the time.


	Just in case, Jack scanned the article for the name Jerry Bethlehem but found no mention.


	He clicked the BACK button. He’d learned a few simple computer tricks�ways to hide his browsing history and locate others’�but didn’t need them here. He found a page of Google search results for “atlanta abortion assassination.” He checked out a few but found no mention of Bethlehem. Maybe related to another case Gerhard was working on? Had he stumbled onto something he shouldn’t have? Was that why he’d been killed?


	Going further back he found searches for “aaron levy md” and “creighton institute,” and finally “gerald bethlehem.” Jack clicked that and was rewarded with half a million hits ranging anywhere from people named Gerald living in Bethlehem, PA, to articles on Jesus or Christmas by guys named Gerald.


	Forget it.


	He found a pen, then a pad with oDNA? written on the top sheet. Huh. He tore it off and shoved it into a pocket. He copied down the search strings, then searched Gerhard’s computer for “Bethlehem.” A folder popped up in the search results window. He opened it and found a list of .jpg files. Clicking through them revealed a series of photos of a man with a neat beard walking with his arm across the shoulders of a young blonde. The flattened perspective indicated they were surveillance photos taken with a telephoto lens.


	He checked out the girl. Had to be Dawn Pickering. Had her mother’s eyes, but a round, pug face and a body bordering pudgy. Not exactly a traffic stopper. What attracted Bethlehem to her? They say there’s someone for everyone. Was that it? Was this the girl of his dreams? Maybe he just had a thing for young stuff. Or was it, like her mother suspected, something else?


	Jack printed out a couple of the shots. The old laser printer turned the color originals into grainy black and white, but at least they gave him an idea what this guy looked like.


	The Bethlehem folder also contained a Word file labeled “Levy.” He opened that and found a telephone number with a 914 area code and an address in Rathburg, New York. Jack had heard of it�someplace north of the city, he thought, but wasn’t sure. He printed out a copy of that too. When he’d folded the printouts and stuffed them in a pocket, he wiped down whatever he’d touched and returned to the bathroom.


	He used the shirt to turn off the water, then squatted next to the tub and tried to piece together what had gone down here.


	The long bungee cord was tied to the rope that bound Gerhard’s knees. It ran forward to and through the eyebolt under the head. From there it stretched up and wrapped around the neck three times before tying into a knot at the nape.


	The links between the handcuffs ran through the eyebolt as well.


	What the hell ?


	And then Jack saw it. Gerhard must have been unconscious when he was hog-tied like this. The cuffs prevented his hands from reaching the knots. The bungee pulled his head down. With the tub filled Gerhard would have to strain against the cord to keep his head above water. Couldn’t strain too hard or the bungee would tighten around his neck.


	He’d probably screamed for help until his throat went raw and his voice failed, but no one heard him.


	Keeping his head above the surface wouldn’t be too difficult at first, but as the cold water lowered his body temperature and his muscles fatigued, he’d be forced to let his head sink to give them a rest. Then he’d lift his head for a breath before letting it sink again. Bobbing for air instead of apples.


	Inevitably, when the muscles became too weak to raise his nostrils above sea level�depending on his strength, that might have taken a day or so�he’d drown.


	Jack shook his head, chilled. Some sick bastard with a major hard-on for Gerhard had spent a lot of time dreaming this up.


	The PI might have been a good guy, might have been a sleazeball, but nobody deserved this. Well, maybe not nobody�Jack had met a few folks who’d easily qualify�but most likely not Gerhard.


	His last moments must have been awful.


	Big question: Was the sicko who’d dreamed this up Jerry Bethlehem?


	Could be, but Jack could think of other possibilities.


	Private dicks make enemies. With guys like Gerhard who specialize in divorce work�”getting the goods on cheating spouses,” as Christy had put it�it went with the territory. Could be one of his pigeons had been taken to the cleaners in a divorce settlement and come by for major payback.


	Or it could have something to do with the Atlanta abortion killings. No question Gerhard was researching them. Why, after almost two decades? That bothered Jack. Not as if it was an ongoing case. As far as Jack knew, it was closed�the killer caught and punished. Had Gerhard stumbled upon something that would get it reopened? And was somebody willing to kill to prevent that?


	Again, maybe. But this seemed too personal.


	Which brought Jack back to the enraged cheating husband scenario as the most probable.


	But it didn’t let Bethlehem entirely off the hook. Gerhard could have found some dirt on Bethlehem�maybe something incriminating�and tried to blackmail him.


	Jack shook his head. Whatever had gone down, this was not the place to ponder it. He had a couple of surfaces and doorknobs to wipe down and then he was out of here.


				*
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	Christy cruised the Queens Boulevard outer road, slowing as she passed in front of the bar. She spotted that damned Jerry Bethlehem’s Harley out front. She’d learned this was his hang when he wasn’t eating at Dawn’s table at the Tower or home working on his latest video game.


	She parked her Mercedes half a block down the street, facing the place. She’d used this spot a number of times before; the perfect vantage point because it offered a clear view of the front entrance.


	She turned off the engine and checked her watch as she settled in for her vigil. Dawnie’s shift at the Tower didn’t end for another hour. She’d most likely be hooking up with Jerry after work. The question was: What would Jerry be up to until then?


	The place was called Work. Ha ha. Very funny. Honey, I’m really busy at Work and wont be home till late.


	She’d peeked in there a while back. It was a sort of eatery-bar�pool hall. Not the sort of place she’d expect a well-heeled guy like Jerry to hang out. His expensive clothes didn’t exactly match the decor�or the other patrons for that matter. She couldn’t imagine any of them going home to a Rego Park condo a tenth as luxurious as his. Christy had never been inside, but she knew the complex�very tony�and Dawn had gushed about all the ‘state-of-the-art electronics it housed.


	Bethlehem ate lunch at Work almost every day and hung out at the bar when he wasn’t stalking Dawn at the Tower.


	But every once in a while he’d disappear. Like yesterday. Where did he go? That was what Christy intended to learn.


	This was what they called a stakeout, right? Mike Gerhard should be here, doing this. Or that new guy, Jack. Maybe she could convince him to take over after he located Gerhard.


	She had a good feeling about Jack�never did get his last name. How had she let that slip by? His reluctance to get too involved inspired a strange sort of trust. He didn’t seem to be money motivated. None of that grubbing attitude: Sure-sure, I’ll do�or pretend to do�anything you want, just pay me. Oh, he wanted to get paid, but she sensed it was as much to set a value on his efforts as to make a living.


	The thing was, someone had to watch Bethlehem. Someone had to catch him in the act.


	What act, she didn’t know, but he was hiding something. Had to be. As soon as she’d set eyes on him, standing in her living room, she’d sensed something wrong. Maybe it was the strange way he’d stared at her when he walked in. Whatever it was had sent ripples of revulsion through her


	and yet, he was sexy in a way. The lazy Southern drawl, the longish hair, the long, lean frame, the mystery of what lay behind that beard, the mesmerizing blue eyes that seemed to pierce you


	Maybe it was that bad-boy thing. He had a certain sense of danger about him that, in another time, another place, might have attracted her. But to know that it was aimed at her daughter, attracting her well, that was too much to bear.


	Maybe because he’d been with her little girl�not yet with her in that sense back then�just with her. She’d wanted him gone, wanted to kick him out on his ass, but she couldn’t. They’d only go elsewhere, and she wanted him where she could keep an eye on him.


	Finally they did go elsewhere. To his place. And once they got there she knew they wouldn’t limit their relationship to working on video games. At least not for long.


	The thought sickened her.


	Not that she was a prude. Anything but. She’d lost her virginity at sixteen and had got it on with half a dozen different boyfriends in high school before never mind. She didn’t want to think about that. But the operative word was the boy in boyfriend. They were boys�her age or maybe a year older. They were all growing and learning the sexual ropes together. This Bethlehem creep had the benefit of a whole extra lifetime of experience beyond Dawn’s. What was he into? What was he teaching her? What was he making her do?


	Don’t you hurt my little girl.


	And she knew he was going to hurt her. Not emotionally, by dumping her after he’d used her up. Christy could help Dawn through that. No, worse. He wanted something from her. But what? And why Dawn?


	Dawnie how could an Ivy League�bound girl act so dumb? And sound dumb too. Despite all her reading and all her A’s in English, she’d fallen into the “like” and “totally” habit of her peers. Really, with laws about everything else, why couldn’t they pass a law about the number of times someone could use “like” per day?


	So she’d started fining Dawn�twenty-five cents for every time she misused “like.” It had worked, making her conscious of it, and her use trailed off. Christy had just instituted a similar program to wipe out “totally” when that man came along.


	Did he care about Dawnie�at all?


	She couldn’t believe that, and so she needed something on this cradle-robbing bastard.


	She hoped tonight would be the night he’d make a mistake. She’d follow�


	There he was, sauntering out of the bar, talking on his cell phone as if he didn’t have a care in the world�and all the while making a wreck of Dawnie’s.


	And yet, watching the sinuous way he moved, the swing of his shoulders, the twist of his narrow waist, she couldn’t help feel a pull. She understood why Dawn was so gaga over him. He was sexy�no other word for it. He could have just about any woman he wanted.


	So why on Earth did he want Dawn?


	Unlike so many other mothers, Christy had never kidded herself about her daughter’s looks. Dawnie was plain. Those words would never leave her lips. In fact she’d always told Dawn she was beautiful. And inside she was. But the girl wasn’t stupid. She had a mirror. And knowing she wasn’t pretty had had its effect, pushing her into academics instead of boys. Which was wonderful. Plenty of time for guys later.


	All of which made her a sitting duck for a magnetic guy like Jerry Bethlehem.


	Again the question: Why Dawn?


	Not knowing the answer made Christy’s skin crawl.


	She watched him hop on his Harley. He had a sporty little Miata too, but tonight he was using the bike. She watched him adjust his helmet and wished he didn’t wear one. Then she could pray he got hit by a car and wound up brain dead. Or maybe she’d run him off the road and�


	The thought shocked her. Where had that come from?


	From deep in her gut. If push came to shove, she’d do anything to keep Dawnie safe from him. A mother protected her own.


	She remembered her pregnancy. She’d been single and scared, with her mother royally pissed that she was knocked up. She’d planned to give up the baby, but the instant she’d held her little girl in her arms she felt herself change. She was going to find a direction, make a life for herself and this baby. It was the beginning of a new day, a new life for her, and so she’d named the baby Dawn.


	Trite, yes. But she’d been Dawn’s age at the time and it had seemed like the right thing to do.


	Up ahead, Bethlehem revved his engine and took off with a roar. Christy followed and cursed as she saw him head toward Queens Boulevard.


	She followed him to Rego Park and, sure enough, he was heading for the Tower. She slowed as he pulled into a narrow spot at the curb. Dawn ran out to meet him and give him a big hug and a long kiss. Christy’s stomach turned as she watched him fondle her buttocks.


	She had to get something on this son of a bitch.


	God, she wished she could follow him some night to a house where he visited a wife and kids. Wouldn’t that be great? Threaten him with exposure if he didn’t leave Dawn alone. Show her proof if he didn’t heed the warning.


	Yes, the truth would hurt her little girl, but the truth was the truth, and shouldn’t be hidden.


	Except in my case, she thought.


	That was the danger in hiring a detective. He might broaden the investigation, uncover things better left hidden, start asking questions she didn’t want to answer.


				*
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	Jack sat in his idling car, cell phone in one hand, Dr. Levy’s number in the other.


	To call or not to call.


	He’d just come from the scene of a torture-murder. It might not have anything to do with what he’d been hired for. In fact, odds were high against it, but not in the sure-thing range.


	Did he want to get involved in this? Did he want to touch anything the late Michael Gerhard had touched?


	Not really. But he’d accepted a fee to find out what Gerhard had learned about Jerry Bethlehem, and since Gerhard wasn’t talking, Jack felt obligated to speak to at least one person the PI had contacted.


	What the hell.


	He punched in the number. After three rings, a man answered.


	“Yes?” His voice sounded a little strange tentative.


	“Is this Doctor Aaron Levy?” 


	“Who’s calling?” 


	“I’d like to ask the doctor a few questions about a man named Jerry Bethlehem.” 


	“Who?” 


	“Jerry Bethlehem. I�” 


	“Never heard of him!” he said, but his tone said otherwise.


	“Are you sure? I was given to understand�” 


	“Who is this?” A sharp jump in pitch and volume. “Are you the one who just called and hung up?” 


	“No, I�” 


	“You are, aren’t you. I don’t know what your problem is, but I want you to stop it.” 


	“But I’m not�” 


	“Are you listening? Stop this or I’ll have you found out and stopped. And


	I’m not talking about calling the police. I’ll be going much higher up. So stop this if you know what’s good for you.” 


	And then he hung up.


	Whoa. That was one rattled man. He’d mistaken Jack for someone making harassing phone calls. Gerhard? Unlikely if Levy’d had a hang-up tonight.


	Looked like he was going to have to arrange a face-to-face with Dr. Levy.


	He put the car in gear, powered up his officialdom phone, and dialed 911. He told the operator he was a neighbor of Gerhard’s and that water was leaking out his front door. He said he’d knocked but no one answered and he was afraid something was wrong inside. He broke the connection without leaving a name.


	Not the sort of message to spark EMTs to race to the scene, but eventually someone would get around to checking it out.


	He turned off the phone. He reserved it exclusively for calls that had the remotest chance of being traced. Those were the only times he powered it up.


	He had no sources in officialdom and no way of knowing what kind of tracking capabilities the emergency services center had. Even though the number was untraceable to him, they might be able to pick up some sort of identifier code from his phone and track it. And they might not. But he did know they couldn’t trace a powered-down phone. So he kept it off.


	Was this any way to live?


	Yeah. A major pain in the ass at times. A constant battle of wits. But he found it hard to imagine life any other way.


				*
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	“You’re going to buy a map?” Abe said. “What for a map when you’ve got Mapquest?” He turned to his computer. “I’ll look it up for you right now.” 


	An hour after a simple breakfast of plain old Entenmann’s crumb cake and newspaper skimming at Abe’s rear counter�no story on finding Gerhard’s body yet�Jack was readying to wander off in search of a New York state map. The one he had was falling apart.


	“Don’t bother. I’ve already got driving directions from Mapquest, but I like a map I can fold and unfold. I like to see the big picture.” 


	“You want a big picture, I can get you a satellite photo of where you’re going.” 


	“No thanks. But you can do a reverse look-up on Doctor Levy’s phone number for me.” 


	“I thought you had an address already.” 


	“I do, but I just want to check.” 


	“You mean you want me to check.” 


	“Okay, I want you to check. Please?” 


	Jack had been into computers from his early teens through his college years. But after he’d dropped out�of everything�he lost touch with the cyber world. His early years in the city had been a catch-as-catch-can existence, with no permanency, no way to stay wired in. Only in the past few years had he begun exploring the World Wide Web. A lot had changed in the years he’d been disconnected. He was still in an acclimation stage.


	Abe, on the other hand, with his international connections and dealings, was a whiz�or as he’d say, a maven.


	He watched Abe do some mousing and keyboard tapping, frown, do some more, then come up with


	“Nothing. The name and address connected to that number are restricted.” 


	Jack shrugged. “I’ll go with what I have then. How’s the professor, by the way?” 


	Abe shook his head. “Again I dropped in on him last night. No change. His mind I don’t know. Still with the numbers.” 


	“Shame. Okay, I’m off on my map quest.” 


	“Wait. I just thought of something. Let me try a straightforward lookup.” More tapping. “Ha! Here’s an Aaron Levy, M.D., at twenty-six-eighty-one Riverview Road in Rathburg, New York.” 


	“That’s the address I have. Okay, we’ve found him. What can you tell me about him?” 


	Abe did his click-click-tap-tap thing and then smiled.


	“Here’s something mentioning him as an attendee at a fund-raiser for the Rathburg Public Library.” 


	“Got a picture?” 


	“What for you want a picture?” 


	“Because I’ve got a lawyer’s chance of heaven of getting through the front door to see this guy. I’ll have to use some backdoor tactics. And to do that I need to know what he looks like.” 


	“Here we go: ‘Doctor Aaron Levy, associate director of patient care at the Creighton Institute, with his wife, Marie, and daughter, Mollie’ at the same fund-raiser.” 


	Abe turned the monitor toward Jack. He saw a smiling dark-haired man in his early fifties with a dark-haired woman of the same age, flanking a dark-haired girl who looked about twelve or so. The article, from the Rathburg-on-Hudson Review, had appeared two years ago.


	“Perfect. Print that out for me, will you?” 


	“It’s printing already.” 


	“Great. And while we’re waiting, see where I can find this Creighton Institute. I saw that mentioned on Gerhard’s computer. Sounds like a hospital or something.” 


	“Here it is: The Creighton Institute. And you’ll never guess the address.” 


	“Twenty-six-eighty-one Riverview Road in Rathburg?” 


	“You got it.” 


	“Okay. That’s where he works. But where does he live? There’s gotta be a way�” 


	“Tax records, maybe. No, wait. Let me Google this.” Abe started tapping again. “New York property search ” He hit ENTER. “Gevalt! Let me fill in these boxes. County Westchester. Town Rathburg. Name Aaron Levy. Enter.” A pause, then, “Here it is: Nine-oh-three Argent Drive.” 


	Jack felt a little queasy as he said, “Print that out for me too.” 


	Abe shook his head as he hit PRINT. “This is terrible.” 


	Jack knew exactly what he was feeling.


	“Because it’s so easy?” 


	“Frighteningly so.” 


	“Makes me glad I rent, Abe. Go back to that Creighton Institute. What else can we find out about it?” 


	“Let’s see.” After a few more clicks Abe leaned back and looked at him. “Oy. The full name is the Creighton Institute for the Criminally Insane.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Swell.” 


				*
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	Broadway seemed like a good place to find a map, so Jack ambled west.


	Broadway ran north-south up here. A few blocks downtown, at 79th Street, it broke from the grid and started angling east, crossing the city on a diagonal all the way down to the East Village where it headed due south again.


	He spotted a Barnes Noble and saw a display of Kick in its front window. The cover was hard to miss with its bold black type and stick-figure drawing against a neon-yellow background.


	He stared at the Kicker Man, feeling that same odd sensation.


	Enough of this wondering. He needed to find out why that figure looked so what? Familiar?


	A placard with a similar color scheme posted behind the display read:


	Join the kicker evolution!


	Evolution?


	He went inside, picked up a trade paperback, and flipped through it. Large type and a little Kicker Man in each of the breaks.


	“Save your money, man.” 


	Jack looked up and saw a long-haired guy in jeans and a tie-dyed shirt giving him a sidelong look.


	“Say what?” 


	“That book.” He spoke in a conspiratorial whisper from the corner of his mouth. “It’s a load of crap, man.” 


	Nodding knowingly, he moved off.


	Well, well. A reader review. But not a helpful one. Jack expected a load of crap. He simply wanted to know how Hank Thompson had come up with that four-armed man.


	He found a New York State map and headed for the checkout counter. On the way he passed a “New Paperback Fiction” rack where a cover caught his eye: cobalt blue with a pair of glowing yellow eyes�definitely not human�staring out above a pile of pills. He stopped when saw the title: Berzerk!


	Those eyes were startlingly close to a rakosh’s. And the pills last spring he’d run up against a drug with a lot of street names, one of which was Berzerk�misspelled just as it was on the cover.


	And then his heart stuttered a beat when he read that it was “a Jake Fixx novel” and “sequel to Rakshasa! by P. Frank Winslow.


	He snatched it from its rack and grabbed a passing employee�a twenty-something guy with thin hair and thick sideburns.


	“What is this?” 


	The guy looked at Jack, then the novel, then Jack. “We call that a book.” 


	A comedian. Yay.


	“I know that. But who’s this guy Winslow? How many of these has he written?” 


	The guy shrugged. “I dunno. You’ll have to check with Information.” 


	“But you work here.” 


	“Yeah, but I just put them on the shelves. I don’t read them. Sorry. Check with Information.” 


	Jack did, but the kiosk was empty. He found the fiction section and searched through the W authors where he found one copy of Rakshasa. He checked out the cover and found the same cobalt blue, same glowing eyes, but instead of pills, a freighter floated in the foreground.


	“Christ!” 


	He didn’t know what was inside, but from the look of the covers it seemed like someone was peeking into his life.


	The information kiosk was still empty so he headed for the checkout area. With no line he walked up to the only cashier, a guy with a shaved head and a black soul patch.


	Jack slapped the novels on the counter and pushed them forward.


	“What do you know about these?” 


	He shook his head. “Nothing.” He pointed to the copy of Kick. “But I know a lot about that.” 


	Jack noticed a tiny Kicker Man tattoo in the web between his thumb and forefinger.


	“Fine, but�” 


	“You’ll love it, I can tell. It’ll be like a wire into your brain. I’ve read my copy so many times it’s damn near worn out.” 


	Jack pointed to the tattoo. “Who’da thunk.” 


	The guy held up his hand. “That lets the world know I’ve dissimilated and evolved. I’m a Kicker and proud of it.” 


	He scanned and bagged, then said, “That comes to twenty-four-seventy-one.” 


	Jack reached for his wallet. “Comes to more than that, I think.” 


	The guy smiled and lowered his voice. “The Kick is on the house.” 


	“Yeah? Where does it say that?” 


	“I’m giving you a special discount. You know, Kicker to a soon-to-be Kicker.” 


	“No thanks. I’ll pay.” 


	The guy spoke through his teeth as he pushed the bag toward Jack. “Take it.” 


	“I’ll pay my own way, if you don’t mind.” He pushed the bag back. “Scan the book. Now.” 


	The guy glared at him as he snatched the book from the bag, scanned it, then shoved it back in.


	“Forty-two-oh-seven.” 


	Jack handed him a MasterCard. The John Tyleski identity was still good. Barring a glitch he’d probably keep it until fall.


	After he signed and pocketed his receipt, he picked up the bag and started to turn away.


	“I see you at the rally, I’ll kick your ass.” 


	“That a pun?” 


	The guy looked confused. “Huh?” 


	“Never mind. What rally?” 


	“The Kicker rally at the Garden next month. Don’t you know nothin’?” 


	“I know I won’t be there.” 


	The guy nodded and sneered. “Oh, you’ll be there. Once you read that book you won’t be able to stay away.” 


	“No, really. I won’t. I might’ve gone, but now you’ve scared me off. I don’t want to get my ass kicked. Get it? Kicked?” 


	The guy’s expression said he didn’t. Jack waved and left.


	Quality folk, these kickers.


	As he stepped onto the sidewalk he thought of the Compendium of Srem: No word yet on whether security had followed up on the Kicker janitor. Petty theft was probably low on their list of priorities. Looked like Jack was going to have to resolve this on his own.
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	As Jack waited in line at the Thruway’s Yonkers toll plaza, he watched with envy as the E-ZPass cars zipped past without stopping. He didn’t leave the city often enough to make an E-ZPass account useful, but even if he did he probably wouldn’t open one. Maybe he was paranoid, but who knew? what was really in the transponders clipped to all those windshields? GPS technology being what it was, or soon would be, he couldn’t risk the possibility of someone being able to pinpoint his car at any time.


	Call me crazy, but a few extra minutes in line ain’t such a bad price for a little peace of mind.


	After paying he continued north to the Tarrytown exit where he followed 9 north. The directions led him through greening hills and valleys toward Rathburg, New York, but he was only dimly aware of the scenery.


	Other images�book cover images�kept him distracted. One was the Kicker Man and the question of how a figure from the Compendium had wound up on the cover of Hank Thompson’s book. The other was the eyes on the cover of the Jake Fixx novels.


	Back to back he’d encountered two authors who knew things they shouldn’t. Coincidence? He’d been told no more coincidences in his life and he’d come to believe it. But where was the connection?


	He’d wanted to hole up in his apartment and read the novels, but hadn’t had time�not with this Rathburg jaunt looming. He’d got a look at the back covers, however, where he learned that the hero, Jake Fixx, was an ex-Navy SEAL and former CIA black-ops expert. Usually these characters are one or the other, but this guy was both. He’d been betrayed by his superiors�weren’t they all?�and had gone underground. He now lived in secret, helping those who couldn’t help themselves. A rogue Robin Hood, sticking it to the Man at every chance.


	Hoo-boy. Cliché piled on cliché.


	Many times Jack wished he’d had SEAL training or its equivalent. To learn about weapons and ammo and demolition in an organized setting instead of piecemeal on and off the street�wouldn’t that have been a treat. And having an FBI or CIA connection would be beyond cool. Want to know about this Jerry Bethlehem? All he’d have to do was get a fingerprint and have his contact run it through the databases. Probably wind up with a whole file on him.


	But not for Jack. He had to do it the old-fashioned, low-tech�damn near no-tech�way.


	So, the Jake Fixx character was far off the mark, but the Rakshasa! and Berzerk! story lines weren’t. Especially the first, involving a ship full of flesh-eating demons�the rakshasa of Indian mythology�controlled by a Hindu madman who was going to set them loose on Manhattan if a magic jewel was not returned to him. Much more lurid and melodramatic than the reality Jack had survived a couple of years ago, but uncomfortably close to the mark. In Berzerk! the blood of one of the surviving rakshasa was the source of a drug that drove people into murderous rages�way too close to the truth.


	Jack shivered. It was like this writer, this P. Frank Winslow, had been peeking over his shoulder the past two years.


	He shook it off as he cruised into Rathburg. Had to concentrate on getting a little face time with Dr. Aaron Levy.


	Rathburg proved to be an old, rustic, Sleepy Hollowesque town, like so many others along this stretch of the Hudson’s east bank. Washington Irving could have slept here. Probably had. Tudor-style buildings with cracked stucco and peeling beams leaned over the narrow streets as Jack followed his directions to Riverview Road. Once there he didn’t have to check the street numbers to find 2681: Had to be the huge mansionlike structure that dominated the rise overlooking the river.


	Sunlight glinted off the concertina wire that crowned the stone wall along its perimeter. The arched front checkpoint�maybe the only entrance�had a heavy, wrought-iron gate and a uniformed guard visible through the window of a stone gatehouse. The plaque on one of the columns read CREIGHTON and no more. No mention of it being an institute or place for the criminally insane. Just the name.


	Jack was set to turn into the drive and try to bluff his way in when he saw the security camera atop the gatehouse. He didn’t want his face recorded if he could avoid it.


	As he drove past he checked out the sprawling building standing a good five hundred yards from die street. It looked just tight for the criminally insane because it appeared to have been designed by a schizophrenic. The central section looked like a French stone chateau. If Jack had to guess, that was probably the original structure because it looked all of a piece. But whoever had added the wings�a graduate of the Berlin Wall school of architecture, from the look�hadn’t bothered to continue the same design. And yet a third wing that didn’t match any of the others had been added on the left.


	Not exactly maximum security. Concertina wire was mean, but hardly impassable.


	He drove back to town and parked. He’d looked up the Creighton Institute’s number earlier. First he’d try to get to Levy through channels. His office was the best bet�if phone calls were making him paranoid, he’d feel less vulnerable there than at home.


	Since he did not know Levy’s extension, he was shunted into a phone tree. He hated goddamn phone trees so he kept pressing 0 until he reached a human. He told her who he was looking for and she switched him to a line where a female receptionist or secretary or whatever picked up and announced that he’d reached Dr. Levy’s office.


	“Is the doctor in?” 


	“Who’s calling, please?” 


	“Name’s John Robertson. I’m a private investigator.” 


	He’d met the real Robertson a few years before his death. A sharp old dude who’d liked to wear a Stetson. Jack had kept his card and made duplicates, adopting his identity now and again but not his sartorial taste. He’d changed Robertson’s address to one of his mail drops and kept renewing his investigators license. Anyone checking with the New York Department of State would learn that John Robertson was the real deal.


	The identity had proven handy over the years.


	“And what do you wish to speak to the doctor about?” 


	“That would be between him and me.” 


	Jack sensed a sudden drop in temperature on the other end of the line.


	“I’ll see if he’s in.” 


	After a full minute’s wait�she probably had her answer in ten seconds�she came back on the line.


	“I’m sorry, but Doctor Levy will be in meetings for the rest of the day.” 


	“Okay. How about tomorrow?” 


	“He’s booked all day then too.” 


	“And the next day?” 


	“I’m sorry, but Doctor Levy is a very busy man. Perhaps you could send him a letter?” 


	“Perhaps I could.” 


	Jack broke the connection.


	Okay. After his brief conversation with Levy last night, he’d pretty much expected that. He’d have to follow him after work and look for an opening for an ambush conversation.


	He checked his watch. Still hours to go before quitting time.


	Time to go exploring.


				*
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	He wound up in the Rathburg Public Library. A computer search had yielded nothing�the Creighton Institute did not have a Web site and other hits yielded nothing useful. So he’d started searching through the microfilm files of the Rathburg-on-Hudson Review and again came up empty. Lots of passing mentions, but no background. Maybe a local paper was the wrong place to look. It seemed to take for granted that its readers knew all about Creighton.


	He gathered up the microfilm rolls and returned them to the desk.


	“Find what you need?” said the withered, blue-haired lady behind the counter.


	“No, unfortunately.” 


	He studied her. She had a Miss Hathaway voice, rickety limbs, a slightly frayed dark blue skirt and jacket with a white silk scarf loosely tied around her neck�to hide the wrinkles? A cloud of gardenia perfume enveloped her. She looked old enough to have dated Ichabod Crane. If she’d spent most of her days around here


	“Are you a native of this area?” 


	“Born and bred.” 


	“Then maybe you can help me. I’m doing some research on the Creighton Institute but I can’t seem to find much on it.” 


	“I’m not surprised. There’s not been much written about it.” She raised a gnarled finger and tapped her right temple. “But there’s a lot stored right up here.” 


	“Would you care to share some of that? I’d be willing to compensate you for your time.” 


	She frowned. “Pay me for letting me ramble on about the old days? Don’t be silly.” 


	“Well then, why don’t we find someplace where we can sit and have some coffee. I’ll buy.” 


	She winked. “Make that a Manhattan and you’ve got yourself a deal.” 


	This lady was all right.


	“Deal. When do you get off?” 


	“Any time I want. I’m a volunteer.” She turned toward a small office behind the counter. “Claire, watch the front desk. I have to go out.” 


	Within seconds she’d shrugged into a long cloth coat and was heading for the door.


	“Time’s a-wasting and I’ve only got so much of it left. Let’s go.” 


	Jack followed her outside. The sky had gone from clear blue to overcast while his nose had been stuck in the microfilm viewer.


	She stopped at the foot of the front steps and thrust out her hand.


	“I’m Cilia Groot, by the way.” 


	Jack shook her frail hand. “And I’m Jack.” He looked up and down the street and spotted a pub sign hanging over the sidewalk. “What about that place?” 


	“Van Dyck’s? I’ve been in there once or twice. I suppose it will do.” 


	As they started toward the pub Jack had to ask: “Do you have a dog?” 


	She looked at him with concern, then down at her coat. “Why? Do I have hair�?” 


	“No, just curious.” 


	“What an odd question. No, no dog. Three cats though.” 


	Good. Ladies with dogs had been popping up in his life for the past year or so. They all seemed to know more about his life than anyone should. He’d seen one of them right after the accident, but none since. He wouldn’t mind sitting down with one�he had endless questions�but he didn’t like them sneaking up on him.


	He held the door to Van Dyck’s and followed her in. Her arrival was greeted by calls of “Hi, Cilia” from the half dozen or so men around the bar.


	She waved, then turned to Jack and said, “Let’s take that table by the window where we can have some peace.” 


	Fine with Jack.


	He helped her out of her coat and they were just seating themselves on opposite sides of the table when the bartender arrived carrying a straight-up Manhattan with two cherries. He placed it before Cilia with a flourish.


	“There you go, my dear.” 


	‘Thank you, Faas.” 


	Jack smiled. Only been here once or twice, ay?


	Faas�was that a first or last name?�turned to Jack. “And what can I get you, sir?” 


	Jack asked what was on tap and Faas recited a depressing list of Buds and Michelobs and various lights that ended on an up note with the Holland Holy Trinity: Heineken, Grolsch, and Amstel. Jack took a pint of Grolsch.


	“So, what can you tell me about the Creighton Institute?” 


	She took a sip of her drink and closed her eyes. “Nothing so perfect as a perfect Manhattan.” Then she looked at Jack. “It didn’t start out as an institute of any sort. The original building, with its French chateau design, marble terraces, and classical revival gardens, was built in 1897 by financier Horace Creighton as a summer cottage.” 


	“Cottage?” 


	“Yes. The Creightons lived there only during the summer months when it was too hot in the city. He said that he chose Rathburg rather than Newport because he liked the climate better and it was more convenient to his business in New York, but I suspect he avoided Newport so as not to have to compete with the Vanderbilts and Astors. Here he could be quite literally king of the hill.” 


	“But I take it there are no more Creightons there now.” 


	“Correct. He lost everything in the stock market crash of twenty-nine. The state government took it over for back taxes and it remained abandoned and boarded up for years. That didn’t stop children�yours truly was one of them�from breaking in and using it as a playground. After the war the federal government took it over and turned it into the Creighton Hospital for Disabled Veterans.” 


	“And that’s when it was expanded, I take it?” 


	“Correct.” She made a face. “Have you seen those wings they added? Abominations! What an awful, terrible, wretched thing to do to such a grand old house.” 


	She tossed off the rest of her Manhattan and held up her empty glass. In less than a minute Faas appeared with a full replacement. He pointed to Jack’s half-finished pint. Jack shook his head.


	“When did it become a booby hatch?” 


	Her brief glare told Jack what he’d hoped to learn from the remark: The locals weren’t happy with having an institute for the criminally insane in town.


	“In nineteen-eighty-one it passed from the Veterans Administration to another federal entity. That was when it was renamed the Creighton Institute.” 


	Jack finished it for her: “�for the Criminally Insane.” 


	“That was never an official designation,” she huffed. “I don’t know how that got about, but it’s not accurate.” 


	“Okay. But they do house nutcases there, correct?” 


	“It’s a mental research institute. There’s never been a lick of trouble since its conversion, not a single incident. The barbed wire is an eyesore, yes, but they mind their business, pay their taxes, and some of the staff have joined the community and become active in local affairs.” 


	“Like Doctor Aaron Levy?” 


	Her eyebrows lifted. “If you know him, why do you need me for this information. He certainly knows more than I do.” 


	“I know o/him. We’ll be having a meeting in the near future, and I wanted to have some background on the place before then.” 


	“Yes, well, he’s a nice man, devoted husband and father, and gives generously to local causes, especially the library.” 


	“But as a doctor at the institute, that makes him an employee of the federal government. What branch? Department of Entropy?” 


	Cilia gave him a tolerant smile. “No one knows. Lord knows I’ve tried to find out�” 


	“Why would you want to know?” 


	“Because someone wants to keep it secret.” She smiled. “Why else?” 


	“Why else indeed?” Jack liked this old biddy. “So no one knows who’s running the show? Don’t people find that suspicious?” 


	“Some of us do. I’m one of them. I’ve been watching and listening and snooping for years, and you know what I think?” She leaned across the table and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Department of Defense.” 


	“But what would the Depart�?” 


	She held up a finger. “You didn’t hear it here. And I’ll say no more. But maybe when you meet with Doctor Levy you can wheedle it out of him.” 


	He’d try.


	“Odd that that particular branch of the government in question would be funding a mental institution, don’t you think?” 


	She finished her second drink and held up the glass. She weighed all of a hundred pounds, if that, and had downed two Manhattans before Jack had finished his first beer, yet her eyes and speech were as clear as when they’d first sat down.


	“Odd and bothersome. If you find out why, let me know. I have an insatiable curiosity.” 


	And one hell of an efficient liver, he thought as he watched Faas approach with a fresh drink.
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	Jack swung by 903 Argent Drive to get a look at the Levy house. The property out here appeared to be zoned for at least an acre and it looked like all the lots had been wooded to start with. A lot of the residents had left a fair number of trees as buffers between the houses, which tended to be of the brick-fronted, high-foyered McMansion design. The house at 903 sported Taraesque columns.


	Probably considered a premiere location, what with some sort of forest preserve across the street. That made for enviable privacy. The owners could stand on their front porches and know that they’d never see another house looking back at them.


	The Levy place sported a two-car garage which they probably used. That meant no telltale auto in the driveway to signal when the doc was home.


	Jack drove past a couple of times, looking for a spot where he could park and watch for Levy’s arrival. No such place in daylight�at least none where he wouldn’t attract attention, and maybe even earn a call to the police. In the dark, with all these trees, a different story. He’d have to try something else.


	He cruised the area looking for a watch post. His problem was he didn’t know what kind of car Levy would be driving, so he needed a spot where he could get a look at the drivers as they passed.


	Argent Drive had only one access point from the direction of the Creighton Institute. Jack found an empty-looking house�overgrown yard, no curtains on the windows�with a FOR SALE sign out front. He backed into its driveway, left his car running, and waited. The good news was that daylight saving time was in effect and the sun wouldn’t set until around seven. He wished the overcast would clear. He’d need all the light he could get to recognize Levy as he passed.


	And so he waited and watched, studying the Levy photo between cars. Around four-thirty traffic picked up. His eyes burned and a dull headache started in his temples as he strained to catch the faces in all the westbound vehicles.


	The guy was a doctor with a big house. He wouldn’t he driving a Taurus or a pickup. Or would he? Jack knew next to nothing about the man.


	A little after five Jack saw an Infiniti M35 go by, driven by a guy who looked a lot like Levy, but he couldn’t be sure. Decision time: follow or not follow? He chose follow.


	Turned out to be the right decision. Jack stayed a quarter mile behind and eventually saw the Infiniti turn into Levy’s driveway. The garage door began to rise as the car eased toward it.


	Jack kept going. He’d been debating his next step after locating Levy�knock on his door right away, or wait till he’d relaxed and had a drink? Jack chose now.


	He made a U-turn and headed back. He was almost to the house when he saw the Infiniti pull out of the driveway and race off.


	Levy wasn’t driving. A bearded man who looked an awful lot like the guy in Gerhard’s surveillance photos had the wheel.


	Bethlehem?


	What the hell�?


				*
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	When Jack saw the guy steer the Infiniti onto the southbound lanes of the Thruway, he knew following had been the right decision. Levy was somewhere in that car. Had to be.


	But just to be sure, Jack called the house. A woman answered.


	Jack said, “Hi, this is Doctor Bates. Is Aaron there?” 


	“Doctor Bates?” 


	“‘Yes, I’m new at the institute and I need to verify something with him before I go home.” 


	“Well he’s not here right now. He pulled into the garage a few moments ago but then he pulled right out again. He must have forgotten something at work. Have him call me if you see him.” 


	“Will do. Thanks.” 


	Well, that confirmed that. Levy was in the car. Bethlehem�he was going to assume that’s who ho was�hadn’t had enough time to overcome him and truss him up, so he must have bopped him and tossed him into the trunk.


	What the hell was the connection here? And what would make Bethlehem so desperate that he’d abduct the man in his own garage?


	A vision of Levy bungeed facedown in a tub flashed through Jack’s head. Even though he hated to resort to cops, the best thing to do here was call the staties and report a stolen car on the Thruway. He’d take care of this himself if he’d been hired by Levy, but he hadn’t. So make the highway smokies stop hassling honest, hardworking dudes who just happened to be going too fast, and stop a real bad guy.


	Let them pull Bethlehem over and find the good Dr. Levy in the trunk. Not only would the doc be safe, but Bethlehem would end up in the slammer for assault and battery, kidnapping, and whatever other charges the prosecutors could come up with. All of which would solve Christy Pickering’s problem as well.


	Perfectomundo.


	As Jack was reaching for the officialdom phone he saw the Infiniti veer into the Ardsley rest stop. Curious, he followed.


	The sun was almost down, casting the long shadow of the barnlike stone-and-stucco food court across the parking area. He saw Bethlehem back the Infiniti into a spot in a far corner that he had all to himself. Jack parked in a more crowded area, then hunkered down to watch.


	The driver�definitely Bethlehem, wearing a work shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots�jumped out, trotted over to an old maroon Buick Riviera which he maneuvered around until it was parked next to the Infiniti.


	So this wasn’t some spur-of-the-moment deal. He’d planned this out in advance. Jack could see what was coming.


	Bethlehem opened the Buick trunk and pulled something from his pocket. Sunlight flashed off the blade that unfolded. Then he opened the Infiniti’s trunk. Nothing happened for a moment, and then a man was yanked from one trunk and shoved into the other. It happened so fast that if Jack hadn’t been watching for it, he would have missed it.


	Bethlehem closed the Riv’s trunk, then the Infiniti’s. But instead of getting into one or the other, he started toward the restaurant area. Jack watched in confusion.


	What the�?


	And then he realized that Bethlehem might have a dire need for a pit stop. He’d probably been hiding in Levy’s garage for hours. Couldn’t relieve himself there without leaving damning evidence. This rest stop was probably his first opportunity.


	And gave Jack an opportunity too.


	Pulling on a pair of driving gloves, he watched Bethlehem enter the food court, then eased his ear toward the Riviera, backing in next to it. He popped his trunk and raced around to the rear. He kept a collection of burglar tools in the spare tire well. He could hear Levy banging and shouting within the neighboring trunk. No one but Jack was near enough to hear. He pulled an eighteen-inch gad pry bar from the kit, jammed the flat end under the lip of the Buick’s trunk lid, and threw his weight down on it.


	The lid popped up revealing a disheveled, frightened-looking man with his hands raised before him as if to ward off a blow. Aaron Levy’s hair was longer now than in the online photo, and he had heavy five-o’clock shadow, but it was him.


	“Get out of there!” Jack said, reaching a hand toward him. “We haven’t much time!” 


	Levy grabbed Jack’s hand and levered himself out.


	“Who�?” 


	“The guy who’s saving your ass.” He pointed to the Crown Vic. “Into the passenger seat. Move!” 


	Levy hesitated a second, then leaped toward the door. Jack memorized the Riv’s license plate as he closed the trunk, then ran around to the driver seat. As soon as he was in he threw the Vic into gear and roared off.


	He was a hundred yards away from the other cars when he saw Bethlehem step out of the food court.


	“Down!” 


	Levy ducked as they raced past. Bethlehem didn’t so much as glance in their direction as he hurried back toward his car.


	As Jack pulled into the southbound traffic, he said, “Okay, we’re clear now.” 


	Levy straightened and stared at him. “Who are you?” 


	“Never mind that. What’s Jerry Bethlehem have against you?” 


	“Jerry Bethlehem? That wasn’t�” And then suddenly he clammed.


	Wasn’t Bethlehem? That meant Levy knew his attacker and knew him as someone else.


	Will the real Jerry Bethlehem please stand up?


	“Well, if he wasn’t Jerry Bethlehem, who was he?” 


	Levy ran a shaking hand over his face. “I don’t know.” 


	“You’re a lousy liar. Do you or don’t you know Jerry Bethlehem?” 


	“Never heard of him.” 


	Another lie.


	Levy turned toward him. “But never mind this Bethlehem or whoever he is. Who are you and why did you�?” 


	“Pluck you from the slavering jaws of death? Name’s John Robertson. I’m a private investigator. I’ve been trying to talk to you for two days now but you keep ducking me. Why is that, Doctor Levy?” 


	“I remember. You called my office today. Look, I’m sorry, but I’m very busy lately and�”’


	“I also called your house last night�and no, I’m not the guy who’s been hanging up on you. That was most likely your friend Bethlehem.” 


	“He’s not my friend! I�” 


	Jack watched out of the corner of his eye as he asked, “Ever hear of a guy named Gerhard�Michael Gerhard?” 


	“No. Never.” 


	The sudden stiffening of Levy’s posture said otherwise.


	“He’s dead. Murdered.” 


	Further stiffening. His voice dropped to a whisper. “My God! That’s awful. I mean, it’s awful for anyone to be murdered, but what’s this got to do with me?” 


	“Because there’s a chance Bethlehem did it and I think you were going to end up the same way.” 


	Jack then proceeded to describe the scene in Gerhard’s bathroom and the man’s ordeal before he drowned.


	“But-but what makes you think it was him�this Bethlehem?” 


	“Because Gerhard was hired�just as I was�to investigate him. And I found your name connected to Bethlehem in Gerhard’s files. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to add that up.” 


	Levy slumped in his seat. “What what did I ever do to him to make him want to ?” 


	For once he seemed sincere. Question was: Who was the him he was referring to?


	“Only he knows that�and maybe you do too. But I think you’d better do something to keep him from trying again.” 


	“What?” 


	“I don’t suppose you’ve got your cell phone.” 


	“No. He took it.” 


	Jack pulled his out and handed it across.


	“Use mine. Call the cops. Tell them you were abducted and escaped from an old-model Buick Riviera car headed south on the Thruway.” 


	“But surely he’ll have ditched the car by now.” 


	“Why? There’s a pretty damn good chance he thinks you’re still in the trunk and he’s finalizing his plans for you as he drives.” 


	Levy took the phone, then handed it back.


	“No. Thanks, but no.” 


	“You’ve gotta be kidding!” 


	“Sorry. I can’t.” 


	“Why the hell not?” 


	‘Tin ” 


	He paused and Jack could hear the falsificator start to bubble.


	“You’re what?” 


	“I’m involved in some sensitive research�federally funded research. I can’t have police involved in my activities.” 


	“So instead of pressing charges you’re just going to sit back and wait for him to try again?” 


	“No, I’ll have federal authorities look into the matter. They’ll take care of it.” 


	“By federal you mean the DoD?” 


	Levy’s head snapped around. “What did you say?” 


	“You heard me.” 


	He turned and stared out the side window. “Please take me back to my car. Or if you can’t do that�” 


	“I’ll take you back.” 


	The Bronxville exit was coming up. Jack could get off there and swing onto the northbound side.


	Or he could pull off onto a deserted country road�no shortage of those near Rathburg�and put the screws to Levy until he came across with something straight about Bethlehem.


	Because that guy was a bad actor. Jack was now ninety-nine percent sure he’d killed Gerhard. He hoped when the cops worked the murder scene they’d come up with something to connect him. If not, maybe Jack would drop a dime and help them along.


	One thing he knew, this was no guy to be messing around with an eighteen-year-old girl. Jack had never met Dawn Pickering but he’d decided to help Christy build a wall between her daughter and Bethlehem.


	As for the doc he’d take him to his car. That would create another deposit to his good-will account in the Bank of Levy. He might need to draw on that someday.


	On the ride back he let Levy use the phone to call his wife to reassure her that he was fine and would be home soon. After that he pressed the guy for more information but could pry loose nothing about Bethlehem.


	On the subject of his research, however, Levy was a little more forthcoming. But not much.


	“It involves genetics.” 


	“Looking for an insanity gene?” Jack couldn’t resist: “Or creating mutants’?” 


	“Don’t be silly. They’re not insane�at least not most of them. We’re not altering genes or rearranging them or doing anything but studying them�lots ot looking but no touching. Our findings, when we finally publish them, will have global repercussions.” 


	Oh, no. Another one like Hank Thompson and his Kick.


	“Don’t tell me: You’re gonna change the world.” 


	Levy shook his head. “Not the world, just the way people see themselves and others. I’m talking a paradigm shift.” 


	“Fine. But how does that prevent you from calling in the locals to take care of Bethlehem.” 


	“It does. Trust me, it just does.” 


	That was just it though: Jack didn’t trust him.


	Levy wouldn’t say much else for the rest of the trip. Jack eventually dropped him at the rest stop. Levy’s car was where he’d left it.


	“I’m here,” he said, staring at his car as if he’d never expected to see it again. “I’m really here.” He turned to Jack and extended his hand. “I don’t know how to thank you, Mister Robertson.” 


	“It’s John, but most people call me Jack.” He pressed one of his cards into Levy’s hand. “You take that, and you call me if you ever want to talk about Jerry Bethlehem.” 


	The number connected to one of Jack’s voice mail accounts.


	“I will.” 


	They both knew that was a lie, but Jack was doing a bread-upon-the-water thing here.


	He pulled his Glock and Levy shrank back against the door.


	“Wh-what are you doing?” 


	“Making sure there are no surprises waiting for you in the back seat.” 


	He got out and checked the Infiniti�unlocked and empty. A set of keys and a cell phone lay on the front seat. He motioned Levy over.


	“Pop the trunk for me.” 


	Levy reached inside and hit a button. The lid popped open�empty.


	“Okay, doc. I guess you’re home free. Your guy is probably still headed south, blissfully unaware he’s got an empty trunk. But just to be safe, be sure to keep your doors locked and give your garage a good once-over before you get out of your car.” 


	Levy nodded. “I’ll do that. And thanks again.” 


	“Yeah.” 


	He watched Levy drive out of the rest stop to make sure no one was following him, then he headed back toward the city.


	One strange night.


	Lots of questions raised, few answered. But the question was what to say to Christy.


	He could scare the hell out of her by telling her about Gerhard’s murder and Levy’s abduction. But without proof, what would that do to drive a wedge between Dawn and Bethlehem? Might have the opposite effect. If Dawn couldn’t or wouldn’t believe her snookums capable of such things, it might push her closer than ever to Bethlehem and drive the wedge between her and her mother instead.


	Still, Christy had a right to know that her instincts had been dead on the money. But if Levy wasn’t pressing charges, and if the police found nothing to connect Bethlehem to Gerhard, she’d have nothing to back up her claims. She’d sound like an overprotective, possessive, paranoid madwoman. Hell, the cops hadn’t even released news of Gerhard’s death yet. Jack wondered about that, but figured they might want to notify his next of kin first.


	He’d set up a meet with her, tell her what he knew, and let her take it from there.


				*
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	As soon as he was on the move, Aaron speed-dialed Julia’s cell phone. “It’s me,” he said when she answered. “You home?” 


	“I’m just leaving the office. Why? Something wrong?” 


	“Damn right it is. The therapy is a bust. He’s on a rampage.” She said nothing for a while, then, “Meet me at home.” He cut the connection and upped his speed, yet his thoughts raced ahead of him. And his heart raced ahead of his thoughts. He’d finally stopped shaking, but a soaked undershirt lay plastered against his skin.


	He’d been as good as dead tonight. The shock of finding Bolton in his garage had paralyzed him. The look of death in those cold blue eyes, the point of the knife against his throat he’d almost passed out. The suffocating ride in the trunk and then salvation.


	But the things that stranger, Robertson, had told him about Gerhard’s torture-murder they had to be true. It made no sense for Robertson to save him, drive him back to his car, and let him go, just to lie to him.


	Gerhard dead! Il had to be Bolton. He’d found out the detective was investigating him and killed him. And how he’d killed him. Aaron shuddered. That might have been him.


	But why me?


	He posed no threat to Bolton. Of course, he didn’t have to. Bolton merely had to perceive him as a threat. But why would�?


	Julia. Had Julia set him up? Had she sicced Bolton on Gerhard and then on him? But why would she do that? Sure, he’d been a reluctant partner in this experiment, but he’d gone along with all her risky plans.


	None of this made any sense!


	He called Marie next and told her he’d be stuck at the institute for a few more hours. Good wife that she was, she said she’d keep some dinner warm for him.


	He got off at Tarrytown and went straight up 9 to Julia’s house.


	His superior at the Creighton Institute, Julia Vecca, M.D., M.S., Ph.D., was single, ascetic, politically connected, and intensely, relentlessly devoted to her job as medical director. Aaron had been there a couple of years longer but was not so driven�he had a life outside the institute, after all�and not the least bit connected. Hence her position as director. Which was fine with Aaron. He wouldn’t have minded the extra money�something Julia didn’t seem to care about�but didn’t want the administrative headaches. He shared Julia’s commitment to the project, but not her zeal.


	He pulled into the parking lot of her condo complex and parked next to a grime-caked Jetta�Julia’s car. Always easy to find. Just look for the dirtiest car on the lot and that would be Julia’s. She didn’t believe in washing cars. They’d only get dirty again.


	He sat waiting and watching, afraid to leave the locked womb of his Infiniti. No sign of Bolton but that meant nothing. He could be hiding anywhere.


	Aaron stared across the small expanse of pavement and lawn to Julia’s front door. So near, and yet


	He called her again. When she answered he said, “I’m outside.” 


	“Really? I didn’t hear you knock.” 


	“I didn’t. Open the door and wait for me.” 


	“I don’t�” 


	“Just do it.” He added, “Please.” 


	After all, she was his boss.


	He saw a rectangle of light appear, silhouetting a vaguely female figure. With his heart pounding he leaped from the car and dashed toward it. Julia backed away, her expression alarmed, as he charged in and slammed the door behind him.


	“Aaron, what the hell is going on?” 


	Julia almost never cursed.


	He noticed that she’d let her hair down, an act that made many women more attractive. Julia, however, proved an exception. Her barely shoulder-length mouse-brown hair�just long enough to tie back with an elastic band�was stringy and in need of a good shampooing. Her makeup-free face was pale and shiny as her wide dark eyes regarded him through thick glasses. She’d traded her usual blouse and slacks for a baggy gray NYU sweatsuit that softened the sharp angles of her thin frame.


	Aaron locked the door, then turned to her.


	“Bolton kidnapped me.” 


	Her eyes widened further, growing huge through her lenses. “Are you crazy?” 


	“No. He’s the crazy one, remember?” 


	He peeked through one of the door’s sidelights, looking for movement outside. God, he was still shaking inside.


	“But why would he�?” 


	He whirled toward her. “Exactly what I want to know. If some detective hadn’t seen it and set me free�” 


	She stiffened. “Detective? Are the police�?” 


	“No, this one’s private. I never got around to asking who hired him, but I assume it was the same woman who hired Gerhard.” 


	“Why would she hire two detectives?” 


	Aaron steadied his jangling nerves as best he could and watched her closely, gauging her reaction.


	“Because the first one is dead. Murdered.” 


	Her hand flew to her mouth. “What?” 


	Aaron knew Julia was no actress�a strictly what-you-see-is-what-you-get type�and her shock seemed genuine.


	He nodded. “The new detective found Gerhard’s body. He’d been put through some bizarre sort of water torture before he drowned.” 


	Julia dropped onto a couch and began picking her nose as she stared at a wall�a blank wall, just like all the others in her townhouse.


	Aaron had asked her once why she didn’t hang a picture or two; she’d seemed genuinely puzzled by the concept: Why? Once I’ve seen a picture or a painting, I’ve seen it. Why would I want to look at it again?


	She made a good salary but Aaron had no idea what she did with it. Certainly didn’t spend it on furniture. Most of hers was mismatched and secondhand. She was the least materialistic person he’d ever met. All that mattered to Julia Vecca was her work.


	And now her work had murdered a man.


	She extracted her finger from her nose, stared at the tip, then wiped it on her sweatsuit pants.


	Aaron kept close watch on her face as he said, “How did Bolton know about Gerhard?” 


	She didn’t blink, didn’t shift her gaze from the wall as she said, “I told him.” 


	Aaron had suspected that, but it was a jolt to hear it put so matter-of-factly.


	Now came his turn to drop into a chair.


	Private investigator Michael Gerhard had shown up at Julia’s office one day and rocked them with a question neither of them had expected to hear: Why was a murderous psychopath like Jeremy Bolton out on the street?


	The detective had been hired by the mother of some young thing Bolton was diddling. He’d snagged a glass with Bolton’s fingerprints from some restaurant, run it through various databases, and come up with a hit in ViCAP.


	Julia had explained that it was all legal, a government-funded-and-sanctioned pilot program, and how secrecy was crucial to its success. The new identity they’d created for Bolton must not be compromised.


	Gerhard had said his client had a right to know what sort of man her daughter was dating. He’d been hired to find something on the man and he had. He was going to tell his client.


	Julia offered him twice what the client was paying, and to put him on permanent retainer with the institute if he’d keep what he’d learned to himself. Gerhard had taken the money and kept his mouth shut. But he hadn’t stopped snooping.


	“Why why on earth would you tell Bolton?” 


	“I thought he should know. Dating a teenager is risky behavior. I couldn’t tell him not to, but I thought if he knew the mother was looking into his past he might decide to break it off.” 


	Aaron guessed that was only part of the truth.


	“You were testing him, weren’t you.” 


	Finally she looked at him. “Yes yes, I suppose I was. Provocation would test the therapy.” 


	“You sicced him on Gerhard.” 


	“I did no such thing!” 


	“He’s a mad dog! You pointed to Gerhard and said, ‘That man’s a threat.’ What did you expect him to do?” 


	“I expected him to alter his behavior to avoid the threat, not kill it!” 


	“Well, kill it he did, and now we’ve got to reel him in.” 


	She shook her head. “Absolutely not. We simply need to increase his dosage.” 


	“It’s time you faced the hard cold fact that two-eight-seven isn’t working. It’s not suppressing the gene set.” 


	“And you’re glad of that, aren’t you. You’ve been against this trial from the start�” 


	“Is that why you sicced him on me?” 


	She leaped to her feet. “Don’t talk like a fool! I’d never do such a thing. It had to be Gerhard. He sniffed out your negativity the first day we met with him. That was why he kept pestering you for more information. He knew we’d given him only part of the story and he sensed you were the weak link. He must have told Jeremy while ” Her voice drifted off.


	“While he was being tortured. Proud of yourself, Julia?” 


	She didn’t seem to hear. She began to pace her living room.


	Aaron rose and stepped to her front window. He peeked out and froze as he caught a flash of movement by the bushes. He held his breath and watched. No. Nothing. Just the wind blowing the branches about.


	“It’s not his fault,” Julia was saying. “It’s ours. We simply haven’t suppressed the trigger gene enough. We’ll have to up his dose.” She stopped and glanced at him. “What do you think�jump it fifty percent?” 


	“No. Jump him and drag him into a cell and throw away the key, that’s what I think.” 


	She stared at him. “You’re serious, aren’t you.” 


	“Damn right.” 


	“How can you say that after all the years we’ve worked on this?” 


	“You get forced into your car trunk at knife point by a madman, then come back and we’ll discuss how I can say that.” 


	She held up her hand in a peace gesture. “Point taken. I’ll talk to him. When I explain that he’s got it all wrong, he’ll be sorry. He’ll apologize. And then we’ll put this behind us.” 


	“Easy for you to say. And no apology is going to mean anything. Bolton’s an expert at saying whatever anyone wants to hear. Besides, I don’t want an apology, I want him locked up.” 


	Her expression turned fierce. “That’s not going to happen and you know it! The agency has too much invested in this. Not just money�they’ve got plans. You know that. And you know they’re not going to change them just because you’ve developed cold feet.” 


	“I damn near developed cold everything! I won’t be able to sleep or eat or even think knowing he’s out there looking for me.” 


	She stared at him a moment, then turned and left the room. She returned with her cell phone.


	“I’ll call him right now and get this settled.” 


	“No, don’t.” 


	Aaron didn’t know why he said it. It made no sense, but he quailed at the thought of anv sort of contact with that madman.


	“We’re going to get past this,” she said, punching buttons, “put it behind us, and move on. I’m not about to let a little setback derail this project.” 


	“Little setback? A man is dead!” 


	She ignored him as she listened to her phone. After a slew of rapid heartbeats she spoke.


	“Hello, Jeremy. You know who this is. I’ve been speaking with my colleague and he’s told me some very disturbing things yes, well, you were misinformed. Terribly misinformed. Where are you? Is that so? Well, then, let’s settle this right now.” 


	She lowered her phone and stepped to the door.


	Aaron stood paralyzed with shock.


	“What�what are you doing?” 


	“He’s right outside.” 


				*
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	Julia heard Aaron’s cry of alarm but ignored him and opened the door.


	Jeremy Bolton stood outside. His usually neatly combed hair was wind tossed and his normally handsome features were distorted by a scowl. He looked distressed. Julia knew Jeremy could be difficult when distressed.


	But God help her, he was attractive. She’d never had much of a sex drive, and was glad for that�sexual entanglements were notoriously distracting. But Jeremy Bolton had an air about him. She’d always pooh-poohed the idea of animal magnetism, but this man had something going on. Maybe he secreted a pheromone. Whatever it was, she’d met only a few men in her life who could affect her this way make her almost impulsive. Make her want to feel those bearded cheeks rubbing against her nipples�


	Stop.


	Impulses be damned. Giving in would be counterproductive in the extreme. She could not jeopardize her neutrality, her scientific objectivity.


	“Come in, Jeremy.” 


	He paused for a second, then stepped inside. His scowl hardened when he spotted Aaron.


	“I think you owe Doctor Levy an apology,” she said quickly.


	She noticed Aaron had retreated to a spot behind one of the chairs. His face had turned a cadaverous shade of white.


	Jeremy continued to stare at Aaron. “How’d you get out of my trunk?” 


	Aaron only shook his head. He seemed too frightened to speak.


	Julia said, “The apology, Jeremy. We’re waiting.” 


	His gaze remained locked on Aaron. “He wants to cancel the trial, lock me up again.” 


	“He wants nothing of the sort.” 


	“I was told�” 


	“You were misinformed. And for your information, the surest way to get the trial canceled is for Doctor Levy to disappear. That would be the end for you. You’ll never see daylight again.” 


	Without a word, he shot her a look, then went back to staring at Levy.


	Julie pressed on. “And don’t think for a minute you could elude capture. Your clinical trial is under the aegis of a government agency that has vast resources and a long reach�one that can be just as ruthless as you. They will track you down, and when they find you they will not be kind. Look at me, Jeremy.” 


	After a few seconds he turned his smoldering blue gaze on her.


	“Listen carefully to what I say. This experiment is very important to a number of highly placed people in this country’s intelligence and defense communities. If you disrupt it they will be very angry. They will take out that anger on you in ways not sanctioned by the Geneva Conventions.” 


	She hoped he didn’t think she was overstating the case. She wasn’t.


	“I want to tell you right now, right to your face, that Doctor Levy is one hundred percent behind this trial. He is one of the developers of D-two-eight-seven. He has a vested interest in its success. He wants you to succeed. Can I make it any clearer than that?” 


	She sensed an easing of some of Jeremy’s coiled tension. She pushed further.


	“Have I ever lied to you, Jeremy?” 


	After a pause, he shook his head. “No. Least not that I know of.” 


	“Well, I haven’t. And since that’s the case, I believe you owe Doctor Levy an apology.” 


	He looked at Aaron again, then shrugged. “Sorry, Doc.” 


	Aaron looked stunned. His mouth worked a few times before he managed to speak.


	
“Sorry? That’s it? You were going to kill me!” 


	Jeremy grinned through his beard. “Nah. Just takin you for a little ride. I


	got some bogus info on you, that’s all. I heard if anyone was gonna rat me out it was you. If Doc Vecca says that’s wrong, well then, I guess it’s wrong. My bad. No hard feelings, ‘kay?” 


	As Aaron stood there, stone faced, Julia prompted him.


	“Aaron, we need to put this behind us and move on.” 


	Finally he raised his hands in a gesture of defeat, acceptance, and capitulation. “All right, all right.” 


	Julia clapped once. “Wonderful! Now I want to see the two of you shake hands.” 


	“I don’t see why that’s necessary. If we�” 


	“Come on, come on. It’s what men do, isn’t it. A sign of peace, right? I want peace between you.” 


	Jeremy too looked reluctant, but finally he stepped forward and thrust out his hand.


	“Sorry for the misunderstandin, doc.” 


	Aaron hesitated briefly, then grasped it and shook. But before he released Bolton’s hand he raised it for a closer look.


	“What’s that? A tattoo?” 


	Jeremy pulled his hand free and held it up. “Yep. Got ‘er done a couple weeks ago.” 


	Julia stared at the odd little stick figure in the web between his thumb and index finger. It had a diamond-shaped head and�


	“It looks like it has four arms.” 


	Jeremy grinned. “It does. That’s the Kicker Man.” 


	“Why the extra arms?” 


	The smile faltered. “Don’t rightly know. Never thought to ask. It is what it is, I guess.” 


	Tattoos. Julia had never understood them. Permanent drawings on your skin what for? But then, she didn’t understand jewelry either. Who could be bothered?


	“Well, whatever. Now that we’re all friends again we can get back to business and refocus on the project as�” 


	“Aren’t we forgetting something?” Aaron said. “Like a body tied facedown in a tub in Brooklyn?” 


	Jeremy put on a sheepish look. “I think I sorta kinda got carried away.” 


	Julia stared at him. “Why did you do it, Jeremy?” 


	“You told me he was tryin to split me and Dawn. I know it was her mother’s idea, so one of them had to be stopped. I couldn’t take out her momma without gettin Dawn all messed up, so he had to go.” 


	Julia had known deadly violence might result from telling Jeremy about


	Gerhard and what he knew. But she couldn’t resist. Call it an experiment within an experiment. Jeremy seemed to be doing well on the D-287 therapy, but without something to provoke him, how would they know if it was having any real effect? Gerhard had provided an opportunity to inject an external stimulus. She’d hoped Jeremy would find a rational course�thus confirming the success of the therapy�but if he resorted to violence, that too would provide them with valuable data. She was glad he’d chosen Gerhard as the target for his rage. The man had known too much.


	Jeremy gave another shrug. “Don’t see how I had a choice.” 


	“Of course you had a choice!” Aaron cried. “You could have stopped seeing the girl!” 


	Jeremy’s eyes narrowed as his forehead darkened. “That ain’t in the cards, doc. Nobody comes between me and Dawn.” 


	“Oh, come on! There must be dozens, hundreds of women�” 


	“No! Only Dawn. She’s my one and only.” 


	“Your one and only what?” Aaron said.


	Julia raised a hand. “We’re getting sidetracked here. What’s done is done. What I don’t understand is why you did something so reckless.” 


	“I wanted the answers to certain questions.” 


	“You didn’t have to kill him.” 


	“Did too. Told you: He was gonna come between me and Dawn, and I wanted to know what he’d found out and what he’d told her momma.” 


	“And then you compounded it by leaving the body where it could be found. Why?” 


	Aaron said, “You wanted to show off your elaborate torture handiwork, didn’t you.” 


	Jeremy said nothing at first, but his expression told Julia that Aaron had hit this particular nail square on the head. Then Jeremy took a step toward him.


	“Where’d you hear about�?” 


	“Stop this right now!” Julia said, jumping in before things escalated out of control. “It was a foolish thing to do but we’ll have it taken care of.” 


	Jeremy turned toward her. ” ‘We’?” 


	“Our people. The ones you want to stay on the right side of. They’re experts in crime-scene cleanup.” She’d call them as soon as Jeremy left. “Meanwhile, you will report to my office tomorrow for a booster dose.” 


	Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that gonna do to me?” 


	“Nothing you’ll notice.” 


	“Better not. I been feelin pretty good lately and I want to stay that way. Don’t want nothin comin between me and Dawn. That’s my numero-uno priority.” 


	Aaron said, “Your ‘numero-uno priority’ is the therapy.” 


	Jeremy shook his head. “You got that wrong, doc. I’m goin along with the therapy just so’s me and Dawn can be together. Me and Dawn�that’s all that matters. Anybody who gets between us goes down. ‘Cause me and Dawn ” He grinned like a man who knew the world’s greatest secret. ” we’re gonna change everything.” 


				*
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	“What on Earth is so interesting?” 


	Jack looked up from his copy of Hank Thompson’s Kick. He was propped up in bed by two pillows, reading in a pool of light from a goosenecked lamp attached to the headboard. The rest of the bedroom lay dark around him.


	He glanced at Gia where she lay beside him. She’d turned over to face him. Her eyelids were at half mast. She looked ready to drop off any minute.


	“Is the light keeping you up?” 


	“Nothing keeps me up when I get tired, you know that. But what’ve you got there? You never read in bed.” 


	Jack didn’t know how to explain it. He’d returned from Rathburg feeling restless and uneasy. He sensed he was being drawn into something he should avoid, dragged into a place he didn’t want to go. Christy Pickering seemed to be at the heart of it. Since talking to her he’d had a priceless book stolen from a stroked-out old man, found a dead body, and witnessed�and foiled�an abduction.


	Or was it all coincidence?


	Yeah, he’d been told no more coincidences for him, but surely that didn’t apply to everything in his life. Coincidences did happen in the normal course of events. He couldn’t buy that something was preventing everyday coincidences.


	He couldn’t see how the loss of the Compendium could be connected to the Pickering problem. But he most certainly saw a connection between the Compendium and the book in his hands: the four-armed stick figure.


	Jack had a pretty good idea of how the theft had gone down: the Kicker janitor�they still hadn’t found him�had seen the prof at the Xerox machine copying the drawing of the Kicker man. He’d recognized it and decided he wanted it.


	Why?


	Then again, why not? Judging from today’s experience at the bookstore, “mine” and “not-mine” appeared to be concepts either unappreciated or not easily grasped by Kickers�especially when it came to books.


	The janitor had been around the museum. One look at the Compendium and he had to know or at least guess it was worth a fortune. Which was why he’d disappeared. Probably trying to fence it now.


	The idea of the Compendium in the wrong hands bothered Jack. He didn’t know to what uses it could be put, but he had a feeling they weren’t all good.


	Tomorrow he’d see if he could get the guy’s name and do a little tracking on his own. He doubted the cops would tell him�too bad he wasn’t Jake Fixx with all those law enforcement contacts. He’d have to look elsewhere. Maybe the museum staff


	But right now he wanted to see if Hank Thompson gave any clue as to how an ancient symbol�of what, he wished he knew�from an equally ancient one-of-a-kind tome had ended up on the cover of his book.


	He held it up for Gia.


	“I was intending just to skim through it, but the first part of the book is a memoir and I sort of got caught up in this guy’s personal story.” 


	Hank Thompson hadn’t had it easy growing up. Far from it. Born in Arkansas in poverty to a single mother who died young, his unnamed absentee father would visit him now and again, but never helped him off the foster-home merry-go-round he rode into his teens. Yet Thompson didn’t seem to bear him any animus. Seemed to revere him instead.


	“How far along are you?” 


	“He’s just coming out of his teens and surprisingly up front about the petty crimes he committed.” 


	Gia yawned. “You think he really committed them or is just looking for street cred?” 


	“It rings true.” 


	Gia looked at him. “You’d know, I guess.” 


	“Unfortunately, yes.” 


	Thompson’s account reminded Jack a little of the time he spent on the street when he first arrived in the city. He’d wanted to stay below the radar, and that meant working off the books for cash and hustling for every buck. He wasn’t proud of some of the moves he’d made back then.


	Gia yawned again, then lifted her head and kissed him on the cheek.


	“Have fun. I’m outta here.” 


	As she rolled over and tugged the blanket up over her head, Jack returned to Kick.


	Thompson had just turned nineteen in the story when he started stealing cars in Columbus, Georgia, and driving them into Alabama where he got top dollar from a chop shop in Opelika.


	Maybe this was why so many Kickers had criminal records�they identified with Thompson.


	He read on


	Then came a major turning point in my life. One bright hot summer day I wheeled a Lexus LS 400 into one of Jesse Ed’s bays. The Lexus was still the new kid on the automobile block back then and damn hard to find in the South. This was a primo grab and I was expecting a big payday. What I got instead was trouble. Instead of finding a grinning Jesse Ed waiting with his acetylene torch, I found a gang of Alabama state troopers who’d raided the place about an hour before I got there.


	Well, let me tell you, I smoked that Lexus’s tires backing out of there and led those troopers on a merry old chase back to the state line. Beat them too. But I ran into a Georgia state cop roadblock where they shotgunned my tires.


	I was so royally pissed at getting caught that I guess you could say I went a little bit nuts. It took four of those boys to take me down. And take me down they did. If someone had been around with a video camera, I could have been the white Rodney King.


	I woke up the next day battered and bloody and facing not just a local GTA rap, but federal charges for ITSMV. (For those of you who’ve never been on the wrong side of jail bars, that’s grand theft auto and interstate transportation of stolen motor vehicles, respectively.)


	Jack had to smile. Yeah, he could see where getting busted simultaneously for both state and federal raps could be a life-changing experience.


	He read on with amusement about Thompson’s troubles with incompetent�at least according to him�public defenders and drunken judges and crooked prosecuting attorneys, but the chapter’s last paragraph stopped him cold.


	Well, no question the Lexus was stolen, but they couldn’t prove I did the actual stealing, so I skated on the GTA charge. But I couldn’t dodge the ITSMV. Not with all those pursuing Alabama smokies as witnesses to my crossing the state line in a stolen car. So I was looking at federal time, and not in some country club either. They had me slated for the Jesup medium security FCI when out of the blue came a reprieve. Oh, not that kind of reprieve. I was still going to do time, but in much cushier surroundings. Don’t ask me why, but for some reason the federal government, in all its wisdom, had decided to ship me to the East Coast, to a place in New York I’d never heard of. I didn’t know it then, hut the Creighton Institute would change my life.


	Jack stared at the page in shock. This was too much of a coincidence to be a simple coincidence. It was happening again: Something was pulling his strings.


	But the question remained: Why had a nobody car thief like Hank Thompson been shipped across the country to a federal facility?


	Jack had a feeling that, whether he wanted to or not, he’d be searching for the answer.


				*
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	“You’d like to talk to Hank Thompson?” Abe said. “Want I should arrange a meeting?” 


	Jack smiled. “Why don’t you do just that.” 


	He took a bite of one of the bagels with fat-free cream cheese he’d brought along. Time to get serious about Abe’s waistline again.


	He thought Abe was kidding when he picked up the phone, but then listened as he got the number of Vector Publications from information. He dialed that and asked for publicity. As he waited he put his hand over the mouthpiece and turned to Jack.


	“Who do you want to be and what paper are you from?” 


	“You think you can pull this off?” 


	“Of course. Such a publicity hound I’ve rarely seen. Been on every radio station in town already. Probably be on WFAN if he could work in a sports angle. This rally of his he’s pushing like there’s no tomorrow.” 


	This might work. Jack had some questions for Thompson�details he hadn’t shared in the book. Like what had really gone on at Creighton. He’d made vague mention of counseling and psychological testing, but no mention of why the long arm of the federal government had reached across the country to pluck him out of the county jail in Columbia. And did he know a certain Dr. Levy.


	“Okay. I’ll be John Tyleski.” Why not? “And I’ll be from ” He didn’t want a New York City paper�the publicity people would be familiar with the names on the local book beat. He thought back to his boyhood when the city papers near home were in Philadelphia and Trenton. “Say I’m with the Trenton Times.” 


	Abe nodded as he started to speak again�with no accent. “Hello, publicity? Who there is handling Hank Thompson? Oh. you are. Excellent. I’m Moishe Horowitz, features editor for the Trenton Times.” 


	Jack mouthed, Moishe Horowitz? Abe shrugged.


	“Yes, well, one of my reporters happens to be in New York today and we’re wondering if Hank Thompson would be available for an interview. We’d like a face-to-face if possible. Yes, of course.” He fumbled for a pen and handed it to Jack. “Let me give you my reporter’s cell number. His name is John Tyleski and his number is ” 


	Jack scribbled it down on the back of an envelope and Abe read it off. Abe closed with a few stroking pleasantries about the success of the book and what a wonderful job they were doing promoting it.


	“There,” he said as he hung up. “What could be simpler? Her name is Susan Abrams and she’ll call after she talks to Thompson.” 


	“Great.” Jack took a sip of his coffee. “What do you think about all this? The Kicker Man links the Compendium to Thompson, and Thompson’s linked to the Creighton place. Christy Pickering is linked to Jerry Bethlehem�whoever he really is�who’s linked to Doctor Levy who works at Creighton.” 


	“Bethlehem is linked to a dead man as well, don’t forget.” 


	“I’m not. But I wonder why there’s been no mention of Gerhard’s death. You sure you haven’t seen anything?” 


	“Not a word.” 


	If Abe hadn’t read it, then it hadn’t been published. He pored over every inch of his papers.


	“Why are they keeping it under wraps?” 


	“Maybe he was more than he pretended to be. Maybe he worked for this group you mentioned already that runs Creighton. Your instincts say what?” 


	“That the Creighton Institute is the key.” 


	“I agree. Might be something going on there that connects everything. Then again, maybe not.” 


	“Well, I know someone on the inside at Creighton, and he owes me�big time. But I’ve got a feeling that’s not going to be enough to make him open up.” Jack checked his watch. “Gotta run. I’m meeting Christy Pickering in an hour.” 


	“Go already. I’ll do searches on Creighton. Such fun I’ll have.” 


	“See if you can get me an interview with Winslow while you’re at it.” 


	If he was going to go to the trouble of printing up some business cards, might as well multitask them.


				*
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	Jack rode the R out to Forest Hills. He did not want what he had to tell Christy floating along over a phone�land line or cell, no telling who was listening these days. Christy had begged him to meet her outside the city. He’d agreed. She’d hired a block of his time, so why not?


	He’d opted for the subway over his car. Rush hour had passed, and even if it hadn’t, he was headed against the morning flow. It was a local but he had time.


	He plowed further into Kick. According to Thompson, his stint at Creighton didn’t put him on the straight and narrow so much as make him more choosy about his activities, opting for the dubiously legal over the blatantly illegal. He worked various scams and cons that Jack found uncomfortably familiar.


	Been there, done that.


	He closed the book and glanced down at the rumpled copy of this morning’s Post on the seat next to him. He’d already been through the paper looking for news of Gerhard’s death. Strange that it hadn’t been announced.


	Maybe he should try another call


	He looked around. Less than a dozen other people on the car in various states of age, quality of clothing, and consciousness, either dozing, walled off behind headphones, staring at the ads or at the floor. His gaze came to rest on one of the sliding doors. He hadn’t noticed it when he came in, but someone had spray-painted an all-too-familiar figure on its lower half


	Couldn’t get away from the Kicker Man, it seemed.


	Okay. Nobody within earshot. He pulled out his officialdom phone, powered it up, and gave 911 another try.


	“Emergency Services.” said a woman’s voice.


	“Yes, I called the night before last about a problem with a house in my neighborhood and nothing’s been done about it.” 


	“What house was that, sir?” 


	Jack gave Gerhard’s address. “There was water running out the door and I was afraid maybe someone had left the water on or, God forbid, died while running the sink.” 


	“Let me look that up for you, sir.” After a pause, she said, “We sent someone out there this morning and�” 


	Jack put a huff into his tone. “This morning? What took you so long? I called you two days ago.” 


	“Yessir, but things have been extremely hectic lately, and we must prioritize. I’m sure you can understand that when we have to choose between, say, a missing child or someone found unconscious in an alley, and a water leak, we put off the water leak. I assure you, we got there as soon as our schedule allowed.” 


	Jack couldn’t argue with that.


	“So you were there this morning. What did you find? Was everybody okay inside?” 


	“Well, they went in and let’s see it says here they found extensive water damage�apparently an upstairs tub had overflowed�but the house was empty.” 


	Empty! How ?


	“Mister Gerhard wasn’t home?” 


	“It says no one was home.” 


	Jack sat in silent shock. What the hell? He wasn’t crazy. He’d seen Gerhard’s bungeed-up body.


	“Is there anything else I can help you with, sir?” 


	“No thank you very much.” 


	He hung up and turned off the phone. Someone had gone in and removed Gerhard’s body. Who? Bethlehem? Someone had left him there with the water running. Why go back?


	None of this made sense.


	His other phone rang: Susan Abrams of Vector Publications calling. It just so happened that Hank Thompson was going to be visiting their offices this afternoon. If Jack could be there at two thirty, he could interview Hank in their conference room.


	Jack said he’d be there and she gave him the address.


	He reopened Kick and began skimming so he’d be up to speed when he faced Thompson. But images of Gerhard’s corpse kept Hashing between him and the pages.


	The car pretty much emptied out at Woodhaven Boulevard�everyone going to Queens Center Mall, he guessed. He watched a pregnant woman, a brunette six months or better along, get on and take a seat. She carried a bebe shopping bag. She glanced around, flashed him a quick, shy smile, then pulled a magazine from the bag.


	Gia had been just about that far into her pregnancy before


	Before it was ended.


	He felt his mood darken. The lights seemed to darken too. He’d been in a decent mood, hadn’t thought about Emma for a whole couple of hours, and then this lady had to show up and ruin it.


	Not her fault, of course.


	He tried not to look at her as the train moved on.


	As the train was pulling out of the 67th Avenue station, the car’s forward door opened and a couple of hip-hop zoolanders swaggered in. Could have been sixteen, could have been eighteen. Hard to tell. Ghetto manque white kids�headed for Forest Hills, no less�regurgitating the clichés of the sideways Amahzan baseball cap, the way-too-big basketball jersey, and the baggy, falling-off jeans. These guys had added some gang accessories, like blue stubby do-rags under the caps and blue-and-white bead necklaces along with the gold.


	Crip never-bes.


	The shorter one snatched the paper from the old dude near the front and tossed it across the car.


	“What you readin that fuckin shit for, asshole? It’s all lies!” 


	His buddy laughed as they moved on, leaving the old guy scrabbling to reassemble his paper. They passed Jack, giving him a don’t-mess-with-us look. Jack looked back down at his book.


	Trouble today? No thanks.


	After they’d passed he glanced up in time to see the taller one stomp on one of the pregnant girl’s feet as he went by. The kid was wearing sneakers, but Jack bet it hurt.


	She winced, then said, “Don’t you say ‘Excuse me’?” 


	They both swung on her.


	Tall got in her face and said, “Shut the fuck up, bitch, ‘cause I got my balls in your mouth!” 


	Shock flattened her features. “You’ve got what?” 


	Short said, “Aww, bitch, you better shut the fuck up because he’s got his balls in your mouth!” 


	Jack felt a switch close inside. He knew that on another day, in different company, he might have laughed at how pathetic they were. But they’d picked the wrong moment and the wrong lady.


	He laid the book on the seat beside him. “I think you owe her an apology.” 


	They turned as one and stared at him.


	Short shot him a hard look. “The fuck you say?” 


	Tall held out his right hand. Looked like he’d used a black Sharpie to decorate his palm with a crude version of the same stick figure as on the door.


	“Don’t even think about fuckin with us, man! We’re dissimilated!” 


	“I’m sure you are�whatever that means�but why don’t you be good boys and say you’re sorry to the nice lady.” 


	“Or what?” 


	“Or I’ll have to unfriend you on MySpace.” 


	Short jabbed a finger at him. “My balls in your mouth!” 


	Jack gripped the pole at the left end of his seat, then cupped a hand around his right ear as he leaned forward.


	“Sorry? What did you say?” 


	An old, old trick. He wondered if the jerk would fall for it.


	He did. He bent and leaned toward Jack. Got within two feet.


	“You fuckin deaf? I said, my balls�” 


	Jack’s hand was already raised, its blade edge angled toward Short. All he had to do was snap his arm straight to deliver a sharp chop to the chain-layered throat.


	Which he did.


	Not a larynx crusher, but hard enough to crack some cartilage and send the kid tumbling backward onto the floor, kicking and gagging as he clutched his throat.


	Someone screamed�the pregnant girl. She had a hand over her mouth, her wide eyes bulging.


	Jack was already up and pivoting to ram his right heel into the shocked Tail’s knee. He felt it give and bend the wrong way�just a little, but enough to guarantee a payment or two on an orthopedist’s Porsche. Tall screamed as he fell toward the floor, and Jack took that opportunity to land a second kick, this one square into his family jewels. Another turn, another good shot to the presumed location of Short’s berries. The hoarse wails climbed to tenor. Bull’s-eye.


	“Now, gentlemen, your balls are in your mouths.” 


	The pregnant girl’s gaze was shifting between Jack and the writhing not-so toughies.


	“W-w-what did you just do?” 


	“Hurt them.” 


	And loved every second of it.


	How many seconds? Four? Five, tops. That was all it had taken.


	Amazing how much better a few seconds could make you feel.


	He noticed movement to his right and saw the old man pulling a cell phone from his pocket. He pointed at him.


	“And you think you’re doing what with that?” 


	“Calling nine-one-one.” 


	“On me?” 


	“No, of course not. On them.” 


	“You will put that away. Now.” He looked around at the two passengers at the rear end of the car. “I don’t want to see anyone with a phone. No calls until Elvis has left the building. Got it?” 


	They nodded. The man at the front end tucked his phone away.


	Jack looked back at the pregnant gal. “Got it?” 


	She nodded.


	“By the way,” he said, jerking a thumb at the pair of writhing, groaning losers. “They’re sorry.” 


	The train began to slow then. When it stopped at the Forest Hills station Jack stepped out and quick-walked toward the exit. When he looked back, the rest of the able-bodied passengers were leaving the car as well.


	No one was talking on a phone.


				*
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	The R line terminated in Forest Hills. When Jack trotted up to street level he looked around for Christy Pickering.


	That name he still couldn’t nail down why it struck such a familiar chord something from way back in his past.


	He heard a toot and saw her waving from a big black Mercedes. As he slipped into the passenger seat, she stuck a twenty-ounce bottle of Diet Pepsi into a cup holder and offered her hand.


	“Well, Mister Jack, should we drive or just sit here?” 


	She wore dark blue slacks, a red-and-white-checked blouse, and looked nervous. Her palm was damp when Jack shook her hand.


	“Lets drive.” 


	He didn’t want to hang around the station. Sooner or later someone would find those two and call an ambulance. Cops would tag along.


	“Okay.” She put the car in gear. “Where?” 


	Jack could have taken her on a tour of all the gardens he helped plant a dozen years ago when he’d worked for a landscaper. Giovanni had been based in Brooklyn but he’d built up quite a following in the patrician enclaves out here. Hot, hard work, but Jack had always enjoyed it. He’d done it as a summer job in college so he didn’t come to Giovanni as a complete newbie. The major benefit was getting paid off the books. The major drawback was finding something else to do in the winter. He’d been the only American in Giovanni’s crew and had learned along the way to swear fluently in Spanish.


	“How about past the tennis club, then you can take me to the station on Sixty-third. I’ve got to get back on the train pretty soon and that’ll put me two stops closer to the city.” 


	And two stops away from this one.


	“You into tennis?” 


	Jack had done some landscaping at the famous West Side Tennis Club, but that wasn’t the reason.


	“When I was a kid my dad used to sit me down in front of the TV and we’d watch the US Open when it was played here.” A mantle of melancholy settled over him. “He really loved tennis.” 


	She pulled into the traffic.


	“He’s gone?” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“Sorry.” 


	“So am I.” 


	All those years spent ducking his calls, and now he’d never call again.


	Christy sighed and ran a quick hand through her ash blond hair. “Never knew my father.” 


	Jack glanced into the back seat and saw a stack of sheet music.


	“You’re into musicals?” 


	“Literally�but strictly community-theater level.” 


	“And Promises! Promises! is the latest?” 


	She smiled and nodded. “I landed the part of Jill.” 


	“Ever dream of Broadway?” 


	“When I was young.” Her eyes shone. “And who knows? After Dawn’s off in college I might give it a try. But right now I’m delighted to get the lead in this little show. I love the music, but the musicians are having trouble with the shifting time signatures.” 


	“Especially the title song, I’ll bet.” 


	She was staring at him. “You know musical theater?” 


	“Some.” 


	“More than some. Not many people remember that kind of detail from Promises! Promises!” 


	Jack shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s much of a detail, but I do know I never liked the late, great Jerry Orbach’s voice.” 


	She smiled. “Do you mind my asking if you’re gay�not that it matters.” 


	He laughed. “No. Why?” 


	“Just wondering.” She gave him a sidelong glance. “Let’s talk about another Jerry. What have you got for me?” 


	“Let’s wait till we’re at the other station.” 


	She gave him a strange look but he said nothing. He had a reason: He didn’t think it was a good idea for her foot to be on the gas pedal when she heard what he had to tell her.


	They passed the huge Tudor-style tennis club, set on the edge of one of the nicest neighborhoods in all of Queens.


	“You live in one of these?” he asked as they cruised Exeter Street.


	“I wish. But I’ve got a nice place on the other side of the boulevard in the upper Sixties near Peartree.” 


	A few minutes later they pulled into a parking spot near the station. She turned off the engine and angled to face him. Her smile looked forced.


	“Okay. Shoot. Don’t forget�bad news can be considered good news in this case.” 


	“Don’t count on that.” 


	The smiled faded. “Okay. Hit me.” 


	“I’ll tell you what I know for sure. First off, Gerhard is dead. Murdered.” 


	She paled. “What? You’re sure?” 


	He told her what he’d found.


	“Oh, my God! Do you think Jerry did it?” 


	“I don’t know, but even if he did I doubt there’s a shred of evidence to prove it. Not even a body.” 


	He went on to explain his 911 calls.


	“But he might be involved?” 


	She’d wanted bad news about Bethlehem, but Jack could tell by her expression that she hadn’t wanted it to be this bad.


	“Yeah. Because he’s violent.” 


	Without mentioning Levy’s name, he told her about witnessing his abduction.


	“And this guy’s not pressing charges?” 


	“He refused.” 


	“For God’s sake, why?” 


	“Not sure. He gave some lame excuse about working on a sensitive government project, but there’s got to be more to it than that. He knows Bethlehem but seems to know him by another name.” 


	“Jerry’s leading a double life? Poor Dawnie!” Christy slumped against the seat, head back, staring to the roof. “I had a feeling something was off with him, but never in my wildest dreams I’ve got to get her away from him.” 


	“Tread carefully here. Again, I can’t be sure, but his MO for dealing with threats might be to eliminate them.” 


	She looked at Jack, fear alive in her eyes. “You don’t think he’d do anything to me, do you?” 


	“I don’t think so�at least not as long as he wants to stay on Dawn’s good side�but I’d play it cool for now anyway. Instead of you trying to break them up, let me see if I can arrange for the legal system to do the job for you.” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“During my first twenty-four hours of digging into this clown I found one man murdered and witnessed the abduction of another. I don’t know if Bethlehem did the former, but there’s no doubt about the latter, which I doubt very much was an aberrant event in an otherwise blemish-free life. Jerry Bethlehem�or whoever he really is�probably has a closet crammed with skeletons. I’ll try to sniff out one of them. When I find one, I’ll drop a dime. And then, as he’s cuffed and led away to the hoosegow, you can be on hand to comfort Dawn.” 


	“I don’t think I can handle knowing she’s with that kind of man monster.” 


	“Remember, we don’t know he’s a monster. And so far he’s done nothing to harm her. So just hang in there. Come on too strong with nothing to back you up and you may only push her closer to him.” 


	Listen to me: Family Counselor Jack.


	“But�” 


	“Give me a chance to take care of this without wrecking your relationship with Dawn.” 


	She stared at him. “I could bear Dawnie never speaking to me again if I knew she’d never speak to Jerry Bethlehem again either.” 


	Jack nodded. A mother’s love. Christy didn’t look tough but he sensed a lioness beneath her skin one whose cub was threatened.


	“A couple of days can you keep mum for a couple of days?” 


	“It won’t be easy, but yes, I can give you a couple of days.” 


	Jack hoped she could hold to that.


				*
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	“Tell me about that cute little stick man on the cover of your book,” Jack said.


	Hank Thompson smiled. “I wouldn’t exactly call the Kicker Man cute.” 


	After returning from Queens, Jack had made a quick stop home for a tape recorder, notepad, and pens to help him look reporterish, then headed for Fifth Avenue.


	Vector Publications occupied the fourth floor of an office building in the upper Thirties. He’d stepped out of the elevator and found himself in a bare, nondescript hallway painted a sickly green. To his left he spotted a pair of glass doors etched with VECTOR PUBLICATIONS, LLC. On the far side of those he found a book-lined reception area. The guy at the desk had paged Susan Abrams and she’d led him to the author.


	“Hank gives a great interview,” she’d gushed. “You’re going to love him.” 


	Apparently Ms. Abrams�black hair, black dress, and bare arms as pale and thin as dental floss�already did.


	She’d ushered him into the conference room and introduced him as John Tyleski of the Trenton Times to a rangy six-footer leaning against an oval mahogany table. With obvious reluctance, Susan left them to get down to business.


	Most of Thompson’s responses so far had been virtually word for word the same as Jack had read in the first article. Thompson seemed to have memorized them. When pressed on how the world would be changed, he’d offered only vague platitudes.


	The guy had charisma, Jack had to grant him that. An easy smile and a comfortable, confident way about him. In person he looked even more like a mid-thirties Jim Morrison than in his photo, except for the eyes�his were blue.


	They sat facing each other across the conference table, the recorder midway between them. Jack had opened with a few typical questions he’d read in dozens of author interviews: Where did he get his ideas, how had the book’s success changed his life, blah-blah-blah.


	Then came the time to home in on the Kicker Man. He’d undoubtedly been asked about it before, but Jack hadn’t seen the answer.


	“No, Hank”�Thompson had quickly established a first-name relationship�”I don’t suppose he is. Not with four arms. Why four?” 


	“I don’t know. The figure kept recurring in my dreams. I figured that meant it was important so I began to draw it on all my things. And every time I looked at it I had this strange feeling inside.” 


	Jack swallowed. Like what he’d felt when he’d first seen it?


	Thompson added, “And later I found out I wasn’t alone. A lot of people have told me they feel something when they look at it.” His gaze locked on Jack. “How about you? Get a little chill when you first saw it?” 


	Jack shook his head. “Afraid not.” 


	He hoped he was convincing.


	“Well, it still does something to me. So much so that I even put it on the cover of my book.” 


	Time now for a little probing.


	“I’ve heard it’s an ancient symbol.” 


	His eyebrows shot up. “Really? Of what? I’d love to know.” 


	He seemed sincere on that point.


	“I don’t know, but I read somewhere that it appeared in an ancient book.” 


	Jack noticed a slight lessening of Hank’s easygoing manner, a minor tightening of his tone.


	“What ancient book?” 


	Jack frowned and put on a puzzled expression. “I wish I could remember the title. But I recall something about it having a metal cover. You ever see a book like that, Hank?” 


	He sensed Thompson stiffen in his chair. “No, I don’t believe I ever have. How about you?” 


	Jack kept his tone innocently blasé. “I believe I heard that it once belonged to Luther Brady.” 


	“The Dormentalist guy?” 


	“Yes. Did you ever meet him?” 


	“No. And if what he’s accused of is true, I don’t want to.” Thompson’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not one of them, are you?” 


	“One of whom?” 


	“A Dormentalist?” 


	If you only knew


	“No. But if I were ?” 


	“Check out their Web site. See what lies they’re spreading about me. Scientologists too.” 


	“Why would they do that?” 


	“Because lots of their members are leaving to become Kickers. They’re losing dues to my clubs and it’s driving them crazy.” 


	“Interesting. But back to the book: I think I saw it in a museum once, but I can’t remember which one. I’ll let you know if it comes to me.” 


	“You do that.” 


	A definite cooling on the far side of the table.


	“Let’s move on to another topic. Tell me about your stay at the Creighton Institute.” 


	Thompson fixed him with his blue gaze. “Why do you want to know about that?” 


	“Well, Hank, as I told you, I read your book to prepare for this, but I also read a lot of your other interviews as well.” 


	He smiled but it had lost some of its previous warmth. “Doing your homework. I like that.” 


	“Well, I wanted my piece to be a little different. You’ve earned yourself a lot of column inches lately and I’m looking to cover some new ground, if possible. So about Creighton ” 


	“If you want to cover new ground, that’s fine with me. But why the Creighton Institute?” 


	“Well, it struck me as odd that after your conviction�and I must say, I was impressed with your candor�the federal government shipped you from Georgia all the way across the country to New York. I don’t know a lot about the federal penal system, but I doubt that happens very often.” Jack put on a smile. “I mean, ITSV hardly makes you public enemy number one. You must have wondered at that yourself.” 


	“I sure did.” 


	“Did you ever find out why?” 


	“Nope.” 


	“Not even from the Creighton people?” 


	“Not a hint. Can we move on?” 


	Jack was far from finished. “Did you know that the Creighton Institute is listed as an incarceration facility for the criminally insane?” 


	A semi-strangled laugh, then, “I’m a little crazy, but I’m not that crazy. Seriously, though, they had two separate populations: the violent types in the lockdown wing, and the nonviolent sort in the medium-security area.” 


	Violent types lockdown wing could Jerry Bethlehem have been one of Levy’s patients at Creighton? Could they be connected?


	“Did you make any friends there?” 


	“I suppose.” 


	“Have you kept in contact with any of them?” 


	“One of the conditions of parole is that you avoid contact with any other criminals�and anyone I knew inside was a criminal.” 


	“How about the staff?” 


	“Look,” he said, his annoyance clear, “when I got out they shipped me back to Georgia.” 


	“But now you’ve returned to New York. Do you like it here?” 


	He relaxed a smidge. “Yeah. A lot. I’m thinking of setting up the Kicker HQ here. The city’s already got the biggest number of Kicker clubs in the country. Seems like a logical choice.” 


	“Indeed it does. Does that mean we can expect to see a lot more Kicker graffiti around town?” 


	He frowned. “That’s not approved nor encouraged, but it is an indicator of the level of enthusiasm for the evolution.” 


	“You keep calling it ‘evolution.’ Why is that?” 


	“It’s like when an ugly caterpillar makes a cocoon and then comes out as a big, kick-ass butterfly�it’s kicked off its lower form and evolved into a higher one.” 


	Jack wondered whether this would be a good time to tell him that he wasn’t describing evolution at all.


	Nah.


	“Speaking of the Creighton staff�” 


	“We weren’t speaking of the staff.” 


	“�did they do any testing on you?” 


	“Sure. Blood tests, x-rays, psychological tests up the wazoo. Where’s this going?” 


	“Did they perform any experiments on you?” 


	“What do you think I was living�a grade-Z horror movie?” He glanced at his watch. “Sorry. Gotta run. More interviews scheduled.” 


	Yeah, right.


	Jack rose and retrieved his recorder. “Same here. Gotta get back to Trenton and type this up. By the way, got a title for your next project?” 


	Like, maybe, Punt?


	“Haven’t decided what to write next, but I’m sure it will come to me.” 


	They shook hands, assured each other it had been a pleasure, then Jack headed back to the street.


	Not a wasted trip. He’d learned a few things about Hank Thompson.


	First off, he was a little scary. A hint of Manson lurking beneath the Morrison.


	Second, he’d seen the Compendium. Jack didn’t know if he’d come up with the Kicker Man figure on his own, or from an earlier peek at the Compendium,


	but the look in rus eyes when Jack mentioned the metallic cover he’d seen it maybe even had it now.


	Third, he was defensive about the Creighton Institute. Maybe it was the “for the Criminally Insane” part that bothered him, but Jack had a feeling it might be something else. Something he didn’t want made public.


	Jack saw another trip to Rathburg in his future. The very near future.


				*
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	“Who was that son of a bitch?” Hank said as he barged into Susan Abrams’s office without knocking.


	She jumped in her seat and looked up at him.


	“Who? That reporter?” 


	“Who else would I mean? Did you check him out?” 


	“Well, no�” 


	He felt like strangling her.


	“Damn it, isn’t that part of your job?” 


	She blinked. “We�we don’t vet every reporter who requests an interview. What happened?” 


	“Never mind that. Just call his paper�the Trenton whatever it is�and check on him.” 


	“But�” 


	“Now!” 


	He paced back and forth outside her door�no room for it in her tiny office�as she fumbled with this and that trying to get in touch with the paper.


	John Tyleski he’d bet his next six months of royalties that guy was no reporter. Because a simple everyday reporter from a hick paper in Trenton wouldn’t know about the Compendium of Srem. Hank had known about it for only a couple of days himself.


	What a find!


	And all because one Marty Pinter, a janitor at the museum, just happened to notice the Kicker Man in an ancient book on the desk of a professor who just happened to have had a stroke; and Marty, who just happened to be a


	Kicker himself, decided that the old book belonged in the hands of the Alpha Kicker.


	Almost as if Fate had been pulling a few strings


	Hank had known at first sight it was a hell of a find�especially with the Kicker Man big as life inside. The book called the figure something else, something unpronounceable beginning with a Q, but no matter. Hank was itching to go through that Compendium with a fine-tooth comb and learn all he could from it, but he had no time, damn it. He’d had it almost three days now and he’d only been able to skim the surface. If he wasn’t doing interviews and radio and TV, he was speaking at Kicker rallies. He didn’t have a life of his own anymore.


	Well, he’d make time. He had a feeling it was going to be very important to his future, and the future of the Kickers.


	Maybe it would give him a hint of where they were going. He wanted to know because he had no idea where this movement he’d started was headed.


	No way he’d ever admit that, but it was true. Sometimes he’d wake up at night bathed in sweat, scared by the numbers of people responding to his words, to his book�joining Kicker clubs all over the country, paying dues, donating money.


	Every few days, for maybe a few seconds, he missed his old life before he got inspired to write the book. His job in the slaughterhouse had alternated between being a “knocker”�shooting the steel bolt into the cow’s head to knock it out�and a sticker�slitting the cow’s throat after it was hung upside down by a leg from the overhead rail.


	Hot bloody work, dressed head to foot in a yellow rubber suit that was red after the first ten minutes of the shift, but very satisfying in some ways. At least he’d known what he was doing. Now


	He had to trust in whatever had brought him this far. He felt like a human antenna, receiving signals from someplace far off in the universe. He sensed it most when he was speaking. The words, the rising and falling in volume, the gestures, they just came to him. And as for writing the book he’d never been much of a reader, but the words had just flowed from him through his pen and onto the backs of flyers or envelopes until he’d graduated to yellow pads.


	He hoped to hell whatever had inspired and guided him this far would take him to the next step.


	The question that nagged him the most was, Why me?


	He made a point of coming on strong and confident in public, but in private he hadn’t the vaguest clue what he’d tapped into. He knew it was powerful, and he knew his words were appealing to others like him, sending out some sort of vibe that was picked up by their own antennas. They all seemed tuned to the same wavelength, but was his the most sensitive? Was he the alpha antenna who broadcast to the rest?


	He wished he knew.


	But what he did know was that this was the greatest high he’d ever experienced. Pot, coke, crank�he’d tried them all, but nothing compared to bringing a crowd to its feet and hearing them clap and yell and whistle and stomp their feet. He’d thrown out the drugs, vowing never to touch them again�not because he was no longer interested, but because a bust could land him in the slammer, cutting him off from his audience, his people.


	The money was rolling in and the women were rolling over�as long as they liked it rough, that was fine. He felt like a goddamn rock star. The sky was the limit.


	This reporter, though this John Tyleski he’d become a little cloud in that sky.


	He turned back to the publicity bitch just as she was hanging up.


	“Well?” 


	Susan Abrams chewed her upper lip and looked miserable. “That was the managing editor of the Trenton Times.” 


	“And?” 


	She cringed. “There is no John Tyleski on their staff.” 


	“What?” 


	He’d sensed it, suspected it, but to hear it from this stupid bitch’s mouth


	“You’ve got to understand,” she said, “this was an interview conducted in our own offices. We wouldn’t normally�” 


	“What if he’d been some nut with a knife or a gun?” 


	“I’m terribly sorry about�” she began as she started to rise.


	Hank shoved her back into her seat. “Damn right you are, you stupid, useless bitch! You’re finished. I’m getting someone else for PR�someone who knows what she’s doing.” 


	She began to cry and that only made him want to smash a fist into her blubbering face. But he held back�last thing he needed was an A-and-B charge. He stomped out, leaving her sobbing at her desk.


	Count yourself lucky, honey.


	He went back to the conference room and slammed the door behind him. He stood there until his anger faded a little.


	What had happened in here?


	Pretending to be a journalist was a good way to get close to a celebrity or someone with notoriety, into places other folks weren’t allowed. Hank should know�he’d been playing that card for years.


	Hank knew why he’d done it, but what had Tyleski�bet the ranch that wasn’t his name�wanted? Was he looking for that old book�to get it back for the professor? No biggy then. He’d never find it. And with Pinter hidden away in the Lodge downtown, he’d never find the thief either.


	But the questions about Creighton bothered him. In all his interviews, lots of folks had asked about the events leading up to getting sent to Creighton, but this was the first time anyone had asked about what had gone on inside. This guy had asked about tests and, worse, about keeping in touch with anyone he’d met inside. What had made him ask that? If he knew something he shouldn’t, could be big trouble brewing.


	Did a piss-poor job of handling that, Hank, he told himself. Let him get under your skin. Most likely gave something away.


	The worst part was realizing someone knew too much about him. Someone was gunning for him, and Hank had no idea why.


	Unless the Enemy?


	He clenched his jaw. Keep your distance, asshole. I see you again, I’m taking you out.


				*
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	Christy sat before her computer in her home office, staring at the screen but only dimly aware of the numbers scrolling past.


	She wandered out into the living room and looked around at the antique furnishings, the paintings she’d picked up at various galleries in SoHo. A nice home�part of the life she’d built for Dawn and herself. All from nothing.


	She remembered arriving in New York City all those years ago with a few hundred dollars in her pocket, a suitcase in one hand, and a baby in the other.


	Now look at me.


	She could buy pretty much anything she wanted without a second thought. But she usually did give it a second thought. And sometimes a third. And very often she said no. Better to save it for the inevitable rainy day. She’d spent too many years counting pennies to feel comfortable with careless spending. Old habits died hard.


	She’d done it for Dawnie. Not all of it, of course. Some had been for her own sake, but the driving force had been building a secure life for her daughter to give her the kind of home she’d never had. And now everything seemed ready to go up in smoke.


	Because she’d really blown it with Dawn today.


	Why on Earth hadn’t she listened to Jack and kept her mouth shut? She’d planned on doing just that, and when she’d come home and found Dawn doodling on the computer, everything had been fine. If nothing else, this relationship with Jerry had made her start taking better care of herself. She’d slimmed down some, started wearing a little makeup. She seemed to glow with happiness. Soon�not today, but soon�Christy would be forced to douse that glow. It would hurt, but it would be for the best.


	They’d made small talk, then Dawnie announced that she had to get changed to spend the rest of the afternoon at that man’s place. That was when Christy lost it.


	She’d told her about hiring Mike Gerhard to investigate Jerry and how Gerhard was found murdered, and how the detective she’d hired to find Gerhard had witnessed Jerry kidnap someone.


	Christy had seen the look of horror growing on Dawn’s face and that had spurred her on. But then she realized that the horror wasn’t at what her beau had done, but at her mother hiring a detective and then making up these awful stories.


	She’d run out of the house before Christy could stop her. She prayed she hadn’t caused an irreparable breach. If only�


	She jumped as she heard the front door open. She always kept it locked.


	“It’s me.” 


	Dawnie’s voice. Thank God!


	She rushed into the living room only to stop cold at the sight of that man.


	“This is so not my idea,” Dawnie said, glaring at her. “If it was up to me, I’d never come back here again. But Jerry wanted to talk to you.” 


	Christy looked at him and shivered at the cold menace in his eyes. But his voice was calm and measured.


	“I’m not sure what to say about all this,” he drawled as he rubbed a hand through that short, neat beard. “But, unbelievable as your accusations sound, I can’t let them go without sayin somethin.” 


	That drawl how could a cracker like this develop video games? Then again, you didn’t need a degree from Harvard or even Queensborough Community College for that. You just needed cunning, and Christy sensed he had plenty of that.


	But she was damned if she was going to back down. “Everything I said is true!” 


	“I’m sure you believe that, but you been lied to.” 


	“J have not! I�” 


	“You say you hired a detective and that he was murdered. What was his name?” 


	His name? He had to know his name�if he’d killed him.


	“Michael Gerhard�as you well know.” 


	“And you say he’s dead. Murdered.” 


	“I have a witness.” 


	“Who?” 


	Christy didn’t think it wise to identify Jack.


	“I’m not telling you that.” 


	“And why not?” 


	“Because I don’t want him to end up dead too.” 


	She thought she caught a hint of a smirk, but couldn’t be sure through the beard.


	Dawn said, “That’s it, Jerry! I told you this was totally a waste of time! We’re going!” 


	“No-no. Just a second, darlin. This is your mother and she’s got some bad ideas about me. I don’t know why and I don’t know who, but someone’s been feedin her lies and I need to set her straight. I can’t have her or anyone else believin this about me.” 


	So calm and reasoned an excellent portrayal of an innocent man confronting his accuser. If it weren’t for those eyes, Christy could almost believe


	“Just get out of Dawn’s life and I won’t say a word about this.” 


	He smiled sweetly and put his arm around Dawn. “But I want to be a part of her life. She’s become very important to me. So let’s get back to this man I supposedly murdered�Gephardt, was it?” 


	“Gerhard. Michael Gerhard.” 


	“I haven’t read or heard anything about this. Where did it happen and what was the time of his death?” 


	Dawnie tugged on his arm. “Come on, Jerry. This is total bullshit.” 


	“Just give me a minute, darlin. If he was killed while you and I were together, that’ll prove I had nothin to do with it.” He turned back to Christy. “If you’ll show me the news article, we can probably settle this here and now.” 


	Oh, hell.


	“There is no article.” 


	“Well then, a police report.” 


	“I don’t have that.” 


	His expression turned puzzled. “Then what do you have?” 


	“The man who found the body.” 


	“The man you can’t name. Well, if he reported the crime�” 


	“He did, but by the time the police got there the body was gone.” 


	“What?” He laughed. “Somebody tells you a man was murdered but there’s no body? How do we know this Gerhard ain’t sittin in some bar in Florida drinkin up the money you paid him? I think you’ve been sold a bill of goods, Mrs. P.” 


	For an instant, Christy floundered, at a loss for a response. Without a body, she looked like a fool. Then she remembered�


	“Where were you last night?” 


	“Was that when he was murdered?” 


	“No, that’s when you kidnapped a man.” 


	“Really? Let’s see I was eating dinner at Peter Luger’s with a game producer from Konami.” He looked at Dawn. “I told you about that, right?” 


	She nodded. “He was pitching our game concept.” 


	He turned back to Christy. “Now, I wish I could show you the receipt from the restaurant, but I didn’t pay for dinner. I can have the producer back up my presence.” 


	“You do that.” 


	“I will. Meanwhile, where am I keepin this person I supposedly kidnapped?” 


	“He escaped.” 


	“Well then, he must have pressed charges against me. How come I ain’t been arrested?” 


	“He won’t press charges and you know it.” 


	“I know no such thing. When this man reported the crime, did he at least say when it happened?” He grinned. “I mean, what’s the point of havin an alibi if we don’t know the time of the crime.” 


	Christy knew then that she was beaten. He’d played her like the proverbial fiddle, coming on all calm and rational while making her look like a scatterbrained paranoid.


	Just what Jack had said would happen.


	He raised his eyebrows. “Don’t tell me there’s no police report of this crime either.” 


	“You know damn well there isn’t.” 


	He spread his hands in a gesture of supplication. “Mrs. P, do you hear yourself? You’ve been accusin me of two terrible crimes that never happened.” 


	Christy wanted to shout that they damn well did happen but knew that would make her look more unbalanced than she already did.


	“Look,” he said. “Because of my feelings for Dawn, and because you’re her mother, I’m gonna forget this ever happened�” 


	“Don’t you�” 


	“�because I know you’re upset about the difference in our ages.” 


	“She’s still in high school, damn it!” 


	“I’m aware of that. And I know I’d be just as upset if positions was reversed. But she’s a woman now, and we have feelins for each other that won’t be denied. I hope that you’ll eventually find it in your heart to accept our relationship and give up usin these outrageous accusations to try to break us up. It ain’t gonna work.” He hugged Dawn against him. “We’re in this together for the long run.” He turned her toward the door. “Come on, Dawn. Let’s go.” 


	As she stepped through the door Dawnie looked over her shoulder and said, “Really, Mom, that was totally pathetic.” 


	Christy stood frozen, paralyzed. She wanted to run to the door and scream for Dawn to come back. But that wouldn’t work.


	She’s right: I am pathetic.


	The very thing Jack had warned her about had happened. That man had driven a wedge between her and Dawnie�and she’d provided the hammer. He’d been so convincing, made such a good case for his innocence, that she’d almost started to doubt his guilt herself.


	His guilt


	A wave of dizziness swept over her and she dropped into a chair.


	What proof did she have of his guilt? Nothing. Just Jack’s opinions. What if he was conning her? Without police reports, who could say a crime had been committed. What if�?


	Wait. What was she thinking? She had to trust someone, and the same instinct that warned her against that man told her she could trust Jack.


	She hoped she was right about him, and prayed he was having some luck finding hard evidence against this son of a bitch.


				*
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	“Sounds to me like you shouldn’t be expecting to ask him any follow-up questions,” Abe said after Jack finished telling him about his Hank Thompson interview. “Not likely.” 


	Holding a chip laden with green glop before his mouth, Abe said, “Looks awful, tastes wonderful,” then made it disappear.


	Jack had brought tortilla chips and a container of Gia’s homemade guacamole.


	“I can’t believe you’ve never had guacamole before.” 


	“I was raised kosher. What do I know from Mexican food?” 


	“You haven’t been kosher since the Roosevelt administration�Teddy’s.” 


	Abe sighed. “I should get out more already.” 


	He dipped another chip, but on the way to his mouth some of the guacamole slipped off and landed on the cover of Rakshasa.


	“Oy. Sorry.” 


	Yesterday he’d dropped off the pair of Jake Fixx novels and asked Abe to give them a look while Jack concentrated on Kick.


	“Did you get to read it?” 


	A stubby finger transferred the green dollop from the cover to his mouth.


	“Skimmed is more like it. A novel maven I’m not. I prefer my fiction to pretend to be true.” 


	“Like histories and biographies and newspapers?” 


	“Exactly. I need that pretense already. Take that away and my mind wanders.” 


	“Did it stay on track enough to finish the book?” 


	“Barely.” 


	“And?” 


	“As I said, I’m no maven of the novel, but for a Pulitzer Prize I don’t think this P. Frank Winslow should be holding his breath.” 


	“I don’t care if he’s any good. How close is he to what really happened?” 


	“Very. Too.” 


	“Should I be creeped out?” 


	“Like a thousand hairy spiders crawling all over you.” 


	“Swell.” Jack shook off the sensation. “How the hell�?” 


	“The little details, they’re different, but the big ones he’s got: the ship, the big blue breeyes from India�maybe you should have been interviewing him instead of Thompson.” 


	“Maybe I will.” No, he definitely would. Had to. He could not let this go. But later. Now “What do you remember about the Atlanta abortionist murders?” 


	Abe slapped a hand to his head. “Oy, the head spins from the change of subject. Whiplash I’ve got. Call a lawyer.” 


	“Sorry. That was what I was about to ask you when you glopped on the book.” 


	“Atlanta abortionist murders?” Abe drummed his fingers on the counter. “About twenty years ago, no?” 


	“Almost. It was all anyone was talking about for months.” 


	“And this sudden interest comes whence?” 


	He told Abe about finding the Google search on Gerhard’s computer.


	“It’s been bugging me, wondering if Gerhard had found a connection between Bethlehem and the killings.” 


	“You did your own search, I assume?” 


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. ‘Jerry Bethlehem’ plus ‘Atlanta abortionist murders’ got no hits. Couldn’t connect him to the Creighton Institute either.” 


	“Well, if you say he’s in his mid-thirties, he would have been a teenager back then.” 


	A little gong sounded somewhere in Jack’s brain. Teenager


	“It’s coming back,” Abe was saying. “Two abortionists in two centers in the same week. Two dead doctors, correct?” 


	“Correct.” Jack saw where Abe was going. “You think one of the doctors might have been connected with Creighton?” 


	Abe jerked a thumb at his computer. “One way to find out.” He wiped his hands on his shirt, leaving green streaks. “You remember their names?” 


	“No way. Too long ago. You’ll have to pull up an article.” 


	“Such a help you are.” 


	Abe attacked the keyboard and after some vigorous tapping and clicking, he pulled out a pen and scribbled on a pad.


	“Horace Golden and Elmer Dalton. Let’s see if either one of those ever worked at Creighton.” After more tapping Abe shook his head. “No connection�at least online.” 


	“What about the killer? What was his name?” 


	Abe said, “I just saw it: Jeremy Bolton.” 


	As Abe began to type, a connection hit Jack with the force of a blow.


	“Oh, shit!” 


	“What?” 


	“Jeremy Bolton Jerry Bethlehem: J-B J-B. It can’t possibly be, can it?” 


	“Let’s find out.” 


	Jack already knew the answer. Because he recalled now that the biggest shocker of the story, what had kept it in the news for months, was the discovery that the killer turned out to be a teenager, an eighteen-year-old. Jack remembered because he had been about the same age. He’d wondered what it took to kill someone in cold blood.


	He no longer wondered.


	Abe slapped a hand on his counter. “It says here Jeremy Bolton is serving two consecutive life sentences at the Creighton Institute.” He frowned. “How did he go from an Atlanta courthouse to a New York funny farm?” 


	“Probably some federal civil rights charges got filed somewhere along the way. What’s he look like? Any photos?” 


	Abe clicked around, then turned the monitor toward Jack.


	“This is all I can find.” 


	Jack saw an old black-and-white newspaper photo of a pimply, baby-faced kid facing the camera but staring past it. He looked nothing like Jerry Bethlehem.


	But that didn’t mean a thing. Jack figured if he had a beard himself now, no one would be able to look at him and recognize the kid in his high school yearbook. Be pretty hard even without a beard.


	“It can’t be him,” Abe said. “Two consecutive life sentences already. A thirty-inch waist I’ll have before he’s free.” 


	“Maybe he escaped.” 


	“We would have heard. News like that would be all over.” 


	Jack grabbed the mouse and clicked through a couple of the hits from Abe’s search. As he read the articles it all started coming back.


	Eighteen-year-old Jeremy Bolton had had nothing in his background to indicate the slightest interest in fundamentalist religion�or religion of any sort, for that matter�and no one found a connection to a single anti-abortion group. But the most bizarre aspect had been his refusal to talk�to anyone about anything. He wouldn’t even speak to the attorney the court assigned him. Not a word in his own defense.


	His attorney tried to go the insanity route but that didn’t fly because up until the murders he’d had a reputation as a loquacious charmer.


	“Check it out: the Creighton connection, the initials, the fact that Jeremy Bolton would be in his mid-thirties now just like Jerry Bethlehem. It’s too good a fit.” 


	Abe was shaking his head. “It’s no kind of fit. How can they be the same? We’d have heard of an escape. And he can’t be on parole�such an uproar that would have caused from the pro-abortion crowd already. So how can he be dating this Forest Hills maidel?


	“I don’t know. But I’ll bet it has something to do with Levy not wanting to report his abduction.” He pounded the table. “If I had a connection in the PD I could run Bethlehem’s fingerprints and see if they match Bolton’s.” 


	“And you’d get these fingerprints where?” 


	“Easy. Christy says he eats at a certain diner a lot. I just snag a glass or coffee cup from his table after he leaves.” He shook his head. “I bet Jake Fixx would have no problem IDing him.” 


	“Being an ex�Navy SEAL who used to work for the CTA, none at all. But a shlub like you ” 


	” has got to do it the hard way. Which means a more pointed conversation with a certain Doctor Levy.” 


				*
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	Dawn sprawled naked on the bed beneath Jerry, panting in the afterglow of her fifth and final orgasm, the biggest and maddest of this bout of lovemaking.


	God, sex was great. How had she gone without it for so long? Not that she’d been like a total virgin when she’d met Jerry, but pretty damn close. One drunken, clumsy, fumbling, all-too-brief encounter in the back of a minivan last year hardly made her experienced. Pretty much she’d done it just to do it. Hadn’t even liked the guy all that much. Terry had been okay�at least less of a jerk than most of the guys in her school�but so not what she was looking for in a steady. She realized now she’d been totally clueless about what she was looking for until she’d met Jerry.


	She watched him as he levered himself up and rolled away. She totally loved every part of his long lean body, especially his beard when it rubbed against her cheek, and her nipples, and the insides of her thighs. But she loved most of all the part that was slipping out of her now.


	She almost laughed. God, I’ve become such a slut. I should get an I luv COCK bumper sticker.


	As he wiped himself off she felt a flash of concern. They never used protection. She knew she was clean, but what about Jerry? He’d had a lot more years to pick up an STD or two. He swore he was clean, and she believed he believed that, but he might be mistaken. So far, so good. And as always, the flash of concern was just that: a flash.


	And as for pregnancy, no worry. He’d told her he’d been “fixed”�a vasectomy ten years ago when he decided he didn’t like this world enough to bring a child into it.


	She totally agreed with that. Have a child and watch him or her grow up into dorks like she’d gone to school with? No way.


	And somehow that made her think of Mom, and like how she’d always been working to make her a better person. Yeah, Mom. Charging her every time she used “like” or “totally.” How corny was that?


	Like totally�totally-totally-totally.


	There. That would have cost $2.50.


	Mom loved her�Dawn had no doubt about that. But maybe she loved her too much. So totally too much that she’d started making up stories about Jerry.


	Looking at Jerry she wondered for the millionth time what he saw in her. She knew she wasn’t pretty�plain and thick-waisted, to tell the total truth. Didn’t have like a great ass or the bodacious tatas that tended to bring the opposite sex sniffing around. She’d wound up preferring books to boys because boys had so totally not gotten her, and she’d never really gotten them.


	She now knew why: Because they were boys. Jerry was a man.


	Vive la difference!


	She looked at him and wanted him again. She felt bad taking him away from their work designing the ultimate unisex video game, but every time they sat down and put their heads together to do some design, they started putting their lips together and pretty soon they’d have everything together.


	LOL!


	She loved this townhouse. A bangin’ cool place. All this mad chrome furniture and a home theater with a huge screen and a surround sound system to die for. She totally wanted to move in here but didn’t want to push things�Jerry might not be ready for that yet. But he would be. And soon. She could tell.


	The only thing she didn’t like was the painting Jerry had stuck here on the bedroom wall. She didn’t know why the turbulent abstract swirls of black and deep purple bothered her, but she always got the totally crazy feeling it was watching her.


	Looking at it now made her pull the sheet over her. Weird. And even weirder, she’d touched it once and it felt wet. Ugh.


	But Jerry loved it. Said it “spoke” to him. He’d found it in a secondhand store in Monroe. He was always on the lookout for others by the same artist�Melanie Ehler or something like that�but never found any. Dawn was glad for that.


	As she was deciding whether or not to reach up and grab his joy stick, the phone rang. Jerry stepped over to it, stared down at the caller ID readout, and frowned.


	“Hey, it’s your momma.” 


	Dawn felt all the heat rush out of her.


	“Don’t answer.” 


	He looked at her. “Maybe I should. Maybe it’s important.” 


	“Nothing she has to say can be important. Let her leave a message.” 


	“I’m gonna see what’s on her mind.” He picked up the receiver and said, “Hello, Mrs. P. What can I do for you?” 


	Always such a gentleman. Even to her. Dawn couldn’t believe she’d cooked up those things about Jerry. If she were him she’d so tell her to go to hell.


	What had come over Mom anyway? Maybe it was more than love. Maybe it was crazy-mad possessiveness. Yeah, Jerry was twice her age, sure, but so what? It was only eighteen years. So okay, get a little upset, but don’t go around accusing him of murder!


	And if you are going to make some total bullshit charge, at least make sure whoever he was supposed to have killed is dead.


	That wasn’t like Mom either. She was usually pretty together and well thought out. If she so wanted to bust them up, you’d think she could come up with something better than that.


	Maybe she’d been lied to. Maybe she’d believed because she wanted to believe anything bad about Jerry.


	Dawn was so proud of how Jerry had handled it. Yeah, he’d looked like he was going to go totally nuclear at first, but then he’d calmed himself down and wanted to go over and confront his accuser.


	She watched Jerry’s frown deepen as he listened. What was she saying? Then he glanced at her.


	“Without Dawn? I don’t know about that.” 


	Without Dawn? She sat up. What was she saying to him?


	Finally he said, “Okay. Give me about an hour.” Then he hung up.


	“What’s going on? What did she say?” 


	He stared at her. “She wants to talk to me. Alone.” 


	“Why alone?” 


	“She didn’t say. Just said we have to talk�without you around. Maybe she thinks if we have a heart to heart she can somehow convince me I’m wrong for you.” 


	Dawn’s stomach spasmed at the possibility. She jumped to her feet.


	“And you’re going?” 


	“Look at it this way, darlin: It’s a chance for me to turn the tables on her and convince her how important you are to me. If I can convince her that I’ll never harm you�in fact, I’ll protect you with my life�maybe she’ll stop seein me as a threat and get off our backs.” 


	Dawn threw her arms around him.


	“Don’t go. She’s gone totally crazy. She’s got a gun, you know. For all we know she’s going to shoot you.” 


	He stiffened. “Whoa! Didn’t know about that. But I wouldn’t worry about it. She seemed very calm.” 


	Dawn pleaded with him as he showered and got dressed, but couldn’t change his mind.


	As he smiled and waved on his way out the door, Dawn prayed he’d return in one piece.


				*
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	Jack pressed the doorbell and waited. A few seconds later he saw Dr. Levy peek out through one of the sidelights, then duck back. The door didn’t open right away, so Jack reached for the knocker. The door retracted a few inches just as his fingers touched the brass.


	“What are you doing here?” Levy said in a hushed tone.


	“We need to talk.” 


	“I have nothing to say.” 


	After the way Levy had clammed up last night, Jack had expected resistance tonight. He’d decided during the trip up that the best approach might be to fire his big gun immediately and see if it hit something.


	“Not even about Jeremy Bolton?” 


	Levy’s expression didn’t change. He didn’t even blink. But the color in his cheeks faded half a shade toward white.


	“Doctor-patient privilege prevents me from discussing anyone incarcerated at Creighton.” 


	Jack locked eyes with him. “What if we’re talking about a Jeremy Bolton who’s not incarcerated?” 


	Now he blinked. And shook his head.


	“You don’t want to go there. You may think you do, but really, you don’t.” 


	“You’re probably right. Answer a few questions for me and I might decide to disappear.” 


	“Sorry, no.” 


	He went to close the door but Jack jammed the steel toe of his work boot into the opening first.


	“You owe me.” 


	“Yes, I do. But you’re asking too much.” 


	“Aaron?” said a woman’s voice from somewhere in the house. “Is someone at the door?” 


	“Your wife might think you’re being ungrateful. Why don’t we ask her?” 


	“You leave her out of this!” he hissed.


	Jack saw an opening and pressed his advantage.


	“You mean you didn’t tell her about your ride in the trunk of the family car last night? About the stranger who took it upon himself to save your ass? She’ll probably have a lot of questions for you after she hears. I’m sure she’ll be especially interested in why you didn’t tell her. Or anyone else, for that matter�not even the police.” 


	Levy’s shoulders slumped. He pulled the door open.


	“All right. But just for a few minutes.” He turned and called up the stairs. “Business, Marie. Papers to be signed. I’ll take him to the office.” 


	He ushered Jack into a room off the front foyer�medical texts lining the shelves, a computer and a brass banker’s lamp on a cluttered mahogany desk. He shut the door and pulled out a set of keys as he went to his desk.


	As Levy unlocked a lower drawer and reached in, Jack pulled his Glock. Levy rose from his stoop with something in his hand�and found the muzzle of Jack’s pistol an inch from the bridge of his nose.


	He froze.


	“What’s this?” 


	“This is a Glock twenty-one. You saw it the other night.” Jack gestured to the gizmo in Levy’s hand. “What’s that?” 


	“An RF detector.” 


	“You think I’m wired?” 


	“Never can tell. Just let me turn it on and check. Otherwise, I don’t say another word.” 


	“Fine with me.” 


	As he watched Levy fire up his little meter he wondered what kind of guy kept an RF detector in his desk drawer. With a start he realized: a guy like me. Jack owned a different model of the same thing. But he didn’t keep it within such easy reach. He wasn’t that crazy.


	The readout indicated background levels, and no increase when Levy moved it closer to Jack.


	Okay,” he said as he slipped it back into the drawer. “One question. I’ll answer one question.” 


	Jack intended to ask more, but figured he’d go with the Big One again.


	“Why is Jeremy Bohon out of jail?” 


	Levy seemed prepared for it. His face was as expressionless as a DMV photo, and half as happy.


	“Who told you he’s out?” 


	“Your face did a few moments ago.” 


	“Sorry. I’m not responding to that.” 


	“You said you’d answer one question.” 


	“And I will. But I didn’t say any question.” 


	“If you want to play word games�” 


	“I hope you’re not going to threaten me, because you’ll be asking for a world of trouble.” 


	Jack sat down�figured it was time for Levy to start getting used to the fact he was going to be here awhile.


	“Really?” 


	“I did a little background on you, John Robertson, private detective.” He flashed a mirthless smile. “You look awfully good for a dead man.” 


	Uh-oh.


	Jack smiled. “That happens all the time. There’s another detective with the same name ” 


	Levy was shaking his head. “Someone is paying the dead man’s annual license fee. And that would be you. So let’s have you answer a question for me: Who are you?” 


	“The man who saved your life.” 


	Levy looked annoyed as he dropped into the chair behind his desk.


	“Do you have to keep bringing that up?” 


	“I will till it works. Now spill: Why’s Bolton running free and nobody knows about it? Check that: I know about it. And I know he’s posing as Jerry Bethlehem.” 


	Levy raised his hands. “For the love of God, keep that to yourself. I don’t know who you are, but I do feel a debt to you. So unless you want your life turned into a living hell, forget what you know.” 


	The genuine distress in Levy’s voice disturbed Jack.


	“Who’s going to bring the hell? Bolton?” 


	He shook his head. “No. Look, this is big�bigger than you can imagine. You’re dealing with a powerful government agency with roots in the Pentagon, congress, and ultimately the White House. This is important to them. You interfere with their plans and they’ll comb through your life for every little�” 


	“Got to find me first.” 


	“Oh, they’ll find you. You may think you’re hiding behind this John Robertson persona, but they’ll rip through that like tissue paper. Everybody leaves tracks. They’ll find yours and follow them and make you wish you’d never been born.” 


	Jack’s stomach turned sour. Yeah, he’d gone to elaborate lengths to insulate himself from scrutiny, but a motivated organization with enough manpower, access to all sorts of databases, the power to twist arms he wouldn’t stand a chance. They’d haul him up from underground and hold him to the light. And have a field day with what they’d find.


	But he couldn’t let Levy see that he’d touched a nerve.


	“So that’s why you didn’t want to call the cops.” 


	He nodded. “I’m not immune from their wrath. Nobody is.” 


	“What if I’ve got nothing to hide?” 


	Right.


	“Everybody’s got something to hide. But just in case you’re that rara avis with a spotless life, it won’t remain spotless for long. If they can’t find something, they’ll manufacture it.” 


	Jack knew in his case they�whoever they were�wouldn’t have to manufacture a thing.


	Still, he had to know.


	“Heard and understood. Now, back to square one: What’s he doing running around free?” 


	Levy stared at him. “Are you insane?” 


	“It’s sort of the general consensus.” 


	Another long stare, followed by a sigh. “All right then. It’s all legal�legal in that the agency in charge of Creighton has designed a closely monitored, special-circumstances release.” 


	“Whoever’s in charge of the monitoring sure as hell dropped the ball. Where was his monitor when he drowned Gerhard? Or shoved you into your trunk?” 


	“Not that kind of monitoring. Nobody’s got binoculars on him all the time. And besides, who says he killed Gerhard? When did it happen?” 


	Jack could only guess. “Tuesday night I’d guess.” 


	Levy gave a quick, nervous smile. “There you go. All day Tuesday�day and night�he was at Creighton for testing. It’s his blood we monitor.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	Levy hesitated, then said, “Considering what you already know, I can’t see what difference it makes to tell you. This release program is a clinical trial of sorts. We’re testing a special medical therapy developed for a certain subset of violent criminals.” 


	“What kind of therapy?” 


	“That is off-limits. All I can say is that it is designed to suppress violent tendencies. The subject shows up for a weekly injection and blood tests to monitor the level of the drug in his system.” 


	“Got a medical bulletin for you: It’s not working.” 


	“It’s a clinical trial. We don’t know the proper dose yet. We expect a setback or two in the early�” 


	“Setback? Torture and murder�” 


	“I can assure you he did not lay a finger on Gerhard.” 


	Jack would need more than just Levy’s word.


	“What about kidnapping? Just a ‘setback’?” 


	“You keep blaming him without proof. And he has an alibi. The attempted abduction was unfortunate. But it doesn’t mean the trial is a failure, it simply means we need to adjust the dosage. Which we have. I’m sure nothing like that will ever happen again.” 


	Jack stared at him. “You’re not sure at all.” 


	Levy looked away�confirmation enough.


	“We’ll make you the same offer we made Gerhard.” 


	“Who’s ‘we’?” 


	“Why ” He seemed flustered for a second. “Why, Creighton, of course. We’ll pay you whatever you might have received from Mrs. Pickering and�” 


	“Gerhard took your offer?” 


	A nod.


	Crook.


	“And true to his word, he said nothing to the Pickering woman. So you can see there was no need for Jeremy to even talk to him, let alone kill him.” 


	“Speaking of Mrs. Pickering, what’s the story with Bolton and her daughter?” 


	“Well, he’s a hetero male, she’s a female the same age he was when he was locked up. What more story do you need?” 


	Keeping in character, Jack said, “Yeah, I suppose the first thing I’d do once I got out of stir was hook up with some poontang.” 


	“Well, it wasn’t the first thing. The very first thing he did was get himself tattooed.” He held up his hand and pointed to the web between his thumb and forefinger. “Right here, of all places.” 


	Jack remembered the Kicker in the bookstore yesterday.


	“Tattoo of what?” 


	“Some ridiculous little stick figure.” 


	Jack felt a chill ripple across his back.


	“With a diamond-shaped head?” 


	“Why, yes. How did you know? You’ve never been that close to Bolton.” His eyes narrowed. “Or have you?” 


	Jack didn’t answer immediately. His brain was too wrapped up in all the unfolding connections. Connections not coincidences.


	Jeremy Bolton was a Kicker.


	“Excuse me?” Levy said, waving a hand. “Are you there? How did you know?” 


	Jack shook himself. “That figure is all over Manhattan. Followers of a book called Kick.” 


	Levy snapped his fingers. “Right. Bolton once had a book with that figure on its cover. What’s it mean?” He grimaced. “Working at Creighton tends to insulate you from the Zeitgeist.” 


	Jack wished he could escape the Zeitgeist. He didn’t know what the figure meant, but knew he had to find the connection.


	“The author, Hank Thompson�” 


	“Did you say Hank Thompson? That’s the author who’s been interviewing Bolton.” 


	Jack felt as if he’d been kicked.


	“What? Why? How?” 


	“Research. His next book is going to be on the Atlanta abortionist killings.” 


	Funny just a few hours ago he’d said he hadn’t decided yet. But he might simply be keeping the topic under wraps.


	That didn’t bother Jack anywhere near as much as the way two supposedly separate parts of his present-day life were intersecting.


	“I’m kind of surprised you let anyone get near Bolton.” 


	“The last thing we wanted, believe me. We turned him away but Thompson threatened to take us to court. We feared he might win�freedom of the press and all that crap�so we granted him access. But we’ve limited it as much as possible.” 


	“How limited?” 


	“Thompson had one hour access a week.” 


	“He did time at Creighton back in the nineties, you know.” 


	“Of course I know. Our security had him fully vetted before we let him in. Unfortunately he turned out to be just what he said he was: a former inmate and a bestselling author.” He smiled. “I never knew he was the author of Kick. I’ll have to read it sometime.” 


	“Their stays at Creighton overlapped. Any chance they could have met there?” 


	He shook his head. “Highly unlikely. Prisoners in the maximum security wing have no contact with the other residents. He told us it was the Creighton connection that inspired him to write Bolton’s story.” 


	All very probable. Maybe even explained Thompson’s reluctance to talk about Creighton, but a part of Jack wasn’t buying it.


	Damn, he wished he’d known this before interviewing Thompson. Could have asked some interesting follow-up questions when he said he hadn’t decided what to write next.


	“Would you believe,” Levy was saying, “Thompson says he thinks Bolton is innocent, that he was framed by the real killers?” 


	“Who were ?” 


	“Who else? Radical Christian extremists.” 


	“Any chance that’s true?” 


	“Are you kidding? Not in a million years. I’ve seen the case files�we check out every inmate exhaustively�and the evidence against Jeremy Bolton was overwhelming. After what he did to me, can you doubt his impulsive violence?” 


	No, Jack couldn’t.


	“What did you tell Thompson when you let Bolton out?” 


	“Nothing. Didn’t need to. He’d completed his interviews before the start of the trial.” 


	“A convenient coincidence. Could they possibly be meeting outside?” 


	Levy shook his head. “Bolton is violent but he’s not stupid. If Thompson exposes him�accidentally, or deliberately for the publicity�the clinical trial is over and Bolton is back behind bars.” 


	Jack had a strong sense that that was just where this man wanted him.


	Levy waved Thompson away.


	“Anyway, back to this Pickering girl. I just wish she were a few years older, then we wouldn’t have her overprotective mother in the picture.” 


	“How did you sneak him back into civilization?” 


	“We put him through the witness protection program�even the FBI didn’t know his real identity.” 


	“So you Earl Scheibed him into a law-abiding citizen. Why put him in Queens?” 


	“He wanted Rego Park and he persuaded the Bureau to put him there.” 


	“Wait-wait-wait. He wanted Rego Park? Why?” 


	“I have no idea. I remember thinking it odd�born and raised in Mississippi, and he insists on Rego Park, Queens. Go figure.” 


	“Yeah. Go figure.” 


	Something about that bothered Jack, but he couldn’t say why.


	“The other odd thing is his money. He was set up with an apartment and a stipend to provide him with the essentials, but not enough to be comfortable. The idea was to spur him to get a job. He’s been locked up since his teens. We gave him some training, but we wanted to see how he functioned as an adult in the real world.” 


	“He’s telling people he designs video games.” 


	“Yes, I know. He’s obsessed with them�structure, design, gameplay. He probably could design one.” 


	“But he doesn’t. He doesn’t do much of anything according to Mrs. Pickering. Yet she told me he’s got a beautiful townhouse with state-of-the-art computer and AV setups. How’s he afford that?” 


	“We don’t know. He goes out and buys these things for cash. When we ask he won’t tell. When we threaten he says what’s the difference where he gets his money as long as it’s not jeopardizing the clinical trial?” 


	Jack wondered if Thompson might be the source�paying him for an exclusive story.


	Thompson’s reticence about Creighton was becoming more and more understandable.


	“So, you tell him to ‘fess up or you’ll haul his ass back behind bars, but he blows you off. Seems to know you don’t mean it. He indispensable?” 


	Levy looked at him. “Let me put it this way: If we can succeed in taming and making an upstanding citizen of Jeremy Bolton, we can succeed with anyone.” 


				*
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	Christy paced her living room, wringing her hands as she waited for that man to arrive.


	Even though she’d been expecting it, she jumped at the sound of the doorbell. Instead of moving toward it she stood frozen, frightened.


	She’d asked a possible murderer to meet her. Alone. In her home.


	Am I crazy?


	As a precaution she’d hidden her little semiautomatic within easy reach under a cushion, but she doubted she’d need it. That man seemed obsessed with her daughter. Possessive. He wouldn’t do anything that would cause him to lose her. One sure way of doing that was to harm her mother.


	At least Christy prayed it would be that way. What if he was some sort of Svengali who could force Dawnie to stay with him even after he’d harmed her mother?


	All right. Enough of that. Be calm. This is going to work. He’s not going to hurt you because you’re not going to threaten him or accuse him of anything. What was the point anyway? She’d toyed with the idea of calling the police and telling them what she knew about Michael Gerhard, but without proof�with no body even to indicate there had been a crime�she’d wind up right where she was now.


	So she’d come up with another way.


	The bell rang again. She moved to the door and opened it. There he was, standing on the front steps. He wore jeans and a fitted black western shirt that clung to his frame. Christy couldn’t deny his aura of raw-boned animalism. Once again she could see why Dawnie was so taken with him.


	“May I come in?” he said, his tone and expression neutral.


	Well, at least it was a cordial start. She stood aside and motioned him into the room.


	“Please.” 


	Before closing the door she sneaked a peek to see if Dawn had tagged along, but saw no sign of her. She decided to address him with the same level of cordiality.


	“Forgive me for not offering you a drink or a seat, but I don’t think our business here will last all that long.” 


	“Business?” 


	Might as well get to it.


	“Yes. I have a business proposition for you.” 


	“Really.” He drew out the word. “Okay. I’m listenin.” 


	She picked up a Talbot’s shopping bag from the coffee table and handed it to him.


	“That’s yours if you agree to certain conditions.” 


	Frowning, he took it and glanced inside. Then he looked up at her.


	“Cash?” 


	“A quarter of a million dollars.” 


	After her confrontation with Dawnie and this man, she’d run out and withdrawn it from the money-market account she used to hold her cash between trades. The bank had given her a hard time but she’d insisted. This was worth every penny if it worked.


	“What?” 


	“It can be yours. All you have to do to earn it is say good night to Dawn tonight as usual, and then drop out of her life forever.” 


	His blue gaze bored into her, through her. “You must think I’m the worst sort of lowlife.” 


	She stepped back, closer to the pistol. Remember: no threats, no accusations.


	“My only thought is that you are the wrong man for Dawn.” 


	He shook his head. “You got it all wrong. I’m the right man for Dawn, the rightest man in the world. Our destinies are twined. Together we’re gonna change this big ol’ world.” 


	Christy wanted to scream but kept her tone level. “I want you out of her life and I’m willing to put my money where my mouth is. Take it.” 


	Of course he could take the cash and stay with Dawn, but that would cause a fall from grace in her eyes. Dawn would want him to give it back, and if he refused


	“You don’t get it, do you. We was made for each other. I’ll fight to keep her and I’ll fight anyone who tries to come between us. But more”�he pointed a finger at her�”and you as a mother ought to appreciate this�I will protect her from all harm. I will trade my life for hers if it comes down to that.” 


	The words stunned her. Not so much because she hadn’t expected them, but because of the undeniable sincerity behind them. This man would indeed die for Dawnie.


	Why? He’d known her only a few months.


	This was crazy.


	He stepped to the side and dumped the stacks of bills onto the coffee table.


	“What are you doing?” 


	He said nothing as he pulled out his cell phone. She watched as he opened it and started pressing buttons.


	Calling Dawn? Oh, no!


	“What are you doing? Who are you calling?” 


	“Nobody.” He aimed the flip top of the phone at the pile of bills and pressed a button. “Just gettin proof.” 


	“Proof of what?” 


	And then she knew. Her heart twisted in her chest when she realized what he was up to.


	“No, please. Let’s forget this ever happened! Please?” 


	He smiled as he slipped past her, opened the door, and stepped out into the night.


	Christy stood there, numb, bloodless.


	What would make a thirty-something man turn down a quarter of a million dollars to stay with a naive eighteen-year-old? Most people would say it had to be love, but Christy couldn’t buy that.


	It was something else. He talked about entwined�”twined”�destinies and changing the world what was going on in that man’s head?


	But worse than that she had a feeling she’d just made an awful mistake. She had to call Dawnie, reach her before that man did. Find some way to explain.


	She ran for her phone.


				*
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	“What I don’t get,” Jack said, eyeing Levy, “is why you’d even think of letting a psycho killer like Bolton loose.” 


	Levy smiled. “He’s not a ‘psycho.’ He’s just different.” 


	“What kind of a guy doesn’t say word one to anyone�not even his lawyer�during his entire trial? Doesn’t that fit with psycho?” 


	The smile turned condescending. “It’s not a term we use in the medical field, but yes, that sort of behavior would certainly be considered aberrant. In Bolton’s case, however, it was aberrant like a fox. As soon as he arrived at Creighton he began talking. He’s never explained his silence. He might have been looking for a verdict of not guilty by reason of insanity, but it didn’t work.” 


	“All right then, but psycho or not, he’s still a stone killer. Why can’t you test this drug on him behind bars?” 


	“Because that’s not the real world. He’s been a model prisoner, but it’s a rigidly controlled environment. We couldn’t gather worthwhile clinical data while he was locked up. It simply wasn’t possible. We had to test him ‘in the wild,’ as it were.” 


	“He’s wild, all right.” 


	Levy cleared his throat. “I’m not going to discuss experimental protocols with you. We’ll make you the same offer we made Gerhard: We’ll match what the Pickering woman is paying you.” 


	Levy obviously figured he was talking to a sleazeball. Why disappoint him?


	“Some offer. I’ll be pocketing the same either way. Where’s the benefit to me?” 


	“No, you misunderstand. We’ll pay you while she’s paying you. We want you to keep working for her�pretend to be working for her�so she won’t hire a third detective. That way you’ll be getting double your fee for nothing. Because that’s what you’ll be doing: Pretending to be conducting an ongoing investigation but coming up empty-handed.” 


	Jack leaned back and thought about how he could make this work.


	A crummy, complicated situation. Christy had hired him to come up with some way to split up Dawn and her older guy. Jack had that. All he had to do was go online to the FBI site and find a white male in his thirties on their most-wanted list, then drop a dime and identify Bethlehem as the guy. The feds would investigate, check his prints, and voila, back behind bars.


	But would that trigger another sort of investigation? Would the agency Levy had spoken of figure John Robertson for the finger man and come after him? Might. Might not. But Jack couldn’t afford to take the risk.


	Especially if Bolton had nothing to do with Gerhard’s death.


	He’d have to find another way to fix this. Come at it from an entirely different angle. And it wouldn’t hurt to maintain ties with Levy and Creighton while he was looking.


	But he didn’t want to sell himself too cheaply.


	“Give me double what the lady’s paying and it’s a deal.” 


	Levy nodded. “I believe we can handle that�as long as you hold up your end of the bargain.” 


	“No problem there.” But Jack saw a major hitch. “Might have a little problem taking back what I already told her.” 


	Levy stiffened. “What’s that?” 


	“That Gerhard’s dead and Bethlehem could be the perp.” 


	Did that sound detectivey enough?


	“You didn’t!” he said, bolting from his chair. “How could you be so stupid?” 


	Jack gave him an angry look. “Hey, watch it. I was doing what she was paying me to do. And now I’ll do what you’re paying me to do.” 


	“Which is?” 


	“I’ll tell her I checked out where Bethlehem was at the time of Gerhard’s death and that he has an alibi.” 


	Jack hadn’t bought the alibi yet, but, not a bad plan. It might allay Christy’s fears while saving her life.


	“Just do whatever is necessary to keep her from exposing Bolton�for her sake as well as yours.” 


	“When do I get paid?” 


	“I’ll mail you a check tomorrow.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Uh-uh. No way I want a paper trail between us. Cash.” 


	“We can’t do cash. We have to account for expenses.” 


	“Cash or I walk away from this whole thing. Then you’ll have to deal with the next dick Pickering hires.” 


	“All right, all right! Cash it is. Now leave me alone. I’ve said too much already.” 


	“Not nearly, but I can take a hint.” He rose from his seat. “I’ll be back to pick it up tomorrow.” 


	“Not here! I don’t want you near my home ever again.” 


	“Your office then. Makes no difference to me.” 


	“Not my office either.” 


	Jack hid his disappointment. He’d wanted a look inside Creighton.


	“Why not?” 


	“It’s not a good place for private transactions.” 


	Private Jack realized that Creighton was probably lousy with bugs and security cameras. He remembered Levy’s RF detector and figured he was worried his own place might be bugged.


	“Where then?” 


	Levy thought a few seconds. “The shopping mall. We can meet in front of the A P, say, around five-thirty.” 


	Jack had one more question, so he pulled a Columbo�started for the foyer, then turned at the door to face Levy again.


	“What makes Bolton so special?” 


	“Whatever do you mean?” 


	“Why’s he still out there after kidnapping one of his handlers?” 


	“He’s unique, and that’s all I can say.” 


	“Is it in his blood?” 


	Levy frowned. “Blood?” 


	“You know�his genes?” 


	“The nature-versus-nurture argument in regard to criminal behavior has been going on since before Darwin’s day.” 


	“Who’s winning?” 


	“The nature argument�as it should. I am a geneticist, after all.” 


	“So you believe people are born bad.” 


	That condescending smile again. “We’re all born bad�some just badder than others.” 


	Helluva worldview.


	Genetics, ay? Jack remembered what he’d seen on the notepad in Gerhard’s office and decided to see if his next question would wipe that smile off Levy’s face.


	“So as a geneticist you’ve probably heard of oDNA.” 


	The smile vanished. “Wh-what? What did you say?” 


	“Little-oh, big D, big N, big A�oDNA.” 


	“Where did you hear of that�of such a thing?” 


	Jack winked. “I’m a crack detective.” 


	Levy recovered a little. “You must mean crack-head detective. There is no such thing. Forget about it.” 


	“You mean if I do some heavy research I’ll come up empty?” 


	“Exactly. But if you do stumble upon anything, let me know. I’d be very interested to read whatever you find. Now if you’ll excuse me ” He guided Jack toward the door. “I have other matters to attend to.” 


	Jack noticed how Levy’s hand shook when he reached for the knob.


	“Sure thing. Be seeing you.” 


	Oh yeah, doc. Count on that.


				*
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	Aaron closed the door and leaned against it, exhausted. The stress of this project alone was wearing him out, and this detective, this man calling himself John Robertson, was making it worse.


	Where the hell had he heard of oDNA? Only a handful of people besides him and Julia, all with top security clearances, were privy to it. Every mention of it�and there hadn’t been many�had been expunged from public and private records.


	So where had ?


	Gerhard must have told him.


	But he’d said Gerhard was dead when he found him


	Just last night, Aaron had concluded that someone had tapped into his home computer. He assumed it had been Gerhard. His own damn fault, really. Last year he’d succumbed to the alluring convenience of a home wireless network. His daughter wanted it�everybody was doing it�and after a while the idea of sitting down with his laptop and surfing the Internet from any room in the house had proven too seductive.


	He’d been able to set up the network�firewall and all�in a matter of hours, and it had been a great convenience. But last night he’d discovered that a few old documents on his hard drive had been recently accessed. It hadn’t been him, and he was sure it wasn’t his wife or daughter.


	That left someone from outside. If Gerhard had the means to breach the firewall, all he’d have had to do was sneak to the side of the house with a wireless-enabled laptop and tap into the network.


	The good news was that Aaron had a habit of turning off his computer before turning in, otherwise Gerhard would have had all night to wander through his files.


	That had been the end of the Levy wireless network.


	As for this detective, he’d worry later about how he’d heard of oDNA.


	He peeked out the sidelight and watched Robertson get into his car. Had he bought the story about Bolton’s alibi? Flimsy at best, but no way to disprove it. As he drove off Aaron tried to get a look at his license plate but couldn’t make out the numbers. He remained at the sidelight, watching the yard after Robertson’s taillights disappeared.


	Bolton could be out there. He shuddered at the thought. Damn it, he wished the man were back behind bars. He didn’t care what Julia said, or what warnings or threats she’d issued to Bolton, he was a loose cannon, primed and ready to fire.


	Aaron wanted to see the therapy succeed as much as Julia did. Well, almost as much. Nobody had more invested in D-287, time and careerwise, than Julia. But he wanted someone other than Jeremy Bolton to be the guinea pig. He’d been overruled, however, and he couldn’t risk doing anything to jeopardize the clinical trial. At least not directly.


	But indirectly


	Robertson or whoever he really was he struck him as someone as foolish as Gerhard, someone who would keep poking his nose where it didn’t belong.


	Which wouldn’t be a bad thing if Aaron could guide him in a useful direction, one that would trip him into exposing Bolton’s identity and ending the trial. Robertson could act as a stalking horse of sorts. And if he wound up exposing Bolton, the resultant shit storm would focus on him, leaving Aaron watching safely from the sidelines.


	Yes this had possibilities.


				*
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	As Jeremy Bolton reached for the front doorknob on his townhouse, he knew he’d have to play this very carefully�just the right combo of hurt pride and indignation. Strike a single clinker and Dawn might start to wonder. Couldn’t allow any doubt in that little girl’s head. She had to believe him like his momma had believed in Jesus on her deathbed. Before that, she hadn’t believed in nothin except maybe a snootful of hooch before she bedded down with the latest truck driver stopping over on his way to Shreveport, but she became a major Bible thumper after she heard she had the cancer.


	Yeah, Dawn damn well better believe, because turning away from those stacks of C-notes had been just about the hardest thing he’d ever done. All those zeroes damn! His fingers had fought like they’d had a life of their own.


	He shook his head. He could have taken off with that envelope and had a real good time�maybe even started a new life.


	But no go. He had to keep his eye on the prize and stay on course. Plenty of time�all of time�for fun and games afterward.


	He patted his pocket. He’d left the money behind but the photo was about to come in very handy.


	He stepped inside and found Dawn sitting on the couch in a sweatshirt and a thong. His groin stirred at the sight of her smooth, firm, young flesh. Not a pretty face and not a fantasy body, but no flab, no sag, no wrinkles, no lumps�the freshness of her flesh made up for whatever flaws she might have.


	God, he’d been horny when he got out of Creighton, so horny that he couldn’t wait till he’d sweet-talked Dawn out of her clothes. He didn’t know how experienced she was�not too very, from the look of her�but he knew he wasn’t. Damn near all his adult life without a woman. He wanted to come on as more experienced than her, but to do that he had to get some experience. So he’d hired hookers and had them teach him ways to make Dawn forget she’d ever had anyone else.


	And it had worked.


	He noticed she had her damn iPod buds plugged into her ears and didn’t even know he’d come home.


	These iPods drove him crazy. Every damn kid her age or younger didn’t seem to be able to exist without them. Earlier today he’d watched a clump of five teen girls shuffling through the Queens Center Mall, two on cell phones and the other three plugged into their iPods. Why go out together if you’ve got nothing to say to the people you’re with?


	I’m showing my age.


	Couldn’t come across as an old fart with Dawn. She had to see him as cool and very much of the moment.


	But this illusion of connectedness had to go. Technology�especially the Internet�gave the illusion of bringing people together when actually it was isolating them. They “met” in chat rooms, IM’d and TM’d people who were fifty yards away, and used smilies to overcome the physical and emotional distance that separated them.


	That had to change. And it would. Oh, yes, it would.


	Finally Dawn spotted him. She disconnected herself from her iPod and ran across the room to throw herself into his arms.


	“What happened? What did she say?” 


	He hugged her, gave her a kiss, then broke free.


	“I called you on the way back but you didn’t answer.” 


	She pointed to her iPod and shrugged. “Sorry. Didn’t hear you, I guess. But what did she say?” 


	He turned away, stepped to the window, and stared out at the night sky.


	“I’m not sure I know how to tell you this.” 


	“Oh, God, what?” She was close behind him, breathing on his neck. “Tell me what?” 


	Without looking around he removed his phone from his pocket, called up the photo, and handed it over his shoulder.


	“Take a look.” 


	He felt it snatched from hand, and waited as he heard Dawn fumbling with it. Any second now


	A gasp and then, “What is this?” 


	“Money.” 


	“I can see that, but�” 


	“Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, to be exact.” 


	“Ohmigod! I don’t get it.” 


	He figured it was time to face her now. After a slow turn he gripped her by the shoulders and stared into her blue eyes.


	“Your mother offered it to me.” 


	Her eyes widened. “Why would she�oh no!” 


	He nodded. “Yeah. All mine if I took it, got in my car, and never saw you again.” 


	She backed away a step, her gaze shifting between him and the phone. “I totally can’t believe she’d do this!” 


	“The proof’s right in your hands. And the fact that I’m here is the proof of my answer.” 


	“I still can’t believe�!” 


	He put on a hurt expression. “You think I’m lying?” 


	“No. No, of course not, but this this is so totally unlike her.” 


	“Call her then. Ask her. See what she says.” 


	She looked at him. “You won’t be hurt? It’s not that I don’t trust you but�” 


	He pointed to the phone in her hand. “Do it. What are you waiting for? Let’s settle this once and for all.” 


	“Okay.” 


	She sounded frightened and looked terrified, touching the keys as if they were red hot. Finally she put it to her ear. Jeremy sat and pulled her down beside him, then angled the phone so that he could listen along with her.


	His gut tightened. This was a gamble. He hoped it worked.


	Moonglow’s voice: ‘“‘Hello?” 


	“Mom? It’s me. I think you know what I’m calling about.” 


	“Oh, Dawn, I�” 


	“Is it true? That’s all I want to know. Did you offer Jerry money to leave me?” 


	“It’s not like you think.” 


	“Did you or didn’t you?” 


	“Yes, but�” 


	Dawn screamed and hurled the phone across the room. It slid along the flood and bounced off the far wall as she buried her face in her hands.


	“It’s true! I can’t believe it.” 


	“Sad, isn’t it,” Jeremy said.


	Dawn lowered her hands and looked at him with a tear-smeared face. “What?” 


	“That that’s all she thinks you’re worth.” 


	“I think it’s plenty. But you you turned down all that money for me?” 


	He’d known she’d ask that, and he’d come up with a perfect response�if he could keep from gagging.


	“There’s lots of money out there, darlin, but there’s only one you.” 


	She fairly flew into his arms and sobbed against his chest.


	“Oh God, thank you! I knew you were for real! No matter what she said I totally knew you were the best thing to ever happen to me!” She leaned back and looked up at him. “I can’t go back there. I mean like no way I can live with her anymore.” She looked at him with pleading eyes. “Can I move in with you? Please?” 


	Yes!


	He couldn’t help smiling. “Of course you can. What’s mine is yours. But are you sure? That’s a big step.” 


	Her eyes glowed as she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed.


	“Totally sure. I don’t think I’ve ever been so sure of anything in my life.” 


	He held her and kissed the top of her head and stroked her hair. Across the room he could see his reflection in the mirror. He grinned at it.


	You did it, Jerry. She’s right where you’ve always wanted her.


	It was all coming together.


	Like fate.


				*
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	Jack stood behind Gia in the first-floor study and stared over her shoulder at the computer screen.


	He’d tried every search engine he knew but hadn’t come up with a single hit for “oDNA.” They’d all produced hits for “odna” but none of those had anything to do with genetics. No problem finding rDNA and mDNA, but that wasn’t what he was looking for. So he’d asked Gia to try. She hadn’t fared any better, but he’d been buoyed by the way her fingers flew across the keys. Those physical therapy sessions seemed to be paying off.


	He noticed specks of dark pigment on her fingers. He touched one.


	“You’ve been painting?” 


	She shrugged. “If you can call it that.” 


	“That’s great. Can I see?” 


	She shook her head. “These aren’t for showing.” 


	“Not a show�just me.” 


	“I’d rather not.” 


	“Why not?” 


	“Because because they’re not mine.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	“Neither do I. They’re too off if that makes any sense. Not ending up the way I’d intended when I started them.” 


	“But at least you’re painting.” 


	She sighed. “If you can call it that.” She nodded toward the screen. “I’m not having any better luck than you did.” 


	“I thought it was just me.” 


	“No, there’s no oDNA on the Internet, which means it’s probably safe to assume that it doesn’t exist.” 


	“I disagree. Just because it’s not on the Internet doesn’t mean there’s no such thing.” 


	She swiveled in her chair to face him. “The net is chock full of fantasies, delusions, wishful thinking, and outright lies�all sorts of things that don’t exist. Doesn’t it follow that there’d be at least one mention if something did exist?” 


	He looked at the crumpled sheet from Gerhard’s pad: oDNA? What did the question mark indicate? That Gerhard hadn’t been sure about it either?


	But Levy’s reaction was a clear indicator that he was on to something. So why didn’t it show up? And why didn’t Levy want to admit that it existed?


	Jack had a feeling that oDNA held the key to Jeremy Bolton’s value to the Creighton Institute and whoever was funding them. Might even be the key to getting him off the street and out of Dawn Pickering’s life�without screwing up Jack’s.


	But who else besides Levy and others at Creighton would know anything about it?


	He’d have to keep hammering Levy.


	“What if some super agency cleaned up all mention of it?” 


	Gia shook her head. “I don’t see how that’s possible.” 


	Neither did Jack. Unless


	“What if they started early�at the first mention of it?” 


	She looked up at him. “You really think there’s some secret government agency doing that?” 


	Levy had mentioned one, and he believed him. But Jack had given Gia only the sketchiest outline of what he’d uncovered.


	She reached out and squeezed his hand.


	“Are you sure you want to be involved in this? It started off as helping this woman find her private detective, then it moved into helping her get her daughter out of the clutches of an older man, and now what’s it now? This seems to be escalating every day.” 


	No argument there. He hadn’t told her about Gerhard’s murder or the abduction�she’d only worry.


	“I said I’d help her and I can’t very well back out now. Her daughter’s involved with a bad apple”�though maybe not so bad if the therapy was working�”and I wouldn’t feel right leaving her in the lurch. Don’t worry, I’m being careful.” 


	All that was certainly true.


	“But government agencies and some sort of DNA what’s that got to do with her daughter?” 


	“Not so much the daughter as the guy she’s seeing. This oDNA could be something the mother can use to split them up.” 


	She squeezed harder.


	“Be careful, Jack.” 


	“You know me.” He offered his most reassuring smile. “Careful is my middle name.” 


	Gia rolled her eyes. “If it were, you wouldn’t do what you do.” 


	“But I do take every possible precaution.” 


	“And things still go wrong, don’t they.” 


	No argument there, either.


	The risks involved in this fix-it had quickly escalated. And he was about to take them to a higher level.


	But first he had to have a sit-down with another writer. Abe had left a message that he’d made contact with Winslow directly via e-mail through his Web site, pfrankwinslow.com. Winslow had e-mailed him back with a phone number, saying he lived on the Lower East Side and to call anytime.


	
Sounded like a man looking for all the publicity he could get.


				*
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	“Any relation to Don?” Jack said with a smile as they seated themselves on opposite sides of a window table at Moishe’s on Second Avenue.


	Winslow gave him a blank, hazel stare. “Don?” He shook his head. “No Don in my family.” 


	He was skinny and looked about thirty. He had wavy blond hair, a thin face, and what might politely be called a generous nose. Physically unimposing�a far, far cry from the brawny ex�Navy SEAL he wrote about.


	“You’re sure? Lieutenant Commander Don Winslow�he was a Navy hero during World War Two.” 


	Another shake of his head. “Nope. Nobody ever in the Navy as far as I know.” 


	How soon we forget, Jack thought.


	He’d called the writer from Gia’s this morning, saying he needed to do the interview ASAP if it was going to make the Trenton Times Sunday edition. Winslow said they could meet at a little restaurant near his apartment�that was, if Jack didn’t mind coming to the Lower East Side.


	Jack didn’t mind at all. They had to meet someplace, and it couldn’t be Julio’s. Winslow’s turf was fine. The writer had suggested this kosher deli/coffee shop.


	“What’ll it be, gents?” said a cracked voice.


	An ancient waitress had appeared tableside with two porcelain cups and a pot of coffee. She had bright orange hair, thick blue eye shadow, and a sharp dowager’s hump. Her name tag read SALLY.


	Winslow ordered eggs over easy with corned beef hash; Jack ordered a bagel and lox, extra capers.


	The menu reminded him of the Kosher Nosh, Gia’s favorite eatery during her pregnancy. But with the baby gone, she’d lost her cravings. They hadn’t been back since. Too painful.


	He shook off the melancholy and pulled out his recorder.


	“You’re amazingly accessible,” Jack said. “I interviewed Hank Thompson yesterday and had to go through his publicist and meet him at his publisher’s office.” He gestured around. “This is much more relaxed.” 


	“Well, as far as being accessible goes, I don’t have much choice: I’m available to the press any time, any day.” 


	“That’s refreshing.” 


	“No, that’s survival. This is off the record, okay?” 


	Jack had been about to turn on the recorder but stopped.


	“I guess so. Sure.” 


	Jack wanted to get to his questions but felt he had to play along.


	“I just want you to know my situation. My publisher doesn’t do diddly-squat for paperback originals. Like straight-to-video movies. I have to go out on my own and scrabble for every bit of PR I can get. That’s the paperback life. As soon as my latest is shipped, my editor and publisher forget I exist.” 


	“Paperback, ay? I’d have thought for sure it would make a million for you overnight.” 


	Jack waited for a rueful smile or some sign of a flash of recognition. Nothing came.


	Ah, fame. Fickle be thy name.


	“I wish! If I made a million, believe me, I wouldn’t be living in a one-bedroom walk-up in Alphabet City.” 


	“Okay. Duly noted.” Jack pushed the recorder’s ON button. “Now let’s go back on the record: Where do�?” 


	“Right. Okay. And since I know you’re going to ask me, I remember the exact moment I knew I had to be a writer.” 


	Jack hadn’t intended to ask and didn’t give much of a damn, but he couldn’t very well tell Winslow that. Probably wouldn’t shut him up even if he did.


	“It was back in nineteen-ninety-three. I wrote a letter to the editor of a comic book called The Tomorrow Syndicate. Just a tongue-in-cheek paragraph with a fake return address poking a little fun at the way the editor�Affable Al�used alliteration. Well, lo and behold, they published it in issue number six. I tell you, it was such a rush seeing my name in print as the author of that letter that I knew then and there I had to be a writer.” 


	“Fascinating.” Not! “Now, where do you get your ideas?” 


	Winslow smiled. “I’ve been told most writers hate that question, but I love it. But then, of course, I’m just happy someone’s asking me any sort of question.” 


	Okay, okay. We get the picture: P. Frank Winslow is underpaid and unappreciated.


	“The ideas?” 


	“Dreams.” 


	“Dreams?” 


	“Yep. They come to me in dreams and I adapt them to the books.” 


	“What was the dream that led to the first book?” 


	“Rakshasa! started off with a real nightmare. I was trapped on a rooftop where I was being chased by a monster or demon of some sort�I can’t remember a thing about how it looked, just that it was after me�and no matter what I shot at it, threw at it, cut it with, the thing kept coming.” 


	Jack felt a chill. Winslow had just described what he had gone through on the roof of his own building nearly two years ago.


	“When did you have this dream?” 


	“Summer before last. Early August.” 


	The temperature dropped a little further. The mother rakosh had been chasing Jack in early August.


	“I woke up all out of breath, like I’d been doing all that running around and fighting myself. I knew if I could capture that terror and frustration in a story, I could sell it.” 


	“That was it? You got a whole book out of that?” 


	“Well, no. I had another dream the next night about this cargo ship filled with all these nasty little creatures. So I put the two dreams together and had Jake Fixx come along and clean up the mess. I used real life, too. If you remember, it was right about that time a freighter caught fire and burned in the harbor, so I made that part of the book.” 


	Jack wiped his palms on his jeans. Yeah, he remembered remembered all too well.


	“Where’s your character Jake come from?” 


	Winslow lowered his voice and leaned forward, as if about to impart some ancient wisdom.


	“Now here’s where the art of writing and creating conies in: The character in the dream was this nondescript sort of ne’er-do-well urban mercenary. I mean, you had to pay him to help you out.” 


	“No!” 


	“I’m not kidding. Well, I hadn’t had anything but the letter published back then, but I knew right off that wasn’t going to fly.” 


	Jack had an unsettling thought. “Did you get a good look at him in your dream?” 


	He shook his head. “Just like I didn’t get a good look at the monster. The only thing I remember is that he wasn’t very memorable. But his looks weren’t the only problem. Dreams don’t need logic, but novels do. As Mark Twain said, ‘The difference between fiction and reality? Fiction has to make sense.’ I mean how could a loner like that run license plates and check out fingerprints or call in old debts to get reinforcements or the latest weaponry? The readers weren’t going to buy that and neither were the editors. So I created a highly trained professional soldier with tons of survival skills and named him Jake Fixx. Much more realistic.” 


	“Oh, I agree. Especially that name.” 


	Sally arrived with their food. Winslow attacked his eggs and hash as if he hadn’t eaten for a week while Jack picked at his salmon. He wasn’t nearly as hungry as when he’d come in.


	After a few moments of silence, he said, “What about your new book, Berzerk!�was that also a dream?” 


	Winslow wiped some yolk off his chin. “Berzerk! was the next book, but not the next dream.” 


	“You skipped? Why?” 


	He shrugged. “The second didn’t come till about Christmas. It was kind of science-fictiony�about a new power source and such. My editor didn’t like the idea. Vetoed the next dream as well. That was about all these different conspiracy theories�UFOs and anti-Christs and whatever rolling into one. It ended with this big hole in the Earth swallowing up a house and damn near gulping down our hero. That was probably influenced by that house that disappeared in Monroe last year. Too weird. We settled on the fourth dream I’d had about that drug that was so hot for a while and then disappeared.” 


	Jack’s gut knotted. “Berzerk.” 


	“Right�or Eliminator, Predator, Killer-B. It had a bunch of names. In my dream it came from one of the surviving monsters from the first novel. The editor liked that idea because it was a sequel of sorts, so I went with it.” 


	“When was this dream?” 


	“Last May.” 


	Just when those real-life events were going down.


	“How about your next book? Any ideas for that?” 


	“Way past the idea stage. I just handed in the finished manuscript.” 


	“Already?” 


	“The publisher’s pipeline is long. If I want this one out next spring, it’s got to join the queue now. This one’s called Virus!�and yeah, it’s got an exclamation point. Our buddy Jake has to call in some favors from the CDC to stop a mind-controlling bug.” 


	A wave of sadness swept over Jack as he thought of his sister Kate.


	“Any more dreams?” 


	He smiled. “Plenty. I had one about a haunted house last summer that I think will become my next.” 


	This was sick�this guy’s dreams connected to Jack’s life. He wondered if any of them saw into the future.


	“What’s the latest nightmare?” 


	Winslow smiled and winked. “Can’t tell you that. Trade secret.” 


	Jack fought the urge to reach across the table and grab him by his chicken neck.


	“Just a hint?” 


	“All I’ll say is it involves a stolen book and a stick figure like that Kicker Man you see all over the place. It’s still developing. I don’t know yet if I’m going to be able to use it.” 


	That just about did it for Jack. As disturbing as all this was, none of it was helpful. And he wanted away from this guy with the creepy dreams. Somehow, some way, he and Winslow shared a circuit. Why? Some cosmic accident? Or did it mean something? He didn’t know. Maybe he’d never know. But either way, he hated it. Wanted no one with a periscope on his life, but didn’t see how he could stop it.


	Who knew? Maybe Winslow would come in handy one day.


	He signaled Sally for the check and started gobbling the lox.


	“My treat,” he said.


	Winslow looked up. “Don’t you want to know about my childhood?” 


	“Why would I�?” 


	“Because anyone who writes weird stuff is assumed to have had some sort of childhood trauma.” 


	“Okay, I’ll bite: What was yours?” 


	He smiled. “Nothing. I had a completely normal childhood.” 


	“So did I.” 


	“Yeah, but nobody thinks you’re weird.” 


	Jack didn’t comment.


				*
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	Jack arrived at Work about three o’clock and surveyed the spigot handles behind the bar: Coors, Coors Light, Bud, and Bud Light. Depressing. So was Work, kind of. Dark paneling, booths along the wall, scattered tables, pool tables in the better-lit rear section.


	Yesterday, as she’d driven him along Queens Boulevard, Christy had pointed out this place, making fun of the name, and saying Bethlehem tended to hang here most afternoons.


	Wanting to appear to be a regular schmoe, Jack ordered a draft of the lesser of the four evils from the bleached-blond barmaid and carried the Coors to a nearby table.


	He pulled the latest model PSP from his backpack and began to play the brand new 3-D version of DNA Wars. If Bolton was half the gamer Levy had said he was, he might be intrigued by a guy wearing 3-D glasses as he played a game. Intrigued enough to come over and check it out.


	Jack wanted him to do the approaching. If Jack wandered in and struck up a conversation at the bar, he might get suspicious. But if Bolton made the first move


	After forty minutes and two carefully nursed brews, Jack was beginning to think he’d wasted his time. Maybe Bolton had decided to skip Work today and, oh, say, drown someone.


	At least the game was interesting and challenging�different game play and design from the console version�and it made the time go fast.


	And then Jeremy Bolton walked in�sauntered was more like it�wearing a denim vest, faded jeans, and light brown cowboy boots. The rustler look. Add a black Stetson he could pass for Kevin Kline in Silverado.


	Jack peeked at him over the top of the 3-D glasses. Until now he’d seen only photos and long views through a windshield and across a parking lot. Neither had conveyed the man’s presence. Here was a guy who was comfortable in his skin. He radiated something. Jack couldn’t put his finger on it, but he had a definite aura about him.


	The barmaid lit up as she spotted him. She grinned as they shared a few words while she poured him a Bud Light. Beer in hand he turned and leaned against the bar, surveying the room.


	Jack focused on the game and let loose a few grunts of frustration as his thumbs pounded the buttons. After a few minutes of this he noticed a pair of booted feet stop next to his table.


	“Whatcha playin?” said a voice that dripped the deep South.


	Jack gave a little jump, as if startled, then looked up at Bolton through the 3-D glasses. They were the polarized type, rather than the red-blue, but still they made the room look a little strange. He took them off and rubbed his eyes.


	“DNA Three-D. Played it?” 


	“Didn’t even know it was out. Thought you had MG Acid-Two. That’s three-D too, you know.” 


	“Yeah. But only the cut scenes. This one’s three-D all the way through.” 


	“No shit? Tell you what: How’s about I buy you a beer and you drink it while I take a look at that.” 


	Jack gave that two seconds of thought, then said, “Deal.” 


	Bolton waved the empty pint glass toward the bar, saying, “Laurie, honey. You wanna get this fellow another on me?” 


	Just then a sloppily dressed guy, maybe forty, stepped up to the table.


	“Need any party supplies?” 


	Bolton jerked a finger over his shoulder. “Beat it, Danny. You know better.” 


	Danny looked at Jack. “You?” 


	“Git!” Bolton said.


	Danny got.


	Jack watched him slouch away. “I assume he’s not in the paper-hat and blow-out horn trade.” 


	Bolton smiled. “Not exactly. You just met Dirty Danny. Specializes in E and such. I ain’t into that shit. You?” 


	“Not lately.” 


	Jack figured Bolton wouldn’t want to get caught holding if Danny drew heat and got pinched.


	He sat opposite Jack and grabbed the PSP. He put on the glasses and attacked the game. He didn’t look up as Laurie arrived with Jack’s beer. Gave no sign that he noticed. Total immersion.


	Jack studied him as he played, watched the Kicker Man tattoo on his left hand dance as his thumbs worked the buttons. He couldn’t read Bolton’s eyes through the glasses, but he could see the facial muscles twitch under his beard, saw smiles�by turns rueful or delighted�twist his lips now and then.


	Didn’t look much like a stone killer.


	Finally he put it down, pulled oil the glasses, and slid everything back toward Jack.


	“Totally awesome. Gotta get me one of them.” 


	Totally awesome yeah, he’d been hanging with an eighteen-year-old.


	They exchanged names�both lying. Jack wasn’t sure how he came up with the name Joe Henry, but that was what he used. They hung out and talked about video games. No question about it, Bolton was a hard-core gamer. They swapped tips and stories about MGS, Halo, Grand Theft Auto, and others. Jack had played^ them all, but not to the levels Bolton had reached. Then again, Jack had had more to do in his adult life than sit in a cell and push buttons.


	And all the while they talked, Jack’s gaze kept drifting back to the Kicker Man tattoo. Bolton must have noticed. He held up his hand, palm inward, and stretched his thumb and index finger apart.


	“You like this?” 


	“Been seeing more and more of them. I guess that means you’re a Kicker.” 


	“A fully dissimilated Kicker. You know what that means?” 


	“No, but I’m learning. I’m halfway through the book.” 


	“No shit? Well, you’re all right, then. A gamer and a Kicker�” 


	“Not yet.” 


	He smiled. “Oh, you will be. You’ll be dissimilated before you know it.” 


	This was the second time someone had told him that. Not a comforting thought.


	“But anyway�a gamer and a Kicker-to-be. Cool.” 


	Jack couldn’t resist: “What do you know about the author? Hank Thompson, isn’t it? Ever hear of him before?” 


	Bolton’s eyes narrowed. “Why you askin that?” 


	“Oh, just wondering. One minute nobody’s ever heard of him, next he’s on TV and his little Kicker Man is everywhere. Pretty amazing.” 


	Bolton eased back. “Yeah. Pretty damn-fuck amazin.” 


	Something in the tone chagrin? A hint of animosity? Jack couldn’t peg it.


	He let it drop and they moved on to reminiscing about their favorite Atari games in the old days.


	“My momma was poor, so I never had a console of my own, but I made sure I hung out with kids who did. Missile Command�I loooooved Missile Command.” 


	Bolton was animated, lively, charming, easy to be with. If Jack hadn’t known what he knew, he might have found himself liking the guy. Easy to see why Dawn had fallen under his spell.


	He couldn’t see this guy doing what had been done to Gerhard. Must have been somebody else. And given that, was it possible he’d been framed for the Atlanta murders as Thompson had said?


	Perhaps but his abduction of Levy hinted at what he might be capable of.


	Jack needed to know more about this guy. Which was why he was here


	“And when I wasn’t wearin out an Atari Two Thousand’s joystick, I was plunking every quarter I could steal into the arcade.” 


	That reminded Jack of something.


	“Hey, there’s a place in the city that has all the old arcade games. We could head in and�” 


	Bolton shook his head. “Maybe someday, but not for a while.” 


	“Hey, if you’re short�” 


	“Hell no, I ain’t short. I just got other things to do. I’m what you call a man with a mission. Can’t get sidetracked till I done what needs doin. Then I get to the fun stuff.” 


	Jack couldn’t help leaning forward. This was what he’d come for. He couldn’t believe Bolton was going to tell him.


	“What needs doing?” 


	Bolton got a faraway look. “Workin on a project. Real important. Got to concentrate on that. But when it’s rollin, when I done my part, I can coast until the big day.” 


	“What big day?” 


	He grinned, more to himself than Jack. “Why, the comin of the Key to the future, of course. A new world.” 


	Jack was speechless for a moment, then managed a feeble, “Huh?” 


	Bolton shook himself. “Just kiddin.” 


	Jack glanced again at the tattoo.


	“This wouldn’t have anything to do with Kickers, would it?” 


	Again the narrowed eyes. “What makes you say that?” 


	“Well, that author’s always saying he’s out to change the world.” 


	Bolton smiled. “Yeah, he is, ain’t he. Well, he’s right about one thing: The world’s gonna change like it’s never changed before. What’s up’ll be down, and what’s down’ll be up.” 


	He glanced at the Coors clock on the wall.


	“Whoops. Gotta go.” He rose and stuck out his hand. “Nice meetin’ya. Maybe we’ll work out a two-player arrangement one of these days and see who’s top dog.” 


	“Yeah. Let’s do that.” 


	He watched him go but didn’t follow. Couldn’t. Had a date in Rathburg for his payoff. Bolton was most likely heading over to the diner to hook up with Dawn.


	Jack stayed where he was, an uncomfortable mix of feelings stewing around him.


	A “key to the future” what the hell was that?


	But a changing world, up moving down and down moving up it all reeked of the Otherness.


				*
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	Jack pulled into the A P parking lot half an hour early and set up watch from a shaded corner.


	Around a quarter after he saw Levy’s Infiniti enter, followed by a battered and dirty old Jetta. They parked in adjoining spaces, then Levy got out and spoke to the driver of the Jetta, a middle-aged woman. After a brief conversation, Levy returned to his car and the Jetta moved two lanes away where the driver had a clear view of the Infiniti.


	A little research had revealed that Levy occupied the number two spot at Creighton, right below medical director Julia Vecca. Could the driver be Vecca? Seemed like a long shot. Hard to believe the medical director of a federal facility would drive around in a heap like that.


	Whoever she was, what was she doing here?


	Jack could think of a couple of ways to find out, but settled on the most direct.


	He pulled on a pair of leather driving gloves, stepped out of his car, and walked the perimeter of the lot until he was behind the Jetta. Then he beelined for it.


	She jumped and let out a short, sharp screech when he yanked open her door.


	“You won’t be able to hear a thing from here. Come and join the meeting. I don’t want you to miss a word.” 


	She stared up at him through thick lenses. Her gray-streaked brown hair managed to be simultaneously mousy and ratty. Her suit was wrinkled and her white blouse showed ring around the collar. She grabbed for her phone.


	“I’m calling the police!” 


	He took her arm and gently pulled her from the car.


	“No need, lady. We’re just taking a short walk to your pal Levy’s car over there, where we’ll sit and get to know each other.” 


	The fear in her eyes turned to annoyance as she allowed herself to be led across the lot.


	Levy’s eyes fairly bulged through the windshield when he saw Jack and his companion. He jumped out of the car and stepped toward them.


	“Julia, I�” 


	Julia, ay? Thanks for the ID.


	Jack waved him back inside. “Nothing’s changed, doc. We’ve got a table for three now, that’s all.” 


	Jack opened the front passenger door and ushered Vecca into the seat, then climbed into the rear.


	“Comfy,” he said as he settled on the soft cushions. He shoved a gloved hand toward Levy. “Now, as they say at the Oscars: the envelope, please.” 


	Without a word, Levy slapped it into his palm. Jack opened it and pretended to count, then stuffed it into a pocket.


	“Okay. Now that that’s out of the way, why are you here, Doctor Vecca?” 


	She jumped at the sound of her name, then turned in her seat and focused suspicious eyes on him.


	“You know who I am? How? Have I been under surveillance?” 


	He winked at her. “I’ll never tell. But you might consider washing your underwear between wearings.” 


	That had been a guess but, considering her appearance, an easy one. She glared at him.


	“I came here to get a look at the man who is blackmailing us. I must say, I’m not impressed.” 


	“Then why didn’t you simply arrive with the doc here?” When she didn’t answer, he added, “Oh, I get it. You didn’t want me to know you were involved. You need deniabilty so you can leave Levy in the lurch should this whole situation head south, right?” 


	Vecca reddened while Levy’s neutral expression said he’d already figured that.


	“And as for blackmail,” Jack went on, “I didn’t ask for this. I was offered.” 


	“That’s immaterial. Just make sure you do what you’re being paid for�which is nothing.” 


	“Or what? You’ll sic Bolton on me like you sicced him on Gerhard?” 


	He was probing here, looking for a reaction.


	“I’ve heard enough of this.” She opened the car door. “Remember what I told you.” 


	She slammed the door and stormed back to her car.


	“I do believe I’ve upset her.” 


	Levy cleared his throat. “The only way to truly upset Doctor Vecca is to threaten her protocol. She’s got a lot invested in this clinical trial.’” 


	“Enough to want Gerhard dead?” 


	“She did not ‘sic’ Bolton on Gerhard. I told you�he was with us the night you say Gerhard was murdered.” He cleared his throat. “You mentioned oDNA last night. Tell me honestly: Where did you hear of that?” 


	“The stuff that doesn’t exist?” 


	“It’s obvious that you know it does, so I see no point in denying it. But where�?” 


	“Let’s trade. You tell me about it and I’ll tell you where I heard about it.” 


	“You heard about it from Gerhard, didn’t you.” 


	“First time I ever laid eyes on him he was dead.” Jack wasn’t giving anything away. “You first.” 


	Levy looked around the half-full parking lot. Vecca had putt-putted off in her junker.


	“Let’s move the car.” 


	“Where?” 


	“I’ll show you.” 


	Jack leaned forward for a look over the backrest and saw Levy’s RF detector resting on the console.


	“Afraid somebody’s listening?” 


	“No, of course not. I’d just like a change of scenery.” 


	The RF detector was reading only background, but Levy could be worried about a laser eavesdropper�bounce a beam off a window and hear everything inside. Then again, he could have something arranged


	Jack reached back and pulled out his Glock. He held it low and racked the slide. The cartridge in the chamber popped out and bounced off the rear of the front seat. All for show, but the sound effect brought the desired result.


	Levy said, “You brought a gun?” 


	“Of course.” He pocketed the ejected cartridge. “Didn’t you?” 


	“No! I don’t even own one.” 


	“Probably should. Okay, take us where you want to go.” 


				*
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	Julia watched Aaron’s car pull out of the lot with that private investigator, John Robertson, still in the rear seat.


	She’d made a circuit and come back to the A P to talk to Aaron after the detective left, but apparently they’d made other plans. She wondered where they were going and what they could possibly be talking about. She was tempted to follow but had a better idea.


	Before, as she’d driven away, she’d realized she’d seen the investigator get out of his car shortly after she’d pulled into the lot. She hadn’t paid it much mind at the time, just a man getting out of a big black car. But that man had turned out to be Robertson.


	He was gone but his car remained.


	Julia pulled up before it and wrote down the license plate number.


	Probably thought he was smart. Aaron had told her about his assuming the identity of a dead investigator. She’d noticed he wore gloves so as not to leave any prints. Probably thought he had all bases covered, that he’d fully insulated his identity.


	Well, he’d better think again. He wasn’t dealing with the hoi polloi here. He was dealing with another kind of investigator�a scientific investigator used to probing the secrets of life itself. Probing the secrets of one man’s miserable life would be a cakewalk.


	That remark about her underwear still rankled. How embarrassing. Had he been spying on her? Well, turnabout was fair play.


	She’d give the plate number over to the agency and let them run with it. In a matter of hours they’d know everything there was to know about this man. His life would be an open book.


	Smiling, she pulled away.


	John Robertson, or whoever he really was, had made his last snide remark. He’d rue the day he dared to cross swords with Julia Vecca.


				*
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	After driving in a meandering loop that brought them to a construction site, Levy parked on a dead-end street in the growing development. Apparently the workers had the weekend off.


	“Well,” Jack said, peering around. “This is intimate.” 


	“I work for suspicious people. Now, tell me where you heard about�” 


	“Uh-uh. You first, remember?” 


	Levy sighed. “Very well ” 


	Very well? Who said very well?


	“One of the fallouts of the human genome project has been the realization of how much�ninety-eight or ninety-nine percent�of our DNA is noncod-ing. In other words, junk. Or at least seems like junk. Since we can’t find any useful purpose it serves, we call it that. But that doesn’t mean it was never useful. Most of us think it’s mainly leftovers from viruses and the evolutionary process.” 


	Jack was disappointed. He’d heard of junk DNA. But Levy seemed too interested in oDNA for it to be junk.


	“I don’t buy oDNA as just junk.” 


	“It is and it isn’t. Some junk DNA is oDNA, but not all oDNA is junk.” 


	“Thanks for clearing that up.” 


	“I know it’s confusing. Let me go back to the beginning. Back in the eighties I began working on an NIH-funded project that was looking to identify genetic markers for ‘antisocial’ behavior. This was all very hush-hush because of the controversial nature of the work.” 


	“What’s so controversial about that?” 


	“Politics, my boy. Politics. A number of NIH conferences on the subject were canceled because of protests. They’re all afraid that if these markers are identified and confirmed beyond doubt, how will the information be used? Specters of the eugenics movement and the holocaust get invoked and everyone shrinks away. And then come the religious fanatics: it’s original sin, not God-given DNA that causes mankind to break the Commandments.” 


	“The good old creationists, sabotaging knowledge wherever it rears its ugly head.” 


	“Recently they’ve tarted up creationism with some pseudoscientific gobbledygook and are trying to slip it into schools as ‘intelligent design,’ but it’s still creationism.” He snorted. “Intelligent design! It’s laughable. Look at the cetaceans�creatures that must live, feed, and mate in a medium they can’t breathe.” 


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. If that’s intelligent design, God must be a blond.” 


	Levy laughed. “Exactly. And has anyone who pushes intelligent design ever looked at the human genome? It’s a mess�an absolute mess.” 


	“But it somehow gets the job done.” 


	“That it does, using only one or two percent of what’s there. Back in those days, we hadn’t yet mapped out the genome. The Human Genome Project was just a dream. But I did find consistent markers in certain violent criminals. Not all of them, but in enough to keep the funding going. Adapting a fluorescent antibody test developed by Julia Vecca allowed me to stain nuclei to show the presence of this DNA variant.


	“Once we had that, we needed a criminal population to test. We collected samples from all the federal prisons, and the ones who scored highest were moved to Creighton, which became dedicated to researching the variant.” 


	“Were they all violent?” 


	“The top scorers, yes, though some white-collar criminals were up there too. But just because they were locked up for nonviolent crimes didn’t mean they weren’t violent. We could only go on their convictions. We didn’t know how they treated their wives or kids or the family dog.” 


	“The closet sadists.” 


	“Right. But with the explosion of knowledge and investigational techniques in the late nineties and early aughts, we found a subset of pseudogenes among the junk.” 


	“Fakes?” 


	“How do I put this? They’re ancient ancestors of functioning genes, but they have no coding ability. They fall under the junk umbrella. But these particular pseudogenes are so unique that you could almost say they indicate a variant strain of humanity another evolutionary line another human race that got pushed aside.” 


	Jack held up a hand. “Just a sec. I don’t know a lot about evolution but I do know the evolutionary tree has a lot of dead branches.” 


	“Yes. But this is different. These genes are so distinct that it almost looks as if they were�I hesitate to say this�manipulated.” 


	Jack had two hands up now. He’d heard this kind of talk at the SESOUP convention last year. It had sounded crazy then, and it sounded crazy now.


	“Whoa there! You don’t happen to be into UFOs, do you? You’re not going to start telling me one of those nut-job theories about aliens playing with our DNA.” 


	“Of course not. But I can make a circumstantial case that somewhere along our evolutionary line something happened to it. I mean, this stuff’s that different. So the big question is�where did this DNA come from? It’s not found in chimps or any of the apes. It’s not found in daffodils or butterflies, or sharks�humans share DNA with all of those, believe it or not�or even bacteria or viruses�and we have tons of viral DNA in our junk. How did it skip every other species since the dawn of time and land in ours and ours alone? If I were an intelligent design dolt I might say it’s proof of God’s guiding hand in evolution, but it was more likely the devil’s. It’s completely other. That’s why I named it oDNA�other-DNA.” 


	There it was, right out in the open: other.


	Had the Otherness stirred something of itself into the human gene pool way back when�back in the First Age, when the Compendium was supposedly written? Or was this unrelated?


	No too much of a coincidence. And there’d be no more coincidences for him.


	But to what purpose? A cosmic time bomb, set to explode when?


	Damn, he wished he still had that book. It might be able to tell him something.


	“Why did you pick ‘other’ rather than ‘alien’ or something like that?” 


	“Because when you say ‘alien,’ people think of flying saucers and little gray men with big black eyes. We’ve got apes in our genome because we have a common ancestor. The Cro-Magnons live on in our genes, and there’s recent evidence that Neanderthals do too. I suspect something happened in our hominid past to split off a subspecies from the main line. It developed this ‘other’ genome, and then was reabsorbed back into the main line, either by crossbreeding or some sort of introgression. I’m guessing about the how, but I’m sure of the what: We’ve all got a little oDNA in us.” 


	A tingle ran over Jack’s skin.


	“All?” 


	Levy nodded. “To widely varying degrees, but yes. All. Summing up: At some time in the past another human race with altered DNA merged with ours. The DNA of the other race�the ‘loser’ race�joined the junk pile of the present human genome. You’ve heard of ‘gone but not forgotten’? This oDNA is forgotten but not gone�and not necessarily junk.” 


	The Otherness part of the human gene pool the implications staggered him.


	He wondered if he should tell Levy what he suspected. But that would mean going into all the background he had gleaned over the past year about the ageless, ceaseless cosmic shadow war between two unimaginably huge and unknowable forces�one indifferent, and one, the Otherness, decidedly inimical�waging around them with Earth as one of the many marbles in play.


	Yeah, that would go over well. Levy would stamp NUT across Jack’s forehead.


	So instead he said, “Why hasn’t anyone heard of this? It’s tailor-made for the tabloids.” 


	“Other people have stumbled upon it, as I did, but the news has been suppressed. All I did was send out a few e-mails on some preliminary findings and suddenly a member of a government agency which I may not name was knocking on my door. And no, they weren’t dressed in black suits and fedoras.” 


	“That’s good.” Jack had dealt with the real men in black and knew they didn’t work for any government. “What did they want?” 


	“My silence. I could A: come work for them; B: keep my mouth shut and direct my research to another area; or C: stay on my present path and find my reputation trashed to the point where the only place I’d ever get published was Fortean Times, if there.” 


	“You chose A.” 


	Levy nodded. “Just like a lot of others. It was a win-win offer. I got automatic funding to do the kind of groundbreaking work most researchers only dream of. No filling out reams of application forms or going around begging�just research.” 


	Scary and fascinating, but a connection was missing.


	“What’s all this got to do with Bolton?” 


	“Jeremy Bolton is loaded with oDNA�the highest score on record.” 


	“Where’d he get it all?” 


	Levy shrugged. “Who can say? He was born in Louisiana to Elizabeth Bolton. The father is listed as Jonah Stevens but there was no marriage and Elizabeth raised Jeremy alone.” 


	“Could Jonah Stevens be the source of his mystery money?” 


	Levy shook his head. “He’s dead. We traced him because we wanted to see if he was the source of his son’s oDNA, but he died in a weird elevator accident.” 


	“Weird how?” 


	“The police suspected foul play, but nothing was ever proven. Unfortunately for us, his body was cremated, so we never got to check his remains for oDNA.” 


	“What about the mother?” 


	“Dead too. Cancer. We managed to get an order of exhumation to check her DNA. Elizabeth Bolton carried a significant amount of the o variant, but nowhere near her son’s.” 


	“So this Jonah Stevens, whoever he was, must have been a gold mine of the stuff.” 


	Levy nodded. “He was most likely a human monster, because he was also a carrier of the trigger gene.” 


	“What the hell is that?” 


	“As I said, the oDNA is a cluster of pseudogenes amid the other junk, but unlike most pseudogenes, these are fairly complete. Just dormant. And they remain dormant unless a certain mutation is present on one of the X chromosomes. In times of stress, this gene can awaken the oDNA and transform it from noncoding to coding.” 


	“I don’t understand what you mean by coding.” 


	“Genes carry codes�templates, if you will�that the cell uses for making specific proteins. When the oDNA is stimulated from pseudogene status to an active gene, its codes start producing unique proteins that alter neurotransmitter levels in the brain, triggering violent impulses. We haven’t worked out the exact mechanism yet, but we’re pretty sure that’s what happens.” 


	“So you’re saying these oDNA types can’t help it if they’re violent.” 


	“I didn’t say oDNA triggered violent behavior, I said violent impulses. There’s a world of difference. One is the act itself, the other is a tendency toward the act. Other genetic and environmental factors that affect an individual’s impulse control come into play here.


	“The upshot is that all of us have some of oDNA in us, but the amount varies, so some are more ‘other’ than the rest. But the amount of oDNA has no effect on an individual unless he or she has the mutation that acts as a trigger.


	“But take a large amount of oDNA, add the trigger mutation, mix with poor impulse control�or anything like alcohol or drugs which lower the impulse threshold�and you have a potentially lethal combination.” 


	“Like Jeremy Bolton.” 


	Levy nodded. “Jeremy Bolton is a perfect example.” 


	“And that’s why you need him for this clinical trial.” 


	“Exactly. We don’t know how to remove his oDNA�although someday we might be able to do just that�so we’ve targeted the mutated trigger gene. If we can suppress that, the oDNA will remain dormant, and Jeremy Bolton will be just like you and me.” 


	“Speak for yourself, doc.” Jack rubbed his eyes. “Your agency can’t keep this oDNA a secret forever.” 


	“It knows that. And when the news does hit, it will have devastating effects. Look at the problems caused by differences in pigmentation. Imagine what’s going to happen when it’s leaked that there are people among us with large amounts of alien DNA�and believe me, the o in oDNA will be quickly replaced by alien in the popular press. Not to mention what it will do to the criminal justice system. Chaos. Everyone behind bars or in court will be claiming their genes made them do it and will want to be declared not guilty by reason of defective DNA.” 


	Jack hadn’t thought of that. Jeez.


	He said, “And since we no longer believe in personal responsibility in this country, the lawyers will have a field day.” 


	Levy shook his head. “We’re talking genetics here, not�” 


	“It always comes down to personal responsibility,” Jack said. “Like you said, the oDNA triggers violent impulses. But there’s one more step before the violence: You still have to decide whether or not to act on the impulse. And even if you’re drunk or coked up at the time, you’re responsible for deciding to drink or snort. So even though you have an impulse to drop a cinder block off an overpass, you don’t cross the line until you release it.” 


	Levy gave him a funny look. “Cinder block ?” 


	“Forget it.” Jack had a flash of a gray mass crashing through a windshield, smashing into “Just an example that came to mind.” 


	“All that aside, the government wants to be ready to offer a remedy. That’s why the urgency to find a way to suppress the trigger. But there’s a more practical use. We’ll be able to formulate this into injections that will last three months. A condition of parole for oDNA positives will be the therapy. Imagine the reduction in recidivism.” 


	Jack stared at Levy. Something in his voice didn’t ring true


	“Is that the real reason?” 


	“Of course. What other reason could there be?” 


	Yeah. Definitely lying. But Jack figured it would be a waste of time to ask. Besides, he had a much more pressing question.


	“Why are you telling me all this?” 


	Levy blinked. “Why because we agreed to trade information: I’d tell you about oDNA and you’d tell me where you heard of it.” 


	Jack didn’t buy that. Levy had told him way too much. Could be he’d got carried away with his story, but that didn’t wash. He hadn’t prodded Jack once for his source on oDNA.


	And then he knew.


	“You want Bolton back in Creighton, don’t you. And you want me to put him there.” 


	Levy looked flustered. “I want nothing of the sort. I told you, this clinical trial is of momentous importance. Nothing must jeopardize it.” 


	“Yeah, but you think it should be tried first on someone less volatile. You’ve got a wife and a daughter. Bolton knows you, knows where you live, and you know he’s a Tate-LaBianca waiting to happen. Admit it: Bolton on the outside scares the crap out of you.” 


	“I admit to nothing of the sort. As I told you�” 


	Jack waved him off. “Save it. You’re looking for a patsy. You’re hoping I’ll do something to tip off the cops that Bolton’s out�like maybe getting myself offed by him�and that’ll solve your problem and leave your hands clean. Or at least looking clean.” 


	Levy stared out through the windshield and said nothing.


	“Okay,” Jack said. “Let’s do it.” 


	Levy turned to him, looking puzzled. “Do what?” 


	“Out Jerry Bethlehem as Jeremy Bolton. But we do it so that neither of us is downwind when the shit hits the fan.” 


	“How?” 


	Jack thought about that. Dawn was too gaga to be useful, and he couldn’t use Christy to drop the dime because the agency overseeing all this would assume the source of the info was the guy she’d hired. Jack didn’t want to be on their hit list.


	He needed someone with no connection to him or Levy. The only other person Bolton would know on the outside was Hank Thompson.


	Now there’s a thought.


	High-profile guy low-profile guy put them together


	And hadn’t Thompson said the Dormentalists and Scientologists were after him because so many of their members were becoming Kickers? What if they had him under surveillance? And what if Thompson and Bolton were meeting on the outside? Maybe the rivals would want to know who he was meeting with. And when they investigated Bethlehem they’d find Jeremy Bolton.


	“Get me all you know about Hank Thompson.” 


	Levy shook his head. “That’s privileged�” 


	“You want this fixed or not?” 


	Levy hesitated, then shrugged. “I’ll dig out whatever I’ve got.” 


	“Do it tonight. I’ll be doing a little digging myself.” 


	“Where?” 


	“I’ll let you know if I find anything.” 


	Levy hesitated, then said, “There’s something you should know about Jeremy Bolton.” 


	“I’m sure there’s plenty I should know about Jeremy Bolton. What’ve you got?” 


	“Don’t underestimate him. He comes on as a laid-back, shit-kicking good ol’ boy, but he tests high on all the intelligence scales, and he’s done a lot of reading in the past twenty years. His major shortcoming is his impulsiveness. If you can keep him off balance, he’ll act before he thinks. But give him time to think ” 


	“So I’m dealing with a smart but explosive sociopath.” Levy nodded. “With a lot of native cunning. Watch out.” Jack had every intention of doing just that. He’d handle Bolton from a distance.


	“Thanks for the heads up. Now, how about driving me back to my car?” Conditions permitting, Jack would be paying a visit to the Jerry Bethlehem crib tonight.


				*
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	As he hit route 9, Jack fingered the bribe money in his pocket. He’d use it to discount the fee he was charging Christy. Checking his messages he found a frantic call from her telling him that her Dawnie had moved out and that Jack had to find something on Bethlehem now-now-now! Call her please-please-please!


	So he called and ground his teeth as she told her tearful tale of doing everything he’d advised her not to, then compounding it by trying to buy off Bolton�and failing.


	That took Jack by surprise. A guy like Bolton who’d been locked up all of his adult life had never seen anything like that kind of money.


	Or had he? He did live awfully well


	The upshot of all this was that Dawn hadn’t come home last night. But worse, when Christy had gone food shopping today she’d returned to find a lot of Dawn’s things missing. She’d sneaked in and moved out.


	Each sob was a blade of guilt. He could end Christy’s pain with a single phone call, but that could mean the start of endless trouble for himself. He didn’t see Bolton as a threat to Dawn�at least not yet.


	He calmed Christy by telling her his plan to get close to Bethlehem and get to know him. Maybe he’d let something slip.


	“I really screwed up, didn’t I,” she said.


	Jack wanted to chew her out for not taking his advice but couldn’t see how that would help matters. He wasn’t about to disagree with her, however.


	“Yeah, you did. You made accusations you couldn’t back up.” 


	Her voice rose in pitch. “My daughter’s shacked up with a murderer!” 


	“You cant say that. He has an alibi.” A shaky one, but an alibi nonetheless.


	“I can’t stand this! I don’t know how much�!” 


	“Easy, easy,” he said, using a soothing tone.


	Too much of that kind of talk might trigger some oDNA-type behavior in Bolton.


	A mutant trigger gene oDNA Jack shook his head. He couldn’t believe he was thinking like this.


	He said, “As I said, we don’t know that he did it. Private eyes make enemies. I’m working on a number of angles, but they’re going to take a little time.” 


	“I don’t have time.” 


	“You may have more time than you think. He didn’t take the money, and that wasn’t chump change. To me that says Dawn means more to him than just a young girl he can ” He hunted for the right word.


	Christy saved him the trouble. “Go ahead, you can say it: screw” 


	Yeah. That and maybe the Key to the future


	“The point is, if he means to harm her, he’d have grabbed the money, done his harm, and taken off. But he chose not to.” 


	She sniffed. “I have to tell you, Jack, that baffles me. I know it sounds awful for a mother to say, but what does this guy see in Dawnie? Don’t get me wrong, she has a sweet nature�although it’s not too evident at the moment�and she’s a smart, smart kid, but that’s just it: She’s a kid, and a naive one at that. What does he see in her?” 


	Good question. Especially in light of the fact that Bolton had insisted on being relocated in Rego Park. Had he chosen the town out of the air, or did he have a specific reason? Like being next to Forest Hills?


	Could Dawn have been that reason?


	the Key to the future


	But Bolton had been behind bars before Dawn was born. As far as Jack knew, she’d never been a media figure like the Long Island Lolita of yore, so how would he have even heard of her?


	So if not Dawn, then what was it? What was so special about Rego Park?


	He said, “I don’t know what’s going on in his head, so I can’t answer that. But I think his refusing the money is a good sign that we’re not in a dangerous situation here.” 


	“Not yet.” 


	“My point is, you’ve got to back off now. Sit tight, do your day trades, and let me do what I do.” 


	“You’ve got something planned?” 


	“I do.” 


	“What?” 


	“If I works out, you’ll know. If not, it won’t matter. Do you know Bethlehem’s address?” 


	“I should. I’ve driven by it often enough.” 


	She gave him directions to his townhouse and to the diner where Dawn worked.


	Jack hung up just in time to turn into the Ardsley service area. He found a parking spot and watched the entry ramp. He hadn’t seen anyone following him, and the only car that pulled in after him was a Dodge minivan. It parked near the food court and a horde of tweeny girls in soccer uniforms piled out.


	Satisfied, Jack backed up to where Bolton had parked two nights ago. He grabbed an electric screwdriver and one of his real-fake license plates from under the front seat. He slipped around to the back and opened the trunk. While pretending to be searching for something, he substituted it for the fake-fake tag he’d put on this afternoon�one of half a dozen he’d bought from Sal Vituolo’s junkyard on Staten Island. Then he reparked the car nose in, opened the hood, and switched the front plate.


	No use in giving anything away to any curious types in Rathburg.


	He got back behind the wheel and headed for Queens.


				*
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	Jack had driven by Bolton’s townhouse. Lots of lights on but was anyone home? He needed to be sure before he broke in. He’d checked the Tower Diner�brick walls, canopied windows, pillars at the entrance, and a clock tower, for Christ sake. What kind of a diner looked like that? More like a bank.


	He’d looked through one of the windows and seen Dawn, but no sign of Bolton.


	The next and last stop was Work. If he didn’t find Bolton there, he’d have to assume he was home and put off the break-in for another night.


	The place was crowded, with someone singing off-key over distorted guitars blasting from the sound system, but what did he expect on a Saturday night?


	Jack wove through the crowd and made his way to the bar. He wasn’t look-ing for a drink, just a vantage point. He reached the corner and started looking around. He’d brought his camera just in case he found Bolton in a corner with a lip lock on one of the waitresses. A photo of that might pry Dawn out of his bed.


	He did a slow scan of the front end�no sign of him here�and was starting toward the pool tables at the rear, when someone grabbed his arm.


	Jack looked and found himself in the grip of a short but beefy biker type whose breath reeked of Jack Daniels. He had a balding head and a huge red handlebar mustache. Jack half expected him to shout, Great horny toads! or call him a varmint.


	“My girl says you was starin at her, you sonuvabitch!” 


	Jack could barely hear him over the music, but he knew the drill with these guys. They got to feeling mean after a few shots and looked for any excuse to throw a few punches. If you admit looking at his girl, he punches you. If you deny looking at his girl, he accuses you of calling him a liar and punches you. A no-win situation.


	The last thing Jack wanted was to draw attention to himself. He gave him a close look.


	“Sam?” he shouted over the music. “Is that you?” 


	The guy looked confused. “What?” 


	“You’re not Yosemite Sam?” 


	“Ain’t no kinda Sam, and you was starin at my girl.” 


	“You might be right, but truth is, Sam, I don’t know who your girl is.” 


	“I ain’t Sam, and that’s her, right there.” 


	He pointed to a busty babe in a skimpy black leather halter top watching them with glittery eyes and a nasty smile.


	“Oh, her. Her name wouldn’t happen to be Cindy, would it?” 


	“Cindy? Hell, no. It’s Roxanne.” 


	“Weird, man. She’s a dead ringer for a girl I knew in high school. I thought it might be Cindy Patterson but I guess not.” 


	As Sam digested these departures from the usual script, Jack looked around for a way out. That was when he spotted Bolton leaning with his back against the bar, staring off into space.


	Thinking about the Key to the future, maybe?


	And then a whole scenario leaped to full-blown life.


	“But listen, Sam,” he said, leaning close.


	“I ain’t Sam, goddammit.” 


	“Oh, right. There’s a guy down there been giving Roxanne the eye all night. And I can’t be sure, but I think she’s been eyeing him back. You know, like they know each other.” 


	He cocked a fist. “You tryin to tell me�?” 


	“Hey-hey, I could be wrong. But if you and I get into a fight and get thrown out, that’ll leave a certain someone a clear field with Roxanne.” 


	He looked around. “Where is this guy?” 


	Jack nodded toward Bolton. “Down there�tall guy in the denims and cowboy boots. Watch out. He looks tough.” 


	“He looks like a pussy!” he growled. “You wanna see what tough looks like, you watch!” 


	He started nosing through the crowd like a rottweiler called to dinner.


	Go, Sam. Get that there varmint.


	Jack watched him step up to Bolton and say something, saw Bolton shake his head and respond with a condescending smile. Sam’s fist flashed out but Bolton dodged it and swung a fist of his own.


	After that, things got confusing as women screamed and men shouted, some fleeing the fight, some moving toward it, a pair of bouncers homing in, and an infuriated, red-faced, out-of-control Bolton swinging a pool cue at a bloody and astonished-looking Sam. He checked the bartenders but none of them was calling the cops. Probably hoping their guys could control it.


	Jack pulled out his officialdom phone and headed for the door.


	Somebody had to be a good citizen and phone in this terrible, frightful melee before someone was seriously hurt.


				*
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	Aaron Levy settled at his desk in his Creighton office and opened Hank Thompson’s file. No easy task to find it. The clerical staff was long gone. The only people left were the skeleton medical crew and night security. And since Thompson’s stay here had begun and ended before Creighton had gone digital, he wasn’t in the computer. Aaron had had to retrieve the physical chart from the basement archives himself.


	He shuffled quickly to the lab results.


	Hmmm. Thompson had been a strong reactor to the fluorescent antibody test. Interesting. Newer tests could better quantify the content, but Hank Thompson might well be a contender for the upper echelons of the oDNA rankings.


	It shouldn’t be a problem to check. If everyone had done their job down through the years, blood and tissue samples from Hank Thompson should be sitting in the freezer.


	Aaron smiled with pride at his foresight. He’d known biotechnology would progress by leaps and bounds, so he’d planned for the future. He might never have a chance to examine these subjects again in person, but he’d have their DNA at his beck and call.


	He flipped through the documentation and was surprised to see his signature on the order to transfer him to Creighton. He shook his head. So many inmates over the years. Couldn’t remember them all. But why Thompson? What had brought him to Creighton’s attention?


	A couple of more flips and he found it. The charge had been GTA. Not the typical Creighton-worthy offense. Then he saw it. Seemed young Hank had become violent when the cops pulled him out of his stolen car. Took five of them to hold him down so he could be cuffed, and even then he’d kicked and screamed and struggled. Had to put him in leg irons. Seemed they’d found a liberal application of the baton necessary to subdue him. His mug shot showed swollen cheeks and blackened eyes.


	Yes, that sort of violence would trigger a look. Blood had been taken, he’d reacted with a strong positive, so off he’d gone to Creighton.


	Only one admission, which meant no further convictions�because once a Creighton inmate, always a Creighton inmate. Any further convictions brought you straight back. Somehow Thompson had learned to control or sublimate his violent tendencies, or had managed to escape arrest and conviction. Or perhaps he didn’t carry the trigger gene. They hadn’t known the existence of the trigger at the time he was here. But Aaron would check for it now.


	Vital statistics. Hmmm. Born January of the same year as Jeremy Bolton. Eleven months older. Interesting coincidence. Born in Selma, Alabama, to Diane Thompson. Father unlisted. No sibs. Another parallel: Both Thompson and Bolton grew up the only sons of poor single mothers.


	Aaron made a note: Check sib rate of high reactors. Does high oDNA level inhibit subsequent sibs?


	He’d just turned to the last page when his cell phone rang. He looked at the caller ID and saw no name. Robertson? He took the call.


	“Yes?” 


	“It’s me. Our mutual friend was just led away from a bar in cuffs by the TSYPD. Seems he got into a bad fight. He’s being processed now at the hundred-and-twelfth precinct.” 


	And then the caller was gone. But Aaron knew who it was.


	He’s done it!


	Somehow, someway, Jack had succeeded in getting Bolton arrested. And making it look like Bolton’s own fault, it would seem.


	Amazing.


	The routine fingerprint check at the precinct would set off alarms in Vi-CAP. The resultant firestorm would cause a PR nightmare for Creighton, but that wasn’t his problem. The agency would have to handle it. One thing for certain: Jeremy Bolton was off the street for good.


	Aaron leaned back. Thank God! Maybe now he’d be able to get a decent night’s sleep.


	As he sat there his gaze fell upon Hank Thompson’s file and the discharge photo he’d opened to. Something familiar about his eyes


	And then it came to him.


	Aaron felt his jaw drop as a cold wave of shock swept through him. He knew why young Hank Thompson looked so familiar. At least he was pretty sure. Had to confirm.


	He lit up his computer terminal and tapped in the access code for Jeremy Bolton’s highly restricted file. He paged down till he reached the intake photo, then leaned forward, staring.


	Oh, yes. Oh, yes! This was wonderful. Not only would Bolton be back in custody, but Aaron had thisl


	Absolutely wonderful!


				*
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	Jack used a piece of toast to guide the last bits of his Everything Omelet�bacon, sausage, ham, mushrooms, onions, and hot peppers�onto his fork. Gia was at PT and Vicky had gone along with her. Abe slept in on Sundays, so he’d wandered over to the Highwater Diner in the West Fifties�so far west it was practically in the Hudson. He loved diners and the Highwater still sported its original chrome trim from the 1940s. But it and its kin were becoming an endangered species in Manhattan. He missed the old Munson on Eleventh Avenue�it closed in 2004. He liked the Cheyenne on Ninth down in the Thirties as well, but sensed its days were numbered too.


	Figured he’d better enjoy the survivors while he could. Diner coffee, bacon, toast, two eggs over easy�was there a better meal in the world? And George Kuropolis, owner and chief cook, knew how to fry them with just enough easy on the over. But this morning Jack had celebrated with an EO.


	He nursed his third cup of coffee at the counter while bald, chubby George fiddled with the radio, flipping from station to station, looking for who knew what. Not much happening radiowise on Sunday mornings.


	Especially today. Why no story on Bolton? The one-twelve must have run his prints by now. The airwaves should be screaming the news about the life-imprisoned Atlanta abortionist assassin being arrested in a bar fight in Queens. But nothing. Maybe the cops were keeping it quiet till they double-checked the prints and called in the feds.


	Sometime today it would hit. Had to. And then Bolton would be toast as far as the clinical trial was concerned.


	Such a simple solution. He hadn’t thought of it until Sam had started hassling him. With all that violence just bubbling under Bolton’s skin, getting punched by some drunk was more than enough to set it free. After that�


	“Whoa!” he said, waving to George as he heard a familiar voice. “Turn back. What was that?” 


	George gave him a look. “Since when do you care, Jack?” But he turned it back.


	“There!” he said when he heard Hank Thompson’s voice. “What station is that?” 


	He squinted at the dial. “Eight-twenty. Why?” 


	WNYC�the NPR station.


	“Can we listen just a moment?” 


	“Usually we keep news on, but for you ” 


	Jack had done some work for George a while back.


	“Just a few seconds.” 


	He listened to Thompson’s now-familiar rap, then heard the host say that he was “live in our studio”�as opposed to dead?�and would take some calls.


	“Thanks,” Jack said as he gulped his coffee, threw a ten on the counter�enough for the food plus a big tip�and headed for the door.


	Where the hell was WNYC?


	He called information and learned it was on Centre Street. Down by City Hall Park. He flagged a cab and headed downtown.


	One Centre Street turned out to be a mini-skyscraper. He didn’t know where WNYC was in the building and didn’t care. All he needed was to spot Hank Thompson leaving.


	He didn’t feel properly caffeinated yet, so he ordered yet another cup of coffee from a street cart.


	“To go,” he added, just for fun.


	The cart guy gave him a look. “It’s way too early on a Sunday morning to fuck with me.” 


	Whistling “I Love New York,” Jack found a spot across the street where he could watch the entrance. He was just settling in when his phone rang�possibly the last phone in the city that still had a bell tone instead of music.


	He checked the caller ID and saw a 914 area code.


	Levy.


	“We’ve got to meet,” he said without preamble.


	“We met yesterday. Any word yet on that matter I called you about last night?” 


	“Plenty. That’s one of the reasons we have to talk.” 


	Jack didn’t like the sound of that. “Meaning?” 


	“He’s out.” 


	“Out?” 


	“As in free on bail.” 


	“What? How the hell�?” 


	“I know how, and that’s one of the reasons we need to meet again.” 


	“That one’s plenty. We don’t need another.” 


	“We do.” Levy sounded excited. “I have startling�no, amazing news.” 


	“You’ve already given me that.” 


	“This might top it.” 


	“Give.” 


	“Not on the phone. Besides, you’ll have to see to believe.” 


	“Well, you’ll have to come down to the city.” 


	“It’s Sunday. My wife�” 


	“If it’s important enough you’ll find a way.” 


	A pause, then, “I suppose I could take a few hours where will we meet?” 


	“I’m outside One Centre Street at the moment.” 


	“But I don’t know the city.” 


	“Christ, you must have a GPS in that Infiniti. Use it.” 


	“Oh. Yes. Right. Forgot about that.” 


	“Set it for One Centre Street and go where it tells you. There’s no traffic this hour on a Sunday. You’ll be here in no time.” 


	He thumbed the END button and returned his attention to the building entrance, but his thoughts were on what Levy had said.


	Bolton free on bail how the hell could that be? Somebody might have the pull to clamp down on the news, but nobody had enough to keep the Atlanta abortionist assassin from going back to finish his sentence.


	Someone somewhere had screwed up big time.


	And then this other thing startling, amazing news that had to be seen to be believed what was that all about?


	Half an hour passed while he mulled these as-yet unanswered questions. He was debating a fifth cup of coffee when he spotted Thompson popping through the entrance and stepping to the curb. He flagged a taxi and Jack did the same, giving the driver a follow-that-cab line. The guy, whose name was Mustafa, looked like he was just back from the jihad. He didn’t even blink.


				*

	


	
2


	Jeremy lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. He couldn’t believe they’d let him go. When they’d slapped those cuffs on him at Work he had that same lost, helpless, panicked feeling he’d had way back in his teens when they’d cornered him for the Atlanta killings.


	What had happened? Had they screwed up the prints? Did the computer burp while it was processing his and not recognize them?


	Or had it been a higher power, guiding his fate?


	Whatever the reason, he was glad he was out.


	He stretched out his hand, expecting to touch Dawn. Instead he found an empty bed. Then he heard the toilet flush and Dawn stumbled into the room, looking pale.


	“Somethin wrong, darlin?” 


	“Feel crummy.” Rubbing her arms she crossed the room and closed the two windows. “It’s freezing in here!” 


	He repressed a flash of anger. She hadn’t even asked.


	“You know I like fresh air.” 


	An open window no such thing at Creighton. Ever since he got out he’d kept one open in every room. Now, even though the window had been closed only a few seconds, he felt closed in. But he couldn’t tell Dawn that.


	She tumbled into bed and pulled the covers over her. Jeremy reached under and rubbed his palm over her ass.


	“Too crummy for a little lovin?” 


	She pushed his hand away.


	“Totally.” 


	“Hey, you mad at me? That fight wasn’t my fault. I was just�” 


	“If you were home here instead of hanging out at a bar while I’m working�” 


	Anger flashed through Jeremy but he controlled it.


	“Hey, now, darlin. I told you to quit that job.” 


	“And I did. I gave my notice but I can’t leave them totally high and dry.” 


	“Fuck “em.” 


	Truth was, he didn’t want her or anybody else around all the time. Back at Creighton, day and night, twenty-four/seven, someone had always been around. Even though he craved his own time, needed to be able to drop into a place like Work and just hang, he had to act like the devoted, protective, take-charge boyfriend. He thought of playing that guy Joe Henry’s video game yesterday�most likely wouldn’t have been able to do that with Dawn along.


	That guy was all right�a gamer and a Kicker to be.


	“They’ve got two weeks, then I’m so gone. But what happens last night while I’m there? I get this call that you’re in jail and need to be bailed out and I have to leave work and I’m a wreck and now I feel like shit so just let me sleep.” 


	He gave her butt a gentle pat instead of the hard slap he wanted to.


	“Will do. Sleep tight, darlin.” 


	He returned to staring at the ceiling, wondering why he wasn’t in shackles on his way back to Creighton, when her words came back to him.


	I feel like shit


	Could it be? Could she have morning sickness? If she did it meant for sure that a higher power was watching out for him. Freed from Creighton released from jail last night and now this.


	He suppressed a giddy laugh.


	Oh, please, yes. Please!


	Oh, Daddy, wherever you are, this could be it!


				*
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	They wound up on the Lower East Side, some side street off Allen, just uptown from Delancey and Chinatown. An old, old part of the city. That writer Winslow lived down here. Coincidence? Yeah, well, a lot of people lived down here�mostly Asian.


	Thompson’s cab stopped before an old stone building stuck amid brick-fronted tenements. A bedsheet had been strung between two second-floor windows. Someone had spray-painted the now too familiar figure of the Kicker Man on it.


	This had to be one of the clubs Thompson had mentioned.


	Jack had his driver cruise past and drop him around the corner.


	Now what?


	Was Thompson just visiting, or was this where he was crashing while in the city? He certainly could afford a hotel room, but maybe he wanted to maintain proletarian cred. Was this where he kept the Compendium?


	Jack was staring at the building when a breeze caught the Kicker Man banner and flapped it up. He stiffened when he saw the carving beneath it: the Escherish seal of the Septimus Lodge.


	The Lodge that’s what they’d called the one in his hometown a secret society that supposedly predated the Masons and made them seem like an open book. Jack had sneaked into the local outpost as a kid and had a vague recollection of being unsettled by what he’d seen. Nothing like the fanciful tales whispered in the kids’ underground, but definitely strange.


	He hadn’t known of a chapter here in New York, but why not? Should have expected one in this old part of the city. But what was their connection to Thompson? Was he a member? Or had some Lodge high-ups become Kickers? Jack doubted the latter. But for the Lodge to open its doors to outsiders that spoke of an intimate connection.


	Curiouser and curiouser.


	He looked around for a vantage point with a view of the entrance. He figured a surveillance of Thompson was warranted by the Bolton connection. Probably best to set up on the same side of the street, where he wouldn’t attract the attention of anyone looking out a window.


	One building west he found a spot near the mouth of a narrow alley�a dead-end passage populated by half a dozen battered, empty garbage cans and most likely a colony or two of rats. But it offered a good view, and even a little sunlight. He’d worn his bomber jacket to ward off the chill of the early morning, but the day was beginning to warm.


	As he waited his bladder started sending him the full-tank signal. All the coffee that had gone in wanted out, so he risked a quick trip to an Indo-Pak coffee shop down the street. Since the restroom was for customers only, he ordered some curried naan and a Pepsi.


	Seated by the window, he had a narrow-angle view of the Lodge. He could have stayed but he needed to be out on the street if and when Thompson reappeared. So he made a quick trip to the head, then scooped up his food and headed back outside, hoping he hadn’t missed Thompson’s departure.


	He was just polishing off the Pepsi when someone appeared on the steps of the club. He was disappointed to see it wasn’t Thompson, but the guy did look familiar. It took him a few seconds before his face clicked. He had bed head and a few days’ worth of facial stubble, but yeah: the missing janitor from the museum.


	And he was coming this way.


	Jack ducked back in the alley and rearranged a couple of the garbage cans, disturbing a trio of rats in the process. They squealed and fled toward the far end. Then he yanked a small wad of bills from his pocket. He dropped a couple of singles near the mouth of the alley, a fin a few feet in, and another even farther in.


	Then he pulled out his Spyderco, flicked open the four-inch combination blade, and crouched behind the garbage cans to wait. If the mark was preoccupied or looking somewhere else, he’d miss the bait. Jack was betting a recently out-of-work janitor wouldn’t.


	He didn’t. Jack heard footsteps stop at the mouth of the alley, then move closer. He hid the knife and let his head fall forward on his knees.


	The footsteps stopped in front of him. He felt a poke and heard a voice say, “Hey, buddy. You all right?” Another poke. “Hey.” 


	Jack remained immobile until he felt a hand worm its way into his jacket pocket. Then he moved, grabbing a handful of the guy’s lanky hair and yanking him down. The janitor landed on his knees, face inches from Jack’s, eyes bulging as the knife point pressed against his throat.


	“Hey, I was just checking if you was all right!” 


	“Shut up!” Jack kept his voice menacingly low. “You have something of mine.” 


	“No, I ain’t! I never seen you before in my life!” 


	Jack pressed the point deeper. “Shut up! You speak when I tell you to, otherwise you’ll never speak again. Got that?” 


	The guy nodded as best he could. He’d bought the threat and looked scared. Jack thought about this creep snatching the book�most likely from right under the unconscious professor�and taking off without letting anyone know the old guy was in trouble. He could almost see himself following through with the threat, slicing through his larynx and�


	He shook it off.


	“What’s your name? Speak.” 


	“M-Marty.” 


	“All right, M-Marty, listen up. There’s a book missing from the museum where you used to work. That book wasn’t the museum’s, it was mine, and I


	want it back. And since you stole it, I’ve come to you to get it.” Jack had been watching his pupils. They suddenly constricted. Yep. He was the one. “Now, I don’t want to hear any denials, like you telling me you don’t know what I’m talking about, because I know you do. The cops are looking for you and you probably thought it would be a bad thing if they found you. But something far worse has happened. I found you first. The cops don’t care about getting the book back. I do. Very much.” 


	Had he laid it on thick enough? Yeah, probably.


	“So, when I give you permission to speak, you’ll tell me where it is and then we’ll decide how you’re going to get it back to me. Got that?” 


	Another nod.


	“Good. Now speak.” 


	“Look, I swear I didn’t�ow!” 


	Jack gave him a little jab, just enough to break the skin.


	“Remember what I said about denials.” 


	“I know, I know. I was just saying that I didn’t know it belonged to anyone. I thought it was just the museum’s.” 


	Jack refrained from getting into the basic distinction between mine and not-mine, but it might prove too esoteric for Marty.


	“I saw it and I don’t know what came over me. I only boosted small stuff before. I knew there was gonna be trouble, but ” 


	“But you saw the Kicker Man and just had to have it, right?” 


	The eyes widened along with the pupils this time. “How’d you know?” 


	“Where’ve you got it stashed?” 


	He flinched. “I I gave it away.” 


	“I know�to Hank Thompson.” 


	The eyes widened further. “How do you know this shit?” 


	“Be surprised what I know.” 


	Easy to figure, what with Marty and Thompson in the same building.


	“Now�” 


	His phone started ringing. Who�?


	Probably Levy again.


	“You gonna get that?” Marty said.


	Jack shook his head. “Later. Now, as I was saying, the question is, are you or are you not going to return my book to me? Think carefully before you answer.” 


	“I’d love to, mister, I really would, but Hank ain’t gonna part with it. He loves that book.” 


	“You know where he keeps it?” 


	“Yeah. In his room, on the top floor.” 


	Thank you for that tidbit.


	“Well, steal it back. You stole from me, now steal from Thompson.” He hardened his voice. “You’re not going to tell me you won’t do that, are you?” 


	“No-no-no! I’ll do it! I’ll do it!” 


	“Great.” 


	Jack rose, pulling him to his feet. He put the knife away, straightened Marty’s clothes, then pushed him toward the sidewalk.


	“Get to it. I’ll be waiting.” 


	Marty looked as if he couldn’t believe his luck. He rubbed the back of his hand against his throat, glanced at the smear of blood on his skin, then back at Jack.


	“You’re letting me go?” 


	“Yeah. How else are you going to get me my book?” He shooed him away. “Move-move-move. I’ll be waiting.” 


	Marty moved.


	Jack peeked out the mouth of the alley and watched him dash back to the Lodge and up the steps. As soon as he disappeared inside, Jack stepped out onto the sidewalk and hurried the other way.


	Yeah, he’d be waiting, but he hadn’t said where.


				*
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	Back at the Indo-Pak shop he grabbed a window seat and watched the street while listening to a pair of forever-virgin college kids at a nearby table argue whether Spider-Man could beat Wolverine in a fight. He checked his phone, recognized Levy’s number, and called him back.


	“Where are you?” 


	“On Centre Street. Where are you?” 


	“I moved.” He glanced at the menu and gave Levy the address. “Meet me outside.” 


	He watched the Lodge. In less than a minute Thompson appeared leading half a dozen men�Marty among them�wielding two-by-fours and other improvised clubs. They charged down the sidewalk and into the alley. A few seconds later they reemerged and stood in a group, talking and looking up and down the street.


	Finally they all trooped back into their building. Thompson was the last to go in. He stood on the steps and scanned the street one more time.


	Upset, Mr. Thompson? Rattled?


	Hope so.


	Levy’s Infiniti showed up shortly after, pulling in by the fire hydrant in front of the coffee shop. Jack hurried out and jumped into the passenger seat.


	Levy looked at him. “Where do we go from here?” 


	“We stay put.” 


	“But the hydrant�” 


	“If there’s a fire, we’ll move. A meter maid comes by, we’ll move. Otherwise we stick. I’m watching for someone.” 


	“Who?” 


	Jack wondered if he should tell him. Hell, why not.


	“Hank Thompson.” 


	Levy’s eyebrows shot up above the frame of his glasses. “Isn’t that interesting. Just the man I want to talk to you about.” 


	Damn right it was interesting, but Jack wanted to talk about someone else.


	“First tell me how Bolton slipped past the NYPD? Didn’t they print him?” 


	Levy nodded. “Of course they did. But when they ran those prints they came up empty.” 


	“How is that possi�?” 


	“The agency had Bolton’s record removed from ViCAP and the Atlanta PD and anywhere else it might be.” 


	Jack whistled through his teeth. “You said they were connected, but man.” 


	“Yeah. That’s why you don’t want to get on their wrong side.” 


	Amen to that, brudda.


	He swallowed his disappointment�his perfect fix had flopped�and moved on.


	“What’ve you got on Hank Thompson?” 


	“I looked up his file last night. He’d been strongly positive for oDNA in our earlier tests. So I had the lab dig out his old blood samples we’ve kept frozen all these years and run them through our latest quantifying protocols.” 


	“And?” 


	Levy smiled. “Through the roof.” 


	“As high as Bolton?” 


	The smile broadened. He was starting to look like the Cheshire cat. Jack wondered whv.


	“His equal. They’re neck and neck. Plus Thompson has the trigger gene as well.” 


	“So we’ve got two live grenades out there�and they’ve been talking to each other. How’s that? Can they sniff each other out?” 


	“I couldn’t say. But I want you to look at something.” 


	He opened the laptop lying on the seat between them. Jack noticed it was plugged into the lighter socket. Levy hit a few keys and a picture popped up on the screen.


	“This is Hank Thompson when we discharged him from Creighton. Take a good look.” 


	Jack saw a guy in his twenties. His face was fuller, the hair shorter, but he still had that Jim Morrison look. Yeah, a young Hank Thompson.


	“Okay. What about it?” 


	He tapped a few more keys and another photo popped up beside the second.


	“Guess who this is?” 


	The similarities, especially the eyes, were obvious.


	“His brother?” 


	“That’s Jeremy Bolton at age twenty.” 


	“No way.” 


	But as Jack stared at the photos, he realized that changing the hair, adding a beard and fifteen-odd years to the new guy would make him look very much like the Jeremy Bolton Jack had spoken to yesterday.


	“They’re brothers?” 


	Levy, still with that grin, shrugged. “Well, you’re half right. They’ve got the same father.” 


	A jolt of shock thumped Jack’s chest. “That Jonah Stevens you told me about?” 


	Jack tore his gaze from the computer screen and checked out the Lodge. No activity.


	“The same. Born in different states eleven months apart.” 


	“Seems Jonah Stevens got around.” 


	Definite family resemblance. But they reminded him of someone else. Who?


	Levy said, “He stayed in contact with Bolton. Maybe he was in contact with Hank too, but I have no way of knowing.” 


	“Sounds like he was a traveling salesman or something.” 


	“Or something. We don’t know what he did, but he had no arrest record. According to Bolton his father would visit and bring him a present every birthday when he was young.” 


	“Did he tell him about his brother Hank?” 


	“Bolton never mentioned a brother. But he’d talk about his father’s�his ‘daddy’s’�special gift. It seems Jonah was blind in one eye and told Jeremy that his bad eye could see things the good eye couldn’t, things no one else could see. ‘He could see what’s coming.’” 


	“Didn’t you tell me he was crushed by an elevator?” 


	“Something like that.” 


	“That’s one thing he didn’t see coming.” 


	Levy frowned. “No, I guess he didn’t. But anyway, he told Jeremy he saw great things ahead for him, things that would come about because of the plan he had.” 


	“What kind of plan?” 


	“Bolton was always cagey about that. I’ve interviewed him many, many times over the years, and I’ve approached this plan�always with a capital P when Bolton has mentioned it in writing�from every possible angle but I’ve never been able to make him slip. It’s something he and his daddy cooked up. He didn’t know his father was dead; he thought he’d just stopped visiting. When I told him, he was more upset about the Plan than his father’s passing. ‘Who’s gonna finish the Plan?’ he kept saying.” 


	Jack remembered Bolton’s remark about changing the world and the “Key to the future.” Had he been talking about the Plan then?


	“Maybe that’s what he and his half brother have been discussing.” 


	“I’m sure of it.” 


	“Oh?” 


	“We had mics all around them whenever they’d meet, but they’d speak very low or whisper, and whatever we managed to pick up was cryptic. We did hear the Plan mentioned a number of times, however, and now in hindsight it seems a good guess that Jonah Stevens had discussed his Plan with his number-one son as well.” 


	Number-one son Jack shook off an audio flash of Warner Oland’s bad Chinese accent and said, “Which makes it pretty obvious that they know they’re related.” 


	“No question.” 


	“And I guess that clears up any questions about the source of Bolton’s mystery money. The new question is: How do we use all this to put him back behind bars?” 


	Levy looked at him. “That’s your department, I believe.” 


	“Yeah, I guess it is. Thought I’d got that done last night but ” 


	Jack stared at the photos of the two men, wondering how he could turn their blood ties to his advantage. And as he stared, their features seemed to shift and blur and merge until, with a cold shock of recognition, he realized who they reminded him of.


	Christy Pickering.


	“Holeeee shit!” 


	He hadn’t seen it in the adults, but those blue eyes plus the soft, hairless cheeks in the photos


	“What?” Levy said.


	“The woman who hired me and Gerhard she could be their sister.” 


	“Really? Are you sure?” 


	“Of course I’m not sure. But there’s a definite resemblance.” 


	Levy paled. “But if Jonah Stevens fathered this woman as well, then Bolton is dating his ” 


	“Yeah. His niece. Was that why he wanted to go to Rego Park? To be near his niece? That’s pretty damn�” 


	Levy held up a hand. “Aren’t we getting a little ahead of ourselves here? We don’t know that she’s really a blood relation�it’s an assumption based simply on a superficial resemblance from a couple of old photos. That’s hardly definitive.” 


	Jack had almost forgotten he was speaking with a scientist.


	“Point taken, but�” 


	“We need proof.” 


	Jack watched him. “Such as?” 


	“Some of her DNA. Do you know her well enough to get hold of a dozen or so strands of her hair?” 


	Jack had to smile. “You mean, well enough to snag some from her pillow or run my fingers through her lustrous locks? Hardly.” 


	“We need something. There must be a way.” 


	“Oh, there’s a way.” Jack already had a few ideas developing. “But why do you care? What’s this do for your agenda?” 


	“Nothing. But it has everything to do with genetics. This super oDNA carrier Jonah Stevens could have been spreading his seed across the south for decades before he died. Who knows how many children he fathered, and how many of those are time bombs waiting to explode into killing sprees?” 


	“And you’re worried about their potential victims, of course.” 


	Right.


	“I’m concerned, naturally, but I’m fascinated with the research possibilities. If I can identify his offspring, quantify their oDNA, and then assess their criminality or lack thereof�think about what that will do for my research, for our knowledge about the genetic basis of behavior.” 


	“Is that the only reason?” 


	Levy looked at him. “There might be another. You probably wouldn’t understand.” 


	“Try me.” 


	“Have you ever wanted to know something know it simply for the sake of knowing because it’s hidden out there somewhere and you feel compelled to uncover it simply because it’s hidden?” 


	“Too many times. Usually gets me in trouble.” 


	“Throughout history it’s caused many people big trouble.” 


	“And that doesn’t worry you?” 


	“Of course it worries me. But I need to know.” 


	Jack was beginning to like Aaron Levy. Not a lot, but for a man who did a lot of lying, he had a core of truth.


	“Okay, I’ll get you your samples.” 


	“Thank you. I�” 


	Jack raised a hand as he glanced again at the front of the Kicker club and saw the door open. “Wait.” 


	“What?” 


	Hank Thompson stepped out and trotted down the steps. He had a backpack slung over his left shoulder.


	What’s in there, Hanky boy? A big old book, maybe? Taking it to someplace safer than the Lower East Side?


	“Get ready to roll.” 


	“Roll where?” 


	“Wherever I tell you.” 


	Thompson turned away from them, quick walking up to Allen Street where he began waving for a cab.


	“Recognize him?” Jack said.


	Levy squinted. “Hank Thompson?” 


	“Yep. And we’re going to follow him.” 


	Levy shook his head. “I don’t know ” 


	“This is one of those just-gotta-know things. And besides, he may be key to getting Bolton off the streets. Pull out and start rolling toward him. When he catches a cab, follow.” 


	After a few seconds’ hesitation, Levy complied, easing the car forward and heading for the corner. By time they reached it, Thompson still hadn’t caught a cab. Levy slowed to a crawl. The light was green and a car behind them honked.


	“What now?” 


	Jack hunched low in the seat. “Make the turn and pull over upstream. Soon as he’s moving, we follow.” 


				*
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	After a slow, frustrating trip uptown, mostly on First Avenue, Thompson’s cab made a left on 39th Street and headed west.


	Back to his publisher?


	Could have a meeting, could be going out to lunch. That meant another lengthy wait. Jack wished he knew whether or not he had the book on him. If not, this was all a waste of time.


	The cab pulled to the right and stopped, not before the Vector Publications building but a branch of the Bank of New York. Three words immediately tumbled through Jack’s brain.


	Safety deposit box.


	Maybe Thompson had one, maybe he was about to rent one, but whatever the case, Jack couldn’t let him stash the Compendium in a bank. He’d never see it again.


	“Quick! Pull up behind him. Close as you can.” 


	As Thompson paid the cabby, Levy eased to a stop and Jack crawled into the backseat. He lowered the rear passenger-side window and stuck his head out. Thompson was stepping out of the cab, swinging his backpack over his shoulder as Jack called.


	“Mister Thompson! Hank!” Jack waved as Thompson turned. “Hey, buddy! Remember me?” 


	Thompson’s curious expression morphed into a glare. “I remember you, you phony bastard!” 


	Must have done some checking up. Jack pretended not to hear.


	“I’m so glad I ran into you. I have a couple of follow-up questions I’d like to�” 


	“You lying fuck!” Thompson was striding toward the car. Now that Jack knew they were brothers, he could see Bolton in his eyes. “What are you after?” 


	“Nothing. I�” 


	Closer.


	“I mean, what’s your game, man?” 


	“I just need to ask,” Jack said, then let his volume fall. “Do you hang it to the left or right?” 


	Closer.


	“What?” 


	“You deaf or something? Left or right? Does yours hang left or right?” 


	Jack eased back as Thompson pushed his face right up to the window opening, a definite Texas Tower look growing in his eyes.


	“I want you out of my sight, scumbag! I ever see you again I’m gonna�” 


	Jack hit the window up button as he grabbed a fistful of his curly Morrison locks and yanked his head inside. Thompson tried to pull back but the rising edge of the window caught him under the chin, trapping him without quite choking him.


	Thompson went wild. Red-faced with bulging eyes, he filled the car with incoherent screamed curses as he thrashed about like a trapped animal, twisting, kicking, straining, pounding his fists against the window and door and roof.


	Jack slid toward the opposite side of the seat. He saw Levy’s white face and wide eyes staring at him over the backrest.


	“Dear God! What are you doing?” 


	“Only be a minute.” 


	Jack slipped out the door on the driver side and stepped around the rear of the car. Few people were looking, and only long enough to nudge and point and grin. This was New York, after all.


	Still, Jack hated this. He preferred subtle, preferred to operate shielded, from a distance, invisible. This was crude and it exposed him, but he couldn’t stand by and watch the book sealed away in a bank vault. Sometimes you had to go with the most direct method.


	Thompson made quite a sight with his head buried in the car and his limbs flailing and kicking in a pattern somewhere between the Charleston and an epileptic fit. His screams of rage were muffled out here but still audible. He’d dropped the backpack. Keeping an eye on the thrashing arms and feet, Jack picked it up and unzipped the rear compartment.


	There she lay in all her metallic glory: the Compendium of Srem.


	He pulled it free, dropped the backpack, and returned to the other side of the car. As Jack slipped back into the rear seat, Thompson saw the book and lost it.


	“That’s mine! That’s-mine-that’s-mine-that’s-MINE!” 


	“Wrong,” Jack said in a low voice. “Never yours.” 


	Thompson squeezed his eyes shut and gave out a long, inarticulate roar.


	Levy looked ready to jump out of his skin. He shouted over Thompson’s screech. “What do we do now?” 


	Jack wasn’t sure. He’d gone with his gut instead of his head. Never a good thing.


	Well, at least he had the book. Now he had to come up with an exit strategy, a way to leave Hank Thompson in the dust. Sure as hell couldn’t sit here much longer with a guy hanging out the window.


	He checked out the street ahead. The cab was long gone, leaving the space ahead of them clear. The light was green but the pedestrian sign was flashing orange.


	“Start moving easy,” he shouted back.


	Levy gave him a panicked look over his shoulder. “But he’s still�” 


	“Just do it. And be ready to floor it and make a left onto Fifth when I tell you.” 


	As Levy put the car in gear and let it edge forward, Thompson stopped his screeching.


	“Hey!” He had to start walking to keep up with the car. “What’re you doing?” 


	“Going for a ride.” He tapped Levy’s backrest with his left hand while his right found the window button. “A little faster.” 


	“No!” Thompson cried as fear started crowding the rage from his face. “No, don’t! You can’t!” 


	The Infiniti reached the corner just as the light turned orange. Jack lowered the window and gave Thompson’s head a shove.


	“Hit it! Go!” 


	Levy glanced back. When he saw that Thompson was free, he did indeed hit it. The Infiniti screeched onto Fifth Avenue.


	“Dear God, that was awful! Who do you think you are? You can’t go around doing that to people.” 


	Jack didn’t answer. He glanced back through the rear window and saw Thompson sprawled on the pavement.


	“He’s probably memorized my plates by now. He’ll be calling the police and before you know it�” 


	Thompson didn’t stay down long. In a heartbeat he was up and racing after them.


	“He won’t be calling the cops.” 


	“Why not? You assaulted and robbed him.” 


	“He’s not about to report the loss of something he stole.” 


	“Stole? From whom?” 


	“Me.” 


	Ahead, the light at 38th Street turned green but ears were backed up. waiting to move. Levy slowed to a crawl.


	Jack said, “If you check behind us you’ll see an angry man coming our way.” 


	“What?” Levy straightened in his seat and looked in the rearview mirror. “Oh, no.” 


	“If you want to avoid another scene and perhaps some vehicular damage, I suggest you get moving.” 


	The cars ahead began to move, but slowly.


	Another backward glance showed Thompson gaining, and quickly. Murder in his eyes, veins standing out on his neck his face was scarlet, his mouth working�looked like he was screaming a lot of words beginning with the letter F�and was that foam flecking his lips?


	“In your professional opinion, doc, would you say that we’ve yanked his trigger gene and his oDNA is in the driver seat?” 


	“Dear God!” Levy wailed.


	Finally the traffic got rolling. A lane opened ahead and Levy darted into it, leaving Thompson in the dust, but still running, still screaming, still waving his arms as honking cars swerved around him.


	“Guy could do with a little anger management.” 


	Levy was panting as if he’d been running. “Now you know what happens when you push an oDNA-loaded man like Thompson over the edge.” 


	Had to admit it had been an awe-inspiring exhibition of rage. Jack had had his share of rages over the years, but they tended toward the cold type�subzero cold.


	Levy glanced over his shoulder. “You put us through all that for a book? Why?” 


	“Well, number one: He had it and it’s mine. And number two: It’s mine and he had it.” 


	Jack resisted the urge to open the Compendium and leaf through it to the Kicker Man page. This was not the time or place.


	“Where can I drop you off?” Levy said. “I’ve got to get back home.” 


	“Not yet. I’m going to work on getting you those samples from my customer.” 


	“Customer? You mean client?” 


	Something about having “clients” had always bothered Jack, but he was playing the private investigator now.


	“Right. Client. If I can work a meet with her I can probably get you those samples. I want you around so I can give them to you. No sense in you driving all the way back in from Rathburg again when you’re already here.” 


	“Do you want me to meet her with you?” 


	“Hell, no. You don’t see her, talk to her, come within a mile of her.” 


	“Then what am I supposed to do while you’re meeting her?” Was he kidding?


	“This is New York City, doc. You can’t kill a few hours here, you’re already dead and don’t know it.” 


				*
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	“I usually drink only Diet Pepsi,” Christy said as Julio set a bar-draft tumbler, half filled with reddish liquid, before her. “But today I’m making an exception.” 


	They sat at Jack’s usual table, everything pretty much the same as the last time they’d met here. Except she didn’t seem as prissy.


	Jack nodded. “I can understand that.” 


	She frowned at the tumbler. “Not the typical presentation for a cosmopolitan.” 


	“Ain’t got no martini glasses,” Julio said and walked away.


	“Not the friendliest person, is he.” 


	“He’s okay.” 


	She sipped and made a face. “Ugh! Awful. And the glass is dirty.” 


	“Just smudged. This place doesn’t get much call for cosmos. He probably had to go online to find out how to make one.” Jack took a swig of his Yuengling draft. “Pours a mean glass of beer, though.” 


	Christy took another sip, shuddered, then pushed it aside. She gave Jack a hard look.


	“So, am I to understand that you don’t know anything more?” 


	Jack knew some and suspected a hell of a lot, but couldn’t tell her anything until he was sure. He eyed her blond hair. If he could snag a few strands of that, he’d be on his way to certainty.


	“As I told you, I have someone under surveillance.” 


	He’d used that�and a supposed need for more expense money�as an excuse to have Christy come to him instead of him going to her, saying he didn’t want to stray too far.


	“But I thought the idea was to have Bethlehem under surveillance.” 


	“So one would think. But if I can link this guy to Bethlehem, I might be able to get your boy in enough trouble to take him out of the picture for a while.” 


	Christy leaned forward. “This man you’re watching�what is he? A drug dealer?” 


	“I don’t want to say yet.” 


	“Look, I’ve been paying you. I have a right to�” She paused, frowned. “Oh, I see. Because I blabbed to Dawn you think I’ve got a big mouth. Is that it?” 


	“In a word, yes.” 


	“I suppose I deserved that.” She grabbed the cosmo and pulled it back toward her. “I don’t care how bad this swill is.” 


	She took a deep sip and only winced a little this time.


	Jack said, “But it’s been costly. Paying for information has run up my expenses.” 


	She gave him another long, hard look. “You wouldn’t be running a scam on me, would you, Mister Robertson?” 


	Jack returned her stare. “We need mutual trust here, Christy. I can’t do my best work if I think I’m being second-guessed at every turn.” 


	“Okay, okay.” She reached into her shoulder bag. “I don’t mind paying if I’m getting results.” 


	She pulled out an envelope and slid it across the table.


	“Cash, as requested.” 


	Jack nudged it aside with a knuckle. “Great.” 


	He noted with satisfaction that she’d sealed it�by licking it, he hoped. Levy had said he could isolate DNA from her saliva.


	But what if she’d used water to wet the glue? For insurance, Jack had worked out a backup plan with Julio.


	He finished his beer and waved the empty mug. Julio saw him and nodded. Jack pointed to Christy’s half-empty tumbler.


	“Want another?” 


	She shook her head. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” 


	When Julio arrived with a fresh draft he bumped against the back of Christy’s chair and spilled a couple drops of beer on her hair.


	“Ay, caramba!” 


	Ay, caramba?


	“I don’t believe this!” Christy said.


	Julio set down the beer and pulled a dishrag from his back pocket.


	“I’m real sorry, lady. Today just ain’t been a good day.” 


	Jack watched as he began wiping the back of her head with the cloth.


	“Ow!” She pushed his hand away. “Fin fine. I’d rather have beer in my hair than that cloth on it.” 


	“Okay, okay.” Julio glanced at the cloth, then grinned at Jack over her shoulder and winked. “Sorry.” 


	Christy grabbed her bag and began to rise.


	“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” she said to Jack, “and I think you know what I mean.” 


	“Wait,” he said, gently grabbing her wrist. “We need to talk a little more.” 


	She gave him an uncertain look as she resettled herself.


	“About what?” 


	“Your family, for one.” 


	“What’s my family got to do with this?” 


	“Maybe nothing.” Jack thought of the resemblance between her and Thompson and Bolton: maybe everything. “But I’m working every angle and I’ve got to look into the possibility that there’s something personal behind this.” 


	She swallowed. “Personal? What could there possibly�?” 


	“I don’t know. Have you ever seen Bethlehem anywhere before? Take away the beard, take off years did you ever know him?” 


	She didn’t hesitate. “No.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	“Look, first off, it’s not much of a beard, and second, ever see someone you know dressed up as Santa? Ever have a doubt as to who they were? If you know someone, a beard doesn’t hide much close up. And I’ve been close up to Jerry Bethlehem. I’ve been in his face. I can tell you that if I ever knew him, it sure wasn’t well.” 


	That pretty well shot down one long-shot theory: That if they weren’t related, maybe she’d known Bolton as a kid or teen and he was getting even with her for something.


	“Okay, then. What about your husband?” 


	She stiffened. “I’ve never been married.” 


	“All right�Dawn’s father then?” 


	“He’s never been a part of her life and he never will.” 


	Something in her eyes, her tone evasive?


	“Why not?” 


	“Because he doesn’t even know she exists.” 


	“How can you be so sure?” 


	“Well, you can’t be a hundred percent sure of anything, but I’m ninety-nine percent sure.” 


	Jack pulled out the copy of Kick he’d retrieved from his apartment while waiting for her to make it in from Forest Hills. He showed her the jacket photo of Hank Thompson.


	“Ever seen him before?” 


	She shook her head. “No. Why?” 


	Damn. Another long-shot theory down in flames. He’d hoped Thompson was connected to Christy and was pulling Bolton’s strings to get even with her for something�like maybe running off with his daughter. Guess not.


	“He might be connected to Bethlehem�another trail I’m pursuing.” He leaned forward. “One last subject: your folks. Where are they now?” 


	“My mother died about five years ago, and I never knew my father.” 


	Damn. He’d hoped she’d make this easy and come out and say his name was Jonah Stevens.


	“What was your mother like?” 


	Another shrug. “I guess some would call her a free spirit, some just plain weird. Sort of a hippy. She belonged to the original Dormentalist commune before�” 


	“Whoa! Dormentalist? When?” 


	“Not sure. She quit when, as she put it, ‘they went all corporate.’” 


	The Otherness again. The Dormentalist Church Otherness connected like oDNA?


	“Did she keep in contact with any Dormentalists?” 


	Christy shook her head. “Not that I know of.” 


	Now for the all-important question.


	“You say you never knew your father, but did your mother ever mention his name?” 


	“Where’s all this going? The only member of my family I want you interested in is Dawn.” 


	“I’m looking for connections. Now, about your father?” 


	“Can’t tell you much. Whenever I asked my mother what he was like she’d call him her ‘pirate man.’” 


	“He had a criminal record?” 


	“No, because he wore an eye patch.” 


	Jack felt a tingle of anticipation. Jonah Stevens had had a blind eye that he’d told young Jeremy Bolton could see the future.


	“Did she ever say anything else about him?” 


	She shrugged. “Whenever I’d ask why he wasn’t around she’d tell me he’d been swallowed by a whale.” She gave him a crooked smile. “Told you she was weird.” 


	Jack leaned back. Not weird at all if she was referring to someone named Jonah.


	That pretty much clinched it: Jonah Stevens had fathered Christy as well. What was he? Some sort of walking sperm bank?


	She glanced at her watch and rose.


	“I’ve got to go. The last thing in the world I feel like doing is rehearsing a musical, but a lot of people are depending on me. Call me tomorrow to let me know how this surveillance turned out. I need results, and soon.” 


	“Talk to you then.” 


	When she was gone, he looked up at Julio. “Ay caramba!


	The little man shrugged as he slid into Christy’s seat. “What was I gonna say to the blanquita? ‘Fuck’? I figure she watch Simpsons.” 


	“You look more like Poncho than Bart.” 


	“Poncho who?” 


	“Don’t recall his last name. Cisco’s pal. It was his expression.” 


	“Cisco Kid? Like the song?” 


	“Yeah, but�never mind.” 


	The TV show had been popular before either of them had taken a breath. Jack had caught some reruns on a cable channel. Leo Carillo used to say it all the time. Heard it from Ricky Ricardo a couple of times too.


	Julio opened the towel and showed Jack the strands of hair trapped in the folds.


	“This what you wanted, meng?” 


	Jack didn’t want to tell Julio his efforts had been for nothing. That they’d only confirm what he already knew.


	“Exactly. Nice job. Now, if you can get me a baggy and a pair of latex gloves, I’ll be on my way.” 


	Julio frowned. “Latex gloves I don’t know, meng.” 


	“You’ve got to have them. Doesn’t the health code say you need to wear them when you handle food?” 


	“We microwave. You know that. But I think we gotta box aroun’ somewhere. We put it out for the health inspector.” 


	He went into the back and returned a few minutes later with the baggy and a couple gloves. As Jack pulled them on, Julio sat and picked up the remains of the cosmo.


	“She don’ like my drink?” 


	Jack used his knife to slit the envelope.


	“She loved it. She had appointments and had to go.” 


	Julio took a sip. “Hey, not bad. Maybe I make these regular.” 


	Jack removed the cash, then slipped the envelope into the baggy. The strands of Christy’s hair followed.


	“You can serve them by the pitcher.” 


	“Yeah. But no martini glasses.” 


	Jack tried to picture Julio’s regulars with their pinkies raised as they sipped cosmos from long-stemmed glasses.


	Oh, the humanity.


	He sealed the baggy and stuck it in his jacket pocket.


	“You being real careful, huh.” 


	Jack nodded as he removed the gloves. “Any prints on that envelope are going to be run through the feds. I don’t think I’m in any of their computers and I want to keep it that way.” 


	He pulled out his phone to call Levy.


				*
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	Levy picked Jack up on the corner of 72nd near the entrance to the Dakota.


	“Isn’t this where John Lennon was shot?” he said as Jack got in.


	“Yeah. And where Rosemary had her baby, though they didn’t identify it by name.” 


	“Creepy-looking place.” 


	Not creepy. Gothic. Jack would have loved to live in the Dakota. But even if he could afford it, the vetting process for all prospective tenants would keep him out. He’d never pass.


	He pointed to his jacket pocket. “Everything you need is in here. Go on. Take it out.” 


	Levy gingerly reached over and removed the baggy. He held it up to the light and smiled.


	“Hair. Oh, perfect.” 


	“It’ll show that she’s got the same father as Bolton and Thompson.” 


	“She told you?” 


	“She doesn’t know her father’s name, but she told me enough to make book on it. But she’s not telling me everything. She’s holding something back. It may have nothing to do with anything else we’re interested in, or it may. Maybe her fingerprints will tell.” 


	Levy studied the baggy again.


	“She handled the envelope?” 


	Jack nodded. “It’ll carry her prints�and only hers. So don’t waste your time looking for mine.” 


	Levy gave him a sidelong glance as he stuffed the baggy inside his coat.


	“You don’t trust me, do you.” 


	Jack smiled. “When did that occur to you? When I wiped down all the door handles and window buttons before I got out?” 


	“We should have at least a modicum of trust between us, don’t you think?” 


	Sounded like what he’d said to Christy.


	“At the moment, doc, we happen to have parallel agendas. That allows us to cooperate. But as soon as we come to cross purposes�and we might�you’ll hang me out to dry. And you can count on me doing the same unto you before you can do unto me.” 


	“Mutual mistrust hardly an ideal working relationship.” 


	“Works for me.” 


	Jack pulled a paper towel from his pocket as he opened the car door. He wiped off the inner handle, then gave Levy a little wave.


	“Call me with the results.” 


	Before Levy rolled away, Jack wiped off the outer handle.


	Mutual distrust nothing wrong with that.


	As he watched Levy turn uptown on Central Park West, he wondered how on Earth he was going to break the news to Christy that the man she knew as Jerry Bethlehem was her half brother.


	The question was�did he know he was dating his niece? Had to. Couldn’t be a coincidence. So the next question was Why?


	Looked like he was going to have to pay a visit to Casa Bethlehem after all.


				*
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	Whap!


	Hank pictured again the face of that phony fuck John Tyleski on the leather of the heavy bag, and bashed it with a left and a right. The impacts rattled his arms all the way up to his shoulders. Then he pounded it again. And again. Good thing he was wearing gloves, otherwise his fists would be raw meat by now.


	Earlier he’d attracted a lot of attention chasing after Tyleski or whoever he was�unwanted attention. Some plainclothes cop�a detective named Augustino or something like that�had pulled him off the street and iD’d him, asking him all sorts of pointed questions about his state of mind. Probably thought he was mentally disturbed.


	Whap!


	Yeah, well, he’d been pretty goddamned disturbed at the time. Still was. And worst of all, he hadn’t been able to tell the cop the real reason why. Couldn’t report the theft of a book he didn’t own, so he’d had to make up some bullshit story about a package being stolen and then describe the wrong kind of car. Promised he’d come over to Midtown North and fill out a report. Fat fucking chance of that.


	Whap!


	Took everything he had to keep from tearing into the cop and the gawkers who’d gathered around. Couldn’t risk letting go. Any bad publicity from him would attach to the book and the whole Kicker movement. So he’d walked away as cool as could be.


	Whap!


	But that had been on the outside. Inside he’d been boiling, building a pressure that had nowhere to go.


	Whap!


	He’d needed a drink but knew if he went to a bar he’d only pick a fight with someone. So he’d joined this health club and got on the heavy bag. Didn’t know shit about boxing but it just felt good to hit something.


	Whap!


	Hit the bag, don’t hit people. Right. Except for John Tyleski. If Hank ever saw him again he didn’t care where or when it was, he was gonna open a big can of whup-ass on the bastard. Wouldn’t know what hit him.


	Whap!


	The book�the damn book had been put in his hands for a reason. It had come to him because of the Kicker Man. So weird to see that same figure inside. He thought he’d dreamed it up on his own, but there it was. He hadn’t understood what the book had said about it. But that wasn’t why the book was important.


	It had answers�answers to questions he hadn’t even thought of yet. He’d had only a short, short time with it but he sensed�no, somehow he knew�it contained knowledge important to the future, to his and Jeremy’s, but most of all to the Plan.


	If only he’d taken the time to go through it. But he’d been so busy, and he’d thought he’d have all the time in the world for it after this damn book tour was done.


	And he needed that knowledge now more than ever. Because Jeremy had called this morning, so excited he could hardly speak because he thought Dawn was pregnant. All part of the Plan as their daddy had described it.


	Whap!


	But he hadn’t described it enough. Not nearly enough. He’d got only so far and then he stopped coming around. Hank had looked for him and never found him. Dead and gone. Had to be. But had he left anything behind that would tell the rest of the story? Hank had found no trace.


	Then the book had fallen into his hands and he’d known someone�Daddy, maybe?�was watching over him.


	Now the book was gone.


	Whap!


	But he was gonna get it back. Oh, yes. One way or another he was gonna get it back.


				*
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	Jack pulled to a double-parked stop outside the Tower Diner, wondering how he was going to check out Bolton’s presence or absence.


	He’d already been to Work. Not that he’d expected him there after last night’s performance, but you never knew. He’d walked in, looked around, walked out. No Bolton.


	He couldn’t help but smile when he looked at one of the front windows of the diner and saw the man himself, sitting and sipping water.


	Thank you, Jeremy Bolton.


	Jack gunned the car and headed for Bolton’s home. Christy’s directions led him on a winding course but eventually he arrived in a brand-new upscale development of attached three-story townhouses in Rego Park. He cruised around, getting the lay of the land, and not liking the well-lit streets.


	Bolton’s house was number 119. It sat third from the end and Jack noticed that his row backed up to some woods.


	That had potential.


	He exited the development and explored some more. The woods weren’t really woods. They proved to be little more than a hundred-foot-deep strip of wild oaks, elms, and underbrush that formed a buffer between the townhouses and a Woodhaven Boulevard strip mall on the far side.


	Potential had become possibility.


	He parked in front of a dojo and wandered over to the Italian restaurant/pizza joint that occupied the end unit. He pretended to read the posted menu while he scanned the vicinity. Assured that no one was about, he slipped around the side to the rear. No one there either, so he hopped the low retaining wall and made his way toward the townhouses.


				*

	


	
10


	Jeremy repressed a gag as he looked down at the plate before him. On a normal night he’d have his face all but buried in the pair of gravy-slathered country-fried steaks. They didn’t serve anything like this in Creighton and he’d been sort of bingeing since he got out.


	But tonight


	He swallowed hard against a wave of nausea. He’d been feeling a tad queasy all afternoon. It had started a little while after his lunch of extra spicy Buffalo wings at Work. The day shift there had heard about the fight and how one of the bouncers was pissed at him, but they didn’t seem to care much. Could that be it? The wings? Or just some virus?


	Who cared? All he knew was he was feeling crummy. It hadn’t been too bad before, but the smell of the chicken-fried steaks seemed to crank up the nausea about ten notches.


	He signaled to Dawn who came right over.


	“Everything okay? You don’t look so hot.” 


	“I don’t feel so hot, darlin. In fact, I’m feeling right poorly.” 


	Dawn had started feeling better later this morning, but he’d been going downhill for a couple of hours now.


	She frowned. “It’s not the food, is it?” 


	“Naw. It kinda started before I came in.” He pushed the plate away. “Why don’t you give that to one of the Mexicans in the kitchen and bring me the check.” 


	“You don’t need to pay. I can say it was the food made you sick.” 


	He smiled up at her. “Well, first off, I ain’t touched it.” You had to pay attention to details if you were going to lie. “And second, that ain’t exactly honest now, is it.” 


	“No, I guess not.” 


	“Right. So you write me up the check and I’ll call it an early night.” 


	“Now I feel bad that I’m still working. If I’d just walked off I could take care of you.” 


	“I don’t need takin care of, darlin. When I get sick I’m like a dog�I just crawl under the porch or curl up in a dark corner till I get well. Now bring me that check. I need to be home.” 


	Dawn made a face as she took the platter and headed back toward the kitchen.


	Jeremy felt his gut cramp as it gurgled. Oh, no. Was he gonna have trouble on that end too?


	He was gonna have to make pretty quick tracks back to his place.


				*
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	Breaking in had been easy. Almost too easy. The place was wired with an alarm system, but Bolton hadn’t activated it. Not only that, he’d left some windows open. Granted, they were on the top floor, but climbing atop a chair placed on the table on the deck outside the kitchen had put one of them within reach.


	The only rough spot had come when Jack popped the screen and began to crawl in. The chair had toppled off the table as he’d levered himself up, creating a monster racket. He’d waited inside the window to see if any of the neighbors reacted. None had.


	He couldn’t go out the way he’d come in, but no biggie. He’d let himself out through a door. He replaced the screen and went to work.


	With three floors to check, and a limited time to search, he had to make every minute count. The ground-floor garage was probably not the place to store anything personal; same for the kitchen and family room on the middle floor. Best to start with the three bedrooms up here.


	The biggest bedroom was the only one with a bed�an unmade king�and so that was where he started. Holding a penlight in his mouth, he checked all the drawers, then pulled out the bottom drawers and checked in the space beneath. Next came the two closets�the one on the left held male clothing, the one on the right, male and female. He checked them high and low, going so far as to pat down the men’s clothing.


	So far, no good.


	He moved to the other rooms. One was dedicated to video games. The furnishings consisted of a lounge chair, an LCD TV on a stand, a Wii, an Xbox, a PlayStation, and a GameCube, plus stacks of video games. The one closet was empty.


	The bathroom was a mélange of male and female toiletries.


	The third bedroom at the front of the house looked like a storage locker. Bolton hadn’t bothered to throw away any of his appliance boxes. Why not? Saving them for a move someplace else? Levy might find that interesting.


	Using quick flicks of his penlight, Jack checked through the boxes. Most were empty, and the ones that weren’t contained nothing but stray wires and Styrofoam packing. He moved to the closet and found it empty except for a backpack and a cheap tin lockbox stowed in the far right corner of the shelf. The backpack was empty so he moved to the box. The tip of the blade on his Spyderco made short work of the crude lock. He popped the top and looked inside. There he found an old composition notebook with the traditional black-and-white marbled cover and nothing else.


	
The first entry was about ten years old. He flipped to the last and found it dated just yesterday.


	Just a single line: The bird is in the hand.


	Something ominous about the vaguely smug satisfaction implicit in that simple sentence. Yesterday was when Dawn had moved in. Was she the “bird” in question?


	Jack needed to read this. He’d have loved to take it home to pore over, but Bolton would know he’d been invaded when he found it missing. Or worse, he’d blame Dawn, and might get violent. Had to read it here.


	He shut himself in the closet to hide his light from the street and began paging backward. Most of the more recent entries concerned his relationship with Dawn�pursuing her and winning her�but then they got strange. He came upon an entry where Bolton told of his plan to become a regular at the Tower Diner with the express purpose of meeting her.


	How had he known?


	Jack had an uneasy feeling as he paged back through his entries about the clinical trial and creating his new identity. Then Jack came to a page that stopped him cold. Nothing but the word “Dawn” written a hundred or more times, filling the page from edge to edge, top to bottom. It wasn’t dated, but the neighboring entry was six months ago.


	Jack stared at the page. Was that why he’d relocated in Rego Park? Just to hook up with Dawn Pickering?


	It didn’t make sense. How could he have known about her?


	Jack found the answer on the preceding page:


	Hank found her? Hank Thompson?


	Had he hunted her up as a favor to his brother, or was he interested in her too?


	Jack shook his head to clear it. This was like peeling the proverbial onion. Every time�


	He froze at the sound of a door slam. He pushed open the closet door and heard pounding footsteps on the foyer stairs. They sounded too heavy for Dawn. Could only be Bolton.


	Shit! Now what?


	Jack slipped the notebook back into the lockbox and returned it to its place on the shelf, then stepped out to the window. The Miata in the driveway hadn’t been there when he’d driven past before.


	He sidled to the hallway door. From somewhere below came the sound of retching followed by the splatter of liquid hitting liquid.


	Whoever had rushed in was making Jackson Pollock art in the main-floor toilet. Jack needed a way out. Couldn’t use the route he’d entered, so he’d have to improvise. Maybe the vomiting would provide cover enough to slip past and let himself out onto the deck.


	Moving in time to the retching and groaning, and pausing between, he reached the main floor. To his left the steps down to the front door beckoned. Immediately to his right lay a closet door, then a long console table, then the bathroom. Beyond that, the family room/kitchen area and the sliding doors to the deck.


	Trouble was, the bathroom door was open. He didn’t think it possible to vomit with your eyes open, so if he timed it just right, he might be able to flash past in mid-retch without being seen.


	He was inching toward the door, waiting to make his move, when he heard the toilet flush. Bad news. He yanked open the closet door, ducked inside, and closed it after him�but left an inch-wide gap. Peering through it he saw Bolton lurch out of the bathroom and stagger away toward the family room. Now, if he’d only veer off to the kitchen for some water


	But no, he plopped himself in a chair in direct line of sight through the foyer. No way Jack could slip out unseen.


	He weighed his options. He could wait and hope Bolton fell asleep. Or until Dawn came back and they went up to bed�and hope that no one opened the closet door along the way.


	Another solution slithered to the fore.


	He reached back and touched the grip of his Glock. He could step out of the closet, walk over to him, and tap a couple of nines into his brain.


	Why not? Be doing the world a favor. The guy was a loaded gun ready to go off.


	But Jack wasn’t into doing the world favors.


	Certainly would solve Christy’s problem, though.


	Of course, she’d be the prime suspect. If she didn’t have an alibi�if she was home from rehearsal, sitting alone, waiting for her Dawnie to call�she’d be in big trouble.


	Even though she’d eventually be cleared, he couldn’t put her through that.


	And after she was no longer a suspect, the agency behind Creighton might come looking for him. He hadn’t been careful here. It had started out as a simple B and E with no one to be the wiser. A murder scene was a whole different animal. Who knew what kind of trace evidence he’d left?


	He removed his hand from the Glock and rubbed his face. He used to have patience for this kind of waiting. Lately, though, his patience had gone south. He wanted out of here. And soon.


	Had to be a way.


	Jack tried a long-distance Vulcan mind meld to make Bolton move his ass toward the kitchen, but it didn’t work.


	He glanced down at the console table just outside the closet door, bare except for Bolton’s keys. Must have tossed them on his way to the bathroom. No help there. Jack wanted out, not in.


	Then he spotted the red button on the car remote. The panic button. Might be worth a try.


	He dropped to one knee. Then, moving as slowly as possible, he widened the door gap a centimeter at a time until he could slip his hand through. Stay-ing low, he stretched to the table, then to the keys. He pulled them a tad closer. When the remote was in reach, he pressed the panic button.


	Outside, Bolton’s car alarm started honking and wailing.


	He ducked back as Bolton pushed himself out of his seat and stagger-stumbled into the foyer.


	“Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch! I’ll kill the motherfucker!” 


	Down the stairs, out the front door, and into the night.


	Jack got moving as soon as Bolton was out of sight. Staying in a crouch he ran to the sliding glass door, let himself out onto the deck, and closed it behind him. He righted the fallen chair, slid the table back to where it belonged, then jumped to the ground.


	A minute later he was on the far side of the fence and cutting through the woods toward his car.


	But the question pursued him: What was so special about Dawn Pickering? Bolton’s “Daddy,” Jonah Stevens, the wellspring of his son’s abnormal DNA, had promised his son something.


	What?


				*
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	There. Found it.


	Jack sat alone in his apartment’s front room, hunched over the Compendium of Srem at the round oak table with the paw feet. The glow from the hanging lamp lit the table and nothing else. The rest of the apartment lay dark around him.


	He’d rather be doing this over at Gia’s.


	He pulled his copy of Kick over and compared its cover image to the one in the book.


	Identical. He could have superimposed one on the other. But below the one in the book were printed five words: The Sign of the Q’qr.


	It looked unpronounceable. Que-quer? Was that how you’d say it?


	Everything else read as English. Why not that? Unless it was a word that had no translation. Like a name.


	The verse below that was even more frustrating:


	And then the Seven became One


	But the One could not hold


	And all with him were vanquished.


	Yet though the Q’qr was cast down it endured


	The Q’qr died yet lived on


	The Q’qr is gone yet remains


	Absent from sight


	But present in deed


	Present in spirit


	Present in body.


	What the hell did that mean? The lines might have rhymed or had some cadence in their original tongue, but now they were simply a clunky progression of contradictory statements about what? A stick figure?


	The author was obviously telling a story, but seemed to assume that the reader knew the details. Jack figured it was like showing a drawing of an egg sitting on a wall and reciting “Humpty Dumpty” below it. If you weren’t familiar with the nursery rhyme and didn’t know Humpty wasn’t real, you’d be left scratching your head. Just as Jack was scratching his.


	The bigger question that remained was where Thompson had come up with the figure. He’d said in a dream. If that was true, where had his dream come from?


	Shaking his head, Jack copied down the lines and bookmarked the page. Then he began to leaf through the rest of the Compendium, looking for other appearances of the figure. The book was thick, the pages thin. He had a long way to go.


				*
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	Jeremy awoke feeling rank. He’d puked three more times during the night and still had a funky taste in his mouth. But at least his stomach had settled. In fact, he felt hungry.


	But not for Work’s extra spicy Buffalo wings. He’d never try those again. From now on it’d be strictly sandwiches and burgers when he ate there.


	He turned over and found the bed empty. Where was Dawn? She’d come home last night and gone straight into nurse mode. Got him some Pepto and rubbed his back and gave him sips of Gatorade. Nice try, but it all came back up again.


	He heard the toilet flush and a few seconds later Dawn came in. She wore a short T-shirt and a thong and nothing else, and the sight might have put a little wood in Mr. Willy if she hadn’t looked like hell. She wobbled on her feet and her face was the color of three-day-old grits mixed with some of that lime Gatorade she’d been spooning into him last night.


	She groaned as she dropped onto the bed like a hundred-pound sack of corn feed and pulled the blanket up to her neck.


	This was her second morning in a row like this.


	“You okay?” 


	Another groan. “Like totally not. Like anything but. I think I caught what you have.” 


	“Had. I’m feeling much better.” He gave her arm a squeeze. “All thanks to you.” 


	She pulled her arm away and pouted like a cranky child. “Sharing a bed’s okay, but not a virus.” 


	Virus Jeremy had been under the impression he’d had food poisoning.


	But Dawn hadn’t eaten anything Jeremy had. Could you catch iood poisoning? He didn’t know all that much about medicine, but he didn’t think so.


	So maybe it was a virus. But if not


	He bolted upright.


	“Puh-lease!” Dawn said. “Do not rock the bed!” 


	“Sorry. You ” Had to be careful here. Didn’t want to spook her. “You felt this way yesterday too, didn’t you?” 


	“What do you mean?” She looked at him. “Tell me you’re trying to say I gave this to you.” 


	“No-no. Not at all. But you know, these viruses, sometimes they hit you like a ton of bricks and sometimes they sneak up on you for days, and when they finally hit you look back and say, ‘Oh, yeah, that’s why I was feeling so crummy.’ Was it anything like that?” 


	She closed her eyes. “I didn’t feel so hot yesterday morning, but I didn’t hurl or anything. Felt like I could have, though. Didn’t even want my morning coffee.” 


	Jeremy tried to hide his excitement.


	Could it be?


	Suddenly she was out of bed and running for the bathroom. He heard her puking. An ugly sound, but if the reason was what he hoped, it was like music.


	He put on a concerned expression as she stumbled back to the bed and sat on the edge.


	“You all right, darlin?” 


	She gave him a look. “Oh, I’m just fine. I just love totally puking up my guts. If I didn’t know better, I’d be scared I was pregnant.” She turned to face him. “You don’t think I could be pregnant, do you?” 


	He wanted to scream YES! but kept his expression straight.


	“I don’t see how, darlin, what with me havin a vasectomy and all.” 


	“I know, but I feel so totally rotten.” 


	“It’s the virus, I’m sure.” He reached over and stroked her upper arm. “But you know what? Just so’s you’re not worrying about it�because if I know you, I know you’re gonna dwell on it�we’ll pick up one of those pregnancy test kits and give it a try.” 


	“Oh man, that’s scary. I do so not want to be pregnant. That’s like the totally last thing in the world I need right now.” 


	And the thing I need most, Jeremy thought.


				*
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	“Well, you were right,” Levy said. “Whoever those strands of hair came from, Jonah Stevens fathered her.” 


	As usual, Levy had refused to discuss anything on the phone, so Jack had had to meet him for a face-to-face. He’d refused to go to Rathburg and Levy hadn’t wanted to return to the city, so they’d compromised on Yonkers. Jack hadn’t been to the Argonaut Diner in a while, and it seemed like a good choice, especially since he was heading for Forest Hills after this.


	They’d grabbed a rear booth. The place had burned to the ground back in the late nineties, but was restored to its former tacky nautical-themed splendor. Jack had fond late-night memories of platters of Disco Fries�French fries slathered with melted cheese and gravy. Yum. He wondered if they were still on the menu. Yeah, he could check, but it was almost as thick as the Compendium.


	Levy ordered a stack of buttermilk pancakes and Jack a western omelet with a pot of coffee. He’d been up late last night, poring through the Compendium. No luck on finding another Kicker Man. Hadn’t seen another mention of Q’qr either. He’d leafed all the way through, but had barely scratched the surface of the text.


	“Three kids in three states. How many towns did this guy alley cat through? How many more little Jonahs are running around?” 


	Levy shrugged. “Who knows? I’d love to find out. Turns out your client scores as high as her two half brothers�they make an unholy trio of oDNA carriers.” 


	“So she could explode at any minute too?” 


	“Doubtful. She doesn’t have the trigger gene.” 


	Jack eyed him. “You said you couldn’t discuss this over the phone. You could have simply said, ‘Yep, Jonah’s the daddy.’ Must be something else is going on.” 


	“There is. I�” 


	The waitress�a lot younger and tons better looking than Sally from Moishes�brought their orders. Jack watched fascinated as Levy drowned his pancakes in syrup and tore into them.


	“Hungry? Haven’t eaten since, oh, maybe the Depression?” 


	Levy swallowed a huge mouthful. “My wife’s on this low-carb kick.” 


	“I thought low carb’s fifteen minutes were over.” 


	“Not in my house. You can get scrambled egg whites and turkey sausage for breakfast�and it’s not as bad as it sounds�but finding a piece of bread for toast is like searching for a pot of gold.” 


	“So you make up for it when you’re out.” 


	“Better believe it.” 


	Jack worked on his omelet awhile as Levy gobbled, then he ran out of patience.


	“You said there’s more. Give.” 


	Levy leaned back. “Going on the assumption that the hair and the envelope came from the same woman, I had some folks at the agency run her prints.” 


	“As expected.” 


	“I discovered some interesting things about your client.” 


	Uh-oh.


	“Such as?” 


	“She was born Moonglow Garber.” 


	“Moonglow?” 


	Christy had said her mother was weird, but Moonglow sheesh.


	“Raised by a single mother�just like her half brothers. Without the trigger gene she was pretty much like everybody else. Had an uneventful childhood up until somewhere around her eighteenth birthday when she disappeared for four weeks.” 


	“Disappeared where?” 


	“Not known. According to police records she wouldn’t say anything except that she’d been traveling around. Her mother had filed a missing person report and that was how Moonglow’s prints got into the system.” 


	“Find anything on the father of her baby?” 


	Levy shook his head. “No, but my guess is those four lost weeks were spent with him�she gave birth to a daughter nine months later.” 


	“Dawn.” 


	“Yes. Dawn Pickering.” 


	“Wait. Is that the father’s name?” 


	“It’s a good possibility. Moonglow Garber had her name legally changed to Christy Pickering three months before the baby was born.” 


	Jack could see her dumping the Moonglow, but why change the Garber unless she wanted her baby to have her father’s name?


	“So I suppose a search for Pickerings is on.” 


	“In a desultory way. It’s hardly high priority with the agency, but the good news is it’s not a common name.” 


	“Yeah? Somehow it rings a bell.” 


	“You know a Pickering?” 


	“I don’t know. I don’t think so. It just sounds familiar.” 


	“You don’t think you could have known the father, do you?” He laughed. “Now that would be a coincidence.” 


	“I don’t believe in coincidences.” 


	“Really? That’s too bad, because you’ll never guess where your client grew up.” 


	“You’re right. I won’t.” 


	“Atlanta, Georgia.” 


	Jack felt a tightening across his shoulders.


	“Was she there when ?” 


	Levy was nodding. “When Jeremy Bolton was doing his dirty work. Do you think�?” 


	“She knew him? I asked her just yesterday if the guy she thinks is Jerry Bethlehem could be someone from her past. She says no, and I believe she’s telling the truth.” 


	“But she could be wrong. She and Bolton could have crossed paths somewhere when they were kids. It’s just too much of a coincidence to think that this half brother of hers, who was in Atlanta when she was, should make a bee-line for her daughter as soon as we lengthen his leash.” 


	“No coincidence at all. He was looking for her. Or at least Thompson was.” 


	Levy dropped his fork. “What?” 


	Jack explained what he’d found in the notebook.


	Levy looked dazed. “He had his brother looking for her?” 


	“So it would appear. Last night I was asking myself why he was seeking out Dawn Pickering, but now it’s even more complicated: Why was he seeking out his niece�or half-niece or whatever she is. To have an affair with her? It’s sick. And for the record, Christy’s never seen Hank Thompson before either.” 


	Levy shook his head as if to clear it. “Three half siblings in a maze of interconnections that don’t seem to go anywhere. I wonder what it all means, if anything.” 


	“Maybe your people can look into it.” 


	“Not without a more compelling reason than simple curiosity. If the answers don’t impact on the clinical trial, they won’t care to know.” 


	“Swell.” 


	That left Jack with the task of telling Christy Moonglow Garber Pickering that the guy dating her daughter was a close blood relative. Would she believe him? He doubted it.


	‘Til need proof when I lay this on Christy.” 


	Levy frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.” 


	“A lab printout saying in plain English that Bolton�or rather Bethlehem�and Christy have the same father.” 


	“Dear God, I can’t do that! The result is from Creighton’s lab. No one can know? Creighton is involved. It would mean my head�literally!” 


	“Can’t you just white out the Creighton part?” 


	“That’s not going to help you. No names are mentioned on the report. The specimens are referred to by number only.” 


	“Well, can’t you put names in? Not Bolton, of course�use Bethlehem instead.” 


	“The computer won’t accept names in the specimen ID fields. Of course you can say the numbers refer to Bethlehem and Mrs. Pickering.” 


	“Nah, that’s not going to convince Dawn that she’s dating her uncle. The numbers could mean anybody.” 


	Damn. Jack needed something. Even if Christy believed him�and that might not be an easy sell�she’d want to be able to prove it to Dawn.


	He pointed his fork at Levy. “Look. Christy’s trying to split up Bolton and her daughter. Simply dropping the brother bomb won’t be enough. It’s not going to mean a thing without documentation.” 


	Christy had already derailed her own credibility with Dawn. Coming up with a wild story about Bethlehem being a blood relative but then being unable to prove it would not put it back on track.


	Levy said, “If you want to help split them up, find a way to put Bolton back under lock and key.” 


	“Easier said than done.” 


	Especially when Jack had to work from the wings. Whatever happened to Bolton had to look like bad luck.


	“Let’s just say he’s exposed. Where does that land you folks at Creighton?” 


	Levy shrugged. “All part of a government program. The fallout is the agency’s problem. They’ll handle it. They’re good at that.” He leaned forward. “Look, if you want documentation, let Mrs. Pickering drop the brother bomb, as you call it, and then challenge Bolton to prove she’s lying. They can go to any commercial lab and run a paternity test. It will show they both have the same father. That way, you’re out of it and so is Creighton.” 


	Yeah, but would any of this be enough to break them up? Jack doubted it. He had a feeling it was going to take a lot more. Something really major.


	But what?


				*
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	“Come on now, darlin. You know you want to know.” 


	“I do know. You had a vasectomy so it can’t be.” 


	They stood in the upstairs bathroom. Jeremy waved the home pregnancy test kit before her eyes like a hypnotist. He’d picked it up about an hour ago at the local Duane Reade. Now he had to convince Dawn to use it.


	“Wouldn’t be the first time something went wrong with a vasectomy.” 


	Tears rimmed her baby blues as they fixed on the package like it was a cobra or something.


	“You’re starting to scare me, Jerry.” 


	“Don’t be scared now. Just get a little pee and see.” He grinned. “Hear that? I’m a poet. Come on now�pee and see.” 


	She snatched the package from his hand and pushed him toward the door.


	“All right, all right! But you’re not watching me pee. Nobody watches me pee.” 


	He put on a hurt expression. “Not even me?” 


	“Especially you. Now get out of here while I do my business.” 


	Jeremy stepped back and let her close the door. As soon as the latch clicked he raised his fists and punched the air.


	Yes! It was gonna be positive. Had to be.


	He waited, pacing like an expectant father. Hell, in a way he was an expectant father�father to be. He hoped.


	His pits were soaked, his palms were so wet they were gonna start dripping soon. His whole life had been pointed toward this moment. Had some unexpected detours along the way�Creighton being one hell of a detour�but here he was, right where he was meant to be. But had he done what he was meant to do?


	He waited near the door till he heard a flush inside, then backed away. Dawn came out holding a little wand, staring at it.


	“It says we’ve got to wait. It turns either red or blue. If it turns blue ” Her voice choked off.


	“What?” 


	“Blue is yes.” She shook her head. “I don’t believe I’m doing this. I oh, shit!” She dropped the wand and buried her face in her hands. “Oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit!” 


	Jeremy swooped down and picked it up: Blue.


	Yes!


	He felt suddenly boneless. He leaned against the wall. He needed to sit down. But the feeling lasted only a few seconds. Then a wild mix of joy and pride exploded within, energizing him.


	He’d done it! He’d damn fuck done it! He’d completed the touchiest, most difficult�and therefore the most important�part of Daddy’s Plan. He wanted to run and tell Hank, wanted to jump around and whoop and scream in a crazy victory dance. But he resisted. Plenty of time for both later. Right now he had to deal with Dawn.


	“There, there, darlin,” he said, slipping his arms around her and holding her tight against him. “No need to cry. We should be celebratin.” 


	She looked up at him with a blotchy, tear-streaked face. She wasn’t a beauty to begin with, but she looked downright homely now. But looks didn’t matter in this case. All that mattered right now was what she was carrying inside her.


	“Celebrating? I’m pregnant! This wasn’t supposed to happen!” 


	“Look at it this way: It’s a miracle.” 


	“No, it’s a mistake, that’s what it is. The test’s got to be wrong.” 


	“Yeah, you’re probably right.” 


	But Jeremy knew different. He knew all about pregnancy tests. He’d used them before, lots of them. But that had been pre-Creighton. These new ones were much better and accurate much earlier. Lots fewer false negatives.


	Dawn backed away a step and wiped her face.


	“I’m going down to the drug store and pick up a different kind�no, two different kinds. And then we’ll see.” Jeremy watched her shake her fists in the air just like he’d done minutes before, but with a different feeling. “I can’t believe this!” 


	Jeremy kept his voice calm. “Worse things in the world, darlin.” 


	She stared at him with narrowed eyes. “Hey, wait a minute! Is this the same guy who told me he got a vasectomy because he didn’t want to bring kids into this screwed-up world?” 


	“Yes, I did. I surely did. And I really and truly felt that way. But all that changed when I met you.” 


	Her face softened. “Oh that’s so sweet. But I can’t be pregnant! I just can’t!” 


	You are, Dawnie-babes. You are.


	“Maybe not,” he told her. “But if you are, don’t you think it’s like a miracle?” She opened her mouth to reply but he rushed on. “I mean, don’t you see the hand of god in this?” 


	“If you’re talking about a virgin birth, I’ve got news for you�” 


	“No, I mean, you believe in god, don’t you?” 


	He knew she did. Jeremy didn’t. At least not in her god.


	“Of course.” 


	“Well, then, you can almost see his hand in this, can’t you. I never wanted to have kids, then I meet you and start wishing I hadn’t had a vasectomy because we’re so perfect together and you’d make such a great mother, and now look what’s happened.” 


	“I’m not pregnant!” She started crying again. “I can’t be! I’m not ready! And then there’s the game�” 


	He hugged her tighter. “That’s the great thing about software, darlin. You can do it from home.” 


	She pulled away and headed for the stairs.


	“I’m going down to the drugstore. When I get back we’ll do it again, and then you’ll see.” 


	No, Dawn. You’ll see.


	And then would come the tough part. Once she was convinced she was pregnant he had to work on her to get behind having the baby and want it as much as he did.


	Yeah, well, she’d never want it that much, and he could never ever tell her the whole story�man, would she freak!�but he’d have to convince her how special this baby was going to be.


	That might not be so easy, but hell, she’d bought into everything else he’d told her. Why not that?


	But more important, he had to keep an eye on Dawn, stay with her, watch her every minute. He had to protect the baby.


				*
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	“Laurie! A round for the house! On me!” 


	Jack had been sitting in Work and sipping a draft pint while pretending to read a copy of Kick. He looked up and glanced around at the sound of Bolton’s voice.


	He’d been starting to think he’d been wasting his time, that Bolton would be persona non grata here after the fight, but apparently he wasn’t the type to be easily deterred.


	One good way to assuage hard feelings was to buy a round for the house.


	Bolton had a distinctly unhappy-looking Dawn in tow. He spotted Jack on his way by, nodded, but didn’t stop. Now he stood surveying the room as the two dozen or so habitues bellied up to the bar for a freebie.


	Jack stayed where he was, watching Dawn. She stood at his side, holding a cola of some sort and looking embarrassed and red-eyed, as if she’d been crying. Trouble in paradise? If so, and if he could find out what it was, maybe�


	“All right, everybody,” Bolton said, holding a bottle of Bud aloft. “I want you all to meet my lady, Dawn.” 


	Dawn’s face reddened as the crowd murmured ragged hellos.


	“I just want to let all of you know that today Dawn has made me the happiest man in the world.” 


	Oh, shit. They’re getting married? Christy would�


	“Because today I found out that she’s going to make me a daddy!” 


	Dawn turned crimson as everyone shouted their congratulations. Jack could only stare at the beaming Bolton as he lifted his glass higher.


	“To Dawn!” 


	The crowd echoed the words and drank�all except Jack and Dawn. Her expression said loud and clear that she wasn’t into this pregnancy. He had a feeling she’d be even less into it when she learned the father of her baby was her uncle.


	And Christy if he’d thought she’d go ballistic at the idea of a wedding, she’d be off the charts with the pregnancy, especially when she learned�


	Then he noticed a grinning Bolton coming his way, dragging Dawn by the hand.


	“Hey, Joe? Y’hear?” 


	“Sure did.” Jack raised his glass and let Bolton clink his against it. “Congrats, man. And to you too, young lady.” Dawn only nodded.


	Bolton said, “This here’s Joe Henry, darlin. Met him the other day. He’s a gamer and a good one too.” 


	“Pleased to meet you,” Jack said. The next words resisted being spoken but Jack forced them out: “With you two as parents you gotta know it’s gonna be a beautiful baby.” 


	Pardon me while I find a shovel.


	“More than beautiful�special. Special in so many, many ways.” He pointed to the book lying on the table in front of Jack. “He’ll never have to be dissimilated because he’ll never be assimilated. A kick-ass Kicker from the git-go.” 


	Jack tapped the stick figure on the cover. “Right on!” 


	“Ain’t you finished that yet? You must be a slow reader.” 


	“I’m studying every word. I can’t tell you how much I’m enjoying it.” 


	Jack glanced at Dawn’s midsection. He now understood the “project,” the “mission” Bolton had mentioned. Was this the “Key” he’d spoken of?


	He shifted his gaze to Bolton himself and wondered what the hell was going on in his head. Then he finished his beer and rose to his feet.


	“Wish I could hang around for the party, Jerry, but I’ve got places I’ve gotta be.” 


	“Sure I can’t buy you another beer?” 


	“Have to take a rain check.” 


	Jack’s plan had been to meet up with Bolton here and hang with him in an attempt to find out what he was up to and where he thought he was headed glean a little more info before his meeting with Christy. The impending-fatherhood announcement had made that unnecessary.


	It also had made Jack dread seeing Christy.


	But he had an important call to make before he met her.
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	“Are you on a cell phone?” Levy said when he came on the line.


	Jack leaned against the side of an open booth on Queens Boulevard. It had taken him a long time to find a public phone. They used to be everywhere. Now


	“I’m in one of the last telephone booths in Queens. Just listen. You know the fellow we’re interested in�the one dating the young girl?” 


	Levy’s tone was cautious. “Yes.” 


	“Well, she’s pregnant, and our friend is the father.” 


	A pause, then a gasp. “Dear God, if she inherited her mother’s ” He seemed to be searching for a code word, a neutral term, anything but oDNA. “Her mother’s ” 


	“Special sauce?” 


	“We’re not talking about a hamburger!” 


	“In a way, we are.” 


	An exasperated sigh. “I don’t believe this. Very well. If she inherited her mother’s special sauce, and that combines with our friend’s special sauce, then�” 


	“Then we wind up with one hell of a Big Mac.” 


	“Yes yes, we do.” 


	“That’s got to be what he’s been looking to do all along: create a super sauce.” 


	“You think this is intentional?” 


	“He went looking for this particular girl. What else can I think? This is kind of scary.” 


	“Yes and no. Here’s the thing: The girl might not have inherited her mother’s special sauce. You don’t inherit a carbon copy of your mother’s genome; only half. The other half comes from your father. So there’s always a chance the girl is sauce free.” 


	“Unless, of course, the girl’s father was heavy on the sauce.” 


	“Yes. In that case the odds of inheriting a large portion of the sauce increase dramatically. Dramatically. You must learn who the father was and where we can find him.” 


	“And if I do?” 


	“Then you obtain a sample of his, um, sauce and we find out what we’re dealing with.” 


	“And if I can’t?” 


	“Then get a sample of the girl’s so we can see how much she’s carrying. If she missed out, then the experiment was a failure�thank God.” 


	Something in Levy’s tone bothered Jack.


	“You sound upset.” 


	“I am. There’s genetic manipulation going on here�it’s old-fashioned, barnyard-style breeding, but genetic manipulation nonetheless�and I want to know why. Someone has a purpose here, and I want to know what it is. Because that special sauce is potentially explosive. It’s TNT, which is dangerous enough. But this makes me start to think that someone has spent generations trying to make an atom bomb.” 


	To blow up what? Jack wondered. Who or what was the target?
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	“No!” Christy cried, feeling her heart leap into her throat. “That’s not possible!” They sat together on the front seat of her Mercedes, parked along the northern end of Meadow Lake, a peaceful haven hunkered between the roaring ribbons of the LIE, Grand Central Parkway, and the Van Wyck Expressway. Jack had thought it better if he stayed away from her house. He’d said Bolton, and now Dawn, knew what he looked like and either of them seeing him entering or leaving Christy’s house would greatly complicate the investigation.


	He’d said he had news, but she never dreamed Jerry Bethlehem her half brother? It was crazy! “I’m afraid it’s true.” 


	She studied Jack’s face. Was he up to something? Pulling some sort of sleazy scam?


	But no. She sensed genuine reluctance in him. He hadn’t wanted to be the one to tell her.


	Her tongue tasted like tin.


	“But how?” 


	“The usual way, I assume.” 


	Not funny.


	“No, damn it! Where did you find out? How did you find out? And why did you even check?” 


	“I knew from my talk with Bethlehem at Work the other day that his father’s name was Jonah and that he had one eye.” 


	That rocked her. One eye her father had worn an eye patch. At least that was what she’d been told. But millions of people had lost an eye.


	“So?” 


	“When I spoke to you yesterday you said your mother told you your father was swallowed by a whale.” 


	And there it was, smacking her in the face.


	“Oh, God Jonah.” 


	He nodded. “Yeah. And since, as I told you, I was looking for some sort of connection between you and Bethlehem, that sent up a bright red flare.” 


	“But you never said anything.” 


	“Because I thought it was such a long shot, I didn’t dare. Otherwise you’d have been looking at me like you were a moment ago�ready to call the booby squad.” 


	“But how did you get a sample of�?” 


	“You left some hair behind at Julio’s.” 


	“And Bethlehem?” 


	“I snagged a spoon from Work.” 


	She couldn’t be certain but he seemed a little less sure of himself than before. Was that true? Could you get a DNA sample from a used spoon?


	“I still can’t believe this. Where’s the lab report?” 


	He looked out the window. “I don’t have it.” 


	“What? Then how do you know?” 


	“Verbal confirmation. Hard copy will follow, but that won’t help you. The samples are numbered on the report for confidentiality. Some sort of law.” 


	“Then it could be a mistake.” 


	It had to be a mistake.


	He looked at her now. “The guy who did the test told me flat-out that the two specimens I gave him came from people with the same father but different mothers.” 


	Christy closed her eyes and held her breath to keep from sobbing. This was getting worse and worse.


	“How can something like this happen? I mean, what are the odds of my half brother coming to town and just happening to pick up on�?” She jolted upright and stared at him. “Unless he knows! Oh, Jesus, do you think he knows?” 


	“I’m almost sure he does. The odds of this happening by accident are astronomical.” 


	“But why? I knew he was bent, but what possible reason could he have for dating his niece?” 


	“It has to be something in your past. And since you don’t know Bethlehem, the only thing I can think of is some beef with Dawn’s father.” 


	No-no-no! she thought. Don’t go there! Oh, please don’t go there!


	“Impossible.” 


	“He could be getting even for something.” 


	“By ” The word fucking sprang to mind but she couldn’t bring herself to say it, not when it concerned Dawn. “By going with his own niece?” 


	“He’s a twisted SOB. Who knows what’s going on in his head. But the only way I can help you find out is by learning about her father.” 


	“No!” 


	He looked annoyed and she could understand that. But she couldn’t tell him.


	“Come on, Christy. Who was he? Was he involved when you disappeared for those weeks?” 


	She looked at him. “How did you�?” Then she stopped and nodded. “Oh, right. You’re a detective. But you’re supposed to be investigating Jerry Bethlehem, not me.” 


	“Just putting together all the pieces of this jigsaw you handed me. Now what about those weeks? Was he involved?” 


	“Forget it. I don’t even want to think about him. It was a terrible�it was the worst time in my life.” 


	“It was bad for everyone in Atlanta around then. The abortionist assassinations, the�” 


	The abortionist assassinations? Why was he bringing them up?


	The missing weeks, the killings, a brother she’d never known existed too much. Panic blossomed, shutting off her air. Her heart rattled about in her chest, she couldn’t breathe, the car was shrinking, closing in on her, pressing Jack closer until�


	She yanked on the door handle, pushed it open, and scrambled out.


	“Christy!” 


	“Leave me alone!” 


	She stumbled, found her feet, and began to run toward the lake.
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	Jack sat frozen, staring as Christy ran thirty or forty yards straight away across the grass to stop by a huge willow. She leaned against the trunk for a few heartbeats, then sank to her knees, sobbing.


	He hopped out and hurried toward her. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a couple of old biddies out walking their dogs stop and stare.


	Had to play it careful here. Didn’t want any 911 calls about a domestic dispute going down in public.


	When he reached Christy he squatted close but didn’t touch her. He hesitated, unsure of what to say. What was up here? He decided the last thing he should do right now was push.


	“If you don’t want to talk about him, you don’t have to.” He glanced at the two biddies who were still watching. “But whatever you decide, let’s get back to the car.” 


	She wiped her eyes and looked at him, then nodded. Jack rose and held his hand out to her. She took it and he pulled her to her feet. As she and Jack walked side by side to the car, the biddies turned away and continued their stroll.


	Back inside the Mercedes, Jack kept mum as he watched Christy and waited, mentally spurring her to spill. Finally


	“Why did you mention the Atlanta abortionist assassinations?” 


	Jack thought about that and didn’t have a ready answer. All her problems revolved around Jeremy Bolton, the assassin, so he supposed it must have been running through his mind.


	“I when I was backgrounding you, it was the big story of the times in Atlanta.” 


	“Well, I had nothing to do with killing anybody.” 


	Why would she think he’d even consider that?


	“I never thought you did.” 


	“Yeah, well, for a while there the cops weren’t so sure.” 


	Jack stared at her. “You were a suspect?” 


	“I I was connected to those doctors.” 


	“Golden and Dalton?” 


	“You know their names?” 


	“Told you, I’ve been looking for someone from your past. What about the guy who killed them?” 


	She blinked. “Jeremy Bolton?” 


	“Now who’s got the good memory.” 


	She loosed a harsh laugh. “Oh, I’ll never forget that name. When the cops finally caught him and found no connection between us, they lost all interest in me.” 


	Jack hesitated. His next question might touch a nerve.


	“You don’t have to answer this but I’ve got to ask: Did you have abortions from the dead docs?” 


	She stared straight ahead. “No.” 


	Something about the change in her tone was she telling the truth?


	“Being a murder suspect ” He shook his head. “That must be rough. That why you said it was the worst time in your life?” 


	“That and other things.” 


	“Dawn’s father?” 


	“He’s off-limits.” 


	Remembering the last time he’d pushed her, Jack backed off.


	“Well, if you change your mind, let me know so I can see where he fits in this puzzle.” 


	“Believe me, he doesn’t fit anywhere.” 


	“What about the name change? Why did Moonglow Garber become Christy Pickering?” 


	“You’re really on top of things, aren’t you. Pretty damn thorough for so short a time.” 


	“Just trying to give you your money’s worth,” Jack said without mentioning that someone else had done all the investigating.


	“Well, the name change is my business.” 


	“Another secret?” 


	She looked at him. “No. Just something I choose not to share.” 


	Jack nodded. She was wound tight�maybe too tight. He decided to leave out the pregnancy part for now�it wasn’t going to affect his course of action and it might drive Christy over the edge.


	But since she wouldn’t talk about Dawn’s father, that put a sample of the mystery man’s DNA out of reach. Levy’s second choice was a sample of Dawn’s. Jack had to figure a way to get it without triggering a barrage of questions. After a moment he came up with what he hoped was a plausible story.


	He touched Christy’s arm. “Did Dawn leave anything behind that might be carrying some of her DNA?” 


	She looked at him with an alarmed expression. “Why?” 


	“Let’s see how close she and Bethlehem are�genetically, that is. Maybe the chance of birth defects�” 


	“Birth defects? Oh God, don’t even think about her being pregnant!” 


	Jack took her reaction as proof his instincts had been right.


	“You’re the one who told me they were having sex.” 


	“Yes, but pregnant?” 


	“One tends to follow the other.” 


	“I can’t even think about it.” 


	“Well, then, think about this: You need to show her something. I have Bethlehem’s DNA on file at the lab. If I can get some of Dawn’s for a comparison, who knows ? Maybe it’ll change her mind, or at least give her second thoughts about getting too cozy with that close a relative.” 


	Christy said nothing for a while, then nodded. “I’m sure I saw a hairbrush in one of her drawers after she left. Will that do?” 


	“Just fine.” 


	“Then let’s not waste any more time.” 


				*
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	Jack sat in his car near the lake and waited. Christy had wanted to drive him over to her house to retrieve the brush but Jack had nixed that for the same reason he’d met her here today.


	While waiting, he’d called Levy and told him Dawn’s father was a no go but he’d have the girl’s hair soon. Jack had expected an argument, with Levy wanting to put him off till tomorrow, but he’d jumped on Jack’s suggestion to meet again at the Argonaut.


	Levy seemed really into this possibility of a super-oDNA kid.


	Jack closed his eyes and untethered his thoughts, letting them take random bounces.


	Christy’s panic attack what had triggered it? His mention of the abortionist assassinations? Or something else?


	She’d said she’d been “connected” to the two dead docs? What did that mean?


	He let it all hang out and cooked up the wildest scenario he could imagine: Had they performed abortions on her and left her so wracked with guilt that she’d killed them?


	No. He’d learned the hard way to judge character, and he just couldn’t see Christy as a cold-blooded killer.


	Then again, Levy said Thompson had told him Bolton was framed. What if it was true? What if Christy had been involved in the frame and now he was getting back at her?


	But the cops and probably the feds as well had investigated her and cleared her. And, for whatever it was worth, she couldn’t have known Bolton�he’d changed since going to the lockup, but not so much that she wouldn’t recognize him as Jerry Bethlehem, beard or no.


	He shook his head, baffled. This was making him crazy.


	And making him even crazier was this idea of a super-oDNA kid. Clearly someone had designed this situation, but to what end?


	And who? The mysterious Jonah Stevens? Who was Jonah Stevens? He pops up out of nowhere, does a Johnny Appleseed thing with his sperm, and dies�supposedly.


	But did he die? With no body to exhume, who could be sure he was really dead, or even who he’d said he was?


	He could have been Rasalom.


	Jack shifted in his seat. Now there was a discomfiting thought: the Otherness’s agent on Earth spreading some sort of toxic seed in the hope of creating a child to�what? Wake up everyone’s oDNA and start Armageddon?


	Was that the Plan? Was that what Bolton had meant by the comin of the Key to the future a new world?


	By “new” did he mean Otherness dominated?


	Rasalom had been mounting attacks on multiple fronts to bring the Otherness to this sphere. Was the super-oDNA kid one of those fronts?


	Up ahead he saw Christy’s car approaching. She stopped next to him, driver to driver, and rolled down her window.


	“Got it.” 


	She handed him the brush. He checked it and saw plenty of hair wound in the bristles.


	“I only need ten or so strands.” 


	Christy shrugged. “Take the whole thing. It’s old.” 


	He looked at her. “Feeling better?” 


	She nodded. “Yeah, I think so. When do you think you’ll have the results?” 


	“I’m going to get this rolling tonight. If all goes well I’ll have some ammunition for you by tomorrow.” 


	Her eyebrows rose. “Tomorrow? I’ve heard it takes weeks. Who do you know?” 


	He gave her what he hoped was a sly smile. “Low friends in high places.” 


				*
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	When Christy got home and found Dawn’s car parked in the driveway, her heart started thumping. Had she had a fight with that man? Had they split? She prayed the bastard hadn’t hurt her. If he’d laid one finger on her�


	She rushed into the house, calling, “Dawnie?” 


	Dawn came down the stairs and stood before her. She carried a full duffel bag. Moving more of her stuff out? She looked no worse for wear�no tears, no bruises, no quivering lower lip. She stared at Christy with a disappointed expression.


	“I was totally hoping to get in and get out without a scene.” 


	Christy’s heart fell. “So, you’re not back.” 


	“I’m so not. Maybe someday I’ll forgive you for trying to buy him off, but it’s going to take a while.” 


	Christy opened her arms and moved toward her. She wanted to take her little girl in her arms and beg her to come back, but Dawn sidestepped her.


	“All right,” Christy said. “I admit that was a bad move on my part. I regret it.” 


	Dawn shook her head. “Why? Because it totally didn’t work?” 


	Exactly!


	But she couldn’t say that. Could she say anything about the blood relationship? No. She wasn’t convinced herself. She’d have to keep mum until she had proof. So she tried to lighten things up.


	She held out her hand. “That’s fifty cents you owe me.” 


	Dawn simply stared.


	Christy forced a smile. “Come on. Two totallies: fifty cents.” 


	Dawn shook her head again. “That’s so over, Mom. But speaking of money, where is it? Do you still have the cash?” 


	Oh, damn. She’d been so involved in this mess that she hadn’t returned it to the bank. Tomorrow tomorrow for sure.


	“Yes. Why?” 


	“I want to see what it looks like.” 


	Christy didn’t know where this was going but decided to play along. Anything to keep her here a little longer. She hurried upstairs to her room, pulled the bag from the bottom drawer of her dresser, and returned to the first floor. Without a word she handed it to Dawn.


	Dawn took it, reached inside, and removed a few stacks of bills. She stared at them, then looked at Christy with tears in her eyes.


	“This is what you thought I was worth?” 


	“Oh, God, no! You’re priceless to me. I thought that would be more than you were worth to him.” 


	“But you were totally wrong, weren’t you.” 


	Christy remembered something Jack had said.


	“Maybe he has another agenda more important than money.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.” 


	Dawn’s face hardened as she crammed the bills back into the bag and shoved it at Christy.


	“What? Another detective?” 


	“Yes. And he’s learned a few things.” 


	Dawn pushed past her on her way to the door.


	“He’ll have to go some to beat the first’s whoppers.” 


	Christy didn’t want to say it but it slipped out.


	“He’s your uncle, Dawn!” 


	Dawn stopped and did a slow turn. She looked stunned.


	“What?” 


	“He’s my half brother. I never knew he existed.” 


	Her face twisted. “You expect me to believe that?” 


	“Sadly, no, I don’t. But it’s true. Not only is he a dangerous, violent man and old enough to be your father, but he’s your uncle!” 


	“You’re just jealous because you have no man in your life and I do! And did you ever think that maybe I’m with a guy old enough to be my father because I never had one and my mother won’t tell me a fucking thing about him?” She screamed the last words.


	Christy felt her heart breaking but she kept her voice calm. They’d been through this a million times over the course of Dawn’s life. Time to remove the sugar coating without telling her the whole truth.


	“Your father has never wanted anything to do with you or me. What more do you need to know?” 


	Truth. He wouldn’t even know of Dawn’s existence.


	“I’d like to hear that from him.” 


	“Well, then, you’ll have to find him. His last contact with me was before you were born. I have no idea where he is.” 


	True.


	She shook her head. “Why do you hate him so?” 


	“I don’t. He gave me you.” 


	True again.


	Dawn’s expression softened for a moment. “He married you and dumped you. That’s totally cold, I know, but ” 


	More than cold�pure fiction. She’d never married and the supposed husband and father�Dennis Pickering�never existed. She’d never even met a Dennis Pickering, let alone married him.


	But she’d keep that to herself forever.


	She took a step closer to Dawn.


	“Stay for dinner?” 


	She backed up a step. “Can’t. I’m still too pissed about the money. And this uncle thing just makes it worse. Prove it.” 


	“I can’t right now.” 


	She rolled her eyes. “Mom! You must think I’m totally stupid!” 


	“I know you’re very bright.” Something Jack had said clicked in her mind. “I don’t expect you to believe me. I hardly believe it myself. So prove me wrong. Take some of your hair and some of his hair and give them to the lab of your choice�I’ll even pay for the test�and have them run a check on how similar they are. If I’m wrong, the laugh will be on me.” 


	Dawn’s face reddened as she yanked open the front door.


	“You think I’m going to totally insult him by asking him to prove he’s not my uncle? Forget it!” She turned on the front step and pointed at Christy. “Better get used to him, Mom. He’s the father of your grandchild!” 


	With that she turned and ran to her car.


	Christy wanted to chase after her, but her body wouldn’t respond.


	Oh no! Oh, please, God, NO!


				*
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	Jerry rubbed a hand over his mouth. “She really told you I’m your uncle?” 


	Dawn couldn’t tell if he was amused or totally pissed. She’d watched him carefully while she told him and his face had been like stone throughout the whole thing.


	“Yeah, but she’s lying, right? I mean, it’s totally not possible, right?” 


	He slashed the air with a hand. “It’s completely impossible! Where does she get these ideas? Has she always been a loon?” 


	Normally Dawn would so get on the case of anyone who called her mom a name. But this was different. This time Mom was acting loony.


	“No, but you and me it’s like unhinged her.” 


	He looked totally upset as he began stalking back and forth across the room.


	“Unhinged, hell! She’s lost it! First she says I killed one guy and kidnapped somebody else. Now�” He stopped short and stared at her. “Did she have any kind of proof�bogus proof?” 


	Dawn shook her head. “No. She said she couldn’t prove it.” 


	“Well, well, well. If nothing else, your momma is consistent. No proof I killed someone, and no proof I’m her brother.” 


	“Half brother.” 


	His face hardened as he waved a hand. “Makes no difference. This has gotta stop.” 


	He stepped to the closet and pulled out his jacket. Dawn grabbed his arm.


	“Where are you going?” 


	“To see your momma.” 


	“Bad idea, Jerry�totally bad. If you’ve got to talk to her, call her on the phone.” 


	“I do better in person, darlin. You know that. I want some face time with her to warn her about spreadin any more of her shit.” 


	“Don’t do anything ” 


	He looked at her. “What? Stupid? Like making a scene and throwin things?” He shook his head. “I’m just gonna let her know that if she keeps this up, she’ll be hearin from my lawyer.” 


	He kissed her, hugged her, then he was on his way. She watched him stride out the front door, slamming it behind him.


	What a mess. What a mad, godawful mess.


	She felt a sob building as she thought about how totally she’d screwed up. Pregnant! She did so not want to be pregnant. She didn’t want to be a mother�not yet, at least. The idea terrified her. Maybe later on she’d be ready to be totally responsible for another person, but now? No way. She could barely take care of herself. She had some living to do before motherhood.


	But Jerry Jerry was 50 into this baby.


	She thought about how he’d danced around this morning when the other tests she’d bought all came out positive. Kept saying how it was a miracle and how the stars had aligned to make this happen and how it was meant to be and talking crazy about destiny and the baby ruling the world. And always “he” when he referred to it. Why not “she”?


	He quieted down later, but he’d been just as happy, dragging her out to Work to celebrate, wandering around the place grinning like a drunk.


	Like a drunk Jerry all of a sudden wanted her to be a teetotaler. Not even a beer. Well, fuck that bullshit.


	She went to the kitchen and pulled a can of Bud from the refrigerator. But as she reached for the tab she stopped.


	Could alcohol really hurt a baby? She’d heard that, but was it true? Maybe she’d better investigate first. She didn’t know what she was going to do about the baby yet, but if she decided to keep him�she was sounding like Jerry now�she didn’t want to cause any birth defects.


	She returned the beer to the fridge.


	Shit. This pregnancy thing totally sucked.
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	“Hearin from my lawyer,” Jeremy said as he drove along. “Yeah, that’ll be the day.” 


	He shook his head in disgust. Why couldn’t things go smoothly just once? Just once. The day had started out so great, and now it was turning to shit. Goddammit, why couldn’t Moonglow mind her own goddamn business?


	Okay, okay, her kid was her business, but couldn’t she just lay off? And where was she getting all this info? Who’d have thought anyone would be looking at his DNA.


	The world had turned into a science fiction movie during his time on the inside.


	He needed to talk to someone. He picked up his cell and thumbed Hank’s number.


	“Yeah?” 


	“It’s me. Remember that good news I had for you this morning? Well, here’s a little bad to go with it: Someone told Moonglow that I’m her half brother.” 


	“Shit! Who?” 


	“Don’t know. The detective she hired, I guess. But who’s feeding him? I got a feeling it’s someone from our old living quarters, if you know what I mean.” 


	“I know what you mean, but it doesn’t have to be. DNA testing is done everywhere these days. Hair, a little saliva�hey, you watch CSI. You should know that.” 


	Jeremy knew, but a picture of Doc Levy kept popping into his head.


	“One thing I do know is we don’t want anyone doing any more, do we?” 


	“Sure as hell don’t.” 


	“Well, if it ain’t the folks upstate, then it’s the detective she hired. I’m on my way to Moonglow’s place now and�” 


	“Are you crazy? She’s got it in for you. You go in there and she could beat herself up and say you attacked her. Then where’ll you be?” 


	Jeremy had thought of that. Moonglow�Christy, damn it! Calling her


	Moonglow would botch everything. Christy didn’t seem the type to pull something like that, but anything was possible.


	Still, he needed a face-to-face to get a line on this detective of hers. And thought he had a way to pull it off.


	“I’ll be careful�real careful. But I hope I can count on you for some backup if I need it, bro.” 


	A long pause on the other end, then, “I’ll do what I can, man, but I’ve got other obligations.” 


	Jeremy’s hands tightened on the wheel. Hank and his fucking Kickers. Jeremy loved the Kicker idea of dissimilation, but there had to be a limit. You had to have priorities. The two of them had already had a couple of arguments about this�damn near came to blows one time�but Hank didn’t want to risk getting his hands dirty with anything, even if it meant backing off from Daddy’s Plan. Way back when, he’d promised to do his part, but then when the time came he’d welshed. Said his Kickers were an adjunct to the Plan. Adjunct Mr. Writer-man.


	“Fuck your fucking obligations, this is crucial.” 


	“I told you�I’ll do what I can.” 


	“Yeah, right.” 


	He cut the connection and bounced the phone off the passenger window.


	Hank useless piece of crap. Oh, yeah, he’d been all full of praise and compliments this morning when Jeremy had told him about the baby, saying stuff like, “You da man, Jeremy! Told you you didn’t need me. You da MAN!” 


	Yeah, I’m the man all right. The only one of us who is.
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	Jeremy pressed Christy’s front doorbell, then retreated to the bottom of the steps where he waited while the front lights came on. He saw her face peer through one of the sidelights, then the door opened. Slowly.


	Christy stuck her head out, glanced at him with a worried expression, then looked around as if someone else might be hiding in the bushes.


	Not likely. And not likely that he was coming within ten feet of her. Still plenty of light, easy for any nosy neighbor to see him standing out here in plain sight, not even in spitting distance.


	“What are you doing here?” she said.


	He looked up at her. “We need to talk.” 


	“I have nothing to say to you.” 


	“Yeah, you do. This bullsh�” He cut himself off. Some of the neighbors might be listening. He didn’t want any calls going out to NYPD. Didn’t want another run-in with them. “This craziness has got to stop. You just can’t go around spreadin lies about me.” 


	“Who says they’re lies?” 


	“I do. And you know they are. You and me related�that’s a laugh.” 


	That was a whopper. Daddy had told him all about little Moonglow Garber when he was a kid.


	Her mouth twisted in disgust. “It’s anything but a laugh�it’s a horror.” 


	“There are laws against this kind of thing. I’d be suin you now for libel�” 


	“You mean ‘slander.’ Libel is in print.” 


	“Whatever. You’d be hearin from my lawyer instead of me right now if you wasn’t Dawn’s mother. But this is the last time. This is your last free pass. Next time, we go to court.” 


	She smiled. “Fine with me. The only way I can get hurt in court is if what I’m saying is untrue. And it’s not, is it.” 


	Bitch. How could Daddy have sired such a dumb cow?


	Well, maybe not so dumb. She’d found out he was her half brother. No, wait. She didn’t find out�her detective did. Jeremy had to get the name of this guy. Couldn’t handle him like Gerhard�that, he admitted, had been stupid�but maybe he could get Vecca to pay him off.


	“Who’s feedin you all this crap?” 


	“A friend.” 


	“The same guy who fed you that other line of bull?” 


	“Maybe.” 


	“Tell me who he is. I need to have a heart-to-heart talk with him, straighten him out on a few matters.” 


	Her mouth twisted. “Like you talked to Mike Gerhard?” 


	“I never heard of this Gerhard guy. Let me talk to your PI. Talk�nothin more. Just give me his name.” 


	She laughed�laughed�then said, “You’ve got to be kidding.” 


	Rage exploded in Jeremy�a white-hot burst of flame spreading from his chest into his limbs. He wanted nothing more than to run up these steps and wipe that smile�


	She must have seen something in his face because her smile did disappear as she took a quick, small step back inside the door.


	“You want to hit me, don’t you.” 


	The words struck like a bucket of ice water. Almost as if she’d read his mind. He looked down and saw his foot on the first step.


	She stepped out again and gave him a contemptuous stare.


	“Go ahead, brother. Do your worst.” 


	Another explosion. Jeremy teetered on the edge of doing just that. This bitch had no idea what his worst could be. He started to raise his other foot to take the next step but stopped himself.


	A voice in his head shouted, No!


	That’s exactly what she wants. She wants you to lose it and pound the shit out of her. Because then she’ll have won. You can double-talk your way out of unsubstantiated accusations and lab reports, but take a few pokes at Dawn’s momma here in public and you’ll not only lose your freedom, but you’ll lose Dawn as well. For good.


	He backed off the step�damn near the hardest thing he’d ever done�and kept a calm expression as he looked up at her.


	Maybe Daddy hadn’t done such a bad job siring her. She’d done what she was supposed to: Birthed a baby girl and raised her and protected her. She was even ready to take a beating for her.


	I take back the “cow” remark, Moonglow. You’ve grown into one hell of a woman.


	And with that he felt something stir in his loins. He realized he wanted her�wanted to rip off those clothes and take her.


	That too was off-limits. But it gave him an idea. A wonderful idea.


	“This is getting us nowhere. Be warned. And be warned about somethin else. Dawn says she told you about the pregnancy. Well, if you ever hope to lay eyes on your grandson, even for a second, you’d better make the best of things as they are and leave us alone.” 


	He took huge satisfaction in Moonglow’s stricken expression as he turned away and sauntered toward his car.
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	“Well, did you tell her?” Dawn said when Jeremy stepped through the door. “Did she get the message?” 


	He put on an uncertain look. As before, he had to play this carefully. Even more carefully than the last time.


	“I I don’t think so. I don’t think she’ll ever leave us be.” 


	Dawn stepped closer, a concerned look on her face.


	“What do you mean?” 


	Jeremy looked away. Now the touchy part. Had to hold back and let her think she was prying it out of him.


	“Nothin.” 


	“Nothing? Come on! You threatened her with a lawyer and what did she say?” 


	“It’s not what she said. It’s what she did.” 


	“What, damn it!” 


	He loosed a long sigh. “I’m not sure how to tell you this not sure I even want to.” 


	“What do you mean?” Dawn took a step back. “She didn’t try to hurt you, did she? Did she have her gun?” 


	Oh, this was perfect, perfect.


	“I almost wish she had.” 


	“What are you saying?” 


	Another sigh, then he turned and gave her a forlorn look as he hit her with the money shot.


	“She came on to me.” 


	The color drained from her face. “What?” 


	“I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me. You thought I was lyin about her tryin to buy me off and�” 


	“No!” She waved her hands. “No, it’s just�are you sure?” 


	“Well, she was wearin some sort of red robe that she took off and there she was, standin right in front of me bold as day in her birthday suit.” 


	Jeremy knew about the robe from his explorations of the house the few times he and Dawn had had the place to themselves.


	“No! She’d never! What did she say!” 


	“Nothin. But she knelt down in front of me and started pullin at my fly, and and I guess that kind of said it all. I�” 


	Dawn waved her hands again. “Stop it! Stop it! I’m going to be sick!” 


	“I knew I shouldn’t have told you.” 


	“Ohmigod! But this is so not her. Mom’s just not into that. I mean, she’s gone out like maybe twice in the last two years.” 


	Careful careful need just the right tone here


	“Maybe that explains it.” 


	Dawn looked at him like a kid who’s just been told there is no Santa Claus. “She stripped down right in front of you? That’s so totally not my mom.” 


	He decided to risk going out on a limb to add the finishing touch.


	“I was floored myself. Did you know she’s got this cute little butterfly tattoo”�he touched his lower abdomen, just below his belt line�”right here.” 


	Dawn pressed her hands against her eyes. “Stop! I’ve seen it! I’ve seen it! Damn her!” 


	He slipped his arms around her.


	“Go easy on her, darlin. She seems like a real confused woman. Don’t be too mad at her.” 


	“Too mad? Oh, I’m not too mad at her, because mad doesn’t even come close. I’m like totally pissed out of my mind!” She bit her upper lip as she blinked away tears. “My own mother. I can’t believe this.” 


	“I’m so sorry, Dawn.” 


	And for an instant he meant it. She was hurt, crushed. So although he wanted to take a run up to Vecca’s and find out where this detective was getting his info, he couldn’t leave Dawn right now.


	She’d just had the rug pulled out from under her life. But Jeremy was going to give her a new rug�a Persian carpet.
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	The phone rang. Christy checked the caller ID and saw Dawn’s number.


	Now what? As much as she loved her daughter and wanted to speak to her, she had a feeling this would not be pleasant. Not after the way they’d parted this afternoon. Not after the smirk on that man’s face as he’d left earlier.


	After hesitating for a few heartbeats, she picked up.


	Dawn screaming incoherently


	Christy’s heart climbed into her throat. Had something happened? Had he done something to her?


	“Dawnie-Dawnie-Dawnie! What is it? Are you hurt?” 


	“Hurt?” she screeched. “How can you ask that? I’m not hurt�I’m CRUSHED! My own mother! How could you DO that?” 


	“Do what? What are you talking about?” 


	“You know damn fucking well what I’m talking about!” The screech broke off in a wrenching sob. “How could you, Mom? How could you come on to Jerry like that? You of all people!” 


	What? Come on to that man? Never in a million years!


	“I don’t under�” 


	“He told me all about it!” 


	The bastard! The sneaky, lying bastard!


	“Then he’s lying. I didn’t even let him in the house!” 


	“No!” The screech again. “YOU’RE lying! You took off your clothes right in front of him!” 


	“I did no such thing!” 


	“STOP LYING! He told me about the butterfly! How else could he know about the butterfly if you weren’t stripped down in front of him!” 


	Butterfly? What was she�?


	Her tattoo�she’d got it on a crazy whim at seventeen high at the beach wearing a bikini going to a tattoo parlor with her friends they all got inked


	But how did that man know about it?


	She’d worry about that later. Right now she had to break through Dawn’s hysteria. Christy struggled to keep her voice calm, her tone rational.


	“It’s all lies, Dawn. He’s trying to make you hate and mistrust me. I didn’t do anything like that. I never would! You know me better than that.” 


	“I thought I did.” 


	“You’ve known me for eighteen years and him for what�a few months? Who are you going to believe?” 


	“He knows about the butterfly; Mom! How else could he know about it?” 


	“I have no idea. Maybe he’s been peeping on me or�” 


	“Stop it! You’re crazy! STOP IT!” 


	And then the line went dead.


	Christy tried to call back but Dawn wouldn’t answer. She thought about going over there but decided against it. What would that accomplish? More screaming, more he-said, she-said, and Christy unable to explain how that man knew about her tattoo.


	A chill ran over her skin. Had he been peeping on her?


	But how? She never walked around undressed. The only time she was unclothed was for a shower, and her bathroom was on the second floor and she kept the blinds drawn, so even if he climbed a tree�


	A camera he knew computers and video games had he installed some sort of minicam in her bathroom? She’d read where they could be hidden in something as simple as a box of tissues.


	It sounded so paranoid, but look at what that man had done in so short a time: He’d stolen Dawnie and turned her against her. Tonight’s lie proved that nothing was beneath him.


	She’d have to search her bedroom and bathroom inch by inch. But first


	She grabbed her phone and dialed Jack’s number. She no longer wanted him as an investigator. She prayed he’d hire out to do something else�something more direct, more final.
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	“Carb loading again?” Jack said as he sat down.


	He’d arrived at the diner and found Levy’s car in the lot, but no Levy. He checked inside and found him chowing down at a table for two along an inner wall.


	Levy looked up from his platter of latkes and applesauce. “These are fabulous.” 


	“Have I got a friend for you.” 


	Jack hid his annoyance. He’d wanted to meet outside, give him the hairbrush, and be off. Now there’d be chit-chat and exhortations to join in on the eating. Jack wasn’t hungry and in less of a chit-chatty mood than usual, which meant approaching zero.


	A waitress showed up, older and not as pretty or perky as the last one, and asked what Jack was having.


	“The latkes,” Levy said. “I’m not kidding. They’re loaded with little bits of onion and fried to perfection. You’ve got to try them.” 


	Jack looked at the oily lumps of potato and decided to pass. He ordered coffee.


	He slipped the brush out of his pocket and, touching only the bristles, slid it toward Levy along the rear edge of the table.


	“This belongs to Dawn.” 


	Levy’s mouth was too full for speech so he simply nodded and shoved it into a side pocket of his suit jacket.


	“When can I expect results? I promised tomorrow.” 


	He swallowed. “Promised? Who did you promise? I hope you didn’t�” 


	“Don’t worry. Didn’t mention Creighton. But I needed Christy’s help to get the sample. I implied I had an in with a commercial lab.” 


	“Tomorrow might be pushing it. We have a queue for DNA analysis.” 


	“So, pull rank.” 


	“Already did that with the last sample. Too often might attract attention. I’d like to keep this to myself for the time being.” 


	Jack watched him. “Planning a palace coup?” 


	“Not at all. But I don’t want a certain camel sticking her nose into this particular tent. You know how that story goes.” 


	Jack hadn’t the vaguest.


	“Enlighten me.” 


	“It’s an old Arabian tale about a desert traveler who beds down in his tent on a cold night. His camel asks if it can stick its nose in the tent to keep it warm. The guy says yes. Later the camel asks if it can put its head inside. The guy says yes. Then come the front legs, then the hind legs. Soon the Arab is out on the sand and the camel has the tent all to itself.” 


	Jack had to smile. “Are you telling me Doctor Vecca’s got a hump on her back?” 


	“No, but she’s a camel nonetheless.” 


	“What do you think you’ll find, gene-wise?” 


	He shrugged. “We know Christy’s chock full of oDNA. If Dawn’s father had a fair amount, that could mean Dawn is loaded. If she is, and she mates with Bolton�also packed with oDNA�that baby could be off the map.” 


	“If could you don’t sound very sure.” 


	Levy looked annoyed. “If I knew, I wouldn’t have to run tests, would I? Look, if Dawn’s father is a regular Joe like you or me, he probably didn’t pass on much oDNA. That said, if he fertilized an ovum from Christy that carried very little of her oDNA�don’t forget: Only half of a parent’s genes wind up in any given ovum or spermatozoon�Dawn would be relatively oDNA free. And thus her child, even with Bolton as a father, could have no more oDNA than Bolton contributed.” 


	“So these generations of barnyard breeding, as you called it, could be for nothing.” 


	“Absolutely. It has a hit-or-miss aspect to it. Let’s just hope we’re dealing with a series of misses.” 


	“Why?” 


	Jack knew why he didn’t want Jonah Stevens’s plan to succeed. Any scheme that involved the Otherness had to mean bad news for the world as he and Gia and Vicky knew it. But what did Levy care? He knew nothing of the Otherness, and Jack would have thought he’d be fascinated by the outcome.


	Levy looked uncomfortable. “It’s hard to say. Jonah Stevens what could he have known of his genome? No one knew about oDNA thirty-odd years ago. So how could he know he carried something different?” 


	Jack shrugged, trying to look nonchalant. “Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he just sensed he was ‘special’ and wanted to preserve his bloodline.” 


	“Concentrate his bloodline is more like it. There’s a certain primitiveness about this, a certain sense of cunning purpose that makes my skin crawl.” A fleeting smile. “Not very scientific sounding, is it. But this isn’t a rational deduction. It’s a gut reaction.” 


	Jack regarded Levy. Here sat a guy who dealt in chemicals and proteins, dissecting how they were structured and interacted, and oDNA should have been just another of those proteins. Yet his primitive hindbrain, the ghost of reptiles past, sensed something wrong, something threatening, something other.


	“Never hurts to listen to your gut now and then, I al�” 


	Jack’s phone rang. Gia? He checked the readout. No Christy.


	“Yeah?” 


	“Jack, I’ve got to talk to you.” 


	“What’s up?” 


	“Not on the phone. Can you meet me at the same place as this afternoon?” 


	“I guess so. Tomorrow morning?” 


	“No! It’s got to be tonight!” 


	Back to Forest Hills? Tonight? No way.


	“What’s the emergency?” 


	“Everything has gone to hell. That man is the devil himself.” She sobbed. “Please, Jack. I may have lost Dawn for good. This can’t wait till tomorrow. Please?” 


	He sighed. He’d been looking forward to kicking back at Gia’s, putting his feet up, cracking a brew


	“All right, but I’m north of the city. Let’s make it someplace midway. Do you know where Van Cortlandt Park is?” 


	“Sure.” 


	“Good ” 


				*
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	They’d parked in a well-lit section of the main lot and, as before, Jack moved into Christy’s car where she recounted the events since they’d parted.


	It never ceased to amaze him how quickly things could go from bad to complete crap.


	Had to hand it to Bolton, though. Dirty as it was, telling Dawn that her mother had come on to him was a sick masterstroke. But one that could have backfired had he not known about the butterfly tattoo.


	“So you see,” she said finally, “this changes everything.” 


	Jack wasn’t following. “I don’t see how.” 


	She looked at him with teary eyes, gleaming in the glow from the streetlights. “I’ve lost her. She’ll never trust me again, and she’ll certainly never come back home again unless ” 


	“Unless what?” 


	“Unless she’s got nowhere else to go.” 


	Jack hoped this wasn’t going where he sensed it was. He decided to let her fill in the blanks.


	“How does that happen? Get Bethlehem to kick her out?” 


	She shook her head. “That won’t happen either.” Her voice hardened. “That man has to die.” 


	He raised a hand. “Whoa, now. I hope you don’t think I’m going to�” 


	She lifted the Talbot’s bag that had been lying between them on the front seat and thrust it at him.


	“There’s a quarter of a million in here. It’s yours if you make it happen.” 


	Jack didn’t touch it. “Sorry. I don’t�” 


	“Then find someone who will!” she said, her voice rising in pitch and volume. “You must have contacts, you must know somebody�” 


	“Forget it. Keep pushing and I walk.” 


	She stared at him a moment, then slumped back against the seat and barked out a harsh laugh.


	“What is it with this money? Is it cursed or something so that nobody will take it?” 


	“It’s the same money you offered Bethlehem?” 


	She nodded. “He wouldn’t take it, you won’t take it God, it’s a quarter of a million bucks and no one wants it!” 


	“Let’s put aside murder for the moment and look at this from another angle ” 


	Murder if someone knocked off Bolton, the mysterious “agency” connected to Creighton would have Jack down as the most likely suspect.


	“What other angle is there?” 


	Bolton knowing about the tattoo bothered him. Christy had told him her theory about a hidden minicam. Jack had trouble buying into that. Where would a guy who’d been locked away his entire adult life learn to install something like that?


	But if no minicam, where had he learned about the tattoo? How many men had Christy had sex with over the years? Could one of them be involved with Bolton?


	Or was it someone else? Someone from way further back in her past?


	“We can’t play games with this any longer, Christy. I need to know about Dawn’s father.” 


	He heard a sharp intake of breath. “Oh, God! I can’t!” 


	Jack saw her stiffen. She squeezed her eyes shut as her breathing tempo picked up. Starting to hyperventilate. Looked like she was going to have another panic attack.


	That must have been one traumatic relationship.


	He put her hand on her shoulder.


	“Easy, easy. Just say his name, give me a few vital statistics, and that’s it. I’ll take it from there.” 


	Actually, Levy would take it.


	Slowly she calmed herself. She swallowed, took a deep breath, and spoke in a tiny voice.


	“I have no idea who her father is. I was raped.” 


				*
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	Silence ruled the car for an endless moment. When Jack recovered from the shock he turned to her.


	“Jeez, Christy, I had no idea. Let’s just drop it. Forget I asked. If I’d had any clue�” 


	“No. It’s time. I thought I’d put it behind me. I’ve locked it away for so long I’d almost forgotten it happened. But it did.” 


	Jack made no comment, giving her time and space to say her piece. She stared straight ahead through the windshield. After a minute or so, she cleared her throat and spoke in a soft monotone.


	“I was kidnapped right off the street one night in downtown Atlanta. I was a senior. My school was putting on Jesus Christ Superstar. I was going to play Mary Magdalene. I was on my way home from rehearsal. One moment I was walking along, passing a van, the next I had a burlap bag over my head and was yanked into it. I was tied up and driven somewhere. It could have been near or far, I don’t know. Then I was bundled into a windowless room�it was damp so I figured it was a basement�and chained to a bed. Then I was stripped naked and raped. I was raped every day, sometimes twice a day, for weeks.” 


	“Christ.” That explained the weeks she disappeared as a teen. “The same guy?” 


	She nodded. “Yes. He wore a ski mask, but I could tell. The same guy.” 


	“Did he beat you?” 


	“Yes and no. If I fought him he got rough. And I learned real quick that whether I fought or not, he was going to have his way, so after a while I stopped fighting.” 


	She seemed ashamed. Jack reached out to touch her arm but pulled back. Probably not a good idea.


	“You had no choice.” 


	“I know. But it goes beyond that. I began ” She cleared her throat again. “He fed me three meals a day. Always fast food�Wendy’s, Mickey-D’s,


	BK.�with plenty to drink. That was how I knew what time of day it was�the arrival of an Egg McMuffin meant it was morning. The chain was about ten feet long and attached to my wrist by a padded cuff.” 


	That startled Jack.


	“Padded?” 


	“Padded. And get this: I had a bedpan which he removed and replaced with every meal.” 


	“Christ, that’s weird.” 


	She nodded. “I was like some sort of pet�except for the rape part. I was so scared and lonely down there in that room, thinking he was never going to let me go, that I began to look forward to his visits, even if he was going to rape me. I can’t say I enjoyed it but then again, sometimes I did. God help me, a couple of times near the end I ” Her voice drifted off.


	“Don’t beat yourself up. It’s called the Stockholm syndrome.” 


	She nodded, still staring out the window. “I know. I learned about that later. But at the time I was so ashamed of myself.” 


	“How did you escape?” 


	“I didn’t. The sex�the rapes�stopped one day. The man still fed me regularly, but for three days he didn’t touch me. Then on the fourth day I fell asleep after dinner�I figured out later I’d been drugged�and woke up on a bench in Piedmont Park dressed in the clothes I’d been wearing when he kidnapped me.” 


	Jack leaned back and joined her thousand-mile stare through the windshield.


	It didn’t make sense. Why go to all the trouble to make a sex slave of Christy and then let her go? Someone sociopathic enough to do that wouldn’t want to run the risk of the victim leading the cops back to him. The safest and smartest thing would have been to kill her.


	But the creep had let her go. Why? Why take the risk of kidnapping her and then compound that risk by freeing her? A mouth breather who wanted a sex slave wanted her forever, or at least until he tired of her or she died from the mistreatment. But this guy had fed her well and even gone so far as to give her a bedpan. Emptying his slave’s bedpan something so incongruous about that. Almost as if he’d planned all along to let her go.


	Wait. He had planned to let her go. Wearing a mask clinched that.


	None of this made sense. What had made him decide it was time to let her go?


	Jack turned to her. “Why didn’t you report it?” 


	Still staring out the window: “I told you�I was ashamed. I’d become a compliant pet. I was afraid they’d find out. Emotionally I was a basket case, but physically I was unmarred. I didn’t even have a mark where I’d been culled. I thought people would think I was lying. Tawana Brawley was still fresh in everybody’s minds back then. I was just a teenager�I know you’re considered an adult at eighteen, but I was just a scared kid�and I was so afraid they’d think I’d been off on some sex-and-drug binge and was trying to pull a Tawana.” 


	Jack could almost understand her thinking, but he hated the idea of the son of a bitch getting off scot-free.


	“I could’ve said I was raped, but how could I prove it? There’d been no sex for days. The only proof I had was being pregnant, but I didn’t know that till a month or so later.” 


	Jack bolted upright as if he’d touched a live wire. Lights were going on, enough to make him feel like the Christmas tree at Rocky Center.


	“Oh, jeez!” 


	Christy looked at him. “What?” 


	“Um ” He couldn’t tell her. Not yet. “Just thinking about Dawn�does she know?” 


	Christy glared at him. “No, and she damn well better not learn. You’re the only one I’ve ever told, so if she does find out, I’ll know the source.” 


	“You’re forgetting�the rapist knows.” 


	“Whoever it was only knows he raped me. He doesn’t know he made me pregnant.” 


	Don’t be so sure, Jack thought as she returned to staring out the window.


	He maintained an outer calm, but his insides were fired up.


	There it was, laid out before him�the whole plan: Young Moonglow Garber hadn’t been kidnapped to be a sex slave; she’d been kidnapped to be impregnated.


	That explained the gentle treatment, the regular meals, and most of all, the bedpan: The rapist was testing her urine. When the pregnancy test turned positive, his work was done. Probably waited a few days to recheck just to be sure, then let her go.


	Jack knew�or was at least ninety-nine percent certain�that the rapist, Dawn’s father, was Hank Thompson. Jack was equally sure that Jeremy had been on hand to help.


	It all fit now. The mysterious Jonah Stevens had been behind this. A super-oDNA being had been his plan all along. And he’d fathered three children�at least three that Jack knew of�to make it happen. The sons must have been indoctrinated early on, the daughter kept in the dark. Maybe the boys didn’t even know Moonglow Garber was their half sister. If they had, would it have made any difference? Somehow, Jack doubted it.


	He could see how it might have gone down: Jonah Stevens tells his boys that there’s this girl with special blood, and they need to mix their blood with hers. So, one boy would impregnate this special girl named Moonglow Garber. Then, assuming the resulting child was female, the other would wait until she was old enough and then impregnate her.


	Jack thought about what kind of man would use his kids that way. But then, Jonah probably saw them as tools rather than children. Jack didn’t use the term sick fuck very often, but surely it applied here.


	The result of this plan�if the right sets of genes were passed on�would be a baby packed with a dose of Jonah Stevens’s oDNA.


	But what if Moonglow’s child had been a boy? No way outside of a test tube to guarantee the sex of a child, so Dawn very easily could have ended up Danny. Then what? All that trouble, all that planning, all those years of waiting, for nothing.


	Unless unless Jonah had procreated more threesomes as a sort of insurance. Like discrete terrorist cells�homegrown, indoctrinated since birth, probably unaware of each other�dedicated to breeding a genetic bomb.


	To what purpose? Had to be a purpose.


	Did Bolton and Thompson even know what it was? Bolton had talked about a Plan and mentioned a Key, but was that simply an image, a metaphor, or was this baby supposed to unlock some doorway and cause apocalyptic change?


	Two years ago Jack would have written off Jonah Stevens as a madman. No longer. He’d seen too much over the course of those years to dismiss anything as mad. Something was in the wind. He’d heard from a number of sources that an Armageddon was gathering over the horizon. Was Dawn’s child a harbinger of all that?


	Would stopping the child slow the advance of Armageddon?


	The thought triggered a question. He turned to Christy.


	“You never thought of having an abortion?” 


	Christy rubbed her temples and groaned. “Oh, God, please let’s not go there. You’ve just made me relive the rapes. I don’t want to revisit that nightmare too.” 


	“I’m sorry, Christy, but this is important. I’m trying to make connections here.” 


	Her head snapped toward him. “My daughter is shacked up with her uncle or half-uncle or whatever the hell he is. Isn’t that enough of a connection?” 


	He didn’t understand her reaction. What was he missing?


	“Please. I need to know. What was this nightmare? Did you consider an abortion?” 


	“Hell, yes! No way was I giving birth to a rapist’s child, so I went to an abortion clinic run by a Doctor Golden. I was examined, had blood tests, and was given an appointment to have it done. But before it happened someone put a bullet through his head. His death closed his clinic, obviously, so I went to another, this one run by a Doctor Dalton. And would you believe the same thing happened? The day before I was scheduled to have it done he was killed too.” 


	Jack nodded. Everything was falling into place. Christy’s trip to an abortion clinic must have thrown the two boys into a panic. They had to stop her from terminating the pregnancy so they did what had to be done. Jeremy might not have committed both murders, but once caught he took the fall for them.


	Christy shook her head. “I mean, it was almost like God was saying, ‘You have to have this child.’” 


	“God?” 


	“Hey, I don’t mean that like it sounds�I mean, like my rape-baby and I really mattered in the grand scheme of things�but the timing was so creepy, it pretty near unnerved me. And don’t think the cops didn’t notice that timing. They questioned me again and again to see if I was connected to the killer�as if I’d somehow set the doctors up. With nothing else to go on, they weren’t buying that it was all just a coincidence.” 


	Coincidence? Oh, no nothing of the sort.


	It’s sitting right in front of her, Jack thought, but she can’t see it.


	That didn’t make her a dummy. Not by a long shot. The truth was too outrageous. Hell, if he didn’t know what he knew, he might not be seeing it either.


	“Didn’t they want to know who your baby’s father was?” 


	“Yeah, but how could I tell them? And I hadn’t reported the rape, so I made up a name. Told them we’d hooked up and driven around in his van for weeks, then parted ways.” 


	“They bought it?” 


	“Had a statewide manhunt for a guy who didn’t exist. But then they caught the guy who did the shootings and found out we had no connection, so they dropped me, thank God.” 


	“So all this made you decide to keep the baby?” 


	“Not really. But getting an abortion in Atlanta was almost impossible for a while, and what with all that time with the police questioning me and telling me not to leave town, by the time everything settled down it was too late for an abortion.” 


	“So you kept the baby by default.” 


	She shook her head. “I’d resigned myself to going through the pregnancy but no way was I keeping her. I had her all set up for adoption by a rich couple. The money I’d get for her would stake my trip to New York where I was going to take Broadway by storm.” 


	“I can guess what happened.” 


	Christy nodded as tears filled her eyes. “I took one look at her and couldn’t let her go.” 


	“So she’s the reason you changed your name.” 


	She nodded. “Yeah, well, the name change came about because I was afraid she’d happen upon some old account of the murders and see my name mentioned as someone being questioned in the case. I mean, how could I get away with explaining that? Say it was someone else named Moonglow Garber?” 


	Jack nodded. “Good thinking.” 


	“So the name had to go.” A fleeting smile. “I was hanging out at a friend’s house and the My Fair Lady sound track was on�” 


	Jack snapped his fingers. “That’s it! That’s the connection!” He now knew why Pickering sounded so familiar. “Let me guess: ‘A Hymn to Him’ was playing and you heard, ‘Pickering, why can’t a woman be more like a man?’ Right?” 


	“Yes! You sure you’re not gay?” 


	Jack smiled. “Why? Because I know a song from a musical?” 


	“Well, my friend was, and he was heavy into theater and sound tracks. And you knew all about Promises! Promises! too.” 


	“Credit my mother. She loved musicals and My Fair Lady was one of her favorites. Played it all the time while I was growing up.” 


	Jack could hear the overture right now. Part of the sound track of his youth. A shiver of melancholy tingled through him. Mom he could almost hear her voice from down a long hallway humming along.


	Christy said, “Anyway, it seemed as good a name as any, so I became Christy Pickering and my daughter became Dawn Pickering.” She sighed. “And I’m so glad I kept her. She’s been a constant source of joy until now.” 


	Jack didn’t have the heart to tell her that what he suspected was much worse than she thought: That Christy and her daughter were part of some incestuous breeding experiment wherein Dawn had been impregnated by a man who was a full uncle, not just a half.


	Nor could he tell her that he had the answer to the question of how Bolton knew about her tattoo: He’d seen every inch of her when he and his brother imprisoned her.


	“So that’s my tale of woe,” Christy said.


	And some tale it was. She’d been through a nightmare ordeal�kidnapped, imprisoned, and raped multiple times. And yet she’d bounced back. Changed her name, changed her life, become a loving mother and successful day trader.


	“You should be proud of the way you handled it. You could have let it define your life, started identifying yourself as a victim. But you didn’t. You beat it.” 


	She shrugged. “You think so? I was just doing what felt I had to do to survive. My mother was furious with me for screwing up my life by keeping the baby. I suppose I could have told her about the rape, but I didn’t think she’d believe me at that point, and if she did she’d really want me to give Dawn away. She was driving me crazy so I decided to leave. Me and my baby�we were going to make it. But I spent years in terror that it would happen again. I never walked when I eould drive, even when it was a block away. And when I was on the street I walked way inside with my shoulder practically brushing the buildings, eyeing every van whether parked or driving along the street.” 


	“Do you still?” 


	“I’ve relaxed a little, but not completely. I keep a gun hidden in my bedroom and I know how to use it.” 


	“Good for you.” 


	Jack wished he could get Gia interested in learning how to shoot. He couldn’t be around her twenty-four/seven, and a pistol, even a small one, was a mighty equalizer. But she had something akin to a phobia about them.


	“I still dream about them, though�those weeks. I still look at Dawn now and then and wonder about the unknown half of her gene pool and what diseases are hiding there. Cancer? Heart? Diabetes? Insanity?” She looked at him. “Do you think any of that will show up in the genetic testing you’re doing?” 


	Jack fumbled for a quick reply. “I�I doubt it. I only asked for relationship testing. I don’t even know if those other tests exist.” 


	“Well, if they don’t, someday they will. And maybe we can track down her father.” 


	Jack didn’t dare look at her. “And if you found him what then? Start another search for a hit man?” 


	“I don’t know. Would my life have been different if he hadn’t done what he did? Absolutely. Would it be better? I don’t know I just don’t know.” She shook herself. “But enough about the past, what about the present? What are we going to do about that man?” 


	“Before we go there, I just want to make sure we’ve taken killing him off the table. Have we?” 


	She loosed a long sigh. “Yeah, sure. I went a little crazy, I guess. I feel so trapped. I’m boxed in by this big lie he’s told about me and I can’t see any way out. It’s almost like being chained up in that cellar again. Killing him seemed like the easiest way out.” 


	Jack needed to drive the no-killing concept home.


	“Not easy at all. After what’s been going on between you and him, you’d be a prime suspect. Even with an alibi. And if they catch the hit man he’ll give you up in a heartbeat. And then where will Dawn be? Single and pregnant with no one to turn to. Sound familiar?” 


	She nodded. “Yeah. Too. So if we’re going to let him live, what do we do about him?” 


	Jack didn’t have a plan. This new wrinkle had muddied the water. He needed time.


	“Let’s wait and see what the DNA analysis shows. Maybe Dawn will change her tune when she sees how closely related they are. Maybe pushing information about the increased chance of birth defects from mating with a relative will put her off.” 


	“I don’t know she’s completely taken with this guy.” 


	“In the meantime I’ll sift through my notes and see if I can come up with a backup plan.” 


	She was staring at him.


	He stared back. “What?” 


	“You really seem to care.” She smiled. “You have no stake in the outcome here, but it really seems to matter to you.” 


	Lady, if you only knew.


				*
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	Jack sat at the table in his front room and arranged his notes before him, trying to construct a timeline.


	Jonah Stevens first fathered Hank. Then less than a year later, Jeremy. And a year after that, Christy�or Moonglow.


	Eighteen years later Moonglow is kidnapped by the boys and Hank repeatedly rapes her until she becomes pregnant.


	Moonglow tries to get an abortion but the boys kill off the two abortionists she visits. Jeremy is caught, locked away for life, and winds up at Creighton.


	Hank, meanwhile, gets tagged for interstate GTA and also winds up at Creighton.


	Coincidence? Not according to Levy. They both tested positive for oDNA, so they became instant candidates for Creighton. But the timing


	Did Hank arrange to have himself arrested on a federal beef so he could visit his brother?


	No, that didn’t square. He didn’t know about the oDNA project at Creighton so he couldn’t know he’d be sent there.


	Jack checked his notes for the date of Bolton’s arrival in Creighton, then opened his copy of Kick to the section covering Hank Thompson’s wild, criminal youth.


	When he saw the date of his capture, he checked back to the timeline for Jeremy’s arrest and saw that Hank had been locked up in Creighton when Jeremy was nabbed locked up for six months.


	Jack’s mouth went dry.


	He rechecked the dates of the weeks Moonglow Garber had gone missing. When he found those, his stomach took a dive.


	“Oh, shit.” 


				*
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	Dawn sat alone at the kitchen table and sipped a Diet Pepsi. Nothing else would stay down during her first couple of hours after rising.


	Were you supposed to get morning sick this early in a pregnancy? Did it mean something might be wrong with the baby?


	She didn’t know. But then, she didn’t know a thing about being pregnant. All she knew was that she hated feeling this way. How long would it last? Not the whole nine months�please!


	And school. She’d missed yesterday and could so not bring herself to go today. Not that graduating would make much difference once they finished their video game idea and got it sold, but she’d worked hard for four years and totally wanted that diploma to show for it.


	She bit back a sob. She felt so alone! God, she wished she had someone to talk to about this. Couldn’t mention it to any of her friends�it’d be totally all over school in like two seconds. Under normal circumstances Mom would have been the obvious choice, but these circumstances were nothing like normal.


	She shook her head. Still couldn’t believe it. Coming on to Jerry. Her mother had gone crazy. That was the only possible explanation.


	Well, crazy or not, she was so never speaking to that woman again.


	Which left her with no one to talk to about being pregnant�at least no one who’d been there. Oh, she could talk to Jerry about it all day, but he didn’t seem to care about what she was going through. All he wanted to talk about was the baby and how he was going to rule the world.


	Sometimes she thought Jerry was as crazy as Mom.


	And where was he, anyway? He’d said he had an important meeting in the city with some people from Electronic Arts�or “EA” as he called it�but left her home because the time wasn’t right yet to bring her into the picture, what-ever that meant. Was that really where he was? Normally she’d take him totally at his word, but she’d noticed that somehow every Tuesday he’d disappear for about four hours or so. He always had a plausible reason, but it occurred to her that his meetings always seemed to be timed for late morning to early afternoon.


	Coincidence or ?


	Or what?


	Did he go to AA meetings? No, he wasn’t an alcoholic. He drank only beer and never got sloshed. NA? Nah, he didn’t even do weed.


	A real uncomfortable thought snuck up on her: What if he was visiting a parole officer or something like that? Yeah, that was what Mom would say. Totally. But no way


	Come to think of it, what made her so sure he wasn’t an ex-con? What did she really know about him? She’d asked him about his family but he’d totally killed the subject by saying no brothers, no sisters, folks dead, ‘nuff said. Like he’d come out of nowhere.


	She realized the same could be said of her. She’d never seen even a photo of her father, and now, in a way, she no longer had a mother.


	All she had was herself.


	And a baby.


	Oh, God, a baby. I don’t want to have a baby.


	She couldn’t go through with it. She had to do something about it something to stop it.


	But she couldn’t let Jerry know. God, he’d have a fit. She’d have to do it on the sly and tell Jerry she’d miscarried.


	Without giving herself time to think, she rose to her feet. A wave of nausea rolled through her stomach as she headed for Jerry’s computer. Yeah, she had to do something about this. She’d look up the nearest abortion place. Had to be a zillion of them around.


				*

	


	
2


	“Doctor Vecca?” 


	Julia looked up to see her assistant standing in the doorway.


	“What is it, Toni?” 


	“Mister Bethlehem is here. He wants to see you. Says it’s important.” 


	Jeremy? Why on Earth�?


	Oh, yes. It was Tuesday�time for his weekly injection of D-287. The clerical staff�and most of the medical staff, for that matter�knew him by his new identity. The personnel in the max security section who knew Jeremy Bolton thought he’d been transferred and they’d have no contact with an outpatient like Jerry Bethlehem.


	But even so, Julia preferred that he spend as little time as possible at Creighton.


	“Send him in.” 


	A moment later Jeremy strode through the door and slammed it closed behind him. He looked frazzled. That made Julia a bit uncomfortable. A frazzled Jeremy Bolton could be a dangerous Jeremy Bolton, even with his trigger gene suppressed.


	“Get Levy in here,” he said. “We need a powwow.” 


	“Something wrong?” 


	“Yeah. Lots.” 


	Julia didn’t like the sound of that.


	“Care to share?” 


	“Damn fuck right I care to share. Soon as Levy’s here I’ll be sharin like crazy.” 


	Normally the idea of allowing an inmate, even one as special as Jeremy, to give orders was unthinkable, but she decided to make an exception in this case. She wanted to find out what was upsetting him and then send him on his way as soon as possible.


	Julia buzzed Toni. “Call Doctor Levy and tell him I need him for a conference with Mister Bethlehem.” 


	Jeremy stepped to her window and stood staring out at the grounds.


	“Coffee?” she said.


	He shook his head. “Just Levy.” 


	Rather than twiddle her thumbs while they waited, she turned to her computer and called up the Jerry Bethlehem file. Yes, he’d been receiving his injections as scheduled, and he’d been testing negative for drugs�any THC or opiates in his urine and the clinical trial would be cancelled. Couldn’t allow drugs to muddy the water.


	Jeremy was being a good boy.


	Aaron came in a few moments later. He looked almost as spooked as that night last week when Jeremy had tried to kidnap him.


	Get over it, she thought. Jeremy’s dangerous but not that dangerous.


	“Good morning, Aaron,” she said, indicating one of the chairs on the far side of her desk. “Jeremy has something to say to us.” 


	Aaron seated himself gingerly, as if he feared the cushion might be wired with electricity.


	“What’s up?” 


	Jeremy had ignored his arrival. He turned now and fixed each of them in turn with his ice-blue stare.


	“That detective is still fuckin with me. I thought you told me you were gonna get him off my ass.” 


	Damn that man. Just a few minutes with that Robertson character had been enough to convince her he was trouble. When she’d run his license plate and found it defunct, she’d been sure. First Gerhard, now another one. Couldn’t these idiots simply take the money and mind their business?


	“Fucking with you how?” 


	“First he tells my girl’s mother that I killed Gerhard, and now he’s doin DNA testing on me.” 


	Shock shot her to her feet. She slammed her hand on her desk.


	“What?” 


	She glanced at Aaron who looked as alarmed as she.


	“You heard me,” Jeremy said.


	She dropped back into her chair as an icy tremor shuddered along the walls of her heart. It couldn’t be for oDNA�no one knew about it and Creighton had the only means to screen for it. Still


	“What�” She swallowed around a dry tongue. “What sort of DNA testing?” 


	Jeremy suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Just looking into my family tree, that sort of thing.” 


	“What did he find?” Aaron said.


	“Nothin. Nothin to find. Thing I want to know is, where’s he gettin this information?” That cold look again, shifting from Julia to Aaron. “You got a leak here?” 


	Julia forced a laugh. “Here? You must be joking!” 


	“This ain’t no jokin matter, lady. Because I got to thinkin about how you two’ve been awful damn interested in my DNA and my family tree ever since I got here, and now along comes this detective, right out of the blue, and all of a sudden he’s got the same kinda interest. Kinda makes you wonder, don’t it?” 


	Aaron cleared his throat. “We paid him not to do any further investigation on you.” He turned his watery gaze on Julia. “Didn’t we, doctor.” 


	Didn’t we, doctor always so formal.


	“We damn well did. Paid him handsomely. Looks like he’s been taking us for a ride. I think�” 


	“I don’t give a damn about your money. He’s lookin into my DNA and I want to know why.” 


	Aaron cleared his throat again. He seemed to do that only when Jeremy was around.


	“Well, one reason might be because he tried to find something incriminating through your fingerprints and couldn’t. Doctor Vecca had the foresight to have them erased from ViCAP, so he came up blank.” 


	Jeremy looked at her. “Pretty smart, doc.” 


	Julia allowed a small smile. “I thought so.” 


	“With fingerprints a dead end,” Aaron continued, “maybe he’s going the DNA route.” 


	Jeremy turned his gaze on him. “What’s my DNA going to tell him?” 


	“Well, if he has a contact in one of the police departments, he could have it checked against the DNA database of sex offenders.” 


	“Well, he ain’t gonna find me there.” 


	Only because you’ve been locked up the whole time it was being compiled, Julia thought. If you’d been out there


	“Of course not,” Aaron said. “We know that, and you know that, and now he knows that. But it was a good thought on his part. Imagine the leverage he would have had on you if he found a match to someone with a sex offense conviction. Or better yet, a match to an unsolved crime.” 


	Jeremy glared at him. ” ‘Better yet’?” 


	Aaron shrank half an inch deeper into his chair. “I meant for him.” 


	Julia wondered about that. Aaron had seemed to be warming to the subject of Jeremy taking a fall for a sex offense.


	Julia said, “What does he say he found in your DNA?” 


	Again that cagey look. “Just a bunch of personal junk that don’t mean nothin.” 


	Julia kept her tone as level and soothing as possible. “Then why are you so upset?” 


	“Because I want to know where he’s getting this information. And where’s he getting my DN-fuckin-A?” 


	Aaron said, “Many commercial labs do DNA analysis. And as for obtaining a sample, all this detective would need was some of your hair or blood or saliva.” 


	Jeremy shook his head. “I ain’t had a haircut or cut myself recently and I never developed the spittin habit.” His mouth twisted. “When you’re inside and you spit, you’re spittin where you live.” 


	Julia had noted a thickening of his redneck accent during the course of the conversation. Over the years she’d noted that it usually occurred when he was upset. She’d come to see it as an unconscious affectation to put people off guard, make them underestimate him.


	She said, “He could get saliva from an envelope or a fork or a spoon.” 


	Jeremy looked at the floor and shook his head. “Shit. That means someone’s been followin me and I ain’t had a clue.” When he looked up again his expression was fierce. “Where can I find this sonuvabitch?” 


	Julia glanced at Aaron and found him looking at her.


	“We don’t know,” she said.


	Fury blazed in Jeremy’s eyes as he took a step toward her.


	“Bullshit!” 


	It was all Julia could do not to flinch. But she held his burning gaze as she blurted a reply.


	“It’s true. He calls himself John Robertson, says he’s a licensed private eye, but the man who holds the license is dead.” 


	“You ain’t gonna tell me he’s a ghost, are you?” 


	“No, just someone who’s very good at hiding his tracks.” She thought about that. “I guess in a way he is a ghost.” 


	Jeremy’s expression became frustrated. “Well, what about this agency you’re always threatening me with? Can’t you sic them on this guy?” 


	“There’s nothing I’d like better, but we’ve got nothing to go on. He wears gloves, so we have no fingerprints. The plates on his car are not registered to anyone. The only thing I might be able to give them is his physical description, but that’s no help. He looks like a million other men his age.” 


	“And what age is that?” 


	“Yours, I’d say. Average height, brown hair, brown eyes. No distinguishing features. Very average looking, wouldn’t you agree, Aaron?” She looked to him for support and found him staring at her with a shocked expression. “What?” 


	He shook his head. “Nothing.” 


	What was eating him?


	“What about his face?” Jeremy said. “Big nose, little nose? Fat lips, thin lips? Scar? Anything?” 


	Julia shook her head. “Nothing. An eminently forgettable face.” 


	“Fuck! And you have no idea where I can find him?” 


	Julia looked at him. Jeremy had unsettled her. Time for a little payback.


	“Somewhere in your general vicinity, I imagine. Not now, not here, but sometime during the course of the rest of the day I would suspect he’ll be watching you.” 


	The flash of uncertainty in Jeremy’s eyes was gratifying, but didn’t last nearly long enough.


	“Well, now that I know he’s watchin, I’ll catch him at it. And when I do ” 


	Julia pointed at him. “Don’t do anything foolish. If you think you’ve spotted him, keep your distance. Call me instead. Anytime day or night�call me and I’ll have him taken care of.” 


	“I can handle this myself.” 


	“I’m sure you can, but you mustn’t. You were able to get off easy with that barroom fight. But if you assault this man, you’ll be locked up again and we’ll have to cancel the clinical trial. And then where will you be? Be sensible, Jeremy. If you spot him, you make the call, and that’s all. Understand?” 


	He nodded. “Oh, yeah. I understand.” 


	Julia wondered if he did. Only time would tell.


	Without another word he walked out, leaving the door open behind him.


	Julia turned to Aaron and found him staring at her again with that shocked look. One of her mother’s favorite expressions came back to her.


	“Close your mouth, Aaron. You’re catching flies.” 


	“I don’t believe you did that.” 


	“Did what?” 


	“Gave him Robertson’s description. You might as well have served him up as a sacrificial lamb.” 


	Julia shook her head. What an old woman.


	“Think of it as a provocative stimulus. How can we know whether or not the suppresser therapy is working if we don’t challenge it?” 


	“You did the same with Gerhard, and now you’re condemning Robertson to the same fate.” 


	“Not necessarily. If the higher dose of suppresser therapy is working, Jeremy will call in and we’ll handle Robertson.” 


	“And if it’s not working, Robertson could wind up dead.” 


	Julia had had just about enough of this.


	“And if he does, so what?” She remembered his crack about her underwear. The bastard. “He’s been playing us for fools, Aaron. He’s not supposed to be anywhere near Jeremy, so if he’s caught snooping around, it’s on his head, not ours. Besides, I see it as a win-win situation.” 


	“Not for Robertson.” 


	“No, for us. If Jeremy removes Robertson, not only will we have him off our backs, but we’ll also have an indication that we need to up the dose of two-eighty-seven.” 


	“But what if he’s clumsy about it and gets caught?” 


	“We’ll clean things up before he gets caught�just like last time.” 


	“Last time we were lucky.” 


	“We must provoke him, Aaron. And think about it: If he calls in instead of attacking, not only will we know the suppresser is working, we’ll have an idea of the proper milligram-per-kilogram dose. I don’t see a downside.” 


	“Unless you’re Robertson.” 


	“Why do you care about that lying swindler?” 


	“He’s a fellow human being. Isn’t what we’re doing here supposed to make the world a safer place for our fellow human beings?” 


	Julia sighed. “Yes, I suppose it is.” 


	But not that particular human being.


				*
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	Jeremy’s brain blazed as he spun the Miata’s tires on the way out of the Creighton front gate and headed back to the city. He checked his rearview mirror to see if anyone pulled into the lane behind him, and scanned the road ahead for cars parked on the shoulders.


	Someone had been following him around, picking up little souvenirs here and there and using them to test his DNA.


	Shit!


	Worst part was he hadn’t had a clue.


	He checked around again. He had the road to himself. But what did that mean? This Robertson guy could be waiting down near the Thruway, knowing he’d have to come that way to get back to Queens. The guy could pull in a few cars behind him as he got on and Jeremy would never know.


	That hunted feeling


	Reminded him of his last free days in Atlanta. He’d thought he was in the clear, thought he’d covered his tracks. Everyone was looking for a religious nut, a wild-eyed right-to-lifer, and Jeremy was anything but. But


	Yeah. Always the but.


	But someone had seen someone near the second shooting and gave a description that shared certain features with someone else seen in a photo taken on the street shortly before the first shooting, and a sketch was circulated in a door-to-door canvas and finally a newsstand guy thought it looked like someone who came by regularly to buy cigarettes.


	Like a jerk, he’d held on to the gun. Yeah, it was stupid, but with the feds all over the place he’d have no way to get his hands on another piece on the outside chance Moonglow decided to try yet another abortionist. One thing led to another and, when he felt the circle tightening, he decided he had to get rid of it. He was nabbed before he could.


	And now someone else was trying to tighten a noose around him.


	Maybe he shouldn’t go back to Queens�at least not yet. He needed to talk to fuckhead Hank about this gene-testing shit, and the sooner the better. Why not head for the city?


	He pulled onto the shoulder and grabbed the map from the glove compartment. He’d learned his way around the Forest Hills area, but up here was still pretty much a mystery. He located Rathburg and noticed that if he headed east from here he could get on the Saw Mill Parkway. Going south on that would take him to 9A which led right down the west side of Manhattan.


	Perfect.


	He got rolling again and pulled out his cell phone. Time to call big brother. He’d try to find some excuse not to meet, but he wasn’t weaseling out today. This was too important.


				*
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	Aaron pulled into the lot of the Argonaut, found a space, and parked. Instead of heading inside he sat with the motor idling. To tempt himself out of the car and into the diner, he conjured images of Belgian waffles dripping with syrup and topped with powdered sugar and strawberries and maybe even some whipped cream, but he felt too queasy to eat. So he sat and wrestled with the question that had been plaguing him all through the hours since the meeting in Julia’s office.


	
Should he tell Jack that Julia had given that pervert Bolton his description?


	On one hand, he felt he owed it to him; after all, they’d been working together on putting Bolton back behind bars, but beyond that, he liked the man. He seemed a decent sort, as well as clever and resourceful.


	On the other hand, they weren’t getting anywhere against Bolton. If Bolton pegged Jack as the detective who’d been causing him so much trouble, he might try to do him serious harm. Enough harm to get himself locked up, thereby aborting this whole outpatient fiasco.


	Might try to do Jack harm that was where the struggle came: the try. Bolton had a couple of inches and maybe twenty pounds on Jack, but Aaron had a feeling the man could take care of himself.


	For all he knew, Jack might put Bolton in a hospital. Might pound the living shit out of that deviant, amoral bastard. God, wouldn’t that be wonderful? For not only would Bolton be suffering some well-deserved pain, but physical incapacitation might also prove enough to end the outpatient trial.


	On the other hand, if Aaron warned Jack, he might back off on his surveillance, reducing or perhaps even eliminating the chance of a confrontation. Aaron dearly wanted to see Bolton hurt.


	He jumped and squealed like a girl at the sound of a rap on the passenger window. He shrank against his door as he looked.


	jack.


	Relief Hooded him. 11 it had been Bolton, God knew what he would have done.


	He hit the unlock switch and Jack slid into the passenger seat.


	“Jumpy?” 


	Aaron nodded. “You could say that.” 


	“Thought I’d find you inside. Actually it’s better here. I don’t feel like eating.” 


	“Neither do I. Especially after seeing the DNA comparison between Dawn and Bolton.” 


	“You mean the father-daughter thing.” 


	Aaron gasped and stared at him. He’d said it so matter-of-factly.


	“You know?” 


	A nod. “Since last night.” 


	“But how could you? And how can this be? How does something like this happen? How could her mother not know?” 


	He realized he was babbling, but the questions had been pounding against the inside of his skull since he’d seen the printout.


	Ninety-nine point nine nine percent probability of paternity.


	Aaron listened in horrified fascination as Jack told about how Moonglow Garber had been abducted and repeatedly raped for weeks until she was pregnant, then released. And then he saw it all.


	“The abortionist assassinations! They finally make sense!” 


	Jack nodded. “Finally.” 


	“But that doesn’t explain how you know Bolton is Dawn’s father. Hank Thompson could have been the rapist.” 


	“That’s what I thought. Then I sketched out a timeline last night and realized that Hank was locked up in Creighton during the weeks Moonglow was missing.” 


	Aaron leaned back. “Dear God.” 


	He thought of Moonglow. That poor girl. Kidnapped, raped daily, probably in terror for her life. And then Bolton, father of her child he thought of his own daughter and wanted to be sick. This only confirmed what he’d known all along: Bolton was a monster.


	Jack’s fingers were knotted into fists. “The sick, sick, subhuman son of a bitch. How does anyone do that?” 


	For no good reason, Aaron said, “Do you have a daughter?” 


	Jack looked up at him and Aaron recoiled at what he saw in his eyes. He didn’t know what it was�pain, certainly, but nestled in a terrible seething darkness that urged him to flee and never look back.


	“I almost did,” he said in a low, barely audible tone. “I sort of do.” He closed those terrifying eyes, took a breath, then opened them again. The darkness was gone. “You have a printout of the comparison with you?” 


	The abrupt change caught Aaron off guard. “Uh, um, yes. Why?” 


	“I want to see it.” 


	He pulled it out of his pocket and watched as Jack unfolded it, studied it. then looked up.


	“Ninety-nine point ninety-nine percent probability. Not much wiggle room there.” 


	Aaron shook his head. “Not a bit. But I don’t get it. If Moonglow’s child was to be later impregnated by one of her uncles, why not have Thompson do it? With a half uncle as the father, the chance of autosomal recessive traits coming to the fore are increased, but nowhere near what could happen to a baby whose father is not only its grandfather, but an uncle as well. It’s not only sick, it’s counterproductive.” 


	“Refresh me on ‘autosomal recessive traits.’” 


	“An autosomal recessive gene is a genetic defect you inherit from one of your parents. For want of a better term, it’s half of a genetically mediated disease. Let’s say for example that you inherited a cystic fibrosis mutation from your mother. You don’t show signs of cystic fibrosis because your mutation is paired with a normal gene from your father that overrules the mutation. This makes you a carrier. Should you impregnate a woman without a similar mutation, there’s a fifty-fifty chance of the child being a carrier too, but zero chance it will wind up with cystic fibrosis. You following?” 


	Jack nodded. “Because there’s no chance of my mutation getting paired with another like it.” 


	“Correct. But should you impregnate a woman with a similar mutation, there’s still a fifty-fifty chance of producing a carrier, but also a one-in-four chance of producing a child with cystic fibrosis. This is why first-degree relatives�parents, children, siblings�shouldn’t mate.” 


	“More chance of sharing recessives.” 


	“Right. Hemophilia is a recessive that ran rampant through the royal families of Europe due to intermarriage.” 


	They sat in silence for the moment, then he noticed Jack refolding the printout and slipping it into a pocket.


	“Hey, you can’t have that.” 


	“I’ll need it to show Christy. She’ll never believe me without it.” 


	Aaron felt a stab of panic. It had “Creighton” printed in large, boldface type across the top of the sheet.


	“No! If she shows it to Bolton he’ll know it was me!” 


	“Relax. I’ll show her a Xerox with the logo folded out of sight. You’ll have no connection.” 


	Not good enough.


	“But it won’t help you! It has no names!” 


	“I’ve got to show her something, doc, and this is better than nothing. Be cool. I don’t want to see you hurt. You’re my man on the inside. I’ll keep Creighton out of it. Trust me.” 


	Trust him? He didn’t know if he could trust anyone at this point. Except maybe this man.


	Not that he had a choice. He couldn’t very well take it from him.


	More silence as Aaron wondered what Jack was thinking. Then he realized he hadn’t got an answer to his previous question.


	“Why didn’t Thompson impregnate Dawn? Did Bolton want to bed his own daughter?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Maybe he’s sterile. Maybe they don’t know about recessive traits. But then again ” His voice trailed off.


	Watching him, Aaron saw a look of growing wonder on Jack’s face.


	“What? What is it?” 


	“Maybe they want to match up certain recessive genes. Maybe that’s been the whole purpose of this scheme all along.” And then he shrugged. “And maybe not.” He smiled. “Too bad I can’t simply ask Bolton next time I run into him.” 


	Aaron opened his mouth, then closed it again. Here was the perfect time to say something to Jack about Julia giving Bolton his description. He should say something. Really he should


	But he wanted that showdown, wanted Bolton hurt.


	Of course it might be Jack who wound up getting hurt, maybe even killed.


	Bolton could walk up behind him and gun him down just like he did the abortionists.


	But he held his tongue. He’d have to trust that Jack had more street smarts than Bolton. A good bet, since Bolton had been off the streets for the last eighteen years.


	Still all the street smarts in the world wouldn’t stop a bullet in the back.


	Sometimes Aaron hated himself.


				*
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	Jeremy watched Hank as he stood at a window and peeked through the blinds.


	“You sure you weren’t followed?” 


	“Absolutely.” 


	No way was Jeremy absolutely sure, but he was reasonably sure. He wasn’t exactly an expert at this sort of thing. But he’d made a lot of turns coming down here to this Lower East Side Kicker crib, and he’d watched carefully the whole way. He hadn’t seen anyone following him.


	Hank let the blind slat drop and turned to him.


	“All right, what’s so important that we couldn’t discuss this over the phone?” 


	“Like I told you, someone’s been testing my DNA and knows I’m related to Moonglow.” 


	“So she knows�?” 


	“Yeah, she knows. Question is, how long before he tests my DNA against the girl’s?” 


	Hank pressed his palms against the sides of his head and began to walk in a circle about the room.


	“Oh hell! Oh damn! Oh shit! Who is this guy? We’ve got to get to him, make him stop!” 


	“Vecca and Levy already tried that. Paid him off but he still keeps snooping. Almost like he’s got some sort of hard-on for me. I mean, like it’s personal.” 


	Even though Jerry Bethlehem hadn’t been around long enough for anyone to have something personal against him, the thought didn’t sit well.


	“Yeah. Funny, I’ve run into someone like that too.” 


	Here we go. Can’t let this get too far from rich, famous, too-important-to-get-my-hands-dirty Hank. His attitude sucked. Jeremy resisted the urge to pop him one.


	“Well, unless he’s threatening to take a shit in the Bloodline, like my guy, maybe we should forget about him for the moment.” 


	“Okay, okay. What do we do?” 


	“Well, since I’ve never seen him, we’ll have to try to beat him at his own game. That’s where you come in.” 


	Hank’s tone turned cautious. “Yeah?” 


	“Well, he’s been following me. So what we do is have you follow me too, only you’ll know where I’m going so you can hang back and watch for anyone on my tail.” 


	Hank was nodding. “Sounds like a plan.” Then he frowned. “But what do we do when we find him?” 


	“Then we follow him. And we convince him that he doesn’t want to stick his nose in my life anymore.” 


	“And if he doesn’t listen?” 


	Jeremy shrugged. “Then he disappears.” 


	Hank was shaking his head. “Oh, no. Not while I’m within a hundred miles. Include me out.” 


	Jeremy felt his temper heating.


	“You gonna let me down again, bro? You gonna let Daddy down again too?” 


	He remembered his talks with his daddy whenever he’d come to visit. A scary man, Daddy, what with that patch over his bad eye and the way he’d fix him with the bright blue of his good one. But once he got talking, his smooth voice would wrap around Jeremy and caress him like a warm breeze, making the scaredness go away. Jeremy knew he’d inherited some of Daddy’s gift for persuasion, but only some.


	Daddy knew things no one else knew, saw things with his dead eye that no one else saw. He’d talk of gods�not the gods that everyone had heard of. Those were just stories, he’d said. He spoke of other gods, the Others, locked out from the world, waiting for ages to return.


	He told of the special blood that ran through his veins, and ran through his children’s. They all were part of a special Bloodline that made them shine in the eyes of the Others, but their Bloodline had been diluted and polluted over the ages. It had to be concentrated and purified.


	Daddy would tell him over and over about his Plan to do just that, and about the parts Jeremy and his half brother Hank were to play, and how together with a girl named Moonglow they would create the Key, a pure-blooded child who would unlock the gates that prevented the Others from returning to the Earth and reclaiming it.


	And when they did return they would reward those of the Bloodline who had made it possible. Daddy would ascend to the throne of Earth and Jeremy and Hank would be his princes.


	Daddy’s soothing voice had stayed with Jeremy, repeating the story and the things they must do to bring the Plan to fruition, and left him with never a moment’s doubt of its truth. But then Daddy stopped coming around. He’d warned that there might come a day when that happened, and he’d made Jeremy swear by the blood of the prince within him that he’d see the Plan through to its finish.


	Jeremy had sworn. So had Hank. But obviously Hank’s promises didn’t mean much.


	“We’re not going to get into this again, are we?” Hank said. “I told you�” 


	“You told me you had your own thing going and that Daddy could shove his Bloodline up his ass!” 


	“I never said anything of the sort. What I’m doing is just as necessary to the Plan as what you’re doing.” 


	“Bullshit! The Plan was this: I knocked up Moonglow, so you were supposed to knock up her kid.” 


	Hank rolled his eyes. “I know, but I’m identified with the Kicker movement�right now the movement is me�and I can’t risk getting involved with knocking up an eighteen-year-old.” 


	“So I’m left with the job of fucking my own kid.” 


	Hank smiled. “And doing a damn fine job of it too.” 


	Jeremy felt heat rush into his face as his hands curled into fists. “You son of a�” 


	“Easy now. You got the job done, didn’t you? And as for boffing your own kid�first off, if she’s eighteen she’s not a kid; and second, it’s not like you raised her or anything, or saw her even once when she was growing up. She was a complete stranger when you met her.” 


	Jeremy felt himself relax a little. Hank had a point. Dawn could just as easily have been someone else’s kid.


	“That may be, but it didn’t stop me from feeling weird and maybe even a little perverted the first few times.” 


	“That’s because in the everyday world it’s a big taboo, and everyone’s all uptight about it because if you do that sort of thing too much you can wind up with a bunch of FLKs.” 


	“Eff-ell�?” 


	“Funny-looking kids. But because you two share the Bloodline, that changes all the rules. That means it’s not only okay, it’s necessary for you two to get together and have a kid.” 


	“It also means that I had to do everything myself. I had to kidnap her, I had to get her pregnant, I had to keep her from getting an abortion, and I wound up getting sent up for life for it!” 


	Realizing he was shouting, he clammed up.


	He remembered his confusion at the time. Hell, he was only nineteen when he’d tracked Moonglow to Atlanta. He tried to get in touch with Hank to tell him the good news, but Hank was nowhere to be found. They’d been meeting maybe every six months, talking about how to carry through Daddy’s Plan, and now he seemed to have vanished�just like Daddy had.


	But somehow he’d known Hank was still alive, somehow he’d sensed him out there.


	Hank said, “I would have helped you if I could have, bro. You know that.” 


	“But I didn’t know it then. I knew you wasn’t dead, so I thought you’d run out on me.” 


	He later found out that Hank was in jail, but he’d been pretty shaken at the time.


	Hank shook his head. “Never. But isn’t it strange, this connection we have? I know you’re around, and you know I’m around. Weird, huh?” 


	“Yeah. Weird. But that made it all the worse when I had to do everything myself.” 


	“I wish I could’ve been there with you, bro. Things would have been different then, and they’d be different now.” 


	Damn right, they’d be.


	The Plan had been for Hank to charm his way into Moonglow’s pants and get her pregnant. They’d marry and have the baby. If it wasn’t a girl, they’d try again. When they finally had one and she grew old enough to have a baby of her own, Jeremy would move in. One way or another�by charm or by force�Hank’s daughter would have Jeremy’s child.


	And that child would change the world.


	But Jeremy had panicked when he couldn’t find Hank. He had no confidence in his ability with girls. That was Hank’s strong suit, not his. Or so he’d thought at the time. He now knew that he could turn on the charm just as well as his older brother.


	Not knowing what else to do, afraid that Moonglow might get knocked up by some other guy, he’d chosen the only route he could think of�the most direct. And when she’d started looking for an abortionist, he’d done the same.


	He’d never believed he’d get caught. When he did he’d thought the Others had deserted him.


	But then, last year had come word of a special therapy that the high-ups at Creighton wanted to test. And the testing would require that Jeremy be freed into the world.


	He’d known then that the Others hadn’t deserted him. They’d only been waiting for the proper moment. They’d arranged for him to be released in time to help Hank do the final purification of the Bloodline by fathering the miracle child.


	But Hank had balked. His Kickers were more important.


	“I still can’t believe how when it came to choosing between the Bloodline and these losers, you chose them.” 


	“What I’m doing, I’m doing for the Bloodline. In my dream�” 


	“I don’t want to hear about any stupid dreams.” 


	“You keep saying that, but it’s time you listened. I keep having this dream about a baby. It’s in danger. It’s screaming in fright. And then along comes the Kicker Man, and he takes it in his arms, and it stops crying. How do you interpret that, Jer?” 


	Jeremy felt a chill as he pictured the powerful image. If it really was a dream, he could see only one way to interpret it, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it.


	“I interpret that as your way of easing a guilty conscience, or, better yet, making excuses for yourself.” 


	Hank took a step closer. “The dream is real, Jer. It’s been coming to me off and on for the past year, and every night for the past two weeks. Every night.” 


	“So?” 


	“So, how long has Dawn been pregnant?” 


	Jeremy got another chill, stronger this time, as he remembered the instructions on the testing kit’s box saying it took a minimum of two weeks after the start of pregnancy to turn positive.


	He hated giving him the answer. “Two weeks or so, I’d guess.” 


	Hank grinned. “Doesn’t that tell you something?” 


	“It tells me you’re kidding yourself.” 


	“It’s a message from the Others and you know it. I couldn’t be sure before, but it’s clear as day now: They sent me the sign of the Kicker Man and inspired me to write my book, and now they’re telling me why: Because the Kickers are going to pave the way for the return of the Others. But they have an even more important mission than that: They’re gonna protect that baby from the enemies of the Bloodline.” 


	Could Hank be right? Was all this Kicker shit part of the Plan to bring back the Others? Were they some sort of palace guards, or maybe the shock troops of the Others?


	Was that Hank’s job�captain of the guard? Then who was he�father of the Key?


	Yeah. Father of the Key. That sounded pretty good. Maybe all this was going to work out right after all.


	As long as no one got in their way.


	“You think there really are Enemies out there like Daddy told us about?” 


	Hank’s expression was grim. “I’ve given this a lot of thought. Daddy told us plenty of stuff that would sound crazy to other people, stuff that other people would laugh at. But we believe it. Why?” 


	“Because Daddy told us, and because it’s the truth.” 


	“Yeah, we believe it’s the truth, but why do we believe these things that no one else believes? That no one else has even heard of?” 


	Jeremy was losing patience. “I’m sure you’re gonna tell me.” 


	“It’s because the Bloodline is so strong in us. We heard these things and we believe them because our blood knows they’re true. That’s why, even though I’ve never seen an Enemy, I know they’re out there. And so do you.” 


	Jeremy found himself nodding. Yes, he did know. Daddy had talked about Enemies of the Others who had almost killed off the Bloodline in the past and would try again.


	“You think that’s what happened to Daddy? You think it wasn’t an accident�that the Enemies got to him?” 


	“I don’t know what else to think.” 


	He’d known Hank was still alive when he couldn’t find him back in Atlanta. He just didn’t know where. He remembered having a feeling as a little kid that Daddy wouldn’t be coming back because he wasn’t there anymore.


	Hank said, “Those bastards have probably been looking for us ever since.” 


	And then Jeremy had an unsettling thought. “This guy that’s been dogging my trail, testing my DNA do you think he could be one of the Enemies?” 


	Hank started pacing again. “Could be could be ” He stopped and stared at him. “Shit!” 


	“What?” 


	“The guy who stole my book�I’ll bet he was one. As a matter of fact I’m sure he was.” 


	“What book?” 


	“It’s a long story. Suffice it to say it was old and contained a drawing of the Kicker Man. Might even had contained information on where it came from�something I’d really like to know�but it’s gone now, stolen away by a guy who pretended to be a reporter.” 


	“Hey. Maybe the guy after me is just pretending to be a detective. Maybe he’s just pretending to work for Moonglow when what he’s really doing is hunting down the Bloodline.” 


	Hank spun and kicked the wall. “Shit! What does yours look like?” 


	“Never seen him. But I got a description from Vecca.” 


	Hank barked a harsh laugh. “Vecca! That vampire bitch. You gonna believe anything you hear from her?” 


	“She seemed pretty pissed that someone was testing my UNA. Like they were horning in on her territory.” 


	“Her territory�that’s us, all right. She’s always seemed like a big eye gazing down on the rest of us through a microscope. I mean, don’t you get the feeling when she looks at you that she’s not seeing a person, but just a conglomeration of cells?” 


	Jeremy stared at his brother. He’d nailed Vecca�to the nth degree. But damned if he was going to hear that from Jeremy.


	“That’s downright poetic, Hank. Maybe you should try your hand at being a writer someday.” He got a kick out of Hank’s reddening face. “But there’s a chance we’ve got a couple of Enemies bird-dogging us, so why don’t we stick to that?” 


	“All right. Let’s do that. What did Vecca say yours looked like?” 


	“She wasn’t much help. My age, brown hair, brown eyes, and about average height.” 


	Hank frowned. “That could describe my guy too.” 


	“Maybe they’re the same guy�or twins.” 


	Hank snapped his fingers. “Twins! Did Daddy ever mention twins to you?” 


	“Not that I recall.” 


	“He did to me. Said the chief Enemies were twins. Do you think these could be the guys he was talking about?” 


	“One way to find out: You trail me back to Queens and see if anyone’s following me.” 


	Hank glanced at his watch and shook his head. “Sorry, bro. I’m supposed to speak to a Kicker gathering in about an hour.” 


	Jeremy stiffened. Hank wasn’t going to leave him high and dry again.


	“So? Cancel it.” 


	“No can do. This is a big crowd. Been set up for weeks. I can’t back out now.” 


	Jeremy felt that familiar heat again. “I’ve got an Enemy chewing my ass who could mess up everything. If he finds out I’m Dawn’s father and goes and tells her, the shit will really hit the fan. She’ll go running back to her momma and start looking to get an abortion. I can’t go knocking off abortionists again, Hank. That worked once, but it won’t work again. I do one and the Creighton folks’ll be all over me. That’ll leave the dirty work to you. Got a gun, Hank?” 


	Hank seemed unmoved.


	“I’ll come out your way tomorrow and follow you around all day if you want. But today is out of the question.” 


	He realized if he stayed here another second he’d be strangling Hank. He turned and headed for the door.


	“Fuck you!” 


				*
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	Jeremy kept a death grip on the Miata’s steering wheel as he crossed the Williamsburg Bridge. He shifted his gaze between the road ahead and his rearview mirror, keeping an eye on a silver PT Cruiser that had been staying two cars behind him since he’d left the Lodge.


	Was that an Enemy? The so-called detective? Or just another guy on his way to Brooklyn?


	Fuck Hank for weaseling out and making him do this all on his own. They were supposed to be a team, damn it.


	He tried to see through the PT’s windshield but the glare reduced the driver to a featureless silhouette.


	Damn! If he could just get�


	He glanced at the road, saw red lights, and slammed on his brakes. As his car screeched to a halt just inches shy of the bumper ahead of him, he heard other tires screeching behind him and braced for a rear-end collision.


	It never came. The cars stopped in time. He checked for the PT, saw it pull out into an open lane and roll by to his right. The college-age girl behind the wheel didn’t even glance his way as she passed.


	He pounded his steering wheel. He could have been killed. And then what? Would Dawn keep the baby�the Key�if he was gone?


	Like hell. She didn’t seem all that crazy about being pregnant. In fact, she seemed downright unhappy about it.


	The Key aborted its remains tossed out like garbage.


	Unthinkable.


	He heard a toot and looked around to see that his lane was moving again. Keeping his eyes trained on the road, he resumed his trip. But his thoughts remained on the enemy.


	Average height brown hair brown eyes�


	“Shit!” he cried.


	Joe Henry the guy hanging around Work the video gamer. He fit Vecca’s description to a T. But lots of guys did. He bet he could wander through Work and�Shit!�the guy had been reading Hank’s book. That clinched it. He knew they were brothers. All a fucking setup.


	He pounded the steering wheel in near-blind rage until a honk warned him that he was veering out of his lane. He straightened the wheel and drove on, seething.


	The guy had played him like a fucking five-string banjo.


	What had Vecca said his name was? John something like two first names


	John Robertson. Yeah.


	He bared his teeth. You and me, John Robertson I think we got us a score to settle.


				*
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	Jack reached Forest Hills and went looking for a copy shop or office supply store. He found a Staples on Queens Boulevard and, as promised, made a copy of the DNA comparison with the Creighton letterhead folded out of sight.


	Then he called Christy. Her voice mail picked up on her home number; he left a message and tried her cell. The cell’s voice mail picked up on the second ring�a reliable indication that it was turned off. He left another message for her to call him ASAP.


	A worm of unease wriggled in his gut and he didn’t know why. Bolton had Christy right where he wanted her: on the far side of a chasm from her daughter. No reason to make a physical move against her.


	Should he go over to her place and check it out? No. Didn’t want to take the risk of being seen peeking in her windows.


	Most likely she’d forgotten to charge her phone or turn it on. Or maybe she was rehearsing for that play she mentioned. Could be a rule that all cell phones are turned off during rehearsal. Made sense.


	Kind of a relief in a way. The news he had to give her deserved�no, demanded to be delivered in person. He was dreading the prospect of sitting across from her and looking her in the eve while he told her that the father of her child, the man who abducted her and raped her when she was eighteen, was the same man who’d just made her daughter�their daughter�pregnant.


	He’d almost rather wear a red shirt through a Crips neighborhood.


	But he’d keep trying her phones. Meanwhile, he had time to kill. He didn’t want to return to the city and then come back out again. So he drove around for a while, then decided maybe it was time to become Joe Henry again and pay a visit to Work. He had mixed feelings about the possibility of running into Bolton. On one hand he wanted another chance to get into the guy’s head, see what made him tick and hope he’d let something slip about this baby of his; on the other, just thinking about the guy made his skin crawl.


	He called both of Christy’s numbers again. No answer.


	Time to go to Work.


				*
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	Jerry was on edge. Totally. Dawn had seen him flare up before, but he’d always cooled off pretty quick. This was different. He couldn’t sit still. He was like in a chair one minute and out of it the next, turning on the TV, surfing a few channels, then turning it off. He looked like he was ready to totally explode or something.


	“You okay?” 


	He stopped between the TV and the easy chair and stared at her.


	“Yeah, darlin. Why?” 


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. You seem, like, tense.” 


	“Got a lot on my mind.” 


	“Something go wrong at the meeting?” 


	“Meet�?” He looked confused.


	“You know. With EA?” 


	“Oh, that.” He shook his head. “No, everything’s fine with EA. I’m just bothered by all this friction with your mother. I wish there was a way we could straighten her out and get her on board.” 


	“That’s so not going to happen. Way too late.” 


	But how sweet of him to care. So totally typical of him to be worried about a crazy woman who’d accused him of awful things, then tried to seduce him.


	Which made Dawn feel totally worse for what she planned to do about the baby.


	She’d found a place called Women’s Choice right here in Rego Park. They said she could come in for an interview and paperwork this afternoon. Then they’d schedule her for tests, and then


	She’d totally hate herself doing it, but she knew she wasn’t ready to be a mother and couldn’t see any other way.


	“Why don’t you play a game or something. Maybe that new FPS.” Dawn couldn’t remember the title�a new Doom or Half Life or Call of Duty? No matter. First-person shooters always relaxed him.


	He shook his head. “Not in much of a gamin mood. Feel more like doin the real thing.” 


	She blinked. “Shooting people?” 


	He grinned. “Just kiddin.” 


	The look in his eyes Dawn wasn’t so sure.


	He said, “Maybe I’ll just check my e-mail and surf a little.” 


	A spasm of uncertainty gripped her. Had she closed the Women’s Choice Web site? She wasn’t sure. God, if she’d left that window open


	“Good idea,” she said, turning and dashing upstairs. “I’ve got some errands to run.” 


	She ducked into the extra room and checked the computer screen. The screen saver was running. She hopped over and wiggled the mouse. The desktop appeared with no open windows.


	Knew I’d signed off.


	Light with relief, she passed Jerry on his way in. He was giving her a strange look, but she spoke before he could say anything.


	“I’m running out. Need anything from Pathmark?” 


	After a couple of seconds he said, “Yeah. Pick me up some beef jerky�the peppery kind. I feel like chompin on something.” 


	She gave him a quick kiss. “You got it.” 


	She grabbed a sweater from the bedroom and hurried downstairs. She’d go to Women’s Choice first, then swing by Pathmark on her way�


	“Dawn!” 


	Something in his voice froze her. She didn’t turn as she heard him race down the stairs behind her. He grabbed her shoulders and spun her to face him.


	“Women’s Choice?” His eyes were wild. “Women’s fuckin Choice?” 


	She couldn’t speak, only yammer.


	He said, “I thought it was kind of funny, you checkin the computer before


	I got to it, so I opened the browser history.” His grip on her shoulders tightened as he shook her. “Women’s Choice! I can’t believe it! You want to kill my baby!” 


	“It’s not like that! And it’s my baby too! You don’t have to carry it! I do! And I’m so not ready for that!” 


	He wrapped her in his arms and cooed in her ear. “Oh, darlin-darlin-darlin! If you only knew what this baby means to me.” 


	The sob that had been building burst free. “I know, I know.” 


	“And not just to me. To us. To the world. Our baby is the Key. He’s gonna change the world!” 


	“You keep saying things like that and they’re they’re totally scary. The key to what?” 


	“To the future. You’ll be known the world over as the Mother of the Key. Millions of people will worship you and pray to you to speak to your son on their behalf.” 


	He was getting scarier by the minute.


	“What do you think I’m gonna be�the Virgin Mary? News flash: I’m so not a virgin and this was a totally maculate conception.” 


	He pushed her back to arm’s length. His face was filled with joy as his wild blue gaze bored into her.


	“Darlin, you’re gonna be better than any Virgin Mary. You know why? Because you’re real. But the only way you’re gonna get to be the queen mother is if you have our baby.” 


	“Jerry�” 


	His grip tightened as the joy faded from his face.


	“And you will have this baby�” 


	His grip tightened further and now she saw no joy in his face, only growing rage as he bared his teeth.


	“Jerry, you’re hurting�” 


	“�because if you don’t if you ever do anythin to hurt my baby, you will wish you’d been born dead, darlin. You’ll wish it ‘cause I will hunt you down like a bitch cur and I will see you dead. But before you die I will see you suffer the tortures of the damned for killin the prince of the Bloodline. You’ll suffer so long and so bad that you’ll pray to die, you’ll beg to die.” 


	His face had gone crimson, spittle speckled his lips, and his eyes in their pale-blue depths she saw exactly what he’d do to her. A scream was surging into her throat when he suddenly let her go and stepped back. He licked his lips and smiled as his complexion faded to normal.


	“But of course, that’s all idle chatter ‘cause nothin’s gonna happen to my baby, right? Right?” 


	Dawn could only nod. He was back to talking normally now. She so wanted to scream and run but didn’t dare move a muscle�couldn’t. Her limbs were frozen in position.


	He leaned closer and sounded like the SpongeBob pirate. “I can’t heeeeeear you. Right?” 


	She found her voice and croaked out a feeble, “Right.” 


	What had just happened? He’d gone from totally normal to totally insane, then back to totally normal again in less than a minute. She’d never seen that side of him, hadn’t even guessed it existed.


	Women’s Choice the idea of aborting his child�why was it always his child?�had like totally set off a bomb in his brain. Made him mad crazy.


	Well, maybe he had a right to be pissed that she was going to end the pregnancy without telling him. The baby was half his, after all. But only half. What about her half? And he wasn’t the one who was going to get all fat and bloated.


	But he’d been totally more than just pissed. He’d been insane. And he hadn’t been kidding about killing her. A shudder passed through her like an earthquake. She knew from his eyes and the way he’d said it that he meant every word.


	“Well, darlin,” he said with his usual warm, friendly smile. “Long as you’ve got your sweater and were on your way out, what say we take a trip down to Work. I feel like gettin myself a couple of cold ones.” 


	“Not me. It’s totally boring. And you won’t even let me have a beer.” 


	“That’s right, darlin. No more booze for you. Like those signs in the bar say, When you’re pregnant, you never drink alone. You’re not going to get my baby boy drunk. You can have some of that Diet Pepsi you and your mother like so much.” 


	“But�” 


	“Hush now. I’ve got another reason I want to visit Work tonight. Want to see if a certain someone is hanging around, waiting for me.” 


	As he propelled her toward the door, Dawn wondered what she’d got herself into. And if there was a way out.


				*
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	Jack stood at the bar nursing a watery Coors Light as he went over his options. At least it was better than an even more watery Bud Light from the ruinators of Rolling Rock.


	The neon Corona clock on the wall behind the bar said 6:30. Still about an hour until sunset. But from what Christy had told him, if Bolton was coming in, he would have shown by now.


	Reminded of Christy, Jack pulled out his phone and called her numbers again. Still no answer. Rehearsal was dragging on. At least he hoped it was rehearsal.


	Someone eased over and leaned against the bar beside him: Dirty Danny.


	“Need any party supplies?” 


	“Nope. Sorry. No one’s invited me to any parties lately.” 


	Danny gave him a yellow grin. “Well, then have one of your own. That’s what I’d do.” 


	“Why am I not surprised?” 


	“Well, you need anything, you know where to find me.” 


	Danny moved on and Jack decided he was tired of Queens, tired of wasting his time waiting for people to answer their phones or show up in bars. Time to head home and see if Gia had any plans for dinner. If nothing was on the stove yet, they could head down to Little Italy where Vicky could chow down on Amalia’s mussels in garlic sauce.


	He left the rest of the beer wannabe on the bar and headed for the door.


				*
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	A parade of what-ifs were tying Jeremy’s stomach in knots as he maneuvered into a parking spot down the street from Work.


	What if he hadn’t checked Dawn’s browser history?


	What if she’d gone ahead and had the abortion?


	What if she tries again?


	It was like the past was repeating itself. But at least this time he wouldn’t have to go around killing doctors. He hadn’t been able to reveal himself to Moonglow. With Dawn it was different. She knew he was the father, so he could stay close and watch over her.


	Watch over her what a job that would be nine months of hell until�


	No, wait. Maybe only a few months of hell. He knew abortions weren’t done after a certain point in a pregnancy. He didn’t know that point, but he’d sure as hell find out.


	The thing was, he’d have to stay right on top of her, not let her out of his sight until that point was reached. Could he do that? How could he get up to Creighton every week for his injection if he couldn’t trust her alone? What was he going to do�chain her in the basement?


	He didn’t want her along now�not if he was going to have to deal with that Enemy posing as Joe Henry�but he didn’t dare leave her home.


	“Shit!” 


	“What’s the matter?” 


	He looked at Dawn and wanted to kill her for wanting to kill the Key. She’d come so close to ruining everything. He saw the fear in her eyes and realized that might be the key the key to protecting the Key.


	Fear.


	Make her so afraid of him that the thought of an abortion will never cross her mind again.


	But before the fear marriage. That way he could have some legal say about the baby. But marrying her wouldn’t be an easy proposition after the way he’d blown up earlier. He knew he’d scared her bad.


	“Nothing, darlin. Just mad at myself for losin it the way I did. You’ve got to understand that though I never wanted a kid, I do now. And like I said, it’s a miracle. I�” 


	He squinted through the windshield at the man who’d just stepped out of Work: Joe Henry. No his name wasn’t Joe Henry Moonglow’s detective, John Robertson. Or maybe not just a detective. Maybe an Enemy of the Bloodline. And here he was, practically walking into Jeremy’s arms.


	The Others must be watching over me.


	“What’s wrong?” 


	“I’m looking at a guy who’s been causing me trouble.” 


	Dawn leaned forward and pointed. “Him? You introduced me to him yesterday. I thought he was a friend.” ‘


	“So did I. But I’ve learned different.” 


	He heard Vecca’s voice in his head telling him to make the call, then follow the guy until folks from her mysterious, all-powerful agency grabbed him. He heard another voice telling him, Yeah, that would be the smart thing to do because he couldn’t be a hundred percent sure that Joe Henry wasn’t really Joe Henry. He might not be a detective or an Enemy, might just be some everyday shlub who liked beer and video games and was reading Kick.


	Shit! Hank’s book! That was the key. He was carrying it around as a prop�a goddamn prop�because he thought it would make Jeremy lower his guard and let him get in close where he could screw up everything.


	Well, it almost worked. It almost fucking worked.


	Jeremy felt his blood begin to heat.


	Come to think of it, the guy probably didn’t know shit about video games either, because he’d let Jeremy do all the playing.


	The only thing Robertson had played was Jeremy�like Hendrix played guitar.


	He knew his face was reddening.


	And Robertson wasn’t just some smart-ass detective, he was an Enemy. Carrying Kick around proved it, because only an enemy could know Jeremy and Hank were connected. Must know about the Bloodline too, and the Key. That was why he was here�to mess up the Plan.


	His vision took on a red tinge.


	“The fuck!” 


	Dawn jumped in her seat. “Jerry! What�?” 


	Jeremy ignored her as he hit the trunk release and jumped out. He ran around to the rear and yanked on a ring in the floor. Beneath, in the spare well, he found the tire iron and hefted it. Good solid feel, the lug-wrench end nice and heavy.


	As he started after Robertson, Dawn lowered her window.


	‘‘Jerry, what are you doing?” 


	“Just stay here. This’ll only take a minute.” 


	“But�” 


	“Be right back. I owe somebody something. Gonna settle up with him.” 


	His blood sang in his ears as he hurried through the dying light toward Robertson, long, quick strides eating up the distance between them. The guy was oblivious, just ambling along the sidewalk like he hadn’t a care in the world. Yeah, well, he was about to have a care�a big care. He was about to get messed up.


	Jeremy stepped over the curb and onto the sidewalk a dozen feet behind him. He glanced around. Nobody nearby, nobody looking his way except Dawn.


	Nine feet to go six he tightened his grip on the tire iron and chose a spot on the back of the guy’s head. He could almost hear the crack, feel the crunch, see the spray of red when steel hit bone. He took a two-handed grip and raised it high as he closed in.


	This was gonna be good. This was gonna be easy. This was gonna be quick and clean. One skull-crushing shot, plus one more for good measure as he went down, then Jeremy would keep moving, barely breaking stride, walking away as if nothing had happened. Someone would find the guy leaking his brains out onto the sidewalk and call EMS. If he survived, he’d most likely never wake up, and even if he did he wouldn’t remember shit, and be good for even less.


	Jeremy raised the iron higher then and, putting his arms, shoulders, and a good deal of his body behind it, swung�


	And missed.


	At the last second the guy spun and ducked to his right. Jeremy had been set to connect with something hard and solid. Instead the iron whipped through empty air, leaving him stagger-stepping ahead.


	There�to his left.


	He half turned and saw something flashing toward his face�the palm of a hand. Jeremy tried to react but he was off-balance, tilting forward as the heel of that palm caught him square on the nose. He heard a sickening crunch as pain detonated in his face�a July Fourth finale of brightly flashing lights that left him blinded and disoriented. He quit his two-handed grip as he raised his left to fend off another blow while the right tried a feeble backhand swing with the iron. But almost immediately a fist that seemed aimed at his spine or maybe at a place somewhere behind him rammed into his gut, doubling him over. He grunted with the pain, blinked, turned away defensively as he tried to clear his vision for a swing at this guy, wherever he was. That was when something hard slammed against the outside of his left knee, bending it a way it wasn’t supposed to go. The leg gave out and he went down, dropping the iron to put his hands out to break his fall. As he landed on hands and knees some-thing heavy rammed his back, knocking him flat. Then a shoe against the back of his neck, pressing his face into the pavement.


	He’s gonna kill me, he’s gonna curb me then he’s gonna break my neck and then the Plan’ll die because sure as shit Dawn’ll have an abortion before I’m cold in the earth.


	“What the hell’s up with you?” 


	Jeremy’s vision cleared and he found himself face-to-face with the tire of one of the parked cars. And the guy was talking to him instead of kicking the shit out of him. Good sign.


	He knew he should lie still and look like he was beaten down and wait for a chance, but then he thought again of how this guy had played him and the rage rushed back full force.


	“You motherf�” 


	He tried to roll and rise but pain shot through his knee like someone had a knife in it and the foot pressed harder, grinding his cheek against the concrete.


	“Easy, there. What I ever do to you?” 


	“I know who you are, you lousy�” 


	“And just who is that?” 


	“I don’t know your real name but I know it ain’t Joe Henry and it ain’t John Robertson�” 


	The pressure against his neck increased.


	“Whoa! Let’s back it up there. Where’d you hear the name John Robertson?” 


	“What difference it make? I know it’s fake. I know you and your friends been doggin my ass for months now, tryin to kill the Bloodline, but it ain’t gonna work.” 


	More pressure. Jeremy thought his jaw was going to break.


	“Months? You need some heavy medication, dude. I don’t know anything about a Bloodline and I never heard of you until last week.” 


	“Bullshit!” He had to speak through forcibly clenched teeth.


	But the guy’s voice carried a ring of truth. Something in his tone said he hadn’t heard of Jeremy before. So what was the deal? Was he just a detective like he said?


	“Then why you been doggin my ass? Why you been messin with my life?” 


	“It’s what I do.” 


	He realized then that the guy wasn’t going to kill him, because if that was what all this was about, he’d have picked up the tire iron and be doing to Jeremy’s skull what Jeremy had been planning for his. If he just lay still and shut up, he’d live to fight another day.


	But then he thought of how this jerk had suckered him into looking bad in front of Dawn and his mouth started running.


	“Better kill me now, asshole, because there ain’t no place you can hide from me. It’s me or you, so you might as well end this right here and right now, otherwise�” 


	Jeremy hadn’t thought the pressure on his neck could get any worse, but it did, and for an awful second he thought he’d gone too far, pushed too hard, and the guy was really going to do it.


	But then the pressure eased very slowly as if it took every smidgen of the guy’s will not to do as Jeremy had suggested. He heard a laugh�as forced sounding as any laugh Jeremy had ever heard.


	“You mean kill you? You’re not worth the hassle.” 


	And then the pressure was gone and he heard fading footsteps. He looked up and saw the guy walking away with his back to him, just leaving him here, and not even looking over his shoulder�not once.


	What’s he think I am? Cow shit he can just scrape off his shoe and walk away from? No way.


	He saw the tire iron less than half a dozen feet away. Yeah. No funny stuff this time, no surprise moves. This time he’ll wish�for the last two seconds of his life�that he’d finished him when he had the chance.


	Jeremy pushed himself up from the pavement and�


	His knee�a bolt of lightning shot through it again. He’d forgotten about his goddamn knee.


	He wasn’t going nowhere.


	As he rubbed the swollen joint he stared at the tire iron he’d never reach and at the retreating figure of the mystery man who still hadn’t looked back. He wanted to scream.


	And then he heard running footsteps and Dawn’s voice coming up behind him.


	“Ohmygod! Ohmygod! Did he hurt you?” 


	He felt like such a jerk. How the hell was he going to spin this?


				*
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	Jack noticed his hand still shaking as he went to fit the car key in the ignition.


	He’d forced himself to walk away from a living, breathing Jeremy Bolton�an act that ranked near the top of his Hardest-Things-I’ve-Ever-Done list�and leave the scene.


	Alibi or no alibi, Jack was sure now that he’d killed Gerhard.


	Every fiber of his self-preservation instinct had screamed to kill the son of a bitch and end it there, but a higher center had warned that he was too exposed, that some concerned citizen might have seen all or part of the attack from a window or across the street and called 911. Witness accounts of who was the aggressor would depend on when they’d tuned in. If they missed Bolton swinging for the fence with his tire iron, then Jack would be listed as the assaulter instead of the assaultee. But even if not, Jack wanted no part in a police report.


	The cautious end of his brain had also reminded him of the agency behind Creighton that would come looking for him.


	So he’d walked away, fighting head-to-toe adrenaline shakes as he forced himself to maintain a cool saunter. No worry about Bolton sneaking up behind him on that knee�his sneaking days were over for a while. When Jack had reached the corner, he’d trotted for his car. He’d parked it well out of sight of Work.


	He turned the key and pulled out, moving away from the area.


	When he’d left Work he’d spotted Jeremy out of the corner of his eye, crossing the street as he came his way. The fact that he hadn’t called out, and the way he was holding his right arm tight against his side, told Jack that something was up, something not good.


	So he’d listened to Bolton coming up behind him�those cowboy boots weren’t built for stealth�and made his move when he heard a sudden increase in footsteps.


	Jack had been surprised at first at how fast Bolton folded, but thinking about it now he realized he should have expected it. Bolton had been locked up since his late teens. Whatever street smarts he might have had were long atrophied. And life at Creighton had weakened them further. While the place’s maximum security lockup wasn’t exactly a country club, it was a long, long way from hard time. Even if Bolton had worked out�and it looked like he had�strength wasn’t enough in a fight. His oDNA might make him mean but it didn’t make him fast or tough or smart. He’d folded like a cheap lawn chair.


	But that wasn’t the most striking thing about the encounter.


	don’t know your real name but I know it ain’t Joe Henry and it ain’t John Robertson


	The words echoed silently through the car. How had Bolton heard the name John Robertson? Certainly not from Jack, so that left only two other possibilities: Levy and Vecca.


	But right now he was worried more about Christy.


	After putting about a mile between himself and Bolton he tried Christy’s numbers again, and again got no answer. He didn’t feel right leaving town without at least going over to check on her place. No reason anymore to stay away�his role as Bolton’s new video gamer friend was dead.


	He had Christy’s address but these streets were confusing as hell. She lived on 68th Drive, but that ran parallel and next to 68th Road which ran next to 68th Avenue. Finally he found it�a decent-size, older, well-kept, stucco-walled house with high-peaked gables and an attached two-car garage. Worth a gorgeous penny.


	No lights on inside. Not encouraging. He pulled into the driveway, got out, and went to the front door. He rang the bell three times and used the brass knocker between rings.


	No answer.


	A vision of Christy lying dead or close to it inside began to form.


	One more place to check. He’d noticed that the two-car garage had small windows placed high in the metal doors, too high to look through. He walked around the back and found a double-hung window into the garage. His pen-light revealed that it was empty.


	Relieved, he returned to his car. If her Mercedes had been there he would have felt obligated to break in for a look-see. Its absence made it most likely that she was at rehearsal with her phone off.


	He headed for Manhattan. She’d have to wait till tomorrow to learn the truth about the father of her grandchild.


	Looking on the bright side, Jack had just been given a reprieve of sorts.


				*

	


	
12


	“I still think I should have called the cops,” Dawn was saying as she applied an ice-filled baggy to his swollen knee. “Why didn’t you let me?” 


	“Okay, for the fourth time,” Jeremy said�damn, his voice sounded like he was holding his nose�”I don’t want them thinkin I’m some kinda troublemaker. You know, like every week I’m gonna be in some kinda fight.” 


	That, for once, was the truth. The second was that someone might have seen him with the tire iron. Why make a bad situation worse?


	“Yeah, but, well, that guy’s totally dangerous. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody move so fast. One minute you were coming up behind him, a second later you were on the ground. For a moment there I wasn’t sure what happened. I thought you’d disappeared.” 


	Go ahead, he thought. Rub it in.


	But he knew that wasn’t what she was up to.


	She’d changed from the frightened girl in the car to instant caregiver. Like seeing him hurt had flipped some sort of switch inside, and suddenly she couldn’t do enough for him. She’d helped him to his feet and brought the car to him, saving him a painful walk. Then she’d driven him home, stretched him out on the couch, and had been playing nurse ever since.


	“And why won’t you tell me what’s up between you and that guy? I thought you were friends.” 


	Couldn’t before�his head had been too fuzzy to come up with something. But he had a story now.


	“Not friends, acquaintances. I didn’t know it but he scammed a friend of mine in the city�duped him out of a small fortune�and now he’s come out here to set me up.” He did an embarrassed shrug. “I don’t know what happened. I saw him and thought of how he just about ruined my buddy, and I guess I lost it.” 


	“Well, he just about ruined you. Look at your nose,” she said for the tenth time, clucking over him like a mother hen. “It’s like twice its normal size. That’s so got to hurt.” 


	“Tike crazy.” 


	Not true. Kind of numb, really, but why tell Dawn that? Maybe this was the key to keeping her under control: Get hurt, be needy, bring out her mothering instincts, let her think she’d taken charge. He was pretty sure he could find ways to keep it up until the baby was too old to be aborted, then he’d take over again.


	“Poor thing. Do you think it’s broken?” 


	“Absolutely.” 


	“We’ve totally got to get you to a doctor.” 


	Like hell. Last thing he needed now was a doctor.


	“I’ll be all right. But maybe just a little more ice for the nose to help the swellin.” 


	“You got it,” she said and hurried off to the kitchen.


	Good. He needed to be alone for a couple of minutes. Needed to think and that wasn’t easy with her yakking and hovering over him like a hummingbird on speed.


	The guy Jeremy figured he’d call him Robertson for now, because he’d seemed concerned that Jeremy knew that name maybe he wasn’t an Enemy. He’d sounded baffled when Jeremy had mentioned the Bloodline and had sounded sincere when he’d said he’d never heard of him until last week. If he was an Enemy, wouldn’t he have killed Jeremy while he had the chance?


	Maybe he was just what Vecca and Levy had said he was: a detective.


	It’s what I do.


	Yeah a detective. And one who knew his business. He’d somehow connected Jeremy and Hank�his carrying that copy of Kick around sort of proved that�but how?


	Creighton. Had to be. All those meetings Hank and him had had, with Hank pretending to be researching a book. Had Vecca or Levy ratted? He didn’t see why they would, but he didn’t trust those two, especially not Levy.


	Well, however he’d found out, he was tough�Jeremy’s swollen nose proved that�and smart. And it was plain he was going to keep on digging and poking and meddling until he screwed everything to hell.


	Only way he’d stop was if he met with a fatal accident. Or got fired�and Jeremy couldn’t see Moonglow doing that. As long as she was paying him, he’d keep�


	Hey, what if he stopped getting paid for another reason besides being fired? What if the lady doing the paying suddenly stopped signing his checks because she was dead?


	Jeremy thought about that for a few seconds, then rejected it. Wouldn’t work. Too risky. Some neighbor might have seen them arguing. She got killed, someone might mention that. Dawn might be on the outs with dear old


	Morn at the moment, but her bad feelings would go poof when she heard she was dead. And if she got even the tiniest idea in her head that Jeremy might have had anything to do with it�after seeing him with the tire iron, she might not think that was so far-fetched�she’d be on the first train to Abortion City.


	But what if it looked like an accident?


	No. Better yet�what if it looked like suicide?


	Jeremy raised himself to sitting. He liked that. Moonglow had been acting crazy lately, and no one knew that better than Dawn. If Mom offed herself, Dawn would think it was partly her fault. She’d go on a major guilt trip, and with no family, there’d be only one person she could turn to.


	Oh, yeah, he liked this a lot.


	“What are you smiling at?” 


	He jumped at the sound of Dawn’s voice. He looked up and saw her approaching with a fresh ice baggy. Had he been smiling? Yeah, probably. Why not?


	“Just thinkin about what good care you’re takin of me.” 


	Inspiration struck then�he grabbed his neck and groaned.


	“What’s the matter?” She was at his side in a second. “You all right?” 


	“My neck�that guy must have crunched it harder than I thought.” 


	“I’ll get you some Advil.” 


	“This ain’t Advil pain, darlin. I’m gonna need something stronger�a lot stronger.” 


	“But we don’t�” 


	“Yeah, I know. But I know where we can get it.” 


	“Where?” 


	He winked at her. “Dirty Danny.” 


	“Oh, no. Not him. He looks like a total scuzz.” 


	“He is. But he has the real thing.” Grimacing, he struggled to his feet. “I’ll score a few Vicodins to get me through the night.” 


	“Are you crazy? You can’t go down there now. You sit here and I’ll go.” 


	“No way, darlin. I’d rather suffer all night than let you anywhere near the likes of Dirty Danny. Gotta be me.” 


	Dawn shrugged with annoyance. “All right, so it’s gotta be you. But no way you’re driving. I’ll take you down there�right up to the door.” 


	Jeremy hid a smile. Exactly what he’d figured she’d do. Exactly what he’d intended her to do.


				*
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	“Jerry boy!” Dirty Danny said, catching Jeremy’s limp as he approached, then fixating on his nose. “What the fuck happened to you, man?” 


	True to her word, Dawn had dropped him off at the front door and was double-parked outside now, waiting for him. He’d had a bad moment when he’d stepped inside and hadn’t seen Dirty Danny at the bar, but then he’d spotted him moving away from one of the booths, stuffing something in his pocket along the way�a completed sale.


	“Guess,” Jeremy said, looking him in the eye.


	Danny grinned and shrugged. “I dunno. Get hit by a truck or something?” 


	Apparently no word had got back to Work about what had happened. Good. He didn’t want to be embarrassed to show his face here.


	“Close enough. I’m hurtin a bit. Got any Vikes?” 


	Danny grinned as his hand slid toward his pocket. “Does the pope shit in the woods? You want brand name or generic?” 


	“What’s the diff?” 


	“Brand goes for three times more. Same stuff in the pill, but some people just gotta see that VICODIN stamped on it.” 


	“Not me. Dozen generics’ll do.” He kept his voice level, casual. “Could use a few roofies too.” 


	Danny’s eyebrows rose. “You want to forget about the accident?” 


	“Maybe. How much I need for a good night’s sleep?” 


	He’d pulled out half a dozen little snack-size baggies and was sorting through them.


	“A one-milligram tab oughta do it.” 


	“And what if I want some heavy forgetting?” 


	Danny grinned again and nudged him with an elbow. “Looking to get into someone’s panties?” 


	Jeremy gave him an offended look that was only part put-on. He didn’t need a date-rape drug.


	“You think I can’t get there on my own?” 


	“No-no. I think that young thing you’ve got hanging on you�” 


	“Name’s Dawn.” 


	“Right. Dawn. I think she proves you’ve got mucho mojo.” 


	“The forgettin dose?” Getting info out of this asshole was like pulling teeth. “The fer-sure dose is five migs with booze, a few more without. Goes to work in fifteen-twenty minutes.” 


	“Gimme a dozen.” 


	“You got it.” 


				*
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	Back in the car, after giving Dawn an edited version of the buy�no mention of the roofies�Jeremy pulled out his phone.


	She glanced at him. “What are you doing?” 


	“I’ve decided you’re right. I’m gonna call the cops on this guy.” 


	She smiled. “Finally you’re listening to reason.” 


	He made a show of dialing, then shook it and tried again.


	“Shoot. Must’ve done something to it when I hit the ground. Mind if I borrow yours?” 


	“Go ahead.” 


	When he dug it out of her handbag, he punched in Moonglow’s number. He figured if she saw Dawn’s name come up on caller ID she’d pick up sure. But she didn’t. She could be in the shower or something, but this was a sign that she might not be home.


	He cut the connection.


	“What’s the matter?” Dawn said with a laugh. “Cops not home?” 


	“Bad connection.” He turned to her, all sincere and vulnerable. “I don’t know if this is such a good idea.” 


	“Try again. Just hit redial.” 


	“Okay.” 


	And he did. Still no answer at Moonglow’s. He cut the connection again.


	“Nope. Can’t do it. Just realized that my friend doesn’t want to press charges ‘cause he feels like such a jerk. So what’s the point?” 


	Dawn sighed. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.” 


	She sounded disappointed. So what? Jeremy had something more important on his mind: Moonglow wasn’t home.


	Interesting. Tonight could be the night. The sooner the better.


				*
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	“Say, darlin,” Jerry said from where he was stretched out on the couch. “What’ve we got to drink?” 


	Oh, no, Dawn thought, giving him a disapproving look. No way.


	“You are so not going to mix beer and Vicodin�not while I’m around.” 


	He smiled. “Yes, dear.” 


	She couldn’t believe what a totally different person he’d become since he got the crap kicked out of him. Almost like he’d had the mean beat out of him too. She’d been a little scared of him before�a lot scared after he’d threatened her�but when she’d seen him go down some fierce protective instinct had surged to life. If that guy had stayed around he’d have found Dawn clinging to his back, clawing at his eyes.


	Yeah, Jerry had threatened to kill her, but that was just talk. Hyperbole. He’d never hurt her. He’d said he’d die for her and she believed him. He’d just been shocked she’d been thinking of aborting his baby. That was all�the shock talking, not Jerry.


	“Darlin, how about a glass of that diet junk you drink?” 


	Her Pepsi? Was he kidding?


	“But you hate that.” 


	“Hey, I’m desperate and I’m not in the mood for water. Let me try some of that. If I can’t finish it, you can.” 


	“Okay.” 


	She went to the kitchen and poured him a glass from the big three-liter bottle in the fridge. Poured herself a short one and gulped it down.


	God, she totally loved this stuff. She checked the level: Getting low.


	Okay, face it, girl: You’re addicted. You’ve got a major Pepsi jones. Another thing she could blame on Mom. Better remember to pick up more tomorrow. Running out would be like tragic.


	When she brought the glass back to Jerry she found him closing up her cell phone.


	“Calling the cops again?” 


	He smiled. “Forgot to check my voice mail earlier.” 


	She handed him the glass and watched as he took a sip. He grimaced.


	“Maybe it’d be better if it had some ice in it. Could you get me a couple of cubes?” 


	She sighed and reached for the glass. “Sure.” 


	He held it back. “Just the cubes. I’ll keep this here, okay?” 


	“Yeah. Okay.” 


	Kinda weird, but


	She got him the cubes. When she returned she found him swirling the glass. Didn’t he know that would make it go flat? She dropped the cubes in and he swirled them around before taking a baby sip.


	He shook his head. “Nope. Can’t do it. Tastes like medicine.” He held out the glass to her. “You finish it.” 


	Some people


	She took it back and chugged half of it.


	“Best stuff in the world.” 


	He smiled. “I knew you wouldn’t let it go to waste.” 


	“Better believe it.” 


	She felt his eyes on her as she finished it off.


	Then he yawned. “I’m beat.” He laughed. “In more ways than one. I think I’ll turn in. Want to come snuggle with me?” 


	“Are you sure you’re up to�?” 


	Another laugh. “Not tonight, darlin. When I said ‘snuggle,’ I meant snuggle.”’


	She wasn’t tired, but there wouldn’t be much else to do with Jerry conked out. Why not?


	“Okay. Let’s snuggle.” 


				*
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	Jack was halfway across the Queensboro Bridge when his phone rang. He checked the ID and hit TALK when he recognized the number: Christy. What a relief.


	“Where’ve you been, lady? I’ve been calling all day.” 


	“I know. I just got your message. Sorry. I’ve been out on the beach at Montauk.” 


	What had she been doing way out on the eastern tip of Long Island?


	“Not exactly swimming weather.” 


	“No, but this time of year it’s a good place to be alone and do some thinking. And as you well know, I’ve got a lot to think about.” 


	Jack chewed a lip and thought, Not nearly as much as you’ll have after you hear the latest.


	“So you turned off your phone?” 


	“Of course not. What if Dawn needed to reach me? No, the battery ran out. I forgot to charge it. I’m so scattered lately. I guess I didn’t hear the warning beeps over the surf. I sat on the beach and stared at the ocean, walked up and down the waterline, found a fish place and had fried clams for lunch. When I checked it and found it dead it took me a while to get back to the car. Got it plugged into the charger now.” 


	“Come to any decisions?” 


	“Well, the big question was, What do I do next? What should I do next? Should I do anything? Dawn’s eighteen, which means she’s an adult in the eyes of the law. She can make her own decisions and I have no legal right to interfere. So should I just back off and wait till this whole tawdry affair falls to pieces�as it must�and she comes back home?” 


	Fall to pieces? Jack knew Bolton wasn’t about to let that happen�at least not until his baby was born.


	“T can’t see you going for that.” 


	“Damn right. I couldn’t. Dawn may be eighteen, but she’s only eighteen. She may be legal, but she’s still just a kid inside.” Her voice rose. “I can’t stand it! And I can’t stand by and watch her ruin her life! I’ve got to keep trying, I’ve got to find some way to make this right!” 


	Jack clenched his teeth. He was just a quarter mile from Gia’s place�warm smiles and hugs from his two ladies. If he was smart he’d wait till tomorrow to break the news. But he heard the pain in her voice, the naked need to save her daughter.


	What he had to tell her might very well break up Dawn and Bolton for good, but it would be a live grenade dropped into the heart of her life.


	Christy, the man who raped you every day for weeks and weeks is the same man who has made your daughter�yours and his�pregnant.


	How was he going to look her in the eyes and force those words past his lips?


	But she had to know. She had a right to know. Because she’d asked him to learn whatever he could about the man bedding her daughter, and this was what he’d discovered.


	Jack decided then that he wanted�needed�to get this over with, to remove this burden of truth and send it home. Tonight.


	“Maybe I’ve found that way.” 


	Eagerness crowded her words. “You have? What? What?” 


	“It’s not for the phone.” 


	“Come on, Jack. Please?” 


	“Trust me.” He thought of the copies of Levy’s printouts in his pocket. “This needs show as well as tell.” 


	“Okay, then. I’m about an hour from home. Where can we meet?” 


	“Your place is as good as any.” 


	“But I thought you didn’t want to be seen with me.” 


	“He’s on to me, so it doesn’t matter anymore.” 


	“I can be there in an hour�maybe less if I hurry.” 


	Jack had reached the end of the bridge and began looking for a way to get back on the Queens-bound lanes.


	“All right. I’m on my way.” 


	“Hurry. I can’t wait.” 


	Yes, you can, he thought. You’ll wish you’d waited forever.


				*
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	It didn’t take long for Dawn to fall asleep. Jeremy listened to her slow, even breathing for about ten minutes, then got up and limped out to the living room to find her phone.


	Time to call Moonglow again.


	If she was home, he’d just wasted a roofie on Dawn. Even if not, this still might turn out to be a waste.


	He hit REDIAL for maybe the sixth time tonight�every time Dawn had left the room. And this time turned out the same as the others: no answer.


	Excellent.


	He went back into the bedroom and gave her a nudge. She didn’t stir. Not even a little.


	Double excellent.


	Earlier he’d gone into the bathroom and dissolved one of the olive-green roofies in some hot water in a medicine cup. When he’d sent Dawn back for the ice cubes, he’d poured it into the Diet Pepsi. Odorless, tasteless, she hadn’t a clue


	She’d be out till morning.


	His only worry was whether or not the roofie would hurt the baby. He couldn’t see how one milligram could matter.


	Now to Moonglow’s place.


	He slipped out, taking a pair of winter gloves plus Dawn’s phone and keys. He took her SUV�no way he’d be able to bend his swollen knee far enough to get into the Miata. Damn good thing it was his left knee too�he’d never be able to drive if it was the right. He dashed to the Home Depot where he bought a cheap utility knife, all razorbladed up and ready to use.


	When he reached Moonglow’s he called again. Still no answer.


	He parked down the street and limped back in the dark. He made a circuit of the outside of the house and found no sign of anyone home. So he pulled on his gloves and let himself in with Dawn’s house key. Easing the door closed behind him, he stood listening.


	All quiet.


	He went straight to the kitchen and opened the fridge where he found the ever-present bottle of Diet Pepsi. Like mother, like daughter. This one was two-thirds full. Moving quickly�she might pull into the driveway any minute�he emptied it until only eight ounces or so remained. A single glass.


	Even though the kitchen faced the backyard, he didn’t want to risk putting on the lights. So, using the open fridge to show the way, he took a disposable plastic cup and crushed eight roofies in it with a spoon. He dissolved the powder in an ounce of warm water, then poured the solution into the Pepsi.


	As he was swirling the bottle he heard a hum. He stopped and listened, then realized it was the garage door opener.


	Shit!


	Moving as fast as he dared or could, he stowed the Pepsi back in the refrigerator, then rinsed the spoon and dropped it into its drawer. After crumpling the plastic cup, he shoved it into his pocket as he hopped-limped for the back door. He eased it closed behind him and found a dark corner of the backyard that allowed a good view of the kitchen.


	Lights went on as Moonglow crossed the dining room and disappeared.


	Where’d she go? Not straight to bed, he hoped. Too early. Maybe the bathroom?


	After a couple of minutes she reappeared and he pumped a fist as she went straight to the fridge and pulled out the Diet Pepsi. He tensed as she paused and held up the bottle. Had he left any sediment? No. The roofies had been completely dissolved when he’d poured in the solution. She must be thinking she’d left more in the bottle.


	She shrugged and emptied the bottle into a glass, took a long gulp, then carried the rest to somewhere else in the house.


	Yes!


	He’d give it time to work before he got down to business.


	And then it would be bye-bye Moonglow.


				*
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	“Come on.!” 


	Jack sat behind the wheel and fumed. Traffic had come to a standstill, leaving him trapped on the eastbound LIE between Mount Zion Cemetery and Maspeth. He’d passed this way just an hour ago traveling west and everything had been fine. Had to be an accident.


	And then he heard sirens and saw flashing lights in his rearview mirror. A cop cruiser and an ambulance passed him on the shoulder.


	Swell. An accident with injuries.


	He turned off his car and reached for his phone. Better call Christy and tell her he’d be late. Just what he wanted to do: Draw this out.


	No answer. Probably taking a shower, something he wished he were doing.


	He plugged his iPod into the radio, selected shuffle, and let her rip. Nils-son’s voice filled the car. Vicky’s favorite viewing these days was a DVD of the old TV special, The Point, and Jack had become a fan of the sound track.


	“This is the town and these are the people ” 


				*
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	Jeremy heard Moonglow’s phone start to ring. He knew from his multiple calls tonight that her voice mail picked up after the fourth. He counted four rings.


	Time to check her out.


	He limped up to the dining room window and peeked in. Empty. But it offered a line of sight into the living room at the front of the house, and there he spotted her, sprawled on the couch.


	Excellent.


	He let himself in and made his way to where she lay with her eyes closed and mouth open. He nudged her.


	Nothing.


	Nudged her again�hard.


	Nothing. Completely conked out.


	Excellent.


	He slipped his arms under her and lifted. Groaning with the pain in his knee, he carried her upstairs, stopping ever few steps and leaning against the wall to relieve the weight on his leg. Finally he made it to the master bathroom where he laid her gently in the tub�didn’t want any bruises.


	As he stepped back to stare at her, she began to snore.


	Decision time: clothes on or off? Tough one. Different people did it different ways. Much as he’d love to see her naked again after all these years�what a fine piece of ass she’d been as a teenager�he decided to keep it simple.


	Leaving her clothes on, he started the water, nice and warm.


	While the tub was filling he returned to the kitchen where he loaded two baggies with ice cubes�Dawn’s first aid for his bruises had given him this idea�then limped back upstairs. He arranged Moonglow’s arms and hands on the edges of the tub, palms up, then placed an ice bag over each wrist.


	During his seemingly endless years at Creighton, Jeremy had devoted a lot of time to planning his own suicide. He’d been sentenced to two consecutive life sentences with no possibility of parole, so he was sure he’d never get out, and just as sure that he’d failed his daddy and the Bloodline. So what was the point of living�especially if it meant spending another thirty or forty years like that?


	Of course if he’d known he was going to be let out for this drug trial, his attitude would have been different.


	He’d been allowed to draw books from the Creighton library with all its medical texts, and he’d read a lot about suicide, especially accounts of failed attempts and the reasons they’d failed. Often it was ignorance�taking non-lethal doses of drugs or cutting a vein in the wrist instead of the artery, not knowing that a vein will often clot up long before the person bled to death. More often it was failure of nerve�the rope is tied to the beam and knotted around the neck, but the clown just can’t make himself step off the chair; or the pistol is loaded and cocked with the muzzle pressed against the side of the head, everything in place except the guts to pull the trigger.


	Jeremy had known he’d never have a chance at a gun, but getting hold of something sharp enough to slice through his skin was not all that far-fetched.


	The most surefire way was to slice through one of the big arteries in the neck, but Jeremy wasn’t sure he could cut his own throat. And if he botched it�if his hand faltered and he didn’t cut deep enough to get it done�he’d be on suicide watch the rest of his life.


	He could slit his wrists, though. At least he thought so. So he’d studied up on wrist-slitting techniques, learning why the failures failed and the successes succeeded. The key was something called the radial artery. It lay closest to the surface at the wrist, on the near side of the base of the thumb�where doctors and nurses like to take the pulse. Put a deep long cut into one�or better yet, both�and life would pump out of you pretty damn quick.


	The ice packs were his own innovation. He didn’t know how far down the eight roofies had put Moonglow, so he figured the numbing effect of the cold would keep her still. The last thing he wanted was her waking up and starting to struggle when the blade bit into her arteries. The whole idea was to make this look well thought out and deliberate on her part: Her only child was pregnant and had moved out after a terrible fight. Her behavior had become increasingly weird. Finally, in a fit of depression, she took her own life.


	Boo-hoo-hoo.


	Poor Moonglow. Or Christy. Or whoever.


	The water level had risen almost to her chin. He shut it off but left the ice packs in place a little longer�the more numb her wrists, the better. To kill time he wandered through the house, keeping an eye peeled for a certain Talbot’s bag. Had she put that quarter mil back in the bank? If not, it sure as hell would come in handy. No good to her after tonight, that was for damn sure.


	He found it lying on its side in the bottom drawer of her dresser. Take it or leave it? Who knew she had it? He, Dawn, her bank, and maybe�this was a long shot�her detective. Who had she told she was planning to use it to buy off her daughter’s boyfriend? The bank? Hardly. The detective? Maybe, but he’d have no reason to believe she hadn’t redeposited the money, and no way to find out.


	He grabbed the bag and returned to the bathroom. He’d find a safe spot to stash it at his place for the big rainy day that was sure as hell on its way.


	Okay. Let’s get this over with.


	He removed the ice bags, then pulled the utility knife from his pocket. He wrapped the fingers of her right hand around the handle, then guided the point of the blade toward her left wrist�she was right-handed so it made sense that she’d cut her left first. As he pushed it beneath the surface, he felt water fill his glove. Taking a breath, he made a deep, long cut along her radial artery. She gasped as crimson spurts swirled into the water. Her eyes opened and gave him a glassy stare that lasted maybe two seconds, then closed again.


	Quickly he switched the knife to her left hand and sliced open her right wrist. Another gasp, and this time she twisted in the water, but that was over in a few heartbeats and she returned to snoring.


	He let the knife slip from her fingers and fall to the bottom of the tub. He dumped the mostly melted contents of the ice packs into the bathtub and shoved the empties into his pockets. He removed his sodden gloves and wrung them out over the water, then settled back to watch.


	He stroked her forehead. Sorry, sis. Why’d you have to interfere? Everything would be fine now and you’d be going about the rest of your life if you’d only minded your own damn business.


	He realized her death would cut off a branch of the Bloodline, but it couldn’t be helped. And Moonglow wasn’t a branch that was going to bear more fruit anyway, so no big loss.


	He watched her face grow paler as the water grew redder. She stopped snoring. Then she stopped breathing, or at least it seemed that way. Her body shuddered, then relaxed. As her mouth and nose slipped beneath the surface, he knew she was gone. He watched a couple of minutes longer for insurance, then gathered up his gloves and the money bag and started for the back door. As he stepped out onto her rear patio he heard her phone begin to ring.


	He heard her outgoing message in his head: I’m sorry, I can’t come to the phone right now


	Damn right you can’t.


	He’d thought he’d feel happy. After all, he’d just removed a big obstacle to the Plan. Instead he sensed a deep sadness and a vague queasiness, as if he’d done something terribly wrong. But how could anything done to preserve the Bloodline be wrong?


	No as the feeling persisted he realized that it wasn’t quite that he’d done something wrong, it was that he’d made a terrible blunder. As if with this act he would set in motion a force that would destroy him.


	Ridiculous. He’d been careful, he’d been thorough. He’d left nothing to connect him to what he’d already begun referring to as “that poor, troubled woman’s suicide.” 


				*
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	Jack pulled up in front of Christy’s house and parked. The traffic had put him on edge�this trip had taken twice as long as it should have, and hours spent sitting in traffic were hours he’d never get back. Christy’s refusal to answer her phone hadn’t helped. What was it with this woman?


	He sat a moment. He’d had plenty of time to prep himself, but still he hesitated. This was going to be rough.


	Finally he forced himself out the door and up the walk to her front step. He knocked, he rang nothing. He tried the door�locked.


	Well, the lights were on. Wasn’t anybody home? She had to be. She was expecting him. Why would she leave?


	The nape of his neck tingled as he hurried around the garage to its rear window. He shone the little flashlight through the glass. Christy’s Mercedes sat to the right.


	He moved to the back door and knocked. Still no answer, so he tried it: open. He stepped inside.


	“Christy? Christy?” 


	No response.


	She had to be here.


	With his gut steadily tightening, he did a quick check of the first floor and found a glass containing a remnant of what looked like cola, but nothing else. He hurried upstairs.


	“Christy?” 


	He froze in the doorway to the master bathroom. He saw red-red water, saw the upper half of a woman’s head. Jack had an inane flashback to the scene from The Tingler when a hand rose slowly from a blood-filled bathtub.


	A lump formed in his throat as he stepped forward. He knew who it was, recognized the ash-blond shade of hair, but had to be sure. He saw her half-open blue eyes staring across the top of the water; her mouth and nose hidden beneath.


	Beneath the shock and dismay lurked a growing sense of déjà vu�Gerhard dead in his tub.


	He knelt beside her. No way Christy could be alive, but just to be 110 percent sure he touched her eye. No blink.


	Her hands had floated to the surface. He lifted one by an index finger and saw the two-inch-long, lengthwise incision over the artery. She’d known what she was doing.


	Or at least someone had.


	Had she done it? He couldn’t believe that�not now, not when she was waiting to hear what he’d learned. Later, after she knew the awful truth, it might have been in the realm of possibility. But not now.


	He released her finger and stepped back to survey the scene, looking for signs of foul play, a struggle. But no everything looked neat and in place. She’d filled the tub and made the cuts beneath the surface, preventing the arterial spray from splattering the walls. Perfectly in keeping with Christy’s orderly personality.


	But he still didn’t buy it. It reeked of Bolton.


	Okay if Jack was going to create a scene like this, how would he go about it?


	His mind ranged over the possibilities, and came up with only two: Force Christy to kill herself under the threat of death or worse to someone she loved more than life; or drug her into oblivion and fake it.


	Jack couldn’t see how there had been time enough for the first, so that left the second


	And, remembering the glass downstairs, what was the one thing Christy could be counted on to drink?


	He stared at her a moment longer, feeling again the lump in his throat as he fought a sense of failure. He hadn’t failed her in a true sense. She hadn’t hired him for protection, only to gather information, and he’d gathered that�in spades. Yet still he felt he’d failed her. How could he not? She’d been alive when she’d come to him and now she was dead, by either her own hand or someone else’s. In neither case could he be held responsible, so why this sense of guilt?


	Because.


	Sometimes that was reason enough.


	He had to know what happened here. To find out, he needed to learn if Christy had been drugged.


	He went downstairs. Using a paper towel to avoid leaving prints, he bagged Christy’s Diet Pepsi bottle and almost-empty glass. He wiped off the doorknobs as he left.


	Back in his car, he got moving and called the local police to tell them that if they went to a certain address they’d find the owner dead. He closed with, “Be sure to run drug and tox screens.” 


	He didn’t know if they could. He didn’t know if she had any blood left in her for testing, or if the blood in the bathwater would be of any use. What he did know was that his call would raise the official index of suspicion and have them treat Christy’s house as a crime scene.


	Maybe they’d turn up something, maybe they wouldn’t. Either way, Jack intended to pursue his own course. For that he’d need Levy’s help.


	And Levy would help�whether he wanted to or not.


				*
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	“Is something wrong, Jack?” 


	He looked up and found Gia standing at his side, staring down at him. He realized he’d been lost in thoughts about Christy.


	“Sorry. I’ve been lousy company, haven’t I.” 


	“If you mean being here in body alone, yes.” 


	He’d returned late after driving to Rathburg and placing Christy’s glass and bottle in Levy’s hands. Gia had reheated some of the veggie stir-fry she’d made for dinner and filled a couple of tortillas with it. He guessed he hadn’t said much then. Vicky had gone off to bed and now they sat in the library with something playing on the tube and Jack staring at the screen without seeing it.


	“You know that woman I told you about, who wanted information on her daughter’s boyfriend? I found her dead tonight.” 


	“Good God!” Gia stepped closer and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Please don’t tell me she was murdered.” 


	“It looked like suicide, but I don’t know.” 


	“And if you find out it wasn’t?” 


	He looked up at her. “I don’t know.” 


	That was true�at the moment. He’d put off making plans until he heard from Levy.


	She settled herself on his lap and clasped her arms around his neck.


	“Whatever you do, be careful.” 


	“What makes you think I’d be anything but?” 


	“You have a look in your eyes not the look you had when you learned Vicky had been taken to that ship full of monsters�God, I don’t ever want to see that look again�but there’s something a little scary in your eyes right now.” 


	Vicky Kusum the rakoshi it would be two years this coming summer. Where had the time gone?


	Where had his family gone? Bolton was supposedly obsessed with his bloodline. Jack had never given much thought to his own, but now, when he considered it, his had been virtually wiped out. The only one left that he knew of was his uncle Gurney, and he wasn’t all that closely related�his mother’s uncle.


	“I�” He froze as he saw the label on Gia’s water bottle: Ramlosa. “Where did you get that?” 


	“The Gristedes down on fifty-seventh. Why?” 


	The name Ramlosa an anagram of Rasalom. And Rasalom was always playing games with his name. He’d called himself Sal Roma when Jack first met him.


	He grabbed the bottle as calmly and gently as he could. “What do you know about it?” 


	“Well, it’s good, and it’s sparkling. What else do you need?” 


	The label said it was established in 1707. But labels could lie. And Rasalom had been around forever.


	“I don’t know if you should drink this.” 


	She laughed. “I’ve been drinking it for a month now.” 


	“You have?” He’d never noticed.


	“Yes, and I’m fine. Look, I’ve been thinking about you coming up from underground.” 


	Jack had known the subject would rear its head again sooner or later.


	“Abe and I have discussed�” 


	“I don’t think you should.” 


	Jack paused, wondering if he’d heard correctly.


	“Did you just say what I thought you said?” 


	She nodded. “Yes. Abe’s plan�it’s too dangerous. You’d be in a country where you didn’t speak the language, dealing with hardened international criminals who might find it simpler to kill you and take your money should things start to go wrong.” 


	She had a point. Even though Abe vouched for his contacts, the process of sneaking into the Balkans and reemerging with a dead man’s identity was fraught with risks.


	“Besides,” she added, “it doesn’t matter.” 


	Jack stiffened. “What do you mean, it doesn’t matter?” 


	She shrugged. “It just doesn’t.” 


	They’d gone around and around about this before her pregnancy, but the baby had brought matters to a head: Jack could not claim fatherhood without an official existence. And in today’s world a man simply could not appear from nowhere, with no Social Security number, no history of 1040s filed, no work history or licenses or documentation to prove his identity, and not wind up in serious trouble with Homeland Security, the IRS, the FBI, INS, and other denizens of officialdom’s Acronym City. Thus the elaborate Balkan scheme.


	“We might have another baby, Gia.” 


	She hugged him tighter. “We might. But it still won’t matter.” 


	“I don’t get it.” 


	“I don’t either. Before the accident I thought it was so important. Now it’s not. Maybe it was the coma that did it. Maybe it’s the dreams I had when I was so near death.” 


	“Dreams? You never mentioned dreams.” 


	“That’s because I don’t remember them. I remember having dreamed, but not about what. I don’t know whether it was the brain trauma or the dreams or the combination of the two, but the world seems different. The future seems shorter. Does that make any sense?” 


	The words chilled Jack. He’d heard something like it before. Someone who supposedly could see the future revealed that he could not see next summer, or anything past it�next spring ended in a wall of darkness.


	Gia had been pushed to the threshold of death. While she’d teetered on the edge, had she looked across and seen what was coming? And had that vision mercifully been blotted out, leaving her with only a vague sense of impending doom?


	What was going to happen next spring? It sounded like the end of the world.


	And if indeed it turned out to be the end of the world, then Jack’s becoming a citizen


	wouldn’t matter.


	He squeezed her close.


	“You, me, and Vicky�we matter, Gi. We matter.” 


				*
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	Dawn came out of the bathroom after her morning retch. Nothing had come up and the nausea didn’t seem so bad this time. Maybe it was easing off. But she was like totally exhausted. She could so fall right back into bed this minute, but her mouth was parched.


	As she passed through the bedroom, she glanced at Jerry, still asleep. She stopped short and stared.


	Ohmygod, his nose! What happened to�?


	Then she remembered. How could she forget that beating he got? His nose looked awful. Worse than last night. At least she thought so. Last night was a little fuzzy, almost as if she’d been drinking. But no chance of that with Jerry around.


	She went downstairs and flipped on the TV on her way to the kitchen. She gulped Diet Pepsi straight from the bottle, then carried it back to the living room. She sipped more as she watched some news story about a “suspicious” suicide in Forest Hills. The woman’s identity was being withheld until next of kin were notified. The suicide was deemed “suspicious” because of the phone call that had tipped off the police.


	A strange feeling swept over Dawn as she listened. For some reason she thought of her mother.


	Mom? No way. She so wasn’t the suicide type.


	Yeah, she’d been acting totally strange lately, but she’d never


	A wave of nausea rippled through her stomach�a different sort of nausea. She went cold.


	Mom?


	She hunted for her phone, found it on the kitchen counter�didn’t remember leaving it there, but whatever. She speed dialed her home. She wasn’t going to speak to her, just hear her voice and hang up.


	One ring two


	Come on, pick up�


	A man’s voice came on after the third ring.


	“Pickering residence. Who’s calling, please?” 


	Dawn’s voice locked and her heart froze. Her mouth moved but made no sound.


	“Hello?” 


	“Is is Mrs. Pickering there?” 


	“Who’s calling, please?” 


	“I-I’m her daughter.” 


	“You’re Dawn Pickering?” 


	“Yes.” She felt her knees softening. “I-I-I want to speak to my mother.” 


	“We’ve been trying to get hold of you since last night. I’m afraid I have some bad news.” 


	Dawn dropped the phone and began to scream.


				*
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	“Your suspicion was spot on,” Levy said as he made a sandwich out of his side orders of toast and hash browns. “That cola was loaded with flunitrazepam.” 


	“Never heard of it.” 


	“Its brand name�it’s not legal in the U.S.�is Rohypnol.” 


	“Ah.” Jack nodded. It made sense now. “Roofies.” 


	“Is that the street name? It’s also a date-rape drug. With the amount she had in her, that woman could have been gang raped and never remembered a thing.” 


	At least she’d still be alive, Jack thought.


	“How do you know how much she had in her?” 


	Levy took a huge bite and spoke around it. “I don’t. But the assay calculated a concentration of zero-point-zero-three milligrams per cc. That comes out to about one milligram per ounce. If she’d had a typical serving of eight to twelve ounces ” He shook his head. “You could do just about anything to her.” 


	“Including slit her wrists?” 


	“Obviously.” 


	Right. Obviously.


	Jack clasped his hands in his lap to keep from smashing his coffee cup into Levy’s face.


	“You son of a bitch.” 


	The second half of Levy’s potato sandwich stopped halfway to his mouth.


	“What?” 


	“You lied to me about the alibi. You never had any idea where Bolton was when Gerhard was killed.” 


	“Okay, th-that’s true. But I was under orders. I had no choice.” 


	Should have followed his gut when it told him Bolton had done Gerhard. But no, Levy’s lie had let him feel it was just safe enough to leave Bolton on the street a little longer.


	Shit.


	Jack leaned forward. “A good woman, a concerned and loving mother is dead, murdered by someone you were supposed to lock away until the sun went out. She’s dead because you helped slap a fresh coat of paint on that human Dumpster and put him back on the street. Now here you sit, stuffing your face with as much concern as if one of your lab rats died.” 


	Levy leaned away from him. “I�I had to alibi him. I have a family, a life, an identity. I’m more vulnerable than you.” 


	Maybe, maybe not.


	Jack stuffed his blooming rage back into its cage, took three deep breaths, then


	“Will they pick up Rohypnol on a routine drug screen?” 


	Levy blinked and looked confused by the change of subject. “I don’t know. I’d expect it to send up flags in the benzodiazepine category, which is a part of just about every screen, but I couldn’t guarantee it. It would depend on what sort of blood sample they were able to obtain. Urine would be the best, since the drug’s excreted by the kidney. Of course, if they don’t have any blood or urine to work with, they could always try her CSF.” 


	“Which is?” 


	“Cerebrospinal fluid. It’s the liquid that bathes the brain and spinal cord. I don’t know if that would work, but it’s worth a try.” 


	Jack would make a call and suggest that to the ME as soon as he left Levy. That decided, he had another concern.


	“What haven’t you told me about what this agency and the DoD are really up to with this oDNA?” 


	“I’ve told you�” 


	“Yeah, yeah, you’ve told me a lot, not all of it true. You say if you can control the trigger gene you can turn them all into Alan Alda. But there’s got to be another agenda. I mean, it’s not the Department of Public Health and Safety we’re working with here. What are they really going to do? Create oDNA-loaded soldiers and control their trigger genes so they’re all milquetoasts during peacetime, then stop treatment and let the dogs out during combat?” 


	Levy dropped his sandwich. “Wh-where did you hear that?” 


	Jack stared at him. He looked bloodless.


	“I just pulled it out of the air. You’re not telling me�?” 


	“Of course not, of course not. I I just thought I mean, I was just wondering where you might have heard something so far-fetched and ridiculous.” He pushed his plate away. He seemed to have lost his appetite. “The, um, crime scene. You were there. Any sign that he left evidence?” 


	Levy apparently wanted a change of subject. Jack let it go. If it were true, he could do nothing about it. And with the way this so-called therapy was working, the plan would never get off the ground.


	“Not that I could tell. What about the Pepsi bottle? Any prints?” 


	“I’ll hear today.” 


	“And if his are on it, will that be cause enough for your people to haul him in?” 


	“If it were up to me, absolutely. But it will be Julia’s call, and I can almost guarantee she won’t. She’ll say it’s just an indication to up the dosage.” 


	Jack clasped his hands tighter.


	“From where I sit, Vecca’s as bad as Bolton. She pointed him in Gerhard’s direction, didn’t she? Why? To test the suppresser therapy?” Levy’s expression told him he’d hit a nerve. “That was it, wasn’t it. Rattle his cage and see what he’d do. Did the same to me. Maybe she should be on this therapy. Anyone ever test her for oDNA?” 


	Levy shook his head. “I wouldn’t know. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had none.” 


	Jack lowered his voice. “She’s a killer, damn it! She might as well have slit Christy’s wrists and held Gerhard’s head under water herself.” 


	“Oh, she could never do that. She’s not violent�and that’s the hallmark of oDNA-influenced behavior. But I do believe she’s a sociopath�a scientific sociopath. She sees life as a series of well-coordinated chemical reactions. And death is merely the cessation of those reactions.” 


	“That doesn’t make her less responsible. She fingered me, and so Bolton thought he had to stop me. When he couldn’t do that by his usual direct means�killing me�he did it indirectly by killing the person who’d hired me. I’m laying that right on Vecca’s doorstep.” 


	“What are you working up to here? I hope you’re not thinking of doing anything so foolish as taking reprisals on Julia. You could get us both in a lot of hot water.” 


	“Hot water? Two people are dead. Gerhard might not have been the most savory character, but he didn’t deserve what happened to him. And Christy I liked Christy.” 


	“Please don’t do anything rash.” 


	“Me?” Jack said. “Rash? Never.” 


	“So you’ll stay away from Julia?” 


	“Won’t harm a hair on her head.” 


	But he couldn’t speak for Jeremy Bolton.


				*
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	That guy, that detective, that Robertson had to be him.


	Jeremy fumed in silence as he comforted a sobbing Dawn in the police station. The two of them were seated at the desk of a detective named Cullen�homicide of all things�who’d just explained the circumstances of her mother’s death. Balding, overweight, sweating, Cullen was obviously uncomfortable as he described how they’d found her, and the wounds that had killed her.


	“B-but the news said something about ‘suspicious,’” Dawn said. “What does that mean?” 


	“It means the circumstances are unusual enough to warrant an investigation. We received a call informing us of your mother’s death. That’s certainly unusual in a suicide. And the caller told us to run drug and tox screens on her.” 


	The fuck! How could he know?


	Jeremy felt a scream of rage building wanted to start smashing things but forced himself to remain calm and cool.


	“But what does that mean?” Dawn said.


	“It means we have two possibilities.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “Someone found your mother after she committed suicide, wrongly suspected foul play, but didn’t want to get involved; or someone found her dead, rightly suspected foul play, but didn’t want to get involved. The second possibility means that someone killed your mother and made it look like suicide.” 


	“But who ?” 


	“That’s what we’d like to know. The caller used a pay-as-you-go cell phone, so the call is untraceable.” 


	Jeremy could tell him who owned that phone. Robertson that fuck Robertson must have paid a visit to Moonglow soon after Jeremy left, found her dead, and made the call. A simple suicide had now become a possible murder. And if they checked her blood as suggested


	Jeremy said, “If she was killed�I can’t imagine a soul in the world who would want Mrs. Pickering dead, but let’s just say she was�how do you know it wasn’t the killer himself who called?” 


	“That would be even more unusual, but nothing’s impossible.” He squinted at Jeremy and then pointed at his own nose. “Have an accident, Mister”�he checked his notes�”Bethlehem?” 


	“Tripped on the stairs yesterday. Racked up my knee too.” 


	Cullen’s expression said nothing. He turned to Dawn.


	“Did your mother seem depressed recently?” 


	Jeremy jumped in before Dawn could reply. “She was very unhappy that Dawn had moved in with me.” He looked at her and squeezed her hand. “I don’t think I’m talkin out of school when I say she’s been actin real strange ever since we became involved. Without gettin into particulars, she seemed to become downright unglued when she learned Dawn was pregnant.” 


	Cullen made some notes and said, “Unglued how?” 


	Jeremy cut Dawn off again. “She never threatened suicide, if that’s what you mean. At least not to me. How about you, darlin?” 


	Looking dazed, Dawn shook her head. “No, never. She did hire a detective, though.” 


	Shit-shit-shit! Never should have let her speak.


	“Right,” Jeremy quickly added. “We don’t know who she hired and we don’t know why�I asked but she wouldn’t tell us.” 


	Cullen was nodding. “We’ll look into that.” 


	Jeremy wanted to shift the subject away from the detective before Dawn said anything about her mother’s accusations against him.


	“You say the caller mentioned drug and tox screens. Has anything come up?” 


	“No results back yet.” Cullen looked at him. “Why do you ask?” 


	“Well, it’s just that�” 


	Cullen’s phone rang. He answered it, muttered and grunted a few times, then said, “I’ll be damned. Keep me posted.” 


	He hung up and looked at Dawn.


	“Looks like our mystery caller is back again. He called downstairs and said we should check your mother for Rohypnol.” 


	Jeremy almost jumped out of his seat. How the hell�?


	When Moonglow came up positive for roofies and the word got out, Dirty Danny was sure to hear about it. He’d put two and two together in no time.


	Looked like Danny was going to need an accident.


	Shit!


	This was getting more complicated by the minute.


	“What’s that?” Dawn said.


	“An illegal downer. Was your mother into downers?” 


	Dawn glared at him. “My mother wasn’t into anything. She was like totally antidrug.” 


	“Yes,” Jeremy said. “I’d be very surprised if you found anything. The only thing Mrs. Pickering seemed hooked on was caffeine.” 


	Cullen shook his head and sighed. “Okay. In the meantime, for the record: Where were you two last night?” 


	Jeremy had known this was coming�family members, especially those like Dawn in line to inherit, were always prime suspects�but he put on a shocked look.


	“You can’t think Dawn would have anything to do with this terrible thing!” 


	Cullen didn’t react. “As I said, for the record.” 


	“We were home,” Dawn said. “Jerry was hurting from his, um, fall, so we went to bed early. When I got up this morning ” 


	She broke down again. Jeremy put a comforting arm around her quaking shoulders.


	“She heard a news story about a suspicious suicide in town. And since her mother had been actin weird, she gave her a call, just to check on her, and, well, you know the rest.” He gave Cullen a pleading look. “Can I take her home now?” 


	“Sure. I have your contact numbers. Miss Pickering, I’ll keep you updated on developments.” 


	Still sobbing, Dawn nodded.


	Jeremy struggled out of the chair�the knee hurt worse today than yesterday. The good news was that he didn’t look like a guy who’d be sneaking around faking someone’s suicide.


	But knee or no knee, he had to do something about Dirty Danny. And then he’d have to track down Robertson. He wanted Robertson for a lot of reasons. Payback topped the list, but he also wanted to know where he got his information. Especially how he knew about the roofies.
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	“You don’t need a man of my not inconsiderable talents for something like this,” Russell Tuit said as he positioned the paper on the glass. “You could teach yourself in less than an hour.” 


	He’d adopted a put-upon look, but Jack knew he got off on anything with a whiff of scam or illegality. He’d done some soft time for bank hacking and one of the conditions of his parole was a ten-year ban from the Internet. Russ had found ways around it�like helping the guy next door set up a wi-fi network in his apartment last month and making sure the signal was strong enough to penetrate the wall they shared�but he swore his hacking days were over. He did not want to go back inside.


	“But I don’t have one of those thingamajigs, Russ.” 


	“This thingamajig is called a scanner.” 


	Jack knew that, but he liked to pull Russ’s chain.


	“Right. Don’t have a scannamajig. Don’t even have a printer.” 


	He shook his head. “How anyone can have a computer and not a printer is beyond me. I mean, what if you need to print out something like Mapquest directions?” 


	Russ was not the stereotypical mouse potato�no taped glasses or pocket protector�but he tended to get so wrapped up in his keyboarding that he’d forget to bathe. The fact that he lived over a Second Avenue Tex-Mex restaurant was sometimes a good thing.


	“Not much of a traveler, Russ. And if I need directions to anywhere I can write them down.” 


	“I suppose I’d be crazy to ask if you’ve got Photoshop.” 


	“Certifiable. I mean, I’ve heard of it�a lady friend of mine who’s into art has been using it�but I can’t see myself ever buying it.” 


	Gia had started toying with computer art before the accident. She probably could have done this for him but he didn’t want her involved. The less she knew the better.


	Russ smiled, showing yellow teeth. “Buying software what a concept. I guess you do need me, Jack.” 


	He closed the cover and moved to one of the three computers in the room. A few key taps and a glow began to move along the scanner’s edge. A barrage of taps and then Russ motioned Jack toward the monitor.


	“Okay. There it is. What do you want to do with it?” 


	Leaning over him he realized that Russ had been procrastinating in regard to his next shower. No biggie. Couldn’t hold a candle to a rakosh.


	On the screen he saw an image of the lab report he’d taken from Levy, showing Bolton’s positive paternity test with Dawn. He pointed to the screen.


	“See that logo? Can you copy that onto a blank sheet to make it look like stationery?” 


	Mouse-click-mouse-click-tap-tap.


	“There you go.” 


	Jack blinked. “That’s all it takes? I can type a letter on that?” 


	“I’ll save it as a file and you can write dozens of letters from the ” He squinted at the screen. “Creighton Institute.” 


	Jack wasn’t crazy about Russ connecting him to Creighton, but the guy wasn’t a conniver. And the truth was, Russ having Creighton’s logo on his computer was a greater liability to him than to Jack.


	“Do it.” 


	Mouse-click-tap.


	“Done.” 


	“All right. Back to the lab report.” He touched the screen. “See those code numbers? Can you substitute names for them?” 


	Russ looked up at him. “You’re kidding, right?” 


	“I didn’t think I was.” 


	“You weren’t kidding.” He shook his head as he turned back to the screen. “You really do need me, Jack. At least until you join the twenty-first century.” 


	“I’m not some sort of Luddite. I own a computer, I use it, I enjoy it, but it’s not a way of life.” He was sure he hadn’t tapped one percent of its potential, but getting into it took time�hours before the monitor or reading manuals that he didn’t care to surrender. “I’ve got other things to do. I mean, why should I spend my time learning this Photoshop thing when I can pay you to do it for me? You’re better at it than I’ll ever be, so it’s worth the money.” 


	“Never looked at it that way,” Russ said as he moused and clicked. “You’re right, man. Save that computer of yours just for e-mail. I can always use the money.” He started tapping on the keys. “Okay. We got rid of the numbers, now we’ve got to match the font and the text size and we’re in business. What names we using here?” 


	Jack grabbed a pen and pad from the desk and jotted down Dawn Pickering and Jerry Bethlehem.


	“Make sure Dawn goes in the second spot�she can’t very well be anyone’s father.” 


	Russ spoke as he typed. “You never know, Jack. You never know. So, you running a number on this Bethlehem guy?” 


	“Better you don’t know. And even better you forget you ever heard these names.” 


	“Gotcha. Okay. There you are: Some girl’s found her daddy�or vicey-versey. I’ll print this out along with the stationery. How many copies you want?” 


	Jack thought about that. He needed only one letter, but a number of copies.


	“How about I type it right here, and then you print it out.” 


	“Sure thing.” Russ rose and gestured toward the keyboard. “Be my guest.” 


	As Jack seated himself he pulled a slip of paper from a pocket and handed it to Russ.


	“While I’m doing this, why don’t you make yourself useful and look up the next of kin of these folks.” 


	“Don’t want me to see what you’re writing, right?” 


	“Right.” 


	“No problem.” He looked at the names on the slip and whistled. “This might take a while.” 


	Jack looked up at him. “Then you might want to get right to it. Besides, you’re blocking my light.” 


	As Russ wandered away, Jack began to type. He had a two-finger style�slow, but it got the job done


				*
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	“You sure your phone’s turned on?” Jerry said.


	“Yes, I’m sure.” Dawn hid her irritation. “That’s like the tenth time you’ve asked me.” 


	What was up with him? He knew her phone was never off. Never. The way he kept getting up and limping around his living room, and then sitting down again was getting on her nerves, and she didn’t have many left.


	Mom dead even after identifying the body�which had to be the totally worst moment in her life, ever�she still couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea that she wouldn’t be down the hall at home or at the other end of the phone anytime Dawn needed her.


	God, she wished things between them hadn’t got so out of hand.


	If I’d been home


	Guilt enveloped her like a cold, damp cloud. She couldn’t shake it. A sob burst free.


	“It’s my fault all my fault. If I’d been there if I hadn’t moved out ” 


	Jerry stopped his pacing and stood over her.


	“Now, darlin, we been through that. Your momma was on the edge, havin strange thoughts, doing strange things. We didn’t recognize the signs. If it’s anybody’s fault, it’s mine. I shouldn’t have fallen in love with you. I shouldn’t have taken you away from her.” 


	Dawn grabbed his hand and pressed it against her cheek. She needed Jerry now, more than ever. She felt so sad, sad beyond words, beyond belief, and maybe even a little�she didn’t like to admit it�angry at Mom for abandoning her. She’d left her totally alone, with no father, no sisters and brothers, no grandparents, nobody. She couldn’t even go back to her house because it was a crime scene and the police were still working on it�they called it “processing.” Or so they said. Maybe she was the prime suspect and they didn’t want her back, covering her tracks.


	God, that was totally sick!


	“I so should have known something was going haywire with her.” 


	“Look, darlin, I been around crazy people and I know the signs, and your momma wasn’t givin a clue that she had this in mind.” 


	Dawn stared up at him. He never spoke about his past. This was the first clue he’d ever given. Despite her fog of depression, she jumped on it.


	“You’ve been around crazy people? When?” 


	He looked confused for a second, maybe even flustered.


	“My momma had a major breakdown when I was in my, um, twenties. Broke my heart when we had to stick her in a loony bin, but we just couldn’t handle her. I’d go visit her every day and, believe me, I saw loads of craziness.” 


	“What was wrong with her?” 


	“I’d rather not talk about it. You’re sure your phone’s on?” 


	She wanted to scream. “Yes! Why do you keep asking?” 


	“I’m just wondering what they found on the tox screen. This mysterious caller�is he right? ‘Cause if he is, how does he know? Unless your mother


	didn’t kill herself.” He put his hands to his head. “I can’t handle this. It reminds me too much of my own mother. It’s freakin me. I gotta go out.” 


	“Where?” 


	“Just out. I need some air.” 


	“I’ll go with�” 


	“No. I just need a little time. I’ll be better when I get back. I need to be alone.” 


	“And I need not to be alone.” 


	“Hang on there, darlin. I’ll be just a little while.” 


	As he limped toward the door she thought of a way to stop him.


	“But you can’t drive with that leg!” 


	“I’ll manage. I’ll take your car.” 


	And then he was gone.


	Dawn picked up the nearest thing she could find�the universal remote�and hurled it at the door. The battery cover popped off when it hit and the batteries went flying.


	How could he do this? What was so important that he had to leave her now of all times? It was like totally heartless.


	An awful thought crept up on her. What if he didn’t love her as much as he said? What if he was sneaking off to see someone else? He’d been looking at his watch as if waiting for a certain time.


	No way. Don’t be stupid, Dawn. You�


	The doorbell rang.


	She smiled. So he couldn’t drive after all. Told him.


	But why was he knocking?


	She hurried down the foyer steps and opened the front door. Instead of Jerry, a stranger stood there. She eeked in surprise and went to slam it closed but stopped herself. He held a clipboard and a manila envelope and didn’t look the least bit threatening. Longish blond hair and one of those gay little mustaches, wearing some sort of coverall.


	“Special delivery. Is a”�he checked the clipboard�”a Dawn Pickering here?” 


	“Yes. That’s ” 


	Should she identify herself to a stranger? The guy looked harmless enough. Even looked a little familiar. Maybe she’d seen him making deliveries before.


	Oh, WTF.


	“That’s me.” 


	He handed her the envelope. “Then this is for you. Just sign here, please.” 


	“What is it?” 


	He smirked. “They never tell me and I didn’t open it.” 


	“Who’s it trom?” 


	“From whoever’s on the return address, I’d guess.” 


	She signed. The guy gave her a little salute and was off.


	“Wait. Am I supposed to like tip you?” 


	“Don’t worry about it. All taken care of.” 


	She closed the door and looked at the return address: A sticker carried the logo of something called the Creighton Institute. The name J. VECCA, MD was typed under it.


	Never heard of either.


	She tore open the envelope and pulled out two sheets of paper. The first was a letter, dated today.


	Dear Ms. Pickering�


	I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I fear if I don’t tell you, no one else will. And you must know.


	Dawn’s gut crawled. Was this about Mom?


	It concerns the man you know as Jerry Bethlehem. That is not his real name. I am restricted from giving you his real name, but I can tell you that he was recently an inmate at this facility. When you look us up, as I’m sure you will, you’ll find that Creighton Institute is part of the federal penal system.


	Oh, God. This couldn’t be true. It had to be some awful prank.


	The man you know as Jerry Bethlehem was released as part of a special experimental program. He has been under observation. We know that your mother was having him investigated. We tried to discourage that because it jeopardized our release program. But when she discovered that the man you know as Bethlehem was her half brother, we became curious.


	You see, we’d wondered why he had gone straight to your town upon his release, and why he had sought you out. The reason was not his blood relationship with your mother, it was his blood relationship to you.


	What because he was my uncle?


	Now we come to the difficult part. The man you know as Jerry Bethlehem is a rapist. We weren’t certain before, but our tests have confirmed that he raped your mother 19 years ago. She never saw him so


	she never could identify him. You were conceived during that rape. This is why she could never tell you who your father was. She didn’t know.


	The paper shook in Dawn’s hands. No way no fucking way.


	I know what you’re thinking. No way. We felt the same. But genes don’t lie. Unknown to you, I obtained a sample of your hair and did some testing of my own. The man you call Jerry Bethlehem is your father.


	Oh, this was sick. This was so sick.


	But even stranger and more baffling than that is the fact that he wants you to have his baby. Please look at the accompanying DNA paternity analysis. It leaves no doubt.


	Dawn did just that. She saw her name Jerry’s


	Probability of paternity 99%.


	A fake! It had to be!


	She went back to the letter.


	I know you’re thinking that a report like this can be faked. I assure you it isn’t. I also assure you that I am genuinely concerned for your well-being. Especially after what I suspect he did to your mother last night.


	Mom? What?


	I cannot prove it yet, but I am reasonably sure that he murdered your mother. She had ordered a DNA comparison between you and him (possibly to try to show you the genetic dangers of involvement with a man she assumed to be your uncle). The test results would have shown her the awful truth�that he was not your uncle but rather your father. And at last she would know the identity of her rapist. We believe he drugged her with Rohypnol (the street name is “roofie,” I believe�perhaps you’ve heard of it) and staged her suicide.


	Lies! A pack of lies! Had to be!


	But then she remembered that this wasn’t the first time Jerry had been accused of murder. Mom had said he’d killed her first detective. Dawn had laughed at the idea back then�Jesus, was it only a week ago?�but she wasn’t laughing now.


	What I’m telling you is easily verifiable. Simply bring samples of his hair (a dozen strands or so from a brush or a shower drain will do) and yours to any commercial lab and ask for a paternity DNA analysis. The results will confirm what I’ve told you.


	I assure you this is not a hoax. I am a real person and you may call me at the above number at any time to discuss this, or I will be glad to meet with you in person. I must warn you, however, do not mention this to your father. He has a history of violence. Perhaps you have seen evidence of that, perhaps not. Nevertheless, I assure you it exists, and he can explode when things do not go his way.


	I have initiated procedures to rescind his release and return him to this facility, but that will take time. Once he learns of this, his personality may become unstable, his behavior unpredictable. I suggest you vacate the premises. We can offer you shelter until he is safely incarcerated again.


	Remember, you can call me at any time if you have questions. Julia Vecca, MD Director of Medical Services, Creighton Institute


	“Oh, really, Julia Vecca, MD?” Dawn said aloud. “Maybe I’ll do just that.” 


	She ran back up to the main floor and grabbed her phone. This had to be some sort of scam cooked up by Mom and her detective before she died. More proof of how far her mind had slipped.


	But that would mean she’d known she was going to commit suicide and planned to use it against Jerry.


	Dawn’s mind balked at the improbability.


	Make the call.


	She looked at the number on the letterhead. As if. She wasn’t born yesterday. The letterhead was probably a total fake and she’d bet the number would be answered by someone coached to repeat all this bullshit.


	She called information and asked for the number of the Creighton Institute in Rathburg, New York. Never even heard of Rathburg.


	To her shock, the operator gave her a number�the same one on the letterhead.


	Her finger shook as she punched it in. She reached a voice mail tree that informed her that the medical offices were closed but if this was an emergency she should hit “0.” She did and found herself speaking to a woman with some sort of accent. Yes, a Dr. Vecca was on staff�head of the medical department�and no, she was not available until tomorrow. Another doctor was on call. Could he help?


	Dawn hung up and stood there feeling gooseflesh run up her arms as she told herself it couldn’t be, it totally couldn’t be. Jerry couldn’t be a criminal but what did she know of his past? He always avoided talking about it. It had made him deliciously mysterious before. But now


	As for being her father they so didn’t look anything alike.


	And killing Mom? Dosing her up with roofies and killing her? Come on! She knew about roofies�heard a million warnings to be on the lookout for someone slipping a date-rape drug into your drink at a party. Where would Jerry even�?


	OMG! Dirty Danny! She herself had taken him down to score some Vicodin. He could have picked up some roofies too.


	Wait-wait-wait. He was with her all night.


	Or was he? He could have slipped her one and knocked her out for the night. Was that why she’d felt so totally groggy this morning? And she’d thought he couldn’t drive, but he was out driving right now. Last night, while she was zonked, he could have slipped out and�


	No. Stop. This is insane.


	But putting the letter together with what had been going on they fit too well. And he seemed so interested in the results of the drug screen. Was that because ?


	Coincidence. Had to be.


	But if Jerry had bought roofies, where would he hide them?


	God, she hated herself for doing this, but she was going to have to search the place. Not finding any wouldn’t mean anything, of course�he could have used them all or taken them with him�but she hoped it might ease her mind.


				*
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	Jack had removed the wig, the mustache, the nostril dilators, and the cotton pledgets from inside his cheeks. He hadn’t been sure how well Dawn would remember him from their one meeting in Work, but decided not to take any chances.


	What a stroke of luck that Bolton had left Dawn home alone on the first day of surveillance. He’d expected�and been mentally prepared for�a wait of up to a week.


	He wondered what had drawn Bolton out tonight. Didn’t matter�it had given Jack a chance to put the letter and test results in Dawn’s hands. Whatever happened next would be a matter of luck and circumstance. Dawn’s youth and naiveté would work in Jack’s favor.


	Ideally, she would swallow the whole story�why not? It was all true�and come running out of the house.


	More than likely she’d be in complete denial at first; but after a while she’d start to recognize a few parallels between her experience and the letter.


	Even if she was so enthralled with Bolton that she stayed in denial and showed the letter to lover boy, it would cause a major disruption in Bolton’s life, maybe even enrage him enough or panic him enough to do something stupid enough to throw a big-enough monkey wrench into the Creighton clinical trial to shut it down.


	One thing Jack knew he wouldn’t do was hurt Dawn�because what hurt Dawn would hurt the baby.


	But no matter what she did with it, that letter was going to rock Jeremy Bolton’s world.


				*
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	Jeremy sat at a corner table in Work sipping a Bud and waiting for Dirty Danny to show. The guy was usually here by now, bothering everybody to buy his shit. Where the fuck was he? An hour here and no sign of him. Jerry couldn’t ask about him because that would connect him and Danny�the last thing he needed. But it hadn’t stopped people from asking what had happened to him.


	“How’s the other guy look?” “What happen? Step in front of a truck?” “Dawn catch you with another babe?” and on and on.


	He felt like he was going to explode.


	He didn’t have a firm plan yet. He figured it best to play it by ear. Get Danny to meet him outside tell him he had a customer for him, real paranoid but with a major jones. Anybody else and Danny might be suspicious. But he knew Jeremy, knew he wasn’t hurting for dough or drugs. He’d come along. Drive him to a secluded spot, use the trusty tire iron�no surprises this time�then strip him of his wallet and of most of his stock. They’ll call it a drug deal gone bad. Another pusher gone. No loss.


	But the damn guy had to show first. And Jeremy had to wait. Couldn’t risk putting it off till tomorrow. If word got out tonight that the cops found roofies in Moonglow, tomorrow would be too late.


	Getting rid of Danny would do it. Then he’d be home free. Dawn was his alibi against any suspicions the cops might have about him and Moonglow, and even any she herself might have. He’d dropped the gloves in a strip mall trash bin; they were probably in the county dump by now. The roofies had gone down a storm drain. Nobody and nothing to connect him to the dead Mrs. Pickering.


	Yep. Home free after tonight.


				*
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	“Oh, God!” Dawn wailed. “Oh, NO!” 


	She knelt outside the closet in the extra bedroom�”the shit closet,” he’d called it. Seconds ago she’d been on her feet, but her knees had given way.


	She’d started going through Jerry’s backpack, looking for roofies. She’d come up empty everywhere else, and then she’d unzipped the main compartment.


	She hadn’t found drugs. She’d found something a lot worse.


	A Talbot’s bag containing a quarter million in cash.


	She’d seen it before. At Mom’s place. Only one way Jerry could have got his hands on this.


	She screamed.


	Oh, God, he killed Mom. But she was already out of their lives. He had no reason to hurt her. Unless�


	Oh, shit! If the letter was right about him killing Mom, it could be right about why he’d done it.


	To keep her from finding out that he was her rapist, that he was Dawn’s father.


	My father?


	This was a nightmare, a total nightmare. Had to be. She was going to wake up any second and find herself next to Jerry and write this off as the worst dream of her life.


	
But even if that happened, who was Jerry, really? She didn’t know.


	One thing she did know was that she could so not count on this being just a bad dream.


	A line from the letter came back to her: I suggest you vacate the premises.


	Totally.


	Clutching the wall for support, she struggled to her feet and lurched toward the hall. Thoughts cascaded through her brain in a jumbled avalanche, tumbling, bouncing off each other without connecting, without coherence. She had to get out, find a place away from here to think, sift out truth from lies, if she could.


	If she could


	But how could she know�ever really know the truth about this?


	What I’m telling you is easily verifiable. Simply bring samples of his hair… and yours to any commercial lab and ask for a paternity DNA analysis.


	Just what she’d do. Because she totally had to know.


	She stumbled to the bathroom and found his hairbrush. He used it a lot, saying he was afraid it was thinning on him and he’d read where regular brushing would stimulate it. She used to think it was cute, but now nothing seemed cute.


	She grabbed a comb and cleaned the brush, removing a lot more than a dozen strands. She stared at the tangle in her hand.


	What if this proved that Jerry was really her father?


	For God’s sake, Dawn, he’s old enough to be your father!


	How many times had Mom said that?


	Other memories followed straddling him in ecstasy, sucking his�


	She leaned over the toilet and vomited.


	Had to get out of here. But Jerry had her car. So what? She’d take his. Do anything to get away and stay away until she’d figured this out.


	But stay where? Her house was out. A motel? But she didn’t have much money.


	The bag.


	She rushed back to the shit closet and grabbed the bag from where she’d dropped it, then hurried down to the main floor. She grabbed a set of Jerry’s keys from the bowl and was heading for the door when she saw lights sweep across the windows. She peeked out and saw her Jeep pulling into the driveway.


	No! No. she couldn’t confront him, couldn’t even face him or stand being in the same room with him until she knew the truth. Had to get out.


	Since she couldn’t take his car, her first thought was to run�go out the back door and keep on going. But that wasn’t going to work. And even if she could somehow get to her car, he’d only chase after her in his.


	She looked down at the bowl where they tossed their keys when they came in, and had an idea.


				*
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	Jeremy sat behind the wheel of the Jeep and composed himself. Had to be cool and calm and pretend like nothing was wrong.


	That asshole Dirty Danny hadn’t shown. Jeremy had finally broke down and asked for him. Nobody had seen nothing of him today.


	Damn it!


	Okay. Be cool.


	He’d work things out. Who knew? Maybe Danny was already dead, killed in a real drug deal gone bad.


	Wouldn’t that be a kick?


	He got out and took deep breaths all the way to the front door. By the time he let himself in he was the Jerry Bethlehem everyone knew and loved. Well, not everyone.


	“I’m home, darlin.” 


	No answer.


	His foot kicked a piece of paper. He looked down and saw a torn-open envelope. He picked it up. Dawn’s name on the front and


	His mouth went dry and his heart stuttered when he saw the return address: Creighton Institute. And Vecca’s name.


	What the�?


	Dawn! Where was she? He limped up to the main floor calling her name, but still no answer.


	Was she gone? What had been in that fuckin envelope?


	He made it up to the second floor, going from room to room. All empty. He checked the bathroom last and found two sheets of paper on the floor. As he bent to snag them, he heard a car engine roar to life outside.


	“No!” 


	He hurried downstairs as fast as his damn knee would allow and reached the front door just as Dawn and her Jeep reached the curb.


	“Dawn! Wait!” 


	He went to run after her but his knee crumbled beneath him and he tumbled to the grass in a blaze of pain.


	Dawn never looked back just raced away.


	“Shit!” 


	He pushed himself off the lawn, regained his feet, and hobbled back inside. He went straight for the key bowl. The Miata would be murder on his knee but he’d have to grit his teeth and put up with it. Couldn’t let Dawn get too much of a head start. Had to chase her down and�


	The keys! Where were his keys? Both sets were gone.


	The bitch! She’d taken both sets to the Miata, leaving him just the cycle, but that was out of the question. He was stranded.


	Fuck!


	What was going on?


	He had a pretty good idea how to answer that.


	He found the sheets he’d dropped on his way outside. He sat on the stairs with his bad leg stuck straight out, and began to read.


	With each sentence his fury grew fury mingled with disbelief and fear.


	I have initiated procedures to rescind his release and return him to this facility.


	What was Vecca thinking? Had she lost her fucking mind? What about her precious clinical trial? She was throwing it away. Why? Because she suspected he’d offed Moonglow? Gerhard hadn’t bothered her. Why Moonglow?


	But far worse was telling Dawn he was her father. Vecca had no business doing that. And how the hell did she know? How had she found out?


	That was the same question he’d asked about the detective�where had he got his info? Now he knew: Vecca. Vecca had been working with him, feeding him all along. It didn’t make any sense, but who could figure Vecca? She always seemed to have a hidden agenda.


	Thing was, he didn’t care why. He knew what Vecca had done�it was all here in black and white�and that was enough.


	He’d have to pay her a little visit. But not until he’d made things right with Dawn. He didn’t know how he was going to do that�yeah, swear everything in the letter’s a lie, but how to prove that? He had a gut sense in this case he’d be guilty until proven innocent.


	You’d think she could have given him the benefit of the doubt, given him a chance to explain. But no, she’d upped and run without even�


	His mind flashed back to the spare bedroom when he’d peeked in while searching for her. The closet door had been open with his backpack sitting on the floor.


	“Shit!” 


	A painful rush back upstairs to check again. There it was, everything unzipped.


	She’d found the money. Never mind how, it had iced the case against him.


	Again, he could explain, he could talk his way out of it�out of just about anything with that girl�if only he could find her. That had to be priority number one. But he had no fucking car!


	Wait. The spare key he’d stuck in the wheel well after that time he’d locked himself out. He’d forgotten about that.


	Down the steps again and outside. He reached up into the well and yanked out the little magnetized box. Opened it, pulled out the key, and he was on his way.


	He had a pretty good idea where Dawn would go to ground.


				*
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	The chain of events puzzled Jack.


	First Bolton had come home and gone inside. Then Dawn appeared on the far side of the garage, coming around from the backyard. She got in her Jeep, started it up, and raced off, leaving Bolton facedown in the turf. When Bolton limped-hopped back inside, Jack expected him to return right away and take off after her.


	But he didn’t.


	Which left Jack in a quandary: Go after Dawn or wait for Bolton’s next move.


	The issue was solved when Bolton came back outside holding a couple of sheets of paper. That explained the delay. He’d found the letter. Jack had printed up a couple of extra copies just in case Dawn never showed it to him. Because a big part of Jack’s plan hinged on Bolton seeing the letter.


	This was working out better than he’d hoped.


	He watched him remove something from his wheel well, then ease into the car and drive off.


	Jack followed. He was pretty sure Bolton wouldn’t hurt Dawn, not when she was carrying the baby he’d worked so hard to create. As long as the baby’s life was linked to hers, she was safe from harm. At least physical harm. He wasn’t so sure about abduction and imprisonment, though.


	Bolton made a beeline for Christy’s house and parked in the driveway. Jack slowed as he passed. The house was dark�not a single light on inside or out. No sign of Dawn’s car either, but it could be in the garage. Bolton didn’t even check. He walked to the front door, unlocked it, and stepped inside.


	Back to the scene of the crime.


	Seemed awfully risky. Yeah, Dawn was undoubtedly worth it to him, but no sign she was there.


	Jack went to the end of the block, hung a U, and cruised back. He needed a place to park but didn’t want Bolton to see his car. Needed to know if Dawn was inside, though.


	Hell with it.


	He parked at the other end of the block and quick-walked back. Slipped around back and blinked his key-chain flash through the window.


	No Jeep.


	Okay. Good. That meant Dawn had gone somewhere else. As for what Bolton was up to inside, as long as he wasn’t in the same house as Dawn, Jack didn’t much care.


	He headed back to his car. Figured he’d do some cruising, pass the house every so often, and follow Bolton when he left. No telling which way he’d tip but, sure as night followed day, Bolton was going to tip.


				*
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	“Dawn, darlin. Where are you?” 


	Dawn held her breath to keep from screaming. She’d almost died when she’d seen him pull into the driveway. How had he started his car? Didn’t matter. Somehow he had. But how did he know she was here?


	“Come out, darlin. No sense in hidin. I know you’re here. I mean, where else you gonna run to?” 


	Wait a minute. Where else you gonna run to? That sounded like he didn’t know she was here�more like he was just guessing. Because how could he know? She’d parked her Jeep in the Jacobsens’ driveway around the corner. It was curved and she’d parked at the apex behind the big clump of rhododendrons in their front yard. Her car was hidden from the street, and no one was home to see it from the inside�the Jacobsens were retired and spent January into May in Florida. Dawn knew because they always asked Mom to keep an eye on their place while they were away. No big deal�the back of their house was visible from the kitchen window.


	So all Dawn had had to do was park behind the bushes, then run through their backyard and hop the fence into her own.


	Jerry couldn’t know about that. So maybe she had a chance.


	She’d crawled under the sofa�her favorite secret spot as a kid when playing hide and seek. Her super safe spot, because Mom could never find her here. Later on she came to realize that Mom had known exactly where she was all the time and only pretended to be unable to find her.


	A lot tighter squeeze now. She could barely breathe. But she could see a good expanse of the floor beneath the lower edge of the dust ruffle. She saw Jerry’s boots as they strolled across the room.


	“I found that letter, darlin. Felt like I was readin sci-fi or somethin. I never heard of this Doctor Vecca. I bet she don’t even exist. Or if she does, she’s in cahoots with that detective your momma hired. Even though she’s dead, Lord rest her soul, she’s still tryin to come between us.” 


	Dawn felt a pang. What if that was true? What if�?


	What about the money?


	She’d left the bag stuffed beneath the seat of her car.


	Explain the money, Jerry.


	He kept talking but his voice faded a little as he moved from the living room into the dining room. It seemed he’d read her thoughts.


	“There’s somethin I oughta tell you, Dawn. When your momma came on to me the other night, well, she offered me that cash as well as herself. I gotta confess, I took the cash. I know it was wrong, but I figured it might come in handy if the game project fell through. You know tide us over until things picked up again. I never told you because I was kinda embarrassed.” 


	Could that be ture? It wasn’t totally impossible, but somehow it didn’t ring true. Something in his voice like not only did he not believe it, but doubted she’d believe it.


	Liar!


	She wanted to scream it in his face, but didn’t dare. Because if he was lying, it meant he’d killed Mom. And that meant she’d been living with and was now hiding from a murderer.


	Her bladder spasmed, begging to empty. But it calmed as she heard him trot upstairs. She wondered if she should make a run for it.


	No. Stay put. If she ran, he might catch her. If she stayed hidden, he’d cross this off as someplace to look for her.


	“Dawn, darlin,” he said as he came down the stairs. “Where are you, damn it.” 


	His voice had changed. The sweet-talking tone had developed an angry edge. He was getting pissed.


	He limped through the living room and headed for the kitchen. She heard the door to the garage open. She guessed he’d been so sure she was here that he hadn’t bothered to check for her car. About time.


	The door slammed closed.


	“Shit!” 


	More footsteps, louder this time.


	“That bitch! That fucking cow! Where the fuck is she!” 


	Tears sprang into Dawn’s eyes. So now it came out. Now she knew what he really thought of her. Still cursing, he slammed out the front door.


	Dawn stifled sobs as she waited for the sound of his car leaving. When that died down she crawled out from her hiding place. But instead of getting to her feet she lay on the carpet and cried.


	What a fool she’d been, what a total jerk. How could she have let herself be sucked in like this? Jerry didn’t care for her. He had some whole other freaky agenda going on.


	After crying awhile longer she struggled to her hands and knees and crawled through the house. Shed been feeling her way in the dark before Jerry came. But he’d left the lights on. Still, she didn’t dare stand. Someone might see her from the street.


	She crept upstairs to her old bedroom�no, her new bedroom, her only bedroom now. She stopped at the door to Mom’s room and stared at the yellow crime-scene tape across the master bathroom doorway. It pulled her closer.


	Here was where Mom had died�not killed herself�been killed. Murdered. She was sure of that now. Just as she was sure it was all her fault.


	She crumpled to her knees and stared at the tub.


	I’m sorry, Mom. I’m sorry for believing that asshole instead of you, I’m sorry for believing that you’d ever come on to Jerry. God, that must have totally hurt you. I so should have listened. You were right all along and I acted like a total jerk. You’d be alive now if I’d paid attention.


	Mom dead, because her Dawnie had been sleeping with her own father. Her life had turned to shit.


	God! Somebody shoot me!


	Shoot


	Mom kept a gun hidden somewhere. Dawn had found it once as a kid. A little silvery automatic or whatever they called those things. But empty at the time�Mom had kept the little thing with the bullets somewhere else. A good idea because Dawn might have hurt herself had it been loaded.


	She rose and hunted until she found it in a wooden box. This time it was loaded�the slot at the bottom of the handle had been empty before, now it had something in it. What did they call it�a clip? Guess she’d felt safe leaving it loaded now.


	See you soon, Mom.


	Without giving herself time to think, she raised the gun, pressed the muzzle against her temple, and pulled the trigger.


	But it wouldn’t pull. She tugged on it again. Wouldn’t budge.


	She lowered it and looked at it. She didn’t know anything about guns. Was it locked or something?


	With a cry she hurled it across the room.


	What a total loser. She couldn’t even shoot a gun when she needed to.


	She’d have to find another way. And she would. Because she couldn’t stand being who she was, or even being with herself. One way or another, she was going to end this nightmare for good.


	She totally deserved to die.


				*
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	Jack had seen the garage light go on during his last pass. It finally must have dawned on Bolton to check for Dawn’s car. Now he’d either settle down and wait�assuming he was sure she’d show up�or go looking for her.


	Betting on the latter, Jack had pulled around the corner and waited where he had a view of the house. Turned out to be a short wait.


	Sure enough, a minute later Bolton came storming out and drove off, chirping his tires as he accelerated. He looked like he had a destination in mind.


	Jack followed. If Bolton knew where Dawn was hiding, Jack wanted to be there when they met up.


	He trailed him out of town onto the Grand Central where he headed north. When he switched over to the Deegan, still going north, Jack had a pretty good idea where he was headed. When he segued onto the Thruway, Jack was sure.


	Destination: Rathburg.


	And the only reason he’d be heading there tonight would be to see the author�the supposed author�of that letter.


	You wanted to see what a provoked Bolton would do, Dr. Vecca? Well, lady, you’re about to find out.


				*
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	“Hey, doc. How’s it going?” 


	Julia sat up in bed with a start. That voice. She knew it. She fumbled for the lamp on her nightstand and turned it on.


	Her heart nearly stopped when she saw Jeremy Bolton sitting on the foot of her bed, some folded sheets of paper in his hand. She slept in an oversized T-shirt and comfy pants, revealing nothing, yet for some reason she found herself clutching her sheet and blanket up to her neck.


	Two black eyes and a bruised, swollen nose made him look even more threatening.


	“Jeremy. What what happened to you?” 


	He sneered. “As if you didn’t know.” 


	She didn’t know why would he think she did? But a more important question arose.


	“Why are you here?” 


	“Ohhhhh, I think you know.” 


	She forced some indignation into her voice and hoped it sounded convincing.


	“No, I don’t, Jeremy, and I want you out of my house right now.” 


	“That ain’t gonna happen.” The finality in his tone jarred her. “We got things to discuss.” 


	“Well, whatever they are can wait till morning. Call my office first thing and I’ll�” 


	“Tonight, doc. Tonight.” 


	Something in his eyes frightened her. She’d always felt in charge with him�as much as anyone could be in charge of someone with that much oDNA�but tonight was different. Someone or something had unchained the beast in him. A very scary thought.


	She considered screaming but dismissed that. No one would hear her, and it would immediately relegate her to a subordinate position. She had to maintain her rank as his overseer.


	“Very well, then. Let me put on some clothes and I’ll meet�” 


	“No. Here. Now.” 


	And now she detected a new undertone in his voice, his expression. Fear? Had he got himself in trouble?


	Robertson!


	Had he gone wild and done something that could be connected to him?


	“You didn’t do anything foolish to that detective, did you?” 


	“To him? No.” He pointed to his nose. “But he did a tap dance on me�as you knew he would.” 


	“Don’t be ridiculous. You didn’t do to him what you did to Gerhard, did you?” 


	“No. Not yet. But I ain’t here about Robertson. I’m here about you.” Fury lit in his eyes as he raised the papers. “And these your recent correspondence.” 


	She shrank back. “What?” 


	He tossed them at her. “Tell me what the fuck you were thinkin when you wrote that.” 


	She grabbed them, retrieved her glasses from the nightstand, and began to read. Astonishment warred with cold, sick dread as the words flashed through her brain.


	Dear Ms. Pickering the man you know as Jerry Bethlehem recently an inmate at this facility special experimental program raped your mother is your father have his baby murdered your mother have initiated procedures to rescind his release and return him to this facility


	Signed with her name�only that wasn’t her signature. Not even close.


	She looked up at him. “I never wrote this! It’s pure fiction! It’s it’s deranged!” 


	“Don’t gimme that!” he gritted through his clenched teeth. “Only you could have figured it out.” 


	“‘Figured it out’?” And then the meaning came through with a cold shock. “You mean it’s true? That girl is your daughter?” 


	He shot to his feet and leaned over her. That was when she noticed some sort of iron bar in his hand.


	“Cut the shit! You know damn well she is�you did the test!” 


	Julia shrank back against the headboard. “I did no such�” 


	“Shut up! You think I’m stupid? You think I go around givin out samples of my DNA?” He pointed the metal bar at her. She could see now that it was a tire iron. “No, it was you. It could only be you. You been suckin my blood and lookin at my genes since I got here. You gotta full file on me. You’re the only one who coulda put this together.” 


	he murdered your mother


	She didn’t doubt he had. Was this homicidal madman the Jeremy Bolton that girl’s mother had seen before she died? And Gerhard�had he felt the fear slithering through her right now?


	His diction had gone south�far south. And that, she knew, meant trouble. She glanced at her phone�no help there. Was he going to kill her? No. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t.


	Why was this happening? Who had set her up like this?


	And then she knew.


	“Please, Jeremy! Don’t you see? Doctor Levy’s framed me. He wrote that letter, trying to goad you into attacking me.” She almost said “killing” but didn’t want to put the idea in his head if it wasn’t already there. “If you do, the agency will track you down and put you away.” 


	And if he did kill her, Aaron would step into the void. It all fit.


	He stepped closer, his eyes wild.


	She held up a trembling hand. “Stop, Jeremy! It’s a trap! For both of us!” 


	He didn’t seem to be listening.


	“It was my daddy’s Plan�to purify his Bloodline and to bring the Others back here where they belong.” 


	“‘Others’? What are you�?” 


	“My brother and me, we been part of it. And now when it’s all come true, when the baby�the Key to the future�is finally on the way, you come along and ruin it!” 


	“Baby? You mean she’s pregnant?” 


	“You know damn fuck well she is! You said so right in your letter.” 


	Julia didn’t know about that, but a part of her brain, a part that wasn’t scared nearly as senseless as the rest of her, wanted to examine that child, test it, observe it, watch it grow.


	Key to the future? Who knew? But it might be the key to her survival.


	“I can help you with your child.” 


	Another step closer. Foam flecked his lips as his voice rose to a shout.


	“There ain’t gonna be no child! Because now, thanks to you, Dawn knows I’m her daddy, and sure as shit she’s gonna get rid of my baby! You’ve ruined everything! Everything!” 


	With that he raised the tire iron.


	Now Julia screamed. “Jeremy! Please! NO!” 


	“Yes!” he said as he swung.


	She raised her arm and screamed in pain as her ulna cracked. He swung again. She tried to fend him off with her other arm but couldn’t raise it fast enough.


	The last thing she heard was the crunch of her skull as it caved in.


				*
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	Finally Jeremy stopped swinging. He didn’t know how many times he’d hit her but his arms had tired.


	He looked down at what was left of Doc Vecca: Below the neck she was undamaged; above another story. Mostly bloody goo with chunks of bone. Gonna need fingerprints to identify this one.


	Now, with the rage-fire cooling, he started to realize what he’d done, how he’d royally screwed himself.


	This agency Vecca kept talking about if they were half as tough and connected as she’d said, they’d be after him as soon as her body was found�probably no later than mid-morning tomorrow when she didn’t show up for work.


	Had to get out of here and disappear. Fast.


	Shit. If he only had Moonglow’s two hundred fifty K. Easy to disappear with that. For a while, at least. He’d have to make do with what was in his bank account. Clean that out first thing tomorrow and hit the road.


	But first one more score to even.


	Levy.


	Maybe Vecca had been telling the truth. Maybe she hadn’t signed the letter. Maybe it had been Levy instead. One way or another that weasel had to be involved. He’d always had it in for Jeremy, always against using him for the clinical trial.


	Might as well make as big a splash as possible before dropping out of sight. In for a dime, in for a dollar, as Daddy used to say.


	Levy had a date with Vecca in that great laboratory in the sky�tonight.


				*
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	When it became clear where Bolton was headed, Jack had been tempted to turn around and head home. No question about Bolton’s first stop. But would he make a second?


	The possibility bothered Jack, so he found a place near the woods where he had a view of Levy’s street, fished a brand-new goody from the spare tire well, and made himself comfortable.


	After a while his eyes wanted to close and he’d had to shake himself awake a couple of times. But the drowsiness fled when he saw a silver Miata pull up in front of the house.


	Bolton, damn him.


	Jack’s plan had been to put a couple of degrees of separation between him and Bolton: Light his fuse, point him at Vecca, and let him deliver the payback for Gerhard and Christy. That done, Jack could sit back and watch from afar as the agency reeled him in and threw away the key.


	But that wasn’t going to be possible now.


	Wait. Why not? Levy was almost as responsible as Vecca. Why not let him take a hit?


	Because he wasn’t alone in there. Bolton might very well kill everyone in the house.


	Shit.


	Jack was going to have to get his hands dirty. Just what he’d wanted to avoid.


	He eased out the door and hurried toward Levy’s house. When Jack caught up to Bolton�carrying that same old tire iron�he was halfway across the lawn, silhouetted in the light from the lamps flanking the front door. He stopped a dozen feet behind him.


	“There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you!” 


	Bolton froze, then turned. Jack couldn’t see his features, but knew Bolton could see his.


	“You!” He started toward Jack at a limping run. “You ain’t gonna sucker me this time, motherfu�!” 


	“Hey, now, wait!” Jack said, backpedaling. “That was all a big misunderstanding!” 


	He slowed enough to let Bolton get close, then speeded up as he took a swing.


	“I’ll show you a misunderstanding!” Bolton said as the iron cut through empty air.


	Jack was off the curb now and backpedaling toward his car with Bolton in hot pursuit. He was glancing over his shoulder, making sure he was on course, when Bolton lunged forward for another swing. Jack felt the breeze from the tire iron, but no more. The move cost Bolton, though, twisting his knee and worsening his limp.


	Just a little farther


	As Jack backed around the rear of his car, he pulled a Taser M-18. When Bolton reached the trunk area, he fired it. The darts flashed out and pierced the T-shirt and the skin beneath, sending fifty thousand volts into his central nervous system. The tire iron went flying as Bolton hit the pavement doing an epileptic variation on the worm. Jack released the trigger and he lay still.


	He looked at Bolton, then at the Taser.


	“Whoa.” 


	First time he’d tried one. He tended to favor a blackjack or sap for this kind of work, but Abe was always going on about how unreliable they were�hit too hard and the joe never wakes up, or not hard enough and you’ve got to give him a second tap, which might put him in vegetable land as well. After all, the reason for a sap was to put someone down, not dead. So Abe had lent him this baby on a trial basis. Jack was sold. The Taser was a keeper.


	He glanced up and down the empty street. No one about. He popped the trunk, then lifted Bolton and dumped him inside. One thing about this trunk: Plenty of room. Enough for three or four Boltons, easy. Maybe more. Could be why Vinnie Donuts liked Crown Vics.


	After slipping into a pair of gloves, he grabbed his roll of duct tape and quickly fastened Bolton’s wrists behind him. Then bound his ankles, then his knees�lots of tape. As he worked he envisioned this piece of crap drugging Christy, slitting her wrists, and watching her bleed to death, all after seducing her child�their child, for Christ sake.


	No more community theater for Christy, no more listening to My Fair Lady


	He looked at this smear of human scum with a legacy of four corpses and a pregnant teenage daughter and sensed the darkness he kept bottled up breaking free. He felt his lips retracting, baring his teeth. He glanced over at the bloody tire iron lying in the gutter, temptingly near.


	Don’t lose it don’t lose it


	yet.


	He wrapped the tape extra tight, and as he worked, Bolton’s eyes fluttered open. He gave Jack a dazed look, then tried to move. When he realized he couldn’t, his eyes widened in shock, then blazed with anger.


	“Pussy motherfucker! Can’t even fight me straight up and fair!” 


	Jack tore a short strip of tape off the roll.


	“Fair? You mean as in meeting on a field of honor? This from a guy who shot two unarmed doctors in the back, water-tortured a detective, and murdered his own sister while she was unconscious. Fair? You gotta be kidding.” 


	“In a fair fight my bloodline’d kick your bloodline’s ass!” 


	Jack fought the driving urge to shove the tape down Bolton’s windpipe. Instead he slapped it across his mouth.


	“A fair fight presupposes I’ve got something to prove to you. Dream on.” 


	Bolton’s eyes blazed with wild hatred as he began kicking and thrashing. The Taser darts were still stuck in his chest. Jack reached down, grabbed the pistol, and gave him another dose.


	Bolton began a different sort of thrashing.


				*

	


	
16


	Lying awake in bed, Aaron heard something that sounded like a car door slamming outside, then the roar of a big engine racing away. He got up and peeked out the front window.


	Nothing moving out there. Could have been anybody.


	He’d been jumpy lately. Well, why not? Bolton had killed again and might not be through. Who knew what he’d�


	Aaron started as he noticed an arc of reflected light just beyond the corner of his front yard, behind the big junipers. It looked like the fender of a car. No one was supposed to be parked out there.


	With his heart thumping he padded downstairs to his study where he grabbed his pair of mini-binoculars and focused them on the car. He gasped as he recognized a Miata.


	Bolton had a Miata.


	Aaron stood paralyzed for a moment, then snatched up his phone and punched in 911.


				*
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	Jack cruised the Thruway truck stop lot till he found what he was looking for: an idling eighteen-wheel rig parked facing the food court and between two others of its kind. He backed up to the space between it and its neighbor to the right, then opened his trunk and hauled Bolton out. He grabbed the coil of half-inch nylon cord he’d just picked up at a Home Depot along the way, then crawled under the refrigerated trailer, dragging the struggling Bolton behind him.


	He’d gone on autopilot along the way, feeling nothing, almost as if he were watching himself from afar as he looped the cord around Bolton’s taped legs, tying multiple knots on knots, then secured the other end to the cab’s rear frame rail. All through the process Bolton twisted and thrashed, breath snorting through his nostrils as he made frightened squeals and moans behind the tape.


	When Jack finished, he looked at him. Couldn’t make out his features in the dark; all he saw was a wriggling, oblong shape making faint, muffled, panicky noises.


	“Having a bad day, Jeremy?” he said, raising his voice above the sound of the engine as he patted him on a shoulder. “It’s about to get worse.” 


	More whining and thrashing.


	“I want you to take this personally. I’m sending you off to your greater reward this way because I don’t want you identified for a while, maybe not ever. I also don’t want you to die too quickly. It won’t take you near as long as it took Gerhard, but long enough.” 


	He crawled out from under the trailer and stood listening: The noise from the idling cab drowned out Bolton.


	Jack returned to his car and parked it halfway between the truck and the on-ramp to the Thruway. Then he took out a sheet with the phone numbers Russ had found for him.


	Two names, two numbers, two women. The widows of Doctors Horace Golden and Elmer Dalton. Nancy Golden had remarried, Grace Dalton had not. Never ceased to amaze him how many secrets could be ferreted out through the Internet.


	He dialed Nancy Golden�now Nancy Emerson�then Grace Dalton. He gave them both the same message: Jeremy Bolton has disappeared from Creighton. No one’s talking because no one knows where he is. Then he hung up.


	Exactly thirteen minutes after the second call, a lean man in a cowboy hat and boots strode up to the cab, flicked a cigarette away, and climbed in.


	Jack got out and stood by his door as the driver did some revving, then ratcheted into gear and started moving. Bolton must have worked the tape off his mouth somehow, because Jack heard him. His scream dopplered up, then down as the truck accelerated past.


	He got back in and followed. The rig had barely made it to the entrance ramp when Jack’s headlights picked up a gleaming line of red winding from beneath the trailer.


	A line of blood a bloodline.


	my bloodline’d kick your bloodline’s ass!


	Jack stared at the red streak.


	There goes your bloodline.


	But this was not the end of Bolton’s bloodline�or Jonah Stevens’s. It lived on in Thompson and in Dawn, especially in her baby. Where was Jonah’s bloodline headed? The man had concentrated it for a purpose, aimed it toward some end. What?


	He couldn’t help thinking of Emma and his own bloodline. Where would she have taken it?


	Nausea tickled his stomach. He pulled over and onto the shoulder, stopped for a few deep breaths.


	Bloodline


	Had to call Levy tomorrow set up a meet needed some info only he could supply.


				*
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	Hank broke off in midsentence and looked around. He’d not only forgotten what he’d been about to say, but where he was.


	He looked down from his makeshift stage and saw seventy or eighty faces staring up at him. Now he remembered he was speaking to a Kicker group in the basement of a clubhouse in Howard Beach.


	But what was he supposed to say next? How could he have forgotten? He’d given this speech so many times he could repeat it in his sleep.


	Something was wrong. But what?


	And then he knew: Something someone was missing.


	Jeremy Jeremy was gone.


	He didn’t know how or why or where, but Jeremy’s light had flickered out. Hank felt it, knew it. Just as he’d known, so many years ago, that Daddy was gone and never would be coming back.


	Had an Enemy gotten to him? That was the most logical explanation.


	Hank searched for grief but found only fear. He’d never been that close to Jeremy, hadn’t even liked him, to tell the truth. He was more concerned about being next on the Enemy’s list.


	He looked again at his audience. Could one of them be lurking in the crowd, waiting for a chance to kill him too?


	He fought the urge to turn and run. That would be stupid. He was safe here among the Kickers. This would be the last place the Enemy would try for him.


	He calmed himself and resumed speaking. But not his usual spiel. He started telling them about a young woman�alone, afraid, no family, pregnant, thinking she hadn’t a friend in the world. But she did have friends and family�the Kickers. He told them how she and her baby were important to the future of the Kicker movement, to the future of the whole world, and how the Kicker family would find her and shelter her and protect her from those who feared and hated the dissimilated.


				*
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	Hank stood by the copy machine and watched as it started to spit out the brightly colored sheets. He grabbed one to double-check.


	Dawn’s photo looked grainy but that couldn’t be helped. He’d enlarged it from one of the shots he’d taken when he’d tracked her down while Jeremy was in Creighton. The text said she was missing and offered a thousand bucks for any information leading to her discovery. He’d set up a special voice mail account for the calls. He knew a lot would be cranks, but he had plenty of manpower at his disposal to check them out.


	He handed it to the nearer of the two Kickers who had accompanied him.


	“This is what she looks like. This is who we’re looking for.” 


	The guy studied it for a few seconds, then handed it to his companion.


	Later today he’d start handing out stacks of the flyers to the Kickers at the Lodge. They in turn would distribute bunches to all the Kickers they knew, who would spread them to all the Kickers they knew, and so on and so on.


	He turned back to the newspaper he’d brought along. Still no report of the death of Jerry Bethlehem, or Jeremy Bolton. But he did find mention of an unidentifiable body dragged along the Thruway beneath a truck last night. Could that be Jeremy?


	He shuddered. From now on, he wasn’t traveling anywhere alone. He’d find a reason to have at least two Kickers with him at all times.


	Just to be on the up and up, he’d filed missing persons reports with the NYPD on both Jerry Bethlehem and Dawn Pickering. Hank had been surprised at how seriously the cops had taken his reports. He later learned that their disappearance made them prime suspects in Dawn’s mother’s faked suicide. Hank had tried to glean more details but failed.


	What a damn mess. The only upside was that he’d have both cops and


	Kickers on the lookout for Dawn. His big worry was that she and the baby had died along with Jeremy. But he didn’t think so. Through the night the tenuous link he’d had to Jeremy had been replaced by a link to the baby. He sensed it was alive and well. That meant Dawn was alive and well too. And thus findable. Hank was going to find her first. And then, just as in his dreams, the Kicker Man would snuggle that baby in its arms and protect it from all Enemies.


				*
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	Dawn eased herself into the warm water of the tub.


	Like mother, like daughter, right?


	But Mom hadn’t had a choice. This was Dawn’s idea, her own doing.


	She felt like total hell. She’d been up all night drinking rum and Diet Pepsi. Sure, the rum wasn’t good for the baby�at least that was what she’d heard�but nowhere near as bad as what was about to happen to both of them.


	She’d agonized over what to wear until she’d realized she was just delaying the inevitable.


	She listened for any sounds from the house�like anybody trying to get in. About an hour ago, as she was working up the nerve to get off her butt and do it, she’d heard sounds outside. Thinking it was Jerry, she’d slid back into her hiding place.


	But it hadn’t been Jerry. Two men, strangers. She didn’t know how they’d got in, but they had, and they were searching the place. They hadn’t said a word, but she’d seen their feet. They went through the whole house, silent as shadows. And then they left. She’d waited a long time before coming out again.


	Who were they? Had they been looking for her, or for Jerry? Whatever, it had totally spooked her into action. Get it done before someone else came nosing around�like the local cops “processing” the crime scene�and totally ruined her chance.


	So now, dressed in the same clothes she’d worn all yesterday and last night, she unwrapped the razor blade she’d found in the garage and held it up to the light. It looked so sharp. Little bits of rust flecked the edges. Couldn’t rust give you tetanus? Not that it mattered.


	Okay had to get up the nerve to do it.


	She’d known girls in school who cut their arms with blades like this. How did they do that? Why? Yeah, short, shallow little slices that probably didn’t hurt too much, but it had so never made sense to her.


	Had to do this now before she totally lost her nerve.


	She placed the razor’s corner point against her left wrist, just below the base of her thumb, and lowered her arm into the water. Closed her eyes, took a breath, and slashed the blade across.


	She cried out with the pain. God, that hurt! Hurt like crazy!


	She opened her eyes and looked. All those glasses of rum and Pepsi threatened to come up when she saw the scarlet billows flowing from her wrist.


	Scarlet billows that was in some song Mom used to like


	A blast of panic flashed through her as she watched her blood, her life flowing out of her. What had she done? This was crazy. She�


	No. She so deserved this, had it coming for being a total jerk. No way she could live with herself after all the pain and death and misery she’d caused.


	She looked at her right wrist. She’d intended to slit that as well but the first cut had hurt too much. And with the way the left was bleeding, she doubted she’d need it.


	An odd sort of peace slipped over her like a warm blanket. She’d done it. In a few moments her cares and troubles would be totally over. No more worries, no more guilt, no more heartbreak.


	Just peace.


				*
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	Doc Levy looked like hell in the late afternoon light coming through the Argonaut’s window. Off his feed as well. Hadn’t ordered anything but a glass of seltzer.


	Jack had left voice mail about how they needed to meet�pronto. He’d known something was bothering Levy when he’d called back. Sounded frazzled. Jack had a pretty good idea why.


	Levy hadn’t been able to get free until now, and so here it was, tour-thirty, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days.


	Jack hadn’t had much sleep either. He’d hunted for Dawn most of the day and come up empty.


	“Something bothering you?” Jack said.


	For all he knew, he looked as jumpy as Levy. With good reason, considering what was to come in the next few minutes.


	“Bothering me?” Levy chugged some seltzer and gave him a funny look. “Don’t you listen to the news?” 


	Jack shook his head. He let Abe filter much of his news. “Depresses me.” 


	“Obviously you haven’t heard then. Remember Doctor Vecca? You met her when�” 


	“I remember.” 


	“Well, she’s dead. Murdered. Head splattered all over her bedroom.” 


	“How awful.” 


	He hoped he sounded sincere.


	“But you know what’s worse? Maybe I shouldn’t say ‘worse,’ because she’s dead and I’m not�no, it is worse: They found the murder weapon�a tire iron coated with her blood�on the street outside my house.” 


	“Bolton?” 


	He paused, then, “How’d you know?” 


	“Seems to like tire irons. Came after me with one, or have you forgotten?” 


	He ran a shaking hand through his dark hair. “To tell you the truth, I had. His prints were all over it. The blood was Julia’s and traces were found inside his car�also outside my house.” 


	“No wonder you’re upset.” 


	“As if that isn’t enough, someone called the Golden and Dalton families and told them that Bolton had escaped and no one had reported it. They’re screaming bloody murder. That news should be hitting the airwaves any minute. Not that you’d hear.” 


	“Sounds like you’d better catch up to Bolton. Anybody have any idea where he is?” 


	“No. And that’s what frightens me. The local cops and state police are looking for Jerry Bethlehem, who’s listed as the owner of the car. But the agency knows to look for Bolton and has been scouring the area without finding a trace of him. Even sent a couple of agents to comb his girlfriend’s house. Nothing.” 


	Jack wanted to know more about their search. Had they found Dawn? He took an oblique approach.


	“Well, he either ran off or was given a ride. The only ones I can think of who’d give him a ride are Dawn Pickering and Hank Thompson.” 


	“Thompson checks out. The girl’s gone missing. House is empty. They think she might be dead too.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Can’t see him doing that. It’d mean the end of the baby as well.” 


	“I agree. Which means he hasn’t gone far.” Levy looked around. “I drove here looking over my shoulder the whole way. I’ve got a guy from the agency watching my house�my wife, my little girl ” 


	A twinge of pity prompted a little reassurance from Jack.


	“Relax. You’ve got nothing to worry about.” 


	Levy’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh no? He left his car and the murder weapon in front of my house!” 


	“‘Left’ is the operant word. He’s on the run. He won’t be back.” 


	“I wish I could be so sure.” 


	Jack figured it was time to get down to the real reason for this little meeting. His palms began to sweat.


	“You bring your little test kit?” 


	“Hmm?” Levy pulled himself back from somewhere else. “Oh, yes. Here.” 


	He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box, maybe the size of a bracelet jewelry box. He set it on the table and lifted the lid to reveal a little eyedrop bottle and a square card with what looked like a coffee stain at the center of its glossy surface.


	Jack stared at it. “That’s it? That’s all there is to it?” 


	“What did you expect�test tubes and a gas chromatography unit? Yes, that’s it. And as I told you on the phone, it can’t leave my sight. Only Creighton staff and certain screeners for the agency are allowed access to these kits.” 


	“What do I do?” 


	“All we need is a drop of your blood.” He patted his pockets. “I could have sworn I brought a packet of lancets�” 


	“Never mind.” Jack pulled out his Spyderco and flipped it open. “This oughta do.” 


	Levy stared at the blade. “I said a drop of blood, not a whole unit. A finger stick, not surgery.” 


	Jack didn’t smile. This wasn’t funny.


	Levy said, “You sure you want to do this? What are you going to do with the result?” 


	“They say knowledge is power.” 


	“Not in this case. Whatever the result, there’s nothing you can do about it.” 


	Jack knew that. But he had to know.


	He wiped the blade with a paper napkin, then made a quick short slice in his fingertip. Barely felt it. As blood welled in the slit he looked up at Levy.


	“Now what?” 


	“Without touching the card, let a drop fall on that beige area.” 


	Jack complied and watched the drop expand on the glossy paper. Levy took some sort of oversized toothpick and began mixing the blood into the beige residue.


	“It’s a variation on the old latex agglutination method. Basically a yes-or-no test. If we get clumping, it’s positive. No clumping�negative.” 


	“No telling the amount?” 


	He shrugged. “Sure. The more clumping, the more positive, but that’s too crude and too subjective to rely on. The gold standard is a full quantitative analysis.” 


	After stirring the blood and the beige, he took the little plastic bottle, removed the cap, and squeezed three drops of clear fluid onto the mix. He picked up the card and started tilting it this way and that. His cell phone rang. He handed the card to Jack.


	“Just rock it back and forth to mix it.” 


	Jack took it and looked. His breath caught as he saw little flecks begin to form in the fluid. He heard Levy’s voice faintly, as if he were sitting four tables away.


	“You what? You found him? Wh�? Oh, dear God But how�? Yes, I see No, not at all. Thanks for calling. It takes a load off my mind, but dear God. Who could have�? Okay, okay. As soon as I get back.” 


	His gut acrawl, Jack watched the flecks enlarging, sticking to each other, forming clumps.


	“Jack? Jack?” 


	Levy tapped him on the arm and Jack looked up.


	“What?” 


	“Bolton’s dead.” 


	Jack almost said, Yeah, I know, but caught himself in time. He returned to watching the clumps expand while Levy prattled on.


	“The agency heard about a body found dragging beneath a truck on the Thruway. Most of his skin was gone so they had no fingerprints or even facial features to go on. But since the truck’s last stop had been a few miles from Rathburg, they ran a quick DNA and damn if it wasn’t a match for Bolton.” 


	“Uh-huh.” 


	Jack felt a vague disappointment. He’d wanted Bolton to go unidentified for a while, preferably forever. That way Vecca’s agency would concentrate on finding the escapee and forget about Christy Pickering’s investigator.


	Levy ran a hand across his face. “This is incredible. He’d been tied there, but God knows by whom.” 


	“Uh-huh.” 


	Levy craned his neck. “What’s going on?” He reached for the card. “Let me see that.” 


	Jack pulled it back. He didn’t want Levy to see it�didn’t want anyone to see it.


	“Come on. Give it over.” 


	What the hell. Jack laid it on the table and slid it toward him. Then watched Levy’s eyes widen.


	“Dear God!” He looked up at Jack, then back to the card, then at Jack again. “You’re playing tricks on me, right? What did you do�sprinkle something on this while I wasn’t looking? That’s it, right?” 


	“I wish.” 


	Levy did the up-and-down look again.


	“Dear God, this can’t be true! I’ve never seen agglutination like this! It puts you right up there with�” His phone rang again. He checked it, then pointed at Jack. “I’ve got to take this, but do not leave, understand?” 


	Jack felt boneless�he wasn’t going anywhere.


	“Yes?” Levy said, jamming the phone to his ear. “What? What sort of letter? Read it to me.” 


	As Levy listened, Jack stared at the clumps�the agglutination, as Levy put it.


	Last night, after following the line of Bolton’s blood until it petered out, he hadn’t felt a shred of guilt or regret or remorse. Why not? Easy: Because Bolton had suffered a fate he’d have had no hesitation inflicting on someone else.


	Then an ugly thought had bobbed to the surface: Didn’t that make him just like Bolton?


	No. Of course not. He hadn’t wanted to do it, had planned a hands-off solution that would force the agency to take out Bolton for killing Vecca


	which Jack had put him up to.


	But Bolton’s arrival at Levy’s, bloody tire iron in hand, had left Jack no choice.


	Could have simply shot him and buried him.


	Bad option. Too many chances to leave trace evidence.


	But to tie him under a truck? That was something one of Levy’s heavy oDNA carriers would do.


	Right.


	The possibility had sickened him, but he needed to know. So he’d asked Levy to bring one of his screening kits.


	“Dear God!” 


	If he says that once more


	“Not her signature? Then who�?” He looked at Jack and paled. “I’ll follow up on this later.” Without taking his eyes off Jack he folded the phone and placed it on the table. “They found a letter in Julia’s bedroom, the room where she was murdered. It’s signed but the signature isn’t even remotely like hers. It tells all about Bolton’s paternity to Dawn and ” He shook his head. “Only two people knew about that: You and I. And I didn’t write that letter, so that leaves ” 


	“Why are you looking at me?” 


	“Because you�” 


	“Forget this letter jive. What about my test?” 


	Levy glanced at it again.


	“What’s to tell? You’re in the Jeremy Bolton league of the oDNA tournament. I’ll bet you even top him.” 


	Jack leaned back. Just what he’d been afraid of, what he hadn’t wanted to hear but sensed he would.


	Levy was pointing�no, jabbing a finger in his direction, his face even paler, his voice a hoarse whisper.


	“You! It was you! You tied Bolton beneath that you wrote that letter to set him off you knew he’d come looking for Julia and�” 


	“How can you know whether the therapy’s working if you don’t provoke him? Wasn’t that the gist of her approach?” 


	“Yes, but�oh, dear God�” 


	“Would you please come up with another expletive or exhortation or whatever? Please?” 


	He wasn’t listening. “Bolton came to my house after killing Julia! It wasn’t the Pickering girl or Thompson who gave him a ride, it was you. Oh dear God!” 


	“Didn’t I ask�?” 


	“You tied him to that�oh dear God.” He shrank back against the booth’s rear cushion. “What kind of a man does something like that?” 


	Jack didn’t offer an answer. They both knew: One carrying a load of oDNA.


	Levy gathered himself. “But then again, you probably saved my life.” 


	“Probably?” 


	Levy glanced away. “Okay. Definitely.” 


	“Let’s say all of what you say is true. That leaves me with a problem, doesn’t it.” 


	“What?” 


	“You.” 


	Levy flinched. “M-me?” 


	“You know an awful lot about me. Maybe too much. What am I going to do about that?” 


	Levy’s face was alabaster white now. Even his lips.


	“Look, I’m in this as deeply as you. The agency will want to know who wrote that letter and I’ll be the first one they come to.” 


	“And you’ll tell them ?” 


	“Nothing. What can I say about you without incriminating myself?” 


	Just what Jack wanted to hear.


	“Good. Because if they come looking for me, I’ll flip you in a New York second�as the source of the letterhead, all the DNA information, etcetera. I suggest you get back to your lab and start deleting certain results. I go down, you go down. Remember that.” He waved at the test card between them. “And remember this.” 


	Levy swallowed. “Will do.” 


	“Good.” Figuring he’d made his point, he pointed to the agglutinations. “Does this mean I’m one of them?” 


	“Them?” 


	“Someone in the Jonah Stevens’s line?” 


	“In his direct bloodline? I doubt it. But somewhere in the distant past you might have shared an ancestor.” 


	Jack sighed. “Swell.” 


	“This test is qualitative and only crudely quantitative. Come by my office someday after this all settles out and I’ll run a full analysis.” 


	“That’s okay.” 


	“I’m serious.


	“I’m sure you are.” 


	“But�but don’t you want to know if you carry the trigger gene?” 


	Jack gave him what he figured was a bleak look. “You really think that’s necessary?” 


	Levy looked uncomfortable and averted his eyes.


	“No, I guess not.” 


	“Neither do I.” 


				*
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	Dawn awoke choking and gagging.


	“Wha�?” 


	She was wet�totally soaked�up to her chin in water�pinkish water�


	She bolted upright and raised her arm. The cut on her wrist hadn’t like healed or anything, but it had stopped bleeding. Maybe a little oozy trickle, but nothing of any consequence.


	A while ago she’d felt herself weakening, so when she’d closed her eyes she’d thought she was slipping away. But she guessed all she’d done was doze off.


	She looked around. She was alone, but somehow she didn’t feel alone. Like someone was here�or had just been here.


	Come to think of it, she’d had a vague sense of someone standing beside the tub looking down at her just before she’d come fully awake. She straightened in the tub. And the feeling of a hand on her head, pushing her down


	But that was crazy. No one was here, and no one besides herself was trying to hurt her. In fact, when her lips sank beneath the surface it had awakened her and�


	Then she realized the truth and screamed and slammed her hands against the bloody water.


	Failed again. What a total loser! Might as well paint a big red L on her forehead. God, she hated herself more than ever now.


	She looked around for the razor blade. Where was it? She’d show them.


	When she couldn’t find it, she tried to pull herself to standing but fell back in the tub, sloshing water all over the place. So weak. She must have gotten like halfway to dead. Just a little ways to go. If she could find the blade she could finish the job.


	Then she saw it, lying on the bottom of the tub. She reached for it, but stopped.


	Who was she kidding? No way she was going to cut herself again. It hurt too much.


	She began to cry�huge racking sobs that rippled the water around her. She had to end this. She had to find a way. And then she knew.


				*
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	Jack had left Levy at the diner and spent what was left of the afternoon and the early evening searching for Dawn�but circumspectly. He couldn’t ask too many questions, couldn’t put word out on the street. Not with the agency looking too. If they heard someone else was asking about the same girl, they’d want to know who that someone might be.


	Whatever. The search had been fruitless. Dark had fallen with not a sign of her Jeep. For all he knew she’d left the state. But that seemed unlikely. She had no family. Where could she go except home or to a friend? No sign of her at home, and Christy had said she didn’t have many friends, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t crashing somewhere.


	Jack had a feeling she wasn’t far from home. So he kept searching. Sooner or later he’d spot that Jeep.


	But not in the dark.


	The Queensboro Bridge loomed ahead. And beyond that, the blaze of Manhattan. Gia would be waiting, but he couldn’t face her now. She’d know immediately that something was wrong and quiz him till he told her. He had to get used to this oDNA thing.


	Used to it odd way to think. He’d carried it all his life but now he had to get used to it. No, he had to get used to knowing about it.


	He called her and told her he’d be spending the night at his own place.


	“How come?” she said.


	“This thing I’m working on. I might get called during the night and I don’t want to disturb the whole house.” 


	He didn’t mind lying to other people, but he hated lying to Gia. Some-times the nature of his business made it necessary. Tonight the reasons were personal.


	“Don’t worry about that.” 


	“It’s better this way.” 


	A pause, then, “What’s wrong?” 


	“Nothing.” 


	“Something’s wrong, I can tell. You’re in danger, aren’t you, and you’re afraid to bring it here.” 


	“No, it’s nothing like that, I swear.” 


	They went round and round on that for a while until Jack semiconvinced her that he wasn’t in danger and that everything was cool. He ended with a promise to see her tomorrow�if not for breakfast, definitely for lunch.


	He hung up and approached the on-ramp to the bridge feeling like he’d swallowed fishhooks.


				*
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	Go jump off the Brooklyn Bridge what a total cliché.


	But why not?


	Except she’d just driven over the Brooklyn Bridge and didn’t see any way to jump into the river off its raised walkway. So she’d headed uptown.


	But now, as she drove along, she had this weird growing sensation that she was being followed. Very much like the feeling she’d had in the bathroom when she’d felt she wasn’t alone. Had Jerry somehow spotted her?


	Feeling totally freaked, she locked her doors and pulled over to let traffic pass and see if anyone else stopped. But everyone behind her went by and kept on going.


	Must have been her imagination.


	She parked her car in a garage near the Queensboro Bridge. Who cared what it cost? She wouldn’t be around to pay for it. Then she started walking toward the center of the span among the bicyclists and other pedestrians, moving slowly, stopping every so often to rest. So tired. She hadn’t lost enough blood to kill her, just enough to make her weak. The center was so far. Half a mile at least.


	Nice going, Dawn. Talk about doing a half-assed job.


	Just her luck she’d pass out before she reached the middle. The EMTs would arrive, see the cut on her wrist, and take her to the loony bin in Bellevue where she’d be locked in under a suicide watch.


	Yeah, that would be perfect. Totally in keeping with the mess she’d made of the rest of her life�mess up her death too.


	No, not this time. But when she reached the middle�what?


	She hadn’t counted on the chain-link fence. It had to be like seven or eight feet high. She’d have trouble climbing that on a good day. Today�forget about it.


	But she had faith in the destructiveness of some of her fellow New Yorkers and in the quality of the city’s maintenance: Somewhere along the way she’d find a gap large enough to squeeze through.


	As she neared the middle she found one. She could do this. All she needed to do was climb to the top of the chest-high railing, squeeze through the opening, and take that one giant step. That was all. Just one step and gravity would do the rest. She’d read where people who jumped from this high hardly felt a thing�like hitting a brick wall at a hundred miles an hour. Or something like that.


	She waited for a break in the pedestrian traffic. Not too many strollers at this hour. She’d never walked the bridge before so she had no way of knowing if this was a light night or a heavy night. No matter. As long as they gave her enough time to climb the railing and�


	Climb the railing. Oh, God, could she even do that? She felt so weak.


	She shook her head. She’d find a way.


	She looked around. Nobody nearby on either side, nobody closer than half a football field. This was it, this was her chance. Do it now or never.


	As she stepped onto the first of the three railings she heard a voice behind her.


	“Dawn! Dawn, thank God I’ve found you!” 


	She turned and saw a big black car. It had stopped and a man was looking at her through the open passenger window. She couldn’t quite make out his fact;.


	“How�how do you know my name?” 


	“I worked for your mother. She hired me to investigate your boyfriend.” 


	Dawn screamed, “Then it’s your fault!” 


	He shook his head. “We both know whose fault it is.” 


	His words cut so much deeper than the razor ever had.


	“Me? You think it’s my fault?” 


	He opened the passenger door. Cars started backing up behind him. Long, angry honks filled the air but he didn’t seem to notice. Or if he did, he didn’t care.


	“Not at all, Dawn. You were a pawn. Jeremy’s to blame.” 


	A line from the letter flashed in her brain: The man you know as Jerry Bethlehem


	“Jeremy? Is that his real name?” 


	The man nodded. “A creep with a long ugly history.” 


	“And I totally fell for him. Like a jerk.” 


	“He has a natural talent for seduction. Get in and I’ll tell you all about him.” 


	The light wasn’t good, but she could see now that he had dark hair and soft eyes. The other drivers were swerving around him, honking, screaming, giving him the finger in various combinations.


	He smiled as he glanced at them, then sniffed. “Road rage it adds a certain sweet tang to the air, don’t you think?” 


	When Dawn saw him rising out of the car she pressed back against the fence.


	“No. Don’t come near me! I’m so ready to do this and no one’s gonna stop me!” 


	He stood by the open door and raised his hands.


	“Not one step closer, I promise. Just listen.” 


	Something in his voice, his eyes he was kind of good looking but not too. She had an odd feeling she could trust this man. But�


	“Nothing you can say is gonna change my mind.” 


	A guy on a bicycle slowed as he approached. He was looking straight at her.


	“Hey, you gonna jump?” 


	“No, she is not,” the man said. “Keep moving.” 


	The cyclist speeded up as he passed, muttering something about never having any luck.


	The man said, “Your mother asked me to look after you.” 


	“What? You’re lying!” 


	“I didn’t understand it myself at the time, but now I believe she had a premonition that she was going to die. She said if anything happened to her I was to find you before you did anything foolish�” 


	“No way! Now I know you’re lying. She�” 


	“Those were her exact words�I swear. She seemed to sense that you’d blame yourself for whatever happened to her and she wanted you to know that she never stopped loving you.” 


	Dawn began to cry. “I totally hurt her! I deserve to die�I need to die!” 


	“She seemed to know you’d feel that way.” His voice was like a soothing caress, stifling her sobs, drying her tears. “And she wanted me to tell you that if you love her, you will not do this.” 


	“But I have to!” 


	“She’s watching you, Dawn.” He pointed toward the night sky. “From up there. She was a good woman. Don’t you think she’s suffered enough? Do you want to compound her misery by making her watch you die?” 


	“But then I can be with her!” 


	He shook his head. “I wouldn’t be too sure of that. From what I’ve heard and read, suicides aren’t treated too kindly in the afterlife.” 


	She’d heard that too. Totally.


	He said, “Don’t you think it’s time to stop thinking about yourself and start thinking about your mother�what she might want?” 


	“Yeah I guess. But how do I know what she wants?” 


	“Easy. She told me she wants you safe and asked me to keep you that way.” 


	Dawn bristled. That totally sounded like Mom�no faith in her.


	“I can take care of myself.” 


	“Not with Jeremy on the loose and looking for you.” 


	Panic jolted through her chest. Jerry Jeremy she remembered that look in his eyes when he learned she was thinking of an abortion.


	if you ever do any thin to hurt my baby, you will wish you’d been born dead, darlin


	She felt the tears welling up again.


	“What am I going to do?” 


	The man turned and opened the rear door of his car.


	“Allow me to take you to a safe place until that monster is found and brought to justice.” 


	Dawn stared at the open door. It looked warm and safe in there. But could she trust this man?


	She looked into his eyes�fell into them was more like it. Two warm, welcoming pools of comfort and safety. No hint of danger there. He wanted only to protect her, wanted only what was best for her. And he knew so much about her. He had to be Mom’s investigator.


	Yeah, she could trust him. Totally.


	As she took a step forward he made a flourish toward the rear seat.


	“Your carriage awaits, madam.” 


	He offered his hand as she tried to climb up from the walkway. He was strong, practically lifting her through the air. A few steps and she reached the car. As she ducked her head to enter, chill spiders of foreboding ran over her skin. She hesitated.


	“I don’t�” 


	She felt his hand against her back�not pushing guiding.


	“Go ahead, Dawn”�his voice was a warm pool, his touch balm, banishing her fear�”everything will be all right now.” 


	Right nothing to be afraid of. She slipped inside and settled onto the soft leather of the seat.


	The car darkened as the door clicked shut behind her�darker than she would have expected. Tinted windows maybe? The blaring horns silenced as if someone had twisted a volume dial.


	She realized with a start that she wasn’t alone in the car.


				*
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	“Now what?” Jack said as traffic on the bridge slowed.


	Another accident? Couldn’t people pay attention when they got behind the wheel? City traffic was bad enough without dumbasses banging into each other.


	He reigned in his irritation and forced himself to relax. He wasn’t on the clock, nowhere he had to be.


	Chill.


	Then he felt a chill�literally. A vaguely familiar one, last experienced in January when Rasalom had paid him a visit to sup on his rage, grief, and despair. Emma was gone and Gia and Vicky were on the fast track to join her. Jack had provided a movable feast of negative emotions.


	And this was very much like the chill he’d experienced as Rasalom had fed.


	Was he nearby?


				*
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	Alarm raced through Dawn as she noticed another man sitting in the driver seat.


	“What�?” 


	“Not to worry,” the first man said as he climbed into the front passenger seat and slammed the door. “This is my driver, Henry.” 


	Henry nodded without looking around. Dawn heard the doors auto lock. She tried her handle�useless.


	“Am I locked in?” 


	“What?” The man laughed, sounding embarrassed. “Oh, sorry. Child locks.” 


	“You have kids?” 


	“Not yet, but I’ve had some young passengers recently. Don’t think of it as keeping you inside�consider it protection against anyone getting in from outside.” 


	“This is so totally weird. I don’t even know your name.” 


	He reached his hand back. It held a card. She took it and angled it into the scant light coming through the side window.


	MR. OSALA


	That was it�no phone number, no address, just his name.


	“It doesn’t say you’re a detective.” 


	Henry put the car in gear and they began to move.


	“That’s because I’m many things. Sometimes I’m an investigator, and sometimes I’m a guardian�like now.” 


	“You mean like a bodyguard?” 


	“Exactly.” 


	“Are you taking me home?” 


	“Not at the moment. That would be unwise. Jeremy knows where you live.” 


	“Yes, but-�” 


	“Your mother wanted me to keep you safe, and the best place to do that right now is my place.” 


	A warning bell rang.


	“Your place?” 


	Another laugh. “Not to worry, I have no designs on you. You’ll be staying in a beautiful duplex penthouse on Fifth Avenue where my staff will take excellent care of you.” 


	Duplex penthouse? Fifth Avenue? Staff?


	“You sound like totally rich.” 


	“I am.” 


	“Then why�?” 


	“�am I helping you? Because that is my mission in life�I exist only to help those in need. I was helping your mother, now I’m helping you.” 


	She hesitated to ask, but he knew everything already, so why not?


	“Do you think you could help me get an abortion?” 


	A pause, then, “I don’t think that would be a good idea at the moment.” 


	“Are you totally kidding? I thought you knew the story here.” 


	“I do. I know�how shall I put this?�I know that the child you carry is also a sibling.” 


	Dawn thought about that. Yeah, he was right. How totally gross and sick.


	“Right. So then you can understand why I want it gone.” 


	“Yes, but the child is your protection. Jeremy wants that child and will do you no serious harm while you carry it. Think of it as an insurance policy. If you abort it�” 


	“But I want it gone, out of me. He told me he’d been fixed but that was obviously just another of his lies.” 


	And I swallowed every single one, she thought.


	She wanted to retch. Lies weren’t the only things she’d swallowed.


	“There will be plenty of time to terminate the pregnancy once he’s caught. As soon as we hear of his capture, I shall personally take you to a private clinic that will fulfill your wish.” 


	“When do you think that’ll be? I want this so over with.” 


	“Not too long. And who knows? In the meantime you might change your mind and spare the child.” 


	“Spare? Are you kidding?” 


	“Well, it’s not the baby’s fault. Why take it out on him or her?” 


	Him or her she’d thought of it only as an it.


	“You never know,” Mr. Osala was saying. “Your baby might turn out to be someone famous. An Einstein or a Madame Curie�someone who’ll change the world.” 


	Change the world’.’’ Where had she heard�?


	Our baby is the Key. He’s gonna change the world!


	“Jerry said something like that. Why doesn’t anybody want me to get rid of this baby?” 


	Mr. Osala half turned and his hand darted toward her. For an instant she thought he was going to hit her, but his fingertips only brushed her forehead.


	“Hush, now. You’re exhausted. Get some sleep.” 


	An overwhelming lethargy enveloped her. She fought to keep her eyes open but the lids suddenly weighed like tons.


	Mr. Osala, the car and its driver, her cares they all drifted away.


				*
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	The odd chill faded, so quickly that Jack wondered if he’d imagined it. Whatever had been slowing traffic on the bridge must have been cleared because the cars began moving again.


	Jack shook off thoughts of Rasalom and cruised into Manhattan. He parked the car in the garage down the street and walked to his apartment. Along the way he glanced at a flyer tacked to a tree. He passed it, stopped, then stepped back.


	A picture of Dawn and a reward for any useful information.


	He yanked it free and took it with him.


	Entering his apartment, he didn’t turn on the lights. Simply sat in the dark by the front window, watching the street as he let his thoughts wander into darker places.


	He tried to keep them from Emma but they strayed there anyway. How much oDNA would she have wound up with? Would it have affected her, commandeered the helm of life as it seemed to have done with her father’s? Would she�?


	A familiar figure stepped into view on the street below�not the only pedestrian, but now the only one who mattered. He wore a homburg and an overcoat, and used a walking stick. As usual the brim of his hat shadowed his face, but Jack thought he caught a glimpse of a gray beard this time.


	Let him stand there and stare all he wanted. Jack wasn’t going after him. Not tonight.


	He turned away and thought about where next to search for Dawn. The flyer meant he wasn’t the only one looking for her. Hank Thompson had to be as well. And he had loads more manpower than Jack.


	But somehow Jack had to find her first.


	And then what? What would he do if he succeeded? If she’d gone ahead and already aborted the baby, he’d need do nothing. But if she hadn’t, if for some reason she intended to have the baby, what then? If she was indeed carrying this so-called Key to the future�a future hell on Earth for humanity�he’d have to convince her to end the pregnancy. And if he couldn’t ?


	He didn’t want to think about that now. He’d worry about it after he found Dawn�if he ever did. One thing he knew: He’d keep looking.


	After all, in some odd, distant way, she and her baby were family.


				*
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	Author’s Note


	I’ve always said that Repairman Jack would be a closed-end series, that I would not run him into the ground, that I had a big story to tell and would lower the curtain after telling it.


	Well, we’re nearing the end of that story.


	And with only a few novels left in the series, I’m running into a problem. I’m no longer able to tie up each novel as neatly as I’d like. I’ve always kept longer story arcs running from book to book, but I used to be able to bring each installment to a satisfying conclusion. That, I’m afraid, is no longer the case.


	As I move people and objects into place and set the stage for the events that will tip all of humanity into Nightworld, the final chapter, this sort of incremental closure has become impossible.


	So I ask you to bear with me. You may have noticed that Bloodline didn’t quite end. By the Sword picks up where it left off, and the next installment will pick up where this leaves off.


	At most, three or four more novels remain in the series. Along the way we’ll be reprinting the remainder of the Adversary Cycle, synching the releases of The Touch, Reborn, Reprisal, and Nightworld with Jack’s timeline. (See “The Secret History of the World” at the end of this book for the sequence.)


	More and more now, the post-Harbingers installments of Jack’s tale are going to form what the French call a roman-fleuve—literally, a “river novel,” with one story flowing from volume to volume. As a result, each new installment is going to feel richer, deeper, and make more sense if you’ve read the ones before.


	Hang in there, folks. It’s been a long ride, and we’ve still got a lot of wonder, terror, and tragedy ahead, but I promise you’ll be glad you made the trip.


	—F. Paul Wilson


	the Jersey shore
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	They weren’t making muggers like they used to.


	After trolling for about an hour through the unseasonably warm May night, here was the second he’d found—or rather had found him. Jack was wearing a Hard Rock Cafe sweatshirt, acid-washed jeans, and his I ♥ New York visor. The compleat tourist. A piece of raw steak dangling before a hungry wolf.


	When he’d spotted the guy tailing him, he’d wandered off the pavement and down into this leafy glade. Off to his right the mercury-vapor glow from Central Park West backlit the trees. Over his assailant’s shoulder he could make out the year-round Christmas lights on the trees that flanked the Tavern on the Green.


	Jack studied the guy facing him. A hulking figure in the shadows, maybe twenty-five, about six foot, pushing two hundred pounds, giving him an inch and thirty pounds on Jack. He had stringy brown hair bleached blond on top, all combed to the side so it hung over his right eye; the left side of his head above the ear and below the part had been buzzcut down to the scalp—the Flock of Seagulls guy after a run-in with a lawn mower. Pale, pimply skin and a skull dangling on a chain from his left ear. Black boots, baggy black pants, black Polio T-shirt, fingerless black leather gloves, one of which was wrapped around the handle of a big Special Forces knife, the point angled toward Jack’s belly.


	“You talking to me, Rambo?” Jack said.


	“Yeah.” The guy’s voice was nasal. He twitched and sniffed, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “I’m talkin a you. See anybody else here?” 


	Jack glanced around. “No. I guess if there were, you wouldn’t have stopped me.” 


	“Gimme your wallet.” 


	Jack looked him in the eye. This was the part he liked.


	“No.” 


	The guy jerked back as if he’d been slapped, then stared at Jack, obviously unsure of how to take that.


	“What you say?” 


	“I said no. En-oh. What’s the matter? You never heard that word before?” 


	Probably hadn’t.


	His voice rose. “You crazy? Gimme your wallet or I cut you. You wanna get cut?” 


	“No. Don’t want to get cut.” 


	“Give it or I stab you in the uterus.” 


	What?


	Fighting a laugh, Jack said, “Wouldn’t want that.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. “I left my wallet home. Will this do?” 


	The guy’s eyes all but bulged. His free hand darted out.


	“Give it!” 


	Jack shoved it back into his pocket.


	“Nope.” 


	“You crazy fucker—!” 


	As he lunged at Jack, jabbing the blade point at his belly, Jack spun away, giving him plenty of room to miss. Not that he was worried about any surprises. Most of his type had wasted muscles and sluggish reflexes. But you had to respect that saw-toothed blade. A mean sucker.


	The guy made a clumsy turn and came back, slashing face-high this time. Jack ducked, grabbed the wrist behind the knife as it went by, got a two-handed grip, and twisted.


	Hard.


	The guy shouted with pain as he was jerked into an armlock with his weapon flattened between his shoulder blades. He kicked backward, landing a boot heel on one of Jack’s shins. Wincing with pain, Jack gritted his teeth and kicked the mugger’s feet out from under him. As the guy went down on his face, he yanked the imprisoned arm back straight and rammed his right sneaker behind the shoulder, pinning him.


	And then he stopped and counted to ten.


	At times like these he knew he was in danger of losing it. The blackness hovered there on the edges, beckoning him, urging him to go Mongol on this guy, to take out all his accumulated anger, frustration, rage on this one pathetic jerk.


	Plenty accumulated during his day-to-day life. And every day it seemed to get a little worse.


	He knew now the origin of that blackness, where it hid in his cells. But that didn’t make it go away or any easier to handle. So when one of these knuckle draggers got within reach, like this doughy lump of dung, he wanted to stomp him into the earth, leaving nothing but a wet stain.


	A thin wire here, one he Wallenda’d along, trying not to fall off on the wrong side. Spend too much time there and you became like this jerk.


	He did a ten count and willed that blackness back down to wherever it lived. Let out his breath and looked down.


	“Hey, man,” Polio fan whined. “Can’t you take a joke? I was only—” 


	“Drop the knife.” 


	“Sure, sure.” 


	The bare fingers opened, the big blade’s handle slipped from the gloved palm and clattered to the earth.


	“Okay? I dropped it, okay? Now lemme up.” 


	Jack released the arm but kept a foot on his back.


	“Empty your pockets.” 


	“Hey, what—?” 


	Jack increased the pressure of his foot. “Empty them.” 


	“Okay! Okay!” 


	He reached back and pulled a ragged cloth wallet from his hip pocket, then slid it across the dirt.


	“Keep going,” Jack said. “Everything.” 


	The guy pulled a couple of crumpled wads of bills from his front pockets, and dumped them by the wallet.


	“You a cop?” 


	“You should be so lucky.” 


	Jack squatted beside him and went through the small pile. About a hundred in cash, a half dozen credit cards, a gold high school ring. The wallet held a couple of twenties, three singles, and no ID.


	“I see you’ve been busy tonight.” 


	“Early bird catches the worm.” 


	“Yeah? Consider yourself a nightcrawler. This all you got?” 


	“Aw, you ain’t gonna jack me, are ya?” 


	“Interesting choice of words.” 


	“Hey, I need that scratch.” 


	“Your jones needs that scratch.” 


	Actually, the Little League needed that scratch.


	Every year about this time the kids from the local teams that played here in the park would come knocking, looking for donations toward uniforms and equipment. Jack had made it a tradition to help them out by taking up nocturnal collections in the park.


	The Annual Repairman Jack Park-a-thon.


	Seemed only fair that the oxygen wasters who prowled the place at night should make donations to the kids who used it during the day. At least Jack thought so.


	“Let me see those hands.” He’d noticed an increasingly lower class of mugger over the past few years. Like this guy. Nothing on his fingers but a cheap pewter skull-faced pinky ring with red glass eyes. “How come no gold?” Jack pulled down the back of his collar. “No chains? You’re pathetic, you know that? Where’s your sense of style?” 


	The previous donor had been better heeled.


	“I’m a working man,” the guy said, rolling a little and looking up at Jack. “No frills.” 


	“Yeah. What do you work at?” 


	“This!” 


	The guy lunged for his knife, grabbed the handle, and stabbed up at Jack’s groin—maybe thinking he’d find a uterus there? Jack rolled away to his left and kicked him in the face as he lunged again. The guy went down and Jack was on him once more with the knife arm yanked high and his sneaker back in its former spot on his back.


	“We’ve already played this scene once,” he said through his teeth as the blackness rose again.


	“Hey, listen!” the guy said into the dirt. “You can have the dough!” 


	“No kidding.” 


	Jack yanked off the glove and looked at the hand within. No surprise at the tattoo in the thumb web.


	These guys were starting to pollute the city.


	“So you’re a Kicker, eh.” 


	“Yeah, man. Totally dissimilated. You too? You seem like—” 


	He screamed as Jack shifted his foot into the rear of his shoulder and kicked down while giving the arm a sharp twist. The shoulder dislocated with a muffled pop, nearly drowned out by the high-pitched wail.


	He hadn’t wanted him to finish that sentence.


	The Rambo knife dropped from suddenly limp fingers. Jack kicked it away and released the arm.


	“Don’t know about the rest of you, but that arm is definitely dissimilated.” 


	As the guy retched and writhed in the dirt, Jack scooped up the cash and rings. He emptied the wallet and dropped it onto the guy’s back, then headed for the lights.


	He debated whether to troll for a third donor or call it a night. He mentally calculated that he had donations of about three hundred or so in cash and maybe an equal amount in pawnable gold. He’d set the goal of this year’s Park-a-thon at twelve hundred dollars. Didn’t look like he was going to make that without some extra effort. Which meant he’d have to come back tomorrow night and bag a couple more.


	And exhort them to give.


	Give till it hurt.
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	As he was coming up the slope toward Central Park West he saw an elderly, bearded gent dressed in an expensive-looking blue blazer and gray slacks trudging with a cane along the park side of the street.


	And about a dozen feet to Jack’s left, a skinny guy in dirty Levi’s and a frayed Hawaiian shirt burst from the bushes at a dead run. At first Jack thought he was running from someone, but noticed that he never glanced behind him. Which meant he was running toward something. He realized the guy was making a beeline for the old man.


	Jack paused a second. The smart part of him said to turn and walk back down the slope. It hated when he got involved in things like this, and reminded him of other times he’d played good Samaritan and landed in hot water. Besides, the area here was too open, too exposed. If Jack got involved he could be mistaken for the Hawaiian shirt’s partner, a description would start circulating, and life would get more complicated than it already was.


	Butt out.


	Sure. Sit back while this galloping glob of park scum bowled the old guy over, kicked him a few times, grabbed his wallet, then hightailed it back into the brush. Jack wasn’t sure he could stand by and let something like that happen right in front of him.


	A wise man he’d hung with during his early years in the city had advised him time and time again to walk away from a fight whenever possible. Then he’d always add: “But there are certain things I will not abide in my sight.” 


	This looked to be something Jack could not abide in his sight.


	Besides, he was feeling kind of mean tonight.


	He spurted into a dash of his own toward the old gent. No way he was going to beat the aloha guy with the lead he had, but he could get there right after him and maybe disable him before he did any real damage. Nothing elaborate. Hit him in the back with both feet, break a few ribs and give his spine a whiplash he’d remember the rest of his life. Make sure Aloha was down to stay, then keep right on sprinting across Central Park West into yuppieville.


	Aloha was closing with his target, arms stretched out for the big shove, when the old guy stepped aside and stuck out his cane. Aloha went down on his belly and skidded face-first along the sidewalk, screaming curses all the way. When he stopped his slide, he began to roll to his feet.


	But the old guy was there, holding the bottom end of his cane in a twohanded grip like a golf club. He didn’t yell “Fore!” as he swung the metal handle around in a smooth, wide arc. Jack heard the crack when it landed against the side of Aloha’s skull. The mugger stiffened, then flopped back like a sack of flour.


	Jack stopped dead and stared, then began to laugh. He pumped a fist in the old guy’s direction.


	“Nice!” 


	“I needed that,” the old dude said.


	Jack knew exactly how he felt. Still smiling, he broke into an easy jog, intending to give the old dude a wide berth on his way by. The fellow eyed him as he neared.


	“No worry,” Jack said, raising his empty palms. “I’m on your side.” 


	The old guy had his cane by the handle again; he nonchalantly stepped over Aloha like he was so much refuse. The guy had style.


	“I know that, Jack.” 


	Jack nearly tripped as he stuttered to a halt and turned.


	“Why’d you call me Jack?” 


	The old man came abreast of him and stopped. Gray hair and beard, a wrinkled face, pale eyes.


	“Because that’s your name.” 


	Jack scrutinized the man. Even though slightly stooped, he was still taller than Jack. Big guy. Old, but big. And a complete stranger. Jack didn’t like being recognized. Put him on edge. But he found something appealing about that half smile playing about the old dude’s lips.


	“Do I know you?” 


	“No. My name’s Veilleur, by the way.” He offered his hand. “And I’ve wanted to meet you again for some time now.” 


	“Again? When did we ever meet?” 


	“In your youth.” 


	“But I don’t—” 


	“It’s not important. I’m sure it will come back to you. What’s important is now and getting reacquainted. I came out here tonight for just that purpose.” 


	Jack shook his hand, baffled. “But who—?” And then a sixty-watter lit in his head. “You don’t happen to own a homburg, do you?” 


	His smile broadened. “As a matter of fact I do. But it’s such a beautiful night I left it home.” 


	For months now Jack had intermittently spotted a bearded old man in a homburg standing outside his apartment or Gia’s place. But no matter what he’d tried he’d never been able to catch or even get near the guy.


	And now here he was, chatting away as casually as could be.


	“Why have you been watching me?” 


	“Trying to decide the right time to connect with you. Because it is time we joined forces. Past time, I’d say.” 


	“Why didn’t you just knock on my door? Why all the cat-and-mouse stuff?” 


	“I doubt very much you like people knowing the location of your door, let alone knocking on it.” 


	Jack had to admit he had that right.


	“And besides,” Veilleur added, “you had more than enough on your plate at the time.” 


	Jack sighed as the events of the past few months swirled around him. “True that. But—?” 


	“Let’s walk, shall we?” 


	They crossed Central Park West and headed toward Columbus Avenue in silence. Though they’d just met, Jack found something about the old guy that he couldn’t help liking and trusting. On a very deep, very basic, very primitive level he didn’t understand, he sensed a solidarity with Veilleur, a subliminal bond, as if they were kindred spirits.


	But when and where had they met before?


	“Want to tell me what’s going on?” 


	Veilleur didn’t hesitate. “The end of life as we know it.” 


	Somehow, Jack wasn’t surprised. He’d heard this before. He felt an enormous weight descend on him.


	“It’s coming, isn’t it.” 


	He nodded. “Relentlessly moving our way. But the key fact to remember is it hasn’t arrived yet. Relentlessness does not confer inevitability. Look at your run-in with the rakoshi. What’s more relentless than a rakosh? Yet you defeated a shipload of them.” 


	Jack stopped and grabbed Veilleur’s arm.


	“Wait a sec. Wait a sec. What do you know about rakoshi? And how do you know?” 


	“I’m sensitive to certain things. I sensed their arrival. But I was more acutely aware of the necklaces worn by Kusum Bahkti and his sister.” 


	Jack felt slightly numb. The only other people who knew about the rakoshi and the necklaces were the two most important people in his world—Gia and Vicky—plus two others: Abe and…


	“Did Kolabati send you?” 


	“No. I wish I knew where she was. We may have need of her before long, but we have other concerns right now.” 


	” ‘We’?” 


	“Yes. We.” 


	Jack stared at Veilleur. “You’re him, aren’t you. You’re the one Herta told me about. You’re Glae—” 


	The old man raised a hand. “I am Veilleur—Glenn Veilleur. That is the only name I answer to now. It is best it remains that way lest the other name is overheard.” 


	“Gotcha,” Jack said, though he didn’t.


	So this was Glaeken, the Ally’s point man on Earth—or former point man, rather. Jack had thought he’d be more impressive—taller, younger.


	“We must speak of other things, Jack. Many things.” 


	There was an understatement. But where?


	Of course.


	“You like beer?” 
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	“An interesting turn of phrase,” Veilleur said, pointing.


	Jack glanced up at Julio’s FREE BEER TOMORROW… sign over the bar. It had hung there so long, Jack no longer noticed it.


	“Yeah. Gets him in trouble sometimes with people who don’t get it.” 


	They were each halfway through their first brew—a Yuengling lager for Jack, a Murphy’s Stout for Veilleur. In the light now Jack could see that Veilleur’s eyes were a bright, sparkling blue—almost as striking as Gia’s—in odd contrast to his craggy olive skin. He watched him pour more of the dark brown liquid into his glass and hold it up for inspection.


	“All these years and I still don’t understand why the bubbles sink instead of rise.” 


	Jack knew the answer—someone had explained the simple physics of the phenomenon to him once—but he didn’t want to get into it now. No sidebars, no amusing anecdotes. Time to get to the point.


	Julio’s was relatively quiet tonight, leaving Jack and the old guy with the rear section pretty much to themselves. An arrangement Jack preferred on most occasions, but especially tonight.


	Probably best to conduct discussions about the end of the world—or at least the end of life as anyone knew it—without an audience.


	He glanced around the bar with its regulars and its drop-ins, drinking, talking, laughing, posing, making moves, all blissfully unaware of the endless war raging around them.


	Jack envied them, wishing he could return to the days, a little over a year ago, when he had shared their ignorance, when he thought he was captain of his life, navigator of his destiny.


	No longer. No more coincidences, he’d been told. Instead of steering his own course, he was being pushed this way and that to serve the purposes of two vast, unimaginable, unknowable cosmic… what? Forces? Entities? Beings? If they had names, no one knew them. Nothing so simple as Good and Evil. More like neutral and inimical. Forces that humans in the know had dubbed the Ally and the Otherness—although Jack’s dealings with the Ally had caused him only pain and loss. He’d learned he could trust it as an Ally only so far as his purposes were in tune with its agenda. If their purposes diverged, he’d be dropped like last week’s Village Voice, or crushed like a fly against a cosmic windshield.


	The man on the far side of the table had answers Jack desperately needed.


	“So you’re the one I’m supposed to replace.” 


	Veilleur shrugged. “Should the need arise, someone is going to replace me. You aren’t the only candidate.” 


	“I’m not?” Dare he hope? “Could’ve fooled me.” 


	“You are a prime candidate—perhaps the prime candidate—but there are backups out there.” 


	“Swell. I sound like a replacement part.” 


	“In a very real sense you are. Don’t think of yourself as anything more than a tool. You’re not. But you became a tool that stood out among the other tools when you caused the death of the Twins.” 


	Jack closed his eyes, remembering the gaping hole in the Earth that had swallowed a house and a pair of very strange men.


	“I was only defending myself. It was them or me. I even tried to save them at the end.” 


	“But you were the proximate cause, and that shifted the mantle of heir apparent to you.” 


	“But I don’t want it.” 


	“No sane man would. But only a certain type of man qualifies. He must have a sense of duty and honor and—” 


	Jack snorted. “Considering my lifestyle, I think I’d have a permanent spot on the bottom of the list.” 


	“You may be what your society considers a career criminal, someone it would lock away if it knew you existed, but I gather you must be someone who does not easily turn his back on problems, and who finishes what he starts.” 


	“What do you mean, ‘must be’?” 


	Veilleur shrugged again. “Though I don’t know you all that well, those are the qualities the Ally requires, so I must assume you possess them.” 


	Yeah, well, maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. Navel gazing wasn’t his thing. And even if it were, who had time?


	Jack leaned forward. “What’s it like being the Ally’s point man? Does it change you?” 


	“You mean physically? Of course you’re changed, but you feel the same as you ever did. The only difference is you stop aging. If you get sick, you beat the infection quicker than anyone else; if wounded, you heal faster.” 


	“Immortal.” The word tasted bitter.


	Veilleur nodded. “So to speak. But not indestructible. You can die, but it takes a lot to kill you. An awful lot. But it’s the living on and on that changes you. Watching your loved ones age and die while you stay fit, young, and vital.” Flashes of infinite hurt danced in his eyes. “Friends, lovers, children, family after family dying while you live on. Watching their wonder turn to hurt as you stay young while they grow old, stay well as they sicken; the hurt turning to anger as you refuse to grow old with them; and sometimes the anger turns to hate as they come to view your agelessness as betrayal.” 


	He sighed and sipped his Murphy’s in silence while Jack put himself in those immortal shoes… watching Gia age while he didn’t… watching Vicky grow until she was physically his contemporary while her mother moved on through middle age and beyond… burying Gia… burying Vicky…


	The prospect made him ill.


	Veilleur broke the silence. “Maybe it is a betrayal of sorts not to tell them from the start that you’ll go on and they won’t, but I’ve tried it that way and it doesn’t work. First off, your lover doesn’t believe you, or perhaps concludes you’re slightly daft and accepts that. Because in the heat of new passion, her lips may acknowledge what you’ve told her, but her heart and mind do not embrace the possibility of it being true… until bitter, sad experience confirms that it is.” He shook his head. “Either way, it nearly always ends badly.” 


	Jack saw a bleak landscape stretching before him—possibly.


	“So that’s what I’ve got to look forward to.” 


	“Not necessarily. If the Adversary has his way, you and I and the rest of humanity will have a very short future.” 


	“About a year or so, from what I’ve gathered.” 


	“Yes… next spring if all goes according to his plans. But that’s only if his way is unimpeded. That’s if we don’t interfere with his plans.” 


	“But if Ra—” 


	Veilleur held up a hand. “I assume you’ve been warned about saying his name.” 


	Jack nodded. “Seems weird but, yes, I’ve been warned.” 


	He’d been told on a number of occasions over the past year never to utter the name Rasalom, to refer to him instead as the Adversary. Rasalom allowed no one to call him by his name or even speak it—although he used anagrams of it for himself. Say the real thing and somehow he knew—and came looking for you.


	Jack had witnessed what happened when Rasalom caught up to someone who’d been using his name. Not pretty.


	“How old is this Adversary?” 


	Veilleur pursed his lips. “It’s hard to be sure, what with the fall and rise of civilizations, each keeping track of time in different ways. Counting from his first birth, he’s a few years older than I am—about fourteen, perhaps fifteen thousand years.” 


	Jack sat in stunned silence. He’d expected him to be old, but…


	“Wait… you said ‘first’ birth?” 


	“Yes. He’s hard to kill. I helped bring about his demise on our first meeting, but he didn’t stay dead. I thought I had finished him for good—so had the Ally—on the eve of World War Two. In fact, the Ally was so sure he was gone it freed me and allowed me to start aging.” 


	“But wrong again.” 


	“Unfortunately, yes.” 


	“But the Twins—where did they come in?” 


	“They were created to watch over things in the aftermath of the Adversary’s supposed death and my return to mortality. The Adversary was gone, but the Otherness was very much alive, so they restarted the yeniçeri to—” 


	“The yeniçeri…” Jack ran a hand across his face. “Oh, man. What a nightmare. Wish I’d never heard of them.” 


	“I’m sure the feeling is mutual. They answered to me until the fifteenth century when I locked the Adversary away—for good, I thought. After that, their numbers dwindled until the Twins resurrected them.” 


	Jack pounded a fist on the table—once.


	“And if the Twins were still around, they’d be taking care of business and I wouldn’t be involved in any of this, and you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 


	He wanted to kick himself, but pushed back the regrets. If only was a futile game, and since he couldn’t exactly call Peabody and Sherman and have them crank up the Wayback machine, he’d have to play the hand he’d drawn.


	“Take it two steps further backward: If a German army patrol hadn’t breached a wall in the Adversary’s prison, he’d still be there. Or just one step back: If the Adversary had died back in 1941, as thought, even the Twins would have been redundant. By a quirk of fate—and this I believe was a true coincidence—his essence found a home in a man of, shall we say, unique origins. But though he was undetectable, he was also trapped and powerless. Until that man fathered a child. Then he was able to move into that child—become that child.” 


	“When was this?” 


	“Early in 1968.” 


	Jack did a quick calculation: He’d been born in January of 1969, which meant…


	“Early 1968? Hey, I was conceived in sixty-eight.” 


	“Not a coincidence. Once the Adversary merged with the fetus, the secret was out. Plans were set into motion. You were one of them.” 


	Jack leaned back and stared at the wall. “So I was part of this even before I was born.” 


	Some things he’d learned as a kid suddenly made sense.


	Veilleur nodded. “Perhaps I was too.” 


	“Why all this cloak-and-dagger crap? Why don’t the Ally and the Otherness duke it out mano a mano—or cosmo a cosmo, or whatever they are?” 


	“Because that’s not how the game is played. And though it’s a life-or-death struggle for us, to them it’s something of a game.” 


	“And we’re the pieces they move around.” 


	“Reluctant pieces in our case. Not so the Adversary. We’re still fully human, but he’s something else now. That’s what happens when you align yourself with a power that is inimical to everything we consider good and decent and rational. He became the agent provocateur for the Otherness. He gains strength from all that is dark and hateful within humanity, feeding on human viciousness and depravity.” 


	“And he’s gaining momentum, isn’t he?” 


	Veilleur leaned closer. “Why do you say that?” 


	“I can feel it. Can’t you?” 


	He sighed. “Yes… yes, I can. The pieces of his endgame are falling into place, I fear. Some of them I can’t identify, but I can feel when they fit together.” 


	“So where’s the Ally? Why isn’t it fitting its own pieces into place?” 


	Veilleur paused a moment before speaking. “I can’t say for sure, but my sense of it is that after I appeared to have ended the Adversary’s existence, the Ally retreated in a way—downgraded its surveillance of our corner of reality. An infinitesimal speck of it is still watching, still acting, but in a limited capacity. I don’t think it senses any imminent danger, so it’s maintaining a state of readiness or preparedness and little more.” 


	“It should be making countermoves.” 


	“Against what? The Adversary is playing this very carefully, keeping his hand out of sight as he strengthens it. Part of the reason for that is me.” 


	“You? You’ve been riffed.” 


	“But he doesn’t know that. He thinks I’m the same hale and hearty being who pierced his gut with a sword that sucked the life from him and spit it out. He has no idea that I’m an old man in a creaking body or that the sword is long gone. He fears if he tips his hand, I’ll come looking for him, and this time he might not be so lucky.” 


	“Instead, you’re hiding from him.” 


	He nodded. “Not so much for myself—I’ve lived longer than I ever wanted to, and quite frankly, I’m tired—but for my wife and the rest of you. If he learns the truth about me, he’ll feel free to act openly, and he’ll waste no time stealing our world from the Ally.” 


	“But how? Won’t that set off cosmic alarm bells?” 


	“So one would think. But he must have a way—or thinks he does. And something between now and next spring will trigger his plans.” Veilleur’s expression grew bleak. “The only thing I can think of is that he’ll discover my weakened, mortal state.” 


	“Then you’d better stay damn well hidden. But maybe it’s something else, something he’s cooking up, something we can stop. Any idea what he’s been doing behind the scenes?” 


	“Well, the latest is this so-called Kicker movement and—” 


	That pricked up Jack’s ears. “Whoa. ‘So-called’ Kicker movement? Why do you say that?” 


	“Because its leader has no idea what he has tapped into, nor what he might unleash.” 


	“Hank Thompson. I’ve met him. Definitely trouble. What has he tapped into?” 


	Veilleur glanced at his watch. “A long story… one I’ve no time for tonight.” 


	“How long a story?” 


	“It begins fifteen thousand or so years ago.” 


	Frustration clamped down on Jack’s shoulders. “You can’t waltz off and leave me with just that.” 


	“My time is not my own. I’ve a sick wife at home.” 


	“Give me some thing.” 


	He sighed. “Very well. It’s courting disaster to concentrate so many Taints in such a relatively small area.” 


	” ‘Taints’? What are you talking about?” 


	“Taints is what we called them millennia ago, before the Taint in their blood became diluted enough that they were no longer a threat. Now their distant progeny are becoming aware of their Taint, and calling themselves Kickers.” 


	“Yeah. Idiotic name, but—” 


	Veilleur shook his head. “Not so idiotic if you’re aware of the story behind it, but that’s part of the secret history of the world, so virtually no one knows it.” 


	Secret history of the world… jeez, did that ever ring a bell.


	“You’re making me crazy.” But something else he’d said had struck too close to home, sending a wave of uneasiness through Jack’s gut. “This Taint in the blood…” 


	“A contaminant from the Otherness.” 


	Just what Jack had suspected… and the last thing he wanted to hear.


	“Some folks have another name for it: oDNA.” 


	Veilleur frowned. “Never heard of it.” 


	“It’s part of what’s considered junk DNA, and if I may echo you: Virtually no one knows of it.” 


	“But you do?” 


	“I was told by an expert.” Dr. Aaron Levy had told him a lot—way more than he cared to know. “And I guess it’s only right that I know, since I’m loaded with it.” 


	Veilleur gave Jack a long, cool stare, then said, “In a way, that makes a perverse sort of sense. The Ally is trading in the only Taint-free human on Earth for one who is heavily tainted. Maybe it thinks it can turn the Taint against its source.” 


	“There’s only one Taint-free human, and you’re it?” 


	Veilleur nodded. “I predate the Taint. The Adversary would be untainted as well, but he was reborn into tainted flesh.” 


	That meant Gia carried this Taint. And Vicky.


	No.


	“Wait-wait. You said Thompson was courting disaster by concentrating so many Taints in such a small area. You mean Manhattan? Because if we’re all Taints, then this town is about as concentrated as you’re gonna get.” 


	Veilleur shook his head. “Simply carrying the Taint doesn’t make you a Taint. You must carry enough to influence your behavior, enough to taint your relationship with the world around you.” 


	“So… the greater the Taint, the greater the… what? Potential for violence?” 


	“The greater the potential for making this place more to the Adversary’s liking, and pushing it closer to the Otherness.” 


	“Do you know for sure the Kickers are Taints?” 


	He gave Jack a perplexed look. “I can smell them.” 


	“Then I must stink.” 


	“Oddly enough, you don’t.” 


	A flash of hope. “Then maybe I don’t—” 


	A quick shake of Veilleur’s head. “Oh, you do. It’s just that somehow you’ve learned how to compartmentalize it—or perhaps you were born with that ability. That talent, or knack, or whatever it is, allows you to bottle up the brutish tendencies so common to Taints, and set them free when you need them.” 


	“Sometimes they set themselves free.” 


	Veilleur stared at him, nodding slowly. “I imagine they do. What’s that like?” 


	“Scary. And yet…” 


	“An exhilarating high? A dark joy?” 


	“Yeah. ‘Dark joy’ pretty much nails it.” 


	“Perhaps that ability to compartmentalize was why you were chosen.” 


	“But where’s this Taint come from?” 


	Another glance at his watch. “Too long a history lesson for now.” He rose. “Thank you for the beer, but I must be going. See you here again soon.” 


	Jack wanted to shove him back into his chair and duct-tape him there till he’d told the whole story. Instead he settled for grabbing his arm.


	“Wait. So you think the Adversary’s got a hand in this Kicker thing?” 


	“The Adversary or the Otherness itself. That image—the Kicker Man—on the cover of his book and graffiti’d all over town makes me suspect the Otherness. This Thompson couldn’t have discovered it on his own. It must have been implanted.” 


	“What’s it mean?” 


	“No time. But I can tell you it’s a lure of sorts. Taints respond to it. They see it on the cover of his book and the Otherness within them reaches for it. They can’t get it out of their heads, so they tattoo it on their skin and paint it on walls. And they are drawn to others who feel the same way. This Thompson has no idea what he’s tapped into.” 


	He slipped his arm free and started for the door.


	“Just one more thing,” Jack said. “What would be the purpose of creating a super-tainted child?” 


	Veilleur stopped and turned. “Super tainted?” 


	“Yeah. Back in the seventies a guy went to a lot of trouble to father heavily tainted children to mate and produce a super-tainted child.” 


	“Did he succeed?” 


	“Don’t know. The child hasn’t been born yet and I don’t know where its mother is. But I’m sure you’ve seen her picture.” 


	He frowned. “She wouldn’t be the one on those ubiquitous flyers, would she?” 


	“You got it.” 


	“And she’s carrying a super-tainted fetus?” 


	“Could be—no one knows what the child’s made of yet.” 


	“Do you know the name of the man who did this?” 


	“Started it all? That would be her grandfather—Jonah Stevens. Or so I’ve been told.” 


	Jack wasn’t sure what to believe anymore.


	Veilleur’s eyes widened. “Really. Jonah Stevens. That’s very… interesting.” 


	Then he turned and left Julio’s.


	4


	“The katana! It is near! It awaits!” 


	Toru Akechi started at the high-pitched wail. He hadn’t been expecting it so soon.


	Through the eyeholes of his silk mask he watched the legless monk, naked but for his mask and fundoshi, writhing on the rumpled futon in the Sighting room. He had drunk the Sighting elixir twenty minutes ago and it was starting to take effect.


	The windows to the Sighting room had been sealed during the old building’s renovation. The darkness was virtually complete but for the glow of the four candles placed at the corners of the futon, wanly limning the dozen figures, robed and hooded in dark blue, encircling the Seer. Some of those figures stood, some sat, and the ones without limbs lay on the floor.


	Toru knew them all by the designs on their silk masks and the shapes of their bodies. Some were missing limbs, showed empty sockets through their masks. Those lacking ears and tongues and noses were less obvious.


	With his arms jerking back and forth, his torso twisting, the Seer appeared to be suffering an agony of sorts. His empty eye sockets could offer no sign of pain or distress, but his body gave full testament. Suddenly he lay still. All present held their breath, listening.


	And then the Seer sat up and swiveled his masked, eyeless face back and forth. Toru knew he wasn’t seeing the Sighting room. He was seeing somewhere, somewhen else.


	“The katana!” he wailed. “It is near! It awaits!” 


	We know all about the missing sword, Toru wanted to scream. You told us during the last sighting and the sighting before that. Say something new.


	“It waits where, my brother?” he said in an even tone.


	“Here! In this city! I see it!” 


	“Where do you see it?” 


	“In a dark place!” 


	“And where is this dark place?” 


	“Here! In this city!” 


	Toru ground his teeth as the Seer went on, presenting nothing new.


	“The sacred scrolls! They have returned to our Order! But that is not enough! The katana! The Order must possess the katana that once sealed its doom! When the Order controls the katana, it will control its future, and its future will be assured for a thousand years!” 


	“Will we succeed?” Toru asked, as he always did.


	“Only if we persevere!” 


	All eyes in the room turned toward him. He had been assigned the task of finding the sacred scrolls, stolen from their Order—the Kakureta Kao—in the last days of World II, plus the katana that had destroyed the Order by fulfilling a prophecy of doom.


	He had succeeded in finding the scrolls, but the katana eluded him, slipping through his fingers. He now had a plan in motion to secure it.


	“If the Order does not control the katana,” the Seer screamed, “it will again destroy us! It will slay the last surviving member!” 


	Toru swallowed. The last surviving member… the Seer was talking about the death of everyone in this room, in this building. No equivocation there. They were all going to die if they didn’t find and hold that benighted blade.


	“The Order came to this place to destroy this city! And the sacred scrolls will provide the Order with the means to do so!” 


	Yes, they would. Toru had his students scouring the city for the ingredients to create a Kuroikaze—a Black Wind.


	“But the Order will itself be destroyed if it does not possess the katana!” He turned his sightless sockets on Toru and pounded the futon. “The katana! The katana!” 


	Toru’s fellow monks, all still staring at him, took up the chant.


	“THE KATANA! THE KATANA! THE KATANA!…” 
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	Jack watched the door swing closed behind Veilleur. He could follow him, but to what end? Force his way into his home and quiz him while he tended to his sick wife—assuming he really had a sick wife.


	Nah. The guy wanted contact—had initiated it. He’d be back. Meanwhile, Jack had a lot to digest.


	Like the Kicker Man, for instance.


	… it’s a lure of sorts. Taints respond to it…


	He remembered the first time he’d seen the figure—in Dr. Buhmann’s while standing next to the stroked-out professor. Remembered the odd twinge of familiarity it triggered, and the feeling that something long dormant within had stirred.


	But he hadn’t noticed any desire for a Kicker Man tattoo, or a compulsion to grab a can of spray paint and start tagging walls.


	Maybe because his Taint was, as Veilleur had said, compartmentalized.


	The Taint… where had it come from? The Otherness, sure, but how had it seeped into humanity’s bloodstream?


	But the biggest surprise of the night had been meeting Glaeken, the man whose shoes he might have to step into—would definitely have to step into if Rasalom made his move.


	Glaeken and Rasalom… two ancient enemies, each thousands of years old… Jack had met both now, and felt like a punk… far, far out of their league.


	Rasalom… looked as human as the next guy until he lowered his guard and allowed a peek into his eyes—twin black holes of hunger with no hint of mercy or regard. Total self-absorption.


	Glaeken—better get used to calling him Veilleur—was still a man, a regular guy. Or at least he seemed to be. Thousands of years old, yet hurrying home to his sick wife—the first wife he’d grown old with. Was that why she was so precious to him?


	Jack had never felt further out of his depth.


	At least he’d been able to tell Veilleur something he didn’t already know—he’d seemed genuinely surprised to hear the name Jonah Stevens. Seemed to have recognized it.


	But Jack was more interested in Jonah Stevens’s granddaughter and great-grandchild—Dawn Pickering and the unborn, super-tainted baby she carried.


	Almost a month now since Dawn had disappeared. Where the hell could she be? Her mother was dead, she had no family. Hank Thompson and his Kickers were looking for her too, and the fresh posters with Dawn’s picture going up almost daily, asking HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL? were proof of sorts that they’d yet to find her.


	Which meant she had to be hiding. But where?


	Jack had met her once, and then only for a minute or so when he’d handed her an envelope while pretending to be a delivery man. A slightly overweight, seemingly natural blonde with a round face and puggish nose, not a wowzer but not a bowzer either. Good grades, accepted to Colgate, but it seemed unlikely she’d be going if she didn’t finish her senior year of high school.


	Eighteen years old and alone and pregnant in the city. Or maybe not in the city. Her Jeep was gone too, so she could be anywhere.


	Jack assumed officialdom was looking for her as well. After all, her mother’s death was a suspected murder, and with both her and her boyfriend—more like manfriend—Jerry Bethlehem pulling a disappearing act, the hunt would be on.


	Except she wasn’t with Jerry, she was hiding from him. Someone needed to get word to her that the father of her baby, the man she’d known as Jerry Bethlehem, was dead, thanks to Jack. But the irony of it all was he’d done it in a way that had left the man with little or none of his skin, thus virtually ensuring that he’d never be identified.


	But being the object of a manhunt—womanhunt?—meant Dawn couldn’t use her credit or ATM cards without leaving a financial trail.


	So where was she? Jack hated the thought of her sleeping in her Jeep, or staying in some flop motel until her cash ran out.


	Poor kid.
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	Dawn closed her eyes and totally luxuriated in the caress of the bubbles as they rose through the hot tub’s steaming water.


	Extending her legs, she let herself float to the surface and peeked at her body. Not bad for almost two months pregnant. You’d never know. Those weeks of morning sickness had had a silver lining: She’d dropped some of her blubber. Much of her blubber, in fact. Check out that flat ab—well, almost flat—and those sleek thighs. They didn’t do total justice to the flowered Shan bikini, but didn’t totally insult it.


	She raised her head and gazed through the green-tinted glass walls at the towers of the El Dorado building over on Central Park West. She wished she were farther downtown where she could be looking at the Ghostbusters building, or maybe at the Dakota, but she’d be like a total dumbass to complain about this view. Below, out of sight at this angle, lay Central Park.


	The bubbler cycled off as it hit the twenty-minute mark. As Dawn reached over to reset it, she heard the gym door open behind her. She sighed. She knew who it was.


	Gilda.


	Right on time, carrying a white terrycloth robe.


	
Did she have her own timer? Or was she like a dog and the bubbler signal was like the sound of a can opener? No matter where she was, did she hear it and hurry over?


	“Did miss enjoy her soak?” she said in her accented English.


	She came from somewhere in Eastern Europe but Dawn had totally forgotten where. Thick-bodied, graying, bunned-up hair, dark eyes, and a gaptoothy smile.


	“I was just beginning to. I could stay here for hours.” 


	“Tut-tut-tut. You know the rules, you can read the signs: Twenty minutes is all you are allowed.” 


	“But another five minutes—” 


	“Any longer might hurt your baby.” 


	“It’s not a baby—it’s a thing inside me and I want it out. Can’t anybody here get that through their heads?” 


	“The Master said—” 


	“It’s not his body, it’s mine, and I want it back. Totally.” 


	Gilda held up the robe by the collar and jiggled it. “Come-come. I bring your nice soft robe. I will help you.” Another jiggle. “Come.” 


	Pissed, Dawn rose and stepped over the edge of the tub. She noticed Gilda giving her wet body a careful up-and-down. Looking for signs of pregnancy? Or just… looking. As a housekeeper, Gilda seemed totally efficient and not a bad cook either. Totally no-nonsense but always cheerful. Seemed devoted to her job, but every so often Dawn would catch her looking at her in a way that she found just plain creepy.


	She slipped her arms into the robe—God, it had to be an inch thick—and folded it around her. As she knotted the belt she stepped to the glass wall and stared down at Jackie-O Lake.


	“Why do you call him Master?” 


	“Because he is the Master of the house.” 


	Yes, but—” 


	“And because he wishes us to.” 


	That didn’t surprise Dawn. Mr. Osala had a commanding air, like he was totally used to being in charge. But hearing him called “the Master” all the time made her feel like she was in Dracula’s castle or something. All he needed was a red-lined cape.


	The Master this, the Master that…


	Screw the Master.


	Who was he, anyway? He said he’d been hired by her mom before she died—hired to protect her from Jerry—or Jerome, as Mr. Osala had called him on the night he’d interrupted her planned dive off the Queensboro Bridge.


	That had been a bad time—the low point of her life. Mom dead, killed by Jerry who’d tried to make it look like a suicide.


	A lump rose in her throat as she thought about it. Her fault. If she hadn’t got involved with that creep, whatever his real name was.


	Nowadays Mr. Osala just called him Bethlehem.


	Mr. Osala didn’t seem to have a first name, at least not one that he used, but he was rich, no doubt about that. A Fifth Avenue duplex with its own penthouse health club. No way Dawn could complain about her treatment here. She had a bedroom with a breathtaking view of Central Park. She could order totally anything she wanted to eat, and if Gilda couldn’t make it, they’d have it delivered. Anything she wanted she got. She’d asked for a swimsuit for the pool and hot tub, and a few hours later this Shan bikini arrived—just her size. Yeah, she could have anything she wanted.


	Except an abortion.


	And a walk outside.


	She so wanted to get out of here, even if only for an hour or so, but Mr. Osala—the fucking Master—said no. Too risky.


	Who was he anyway to tell her what to do? Just because Mom hired him as some sort of bodyguard didn’t mean Dawn had to listen to him. Trouble was, she had no choice. He had key-only deadbolts on the doors and wouldn’t let her out. Too dangerous, he said.


	Like being in prison. Okay, maybe that was pushing it. More like a birdcage—velvet lined, with solid gold bars, but a cage just the same.


	“I need to get out of here,” she said to no one in particular.


	“Oh, but miss, you can’t. That man might see you.” 


	That man…


	Jerry Bethlehem, or whatever his real name was. Yeah, Jerry was out there looking for her. Looking real hard, she’d bet. Totally. Because he wanted his kid—wanted it like crazy. Insanely.


	The Key to the Future, he’d called it.


	Mr. Osala’s reasoning was that as long as she remained pregnant, she’d be safe from harm by Jerry, because hurting her could hurt his child. But if he ever caught up to her and learned she’d had an abortion, her life wouldn’t be worth two cents.


	Last month she’d wanted to die, had been ready to jump off a bridge. That had passed. Now she wanted to live, but this wasn’t the kind of living she had in mind.


	Mr. Osala didn’t seem to want anything from her beyond cooperation in keeping safe. She wound up with proof of that when she told him she’d left her Jeep parked in a garage near the 59th Street Bridge. He’d taken her ticket and “relocated it to a safer place.” 


	And then he’d handed her an envelope containing a quarter of a million dollars.


	Her quarter mil. Or rather her mom’s.


	Either Mr. Osala was so honest that he wasn’t tempted by any amount of money, or so totally rich that a quarter mil was pocket change. Or both.


	Fine. But what good was any amount of money if she wasn’t allowed to spend it?


	“Jerry’s one man and there’s a zillion people in this city. What are the chances of the two of us running into each other? Like almost totally zero.” 


	“But you have everything here.” Gilda pointed through the glass at the rooftop garden. “You have trees and flowers right outside.” 


	“How about shopping? I want to go shopping.” 


	“Why? Anything you want, you have only to ask and it is brought to you.” 


	She turned and faced Gilda. Didn’t she get it?


	“I’m talking about shopping—s-h-o-p-p-i-n-g. You know: walking up and down aisles, looking at things, touching things, trying stuff on. Shopping.” 


	Gilda looked genuinely puzzled. “I do not understand. Why should you want to go out when everything can be brought in?” 


	A scream rose in Dawn’s throat. She started to suppress it, then figured, what the hell, let it all out.


	And she did—a formless screech that echoed off the glass walls.


	Gilda paled and backed up a step.


	“Miss—?” 


	Dawn kept the volume cranked up. “I’m going crazy here! Can’t you see that? If I don’t get out for a while I’m going to climb that fence out there and jump off!” 


	Gilda backed up another step. “I’ll get Henry.” 


	“Get your fucking Master!” 


	“He’s away, searching for your Mister Bethlehem. Henry will know what to do.” 


	As Dawn watched her bustle off, she thought, Probably thinks I’m a spoiled brat.


	But she wasn’t. Mom had seen to that. Even went so far as to make her get a job waiting tables in the Tower Diner. Not a bad job, and the tips had been decent. Mom never would have stood for a tantrum like the one she’d just thrown.


	Her throat tightened, her eyes filled. Aw, Mom. Why didn’t I listen to you? Why didn’t I appreciate you while you were here? I miss you.


	She swallowed and blinked back the tears. Had to stay tough. Spoiled brats didn’t whimper, they screamed and threw tantrums. And if that was what it took to get somebody to listen around here, then this place was about to become Tantrum City.


	Totally.
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	“Gilda tells me there’s a problem, miss?” 


	Dawn looked up and saw Henry standing in the entry to the great room. As usual, he wore his chauffeur’s black livery. Reed thin with a tall frame—six-four if an inch—that made him look even thinner. His angular, dark-eyed, thin-lipped face never smiled, at least not when Dawn was looking. Mr. Osala didn’t seem to have a first name; Henry didn’t seem to have a last.


	She hadn’t changed out of her bikini and robe, electing to sit in the glass-and-chrome great room and wait for Henry to show his face. She’d turned on the gigonda plasma-screen TV and pretended to be watching.


	She rose and faced him. Normally she’d never have the guts to confront someone like this, but she was playing a part now—the bitch brat.


	“I want out of here.” 


	“I’m afraid that is out of the question.” His stiff posture and faint British accent gave him a snooty air, but she heard no hesitation in his voice. “The Master won’t allow it.” 


	“He can’t keep me prisoner!” 


	“His promise to your mother was to keep you safe, and he is doing so.” 


	“I’m sure she didn’t want me totally isolated like I am.” 


	“You have the television, you have a computer—” 


	“Yeah, one that’s fixed so I can’t IM or send e-mail.” 


	She still couldn’t believe that AOL, Yahoo, Hotmail, Gmail, and all the rest were blocked to her. She could surf anywhere, even MySpace, but couldn’t message anyone.


	“That was done for the same reason the telephone is coded: to prevent you from accidentally revealing your location. We are sure your friends are being watched, and one or two of them might even have had their computers hacked and monitored.” 


	“That’s crazy. How could Jerry do that?” 


	He wagged a finger at her. “You can’t be too careful these days.” 


	“This is crazy.” She felt herself filling up. She would not cry. But she felt so totally helpless. “I’m a prisoner.” 


	To her amazement, Henry’s features softened—just a bit.


	“I know it seems that way, miss, but you must resign yourself to the fact that you cannot risk showing your face. He might see you.” 


	“And then what? Grab me and drag me kicking and screaming down the street?” She felt a spark of rage begin to glow. “You ever think maybe he should be worried about me? Like maybe if I saw him first I’d be on him like a cat, scratching his eyes out of his head?” 


	“Now, miss, I know how you feel—” 


	“No, you don’t!” The rage flared. “You haven’t a clue how I feel! You can’t begin to know how I feel!” 


	“Allow me to rephrase: I cannot imagine how you must feel, but you must not reveal yourself. Not yet.” 


	She felt herself cooling. Would she really have the nerve to attack that bastard? She wanted him hurt, but she didn’t know if she had it in her to do it. Maybe some day she’d find out.


	“What if I wore a disguise—like a brown wig and big sunglasses?” 


	He shook his head. “Still too dodgy, I fear.” 


	That hadn’t been a flat no. Was he softening?


	And then it hit her—the perfect solution to the whole problem.
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	Jack let himself into his third-floor apartment but didn’t turn on the lights. He didn’t need light. He emptied tonight’s proceeds from the Park-a-Thon onto the round oak table in the front room. He knew a fence who’d turn the gold chains and rings and medallions into cash tomorrow morning, then he’d give everything to Gia who’d make the official donation to the Little League.


	He dropped into a chair and stared out at the night. Not much to see, just other brownstones like his across the street. No famous Manhattan skyline visible from here, just an occasional tree.


	No need to keep an eye out for the mysterious watcher tonight. He’d just had a beer with him and he was home with his sick wife.


	Or so he said.


	Jack didn’t know what to believe anymore. Everything he’d believed about himself and his family and the world around them all had been shot to hell in the last couple of years. Nothing was what it seemed.


	And to top it off, his relationship with Gia was starting to feel a little strained.


	His fault.


	He’d withdrawn from her and Vicky. Not completely, but after moving in and living with them during the months they’d needed to recuperate from the accident, returning to his own apartment must have seemed like a form of abandonment.


	But he hadn’t abandoned them. He still saw them on a daily basis, but it wasn’t the same. Things had changed—not them, nor his feelings for them. But his feelings about himself… those had changed when he’d learned about the measure of Otherness he carried in his blood.


	The Taint.


	What a perfect name for the perfectly awful.


	Knowing the truth had, well, tainted his relationship with them. He felt the need for some distance. Rationally he knew he couldn’t contaminate them any more than they already were—he’d been assured everybody carried a little oDNA—but something deep in his subconscious wasn’t so sure. Sex with Gia, so sweet and sweaty and wonderful… he couldn’t escape a hazy image of him injecting her with bits of Otherness.


	Crazy, yes. They’d been together almost two years. But knowing… knowing colored everything.


	He shook himself. Had to get over this. And he would. Just going to take some time, was all.


	But he felt so alone. He’d always been able to be alone without being lonely, but this was different. He felt like a Stylite monk standing on an infinitely tall pinnacle. Everyone he cared about waited far below, forever out of reach as he faced the swirling cosmos alone.


	He smiled and shook his head. Look at me: drama queen.


	Buck up and shut up.


	He rose and stepped over to his computer. Needed a distraction.


	He logged onto repairmanjack.com and checked the Web mail there, deleting the predictable inquiries about appliance repairs until he came to one with “Stolen—help please” in the subject line.


	He knew what that meant: Something indeed had been stolen, but the victim could not report the theft to the cops because the item was either illegal or ill-gotten. That was where private eyes came in. But if it was very, very illegal or major-felony ill-gotten… that was where Jack came in.


	This sounded promising. He opened the file.


	Dear Mr. Repairman Jack—


	I was given your name and told you might help me find a lost object. The authorities cannot help. I am praying you can help.


	—N


	Concise and to the point—Jack liked that. The authorities cannot help—liked that too. Implied he couldn’t go to them. But “authorities”… who still called them “authorities”?


	He pulled one of his TracFones from a drawer and punched in the number. After two rings he heard a male voice say, “Hai,” and rattle off a string of syllables that sounded Japanese.


	Surprised, Jack hesitated, then said, “Um, did you recently leave a message at a certain Web site?” 


	The voice switched to accented English. “Repairman Jack? You are Repairman Jack?” 


	Jack hated admitting it—never fond of that name. Abe had stuck him with it and now it followed him around like a bad debt.


	“Yeah, that’s me. What’s up?” 


	“A family heirloom was stolen last month from my home. Please, I must have it back.” 


	“Where’s home?” 


	“Maui.” 


	Well, that put an end to this job-to-be.


	“Maui as in Hawaii? Sorry. No Maui. It’s got to be within an easy drive. Better luck—” 


	“No-no! You do not understand. It was stolen in Maui and brought here to New York City.” 


	“You know that for sure?” 


	“Reasonably sure.” 


	Reasonably was close enough.


	“Just what is this heirloom?” 


	“I would rather not say right now. I have pictures I can show.” 


	“Is it big?” 


	“It is not small, but can easily be carried with one hand.” 


	Good. Liked to hear that. One more, then he’d quit the twenty questions. Jack liked to know how a customer found him.


	“Where did you hear about me?” 


	“From friend of friend on Maui.” 


	Jack frowned. Did he know anyone out there? Didn’t think so.


	“Name?” 


	“I prefer not to speak names on phone. Where can we meet? I will tell you everything then.” 


	Jack couldn’t argue about keeping mum but the meeting place was a good question. He’d been overusing Julio’s lately and couldn’t risk becoming a creature of too much habit. Someplace public… far from Julio’s… that served beer, of course.


	“Okay. We’ll meet tomorrow at—” 


	“Can we not meet tonight?” 


	“Tomorrow. Three P.M. at the Ear. It’s on Spring between Washington and Greenwich.” 


	“The Ear? This is a true name?” 


	“Believe it. It’s a pub.” 


	“It does not sound appetizing.” 


	“You eat sushi?” 


	“Of course.” 


	“Well, don’t expect to find any there. See you at three. If you’re late, I’m gone.” 


	MONDAY
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	Hank Thompson lay blinking in the dark, just awakened from a dream.


	But not the usual dream. Not the dream of the Kicker Man protectively cradling a baby—Dawn’s baby, Hank was sure—in his four arms. This one involved the Kicker Man, yes, but instead of holding a baby he was swinging a Japanese sword—one of those long, curved samurai numbers—whipping it back and forth. And then he dropped it and faded away.


	But the sword remained, allowing Hank a closer look.


	A real piece of crap—no handle and its blade eaten away in spots up and down its length.


	But maybe it only looked like a piece of crap. Its appearance with the Kicker Man meant it was important. Somehow it figured into the future of the movement—or “Kicker evolution,” as he was calling it.


	A few months ago Hank would have been asking, How? Why? Now he knew better. Somewhere along the way he’d become a sort of antenna for signals from… where? Out there was all he could say, although where that was and what was out there he had no idea. His daddy had told him about “Others” on the outside that wanted to be on the inside, and that Daddy and Hank and his sibs had special blood that would put them in great favor if they helped the Others cross over.


	Daddy’s talk had sounded crazy at times, but he had a way of saying things that made you believe. That dead eye of his could see places and things no one else could. Or so he said.


	But a couple years ago Hank had started having dreams of the Kicker Man, and the man had shown him things… things he’d put into a book that had sold like crazy, making him famous—or maybe notorious was a better word—and attracting a following from all levels of society, especially people living on the fringe.


	Yeah, Kick was zooming toward its two-millionth copy sold, with no signs of slowing. He was rich.


	Hank glanced at the glowing face of his clock radio: 2:13 A.M. He pushed himself out of bed and wandered to his room’s single window. He looked out at the Lower East Side block, just off Allen Street, one story below.


	Funny, he didn’t feel rich. Not living in this single room in the Septimus Lodge. But he had to keep up appearances, had to live like his peeps. Get into conspicuous consumption and he might lose them—and that meant losing their donations. He had a few whales giving big bucks to the Kicker clubs, but most donations were small. But they added up because there were so many of them.


	Well, he was used to living lean. No biggie. He could hang out until the Change came and the Others arrived. Then he’d be rewarded. But there might be no change and no Others arriving if he didn’t help open the door. And to do that he needed the Key.


	Had to find Dawn, damn it. Her baby was, as Daddy liked to say, the Key to the Future.


	But what about that ratty sword? Where did that fit in?


	He’d have to put that on the Kicker BOLO list.
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	Hideo Takita stood in Kaze Group’s Tokyo office looking down at the Marunouchi district’s gridlocked streets. Even in early afternoon—jammed.


	He lifted his gaze beyond the skyscrapers to the Imperial Palace squatting low and graceful among its flanking gardens, but the sight of it offered no peace.


	He wiped his sweating palms on the pants of his gray suit. A systems analyst such as Hideo was not invited to the office of Sasaki-san, the chairman of the board, simply for idle chatter. Idle was not a word one would associate with Kaze Group.


	The reception area offered little reassurance—literally and figuratively. Bare walls of polished steel, black ceiling, gleaming floor, and floor-to-ceiling windows looking out on the city. A brushed-steel desk and chair were the room’s only furnishings, and not meant for visitors. One must not be comfortable if one is idle at Kaze Group.


	Kaze… a fitting name.


	Although ostensibly a simple holding company, Kaze Group was more powerful than the largest of the keiretsus, the giant vertical and horizontal conglomerates that ruled Japanese business.


	Formed shortly after World War II, it had slowly woven itself into the fabric of Japan’s economy. Today, through a web of dummy corporations, it owned controlling interest in Japan’s “Big Six” keiretsus and most of the major corporations. The keiretsus were like icebergs—their small, uppermost portion visible, the vast bulk looming hidden beneath the surface.


	But what determined the path of icebergs through the sea? The currents. And what dictated the currents?


	The wind.


	Kaze.


	Not satisfied with Japan alone, Kaze Group had branched out, extending its reach in all directions. Although it produced nothing itself, it had a hand in the manufacture of everything of importance produced around the globe.


	“Takita-san?” 


	Hideo whirled and saw that the slight, business-suited receptionist had returned and was standing behind the desk. Hideo tried to look relaxed and confident as he approached.


	“Sasaki-san will see me now?” 


	The receptionist’s lips twisted. Hideo realized with a spike of embarrassment that he was suppressing a laugh.


	“You will not be seeing the chairman today.” 


	Hideo imagined him adding, nor any other day.


	The receptionist handed Hideo a thumb-size flash drive.


	“On this you will find scans of a shipping tube taken at Kahului Airport on Maui. In that tube you will see the image of a damaged katana. The item was checked through to Kennedy International in New York. The passenger’s name was listed as Eddie Cordero. That, however, is an alias. The chairman wishes you to go to New York and find that katana.” The receptionist gave him a knowing look. “If you deliver this katana to him, he will be most grateful.” 


	Hideo knew what that meant. But…


	“The chairman wants me to find a damaged sword?” 


	“You question the chairman’s desire?” 


	“No, of course not. I did not mean that. I meant, why me? I have no special skills.” 


	“The chairman thinks you do, and the chairman is wise.” The receptionist paused, as if embarrassed, then added, “The chairman knows it is a difficult task. But he believes you will be especially diligent and expend extra effort because success will go a long way toward restoring your brother’s honor.” 


	Hideo hung his head. Yoshio, what happened to you? Who killed you? He looked up and nodded to the receptionist.


	“I will go. I will find the chairman’s katana.” 


	“It is not the chairman’s, but he wishes it to be. However, it may not be the katana he wants. It must meet certain criteria, all of which will be explained on the drive.” The receptionist glanced at his watch. “Your flight leaves in two hours. You had better hurry.” 


	Hideo made a quick bow and started toward the door.


	“Oh, and one more thing,” the receptionist said, “you will not be traveling alone.” 


	Hideo eyed him. “Oh? Who—?” 


	“Your three travel companions will meet you at the airport. They will be along to aid you should you need their sort of help. The chairman doesn’t want you to end up like your brother.” 


	Hideo shuddered. Neither did he.
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	“Well, what do you think?” Gia said.


	Jack stared at the little wooden sculpture—although why it wasn’t called a carving, he had no idea. But nomenclature aside, he liked it. A lot.


	“It’s beautiful.” 


	He looked at Gia. For a while she’d let her blond hair grow out, but last week she’d shown up with it cut short again. He liked it short, with its little unruly wings curving into the air.


	She’d dragged him down to this SoHo art gallery, saying he just had to see the latest Sylvia. Jack had no idea what a Sylvia was, but he’d come along. And was glad he had.


	According to the brochure, some artist who signed her work simply as “Sylvia” was famous for her faux bonsai trees, laser sculpted from a model of the real thing. And Jack could see why. Her latest was a mix of bonsai and topiary—a boxwood with a curved trunk, its roots snaking over a rock and into the soil of its pot. But the rock wasn’t a rock, the soil wasn’t soil, and the tray wasn’t clay. The whole thing was a solid block of laminated oak. Interesting enough, but the tiny boxwood leaves had been teased and coaxed and trimmed into the shape of a skyscraper. Jack knew that shape: the tapering spire, the scalloped crown, the eagle heads jutting from the uppermost setback. Of course their size didn’t allow the details of a bird’s head, but Jack knew what those tiny protruding branches represented.


	Gia fixed him with her clear blue eyes. Her smile was dazzling. “Knowing how you love the Chrysler building, I figured this should be added to your must-see list.” 


	Jack walked around its pedestal, leaning over the velvet ropes that kept him from getting too close. Someone—Sylvia?—had hand-painted it, mimicking its natural colors. The leaves and moss were green, the tray and clasped stone different shades of gray, the trunk left the natural shade of the original oak.


	Jack stepped back. “From a distance it looks alive.” 


	“Isn’t it just fabulous?” said a soft male voice behind him.


	Jack turned and saw a slim, middle-aged guy wearing a sailor shirt and white duck pants. His little name tag said GARY and his black hair was perfect.


	“Fleet Week’s not quite here yet,” Jack said.


	Gary grinned. “I know. I can’t wait. But as I said”—he gestured to the tree—”isn’t it fabulous?” 


	“Yeah. Fabulous.” A word misused and overused, but here it fit.


	“And it doesn’t just look alive, it’s so very much alive in the way all true art lives. And best of all, it requires no pruning, no wiring, no watering, and yet it remains perfect. Forever.” 


	“I like the low-maintenance idea. Always wanted a bonsai, but I have a brown thumb.” 


	“Maintenance is not an issue. This is a work of art, and so much more than a bonsai. This is a subtle melding of the man-made and the natural, a brilliant use of the latest in modern technology to preserve an ancient art form.” 


	Seemed like Gary had memorized the brochure.


	“How much do you want for it?” 


	“It’s not a matter of how much I want,” he said, reaching into a pocket. “If I had my way it would stay on display here forever.” He pulled out a card and pen and scribbled. “But alas, that won’t pay the rent.” 


	Alas?


	He handed Jack the card. He’d written a number on it.


	Jack couldn’t help laughing. “Twenty thousand dollars?” 


	Gary cooled. “Each of Sylvia’s trees are fashioned in strictly limited editions of one hundred, signed and numbered by the artist herself.” 


	“And people actually pay twenty K apiece?” 


	“Each edition sells out almost immediately. Our gallery was consigned only one. We put it out this morning. It will be sold by closing.” 


	What a crazy world.


	Just then a jewel-dripping thirty-something blonde strolled up, clutching the arm of her Armani’d, sixty-something sugar daddy.


	“Oh, look, honey. Isn’t that a Sylvia? Alana has a Sylvia and I want one too. Can we get it?” 


	The words leaped from Jack’s mouth before he could stop them.


	“I’ll take it.” 


	“Jack!” Gia said, giving him a wide-eyed stare.


	“It’s only money.” 


	“Are you serious?” 


	He shrugged. “I’ve got all this moolah socked away—you know that. For what? You won’t let me spend it on you and Vicky.” Spend it? He’d tried to give it all to her back in December when he thought he’d be leaving on a forever trip. “So I might as well blow it on something like this.” 


	“I can assure you it will only appreciate in value,” Gary said. “Some of Sylvia’s early trees are selling for triple what you’re paying.” 


	“See?” he said to Gia. “It’s an investment.” He turned to Gary. “You accept gold?” 


	“The AmEx Gold Card? Of course.” 


	That wasn’t what Jack had meant, but…


	“Okay. Wrap her up to travel.” 


	“I suggest you let us deliver it. It’s very valuable and you don’t want to risk someone stealing it.” 


	Jack smiled, aware of the weight of the Glock 19 nestled in the small of his back. But it was Gia who spoke through a wry smile.


	“Oh, I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that.” 
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	“Nobody likes to hear of an artist hitting a big payday more than I,” Gia said. “But—” 


	“Speaking of art, what about yours?” 


	They were walking up Greene Street toward Houston, passing the grave of the Soho Kitchen & Bar. Whenever Jack had been in the neighborhood, he’d made a point of stopping in for a draft pint of Pilsner Urqell. Another goddamn boutique occupied the space now.


	“I’m back to work—three dust jacket assignments and some paperbacks on the way.” 


	“Yeah, but that’s work done to order. That’s not you. What about the stuff you’re doing for yourself?” 


	She shook her head. “Told you: not happy with it.” 


	“Still?” 


	“Still.” 


	“When are you going to let me see it?” 


	A shrug. “Maybe never. I may just take them somewhere and burn them.” 


	Jack stopped and gripped her arm. “Don’t even joke about that. Anything by you is valuable to me.” 


	“Not these. Trust me, not these.” 


	“They can’t be that bad.” 


	“Oh, yes, they can. I don’t like them and I don’t want to show work I don’t like.” 


	“Even to me?” 


	“Especially to you.” She tapped the box under his arm. “Frugalman Jack, spending twenty thousand on a sculpted tree… I don’t know what to say.” 


	Obviously she wanted a change of topic, so he let it go. For now.


	“I’ve been frugal because I’ve always wanted to be able to retire early.” He could have added, while I’m still alive, but didn’t.


	“Granted, it’s a stunning piece of work, but twenty thousand?” 


	“Better than letting some bimbo blonde—” 


	“Ahem.” 


	“What?” 


	She pointed to her hair. “What color is this?” 


	Oh, hell.


	“But you’re not a bimbo. And yours doesn’t come from a bottle.” 


	“It gets help from a bottle.” 


	“You know what I mean. Anyway, I didn’t want that… person to get her grubby mitts on it.” 


	Gia stopped and laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding! You spent twenty thousand just for spite?” 


	“Not spite. I may not be an artist”—he placed a hand over his heart—”but I have the soul of one.” He tapped the box under his arm. “And this—what’s the art-speak phrase?—this speaks to me.” 


	Gia demonstrated the unofficial ASL sign for Gag me with a spoon.


	He put on his best offended expression. “Well, it does.” 


	Truth was, it had spoken to him by appealing to something deep within. He’d wanted it from the first instant he’d set eyes on it. He’d bought it not so much to save it from the bimbo as to possess it—to put it someplace where he’d see it every day.


	“Really? And just what does it say?” 


	They’d reached Houston, the wide, bustling thoroughfare that linked the East and West Sides down here, the street responsible for SoHo’s name—south of Houston. Jack raised his free arm to flag a cab.


	“As you can see, it’s all wrapped up at the moment, so I can’t hear it. But back in the gallery it said, ‘Please don’t let me go home with that bling-bedizened beotch.’ It really did.” 


	Gia laughed and leaned against him. “I love you.” 


	“I love you too.” 


	“And I’d like to make love to you again sometime before I die.” 


	Uh-oh.


	A cab lurched to a halt before them.


	“You and me both.” 


	“Then why—?” 


	He handed her the box with the tree. “Take this back for me, will you?” 


	Concern tightened her features. “You’re not coming?” 


	“Got some bidness down here.” 


	She eased herself into the backseat of the cab and looked up at him.


	“Is something wrong?” 


	“No… it’s just that I’ve become involved in a situation that could be dangerous to you.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“It’s too complicated to get into here and now.” 


	The cabby looked like a Hotel Rwanda bellhop. Jack handed him a twenty and said, “Sutton Square.” 


	The guy nodded. Did that mean he knew where it was? Too many cabbies didn’t know zilch about the city anymore. At least he had a GPS.


	Gia was still looking up at him. “When, then?” 


	“When what?” 


	“When can we get into it?” 


	He leaned in and kissed her on the lips.


	“Soon, Gia. Soon. I promise.” 


	“I’m back on the pill, if that’s what you’re worried about, and I’m never going off it again.” 


	That wasn’t it. Or maybe it was. He wished he knew.


	“I’ll talk to you later.” 


	Then he closed the door and the cab took off. Gia’s puzzled face in the rear window felt like seppuku—without a second to deliver the coup de grâce.
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	It took Henry until two o’clock to track down what Dawn had requested. He finally returned with a box labeled with Arabic script.


	“I suppose this would have been easy to find if I’d known where to look,” he said, handing her the box, “but I didn’t. I believe this is what you want.” 


	Dawn tore it open and found a large blue silk scarf within. But not just any scarf. This one had a veil attached. She’d Googled Muslim clothing last night and came across this whack Muslima fashion site that featured something called a pak chadar. It had looked perfect. This morning Henry had gone in search of one.


	She pulled it out and stepped into the powder room for a look. After draping it over her head and shoulders she checked herself in the mirror. Not bad. The color intensified the blue of her eyes. She pulled the top front lower to hide her blond hair, then draped the long end of the scarf over her opposite shoulder. Now for the final touch: the veil.


	She stretched it across her nose and her lower face and fastened it on the other side.


	Well, it was totally stupid looking but it did the job. The only things visible were her eyes. On the one-in-a-zillion chance Jerry saw her, he would so not recognize her. He’d think, there’s a weird, blue-eyed, white-bread Muslim chick, but that would be it.


	But what if he recognized her eyes? Simple fix: sunglasses.


	She hurried back to her room where she slipped on the wraparound Ray-Bans provided for sunbathing on the roof.


	Another inspection, this time in the bedroom mirror, and wow—totally unrecognizable.


	Am I smart or am I smart?


	Her glee slipped into sad wonder when she remembered facts from her comparative religions course—aced like most of her courses—in social studies. Hundreds of millions of women around the world were totally forced to dress like this. What was wrong with seeing a woman’s face or hair? What sort of asshole came up with this bullshit? Could only be a guy, most likely one hung like a light switch. She didn’t know why women put up with it. Oh, yeah. Because if they didn’t they got stoned to death or something. Nice religion.


	People said the world was getting totally crazy, but truth was, it had always been crazy—at least where women were concerned.


	She ground her teeth. Mom had never talked feminism. She didn’t have to—she’d lived it. Completely self-sufficient, without a man or even a family to lean on, she’d built a life for herself and Dawn through sheer guts and determination.


	God, I miss her.


	She shook off the melancholy and hurried back into the great room where Henry waited.


	“Okay. What do you think?” 


	He nodded. “Even your own mother wouldn’t recog—oh, I’m sorry.” 


	“It’s all right.” She was getting out of here and nothing was going to bring her down. But Henry’s expression turned grave. “Really, Henry, it’s all right. You don’t have to—” 


	“It’s not that,” he said. “I believe I’m having second thoughts.” 


	“About what?” 


	“About letting you leave the apartment.” 


	Dawn stiffened and thought her heart had stopped. No! He couldn’t change his mind now. Not when she was so totally mad stoked about getting out.


	“You can’t be serious.” 


	“The Master would be quite upset if he found out. I’ll lose my job. Or worse.” 


	Worse?


	“He’s so never going to find out. Not from me, at least. And you’re not going to tell him. So… ?” 


	“There is Gilda.” 


	“Today’s her afternoon off. No way she can know.” 


	“Still, I should check with the Master first.” 


	No-no-no! That downer bastard would totally say no.


	“But you can’t find him. And anyway, no one’s gonna know. Please, Henry, please. I’m dying here and we’ve got a perfect solution worked out. Come on, Henry. Please!” 


	The word hung between them, then Henry sighed and shrugged.


	“But only for a little while—a very little while. I do not want Gilda to come home to an empty apartment. She will be very upset.” 


	“Deal. Anything you say, just get me out of here.” She wanted to be on the move before he changed his mind again. “Let’s go.” 


	He gestured to her legs. “That doesn’t look very Muslimish.” 


	She looked down at her bare legs and tight training shorts.


	“Christ.” 


	“He’s not part of this equation.” 


	Dawn had to laugh, and looked to see if Henry was smiling. But no. Deadpan as ever.


	She rushed back to her room for something a little more modest.
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	Jack stood in a doorway of the Wyeth building near the western end of Spring Street, catty-corner from the Ear Inn’s block, just a couple of hundred yards from where SoHo morphed into TriBeCa. He held a lit cigarette and pretended to be an exiled smoker—a ubiquitous fixture around the city—as he watched the entrance to the Ear.


	Not the easiest place to find. It sat—quite literally—over the eastern end of the Holland Tunnel. The unlit neon sign jutting over the sidewalk was no help during the day. If you squinted you could see that the tubing said BAR and nothing else. A different story at night when it was lit: They’d blacked out the right half of the “B,” enabling the sign to proclaim the place’s name.


	But in daylight you had to be standing before the front window to see the discreet EAR INN on the glass. Used to be a fisherman’s hang back in the nineteenth century, right on the waterfront—not much west of the Ear back then but the Hudson River. Now the Hudson lay on the far side of the concrete lanes of the West Side Highway.


	Midafternoon was a traditionally slow time for bars—the lunchers gone, the happy-hour crowd yet to arrive—and the Ear was no exception. Though only a couple of blocks from Hudson Street, this dead-end warehouse area, dominated by a huge UPS depot, was about as far in spirit from touristy as imaginable. No weary shoppers passing by and stopping in for a cold one. You had to know about the Ear and come looking for it.


	At a few minutes to three a taxi pulled to a stop before the door and out stepped a slim Asian in a black suit, white shirt, striped tie, and fedora. Could have been Kurosawa’s undertaker.


	He stood looking at the Ear’s front window, then turned back to the taxi and said something to the driver. Jack figured he was asking if this was really the place. Finally he forked over some cash and stepped toward the door. After a few seconds’ hesitation, he pushed inside.


	Jack waited a few more minutes to see if anyone followed him in, but the street remained clear. He crushed out his cigarette and headed for the Ear.


	Inside he found the guy standing alone near the front end of the half-occupied bar, looking around with a confused expression. He stood out among this half hipster, half middle-manager crowd like a Hasid at a Taliban wedding.


	Jack tapped him on the shoulder. He spun, a startled look in his face.


	“You the fellow who lost something and wants it back?” 


	“Yes-yes. You are Repairman Jack?” 


	“Just Jack will do. Let’s get a table.” 


	As if on cue, a smiling, strawberry-blond waitress with an Irish accent appeared and asked if they wanted a table for two. Jack pointed to an empty one in the far corner of the front room with a good view of the entrance and easy access to the door to the kitchen.


	She led them past the warped and scarred bar with its old-fashioned, four-legged, vinyl-topped stools. Two old-wood gables hung over the bottle racks on the wall, separated by a high shelf jammed with old empty bottles of all imaginable shapes and sizes. The front window said the place had been established in 1817. That might have been the last time those bottles had been dusted.


	Jack seated himself in the corner near the huge ear mounted on the wall. He put his back against a three-sheet poster offering a graphic, organ-by-organ lesson on the ruinous effects of alcohol on the human body. The wall to his left sported portholes with either seascapes or stern-looking portrait faces gazing into the room.


	Once they were seated, the guy removed his hat and placed it in his lap, revealing jet-black hair combed down over the left side of the forehead, all the way to the eyebrow. He appeared to be somewhere in his forties and had an ascetic look—hollow cheeks and intense dark eyes peering from deep orbits. Eyes that never quite made contact with Jack’s. Before he adjusted his jacket cuffs, Jack caught a glimpse of a black tattoo above his right wrist—some sort of polygon.


	“You know my name,” Jack said. “Time to hear yours.” 


	He dipped his head in a quick bow. “Nakanaori Okumo Slater.” 


	“Whoa.” 


	A quick smile. “I am called Naka.” 


	“Naka it is. But Slater doesn’t sound very Japanese.” 


	“My father was American.” 


	Jack couldn’t detect any Caucasian in Naka’s looks, so he either favored his mother’s side—a lot—or his father was Japanese-American.


	The strawberry-blond waitress came over, pad in hand, and handed them menus. When Jack ordered a pint draft Hoegaarden, she smiled.


	“Hey, you pronounced it right. Don’t hear that too often. You Belgian?” 


	Jack smiled back. “No, Jerseyan.” 


	When Naka ordered water, he found Jack and the waitress giving him looks.


	“I do not drink spirits.” 


	As the waitress sighed and walked away, W. C. Fields’s warning wafted through Jack’s brain: Never trust a man who doesn’t drink.


	Jack picked up a menu. “The burgers here are outstanding.” 


	“I do not eat flesh.” 


	Jack looked at him. “I bet you don’t get invited to too many parties, either.” 


	“Parties?” He looked puzzled. “No.” 


	“Yeah, well, neither do I. The Ear burger is really good.” 


	The guy made a face. “You devour something’s ear?” 


	“Only kidding.” 


	But he wished someone in the place would find the cojones to list their big, eight-ounce sirloin burger as an Ear Burger. That would be too cool.


	“I did not come here to eat. I came here to talk.” 


	“I can do both—I’m a multitasker.” Jack dropped the menu. No contest. He’d decided on the burger. “So tell me again how you found me—and name names this time.” 


	“When an object was stolen—” 


	“From your home on Maui, I assume.” 


	He nodded. “Yes. I own a plantation.” 


	“What do you grow?” 


	He looked flustered. “Why do you wish to know?” 


	“Call me curious.” 


	“Papaya, sugar cane, macadamia—” 


	“Okay. So the ‘object’ was stolen from your Maui plantation. What then?” 


	“I… I hired detective.” 


	“Why not go to the cops?” 


	“I wish to be discreet.” 


	“Because…?” 


	Naka hesitated, then sighed. “Because ownership would be, how shall I say, called into question if existence of object become public.” 


	Knew it.


	Couldn’t report the theft of a stolen object.


	“And your detective blew it, I assume.” 


	He nodded. “He discover name of thief but thief escape on plane to New York.” 


	Now the pieces were fitting.


	Naka’s water and Jack’s Hoegaarden arrived. The brew had a thin half-slice of lemon floating in the foam. He was not a fan of witbieren, but Hoegaarden was a treat if found on tap. Jack ordered the burger with cheese, bacon, and sautéed onions. Naka broke down and chose a salad.


	As the waitress bustled off, Jack sipped his brew. Good. A light lemony flavor, great for summer or when he didn’t want to feel logged down. Not on tap in many places around the city. Another reason to seek out the Ear.


	He noticed another Asian—this one too looked Japanese—come in and sit two tables away. He glanced at them once, then studied the menu.


	Jack turned to Naka. “So, with the thief in New York you needed someone local.” 


	Naka nodded. “Yes, but I have no idea where to turn. I was discussing my problem with artist I know—I buy his sculpture and we become friends. He say his consort used to live in New York and might be able to help.” 


	First, “alas” from Gary. Now, “consort.” What gives?


	“What’s this artist’s name?” 


	“Moki.” 


	“Never heard of him. How about his ‘consort’? What’s hers?” 


	“I do not know. I never meet her. We speak only on phone. She give me your name and how to reach you. She call you a ronin and say I should not lie to you, that you are a good man who can be trusted but who can also be not nice at times.” 


	” ‘Not nice’? She said that?” 


	“Yes. Her exact words.” 


	Who the hell…?


	“You’re taking her advice, of course.” 


	“All I am telling you is true.” 


	Jack put aside wondering about the mystery woman until later.


	“Good. So, your detective at least learned the identity of your thief.” 


	Naka further averted his gaze. “Unfortunately, we have since learned that he was traveling under false identity.” 


	“Which was?” 


	“Eddie Cordero.” 


	Jack leaned back. Why did that name sound familiar? He was sure he’d never heard it, but something about it set off a chime.


	“So what did he steal?” 


	“A sword. A katana. I must have it back.” 


	“And what’s so special about this sword? What’s it worth?” 


	“That is puzzle. It is terribly damaged and of no use or value to anyone but my family.” 


	“And why’s it valuable to you?” 


	“One might call it heirloom. It belonged to dear friend of my father. He is deceased and sword was all my father had left of him. When my father died he made me promise to keep sword in family. I must keep promise to my father.” 


	Okay. Jack understood that. But odd the thief would take a worthless heirloom back to New York. Unless…


	“Maybe it’s worth more than you think.” 


	Naka shook his head. “I think not.” From an inside pocket in his suit jacket he pulled a pair of photos and handed them across the table. “See for yourself.” 


	The first showed a long, slim sword, its naked, curved blade lying atop a wooden stand, cutting edge facing up. The long, tapered tang was exposed—someone had removed the handle. The blade looked strangely mottled. The next photo was closer in and slightly blurred, revealing the mottling as a random pattern of irregular holes in the steel. The cutting edge was perfectly preserved, but the rest was Swiss-cheesed.


	“A samurai sword?” 


	“Yes,” Naka said. “A katana.” 


	“No offense, but it looks like a piece of junk.” 


	“In very real sense, it is. But to my family it is priceless. Therefore it make no sense for someone to steal unless they mean to ransom back to us.” 


	Jack looked again at the moth-eaten blade and agreed: no sense at all.


	“And you’ve received no demand?” 


	“Nothing. And thief has fled islands.” 


	This didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Jack felt some key element was missing—or being withheld.


	“Aren’t some of these swords valuable?” 


	Naka nodded. “Nihont fashioned by ancient swordsmiths such as Masamune and Muramasa—especially those signed by Masamune—are rare and of most extreme value.” 


	Most of what Jack had just heard was meaningless.


	“Nihont?” 


	“Only swords forged in Japan can be called nihont. Foreign-made imitations cannot.” 


	“And I take it this blade isn’t signed by Moonimalaya or whoever.” 


	“No one. Especially not Masamune.” He pronounced the name with exaggerated clarity, as if speaking to a five-year-old. “A Masamune sword would never corrode as this one did.” 


	Jack squinted at the photo and spotted a tiny figure carved into the steel of the tang:


	He turned the photo toward Naka and pointed. “Someone’s signed something there.” 


	Naka glanced at it and nodded. “Yes. The two characters separately mean ‘outside’ and ‘person.’ Together they mean ‘foreigner.’ ” 


	That tripped a memory.


	“Oh. Gaijin.” 


	Naka blinked. “You know this word?” 


	“I know a few words. Arigato and all that.” 


	In truth he’d picked up “gaijin” reading Clavell’s Shogun, but no need to let this guy know.


	Naka pointed to the engraving and looked at him directly for the first time. “Does this mean anything to you?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Only that I’d be a gaijin in your country just as you are in mine.” 


	“Yes.” Naka sounded relieved and averted his gaze again. “That is what it should mean.” 


	What’s that all about? Jack wondered.


	He decided to push a little.


	“So if I want to get this sword back for you, all I have to do is go around asking about a rotted-out blade with gaijin written on the hasp.” 


	Naka’s seat jump was almost comical.


	“No-no-no! You must not. Such inquiries could reach wrong ears.” 


	“So it is valuable.” 


	“No. It is not. As I tell you, original owner might hear. It would want back.” 


	“It?” 


	“A museum in Japan.” 


	Good. He could handle a museum. Jack didn’t want some kind of Zatichi coming after him.


	The food arrived then. The burger came open-face style. Jack assembled it and took a big chomp—heaven—while Naka started to poke at his salad.


	After a couple of bites, Jack forced himself to speak. He would much rather have wallowed in the ground sirloin until it was gone.


	“And why would this sword have been in a museum?” 


	“Because it is old. It was but minor part of much larger collection, but if museum hear, it will want back.” 


	“Gotcha.” 


	Naka looked at him again, a plea in his eyes. “You can do this?” 


	“I can only promise to try.” 


	“No. You must succeed! Moki’s consort said—” 


	“I don’t know who this lady is, but if she said I could guarantee success, she’s wrong. No guarantees in this business.” 


	Naka was silent a moment, then nodded. “That is fair, I suppose. I am glad you are being honest with me.” Another pause, then, “What is your fee?” 


	Jack was tempted to pull a Gary: Write down the dollar amount and hand it to him. But he didn’t have cards, so he pulled out a pen and wrote it on the white butcher paper that served as a tablecloth here.


	Naka blinked. “That is very much money for no guarantee.” 


	Yeah, it was stiff. Jack had upped his price since the Dawn Pickering job. His intention was to cut back. One way to do that was to be very choosy about the fix-its he took on. The other was to price himself out of certain markets.


	This Naka guy owned a plantation on Maui. He could afford Jack’s price, no sweat.


	“Didn’t your artist friend Moki’s ‘consort’ tell you that?” 


	“I asked but she did not know.” 


	Not know? That meant she wasn’t a former customer. A puzzlement.


	“Well, it’s not as bad as it sounds. Half up front, and the rest when I deliver the goods.” 


	“And if you do not? What happen to first half?” 


	“That stays with me.” 


	“But how am I to know you have not simply taken my money and done nothing?” 


	Instead of answering, Jack took another bite of the burger and chewed at a slow, deliberate pace. Something about this guy bugged him. Maybe because he sensed Naka was giving him only part of the story. Then again, he couldn’t expect full disclosure from someone who wanted him to steal back a stolen object.


	As for the job itself, it could prove relatively easy if the thief was trying to sell the sword, but damn near impossible if he intended to keep it for himself.


	Jack had set the photos on the table. He took another bite and studied the close-up of the ruined blade.


	Who’d pay for a piece of junk like that?


	Finally he swallowed and said, “It’s called trust. You have a reference—granted, it’s from a woman neither of us knows, but you trusted the source enough to get in touch with me.” 


	“Yes, but—” 


	Jack held up a hand. “No buts. You either trust me or you don’t. You know my price, so you either come across or you don’t. I don’t bargain, haggle, dicker. Make up your mind.” 


	Naka sighed. “I do not see that I have much choice.” 


	“Of course you do. You’re dealing with maybe the last vestige of the free market, which means you can walk out the door you came in with no hard feelings—at least on my part.” 


	Jack expected some lengthy rumination on Naka’s part. Instead he surprised him by giving a curt nod and saying, “Yes, it shall be done. I shall pay you cash.” 


	“Yes, you will. Although we accept Krugerrands as well.” 


	“When can you start looking?” 


	“As soon as I have the money.” 


	Jack had learned over the years that certain customers had to believe they were dealing with a no-nonsense, hard-ass mercenary. He sensed Naka-whatever Slater was one of those.


	“I shall make call and someone shall deliver it to you within hour. Where—?” 


	“Right here will do fine.” 


	No sense in burning another meeting place.


	“One last thing,” Jack added. “How did the break-in occur?” 


	Naka frowned. “I do not understand.” 


	“Was a door pried open or its lock picked? Was an alarm system bypassed? How did he gain entry?” 


	“Through bedroom window.” 


	“With you there?” 


	“No. Out to dinner.” 


	“No alarm?” 


	“Yes, for rest of house, but my wife like to sleep with open window. Our system bypass those windows.” 


	“No motion detectors?” 


	“In rest of house, yes, but he turn off alarm system from bedroom. I do not know how.” 


	Jack did. Inside info: a cleaning girl, or maybe even someone at the alarm company.


	Good. This gave him an idea of the burglar’s skill set, always useful in tracking someone.


	Naka rose and reached into his pocket. Jack waved him off.


	“On me. I’ll be running a tab.” He pointed to the photos. “Got anything better than these?” 


	Naka shook his head. “Sorry. Those are best. My father never felt need of taking picture. He had sword in place of honor where he could see every day. Why take many picture?” 


	Made sense.


	Naka put on his hat, bowed, and hustled out the door. Jack settled into finishing his burger, considering ordering another Hoegaarden and maybe even another burger, and thinking how this was the kind of fix-it Gia liked him to take.


	Retrieving a decrepit old sword… really… how risky could that be?
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	Toru Akechi was sitting with his favorite student, Shiro Kobayashi, the fourth son of a fisherman in the Ishikawa prefecture, in one of the few rooms in the Order’s temple that had remained a classroom. Most others had been converted into dormitory-like quarters for the monks, acolytes, and guards. A few of the larger rooms had been renovated for Sightings and for surgery.


	Tadasu burst in. Toru sensed restrained excitement in the man as he bowed.


	“The mercenary has agreed to search for the katana, sensei.” 


	Toru regarded him through the eyeholes of his mask. Tadasu Fumihiro was forty-two, a former student. He had watched Tadasu grow since his teen years, mentoring him through the levels of the Kakureta Kao as it struggled back from extinction. He had earned the position of temple guard but showed promise of so much more, which was why Toru had selected him for a mission so critical to the future of the Order.


	“You must stay close to this. The Order is depending on you to guarantee its future. If this man finds it… you know what must be done.” 


	“I do, sensei. I shall not fail.” 


	“I have faith in you. And good news for you. Shiro has located the final ingredient for the ekisu.” 


	After regaining the sacred scrolls, Toru had sent out the Order’s acolytes and any guards who could be spared—and who could show their faces—to scour the city for the ingredients to make the elixir that would create the Kuroikaze—the Black Wind.


	Tadasu grinned and bowed to the acolyte half his age. “Most excellent!” 


	Shiro returned the bow. “I am honored to be of service.” 


	Tadasu’s hair was longer than Shiro’s, but the two were so similar they could have been father and son.


	Tadasu said, “This means that the Order can once again wield the Kuroikaze!” 


	Toru hoped so. He knew of only one way to be sure.


	“Yes. Even as we speak, the ekisu is being prepared in accordance with the instructions in the scrolls. We must test it as soon as possible. For that we will need a shoten. The two of you go, search the city. Find someone sickly, someone with low vitality, and—most important of all—someone who will not be missed.” 


	He followed the pair out of the classroom and returned to his quarters. He locked the door and removed the embroidered red silk mask from the folds of skin the surgeons had created in the four corners of his face. This had been done when he’d entered the Fifth Circle of the Kakureta Kao and took the Vow of the Hidden Face. No one ever again would see his face.


	The Fifth Circle… where he had gained the folds and lost his testicles. A small price to pay, hardly a price at all, especially considering how long ago he had sworn off pleasures of the flesh.


	As a sensei, he would not be allowed to progress beyond the Fifth Circle for many years to come. He needed all of his senses to be an effective teacher.


	He stepped to the open window and let the breeze caress his face. Even though it carried a faint, sour tang of garbage, it felt refreshing. Yes, he’d made the vow, but sometimes he became weary of looking at the world through two eyeholes.


	He stared across the flat lowlands and highways to the huge mounds of the Fresh Kills landfill surrounding the Order’s temple.


	Temple… a term used loosely in this case. Toru had seen photos of the beautiful five-story pagoda in the heart of Tokyo that served as home to the Kakureta Kao until the World War II fire bombings. People high and low had feared and venerated the Order. And then it had been destroyed.


	Even after all these years, the Order remained a mere shell of its former self. This old, boxy, two-story schoolhouse on condemned ground was all it could afford. The toxins supposedly had been cleared but still no one wanted to live here. But the Order cared naught about toxins, and the building’s bargain price was all their depleted coffers could afford.


	How the mighty had fallen.


	But the Kakureta Kao would regain its former status. The Seers said so. And they said that New York City was where its resurgence would begin.


	Toru hated this barbaric country whose commercialism had reached across an ocean and tainted his homeland’s culture. But he believed the Seers. As did the Elders. And so here the Order would stay.


	But the Seers had said the Kakureta Kao would not rise unless it regained the scrolls and the blade that had caused their downfall. The scrolls they had, but they must control the blade if they were ever to regain their ancient status.
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	Blume’s.


	Dawn was in total heaven—six floors of paradise on Fifth Avenue. She’d spent the entire afternoon here. She’d never been able to afford Blume’s on her allowance and what she’d earned at the diner.


	With Henry never far away, she’d touched, caressed, tried on, and bought—on Mr. Osala’s dime, of course. She’d even gone to the designer floor, intending to see how far she could push this free ride—to find the limit of Mr. Osala’s largesse. A sales clerk named Rolf had shown her around, but when she saw the prices, she’d lost her nerve.


	The things she’d ordered would be delivered.


	She also enjoyed the sidelong glances from the other shoppers at her pak chadar. Kind of cool, in a way, like playing hide and seek, or spying. She could see their expressions but they couldn’t see hers. She’d totally stuck her tongue out at a couple of old biddies and they hadn’t a clue.


	Better fun was raising a ton of eyebrows when she’d picked out a skimpy scarlet teddiette and taken it to a dressing room. Not like she’d had any intention of trying it on, let alone buying it; she’d just wanted to set tongues a-wagging. And she had. She’d heard the sales desk buzzing as she headed for the changing area.


	She dragged Henry up to Fifty-seventh for a late-afternoon snack—totally tricky with the veil.


	After that Henry informed her that it was time to go.


	Bummer.


	As they waited for the car—Henry had been adamant about using it instead of a cab for the short trip—Dawn saw a scruffy-looking man pasting a Day-Glo orange flyer on a nearby wall. The bold black letters caught her eye.


	HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL?


	She stepped closer and saw someone was offering a five-thousand-dollar reward. It listed an 800 number.


	And then she saw the name: DAWN PICKERING.


	And then she saw the picture: hers.


	“Oh, my God!” 


	The guy turned and gave her a quick up-and-down inspection. He had scraggly hair and needed a shave. He squinted at her, scowling. A button in his shirt read, ASK ME ABOUT THE KICKER EVOLUTION.


	“Yo. You mean, ‘Oh, my Allah,’ right?” 


	Fighting waves of shock and nausea, Dawn pointed a trembling finger at the flyer. “Wh-who’s looking for that girl?” 


	The guy’s eyes narrowed. “Why? You know her?” 


	With no thought on her part, a reply leaped from her lips. “No. No, of course not. It’s just…” Think, Dawn. “Was she… was she like kidnapped or something?” 


	“Or something. All we know is she’s gone. She’s out there alone and afraid and we want to help her.” 


	That sounded memorized. “Who’s ‘we’?” 


	“Why, the Kickers, of course.” He held up the back of his hand to show her the little stick figure tattooed on the thumb web. “We’re out here just doing our part.” 


	Dawn stifled a gasp. Jerry had had one of those.


	“What are you going to do when you find her?” 


	“Return her to her home and protect her.” 


	“From what?” 


	“From anything that wants to hurt her and her baby.” 


	Her baby…


	Dawn felt the sidewalk tilt under her. She swayed.


	The guy stared at her, his expression suspicious. “You okay?” He reached toward her veil. “Let’s see what you look like under that.” 


	Suddenly he was sailing backward. He slammed against the fender of a parked car.


	“You will not touch her, sir.” Henry’s voice.


	The Kicker’s face twisted into a snarl, then relaxed into a sneer when he looked up and saw Henry.


	“Not like I care ‘bout no Mohammed-humping ho anyhow.” 


	Dawn would never have guessed Henry had such strength. He hid it well. As the Kicker started to turn away, Henry pointed to the stack of flyers in his backpack.


	“May I have one of those?” 


	The man hesitated, squinting at them, then handed over half a dozen.


	“Sure. Spread ‘em around. The more people see ‘em, the quicker we find her.” 


	Still dazed, Dawn felt Henry grip her arm and lead her to the car. He ushered her into the backseat, closed the door after her, and soon they were rolling.


	Through the rear window she saw the Kicker writing something on the back of one of his flyers.


	They headed east, then uptown on Madison. And everywhere she looked she saw the flyers. She’d taken passing notice of them on the way to the store, but flyers were so common around the city, especially around construction sites, that she’d paid them no mind. But now, knowing what they said, each flash of orange was a cramp in her gut.


	Forcing herself to move, she leaned over the back of the front seat and retrieved one of the flyers. She stared at it.


	Where had they got this picture? She didn’t remember it. It looked fairly recent, but before she’d lost the weight.


	“Do you see?” Henry said. “This is why the Master does not want you out. Now do you understand?” 


	She waggled the flyer. “About these?” 


	“Yes. They mean far more than just one man is looking for you. There’s a whole network of people. And through these flyers and the reward they’re offering, they’re enlisting a host of allies. You simply cannot show your face in public.” 


	Dawn stared at the flyer. “I need to call this number.” 


	“I do not believe that would be wise.” 


	“Just stop at a pay phone. No one will know it’s me.” She had to call. She just had to. “Please, Henry.” 


	For a moment he said nothing. Then, without taking his eyes off the street, he offered a cell phone over his shoulder.


	“Use this. It’s safe. But be very careful what you say.” 


	Her throat tightened at his unexpected gesture. “Thank you, Henry. You’re a friend. And I’ll be very careful.” 


	Her finger trembled as she punched in the number. A male voice answered on the second ring.


	“Dawn hot line.” 


	Dawn hot line… oh, God.


	“Hel—” She swallowed. “Hello? I’m calling about the girl on the flyer.” 


	“You think you’ve spotted her, right?” His tone was like, Yeah-yeah, tell me another one. “Where’d you see her?” 


	“You don’t sound like you believe me.” 


	He sighed. “Sorry. We’ve had so many false leads and—” 


	“Who are you people and why are you looking for her? I mean, you’re not the police, so—” 


	“We’re private, and we’ve taken an interest in her case… her disappearance. Have you seen Dawn? Do you know where she is?” 


	“Who’s in charge there? Who’s behind this?” 


	“He’s not here right now. But if you haven’t seen her, can you help us, give us any hint of where she might be?” 


	“I’m not saying another word until I speak to whoever’s behind this.” 


	“I’m sorry, he’s not available right now.” 


	“Is his name Jerry? Tell—” 


	A long-fingered hand snatched the phone away and snapped it shut.


	“Quite enough,” Henry said. “I let you call for one reason: To make clear to you that your ex-lover is conducting a very organized hunt for you. Do you understand now?” 


	Ex-lover? If he only knew the rest of it.


	“I understand.” 


	Did she ever.
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	“Still fighting chopsticks, I see,” Jack said.


	The Isher Sports Shop was officially closed, its narrow, cluttered aisles dark except for the rearmost section where Abe perched on a stool behind the scarred counter. The air reeked of garlic from the take-out kimchi he was forking into his mouth.


	He raised his free hand and waggled his stubby, chubby fingers.


	“These look made for eating with sticks?” 


	“You could learn.” 


	“Why for I should learn? For westerners, chopsticks are an affectation. I don’t do affectations.” 


	No argument there, Jack thought, taking in Abe’s customary white half-sleeve shirt and black trousers, strained by his bulging belly and stained by the day’s parade of edibles.


	“Well, for one thing, they might slow down your eating.” 


	“I should eat slow? Why?” 


	“Slow eaters tend to eat less.” 


	“You’re not going to start, are you?” 


	Jack shook his head. “Not tonight.” 


	He knew his own eating habits—except when Gia cooked for him—were anything but healthy. One of these days he’d get his cholesterol checked. But at least he was active. Abe spent most of his time on that stool, eating. Jack didn’t like to think of his closest friend as a cardiac arrest waiting to happen.


	But he was getting tired of being a nag, especially since it hadn’t changed anything. The guy was fatter than ever, and didn’t seem to care. With his wife long dead, his daughter barely speaking to him… food and reading newspapers—usually simultaneously—were his joys in life.


	Abe said, “And kimchi, I’ll have you know, is diet food. Fermented cabbage. More low-cal is hard to find.” He pushed the container toward Jack. “You want?” 


	Jack shook his head. The two burgers at the Ear would hold him the rest of the night.


	“Thanks, no. I didn’t think any of the Korean places around here delivered.” 


	“I picked it up on my way back from the hospice.” 


	Jack knew why Abe had gone there.


	“How’s the professor doing?” 


	Abe shook his head. “Not good. The chemo and radiation are slowing down the cancer, but his right side is still useless from the stroke.” 


	“And the numbers?” 


	A sigh. “Still with the numbers.” 


	Peter Buhmann, Ph.D., Abe’s old professor from his university days, had suffered a stroke last month while paging through the Compendium of Srem. Turned out to be a hemorrhage into a metastatic brain tumor from kidney cancer. The weirdest part was that he’d stopped speaking words and begun speaking numbers. Exclusively. And not random numbers—only primes multiplied by seven. Strange and sad, because the cancer was all through his body.


	“How long?” 


	Another shrug. “Could be weeks, could be months.” He burped kimchi.


	“And how long before that stuff hits your colon? I would like to be out of here before then.” 


	Abe smiled. “Why do you think I stock those NBC masks?” 


	“You’ll let me know if I need to run downstairs and grab one, won’t you?” 


	“Of course. But my guess is you didn’t come here at this hour to ask about the professor or tshepen me about what I eat and the way I eat it. Nu?” 


	Jack told him about his meeting with Naka Slater.


	“So, a second-story man you’re looking for.” 


	“Seems like it. Used the name Eddie Cordero, which rings some sort of bell with me, but apparently it’s an aka.” 


	Abe frowned. “A bell for me too. Who, I wonder…?” He shrugged. “Maybe it will come. Meanwhile, we need to find a second-story ganef who was away for a while and has a tan maybe.” 


	“And looking to unload a rotted-out katana.” 


	Abe twirled his finger next to his head. “He’s a little farblondjet, maybe?” 


	“Maybe.” Damn, this was weird—but that made it interesting. “Anyway, you put out the word to your people, I’ll talk to mine.” 


	“You know who else you should talk to? Tom O’Day.” 


	The name sounded familiar.


	“The knife guy?” 


	“Yes, and a fence he’ll be should the opportunity arise. Runs an East Side specialty shop called Bladeville. Sells anything and everything that cuts—from scimitars to steak knives.” 


	“Good thought. I’ll check with him tomorrow. Never met him, so could you give him a call to loosen him up?” 


	“Sure, but don’t expect much looseness. A shmoozer he’s not.” 


	“Might be if I say I’m looking to buy it. If he knows of it, he can dip his beak as middleman.” 


	“Good luck.” Abe rubbed his belly and shifted in his seat. “Uh-oh. Fortz coming.” 


	Jack spun and beat it toward the door.


	“Bye.” 
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	“And you have no clue where she was calling from?” 


	Menck shook his head. “Tried to squeeze her—gentle, I swear—but suddenly she hung up.” 


	Hank Thompson ground his teeth as he and Menck stood to the side of the phone bank he’d set up in the Lodge’s basement. Ten phones manned by a rotating cadre of volunteers, collecting one false lead after another.


	“And you didn’t do anything to scare her off?” 


	“You’ve asked me that three times now and the answer’s still no. Fuck no. Matter of fact, she already sounded scared when she got on the line.” 


	“Scared how?” 


	Menck shrugged. “Dunno. Can’t be sure but she sounded surprised. Like she’d just seen the flyer for the first time.” 


	How could that be? They were all over the five boroughs.


	Unless she’d been out of town for a couple of weeks.


	“You’re sure she asked for ‘Jerry’?” 


	“Absolutely. Who’s Jerry?” 


	Hank almost shouted, My brother, you asshole, but realized Menck had no way of knowing that. Only a handful of people knew he had a brother—half brother, actually—and they weren’t talking.


	The world knew that Jeremy Bolton was dead, but didn’t know Hank’s connection. It had been a big story last month when his body was found and identified by DNA. Dawn had known him as Jerry Bethlehem—still presumed alive—but the rest of the world knew him as Jeremy Bolton, the famous Atlanta Abortionist Killer from almost twenty years ago. Only the same handful of people who knew the brother relationship knew that Jeremy had been living as Jerry.


	Hank was pretty sure he knew who was behind his death.


	Mr. Everyman: mid-thirties, average height, average build, average-length brown hair, average nose, nothing-special brown eyes, dressed in nondescript clothing. He’d dogged Hank’s trail, pretending to be a reporter, even mugged him in broad daylight.


	Jeremy had described a guy just like him worming into the edges of his life.


	An agent of what his father had called the Enemy. That had sounded a little bit crazy to Hank, a little bit paranoid. But then Daddy had disappeared.


	Now Hank believed: They were out to ruin Daddy’s Plan to change the world. Dawn’s baby was the key to the Plan, and the Enemy was out to kill it. Kill it. Hank had to find Dawn first.


	That had been Dawn on the phone. Had to be.


	Is his name Jerry?


	She was the only one who’d connect those flyers with Jerry.


	Which meant she didn’t know he was dead. Maybe he could use that…


	And maybe not.


	“Oh, here’s Darryl,” Menck said, pointing to a lean, scruffy Kicker waiting by the stairs. “He wants to talk to you. Says it might be important.” 


	“Yeah?” Hank knew Darryl. One of his flyer posters. “Send him over.” 


	Darryl approached and squinted at him. He always squinted, even at night.


	“Hey, man. A little weirdness happened today. Might be somethin, might be nothin.” 


	“Shoot.” 


	“I was hangin this flyer by Blume’s when this Arab chick comes over and starts asking me about it.” 


	“Arab?” 


	“Well, she was wearing that veil thing they wear.” 


	Hank nodded. He didn’t know much about rag heads, but knew the veil meant Muslim, not necessarily Arab.


	“What was her problem?” 


	“Well, for one thing, she was all shook up. I mean, her hands were shaking, man. Asking all sorts of questions about who was looking for her and what we intended to do with her if we found her.” 


	Hank felt his insides begin to tighten.


	“What she look like?” 


	Darryl shrugged. “Well, with the veil thing with that big scarf wrapped all around her head and shoulders, who could tell?” 


	“You must have seen her eyes. What color were they?” 


	Darryl shook his head. “Wearin shades, man. The only thing I could see was her forehead and her hands.” 


	“What color—dark or light?” 


	“See, that’s the thing that got me curious. Arabs got dark skin, right? Hers was real pale.” 


	Hank felt his saliva evaporating. “Did you see any of her hair?” 


	“Like I said, she was covered up pretty good, but I was suspicious, so I went to take a peek under her veil and some guy dressed like a chauffeur pushed me away. Told me not to touch her. Even called me ‘sir.’ ” 


	“Chauffeur?” Oh, hell, could it be the Enemy? “What’d he look like? Brown hair and eyes, average height?” 


	Darryl shook his head. “Nah. Tall and skinny, but a no-nonsense type. I wasn’t gonna raise no ruckus with him.” 


	“Chauffeur means a car. Did you—?” 


	“Scope the plates?” Darryl grinned and pulled a folded flyer from his pocket. “Sure did. Big black Mercedes. Number’s right there.” 


	Hank let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Here was their first break.


	“What time was this?” 


	Darryl shrugged. “Around four, maybe?” 


	He turned to Menck. “When did that call come in?” 


	Menck checked a sheet in his hand. “Four-oh-seven.” 


	Dawn. She thought Jerry was still alive so she’d worn a Muslim veil to hide from him. After leaving Darryl, she’d called here.


	Yeah, it was her.


	But a chauffeur?


	He clapped Darryl on the shoulder. “Good work, my man.” 


	Darryl grinned and squinted, then headed for the door.


	Hank turned to Menck, who was in charge of the Be-on-the-Lookout sheet that every Kicker was supposed to carry in his or her back pocket. Only one thing on the sheet now: a picture of Dawn.


	“We need an updated BOLO list. Add that everyone should be on the lookout for a pale-skinned girl in a Muslim veil. They see her, don’t get near, just tail her.” 


	Menck nodded. “Got it.” 


	Hank pulled a piece of paper from his shirt pocket. “And find a way to add this.” 


	He handed him a crude drawing of the dream blade—the best he could manage from memory, but it gave the general idea. He’d written “sword blade” below it.


	Menck looked at him. “What the—?” 


	“Just do it. And put down that if anyone sees it, bring it to me. And if you can’t bring it, tell me about it. I want it.” 


	A long shot—very long—but who knew? One of his Kickers might be passing a junk store or antique shop and see it in the window. Worth a try.


	As Menck moved off, Hank felt his elation fade. Dawn’s shock at seeing the flyer meant one thing: She’d been out of town the past few weeks.


	He looked around at the phone bank and wondered if maybe all this was a huge waste of time. If she’d just got back into town, where from? Had the Enemy gotten her an abortion? Had she been spending the time recovering?


	Hank wanted to scream. If she killed the kid, she killed the Plan. And for that, he’d kill her. It wouldn’t bring the baby back, but it would be the right thing to do. And he’d enjoy it. Oh, how he’d enjoy it.
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	Hideo Takita sat in first class and stared at his laptop screen. The face staring back looked very much like his.


	Yoshio, his twin, had flown this same route less than two years ago. Sent by the board to investigate the mysteries surrounding someone named Ronald Clayton, a man who had died in the crash of JAL Flight 27 on his way to meet personally with Sasaki-san and the entire Kaze board.


	Nobody met with the entire Kaze board.


	But rumor had it that Clayton had developed a world-changing technology so revolutionary that the country—or company—controlling it could call the tune to which every other nation around the globe would have to dance.


	Yoshio’s failure caused Hideo loss of face within the company. Had he succeeded he might have raised Japan to first among nations and Kaze to first among economic powers.


	Hideo switched to another face, one of a number of photos Yoshio had sent back during his investigation. This one had Arabic features. Hideo knew his name: Kemel Muhallal. He also knew he was dead.


	He clicked the arrow to proceed with his grim slide show. The next face was Caucasian: Sam Baker, an American mercenary. Also dead, his corpse found along with Muhallal’s and three other bodies in the rear of a panel truck abandoned in the Catskill mountains. Two of those other bodies were mercenaries hired by Baker.


	The fifth had been Yoshio, the victim of a bullet into the back of his head.


	Another click and up popped a blurred photo of the mystery man. Yoshio hadn’t known his name, but had labeled him “ronin.” The ronin was missing. Perhaps he was dead too. And perhaps he was alive, the one responsible for executing Yoshio.


	Execution… the manner of his death showed that he had allowed himself to be captured alive. And that meant he might have talked. Hideo knew that no form of torture could make Yoshio give up Kaze secrets, but still… bushido lived on in Kaze Group.


	Hideo stared at what he could see of the face. The photo had been shot at an angle and the focus was poor. A very forgettable face. Not the face of a killer. But what then did a killer look like? Yoshio had killed in the service of Kaze. And Yoshio and Hideo, while not identical twins, had often been mistaken for each other.


	Which means I wear the face of a killer.


	Hideo shook his head. He could never kill anyone. Yes, he worked in the espionage wing of Kaze Group’s corporate intelligence, where he spied on companies, traced money trails, hacked systems and intranets. But the only things he killed were worms and viruses and trojans.


	Killing a human? Unthinkable. He hesitated killing a fly unless it became especially bothersome.


	Sasaki-san obviously knew of his lack of aggression, why else would he have assigned three hoodlums as Hideo’s traveling companions? Why then had he chosen Hideo of all people to chase down this ruined katana? Was it because of his computer skills? Or his language skills? He’d begun learning English as a child. He could say “Lulu loves lollipops” as well as any American.


	Futile questions.


	He again accessed the flash drive and stared at the scan: a cardboard shipping tube packed with foam popcorn and a bubble-wrapped katana, stark white against the surrounding grayness, measuring ninety centimeters from the tip of its blade to the butt of its naked tang. But a ruined katana, its blade filigreed with perhaps one hundred small holes of varying sizes and configurations.


	He had heard that Sasaki-san collected katana. But why would the chairman, who could afford the finest blade ever made by Masamune—could probably resurrect Masamune-san himself and force him to make a new, custom blade—want this unsigned piece of junk?


	And the inscription:


	Gaijin… what was the significance of that?


	Questions, questions. Maybe he’d learn the answers. But more importantly, he prayed a Takita would not let down the chairman again.


	He returned to the photo of the ronin.


	I will be looking for you, he thought.


	He glanced at the yakuza dozing beside him, and then at the two others seated ahead of him. If he found the ronin and established that he had killed Yoshio, he personally would do nothing. But he foresaw no problem in convincing his travel companions to take decisive action. They’d no doubt enjoy it.


	TUESDAY
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	Bladeville lived up to its name.


	Jack stood on a Madison Avenue sidewalk and stared at the display on the far side of the front window. Claymores, cutlasses, krisses, kukri, katanas, cleavers, and carvers; sabers, scimitars, and survival knives; paring, chopping, and filetting knives; daggers and dirks, Bowies and broadswords, rapiers and axes and on and on.


	And swinging back and forth over them all, a model of the blade from Poe’s The Pit and the Pendulum.


	The steel security shutter had been rolled up, lights were on inside, and Jack caught glimpses of someone moving about, but the front door remained locked. The sign in the lower right corner of the window said it opened daily at ten. Almost that now.


	Jack wanted to be the first customer of the day.


	Finally, the snap of a latch and the squeak of an opening door.


	“Coming in?” 


	Jack had been expecting someone who looked like Abe. This guy couldn’t have been more opposite. Very tall, lean, sixties maybe, with gray in his brown hair and a bent lamp—his blue eyes didn’t line up. He wore a dark blue Izod and khakis. Jack stepped forward, extending his hand.


	“Tom O’Day?” 


	O’Day had long arms and a firm grip. “Who wants to know?” 


	“Name’s Jack. Abe Grossman said you might be able to give me a little help with something I’m looking for.” 


	His smile broadened. “Oh, yeah. He called. How is he? Trim as ever?” 


	“Trimmer.” 


	“What are you looking for?” 


	O’Day’s right eye kept looking over Jack’s shoulder; he had to stop himself from turning to see what was so interesting.


	“A katana.” 


	“Well, you’ve come to the right place.” He motioned Jack through the doorway. “I got a million of ‘em.” 


	At the threshold Jack did a quick scan of the walls and ceiling and spotted a security camera in the far, upper right corner. He’d worn a Yankees cap today—just for variety—and so he adjusted the beak lower over his face. A bell chimed as they stepped through.


	The rest of Bladeville was like the front window, only more so. A knife-filled glass display case ran the length of the store; every kind of edged weapon imaginable festooned the wall behind it.


	Bladeville. No kidding.


	He motioned Jack to follow and led him through a door at the rear marked NO ADMITTANCE. He flipped a switch and the lights came on, illuminating row upon row of Japanese swords—long, short, medium—all racked on the wall in scabbards.


	Jack glanced up and around. No security cam in here. A quick look over his shoulder showed no second cam in the retail area.


	“My collection—Masamune, Murasama, Chogi, Kanemitsu, whoever. You name a classic swordsmith, I’ve probably got one.” 


	“This is a special katana, Mister O’Day.” 


	“Call me Tom.” 


	“Okay, Tom. This katana was stolen recently and I’m trying to get it back for the owner.” 


	O’Day’s eyes narrowed. “You a cop?” 


	“Would Abe send a cop? I’m private. Just wondering if anyone’s tried to sell you a damaged katana recently.” 


	O’Day flipped off the light and they returned to the store section. He stepped behind the counter and began Windexing the glass top. Jack positioned himself with his back to the cam.


	“Can’t imagine anyone buying damaged when you can get them in pristine shape. Unless it’s a signed Masamune or Murasama.” 


	“Not signed by anyone, I’m afraid. And it’s sort of moth eaten.” 


	His hand paused—just a second—in mid-wipe, then continued polishing.


	Jack wondered if O’Day had seen it or been offered it. If so, a good bet he might know who had it. But he said nothing. Better to approach from an angle.


	“You mean rusted out in spots?” 


	“The owner says it’s not rust, just defects.” 


	Now the polishing stopped as O’Day looked at him. “You wouldn’t happen to have a picture of this katana.” 


	“Sure do.” Jack pulled the photos out of the breast pocket of his shirt and slid them across the counter. “Not great quality, but they give you an idea.” 


	O’Day looked, froze, then snatched them up. His hands shook. Without taking his eyes off the photos he reached behind him, found a four-legged stool, and dropped onto it.


	He let out a barely audible, “Oh, shit!” 


	“What’s wrong? You’ve seen it?” 


	“The Gaijin,” he said to himself. “The fucking Gaijin.” 


	Interesting…


	“Yeah. That’s what I’m told those doodles mean, but what’s the big deal?” 


	He glanced up at Jack. “The fucking Gaijin Masamune, my man. This is the fucking Gaijin Masamune!” 


	“Is ‘fucking’ really part of its name?” 


	“This sword is legendary. And it all makes sense now. It all makes sense…” 


	“Well, that makes one of us. Has anyone approached you about—?” 


	“The story goes that early in the fourteenth century a wandering gaijin warrior commissioned Masamune to refashion his heavy dirk into a kodachi—a kind of short sword. He said the metal in the dirk had fallen from the sky in a blaze of light and he wanted it transformed into something more graceful. He left, saying he would be back. When Masamune began to work with the metal, he found it the strongest steel he’d ever encountered. He made a kodachi with an edge like no other.” 


	Jack didn’t care about where it had been in the past; he wanted to know where it was now.


	“Yeah, but—” 


	O’Day went on like he hadn’t heard Jack. Maybe he hadn’t. Jack had a feeling the only way he could shut him up was blunt-force trauma.


	“Masamune waited years for the gaijin to return but he never did. Thinking him dead, Masamune melted down the kodachi and added more steel—his finest steel—but the two metals never fully mixed. The katana that resulted had a mottled finish. Though its blade was beautifully resilient, and took an edge like no katana he had ever seen, its finish embarrassed him.” 


	“Fine. He was embarrassed. I’m sorry for him. Now—” 


	“Because he was so embarrassed, he didn’t sign it on the nakago as he often did—” 


	“The what?” 


	“The tang, the butt end inside the handle. Instead he engraved it with ‘gaijin.’ ” O’Day pointed to the ideogram in the close-up photo. “He locked it away and prayed the gaijin wouldn’t return. Finally, as he neared the end of his life, he gave it to a samurai who’d done him a service. No one ever knew who that samurai was and the so-called ‘Gaijin Masamune’ became something of a legend—supposedly stronger and sharper than anything Masamune had ever made. The story was known only to experts and collectors, and a lot of them thought it was a just that—a story. That all changed in 1955.” 


	Jack had to admit he was interested now.


	“What happened?” 


	“The Peace Memorial Museum opened in Hiroshima. And on display was this naked katana blade. Its tsuka—handle—was missing and the blade was riddled with holes. It had been found at ground zero, right where the Aioi Bridge used to be. It had the gaijin ideogram engraved on its tang.” 


	“Could have been a fake.” 


	O’Day scowled. “Aren’t you listening? It was found at ground zero. It should have melted. But it didn’t. Only some of it melted—the regular steel that Masamune had added to the gaijin’s. The gaijin’s steel resisted the heat. Remember the part about the blade’s mottled finish? That was because the Earth steel, instead of blending with the steel that had ‘fallen from the sky,’ formed discrete pockets. So when it melted away, the remaining gaijin steel was left riddled with defects.” 


	Despite knowing the answer, Jack said, “I gather it’s no longer in the museum.” 


	“No. The place opened in August, the sword was gone by mid-September.” 


	Jack now knew what museum Naka was hiding from. But he couldn’t have stolen it—not unless he was a lot older than he looked. Must have been his father.


	“That brings us back to the reason I’m here.” How to put this? “Look, you’re known in certain circles as a guy who provides a service for goods of uncertain origin.” 


	Well, that was better than just coming out and calling the guy a fence.


	O’Day gave him a mean look. “What are you saying?” 


	Jack held up his hands: peace. “Look, I’m in those circles, and I even do a little myself. Thing is, you’re also known as an expert on swords. So, if I was burdened with a katana that I wanted to be rid of, you’d be the guy I’d call.” 


	O’Day said nothing, simply sat and glared.


	Jack cleared his throat. “Well? Heard anything?” 


	Finally O’Day shook his head. “Nothing.” 


	Lie. He hadn’t heard about the Masamune Gaijin—his shock had been too genuine—but he’d heard something. What?


	“Too bad. Look, you hear anything, you call Abe. There’s a finder’s fee in this for you.” 


	He smiled. “If I find it, better hope the guy doesn’t know what he’s holding, because if he does, he’s either not going to part with it, or he’s going to want a ton.” 


	“So it’s worth a lot?” 


	“Ohhhhhh, yeah. I hear from him, I’ll point him toward you—and expect a fat finder’s fee.” 


	“And if he doesn’t know what he’s got?” 


	“Hell, I’m going to buy it from him.” 


	“Then what? Sell it back to my guy?” 


	“Yep. Hope he’s got deep pockets.” 


	“He might.” 


	“He’d better.” 


	Jack sensed a lie. This guy was a katana-collecting Gollum, and the Gaijin Masamune was his Precious. If he got his mitts on it, no way was he letting it go. Not for any amount. At least not now. Maybe he’d part with it down the road—cash in and be able to brag to his katana-collecting buddies that he once owned the Gaijin Masamune.


	Jack couldn’t wait around. If O’Day got to the blade first, Jack might be forced to play rough and gank it. An iffy and dangerous proposition he wished to avoid. The best solution here was to find this Eddie Cordero before O’Day did, and hope for the same: That he didn’t know what he had.


	Jack turned and headed for the door. “You hear anything, you’ll call Abe, right?” 


	“Absolutely.” 


	Suuuuuure.
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	Hideo leaned close to the computer screen as he ran through the tape from the security camera focused on carousel seven at Kennedy International. He’d arrived, gone straight to the Waverly Place mansion—one of a number around the city owned by Kaze Group—and set up shop.


	He hadn’t had to ask how the baggage scan had made its way to Sasakisan. Kaze Group had a hand, in one form or another, in the production of almost every piece of electronic equipment in the world. The chairman had no doubt ordered an image of the sword embedded in the pattern-recognition software. When that image passed through the scanner, it was automatically forwarded to the chairman.


	And since Kaze had a hand in most of the world’s security systems and surveillance cams, Hideo had easily hacked into JFK’s network.


	The tube had been loaded onto Northwest Flight 804 out of Kahului Airport, then transferred to Delta Flight 30 in Seattle. Flight 30 had arrived on time at 3:36. Hideo fast-forwarded ahead to 3:45 on the day in question and watched the passengers crowd around the carousel. He watched the baggage start to slide down the chute. The tube appeared at 3:58 and was picked up by a stocky, dark-haired man who had already picked out a suitcase. As he turned and walked toward the cam, Hideo executed a number of freeze frames, enhancing and downloading each to the server in the basement.


	He was glad this was streaming video rather than a three- or five-second refresh. He might well have missed the opportunity for a close-up.


	The man was traveling as Eddie Cordero. Hideo would soon learn his true name.


	Then he switched to the exit cam, advanced it to 3:58, and waited for the man with the tube and the rolling suitcase. He appeared and walked over to the taxi area and waited in line for his turn. Hideo downloaded enhanced frames of the taxi’s license plates and the medallion number on its roof light.


	He leaned back and smiled. All he had to do was track down those plates and medallion number, pass a little cash, and he’d know where that particular cab had dropped off the passenger picked up that day shortly after four P.M. at JFK.


	He was beginning to understand why the chairman had chosen him: His computer skills made finding the man easy.


	As easy as brewing tea.
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	Dawn stroked against the jets in the endless lap pool in Mr. Osala’s private rooftop health club. She’d always liked swimming and now she could swim as long and as far as she wanted without ever having to make a turn. She’d read it was the best exercise of all, and knew it was toning her body.


	She’d hoped the repetitive activity would totally numb her brain, act like a physical meditation mantra, but just the opposite. It cleared her head of everything but what she needed a break from.


	Those posters.


	Her mind wouldn’t let go of what they meant: Jerry wasn’t the only one looking for her. She’d thought she was in a bad situation before, but now she knew it was worse. It had ruined her day out—everything had been super up till then. But at least now she knew what she was up against.


	She stopped swimming and stood panting in the warm flow from the jets.


	What to do?


	She was a virtual prisoner here, but if Jerry found her, she’d be a total prisoner until she gave birth. And that would be, what, like January? Like next year? She shuddered. No way.


	Here at least she had tons of comfort and Mr. Osala would cut her loose as soon as he’d tracked Jerry down and dealt with him.


	What did he plan to do with Jerry once he found him? He always said “deal with him.” But what did that mean?


	God help her, she hoped he meant totally kill him. After what Jerry had done to Mom, she wanted him dead—he deserved to be dead. God himself should strike him dead.


	A sob broke free.


	And this thing inside her… every day it got a day older. Right now she could think of it as a thing. But what if it got to the point where she could feel it kicking and turning inside her? When did that happen? It wouldn’t be a thing then. It would be a baby. Even with the total grossness of what it was and how it got there, she sensed she’d get to a point where she couldn’t kill it.


	So despite what Mr. Osala said about the thing being like an insurance policy, she totally had to get it out of her ASAP. Even if that meant running the risk of Jerry killing her if he caught her and found out.


	And she thought she might have a way. It would be tricky, but if it worked she might have her cake and eat it too, so to speak.
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	“You say Eddie Cordero is his AK? You know that for sure?” 


	Jack sat in an inside booth at the Highwater Diner, perched on the west side of the West Side Highway, practically in the Hudson. Reaching it was real-life Frogger, but worth the risk.


	Teddy “Bobblehead” Crenshaw slouched on the far side of the table, slurping iced coffee through a straw. Atop his pencil neck sat a size-eight skull that tended to wobble back and forth as he walked. Nobody called him Bobblehead to his face—he got testy about that. But no one referred to him as Teddy behind his back. When out of sight, he was Bobblehead all the way.


	A half-eaten BLT and a hundred-dollar bill sat between them on the Formica tabletop, the latter weighted down by a salt shaker. Teddy’s head was steady now as he sat and sipped and kept glancing at the Ben.


	“For sure,” Jack said. “What I don’t know is his real name and where to find him.” 


	Bobble seemed to think on this, then took a big bite of his sandwich and spoke around it. “The Man ain’t involved, right?” 


	Bits of bacon and mayo sprayed the tabletop and the c-note. Eating with this guy was like sitting front-row center at a Gallagher concert.


	“Not at all.” 


	“Because I already feel like a snitch as it is. Things’ve been kinda tight lately, y’know? But if fingering him is gonna bring real heat down on this guy…” 


	Jack wanted to shake him but knew he had to let Bobble run through his guilt trip.


	“I understand. Reason my guy came to me is because he doesn’t want the police involved. And there’s a good chance ‘Eddie’ might make something on the deal.” 


	“What if he doesn’t want to deal?” 


	Jack shrugged. “That’s his choice. I’ve been hired to get something he stole back into the hands of the previous owner. There’s an easy way, and there’s a hard way. I prefer the easy way, and so should your friend, ‘Eddie.’ Especially since my guy might be willing to pay a ransom. A little cooperation and it can be a win-win-win-win situation.” 


	Bobble frowned. “Huh?” 


	“You get money, ‘Eddie’ gets money, I get my fee, and the guy gets his property back. We all walk away happy.” 


	Bobblehead nodded. He seemed to like that spin.


	“And if he’s not who you’re looking for?” 


	Jack tapped the bill, right on Ben Franklin’s forehead. “Like I said: If I think your info’s in good faith, you get this to keep. If it’s the right guy, you get another.” 


	He sighed and stuffed the end of the BLT into his mouth before speaking. “All right. Here’s how it goes: When I heard you was looking for a second-story man going under Eddie Cordero, Hugh Gerrish popped into my head right away. He’s a major possibility.” 


	“Possibility? So this is a guess? You don’t know this guy uses that AK?” 


	Jack wasn’t looking for guesses. Guesses could send him chasing ghosts.


	“No. Don’t know for sure, but dig: Gerrish is a second-story man who loves the ponies, especially the thoroughbreds. Take two of the greatest jockeys in history, mash their names together, and you come up with Eddie Cordero.” 


	Jack leaned back, as much to avoid the Sledge-o-Matic effect from Bobblehead as to think. That was why the name had rung a bell. Jack had worked a racetrack scam in his younger days. Didn’t care for the sport, but anyone who knew anything about the ponies knew the names Eddie Arcaro and Angel Cordero.


	“Did he disappear for a while and come back with a tan?” 


	“No tan, but he disappears for a couple weeks and then he pops up again, and he’s buying rounds, saying what a sweet job he pulled.” 


	“No details?” 


	“He’s smarter’n that.” 


	Jack mulled this a bit. Definite possibilities here.


	“Okay, he sounds worth a shot. Where’s he live?” 


	He shrugged, setting his head to bobbling. “Don’t know him well enough for that. We both just tend to end up at the Fifth Quarter down on St. Mark’s. But you can find out easily enough.” 


	“Yeah?” 


	“He’s out at Belmont most every day during the season—’cept Mondays and Tuesdays when it’s dark. And since this is the season, all you gotta do is find him and follow him home.” 


	“Great. But I don’t know what he looks like.” 


	“He’s forty-something, real skinny, brown hair—dollars to donuts he dyes the gray—and…” 


	His voice trailed off as he saw Jack’s face. Must have reflected the disappointment and frustration he felt. Wasted time.


	“You know how many guys at the track look like that? Next you’ll tell me he wears a Yankees cap—” 


	“Naw-naw, he’s a Mets fan.” 


	“I need a Capone scar, I need an Aaron Neville mole. And if he hasn’t got anything like that, I need a photo.” 


	Jack slipped the Ben from beneath the salt shaker and began to slide it toward his side of the table.


	“Hey, wait.” 


	“Good story, Teddy. But no address? No picture? No deal.” 


	Bobble grabbed his wrist. “Wait! Wait! I ran into him last Saturday during the Fifth Quarter’s Preakness party, just a couple days after he showed up from his ‘sweet job.’ Bastard won big too.” 


	“So?” 


	“So Suzy the bartender was taking pictures with her phone when we were celebrating. I think she got one of me with Gerrish and some other guy. If we’re lucky, maybe she hasn’t erased them.” 


	Jack rose and shoved the hundred into his pocket.


	“Looks like we’re heading for the East Village.” 
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	It hadn’t taken Hideo long to single out Kenji as the smartest of the yakuza assigned to him. And although he seemed the oldest of the three, he could not be much past twenty-seven or twenty-eight.


	He was the only one to exhibit any signs of intellectual curiosity. His two fellow hoodlums, Goro and Ryo, seemed to have no interests beyond smoking, drinking, watching TV, and playing cards.


	Hideo didn’t understand the need for Kaze Group’s alliance with various yakuza groups. More powerful than all of them combined, it could crush them in a matter of days if it so wished. Yet it maintained ties. Why? Because it required a buffer between it and certain activities?


	He had noticed that once out of sight of his fellows, Kenji dropped his swagger and confrontational demeanor and became a sponge for any knowledge or information to be had.


	“What do we do now, Takita-san?” he said in English.


	Good for you, Hideo thought.


	Of the three, Kenji spoke the best English, and was obviously trying to hone whatever fluency he had.


	The taxi trail had led to a dead end. Hideo had gone to the cab company and paid off the dispatcher to let him check the fare records of the vehicle in question. Yes, it had picked up a passenger at Kennedy at shortly after four P.M. that day, but had dropped him off at Belmont raceway. Hideo doubted the mystery man lived at the racetrack, so he’d have to find another way.


	Sitting at his workstation, he called up one of the close-ups he’d culled from the surveillance tapes.


	“I’m going to run this through our latest facial recognition program, map the landmarks of his features, and create a mathematical faceprint.” 


	As he started the programs, a series of dots of varying colors began to appear on the face, connected by multicolored lines. Then numbers popped up as calculations were completed.


	Kenji pointed to the screen. “You can no longer see his face.” 


	But Hideo’s gaze was drawn from the screen to Kenji’s hand. The tip of his left little finger was missing, cut off at the first joint. Hideo knew what this meant: yubitsume. Kenji must have made a mistake somewhere along the line and, by way of apology for his wrongdoing, cut off the tip and sent it to his kumicho, begging forgiveness.


	Apparently he was forgiven, or he wouldn’t be here. Hideo hadn’t noticed it during the trip because he’d worn a fake fingertip to divert suspicion. Traveling yakuza often became targets of increased scrutiny.


	Kenji’s cuff had slipped back, revealing the lower end of an intricately patterned sleeve tattoo. Hideo had never seen these yakuza unclothed, but he would bet Kenji and Goro and Ryo were covered with them, head to toe. Yakuza tradition demanded it.


	“Takita-san?” 


	Hideo snapped his attention back to the screen. What had Kenji said? Oh, about not seeing the face.


	“Yes, but the computer will use that numeric formula to create a template to which it will match other faces.” 


	“But where—?” 


	“One Police Plaza will be our first stop.” 


	According to information on the flash drive, the sword had been stolen from the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum over fifty years ago.


	“We can go to the police?” 


	“Not physically, but we can visit without leaving these seats. The man we are looking for was transporting a stolen object. He may not know the history of its original theft, but I believe he knows that what he carries was not legally obtained. That makes him a criminal. And most criminals at one time or another are arrested. And when they are arrested, they are photographed. And those photographs are stored…” 


	He paused to allow Kenji to finish for him.


	“In their computer, of course.” He smiled and nodded. “You very smart man.” 


	The recognition program beeped, signaling it had finished.


	“No, the very smart man here is the one who designed the software. I simply use the tools he has provided me.” 


	Hideo didn’t bother going into how the algorithms and templates would work in sequence through Police Plaza’s database.


	He entered the database—Kaze kept easy-open access to most of the city’s major databases, mostly for tracking markets for advance warning on economic and currency trends. He set up the templates and let them loose.


	“How long?” Kenji said.


	“This could take very long. Why don’t you check on Goro and Ryo and get some rest. I want to be able to move quickly should we get any hits.” 


	Kenji gave a quick bow, and left. Hideo watched him go, thinking how that kid could go places—if he lived long enough.


	When he was alone again, he popped another photo onto the screen: the ronin. It was only a three-quarter shot but often that was enough. He’d made positive IDs with less.


	He started the recognition program and watched as dots and lines and numbers blotted out the stranger’s face. Yoshio’s notes had said he suspected the man he had dubbed “ronin” of being some sort of mercenary hired by Ronald Clayton’s daughter for protection. If that was the case, then he too might have run afoul of the New York City authorities—weapons possession, perhaps. And if so, then his photo would be in the database as well.


	He stared at the jumble of colors and numbers.


	I will find you, ronin. And when I do I will ask you questions. And you will answer. Kenji, Goro, and Ryo will see to that.
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	Dawn paced the penthouse’s great room.


	“I neeeeeed to go shopping again, Henry. Come on!” 


	Instead of easing her restlessness, her brief taste of freedom yesterday had left her totally wanting more. Despite the size of Mr. Osala’s place, it seemed smaller than ever.


	Henry shook his head. “I’m afraid I dare not, miss. It was a terrible risk allowing you out yesterday without the Master’s permission. I don’t wish to push my luck.” 


	“Well, then, get his permission. Or better yet, let me talk to him. I’ll get him to come around.” 


	Fat chance of that. Mr. Osala didn’t strike her as the type she could move with a crying jag. But she’d give it the good old college try.


	“As I told you, he is not always accessible.” 


	“But you know where he is, right?” 


	“I know he’s in North Carolina, but that isn’t exactly pinpointing his location.” 


	“I thought you said he was out hunting Jerry.” 


	“I’m sure he has other concerns besides you. He called earlier to ask how you were faring and happened to mention that he was heading for North Carolina.” 


	“What’s he doing there?” 


	“He does not offer details of his activities and I do not ask. All he told me was he is doing research and ‘setting the stage’ for an extended project beginning in September.” 


	“You must have an emergency number you can call.” 


	He nodded. “I do. But the operative term there is emergency. A shopping trip hardly qualifies as an emergency.” 


	“It does to me! Totally!” 


	He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t risk it again.” 


	Dawn fumed as she watched him turn and walk away. She so wanted to kill him right now. But she wasn’t through yet. She’d find a way to get him to take her out again.


	And this time she wouldn’t come back.
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	“I have found the perfect shoten, sensei,” Tadasu said.


	Shiro Kobayashi knew that was not quite accurate. Shiro had found him. But he didn’t begrudge Tadasu the credit. He had been the leader, and if they had failed, the shame would have fallen on him.


	Besides, for years Tadasu had instructed him in the use of the tanto, the katana, the bo, and nunchaku. He had been stern but seemed to care only that Shiro learned well. And Shiro had. He was now almost as good as Tadasu.


	Akechi-sensei nodded from where he stood by the classroom window, staring out at the day.


	“Is he, as I instructed, in a weakened state?” 


	“Yes, sensei. We have him locked in an empty storeroom. Do you wish to see?” 


	Akechi-sensei turned and faced them. Only his eyes were visible through his silk mask, which puffed slightly as he spoke.


	“I do indeed wish to see this fortunate soul who shall be privileged to serve the Hidden Face.” 


	The Hidden Face… seeing it was the focus, the ultimate goal of every member of the Kakureta Kao. Yet to achieve that goal, one had to pass through the Inner Circles of the Order. That took dedication, resolve, will… and sacrifice. Eventually, the ultimate sacrifice for the ultimate reward.


	Shiro greatly admired his teacher, and would sacrifice his life for the Order. But he was not so sure—at least not as sure as he had been in his younger days—that he wished to progress beyond the Fourth Circle. Because that was when the surgeries began: the flaps, the castration, losing limbs and senses one by one until…


	Until all contact with the world except the air in the lungs was severed. Only then could one see the Hidden Face and, joining it in death, know everything.


	Shiro yearned to see the Hidden Face at death, but was more than willing to wait before joining it in the Eternal Void. He had just recently passed his twenty-second birthday and was hoping to ascend from acolyte to temple guard.


	If so, he intended to spend many years in loyal service at that post. Perhaps in his later years—much later years—he would ascend to the Inner Circles, but for now he wished to preserve all his senses and body parts.


	He and Tadasu led their teacher to the storeroom. Along the way they passed one of Shiro’s fellow acolytes wheeling a wooden cart holding a masked monk in a blue robe. He had no legs and no eyes. Shiro knew him as the Seer.


	When they reached the storeroom, Shiro opened the door and the odor slapped him in the face. The man sprawled on the floor smelled as if he had not bathed since the Tokugawa Shogunate. They had brought him here from his cardboard house under a Brooklyn overpass. Although he had traveled in the trunk of one of the Order’s cars, his presence had fouled the air of the passenger area. They had been forced to drive with the windows open.


	The man was a bearded Caucasian of indeterminate age, but he was quite content where he was. Shiro and Tadasu had provided him with a large bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He had already consumed half of it.


	He studied Akechi-sensei with bleary eyes, then grinned, showing rotted teeth.


	“Is it Halloween already? I dig the mask.” He lifted the bottle in a mock toast. “Trick or treat!” 


	“We have done well, sensei?” 


	At least he said “we” this time.


	Akechi-sensei nodded as Shiro gratefully closed the door. “He will make a good trial shoten. We want a small Kuroikaze for our test. He will not survive the strain for long.” 


	The Kuroikaze… the Black Wind. Shiro had heard of it since childhood when his father had handed him over to the monks of the Kakureta Kao. But no one alive had actually seen one, so it remained a formless legend. A legend he knew by heart.


	In the sixteenth century, the shoguns imprisoned the Emperor in Kyoto while they ruled as they wished. After Nobunaga took control he began killing off all who supported the Emperor. He made a special target of the Order, which had been agitating for restoration of the Imperial Line. According to legend, Susanoo, the Sword God, the direct ancestor of the Emperor, created the Kakureta Kao in the time of Jimmu, the first Emperor, and charged it with the mission of protecting the Son of Heaven, and preserving His power in the world.


	Nobunaga’s armies marched throughout Honshu, razing each of the Order’s monasteries after slaughtering all the monks. Finally, only the oldest, largest, and best fortified monastery—in Nanao on Honshu’s west coast—remained. Under siege, the remnants of the Kakureta Kao delved into the cache of ancient lore that was their legacy from the God of Swords, and found a means to defend themselves.


	As the shogun’s armies neared the gates of the monastery, a darkness descended and a mystical wind rose up around the temple. Some called it The-Wind-That-Bends-Not-the-Trees, some said it was another Kamikaze, or “Divine Wind” like the one that sank Kubla Khan’s invading fleet at the end of the thirteenth century. But those in the Order knew it as the Kuroikaze—the “Black Wind.” The legends didn’t say exactly what happened, but when the Kuroikaze was done, half of the shogunate’s army lay dead on the field, with the rest in retreat.


	Nobunaga left the Kakureta Kao alone after that.


	But the Order never fully recovered. It consolidated into a single temple in Tokyo not far from the Imperial Palace. During the Second World War it once again used the Black Wind against the Emperor’s enemies, and might have changed the course of the war had it not made the fatal error of relocating to Hiroshima.


	“Tomorrow night we shall test the ekisu. I have found the perfect place, right here on this island, almost within sight of our ultimate target.” 


	Shiro asked, “Why New York City, sensei? Why not Washington?” 


	Recently he had explored the city in search of the compounds necessary for the ekisu. During his travels he had become enamored of Manhattan—so full of life and motion. He felt energized whenever he set foot there.


	“Washington may be the seat of the American government, but New York City is its engine. It is the heart that pumps economic life throughout the rest of the country, and even into the rest of the world. Kill New York City and not only do we drive this foul nation to its economic knees, but we deal a death blow to its spirit.” 


	Shiro was not so sure about that, but who was he to doubt his sensei?


	Tadasu said, “Pardon, sensei, but will we truly be able to level Manhattan using such a miserable excuse for a human being as a shoten?” 


	Shiro saw the skin around Akechi-sensei’s eyes crinkle behind his mask holes, a sign he’d come to recognize as a smile. “We once thought the ekisu effective only when used with a child. We have since learned that any living human, no matter how miserable, can serve as a shoten. And as for Manhattan, we shall not level it. The Kuroikaze will do much worse. Tomorrow night you shall see.” 
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	From outside, the Fifth Quarter looked pretty much like every other Irish pub Jack had seen. Inside, two steps down from street level, it looked pretty much like every other sports bar he’d seen: oval bar in the center, a ring of wide-screen TVs above it, high pub tables and stools near the bar, regular tables and chairs farther out, booths along the walls. And more TV screens in every corner.


	Each and every screen was running the Mets game—they were leading the Phillies four-zip. Jack had been a Phillies fan as a kid. Now it was Go Mets.


	“There she is,” Bobblehead said, pointing toward the twenty-something teased blonde behind the bar. “Thank God it’s her shift.” 


	He hurried ahead of Jack, demonstrating—in case anyone might have forgotten—the origin of his street name.


	By the time Jack reached the bar, Suzy had her phone out and was doing a two-thumb tap dance on the keypad.


	“I kept somma them,” she said in a thick Nassau County accent. “Most was so blurry I ditched them right off.” 


	Bobble glanced ceilingward with a please-please-please look.


	“Hope you kept some of me,” he said, turning back to Suzy. “My mother wants to see a recent picture, and I think the best kind to send her is one of me having fun with my friends. Hey, y’got one of me and Hughie? He was in rare form Saturday.” 


	Suzy grinned. “Should’ve been. He picked the winner.” More button pressing. “Let’s see here. Hey, here’s you and Artie.” 


	“Nah. Where’s the one with me and Hughie?” 


	“Here’s you with Joey from Ohio.” 


	“You must be one photogenic guy,” Jack said. “Everyone wants a picture with you.” 


	“Yeah, I’m a photo ho. Look, Suze—” 


	“Here’s the last one of you—with Laurie this time.” 


	Bobble glanced at it with a disappointed expression, started to look away, then grabbed the phone for a closer look.


	“Hey!” Suzy said.


	He handed it back. “Sorry. Any way I can get a copy of that?” 


	“I can send it to your cell phone.” 


	“Ain’t got a cell phone.” 


	She looked at him as if a third eye had just appeared in his forehead. “You’re kidding, right?” 


	“Wish I were.” He turned to Jack. “You?” 


	“Yeah, but you sure you want a picture of you and this Laurie?” 


	“Oh, yeah.” He lowered his voice. “And so do you.” 


	“Great,” Suzy said. “I’ll zap it to you now.” 


	Jack pulled out one of his trusty old TracFones. “Never done that. How’s it work?” 


	Suzy launched into a wire-head word salad about texting and attaching the photo file to a text message, then sending the message to Jack’s phone, blah-blah-blah. It left him feeling like he was standing on a platform watching the technology train pull out of the station.


	He held up his phone. “All I do with this is make calls.” 


	She took it, looked it over, grimaced as if she’d just picked up a handful of spoiled meat, then quickly handed it back.


	“That’s about all you can do with that dinosaur. You need an emergency upgrade.” To Bobble: “I’ll have to e-mail it to your computer instead.” She stopped. “You do have a computer, don’t you?” 


	Bobble shook his head and turned to Jack again. “You?” 


	“Yeah. Send it to: r-p-r-m-n-j-c-k at yahoo.” 


	Suzy gave a wry smile as she tapped it into her phone. “Not only a computer but an e-mail address too. Wow. I’ll upload it to the photo site and forward it to you later.” Her tone made it sound as if she’d been asked to use a rotary phone.


	Bet I can whip your butt in DNA Wars.


	“You can’t do it now?” Bobble said.


	“Need to get to a computer for that.” 


	Jack nudged Bobble. “I’ll print it out so you can send it to your mother.” 


	
Actually, he’d have to have Russ print it out since Jack had never bothered to buy a printer. What for?


	“Or if you want, I can send it straight to your mom.” 


	“Thanks but she, um, doesn’t have a computer either.” 


	Suzy rolled her eyes. “Where’s she live?” 


	“Um, Toronto.” 


	Jack could tell he’d pulled that one out of the air.


	She laughed. “Toronto! I’ve been there! I love Toronto! It’s like another country.” 


	A few heartbeats of silence, then Bobble said, “Oooooookay. We’ll be going now, Suze. Don’t forget to send that picture to my man, here.” 


	“Right. See you here for the Belmont party? Or are you going out to the track?” 


	“I’m here, Suze.” 


	She gave him a thumbs-up.


	“Wow,” Bobble said as they hit the street. “Another country? She knows all that techie stuff but doesn’t know Toronto’s in Michigan? I mean, people are so stupid these days.” 


	Jack let it go.


	“So why do we want a photo of you and this gal Laurie?” 


	Bobble grinned. “Because guess who’s in the background, staring straight at the camera?” 


	“Our man Hughie?” 


	“None other.” 


	Things were looking up.


	“Neat,” Jack said. “Old Hughie got Zaprudered.” 


	Bobble said, “Zapwha?” 


	“Never mind.” 
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	Hideo knocked on the door a third time. It needed painting. In fact, the whole apartment building needed a makeover. He shook off the thought. His need for orderliness sometimes distracted him from the matter at hand.


	And what mattered here was getting past this door.


	He heard movement on the other side. The three yakuza flanked the doorframe, out of range of the peephole. Though dressed in suits and ties, they looked anything but respectable. Yakuza… the word meant “good for nothing,” and that quality shone through. Each might as well have had another tattoo on the forehead announcing “hoodlum.” 


	But Hideo had no idea what he’d run into on the far side of the door, and so was glad to have them along.


	The facial recognition software had done its job half well. In the NYPD database it had found mug shots of a brown-haired man named Hugh Gerrish, arrested for breaking and entering two years ago. They matched perfectly the face on the security cam. Gerrish had pleaded out to an illegal-trespass charge and been given probation with no jail time. The file listed this apartment in Brooklyn’s Greenpoint area as his address.


	The software had not, however, found the ronin. Rather, it had found too many of them. One hundred twenty-seven hits, each of them resembling the ronin. Either his features were very common, or the only existing photo was not detailed enough for an accurate search. Perhaps both. Hideo would have to work on a way to narrow the selection.


	“I’m coming, I’m coming,” said an old woman’s voice from within. Her accent was Spanish. A few seconds later the peephole darkened and he heard: “Who are you?” 


	Gerrish’s mother, perhaps? Hideo was prepared for this.


	“Police, ma’am,” he said, holding a gold NYPD detective’s badge up to the peephole. “We need to speak to you about your son.” 


	“Madre de Dios!” 


	A chain rattled, the knob turned, and the door opened. A wizened, gray-haired old woman in a stained housedress looked up at him with frightened eyes.


	“Mi Julio! What has happened?” 


	Hideo had a sudden bad feeling about this. Hugh Gerrish hadn’t looked the least bit Hispanic. He pushed open the door and motioned the yakuza inside. The old woman backed up a step and opened her mouth to scream but Hideo pressed a finger firmly against her lips.


	“Silence, please. We mean you no harm.” When she took a breath as if to scream anyway, he held up his other hand in a stop sign. “Please.” 


	She stayed silent.


	Beyond, in the tiny apartment, Hideo heard a cacophony of doors and drawers opening and closing. It lasted less than a minute, and then Kenji was beside him.


	“Empty, Takita-san,” he said in Japanese. “And no katana.” 


	“How many bedrooms?” 


	“One.” 


	Hideo nodded as a sinking feeling dragged on his gut.


	“The closets—any men’s clothes?” 


	He shook his head. “Only woman’s. And not much of that.” 


	Goro and Ryo appeared, the latter holding up a framed photograph. Hideo took it and saw the old woman with her cheek pressed against that of a dark-haired, dark-skinned young man who looked nothing like Hugh Gerrish. He showed it to her.


	“Who is this?” 


	She snatched it from him. “Mi Julio.” Tears rimmed her eyes. “What has happened to him?” 


	“Nothing. He is fine. We have made a mistake.” 


	“Mistake?” she said, her tone and expression growing indignant. “You break into my home and frighten—” 


	“How long have you lived here?” 


	“Since September.” 


	Eight months. Gerrish must have moved out last summer. Hideo suppressed a curse and masked his frustration as he pulled a wad of bills from his pocket.


	“We have disturbed you and wasted five minutes of your time.” He peeled off five hundred-dollar bills and pressed them into her hands. “I trust this will help you forgive us.” 


	She gazed at the bills as if he’d given her a fortune. Perhaps to her it was. To him it was merely an expense he would charge to Kaze.


	What had seemed so straightforward and easy yesterday was proving digressive and difficult. He had run into obstacles, but none he could not surmount.


	As Americans liked to say: Back to the drawing board.
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	Shouldn’t be too hard to spot, Jack thought, studying the face in the photo as he walked west along East 96th Street.


	He’d just left Russ Tuit, his go-to guy for all things computer. Russ had downloaded the photo, cropped out Bobblehead and the inebriated-looking Laurie, sharpened and enlarged the guy behind them, and printed it out. Still kind of blurry, but serviceable.


	Hugh Gerrish had a round, florid face topped by wavy brown hair that scooped down into a sharp widow’s peak. The outstanding feature was a big diamond stud stuck in his left earlobe. Jack wished he had more of a view of his body to help spot him from a distance, but this would work.


	He’d checked the post time at Belmont: first race one o’clock except Fridays when it moved to three P.M. The track was closed today so he’d have to wait till tomorrow.


	“Jack?” 


	A woman’s voice. He looked around and saw a slim blonde in her mid-twenties, looking much younger because of her pigtails and her getup. She wore a white oxford shirt with a loose, askew tie, a plaid pleated miniskirt, white knee socks, and high-heel Mary Janes. Only a few of the shirt buttons were fastened, exposing her diamond-studded navel.


	Jack stared, dumbfounded. “Do I—?” 


	She smiled and batted her heavily mascaraed, blue-shadowed eyes. “It’s me. Junie. Junie Moon. We met—” 


	“Right-right. Gia’s friend. How are you?” 


	They’d met last summer when Junie had been a guest at a Brooklyn party celebrating a big sale of one of her paintings. But she hadn’t looked like jailbait then.


	“Fine. Things have cooled down a little, but still better than I’d ever dreamed.” 


	Nathan Lane had bought one of her paintings and publicly raved about it and suddenly her canvases were going for twenty K apiece. Jack had never seen any of her work but Gia said she was good.


	“You’re looking… different.” 


	“Like it?” She struck a pose. “Marketing. All marketing.” She stepped closer. “I saw Gia last week.” 


	“You did?” 


	“She didn’t tell you?” 


	“No.” 


	Jack wondered why not.


	“Must’ve forgot. I finally got the nerve to stop by. I’m such a slut of a friend. I mean, here she’s been like my big sister for years, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop by after the accident. I just couldn’t stand seeing her hurt.” 


	“She’s pretty much back to normal now.” 


	Junie shook her head. “Not really.” 


	Jack felt a sinking sensation. “What do you mean?” 


	“Her art, my brotha. Her paintings. They’re…” 


	“She showed you?” 


	“Well, ya-ah. We’re both artists, you know. Why wouldn’t she?” 


	It stung knowing Gia would share them with someone else but not him. Maybe the artist connection explained it, but still…


	“I haven’t seen them.” 


	“Oh, shit. You two aren’t on the outs, are you? Because if you’ve hurt her—” 


	“Never in a million years. She just doesn’t want me to see them.” 


	“Yeah, well, maybe I can see why.” 


	“Want to give me a hint?” 


	“They’re not her.” 


	“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


	“They’re not like anything she’s ever painted. They’re… dark. You know how Gia’s stuff has always been sunny, with all that Hopperesque bright light and shadow. Now it’s mostly shadow. I think that accident changed her, Jack. I mean, you talk to her, she seems the same, but those paintings…” She looked uncomfortable. “They aren’t from the Gia I knew.” 


	They chatted awhile longer, with Junie monologuing and Jack monosyllabling, barely hearing what she said.


	Those paintings… he had to get a look at Gia’s paintings.
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	“Glenn! Glenn!” 


	Glaeken stood at the living room window, watching the stretched shadow of his building inch across Central Park’s Sheep Meadow.


	Glenn… he was glad Magda had forgotten his real name. Wouldn’t do to have her calling “Glaeken!” a thousand times a day. Glenn, Glaeken, Veilleur, and all the other names he’d adopted down through the ages. Sometimes he lost track of who he was supposed to be.


	Used to be he could always return to “Glaeken,” but no longer. In his mind these days he’d become simply Veilleur.


	“Coming, my dear.” 


	The voice had come from the kitchen, as were sounds of rattling cookware now. He headed that way and found Magda standing by the granite-topped island, staring at the open cabinets in confusion.


	Her white hair was neatly combed, thanks to the visiting homemaker who had just left. Her weight loss over the past few years or so accentuated the stoop of her shoulders. She wore a sweater as usual, because she was always cold.


	“My kitchen!” she cried, her Hungarian accent thicker than before the decline had begun. “Glenn, what’s happened to my kitchen?” 


	“Nothing, Magda. It’s just as it always is.” 


	A vision of a younger Magda took shape before him. Soft, smooth skin; long, chestnut hair; dark, gleaming eyes so full of wit and intelligence. That Magda was gone, but his love for her remained. He heard echoes of her voice as she sang, of her mandolin as she played, the sight of her bent over her typewriter as she wrote.


	Another vision… Magda facing down the greatest evil… defying everything Rasalom could throw at her… terrified, horrified, repulsed, yet holding out, blocking his way until Glaeken could gather strength enough to take her place.


	The memory of her courage and her unyielding trust that he would not let her down constricted his throat—now as much as then.


	But two years ago her memory began to fail. She noticed it first. Then he noticed her making notes about the simplest things. He knew what it meant. And it crushed him.


	The one woman across his eons with whom he could grow old was failing, becoming less and less the woman he’d fallen in love with. He refused to allow the splendid life they’d lived, the glowing love they’d shared to be tainted by her decline. He would never leave her, never give up on her. He would be with her until the end.


	And perhaps that end was not too far off.


	For both of them.


	For everyone.


	“But how can I cook dinner?” 


	He stepped to her side. “We’ve already had dinner.” 


	She looked at him. “No! We couldn’t. I’m still hungry.” 


	“We had lamb chops, roasted red potatoes, and string beans. You cleaned your plate.” 


	“No, I—” 


	“I cut your meat for you, remember?” 


	She closed her eyes and took a deep, shuddering breath. They were moist when she opened them.


	“I do remember.” She squeezed his forearm. “Oh, Glenn, I’m making it so hard on you.” 


	He patted her hand. “Not at all, my love.” 


	“But why am I still hungry?” 


	“Perhaps you didn’t eat enough.” 


	Her eating habits had become bizarre. She would be famished after a big meal, and then go most of the following day without eating anything—needing to be talked into sitting down for dinner.


	“How about some ice cream? We have chocolate, your favorite.” 


	She shook her head. “I need something more… more…” She frowned, searching for the word.


	“Substantial?” 


	“Yes!” She brightened. “I’ll have Miranda fix me some scrambled eggs.” 


	Miranda had been their housekeeper six years ago.


	“Miranda’s not here, but I’ll fix them.” 


	She clapped her hands like a delighted child. “Wonderful! And you’ll fix them the way I like them?” 


	He nodded. “With grated asiago. Of course.” 


	He pulled out a frying pan and began melting a pat of butter. He’d cooked countless meals down the seemingly endless years and had become skilled at it.


	He knew if Magda followed her usual pattern, her appetite would be gone by the time the eggs were ready. And then he’d eat them. He’d have to. He’d been hungry too many times, sagging against death’s door more than once from starvation, ever to throw away food.


	But that was all right. He made excellent scrambled eggs.
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	What the—?


	It had happened again.


	Jack sat at his round oak table and stared at the page he’d bookmarked in the Compendium of Srem. Nobody knew the book’s age. He’d heard it was from the First Age, but no one could prove that, and the people with the credentials to do some sort of backgrounding on it believed it was a myth. After all, only one copy existed, and Jack had it. He’d been told it was indestructible, that Grand Inquisitor Torquemada had tried everything—fire, sword, ax, and anything else he could think of—but had been unable to destroy it. Finally he’d given up and buried it beneath a monastery. But it hadn’t stayed buried.


	All very odd, but the oddest thing about the Compendium was that everyone who opened it found it written in his or her native tongue.


	Jack had bookmarked the section on the Seven Infernals the other day and decided tonight would be a good time to check out a weird-looking contraption he’d seen there that looked oddly familiar… displayed in a sideshow, long ago. But now, when he opened to the page, he found himself in another section.


	Impossible that someone could have moved the bookmark, because he was the only one in the apartment, the only one for weeks.


	He started paging through, looking for the Infernals again, but could find no trace of them. Instead he found pages he’d never seen before. He’d read a lot of the book—understanding little—and had flipped through it a number of times, but now he was finding whole sections he’d never even glimpsed before.


	This wasn’t the first time. What was this thing? Could it be sentient?


	He slapped the book closed and pushed it to the center of the table. Damn thing was heavy.


	He leaned back and tried to let his mind go blank, but an aching need popped Gia into his head. He saw her… he heard her… the sounds she made when they were in bed. She wasn’t a wailer, not a screamer, not an oh-godder… just soft little moans, almost like whimpers, from way back in her throat. He felt her nails raking his back when he was in her, heard the rasp of those nails as they raked the sheets when he was down on her.


	He had to go back. He couldn’t stay away any longer.


	WEDNESDAY
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	Usually Gia avoided mention of Emma and rarely visited her at St. Ann’s. But every once in a while she felt the need to stand over her daughter’s grave and speak a few words to her.


	Jack understood that—all too well. What he’d never understood was why she had insisted on this particular cemetery. St. Ann’s was in Bayside, way out in the far eastern hinterlands of Queens. Practically in Nassau County. The reasons had been cryptic: Because Emma had communicated during Gia’s coma that she wanted a view of the water… and wanted to be here to comfort someone. Who that someone might be, Gia couldn’t say, because Emma had never told her.


	And now Gia had forgotten the dreams and that she’d ever said those things. The memories were gone but Emma would remain at St. Ann’s till whenever.


	Other memories… of the burial… crashed around him. The snow-covered grass, the hard-frozen ground, the cutting wind, the tiny white coffin…


	And no Gia. Although she and Vicky were recovering from their comas and injuries at what every doctor and nurse in New York Hospital had called “a miraculous pace,” they remained in the trauma unit. Emma needed burial but no way could they venture out of intensive care. Which left all the funeral arrangements to Jack.


	Looking back now he recalled little of his meeting with the undertaker, or arranging the burial plot out here in Bayside. He’d been too numb. He vaguely remembered Abe, Julio, Alicia Clayton, Lyle Kenton, and a few others at the graveside. Father Edward Halloran had somehow heard about Emma and showed up, insisting on saying a few words over the grave.


	And so whenever Gia wanted to visit, Jack would take her. Because he needed a visit now and again too, and didn’t like the idea of her alone in a cemetery.


	He’d been planning to call her this morning when the phone rang and there she was, asking if he’d drive her.


	Perfect.


	She sat on the ground now, running her hand through the new grass over Emma’s grave. Her lips were moving in silence. Jack wondered what she was saying to her unborn child, the daughter she’d known only from within her.


	To give her some space, he wandered off across the grass with no particular destination. St. Ann’s Cemetery was small and old, crowded with headstones dating back a hundred years or more. As he wound among them, reading the inscriptions, he heard a male voice cursing in Spanish. He’d never studied Spanish, but a few years working for a local landscaper had taught him how to curse and swear in the language.


	He headed in that direction and found a gardener kicking at the dirt of a bare patch near the high stone wall. When the man realized he had an audience, he stopped and flashed Jack a sheepish, gold-flecked grin.


	“Excuse my words, señor.” He gestured at the headstones. “Especially here among the dead.” 


	Jack shrugged. “I haven’t heard any complaints. What were you kicking there?” 


	“This ground… nothing will grow on it. I mix in the finest topsoil, I seed it, I water it, yet no grass will grow. I put sod down, it dies. I become very angry.” 


	“I saw that. Ever think of trying some ground cover?” 


	“I have planted periwinkle, pachysandra, and ivy. They all die. I think the soil is poisoned, so I dig down six inches, bring in new earth. Still the same. Nothing will live here. Not plants, not even ants. Nothing.” 


	Jack stared down at the four-foot oblong patch of bare ground. It looked like normal topsoil. The grass around it was in beautiful shape. Just this one patch…


	He spotted a beetle scurrying through the grass toward the bald spot. He watched it veer left just before it reached it. The bug walked around to the far side of the patch, then continued on its way.


	A chill ran over Jack’s skin. What the hell was wrong with that patch of ground that even bugs wouldn’t cross it? Had something been spilled there? Or more unsettling, was something buried there?


	“I’ve got your solution,” Jack said. “Astroturf.” 


	The gardener shook his head. “No. I shall win. This dirt will not beat me.” 


	Jack waved and headed back toward Gia and Emma. “Good luck.” 


	He found Gia waiting for him on a rise.


	“Ready?” 


	She took a deep shuddering breath and nodded. “Why?” 


	“Why what?” 


	“Why do I have to come here to be with her? Why isn’t she with me? Why did this have to happen?” 


	“I wish I could tell you, Gia.” 


	And that was true to the extent that Jack found himself unable to speak the words that would answer her question.


	He still hadn’t found the right time to tell her the truth. Maybe he’d never find the right time to say, Because of me, because of your importance to me, because some cosmic something beyond knowing thought it could better use me if you and Vicky and Emma weren’t around.


	As he took her hand and they started back toward the car, he remembered how Gia had said the dream-Emma wanted to be here at St. Ann’s “to comfort someone.” 


	He looked back at the gardener raking up the soil of the bare spot.


	Could it be…?


	Nah.


	“I want to come home with you, Gi. Vicky’s at school so I was hoping maybe we could…” 


	“Talk?” 


	“Yes. Talk. And do other stuff.” 


	“Other stuff?” 


	“Other stuff.” 


	“I am in need of other stuff, Jack. Especially after being here. I need to lose myself for a little while.” 


	“Me too.” 


	She smiled that smile. “Goody.” 
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	Hideo had wanted to search further through the police database last night but the need for sleep and the time zone change had caught up with him. He’d awakened late this morning fully refreshed and ready for the next step.


	His target was anyone connected with Hugh Gerrish. First was to search for a list of “known associates,” but he could find no such list. Perhaps because Gerrish had never been a fugitive. He had served no jail time, so there was no cellmate Hideo could look up.


	He went back to the crime itself and found the arrest record. His spirits lifted as he read through it: Gerrish had not been alone on the break and enter. He’d been captured along with a man named Alonzo Cooter.


	Hideo searched the database for that name and found the mug shot. A beefy, surly black face stared back at him. Not a cooperative face. The belligerence in his eyes said he was not a man who would frighten easily.


	But that was what the yakuza were for.


	He called for Kenji, then hit the print button. While he was waiting, Hideo found Cooter’s last known address—he hoped it was good—and printed that screen too. Then he scanned through Kaze Group’s properties in the five boroughs. Cooter lived in the South Bronx. Kaze owned a boarded-up building awaiting demolition near Yankee Stadium. Cooter lived less than a mile away.


	“Takita-san,” Kenji said with a quick bow upon arrival.


	Hideo wrote the building’s address on one of the printouts, then handed him the sheets.


	“Find this man. Bring him to this address. Then call me.” 


	Another quick bow and Kenji was gone.


	Hideo nodded. Complications had been encountered and overcome. Soon he would be talking to Hugh Gerrish.


	Now… if only he could find the ronin.


	He called up the mystery man’s photo and stared at it, trying to devise a way to track him down.


	And he would. Hideo was sure of it.
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	“As nice as that was, it’s not an explanation.” 


	Gia lay to his left on the bed, head on hand, propped on an elbow, gazing at him as she trailed fingers through his chest hair.


	Jack laughed. “Nice? Nice? It was fantastic. At least for me.” 


	He wasn’t kidding. He loved pleasuring her with his fingertips, his lips, his tongue, and she’d experienced a couple of little deaths along the way, but after they’d fitted themselves together, Gia had taken over with an uncharacteristic hunger that left him feeling as if he’d been dissected organ by organ and then reassembled.


	She smiled. “Okay, it was fantastic for me too.” 


	“What did you do to me?” 


	“I’m not sure. It’s kind of fuzzy now.” 


	“Whatever it was, I think I’m going to need a walker to get out of here.” 


	“Sorry. No walkers around. Only Nellie’s old cane.” 


	“I’ll take it.” 


	He closed his eyes relishing the touch of her fingers on his chest. He felt wiped out.


	“Well?” 


	He looked at her and saw her expectant expression. No way out of this. He’d have to tell her something, and it had to be the truth. He wasn’t going to start lying to her.


	He glanced at the clock. He wanted to get to Belmont noonish. Still plenty of time, so he couldn’t use that as an excuse.


	He raised a finger and began tracing concentric circles on her left breast, languidly gyring toward the nipple.


	“A rosy-tipped breast, as the novels like to say.” 


	She pushed his hand away. “That tickles. And if you’re trying to distract me, it might work, so stop it and tell what’s been going on.” 


	Jack sighed. Where to begin?


	“Last month I learned that I have big chunks of bad DNA floating around my chromosomes.” He didn’t mention that she and Vicky carried a little of it too. That everyone did to varying degrees.


	She frowned. ” ‘Bad’? What’s wrong with it?” 


	“It’s not normal. It gives people… violent tendencies.” 


	There. He’d laid it on the table.


	Gia’s expression remained neutral, registering neither shock nor fear nor revulsion.


	“Oh.” 


	“And I’ve got a lot of it.” 


	“Oh.” 


	After a silence that seemed to last forever she took a breath. “Well, I guess that explains some things—at least it’s a hint as to why you’re good at what you do—but it doesn’t explain your gentleness around here. You’re a pussycat with Vicky.” 


	“She owns me.” 


	“And you’ve never once raised your voice against me, let alone your hand, so why have you—?” 


	“It feels like a ticking bomb.” 


	“You can feel it?” 


	“No, but just knowing it’s there, inside me…” At a loss for words, he shrugged. “I don’t know.” 


	“But I think I do. You’re afraid it will hurt us?” 


	“No. I seem to be able to control it—most times. I have no doubt that you’re safe. But anyone who threatens that safety…” He thought of all the dead yeniçeri back in January. “They’re on the endangered species list.” 


	Her brow furrowed. “Then what? You can’t infect us with it.” 


	“No, but I just injected you with some.” 


	She looked puzzled for a few heartbeats, then, “Oh.” Her eyes widened. “Oh. Emma.” 


	“Yeah. Emma.” 


	“You think she inherited some of this bad DNA?” 


	“How could she not? She was half me.” 


	Another long silence, then, “Well, it’s kind of scary, but it’s moot, isn’t it. Emma’s gone and I don’t want to—I can’t go through that again. I’d get my tubes tied if it mattered.” 


	“Why doesn’t it matter? Because of those coma dreams?” 


	She nodded.


	She’d come out of the coma this way, sure that the future was short—very short. Veilleur had mentioned something along those lines, and someone he knew who said he could see the future had told him next spring ended in darkness.


	When Gia had been on death’s threshold, had she peeked through and seen what was coming?


	Did that mean Rasalom was going to win?


	He shook it off.


	“Look, if anyone’s getting tubes tied it’s going to be me.” 


	She smiled. “That’s sweet, but it doesn’t matter.” 


	“Please stop saying that.” 


	“Well, it’s true, but I’ll stop saying it.” 


	She rose from the bed. Jack stared at her. He loved Gia’s body—the breasts that fit his hands so perfectly, the curve of her hips, the slight swell of her belly. He wanted to reach out and grab her and pull her back.


	She’d taken it well. Seemed like he’d been worried about nothing. But a vasectomy… that was a thought. He didn’t want his oDNA going any further.


	He glanced at the clock. Time was moving.


	“Hey, Gi? How should I dress for my day at the races?” 
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	Gia had thought he should dress down, and suggested his construction worker look: worn jeans, flannel shirt, work boots, Mets cap, dollar-store sunglasses.


	He drove the Long Island Expressway the entire length of Queens and crossed the border into Nassau County where Belmont Park occupies a large chunk of Elmont. He arrived a little past noon. Post time for the first race wasn’t until one o’clock, so he had time to settle in. He decided against valet parking, and chose the preferred lots instead, in case he needed his car in a hurry.


	His big problem—besides having nothing more than a blurry photo of his quarry—was not knowing where Gerrish was coming from, or how. The Long Island Railroad’s Bellerose stop was only a short distance away. If Gerrish didn’t have a car, that might be the way he’d come and go.


	From the outside, the patriotic bunting—bedecked grandstand was pretty much like he remembered it from the old days, except the ivy had spread farther across the brick walls and around the big arched windows.


	He bought a clubhouse admission and a program, and strolled the flagstone floors, checking out the Neiman manqué paintings on the walls as he refamiliarized himself with the place.


	He took the escalator up to the second floor and found a Sbarro’s. That hadn’t been here before.


	He ordered a slice of pepperoni pie and hung at the counter where he could keep watch on the traffic at the betting windows. Jack was betting on Gerrish being a clubhouse kind of guy—if he was as flush as he’d told folks, he wouldn’t hang outside with the hoi polloi. That meant sooner or later he’d show up here.


	Melancholy seeped into his mood as he watched the thin, drab, sadlooking crowd, mostly middle age or older, go through the motions. No zip, no vim or vigor. He seemed to remember a livelier crowd, Runyonesque flashy dressers with style and attitude. But memories are unreliable, tending to be colored by wishful thinking. Maybe it had never been like he thought he remembered. But either way, these folks had more in common with Willie Loman than Sky Masterson and Nathan Detroit.


	Around 12:45, after doing flybys to check out a couple of guys who turned out to be almosts-but-not-quites, Jack spotted a likely candidate lining up at a window. He had a round, florid face and wore dark blue nylon warm-up pants with white stripes under a loud Hawaiian shirt acrawl with birds of paradise. Brown, wavy hair stuck out below the edge of his Rangers cap.


	Could be.


	Jack slipped the photo from his pocket and gave it a quick look.


	Yeah. A definite possibility. Even had the big diamond stud earring. Trouble was, he wore wraparound shades and had his cap pulled down almost to his eyebrows. The Hugh Gerrish in the photo had a wicked widow’s peak, but this guy’s hat was obscuring his hairline. Jack needed a way to sneak a peek at the peak.


	He hurried over and slipped behind him in the betting line.


	“Rangers fan, huh?” 


	The guy turned and looked at him. “You got a problem with that? You gonna give me some Islander shit?” 


	The Islanders had just won the Stanley Cup and Ranger fans were not happy.


	Jack smiled. “Hey, easy. I’m a Ranger guy too.” Lie. Jack hated hockey. He hated high fives almost as much, but held up his hand for one. “Next year the cup is ours.” 


	The guy smiled and gave Jack’s raised palm a good-natured slap.


	“From your lips to God’s ear.” 


	Jack made a point of staring at his cap. “That’s a nice one. Where’d you get it? The Garden?” 


	He nodded. “Cost an arm and a leg but worth every penny.” 


	“Yeah. Nice quality. Wonder who made it. Mind if I see the label?” 


	“Sure.” 


	The guy took it off, revealing a huge widow’s peak. Jack couldn’t help staring at it.


	Lily, call Herman—we’ve found Eddie.


	“I thought you wanted to see it.” 


	Jack shook himself and took the proffered hat, pretended to look at the label, then handed it back.


	“Cool. Thanks. Gotta get me one. You live in the city?” 


	A suspicious light sparked in his eyes as he fit the cap back on his head. “Why you wanna know?” 


	Jack put on a flustered look. “No particular reason. Just wish I could get into the Garden more. Get me one of those hats.” 


	The suspicious light faded. “I’m in Jamaica. The train takes me right into Penn.” 


	“Yeah?” Jack’s mind raced. “I’m in Jamaica too. Briarwood, actually. Put everything I had into a tiny two-bedroom ranch nine years ago and am I ever glad.” 


	Gerrish nodded. “You must be sitting pretty. But, hey. It’s just as easy for you to get to the Garden as me.” 


	Jack shook his head. “Not at night… the wife don’t like me going out at night.” 


	He snorted a laugh. “Been there, done that. That’s why she’s now my ex-wife.” 


	They shared a manly heh-heh-heh and then came Gerrish’s turn at the window.


	Jack leaned close to listen in, planning to bet the same horse. Gerrish supposedly knew his ponies, and winning would give Jack a chance to reconnect with him at the payout. But a glance over the bird of paradise on his shoulder gave him a shock. No human being at the window. Some sort of cash register sat there instead.


	When did this happen?


	He watched in dismay as Gerrish worked the thing like an accountant on an adding machine, then took the ticket that popped out and started to walk away.


	“Luck to you,” Jack said.


	Gerrish didn’t turn. “Yeah. Same.” 


	As Gerrish moved off, Jack stepped up to the machine and studied it for a few seconds. He had no idea what to do, and no time to figure it out, so he faked working it, then walked off in the same general direction as Gerrish.
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	Dawn sat chin deep in the hot tub and stared at Henry.


	“You mean you still haven’t changed your mind?” 


	“It’s not a matter of changing my mind, miss. It’s simply that I have not been able to reach the Master and do not have permission. I would help if I could but I cannot risk it again. I break out in a sweat just thinking about what could have happened.” 


	What was it with this guy? Didn’t he have any balls?


	Balls… there was a thought. Henry seemed like totally sexless. She never caught him looking at her. Not once.


	What would stiff-and-staid Henry do if she totally came on to him? He looked to be like fifty—like two and a half times her age. But big deal. She’d been living with a pervo twice her age and doing him every night.


	She bit back a surge of acid as her stomach tried to hurl. Don’t think about that. You’ve got that perv’s baby inside you and the only way you’re going to get rid of it is to get out of this place.


	She could do Henry. If she could do that perv she could do anyone. And it would only be once. She’d let him think it would be a regular thing, but no way.


	How did that phrase go? Quid pro quo? Yeah. She hadn’t gotten straight A’s at Benedictine Academy without paying attention in Latin class.


	If she did something for him, he’d have to do something for her if he wanted a replay. But no replay. This time if she got out she would be so not coming back.


	Did she dare? She’d feel like such a loser if he turned her down. But she had to risk it. She had this awful feeling that her future depended on it.


	She opened her mouth to speak but no words of seduction would come.


	Hey. Maybe she could seduce him with money. She had a quarter of a million in cash in her room.


	“Henry? What if I paid you for a shopping trip?” 


	“I beg your pardon?” 


	“What if I totally paid you ten thousand dollars to take me out for an hour?” 


	He looked offended. “You insult me, miss. I am not for sale.” 


	She was about to double the offer but saw in his steely eyes that it would be a waste of time.


	Okay. Time to bite the bullet, as it were.


	Keeping her chin at water level, she reached behind her and unhooked the top of her bikini. She slipped out of it, releasing the girls, and pushed it under her. Next came the bottom.


	Now… the big moment.


	She rose to her feet and stood thigh deep in the bubbling water, facing Henry. She glanced down at her girls. The wet mounds glistened in the sunlight streaming through the windows. She could see the nipples rising in the chill room air. Maybe she was a little too thick in the waist, a little too wide in the hips, but she had great skin and she was like totally sure that hers was the best bod Henry had seen in a long, long time. She couldn’t see her pubes right now but knew they looked sort of funny. Pervo Jerry had made her shave. Well, didn’t force her, exactly. All he’d had to do was ask and she’d done it—like she’d done other things he’d asked. The hair was growing back now, looking like a three-day stubble.


	She’d never asked herself why he’d wanted her bare there. Thought it was just some simple kink. Maybe even a hygiene thing, though he’d never shaved himself.


	But knowing what she knew now, it was probably a way to make her look more like a child.


	Her gorge rose again but she forced it back.


	Focus, Dawnie. Focus.


	She looked at Henry and saw that his jaw had totally dropped. The offended look in his eyes had given away to a sort of wonder and awe.


	“Like what you see?” 


	Henry continued to stare in silence, his expression frozen.


	She stepped toward him, trying to make her movements languid and sexy, hiding the urgency bubbling inside. If this was going to work, if this was even going to get done, it had to get started soon and end quickly. Before Gilda arrived to make sure Dawn didn’t soak beyond her allotted twenty minutes.


	She climbed the two steps up to floor level and stopped before him, dripping.


	And still Henry said nothing. Maybe he’d been dreaming of sex with an eighteen-year-old. Maybe even younger.


	“You got a problem with young stuff, Henry? If not, I’m about to make you a very happy man.” 


	Ugh. That sounded awful. Still… she’d gotten her message across and he hadn’t backed off. Hadn’t moved toward her either.


	Okay… looked like it was going to be all up to her.


	She knelt before him and reached for his fly, hoping this wouldn’t be too gross.


	She felt a bulge behind the fabric as she tugged on the zipper.


	Henry didn’t move to stop her.
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	Gerrish had a seat in the clubhouse’s reserved section but Jack had a good view of him from his spot. The guy bet on every race. Jack decided to keep his distance. He studied his copy of Post Parade Magazine and made a few mental bets of his own, but lost every single one—even when they were favorites.


	He hoped he had better luck bird-dogging Gerrish home.


	Jack made it a policy to follow Gerrish to the windows. He often collected wads of cash. Either the guy was dating Tyche on the side or really knew his ponies. After the next-to-last race he skipped the windows and headed for the exits.


	Giving him a good lead, Jack followed him to the LIRR Bellerose station. He stayed out of sight until a westbound train pulled in. He waited for Gerrish to board, then hopped on two cars ahead of him. The train was fairly empty, so Jack moved back a car and sat where he could take an occasional peek at his quarry.


	Gerrish got out at the Jamaica stop and walked east. With the sun still bright, Jack had no shadows to hide in, so he hopped out and walked behind a trio of chattering Ecuadorians, using them as a shield until they hit the street.


	He allowed Gerrish a full block lead. The guy was a fast walker. Maybe these treks back and forth were the only exercise he got, so he made the most of them. A dozen quick blocks on Jamaica Avenue, then a left on Merrick past an old and gloriously ornate building called the Tabernacle of Prayer. Looked like a converted movie theater. Finally he stopped outside a six-story building—a beauty parlor and a Duane Reade drugstore on the first floor, and what looked like apartments above.


	He watched Gerrish enter the building. By the time Jack reached the door he was gone. He peeked through the glass and saw rows of mailboxes. Excellent.


	He waited around until an elderly black woman in a matching green jacket and skirt came by, lugging two plastic sacks of groceries. She put them down to take out her key. When she’d unlocked the door, Jack grabbed the handle and held it open for her.


	She gave him a suspicious look. “You live here?” 


	He smiled. “Nah. Just waiting on a friend.” He pointed to the bags. “Want help with those?” 


	“I can handle them.” 


	“Well, at least let me get the other door.” 


	He slipped into the foyer and held the inner door for her. She kept an eye on him, as if expecting him to jump her. She watched until the inner door had closed behind her, then headed for the elevator.


	“You’re welcome,” Jack said.


	He checked out the mailboxes, noted that 4D was labeled GERRISH.


	Perfect.


	He’d return after dark and pay ol’ Hughie a visit. Find out if he still had the sword. If sold, he’d find out the name of the buyer. If not, he’d offer to buy it. If Hugh wasn’t selling, Jack would take it.


	Either way, like it or not, Hugh Gerrish would wake up tomorrow morning as the former owner of that sword.


	As Jack stepped out onto the street he glanced back and saw the old woman watching him. He smiled and waved.
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	“Remember, miss. Only an hour.” 


	“Sure, Henry.” 


	Not.


	Doing him had been kind of rough but not totally unbearable. Like maybe if you didn’t look up or didn’t think about who it was—like make believe it was someone you liked—you could get through. Even get into it maybe. Except Dawn didn’t have anyone she really liked in that way—not anymore—so no way she’d been able to get into it.


	But she’d gotten through it. That was what counted.


	He’d never said a word. Just stood there like a statue through the whole thing. The only good thing—if anything good could be said about it—was that it hadn’t taken long at all, like he was a guy who hadn’t gotten any in a long time. The only sounds he’d made were some grunts at the end. And when he’d squirted all over her, at least it didn’t mess up any clothes. After it was over he’d zipped up while she was still on her knees, turned, and left.


	She got a little satisfaction out of seeing his legs wobble as he’d walked out, but otherwise she felt crushed. She’d made a whore of herself for nothing.


	So she washed up—crying in the shower—and dressed, and was combing out her wet hair when he’d knocked on her door and said Gilda had left to go shopping. If Dawn wanted to go out, they had a window of two hours, so it had to be now. She’d stuffed her quarter mil in a shoulder bag and headed for the door.


	She was surprised at how calm she was feeling about the whole thing. A little dirty, yeah, but it was over and done with now, and considering who she’d been having sex with before this, Henry was like a hot soapy shower.


	Yeah, Henry… a total prince. No leering remarks, no familiar touching. Acted like it never happened. He was doing such a convincing job, she could almost make herself believe it hadn’t.


	Kind of a shame she was going to have to screw him in a totally different way this afternoon.


	She’d had him drive her down to SoHo and cruise lower Broadway. Along the way she’d bargained—reasonably, she thought—to define the “hour” on the town as an hour of shopping, transit time not included. He’d reluctantly agreed. But when she tried to convince him to drop her off at one of the boutiques, he totally wouldn’t.


	“For your well-being—and that of my job—I cannot let you out of my sight.” 


	She gazed out at the shopping bag—carrying throngs crowding the sidewalks and said, “Are they like giving stuff away?” 


	“It’s the dollar, miss. Very cheap these days, which makes visiting the States and shopping here a real bargain.” 


	Mixed among the foreigners—they didn’t carry signs saying so but their clothing styles screamed Not from here!—were clusters of bridge-and-tunnel folks from the burbs and Jersey.


	She didn’t care where they came from, as long as there were lots of them. The more the merrier, and the easier it would be to disappear into their ranks.


	When Henry pulled into a parking lot, she waited behind the tinted glass, adjusting her pak chadar while he took a ticket from the attendant. She put on her sunglasses and stepped from the car. A quick glance at her reflection in the window confirmed that no one, not even her mother, would recognize her in this getup.


	She led Henry through the crowd, noticing the curious looks from the B-and-T types but not the Euros. She guessed they were more used to seeing covered Islamic women. One scruffy type was totally staring at her—or squinting, rather. With a start she recognized him as the guy with the flyers from Monday.


	Her chest tightened. Why the interest? Did he recognize her from outside Blume’s? Maybe that was it. No way he could match her to the girl on his flyers.


	She could feel his gaze on her back after she’d passed him.


	She shook it off and focused on the stores. She was looking for a certain type of layout. She stepped into one after another. The first three had their dressing rooms in the rear. But the fourth had situated them mid-store.


	Just what she was looking for.


	Dawn had a plan.


	You can do this, she told herself as she wandered the aisles, examining overpriced T-shirts and ugly, rhinestone-studded belts and designer jeans.


	Some of the sales folk were eyeing her, probably wondering why a fundamentalist chick would be interested in this stuff. Let them wonder.


	She wandered to the rear of the store, hoping Henry would trail her, but he lingered at the front, people watching through the big front windows when he wasn’t watching her.


	She had to get him back here. So the next time he glanced her way she waved and signaled him to join her. When he arrived, she pulled a sundress off a rack and held it up before her.


	“What do you think?” 


	His face remained expressionless. “Not my size.” 


	She laughed. “No, silly. For me.” 


	“It’s not very Islamic.” 


	She smiled at him. “Neither am I. Wait here while I try it on, then I want your opinion.” 


	He glanced around. “Do you think that’s wise? It’s very out of character.” 


	“Don’t worry.” She tugged on her veil. “I’ll keep this on the whole time.” 


	Before he could say any more she hurried forward to the changing room. As soon as she was inside she ripped off the pak chadar and turned to the squat Hispanic attendant busy arranging items that had been tried on but not purchased.


	“I need your help,” she said in a low voice.


	The woman looked up at her. “You don’t want that, just leave it here.” 


	“No. There’s a man following me.” 


	“So? Call the cops.” 


	“I don’t want to cause a scene.” 


	Totally true. She could have reported Henry to the police at any time, said she’d never seen him before and that he was following her, harassing her. Maybe while they were questioning him, she could slip away. And maybe not. She’d most likely have to identify herself, and then someone would make the connection between her and the girl on the flyers. And even if she could slip away before identifying herself, that kind of activity would draw a crowd, put her at the center of attention, attract stares. All things that were so not what she wanted.


	No, she needed to do this quietly. Slip out onto the street and totally fade away.


	The woman gave her a bewildered look. “What can I do? Call the manager?” 


	“No. Look—just take a look. Is there a tall guy in a gray suit hanging around the sundresses?” 


	The woman peeked through a slit in the curtains, then nodded. “Is that him?” 


	“Yeah. Look, I have an idea. Let me help you carry these back into the store. We’ll head toward the front, drop them off, then I’ll escape to the street.” 


	She gave Dawn a suspicious look. “I don’t know…” she said slowly.


	Dawn had totally expected this and had come prepared. She pulled a hundred-dollar bill from a side pocket of her shoulder bag and handed it to her.


	“Please? He really creeps me out.” 


	The woman’s eyes bulged when she saw the zeroes. She quickly shoved it into a pocket.


	“Okay. How we do this?” 


	Dawn pulled a green linen table napkin she’d snared from the penthouse and knotted it around her head do-rag style. Then she looked around and spotted another sundress, a light blue flowered print, in the pile the woman had been arranging. She grabbed that along with a couple of others and held them high by their hangers—high enough to obscure her head and torso. If she kept the dresses between her and Henry, he’d never see her.


	Or so she hoped.


	Her stomach totally cramped. This so had to work. If she blew it she’d never get another chance.


	Do it.


	“You lead the way,” she said.


	The woman nodded, filled her arms with clothing, and darted between the curtains.


	“Ándale!” 


	Dawn followed, dresses held high, gliding toward the front in the woman’s wake. As she reached the checkout area she tossed the dresses on a counter and kept going—out the door, onto the sidewalk, and into the ambling crowd.


	This was dangerous, she knew, as she wove through the throng. Yeah, she had her hair covered, wore sunglasses, and was holding her hand across her mouth, hiding most of her lower face, but someone still might recognize her. Wouldn’t be easy to do, but with the way her luck had been running lately, she couldn’t take anything for granted.


	She risked a look back as she turned the first corner she came to. No sign of Henry.


	Relieved, she pressed on. He probably didn’t even realize she was gone, and when he finally did, he’d be looking for someone wearing a pak chadar. But he wouldn’t find one, or if he did, someone else would be wearing it. And if he asked anyone if they’d seen a woman wearing a veil, whoever they’d seen wouldn’t be Dawn.


	The sidewalks here on Spring Street were narrower than Broadway, slowing her progress. She resisted the urge to step off the curb and walk in the street. She wanted to avoid anything that would separate her from the pack.


	She looked around and saw a cab but it was occupied. She didn’t want to stand in the street signaling for one. She wanted off the street and sidewalk.


	She’d been shopping in SoHo tons of times, sometimes with her mother, sometimes with friends. The closest subway stops were each two blocks away, but both too near Broadway. She might run into Henry. She continued along Spring. She knew of another straight ahead on Sixth Avenue.


	Time to get totally lost in New York.
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	I must be living right, Darryl thought as he followed the girl through the crowd.


	Or maybe it was because he was dissimilated. Hank had always said good things would start to happen once you dissimilated yourself. Darryl had memorized his words:


	The time has come to separate yourselves from the herd. You don’t belong with the herd. Come out of hiding. Step away from the crowd. Let the dissimilation begin!


	Darryl had done just that. One of the guys on the line with him at the Ford plant in Dearborn had handed him a copy of Kick during a break and told him to read it. Said it had changed his life and would do the same for Darryl. Well, he’d never been much of a reader, but one look at that spidery black figure on the yellow cover and he’d had to know what was inside.


	He’d read it. Then he’d read it again. And again. And when he checked Hank Thompson’s Web site and learned that he was speaking in New York City, he’d headed east.


	And after he’d heard him in person, he never went back. What for? Back to his dead-end job? Back to an ex-wife who hated him, and a kid who barely knew who he was? Fat chance, baby.


	So he’d declared himself dissimilated and stuck around, earning room and board playing gopher for Hank, and grooving to the whole Kicker Evolution thing. For the first time in his life he felt like he belonged. His brother and sister Kickers were like the family he’d never had.


	He had no idea why Hank wanted Dawn Pickering found, but that didn’t matter. She was going to make Darryl a star among Kickers. The five-grand reward in his pocket wouldn’t hurt neither.


	He couldn’t believe his luck. He’d got up this morning, scrounged some breakfast, and got out and wandered. That had been his pattern since Hank had put up that reward for finding her. Some days he’d go uptown, some days down, subwaying as far up as the Bronx and all the way down to the Battery, and everywhere between. But ever since Monday, after seeing that chick with the Arab thing around her head outside Blume’s, he’d been sticking to the shopping areas. Hank had thought she was the girl he was looking for, and that was good enough for Darryl. He had Dawn’s face branded on his brain, but he was also keeping an eye peeled for anyone wearing a veil.


	So today he’d landed on Broadway in SoHo. Why not? Blume’s had another store down here. And what does he see—the same chick in the same veil thing. But with that chauffeur guy again. Darryl wasn’t gonna mess with him. His back still hurt a little from where he’d landed against that car. Guy was stronger than he looked. A lot stronger.


	But no way he was letting her out of his sight. He’d followed from a distance, watching the two of them go in and out of one store after another. So he’d been hanging across the street from the fourth store, killing time, when all of a sudden this blonde with a green dishrag or napkin or whatever tied around her head comes rushing out. It took him a second or two to realize it was the girl from the flyer—without her veil.


	He had a frozen, what-the-fuck? moment, and then he’d started to move—cautiously, expecting her driver guy to pop out behind her. But he didn’t show.


	Darryl was hanging well back. Good thing too, because she kept looking over her shoulder, like she was on the run from someone. Her driver? That didn’t make sense.


	Whatever, she was easy to track with that dumb green thing on her head. Sure, it hid most of her blond hair, and she wore these big sunglasses, and she kept her hand clapped over her mouth, but none of that had been enough to fool old Darryl.


	He wished to hell he had a cell phone so he could call Hank and get some backup. If she jumped into a cab and he couldn’t find another one in time, he could kiss that reward good-bye.


	He followed her along Spring until she headed down the steps of a subway station.


	Darryl pumped his fist. You are living right!
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	Alonzo Cooter glared defiantly up at them from his chair.


	“You slopes think I’m scared of you? Think again.” 


	Hideo looked down at the man’s angry black face. Most people would be terrified and begging for release or at least an explanation. This man radiated defiance. Hideo had seen that in his photo and so had prepared this building for… persuasion.


	Cooter-san had not been hard to find, but he had been difficult to isolate. He pumped gas at a Lukoil station on Tenth Avenue in Manhattan and was not accessible at work. After work he spent some time at a Ninth Avenue bar with two of his coworkers. Then he took the subway to the Bronx. Kenji, Ryo, and Goro accosted him outside his apartment building and shoved him into a van where Kenji asked him a question that an average man would have been frightened enough to answer without hesitation. But Cooter-san had refused and so the yakuza brought him to this abandoned building, duct-taped his wrists and ankles to the arms and legs of a sturdy wooden chair, and called Hideo.


	“It’s a simple question, Mister Cooter. Where does Hugh Gerrish live?” 


	“Fuck off. Never heard of him.” 


	“Do not lie, Mister Cooter. You were arrested with him during an attempted robbery. You do know him. And obviously you are loyal to him. That is admirable and honorable. And I am being equally honorable with you when I say that we wish him no harm. In fact, we intend to make him rich by purchasing an item he holds.” 


	Cooter-san surprised him by grinning. “Look at me, chinky boy. Do I look like I just popped out of my momma’s pussy? I got nothing to say to you.” 


	Hideo heaved a dramatic sigh. “I was afraid of this.” He nodded to Goro. “You may begin.” 


	Goro grinned and pulled off his shirt, revealing his yakuza irezumi. The tattoos were so extensive that he appeared to be wearing a long-sleeve bodysuit. Hideo had heard of the yakuza tradition of tattoos, of course, and had seen photos, but never before had he seen them in the flesh. A pair of carp swam in different directions across Goro’s chest; from his back a tiger attacked with extended claws. Waves and hillsides and cherry blossoms filled the spaces between and wound down his arms.


	Cooter-san stared in awe, speechless.


	The prisoner’s wrists were already secure, so Ryo began taping the fingers of his left hand to the arm of the chair—all except the little one.


	Cooter-san found his voice. “The fuck you think you’re doing?” 


	Hideo stepped away from the table, leaving the stage to the yakuza. In a very real way, it was a stage. For they were each playing a part, carefully worked out in advance.


	“In my country,” Kenji said in a matter-of-fact tone, “members of our organizations have a ritual known as yubitsume. When we offend a superior, or make a mistake that costs the organization, we make amends by yubitsume.” 


	“Yeah? Well, you can bitsume my big black dick.” 


	“The word means ‘finger cutting.’ We use a tanto—that is a certain kind of knife—and cut off the tip of a finger, usually the smallest, which we then send to our superior.” 


	“I’ll bet he’s real tickled about that. What’s he do with it? Shove it up his ass?” 


	Kenji didn’t miss a beat. “You have offended our superior by not honoring his simple request for information. Therefore we have decided to perform yubitsume on you.” 


	Hideo knew how far outside true yakuza tradition this was, but Cootersan would not know that.


	The man’s expression lost some of its belligerence.


	“Yeah?” He looked down at his left hand, where his little finger had been taped flat and straight along the arm of the chair. “You’re kidding, right?” 


	Kenji gave his head a slow, solemn shake. “I do not know this ‘kidding.’ My associate will perform the yubitsume. We do not have a tanto available, so we have had to make do with what is available.” 


	As if by magic, a meat cleaver appeared in Goro’s hand. He tested the edge with his thumb.


	“Oh, yeah,” Cooter-san said, his air of bravado returning. “Gotta admit you put on a good show with this finger business. But I notice all you guys got your pinkies. I’m supposed to believe you guys’ve never screwed up? That’s a laugh.” 


	Goro frowned and shot Kenji a questioning look. Cooter-san’s English had been too rapid for him. Kenji translated.


	Goro smiled and tucked the cleaver under an armpit. He spread the fingers of his left hand. Then he grasped the tip of the fifth and pulled it off.


	Cooter-san’s shocked gasp echoed through the room.


	And then Ryo revealed his stump, and finally Kenji.


	As the still-smiling Goro grasped the cleaver again by its handle, Cooter-san began writhing and thrashing about in his chair.


	“Wait a minute! Wait-wait-wait a fucking minute!” 


	The cleaver was all for show. All three of the yakuza carried tantos, but a meat cleaver caused a more visceral reaction—at least in Hideo. And, from the looks of it, in Cooter-san as well.


	Hideo had given strict orders not to harm the man, merely frighten him. He was sure the sight of the tattoos and the cleaver—and now the foreshortened fingers—along with Goro’s merciless black eyes would be more than enough.


	Hideo admitted to some qualms about putting the cleaver into Goro’s hands. He had a feral quality about him, a sense that violence lurked very close to the surface, no deeper than his tattoos. That increased the level of threat, but also increased the chances of Cooter-san suffering injury.


	Goro stepped forward and positioned the cleaver over the last joint on Cooter-san’s little finger.


	Kenji said, “I will give you until the count of three. One…” 


	Goro smiled at Cooter-san and Hideo couldn’t remember a more chilling sight.


	“Two…” 


	Still smiling, Goro raised the cleaver.


	“Th—” 


	“All right, all right, all right! He lives in Jamaica!” 


	Hideo’s burst of elation at Cooter-san’s capitulation died in midflash.


	“Jamaica? He lives in Jamaica?” 


	“That’s what I said. Now get this guy away from me.” 


	“Why did he leave the country?” 


	Cooter-san laughed. “Leave the country? You dickwad! Jamaica, Queens!” 


	Relief flooded Hideo. Queens… he knew where Queens was… and he would find this Jamaica in Queens.


	Cooter-san, defeated now, gave his friend’s street address without argument or further duress.


	As Hideo reached for his PDA to key in the data, he heard a thunk and a man’s scream. He looked up in time to see a small dark object tumble through the air, trailing a fine thread of blood. Goro’s hand darted out and caught it in midflight.


	Hideo looked at Cooter-san and saw him writhing in agony as blood flowed from the stub end of his little finger. His stomach turned.


	“What—what did you do?” he cried in Japanese.


	Goro gave him a flat look. “Yubitsume.” 


	“You weren’t supposed to hurt him! I told you that!” 


	“I know.” 


	And then he popped the fingertip into his mouth and swallowed it whole.


	Hideo couldn’t believe his eyes. “What—?” 


	Goro smiled and said, “So they can’t sew it back on.” 


	“But you were not supposed to hurt him!” 


	“He should not have informed on his friend.” 


	Furious, confused, frustrated, Hideo turned to Kenji. “Stop his bleeding and return him to his home.” 


	Then he hurried from the building. He did not want to be sick in front of the yakuza.
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	Hank couldn’t believe it, so he made Darryl say it again.


	“I found the bitch. She’s in the Milford Plaza.” 


	“You’re sure? You’re absolutely sure?” 


	“Hey, man, ain’t I been lookin at her face all day, every day for weeks?” 


	Yeah, he had. Hank’s gut tingled with triumph, but he was afraid to celebrate. All along he’d put on a confident face, but in his heart he hadn’t truly believed he’d ever find her. The flyers had been a long shot but, ironically, in the end it had been one of his own Kickers who’d come through.


	If it was really her. He had to ask again.


	“No question in your mind?” 


	“She looks thinner than in the picture, but it’s her. She was in that same Arab getup at first, and then she took it off. It’s her all right. Followed her on the C from SoHo to the Deuce, in and out of a Duane Reade, and into the Milford Plaza.” 


	Milford Plaza? What was she doing there? No sign of her for weeks and weeks, and then she shows up in a theater-district tourist trap. What was going on?


	“She with that chauffeur you mentioned the other day?” 


	“That’s the weird part. He was following her in and out of these stores like a bodyguard, like stink on shit, but then she comes tearing out of the last store and he’s nowhere to be seen. Almost like she was ditching him.” 


	None of this made any sense. Had she had a falling-out with whoever had been hiding her?


	He realized it didn’t matter. She’d come out of hiding and gone to ground again. But now he knew where.


	“You’re sure she’s still there?” 


	“I watched her check in—paid cash. Watched her take an elevator. I’m calling from the lobby where I can see the elevators. She ain’t come out.” 


	“Good man, good man. Any chance you got her room number?” 


	“Naw. Didn’t want to get too close. She seen me twice now.” 


	Good old Darryl was smarter than he looked.


	Be nice to know the room number, but they didn’t need it. After all, not as if they could march in, bundle her up, and carry her out. No, they’d have to play a waiting game. She couldn’t hole up there forever. Sooner or later she’d have to hit the street. And then they’d have her.


	“Say,” Darryl said, “um, when do I get my reward?” 


	“Soon as she’s in this building, standing right here in front of me. But for now you stay right where you are with your eyeballs glued to those elevators. Got it?” 


	“Got it.” 


	“I’ll send you some relief ASAP.” A question popped into his head. “Any idea what she bought in Duane’s?” 


	He could sense Darryl’s shrug.


	“Dunno. Like in the hotel, I didn’t want to get too close, so I stayed across the street. She went in empty-handed and came out carrying a little white bag. Maybe she’s on the rag.” 


	Hank wanted to say, She’s pregnant, you idiot, but bit it back. Darryl had done good work. No upside to insulting him.


	Still, he wondered what had been important enough to make her detour on the way to a new hiding place.


	And then he thought he knew.


	Of course.
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	Standing in the deepening dusk outside Gerrish’s apartment building, Tom O’Day punched his number into his cell phone and waited for him to pick up.


	“Hello?” 


	“I’m here.” 


	A sigh, then, “Okay.” 


	Not a lot of enthusiasm there.


	The buzzer sounded, unlatching the door. Tom yanked it open and stepped inside. Halfway through the inner door he stopped.


	His nape was tingling. And why not? It should be. He was standing in the same building as the fucking Gaijin Masamune.


	He shook it off and headed for the elevator, cursing himself for being such a jerk when Gerrish called him the other day, offering the sword. He’d moved a little hot merch for him a couple of times in the past and now he was looking to unload the sword. When he’d described the condition, Tom had told him forget it—sell it for scrap metal.


	Idiot! How could he have been so fucking stupid?


	But how could he have known?


	So as soon as that guy Jack had left the store yesterday he’d looked back through his phone’s call history and found Gerrish’s number. He’d been calling him for two fucking days now. Finally he’d got through late this afternoon. Apparently the jerk hardly ever charged his phone.


	But worse: Gerrish was no longer in a selling mood. Said he’d changed his mind and wanted to keep it. At least he still had it. If he’d sold it to someone else…


	Tom didn’t want to think about that.


	After much wheedling—humiliating as all hell—he brought Gerrish around to the point where he’d allow him to examine the sword.


	When the door to 4D opened, Tom offered his hand.


	“Hugh, thanks so much. I really appreciate this.” 


	Gerrish’s handshake was as limp as his tone. “Yeah, well, I hope you don’t think you can talk me into selling.” 


	When he stepped through the door the tingle in his neck spread down his back. He was in the same room as the fucking Gaijin Masamune.


	“Like I told you on the phone, I just want to see it.” He’d worked up this story earlier in the day. “You said it was rusted out in spots, and that makes it pretty much worthless. But then I got to thinking that maybe it wasn’t rust. Maybe it was some kind of design in the steel that hadn’t been reported before. I need a look.” 


	“Okay. You can look, you can touch, but you can’t have.” 


	“Sure. Fine. But a few days ago you were itching to sell. What made you change your mind?” 


	Gerrish’s expression wavered from resolute to uncertain. “I’m not really sure.” 


	“You sound pretty sure.” 


	“When I… when it came into my possession, I had a feeling it was special… that I could, you know, move it for some decent change.” 


	“So you called me.” 


	“Yeah, but you turned me down.” 


	“That I did.” Schmuck that I am.


	“Turned out I was glad you did. Because the thing’s kinda been growing on me. I decided to keep it.” 


	“Interesting. Where is it now?” 


	Gerrish motioned Tom down the short hallway to the main room where he made a flourish toward the coffee table.


	“Ta-daaa!” 


	Tom stopped and stared. The room could have been made of solid gold and lined with the proverbial seventy-two naked virgins. Who cared? Tom had eyes for only one thing.


	At first glance, with its Swiss-cheesed blade, it indeed looked like a piece of junk. As he bent and ran a finger along the random pattern of pocks and holes, every square millimeter of his skin began to tingle. He lifted it and rested it on his palms. These weren’t rusted out or eaten out—these had been melted out.


	He raised it and peeked through one of the holes. He experienced an instant of vertigo as he seemed to be standing on a low bridge looking out at a bustling city filled with rough-clad Asian men and kimonoed women. Then it all disappeared in a blinding flash as bright as the sun.


	He snatched the blade away from his face and stood blinking at the purple afterimage.


	“What’s the matter?” Gerrish said.


	Tom took another quick peek. This time all he saw was Gerrish.


	“Nothing.” 


	He lowered the blade again for a closer look. The jihada—the steel of the cutting edge—was unmarred. The swordsmith must have concentrated the best steel there. The hamon—the temper line—undulated like a series of gentle waves on a placid lake.


	Tom moved down to the naked tang. This was where the swordsmith traditionally carved his mei—his signature. No signature here, only a Kanji symbol:


	This was it—the Gaijin Masamune. He was holding the fucking Gaijin Masamune.


	He noticed his hands starting to shake so he put it down. Not an easy thing to do. Maybe the hardest thing he’d ever done.


	“I—” He swallowed around a dry tongue. “I was right the first time out: It’s a piece of junk, good only for sentimental value.” 


	“But it’s so sharp,” Gerrish said. “Watch this.” 


	He stepped into the kitchen and returned with an apple. He lifted the sword by the tang and dropped the apple onto the upturned edge. A whole apple hit the blade. Two halves bounced onto the table.


	“Yeah. Sharp.” 


	Tom wanted to say, What else would you expect from a Masamune blade, especially one tempered in ground-zero atomic fire? But he held his tongue. This asshole had no idea what he had. Cutting an apple—like using a CO2 laser to make a paper doll. Christ.


	He saw the smear of apple juice on the blade and wanted to scream at Gerrish to wipe it off.


	No way was he walking out of here without that blade. Like leaving a small child alone with a pedophile. Uh-uh. Not gonna happen.


	He pulled a Ziploc bag from his pocket.


	“Brought you a present. Since you’re gonna keep this piece of junk, it might as well have a handle—what the Japs call a tsuka.” 


	He sat on the couch, pushed the apple halves aside, and dumped the contents on to the table next to the sword. Two pieces of halved bamboo, a bamboo peg, a piece of cloth, and strips of tightly wound silk.


	“You don’t really—” 


	“Sure I do. My way of saying thanks for letting me see it, even if it is junk.” He held up the two pieces of bamboo. “These make up the ho.” 


	He fitted them around the tang, noting how they obscured the gaijin symbol. He shook his head in wonder, thinking, You could own this thing all your damn life and never know you had the fucking Gaijin Masamune.


	He picked up the bamboo peg.


	“This is the mekugi and it fits through the holes in the ho and the tang to hold everything together.” 


	That done, he wrapped the red cloth around the ho and began winding the silk cord around the cloth in a crude approximation of the traditional diamond pattern tsuka-ito. Once the sword was his, he’d fashion a suitably magnificent tsuka. But for now, this was all he had time for. He’d even skipped installing a hilt—the round, ornate tsuba. He wouldn’t need one for what he had planned.


	Finally he was done. To his collector’s eye the job looked like crap. But to Gerrish…


	“Hey, you’re really something.” He reached for it. “Thanks a lot.” 


	Tom shook his head. Holding the katana handle with two hands now, he rose and faced Gerrish, pointing the blade at his chest.


	“I’m taking this.” 


	Gerrish’s expression hardened. “No way. That’s mine, O’Day.” 


	“We both know it’s not, or you wouldn’t have come to me to fence it.” 


	Gerrish stepped forward, reaching, but backed off when Tom gave the blade a couple of back-and-forth swings.


	“Uh-uh. Look, I’m not out to steal it. I’ll give you a good price for it. A damn good price.” 


	Gerrish’s eyes narrowed. “So it’s not as worthless as you said.” 


	“It’s junk, but it’s unique junk. I want it for my collection.” 


	“No—” 


	“Hughie, babes, listen to me.” He briefly freed a hand from the grip to fish a wad of hundreds from his pocket. He tossed it on the table. “A thousand bucks. Yours.” 


	“It’s not for sale.” 


	What was wrong with this jerk? He was a small-time burglar in a crummy apartment. A cool thousand in cash sitting before him for the taking and he was turning it down?


	What gives?


	“Look, one way or another I’m walking out the door with this katana. You try to stop me”—he swung the blade in a quick horizontal arc—”off with your head.” 


	He smiled as he said it. A joke. But something happened during that swing. His already long arms seemed to stretch even farther of their own accord just as Gerrish took a step forward.


	At first he thought nothing had happened. A bowel-wrenching near miss. Gerrish stopped cold, a puzzled look on his face. Then Tom noticed a thin red line appear across the front of his throat. Gerrish’s hands fluttered like uncertain butterflies toward his neck just as the wound burst open and spewed blood in all directions.


	Gerrish stood there with a dumbfounded expression, a human fire hydrant with a sprinkler cap, his mouth working but only bubbling gurgles issuing from the slash. He pressed his hands over the wound, trying to close it, trying to stanch the flow.


	Tom backed away, his stomach threatening to toss up the Big Mac he’d gobbled on his way over. He glanced down at the blade. Not a drop of blood along the tip. The slice had been so clean he hadn’t felt the slightest tug of resistance.


	“Hey, man, I didn’t mean…” The words clogged in his throat. What could he say?


	He looked back at Gerrish and saw blood still spurting from between his fingers. He began to sway as his arms dropped and hung limp at his sides. Then he keeled over, tilting to his right in slow motion like a falling tree. He landed on his side, then flopped onto his back.


	Tom dropped the katana and hurried over to him. Gerrish’s eyes were fixed on the ceiling with a glazed, dead stare. Blood continued to pump weakly from his throat. Finally that stopped too.


	Tom’s knees weakened and he would have collapsed onto the body had his hand not found the arm of the sofa.


	Oh man, oh shit, oh fuck, he’d killed him. Hadn’t meant to. Almost seemed the blade had done it by itself. But here was Gerrish, horribly dead. And who was gonna believe it was an accident? Tom had already been through the system on possession of stolen property. He had a record. They’d say he was trying to steal the sword and Gerrish caught him. He was cooked, he was fried, he was—


	Wait. Whoever found the body wouldn’t know about the sword, and neither would the cops—not if the sword wasn’t here when they arrived. No murder weapon—that would mess up the investigation. No one had seen him go into the apartment. If no one saw him go out…


	But he couldn’t simply stroll out of here carrying a katana. He stepped back to the front hall. Hadn’t he seen—?


	Yes. A short runner. Perfect. Now, if he could just remember everything he touched and wipe it down…


	He just might be able to walk away from this.
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	Hideo watched the street while Kenji worked on the front door lock to Gerrish’s apartment building. Goro and Ryo crowded around him, shielding his actions from passing eyes.


	They had blindfolded Cooter-san and dropped him near a hospital, then gone back to the Kaze house to await darkness. He used the time to write up a report on Goro, detailing his disobedience. Goro would lose another joint on his little finger as a result.


	When he’d finished he read it over and realized that the incident was as much a failure of command as a failure of discipline. He deleted it.


	Hearing a grunt of satisfaction from Kenji, Hideo turned and saw the door swing open.


	“Excellent work,” he said as Kenji used a toothpick to jam the latch. “You three wait nearby. I will call you if I need you.” 


	The three nodded and moved off as Hideo entered the vestibule.


	He had decided to do this on his own. Not simply because he could not trust the yakuza to restrain themselves, but the mere sight of them would certainly frighten Gerrish. If the man would not open his door, how could Hideo persuade him to sell his katana?


	And he would sell it. Whatever his asking price, Hideo would meet it. He had one hundred thousand in cash in his briefcase. He would bring more if need be. He didn’t care. It wasn’t his money. And Sasaki-san would pay anything. One hundred, two hundred, three hundred thousand—a mere pittance to the chairman. Not even an hour’s interest on his holdings.


	The elevator deposited him on the fourth floor. To his left, across the hall, he saw a door marked 4D.


	The moment had arrived. Soon—perhaps tomorrow, if all went smoothly—he would be on his way back home with Sasaki-san’s precious katana safely stowed in his luggage.
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	Jack came in through the fire escape. He’d donned a goth look for the night: sneakers, ripped jeans, a hoodie, and leather gloves—all black. He’d used a bump key on a back door of the adjoining building, come across the roof, and down the fire escape to what he figured to be 4D. Behind him, across a fairly broad alley, loomed the blank wall of the Tabernacle of Prayer.


	The window opened into a darkened bedroom. It was locked but old and he easily popped the latch with the screwdriver he’d brought along for just such a purpose.


	He eased up the sash and listened. Quiet as a coffin. No sign of life. Gerrish was probably out. This might prove easier than he’d expected.


	He slipped into the bedroom and headed for the hall. Best-case scenario: He’d toss the place, find the katana, say sayonara, and be gone before Gerrish came back.


	If he didn’t find it, that could mean either that Gerrish had hidden it really well or, worse, sold it. In that case he’d have to settle in and wait for the man’s return.


	Jack stopped in the hallway, his senses tingling with alarm. Why? The place was dead. And then he recognized the smell.


	Blood.


	He pulled out a penlight and flashed it around until the beam found the corpse. Blood everywhere, especially the corpse—its entire front was saturated with it.


	He stepped closer and recognized Gerrish. His throat had been slashed. Looked like the work of a straight razor.


	Or a katana.


	Jack knew right then he wouldn’t find the sword here. Could be a lot of reasons for Gerrish’s offing, but Jack’s gut told him it was the sword. Someone else had wanted it badly enough to kill for it—maybe even used it to do the deed.


	Time to go.


	He turned back to the bedroom and saw red-and-blue flashes through the window. He stuck his head out and saw a pair of NYPD cruisers in the alley, and four cops talking to a couple of kids.


	Shit.


	Three choices: Climb back to the roof now and risk being spotted, wait them out, or leave by the front door. The third offered more chances to be seen by one of the neighbors, but he needed out of this crime scene. Now.


	If he put on a pair of shades and pulled up his hood, he figured he’d be all right. He was doing just that on his way to the front door, carefully avoiding the blood splatters, when he heard a knock. He looked up and saw the door starting to swing open.


	A voice said, “Mister Gerrish?” 


	Who—?


	Didn’t matter. Couldn’t be caught here. He spun and dashed back to the bedroom. He was about to dive out onto the fire escape when the window lit up, then faded.


	A peek out showed the two kids cuffed and bent over a car hood. One of the cops was flashing his car’s searchlight back and forth over the building’s outer wall. Another was using his light on the Tabernacle. Jack didn’t know what they were looking for but they’d sure as hell spot him if he tried to escape.


	“Mister Gerrish?” the voice repeated from the front room.


	Only one thing to do.


	He backed into the bedroom closet, pulled his Glock, and closed the door—the damn hinges gave out a faint squeak. He measured his breathing and waited, hoping it was anyone but a cop.


	Anyone but a cop.
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	Upon approaching, Hideo had noticed that the door to apartment 4D was unlatched. He’d knocked anyway but the door had swung open under the gentle impacts.


	Only darkness within.


	“Mister Gerrish?” 


	He pushed the door open wider.


	“Mister Gerrish? Are you here?” 


	He was concluding that Gerrish-san had left without fully latching his door, when he heard a high-pitched whisper of sound from within. He stepped across the threshold and fumbled along the wall for a light switch. He found one and flipped it.


	Hideo found himself in a short hallway looking into the apartment’s front room. A dozen feet away a body lay sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood. The sight drove him back against the door, slamming it shut. He dropped the briefcase and fumbled for his phone. He speed-dialed Kenji’s number.


	“Get up here now! All of you!” 


	He leaned against the wall, closed his eyes, and conjured visions of Omi-shima, the tranquil Inland Sea island he’d visited last summer. He needed to calm himself. He couldn’t allow the yakuza to see him like this.


	By the time they arrived, he was standing by the body, briefcase in hand, looking calm and composed, although his gut was churning with nausea at the smell of all that blood.


	The yakuza, on the other hand, took everything in stride, with no more reaction than if they’d found a dead animal along the side of a road. If a stick had been lying nearby, he was sure one of them would have picked it up and poked the poor man.


	Gerrish. No question in Hideo’s mind, and confirmed when Kenji pulled the wallet from his pocket and checked his ID. He checked the throat wound that gaped like a second bloody mouth.


	“A very sharp knife.” 


	Hideo met his gaze—better than looking at that wound. “Or katana?” 


	He nodded. “Or katana. But you have shown me the X-ray. Such a rotted old blade could not have the edge to make this wound.” 


	Hideo had a feeling it very well could. Sasaki-san was not a junk collector.


	He felt his dream of heading home to Japan tomorrow shatter around him. The sword was gone. It had been used to kill its owner. He might never find it now.


	Yet despite that leaden certainty, he could not leave without being sure he had turned over every rock in this garden of death.


	“Search the place. Look everywhere—behind furniture, behind appliances, everywhere. Leave no corner uninspected.” 
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	Jack heard two voices chattering in what sounded like Japanese. Naka Slater, maybe? Didn’t sound like him but, then again, he’d never heard him speak Japanese. What was he doing here? Had he—?


	Footsteps approached, passing the bedroom door, heading for the kitchen. He heard furniture moving in the living room, and then someone stepped into the bedroom.


	How the hell many were they?


	He heard drawers being opened and slammed shut, heard the bed moved, the mattress pulled off. The closet would be next. Inevitable.


	He raised the Glock, depressed the trigger safety, and waited.


	Seconds later, as the door flew open, Jack thrust the muzzle against the forehead of a stocky Japanese guy in a dark suit.


	“Not a word,” he whispered.


	Maybe the guy didn’t understand English, maybe he didn’t care. Whatever, he started shouting gibberish, and a heartbeat later two other young suits darted into the room with silenced pistols raised. The cold eyes sighting down on him behind those barrels said they wouldn’t hesitate to shoot if they had the chance.


	He’d seen enough Kitano movies to know what they were: yakuza.


	But Jack had already ducked behind his prisoner and twisted him into a half nelson. He had the Glock’s muzzle pressed against his lower spine.


	“Hair trigger here,” he said, grinding the muzzle against the big guy’s back. “You know what that means?” 


	“I know what it means,” said a voice from the doorway. Uzi-fire Japanese followed.


	Christ, a fourth. How many more?


	The new guy was older and wore a lighter suit—business gray. He looked upset.


	The boss?


	“Good,” Jack said, hoping what followed would sound worse than dying. “Then know this too. I pull this trigger, your pal never walks again. He’ll be piloting a three-wheel scooter around Tokyo the rest of his life.” 


	The newcomer either translated or gave instructions.


	“Also,” Jack added, “mine’s not silenced like yours. One shot will bring those cops running up from the alley.” 


	The new guy glanced at the window and saw the flashes. His mouth tightened as he turned back to Jack.


	“We want only the sword. We will pay you handsomely. Give it to me and you can go.” 


	The sword? These guys wanted the sword too? That meant three parties looking for it. What did these guys want with it? Didn’t strike him as the collecting types.


	What had he got himself into now?


	Never mind. Needed to figure out how best to play this. Dumb seemed a good way to go.


	“What sword?” 


	“The one you stole from Mister Gerrish.” 


	“Do I look like I have a sword on me?” 


	“But you must—” 


	“I don’t. I came looking for Gerrish and found him dead, just like you did. Feel him. He’s cold. I wouldn’t still be hanging around if I’d killed him.” 


	Jack didn’t know if the body was really cold, but it had looked cold.


	He gave Jack an odd look. “Do I know you? Have we met?” 


	Jack stared at him. Come to think of it, he looked kind of familiar.


	“I don’t think so.” 


	He seemed to shake it off. “What was your business with Mister Gerrish, if not the sword?” 


	“Owes me money. Make that owed me money. Looks like I’m out my dough and you’re out your sword.” 


	He tightened his grip on his prisoner’s neck and started pushing him toward his pals.


	“Let’s move this party down the road a piece. I’ll let your guy go and you can watch me walk out the door without a sword, or even a bread knife.” 


	The leader guy said something in Japanese and the three of them began backing away. Jack wished he knew what he’d said. Desperate, he tossed off the only Japanese he knew to throw them off balance—maybe.


	“Arigato. Konichiwa. Kyu Sakamoto. Gojira. Gamera. Rodan.” 


	When they were all out in the hall between the front room and the kitchen, Jack’s prisoner began spewing angry Japanese.


	The older suit protested but one of the younger pair shook his head and began speaking in English.


	“We will move no farther.” He raised his pistol and aimed it at Jack’s eye where he peeked out from behind the thick neck. “We will dishonor our brother if we allow you to leave.” 


	Funny, they didn’t look like brothers.


	“You want him crippled?” 


	“He will not live as a cripple.” 


	Jack got the message. He sensed something building, something stupid and unnecessarily bloody and surely deadly.


	“Okay. Let’s be calm and figure what we can do here so we all go our way with our honor intact.” 


	“You must release our brother and surrender to us.” 


	Didn’t like the sound of that.


	“I don’t think so.” 


	The tension in the air increased. These crazies were going to start shooting, and if their brother went down in the crossfire, so be it.


	The older guy obviously was against this and had been arguing in a placating tone. Suddenly his eyes met Jack’s and bulged like a Bob Clampett character.


	Now he was pointing and yammering in a high-pitched voice, repeating the word ronin over and over. But the two cold-eyed mooks weren’t listening. Maybe he wasn’t their boss.


	Only thing to do was duck and let the big guy take the first shots, then shove him toward them and start blasting away.


	Shit-shit-shit! What was the point? Everybody was going to lose. Every—


	And then a sound, a high-pitched howl of rage from the front door as a big black guy came charging in with a raised baseball bat. Jack noticed a bloody bandage on his left little finger. He looked like an enraged grizzly and he had murder in his eyes.


	What the—?


	The three of them whirled. The two gunners hesitated half a second, then began firing. Without thinking, Jack pushed his prisoner toward the melee, tripping him along the way, and ducked back into the bedroom.


	As he dove for the window a phut-phut-phut-phut sound echoed behind him. He heard something heavy thump to the floor back there, and still the phut-phut barrage continued. He hauled himself onto the fire escape and began climbing as fast as he could. Screw the noise, screw the cops, he had to make the roof before Tojo and company reached the window.
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	“Stop!” Hideo shouted. “Stop now!” 


	Finally they listened and stepped away from Cooter-san’s bullet-riddled body. They began loading fresh magazines into their pistols.


	Hideo’s mind reeled. Two dead! All because of a broken-down katana. Was it cursed? And then he saw Goro pushing himself up from the floor, with no one behind him.


	“The ronin!” 


	Kenji clicked a magazine into the grip of his pistol and gave him a puzzled look. “Ronin?” 


	Kenji and Ryo had been so intent on killing their attacker that they’d forgotten the ronin.


	Hideo pointed toward the bedroom. “The man! He’s escaping!” 


	Goro swung around and charged through the bedroom doorway, Kenji and Ryo on his heels. Hideo followed, but knew what they’d find.


	An empty bedroom.


	Goro grabbed his pistol from the floor and barreled toward the window, still lit by red and blue flashes.


	“No!” Hideo cried. “The police!” 


	Goro wasn’t listening but Kenji and Ryo had enough presence of mind to pull him back.


	“We must go,” Hideo said. “Now. We cannot be seen.” 


	Goro struggled free of their grasp, then nodded.


	“The stairs,” Kenji said. “That will be the safest.” 


	They slipped past the two corpses and paused at the door. Kenji peered into the hallway, then gave the signal to follow. The four of them rushed to the stairwell and hurried down.


	Hideo brought up the rear thinking about the man in the apartment. He’d looked familiar at once, but he’d been unable to place him until he caught a look at his face from an angle similar to the photo.


	Yoshio’s mysterious ronin.


	His mind whirled. What were the odds of winding up in the same apartment with that man? Astronomical.


	And yet…


	He said he’d been looking for owed money, but that could have been a lie. He too might have been looking for the sword. If so, he did not have it, for he’d been bargaining to walk out of the apartment without it.


	What a strange, strange day this had been.


	When they reached the street, Hideo studied the traffic lights at the nearby corner, looking for—


	There! A traffic security camera, trained on the corner, but pointed his way. Its angle might—he prayed to his ancestors that it be so—include this doorway. Where there was one cam there would be others. He could search them out through the police grid and review their recordings.


	If he was lucky, he might see the ronin and gain a clue as to where he could find him.


	If he was very lucky he might see a man carrying a katana. But no one could be that lucky.
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	Jack swayed and rocked as he rode the mostly empty Manhattan-bound train, but his thoughts remained in Jamaica.


	That Japanese guy seemed to know him, and Jack had to admit he looked a little familiar. Obviously they’d met at some time. But where? Jack didn’t know many Asians and they rarely came to him as customers. They had their own extralegal ways of solving problems. So where—?


	He straightened in his seat. The Japanese guy in the Catskills—Yoshio. This guy looked like him. But he couldn’t be him. He’d been executed by Sam Baker. As cold-blooded an act as Jack had ever seen. One Baker had paid for.


	This new guy looked enough like him to be his brother. Maybe he was. But even so, how did he know Jack?


	He shook his head. Be glad when this was over. And he had a feeling it would be over soon. Because he had a pretty good idea who had the sword now.


	Never would have pegged O’Day as a killer. Just went to show the lengths a collector would go to.


	Gollum had found his Precious.


	“You’re looking for a sword,” said a woman’s voice behind him. “You should be looking for the baby as well.” 


	He turned and saw a twenty-something girl dressed in black like him, with bright burgundy hair and heavily kohled eyes. She sported a slew of ear, nostril, eyebrow, and lip piercings. A pit bull stared up at him from the end of the leash clutched in her hand.


	“You’re one of them,” he said.


	She nodded.


	“Prove it.” 


	She lifted the front of her Sandman T-shirt to reveal a deep depression just to the right of her navel.


	She smiled. “Need a closer look?” 


	Jack shook his head. He knew it went clean through and exited in the small of her back.


	Women with dogs had been walking in and out of his life, each knowing more than they should about him and what was going on.


	“I’d love to find the baby—and its mother. Where’s Dawn?” 


	She shrugged. “Sometimes I know and other times I don’t. She appears and disappears. But her baby…” 


	“What about it?” 


	“It is important.” 


	“How?” 


	“I wish I knew. Like the katana you seek—unique among swords—the baby is unique among mortals. It has the potential to be used for immense good or terrible ill. Whoever controls that baby may well control the future.” She frowned. “Or not.” 


	“Thanks for clearing that up.” 


	“There’s nothing clear about it.” 


	“I promised to protect Dawn, but not her baby. If she wants to get an abortion—and she has every reason to—should I stop her?” 


	The girl’s expression looked almost pained. “I wish I could say. Perhaps it would be for the best. It is a wild card that could provide the Adversary with an unbeatable hand. Then again… it may allow us to trump him.” 


	Jack sighed. “You’re a big help.” 


	“I wish I could tell you more. That is all I know. We are in uncharted waters.” As the train stopped, she said, “I get off here.” 


	Jack didn’t want to see her go. So many questions…


	“There’s nothing more you can tell me?” 


	She shook her head. “When I know more, I shall come to you. Until then…” 


	She stepped out onto the platform and let the dog lead her away. Jack knew better than to follow.
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	“The hireling has not yet found the katana, sensei.” 


	Toru, sitting in his darkened room, did not turn at Tadasu’s voice, but kept his face to his window, gazing out at the night.


	“He is truly searching? You have followed him?” 


	“He is difficult to follow, but I believe so, sensei.” 


	“You think he is an honorable man, then?” 


	“I do, sensei.” 


	“Will that make it more difficult for you to do what must be done when the time comes?” Toru sensed an instant’s hesitation. “Well… will it?” 


	“No, sensei. Nothing will deter me from my duty to the Order.” 


	“Good.” He waved a hand. “Prepare the shoten for me. We leave within the hour.” 


	The door closed, cutting off the light from the hallway and plunging the room into darkness. Toru did not move. He sat and thought, and his thoughts were not happy. Instead of handling this matter on its own, the Order had been forced to depend on a gaijin mercenary. Humiliating.


	But the Kakureta Kao would rise again. The Seer had promised.


	He went to the small wooden bureau that held his worldly belongings and withdrew a small case of sturdy ebony, its top inlaid with ivory. He removed the top and examined the doku-ippen within: two dozen slivers of wood, each saturated with a different mix of herbs and extracts, rested in individual grooves. The ones ringed with blue caused mere unconsciousness. The others were soaked with deadly toxins: Those marked with black were employed for instant effect, those marked with varying shades of red conferred a delayed death. All were untraceable.


	He would need one of the reds tonight.


	So many needs in his life now…


	The Order needed the katana, so that its future might be measured in millennia.


	The Order also needed a successful test of the ekisu tonight so that New York City’s future might be measured in days.
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	Hideo’s ancestors answered his prayers.


	A fair number of traffic cams around the city were fakes, installed on the principle that if one thinks one is being watched, one will behave accordingly. But the cam near Gerrish-san’s apartment was of the functioning variety and—bless his ancestors—showed the building’s entrance in the far upper left corner of the frame.


	Kenji sat with him, absorbing all Hideo was doing. So difficult to reconcile this young, eager-to-learn face now with his cold-blooded expression while pumping round after round into Cooter-san.


	Hideo turned to him. “How long do you think Gerrish-san was dead when we found him?” 


	The answer was important. He needed to know how far back in the recording to go. He had no idea of how to judge a death, but he sensed Kenji had seen his share of corpses.


	He answered in English: “From way blood was only part”—he looked to Hideo for help—”thicked?” 


	“Clotted.” 


	He nodded. “Yes, clotted. I say one hour.” 


	To be safe, Hideo began reviewing at a point ninety minutes before their arrival at the apartment. He showed Kenji how to fast-forward, then leaned back and concentrated on the screen. The entrance was not terribly busy, so he did not have to stop Kenji often.


	The onscreen clock read 19:52 when he saw a man step out of the entrance carrying an oblong object.


	“Stop.” 


	Kenji did so and Hideo took over the controls. He enhanced and enlarged the image. The object under the man’s arm appeared to be a rolle-dup rug. He estimated its length at approximately ninety to one hundred centimeters. Long enough to hide the katana they sought.


	The man was moving north. If he walked any faster he would have been trotting. One might even think he was escaping from something. A murder scene, perhaps?


	Unfortunately he kept his face straight ahead, providing only a high-angle profile that Hideo doubted would provide sufficient mapping points for the facial recognition program.


	Hideo called up the map of traffic cams in Jamaica and found one two blocks north. He prayed again to his ancestors, begging them to go back in time and guide this man on a straight path to this intersection. Then he accessed the new cam and began his review at 19:52. He did not fast-forward but waited patiently, praying for the man to appear. If he had turned left or right at the preceding intersection, Hideo might never find him again.


	Finally, miraculously, he appeared. Hideo closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief and thanks, then focused on the man with the rug. He crossed the intersection heading north, then turned west and waited for the green.


	“Look up,” Hideo said aloud, earning a puzzled look from Kenji. “Look up and check the traffic signal. Look up!” 


	And then, almost as if he’d heard him, the man looked up, almost directly into the camera. Hideo froze the frame, enlarged, enhanced, and saved. He would enter it into the facial recognition program later. But first…


	He returned to the view of the entrance to Gerrish’s apartment building and watched until he saw himself and the three yakuza exit. He let the recording run even longer, but no sign of Yoshio’s ronin.


	He sighed. He didn’t see any way of finding him. But he should be grateful. At least he’d secured a picture of the current owner of Sasaki-san’s katana. That was the important thing. Of course it would all come to nothing if he had never been arrested and entered into the system. But Hideo had a feeling that a man who would slit another’s throat to acquire a sword would have to have been arrested at some point during his adult life. And if he had, Hideo would find him.


	The ronin, however… the odds were high against his ever having another chance at that man.


	But Hideo had a feeling that, with the help of his ancestors, he might beat those odds.
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	Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!


	Someone had seen her. She totally knew it.


	All right, she didn’t know it, but how could someone not have seen her? She’d got on the C without knowing where she was going, but that had been okay. What had counted was being off the street. Then she’d looked around the subway car and seen her face on half a dozen flyers.


	She’d kept her head down, her mind screaming for a solution. Finally it hit her: tourists.


	Totally.


	Native New Yorkers would have her face burned on their brains by now, but tourists came and went. And tourists usually spent their time gawking at the sights and gazing up at the skyscrapers and such, not studying posters. So where could she find the most tourists? In the Times Square/theater district, of course.


	Tons of tourists.


	She’d ducked out of the C at 42nd Street. The Port Authority had tempted her—hop a bus to New Jersey where Jerry would never find her. But she knew nothing about Jersey, and figured she’d probably need a car there. She didn’t know if they even did abortions in Jersey.


	No, better to stay where she knew her way around. At least for now. Lots of abortion clinics in the city. Once that was over she could think about relocating.


	She’d wound through the crowds on Eighth toward the theaters. When she saw a bunch of men wearing John Deere caps and string ties come out of the Milford Plaza, she knew that was the place for her.


	But checking in hadn’t been easy. They’d been totally suspicious about her wanting to pay cash, but she had no choice. She couldn’t use a credit card—someone watching her account would know exactly where she was. They’d wanted ID and she had to show her driver’s license. That put her real name on the register.


	And then the room. A single. Dawn could so not believe how small it was. A postage stamp with like four feet between the walls and the king-size bed. Even the mirrored wall couldn’t make it look bigger. Plus the bathroom had fixtures that looked fifty years old.


	All for the bargain price of $326 a night.


	She guessed she could have chosen a better grade, but that meant more money and she wanted to conserve as much of her cash as possible. She had no idea of how long it would last.


	So for the time being this would be home.


	Gross.


	She went to the window and looked out at the night. She couldn’t see the street, only rooftops and the glow from all the lighted marquees on 45th Street directly below. Was someone down there in the crowds, watching the hotel, waiting for her to come out? Waiting so he could collect his reward?


	She couldn’t leave, couldn’t even risk going to the hotel restaurant. She’d have to order room service and hope the delivery guy didn’t recognize her.


	She felt just as trapped as she had at Mr. Osala’s, but at least there she’d been safe. Here…


	This was a nightmare.


	Why not just call Henry and have him pick her up? But then she’d be back where she started.


	She couldn’t take it. She’d been ready to end it all before but had let Mr. Osala talk her out of it. Why not finish the job now? Get it done this time.


	She tried to open the window but it wouldn’t budge. She picked up the room’s one chair and slammed it against the glass. It bounced back. She tried it again with the same result. Some sort of safety glass.


	She dropped onto the bed and began to cry.


	She had to find a way out of this. She’d formed the beginnings of a plan on the subway. Maybe she should go with that.


	She pulled herself together, grabbed the bag of stuff she’d bought at the drugstore, and headed for the bathroom.
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	Using his flashlight sparingly, Shiro rushed back through the dark woods to his teacher, praying the news he brought would not cause him to abort the test.


	“Sensei, there are people in the little cabin there!” 


	Akechi-sensei, a faintly limned shadow in the starlight, nodded. “All the better. Proceed.” 


	“But what if they interfere?” 


	“They will not.” He pointed back toward the woods. “Go. Hurry.” 


	Shiro obeyed, returning to where Tadasu waited with the shoten. The chosen site lay half a mile north of a golf course and barely more than half a mile from any dwelling, yet here among the silent trees, civilization could have been a thousand miles away.


	That changed as he neared the rotting cabin in a tiny forgotten clearing.


	Not completely forgotten, obviously. Four teenagers—two couples—had driven a battered Jeep to the cabin and begun an impromptu party. They had beer and were playing loud music.


	He found Tadasu about fifty yards from the cabin. The shoten lay bound and gagged on the ground before him.


	“Sensei says to proceed,” he said when he arrived.


	Tadasu nodded, then knelt next to the shoten. He pulled a blue vial from his pocket.


	“Hold his head and remove the gag,” he said.


	Shiro did as he was told and the shoten began cursing.


	“What the fuck you sonabitches—” 


	“Drink this,” Tadasu said, forcing the mouth of the vial between his lips.


	The old drunk apparently never refused anything to drink because he swallowed it in one gulp. Then he made a face.


	“Shit! What is that shit?” 


	Shiro reapplied the gag, then stepped away. Tadasu remained kneeling.


	“Now we wait.” 


	The shoten’s muffled protests and struggles against his bonds slowed, then ceased. When he lay quiet, Tadasu removed the gag and then produced a red-striped wooden sliver.


	“A doku-ippen?” Shiro said.


	“Akechi-sensei’s idea. Just to be safe.” He pricked the shoten’s neck with it, then rose and stepped over him. “Back to sensei. Quickly. We don’t know how soon it takes effect.” 


	Shiro led the way, and soon the three of them were standing together next to their car on an empty side road, staring in the general direction of the shoten.


	Suspense gripped Shiro like a vise. His breath felt trapped in his chest.


	“What will happen, sensei?” 


	“Something wonderful, Shiro. No one alive has seen a Kuroikaze. We shall be the first in a generation.” 


	“Why did we use a doku-ippen?” 


	“The ekisu causes the one who drinks it to become a focus for the Kuroikaze. The Black Wind will last as long as the shoten survives. Because this is an experiment to test the ekisu, I do not want large-scale death. We will save that for later. I had you choose a sickly shoten because, while the Kuroikaze is sapping the life from all it touches, it is also diminishing the life of the shoten. The longer the shoten survives, the more fierce the wind, the greater the radius of death. The particular doku-ippen used will bring death shortly after it is introduced into the body. So even if this wasted shoten taps into some hidden reserves of strength, he won’t survive long enough to raise a full-fledged Kuroikaze.” 


	“There!” Tadasu cried, pointing. “Something is happening!” 


	Shiro strained to see, but the starlight was dim, and the trees dark.


	And then he saw it—a layer of blackness overspreading an area of trees… a cloud, blacker than Shiro had ever seen… so black it didn’t reflect the meager starlight, but rather seemed to absorb it… devour it.


	The way it oozed across the treetops made Shiro’s gut crawl. This was evil, and he didn’t like to think of the Order to which he had devoted his life as dealing with evil. But then, this was certainly no more evil than the atomic bombs that killed so many in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


	Yes, if he thought of it that way, he could accept.


	He watched and waited, expecting to see the inexorable flow of the blackness slow and then begin to ebb. But it continued to expand, coming their way.


	“Sensei? Shouldn’t it be stopping now?” 


	Akechi-sensei turned to Tadasu. “You are sure the point pierced his skin?” 


	“I saw blood, sensei.” 


	“Then he should die any minute.” 


	But the blackness showed no sign of slowing, let alone retreating.


	“Perhaps we had better move farther way,” Tadasu said.


	“No,” said their teacher. “If you did your duty, we have nothing to fear.” 


	Shiro felt he had a lot to fear. That blackness… it made him want to run, and hide, find his mother and cower behind her.


	Abruptly the blackness changed. Instead of spreading toward them, it began expanding upward, shooting a towering ebony column into the sky, reaching toward the stars.


	And then it was gone, and the blackness over the trees evaporated like smoke in a gale.


	“Quickly,” Akechi-sensei said. “Into the woods. We must see what it has done.” 


	Shiro led the way, directing his flashlight beam ahead of him. He moved cautiously at first because he didn’t know what to expect. But then, seeing no trace of the blackness, he picked up speed…


	Until he came upon the dead vegetation—like crossing a line of death where everything on one side thrived and everything on the other was dead. Every leaf on every tree and bush was wilted and brown, every needle on every pine was brown, even the weeds were dead. Nothing moved. No owls hooted, no crickets chirped, no mosquitoes bit.


	All this death… from the Kuroikaze?


	He came upon the shoten. The flashlight beam revealed a shrunken cadaver that looked as if it had been dead for weeks.


	Shiro backed away, then approached the shack. Entering, he found the structure intact but its inhabitants… he had to look away.


	He had only glimpsed them before the Kuroikaze, so he didn’t know how they had changed. They looked shrunken, though not so much as the shoten. But what Shiro found most disturbing was their expressions. Each open-eyed, openmouthed face carried the same look: a great sadness, an unfathomable hopelessness.


	“And this is how it will be.” 


	Shiro started and turned at the sound of his sensei’s voice. He found him gesturing to the corpses and to the shack around them.


	“They firebombed Tokyo, atom-bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but worst of all, they humiliated the Son of Heaven, made Him bow to them, made Him surrender. Now it is their turn. We will set up strong, vital shotens around the city. We will feed them the ekisu and we will not pierce them with a doku-ippen. Then the clouds will rise and merge, creating such a Kuroikaze as has never been seen. It will leave the entire city like this. Millions dead, yet the buildings untouched. Imagine, the entire city silent, unmoving. All the structures intact, unmarred, just as they had been before the Kuroikaze, but filled with the dead, millions and millions of dead.” 


	THURSDAY
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	O’Day… the man’s name was Thomas O’Day.


	It had taken Hideo a while to find him in the police database. Due to the poor light in the captured still, the face recognition program had been unable to create a sufficiently specific map to pin down the man he sought. The result was dozens of hits, followed by the wearisome task of tracing the current whereabouts of each one of them. Some were dead, some were still incarcerated, and some were free and gainfully employed.


	One was the owner of a shop specializing in knives and swords. He had been arrested for possession of stolen property with intent to sell. He had lived free for a number of years now without another arrest.


	But a man who had sold stolen goods in the past might have reverted to his old ways. If Gerrish had wished to sell the stolen katana, who better to seek out than a fence who knew all about swords?


	It was not a sure thing, but it was the best he had. In fact, the only thing he had. He decided to pursue it.


	His instincts said to wait until nightfall, especially considering the Madison Avenue address of this Bladeville store. But he reminded himself that he had waited until dark to visit Mr. Gerrish and had regretted it. He would not make that mistake again.


	He called out to Kenji to gather his yakuza brothers and prepare to move.
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	Dawn checked herself in the mirror.


	She’d had a totally terrible night and looked it. Hardly slept at all. Kept hearing people outside her door and worrying they were coming for her. She had the security bar in place and even had wedged the chair against the knob, but still she worried.


	And then the phone had rung. Just one ring and then stopped. She’d stared at it, waiting for another, but none came. Finally she mustered the nerve to pick up the receiver and listen.


	Nothing but a dial tone.


	Probably just some electronic glitch in the system. Under normal circumstances she wouldn’t have given it a second thought. But last night she’d stayed on tenterhooks for hours, wondering if it would ring again.


	Paranoia was so not fun.


	The bags under her red eyes made her look like she’d been partying all night. They went right along with the rotten haircut and dye job she’d given herself.


	But at least she looked way different from the girl who’d walked in here yesterday. She’d used the scissors and brown hair-coloring kit she’d bought at the drugstore to give herself a makeover. The shoulder-length blond hair had become short and brown, barely covering her ears.


	She put on her big sunglasses and turned this way and that. She looked nothing like the girl on the flyer. No way anyone would recognize her.


	That made her feel somewhat better. Especially since she was leaving the hotel today on an important errand—a visit to an abortion clinic on West 63rd this afternoon. She’d called first thing this morning and they’d given her a three-thirty appointment.


	She paced the tiny open area near the window. What to do till then? She had no choice but the tube. She turned on the set and found nothing but news. Something had happened last night.


	Please not another terrorist attack, she thought. First the trade towers, then LaGuardia, now what?


	She stopped to watch and listen to a talking head…


	“The news from Staten Island just got worse, I’m afraid. Five bodies have been found in the dead area—an adult male and four teenagers. They have not yet been identified. For those of you who have just awakened, here is the breaking story: A half-mile-wide circle of Staten Island died during the night.” 


	An aerial view of a wooded area filled the screen, green except for a circle of brown at its center. It looked like a lawn where someone had spilled weed killer. Dawn felt her neck tighten and crawl when she realized how perfectly round it was. The newscaster spoke over the image.


	“People on the island, and even some in Brooklyn, reported a strange meteorological phenomenon—a vertical black cloud by most accounts—that lasted only seconds, but seemed to originate in the area some have begun calling the ‘kill zone.’ Everything is dead. The floor of the wooded area is littered with the bodies of birds, squirrels, mice, moles, and chipmunks. Every single bit of vegetation is brown and wilted. Nothing was spared.” 


	Chilled, Dawn switched to the next station where she encountered a talking head described as a “cereologist.” 


	“… obvious that since their crop circle warnings were at best ignored or at worst ridiculed, they’ve progressed to the next level. Now, instead of merely knocking down vegetation, they’ve started killing it…” 


	Next she came to someone labeled a “chemical warfare expert.” 


	“Look, we know it’s not an infestation—first off because parasites don’t kill overnight, and secondly because too many species of plants died. And a parasite won’t explain the dead birds. No, it has to be a toxin—herbicidal, but toxic to birds and mammals as well. Frankly, I’ve never heard of such an agent, but obviously it exists, because that’s the only way to explain the across-the-board lethality and the confined location.” 


	Another channel showed a man-on-the-street interview with an old codger who looked to be in his eighties.


	“What about you, sir. Are you scared? Could it be terrorists?” 


	“Could be. I saw something like this back in the Pacific theater duringwar. We called it a ‘wilt’ back then, and it was always associated with a black cloud. Atolls and whole islands would get hit, leaving nothing alive—even the fish would be dead. And if any of our guys were there, they’d be dead too, all with these awful looks on their faces. It was a Jap secret weapon then, and it stayed secret from us. But it looks like someone else’s got hold of it now.” 


	Dawn turned off the set. This was creeping her out. She turned her thoughts to her appointment at the clinic.


	She had all her moves planned: Out the front entrance and into one of the waiting cabs, up to the clinic for her interview, examination, and blood work, then call a cab to bring her straight back here. She estimated her maximum exposure on the street at less than two minutes. That sounded totally safe and doable.


	So why then did she feel like she’d be entering a combat zone?
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	Jack timed his arrival at Bladeville for a few minutes after ten A.M. Maybe he was wrong, but his gut told him otherwise.


	As he stepped through the door—keeping the beak of his hat between his face and the security cam—the chime sounded and Tom O’Day stepped in from the private area at the rear. He stopped in his tracks with a startled expression.


	“Um… Jack, right?” 


	Jack nodded. He’d gone over all the possible approaches and had decided on balls-to-the-wall directness.


	“We’ve got a problem.” 


	What little openness there’d been in O’Day’s expression shut down like the security shutter on his store.


	“Really?” 


	“Yeah. The guy who stole the Gaijin Masamune is dead, his throat slit by the katana in question.” 


	Jack didn’t know that for sure, but figured it was a safe assumption. O’Day’s sudden pallor went a long way toward confirming that.


	“Wh-what do you mean? How do you know?” 


	“I arrived at his place shortly after it happened.” 


	O’Day quickly regained his composure. He gave Jack a narrowed-eyed stare.


	“How do I know you didn’t do it?” 


	“Because you got caught on the lobby camera entering and leaving around the time of death.” 


	O’Day blanched. “Bullshit!” 


	Which was right on the money. Jack hadn’t even seen the lobby, and had no idea whether it was fitted with a security cam or not. But he had a feeling O’Day wasn’t anywhere near as aware of them as Jack was, so it was a good bet he’d never noticed either way.


	Jack shrugged. “After I found the body I broke into the security office and ran a quick review off the hard drive there.” He smiled. “It’s not much more than a glorified TiVo, y’know. Watched you walk in empty-handed, then a little later, not so empty-handed—a long, wrapped object under your arm.” 


	No way would O’Day walk out carrying a sword for all to see. He’d have it wrapped in something—a towel, a sheet, a rug. Jack had no idea which, so he’d kept it vague.


	O’Day looked weak. Sweat beaded his face.


	“Hey,” Jack said in his most reassuring tone. “Told you: I’m not a cop. Too bad about Gerrish. Never knew the guy, and there are probably worse ways to die, but that’s between you and him. What’s between you and me is the matter of the sword. I’m ready to do you a favor and take it off your hands for a nice price.” 


	O’Day shook his head as if to clear it. “Favor?” 


	“Sure. Once the cops see that tape, you’ll become what they like to call ‘a person of interest.’ When they find you—and that’s when, not if—they’ll learn about your trade and your collection, and when that happens you’ll graduate from person of interest to suspect numero uno.” 


	“And selling to you’s gonna help?” 


	“Sure. You’ve got a murder weapon hidden away. Gerrish may have shown it to a friend. It’s pretty distinctive, and if they find it on you, you’re cooked. But sell it to my guy and he’ll sneak it back overseas where he came from. You’ll have big bucks, he’ll have his sword back, and I’ll have my fee. Win-win-win.” 


	O’Day chewed his lower lip in silence for a moment, then gave a quick nod.


	“For the record, I found Gerrish dead, just like you did. The katana was lying next to him. Since he wouldn’t be having any more use for it, I decided to give it a good home.” 


	Riiiight.


	“Like I said: Never knew Gerrish. What happened between you and him stays between you and him. Like Vegas. What do you want for the blade?” 


	“A hundred grand.” 


	Jack blinked. “Whoa. I don’t know if he wants it back that badly.” 


	O’Day gave him a sour smile. “Well, we’ll never know if we don’t ask, will we.” 


	“I getcha. Where is it?” 


	He didn’t want to be responsible for involving his customer in some lowrent scam.


	“In the back. Wanna see?” 


	“I think I should, don’t you.” 


	He shrugged. “I guess so.” He started toward the front of the store. “But first…” He went to the door and pulled down the security shutter, closing them in behind a wall of corrugated steel. “Like a fishbowl in here. Can’t be too careful.” 


	“We could’ve just gone back there.” 


	“Don’t want anyone wandering in.” 


	Jack felt an uneasy tingle in his gut. Something askew here.


	As he watched O’Day stride toward the back room, he wondered if he’d bought the security cam bit. If he hadn’t, then Jack was the only person who could connect O’Day to Gerrish, and it would be in O’Day’s best interest to eliminate that link.


	He pulled his Glock from the small of his back and turned sideways, shielding it behind his right thigh.


	O’Day returned balancing the katana on his palms. The blade was riddled with pocks and holes, just like in the photos. Jack noticed that he’d done some fixing up.


	“You put a handle on it.” 


	“It’s called a tsuka. Yeah. I spent half the night getting the wrapping right.” He pushed the sword closer to Jack. “Wanna closer look?” 


	“That’s okay.” 


	A little farther out. “C’mon.” 


	“I can see what I need to see. Okay, I’ll tell my guy—” 


	O’Day was fast for his age. In a flash he had the katana raised in a one handed grip and swinging toward Jack’s head. With a choice between getting off a shot or being scalped, he ducked and raised the Glock to ward off the blade. It struck the pistol with almost enough force to knock it free. As it was, the blow pulled his finger against the trigger and fired off the chambered round. Jack rolled and pulled the trigger again.


	Nothing.


	He glanced at the Glock and saw only half a pistol. The blade had sliced through the plastic frame just forward of the trigger guard, then through the spring and guide rod and—hell, it had cut through the barrel as well. The slide had been knocked free, exposing the chamber. He could see the next round waiting to be chambered.


	What the—?


	He leaned back as the katana made another slice at his head—the guy had one hell of a reach. He heard the whisper of lacerated air and felt the breeze in its wake.


	O’Day had a two-handed grip now and was already making another swing for the bleachers. Jack flung the remnant of the Glock, bouncing it off his forehead. O’Day grunted in pain and his swing went wide.


	With that, Jack vaulted over the counter, grabbed a dagger off the wall, and flung it. O’Day knocked it away in midair with the blade. He grinned, confident. He knew how to handle a katana.


	And now Jack knew it too.


	He grabbed another knife—a heavy dirk—threw it, and reached for his Kel-Tec in its ankle holster. But the dirk went wide and the katana smashed into the display case inches from Jack’s head, showering him with glittering shards of glass.


	He forgot about his backup for an instant as he rolled away from the glass and O’Day’s follow-up swing. Then O’Day climbed over what was left of that section of the display case and charged, the katana held high with both hands, his mouth wide in a scream of rage. Looked like he’d had enough and wanted to end this here and now.


	On the floor, with no room for lateral movement in the narrow lane behind the cases, Jack scrabbled away on hands and knees. In desperation he grabbed a wavy bladed kris from a case as he passed and winged it over his shoulder. He heard O’Day’s scream choke off but he didn’t slow. Without looking back he dove onto the display cabinet and rolled to the other side. As soon as he hit the floor, he rolled again, yanking his backup free along the way. He leaped to his feet, aiming the Kel-Tec P-11 at O’Day’s center of mass.


	But didn’t fire.


	O’Day stood behind the counter, leaning against the wall. He’d lowered the katana, though he hadn’t dropped it. His eyes were glazed as blood poured from his mouth. Somehow, the kris had landed point first in his open mouth, piercing the rear of his throat. The wavy blade protruded at an angle, and began to bob as he made a slow turn and staggered toward the rear of the store.


	Jack heard a clattering clank and figured he’d finally lost his grip on the sword. He made it to the NO ADMITTANCE door before collapsing face-first onto the floor. The dead-weight impact of the floor against the pommel of the kris drove its blade deeper into his throat and out the back of his neck. His legs spas-kicked a couple of times, then he lay still.


	Jack watched it all and felt nothing.


	Bye-bye, Tom O’Day. Maybe Hugh Gerrish will be waiting for you on the other side. Should be an interesting conversation.


	He hurried around to the back of the counter and lifted the katana, careful to avoid its cutting edge. He felt a strange sensation run through him as he touched the blade. Couldn’t identify it—at once thrilled and repulsed. He gripped it by the handle and had to fight off a mad urge to swing it in a decapitating arc.


	Was that what had happened between Gerrish and O’Day?


	No matter. He wasn’t going to keep it…


	Or was he?


	Jack felt this mad rush of desire to take it and hang it on his wall and shred anybody who tried to take it from him.


	He shook it off. Three people dead now because of it—at least he assumed the bat-wielding guy who had charged into Gerrish’s apartment had left the living. Three that he knew of. Who knew how many it had killed since Masamune had made it? He couldn’t see how it could be worth it.


	Time to get out of here. He needed something to wrap it in, and then he’d be gone. He looked around…


	And his gaze settled on the security cam.


	Shit!


	Despite his hat, with all that dodging and weaving and rolling over the counter, no way his face hadn’t been exposed. Had to find that tape or disk or hard drive or whatever and trash it.


	He dragged a chair over to the corner and was climbing toward the cam when a rattling racket came from the front of the store. Someone was banging on the security shutter.


	“Mister O’Day?” a voice called. “Are you in there? You are supposed to be open by now.” 


	That sounded like the yakuzas’ boss from last night. The same guys? Could it be possible?


	Didn’t matter. Couldn’t be caught here.


	He hopped down and pulled on the NO ADMITTANCE door, but it wouldn’t budge because O’Day’s corpse was slumped against it. Jack was trying to slide him out of the way when he heard the steel curtain begin to roll up. No time to get out, so he darted toward the counter. On the way he spotted the pieces of his ruined Glock on the floor. He snatched up everything in sight and ducked behind the display cases. Beneath them he spotted wooden doors. He slid one open and found a near-empty space occupied by a few stilettos and folding knives. A tight fit but…


	He put the katana in first, making sure its cutting edge was facing away. He followed it, folding his knees against his chest and sliding the door closed. He waited, listening, Kel-Tec ready.


	4


	Hideo had noticed that the security shutter was unlocked, so he instructed Goro to raise it. The lights were on within. He pushed on the door and it swung open.


	“Mister O’Day?” he called again. “Are you in there?” 


	No answer.


	Kenji slipped past him and entered the store. He took two steps and stopped. He glanced back with a surprised and concerned expression, then hurried forward. The two other yakuza followed. Hideo hesitantly brought up the rear, sensing that something bad waited ahead.


	He was right. One quick look at Mr. O’Day, a flash of the hilt of a dagger distorting his mouth and the bloody point of its wavy blade jutting from the back of his neck, was all he could take. He turned away and struggled to hold down his breakfast of natto, nori, and miso soup.


	He succeeded, then managed to say, “The katana—does anyone see the katana?” 


	As they began looking, Hideo noticed people passing on the street. No one glanced in, but sooner or later someone would.


	“Hurry!” 


	Goro and Ryo rolled the body away from the rear door. Kenji stepped through and turned on the lights.


	“Takita-san! Come see!” 


	Hideo gingerly stepped over the corpse and peeked in the room. He gasped at the dozens of gleaming blades racked on the walls. He knew little about katana, but sensed this was a magnificent collection.


	Unfortunately each blade appeared to be in perfect condition. And there on the floor lay the rug he had seen O’Day carrying from Gerrish’s apartment building—empty.


	He glanced again at the front of the store. Madison Avenue was becoming busier and busier. Only a matter of time before someone stopped in for a look.


	The katana was not here. O’Day had killed Gerrish to get it, and now someone had killed O’Day. This blade was leaving a trail of corpses in its blood-soaked wake. How was he going to find this latest killer?


	Wait. Hadn’t he seen a security camera on one of the walls? He stepped back in to the front area and yes—a camera mounted near the ceiling. A chair sat conveniently in place below it. He climbed upon it to get an idea of where the wire might go. He tugged on it and—


	It came free.


	
Only a gentle tug to pop it out of the wall. Hideo found himself looking at the clean-cut end of a coaxial cable, devoid of any connector.


	No! A prop!


	In a fit of rage he tore the fake cam from the wall and hurled it across the store, spewing curses as it flew.


	Hideo hated O’Day then. He deserved to be dead. He had left Hideo with no record of what had transpired here.


	He jumped to the floor and hurried to the front door where he scanned the street. No traffic cams in sight. He cursed again, this time under his breath.


	Then he turned to Goro. “Turn out the lights inside and lower the shutter.” To Kenji: “Call the car.” 


	As he waited he reviewed his options but saw no way to rescue this. He must find one. Must. His own honor as well as Yoshio’s depended on it. He could not return to Tokyo and report failure to Sasaki-san.
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	Hearing the security shutter clang shut and the store go silent, Jack eased open the sliding door and unfolded himself from the cabinet. Good thing he wasn’t claustrophobic.


	He reholstered his Kel-Tec and fitted the pieces of the Glock into his pockets. Even though it was ruined, he couldn’t very well leave it behind. He looked around to see what had caused the crash and the cursing. In the dim light seeping around the edges of the shutter he noticed the security cam lying smashed on the floor. When he stepped closer and saw the deadend cable, he understood.


	O’Day… scamming to the end… everybody, including Jack.


	Okay. Alive and in possession of the katana. All he had left to do was get out of here and return the sword to its rightful owner. No, wait—that would be the museum in Hiroshima. Then again, the rightful owner would be the family of the man who had owned it last—probably vaporized in the A-bomb blast.


	A torturous provenance. He’d go with the Hirohito he knew.


	He began a search for something to wrap around the sword. In the back room he found a dusty throw rug that did the trick. But first he used it to wipe the kris’s handle, and anything else he had touched.


	He slipped up to the front door and peeked through a quarter-inch gap between the wall and the shutter track just in time to see the boss man and his three yakuza pals getting into a black Lincoln Town Car.


	Jack waited until it had moved off, then adjusted his cap and shades for maximum coverage before lifting the shutter just enough to allow him through. He straightened and let it drop again. A quick look around showed nobody particularly interested in him. It also showed the Lincoln waiting to make a left onto 29th Street.


	He stood watching it, wondering who the hell they were.


	The light changed and the car started to turn, but stopped halfway. For a second Jack thought one of them had spotted him, then realized it had stopped because it couldn’t go any farther. Twenty-ninth was backed up.


	As he watched it inch around the corner, he realized a pedestrian could run circles around them. Hell, an arthritic snail could leave them in the dust.


	If traffic stayed jammed, maybe… just maybe he could follow them to whatever they were calling home.


	He gave them a lead of half a block or better, then followed. Cautiously. They were crossing the lower end of Murray Hill and he didn’t see many places to hide. Whenever the car stopped—and that was often—he did the same and found a doorway or used an unloading van as a screen.


	When they finally reached Fifth Avenue, Jack saw the problem: mini gridlock. On the far side of Fifth, the street opened up, but the avenue itself was backed up. Could be an accident, or construction, or simply the daily perversities and vicissitudes of Manhattan traffic. Didn’t matter. Once their car crossed Fifth, they’d be gone.


	But wonder of wonders, the left-turn blinker came on. Hope sparked. This might work out after all.


	Staying out of sight on Fifth was easy—more lanes of traffic, more pedestrians. The Town Car stayed in the center fire lane as it made its downtown crawl, which told Jack that it wasn’t intending to turn for a while.


	After more than twenty slow blocks, they came to Washington Square Park. The car seemed aimed to pass through the famous arch when it flowed right onto Waverly Place. The car stopped before a massive, granite-fronted townhouse where the four got out and hurried up the front steps through a columned portico. They entered as if they owned the place.


	He had a feeling they didn’t, but maybe their employer did. He wondered who that might be. Some sort of Japanese crime organization? How else to explain the yakuza? Seemed that someone in that deep-pocketed organization—had to have elbow-deep pockets to afford a place like the one on Waverly—was a katana collector as well, and had somehow learned that Gerrish had stolen the Gaijin Masamune.


	Jack was sure Abe could learn who owned it. He’d ask him to find out.


	Just for curiosity’s sake.


	Because Jack had no intention of seeing any of that crew again. He’d contact Naka Slater ASAP, hand over the sword, collect his fee, and then it would be arigato, sayonara, and good riddance to the cursed thing.
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	Darryl’s eyes burned in the bright midday sunlight but he kept constant watch on the comings and goings at the Milford entrance.


	Even though his shift didn’t start again till midnight, and he needed some shut-eye real bad, he couldn’t stay away from the hotel.


	With good reason: He had a big investment here.


	Hank had set up two twelve-hour shifts of three guys each in a side-door panel truck, noon to midnight, and midnight to noon. They’d found a parking space across from the front entrance and camped there. The plan was to spot her and follow her and one way or another pull her into the van without being seen. In the event they were spotted and reported, the van had been fitted with stolen license plates.


	Darryl had taken the first red-eye shift with two other Kickers. Hank had told them that Dawn would probably dye her hair, so give every chick in her age group—not just the blondes—a close look.


	And just to make sure she was really registered, he’d called the hotel and asked for Dawn Pickering. Darryl had figured she’d register under a phony name but Hank had said no way. Maybe before 9/11, but not since. The hotel wouldn’t tell him the room number but had put him through to Dawn Pickering’s phone. He’d hung up just as it started to ring.


	Yeah, she was there, all right.


	Smart guy, that Hank.


	He scratched his left shin. Been itching him since last night. Had something bit him?


	He pulled up his pants leg for a look and saw a purplish blotch on his skin. He tried to rub it off but it was in his skin. Weird. And ugly. Must have bumped it in the truck. He’d spent twelve hours straight in that thing watching the entrance with no sign of Dawn. And even though he’d been relieved a couple of hours ago, he couldn’t seem to let go.


	He didn’t know the guys on the noon shift, didn’t know how sharp an eye they’d keep out for the girl. After all, what did they care. Yeah, Hank said she was important to the future of the Kicker Evolution, but what did that mean in everyday terms? Not much.


	If she slipped by them they’d be like, Oh well, fucked up, we’ll get her next time.


	Different for Darryl. That babe meant five grand in his pocket. He wasn’t about to let her slip away.
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	Hideo was having no luck. He wanted to grab his keyboard and bat it against the desk until it shattered into a thousand pieces, but he resisted that dubious pleasure. He must appear to be in control of himself and the situation—the rapidly deteriorating situation.


	Despite his best efforts, he had been unable to find a traffic cam with a view of the Bladeville doorway. He also had searched the Manhattan Webcam sites available on the Internet but still no luck.


	So he decided to go to the source: Check police records on the Hawaiian Islands for a report of a stolen sword. That would lead to the owner and give Hideo a starting point.


	But no such report existed on any of the islands. The possibility of a thief like Gerrish buying it seemed too remote to consider. Which left Hideo with a number of unpleasant prospects: The owner was either dead, or did not know the sword was missing, or did not legally own it.


	He rubbed his sweaty palms on his trousers. What was he going to do? He had to report back to Sasaki-san’s office within the next twelve hours. What was he going to say? Certainly not that he had hit a dead end. Certainly not that he had run into a man who matched one of the pictures his brother had sent back—that would only remind them of Yoshio’s failure and perhaps wonder if this brother might not be headed along the same path.


	No, he must sound optimistic: Through his diligence he had already had two near encounters with the katana. Perhaps add that he had missed it by scant minutes each time and hint at how he wished he had been assigned this mission sooner. Had he arrived in New York even half a day earlier, he would have the katana by now and be flying it home. He believed this to be true, and hoped it might mitigate any ire in the home office about his lack of success to this point.


	What he dared not say was that he had run out of leads. The two men he had connected to the blade were dead. His encounter with Yoshio’s ronin had been a one-in-a-million chance coincidence. He could not count on another.


	All he could do was ask his ancestors for help and guidance, and pray that they or fate would drop something in his lap.


	Until that happened, he must appear to be in control and homing in on the katana. The only course open to him at the moment was to find the previous owner—the one from whom Gerrish had most likely stolen it.


	That meant tracing Gerrish’s movements from the time he landed on the Hawaiian Islands until the time he boarded Northwest flight 804 out of Maui.


	At least then he would have a goal. He could look busy, be busy, all the while knowing he’d set himself a nearly impossible goal.


	And then two seemingly unrelated facts collided and clung: If the previous owner of the katana had no legal claim to it, might he not have followed the blade to New York and hired a local to find it? Yoshio had termed the mystery man a ronin—and ronin had been known to sell their services.


	He straightened in his seat. Here was another avenue of inquiry—a daunting task but one he must pursue: Seek out someone in this city who hired out to solve problems that needed to remain hidden from the authorities.


	An urban ronin.
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	Delivery was scheduled for ten o’clock tonight. Naka Slater did not want to take possession of the katana in a public place. Said he needed to examine the blade before he forked over the rest of Jack’s fee.


	Fair enough. Were positions reversed, Jack would have demanded the same.


	He’d decided on the alley next to Julio’s. It was convenient, he was familiar with it, and meeting there wouldn’t necessarily connect him to the bar.


	After cutting the call, he stood in his front room staring at the rolled-up rug lying on his round oak table. It seemed to call to him.


	Shrugging, he unwrapped it and took a two-handed grip on the handle. He knew next to nothing about swords, but the katana’s balance was so perfect it seemed to want to move of its own accord. He carried it to the center of the room where he lurched into an improvised sword kata that probably looked a lot more like John Belushi than Toshiro Mifune.


	He felt a twinge of regret that he’d called Naka Slater. It felt good in his hands, so good that he didn’t want to set it down. Heirloom or not, collector’s item or not, object of murderous desire or not, he wanted this on his wall, not some rich plantation owner’s. He could give back the advance…


	He forced himself to put down the sword, telling himself not to start down that slippery slope. He’d made a deal to find and return it. He’d accomplished the first half, now to complete the job.


	He stared down at the sword where it lay on the dirty old rug. Something entrancing about the pattern of holes in its blade. Almost hypnotizing.


	What the hell.


	He picked it up and began swinging it again.
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	“He has the katana, sensei!” The familiar voice was bursting with joy. “He will deliver it tonight!” 


	Only a supreme effort of will prevented Toru from leaping to his feet and shouting Banzai! For once the meaning would be literal—possession of the katana guaranteed the Kakureta Kao a thousand years.


	But the Order did not yet possess it.


	Controlling his voice, Toru said, “You have done well, but two tasks remain: Take possession of the katana, and see that no one can connect you or the Order to it.” 


	“Yes, sensei.” 


	Toru studied the younger man through the eyeholes of his silk mask.


	“You have been trained in the fighting arts, and you are so proficient that you have trained others. But you have never used them for anything like this. Are you capable of killing?” He raised a hand as Tadasu opened his mouth. “Think well on this. It is crucial. If you are not sure, I will send someone along to see it is done.” 


	His dark eyes flashed. “I will need no help, sensei. I can do this.” 


	Toru studied his determined expression for a few heartbeats, then nodded.


	“I believe that you can and that you will.” 


	He bowed. “It will be an honor to so serve the Order.” 
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	Darryl checked his watch—4:40. Man, he was tired. Had to give it up and catch some Z’s. Needed to be rested for the red-eye shift at midnight.


	Okay. Give it another twenty and quit at five, grab a couple of brews and hit the hay.


	He watched a cab pull up, saw the door open and a gal get out. Seemed the right age, short brown hair, shades. He was about to write her off when he took another look. Something familiar about those shades. Just like the ones Dawn had been wearing—he knew ‘cause he’d got a couple of close looks when he’d seen her in that Arab getup. He took a closer look at her face and—


	Fuck me! It’s her!


	He watched in shock as she kept her head down and hurried inside. He shook it off and checked the cab as it passed, memorizing its number. Then he hurried over to the van. He was going to give the guys inside a bit of pure hell. And then who did he see standing there, leaning in the window, but Hank himself.


	Perfect.


	Hank smiled at him as he came up to the van.


	“Hey, Darryl. What’s—?” 


	“She got out!” He pointed to the guys in the van. “She got past them! Me too!” 


	Hank’s smile vanished. “What are you talking about?” 


	“I just saw her get out of a cab and go inside.” 


	“Bullshit!” said one of the guys in the van—Darryl didn’t know his name. “We been watching like hawks.” 


	“Yeah? Well, your hawks need glasses because I just saw her. Lucky for us she was going back in. But that means she was out, ‘cause you can’t go in ‘less you been out.” 


	“You’re crazy!” said another one of the van guys.


	“Whoa! Whoa!” Hank said. He was staring at Darryl. “You’re sure?” 


	“Sure, I’m sure. You were right about her changing her hair color, Hank. But she cut it too. It’s short now—kinda spiky and dykey, if you know what I’m saying.” 


	Hank looked worried. In fact his face had gone dead white. “How’d she look?” 


	“I just told you.” 


	“No, I mean her health. Did she look well?” 


	What was he getting at?


	“How so?” 


	“I mean, did she look like she’d just had surgery or something?” 


	“No. She was moving pretty good.” 


	He looked relieved. “Okay. But where could she have gone?” 


	“I’ve got the cab number, if that’s of any use.” 


	Hank laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Darryl, my man, you’re invaluable!” 


	Darryl felt a warm glow envelop him. Hank Thompson thought he was invaluable. How great was that?


	He shrugged. “Just trying to help the evolution.” 


	“Well, you’re doing a great job.” He pulled a small notepad from one pocket and a ballpoint from another. “Here. Write it down. I’ll have Menck grease the driver’s palm with a few bucks and we’ll know where she came from.” 


	Darryl wondered why that was so important and what Hank was worried about, and then it hit: the baby. Was he worried she’d gone out and had an abortion?


	Darryl was about to ask just that when he realized Hank was staring at him again.


	“It just occurred to me, Darryl—what are you doing here?” 


	“Keeping watch.” 


	“You had any sleep since your shift?” 


	“No, I—” 


	“You’re supposed to be resting up for your next shift.” 


	“But—” 


	Hank raised a hand. “I appreciate the heads-up you’ve just given us, but you’re gonna be no damn good on your own shift if you don’t get some shut-eye.” 


	“But she got by these guys.” 


	“She got by you too—on her way out. And she’ll get by you again if you’re not sharp.” His expression turned stern. “Now get off the street and get some rack time. We know what she looks like now, so she won’t give us the slip again. But if I see you around here during your off hours, I’m cutting you from the surveillance detail.” 


	Darryl waved his hands. “Okay, okay. Just trying to help you out.” 


	Hank gave him a thin smile. “We both know who you’re helping, but that’s okay. I’d be the same in your place. Now get out of here.” 


	Darryl did just that. But he didn’t like it.
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	“May I see it now?” 


	Jack looked down at the trembling fingers of Naka Slater’s outstretched hands… and hesitated.


	Again that strange urge to keep it for himself.


	Setting his jaw he pushed the rolled rug into Naka’s hands and felt a pang of loss tinged with relief to be rid of it.


	“All yours.” 


	Naka took it and dropped into a crouch with the bundle across his thighs. His hands shook as he unrolled the rug. He gasped when he saw the sword.


	“It’s true! You have found it!” He caressed the hilt. “And I see someone has added a tsuka and a tsuba.” He looked up at Jack. “You?” 


	Jack gathered he meant O’Day’s handiwork. He shook his head.


	“That was done by the previous owner. Now—” 


	“Perfect!” Naka said, gripping the handle as he rose. He dragged the fingertips of his free hand across the filigree of holes. “It is just as they said it would be.” 


	“They?” 


	An alarm bell rang in Jack’s brain. Naka was acting like this was the first time he’d ever seen the katana.


	The guy didn’t answer. Instead, he gripped the handle with his second hand and swung the sword in a vicious arc.


	Jack was already backing away, already reaching for his replacement Glock. Now he leaped away, but the tip of the blade caught his left deltoid. He knew he’d been cut—felt the edge part skin and muscle—but felt no pain.


	When he looked up Naka was already into another swipe. Jack raised the Glock as he fell backward. No time to aim so he pointed the barrel in Naka’s general vicinity and pulled the trigger. The shot caught the bastard in his outer thigh.


	As Jack landed on his back he saw Naka spin and lurch away toward the street. He raised the pistol for another shot but decided against it. This was hardly an ideal shooting stance, and if he missed just as a car was passing…


	What was this? Try-to-kill-Jack-with-the-Gaijin-Katana Day?


	He rolled to his feet—and now he felt the pain. His left deltoid felt as if it had been sliced open. He looked. Yeah, it had. Only now he was feeling it.


	God damn, that hurt.


	And then from the street he heard a horn blare and tires screech, and a heavy thump—like a body against sheet metal.
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	Damnedest thing Darryl had ever seen.


	Tired as he was, he hadn’t been able to sleep. So he’d gone out wandering the city, hoping he’d eventually need to crash, but that hadn’t happened. Somehow he’d wound up in the West Eighties outside this bar he’d never heard of. Why this particular bar, he didn’t know. Almost as if he was on a string and the place had reeled him here.


	So there he was, checking it out as maybe a good place to grab a brew and trying to figure out those dead plants in the window. He was just reaching for the door when he heard this loud bang! Darryl had done some hunting in his day and knew a gunshot when he heard one. And he’d just heard one.


	And then this chinky guy comes stumble-running out of the alley next to the bar, crosses the sidewalk, and keeps on going between two parked cars right smack into the path of a delivery truck. The driver tried to stop, but he was clipping pretty good, so no way. Even if he’d been going slower—no way. The chink tried to stop but, again, no way.


	Ba-boom!


	As the chink went flying, his arms flapping at crazy angles, something flew out of his hand—long, metallic, propellering through the air. It landed point first with a shoonk! on the hood of a nearby Volvo wagon. No, not on the hood—through the hood and into the engine compartment.


	Darryl took a few steps to check it out.


	Be damned. A sword. And obviously a sharp one. What kind of blade can cut through a steel car hood like it was paper? One of those Jap swords like in the samurai movies, only this one—


	“Fuck me!” 


	This one’s blade was all crudded up with little holes, just like the drawing Hank had shown him.


	… if anyone sees it, bring it to me… I want it.


	He glanced around. All eyes were on the scene of the accident, and the folks who weren’t just standing and gawking were rushing to help.


	Great.


	Just as he yanked it from the hood he saw a guy step out of the alley and check out the accident. He was holding his left shoulder and something dark was seeping between his fingers. Had he taken the bullet? And was he looking for the sword?


	Keeping a tight grip on the handle, Darryl did a quick turn, positioning the blade along the length of his body to shield it from the guy. Then he began quick-walking east toward the park, unbuttoning his outer shirt and pulling it around the sword. It didn’t hide it completely, but at least he didn’t look like some nutcase ready to start chopping up pedestrians.


	He’d duck into the park, wrap it in his shirt, then hightail it downtown to show the boss man what he’d found.


	What was going on with his luck? Maybe not luck. Almost seemed like something was guiding him.


	How cool was that?


	The high point of his life since his dissimilation had been the praise and backclaps he’d received from Hank for finding his precious Dawn Pickering. He’d thought it couldn’t get any better than that, but maybe the best was yet to come. He couldn’t wait to see the look on the boss man’s face when Darryl handed him this sword.


	Oh, yeah. Hank was gonna be tickled as all hell.
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	Jack washed down a couple of Vicodins with a Yuengling to ease the throb in his shoulder. It had taken Doc Hargus nearly an hour to sew the wound closed, inside and out. But he’d stopped the flow of blood and now Jack had to deal only with the seepage.


	Doc had given him some antibiotic tabs and a tetanus shot, leaving Jack covered against pretty much any complication. He’d told him to keep it in a sling. Jack had bought one on the way home but didn’t know how much he’d wear it. Gave him a trussed-up feeling.


	All through the repair, Hargus kept saying, “You sure this wasn’t done by a scalpel? I’ve only seen this clean a laceration from a scalpel.” 


	He’d scoffed when Jack told him it had been made by a centuries-old, rotted-out sword. Doc thought every one of his patients embellished the stories behind their wounds. Even Jack. Hell, Jack might have scoffed too if he hadn’t been there.


	He shook his head. Two days of legwork, a lot of miles, a trio of corpses, and a customer on the way to the hospital.


	And what did he have to show for it? Half a fee and a neatly sliced shoulder.


	And no sword. The katana had disappeared. Like magic.


	Well, not like magic. Jack hadn’t been able to hunt for it, bleeding as he was. He’d sent Julio and a couple of the regulars out, but they’d all come up empty. The only possibility he could think of was some passerby picking it up and running.


	But why? It looked like junk.


	He shook his head again. The rule of the city: What’s not nailed down or protected is fair game—as good as mine.


	Well, good riddance. He’d been attacked twice with it today. He wasn’t angling for a three-peat.


	Thing was, why had Naka Slater attacked him? Jack understood O’Day’s motive, but what gave with Slater? To save the rest of the fee? That didn’t make sense, considering how he owned a plantation on Maui and how fast he’d come up with the first half.


	Or maybe it was a bridge-burning deal—sever his only connection to the katana. Jack couldn’t fathom why he’d think that necessary, but he’d never been comfortable with the way some people’s heads worked.


	He glanced over at his computer and realized he was overdue to check the Web site. Hadn’t logged on in a couple of days. His in box was probably clogged with spam.


	He entered his user name and password on the Web mail page and—yup—welcome to Spamopolis. After deleting the come-ons for Cialis and stock tips and home loans, then the appliance repair questions, he came to a subject line that read: Need to find lost object.


	“Just been there, just done that,” he muttered, moving the pointer toward the DELETE button. Then he thought, what the hell. See what’s lost before deleting.


	Dear Repairman Jack—


	I hope I have the right person. Someone gave me your name and said you might help. I have it on good authority that a very valuable object stolen from my home has been brought to New York. For various reasons, I’d rather not involve the police. If I have the right person, please call ASAP. I have only a few days before I must return to Hawaii.


	N.S.


	Jack stared dumbfounded at the screen.


	Stolen object brought to New York… no police… Hawaii.


	And the initials: N.S. Naka Slater?


	What the hell?


	He grabbed one of his TracFones and punched in the number. A male voice said, “Hello,” after the first ring.


	Jack asked his usual opening question about whether this someone had recently left a message at a certain Web site.


	“Yes, I did,” the voice said in perfect English. “Is this the man called Repairman Jack?” 


	“Yeah. Is this Naka Slater?” 


	Dead silence on the other end, then a nervous laugh. “Oh, I see. Your friend must have called to give you a heads-up.” 


	“What friend would that be?” 


	“I… I don’t know her name. She’s a friend of a friend.” 


	“An artist friend?” 


	“Yes. Then you know who I mean.” 


	Jack hadn’t a clue, but he let it ride.


	“You need something found?” 


	“Yes. Very much. A family heirloom that was stolen from my home. Can we meet soon?” 


	Oh, yeah, Jack thought. We’ll meet soon. He rolled his shoulder and felt a jab of pain. Not tonight, but definitely tomorrow. No way was he going to miss this. Not for the world.


	He set up a meet for an early lunch at eleven and gave him directions to the Ear Inn.


	Yeah. The Ear. If déjà vu was going to be the order of the day, might as well push it to the limit.


	He hung up, leaned back, and said, “What the hell?” 


	It was becoming a litany.


	FRIDAY
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	Jack started to turn the knob on the door to Gia’s third-floor studio and stopped. This felt wrong. Whatever waited on the other side belonged to Gia. If she didn’t want him to see them, then he should respect that. And he wanted to respect that. And it would have been easy to respect that, if only…


	… they’re not her…


	If only he hadn’t run into Junie. And if only she hadn’t told him about the paintings. And if only Gia hadn’t left him here alone while she went off to one of her final occupational therapy sessions.


	He twisted the knob a little farther. Should he?


	Oh, hell, why kid himself? Showing the paintings to Junie had ruptured their protective seal, so he was going to peek through that break.


	He pushed the door open and stepped inside. Indirect light from the skylights illuminated the room but he flipped the light switch anyway. Leaving the door open behind him, he looked around at the large canvases leaning against the walls. One canvas, its back to him, rested on an easel in the center of the room.


	He moved to his right and stopped at the nearest. So dark… black surrounding a circle of dark, dark blue with specks of white and a glowing moon. It took him a while to orient himself. The perspective seemed to be from the bottom of a well or some kind of hole in the Earth, looking up at a circle of night sky lit with cold, distant stars and a full moon.


	But not our moon.


	Same size, same color, but the familiar mares and ridges and pocks that made up the friendly Man in the Moon were gone, replaced by stark, foreign contours. For all he knew, the real moon might have turned its back and was showing its so-called dark side.


	He moved on to what appeared to be a desert at night, but the dunes formed strange angles, and the moon overhead—the same alien moon as in the first painting—shed much less light than it should have.


	Junie was right. These weren’t Gia. Or at least not like the chiaroscuro roofscapes she’d been painting before the accident.


	Next, a cityscape, but a ruined city, with that same moon overhead. He bent closer. He had a feeling that things were flying in that night sky, obscuring stars as they passed, but he couldn’t be sure.


	Then a succession of dark landscapes with strangely curving horizons and distant mountain ranges that seemed to reach into the stratosphere.


	He turned finally to the work in progress on the easel. He stared, trying to find structure, something to latch on to. It seemed to be a swirling blackness seeded with faint, blurry, yellow-gray blotches—like internal flashes of lightning within a black storm cloud.


	Jack stepped back. What had happened to her? He could find nothing welcoming in any of them. They looked… felt… dangerous. He was getting a Pickman’s-model vibe—could she have seen these places in her coma when her swollen brain was inching her through death’s door? She’d never mentioned seeing anything like what she’d put on canvas. She might have no conscious memories, but her unconscious couldn’t forget. Maybe it was trying to vomit them up.


	All because of me, he thought as he stepped back into the hall and closed the door behind him. All my fault.


	2


	Using a one-handed grip, Hank Thompson stood in the center of his room and swung the sword back and forth in a figure eight.


	Cool.


	It looked like crap, but he couldn’t help loving the feel of it, the balance. It almost seemed to move on its own. He’d never held a sword—wait, not a sword, this was called a katana. Had to remember that. Much cooler sounding than “sword.” 


	He stopped swinging and stared at it. Darryl had brought it to him last night, and bingo—for the first time this week, no dream of the Kicker Man and the katana.


	What was it with Darryl and always being in the right place at the right time? He’d seemed like such a nobody at first, but obviously he was tuned into something. Maybe the same something that was broadcasting to Hank’s internal antenna.


	Whatever was going on, it seemed obvious that this blade was important and somehow connected to the future of Kicker Evolution. Something wanted him to have it.


	What something? The something out there whose signals he was picking up? The “Others” on the outside that wanted to be on the inside? They must have wanted him to have this sword real bad because, if Darryl was to be believed, it literally dropped into his hands.


	Okay. So he had it. Now what?


	He didn’t know. Only time would tell, and he wasn’t about to waste a lot of time pondering it. He had other, more important matters on his mind. And Dawn Pickering topped the list.


	Menck had tracked down the cabbie and found out where she’d been picked up: an abortion clinic.


	Hank had almost lost it right there in front of Menck and the others. But he’d hung on to his cool and called the place. To his enormous relief he’d learned that you couldn’t just walk in and get an abortion—at least at this place. They required a few blood tests before they put you on the table and did the deed.


	So Hank now had two teams on the street—one watching the Milford, and the other out front of the clinic. One way or another, Dawn Pickering was not getting through that clinic door.


	He hefted the katana and started swinging his figure eight again. He was just getting into a rhythm when he heard a knock on his door. He ignored it. But when it came again, he reluctantly laid the katana on his bed and answered.


	He found a tall, thin, hawk-faced man in a white suit. He had a hook nose and graying hair slicked straight back. He carried a cane wrapped in some sort of dark hide. He extended a business card, trapped between the tips of his index and middle finger. Hank checked it out.


	Ernst Drexler II Actuator ASFO


	“What can I do for you, Mister Drexler?” 


	“Mister Thompson, we have a problem.” His voice carried a hint of a German accent. His icy-blue stare made Hank uncomfortable, but he couldn’t show that.


	“Oh? Who’s ‘we’?” 


	“You and I. The Council of Seven sent me to inspect the premises.” 


	Council of Seven… that meant the high-ups of the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order. Had to play nice-nice with them. They’d opened this lodge building to Hank as a headquarters of sorts for him. The place had a bunch of small, empty storerooms on its second floor. Hank had had these converted to bedrooms for himself and a few choice Kickers.


	A great setup. With its deeply recessed windows and solid granite walls, the place looked like a fortress. It offered him a secure Lower East Side location with a room overlooking the street.


	So whatever problem this Drexler guy was having, Hank wanted it fixed.


	He crooked a finger at Hank. “I want you to see something.” 


	He led Hank down the wide stone stairway to the main hall where he pointed to the ten-foot seal of carved stone suspended on the far wall.


	“Okay,” Hank said slowly. “I see the Septimus Lodge seal. What am I—?” 


	“It’s called a sigil, Mister Thompson. A sigil.” 


	“Right. A sigil. Sorry.” What the hell was a sigil, anyway? “But I don’t under—oh, shit.” 


	Some asshole had spray-painted a little Kicker Man on the stone.


	Hank ground his teeth. The Kicker Evolution attracted people from all walks of life, all the social strata, but the majority seemed to come from the low end. A fair number had criminal records. Lowlifes, some might call them. Yeah, well, maybe they were. But they were Hank’s lowlifes.


	Trouble was, they pulled shithead pranks like this. He didn’t care that they tagged the Kicker Man all over the city—that was advertising of sorts. But you don’t piss where you sleep.


	Problem was, the guy who did this probably wasn’t one of the ones bunking here. And with all the various Kickers wandering in and out during the day, Hank would never be able to track him down.


	“Sorry about that.” 


	“Sorry isn’t enough. The Septimus sigil is immensely important to the Order. We are an ancient brotherhood, and that sigil is far, far older. This will not be tolerated.” 


	“I’ll take care of it.” 


	“That is not enough.” Drexler’s voice was calm, cool. Maybe too cool. “The Council has taken a step unprecedented in the history of the Order by opening its doors to nonmembers.” 


	“Why us?” Hank said. The question had been bugging him.


	Receiving only a cold look from Drexler, Hank went on.


	“I mean, the Septimus Lodge goes back, what, a couple hundred years?” 


	“A couple of hundred? Mister Thompson, it goes back much, much further than that.” 


	“Okay, much further. So if in all that time you’ve never let in nonmembers, why the sudden change of heart? And why us? And you didn’t just let us in, you invited us.” 


	“The local members received a directive.” 


	“Yeah? Where from?” 


	“The worldwide High Council of the Seven. They rule the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order. When they speak, the Lodges obey.” 


	“Don’t think we’re not grateful, we are. But what about the rest of the question: Why us?” 


	“The Council doesn’t explain its decisions.” 


	Hank sensed this guy knew more than he was saying. Lots more.


	“Well, Mister Drexler. Since the Council entrusts you with inspecting this place, I imagine you’re wired in. You’ve gotta have some idea.” 


	A humorless smile played around Drexler’s thin lips as he glanced at the Kicker Man graffito, then back to Hank.


	“It could be that they think you and your followers—” 


	Hank wagged a finger. “Not ‘followers.’ That would make me their leader, and I’m not. Kickers recognize no leaders. We’re all simply fellow Kickers.” 


	At least that was the line he made a point of pushing every chance he got: I’m not your leader. We’re all just Kickers. He figured the more he denied it, the more he’d be identified in their heads as the leader he said he wasn’t.


	“If you say so,” Drexler said, obviously not buying it. “It could be that the Council recognizes a common bond between your Kickers and the Septimus order.” 


	“Which would be what?” 


	Drexler shrugged. “Who is to say? The Council is wise and it keeps its own counsel.” 


	Yeah. Okay. Maybe they did tell him, maybe they didn’t. But either way, he’d bet this guy had a pretty good idea of the why part of the question.


	“But be that as it may,” Drexler intoned, pointing to the Kicker Man graffito, “their hospitality does not extend to this.” 


	Hank found himself eyeing Drexler’s neck and thinking of the katana. He’d bet one good chop would send his head flying. Did he dare? He had a feeling he’d have to strike fast and hard and not miss. Because this Drexler guy did not look like someone he’d want to mess with.


	He shook off the thought and focused on the present.


	“I’ll have one of the men clean it up. Then we’ll track down the one who did this and make certain he never does anything like this again.” 


	Drexler brushed his hands together, as if dusting off dirt. “See to it immediately.” 


	As he walked away, Hank again envisioned the katana biting into his neck. A delightful sight.
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	“Tell me again why that article was never published?” P. Frank Winslow said as they waited for their food.


	Jack had called him this morning, pretending to be the same Trenton Times reporter who had interviewed him last month. He needed to talk to Winslow and the writer seemed anxious to comply. They arranged to meet for breakfast in the same spot as last time: a bustling lower Second Avenue deli named Moishe’s.


	Winslow’s work had shocked Jack when he’d stumbled upon it. The plots of his novels Rakshasa! and Berzerk!—both based on dreams—were bizarrely similar to events in Jack’s life. When Jack had interviewed him he’d mentioned other dreams his editor hadn’t deemed novel-worthy that also seemed plucked from Jack’s life.


	“My editor thought it was too blah,” Jack said.


	Winslow reacted like a mother who’d just heard someone say her baby was ugly. “Blah? Jake Fixx is blah? What’s he, nuts? How can a freakin’ ex—Navy SEAL and former CIA black-ops specialist be blah?” 


	Thirtyish, with a skinny bod, big nose, and thin face, Winslow was a far cry from the burly, brawny hero of his series.


	Jack shrugged. “Who can explain editors?” 


	“I hear ya. Mine’s a piece of work. Sounds like yours is too.” 


	Jack knew a couple of authors and a few wannabes. They all loved to bitch about editors. Jack played it up.


	“Guy’s a clown. Doesn’t know squat about good journalism. I fought for the article, but he wouldn’t budge. Said I had to find a hook for it or forget about it.” 


	Winslow’s hazel eyes stared at him over his coffee cup. “Hook? Isn’t Jake himself a hook?” 


	Jack shook his head. “I guess not. I mean, for me he is. I’m a big fan of the character. Your books are super.” 


	He saw Winslow swell with delight. Authors were so needy.


	“Yeah, well, I like him too. I—” 


	“Here’s your food, gents,” said a cracked voice.


	Sally, their ancient, orange-haired, dowager-humped waitress had materialized tableside carrying their plates. Winslow had the same as last time: eggs over easy with corned beef hash; Jack had opted for the western omelet.


	As Winslow chopped up his runny eggs and mixed them into the hash, he said, “What kind of hook does he want?” 


	“You don’t think he’d actually tell me, do you? That would take some original thought on his part. But I do have an idea.” 


	Winslow looked up. “Like what?” 


	“These dreams you base the books on. What if they’re not dreams? What if your unconscious mind has somehow tapped into the life of a real Jake Fixx?” 


	He took a bite of the yolky hash. “You’re not telling me you think that’s possible, are you?” 


	“Course not. But that could be my hook: Who is the real Jake Fixx? or Is there a real Jake Fixx?” 


	Winslow nodded. “Ooh, I like that.” 


	“I do too. But I’m going to have to sort of catalogue your Jake Fixx dreams, even the ones you don’t use.” 


	“No problem.” 


	“Let’s start with the latest.” Here was what Jack had come for. “What’s happening?” 


	“Really weird. About this cruddy Japanese sword that everyone wants. I—” He stopped, staring at Jack’s face. “What’s wrong?” 


	“Nothing.” The idea of this guy looking over his shoulder via his dreams made him queasy. “Go on.” 


	“Well, I can’t use it all crudded up, but I can clean it up, make it super shiny—maybe even make it glow a little—and super sharp. You know, sharp enough to cut through a rifle barrel.” 


	“Why not make it sing, too?” 


	“Hmmm?” 


	“Never mind.” 


	“And of course I’ll have to add a back story where Jake took dueling lessons from a master samurai while he was in the CIA.” 


	“Of course.” Fixx was an expert in everything. God forbid he’d actually have to learn something. “So how does the dream end?” 


	“It hasn’t yet. Like I told you before, I dream in chapters.” 


	“Well, has he got the sword yet?” 


	“Got it and lost it.” 


	“Does he get it back again?” 


	Winslow shrugged. “Haven’t dreamed that yet, but no matter how the dream turns out, I guarantee in my book Jake’ll get the sword back and use it to cut a swath through the bad guys.” 


	“Who are?” 


	“Don’t really know. Some sort of cult. I’ll probably make them members of that Aum Shinrikyo cult—you know, the ones who released sarin gas in Tokyo’s subway.” 


	A cult… could the yakuza types he’d run into be part of a cult? Didn’t strike him as the type. The Kickers could be considered a cult, but they weren’t Japanese. That left Naka Slater—if that was his true name. Was he part of a cult?


	None of this made sense. Maybe the second Naka Slater would have some answers.


	“So you don’t know how it ends yet.” 


	“I just told you: Jake gets the sword and—” 


	“I meant the dreams.” 


	He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got my ending.” 


	Swell. But Jack didn’t have his.
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	Dawn jumped and let out a little yelp when the phone rang. But unlike the last time, it kept ringing.


	She’d totally hated telling the abortion clinic where she was staying, but didn’t have much choice. Mr. Osala had confiscated her cell phone as soon as she’d entered his house. She hadn’t dared to stop and get a replacement while she’d been out yesterday.


	The clinic had done blood tests and a black woman doctor with an African accent had done a pelvic exam. They’d said they’d call her today with the results. If everything was okay, they’d set up a time for the actual abortion.


	She picked up on the fourth ring.


	“Y-yes?” 


	“Ms. Pickering?” said a woman’s voice. “This is Grace from the Sitchin Clinic.” 


	Relief. She felt her drum-tight muscles relax.


	“Is everything okay?” 


	“Everything is fine. You are eight weeks pregnant and in excellent health. You are an excellent candidate for the procedure.” 


	“When?” 


	“How does three o’clock tomorrow sound?” 


	“Tomorrow? Can’t I get it done today?” 


	“I’m sorry. We can schedule only so many a day and today is booked.” 


	Damn. That meant another night alone in this room. She wanted this done with.


	“Okay, I guess. Yeah. Put me down for three.” 


	“Excellent. I understand you’re paying cash?” 


	“Yes. Is that a problem?” 


	“You will be expected to pay in full in advance.” 


	They’d told her this yesterday and she’d agreed. The fee was stiff but she had it, and she couldn’t think of anything better to spend it on.


	“That’s okay. I’ve got it.” 


	“Excellent. Please be here sharply at three. Have a nice day.” 


	“Yeah. You too.” 


	As she hung up she thought she should pump a fist or something, but she felt no sense of triumph. She’d be totally free of this baby, yeah, but she wouldn’t be free of Jerry Bethlehem. He’d still be out there looking for her. And he’d totally kill her if he found out she’d rid herself of his precious Key to the Future.


	By four o’clock tomorrow the baby would be gone. Then what? Where would she go from there?


	The only place she could think of was Mr. Osala’s.


	She’d show up at his door saying how sorry she was for running away, and how she didn’t know what had come over her—maybe she’d gone a little crazy from being cooped up—and how she’d totally never ever do it again.


	What she would so not tell him was that she was no longer pregnant. He’d said the baby was her life insurance policy where Jerry was concerned, and he might get mad if he knew she’d totally ignored his advice.


	Well, what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. And maybe when he was away on his next trip she’d pretend to have a miscarriage.


	Meanwhile she’d be safe and comfortable.


	Feeling suddenly rotten, she dropped onto the unmade bed.


	Listen to me. I sound like a totally gold-plated conniving bitch.


	She’d never been like this. Never lied, never cheated. Maybe what she’d gone through—was still going through—had changed her. She hoped it was temporary, that when it was over she could get a grip and totally change back. Well, maybe not totally—all this had to leave scars.


	But what if this was the real her—the real Dawn who’d been hiding just below the surface of the other Dawn? What if Mom’s murder and the knowledge that she’d been screwing the man who not only had killed her mother but was also—


	She didn’t want to think about that. Every time she did, it made her totally want to hurl.


	Maybe that was it. She felt dirty, and totally worthless. So low she wouldn’t mind being dead. And when you felt that low, all sorts of things you never thought possible suddenly were easy—like lying and cheating and trading sex for favors.


	She had to climb out of this hole. And the first step up and back to her old self was to be rid of this baby. Because the old Dawn hadn’t been pregnant.


	Tomorrow… at three P.M.… she’d take that step.


	5


	Jack waited inside the Ear this time—same table, same back-to-the-wall seat under the perils-of-drink poster. The place was only a quarter full, the kitchen just getting up to speed.


	He’d worn the arm sling on the subway ride down. Didn’t like the feel but it did seem to make people give him a slightly wider berth. As he’d seated himself here he glommed on an unconventional use for it. He pulled his Kel-Tec backup from its ankle holster and sneaked it into the sling where it could rest unseen, just inches from his fingers.


	He liked that so much he thought about making a sling a regular accessory, then decided against it. Put ten guys in a crowded room, one with a sling, nine without: Who would people remember?


	No, save it for special occasions.


	He thought about his trip to the hospital earlier this morning, right after his breakfast with Winslow. The guy calling himself Naka Slater had been taken down to Roosevelt on 59th Street. Jack had inquired at the ER about an auto accident victim brought in last night. After much wheedling and cajoling he’d been told that they’d admitted an Asian John Doe who’d refused to give his name.


	Still alive… good.


	Jack said he wondered if the guy could be his good buddy, Ishiro Honda. Could he maybe just go up and see if it was really him?


	She had to check with the higher-ups to see if that would be okay. Ten minutes later she’d returned to say the higher-ups needed to talk to the hospital attorneys—concerns about hippo regulations or something like that.


	He’d told her he’d be back. He wanted to talk to this guy, find out what he was up to, why he’d tried to kill him. But first… the new Naka Slater.


	He snagged a copy of the Post from a neighboring table where one of the help had left it. The Staten Island thing still dominated the front page: an aerial photo of the dead area of woods under a huge headline:


	EVEN THE COOTIES CROAKED!


	If the Pulitzer folks awarded a prize for headlines, the Post would win every year.


	He skimmed the page three article. It reported how tests had shown that even bacteria and mold spores had been killed. The consensus was some sort of toxin, but nobody knew what particular toxin. Whatever it was, this stuff killed everything.


	Just then a vaguely Asian guy stepped in and looked around. He wore khaki slacks and a long-sleeve, blue-and-white-striped rugby shirt. As his gaze settled on Jack, he raised his eyebrows and pointed. Jack nodded.


	The guy wound through the tables and offered his hand when he reached Jack’s. “Nakanaori Slater. But you can call me—” 


	“Naka,” Jack said, shaking his hand. Good grip. He pointed to the other chair. “Yeah, I know.” 


	Close up now Jack could see the Caucasian influence in his skin tone and features. Unlike his predecessor, this guy looked like the genuine offspring of a Japanese and an American. He also looked older than his predecessor—Jack guessed a well-preserved sixty, or maybe younger—and a lot more relaxed. His black hair was streaked with gray, and he too wore it combed down over the left half of his forehead.


	“Moki’s friend must have told you,” he said, smiling as he seated himself. “What else did she tell you?” 


	His smooth English said he’d been raised in an English-speaking household.


	“Nothing. I have no idea who she is.” 


	He frowned. “Then how—?” 


	“Let me tell you a story, see if it rings a bell. Four days ago, right here at this table, I met with an Asian dude who also called himself Nakanaori Slater. He gave me a middle name too but—” 


	“Okumo?” Slater’s face lightened a few shades. “He said he was Nakanaori Okumo Slater?” 


	“Yeah. Quite a mouthful. So I was glad for the just-call-me-Naka part.” 


	He looked baffled. “But I’m—” 


	The waitress arrived then. Older than the one last time. Jack ordered a Hoegaarden, then waited to see what Slater would do.


	“A double Jack Daniel’s on the rocks.” 


	Jack realized in the case of Naka One he should have heeded W. C. Fields’s warning about never trusting a man who doesn’t drink. Naka Two drank Jack Daniel’s before lunch. Did that earn extra trust points?


	He caught Jack studying him. “I need a double after what you just told me.” 


	“Don’t have to explain to me.” 


	“Describe this ‘Naka,’” he said.


	“Japanese—all Japanese from the look of him, though he said he had an American father.” He pointed to the dippity-do over Slater’s left forehead. “Same hairstyle too.” 


	Slater lifted his hair, revealing the rest of his forehead. “Did he have this?” 


	Jack stared at what looked like a red wine stain spreading from his hairline almost to his eyebrow. He tried to picture Naka Slater Number One’s face and couldn’t recall ever getting a peek under the dip.


	“Couldn’t say.” 


	“My dad called it the Slater Stain. All the Slater men have something like it.” He released the handful of hair, letting it drop back into place. “He had it, and both my sons have it, though thankfully to a lesser degree than I.” He leaned forward, his onyx eyes intent. “What else did he tell you?” 


	Jack gave him a condensed version: Heirloom katana blade stolen from his Maui plantation, traced to New York, woman living with artist friend gives him Jack’s name, so Naka Slater comes to New York to hire Jack to find the blade.


	Slater’s face was even paler than before. “That’s incredible! It’s all true except that I’m Naka Slater, but I didn’t get to New York until yesterday. He didn’t happen to mention any scrolls, did he?” 


	“No, nothing about scrolls.” 


	“A bunch of ancient scrolls my father and Matsuo confiscated from—” 


	” ‘Confiscated.’ I like that.” 


	“Okay, stole. They were stolen from me along with the katana, and I’ve recovered neither. I don’t care about the scrolls—have no idea what’s on them and couldn’t care less—but that katana…” 


	The drinks arrived. Even though he wasn’t all that hungry after the earlier omelet, Jack ordered the burger with cheddar cheese and bacon. Couldn’t pass up an Ear burger. Slater ordered the same.


	Naka Two was starting out a lot easier to like than One.


	As the waitress was leaving, he tapped her arm and rattled the ice in his near-empty glass. “Another of these?” He pointed to the barely sipped Hoegaarden but Jack shook his head.


	Not yet.


	Slater drained his sour mash and said, “Another Slater trait: a fondness for booze and a very efficient liver.” He put down the glass and stared at Jack. “Now the all-important question: Did you find the blade?” 


	Jack gave a reluctant nod. Slater must have noticed the reluctance because he stiffened in his seat.


	“Oh, God. Don’t tell me—” 


	Jack nodded again.


	He slammed his fist on the table. “Kokami!” 


	“Pardon?” 


	“A Hawaiian term of endearment. Any way of tracking it down?” 


	Leaving out the deaths and the yakuza and what he’d had to go through to get the sword, Jack told him about the attempted exchange, Naka One’s attempt to kill him, the subsequent accident, and the disappearing sword.


	Slater squeezed his eyes shut. “So, it’s literally a dead end.” 


	“Very literally. Very dead.” 


	Slater’s second JD arrived. As he scooped it up and sipped, Jack remembered something.


	“Roll up your sleeves.” 


	“Why?” 


	“The other Naka was younger, but otherwise copied you down to the hair comb. I wonder if his tattoo was part of that.” 


	Slater showed Jack a pair of bare forearms. “I don’t have any tattoos. As someone said, why decorate your body with drawings you wouldn’t hang on your wall?” 


	“Okay. This other guy had some sort of hexagon or something tattooed above his left wrist.” 


	Slater frowned as he pulled down his sleeves. “Hexagon? That’s it? No dragons or hibiscus or carp or any of the usual Japanese design salad?” 


	“No.” Jack tried to picture the dead man’s arm. “Just a hollow hexagon with a bunch of crisscrossing lines. Like hatch marks.” He glanced at Slater and found him staring at him. “What?” 


	“You’re pulling my leg, right?” 


	“No.” 


	He signaled to the waitress. “Can I borrow your pen?” 


	She handed it to him and he began scribbling on the butcher-paper tablecloth. When he’d finished, he pointed to it.


	“Did it look anything like that?” 


	Jack looked. “Exactly.” 


	“It can’t be.” He slammed the pen down. “Impossible.” 


	“If you say so. But for curiosity’s sake—let’s just assume I’m not lying—what’s it supposed to mean?” 


	Slater was silent a long time. Finally…


	“Sorry. I’m not calling you a liar. It’s just… that was one of the symbols used by an ancient Japanese cult of self-mutilating monks. They—” 


	“Whoa.” A cult? Winslow had mentioned a cult. “And did you say self-mutilating?” 


	Slater nodded. “Well, not self-mutilating in the strictest sense. They mutilated each other.” 


	“Swell.” 


	“Once they’d gone through acolyte stages and reached the inner circles, they’d cut little flaps in their facial skin to hold a cloth mask in place, leaving only the eyes visible. Then they started giving up their senses, one at a time: sight, smell, taste, hearing, touch.” 


	“Touch? How do you give up touch? Unless you cut off your skin.” 


	“They had a slower method. One limb at a time. The final cut was high on the spinal cord, severing all sensation from the body but not so high as to affect the diaphragm. They were left floating in a black, silent void, seeing the thing they’d suffered for: the Kakureta Kao.” 


	“Which means…?” 


	Slater pointed to his drawing and ran his finger along the outline of the hexagon. “See this? That represents a head.” Then he tapped the hatchmarked center. “What sort of face do you see here?” 


	“None. Just a bunch of lines.” 


	“Exactly. Originally, when the tattoo was in progress, the artist would draw a rudimentary face inside and then obscure it with all those crisscrossing lines. Hiding it. That’s what Kakureta Kao means: They were called the Order of the Hidden Face.” 


	“And what happens when they see this Hidden Face?” 


	“Then they knew the meaning of everything. They died happy and fulfilled, and joined it in its eternal void.” 


	Jack had noticed something. “You keep using the past tense.” 


	“That’s because the last surviving members of the sole remaining enclave were incinerated by Little Boy on August sixth, 1945.” 
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	“I hurt, sensei.” 


	Wearing a surgeon’s mask and a stolen lab coat, Toru Akechi stared down at the man in the hospital bed and grieved. Poor Tadasu. Had he succeeded in his mission he would have been admitted to the Inner Circles.


	But he had failed.


	Tadasu lay in the bed like a broken marionette—legs suspended on wires, both arms in casts, his neck sheathed in a hard plastic brace.


	Toru nodded toward the clear plastic bag suspended over the side of the bed. When he spoke, the surgical mask he wore muffled his voice more than the traditional mask worn in the temple.


	“They give you painkillers.” 


	“The pain is in my heart, sensei. The pain of failure.” 


	Toru controlled a sudden burst of fury. He wanted to say, You should feel pain, Tadasu Fumihiro. In your heart and everywhere else. You deserve intractable pain for such miserable failure.


	For although Tadasu had to answer to him, Toru had to answer to others.


	But he modulated his response. “You made many mistakes, Tadasu. The first was in choosing the thief.” 


	The younger man looked as if he was about to speak, but instead pressed his lips tightly together and nodded as best he could within his neck brace. He knew better than to mention that his sensei had approved the choice of Hugh Gerrish for the job.


	It had seemed a good choice at the time: Better to deal with a known quantity here in New York, where they had the temple, and fly him out to Maui rather than try to find someone in Hawaii.


	But Gerrish had betrayed them.


	“At least we have the scrolls,” Tadasu said.


	Yes… the Kuroikaze scrolls once again belonged to the Kakureta Kao. And that was good. Gerrish had delivered them as promised, but had reneged on the katana. Instead of turning it over, he had fled home with it. The Order’s reach was limited here in this barbaric land, and it had been unable to locate him. So they had turned to the man they had overheard recommended to that mongrel, Nakanaori Slater.


	At least that had been a good decision: The man had tracked down the katana.


	“How could you have failed in the last act of the task? You were to sever all links between the katana and yourself, and thus the Order. You are skilled in the use of the katana. You know all the kata. How could you not only fail to kill him but lose the katana as well?” 


	Tadasu closed his eyes. “I had my moves carefully planned. But when I saw the blade… when I touched it… I could not help myself. I dropped my plan and flew into action without thinking.” 


	“That is very unlike you, Tadasu. How could you be so reckless?” 


	“I don’t know, sensei. I had this sudden, overwhelming urge. I didn’t give in to it. It… took over.” 


	“And now, because of your foolish surrender to impulse, because of your weakness, the sword remains lost to us. It could be anywhere. Anyone could have picked it up.” 


	“I saw him, sensei.” 


	“You did?” Toru felt a jolt of hope suffuse his heart. Here was a chance to set this right. “Why didn’t you tell me? What does he look like?” 


	“I saw only part of him—just his hand.” 


	“His hand?” The excitement withered. “Of what value—?” 


	“He had a tattoo, sensei.” 


	That might be useful.


	“What did it look like?” 


	“It was the strange man-figure that I have been seeing painted on walls throughout the city.” 


	A man-figure graffito? The necessity of hiding his face—certain to raise alarms in post-9/11 New York—kept Toru from leaving the temple often, but on a recent trip, sealed behind tinted windows, he thought he had seen the figure Tadasu was talking about.


	He’d noticed a pen jutting from the breast pocket of the lab coat he’d borrowed. He went to hand it to Tadasu, then stopped as he realized both arms were in casts.


	He looked around and found no paper, so he pulled back Tadasu’s top sheet and began to draw. When finished he held it up where Tadasu could see it.


	“Is this it?” 


	Tadasu gave another restricted nod. “Yes, sensei. That was on his hand.” 


	Toru had no idea what it meant, but he would find out. He would learn everything there was to know about this figure.


	But now it was time to deal with temple guard Tadasu Fumihiro. He would be undergoing multiple surgeries. Who knew what he might say under the effects of anesthesia? The Kakureta Kao could not risk exposure.


	From a pocket of the silk tunic he wore beneath the lab coat, Toru withdrew the small ebony case of doku-ippen. He opened it and chose one of the deadly black-ringed slivers. When he looked up he found Tadasu staring at the box with bulging eyes.


	“Sensei, this is not necessary.” 


	“Do you question me, Tadasu?” 


	“No, sensei. But—” 


	“Accept your fate. It is a kind death I offer. One prick of the skin and all your pain—in your heart and body—as well as the shame of your failure will be gone. It is for the Order, Tadasu.” 


	The acolyte closed his eyes. Tears found their way between the lids.


	“I shall never see the Hidden Face.” 


	“No, but in making this sacrifice for the Order, you will make that possible for others.” 


	Eyes still closed, Tadasu nodded. “For the Order.” 


	Holding the sliver between thumb and forefinger, Toru found a small area of exposed flesh near Tadasu’s shoulder and pressed the sharp tip into the skin.


	Then he turned and started toward the door, knowing that Tadasu would be dead before he reached the hallway.
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	… incinerated by Little Boy… August sixth, 1945…


	Then Jack realized: “The Hiroshima bomb—same as the sword. Did the katana belong to these kooks?” 


	Slater shook his head. “It belonged to a Japanese Intelligence officer named Matsuo Okumo who was at ground zero with the sword when Little Boy went off. He died along with that psycho cult.” 


	“Looks like they’ve risen from the grave.” 


	“Maybe someone started them up again. They’ve had since forty-five to rebuild.” 


	“If they’re back, why doesn’t anybody know about them? They’re terrific tabloid fodder.” 


	“If they’re back, they’re laying low. After the war it was discovered they were kidnapping children and mutilating them.” 


	Jack stomach tightened. “Jeez. How do you know so much about them?” 


	“My father left a posthumous memoir—a balls-to-the-wall tell-all that takes no prisoners. In his will he asked me to get it published, but no one would touch it as a memoir. I did manage to sell it as a novel. I called it Black Wind. Didn’t sell too well. If you want a copy—” 


	Thinking of the Compendium, Jack waved off the offer. “Thanks, no. Got too much to read as it is.” 


	“As you wish. My father was pretty merciless with himself as well. At times it was tough, as his son, to read about his failures of nerve, but in the end I respected him more than ever.” 


	Jack thought of his own dad, and how close they’d become on their last outing… before…


	He shook it off and said, “Okay, you’ve been told this Hidden Face thing is extinct, which may or may not be true, but the guy pretending to be you wore the tattoo and knew everything that you knew.” 


	“Someone must have tapped my phone. That’s the only way.” 


	“He wanted the sword. Why?” 


	“It killed a lot of Kakureta Kao members.” 


	“The memoir says so?” 


	Slater nodded. “Yeah. If they’re back, they may want it as some kind of totem. Or to destroy it.” 


	“Good luck. If Little Boy couldn’t turn it into a Dalí clock, I don’t see how they… ” A thought occurred to him. “Wait. If they’re looking for it, that means they didn’t steal it. Which leaves us with the question of who hired Gerrish.” 


	“Gerrish?” 


	“The name of the thief. A pro—a very dead pro.” 


	“Dead?” Slater’s eyes narrowed. “You?” 


	“No. But he’s not the only one. Two others have gone to their greater reward because of that thing.” Jack decided not to mention how O’Day had passed. “Almost like it’s cursed.” 


	“Maybe it is.” He sighed. “My father told me he’d handled the sword a number of times before the bomb and said it felt different afterward… changed.” 


	“Well, it took one helluva beating.” 


	“He didn’t mean physically. He meant spiritually. Like it had lost its soul.” 


	“Yeah, right.” Jack tried to imagine that happening with one of his guns.


	Slater shrugged. “You either get it or you don’t. How’d you feel when you held it?” 


	Jack remembered the dark elation while swinging it around in his apartment. And the urge to keep it instead of give it up.


	“Let’s get back to this Kaka-Kookoo group. If they didn’t hire Gerrish, who did?” 


	Slater shook his head. “Oh, they hired him. The scrolls that disappeared with the katana once belonged to Kakureta Kao. Matsuo Okumo gave them to my father for safekeeping.” 


	“Then why—?” 


	“Would they hire you to find it? Maybe something went wrong with the plan. Maybe they tried to kill the thief like they did you, and he escaped and ran back here. Or maybe he thought he could get a better price for it elsewhere.” 


	Or maybe decided to keep it, Jack thought, remembering his own vacillations.


	“Well, it is, after all, the Gaijin Masamune.” 


	Slater looked baffled. “What’s that? I was told it was a Masamune blade, but ‘Gaijin’…?” 


	“Apparently it’s a fabled and much sought after collector’s item.” 


	“Sought after enough to kill for?” 


	Jack nodded. “You betcha. Three corpses will attest to that. And I could have been the fourth.” As Slater shook his head in dismay, Jack added, “Something else you should know.” 


	“I’m almost afraid to hear.” 


	“There’s another player on the field.” He raised a hand as Slater opened his mouth. “Don’t ask who because I don’t know. I do know they’re Japanese—underworld types, from the look of them—and ready to kill to get the katana.” 


	Slater leaned back, puffing out his cheeks as he exhaled. “Man. Who’d have dreamed? I’m almost willing to forget the whole thing, except…” 


	“Yeah?” 


	“It meant so much to my father.” 


	“He stole it from the museum?” 


	Slater jerked upright. “How the hell did you—?” Then he relaxed. “Oh, yeah. My alter ego must have told you.” 


	“Only that it belonged to the Hiroshima Peace Museum.” 


	The burgers arrived then. Jack and Naka assembled them in silence, then bit in.


	Slater let out a groan. “This is amazing. Why can’t we get beef like this on the islands?” 


	They worked on their burgers a little more, then Jack quaffed some Hoegaarden to wash down a big bite.


	“So how did the blade get from the museum to your dad’s place?” 


	“The Peace Museum opened in fifty-five, ten years to the day after the bomb. My father was with the Occupation. When he saw the blade he knew it was Matsuo’s and figured he had more claim to it than the museum. He too had been an intelligence officer and was owed more than a few favors. He collected on some by persuading a few commandos to sneak in and snatch it for him.” 


	“That’s why you can’t go to the police.” 


	He shrugged. “I doubt anyone connected with the museum would remember it now, even if they heard about it, but why take the chance?” He leaned forward. “I need that katana back. Both my parents revered Matsuo’s memory. It was all they had left of him. My father made me promise to keep it in the family. So I don’t see how I have much choice.” 


	Jack spread his hands. “And I don’t see how you have much hope.” 


	“That bad, huh?” His expression was bleak. “You’ve got no idea at all where it could be?” 


	“No, but I know where to find the guy I gave it to. He didn’t have time to hand it off before he was hit, but maybe one of his Hidden Face buddies was waiting out there and snagged it after our friend and the truck got intimate.” 


	“You’ve got to make him tell you.” 


	“If he’s crazy enough to be in that cult, I seriously doubt he’ll be the sharing type. And there’s something else you have to consider.” 


	“Your tone says more bad news.” 


	“Maybe he didn’t have anyone waiting. Maybe some passerby found it and took off with it. It could be anywhere—even in a Dumpster.” 


	He looked crushed. “Then what do I do?” 


	“If by some miracle I can squeeze anything useful out of this guy, I’ll let you know. But if I come up empty, as I suspect I will, all you can do is advertise—put out flyers and offer a reward. That might bring somebody out of the woodwork.” 


	He banged the table again. “Ai Kae!” 


	The place had gained a few patrons since their arrival and people were giving them curious and concerned looks.


	“Another Hawaiian term of endearment?” 


	“What? Yeah. I can stay here only a day or two. You think you could make up the flyers and—?” 


	Jack was shaking his head. “Not my kind of work. If I come up empty at the hospital, you do it. Start a voice mail account and put that number on the flyers. Get them spread around. Check the voice mail often. If anything promising comes through, call me and I’ll see what I can do.” 


	Jack would be delighted if nothing came through. That sword had nearly killed him twice. Damned if he was about to give it another try.


	“Jesus, God!” 


	Jack looked up and saw that Slater’s face had gone white. He was staring at the cover of the Post on the next table.


	“What?” 


	“The Black Wind! What happened in Staten Island—it never hit me till now. The Kakureta Kao has brought back the Black Wind!” 


	Despite Slater’s ominous tone, it didn’t sound particularly threatening to Jack—like something that might occur after a frijoles negro burrito.


	“And that’s bad?” 


	“Very. I didn’t make the connection because I thought they were extinct. But now that you’ve seen someone with their tattoo, it’s all coming together. What happened on Staten Island is exactly the effect of the Black Wind as described by my father. If they’re planning to use it on the city…” 


	“But nobody mentioned a wind or wind damage.” 


	“It’s been called the Wind-That-Bends-Not-the-Trees.” 


	“Oooookay.” Maybe the Jack Daniel’s was hitting him.


	“I’ve got to tell someone. But who?” 


	“Um, try Homeland Security. But don’t mention me, okay? Meanwhile, I’m going to check out this Hidden Face guy in the hospital.” 


	He grabbed Jack’s arm. “Ask him about the Black Wind. You’ve got to find out.” 
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	The Wind-That-Bends-Not-the-Trees, Jack thought as he reentered Roosevelt Hospital. Where do people come up with this stuff?


	He was relieved to find the same clerk at the ER admitting desk. Her name tag read KAESHA and she once might have been called Rubenesque, but she’d moved beyond that. The glazed Krispy Kreme donut sitting next to her keyboard hinted at the how and why.


	“Hi, Kaesha. Remember me? I was here earlier about the Asian John Doe?” 


	She gave him a hard look, then her features softened. “You’re the one who thought you might know him.” 


	“Right. Have the hospital attorneys cleared me for a look at him?” 


	“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but the patient died a few hours ago.” 


	Crap.


	“But,” she added, “it would be a great service to him and to the hospital if you could identify him. And the police want to talk to you as well.” 


	Jack stiffened inside. “The police?” 


	“Well, I suppose it’s okay to tell you, since he’s dead. But he also had a gunshot wound. The police are looking for any information available.” 


	Double crap.


	“Sure. I’ll help any way I can.” 


	Uh-huh.


	“We appreciate it. I’ll see about arranging a viewing and let the police know you’re here.” 


	“While you’re doing that,” Jack said, forcing a tremor into his voice, “I think I’ll step outside for a breath of air. We were very close. Had a lot of laughs together. He was a real cutup.” 


	She gave him a sympathetic smile. “I understand.” 


	As soon as Jack was out the door, he made a beeline through the banished smokers and began quick-walking up Amsterdam Avenue. He pulled off his sling and shoved it inside his shirt, then ducked into the Lincoln Center parking garage and cut through to Columbus Avenue.


	As he mingled with the crowd there he called Naka Slater and told him to print up those flyers and Martin Luther them all over town, because his only info source was dead. The body count had moved up to four.
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	Hank found the perfect spot on Long Island’s North Fork.


	Somewhere in the tectonic past, Long Island’s eastern third split into a pair of peninsulas. While the longer, wider southern division grew crowded and famous for its wealthy Hamptons and remote Montauk, its smaller sister to the north remained fairly rural, becoming the heart of Long Island’s wine industry.


	Halfway out the fork—shouldn’t it be called a tine? he wondered—and a little ways off Middle Road, he came upon a farm with a dozen or so brown-and-white Golden Guernsey cows munching grass in a field adjacent to the road.


	He watched them for a moment, then turned and looked at the slim, oblong, blanket-wrapped bundle on the backseat and felt his excitement grow.


	This was gonna be good.


	He found a spot on the side of the road where his Jeep would be shielded from the farmhouse by an intervening stand of trees.


	Perfect.


	Except for the wait. Though the sun was well into its slide toward the horizon, the sky was still too bright for what he planned.


	So he took a leisurely drive out to Orient Point on the far eastern tip of the fork and parked near the ferry dock. As he stared across the choppy channel to Plum Island, he thought about the strange turns his life had taken since he’d written Kick. From manual laborer to backdoor celebrity.


	Life had been simpler and maybe even happier back in his slaughterhouse days. He hadn’t had to make decisions for other people, not even for himself. He’d been happy to do what he was told. Some days he’d be a “knocker,” using a compressed air gun to shoot a steel bolt into the cow’s head to knock it out. Other days he’d be assigned as a “sticker,” which he tended to prefer. Once the knocker was through with them, the unconscious cows would be hung upside down by a leg from the overhead rail, and then Hank would come along and slit their throats.


	Bloody, bloody work, and hot too because of the rubber jacket and pants. But looking back, Hank realized he’d never felt so at peace with himself, not before, not since.


	Peace… He shook his head. Would he ever know peace? Then he heard himself laugh. Did he even want peace again?


	Sure as hell not till he’d found the guy who’d stolen the Compendium of Srem—right out of his hands, the son of a bitch. The same guy who’d called himself John Tyleski and pretended to be a reporter. He could still see his nothing-special face, with its brown eyes, and his brown hair as he grilled him. Hank would have the Kickers out looking for him but how do you describe a guy who looked like everybody and nobody?


	Hank glanced in his rearview and saw the sun nudging the horizon. Time to go.


	He drove at the speed limit, trying to time his arrival at the farm with dusk. He needed some light for his plan, but didn’t want too much. The closer he got, the more he felt his excitement build, tingling down his back and around to his belly to settle lower, like a horny kid heading out to meet the easiest girl in town, knowing she’d give it up with the barest minimum of persuasion.


	As he turned off Middle Road he spotted a puddle. He stopped and rubbed mud on his license plates, then continued to the farm.


	The light was perfect when he reached it. He parked in the blind spot and removed the katana from the blanket on the backseat. He held up the blade and saw the dying light reflect dully along its pitted, riddled surface. He found it strangely beautiful, almost… mesmerizing…


	With effort, he pulled his gaze away and hopped the fence. A Guernsey stood about thirty yards away. She looked up at his casual, unhurried approach. Not afraid. Why should she be? The worst any human had done to her was milk her teats. She lowered her head to the grass and resumed grazing.


	Hank positioned himself beside her, feet spread, facing her thick neck. As he raised the katana above his head he felt a stirring in his groin.


	He needed this… really needed this. And he wanted to see what this katana could do… wanted to cut all the way through with a single swing.


	But he wanted the cow looking at him when this happened.


	“Hey!” he called in a soft voice. “Hey, you.” 


	When the cow looked up he saw his reflection in her large dark eye, a man-shaped blotch silhouetted against the fading twilight.


	Now… do it now.


	To add extra force behind the blow, Hank envisioned the fake John Tyleski’s bland features against the skin of the neck. With a low cry he raised the blade even higher and swung with all he had.


	SATURDAY
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	“Here’s an odd story,” Abe said, staring down at a newspaper through the reading glasses perched on his nose.


	Jack glanced up and saw it was the Long Island paper, Newsday. Abe hadn’t ventured into the wilds of Long Island since he’d had a full head of hair, but that didn’t keep him from Newsday.


	“Odd how? Like congress-has-impeached-itself-for-high-crimes-and-misdemeanors odd, or two-headed-cow odd?” 


	“A cow he mentions. You’re psychic maybe?” 


	“Call me Criswell. Another moon-jumping incident?” 


	“Not quite. Someone killed a cow on a farm out Peconic way.” 


	“That’s not odd, that’s the first step toward a Big Mac. Hard to get ground beef with the cow still alive.” 


	“This one wasn’t killed by its owner.” 


	“Those pesky aliens again? Mutilated?” 


	“Beheaded.” 


	That brought Jack up short. He looked up at Abe and saw he wasn’t kidding. The thought of someone hacking away at some poor dumb animal’s neck until the head fell off made him queasy.


	“Jeez.” 


	“There’s more. It seems to have been done with a single blow.” 


	“To a cow? Behead a cow with a single cut? What’d he use—a chainsaw?” 


	“They think it was a sword.” 


	Ah… so this was why he’d brought it up. Jack had told Abe about the Gaijin Masamune, and how it had sliced through his shoulder like a hot Ginsu through butter—no, make that soft margarine.


	But could it be the Gaijin? Maybe. It had cut through the barrel of his Glock, yes, but was any sword sharp enough to do a cow like that?


	Could it have been the katana?


	“You think there’s a connection?” 


	Abe gave one of his shrugs. “A sword maven I’m not. But you yourself just told me this blade was very sharp. But then it disappears and what happens: The next night—the very next night—a cow is beheaded with a very sharp, swordlike object.” His Norman Mailer eyebrows oscillated like caterpillars in heat. “Coincidence?” 


	Last year Jack had been given the chilling message that there’d be no more coincidences in his life. But that cow wasn’t a part of his life, so why couldn’t this be a coincidence?


	“Do you believe that?” 


	Abe shook his head. “No.” 


	“Neither do I.” 


	Crap.


	And then he remembered a passage from Kick where Hank Thompson mentioned his years of working in a slaughterhouse.


	Could it be?


	If so, it would be another in a long chain of noncoincidences.


	But he had no way of knowing, so he let it go.


	“If it was the same sword, the story could have been about your head being separated from its body.” 


	“Tell me about it. That thing is sharp. Barely felt it cut me.” 


	“Speaking of cuts, how did you explain yours to Gia?” 


	Jack glanced at his shoulder. He hadn’t worn the sling today and hadn’t missed it. His deltoid throbbed, but nothing he couldn’t ignore.


	“Haven’t had to. Haven’t seen her since it happened.” 


	“What are you going to tell her?” 


	Jack shrugged. “The truth. No biggie.” 


	“And when are you going to tell her the truth about the accident that was no accident?” 


	He shook his head. “Wish I knew, Abe.” 


	“The longer you wait, the harder it will be.” 


	“She needs a little more distance from the acc—from what happened.” 


	Abe looked dubious. “If you say so.” He tapped the newspaper. “And this sword? What are you going to do?” 


	“Nothing until I hear from Slater.” 


	“I see the flyers up already. You may be hearing soon.” 


	Jack had referred Naka to one of his old customers, a guy with a print shop who, for an added fee, would farm out the distribution work to guys who could use the extra cash and had nothing better to do.


	“Even then, I may opt out.” 


	“You’re saying you’re going to stop looking? You?” He shook his head. “Such little self-awareness. You know you’re not.” 


	“Am too. Going to wait for that katana to come to me.” 


	Abe frowned. “That’ll happen, you think?” 


	Jack nodded resignedly. “Yeah. Got a feeling it will. A bad feeling.” 
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	Hank waved one of the flyers and shouted, “I want these down! I want them gone!” 


	Darryl and Menck looked a little cowed as he paced back and forth across a corner of the Lodge basement. Well, they should be. He was pissed. When Darryl had brought it in to show him, he’d exploded.


	He’d awakened this morning still high from last night. The air had seemed a little cleaner, the sun a little brighter.


	Doing the cow had had something to do with it. Though he’d tried to avoid it, he couldn’t help getting splattered with her hot blood. Messy, but it had felt good.


	And then the dream. The Kicker Man was back again with the baby, cradling it in his lower right arm. But this time he was brandishing the katana in his lower left, while he held his two upper arms high in a V for victory.


	The meaning was unmistakable: With the sword and the baby in his possession, nothing could stop the Kicker Evolution.


	Well, he had the sword, and Dawn had been located. Only a matter of time before she and her baby were under his roof. Despite some rough spots along the way, everything was working out.


	Then this flyer. What a bring-down.


	Five thousand bucks for information leading to the sword. He wondered about the amount… a coincidence that it was the same reward he’d been offering for Dawn? Or a challenge?


	“You’ve already got the sword,” Menck said. “Ain’t nobody else gonna get it.” 


	“How do you know that? Whoever this guy is, he’s offering a five-grand reward. We’ve got a lot of people moving in and out of this building, and although they’re not allowed on the second floor, and although they have Kicker Man tattoos, some of them would sell their mother for half that.” 


	Darryl said, “But—” 


	“But nothin! Somebody may have seen you pick it up. That someone may connect you with me. I can think of a million scenarios where this could go south. So I want those flyers down and Dumpstered. Got it?” 


	They nodded and spoke in unison.


	“Got it.” 


	3


	Jack spotted him the minute he stepped through the door. Someone was sitting at his table.


	“He say he waitin for you, meng,” Julio said in a low voice as he met him at the door. “I saw you with him the other night so I figure ‘sokay. ‘Sokay?” 


	The guy had his back to the room, but the broad shoulders and gray hair gave him away.


	Glaeken—no, make that Mr. Veilleur.


	” ‘Sokay.” 


	Jack walked over and said, “Mind if I join you?” 


	Veilleur lifted his glass of stout in a toast and smiled up at him. “Jack. I was hoping you’d stop by.” He gestured to the chair against the wall. “I saved your seat.” 


	Julio came over as Jack sat.


	“Usual?” 


	After two visits to the Ear in one week, Jack had developed a taste for witbier.


	“Too bad you don’t have any Hoegaarden on tap.” 


	Julio made a face. “That yuppie-hippie-emo piss? You kiddin me, meng?” 


	Jack sighed. “The usual.” 


	As Julio left, Jack turned to Veilleur and noticed a flyer on the table. He turned it around and recognized a photo of the katana. Naka had wasted no time.


	“Where’d you get this?” 


	Veilleur shrugged. “A man handed it to me on my way over. A very interesting sword.” 


	Jack debated whether to say anything about it, then decided why not.


	“Supposedly it’s called the Gaijin Masamune.” 


	Veilleur’s head snapped up. “The what?” 


	Jack wondered at his reaction. “You’ve heard of it?” 


	“No. But I’ve heard of Masamune and I know what gaijin means. It’s really a Masamune?” 


	Jack’s turn to shrug. “So I’ve been told. He didn’t sign it, so who’s to say?” 


	Veilleur’s gaze was fixed on the flyer. “What else do you know about it?” 


	Jack didn’t want to talk about the katana—would rather not even think about it. He was far more interested in learning more about the Taint. But he had to give the guy an answer so he told him the Cliff Notes version of the story as he’d got it from O’Day—from the meeting between Masamune and the gaijin to Hiroshima and the bomb.


	In closing he tapped the flyer. “It was stolen from this guy. He asked me to find it for him. I told him flyers were the best way to go.” 


	“Will you know if he succeeds?” 


	“I promised I’d look into any leads if he wants me to.” 


	Veilleur was staring at the flyer again. “Well, if you come into possession of it, I’d be very interested in seeing it.” 


	He’d be delighted never to see it again, but he said, “Sure. But enough of the katana. Let’s talk about the Taint.” 


	“Of course. But first I’d like something to eat. I don’t suppose Julio serves food?” 


	“Serves foodlike substances.” 


	Veilleur frowned. “That doesn’t sound very appetizing. Does he have a menu?” 


	Jack shook his head and pointed to the blackboard over the bar. “Just that.” 


	Glaeken squinted at it. “The writing is very faint.” 


	“That’s because it’s been there forever. He never changes it.” 


	He looked around. “The place looks too small to have a kitchen.” 


	“Not if you call a freezer and a microwave a kitchen.” 


	Still squinting at the sign, Veilleur started to rise from his chair. “I’ll have to move closer—” 


	Jack grabbed his arm. “I haven’t known you long enough to call you a friend, but let me tell you: Friends don’t let friends eat at Julio’s.” 


	The old man dropped back into his seat. “Thank you. You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve eaten in my life, but my stomach’s not what it used to be.” 


	“Purely selfish on my part: I don’t want you grabbing your gut and running out of here before you’ve told me a few things.” 


	He laughed. “A practical man, and straightforward about it too. I like that.” He sipped his stout. “You want to know more about the Taint.” 


	Jack leaned forward. “Bingo. And maybe throw in a little info about Jonah Stevens while you’re at it.” 


	“If we have time.” 


	Julio arrived with a mug of Yuengling for Jack and pointed to Veilleur’s stout. “Get you another?” 


	“I believe so.” 


	“You wanna eat?” When Veilleur glanced at Jack, Julio added, “Don’ look at him. He wouldn’t know good food if it bit him.” 


	Jack said, “One of your burritos did bite me—right on the stomach lining.” 


	“Don’ listen to him. You hungry? You wanna cube steak? We got delicious stuffed cube steak.” 


	Veilleur gave him a wan smile and shook his head. “I’m cutting back on stuffed cube steak.” 


	When he was gone, Veilleur said, “I almost feel obligated to order something, even if I don’t eat it.” 


	“The Taint?” Jack said.


	“Single-minded, aren’t we?” 


	“So I’ve been told.” 


	Veilleur leaned back. “To understand the Taint you need to know some of the Secret History of the World.” 


	That phrase again. “When I was a kid, I had a good friend who used to talk about a Secret History of the World.” 


	“The conspiracy crowd believes in a secret history and has countless scenarios for it, mostly wrong. But they’re right about one thing: The world has a history known to only a few. It was codified once in a book that I hid away for safekeeping with other so-called forbidden texts, but they’ve all disappeared.” 


	Jack had a flash. “That wouldn’t be the Compendium of Srem, would it?” 


	Veilleur straightened in his chair. “You’ve heard of it?” 


	“Heard of it? It’s sitting in my apartment.” 


	“Amazing. Well then, why do you need me to tell you the Secret History when it’s at your fingertips?” 


	Jack drummed those fingertips on the table. “It’s not exactly an easy read, what with the pages changing every time you turn around.” 


	Veilleur frowned. “Is that so? I guess Srem wound up with a multivolume work that she had to fit into a single book.” 


	“She?” 


	“Yes. Srem was an ancient, ancient Cassandra who saw the cataclysm coming and wanted to preserve a record of her times before everything was destroyed.” 


	“Cataclysm?” 


	“We’ll get to that. But—” 


	“Wait-wait-wait.” Something wasn’t right here. “You said you owned the book. So how come you didn’t know how the text keeps changing?” 


	Veilleur shrugged. “I owned it but I never opened it. Her history was no secret to me. I didn’t need to read about it—I’d lived it.” 


	Okay. Jack could buy that.


	“But what good is a book that keeps changing?” 


	He scratched his beard. “Not much. Something must have gone wrong. That sort of book was designed to have a finite number of sheets but a virtually infinite number of pages.” 


	Jack stared at him. “I will add what you just said to my list of Things That Make Me Go, ‘Huh?’” 


	“It’s simple, really. If you have one hundred sheets in a book, you will have two hundred pages, correct?” 


	“One on each side of a sheet. Right.” 


	“But in this sort of book, when you turn the one-hundredth sheet—notice I didn’t say ‘last’—you find another waiting for you. And another after that and another after that.” 


	“But then you’ve got extra sheets.” 


	Veilleur shook his head. “No. Because sheets are disappearing at the beginning of the book. If you flip back, you will find them again, but the sheet count remains constant.” 


	Jack stared at him. He didn’t seem to be pulling his leg.


	“You’re serious?” 


	“Of course. It’s a lost art.” 


	He realized that, after all he’d seen, he shouldn’t be surprised by anything anymore, but this seemed straight out of Harry Potter.


	“All well and good, but that’s not what’s happening. Pages are disappearing here and there about the book and being replaced by ones I’ve never seen that have nothing to do with what precedes or follows them.” 


	“I imagine that would make comprehension very difficult.” 


	“Tell me about it.” 


	“Something must have gone wrong somewhere along the millennia. Too bad. The text would have explained everything.” 


	At least Jack had an explanation of what was going on with that damn book—if you could call that an explanation.


	Yeah. Too bad.


	“So now the job falls to you.” 


	“So it seems. Very well. To understand, you have to go back to the First Age, when the Adversary and I were born, and the war between the Ally and the Otherness was more out in the open. The laws of physics and chemistry and matter and energy were more pliable back then. Some people could perform what might seem like magic to you.” 


	“Like Srem?” 


	“Like Srem. Anyway, I’d already defeated the Adversary—I was a mercenary in those days and did it for money—and it appeared I’d killed him. Because of that, the Ally chose me as one of its paladins.” 


	“One of them?” 


	“There were a number of us back then, and the Adversary had his fellow plotters as well.” 


	“But now it’s just the two of you?” 


	“We’re the only two to survive—for different reasons.” 


	“You said you thought you’d killed him.” 


	“Yes, but he managed a rebirth—” 


	“Besides the one in sixty-eight?” 


	A nod. “He’s resourceful and resilient. We battled for centuries across surreal landscapes that would now be called dreamlike—or nightmarish. Neither side could gain the advantage. In a desperate move, the Otherness created the q’qr race.” 


	“Cooker? You mean Kicker?” 


	“No. Kicker is Thompson’s mangling of an ancient word.” He spelled it for Jack, then pronounced it again.


	Jack almost leaped from his seat. “Q’qr! I saw that in the Compendium. It called the Kicker Man ‘the sign of the q’qr.’ And under that it had some sort of poem about the q’qr.” 


	” ‘The Q’qr died yet lived on… the Q’qr is gone yet remains.’ Something like that?” 


	“Yeah. That and more.” 


	” ‘The Song of the Q’qr.’ A cautionary tale.” 


	“Well, it’s hard to be cautioned when you don’t know what they’re talking about.” 


	Like much of what Jack had read in the Compendium, it assumed the reader shared the same reference base.


	“The Otherness took a horde of its followers and inserted something of itself into their DNA.” 


	“Did you even know about DNA back then?” 


	“We called it something else. Our life sciences were advanced, but the Otherness and the Ally blocked advances in weaponry, leaving us with only points and edges to fight with. Which often were not enough against waves of creatures part human and part Otherness.” 


	“Like a rakosh?” 


	Veilleur shook his head. “The rakoshi were built from the ground up, so to speak; the q’qr were, in the current parlance, retrofitted. They were savage, vicious, their appearance fearsome—large and hairy, with fanged snouts. But their most terrifying feature was their two extra limbs.” 


	“Four arms—the Kicker Man.” 


	“Yes. But their extra limbs were boneless, tentacular, which made them all the more terrifying. What you call the Kicker Man was their symbol. They would draw it in blood wherever they had slaughtered humans—an almost continuous occurrence. They lived to kill and breed, and were prolific at both.” 


	“How’d you stop them?” 


	“As I said, First Age weaponry was primitive, but our life sciences were advanced. The adepts began searching for an infection that would kill q’qr and spare humans. They were half successful: They created an agent that turned out to be deadly only to q’qr females.” 


	Jack winced at what he saw coming. “With no females around, the q’qr males must have gone after human women.” 


	“An unforeseen consequence. The males would tear through villages and towns, killing all the men and children and raping the women, hoping for at least some half-breeds to add to their ranks. But only a q’qr female could give birth to q’qr children. The raped women gave birth to human children—at least they looked human. Their mothers’ DNA had commingled with the remnants of human DNA in the q’qr, but had quarantined the Otherness-created genes. The children seemed fully human but they carried what came to be known as the Taint. After the q’qr were defeated, the Taints were segregated—given their own land apart from the untainted population.” 


	“But if they were segregated, how did the Taint spread?” 


	“The cataclysm. When its q’qr strategy failed, the Otherness lashed out at humanity, causing global geological and climatological upheavals that wiped out First Age civilization and most of humanity along with it. The surviving humans—pure-blood and Taint alike—huddled together and interbred, and spread out from there.” 


	Jack shook his head. “This sounds like Velikovsky stuff. I mean, I used to be into anthropology and this goes against all the accepted theories.” 


	Veilleur seemed unperturbed. “I imagine it does. But that’s why it’s called the Secret History of the World.” 


	“Come on. There’s gotta be some trace of the First Age somewhere.” 


	Jack remembered a strange object he’d found in the Pine Barrens as a kid, possibly a leftover from that time. But it had disappeared.


	“I’m sure there is, but not much. The upheavals were colossal and extensive. The Adversary and I barely escaped with our lives—all my fellow paladins perished. So whatever little is left is buried deep.” He paused. “And yet… not so deep. Every human religion from the Sumerians to the Babylonians to the Jews has a cleansing cataclysm in its mythology—usually a flood. And even the q’qr live on in a way. Look at Hinduism—arguably the oldest established religion. Its pantheon includes gods like Shiva the Destroyer, Indra the god of lightning, Yama the god of the dead, and the most fearsome of all, Kali the blood queen. And what do they have in common?” 


	Jack didn’t know Indra and Yama, but had seen pictures of Shiva, and knew Kali all too well. The answer gave him a chill.


	“Four arms.” 


	“Exactly.” 


	They sat in silence for a while. Jack didn’t know what Veilleur was thinking, but his own thoughts were awhirl. Finally…


	“So we all carry this Taint.” 


	Veilleur shrugged. “I suppose the laws of probability dictate that some people must be Taint free, but you can’t tell by looking at them.” 


	“Can you think of any purpose for a super-tainted baby?” 


	He shook his head. “Not one.” 


	“Then why did Jonah Stevens—” Jack suddenly remembered something. “Wait… the other night… you seemed to recognize his name.” 


	“I do. He was the Preparer of the Way for the Adversary’s rebirth. And after he was born, Jonah protected him while his mother raised him.” 


	Jack slapped the table. “Then Ras—I mean the Adversary must be behind the baby.” 


	Another head shake. “I don’t think so. I believe the Adversary murdered Jonah not too long after he’d set his plan in motion.” 


	“Murdered? I heard it was an accident.” 


	“Accidents can be arranged. I believe Jonah Stevens had it in his head that his super-tainted offspring could take the Adversary’s place. The Adversary found out and eliminated him.” 


	“Then I guess that now that the baby is on its way, he’ll want to eliminate it as well.” 


	That meant even more competition in the hunt for Dawn Pickering and her unborn child. First Hank and his crew, and now maybe Rasalom as well.


	A teenage girl with no idea what she’s carrying, clueless as to all the wheels she’s set in motion.


	Dawn—Dawn—Dawn… Where the hell are you?
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	“A woman!” cried the Seer. “A woman with child!” 


	Toru Akechi chewed his upper lip in worry as he watched the legless, half-naked Seer writhing on the futon. His anxiety stemmed from his elimination of Tadasu yesterday. As one of the Order’s sensei, he had great latitude with his charges, but that stopped well short of pronouncing a death sentence. He had done what he had done for the good of the Order, but he had not had the approval of the Elders. No member of the Order could be eliminated without that.


	He worried that the Seer might learn of it and tell the Elders assembled here. As far as Toru knew, the Sighting potion allowed only visions of the future, but still…


	The Seer sat up, swiveling his eyeless face back and forth.


	“A woman with child!” he cried again. “I see her face everywhere, staring back at me. She is important only for the child she carries. Her child, her child, her child… it will change the world. Who controls the child controls the future. The Order must control the child. It must!” 


	He loosed a guttural sound as he went through another bout of writhing and thrashing. And then he stopped, looking once again at nothing.


	“The blade! The blade is with the woman! No! It is with her child! I see the child wielding the blade. The blade and child are together now and will be so again in the future. Her child and the katana are linked to the destiny of the world!” 


	And then he fainted, falling backward. His head hit the floor with a meaty thunk.


	A pregnant woman whose face was everywhere. Everywhere… a film star? A cover model?


	He and the Elders would divine its meaning and hunt down this woman with child and bring her under the Order’s wing.


	Who controls the child controls the future.


	Toru wanted that child for the Order.


	But then the second half of the Seeing: The blade and child are together now and will be so again in the future.


	What else could that mean but that the katana was with the pregnant woman? Find one and they would find the other.


	Her child and the katana are linked to the destiny of the world.


	The future of the Kakureta Kao was linked to the destiny of the world as well.


	He would start the hunt immediately.
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	“Takita-san!” 


	Hideo looked up and saw Kenji rushing into the room, waving a pink sheet of paper.


	“Look at this!” 


	Hideo took the sheet and froze as he recognized the katana in the photo. And then he was out of his seat and in Kenji’s face.


	“Where did you get this?” 


	“Taped to the front door. They’re all over.” 


	Hideo stared at the sheet. What did it mean?


	Acting on his theory that the owner from Hawaii had hired the ronin to find the katana, Hideo had spent all yesterday searching for an urban mercenary. He’d found mercenaries—plenty of them. They advertised in magazines like Soldier of Fortune and on various Web sites, but none of them fit the profile of the man he was looking for.


	And now this flyer. Who but the owner from Hawaii would be offering such a reward? If so, it meant he had not yet reclaimed the katana.


	He had to speak to this man. He was a living link to the sword—the only one within reach—and Hideo needed to learn what he knew. Perhaps he could provide a direction. He needed something, anything. He was floundering about. He felt as if he was drowning.


	He grabbed the receiver from his desk phone and began to punch in the number listed on the sheet.


	Halfway through, he stopped.


	What was he going to say? He would have to choose his words carefully. The last thing he wanted was to raise suspicion, so everything he said had to have a basis in fact. He must assume that this man knew about the deaths of Gerrish and O’Day. He would be on his guard. Hideo did not want to frighten him off. No, he must lure him in and take control of him.


	He sat and began making notes in preparation for his call.
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	After Veilleur left for home, Jack lingered at Julio’s, kibitzing with some of the regulars. When he finally headed out he found himself walking behind a scruffy guy carrying a handful of pink sheets—the same shade as the one Veilleur had brought to the table. No doubt one of the guys Naka’s printer had hired for dissemination.


	But to Jack’s surprise, the guy stopped at a pole where one of those pink flyers had been stapled and ripped it off. He added it to the stack in his hand and moved on.


	He didn’t appear to be the civic-minded type to go around decluttering and prettifying the neighborhood. And Jack confirmed this as the guy passed by a pole with one of the HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL? flyers with Dawn’s picture. Pretty selective in his cleanup.


	Interesting.


	Jack picked up his pace and closed the distance between them. When the guy stopped at another pole that carried both flyers, he was practically on top of him.


	As the guy ripped off Naka’s poster, Jack noticed the Kicker Man tattoo on his thumb web.


	Even more interesting. Maybe even verging on fascinating.


	Jack reached past him and tugged the Dawn flyer free and crumpled it into a ball.


	The Kicker whirled on him. “Hey! You outta your head? Whatcha think you’re doin?” 


	Jack put on a surprised look. “Why, same as you. Cleaning up these unsightly flyers. Aren’t they just the worst nuisance?” 


	“You mind your own goddamn business.” 


	“You mean you don’t want help?” 


	“Help?” He waved the pink flyers in Jack’s face. “You wanna get rid of these, fine.” He snatched the Dawn flyer from Jack’s hand. “But you leave these alone.” 


	“Why? They’re just as ugly.” 


	That seemed to stump him, but only for a few seconds.


	“No, they ain’t. And besides, these here are trying to help find a missing girl. These others are trying to find a crummy-looking sword… a… a weapon of death. Yeah, a weapon of death.” 


	“Hmmm.” Jack pretended to give this serious consideration. “I see your point. But who is this missing girl and who are the people looking for her? Her family?” 


	“Yeah. Her family. That’s it. She ran away from home and nobody knows where she went. They want her back real bad.” 


	“How do we know they weren’t abusing her?” 


	“Listen up, asshole.” The Kicker’s expression became menacing as he leaned close to Jack. His breath stank. “Stop asking so many questions. If you don’t know where she is, then shuddup and move on. ‘Cause if you ain’t part of the solution, you’re part of the problem. Get that? Move on and keep your mitts off the girl flyers.” 


	“Did something die in your mouth?” 


	The guy’s faced contorted. He half raised a fist, then seemed to think better of it. Instead he pointed his finger in Jack’s face.


	“You just remember what I told you or some bad shit’s gonna come down and you’re gonna be right under it. Unnastand?” 


	“Perfectly.” 


	“Good.” 


	With that he turned and stomped away. As he passed a trash can he tossed in all the flyers, including Dawn’s.


	So… the Kickers—Hank Thompson, in other words—were encouraging people to look for Dawn, but didn’t want anyone looking for the katana. Because he already had it and didn’t want anyone else looking for it?


	That meant a fourth player was in the mix.


	Naka Slater, the people behind the fake Naka, the yakuza, and now the Kickers.


	This was crazy. What was it about that thing?


	Well, he was out of it. From the start the chances that Slater would get a hit from those flyers had been slim at best. Now, with the Kickers combing the town and removing them, chances approached zero.


	Yeah. Out of it.


	So why didn’t he feel relieved?


	Jack knew the answer. Because the Kickers were interested in the sword. He didn’t know what that meant, but the Kicker-Otherness connection said it couldn’t be a good thing.


	He’d sensed something strange about that sword, but what use could it be to Hank Thompson? Whatever it was, he doubted it was for a good purpose. Maybe he should—


	Stop it, he told himself. You’re out of it. Forget about it.


	And then his cell rang. Slater was on the other end.


	“Jack? I think we’ve got a hit.” 


	Swell.
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	Naka Slater looked both excited and worried as they sat on a park bench near the center of Madison Square Park. Jack sat next to him, munching on a hot dog with peppers and onions from the Shake Shack on the downtown end near 23rd Street. The bench offered a good view of the ornate wedge of the Flatiron Building. The trees were in full bloom, their branches undulating in a gentle breeze. Schoolkids, old folks, secretaries, suits, hipsters, and bag ladies paraded along the crisscrossing paths.


	Jack remembered when the only folks who’d enter this park were junkies, pushers, and clueless tourists.


	“No one will listen to me,” Slater said.


	“Who-what?” 


	“Neither Homeland Security nor the NYPD. I told them about the Kakureta Kao and the Black Wind but I could tell they thought I was nuts.” 


	“Imagine that.” 


	“You think I’m nuts too, don’t you.” 


	“I came here about the call, remember? We’re after the katana, right?” 


	“Yeah, but—” 


	“The call?” 


	He sighed and handed his cell phone to Jack. “Okay, okay. I’ve already entered the service number. Listen to the voice as well as the content.” 


	Jack hit the SEND button, punched in the code Slater gave him, and listened.


	“Hello. My name is James and I saw your flyer. I have the sword you seek and I know it’s a Masamune. So I want more than five thousand for it. I’ll need twice that. Call me back if that is acceptable. If not, I will keep it for myself.” 


	Jack pressed the 1 button to replay the message.


	Something familiar about that voice…


	“Hear those inflections?” Slater said. “He’s Japanese.” 


	“You’re sure?” 


	“I speak both languages—very well, I might add. I learned them at a very early age, but Japanese came first, and certain rhythms and inflections bleed through to the trained ear. This fellow speaks nearly flawless English, but there’s no question in my mind that Japanese was his first language.” 


	And then it clicked: the leader of the yakuza. He’d spoken—at least to Jack’s ear—flawless English.


	Red flags flew up all over his brain.


	Slater said, “Do you think I should meet his demand? I mean, I can afford ten thousand, but—” 


	“Agree to it, but let me handle it.” 


	Slater’s eyebrows lifted. “You think he’s lying? He knew it was a Masamune. That says a lot, don’t you think?” 


	“Doesn’t mean he has it. Might just as easily mean he’s planning to scam you, or he’s looking for it too.” 


	“But he must realize I don’t have it. I’d hardly be offering a reward for something I already had.” 


	“Might think—correctly, I assume—that you know more about it than he.” He hesitated. He didn’t want to mention the Kickers’ involvement, but he’d already mentioned a third party, so… “I think he’s that other player in this sword quest.” 


	Slater’s eyes widened. “The yakuza? Do you think they’ve got it?” 


	“Not sure, but I’d lay odds they don’t. I will bet they’ve scoped you out as the original owner. So if they’re looking for the sword and want to know more about it, you da man.” 


	“So what do I do?” 


	“Give me his number and I’ll call him back. I’ll agree to the extra money, and set up a meet ASAP—preferably here, preferably today.” 


	Slater looked around. “Do you really think it’s safe to carry that much cash around here?” 


	Jack gave him a look. “You kidding? Nobody’s carrying cash anywhere. You’re staying in your hotel room and I’m going to check out whoever shows up.” 


	“You think they’ll try something sneaky?” 


	Sneaky… how quaint.


	“Yeah. Maybe even… deceitful.” 
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	“I grieve over Tadasu-san,” Shiro told his sensei, and meant it. He would miss him.


	They sat in the classroom.


	Akechi-sensei nodded gravely. “Yes, the Order is poorer for his passing. But he died serving the Order, something we all must be ready to do at any moment.” 


	“I am ready, sensei.” 


	He was also ready to ascend from acolyte to temple guard. He hated to think about it, but Tadasu’s passing left an opening in the guard. Perhaps he would be assigned…


	Shiro hesitated to bring up the subject, but he needed confirmation of a rumor.


	“Is it true what I am hearing, sensei?” 


	“And what would that be?” 


	“That the Order is looking for a pregnant woman?” 


	Akechi-sensei said nothing at first. With his teacher’s face forever hidden from him, Shiro had learned to read his eyes. He was relieved to see that they appeared… amused.


	“There are no secrets in the temple, are there.” 


	Shiro bowed his head. “Not about what happens in the Sighting room.” 


	“It is true, Shiro. The Seer saw a pregnant woman. Just so you won’t have to rely on rumor, I shall tell you his exact words: ‘A woman with child… I see her face everywhere, staring back at me. She is important only for the child she carries. Her child, her child, her child… it will change the world. Who controls the child controls the future. The Order must control the child. It must.’ The elders are working on an interpretation.” 


	“There are so many pregnant women, sensei.” 


	“Yes, but how many with ‘her face everywhere, staring back’? That is the keystone of the vision. It must be someone famous, some woman on billboards or television or magazine covers.” 


	“A pregnant celebrity… ” That narrowed it down quite a bit, but still… how would they possess someone so well known? “I have heard there was another vision about the katana.” 


	His sensei nodded. He said, ‘The blade is with the woman… the blade and child are together now and will be so again in the future.’ ” 


	The blade is with the woman… the realization struck Shiro like a bo.


	“The katana is in New York, sensei. We know that. So that must mean the woman is in New York!” 


	His sensei stared at him a moment in silence, then his eyes crinkled within the mask and he clapped his hands once.


	“Truly, the Face is with you.” 


	And then Shiro experienced what he could only call a vision of his own.


	A face… a young blond woman’s face staring back from every flat surface in the city.


	He told Akechi-sensei about the flyers.


	His teacher nodded slowly. “Possibly… possibly.” 


	“But if so many are searching for her without success—I assume no success because new flyers go up every day—how are we to find her?” 


	His sensei thought a moment. When he spoke, Shiro could sense the excitement in his voice.


	“Because the Seer said she is with the katana, and before he died, Tadasu told me that the katana is with someone who wears a tattoo like this.” 


	He grabbed a piece of rice paper and a kanji brush from a nearby desk and began to drawn. He turned the page and showed Shiro.


	“Have you ever seen this figure before?” 


	Of course he had—as ubiquitous as the flyers with the girl’s face.


	Members of the Inner Circles rarely if ever left the temple. Errands for food and medical supplies were left to those of the Order who could show their faces to the public. Consequently, the Inner Circles were ignorant—sometimes blissfully so, he imagined—of what was happening on the teeming streets of the city around them.


	“It’s the symbol for a group—a subculture, one might say—growing within the city. They call themselves ‘Kickers,’ sensei.” 


	“Who is their leader?” 


	Shiro shook his head. “I don’t know, sensei. But I can find out.” 


	And then another vision. Akechi-sensei had sent him out with a list of rare herbs and odd ingredients that he was to search out and bring back to the temple. All the acolytes had been given such lists. During his wanderings through the back streets of Lower Manhattan he had seen something he’d paid scant attention to at the time, but now it bloomed in significance.


	He clapped his hands once in respectful imitation of his teacher. “I think I know where to look. Last week I saw a strange banner hanging outside an old, old building… a banner with a giant stick figure like this one.” 


	After a moment of silence Akechi-sensei said, “I will speak to the Elders. We must put this building under constant surveillance. Immediately.” He placed a hand on Shiro’s shoulder. “You have done well, my oshiego. I am proud of you.” 


	Shiro felt dizzy. He had never seen Akechi-sensei touch anyone, or give praise like this. He thought his heart might burst with pride.
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	Dawn leaned against the rear wall of the Milford Plaza elevator. Though she’d showered and scrubbed herself down just half an hour ago, she felt totally scuzzy. Three days now with the same clothes.


	Yuck.


	She’d thought about washing them in the tub but figured they’d never dry, even overnight. She could have sent them out for cleaning, but that meant she’d have to hang around the room totally naked.


	Uh-uh.


	And she was so not risking a trip outside just to buy new stuff.


	Double—no, triple uh-uh. She was almost home free now. She could put up with funky clothes for another day or two before going back to Mr. Osala’s.


	So if she smelled, too bad. Nothing she could do about it. She looked around at the people on the elevator with her and thought, Sorry, folks. You’ll have to deal.


	At least the short hair was easy to care for, and dried so much more quickly than the length she’d arrived with.


	As she stepped out of the elevator she looked around for the time. For a couple of years now she’d totally used her cell phone as her watch, but Mr. Osala had taken that. She spotted a clock behind the registration desk: 2:35. Plenty of time to cab seventeen blocks. She’d be early.


	Dawn felt her insides tense as she approached the front entrance onto Eighth Avenue. Tons of people passing by out there…


	One of whom might be Jerry.


	No, she wouldn’t let herself think like that. No one could snatch her in front of that crowd. She’d done this two days ago. She could do it again today.


	She adjusted her sunglasses, took a breath, and stepped outside. She signaled the doorman, who rushed over. She’d tipped him ten dollars the other day because she wanted him to totally remember her and stay close by.


	“Cab, ma’am?” 


	She gave him the address on West 63rd. He signaled for the next taxi waiting in line, opened the door for her, and told the cabbie where she was going. She handed him another ten.


	“Thank you, ma’am.” He tipped his hat. “You have a nice day.” 


	I will, she thought, locking both rear doors as the cab lurched into motion. I’m going to have a great day.


	Sighing, she leaned back. No, she wasn’t. She was going to kill the life growing within her. A life that hadn’t asked to be conceived. A life that had no control of who had fathered it. An innocent life. How could she…?


	She straightened, crying, “No-no-no-no-NO!” as she pounded on the seat cushion.


	Over his shoulder the driver gave her a concerned look.


	She gave him the okay wave. “Sorry.” 


	Leaning back again she told herself not to sentimentalize this. She was doing what had to be done and that was that. No cold feet beforehand, and no looking back afterward.


	Like the Nike ads said: Just do it…


	“We are here, miss.” 


	The cabbie’s voice jarred her from a reverie of life regrets, virtually all from just the past year. She looked out the window at the clinic entrance. A man stood by the door with a crude, hand-lettered sign:


	Abortion Kills!


	Well, duh.


	She hesitated getting out, not liking the idea of passing him. But who said she even had to look at him? She paid the driver, gave him a nice tip, then slid out.


	“Are you coming here?” the man said.


	He was clean shaven and neatly dressed in a dark blue golf shirt and jeans. He looked totally harmless. Yet you never knew with these religious nuts. Outside normal, inside a bunch of quotes from the Bible that gave them permission to do just about anything in the name of the Lord.


	Behind her the cab pulled away, leaving her alone on the curb.


	Averting her eyes, she stepped toward the door.


	“You are! You are going in! Please don’t! Think of your baby and how it will feel to be torn apart!” 


	She heard engine noise behind her and turned to see a gray panel truck pulling up to the curb. If it had been a cab she might have been tempted to take it away from here, from this nut.


	But no, she was seeing this through.


	When she continued forward he stepped between her and the door, blocking her way.


	“Please think of your baby!” 


	Behind her she heard a door sliding open as she forced herself to make eye contact with the man.


	“Get out of my—” 


	Terror spiked through her gut as she felt a gloved hand clamp over her mouth. As she lifted her hands to pull it off and scream, an arm snaked around her chest and she was yanked off her feet, spun around, and pushed through the side door of the panel truck. Someone within pulled her inside and for an instant her mouth was free but he clamped his hand across her face before she could scream. She bit him but all she got was leather glove. Panicked, she began twisting and kicking and trying to writhe free as the first man leaped in behind her and slid the door closed. He grabbed her legs and steadied them as the van began to move.


	“Easy, Dawn, easy,” he said in a tone he probably thought soothing but was not. “No one’s gonna hurt you. That’s the last thing we want. In fact, you’re gonna be safer now than you’ve ever been in your life.” 


	He knew her name! And then she saw that weird little stick figure on all their hands.


	Oh, God, these were Jerry’s people!
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	Jack had dressed in wino casual—ripped dirty jeans, fatigue jacket, stomped-on fedora pulled down to his ears and eyebrows, unlaced sneakers three sizes too big for him, and a grime-smudged face. He’d accessorized with yellow rubber kitchen gloves, a pair of women’s sunglasses, and a stuffed black garbage bag that supposedly held his worldly belongings but in reality contained nothing but wadded-up newspaper. He waved his free arm in the air as he conversed with no one.


	A useful getup: No one except maybe god-squad types ever made eye contact with his type.


	When he’d called the number from the voice mail he’d played anxious to get back the katana, but sounded suspicious and wanted a public place. Whoever he spoke to countered by saying surely he’d want to examine the blade and couldn’t very well do that in Times Square. Jack insisted on public, specifically Madison Square Park. It had traffic but everyone pretty much minded their own business.


	He arrived a little after three—almost an hour early—and began picking through the trash bins, adding an occasional aluminum can or plastic bottle to his bag. Then he chose an empty bench with a clear view of the Admiral Farragut statue and the meeting spot. He began a muttered but heartfelt conversation with himself interspersed with scatological references to passersby.


	Eventually a slim, nervous-looking black guy in horn-rimmed glasses appeared, carrying an oblong object wrapped in what looked like a drop cloth. As instructed, he found a bench in the northeast corner of the park and took a seat. Jack rose and began to make another round of the trash cans.


	He spotted the heavy yakuza on line at the Shake Shack.


	Jack allowed himself a pat on the back. He’d been right.


	The Shake Shack made a perfect cover for the big guy. He looked like he liked to eat. Jack was tempted to see if he tried to order tempura or sashimi, but needed to keep moving.


	Found one of the others at the park’s northwest corner, near Fifth and 26th. Farther along the street he spotted the third loitering outside a sidewalk café on the far side of Madison.


	Where was Mr. Boss Man? Had to be somewhere nearby, most likely in that Lincoln Town Car, idling, watching. His men had the exits covered. They could snatch Slater as he left the park, or the boss could follow him if he made it to a cab.


	Jack wandered to the downtown end of the park and found a bench with a good view of Big Guy. He pretended to doze but kept watch from behind the sunglasses.


	Big Guy hung by the Shake Shack, chomping on a burger, then a hot dog, then an order of fries.


	The meeting time came and went. The yakuza had Slater’s voice mail number. Jack had told him not to return any calls. Forty-five minutes after the planned meeting time, a Town Car pulled to the curb on 23rd. A driver and the boss man sat in front. Big Guy joined his two buddies in the rear and they took off.


	
Jack rose and hurried deeper into the park, hoping to catch the decoy before he left.


	No worry. The thin black guy was still sitting on the bench with the bundle across his knees. Looked like no one had told him the gig was off. He jumped as Jack plopped down next to him and leaned close.


	“The moon is in the seventh house,” he whispered.


	The guy inched away. “What?” 


	“The stars are aligning for the End Times. It’s all over now.” 


	“Are-are you the one I’m supposed to meet?” 


	“We’ll all meet in the afterlife two thousand light-years from home.” He pretended to notice the bundle for the first time. “Hey, is that my Christmas present?” 


	“Christmas? No—” 


	Jack raised his voice. “It is, dammit! Santa left it just for me and you took it!” 


	The guy started to rise but Jack pulled him back and grabbed for the bundle. He pulled it from his grasp, found the edge of the cloth, and shook it out like a sandy towel.


	A scabbarded katana fell free. The tip pointed Jack’s way so he grabbed it and pulled, baring the blade.


	A smooth, unblemished blade.


	Jack tossed the scabbard at the guy and jumped to his feet. He clutched his black plastic bag against his chest, stamped his feet, and pointed with his free hand.


	“The Sword of Damocles! You’re an archangel! I knew it! It’s the end times! The End Times! I must prepare myself for sacrifice!” 


	Now there’s a mixed bag of references, he thought as he turned and ran screaming from the park.
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	Dawn had no idea how long she’d been in the basement. Not like it was a dungeon or anything. It was warm and well lit; she had a folding chair to sit on. The rest of the furniture consisted of a few long folding tables supporting a bunch of phones, none of which worked—she knew; she’d tried every one of them. But the place had no windows and no clock on the wall, so even though it seemed like days, she knew it had been only hours. How many hours was the question.


	No, not the question, one of the questions.


	The big question was who were these people? She’d been hustled out of the truck and into the rear entrance of this ornate old building way downtown. She hadn’t seen any women, only men, and not many of those. The place seemed almost totally deserted.


	They’d fed her—brought her a Big Mac and fries and a bottle of Aquafina—but they hadn’t left her alone. Not for a second. Someone sat by the only exit door at all times. The first had been the guy who’d had the sign outside the clinic. On the heavy side, with short dark hair and a retreating hairline, he’d been called Menck by one of the guys in the truck. He’d tried to make small talk at first but she wasn’t interested, and he’d clammed up rather than answer the questions she peppered him with.


	She totally recognized the scruffy guy who relieved him: the same guy she’d run into outside Blume’s and in SoHo. She’d know that squint anywhere. They called him Darryl and he must have recognized her downtown and followed her to the Milford.


	She wanted to scream. She’d thought she was breaking free but all she’d accomplished was trading Mr. Osala’s prison for the Milford prison and now this one, wherever it was.


	Was there anyone left in the world who totally didn’t want to lock her up?


	“How long are you going to keep me here?” she said.


	Darryl scratched a bristly cheek. “That’s up to the main man.” 


	“You mean Jerry?” 


	The thought made her heart pound. He’d be royally pissed at her for trying to get an abortion, but he wouldn’t hurt her. Not while she still carried his precious baby. As Mr. Osala had said—why on God’s earth hadn’t she stayed with him?—the baby was her insurance policy.


	Darryl frowned. “Jerry? Don’t know of any Jerry.” 


	He seemed to be telling the truth, but she couldn’t think of anyone else who could be behind this.


	“Then who’s this main man?” 


	“He’s—” He caught himself. “Probably best if I let him tell you that.” 


	“Well, where is he?” 


	“You’ll see him soon.” 


	Just then the door opened and Menck stuck his head through.


	“Bring her upstairs.” 


	Dawn tried to jump to her feet and run—but where? And besides, her knees were too wobbly. So she just sat there while Menck held the door and Darryl came over and gripped her upper arm.


	“C’mon, gal. Time to see the main man.” 


	Jerry… had to be.


	She allowed herself to be helped to her feet, then she preceded Darryl to the door where Menck took her arm and led her up a narrow stairway.


	As soon as she hit the first floor she began screaming for help. Her voice echoed off the stone walls. Darryl and Menck stood by and watched her with amused expressions. Two other men appeared. She recognized them from the truck.


	“What’s her problem?” one of them said.


	Darryl grinned. “She thinks there’s someone around to hear her.” 


	“There is,” said the guy. “Us.” 


	“Someone who cares,” Darryl added. He poked her shoulder. “There ain’t.” 


	She stopped. She totally wanted to cry but she’d be damned if she’d break down in front of these jerks.


	Menck said, “We called ahead and had the building cleared before you arrived.” He tilted his head toward the waiting stairs. “Let’s go. Someone on the second floor is waiting to meet you.” 


	She so didn’t want to go but they were behind her, pushing. When she reached the top she was out of breath, not from exertion, but fear. They led her down a hall to a half-open door. They guided her through and she stopped cold at the sight of a man she had totally never seen before.


	He stood in the middle of the room swinging a sword.


	She screamed.
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	As Jack approached the Kicker HQ, he was surprised to see a bunch of them hanging out on the front steps and the sidewalk.


	Earlier he’d ditched the rubber gloves and sunglasses, upgrading his look from wino casual to just plain scruffy. He’d traded his torn jeans for ones that were simply well worn. Then he’d stopped over at Gia’s where she’d used a Sharpie to draw a faux Kicker Man tattoo in his right thumb web. She’d wanted to know what he was up to but he put her off with a promise of a full explanation later.


	He did a quick check on the tat as he approached the throng. Might not pass muster in the light of day, but here in the dark, with only streetlights for illumination, it was perfect.


	He stopped by a knot of a half dozen guys and pulled out a pack of Marlboros. Making sure his tat was toward the group, he shook one out and lit up. As anticipated, someone needed a smoke.


	“Hey, bro,” said a blond guy in a work shirt. “Spare one of those?” 


	“Sure.” Jack extended the box. After the guy had taken his, Jack offered it around. “Anyone else?” 


	One other guy took him up on it. Jack lent them his lighter to fire up. After a few drags—fake inhaled for fear of coughing—he looked around.


	“What’s going on? What’s everybody doing outside? This a fire drill or something?” 


	The blond guy grinned. “Damn near. Like three o’clock this afternoon we get the word: Everybody outta the building. Move-move-move. We been out here ever since. I went and grabbed a burger and come back figuring everything’d be back to normal. But no. Still locked out, and no reason why.” 


	A tall, sullen type was eyeing Jack. “Ain’t seen you around before.” 


	Jack eyed him right back. “I’m kinda new. Been out all day ripping down those sword flyers. You know they got them posted as far out as Jackson Heights? I mean, what gives with that?” 


	The blond guy said, “Word is that someone heard just as we were being moved out that the next job would be taking down the girl posters.” 


	Jack stiffened. “You mean those missing Dawn Pickering things we’ve been plastering all over town? They want them down?” 


	“That’s the word.” He shrugged. “Don’t mean it’s true.” 


	“Did they find her?” 


	The tall guy shrugged. “Don’t think so. I been workin the phones these past four weeks and I ain’t heard nothin but bullshit comin in. One lie after another, just trying to get a piece of that reward. Sometimes people make me sick, y’know? I think Hank just figured if we ain’t found her by now, we ain’t gonna find her at all, and he decided to pull the plug.” 


	“You might be right,” Jack said.


	Like hell. No way Hank would give up on that baby. He and his late unlamented brother Jerry saw Dawn’s baby as the Key to the Future. Only three reasons he’d pull the flyers: Dawn was dead, Dawn had gotten an abortion, or Dawn had been found and was under his control.


	Clearing out Kicker HQ on such short notice added a lot of weight to number three. If true, she could be inside right now.


	“Nice night.” 


	Jack turned away and looked up, pretending to stare at the sky, but really checking for a vantage point that would allow him to see into the building. As he scanned the cornices of the rooftops across the street he spotted a flash of reflection—a double flash, side by side.


	As in binoculars.
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	Her scream jolted Hank. Why—?


	Oh, yeah. The sword. He’d been swinging it around when she stepped into the room. Must have thought he was going to attack her.


	“Hey, it’s all right,” he said, lowering the blade. “I’m just playing with it.” 


	She stood inside the doorway, trembling, her eyes shifting left and right.


	“Wh-where’s Jerry?” 


	Jerry? Did she think he was still alive?


	Of course she did. She’d known him as Jerry Bethlehem. As far as anyone knew, Jerry Bethlehem was a murder suspect on the run from the law. But that had been an assumed identity. His body had been ID’d and he’d been declared dead under his real identity, Jeremy Bolton. No way Dawn could connect the two.


	He studied her. She didn’t look pregnant. He barely recognized her. She’d lost weight, and with her blond hair dyed brown and cut short, he might have passed her on the street without recognizing her. Only when he focused on her puggish face did he know for sure it was her.


	And he wanted to slug her. Or cut her.


	Probably not the best idea to be holding the katana while talking to her, but he liked the way it felt in his hands.


	He fumed at the thought of how she’d come within a few feet and a few seconds of killing Jeremy’s baby. If she’d set foot inside that clinic, she’d have been out of reach and the Plan would be in ashes right now.


	But much as he wanted to, he couldn’t hurt her. Not while she carried the Key to the Future.


	But after the baby was born… a whole new ball game.


	Then again, maybe not. She’d be the Mother of the Key, which might make her untouchable.


	So Hank bottled his fury while he considered what to say.


	She thought Jerry was alive… maybe he could use that.


	“Jerry’s not here at the moment.” 


	“Where is he?” 


	“Around. He doesn’t want to see you yet. He’s too mad at you for running off and putting us to all this trouble.” 


	“Us?” 


	“Him, me, all the Kickers. We’ve spent a lot of money and a lot of manhours looking for you.” 


	She frowned. “What’s in it for you?” 


	“Why, the welfare of your baby, of course.” 


	She was staring at him as if seeing him for the first time. “You… you look like him.” 


	Hank noticed Menck and Darryl still standing in the doorway.


	He waved them off. “Close the door behind you.” Then he turned to Dawn and said, “Like who?” though he knew exactly who.


	“Like him. Put a beard on you and—oh, Jesus! You’re related!” 


	“True. Jerry wa—” He caught himself. Almost said was. Have to watch that. “Jerry and I had the same father. He’s my half brother. And that… ” He pointed to her midsection “… is my nephew.” 


	She grabbed her belly with both hands and backed away until she was pressed against the door.


	“Oh, God!” 


	She began to cry, and he couldn’t help feeling a little—just a little—sad for her. After all, she was only eighteen. Just a kid. She hadn’t asked for this.


	But on the other hand, she wouldn’t even exist if not for the Plan, so she owed the Plan. Owed it her life. And all the Plan was asking in return was the baby she didn’t even want, the baby she was on her way to kill.


	He spoke in a soft, soothing tone. “It’s not the end of the world, Dawn. It’s nine months out of your life. And you’re already—what?—almost two months into it. So we’re talking maybe seven months here. You see it through, and then, if you don’t want the baby, you walk away and spend the rest of your life any way you want to. If you want to stay and help raise him, you’ll never want for anything ever again.” 


	She stopped crying and glared at him as she spoke through her gritted teeth.


	“I don’t want this baby! I know who Jerry is and I want this obscene thing out of me! If I could rip it out with my hands I would. It shouldn’t even exist. I don’t know what you two are up to or what you think this baby’s going to be, and I don’t care. Find your ‘Key to the Future’ somewhere else!” Her voice rose to a scream. “I don’t want it!” 


	Hank felt heat filling his head. “Well, you’re going to have it so get used to it, babes. You can make it easy or you can make it hard, but that’s the way it’s gonna be.” 


	“Yeah?” 


	She got a wild look in her eyes, and then suddenly she was charging him. No, not him—for the sword. He pivoted and moved it out of her reach. That was when he realized that she had no interest in him or the sword. She was heading for the window. And at the rate she was moving, it couldn’t be just for a look. The window—a single piece of old glass—was down but she looked like she was going to jump right through it.


	Hank dropped the sword and dove for her. He tackled her around the knees.


	As they hit the floor, he shouted, “Menck! Darryl! Get in here!” 


	They burst into the room saying “Oh shit!” in unison. They each grabbed Dawn by an arm and hauled her to her feet.


	“You can’t keep me here! You can’t make me a prisoner! It’s against the law. I’ll kill myself rather than stay here!” 


	Hank rose to his feet and brushed himself off.


	“Take her back to the basement.” 


	He heard her screaming about how they couldn’t keep her here all the way down the hall.


	Well, she was right about that. This old building in the heart of lower Manhattan was possibly the worst place on the planet to hold her. But he had to keep her somewhere, and preferably close to the city.


	He picked up the sword and began swinging it in figure eights again. Where-where-where?


	And then the sword gave him the answer—sort of. It reminded him of the North Fork and all the farm country there. Had to be some isolated cabin or old farmhouse for rent.


	Yeah.


	He tossed the sword onto the bed and headed for the office on the first floor. They had a computer there. He’d start with Craigslist. If he couldn’t find anything there, he’d contact some Realtors first thing in the morning.
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	Watching the watcher…


	Jack kept an eye on the guy with the binocs from behind the rotting boards of a defunct rooftop water tank. He’d sneaked over from the adjoining roof. These old buildings rarely had working alarms on their roof access doors.


	At three stories this particular building matched the height of the Lodge across the street. The guy was all in black and his interest seemed particularly focused on one lit window on the second floor. It must have opened into a high-ceilinged room because it was half again as high as a regular window. Still, Jack couldn’t see inside from his angle.


	Hank had said that the Scientologists and Dormentalists had it in for him because so many of their suckers were defecting to the Kickers. Could this guy be—?


	Without warning the watcher leaped to his feet and turned. Jack ducked back and held his breath. Had he made a sound and given himself away? He snaked his hand back and pulled his Glock. A rooftop fight was the last thing he wanted, but if this guy wanted to rumble…


	But no, he swept on by toward the rooftop entry, yammering on his cell phone as he passed. Light from within bathed him as he opened the door, and Jack got a good look at his face: Japanese.


	One of the faux Naka’s cult buddies?


	When he was gone, Jack moved to the roof edge and looked down to see what was so interesting. He recognized Hank talking to a young woman with short brown hair. He wished he had his Leica along. Then he noticed something long and slim in Hank’s hand.


	A katana.


	Again, binocs would have come in handy to confirm what Jack had already guessed, but this pretty much clinched it: Hank had the Gaijin Masamune.


	And that was what had put the watcher on the move. He’d seen the sword and had gone running to tell his boss.


	Question was, who was his boss? The suit with the yakuza, or this Order of the Hidden Face Slater had talked about? The answer mattered. One had been ready to kill him and the other had already tried. He knew the location of the yakuzas but not the Hidden Face. If the watcher was one of those crazy, self-mutilating monks, Jack wanted to know where they hung out.


	As he was turning away he saw a flurry of motion from within. The woman was diving toward the window. Hank tackled her and brought her down. After a brief struggle, two men came in and hauled her to her feet. Her mouth was open as if she was screaming, but Jack heard nothing. For an instant her face turned his way, giving him a dead-on look. He stiffened as recognition bolted through him. The long blond hair was gone, replaced by short, choppy brown, but no question about who she was.


	Dawn Pickering.


	All those flyers must have paid off. Someone had spotted her and dropped a dime for the reward.


	He leaned back on his haunches, thinking.


	He’d found Dawn and the katana in the same place. What were the odds of that? High. High enough to make him uncomfortable. He’d come looking for the katana, but that took a backseat now that he’d found Dawn.


	Now he knew why the lower-level Kickers had been kicked out onto the street. Hank and his inner circle had an unwilling guest that they didn’t want the hoi polloi to know about.


	Despite what Glaeken had said about keeping the katana out of the wrong hands, Jack had made a promise to Christy Pickering to separate her daughter from the man she knew as Jerry Bethlehem.


	Okay, not a promise, but he’d taken her money and said he’d do the job. And he had done it. But now she was in Hank’s clutches, and that was pretty much like being in Jerry’s. So in a way, the fix-it wasn’t finished. He felt a duty to Christy to free her daughter.


	So the katana could wait. He knew where it was and had a feeling it would never be too far from Hank Thompson. A glance back showed him standing near the window, swinging it in flashing loops.


	No, that blade wasn’t going anywhere—at least not tonight.


	But what about Dawn? He doubted she’d be going anywhere tonight either. He needed a way to get her out of there without endangering her.


	His first thought was to call the cops. He could tell them that Dawn Pickering, a person of interest in a Forest Hills murder, was hiding in the Lodge. A warrant, a search, Dawn is discovered, tells the cops she’d been kidnapped and held prisoner: hot water for Hank and company.


	Sounded perfect. The only problem he could see was the pervasiveness of Kickers. The most visible members hailed from the lower rungs of the socioeconomic ladder, but they existed at all levels. Undoubtedly some were in the criminal justice system. And somewhere along the tortuous course of obtaining a search warrant on a building owned by a group as connected as the Septimus Lodge, someone might very well raise a warning flag.


	And then Dawn would disappear and Jack would be back to square one.


	A one-man assault was out of the question. He needed help—willing or unwilling, witting or unwitting—and had an idea where he might find some.


	He peeked over the edge of the roof and saw the watcher step onto the sidewalk below and start toward Allen Street.


	Jack jumped up and ran for the roof door. He blasted through, pounded down six flights of stairs and burst onto the sidewalk at a run. He reached Allen Street in time to see the watcher hop into a cab. He spotted another a dozen feet away discharging a fare. He hopped in.


	“Hate to say it, but follow that cab.” 


	He expected a remark from the driver, a grizzled fellow with shiny black skin and a curly, gray beard, but he merely turned on the meter and shifted into drive.


	The watcher led them to the southbound FDR all the way down to the ferry docks. There he got out and boarded a waiting ferry. Jack followed. It left promptly at ten thirty.


	Staten Island, he thought. What the hell’s on Staten Island?


	The watcher stayed up front, as if urging the boat to go faster, so Jack hung around the stern, watching Lower Manhattan’s bright skyline recede in the wake. Two tall, thin structures were missing from the view. Jack had always hated the Twin Towers, considering them irksome, unimaginative, incongruous eyesores. But now that they were gone, he missed them.


	Twenty-five minutes later the ferry was nudging into the Staten Island docks. As soon as the gates opened, the watcher hopped off and trotted to one of the waiting cabs. Jack followed to another, and tried a variation on the dreaded phrase.


	“See that cab? Follow it.” 


	The driver looked over his shoulder. He was some kind of squat little Asian. His name on the license looked Thai—Prasopchai Narkhirunkanok. No way would Jack try to pronounce it. He’d never heard of anyone dislocating his tongue, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen.


	“Follow that cab?” he said in accented English. “This is true?” 


	“That’s what I said.” 


	He laughed. “Okay. We follow that cab.” 


	The ferry had landed at the northernmost tip of the island. They followed the watcher’s cab along Victory Boulevard to the Staten Island Expressway, which was anything but express, even at this hour. They traveled east to the West Shore Expressway and then south to the landfill where the first cab exited.


	The Fresh Kills landfill?


	Jack didn’t know much about it except that sometime in the middle of the last century New York City declared a couple of thousand acres of Staten Island its dumping ground. Over the ensuing decades it piled up huge mounds of garbage. The landfill closed around the turn of the century, but reopened long enough to accept World Trade Center debris.


	“Any idea where he’s going?” 


	The driver nodded. “I saw him. He look Japanese. I fear he is going to bad place.” 


	“Bad place?” 


	“A temple where Kakureta Kao dwell.” 


	“You’ve heard of them?” 


	Another nod. “They once known all over Asia. My grandmother used to scare me by saying she call the Kakureta Kao in Tokyo and they come and take me back to their temple and cut me up. After the war everyone thought they dead, but then they show up here.” 


	“In a landfill?” 


	“No one want land where they stay. They can be alone there to perform foul rites.” 


	Foul rites… he had to mean the self-mutilation Slater had mentioned. But why here? Why in the U.S.?


	“There, you see?” he said, pointing ahead. “Kakureta Kao.” 


	Jack saw the watcher’s cab stop outside an oblong, two-story box of a building. Not exactly what he’d had in mind when he’d heard the word temple.


	Someone who looked like a guard let him through the gate in the six-foot stone wall running the perimeter.


	Guard?


	“Slow down,” Jack said. “Let the other cab pull away, then drive by—slowly.” 


	The driver did as he was told. As they passed Jack got a glimpse of the guard in the glow of the single bulb over the gate. He was wearing a kimono and a hakama, like someone out of a chop-socky movie.


	“Stop here and turn out your lights,” Jack said as they reached the top of a rise.


	“I drive you back now, yes?” 


	Jack dropped a couple of twenties on the front seat.


	“Just park here a few minutes. I want to watch the place.” 


	“I do not like it here,” he said, but parked and doused his lights.


	Jack looked around and could see why. To the west the Hidden Face building stood alone, isolated on a marshy flat. Half a mile or more away in the opposite direction he could see what looked like house lights. Down at the building he spotted a couple of commuter vans parked along the southern flank. Beyond and to the right of the temple rose the dirt-covered hills of the landfill. Like cyclopean burial mounds. In a way they were burial mounds—the final resting place of a half century’s worth of debris from the urban civilization a few miles to the north.


	He pointed to the biggest mound. “How tall do you think that is?” 


	“As tall as the Statue of Liberty. The Fresh Kills landfill is one of largest man-made structures on Earth. It can be seen from space.” 


	It sounded rehearsed.


	“You give tours?” 


	The driver shrugged. “I learn if I give interesting fact to fares, they give to me bigger tip.” 


	Jack turned his attention back to the temple, trying to imagine what was going on in there. He hoped they were planning a raid on Kicker HQ.
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	Shiro tried to rein in his excitement as he approached the front entrance of the temple. He placed his cell phone in the galvanized, foam-lined, waterproof milk box outside the door. There it would rest among watches and flashlights and other phones.


	He found the phone invaluable in the outside world—without it he would not have been able to call Yukio and tell him to maintain surveillance on the Kicker house while he returned to the temple—but useless when he needed to contact the temple. No technology from beyond the sixteenth century—the time of the Order’s defeat of the Nobunaga Shogunate—was allowed inside. No radios or TVs or watches or guns. And worst of all, no air conditioners in the summer when the heat and humidity suffused the landfill area with the reek of old garbage and methane.


	But no sacrifice was too great for the Order.


	Minutes later Shiro was kneeling in his teacher’s sparsely furnished quarters, bowing before him. He raised his head to speak.


	“I saw them both, sensei—the woman and the sword!” 


	Akechi-sensei’s eyes narrowed to slits within the eyeholes of his mask as he studied Shiro. “You are sure of this? Absolutely sure?” 


	“She has changed her appearance, but I studied her through my field glasses and I have no doubt that her face is the same as in the photograph on the flyers.” 


	His sensei closed his eyes and remained silent for what seemed like an eternity.


	“But that does not mean she is the same woman whose face the Seer saw ‘everywhere.’ ” 


	“But her face is everywhere, and she is with the katana—in the same room! The katana and the baby together! Just as the Seer said.” 


	The eyes opened and fixed on Shiro. “Yes. It is indeed as the Seer said. You have done well, Shiro.” 


	The praise warmed him. “Thank you, sensei.” 


	“Remember the Seer’s words: ‘Who controls the child controls the future.’ And, ‘Her child and the katana are linked to the destiny of the world.’ The katana and the baby are together now, but elsewhere. We must keep them together. Here.” 


	Shiro thought about the old stone building and all the men milling around outside it.


	“Sensei, it will be extremely difficult to steal the sword and make off with the woman.” 


	Akechi-sensei nodded. “I am aware of that. If we had only the sword to worry about, we could start a Kuroikaze atop the building, then stand back and wait until everyone inside was dead. When it was safe we could simply walk in and take it.” 


	Shiro thought of the many innocents in the neighborhood who would be dead as well, but didn’t mention it. His sensei was not the sort to worry about collateral damage.


	“But the Kuroikaze would kill the woman and child as well.” 


	“Exactly. So I see no alternative to invasion. Tell me what you know of this place. We shall make a plan and strike.” 


	“When, sensei?” 


	“Why, tonight, of course. You have seen both her and the katana there tonight. Tomorrow it might not be so. We must strike as soon as possible.” 


	Shiro leaped to his feet. “I’ll call Yukio and ask him what he sees. I had only one angle on the place. He’ll have another.” 


	His sensei’s eyes narrowed. “You do not bring the phone in here, I trust.” 


	“No, sensei. It is outside.” 


	“Use it then. Ask Yukio if he can find another entrance besides the front door.” 


	“Yes, sensei.” 


	Shiro hurried off with his heart pounding. At last! Tonight he would finally be able to put to use all of those years of martial arts training.


	He couldn’t wait.
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	The driver remained antsy while Jack became bored.


	He glanced at his watch: 11:39. He wasn’t quite sure what he’d been hoping for. Ideally, the watcher would make his report, and soon after a mob of monks would come charging out, pile into the vans, and head for Kicker HQ.


	Jack’s plan was to follow and let them launch whatever plan they’d cooked up. And while they were busy trying to retrieve the sword, and the Kickers were engaged trying to keep it, Jack would snoop around during the fracas, find Dawn, and spirit her away. If he had to damage or kill a few Kickers along the way, so be it. They’d kidnapped her, and if they wanted to get in his way, they’d pay the price.


	He hadn’t forgotten what Veilleur had said about keeping the katana out of the wrong hands. But the katana was a thing, Dawn was an eighteen-year-old girl. That set the priorities.


	But the temple remained quiet—at least that he could see. The piddly security lighting gave him an idea.


	“Listen,” he said to the cabby. “I’m going down for a look-see. I—” 


	“No-no! You mustn’t!” 


	“I’ll be fine.” 


	“I take you back to ferry now.” 


	Jack pulled a bill from his wallet and tore it in half. He’d seen this in a movie and it seemed like a cool move. He handed one half through the partition.


	“Here.” 


	The driver took it and stared at it. “What is this?” 


	“Half of a fifty. I’m going down for a look. You wait here. If you’re still here when I get back, I’ll give you the other half. Sound fair?” 


	“Yes-yes. Most fair.” 


	Jack opened the door and stepped out. “I won’t be long.” 


	He circled around through the dark to the north end of the property, then made his way down a slope dotted with clumps of rank grass and skunk cabbage. When he reached the wall he crouched and waited for any sign that he’d been seen.


	When none came, he rose and carefully felt along the near edge of the top of the wall. Finding only smooth brick, he did an overhand pull-up and—clenching his teeth against the howl of pain from his left deltoid—scanned the top. No razor wire or broken glass. He checked the walls for security lights. If he found any, he’d head back to the cab. They’d probably be motion activated and would light up as soon as he went over the wall.


	But no… no lights. No sign of a dog or anyone patrolling the yard. Just that one guard at the gate.


	Great.


	He hurried around to the west side of the wall where he could put the temple between him and the front gate. He was ready for the pain this time when he levered himself up and over. Landing on the other side he froze in a crouch, listening. A growl or a bark would send him back over that wall in a heartbeat.


	All quiet.


	Maintaining his crouch, he hurried over to the side of the building and began inching along beneath the windows, listening. He didn’t expect anyone to be speaking English, and knew he’d never understand a word. But he was searching for a certain tone of excitement, or the sound of guys gearing up for battle.


	He found it near the southwest corner. Loud chatter flowing from an open window, then what sounded like someone giving a pep talk, then cheers and the sound of trampling feet.


	As the sound faded he dared a peek over the sill into what looked like some sort of classroom. He spotted the last three guys of the group that had been gathered here, scrambling out through a door. All wore black from head to toe and held knives and nunchaku. They looked like ninjas without hoods.


	Jack allowed himself a little smile. He didn’t need to understand a word they’d said to know they were on their way to the Lodge to kick some Kicker ass and grab that sword.


	And Jack would be right behind them.


	He noticed with a start that the room hadn’t completely emptied. A lone figure in a hooded blue robe sat statue-still behind a desk, staring into space. At least Jack thought he was staring. Maybe he was meditating. Jack couldn’t see his features through the red silk drawn across his face. The mask had eyeholes but Jack’s angle didn’t allow him to see through.


	Definitely creepy. Slater hadn’t exaggerated. These were weird dudes.


	The head started to swivel toward him so he ducked and moved away from the window. As he heard the van engines rumble to life on the far side of the building, he swung back over the wall and started making his way up the incline. But as he neared the spot where he’d left the cab, he didn’t see it. He ran up onto the crumbling pavement and looked around. He was sure—


	And then he saw a little piece of paper weighted by a stone at the side of the road where the cab had been. He picked it up.


	Half of a fifty-dollar bill.


	Gone. The weasel had run off.


	Jack stomped around in a circle, calling the little Thai bastard every name he could think of. When he finished he felt a tiny bit better, but he was no closer to Manhattan. He had a phone and he could call a cab, but if this tertiary road had a name, he didn’t know it. So where could he tell them to pick him up?


	He broke into a run toward the house lights a half mile away. He’d find a street there. Then he’d have an address.
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	Shiro watched the time on his cell phone, waiting for the 4 of the 1:14 on its screen to advance. He and his three companions, Jun, Fumio, and Koji—two guards and another acolyte—would enter from above, while Yukio and the others would break in through the back.


	As he gazed down at the rooftop two stories below, he felt his blood pounding in his ears, his palms slick with sweat. Even though he had company, he felt alone. He and Yukio knew the most about the Kicker building—and not much at that—so they were in charge. Shiro had never been in charge of anything before. His every move since being taken from his fishing village had been directed and guided by the sensei of the Order. He found being in charge of his own actions as exhilarating as it was terrifying.


	He wished Akechi-sensei were at his side now. He could tell that his teacher had wanted to come along, but his vow prevented him from appearing in public without his mask, and they could not risk the attention he would attract if he appeared with it. So they had left him behind in the classroom.


	It had taken them almost an hour to reach Lower Manhattan. He had heard that the Staten Island ferry had once transported cars, but no more. So they had been forced to take the Verrazano Bridge into Brooklyn and cross back over via the Manhattan Bridge which left them only a few blocks from their destination. When they arrived at the building, passing it on the street, he had been relieved to see that most of the Kickers who had been milling around on the sidewalk earlier in the evening had drifted away. Only a few remained, clustered on the front steps.


	The Kicker building did not adjoin any of its neighbors. It sat unattached on its property, with a narrow alley on its east flank and wider spaces to the west and rear. That was good news for those invading from street level, but not so good for those entering from above.


	Using dramatic kicks and throws, Jun and Koji had got into a mock fight near the front of the building. While those on the steps were occupied cheering them on and calling for blood, Yukio had backed the van unseen into the alley on the building’s west side. They were waiting below for the agreed-upon moment to invade via the rear entrance.


	Success or failure rested in the hands of him and other members of the Order’s Outer Circles. Failure was unthinkable. They must succeed.


	And the first step to success was reaching the roof.


	An interesting roof. Someone had gone to the trouble to create a garden there—flower beds, potted trees, even an area of sod. He wondered who had done it. He could not imagine these Kickers…


	He shook off the questions and focused on his phone. This was taking—


	There! It changed to 1:15. He signaled to the others and they began to rappel down the wall of the building on the east side of the Kicker home. When he reached a point ten feet above roof level he kicked backward with everything he had, swinging away from the wall. He let the rope slide through his gloved hands as he glided through the air to land with a jolt on the Kicker roof, half a foot inside its low parapet. The others landed successfully as well.


	Without speaking he pointed to Fumio and then to the western edge of the roof. He would ready a rope there to lower to the van parked below when the time came, then he would stand guard to make sure no Kicker came up on the roof.


	Shiro, Jun, and Koji made their way through the potted trees—mostly decorative like cherry and dogwood, and even a delicate five-fingered maple. They reached the door to the floors below and, as expected, found it unlocked. With no adjoining roofs to allow trespassers access, there was no need to lock it.


	They crept down the stairs to the third floor and peered along the hallway, dark except for light from an open door that appeared to be a bathroom. It was empty. With luck, the few Kickers who remained in the building were asleep.


	Shiro had seen the katana through a second-floor window, so they continued down. Once there, they found it as dark and deserted as the floor above. Shiro led them along the hall to the third door and stopped there. By his calculation, this one opened into the room they wanted.


	Now the truly difficult part. They had to enter, subdue whoever might be within, and leave with the katana—all without a sound. Shiro had given it a lot of thought on the way over and had decided on a precipitous entry rather than a stealthy one.


	No light shone from under the door, so the room was either empty or its occupant asleep. If empty—easy. If occupied, they had to silence the occupant before he could raise an alarm.


	Shiro pulled out a flashlight and turned it on. As he reached for the doorknob he nodded to the others, each gripping a handle of the nunchaku looped over his neck. He knew where the bed was. He’d shine the light on it and Jun and Koji would take care of whoever was in it.


	He pushed open the door and glided inside. The man he’d seen with the sword lay in bed. He jolted upright, raising a hand against the light in his eyes.


	“What the f—?” 


	Jun and Koji’s nunchaku whipped through the air and cracked against the man’s skull. He fell back without a sound and did not move. Blood began to leak onto his pillow.


	Shiro flashed the light around and found a katana in a scabbard leaning in a corner. He handed the flashlight to Jun and grabbed it. He pulled the blade free and held it in the flash beam. He had seen the photos so many times, he knew the pattern of holes and defects by heart. This was it. This was the katana the Order sought. Akechi-sensei would be so proud.


	A strange, vaguely unpleasant feeling coursed through him as he gripped the handle. He couldn’t identify it… he’d never felt anything like it before. He felt strong… powerful…


	Suddenly a noise at the door and a voice—


	“Hey, what’s goin on?” 


	Jun swung the beam, revealing a disheveled man in underwear. Without thinking, Shiro thrust the sword at him and watched with shock as it sank into the left side of his chest.


	Immediately he withdrew it and staggered back, horrified. What had he done? He hadn’t meant… he’d reacted… it almost seemed the sword had reacted for him… on its own.


	The man’s eyes went wide, his mouth worked as blood spurted from his chest, then he sagged to his knees and held the worshipful pose for the last beats of his dying heart before slumping back onto the floor.


	Shiro looked around and saw Jun and Koji staring at him in awe.


	Then Jun bowed. “For the Order.” 


	“For the Order,” Koji echoed, bowing as well.


	Shiro shook himself. “Yes, for the Order.” 


	But had it been for the Order? He felt as if it might have been for himself… or for the katana.


	As the other two dragged the body farther into the room, Shiro wiped the blade on the bedsheet, then, with strange reluctance, sheathed it. They closed the door behind them and headed back to the roof.


	There they found Yukio waiting with the rope. They lowered themselves to the alley and crawled into the van. The other three were softly congratulating one another and recounting the night’s events. Shiro barely heard them. The shocked face of the man he’d killed filled his brain.
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	“Don’t look so down in the mouth, girl. No one’s gonna hurt you. You’re gonna be taken good care of.” 


	Dawn slumped in one of the basement chairs and looked up at the man called Darryl. She totally wanted to scream at him to get out, but she was screamed out. Cried out too. She felt as if she were spiraling down through an endless black void, with nothing to grasp, nothing to break her fall.


	Why did they want this baby? What was the Plan?


	Did it matter now? She was going to have to resign herself to the fact that she was doomed to have this baby. She didn’t see any way around it.


	So okay. If that was the way it was going to be, she’d have to find a way to make the best of it, find a place in her head to totally retreat to for the next seven months while she waited for the baby. After that she’d get her life back and be on her way.


	Giving in… surrendering… getting all fatalistic. She didn’t know if she could do that, didn’t know if she could stop looking for an escape route.


	She clenched her fists and ground her teeth as she thought about how she had only one person to blame for all this.


	Me.


	Her mother had totally warned her from the start about Jerry, but did she listen? No way. She had all the answers and Mom had none. She’d let Jerry suck her in with that smooth line about designing video games for women and how she’d be the toast of the gaming world. Total bullshit. But it worked. She let him into her life and into her body, without a clue as to who he really was. And now she carried his baby.


	God, if she’d only known… she might have set his bed on fire and watched him burn. No, not might have—would have.


	“Whatsamatter?” Darryl said. “Cat gotcha tongue?” 


	“When’s Jerry coming?” 


	That was what she dreaded most—facing that sick, perverted son of a bitch, watching him totally gloat over her, telling her she could run but not hide from him.


	Darryl frowned. “Jerry? Jerry who?” 


	So that was how it was going to be—play games with her till he showed up.


	She stared at the floor. “Leave me alone.” 


	“Hey, don’t be mean to me now. We’re gonna be seeing a lot of each other. We might as well be friends. It’ll make the time go faster and easier, know what I mean?” 


	She looked up at him. What was he implying? Give him a little something and he’d make things easier for her?


	Her stomach turned. Henry had been clean and neat and she’d still had to force herself to do him. This dirty creep… God, she’d rather die.


	“Could you just leave me alone? I’ve had—” 


	Something thumped against the door. Darryl spun.


	“Menck? That you?” 


	Another thump.


	He started for the door. “Hey, Menck. Whatta you think—?” 


	The door burst open and three black-clad figures piled in. They didn’t hesitate or break stride as they swarmed toward Darryl. He tried to backpedal but two of them were on him in a second, whacking him with their nunchucks. She knew what they were because some kid at school had split his scalp trying to show off with a set. His head had bled like Darryl’s was bleeding now.


	She opened her mouth to scream but the third was already in her face, clamping a hand over her mouth.


	He looked Japanese—all three did. He had some sort of black scarf wrapped around his head and the lower half of his face, but she could tell he was Japanese.


	“Shhh!” He put a finger to his lips in a surprisingly gentle gesture. “We are here to rescue you,” he said in thickly accented English.


	Rescue? That could only mean Mr. Osala. He must have hired these… these ninjas to bring her back.


	She was totally ready to go. She’d thought his place was a prison. This was a hundred, a thousand times worse. And he had no agenda beyond keeping her safe from Jerry.


	She nodded and pulled the ninja’s hand away. “Let’s go. Let’s get out of here.” 


	He pushed her in front of him and signaled the other two who led the way out. She had to step over Darryl, and then over the one called Menck. She noticed both were still breathing.


	Her rescuers guided her up to the ground floor, out a back door, and into a waiting van that held five more of their kind. They all cheered when they saw her. She was squeezed between a couple of them and largely ignored as they yammered away in Japanese. One of them held up a sword and those with her cheered.


	As they pulled out of the alley and onto the street, it finally became real that she was free. So easy. These guys had just waltzed in, busted a few heads, and led her out.


	Jerry was going to be so totally pissed.


	The driver wound this way and that until they came to a parked van just like this one. Half of them switched over, and then her van got rolling again.


	“Where’s Mister Osala?” she said.


	The three surrounding her in the back stared her way but said nothing. Their flat black eyes held no hint that they had any idea what she was talking about.


	Maybe it’s a language thing, she thought, fighting a twinge of unease. They don’t understand English.


	But when the van turned east onto the ramp to the Manhattan Bridge, the unease bloomed into alarm.


	“This isn’t the way to Mister Osala’s. Where are you taking me?” 


	They continued to stare and say nothing.
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	Jack found Kicker HQ in chaos.


	Obviously too late to sneak in behind the Kakureta Kao’s boys and spirit Dawn away.


	It had taken half a forever for the cab to show up, and then the guy refused to drive him to Manhattan. Jack had offered him all the cash on him but the driver would take him as far as the ferry and that was it. So he’d had to wait for the ferry, then find a cab to bring him back here.


	All for nothing.


	Looked like some sort of call had gone out because the Lodge building was crammed with Kickers, all looking shocked and furious. He scanned the crowd and spotted the blond guy in the work shirt who’d bummed a ciggy earlier.


	He sidled over and said, “Dude, what happened?” 


	The guy looked at him like he’d just asked what year it was. “Where’ve you been?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Grabbing some food, downing a few beers. I left the place quiet with a few folks outside, now I wander back and find a ton of folks inside. What gives?” 


	“We were invaded.” 


	Jack let his jaw drop. “What?” 


	He nodded. “Bunch of ninja types worked over Hank and Menck and Darryl, and fucking killed Haber.” 


	“You’re putting me on, right?” 


	“Swear by the Kicker Man.” 


	“What the hell for?” 


	“Hank’s sword. Makes sense: Jap sword, Jap sneak attack, just like Pearl Harbor. Killed Haber with it and disappeared.” 


	“So where are they? The hospital?” 


	“Nah. Carson’s a paramedic so he’s sewing up their heads. Says they look worse than they are.” He shook his head. “Probably gonna have to call the cops about Haber, though nobody wants to do that.” His face reddened. “Man, I ever get my hands on those fuckers—” 


	“You do, you let me know, ‘cause I want a piece of them too.” 


	Jack wound his way through the throng to the front steps where he stood and stared at nothing.


	Timing was everything and he’d blown that. The place was packed with Kickers. Even on the outside chance he could find Dawn, he’d never be able to sneak her out.


	Something he’d just heard nagged at him.


	Man, I ever get my hands on those fuckers…


	Yeah. No doubt they all felt that way.


	He made his way back inside and wove through the first-floor corridors, checking room after room, looking for one with a computer—and for Dawn. Not that he expected to find her. They wouldn’t keep her on the first floor—too easy to escape. They’d hold her upstairs or in the basement. And if anyone asked what he was doing, he’d say he was looking for a bathroom.


	As expected, no Dawn, but he did find a dark office with a monitor glowing on the desk. He eased in and closed the door behind him. The screensaver was the Septimus Lodge sigil bouncing around a black background.


	He wiggled the mouse and looked for Google Earth on the desktop but didn’t see it. Checked the program list—not there either. Didn’t have time to download it, so he went to Flashearth instead. He typed “staten island, ny” into the little search box and was immediately rewarded with a satellite view.


	And yeah, the cabbie had been right—the Fresh Kills landfill was visible from space. He coned down until he found the roof of a rectangular building sitting in an empty area with a clear view of the mounds. Had to be it. He put the crosshairs in the center of the roof and copied the latitude and longitude coordinates down to the second. Then he closed Explorer and rejoined the Kickers.


	Now… how to get the word out? He couldn’t stand here and shout it, because then they’d want to know how he knew. He needed anonymity—like phoning it in. Problem was he didn’t have a number for Hank or the Lodge or any Kicker for that matter.


	But he knew his own.


	He edged over to a side table in the foyer and slipped his TracFone from his pocket. After memorizing a number from his call history, he erased everything and thumbed the volume to max. Then he slipped the phone onto the table and headed for the door.


	Once outside, he hurried up toward Allen Street. After cadging some change from an all-night bodega along the way, he found a pay phone. He called his TracFone.


	Nearly a dozen rings before someone picked up.


	“Yeah?” 


	“Hey, I know who raided your place and I know where you can find them.” 


	“The fuck is this?” 


	“The guy who’s gonna help you get even with those ninja pricks. I’m gonna tell you zackly where they are, so listen up.” 


	Jack heard the guy yelling away from the phone. “Hey, everybody shut the fuck up! This could be important.” Then he came back to Jack. “Whatcha got?” 


	“Write this down: They’re hiding on Staten Island and I can give you the exact coordinates of where they are.” 


	“Coordinates?” 


	Jeez.


	“Yeah. Numbers you can plug into a car’s GPS and it’ll take you to their front door. Got a pen and paper?” 


	Jack heard the guy yelling for paper. After a few seconds he came back. “Okay. Shoot.” 


	Jack gave him the coordinates and made him repeat them.


	“How do I know you ain’t pullin my chain?” 


	“If I’m lyin I’m dyin. Check with Hank. Suggest he send one guy out there. If he finds a buncha Japs in a two-story building, that’s the place. Then you can send out a raiding party for some payback—and Hank’s sword.” 


	“The sword’s there?” 


	“Guaranteed.” 


	Jack hung up, then started dialing again.


	Might as well make it a party.
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	Hideo awoke with a start. Someone was knocking on his door. He leaped from his bed and opened it to find one of the night security men standing there.


	“Sorry to bother you, Takita-san, but someone is on one of the specialuse phones asking for the man who wants the katana. I wasn’t sure—” 


	Hideo pushed past him and ran for the stairs. He’d used one of Kaze’s pay-as-you-go phones to call the number on the flyer; whoever it was had used that number to call back.


	This could be important.


	He found the phone sitting apart from the others. He snatched it up.


	“Hello?” 


	“Hi. Are you still interested in that ugly, beat-up old katana?” 


	He recognized the voice. The same as yesterday, the one who set up the meeting in that park. Hideo had suspected he might be the ronin, working for the previous owner, but had no way to tell. The voice sounded similar to the man he’d faced in the Gerrish apartment, but not so easy to tell over a cell phone. When no one approached the clerk they had set up with a decoy katana, Hideo suspected that the ronin had spied the trap and stayed away.


	“It is possible, yes.” 


	“I know where you can find it.” 


	“Why would you wish to tell me? You no longer want it?” 


	“Let’s just say priorities have changed, and maybe I’d rather see you with the blade than the Kakureta Kao.” 


	The unexpected Japanese words stunned Hideo into silence.


	Kakureta Kao… he hadn’t heard them mentioned in a long, long time. How did this gaijin know about them?


	“The Kakureta Kao no longer exist.” 


	“Wrong. They’ve got a temple on Staten Island, and in that temple is the crudded-up katana you want so badly. Here are the exact coordinates of the building.” 


	The man read them off twice and Hideo wrote them twice.


	“You are sure this—hello? Hello?” 


	The connection had been cut.


	Hideo stared at the coordinates, seeing them as either a gift from Heaven or a trap. He’d set a trap for the ronin—and he was now sure that was he on the phone. So was the ronin returning the favor with a trap of his own?


	And his mention of Kakureta Kao… could that be true? The sect reportedly had been wiped out in World War II. But it served no purpose for the ronin to lie about such a thing. In fact, how could he even know about them unless…


	… unless they were back.


	He turned to his computer and opened Google Earth. He punched in the coordinates and found himself looking down at the roof of an isolated rectangular building.


	Could it be?


	Assuming the ronin had told the truth, what was Kakureta Kao doing here in New York? But more importantly, did the sect have any connection to Kaze? It seemed unlikely, but Kaze Group’s tentacles were pervasive, and had a long reach.


	The safe and sensible thing to do was to gather information before he and the yakuza paid a visit to this building.


	He glanced at the clocks on the wall—one for New York and one for Japan. It was still midafternoon in Tokyo. He should call the home office just to be sure.
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	Dawn shrank back against the wall. She’d have totally pushed herself through it if possible.


	“Wh-who are you? What do you want with me?” 


	The ninja types had removed their scarves or headpieces or whatever and now they looked like young Asian goths. Three of them remained in the room with her. They could have been NYU grad students at some East Village club, except they didn’t seem to speak English, or were pretending they didn’t. Each was taking a turn swinging the cruddy sword she’d seen with Hank. Why they’d be so happy with a piece of junk was beyond her.


	She remembered the growing horror of the ride through Brooklyn and then across to Staten Island as she realized that these men hadn’t been sent by Mr. Osala—they had no idea who he was.


	They’d brought her to this strange building out near the landfill and stuck her in this candlelit room on the second floor. She didn’t know how long she’d been here, but she hadn’t had a second alone. She had to go to the bathroom but didn’t have the nerve to ask.


	“Tell me—please! What am I doing here?” 


	One of them glanced at her, then went back to chattering in Japanese with his friends.


	Back still against the wall, she slid-sank to a squat and buried her face in her trembling hands.


	What had happened to her life? She couldn’t call it a nightmare—more like a series of nightmares, each more terrifying than the last. She’d been scared at that Kicker place, but this was downright terrifying.


	And then she sensed movement in the room and heard the guys saying something like, “Akechi-sensei.” 


	She looked up and saw a tall, thin figure at the door, wrapped in a hooded blue robe with a red silk mask over its face. The young ones bowed and scraped as he glided into the room. He stopped before her and stood with his hands folded inside his long sleeves as he stared at her. The black eyes through the holes of his mask were the only sign that she faced a human. Otherwise he could have been some sort of alien monk.


	She tried to rise but her legs wouldn’t support her.


	Why was all this happening to her? She hadn’t been the best person, but she hadn’t been bad. Certainly hadn’t been evil.


	Why me?


	The monk spoke in a high-pitched voice. His English was heavily accented but she understood him.


	“You are with child?” 


	Was that what this was all about? The baby? The baby again? Was everybody crazy? Had the whole world gone insane? What was it with this baby?


	She’d show them.


	“Me? Pregnant? No way. I’m a virgin. I’m saving myself for the right man.” 


	The monk whirled and machine-gunned some gibberish at the younger ones. Their bland expressions turned concerned—especially the tallish one who stepped forward. He looked like he’d just been told his dog was dead.


	He bowed and the two of them exchanged a few words, then the monk pointed a long finger at the doorway and gave an order. The other two hurried out while the tall one stayed behind.


	They spoke in low voices, as if afraid she might eavesdrop. Fat chance. Arigato and konichiwa—picked up at a hibachi restaurant—were the extent of her Japanese.


	And then one of the other young ones returned, yammering away. Everyone stepped aside as some sort of high-sided, wooden, wheelbarrowlike cart rolled through the door, propelled from behind by the third young one.


	And in the cart… another masked monk in a blue robe, but this one had no legs and—oh, Christ! She hadn’t noticed it at first, but now she could see candlelight flickering off the rear walls of his empty eye sockets. He was missing his eyes too!


	His cart stopped before her. He thrust a gnarled hand in her direction and clutched at the air just inches away.


	Was he trying to touch her? No way!


	She frantically crabbed away across the floor but the cart followed until she was backed into a corner. She tried to make herself smaller but his hand kept coming closer and closer…


	And then the fingertips grazed her skin and like a sprung trap the hand clamped down on her forearm.


	Dawn screamed and tried to pull away but the monk’s grip was like iron. She twisted and thrashed but still could not break free.


	What was he doing? Was he going to grope her?


	But just as suddenly as he’d grabbed her arm, he released it and waved his hand in the air, jabbering at the top of his voice.


	Whatever he said, it seemed like good news to the others, because the young guys started jabbing their fists in the air and the standing monk’s eyes glittered with happiness.


	What had the eyeless one said?


	As if reading her mind, the tall one stepped closer and leaned over her.


	“You may lie to me. You may lie to the others. But you cannot fool the Seer.” 


	Seer? What was he talking about?


	“I don’t—” 


	“You are not a virgin and you are with child. You carry the infant we seek.” 


	“Seek for what?” 


	“That is none of your affair.” 


	His right hand darted out and she felt a sharp sting in the left side of her neck. She flinched and slapped at his hand. As he withdrew it she saw a sliver of wood between his thumb and forefinger. It looked like an oversize toothpick with a blue stripe.


	“What—?” 


	“You will rest now.” 


	“But…” 


	Her lips stopped moving and her eyelids suddenly weighed a ton each. Before they closed she saw one of the young ones approach with Hank’s sword. Was he going to cut her with it? She knew she should be afraid but couldn’t manage it.


	But no worry about that. He laid it at her feet and bowed. And then all the young ones cheered.


	She gave up the fight against her eyelids. As she let them close she felt herself drifting. She wanted to ask what they wanted with the baby… what were they going to do with it… or to it?


	Ice pierced her chest. To it? They weren’t going to hurt it, were they? They couldn’t…


	Listen to me, she thought as her senses fled. Yesterday afternoon I was totally going to abort it and now I’m worried someone’s going to hurt it. I am so messed up… so-so-so messed up…
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	Hank pressed his palms against the temples of his throbbing head.


	God damn!


	His sutured scalp would heal and the headache would eventually go away, but the humiliation… suckered like that… knocked clean out and lying in bed while the katana was stolen and poor Haber was murdered right there in Hank’s bedroom.


	Shit! He was the leader here, yet he hadn’t put up any sort of fight and had to be half carried down here to the basement all rubber-legged and bloody-headed in front of everyone.


	How would he ever live that down?


	“Hey, boss,” a voice said as a hand holding a cell phone appeared a few inches from his nose. “Andy’s on the phone for you.” 


	Andy…?


	Oh, right. He’d sent him out to check out that cockamamie call about Dawn and the sword being somewhere out on Staten Island. He took the phone.


	“This is Hank. Bullshit, right?” 


	“Uh-uh. I’m ninety-nine percent sure we’ve got the real deal here.” 


	Hank straightened. “No kidding. What makes you think so?” 


	“First off, the building’s right where he said it would be. Second, it’s walled in and there’s some guy dressed like a samurai standing guard. I sneaked up and peeked at the building and could swear I heard a girl scream inside.” 


	Dawn… what were they doing to her?


	All right. Japanese guys after a Japanese sword. He didn’t know why they wanted it, but he didn’t have to. Maybe they considered it a sacred object or something. Didn’t matter. It made some sort of sense.


	But Dawn? What the hell could they want with Dawn? And if they hurt that baby…


	“Good work, my man. You stay there but stay out of sight. We’re on our way.” 


	He snapped the phone closed. Suddenly his head didn’t hurt so bad. He’d just been handed a chance to redeem his cred with the Kickers—plus get back Dawn and the sword as well—and he wasn’t about to waste it.


	He jerked to his feet and immediately regretted it. The room tilted and did a three-sixty. He steadied himself with a hand on a table. When everything stabilized, he looked around. Darryl and Menck sat on the far side of the table, still looking dazed. A half dozen others milled around.


	“Listen up, everyone. We’ve found them and we’re going after them.” A cheer went up. After it died, he added, “Call every Kicker you know and put out the word: Anyone with a car, and anyone who can beg, borrow, or steal one, get it down here. The Kickers are going to Staten Island to kick some Jap ass.” 


	More cheers, and then they got moving.


	Hank turned to Darryl and Menck. Under different circumstances he would have been screaming at them for being fuck-ups and letting some Japs get the drop on them. But since the same thing had happened to him, he held his tongue.


	“Listen, you guys probably should stay here. You’re banged up already and things could get rough out there.” 


	Menck looked up at him. “You going?” 


	Hank nodded. Of course he was going. He needed to be out with the troops on this one.


	Darryl said, “Then we’re goin too.” 


	Not exactly what Hank had wanted to hear. He’d hoped they’d stay behind, nursing their wounds so he could be seen out there in the trenches ignoring his.


	“Yeah,” Menck said. “I need to be busting some of the heads that busted mine.” 


	Busting heads… Hank couldn’t argue with that. What he’d really like to do was bust into this place with an AK-47 and mow down every one of the bastards.


	But no… no guns. In the first place, Hank discouraged guns among the Kickers and had banned them from the Lodge. Not because he feared or disliked them—he loved guns—but because New York was so anti-gun. Carry permits were nigh impossible to get. Get caught carrying, even a gun you legally owned, and you faced felony charges. Get caught with an illegal piece and you were in even bigger trouble. Hank didn’t think many of the Kickers would qualify for legal pieces.


	But he had a much more important reason for wanting them left home tonight.


	“All right, one more thing,” he said to the ones still present. “Get the word out: no guns.” Some disappointed groans and protests began. He raised a hand to cut them off. “I’m real serious about this. We don’t know what kind of confusion we’ll run into. We go in there with guns blazing, shooting up the place, we’ll most likely kill as many of our own as the bastards we’re shooting at. And worse, we’ve got no idea what the walls in that place are made of. If they’re just drywall, a wild shot can kill someone two rooms away, and that someone might be Dawn.” He smiled. “Or even worse, me.” This got the laugh he’d hoped for. “So pass the word: no guns.” 


	“What if they’ve got guns?” 


	“Both Darryl and Menck didn’t see any. They had knives and nunchucks. If they had guns, they would have brought them. Look, they think they’re ninjas or something. And ninjas don’t use guns. For our own safety, we can’t either. But put a bunch of knives, two-by-fours, chains, crowbars, baseball bats, maybe a few chainsaws into the hands of a bunch of pissed-off Kickers and these gooks won’t know what hit them.” 


	A solid cheer this time.


	He clapped his hands. “Okay then. Let’s start gathering some head-busting equipment.” 


	Hank would carry a crowbar, but he’d also take along the.38 Chief Special he kept hidden in his room. Just in case.


	And as for those Japs, the ones who survived tonight would curse the day they messed with Hank Thompson.
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	Jack watched the last of the fleet of cars, vans, and pickups roar off for Staten Island. Three of the Kickers who’d piled in had bandaged heads—Hank was one of them. The rest of them looked like a crowd of movie extras on their way to Castle Frankenstein. All they needed were pitchforks and torches to complete the picture.


	When the street was quiet, he stepped from the shadows and hurried toward the Lodge building. He ran up the steps to find the front door open and a couple of Kickers hanging around inside. They gave him suspicious looks and stepped toward him as he entered.


	Before they could challenge him, Jack positioned his faux tattoo where they could see it and said, “Am I late?” 


	The heavier of the two nodded. “Missed them. Just left.” 


	“I got a call and came as soon as I could. Damn.” He looked around. “Nobody else heading out?” 


	The guy shook his head. “Nope.” 


	“Shit.” Jack loosed a disappointed sigh. “Well, anything I can do around here till they get back?” 


	Now he was getting a different kind of look—incredulous. Jack guessed not too many of their peers volunteered.


	Finally the thin guy spoke. “You can go upstairs and help Ansari and Stayer clean up the mess in the boss’s room.” 


	“Hank’s room?” He assumed that was on one of the upper floors—just where he wanted to be. “What happened?” 


	They glanced at each other. The heavy guy shrugged and said, “Someone got killed.” 


	Jack feigned shock. “No way! I heard something was stolen, but nobody said anything about—” 


	“We’re keeping it quiet for now. Look, you want to help those guys, be our guest. Don’t think you’ll get an argument from them. They’re on the second floor.” 


	“Great.” 


	He headed up the granite steps but passed the second floor and continued to the third. He hurried from room to room—all unlocked, all empty.


	Well, he’d seen Dawn through a second-floor window. Maybe he’d find her there.


	On the second floor he did another room-to-room search until he came to one with two guys scrubbing a red stain off the floor.


	“Is there where Haber bought it?” he said, remembering the name and trying to sound more knowledgeable than he had downstairs.


	Ansari and Stayer—he didn’t know who was who—looked up at him.


	“Who wants to know?” 


	“The guys downstairs said I should come up and help you. What needs to be done?” 


	“Well, your timing’s fucking great,” one of them said. “We’re just about through.” 


	Jack decided to go for the gold.


	“Where’s the girl?” 


	This earned him instant suspicion.


	“What girl?” the other one said.


	Jack was flowing toward a kneecapping mood. The Glock was a growing itch against the small of his back.


	“The one whose picture I’ve been hanging all over town for weeks. Word is they found her. They got her here?” 


	“If you know so much, you should know the slants took her when they grabbed the boss’s sword.” 


	Jack didn’t try to hide his shock. “They took her too?” 


	“Yep.” 


	“What the hell for?” 


	The first one shrugged. “That’s the million-dollar question. All we know is that Menck and Darryl was watching her down in the basement, now they’ve got broken heads and the girl’s gone.” 


	Jack stared at them for a few heartbeats as his mind reeled, then he spun and ran back down the hall.


	“Hey, where you goin?” said a voice behind him. “I thought you was gonna help.” 


	In your dreams.


	He pounded down the stairs.


	What the hell? He hadn’t seen this coming. The Kakureta Kao had taken Dawn? Why-why-why?


	And it didn’t sound like a spur-of-the-moment thing, as in taking a hostage for insurance. The sword had been on the second floor, and Dawn in the basement. Taking her couldn’t have been happenstance.


	Goddamn. He’d thought he was drawing the Kickers away from her when all the time he was sending them to her instead.


	He blew through the foyer and out to the street. He needed a cab. He was turning toward Allen Street when he heard a toot. He looked and saw a green Land Rover double-parked in front of the Lodge. A bearded, older man stood beside it.


	Veilleur waved. “Need a ride?” 


	Jack fairly leaped toward him. “How the—?” 


	“A woman with a dog told me you might need some company.” He opened the driver’s door. “I suggest you drive.” 


	“The Ladies… you know them too?” 


	A nod. “Very well.” 


	Jack jumped in and started the car. As soon as Glaeken was settled in the passenger seat Jack gunned it toward the Manhattan Bridge.


	“But how did she know?” Jack said.


	The old man shrugged. “She doesn’t know everything that goes on, but she knows quite a bit.” 


	“Who are they?” 


	“You really don’t know?” 


	“Would I be asking if I did?” 


	A pause, then, “Perhaps she doesn’t think you’re ready to know. I think you’re more than ready, but the decision is hers.” 


	“Come on. A hint at least.” 


	He shook his head, then said, “All right. You keep saying ‘They.’ There’s only one.” 


	That shocked him. “But I’ve seen—” 


	“Only one, but she comes in many shapes and sizes.” He waved his hand. “Forget the Lady for now. Let’s plan what we’ll do when we reach our destination.” 


	Jack forced his thoughts back to Dawn, but they wouldn’t leave the Lady entirely.


	“Did she at least say why this cult kidnapped Dawn?” 


	“She’s not sure. One thing we agree on is that her baby is important to all the wrong people.” 


	“What about the sword? Why do they want that?” 


	“Apparently it was instrumental in fulfilling a prophecy that doomed them in the past. They think controlling it will protect their future.” He looked at Jack. “It might be best for the world if the Kakureta Kao has no future.” 


	Their eyes locked for a second, then Jack turned back to driving.


	“That might already be in the works.” 


	He prayed Dawn wouldn’t go down with them.
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	Hank saw the building, saw the wall, saw the gate, saw the guard in his corny kung-fu getup. A big entrance opened in the center. He’d never been here before, but for some reason the place looked familiar.


	No matter. They’d arrived.


	His blood sang in his ears. He’d counted thirty-seven Kickers, including himself, in nine vehicles. How many of those Japs could be in there? Two dozen, tops. He couldn’t see any reason why he wouldn’t have Dawn and the sword back in fifteen minutes.


	The sooner the better. His head still throbbed and he felt like puking. He just wished he’d seen the guy who’d done this to him. All he remembered was a bright light in his eyes and then nothing. So if he couldn’t make the guilty one pay, they’d all pay.


	He phoned ahead to Menck in the lead car—the one with the GPS.


	“Slow down until we can get one of the pickups in front, and then we’ll run that fuckin gate. No talk, no dickin around. We’re going in.” 


	He watched a battered old truck make its way to the front, then gun forward. The rest followed in its wake.


	The guard stepped out behind the chain-link barrier and waved them to stop. But instead of slowing, the pickup accelerated. The guard dove for cover as the truck hit the barrier dead center, sending the double gates flying back on their hinges.


	And then they were all barreling through, one after another, pulling up before the entrance and piling out. No flood or security lights on the outside, and hardly any light inside. Headlights provided all the illumination. As they were milling around, getting organized, the guard from the gate came running up behind them, shouting and waving a sword. A length of chain whirled through the air, catching his knees. He went down and in a flash a dozen guys were on him. Crowbars and two-by-fours rose and fell. When the whooping knot stepped back, the guy lay flat, facedown, unmoving. A grinning Kicker brandished his sword.


	This was going to be easy.


	“Everybody inside!” Hank shouted, waving his crowbar in the air. “Trash the place and everybody in it!” 


	The Kickers roared and charged the entrance. The big glass doors weren’t even locked. Again that sense that he’d seen this place before.


	Hank hung back. Menck and Darryl, each carrying two-by-fours, did the same. Their heads must have felt like his.


	Much as he’d have liked to, he couldn’t wait out here through the whole melee. Had to be among them, pretending to lead them. So when half their number had pressed through the entrance, he checked the reassuring bulk of the.38 in his front pocket, then started forward, motioning Darryl and Menck along.


	“Come on. Time for some payback.” 


	They flowed into a big center hallway that ran the length of the building. Opposite them, faintly visible in the dim light, a wide set of stairs ran up to the second floor.


	Now he knew why the place looked familiar: just like his old high school. Man, he’d hated that place.


	But where were the lights? The only illumination came from some sort of oil lamps strung along the center of the ceiling. He found a bank of light switches and started flipping them.


	Nothing. The place didn’t seem to have electricity. Why wouldn’t—?


	A Kicker cried out and clutched his face. Hank gasped as he saw something round and pointy jutting from his eye—a throwing star. Another sliced into his throat.


	And then came a hail of the things. Hank dropped to his knees as the stars pierced heads and shoulders and raised hands.


	The rain stopped, replaced by shrill cries echoing from both sides as black-clad figures charged out of the dark. Sword blades gleamed in the lamplight.


	Their blood up now, the Kickers charged right into them. Some fell victim to the swords but their overwhelming numbers inundated the attackers and crushed them.


	Hank counted seven Kickers down. Some looked dead, others—like the guy with the star in his eye—were still mobile but out of the fight. Hank couldn’t let these minor losses take the steam out of them.


	“Listen up! We knew we wouldn’t come through this without a scratch. Yeah, we’re bloodied, but we’re unbowed. If this is the best these gooks have to throw at us, the battle is won! All we’ve got to do now is find the sword and the girl. So we’re gonna split up.” 


	He used his arm to draw an imaginary line through the group, then pointed to the right.


	“This half stays down here with Darryl and Menck. Your job is to search every room on the first floor. The rest of you come upstairs with me. We’ll do the same on the second. Those of you who are hurt but still able to get around, help get the others outside.” He clapped his hands. “All right! Let’s move! And fuck up anyone who tries to stop you!” 


	They let loose a battle roar and divided.


	As Hank’s group headed for the stairs, a frantic voice shouting in Japanese echoed down from the second floor. But that was instantly drowned out by the sound of someone starting and revving a chainsaw.


	Shiro stood watch over the girl and the katana—together, just as the Seer had predicted. Akechi-sensei had used a doku-ippen on her that caused sleep but would not harm the life she carried.


	He was dreaming of the glory in the Order’s future when he heard a commotion from below. He looked out the window onto the rear of the property but saw nothing. He padded down the hall to one of the narrow stairways at each end of the building and heard cries of rage and pain—the unmistakable sounds of battle—echoing up the well.


	Baffled, he hurried down in time to see some of his brothers fall before the onslaught of an invading rabble.


	Kickers! It couldn’t be anyone else. They’d come for the girl and the katana.


	Shiro’s hands patted his sash and his pockets—empty. He was unarmed, but he could remedy that.


	He dashed back up to the second floor and ran its length, shouting a warning and a call to arms.


	He pounded on his sensei’s door.


	“Akechi-sensei! We’re being attacked. They want the katana and the girl!” 


	The door swung open and Shiro gasped at the sight of his teacher’s face. He must have removed his mask and hadn’t had time to replace it.


	“Arm yourself and guard the katana and the child! Let no one near them! I will guard the sacred scrolls! Hurry!” 


	Shiro ran to his room and grabbed his katana. He was starting back toward the hall when he spied his bow standing in a corner.


	… guard the katana and the child! Let no one near them!


	How better to do that than thin the ranks of the attackers?


	He grabbed his quiver and ran for the stairwell at the end of the hall.


	Darryl let one of the big guys without a headache kick in the doors.


	The first room was dark and empty save for some bedding—didn’t they call it a futon or something like that?—along with some clothes and not much else.


	In the second they found a couple of burning candles and an old, bald-headed guy in a blue robe, cowering on his futon. Looked like some sort of monk—like from a kung-fu movie. Then Darryl noticed with a start that he didn’t have any legs.


	The monk was wailing in Japanese, motioning them to leave.


	“What do we do?” a Kicker said to Menck.


	Before Menck could answer, another said, “We do like the boss said. We fuck him up.” 


	The monk’s wailing and whimpering grew louder as the two of them stepped forward, one with a two-by-four, one with a crowbar. They raised them when they reached him—and suddenly the monk didn’t look afraid anymore, and his wailing and whimpering changed to raging screams as he pulled a long sword from beneath his robe and started swinging.


	Darryl cried out in surprise and fell back. He watched in horror as the monk opened the first Kicker’s thigh, then backhanded a slice deep into the second’s knee. They screamed and went down. Fortunately they fell on him, pinning him. A couple of other Kickers rushed in and turned the old dude’s skull to mush.


	“Shit!” Darryl shouted. “These guys are crazy!” 


	Menck knelt next to the futon and started tearing strips from the bedding. As he wrapped one around the bleeding thigh he looked up at Darryl.


	“I’ll take care of these guys. Keep going. Let’s find what we came for and get the hell out of this madhouse. And be careful, damn it.” 


	Don’t need to tell me, Darryl thought.


	He wished he was staying behind with Menck.


	“All right, guys. Let’s roll. Stick together and keep your eyes open. You see anyone who ain’t us, clobber him first and ask questions later.” 


	As he was rejoining the Kickers in the hall, one of them let out a gurgling cry. Darryl watched him sink to the floor clutching at a black arrow shaft sticking out both sides of his neck.


	And then another went down with an arrow sticking out of his head—this one didn’t come out the other side.


	Suddenly everyone wanted into the room. All but one. This bearded mountain of a Kicker Darryl knew only as Jesse picked up a dead Jap in the hall and charged whoever was shooting at them, holding the corpse in front of him as he bellowed at the top of his lungs.


	Darryl dropped to his knees and dared a peek down the hall. He saw a skinny guy in black, much like the ones who’d charged him in the Lodge basement, standing by the front entrance and shooting arrow after arrow like a machine. Some of his shots went wide, but a lot of them plowed into the dead monk.


	Finally the Jap ran out of arrows. When Jesse saw this, he tossed the monk aside and picked up speed toward the Jap. Now that it was safe to go out, the Kickers around Darryl loosed howls of rage and joined the chase like a pack of baying hounds. Not wanting to be thought of as a coward, Darryl brought up the rear, keeping an eye over his shoulder in case another archer appeared.


	Out of arrows and with a mob coming his way, the Jap turned and ran for the far end of the hall. The Kickers were almost even with the entrance when four Japs in suits—suits and ties—stepped into view.


	Like it had a single mind, the mob changed course and charged toward the newcomers.


	“Stop,” Hideo said, staring at the building a few hundred yards ahead.


	Kenji pulled the car onto the shoulder and looked at him expectantly.


	Hideo checked the coordinates. Yes, this was the place. But look at all the vehicles in front of it. That did not seem at all in keeping with the Kakureta Kao’s antiquated ways.


	He had talked to the home office and had been told that Kaze Group had no dealing with the cult. Hideo was free to do what he wished with them.


	He tapped Kenji’s shoulder and said, “Turn off the headlamps and proceed to the building. We do not want to announce our presence too early.” 


	Kenji complied and soon they were gliding up to the ruined front gate.


	“Park here. We will walk the rest of the way.” 


	A moment later Hideo, Kenji, Goro, and Ryo were standing in a tight circle. The three yakuza were fastening silencers to their pistols. Even Hideo was armed for this trip, but he kept his weapon in the holster strapped to his shoulder. He had no idea what make it was, only that it was loaded with.9mm hollow-point rounds and ready to fire. He felt no need for a silencer, for he had no intention of drawing and firing it unless circumstances became dire. And in that case, he doubted silence and secrecy would be issues.


	When the yakuza were satisfied with their weapons, the four of them walked through the gate and toward the main entrance. As they wove through the parked vehicles, they heard groans and voices. They came upon half a dozen or so dead or wounded Caucasians. These were most certainly not Kakureta Kao monks.


	One of them with a bloody head looked up and spotted them. He was carrying a crowbar. He lifted it as he rushed them.


	“Dirty motherfu—” 


	Phut!


	Kenji shot him in the face. Before the man’s body hit the ground, Ryo and Goro were shooting anyone not already dead, and even those who were.


	He noticed strange tattoos on the hands of some of the corpses. He’d seen that spidery figure here and there about town.


	But the figure didn’t bother him a fraction as much as his lack of shock or revulsion at the cold-blooded murder of these men. The prospect of failing in his quest for this strange, elusive katana had changed him. He was now ready to eliminate, by any means necessary, every barrier or impediment to his finding it.


	He motioned the yakuza toward the main entrance and they joined up with him. As they pushed through the glass doors they saw a slim young Japanese man dash past, clutching an old-fashioned samurai bow.


	A Kakureta Kao member?


	They stepped into the hall for a better look and found themselves in the path of a charging crowd of a dozen or so Caucasians. Hideo leaped back while the three yakuza held their ground and opened fire. In five seconds it was over. All the Caucasians were down, screaming, groaning, writhing on the floor.


	Goro and Ryo reloaded while Kenji finished those still alive. Then he too reloaded.


	Hideo noticed more of the spidery tattoos. Was this some sort of rival cult at war with Kakureta Kao?


	No matter. They were all dead. At least he hoped so.


	He pointed to Ryo and Goro. “You two search that side.” He gestured to Kenji. “We will take this side. Use your flashlights. Search every room. Find that katana.” 


	The first room he entered held an eyeless monk on a futon. Here at last was the Kakureta Kao.


	“Where is the katana?” he asked in Japanese.


	The monk smiled and shook his head.


	Kenji shot him in the leg.


	He howled wordlessly and clutched his wound, and Hideo saw no sign of a tongue in his open mouth. Kenji looked at Hideo. Hideo considered the madness of this cult and concluded he would learn nothing from this one, even if he had a tongue. He nodded.


	Kenji shot the monk in the head. As they searched the room, Hideo heard pleading cries in English from a room across the hall: “No!” and “Please, no!” Then phut sounds. Then silence.


	More of the spider cult dead.


	“Keep searching,” he said.


	He and Kenji joined the others in the hallway and proceeded to the next set of rooms. As Goro and Ryo opened the door to theirs, an aging monk, holding a long tanto high, screamed and leaped at Goro. Hideo saw Ryo’s pistol flash up, and Kenji’s whip around, but too late: The monk buried the blade to the hilt in Goro’s chest.


	Goro managed to get off a shot into his belly, and his two fellow yakuza finished the job. Goro swayed, then toppled backward like a felled oak to lie staring blindly at the ceiling.


	Ryo and Kenji rushed to him, screamed curses when they confirmed what Hideo already knew. Ryo shot the dead monk twice more in the head, then removed his suit coat and draped it over Goro’s head and shoulders.


	Watching it all, as if from a great distance, Hideo wondered about his detachment. He’d never seen death before coming to America, and now he was inured to it. Or had his mind and emotions merely stepped back so as not to go mad?


	“Let’s keep moving,” he said.


	Hank and his posse reached the second floor and found it empty. And after he signaled to Jantz to turn off his chainsaw, it was quiet.


	“Okay,” he said. “Here’s what we do. Since we have only two flashlights between us, we divide into two groups and check each and every room. You see the girl or you see the sword, you give a holler and—” 


	“Aiiiii!” 


	The hall around them exploded with cries and movement as a half dozen blue-robed figures burst from doorways with knives and swords held high. Even more startling than their sudden onslaught were the silk masks beneath their hoods.


	Even stranger was the fact that two of the monks had only one arm, and another was hopping on one leg.


	A couple of Kickers went down immediately, but the rest recovered and fought back. The three amputees went down first, and the other able-bodied types soon followed. But they’d taken out five Kickers—three dead and two wounded.


	Hank had the two wounded placed on the stairs. One had a stab wound in his leg, and the other had had his left arm sliced open.


	“Wait here. Keep pressure on those wounds. We’ll be back for you.” 


	He looked around at his crew, whittled abruptly from fifteen to ten. Hank was shaking inside. He wanted out of here so bad he could taste it. But he needed the girl and the katana—in that order. If it came down to a choice between the two, he’d take Dawn. He needed that baby, needed the Key to the Future more than anything else.


	“Change of plans,” he said, doing his best to appear calm and in control. “No splitting up. I think we’ve pretty much wiped them out, but we’ll play it safe and all go door to door together.” 


	The nods all around told him that was a popular decision.


	The first two rooms they broke into were unoccupied. One looked like a tiny dorm room, but the other was big and set up with a bloodstained table and a bunch of knives and saws that looked like surgical equipment.


	He had a feeling some ugly stuff had gone down in there.


	In the third room they found a bald old monk with no arms or legs lying on a futon. The socket of his shoulder, where his arm should have started, was freshly sutured. What was wrong with him? Gangrene? Why hadn’t they taken him to a hospital?


	“What do we do with him?” one of the Kickers said, stepping up to the futon and bending over the monk. “Look. He’s smiling. Like he’s glad to see us.” 


	Another Kicker stepped over for a look. “Damn. If he ain’t.” 


	Hank was debating whether or not to club the guy when the two Kickers cried out in surprise.


	“Shit!” one said, pulling something from his neck. “He spit something at me.” He held up a red-striped toothpick. “Look at this!” 


	The other pulled the same from his cheek. “Me too.” 


	That seemed to settle it without a word from Hank. He turned away as they pulped the monk’s head.


	Hank motioned toward the door. “On to the next.” 


	But as he reached the door he heard two heavy thumps behind him. He turned and saw the two Kickers crumpled on the floor. He stepped over and checked them. Their wide, staring eyes told him they were dead.


	He turned to the others. “Those toothpick things must have been poison. All right, that settles it. You see one of these guys, you flatten him.” 


	The next door was heavier than the rest—thick oak planks that resisted their most powerful kicks. A secure room… made to safeguard valuables. Valuables like Dawn and the sword, maybe?


	Hank turned to Jantz and pointed to his chainsaw. “Fire that thing up again and go to work.” 


	Toru stood in the dark and listened to the futile kicks and thuds against the sturdy door that guarded the scrolls and the ekisu. Not only was it thick, but reinforced high and low by heavy crossbars. He had intended to bring the girl and the katana in here, but the barbarians had invaded this level before he had a chance.


	Then he heard another sound—the roar of a small gasoline engine.


	What—?


	When he heard a saw attacking the wood, he knew.


	His gut roiled as he tightened his grip on his katana. He knew he would not survive this, but he would make them pay dearly.


	An errant thought plagued him. What if they weren’t interested in the scrolls and the ekisu? What if they were only after the girl and the katana?


	He shook it off. No. Who would not want to control the secret of the Kuroikaze?


	Perhaps he could make them pay so dearly that they would forget about the Black Wind.


	Wood dust peppered him as the saw pierced the door and began a downward cut. He positioned himself so that he would be behind the door when it opened, then closed his eyes behind his mask. Only a matter of time now.


	Finally, after cutting through the crossbars and around the lock, the chainsaw was withdrawn. The door burst open, exposing the room to wan light from the hall. Toru held his breath as flashlight beams lit the sawdust motes in the air.


	“Empty,” someone said as he stepped forward.


	Toru acted then, stepping out from cover and slashing toward the man’s neck. The blade opened a wildly spraying gash in his throat. As the man went down, Toru delivered an overhead chop to the shoulder of the man behind him, nearly severing the arm from his body, then stabbed at a third man, piercing his rib cage through and through. But when he tried to withdraw the blade, it wouldn’t budge—jammed between front and rear ribs.


	He ducked as something flashed toward his face but not quickly enough. His head exploded with pain and bright flashes, but he remained aware as he hit the floor and felt each kick and each blow that followed.


	“All right! All right!” cried a voice. “Enough!” 


	“The motherfucker killed Thoren, Hendricks, and Rucker, boss! Ain’t no such thing as enough.” 


	“Oh, he’s gonna get his. Don’t you worry.” 


	Toru became aware of someone leaning close, but his eyes would not focus. He felt a finger poke a broken rib, sending a stab of pain through his chest.


	“Where’s the girl? Where’s the katana? Tell me and I’ll let you live.” 


	Live? Did he know what he was saying? How could he go on living if he betrayed the Order?


	But as for answering, Toru could not have done so, even had he wished it. He knew from the pain and his inability to move it that his jaw was broken.


	The man withdrew. Toru heard his voice as if from down a long corridor.


	“You know what? These monks or whatever they are seem to like to cut themselves up. Let’s see if we can help this guy along. Whatta ya say, Jantz?” 


	“Awright!” said a third voice.


	Toru heard the chainsaw roar to life again and wanted to scream.


	Glock in hand, Jack took the lead as he and Veilleur picked their way through the corpses. He’d expected some bloodshed but not bodies piled up outside the front door. Sort of like Vlad the Impaler warning the Turks.


	All Kickers, as far as he could tell, but not all killed the same way.


	He whispered, “Some of these guys have been cut, some shot. And this one’s got a shuriken in his eye. Bet that smarted.” 


	Veilleur nodded. “The work of both the Kakureta Kao and your yakuza friends, I imagine.” 


	Friends. Right. With friends like those…


	“Looks like the Kickers are getting the worst of it.” 


	“No surprise. They are the least skilled, after all.” 


	“We’d better be careful.” 


	“Thank you,” Veilleur said with a smile as he bent and picked up a long, curved crowbar. He hefted it and made a couple of short swings. “A much-needed warning as we stand over seven corpses.” 


	Jack realized it had been kind of a dumb thing to say. But he was used to working alone.


	“Just playing Master of the Obvious.” 


	“You have proven yourself worthy of the title.” Veilleur gestured toward the entrance. “I think we should find another way in, don’t you?” 


	Jack agreed. They made their way to the north end of the building. They’d heard the sound of a chainsaw as they’d approached, but that had stopped now. They found a fire exit around the corner—unlocked. They slipped through the doors, Jack again in the lead, and found themselves at the bottom of a narrow stairwell.


	He eased the door to the hallway open a crack and peeked out. He jerked back, then peeked again.


	“What is it?” Veilleur whispered.


	“I see dead people.” 


	A slaughterhouse.


	Corpses of Kickers and robed cultists littered the floor near the main entrance. Just this side of them, what looked like a dead yakuza—the heavy one—with a jacket over his head.


	He narrowed the opening when he caught movement farther down the hall. As he watched, the yakuza—the two remaining gunsels and their boss—exited one room and crossed the hall to another.


	He tapped Veilleur’s shoulder and pointed up the stairway. The old man nodded and they headed for the second floor.


	Fewer bodies up here—a half dozen maybe, all in blue robes. Nothing moving. He motioned Veilleur to follow and started down the hall, peering into the rooms as they passed. He saw two dead Kickers in one, next to the battered body of a limbless monk. Two doors down they came upon a room awash in blood—three dead Kickers plus someone’s arm.


	Christ, what happened in there?


	Jack decided he didn’t need to know and was about to move on when Veilleur stopped him.


	“Wait. I want to see…” 


	He led Jack inside where they found the source of the arm: another dead limbless monk, only his were freshly severed and strewn around the room. His belly had been ripped open as well. Jack remembered the sound of the chainsaw and turned away.


	He felt a little ill. In a way, all this was his doing. He might not have created the conflict between them, but he’d put three vicious pit bulls in the same ring. He hadn’t realized how vicious. He’d expected bloodshed, but this had gotten out of hand.


	Veilleur seemed unfazed. He’d given the monk’s quartered and eviscerated body barely a glance before moving on. He was now picking through a pile of scrolls in the corner, unrolling them a little and shining his flashlight on them.


	After looking at three or four he turned to Jack. “Would you get me one of the oil lamps from the hall?” 


	Jack checked the hall. Voices drifted down from the other end. He stepped out, unhooked the nearest lamp from the ceiling, and ducked back inside.


	Veilleur took the lamp and tossed it onto the scrolls.


	“This should have been done centuries ago.” 


	“Why?” 


	“They tell how to create the Kuroikaze—the Black Wind.” 


	Slater had mentioned the same thing.


	“What the hell is it?” 


	“No time to explain here. Suffice to say it’s vile and evil. There’s enough evil in the world without the Kuroikaze too.” 


	“I need more than that. What’s it do?” 


	Veilleur looked at him. “It kills. It sucks the life out of everything it touches. You read about that incident a few miles from here, I assume. Where everything—plants, rodents, insects, even bacteria—were found dead?” 


	“The wilt.” 


	“It’s no coincidence that it happened not far from the Kakureta Kao building.” 


	“That was a Black Wind?” 


	Veilleur nodded. “A miniature example. I suspect they were experimenting.” 


	Then Slater hadn’t been crazy.


	“What for?” 


	“My guess is revenge. Or simply because they’re all even madder than they seem.” 


	The spilling oil soaked into the old paper, setting the pile ablaze. The room began to fill with smoke.


	“Are they the only copies?” 


	“Who can say? I hope so. But at least we know that no one will be using these.” 


	Jack returned to the hall and started to lead the way toward the other end when he heard a voice on the main stairwell asking for Hank.


	He and Veilleur ducked into the next room—free of corpses, thank you—and waited.


	Darryl cowered behind the door of the empty room, hands pressed against the sides of his throbbing head, waiting. He’d thought he was home free when he’d ducked in here to escape the shoot-out. A few minutes later he thought he was dead—just about peed his pants—when two of those suited gunmen came in. But they hadn’t looked behind the door.


	For a while now everything had been pretty quiet—except for the sound of a chainsaw somewhere in the distance. Upstairs maybe?


	Did he dare take a peek? Didn’t see any alternative. Sure as hell couldn’t stay here all night.


	He crept to the door on hands and knees and peeked out. Bodies everywhere. He knew some of those dead faces.


	No movement anywhere, no sound. He took a deep breath and made a tiptoe dash to the next room.


	Oh, shit. He wasn’t alone. The lone, sputtering candle revealed the legless monk and the two Kickers he’d stabbed. Except the Kickers had been alive when he’d left them with Menck, and now they were—


	Say… where was Menck?


	“Darryl?” 


	He almost screamed when he turned and saw the dead monk rising from his bed. But no—the top of his bedding was moving with him. Menck’s bandaged head popped out from under the futon.


	“Shit, Menck, you almost gave me a heart attack. What the fuck you doing under there?” 


	“Hiding. When I saw those Japs going room to room after massacring our guys, I dove under here.” He pointed to the two dead Kickers. “They shot them up, then left.” 


	Darryl’s stomach knotted. “So it’s just you and me out of all those guys?” 


	Menck nodded. “Seems that way. At least down here. Don’t know about Hank upstairs.” 


	“Shit! Hank and his no-guns rule. We didn’t stand a chance.” 


	“Hey, nobody figured on hit men.” 


	“You think that’s what they are?” 


	“Sure act like it. Stone killers with silencers. That says hit men to me.” 


	Darryl couldn’t argue with that. “But who hired them?” 


	“The fuck I know?” 


	“Yeah. Right. Look, we either gotta get outta here—with Hank if he’s alive, without him if he ain’t.” 


	Menck shook his head and moved to the window. “Fuck Hank. Probably as dead as these guys.” He touched his bandaged scalp. “My head’s killing me and I feel like I’m gonna puke. I’m outta here.” 


	Darryl followed him, knowing exactly how he felt. They were on the first floor. If they could get the window open, it was only a short drop to the backyard. Real tempting.


	As Menck started lifting the sash, Darryl checked out the yard. He froze when he saw the lone black figure standing maybe fifty feet away. Couldn’t make out any features.


	“Someone’s out there.” 


	Menck stopped and stared. “The fuck is he?” 


	“One of the hit men?” Darryl said, but didn’t really believe it.


	Something about the guy sent a deep chill through Darryl. He didn’t seem to be holding a weapon or anything. He just stood there with his head thrown back, his legs spread, and his arms angled out from his body. He looked like he was praying, but for some odd reason he made Darryl think of an antenna—but what kind of signal he was picking up was anyone’s guess.


	He might be lots worse than one of the hit men.


	“Must have put an extra guy outside to make sure no one escapes. They want to kill us all. Shit!” 


	“We gotta get Hank.” 


	Menck turned from the window and headed for the door. “You get Hank while I get out.” 


	Darryl grabbed his arm. “Hey. We’re Kickers, man. We stick together. I’m gonna go find Hank. You want to face him later after you ran out on him, fine. Not me.” 


	Menck looked at the ceiling, then said, “Fuck. All right. Let’s find him.” 


	Darryl peeked out the door. Nothing moving. The main staircase was only a few dozen feet down and across the hall.


	But the hall was the last place Darryl wanted to be. He wanted to stay in this tiny room till morning, till he and Menck were the only ones left in the building, then sneak away.


	But Hank was the man, the boss, the primo Kicker. Darryl had to find him.


	“Okay. Let’s go!” 


	Repressing a whimper of terror, he hurried across the hall in a crouch and into the recess of the stairway.


	Made it.


	With Menck close behind he ran up the first flight but stopped at the bottom of the second. A couple of guys lay sprawled on the stairs. Dead?


	Then one of them said, “Darryl? That you?” 


	A Kicker. He hurried up to them. He didn’t know their names, but knew they were hurt.


	“Where’s Hank?” 


	The guy jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Still looking.” 


	Hank alive. Okay. Now to find him.


	“How is it up there?” 


	“I think we got the floor to ourselves now. How’s it downstairs?” 


	Don’t ask, Darryl thought, but said, “Quiet. Hey, I’m gonna find Hank. You guys sit tight.” 


	“Like we have a choice?” 


	He motioned Menck to follow him. They found dead Kickers at the top of the steps and dead monks in the smoky hall, but no sign of Hank. He coughed and looked around. Smoke was pouring from one of the doors down the hall.


	“Hank?” he said softly. A little louder: “Hank?” 


	Someone stepped out of a door near the other end of the hall and waved them forward. By the time they got there, Hank and half a dozen other Kickers, including Jantz and his chainsaw—his very bloody chainsaw—were gathered outside the door, waiting.


	“What’s burning?” Hank was saying, waving at the smoke as they came up. He smiled at Darryl and Menck. “Hey, guys. We pretty much own the floor, but we need reinforcements.” 


	Menck shook his head. “We’re it, I’m afraid.” 


	Hank’s eyes widened. “What? What happened?” 


	Darryl gave him a quick rundown about the killer monks and the arrows and the hit men.


	“Silencers?” Hank said.


	“Yeah.” Darryl looked around. “Where’re the others?” 


	Hank looked at him. “Crazy fucking monks.” He shook his head. “Shit.” 


	“My sentiments exactly,” Menck said. “This whole night has turned to shit. Let’s get out of here.” 


	Hank shook his head. “Only two more rooms to search. She’s got to be in one of them.” 


	He started across the hall with everyone following him. He kicked open a door, then stepped back.


	“Finally!” he said.


	Darryl looked over his shoulder and saw Dawn lying on the floor. Four candles burned around her, and on the floor before her lay a Japanese sword. Darryl couldn’t tell if it was the sword because it was sheathed in a curved scabbard.


	Hank checked behind the door through the hinge space before stepping in. He went straight to the sword and half pulled it from its scabbard. Darryl saw the moth-eaten metal and knew they’d found it.


	“Bingo,” Hank said.


	He slammed it back into the scabbard and tossed it to Menck. He knelt next to Dawn and scooped her up in his arms, then hoisted her over his shoulder where she hung like a rag doll. When he turned to them, his face was grim.


	“They better not have hurt this baby.” 


	Or what? Darryl thought. They’re all dead.


	But he said nothing.


	“We’re going home,” Hank said when he reached the hall—which was smokier than ever.


	Darryl didn’t know if he’d ever heard sweeter words. But they still had to get by the hit men.


	Hank nodded to Jantz. “You and the others take point, see if we’re clear ahead. Darryl—you and Menck cover the rear.” 


	As Jantz and the rest moved off toward the staircase, Hank reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a pistol. He handed it to Darryl.


	“Know how to use this?” 


	Darryl had done some hunting in his day, but with a rifle, never a pistol. Still, with all the shit that was going down here, he wasn’t about to let a gun slip through his fingers.


	“You betcha.” 


	He took it. A snub-nose, six-shot revolver. He didn’t know what caliber, and didn’t care. All that mattered was that it fired when he pulled the trigger.


	Down the hall, flames were licking from one of the doorways, and the smoke was getting worse. Jantz and the rest were already at the stairs. Hank started after them with Dawn. Darryl and Menck followed Hank.


	“All we gotta do, man,” he whispered to Menck, “is make it through the front door and we’re home free.” 


	Menck had the sword on his shoulder like a rifle. “We ain’t there yet, my man. Not until—” 


	His words cut off in a gurgle. Darryl whipped around and saw Menck’s mouth wide open and his arms spread like he was belting out the last note of a song. But the sword was flying through the air, his eyes were bulging, and it looked like he had a second mouth under his chin, wide open, and spitting blood.


	And behind him, a shadow in black, pulling a bloody knife away from Menck’s throat.


	“Fuck!” Darryl shouted, raising the pistol and firing as Menck’s knees gave way.


	The Jap’s head jerked back in a spray of red and he went down.


	I hit him! Darryl thought. God damn, first time I ever shot a pistol and I hit the fucker!


	But Menck—poor Menck was a goner. Menck was gone.


	“What the fuck?” Hank had stopped and turned. He looked at Darryl, then Menck, then Darryl again. “Shit! Keep moving!” 


	Leave Menck—just like that?


	“But—” 


	“We can’t help him. Cover me, Darryl.” He looked around. “Hey, where’s the sword?” 


	He pointed toward the dim smoky hall behind them. “Back there somewhere. Want me to—?” 


	“Leave it for now. We’ll send somebody back. Just cover my ass till we get out of here.” 


	Darryl did just that, walking backward, gun swinging left and right, all the way to the stairway. They found Jantz waiting at the bottom with the two wounded and the rest.


	Hank said, “Jantz—the sword’s still up there, in the hall. Take someone and go get it. Don’t worry. Nothing moving up there. The rest of you come with me.” 


	As Jantz and another Kicker hurried upstairs, Darryl peeked up and down the hall, then longingly at the entrance directly across from them. Twenty feet of exposure and they were outta here.


	He thought he saw a flicker of movement in one of the doorways but it didn’t repeat.


	He motioned to Hank and the others behind him. “All clear. Let’s move!” 


	Holding his breath, waiting for the silent bullet that would end everything, he scurried across the hall and into the entrance recess.


	Made it!


	The rest made it as well. He held the door for Hank and Dawn, then started for the cars. They all stopped when they saw the bodies. All the guys who had been wounded in the first attack were dead.


	“Shit!” Hank said. “Shot down like dogs.” 


	Darryl couldn’t look. He made a beeline for the cars.


	“Find us some wheels and make tracks,” Hank said behind him. “Jantz can follow.” 


	Don’t have to tell me twice, Darryl thought.


	It must be on the second floor, Hideo thought. If it is here at all.


	No—no negative thinking. The caller had been correct about the Kakureta Kao, and he would be correct about the katana as well. They simply had to find it. Only a matter of time.


	He stood in the last room at the end of the first-floor hallway with Kenji and Ryo. They had run into no more opposition since Goro’s death. Now it was time to move upstairs. Who knew what they would find there?


	He was stepping out into the hall when he caught a flash of movement by the main stairs. Monks or members of the rival cult, he could not say. He stepped back and motioned the yakuza to be still.


	And then he clearly heard someone say in English: “… the sword’s still up there, in the hall. Take someone and go get it. Don’t worry. Nothing moving up there. The rest of you come with me.” 


	His heart leaped. Still up there… The katana was almost within his grasp.


	He repressed the urge to lead a charge down the hall. Better to learn how many they were, and how well armed.


	He peeked again and saw a knot of them—some scurrying, some limping, one carrying a woman—cross the hall and disappear through the entrance.


	Take someone and go get it. Don’t worry. Nothing moving up there. The rest of you come with me.


	Hideo could take that only one way: Deal with these two remaining members of the rival cult and the katana would be his.


	He stepped out into the hall and motioned the yakuza to follow. They passed a bloody chainsaw lying on the steps, and found the second floor full of smoke. To his left he heard a cough and a hoarse voice.


	“Where is the fucking thing? I can’t see shit.” 


	He pointed the yakuza in the direction of the voice. They disappeared into the smoke. Hideo heard cries of surprise, a number of phuts, cries of pain, more phuts, then silence. When he arrived at the scene he found the yakuza standing over a pair of bodies.


	Now to find the katana. The smoke would make it more difficult, but they had time.


	“He said it was in the hall. Search the floor and—” 


	He caught a hint of motion in the flickering light from a nearby doorway. He pointed the yakuza toward it and the three of them approached with caution. The man downstairs had said there was “nothing moving” up here, but he could have been wrong.


	They moved opposite the opening and peered in. Hideo blinked at the sight of a bearded old man holding the katana by its handle and calmly examining the blade. He waved it in the air, then glanced at them. Hideo flinched when he spoke in archaic-sounding Japanese.


	“Despite all it’s been through, the balance is still excellent.” 


	The yakuza had their pistols pointed at him but didn’t fire as they might have with anyone else. Hideo understood. Something about this man. Though old, he possessed a powerful-looking frame. But that wasn’t it. He had a… presence that seemed to fill the room and pour out into the hallway.


	“Give me the katana,” Hideo said, “and you shall live.” 


	He didn’t know why he’d said that. A feeling he had… as if the world would be a poorer, darker place with this man’s passing.


	“This? Masamune-san made it for me, but I don’t think I want it.” 


	Wondering what he meant by that absurd statement, Hideo gestured the yakuza into the room and followed.


	“A wise choice. I am a man of my word. If you will hand me the sword, we will take our leave and—” 


	Something hard jammed against his left ear and a voice said, “I’d like to have something to say about that.” 


	The yakuza whirled and reacted with shock. As they aimed their pistols the voice said, “Uh-uh-uh. Hair trigger. One twitch and his brains will Jackson Pollock the wall.” 


	Hideo knew Kenji’s English was good enough for him to understand, but he didn’t know about Ryo, so he translated.


	They turned as one and retrained their weapons on the old man who still held the katana poised before him.


	“Looks like we’ve got a John Woo situation here,” the voice said.


	Hideo was almost sure now that it was the ronin. A slight turn of his head confirmed it.


	“Who is John Woo?” the old man said.


	“Never mind.” 


	But Hideo knew what he meant, and he was wrong. He felt sweat gathering on his brow and under his arms. His knew his life depended on convincing the ronin of the futility of this.


	“This is not the standoff you think it is,” he said. “We were sent to return the katana to Japan.” 


	“By whom?” 


	“That is not important. What matters is that we were charged with the task and we will see it through no matter what the cost. If you do not hand over the katana within the next few seconds, they will kill your friend and then—” 


	“And then that’ll be the end of you.” 


	“You must understand that they do not care about me. They will kill your friend and you will kill me and they will kill you. So you see, no matter what happens here, the katana will be returned to Japan.” 


	“Perhaps there’s been enough killing, Jack,” the old man said.


	Jack… the ronin’s name was Jack.


	“Listen to him, Jack. With age comes wisdom.” 


	The old man said, “Should we give it to him?” 


	Jack said, “I kind of promised it to someone else.” 


	Hideo shuddered. “Then what happens next is on your head.” 


	The muzzle pressed harder against his ear.


	“And in yours.” 


	The old man sighed. “You don’t leave me much choice. No more killing. I wish I could say the same for bloodshed.” 


	Hideo was sagging with relief when he saw the blade of the katana flicker—or seem to. And then he heard Kenji and Ryo grunt and drop their guns.


	The shock of wondering why was replaced by the horror of realizing that they were dropping hands along with the guns.


	“Good Christ!” Jack said.


	Kenji and Ryo started screaming then, each gaping at the spurting stump where a hand had been. They dropped to their knees—first Ryo, then Kenji—and knelt there squeezing their wrists to stanch the flow.


	Hideo looked at the old man who was again calmly examining the blade, now slightly smeared with red.


	“Quite an edge. Masamune-san certainly knew his trade.” 


	Hideo was still trying to comprehend what had happened. He hadn’t seen the katana move. Could this old man have struck so swiftly that the blade had seemed only to flicker?


	Hideo slowly slipped his hand inside his coat, edging toward his pistol. But the ronin grabbed his wrist.


	“Don’t be stupid now.” 


	He reached in and pulled Hideo’s weapon from its holster.


	“H and K,” he said, holding it up. “Nice.” 


	He dropped it, then stepped away. Hideo turned to face him.


	“What now? Are you going to execute me like you did my brother?” 


	The ronin looked puzzled. “What?” 


	“You killed my brother.” 


	“Your James Cagney is lousy. Do you mean Yoshio?” 


	Hideo closed his eyes. He did remember.


	“I’m his brother.” 


	Jack smiled and said, “Despite the fact that he once had a gun pressed against the back of my head, I liked him.” 


	“Then why did you kill him?” 


	“I didn’t. A man named Baker did. He’s dead.” 


	“How? You?” 


	Jack shook his head. “I sure as hell tried, but someone beat me to it.” He stared at Hideo. “So, do you and your brother work for the same organization?” 


	Hideo stiffened. “What did he tell you?” 


	“Nothing. Just curious. He died trying to unravel a secret, and I knew he wasn’t doing it for himself.” 


	Yoshio had died in the course of duty. His honor was intact.


	Jack said, “Did you happen to come across an eighteen-year-old girl in your travels?” 


	“I saw a man carrying a young woman out of the building.” 


	He looked at the old man. “Dawn.” 


	Hideo did not care about the girl. To restore honor to his family name he needed what the old man was holding.


	“I must have the katana.” 


	Jack shook his head. “The owner hired me to find it. He gets first dibs.” 


	“I could make a case for being the rightful owner,” the old man said, still holding the katana. “I’m the gaijin who gave Masamune-san the short sword to refashion into something more graceful.” 


	“I kind of suspected that,” Jack said.


	The old man stared at the blade, then shook his head. “But by the time I returned to pay him and claim it, he was dead and the blade was gone.” He shook his head. “Time passes too quickly sometimes.” 


	Hideo glanced at Jack and saw calm acceptance in his expression. Surely the old man was mad—claiming to be seven hundred years old—but the ronin too?


	Then again, feeling the old one’s presence, he might be telling the truth.


	He shook himself. What am I thinking?


	“Well,” Jack said, “if you didn’t pay for it and never took possession, I can make as good a case for you not being the rightful owner.” 


	The old man sighed. “I suppose so.” 


	Hideo looked over at the yakuza. Kenji still knelt, but Ryo lay on his side. Both looked pale and weak and ill. But by applying constant pressure, they had stopped the blood loss from their wrists. They would survive, but they were of no use to him now.


	Hideo did something then that he’d never done in his life: He dropped to his knees and folded his hands in supplication.


	“Please give me the sword. My family honor depends on it.” 


	Jack’s expression hardened. “You and your goons were ready to Swiss-cheese me at Gerrish’s place. Instead of gabbing I should be kneecapping you. Shove your family honor, pal.” 


	He bent and picked up the scabbard, then tossed it to the old man.


	“We need to get back to the city.” 


	He kicked Kenji’s and Ryo’s pistols—still gripped in their hands—into the hallway, then did the same with Hideo’s.


	Without a word, the old man sheathed the sword and handed it to Jack, then walked out of the room. The ronin followed, leaving Hideo on his knees.


	“Don’t do anything stupid.” 


	Hideo rose on wobbly legs. He had failed Sasaki-san. He could not return without the katana. And he could not stay here.


	He staggered out into the hall. The ronin and the old man had disappeared into the smoke but he heard their footsteps on the stairway. He found his pistol and hefted it. His first impulse was to stick the barrel in his mouth and pull the trigger. But he didn’t know if he could do that.


	Perhaps later he would find out, but as for now…


	He hurried for the stairs. He would have the katana or die trying.


	He was down the first flight and rounding the bend when he came to a sudden stop as he felt something jab against his chest. The ronin stood before him with the muzzle of his pistol pressed over Hideo’s heart.


	“I warned you about being stupid.” 


	Hideo’s pistol was down, against his thigh. He began to raise it.


	“Don’t,” the ronin said. “Your brother was a good guy, a brave man. I’m sure you’re just as brave, and I know you think you’re doing what you have to do, and I respect that, but you’re trading brave for stupid now. Do that and this can end only one way.” 


	Hideo didn’t stop the upward movement of his weapon. Honor demanded he resolve this, one way or another.


	He heard a sudden, almost deafening sound as something smashed into his chest, half turning his body as it tumbled backward. He landed on his shoulder, then flopped onto his back where he stared at the cracked ceiling and listened to the death cries of his punctured heart.


	“Aw, jeez,” he heard the ronin say. “Why’d he have to do that?” 


	The old man said, “I think he was using you to do something he couldn’t do himself.” 


	“Swell.” 


	The voices faded away, the ceiling faded to black, quickly followed by everything else.


	Shiro had been drifting in a twilight of consciousness, vaguely aware that he should be up and doing something… but not knowing what… and even if he knew, he lacked the will to rouse himself from the twilight.


	And then he started at the sound of a shot and came fully awake.


	Raising his head sparked an explosion of pain, and with it the memory of what had happened.


	… cutting the throat of the man with the sword… the katana tumbling away into the smoke… the pistol pointed at his face… ducking… the crushing impact against his head…


	He struggled to his hands and knees, then, using the nearest wall for support, made it to his feet. His eyes stung from the smoke. He coughed, sending another jolt of pain through his head. He touched his scalp and felt the wet, congealing blood there. He did not know how badly he was wounded and did not have time to worry about himself.


	Where were his brothers of the Order, where was the sound of battle?


	He stumbled down the hallway in a fruitless search for the katana, going from room to room, finding dead brother monks in some, others slumped on the floor, and flames… flames coming from the scroll room.


	“Sensei!” 


	He hurried toward the room and found much of it aflame. The scrolls—destroyed, gone forever. Holding an arm across his face, he braved the heat and stepped inside. Where—?


	He found Akechi-sensei on the floor, and gagged when he saw the ghastly wounds where his limbs had been severed from his body, his belly opened. He fought the urge to drop to his knees and sob and die alongside his teacher.


	But such a luxury was denied him. Vengeance called.


	The Kickers… one of them had carried a chainsaw… they did this. They slaughtered his brothers and destroyed the Order.


	No… not completely destroyed. Shiro remained.


	He turned to the shelves on the far side of the room. The flames had yet to reach the vials there.


	The ekizu.


	Fighting the heat, he grabbed a vial and ducked back into the hall.


	The blue glass felt hot but not too hot to hold. He prayed the ekizu hadn’t been ruined. Because tonight he intended to let the Kickers feel the full fury of the Black Wind.
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	“You get the feeling we were set up?” Darryl said as he drove them across the Manhattan Bridge.


	Hank looked at him and realized he did have that feeling, had sensed it soon after they’d walked into the place. He simply hadn’t pinned it down.


	He glanced back at Dawn, stretched out on the rear seat, still unconscious—was she ever going to wake up?—then out the rear window at the two cars carrying the few survivors of the three dozen or so Kickers who’d started out earlier.


	What a catastrophe.


	“Yeah, I kind of do. But who? And why?” 


	“The guy who called and told us where we could find the sword.” 


	“Yeah, but who is he?” 


	“One of those Enemies you talk about?” 


	The Enemy… out to destroy the Plan. But they’d be after Dawn, and the last thing they’d want to tell him would be where to find her.


	“No, not them.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand any of this. What did those sicko monks want with Dawn? And those hit men. Who were they sent to hit? Us or the monks?” 


	“I think they were looking for the sword.” 


	“The hit men? Why the hell—?” 


	Darryl shrugged. “Don’t know. But didn’t you tell me that sword’s called a katana.” 


	“Yeah.” 


	“Well, while I was hiding, I heard one of the hit men say it twice. Didn’t understand anything else in their jibber-jabber, but I know I heard that word.” 


	“They must have been the ones behind those flyers.” 


	“Maybe. Still, three bunches of folks all after the same thing winding up in the same place at the same time… if that don’t smack of a set-up, I don’t know what does.” 


	Darryl might not be the brightest bulb in the box, but Hank had to admit he had something there.


	“Whatever, the important thing is the Kickers came away with Dawn and the sword.” 


	“Hope so. Hope we didn’t lose Menck and the others for just half the prize.” 


	Hank’s neck tightened. “What do you mean, ‘half’?” 


	Darryl looked in the rearview. “Well, I ain’t seen no sign of Jantz.” 


	“We had too much of a lead, that’s all.” 


	“Hope so.” 


	So did Hank.
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	Hank eased Dawn onto the bed and pulled a sheet up to her neck.


	He figured the basement was still the best place for her, so he’d called ahead to have a bed moved in from upstairs.


	He stared down at her and shook his head, thinking, You’ve been one hell of a lot of trouble, girl. Thirty-some guys just died for you. Hope to hell you’re worth it.


	“What do we do now?” Darryl said.


	Hank turned and saw him standing there with Ansari.


	Good old Darryl. He’d hung in there. He’d always seemed like a loser, but the guy had guts.


	“We heal our wounds and go on like before. One thing we won’t have to worry about is those crazy Jap monks.” 


	“But what about the hit men?” Darryl said.


	Good question. Hank didn’t have an answer, but figured he should look like he did.


	“They come here, they’ll be on our turf, and we’ll know how to deal with them.” He frowned. “Where’s Jantz? He should be here by now.” He pointed to Ansari. “Go upstairs and check. If he’s here, have him bring me the sword.” 


	As the door closed behind Ansari, Hank jumped at the sound of a strange voice.


	“I don’t think you’ll be seeing the katana again.” 


	Hank whirled and found himself face-to-face with a stranger.


	“Who the fuck are you?” 


	The guy looked young, slim, maybe five ten, with Latino-ish skin. He was working on a mustache. Reminded Hank of Prince, but not so foppish or faggy. He wore a long-sleeve black shirt and black pants. Seemed like a guy going for either the Latin lover or the Zorro look.


	And then suddenly his face changed. It didn’t rearrange itself, just… changed. Almost like a shift in the lighting. But his eyes… whatever they’d been hiding behind was gone and now they were bared for all to see.


	Hank had seen eyes like those in his dreams, black holes spiraling down into a place where light was a legend, a myth.


	“For now, you may call me Rafe.” 


	“Well, listen, Rafe. You’ve got no business here.” 


	“Yes, I do. I’m taking the girl.” 


	“The fuck you are!” Darryl said.


	Hank watched him start to pull the.38 he’d lent him from his pocket, but it never made it out.


	“What the—?” he said.


	He seemed to be frozen. Hank reached to grab the gun but couldn’t move anything but his head.


	What’s going on?


	“You…” Darryl said, looking at Rafe. “You were out back of that building tonight. You’re the one I saw.” 


	The man nodded. “I must thank you and your followers for a most gratifying and satisfying evening. The slaughter was quite tasty.” 


	What was he talking about?


	Hank found his voice. “What do you know about the sword? Do you have it?” 


	He shook his head. “I don’t know who ended up with it. Most likely the corporate hireling from Japan. But no matter, now that I know it exists, I can find it whenever I need it. I would have stayed around until the finish but I was forced to follow you to keep an eye on Dawn.” 


	“Are you one of the Enemy?” 


	He laughed—a chilling sound. “You mean as in Enemy with a capital ‘E’? How typical of Jonah.” 


	
Jonah?


	“You’ve heard of my father?” 


	“Heard of Jonah Stevens? I knew him. I knew him well. Too well.” 


	“You’re not old enough.” 


	“Is that so?” 


	“Are you or are you not one of the Enemy?” 


	He smiled a smile women probably would find sexy. “There’s no easy answer to that. No, I’m not the Enemy he was referring to—for that enemy is my enemy as well—but I certainly was not his ally.” 


	“I don’t understand.” 


	“What makes you think you should? By the way, I was with him when he died.” 


	“How? How did he die? The Enemy?” 


	Was that why his father had stopped coming around? Hank had guessed that but never known for sure. He’d paid regular visits as Hank was growing up, telling him about the Plan, about his destiny, and then when Hank was around seven he stopped coming around altogether. The question of why had plagued him ever since.


	“Jonah was crushed in an elevator shaft. A slow, painful death. Took him hours to die.” 


	“You were there? Didn’t you help him?” 


	The man raised his eyebrows. “Help? Why would I do that? I’m the one who put him in there. I stayed to sup.” 


	Hank let out a roar of rage and struggled to break free of whatever was holding him back, but couldn’t budge a muscle. What kind of power did this bastard have? Had he hypnotized them into thinking they couldn’t move? Had he drugged them?


	“What’s he talking about, Hank?” Darryl said.


	“Just shut up for a minute, okay?” He turned to Rafe or whoever he was. “Why? Why’d you kill him? What he ever do to you?” 


	“He forgot his place. He began to think he could supplant me.” 


	” ‘Supplant’ you? Why would he want to do that? I mean, who the fuck are you?” 


	“I am the One. Jonah forgot that. He conspired against me. You were part of that conspiracy.” He pointed to Dawn. “As was she, but most especially the child she carries. That was the ultimate goal—to concentrate his bloodline in a child he could use to replace me.” He smiled as he shook his head. “It never would have worked, but the very fact that he was thinking along those lines made him an unfit guardian. He was supposed to be my protector, but instead he plotted against me. I could not allow that.” 


	An awful thought plowed into Hank like a runaway train.


	“You’re not going to hurt the baby, are you?” 


	The man shook his head as he stared down at Dawn. “No. I sensed the child’s existence upon its conception, and I must say my first impulse was to eradicate it. But as I became aware of other things, I decided the child might prove useful.” 


	Hank’s panic throttled down to cold unease. “Useful how?” 


	“I can foresee a circumstance where the child might indeed act as the Key to the Future, though not quite in the way your father intended.” 


	The Key to the Future…


	“You know about that? You were listening?” 


	Another laugh, colder than the first. “You mean did I eavesdrop on his paternal maunderings? I didn’t have to. He told me. He told me everything before he died. Everything.” 


	Hank wanted to rip his throat out but still couldn’t budge.


	The man added, “I also see that I might have use for you and your followers in the near future.” 


	“In your dreams, asshole.” 


	“Don’t be too hasty. Our ends coincide. I might prove as useful to you as you to me.” 


	“Like how?” 


	“Dissimilation… I believe that’s what you call it, correct?” 


	Hank nodded, though he didn’t like his words thrown back at him. “Yeah. What about it?” 


	“Wouldn’t you like to see everyone on the planet dissimilated—every man, woman, and child an island?” 


	“That’s the idea,” he said slowly. “Break from the crowd.” 


	Where was this going?


	“That works into my plans as well. I may be able to assist you toward that end. But not tonight.” 


	Hank felt his gut twist as he watched the man step over to the bed and lift Dawn into his arms as if she weighed nothing.


	“Where are you taking her?” 


	“Someplace safe—safer than here. A place she will not escape from again.” 


	That shocked Hank. “She’s been with you? And she got away?” 


	“An unfortunate lapse by one of my employees. It will not happen again.” He looked up, as if watching the sky through all the floors and ceilings overhead. “I suggest that if you want to be present for any future mass dissimilation, you leave the city at once. An ill wind is about to blow.” 


	“Wind?” 


	He smiled. “An ill wind that blows nobody good—except me. You’d best leave now.” 


	Hank had no idea what this loon was talking about, so he shook his head. “No way.” 


	Like he was letting this wimpy-looking dude or anyone else—no matter what his eyes looked like—tell him to get out of town.


	“As you wish.” 


	And then the man carried Dawn out the door and up the steps to the first floor. Hank waited to hear some sort of commotion from above but all stayed quiet. Was everyone else in the building frozen too?


	Suddenly he was stumbling forward, able to move again. Free. He grabbed the.38 from Darryl’s hand and ran up to the first floor where he found the foyer deserted.


	“Hey, boss.” 


	Hank started and turned to see Ansari strolling in. “Where the hell is everybody?” 


	“Stayer thought he heard something on the roof so we went up. We found out how they got in: Scaled down ropes from next door. We never thought to keep watch on the roof.” 


	“We will now.” 


	“Damn right. Stayer’s up there doing the first shift. We’ll rotate till we can find a way to alarm that door.” 


	Hank looked around. “You see anyone come through here who didn’t belong?” 


	“Like who?” 


	“Never mind.” 


	The guy had slipped out with Dawn. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. He’d told them he’d take good care of her. He seemed as interested in the baby as Hank.


	I can foresee a circumstance where the child might indeed act as the Keyto the Future, though not quite in the way your father intended.


	Hank wasn’t sure what that meant, but it sounded good. And the guy had been holding all the high cards when he’d said it, so no need to lie.


	Hank couldn’t help feeling an odd sense of relief. Keeping Dawn and her baby locked away and healthy had looked to be an almost impossible task. Now it was out of his hands.


	But once the baby was born—he and Jeremy had figured that would be next January—he’d go looking. His dreams had led him to Dawn, so he was sure they’d lead him to the baby. He didn’t want to go one-on-one with that weird dude, but with a bunch of Kickers behind him… different story.


	He looked at Ansari. “Jantz ever show up?” 


	He shook his head. “No sign of him, no call, no nothin.” 


	Not good. He should have been here by now… unless he ran into the hit men.


	Oh well, his dreams had also led him to the sword… or rather the sword to him. It would happen again.


	The weird guy’s parting words came back to him: I suggest that if you want to be present for any future mass dissimilation, you leave the city at once.


	Get out of Dodge? Fat chance. This was Hank’s town now.
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	Shiro unfolded himself from the tiny space between three large potted trees.


	He’d stumbled as he’d swung onto the roof. Someone below must have heard because in less than a minute four Kickers arrived. They did a quick, cursory search and then spent the rest of the time looking at the ropes Shiro and his now dead brothers had left dangling from the neighboring rooftop.


	Finally three of them returned below, leaving the fourth as guard. He immediately set a chair by the door and lit up a cigarette. Shiro watched from his hiding place, waiting for his chance. From the way he was drawing and holding the smoke, Shiro suspected it was cannabis.


	Good. It would slow his response time, dull his senses, give him a false sense of well-being.


	After a while the sentry’s head drooped—just what Shiro had been waiting for. He padded up behind him, wrapped an arm around his head and dragged his tanto across his throat—just as he had done with the Kicker carrying the katana back at the temple.


	Leaving the gushing, twitching body in the chair, Shiro walked to the center of the roof and sat. He pulled the vial of ekisu from his pocket and removed the stopper. He raised it toward his mouth but stopped midway.


	He was afraid… afraid of what it would do to him… afraid of seeing the Hidden Face before he was ready.


	And yet, what had he to live for? His brother acolytes and the elder monks were dead, his sensei butchered, the sacred Kuroikaze scrolls turned to ash.


	The Order of the Kakureta Kao was, in almost every sense, extinct. Only he survived to exact vengeance. He could go below and slay many of them, but they would overcome him and the Kickers would go on.


	But not if their leader died.


	He knew Hank Thompson lived below. A Black Wind starting here would kill everyone in the building, and in the buildings for many blocks around. Shiro’s head had been injured, but his body remained strong. He would take a long time dying, and the longer he held on, the greater and stronger his Kuroikaze. It might spread for a mile or more.


	He realized then that no one in the world would ever forget tonight. The Trade Towers’ death toll would pale before Shiro’s Black Wind. And all would know it began here, with the Kickers. They would be shunned and reviled and hounded across the land.


	An eye for an eye, brothers for brothers.


	His fear faded. He titled the vial to his lips and downed the ekizu in one bitter gulp. Then he lay back and waited.


	It took effect more quickly than he’d expected. In a matter of seconds he felt his skin begin to tingle as the extract coursed through his capillaries. Then the tingling faded, replaced by no sensation at all. He no longer felt the roof beneath him. He could have been floating a few inches above it—naked, because he could not feel the clothes against his skin, nor the saliva against his tongue. Did he still have saliva?


	The carbon monoxide tang of the air faded along with the sight of the stars and the incessant Manhattan rumble.


	He spread his arms—or at least tried to. Did he even have arms? Or a body?


	Shiro began to tumble through an endless, featureless void with no up or down or left or right. Panicked by the perfect disorientation, he screamed. Or tried to. He had become pure consciousness in a starless cosmos without light or matter, a black, seething chaos without form or substance.


	And then something ahead, faintly luminous, coming his way… or was it stationary and he approaching it? Without asking how he could see without eyes, his crumbling mind grasped at it, clung to it as the only reference point in this endless void.


	As he neared, it started to take form… slowly he began to make out its shape… and when finally its features became clear… he did not understand what he was seeing… and as his consciousness tried to comprehend the incomprehensible…


	… it shattered.
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	Jack led Glaeken up to the roof across the street from the Lodge. He felt stained by the carnage they’d left behind, and wanted to shower. He knew the residue lay beneath his skin and had no illusions that he could wash it off, but a cleansing ritual couldn’t hurt.


	He felt bad about Yoshio’s brother—didn’t even know his name. His death had been so unnecessary. And then again, maybe not. In retrospect it almost seemed as if he were playing a role in a tragedy that could end only one way.


	They arrived in time to see four Kickers wandering around their rooftop.


	“Wonder what they’re looking for?” Jack said. When Veilleur, standing stiffly beside him, didn’t answer, he nudged him. “You with us?” 


	“He’s near.” 


	“Who?” 


	“The Adversary. I thought I sensed him at the Kakureta Kao building, but with all the chaos around us I couldn’t be sure. But here, now, in the quiet, I can feel him.” 


	“Where?” 


	“Down there somewhere, no more than a block away, I’d say.” 


	As Jack scanned the street below, not sure what he was looking for, a question formed.


	“If you can sense him, can’t he sense you?” 


	Veilleur shook his head. “I think he has a vague sense of where I am. I’m sure he knows I’m in New York City, but nothing more specific than that. I’m not who or what I used to be, you know. To him, for the most part, I’m simply another mortal.” 


	“Why would he have been on Staten Island?” 


	“To sup on the slaughter. He feeds on death and fear and human carnage.” 


	“And misery. Yeah, I know.” 


	He remembered his last meeting with Rasalom, back in January, when he was feeding on Jack’s misery and despair.


	“He certainly feasted tonight, but I wonder…” 


	“What?” 


	“Might he have been there because of Dawn as well?” 


	Jack thought on that, but it didn’t gel.


	“He’s already holding most of the marbles. What good can Dawn and her baby do for him?” 


	“I can’t imagine. Perhaps I’m wrong.” 


	“You wrong often?” 


	Veilleur shrugged. “It happens.” 


	Jack watched the Kickers on the roof mill around some, then three of them left. The remaining one seemed to be playing guard, but without much gusto. Jack trained his attention on Hank Thompson’s window, hoping to catch a glimpse of Dawn as he had before.


	Movement on the roof drew his attention there in time to see a dark figure slip from the shadows and slit the throat of the Kicker on guard.


	“Did you catch that?” 


	Veilleur nodded. “One of the Kakureta Kao, I’d guess. I didn’t think there were any left.” 


	The figure seated himself in the center of the roof, drank something, and lay back.


	“What’s he up to?” 


	“Kuroikaze!” Veilleur grabbed his shoulder and squeezed. “He’s sacrificing himself to create a Black Wind! This explains the Adversary’s presence. He must have known this was coming.” 


	“Well, if it kills everything, even bacteria, won’t it kill him too?” 


	“Kill him? He’ll suck it in. Depending on how far it spreads, he’ll feed as he’s never fed before. The fear, the misery, the hopelessness a Kuroikaze engenders will bloat him, but the aftermath…” He shook his head. “Remember the panic in the city after nine-eleven? This will be much worse. The Kuroikaze will be called a terrorist attack—and believe me, more than three thousand will die tonight—and since no one will know what caused it, no one will know how to defend against it. Homeland Security will look useless. Imagine the terror. Imagine the Adversary’s joy.” He turned to Jack. “You’ve got to stop that shoten.” 


	“Me? How? I don’t exactly have a sniper rifle handy, and that’s one hell of a pistol shot from here.” 


	“Then you’ll have to go over there.” 


	“Swell.” 


	“I’d go myself, but I’m no longer up to it.” 


	“Okay, let’s just say I get there. How do I stop it?” 


	Veilleur looked at him. “There’s only one way to stop a Kuroikaze: kill the shoten—the focus.” 


	Jack nodded toward the rooftop. “Him?” 


	“Him.” 


	Jack didn’t feature entering that place and fighting his way to the roof for nothing.


	“We don’t even know if there’s even going to be a Black Wind.” 


	The words had no sooner passed his lips when something changed in the air above the Lodge.


	A shadow had formed. No, shadow wasn’t right. More like a cloud… a black cloud the size of a stretch limo, lying low and flat atop the roof. The blackest cloud Jack had ever seen, a black like no cloud should be, twisting and contorting as if boiling from within as it expanded. It had doubled in length since he’d spotted it and continued to grow as he watched.


	Jack felt his saliva dry as every neuron in the self-preservation centers of his brain screamed at him to run.


	“Is that what I think it is?” 


	“I’ve never seen one,” Veilleur said, “only heard about them. But I can’t imagine it being anything else.” 


	The space around the Lodge darkened as the cloud seemed to be sucking the light from the air. Jack didn’t know if it was real or imagined, but he thought he could see faintly glowing wisps of light streaming toward the ever-enlarging cloud.


	The cloud now overhung the entire Lodge, rising as it continued to expand.


	“The Kickers inside are beginning to feel the wind and its effects by now, losing strength, losing hope, losing the will to live. And soon they will simply stop living.” 


	“How do you know so much about it?” 


	“It’s a holdover from the First Age—Otherness inspired. You can read about it in the Compendium of Srem. But right now that cloud is going to keep expanding, and the winds will expand with it, until the shoten himself dies.” 


	“How long will that take?” 


	“Depends on the vitality of the shoten. With a strong young man such as we just saw… long enough for the winds to reach Sutton Square and beyond.” 


	The words jolted Jack. “You’re a bastard, you know that.” 


	“Only stating a fact.” 


	Jack looked again at the cloud, feeling every instinct begging him not to go there.


	“I’d better get moving then.” 


	“Yes. And quickly. Keep moving as fast as you can. It’s called The Wind-That-Bends-Not-the-Trees. Legend says it blows through the human soul. It’s felt only by humans, but it sucks the life from everything. First it robs your resolve, steals any hope of success, stifles your will to go on, to live. Be prepared for that and fight it.” 


	As Jack turned to go, wondering how he was going to pull this off, Veilleur thrust the katana at him.


	“Take this.” 


	Jack patted the Glock at the small of his back. “I’m okay.” 


	Veilleur pushed it on him. “You may need it.” 


	Jack couldn’t see a downside so he grabbed it and ran.
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	“Did the lights just fade?” Darryl said.


	Hank looked up, annoyed. Couldn’t Darryl ever keep quiet?


	“Looks the same to me.” 


	He felt like crap. So crappy he couldn’t muster the will to do much of anything. Not even sleep, though he was dead on his feet.


	Somehow he and Darryl had wound up back in the basement. Neither had spoken much, just sat and stared at the wall or the floor or the backs of their eyelids. He was staring at the floor now and thinking.


	Sometime during the next day, probably less, someone was going to discover that bloodbath on Staten Island, and thirty-some of his guys, most of them with Kicker tattoos, would be found among the bodies. The police and the media would want answers and they’d be all over him. He needed a story that would—


	The light dimmed.


	He looked up at Darryl, who said, “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice that.” 


	Hank nodded. “Probably some sort of brownout going—” 


	A chill ran across his nape. He tried to shake it off but it turned to a prickling that moved across his shoulders and down his spine. The sudden breeze spread it all across his body.


	Breeze?


	Hank looked around. He hadn’t heard the door open. It wasn’t. It was closed tight. So where—?


	The breeze picked up as the light dimmed further.


	“Hank? What’s happening, Hank?” 


	“I don’t know.” 


	“Where’s this wind coming from?” He could hear terror edging into Darryl’s voice. “We’re in a basement, Hank. How do you get wind in a basement with no windows and the door closed?” 


	The light kept dimming. The overhead bulbs were burning but something seemed to be eating the light out of the air. And the wind—the wind seemed to be coming out of the walls. It swirled around him, making him feel as if he was at the center of a miniature tornado.


	He glanced over at Darryl and saw him stagger to his feet. He held an arm across his face to shield his eyes from the blasts of air.


	And not clean air. It had a damp feel and carried a musty odor, as if it were blowing from the floor of a black abyss that had been sealed since the dawn of man.


	“I’m getting out of here.” 


	Exactly what Hank was thinking. As he struggled to get up he spotted a pile of leftover Dawn flyers on a nearby table. The flyers should have been flying—swirling all around the room—but they simply sat there undisturbed.


	What the—?


	The light had faded to the point where he could barely make out Darryl. He watched him struggle toward the door against the wind and noticed his clothes weren’t blowing. They hung on him without a ripple.


	And then Darryl stopped fighting and dropped into a chair.


	Hank could barely hear him above the roar of this ghost wind, but it sounded like he said, “What’s the use?” 


	Hank realized that was just how he felt. No use trying—anything. All was lost, all was hopeless, and it would all be over soon.


	Hank sat down to wait.
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	“Stop here, Georges.” 


	“Oui, monsieur.” 


	Dawn opened her eyes and totally panicked as memories of the night cascaded around her.


	Abducted by Kickers—Jerry’s brother—ninjas—eyeless, limbless, masked Japanese monks—


	But she was in the back of a car now, with two silhouetted figures in the front seat. It slowed to a stop on a dark city street. She recognized one of the voices.


	Mr. Osala?


	She tried to sit up but her body wouldn’t respond. Neither would her voice when she tried to speak. She could blink and move her eyes, but that was it. Whatever those monks had drugged her with was still working. How long before it wore off? What if it never wore off or left her permanently mute and totally paralyzed?


	Panic surged again. She wanted to scream but couldn’t even whimper.


	Above her she saw the moon roof sliding open. To her shock, the figure in the passenger seat, the one who sounded like Mr. Osala, rose and slid through onto the roof. She saw him stand and spread his feet as he positioned himself in front of the opening. He faced ahead and raised his arms like she’d seen some born-again Christians do when they prayed.


	But he didn’t seem to be praying.


	Dawn angled her gaze down and through the windshield and would have totally gasped if she could have. An ugly black cloud was spreading over the rooftops down the street. Whatever Mr. Osala was up to, it seemed to involve that cloud.
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	As soon as Jack hit the street, his skin began to prickle and tingle as if the air were full of static electricity. But it was full of wind instead—wind that seemed to come from all directions. He looked up and saw that the cloud was bigger than before, blocking the stars.


	Stifling a tsunami of nausea, he ran across the street and pulled his Glock as he dashed up the Lodge front steps, prepared to shoot his way through anyone who tried to stop him. The wind was even worse inside. The two Kickers who’d been watching the front area on his last trip were still there, but one lay slumped in a corner while the other sprawled in a chair. They looked up as he came through. The one in the chair started to raise a hand as if to stop him, but let it fall limp at his side. His eyes looked frightened, hopeless, lost.


	Jack started for the stairs at a run, but the cold, musty gale roaring from the stairwell slowed him. He had to holster his pistol and stick the katana through his belt, then put his head down and pull and claw his way up the steps.


	By the time he reached the second floor, he was tired. The wind seemed to be blowing through him as well as at him. As he forced his way toward the third floor, the blast increased its ferocity, but its roar changed to a heartbreaking moan of despair that brought tears to his eyes.


	By the third floor he was so tired he didn’t know if he could make it. In fact he doubted very much that he would make it. And so what if he didn’t? Wasn’t going to matter in the long run anyway.


	Veilleur’s words echoed through the wind.


	… it sucks the life from everything. First it robs your resolve, steals any hope of success, stifles your will to go on, to live…


	Was that what was happening here?


	He pulled out his Spyderco, flipped open the blade, and jabbed the point through his jeans and an inch into his thigh. He grunted with the pain, and then his breath whistled through his clenched teeth as he twisted the blade.


	Focusing on the pain, he started up the final flights to the roof. But even the pain couldn’t fully distract him from the alien emotions swirling around him.


	Existence is empty, futile. Why go on? Why prolong it?


	He punched the wound in his thigh and gasped with the shock of pain.


	Yes, pain… pain is real, the only real thing, and it’s all around. Why suffer when you don’t have to?


	No… one step after another… after another… he forced himself to keep moving until he reached the roof door. He leaned hard against it, expecting resistance, but it fell open and he landed on his hands and knees.


	Of course. It’s felt only by humans…


	That was confirmed by the rooftop garden around him—not a single leaf so much as fluttered. But they were brown and drooping.


	He tried to regain his feet but found it impossible. The wind was colder and stronger than ever here, and he was too tired. Exhausted was more like it. Out of strength, out of will…


	Through a fog of ever-growing darkness he made out the so-called shoten lying on his back maybe thirty feet away. His jaw hung open and a slim, twisting, undulating wisp of blackness spun like a miniature tornado from his mouth to the roiling cloud high above.


	Thirty feet… might as well have been a mile. He’d never make it. Why even try?


	… enough for the winds to reach Sutton Square…


	Jack dragged himself forward, trying to ignore the dark emotions tugging on him, weighing him down… barren desolation… eternal, abysmal longing… infinite hopelessness…


	The pain in his leg no longer distracted him, but simply added to the misery seeping through him.


	Twenty-five feet… twenty… fifteen…


	What was he going to do when he reached the shoten?


	His Glock. All the misery swirling around him had driven it from his mind. He pulled it out, sighted on the shoten’s head, and pulled the trigger.


	He felt rather than heard the hammer hit home, but no report followed. Dead cartridge? Bad primer? He ejected it, took aim, and the same thing happened. Something wrong with the Glock? Hard to believe. The damn things were so reliable.


	But in the long run, nothing is reliable, nothing is worthy of trust.


	He dropped the Glock, pulled the Kel-Tec from its ankle holster, aimed, pulled the trigger.


	Nothing.


	He tossed that aside and continued his crawl. He’d strangle the son of bitch.


	But as he closed on him he felt a formless wave of fear and horror emanating from the shoten. If it was bad out here, what must it be like inside him?


	“It’s just no use,” he heard himself say. He’d never reach him. “Just no use.” 


	He forced his arms to slide forward, stretching them to their limits, but they fell half a foot short. Needed to move closer, but the wind was so strong here Jack’s sapped muscles could not push him forward another inch.


	… you may need it…


	The katana.


	He reached back and struggled it free of its scabbard. The wind howled louder, blew harder, but he edged the blade forward until its point rested against the side of the shoten’s throat. And then, with the last of his strength, he rammed it home.


	As he saw a jet of blood arc toward the cloud, he released the handle and let his head drop against the roof.
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	“No!” Dawn heard Mr. Osala scream. “No! Not yet!” 


	Way down the street she saw the weird black cloud begin to shrink.


	“What’s happening?” he shouted to the sky.


	As the streetlights began to brighten again, he lowered himself back into the car and sat silent and staring through the windshield.


	Dawn tried again to move and found she could sit up.


	“Mister Osala?” 


	The figure in the passenger seat turned and flipped on the overhead courtesy light.


	“Finally awake, I see.” His expression wasn’t exactly welcoming. “I’m not in the mood for you now.” 


	“Sorry.” 


	Something about his face… changed, and yet the same… more than the start of a mustache… somehow he looked younger… softer… sexier.


	Sexier? Mr. Osala? Sexy was so not the word she’d ever have associated with him, but looking at him now caused a stir within.


	“Do you see now why I wanted you to stay off the streets and out of sight?” 


	She nodded meekly. “Yes.” 


	“I’m sure you thought I was being overprotective and exaggerating the risk. But I’ve been proven right, haven’t I? Consider what has happened to you since you escaped Henry. You have been living a nightmare, am I correct?” 


	Dawn bowed her head. Had she ever.


	“Totally.” 


	“Home, Georges,” he said.


	That reminded her. She looked up. “Where… where’s Henry?” 


	“Henry has been… sacked. Discharged for dereliction of duty.” 


	“But it was totally my fault. I—” 


	“No”—his voice turned to ice, taking on a tone that pressed her back into her seat—”it was not. He made choices. Bad ones. You will never see him again.” His tone softened, just barely. “You almost had the baby aborted, didn’t you.” 


	The car glided uptown.


	He wasn’t asking a question. Obviously he knew the answer, so she simply nodded.


	“Do you realize that you might very well be dead now if you’d succeeded? You’d have been no further use to Bethlehem and he would have killed you.” 


	“I never saw him.” 


	“Then he would have ordered you killed. And his equally vicious and deranged brother would have done it.” 


	Speaking of deranged…


	“Who were those monks and why did they kidnap me? I totally thought you’d sent them to rescue me.” 


	A cold smile flickered. “Me? Send them? I hardly think so.” 


	“But how did you get me out?” 


	“Bethlehem’s people came to steal you back, and while they were all otherwise engaged, I simply carried you to my car and we drove away. Isn’t that right, Georges.” 


	“Correct, Master.” 


	Master, she thought. Here we go again.


	“Was Jerry there?” 


	Mr. Osala shook his head. “Unfortunately not. A fair number of his brother’s followers were killed, but he was not among them. You can read the details in the paper tomorrow.” 


	“But what were you doing on the roof of the car?” 


	He reached up and turned out the courtesy light. “Be still now. I wish to be alone with my thoughts.” 


	He turned and stared out the windshield as the car moved uptown.


	Dawn hugged her arms around her. Back to Mr. Osala’s penthouse. Another sort of prison, but at least it was safe.


	And safety had a lot going for it right now.
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	Still.


	Jack lifted his head and looked around. The wind had died and the night was brighter. Stars shone and the cloud was gone as if it had never been.


	His left fingers felt wet. He looked and saw that a pool of blood from the dead shoten’s throat had spread to his hand. He struggled to his knees and waited until the roof steadied and the stars stopped spinning. Then he wiped his fingers on the dead man’s pants leg, and did the same with the sword.


	He forced himself to his feet and sheathed the blade. As he staggered toward the roof exit he picked up his Glock and Kel-Tec.


	Had to get downstairs and find Dawn, then get the hell out of this building.


	He made it to the first floor, almost falling a couple of times along the way. The first sign of life he saw was the two pseudoguards in the front foyer. They looked dead at first, then he saw their chests move. Alive, but barely.


	Why was he up and about? Less exposure?


	Whatever. They’d stashed Dawn in the basement before, so that was probably where they had her now. Trouble was, how was he going to get her out? If she was in any shape similar to those two in the foyer, he was going to have to carry her, and he could barely stand.


	As he approached the basement door it opened. He stopped, pulled his Glock, and waited.


	For a few heartbeats, nothing happened. And then a shaggy, bandaged head appeared near the bottom of the opening, gradually followed by the rest of a Kicker crawling out on his hands and knees.


	Jack put a foot on his back and pushed him down.


	“Hey!” His voice was barely audible.


	“Where’s the girl?” 


	“Gotta get help for Hank.” His face was against the floor. “He’s in a bad way.” 


	Jack pressed harder. “The girl—she in there?” 


	“No. Scary guy took her.” It seemed to take all his energy to talk.


	“Who?” 


	“Guy with scary eyes.” 


	Jack had a feeling he knew who he meant.


	“And you just let him take her?” 


	“Paralyzed us.” 


	No doubt about it now.


	Rasalom.


	Shit. What did he want with her?


	No use in hanging around. He pushed his way back up the steps. The guys in the foyer were starting to twitch. Jack reeled past them and out into the night where he found Veilleur’s car idling at the curb.


	Jack dropped into the passenger seat.


	“The girl?” Veilleur said.


	“Gone. Your old friend took her.” 


	When Veilleur said nothing Jack glanced at him and saw a worried look on his face.


	“What?” 


	The old man shook his head. “I don’t like this.” 


	“Yeah, well, you can see him being drawn to a super oDNA being, I guess, being filled with a sort of Otherness and all, but what can he do with it?” 


	Veilleur’s expression turned grim. “I don’t know, but I can guarantee without hesitation that, whatever his plan, it is grim tidings for the rest of us.” 
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	“You’re sure you’re all right?” Veilleur said as he pulled to a stop on Sutton Square.


	Beyond the East River, dawn was pinking the sky over Queens. The yellow front of Gia’s townhouse beckoned.


	Jack nodded. “Yeah.” Then shook his head. “No. But I will be after I get inside.” 


	Strengthwise he was maybe eighty percent, but emotionally he remained spent. The Kuroikaze had sucked something out of him and he knew of only one place where it could be replenished.


	But that wasn’t why he’d told Veilleur to drop him here. He wanted to make sure they were okay.


	Veilleur sighed. “Count your blessings. It’s wonderful to have people you love to turn to.” 


	“You mentioned a wife…” 


	He nodded sadly. “Perhaps I should have said, People you love who recognize you when you step into the room.” 


	So that was it. Poor guy.


	“I guess tonight got to you after all then.” 


	Veilleur looked at him. “Got to me?” 


	“You know—all the blood, death, and dismemberment. It looked like it was just rolling off your back.” 


	“Why shouldn’t it? This was nothing, Jack. Compared to what I’ve seen, this was a pinprick on a whale’s hide. You have no idea, you cannot conceive of the atrocities Ra—the Adversary has perpetrated down the millennia. Too often I’ve had to wade through the aftermath, looking for him. Multiply what you saw tonight millions of times and you’ll have the barest inkling of what we can expect if the Otherness is allowed in.” 


	Dismayed, Jack shook his head. “You’re a buzzkill even when there’s no buzz.” 


	Jack offered his hand and they shook.


	“Thanks for the lift.” 


	He got out with the katana and watched Glaeken drive off. Then he let himself into the townhouse as quietly as he could. As he closed the door and put the katana in the umbrella stand he heard someone crying upstairs.


	“Vicky?” 


	He dashed up to the second floor where he found a terrified-looking Gia cringing on the bed with Vicky. She was wearing an oversized Iowa State T-shirt and little else; Vicky wore shorty pajamas.


	“Jesus, Jack! You should have let me know it was you.” 


	“Sorry. I thought everybody’d be asleep, and then I heard Vicky crying.” 


	“She woke up screaming from a nightmare half an hour ago and she’s just now calming down.” 


	Jack knelt beside her. “What was it about, Vicks?” 


	“I don’t know!” A sniff and a sob. “I was just sc-sc-scared!” 


	“The weird thing is,” Gia said, “when her screams woke me up, I was in the middle of some horrible nightmare myself.” 


	Half an hour ago… The Kuroikaze had been going strong then. Could it be…?


	Yeah. Most likely.


	He put an arm around Vicky’s shoulders. “It’s okay, Vicks. I’m here. I won’t let anything scare you. Got that?” 


	She nodded and sniffed; her sobs seemed to have passed.


	“Jack?” 


	“Yeah, Vicks?” 


	“You sorta kinda like smell bad.” 


	He had to laugh. “Yeah, I probably do. One hot shower coming up.” 
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	“You do smell better,” Gia murmured as Jack spooned against her in the bed.


	“Rough night.” 


	“Do I want to know?” 


	“No way.” 


	“Then don’t tell me.” 


	He snuggled closer, pressing the fronts of his thighs against the backs of hers.


	“Let’s just sleep, Jack. I’m really tired.” 


	She was tired? All he wanted was to be close enough to feel clean again. Or at least cleaner. With what he knew floated in his DNA, he’d never feel completely clean.


	She hadn’t a clue as to what had happened downtown a little while ago. That would change in the morning.


	“I’m more tired than you. I could sleep for a week.” 


	“Oh, yeah? I could sleep for a month.” 


	“Really? I could sleep for a year”—he tried to think of the loudest thrash-metal band he knew—”at a Polio concert.” 


	She laughed. “Okay. You win. You’re more tired.” She pushed her butt back against him. “See you in the morning.” 


	“Love ya.” 


	“Love ya too.” 


	20


	“Like a zombie, you look,” Abe said as Jack approached the rear counter.


	Which meant he looked lots better than he felt.


	Jack leaned the katana, wrapped now in one of Gia’s paint-stained drop cloths, against the base of the counter and slumped onto a stool.


	“Coffeeeeeee… coffeeeeeeee.” 


	God, he needed sleep. Usually he could go days on a few hours, but he couldn’t seem to shake the effects of the Kuroikaze. And every time he’d dozed off, images from the abattoir the Kakureta Kao temple had become would flash through his head, waking him.


	As Abe turned to fill a cup from his bottomless coffee pot, Jack glanced at the screaming headlines on the front pages of the morning papers. The Daily News:


	SLAUGHTER ON STATEN ISLAND!


	And the Post:


	KILLINGS IN THE KILLS!


	Abe handed Jack a steaming cup. He took it and sipped. He’d already had four cups but they hadn’t helped.


	“You’ve read?” Abe said, pointing to the Post.


	Jack shook his head.


	He held it up. “You want?” 


	Another shake.


	He snorted. “You want I should read it to you?” 


	“No, thanks.” 


	Abe’s eyebrows rose, ridging his forehead and part of the infinity pool of his bare scalp.


	“I don’t get it. You love stories like this. All the details, you want. You…” His voice trailed off as he looked down at the headline, then back at Jack. “They say almost fifty bodies were found by press time and probably more to come. That dwarfs even the number found in the Red Hook warehouse.” His expression slackened. “Oy! You again?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Mostly as a nonparticipant.” 


	Unlike Red Hook.


	“Mostly?” 


	Jack shrugged. “Would’ve been completely non if someone had given me a choice at the end.” 


	Abe looked worried. “What set you off? Please tell me Gia and Vicky are—” 


	Jack raised a hand to stop him. He didn’t want to go there—didn’t want even to consider the slightest possibility of anything happening to Gia and Vicky again.


	“They’re fine. I told you: nonparticipant. I was simply the party planner. Not my fault if the crowd got rowdy.” 


	Abe turned his hands palm up and waggled his pudgy, stubby fingers. “Give-give.” 


	Jack didn’t feel like talking about it, so he pointed to the giant soft pretzel on the counter. From the amount of crumbs—Abe’s parakeet Parabellum was swiftly diminishing their number—he figured Abe had started out with more than one.


	“Pretzels for breakfast?” 


	“Breakfast was hours ago. This is lunch.” 


	“Oh. Right.” 


	He tore off a loop and bit into it. The salt tasted good. He was hungrier than he’d thought.


	“Last night?” 


	“Okay, okay.” 


	Jack gave him a moderately detailed account of what went down up to the point where he regained the katana.


	“All this for a rotten old sword?” Abe said.


	“And a pregnant teenager. Everybody wants her baby. Damned if I know why.” 


	“Where is she now?” 


	“That’s another story.” 


	“There’s more?” He rubbed his hands together. “Goody.” 


	So Jack gave him a rundown of the Kuroikaze and Rasalom ending up with Dawn.


	“A busy night you had.” Abe opened the Post and began flipping pages. “So that’s what happened downtown.” 


	Jack broke off another piece of pretzel.


	“What does it say?” 


	“First page it would have made if not for your party. They’re blaming some ‘yet-to-be-identified toxin’ that made people weak and sick. Might be related to a strange cloud a few folks saw, might not.” 


	“Any deaths?” 


	“A couple. They don’t know how many yet. They were still canvassing at press time. They say the dead folks were old, so it could have been natural.” 


	“Or accelerated by the Kuroikaze.” 


	“After what you say it was like, I shouldn’t be surprised.” He looked up. “What now?” 


	Jack lifted the katana and hefted it.


	“In a little less than an hour I’m meeting with the guy who hired me to find it. I’m going to hand it to him and say, ‘Sayonara.’ If I knew how to say ‘good riddance’ in Japanese, I’d say that instead. This thing has been nothing but trouble.” 
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	“There’s a guy here says you want to meet with him.” 


	Rage bloomed in Hank as he looked up to see Darryl standing at the door to his room.


	“I want to meet him? Didn’t I tell you I didn’t want to see anyone? Any- one?” 


	“Yeah, I know, but it’s that weird Lodge guy and he won’t take no for an answer. Says he can help us out of this mess.” 


	“Which one?” Hank could think of so many.


	Darryl pointed to the window. “That one.” 


	Hank didn’t need the window to know what was out there, but he forced himself to his feet and made his way over to peek around the edge of the shade.


	Below, the near and far sidewalks were packed with reporters. They’d have been blocking the street if not for the cops there.


	He staggered back to the bed and sat, cradling his head in his hands. He just wanted to be alone, but he couldn’t stiff the Septimus Order’s point man—its “actuator.” Couldn’t risk getting kicked out of this place.


	“Send him up.” 


	“He’s got someone with him.” 


	“Send them both up, but it turns out the other guy’s a reporter, your ass is grass.” 


	As Darryl left, Hank closed his eyes and swallowed against a rising gorge. He felt like a warmed-over cow pie. Wanted to puke so bad, but had nothing left in his gut. What had happened last night? That wind, those feelings of hopelessness and helplessness… they went entirely against the take-control message of the Kicker Evolution.


	The only good thing was it was gone and it hadn’t sucked all the life out of him. Just some.


	His thoughts drifted further back, to that insane building on Staten Island and all the men he’d led into it—well, not in to, but to—who wouldn’t be coming back. They’d given as good as they’d got until those hit men showed up.


	Thirty men gone… and what had he to show for it? Not a goddamn thing. The hit men probably had the sword, and the guy with the infinity eyes had Dawn.


	Thirty dead Kickers, and the cops and the press wanted to know how and why. Hank hadn’t the faintest idea what to tell them.


	A vaguely accented voice from the doorway: “Mister Thompson?” 


	Hank looked up and saw a hawk-faced Ernst Drexler. The white of his suit in the morning light hurt his eyes. Hadn’t Darryl said he had someone with him? Hank didn’t see anyone else.


	“Come in, Mister Drexler. What can I do for you?” 


	Drexler glided to the window and tapped it with the silver head of his black cane.


	“It’s more a matter of what I can do for you.” 


	“In particular?” 


	“We have people.” 


	When Drexler didn’t go on, Hank said, “So do I.” 


	“Not the kind of people we have. Allow me to introduce Mr. Terrence McCabe.” 


	Hank turned as a true-blue, briefcase-toting suit came through the doorway. A gray business suit, black shoes, white shirt, and striped tie. The guy inside it all was short, with shiny black hair, a round face, and a rounder body. He reminded Hank of an actor he liked… from a movie about a giant alligator. Oliver somebody.


	He strode forward, hand extended. The guy seemed to fill the room.


	“An honor to meet you, sir,” he said in a booming voice


	Remaining seated on the bed, Hank raised his hand and shook. McCabe’s grip was like a vise.


	“Don’t call me ‘sir.’ It’s Hank.” 


	“Very well. Calling a man I admire by his first name… that won’t be easy.” 


	“Work on it. Just not so loud. Lower the volume.” McCabe’s voice was worsening the pounding ache in his head. “So who are you?” 


	“I have a law degree and I’m a member of the bar, but my work—my forte, you might say—is public relations. A famous director gets caught DUI, a big-name actor gets caught with an underage fan, a country singer gets caught with his best friend’s wife—or worse yet, his best friend—who do they call?” He jabbed a thumb against his chest. “Yours truly. Because my subspecialty in PR is damage control.” 


	Damage control… Hank had known he’d needed it but hadn’t wanted to think about it now, hadn’t wanted to think about anything. But somebody had to, and he’d been it.


	Until now.


	“And you want me to hire you?” 


	He grinned. “No need. The rest of the world pays an arm, a leg, and rights to all earnings of their firstborn. For you, it’s all taken care of.” 


	“Yeah? Who by?” 


	McCabe glanced at Drexler.


	Drexler said, “We have a wealthy sponsor who’s willing to do that.” 


	“Who?” 


	“He wishes to remain anonymous for now.” 


	Hank looked at McCabe. “And how are you going to control all this damage?” 


	“Spin, Hank. I’m going to spin it in another direction.” 


	Spin… yeah, what had happened since midnight was going to need major, major spin. But…


	“I’m not a spin guy. It is what it is—that pretty well sums up my approach.” 


	“And it’s an admirable approach, Hank, but the Kicker Evolution has grown too big for that, and it’s growing bigger by the day. ‘It is what it is’ isn’t going to work in this case because everyone can see what it is, and what they see isn’t good. I’m going to get them looking the other way.” 


	“I was thinking of playing dumb,” Hank said. “I mean, I can truthfully say that I don’t keep track of every Kicker’s every move. They’re all free men and women who act on their own, and what led them to become involved in this terrible tragedy is anyone’s guess. I’ll say I’m just praying the perpetrators will be brought to justice.” 


	“Lack of firsthand knowledge will definitely be part of the game plan, but we need more. We need to play the blame game as well. We must paint your fallen followers as victims. Any idea as to whom we may point to?” 


	“Well, the Dormentalists and Scientologists have it in for me.” In fact, the three groups were waging an Internet war, crashing each other’s sites and all. “They’re losing members left and right to the Kicker Evolution and—” 


	McCabe jabbed a finger in his direction. “Perfect! Perfect!” 


	He started wandering around the room, waving his arms in the air as he riffed about older, more established, more organized belief systems—little more than corporatized cults, really—becoming increasingly jealous and finally desperate as their numbers dwindled…


	As Hank listened he remembered how he’d been feeling the need for a right-hand man, a smart, loyal second in command. Darryl fit the loyal part and, despite appearances, was no dummy, but he’d never cut it. He needed someone who was into spin and details. Hank hated details. He was a big-picture guy.


	And in walks Terrence McCabe, a detail man and spinmeister if he ever saw one. He had a feeling Terry was going to work out just fine. Not just in spin, but in cleaning up the Kicker image, and maybe getting things in order, getting operations organized. Right now everything was helter-skelter.


	Yeah. Terrence McCabe was just what the Kicker Evolution needed.


	He glanced at Drexler and found the man’s piercing blue gaze fixed on him.


	“Excuse me, Terry,” Hank said, holding up a hand. “But I’d like to ask Drexler here what’s his angle in all this?” 


	Drexler smiled—sort of. “As I’ve mentioned in the past, the Order’s Council of Seven senses a certain commonality of interests. We wish to explore that further. But to do so we first must remove your organization from the limelight. Once that is done, we shall initiate certain ventures that will be to our mutual benefit.” 


	“Like what?” 


	“We shall discuss them soon. I assure you they will be in line with the tenets of the Kicker movement. And they will happen. I shall see to it.” 


	He seemed pretty confident. But then his card said he was an “actuator.” Wasn’t that what an actuator did—made things happen?


	He had awakened with the future looking pretty grim. It had brightened quite a bit in the past few minutes.


	Thanks to Drexler… and his bosses in the Septimus Order.


	Strange how things happened. Almost as if there was a plan. Daddy had had his Plan, but this seemed bigger. Much bigger.


	But who was behind it? The Septimus Order, obviously. But who or what was behind the Order?
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	Naka Slater was staying at the Grand Hyatt on 42nd. The taxi took the high road and dropped Jack off at the Park Avenue entrance that admitted him onto one of the mezzanine levels. He looked around, spotted some elevators, and headed that way.


	“Hey, honey,” said a sultry voice. “Is that a sword or are you just glad to see me?” 


	He stopped and turned to find himself facing a sultry, eye-poppingly proportioned redhead in a scarlet minidress and black stockings. She’d draped a silk scarf over her bare shoulders. The red of her lips matched the scarf and dress. Perfectly.


	Jack waved her off. “No time now.” 


	But as he started to turn away he spotted the snow-white miniature poodle peeking from her shoulder bag.


	A woman. With a dog.


	“Are you her?” 


	She pivoted and lowered the scarf to reveal the crisscrossing lines and open sores on her back. That clinched it.


	He said, “Any particular reason for the Jessica Rabbit look?” 


	She smiled and shrugged. “It’s Forty-second Street, and I remember the good old days.” Her smile faded. “We need to talk.” 


	He held up the wrapped katana. “About this, I presume.” 


	A nod. She pointed to the railing overlooking a wide-open space. “Let’s go over there.” 


	She led the way. They leaned on the railing for a moment and watched the comings and goings in the large, bustling lobby one level below. To the right an escalator led down from the lobby to the marble pool-and-fountainlined entrance that opened onto 42nd Street.


	The poodle watched from her bag, pink tongue out, panting.


	“Before we go any further,” he said, “who are you?” 


	She shook her head. “How many times must I tell you: I am your mother.” 


	“You’re not getting off that easy this time. Who or what are you?” 


	Her green eyes fixed on his. “I think you know. You tell me.” 


	“I…” This sounded so crazy. “I think you’re Mother Earth.” 


	She smiled. “Would it were that simple, but it’s much more complicated. Too complicated to go into right now.” 


	“But—” 


	“Some other time.” She touched the katana. “This is of more immediate concern.” 


	Something in her tone convinced Jack that arguing would be futile.


	“Okay. What about it? In five minutes it’s going to be in someone else’s hot little hands and probably by tomorrow it will be on its way back to Maui.” 


	“Instead of giving it to this man, it might be better if you took a boat out past the continental ridge and dropped it into the Hudson Canyon.” 


	He glanced at the katana, then back at her.


	“You’re telling me it’s evil?” 


	“Good and evil are difficult to apply to weapons. They can be a means to either end. But this blade… I sense something significant, something of great import about it… that it will be a means to a momentous end.” 


	“A good end or a bad end?” 


	“I wish I could say.” 


	“Didn’t we have this conversation about a certain unborn baby?” 


	She nodded. “They are somehow linked. The baby is all potential with no history. But this…” She pointed to the katana. “It has been used for both good and ill throughout its existence. Its last act before the fire was fratricide—a terrible thing, yet done for good reason for a good end. Immediately after that came the fire.” 


	Before the fire…


	“The bomb?” 


	She nodded. “The nuclear fire changed it. It is now something less, in that it has lost some of the steel its fashioner gave it. But it is also something more.” 


	“More how?” 


	“I wish I knew. It might now be a weapon only for good, or only for evil. Or, like any blade, it might cut either way, depending on who wields it. But it will be used for something momentous.” 


	“So you’d rather have it used for nothing at all.” 


	She shrugged. “Just an instinct. No one can tell the future.” 


	“Trouble is, it’s not my decision. Maybe you can talk to Slater, convince him to give it to you or drop it in the ocean off Maui. I’ll introduce you…” Her stare stopped him. “What?” 


	“You’re going to return it to him.” 


	“Yeah. We have a deal.” 


	“Even after what I said about its momentous potential.” 


	“Look, he paid me. I said I’d look for his katana and if I found it I’d return it to him. We shook hands on it. I gave my word.” 


	She nodded. “Your code. Is that more important?” 


	Jack sighed. He didn’t like to get all philosophical and look too deeply into these things. He tended to follow his gut. He’d learned to trust it.


	He shrugged. “My word is my word.” 


	“And you’ve never broken it?” 


	Yes, he had. He thought of his final facedown with Kusum. But Vicky’s life had been at stake there. Where Gia and Vicky were concerned, he also listened to his gut, and in that situation his gut had said, Fuck the code, waste him.


	And he had.


	But the odd thing was, despite the unquestionable necessity, it had bothered him for a long time after. Still bothered him.


	“It’s like being the little kid with his finger in the leak in the dike. If he pulls it out because it starts to feel a little uncomfortable, he may not be able to get it back in. And then more and more of the sea will flow through, widening the hole until the dike fails and drowns him.” He hated verbalizing this stuff. He shrugged. “Am I making any sense? Do you see what I’m saying?” 


	“You’re saying you’re going to return the blade.” 


	“Well, given a choice between my word and a big fat maybe, yeah, I’m returning the blade.” 


	“I hope it’s the right decision.” 


	“As far as I can see, it’s the only decision.” 


	But he’d rather someone else be making it.
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	A smiling Naka Slater opened the door and stepped back, his eyes on the package in Jack’s hand.


	“At last. The prodigal sword returns to the fold.” 


	Jack figured that mix of metaphors beat his own from the park yesterday, but didn’t congratulate him. Instead he added to the mix.


	“Wrapped in a coat of many colors.” Closing the door behind him, Jack handed it over. “All yours.” 


	And good riddance.


	But the Lady’s words haunted him.


	… it will be used for something momentous…


	Was this chubby sixty-something plantation owner going to be the one to wield it? Hard to believe.


	“How did you ever track it down?” 


	“Crack detective work.” 


	“And you didn’t have to buy it back? Because I’ll reimburse—” 


	“No need. Reasoned discourse carried the day.” 


	He carried it to the bed where he began to unwind the drop cloth.


	“Would you believe this is the first time I’ve ever handled it? At least that I recall.” 


	“You mean it was sitting in your house and you were never tempted to play samurai with it?” 


	“Tempted like crazy. But it was displayed in a sealed glass case for just that reason.” 


	The grip end came free first.


	“You’ve added a handle and a hilt.” 


	“Not me. Someone along the way.” 


	When he revealed the rest he grinned like a little boy with his first puppy.


	“A scabbard too!” 


	As Slater grabbed the scabbard and pulled the blade free, Jack stepped back and slipped his hand to the Glock under the back of his loose T-shirt. He’d already played this scene once and had come away with a sliced-up shoulder. Not taking any chances this time.


	Slater stayed bedside, however, swinging the blade back and forth. But as he swung it his smile faded to a frown, and then a grimace of distaste. He stopped swinging it and dropped it on the bed.


	Jack stared at him. “This isn’t where you try to tell me that isn’t the right sword, is it?” 


	He shook his head. “No. I’d recognize those defects anywhere. But there’s something wrong with that thing.” 


	“Maybe the handle changes the balance or—” 


	“No-no. I mean something wrong inside it. The legends say that Masamune put a little of his gentle soul into each of his katana so that it would not be used for indiscriminate killing. It would sever an evil man’s head but not cut a passing butterfly.” 


	Buuuullshit… buuuullshit…


	“So you’re saying it’s not a true Masamune?” 


	“I’m not enough of an expert to tell. Maybe it is, and maybe the Hiroshima bomb burned away whatever of Masamune was in there. I don’t know. But I do know I don’t want that thing in my house.” 


	“You kidding me? It’s been in your house all your life.” 


	“Yes, two houses and two countries. Maybe I touched the katana when I was little. Maybe a part of me recognizes the difference. I don’t like what it’s become. I don’t want it.” He sheathed the blade and held out the katana to Jack. “Here. You take it.” 


	“Hell no. What am I going to do with—?” 


	He grabbed the drop cloth, shoved it and the katana into Jack’s hands, then hurried to the dresser. He returned with an envelope and gave that to Jack as well.


	“Here—the rest of your fee.” He then stepped to the door and opened it. “Please. Take it. Do whatever you want with it.” 


	Nonplussed, Jack stepped back into the hall. “You’re sure?” 


	“Absolutely. You did a wonderful job, but I’ve changed my mind. Are we square?” 


	“If you say so.” 


	“Then it’s a done deal. Thank you. Good-bye.” 


	He closed the door.


	“Yeah. Good-bye.” 


	Jack looked down at the katana. Now what?
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	1:06.


	Dawn blinked at the display on her bedside clock radio: P.M.? Couldn’t be.


	Clad only in panties, she dragged herself from under the covers and stepped to her bedroom window. She pulled aside the heavy drapes and cringed in the bright light. The sun was high, and Fifth Avenue and Central Park bustled below.


	Right back where I started.


	Or had she ever left? The events of the past few days seemed too totally fantastic to be real.


	Shadowed around the city, abducted in broad daylight, Kickers, Jerry’s brother swinging some weird sword, then kidnapped by ninjas, drugged by Japanese monks, rescued by Mr. Osala—who, it seems, likes to stand on the roof of his car during a storm—and now back to the penthouse.


	Had she dreamed it all?


	She went to her closet and pulled out a robe. She’d totally never worn one before she came here. After all, she’d been able to walk around her house in pretty much any state of undress she pleased. But this wasn’t her house. So when she didn’t feel like getting dressed—like now—she threw on one of these things.


	She stepped out into the hall. The marble floor was cold on her feet as she padded to the kitchen hoping to find some coffee. But the kitchen was empty, just like the coffeepot. She’d make some herself if she knew where anything was, but this was Gilda’s domain and she ruled it like a jealous queen.


	Dawn realized she needed more than coffee. She was starving. She’d have to track down Gilda and have her whip up some breakfast. Or lunch. Or whatever.


	She found her in the hall carrying an armful of men’s clothing. They looked like…


	“Are those Henry’s?” 


	Gilda didn’t look at her. “Yes.” 


	“Then Mister Osala really did fire him?” 


	Gilda said nothing, just kept on moving toward the foyer. Dawn followed in a daze. Then it was true… all true… the nightmare had been real… and Henry had been fired because of her.


	“I’m sorry about what happened. I—” 


	Gilda’s cold look cut her off as she stopped and turned. “You should be ashamed. He was only trying to make you happy, and you betrayed him.” 


	The truth of her words struck like a slap in the face. Yes, she’d totally betrayed him.


	“But don’t you see? I didn’t want to stay here. I wanted to get away and none of you would let me.” 


	“We are here to protect you.” 


	“I know that, and after all that happened, I know this is the safest place to be. But I didn’t see it that way then. I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.” 


	The ice remained in her tone. “Well, you did.” 


	She turned and continued toward the foyer where she laid the pile by the door.


	“Is Henry coming to pick them up?” 


	She wanted to tell him how sorry she was, but didn’t know if she could face him.


	Another cold look from Gilda. “Henry is never coming back.” 


	“Then why are you putting his clothes out?” 


	“They are to be burned.” 


	“Burned?” She didn’t get it. “But he was only fired. You talk about him like he’s dead.” 


	Gilda turned away and headed in the direction of the kitchen.


	“I will make you some lunch.” 


	But Dawn was no longer hungry. She stared at that forlorn pile of clothing, thinking it couldn’t be… it totally couldn’t be.


	Henry was out there in the city, totally alive and looking for another job. He had to be…


	But what she’d seen in Gilda’s eyes just before she’d turned away said otherwise.


	She felt her blood turning to ice.


	Dead? But that could only mean that Mr. Osala had…


	What have I done? Who are these people? What have I gotten myself into?


	25


	Jack entered his apartment with the katana.


	The Lady’s words had haunted him.


	It might now be a weapon only for good, or only for evil. Or, like any blade, it might cut either way, depending on who wields it. But it will be used for something momentous.


	She’d wanted him to dump it in the ocean but had not offered a clear reason why.


	… something momentous…


	Momentous good or momentous evil?


	If the latter, then yeah, dump it in the Mariana Trench, where no one, not even Rasalom, could reach it.


	But if at some crucial moment in the coming showdown it could tip the scale against the Otherness, Jack didn’t want it under seven miles of ocean.


	… it might cut either way, depending on who wields it…


	O’Day had killed Gerrish with it, and Jack guessed that would be considered an ill use of the weapon. But Glaeken had used it defensively, and nonlethally at that.


	Yeah… so it depended on who wielded it.


	He’d given it a lot of thought, leaning this way and that. The tipping point had come when he remembered what Veilleur had said about Rasalom being at the Kakureta Kao temple. If so, he could have gone after Dawn or the katana. The fact that he’d chosen Dawn told Jack that the katana wasn’t all that important to him.


	Jack decided to keep it, figuring he could dispose of it at any time if he changed his mind. But if he ditched it now, there was no going back.


	It wouldn’t fit in the false back of the secretary with the rest of his goodies, so he found a spot on the top shelf of one of his closets. It was too long to lie flat so he leaned it at an angle.


	He stared at it for a moment, wondering if he was doing the right thing.


	Don’t make me regret this, he thought, then shut the closet door.
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	AUTHOR’S NOTE


	You hold the pen-penultimate Repairman Jack novel.


	That’s right: I’ve decided to end the series with number fifteen (though Jack will make his final appearance in Nightworld).


	I’ve always said this would be a closed-end series, that I would not run Jack into the ground, that I had a big story to tell and would lower the curtain after telling it.


	The end of that story draws nigh. (There’s a highfalutin phrase.)


	And if you’ve been following along, you’ve noticed that the recent novels do not tie up as neatly as the earlier ones. I’ve always kept longer story arcs running from book to book, but I used to be able to bring each installment to a distinct conclusion. That, I’m afraid, is no longer the case.


	As I move people and objects into place and set the stage for the events that will tip all of humanity into Nightworld, the final chapter, this sort of incremental closure has become impossible.


	So I ask you to bear with me. You may have noticed that By the Sword began shortly after Bloodline, and Ground Zero picks up a couple of months after that.


	Two more Repairman Jack novels remain, the last ending just before Nightworld begins. Along the way we’ll be reprinting the remainder of the Adversary Cycle, synching the releases of The Touch, Reborn, and Reprisal with Jack’s timeline. (See “The Secret History of the World” at the end of this book for the sequence.)


	The post-Harbingers installments of Jack’s tale have become what the French call a roman fleuve—literally, a “river novel,” with one story flowing from volume to volume. As a result, each new installment is going to feel richer, deeper, and make more sense if you’ve read the ones before.


	Hang in there, folks. It’s been a long ride, and we’ve still got a lot of wonder, terror, and tragedy ahead. I promise you’ll be glad you made the trip.


	—F. Paul Wilson


	the Jersey shore
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	GROUND ZERO


	Surreal, he thought as he watched the twin towers burn.


	His rented boat rocked gently on the waters of New York harbor, a thousand feet off the Battery. The morning sun blazed in a flawless cerulean sky. But for the susurrus of the light breeze and the soft lapping of the waves against the hull, the world lay silent about him.


	A beautiful, beautiful day . . .


	. . . unless you were anywhere near those towers.


	He tried to imagine the pandemonium in the streets around them—the Klaxons, the sirens, the shouts, the confusion, the terror. Not a hint of that here. The towers belched black smoke like a couple of chimneys, but all in silence.


	He checked his watch: nearly ten o’clock. The plan was to allow an hour or so of chaos after the Arabs completed their mission. By then, though fear and terror would still be running high, the initial panic would have subsided. The situation would be considered horrific and tragic, but manageable. The second jet had hit at 9:03, so the hour mark was almost upon him. Time to initiate the second phase—the real reason for all this.


	From a pocket of his Windbreaker he pulled a pair of gray plastic boxes, each the size of a cigarette pack—one marked with an S for the south tower, the other with an N for the north. He put the N away for later. After all, the south tower was the important one, the reason for this enormous undertaking.


	He extended an aerial from the S box, then slid up a little safety cover on its front panel, revealing a black button. He took a breath and pressed the button, then watched and waited.


	The vast majority would blame the collapse on the crazy Arabs who hijacked the planes and the Islamic extremists who funded them—the obvious choice. A few would notice inconsistencies and point fingers elsewhere, blaming the government or Big Oil or some other powerful but faceless entity.


	No one, absolutely no one, would guess—or be allowed to guess—the truth behind the who and the why of this day.


	MONDAY
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	Diana stared at herself in the mirror. She did that a lot. Maybe too much. No, definitely too much. But she didn’t have much else to do.


	She hated her life. So boring.


	Mainly because she was so lonely. Not that she was alone. She shared this big house with three men—grown men, sworn to protect her with their lives—but they weren’t friends. She could talk to them, as in have conversations, but couldn’t really talk to them about things that mattered. She chatted online all the time, but that wasn’t the same as having another flesh-and-blood fourteen-year-old girl in the same room.


	But that flesh-and-blood girl wouldn’t stay long once she got a look at Diana’s eyes.


	She stared at the reflection of those eyes now. With their black pupils, black irises, and black everything else, they looked like ebony marbles stuck in her sockets. Sometimes she wanted to rip them out. Yeah, she’d be blind, but at least then she could go to school instead of having tutors. And she’d have a true excuse for wearing wraparound sunglasses all the time instead of lying about a rare eye condition.


	She guessed it wasn’t a lie. It was rare—only a few Oculi left around the globe—and it was definitely a condition.


	So she was an Oculus. Big deal. These black eyes were supposed to allow her to see things regular eyes were blind to, warnings from Outside.


	Alarms.


	She’d yet to experience one.


	Not that she was complaining. She’d seen her father when he’d received Alarms and it didn’t look pleasant. In fact, it looked awful.


	Why was she thinking of Alarms tonight? She hadn’t—


	Something flashed to her right. She turned to look but it flashed again, still to her right. She realized it wasn’t in the room, but in her eye. A scintillating scotoma. She’d looked it up. The flashing lights always preceded her migraines. This wasn’t the sparkle she usually saw, more like wavy lines, but she knew the sooner she dug out her bottle of Imitrex and took one, the better.


	And then the room tilted. For an instant she thought earthquake or tsunami, but then the pain stabbed through her head—much, much worse than a migraine—and the lights flashed brighter and longer and fused to blot out her room as her knees gave way and she dropped to the floor.


	As she lay there shaking, shuddering, writhing with the pain that suffused her, a tunnel opened through the light, revealing . . .


	. . . a man in a loincloth, standing on an old-fashioned scaffold and carving a huge block of stone more than twice his height into some sort of thick pillar or column . . . his hammer striking the chisel again and again but making no sound . . . all eerily silent . . .


	. . . the same man carving strange symbols into the side of the pillar . . .


	. . . and others . . .


	. . . and carving a cavity, perhaps three feet across and five feet deep, into one end of the pillar . . .


	. . . and suddenly she is grabbed from behind and bound hand and foot . . .


	. . . forced into the cavity . . .


	. . . sealed over with a stone plug, plunging her into darkness . . .


	. . . as she struggles for air she feels the pillar tilt as it slides into a deep hole in the earth and is covered over . . .


	. . . she thrashes in the small space until her air runs out and darkness claims her . . .


	. . . and then . . . a spark in the distance . . . growing . . . swelling . . . to become a glowing egg . . .


	. . . the egg fades and darkness regains control until a booming voice splits the silence . . .


	IT HAS AWAKENED!


	. . . and then the egg reappears and a spot of darkness materializes within it . . . growing . . . growing until . . .


	. . . it bursts free . . .


	. . . a strange, formless, flickering, alien being . . .


	. . . and as it emerges, an odd word forms in her mind . . .


	Fhinntmanchca . . . Fhinntmanchca . . . Fhinntmanchca . . .


	The vision faded, and with it the pain, replaced by beckoning oblivion. Diana fought the draw of the temporary reprieve it promised and forced her eyes open. She pushed herself off the floor and staggered to her bedroom door. She had to tell them . . . she had to go to New York.


	She had to tell the Heir. She had to find Jack. But where was he?
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	For an instant her fingers froze over the keyboard—surely no more than a heartbeat—before she forced them to keep typing. But they were typing gibberish now.


	The man seated by the door was watching her, she was sure of it.


	The cybercafé was small but tended to be only half full at this hour—the reason she timed her visits for this time of day. She didn’t want anyone too close while she typed.


	She made a practice of rotating among a long list of cafés, coffee shops, and libraries that offered laptops and computers for public use. The list was numbered and she used a random integer generator to choose which one she would visit on any given day. The only time she did not follow the generator’s choice was if it happened to produce the same number twice in a row.


	On some visits she would simply surf through her list of blogs and Web sites, blocking and copying pertinent passages and storing them on her flash drive. She never posted on surfing visits. And she never surfed on posting visits.


	Today was a posting visit. She’d typed out her posts last night and this morning, then stored them on her flash drive. That way, when she reached a computer, all she had to do was plug in her drive, block and copy the posts onto the various forums or into the appropriate blog comments sections, then be on her way.


	She was just finishing up—no more than ten minutes at the keyboard so far and maybe two to go—when she noticed the man get a call. He spoke briefly on his cell, then began scanning the room. After studying everyone, his scrutiny settled on her.


	She kept her face toward her screen but watched out of the corner of her eye. He had a bit of a Eurotrash air about him. Maybe it was the hair—bleached blond and short, combed forward for a Caesar look. A well-preserved fifty, tanned, muscular, with strong cheekbones. She didn’t know the country of origin of his clothing, but it was not the U.S. All in all he seemed just a little too well put together to need to rent a laptop in a cybercafé. He looked more like a BlackBerry type.


	He was discreet, pretending every so often to stare off into space as if composing his thoughts, but she’d caught him eyeing her. Certainly not because she was attractive. She had no illusions about her appearance. After Steve’s death, it had ceased to matter much. She’d let herself go somewhat—gaining weight, dressing in baggy warm-ups designed for comfort and little else, letting her hair grow out and wearing it in a styleless ponytail. In fact, if her frumpy looks deflected attention, so much the better.


	No illusions about her mental state either. Maybe a bit paranoid. She might have been pushing evasive measures to the extreme.


	Or not.


	You weren’t paranoid if people were really out to get you, but she couldn’t be sure. If the wrong people were reading her posts, they might—might—care. And if they did care, they might—might—want to stop her.


	If they thought she was a threat.


	A big if. Who frequented these Web sites besides weirdos and nutcases? But the weirdos and nutcases were on to something. They were ninety percent right about everything except who and why. They were pointing fingers in the wrong directions.


	Everything was either political or religious or cultural to them. They couldn’t see that the real reasons were much darker, more sinister, and more dangerous and threatening than their wildest nightmare scenarios.


	Only one man was listening—or at least not dismissing her as a kook as were most of the others.


	When the kooks think you’re a kook, maybe it’s time to reassess your position.


	No. Not when you’re sure you’re right.


	And she was sure. Well, pretty sure. As sure as you could be about these things when—


	There. He’d looked at her again. Her gut tingled with alarm. No question: He was watching her.


	How could they have found her? Her practice of switching log-in locations guaranteed a different IP address every time, and her random choice of location made it impossible to predict where she’d be.


	Well, not literally impossible, but virtually impossible.


	She’d sensed they might be looking for her, but never dreamed they were this close.


	The café, already small and cramped, seemed to shrink.


	Her practice was to situate herself in a rear corner with her back to a wall so no one could read over her shoulder. But that was working against her now. She wished she were closer to the front, nearer the door.


	Keeping her fingers moving and her head perfectly still, she flicked her gaze back and forth. The coffee bar sat against the far wall; to her right, the restroom—“Customers Only”—and an “Employees Only” door leading who knew where; the front door to Amsterdam Avenue lay all the way across the café to her left. Through the windows she could see people whisking by in the bright July sunshine.


	“Another?”


	She jumped at the voice, then realized it was the waiter. Where had he come from? She glanced up at him—certainly no older than his late teens. He looked underfed and overtired. A college kid maybe?


	She forced a smile as she nodded. “Why, yes. I do believe I will.”


	She liked to indulge herself in these cafés, usually with a mocha latte—she was expected to buy something, so she might as well enjoy it—but only one. But today a second cup might prove useful. Make it look as if she intended to stay awhile.


	While she waited, she put the time to good use by uploading the rest of her posts. She’d just hit ENTER on the last when the waiter returned.


	“Hang on,” she said as he placed the cup on the table. She handed him a bill. “Here. I may have to leave on short notice. Keep the change.”


	He looked at it, then her. “This is a twenty.”


	“I know.” She understood his confusion: The tip was more than the coffees. “You look like you could use it.”


	He gave her a self-conscious smile. “Yeah. Thanks.”


	As he wandered away, she glanced into her virtually empty bag. She kept no ID of any sort on her person. Cash, a few toiletries, a pay-as-you-go cell phone, the keys to her three front door locks—that was it. No one could be allowed to know where she lived, because that was where she kept her proof, all the documentation for what she knew to be true. It had taken her years to assemble it and she doubted she’d ever be able to do so again. She couldn’t allow it to fall into the wrong hands.


	With a start she noticed her stalker rise from his seat and amble her way. She stiffened as her heart rate jumped. What was he doing? Was he going to speak to her?


	No, he passed without a look and stepped into the restroom.


	The not-looking was a giveaway. A casual patron would have glanced her way. Or would he?


	She sighed and slumped in her seat. Maybe this was all in her head. God knew she’d been told often enough she was crazy—starting in her teens and continuing through the rest of her life. Maybe they were all right. Maybe—


	No. She couldn’t allow herself to think like that. She knew some of the truth and had to put what she knew out there, to stimulate others to help her look for the rest of it.


	She also knew that blond man had been watching her. Her second cup of coffee had lulled him into thinking he could take a bathroom break.


	Wrong.


	She straightened and rushed through her routine of deleting cookies and erasing her browser history. It wouldn’t stop anyone really serious about finding out what she’d been up to, but would foil run-of-the-mill snooping. She pulled her flash drive from the USB port and shoved it into a pocket. Normally she’d delete everything, then fill the drive to capacity with junk—overwriting all the memory—then delete all that to make sure none of her original files were recoverable, but no time for that now.


	She rose and hurried toward the door.


	Outside she paused and looked around. The air-conditioning in the café had been set a little too low for her and the hot air on the sidewalk felt good. The nearest corner lay to her right so she headed that way at a trot. The sooner she was out of sight of the café, the better.


	She’d broken a little sweat by the time she rounded the corner. Out of shape. Well, what else could she expect from a sedentary life spent reading from either a page or a monitor?


	She glanced back. No one following.


	She slowed her pace. Had she lost him? Had she truly had anybody to lose?


	Even if she’d been wrong, she’d just had a good drill on staying alert. She couldn’t allow herself to become complacent. Not with what she knew.


	Another glance back and she almost tripped over her own sneakers as the blond man rushed into sight at the corner. He stopped, looking around. His movements seemed jerky, almost frantic.


	As if desperately looking for someone.


	She wasn’t imagining it. He was after her.


	Panicked, she ran blindly. She cut toward the street and felt someone grab her arm.


	Another!


	She twisted free and increased her speed. If anything happened to her, her brother would check her house and read the note . . . the note that told him to contact Jack.
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	“All right, lissen up.”


	Jack stood on the Lexington Avenue sidewalk with a dozen typically scruffy Kickers and pretended to pay attention as Darryl gave them their marching orders. Darryl’s scraggly brown hair had grown longer as he’d grown progressively thinner over the past couple of months. He didn’t look well, but he was as enthusiastic as ever as he handed out the sample chapters of Hank Thompson’s bestseller, Kick.


	Jack always saw him around on his regular visits to the Lodge. Hadn’t ever spoken to him, but he didn’t seem a bad guy. Thompson’s gofer. Kind of the Jar Jar Binks of the local Kicker enclave.


	His first encounter with Darryl had been in the basement of the Kickers’ borrowed clubhouse back in May on the night all hell had broken loose. Jack had been clean-shaven then and had had a foot planted in Darryl’s back. No way he’d ever recognize him today.


	“Now,” Darryl said as he scratched his arm with his free hand, “I think you’ve all been here before, so you all should know the drill. But just in case one of you’s a newbie, here’s how we play it. We’re gonna go across the street and stand in front of the Dormie building there and hand this sample chapter of the boss’s book to anyone going in or coming out.”


	Jack stared at the art deco front of the Dormentalist Temple on the far side of Lexington and scratched his new beard. Relatively new. It had filled in nicely since he’d stopped shaving a couple of months ago. He’d needed to change his appearance and it had worked. With his hair cut short—not much longer now than his beard—he looked like a different person.


	Thompson, the Kicker leader, was the reason. Their last meeting had not gone Thompson’s way. Nothing he’d like better than to extract a little payback from Jack’s hide. He’d probably spread his description among his followers, so Jack wasn’t taking any chances.


	He glanced down at the faux tattoo on the thumb web of his left hand.


	Thanks to Gia’s deft touch with a black Sharpie, he looked like a true-blue, dyed-in-the-wool Kicker.


	“You can’t miss the Dormie members,” Darryl was saying. “They got the Michael Jackson jackets on.”


	“Faggots,” said Hagaman, a long-bearded, barrel-chested biker type to Jack’s left. “Just like their boss man.”


	“Former boss man,” Jack said.


	Indelicate photos involving Luther Brady, the Dormentalists’ disgraced Supreme Overseer and Acting Prime Dormentalist—now former SO and APD—had surfaced last fall. He was awaiting trial on a variety of charges, sexual misconduct the least of them.


	Hagaman sneered. “Bet the new one’s a faggot too.” He squinted at the entrance to the temple. “And what’s that bullshit over the door? I seen it a dozen times but what the fuck’s it mean?”


	The desires of the worthless many are controlled by


	the desires and knowledge of the decent few.


	Plato


	Jack shrugged. “It’s Plato. And Plato didn’t always make a lot of sense.”


	He’d never understood how anyone had ever bought into that shadows-on-the-wall stuff.


	“Yeah,” Hagaman said with a derisive snort. “What can you expect from Mickey Mouse’s dog?”


	Jack laughed, then noticed Hagaman’s sharp look. “You were kidding, right?”


	“No.”


	“Play-toe—the philosopher.”


	“Oh, yeah. Sure. Him. What’s his first name again?”


	“He’s just known as Plato.”


	“Just one name? Who’s he think he is—Madonna?”


	Jack turned away and spotted a couple of Dormentalists walking toward their temple. Their steel-gray, double-breasted jackets were buttoned all the way up to their high collars. Some wore military-style cords draped across the front or around a shoulder. He was pretty sure they weren’t going for the Michael Jackson look. Maybe Sergeant Pepper.


	“We’d like to convert the members,” Darryl was saying, “but we’re most interested in the ones going in and out who ain’t in uniform. Those are recruits. And we want to get them before the Dormies do. We want them to be Kickers instead of Dormies. All they gotta do is read that chapter and they’ll want to read the book. And once they read the book, they’re ours. So concentrate on them.” Darryl grinned. “And if the Dormies give you any trouble, well, you just give it right back. Got it?”


	The Kickers cheered, Hagaman the loudest.


	Jack knew the possibilities for some rough-and-tumble were what drew these guys up here. Most of them were bunking at the Kicker HQ downtown and it gave them a chance to earn some Kicker “community service” points in exchange for their keep.


	For Jack it was a chance to stay in touch with the group. He sensed they’d coalesced around Hank Thompson for some purpose. They themselves didn’t seem to know what that was, but he wanted to be nearby when they found out.


	As they trooped across the street, a dreadlocked Kicker who Jack knew only as Kewan—and who knew Jack only as Johnny—sidled up to him.


	“Hey, Johnny, got a light?”


	A smile creased his deeply pocked cheeks . . . a face like the surface of the moon—the dark side.


	“Sure.” Jack fished out his Bic and handed it to him.


	Kewan grinned. “Great. Now, got a ciggie?”


	Jack had guessed that was coming. A lot of these guys had little cash, so he always made a point of carrying a pack of Marlboro Reds. Kewan had lit up by the time they reached the other side.


	They split into two groups of a half dozen each and flanked the doors. As the universally smiling and pleasant Dormentalists emerged or approached, the Kickers pressed them to take the sample chapter and read it. To a man and woman they refused. They knew they were being watched from inside.


	Last year Jack had become involved with the Dormentalists—he wasn’t alone in thinking of it as a cult rather than a church—and knew what went on behind the walls of this tightly controlled, globe-spanning organization that touted its costly programs as steps toward self-realization. By contrast, the Kickers were a loose organization of disparate types brought together by a bestselling book.


	The so-called Kicker Evolution that Hank Thompson touted in Kick embraced all socioeconomic strata, but the lower echelons seemed to return the clinch with the most fervor. Many of them—including their leader—had had brushes with the law.


	The Dormentalists had been in long-term competition with the Scientologists—known in Kicker circles as “L. Ron Hubtards”—over who could cull more depressed and lost sheeple from the human herd for fleecing. Then Hank Thompson had appeared on the scene with his Kick manifesto, urging people to “dissimilate” from society and join the Kicker Evolution. Millions had responded, decimating the ranks of both the Dormentalists and Scientologists. But Thompson wanted more. Right now another group of Kickers was over on West 46th Street at the Scientology building handing out chapters and spoiling for a fight.


	After ten minutes of harassing the Dormentalists, Jack checked his watch. Any second now . . .


	Sure enough, right on time, a group of Temple Paladins spilled from the entrance. Their military jackets were a deep burgundy instead of gray. Known as TPs, they functioned as the cult’s security force.


	“All right, you Wall Addicts. How many times do we have to tell you? Move away from the door!”


	“We’ve got as much a right to be here as anybody!” Jack shouted, for the simple purpose of establishing his presence among the Kickers.


	The usual pushing and shoving match began. Soon the NYPD would arrive and break it up. Jack always made it a point to be gone by then.


	A super-size TP, looking like a grape Kool-Aid pitcher, appeared in the doorway carrying a cardboard box.


	“Attention TPs!” he bellowed. “They’ve been declared ‘In Season.’ Come and get ’em!”


	In Season . . . Dormentalese for an enemy of the cult who was to be eliminated by any means necessary.


	The TPs surrounded the new guy and pulled billy clubs from the box. Then they charged. The Kickers outnumbered them, but the Kickers were unarmed.


	A TP with short blond hair and bad skin took a diagonal swing at Jack’s head. Jack shifted to the side and grabbed the guy’s arm as the baton went by. He pushed it farther in its present direction and brought his knee up against the back of the elbow, hyperextending it. The TP screamed and dropped the nightstick. As Jack grabbed for it, he saw another TP taking a grand-slam swing at him.


	Why was he so popular? Because he’d shouted?


	He pulled the first TP into the path of the blow, hearing him grunt as it hit his shoulder. He picked up the first’s nightstick and rammed it into the second’s solar plexus, doubling him over. Then he jabbed him in a kidney. The guy went down.


	“Hey, you’re pretty good with that.”


	He looked around and saw Hagaman grinning at him. Behind him on the street he saw someone step out of his car and raise a camera.


	He ducked his head and handed Hagaman the baton.


	“Let’s see what you can do.”


	Time to move.


	As Hagaman charged into the melee, Jack turned and strode off. The Kickers would remember him as someone who spoke up when challenged and gave better than he got in the fight. His Kicker credentials were reconfirmed. No need to be on camera or present when the cops arrived.


	Time for a beer. He’d earned one.


	4


	Ernst Drexler ended his phone call and turned to find someone standing in his office.


	No, not someone. The One.


	He shot to his feet and broke out in a sweat as he always did in the One’s presence. The man—no, he was something more than a man—frightened him to the core, especially the way he entered and left rooms without warning whenever he pleased.


	“You’ve located the troublemaker,” the One said—a statement, not a question. “Who is he?”


	“Surprisingly, it was a woman.”


	“What is her name?”


	“We, um, don’t know yet. But she won’t be bothering us anymore. That I can guarantee.”


	“Nothing is guaranteed.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	In apparent deep thought, the One wandered the office. Ernst observed him as he waited for him to speak. His appearance had undergone subtle changes lately. His frame seemed smaller, his skin tones just a shade darker, his features softer, the brown of his hair deeper. All incremental, nothing dramatic, but right now he could pass for Hispanic. Ernst wondered why. Some reason beyond vanity. The One was anything but vain.


	Although he did seem to enjoy good suits. He wore dark blue silk today, with a white shirt and a maroon tie. He tended to look like a businessman.


	Ernst preferred the opposite. As a young man he had begun wearing white, three-piece suits, no matter what the season, and had continued the practice into his sixties. He did not feel his age, knew he did not look it, and was glad of that. He confessed to a modicum of vanity.


	Finally the One turned to him.


	“The Orsa is awake.”


	The news startled Ernst.


	“It is? I had no idea. I was going to check on it later when—”


	“I sensed it awaken a few hours ago. We must waste no time. The Fhinntmanchca process must begin as soon as possible.”


	“Yes, of course. This is wonderful.”


	“It won’t be truly ‘wonderful’ until the Fhinntmanchca successfully completes its task.”


	“Of course. The Order—”


	“I am not leaving it up to the Order. The High Council consists of seven egos who will have to agree on how to proceed. I want no delay. The Septimus Order deserves untold credit for its efforts so far.” He jabbed a finger at Ernst. “But I am putting you in charge. You personally, Ernst Drexler.”


	“I exist to serve.”


	As Ernst bowed his head, he fought to keep his knees from buckling. He had assumed that, as actuator for the High Council, he would do most of the work, but would share responsibility with the council. But now the One was laying responsibility for the successful creation of the Fhinntmanchca—something that had never been done before—entirely on his shoulders. Should he fail . . .


	He did not want to think about that.


	He hesitated, then cleared his throat. “Existing lore is vague on the precise purpose of the Fhinntmanchca. If I may be so bold to ask—”


	“You may. Should you succeed in your task, you shall have your answer. Should you fail, it will not matter to you.”


	Ernst swallowed. He did not like the sound of that.


	The One stepped to the window and looked out. “One of these Taints should provide suitable raw material.”


	Ernst moved to his side and saw the usual group of Kickers clustered outside the Lodge’s front entrance.


	Taints . . . the archaic term for people like the Kickers. And they should indeed provide ample raw material. After all, the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order had loaned Hank Thompson and his followers the use of this Lower East Side Lodge. He was surrounded by Kickers.


	The question was: Which one fit the requirements?


	He looked around.


	The One was gone.
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	His sister didn’t answer his knocks, so he tried his keys. He heard the latch snap back as he twisted it in the last of the three locks on her door, but he didn’t push it open right away. He was afraid of what he might find.


	She called every day at six P.M. sharp. But not today. He didn’t always answer the six P.M. call. She didn’t expect him to. All he had to do was recognize her number on the caller ID and he’d know she was okay. Any other call he’d answer, but the sixer was just her way of checking in.


	No call today.


	His older sister—older by less than two years—was a loony bird but a punctual one. Her looniness had a compulsive component. She wouldn’t skip the call. Something was wrong.


	Earlier he’d been overcome by an uneasy feeling. He hadn’t had a clue as to why, but he’d felt as if something awful were about to happen. Then he’d glanced at his watch and seen that it read 6:07.


	She was late. And she was never late.


	So he’d called her home and heard only her voice-mail message. He’d called her cell and heard the same.


	Something was most definitely wrong.


	So here he was, outside her door, fearing what he’d find on the other side. Not violence. The door showed no sign of damage or tampering. Not that he expected to find any—ever. His sister’s fears that someone might come after her for what she knew were as unfounded as her wild conspiracy theories.


	His concern was more for her health. She didn’t take care of herself.


	Strange how time had changed them. As kids she’d been the slim, picky eater and he’d wolf down anything that didn’t wolf him down first. Now he carefully watched what he ate while she lived on takeout.


	She wasn’t forty yet, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a heart attack. Or a ruptured aneurysm. She could be lying on the floor in a coma. Or worse.


	Taking a breath, he turned the knob and pushed against the door.


	It opened.


	He didn’t know if that was a good sign or not. She had a steel bar she kept across it when she was home. No bar meant she might not be in.


	He entered, calling her name.


	No answer.


	He wove among the piles of junk—what she called “research”—and walked through every room, searching. He hadn’t been here in a long time. The place hadn’t changed much except that the junk piles had grown.


	Nothing. An empty house.


	Where could she be? She’d been off her meds for years. Was she finally off the deep end and wandering the city in some sort of fugue state? The possibility terrified him. Anything could happen to her.


	He headed back to the door but stopped short when he saw the paper taped to the inner surface. He’d missed it on his way in.


	If I’m missing


	Don’t call the police


	They can’t help


	Get in touch with Jack


	Please honor me on this


	Our Jack can find me


	Then she’d written a phone number and the URL of a Web site called repairmanjack.com.


	Jack? Our Jack?


	Who the hell was she talking about?
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	If the damn book weren’t so valuable, Jack would have tossed it out the window months ago. But the Compendium of Srem was one of a kind and priceless.


	And frustrating. Because all its pages were out of order. He’d been searching for references to the Lilitongue of Gefreda and had come across another of the so-called “Infernals”—an odd-shaped contraption called “the Cleaner.” He reached for a bookmark but by the time he turned back, the page had changed.


	He slammed the cover shut and shoved it across the round top of the oak table, then rose and stalked around his apartment. Not much stalking room with all the old furniture, so he sat back down and opened the book again.


	“I can’t believe I fell asleep.”


	He turned to take in the slim blonde standing in the doorway to the bedroom. She wore beige panties and was fastening her bra behind her. He loved her sleek thighs and the swell of her hips.


	He added a swagger to his tone. “Well, Miss Gia, I guess I must’ve worn you out.”


	“I guess you did. But still . . .”


	Sex had been especially hot tonight, and Gia had dozed off afterward, something she rarely did. She was almost back to normal after the hit and run. Her fine motor skills had returned and she was doing commercial art—mostly book covers—full-time and eking out some time for her own paintings. She’d even let Jack see some of her new stuff.


	After she finished with the bra she padded over to the wingback chair where she’d left her sundress, a crazy turquoise pattern that did amazing things to her blue eyes. She slipped it over her head and was fully dressed again.


	“Well, after being lifted to countless peaks of almost unendurable pleasure that shattered worlds and turned whole universes inside out—”


	She laughed. “And turned your prose purple.”


	“—and clove the earth beneath you—”


	“Clove?”


	“Past tense of cleave, right? But anyway, after countless peaks of—”


	“I don’t know about countless.”


	She stepped closer and slipped into the pair of sandals she’d left by the table.


	“You were counting?”


	She smiled. “I always count.”


	“You do?”


	She stood next to him and ran her fingers through his hair. It felt delicious.


	“Well, sometimes I lose track.”


	He glanced back at the Compendium. “Not like I lose track of these pages.”


	“Still shuffling?”


	He nodded. “I found something on the Infernals, but before I could dig in . . .” He shrugged.


	“I’m glad it wasn’t doing that when we were looking up the Stain.” She caressed his nape, sending tingles down his back. “Still wondering about Tom?”


	“Yeah.”


	His missing older brother . . . where in the world was he? Jack had a feeling he was gone from this world. Gone for good.


	“Me too.” Her fingertips moved to his beard. “I think I’m getting used to this.”


	That was good news. She’d hated it at first.


	He slipped his hand under her dress and ran his fingers up her silky inner thigh.


	“You know . . .”


	She stepped away. “It’s late.”


	“I could be quick.”


	She laughed. “Now there’s an offer.”


	“Come on. Or we could just sit and talk. We didn’t get much chance earlier with you in Siestaville.”


	Jack still hadn’t told her the truth about the hit and run—that it had been no accident. Maybe tonight . . .


	“Wish I could, but I’m trying out Courtney Love as a babysitter and I’m not sure how she’ll work out.”


	“Yeah, well, she can’t turn out worse than that Iggy Pop guy.”


	“Seriously, I’ve left Vicky with this girl after school a few times and they get along beautifully. This is her first night gig and I don’t want to get on her mother’s bad side by getting her home late.”


	He slapped his thighs and rose. “I know when I’m beaten.”


	Some other time for the truth.


	Yeah, right.


	Coward.
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	After finding her a cab on Columbus Avenue, Jack returned and seated himself before his computer instead of the Compendium. He accessed the Web mail from his site. After sifting through the Cialis and penis-enlarger offers, he found an e-mail that had come through the site’s Contact function.


	The subject line read: my sister is missing.


	A missing person. Swell. The last missing person he’d looked for had been Timmy O’Brien’s teenage niece and that had led him into the worst days of his life.


	No thanks.


	But he opened it anyway. Just for a look.


	Dear Jack—


	I left you voice mail, now I’m trying this. My sister disappeared today. She left a note saying not to call the police but to get in touch with you instead. She said “Our Jack can find me.” I have no idea what she means by that but I’m honoring her wish. Please contact me ASAP.


	EPC


	He’d left a phone number at the bottom of the message.


	Jack reread it with a growing sense of déjà vu. The words sounded chillingly familiar. And then he remembered . . .


	About a year and a half ago a guy named Lewis Ehler had contacted him about his missing wife. Melanie had told her hubby not to call the cops but to call Jack and only Jack because he was the only one who would “understand.”


	That hadn’t ended too well either. In fact, that had started the souring of almost everything in his life.


	He checked the date on the message: less than an hour ago. That meant this guy’s sister had been gone less than twenty-four hours. Too soon to call the cops anyway.


	Our Jack can find me . . .


	He had no idea what that meant either, and didn’t particularly want to find out. Question was: Should he contact the guy and blow him off, or simply ignore him?


	His instincts urged the latter course, but the “our Jack” thing would follow him around until he found out a little more.


	He logged off and checked his voice mail. He had three accounts and found the guy’s message on the second, saying basically the same thing.


	Oh, hell. Nothing better to do . . .


	He dialed the number. Voice mail picked up on the fourth.


	Swell. Voice-mail tag.


	“This is Jack. You left me a message. Now I’m leaving you one: Be on the southwest corner of Columbus Avenue and Eightieth Street at noon tomorrow and we’ll maybe talk about your sister.”


	Julio’s wasn’t right for this meet, especially since he wasn’t guaranteeing he’d talk to the guy. If he didn’t like his looks—assuming he could pick him out of the other pedestrians—he’d leave him waiting there.


	The guy could go to the cops or find his sister on his own.


	TUESDAY
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	“Enough, already,” Abe said. “My ears. Oy.”


	“One more.”


	Jack loaded another steel ball into the pocket of his slingshot, stretched it back to his chin, aimed, and let fly. The shot smashed into the piece of half-inch plywood twenty feet away with a shower of splinters and a bang that echoed through the cellar like gunfire.


	Jack walked up to the board and inspected his marksmanship. He’d placed ten of a dozen balls within the six-inch target circle. The first few had lodged in the wood until struck and punched through by subsequent shots. Much of the wood originally within the crudely drawn circle lay in pieces on the floor.


	Jack nodded. His aim was improving all the time. “SBD.”


	Abe, dressed in his uniform of half-sleeve white shirt and black pants, came up behind him.


	“And that means?”


	“Silent But Deadly.”


	“I prefer a suppresser on a twenty-two.”


	Jack shrugged. “That’s because a slingshot requires physical effort.”


	The slingshot appealed to Jack—not simply because it was so retro, it was practical too. He saw it as a long-range sap. He could put someone down from a couple of dozen feet away. Plus it had great potential as a harassment tool.


	He collected the shot from the floor and replaced them in their leather pouch. He’d found a ball-bearing company that made big bearings and talked them into selling him some one-inch steel balls.


	He said, “After I sweep this up, I’ve got a gift for you upstairs.”


	Abe rubbed his pudgy hands together. “Edible?”


	“Yep.”


	“Sweep shmeep. I’ll take care of it later.”


	Jack hid a smile as he folded the sling’s wrist brace. “Okay. If you’re sure.”


	“I’m sure already. Let’s go.”


	He followed Abe’s rotund, bustling form past neatly stacked rows of every weapon imaginable and up the narrow staircase to the ground floor of the Isher Sports Shop. Once in the store proper Abe ensconced himself in his usual spot, perching atop the high, four-legged stool behind the scarred rear counter.


	Jack produced a Krispy Kreme bag he’d hidden on the way in and placed it before Abe.


	“Voilà.”


	Abe pulled a chocolate donut from the bag and inspected it like a paleontologist with a newfound raptor tooth. Parabellum, his baby-blue parakeet, fluttered down from the ceiling to perch on his shoulder. He cocked his head back and forth, eyeing the donut with naked hunger.


	Jack had brought four—a pair each of the chocolate cake and sour cream models, both glazed—for a mid-morning snack.


	“Nu . . . what’s the catch?”


	Jack leaned against the far side of the counter and shrugged as he scratched his beard.


	“They’re my white flag. I’ve surrendered. How long now have I been bringing you stuff you don’t want to eat? Does it do any good? No. I’ve decided it’s futile for me to care more about your health than you do.”


	Abe put a hand over his heart. “I’m hurt. To the quick you’ve cut. So easily you give up?”


	“It’s been years, Abe.”


	“And you think I’m unmoved by these caring gestures?”


	
“Doesn’t matter. They haven’t changed a thing. And I confess my motives have been purely selfish: I don’t want to have to look for a new armorer.”


	In truth, Abe was his best friend—not counting Gia—and he wanted him around as long as possible. Simple as that. No need saying it. Abe knew.


	“And you should lord your diet over mine? You who thinks Cheetos is a dairy product and who considers a box of Pringles a serving of vegetables.”


	“Yeah, but I move. I work all that off. You, on the other hand . . .”


	“I had no idea of your deep feelings for me.” He sighed. “I’m touched. And because I’m so touched, a supreme effort I’ll make. Just for you.”


	Jack watched in amazement as Abe replaced the donut in the sack, rolled the top, and slid it to Jack’s side of the counter. Even Parabellum’s beak gaped in wonder.


	“Yeah, right.”


	“It’s true. A new leaf I’m turning. As of right now.”


	They stared at each other for maybe half a minute, then Abe grabbed the sack and tore into it.


	“Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll start.”


	Jack had to laugh as he was reminded of the sign over Julio’s bar: FREE BEER TOMORROW . . . Abe’s diet was always starting mañana.


	Which was why he was built like the Liberty Bell.


	Then he sobered. “Think heart attack, Abe.”


	Abe chewed his first bite thoughtfully as Parabellum hopped onto the counter and policed the crumbs.


	“I have, Jack. And I’ve decided I don’t care. If I drop dead tomorrow, it’s okay already.”


	Jack knew he wasn’t overstating. Abe’s wife was dead, his daughter hadn’t spoken to him in years, and he had very few friends—Jack perhaps the closest.


	“Nothing to live for?”


	Abe shrugged. “I’m not saying that. Do I want to die? No. But if I go, I’m gone. No regrets.”


	“Worse things than dropping dead. You could have a stroke and wind up paralyzed.”


	Abe pointed at the floor. “For that I’ve got a basement full of solutions.” Then he pointed to Jack. “And a friend who’ll help me cut short any unseemly lingering.”


	“Swell.”


	Offing Abe. He couldn’t imagine it.


	“So enough already with the morbid talk.” Abe flattened his copy of Long Island Newsday on the scarred counter and took another bite of his donut. “I need to know what happened in the world whilst I slept.”


	Jack sighed and pulled the Post from the stack of papers. He turned to the sports section. The Mets were in a hitting slump. Again.


	“Nu,” Abe said after a moment. “Here’s an interesting story. Yesterday this doctor’s house burned to the ground in Monroe.”


	“That’s interesting? I mean, I’m sorry for the guy and all, but houses burn every day.”


	“If you’d let me finish, you might know why it’s interesting.”


	Jack glanced at Abe. He usually wasn’t cranky in the morning. He hadn’t finished his first donut yet, so maybe his blood sugar was low. But that didn’t mean Jack would cut him any slack.


	“You don’t need to finish. If it happened in Monroe, it’s automatically interesting.”


	Weird little town, Monroe. Really weird. If Jack never saw it again, he wouldn’t miss it.


	“You want to hear or not?”


	Mimicking his accent, Jack gave an elaborate Abe-style shrug and said, “So speak already.”


	“Turns out he was invaded by current patients and people who wanted to be his patients.”


	“And they burned down his house? Why? He forget how to spell oxycodone?”


	“No. They thought he could heal with a touch.”


	Jack’s glazed sour cream donut stopped halfway to his mouth.


	“Whoa-whoa-whoa! Heal with a touch?”


	“That’s what it says. I remember reading something about him in People not too long ago.”


	“You read People?”


	Jack didn’t know why he was surprised. Abe read everything.


	“I should spend my days not knowing who’s pregnant and by whom? Anyway, the article interviewed some of his patients who said they’d been healed by his touch.”


	“And what did he say?”


	“ ‘No comment,’ I believe.”


	The story sounded too familiar. Walt Erskine from Jack’s hometown had been rumored to be able to heal people with a touch, but he’d kept pretty much to himself. And wore gloves all the time, even in summer. Jack vaguely remembered an incident with a woman with a deformed baby—


	He stiffened. Wait a sec. Back in the spring . . . the paper had said Walt had died . . . in Monroe.


	Abe’s eyebrows rose. “Nu?”


	One guy who supposedly could heal dies and then another guy in the same town develops a similar rep. Coincidence, or . . . ?


	“Nothing. Just thinking.”


	Abe bent again to his Newsday. “Thinking is good . . . to a point.”


	Abe started on a second donut; Jack bit back a remark. He’d given it his best shot. Time to back off. He flipped toward the front of the paper and stopped when a column header caught his eye: CULTure WARS.


	“Tsk-tsk-tsk. Looks like those mean old Kickers and Dormentalists are still at it.”


	A photo of yesterday’s melee—Jack was relieved to see that he’d ducked out of frame before it was taken—was followed by an article on the ongoing conflict.


	“So I read,” Abe said. “But the real war is online. The Kickers have been hacking all the Dormentalist sites and either crashing them or changing the content.”


	“Changing the content how? Somehow having Dormentalism make sense?”


	“No, more like posting pictures of naked adolescent boys.”


	Jack frowned. “Ah. The Luther Brady connection.”


	“Yes. It’s getting ugly. The Dormentalists are recruiting fewer and fewer new shnooks and keep on losing existing shlemiels to the Kickers, and the Kickers are rubbing their faces in it.”


	Jack nodded. “And since the Kickers are far less centralized, they’re harder to strike back at.”


	“Exactly. Especially since they’re anti-Internet.”


	“Does anybody see a contradiction here? They say they’re anti-Internet, but they have hackers who can breach the Dormentalists’ firewalls. What’s up with that?”


	“You want I should explain these people? Why they don’t like the Internet, I have no idea.”


	“Well, according to the book, the Kicker goal is to become ‘dissimilated,’ which has something to do with ‘kicking free’ from society. Maybe they see the Internet as something that assimilates everything.”


	“I don’t know about assimilating,” Abe said, “but it connects everything and everyone who wants to be connected. Even some people who don’t want to be connected, I imagine.”


	Jack glanced at the clock on the wall behind the counter. “Speaking of connecting, I’m supposed to meet some guy to tell him I can’t help him.”


	“You could do that on the phone.”


	“It’s more polite in person.”


	“Polite? Since when you’re polite?”


	Abe’s fingers were edging toward a third donut. Jack snatched it up before they could reach it.


	“Uh-uh. Mine.”


	Abe pouted. “See what I said about polite?”


	“I need it more than you. I have blocks to walk. I need the fuel.”


	“It’s not that far.”


	Jack took a big bite and headed for the door.
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	“All hostilities must cease immediately,” the dude in the white three-piece suit said in his oh-so-lightly accented voice. Sounded like German.


	Darryl stared at him in disbelief. Who did this guy think he was?


	“Hey, you can’t come into our house and talk to Hank like that.”


	Hank, seated beside him, gave him a rough elbow nudge. “This is his house, remember?”


	Darryl suddenly felt like a fool. Right. The Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order owned this big old fortress of a building—their downtown lodge—but they’d been letting the Kickers use it since the winter. Couldn’t blame him too much for getting confused. He’d been living here lately. Only natural to think of it as home.


	“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.”


	The guy in white—Mr. Drexler—didn’t bother to look at him. Like Darryl wasn’t worth it. An older guy with an eagle-nosed face, black hair slicked straight back, and eyes like ice-blue lasers that could bore holes right through you.


	Drexler was the point man for the leaders of the Order, the High Council of Seven that no one ever saw. Darryl wondered if even Drexler ever saw them. He’d called this meeting in the basement of the Lodge and Hank had dropped everything to make it. Darryl hated seeing Hank run whenever Drexler whistled. Hell, he was leader of the Kickers, man. Shouldn’t have to answer to nobody.


	“I required the presence of you and Mister McCabe,” Drexler said to Hank. “I don’t recall authorizing anyone else.”


	“Darryl’s okay,” Hank said. “Not much he doesn’t already know.” Darryl felt his chest puffing until Hank added, “Besides, we may need coffee or something.”


	That’s me: trusted gofer.


	Well, at least he got to hang with the Kicker Numero Uno.


	His right arm started to itch. He scratched it. Damn rash.


	The fourth guy at the table was Terry McCabe, the Kicker Evolution’s spinmeister. Drexler himself had brought him in, and McCabe was the guy responsible for the “hostilities” in the first place.


	“They’ve provided a valuable distraction,” McCabe said. “Because of them, the press has forgotten our link to the horror show on Staten Island. As a result, so have most people. And the few who do remember think the Dormentalists were to blame.”


	Drexler steepled his fingers and nodded. “Even though they were not involved in the least. All well and good, and rather entertaining in the short run. But the brawls and this ongoing Internet assault are beginning to have a deleterious effect on the Church’s abilities to fulfill its purpose.”


	“ ‘Church’?” Hank said. “They’re a bunch of money-grubbing fucks whose ‘purpose’ is to fleece anyone they can grab. Their members are seeing the light and coming over to us.”


	“Yes. Too many of them.”


	Hank slammed his hand on the table. “Never too many! I won’t quit till every one of them becomes a Kicker.”


	“You . . . will . . . stop . . . now,” Drexler said, his blue eyes glittering. “The Dormentalist Church is under our guidance and—”


	“Yours? The Septimus Order’s connected to them?”


	“The lower echelons do not realize it, but yes, we helped fund them in the early years until they became self-sufficient. They are involved in a project the Order had been guiding for millennia.”


	McCabe frowned. “Millennia? As in thousands of years?”


	“It’s called Opus Omega. You need know nothing beyond its name. I can tell you that it is near completion, but your too-successful assaults on the Church are distracting it and forcing it to direct its dwindling resources in directions other than Opus Omega. For that reason, you must back off.”


	Scratching seemed only to worsen the itch on Darryl’s arm. He pulled up the sleeve of his black Polio T-shirt and examined the purple splotch. They’d been popping out on his skin for months. He had about a dozen now.


	“What is that?” McCabe said, pointing to Darryl’s arm.


	Darryl yanked down the sleeve. “Just a rash.”


	“Well, get it looked at.” McCabe leaned away. “It looks kind of funky.”


	“Funky?”


	“Yeah. Like something catching. You—”


	Drexler picked up his black cane and rapped it against the table. “Can we stick to the matter at hand?” He turned back to Hank. “Inform your followers to cease and desist, do you understand?”


	Hank slouched and drummed his fingers on the table. “You know, we appreciate you letting us use this building and all, but we can’t let you Septimus people call the shots for Kickers. The reason for the Kicker Evolution is to get folks to break from the crowd and call their own shots.”


	Darryl forgot the itch as he fought an urge to jump up and cheer.


	You tell ’em, boss.


	Drexler didn’t react. He simply kept his cold gaze fixed on Hank as he spoke. “On the night of your debacle in Staten Island, do you recall a visit from a rather unusual man?”


	Hank jerked up straight in his chair. “How the hell do you know about that?”


	Darryl’s gut twisted as he remembered that guy. He’d looked kind of wimpy at first, but his eyes . . . next to his, Drexler’s were like a warm, loving grandma’s. And he’d done something to Darryl and Hank that sort of paralyzed them.


	Drexler’s thin lips twisted with what might have been amusement. “He is in contact with me from time to time. When he speaks, I listen. And when I relay word from him, you would be wise to listen.”


	“All right, I’m listening,” Hank said. “What’s the word—and who is he, anyway?”


	“Who is he? You would not understand. And you are better off not knowing. He goes by many names, none of which would mean a thing to you. Call him the One. But his ‘word,’ as you put it, is to cease and desist.”


	“How do we know that?” Darryl blurted. “This could be your idea and you’re just saying it’s his.”


	Drexler kept his eyes on Hank. “Would you like a personal visit from him?”


	The words hung in the air for a few heartbeats, then Hank turned to McCabe. “Okay, Terry. You heard the man. We’ll back off the temples and leave the Dormies’ Web site alone.”


	McCabe nodded. “I’ll get on it as soon as we’re finished here.”


	“You are finished here now, Mister McCabe. Get to it immediately.” As McCabe rose and headed for the door, Drexler pointed to Darryl. “And take this fellow with you. I have something special I wish to discuss with Mister Thompson.”


	“Darryl stays,” Hank said.


	Darryl could have kissed him—not that he’d ever really kiss a guy.


	“It is a sensitive matter.”


	“Darryl stays.”


	Darryl sensed that because Hank had given in on letting up on the Dormentalists, he wasn’t going to budge on this.


	“Very well. But he must be sworn to secrecy, as must you, Mister Thompson. What I am about to reveal must remain secret from everyone, including your most trusted followers. Do you agree?”


	“Yeah, sure,” Hank said. “I won’t breathe a word.” He turned to Darryl. “You cool with that?”


	“My lips are sealed. Like with Krazy Glue.”


	And he meant it. If Hank wanted tight lips about whatever this was, that was what he’d get.


	Drexler nodded. “This is quite serious. Even though this nondisclosure agreement is not on paper, it is binding. Do you understand?”


	They both nodded, then Hank said, “Let’s get to it.”


	“One more thing,” Drexler said. “The gentleman we were discussing a moment ago suggests you allow the council to guide you into other areas of endeavor that will speed your goal of universal dissimilation.”


	Darryl remembered the scary guy saying something about that.


	Wouldn’t you like to see everyone on the planet dissimilated—every man, woman, and child an island? . . . That works into my plans as well. I may be able to assist you toward that end.


	“And just what would those areas be?” Hank said.


	“I’ve learned to avoid second-guessing him or the council, so I’ll stick to what I know, and . . .” His eyes seemed to glow as he smiled—the first real smile Darryl had ever seen on this guy’s puss. “What I am about to reveal is wonderful, in every sense of the word.”


	“I can hardly stand the suspense,” Hank said in a bored tone. “What is it?”


	“It would be almost impossible to explain.” Drexler rose from his seat. “So I will show you.”


	“Better be close by,” Hank said. “ ’Cause I’ve got things to do.”


	“Very close by. No more than thirty feet away.”


	Hank looked around. “Where?”


	Drexler pointed to the floor. “Straight down. Directly beneath our feet.”


	“Nothing down there but rock.”


	Drexler’s grin broadened. “Au contraire. There’s a subcellar, and it is occupied.”
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	Someone—no, two people were sitting at Jack’s table.


	Right now they appeared as a pair of lighter splotches against the dark rear wall. He stood inside the door and waited for his eyes to adjust from the late morning sun.


	Julio appeared. “They showed up half an hour ago. The guy handed me his pistol. I checked him and he’s not carrying a backup.”


	Julio, short and muscular, had let his usual pencil-line mustache expand to a goatee. Jack didn’t think it was inspired by his own beard, but who knew.


	“What about the other guy?”


	“That’s not a guy. That’s a girl. A kid.”


	“And you gave them my table?”


	Julio shrugged. “They been here before, meng. You know them.”


	As his eyes adjusted, Jack recognized Cal Davis, back to the wall, looking his way. And next to him . . . Diana.


	He hadn’t seen these two since January; he hadn’t left Cal and his fellow yeniçeri on the best of terms.


	He looked around the sparsely populated bar. No surprise, seeing as it was pre-noon, and only the heartiest digestive tracts dared eat at Julio’s.


	“Any noobs?”


	“Nah. All regulars.”


	Jack went to the window and checked out the street. No sign of any yeniçeri. He stepped back toward Julio.


	“They say what they want?”


	“What else they gonna want? Talk. You gonna?”


	“Yeah, I guess so.”


	“You gonna want coffee?”


	“Yeah. I think I’m in the mood for a double mocha latte with extra whip cream.”


	Julio gave him the finger over his shoulder as he walked away.


	Jack approached the table. Davis rose but didn’t extend his hand, so Jack simply nodded. He did however offer his hand to the girl.


	“Hello, Diana. This is a surprise.”


	Despite the dim lighting, she wore large sunglasses. She’d changed some since Jack had last seen her, losing a bit of her baby fat, maybe a little taller.


	She gave his hand a quick, light shake—more of a finger tug. “For me too.”


	“How old are you now?”


	She lifted her chin. “I just turned fourteen.”


	Poor kid. Teen years were hard enough without being a bona fide freak.


	He turned to Davis. “I assume this wasn’t your idea.”


	He was dressed in a black suit and tie over a white shirt. His black fedora sat on an empty chair.


	He glanced at Diana. “I was and still am opposed to coming here.”


	“Well then, let’s do what we can to get you back to where you’d rather be and that’s my seat you’re sitting in.”


	Davis offered a tight smile as he moved to another. “I know. I was keeping it warm for you.”


	Jack took his usual place as Julio arrived with a cup of coffee that appeared to have a small turd floating in it.


	“What is that?”


	“As close as we get to mocha, meng.” And then he was gone.


	Jack spooned out the object: a baby Snickers bar. He ate it, then sipped his coffee.


	“So . . . still in Nantucket?”


	Davis nodded. “What’s left of us. Just me and Grell and Novak now. Lewis, Cousino, and Geraci lit out after you that night and never came back. Finan and Dunsmore quit a couple of weeks later.”


	He knew Davis was talking about his fellow yeniçeri, but Jack had no faces for the names.


	“I thought all you yeniçeri dedicated your lives to guarding the Oculus,” he said with a nod toward Diana.


	“Some more than others.” He gave Jack a hard stare. “What did you do to those three? They vanished without a trace.”


	“The guys in the Hummer? You might want to drag the harbor.”


	His eyes widened. “How—?” He shook his head. “Never mind. Diana has something to tell you.”


	Jack turned to her. “You’ve had a vision?”


	She nodded. “An Alarm, yes. My first.”


	Oh, right. Oculi called their visions Alarms.


	“Do I want to hear this? I mean, considering what your father’s last Alarm led to.”


	Diana paled and Davis’s right hand balled into a fist.


	She said, “I’m so sorry about that. I—”


	“Not your fault. Not even your father’s fault.” He glanced at Davis. “But I can’t say the same for some of the yeniçeri.”


	“We were being used,” Davis said through his teeth. “We were all being used. We’re still being used.”


	Jack sighed and leaned back. “Yeah. I suppose we are.”


	“And you got your revenge—in spades.”


	Jack remembered that time. He’d really lost it.


	“Revenge only in one case. The rest was preemptive. You gonna sit there and tell me you blame me, that if positions were reversed you wouldn’t have done the same?”


	Davis looked away. “No. Still, a lot of them were friends.”


	Jack dropped it. The past was past. No use rehashing it. But he and Gia and Vicky would live the rest of their lives with the fallout from that last Alarm. And Emma . . . Emma wasn’t living at all.


	He turned to Diana. Might as well get to it.


	“What did the Alarm show?”


	As she related her vision Jack realized she was describing the carving and burial of an ancient Opus Omega column.


	“You’re nodding,” she said. “You know about this?”


	“It’s been going on for thousands of years. Those columns are buried around the globe in a specific pattern.”


	Davis frowned. “To what end?”


	“When they finish the job, they believe it will give the Otherness the edge to change the world.”


	Jack also knew that every insertion of one of those columns into the ground was a knife in the back of the Lady with the dog, and left a scar. Was that the purpose—hurt her? Was she some sort of barrier between the Otherness and Earth, and if they weakened her enough the Otherness could make the leap?


	He wished he knew. So many things he wished he knew.


	“Are they crazy?” Davis said. “Don’t they know what that will mean? Hell on Earth.”


	“Not for them. They believe participants in the Opus Omega will be given special treatment and privileges in the new world order.”


	Davis snorted and shook his head. “Privileges or not, they’ll still be in hell. Ignorant dumbasses.” He turned to the girl. “Sorry, Diana.”


	She didn’t seem to have heard, or care if she had. She sat twisting her fingers together.


	“But in the vision they sealed me in the column—alive—and then buried it.”


	“Apparently it’s not enough simply to stick a body in the column. Someone has to die inside it.”


	“It was horrible. But then the strangest thing happened. A glowing egg appeared and hatched something . . . something I couldn’t see . . . a dark shape that seemed to suck in the light around it.”


	Jack tried to grasp that and failed. Could that be the goal of Opus Omega—create a cosmic egg with some sort of black hole within? He turned to Davis.


	“You must have heard about a lot of these Alarms over the years.”


	He nodded and glanced at the girl. “From Diana’s father, yes.”


	“Did they tend to be pretty much true to life, or more metaphorical?”


	“From what he told me, true to life. The Alarms showed either what would happen if we didn’t interfere, or what we should make happen. It wasn’t always clear which. They could be ambiguous at times, but definitely true to life.”


	True to life . . . a big egg hatching something. Sheesh.


	“But that’s not the strangest part,” Diana said. “The thing that came out of the column . . . it might have been human, but I don’t think so. If it was human, it wasn’t a normal human.”


	More vagueness. Couldn’t anything be clear-cut?


	“So you didn’t get a good look at it.”


	She shook her head. “It was blurred, almost flickering, as if it was flashing in and out of existence. And then a word sounded in my head: Fhinntmanchca.”


	“Say what?”


	“Fhinntmanchca. Don’t ask me what it means. I have no idea.”


	Davis said, “Don’t look at me. I’ve never in my life heard the word, or anything even close to it.”


	“I think it refers to whatever came out of the egg.”


	That seemed a reasonable assumption.


	“Did the egg crack open?”


	Another shake of her head. “No, this just sort of emerged from it. One second it wasn’t there, and then the next it was moving toward me.” She looked at Jack. “Fhinntmanchca . . . you’ve never heard of it?”


	“No.” He didn’t even know if the word applied to the egg or the thing that hatched from it. “Why would I?”


	“I don’t know. The Alarm . . . at the end it was clear that I had to tell someone who could do something about it.”


	“And you chose me?”


	“Well, the Sentinel would have been best, but no one knows where he is, do they?”


	The Sentinel . . . that was what these folks called the point man in the war against the Otherness. Others called him the Defender. They ascribed all sorts of power to him, but he was just a man now, an old one. Jack knew his real name, but the old guy preferred to go by the name Veilleur.


	“So, since I couldn’t tell him,” Diana was saying, “it seemed pretty clear I should tell his Heir. And that’s you.”


	Yeah, he thought. Me. Lucky, lucky me.


	What was he going to “do” about something he’d never heard of?


	He’d have to wait until he could ask Veilleur about it, but he seemed to have dropped off the face of the Earth the past couple of months. Maybe the Compendium had heard of this finnymacaca or whatever it was. But even if it was in there, could he find it? Worth a try.


	“Got an idea,” he said. He rose and retrieved a pen and a napkin from the bar. “Okay. What’s this thing called again?”


	Diana repeated the name and Jack spelled it phonetically: fint-MAHNCH-ka. One weird word. Didn’t seem to fit any language he’d ever heard.


	Suddenly Diana shot from her seat.


	“He’s here!”


	Jack saw Davis instinctively reach for his empty shoulder holster. They both looked around, wondering what she meant.


	“I feel him!” she cried.


	The whole place was staring at her now. Someone at the bar said, “Hey, you can feel me too! Anytime you want.”


	Jack shot a look toward the bar, searching for the comedian. Couldn’t tell so he turned toward the front window and saw Veilleur’s face peering in. An instant later he was gone.


	“He’s outside!”


	She rushed toward the front door. Davis tried to grab her arm but missed, so he rose and followed on her heels. Jack held back. He wanted to see Veilleur too, but had to let him go.


	Diana stepped outside and peered up and down the street. Finally she gave up and came back in.


	“I know it was him,” she said with a despondent look as she dropped into her chair.


	Jack knew the answer but felt obliged to ask. “Who?”


	“The Sentinel. He was right outside. I felt him.”


	“Are you sure?” Davis said.


	“Of course I’m sure,” she snapped. “Sometimes you just know things, and I know he was out there.” She looked at Jack. “Why didn’t he come in? If I can sense him, I’m sure he can sense me. Why would he avoid me when I could tell him about the Alarm?”


	For all Jack knew, Veilleur could have been stopping by to see him after all this time. He certainly understood why he wouldn’t want an Oculus and a yeniçeri to see him in his present condition.


	“Maybe he already knows,” Jack said, realizing it sounded lame.


	She shook her head. “I don’t understand. It feels like everything is slipping away. The Adversary seems to be getting the upper hand, and the Sentinel does nothing.”


	Because he can’t, Jack thought. Because he’s not the Sentinel anymore. There is no Sentinel. Just an old man and his supposed Heir.


	But he couldn’t say that. No one could know, or even suspect—especially the Adversary . . . the One . . . Rasalom.


	“I’m sure he has a plan.”


	“Well, if he does, he’d better act soon, because there’s not much time.”


	She pulled off her glasses and he had a glimpse of her startling, all-black eyes before she covered them with her hands and sobbed.


	Jack wanted to reach over and hug her against his side and tell her it was going to be all right. But she knew too much to believe that anyone could promise that. And how convincing could he be when he didn’t believe it himself?


	He saw Davis’s stricken look and knew he felt the same way.


	“Did you see anything else?”


	“No,” she said without looking up. “But I had a dream after the Alarm, and it was what I didn’t see then that scares me.”


	Jack knew immediately what she was talking about.


	“You mean the future?”


	She nodded. “I saw the Nantucket house in the summer as it is now. And then in autumn with the leaves falling. Then covered with snow. Then the trees budding. Then . . .” She lowered her hands and leveled her black gaze at him. “Then nothing . . . nothing but blackness.”


	Jack held her gaze. “I know.”


	“You know? How?”


	“You’re not the first to see that. Over the past year I’ve heard exactly the same thing from a couple of other sources.”


	The late Charlie Kenton for one. And during her coma, Gia had experienced something similar to Diana’s dream.


	“Then that means the Adversary is going to win,” Diana said. “And if that’s true, then all this is for nothing.”


	“Not necessarily.”


	She squeezed her eyes shut as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’m never going to be fifteen.”


	Jack grabbed her hand. “I have it on good authority that what you’re seeing is how it will be if we do nothing. But we aren’t going to do nothing. We’re going to stop him and the Otherness.”


	He didn’t know why, but he needed to give her hope.


	“How?”


	“The Sentinel—once he’s alerted to the danger, he’ll act. He’ll come charging in and make the Adversary wish he’d never been born. He’s kicked Otherness butt before and he’ll do it again. That’s why the Adversary is being so sneaky. He knows if the Sentinel gets wind of his schemes, he’s cooked.”


	Jack marveled at how easily he mixed lies and truth. And Diana seemed to be buying it.


	“But why doesn’t he do something now? I have an awful feeling about this Fhinntmanchca, whatever it is.”


	“I’ll look into it,” Jack said.


	If he couldn’t find it in the Compendium, maybe Veilleur would know—if Jack could find him. Damn, he wished he knew where he lived.


	The three of them lapsed into silence and Jack glanced at the PBR clock over the bar. Noon was approaching.


	Diana took a slow, shuddering breath and pointed to the black orbs of her eyes. “I don’t want this.”


	“Diana,” Davis said softly. “You were born to it.”


	“Then I wish my parents had never met. I don’t want to know what’s coming. I don’t want to look like this. And I don’t want another Alarm.”


	Jack had witnessed her father in the throes of one and it hadn’t looked pleasant.


	“Painful?”


	“You wouldn’t believe.” She replaced her sunglasses. Her voice edged toward another sob. “I didn’t ask for this.”


	“That makes two of us.”


	She leaned toward Jack. “You’re the Heir. You’re supposed to be itching to take on the Adversary.”


	Jack held back a laugh. “You’re kidding, right? I’ve met him, and believe me, that’s the last thing I want to do.”


	“But you’re supposed to be noble, a hero.”


	Teenagers . . .


	“I don’t know who’s doing all this supposing, but it doesn’t change who I am. I’m just a guy from Jersey who’s learned a few tricks. This is the only way I know how to be.”


	“But how . . . how will you defend us if your heart’s not in it?”


	“Defend you?” Jack looked at her, then Davis, then back to her. “I don’t know you well enough to put my life on the line for either of you.”


	“She was talking about the rest of humanity,” Davis said.


	“Hey, I know the rest of humanity even less. But I do know a couple of people in this town I will die for if I have to. So if you wind up benefiting from my defense of them, then lucky you. But you won’t have to thank me, because I’ll have done it for them.”


	Diana shook her head. “I don’t believe you. You’re better than that. You’re the Heir.” She said the last word as if repeating it would somehow morph him into her preconceived image.


	“So I’m told. Be nice if someone had checked with me first.”


	“If you’re the backup,” Davis said with a sour expression, “then let’s wish the current Sentinel continued long life and good health.”


	Jack raised his coffee cup. “I’ll drink to that.”
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	“What is that?”Hank said.


	Drexler had led them to a closet in a small room off the main basement space, and pulled up a trapdoor in the floor. He’d explained that all the Order’s lodges were built with subcellars and escape routes. “Just in case.”


	Down a wrought-iron spiral staircase to a dark, dank space that echoed like a cave. Then Drexler hit a switch somewhere and the place lit up.


	Yeah, kind of cavernous, with a domed ceiling strung with hanging lights. Then Hank saw it. How could he miss it?


	A big, oblong thing, like a huge, blunt-ended football that needed some air, lay on its side at the far end of the space. He guesstimated its size at maybe ten feet long and four feet high. Light from the overhead incandescent bulbs reflected dully from its surface.


	“Yeah,” said Darryl at his side. “What is it, man? Looks like a giant booger.”


	Hank had to smile. Darryl had pretty much nailed it—like a transparent football filled with snot.


	“How quintessentially you,” Drexler said.


	Darryl shrugged. “How’d you get it in here without any of us noticing?”


	“You never noticed because we moved it in long before a single Kicker set foot in the building.”


	Hank didn’t see any door big enough to fit it through. “What you do—bring it in in pieces?”


	“No, that would have been quite impossible. The task required a bit of demolition and subsequent reconstruction, but we succeeded.”


	Hank had noticed signs of repair on the rear wall of the Lodge, and now could see signs of the same in the roof of the chamber.


	“You must have wanted it in here really bad.”


	“Oh, we did, Mister Thompson. We did.”


	“Back to my original question: What is the damn thing?”


	“We call it the ‘Orsa.’ ”


	“Orca?” Darryl said. “You mean like a whale? Don’t look like no whale I ever seen.”


	“No,” Drexler said with a definite edge to his voice. “Orsa. It’s Latin. It means ‘first.’ ”


	Hank stared at it. “What’s it supposed to do?”


	“Change the world, Mister Thompson. And I believe you know the change I’m talking about.”


	Hank nodded slowly. He did. His daddy had talked about that change. He’d called it the Plan and it involved beings, the Others, locked out from the world, waiting for ages to return, and a way to help them back in.


	But the Plan was all about a bloodline, Hank’s bloodline, leading to a very special baby, a baby now living in a teenager’s belly, a pure-blooded child who would unlock the gates that prevented the Others from returning to the Earth and reclaiming it.


	When they returned they’d reward those who’d unlocked the gates. Or so he’d been told.


	“Yeah, I know. But the way to make it happen didn’t involve anything like this.”


	“There is more than one route to that end, Mister Thompson, and all are being pursued. Opus Omega is stalled, at least in this country, due to some unfortunate scandals involving the Dormentalists.”


	Darryl snickered. “ ‘Unfortunate,’ all right.”


	Drexler looked like he’d just sucked a rotten egg. “Must he be here?”


	“Cool it, Darryl.”


	Hank stepped closer for a better look. He could see pretty much all the way through it—like looking through churned-up water, only nothing was moving inside. It sat about chest high and he realized it wasn’t entirely empty. Through the ground-glass transparency he saw a thick, four-foot-long streak of chunky, brownish powder—looked like dirt—floating near the right end.


	Darryl came up and bent at the waist for a closer look at the deposit, so close his nose almost brushed the Orsa. He put his hand out to lean against it but snatched it away and leaped back as soon as he made contact.


	“Jesus!”


	Wondering what was the matter, Hank touched it himself. It felt soft, rubbery, almost like—


	A tremor rippled over its surface and he too snatched his hand back.


	“You feel that, Hank?” Darryl said in a hushed tone. “The freakin thing’s alive!”
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	Jack arrived at the northeast corner of Columbus Avenue and 80th Street a little after noon. He checked himself in a store window. With his beard and a Mets cap worn low over wraparound sunglasses, he was virtually unrecognizable. So even if this was a setup—he’d royally pissed off more than his share of people over the years—no one would spot him until he wanted to be spotted.


	He searched the far side of the intersection as he pretended to wait for the walking green and found a trim, athletic-looking guy with longish sandy hair; he looked about Jack’s height and age. He wore a tan suit and stood with his hands in his pockets as he peered about. Could be him. Or just a guy out to grab some lunch.


	The light changed and Jack crossed Columbus with the crowd, but the suit stayed where he was, glancing at his watch and still looking around. The odds increased that this was the guy. Jack studied him some more as he waited for the signal to cross 80th to his corner, trying to guess what he did for a living. Good quality suit but not designer. Office job, obviously. Advertising? Wall Street? Lawyer? Whatever, his expression was concerned, maybe even worried.


	Afraid “our Jack” wouldn’t show?


	Another green light. Jack hesitated, then figured what the hell. The guy looked okay—in fact Jack had an inexplicable good feeling about him, and that was unusual. Maybe together they could figure out the “our Jack” thing.


	So he crossed and passed him, then turned and stopped just sunward.


	“Looking for someone?”


	He gave a little jump, then turned and raised a hand to shade his eyes.


	“You’re Jack?”


	“ ‘Our Jack,’ in the flesh. EPC, I presume.”


	He looked puzzled for an instant, then gave a crooked smile Jack found oddly familiar. “Oh, yeah. The initials. I felt a little queasy about leaving my name.”


	Queasy . . . that seemed to set off something in Jack’s head. Why?


	“Smart,” Jack said. He pointed east along 80th toward Central Park. “I assume your presence here means you’ve had no word from your sister, so let’s walk.”


	But the guy stayed where he was. “This is a little too weird. I don’t know a thing about you, yet I’m meeting you here on a corner because my missing sister asked me to call you and I don’t even know if you’re really the guy I was supposed to call.”


	“Point taken. And the thing is, I probably won’t be able to help you, but—”


	“What are you? A cop? A detective? What?”


	“Just a guy who’s curious about how your sister knows me. What’s her name?”


	“Louise Myers.”


	Louise Myers . . . didn’t ring a bell, even faintly.


	“Never heard of her.” Jack pointed toward the park again. He didn’t like standing on the corner. “Walk a ways and tell me what makes you think she isn’t simply on a trip to Maine or somewhere?”


	As they started to move, EPC reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He handed it to Jack.


	If I’m missing


	Don’t call the police


	They can’t help


	Get in touch with Jack


	Please honor me on this


	Our Jack can find me


	If I’m missing . . . That didn’t sound good.


	“Sounds as if she expected some foul play to go down.”


	He sighed. “Well, yeah. She did. She always did.”


	“Did she have enemies?”


	He tapped his temple. “Only up here.”


	“Paranoid?”


	He shrugged. “A little, maybe. At first they said she was bipolar, then she was this, then she was that. I’ve come to the conclusion that Weezy is just . . . different.”


	Jack’s stomach dropped and he stopped so abruptly a woman bumped him from behind.


	“Idiot!” she said as she slipped past him.


	Jack ignored her and stared at the guy. “Did you just say ‘Weezy’?”


	“Yeah. That’s what we called her growing up and—”


	“Weezy Connell?”


	His eyes widened. “Yeah. How do you—?” He leaned closer. “Jack? Oh, Christ, it’s you! I don’t believe it!”


	“Eddie!”


	They embraced, back slapping, then stepped back and looked at each other.


	Now that he knew who he was looking at, Jack could see his boyhood friend, but it wasn’t easy. Chubby Eddie Connell had grown into a lean, fit-looking man.


	“You know, Eddie, I was looking at you and there was something about you, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. I mean, how could I? You’ve got cheekbones!”


	He laughed. “Hey, it’s Ed now. And look at you with the beard. Who’d’ve thought? ‘Our Jack.’ It all makes sense now.”


	They both sobered at once.


	“Weez . . .” Jack said. “You really think something’s happened to her?”


	The idea was hard to take. He hadn’t seen her since high school, but they’d been soul mates as kids.


	“What else can I think?”


	“But you said her enemies were all in her head.”


	Weezy had been eccentric as a kid, for a while very much into what she called the Secret History of the World. Come to think of it, Veilleur had said there truly was a Secret History, so maybe she had been on to something. She’d spent time on and off medications for mood swings. Definitely “different,” as Eddie-now-Ed had said, but hardly a threat to anyone.


	“She’s become something of a recluse, rarely leaving her house except to go food shopping and to Internet places.”


	“No access at home?”


	“Yeah, but . . .” He frowned. “Don’t ask me to explain it because I can’t, but she told me she needs to keep changing her IP address for certain of her online activities.”


	“Such as?”


	“Wouldn’t say. Said I was better off—safer—not knowing.”


	That didn’t sound good.


	“Could she be involved in anything shady?”


	He made a face. “Weezy? You know her. Straight arrow.”


	“I knew her. Been a lot of years. You never know.”


	“She hasn’t changed all that much.”


	Jack remembered something. “You called her Louise Myers. I gather she’s married.”


	“Was. Married a guy named Steve Myers right after she graduated John Jay and—”


	“John Jay? The criminal justice place?”


	He nodded. “She has a BS in forensic science.”


	“Like I said: You never know. The marriage didn’t work out, I take it?”


	Ed shook his head. “Steve blew his brains out.”
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	“It is alive,” Drexler said.


	Darryl watched him run his hands over the surface of the Orsa’s flank like he was feeling up a woman. He hadn’t liked the feel of the thing, like football hide, but with a little more give. And he especially hadn’t liked that little ripple effect when he’d touched it.


	“How can it be?” Hank said, looking a little scared.


	“It simply is. And over the years it has been most entertaining to watch the transformation.”


	Entertaining? Darryl thought. Drexler found the weirdest things “entertaining.”


	Drexler’s voice dropped in volume. “But then, in the early hours of yesterday morning, it woke up.”


	“How could you tell?” Darryl said.


	Drexler didn’t look at him. “We knew.”


	“Well, like how?”


	Not like it had eyes that opened, or a mouth that could say good morning.


	He still wouldn’t look at Darryl. Like he thought if he didn’t look, Darryl would disappear. But Darryl wasn’t going anywhere.


	“When it awoke, the Orsa changed from an opaque gray to clear, as you see it now.”


	Darryl’s arm started to itch again. Damn.


	“Okay,” Hank said, “let’s just say I buy that this thing is alive and awake. What does it do?”


	Drexler looked at Hank—oh, sure, look at Hank but not Darryl.


	“As I said, it will help change the world.”


	Change the world . . . the Kicker Evolution was supposed to change the world, but Darryl got a real strong impression that they were talking about a different kind of change, and speaking in some sort of code.


	Hank didn’t look convinced. “Yeah? How?”


	He gave a sideward nod toward Darryl. “It’s too complicated to go into now.”


	“Hey,” Darryl said, scratching his arm, “I can tell when I’m not wanted.”


	Finally Drexler looked at him. “Can you now?”


	“Yeah. I’ll leave and let you get ‘complicated.’ ”


	“That would be—” Drexler stopped and stared. “What is that on your arm?”


	Darryl tugged his sleeve down. “Nothing.”


	Drexler stepped closer. “Show me.”


	“It’s nothing. I—”


	“Show me.”


	Didn’t look as if the guy was going to give up, so Darryl yanked up his sleeve and exposed the purplish rash. Drexler stared a few seconds, leaned in for a closer look.


	“Do you have more of these?”


	“Yeah.”


	“How many?”


	“Half a dozen, I guess. You know what it is?”


	“How long have you had them?”


	Darryl was getting worried now. “A couple months. What is it?”


	“I’m not a doctor, but you need that looked at. Have you been having night sweats?”


	“N-no.”


	Not true. He’d been sweating a lot at night, and it was getting worse. Just last night he woke up with his undershirt so wet he could have wrung it out. He’d had to get up and change.


	But he didn’t know why he’d denied it. Maybe it was the way Drexler was looking at him . . . like he suddenly found him interesting. But not a caring interest. More like a guy who’d found a strange-looking bug.


	Maybe he was afraid Drexler would find him “entertaining.”


	“Be that as it may,” he said, pulling out a cell phone, “I’m going to call a doctor I know and get you an appointment immediately. You need a full work-up.”


	Now Darryl was really scared. “What do you think it is?”


	But Drexler wasn’t listening. He was frowning at his cell phone.


	“Forgot: no signal down here. We must go upstairs.”


	“Hold on a second there,” Hank said. “That can wait. I want to know how this thing’s gonna help change the world.”


	“I’m afraid this cannot wait. This man must see a doctor immediately.”


	Darryl didn’t know what frightened him more now: what might be wrong, or Drexler’s concern.
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	“She calls me every day at six P.M. sharp,” Ed was saying.


	They’d found a hotel with a bar—the first place they’d tried, the Excelsior, had been shockingly deficient in that amenity—and snagged a booth away from the windows. Jack didn’t sit in windows.


	“And I do mean sharp,” he added. “In years I don’t think she’s ever been more than five minutes late.”


	“Why the call?”


	“To let me know she was all right—for her sake rather than mine. After Steve’s death, she became concerned about living alone. Something could happen to her and no one would know. She could fall and lie there for days, dying of dehydration or starvation, with no one having a clue that anything was wrong. Or someone could come in and attack her and leave her there with the same result.”


	“So when yesterday’s call didn’t come . . . ?”


	“I called her. When I got no answer, I went over to her place and found it empty with no sign of a break-in.”


	“Just where is her place?”


	“Queens—Jackson Heights.”


	“So we assume that sometime between six o’clock Sunday night and six o’clock last night she went out—”


	“Sometime between dawn and six yesterday. She doesn’t go out at night.”


	The black-jacketed waiter arrived with their drinks. Jack had ordered a Heineken, Eddie a Ketel martini with three olives.


	Eddie . . . a martini drinker. Strange.


	“Why don’t we start off assuming no foul play,” he said as Ed took a hefty sip.


	“Why assume that? Her note—”


	“Because of Occam’s razor: It requires the fewest assumptions.”


	“Well, if there’s been no foul play, where would a recluse like her be, besides home?”


	“How about a hospital?”


	“First thing I tried. I called emergency services and they had no record of ferrying a Louise Myers to a hospital. I even had them check her maiden name, but no hits.”


	“Then we’ll have to try all the hospitals themselves. I mean, she could have felt ill and cabbed to an emergency room.”


	Ed frowned. “Never thought of that. How many hospitals are we talking about?”


	“Lots. But if she lives in Queens we should probably start there and work toward the city.”


	“ ‘We’? Does that mean you’re going to help?”


	“Hell, yes. This is Weez we’re talking about.”


	Ed was staring at him over the rim of his martini. “Just who are you, Jack?”


	“I’m the guy who used to whip your ass in Pole Position.”


	He gave a tight smile. “You’re also the guy I used to kill in Missile Command, but that doesn’t tell me why Weezy sent me to you instead of the cops. ‘Jack can find me’ when the cops can’t? What’s that all about?”


	How to answer that? He’d grown up with Eddie Connell and didn’t want to lie to him, but he wasn’t about to tell him the truth. As a teen he’d done plenty of things he’d shared with no one, especially Eddie, whose mouth had tended to runneth over.


	“I honestly don’t know what she was thinking. I didn’t have much contact with her after high school. Hardly any. I don’t know how she got my number or even knew I was in the city.”


	“So what are you? Some sort of detective or black ops guy or spook?”


	Jack had to laugh. “Not likely. Why would you even think that?”


	“Because of the way you disappeared. I got home from college and you were gone. I came looking for you and your father told me you’d walked out of the house and never come back, never called, never wrote. He and Kate were crazy with worry.”


	Jack took a long slow sip of his beer to buy some time.


	Yeah, that had been a rotten thing to do, but he hadn’t seen it that way at the time. He’d hit reset. He’d severed all ties with his old self, with his old life, with everyone he’d ever known and everything he’d planned to be. New start. New Jack. New life. He’d been angry, bitter, and a little crazy then—hell, a lot crazy—and hadn’t thought about the hurt and worry he’d cause. He’d just done it and never once looked back.


	Maybe he should have.


	“I assure you I am not now, nor have I ever been, associated with any government—city, state, federal, foreign or domestic or intergalactic.”


	“Then why—?”


	“I don’t know. We’ll ask her when we find her.”


	He smiled. “I like the way you think. But what do you do?”


	“I run a repairs business.”


	“Appliances?”


	Jack blew right past that. “What about you?”


	“I’m an actuary.”


	“An insurance guy?”


	He looked a little put off. “I freelance to pension consultants and HMOs and, yes, insurance companies.”


	“So you crunch numbers all day? Makes sense. You were always good in math.”


	“It’s rated overall the second best job you can have.”


	“No kidding? What’s first?”


	“Biologist. Good work environment, good pay, little or no stress.”


	“Sounds great.”


	But Jack was thinking, Shoot me first. In the brainstem. With a .454 Casull hollowpoint, please, to guarantee no chance of survival.


	“You live in the city?”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah.” He took a gulp of his beer and hoped Eddie wouldn’t ask his address.


	“You know the city hospitals?”


	“A bit.”


	Knew more than he wished about some of them.


	“Good. I work here, but I commute from Jersey, so it’s not my stomping grounds.”


	“Well, Queens isn’t mine. We need to get to a computer and Google hospitals over there—”


	“This can do all that,” Eddie said as he pulled a BlackBerry or one of its clones from a pocket.


	Over the next few minutes he came up with a bunch of hospitals—the ones in Queens seemed mostly animal hospitals—and Jack wrote down the numbers. Then they divided the list and began calling.


	“Don’t forget to ask about any Jane Doe admitted yesterday too.”


	Ed slapped the table. “Shit.”


	“What?”


	“I just remembered: Weezy didn’t carry ID.”


	What?


	“You’re kidding, right?”


	He shook his head. “Wish I was. She was afraid someone would steal her pocketbook and learn who she was and where she lived, so she never traveled with credit cards or anything.”


	“Then we just wasted our time. Call emergency services and see if they delivered a Jane Doe to a hospital yesterday.”


	Ed got right to it. Didn’t take him long—he had the number in his call history. He did some talking, then looked at Jack.


	“A Jane Doe was hit by a car yesterday afternoon half a dozen blocks from here. She was unconscious and they took her to Mount Sinai.”


	Jack rose as he gulped the rest of his beer.


	“Let’s go.”
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	Dawn Pickering stared down at the Jackie Onassis Reservoir in Central Park and felt one of her berserk moods coming on.


	She didn’t know if being three months pregnant had anything to do with it, or just the fact that she was totally a prisoner in this apartment. Not just an apartment—a beautiful apartment with every imaginable amenity. Beyond beautiful. A Fifth Avenue penthouse duplex overlooking Central Park. But a gilded cage. She wanted to smash its walls.


	She rubbed her swelling belly. She’d popped a few weeks ago and was showing. She realized it was a relatively small bump but it made her feel like an elephant.


	Back in May she’d sneaked out and landed herself in terrible trouble. She lived with daily reminders of those days. But she’d gone for a good reason—to abort the baby. She’d never wanted this baby, especially after learning the father’s—Jerry’s—true identity. And now, as the weeks passed, she was getting closer and closer to the point of no return, where she wouldn’t be able to get an abortion.


	And it was making her totally crazy.


	All Mr. Osala’s fault. He said he’d been hired by her mother to protect her and so he kept her locked up here. For her own good, he insisted. Because Jerry was out there, looking for her, looking for his child, and as long as she carried that child he would never hurt her. But if he ever learned that she had aborted his baby . . .


	No argument that Jerry was a totally dangerous guy, but she couldn’t have this baby!


	Didn’t anyone understand that? She was only eighteen. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life in hiding. That would be like seventy or eighty years.


	She wanted to throw a knife at somebody.


	She turned away from the window and walked past the hot tub, the pool, the gym equipment, and went downstairs toward the living quarters. She was just stepping out of the stairwell when she saw Gilda the housekeeper leaving Mr. Osala’s suite. She knew from chitchat with the older woman that Mr. Osala had a bedroom, an office, and his own bath in there—the reason she hardly ever saw him on the rare times he was home.


	She noticed that the latch didn’t catch as Gilda pulled the door closed behind her. Dawn had long wanted a peek inside, but the door was always locked and Gilda would never let her in—the “Master” totally valued his privacy.


	Fine. But he’d taken charge of her life and she deserved to know a little more about him. She had only his word that Mom had hired him, and Mom wasn’t around to confirm or deny the story.


	Dawn felt her throat tighten. God, how she missed her. If she could have just one more day with her . . . even ten minutes . . .


	She shook it off and waited for Gilda’s solid form to bustle around a corner. Then she tiptoed to Mr. Osala’s door and slipped through. She checked the knob to make sure it would turn, then closed the door behind her. The windows were shaded, so she felt along the wall till she found a light switch.


	Shockingly bright overhead fluorescents flared to life, intensified by the stark white of the bare walls. Totally bare. Not a photo, not a painting, not even a scratch or nail hole to suggest that anything had ever decorated them. A big, plain mahogany desk dominated the room, sporting a computer monitor and nothing else. A black leather office chair and a filing cabinet completed the furnishings.


	This was it? This was his office? She’d expected dark paneling, lush carpeting, and all sorts of memorabilia.


	She moved to the next room and found more bare white walls surrounding a neatly made double bed with a light beige blanket but no spread. Two large armoires dominated the room. She opened one, then the other. Both were racked with expensive suits.


	Strange.


	But then, Mr. Osala was a strange man.


	Clothing appeared to be his only extravagance—that and the rest of the house. But as for his personal quarters, he lived like a monk. And he’d chosen rooms with no view of the park. Not that it would matter with the heavy shades on the windows.


	She smiled. Might be evidence that he was a vampire, except she’d seen him standing in full sunlight. So it had to be a privacy thing.


	Dawn wandered back to the office area and pulled open one of the desk drawers for a peek. She spotted a driver’s license and what looked like a college ID. She reached—


	“The Master is a man who values his privacy.”


	Dawn gasped and looked up to see a thick-bodied woman with gray, bunned hair standing by the door.


	Gilda.


	“The door was open.” She felt her face redden as she slammed the drawer shut. “I was just curious.”


	“You are trouble,” the older woman said in accented English—Eastern Europe somewhere. “You have been trouble since the day he brought you here.”


	She had been warm to Dawn in the beginning, but then Dawn had made her escape and Henry, Mr. Osala’s chauffeur, had suffered for it. Gilda and Henry had been friends. Now Henry was gone, and with him, Gilda’s warmth.


	“I totally don’t mean to be. I’m just so bored. Can you understand that?”


	She nodded. “Of course I can.”


	Good. Maybe Gilda was mellowing a little toward her. Dawn needed an ally here. Mr. Osala’s new driver was totally unreachable. That left only Gilda.


	She didn’t know why she was afraid of Mr. Osala. He’d never threatened her, hadn’t punished her for disobeying him. He saw to her every comfort, gave her everything she asked for except freedom and communication with the outside world—no phone, no Internet, which meant no MySpace or Face-book. She was totally cut off from everyone she’d ever known. He said that was to protect her from giving away her location. Maybe so, but it seemed totally extreme.


	And there were times . . . the way he looked at her . . . no lust or anything like that, just sort of . . . calculating. She would have totally preferred lust. She could handle lust.


	She had this feeling sometimes that he wasn’t saving her from something so much as saving her for something.


	She stepped closer to Gilda and looked her in the eyes.


	“Then you won’t tell Mr. Osala about this?”


	The woman’s dark eyes flashed and she smiled, revealing her gapped teeth.


	“Of course I will.”
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	It took a lot of wheedling, but the hospital finally agreed to allow Eddie a peek at Mount Sinai’s latest Jane Doe.


	Jack had never been particularly enamored of hospitals, but after Gia and Vicky’s ordeal earlier this year, he’d developed a definite aversion. The last time he’d seen the inside of one had been May when he and Abe had visited Professor Buhmann after his stroke. Right here at Mount Sinai, in fact.


	The old guy had moved on to a nursing home, and then last month he’d matriculated to the Great Lecture Hall in the Sky. A grieving Abe had dragged Jack to the memorial service.


	“They say she’s still unconscious,” Eddie said.


	They stood in a foyer as he waited for security to escort him up to the floor.


	Jack nodded. “Figured that.”


	After all, she wouldn’t still be listed as a Jane Doe if she could tell them her name. Jack and Eddie used to play Master of the Obvious as kids. He wasn’t going to bring that up now.


	Visions of Gia and Vicky inert in their beds with tubes running in and out of them flashed through Jack’s brain.


	“If it is her, how are you going to prove you’re related?”


	Eddie shook his head. “Damned if I know. They asked me if I had a picture of her. Are they kidding? Who carries a picture of his sister? Do you carry a picture of Kate?”


	“No. But maybe I should.”


	“Oh, hell, Jack. I’m sorry. I heard about Kate. I should have said something. She was a . . . a wonderful person. And your dad. That was the most bizarre damn thing. My condolences. I would have said so earlier except . . .”


	“Don’t give it another thought. Let’s think about Weez. You have a key to her place, right? If Jane Doe is Weezy, you could match it up with a key in her bag.”


	“Except this lady’s bag was stolen from the scene of the accident.”


	“Swell.”


	“Yeah,” Eddie said. “What kind of person sees somebody knocked down by a car and the first thing he thinks of is snatching her purse? I’m glad I live in Jersey.”


	“Right,” Jack said, feeling suddenly defensive. “Like that would never happen in Newark or Paterson.”


	A uniformed security guard arrived then.


	“This won’t take long,” Eddie said as the guy guided him toward the elevators. “All I need is a peek.”


	“If it’s her, you let me know ASAP and I’ll come up.”


	He hoped not. Under any circumstances it would be kind of strange to reconnect with Weezy after all these years. But Weezy in a coma . . . he couldn’t bear the thought of that unique, bright mind with the power cut off.


	As an elevator swallowed Eddie, Jack wandered around to kill time. He found a Starbucks Kiosk and was going to grab a coffee of the day when he realized one of the patrons—a skinny, shaggy-haired guy—looked familiar from the back. He wandered closer and recognized Darryl. As he looked up Jack quickly turned and wandered away. He wondered what Darryl was up to. He’d noticed a Band-Aid in the crook of his arm. Blood tests? He didn’t look happy to be here. In fact, he looked damn scared.
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	Darryl wondered why that bearded dude had been staring at him, then decided he didn’t care. He’d looked kind of familiar. Like maybe he’d seen him around the Lodge. Another sick Kicker? Well, who cared? Wasn’t going to be able to care much about anything until he got the results of those blood tests.


	Weird how they’d told him to wait right here for the results. Whoever heard of getting test results right away?


	This had to be real serious.


	He had to say he was impressed with Drexler’s suck. He’d made his call and next thing Darryl knew he was on his way uptown to a big-time specialist. He’d been ushered right through Dr. Orlando’s office and into an examining room. He’d spent fifteen seconds, tops, with the doctor, a bald, round-headed fat guy in a white coat who reminded Darryl of Dr. Honeydew on The Muppet Show. He popped through the door, took one look at the rash, rattled off a bunch of medical gobbledygook to his assistant, and disappeared. Next stop had been the lab where they sucked out some blood, and then here to wait.


	Why here? Darryl wondered why he wasn’t cooling his heels in Dr. Orlando’s office. He’d noticed INFECTIOUS DISEASES on the door. That was good, right? Infections could be cured.


	“Mister Kulik?”


	It took Darryl a second to respond. No one hardly ever used his second name. He was just Darryl to folks. He looked up and saw the doc’s skinny, red-haired assistant. Her name tag read B. SNYDER PA.


	“Doctor will see you now.”


	Darryl started shaking as he rose from the chair.


	“He’s got results? What do I have?”


	“The doctor will tell you.”


	“Hey, if you know—”


	“He wishes to discuss this with you himself.”


	He shook all the way to the office. The walk, the elevator ride—blurs. Eventually he found himself sitting across the desk from Dr. Orlando.


	“Well, Mister Kulik,” he said as he stared at the printout in his hands, “the stat labs confirm what I knew the instant I saw your skin lesion.”


	“You mean the rash? What is it?”


	“Kaposi’s sarcoma.”


	“What’s that?”


	“A form of cancer associated—”


	“Shit!” Darryl would have leaped from the seat if his legs would have held him. “I got cancer?”


	“Yes, but we can keep it under control by treating the underlying cause.”


	“Which is?”


	“AIDS.”


	It took a while for the word to sink in, and when it did, Darryl felt like he’d turned to stone.


	“What?”


	“Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, Mister Kulik. Your HIV test came back positive.”


	He said it like a sandwich guy telling him they were out of ham but he could have turkey instead.


	“But-but-but queers get AIDS!” he blurted when he found his voice. “I ain’t queer!”


	“We prefer the terms ‘homosexual’ or ‘gay,’ Mister Kulik. And indeed you need not be homosexual to catch HIV. Heterosexual transmission occurs, but the majority of HIV-positive heterosexuals I see are the victims of contaminated syringes. Are you a drug addict or do you have a history of drug abuse?”


	“No way. Never.”


	Dr. Orlando’s tone said he didn’t believe him. “Yes, well, be that as it may, I—” He stopped and pointed at Darryl’s hand. “Oh, I see you have a tattoo. Contaminated tattoo needles can spread the infection as well.”


	Darryl looked down at the little black Kicker Man in the web between his thumb and forefinger.


	“Aw, no. Don’t say that.”


	“The manner in which you were infected does not affect your treatment options. The fact that you have Kaposi’s indicates that you’ve been infected for some time—years, most likely.”


	Years? Then it couldn’t be the Kicker tattoo. He hadn’t had it anywhere near that long. But how then? Darryl couldn’t imagine. He’d had a couple of girlfriends back in Dearborn after his divorce—well, okay, before his divorce too—but he’d always used a rubber because they hadn’t been the choosiest women.


	But right now how didn’t matter all that much. He had AIDS, man. Fucking AIDS!


	He listened to the doc go on about staging him and waiting for the results of tests that would take longer to complete and how treatment was so much better these days.


	Yeah, sure. Medical bullshit. Everybody knew AIDS was a death sentence. So as the doc rattled on about this and that, tossing out terms like T-cell counts and remission, Darryl rose and forced his rubbery legs to carry him out of the office and back down toward the street.


	Dead man walking.


	He wasn’t a fool. He’d been handed a death sentence.


	He just couldn’t let anyone else know.


	11


	Jack spotted Eddie at the far end of the waiting area, motioning him over.


	“It’s her,” he said, relief large on his face as Jack reached him. “Weezy’s their Jane Doe.”


	He pressed a hand over his eyes and for a moment Jack thought he was going to sob. He squeezed his old friend’s shoulder.


	“At least she’s in good hands.”


	He nodded. “I was so worried. She’s nutty as a fruitcake, but I love her to death. She’s the only family left.”


	Uh-oh. Jack had never thought to ask . . .


	“Your folks?”


	“Gone. Mom from cancer, Dad from a car crash a year later.”


	“I’m sorry. I never heard a thing about it.”


	“It’s okay. Old news.”


	“How’s Weez?”


	“Pretty banged up and still unconscious.”


	“I want to see her.”


	Eddie looked at him. “You sure?”


	“Hell, yeah. I didn’t get involved in this just to locate her and say, ‘See ya, bye.’ ”


	She’d been his best friend at one time and he hadn’t seen her in ages. He needed to lay eyes on her at least once.


	He followed him upstairs to a semiprivate room that seemed oddly familiar. At least it wasn’t an ICU or trauma unit. The inside bed was empty. Eddie led him to the one by the window.


	“Hey, Weez,” he said to the supine figure under the sheet. “You’ll never guess who’s here.”


	The figure didn’t move or respond as Jack stepped closer and looked down at his childhood friend.


	He could see that she’d added a few pounds—picked up some of the weight Eddie had lost, maybe? Her face had rounded out, but he could still see the old Weezy Connell in those features. She’d never been pretty in the classic sense, but as a teen she easily could have been considered “cute.” He remembered her dark, dark brown eyes, closed now. Her almost-black hair was shorter than he’d ever seen it and showed minute streaks of gray. Was that unusual for someone in her late thirties? A partially denuded area of her left frontal scalp revealed a stitched-up, three-inch laceration. Her skin was as milk pale as ever—even as a kid she’d never liked the sun.


	No endotracheal tube or respirator, just an IV running in from a bag hung high and a catheter tube running into a receptacle slung low. He noticed movement under the sheet where her right hand should be but didn’t lift it to investigate.


	“Well,” Eddie said. “There she is.”


	Jack felt his throat constrict. He hadn’t given her a thought for so, so long. She’d been a year ahead of him in school, but during pre–high school summers they’d been almost inseparable. He’d never paid much attention to her mood swings; that was the way she was, and he accepted it. Weezy was Weezy—a loner like Jack, a free thinker, one of a kind. During high school a doctor began putting her on medication that smoothed out the swings but, in the process, changed her. Things were never quite the same.


	He wished she was awake and on her feet now so they could hug and exchange long-time-no-see clichés.


	“Yeah,” was all he could manage.


	“Good day,” said a high-pitched, accented voice behind him.


	He turned and recognized the tall, lean, dark-skinned man in the white coat. He had a Saddam Hussein mustache and carried a clipboard. Jack checked his ID badge to make sure he was right.


	“Hello, Doctor Gupta.”


	The man looked confused. “I’m sorry. Have we met?”


	Jack now knew why the room seemed familiar.


	“Yes. I was acquainted with Professor Buhmann.” When Gupta shook his head, Jack added, “The guy with the stroke who spoke only in numbers?”


	His eyes lit. “Ah, yes! How is he?”


	“Gone.”


	“Yes-yes. The tumor. So sorry. A most fascinating case.” He gestured toward Weezy. “I am told you are the brother of our mystery patient?”


	Jack pointed to Eddie. “That would be him.”


	“Her name is Louise Myers, Doctor,” he said, stepping forward and shaking hands. “How is she?”


	“As you can see, she is comatose from her head trauma. She has a lacerated scalp but no skull fracture. Scans reveal no intracranial hemorrhage or hematoma.”


	“What’s her Glasgow score?” Jack said.


	Gupta gave him a puzzled look. “You know the Glasgow scale?”


	Jack nodded. His father, Gia, and Vicky had all been comatose at one time or another. He knew more about comas than he wished.


	Gupta moved toward the bed. “Well, strictly speaking, her score is eight. She makes incomprehensible sounds now and then, and she responds to painful stimuli. Here. I show you.”


	He pulled a little rubber-headed percussion mallet from his pocket and removed a pinlike instrument from its handle. Then he raised a flap of sheet to reveal Weezy’s left hand.


	“Watch.”


	He lifted it about six inches off the bed; when he let go it dropped like a piece of meat.


	“Now watch.”


	He jabbed her palm with the pin. Her hand jerked away and her eyes fluttered open for a second.


	“Hey!” Eddie said.


	But Gupta was already moving to the other side of the bed, saying, “So, that gives her a score of eight. But this does not fit with that score.”


	He lifted the sheet to reveal her right hand. Its index fingertip was scratching the sheet in a circular motion.


	“See? Intermittent spontaneous movement. That should move her above an eight but I’m not sure where. The movement is certainly not consciously directed.”


	“What’s the prognosis?” Eddie said.


	“Good, I think.”


	“When will she wake up?”


	“Oh, that I cannot say. It would be foolish of me to predict.”


	As they talked Jack stared at Weezy’s finger where it scratched the sheet. After a moment he began to sense a pattern in the movements. She’d make somewhere between fifteen and twenty loops—her movements were too rapid and small for an accurate count—stop for maybe two seconds, then start again. Almost as if . . .


	“Doctor Gupta,” he said, motioning him over and pointing to her hand. “Could she be writing something?”


	He leaned closer, stared a moment, then straightened, shaking his head.


	“It is highly unlikely. The movement is most likely the result of random neuron firings.” He started for the door. “I must continue rounds. I shall check on her later. In the meantime, please fill in the nurses on as much of your sister’s medical history as you know.”


	When he was gone, Eddie stepped up to Jack’s side and together they stared at Weezy’s moving finger.


	“Doesn’t look very random to me,” Jack said.


	“You really think she’s writing something?”


	Jack nodded. “Mene, Mene, Tekel Upharsin.”


	“What?”


	“Nothing.” He leaned close to her ear. “Weezy, it’s Jack. You told Eddie to call me and he did. If you can hear me, stop moving your finger.”


	The fingertip kept up its relentless pattern.


	“Okay, then, if you can hear me, draw an ‘X’ with your finger.”


	No change. The looping motions continued. As Jack watched them, an idea formed. He straightened and turned to Eddie.


	“You going to the nursing station?”


	“Yeah.”


	“Good. I’ll come with you.”


	The station lay fifty feet down the hall. While Eddie hunted the head nurse to background her on Weezy, Jack leaned over the counter and got a candy striper’s attention.


	“Can I help you?” She was all of sixteen and chewing gum with her mouth open.


	“I hope so. I need to scrounge a notepad and some carbon paper.”


	She stopped chewing. “Carbon paper?” She turned and called to another girl who was maybe a year older. “Hey, Brit? Do we have any, like, carbon paper?”


	Brit looked at her like she’d just spoken Farsi. “Carbon paper? Like what’s that? Is that, like, a color?”


	Feeling terminally Triassic, Jack said, “Never mind. How about we try this . . . ?”


	Two minutes later he returned to Weezy’s room with a yellow legal pad, a black Sharpie, and a roll of quarter-inch adhesive tape. He pulled a chair up to her right side and seated himself before her hand. He taped the Sharpie alongside her index tip so that its point jutted just beyond the fingernail. Then he placed the pad under her finger and let her rip.


	At first all he got was an irregular blotch of black scribbles. So he decided to slide the paper along under the tip. And as he did, figures that looked like letters began to appear. He kept working at it, varying the speed until . . .


	“What on Earth are you doing?” Eddie said as he returned to the room carrying some papers.


	“Trying to find out what she’s writing.”


	“You heard the doctor—random neurons.”


	Yeah, Jack had heard. But he knew doctors could be as pigheaded as anyone else, refusing to see what was dangling before their noses because it didn’t fit their preconceived notions.


	“Really?” Jack held up the latest sheet he’d run under her finger. “This look random to you?”


	Eddie frowned and squinted at it. “ ‘Bummyhouse’? What’s that mean?”


	“I was hoping for a ‘Eureka!’ from you. No bells going off, no lightning-bolt epiphany?”


	“No.”


	“Google it.”


	Eddie handed Jack his papers, then pulled out his BlackBerry or whatever and did a fingertip tap dance. A few seconds later . . .


	“I’ve got ‘buy my house’ but nothing else.”


	“Could it be ‘bummy horse’? Was she into horses, OTB, anything like that?”


	“No. She’d never bet on anything anywhere. She thought everything was fixed.”


	“Why am I not surprised? Try it anyway.”


	In its own nice way, Google told them to go fish.


	“Well then, what about ‘bunny house’? Did she have a pet rabbit?”


	“No. She’s never been into pets.”


	Right . . . she’d never had one as a kid. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t become a cat lady . . . or a bunny lady.


	“You’re sure?”


	“Absolutely. I was just at her house. I searched it from cellar to attic yesterday and believe me, there’s no rabbit hutch there.”


	“They’re usually outside. Did you search outside?”


	Eddie hesitated. “No . . .”


	“So there could be an old unused hutch there, maybe left over from the previous owner.”


	“Could be, but—”


	“And maybe she’s hidden something there.”


	“Jack—”


	“We should go see. Jackson Heights, right? This time of day the subway’ll get us there in no time.”


	Eddie was staring at him. “You’re really into this. Why?”


	“Because it’s Weezy. And my curiosity’s up. Paranoid or not, she thought something might happen to her. And something did. Now, it might or might not have been an accident—”


	“It wasn’t a hit and run, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He pointed to the papers he’d handed Jack. “I got a copy of the police report from the nurse. A lady from Jersey hit her. Said she ran right in front of her.”


	Jack scanned the report. A couple of witnesses corroborated the driver’s story. They also said a guy scooped up Weezy’s shoulder bag right after she was hit and took off running.


	He handed the report to Eddie. “Okay. So it was an accident—at least that part of it.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Maybe she was being chased.”


	“Oh, come on, Jack.”


	“Was Weezy the type to just step out into traffic?”


	“She was the type to get lost in thought. She was also the type to worry about being followed, which might lead her to be watching over her shoulder when she should have been watching traffic.”


	Jack sighed and nodded. “You’re right, you’re right. Just playing devil’s advocate.”


	“Oh. Almost forgot.” Eddie reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small, flat, metallic rectangle. “They found this in her pocket.”


	Jack took it from him and turned it over. IMATION was printed on its side.


	“Flash drive.”


	“Right. She was never without one. She had all her posts prewritten and ready to go so she could get on and offline as quickly as possible.”


	“At these Internet cafés and such she frequented.”


	Eddie nodded. “Exactly. A little sad, isn’t it.”


	“Yeah, I guess.”


	She obviously believed that someone was looking for her.


	“I wonder if we should—”


	“Excuse me?”


	Jack turned and saw a swarthy, dark-haired guy stepping into the room. He looked like he’d just shaved but he still had five-o’clock shadow.


	“I understand one of you is brother?”


	Jack tried to identify his accent. Polish? Czech?


	Eddie said, “That would be me.”


	The guy extended his hand. “Bob Garvey. I was there when your sister hit. I call nine-one-one.”


	“Well, thank you,” Eddie said, shaking his hand. “I appreciate that, and I’m sure my sister does too.”


	“The least one could do.” Bob turned and extended his hand to Jack. “And you are other brother?”


	“Just a friend,” he said as they shook. He maintained his grip as he asked, “Did you happen to notice if she was being chased?”


	Bob’s fingers twitched as he freed his hand. “No. Why would someone chase?”


	“For her purse. It was stolen from the scene, you know.”


	“Yes, I heard. Can you believe some people? I was on phone to emergency services when it happened, but my back was turn so I don’t see it. When I turn around and people tell me, I could not believe. I just stand there with mouth hanging open. I would have chased but he was gone.”


	“So you never saw him?”


	Bob shook his head. “Unfortunately I did not.”


	“Why are you here?”


	He looked a little sheepish. “Well, you know how it is . . . you help someone, you feel responsible. And because no one know her name . . . I don’t know . . . she become this mystery woman in my mind and I just think I look in on her until her family show up.”


	“That’s very kind of you,” Eddie said.


	Yeah, Jack thought. Very kind of strange.


	Something about this guy wasn’t ringing true. First off, the name didn’t go with the accent.


	“I am given to understand her name is Louise.”


	Whoa.


	“How do you understand that?” Jack said.


	“I ask nurses if she still a Jane Doe. They tell me she is identified as Louise Myers.”


	Eddie nodded. “Yes, that’s her. We’ve always called her Weezy.”


	“Weezy,” Bob said with a slow smile. “That is nice.”


	Fearing Eddie might offer his sister’s address and Social Security number and maybe even a dinner date next, Jack blurted, “Where can she get in touch with you, Bob? I’m sure she’ll want to thank you when she’s recovered.”


	“Oh, that will not be necessary. I—”


	Eddie said, “Oh, she’ll never forgive me if I didn’t get at least a phone number from you.”


	“And an address,” Jack added. “In case she wants to send a thank-you note.”


	Bob waved his hands. “It is not necessary.”


	“Oh, but it is,” Jack said. “In fact, we insist.”


	Bob hesitated, then sighed. “Okay. I do not have card—”


	“No prob,” Jack said, showing him the blank back of the police report. “I’ve got paper and he’s got a pen.”


	Eddie pulled a ballpoint from a breast pocket and handed it to Bob. They both watched him scribble an address and phone number.


	“Well,” he said as he handed everything back, “I must go now, but it is pleasure meeting you and even better knowing that Louise’s family has finally found her.”


	He walked to the door, then did a Columbo turn as he reached it.


	“Oh, may I ask if she is New Yorker? Where does she live?”


	“Montauk,” Jack said, stepping in front of Eddie. “Year round. I don’t know about you, but the isolation during the winter would drive me nuts. She loves it, though. Go figure.”


	Bob smiled, nodded, and left.


	“Montauk?” Eddie said. “She doesn’t—”


	“I know.”


	“Then why tell him that?”


	“Because one good lie deserves another.”


	Eddie looked baffled. “I don’t—”


	“Because the only true thing he said was that he was glad to know that Louise’s family has found her. I wouldn’t be surprised if he stole Weez’s bag, or knows the guy who did.”


	Eddie’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding me? You’re beginning to sound like Weezy.”


	Maybe he was, but that guy had had a three-dollar-bill air about him.


	“Sometimes a person only seems paranoid. And even paranoids have real enemies. That guy was on a fishing expedition. He knew her name when he stepped in here and—”


	“You heard him. He asked the nurses.”


	“So he said. And maybe it’s true. Look, I know this is a silly question, but I have to ask: Is Weezy’s phone listed?”


	“Of course not.”


	“Good. Our friend Bob was looking for her address. Came right out and asked for it. Why? Humor me, Eddie. Play along. Why would he want her address?”


	He sighed. “Because she’s got something he wants?”


	“Logical. He didn’t get her address from her bag because she never carries ID. So what does he do? He sets up watch on the hospital, hoping friends or family will come looking for her. And when they find her—shit.”


	“What?”


	“Did you give her address to the nurses?”


	“Well, sure. Why wouldn’t I?”


	Damn.


	“Okay, then, we have to assume that, one way or another, the guy calling himself Bob Garvey will be able to get her address from the hospital records.” He noticed Eddie grinning. “What?”


	“All this assumes he really wants to know. But assuming he does, he’s out of luck.”


	“Why?”


	“Sometimes paranoia pays off. Her mailing address isn’t her house address. She uses a rental mailbox in Elmhurst just the other side of Roosevelt Avenue.”


	Jack had to smile. He used mail drops all over the boroughs.


	“A girl after my own heart.”


	“Why do you say that?”


	“Oh, no particular reason.”


	He looked again at the scrawl. It sure as hell looked like bummyhouse.


	House . . . her house seemed to be a focus of interest. Her house . . . but to her it would be my house. What if . . .


	He took a pencil and drew two lines through the word, then showed it to Eddie.


	Eddie frowned. “ ‘Bum my house’?”


	“I think the first hump there is an r.”


	Eddie’s eyes were wide when he looked up at Jack. “ ‘Burn my house’? She can’t mean that.”


	“I think we’d better get out there.”


	This time Eddie didn’t argue.
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	Ernst listened to Kris Szeto’s report. The cell connection wasn’t good.


	“Her name is Louise Myers and she is still in coma.”


	A name . . . they finally had a name for this nuisance.


	“Address?”


	“Just mailbox number.”


	“Did you search the real estate—”


	“Not listed.”


	Disappointing news, but Ernst was glad that Szeto was anticipating him. This was why he used operatives from the Order’s European lodges. They were much more on the ball than their Stateside counterparts. He supposed his being born in Austria and spending his early years bouncing around Europe had something to do with it as well.


	“How much longer will the coma last?”


	“That I do not know. I speak to brother and friend. They look worried. Then they leave.”


	“Where to?”


	“I think maybe to her house.”


	“Excellent! You’re following them, of course.”


	“Not me. They know my face. I send Max.”


	“Good.”


	They needed access to wherever this woman lived—her computer, her files—to find out how much she knew and who else shared that knowledge. Once they eliminated that, they could eliminate her.


	“Who’s watching the woman?”


	“Josef.”


	“If there’s any sign she’s waking up, we’ll have to take action.”


	“Of course. A plan is in place. I will keep you informed.”


	Ernst ended the call. Under normal circumstances, he could understand why the One would be so intent on silencing this woman; but with the Fhinntmanchca soon to be a reality . . . why bother?


	That reminded him . . . He speed dialed Dr. Orlando.
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	“Remember that time in the Barrens when that cop locked us in his car?” Eddie said as they bounced and swayed in the Flushing-bound 7 train.


	“If he was really a cop. Weezy had her doubts, remember? And remember how you faked being sick to get us out?”


	The subway wasn’t sub out here in this area of Queens—it ran on elevated tracks over Roosevelt Avenue. The afternoon sun, still high, cut steep, bright, mote-bedizened channels through the air of the not quite half full car.


	Jack and Eddie sat side by side on an orange plastic bench. They’d picked up the train beneath Bryant Park and Jack had been watching for a tail the whole time.


	Maybe he was having his own bout of paranoia, but something didn’t feel right. Weezy’s accident appeared to be just that—an accident. Someone running off with her bag—happened all the time. A guy following up on someone he’d helped on the street—not so common. Rare in a city like New York, but not out of the realm of possibility. But something was wrong about that guy.


	He’d checked out this car and so far it looked pretty good. All but one of the people who’d got on with them was gone, and she was a bent little black lady, eighty if she was a day. But the place to bird-dog someone on a subway was from the car ahead or behind.


	As he and Eddie talked, Jack kept flicking his gaze back and forth between the windowed doors to the adjoining cars. Last stop he saw a guy with short, bleached-blond hair peek into their car from the one behind.


	Might be nothing, might be something. He’d keep watch.


	“No,” Eddie said, “you got us out. And then you tricked him and that guy in the suit into the spong. That was so cool.”


	Now that Eddie knew his sister was safe and in good hands, Jack noticed a change in his tone and body language. He’d relaxed some. And with the easing of tension came reminiscing time.


	Eddie nudged him. “The three of us had some good times, huh? Flitting in and out of the Pine Barrens on our bikes. Some scary times too.”


	“Yeah, I suppose.”


	Jack wasn’t much for memory lane. Much of the past was a blur.


	“You were always playing tricks on me. I still remember the Rubik’s cube scam you pulled. You really had me going for a while. I thought you were a freaking genius.”


	What scam? Jack tried but couldn’t remember.


	Eddie leaned back, his eyes unfocused. “I think about those days a lot.”


	“Really? What for?”


	Jack seldom thought about his childhood. He’d flashed back every so often when he’d been with Kate or Dad or Tom during the past year, but for the most part the good old days were a haze. When he’d dropped out he’d divided the timeline of his life and had rarely crossed back.


	“Good times,” Eddie said. “Free times. No responsibilities other than to have fun. Remember sneaking out at night? We were always on the verge of getting busted for something.”


	If you only knew the half of it, Jack thought. The three of them had spent a lot of time together, with Jack and Weezy spending even more time as a duo. But Jack had had plenty of alone time when he’d done things on his own, things he hadn’t felt free to tell anyone about. His own Secret History.


	Enough of memory lane. The past was gone . . . dead . . . so much of it literally dead.


	“What’s Weezy do for a living these days?”


	Eddie shrugged. “Reads and surfs the Internet mostly.”


	“She gets paid for that?”


	“No, she lives off the proceeds of her investments.”


	“Oh? Her half of the Connell family fortune?”


	“Yeah. Pretty much.”


	Jack had remembered the Connells as being comfortable—their dad had been a well-paid union pipe fitter—but they’d been far from rich.


	Jack’s confusion must have shown because Eddie smiled and nudged him again. “Life insurance, Jack. My father had this big fear of dying and leaving us destitute. Add his brother, my uncle Bill, who was an insurance agent, and the result is a man with term insurance up the wazoo. Most of his policies paid double for accidental death, so when he hit that bridge abutment, the payout was millions.”


	“Millions?”


	He nodded. “A little over two. To tell the truth, I don’t think it was an accident.”


	Jack looked at him sideways. “Is this Weezy talk?”


	“No. I’m not talking foul play, I’m talking . . . you know.”


	Jack nodded. “Oh.”


	“The insurance companies had the same thought. It happened a year and a half after my mother’s death, during which he’d been very despondent. I don’t think he wanted to live without her. His seat belt was off, but he’d left no note, they found no drink, no drugs in his system, so they had to pay.”


	As the train jerked to a stop at the 74th Street–Broadway station, Jack noticed the blond guy peek again and felt himself go on alert. Could still be nothing, but their stop was next. Decision time approaching.


	“How do you feel about that?” he said as he pulled the police accident report from his pocket.


	Weezy and her father hadn’t been close—he’d given her a hard time during her goth period—but Jack remembered Eddie and his father sharing a keen interest in sports, but only on TV. Eddie, a chunky kid then, had loathed physical activity.


	Eddie shrugged. “Weez and I were both grown and out of the house by then, so it wasn’t as if he was deserting us. We had no sense of abandonment. We grieved, sure, but he went into such a funk after Mom died.”


	“So Weez wasn’t the only one in the family who had ups and downs.”


	“I guess not. My dad would never admit to something like that—for his generation, depression was a sign of weakness and personal failure. But in the end, I think I was kind of relieved for him. We’d tried to get him help but he refused. I thought time would bring him around—I’m sure it would have—but he couldn’t see any light at the end of that tunnel. Took me a while, but I’ve accepted it.” He looked at Jack. “Your dad, on the other hand . . . that’s a lot fresher for you.”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. A whole lot.”


	Just a little over half a year since he’d lost his own father. Hadn’t been suicide, but it hadn’t been an accident either. Seemed like only yesterday they’d been fighting for their lives in the Everglades.


	Eddie gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. “It does get easier.”


	“So I’ve been told.”


	He shook himself and glanced at the report. Witnesses said that the man who’d run off with Weezy’s bag had blond hair. Still could be a coincidence.


	Uh-huh.


	“So, Weezy’s a rich widow?”


	“ ‘Rich’ is relative. I hooked her up with a financial planner and she’s pretty well set. She can’t join the jet set but she’ll never have to worry about a roof over her head and food on the table.”


	“Good for her.”


	“She lives very simply in a plain, no-frills, middle-class house—no trips, no fancy clothes. She doesn’t even spend what she gets, so her principal is growing.”


	A thought had occurred to Jack. If someone wanted to find where Weezy lived, they wouldn’t need to tail them. If they had her name, they could find her address on the Internet for a small fee.


	“Weezy’s house . . . she own it?”


	Eddie shook his head. “She didn’t want to own. I told her it was the best long-term investment ever, but she insisted on renting—but under our mother’s name, of all things.”


	Jack couldn’t help laughing. “I love it! That’s my Weez!”


	“What—?”


	The conductor’s voice interrupted, crackling over the speaker to announce Jackson Heights coming up.


	Jack said, “Sit tight.”


	“But it’s our stop.”


	“We may have company.”


	His eyes widened. “You mean followed?”


	“Possibly.”


	“Come on. No one’s going to—”


	“Think about it, Eddie. Your sister’s in a coma. Someone stole her bag. Whoever did has keys to her house but doesn’t know where her house is because she’s not listed anywhere as an owner or a tenant. A stranger was just asking about where she lives. We didn’t tell him. So the only way to find out is to follow us.”


	Eddie leaned back and shook his head. “No wonder you and Weez were such good friends.”


	As the train slowed to a stop, the bleached blond head appeared again, then pulled back.


	Yep. They had a tail. Not the guy calling himself Bob Garvey. Strictly amateur to have a familiar face try to follow, which would have given Jack a certain amount of comfort. Instead he’d sent a second guy.


	Which led to the question: How many were involved here? How big was this?


	Worst-case scenario for Jack: the government. In most cases, if they wanted Weezy’s address they’d just flash a badge at Eddie and demand he tell them. But what if Weezy had stumbled onto some covert operation?


	Listen to me, he thought. I’m cooking up a Jason Bourne plot here.


	But he couldn’t ignore the possibility, because for a guy who didn’t pay taxes or even have a Social Security number, feds were, if not a worst-case scenario, then at least very, very bad.


	But if not government, then who? And why?


	Weezy, my dear old pal, what the hell have you got yourself into?


	“What’s the plan?” Eddie said as the train lurched into motion again. His tone dripped sarcasm. “Put on wigs and mustaches? Or do we climb between the cars and jump off as it’s moving?”


	“Do I detect a note of skepticism?”


	“You detect a whole orchestra.”


	“O ye of little faith.”


	“What do you expect? You’re Jack from Johnson, New Jersey, who repairs appliances, and you expect me to believe you’ve spotted someone following us?” He gestured at the sparsely populated car. “Who? Point him out.”


	Jack wasn’t so sure that was the thing to do. “I said we may have a tail. I didn’t say I’d spotted one.”


	“Right. Because there isn’t one. These are just regular folks minding their own business. They don’t care about us.”


	Jack couldn’t blame him. Were positions reversed, he’d feel the same way.


	“Yeah, you’re probably right. But humor me, okay? We’ll get off at the Elmhurst stop and train back.”


	“Not as if I have a choice now.”


	“We can always pull the emergency stop and jump onto the tracks.”


	Eddie stared at him a long moment, then barked a nervous laugh. “You know, for a minute there you really had me going. I mean, I thought you were serious.”


	“I was,” Jack said, deadpan, then laughed. “Are you kidding me?”
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	As the train pulled into the 90th Street–Elmhurst Avenue stop they rose and stood before the nearest door. From the corner of his eye Jack saw the blond guy take another peek. When the train stopped and the door panels split, they stepped out onto the platform. One car down, the blond guy stepped out too. As they headed for the stairs down to the street, he followed. But then, he’d do that even if he wasn’t following them.


	“All we’ve accomplished is to prolong the trip,” Eddie was saying.


	“Yeah, I suppose so. But it gives us a little extra time to discuss the elephant in the room we’ve been ignoring.”


	“You mean, ‘burn my house.’ ”


	Jack had been thinking about it while watching for a tail but could make no sense of it.


	“Yeah. What’s up with that?”


	“I’ve turned it over and over and upside down and inside out and still can’t make sense of it. She loves that house. It contains all her worldly possessions—and believe me, she has a lot of worldly possessions.”


	“I thought you said she lives very simply.”


	He smiled. “She does. And her possessions are simple, but there’s lots and lots of them.”


	“I’m not following.”


	“You’ll see when you get there. It’s easier to show than tell.”


	When they hit the street they crossed Roosevelt Avenue to the Manhattan-bound entrance. As they reached the turnstiles, Jack stepped ahead of Eddie and swiped his MetroCard through the reader.


	“Since I’m the reason you’re here, my treat.”


	Eddie laughed. “Jack, I can well afford—”


	Jack made a flourish toward the turnstile, saying, “I insist,” and used the move as an opportunity to peek behind them.


	The blond guy was standing at the bottom of the stairway across the street looking baffled.


	Jack swiped the card for himself, and then he and Eddie climbed the stairs to the platform. Jack guided him to a spot that would put them on the middle of the train. The sun was hot so they stood back in the shadow of the partial roof.


	“So you have no idea why she’d want us to burn her house?”


	Eddie shook his head. “Not a clue. But I assume it has something to do with her idea that she’d turn up ‘missing.’ ”


	“Well, she was missing for a while.”


	“Because she ran out in front of a car—not because someone abducted her. And not because someone was following her—if you get my meaning.”


	He gestured around the near-empty platform just as the blond guy emerged from the stairwell and stood thirty or so feet away. Eddie glanced at him but didn’t react.


	Clueless, Jack thought as he forced a heavy sigh.


	“I guess you’re right.”


	The Manhattan-bound train pulled in half a minute later. Jack and Eddie boarded. Uptrack to his left, Jack saw the blond man step on as well.


	“Let’s stand,” Jack said, stopping just inside the door. “It’s only one stop.”


	Eddie shrugged. “Sure.”


	Jack waited a few seconds, then grabbed the back of Eddie’s jacket and yanked.


	“On second thought . . .”


	“Hey!” he cried as he was pulled through the closing doors. “What are you doing?”


	As the train began pulling out, Jack gestured at the empty platform. “Just making sure we weren’t followed.”


	“Jesus, Jack! You’re crazy, you know that? You and Weezy always had this . . . this rapport, where one seemed to know what the other was thinking. And now you’ve bought into her paranoia.”


	“I don’t know about that. But one thing I do know: Your sister was way smarter than I ever was. I think that counts for something.”


	He remembered his continuing wonder at the breadth of her knowledge and her photographic memory.


	“She’s still smart—smarter than both of us put together, I’ll bet—but that’s not going to bring the next train any faster.”


	Jack couldn’t decide whether it would be easier to leave Eddie in the dark about the tail or clue him in. He decided a wake-up call was in order.


	“Keep your eyes on this train,” Jack said as it gathered speed. “In one of the cars you’ll see a guy with bleached-blond hair combed forward. When he spots us out here he won’t be happy.”


	Sure enough, the next-to-last car carried the blond man who stared out at them with an angry, befuddled expression.


	“Wave to the nice man.” Eddie didn’t. Jack began pulling him toward the stairway. “Now walk with me.”


	Eddie came along but was staring at him with an uncomfortable expression.


	“You think that man was following us?”


	“Just walk.”


	He hoped seeing them heading toward the exit would convince the blond guy that Elmhurst had been their destination all along.


	“Seriously, Jack—”


	“He was peeking at us from an adjoining car all the way out from the city. When we doubled back, so did he. Draw your own conclusion.”


	Eddie stopped at the entrance to the stairwell. “So it’s true? Someone was really following us?”


	“Looks that way to me.”


	“You’re . . . you’re not an appliance repairman, are you.”


	Jack had been afraid of this.


	“As you said yourself, I’m just Jack from Johnson.”


	“Yeah, and I knew that Jack, and that Jack would never settle for being an appliance repairman.”


	“Why not? It’s honest work. You have the satisfaction of accomplishing something. You’re your own boss, you set your own hours, and you leave the job behind at the end of the day.”


	Not an untrue word there—except he wasn’t talking about himself.


	“But how does a simple appliance repairman spot a tail and outsmart him like you just did?”


	“Well, maybe I am a bit paranoid—after all, I was watching for a tail. And I’ve read my share of thrillers.”


	“You were awfully smooth giving him the slip.”


	“Learned everything I know from Jake Fixx.”


	Eddie smiled. “You read those novels? Me too, I’m ashamed to say.”


	“Ashamed?”


	“Well, they’re just plain silly. And that character, that Jake Fixx, he’s preposterous.”


	“But you keep reading them.”


	“Yeah, well, there’s something about the guy . . . he may be ridiculous but—this is going to sound crazy, but I almost feel as if I know him.”


	You have no idea, Jack thought.


	“Yeah, me too.”


	Eddie frowned. “But if we really were being followed, that changes everything.”


	“Ya think?”


	“No, seriously. It means—”


	“—that Weezy might not be as paranoid as you thought.”


	“Yeah. Which is not a comfortable thought.”


	Welcome to my world.


	“I agree. But first thing we do is check out her house. And we’ll cab it from here. My treat.”
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	The cabby dropped them off at the address Eddie had given him.


	A narrow residential street, lined with parked cars; quiet as expected on a Tuesday afternoon in summer. The surrounding houses had small front yards sporting lawns and plantings that spanned the bell-shaped curve in terms of care and quality. A couple of Asian kids shot baskets in a driveway a few doors down. A woman in a sari wheeled a little shopping cart up from Roosevelt Avenue.


	Jack stood on the front walk and stared at the house: Two stories tall, it sat cheek by jowl with its identical neighbors, with what looked like the original postwar, asbestos-shingle siding painted Broomhilda green.


	“She rents Archie Bunker’s house?”


	Eddie, a few steps ahead of him, stopped and stared for a second, then laughed.


	“You know, I never saw it before, but you’re right. Not a whole lot of single-family houses around here. This is one of the few blocks that’s got any.”


	Jack had been through Jackson Heights countless times over the years. It sat in northwest Queens—not as far north or west as Astoria where the Kenton brothers lived, but convenient to the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, and with good subway service in and out of the city. Back when Jack was born, white middle-class folks like Archie and Edith peopled its ubiquitous garden apartments. But then, like Astoria, it morphed into an ethnic polyglot, home of Little India with its myriad South Asian shops and restaurants, and loads of Africans and Latinos as well. And then, as real estate prices began soaring in Manhattan, the whites had started moving back. But not too many yet.


	Mostly working folks in Jackson Heights, but gangs reared their ugly heads every so often. And more and more of those gang members seemed to be wearing Kicker Man tattoos.


	Jack noticed Weezy’s windows. Heavy sunshades inside the glass screened the interior from view; wrought-iron bars protected all the first-floor windows—not all that unusual. Then he spotted more on the second floor over the front-porch roof.


	He did a slow turn to check out the neighborhood again: seemed quiet enough. Why was Weezy’s house the only one secured like a jewelry store?


	He caught up to Eddie at the front door as he was unlocking the second of three deadbolts.


	Okay, Jack had multiple locks on his door too. Nothing wrong with that.


	“What’s with all the window bars?”


	“When you think you might go ‘missing,’ it’s only logical to take precautions, right?”


	“True that. Nothing to do with the fact that she appears to be the only Caucasian on the block?”


	Eddie gave him a sharp look and his tone took on an acid edge. “You should know better than that.”


	“That’s just it—I don’t. I don’t know a thing about the adult Weezy.”


	“Yeah, I suppose you don’t. But trust me on this: The grown-up Weezy is very much like the Weezy you knew before they started . . . medicating her. She doesn’t notice race—or at least that’s not the way she categorizes people. She has her own unique criteria.”


	“As in the parts they play in the Secret History of the World?”


	“Bingo.” He turned the key on her last deadbolt and looked at Jack. “Get ready.”


	“Ready for what?”


	“You’ll see.”


	He pushed the door open and an unusual odor wafted from the dark interior. It threw Jack for a second until he recognized it. Old paper—it smelled like an antiquarian bookstore.


	Eddie stepped inside and flipped a light switch. Jack followed but froze on the threshold.


	“What the—?”


	Eddie’s comment about Weezy having a lot of worldly possessions suddenly made sense.


	The walls of the front room were lined—as in spackled—with books, but the shoulder-high piles of newspapers dominated the front room. Row upon row of stacks with narrow passages between forming the equivalent of an English hedgerow maze.


	“Amazing, isn’t it,” Eddie said, navigating a lane toward the rear.


	Jack closed the door and followed.


	“Well, it’s not on the scale of the Collyer brothers—”


	“Who?”


	“Two recluse brothers who were found dead in their Fifth Avenue brown-stone with a hundred tons of junk, much of it old newspapers.”


	“No junk here, as you will note.” Eddie sounded a little defensive. “And everything neatly stacked.”


	Jack had noticed that. The tabloids were stacked together, as were the full-size papers. They weren’t tied into bundles. He wondered if they were in any special order. He stopped and checked out a few. A 1968 Post lay atop a 1975 Daily News. In the next stack a 1993 Times atop—


	“Wow. Check this out—a Journal-American from nineteen sixty-two. Where’d she get these?”


	“God only knows.”


	“Looks like they’re all New York papers.”


	“They might be. I wouldn’t know.”


	The maze extended into the next room. Yes, she had a dining set, but the table was piled high with papers and more stacked beneath. The same with each of the four chairs. Her china cabinet was stuffed with books.


	
“It’s the same upstairs—the extra rooms, the hallway, even her bedroom.”


	Jack glanced at the living room ceiling and thought it appeared to belly downward.


	“She hasn’t filled the basement, but that’s not to say she couldn’t. It’s damp down there and she’s afraid the moisture will mildew the papers.”


	“Well, she could get the walls and floor treated—”


	“And let workers in? You must be joking.”


	“Sorry. What was I thinking?”


	“I’ve begged her not to store anything in the kitchen and apparently she’s listened. The thought of an open flame and all these papers . . .” He gave a visible shudder.


	“ ‘Burn my house,’ ” Jack said, looking around at the astounding amount of paper. “As easily done as said.”


	“Not that she does any cooking anyway.” Eddie stepped into the kitchen. “She lives on takeout and microwaveables.”


	The kitchen looked more like an office—scanner and printer on the counter next to the microwave, computer on the kitchen table. Jack checked out the refrigerator: Lean Cuisine entrées in the freezer on top; milk, cheese, condiments below.


	No beer. Damn. Could have used a beer.


	He lifted the shade and peeked out the kitchen window into the wildly overgrown backyard. A well-weathered six-foot stockade fence ran along the perimeter.


	“Doesn’t she ever cut her grass?”


	“Not in back,” Eddie said. “I asked her once and she said she never went out there, so why bother?”


	No sign of a bunny hutch—a long shot anyway—so Jack dropped the shade and looked back into the dining room at the piles of papers.


	“Why would she want to burn all this? Must have spent half her life collecting it.”


	“Only the last three years or so, actually. Started some time after Steve died.”


	Jack shook his head. He’d assumed it was a longtime obsession. How had Weezy amassed this collection in only three years?


	“Did she ever give you a reason?”


	“She refused to say. As I told you, she said I could be in danger if I knew. She was pretty serious about it.”


	“Ah. So then it’s a good bet that her perceived threat is linked to the newspapers.”


	“That was the impression I got.”


	Jack grabbed a copy from the nearest pile and handed it to Eddie.


	“Okay, then. We’d better get started. I hope you’re an Evelyn Wood graduate.”


	Eddie gave him a baffled look. “Huh?”


	“Speed reading. We’ve got to go through every one of these to see why she’s been saving them.”


	Bafflement turned to shocked disbelief. “Have you lost your mind?”


	Jack held his gaze for a heartbeat or two, then said, “Psych!”


	Eddie looked ceilingward and burst out laughing. “Oh, man, does that take me back!”


	It took Jack back too. They had put each other on so many times growing up, always ending with Psych!


	The laughter died and they looked at each other.


	Eddie said, “If someone really was following us, it means they’re looking for this house.” He rolled his eyes. “Listen to me: ‘they.’ That sounds so paranoid.”


	Jack hid his annoyance. He understood Eddie’s reluctance to believe and his difficulty letting go of the long-held conviction that his sister was cuckoo, but enough was enough.


	“Maybe it’s time to stop second-guessing Weezy—and yourself, for that matter—and go with the possibility that she’s got something here that somebody else wants. That way we can focus on discovering what it is.”


	Eddie looked out over the sea of paper with dismay. “But where to begin?”


	Jack looked at the computer and remembered something.


	“How about that flash drive?”


	“Yes!”


	He pulled it out of his pocket and seated himself before her computer. He reached toward the power button, then pulled back.


	“Hey. It’s already on.”


	“What’s wrong with that?” Jack said.


	He left his on for days.


	“This is Weezy we’re talking about.”


	“Yeah. But this house is like Fort Knox.”


	Eddie shook his head. “It just doesn’t seem like Weezy. A running computer is a hackable computer.”


	Jack spotted a loose cable beside the box. The big jack identified it as a network cable. He grabbed it and held it up.


	“Not if she’s cut off from all potential hackers.”


	Eddie smiled. “That’s my sis.”


	He plugged the flash drive into a USB port. A few mouse clicks revealed the contents: a single text file. Jack leaned over his shoulder as he opened it.


	It contained URLs separated by blocks of text. They read in silence for a while, then Jack straightened.


	“They don’t make a lot of sense.”


	A little like reading the Compendium of Srem, where the author assumed the reader shared a context. But the Compendium had been written millennia ago. These were probably only days old, if that. They were riddled with mentions of the Trade Towers and al Qaeda and conspiracies. They were giving Jack a bad feeling.


	Eddie shook his head. “Don’t you get the impression she’s trying to say something without really saying it?”


	“Exactly. Let’s try some of these URLs and see where they take us.”


	“They’re not live links,” Eddie said as he plugged in the network cable, “so I’ll have to block and copy.”


	He launched Weezy’s browser—Firefox—and did just that with the first URL.


	Jack winced as a 9/11 Truther blog popped up. He’d been afraid of that.


	“Scroll down to the comments on Monday’s entry,” he said. “See if we spot anything familiar.”


	Sure enough: A familiar chunk appeared as a comment by “Secret Historian,” posted yesterday.


	Secret Historian . . . Jack had to smile.


	Eddie tried three more URLs and found comments identical to excerpts from Weezy’s text file. Each site was a 9/11 Truther blog or conspiracy site, blaming either Clinton-Bush-Cheney if they were on the left, or the New World Order if they were on the right. Nobody was blaming Osama bin Laden except for being a tool of the former or the latter.


	“I’ve seen enough,” Eddie said. “She’s become a Nine/Eleven Truther.” He rubbed his eyes. “This is so sad.”


	“Could be worse,” Jack said. “She could be a Holocaust denier or converted to one of those Wasabi Muslims.”


	“Wahhabi Muslim.”


	“Or one of them too.” He shrugged. “Seriously, though, I’ve got to say I’m a little disappointed. I mean, this is Weezy we’re talking about—the gal who was wise to the Secret History of the World as a teen.”


	A sad smile from Eddie. “Remember how she used to talk about that? I wish she still did.”


	So did Jack—because crazy as she’d sounded then, she’d been right. But he couldn’t tell Eddie that.


	“I would have expected better from her.”


	Eddie looked at him. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


	“Well, most people who pay attention to this stuff—I’m not one of them—seem to think the nine/eleven conspiracy theories are just a new rack for the Kennedy assassination doubters and their fellow travelers to hang their hats. The old-school, grassy-knoll true believers are now in the Nine/Eleven Truther movement, trading in The Warren Report for The Nine-Eleven Commission Report. Weezy always saw beyond that political crap, because when you come down to it, the political crap is trivial.”


	“Oh, really? And what’s not trivial?”


	Jack wished he could tell him about the Conflict, the cosmic shadow war waged out of sight and influencing everything, and about the approaching all-encompassing darkness, less than a year away. But Eddie already thought Jack a little crazy. Or maybe a lot crazy. Either way, he’d never understand.


	“I’m just saying that I’d have figured Weezy to be delving into something more esoteric and elusive. The nine/eleven theories sound just like the December-seventh theories. Sure, there’s lots of circumstantial evidence pointing to FDR and his crew and how they deliberately made Pearl Harbor a sitting duck for the Japs, but after almost three quarters of a century no one’s been able to come up with anything definitive. Same with the Kennedy assassination. Almost half a century and nobody’s found the second shooter.”


	“He could have been one of the many strange deaths and suicides connected to the investigation.”


	Jack shrugged. “Yeah. Could be. I can see where you could maybe cover up an assassination conspiracy by strictly limiting the number of people in the know, but something as massive as what they say went into bringing down those towers—rigging the demolition charges and such . . . too many people had to be involved. The world has changed. There’s no code of honor and silence anymore. Someone would be talking. Someone would be on Oprah, telling the world and looking for a book deal.”


	Eddie sighed. “Yeah, I suppose.” He jerked a thumb at the monitor. “Should we take a peek into her computer? Would that be snooping?”


	Jack looked at him. “She’s in a coma, she feared she’d go missing, she wants her house burned, and we were followed after leaving her. What do you think?”


	Eddie turned back to the keyboard. “Right. Let’s start with her documents.”


	Her e-mail required a password, of course, but so did many of her folders. And the ones that didn’t contained documents that were nothing but gibberish.


	“At the risk of being called Master of the Obvious,” Eddie said after repeated failures to find anything readable, “it looks like she’s using an encryption program.”


	“Surprise, surprise.”


	“That’s our Weezy.” He leaned back. “What now? No way we can sift through all—”


	Jack heard a noise from the direction of the front room. He grabbed Eddie’s arm and shushed him. He listened and heard it again.


	“Someone’s on the front porch.”


	16


	Darryl noticed right off how the chatter on the Lodge’s front steps died as soon as he showed up.


	As usual a bunch of Kickers were hanging out in front smoking—no smoking inside on order from the Septimus folks, so they gathered out here. Some stared, some didn’t look at him.


	Did it show on his face how sick he was? All he’d been able to think about on the subway back downtown was his AIDS and what he was going to do with the little time he had left. After all, he had cancer too.


	He couldn’t go back to Dearborn. What for? His ex hadn’t wanted anything to do with him when he was healthy—well, other than his alimony and child support checks, and he’d been skipping those—so she sure as hell wouldn’t want nothing to do with him sick and out of work. Same with his ma. Hadn’t spoken to her in years, and she had a new husband who wouldn’t want him around.


	He’d stay here. The Kickers were the only family he had. And it was a good family. They took care of each other. They’d help him out if he was sick, but he couldn’t tell them why he was sick. They wouldn’t understand. They’d think he was queer or a junkie. Didn’t want nobody thinking that.


	Why now? That was what he wanted to know. Just when he was getting his act together and settling himself in a new life, why’d it all have to get ruined by this? Wasn’t fair.


	He walked inside and found the usual half dozen or so Kickers hanging out. They got quiet too. Really noticeable in the echoey marble foyer. His footsteps sounded like he was walking down a long, empty hallway.


	He spotted Ansari, the unofficial head of security for the building, and caught his eye.


	“Hey.”


	Ansari looked away, then looked back. “Hey.”


	“What’s going on? Seems kinda weird around here.”


	“You look like crap, man.”


	That took Darryl by surprise. He knew he looked ailing, but not like crap.


	“I love you too.”


	Someone behind him snickered. “I bet you do!”


	That got a laugh, and Darryl spun to see who’d spoken.


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“Word came in you’re sick,” Ansari said.


	Darryl felt his blood turning to ice as he looked back at him. “Word? Word from who?”


	Ansari shrugged. “Got a call.” He pointed to the phone on the slim foyer table against the wall. “Said you got the virus.”


	Darryl reeled. Someone had called? Who? Why? Wasn’t that kind of stuff supposed to be private?


	“The virus? What virus?”


	“You know. AIDS. How long were you going to live here with us and eat with us and not tell us?” His face reddened. “How many of us have you spread it to, you mother—”


	“It’s not true!” He’d begun to say he’d just found out, but that would be admitting it. And he couldn’t admit it. “Whoever he was, he was lying!”


	Who’d call? Had to be someone who knew the doctor. And that left Drexler, the bastard. Why would he—?


	“Wasn’t a he. Was a her.”


	Her? Orlando’s assistant?


	“Yeah, well, it’s still not true.”


	Ansari stared at him a moment, then said, “I might believe you if you didn’t look so bad.”


	“Just been off my feed is all.”


	“Yeah. And now we know why.”


	Darryl had no answer for that. He looked around and found everybody—including a bunch of guys who’d come in from the front steps—staring at him. He saw no pity, no caring in those eyes, only anger and distrust.


	He turned and fled upstairs to his room.
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	Jack pointed to the steel door leading out of the rear of the kitchen and whispered, “I’ll sneak out the back and—”


	“Sorry,” Eddie said, shaking his head. “Different keys for those, and I don’t have copies.”


	Jack considered his options. Not many. With all the windows barred, his only choice was the front door.


	He motioned Eddie to stay put, then eased through the stacks to the front room. Without moving it, he peeked around a window shade and caught sight of a skinny guy in a T-shirt and baggy jeans tiptoeing past, moving toward the front door. He wore a backpack but his hands were empty.


	Quickly, Jack stepped to the door, yanked it open, grabbed the guy by his shirt, and pulled him inside.


	“Hey!”


	“Hey, yourself,” Jack said as he slammed the door and pushed him back against it. He gave him a quick pat down as he said, “You’re trespassing.”


	The guy blinked and cringed. “N-no, I’m not! I’m visiting! Just ask Louise! And who are you?” He looked over Jack’s shoulder. “And where is she?”


	“She’s in the—” Eddie began.


	But Jack cut him off. “Not here right now.”


	With a sob the guy closed his eyes and sagged.


	“She said you’d find us if we weren’t careful. Please don’t hurt me.”


	Jack wasn’t sure what to do. Hadn’t expected anyone to show up at the house, and now that he had this guy up close and personal, he couldn’t buy that he was connected to blondie on the train. And no matter what, he sure as hell hadn’t been expecting this reaction.


	“Who do you think we are?”


	He opened his eyes. “You’re them.”


	“No, we’re us. What ‘them’ are you thinking of?”


	“You’re the ones responsible.”


	Jack could feel his annoyance rising. “For what?”


	“You know.”


	Jack yanked him forward by the front of his shirt, then slammed him back.


	“Cut the crap! Who do you think we are?”


	The guy winced, then looked past Jack at Eddie. Eddie’s face must have given something away.


	“Hey, wait. You’re not them, are you. Then who—?”


	“I’m Louise’s brother,” Eddie said.


	Swell.


	Jack released the guy, but he kept staring at Eddie.


	“You don’t look like her.”


	“Doesn’t change the fact. Who are you and why are you sneaking around her house?”


	“I’m . . . Ted—”


	Jack flipped him around and held him face-first against the door while he removed his wallet.


	“Hey!”


	“Shut up.”


	“Jack,” Eddie said, “is this really—?”


	“If his name is Ted, I’ll eat his wallet.”


	Jack pulled out some credit cards and a driver’s license. They all read Kevin Harris. Jack handed them to Eddie and released the guy.


	“Okay, Kevin Harris, what’s up?”


	He blinked. “What?”


	“Who are you and what are you doing here?”


	He looked at Eddie. “Are you really her brother?”


	Jack shoved him back against the door. “God damn it!”


	“All right, all right! I . . . I’m a friend of hers. We’ve been working together.”


	“On what?”


	“It’s private—proprietary.”


	Jack took a stab. “You mean the nine/eleven thing? She told us all about it.”


	Harris’s eyes widened. “No! She wouldn’t! She’d never—”


	“Oh, but she did,” Eddie said, getting on board—finally. “I’m her brother. She trusts me.”


	“I don’t believe you. Why would she endanger her brother and not me?”


	Good question, Jack thought.


	“From the looks of you,” he said, “I think she feels we can handle the risk a little better.”


	Harris didn’t look happy to hear that, but made no objection. Just stood there chewing his upper lip.


	Jack watched him, trying to get a feel for him. He looked like a nerd, but that could be an act. If so, he was the Edward Norton of his organization. He’d been genuinely frightened when Jack pulled him inside.


	“Open your backpack,” Jack said.


	“Why?”


	Jack gave him his coldest stare. “Look, either you do it or I do it, but it winds up open.”


	With a sullen expression Harris shrugged out of it and unzipped the large compartment. He pulled out a thick, oversize paperback—a dog-eared copy of The 9/11 Commission Report. What a shock. Jack flipped through it and saw either yellow highlighter or underlining or margin notes on almost every page.


	Good chance he was for real. And if so, telling him about Weezy’s accident might loosen his tongue. If he was connected to the tail, he’d already know about it, so no harm done.


	The rest of the backpack held half a bottle of Poland Spring water, a couple of peanut chocolate chip Soyjoy bars—“fortified with optimism”—along with paper clips, an array of pens and highlighters, and a thick manila folder. Jack pulled it out and was starting to open it when Harris snatched it away.


	“Hey, that’s private!”


	“Between you and Wee—I mean Louise?”


	“Damn right. And if she told you all about it, like you said, then what’s in here won’t be news to you.”


	The guy had a little fire in him.


	Jack decided to let it ride and give Harris an apparent victory. He could take the folder any time he wanted.


	“Actually, she didn’t tell us everything.”


	Harris pumped a fist. “Knew it!”


	Watching him closely, Jack said, “That’s because she was run down by a car before we could get the whole story.”


	He turned a sickly white and sagged back against the door. “Oh, no! They did get her!”


	No way Harris was faking that. He hadn’t known.


	“She’s not . . . tell me she’s not . . .”


	Another point for Harris—that would be the first thing a real friend would want to know.


	“She’s alive but in a coma,” Eddie said.


	Harris’s eyes narrowed. “How do I know that?”


	Well . . . probably time to get back to the hospital anyway.


	“Time for show-and-tell. We’ll take you to her.”


	18


	“It’s her,” Harris said, standing at Weezy’s bedside and staring down at her. “It’s really her.”


	His devastated expression convinced Jack that he was the real deal. The question now would be: Would he believe Jack and Eddie were the real deal?


	The guy had already turned out to be a royal pain in the ass . . .


	First, back at the house, he’d started questioning the accident and if there’d really been one. Jack had shown him the police report but that hadn’t convinced him because it was all about a Jane Doe.


	Harris had wanted to take the subway—more public. Jack hadn’t—too public. Before getting into the cab Harris had demanded some ID from Eddie and had questioned why he and “Louise” had different names. Eddie had patiently explained that she hadn’t changed back to her maiden name since her husband’s death.


	Harris had reluctantly accepted that as a possibility. Then he’d asked Jack for ID.


	Like, yeah, he was going to see something. In his dreams.


	Jack had pushed Harris into the cab and he was a twitchfest the whole trip, asking the driver over and over if he was really a cabby and if he was really taking them to Mount Sinai Hospital.


	But now . . . seeing was believing.


	“Is she ever going to wake up?” he said, his face full of angst as he turned to them.


	“The doctor’s not sure,” Jack said quickly, before Eddie could speak. “It’s touch and go. She might enter a persistent vegetative state.”


	This earned a questioning look from Eddie that Jack ignored. He’d pulled the term out of his store of unwanted coma lore.


	“Like that lady in Florida?” Harris said.


	Jack nodded. “Exactly. Terry Schiavo all over again.” He hoped Eddie would stay clammed.


	Harris turned back to the bed and stepped closer to Weezy. He shook her shoulder as he leaned over her. He spoke in a low voice but Jack caught the words.


	“Wake up, Louise. You’ve got to wake up. I think I’ve found him. I think I know who he is.”


	“Found who?” Jack said.


	Harris jumped and turned. “Nothing. A private matter.” He suddenly looked scared. “I don’t care what the report says, I’ll bet this wasn’t an accident. They found her and got to her. They’ve finally silenced her.”


	“We can’t let that happen,” Jack said, flicking a glance at Eddie. “She mustn’t be silenced. I think she knew they were closing in, and that’s why she came to her brother here. To continue her quest for the truth.”


	Eddie cleared his throat. “Yes. I, um, run a small security firm—”


	Harris stiffened. “Securities?”


	Jack wondered why that word would cause a reaction.


	“No,” Eddy said. “Security—as in building security. You know, hospitals and such.” He nodded toward Jack. “This is one of my employees.”


	Swell. Now I’m working for Eddie.


	Jack said, “Yeah. She told us she thought she might need some protection.”


	Harris snorted and looked back at the bed. “Some protection.”


	“She was just bringing us up to speed,” Jack said. “She was worried about endangering her brother, so she was very stingy with her information.”


	Harris nodded, a little more enthusiastic now. “Oh, yeah. That was Louise, all right.”


	“You said it.” Jack looked at Eddie. “Like pulling teeth, right, boss?”


	Eddie turned away. It looked like he might be fighting tears but Jack was sure he was fighting off a smile from the “boss” line. When he turned back he was composed.


	“Sorry. This is very hard.”


	Jack said, “Let me be blunt here: I’m thinking that she thought someone wanted her dead. Am I right?”


	Harris nodded. “Permanently silenced, yeah.”


	Jack pressed his case. “Well, it’s not permanent, not as long as she’s breathing and has a chance to come out of this coma. So that means someone might try again. We can’t protect her very well if we don’t know who we’re protecting her from. That’s where you come in.”


	“Me?”


	Jack was already winging it, so he decided to push it a little further.


	“She told us about someone special, someone close to her that she trusted, but she wouldn’t give us a name.” Jack narrowed his eyelids and fixed a B-movie stare on Harris. “I’ve got a feeling that trusted guy is you.”


	He nodded. “Well, I was—I mean, I am.”


	“Then you need to fill in the blank spaces she left us—for her sake.”


	“I don’t know . . .”


	Eddie said, “I told you: I can’t protect my sister if—”


	“—if you don’t know who to protect her from. Right-right-right. But you need to know that she didn’t tell me much. Only just enough to help her find what she was looking for.”


	“We’ll take whatever you can give,” Jack said.


	He chewed his lip. “Okay. Is there someplace private we can talk? You know, where we can’t be overheard?”


	Jack thought about that. Julio’s was out—didn’t want anyone tailing him there. Then he remembered that they were right across the street from Central Park.


	“How about down by the reservoir? We can find an isolated spot in the open where no one’s in earshot and—”


	Harris made a face. “Ever hear of a parabolic microphone? Someone could be listening in from a hundred yards away. We’d be better off in a bar or a restaurant.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s way before the dinner crowd. We should have no problem finding an isolated table in a midscale place.”


	Jack couldn’t argue with that. He’d always linked paranoia to longevity, though Harris was taking it a bit far.


	“Okay. Let’s do it.”


	But no way Harris was picking the restaurant.
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	“I guess this is good enough,” Harris said.


	As the hostess led him and Eddie toward the pub’s empty rear dining area, Jack hung back near the door, waiting to see who would follow them in.


	Harris had chosen a Mexican place on Lex but Jack had vetoed that and picked this Irish pub on Third Avenue at random. He’d kept his eye out for a tail on the way over. Hadn’t made one, but the streets were crowded with summer tourists—a bird-dogger’s dream.


	A couple of laughing young girls speaking something that sounded like Swedish popped in five minutes later. He waited another five and when no one followed, he joined the other two at the booth in a rear corner. He had Eddie slide over so he could take the outside seat facing the bar area.


	A florid-faced waiter with a big belly stretching his vest to the limits of its tensile strength asked in a brogue if they wanted a drink before dinner. Eddie ordered another martini, Harris a Guinness.


	Jack shook his head. “Not while I’m on duty. Right, boss?”


	Eddie rubbed his mouth. “We’ll make an exception this time.”


	Jack said, “Well, I don’t much like beer but maybe I’ll try something I saw on tap as I passed the bar. I believe it’s called Smithwick’s?” He deliberately pronounced the “w.”


	Eddie appeared to be trying very hard not to roll his eyes.


	Jack turned to Harris as the waiter left. “Okay. What can you tell us? You told Weezy you ‘found him.’ Who did you find?”


	Harris hesitated, then shrugged. “Okay. She’s had me looking into a particular stock account.”


	Jack said, “You mean a brokerage account?”


	“Right. In this case, a UBS account. Opened in Basel, Switzerland, in July of 2001 by a Spaniard named Emilio Cardoza.”


	Eddie looked as puzzled as Jack felt. “So?”


	“It became active the week of September third—the week before the planes hit the towers.”


	That brought a hush to the table. Jack broke it, saying, “How active, and what was he buying?”


	“More like what he was selling.” He paused for some sort of effect but it was lost on Jack.


	“Are you going to tell us or what?”


	Harris sighed. “On September sixth he purchased puts on American Airlines, United Airlines, Morgan Stanley Dean Witter. Lots of them.”


	Jack saw Eddie’s expression register shock but hadn’t a clue as to why.


	“What’s a put?”


	They both stared at him. Jack didn’t even attempt to explain why he knew so little about the stock market. A person needed a Social Security number to open a brokerage account, and would be expected to pay taxes on the profits. Jack didn’t have an SSN and had yet to file a 1040. So, when reading the paper, he tended to skip to another article at first sight of words and acronyms like Dow Jones and NASDAQ.


	Eddie said, “A put is an option, essentially a contract that will allow the holder to sell stocks at a specified price by a given date. A call is the opposite, allowing you to buy a certain stock at a specified price by a given date.”


	Jack’s turn to stare. “Okay. Could you try that in English? I never learned Wookie.”


	Harris said, “Look: If you buy a put on United Airlines stock and the price suddenly drops, you pocket the difference between the higher price of the put and lower price of the stock. Puts are sold in blocks of a hundred. Puts for a thousand shares for a stock selling at a hundred bucks a share will net you twenty-five grand if the share price drops to seventy-five.”


	Another moment of dead silence as that sank in. Jack didn’t like the feeling seeping through him. The jets hijacked on 9/11 had belonged to American and United Airlines. That meant . . .


	“So this Cardoza was betting that the stocks of those two airlines would drop?”


	“You got it. Plus Morgan Stanley Dean Witter as well.”


	“Why them?”


	“They occupied twenty-two floors of the North Tower.”


	“Holy shit . . .” Jack leaned back. “He knew.”


	“Sure looks that way.”


	The waiter arrived with their drinks and asked if they were ready to order their meals. Nobody wanted anything, and that didn’t go over too well.


	“If you’ll be sitting in the dining area,” he said with a stern look, “you’ll be ordering food.”


	Well, they needed the privacy—especially with the bombshells Harris was dropping.


	But were they private? The choice of the pub had been as random as Jack could imagine. No one was in earshot. He’d been keeping an eye on the bar area. No one there had shown any interest in them, but bars held countless reflective surfaces. Someone could be scoping them out in a mirrored beer sign. Jack had done it plenty of times himself. But even if they were, they couldn’t hear—that was the important thing.


	To satisfy the food requirement, they each ordered an appetizer. Jack chose the fried calamari. This being an Irish pub, he figured he’d be dealing with the equivalent of breaded rubber bands, but nobody said he had to eat it. The waiter departed reasonably happy.


	When they were alone again, Harris pulled the manila folder from his backpack and shuffled through the papers.


	“My guy wasn’t alone.” He peered at a sheet. “Here. In the week before the Towers attack there was no bad news about air travel in general and no bad news about either American or United in particular. Both were trading in the low thirties. Yet on September sixth and seventh, the CBO—”


	“The what?”


	“The Chicago Board Options Exchange—it handles zillions of puts and calls. It recorded over forty-seven hundred puts on United and less than four hundred calls those days. The volume on the sixth, the Thursday before the attack, was two hundred and eighty-five times the average—an incomprehensible increase.”


	“All in one account?”


	“No. In numerous accounts. The people who knew what was coming were moving to cash in.”


	Jack shook his head. “You’ve got to be making this up.”


	“I’m not. Same thing happened to American Airlines on the tenth, the day before the attack—over forty-five hundred puts. Way, way, way above average. Same with Morgan Stanley: twenty-five times the usual daily average in puts. The stock markets were closed the rest of the week after the attack, but when they reopened on the seventeenth, United dropped forty-three percent and American dropped forty. Morgan Stanley dropped too. The result: Anyone who held puts on those stocks cleaned up.”


	“But everything dropped,” Eddie said. “The whole market tanked. Someone could have simply shorted the indexes and cleaned up.”


	“Not to the extent our boy did. Relatively, the Dow dropped a mere fraction of what United, American, and Morgan Stanley suffered.”


	The conversation was making Jack gladder than ever that he kept his money in gold.


	Harris said, “At that time, a one-hundred-share put on United was selling for around ninety bucks. He bought a hundred of them for nine grand.”


	“Meaning he had options on ten thousand shares,” Eddie said. “How much did United drop?”


	“Thirteen bucks.”


	Eddie whistled. “He made a hundred and thirty thousand on that one deal alone.”


	Harris nodded. “Fifteen hundred percent profit. But that’s not all. Our boy also purchased calls—meaning he expected the stock price to rise—on Raytheon.”


	Jack looked at them. “Which is . . . ?”


	“I’ve heard of it,” Eddie said. “A defense contractor. They make Tomahawk missiles.” He sighed, puffing out his cheeks. “I can guess what happened to Raytheon when the market reopened.”


	Harris was nodding. “Big jump—thirty-seven percent.”


	Jack was finding all this . . . incredible. Literally.


	“Is this for real? I mean—don’t take offense—but we have only your word that any of this went on, and we don’t know you.”


	Harris shrugged. “I know it’s a lot to swallow, but it’s all verifiable. Look it up yourself. The put-call ratios are a matter of public record.”


	Well, if so, that raised an obvious question . . .


	“Hold on a sec. If this kind of bump in activity was recorded, how come no one else noticed?”


	“Believe me, plenty of people have noticed. The SEC even launched an investigation—or at least said it did.”


	“And?”


	“And nothing. Have you heard of any arrests?”


	“No, but then I don’t pay much attention to—”


	“I do,” Harris said. “I pay a lot of attention. And not a single person has been arrested.”


	“But how do they explain—?”


	Harris shrugged. “They don’t. It’s been dropped.”


	“Sounds like How to Spark a Conspiracy Theory one-oh-one.”


	“For sure. And the conspiracy theory is bolstered by the fact that two and a half million dollars’ worth of puts remain uncollected.”


	Eddie leaned forward. “Why do you think that is?”


	“I don’t think they expected the markets to close so quickly. They probably planned to make a quick transaction the next day, before anyone made the connection between the whacked-out put-call ratios and the attacks, and disappear. But the markets stayed closed all week and after that they didn’t dare collect.”


	“What about your boy?” Jack said.


	“With his foreign account, he managed to execute the options and get away with it.”


	“I gather then from what you said to Weezy that you’ve been looking for this Cardoza and you’ve found him.”


	“Well, yes, and no. There is no Emilio Cardoza—at least, the Emilio Cardoza who opened the account doesn’t exist.”


	“Then you haven’t found him.”


	Harris smiled. “Oh, but I have. Louise assumed it was a false identity and asked me to look into it. She bought me tickets to Basel and Madrid and paid all my expenses. With the help of a bunch of euros—also supplied by Louise—I managed to get my hands on a security photo of Cardoza.”


	Jack spread his hands. “So he does exist.”


	“Only on paper. I speak decent Spanish and in Spain I showed his photo around and learned that his real name is Bashar Sheikh, a Pakistani whose last known residence was just outside Tarragona, Spain.”


	Jack’s bullshitometer was redlining. Pass a few euros in Switzerland and get a photo . . . show that photo around in Spain and get a real name. All Jack knew about international intrigue was what he’d read in novels, but whatever the reality was, it couldn’t be that easy. And Harris was no George Smiley.


	Eddie looked equally baffled. “If this is supposed to mean something, it doesn’t.”


	Harris said, “I don’t know what it means either. Sheikh hasn’t been seen or heard from since the spring of ’04. I’ve never heard of the man, but he immediately looked familiar. I’ve seen his face before, but I can’t place him. But I knew Louise would recognize him because—”


	“—she never forgets anything,” Jack and Eddie said in unison.


	Harris stared at them, nodding. “Right. I guess you two really do know her.”


	“As only a brother who grew up in her academic shadow could.”


	Jack remembered how Weezy always did well in school and could have been number one in her class, year in and year out, if she’d chosen to be. Not only did she have that photographic memory, but she could put all her stored data to use—often in ways that were a little too unique for her teachers. Eddie had had a hard time following in her footsteps. Academically, he’d been the Andrew Ridgeley of the Connell kids.


	“So anyway, when I got back yesterday I started calling her as soon as I landed.”


	“Why didn’t you call her from Spain?” Jack said.


	Harris gave him a look. “Do you have any idea how closely overseas calls are monitored?”


	Jack didn’t. He didn’t travel.


	“Okay. You waited till you got back. You called and got no answer, and became worried.”


	“Right. I mean, I wasn’t worried at first. Sometimes she goes off the grid—turns off her phone and doesn’t check her e-mail—but never for more than a day. I thought yesterday was one of those days, so while I was waiting I went through my photo files, looking for that face. But it wasn’t there. Today I began calling again and still no answer. Now I was worried. So I came over.” He shrugged. “And the rest you know.”


	“No, pal,” Jack said. “Not even close. You said there were multiple accounts buying those puts. Why did she choose this particular one?”


	“You’ll have to ask her.”


	“Well, since I can’t do that, I’m asking you.”


	“Well, then you’re out of luck, because she didn’t tell me. She tells me only what she thinks I need to know, and I guess she didn’t think I needed to know that. But I have an idea.”


	“We’re waiting.”


	“Emilio Cardoza was listed as from Tarragona. In July of 2001, Mohammed Atta, the leader of the nine/eleven attacks, visited Spain and dropped out of sight in the Tarragona area. It’s widely believed he met with high-ups from al Qaeda to finalize the plan of attack. I will bet—although I have no facts to base it on—that they used Bashar Sheikh’s home as a safe house.”


	Eddie tapped the table. “You said he opened his account in July.”


	“Yep. Right after Atta returned to the U.S. Atta landed in Miami on the nineteenth, and the Cardoza account was opened on the twenty-third. Seems pretty obvious that Sheikh knew the details and decided to cash in.”


	Jack tried to put himself in that position and couldn’t imagine doing something so damn stupid.


	“Idiot.”


	Harris smiled. “Maybe not an idiot. Maybe just greedy. Isn’t greed amazing? Isn’t it wonderful? Even sucking up to Allah doesn’t immunize you. I love greed. It allows me to cherchez la moolah.”


	Swell, Jack thought. I’m having a beer with Gordon Gekko.
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	“Max lost them,” Szeto said.


	Ernst grunted and squeezed the phone as he paced his office. “So we still don’t know where she lives. Why wasn’t I told before?”


	Instead of answering, Szeto said, “They are back at hospital with third man. Josef followed them to restaurant and watches the place now.”


	So . . . he’d delayed reporting Max’s failure until he could report that the quarry had been spotted again.


	“And the woman?”


	“Max watches and—wait.” Ernst heard some muffled conversation in Polish, then Szeto was back. “Max, he overhear nurse say woman is waking up.”


	“Then get her out of there. Immediately.”


	“I will call Josef. We have plan in place. We will move upon his return.”


	Ernst ended the call and put down the phone. When he looked up, the One stood on the other side of his desk.


	“Where will you be taking her?”


	Ernst swallowed. “The Order owns space in the Meatpacking District. They will take her there. They will find out where she lives. She will be a problem no more.”


	The One nodded. “And the Fhinntmanchca? You have a suitable candidate?”


	“Yes. A perfect candidate. I am working on isolating him now. Soon he will have no one left to turn to but me.”


	The One didn’t smile, merely stared at Ernst with those bottomless eyes.


	“And then it begins.”
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	Darryl rose from the bed and stepped to the window. He’d tried to nap, but as tired as he felt, sleep wouldn’t come. His mind wouldn’t stop racing, running high and hot but stuck in neutral and not going nowhere.


	He wasn’t thinking about the future because he didn’t have one. He had AIDS, man. Fucking AIDS. What wouldn’t leave his head was the question of how. How-how-how?


	He’d lain there, searching through his past, looking for a way the virus could have gotten into his body. And then it came to him. That one summer years ago . . .


	Stupid! What a fucking idiot he’d been.


	He looked down at the street from his third-floor window. The sun was dropping but still had a good ways to go. He had his window open despite the heat. No air-conditioning in this old building, but he didn’t mind. He chilled so easily these days. The place was built like a fortress with thick stone walls that kept out the heat. The open window let some in.


	How long did he have? He’d have asked the doc but was sure all he’d get was bullshit, any excuse to fill him with drugs that would only make him feel worse and wouldn’t work anyway.


	His bladder started complaining so he headed out into the hall and down to the john. Too bad he didn’t have his own bathroom, but no one did. No one had been living here until the Kickers moved in. The Septimus Order had used it only as an office building and meeting space for a long time, but they’d offered it to Hank for his use. That seemed generous, but Darryl was sure there was something in it for the Order. They’d told Hank that certain of their goals coincided, but hadn’t come right out and said which ones.


	He stepped into the bathroom. It had two urinals, a toilet stall, and a shower. He was bellied up to a urinal, relieving himself, when a burly, bearded Kicker named Hagaman came in. He lived down the other end of the hall.


	“Shit! What’re you doin’ in here?”


	“Drivin’ a cab. What’s it look like?”


	“You shouldn’t be in here, man.”


	Darryl had a sudden bad feeling about what was coming.


	“Why the hell not?”


	“Because you got the sickness, you got the AIDS, and shouldn’t be around, spreadin’ it.”


	“Fuck you!”


	Hagaman’s face got all red. “Hey, I don’t know who you been fuckin’, but it ain’t me and ain’t never gonna be!”


	Darryl tried to hold back, but he lost it.


	“Yeah? Well, how’s this?”


	He turned in a circle, spraying the room with a yellow stream. If Hagaman hadn’t jumped back he’d have caught some.


	“Son of a bitch!” he shouted, raising a fist. “If I wasn’t scared of catchin’ something, I’d break your face!”


	Darryl tucked himself back in and started toward him, pointing to his own chin.


	“Yeah? Let’s see ya try!”


	Hagaman backed out and hurried away. Darryl might have chased after him and told him a thing or two, but his throat felt so tight he didn’t think he could manage a word.


	So instead he hurried to his room and kicked the wall as he fought back a sob.
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	The appetizers arrived. Jack leaned against the back of the booth as Eddie and Harris sampled their food.


	Hell of a day so far.


	Weezy Connell had come back into his life—in a comatose state, yes, but he hoped that wouldn’t be for long.


	He felt as if he’d fallen down a rabbit hole. He’d awakened with 9/11 a distant, bitter memory, but very much alive. Now . . .


	Eddie sighed. “Nine/eleven . . . it’s been misused and manipulated, and it’s paraded out every time the powers that be think we need a little injection of fear. We need to put it behind us and move on.”


	Jack thought about that day. He remembered standing on his rooftop that sunny Tuesday morning with Neil the Anarchist and some of his neighbors from the building, all staring south. The towers themselves hadn’t been visible, but the drifting gray-black plume couldn’t be missed. Some had talked of traveling downtown for an up-close-and-personal look. Not Jack. He found the idea ghoulish. And besides, the city was in full lockdown mode.


	And then suddenly the smoke changed—more of it, and a lighter color. Something had happened. They all ran down to the nearest top-floor apartment to watch reruns of the first tower’s collapse. And then the second went . . .


	He remembered the gnawing in his stomach. Let the pundits and politicos and preachers argue about whether or not foreign policy chickens were coming home to roost. None of that mattered. This was his city. And some slimeballs had attacked it. Rage had consumed him.


	But he’d gotten past that. Or thought he had. Today was dredging up a lot of buried feelings. The rage flooded back.


	“I agree with you about the fear,” Jack said. “Yeah, put the fear behind. It’s useless. But keep the rage. Stick it in a back pocket and take it out every so often. A gang of oxygen wasters came into our house and killed some of our family. We never forget that. And we don’t forgive.” He slammed a fist on the table. “Ever.”


	He noticed the two of them staring at him. The intensity of his feelings surprised him. He’d dropped out, turned his back, and gone underground. He’d refused to participate in the machine. And yet, on that day he’d felt part of the city, of its gestalt. Felt as if he’d been attacked. He’d taken it personally . . . still did.


	That wasn’t like him. But it was the way it was.


	Go figure.


	“All right. End of speech. Back to Weezy.”


	Yeah, Weezy. What had he learned? That she’d been interested in the owner of a Swiss account who, days before the attack, had bet on United and American Airlines’ stock falling and the Tomahawk maker’s stock rising. Obviously Bashar Sheikh had prior knowledge. And if, as Harris said, he’d hosted Atta two months before the attack, that would account for it.


	But so what? Yesterday’s news. What could that have to do with some shadowy “them” looking for Weezy, trying to tail Jack and Eddie to her home? No reason for her to want to torch her own house.


	He tried a calamari ring. Better than he’d expected—rubbery, but not vulcanized. He wasn’t hungry, though, so he pushed the plate to the center of the table.


	“Help yourselves.”


	As Harris moved to do just that—his hand descending on the rings like a crane in a toy vending machine—Jack leaned forward. Time to get into tough-guy mode.


	“Can I ask you a question, Harris?”


	“Depends, but okay.”


	“Who the fuck are you?”


	He dropped the rings, partially missing his plate.


	“What do you mean?”


	“Where are you from? What do you do? How are you friends with Weezy? Basic stuff like that.”


	“Oh . . . well, I’m a Florida boy—believe it or not, some people are born there; we aren’t all transplants from the north. I went to FSU”—he made a tomahawk chop—“go Seminoles. Majored in computer science. Spent years as a systems analyst for Bear Stearns until they got caught with their suspenders down. Now I write medical-imaging software for a company in White Plains. Mostly I work from home, but if I need to go in I just hop Metro North. It’s a pretty good gig.”


	“And how does all this put you in Weezy’s orbit?”


	“She came into mine when she began posting comments to my blog on tz9-11truthquest.”


	A blogger. Well, why not? Everyone seemed to be a blogger these days.


	“The ‘tz’ stands for what? Twilight Zone?”


	Harris gave him a sour smile. “Ha. Ha. If I had a dime for every time . . . never mind. It stands for Ted Zawicki.”


	“And who’s he?”


	“The supposed author of the blog—you don’t think I’d put my real name on it, do you?”


	“Silly me.”


	Eddie said, “Why did she choose you?”


	He looked offended. “Tz9-11truthquest is my site—a sort of clearing-house for Truther info. Not the first, mind you, but the oldest still operating. Nine/eleven sites and blogs come and go, but tz9-11truthquest hangs in there. It’s the Energizer bunny of the field. My blog on the site has become the touchstone for Truther blogs. Everyone who is anyone in the Truther Movement drops in at least once a day.”


	“Must get real crowded,” Jack said. This earned a glare from Harris but before he could retort, he added, “She must have said something special.”


	“And how. She raised a lot of hackles when she said we were right about conspiracy and the controlled demolitions, but wrong about the who and why. That we had to look deeper. That we were missing something important.”


	“What’s the ‘who and why’ in your book?” Eddie said.


	“The same people who’ve been running western civilization for centuries. The families and financial interests behind the UN, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the Trilateral Commission.”


	Jack felt his eyes roll of their own accord. “The New World Order.”


	“Yeah,” Harris said, his tone defensive. “And their head-of-state lackeys. A plan of sorts was sketched out in a book from a conservative think tank just a year before. It’s called Rebuilding America’s Defenses, and you can read it yourself. It called for ‘a new Pearl Harbor’ to get Americans off their asses and start kicking Middle East butt. Well, Bush and Cheney and Wolfowitz and all the rest listened and gave us nine/eleven.”


	“Who does my sister think is behind it?” Eddie said as he poked disconsolately at his Caesar salad. He didn’t seem anxious to hear the answer. Appeared to be dreading it.


	“That’s just it. She never said. Her posts teased with comments like, ‘You’ve got the right crime but the wrong criminal’ and ‘It’s much, much bigger than an excuse to send America off to war.’ ” He grinned. “Well, you can imagine how that went over. ‘Secret Historian’ was branded a heretic and a denier and a confuser sent to sabotage the Truther Movement.”


	“Did she ever explain the ‘Secret Historian’ name?”


	“No, but she used it on my site and others. She was going around to all the sites, pissing them off and acting as a sort of provocateur, but never enough to get herself banned as a troll, because she obviously knew her subject.”


	“To what end?” Jack said.


	“To nudge them out of their Bush-Cheney-Trilateral Commission obsession and start looking for other villains—the real villains.”


	“And what’s her take? What’s she think is the real story?”


	“She doesn’t know. At least that’s what she tells me, and I believe her. She knows she’s only one person and can do only so much, so she’s trying to enlist others to help. She’d love to put together a coalition of these groups and guide them, use them as an investigative team, but she doesn’t want to show her face. She doesn’t want to be known.”


	Jack thought about trying to organize and lead a group of these paranoid types. Herding cats suddenly became a snap.


	“But she’s known to you. She let you see her face.”


	Harris smiled. “It took quite a while before we got to that stage—lots of encrypted e-mails passed between us before we got around to meeting.”


	“Let me get this straight,” Eddie said, his expression grave. “My sister doesn’t think al Qaeda flew those jets into the Towers?”


	“Yes, she does. Bin Laden and Zawahiri and Atef orchestrated the whole thing. And she believes the Bush administration and whoever they’re connected to leveraged that into an invasion of the Middle East. But she says that’s not important.”


	Eddie’s eyes widened. “Not important!”


	“Right. She told me that al Qaeda isn’t the end of the trail and that this is much bigger than we think. That there’s another organization or cabal or camorra whatever pulling al Qaeda’s strings and using it for its own purposes.”


	“Who?”


	Harris spread his hands. “That’s the zillion-dollar question.”


	Eddie looked at Jack. “Can you believe this bullshit?”


	Jack said nothing as all the disparate bits and pieces he’d learned over the past few years about the Secret History of the World swirled through his brain.


	Yes . . . he could believe it.
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	They found Weezy sitting up in bed sipping water through a straw.


	“Wow,” she said as they gaped at her from the doorway. “Three visitors at once. I must be popular.”


	Jack immediately glanced at Harris to gauge his reaction and saw joy and relief in his eyes.


	All right, so the guy really cared about Weezy. Why didn’t Jack feel he could trust him?


	Eddie rushed forward and embraced her. “Weez! When did you wake up?”


	“About an hour ago.”


	Jack noticed that her IV was still running but her catheter bag was gone. He hung back as Harris moved to her bedside and grabbed her hand.


	“Louise . . . I was so worried.”


	“Kevin.” She looked puzzled. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


	“When you didn’t answer your calls—”


	“How was . . . Europe?”


	“Everything we hoped for.”


	“Excellent.” She looked past him and smiled as her dark eyes focused on Jack’s. “You look so different, Jack. I never imagined you with a beard.” She held out her hands. “I’d never recognize you except for your eyes. They haven’t changed a bit.”


	Feeling awkward, he stepped forward and grasped her hands. Her skin was smooth and warm. He squeezed. She squeezed back, releasing a flood of childhood memories—school buses, endless bike rides through lazy summers, and the Pine Barrens . . . he could almost smell those trees.


	“You . . . you still look like Weezy.”


	She released his hand. “But more of me than you last saw.”


	“You exaggerate. You look great.”


	No kidding. The extra weight looked kind of good on her.


	She looked at Eddie. “Did Jack find me?”


	Eddie nodded. “Yes, he did.”


	“I knew he would.” She beamed.


	“Do you know what happened to you?”


	“Car accident, I’m told. I have no memory of it.” She pointed to her stitched-up scalp. “But I think I’ll have a nice souvenir.”


	Jack thought her tone seemed a little too light. Was she putting on a show? Hiding fear?


	“What about leading up to it?”


	She shook her head, then quickly pressed her hands against her temples and closed her eyes. “Note to self: Don’t shake head.” Opening them again, she said, “I remember leaving the house and heading for an Internet café and that’s about it.”


	“Retrograde amnesia,” Jack said. “Happens with head trauma.”


	“Right. You know about that?”


	He winked at her. “I read it.”


	That had been her mantra when they were kids. She’d spout some tidbit of arcane lore and whenever Jack or anyone else would ask how she knew, that was what she’d say.


	But he hadn’t read it. Through experience over the past year he’d learned too much about head trauma.


	“Were you being followed or chased?” Harris said.


	“I have no idea.”


	“Excuse me,” said an accented voice from the doorway.


	Jack saw a lean black man in scrubs pushing a gurney ahead of him.


	“I must take”—he glanced at a yellow slip in his hand—“Louise for an x-ray. Please step aside.”


	They complied and watched him wheel the gurney up to the bedside and pull the curtain. They waited, heard a few grunts of effort from her, then the curtain reopened and Weezy, propped up on pillows, was wheeled toward the door. She waved as she went by.


	“I think I’m going to head home,” Harris told her. “A million things piled up while I was away. Now that I know you’re safe, I can concentrate on other stuff.”


	“We need to talk,” she said.


	“Do we ever. I’ll be in touch as soon as I get home.”


	When she was gone, Jack turned to Harris. “You might be followed.”


	He grinned. “If so, I’ll lose them. No one’s tailing me home.”


	Jack had said it for effect. He figured if Harris was such a big shot in the Truther movement, whoever was interested in Weezy already knew where he lived. But then again, maybe not.


	After Harris shook hands with both of them and left, Jack turned to Eddie.


	“Did you give the hospital your address?”


	“Not yet, but—”


	“Your phone?”


	“No, but I will before I—”


	“Don’t. It can be traced to your home.”


	“I’ve got to leave a number. What if something happens?”


	“You’ve got mine. Give them that.”


	“But—?”


	“It’s prepaid. No billing address connected.”


	Eddie nodded and headed for the door. “Good thinking.” He stopped at the door. “You’re not an appliance repairman, are you.”


	“You’re wasting time.”


	A few seconds after he left, a smiling Dr. Gupta showed up with a binder in his hand. “Well, well. We’ve had—” He stared at the empty bed. “Where is Mrs. Myers?”


	“Down to x-ray.”


	Gupta frowned and flipped through the chart. “That cannot be. I ordered no studies, and besides, her chart would go with her. I have it here.”


	Jack had started moving on “That cannot be.” He ducked out into the hall and checked the elevator area. They would have had to take the gurney by elevator. No sign of her there. Already gone. She wouldn’t be making a fuss either. She’d be compliant until she realized something was wrong. By then she’d be out of earshot.


	Jack took the stairs as fast as he dared. He lifted his shirt and pulled his Glock 19 from the nylon holster nestled in the small of his back. He tended to keep the chamber empty when he was walking around town. He worked the slide to remedy that now, then returned the weapon to its holster.


	They’d want to move her off premises ASAP. They couldn’t use the lobby because she’d make a scene. Needed a back way.


	The hospital had to have a loading dock for food and medical deliveries. After five now. Probably not much activity in those areas.


	Okay, if he were going to spirit someone out of here, how would he do it? How about putting her in a box and loading her on a truck? Good, but someone might want to know what he was removing from the hospital. Could be stealing supplies, drugs.


	Better: Pretend to be transporting a body to a funeral home. Perfect. People died all the time in hospitals and they weren’t taken out through the front door. The two main entrances were on Fifth and Madison, so most likely the loading area would be on a side street.


	But how to get there? The medical center covered three square blocks.


	He’d have to ask. He hated asking directions.


	When he reached the main-floor level he stopped the first maintenance worker he saw.


	“The undertakers are taking my mother’s body to the funeral home and I need to catch them before they go. Where do I find them?”


	The guy sent him down another level. He had to ask again along the way, but finally reached an open receiving area where he spotted the black guy rolling the gurney off the edge of the dock into the open rear of a waiting panel truck. The guy with the bleach-blond hair was helping him. A black body bag lay on the gurney, held in place by duct tape. Whatever was inside the bag was moving.


	What? No security?


	And then, to his right, he spotted a portly figure slumped over a desk, blood leaking from his scalp.


	Jack looked around for somebody, anybody to intervene. No one in sight. That left it all up to him. It meant exposing himself—something he never wanted to do—but he couldn’t let this go down.


	He pulled his Glock and kept it pressed against his thigh as he hurried toward the pair. He’d loaded the magazine with alternating hardball and hollowpoint rounds. The top round was always a hollowpoint, so one of those was in the chamber now.


	When he came within ten feet he called out, “Hey! I need a word with you guys.”


	The head end of the body bag lifted and movements within the bag increased to a frenzy. The blond guy looked up. Shock of recognition flattened his features and then he was reaching inside his jacket. Jack was a half dozen feet away now and saw a pistol grip jutting from a shoulder holster.


	“Let’s not,” he said.


	Gunfire was the last thing he wanted.


	But blondie didn’t even hesitate, so Jack raised the Glock and shot him twice in the chest. Then he swiveled and put two into the black guy who was fumbling for something under his scrubs top.


	A look back at blondie showed him collapsing backward, his arms out-flung, his hands empty. The black guy was ninety degrees into a spin move as he hit the floor.


	Neither moved again.


	Shit. Why were some people such dumbasses? He’d have to put it in high gear now.


	With the terrific din of the four reports echoing through the loading area, Jack returned the Glock to its holster and grabbed the weapon from blondie’s holster—a Tokarev 9, from the look of it. He had no idea what the rest of the day would bring. No such thing as too many guns.


	Then he slid the gurney the rest of the way into the back of the panel truck and unzipped the top of the body bag. Weezy raised her head and looked at him, eyes wide, mouth sealed with duct tape. He pulled the tape off, then jumped out and slammed the rear doors. The truck was running. He slid behind the wheel, slammed into gear, and roared up the ramp.


	“Jack!” Weezy cried from behind him. “My God, Jack! What just—ow!”


	The acceleration slammed her gurney against the rear doors. He’d neglected to lock its wheels.


	“Sorry.”


	The gurney rolled forward again and struck the back of his seat when he stopped at the street. Only one choice here: left turn toward Fifth Avenue. He had to stop at the red light on Fifth so he used the opportunity to pull out his Spyderco and climb into the rear compartment.


	“Jack?” Her expression bordered on panic. “What just happened?”


	“You almost got kidnapped.”


	He opened the bag further and saw that Weezy’s arms were duct taped against her sides.


	“I know, but—”


	“Hush.” He cut one of the bonds, freeing her left arm. He saw blood on her skin. “They cut you?”


	She glanced at it. “He ripped out my IV. It’s okay. Jack—”


	“Cut the rest while I drive,” he said, handing her the knife. “But stay there and don’t touch anything.”


	He locked the gurney wheels and hopped back into the front just as the light turned green.


	“Jack,” she said, as he turned onto Fifth Avenue, “I heard shots. Who was shooting?”


	Change the subject, he thought.


	“Who were those men?” he said.


	“I don’t know! Thank God you came along. But those shots—the blond man was carrying a gun—I saw it under his jacket when he was taping me up. Did he shoot at you?”


	“Um, no.”


	“Then how . . . ?”


	As Jack turned onto the wide expanse of East 96th and headed for the FDR Drive, he heard a thump from the back. In the rearview mirror he saw Weezy extricating herself from the body bag. A few seconds later, wrapped in a sheet from the gurney, she began wriggling over the back of the seat.


	“Stay down.”


	“No. I need to be up here with you.”


	She landed on the passenger side, then adjusted the sheet around her. She had no street clothes, just the hospital gown and the sheet. She sat there trembling.


	“Okay, but don’t touch anything. Don’t leave any prints.”


	“They were kidnapping me.” Her voice shook as the words tumbled out. “Really kidnapping me. I thought I was going to x-ray but instead I was wheeled into this little room where another man was waiting with these rolls of tape. A memory came back then. I’d seen him before—yesterday, I guess it was—when he followed me from an Internet café. Before I could say a word they taped my mouth shut and wrapped me up, then put me in that body bag. I could barely move and it was hard to breathe. I’d imagined the possibility, but the reality . . .” She shuddered.


	“Easy, easy,” he said. “They failed. That’s the important thing.”


	She was shaking her head. “This has gotten way out of control. I—” She fixed her dark gaze on Jack. “They did fail, didn’t they. I heard shots. And then the next thing I know, you’re unzipping the body bag.”


	“I just happened along at the right time.”


	“No. It’s more than that. Jack, are you carrying a gun? Did you shoot those men?”


	“You don’t mince words, do you?”


	“And you don’t answer questions. A simple yes or no, please.”


	Tell her? She seemed to have a pretty good idea what the answer would be. And later on, when she’d inevitably hear about two men shot to death early this evening at Mount Sinai Medical Center, she’d put it all together anyway.


	She must have taken his hesitation as a refusal to answer.


	She sighed and said, “In all my surfing I’ve picked up chatter on New York sites here and there over the years about a guy who hires out to fix things. Some people call him ‘the repairman,’ others call him ‘Repairman Jack’—”


	“Oh, swell name.”


	She smiled. “You still say ‘swell.’ Just like when we were kids. That was out of date even then.” Her eyes unfocused for a second, as if she were detouring down memory lane, then she was back. “Anyway, some just call him ‘Jack.’ But somehow—don’t ask me how or why—out of all the Jacks in the world, I knew it was you.”


	“Me? That’s crazy.”


	“I heard about this guy fixing situations and I flashed back to Carson Toliver’s locker and all the tricks someone pulled on him, and suddenly I realized you were behind that. Admit that, at least, will you?”


	He shrugged. “Yeah, that was me.”


	“Why?”


	“Because he hurt you.”


	She closed her eyes and leaned her head back. When he heard a sob he snapped a look at her. A tear squeezed out from behind her closed lids.


	“You okay?”


	She straightened and wiped her eyes with a corner of the sheet.


	“I’m fine. You drove Carson Toliver crazy and made a fool of him . . . for me?”


	He reached over and squeezed her hand. “You can’t let someone hurt your friends and get away with it. Especially not your best friend.”


	She looked like she was going to cry as her voice teetered on the edge of a sob. “But why didn’t you tell me?”


	“Couldn’t tell anybody. That would bring a lot of attention, and I wasn’t looking for any.”


	“I found your Web site last year and left you a message. You called me back and I recognized your voice. As soon as I heard it I hung up, but I knew it was you.”


	Jack vaguely remembered something like that. He’d just assumed the person had changed her mind. Happened now and then.


	“But back to the questions at hand: Are you or are you not carrying a gun, and did you or did you not use it back there?”


	There she sat in an open-back hospital gown under a clumsily wrapped sheet, bleeding from an IV site, recent victim of an attempted abduction, yet back in control of herself and trying to control the situation.


	He gave a mental shrug: What the hell.


	“Yes and yes.”


	For a few seconds she seemed taken aback, then, “You shot those two men?”


	“Yes.”


	“Do you think you killed them?”


	He’d hit them twice each square in the chest with both a hollowpoint and a hardball. The hollowpoint would do the most damage, expanding upon impact and shredding lungs, major vessels, and the heart.


	“Yes.”


	“Did they try to shoot you?”


	“The blond guy was going for his gun but I already had mine out.”


	“What about the other one?”


	“I didn’t see a gun on him. But he might have had one.”


	“ ‘Might’ have had a gun? You didn’t know?”


	“No.”


	“But you shot him anyway?”


	“If he didn’t have one now, he’d probably have one the next time we met. And he’d probably want to get even for his friend.”


	“But you didn’t know if you’d ever see him again.”


	He glanced at her. “Whoever’s looking for you, I don’t think they’re going to quit. Do you?”


	She looked out the window, then back at him. “No. I guess not.”


	“Well, I’m going to do my damnedest to keep them from finding you.”


	“You don’t need to be involved.”


	“But I do. And anyway, the point is moot: I am involved. So therefore my chances of running into a guy who wants to kill me are kind of high. I try to avoid situations like that. Sometimes you have to be proactive.”


	“So . . . you . . . just . . . killed him.”


	Truth was, he hadn’t thought twice about it. Hadn’t thought even once, really. He’d seen them wheeling Weezy away and he’d clicked into expediency mode. The last thing he’d wanted was to shoot anyone—too messy, too noisy. He realized now that he’d instinctively positioned himself so that if a hardball round went through one of them, it wouldn’t hit Weezy. They hadn’t left him much choice.


	Them or us.


	But her choice of words irked him.


	“Don’t say ‘just.’ There’s no ‘just’ killing someone. And these weren’t ‘just’ someones. They were someones who were abducting you. I don’t know what their plans were. Maybe they just wanted to question you. Maybe they were going to question you and kill you. I don’t know. I may never know. But I do know one of them was going for his gun. And I also know that neither of those two will be trying that again.”


	“You’re not the Jack I knew. You’re scary.”


	“I’m nothing of the sort. I would have been perfectly happy to resolve that little problem without fireworks, but I wasn’t given a choice. And once the guns come out, you need to keep firing until no one’s shooting back. It’s not pleasant, but it’s the way it is.” He glanced at her. “My turn at twenty questions: Why are they after you?”


	She sighed. “It’s—”


	She winced and cupped a hand over the stitches in her scalp.


	“What’s wrong?”


	She spoke through clenched teeth. “My head. I don’t think I’m supposed to be up and about yet.”


	Jack knew she was right. But he couldn’t see taking her to another hospital.


	“What do you want me to do?”


	She lifted her head and lowered her hand. “It’s passed. I’ll be okay once I get home. I live—”


	“—in Jackson Heights. I know. I’ve been there.”


	She made a face. “Ew. Did Eddie let you in? Why were you there?”


	He told her about how her finger had been tracing “burn my house” on the sheet.


	“ ‘Burn my house’? Why would I want you to burn my house?”


	“That’s what we wanted to know. That’s why we went out there.”


	“No way. That’s been my greatest fear—that someone would burn all the hard evidence I’ve collected. If anything, I’d be trying to tell you ‘don’t let them burn my house.’ Maybe only the second half was coming through.”


	“Well, whatever, it sent us out there and I saw your collection. What—?”


	Jack’s phone rang then: Eddie, and he sounded upset.


	“Jack! Where are you? Weezy’s gone and all hell’s broken loose here! There’s a rumor of a shooting—”


	“I’ve got Weezy. She’s safe. But you might not be if you hang around the hospital. Go home and stay there. I’ll contact you later.”


	He hung up and turned off the phone. Little chance of Eddie being followed now. Whoever was behind this probably thought they had Weezy in their grasp, so no need to follow her brother. But that would change once they found out their men were dead.


	He glanced at Weezy. “That was Eddie. He’ll be okay. But you . . . that’s a different story. Who’s after you?”


	“It’s a long, long story.”


	“I know some of it. I had a talk with your pal Harris. I gather from all this that you know something about the nine/eleven attacks that someone wants kept quiet.”


	Her lips tightened. “What did he tell you?”


	“About the puts and calls in the Cardoza account and how he traced him back to a Pakistani named Bashar Sheikh.”


	“Is that his name? Bashar Sheikh?” Excitement seemed to overcome her fear. “He found him?”


	Jack nodded. “Says he has a photo and the guy looks familiar. He’s counting on you to identify him.”


	“Wonderful!” She clapped her hands. “I hope I can.”


	“Still have the eidetic memory?”


	She nodded. “Sometimes it’s a blessing, sometimes it’s a curse, but, yeah, I still have it.”


	Jack reached the FDR and turned downtown, heading for the Queensboro Bridge.


	“What do you know, Weez? Why are people after you?”


	“That’s just it: I don’t know. Not yet. But I’m getting close.”


	“To what?”


	“To why the Trade Towers were knocked down.”


	Jack suppressed a groan. “You’re not going to tell me it wasn’t al Qaeda, are you?”


	“Oh, al Qaeda members flew the planes, no question about that. And they did it for all the reasons al Qaeda has stated. They’re very up front and honest about that. But I believe someone or some group with another agenda had bin Laden’s ear and was pushing him toward those particular targets and that particular method of attack.”


	“ ‘Another Pearl Harbor’?”


	“No. It’s not the government. We’d have had dozens of whistle-blowers by now if it were. It has to be a secret organization—or organizations. Though I have no proof, I believe the Dormentalists are peripherally involved, but I’m pretty sure the Septimus Order is in the thick of it.”


	“The Order? They’re pretty tight with the Kickers these days.”


	“I know, but the Kickers didn’t exist back on nine/eleven.”


	Jack shook his head to clear it. He was falling under the spell of her words.


	“What possible reason could the Septimus Order have for bringing down the Trade Towers?”


	“That’s what I want to know.”


	“Wait—does this have anything to do with your Secret History of the World?”


	“It’s not my Secret History, Jack. It’s the Secret History. And I’m surprised you still remember it.”


	Oh, he remembered it, all right. It had been hanging over his life like a Joe Btfsplk cloud. And he’d met a guy who’d lived through most of it.


	“Let’s just say I’ve had a change of heart and leave it at that for now. But what could possibly be worth all those thousands of lives?”


	“That’s what I’m trying to learn, and that’s what someone doesn’t want me to find out. But I do know this: It all seems to hinge upon one man, a shadowy, elusive figure named Wahid bin Aswad. I call him The Man Who Wasn’t There.”


	Jack wasn’t following. “Well, if he wasn’t there—”


	“Oh, yes, he was. It’s just that a process has been under way for years to erase all evidence of his existence.”


	Jack took the on-ramp to the Queensboro Bridge. Not far to Weezy’s house from here.


	“How . . . ?”


	“You’ll need to see to believe.”


	Jack leaned back, wondering. Sometimes you had to see in order to believe, and sometimes you had to believe in order to see.


	Which would this be?


	24


	“Max and Josef dead?” Ernst said. “Both of them?”


	Szeto stood stiff and straight, almost at attention, on the far side of the office desk.


	“Yes.”


	This was terrible. They’d had her in hand. And now . . .


	“How is that possible?”


	Szeto shook his head. “I do not know. Is mystery for now. Security was there and then police come. I was prevented from scene. I stay as long as I dare, then I must leave.”


	Anger quickly overwhelmed bafflement.


	“What did she do? Grab one of their guns?”


	“I do not know. Max’s weapon was missing. One of our brothers in NYPD tells me each shot twice—two kill shots each.”


	“That sounds like she’s trained.”


	“Very possible. We have investigated this Louise Myers. Very little is available about her. We know her husband is dead. We find much about him but almost nothing about her. That is suspicious. It means she has kept herself secret. Why do that unless she is hiding something?”


	“Like past training?”


	“Is possible she is intelligence operative. We had no idea. If Max and Josef did not suspect . . .”


	Ernst reined in his fury. “They got careless. I’ll bet she grabbed Max’s gun. He’s done nothing right. He chased her into the path of a car. Then he lost track of her brother. And now he got himself and Josef killed.”


	He saw Szeto’s lips tighten. “We do not know that.”


	. . . possible she is intelligence operative . . .


	If true, this was bad. It made eliminating her much more difficult.


	“Who do you think she’s with? CIA?”


	Szeto shrugged. “We do not know.”


	“No.” Ernst let his voice rise, but not too much. No use letting any Kickers out in the hall know he was upset. “We don’t know much of anything, do we?”


	“We know that Max and Josef had her and were transporting her to truck. We know both shot dead. We know truck taken. We do not know for sure she took it but we assume.”


	“So if we find the truck, we find her. Are you looking for the truck?”


	Szeto smiled. “No need. We know where is truck.”


	“Explain.”


	And he did.


	25


	“I can explain all this,” Weezy said, gesturing to the high stacks of newspapers all around her. “I haven’t got the Collyer disease.”


	Jack smiled. “Yeah. I’m sure you have an excellent reason for keeping every one of these.”


	“Believe it or not, I do.”


	Jack had taken a meandering course through Queens until he was certain he wasn’t being tailed. Then, after assuring himself her place was empty, he’d left her there and driven the panel truck out to North Corona. He wiped down anything he and Weezy might have touched, then left it in a lot on 108th Street. He didn’t know if the police would be looking for it, but it could go unnoticed there for a while. He took the subway back to Jackson Heights and walked up from Roosevelt Avenue, picking up a six-pack of Yuengling lager along the way.


	During the interval Weezy had showered and changed into a sweatshirt and jeans that were a bit small for her. Her black hair was wet and glossy, and she’d combed it to the side, covering her stitches.


	“Can we start at the beginning?” Jack said.


	Weezy nodded. “Probably the best way. Let’s go into the kitchen where we can sit.”


	Once they were settled, Jack set the six-pack on the table next to the computer, twisted the cap off a bottle, and offered it to her. She took it and sipped.


	“Never had this before. Good.” She held up the bottle. “The downfall of my waistline: pizza and beer.”


	“You look good.”


	And he meant it. The extra pounds enhanced her. She’d been skinny to the point of boyishness in high school.


	“I’m fat.”


	“Women don’t know what fat is.” How many times had he heard Gia complain about the “enormity” of her perfect butt? “As they say, real women have curves.”


	“Well, I’ve got bulges on those curves.”


	“You’re way too hard on yourself.”


	He cracked a brew for himself and took a long pull.


	Aaaah.


	Suppressing a burp, he changed the subject. “Never had a Yuengling? Please don’t tell me you drink Bud.”


	Her dark eyebrows rose. “My old friend Jack is a beer snob?”


	“And proud of it.”


	She smiled. “No Bud—Coors Light. I tell myself I’m cutting calories as I use it to wash down pepperoni pizza.” Her smile faded. “I’m a widow, you know.”


	Jack nodded. “Eddie told me. I’m sorry.”


	“I am too. Things were going great. Then, four years ago, he bought a gun, took the train out to Flushing Meadow Park, sat with his back against a big oak, and put a bullet through his brain.”


	“I’m sorry,” Jack said again. And he was. He sensed a deep, lingering hurt. “Did he leave a note?”


	“Yeah. ‘It’s all become too much. I’m sorry. Love, Steve.’ And that was it.” She sighed. “Never a hint that anything was wrong.”


	Jack tried to imagine how he’d feel if Gia ever did something like that. He failed. At least Steve had thought enough of her to do it where she wouldn’t be the one to find his body.


	She sipped her beer, then said, “Anyway, as I was going through his things, I went into his laptop and found lots of bookmarks to Nine/Eleven Truther sites. We’ve both always been into conspiracies and apparently this one tickled him.”


	“Could there be any connection between his . . . death and what happened to you today?”


	She shook her head. “That’s tempting, but no. The police traced his movements—applying for the gun permit, waiting for the background check . . . apparently he’d been planning it for some time. I never had a clue. I still don’t have any idea why. I don’t think I ever will.” She shook her head. “But that’s not the story. The story is that as I skimmed a few of the sites I came across a photo of bin Laden and his top two deputies, al-Zawahiri and Mohammed Atef. Here. See for yourself.”


	She turned to her computer and began typing. Soon a black-and-white photo of three bearded guys in turbans popped up. Jack recognized bin Laden but not the others.


	“I kept staring at it, feeling something was wrong. And then it hit me. I’d seen the photo before and was sure there’d been a fourth man in it. So I did an image search, but every time I found it, only the same three were in it. No sign of the fourth.”


	Jack feigned shock. “Don’t tell me the famous Weezy Connell memory hiccupped?”


	She stuck her tongue out at him. “Not funny. I was worried it had.”


	“Nobody’s perfect.”


	“True, but it’s never let me down yet. So I went hunting through newspapers and magazines.”


	“Ah,” Jack said, glancing at the stacks that filled the neighboring dining room. “I’m beginning to see.”


	“I was pretty sure I’d seen it in the Times, but I wasn’t sure of the date.”


	More mock shock: “You forgot?”


	“I never forget what I read, but I’m not always aware of the date when I’m reading it, so my brain doesn’t form a connection. Anyway, I bought a bunch of back issues from the immediate post–nine/eleven period and found it.”


	“Where on Earth do you buy old newspapers?”


	“Google ‘vintage newspapers’ and you’ll see.” She popped up from her seat. “Here, I’ll show—oh!”


	Swaying, she clutched the back of the chair.


	Jack leaped to his feet and grabbed her arm.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“Just dizzy. Not ready for sudden movements yet, I guess.”


	“Maybe you’d better lie down.”


	She shook him off. “No way. But maybe a beer isn’t such a good idea.”


	She left the bottle behind and led him on a winding course through the stacks in the living room. She stopped by one next to the stairs to the second floor, counted down to the sixth issue, and pulled out a copy of the Times.


	Handing it to Jack, she said, “Check out page four.”


	Jack did just that, and immediately spotted the photo.


	“I’ll be damned.”


	The exact same configuration of bin Laden and his buds, but this one showed an extra man. The fourth was bearded and turbanned like the others but caught in profile instead of face on—as if he’d been turning away from the camera when the shutter clicked.


	Weezy was tapping a finger against her temple. “Never forgets.”


	“Who’s the fourth guy?”


	“Remember I mentioned The Man Who Wasn’t There? That’s him. Wahid bin Aswad.”


	“But what’s the point of taking him out of the photo?”


	“That’s what I’d like to know.” She crooked her finger at him as she headed back toward the kitchen. “There’s more.”


	Back at the computer she plugged in her network cable, opened the New York Times site, and found that issue. But the photo showed only three men.


	Jack blinked. “Somebody hacked the Times.”


	“Yes. Twice. Because I contacted them—anonymously, of course—and told them the photo had been altered. I watched daily and soon the original was restored. Days later, the doctored photo was back in its place.”


	Baffled, Jack dropped into a chair. “But what does the hacker hope to accomplish? Copies of the real photo have to be all over the place.”


	“But they’re not. The real, four-man photo exists in newspapers, which are disposable. They wind up either recycled or used as landfill or fish wrapping or on the bottom of birdcages. More and more, people are looking to the Internet for their reading and research. If they blog about nine/eleven and want to include this photo, they snag it from the Times’s site or from someone else who previously borrowed from the Times. And later on, folks snag it from that blog for some use of their own. And on and on and on. The doctored version of that photo is everywhere on the Web. The original with Wahid bin Aswad . . . is nowhere.”


	Jack shook his head. “But why?”


	“I don’t know. But it’s pretty clear that since nine/eleven, someone’s been trying to rewrite history. Someone’s trying to erase evidence that Wahid bin Aswad was with bin Laden and company on that day, or on any day, for that matter.”


	“What do you mean, ‘any day’?”


	She started mousing around and opened a photo file.


	“I did an image search for bin Laden and collected any in which he appeared to be part of a group photo. Then I traced them as best I could to their origins—almost always online news sources. I bought up a lot of old papers and searched out those photos. I found three more that had been altered. In all instances, a single figure had been removed.”


	“Let me guess: Wahid bin Asswipe.”


	Weezy frowned. “Oh, that’s mature.”


	“I have a wide streak of immaturity, Weez. I nurture it. And I have a big problem showing even a flyspeck of respect toward bin Laden and his buddies.”


	“This is serious, Jack.”


	“Is it? Why?”


	“Because the Internet is becoming the source of record for all but the most serious and dedicated researchers.” She clicked on an icon and the doctored three-shot popped onto the screen. “This is a lie. And it’s a lie that’s being told again and again all over the Web every time it’s copied and posted somewhere else. Tell a lie often enough and it can become the truth. Someone is expunging all photographic evidence of Wahid bin Aswad from the Web. Not mentions of his name—those have remained untouched—just the images.”


	She wiggled and clicked her mouse again and started a slide show of photos.


	“Look,” she said, tapping the screen over a figure in a group photo. “Here he is at a meeting in Kandahar—I scanned this from a newspaper.” A click and the photo changed. “Here’s the version that’s all over the Web.”


	Sure enough, one of the bearded wonders was missing from the second photo. The same was true for the next two pairings.


	Jack leaned back. “Now that’s weird. Why just the photos? Why not erase all trace?”


	“Obviously he doesn’t want anyone to know what he looks like.”


	“Sounds to me like a guy who’s planning to reinvent himself as a regular, everyday guy.”


	“Maybe not a regular everyday guy. Maybe someone a lot of people are going to see, someone who doesn’t want anyone making the connection.”


	“I don’t know,” Jack said. “These photos aren’t the best quality, and one bearded guy looks a lot like another.” He ran a hand over his own short beard. “See what I mean?”


	She laughed, then hunched her shoulders and grabbed her head. “Oh!”


	“What’s wrong?”


	“Need to remember not to laugh.” Whatever it was passed quickly and she looked back at him. “You’ll never pass for an Arab. You’re—” Her computer dinged and she clicked around until . . . “E-mail from Kevin.”


	“Harris? You trust him?”


	She nodded. “As far as being someone genuinely searching for the truth about this, yes. As for his past, whatever he says about that is a lie—unless he tells you he’s ex-NSA.”


	Alarm buzzed down Jack’s spine. “What?”


	“Strictly low level, and I believe he was let go because of his nine/eleven beliefs.”


	“Swell.”


	“You say that a lot.”


	“I’ve had lots of cause today. How do you know?”


	She pointed at the monitor. “With a little know-how and a lot of patience, you’d be amazed what you can find on the Web. I even found you, the Man Who Isn’t There.”


	Jack didn’t like that. If Weezy could find him, so could others. Getting harder and harder to stay under the radar. Why couldn’t people shut up? These goddamn bloggers with their incessant nattering, feeling they have to be saying something all the time just to fill the empty space on their blog page, and so they talk about some guy they heard about from a friend of a friend of a cousin of an uncle who met this guy named Jack once who might be real or maybe just an urban legend.


	Yeah. Urban legend. Go with that.


	And. Then. Shut. Up.


	Weezy leaned closer to the screen. “It’s got a jpeg attached. He must have scanned his photo of Bashar Sheikh.”


	“That photo kind of bothers me,” he said as she downloaded it. “How did he get it?”


	Weezy shrugged. “He still has friends in NSA. Probably got a little help.” She glanced at Jack. “His heart’s in the right place.” She hit a few more buttons. “Now to decrypt it.”


	Jack said nothing. Maybe she was right. He’d seemed genuinely relieved to find her alive in the hospital.


	“Okay,” Weezy said. “Let’s open the photo.”


	A head shot of—surprise!—a bearded guy in some sort of Muslim skullcap popped into view.


	“Harris told me he looked familiar but—”


	“He does. Let me pop him up in another photo.”


	He shouldn’t have been surprised that she recognized him right off, but her perfect memory never ceased to amaze him. One of the undoctored photos she’d run through before appeared and she tapped the screen.


	“There he is, standing right next to bin Aswad. He’s never been identified, but was obviously one of the nine/eleven planners. Now we have a name for him.”


	She typed out a response, telling Harris where to look, and sent it off.


	“So, you’ve identified Sheikh,” Jack said. “You think he’s going to lead you to bin Asswi—” Weezy shot him a look. “Okay, okay—bin Aswad?”


	“Maybe, maybe not. But it’s one more piece of the puzzle. I—” The computer gave out another ding! “Kevin again.”


	Jack watched as the decrypted e-mail appeared on the screen.


	OMFG!!! I recognize him now! That’s the guy in the torture video I told you about. We need to talk!


	“Torture video?” Jack said as Weezy rapid-fired a response.


	Not tonight. Save it for tomorrow.


	She straightened and faced Jack. “Years ago someone sent Kevin—via his blog—the URL to a specific video on a site that specialized in torture porn. The sender said he’d find it ‘interesting.’ Kevin told me he’d tried to watch but lasted only a minute or so. Said it was sickening.”


	“Why would someone send him that?”


	Weezy shrugged. “He has a nine/eleven site and blog—maybe someone thought he’d like to see an al Qaeda suspect being tortured. He said the whole site was devoted to torture videos.”


	“A YouTube for sadists.” Jack added that to the long list of things he didn’t understand about his species—before pierced nostrils but after Lou Reed. “You think this Bashar Sheikh might have been the torturee?”


	“If I’m reading Kevin right, he was.” She shook her head. “I don’t think I could handle a torture video on a good day. But tonight, with my stomach already rocky . . . no way.”


	Jack quaffed the rest of his beer and was reaching for another when he spotted hers, barely touched.


	“You’re sure you don’t want it?”


	“I’d love it but I’d better not. Don’t let it go to waste.”


	“Beer? Never.” He took a sip and said, “Al Qaeda, the Dormentalists, the Septimus Order . . . you’ve got some heavy hitters there. You sure you want to be a ‘person of interest’ to them?”


	“I don’t want to be a person of interest to anyone, but it might not even be them. Maybe we’ll get an idea when they identify that blond man.”


	“You said you saw him in an Internet café?”


	She nodded. “I rotate my sites but maybe they had some staked out. I mean, I’ve used that place before. But I noticed he got a call and then began looking around. They must have traced my IP address after I logged on. He followed me out of the café and I began to run . . .” She touched her scalp. “And that’s all I remember until I woke up today.” She shook her head. “So weird not to remember something.”


	“Sometimes forgetting is good.”


	Her expression turned bleak. “Sometimes I wish I could.”


	Without warning she stepped closer, put her arms around him, and pulled herself against him, pressing her face against his shoulder. She was trembling.


	“I get so scared at times,” she said, her voice muffled.


	After a few heartbeats, Jack put his beer down and returned the embrace. How could he not? She was Weezy. Not the angular body he remembered from their youth, but this was nice . . . better. They’d kissed a few times growing up, but never anything beyond that, never anything serious. It might have gone further if not for her mood swings, and the medications her doctors tried. They drifted apart, drifted close, then apart again. But always, always remained friends.


	“Right now, I think you’ve got good cause to be.”


	“But it’s not just this. It’s my brain. It catalogs everything. But that’s not where the trouble lies. It’s my subconscious. It’s got all that information at its disposal—there aren’t many brains that can store and retrieve like mine—and as it filters through the jumble, it starts making correlations, spotting patterns, forming possible explanations for what it sees. Sometimes it tells me, sometimes it doesn’t. Most times it’s not important—curious at best—but sometimes it’s . . . terrifying.”


	“H. P. Lovecraft once said something about how we’d go mad if we knew the real truth.”


	“You mean, ‘The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents’?”


	“Is that a quote?”


	She nodded against him. “Uh-huh.”


	“Exact, I suppose.” He had no doubt.


	Another nod. “He also said, ‘The piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.’ My problem is that my brain can correlate all its contents, and it’s flashing me glimpses of that terrifying reality, and I wish it weren’t.”


	“Even as a kid you seemed to have an intuition about this stuff.”


	“I knew there was a Secret History—I didn’t know the whole story, or even a fraction of it, but I sensed that much of what people considered true was really an elaborate fiction.”


	“And what’s your subconscious say about nine/eleven?”


	“That everybody’s wrong. And by everybody, I mean the government, I mean the nine/eleven conspiracy theorists, even al Qaeda—bin Laden himself doesn’t know the whole truth. Probably thinks he does, but he’s been used just like so many others through history.”


	“And you do know the truth?” he said, thinking, Please don’t say yes.


	“No, I don’t. And neither, I think, does my subconscious. But it knows something is very wrong with the stories out there. It’s a perfect example of the Secret History. Bin Laden says—and believes, I’m sure—that he attacked the World Trade Towers to strike a blow for Islam and because of the U.S.’s meddling in the Middle East. That will go down as accepted history. But the Secret History could very well be that a group, some secret society or cabal—through inspiration, insinuation, manipulation, and whatever other means—used him to bring down those towers for an entirely different reason.”


	Jack couldn’t buy it.


	“Why on Earth—?”


	“I don’t know. But when I noticed bin Aswad being erased from the photographic record, my subconscious clicked into high gear and didn’t like what it saw. It needed more info, so I began gathering it.”


	“The papers and magazines . . .”


	“Yes. They can’t be changed. They may not be true, they may be packed with errors, but those errors and untruths are the same as the day the ink hit their paper. The Secret History is there, hidden behind that ink. If only someone would write it down and give me a copy, I could figure it out. But I don’t think it’s ever been written down. I think it’s passed from generation to generation through oral tradition.”


	Jack flashed on a certain weird and wonderful book.


	“What about the Compendium of Srem?”


	She pushed away and stared at him. “The Compendium? How does a skeptic like you even hear of that?”


	He was tempted to tell her he had the world’s only copy sitting back in his apartment, but she’d drive him nuts to see it. He’d have to tell her eventually, maybe even tomorrow, but better to spring it on her.


	“Someone told me a tale about Torquemada—”


	“And how he tried to destroy it but couldn’t, so he buried it and built a monastery over it. I’ve heard that one. Well, if the Compendium was ever under that monastery—if the book ever even existed—it’s not there now. Lots of people have searched for it and come up empty-handed.”


	“You never know.”


	She smiled. “Right. Probably shelved in the restricted section of Miskatonic U—right next to the Necronomicon.”


	Jack grabbed his beer and finished it. “Gotsta go.”


	“Oh, no.” Her smiled vanished. “You can’t. It’s been so many years and we’ve just reconnected and there’s so much to talk about and . . . and I don’t want to be alone here tonight.”


	“You mean, stay the night?”


	“Sure. I’ve got a spare bedroom.”


	“Not filled with papers?”


	“We can move them. Please?”


	He understood her fright, and felt obliged to ease it, but still . . .


	“I guess I should ask,” she said, peering at him as he hesitated. “Are you married?”


	“Not officially.”


	“Then what?”


	“Functionally.”


	“Monogamous?”


	He nodded. “Very.”


	She frowned. “Odd. From what I gathered about you, I figured you’d be more the lone-wolf type.”


	“Used to be. Spent a lot of years that way after leaving home. It was a blast at first.”


	“I imagine so. I sense you became a bad boy, and all the bad girls love a bad boy.”


	He experienced a brief torrent of memories, a flash flood of faces.


	“Yeah, they do. But then you find a good woman, and she makes you want to become a good man, or at least a better one. And so you try to be.”


	She was staring at him. “What’s her name?”


	“Gia.”


	“You say it like a prayer.”


	“I don’t pray. But if I ever did, she’d be an answer.”


	Silence lingered briefly, then, “To feel that way about someone . . . to have someone feel that way about you . . . Steve and I had a bond like that. At least I thought we did. I miss it. You’re both lucky. I’d like to meet her someday.”


	“No reason why you shouldn’t.”


	“So you’ll stay the night?”


	Another spasm of hesitation, then . . . why not?


	This was Weezy asking. How could he say no?


	“Okay, but I’ll have to make some calls.”


	WEDNESDAY


	1


	A door swung open down the hall. Jack opened his eyes in the dark and listened.


	Earlier he’d walked down to Roosevelt for some Chinese takeout. He called Gia along the way and told her he’d be out all night. That was enough for her. Most times she preferred not to know what he was into, and that tended to work out well for both of them—she worried less, and he wasn’t distracted by concern that she was worried. He didn’t want to get into the details on the phone; he’d tell her tomorrow.


	He and Weezy had talked late into the night about old times, and he revealed some of the schemes he’d worked as a teen in addition to Carson Toliver’s locker, culminating with saving Mr. Canelli’s lawn.


	“That was you?” she’d said, wide-eyed. “I never guessed.”


	“Good. No one was supposed to.”


	His first official fix. Up till then they’d all been personal. Mr. Canelli was the first ever to hire him.


	The talk faded and they called it a night. After making sure all the locks were engaged, Jack moved the newspapers off the double bed in the spare bedroom and helped Weezy make it up for him. They hugged good night and went to their separate beds.


	Jack lay under the sheet, facing the window, fully dressed except for his work boots. The stolen Tokarev lay on the nightstand, his Glock was a hard lump beneath his pillow. Overkill, perhaps, since whoever was after Weezy didn’t know where she lived. The first floor was secure—steel doors, iron grilles on the windows—and the second accessible only via ladder, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Overkill had its charms.


	He heard bare feet on the floorboards, heading for the bathroom, no doubt. But they stopped outside his door. After a few heartbeats he heard it swing open. A weight settled on the mattress behind him and a warm body pressed against his back.


	“Weez?”


	“You’ve got all your clothes on?”


	“Weez, what are you doing?”


	“I need to snuggle,” she whispered. He could feel her breath on the back of his neck. “Is it okay if we snuggle? I’ve gotten used to sleeping alone, but after today . . . I think I need to snuggle. Do you mind?”


	How could he refuse her? Anyway, it was just Weezy.


	“No. Snuggle away.”


	“Thanks.”


	She spooned against him and snaked an arm around his chest, pulling herself closer.


	She sighed. “This is nice. I needed this.”


	Jack agreed it was nice, and if it gave her some comfort, even better. He was just drifting off into slumber when he felt her hand begin to move against his chest in a gentle circular motion. He waited for her to stop but she didn’t. Then she began sliding her palm down along his abdomen.


	He grabbed her wrist.


	“Weezy, what are you doing?”


	“Just feeling a little needy.”


	“With me? This is Jack, remember?”


	“I know. And maybe that’s why. I mean, Jack . . . after all the years we spent together, all the growing up we did together, don’t you think we owe each other one time? Just once? That once probably would be ancient history by now if all those meds they tried on me hadn’t messed up my already messed-up head, but I’m clearheaded now and we’re here together in the same bed . . .”


	“Yeah, but I’m taken.”


	“We predate her.”


	“Weez . . .”


	“It’s because I got fat, isn’t it.”


	How to let her down easy? No way this was going to happen, but he didn’t want to stomp on her feelings.


	“Cool the fat talk. You’re not. And if I was in a different situation, I might think it was a great idea. But with things as they are, we’ll both regret it. Besides, you’re vulnerable right now—”


	“Of course I’m vulnerable. I’ve been scared every day and every night. Then my worst fear is realized—someone kidnaps me. Or tries to. But a figure from the past, my tried-and-true friend Jack rides in with six-guns blazing and rescues me. And after we spend some time together I realize I want him—I want him reeeeeal bad.”


	“I thought you said I was scary and not the Jack you knew.”


	“I was upset then, but as we talked later I realized the Jack I knew as a kid would do anything, whatever it took, to help a friend. And that’s what you did this afternoon.”


	“Okay, but not to sound like a broken record, Weez, I’m taken.”


	“I’m not talking an affair here. I’m talking one time for ‘Auld Lang Syne,’ a moment, a lightning flash, and then we’ll have fulfilled a mutual destiny and it will be over. We’ll never speak of it again and she never has to know.”


	“But I’ll know.”


	Weezy wriggled her wrist free of his grasp and pulled her arm back. But she stayed spooned against him. She didn’t move and neither did Jack.


	Had he hurt her?


	She sobbed.


	Damn, he had. He turned toward her.


	“You’re taking this all wrong, Weez. I—”


	“No, you are. I’m glad you turned me down.”


	What? She’d always been unpredictable but . . .


	“I’m not following.”


	“It means you haven’t changed. The whole world is going to hell and nobody knows what’s up or what’s down, but here you are in the middle of it all, just as steady and true as you were when you were a kid.”


	“Oh, I don’t know about that . . .”


	“I do. And I’m just so damn happy there’s still someone I can count on in this world.” She pulled the sheet off and started to get up. Jack saw she was wearing a long, oversized T-shirt. “I’m sorry I put you on the spot like this. I’ll—”


	He placed his hand against her back.


	“Stay.”


	She froze. “What?”


	“You said you needed to snuggle, so let’s snuggle. Just . . . snuggle.”


	After an instant’s hesitation, she lay back down and rested her head on his shoulder.


	“That’s all I really wanted to do anyway. I was just kidding about the other stuff.”


	“Just testing me, huh?”


	“Uh-huh.”


	Jack doubted that, but with Weezy, you could never be one hundred percent sure. That was what made her Weezy.


	“All right, now,” she said, settling against him. “Quit your incessant chatter and let me get some sleep.”


	Jack smiled and stared at the ceiling until her breathing settled into a rhythmic pattern, then he closed his eyes.
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	The sound of shattering glass tore him from sleep. Then another smash.


	Downstairs.


	Jack grabbed the Glock from under the pillow and leaped for the door. Dropping to his knees he kept his head low as he peeked into the hallway. Then more glass shattered followed by a pair of whoomps! as yellow light lit the stairwell at the end of the hall.


	Firebombs.


	“Jack?”


	She was sitting up in bed staring at him. Flickering light through the doorway lit her terrified features as he found his boots and began pulling them on.


	“Your greatest fear is coming true. They’re burning down your house and everything in it.”


	Including us.


	“Ohmygod! What do we do!”


	“We get the hell out and call the FD.”


	She darted from the bed, screaming, “My papers! My papers!”


	“They’re goners. We can’t save them.”


	Leaving his boots untied, he followed her into the hall where smoke was pouring up the stairwell. He saw her disappear into her bedroom.


	“Weez, we’ve got to get out!”


	“I’m not going out in just a shirt and panties!”


	He entered the room to find her pulling on sweatpants. He stepped to the barred window that overlooked the front yard and saw two men standing by a white van across the street, watching the flames. The van looked just like the one he’d ditched earlier.


	Could it be . . . ?


	“Shit!”


	“What?”


	He turned and saw her slipping into a pair of Crocs.


	“Guys out front—either to make sure you don’t get out, or grab you if you do.”


	“Oh, God!” Her voice quavered. “What do we do?”


	Jack stepped back into the hall. The stairway was a mass of climbing flame.


	“A window—out back.”


	The two bedrooms were lined up along the south side of the house, the stairway and bathroom along the north. None of those windows were barred. Jack led Weezy to the other end of the hallway and checked out the backyard. A guy stood near the bushes along the rear fence.


	Both doors covered, but no matter. The doors were downstairs and downstairs was not an option.


	He pulled Weezy into his bedroom. After stuffing his phone and his wallet into various pockets, he stripped the sheet from the bed. He tied knots at both corners along the long axis, then opened the window. He kicked out the screen and motioned Weezy onto the sill.


	“What?” She held back. “I can’t.”


	Grabbing her upper arm he shoved her toward the opening.


	“We haven’t got time for ‘can’t.’ Sit on the sill—everything outside but your butt. Now!”


	She complied—shakily—and he steadied her until she was positioned outside the window. He handed her one of the knotted ends of the sheet and looped some of the rest around his hips.


	“Grab it above the knot with both hands and hold on for dear life. I’m going to lower you.”


	“I can’t do this!”


	“I disagree.”


	He gave her a shove and she tumbled off the sill with a high-pitched yelp. But she held on, legs kicking the air, as he eased the sheet over the edge. Suddenly her weight released. He looked out the window and saw her sprawled on the ground—she’d let go a little sooner than she had to, but she waved up at him, indicating she was okay.


	Jack climbed out and crouched, facing the window with his feet on the sill. He slammed the inside sash down onto the sheet, leaving the knot inside. He looked toward the front and then the back as he prepared to rappel down the wall. Spotted a man with a gun come around the rear corner. Must have heard Weezy’s yelp. When he saw her he raised his weapon. His attention was fully on Weezy and he seemed unaware of Jack. And the way he was taking his time, he must have been sure she was unarmed.


	But Jack wasn’t. Freeing a hand he pulled his Glock and fired two quick shots. The second scored, dropping the guy to his knees as he grabbed his shoulder.


	Jack slid the rest of the way down the wall in a controlled fall and hit the ground running, pulling Weezy toward the fallen man. He saw them coming and raised his pistol. Jack shot him in the face; his head snapped back as he slammed onto his back.


	“Ohmygod!” Weezy cried and dug in her heels.


	Keeping his pistol raised ahead of him, Jack virtually lifted her off her feet and yanked her around the corner into the backyard. A quick scan showed it empty, but for how long? The guys out front must have heard the shots.


	He used a high-capacity magazine for his Glock 19—fifteen rounds. He’d expended four at the hospital and three more just now. Hadn’t brought a spare mag—a fire fight was the last thing he’d expected today—so that left eight in his main carry. Had eleven rounds in the little Kel-Tec P11 strapped to his ankle. Nineteen rounds should carry him through, but you never knew. Wished he’d thought to bring the Tokarev. He could go back and grab the fallen man’s pistol—probably another Tokarev—but didn’t want to risk it.


	Crouching, he peeked back around the corner—no one coming their way along the south side . . . yet. But they could sneak along the north flank if they chose. Had to get Weezy out of the backyard.


	The fire had reached the rear of the first floor; its light flickered through the windows. At the far end of the overgrown yard Jack made out the stockade fence. He’d seen it earlier in the day and remembered it looking old and weathered, gray wood tinged with green patches of moss. Must have been put up by Weezy’s neighbor because the posts and crosspieces faced this way.


	Had to risk it.


	“Follow me,” he whispered and charged the fence.


	When he closed within a few feet he launched himself at it, aiming his shoulder at a centerpoint between two posts and the upper and lower crosspieces spanning them. The impact hurt like hell but the old wood gave way with a satisfying crack! Jack kicked some of the uprights free until he had a decent-size opening, then pushed Weezy through. His first instinct was to follow her but he didn’t want any pursuit.


	“Find someplace to hide.”


	“But what about you?”


	“Be right back.”


	He hurried back to the house, found a bush near the foundation, and huddled at its base. He knew the first-floor windows were ready to explode into the yard and he didn’t want to be here when they did, but he’d give the guys out front one minute. If they didn’t show by then, they probably wouldn’t show at all, and he’d join Weezy. If they did, he knew exactly what they’d do.


	He rubbed his sore shoulder as he stared at the broken opening in the fence, clearly visible in the firelight from the windows. Yeah, that was where they’d go.


	He began counting. He’d just passed forty-five seconds when they charged into the backyard, one to his left, one to his right, both in a running crouch. They did a quick look-see around the yard but the hole in the fence captured their attention. Both made a beeline for it.


	Jack jumped up and followed, checking to see how they held their weapons. Both right-handed. That meant the one to his left would have to pivot almost ninety degrees before getting off a shot, while the one to his right could fire cross-body in a fraction of the time.


	So he shot the one on the right first, then caught the one on the left in mid-turn. Both center-of-mass hits. He pumped another into each as they tumbled to the ground.


	Fifteen rounds left.


	As he dove through the break in the fence, the first-floor windows exploded, belching flame and smoke and bathing the backyard in fierce yellow light.


	“Weezy! It’s me! Let’s go!”


	She emerged from the shadows. “Ohmygod, Jack! Ohmygod!”


	He wished she’d stop saying that. Lights were coming on in the surrounding houses and people were starting to lean out windows.


	He turned her and propelled her ahead of him, saying, “Get to the street.”


	They ran along the side of the neighboring house. When they reached the sidewalk he turned her toward Roosevelt and laid an arm across her shoulders.


	“Put your arm around my back.”


	She complied. “But—?”


	“Pretend we’re a tipsy couple coming back from a party or something.”


	She leaned against him. “But Jack, I saw you . . . you shot those two men in the back.”


	“Well, that was the part of their bodies toward me.”


	“But . . .”


	“But what? That’s not right, that’s not fair?”


	“Well, I guess.”


	“You really believe you play by rules when someone’s out to kill you? Think about that, Weezy. If you lose, you’re dead. It’s not a game. There’s no reset button. No rules, no ref to toss a flag and call a foul, no ‘fair’ or ‘unfair,’ just live or die.”


	“When you put it that way, I guess—”


	“You guess? They firebombed your house and were waiting outside to make sure you didn’t escape. Should I have yelled ‘Hey!’ to give them a chance to turn around and get off a couple of shots?”


	“No, but—”


	“No buts in this situation. As a guy once told me, ‘If you find yourself in a fair fight, you didn’t plan properly.’ It’s some of the best advice I’ve ever had.”


	“Okay. Let’s drop it. I feel dumb.”


	“You’re not dumb. Violence gets romanticized and ritualized—boxing, football, jousting knights, whatever. But the truth is it’s ugly and nasty and comes down to survival by whatever means necessary.”


	Weezy sobbed as sirens began to howl. “My house!”


	Jack had wondered when the realization would hit. She’d been running for her life. Now reality was setting in. He tightened his arm around her shoulders.


	“At least you made it out alive.”


	“But all my papers, all my proof, everything I own in this whole world . . . it’s gone! All gone! It took me years to assemble all that hard evidence. Now it’s ash . . . smoke.”


	“But you’re backed up, right?”


	She nodded. “Multiple backups. But I scanned only a fraction of the collection, and I’ll never be able to reassemble it.”


	“So . . . they’ve won?”


	“No.” Her voice took on a hard edge. “No, they haven’t.”


	“Good. Hold that anger. Nurture it.”


	They walked on in silence.


	Finally Weezy said, “How did they find me?”


	Jack had been thinking about that and didn’t like the answer.


	“The van. I think I saw it out front.”


	“But you left it miles away.”


	“Right. But they may have had a GPS tracker in it.”


	“But why? They couldn’t know you’d take it.”


	“Lots of people track their employees. GPS doodads are cheap and let you know if your man is where he’s supposed to be when he’s supposed to be there. Someone could have been tailing us from a mile back. And when we stopped at your house so I could check it out, they could have driven by and seen us. Damn. Never guessed. Sorry.”


	“No, that was my fault for wanting you to drop me off.”


	“You were feeling woozy.”


	“Yes, but I could have—should have gone with you.”


	“Hindsight’s great, huh.” They were almost to Roosevelt. “We need to get back to the city and find you a hotel.”


	He could book and pay for it with his John Tyleski identity.


	“No. I need to go to Kevin’s.”


	Jack didn’t like that idea.


	“I don’t trust him. He could have fingered your place.”


	“He could have done that anytime. Why now?”


	“I don’t know. You said yourself, he’s ex-NSA.”


	“Yes, and ‘ex’ is the operative word—or prefix, rather. He’s devoted to finding the truth about this. Much as I don’t want to, I need to see that torture video.”
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	Maybe Harris is all right, Jack thought after studying his expression during Weezy’s recounting of the night’s events. He’d seemed genuinely horrified.


	They’d awakened him by ringing his buzzer in the downstairs lobby until he’d answered. Even though he was a long way from senior status, he lived in a senior citizen high-rise in Coney Island. Jack didn’t care enough to ask how. In sharp contrast to Weezy’s place, his two-bedroom apartment was small, neat, and uncluttered.


	The three of them clustered now in the spare bedroom that functioned as an office.


	“What do we do now?” Harris said.


	Weezy took a breath. “I’d like to just sit and cry, but we need to watch the Sheikh video.”


	He made a face. “You sure? I lasted maybe a minute before cutting it off.”


	She seated herself before the computer, hands poised over the keyboard.


	“It was sent to you for a reason. Now that we know he had prior knowledge of nine/eleven, we have to see it. What’s the URL?”


	“It’s gone. The URL is a no go. The Web site’s still up, but that video is gone.”


	Weezy leaned back and closed her eyes. “Aw, no.”


	“But!” Harris grinned as he held up a finger. “Kevin, who always thinks ahead, downloaded it and burned it to a disk.”


	He turned to a cylindrical organizer atop a bookshelf, popped the top, and pulled out a disk.


	“Here you go,” he said, handing it to her.


	
Weezy dropped it into a slot and the three of them waited, Jack and Harris leaning forward, flanking Weezy in the chair.


	What followed was ugly. A bearded guy who could have been Bashar Sheikh—Weezy seemed confident he was—had been stripped naked and strapped on his back to a table. He was bloody, especially in his genital area, and screaming in a foreign language. Jack noticed a date in the lower right corner of the frame: 13/3/04.


	Weezy quickly minimized the screen, removing the video from view but leaving the audio.


	“What language is that?” Jack asked.


	“Some of it’s Spanish,” Weezy said, leaning closer to the speaker. “But some of it’s Urdu.”


	Jack looked at her. “You know Urdu?”


	She nodded. “And Arabic. I decided I’d need to know them if I was going to get serious about this.”


	“So you just learned them?”


	She glanced up at him and shrugged. “I bought some Rosetta Stone programs and learned in no time. It—wait.” She turned back to the computer. “Did you hear that? He just mentioned bin Aswad. Oh, God, this could be important.”


	She grabbed a pen and a yellow pad from a corner of Harris’s desktop, then returned to the video and restarted it. She wrote furiously as she listened to the audio.


	After three passes, she swiveled her chair toward them and studied her notes.


	“Well?” Jack said. “Anything coherent?”


	She nodded. “A lot of it’s pleas for mercy. He seems to be the prisoner of some CNI operatives—sort of Spain’s CIA—because all the questions are in Spanish. The March 13, 2004, date on the video is two days after al Qaeda bombed the Madrid commuter trains. Sheikh was involved in obtaining the explosives.”


	“You’re sure?” Harris said.


	“Well, he admits it, although he seems ready to confess to anything as long as they stop doing whatever they’re doing to him.”


	“And bin Aswad?”


	“He says bin Aswad—and there’s no mistaking who he means because he calls him by his full name: Wahid bin Aswad al Somar. He says it was on bin Aswad’s insistence that the trains were targeted during rush hour—for maximum terror, maximum body count. He claims bin Aswad was at his house for the final planning of nine/eleven and insisted on the same thing for the Towers. Sheikh swears he argued for a weekend strike—they could still make their point but without taking all those innocent lives.”


	“You believe that?” Harris said.


	Weezy shook her head. “Not from a guy who shorted all those stocks, but it’s possible. He says bin Aswad insisted on a midweek strike for, again, maximum terror and maximum body count.”


	Maximum terror . . . maximum body count . . . he got his wish.


	Jack said, “This is the guy who’s been disappearing from the online photos, right?”


	“One and the same.”


	The same big question remained: Why? Jack still could think of only one reason.


	“It’s got to mean he intends to go legit, where his face is going to be out in public. Maybe he’s going to run for office somewhere in the Middle East, or become a UN ambassador or whatever.” Jack scratched his beard. “But then again, all he’d have to do was shave off his beard and no one would recognize him.”


	Harris shook his head. “In that world a beard is important. Growing it fist length or longer shows a devotion to Islam. He must plan on keeping the beard.”


	Jack looked at Weezy. “Anything else about this bin Aswad or what you’re looking for?”


	“Nothing specific, but it convinces me more than ever that he’s a member of the larger conspiracy, the group that manipulated al Qaeda into striking the Trade Towers.”


	“But again: Why?”


	“That’s what we need to find out.”


	“Maybe the fourth man can tell us,” Harris said.


	Fourth man?


	Weezy shrugged. “If he’s even alive, and if we can find him.”


	Harris grinned. “I think I’ve done just that.”


	Weezy straightened in her seat. “He’s alive? Where?”


	“L.A. Looks like I’ve got another trip ahead of me.”


	Jack said, “Anyone care to clue me in on what you’re talking about?”


	“Long story,” Weezy said. “I’ll tell you later.”


	“No offense to Jack,” Harris said, “but don’t you think we should keep this close?”


	Weezy pushed herself from the seat and faced him. “He’s saved my life twice in the past twelve hours. I think we can trust him.”


	“Okay, okay,” he said, holding up his hands. “Just saying.”


	Jack could wait to hear. He already had too much unassimilated data drifting through his brain.


	He pulled out his Tracfone. “I’m going to call Eddie.”


	Weezy frowned. “Why?”


	“You need someplace to stay and—”


	“She can stay here,” Harris said, pointing to the couch against the far wall. “That folds out into a bed.”


	Jack looked at Weezy. “Your call.”


	She hesitated, then shrugged. “I might as well. I can work things out with Eddie during the day.”


	Jack wondered if she and Harris had ever “snuggled.”


	“Okay. Got a phone?”


	She shook her head. “It’s back at the house.”


	He handed her his.


	“Take it. I’ve got others at home. I’ll call you later. I’ve got something I want to show you.”


	“What?”


	“It’s a surprise.”


	If anyone could make sense out of the Compendium of Srem, it was Weezy.
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	Ernst Drexler paced his apartment’s front room. He could not believe what he’d just heard.


	“How does this happen? How does this happen?”


	A few minutes ago the ringing of his phone had ripped him from sleep. The doorman apologized for waking him, but the visitor in the foyer insisted that this was an emergency. Szeto had entered a few minutes later. As soon as Ernst had seen his expression he’d known the news would be bad, but not this bad.


	The man stood stiff and straight a few feet inside the door while Ernst ranged the room.


	“She is some kind of ninja.”


	Ernst stopped and stared at him. “You’re joking, right? Tell me you are joking.”


	“That is only explanation. These were three skilled men. They firebombed her house as directed. A perfect job. The house and everything in it is now ash. But all three are dead. Shot dead just like Max and Josef. Max’s gun was missing. She must have taken it and used it against them. Max would not give up gun easily. She is ninja.”


	Had the Order bitten off more than it could chew? Five men killed while trying—unsuccessfully—to corral this one woman. What was she?


	“She may be a cold-blooded killer, but she is not a ninja.”


	“She kills, then she vanish. If she kills our men, that means she was not in house when it burns. That means she is still out there.”


	“Then find her.”


	“We do not know where she is.”


	“But you know who she is.”


	“Just barely.”


	“But now you know where she lived. Learn more about her. Find out who she knows. See if she has family. Do I have to do everything myself?”


	He had no time for this. The Fhinntmanchca trumped everything else. And what happened later today was crucial to its creation. He’d backed Thompson into a course of action that would leave Darryl with no place to turn, with no option other than the way out Ernst would offer.
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	Darryl was lying on his bed half asleep when he heard a knock. He rose and cocked a fist as he faced the door. If this was that asshole Hagaman . . .


	“Yeah?”


	The door opened and Hank stepped through. Darryl felt his jaw drop. Hank never came to his room. If he wanted to see Darryl, he always sent someone to fetch him.


	“Hey, it’s me. What’s with the look?”


	Darryl got a grip. “Wasn’t expecting you. Thought you might be someone else.”


	“Yeah? Well, you might be wishing it was someone else real soon.”


	Darryl’s gut writhed. “What do you mean?”


	“We’ve got a problem.”


	“Like what?”


	Hank walked past him to the window and looked out at the slowly fading day.


	“Not ‘what’—who. And that’d be you.”


	Aw, shit.


	Suppressing a groan, Darryl sat heavily on the bed and jammed his hands between his knees.


	“So you heard.”


	“Yeah. Fuck it all, Darryl. You’re one of my main men. Why’d you have to go and—”


	“I know how it happened,” he said. “I’ve been racking my brain and I finally remembered.”


	He kept staring out the window. “Do I want to hear this?”


	“Yeah. In fact, you gotta. It was a needle.”


	Hank turned from the window. “You’re a junkie?”


	“Naw. You know better’n that. It was back in Dearborn when I split from the old lady. I got this puny body, in case you haven’t noticed.”


	“Even punier now.”


	“Yeah, well, I started going to this gym and—”


	“Don’t tell me—juice?”


	Darryl nodded, thinking how stupid he’d been.


	“Yeah. For a price this guy would shoot you up with some kinda steroid—guaranteed to jack you in no time. I looked at some of his customers and, man, were they ripped. I figured that was for me. That’s the only time I had any needles since I was a kid. Had to be him. The sonovabitch must’ve been using the same needle over and over. That’s where I got it.”


	“You idiot.”


	“Hey, I was single again. Nothing like a cut bod to bring on the babes, right? So I signed on.”


	“You’d’ve been better off with a dog. And where’s this ‘cut bod’ you were supposed to get?”


	Darryl shrugged. “I never liked working out, so I hardly ever got to the gym. And I stopped the shots after two or three. But that was enough, I guess.” He pounded his fists on his thighs to keep from crying. “So fucking stupid!”


	“Can’t argue with that.”


	Darryl controlled himself and looked up at Hank. “So what’s the trouble you talked about? I mean, I know my trouble, but—”


	“The guys want you out of here.”


	A sudden rush of cold drove him to his feet. “What? They got no right! They can’t—!”


	“They’ve got no right, yeah—I make the call as to who gets to stay here. But they’re all pretty worked up and worried about catching something and I’ve got no good excuse for why I should be letting someone with AIDS hang around.”


	“You can tell ’em all to just fuck off, can’t you?”


	Hank nodded. “Yeah, I can do that, but that’s not the Kicker style, know what I’m saying?”


	Yeah, Darryl knew. Hank was the headman—hell, he invented the Kickers—but he didn’t want to look like the boss. Everyone treated him like he was, but he liked to pretend there was no boss.


	“Well, then, tell ’em if they don’t like it, they can move out.”


	He sighed. “Darryl, I need a reason why you should stay and they all should go. Got one?”


	Darryl’s mind raced. They couldn’t kick him out. He couldn’t let this happen.


	“I’m like your number-one assistant, right? So you’ve got to keep me here where you can reach me day or night. That works.”


	Hank shook his head and looked away again. “Afraid not. That ain’t gonna fly.”


	“Sure it is. It makes perfect sense and . . .” A realization sucker punched him in the gut. “Hey, wait. It’s you. You’re the one who wants me out!”


	“No, it’s them. But I gotta say . . .”


	“What?”


	He looked at Darryl again. “Working with a guy with AIDS gives me the willies. How do I know I haven’t caught it from you already?”


	“That’d be impossible, Hank. I don’t know much about it, but I know you need a needle or sex or something to catch it. It doesn’t just come out the air. You gotta work to get it.”


	“Yeah, well, so you say—”


	“That’s what everybody says!”


	“It’s not what your fellow Kickers say. They’re scared to have you around. In just a few hours you’ve become a major distraction. You’re all anyone’s talking about. And that’s not good. We’ve got an evolution to run and nothing’ll get done as long as you’re here. So . . . you’ve gotta go, Darryl. I know it sounds cold, but I’ve got to put the Kickers first.”


	“But I am a Kicker.”


	“That’s right. And you’ll always be a Kicker. You just won’t be living here.”


	Darryl fought back tears. His insides felt like they were tearing in two.


	“But where’ll I go? I can’t go back to Michigan.” He didn’t know a soul who’d want to take him in except the police—for a ton of missed alimony and child-support payments. “And I don’t know anyone to crash with here.”


	“Get an apartment. Get a hotel room.”


	“Ain’t got no money, Hank. I’ve been working for you here for next to nothin’.”


	“I’d hardly call room and board in this city next to nothing.”


	“I should have five grand in my pocket for finding Dawn.”


	Hank looked at the ceiling. “Let’s not get into that again. Yeah, you found Dawn, but is she here? No. She’s with the creepy guy.”


	Yeah . . . the guy with the eyes.


	“Maybe, but if he hadn’t taken her, we’d still have her. Not my fault she was stolen away. I still think I got something coming.”


	Hank sighed. “Yeah, well, maybe you do. I’ll dig you up some cash so you can—”


	“I don’t want money, Hank.”


	“You can’t stay here, Darryl. I’m sorry, but you’re too much of a distraction. You’ve gotta be out of here sometime tomorrow.”


	Tomorrow? Where was he gonna go? What was he gonna do? This was all he had, all he knew.


	“But I can’t—”


	Hank jabbed a finger at him. “You can and you will. Don’t make this any harder than it already is.” His voice softened. “I . . .”


	He looked like he really and truly hated what he was doing, and that made Darryl feel a little better, but not a whole hell of a lot. Not if he wasn’t going to change his mind.


	“Maybe I could—”


	“You’ll always be a Kicker, Darryl. Don’t you ever think otherwise. But you just can’t stay here.”


	As Hank started for the door, he half reached out to Darryl’s shoulder but then dropped his hand.


	He’s even afraid to pat me on the back.


	He hoped Hank didn’t stop on his way out because Darryl didn’t know how long he could hold back the tears that had begun slamming against the backs of his eyelids.


	“Remember,” Hank said as he closed the door behind him. “Gone tomorrow.”


	When the door clicked shut, Darryl sank back onto the bed, buried his face in his hands, and bawled like a goddamn baby.
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	“You look tired,” Gia said as she sliced Vicky’s everything bagel. “Did you get any sleep last night?”


	“Some.”


	Jack had grabbed a few hours of shut-eye, showered, and shown up at Gia’s door with half a dozen bagels—including two everythings for Vicky.


	He drained his mug of coffee and stepped to the counter for a refill. Gia’s super-strong Colombian was working its wake-up magic.


	“Ran into two blasts from my past yesterday—Eddie and Weezy Connell from good old Johnson, NJ.”


	Gia smiled her smile as she dropped the everything halves into the toaster slots. She was barefoot, wearing loose jeans and a tight pink sleeveless top. She had nice deltoids for someone who never worked out.


	“Weezy? As in ‘movin’ on up’ Weezy?” She grinned. “Does she live on the East Side in a deluxe apartment in the sky?”


	“She was Weezy before The Jeffersons.”


	“How’d this happen?”


	“Weezy’s got trouble. Stuck her nose into places where, apparently, people don’t want to see any unfamiliar noses, and now . . .”


	The smile disappeared. “Is she in danger?”


	As he reseated himself at the kitchen table, he glanced at the folded copy of the Post he’d picked up on his way over. The front page showed Weezy’s house engulfed in flames under the headline BACKFIRE! A brief, hastily written article inside told of three dead, unidentified gunshot victims found in the backyard, and how they’d been linked to a van containing firebomb materials parked out front.


	“Oh, yeah.”


	Odors of garlic and onion tinged the air as the bagel heated.


	“Can’t she go to the police?”


	“It’s complicated.”


	“It usually is by the time they call you. Do I want to know any of the details?”


	“Probably not. It sounds pretty wacky, and all her reasoning may be way off base, but she’s definitely stirred up a hornet’s nest.”


	Gia pulled the bagel halves from the toaster and began buttering them with Jif Extra Crunchy. Jack shook his head. PB on an everything bagel . . . blech.


	“Vicky!” she called. “Jack’s here and he brought bagels!” She glanced at Jack. “Weezy and Eddie . . . were you close as kids?”


	“Yeah. As close to them as anyone. For years Weezy and I were best buds.”


	“You’ve never mentioned them.”


	“Do I mention anyone from those days? To tell the truth, I’ll bet I haven’t given them a single thought in the last ten or fifteen years.”


	Pounding footsteps on the stairs, then Vicky charged in.


	“Jack!”


	“Hey, Vicks.”


	She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek, then darted to the waiting bagel.


	“Everything! Awesome!”


	She dropped into her chair and tore into it.


	“Human bites, Vicky,” Gia said as she placed a glass of milk before her. “You’re not a crocodile—human bites.”


	Jack leaned back and looked around as he sipped his coffee. Sun streamed through the open door from the small backyard as Gia wiped the bagel crumbs from the table and Vicky chowed down in lip-smacking joy.


	Hard to believe that relentless forces were at work to take all this away, to make a moment like this impossible.


	He couldn’t allow that to happen, yet had no idea how to stop it.


	But Weezy . . . maybe that unique brain of hers could help. Maybe if she added the contents of the Compendium to everything else in her head, she could come up with a solution, or at least point him toward one.


	A long, long shot, but not trying was not an option.
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	“Nu?” Abe said as his surprisingly dexterous pudgy fingers examined Jack’s Glock 19 with practiced expertise. “A cleaning it needs, but otherwise looks all right to me.”


	“It’s seen dead people.”


	“Seen?”


	“Okay. It made them dead.”


	“All by itself?”


	“It had help.”


	“From you?”


	Jack shrugged. “Yeah.”


	“How many dead people has it seen?”


	“Five.”


	Abe rolled his eyes. “Oy. All at once? Such a thing would be in the papers. It’s not.”


	“Two yesterday afternoon at Mount Sinai. Three more in Jackson Heights early this morning.”


	Abe’s raised eyebrows caused furrows in his extended forehead. “Five in twelve hours?”


	“Oh, and like you’ve never had a cranky day?”


	“Cranky like you, I don’t get. No one gets.” He turned his free hand palm up and wiggled his fingers. “Spill. Details.”


	Jack gave him a capsule version of Weezy’s troubles.


	Abe shook his head. “With old friends like her, who needs enemies?”


	“I hear that. But she’s good people.” He pointed to the Glock. “Anyway, that baby there can tie me to five corpses, so I need a replacement.”


	“All right. Lock the—”


	“Done.” He’d locked the front door on the way in. “Turned the OPEN sign too.”


	“Then let’s go.”


	He led Jack down to the basement.


	“Hey,” Jack said, indicating the dead neon loops over the stairs. When lit they quoted a sign from The Weapon Shops of Isher. “What happened to the sign? It worked Monday.”


	“Dead. And considering the times, I’d be meshugge to have it repaired.”


	The Right to Buy Weapons Is the Right to Be Free . . . no, that would raise a host of warning flags in these political climes.


	In the basement, Abe removed a box from a neatly stocked shelf and produced a new Glock 19. He swapped Jack’s old loaded magazine for the empty new one, and handed it over. Jack racked the slide to chamber a round.


	“Nu, I thought you liked—”


	“An empty chamber? Yeah, but with the way things are going these past few days, an extra millisecond could be the difference between . . . you know.”


	“You want I should set up a test fire?”


	“Nah. I’ll be fine. Hell, it’s a Glock.”


	He’d owned at least a dozen over the years. Hadn’t failed him yet.
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	Jack strolled east toward Central Park. The plan was to meet Weezy there around one. He’d considered Julio’s but decided against it. Easier to spot a tail if they stayed out in the open. The Compendium rested in the backpack slung over his shoulder. If Weezy wanted, he’d lend it to her for as long as necessary. He couldn’t imagine her turning him down.


	He realized he had time for a brew, so he stopped into Julio’s before heading for the park.


	To his delight he found Glaeken—no, make that Mr. Veilleur—sitting at his table, a half-empty pint of Guinness before him. He looked eighty-something, maybe ninety, with blue eyes, white hair, wrinkled olive skin stretched over high cheekbones. Slightly stooped, but still a big man.


	Jack held up two fingers as he passed the crowded bar—Julio spotted him and nodded. He knew what that meant.


	“Mister V,” Jack said, stopping beside him.


	“I was hoping you’d stop by,” the old guy said, remaining seated but extending a big, scarred hand. “I came looking for you yesterday, but when I peeked through the window I saw you were with an Oculus, so I moved on.”


	Yesterday? he thought as they shook hands. Was that all? So much had happened since then, it seemed like a week.


	“Figured that. She sensed you and went rushing out.”


	He nodded. “She no doubt saw me, but she wasn’t looking for an old man. She’s had an Alarm, I presume?”


	“Yeah. Something about a . . .” He concentrated on the pronunciation, determined to get it right. “. . . a Fhinntmanchca.”


	Veilleur frowned. “I haven’t heard that word in thousands of years.”


	Julio brought Jack’s Yuengling and pointed to the dwindling Guinness pint. Veilleur shook his head.


	As Julio left, Jack took his seat and sipped his lager.


	“Diana had no idea what it meant.”


	“No reason she should. It’s a legend from the First Age . . . a sort of Unholy Grail sought after by the Adversary’s forces back then.”


	“Grail?”


	“Figuratively speaking. It was supposedly a superweapon, imbued with the Otherness, that could destroy any living thing it came in contact with.”


	“You mean like John Agar in Hand of Death?”


	“I have no idea what you’re talking about. What I am talking about is loosing something very destructive upon this world. But I’ve always believed it a myth, the equivalent of searching for the Philosopher’s stone.”


	“Then why is it in Diana’s Alarm?”


	Veilleur leaned back and took a contemplative quaff of his stout.


	“That’s the disturbing part. An Alarm is often open to interpretation, but if she heard the word Fhinntmanchca, then we have to assume that it might not be a myth, that the Adversary has learned how to create such a thing—and perhaps already succeeded.”


	“What’s the danger?”


	“Tradition says it will start the Change. The word means ‘Maker of the Way.’ It would allow the Otherness in so it can change this plane into a place more hospitable—for its own.”


	Jack shook his head. “Then why do people work for it?”


	“They think they’ll be rewarded, and kept safe. Perhaps they will be, but I doubt it.”


	“What about Ra—the Adversary?”


	“He’s different. He’s the One. If the Otherness wins and begins the Change, he’ll adapt to a compatible form. But his fellow travelers may not be so lucky.” He sighed. “This is not good. I’m meeting shortly with the Lady. Perhaps she’ll know something. Do you wish to join us?”


	“The Lady? Sure. Haven’t seen her since just after the Staten Island mess.”


	For the past couple of years women of all ages and shapes and sizes and nationalities had been stepping in and out of his life. They all knew more about him than they had any right to, and each was unfailingly accompanied by a dog. He’d assumed there were many of them, but Veilleur had told him a while back there was only one. He’d avoided telling Jack who or what she was. Maybe if he could sit down with her she’d tell him.


	Veilleur pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote on a napkin.


	“Here’s my address. Between Sixty-third and Sixty-fourth. Meet me there at one.”


	One? Hell, he had to meet Weezy—


	An idea hit like a ten-gauge pumpkin ball.


	“Can I bring a friend?”


	Veilleur frowned. “I don’t think that would be wise.”


	“She’s already aware of the Secret History and she’s got a brain like no one else’s. I think she could be a big help.”


	“Why haven’t you mentioned her before?”


	“She was a childhood friend I haven’t given a thought to in years, and suddenly she’s popped back into my life.”


	“Childhood friend . . .” he said, stroking his beard. “That wouldn’t be Louise Connell, would it?”


	Jack stared at him in shock. “How could you . . . ?”


	“Yes, I believe Miss Connell will make an interesting addition.” He drained his stout and rose. “Can she be there at one o’clock?”


	“Yeah, but—”


	“Excellent.” He turned and strode for the door. “See you then.”
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	Darryl’s door swung open and someone said, “May we come in?”


	He looked up from where he was sitting on his bed to see fucking Drexler standing there in his fucking white suit. He wanted to charge the son of a bitch, knock him down, beat the living shit out of him.


	But Darryl wasn’t feeling so hot, and Drexler had his cane, and Hank was standing behind him.


	“You bastard,” Darryl said. “You sent me to that doctor and he told everyone. Ain’t that against the law?”


	“It most certainly is. And if you can identify the member of his staff who abrogated your right to privacy, I believe you’ll have excellent grounds for legal action.”


	“How am I supposed to do that?”


	“I have no idea. And whatever happens won’t raise your standing with your fellow Kickers here, nor will it alter the course of your disease. But I may have an option for you in the latter regard.”


	“What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“I repeat my initial request: May we come in?”


	Darryl waved them in. “Yeah, sure, whatever.”


	Drexler stepped inside, followed by Hank who closed the door behind them.


	“Darryl,” Drexler said, “I believe your AIDS can be cured.”


	“That’s what the medical grifters say, but you and I know it ain’t so.”


	“I am not offering an alternative crackpot therapy. I believe I can offer the real thing.”


	Darryl stared at him. “You can cure AIDS? Yeah? Fuck you.”


	“I’m quite serious. But I don’t mean that I can do it personally. I’m referring to the Orsa.”


	Darryl laughed—and had to admit it wasn’t a nice sound.


	“You’re telling me that overgrown jelly bean in the basement can cure AIDS? You must take me for some sort of royal, world-class dumbass.”


	“Well, not the Orsa itself, but . . . remember the dark streak you saw inside it? It is an ancient, special compound. That holds the cure.”


	Darryl shifted his gaze from Drexler to Hank. “This true?”


	Hank shrugged. “I know as much as you do. I just heard about this a few minutes ago.”


	Back to Drexler. “What’s the catch?”


	“No catch. Tradition has it—”


	A phone started ringing. Drexler pulled his cell from his pocket and stared at it, frowning.


	“Excuse me. I must take this.”


	He stepped out into the hall and lowered his voice, but Darryl could still hear him.


	“Finally, some good news . . . Waste no time. I want you to see him immediately. Yes, you personally . . . I don’t care about that. You go see him, take whoever you wish, do whatever necessary to learn what he knows, then end this . . . yes, that’s just what I mean. I want this over and done with today. Today, is that clear? . . . Good.”


	Drexler returned, looking less distracted.


	“Where was I? Oh, yes. Tradition has it that the compound within the Orsa holds the cure to all diseases.”


	“Riiiiiight.”


	Drexler’s turn to shrug. “I can but quote tradition: ‘A night spent upon the Orsa compound will heal all wounds, cure all ills.’ ”


	Darryl snorted. “Yeah. Like they had AIDS back then.”


	“ ‘All ills’ is fairly comprehensive, don’t you think?”


	“Maybe. But ‘a night spent’? What’s that about?”


	“You must spread the compound upon the surface of where you lie”—he pointed to Darryl’s bed—“and sleep upon it. Spread it on your sheet.”


	“What? That’s crazy!”


	“Hey, Darryl,” Hank said. “What’s the downside?”


	“Sleeping on some kinda dirt? You do it!”


	Hank’s expression was grim. “I’ve already done it—when I was down and out. And I’m not the one who’s going to be out on the street tomorrow.”


	Yeah, well, there was that. One thing he didn’t get, though . . . He looked at Drexler. “Why are you doing this? You don’t care about me. You’re always trying to get me out of the room. Now you want to help? I don’t get it.”


	“It is true I have tended to lose patience with you at times, but that doesn’t mean I dislike you or wish you ill. Did I not arrange medical care for you as soon as I saw those suspicious lesions on your skin? I know you are valuable to Mister Thompson, and when I heard that he was being forced to evict you, I felt I had to act.”


	“He’s offering you a chance, Darryl. This whole Orsa thing is so weird, it just might work.”


	Hank and Drexler stood before him, silent, waiting. City sounds drifted in from the street below as Darryl tried to make up his mind.


	Seemed crazy, but what if it worked? How could he refuse? And even if it didn’t, he couldn’t see much downside except . . .


	Except that Drexler was offering it. Darryl knew he didn’t give a shit about him. He remembered the look on his face yesterday morning when he’d seen those spots. His interest had seemed almost gleeful and . . . calculating.


	Maybe it was nothing more than seeing Darryl as a guinea pig, a chance to try out the cure-all dust. If it worked, he’d have struck gold—a license to print money. And Darryl . . . Darryl would be cured.


	“Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it. Bring it on. Bring me this stuff and I’ll bed down with it.”


	“It’s not quite so simple as that,” Drexler said. “There’s a condition . . .”
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	“There?” Weezy said as they approached the canopied entrance to the apartment building on Central Park West. “He lives there?”


	Jack checked the address on the napkin: 34 CPW.


	“That’s what he gave me.”


	She stopped in her tracks. “I can’t go in there like this. I mean, look at me.”


	She wore the same T-shirt and sweatpants as last night. No surprise. They were all she had left.


	“You look fine.”


	She shook her head, looking around. “I’ve got to go buy something else. Of course, I’ve got no money.”


	Jack could front her whatever it cost, but that wasn’t the point.


	“You’ve got no time, either. He said one o’clock, and it’s that now.” He took her arm and pulled her forward. “He’s not going to mind.”


	“You said you met him only a few months ago, and you never even knew where he lived until now, so how can you say he won’t mind?”


	Jack took a breath. He knew he’d have to be breaking the truth to her soon. Might as well be now.


	“Because he’s from the First Age.”


	She laughed. “So he’s got no fashion sense, right? If that’s supposed to make me feel better . . .” She looked at him, studying his expression. “Wait, you are kidding, right? You don’t expect me to . . . ?”


	“Not kidding.”


	“But the First Age was supposed to be twelve, fifteen thousand years ago.”


	“Uh-huh.”


	“So you’re telling me we’re going to visit an immortal.”


	“Former immortal. He started aging about the time World War Two started.”


	She stopped and stared at him. “You’re serious, aren’t you.”


	He pointed to the backpack slung over his right shoulder. “Completely. I even brought the Compendium of Srem along.”


	He watched her lips try to smile but they never quite made it.


	“This isn’t funny, Jack. You’ve always made fun of the Secret History, and that’s okay. But this is . . . I don’t know . . . mean.”


	He took her arm and guided her toward the door. “I’d never be mean to you, Weezy. You’ve got to believe that.”


	“Strangely enough, I do. But you’re telling—”


	“That the Secret History is real and I’m taking you to a guy who’s lived it—the whole thing.”


	She said nothing as they stepped up to the liveried doorman.


	“Mister Veilleur?”


	He smiled and touched the brim of his cap. “Who shall I say is calling?”


	“Jack and Louise.”


	He turned and held the door for them. “He’s expecting you. Top floor.”


	“Which apartment?” Jack said.


	The doorman smiled. “There’s only one.”


	“Only one?” Weezy whispered as they approached the elevator. “He has the whole floor?”


	“I imagine he’s made a few good investments over the last few thousand years.”


	Once in the elevator and on their way up, Jack pulled the Compendium from the backpack. Its covers and spine were made of some sort of metal stamped with letters and symbols.


	“Careful,” he said as he handed it to her. “It’s heavy.”


	She took it with both hands and stared at the cover. Jack remembered the first time he’d seen it, and knew what she was experiencing: The cover at first would seem decorated with two lines of meaningless squiggles, then they’d blur and morph into English. Two words. Compendium ran across the upper half in large serif letters; below it, half size, was Srem.


	She gazed a moment then looked up at him with an awed expression.


	“Then it’s true . . . it’s true what they said about the text.”


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. It changes into the reader’s native language.” He smiled. “And it’s got capitalizitosis—big into uppercasing first letters. The Infernals and the One and the Adversary and the Ally . . . you’ll see.”


	She opened it to a random page. “Ohmygod, Jack. Ohmygod! You weren’t joking. This is it, really it!” Her eyes widened. “But then that must mean that Mister Veilleur is really . . .”


	“From the First Age. Yeah.”


	He loved the look on her face, a desperate desire to believe battling a fear to commit to that belief, because here was proof of everything she had studied and pieced together and intuited since her teens.


	The elevator doors slid open then and the man himself stood there smiling.


	“Welcome,” he said, extending his hand to her. “Louise Connell, I believe.”


	Weezy stood frozen, clutching the Compendium against her chest as she stared at him.


	“Weez, you okay?” Jack said as the moment lengthened.


	“Mister Foster?” She looked at Jack. “You didn’t say he was Mister Foster!”


	What the hell was she talking about?


	And then he saw it. How had he missed it? He’d met this man once in his boyhood, but he’d been known then as the reclusive Old Man Foster who owned a piece of the Pinelands near Jack’s hometown.


	“Are you?” he said. “I had no idea.”


	Veilleur nodded, his blue eyes twinkling. “It’s been decades, and I’ve aged since then.”


	Still clutching the Compendium, Weezy managed to shake hands with him.


	“Come in, come in,” he said. “I have someone else waiting to see you. It’s going to be like old home week, I fear.”


	He was a big man, and his bulk had blocked their view of most of the rest of the apartment. But when he stepped aside they saw an elderly woman in a long black dress. She carried a cane and wore a black scarf around her neck. Beside her sat a three-legged dog.


	Jack and Weezy spoke in unison.


	“Mrs. Clevenger!”


	Unlike Mr. Foster—Veilleur—she hadn’t aged a day. She and her dog had been something of a fixture around their hometown of Johnson when they were kids. She’d kept pretty much to herself and had been rumored by some to be a witch. By the time they finished high school she’d moved away.


	But of course she wasn’t a witch, she was . . .


	“The Lady!” Jack said. “That was you all along?”


	She nodded.


	I’m an idiot, he thought.


	All these women with dogs traipsing in and out of his life and he never connected them with Mrs. Clevenger. Maybe he should have been less adamant about deserting his past and never looking back, because lately the past seemed to be inundating his present.


	Weezy was staring at Mrs. C. “How can this be?” She turned to Jack. “You obviously know more about this than I do.”


	“Not as much as you think.” He looked at the Lady. “I have a feeling today’s the day you’re going to bring me into the loop. Am I right?”


	She nodded. “It is time, I think.”


	Way past time as far as Jack was concerned.
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	Weezy’s mind whirled. Or maybe reeled was more like it.


	They sat in the apartment’s great room, its huge windows overlooking Central Park’s Sheep Meadow. She didn’t know much about décor, but knew this place was way out of date. Guys from Interior Design would fight over the chance to do an extreme makeover. But she kind of liked it the way it was, with its dark paneling and strange curios and odd melange of mismatched paintings from all over and, perhaps, all time. A tray of sandwiches—homemade from the look of them—sat in the middle of a table set with crystal and china.


	All very nice, except she was seated across from Mrs. Clevenger, a woman who had been elderly when Weezy was a kid, and should have passed on by now, but who looked not a day older than when she’d last seen her. Jack seemed to know her as someone else. He’d called her “the Lady.”


	And Mrs. Clevenger was seated next to the man she’d recognized as Old Man Foster, who had aged, but was going by the name of Veilleur. She wondered how Jack hadn’t recognized him. Older, sure, but still a big man like Foster, and the blue eyes and high cheekbones were the same; even the beard was the same shape, though fully gray now.


	Mr. Veilleur had announced at the beginning that he might have to excuse himself if his wife needed him. Apparently he’d given the help the afternoon off so they could have privacy.


	When Weezy had asked if his wife would be joining them the old man said she was not having a good day.


	She got the impression that Mrs. Veilleur didn’t have many good days.


	So . . . already surreal with Mrs. Clevenger and Mr. Foster—Veilleur—there, but then Jack had launched into this tale of a cosmic shadow war between two vast, unimaginable, unknowable cosmic forces. They had no names, just the labels humans had attributed to them: the Ally and the Otherness.


	She’d stifled a yawn. The old tale of Good versus Evil vying for control of Earth or humanity—its oh-so-valuable souls or bodies, or whatever. The same tale that every human culture had invented and reinvented through the ages. She’d heard it all before.


	Or thought she had until Jack explained that Earth’s corner of reality was not the grand prize, just a piece—and not a particularly valuable one—on a vast cosmic chessboard . . . part of a contest between the two forces, with victory going to the one that could take and keep the most pieces. Commonly referred to as the Conflict, no one knew who was winning.


	But these forces weren’t so simple as Good and Evil. More like neutral and inimical. The Ally was an ally only in so far as humanity’s purposes were in tune with its agenda, which it ruthlessly pursued. It would squash whatever got in its way with no more thought or concern than a human would give to swatting an annoying fly. As long as Earth’s corner of reality stayed in the Ally’s pocket, humanity could count on benign neglect.


	The Otherness was another story. It was decidedly inimical because, in a sense, it devoured worlds, changing their realities, even their physics to an environment more to its liking. Almost vampiric in that it seemed to feed on the agonies it caused along the way. Humans shouldn’t take this personally—it did this wherever it gained control.


	“The Conflict,” Jack said, “is what’s been fueling the Secret History.”


	Weezy glanced at Mr. Veilleur and Mrs. Clevenger and found them nodding agreement.


	She’d always suspected something like this, but to hear it from Jack, of all people . . .


	She turned to him. “How do you know all this?” She pointed to the Compendium—how she hungered to dive into it—where it sat on a side table. “And how did you get hold of that?”


	“Jack is one of the Heirs,” Veilleur said.


	“Heirs to what?”


	“To the position I held for thousands of years—leading the Ally’s forces against the Otherness.”


	“Jack?”


	She almost laughed, but that was because she was thinking of the teenage Jack. Then she remembered how he’d killed five men over the course of a dozen hours and it didn’t seem so ludicrous. The sweet, faithful Jack she’d snuggled up to in the bed—what had she been thinking?—had turned into a cold-eyed killer when threatened, and was now back to easygoing, affable Jack.


	Two Jacks, polar opposites . . . how did they coexist?


	She stared at him. “Really?”


	“Really,” Jack said, sounding none too happy about it.


	His expression made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with the job.


	“It’s a long, long story,” Veilleur said. “Back in the First Age, when the Conflict was out in the open, the Ally’s forces prevailed after a seemingly endless string of battles. As it retreated, the Otherness triggered a worldwide cataclysm that wiped out all civilization. Humanity had to start from scratch again. I was made immortal and put on guard, because the Otherness had not given up. It had its own immortal at its disposal, and we battled through the millennia. In the fifteenth century I finally trapped him and locked him away—for good, I thought. But on the eve of World War Two, the German army released him. I slew him before he could escape.


	“At that moment, with its victory seemingly complete, the Ally released me to age. It retreated, turning its attention to hotter spots in the Conflict. But the Adversary was not finished. He was reincarnated in 1968. In response, Jack and a few others like him were conceived and prepared to take up the role of Defender should that become necessary. So far it hasn’t. We hope to keep it that way.”


	She stared at him. “Jack . . . you’re immortal?”


	He shook his head. “Hardly. And not going to be if I have anything to say in the matter.”


	“How . . . how long has this been going on?”


	The Lady said, “The Conflict began before the Earth was formed and will continue long after the Sun’s furnace goes cold.”


	Weezy closed her eyes as she felt the facts and ideas and suspicions and suppositions that had filled her brain shift and expand and form new patterns. Because if all this was true—and she sensed it was—it explained so much.


	And now, more than ever, she was certain that the nine/eleven attacks were part of the Secret History, which meant ultimately part of the Conflict.


	But the what and how and why remained elusive.


	“Okay,” Jack said, “we know who I am, we know who Weezy is, and we know Mister Veilleur.” He leveled his gaze at Mrs. Clevenger. “But who are you?” He held up a hand. “And please don’t tell me you’re my mother. I thought you were many, but was told you were only one. You’re the Lady. I thought then that you might be Gaia or Mother Earth or something like that, but you said it wasn’t that simple. So what’s the truth? You’ve popped in and out of the entire course of my life. I think it’s time I knew the truth.”


	She nodded. “So do I.”


	Jack leaned back and folded his arms. “You have the floor.”


	“Where to begin?” she said. “Be patient with me. I have never had to explain this before. In the past when you’ve asked, I’ve said I was your mother, but that’s not even remotely true. I say that because I am female and because I am older than any living thing on this planet.” She nodded toward Veilleur. “Even our friend here.”


	Weezy leaned forward, fascinated. Was Goethe’s “eternal feminine” more than just a concept? Was she a real being?


	“But I am not your mother in any sense. I have never called myself Gaia, though I have called myself Herta, but I am neither. I did not create you; you created me. I do not nurture you; you nurture me.”


	“Okay,” Jack said. “That’s who you aren’t . . .”


	“As to who I am, perhaps another name would help. Remember what I called myself in Florida?”


	“Sure. Anya.”


	“Anya Mundy, to be exact.”


	“Anima mundi!” Weezy said. “Soul of the world!”


	The Lady smiled at Weezy. “You always were a quick one.”


	Jack was shaking his head. “I was thinking of the guy who wrote King of the Khyber Rifles.”


	“Helps to know Latin,” Weezy said.


	He looked at her. “Another language?”


	She shrugged.


	The Lady said, “ ‘Soul of the world’ is closer but not quite accurate. I am, for want of a better term, the embodiment of the sentience on this planet. I was born when the interactions of the self-aware creatures on the planet reached a certain critical mass. Like any infant, I had limited consciousness at first, but as Earth’s sentient biomass expanded, so did my awareness. Eventually I appeared as a person—a child at first, then an adolescent, then fully grown.”


	“The noosphere,” Weezy breathed, seeing it all come together. “Vernadsky and Teilhard were right?”


	The Lady nodded. “Vernadsky originated the concept, but Teilhard was closer to the truth.”


	“You’ve lost me,” Jack said.


	Weezy spoke as the facts popped into her head. “Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was a Jesuit who theorized that the growth of human numbers and interactions would create a separate consciousness called the noosphere. Needless to say—but I’ll say it anyway—this did not endear him to the Church.”


	“Are we talking cyberspace?”


	“No,” the Lady said. “There is nothing electronic, nothing ‘cyber’ about it.”


	“But where can it go from here?” Weezy said. “What’s the next evolutionary step?”


	“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “I sense other noospheres out there—other worlds, other realities with sentient populations—but I can’t contact them. I am bound to my creators, to humanity. But perhaps the next step will be our noosphere achieving enough breadth and depth and strength to enable it to reach out and contact other noospheres.”


	Weezy had an epiphany. “And maybe that will lead to a community of interacting noospheres, which in turn will give rise to yet another level, an übersphere of collective noosphere consciousness.”


	Weezy felt herself trembling inside. This was wonderful.


	Jack leaned forward. “Sounds like you’re talking about God.”


	The wonder of it struck Weezy dumb for a few seconds. “Yes . . . maybe someday we’ll create God.”


	They all sat in silence for a moment, then something occurred to her.


	“They call you the Lady. Why? Do you always appear as a woman?”


	She nodded. “Always. I don’t know why. Strictly speaking, I should be considered an it, but I always appear as female. I can choose my appearance—any age, any race, any level of beauty or ugliness—but for some reason I can appear only as female. And I must appear, must be physically present in the world. I can be anywhere, but I must always be somewhere.”


	Jack frowned. “You can’t simply disappear, fade back into the noosphere?”


	“No. The noosphere is everywhere, and I am its physical manifestation. As such, I must exist in the physical world.”


	Weezy feared she might explode with . . . what? Glee? Rapture? Triumph? Vindication? But she reined herself in. She believed every word that had been said at this table, but should she? Shouldn’t she doubt? Shouldn’t she do what she had always told everyone else: Ask the next question?


	Is it real, is this the truth, or does it simply seem that way because I so want to believe?


	She hesitated, then steeled herself to ask.


	“Can you show me a different you?”


	The Lady frowned. “Normally I would not even consider such a request, but for you . . . what would you prefer?”


	“How about . . .”—something way different—“an Inuit woman?”


	Mrs. Clevenger blurred, then sharpened to a shorter, darker-skinned woman with almond eyes and black hair braided into two long pigtails. She looked to be in her twenties and was snuggled in a fur-lined parka.


	The dog barked and Weezy looked to see a large male husky standing on four legs and wagging its tail.


	“Another question,” Jack said. “You’re always with a dog. Why a dog?”


	She shrugged and spoke in a younger, softer voice. “He’s my male counterpart. Just as something in the consciousness of the noosphere demands I appear as female—”


	“The eternal feminine,” Weezy said. It explained so much ancient mythology.


	“Perhaps. But the noosphere demands that he appear as a male dog. I don’t know why. I am supposedly his mistress, but he doesn’t always listen.”


	She picked up a knife from the table and held it before her, staring at the blade as she rotated it back and forth. Then she plunged it through the palm of her other hand.


	Weezy let out a yelp of shock. “Ohmygod!”


	The Lady smiled. “Not to worry. I do not eat or drink, and I cannot be hurt in the usual sense.” She removed the knife and the skin immediately sealed itself. “But I can be hurt.”


	She rose and shed the parka, revealing small, dark-tipped breasts.


	Weezy heard Jack say, “Yikes,” but she could not take her eyes off the deep dimple in the Lady’s abdomen to the right of the navel, wide enough to admit two fingertips.


	Then she turned and Weezy gasped as she saw her back. The skin was pocked with hundreds of punctate scars and crisscrossed with fine red lines connecting them. She noticed another dimple in the small of her back, similar to the one in front. For a second she thought she saw light flash within it, but that couldn’t be.


	She shook her head. Couldn’t be? What did that mean anymore?


	Neither Jack nor Veilleur seemed surprised, although Jack looked uncomfortable. He’d apparently seen it before.


	“What . . . what happened?”


	“Opus Omega,” she said, then pointed to the Compendium. “You will read about it in there.”


	Again that instantaneous flash from the dimple. Weezy cocked her head and leaned a little to the right—and froze as she saw light from the window.


	The dimple was a tunnel, a through-and-through passage.


	Weezy didn’t ask about that . . . wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.


	“All about it?” she asked.


	The Lady raised the parka back over her shoulders. It was closed when she turned to face her.


	“Much of it. The Compendium is ancient and long out of date. Jack knows some of what is not in there. He can fill you in. Study it well, Weezy.”


	“And keep a special eye out for this,” Veilleur said, speaking for the first time since they’d sat down.


	He passed her a slip of paper on which he’d written a strange word: Fhinntmanchca.


	“What is it?”


	“A legend. See what, if anything, the Compendium has to say about it.”


	“I don’t think she should be wasting her time on things that never were and never shall be,” the Lady said.


	Veilleur shrugged. “There’s been an Alarm about it. We can’t ignore it.”


	The Lady turned to Weezy. “Absorb all you can. Use your brain to help us thwart the Adversary.”


	The charge overwhelmed her. “Me? What can I do that you can’t? What can I learn that you don’t already know?”


	“I have blind spots. Many things that involve the Ally and the Otherness are shielded from me.”


	“Like the Fhinntmanchca, perhaps?” Veilleur said, a smile peeking through his beard.


	She sighed. “Perhaps. At times I can sense the Adversary’s presence and know what he is doing—he is human, after all—but other times he seems to wink out of existence. He is active on a number of fronts now. Some are petty, involving simple vengeance, others are hidden from me. But he has a plan . . . he most certainly has a plan.”


	“To do what?”


	“Open the gates to the Otherness and let it flood through. And that will be the end of you and, as a consequence, the end of me. For once the Change occurs, the Ally will not want us back. By combining your knowledge of known history with the secrets of the First Age, you may find a way to impede the Adversary, or perhaps even stop him. He is fallible—he has made mistakes in the past—and therefore stoppable.”


	By me? Weezy thought. Me? I don’t think so.
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	“I have to go in there?” Darryl said, staring at the Orsa.


	“Well, no.” Drexler spoke from where he stood about ten feet away with Hank. “But you do have to reach in and remove the compound. ‘He who would be healed must remove the compound from the Orsa.’ Or so tradition says.”


	Darryl did not like that idea one bit. He didn’t want any part of him inside that thing. But for a cure, he might go through with it.


	“But the thing’s alive. You said so yourself. And I’m reaching into its mouth and—”


	“It doesn’t have a mouth. It doesn’t eat in the sense you’re thinking. It draws sustenance from contact with the Opus Omega column buried beneath it. That column is planted at an intersection point in the Nexus Grid. That is why we dug up the concrete there, so the Orsa could have contact with the column and draw life from the Grid.”


	Darryl scratched his scraggly jaw, wondering what the hell Drexler had just said. Bunch of gobbledygook.


	“I don’t know, man . . .”


	“See that groove encircling the very end there?”


	He saw it. Maybe half an inch deep running around the conical end, maybe a foot in from the tip.


	“Yeah?”


	“That is a plug of sorts. You simply have to remove it, then reach inside for the compound. Place the compound in the bin by your feet as you remove it. Very simple.”


	Easy for you to say.


	He stared at the thing. The light reflecting off its dull surface partially obscured the vein of brown dust within. He adjusted his angle to study it. He wondered how it had got in there. Then again, what did it matter? He had to get it out.


	Okay. Here goes.


	He slipped his fingers into the groove and felt the Orsa’s surface ripple as he touched it. He stifled his own ripple—of revulsion—and kept his grip. Leaning back he began to pull and twist.


	The plug moved surprisingly easily, almost as though the Orsa was helping to push it out. Darryl didn’t know if he liked that idea. But maybe the Orsa wanted to be rid of it, like getting a splinter removed from its skin.


	He thought of that old story about somebody removing a splinter from a lion’s paw, and then the lion becoming his friend. Maybe that was how this worked. If he removed the plug, the Orsa would be his friend and cure him.


	Finally it released with a slurping pop! He could have sworn he heard the Orsa sigh as the plug fell into his hands.


	“Excellent,” Drexler said. “Now, begin removing the compound.”


	Darryl stared at the pocket left by the plug. A ways beyond it lay the vein of dust. He reached in, immersing his arm to the shoulder.


	“Hey, it’s warm in here and kind of wet.”


	“Does it smell like fish?” Hank said.


	“Not funny, Hank.”


	Thankfully it didn’t smell like anything.


	His questing fingers found the compound and he pulled out a handful. He stared at it. Brown and powdery, with little flecks of what looked like fine gravel.


	Are you the stuff that’s gonna make me better?


	“Okay. I got some.”


	“You must remove it all.”


	He looked at the vein. It ran pretty far in.


	“All? How am I gonna get to it?”


	“By doing what is necessary.”


	“You can do it, Darryl,” Hank said.


	I don’t need a cheerleader, Darryl thought. I need someone to do this for me.


	But since no one was going to volunteer . . .


	He dumped the compound into the bin and returned to his task. He stretched as far as he could, removed more, but the rest was beyond his reach.


	He turned to Hank and Drexler. “I’ll need a hoe or something to get the rest out.”


	“No-no!” Drexler said, waving his hands. “You might damage the inner membranes. That mustn’t happen.”


	“Okay, then, how do I get to the rest?”


	“Just crawl in and get it,” Hank said. “Let’s get this done with.”


	Darryl stared at the opening and didn’t like that idea one bit. Something about this thing made him afraid. But he didn’t see any way around it.


	“Inside,” Drexler said. “You must enter to retrieve the rest. And don’t forget: You will be cured not only of AIDS, but of every illness hidden in your body. If you have a cancer, it will be gone; if you have hardened arteries, they will be cleared.”


	Well, that didn’t sound so bad.


	“All right. I’m going, I’m going.”


	He put one arm in, followed by the other. Then, taking a deep breath, he ducked and slipped his head and shoulders inside.


	Warm in here . . . much warmer than he’d figured. Light from the room filtered through. The sides of the cavity were softer than around the plug, and much, much softer than the Orsa’s hide.


	But forget about that—just grab as much of this junk as you can and get out.


	Even better: Start grabbing the compound and pushing it behind him—the tight space made it hard but it was doable. That way he could scoop it up once he slid back out.


	He cleared out the new area of the vein within reach. The dust seemed lumpier here.


	Almost to the end. Just a little more and he’d be finished. As he inched farther in, he thought he felt the sides tremble. He froze, waiting to feel it again, wondering if he’d really felt it.


	All remained still. Maybe he’d caused it himself. Maybe he’d just felt his own vibrations. More than ever now he wanted to get out of here ASAP.


	The urgency pushed him forward again, stretching his fingers toward the final deposit. He grabbed a handful and felt some larger lumps. He pulled it closer and opened his hand. In the dim light the lumps had definite shapes. They looked familiar. Almost like—


	Teeth! These were human teeth!


	Just then the sides trembled again, but this time they tightened against him.


	No!


	He began a frantic struggle backward, pushing as hard as he could against the slick, rubbery surface, but his hands slipped and the space grew even smaller.


	He screamed.


	The walls began to weep a clear, sour fluid that pressed against his face. He sealed his lips against it but it ran in through his nostrils. It soaked through his clothes and into his skin. And then the trembling in the walls organized into ripples running from his head, along his body, and down his legs. He felt the compound he’d pushed back beside his legs begin to slide away, following the ripples.


	The walls tightened further, molding to him, sealing against him until he couldn’t move a finger. He tried to scream again but the walls were so tight he couldn’t draw a breath. He loosed a strangled groan that allowed the fluid to rush into his mouth. It ran down his throat, seeping through his tissues from within and without.


	As his vision and consciousness dimmed he saw the hazy figures of Hank and Drexler through the encasing semitransparent walls. One figure struggling to move his way and the other holding him back.


	Drexler! He knew all along! He set me up!


	13


	“An awful lot to absorb,” Jack said as he exited the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel and took the ramp to the southbound BQE.


	He’d degaraged his own car for this trip, and the big black Crown Victoria moved easily into the flow. Traffic on the dreaded Brooklyn-Queens Expressway wasn’t bad at the moment, but come 4 P.M. it would start to thicken into motorized sludge.


	In a way he wished it were later. He knew a couple of good Russian restaurants out where they were headed. He could treat Weezy to some primo borscht. Wouldn’t mind a little himself.


	But she looked too dazed to eat. He felt sorry for her. What he’d learned in an incremental process over the past two years had been dumped on her in a matter of an hour. She slumped in the passenger seat with the Compendium-laden backpack clutched against her chest like the handbag of an Omaha matron crossing Times Square.


	“Yeah, a lot,” she said after a bit. “I’ve been accused of having wild theories, but they’re flat-out nothing compared to the reality you three just laid on me. Even though this doesn’t contradict anything I’ve assumed or conjectured, it’s going to take a while to sink in. I knew the truth behind the Secret History was big, but I never dreamed it was this big.”


	“Big as it gets.”


	“Who’s this ‘Adversary’ Mister Veilleur was talking about?”


	“He’s the Otherness’s point man.”


	“Does he have a name?”


	“He does.” Rasalom. “But we don’t speak it.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because he hears, and then he comes looking for whoever’s taking his name in vain. So why don’t we just call him ‘R’?”


	“Is he as scary as you’re making him sound?”


	“Ohhhhh, yeah,” Jack said as memories flooded back. “I’ve seen him walk on water and float in the air, and he can paralyze you with a look.”


	“You’re kidding, right?” Weezy looked at him. “No, I can see by your face you’re not. He did it to you, didn’t he.”


	He nodded. “Twice.”


	“So he had you in his power and he released you. That doesn’t make sense, unless he doesn’t know you’re the Heir.”


	“Oh, he knows. The first time, he let me go because he said killing me then would spare me the pain that lay ahead in my life, and he didn’t want to do that.”


	“Pain? Did he mean your father? I heard about that. What a terrible thing to happen to such a nice man.”


	“That was just the tip of the iceberg.”


	“It gets worse?”


	“Much. Someday I’ll tell you about it. The creep feeds on human death, pain, fear, misery, degradation. He had a feast with me.”


	“I wonder if he was here for nine/eleven?” she said. “He would have had a smorgasbord of fear, panic, grief, and misery. You could literally feel the panic in the air.”


	“Tell me about it. I live about four miles uptown from the Trade Center and—” A startling idea flashed to life. “Do you think he could have been behind the attacks?”


	“You mean, could R be bin Aswad? I’ve never seen him. Does he resemble the man in the photos?”


	“Hard to say, what with the graininess and the beard. But Sheikh did say he wanted maximum death and terror, which would be right in line with R’s tastes.”


	“But that’s what every terrorist wants. That’s why they’re called terrorists. And although I can’t tell you exactly why, my gut tells me there was more than just a gourmet feast for R behind those attacks. But I still don’t understand why, when R had you at his mercy, he didn’t eliminate you.”


	“I doubt he’d admit it, but I think he’s afraid to harm me.”


	“Why? You have some hidden powers you haven’t told me about?”


	He barked a laugh. “I wish!”


	Traffic was light. They’d zoomed along the Gowanus and were now segueing onto the Belt Parkway. The monstrous, looming towers of the Verrazano Bridge ruled the landscape ahead.


	“No,” he said. “He’s afraid of Veilleur.”


	“An old man?”


	“Except R doesn’t know he’s an old man. He thinks he’s still young and powerful and immortal, like himself. Back in the fifteenth century, Veilleur—R knows him by another name—tricked him and imprisoned him for centuries. I think he’s wary of another trap. Since his reincarnation he’s seen no sign of Veilleur, but he knows he’s out there. Probably thinks he’s waiting for a misstep, then he’ll pounce. So he’s keeping a low profile. Killing me would tip his hand . . . or maybe he thinks I’m out here as bait. Whatever, he seems to be leaving me alone.”


	Weezy sat silent a moment, then said, “I don’t know how many years Mister Veilleur has left, but it can’t be too many. I mean, he’s old, Jack. What happens when he dies? Will R know?”


	Jack found the prospect unsettling. That was the day he’d assume the Defender role.


	“He might, he might not. Remember, he has no inkling that the Ally released Veilleur. In R’s mind, Veilleur is immortal. So, if he stops sensing his presence, he has more reason to suspect that he’s found a better way to conceal himself than that he’s up and died.”


	“But what if he does sense his death? What happens then?”


	“Then all hell breaks loose, because I’ll be the point man and I haven’t the faintest idea of how to stop him.” He looked her in the eye. “You’d better get to reading, sister, and put that subconscious of yours into high gear. Find us something.”
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	“What the—?”


	Hank ripped free of Drexler’s restraining grip on his arm and rushed over to the end of the Orsa. Darryl’s protruding lower legs had stopped kicking. He grabbed the ankles and pulled, but couldn’t budge him.


	He turned to Drexler who was ambling his way as if nothing had happened. “What . . . what . . . ?”


	“Be calm, Mister Thompson. Be calm.”


	“But it’s . . . it’s eating him!”


	He arched his brows. “Appearances can be deceiving.”


	Hank wanted to wipe that arrogant, self-satisfied look off his face. He balled a fist. In fact—


	“Do not presume to try to injure me, Mister Thompson. You will mightily regret it.”


	Yeah, he probably would. Probably get the Kickers ejected from the Lodge. Hank needed this place. A perfect base of operations. He relaxed the fist.


	“That’s one of my men! Get him out!”


	“That is beyond my power—quite beyond anyone’s power.”


	Hank pushed past him and stared through the Orsa’s translucent flank at the still form trapped within. Not a hint of movement, of breathing, of life. He looked like a swimmer frozen midstroke in a cloudy glacier.


	Darryl . . . poor Darryl. Telling him he’d have to pack up and move out had been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. Darryl had his faults, but he’d been devoted to the Evolution, and devoted to Hank. Someone Hank could trust. Since his brother Jerry’s death he didn’t have too many people he could trust. Sure as hell not Drexler.


	“He’s dead!” Hank said, still staring. “You killed him!”


	“Not dead, Mister Thompson. Your friend is still alive but has entered a special state.”


	“You promised to cure him.”


	“I never said I would cure him.”


	Hank turned to him. He wanted to break his bird-beak nose.


	“Don’t play word games with me.”


	“Very well, I did promise him a cure and I am delivering on that promise.”


	Hank pointed at Darryl’s still form. “You call that a cure?”


	“He’s not cured yet. It’s a process that takes some time, and has only just begun.”


	“He’s fucking dead, Drexler. The thing smothered him.”


	“On the contrary, he’s quite alive, just not in any way we’re accustomed to seeing. The Orsa has taken over his bodily functions and put them in a suspended state while it works its—dare I say?—magic upon his diseased tissues.”


	“You said all he had to do was sleep with the compound or whatever.”


	Drexler pointed his cane at the streaks of brown dust around Darryl and inches beyond his outstretched hand. “He is.”


	Hank repressed an urge to strangle him. “Don’t push me.”


	Drexler inclined his head. “I apologize if that sounded provocative. While I didn’t entirely lie to him, I did bend the truth.”


	“Where’d you bend it—the part about him being cured?”


	“No. He will be cured. I simply failed to mention what kind of sleep would be required and where it had to take place. You see, in order for the Orsa to cure him, he must sleep within it.”


	Hank couldn’t believe he was standing here listening to this crap—and believing it. No way he would have bought a single word without having seen this . . . thing sitting in front of him. But the Orsa was real. And he’d seen it swallow Darryl.


	“There’s a curious aspect to the process: The afflicted one must enter the Orsa willingly.”


	Hank found himself nodding. Yeah, if that was true, he could see why a little verbal sleight of hand could be needed.


	But a piece was missing . . .


	“So, you did this all for Darryl’s good. Considering how you can’t stand him, that’s very white of you.”


	He wondered if Drexler got the joke, seeing as that was the only color he ever wore.


	Drexler shrugged and gave one of those European it-was-nothing pouts. “One does what one can for his fellow man.”


	“Yeah, right. You set him up.”


	Hank saw it now: Drexler had recognized the rash and sent Darryl to one of the Order’s docs for confirmation. Once AIDS was confirmed, he made sure everyone in the Lodge knew Darryl had it, which eventually put Hank on the spot about letting him live among the others. Darryl wound up desperate and ready to do anything to keep from being kicked out—even crawling into the butt end of the Orsa.


	Fast work.


	Well, his business card identified him as an “Actuator” . . . a guy who made things happen, got things done. And he’d got this done. Saw an opportunity and seized it.


	Had to admire a guy like that.


	Had to watch out for him too.


	“How long does this cure take?”


	For the first time, Drexler looked unsure. “Not long.”


	“ ‘Not long’? What does that mean? An hour? Half a day? A day? What?”


	“I don’t know.”


	“You don’t know? You know everything else, how come you don’t know that?”


	Drexler gave him a weak smile. “Because there has never been an Orsa before. There will never be another.”


	Hank stared at him in shock. “You mean this has never been done before?”


	Drexler shook his head. “Never.”
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	The man who was more than a man, who was known as the One to members of the Septimus Order, and as Mr. Osala or “the Master” to members of this household, sat in his bedroom and waited.


	Ever-faithful Gilda had informed him of yesterday’s trespass, telling him she’d caught the girl opening one of his desk drawers. From the sound of it, he doubted she’d seen anything of importance. And even if she had, she wouldn’t understand. He had instructed Gilda to leave the door ajar today. Knowing the girl as he did, he was sure she would find a second look impossible to resist.


	He wondered what he should do with her. She was a burden. She complained constantly of her confinement here. He would have let her end her life that night but for the uniqueness of the child she carried, so deeply redolent of the Taint. Foolish, pathetic Jonah Stevens had thought he could use that child against him. It might have worked, but would have been a very long shot. For that reason alone he should eliminate the girl and her child.


	However . . .


	The day might come when he would have need of the child. If the Fhinntmanchca achieved his purpose, the point would be moot. In that case he could foresee no use for her or her offspring, except perhaps as a brief amusement. But should the Fhinntmanchca fail . . .


	Better to hold the child in reserve, and make sure it and its reluctant incubator remained in good health. To that end—


	The door to the outer room—his office—squeaked as it opened. He rose and waited until he heard one of his desk drawers slide, then stepped into the office. The girl had her hand in the drawer.


	“Perhaps I can help you find what you are looking for.”


	Her startled reaction was almost comical. She stared in openmouthed shock as she flushed crimson.


	“Mister Osala, I . . . I was just . . .”


	“Just snooping?”


	She took a breath, gathered herself, and faced him with a defiant expression.


	“Yes, I suppose I was.”


	Well, well, well. Perhaps he’d underestimated her mettle.


	“Is that how you repay my hospitality?”


	“Hospitality? How about total imprisonment?”


	He shook his head. “We will not have this conversation again.”


	“Okay, then. How about I’d like to know more about the guy who’s got me locked up in his house?”


	“I’ve told you—”


	“Yeah, I know what you’ve told me, but how do I know it’s true?”


	She was trying his patience now.


	“Because I say it is.”


	“Really? And what about this other ID in your drawer here? And the way you’ve been changing your looks. Who’s the real you?”


	She could never know that. Wouldn’t be capable of understanding if she were told. As for that other identity and his change in appearance . . .


	A man he thought he had destroyed was slowly rising from the ashes. His resilience was remarkable. He needed another crushing blow to complete his destruction. He had researched the man’s circumstances and determined the perfect point of attack. He would insert himself into the hated one’s life and obliterate it from within.


	Of course, the success of the Fhinntmanchca would render his preparations a waste of time. But making plans to annihilate an enemy was almost as enjoyable as the act itself, so he proceeded anyway.


	Just as he would proceed with assuring the safe birth of this Tainted child.


	“The real me?” he said. “The real me is looking out for you and your baby. To that end, I have scheduled an appointment for you with an obstetrician later this week. He will examine you and—”


	“Obstetrician? What for? I don’t want to deliver it! I want it out!”


	“That is not an option right now.”


	Her voice rose. “It’s now or never! I’ll be too far along!”


	Reached out and brushed his fingertips across her forehead.


	“Silence.”


	She quieted and stood there, staring at him.


	“You vex me as you are,” he told her. “So you will change. You want this child. You will do anything to assure its well-being. And you are happy here. You do not wish for anything beyond these walls. Now, return to your room for a nap.”


	She turned and walked from the room.


	Perhaps he should have put an influence into her earlier—it would have prevented her little excursion back in May—but he had enjoyed the subtle, savory susurrance of her uncertainty and frustration, floating through the duplex like background music. And he’d been unsure of the effect on the new fetus. But the fetus was more mature now and . . .


	And the Fhinntmanchca, the Maker of the Way, was imminent. If the fetus was damaged by the influence, what matter?


	Only the Fhinntmanchca mattered.
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	The bright orange, twenty-five-story wireframe mushroom of Coney Island’s iconic Parachute Jump dominated the skyline as they approached Harris’s apartment building.


	“How does he rate a senior-citizen apartment? Probably subsidized too.”


	“His mother lived there. After she died he took it over. It’s still in her name.”


	As they approached the building, Jack noticed two men sitting in a car with a good view of the entrance. Might be waiting for a friend . . . or waiting for Weezy. Were that the case, it meant they knew where Harris lived.


	“Do you really need to see Harris again?”


	She nodded. “I need that disk with the Sheikh video. I want to listen again and make sure I’ve got an accurate translation.”


	He pulled into the curb a hundred yards or so past the entrance.


	“Wait here. I’ll go get it.”


	“I’d better go with you,” Weezy said, reaching for her door handle. “He might not—”


	Jack gripped her arm. “I think someone’s watching the place. Good chance they know what you look like now. Better if I go alone.”


	She looked worried. “But they’ve seen you too.”


	He didn’t want to remind her that pretty much everyone who’d seen him with her was dead—except that self-styled Good Samaritan from the hospital. And Jack didn’t believe for a nanosecond that Bob Garvey was his real name.


	“Let me worry about that.”


	She stepped out of the car. “No, I’m coming.”


	“Weez—”


	“We’re wasting time.” She pulled out her—or rather, Jack’s—cell phone as she began walking toward the building. “I’ll call him and let him know we’re here.”


	Jack fell in beside her as she punched the buttons. He didn’t like this, but short of locking her in the trunk . . .


	After listening for a bit she thumbed the END button and looked at him.


	“No answer. Maybe he’s out.”


	This was looking worse and worse.


	“Or maybe he can’t answer. Go back to the car and—”


	“No.”


	The finality in her tone told him arguing was futile. He looked back at his car. The Crown Vic had a roomy trunk . . .


	Nah.


	He checked under his T-shirt to make sure the Glock was nice and loose in its SOB holster, then adjusted his baseball cap as low as it would go over his forehead.


	Outside the glass doors he kept his face turned away from the security camera as she pressed Harris’s bell on the intercom. No answer. By luck, a stooped old lady in a babushka came out. He grabbed the door and held it for her, then they slipped inside.


	No one about when they reached the eighth floor so they went straight to Harris’s door. Jack positioned himself beside the doorframe with Weezy behind him—just in case a slug plowed through. The hallway walls were reinforced concrete, so no worry there.


	He knocked. Again, no answer.


	He tried the knob and froze when it turned.


	Not good. Not good at all.


	He rotated it back to neutral and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Is your pal the type to leave his door unlocked?”


	“No way.” Her hand shot to her mouth. “Ohmygod.”


	“Go back downstairs.” When she shook her head, he pointed down the hall. “At least move away.”


	She backed up about ten paces.


	Three possibilities here:


	Harris went out but left his door unlocked . . . low probability—approaching zero.


	Harris home but incapacitated or dead, and his attacker gone . . . possible.


	Harris home, incapacitated or dead, and his attacker waiting inside to nab or kill Weezy when she walks through the unlocked door . . . also possible.


	Best to play to the worst-case scenario.


	Keeping far to the side of the doorframe, he turned the knob and pushed.


	Instead of gunfire, a ball of flame exploded into the hallway, propelling the shattered remnants of the door ahead of it and knocking Jack to the floor. He quickly rolled to his feet and ducked away, checking to see if anything on him was burning. No, but the hair on his arms was singed.


	Make that four possibilities: Harris home, incapacitated or dead, and the door rigged to explode.


	Down the hall, a chalky-faced Weezy crouched and leaned against the wall. Her lips were moving but Jack couldn’t hear over the whine in his ears. He didn’t have to. He knew she’d be repeating “Ohmygod” over and over.


	The fireball dissipated quickly but smoke and flame roiled from the doorway. He fought his way back against the heat and peeked inside. The entire apartment was ablaze. A man who looked a lot like Harris was duct-taped to a chair. The chair lay on its side. His eyes were open but seeing nothing. He showed no signs of life, and no way Jack could get to him through that inferno.


	Vaguely he heard fire bells.


	Time to go.


	He found his cap, jammed it back onto his head, and ran for Weezy. Doors were opening up and down the hall.


	“Fire!” he yelled. “Get out! Get out!”


	He almost collided with a little old lady in a wheelchair as she rolled out into the hall ahead of him.


	“Oh, dear God!” she cried, staring at the flaming doorway between her and the elevator. Her voice sounded faint and far away. “What do I do?”


	As Jack stopped and looked around, Weezy reached him and clutched his arm. She looked ready to go into shock.


	Options . . . push the old lady’s wheelchair past Harris’s apartment, but who knew if the elevators were working. A lot of them automatically shut down with a fire alarm.


	She was thin and frail looking. Only one thing to do.


	He turned Weezy and pushed her toward the EXIT sign. “Go!” Then back to the old woman. “Come on, lady,” he said, lifting her out of the chair. He slipped one arm under her knees and the other around her back. “Looks like you’re going for a ride.” A thought hit. “You don’t happen to have a dog, do you?”


	“No, why?” Her words were faint.


	“Just asking.”


	He got her into the stairwell where a mute, stricken Weezy held the door for them and they all started down.


	“Wh-wh-what happened?” the lady said, clinging to him.


	“Explosion of some kind.”


	She touched his cheek. “You’re burned.”


	“Not surprised. I was in the hall when it happened. Knocked me off my feet.”


	And the truth shall set you free.


	“What caused it?”


	“No idea. Maybe some terrorist was making a bomb and it exploded.”


	A little disinformation couldn’t hurt.


	“Oh, dear God! A terrorist? In our building?”


	“I hear they’re everywhere. Then again, someone could have left the gas oven on, then lit a match.”


	“We’re all electric.”


	“Terrorist, then.”


	They had the stairwell pretty much to themselves for a few flights until someone slammed onto a landing above and pounded down the steps. A sixtyish man, heavy but in good shape, lurched up behind them.


	“Let me by, dammit!”


	He shouldered Jack and his burden aside, and bumped Weezy against the wall as he raced ahead of them.


	“Asshole,” the woman said, then louder, “You always were an asshole, Frank!”


	Jack’s burst of anger dissipated as he laughed. “You tell him, lady.”


	Firemen were already on the first floor when they reached it.


	He leaned close to Weezy. “Don’t go out the front. Find a rear exit.”


	With a deer-in-the-headlights look, she nodded and moved away.


	Jack kept his head down as he hurried past the firemen and out the front entrance. He saw an EMS wagon and an ambulance at the curb. He left the woman with them. She was profuse in her thanks and wanted to give him money, but all he wanted was out of here.


	He looked around. The car with the two men was gone. A crowd of residents and people from the neighborhood had gathered to gawk at the smoke roiling from a blown-out section of windows on the eighth floor.


	He joined the crowd for half a minute, then eased away, walking half backward, trying to look reluctant to leave.


	He found Weezy waiting outside the car. He pressed the unlock button on the remote and they both got in.


	“What happened?” she said, blinking back tears.


	“Explosion.”


	“I know that. What about Kevin?”


	Jack got the car rolling as he tried to think of a gentle way to put it. He came up empty, so he settled for simple and direct.


	He shook his head and said, “Goner.”


	Weezy began to cry. The sound tore at him.


	“What have I done? What have I started? This is all my fault. I brought him into this. If I’d just minded my own business—”


	“I think the bomb was meant for you.”


	That stopped the sobs. She looked at him. “What?”


	“I think Kevin was already dead.” No need to mention that he appeared to have been tortured. “That bomb was set for the next person to come through the door.”


	“But how could they know it would be me?”


	Jack pulled over to let another fire truck howl by.


	“Maybe he told them.”


	“Kevin? He wouldn’t do that!”


	Looked like torture was going to rear its ugly head anyway.


	“Maybe he was persuaded.”


	“Ohmygod! You think they tortured him?”


	“Who can say? Maybe they knew he didn’t have many friends and that if anyone came through that door it would be you.”


	“And it would have been if you hadn’t—how did you know?”


	“Didn’t. Just took precautions.”


	She was staring at him. “Oh, Jack, look at you. Your skin . . . it’s scorched.”


	He leaned right so he could see himself in the rearview. The left side of his face was reddened with a first-degree burn and the tips of the hairs in the left side of his beard were singed.


	“I’m okay.”


	“That was good of you to carry that old woman out.”


	Well, he couldn’t very well leave her up there to cook, especially since he’d been the one who’d triggered the explosion.


	“Maybe I’ll finally get that Boy Scout badge I’ve always wanted.”


	“Don’t diminish it. That was very gallant.”


	The way she was looking at him made him uncomfortable.


	“Gallant, hell. She made good cover for me.”


	True, but he hadn’t realized that until he’d hit the first floor and saw the firemen.


	Weezy folded her arms across her chest. “Right. You’ve become Mister Hard Guy.”


	He forced a smile. “And don’t you forget it.”
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	“Do we have to do this here?” Hank said as Drexler set the glasses on the table.


	He glanced uneasily at Darryl’s still form stretched out inside the Orsa. It looked like some monstrously oversized transparent coffin, and made him feel like he was at a weird wake.


	“Most certainly,” Drexler said. “No place could be more appropriate.”


	At Drexler’s request he’d moved a couple of chairs and a small folding table down from the basement—a little tight getting through that trapdoor—and set them up about a half dozen feet from the Orsa. Drexler arrived moments later carrying two odd-shaped wineglasses and a bottle of Poland Spring.


	Hank pointed to the water. “That’s your ‘special drink’?”


	“Don’t be silly.” Drexler alighted on one of the chairs. “Please turn off the lights.”


	“We’re going to sit in the dark?”


	“Not quite. I promise you illumination sufficient to our needs.”


	Shrugging, Hank walked over to the light switch by the stairwell and flipped the toggle. He expected to be plunged into darkness, but instead a faint blue light suffused the subcellar.


	The Orsa was glowing.


	He stared at it as he returned to Drexler at the table. It hadn’t been glowing this morning when they first arrived. The light didn’t seem to radiate from any point within, but from the very substance of the thing. The only reason had to be . . . Darryl, who now looked more than ever like a fly in an ice cube.


	“Sit down,” Drexler said.


	He dropped onto the other chair and watched the man. His air of repressed excitement only compounded the weirdness factor.


	“All right, I’m sitting. What next?”


	Drexler pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket and removed a pair of sugar cubes and a strange slotted spoon. From another pocket he produced a silver flask.


	This was getting interesting.


	“Some hard stuff, ay?”


	Drexler’s lips twisted. “You have no idea.”


	He opened the water bottle and set it aside. Then he removed the cap from the flask and poured maybe three inches of clear green fluid into the globular base of each glass. He placed a sugar cube in the slotted spoon and held it over one of the glasses as he poured a thin stream of water over the cube. Hank watched fascinated as the green liquid turned a cloudy pale yellow.


	“What the hell?”


	“A hundred years ago we would have been at the tail end of the absinthe era in France.”


	“Absinthe. I’ve heard of that. Makes you crazy.”


	“Rubbish. Propaganda put forth by the winemakers who were afraid of the competition. In nineteen hundred the French consumed twenty-one million liters of absinthe. It was so popular that five o’clock became known as ‘l’heure verte’—the green hour.”


	He added another sugar cube to his spoon and moved it to the second glass, with the same effect.


	“My father taught me the technique. He found absinthe most entertaining and was quite a connoisseur. Quite a man, actually.”


	“Was he in the Septimus Order too?”


	He nodded. “My family has an unbroken string of membership back as far as anyone can remember.”


	“Was he an ‘Actuator’ too?”


	Another nod. “He accomplished many great things for the Order. One might even say he helped change the course of history. Before he died he passed his vast store of arcana to me. He also passed me his cane and his private stock of absinthe. This is a custom blend from that collection.”


	Hank snorted and shook his head. “Hell, I barely knew my daddy. He only came by now and then. But I’m pretty damn sure he didn’t drink anything like that.”


	Drexler had fixed up two glasses. He didn’t really expect Hank to drink that stuff, did he? Obviously he did. He lifted one and held it out.


	“Bitte.”


	Bitter? Was he warning him about the taste?


	He took the glass, saying, “It’s not going to make me go crazy now, is it?”


	He said it jokingly, but he was concerned. He’d stayed pretty straight and clean since this Kicker Evolution got rolling. Used to do weed regularly and a little crank now and then, an Oxy or two when he could get them, but he’d cleaned up once Kick found a big-time publisher that wanted to put him out in front of the public. He was the face of the Kicker Evolution now. He had a good deal going, the best deal imaginable, and he wasn’t going to let anything screw it up by landing him in jail.


	He was on a mission to change the world, to get everyone dissimilated, make everyone a Kicker.


	Kickerworld.


	Then what?


	He had no idea. And that worried him at times.


	“I’ve been drinking it since I was fifteen,” Drexler said. “Do I seem crazy to you?”


	“No.”


	Might have made him into one weird-ass dude, but Hank sensed he was not the least bit crazy.


	“Then here.”


	Hank took the glass and checked out the cloudy yellow liquid. He swirled it but it didn’t stick to the sides. He sniffed it. Not much of a smell.


	“To the end of history,” Drexler said, raising his glass. He clinked it against Hank’s, then sipped. He tilted his head back and swallowed. “Ahhh. Wonderful.”


	Hank didn’t drink—not just yet.


	“ ‘End of history’? What’s that supposed to mean?”


	“A stolen phrase. I use it in my own sense. We are nearing the point when, as the Secret History of the World is revealed, we will see the end of history as you knew it—or thought you knew it. Then the reality to which the world has been blind through the millennia will be made manifest.”


	Hank stared at the liquid. One sip and already Drexler was talking crazy. How powerful was this stuff?


	He took a sip and the burst of bitterness rocked his tongue. He looked for someplace to spit, didn’t find one, so he swallowed. The back of his tongue tasted like sweet dirt. He’d never tasted sweet dirt, but if such a thing existed, that was how it would taste.


	“That’s like licorice mixed with—I don’t know.”


	“That’s the wormwood. This blend has extra. Come. Drink up. I wish to show you something.”


	Hank set the glass back on the table. “I’ll pass.”


	“No-no. You must drink it. The wormwood will open your eyes to things that you cannot otherwise see.”


	“What is it—like LSD?”


	“Not at all, not at all. It has a unique property I discovered quite by accident.” He pointed toward the Orsa. “And it has something to do with our friend over there.”


	“Darryl?”


	“No. The Orsa itself. You will see it as you have never seen it before, as only a privileged few have seen it. It is a . . . revelation, one I promise you will cherish because it concerns the future of you and your Kickers, and even your father’s Plan.”


	Hank stiffened with surprise. “What do you know about that?”


	“Everything.”


	“Can’t you just tell me?”


	He shook his head. “No. You must see. Drink up and you will see—literally.” He took another sip from his glass. “Come, come.”


	Hank looked at the glass, then at the Orsa. Nothing else was making much sense right now. Might as well go with this and see what Drexler was talking about.


	But he’d be damned if he was going to sip it.


	He grabbed the glass and tossed down the contents in one bitter, convulsive swallow.


	“Oh, my,” Drexler said. “This is going to be quite entertaining.”
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	“How do you think they found him?” Weezy said as they tooled south on the turnpike.


	Jack considered that as he drove.


	Eddie wanted Weezy to stay with him and Jack thought it was a good idea. Weezy had argued against it, saying she didn’t want to be out of the city. What if she needed to consult with Veilleur about something in the Compendium? Jack thought she’d be safer in Jersey, and she could hop a train in to Penn Station any time she wanted to. She’d finally given in.


	So he’d shot the Verrazano, crossed Staten Island, then taken the Goethals Bridge to the New Jersey Turnpike. The plan was to meet Eddie at the service area near exit twelve.


	“They could have known where he lived all along, or could have followed him home from the hospital yesterday.”


	Jack had thought he’d been a little too cocky about no one being able to tail him.


	“Aren’t you worried? Isn’t it risky using your own car like this? I mean, what if someone took down your license plate numbers. They could trace you through the DMV.”


	Jack smiled. “I hope they try. Good luck if they do.”


	“Oh, I see,” she said, nodding. “Fake tags.”


	“Well, yes and no. Ever hear of Vincent Donato?”


	“Vinny Donuts? Sure. Who hasn’t?”


	“This is his car.”


	Her eyes widened. “You know Vinny Donuts? Well enough to borrow his car? Get out!”


	“Okay, not his car itself, but exactly like it, right down to the plates and registration.”


	“Now why on Earth—?” She stopped and grinned. “Oh, I get it. Anyone who tries to track you down through the car—”


	“—will wind up dealing with a notoriously ill-tempered mobster.”


	She clapped her hands. “I love it. It’s so sneakily brilliant.” She turned toward him and stared. “Just what are you, Jack? What do you do that makes it necessary to drive around in a clone of a Mafiosomobile?”


	He shrugged, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. If it were anyone else, he’d give her the brush-off. But this was Weezy.


	Besides, she’d seen him kill three men this morning. She already knew plenty.


	“Remember my telling you about those stunts I used to pull as a kid—you know, Toliver’s locker and Canelli’s lawn? Well, I’m still at it, only I get paid for it.”


	“I’m not following.”


	“I hire out to fix things.”


	“Things? What sort of things?”


	“Situations.”


	“And how do you fix them?”


	“Depends. I do custom work.”


	“Please don’t tell me you’re a hit man.”


	He knew she was thinking about the recent gunplay. He forced a laugh.


	“No. I’ve lost count of the number of times people have tried to hire me to kill someone, but no, I don’t do that.”


	“But you have . . .” She seemed afraid of the word. “I’ve seen you.”


	“I do what’s necessary, Weez—to protect myself, people I care about, or a customer.”


	“But you never hesitated, even for a second, and you didn’t look the least bit shaken or upset afterward—not the slightest sign of remorse or regret.”


	“I’ve had regrets.” He thought of Hideo back in May. “But those guys? How do I feel bad about stopping someone from killing us? No regret there.” He smiled. “Is this where I start to sing ‘My Way’?”


	She didn’t smile back. “I just can’t help wonder what happened to the sweet boy from Johnson, New Jersey. The kid we all called Jackie when we were little.”


	He stared through the windshield.


	“Shit happened, Weez. A whole load of shit happened.”


	“But—”


	“Let’s find a topic other than me. Like, how about them Mets? Some slump, huh?”


	Weezy said nothing for a while and Jack concentrated on the road. He had the cruise control set at sixty-five and kept to one of the middle lanes. His New Jersey driver’s license was the best money could buy, and was supposed to be able to pass muster against a DMV computer, but he’d rather not put it to the test. So he drove carefully, avoiding any moves that might draw attention.


	Lack of an official identity made for safe driving. Everyone should try it.


	Finally Weezy heaved a sigh and said, “Okay. New topic: I have a big favor to ask.”


	“Ask.”


	“Will you go to Los Angeles for me?”


	Uh-oh.


	“Why?”


	“I need you to talk to someone out there.”


	“We have phones for that. Give me his number.”


	“He won’t want to talk about this on the phone, maybe not even in person. I’m pretty sure I could convince him if we were face-to-face, but I need to study the Compendium. So I was wondering if you could go for me.”


	“Is it that important?”


	“Very. Kevin and I . . .” Her voice choked off. “Poor Kevin.”


	After a moment she took a breath and continued. “Kevin and I have been looking for this man for a year now. Kevin finally tracked him down in L.A. We really need to talk to him.”


	“Why?”


	“After nine/eleven—”


	Jack fought an eye roll. He’d heard enough about that day lately to last a lifetime.


	“Everything seems to keep coming back to that.”


	“Yes, it does. Odd, don’t you think?”


	“I think we should be more worried about R and what he might be up to.”


	“I’ve told you I have this feeling that somehow some way, they might be connected. And this man—his name’s Ernest Goren—may be able to provide a missing link.” She pointed to a sign announcing the presence of the Thomas A. Edison Service Area two miles ahead. “There’s our stop.”


	The plan was to meet Eddie there. Weezy would transfer to his car and go home with him.


	Jack nodded and kept to his lane. “I see it.”


	“Shouldn’t you be getting over to the right?”


	That was Jack’s natural inclination too, but he resisted it.


	“Let me do the driving, okay?”


	“But—”


	“Please? Tell me about this Goren.”


	“He was a member of one of the crews sent into the bowels of the Trade Center to look for remains of victims. No one expected survivors. Their job was to bag up any human remains and bring them to the surface for identification.”


	“Nice.”


	“Somebody had to do it. He was with a crew of four and—Jack, you’re going to miss the rest stop.”


	The entrance to the service area lay just ahead. At the last possible second, Jack jumped lanes and angled onto the ramp. He slowed after he was off the highway, watching in the rearview to see if anyone else made a similar move.


	Nope.


	“Never thought you’d turn out to be a backseat driver.”


	“I’ve been told I have control issues.”


	“Says who?”


	“Most of my therapists through the years.”


	“Imagine that. Okay, back to Goren.”


	“Where was I?”


	“He was down in the wreckage looking for body parts.”


	“Right. He was teamed with three others: Alfieri, Lukach, and Ratner. They’d worked together before. They all knew each other pretty well. They were deep down in the well of the Trade Center, along its eastern edge, when Lukach radioed back that they thought they heard voices down there. Well, that got everyone on the surface pretty excited.”


	“I don’t remember hearing about that.”


	Abe had been obsessed with the attacks and in their aftermath had read his stack of daily newspapers even more closely than usual. He’d given Jack a distillation of every new development as it happened.


	“Because moments later tragedy struck. A cave-in crushed Alfieri, Lukach, and Ratner.”


	“That I heard about.”


	Their funerals had been media events, with the tabloids screaming how al Qaeda had claimed three more American lives.


	“What you most likely didn’t hear about were reports from two workers elsewhere in the wreckage who said they thought they heard an explosion just about the time of the cave-in.”


	No, he hadn’t—or at least Abe had never mentioned it.


	He glanced at her. “Cover-up?”


	She shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe just incompetence on the part of the investigators. They looked into it and supposedly found no evidence of an explosion.”


	“And found no source for the voices, I take it.”


	“Right. That was chalked up to an acoustic trick that allowed them to hear the voices of other workers elsewhere in the wreckage.”


	“And you don’t buy that?”


	Of course she wouldn’t. Weezy always seemed to have an alternate explanation for everything that happened. But she surprised him.


	“Again, I don’t know. What I do know is that Ernest Goren survived the cave-in unscathed. Physically, at least.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“He came out of the wreckage a mental basket case. He’d had a complete breakdown. When they asked him what happened down there, he just spewed word salad. His condition was chalked up to shock at seeing his friends get crushed.”


	“But you’ve got a better explanation.”


	Now the conspiracy.


	“It’s possible he was faking to cover up something, but I think it was real. I think he saw something down there that blew his circuits.”


	“That only happens in Lovecraft stories and B movies.”


	“He was fifty-two years old at the time with a wife, a married daughter, and a grandson. His only known quirk was a belief in flying saucers, and not just the usual theories. He thought they came from inside the Earth. He was a member of SESOUP and—”


	Jack shook his head. “Ah, yes. The Society for the Exposure of Secret Organizations and Unacknowledged Phenomena.”


	She leaned forward to look at him. “You know them?”


	“Well. Too well, in fact. I attended their convention at the Clinton Hotel last year.”


	And it damn near killed me.


	“You did? Are you into that stuff?”


	“No. I was working—a missing-person problem.”


	“Then you might have met him. Because he was there too.”


	“I met a lot of people.”


	He remembered a guy showing him a photo of the North Pole taken from space, and pointing out a shadow he claimed was the opening where the saucers entered and exited the center of the Earth. That might have been him.


	A question leaped to mind.


	“How do you know so much about him?”


	“Kevin got hold of the records of the police investigation after Goren’s disappearance.”


	“Disappearance. Now we’re getting somewhere.”


	He found a spot in an open area of the parking lot and watched the cars that entered after them. He’d seen no sign of a tail from Brooklyn but didn’t want to take any chances.


	“His doctors seemed convinced he’d had some sort of break with reality. They kept him for almost a week, medicated him, and sent him home. One day, not too long after, his house burned down. His wife died in the fire but no one could find a trace of him. He hasn’t been seen since.”


	“He torched his house?”


	“That’s what the police think. And that’s the way it looks. Torched his house, burning his wife alive. Then he emptied his bank account—”


	Jack held up a hand. “After the fire?”


	“First thing the next morning.”


	“That tells me he hadn’t planned the fire, otherwise he’d have drawn it out first.”


	“Not if he wasn’t in his right mind. Cleaned out his account and took off for parts unknown.”


	“But you found him in L.A.”


	“And Kevin did. Goren keeps in touch with his daughter via e-mail. Kevin—”


	“Whoa. Didn’t you just say he burned her mother alive? Wouldn’t she be just a little ticked?”


	“You’d think so. Kevin uploaded a keystroke logger into her computer through her home Wi-Fi network.”


	Jack didn’t know much about computers, but he could suss out what that did.


	“So he could see whatever she typed?”


	“Right. He used it to get Alice’s e-mail username and password. After that he could log into her account from anywhere in the world and see what she was sending and receiving. She and her dad are pretty friendly. So either he managed to convince her it wasn’t his fault—crazy, you know—or she was in on it for some reason. We don’t know. How he smoothed it over is lost in the past. But Kevin tracked him to L.A. through some of the comments he made in the mails.”


	“And you want me to fly out there and talk to him.”


	“Please?”


	Jack rubbed his eyes. “Brother.”


	“Don’t tell me you’re afraid to fly.”


	The flying didn’t bother him—he’d done it only once. A cakewalk. He’d had bumpier bus rides. But getting through security was a hairy process for a guy who didn’t exist.


	Under normal circumstances, all he should need were his John Tyleski driver’s license and credit card. That would be enough for ninety-nine percent of the zillion flights going in and out of airports every day.


	But the what-ifs bothered him. He’d stayed alive and well and free by paying attention to the what-ifs.


	Like what if there’s an incident on a plane and airport security or Homeland Security starts backgrounding the passenger list?


	John Tyleski has an excellent credit history—never once late paying his MasterCard bill—and an unblemished driving record. But his address is a mailbox. He doesn’t seem to live anywhere, and he’s never filed a tax form of any kind—ever. In fact, there’s no record of his existence until a few years ago.


	John Tyleski would become a person of interest—big time.


	“No, flying’s cool. I just . . .”


	Just what? He had nothing else going on at the moment. Gia and Vicky would be fine without him for a few days. And if Weezy thought it was that important, he shouldn’t blow her off. She’d been proven right too often to be dismissed.


	He’d have to bite the bullet—and hope it didn’t go off in his mouth.


	“Okay. I’ll go. How do I find him?”


	“We don’t have his home address—”


	“Then how—?”


	“—but we have a pretty good idea of where he works.”


	Eddie had said he’d be driving a black Toyota Camry. One was pulling into the lot now.


	“There’s Eddie,” Jack said as he recognized the man behind the wheel.


	He lowered his window and stuck his arm out. The Camry turned his way.


	Weezy shifted in her seat to face him, her expression earnest. “Can you leave tomorrow?”


	“Tomorrow? Is it that urgent?”


	“His daughter’s going out to visit him tomorrow—Continental flight 1159. Goren is going to meet her at LAX. I thought maybe you could get on the same plane. I mean, that’s what I’d do if I were going.”


	Not a bad plan.


	“Okay. I’ll make a reservation when I get home. But I’ll need more info.”


	“I’ll meet you at the airport before your flight. Kevin e-mailed me all the details, including a photo of the daughter. I’ll decrypt everything and go over it with you then.”


	“Sounds like a plan.”


	She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, Jack.”


	She gave him a quick hug, then she was out of the car and bustling toward the Camry. When she was inside they both waved and took off.


	Jack watched them go, keeping an eye out for anyone who might be following. He’d taken note of the cars that had pulled into the service area during the first five minutes after they’d arrived. He’d watched them do their business and pull away. None had stayed. No one pulled out and followed Eddie.


	Jack sat and thought about L.A., and how he knew no one out there and even less about the place. But Abe would. Abe could set him up with some iron while he was out there.


	And who knew? Maybe he’d be discovered and start a new career as a movie star.


	Or not.
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	“Mister Thompson,” Drexler said, “I believe we have achieved the required state.”


	Hank looked at him from between his heavy lids. The only illumination was the faint ice-blue glow from the Orsa lying a half dozen feet away. They’d each downed three stiff absinthes—Hank chugging and Drexler sipping—and he was definitely feeling it. Drexler looked fine, however.


	“Required for what?”


	“To see what I wish you to see.” He rose and motioned to Hank. “Come. We must be closer.”


	Hank wanted to stay put. He had a strange notion that Drexler was luring him close to the Orsa, and when he reached a certain point a glowing tentacle would whip out and snag him. He’d wind up trapped inside the thing like Darryl.


	Drexler was standing by the Orsa, motioning to him with his cane. “Come. What are you waiting for?”


	Well, he couldn’t tell Drexler about the tentacle, and getting up and moving about might not be a bad thing.


	He pushed himself out of his chair and stepped toward the Orsa. He noticed an odd, floaty feeling as he moved; not exactly light-headed; more like light-footed.


	As Hank stopped at his side, Drexler made a flourish with his cane toward the Orsa.


	“Observe.”


	At first Hank had no idea what he was supposed to see. And how was he supposed to look at anything else but Darryl? The poor guy’s expression looked strained. His eyes were closed—thankfully—but his mouth was wide open, as if frozen in mid-scream.


	“He looks dead.”


	“I assure you, he is not,” Drexler said.


	“He’s not breathing.”


	“The Orsa is breathing for him. Now please disregard him and concentrate on the surface of the Orsa.”


	Hank ripped his gaze from Darryl and studied the Orsa’s hide—could he call it a hide? What did—?


	And then he spotted the little red and white dots scattered across the dimpled surface. They almost seemed to glow. He stepped closer. They were glowing, with a faint, pulsating light. And now that he was near he could make out hair-thin red lines arcing out from the red dots in an intricate, crisscrossing pattern. It looked like someone had played connect the dots with an ultra fine–tipped pen.


	“When did these show up? They weren’t here earlier.”


	“Tradition has it that the Nexus Grid appears when the Orsa wakes, but an observer requires what might be described as an altered state of consciousness to perceive them.”


	“You mean, drunk?”


	“No. Alcohol alone will not do it. The special blend and balance of ingredients in what we’ve been drinking induces the necessary changes in perception.”


	Hank squinted at the dots and lines. He noticed now that the white dots outnumbered the red by a good deal.


	“Okay. I’m altered. I see them. So what? What am I seeing?”


	“Opus Omega . . . which was supposed to lead to the end of history.”


	“You mentioned that before. I still don’t know what you mean.”


	Drexler glanced at him. “Your father told you about the Others, beings waiting outside and wanting to come in and remake the world.”


	Hank nodded. Daddy had talked about that a lot. And how those who helped open the door for them would be rewarded.


	“Yeah. That was why he put together the Plan to make the baby—the Key to the Future. But now . . .”


	“The baby is thriving inside his mother, who is being well taken care of.”


	Hank smiled. “Then the Plan is still a go.”


	“You must realize there are many plans, all geared toward achieving the same end.”


	“Bringing the Others in?”


	“Technically, there are no ‘Others,’ only one. It has no name, but we call it the Otherness. And yes, that is the goal: Allow the Otherness mastery over our corner of reality.”


	“And when that happens, we’ll be in the catbird seat, right?”


	“Not ‘we.’ The catbird seat, as you call it, is reserved for the One, a man who has been the Otherness’s instrument on Earth for . . . well, for longer than you would probably believe. We serve through him, and we shall receive our rewards through him.”


	
“That’s not the way my daddy explained it. He never mentioned anybody called the One.”


	“That is because your ‘daddy’ had an agenda of his own that ran contrary to the wishes of the One. He was going to use the child, your so-called Key to the Future, against the One. And that is why your ‘daddy’ is no longer among the living.”


	“This the guy we talked about earlier? The one who took Dawn and the baby? The one who says ‘jump’ and your High Council says ‘how high?’ ”


	Drexler nodded. “Precisely.”


	Hank could believe it. Something more than human about that guy—or maybe less than human. He’d admitted killing Daddy, and said how much he’d enjoyed watching his lingering death. Hank felt his insides twist in a mix of fear and anger.


	“So it’s best to be on his good side.”


	“The One will require loyal assistants after the Change. Those who have helped bring him to power will be rewarded.”


	Well, that made sense, but something else didn’t.


	“Why’s he want Dawn’s baby? If it was supposed to be used against him—”


	“The One does nothing without a reason. Perhaps he sees a possibility where it might be of use to him. He knows all of the Secret History. It is futile to second-guess him. I advise you to expend your mental resources in more fruitful pursuits.”


	“Will do.”


	Drexler pointed to the Orsa with his black cane, bringing the tip to within an inch of a red dot.


	“This and its other red brethren indicate nexus points. A veil of sorts separates our reality from the Otherness. There exist across the planet small areas where the veil is very thin. Under certain, fleeting conditions, some of the Otherness can leak through, but that is not our concern here. What I want you to notice is the network of lines running between the nexus points. Every nexus point is linked to the others by one of these fine lines of force.”


	“Okay. But what about the white ones? They’re connected too.”


	“The white spots are placed wherever three or more lines intersect. Each white indicates the location of a buried pillar.”


	Hank stepped back for a broader look. There were hundreds, maybe a thousand white dots.


	“You mean someone buried a pillar in every one of those spots? But that’s . . . that must have taken—”


	“A long, long time?” Drexler’s lips curved. “Quite. Opus Omega has been under way for millennia. And it’s almost completed. Only a few sites—indicated here by black dots—remain where a pillar must be buried.”


	“What happens then?”


	“The veil will lift and the Otherness will flood through.”


	“But what if someone starts going around taking pillars out of the ground? Doesn’t that undo something and set this Opus Omega back?”


	“One would think so, but once the pillar is buried, the damage is done. If you went around the globe and dug up every single one, it would not change things.”


	“Damage? Damage to what?”


	“Far too complicated to go into now. Suffice it to say that Opus Omega has slowed to a crawl.”


	Hank remembered their earlier conversation. “You mentioned the Dormentalists were in charge. If they’re crapping out on you, and there’s only a few more spots left to bury a pillar, why don’t you let me get my Kickers behind this and—”


	“I doubt your Kickers are disciplined enough, but it is not simply a matter of will or manpower.” He waved at the latticework of lights and lines. “If you could superimpose this on a globe of the Earth, you would see that many of the remaining intersections are inaccessible.”


	Hank tried to imagine how this mess would look on a map but had no idea what went where.


	“Inaccessible how?”


	“Some of them are located on ocean bottoms, thousands of feet down. The planners, the original designers of Opus Omega, knew this. Perhaps they had the technology then to reach those depths—”


	“ ‘Then’? When are we talking about?”


	“It’s not important. Suffice it to say they either had the ability or assumed when the time came that the technology would be available to reach those points. Alas, it is not.”


	“Of course it is. I’ve seen it on TV—”


	“Yes, there are submersibles that can dive to sixty-five hundred meters—”


	“What’s that in miles?”


	“About four. But it’s quite another matter to transport a pillar to that depth, dig a hole in the ocean floor, and bury it—all without scrutiny. Quite impossible. Perhaps in the future, but not now.”


	“So, you have to wait. You say it’s been going on for millennia.”


	“The One grows impatient, and he is not . . . pleasant when he is impatient.”


	I’ll bet, Hank thought.


	“I assume you have a contingency plan.”


	“We do. It’s called the Fhinntmanchca.”


	“The Fint—?”


	“The Fhinntmanchca.”


	“What the hell is that?”


	“You are looking at it.”


	THURSDAY


	1


	They sat on the edge of an unused luggage carousel on the bottom floor of Newark Airport’s terminal C, away from the new arrivals awaiting their bags. Weezy was wearing brand-new jeans and a yellow, short-sleeve top. Looked like she’d done some clothes shopping since Eddie had picked her up.


	Jack had trained down from Penn Station; Weezy had driven Eddie’s car and parked in the hourly lot.


	“Here’s what Goren’s daughter looks like,” she said, handing Jack a photo. “Her name’s Alice—Alice Laverty—and it’s a recent shot.”


	Jack saw a slim, plain-looking brunette in her thirties walking through what appeared to be a shopping mall.


	“Where’d you get this?”


	“Kevin took it. He loved the whole espionage thing, playing field agent, following people.”


	And being followed, Jack thought.


	Weezy was silent, staring at the floor.


	“How are you dealing . . . ?”


	“With his death? I cried last night, and I cried this morning. But I’m slowly finding space for it, a place to tuck it away. The Compendium helps.”


	“You started?”


	“As soon as I got to Eddie’s. Jack, it’s . . . it’s like a dream come true. No question the book’s the real thing, an artifact from a forgotten age.”


	“The random, shifting page order is something else, huh?”


	“When you told me about that, I couldn’t imagine how that could be true, but you weren’t kidding. Kind of confusing.”


	“Kind of? They should have called it the Confusium.”


	“I can’t wait to get back to it. But in the meantime . . .” She handed him another photo. “Here’s a not-so-recent shot of the man himself from the police report. It was taken about the turn of the millennium, so you can count on him looking older now.”


	Jack saw a grinning man with dark hair and graying temples wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the outline of a typical gray alien and the words They’ve Always Been Here!


	“Ernest Goren in happier days.”


	Weezy nodded. “Before he saw whatever he saw.”


	“And torched his home and killed his wife. You don’t know that he saw anything.”


	“Something made him crazy.”


	“Maybe it was just his time.”


	“For what?”


	“To break with reality. I mean, he believes in UFOs from the center of the Earth. How big a leap is it from there to Bonkersville where he believes his wife is an alien spy and he kills her?”


	“Just because someone has ideas that don’t conform to the mainstream’s concept of reality doesn’t mean they’re psychotic. Look at me.” She shook her head. “No, strike that. I’m not a good example.”


	“You’re okay.”


	“I’m bipolar. Actually, I’m beyond bipolar. I’m tripolar.”


	“But you’ve been right all along.”


	“You mean my crazy ideas turned out to be not so crazy after all? How about that?”


	“But you were into subtleties. You never believed in the Antichrist or space aliens manipulating events.”


	“But something has been manipulating us. I’ve always believed that—I just thought it was the work of secret societies like the Septimus Order. Now, thanks to you, I know it’s so-so-so much bigger. And what about the Antichrist? Wouldn’t R fall into that role? And then there are the believers in the New World Order conspiracy—are they so wrong? Isn’t that what R and the Order are looking to create by opening the gates to the Otherness?”


	She had a point. A good one. That brain of hers . . .


	“Different interpretations of the same thing.”


	“Right. What if the End Times crowd and the UFO folks and the NWO believers, instead of being crazy or deranged or deluded, are blessed or cursed with some sort of sixth sense, some unique form of intuition that allows them to sense the manipulations?”


	He remembered a conversation with a strange guy named Canfield at the SESOUP conference.


	Jack said, “I have it on good authority that they’re called ‘sensitives.’ Their nervous systems are more attuned to the Otherness than most. They sense the Otherness out there but they don’t know what to make of it. Some go schiz because of the ‘voices’ they’re hearing, and others see conspiracies everywhere or come up with elaborate theories.”


	Weezy nodded. “So they’re like the blind men with the elephant. They get to touch only a small area of the beast, and each comes away with a different idea of what it is. In a way, they’re all wrong, but not completely.”


	“Right. The New World Order, the gray aliens, the Bible, the Kabbalah, they’re all attempts to explain what people sense going on.”


	“All different blind men reporting their interpretation of the elephant.”


	Jack shook his head. “Yeah, but what about us? Look at what we believe. It’s far more out there than any of the others. What if we’re crazy?”


	“Then it’s a shared delusion—and a doozy. Because it explains everything.”


	“The Grand Unification Theory.”


	“That’s for physics, but I guess the term fits.” She smiled. “Grand Unification . . . I like that.”


	“I can’t take credit. Melanie Ehler, the former head of SESOUP, came up with it. But she never got a chance to prove it.”


	He wished he’d never heard of SESOUP. His involvement with the group led him into a situation that drew the attention of the Ally. It paid scant attention to this corner of reality—after all, Earth was already part of its collection—but it decided to begin turning him into a “spear.”


	He checked his watch. “I should get going. Half an hour till boarding and I still have to get through security.”


	Yeesh.
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	“Hey, that’s cold,” Dawn said.


	The Asian technician, who’d introduced herself as Ayo, gave an apologetic smile as she smeared the gel across Dawn’s slightly swollen belly. “Sorry. We try to keep it warm but it’s hard with the air-conditioning set like it is.”


	“At least your hands are warm.”


	Someone had drawn blood and then the obstetrician, Dr. Landsman, had done the pelvic exam—the lubricant gel he’d used had been just as cold as this stuff, but it had been down there so it felt even colder. He’d said everything seemed fine, but the ultrasound would tell the real story.


	Dawn lay on her back and hoped everything would be all right. She totally didn’t know what she’d been thinking before when she’d wanted an abortion. This was her baby, her flesh and blood. She could feel it moving inside her. No way she could kill it. She just hoped it was all right—no birth defects or anything like that.


	Ayo pointed to a monitor on a wheeled cart.


	“After I start the scan, you’ll be able to see the baby right there on the screen. You’ll see its head, and its bones, and even its heart beating. And when we switch to three-D, you’ll see its face.”


	“Will you be able to tell if it’s a girl or a boy?”


	Ayo shrugged. “Possibly, but no guarantee. All depends on the baby’s position.” She winked. “Some are more modest than others.”


	The door opened and Dr. Landsman came in with Mr. Osala. Dawn resisted an impulse to cover her belly. What was he doing here? Not like he was the father or anything—and not like she’d let the real father anywhere near her baby anyway.


	“Is she all set?” the doctor said.


	“Yes. I was just about to begin.”


	“I’ll take it from here.”


	Ayo looked as if she’d been slapped. “But—”


	“I said I’d take it, Ayo. Wait outside.”


	With a totally dumbfounded look, the technician nodded and left the room. Dawn didn’t know what was going on here, but it sure seemed like someone was breaking with routine.


	Dr. Landsman smiled down at her. “Now, Dawn, we’re going to take a look at your baby. It won’t hurt a bit. We use sound waves—”


	“I know. Ayo explained it all. But I thought she was going to do it.”


	“Normally, she would, but you’re a special patient and—”


	Worry gnawed at her. “Why did you send her out of the room? Is something wrong?”


	“Not at all, not at all. Just relax and this will be over in a few minutes.”


	He kept his eyes on the monitor as he began rubbing this gizmo that looked like an electric shaver over her belly. She watched the monitor too but couldn’t make head or tail of the black-and-white image until Dr. Landsman pointed to a tiny black oval that seemed to be winking madly.


	“See? There’s the heart, pumping away.”


	Dawn stared at it, totally enthralled. Her baby’s heart. How wonderful.


	“It’s okay, isn’t it—the heart, I mean?”


	“It’s fine,” he said with a smile. “Everything is—oh. Oh, my.”


	Dawn lifted her head. “What’s wrong?”


	“Nothing. Nothing at all.” But he had this strange, avid light in his eyes.


	He put down the gizmo and turned the monitor away from her, so that only he and Mr. Osala could see it.


	The doctor said, “When Drexler told me what I’d be looking for, I couldn’t—well, I didn’t know what to believe. But he was right.”


	Dawn felt a surge of panic. “Believe what? What are you talking about?”


	They ignored her as Mr. Osala leaned forward.


	“Where? Show me.”


	Dr. Landsman pointed to the screen. “See that? That’s one. And this here is the other.”


	“Other what?” Dawn cried.


	Mr. Osala nodded. “I see. Very interesting.”


	“ ‘Interesting’? It’s stunning! It’s—”


	“It is not to leave this room. You will not speak of this and you will delete all images now.”


	“But—”


	“Now. I thank you for your efforts and your expertise. We will pay you periodic visits with the same protocol.”


	“What do you see?” Dawn screamed.


	Dr. Landsman looked at her as if he’d forgotten she was in the room.


	“Oh. It’s . . . it’s a boy.”


	A boy . . . her worries seemed to evaporate.


	She was going to have a boy.
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	At the TSA checkpoint Jack waited in line until he reached an Arabic looking man with a bad toupee who matched the name on the boarding pass with that on the license, initialed the pass, and waved Jack through. He waited on line again and reached the scanning area where he doffed his work boots and belt, placed them in a bin, then deposited that and his carry-on bag on the conveyor belt. He breezed through the metal detector, retrieved his boots and belt, and that was it.


	Simps. What had he been so worried about?


	He looked back at the cadre of TSA workers, the armed guards, all the humming technology, and no one had a clue about the seven-inch composite dagger strapped to his left triceps.


	He needed to get out more often.


	He found Alice Laverty, looking better in person than in the photo, already seated at the gate when he arrived.


	Good. She might have changed her plans, making this whole trip an exercise in futility.


	Had she been involved in her mother’s death? If not, what could her father have said to keep her from hating him?


	He wandered back to the bookstore and browsed the shelves. He found copies of P. Frank Winslow’s Rakshasa! and Berzerk! in all their exclamatory glory. He’d skimmed through those months ago and the way they paralleled episodes in his life still gave him the chills. He had no desire to revisit them, but he might want to revisit the author and find out what he’d been dreaming lately.


	He found a Travis McGee novel he didn’t remember reading—all those colors in the titles ran together after a while—and bought that.


	The boarding announcement came and, after standing on line again, he found himself sitting two rows ahead of Alice Laverty. The doors closed, the plane taxied out and took off a mere ten minutes late.


	Now this was the way to tail someone—no way he could lose her between here and L.A.


	The hours dragged by. After almost six of them—during which he drank three cups of coffee, ate a tiny sandwich of cold mystery meat on a cold roll, and napped during an unwatchable romantic comedy—the head attendant announced that the plane was making its final approach into LAX.


	Perfect timing, he thought as he finished the last page and closed the cover on the McGee novel. Good story, but though McGee’s MO resembled Jack’s somewhat, he seemed to run into a better class of people during the course of his jobs. And all of them so well spoken, at times verging on eloquent. In fact, they all talked like McGee.


	He followed Alice off the plane and stayed a ways behind her as she hurried along the concourse. He lost sight of her for a few seconds but found her again on the far side of the security area in a tearful reunion embrace with an older man.


	Ernest Goren had aged considerably since his photo—completely gray now, with a heavily lined face. Jack might not have recognized him without his daughter.


	They looked close. Real close. Co-conspirators or . . . what?


	As he passed, Jack noticed that even in the clinch Goren was watching the passersby with a wary, darting gaze. Still an alert fugitive. Why? After all these years, did he think the cops would be in active pursuit?


	Or maybe cops weren’t what he was afraid of.


	Jack continued on to the baggage area. Alice’d been carrying only a shoulder bag, so he assumed she’d checked her luggage. He was right. She and her father showed up moments later.


	Jack ignored them and joined the thickest cluster of waiting passengers, feigning avid interest as the chute began to vomit bags of all shapes and sizes onto the rattling carousel.


	Out of the corner of his eye he watched Alice point to a large green bag. Goren lifted it free and wheeled it behind them as they headed for the exit.


	Now the dicey part: following them home. Jack knew this was the weak link in his plan, where he’d lose them unless his timing was perfect. No problem if they took a cab. Easy to follow them then, but from what he understood about L.A., birthplace of the car culture, you needed a car to survive.


	If he’d known someone out here he could trust, he might have arranged to be picked up, and he’d follow that way. But he knew no one. Abe had arranged a weapon for him, but couldn’t do more than that on such short notice.


	So no big surprise when Goren led his daughter into the parking area. Jack followed until he saw them get into a rattletrap Ford of uncertain vintage and mismatched front fenders. A second man sat behind the wheel. Goren put his daughter in the rear, then got in the front passenger seat. Jack memorized the license plate out of habit—couldn’t imagine another car like that in the entire airport.


	He hurried back and found a line for the taxis. Took ten teeth-grinding minutes to reach one. Too late to follow.


	Damn. Tailing would have saved him a ton of legwork.


	He turned away and crossed over to where the rental car vans were picking up and disgorging customers. He hopped on the first to come along.
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	“Oh, shit!”


	Hank had come down to the subcellar to check on Darryl. He hadn’t turned on the lights, just followed the cold blue glow. The dots and lines he’d seen yesterday were gone. Or maybe not gone, simply invisible without the assistance of absinthe. If getting tanked on that stuff was what it took to see them, he’d skip a second look. He’d felt terrible this morning.


	He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw that Darryl’s legs were no longer sticking out. His feet, shoes and all, were now entirely within the thing.


	He turned at a sound behind him and saw Drexler strolling in from the stairway.


	“I came to check on our friend,” he said, smiling as he approached, “but I see you’ve beaten me to it.”


	Hank pointed at the Orsa. He hated that his hand shook, but he couldn’t help it. This was . . . he didn’t know what it was, but it couldn’t be good.


	“Look at that! It’s sucked him further inside.”


	Drexler stopped and stared. He looked surprised for an instant, then composed.


	“Well, that makes sense, doesn’t it. If the Orsa is going to cure his whole body, it must have access to his whole body. Don’t be concerned. Just a normal part of the process.”


	“I thought you said this had never been done before.”


	“Yes, I did say that, but there are writings on the subject. Have no fear: Our friend is being cured.”


	As Hank turned away and resumed staring at the Orsa and the man trapped within, he wondered how much of that was bullshit.


	“Our friend? Don’t pretend you ever liked him. You made it pretty clear he got on your nerves.”


	Drexler stopped at Hank’s side. “That is true, I suppose. But now I harbor only good feelings about him.”


	“Yeah? And what do you think Darryl’s feeling?”


	“I have no idea. Since he appears unconscious, I would assume he feels nothing.”


	Hank continued to stare at Darryl’s still form. He hoped that was the case. He felt somehow responsible for the guy being in there. If he came out cured of AIDS, then good. He could be annoying at times, and had got himself infected in a really stupid way, but he didn’t deserve AIDS.


	He recalled a strange remark Drexler had made yesterday while they’d been staring at the dots and lines. He glanced at him.


	“Yesterday you mentioned a word I’d never heard before—fin-something—in connection with Darryl. What were you talking about?”


	Drexler looked suddenly uncomfortable. “Nothing. Forget I mentioned it.”


	That wouldn’t be hard, since he barely remembered it, but Drexler’s discomfort piqued his interest. He had a feeling the man never would have mentioned it if not for a snootful of absinthe.


	“No can do. You said it about one of my Kickers, so I need to know what it means.”


	“It’s nothing. Just an ancient word for the healing process our friend is going through.”


	“Bullshit. You said it was some sort of contingency plan.”


	Drexler looked even more uncomfortable. “I said nothing of the sort. I must have said the Order has contingency plans to aid the One, and you misinterpreted.”


	He was lying. Hank resisted the urge to take a poke at him, knock him down, dirty up his white suit, maybe work him over with his own fancy cane. Instead he replayed that scene from yesterday . . . they were standing closer to the Orsa, checking out the dots and lines . . . talking about Opus Omega . . . and Drexler had mentioned . . .


	“Fhinntmanchca,” Hank said as it came back to him. “That was what you said.”


	Drexler looked pale now. “Excuse me. I’ve used up today’s allotment of idle chatter.”


	He turned and strode away.


	Fhinntmanchca, Hank thought. He needed to find out what that meant, but hadn’t a clue as to where to look. He’d try to Google it, but he didn’t even know how to spell it.


	He stared at the Orsa. What did it mean? It had something to do with Darryl. But what?


	He had an uncomfortable feeling he’d be finding out soon enough.
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	It called itself the Andaz West Hollywood now, but in the old days it had been the infamous Riot Hyatt.


	Jack had programmed the hotel’s address into his rental car’s GPS, but when he pulled into the rear parking lot an hour later, he realized he hadn’t needed it—except for the final hundred yards on Sunset Boulevard, he’d stayed on the same street, La Cienega, all the way from the airport.


	The room was nothing much—a view of the traffic on Sunset, the House of Blues across the street, and the towers of downtown rising through the smog in the basin. But the hotel was special. He’d chosen the Riot Hyatt for its place in rock history, figuring as long as he had to make this trip, he might as well make it interesting.


	Little Richard used to live here. Timmy O’Brien, one of Julio’s regulars, had told him he’d been out here on a business trip during his heyday in advertising and had seen him getting into a limo in the parking lot. Timmy had had the presence of mind to call out, “Hey, how’s it going, Mister Penniman?” which so pleased Little Richard he rewarded him with a pearly grin, a handshake, a pre-signed photo, and a couple of Seventh Day Adventist brochures. Timmy kept the photo, dumped the brochures.


	The Hyatt gained the “riot” from all the rowdy rock bands that used to stay here when they passed through on tour. The Who and the Stones—those impetuous boys—threw TVs out windows. A member of Led Zep supposedly drove a motorcycle along one of the hallways.


	Staying here had seemed like a cool idea last night when he’d been looking for a hotel, but now that he was here . . .


	Meh.


	So what? Big deal. Who cared?


	He’d noticed that reaction more and more lately. Vicky and Gia aside, nothing outside the Conflict seemed to excite or interest him much. Maybe because he no longer felt that his life was his own, that he was being manipulated by forces beyond his control.


	Wasn’t that the way a paranoid schiz would think?


	But he wasn’t crazy, he wasn’t imagining all this. He’d seen and experienced things with no conventional rationale, understandable only as manifestations of the Conflict.


	He wasn’t a free, independent individual, he was a backup plan. He’d been in the crosshairs since his conception—yesterday’s revelation of the Lady’s presence in his hometown as Mrs. Clevenger clinched that.


	So who cared about the antics of a bunch of drugged-up, self-indulgent cases of arrested development, whose major accomplishment was turning up the volume to eleven?


	Jack stared out the window at the art deco façade of the Argyle Hotel across the street. Cool looking place. Should have booked there.


	He shook his head. This wasn’t like him. He used to enjoy life, used to put on his own personal film festivals built around a theme or an actor or director. When was the last time he’d done that?


	On the subject of films, Kevin had gleaned from e-mails that Goren managed a film revival theater at night and worked at a hardware store during the day. The question was which revival house and which hardware store? The hardware made sense, given his construction background, but the revival house seemed out of left field. Unless he was a closet film buff.


	What bothered Jack was that he had any job at all. If he was on the run and in hiding, the last thing he’d want to do was collect a check under his own Social Security number. He’d want another name, and that meant a new identity. Not easily come by in the post–9/11 world, but not impossible. You needed certain contacts, though . . . something a guy who’d spent the first half century of his life in construction was unlikely to have.


	Unless he’d found someone who’d pay him off the books. Two someones: a hardware someone and a film revival someone. The film revival route seemed the way to go. Yes, this was L.A., but he figured that even here, hardware stores had to far outnumber film revival houses.


	But where to start?


	Well, this was a hotel and hotels hired guys to know stuff or be able to look up stuff.


	The concierge was a short Hispanic guy who reminded Jack a little of Julio, but only a little. Julio was Puerto Rican, this guy had a lot of Olmec in the family woodpile. His name tag said HECTOR.


	Right off the bat Hector knew of three revival theaters in greater L.A., and the computer spat out three more. Jack took the list and checked out the addresses. He had no idea where any of these places were, but his car’s GPS would find them.


	But not yet. Goren’s e-mails had mentioned the theater as a night job. The sun was still high, leaving Jack hours to kill. And besides, he had to make a stop before looking for anybody. He showed Hector an address on Hollywood Boulevard.


	“That’s in the Hollywood and Highland Center,” he said without having to look it up. “A big mall next to the Chinese.”


	“Chinatown?”


	His smile was indulgent. “No, sir. Grauman’s Chinese Theater.”


	“I’d like to see that.”


	“You can’t miss it.” He pointed and gave directions.


	“How far?”


	“A couple of miles.”


	Was that all? Hell, he’d walk it. And as a bonus he’d get to see Grauman’s Chinese Theater.


	Might as well be a tourist for the afternoon. Might never be back.


	He remembered seeing Hollywood Boulevard on the revival list and took another look. Sure enough . . .


	“Where’s this Egyptian Theater?”


	“Keep walking past the Highland Center,” Hector said. “Cross Highland and you can’t miss it. It’s even older than the Chinese. The first Hollywood premiere was held at the Egyptian in 1922.”


	“Yeah? What film?”


	“Robin Hood with Douglas Fairbanks.”


	Cool. Jack knew it well. He had a thing for silents. He’d be checking the place out even if it wasn’t on the list.


	He stepped out of the lobby onto Sunset and took a left. He passed some interesting looking eateries and watering holes interspersed among Starbucks and McDonald’s. He came upon the Chateau Marmont, which did indeed look like a chateau. He strolled up the short, steep driveway. The lobby was small and elegant and the AC welcome after the heat of the street. He was tempted to ask if he could rent the bungalow where Belushi bought it but passed.


	The environs became a little rundown as he continued east. Where was the glamour of Sunset Boulevard? Where was Erich von Stroheim driving Gloria Swanson’s limo? Where was the Whiskey a Go-Go? Maybe he was headed in the wrong direction for that sort of thing. He found Hollywood Boulevard and soon stood before Grauman’s Chinese Theater.


	The famous red columns and huge circular forecourt were even more impressive than he’d expected. The place delivered on its reputation. He hung out for a while, checking out the footprints and handprints of the film industry’s icons—from Jack Benny to John Woo, Cantinflas to Clint Eastwood. He grinned when he found Gene Autry’s along with Champion’s hoof-prints.


	For half an hour he took a vacation from reality and enjoyed himself. Then he moved on to the mall.


	Abe’s instructions had been to find the Mailbox Centre at this address.


	No problem there, but he didn’t go in right away. He hung out to see if anyone was watching the store. Overly cautious, maybe, but he had no schedule. Ten minutes of observation satisfied him.


	He checked the combination Abe had given him: R10—L22—R13. He went to box 367, entered those numbers, and the door popped open. Inside he found a padded envelope. He slipped it out, closed the door, spun the combo dial, and headed back to the street.


	A neat way to transfer merchandise: Abe’s contact rents the mailbox; when he needs to make a delivery, he opens the door, adjusts the combination to a prearranged number, then sticks the package in with the junk mail already present. The buyer opens the box, removes his purchase, and takes off. Completely anonymous.


	If Abe’s contact was true to his word, the envelope should contain a Glock 27 loaded with .40-caliber Speer Gold Dot JHPs. The weight felt about right, but he’d have to wait before he knew for sure.


	He continued east on Hollywood Boulevard, crossing Highland, until he came to a dramatic sandstone block façade. A side sign said “Egyptian” but “American Cinematheque” arched over the entrance in wrought iron. He strolled along the lines of stately palms, passing pharaoh heads and other Egyptian bric-a-brac. The sign over the inner entrance said “Grauman’s Egyptian.” Grauman again. Taste aside, you had to admit the guy had style.


	Hokey as it was, Jack loved the place. Other than an exotic setting, what did ancient Egypt have to do with movies? But who cared? The place had a genuine wow factor. Back then they knew how to do these places up right. Better than the shoeboxes that passed for theaters today.


	Gia’s recurring comment came back to him: You were born in the wrong generation. You don’t like anything modern.


	Not quite. He hefted the package in his hand. He loved modern weaponry.


	The Egyptian looked too legit to be paying off the books, but Jack had walked too far not to give it a shot. He asked to speak to the manager and soon found himself in the company of a slender man in his forties.


	“Is Ernie working here tonight?”


	Jack didn’t expect Goren to be using his surname, but he might have kept his first.


	The manager frowned. “Ernie? We have no Ernie working here.”


	“Older guy, sixtyish, gray hair. He’s the night manager.”


	His head shake was emphatic. “No one like that working here, certainly not as night manager.”


	Well, it had been worth a try, and he’d eliminated a stop from his list.


	He had a bad thought as he headed back to the street. This was Goren’s daughter’s first night in from the east. Wouldn’t he want to spend it with her? Even if Jack found the right theater, he might not find Goren.


	Swell.
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	Back in his room, he opened the package and found exactly what he’d ordered. He checked the chamber—empty. He’d leave it that way for now. Checked the magazine—maxed at ten rounds. The Glock 27 was a pocket carry, smaller than his 19, with a smaller magazine. But he figured the extra stopping power of the .40-caliber hollowpoints would compensate should things come to that. He hoped not. He’d do whatever he could to keep this a safe, quiet, peaceful trip.


	He slipped it into his right front pocket and stood before the mirror. Even with his loose-fitting jeans, the pistol left a bulge. He untucked his T-shirt. There. Hidden.


	No Mae West wisecracks tonight.


	He checked his watch: just after four. Not quite Miller time in L.A. but hours past it in New York.


	But first, a couple of calls. After all, it was already seven back there and he didn’t know when he’d have another chance tonight.


	He checked in with Gia and gave her a rundown of all the pulse-pounding excitement so far. Then he called Weezy, and sensed the dismay in her tone when he told her about the problem at the airport.


	“You lost them?”


	“We knew all along that was a good possibility. I’m going to start making the rounds of the revival theaters in a little while. Meantime, how are things going with the Compendium?”


	“Jack, it’s just incredible.” He could hear her spirits lifting. “Literally incredible. There’s so much here, and it’s all so . . . so . . .”


	“Incredible?”


	“Yes! I’m having a hard time believing what I’m reading, and an even harder time wrapping my mind around it.”


	“How are you managing with the changing pages?”


	”It doesn’t seem to matter. I can somehow remember the pages I’ve read and my brain puts them in sequence no matter what order I see them.”


	Remembering his months of frustration trying to make sense of the book, he said, “I hate you.”


	“No, you don’t.”


	“Okay, I seethe with envy. Any helpful flashes of insight yet?”


	“Not yet. Maybe never.”


	His stomach dropped. “Don’t say that.”


	“Jack, there’s so much.”


	“Keep at it. Got to be something.”


	He rang off and headed for the elevators. He figured the House of Blues ought to be as good a place as any to grab a couple of brews and a decent steak.
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	“What do you wish me to do?” Kris Szeto said.


	Ernst Drexler watched the man fidget and drum his fingers on the table between them.


	“I want you to complete your assignment.”


	Szeto glanced away, as if afraid to speak his mind.


	“Go ahead,” Ernst said. “Spit it out. I want to hear your thoughts. I want an honest assessment. Don’t worry about telling me what I don’t want to hear. I’ve already had a bellyful of that: You saw her go in, you saw the explosion, you didn’t see her come out so you thought she was dead and you left. But there’s no report of her body in the wreckage. Yes, quite a bellyful.”


	“Very well. I wish to say that perhaps assignment has been completed.”


	“Oh, really?” Ernst felt a spike of anger but suppressed it. “Five of our enforcers dead and their target still at large . . . how can you possibly spin that into even a subatomic particle of success? Even string theory won’t help you there.”


	Szeto shrugged. “The purpose was to get her off line. That is exactly where she is now. She has no house and her computer is slag. She is on run and too terrified to go back online.”


	“Terrified? Of what? Us? No one we send against her comes back. We try to blow her up and she survives. We should be terrified of her.”


	“Is not her. Is that Jack fellow Harris tell us about. Woman did not steal gun from Max. It was this Jack.”


	“An assumption on your part. You told me Harris said he was just an old friend.”


	“An old friend with gun.” Szeto straightened in his chair. “whatever the case, the end was to neutralize her. I believe such end has been achieved.”


	“The end was to permanently remove this thorn from our side. You cannot guarantee that she’ll stay neutralized. She has proven herself resourceful and dangerous. I sense a core of tenacity within that woman. I have no doubt she will be back. Do you?”


	“We have not stopped looking for her. I will be circulating photo to our brothers in the Order and—”


	“Where did you get a photo?”


	“Hospital took one when she was Jane Doe. They were going to give to police departments.”


	Ernst nodded approval. Szeto was resourceful. And to give him his due, he had planned his moves well. His one mistake had been assuming that his men would be the only ones equipped for deadly force. He had erred in that assumption. Ernst was sure he would not err so again.


	“A good idea. That will give us extra eyes. I’ll have McCabe contact the Dormentalists. As a measure of our new détente, we’ll have them disseminate her picture as well.”


	“And the Kickers?”


	Ernst nodded. “Oh, yes. The Kickers most certainly. They’re everywhere. But we will need to offer them a reward as an incentive. They’re devoted to Thompson but cash will ensure more active participation on their part.”


	“Our people have located her credit accounts. If Louise Myers uses her MasterCard or AmEx, we will know it.”


	“And after you locate her, what then?”


	“We take her and whoever is with her. Then we begin erasing all trace of them from planet.”


	Once again Ernst nodded approval.


	The Order had nurtured the various 9/11 conspiracy theories, sometimes going so far as to plant false evidence or start blogs and Web sites of its own to direct suspicions or start theories of its own creation, the more outrageous, the better. The doubters were looking for the truth and the Order wanted to keep them looking in every direction but the right one, to deflect blame and suspicion from itself. Everything had been working perfectly until this “Secret Historian” had begun asking the wrong questions. Even her username had set off alarms. She obviously didn’t know the truth, but she was pointing in dangerous directions. She had to be stopped.


	Or did she?


	Ernst was hoping the Fhinntmanchca would make her irrelevant. But it was a nebulous hope. He didn’t know if they could succeed in creating one. He had followed all the ancient lore to the letter, but he was treading terra incognita.


	So far the lore had been on the mark. The Orsa had come to life, and then it had awakened. And then it had swallowed Darryl.


	But could the Fhinntmanchca—if they succeeded in creating it—accomplish what the One wanted? If so, then chasing down this woman was an exercise in futility. She would not matter. But no one knew how long it would take to create the Fhinntmanchca. And once created, no one, not even the One, could guarantee its success.


	And so the search for Louise Myers had to be pressed. She had to be stopped from further interfering in matters she should leave alone—matters everyone should leave alone.
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	Weezy’s eyes burned. She closed them as she leaned back to rub her throbbing temples. After leaving Jack at the airport she’d returned here and had been poring over the text ever since. Usually she could read till all hours with no problem, but this Compendium . . .


	Maybe it was the book’s autotranslating feature. She couldn’t imagine how it worked, but perhaps the process of changing all the print to the reader’s native language had an effect on the eyes and brain. That, plus the density of new information on each page . . . Jack said he’d been told that the author was a woman named Srem . . . this must have been her life’s work.


	whatever, Weezy needed a break. The fraction of the text she’d absorbed was a mind-numbing jumble of facts that read like fancies . . .


	A group of devices called the Seven Infernals . . . she’d come across two of them so far and they were wonderful and terrible in what they could do. Where in the text she’d find the other five—or if she’d find the other five—she had no idea.


	A word called The Answer—Jack had been right about Srem’s love of capitals—would not translate, but instead remained an indecipherable tangle of squiggles that she suspected might not make sense even in the Old Tongue. Supposedly when uttered it gave the best answer to whatever question was asked. She had no idea how that could be.


	And repeated references to “the Seven.” But the Seven what? Sometimes it sounded like a group, sometimes a single entity. Srem tossed off the references as if everyone should know. And most likely everyone did know about the Seven back in those days, but Weezy hadn’t a clue.


	And what was it with the number seven? It kept popping up everywhere. Either Srem had a fetish for it or was simply reflecting the times. Seemed like seven was on everyone’s mind back in the First Age.


	But so far, not a single mention of Fhinntmanchca.


	“You look beat,” Eddie said as he walked into the spare bedroom she’d commandeered. “Time to call it a night.” He carried a glass of water and a small plastic bottle. She’d complained of a headache and he’d gone to find her something for it. “Hold out your hand.”


	He shook a couple of Advil into her palm.


	“Two more,” she said.


	“You’re only supposed to take two.”


	“This is an eight-hundred-milligram headache.”


	He shook out two more and handed her the glass of water. She washed them down and finished the rest of the water.


	“You’re a good brother, Eddie. The best. Thanks for putting me up and putting up with me.”


	He smiled. “That’s what family is for.”


	Although they qualified as “Irish twins”—barely a year separating their births—they’d never been close growing up. Maybe because they were so opposite. She sometimes wondered if Eddie’s childhood apathy and couch potato lifestyle had been a reaction to her restless energy and intellectual curiosity. When it came to a choice between schoolwork and Atari, the games always won out. Her straight A’s hadn’t helped matters, she guessed, especially when he was bringing in B’s and C’s.


	She supposed her emotional lability put an extra burden on their relationship—on the whole family. When her mood swings finally backed her folks into consulting a child psychiatrist, Eddie had been anything but sympathetic. She became “my crazy sister” until their folks issued a gag order: No one in town was to know about her visits to Dr. Hamilton.


	Their strongest connection had been Jack, who had the smarts to keep up with her, the patience to go along with her, and who loved video games almost as much as Eddie. They were often three musketeers, but more often than not it was just Jack and Weezy.


	But Eddie had changed during college. He got his act together—physically and academically—and was now successful and financially comfortable.


	But was he happy? She wondered about that. He didn’t seem to have anyone in his life. He had this big, three-story townhouse condo all to himself. She didn’t care if he was straight or gay, he should have someone. She remembered her years with Steve as some of the best of her life. Bad enough he’d left her, but the way he’d left her . . .


	His smile faded. “I won’t pretend to understand what you’re into, Weez, but I wish to God you’d drop it.”


	She looked up at him. “I wish I could. I wish I could simply up and walk away, but I can’t.”


	“Your friend Kevin is dead—murdered.”


	Weezy watched him step to the nearest window and peer out at the twilight.


	Was he worried he’d be next? Had she put him in jeopardy?


	“Maybe I should find a hotel—”


	He whirled toward her. “No way. You’re safe here and so you’re going to stay here. It’s just that . . .” He looked away, then back at her. “Six men dead since Tuesday, five killed by Jack, you say.” He shook his head. “Even as I’m saying those words, I can’t believe them. Jack . . . of all people . . . you’re sure—?”


	“Absolutely.”


	“What happened to him? How’d he become a killer?”


	Weezy tensed. “Don’t call him that. He didn’t want to. It was them or us, so he did what he had to.”


	“But why was he carrying a gun in the first place?”


	“I’m glad he was. I have no doubt I’d have ended up like Kevin if he hadn’t been.”


	“But we’re talking about Jack, the guy who used to ride his BMX over to our house to play Asteroids, who used to hang out in your room and complain about your music.”


	Weezy warmed at the memory of those days. Lost innocence . . .


	“Yeah.”


	“Which, by the way, was truly awful.”


	She put on a shocked face. “Bauhaus and the Cure?”


	“Awful. Give me Def Leppard any day.” He waved a hand. “But anyway, this is the guy who picked up cash cutting lawns and working at USED. God knows how he earns his living now. What changed him?”


	“I’ll bet it was his mother’s murder.”


	Eddie stared at her. “Murder? No one was out to get her. She just happened to be in the wrong place at the worst time.”


	No one was out to get her . . .


	Weezy wondered.


	She hadn’t told Eddie about the meeting at Mr. Veilleur’s, but the revelation of the Lady, and her appearing there as Mrs. Clevenger, made Weezy suspect that Jack’s mother’s presence in the wrong place at the worst time might not have been accidental.


	“Still . . . she died horribly.”


	Eddie made a face. “And what? He became Batman?”


	She had to smile. “I’m picturing Jack in tights and a cape . . .”


	Not bad.


	“You know what I mean.”


	“Batman fights crime. I can’t see Jack into that. In fact, I’m pretty sure some of his best friends are on the wrong side of the law. But Jack’s not the issue now.” She turned and tapped the Compendium. “This is.”


	His tone oozed doubt: “Ah, the magic book that anyone can read, no matter what language they speak.”


	She’d given him only the vaguest description of the book’s origin without mentioning the First Age. Didn’t want to open that can of worms. She’d told him it might contain information on the 9/11 attacks.


	“Yeah. But so far, no good. I’m looking for information on something called ‘Opus Omega.’ It’s—”


	“That’s Latin. If your book translates itself into English—and I don’t believe for a moment that it does—why do you expect to find Latin words?”


	Good question, one that hadn’t occurred to Weezy. But she’d found “Opus Omega” mentioned in passing in the Compendium a number of times already, so how . . . ?


	“Maybe because it’s been in and out—mostly out—of circulation since ancient times, and the scholars who wrote about it most likely used the language of most Western scholars since before the Common Era: Latin. Maybe some of those Latin phrases have become the preferred terms for certain references in the book. So that’s how the book translates them.”


	“You really believe that?”


	She shrugged. “Works for me.”


	He moved up beside her. “Mind if I take a look?”


	“Be my guest.”


	She rolled her chair back and watched as he flipped through the pages. Abruptly he stopped and stared, slack-jawed.


	“Th-that illustration,” he said, pointing. “It’s moving!”


	Weezy rose and moved in beside him. Sure enough, a drawing of a globe that looked like the Earth spun in empty space. It had a 3-D look to it. The outlines of the continents confirmed that it was indeed Earth, but its surface was peppered by dots and crisscrossed by lines. It reminded her of an airline flight map.


	And then she realized she’d seen that pattern before: on the Lady’s back.


	She leaned closer, trying to see where the dots fell and the lines crossed but the globe was spinning too fast. She put her hand on it to try to stop it but felt only a flat page without the slightest sense of movement.


	“Look at the header,” Eddie said.


	She did. Opus Omega sat above the animation.


	But that was the only text. She turned the page and found the reverse side blank. The facing page began in mid-sentence about something unrelated.


	Eddie put his hand over hers and turned the page back to the animation.


	“How is this possible?” he said in a hushed voice.


	“I don’t know, Eddie, but there it is. And it refers to Opus Omega—in Latin. Part of what I’m looking for.”


	But a spinning globe was useless. She needed the equivalent of a Mercator projection map. Did they have such a thing in Srem’s time?


	Eddie continued to stare at the animation. When he spoke he sounded like a motorboat.


	“But-but-but how do they do that?” He looked at her. “It really is magical, isn’t it.”


	She nodded.


	He said, “But if it’s as old as you say, how could they know the Earth was round? And how could they know—I mean, the continents on that globe are accurate. How can that be?”


	“Because it’s very old, Eddie. It’s from a time when we knew, from the time before we lost all that knowledge.”


	Eddie was nodding. He was becoming a believer.
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	Jack stood outside the Vintage Theatre on Melrose and hoped this was it. He didn’t know where to turn if it wasn’t.


	He’d been to The Silent Movie Theatre on Fairfax and three others around town, finally ending up at the Aero in Santa Monica. None of the theaters could hold a candle to the Egyptian. The Aero had a few deco touches but seemed like a typical neighborhood theater. And like the others, its night manager was young and knew of no gray-haired fellow employee in his sixties.


	He did however know of one other theater playing vintage films—a three-hundred-seater on Melrose called—of all things—the Vintage. But he wasn’t sure it was still operating.


	Jack had found Melrose and followed it until he spotted the lit-up Vintage marquee in a seedy area of down-market shops and specialty boutiques. At least it was open.


	A sign announced GARY COOPER WEEK! and tonight they were offering a double bill of Beau Geste and High Noon.


	The closer he got, the more it looked like the sort of place that might not be opposed to paying off the books. Cracks laced the heavily smudged glass of the empty ticket booth. He had to rap on the glass three times before a pierced-up teenage girl with black hair and white makeup appeared and sold him a ticket. She tore it in half and told him he could go in.


	Inside, the industrial carpeting was worn and the art deco moldings needed refurbishing. To look like he was here to watch a movie, he bought a large popcorn. Soft and chewy—stale. Probably left over from last night, or even the night before.


	He asked the gothoid teenage boy behind the counter—were he and the ticket girl a couple?—if he could speak to the manager.


	The kid turned and called, “Ernie! Someone to see you!”


	Ernie—yes. A good start.


	A few seconds later Ernest Goren stepped into the doorway. He’d kept his first name, but probably had changed the second. His eyes narrowed as he frowned at Jack.


	“Can I help you?”


	Jack walked over and extended his hand. “John Tyleski.”


	Goren gave a quick shake but didn’t offer his name.


	Knowing his interest in UFOs, Jack had his next line all set.


	“I was wondering if you have any plans to show Earth vs. the Flying Saucers. You know . . .” He cupped his hands around his mouth and lowered his voice, imitating the alien announcer. “ ‘People of Earth’ . . .”


	Goren’s mouth twisted. “That’s not bad. But you missed it by three weeks.”


	“Really? Damn! I’ve wanted to see that on a big screen for ages.”


	“We ran a UFO festival—double features every night Monday through Thursday.”


	Okay, the ice was broken. Now to get on his good side, gain a little trust. Jack didn’t have to feign interest.


	“You’re killing me. What did you show?”


	Goren ducked back into his office. Jack stepped up to the doorway but didn’t enter. A tiny space. He was surprised to see Alice Laverty sitting in a chair opposite the desk.


	“Hello,” he said.


	Jack looked for a sign of recognition—after all they’d been on the same plane for almost six hours—but she simply nodded and gave him a polite smile. Well, why should she remember him? Except for one trip to the restroom, he’d stayed in his seat the whole time.


	Looked like Goren hadn’t been able to arrange coverage for tonight, but that hadn’t stopped him from spending time with his daughter. Good for him.


	Goren pulled a couple of sheets from his desktop and handed one to Jack.


	“Take a look.”


	Vintage Theatre UFO Festival


	MONDAY


	Earth vs. the Flying Saucers


	Devil Girl from Mars


	TUESDAY


	Close Encounters


	Plan 9 from Outer Space


	WEDNESDAY


	This Island Earth


	Invasion of the Saucer Men


	THURSDAY


	The Thing from Another World


	Invaders from Mars


	“Cool,” Jack said. “Except for Thursday, you’ve paired a goody with a turkey.”


	“One man’s turkey is another man’s steak.” He handed Jack another sheet. “If you’d have liked that, you’ll love next week’s festival—five days.”


	Vintage Theatre INVASION Festival


	SUNDAY


	Robot Monster


	Killers from Space


	MONDAY


	Invasion of the Body Snatchers


	It Conquered the World


	TUESDAY


	Night of the Blood Beast


	The Brain from Planet Arous


	WEDNESDAY


	I Married a Monster from Outer Space


	Teenagers from Outer Space


	THURSDAY


	Invisible Invaders


	The Cape Canaveral Monsters


	“Wow. I’m so there. And in chronological order too.”


	Goren was staring at him. “You seem to know your stuff.”


	“Who picks these?”


	“I do.”


	Jack folded his hands in supplication. “Can I be you when I grow up?”


	“I don’t think this theater will last till then. But let’s see if you can figure this: These ten films have something else in common besides invasion from space. Know what it is?”


	Jack hadn’t a clue, but he needed to keep impressing Goren.


	“Well, you’ve got a couple of Agars and a couple of Cormans . . .”


	“Good, very good, but that’s not it. They were all filmed in part in and around the Bronson Caves.”


	“I’ve heard of them. They’re nearby, aren’t they?”


	“About five miles as the crow flies.”


	“Ever been there?”


	He smiled. “Lots of times.”


	“Could you show me sometime?”


	The smile faded and shutters seemed to drop behind his eyes. “I don’t think so. I have a day job.”


	“We can do it on your day off. I’m willing to pay for your time.”


	He took a step back into the office. “No, I don’t think so.”


	“A hundred bucks for what—a couple of hours.”


	Goren shook his head.


	“Then give me a pen.”


	Goren complied with obvious reluctance. On the back of the UFO festival list Jack wrote “John Tyleski—Bronson Caves” and his Tracfone number.


	“You change your mind, call me, okay?”


	“You’re missing the movie,” Goren said and closed the door.


	Jack knew the guy had to be wary, but he’d come on like a total film geek, and wanting a Bronson tour was in character. What had he done, what had he said to shut the guy down?
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	Jack sat through the end of High Noon and revisited Fort Zinderneuf and the Geste brothers in Beau Geste. He was too restless to enjoy them, but felt he had to stay. Any suspicions Goren had about him would be confirmed if he’d walked out after their conversation. So he hung on.


	But he sat in a back row where he could get up every so often and squint through the crack between the doors for a peek at the manager’s office. Goren had opened the door again and Jack could see a bit of the desk. He was banking on him not trusting the teenagers to close up and staying to do that himself.


	As the closing credits began to roll after Beau Geste’s bittersweet final scene, Jack took his time exiting with the thirty or so other patrons. As he passed the manager’s office he tapped on the door and stuck his head in. Both Goren and his daughter jumped at the sight of him.


	Why were they so spooked?


	“Great to see those on a big screen,” he said. “Change your mind about the Bronson tour?”


	Goren swallowed as he shook his head. “No.” His voice sounded hoarse and tight.


	Jack could only describe Alice’s expression as a frightened glare.


	“Well, you have my number if you do. And I’ll up the price to two hundred bucks.”


	Baffled by their frightened reaction, he gave a friendly wave and headed out, wondering where he’d gone wrong. Had Alice remembered him from the flight, or were they wary of any stranger who seemed overly friendly? Jack didn’t think he’d been overly anything but geeky. Had he let too much of his inner movie geek shine through?


	Well, since Godot would probably call before Goren, Jack would have to follow them home. But first to check for possible escape routes.


	On his way in he’d spotted an alley along the building’s left flank. He checked that out now and was relieved to find it blind. Exit doors, litter, a Dumpster, a beat-up motorcycle chained to a standpipe, and high walls all around.


	Two ways out—the front or the alley—both onto Melrose. Excellent.


	He slipped behind the wheel of his car down the street to watch and wait. He got his first inkling that things might go sour when the two teens left the theater and walked away. He’d assumed one of them owned the motorcycle.


	Then the entrance went dark, followed quickly by the marquee. A few minutes later the motorcycle with two helmeted riders—the passenger obviously female—roared out of the alley headed east on Melrose. Jack hung a U and followed.


	For a guy living off the books and trying to limit expenses, a motorcycle made a lot of sense. Even more sense if the legendary L.A. traffic jams lived up to their hype. The junker at the airport probably belonged to the driver. No room for luggage on a bike. Must have dragooned a friend into picking up his daughter.


	He followed them along Melrose for a few miles, then onto the 101 South ramp. Jack didn’t get much farther than the ramp. Traffic was stopped. Umpteen lanes going nowhere.


	Welcome to L.A.


	But worse, the motorcycle was unaffected. It kept moving, leaving him behind as it wove between the stagnant lanes. Jack sat and watched helplessly as it disappeared from view.


	He banged on the steering wheel a few times—just to make himself feel better—then began planning how to rent a motorcycle for tomorrow night.
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	Jack’s Tracfone rang at 11:10 as he was surfing his movie choices on the pay-per-view channel.


	“Hello?” said a voice he thought he recognized. “Is this John Tyleski?”


	“Speaking.”


	“This is Ernie, the manager from the Vintage Theatre. You still up for that Bronson tour?”


	“Sure am.”


	“The two-hundred offer still good?”


	“Waiting right here in my pocket.”


	“Then how does seven o’clock tomorrow morning sound?”


	“Kind of early.”


	“Sunrise is at six. You won’t miss anything. Told you I had to work. This way I get in just a little late. For two hundred, I can afford to miss an hour or two. I’ll meet you up there. Need directions?”


	“Can’t you pick me up?”


	“Nah. I’ll be biking it.”


	“I’ll pick you up then.”


	“No-no,” he said quickly. “That won’t work. It’s easy to get to. I’ll give you directions.”


	Jack used the room’s pen and pad to write them down, then hung up.


	He stood at the window and watched the thinning pedestrian parade below, then stared at the smog-smudged lights of the downtown buildings in the basin. This situation stank like the air down there looked.


	Earlier tonight Goren had looked at him like he was Sergeant Markoff, or maybe Frank Miller. Now he was up for guiding Jack on a tour.


	Why the change of heart? Two hundred bucks? Maybe. But Jack had his doubts.


	He’d have to be careful.


	FRIDAY
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	Despite hitting the rack around midnight, Jack found himself wide awake at 3:30 A.M. This time-zone change wasn’t working for him. His internal clock thought it was 6:30.


	He killed time showering and wandering the West Hollywood streets in a fruitless search for caffeine. The Andaz’s coffee shop was closed until seven and the Starbucks down the street didn’t open till six. This was not what he’d expected in a major city. Unlike New York, Los Angeles slept.


	Finally he broke down and asked the Andaz’s night man where he could get coffee. The guy pointed him across the street to the Sunset Plaza Hotel where the coffee shop stayed open twenty-four hours.


	Maybe he should have stayed there.


	The coffee wasn’t the greatest but it was coffee. He killed half an hour reading USA Today cover to cover and was first on line at the Starbucks when it opened its doors as the sun rose. He found things about the chain annoying—like calling their largest serving “venti” instead of just plain old “large”—but they served consistently good coffee. After a large of their “robust” coffee of the day, he felt his serum caffeine concentration reach an acceptable level.


	Back at the room he pulled the Glock from under the mattress, chambered a round, and slipped it into his right front pocket.
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	The directions led him back to Hollywood Boulevard and then uphill from there along Canyon Drive through a residential district. The houses abruptly vanished as he passed between two stone columns. A sign announced Griffith Park.


	The park road—Jack recognized it from dozens of films—snaked into the hills through acres of mostly scrub brush that looked sere and seared, past a picnic area and a caged kiddie playground. It ended at a small parking lot with an odd sign: CAMP HOLLYWOOD LAND, whatever that meant. His was the only car about. He got out and checked his reflection in the window glass: His T-shirt hung long and loose, leaving no hint of the pistol in his pocket.


	He heard an engine roar down the road and soon a motorcycle cruised into the lot. Goren was the only rider this time. Jack watched him as he secured his bike. He wore a tight T, tucked in. It showed off his muscles but also left no place to hide a weapon. Jack saw the square of his wallet in the back pocket of his jeans, but no other bulges where there shouldn’t be. He wore sneakers—no place to hide a weapon there. Jack allowed himself to relax . . . but just a little.


	Goren stepped up to him but didn’t offer to shake hands.


	“I’ll need to get paid in advance.”


	“Sure thing.” Jack pulled out his wallet and extracted a pair of hundreds. “Here you go.”


	Goren stuffed them into a pocket and said, “We walk from here.”


	Jack gestured to the empty parking lot. “Why so deserted?”


	“It’s an unstaffed park, but tourists will be straggling in soon. Too bad a film isn’t in production. Then the joint would be jumping.”


	Not too bad for Jack. He didn’t know what it would take to get Goren to open up about what happened down there in the bowels of Ground Zero.


	He followed him across a small concrete bridge where they skirted a red-striped car gate and stepped onto an uphill dirt path. Jack noticed fresh tire tracks.


	“Somebody’s been driving along here.”


	“Looks like it, but you need a permit. I don’t want to get hassled.”


	And Jack knew why. But then, he didn’t want to be hassled for pretty much the same reason.


	Goren waved ahead along the incline. “Earth vs. the Spider had a few scenes right along here.” He pointed left to a break in the rocks. “Recognize that?”


	Jack stared a moment, then saw Kevin McCarthy, in full- blown panic mode, scramble into view and run toward him.


	“Invasion of the Body Snatchers.”


	Goren gave him an appraising look. “You do know your stuff.”


	“Why do you sound so surprised?”


	He looked puzzled. “Do I?”


	A couple of bends in the road, then over a low rise where Goren stopped and gestured.


	“We’re here.”


	It all looked smaller than he’d expected, but he immediately recognized the dark maw in the rocks he’d seen so many times on reruns.


	“The Bat Cave!”


	“Except it’s not a cave. Take a look.”


	Jack stepped closer and saw daylight on the other side.


	“A tunnel.”


	“Yep. The Bronson Caves are really a tunnel. It was dug through for Douglas Fairbanks’s Robin Hood. It’s got three exits into the quarry on the other side. Let’s see if you can recognize the one where Ro-Man set up his bubble machine.”


	Robot Monster . . . one of the worst, cheapest-looking, most laughable sci-fi films ever made, yet Jack felt a tingle of anticipation as they entered the cave-tunnel. Dark inside, almost black, maybe fifteen feet wide, and no more than a dozen feet high. He felt as if he’d stepped into The Brain from Planet Arous or Attack of the Crab Monsters.


	Okay, rein in the geek. That’s not why we’re here.


	But that didn’t mean he couldn’t soak up some of this film history. He couldn’t help it, he was psyched.


	The shaft ran straight through the mini-mountain, maybe a hundred fifty feet from end to end. As they walked, Jack kept Goren on his left and stayed half a pace behind, keeping an eye on him.


	About three quarters of the way through, side shafts to the left and right came into view. The openings were too small to walk through upright so he and Goren continued along the main shaft into the quarry beyond. As they stepped out into the light, Goren pointed to the left.


	“Take a look.”


	As Jack turned, Goren grabbed his right wrist in an iron grip. Before Jack could react he heard a woman’s voice behind him.


	“Don’t move or I’ll shoot you dead.”


	Jack half turned to see Alice pointing a small, nickel-plated semi-auto his way. Looked like a .38. She’d been hiding behind an outcrop along the edge of the mouth. He noticed her hand shaking, but also saw murder in her eyes.


	Jerk. He’d known Goren was suspicious of him, but never dreamed he’d involve his daughter like this. The co-conspirator theory was looking better and better.


	Best course: Play dumb.


	“What’s this? You’re mugging me? I don’t have much left after that two hundred I gave—”


	“Drop it,” Goren said, tightening his grip. Jack could have broken it, but not a good idea with a pistol pointed at him. “We know you followed Alice from Newark.”


	They did?


	“What makes you think that?”


	“You looked familiar last night,” he said, “but I couldn’t place you. Then I remembered seeing you at the airport. You passed within ten feet of us. When I asked Alice if you’d been on her plane, she remembered you.”


	Well, damn. He tried so hard to be easy to forget. But with a hyperaware fugitive, expecting trouble from all quarters, the rules changed.


	Time for a change of tactics.


	He heaved a sigh of resignation. “Okay. You got me. But you don’t need the hardware. I’m not a cop.”


	“I never thought you were.”


	“Then who—?”


	“You killed my mother!”


	The words came at screech pitch, forced through Alice’s clenched teeth. She looked bug-eyed scary, ready to pull that trigger, like she knew of nothing else in the world she wanted to do more.


	And at this range, she couldn’t miss.


	So much for the theory that she was in on her mother’s death. But if she didn’t blame her father for it, then who—?


	Later for that. Had to keep her calm.


	“I killed your mother?” He pointed to Goren. “He killed your mother.”


	“He did not!”


	“That’s what everybody thinks.”


	“But you know better!”


	Who did she think he was?


	“Look, I’m not here about any of that. I simply want to ask your father some questions.”


	“Bullshit!” That screech again. She inched the pistol forward. “She was burned alive and now you’re here to finish the job!”


	The new angle on the pistol allowed Jack a look at its safety . . . she had it in the on position.


	Sweet.


	“Easy, Alice, easy,” Goren said. He faced Jack. “We don’t want to hurt you—”


	“I do!”


	He ignored his daughter and spoke in a rush. “Look, we could kill you here and now and get away with it, but I’m sure you’ve reported back already, and they’ll only send someone else. All I want is to live in peace. You can go back and tell them I won’t say anything. I haven’t breathed a word in all these years and I’m not about to change now. I’ve proven I can keep silent. Please, there must be a way we can work this out.”


	“Don’t beg, Dad.”


	Baffled, Jack said, “Who do you people think I am?”


	A hint of uncertainty crept into Goren’s tone. “You . . . or someone connected to you . . . you tried to kill me and my wife.”


	That could simply be the story he concocted to square himself with his daughter. But he seemed to believe it himself.


	Jack looked around. “Did they ever film The Twilight Zone here? Because I feel like I just stepped into it.” He faced Goren. “I’m not who you think I am. Let go of my arm. She’s got the drop on me. Let’s discuss this like civilized people.”


	“Civilized?” she screeched.


	Goren hesitated, then released him.


	“Dad, no!”


	Jack had had enough. He took a quick step toward Alice, saw her finger pull against the trigger, but it wouldn’t move. He snatched the pistol away and pushed her into her father.


	“You forgot the safety.”


	He made a show of flicking the lever as he trained it on them.


	Goren pushed her behind him. His mouth worked but no words would come. If this were one of the movies they tended to film here, he’d be saying, It’s me you want! Kill me if you must, but let my daughter go!


	Or something like that.


	Jack popped the magazine from the grip, ejected the chambered shell, then tossed the pistol to Goren. He caught it and gave Jack a baffled look.


	“I don’t . . .”


	“Like I said: I have no idea who you think I am, but I had nothing to do with anything that happened to you in the past. I heard your name for the first time yesterday. I just want to ask you some questions.”


	“Oh, God!” Alice said through the fingers pressed against her mouth. “If the safety had been off, I could have killed you.”


	Jack smiled. “Trust me, lady. If the safety had been off, I wouldn’t have made that move.”


	“How did you know to follow Alice?”


	He looked at her. “If you’ve got something to hide on your computer, Wi-Fi is not a good choice. An investigator tapped into your e-mails.”


	“Investigator?” Goren said. “Who’s investigating Alice?”


	“Someone unconnected to whatever you saw down there or what happened after. Someone with questions about nine/eleven. I’m here to find the answer to one of them.”


	“Are you with the government?”


	“Not likely. But let me get this straight: You didn’t torch your house and you’ve been on the run from somebody other than the police?”


	He nodded. “Don’t ask me who because I don’t know.”


	If Goren was telling the truth—and Jack believed he was—then Weezy was right: Something more than Islamic fanaticism hid behind the fall of the Towers.


	Conspiracies everywhere.


	“Maybe I can find out—if you tell me what you saw. Nothing you say will be recorded anywhere. Only one other person besides myself will know, and we won’t be talking.”


	“But what value—?”


	“It may furnish a missing piece to the puzzle, it may be useless. The fact that someone tried to kill you tells me it’s important. So what do you say?”


	Goren hesitated.


	“You never know,” Jack added. “We might bring down whoever torched your place. Give you a chance to get right with the law.”


	Though Jack doubted very much that would happen, it wasn’t impossible.


	Goren finally nodded. “All right. Maybe somebody should know. But I gotta warn you: Some of what I’m going to say will be hard to swallow. You may think I’m crazy.”


	“Don’t count on it.”


	He turned to his daughter. “Wait for me down at the parking lot, Alice.”


	“I want to hear this too.”


	He shook his head. “It’s better if you don’t. I wasn’t supposed to see what I saw, and someone tried to kill me because I did. You’re safer not knowing. Go. Wait by the cycle.”


	She hesitated, then started to walk off. Jack didn’t like the thought of her hanging out alone down there. He pulled out his keys.


	“Here.” He tossed them to her. “Sit in my car.”


	She made a two-handed catch and stared at him with a confused expression. He understood. She’d tried to shoot him a moment ago, now he was offering his car.


	“Yeah,” he said. “Ain’t life screwy?”


	She entered the tunnel with a couple of backward glances. When she was out of sight, Goren pointed to the far side of the quarry.


	“Let’s talk over there.”


	They found a couple of neighboring boulders and seated themselves. High on a hillside far off to his right, he could see the famous Hollywood sign. And directly before him, a familiar cave mouth.


	“Ro-Man’s spot! And the place where the Blood Beast hid!”


	“Yes-yes.” Goren looked annoyed. “Christ, I thought you wanted to know what happened in the wreckage.”


	“I do. It’s just—”


	“Well then, let’s get to it. I want this over and done with so I can get back to Alice.”


	Jack sighed. So much film history . . . he’d have to let it go for now.


	“Okay. I know the basics. You were part of a team of four—”


	“Right. Alfieri, Lukach, and Ratner. Good guys, all of them.”


	“And I know that Lukach called up and said you heard voices. ‘Experts’ later wrote that off as some acoustical trick, but I’ve got a feeling you’re going to tell me different.”


	His expression was grim as he nodded. “Oh, yeah. Ohhhhh, yeah.”
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	“There!” Lukach said, his voice muffled by the half-face respirator. “I heard it again. Listen.”


	Ernie tried but couldn’t hear much past the roaring in his ears.


	What was wrong with him today? This was his fourth trip into the foundation of WTC-4 and he’d been fine the first three. But today . . .


	Sweat oozed from every pore, soaking his hair under the hard hat, darkening his shirt, fogging his goggles. His heart pounded like a wild animal against the cage of his chest. He felt shaky inside and out, and didn’t seem to be able to draw a full breath. He fought the urge to pull off the respirator mask. The dust down here could be toxic.


	Something else was toxic as well . . . something he couldn’t identify, couldn’t smell or touch, but he could sense it. It hadn’t been here yesterday, but sweet Jesus, it was here now.


	Or maybe it was because they’d never been this deep—seventy feet below street level now. Like the towers, WTC-4, the nine-story building that had squatted next to the south tower, had six underground levels. No one had wanted to trust the weight of the Trade Center to the sediment and landfill at the site, so they’d excavated down to bedrock for the foundation. That’s where Ernie and the crew were now—level one, the very bottom.


	He’d never had a panic attack, but he sure as hell felt panicky now.


	Why?


	It had started as soon as they’d reached this new search area. A little jittery at first, then building and building until . . .


	“It’s coming from over there,” Lukach said, pointing to a pile of rubble. “And—damn! Turn off your lights.”


	Alfieri and Ratner doused theirs along with Lukach, but Ernie left his on. He did not want to be in the dark down here. Not today.


	“Hey, Goren,” Lukach said. “You deaf? Put it out.”


	Ernie couldn’t tell them that, at age fifty-one, he was suddenly afraid of the dark, so he took a breath, held it, and hit the off switch.


	Lukach’s voice floated out of the blackness. “See? See what I’m talking about? There’s light on the other side of that mound.”


	Light? Any light would be welcome. Ernie squinted through his fogged goggles and saw it. Faint as could be, a dim, barely visible glow lit the upper edge of that pile.


	“Got to be another team,” Ratner said.


	“Yeah? Last I looked, that’s east of us, and we’re just about as far east as you can go in the foundation.”


	“Then who’s there?” Alfieri said.


	Lukach turned on his light. “Good question. Especially since there ain’t supposed to be any ‘there’ over there. Let’s go take a look.”


	No-no-no, Ernie thought. Let’s not. Let’s not go near there. Let’s turn around and get back up to clean, pure sunshine.


	But he couldn’t say that, because he couldn’t tell them why they shouldn’t go there. He didn’t know.


	“Maybe we should wait for backup,” he said, holding back as the others moved ahead.


	“ ‘Backup’?” Lukach said without turning. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


	Ernie forced himself to follow, but trailed a good dozen feet behind. When they reached the pile of crushed masonry and began to climb, he hung back, watching, waiting, trembling. He saw Lukach reach the top first and motion the others to join him. Ernie saw them pointing, heard them babbling but couldn’t understand what they were saying.


	Finally Ratner turned and waved him up.


	“C’mon, Ernie. Y’gotta see this. It’s some sort of tunnel.”


	Tunnel? Tunnel to where? The way he was feeling, it had to be a straight shot to Hell.


	Steeling himself, he made the climb. When he reached the top he saw what had excited them. Below, on the far side of the mound, near the floor, part of the foundation wall had fallen away, revealing an irregular opening, maybe half a dozen feet across. Light flickered from within.


	The fires of Hell. No, not Hell . . . something worse.


	What was he thinking? Where were these ideas coming from?


	He tried to shake them off but couldn’t . . . right now he wanted nothing more than to turn and run. But he was part of the team. He couldn’t leave these guys.


	“Let’s go,” Lukach said.


	“No-no-no!” Ernie said. “We should get backup!”


	“Fuck backup. I’m going down.”


	With Ratner and Alfieri on his heels, Lukach quickly descended the far side of the pile and picked his way to the opening. When he reached it, he stopped and stared, then stepped through, shouting, “Hey!”


	Ratner and Alfieri followed.


	Raised voices echoed from the opening, one of them unfamiliar. Had they found someone?


	Fighting the fear, he eased down the pile and crept to the opening. Every step was an effort. He felt as if he were struggling against a hurricane-force wind roaring through that opening. When he reached it he dropped to his knees and peeked around the corner.
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	“Next thing I saw was the ceiling of a hospital room.”


	Oh, hell, Jack thought.


	“That’s it?”


	“That was it then. The doctors told me I’d been spewing word salad—that’s what they called it—for days. Now I could talk and make sense but I couldn’t answer their questions about what happened down there. I had a hole in my memory running from the instant I leaned in to take a look to that moment in the hospital.


	“When they told me that the guys were dead, crushed in a cave-in, I cried. Later I figured that’s what I’d been afraid of. I sometimes get premonitions—little things, you know, like someone coming for a visit—and maybe what I was feeling was one of those, but scary because it involved death.”


	“What did they think it was—shock-induced amnesia?”


	He nodded. “Something like that. They said I was in what they called ‘a fugue state’ when they found me.”


	Pissed, Jack rose from the uncomfortable boulder and brushed off the seat of his jeans as he paced about. This was looking like a major waste of time.


	“Well, if you can’t remember, that brings up the question of why someone would try to off a guy who had amnesia.”


	“Because my memories of that morning returned.”


	Jack stopped and looked at him. “Why the hell didn’t you say so?”


	“I’m saying so now. They sent me home on three head drugs that made me feel like crap, but I hung with them, hoping I’d get my memory back. I lived in East Meadow then. That’s a town on—”


	“Long Island. I know. Go on.”


	“Well, this detective from the city named Volkman kept coming around, asking me questions I couldn’t answer. He told me some people were saying an explosion had caused the cave-in that killed my buds and did I know anything about that, or had I seen any explosives, and so on.”


	Something wrong there.


	“He traveled all the way from Manhattan to chat with you?”


	“Yeah. Lots of times.” Goren shrugged. “Maybe he had nothing better to do, maybe he was trying to make a name for himself. whatever, I couldn’t help him. Until . . .”


	“Your memory came back.”


	“Right. Happened in a flash. Suddenly I found myself reliving the whole thing. I was back at Ground Zero, in WTC-four’s foundation, peeking around the edge of the hole. I was barely aware of Lukach, Ratner, and Alfieri standing about twenty feet away, talking to half a dozen workers wearing dark coveralls and respirators. I couldn’t pay any attention to them because my eyes became glued on this . . . thing.”


	“What kind of thing?”


	“I don’t know. It was big, maybe a dozen or more feet long and, say, half that wide.”


	“Cylindrical?”


	“Could have been. Hard to tell under that tarp.”


	Jack had once seen an Opus Omega pillar with those dimensions . . . a concrete column . . . and it had contained the body of a woman he knew.


	“Was it upright, like a column?”


	“No. It was on its side on a dolly attached to a backhoe.”


	“A backhoe? How’d they get one down there?”


	“Through a tunnel. And I don’t mean a hole shoveled through the dirt. This was big and wide with an arched ceiling all done up in brickwork.”


	“A subway tunnel?”


	Goren nodded. “The only thing it could be.”


	“Well, the E train had a World Trade Center stop.”


	“But that was under building five.”


	“The PATH then?”


	“The PATH comes under the Hudson from the west. This tunnel was heading east.”


	Jack shook his head. He knew the subway system backward and forward.


	“There’s no other line down there.”


	“Right. And I didn’t see any rails in that tunnel, just a dirt floor.”


	“Then . . . ?”


	“I’ve done a lot of research since then. A number of subway lines were started down that end of the city and never completed. I think that was a branch of one of them, but I’ve never been able to find a record of it.”


	“That doesn’t surprise me,” Jack said, thinking of the disappearing Aswad.


	“But none of that mattered at the time. I don’t remember wondering about the tunnel, or the backhoe or much of anything else. All I could see was that . . . thing. My eyes were glued to it, I couldn’t look away . . . I felt this roaring in my ears, this buzzing in my head . . . my vision was fading in and out . . . I felt like all the energy was being sucked out of me.” He looked at Jack with a tortured expression. “I was sure, I mean I just knew I was dying.”


	“But you were wrong.”


	There I go, he thought. Master of the obvious.


	“Yeah, but I didn’t know that then. I realize now that I was just passing out. But as everything was going black, I heard shouting. I looked over to where I’d seen my guys and saw them being clubbed to the ground with pry bars and such. That was the last thing I saw. After that I was out.”


	Jack wanted to know what happened next but didn’t bother asking. Goren couldn’t remember things he hadn’t seen. He resumed his pacing.


	Bizarre . . . bizarre . . . bizarre . . .


	“That thing under the tarp,” Goren said after a while. “It was an alien artifact, wasn’t it.”


	Jack looked at him. Goren was obviously a sensitive, and if his frame of reference was UFOs, it would be natural for him to think that. Jack knew the truth and had no doubt Goren had seen an Opus Omega column. But he didn’t have time to get into that. And besides, the guy wouldn’t believe him anyway.


	So he played dumb.


	“What makes you think I know?”


	“Just a suspicion.”


	“What makes you think aliens were involved?”


	“The way it affected me. The other guys didn’t notice a thing, but me . . . I sensed it right away. It was causing my panic attack.”


	Jack continued his impression of a psychiatrist. “Why do you think that was?”


	He looked away. “I’ve always suspected that I was abducted by aliens when I was a kid. I’m sure of it now.”


	“Oookaaay.”


	Goren’s head snapped around, his expression angry. “Go ahead. I’m used to it. But I was out camping with my folks when I was six. They woke up and I was gone. They found me a mile away, naked, turning circles till I threw up and passed out.”


	Using Occam’s razor, Jack could come up with a half dozen explanations off the top of his head, none of them involving space aliens.


	“Do you remember the aliens?”


	“Of course not. You never do. Or at least you’re not supposed to. But they either implanted something in me or added some of their own DNA to my system. whatever the case, something inside me, something they inserted in me, responded to whatever was under that tarp.”


	Jack knew it had been the Otherness he’d responded to, not aliens. But he wasn’t about to open that can of worms.


	“Can you remember anything else?”


	Goren shook his head.


	“Think,” Jack said. “Picture the scene. You’ve got your three friends, you’ve got half a dozen bad guys, you’ve got the . . . the artifact under the tarp . . . what else?”


	Goren squeezed his eyes shut. After a moment, he said, “As I picture the artifact, I can see someone standing in the background. They’d strung lights along one wall of the tunnel and he was as far back as anyone could be and still be visible.”


	“What was he doing?”


	“Just watching, I think. I remember him because he looked like he didn’t belong.”


	“Why not?”


	“He wasn’t dressed like the others. They were in dark clothing, he was in a much lighter color. The light wasn’t good, but he seemed to be in white.”


	Probably one of the Dormentalist bigwigs, possibly even Luther Brady himself overseeing the operation.


	“Anything else?”


	Another moment of deep concentration, then, “The guys were standing around a hole in the bedrock. It was five or six feet across. They must have pulled the artifact out of that.”


	No, Jack thought. They’d come to bury a pillar. Opus Omega was all about inserting them in specific locations.


	Goren shot to his feet. “Oh, Jesus! Do you think . . . ? I’ve heard talk about the government being involved in the Trade Center attack, but could they possibly have done it just so they could dig up an alien artifact?”


	The idea stunned Jack. Not because he believed Goren had seen government operatives digging up something. More likely he’d seen a group of Dormentalists preparing to bury another of their damned Opus Omega columns.


	“Sweet Jesus,” Goren was saying in a hushed, awed tone. “All these years I’ve been thinking what monsters they were to collapse the tunnel on those guys. Now . . . I mean, the truth is so much worse. They brought down the towers and killed thousands just so they could get to that artifact. I’d heard Majestic-twelve was ruthless, but I never dreamed . . .”


	Majestic-12 . . . the UFO crowd’s name for the government’s secret, alien investigation unit. But Jack knew who was in charge of Opus Omega—the Dormentalist Church.


	Could it be? Could the Dormentalists have been behind 9/11?


	Jack hated to think so, but he’d seen what they were capable of, so it was possible. With their international membership, they had global reach. But could they have infiltrated al Qaeda? Could Wahid bin Aswad, Weezy’s Man Who Wasn’t There, be a Dormentalist?


	Goren said, “That would mean my own government killed Marilyn!”


	Where’d that come from?


	“Monroe?”


	“What? No, my wife.”


	“Tell me how that happened.”


	“Marilyn had gone to bed—she was a secretary at the high school and had to get up in the morning. Me, I couldn’t sleep so I went out for a walk. I got a coffee at the 7-Eleven and as I was on the way home it hit me like a ton of bricks. I mean, suddenly it was all back, everything I’d seen. I ran home and called Detective Volkman.”


	“The cop from Manhattan?”


	“Yes. He’d given me his cell number and said to call him any time day or night if I ever remembered anything. I didn’t know what else to do, so I called him.”


	Jack winced and shook his head. “Big mistake.”


	“I know that now, but I had no one else to turn to, and I had to tell somebody. I told him I’d got my memory back. He said to write it all down in case I forgot again and he’d be right over to take a statement. Ten minutes later four men busted in and knocked me down. They held a funny-smelling cloth over my face and that was it—I was gone.”


	Jack nodded. “And then they torched the place. You’d be found burnt to a crisp with no sign of injury or foul play.”


	“I guess so, but I woke up with the house burning around me. Maybe the drugs I was on interfered with whatever they doped me with, I don’t know. I got up and ran to the bedroom but it was like a furnace and I could see Marilyn in the bed, burnt.” He blinked, swallowed. “She never had a chance.”


	“So you ran.”


	He looked at Jack. “What else could I do? I—”


	“No criticism. You did the smart thing.”


	“As far as I could see, it was the only thing. I realized then that Volkman was a fake and that someone—a bunch of someones—didn’t want me talking about what I’d seen at Ground Zero. If I showed my face, they’d only come after me again. I figured it would take a while to put out the fire and sift though all the ashes. Everyone would assume I was dead until they couldn’t find my body. So I hid until my bank opened. I withdrew all I could in cash and hopped a Greyhound.”


	“Why L.A.?”


	“It was as far as I could get from that thing at Ground Zero without buying a plane ticket. Plus I figured it would be easy to get lost in a big city like this. And it was . . . until you came along.”


	“Tell your daughter to ditch her Wi-Fi or I might not be the last. How’d you convince her you had nothing to do with it?”


	“She knows me, she believed me. She knew I could never hurt her mother.”


	Jack couldn’t think of anything else to ask him.


	“Well, I guess that’s it then. Let’s get back up to the parking area. You’ve got to get to work and I’ve got to get back and make my report.”


	He figured that sounded pretty official.


	“Who do you work for?” Goren said. “I’ve got to know.”


	Jack shook his head. “You don’t want to know. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”


	Goren blanched and backed up a step.


	“Only kidding.”
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	Ernst jumped as Hank Thompson slammed open the door and stormed into his office.


	“Have you been downstairs yet?” he said through clenched teeth.


	“You mean the subcellar? No. I just got here and—”


	“Then you’d better get down there. Something’s happening.”


	Of course something was happening. Hank’s little friend Darryl was undergoing a transformation. Ernst was curious to see what development had put Thompson into such a dither, but could not allow himself to appear too concerned or too curious. Must appear to be on top of the situation at all times.


	“I have some calls to make, then—”


	“Now!”


	Well, well. Feeling assertive today, aren’t we?


	He had a few decades on Thompson, but had no doubt he could subdue him if necessary. The man had gone soft since achieving bestsellerdom. But that hadn’t lessened the powder keg of violence within him, and Ernst saw no point in lighting a match. Causing a scene would be counterproductive at this point.


	“Very well, since it appears to be of great importance to you, lead the way.”


	As Thompson turned and stomped from the room, Ernst rose and followed, grabbing his cane on the way out the door. It had belonged to his father and he treasured it. And one never knew when one might need something with a heavy silver head . . .


	When they arrived in the subcellar, the lights were already on. Thompson strode to the Orsa and stood beside it, pointing.


	“Look!” he said, a tremor in his voice. “Look what it’s doing to him!”


	Ernst stepped up beside him, but not too close, and stared.


	He could understand why Thompson was so upset. Yesterday he’d discovered Darryl fully encased, feet and all, within the Orsa. How the Orsa had accomplished that, Ernst had had no idea. But now he had an inkling.


	Darryl seemed to be in the grip of some sort of slow peristalsis. Yesterday the soles of his shoes had been just inside the end of the Orsa; now they lay perhaps eighteen inches from the end.


	But something different . . .


	Ernst stepped forward and suppressed a gasp when he saw what it was.


	“Yeah, look at him,” Thompson said. “His fucking skin’s melting off. He’s not being cured, he’s being . . . digested!”


	Ernst looked at the hands, the face, the scalp . . . all the exposed flesh seemed to be melting away, baring the muscle and fat and connective tissues beneath. The eyelids were gone, exposing the orbs. But oddly, the lanky hair remained.


	No . . . it couldn’t be . . . this wasn’t supposed to . . .


	He stepped closer for a better look. When he saw what was really happening, his knees softened with relief. He leaned on his cane and motioned Thompson forward.


	“Not at all, Mister Thompson. Take a closer look.” He pointed to Darryl’s outstretched hand where the tendons were plainly visible. Oddly enough, the dirty fingernails appeared unaffected. “The skin is still there, it has simply become translucent.”


	Thompson stared a moment, then seemed to sag as if tension were leaking out of him.


	“Okay, yeah, I see it now.” He shook his head. “I walked in this morning and took one look and . . . man, it looked like he was dissolving. I just about lost it.”


	“I understand,” Ernst said.


	But he didn’t. The lore of the Septimus Order mentioned nothing of such a change in the skin. But then, the lore was incomplete—bits and pieces gathered over the millennia from ancient manuscripts like the Compendium of Srem and other forbidden tomes. If anyone besides the One had ever known the true nature of the Fhinntmanchca, that knowledge was lost. Perhaps no one else had ever known.


	“But is this supposed to happen?”


	“Yes, of course,” Ernst said quickly.


	“You should have given me some warning.”


	Ernst gave a sage nod. “Yes, I suppose that is true.”


	“But why’s it doing that to him?”


	“Well, it stands to reason,” he said, fabricating on the fly, “that if the Orsa is going to purge Darryl’s body of all disease, it must penetrate his cells. The transparency is simply part of the cleansing process.”


	“Yeah? Makes sense I guess. I mean, as much as any of this makes sense.”


	Ernst repressed a satisfied smile. A brilliant ad lib, if he said so himself.


	Thompson shook his head. “It’s just that he looks so weird and dead with that bug-eyed stare.”


	“But he’s obviously not dead.” Ernst pointed to Darryl’s wrist where his throbbing radial artery was clearly visible. “See? He’s got a pulse.”


	“I guess that’s good.”


	Good? Ernst thought. It’s wonderful.
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	Weezy shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense.”


	Jack leaned back and rubbed his burning eyes. He’d taken the first flight he could out of LAX. It had brought him in late—five hours or so in the air but more than eight hours on the clock.


	Eddie had offered him a Heineken, which Jack had gratefully accepted. Then, saying it had been a long day, he’d hit the hay.


	Jack envied him. He felt unaccountably tired. He hadn’t done much of anything today but talk to Goren and Weezy and sit in a flying sardine can. Couldn’t be the time change because he hadn’t been out west long enough. Maybe it was the plane. Maybe the proximity to all those people had sucked the juice out of him.


	He’d related his conversation with Goren as near to verbatim as he could, and Weezy had drunk in every word. She’d been perplexed and dubious about Jack’s conjecture that the Towers had been brought down so an Opus Omega pillar could be buried where they’d stood.


	“If you knew Dormentalism like I know Dormentalism,” he said, “you’d think it made perfect sense. Someone has to die in each of those pillars before they bury it. Who knows how many victims Opus Omega claimed before nine/eleven? A few thousand more wouldn’t make any difference.”


	“But they had forever before the Towers went up to bury that pillar. Don’t forget, Opus Omega was started millennia ago.”


	“But Dormentalism wasn’t. And it didn’t get involved in Opus Omega until Luther Brady took over. And in 2001, Brady was in full command, with a cadre of fanatics willing to do his bidding.”


	Weezy nodded. “That’s a point. The Septimus Order had been handling it alone before that. But my question is, why didn’t they bury the pillar before the Trade Center went up?”


	“Maybe they tried and couldn’t get to the spot. Or couldn’t get to it in time.”


	Weezy bolted up stiff and straight in her chair.


	He looked at her. “What?”


	“What you said—couldn’t get to it in time.”


	She bounded up and headed for another room.


	Jack followed. “So?”


	She stopped and faced him. “So, a lot of people didn’t want the Trade Center. A number of groups and committees were formed to stop it. They almost succeeded. I had stacks of old papers with articles about it back at the house.”


	“I saw them—even the old Journal-Trib.”


	She sighed. “Yeah. Gone, but not forgotten. I scanned a bunch of the articles over the years.”


	“But aren’t they lost?”


	She gave him an annoyed look. “You’re kidding, right? I always back up—the magnetic, optical, and online.”


	“Online?”


	“Of course. That way I can access it from anywhere.”


	“But so can everybody else.”


	“Not unless they know the password, and in my case, not unless they know the decryption key. I’ll download the stuff and we’ll go over it together.”


	Be still, my heart.


	As she headed for the room where he assumed she kept the computer, he said, “Great. I’m going to help myself to another Heinie. You want one?”


	She shook her head. “Started myself on a low-carb diet. But I’ll take a diet anything.”


	“You got it.”


	With a fresh brew and a Diet Pepsi in hand, he found her hunched over a keyboard in a small extra room. Jack noticed the Compendium sitting next to the monitor. What looked like newspaper clippings were flipping across the screen. He pulled up a chair and tried to make sense of them, but they were moving too fast.


	“Slow down. I haven’t seen these.”


	“Neither have I,” she said, but slowed her progress.


	Even then Jack had to struggle to keep up. How she could absorb anything at that speed was beyond him.


	“Here,” she said, stopping the parade. “A familiar name.”


	Jack stared at the screen. “Where?”


	She moved the mouse pointer to the caption under a photo of a group of stern-looking men. Jack squinted to read the fine print.


	“ ‘The Committee to Save the Hudson Terminal,’ ” he said, then scanned the names until he got to—“Holy shit!”


	Among the committee members shown, the third man from the left was named Ernst Drexler.


	Jack searched the photo and zeroed in on that third man. He wore a dark suit and a fedora. He appeared to be in his sixties and had a sharp-featured face that looked vaguely familiar.


	“It’s not him . . . but it’s an awful lot like him.”


	After a series of deaths at the Septimus Order’s Lodge in Jack’s hometown when he was a teen, a man named Ernst Drexler had arrived and stayed for a few months to get the local chapter back on track—“reorganize” was how he’d put it. Both Jack and Weezy had had contact with him back then.


	“It can’t be him. How old do you think he was when we knew him?”


	Jack shrugged. “Mid-thirties, I’d guess, if that. Certainly no older.”


	“I agree. Now, that was back in eighty-three. This photo was taken in sixty-five. So, unless he was growing younger, this is probably his father.”


	Ernst Drexler II flashed through Jack’s head.


	“Not probably. Remember I showed you the card he gave me?”


	She nodded. “ ‘Ernst Drexler Two.’ ”


	“Which means his father had the same name.”


	“I remember it said he was an ‘Actuator,’ whatever that is.”


	“I got the impression he was some sort of troubleshooter for the Order. But what was his father doing with this committee? And what’s the Hudson Terminal?”


	“The long-gone and forgotten terminus of the long-gone and forgotten Hudson and Manhattan Railroad, which was bought out by the Port Authority in the early sixties. It sat under the site where the PA eventually built the World Trade Center.”


	Pieces were falling together.


	“That subway tunnel Goren saw . . . it could have been left over from that railroad.”


	“Except he said it was running in from the east. The Hudson and Manhattan lines came in from the west under the river. More than likely what he saw was an aborted or abandoned link to the Hudson Terminal.”


	Jack pulled up a chair and sat next to her.


	“All right . . . we’ve got the father of the Septimus Order’s ‘Actuator’ trying to stop the PA from digging up the terminal that sat near the spot where Opus Omega needed to plant a pillar. If Ernst Two is in the Order, I think it’s safe to assume that his father was too.”


	Weezy nodded. “And maybe an ‘Actuator’ as well.” She turned back to the computer. “Let’s see if he appears anywhere else.”


	She began running the scans across her screen. Jack didn’t protest this time. No point in slowing her down.


	“Here he is again,” she said after a while. “Another ‘save’ committee.”


	Jack saw the same man pictured with a group of five. In this photo he carried a black cane that Jack recognized. No doubt now about lineage—his son carried one just like it, maybe even the same.


	“ ‘The Save Radio Row Committee.’ What’s Radio Row?”


	“A cluster of stores that sold radio, hi-fi, and stereo equipment. Want to guess where they were located?”


	“Right over the Hudson Terminal?”


	She nodded. “Right. They were knocked down to dig the Trade Center’s foundation. I’ll bet if we keep looking we’ll find him on the committee to save some of the historic buildings in the thirteen square blocks that were razed along with Radio Row.”


	Jack leaned back. “So . . . according to Veilleur, the Order was originally charged with completing Opus Omega. Since the Dormentalist Church didn’t exist in sixty-five, Ernst the First was sent in to keep the PA from interfering with their pillar placement.”


	“But he failed. The PA broke ground on the project in sixty-six.” She swiveled to face Jack. “You can see why they were concerned. The plan was to dig down to bedrock, some seventy feet below. A huge hole. They removed a million cubic yards and dumped it in the Hudson. It pushed the river far enough back to create Battery Park City.”


	Jack gave a low whistle. All this was news to him. He hadn’t moved to the city till the nineties, long after all this had happened.


	“A thirteen-square-block hole, seventy feet down. A lot of dirt—and a lot of new real estate.”


	Weezy smiled. “Can you imagine how frantic the Order must have been? They’d probably planned to buy one of the buildings in those blocks, one right over the spot where they planned to bury the pillar. But if the Trade Center was built, they’d be locked out.”


	“But they got their way in the end, didn’t they.”


	Weezy’s smile disappeared. “All that destruction, all that loss of life, just to bury one of their obscene pillars. It seems too . . . too evil, even for them.”


	“But they’re working for the Otherness, which, I’ll bet, has another definition of evil.”


	“But—”


	“Too evil for the Order but not too evil for a bunch of crazy Arabs?” “


	“ ‘Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities.’ ”


	“Hey, I like that.”


	“Not mine—thank Voltaire. But history’s proven that a religion can justify pretty much anything in the name of its god.”


	“Well, think of the Otherness as the Order’s god. And since Opus Omega is crucial to bringing their god into this world, they consider themselves to be doing the lord’s work.”


	She shook her head. “Al Qaeda was committing a terrorist act. Attacking the Towers was an end as much as a means. Their lord’s work or not, I think the Order could have found another way to bury their pillar. During the excavation phase, or during the very early pouring of the foundation, they could have found a way to sneak in and get their job done.”


	“A thirteen-foot concrete pillar weighing tons?” Jack shrugged. “Maybe they could have, maybe they tried. whatever, they didn’t succeed, so they had to find another way. Ernest Goren and his fellow workers had the misfortune of catching them in the act.”


	Weezy kept shaking her head. “I don’t know.”


	“One way to know is to learn all there is to know about Opus Omega.” He pointed to the Compendium lying on the desk. “How’s it going? Able to make sense out of those pages?”


	She shrugged. “Some. The picture is piecing together, but it’s slow going.”


	“Well, then, the other option is to identify bin Aswad. If we can connect him to the Order . . .” An idea struck like a punch, propelling him from his chair. “Drexler! Could Drexler—our Drexler—be bin Aswad?”


	Weezy shook her head. “No. The nose is different. Plus he had blue eyes and bin Aswad’s are dark.”


	“Ever hear of tinted contacts?”


	She was still shaking her head. “From what we see above the beard, I say no. As for the rest of his face, who knows?”


	“Is there a computer program that’ll remove a beard?”


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. Computers were Kevin’s department.”


	Jack thought of Russell Tuit.


	“I know a guy who did time for hacking.”


	Weezy smiled. “You know a criminal? What a surprise.”


	“Some of my best friends . . . well, anyway, he’s a guru of sorts. Why don’t you print me out—”


	“Printing’s no good. They’ll lose resolution, especially using Eddie’s inkjet, and your guy will sacrifice even more scanning them back in. I’ll crop and copy any photos I have onto a disk so he can put them directly into whatever software he finds.”


	“Do it. And then I’m out of here. We both need some sleep.”
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	After some obligatory small talk, Russ said, “So, what brings you to my humble abode?”


	Humble it was, a tiny one-bedroom over a Tex-Mex restaurant on Second Avenue in the East Nineties. The place tended to smell better when the kitchen below was going full blast, but they didn’t do breakfast. Russell Tuit—he pronounced it like bird talk—didn’t have a pocket protector or taped horn-rimmed glasses, but had the mouse-potato pallor and flabby look of someone whose fingers did all the walking. A certifiable geek; and it seemed a while since he’d had a shower.


	Jack pulled out Weezy’s disk. “Wondering if you might take a look at this.”


	Russ took the disk and headed for his computer in the corner of the sparsely furnished front room. Barely furnished was more like it, and what he had looked fourth hand.


	Following him, Jack said, “You still stealing Internet?”


	A federal judge had banned Russ from all online activities for twenty-five years. His crime: hacking into a bank and siphoning a fraction of a cent off each transaction. He’d accumulated a seven-figure haul before he was caught.


	“It’s not stealing, it’s sharing. It’s my compensation.”


	Russ had helped the guy in the neighboring apartment install a Wi-Fi system. He’d made sure to place the access point on the wall they shared.


	He thought of Alice Laverty.


	“Just met a lady whose life was complicated by someone hacking into her Wi-Fi system.”


	He slid the disk into a slot in his computer. “Unsecured, right?”


	“I suppose so.”


	“Hardly anyone secures their home network. But no worry here. I insisted that Bill create a password-protected gateway and firewall—for his protection, of course.”


	“And yours too, maybe?”


	“Of course.”


	“And you know the password?”


	“Of course.”


	“What if he changes it?”


	“He already has—twice.”


	“So . . . aren’t you locked out?”


	He gave Jack a sheepish look over his shoulder. “I installed a keystroke logger when I set up his Wi-Fi.”


	Again? Jack wondered how many computers were bugged with those things.


	“Swell.”


	“Hey, I don’t abuse it, man. I respect his privacy. It just sends me a signal whenever he opens the password manager. That’s the only time I peek.”


	Russ hit a few keys and an array of pictures of bin Aswad’s face popped onto the screen. He stared at them a moment, scratching his red hair, then swiveled his chair and faced Jack.


	“Who’s this—a terrorist?”


	The question jolted Jack. Then he realized that any bearded, turbanned Islamic could look like a terrorist.


	“Uh-huh. I’ve joined the CIA.”


	Russ laughed. “That’ll be the day. No, seriously.”


	“Just a guy I need to find, except there’s a good chance he doesn’t have a beard anymore. Any way you can use some computer magic to remove those whiskers?”


	“Remove?” He shook his head. “Not that I know of—at least not that I’ve heard of.”


	“I was counting on you having heard of everything.”


	“Well, there’s facial-recognition software, but that’s used for comparison—you know, does this face match that one? This is something different.”


	“Come on. They’ve got these police identi-kit programs that can put a beard on a face; there’s got to be some program that’ll take it off.”


	“It’s not that simple. If you have the underlying facial structure, it’s nothing to add some facial hair to see what he looks like with a beard. But beards, especially these long, raggedy Muslim types, they hide the underlying facial structure—lots of times they hide the lips, f’Christ sake.”


	Jack pointed to the screen. “Look, you’ve got multiple angles here, and you can see his lips. Do something.”


	“I’ll try, man. That’s all I can say. I’ll check around, see if someone’s come up with an algorithm that’ll work. Can’t promise anything, though.”


	“Can’t you write one yourself?”


	He laughed as he shook his head. “Oh, man, that’s way above me.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll need something for my time, even if I come up empty.”


	Jack was okay with that. Time was life.


	He wondered how much of either anyone had left.
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	Finally! Weezy thought as she turned the page and saw the words “Opus Omega.”


	The Final Task . . . what she’d found so far gave the impression they thought they’d have it finished before too long. But thousands of years had passed and it still wasn’t completed. Sort of like the very early Christians who thought the Second Coming was just around the corner. Opus Omega’s age was multiples of Christianity’s.


	The title read “BEGINNING THE END” and described the dimensions of the pillars, the symbols that had to be engraved on the sides, the size of the opening in the end, and how a living person—the “Sacrifice”—had to be sealed within. She knew all of this from Jack.


	Come on, come on, come on, she thought. Tell me something I don’t know.


	Then it began to describe the age of the Sacrifice, how he or she couldn’t be too young or too old, but should be in the prime of life. Weezy guessed that was to dodge the possibility of some sick old crone volunteering herself . . . or a family ridding itself of a deformed or severely crippled child. The pillar demanded a healthy male or female.


	In other words: with everything to lose.


	The message was sick enough, but the dry, matter-of-fact delivery made it worse. Like reciting the rules of baseball.


	The batter shall take his position in the batter’s box promptly when it is his time at bat . . .


	It described the pattern of column placement—lines of force supposedly ran between all the nexus points, from each one to every other one. A pillar had to be placed wherever three of those lines crossed.


	The pillar had to be inserted vertically but did not have to remain in the ground to have its effect. Mere insertion was sufficient to accomplish the purpose—like injecting a toxin.


	What purpose? Do damage? To whom or what? The Lady?


	But as with so many things within its pages, the Compendium assumed the reader already knew. Then it moved to the order in which the pillars had to be placed.


	Weezy straightened in her chair. Here was something new. She’d gathered from Jack and Mr. Veilleur that the pillars were being buried in no particular order.


	But as she read on she realized that only the first pillar’s placement mattered. The Final Task had a set starting point. The first pillar had to be inserted at a very specific location called the Null Site. All others could follow in random order, but the first must occupy the Null Site.


	Of course, nothing was said of what made the Null Site so special, or why Opus Omega had to start there.


	She turned the page and found herself in the middle of a paragraph on some unrelated subject.


	She clenched her teeth. Just when she was making progress. So frustrating.


	She turned back. Both the pillar and its insertion point shared the same name, a Latin word she knew. It meant “beginning.”


	Orsa.
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	Time on his hands.


	Gia had taken Vicky to her weekly art lesson down in the West Village. Too early for Julio’s. Didn’t want to interrupt Weezy’s study of the Compendium. Too soon to hear from Russ. He could go hang with Abe or . . .


	The photos of the senior Drexler had parked the Septimus Order in Jack’s mind and it wouldn’t budge. Maybe he could get it to move on if he wandered down to the Lodge and checked what the Kickers were doing. Their presence at a Septimus Lodge meant intimate involvement with the Order. But why? Why was the Order interested in them? Unless it was thinking of involving the Kickers in Opus Omega to speed its conclusion.


	Might be a good idea to put in an appearance anyway. He tried to show his face once or twice a week. Hadn’t been there since Monday, so maybe he was due.


	So he donned his down-market Kicker clothes, put on the sunglasses and the Mets cap, then hopped a C train downtown. After a couple of switches he emerged from underground and strolled the rest of the way to the Lodge, weaving through the Saturday shoppers like a man with nothing better to do.


	When he reached the Lodge he hung around outside, making his cigarettes available. Kewan sidled up and took one. Borrowed Jack’s lighter too.


	“So when do we kick some more Dormentalist butt?” he asked as Kewan lit up.


	His dark, pocked cheeks puffed as he blew smoke. “Johnny, ain’t you heard? We supposed to leave ’em be.”


	“What?” This was news.


	“Yeah. Word come down Monday after we got back. We all best friends now. How come you don’t know that? Where you been?”


	“Oh, I, um, got a little job doing landscaping in Queens.”


	He’d done that when he’d first come to the city so figured it was as good a cover as anything.


	“He pay cash?”


	Jack nodded. “Every day before we split.”


	“Can he use another body?”


	Jack shook his head. “Don’t know, but I’ll ask.”


	“You do that. ’Cause I’m tired of being busted all the time. And I’m gettin tired of hangin out here.”


	“I hear you, man. I—whoa, check this.” A black Bentley was pulling up to the curb. “What do we have here?”


	“That Lodge guy again.”


	“Lodge guy?”


	“One of the peeps that own the place.”


	“Oh, someone from the Septimus Order.”


	“Yeah, them. I seen him before. Used to stop in every few weeks or so, but he’s been in every day this week.”


	“Really.”


	“Yeah, but you wouldn’t know that, seein as how you been out makin money an all.”


	A guy from the Order making frequent visits. Had to be Hank Thompson—who else would he care to see? Jack could understand sporadic visits just to make sure the Lodge was being well treated. But every day?


	Add that to the sudden cessation of hostilities against the Dormentalists and something was up.


	Jack turned back to the Bentley in time to see a door open and a man in a white suit glide from the rear. He carried a black cane that Jack knew was wrapped in rhinoceros hide.


	“Holy . . .”


	“What? Whassup?”


	For a single, frozen heartbeat he was fourteen again. He knew this man . . . Mr. Drexler.


	No, make that Ernst Drexler II.


	He hadn’t changed much. He looked older—wrinkles at the corners of the eyes, maybe a touch of gray around the temples—but the rest of his hair was still black and slicked back, his blue eyes just as piercing as in 1983.


	Afraid he’d be recognized, Jack felt an urge to turn away, but fought it. That would only draw attention. And besides—no way Drexler could recognize him. More than a quarter century had passed. Jack wasn’t a kid anymore, and had a beard. But Drexler . . . still wearing that damn white suit and carrying that same cane.


	So Jack watched him stride across the sidewalk and ascend the stone steps without a nod or even a sideways glance to acknowledge that anyone else was about.


	Same old Drexler. He remembered some of the elitist crap he’d poured into his ear when he was a kid, little knowing it was running out the other side.


	First Eddie, then Weezy, now Ernst Drexler. Jack’s past was taking over his present.


	Drexler was a honcho in the Order, and the Order was pulling strings in the Dormentalist Church, and the Dormentalists were heavy into Opus Omega. Could Drexler’s presence have anything to do with—?


	“Shit!”


	Goren’s words flashed back to him.


	I can see someone standing in the background . . . as far back as anyone could be and still be visible . . . wasn’t dressed like the others . . . in a much lighter color . . . seemed to be in white.


	“Wussup, John Boy? You look like you just seen a ghost.”


	“What? Oh, just some stomach cramps. I gotta go inside.”


	Kewan grinned. “Oh, yeah. Don’t wanna be messin your Depends.”


	Jack hurried up the steps and inside. As always, he was struck by the huge version of the Order’s sigil embossed on the rear wall of the high-ceilinged foyer.


	He arrived in time to see Drexler approach the sigil, then hang a right into the hallway. He followed a ways and saw him step into the third doorway down on the right. Jack entered the hall and passed just as Drexler closed the door behind him. He kept going and was about to enter the bathroom when a Kicker stepped out.


	His name was Ansari and he acted as security of sorts. Jack had seen him a few times. He’d started out a regular guy but lately he’d developed a strutting, aggressive mien.


	“Where you going?” he said, voice thick with challenge as he blocked the doorway.


	“Where you just came from.”


	“This ain’t public.”


	“Well, I ain’t public,” Jack said with plenty of ’tude as he flashed his faux Kicker tattoo.


	Ansari stepped aside.


	Jack went into a stall and leaned against the door, wondering what to do. He’d had no plan other than showing his face to keep it familiar and finding out what the Kicker hoi polloi were up to. Sure as hell hadn’t expected to see Ernst Drexler here.


	After a few minutes he flushed the toilet and was pushing on the door to the hallway when he heard voices. He eased the door open half an inch for a peek and saw Hank Thompson standing outside Drexler’s door.


	“He’s moved,” Thompson said. His voice sounded strange . . . strained.


	“How far?”


	Jack assumed the accented voice was Drexler’s. A long, long time since he’d heard it, and the accent was lighter, but it had to be him.


	“Past the halfway mark. And he’s changed some more. Lots more.”


	“Interesting. Let’s go.”


	A few seconds later, Drexler, cane in hand, stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind him. The pair walked off.


	Well, that was an enlightening conversation. Who were they talking about?


	As they walked away, Jack slipped from the bathroom and followed. They crossed the rear of the foyer and headed down a stairway that Jack knew led to the basement.


	He did a quick scan as he entered the foyer. Ansari was talking to someone, looking the other way, so Jack scooted past behind him and took the steps down. The doorway at the bottom was closed. He hesitated, baffled as to what he might find on the other side.


	Past the halfway mark . . .


	So? Some guy halfway through a PowerPoint presentation? A brunch with the eggs Benedict half gone?


	Yeah right.


	He pressed his ear against the door and heard nothing. He decided to risk an entry by pretending to be looking for someone. Not Thompson. Someone just a little bit down the food chain.


	Knocking as he turned the knob, he said, “Darryl?”


	The room was empty except for a couple of folding tables and maybe a dozen chairs. He looked around and spotted another door. When he reached it he listened. More silence. He shrugged and decided to try the same approach as before.


	“Dar—?”


	
The knob wouldn’t turn. Locked. Jack checked the jamb and saw a quarter inch of exposed latch bolt. He fished out the notched credit card he kept in his wallet and stared at it a moment, thinking risky thoughts. One thing to barge into a room pretending to be clueless. Quite another to pop the latch beforehand.


	He decided to knock first.


	“Hey, anybody in there?”


	After two tries and no answer, he worked the corner of the card into the space. He hooked it into the receptacle in the striker plate and twisted, pushing back the spring latch. The door popped open.


	“Darryl?” he said as he palmed the card and stepped inside.


	A smaller room, and empty as expected. But a closet door stood open, and in the floor of that closet, an open trapdoor.


	Jack peeked over the edge and saw a circular stairway leading down. He listened and thought he heard voices but they were too faint to understand.


	The idea of sneaking down rose but he tossed it. The wrought iron on the circular stair left nowhere to hide. Better to get out of here unseen while he could.


	Locking the door behind him, he returned to the main basement room and was almost to the exit when Ansari appeared.


	“You again. What’re you doin down here?”


	“Looking for Darryl.”


	He sneered. “Darryl ain’t here. He’s gone.”


	“When’s he due back?”


	“He ain’t, leastways not if any of us got something to say about it.”


	Here was something unexpected.


	“Hey, I ain’t been around since that Dormie thing on Monday”—nice to be able to mention that—“so I got no idea what you’re talking about.”


	“You ain’t heard? For a minute there I thought you might be one of his butt buddies.”


	“What the—?”


	“Guy’s queer. Got the virus—AIDS. He’s outta here. The boss gave him the boot Wednesday. Ain’t seen him since.” His eyes narrowed. “What you want with him?”


	“Just checking in.”


	Ansari shoved Jack. He probably thought it was a surprise move, but Jack had seen him tense for it. He let it happen and bounced off the wall behind him.


	“You are one of his butt buddies, ain’t you!”


	So what if I am? Jack felt like saying, but held back. He also held back from putting Ansari face-first on the floor—despite his presenting about half a dozen openings—because he didn’t want an enemy in this place. Well, not another in addition to Thompson, who’d probably try to kill him if he recognized him.


	“Hey-hey!” he said, raising open-palm hands and backing away with a cowed expression. “Dude, I just seen him around a lot, is all. Everyone knows Darryl.”


	“Yeah, well, not any more they don’t. Better forget about him. Now get your ass upstairs where it belongs.”


	“You got it,” Jack said and ducked out the door. “You got it.”


	He hurried up the steps to the foyer, no doubt leaving Ansari feeling pretty tough. Good. If Jack had to go up against him in the future, the guy would be overconfident. Nobody fell harder and faster than an overconfident bully.


	The news about Darryl answered a few questions, especially why he’d been looking under the weather lately. Poor guy. Not a bad sort for a Kicker, and Jack had got the impression he was smarter than he looked. He’d wondered what he was doing at Mount Sinai Tuesday. Now he knew.


	But bigger questions had replaced it.


	Most immediately: What was Ernst Drexler doing here every day this week? The answer lay at the bottom of those winding steps. Some sort of lower level down there. Good bet it wasn’t a wine cellar.


	But more important: Was Drexler the man Goren had seen at Ground Zero? If so, it left little doubt that the Order had had something to do with the 9/11 attacks.


	Jack balled his fists as he walked past the Order’s sigil. His teenage impression of Drexler had been that he was strange and potentially dangerous. He’d never imagined him a monster.
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	“Look at him, will you.” Hank felt his gut clench as he leaned close to the Orsa and stared at Darryl. “I don’t believe it.”


	When his daddy had visited him during his growing years, he’d filled his head with tales of Other Gods wanting to come in from the outside, and how he was part of a special bloodline, and how his daddy could see things with his ruined left eye that people with two good eyes had no clue about.


	Hank had listened and he’d believed all that weird shit because his daddy so obviously believed it. But all those years they’d been words, just words. He’d never seen anything to back them up.


	Until now.


	Darryl was barely visible.


	“It’s like he isn’t there.”


	“But he is,” Drexler said beside him. “He is very much there.”


	Yesterday it had been just his skin. Today it was his whole body, through and through.


	From a distance he looked like a shirt, jeans, a pair of shoes, and a clump of hair suspended in a block of Lucite—something some asshole in a museum would call “art.” But when you got closer you could start to make out details.


	Yesterday just his skin had gone transparent. Now Hank could see right through him. He wasn’t invisible. Still a faint outline of the scalp—easier because the hair was the same as ever—around an even fainter outline of the skull beneath, and a vague tracing of the irregular contours on the surface of the brain within.


	“I think we might be nearing the end of the process.” “


	“ ‘Might be’? You’re supposed to know.”


	“Well, none of this is on a strict timetable. It matters how sick he was. Maybe he had more illnesses than we knew, or even he knew. The Orsa is going to cure everything wrong with him.”


	Seemed to Hank like Drexler was trying to sound more certain of this than he really was.


	“Yeah, well, he keeps sliding, though. He’s past the halfway point now. Will it spit him out when he’s cured?”


	“Yes.”


	Hank wheeled on him. “You don’t have a fucking clue, do you?”


	“Of course I have. It’s all been written down over the centuries, the millennia.”


	“But you said it’s never been done before.”


	Drexler gave him a stony look. “He will be cured when he emerges from the Orsa.”


	“Yeah? But what else will he be? The invisible man? I think he might rather be dead.”


	“Then that will be his choice, won’t it.”


	Again that urge to strangle Drexler. The guy must have sensed it because Hank noticed his knuckles whiten as he tightened his grip on the cane.


	He forced himself to turn away.


	“When do you think this will be over?”


	“At the rate he’s moving, tomorrow or the next day.”


	He stared at Darryl. You poor bastard. You went in a human being. What’ll you be when you come out?


	A Fhinntmanchca?


	What the hell was a Fhinntmanchca?
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	“You’re serious about this?” Eddie said as he positioned her on the treadmill.


	Weezy nodded. “Deadly serious.”


	She’d made up her mind to get in shape—lose weight, gain tone. The first inkling had come as she’d watched Eddie eat high-protein, low-carb meals. It had solidified today when he’d told her he was going down to the basement to work out. She’d followed him downstairs and found a treadmill and one of those Bowflex mini gyms she’d seen on TV.


	She needed to do this. She’d let herself go too long. Time to take control. As much as she itched to push further through the Compendium, this was important too. She could spare thirty minutes for herself.


	“Okay,” he said once her feet were positioned to either side of the belt. “We’ll start off slow and easy. As you get in better condition and more comfortable on the machine, we’ll begin upping the speed and the incline.”


	“What about that?” she said with a nod toward the mini gym. “I could use some weight training too, I imagine. My muscles must be like Jell-O.”


	“Weight training is very important. Do fifteen minutes low and slow here, and then I’ll walk you through a few exercises over there.”


	He turned a knob and the belt began moving. Gripping the hand bars, Weezy stepped on and began walking.


	“Too slow. Speed her up. This is like I’m eighty years old. I need to work up a sweat if I’m going to lose weight.”


	He gave her a puzzled look. “Why this sudden interest in getting in shape? I’ve been after you for years.”


	She shrugged. “Guess I’m finally listening.”


	A sly smile. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Jack, would it.”


	She felt herself redden. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not getting any younger and I’ve let myself go long enough. Nothing more.”


	His smile held. “If you say so.”


	“I do say so.”


	Was it Jack? She found herself thinking about him a lot—mostly cringing at the memory of coming on to him the other night. What had she been thinking? Obviously she hadn’t been thinking. And that wasn’t like her.


	“Hello?” Eddie said, waving a hand before her face. “Earth to Weezy.”


	She shook herself. “Sorry.”


	“Increase the speed by turning the knob clockwise, but do it slowly.”


	She nodded. “Got it.”


	As Eddie stepped over to the mini gym and began setting the resistance bars, Weezy notched the belt speed up to somewhere near a brisk walk. Once she was comfortable, she glanced over at her brother. As a kid she’d always thought of him as a fat, lazy dork, but he’d changed. He’d shaped up physically and mentally. He had his life in hand and had made something of himself.


	What had she done?


	Well, she’d had a good marriage—at least she’d thought so, until Steve brought it to a screeching halt. But beyond that, what? Last week she might have answered, Nothing . . . that she’d spent her life chasing phantoms. But in the past few days she’d been given proof that they weren’t phantoms.


	Vindication. She hadn’t wasted her time. But since Steve’s death she’d been living from only the neck up and letting the rest go to seed. Time to change that, get back to her old self.


	Things were moving so fast. Jack’s call a little while ago about Mr. Drexler with the Kickers, and the possibility that he’d been the man in white Goren had seen at Ground Zero . . . it all had a crazy, surreal logic to it. If she could learn more, maybe the crazy and surreal would go away, leaving only the logic.


	But she needed a break from that book. She was getting logy and sluggish from complete lack of physical activity. This was exactly what she needed to keep her sharp.


	Maybe she could bounce some ideas off Eddie as they worked out. She saw him seated on the bench, back to her, stretching his arms this way and that. Then he pulled off his T-shirt.


	When Weezy saw his back her knees locked and she stumbled. She fell, landing on the belt and rolling off the treadmill onto the basement floor.


	Eddie was at her side in seconds.


	“Jesus, Weez! Are you all right?”


	She nodded, unable to speak—not because of the considerable pain, but because of what she’d seen on his back.


	Finally she found her voice.


	“I’m fine,” she managed, struggling to her feet.


	But she wasn’t fine, not fine at all, anything but.


	“Maybe you should stay down,” he said, “until we’re sure nothing’s broken.”


	“Nothing’s broken.”


	Except maybe my heart.


	“You’re sure?”


	“Yeah. Sure. I’m gonna go upstairs and get an ice pack.”


	“Let me get my shirt and I’ll help you.”


	He turned away and she saw his back again and felt her gorge rise.


	“No-no,” she said, moving toward the stairs as quickly as she could while hiding the pain that screamed through her twisted hip. “You stay here. I’ll just put some ice on it and I’ll be fine. Just fine.”


	“You’re sure?”


	She didn’t—couldn’t look at him.


	“Positive.”


	Once upstairs she yanked a plastic trash bag from a box and limped to her bedroom. She threw all the clothes she’d just bought into the bag, then grabbed the Compendium, scooped up Eddie’s car keys, and headed out the door. All the while the silver dollar–size scar—the brand on his back—kept flashing across her vision.


	6


	Jack found her just where her frantic call had said she’d be—hiding in the rear of the Book Corner in Penn Station. Her eyes were red, her face blotchy. Looked like she’d been crying.


	“Thank God!” she said when she saw him. She fell against him, clutching and clinging like a drowning sailor.


	“What’s wrong? What’s happened?”


	Her call had been mostly incoherent, something like, Come get me, please come get me, I’m at Penn Station, please, please, please!


	He’d rushed downtown.


	“It’s Eddie,” she gasped and began to sob.


	Aw, shit. Had something happened? Had they found him?


	“He’s not hurt, is he?”


	“I almost wish he were. This is worse. Eddie belongs to the Order!”


	Jack stood stunned, cold—no, frozen, barely able to breathe. Eddie a member of the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order . . .


	“No way. It can’t—”


	“It’s true! I saw the brand on his back! Just like we saw on Mister Sumter’s when we were kids, remember? Well, Eddie’s got one too! He’s a member!”


	“Don’t you think he would have said something?”


	She shook her head. “First off, we’re not all that close. He’s helped me out with certain professional matters, and making me hard to find, but we don’t sit down for regular heart-to-hearts. Besides, you know as well as I how secretive the Order is.”


	“Not so secretive that he didn’t keep his shirt on.”


	“I don’t think it even occurred to him. I think he must always work out shirtless and he took it off without thinking.”


	“How did he explain it?”


	“He didn’t. I didn’t give him a chance. I panicked and ran. Parked his car at Newark Airport, then called him and left a message where it was. I withdrew as much as I could from an ATM and took a train here.” She gripped the front of Jack’s shirt. “Do you think he’s been keeping tabs on me for the Order?”


	Jack considered that, then shook his head.


	“No. Whoever’s been out to get you lately didn’t know who you were or where you lived. If it is the Order after you—and I’m pretty damn sure it is—I doubt very much they have any inkling that Eddie’s your brother. You’re a Myers, he’s a Connell. And does he know you suspect the Order?”


	She shook her head. “It’s never come up. He doesn’t seem to want to talk about anything related to what we’re after—doesn’t seem to want to know about it. It’s all too strange for him. But Jack, I can’t go back there. I can’t live with a member of the Order, even if he’s my brother. Not after what we know and what we suspect.”


	“Eddie wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


	“But what if they connect me to him?”


	Maybe she had a point.


	“All right, I’ll rent you a hotel—”


	“No hotel—please! I won’t feel safe there. The two of us are up to our necks in this and we need to work on it together if we’re to find any answers.” She looked up at him, eyes pleading. “Let me stay with you. Please? I know that’s probably like asking you to jab a sharp stick in your eye, but you’ll hardly know I’m there. I won’t be in the way. I’ll sleep on the floor. I’ll—”


	He held up his hands. “Whoa. Stop. Enough. Sheesh.”


	Jabbing a sharp stick in his eye . . . yeah, that pretty much nailed it.


	“I don’t do roommates, Weez.”


	Well, except maybe for Gia, but only Gia, and she’d never stayed more than one night, so that didn’t count.


	“But I need to feel safe, Jack. I can’t go full focus if I’m always looking over my shoulder. You make me feel safe. Please? If not for anything else, for old times’ sake, then?”


	Jack hated to hear her beg, but it was “old times’ sake” that was holding him back. He didn’t want to find her in his bed again.


	She must have read his mind. “Hey, if you’re worried about a replay of the other night, that was just momentary insanity. You made it clear you’re in a relationship, and even if you weren’t—never happen again.” She sighed and looked up at him with big, dark, frightened eyes. “But I need to feel safe again, Jack. I really do.”


	His turn to sigh. “Okay. But just for a while. Until we get this thing straightened out.”


	She hugged him. “Thank-you-thank-you-thank-you!”


	He hoped this wasn’t a mistake.


	And somehow he’d have to find a way to break it to Gia that another woman was moving in with him.
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	Weezy turned from Jack’s front room window where she’d been staring down at the street three floors below. He’d assured her they hadn’t been followed from Penn Station but she worried.


	Now she stared at the front room itself—again. Not a good place for a claustrophobe. She couldn’t get over how cluttered it was with . . . stuff. The furniture was fine old golden oak Victorian, but most people would consider everything else junk. A Shmoo clock? A Daddy Warbucks lamp? Membership certificates of organizations led by long defunct and mostly forgotten pulp-fiction heroes?


	But then, even as a kid, Jack had always seemed to be just a little bit off the beat, just a little out of step. Not an Asperger’s sort of thing, more like the title of the Stan Getz song, “Desifinado”: out of tune. Most people never noticed back then. On the surface he’d been a normal, BMX-riding, Atari-playing kid. But Weezy had noticed, because she’d been out of tune too, even more so. That was why they’d been such fast friends. Working at old Mr. Rosen’s junk shop had only exacerbated Jack’s retro tendencies, introducing him to a gallimaufry of artifacts from other eras, ones he’d found more interesting, more simpatico than his own.


	The room was Jack, Jack was the room. Off-kilter, out of step, a fortress of solitude from the goings-on outside. She felt safe here. The quadruple bolt system on his door—top, bottom, and both sides—didn’t hurt, but Jack himself was the main reason. A massive firewall.


	She certainly needed one. Because out there her brother had joined the Septimus Order.


	The phone Jack had given her the other day began to ring. Again. She ignored it.


	Jack picked it up and looked at its screen.


	“Eddie again.”


	“Don’t answer.”


	Jack hit the talk button and thrust it into her hand.


	“He’s probably worried sick. You need to talk to him at least once.”


	Weezy hesitated, then reluctantly put the phone to her ear.


	“Hello?”


	“Weezy, thank God! Where are you? What happened? I came upstairs and you were—”


	“You belong to the Order, Eddie. Why?”


	“What?”


	“Why did you join the Order?”


	“Because they asked me.”


	“Why didn’t you tell me?”


	“Because I know you think there’s something sinister about them, but they’re just like any fraternal order. No different from the Masons or the Elks.”


	“You really believe that?”


	“Of course I do—”


	“They branded you, Eddie!”


	“Just a ritual. They numbed it up beforehand. And really, Weez, the contacts, the networking I’ve had access to, it’s been great for business.”


	“Good-bye, Eddie. I’m alive and well and that’s all I’m telling you.”


	She cut the call.


	“Eddie, of all people,” she said. “He was always scared of the Lodge. Remember the Lodge?”


	Jack nodded from where he sat and sipped a beer. He’d offered her one but she’d accepted a bottle of seltzer instead.


	“How can I forget. I used to cut its grass.”


	She could picture the two-story stucco cube sitting on the rise on the Old Town side of Quaker Lake. On the surface, Johnson, New Jersey, seemed the last place the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order would set one of its Lodges. But when you learned how old the town really was, and how closely the Order was associated with the Pine Barrens, it made perfect sense.


	People in town used to refer to the Septimus Order as “the Lodge” back then—still did, most likely—because to them that building by the lake was all they knew of the Order. They’d had no idea how ancient it was and how long its reach.


	“I just can’t imagine Eddie joining.”


	“You don’t join the Order,” Jack said, rising and heading for his tiny kitchen. “The Order joins you. You have to be asked.”


	“Why would they ask Eddie? And why would he join?”


	“Maybe he was flattered,” he called from the kitchen.


	“He said it was good for business, for networking.”


	“Well, all sorts of influential people belong, although I can’t see them all knowing about Opus Omega, and especially not nine/eleven.”


	“I know Eddie has no idea about Opus Omega.”


	He stepped back into the room with another beer. “How?”


	“Because he saw a page in the Compendium with the words big as day and he didn’t react. He was more interested in the animation beneath it.”


	Jack shook his head. “I’ve seen those animations. Amazing. But anyway, I’m sure the Order has lots of levels of membership with the folks on the bottom like Eddie knowing nothing about the doings of the guys on top.” His smile was grim. “Pretty much like the whole world.”


	“But in the Order’s case, top would be the High Council of the Seven. As for levels of membership, I’ll bet there’s seven. They’re really into sevens.”


	Jack nodded. “I think the Otherness itself is into sevens—I mean, the way the number keeps popping up.”


	“Well, it’s prime, and it’s versatile, and it’s manageable.”


	She jumped at the sound of the door buzzer.


	Jack frowned as he reached behind him. A pistol appeared as he stepped to the intercom and pressed a button.


	“Yeah?”


	“It’s us,” said a woman’s voice. And in the background a little-girl voice said, “Surprise!”


	Jack did look surprised for an instant, then he smiled and pressed the door-release button.


	“Come on up!”


	He opened the closet near the front door and placed the pistol on a high shelf. Before the door closed again she thought she spotted something that looked like a dai katana leaning up there as well.


	He turned to her. “Company.”


	“I gathered that. Is it who I think it is?”


	He nodded. “My ladies.”


	My ladies . . . he said it as if they were royalty. From the look in his eyes they were . . .


	Weezy looked down at herself. Jack’s woman—his lady—would be here in seconds and she was still dressed in the sweats she’d put on for her aborted workout. No time to change. This was awful.


	“Why didn’t you tell me?”


	“I didn’t know,” he said as he turned the central knob that withdrew the four bolts on the door and pulled it open.


	Seconds later a grinning nine-or ten-year-old girl in shorts and a T-shirt bounded out of the stairwell and leaped into his arms.


	“Jack!”


	“Hey, Vicks!”


	As they hugged, a slim woman with blue eyes and short blond hair stepped through the door and planted a light kiss on Jack’s lips. She wore a white tank top and a short black skirt.


	Oh, God, she’s beautiful.


	Jack said, “Gia, Weezy. Weezy, Gia.”


	The woman’s eyes locked with Weezy’s for an instant, then she smiled and stepped forward, extending her hand.


	“Hi. Nice to meet you. Jack’s told me so much about you.”


	Not too much, I hope, she thought. Like making a fool out of myself the other night.


	“Good things, I hope. He’s told me about you too.”


	Close up, she wasn’t really beautiful—that had been the initial gestalt impression—but she was very, very good looking. Next to her Weezy felt like a total frump.


	“And this is Vicky,” Jack said, easing the child to the floor.


	The child had her mother’s blue eyes but someone else’s dark hair. She wore it back in a single braid.


	“Pleased to meet you.”


	Good manners.


	As they shook hands, Weezy said, “My mother named me Louise, but you can call me Weezy.”


	She giggled. “Like Lil Wayne?”


	People usually referenced Louise from The Jeffersons, but . . . “Lil Wayne?”


	“Rapper,” Jack said. “That’s his nickname.”


	She looked at him. “You like rap?”


	“Some. Mostly no. But now and then I get stuck spending time with folks who do.” To Gia, he said, “What’s the occasion?”


	“Well, I heard Weezy was here so I figured we’d stop over and get acquainted.”


	So that was it. Jack had been on the phone while she’d unpacked the few things she’d brought. He must have told her about his houseguest and she’d come for a firsthand look. Weezy could understand that. Completely.


	And now that you’ve seen me, you know you—especially you—have nothing to worry about.


	“Are you hungry?” Vicky said to Weezy.


	She was starved but determined to hold back.


	“Well, um—”


	“I am. Wanna eat?”


	“She’s a stomach with feet,” Gia said. She hefted the pair of plastic grocery bags dangling from her left hand. “And since Jack never has anything to eat—”


	“Just stocked in a brand-new, giant-economy-size box of Lucky Charms,” he said.


	Vicky pumped her fist. “Yes!”


	Gia said, “Ohhhh, no.”


	Weezy could have told her about a study years ago that fed rats a diet of only breakfast cereal and how the ones on Lucky Charms did the best, but decided against it.


	As Jack relieved Gia of the bags, she said, “There’s wine, crackers, and a couple of cheeses in there.”


	“Come on in here and help me unpack,” Jack said to Vicky, “and we’ll check the fridge.”


	“Okay!”


	Weezy watched her run after him.


	“I know he’s going to give her Lucky Charms in there,” Gia said softly, smiling, her eyes on the kitchen door. “I have to take a public stand against it to keep it verboten at home, but it’s Jack’s thing to sneak her whatever she wants. That’s why she loves coming here.”


	“How long since she’s seen him?”


	“A couple of days.”


	“Really? I thought from the way she greeted him—”


	“Day, week, month, she’s always that way with Jack.”


	Weezy felt a lump of envy in her throat. Jack had a family . . .


	Raising her voice, Gia turned back to Weezy. “Anyway, as far as edibles go—”


	“I’ve got fairly recent leftover General Tso’s chicken,” Jack announced from the kitchen. “Hey, what’s this stuff? Quinoa?”


	“It’s pronounced keen-wah,” she called back.


	“Well, it’s spelled ‘quinn-oh-ah,’ and you know I don’t eat things I can’t pronounce.”


	“As I was saying,” she continued to Weezy, barely missing a beat, “as far as eating goes, it’s BYO to Jack’s, unless you consider beer a food group.”


	“Hops and malt,” he called. “Malt is a grain, and hops are a vegetable, which makes beer a two-fer.”


	They’d obviously had this conversation before—many times. They were enviably comfortable with each other. She and Steve had shared something like that. They’d been close, but apparently not close enough to keep him from calling it quits on life.


	These two had something more, something else running beneath the surface. She sensed a shared hurt, a shared trial, a fire that had scarred them but also fused them in the process. Weezy could almost see the voltaic arc of love flashing between them.


	And could almost feel her heart break.
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	“Well?” Jack said. “What do you think?”


	He was walking Gia toward Columbus Avenue for a cab, his arm around her shoulder, her arm around his waist. Vicky ambled ahead, gyrating to whatever was playing on her iPod.


	He’d thought it had gone well. It could have been a bonfire of the ovaries, but they’d got along.


	Gia looked up at him, a faint smile playing about her lips. “I think she’s in love with you.”


	The idea stunned him. Weezy? In love with him? Sure, she’d hopped into bed with him, but that had seemed more like a desperate kind of need than . . . love.


	“No way. We’ve known each other for ages and haven’t seen each other since the eighties. She can’t be.”


	“She might not know it herself, or be in denial. Maybe it’s just infatuation, but something’s there.”


	“Swell. What do you think I should do?”


	“Tell me again why she has to stay with you?”


	“Long story.”


	“Vicky took to her. I could put her up—”


	“No.”


	She paused, then, “You said that way too fast.”


	He thought about what had happened to her house, to Harris, to Harris’s place. Lots of collateral damage around Weezy these days.


	“Did I?”


	“How much trouble is she in?”


	“A bunch.”


	“Do I want to know details?”


	“Probably not. It’s complicated. She’s gotten herself into a situation. It’s better for you and Vicks not to be connected to her.”


	“And a hotel or motel won’t do?”


	“She needs to feel safe while she tries to make sense of the Compendium. It’s a temporary thing.”


	Gia sighed and leaned against him as they walked. “Why isn’t anything ever simple anymore?”


	“Because you’re involved with me, and I’m involved with . . . well, you know. Let’s face it: Life would be so much simpler and better for you if we’d never met.”


	But awful for me.


	He felt her stiffen. “Simpler maybe, but don’t you say ‘better.’ Don’t you ever say ‘better.’ ”


	“You wouldn’t have lost Emma.”


	“Emma wouldn’t have existed without you.”


	“Exactly.”


	”Let’s not go there, Jack.”


	“Okay.”


	Gladly not. He still hadn’t found a way to tell her that Emma had died, and she and Vicky had almost died, because Emma was his bloodline . . . a branch marring the symmetry and aerodynamics of a spear.


	They reached Columbus just as a cab was disgorging a trio of sweet young things eager for the Upper West Side’s Saturday night bar scene. Jack grabbed the door and scooted Vicky into the back. He took Gia in his arms and she pressed against him.


	“So . . . should I lock my bedroom door?”


	She smiled. “I’ll leave that up to you, but you never know . . . it might avoid an awkward moment.”


	“Think so?”


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. I do know I like her. She’s got a sweetness about her. I don’t think she has a mean bone in her body. But her mind . . . she doesn’t flaunt it—in fact, I think she tries to hide it—but she reeks of intelligence. I think she’s scary smart.”


	“She is. That’s why we need her to decipher the Compendium.”


	“But as for her feelings for you . . . I feel kind of sorry for her if she does love you.”


	“Why?”


	“Because she’s so shit out of luck.”


	Jack barked a laugh. “You said the s word! I thought four-letter words were unnecessary.”


	She nodded. “A refuge for the inane, the insipid, and the inarticulate.”


	“But—”


	“But sometimes they say it all.”


	He laughed again. “You’re that sure of me?”


	“As sure as you are of me.”


	“Well, then, that’s a lock.”


	They kissed, long and hard. Then he guided her into the cab, closed the door, and watched his two ladies roar off toward the East Side.
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	“Jack, ohmygod! Jack!” Weezy cried, running up to him as he stepped through the door. “I found it!”


	“What?”


	“In the Compendium—the Orsa, the Null Site, even the Fhinntmanchca! It’s all there! And it’s . . . awful.”


	“Let me see.”


	“Oh, I hope that page is still there,” she said, leading him to the round oak table where the book lay. “Please-please-please . . . yes!”


	She slammed her hands down on the exposed pages as if trying to keep them from blowing away. It looked like a two-page spread of the Opus Omega crosshatching.


	Jack craned his neck. “What—?”


	“In a minute. Let me tell you what I’ve been able to piece together. I had a fair amount of the picture when I walked in here today but I was missing vital parts. After you and Gia left, I pulled this out for a little more study. Remember I told you that the first pillar had to be placed in a specific spot called the Null Site?”


	“Right, but you didn’t know where or why.”


	“Well, I found out why almost as soon as I opened the Compendium: It’s the spot that’s crossed by the most so-called lines of force running between the nexus points. No locus is intersected by all—that’s impossible—but the one with the most is designated the Null Site, and that’s where Opus Omega was started.”


	“And where was that?”


	“It didn’t say.”


	“Swell. Then what’s all the excitement?”


	She turned back to the Compendium where her hands still pressed against the pages.


	“I found this map. You see, one of the problems with trying to understand Opus Omega has been the lack of orientation. You’re shown these diagrams with all the nexus points and all the lines of force between them and all the intersections that have pillars and those that still need them, but I’ve yet to see one superimposed on a Mercator-type map of the world—until now.”


	She slid her hands to the sides, revealing a two-page spread of the continents overlaid with the Opus Omega grid. He saw the red lines of force connecting the red splotches of the nexus points, and the white dots at the intersections where the pillars had been set.


	“Nice. Where’s the Null Site?”


	“Take a look and tell me where you think,” she said. “I want to see if we come up with the same spot.”


	Jack leaned over the book and studied the network of lines. He found thick intersections in all the continents, but the thickest seemed . . .


	“Here,” he said, pointing to an area in the northeastern United States. “This looks the busiest.”


	“That’s what I thought too. Touch it.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Touch the spot.”


	Jack did, and jerked his hand back as the image expanded, bringing the area to the center. The northeastern and mid-Atlantic U.S. now dominated the two-page spread.


	“Touch it again,” she said.


	He did, and it expanded further, bringing the Tri-State area front and center.


	He smiled. “Ancient interactivity.”


	At another, earlier point in his life he might have been awed, but the events of the past couple of years had depleted his awe reservoir.


	He touched it again and the lower half of Manhattan Island filled the spread. But . . .


	“It looks different.”


	“That’s because the map shows the island as it was thousands of years ago. We’ve changed its shape since the Dutch first settled here in the sixteen hundreds.”


	“You mentioned Battery Park City.”


	“Right. And that was just back in the sixties. Three hundred years of filling this and excavating that preceded it. One more zoom-in ought to do it.”


	Jack touched the busy intersection of lines and the image enlarged once more. He saw a symbol at the center of the intersection.


	“Zero?”


	“That’s the mathematical symbol for an empty set, also known as a null set.”


	“The Null Site?”


	“I don’t see what else it can be. Notice where it rests.”


	Even with the vaguely distorted shape of the island, the location was disturbingly obvious.


	“The World Trade Center.”


	“Right. Ground Zero.”


	Jack shook his head. “But that doesn’t make sense. You said that for Opus Omega to work, the first pillar—”


	“The Orsa pillar.”


	“Whatever—it had to go there.”


	“It did.”


	“Then what . . . ?” Jack didn’t get it. And then with a high-voltage shock, he did. “Goren and his crew caught them removing the pillar.”


	Weezy was nodding. “Exactly.”


	“They killed thousands of people just so they could dig up an old hunk of stone?”


	“It wasn’t stone anymore.”


	Jack stared at her a moment, trying to make sense of that. “You’d better explain that.”


	“Long story.”


	“We’ve got time. But I need a beer. Want one?”


	She gave her head half a shake, then stopped. “Got anything stronger?”


	“Some single malt.”


	“That’ll do.”


	On his way to the kitchen Jack decided he’d join her.
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	“Apparently the Orsa is unique among its fellow pillars in a number of ways,” Weezy said.


	They sat facing each other across the round oak table, the Compendium and a bottle of Old Pulteney between them. Each held a small glass containing a couple of fingers of the Scotch. Jack felt like tossing his back but forced himself to sip.


	“Tell me the not-stone-anymore part.”


	“I’ll get to that. Let me lay the groundwork first. I’ve put in a lot of hours on this and I’m still kind of sorting it all out.”


	Jack leaned back. “I’m listening.”


	“First off, the Orsa must be buried in bedrock—just sticking it in the dirt is okay for all the others, but it won’t do for the Orsa. So whoever figured out the Opus Omega was very lucky that all those lines of force intersected near the lower end of Manhattan rather than in Soho or the Village.”


	“Why?”


	“Because the Manhattan schist is two hundred fifty feet down there.” She held up a hand. “I know you’re going to ask, so I’ll tell you: Schist is a kind of rock that forms the foundation of Manhattan.”


	Jack said, “No schist!” and waited.


	She closed her eyes. “I knew, I just knew you’d say that.”


	“Sorry. Couldn’t help it. You bring out the adolescent in me.”


	She looked at him again, almost defiant. “The schist is near the surface in Midtown, starts dipping in the thirties, bottoms out in the Village, and rises again way downtown. That’s why you don’t see any skyscrapers in the Village and never will: The schist is too deep.” She folded her arms and looked at him. “Go ahead.”


	“Go ahead what?”


	“Make a comment about ‘deep schist.’ ”


	“I’m insulted!”


	“You know you want to. You know you’re dying to.”


	Jeez, she knew him.


	“Just continue.”


	“All right. They seemed to think—or maybe they knew somehow—that being sunk in the bedrock at the intersection of all those lines of force would work an astonishing change on the pillar.”


	“Like?”


	“Like transmuting it from nonorganic to organic.”


	Jack stared at her. “How is that poss—? Never mind.”


	“Possible” has lost its boundaries.


	“Let’s assume they were right,” she said, “and that somehow the minerals of its stone were converted to carbon compounds. But the story doesn’t stop there. Not only is it then composed of organic compounds, but as the millennia pass, it starts to live.”


	“Come on now.”


	“Oh, it gets better. Not only will it begin to live, but get this—at a certain point the Compendium says it will awaken.”


	Jack’s mouth went dry. “Diana’s Alarm.”


	“Right. It all fits.”


	“Some of it, yes. But not all. If that was the Orsa under that tarp Goren saw, why wait till 2001 to dig it up? Why not go after it when the city was excavating for the Trade Center?”


	“I can’t know for sure,” Weezy said, “but I’ll bet they had to wait until it was alive before they could dig it up. That was why they tried to block the project—not because it prevented them from burying another pillar, but because it would interfere with their digging up the Orsa.”


	“So when the time came, they destroyed the World Trade Center to get to it.”


	As she nodded, Jack shot the rest of his Scotch and poured himself some more. Weezy was still nursing hers.


	He said, “But the thing was buried in the bedrock beneath six stories of basement under the Trade Center foundation. How did they know it had become alive?”


	“Maybe they have sensitives who could feel it. Someone like Goren. He’s obviously a sensitive. Look what being in the foundation with the Orsa did to him—gave him a panic attack.”


	“When do you think it came alive?”


	“My guess is sometime in the nineties. That’s when they began to look around for a way to get to it.”


	“No matter what the cost.”


	“Right. The 1993 bombing of the North Tower may have been their inspiration. Those fools thought they could topple one tower into the other and bring down both. That wasn’t about to happen, but it may have planted the seed as to whom to contact and facilitate and manipulate into another sort of attack.”


	Jack leaned back, letting it sink in. The number of lives lost in the towers was minuscule compared to the mass exterminations of Stalin and Hitler and Pol Pot, but still . . . just to dig up a pillar? Even al Qaeda had a more comprehensible—he might even go so far as to say explicable—motive than retrieving a buried pillar, even if it was “alive.”


	“Why?”


	Weezy finished her Scotch and leaned forward. “Because once the Orsa is alive, it’s only a short while before it awakens.”


	“It was years between the attack and Diana’s Alarm.”


	“The blink of an eye to something that’s been gestating for millennia.”


	“But what’s so important about it that they had to dig it up?”


	“Because, according to the Compendium, once awakened, the Orsa can create the Fhinntmanchca.”


	“That word again. What is it?”


	“I don’t know.” Weezy began pounding a fist on the table. “I don’t know and it’s driving me crazy! I keep coming across the word but never an explanation of what it does or what the Opus Omega people hope or think it’s going to do.”


	“But considering what they went through to get their hands on it, it’s got to be big.”


	Weezy nodded, her expression grim. “Very big.”
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	Ernst studied Darryl within the Orsa. His outstretched fingers were only a half dozen inches or so from the end. Sometime since Ernst’s last visit, the fellow’s flesh had lost its translucency and returned to normal. He now looked just as he had when he’d entered the Orsa.


	Had the process failed?


	Ernst banished the thought. After all they’d gone through—the time, the effort, the risks, the manipulations—failure was inconceivable.


	And yet . . . the thought persisted.


	The transformation had to have taken place. No, more than a transformation—a transubstantiation.


	Transubstantiation . . . the changing of substance without changing perceivable physical attributes. The Catholic Church believed in transubstantiation. It proclaimed that when one of its priests offered up the consecrated bread and wine at mass, they maintained their outward appearances but literally became the body and blood of Jesus Christ. The bread became holy flesh, the wine became holy blood from the son of the Christian god. Many Protestant sects, on the other hand, considered the bread and wine of the ceremony merely symbolic.


	What had happened to Darryl was not symbolic. He maintained the physical aspect of a typical human being, but his substance had been changed—transubstantiated—into something totally Other. He had entered the Orsa a human, but he would emerge as something else.


	The Fhinntmanchca.


	Or so Ernst hoped.


	Darryl . . . simple, insignificant, trivial Darryl would be the Fhinntmanchca . . . the Maker of the Way. What did that mean? What was he expected to accomplish? Only the One seemed to know the nature of the Fhinntmanchca, but even he didn’t seem too sure if it would or could accomplish its purpose.


	Maybe tomorrow Ernst would know. Maybe tomorrow the world would know.


	SUNDAY
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	Drifting in the harbor a thousand feet off the Battery, Ernst watched the towers burn in silence.


	Nearly ten o’clock. Almost an hour since the Arabs had completed their mission here. They’d also wanted to crash planes into the Pentagon and the White House. Fine. Go ahead. Knock yourselves out, as Americans liked to say, as long as you hit the towers—especially WTC-2, the South Tower.


	And they had. Indeed they had.


	He watched the boiling black smoke and tried to imagine what it was like in and around those towers.


	The One knew. He was there somewhere in the thick of it, perhaps pretending to be an emergency worker. Wherever he was, he was soaking up the pain, panic, terror, fear, grief, anguish, and dismay, feasting on it.


	His instructions were to let the initial shock pass, lull them into thinking the worst was over, then proceed to step two, the real reason for this endeavor. Ernst knew that none of this delaying had anything to do with the ultimate purpose. It was all about the One’s hunger and how he would gorge on the emotional fallout of the attacks. And who was Ernst to question the One?


	He looked down at the little gray box in his hand—the one marked with an S for the South Tower. WTC-2 was the important one, although not the ultimate target.


	All this was happening because of what was buried under WTC-4, the nine-story building directly to the east of the South Tower.


	He studied the scene. The South Tower, closer to him, had been hit second. The Arabs were supposed to hit it first, but you couldn’t trust those lunatics. So full of hate. Allah this and Allah that, and all worked up about martyrdom while attacking the Great Satan. So many things could have gone wrong but they somehow managed to pull it off, though not without some deviation from the plan.


	So the South Tower had been struck second. That was the bad news. The good news was that the impact was lower than on the North Tower—fifteen floors lower, according to the radio. That meant significantly more weight above the structural damage. Which in turn made it plausible that the South Tower would collapse first.


	He extended an aerial from the S box, then slid up a little safety cover on its front panel, revealing a black button. He took a breath and pressed it, then watched and waited. If all went as planned, a sequence of explosive charges would begin detonating. The Order’s operatives, posing as building inspectors, structural engineers, and elevator repairmen, had spent the last year and a half setting them in precise locations in the floor joists and perimeter columns. Now . . . the proof of the pudding.


	Suddenly orange flame and a cloud of gray smoke belched from the wound in the building’s flank. The smoke rose quickly, appearing to engulf the floors above it, then spread down toward the ground. Ernst couldn’t be sure what was happening. Had the charges failed in their task, leaving the Tower merely sheathed in smoke, or had they succeeded in what had been planned all along?


	And then a deep rumble broke the silence and he knew before he saw—or rather didn’t see. The Tower was gone. WTC-2 had collapsed, leaving a column of smoke in its place. The charges had worked—perhaps too well. It had looked like what it was—a controlled demolition. That would start tongues a-wagging. He wondered who would be blamed. As long as it wasn’t the Septimus Order, who cared?


	What really mattered was what had happened to WTC-4. He wouldn’t know for a while. The fall of the Tower had been designed to damage the smaller building beyond repair without completely burying it in debris. They had to avoid severe damage to the eastern edge of the Trade Center’s foundation. The Order had men ready to move in and break through the slurry wall and foundation floor to get to the Orsa.


	Ernst watched the secondary cloud rising from the building’s impact with the ground. The builders had only themselves to blame. His father had marshaled highly placed politicians and businessmen who belonged to the Order to dissuade the Port Authority from building the World Trade Center, but no one would listen.


	The Order had tried a less destructive course, but found it impossible to break through the WTC foundation and retrieve the Orsa without the world knowing. Certainly not after those Islamic idiots tried that car-bomb attack on the North Tower in ninety-three.


	So more drastic measures came into play. It took years of effort and millions of dollars to put everything in place for this moment. And yet, if the PA had simply left well enough alone back in the sixties, none of this would have been necessary.


	Ernst put away the S detonator but left the N box in his pocket until he received a call. The One would feed on the fresh panic from the collapse, then let Ernst know when he wanted the North Tower to fall.


	No real need to bring down the North Tower. In fact, if its demolition went wrong and it fell the wrong way, it could do more damage—too much damage—to WTC-4 and jeopardize the ultimate purpose of the whole endeavor.


	But the One wanted both towers down, and no one—certainly not Ernst—argued with the One.


	Ernst awoke stiff and sore on the couch in his office. He had decided to spend the night in the Lodge, to stay close to the Orsa, just in case . . .


	He threw off the borrowed sheet and sat up in the warm humid darkness. The Lodge wasn’t air-conditioned because, as a rule, it didn’t need it. The thick stone walls tended to hold out the summer heat, but not tonight. He’d stripped to his underwear but that had helped only a little.


	He thought about the dream. He’d lately found himself reliving that day. No surprise why. All the effort, and all the death and destruction that went into making it happen, were coming to fruition. The deaths didn’t bother him. The dead were the lucky ones, actually—spared what was to come when the Otherness gained ascendance. A living hell for those who had not aided that ascendance. Should it happen in his lifetime—and all signs said that it would—Ernst would be rewarded. The One would rule, but Ernst and the other high-ups in the Order would be compensated not only with immunity from the terrors of the transformed Earth but with a level of power over its inhabitants. And like the One, they’d feed on the global misery.


	Ernst often wondered what that would be like. He wasn’t sure he’d even like it, but he was certain it would be preferable to being fed upon.


	He sat up and rolled his shoulders. Yes, they ached, but not that much. Why was he awake? The dream? Or something else?
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	Mother.


	The word awoke him and he began to cough, deep retching spasms that raised a thin, sticky, salty fluid.


	I’m wet, he thought after he stopped coughing.


	More than just wet. Soaked.


	Where was he? Everything was black. Not the slightest trace of light. He felt panic begin to nibble at him.


	Was he blind?


	Mother.


	The word calmed him. He felt around him. He lay on a hard floor, concrete or stone, in a puddle of some sort of thin, sticky goo. He tried to push himself up but his arms felt like rubber. Too weak.


	And then he realized that not only did he not know where he was, he didn’t know who he was. He had a name, he had to have a name, everybody had a name.


	Panic threatened again.


	Mother.


	Again the word calmed him. He relaxed, closed his eyes, and the name came to him.


	Darryl. That was his name. Darryl. But who was Darryl?


	If he could see himself, maybe he’d know. And when he knew, maybe he could remember who his mother was, and then he could go and find her, because he needed to find his mother.


	Light . . . he needed light.


	He tried to speak but that caused another coughing fit. When it passed he found his voice.


	“Give me some light!”
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	“Oh, hell!”


	The phone—one of his Tracfones.


	Jack rolled out of bed, searching in the dark by following the ring. Nobody called him at this hour unless it was an emergency and the only ones who’d call him in an emergency were Gia, Abe, and Julio.


	He found it, fumbled to press the ON button, and jammed it against his ear.


	“Gia?”


	“No,” said a vaguely familiar female voice. “It’s Diana.”


	A flood of relief and confusion—relief that it wasn’t Gia, confusion because . . .


	“Diana?”


	“The Oculus.”


	“Oh, right. Sorry. Still not completely awake.” He remembered now—he’d given her his number. “What’s wrong?”


	“The Fhinntmanchca . . . it’s here.” Her voice was shaking.


	“You just saw this in an Alarm, I take it.”


	“Yes. It was born tonight, just minutes ago.”


	“Born? Where is it?”


	“I don’t know exactly . . . but I do know it’s not far from you.”


	“How far?”


	“Somewhere in Manhattan. In a dark place.”


	Swell. That narrowed it down. He glanced at the glowing hands of his Felix the Cat clock. Lots of dark places in Manhattan at ten after three in the morning.


	“What’s this thing look like?”


	“I don’t know.” She was starting to sound panicky. “I couldn’t see it. It was just a blur. In the last Alarm, it was only flickering blackness, a word, now it’s real and it’s here and it’s . . . it’s evil.”


	Evil . . . Jack used to think good and evil were man-made, that the universe was indifferent and good or evil solely the products of human action. No more. As far as he could see, humans were still the only source of good. But evil . . . evil could be human and beyond human.


	He knew when Diana called the Fhinntmanchca evil, she meant it came from out there . . . from the Otherness.


	“Okay. Stay cool and think. Give me something to go on.”


	“All I saw was its egg and . . . and this weird star.”


	“Like Polaris, or a constellation?”


	“No, it was a symbol, like the Jewish Star, the Star of David, only it had an extra point.”


	A seven-pointed star . . . that could mean only one thing . . .


	“The Order.”


	“What order?”


	“The Septimus Order. You must know—”


	But obviously she didn’t. Yeah, he’d expect an Oculus to know, but she wasn’t a typical Oculus. She’d been thrust into the job half a year ago at age thirteen, with no warning and minimal preparation. One day a normal-looking teen, the next she’s got big, black, bug eyes and she’s become an antenna for warnings from out there.


	“I don’t know, Jack. What’s it mean?”


	“Davis can explain it. Tell him it may seem like the Order has been quiet, but it hasn’t. It’s been very, very busy.”


	“But what about the Fhinntmanchca? How will you find it?”


	“You’ve just given me a good idea where—a place that makes perfect sense.”


	“But I mean, you don’t even know what it looks like.”


	“Got a feeling I’ll know it when I see it.”


	I think. I hope.


	“Jack, you’ve got to find it and stop it. If you and the Defender work together . . .”


	Right. Me and the Defender . . . she still thought him hale and hearty and powerful. What would she think if she knew he was an arthritic old man?


	“It’s just me at the moment, Diana.”


	“Then you’ve got to stop it. It’s going to do something awful.”


	“Like what?”


	“I don’t know, but it’s going to be terrible . . . horrible . . . the end of everything.” Words seemed to fail her after that.


	The end of everything . . . bringing in the Otherness would certainly mean the end of everything.


	“Relax. I’m on it.”


	Did that sound reassuring? Not to him.


	“Be careful, Jack. It’s dangerous. It’s deadly.”


	“Deadly how?”


	“I don’t know. I just know that it is.”


	Swell.
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	Finding sleep impossible, Ernst decided to give up and start the day. A momentous day. The first day in all time that the Fhinntmanchca would walk the Earth.


	At least that was what he hoped.


	He had followed all the ancient teachings, all the lore. It was up to the Orsa now to complete the process.


	But if it failed, what would the One say? More important, what would the displeased One do?


	His hands shook as he began dressing, making a chore out of fastening his buttons. His suit was wrinkled, but that couldn’t be helped. He needed a shower and a shave, but certainly wasn’t going to share the facilities used by the residents. Besides, the company around here would never notice.


	Leaving his cane behind, he stepped out into the hall—and to his shock discovered he was not alone.


	At least a dozen Kickers were awake and wandering around. The one called Ansari, bleary-eyed and unshaven, stopped and stared at him.


	“You spend the night in your office? What? Your old lady kick you out?”


	What an absurd thought. He’d been married for a while—mostly to sire a son—but had learned he was sterile. No point in being married then.


	He noticed that the malice in the man’s smile seemed perfunctory, as if he had something troubling weighing on his mind. He glanced around and saw the same look in the other Kickers’ eyes.


	He turned to Ansari. “What are you doing up? Why aren’t you sleeping?”


	The uneasy look deepened as he shrugged. “No reason. Just awake.”


	“Aw, bullshit,” said a passing Kicker. “He had nightmares just like the rest of us.”


	“Shove it, Hagaman.”


	Hagaman looked at Ernst. “Check out that face. He had bad dreams too, but Mister Tough Guy ain’t gonna admit it.”


	“What kind of dreams?”


	Hagaman looked uneasy. “Don’t know. Don’t remember much, just that it was bad. Woke me up, and I got up because I didn’t want to go back to sleep again.”


	Could the impending arrival of the Fhinntmanchca be behind the dreams? If so, why hadn’t he had any?


	“Pussy,” Ansari said, and walked away.


	Hagaman appeared about to go after him, but stopped when he looked over Ernst’s shoulder.


	“Hey, it’s the boss. And he don’t look so hot neither.”


	Ernst had to agree. Hank Thompson looked haggard and haunted.


	“Something’s changed,” Thompson said. “Feel it?”


	“No.” But he did feel a charge of excitement from what that might mean. “But everyone else seems to.”


	Thompson looked at him. “Do you think . . . ?”


	“Let’s find out, shall we?”


	They headed down to the basement where they found a number of Kickers lounging around the coffeepot. It smelled wonderful, and a few moments ago Ernst would have craved a cup. But the thought of what they might find on the level below had energized him to the point where caffeine would be superfluous.


	Thompson turned to him and spoke in a low voice. “Want me to kick them upstairs?”


	Ernst’s first instinct was to have him do just that, but he shook his head instead. No use in piquing the curiosity of the rabble.


	“That will only draw attention. Proceed as casually as you can.”


	“You want to see casual? I’ll show you casual.”


	He filled a Styrofoam cup with coffee and then strolled through the basement’s main room. Ernst followed, watching him nod to his followers and slap one or two on the back. They looked up to him. He’d shown them the Kicker Man symbol and awakened them to a brotherhood they hadn’t known they shared. He was “the boss.”


	He unlocked the door to the side room. They entered and locked it behind them. Ernst took the lead then, descending to the subcellar. Light from above lit the stairway, but the space below lay in Stygian darkness. Reaching the floor, Ernst felt along the wall, found the light switch, but hesitated. What would he see when the lights went on?


	He flipped the switch and the first thing he saw was the Orsa.


	“No! Oh, no!” he said, gasping as he hurried forward. “What has happened?”


	“What the fuck?” said Thompson behind him.


	The Orsa had changed. It looked . . . deflated. Its sides were sunken, caved in; its ends sagged. Its translucence had faded to a dull gray. When he reached it he touched it, and jerked his hand back.


	It felt . . . dead. Or if not dead, moribund.


	“Hey, where’s Darryl?” Thompson was saying. “Where the fuck is Darryl?”


	Panic gripped Ernst. Was Darryl still inside? All was lost if he was. All the years of planning, the expense, the risks . . . all for nothing.


	“Mother?” said a weak voice from somewhere beyond the far end of the Orsa.


	Ernst’s heart leaped as he and Thompson hurried around to find Darryl kneeling in a pool of clear fluid.


	He looked . . . different.


	He still looked like Darryl, but a sick Darryl. His face was white, his eyes sunken into dark recesses; his once shaggy hair was plastered to his scalp and forehead, and his beard looked more scraggly than ever. His blue work shirt and worn jeans were wet and stained and seemed to have shrunken on his frame.


	And then, just for an instant he shimmered—like a heat mirage.


	“Darryl, you made it!” Thompson said as he placed his coffee cup on the dying, desiccated Orsa. Apparently he’d missed the shimmer. He stepped in front of Ernst and approached the man.


	Ernst grabbed his arm. “Don’t get too close.”


	“Yeah?” Thompson snatched his arm away. “Why the hell not?”


	“Look at him. Look closely.”


	“I don’t need to look any closer than I’m looking. He looks like a fucking zombie. What—?”


	Darryl shimmered again.


	Thompson backed up a quick step. “Oh, shit!”


	Ernst realized that Darryl himself wasn’t shimmering, but rather the air around him. Looking closely, Ernst could make out an inch-thick layer of roiling air, outlining him like an aura. It didn’t glow, but seemed rather to writhe as if in agony from contact with him.


	“It must be part of the change.”


	Thompson looked at him. “Change? What change? He was supposed to be healed.”


	“Well, healing involves change, of course. Changing from a diseased state to a—”


	“Mother?” Darryl said, looking up at Hank.


	“Hey, Darryl. It’s me . . . Hank.”


	Darryl gave him a blank stare. “Want mother. Thirsty.”


	“Okay.” Thompson grabbed his coffee from atop the Orsa. “Try some of this.”


	Ernst gripped his arm again. “Be careful.”


	Not that he cared about Thompson per se, but as leader of the Kickers, he was the key to a pool of manpower that might prove useful in the future—perhaps the very near future.


	Thompson snarled at him. “Why? What have you done to him? You call this cured? Look at him.”


	“Just . . . be careful.” He pointed to the floor in front of Darryl. “Why not simply place it there? If he wants it, he can take it.”


	Thompson hesitated, then bent and placed the cup a foot or so in front of him, just outside the puddle. Darryl’s hand trembled violently as he reached for the cup. When his fingers reached it—


	—the cup exploded, splattering coffee and shards of Styrofoam in every direction.


	“Shit!” Thompson cried, ducking away and almost knocking Ernst over.


	Ernst stumbled back, brushing coffee from his white suit. Too late. It was stained. Normally he would be infuriated, but not now. Not at all. This was wonderful.


	He didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. He’d succeeded. Darryl was now the Fhinntmanchca.


	He glanced at the Orsa. Good thing, too. If it wasn’t dead, it was near dead. They would have no second chance.


	Looking more confused than ever, Darryl said, “Thirsty.”


	“Then you must drink,” said a fourth voice.


	Ernst recognized it immediately. He turned and found himself face-to-face with the One.
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	The knocking startled Jack. No one was supposed to be knocking on his door.


	Weezy raised her head and gave him a questioning look from where she was sipping coffee and studying the Compendium. Morning light filled the windows. The air was redolent of microwaving Taylor Ham and cheese.


	He stepped to the closet beside the door and pulled the Glock from the top shelf by the katana.


	Weezy’s voice held a note of exasperation. “Is that necessary every single time you answer the door?”


	“Don’t know,” he told her in his most patient tone. “Can’t know till I see who’s at the door—then I’ll know if it’s necessary.”


	Whoever had knocked was either a neighbor or someone who had got past the entrance without buzzing up. He put his eye to the peephole and blinked when he saw a familiar old woman dressed all in black.


	“Not necessary,” he told Weezy as he opened the door and allowed Mrs. Clevenger to enter. Her three-legged dog followed.


	“Knowing you,” the Lady said, “I thought you would have fewer questions if I looked this way.”


	“You thought right,” he said as he replaced the Glock on the closet shelf.


	“Your ivy is dying of thirst,” she said as she passed the Shmoo planter.


	Jack was sure she hadn’t even glanced that way.


	“Good morning,” Weezy said, rising.


	“Not so good.” The Lady’s expression was grim. “Something is wrong. Something that doesn’t belong in this world has entered it.”


	Jack and Weezy looked at each other and spoke simultaneously.


	“The Fhinntmanchca.”


	The Lady frowned. “You think so?”


	Weezy stared. “You don’t know? But you’re attuned to—”


	“I’m a product of this sphere and, yes, I am attuned to it. But as I told you, certain doings involving the Otherness are hidden from me.”


	“I had a call from the Oculus. She had another Alarm about it. She says the Fhinntmanchca is here, in the city.”


	“But for what purpose?”


	“No one knows,” Weezy said. “I’ve been hunting through the Compendium for days now, but—”


	The Lady waved a hand. “Don’t expect to see it in black and white. It is something you will have to piece together yourself, for not even Srem knew the purpose of the Fhinntmanchca. No one but the Seven ever knew.”


	“The Seven,” Weezy said. “The Compendium mentions them time and again.”


	The Lady nodded as she seated herself in the big wingback chair. The dog settled on the floor next to her. The Shmoo planter sat near her elbow.


	“Water this now. It suffers.”


	Jack raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay.”


	As he headed for the kitchen, she said, “The seven mages who championed the Otherness in the First Age. A huge cult grew up around them. They controlled the q’qr hordes. They almost succeeded in bringing this sphere under the domination of the Otherness. The Fhinntmanchca was part of that plan, but none of it ever came to fruition, and by time the First Age came to an end, only one of the Seven remained alive.”


	“Let me guess who survived,” Jack called from the kitchen as he filled his coffee cup with water. He fought an urge to imitate the Church Lady. “Could his name begin with R?”


	“Yes, the Adversary. Unwilling to share power when the Otherness became ascendant, he killed off his six fellow mages one by one until only he remained.”


	“And so the Seven became the One,” Weezy said.


	“Yes. But the Otherness was defeated, and then came the cataclysm and the end of the First Age, and all of his intrigue and murderous plotting proved for naught.”


	Jack returned to the front room and poured some water into the planter.


	“Until now,” Weezy said.


	“What do you mean?” The Lady caressed the ivy and its leaves immediately plumped up and deepened in color.


	“It seems that somehow, some way via Opus Omega, he has succeeded in creating or summoning the Fhinntmanchca.”


	The Lady stiffened and stared at her. “Via Opus Omega? What do you mean?”


	Weezy explained her theory about using the Orsa to create the Fhinntmanchca.


	The Lady looked concerned. “So if you are right about the Fhinntmanchca being a by-product of Opus Omega, that means the Fhinntmanchca will be used against me.”


	“Why is that?”


	“Very simple: The purpose of Opus Omega is to destroy me.”
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	The scary guy . . . the guy with the forever eyes . . . the guy Drexler called “the One.” Physically he wasn’t the least bit imposing, even less so than the first time they’d met. Now he seemed almost . . . delicate. But he had an air of authority about him, of hidden power that warned away. Hank had hoped never to see him again, but here he was. And where had he come from? Maybe he’d already been here, standing in the shadows. But how had he got in?


	Hank wasn’t about to ask.


	Drexler gave a little bow—Hank half expected him to click his heels—and gestured toward Darryl.


	“The Fhinntmanchca.”


	That word again . . . and they were both looking at Darryl. Was that what this was all about? He’d entered the Orsa as Darryl and emerged as this poor, confused son of a bitch. Hank had a feeling a Fhinntmanchca was more than a poor, confused son of a bitch.


	“So I see,” the One said to Drexler. “You’ve done well, Ernst. Very well. I am pleased.”


	Drexler seemed to swell inside his stained white suit. He gave another little bow.


	“We exist to serve.”


	We? Hank thought. Does that mean me too? Like hell.


	But he wasn’t about to say that.


	The One stepped forward and Darryl said, “Mother?”


	“No.” He looked down at him. “I am not your mother. You thirst? Then you must drink.”


	He pointed to the near end of the sagging Orsa, to where clear liquid trickled from a half-inch pore at its center. Darryl looked at the trickle, then back to the One.


	“For me?”


	The One nodded. “For you.”


	Hank recoiled as Darryl shuffled over on his knees and began to lap the fluid, swallowing greedily.


	“Hey, Darryl, man, get off your knees. You’re a Kicker and—”


	Without looking at him, the One raised a hand and Hank stopped. He didn’t want to, but his words dried up.


	Drexler said, “He is no longer a Kicker. He has become the Fhinntmanchca and requires nourishment that only the Orsa can provide.”


	Okay, Hank thought. Time to ask.


	“What’s the Fhinntmanchca? What’s it do?”


	“It is the Maker of the Way,” Drexler said.


	“Those are just words. What do they mean? How do you ‘make’ a ‘way’?”


	The One spoke without taking his eyes off Darryl.


	“Cataclysm.”
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	“In theory,” the Lady said, leaning forward in the wingback chair, “when Opus Omega is completed, I will die.”


	Weezy felt a pang of dread as she stared at her. She’d known the Lady before as Mrs. Clevenger, simply another of the town’s eccentrics. But now she felt a deep kinship, an intimate connection.


	“Why do you say ‘in theory’? Is there doubt?”


	“Of course there is doubt. Opus Omega has yet to be completed and may never be completed. So until it becomes fact, it must remain theory.”


	Jack leaned on the round oak table. “But those scars on your back . . . don’t they mean that it’s working, that burying those columns damages you?”


	“They do.”


	“And that hole straight through you—”


	“The Florida incident,” she said with a curt nod.


	Weezy was confused. “The Florida—?”


	“Long story,” Jack said, then turned back to the Lady. “Weren’t you ‘killed’ then?”


	“So it appeared. I cannot be harmed by anything of this world, but the creatures that devoured me were from the Other place.”


	. . . devoured . . . the Other place . . . what were they talking about? Weezy was dying to know the details.


	“How did you come back?”


	The Lady shook her head. “That I do not know. It should have been the end of me, but I survived. Perhaps if Opus Omega had progressed far enough along, I would not have come back.”


	Jack looked grim. “But the Fhinntmanchca is a product of Opus Omega. It might succeed where the chew wasps failed.”


	Chew wasps?


	“True,” the Lady said. “That is troublesome.”


	“But why attack you at all?” Weezy said.


	“As the physical manifestation of the noosphere, I act as a beacon, proclaiming to the multiverse that this is a sentient planet. Should I be extinguished, this sphere will be seen as lifeless. The Ally, already rather neglectful, will lose all interest and turn entirely away.”


	“Giving the Otherness carte blanche.”


	An idea popped into Weezy’s head. “What about an end run? Why doesn’t it attack the noosphere?”


	The Lady shook her head again. “By its very nature, the noosphere cannot be directly attacked. It is the product of all the interactions between the sentient beings on the planet. The only way to weaken it is to damage its population base—a deadly pandemic, a nuclear winter, that sort of thing. But that runs counter to the ends of the Otherness. The lower the population, the less fear and misery to feed on.”


	Jack chimed in. “But we know nothing about this Fhinntmanchca. Maybe it can disrupt the noosphere.”


	The Lady appeared to consider that. “I don’t see how, but . . .”


	“Let’s just say it can,” Weezy said.


	“What would be the result?”


	“A disrupted noosphere would disrupt me. I would vanish.”


	“And the beacon would go out.”


	The Lady nodded. “Leaving the Adversary a clear field.”


	“That’s got to be it,” Jack said, straightening. “Suck the life out of you by disrupting the noosphere. Looks like someone’s got to disrupt this Fhinntmanchca first.”


	“You?” Weezy said, her heart clenching.


	He looked at her. “Well, yeah, I guess. Don’t see that there’s much choice. If you can think of someone else, I’ll be happy to step aside.”


	“What about Mister Veilleur?” “In case you didn’t notice, Mister V isn’t too agile these days.”


	“But you told me Diana said the Fhinntmanchca was dangerous and deadly.”


	He pointed to the Lady. “To her, we have to assume so. To us mere mortals . . .” He shrugged. “Who knows?”


	“Do you know where it is?” the Lady said as Jack headed for the front closet.


	“Got a pretty good idea.”


	Dread filled Weezy as she watched him take the pistol from the shelf and stick it in the waistband of his jeans at the small of his back.


	“You don’t really think that’s going to be of any use against this Fhinntmanchca thing, do you?”


	Another shrug. “Maybe, maybe not. But it works against people, and people brought that thing into this world, so maybe they can be persuaded to send it packing.”


	He disappeared into his room for a few minutes, then emerged stuffing things into his jeans pockets.


	“You two wait here while I see what I can do.”


	Weezy had a sick, bad feeling about this. Something awful was about to happen.


	“Be careful, Jack.”


	He gave her a tight smile. “Always.”


	And then he was out the door.


	Weezy held back tears. “Will he be all right?”


	“I cannot say,” the Lady said, “because I do not know. This is all new.”


	“But why him? Why can’t somebody else—?”


	“Because there is no one else, and he knows that. So he does what needs to be done, or at least tries to. Though he hates it, though he wants no part of any of it, that is what he must do, because that is the way he is. That is the only way he knows, the only path he can see. That is why he was chosen as the Heir.”


	Jack . . . her Jack . . . skinny, funny Jack from Johnson . . . she still couldn’t accept it.


	The Tracfone started ringing. She saw Eddie’s number in the window. She thumbed the power off and put it back on the table.


	“Your brother?” the Lady said.


	Weezy nodded. “My brother, the Septimus.” The word tasted like poison.


	“Perhaps you should speak to him. He is blood, after all.”


	“I’ve spoken to him. And I’ll speak to him again. But right now . . .” She shook her head. “I can’t.”


	Possibilities and probabilities collided in her brain, producing an awful scenario: Eddie helping the Order track her through the phone. She opened its rear compartment and disconnected the battery. Just to be sure.


	“Come, then,” the Lady said, rising and patting her hair. “We will walk. The air will be good for you.”


	“But Jack said—”


	“I am the Lady. I go where I please.”
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	Hank shook his head in silent wonder.


	Whatever was in that stuff leaking from the Orsa, it had a miraculous effect on Darryl. At least as far as his strength was concerned. Ten minutes after lapping at it he got to his feet, but he didn’t seem any less confused. He now stood, swaying slightly, before the One.


	“Mother?”


	The One showed a hint of a smile. “Yes. Your mother. You want your mother, don’t you.”


	Darryl nodded. “Mother.”


	“Do you know where she is?”


	Another nod. “Mother.”


	He stepped aside and gestured toward the staircase. “Then by all means, go find her.”


	Hank watched Darryl move toward the stairs, leaving wet shoe prints. He started with a shuffle, then graduated to a slow walk.


	“What’s all this about ‘mother’?” Hank said.


	Drexler shook his head. “I don’t know. We’ve embarked upon an uncharted sea.”


	He gave the One a questioning look, but his attention was fixed on Darryl.


	When Darryl reached the wrought-iron stairs, he hesitated.


	Hank started forward. “Looks like he needs—”


	Drexler thrust out an arm. “Don’t touch. No contact. It’s in the Lore.”


	“But—”


	“Remember what happened to your coffee cup.”


	He remembered. Yeah, maybe a good idea to give Darryl some space.


	He watched Darryl reach out and grasp the railing. Smoke rose from where his hand touched the wrought iron. He looked at it curiously, then released the railing and stared at his hand. Hank gasped when he saw that the iron he had touched was gone.


	Darryl’s gaze moved from his hand to the gap in the railing, then he started up, leaving a puff of smoke and a gap everywhere he touched.


	Hank stood frozen, his tongue a sandbox. “Am I seeing what I’m seeing?”


	“Yes, Mister Thompson,” Drexler said. His eyes were bright, his lips parted with excitement. He looked ready to explode. “The Fhinntmanchca does not mix well with this world.”


	“Where’s he going?”


	“Only the Fhinntmanchca knows.” He glanced over his shoulder. “And of course the One.”


	The One stood statue still, staring after Darryl, and smiling.


	Drexler cleared his throat. “Sir, may we ask—?”


	“You may,” the One said without looking at him. “But if you wish an answer, you will have to follow him and find out for yourselves.”


	Drexler turned to Hank. “Then that is just what we will do.”


	Hank jerked a thumb toward the One, who hadn’t moved. “He coming?”


	“We need not worry about him. Come.”


	Hank followed him to the staircase. He waited as Drexler ascended ahead of him and checked out the gaps in the handrail. The iron appeared to have melted away but without leaving any slag. The free ends looked like they’d been cut with an acetylene torch. He gave one a quick touch but found it cool.


	The damage to the handrails seemed to have destabilized the staircase because it wobbled as Drexler climbed. Once he was off, Hank hurried up after him. He glanced back and saw the One still standing by the shrunken Orsa.


	When he reached the top and stepped out of the closet, he tapped Drexler’s shoulder.


	“Hey, how come the metal dissolved when he touched it, but his clothes are okay?”


	Drexler shrugged. “I would assume because the clothes came through the Orsa with him.”


	Made sense.


	Darryl had walked out into the main room of the basement. As they started after him, Hank heard a voice shout Darryl’s name. He recognized it and heard trouble in the tone.


	“Hey, I’m talking to you,” Ansari said. “Not only do you look like shit, but what the fuck you doing here?”


	Hank pushed past Drexler and found Ansari confronting Darryl.


	“Mother.”


	Ansari’s eyes blazed. “What you call me?”


	He gave Darryl a two-handed shove to the chest. Darryl swayed, but Ansari wound up staggering back instead. His face purpling, he raised a meaty fist.


	Hank shouted, “Hold it!” but not in time.


	Ansari swung. His fist rammed forward, smashing against Darryl’s undefended jaw—


	—and dissolved in a cloud of red smoke.


	Hank skidded to a halt as he watched Ansari stumble back, clutching his wrist and staring at the place where his hand had been. No blood sprayed the air—the stump was blackened, cauterized.


	As Ansari screamed in pain and horror, Hagaman rushed up behind him, shouting, “What the fuck you do, asshole?”


	“Mother.”


	“Goddamn!”


	He bent and charged, as if to tackle, but Darryl put out a hand that caught Hagaman’s arm above the elbow. Another scream, another spray of red smoke, and Hagaman spun and dropped to the floor—right next to his forearm. He writhed in agony as he clutched the stump of his arm.


	Panic erupted as the other men in the room fell over each other in a headlong rush to get away from him. Darryl began to move toward them as they bunched up at the door.


	“Mother.”


	“Get out of his way!” Hank shouted.


	But either they didn’t hear or were too panicked to understand.


	Darryl reached them and put out his hands to push them aside. The result was more screams and more red smoke at they lurched away with chunks burned out of their backs and shoulders.


	With the doorway cleared, Darryl stepped through and headed upstairs. Hank and Drexler followed to the first floor. Word must have spread because everyone was pressed against the wall, staring in fear and wonder as Darryl walked toward the front entrance.


	“The doors!” Drexler said.


	He scooted ahead and opened one of the heavy oak doors, holding it for Darryl until he passed.


	Darryl halted at the bottom of the steps and turned in a slow circle. He stopped, facing uptown.


	“Mother.”


	He turned and began walking up toward Allen Street.


	“Any idea where he’s going?” Hank said.


	Drexler shook his head. “No. But I believe the One does.”


	“The One . . . is he even human?”


	“Yes, but something more.”


	Hank had figured that. “Can he be killed?”


	Drexler gave him a sharp look. “Don’t even think—”


	“I’m not thinking anything.” True. The question had popped out seemingly on its own. “Just wondering.”


	“Well, then, the answer is yes. But not by any such as us.”


	“Who then?”


	“Another . . . like him.”


	“You mean there’s two of him?”


	If so, he wouldn’t really be the One.


	“Not exactly. The two are mortal enemies. And that is all I can say on the subject.”


	“I need more. Is the One going to be the head honcho after the cosmic shit hits the cosmic fan?”


	Drexler’s lips pursed. “You have such a way with words, Mister Thompson.”


	“You know what I’m saying.”


	“Yes, I do. And yes, once he defeats his counterpart, the Yang to his Yin, he will be the Lord and Master of this sphere.” He glanced at Hank. “Don’t tell me you had illusions of—”


	“Hey, no way. You crazy?” But he had. He’d thought that with his Kickers at his back . . . “But we—you and me, that is—we’re going to get to wet our beaks, right?”


	He nodded. “When the Change comes, you and I will have places beside the One.”


	Well, that would have to do. Probably be fine. Just like Daddy promised—he and Jerry would be princes when the Others returned. Too bad Jerry wasn’t around to join in.


	Drexler pointed at Darryl’s retreating figure. “We don’t want him getting too far ahead.”


	As they began walking, Hank thought about how reality had begun doing slow cartwheels since his first dream about the stick figure known as the Kicker Man, becoming increasingly surreal until blossoming into the complete and total insanity of this past week.


	Darryl . . . fucking Darryl, of all people . . . the Fhinntmanchca . . . the Maker of the Way . . . dissolving everything he touched. It was all going down, just as his daddy had said. In fact, it might be all going down today, and he was right here in the heart of it.


	Hank’s pulse raced—he felt cranked and scared. Made him want to pee, but he kept walking.
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	The man who was more than a man, who was known as the One to many, and as Rasalom to a few, who had numerous names, the most important known only to him, stood on the roof of the Lodge and waited.


	In an hour or so, perhaps more, it would happen. He would know when it did. He would feel it.


	And so would someone else.


	You’re nearby, Glaeken. I know it. When it happens you’ll feel it and you’ll know my time has come. And you’ll be afraid.


	Though difficult to imagine Glaeken afraid, Rasalom relished the thought. Glaeken would have good cause for fear when the Lady was gone. For the beacon would be turned off, the Enemy would abandon this sphere as lifeless and worthless, and Glaeken would be on his own.


	What would that mean? Would he lose his power—his resilience, his immortality? Would he become just another mortal?


	Wouldn’t that be delicious.


	You will pay for what you have made me suffer down these millennia. You imprisoned me, you even thought you’d slain me, but always I found a way back. And this time you will die, long after you wish to, and you will find no way back.


	Rasalom’s only regret was that success today would mean forgoing his vengeance on the transgressor. Slowly destroying that man’s soul a second time would have been pure bliss. But he couldn’t have everything. He’d see the man suffer like everyone else, but that universal fate lacked the élan of what he’d been planning.


	Prepare yourself, Glaeken. The end begins today.
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	The man who once had been more than a man, who was known as Mr. Veilleur to many, and as Glaeken to a few, who had had numerous names, stood at his window and stared out at the Sheep Meadow.


	Far below, light traffic cruised Central Park West. A quiet, peaceful, sunny, summer Sunday morning in New York.


	Why then was he so filled with dread?


	The Fhinntmanchca . . . it could be only that. The Order, or perhaps Rasalom himself, had succeeded in bringing it into being.


	And that meant . . . what?


	He wished he knew. Perhaps then he might be able to head it off. But its purpose had always been a mystery.


	He could only wait and see. But he felt something awful coming, something cataclysmic.
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	“I really wonder if you should be out,” Weezy said as she strolled along the sunny side of Columbus Avenue with the Lady and the dog.


	Her long black dress and three-legged dog made it hard not to think of her as Mrs. Clevenger.


	“You keep saying that. You think I should hide? I am the Lady. I do not hide. And besides, if the Fhinntmanchca is going to disrupt the noosphere, it will do so no matter where I am.”


	Weezy couldn’t argue with the logic of that. The noosphere was all around, more ubiquitous than air. No one could protect it, no one could hide it, or hide from it.


	Still, Weezy worried.


	“But what if it’s after you—personally, I mean?”


	“Then it will find me eventually.”


	“Let’s hope Jack finds it first.”


	The Lady nodded. “And for your sake—for everyone’s sake—let’s hope he can do something about it. But I fear he cannot.”


	A warm feeling rippled through her. “Jack seems full of surprises.”


	“A very capable man, but everyone has limits, even the Heir.” She pointed to their left. “Let’s head this way. We can walk along the edge of Taxidermy Park.”


	Weezy smiled. “Why do you call it that?”


	“A piece of the city’s wild past stuffed and mounted and put on display.” As they crossed the avenue she said, “You love him, don’t you.”


	The words startled her. “We’re just old friends—dear old friends—and I care deeply for him, but I don’t love . . .”


	Or did she?


	The wall of denial she’d built collapsed, and what she saw staggered her.


	Yes, she’d fallen for him. But she’d been vulnerable. The void Steve left had never closed. She’d tried to fill it with her probings into the secrets behind 9/11, but that hadn’t been enough. It wasn’t just that he’d come back into her life, it was the way he’d come back—at full charge, with such drama. Vulnerable? She’d been a sitting duck.


	Or maybe nothing was really new about this. She suspected now that she might have loved him back when they were teens, but her neurotransmitters had been too screwed up, swinging her moods back and forth, up and down, to let her notice.


	Or were her feelings now just a manifestation of a new swing of her bipolar pendulum? Were these true emotions or just another hypomanic oscillation?


	It sucked not to be able to trust your feelings.


	The Lady suddenly gripped her arm and pulled her toward the curb. “Let’s cross the street here.”


	Weezy sensed a sudden urgency. “Why?”


	“I do not wish to walk past that place.”


	Weezy looked over her shoulder and saw a blue awning leading to glass doors. Sitchin Clinic was etched in the glass.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“Their screams.”


	Baffled, Weezy looked again and saw Women’s Center in smaller letters. Women’s center . . . the euphemism for abortion clinic.


	“You can hear . . . ?”


	The Lady nodded. “They linger.”


	After they’d walked a ways in silence, the Lady said, “His heart is taken, you know.”


	“Jack’s? Yeah, I met her.”


	And liked her, damn it. Not the kind of woman she would have expected to be paired with the man Jack had become, but their differences seemed to strengthen their bond instead of weaken it.


	“But we were close long before she even knew he existed. I can claim first dibs.” When the Lady gave her a look, she added, “Only kidding. But who knows? They could split. Nothing lasts forever, right?”


	She immediately hated herself for saying that. She didn’t wish anyone pain, especially Jack, but relationships fell apart every day.


	“They have a special bond . . . a child.”


	“Vicky? She’s a doll, but—”


	“No. Another child . . . unborn.”


	Weezy stopped walking and gawked at her. “Gia’s pregnant?”


	The Lady shook her head. “Was. I will explain . . .”
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	The few Kickers on the front steps of the Lodge did not seem their cocky selves. They looked shaken.


	“Hey, what’s up?” Jack said, shaking out a cigarette and offering the pack to one of the hangers.


	The guy waved him off, saying, “It’s awful.”


	The Fhinntmanchca, maybe?


	“What happened?”


	“I didn’t see it go down, but Hags and Ansari, man . . . I got a peek at them. The others are bad, but they’re just awful.”


	Something awful had happened to that creep Ansari? Well, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.


	Diana’s warning popped into his head. It’s dangerous. It’s deadly.


	“I’m not following. What—?”


	“Darryl . . .” The guy shook his head.


	“Darryl?” He remembered Ansari telling him about his HIV. “I thought he’d been kicked out.”


	“So did I. But he was back this morning and . . .” He shook his head again and looked away.


	“Thanks. You’ve been a big help.”


	As Jack turned and climbed toward the entrance, he heard the wail of sirens. From the top of the steps he could see a pair of ambulances making their way down the street. He hurried inside where he found more shell-shocked Kickers milling around.


	Where would Darryl and Ansari be? A group of guys were clustered around the stairway down to the basement. He headed in their direction. The basement looked like the place to be, and after following Thompson and Drexler yesterday, that made sense. If the Fhinntmanchca was here, that was where he’d find it.


	“All right, everybody!” he called, clapping his hands as he approached. “Let’s get clear! The ambulances are here. Let’s let the EMTs through.”


	He began clearing a path down the steps, but a big guy at the door wouldn’t move.


	“Off-limits. And who the fuck are you?”


	Jack looked him square in the eye. “One of your Kicker brothers. And I’ve got EMTs right behind me. You gonna keep them out while Hags and Ansari bleed to death?”


	His eyes shifted. “Ain’t bleeding.”


	No? Strange. Now he wanted more than ever to get past that door.


	“You know what I mean. Come on, clear the door. You really gonna stand there and keep them from getting help?”


	That last seemed to do it. With a grunt he turned the knob and shoved the door open. Jack slipped through and found a mess.


	He counted eight Kickers, each seemingly damaged in a different way, lying or sitting on the floor. Moans and sobs filled the room. Half a dozen others stood and stared at them or tried to help. He spotted Ansari on his knees, tears streaming down his cheeks as he felt around on the floor with his left hand.


	“Anybody seen my hand? Where’s my fucking hand?”


	What?


	And then Jack saw the stump of his right wrist, but no blood there—it looked charred.


	Hagaman sat on the floor, his back against the wall, his face a sick pale green. He clutched the stump of his left arm, charred as well. The rest of the arm lay across his lap.


	He kept repeating, “You think they’ll be able to sew it back on? Do ya? Do ya?”


	Half a dozen other Kickers had deep, deep burns in their arms and backs. One lay facedown on the floor. He had a fist-size hole in his upper back, all the way through into his chest cavity. Except for the lack of blood, it looked like the kind of exit wound a Magnum hollowpoint would make. The guy’s eyes stared at nothing and he wasn’t breathing.


	What the hell happened here?


	“Where’s the boss?” he asked one of the dazed-looking Kickers standing around and watching. The guy wore his sandy hair in a long mullet.


	“Huh?” He blinked and focused. He seemed to have been in a trance. “He followed Darryl.”


	“Where’d they go?”


	“The fuck should I know?” he said, his voice thick with the Deep South. “I just hope I never fuckin see that guy again.”


	“Who, the boss?”


	“You fuckin kiddin me? Darryl!” He gestured to the fallen Kickers. “Look what he did!”


	Jack stared at the guy. He seemed sober. His pupils looked okay.


	Shock seeped through as he surveyed the devastation again.


	“Darryl did this?”


	“Fuck yeah!”


	Jack tried to imagine it and failed.


	“How?”


	“The fuck I know? Like anything he touched turned to steam. Never seen nothin like it and hope to God I never see it again.”


	Darryl? This guy had to be on drugs. But then again, the wounds Jack had seen sort of fit with what he was saying.


	But how? Could it have anything to do with the Fhinntmanchca? Had to. What other explanation could there be?


	Over the guy’s shoulder and past his mullet, Jack saw the door to the smaller side room standing open. He needed to see what lay at the bottom of that circular stairway.


	“How about Drexler? He around?”


	“Who?”


	“The dude in the white suit.”


	“Oh, yeah. That his name? He went with the boss.”


	The EMTs arrived then, and suddenly the focus was on them. Jack used the diversion to slip into the back room.


	Inside, the closet door stood open, with the trapdoor up as well. Looked like someone had left in a hurry. Jack closed the door to the main room, then stepped into the closet and listened for sound from below.


	All quiet.


	Okay. Make this quick.


	He drew the Glock and started down at a quick pace, but the way the staircase wobbled slowed him. He spotted gaps in the railings. They looked melted . . . charred . . . like the wounds he’d just seen.


	Darryl?


	When he reached the subcellar he found the lights on. It smelled like the hold of a slave ship. A quick search proved it empty except for a leaking, gelatinous mass in an alcove at the far end. Jack approached it cautiously, wondering what it could be.


	A close-up view was no help. He nudged it with a boot and the toe popped through the skin or whatever encased it. Thick, milky-white goo began to leak out onto the floor. Jack slapped a hand over his nose and stepped back. It stank like a rotten egg . . .


	Diana had described the Fhinntmanchca as emerging from an egg. Was this it? If so, where was the Fhinntmanchca?


	Darryl. Darryl had the Fhinntmanchca. That had to be it. He’d carried it up from the subcellar and whoever got in his way got hurt.


	Had to find Darryl.


	He ran up the wrought-iron stair, ignoring the wobble, and charged into the main room. The EMTs looked baffled as they tended to the wounded. Jack slipped past, made it up the steps, and out to the front entrance.


	“Anyone see where Darryl went?” he called from the top step.


	The dozen or so hanging about ignored him, but Kewan was just arriving from the right.


	“Just saw him, Johnny,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Crossing Allen. The boss and the suit weren’t far behind.”


	I owe you, Kewan, he thought as he hurried down the steps.


	“Thanks, man.”


	Kewan smiled and held up two fingers, scissoring them open and closed. “Got a cig?”


	Jack pulled the pack from his pocket and pressed it into his hand.


	“All yours, my friend.”


	“Hey, awright!”


	Jack left him shaking one free as he trotted up the street.


	Thompson and Drexler following Darryl. Only one reason he could think of for that confirmed his earlier suspicion: Darryl had the Fhinntmanchca.
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	Mother . . .


	The word breathed in his mind, filled it, flooded it, owned it.


	Not his mother, not anyone’s mother, just an idea of mother. And he wanted her.


	She was a glowing speck in his vision, dead ahead, but far ahead, miles ahead.


	He came to a wall. He could see the bright mother speck against the bricks. He turned and walked along until he cleared the wall, then he turned and faced the speck again. He continued his journey toward it . . . toward her.


	For he must reach her. Nothing else mattered. His wants, his needs, his dreams, none of that mattered. Not even his name mattered.


	His name . . . he was pretty sure it was “Darryl.” He’d heard people say that word to him. He remembered being sick and wanting a cure, but the memory of just what kind of sickness he’d had was lost to him now.


	It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore but Mother. He had to find her, embrace her, clutch her to him.


	And then he would be well. Then he would be clean and whole, and all the world would be renewed.


	He picked up speed.


	I’m coming, Mother.
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	“Where the fuck is he going?” Thompson said in a peeved tone. “We must have walked ten miles already.”


	Ernst glanced at him. Sweat beaded his face. The hair at the nape of his neck was dark with moisture.


	“More like half that,” Ernst said, but he knew how Thompson felt.


	The heat of the day was growing and he was not dressed for this sort of activity. He’d unbuttoned his vest and loosened his collar, but none of that had helped. Plus he wasn’t used to physical activity. He wished he’d done more to stay in shape.


	Darryl had led them up Bowery and then up Broadway through Times Square. Now he seemed headed toward Central Park. The stores weren’t open yet, so car and pedestrian traffic were light. Good thing. Because Darryl did not stop for anything. He seemed to have a specific destination in mind and was relentless in his progress toward it. He paid no heed to WALK or DON’T WALK signals, simply stepped off the curb and into the street without breaking stride, sometimes to a chorus of shrieking tires, blaring horns, and screamed curses. He didn’t seem to notice. His pale skin, sunken eyes, stained clothing, and stiff, plastered-down hair lent him a frightening look that caused the scattered Sunday morning pedestrians to allow him plenty of room.


	As they neared Central Park South, the street and pedestrian traffic thickened. Something was going to happen. A collision with a car or a person seemed inevitable.


	“Maybe we should walk ahead of him,” Ernst said.


	Thompson nodded. “Just thinking the same thing. Only a matter of time before—”


	A woman screamed and fell away from Darryl, dropping to her knees and clutching her forearm as a teacup-size puff of scarlet smoke evaporated in the air between them.


	“My arm!” she wailed. “He burned my arm!”


	Ernst hurried past without looking at her, his eyes fixed on Darryl’s back. He edged by those deadly swinging arms and positioned himself a dozen feet in front of him. He began waving his own arms as he matched his pace to Darryl’s.


	“Make room! Make room! Coming through!”


	He didn’t know how badly that woman was hurt, but had no doubt Emergency Services would be called. Police would arrive with them, and soon they’d be searching for Darryl. The last thing needed now was a melee between Darryl and the NYPD. He didn’t think anyone or anything could stop Darryl, but they could impede him, throw him off course, perhaps make him miss a window of opportunity for whatever he was supposed to accomplish.


	They’d have a much harder time finding him without a trail of wounded pedestrians to follow.


	People seemed to be listening to him, because they were moving to the sides to let him pass. Ernst kept glancing over his shoulder to check on Darryl’s position. He wanted to keep a safe distance between them.


	He came to 58th Street. The orange don’t-walk hand was lit. He knew Darryl would ignore it. He looked left and saw a black stretch limo racing his way, trying to make the light. Another backward glance shot Ernst’s heart rate into the stratosphere: Darryl and the limo were on a collision course.


	He stepped out into the street and began waving at the car, but it didn’t slow. If anything, it picked up speed as it began to honk at him. Darryl was closer now. Ernst held his ground and waved his arms more frantically. The car never slowed. The honks became one prolonged blare. The maniac was going to hit him.


	Ernst jumped out of the way just as Darryl stepped off the curb and into the street.
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	“Oh, my God,” Weezy said. “He’s been through pure hell.”


	As they’d strolled through Central Park, the Lady had covered the past year or so of Jack’s life—sketching the succession of betrayals and treachery, the circumstances of Kate’s and his father’s deaths, Tom’s mysterious fate, but going into detail about what had happened to Vicky, Gia, and their baby just this past January. Eventually they’d reached the Turtle Pond and settled there.


	They’d chosen a spot near the water’s edge. The grass had been worn thin by the countless feet trampling it day after day, but that changed as soon as the Lady seated herself on the ground. Weezy watched in amazement as the anemic, beaten-down blades closest to her began to thicken and green and straighten. The rejuvenation spread in a slowly widening ripple until the grass for about a hundred feet in all directions looked like a carefully manicured lawn.


	And then the turtles began to leave the water and approach. Soon a couple of dozen clustered around her, stretching their necks from their shells to stare at her.


	But that didn’t last. They’d had the lawn pretty much to themselves when they arrived, but now people were beginning to straggle in, bringing blankets and kids and food. The Lady shooed the turtles back into the water.


	Weezy watched them swim with their heads above the surface toward the island at the center of the pond. Birds were circling and landing there. Not far away a snowy egret stood frozen in the shallows, eyes fixed on the water, waiting for breakfast to swim by. Nearby a man was trying to help his son launch a kite but the breeze was too gentle to keep it aloft.


	Granite-walled Belvedere Castle with its conical tower loomed on the opposite shore atop Vista Rock, while the horseshoe of the Delacorte Theater sat empty to their right. She remembered dragging Steve there years ago to see Hamlet at the annual “Shakespeare in the Park” series.


	A lump formed in her throat as she remembered how he’d said he’d hated reading Shakespeare in school and she’d countered that the plays were meant to be seen and heard, not read. He’d come away a fan.


	If only he could be here beside her now, with the Lady, learning the secrets behind the Secret History.


	Weezy gestured around her. “All this peace and beauty. It’s all stage dressing, isn’t it. Built to keep us from knowing about the dark turmoil that lurks behind it all.”


	“No,” the Lady said. “It’s real enough. It’s simply not the only reality. And it is just as well that what is on the other side is hidden. Revealing it would cause only panic and misery.”


	“But people deserve the truth, don’t they?”


	She shrugged her thin, stooped shoulders. “Why? Because you think knowledge is power? It isn’t. Behind all this is an ugly truth they are powerless to do anything about.”


	Weezy couldn’t—wouldn’t buy that.


	“Then why am I parsing the Compendium? Why is Jack somewhere out there trying to find the Fhinntmanchca?”


	“You and Jack are not common folk. You are gifted, and he is . . . cursed.” She pointed to a woman playing pattycake with a little girl on a blanket. “Look at that mother. Would she be better off knowing what fate awaits her child if the Fhinntmanchca destroys the noosphere? Would she be happier? Would she even be out here playing with her child if she knew?”


	She thought about what the Lady had said about Jack.


	. . . cursed . . .


	From what she’d heard, it certainly seemed that way.


	A spear has no branches . . .


	Those words, and their portent, made her shudder each time she thought of them.


	“How does Gia handle that?” she wondered out loud.


	“Handle what?”


	“Knowing that someone tried to kill her and Vicky and did kill her daughter just because the baby was Jack’s?”


	“She doesn’t know,” the Lady said.


	“How can that—?”


	“Jack hasn’t told her yet.”


	“Oh.”


	Not good. She could see him looking and waiting for the right time to drop that bomb, but more than six months had passed.


	“An odd tone in that syllable.”


	“Big, big mistake.”


	The Lady turned to her. “I agree. But you sound disappointed.”


	“Maybe I am . . . a little.” She wasn’t sure why.


	“Because he is not perfect?”


	Was that it?


	“Maybe.”


	“Is that fair to him? He’s never pretended to be perfect. Quite the contrary. He makes mistakes and he knows it. And though he may be the Heir, he’s still only human. I know many beings who are perfectly human, but not one perfect human being. We should not expect perfection in anyone. If we do we shall be perfectly frustrated.”


	“We shouldn’t expect even you to be perfect?”


	The Lady smiled. “I’m only as perfect as the beings who feed the noosphere, and they are all imperfect.”


	Something occurred to her, and it made her uncomfortable.


	“You know an awful lot about Jack. Are you that aware of everyone?”


	She shook her head. “Because he is the Heir, I know where he is and I can find him. I pay special attention to Jack. That was why I moved into Johnson shortly after he was born. He was never aware of it, but I’ve kept an eye on him all his life.”


	Weezy shook her head. “I could have used some looking after.”


	“Your trials came from within and from the world around you, but they were always of this sphere. Jack has been an object of scrutiny from beyond.”


	“ ‘Watched keenly and closely by intelligences greater than man’s.’ ” She winked at the Lady. “H. G. Wells, War of the Worlds.”


	“Perhaps not so ‘keenly and closely,’ but watched nonetheless. It is not for me to interfere in the natural course of events in this sphere.” She nudged the dog with a foot and it raised its head. “My friend here is not so strict as I on such matters, but the fact remains that, despite how much we wish we could at times, we do not exist to influence human concerns and events.”


	“Except in Jack’s case.”


	“His case is different. Forces from beyond this sphere have impinged and warped the trajectory of his life. Since they originate beyond the normal course of human events, I have on occasion felt justified in stepping in to nudge him onto a less hazardous path, or to ameliorate the effects of their intrusions. I have had varying success. For instance, I was able to save Gia and Vicky. I could not save their unborn.”


	Weezy thought again about Gia not knowing that the accident was no accident, and that it had been caused simply because of her relationship with Jack.


	How would she react when Jack finally told her? Weezy didn’t know her well enough to say. But she had a pretty good idea how she’d feel if she happened to learn from another source: furious, betrayed, devastated.


	It might destroy their relationship.


	Weezy suddenly hated herself for what she was thinking.


	Don’t. Go. There.


	Ever.


	The thought retreated, but it wouldn’t die.


	“You should convince him to tell Gia about what happened—ASAP.”


	“That is not my province. But you, as a friend—”


	“Me?”


	“If you love him, you will tell him.”


	“Is that why you told me all this? I could just as easily tell Gia and ruin things between them.”


	The Lady looked at her. “I don’t think you would do such a thing.”


	“I’m even less perfect than Jack. And I’m not even supposed to know about it.”


	She almost wished she didn’t.


	“But you do. And you can tell him where you heard it. You may have an opportunity very soon.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“He’s coming this way.”
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	Jack squatted briefly by the woman who’d screamed—a young, pretty Hispanic with tear-streaked cheeks.


	“Can I help?”


	He doubted he could but he wanted to see what had happened to her.


	A man standing beside her said, “I just called nine-one-one.”


	She showed him a charred area on her forearm. An area maybe four inches long and half an inch deep had been burned away.


	“It hurts!”


	“What did he burn you with? What did it look like?”


	“Nothing! I just brushed against his hand.”


	“But he must have been holding something.”


	She shook her head. “No. I thought so too, but when I looked all I saw was his hand. It was like his skin burned me. But how can that be?”


	“Good question.”


	But it dovetailed with what the Kicker in the basement had said: Anything Darryl touched dissolved.


	Why? How? And if that were true . . .


	He’d been trailing Thompson and Drexler as they followed Darryl, and had wondered all the while what had happened to him. He looked like he was on his way to an audition for George Romero, so people tended to get out of his way. This was the first time something like this had happened. Just lucky, he guessed. If Darryl’s touch meant—


	The blaring of a car horn and the squeal of skidding tires pulled Jack to his feet. He turned in time to see a limo plow into Darryl, sending him flying. He landed on his back on Broadway and rolled once. As he pushed himself off the pavement, the asphalt erupted in black steam where his hands touched it. He regained his feet, shook himself, then resumed his uptown trek as if nothing had happened. Jack watched in shock. That kind of impact should have broken at least one leg. Darryl wasn’t even limping.


	As he approached a gaggle of gawkers that stood in his path, he said something that sounded like, “Mother.”


	
Jack started forward. If Darryl waded into them—bloodbath. But Thompson was ahead of him, shouting as he hurried toward the onlookers.


	“Out of his way!”


	Drexler did the same. “Let him through!”


	They needn’t have bothered. The knot was already unraveling at Darryl’s approach.


	Jack held back, stepping into the street and checking out the asphalt Darryl had touched. He found two perfect handprints, each about three inches deep, melted into the pavement. He stepped toward the limo where its driver stood looking back and forth between Darryl’s retreating figure and the hood of his car. A hole had been melted through the steel.


	Only one conclusion here: Darryl wasn’t carrying the Fhinntmanchca, Darryl was the Fhinntmanchca.


	And he was heading uptown.


	Where Jack lived.


	Mother . . .


	The word rushed back at Jack like a bullet. He’d said “Mother.” That could only mean the Lady. They’d assumed the Fhinntmanchca would be out to disrupt the noosphere, but it looked like he—or it, or whatever Darryl had become—was after the Lady herself.


	He pulled out his phone and dialed his apartment.


	No answer.


	He tried the phone he’d given Weezy and the voice mail picked up immediately. She must have shut it off again.


	He watched Darryl’s retreating back. If he was heading for the Lady, then he was heading for the apartment. Jack had to get there first. Warn the Lady. Get her out of there. Tell her to move to the Wilkins ice shelf or someplace equally remote until he’d figured how to deal with this.


	His first thought was to take the subway, but the Sunday trains ran few and far between. Something could go wrong and Darryl might beat him on foot. Best thing was to hoof it up there ahead of him.


	Jack broke into a loping run, planning to bypass Darryl and his two handlers. He was just catching up when he saw Darryl step off the curb and stride into the middle of Columbus Circle. Drexler and Thompson stayed ahead of him, waving their arms, trying to prevent another collision. Amid screeching tires and blaring horns they succeeded—just barely—and Darryl entered Central Park.


	Jack stood staring. If Darryl had been heading toward the apartment, he’d have angled left, staying on Broadway, following it into the Upper West Side. Instead he was taking a straight-ahead uptown course, due north.


	But to where?


	All Jack could do was follow.


	He crossed into the park and quickly caught up. Darryl had left the path and was striding through the trees and bushes, with Drexler and Thompson close behind.


	As he pressed into brush he would push it aside, dissolving whatever he touched. Jack tried to understand what he’d become. Not like he was antimatter, because when matter and antimatter collided, the result was mutual destruction. With Darryl, the destruction was only one-sided. Was that what the Fhinntmanchca was—some sort of human-Otherness hybrid capable of destroying any earthly matter it contacted? That was how it seemed. Except for his clothes. Why hadn’t his clothes dissolved? Had to be a reason, and Jack was sure it wasn’t modesty.


	Darryl marched straight through the Heckscher ball fields, into the trees beyond, and then across the Sheep Meadow. Anyone who might have got in his way took one look at him and moved aside.


	Where the hell was he going?


	When he plowed into the trees at the north end of the Sheep Meadow and kept going, Jack had had enough.


	Time for some answers.


	He checked his pockets. He’d come prepared for various levels of conflict, close order and otherwise: a sap, a miniature stun gun, his backup piece, and an extra mag for his Glock.


	Drexler and Thompson had been so intent on where Darryl was going they’d rarely looked back. Jack had stayed off to the side, following at a distance and at an angle, paralleling their course. As they entered the trees, he picked up his pace and closed the gap.


	When he reached them he had his Glock and stun gun—a Firefly model, the size of a cigarette pack—ready. Thompson was on the left, Drexler on the right, so Jack held his weapons accordingly. Drexler had to know more, so that meant Thompson was going down.


	They heard him at the last moment and turned. Jack pressed the Firefly against Thompson’s upper arm, releasing 950,000 volts into his nervous system.


	“Good morning,” he said to Drexler, jamming the Glock’s muzzle under his chin while he counted off five seconds of shock. Thompson jerked and spasmed, then collapsed as his muscles lost all tone. He lay in the brush, limp and dazed, as threatening as a puddle.


	“Who are you?” Drexler said, on tiptoe now because of the upward pressure of the barrel. “Do you have any idea who I am, who you’re dealing with?”


	Jack pocketed the Firefly, grabbed the man’s shirtfront, and wheeled him around so he could keep an eye on Thompson. Then he chose his words for maximum impact.


	“Your precious Fhinntmanchca—where’s it going?”


	Drexler’s eyes widened in shock. “What—what did you say?”


	“You heard me. Your Fhinntmanchca—what’s it up to?” He lowered the pistol to Drexler’s gut. “Don’t worry, it’s not answer or die—it’s answer or hurt a lot. An awful lot. Ever been gut shot?”


	“Nein! Don’t!”


	“Then educate me. What do you expect it to do?”


	“I have no idea, I swear!”


	“Didn’t the One tell you?”


	That had been a shot in the dark, but it struck pay dirt. Jack hadn’t thought Drexler’s eyes could widen any further, but they managed.


	“Who are you? How can you know—?”


	Jack shook him and spoke through his teeth. “What . . . is . . . happening?”


	“I swear I don’t know. That’s why I was following—to see. I swear.”


	Jack believed him. Rasalom was supposedly the only one who knew, and if he wasn’t talking, then Drexler had to find out on his own, just like Jack.


	But not with Jack.


	He took a small step back and looked him up and down. His white suit was speckled with what looked like coffee stains.


	“You fallen on hard times? What happened to your wonderful ice cream suit? You used to be such a neatnik.”


	The blue eyes bored into Jack’s. “How do you know me?” The eyes narrowed. “We’ve met before, haven’t we? The Taint is heavy upon you. I know you—”


	Enough of that. Jack spun him around.


	“What are you doing?”


	He pulled out the Firefly and jammed it against the back of his neck. Five seconds later he joined Thompson on the ground. The Kicker king was stirring so Jack gave him another quick jolt, then went in pursuit of Darryl.


	His trail of ruined vegetation made him easy to find. Jack followed as he skirted the lake along its west side, then passed behind the Delacorte. But instead of continuing uptown after clearing the theater, he stopped and looked around until his gaze fixed on something to his right.


	He said, “Mother,” and began to move in that direction.


	Alarmed, Jack ran up behind him and scanned the area around the Turtle Pond. He let out a shout when he recognized two figures sitting on the grass.
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	“No!”


	The raw emotion in the shout grabbed Weezy’s attention. Something familiar about the voice too. She looked up and saw a scary-looking guy striding straight for them along the water’s edge. His gaze seemed fixed just over her shoulder—at the Lady.


	And then someone ran up behind him carrying a long club—no, a five-foot deadwood branch, thicker than a baseball bat. She didn’t recognize his rage-contorted face at first, then—


	“Jack!”


	Without a word of warning he swung the branch against the stranger’s back. It landed with a loud thunk! that sent him stumbling ahead.


	“Weezy!” Jack shouted. “Get her out of here!”


	“Whatever is Jack doing?” the Lady said.


	Weezy scrambled to her feet.


	“I don’t know, but I’m sure he had a very good reason for attacking that man.”


	“What man?”


	Weezy turned to her. She was staring at Jack and obviously saw him, but . . .


	“The man in the dirty work shirt.” She pointed. “Can’t you see him? He’s right there.”


	The Lady shook her head. “No. I see Jack swinging a dead branch.”


	The dog sensed something. He was on his three legs, baring his teeth as the fur rose along his back.


	Weezy turned back in time to see Jack thrust the branch between the stranger’s legs. The man pitched forward onto his hands and knees. Weezy jumped as she saw the wet ground near the water erupt in steam and seem to dissolve where his palms landed.


	“Ohmygod!”


	“What just happened there?” the Lady said.


	At least she’d seen that. And then Weezy remembered a remark she’d made earlier.


	. . . certain doings involving the Otherness are hidden from me . . .


	This strange man was somehow connected to the Otherness. That had to be it. Maybe he had something to do with the Fhinntmanchca.


	As the man pushed himself back to his feet, Jack swung the branch again, this time at his head, but the end dissolved in a puff of smoke where it made contact. The man seemed oblivious. He straightened and started toward them again.


	Weezy tugged the Lady to her feet. “We’ve got to get away!”


	“I don’t understand.”


	“Look,” she said, pointing to the dog who had placed himself between the Lady and the stranger. “He does.”


	Weezy couldn’t tell if the dog could see him or simply sensed a threat. She looked around. People had stopped what they were doing and turned to stare. A couple of men were hurrying over, probably coming to help the man Jack was attacking.


	She turned back and gasped when she saw the pistol in Jack’s hand.


	He’d positioned himself with the man between him and the pond. He raised the pistol in a two-handed grip and fired. People all around began to scream and run. The approaching men did about-faces and ran to join the fleeing crowd.


	Weezy held her ears as Jack pumped one bullet after another, at least a dozen, in rapid succession into the stranger. She saw holes appear in his work shirt, but instead of blood, only small gray wisps of smoke puffed out. The man barely seemed to notice. She saw Jack step closer, raise the pistol, and fire twice into the side of the man’s head. The bullets disappeared into two puffs of smoke as soon as they contacted his scalp. The man didn’t even break stride. It seemed whatever contacted his skin dissolved.


	With a cry of rage, Jack tossed the pistol aside and picked up the branch again. Holding it like a medieval knight might a lance, he charged the man and rammed it into his side. This knocked him off balance but he did not go down. As Jack kept jabbing the branch into the man’s flank, pushing him toward the water, the dog let out a howl and attacked.


	Whether he could see the stranger or not, Weezy couldn’t be sure, but even if not, the way Jack was batting at him gave a pretty clear indication of where the threat lay.


	“No!” Weezy screamed as the dog launched himself into the air, jaws agape, ready to bite. “Don’t!”


	The dog’s teeth sank into the man’s chest and the front of his head exploded in a red mist just as Jack rammed another blow to the left ribs with the branch. The combination of forces pushed the man off balance and he staggered to his right and tumbled into the pond.


	The water exploded into jets of steam, shooting high and wide, its roiling billows blotting out the man and the pond and even the castle.


	“Oh, no!” the Lady cried, rushing toward where the dog lay on its side on the grass. “What happened? What happened?”


	Weezy grabbed her arm. “You can’t stay here!”


	She pulled free and knelt by the dog’s limp form. His jaws were gone, his eyes too. What was left of his head and the base of his tongue weren’t bleeding. It looked as if the flesh had fused. His gullet was still open and his chest rose and fell—still alive but just barely.


	“What happened?”


	The pond was still billowing steam like a boiling cauldron, enveloping Jack where he stood at the water’s edge.


	“The Fhinntmanchca!” he called from within the fog. “That guy was the Fhinntmanchca. He was here to kill you. You’ve got to get as far away as possible.”


	“Yes!” Weezy cried. “Listen to Jack.”


	“Not without him.” She slipped her arms beneath the dog. “We stay together—always.”


	Weezy reached to help her. “Here, then. Let me—”


	“No.” The Lady shook her head as she rose with the limp form in her arms. “It can be only me. I—”


	She heard Jack shout, “No!” as a figure in tattered clothing lunged from the fog with open arms.


	“Mother!”


	He threw his arms around the Lady and the dog in a needy embrace and the world exploded into darkness—a silent blast of anti-light that lasted only a heartbeat or two. No blast effect, no shock wave, but Weezy felt it suck the heart and heat out of her.


	And then it was gone, letting the daylight return. Weezy blinked in the glare like someone who’d just spent days in a cave. When her eyes adjusted and she could see again, she cried out her loss.


	The Lady was gone.


	18


	From his place on the rooftop, Rasalom heard the silent blast and raised his arms toward the vault of the sky, not in supplication, but in triumph.


	Done.


	She was gone. He could sense her absence. The Fhinntmanchca had done its job. Opus Omega had finally yielded fruit, though not in the originally intended manner. All those millennia of flogging generation after generation of the Septimus Order to keep setting those pillars, only to learn that they could not complete it. The Orsa had been the fail-safe, and that was why it had had to be secured no matter what the risks.


	He had thought the Lady dead once before, when that little would-be usurper of his name had set the chew wasps on her. No one had been more surprised than he—except perhaps the Lady herself—when it appeared she had succeeded. The petty pretender had had no idea what she was doing, and only a unique alliance of circumstances had allowed her the means.


	But she had merely appeared to succeed, for the Lady had reappeared elsewhere, wounded but alive.


	Not this time.


	The Fhinntmanchca existed solely for this task, and it had succeeded.


	Now the Enemy will see this world as non-sentient and thus without value. It will turn away and devote its attentions to other worlds.


	Your time has just ended, Glaeken, and mine is about to begin.


	He wondered at his subdued feelings. Where was the exuberance, the joy, the ecstasy of victory after such a prolonged conflict?


	Well, that would come.


	He began planning his next moves. The first was a minor matter: dispose of that noisome girl and her unborn child. The child might have proved useful had the Fhinntmanchca failed. But now that the Lady was gone, he had no use for it; it might even prove a liability. Eliminating liabilities had been his credo since the First Age. It had served him well through the millennia. No sense in changing tactics now.


	Dispose of her, then go to the mountain to initiate the Change. But first, the power.


	He waited for the surge as the Enemy vacated—power to begin the Change—in himself and in the world around him.


	But he felt nothing.


	No . . . that was not right. He did feel something, a growing sensation in the back of his mind, slowly spreading across it. Strangely familiar.


	It couldn’t be . . . no . . . no . . .


	“NO!”
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	“No!”


	Glaeken squeezed his eyes shut and jammed the heels of his hands against his temples. He backed away from the window and dropped into one of the thick-upholstered chairs.


	Something had happened, something terrible.


	The Lady . . . it had to be her. He didn’t sense her. Mortality had stripped him of certain abilities . . . awarenesses. The Lady’s existence was like a scent in the air, and now that scent was gone.


	The workaday world out there would not realize what had just happened. They did not know her scent, could not feel her presence, so they would be unaware of what they had lost.


	But the Ally would notice and would turn away from what it perceived as a dead world.


	Glaeken felt a sense of loss, a wave of sadness almost overwhelming in its intensity. She hadn’t been a person, not in a true sense, just a physical manifestation of something much larger and more complex, but she’d been a personality, and thus a person to him. He’d grown fond of her over the millennia, perhaps even grown to love her. Not like he loved Magda, of course. More like a sister, or a dear, dear friend.


	He’d had but two constants in his attenuated existence: Rasalom and the Lady. Now he had only Rasalom. And very soon Rasalom would—


	He started at a crash behind him. He rose and saw a figure slumped facedown across the coffee table. A woman—naked, old, frail. For a moment he thought it might be Magda—it wouldn’t be the first time she’d forgotten to get dressed—but then he saw the marks on her back and knew.


	“You live?”


	She raised her head and looked at him with bleary, pain-wracked eyes.


	“Help me. Please . . . help.”


	MONDAY


	1


	Jack stared at the thin figure slumped in the wheelchair.


	Not that he disbelieved Veilleur, but how could this wizened crone be the Lady?


	Veilleur had called yesterday to give Jack and Weezy the good news, but suggested they wait till morning before visiting. He’d directed them to the furnished apartment below his own. Its floor plan was identical to Glaeken’s, but the windows onto the park weren’t as grand.


	They’d found her propped up in a wheelchair by one of those windows, a frail old woman with tangled gray hair and rheumy, sunken eyes.


	He looked around. “Where’s Mister Veilleur?”


	“Upstairs with his wife,” the old woman said. “Magda is having one of her bad days. Every time he goes out, she suspects he’s with another woman. This morning she found me there and became hysterical.”


	“Poor man,” Weezy said. “Poor woman.”


	“The good thing is, she’ll forget by this afternoon. The bad thing is, he won’t.”


	Jack looked around again. Something else was missing. Then he realized what.


	“Where’s your dog?”


	She shook her head. “He couldn’t make it back.”


	“Oh,” he said, feeling a stab of guilt. “I’m sorry. I did everything I could to stop—”


	She lifted a gnarled hand. “He is not gone. He simply cannot be here. But you . . . you must not feel you failed. You could not have stopped him. No one could have.”


	He knew she was right. He’d done everything possible with the weapons at hand. And even if he’d had a grenade launcher or a surface-to-surface missile, the end would have been the same. But that didn’t make him feel any better. Not after how she’d been there for him, intervening when he’d had nowhere else to turn.


	Weezy stepped forward and laid a hand on her stooped shoulder. “What happened? You disappeared. Where did you go? Where did that strange awful man go?”


	“Mutual obliteration. The three of us died. I was nothingness. I did not exist. And then . . . awareness returned. Somehow, for some reason, the noosphere was able to restore me. But only me. It should not have had the power to do that, but it did. It does.”


	Weezy frowned. “I don’t understand. You aren’t the noosphere, just a manifestation of it. Did your . . . ‘obliteration’ damage it?”


	“No. But don’t forget, I grew as the noosphere grew. When the sentient biosphere was small, the young noosphere initiated my existence. I began as a spark that became an infant, that became a child, and so on. It took millennia for the noosphere to grow, and as it developed, so did I, finally developing into adulthood at the dawn of the First Age. An unforeseen, profoundly tragic consequence of my matured existence was that it signaled the sentience of this world throughout the multiverse.”


	Jack said, “Attracting the attention of the Ally and the Otherness.”


	“Exactly. The Conflict was very much in the open then, much more head-on. After the Ally gained the upper hand and the Otherness caused the Great Cataclysm, more oblique means were sought by the other side—such as shutting down the beacon. Thus I became a target, and Opus Omega was born.”


	Jack took his turn at the window and looked left. He couldn’t see the Turtle Pond from here, but he could make out Belvedere Castle, which had overlooked everything that had gone down yesterday.


	“So yesterday was the culmination of millennia of effort to destroy you. But if eliminating you wasn’t going to hurt the noosphere that created you, why did they think the Fhinntmanchca would accomplish anything? The noosphere would simply re-create you and put you back out there as the beacon.”


	“It is not that simple. Obliterating me should have required the noosphere to re-create me from scratch again—from that spark I mentioned. I can act as a beacon only when I am mature. My development wouldn’t have taken as long as before, but more than long enough for the Ally to turn away and the Otherness to achieve a stranglehold.”


	“Why didn’t it happen that way?”


	“The only possible reason is that the noosphere is stronger and more resilient than I or anyone else ever imagined.”


	“But you’re so . . .”


	“Weak and old? Yes. But that the noosphere could do even this is miraculous. I am here—as an adult. And as such I remain the beacon. That is what is important. In the past, once I matured, I was able to appear at any age I wished. I often chose to be an old woman—no one feels threatened by an old woman. Now I have no choice.”


	“But at least you’re back,” Jack said.


	She nodded. “Yes, I have returned. Barely. But I had to come alone. The noosphere did not have enough to send back my companion. I did not want to return without him, but I had no choice. I had to appear again, had to take human form, even if it is only this. I have just enough strength to keep the Ally aware of the sentience of this biosphere.”


	Weezy went to the window and gazed out at the city.


	“They failed. Nine/eleven . . . the Septimus Order and R brought down the Towers, killed all those innocent people . . . for nothing.”


	“Not entirely for nothing.” She fumbled with the hem of her cardigan, then lifted it to bare her belly. “I have been sorely wounded.”


	Jack saw what she meant: A second tunnel ran through her—this one to the left of her navel. Weezy stepped back from the window for a look.


	“Ohmygod!”


	The Lady lowered the sweater. “I shall not survive another attack.”


	Jack thought of that ruined, leaking, deflated sack of . . . whatever in the Lodge’s subcellar. The “egg” in Diana’s Alarm. Big enough to contain a man and hatch him as something else. But all the king’s horses and lackeys weren’t putting that thing back together again.


	“There won’t be another Fhinntmanchca,” he said. “The Orsa is dead. It’s created its first and last.”


	Weezy said, “But you’ll get stronger, won’t you?”


	The Lady nodded. “With time and an unbroken feed from the noosphere, I will soon return to my former strength.”


	Jack said, “How soon?”


	“A year.”


	That long? pushed toward Jack’s lips, then he realized that a century didn’t qualify as an eye blink in her frame of reference. A year was barely measurable.


	“I have never been able to influence the conflict itself,” she added. “The Ally and the Otherness are far too vast. My importance has centered around my function as a beacon.” She looked at Jack. “But as you know, now and again I have been able to intervene and provide assistance in earthly matters involving the Conflict.”


	Jack nodded. He’d never forget how she’d stepped between Rasalom and him during his darkest hour, yanked Gia and Vicky back from the brink of death. He owed her for all that—and for what else? He wondered what she’d done for him without his knowing . . . say, as Mrs. Clevenger.


	“And I will be forever in your debt.”


	She shook her head. “No need. And no more from me for a while. Until I’m fully restored, I can play no part in what goes on about me. Nor can I move so freely among you as I used to. All my focus must be centered on simply existing. The beacon must remain lit.”


	Weezy dropped to one knee beside the wheelchair and gripped her hand.


	“You said you won’t survive another attack. How might they attack you again?”


	“It must be with something from the Other side—like the chew wasps from the cenote at the nexus point, or the Fhinntmanchca. Nothing of this Earth can harm me.”


	Jack watched Weezy give a knowing nod. He’d explained what had happened in Florida last year.


	“But Darryl was of this Earth,” he said.


	“No. He was no longer human. His very molecules had been changed to something Other, something from outside.”


	“What about R?” Weezy said.


	“Even the Adversary himself is powerless in that regard. Though he has become something more than human, he is of this Earth.” She patted the armrest of her wheelchair. “His minions could wire this chair with explosives and set them off, and I would not be scratched. So, unless they come up with something from the Other side—and I don’t think they will—or complete Opus Omega—equally unlikely—I believe I am safe for now.”


	“So it’s just a matter of time before you’re back on your feet.”


	She nodded. “As long as the noosphere retains its present intensity, I shall be as new by this time next year.”


	Weezy smiled at him, and Jack did his best to return it. But he worried. Many signs pointed to a coming darkness, an endless darkness that would arrive next spring.


	A year might be too long.
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	“Success?” Jack said as Russ opened the door.


	He’d turned off his phone while with the Lady, and when he turned it back on he’d found voice mail from Russ Tuit saying he had something for him.


	Russ shrugged as he stepped back to let him in. “Tough job. I don’t know if it’s accurate, but it’s as good as you’re going to get with available software. Better, actually, since I went into the code and added a couple modifications of my own.”


	Jack nodded without saying anything. He didn’t doubt that Russ had done exactly what he’d said, but the extolling of his own efforts tended to act as prelude to the pumping of his fee.


	“I approached it from every angle I could think of. I shaved each indi—”


	“Shaved?”


	Russ smiled. “Well, you wanted the beard off, right? So that required me to give him a shave. Get it?”


	“Got it.”


	“Anyhow, I shaved each individual image, then assembled a composite. I also made a composite of the bearded ones, and shaved that.”


	“And the result is?”


	Russ’s smile faltered. “Well, they’re not really the same face.”


	“How’s that possible?”


	He sat before his computer and began attacking the keyboard with machine-gun bursts of taps.


	“Just the way the software works. Take a look. This is the one where I shaved the composite and it’s probably the lesser of the two as far as accuracy goes.”


	A black-and-white image appeared on the monitor—the face of a dark-haired, dark-eyed, thin-lipped man who looked vaguely familiar, but not enough to trigger recognition.


	“Let me see the other.”


	Another face replaced the first and sparked a cascade of memories, all of them bad.


	“Shit.”


	Russ turned and grinned up at him. “I did it? You know him?”


	“Yeah.”


	Jack couldn’t take his eyes off that face.


	“Well? Who is he?”


	Jack continued to stare. “You don’t want to know.”


	Jack too would have preferred not to know, but he did.


	“The son of a bitch,” he muttered. “The lousy—”


	“You’re looking a little scary, Jack. Who is he?”


	He looked different from when Jack had seen him back in January—the nose was sure as all hell different—but not different enough to prevent recognition.


	All so clear now . . .


	Back in the nineties, after the Orsa became organic, the Order knew it was only a matter of time before it awakened, so they had to dig it up. To that end he’d infiltrated al Qaeda—probably not so difficult, considering his special abilities—and influenced the decision to attack America. Maybe he gave them the idea to use airliners as guided missiles. Perhaps they would have attacked the Trade Towers anyway—they’d already tried once—but he made sure they did.


	He’d soaked his hands in the blood of three thousand innocent people and licked them clean.


	Because during the attack Jack was sure he’d positioned himself close by, sucking up the terror, the panic, the chaos, the pain, the deaths, the grief and misery of loss. Same with the Madrid train bombings.


	Him.


	The man on the monitor screen.


	The One . . . the Adversary . . .


	He’d called himself Wahid bin Aswad. But he had a thing for anagrams, and that name didn’t work as one.


	Wait. Weezy had mentioned his full name: Wahid bin Aswad al Somar.


	Al Somar . . .


	That nailed it. No doubt now.


	Rasalom.


	“Can you copy that file onto a disk for me?”


	“Sure.”


	“Good. And after you do that, I advise you to erase the files and anything connected with them.”


	Russ looked worried. “Why? This a bad guy?”


	Jack nodded. “Real bad. The worst.”


	He didn’t want Russ caught in the middle of anything that Jack might start. And Jack intended to start something.


	As Russ made the copy, Jack looked into the eyes of the face on the screen.


	So . . . you don’t like your picture out and about? You send your Septimus flunkies around erasing all photographic evidence of your existence. What is it? Some First Age superstition? Afraid they contain pieces of your soul? Nah. You don’t believe in souls. More likely you’re afraid Glaeken will see through your disguises and decide to come looking for you. Yeah. Bet that’s it. You want to stay behind the scenes, pulling strings and playing Dr. Mabuse with nobody the wiser until the Big Day when the Otherness shows up.


	I can’t seem to find a way to hurt you, but maybe I can find a way to distract you, annoy you. I know how to be really, really annoying.


	Where are you now? Brooding and fuming about the failure of your Fhinntmanchca?


	I hope to hell so.
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	Ernst watched the One stare at the lifeless husk of the Orsa. Its stink did not seem to bother him. But his silence disturbed Ernst. The command had come to meet him here, yet the One had spoken not a single word since Ernst arrived, when he’d found him standing just as he was now.


	Ernst rolled his sore shoulders. Every muscle in his body ached from the Taser shock he’d received yesterday. A terrible experience. So helpless . . . completely at the mercy of that man.


	His jaw clenched. Who was he? He knew much more than he should. It hadn’t been Glaeken, he was sure of that. He’d never seen the legendary foe, but he was reputed to be a large man with flaming hair. This bearded stranger had been average in size and looks.


	Whoever he was, he had to be found. Thompson hadn’t seen him, but he was savagely intent on finding him. Ernst would add the Order and the Dormentalists to the Kickers numbers in the hunt. They’d find him. And when they did . . .


	But that was the future. Ernst hoped the One would allow him a future.


	He forced himself to speak, not simply to break the unbearable silence, but because he needed to know.


	“How could this happen? How could the Fhinntmanchca have failed?”


	A protracted silence followed, but finally the One responded.


	“The Fhinntmanchca did not fail. It did exactly what it was designed to do. But what happened after its success . . . that is troubling. Her source recreated her almost instantly. It should not have been able to do that. In fact, it was considered an impossibility. Something has changed, something unforeseen has taken place within her source, enhanced its power. You must learn what that is and reverse it. Soon.”


	And then he turned and walked away, leaving Ernst alone with his thoughts and the remains of the Orsa.


	The source . . . Ernst was familiar with the concept of another plane of existence engendered by the sum of human thoughts and interactions. In many circles it was considered a theory or a pipe dream. Ernst knew different. He knew it existed and was the progenitor of the Lady.


	In and of itself, the übermind was no impediment to the Otherness. But its creation—its Eve, as it were—was. Through the Lady it trumpeted its existence to the multiverse, and thus to the Enemy. It was powerful and grew incrementally more so with each increase in the sentient population of the biosphere. But it should not have been powerful enough to reconstruct its instrument in a flash. That bespoke enormous power.


	What was fueling that power?


	And then . . . a flash of insight. He might be right, he might be wrong, but he saw an entirely new avenue of attack.


	Excited, he hurried after the One to tell him.
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	AUTHOR’S NOTE


	The penultimate Repairman Jack novel.


	As mentioned in the past few books, I’m ending the series with number fifteen (though Jack will be a major player in Nightworld).


	I’ve always said this would be a closed-end series, that I would not run Jack into the ground, that I had a big story to tell and would lower the curtain after telling it.


	The end of that story is just around the corner.


	Fatal Error picks up in the winter following Ground Zero, and its finale coincides with that of Reprisal. If/when you read Reprisal, you’ll understand what happened between Glaeken and Rasalom in North Carolina. (See “The Secret History of the World” at the end of this book for how everything fits together.) As with the last couple of novels, Fatal Error doesn’t tie up as neatly as we’d all like, but it sets the stage for an ass-kicking finale to the series.


	One more Repairman Jack novel remains. Working title: The Dark at the End. Appropriate, I think, considering it ends just before Nightworld begins.
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	Hang in there, folks. It’s been a long ride, and we’ve still got a lot of wonder, terror, and tragedy ahead. I promise you’ll be glad you made the trip.


	—F. Paul Wilson the Jersey Shore
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	Munir stood on the curb, facing Fifth Avenue with Central Park behind him. He unzipped his fly and tugged himself free. His reluctant member shriveled at the cold slap of the winter wind, as if shrinking from the sight of all these passing strangers.


	At least he hoped they were strangers.


	Please let no one who knows me pass by. Or, Allah forbid, a policeman.


	He stretched its flabby length and urged his bladder to empty. That was what the madman had demanded of him, so that was what he had to do. He’d drunk two quarts of Gatorade in the past hour to ensure he’d be full to bursting, but he couldn’t go. His sphincter was clamped shut as tightly as his jaw.


	Off to his right the light at the corner turned red and the traffic slowed to a stop. A woman in a cab glanced at him through her window and started when she saw how he was exposing himself. Her lips tightened and she shook her head in disgust as she turned away. He could almost read her mind: A guy in a suit exposing himself on Fifth Avenue—the world’s going to hell even faster than they say.


	But it has become hell for me, Munir thought.


	He saw her pull out a cell phone and punch in three numbers. That could only mean she was calling 911. But he had to stay and do this.


	He closed his eyes to shut out the line of cars idling before him, tried to block out the tapping, scuffing footsteps of the shoppers and strollers on the sidewalk behind him as they hurried to and fro. But a child’s voice broke through.


	“Look, Mommy. What’s that man—?”


	“Don’t look, honey,” said a woman’s voice. “It’s just someone who’s not right in the head.”


	Tears became a pressure behind Munir’s sealed eyelids. He bit back a sob of humiliation and tried to imagine himself in a private place, in his own bathroom, standing over the toilet. He forced himself to relax, and soon it came. As the warm liquid streamed out of him, the waiting sob burst free, propelled equally by shame and relief.


	He did not have to shut off the flow. When he opened his eyes and saw the glistening, steaming puddle before him on the asphalt, saw the drivers and passengers and passersby staring, the stream dried up on its own.


	I hope that is enough, he thought. Please let that be enough.


	But he was not dealing with a sane man, and he had to please him. Please him or else . . .


	He looked up and saw a young blond woman staring down at him from a third-floor window in a building across the street. Her repulsed expression mirrored his own feelings. Averting his eyes, he zipped up and fled down the sidewalk, all but tripping over his own feet as he ran.
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	“Gross,” Dawn said, turning away from the window to pace the consultation room. “What is it with people?”


	“Pardon?” Dr. Landsman looked up from where he sat behind his desk, scribbling in her chart. “Did you say something?”


	Dawn Pickering didn’t want to talk about some creep peeing in the street, she wanted to talk about herself and her baby. She ran her hands over her swollen belly, bulging like a watermelon beneath her maternity top.


	“Can’t you . . . like . . . induce me or something?”


	She’d been reading up on labor and delivery lately, and was so not looking forward to it. A cesarean would be totally better—knock her out and cut her open. She wouldn’t feel a thing, but then she’d have a scar. Well, a scar was a small price to pay for simply waking up and having it all over.


	Dr. Landsman shook his head. “The baby’s not ready yet.”


	A balding, fiftyish guy, he’d just done a pelvic exam, followed by her umpteenth ultrasound. Then he’d left her and waited here in his office for her to dress and join him.


	“Isn’t the ultrasound supposed to give you a clue?”


	“It is, and it says he’s not ready yet. But it won’t be long. Your cervix is soft. Your body’s getting ready to deliver.”


	“But I was totally due in January and here it is February.” She rubbed her cold hands together. “Something’s wrong. You can tell me.”


	“Ten months is unusual, yes, but nothing’s wrong.”


	“Then why won’t you ever let me see the ultrasounds?”


	He did the scans himself instead of his tech, and never allowed anyone else in the room except Mr. Osala, her self-appointed guardian. The doctor had started giving her appointments on Mondays and Thursdays. Why? He had no office hours and no staff at all those days. Was that what he wanted? And during the ultrasounds, he always kept the monitor screen turned away from her. For some reason, he never seemed to tire of looking at her baby.


	“You wouldn’t understand what you were seeing.”


	She resented that. She might be only eighteen—turning nineteen next month—but she was no dummy. She’d been accepted to Colgate and would be there right now if she hadn’t screwed up her life.


	“You could point things out to me.”


	“The baby is fine. You feel him moving, don’t you?”


	“Like crazy.”


	Some days she felt like she had a soccer camp inside her.


	“Well then, I’ve told you he’s a boy and you know he’s healthy. What more do you need?”


	“I need to see him.”


	“I’m not sure I understand your eagerness to see a baby you’re giving up for adoption upon delivery. A baby you tried to abort, if I remember correctly.”


	She had nothing to say to that. She’d totally changed her mind about the abortion, but she was so not ready to raise a child—especially this child, considering who the father was. Someone else would give him a good home and raise him better than she ever could. No way she was ready for motherhood.


	He pulled out an old-fashioned pocket watch and popped the lid.


	“Your friend, Mister Osala, should be calling soon.”


	“He’s not my friend.”


	“Well, he’s very concerned about you and your baby.”


	Maybe too concerned.


	The design on the lid of his watch caught her eye. Following the lines made her eyes cross.


	“That looks old.”


	He smiled. “It’s been in the family for almost two hundred years.”


	“What’s that design? It’s weird.”


	“Hmm?” He glanced at it, then quickly pocketed it. “Oh, that. Just a geometric curiosity.”


	A phone rang. He dug out his cell and checked the display, then glanced up at her. “It’s him. Excuse me.”


	“Sure.” She knew who it was. “Don’t forget to ask him how high.”


	He gave her a puzzled look, like he didn’t get it.


	“Jump,” she said. “How high you should jump.”


	He still didn’t get it. For such a supposedly top-notch OB man, he could be so dense at times.


	Osala hadn’t been around much lately. He used to come to all her appointments but now he was involved in some project down south that kept him away a lot. But he stayed in close touch with Dr. Landsman.


	She felt the baby kick and shook her head. Sure felt like he wanted out. And she wanted him out. Not like she had back in the summer, when she’d tried to end the pregnancy. She’d been determined to get an abortion, and then Mr. Osala had told her, You want this child . . . You will do anything to assure its well-being, and everything changed, just like that. She couldn’t believe now that she’d wanted to kill her baby.


	But that was totally different from wanting the pregnancy over and done with. She simply wanted to be back to normal size. She’d never been skinny, but this was ridiculous. She couldn’t seem to find a comfortable position anywhere, even in bed. She’d give anything for a full night’s sleep.


	And once her pregnancy was over and the baby born, maybe Mr. Osala would let her leave his home. She’d been a virtual prisoner there since last spring—almost her entire pregnancy. Could she complain about a Fifth Avenue duplex penthouse where she wanted for nothing? Yeah, she could, because although she could have anything material, she couldn’t have what she wanted most: contact with the outside world. Because Mr. Osala feared that might lead the baby’s father to her. That was the last thing she wanted, too, but it seemed to her Mr. Osala had taken precautions to the extreme.


	She wanted a life.


	“Yes, I know it’s overdue,” she heard Dr. Landsman say. “I was just discussing that with Dawn when you called. But the baby’s healthy and, frankly, how do we know this isn’t perfectly normal? It’s not as if we have any precedents to follow.”


	Those kinds of comments popped out every so often and never failed to sour her stomach. She’d learned not to ask about them, because Dr. Landsman only stonewalled her.


	But she was convinced something was wrong with her baby. Dr. Landsman could tell her it was healthy till he was blue in the face, but that look in his eyes when he watched the ultrasound screen said he was looking at something he didn’t see every day.


	And then there was the thing about the ultrasound images—Mr. Osala made the doctor delete them after every session. And when he wasn’t here, his driver Georges made sure they were history. Georges was almost as scary as his boss.


	What was so different about her baby that no one else could know?
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	The phone was ringing when Munir opened the door to his apartment. He hit the RECORD button on his answering machine as he snatched up the receiver and jammed it against his ear.


	“Yes!”


	“Pretty disappointing, Mooo-neeer,” said the now familiar electronically distorted voice. “Are all you Ay-rabs such mosquito dicks?”


	“I did as you asked! Just as you asked!”


	“That wasn’t much of a pee, Mooo-neeer.”


	“It was all I could do! Please let them go now.”


	He glanced down at the caller ID. A number had formed in the LCD window. A 212 area code, just like all the previous calls. But the seven digits following were a new combination, unlike any of the others. And when Munir called it back, he was sure it would be a public phone. Just like all the rest.


	“Are they all right? Let me speak to my wife.”


	Munir didn’t know why he said that. He knew the caller couldn’t drag Barbara and Robby to a pay phone.


	“She can’t come to the phone right now. She’s, uh . . . all tied up at the moment.”


	Munir ground his teeth as the horse laugh brayed through the phone.


	“Please. I must know if she is all right.”


	“You’ll have to take my word for it, Mooo-neeer.”


	“She may be dead.” Allah forbid! “You may have killed her and Robby already.”


	“Hey. Ain’t I been sendin’ you pichers? Don’t you like my pretty pichers?”


	“No!” Munir cried, fighting a wave of nausea . . . those pictures—those horrible, sickening photos. “They aren’t enough. You could have taken all of them at once and then killed them.”


	The voice on the other end lowered to a sinister, nasty growl.


	“You callin’ me a liar, you lousy, greasy, two-bit Ay-rab? Don’t you ever doubt a word I tell you. Don’t even think about doubtin’ me. Or I’ll show you who’s alive. I’ll prove your white bitch and mongrel brat are alive by sending you a new piece of them every so often. A little bit of each, every day, by Express Mail, so it’s nice and fresh. You keep on doubtin’ me, Mooo-neeer, and pretty soon you’ll get your wife and kid back, all of them. But you’ll have to figure out which part goes where. Like the model kits say: Some assembly required.”


	Munir bit back a scream as the caller brayed again.


	“No—no. Please don’t hurt them anymore. I’ll do anything you want. What do you want me to do?”


	“There. That’s more like it. I’ll let your little faux pas pass this time. A lot more generous than you’d ever be—ain’t that right, Mooo-neeer. And sure as shit more generous than your Ay-rab buddies were when they killed my sister on nine/eleven.”


	“Yes. Yes, whatever you say. What else do you want me to do? Just tell me.”


	“I ain’t decided yet, Mooo-neeer. I’m gonna have to think on that one. But in the meantime, I’m gonna look kindly on you and bestow your request. Yessir, I’m gonna send you proof positive that your wife and kid are still alive.”


	Munir’s stomach plummeted. The man was insane, a monster. This couldn’t be good.


	“No! Please! I believe you! I believe!”


	“I reckon you do, Mooo-neeer. But believin’ just ain’t enough sometimes, is it? I mean, you believe in Allah, don’t you? Don’t you?”


	“Yes. Yes, of course I believe in Allah.”


	“And look at what you did on Friday. Just think back and meditate on what you did.”


	Munir hung his head in shame and said nothing.


	“So you can see where I’m comin’ from when I say believin’ ain’t enough. ’Cause if you believe, you can also have doubt. And I don’t want you havin’ no doubts, Mooo-neeer. I don’t want you havin’ the slightest twinge of doubt about how important it is for you to do exactly what I tell you. ’Cause if you start thinking it really don’t matter to your bitch and little rat-faced kid, that they’re probably dead already and you can tell me to shove it, that’s not gonna be good for them. So I’m gonna have to prove to you just how alive and well they are.”


	“No!” He was going to be sick. “Please don’t!”


	“Just remember. You asked for proof.”


	Munir’s voice edged toward a scream. “PLEASE!”


	The line clicked and went dead.


	Munir dropped the phone and buried his face in his hands. The caller was mad, crazy, brutally insane, and for some reason he hated Munir with a depth and breadth Munir found incomprehensible and profoundly horrifying. Whoever he was, he seemed capable of anything, and he had Barbara and Robby hidden away somewhere in the city.


	Helplessness overwhelmed him and he broke down. Only a few sobs had escaped when he heard a pounding on his door.


	“Hey. What’s going on in there? Munir, you okay?”


	Munir stiffened as he recognized Russ’s voice. He straightened in his chair but said nothing. Monday. He’d forgotten about Russ coming over for their weekly brainstorming session. He should have called and canceled, but Russ had been the last thing on his mind. He couldn’t let him know anything was wrong.


	“Hey!” Russ said, banging on the door again. “I know someone’s in there. You don’t open up I’m gonna assume something’s wrong and call the emergency squad.”


	The last thing Munir needed was a bunch of EMTs swarming around his apartment. The police would be with them and only Allah knew what that crazy man would do if he saw them.


	He cleared his throat. “I’m all right, Russ.”


	“The hell you are.” He rattled the doorknob. “You didn’t sound all right when you screamed a moment ago and you don’t sound all right now. Just open up so I can—”


	The door swung open, revealing Russ Tuit—a pear-shaped guy dressed in a beat-up Starter jacket and faded jeans—looking as shocked as Munir felt.


	In his haste to answer the phone, Munir had forgotten to latch the door behind him. Quickly, he wiped his eyes and rose.


	“Jesus, Munir, you look like hell. What’s the matter?”


	“Nothing.”


	“Hey, don’t shit me. I heard you. Sounded like someone was stepping on your soul.”


	“I’m okay. Really.”


	“Yeah, right. You in trouble? Anything I can do? Can’t help you much with money, but anything else . . .”


	Munir was touched by the offer. If only he could help. But no one could help him.


	“No. It’s okay.”


	“Is it Barbara or Robby? Something happen to—?” Munir realized it must have shown on his face. Russ stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “Hey, what’s going on? Are they all right?”


	“Please, Russ. I can’t talk about it. And you mustn’t talk about it either. Just let it be. I’m handling it.”


	“Is it a police thing?”


	“No! Not the police! Please don’t say anything to the police. I was warned”—in sickeningly graphic detail—“about going to the police.”


	Russ leaned back against the door and stared at him.


	“Jesus . . . is this as bad as I think it is?”


	Munir could do no more than nod.


	Russ jabbed a finger at him. “I know somebody who might be able to help.”


	“No one can help me.”


	“This guy’s good people. I’ve done some work for him—he’s a real four-oh-four when it comes to computers, but he’s got a solid rep when it comes to fixing things.”


	What was Russ talking about?


	“Fixing?”


	“Situations. He solves problems, know what I’m saying?”


	“I . . . I can’t risk it.”


	“Yeah, you can. He’s a guy you go to when you run out of options. He deals with stuff that nobody wants anybody knowing about. That’s his specialty. He’s not a detective, he’s not a cop—in fact, if the cops are involved, this guy’s smoke, because he doesn’t get along with cops. He’s just a guy. But I’ll warn you up front, he’s expensive.”


	No police . . . that was good. And money? What did money matter where Barbara and Robby were concerned? Maybe a man like this was what he needed, an ally who could deal with the monster that had invaded his life.


	“This man . . . he’s fierce?”


	Russ nodded. “Never seen it, and you’d never know it to look at him, but I hear when the going gets ugly, he gets uglier.”


	“How do I contact him?”


	“I’ll give you a number. Just leave a message. If he doesn’t get back to you, let me know. Jack’s gotten kind of distracted these days and picky about what he takes on. I’ll talk to him for you if necessary.”


	“Give me the number.”


	Perhaps this was what he needed: a fierce man.
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	I’m running out of space, Jack thought as he stood in the front room of his apartment and looked for an empty spot to display his latest treasure.


	His Sky King Magni-Glow Writing Ring had just arrived from his connection in southeast Missouri. It contained a Mysterious Glo-signaler (“Gives a strange green light! You can send blinker signals with it!”). The plastic ruby unfolded into three sections, revealing a Secret Compartment that contained a Flying Crown Brand (“For sealing messages!”); the middle section was a Detecto-Scope Magnifying Glass (“For detecting fingerprints or decoding messages!”); and the outermost section was a Secret Stratospheric Pen (“Writes at any altitude, or under water, in red ink!”).


	Neat. Incredibly neat. The neatest ring in Jack’s collection. Far more complex than his Buck Rogers Ring of Saturn, or his Shadow ring, or even his Kix Atomic Bomb Ring. It deserved auspicious display. But where? His front room was already jammed with radio premiums, cereal giveaways, comic strip tie-ins—crassly commercial tchotchkes from a time before he was born. He wasn’t sure why he collected them, but knew when and where the addiction had started: in his teens when he’d worked at a store that specialized in junk. But he didn’t know why. After years of accumulating his hoard, Jack still hadn’t found the answer. So he kept buying. And buying.


	Old goodies and oddities littered every flat surface on the mismatched array of Victorian golden oak furniture crowding the room. Certificates proclaiming him an official member of The Shadow Society, the Doc Savage Club, the Nick Carter Club, Friends of the Phantom, the Green Hornet GJM Club, and other august organizations papered the walls.


	At least the place was his again. Weezy had moved out after Thanksgiving. She’d finally accepted that no one was looking for her anymore, and had found a sublet a few blocks away in a new high-rise. Still, she’d insisted on renting it under an assumed name.


	Jack glanced at the Shmoo clock on the wall above the hutch. Time for a brew or two. He placed the Sky King Magni-Glo Writing Ring next to his Captain Midnight radio decoder, pulled a worn red Lands’ End Windbreaker over his flannel shirt, and headed for the door.


	Outside in the frigid darkness, he hurried through the Upper West Side, feeling kind of bummed that Gia and Vicky were leaving for Iowa tomorrow. Out of the blue she’d come up with this idea to visit her folks back home. She went back a couple of times a year to keep Vicky in touch with her grandparents—the little girl’s paternal family, the Westphalens, had been scoured from the face of the Earth—but usually in warmer weather. If it was this cold in Manhattan, what the hell was it like in Ottumwa, Iowa?


	Didn’t make sense, but since when did family need to make sense?


	He passed trendy boutiques and eateries that catered to the local yuppies and dinks. The economic downturn that started back in ’09 had caused a few to close, but the effect here had been mere decimation rather than the holocaust elsewhere. They were coming back already.


	No recession at Julio’s. Even on a Monday night, the drinkers stood three deep around the bar, two-hundred-dollar shirts and three-hundred-dollar sweaters wedged next to grease-monkey overalls. Julio’s had somehow managed to hang on to its old clientele despite the invasion of the Ralph Lauren, Armani, and Donna Karan set. The yups and dinks had discovered Julio’s a while back. Thought it had “rugged charm,” found the bar food “authentic,” and loved its “unpretentious atmosphere.”


	They drove Julio up the wall.


	Julio stood behind the bar, under the FREE BEER TOMORROW . . . sign. Jack waved to let him know he was here. As Jack wandered the length of the bar he passed a blond dink in a gray Armani cashmere sweater that had to cost north of a grand. He must have been here before because he was pointing out the dead succulents and asparagus ferns hanging in the windows to a couple who were apparently newcomers.


	“Aren’t they just fabulous?” he said between quaffs from a mug of draft beer.


	“Why doesn’t he just get fresh ones?” the woman beside him asked.


	She was sipping white wine from a smudged tumbler. She grimaced as she swallowed. Julio made a point of stocking the sourest Chardonnay on the market.


	“I think he’s making a statement,” the guy said.


	“About what?”


	“I haven’t the faintest. But don’t you just love them?”


	Jack knew what the statement was: Callusless people go home. But they didn’t see it. Julio was purposely rude to them, and he’d instructed his help to follow his lead, but it didn’t work. The dinks thought it was a put-on, part of the ambience. They ate it up.


	Jack stepped over the length of rope that closed off the back half of the seating area and dropped into his usual booth in the darkened rear. As Julio came out from behind the bar, the blond dink flagged him down.


	“Can we get a table back there?”


	“No,” Julio said.


	The muscular little man brushed by him and nodded to Jack on his way to bus the empty glasses. Jack signaled for a Yuengling.


	“Hey, Jack.”


	Jack looked up to see Russ Tuit stepping over the cord and approaching.


	“Russ,” he said, shaking his hand. “A little far from home, aren’t you?” He lived over on Second Avenue.


	“Need to talk to you.”


	Jack had his back against the wall and indicated a chair opposite him.


	“Looking for work?”


	Russ was Jack’s go-to guy for all things cyber–legal or not so legal. He’d done time for hacking a bank and was still on probation.


	He smiled. “Believe it or not, I’m gainfully employed. Full time too. And you’ll never guess by who.”


	“The feds.”


	Russ’s face fell. “How . . . how . . . ?”


	Jack had to laugh. “Well, you said I’d never guess, so I figured the least likely people to hire a federal felon would be the feds. What’ve they got you doing—hacking citizens?”


	“Close. This branch of the NRO hired—”


	“What’s NRO?”


	“National Reconnaissance Office. They run all the satellites. Their research wing put me together with a bunch of other hackers to help tighten up their security. Seems their computers are under constant attack, especially from the Chinese. So what we do is pretty cool. One team sets up a security system, and the other team tries to break through it. If we get through, then we switch sides, shore up the breach, and now it’s their turn to try to break through. We keep going back and forth, switching sides, and let me tell you, it’s working. We’ve been building firewalls that are higher, wider, and smarter than anything else out there.”


	Jack’s mind wandered as Russ went on about viruses and worms and trojans. He noticed the blond guy in the sweater stopping Julio again as he returned to the bar. He pointed toward Jack and Russ.


	“How come they get to sit over there and we don’t?”


	Julio swung on him and got in his face. He was a good head shorter than the blond guy but he was thickly muscled and had that air of barely restrained violence. He went into his Soup Nazi act.


	“You ask me one more time about those tables, meng, and you outta here. You hear me? You out and you never come back!”


	Julio loved to use “meng” whenever he could, especially with the yups and dinks.


	As Julio strutted away, the blond guy turned to his companions, grinning.


	“I just love this place.”


	“So all in all,” Russ was saying, “a pretty cool gig.”


	“Sounds utterly fascinating.”


	Russ grinned. “I can tell you’d rather stick pins in your eyes.”


	“Not pins. Nails. Glowing, red-hot nails.”


	“Hey, it’s not bad being a white hat. It pays and they may go to bat for me and get me back on the Net.” One of the terms of Russ’s probation was banishment from the Internet, cruel and unusual for a guy like him. Of course, he’d found numerous ways around that. “But that’s not why I’m here. Got a friend in trouble.”


	“This ‘friend’ wouldn’t be named Russ, would he?”


	“No. This is a buddy. We’ve been working on an MMO game hack—”


	“NRO . . . MMO . . . I don’t speak acronymese.”


	“Sorry. A massively multiplayer online game.”


	“Sounds like bad English.”


	“It’s a big deal these days. WoW—I mean, Warcraft—has eleven million players, Habbo’s got eight, and people average between twenty and thirty hours a week at it.”


	Jack shook his head. He got game playing, but didn’t get Russ. “And you want to hack it? Don’t you ever learn?”


	He laughed. “Hack’s an umbrella term. Me and Munir are working on a way to make MMOs play faster. If it works out the way we hope it will, we’ll patent it and be sitting pretty.”


	“And this Munir’s got trouble? What kind?”


	Russ shrugged. “Don’t know. Won’t tell me. I think it involves his wife and kid.”


	Jack remembered a voice mail that said, Jack, please save my family! He’d decided not to call back.


	“And he can’t go to the cops,” Russ added. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”


	A kidnap, most likely. One of Jack’s rules was to avoid kidnappings. They were the latest crime fad these days, usually over drugs. They attracted feds and Jack had less use for feds than he had for local cops.


	“Yeah.” He leaned forward. “Look, Russ, kidnapping is best left to the big boys. They’ve got assets and manpower and teams specially trained—”


	“He’s scared shitless to make that call. I told him I knew a guy who could look into it and keep it outside the system.”


	“Sorry, Russ. No way.”
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	“Drexler, I have a task for you.”


	Ernst straightened in his chair as he recognized the voice: the One.


	His office seemed to shrink around him. Contact with the One never failed to make him feel like a frightened child. He grabbed a pen and poised it over the legal pad before him.


	“Yes, sir.”


	“Do you remember the woman who created such a nuisance last summer?”


	“Louise Myers? The woman posting on the nine/eleven sites?”


	“Yes. Her.”


	Everyone Ernst had sent against that woman had ended up dead. A bit more than a nuisance. Quite a bit more.


	“Did you ever find her?”


	“No, sir. We gave up on the search some months ago. She’s stopped posting and there didn’t seem much hope—”


	“Resume the search. Widen it. Find her.”


	“Is there something I should know?”


	“Merely a contingency plan. She has a book I may have use for. She’s in the city. I could find her myself if I were there, but I am in the middle of something else at the moment.”


	“I’ll get on it right away.”


	“Also, a package shall be arriving for your safekeeping. As for the woman, remember this: I want no contact. Locate her, but do not contact her.”


	“No contact? But—”


	He was gone.


	The One had said to widen the search. Ernst assumed that meant mobilizing more than just the Order. He called his right-hand man, Kristof Szeto, and told him to fax a copy of her picture to the head of security for the Dormentalists—their Grand Paladin—as well as get it out to the members of the Order.


	“The Myers woman,” Szeto said in Eastern Europe–flavored English. “Yes, this is good. This time we will find her. I have score to settle—”


	“No settling anything.” Ernst knew he was still bridling from losing so many men to her. “No contact.”


	“But—”


	“A personal directive from the One.”


	A pause, then, “Well, in that case . . .”


	Hank Thompson had strolled in—as usual, without knocking—toward the end of the conversation.


	“Her again?” he said when Ernst hung up. He was tall and trim, with a dark, shaggy mane. “Didn’t you track her to Wyoming?”


	Ernst nodded. “We did. But that was as close as we came. It turned out to be a dead end.”


	“I thought we gave up on her.”


	“The One, apparently, has not.”


	He dropped his lanky form into a chair. “He says ‘boo’ and your bosses drop everything, right?”


	Ernst sighed. “The Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order—”


	“Is this where you remind me once more that you and your Order have loaned this building to me and my guys? I know that. And we’re grateful.”


	Thompson’s posturing could be entertaining at times, tiring at others.


	“The Order is devoted to the One’s cause. I am an Actuator for the Order. It is my duty to carry out his wishes. It is to your benefit to do the same.”


	“Says who?”


	“The One.” Ernst pointed to the corner behind Thompson. “Why don’t you ask him yourself.”


	It gave him enormous satisfaction to watch the color drain from the man’s face as he did a slow turn, then flush with anger when he realized he’d been had.


	“You son of a bitch!”


	Ernst allowed a smile. Thompson was an odd case. A combustible farrago of intelligence and animal cunning. An ex-con who’d had the drive to write an internationally bestselling . . . how to classify his book? Kick was a manifesto and a memoir and a call to arms. A Mein Kampf without the racism. His call to kick down the doors that penned you in and evolve into something new cut through racial, religious, and ethnic barriers.


	It is time to separate yourselves from the herd. You know who you are. You know who I’m talking to. You don’t belong with the herd. Come out of hiding. Step away from the crowd. Let the dissimilation begin!


	People everywhere—mostly males, an unusually high percentage of whom came with criminal records—answered the call and began thinking of themselves as “Kickers,” even going so far as to have the Kicker Man, the symbol of what Thompson called “the Kicker Evolution,” tattooed on their hands.


	The strange thing was, Thompson had gathered this huge, worldwide following that cut across all national and cultural boundaries, with no idea of what to do with them.


	Ernst had solved that problem, but the key was to let Thompson think it was all his idea.


	“Speaking of sons of bitches and looking for people,” Thompson said, “what about that guy we were after?”


	Although Ernst knew exactly who he meant, he said, “And what ‘guy’ would that be?”


	“The one who tasered us.”


	“Oh, him. I’ve gotten past that.”


	True, at least as far as being tasered. But he hadn’t gotten past what the man had said to him. He’d known things he shouldn’t have. And something about him had been hauntingly familiar.


	“Well, I haven’t. Shave off that beard and I bet he’d have been the same guy who stole the Compendium from me.” His hands knotted into fists. “If I ever get hold of that fuck . . .”


	Another thing about Thompson, he held grudges. Ernst couldn’t resist rubbing salt in the wound.


	“Ironic that he was within reach so many times, right under your nose here in the Lodge, posing as one of your followers. Why, you might even have spoken to him on occasion.”


	Thompson spoke through his teeth. “Don’t think I haven’t thought about that.” He shook himself. “What’s the latest on the virus?”


	Thompson appeared to want a change of subject.


	“The virus is perfected, but we’re working on adding one last feature to the payload.”


	Thompson grunted. “You’ve been working on this since last summer. When are we going to get it done?”


	Valez was in charge of a crucial feature of the virus that everyone hoped would complete the coding, but he was experiencing odd delays.


	“Good question. I’ll make a call right now.”


	He punched in Valez’s number. The man picked up right away.


	“Yes, Mister D.”


	“Where are we with the code?”


	“As I mentioned earlier, I had trouble with the, um, setup, but everything is in line now.”


	“How long?”


	“Two days, tops.”


	“Very good.” Ernst ended the call and looked at Thompson. “Two days. Then we have to incorporate it into the virus and make sure it works the way we wish. Then we release the virus. It should take it only a couple of days to replicate and spread globally.”


	“So we’re talking the weekend.” He rubbed his hands together. “About fucking time.”


	“What did you expect? Bringing down the Internet is hardly child’s play.”
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	Jack was feeling a little annoyed with himself as he knocked on the door to Munir Habib’s apartment in the Turtle Bay high-rise. He’d pulled on a pair of thin leather gloves downstairs, worn his Mets cap with the brim low over his face, and had kept his head down in the foyer and during the elevator ride. Good chance this mess was going to end up in the hands of officialdom and he didn’t want to leave behind anything that belonged to him, not fingerprints, and especially not a face on a security camera.


	Still didn’t know how he’d let Russ talk him into this. Had to hand it to the guy, he was persistent. Pulled out all the stops:


	Munir was one of his few friends, a good guy who didn’t deserve this and was an emotional wreck over it, and had Russ ever asked Jack for a favor, no, and hadn’t he always come through every time Jack needed something, yes, so couldn’t Jack do this for him, because he wasn’t asking for a freebie, the guy would pay, just go and listen to him, please-please-please?


	Jack had agreed, just to shut him up.


	He’d called, but Russ’s pal wouldn’t discuss it on the phone. Too scared. Had to be face-to-face. Normally Jack would never do a first meet in the customer’s place, but Russ had vouched for him, so . . .


	The door was opened by a short, stocky, fortyish man with milk-chocolate skin, a square face, and bright eyes as black as the stiff, straight hair on his head. His clothes were badly wrinkled, like he’d slept in them, and he looked halfway to zombie.


	“You’re the one who called?” he said in barely accented English.


	Jack nodded and extended his hand. “Mister Habib, I assume.”


	They shook, followed by a few beats of silence as he stared at Jack. Jack knew that look.


	Here it comes . . . here it comes . . .


	“I was expecting . . .”


	“Someone different? You and everybody else.”


	They all expected someone bigger, someone darker, someone meaner looking. Not the deliberately average-looking Joe before them.


	“I’m sorry.”


	“Yeah, well, this is the guy you get. Mind if I come in?”


	Habib stuck his head out the door and cast furtive looks up and down the hall.


	“Don’t worry,” Jack said. “No one’s seen me. And I took the elevator up an extra two floors and walked down. But if you keep me standing out here, pretty soon—”


	“Yes-yes. Come in. Please.”


	Jack stepped inside and let Habib close the door behind him.


	“You’ve got the down payment?”


	He nodded. “Yes. I was afraid I could not get so much cash on such short notice.”


	“Keep it for now. I haven’t decided yet whether we’ll be doing business. What’s the story? Russ thinks your wife and son have been kidnapped. Is that it?”


	The man broke down and sobbed. “Save my family. Please save my family.”


	Jack’s throat constricted. The pain in those words . . .


	He tried to imagine how he’d feel if Gia and Vicky were being held for ransom. Couldn’t.


	“Take it easy. Let’s sit down and you tell me about it.”


	He led Jack past a small, cluttered kitchen, past a room with an inflatable fighter jet hanging from the ceiling and a New York Giants banner tacked to the wall—his son’s, no doubt—ending in an office that had probably started out as a third bedroom but was crammed with computers and monitors.


	“This where you and Russ play MMO games?” Jack said, trying to sound knowledgeable.


	“What? Oh, yes.”


	He sat at the desk, Jack pulled up a straight-backed chair.


	“It’s true: My wife and son have been kidnapped and are being held hostage.”


	Jack noted that he didn’t say “ransom.”


	Russ had sworn the guy hadn’t called the cops. Said he was too scared by the kidnapper’s threats. Jack believed Russ, but didn’t know if he could believe Habib.


	“Why not call the cops? I know it’s SOP for kidnappers to tell you not to, but . . .”


	Habib reached inside his jacket and pulled out some photos. His hand trembled as he passed them over.


	“This is why.”


	The first showed an attractive blond woman, thirty or so, dressed in a white blouse and a dark skirt, gagged and bound to a chair in front of a blank, unpainted wall. A red plastic funnel had been inserted through the gag into her mouth. A can of Drano lay propped in her lap. Her eyes held Jack for a moment—pale blue and utterly terrified. Caution: Contains lye was block printed across the bottom of the photo.


	Jack grimaced and moved to the next. At first he wasn’t sure what he was looking at, like one of those pictures you get when the camera accidentally goes off in your hand. A big meat cleaver took up most of the frame, but the rest was—


	He bit the inside of his cheek when he recognized the bare lower belly of a little boy, his hairless pubes, his little penis laid out on the chopping block, the cleaver next to it, ominously close.


	Okay. Habib hadn’t called the cops.


	Jack handed them back.


	“How much do they want?”


	“I don’t believe it is a ‘they.’ I think it is a ‘he.’ And he does not seem to want money. At least not yet.”


	“Psycho?”


	“I think so. He seems to hate Arabs—all Arabs—and has picked on me.” Habib’s features knotted as his voice cracked. “Why me?”


	Jack realized how close this guy was to tumbling over the edge. He didn’t want him to start blubbering again.


	“Easy,” he said softly. “Easy.”


	Habib rubbed his hands over his face, and when next he looked at Jack, his features were blotchy but composed.


	“Yes. I must remain calm. I must not lose control. For Barbara. And Robby.”


	Jack had another nightmare flash of Gia and Vicky in the hands of some of the psychos he’d had to deal with and knew at that moment he wanted to work with Habib. The guy was okay.


	“An Arab hater. One of Kahane’s old crew, maybe?”


	“No. Not a Jew. At least not that I can tell. He keeps referring to a sister who was killed in the Twin Towers. I’ve told him that I’m an American citizen just like him. But he says I’m from Saudi Arabia, and Saudis brought down the Towers and an Arab’s an Arab as far as he’s concerned.”


	Jack stiffened. The Towers again? Last summer he’d become embroiled in the intrigue and paranoia surrounding their fall. The consequences were still reverberating through his life.


	“Start at the beginning,” he said. “Any hint this was coming?”


	“Nothing. Everything in our lives has been going normally.”


	“How about someone from the old country?”


	“I have no ‘old country.’ I’ve spent more of my life in America than in Saudi Arabia. My father was on long-term assignment here with Saud Petroleum. I grew up in New York. I was in college here when he was transferred back. I spent two months in the land of my birth and realized that my homeland was here. I made my hajj, then returned to New York. I finished school and became a citizen—much to the dismay of my father, I might add.”


	“Still could be someone from over there behind it. I mean, your wife doesn’t look like she’s from that part of the world.”


	“Barbara was born and raised in Westchester.”


	That surprised Jack. “Not Muslim? I’d have thought that would be against the Koran or something.”


	“It’s against the law for Muslim women to marry infidel men, but not the other way around. If there’s a pre-nup that the infidel woman will convert to Islam, it’s okay.”


	“So she converted?”


	He shook his head. “No. She’s an atheist. Thinks religion’s silly.”


	“Well, there you go. Sounds to me like your marrying someone like that drove one of these fundamentalist nutcases—”


	“No. Positively not.” Habib’s face hardened. Absolute conviction steeled his voice. “A true Muslim would never do what this man has done to me.”


	“Don’t be so sure.”


	“He made me . . . he made me eat . . .” The rest of the sentence seemed to be lodged in Habib’s throat. “. . . pork. And made me drink alcohol with it. Pork!”


	Jack shook his head. “I take it you’re still a believer then?”


	He shrugged. “I don’t pray six times a day or go to mosque, but some cultural proscriptions are so ingrained . . .”


	But still, what was the big deal? Jack could think of things a whole lot worse he could have been forced to do.


	“What’d you have to do—eat a ham on rye?”


	“No. Ribs. He told me to go to a certain restaurant on Forty-seventh Street this past Friday at noon and buy a rack of baby back ribs. Then he wanted me to stand outside on the sidewalk to eat them and wash them down with a bottle of beer.”


	“Did you?”


	Habib bowed his head. “Yes.”


	Jack was tempted to ask if he liked the taste but stifled the question. Some folks took this stuff very seriously. He’d never been able to fathom how otherwise intelligent people allowed their dietary habits to be controlled by something written in a book thousands of years ago by someone who didn’t have indoor plumbing. But then he didn’t understand a lot of things about a lot of people. He freely admitted that. And what they ate or didn’t eat, for whatever reasons, was the least of those mysteries.


	“So you ate pork and drank a beer to save your wife and child. Nobody’s going to issue a fatwa for that. Or are they?”


	“He made me choose between Allah and my family,” Habib said. “I chose my family.”


	Jack figured if you had a god who couldn’t forgive you for that, it was time to reassess that relationship, maybe the whole god thing. But he offered a more circumspect response.


	“Well, I doubt if Allah or any sane person would forgive you if you hadn’t.”


	“But don’t you see? He made me do it at noon on Friday.”


	“So?”


	“That is when I should have been in my mosque, praying. It is one of the five duties. No follower of Islam would make a fellow Muslim do that. He is not a Muslim, I tell you. You need only listen to the recording to know that.”


	“What recording?”


	“I’ve been using my answering machine to record the monster’s calls.”


	“Great. We’ll get to that in a minute. Okay, so he’s not Muslim. What about enemies? Got any?”


	“No. We lead a quiet life. I run the IT department at Saud Petrol. I have no enemies. Not many friends to speak of except Russ. Barbara and I keep very much to ourselves.”


	If that was true—and Jack had learned the hard way over the years never to take what the customer said at face value—then Habib was indeed the victim of a psycho. And Jack hated dealing with psychos. They didn’t follow the rules. They tended to have their own queer logic. Anything could happen. Anything.


	“All right. Let’s start at the beginning. When did you first realize something was wrong?”


	“When I came home from work Thursday night and found our apartment empty. I checked the answering machine and heard a distorted voice telling me he had my wife and son and that they’d be fine if I did as I was told and didn’t go to the police. And if I had any thought of going to the police in spite of what he’d said, I should look on the dresser in our bedroom. The photographs were there.” Habib rubbed a hand across his eyes. “I sat up all night waiting for the phone to ring. He finally called me Friday morning.”


	“You recorded that?”


	“No. I didn’t think about it till later. He would tell me nothing about Barbara and Robby except that they were alive and well and were hoping I wouldn’t ‘screw up’ and not do as I was told.”


	“Which was eating the pork?”


	He nodded. “I did as I was told, then hurried home and tried to vomit it up. He called and said I’d ‘done good.’ He said he’d call me again to tell me the next trick he was going to make me do. He said he was going to ‘put me through the wringer but good.’”


	“And the next trick was . . . ?”


	“I was to steal a woman’s pocketbook in broad daylight, knock her down, and run with it. And I was not to get caught. He said the photos I had were ‘Before.’ If I was caught, he would send me ‘After.’ ”


	“So you became a purse-snatcher for a day. A successful one, I gather.”


	Habib lowered his head. “I’m so ashamed . . . that poor woman.” His features hardened. “And then he sent the other photo.”


	“Yeah? Let’s see it.”


	Habib suddenly seemed flustered. “It’s—it’s at my office.”


	He was lying. Why?


	“Bull. Let me see it.”


	“No. I’d rather you didn’t—”


	“I need to know everything if I’m going to help you.” Jack thrust out his hand. “Give.”


	With obvious reluctance, Habib reached into his coat and passed across another still. Jack immediately understood his hesitance.


	He saw the same blond woman from the first photo, only this time she was nude, tied spread-eagle on a mattress, her dark pubic triangle toward the camera, her eyes bright with tears of humiliation; an equally naked dark-haired boy crouched in terror next to her.


	And I thought she was a natural blond was written across the bottom.


	Jack’s jaw began to ache from clenching. He handed back the photo.


	“And what about yesterday?”


	“He called in the morning and said Sunday was a day of rest. That all I’d have to do was go to Saint Patrick’s and receive communion. He said he’d be watching.”


	“And did you?”


	“Of course. After that, I received no further word all day. I was going crazy. Then he called this morning and said I had to urinate—‘take a piss,’ in his words—in the street on Fifth Avenue at midafternoon.”


	“Swell,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Stop-and-go-traffic.”


	“Correct. But I would do it all again if it would free Barbara and Robby.”


	“You might have to do worse. In fact, I’m sure you’re going to have to do worse. I think this guy’s looking for your limit. He wants to see how far he can push you, wants to see how far you’ll go.”


	“But where will it end?”


	“Maybe with you killing somebody.”


	“Him? Gladly! I—”


	“No. Somebody else. A stranger. Or worse—somebody you know.”


	Habib blanched. “No. Surely you can’t be . . .” His voice trailed off.


	“Why not? He’s got you by the balls. That sort of power can make a well man sick and a sick man sicker.” He watched Habib’s face, dismay tugging at his features as he stared at his desktop. “What’ll you do?”


	A pause while Habib returned from somewhere far away. “What?”


	“When the time comes. When he says you’ve got to choose between the lives of your wife and son, and the life of someone else, what’ll you do?”


	Habib didn’t flinch. “Do the killing, of course.”


	“And the next innocent victim? And the one after that, and the one after that? What if Russ is one? When do you say enough, no more, finis?”


	Habib flinched. “I . . . I don’t know.”


	Tough question. Jack wondered how he’d answer if Gia and Vicky were captives. How many innocent people would die before he stopped? What was the magic number? Jack hoped he never had to find out. The Son of Sam might end up looking like a piker.


	“Let’s hear what he sounds like.”


	Maybe listening to this creep would help him get a read on him.


	Habib slid a combo phone/answering machine across his desk and hit a button. The voice on the recording was electronically distorted. Two possible reasons for that. One: obviously to prevent voiceprint analysis. But he also could be worried that Habib would recognize him. Jack listened to the snarling southern accent. He couldn’t tell through the electronic buzz if it was authentic or not, but no question about the sincerity of the raw hate snaking through the phone line. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the voice.


	Something there . . . something off-key about this guy . . . a picture was forming . . .
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	“What is that?” Kewan said.


	Hank smiled to himself. He’d asked the same question yesterday when he’d first seen the thing.


	“It’s a ray gun. We’re going to try it out tonight.”


	Kewan toyed with one of his dreadlocks as he stared at the three-foot oblong box with a parabolic reflector attached to one end and a wire coming from another. “Don’t look like no ray gun I ever seen.”


	Pretty much overnight, Kewan Lyford had moved from nowhere in Kickerdom to one of Hank’s most trusted men. Sort of the new Darryl. Except Kewan was black and in better health. Looked like he’d had a tough time with acne as a teen, but he had an infectious smile and an easy way with people. He got along with almost everyone. Hank needed someone like that to deal with the everyday Kickers.


	He’d first come to Hank’s attention after the mess last July. Darryl was gone and Hank had been tasered into Jell-O by some bearded guy. He and Drexler had put together a composite drawing of the guy and started passing it around. Kewan had recognized him immediately as “Johnny,” an okay guy who’d been into Dormie bashing and always generous with his cigarettes. That had been a little embarrassing—a Kicker. Or maybe not. He’d reminded Hank of a guy who’d posed as “John Tyleski” and roughed him up and stolen a very special book from him last spring. The same? He couldn’t be sure.


	Kewan had proved useful in a lot of ways since then.


	Hank pointed to the third man in the room—Nelson Ferron, a balding Dormentalist with a Santa Claus beard and belly. They had the cellar of the Lodge to themselves for this strategy meeting.


	“It’s a portable EMP generator.”


	Kewan grinned. “I don’t need no help generating pee. I do fine all by myself.”


	Ferron didn’t smile. “E . . . M . . . P. It stands for electromagnetic pulse. An EMP is poison for microcircuitry.”


	“What’s it do to humans?”


	“Nothing, unless you’ve got a pacemaker.”


	“So it’s like a microwave?”


	Ferron shook his head. “No. Microwaves only confuse a pacemaker. An EMP will toast it.”


	“Then I guess we should make sure nobody coming along tonight has a pacemaker. How’s it work?”


	“Just plug it in—”


	“Plug it in?”


	Ferron grinned. “You wouldn’t like carrying the battery necessary to power this. That’s the beauty part of what you’re doing. You use the company’s own electric power to do the job. Plug it in, aim it at the servers and routers, and they’re toast.”


	Ferron seemed to relish that word.


	Kewan turned to Hank. “This is gonna make people unhappy.”


	“We’re not in the business of making people happy. We’re here to make it easier for them to dissimilate.”


	Hank had spent the last six months locating and casing Internet exchange points and major data centers. He’d started arranging regular Kicker protests outside them. The protests had been peaceful up till now. Because they’d all been window dressing.


	Tonight’s would be different. But even this would be misdirection. Get them looking the wrong way.


	The real targets would be hit at the end of the week. Hank and the Kickers had been ready to go for months. Now all that they needed was for Drexler to hold up his end.
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	Weezy took a break from her seemingly endless study of the Compendium of Srem to gaze out her eighth-floor window. She could see the triangle where Broadway angled across Amsterdam at 72nd Street, and found the perpetual snarl of trucks, buses, and cars fascinating. Only in the wee hours of the morning did traffic flow smoothly there.


	She loved her apartment. To a decorator it might appear depressingly bare, but she had all she needed for comfort. Every material thing she’d owned had been reduced to ash last summer, and she couldn’t see the point in accumulating more stuff. Jack loved clutter. She’d lived with too much of it for too long.


	Her cell phone rang. She checked the caller ID and recognized the number.


	Eddie? How had her brother—?


	Then she remembered Jack had given her one of his TracFones and Eddie had the number.


	She didn’t want to speak to him. She’d broken all contact with him since learning he was a member of the Septimus Order. He’d finally stopped calling her—for good, she hoped. So why now, after all these months?


	Maybe it was important. Maybe something was wrong.


	She hit the talk button.


	“What is it, Eddie?”


	“Weezy? I’m so glad you answered. I wasn’t sure—”


	“Why are you calling?”


	“We need to talk.”


	“I’m listening.”


	“I mean, face-to-face.”


	“Not going to happen.”


	She winced at how harsh that sounded. This was her younger brother. They’d never been terribly close, but still . . . he was her only living relative.


	But he’d joined the Order, damn it. The group that last summer had hunted her down and tried to abduct her, razed her house, tried to kill her. And if not for Jack, they’d have succeeded. How could he be a part of that?


	He sighed. “Okay. Well, the Order is looking for you.”


	She felt a chill in her blood.


	“How . . . how do you know?”


	“I got a fax with your face on it. If I see you or know your whereabouts, I’m to call it in.”


	“When did it come?”


	“Minutes ago.”


	Her throat felt dry.


	“Why are you telling me?”


	“Because this isn’t right. I’ve always thought you were paranoid about them, but why would they be looking for you?”


	“They were looking for me last summer. I didn’t know it was them at first, but I—”


	“I’m beginning to wonder if you might be right about them.”


	Finally! Eddie finally sees the light. Maybe he’s salvageable.


	“I am. I know I am.”


	“I’m going to look into this.”


	Weezy almost dropped the phone.


	“No! Say nothing! Do nothing!”


	“Can’t do that, Weez. They’re looking for my sister and I damn well want to know why. I’ll call you when I find out.”


	“Eddie, please! You can’t—”


	The phone went dead.


	She called him back but he didn’t pick up. The tables had turned. Now he wasn’t taking her calls.


	Was he crazy? What was he trying to prove? They’d eat him alive.


	She left voice mail begging him to leave it alone. That she was safe and they’d never find her.


	But was that true? And why the sudden renewed interest? She’d kept a low profile since the summer—no profile at all, in fact. How had she once again become a person of interest to the Order?
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	Munir found it difficult to focus on the recording. After all, he had listened to that hated voice over and over until he knew by heart every filthy word, every nuance of expression. So he studied this stranger across the table from him instead.


	This man was most unimpressive. True, he was taller than Munir, perhaps five-eleven, with a slim, wiry physique. Nothing at all special about his appearance. Brown hair, and such mild brown eyes; out on the street he would be almost invisible. Munir had expected a heroic figure—if not physically prepossessing, at least sharp, swift, and viper deadly. This man had none of those qualities. How was he going to wrest Barbara and Robby from their tormentor’s grasp? It hardly seemed possible.


	And yet, as he watched him listening to the recording with his eyes closed, stopping it here and there to rewind and hear again a sentence or phrase, he became aware of the man’s quiet confidence, of a hint of furnace-hot intensity roaring beneath his ordinary surface. And Munir began to see that perhaps there was a purpose behind Jack’s manner of dress, his whole demeanor being slanted toward unobtrusiveness. He realized that this man could dog your steps all day and you would never notice him.


	Munir’s thoughts wandered to the question that had dogged him for days: Why me?


	He wasn’t rich. He wasn’t important. He kept to himself. He did not write insulting blogs. He had no public or online identity. Because Arabs and Islam were viewed with suspicion in America, he kept a low profile. He was almost as invisible as Jack.


	Why me?


	Unless it was Allah’s doing. Munir admitted that he had not been an observant Muslim. Worse, he, Barbara, and Robby celebrated Christmas these past few years. Not because of Barbara, who was an infidel as far as any religion was concerned, but because of Robby. They celebrated the secular aspects of Christmas, with the tree and the gifts and the Santa Claus fantasy. They were all Americans, and Christmas was an American holiday.


	Had that drawn Allah’s wrath? The Koran said that any man who renounces Islam must be killed. He had not renounced his faith, but he had certainly ignored it for many years. Was that why he was being tortured rather than killed?


	The recording ended then. Jack pressed the stop button and stared at the phone.


	“Something screwy here,” he said finally.


	“What do you mean?”


	“He hates you.”


	“Yes, I know. He hates all Arabs. He’s said so, many times.”


	“No. He hates you.”


	“Of course. I’m an Arab.”


	What was he getting at?


	“But this almost seems personal. I get a feeling there’s more going on here than just nine/eleven or you being an Arab or any of the bullshit he’s been handing you.”


	Personal? No. It wasn’t possible. He had never met anyone, had never been even remotely acquainted with a person who would do this to him and his family.


	“I do not believe it.” His voice sounded hoarse. “It cannot be.”


	Jack leaned forward, his voice low. “Think about it. In the space of a few days this guy has made you offend your God, offend other people, humiliate yourself, and who knows what next? There’s real nastiness here, Munir. Cold, calculated malice. Especially this business of making you eat pork and drink beer at noon on Friday when a good Muslim is supposed to be at the mosque. I didn’t know you had to pray on Fridays at noon, but he did. That tells me he knows more than a little about your religion—studying up on it, most likely. He’s not playing this by ear. He’s got a plan. He’s not putting you through this ‘wringer’ of his just for the hell of it.”


	“What can he possibly gain from tormenting me?”


	“Torment, hell. This guy’s out to destroy you. And as for gain, I’m guessing on revenge.”


	“For what?” This was so maddening. “I fear you are getting off course with this idea that somehow I know this insane man.”


	“Maybe. But something he said during your last conversation doesn’t sit right. He said he was being ‘a lot more generous than you’d ever be.’ That’s not a remark a stranger would make. And then he said ‘faux pas’ a little while after. He’s trying to sound like a redneck but I don’t know too many rednecks with faux pas in their vocabulary.”


	“But that doesn’t necessarily mean he knows me personally.”


	“You said you run a department in this oil company.”


	“Yes. Saud Petrol. I told you: I’m head of IT.”


	“Which means you’ve got to hire and fire, I imagine.”


	“Of course.” Munir felt a chill. “A Saud employee?”


	“That’s my guess,” Jack said. “Look in your personnel records. That’s where you’ll find this kook. He’s the proverbial Disgruntled Employee. Or Former Employee. Or Almost Employee. Someone you fired, someone you didn’t hire, or someone you passed over for promotion. I’d go with the first—some people get very personal about being fired.”


	Munir searched his past for any confrontations with members of his department. He could think of only one and that was so minor—


	Jack was pushing the phone across the desk.


	“Call the cops,” he said.


	Fear wrapped thick fingers around Munir’s throat and squeezed. “No! He’ll find out! He’ll —”


	“I’d like to help you, pal, but it wouldn’t be fair. You need more than I can give you. You need officialdom. You need a squad of paper shufflers doing background checks on the people past and present in your department. I’m a one-man shop. No staff, no access to fingerprint files. You need all of that and more if you’re going to get your family through this. The FBI’s good at this stuff. They can stay out of sight, work in the background while you deal with this guy up front.”


	“But—”


	He rose and clapped a hand on Munir’s shoulder.


	“I’d like to catch this guy for you, really I would, because he sounds like scum. I’d like to tie him up in a room and leave you alone with him. But I sense time growing short and I’m not the guy to find him before he does something really nasty to you, your wife, or boy. You need help with staff. That’s not me. So I’m going to do you a favor.”


	“What?”


	“I’m going to walk out that door and let you call the feds. They’re what you need, not me.”


	And then he walked out of the room and out of the apartment.


	He was right, Munir knew that, but still he wanted to cry.
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	The number on the fax had had a 212 area code, which put it in Manhattan. So Eddie had called the Order’s New York headquarters—a private number, members only. The man who answered the phone had tried to get out of meeting in person, but Eddie had insisted. Whoever was looking for Weezy had a face and Eddie wanted to see it. He was given the address of an “administrative office” in a medium-rise building in midtown where he found an elderly woman at a reception desk. The familiar seal of the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order had been painted on the wall behind her.


	She’d led him to a room and told him that someone would be with him shortly. Shortly turned out to be almost immediately.


	“Brother Connell?” said a voice behind him. “I am Claude Fournier.”


	Eddie’s pulse jumped as he turned. He hadn’t heard the door open. A tall, fiftyish man, painfully thin and dressed in a brown leather coat and dark slacks stepped toward him. He looked as if he had just come in off the street. He extended a long-fingered hand.


	Eddie surreptitiously wiped his sweaty palm on his thigh before shaking the proffered hand. The man reeked of tobacco smoke.


	“Yes, my name is Connell, but you’re not the man I spoke to.”


	A blue-black mole sat dead center in Fournier’s chin. Eddie tried to keep his eyes off it.


	“No. He is busy. We are all busy. What can you tell us about Louise Myers? Do you know where she is?”


	“No.”


	He frowned. “Then why this insistence on a face-to-face meeting?”


	“The woman you’re looking for is my sister.”


	Fournier’s gray eyes narrowed as he hesitated. “This . . . this is true?”


	Eddie had figured this would be the best way to go. If he tried to hide his relationship, it might backfire. He was pretty sure they didn’t know that the woman they were looking for had a brother in the Order, but they might know that her maiden name was Connell. If so, and he lied about the relationship, he’d be screwed.


	Screwed . . . the term had many levels. Screwed as in kicked out of the Order for lying . . . what he might expect. Or, in Weezy’s world, screwed as in killed.


	Not that he believed that for a second.


	The Order . . . if anyone had ever told him as a kid that he’d someday be a member of the mysterious and secretive Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order, he’d have thought they were on drugs. One didn’t apply to the Order; membership was by invitation only, and who would ever invite Eddie Connell? But six years ago a call had come from someone for whom he’d done some consulting. Would he be interested in joining? He’d been flabbergasted, flummoxed, and, well, flattered.


	When he recovered from his shock, he said he was interested. Although the Order jealously guarded its membership rolls, highly influential people from around the world were rumored to belong. The networking opportunities would be good for business.


	But saying he was interested didn’t make him a member. Few were called and fewer were chosen. A rigorous vetting process began, involving interviews and stacks of paperwork. They wanted to know all about his lineage. It wasn’t like the DAR or anything like that. Your parents’ social standing or whether or not an ancestor arrived on the Mayflower didn’t matter. The Lodge accepted people from all races and walks of life. They seemed to be looking for something else, though they’d never said what. They’d told Eddie he’d find out as he “matured” through the Order. That was what they called it: maturing. They’d also promised he’d learn other things . . . the way the world worked, and how he could turn that knowledge to his benefit.


	Whatever criteria they had, Eddie passed and was accepted as a member. Part of that acceptance involved being branded with the sigil of the Order. It had all been very civilized, with local anesthesia and sterile conditions, but it had not been an option. If you accepted membership, you accepted the brand.


	So far, Eddie’s experience in the Order didn’t seem much different from being an Elk or a Moose: meetings, dinners, networking. Weezy had been convinced since her teens that members of the Order were the guardians of the Secret History of the World. Well, after nearly six years as a member, he’d been made privy to no arcana. But he’d made tons of contacts that had proven immensely helpful in his business.


	He hadn’t expended much effort toward maturing in the Order—that involved going on special retreats to remote locations around the globe. Who had time? Eddie’s actuarial business was flourishing and all his efforts went into growing that. He was never pressured to move up or take a more active role. Others he met at the meetings he attended felt the same way: The Order was good for business.


	All of this had served only to bolster his opinion that Weezy was wrong—had always been wrong—about the Order. It was a perfectly benign organization that just happened to keep a close lid on its inner workings. Not unlike the Masons.


	But then . . . today’s shocking fax.


	That changed everything. Last summer Weezy had said the Order was out to get her, but had offered not a shred of proof. Now this flier appeared out of the blue, asking the membership to report if they’d seen her.


	He’d always been able to write off Weezy’s suspicions as part of her mental instability—after all, she’d been on one psychoactive medication after another since her teens. She saw a conspiracy in every coincidence. And the Order, so secretive about everything—its origins, its membership, its holdings around the world—had always been a ripe target for her paranoia.


	No more. The fax drew a line between his sister and the Order—or at least someone high up in the Order. Still, that didn’t mean they were out to kill her.


	“I can’t see any reason why I’d make it up,” Eddie said.


	“You say she is your sister but you do not know where she is?”


	
“We haven’t been on the best terms lately. But she’s still my sister and I’m concerned that the Order is sending out a fax with her picture to the membership. Why do you want her? What interest is she to you?”


	Fournier shrugged and pursed his lips. “That I do not know. Word comes from on high to find this woman, so that is what we try to do in the best way we know how.”


	“How high?”


	Another shrug. “Very high, I suppose. The Council of Seven, I would think.”


	The thought of the High Council looking for Weezy caused an ache in Eddie’s gut. What possible reason . . . ?


	“May I ask what your instructions are once you find her?”


	He held his breath as he awaited the answer.


	“Right now our instructions are to locate her and nothing else. No contact. Simply find out where she is.”


	Eddie wasn’t sure he could believe that, but the man seemed to be telling the truth. He gave off no hint of a personal interest in finding Weezy; he’d been given a job and was simply carrying it through.


	Fournier was studying him. “As a brother of the Order, are you willing to help us find her?”


	“I am.” A lie. If Weezy wanted to stay off their radar, he’d leave her that way. “But I have a condition: I want to know why you’re looking for her.”


	“I have told you—”


	“Yes, you don’t know. But you can find me someone who does. I need that question answered before I can help.”


	Fournier nodded. “I can understand that. I will make inquiries.”


	Eddie felt his bunched neck muscles relax. He’d done it. He’d taken the first step toward proving Weezy right or wrong, toward deciding whether or not he’d made a mistake in joining the Order. And proving to her that no matter what, she could trust her brother to do the right thing.
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	After a sip of water, Kewan raised the bullhorn to his lips and started the chants again. His throat felt raw from the shouting, but he’d checked the time while he’d sipped and knew he had only a few minutes to go before he could shut up.


	Because that was when they’d make their move.


	“Two-four-six-eight! Why can’t folks dissimilate?”


	The two dozen sign-carrying Kickers dutifully shouted their reply: “The Internet! The Internet!”


	Round and round they marched in a rough oval outside the entrance to a brick-faced office building in Chelsea. Four heavy-duty glass doors, stacked side by side, separated the chilled marchers from the warm atrium within. Getting everyone through those fast enough to shock and awe security before they called the cops posed a problem. But the boss had solved that.


	Taking over the atrium was only the first step. The data center occupied the whole fourth floor and you couldn’t get there without a swipe card. But a Kicker on the inside had solved that problem.


	“Why are we here?”


	“The Internet!”


	“And how do we want the Internet?”


	“Dead!”


	“Two-four—”


	“Excuse me, sir,” someone said close behind his right ear, accompanying the words with a tap on his shoulder.


	Aw, hell, Kewan thought as he turned. If this was a cop it would ruin everything. But instead he found a sandy-haired white guy in an overcoat.


	He put on his best scowl. “I’m busy here.”


	The guy smiled. “I’m Lonnie Pelham from WCBS Eight-Eighty News.” He held up the digital voice recorder in his hand. “I’d like to ask you a couple of questions if I may.”


	Always cooperate with the media.


	The boss had said that time and time again. Always cooperate, always treat them with respect, always mention the boss’s book when talking about the Kicker Evolution. This was how to grow the Kicker numbers.


	“What time is it?”


	Pelham checked his watch. “Almost eleven.”


	“Exact time.”


	He checked again. “Ten fifty-three.”


	“Then I can give you seven minutes.” He motioned Antoine out of the picket line and handed him the horn. “Take over while I talk to this gentleman.”


	Gentleman . . . hear that, boss? I’m doing like you said.


	As Antoine restarted the chants, Kewan led the reporter half a block down to a corner where they could stand on the side street, away from the noise and out of the wind whipping along Eighth Avenue. Time for a friendly smile.


	“I think I heard you a couple times on the radio, man. I ain’t much for news stations, but I tune you guys in for weather and stuff. What you wanna ask me?”


	Pelham thumbed a button on the recorder and held it between them. His breath steamed in the cold air.


	“First off, what’s your name?”


	“Kick.”


	“No, your name.”


	“That is my name to people outside the Evolution. Other Kickers know me by a different name, but I’m just ‘Kick’ to the assimilated world.”


	This was a new policy instituted by the boss: Don’t let outsiders know your name. A good policy, considering what they had planned for a few minutes from now.


	“Very well then, Kick, how long have you been a Kicker?”


	He smiled and gave the stock answer. “All my life. I just didn’t know it until I read Hank Thompson’s Kick last year.” There: plug done. “After that, I knew I had to dissimilate and join the Kicker Evolution.”


	“Just in case there are a few people who haven’t heard it explained by now, what exactly does it mean to dissimilate?”


	Kewan had been coached on how to answer FAQs about Kickers, and this was one of them.


	“It’s Hank Thompson’s own word for the opposite of assimilate. As everybody grows up, they’re pushed into being absorbed by the society or culture or religion or just the plain old herd around them. But when you’re an adult, it’s time to break free, to throw off the chains of assimilation and dissimilate.”


	“But critics say that by joining the Kicker Evolution you’ve simply traded one group for another.”


	“To anyone still assimilated, it might look like that, but you can’t understand dissimilation until you’ve experienced it.”


	“But—”


	“I ain’t here to argue.”


	“I understand. What did you do before you were . . . before you dissimilated?”


	“Life before dissimilation doesn’t matter. Whatever you did, whoever you were, it’s all irrelevant. As we like to say, ‘You get a clean slate when you dissimilate.’ ” He spread the web between his right thumb and forefinger. “You also get one of these.”


	Pelham squinted at the black tattoo on the dark brown skin. “Oh, yes. That’s certainly a familiar figure.”


	Should be, Kewan thought. It’s been spray-painted all over town.


	But he laughed and said, “Maybe I should get mine outlined in white.”


	“That would be . . . different.” Pelham cleared his throat. “All right then, let’s get to the here and now: Why are dozens of Kickers out here on this chilly winter night picketing a closed building?”


	Kewan winked. “Well, for one, football season is over.”


	Pelham laughed. “Seriously.”


	“What time you got?”


	A glance at his watch. “Ten fifty-eight.”


	Okay. Two minutes left—if the car was on time.


	Kewan stepped back around the corner and pointed to the building.


	“A major Internet data center hides on the fourth floor there. Big fat fiber-optic cables run in and out of it, feeding the World Wide Web in this country and crossing the Atlantic. We want that stopped.”


	“But why?”


	“Because the Internet is the biggest assimilator of all. It sucks people in and won’t let them out. So many more people would be able to dissimilate if not for the Internet. That’s why we protest.”


	“But on a Monday night?”


	“Why not? The Internet runs twenty-four/seven, and so does the Kicker Evolution.”


	And . . . that’s when building security is at its lowest.


	He eyed the marchers. They’d moved away from the doors and laid down their signs. He heard a roar of a car engine and saw a beat-up old Chevy speeding up Eighth Avenue from Greenwich Village. Its tires squealed as it braked into a hard left turn mid block, jumped the curb, and barreled across the sidewalk to smash through the glass doors.


	Right on time.


	“Oops!” Kewan broke into a run. “Gotta go.”


	The marchers had the car open by the time he got there. Most were hauling long- and short-handle sledgehammers, pry bars, and axes from the trunk; a few others who’d been trained in their use were easing the three EMP generators from the backseat. Kewan grabbed a long splitting maul and charged into the glass-littered lobby where a red-faced security guard was being tied to his chair with plastic fasteners.


	The rest of the Kickers crammed into the two elevators. Kewan pulled out the insider’s security card and swiped it through the scanner, then pressed 4. He jumped out, then entered the second elevator with the EMP crew and repeated the process.


	“Remember,” he said as they rose. “No hesitation. Soon as we arrive, we open the doors and go after them. Only a few nerdy techs inside this time of night, so don’t worry about resistance. Take the routers and servers down hard and the nerds down gentle. The boss don’t want nobody hurt. It’s bad press.”


	One of the guys with an EMP gun snickered. “Yeah, we’ll get enough of that when nobody around here can check their Facebook or MySpace tonight.”


	Another laughed. “Kicker Man will be defriended all over town.”


	The Kicker Man had his own MySpace page with a strange assortment of friends. Yeah, a lot of people would be pissed, but that was the whole idea—gather them together to split them apart.


	“And remember: Don’t cut the cables, hammer them.”


	A cut cable was easy to fix. Hammering fractured the fibers inside with no clue as to where they were broken.


	The car slowed and dinged for the fourth floor. The doors opened, revealing the first group massed and waiting outside the steel doors to the data center. Kewan swiped the card again and the doors opened.


	He stayed back with the EMP guys while the others charged into the center. He pulled a sheet of paper from his back pocket and unfolded it to reveal a map of the center. Their insider had sketched it out for tonight’s visit.


	The commotion drew some nerdy-looking guys to the front. One look at the invaders and they fled toward the rear.


	“Okay, everybody! You know what to do! You see anyone on a phone, stop ’em!”


	He led one of the EMP guys along the course laid out for him. The place was nothing like what he’d expected. In the movies computer centers were always brightly lit, high-tech palaces. This was dingy and dusty and not much more than stacks of black boxes on racks.


	He headed for the routers that fed the high-capacity fiber-optic backbone cable that snaked across the floor of the Atlantic to England. He’d been briefed on what he’d find and given all sorts of names and abbreviations for the equipment, but he’d stopped listening after a while.


	All he needed to know was that the equipment in the room in question had to be destroyed. His fellow Kickers would be smashing or frying every router and server and hammering every cable they could find, but Kewan had been assigned to the heart of the beast. His job was to pierce that heart and stop its beat.
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	“What are they thinking?” Jack said as he stared at the headline of the Post.


	KICK ’EM IN JAIL!


	Abe shrugged. “I should know? I should explain the doings of meshuga Kickers?”


	Jack leaned on the customer side of the scarred counter at the rear of the Isher Sports Shop. Abe Grossman perched his egg-shaped body on the stool across from him, perusing his array of morning newspapers as he munched one of the bialys Jack had brought. Bits of onion decorated his white shirt and shiny black pants.


	“It was rhetorical.”


	“Rhetorical implies you know the answer already.”


	“Whatever. I don’t know much about the Internet, but I do know it’s redundant as all hell. You can’t bring it down by attacking a data center.”


	“But you can cause much tsuris for those who depend on that center. They still haven’t restored service. They’ve had effects overseas as well, on the far end of that transatlantic cable they damaged.”


	“But they will get it up and running again—the TV says by the end of the day if not earlier. So what have they accomplished?”


	“Annoyance, bad press.” Abe looked over his reading glasses at Jack. “You’ve met Hank Thompson. You’ve dealt with him. He’s a shmegegi?”


	“Anything but.”


	Jack knew Thompson’s felonious history—a high school dropout into grand theft auto. Might be uneducated, but he was no dummy. He’d sat down and written a bestseller that had induced a horde of people to hail him as their fearless leader.


	“I should think there’s no method to his madness? The papers say EMP generators were used. That is a little scary.”


	Jack had read the papers’ explanations of the effects of electromagnetic pulse on delicate circuitry. He didn’t understand why or how those waves could do their damage, but he believed. Like he believed in gravity and Britney Spears.


	“I guess if they build one big enough, they’ll simply have to drive by a data center and screw it up from outside.”


	Abe shook his head. “I don’t think that’s practical—it would have to be enormous. Better they should use a nuclear explosion.”


	“Let’s not go there. I prefer Kickers limiting themselves to something more conventional—like a Tomahawk missile.”


	Abe stuffed the rest of the bialy in his mouth and spoke around it. “The question is, why such a problem with the Internet? It’s blamed already for fragmenting families and relationships.”


	Families . . . Munir Habib’s words echoed through Jack’s skull . . .


	Save my family!


	Abe was saying, “Instead of playing baseball out in the sun with their friends, kids are sitting alone before their monitors. Instead of neighbors shmoozing over a back fence, they’re on their computers watching a sit-com episode they missed. Sounds to me already like the Internet is doing Thompson’s dissimilating for him.”


	Jack tried to visualize Abe leaning on a backyard fence gabbing with a neighbor. But first he had to picture Abe with a backyard. He failed.


	“Yeah. That’s what doesn’t make sense.”


	“Unless he’s telling the truth about the attack being perpetrated by non-Kickers trying to make his movement look bad.”


	Jack shook his head. “Uh-uh. Those were the real deal.”


	“You’re so sure how?”


	“They showed a clip from a bystander’s cell phone on the morning news.”


	Abe’s turn to shake his head. “A cell phone. Does nothing go unrecorded these days? Privacy is dying.”


	“It’s dead and buried. People just don’t know it yet. Anyway, I recognized one of the players.”


	“From your days in the group?”


	Kewan had bummed more than his share of cigarettes off Jack last summer when he’d been posing as a Kicker.


	Jack nodded. “Yeah. And that means it was an official Kicker operation. They don’t do anything without Thompson’s say-so. Which brings us back to the original question: What’s he thinking?”


	“Maybe it was simply a test run, to see how the EMP gadgets worked.”


	“You could go out and buy a server or a router or whatever they were after and test it on that without exposing your plans.”


	Abe drummed his fingers. “Maybe he was testing data center vulnerability.”


	“Okay. He found that one vulnerable, but that’s only going to make other centers beef up their security. Sounds counterproductive to me.”


	Abe brushed at the onion bits but succeeded only in smearing them. “To have real success against the Internet, he would need to attack almost every data center and Internet exchange point in the world—and even he, despite his large following, does not have the numbers or resources for that.”


	“But even then it would only be temporary, and he’d be in jail and no one would want to dissimilate after that because his name would be mud.” Jack pushed the paper away. “I’ll think about it later.”


	“Something’s chewing your guderim. What?”


	He told him about Munir and what he was going through, and how he’d turned him down.


	“You should feel bad about that? Already you helped him. You pointed him toward his company.”


	“Yeah, but if he doesn’t bring the feds in on it, that’s not going to help. He needs lots of eyeballs searching employment records.”


	“Which you can’t give him, so guilt you shouldn’t feel.”


	“You’re right. A hundred percent right. So why do I feel like I let him down?”


	“Because you’ve been farblondjet lately.”


	If so, Jack figured Gia and Vicky’s trip was contributing to it. He glanced at his watch. Almost time for the gathering.


	“Gotta run.”


	“Where?”


	“Meeting with the old folks.”


	Abe nodded. “Methuselah and his mother. And your old girlfriend too, I suppose.”


	“She was never my girlfriend.”


	He and Weezy held irregular meetings with the Lady and Veilleur, and one was scheduled for this morning. Maybe they could figure out what the Kickers were up to.
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	Munir snatched up the phone on the third ring. The hated voice grated in his ear.


	“You had me a little worried this morning, Mooo-neeer.”


	“What? What do you mean?”


	“When you left. Thought you might have been sneaking off to meet someone.”


	He must be watching me.


	“I did not!”


	He’d left the apartment for food and newspapers. But he had no appetite and hadn’t been able to concentrate long enough to make sense of a single paragraph in the paper. He’d spent his time wandering from room to room, waiting to hear from the monster, wondering what his next demand would be. And all the while his promise of sending proof that Barbara and Robby were still alive gnawed at him. The way he’d said it . . . even the voice distorter couldn’t obscure the obscene glee slithering through his tone.


	“I know that. But it got me to thinking how you might be talking about your situation through email. That’s a no-no.”


	“I swear I have not!”


	“So you say, but I don’t trust you. So I sent you an email. You will open it on both your home computer and your laptop.”


	“I don’t understand.”


	“The email contains a rootkit that will allow me to monitor your activity.”


	A rootkit would allow the monster more than that—it would take over his computers.


	Without thinking, Munir blurted, “I can’t!”


	“You what?”


	“Wait-wait-wait. I didn’t mean that. It’s just that the laptop has proprietary data belonging to my company.”


	“Are you refusing?”


	Panic squeezed his throat. “No, I don’t care about the company. I—”


	“Have you any idea of the consequences?”


	He jumped from his chair and started for his home office.


	“I-I-I’m going to the computer right now. I’ll open your email immediately.”


	“You’ve really crossed the line now, you Arab twinkie. You know that proof you wanted about your whore and brat being alive? It’s on the way.”


	He hung up.


	Munir repressed a scream. He wanted to smash the phone into a thousand pieces but repressed that as well.


	Jack’s idea about it being a Saud employee, past or present, ran through his head. A rootkit would allow the monster to take control of his computer and use his passcodes to hack into the company’s system. Why would he want to do that unless he was connected to the company? Jack’s theory was looking better and better.


	He reached his home computer and checked his mail. There . . . 911avenger . . . that had to be him. Munir clicked it open and found a message.


	Leave them running. If anything is encrypted, send the decryption key now.


	With shaking fingers, he complied immediately. Maybe if he showed no hesitation the monster would show mercy. Munir had a terrible feeling about the “proof” that was on the way.
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	Claude Fournier met him across the street from the Order’s Lodge in Lower Manhattan.


	Eddie had arrived early and had been dismayed by the number of scurvy types dawdling on or about the front steps, smoking in the chill air. Over the years he’d attended a number of meetings in that venerable, granite-block building. Now it looked like some sort of halfway house.


	“What is going on here?” he said as Fournier stopped next to him.


	The man removed the cigarette that had been dangling from his lips and gazed across the street. He didn’t look happy at what he saw.


	“Kickers. Didn’t you know?”


	“I’d heard talk, but . . .”


	Fournier was nodding. “Yes. I know. A scruffy bunch.”


	Outsiders in one of the Lodges. It wasn’t supposed to happen. And yet, here they were.


	“Whose idea was this?”


	“Word came from the High Council last year to give them the run of the place. The High Council would not make that decision lightly. It must see them as useful in some way.”


	“Useful how?”


	He gave a typically Gallic shrug. “They have not yet deigned to inform me.”


	Eddie was surprised at how offended he felt. And chagrined at how deeply he’d bought into being a brother in the Order.


	“We’re not meeting with one of them, are we?”


	“Hardly. An Actuator maintains an office there. It’s him we are meeting.” He gestured across the street. “Shall we?”


	Actuator? Eddie thought as he followed Fournier. Why does that sound familiar?


	They crossed the street and headed up the stone steps. The lounging Kickers gave them curious stares but no one challenged them until they stepped through the heavy front doors into the large open foyer.


	“Can I help you guys?” said a bearded heavyset fellow who looked like a biker.


	“We have a meeting.”


	“Who with?”


	Appalled by the spectacle of brothers of the Order explaining their presence in a Lodge to an outsider, Eddie wandered deeper into the foyer and stared at the bas relief sigil on the rear wall.


	As a kid, whenever he’d seen it over the door of the Lodge in his hometown, he’d found the pattern vaguely confusing, like an optical illusion. Now he was so used to it—hell, it was seared into the skin on his back—that he found the Möbius-strip quality almost comforting . . . a promise of eternity . . . or infinity.


	He noticed a dark smudge or smear on the edge at about seven o’clock. It looked like something had been wiped off. He wondered what.


	Fournier appeared at his shoulder. “The Actuator is in a meeting that is running late. He will see you as soon as he is free. Come with me.”


	He led Eddie to a small room furnished with a couple of chairs and nothing else. Their footsteps echoed on the bare hardwood floor.


	“Wait here. It won’t be long.”


	Eddie walked to the window as Fournier left. He stared out at the street for a moment. Nothing interesting there, so he sat in one of the chairs and tilted it back against the wall. He began rehearsing what he’d planned to say when he noticed a murmur of voices. He looked around and saw the door was closed. So where—?


	A ventilation grille was set in the wall just above the baseboard a few feet away. He leaned closer. That was the source. But where from? Curious, and with nothing else to do, he dropped to a knee and tried to listen.
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	Nelson Ferron’s grin shone through his thick white beard as he turned off the network broadcast he’d recorded. The attack on the data center was all over the news.


	“Hear that? My babies worked like a charm.”


	Hank nodded and decided the fat Dormentalist deserved some props.


	“Yeah. Those guns made crispy critters of the servers. You did good.”


	And what was better, their use of EMP had really shaken things up. All the on-air experts were wringing their hands at the “dire implications” of this sort of attack.


	“Yes,” Drexler said from the far end of the table. “Excellent work.”


	“What about me?” said Kewan, the fourth attendee around the basement table. “I’m the guy who ran the show. I took out that transatlantic cable.”


	“You surely did,” Hank said. “But you got yourself caught on that cell phone. Not good.”


	He rolled his eyes. “Can’t help that. If y’gonna be on the street, there’s always that chance. Everybody got phones.” He turned to Ferron. “Hey, can’t you make a bigger EMP thing?”


	Ferron shrugged. “Of course. How big?”


	“One big enough so we don’t have to show our faces or risk getting nabbed. Something that can fry those circuits from a distance, or zap the whole city in one shot.”


	“Not possible—at least with existing technology. That would take a nuclear explosion.”


	“I didn’t say blow the place up—”


	Hank had heard this before but he didn’t mind listening again. The subject fascinated him.


	“You wouldn’t have to,” Ferron said. “You’d detonate the bomb outside the atmosphere. In fact, the higher the better. Set one off thirty miles above Lebanon, Kansas, and you—”


	“Why there?” Kewan said.


	“It’s the belly button of the lower forty-eight. Right smack in the center. Explode a nuke thirty miles over that and you toast all the circuitry in the Midwest. Set it off three hundred miles up, and you take out all of North and most of Central America.”


	Kewan’s eyes lit. “You mean the whole country would be an Internet-free zone? Let’s do it!”


	Hank shook his head. That had been his own reaction. Then he’d learned that more than the Internet would be affected. “We’d also be cell phone–free and car-free, plus—”


	“Wait. What you mean, car and phone free?”


	“Well, cell phones use the same kind of chips as computers, and all modern cars have onboard computers.”


	“Right,” Ferron said. “If you had a vintage car with original equipment, you might keep that going, but you’d have trouble finding a working gas pump because there’d be no electricity.”


	Kewan frowned. “Why not?”


	“Because the EMP would also toast the power grid.” Ferron snapped his fingers. “Like that we’d be back in the eighteenth century.”


	“Okaaaay,” Kewan said slowly. “Let’s not do that.”


	Hank knew that the Change was coming soon, bringing the Others back to this world, and he’d been doing his best to prepare the way for them—hopefully guaranteeing himself better treatment when they took over. But he didn’t want to go back to burning wood for heat until they showed up.


	“Right,” he told Kewan. “Let’s just limit our target to the Internet.”


	Kewan nodded. “We’re gonna need more of those guns, then—lots more.”


	“Wrong. The data centers and exchanges aren’t the real targets. We just want people thinking they are.”


	He looked offended. “You mean last night was all for show?”


	“Yes. And you put on an excellent show. Too excellent, perhaps.”


	“What that mean?”


	Drexler spoke up. “Your image was captured on that cell phone, Mister Lyford, and shown on national TV. You must leave the city.”


	“I ain’t leaving. This where I live.”


	Hank leaned toward him. “It’s okay, Kewan. You’re being transferred to one of the field groups.”


	“What’s that? I never hearda no field groups.”


	“That’s where the real work’s going to be done. They’re getting set to move. And when they do, it won’t be for show.” He glanced at Drexler. “Any word from your man on that final piece of code?”


	Drexler nodded. “He guarantees sometime today.”


	“About time. And if it lives up to its press, when can we expect Jihad to be ready?”


	“Jihad?” said Kewan. “What’s this Jihad talk? We dealin’ with Arabs?”


	Hank caught Drexler’s furious look. He shouldn’t have mentioned that in front of Kewan and Ferron. Until his slip just now, he’d been the only Kicker in on the virus. Top-tier Dormentalists knew, but Ferron wasn’t one of those.


	Drexler composed his features. “Just a figure of speech, Mister Lyford. Jihad is a holy war, and we’re leading a holy war against the Internet.”


	“You mentioned ‘code,’ ” Ferron said. “Are we talking virus here?”


	Shit.


	“Another kind of code,” Hank said quickly. “One we need to break.”


	But Ferron was right. Jihad—its official designation would be Jihad4/20—was one hell of a virus. If all went according to plan, it would be spread across the globe by the end of the week.
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	“The Internet is not their real target,” the Lady said.


	Jack studied her. She looked better than she had last summer right after Rasalom and his boys in the Kickers and the Order damn near killed her. Against all odds, despite the Fhinntmanchca, the mythic killing force that had zeroed in on her, she’d survived. But just barely.


	Jack first met her when he was a kid. She’d appeared then as an eccentric old woman with a three-legged dog. Over the ensuing years she’d stepped in and out of his life as females of varying ages, always with some sort of dog at her side.


	The dog was gone now—it hadn’t survived the assault—but she persevered. But only as an old Lady. Used to be she could change her looks, but she seemed to have lost that ability. Used to be she could shift her presence to anywhere on Earth, but no more. She never left this apartment.


	“Sorry,” Weezy said as she stepped into the room, late as usual.


	She’d shed some weight since popping back into Jack’s life last summer. Instead of the baggy sweat suits she’d worn then, she was now dressed in fitted jeans and a long-sleeved black sweater under a ski vest. She’d let her dark hair grow and had it tied back in a simple ponytail. Her pale face was makeup free, a far cry from the heavy gothesque eyeliner she’d worn as a teen. She carried the Compendium of Srem under her arm.


	The group—Jack had started calling it the Ally’s Gang of Four—was now complete. They’d been meeting a couple of times a month, sometimes more often, to discuss the goings-on in the world and which of those might be related to Rasalom or those doing his bidding. And also to learn what Weezy had gleaned from her ongoing study of the Compendium.


	But that was all they did: Talk. And it was driving Jack nuts.


	The meeting place was always the same: the Lady’s apartment in the building on Central Park West owned by Glaeken, who had adopted the identity of Gaston Veilleur and insisted on being addressed as “Veilleur.” As usual, he sat at one end of the heavy oblong table, the Lady at the other. Jack and Weezy occupied the flanks.


	Jack shook his head. The Gang of Four . . . a former immortal, a woman who wasn’t really a woman—or even human—and a pair of thirty-something humans . . . all that stood between humanity and the Otherness.


	Pretty pathetic. A kind of cosmic joke. But the cosmic shadow war raging behind the scenes was anything but a joke. Two nameless, unimaginable forces vying for control of the sentient realities across the multiverse. Earth was one of those. Just one of many. Not the golden prize, simply another marble in the pouch. But only the sentient marbles were valuable; the non-sentient were brushed aside.


	Earth was currently the possession of a force people had come to call the Ally—not really an ally, and in no way benign; more like indifferent. The Otherness, however, was unquestionably inimical, and had been vying for millennia to make Earth its own. Rasalom led its forces here. Veilleur, as Glaeken, used to lead the Ally’s, but had been released and allowed to age. He was now as mortal as Jack and Weezy.


	“Then what is their target?” Weezy said.


	The Lady waited for her to take her seat opposite Jack before speaking.


	“I am.”


	“Because the Internet feeds the noosphere?” Veilleur said in his rumbling voice. A broad-shouldered man with a scarred face, a gray beard, and a dominating presence—not unexpected, considering he’d been born thousands of years ago in the First Age.


	The Lady nodded. “And the noosphere feeds me.”


	The noosphere again. Jack had first heard the term last summer; Weezy had bandied it around a lot back then, but not much since. He hadn’t quite grasped it then, and most of what he’d learned had slipped away over the ensuing months. He’d had other things on his mind.


	“Can you give me a refresher on that?”


	Weezy said, “Where are you fuzzy?”


	“Around the edges . . . and all through the middle.”


	She smiled. “Okay. Capsule version: Back in the nineteenth century a Jesuit named Pierre Teilhard de Chardin had a theory that the growth of human numbers and interactions would create a separate consciousness called the noosphere. Turned out he was right. It’s real, and it’s fed by every thought, every interaction between every sentient being on the planet. It’s not cyberspace, though cyberspace adds to it. Every email, every Twitter tweet, every MySpace or Facebook add or app or comment, every chat-room quip, every blog entry or comment, every text message or eBay bid—billions upon billions of interactions every hour, all between sentient beings, and all adding to the noosphere.”


	“I should have been destroyed by the Fhinntmanchca,” the Lady said. “The noosphere suffered devastating damage and, under different circumstances, would not have been able to support my existence. In fact, for a few heartbeats, I ceased to exist . . . was, in fact, dead. Again.”


	“Again?” Weezy said.


	“The first death occurred in Florida. The Fhinntmanchca caused the second. A third time and I will be gone.”


	Weezy looked shocked. “Where does it say that?”


	The Lady gestured toward the Compendium. “You will find it somewhere in your book. After the third death I will be resorbed into the noosphere.”


	“And that’s it?”


	“I will eventually reemerge, but as a child. And in the interval, my beacon will be extinguished. That nearly happened this time, but because the Internet has made the noosphere so much stronger than the One or anyone else realized, I was able to return almost immediately, albeit without my companion.”


	Yeah. Her dog . . . Jack kind of missed him.


	“I think it was more than just the noosphere,” Veilleur said.


	Weezy turned to him. “You think the Ally stepped in?”


	He shook his head. “No. The Ally has minimal presence in this sphere. I sense that something else was involved in bringing you back. By all tradition, the Fhinntmanchca should have completely crippled the noosphere and blasted you into nothingness.”


	Weezy said, “Another player? Please don’t tell me you think there’s a fourth force at work here.”


	Jack didn’t want another player either, but . . .


	“Fourth?”


	“We’ve got three now.” She ticked off on her fingers. “The Ally, the Otherness, us.”


	“Us? I could see you saying the noosphere, but—”


	“The noosphere is us—humanity. We created it, and it can’t exist without us. It’s not fighting for us, it’s humanity fighting for itself.” She looked at Veilleur. “You’re not suggesting divine intervention or anything like that, are you?”


	He shook his head. “Of course not. I think the Lady herself might have had something to do with her own return.”


	She frowned. “I don’t see how that is possible. I am no one. I am simply a projection, an avatar of the noosphere.”


	That might be true, but Jack couldn’t help thinking of the Lady as a person. She was all that stood between humanity and a takeover by the Otherness. She was a beacon, announcing to the multiverse that this place was inhabited by sentient beings. If she were snuffed out, the Ally would discard the Earth as worthless, leaving the Otherness to reshape this reality to its liking—a hell for humanity.


	“No one?” Veilleur smiled. “No, my dear, I think you are someone. I think you are more than you realize.”


	She shook her head. “I know what I am and am not. I am no one. Without a healthy noosphere, I cannot exist.”


	“But the noosphere isn’t healthy. You expected to be getting back to your old self by now, but that hasn’t happened.”


	“True. It is taking more time than I anticipated for the noosphere to heal itself. Imagine the noosphere as a mountain lake, fed by many streams. It has had a sidewall blown away and much of its water has flowed downhill—and will continue to leak away until the breach is repaired. The Internet is one of the lake’s major feeder tributaries.”


	Jack said, “So the One’s crew must think if they bring down the Net, they’ll empty the noosphere to a point where it won’t be able to sustain you.”


	She nodded. “If the Internet is cut off before the breach is healed, the noosphere will dry up . . . and I with it.”


	“If that’s really their purpose,” Weezy said, “I don’t think we have much to worry about. The Internet’s infrastructure is too spread out and too redundant.”


	“What about a huge EMP?” Jack said.


	She blinked. “You mean a high-altitude nuke? If they had that, they wouldn’t be messing around with portable EMP generators in data centers. And even if they detonated one over the U.S., high enough to take out the whole country, there’s still the rest of the world up and running.”


	“Maybe they’ve got a bunch of nukes.”


	She shook her head. “The Kickers and Dormentalists like to tell the world that they’re everywhere, but they’re not. They’re all over, yes, but not everywhere. They can’t launch nukes all over the world to knock out the entire Net. They simply can’t.”


	Jack wished he could be so confident.


	“Hank Thompson isn’t stupid, Weezy, and he’s hooked up with Drexler, who’s definitely not stupid. They’re all working together. And that tells me that last night’s attack on that data center means something. They didn’t build EMP guns and go to all that trouble for nothing. They’ve targeted the Internet.”


	Weezy leaned back and tapped her fingers on the table. “Maybe it’s just Thompson. He could be acting on his own. You know he’s got a thing against the Internet. He was very up front about that in his book.”


	Jack banged a fist on the table—not too hard, just enough to vent some frustration. “Too bad I’m not inside anymore. Might be able to pick up something. At least I was doing something then.”


	But Jack had managed to make himself persona non grata at the Lodge, both with and without a beard.


	“We have Eddie inside the Order.”


	“But he’s like a social member, with no access to the inner circles and their agenda. And besides, you aren’t talking to him.”


	“He called me yesterday.”


	Weezy told him about Eddie’s call and how he was going to “look into” the Order’s renewed search for her. The news sent bolts of alarm through Jack.


	“Did you tell him not to?”


	She looked offended. “Of course I did, but he wasn’t having any of it. I’m worried about him.”


	“So am I. I’ll give him a call and warn him off. Eddie’s not cut out for that kind of stuff.”


	As a kid he’d always been the loose lip of their trio, the one most likely to blow a secret.


	“So . . . what are we going to do about this Internet plot?”


	Veilleur shrugged. “What else can we do besides watchful waiting until—”


	“Damn!” Jack said. “That’s all we do! Watch and wait. Which is the equivalent of doing nothing. Why do we even bother with these meetings? To find more things we can’t or won’t do anything about?”


	He saw Weezy roll her eyes.


	“Don’t do that, Weez.”


	She shrugged. “Sorry. But we seem to be having this argument every time we meet lately.”


	Frustration burned in Jack’s gut. “Because all we do is sit around and talk and let the One and his toadies do whatever the hell they want. I’m sick of it.”


	“But your alternative is too risky.”


	“I disagree.”


	Veilleur spoke up. “Remember your promise.”


	“I remember. I want you to release me from it.”


	Veilleur shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t.”


	“Why the hell not? The One is human, right? Flesh and blood like you and me, right?”


	“Not quite like us. He has tremendous healing ability.” He sighed. “Like I used to have.”


	“So you’ve said, and a few other tricks that make him something more than human. But he’s not invulnerable and invincible, right?”


	“No. Not either.”


	“That means he can be taken down.”


	“Only with an enormous amount of deadly force.”


	“I can bring that. Cut me loose.”


	Veilleur shook his head again. “You might never find him.”


	“At least I’d be doing something.”


	The constant passivity of waiting for the other side to make a move . . . that lay at the heart of Jack’s frustration. Defense wasn’t how he solved problems.


	“And even if you did find him, and even if you brought this deadly force to bear, what if you failed?”


	“Then I’d try again.”


	“But then he’d be on to you. He pays no attention to you now. But he would then. And through you he’d find me. And then he’d know that I’m simply an old man who is no longer a threat to him. He must never learn that. The consequences would be catastrophic.”


	Veilleur had presented this argument to Jack last year. It had made sense then, but less and less sense since. He bitterly regretted his promise then to keep away from Rasalom.


	“As I’ve said before and I’ll say again: I think the potential benefit outweighs the risk.”


	He caught Weezy staring at him with that look. He wasn’t sure what “that look” meant, but he’d glanced up and seen it often enough when she’d been staying at his place. She seemed to be looking through his skin, seeing his core. It made him a bit uncomfortable.


	He checked his watch. Almost one o’clock. Where did the day go? He bottled his frustration. “Gotta run.”


	Nearing the time to pick up and Gia and Vicky and hustle them out to the airport.


	One more reason to hate LaGuardia.
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	Eddie hadn’t gleaned much from his eavesdropping—or would that be ventdropping? The sounds of conversation had been muffled and distorted. He’d picked up a word here and there, but nothing of any consequence except “jihad.” He’d caught it twice, and was pretty sure he had that right, but without context it was meaningless.


	He was back in his chair when Fournier returned.


	“Come,” he said, standing in the doorway. “The Actuator will see you now.”


	A few doorways down he was ushered into a high-ceilinged office where a man in a white suit sat behind a desk, scribbling in a notebook.


	“Mister Drexler,” Fournier said. “Brother Connell is here.”


	As the man looked up, Eddie froze in the doorway. His saliva vanished and he was suddenly a pudgy teenager again. Drexler’s slicked-back hair had streaks of gray in the black, and time had added a few wrinkles to his face, but the hawk nose, the cold blue eyes, and the white suit were the same.


	“Is something the matter?” he said in a lightly accented voice.


	Eddie struggled for words, found them. “Mister Drexler?”


	“Yes. Have we met?”


	“Y—” He would not stammer. “Yes. In Johnson, New Jersey, way back in the eighties.”


	“Ah, yes. The summer-fall of eighty-three. A problem at the local Lodge.” He frowned. “Connell . . . that does ring a bell.” He snapped his fingers. “I recall a rather impertinent girl with that name. She caused more than her share of trouble.”


	Eddie had to smile. “That would be Weezy.”


	Drexler pursed his lips. “An odd name.”


	“It’s from Louise.” From Eddie himself, really, who’d mispronounced her name so often as a toddler that it had stuck.


	“I recall a male friend who was equal trouble.”


	Another smile. “Yeah. That would be Jack.”


	Immediately he wished he hadn’t said anything, because the name seemed to spark something in Drexler.


	“Ah, yes. The Lodge’s groundskeeper for a while. What is Jack doing these days?”


	Eddie fought to maintain a neutral expression. According to Weezy, Jack had killed maybe half a dozen men who had been after her last summer. She swore they were members of the Order, but Eddie wasn’t convinced—yet. But if she was right . . .


	“I hear he’s some sort of repairman.”


	“Interesting. He did appear to like working with his hands, but I’d have expected more from him.” He steepled his fingers and fixed Eddie with his sharp blue gaze. “So then, you are telling us that the Louise Myers we seek is actually your sister, Louise Connell. Am I correct?”


	“If the drawing on the fax is accurate, yes.”


	“It is quite accurate. Brother Fournier says you are unaware of her whereabouts.”


	“As I told him, we haven’t been on the best terms since she learned I’m a member of the Order.”


	Drexler’s thin lips curved into a small, tight smile. “Does she still believe that we stole some petty artifact from her?”


	We both know you did, Eddie thought.


	But that wasn’t important.


	“Weezy never forgets. Anything.”


	“Be that as it may, I understand you are willing to help us find her.”


	Eddie took a breath. Now the hard part: defying the Order, setting conditions and laying them out for Drexler, of all people.


	“If I know why you’re looking for her.”


	Drexler leaned back. “I can’t answer that because I don’t know. Word came from . . . on high to locate her.”


	“I need to know that you mean her no harm.”


	Another thin smile. “The Order is not in the business of hurting people.”


	Eddie wished he could be as sure of that now as he had been a year ago.


	“That doesn’t answer the question of why you’re looking for her. Get me a satisfactory answer to that, and I’ll help you find her. And I’m sure I can find her. If not, you’re on your own.”


	“But you’re a brother of the Order. You have an obligation—”


	“I’m a brother to my sister. I have a bigger obligation there.” Now for the ultimate defiance: He turned his back on Drexler and headed for the door. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”


	He hurried down the hall, through the foyer, and out to the steps. As the cold air hit him he realized he was drenched with sweat.
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	As soon as Connell left, Ernst signaled to Fournier.


	“Get Szeto.”


	A moment later Kristof Szeto stepped into the room. He was dark, with short black hair; he always appeared to have five-o’clock shadow, even when he’d just shaved, and he liked black leather. Szeto couldn’t be present during the meeting because he had already met Connell in the Myers woman’s hospital room last summer.


	“Did you hear?”


	Szeto nodded but said nothing.


	“Do you believe him?”


	“Not a word,” he said in his accented English.


	Ernst leaned back. “Neither do I. But what’s his purpose, do you think?”


	Szeto shrugged. “Perhaps no more than he says: He receives fax with sister’s picture and wants to know why Order is looking for her.”


	“But there’s got to be more to it than that, don’t you think?”


	“Why? He had thorough backgrounding done before he was allowed in, and that showed nothing. Yesterday I go over his record in Order as soon as I receive his call, and it is completely ordinary: typical outer-circle member who pays dues on time and attends meetings.”


	“But his sister is the woman who caused us so much trouble last year, the one who stirred up all those nine/eleven groups.”


	Szeto’s face darkened. “And killed good men, some my friends.”


	Ernst shook his head. Once they learned her maiden name yesterday they’d been able to fill in the gaps in her history, but could find nothing in her life that would imbue her with the skills necessary to kill Szeto’s men.


	“We’re sure now it wasn’t her, but rather that mystery man she hired as a bodyguard.”


	Szeto ground a fist into his palm. “She will know where to find him.”


	“Obviously. But you will not be asking her. The instructions are clear: Find her, mark her location, and do nothing. Is that clear? Nothing.”


	“Yes. Clear.”


	“Good. You are following Brother Connell?”


	“Of course.”


	Ernst rubbed his eyes. He did not like the way this had circled back on him. The woman he had hunted unsuccessfully last year turned out to have crossed his path as an adolescent. Her brother turned out to be a member of the Order—invited in. Paths kept circling back to that nothing town on the edge of the Jersey Pine Barrens, which just so happened to play home to the Order’s oldest existing Lodge on this continent.


	Circles . . . Ernst didn’t trust circles unless he created them. Was something else at work here?


	And what of the woman’s childhood friend, Jack? Ernst had never met anyone so ripe with the taint. And yet now he was . . . what? Connell had said he was a repairman of sorts. A waste of potential.


	He turned to Szeto. “Send someone to the Johnson Lodge and see if there are any records on a groundskeeper named Jack. I forget his last name. It would be late in 1983. Track him down. Find out where he is.”


	“He is involved?”


	“I have no idea. But he’s a cipher now, and I don’t like ciphers. He shares a past with the woman and her brother and I want to make sure he’s not circling through the present with them.”


	“And what about finding woman?”


	“We’ll find her. Last time we had only members of the Order looking for her. We’ve expanded the search exponentially. By now every brother in the Order, every Kicker, and every Dormentalist has seen her picture. Someone will recognize her or spot her. Not to worry. We’ll find her.”
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	Munir sipped orange juice and wished he drank alcohol. He could pour it into the juice and not taste it. The oblivion it offered would blot out this constant, aching fear, quell the frustration at being so helpless.


	In a sudden fit of rage he hurled his glass across the kitchen. It smashed against the wall, sending glass shards flying.


	Now why had he done that? He’d have to clean up the mess before Barbara . . .


	. . . came home.


	He sobbed.


	Oh, God.


	Barbara . . . he’d always known she was strong, but never realized till now how much strength he drew from her on a daily basis. It had taken courage to marry an Arab after 9/11. Maybe she’d latched on to him at first as an in-your-face gesture to the world, but they’d developed deep feelings for each other. She was funny and self-aware and very much her own person. So unlike the Islamic women his family shoved at him. They were all about dowries and pleasing the man, and Barbara was more like How about you pleasing me as much as I please you . . . or maybe more?


	He’d had to have her. No one else would do. They bonded. No, they fused. And when it came time to make their fusion official, neither family was enthralled.


	His family was dismayed but accepting as long as she converted to Islam and the children were raised in the faith. Munir did not tell them that clerics would be shaving their beards and singing “Hava Nagila” before that happened.


	Her family—from outside Atlanta—had been aghast at her choice, but not terribly surprised. Apparently she’d been a rebel all her life. A devout atheist, she adamantly refused a church service and only reluctantly agreed to a reception. What a surreal scene that had been . . . with his imported family occupying one table and hers eight, his people not dancing and not drinking, hers carousing like New Year’s Eve.


	He and Barbara would probably have had little or no further contact with her family if not for her pregnancy. The birth of a grandson caused a dramatic thaw in her folks. They didn’t see Robby often, but when they did, they doted on him.


	Looking back, maybe it hadn’t taken courage on Barbara’s part. Maybe all it took was being Barbara. She was her own person and didn’t care what people thought. She didn’t let the opinions of others—family, friends, whoever—sway her. Maybe that was why they’d become such a self-contained unit.


	Robby had inherited her strength. He needed it with a name like Habib in a New York public school—he was a constant target for bullies wanting to know if he was an Islamic terrorist. But Robby had learned to stand up to them, admitting only to being an American and giving as good as he got.


	He thought back to their last exchange before he’d left the house Thursday morning. Barbara had bought a new outfit the day before and had modeled it for him. She had her own style—a tailored look she wore year in and year out, despite the vagaries of fashion. If he really truly disliked something, he supposed she would take it back, but that had yet to happen. He doubted it ever would—she’d look beautiful in a burqa.


	The modelings had become a ritual with its own litany. She knew she had a good figure, but the litany demanded she ask . . .


	Does it make me look fat?


	Hmmm . . . what did it cost?


	Nine hundred dollars.


	Honestly, honey, I think it adds about ten pounds, especially to your butt.


	Oh, wait—it was on sale for ninety.


	Skinny Minny!


	And they’d laughed as they always did . . .


	And he hadn’t seen her since. Except in photos from that monster.


	To see her tied down, spread-eagle, naked . . . a proud, proud woman humiliated like that . . . it made him—


	The sound of the intercom startled him. Someone buzzing from downstairs. Could it be—?


	He leaped to the speaker and pressed the button.


	“Yes?”


	A gruff voice said, “Package for ya.”


	“Who is this?”


	“Leavin’ it here.”


	“Who—?” But the speaker was dead.


	A package? His heartbeat stumbled, missed a beat, then began racing.


	The “proof” the monster had promised?


	Munir plunged into the hallway and dashed for the stairwell. The elevator was too slow. He could be down in the vestibule by the time it reached his floor. He almost tripped on the stairs in his haste, and forced himself to slow his pace. If he wound up in the hospital, who knew what the monster would do to Barbara and Robby?


	He reached the vestibule and found a yellow padded envelope leaning against the wall under the bank of buzzer buttons. Grabbing it, he checked the address box. Three words were hand-printed with thick black pen: the raghead bastard. In the return address box, two more words: Trade Towers.


	The envelope nearly slipped from his fingers. The monster! Had he been here? Had he delivered it himself? Munir stepped outside and looked around. No one in sight. In nicer weather, mothers would be walking their young children or pushing strollers. But now, in the dead of winter, no one.


	As he stepped back inside he saw the elevator standing open and waiting. He hopped in, pressed his floor number, and was fumbling with the tab of the opening strip before the doors closed. Finally he got a grip on it and ripped it across the top. He looked inside. Empty except for shadows. No. It couldn’t be. He felt a bulge, a thickness within. He upended it.


	A photograph slipped out and fluttered to the floor.


	Munir dropped to a squat and snatched it up. He groaned as he saw Barbara—naked, gagged, bound spread-eagle on the bed as before, but alone this time. Something white was draped across her midsection. Munir looked closer.


	A newspaper. A tabloid. The Post. The headline was the same he’d seen on the newsstand this morning. And Barbara was staring at the camera. No tears this time. Alert. Angry. Alive.


	Munir wanted to cry. He pressed the photo against his chest and sobbed once, then looked at it again to make sure there was no trickery. No, if this had been Photoshopped, it was expert work.


	At the bottom was another one of the monster’s hateful inscriptions: She watched.


	Barbara watched? Watched what? What did that mean?


	The elevator stopped on his floor then. As the doors slid open, he heard a phone ringing. His phone. He’d left his door open. He tore down the hall, leaped inside, and grabbed the receiver before the answering machine picked up. He pressed the RECORD button as soon as he recognized the distorted voice.


	“Finished barfing yet, Mooo-neeer?”


	“I—I don’t know what you mean. But I thank you for this photo. I’m terribly relieved to know my wife is still alive. Thank you.”


	He wanted to scream that he ached for the day when he could meet him face-to-face and flay him alive, but said nothing. Barbara and Robby could only be hurt by his angering this madman.


	“ ‘Thank you’?” The voice on the phone sounded baffled. “Whatta you mean, ‘thank you’? Didn’t you see the rest?”


	Munir went cold all over. He tried to speak but words would not come. It felt as if something were stuck in his throat. Finally, he found his voice.


	“Rest? What rest?”


	“I think you’d better take another look in that envelope, Mooo-neeer. Take a real good look before you think about thankin’ me. I’ll call you back later.”


	“No—!”


	The line went dead.


	Panic exploded within as he hung up and looked around for the envelope. Where was it? Had he dropped it in the elevator?


	He ran back into the hall and spotted it on the floor.


	Didn’t you see the rest?


	What rest? Please, Allah, what did he mean? What was he saying?


	He snatched up the stiff envelope and felt it as he hurried back to the apartment. Yes, something still in it. A bulge at the bottom, wedged into the corner. He closed the apartment door behind him and smacked the open end of the envelope against the top of the slim hallway table.


	Once. Twice.


	Something tumbled out. Something in a small Ziploc bag.


	Short. Cylindrical. A pale, dusky pink. Bloody red at the ragged end.


	Munir jammed the back of his wrist against his mouth. To hold back the screams. To hold back the vomit.


	And the inscription on Barbara’s photograph came back to him.


	She watched.


	The phone began to ring.
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	“I wish you weren’t going,” Jack said, meaning it more than ever now that they were at the airport.


	They’d just checked her bag at the American Airlines counter and were ambling toward the security check area. Gia was swathed in a down coat and had her short blond hair hidden under a Life Is Good knit cap. Vicky scouted ahead, looking for a Cinnabon stand.


	Gia gave him a wan smile. “I wish I weren’t either.”


	“Then don’t.”


	“I’ve got to. Vicky needs to see her grandparents every so often, otherwise they’re just voices on the telephone.”


	“Then have them come here. I’ll pay for the tickets.”


	“That’s kind, but my dad’s back makes travel a real problem.” She tilted her head and pierced him with her blue gaze. “We go for visits regularly. This is the first time you’ve made such a fuss. What’s up?”


	Jack hesitated, not sure of what to say, or if he should say anything. No, he had to say something. He’d had vague forebodings for a while, but this morning’s news had crystallized things.


	“Something’s in the air. I don’t know what it is, but something’s going to happen and I want you nearby when it does.”


	Unease twisted her features. “What’s going to happen?”


	“I don’t know.” He felt his gut knotting. “Those Kicker kooks using EMPs last night . . . it scares me. If they do damage the Internet, it’ll disrupt travel and communications. You could be trapped in the Midwest.”


	“At least I’d have a safe place to stay.”


	Yeah, Jack thought, but will it stay safe? Never know what some people will do if they think no one is watching.


	“So . . . can’t you put the trip off?”


	She shook her head. “No.”


	“Why not?”


	Tears rimmed along her lids. “For the same reason. Something bad’s going to happen.”


	Jack threw up his hands. “That’s a reason not to go!”


	“But don’t you see? I have this feeling that if I don’t go now I’ll never see them again.”


	Jack felt his shoulders slump. “The coma vision?”


	She nodded.


	When Gia was in a coma a year ago she’d seen the future and it didn’t go beyond this spring. Nothing but featureless blackness after that. Jack wouldn’t have given it much credence, but Gia wasn’t the only one. A dead guy Jack knew, and spoke to now and again, had told him the same thing. According to these visions the world ended in a few months.


	“Then I guess you’ve got to go.”


	She nodded, biting her upper lip. “I do. I’ve just got to see them. But I’ll be back Sunday. I promise.”


	What could he say? All he could do was let her go and hope for the best.


	“Okay, but you call me from O’Hare, and again when you land in Des Moines, and then again when you reach your folks’ place. Got it?”


	Jeez, I sound like a nervous mother.


	Well, he was nervous. Couldn’t help it. That feeling of growing menace in the air . . . and these were the two most important people left in his life.


	She smiled and wiped away a tear. “Got it.”


	He walked her to the security check line, kissed her and Vicky good-bye, then watched until they were passed through and headed for their gate.


	He avoided the baggage claim area on his way out, but memories rose like ghosts . . . red memories . . . blood . . . his father in a pool of it . . .


	He’d have to face it when Gia and Vicky returned, but for now—


	His phone rang. Eddie? He’d called but got no answer so he’d left a voice mail to call him back.


	But this wasn’t Eddie.


	“My boy!” cried a male voice. “H-h-he cut off—” He broke into sobs.


	“Munir?”


	“Please . . . I have no one else to call. He’s hurt Robby! He’s hurt my boy! Please help me, I beg you!”


	“But what—?”


	“PLEASE!”


	“Okay. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”


	What the hell?
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	The woman coming her way along Columbus Avenue looked familiar.


	Aveline Lesueur had been trundling along, wishing she were about fifty pounds lighter and that it weren’t so cold. Her down coat hid her RT uniform. She was proud of the yellow tunic and what it represented—it gave her instant respect in the Dormentalist temple—but it was sleeveless and this wasn’t sleeveless weather. Not by a very long shot.


	She enjoyed her job as a Reveille Tech. It paid some of her expenses at the temple, but didn’t put food on the table. So she was on her way to her second job as a restaurant hostess when she caught sight of this dark-haired woman in her midthirties coming the other way. She was sure she didn’t know her but her face—


	The BOLO!


	She’d found a Be-on-the-Lookout flier on her desk this morning and was sure this was the same woman. Her hair was longer, her face a bit thinner, but the resemblance was remarkable.


	She stepped to the side and stopped, fishing the flier from her coat pocket. She unfolded it and checked the drawing as the woman passed.


	Yes. No question. The same woman: Louise Myers.


	Aveline did an about-face and followed her. She felt like some sort of secret agent. Well, in a way she was—an agent for the Dormentalist Church. She had no idea why the Church was interested in this woman, but her place was not to question, simply to obey on her road to Fusion.


	After a few blocks on Columbus Louise Myers turned onto a side street. She carried a North Face backpack over one shoulder with something bulky and heavy looking within. As she approached a high-rise apartment building she slipped a plastic card from her pocket. Aveline came up close as the card swiped through the slot—just like in the temple—and slipped into the vestibule right behind her. She followed her to the elevator and joined her in the cab.


	Her heart thumped in her chest. This was so exciting.


	She noticed the Myers woman had pressed the seventh floor, so she pressed a button at random—the eighth.


	What to do now? She hadn’t thought this out. Couldn’t follow her to her apartment—too obvious. Besides, she’d already pressed another floor. How to prove this was the woman when she returned to the temple? If only she had some sort of mini spy camera, she could—


	Her phone!


	She pulled out her cell and flipped it open.


	“Don’t get your hopes up,” the woman said.


	Aveline froze. She looked up, half expecting to see a gun pointed at her. But instead the woman’s finger was pointed at her phone.


	“What?”


	“No signal in the elevator,” the woman said.


	Right. Aveline’s screen showed no bars.


	“My—my phone’s pretty good.”


	She thumbed the camera, framed Louise Myers in the screen, then pressed OK. No click like a regular camera and yes! A bit blurry due to her shaking hand, but it would do. She saved it and snapped the phone closed.


	“You’re right. ‘No carrier.’ ”


	The doors slid open and Louise Myers stepped out. “See ya.”


	“Yeah.”


	The doors closed and Aveline sagged against the rear wall of the cab.


	I did it. I really did it.


	She couldn’t wait to get back to the temple and show her photo to one of the paladins.
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	“Take it easy, guy,” Jack said to the sobbing man slumped before him. “It’s going to be all right.”


	Jack didn’t believe that, and he doubted Munir did either, but he didn’t know what else to say. Hard enough to deal with a sobbing woman. What do you say to a blubbering man?


	Munir had been so glad to see him, so grateful to him for coming back, that Jack practically had to peel him off.


	He helped him to the kitchen where he noticed a heavy meat cleaver lying on the table. Several deep gouges, fresh ones, marred the tabletop. Jack finally got him calmed down.


	“Where is it?”


	“There.” He pointed to the upper section of the refrigerator. “I thought if maybe I kept it cold . . .”


	Munir slumped forward on the table, facedown, resting his forehead on his crossed arms. Jack opened the freezer compartment and pulled out the plastic bag.


	A finger. A kid’s. The left pinkie. Rock hard from the freezer. Cleanly chopped off. Probably with the cleaver he’d seen yesterday in the photo of a more delicate portion of Robby’s anatomy.


	The son of a bitch.


	And then the photograph of the boy’s mother. And the inscription.


	Jack felt a surge of blackness from the abyss within him. He willed it back. He couldn’t get involved in this, couldn’t let it get personal. He turned to look back at the kitchen table and found Munir staring at him.


	“Do you see?” Munir said, wiping the tears from his cheeks. “Do you see what he has done to my boy?”


	Jack quickly stuffed the finger back into the freezer.


	“Look, I’m really sorry about this but nothing’s changed. You still need more help than one guy can offer. You need the cops.”


	Munir shook his head violently. “No! You haven’t heard his latest demand! The police cannot help me with this! Only you can! Please, come listen.”


	Jack followed him down a hall to the office again where he waited while Munir’s trembling fingers fumbled with the answerphone controls. Finally he got it playing. Jack barely recognized Munir’s voice as he spewed his grief and rage at the caller. Then the other voice laughed.


	VOICE:


	Well, well. I guess you got my little present.


	MUNIR:


	You vile, filthy, perverted—


	VOICE:


	Hey-hey, Mooo-neeer. Let’s not get too personal here. This ain’t between you’n me. This here’s a matter of international diplomacy.


	MUNIR:


	How . . . [a choking sound] how could you?


	VOICE:


	Easy, Mooo-neeer. I just think about how your people blew my sister to bits and it becomes real easy. Might be a real good idea for you to keep that in mind from here on in.


	MUNIR:


	Let them go and take me. I’ll be your prisoner. You can . . . you can cut me to pieces if you wish. But let them go, I beg you!


	VOICE:


	[laughs] Cut you to pieces! Mooo-neeer, you must be psychic or something. That’s what I’ve been thinking too! Ain’t that amazing?


	MUNIR:


	You mean you’ll let them go?


	VOICE:


	Someday—when you’re all the way through the wringer. But let’s not change the subject here. You in pieces—now that’s a thought. Only I’m not going to do it. You are.


	MUNIR:


	What do you mean?


	VOICE:


	Just what I said, Mooo-neeer. I want a piece of you. One of your fingers. I’ll leave it to you to decide which one. But I want you to chop it off and have it ready to send to me by tomorrow morning.


	MUNIR:


	Surely you can’t be serious!


	VOICE:


	Oh, I’m serious, all right. Deadly serious. You can count on that.


	MUNIR:


	But how? I can’t!


	VOICE:


	You’d better find a way, Mooo-neeer. Or the next package you get will be a bit bigger. It’ll be a whole hand. [laughs] Well, maybe not a whole hand. One of the fingers will already be missing.


	MUNIR:


	No! Please! There must be—


	VOICE:


	I’ll call in the mornin’ t’tell you how to deliver it. And don’t even think about goin’ to the cops. You do and the next package you get’ll be a lot bigger. Like a head. Chop-chop, Mooo-neeer.


	He switched off the machine and turned to Jack.


	“You see now why I need your help?”


	“No. I’m telling you again the police and the feds can do a better job of tracking this guy.”


	“But will the police help me cut off my finger?”


	“Forget it!” Jack said, swallowing hard. “No way.”


	“But I can’t do it myself. I’ve tried but I can’t make my hand hold still. I want to but I just can’t do it myself.” Munir looked him in the eyes. “Please. You’re my only hope. You must.”


	“Don’t pull that on me.” Jack wanted out of here. Now. “Get this: Just because you need me doesn’t mean you own me. Just because I can doesn’t mean I must. And in this case I honestly doubt that I can. So keep all of your fingers and dial nine-one-one to get some help.”


	“No!” Anger overcame the fear and anguish in Munir’s face. “I will not risk their lives!”


	He strode back to the kitchen and picked up the cleaver. Jack was suddenly on guard. The guy was nearing the end of his rope. No telling what he’d do.


	“I wasn’t man enough to do it before,” he said, hefting the cleaver. “But I can see I’ll be getting no help from you or anyone else. So I’ll have to take care of this all by myself!”


	Jack stood back and watched as Munir slammed his left palm down on the tabletop, splayed the fingers, and angled the hand around so the thumb was pointing somewhere past his left flank.


	Jack didn’t move to stop him. Munir was doing what he thought he had to do.


	He raised the cleaver above his head. It hovered there a moment, wavering like a cliff diver with second thoughts, then with a whimper of fear and dismay, Munir drove the cleaver into his hand.


	Or rather into the tabletop where his hand had been.


	Weeping, he collapsed into the chair then, and his sobs of anguish and self-loathing were terrible to hear.


	“All right, goddammit,” Jack said. He knew this was going to be nothing but trouble, but he’d seen and heard all he could stand. He kicked the nearest wall. “I’ll do it.”
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	Dawn had carried her lunch salad up to the top floor of the penthouse. She sat in one of the poolside chairs and gazed through the green-tinted glass walls at Central Park below. Not nearly as pretty now as in the summer when the trees were in full leaf. The bare branches and winter-brown grass were totally ugly. Shadows from the buildings along Central Park West were stretching her way, edging onto the frozen surface of Jackie O Lake. On the far side of the park, the setting sun peeked between the towers of the El Dorado building.


	She sighed.


	So damn lonely. She could have eaten downstairs with Gilda bustling about, but being around Gilda was worse than being alone. She’d had a thing against Dawn ever since Henry got the sack, or whatever happened to him. A lot of that was Dawn’s fault, yeah, but Henry had gone along with it.


	Anyway, she was sure Gilda would have totally poisoned her food long before now if not for her boss. “The Master,” as she called him, kept Dawn locked away here for her protection. Supposedly. If anything hap—


	She cried out and doubled over, sending her plate flying as a sharp pain ripped through her lower belly.


	The plate shattered and the flying pieces hadn’t settled before the pain was gone.


	Dawn straightened and took a breath.


	What was that? The start of labor?


	Tensing, she waited for the next shot but it didn’t come. After ten minutes of nothing happening, she rose and headed for her room, leaving the broken plate and scattered lettuce behind. Let Gilda clean it up. If it had been anyone else, Dawn would have picked up the pieces as best she could, but not for Gilda.


	She stepped carefully, not wanting that pain to hit again while she was on her feet. But she reached her room without even a tiny pang. She lay down on her bed and waited.
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	“Ready?”


	Munir’s left hand was lashed to the tabletop. Jack had loaded him with every painkiller in the medicine cabinet—Tylenol, Advil, Bufferin, Anacin 3, Nuprin. Some of them were duplicates. Jack didn’t care. He wanted Munir’s pain center deadened as much as possible. He wished the guy drank. He’d have much preferred doing this to someone who was dead drunk. Or doped up. Jack could have scored a bunch of Dilaudids for him. But Munir had said no to both. No booze. No dope.


	Tight-ass.


	Jack had never cut off a finger. He wanted to do this right. The first time. No misses. Half an inch too far to the right and Munir would lose only a piece of his pinkie; half an inch too far to the left and he’d be missing the ring finger as well. So Jack had made himself a guide. He’d found a plastic cutting board, a quarter-inch thick, and notched one of its edges. Now he was holding the board upright with the notch clamped over the base of Munir’s pinkie; the rest of his hand was safe behind the board. All Jack had to do was chop down as hard as he could along the vertical surface.


	That was all.


	Easy.


	Right.


	“I am ready,” Munir said.


	He was dripping sweat. His dark eyes looked up at Jack, then he nodded, stuffed a dishrag in his mouth, and turned his head away.


	Swell, Jack thought. Glad you’re ready. How about me?


	Now or never.


	He steadied the cutting board, raised the cleaver. He couldn’t do this.


	Got to.


	He took a deep breath, tightened his grip—


	—and drove the cleaver into the wall.


	Munir jumped, turned, pulled the dishrag from his mouth.


	“What? Why—?”


	“This isn’t going to work.” Jack let the plastic cutting board drop and began to pace the kitchen. “Got to be another way. He’s got us on the run. We’re playing this whole thing by his rules.”


	“There aren’t any others.”


	“Yeah, there are.”


	Jack continued pacing. One thing he’d learned over the years was not to let the other guy deal all the cards. Let him think he had control of the deck while you changed the order.


	Munir wriggled his fingers. “Please. I cannot risk angering this madman.”


	Jack swung to face him. An idea was taking shape.


	“You want me in on this?”


	“Yes, of course.”


	“Then we do it my way. All of it. First thing we do is untie you.” He began working at the knots that bound Munir’s arm to the table. “Then we make some phone calls.”
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	Munir understood none of this. He sat in a daze, sipping milk to ease a stomach that quaked from fear and burned from too many pills. Jack was on the phone, but his words made no sense.


	“Yeah, Ron. It’s me. Jack . . . Right. That Jack. Look, I need a piece of your wares . . . small piece. Easy thing . . . Right. I’ll get that to you in an hour or two. Thing is, I need it by morning. Can you deliver? . . . Great. Be by later. By the way—how much? . . . Make that two and you got a deal . . . All right. See you.”


	Then he hung up, took the glass from Munir’s hands. Munir found himself taken by the upper arm and pulled toward the door.


	“Can you get us into your office?”


	Munir nodded. “I’ll need my ID card and keys, but yes, security will let me in.”


	“Great. There a back way out of here?”


	Munir led him down the elevator to the parking garage and out the rear door. Night was falling. They caught a cruising gypsy cab and rode downtown to a hardware store on Bleecker Street. Jack told the cabbie to wait, then grabbed Munir’s arm.


	“Let’s go.”


	“I can stay with the cab.”


	“No way. This won’t work without you.”


	Munir followed him inside to where a painfully thin man with sallow skin and no hair whatsoever, not even eyebrows, stood behind the counter.


	“Hey, Jack,” he said.


	“How’s it going, Teddy? How’re you feeling?”


	“Like warmed-over shit. This chemo sucks the big one.”


	Munir noticed a pack of cigarettes in the breast pocket of Teddy’s shirt and made a tentative diagnosis. And yet he was still smoking? He didn’t understand some people.


	He followed Jack to the paint department at the rear of the store. They stopped at the display of color cards. Jack pulled a group from the brown section and turned to him.


	“Give me your hand.”


	Baffled, Munir watched as Jack placed one of the color cards against the back of his hand, then tossed it away. And again. One after another until—


	“Here we go. Perfect match.”


	“We’re buying paint?”


	“No. We’re buying flesh—specifically, flesh with Golden Mocha number one-sixty-nine skin. Let’s go.”


	And then they were moving again. Jack slapped a ten-dollar bill on the counter as he passed.


	“What’s that for?” Teddy said.


	“Your trouble. Hang in there, Teddy.”


	“Like I got a choice.”


	And then they were back in the cab. Jack directed the driver to the East Side now, up First Avenue to Thirty-first Street—Bellevue Hospital. He ran inside with the color card, then came out and jumped back into the cab empty-handed.


	“Okay. Next stop is your office.”


	“My office? Why?”


	“Because we’ve got hours to kill and we might as well use them to look up everyone you fired in the past year.”


	Munir thought this was futile but he had given himself into Jack’s hands. He had to trust him. And as exhausted as he was, sleep was out of the question.


	He gave the driver the address of the Saud Petrol offices.
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	Kris Szeto knocked on the door of apartment 7C and waited. He’d already checked A and B, so now it was C’s turn. Best to search in an orderly fashion. Much less apt to miss something.


	The photo of the woman had come attached to an email from the Grand Paladin of the Dormentalist temple on Lexington Avenue. A Dormentalist woman had spotted someone who looked like Louise Myers—Drexler had begun referring to her as Louise Connell, but she would always be Louise Myers to Kris.


	Because he hated Louise Myers.


	To the Dormentalist’s credit, she had followed the woman to her apartment, even knew her floor, and somehow had managed to take a picture of her.


	It all sounded perfect, but the resultant photo was blurry and the lighting poor. The woman in the photo did resemble Louise Myers, but Kris saw enough differences to make him wonder. Last year they had tracked her to Wyoming through her debit card.


	Since he was the only one left alive who had seen Louise Myers in the flesh, it had fallen to him to follow her there. But the trail had dried up. Now she was back in the city. Couldn’t stay away, apparently. Not that he blamed her. He blamed her for many things, but he’d been to Wyoming and wouldn’t want to stay there either.


	And since he was the only one left alive who could recognize her, he was here to make certain this was the woman they sought.


	The only one left alive . . .


	He ground his teeth at the good men he had sent after her who had never come back . . . at least not alive. Shot to death, one and all. Drexler said it couldn’t have been her, but Kris wasn’t so sure.


	When Kris had seen her she’d been comatose in a hospital bed. Was that why he was still alive? Because she’d been unconscious.


	A woman’s voice spoke through the door.


	“Can I help you?”


	“Yes, please. I live on fifth floor and I am looking for my dog.”


	“Sorry. I haven’t seen any dogs.”


	Wasn’t she going to open the damn door?


	“Please?”


	He took one of the fliers he had brought along and held it up to the peephole. He’d found a picture of something called a shih chon—a sickeningly cute cross between a shih tzu and a bichon—and had printed a close-up of its face on the flier. He figured it would be irresistible.


	“I haven’t seen a single dog on this floor.”


	Still the door remained closed.


	“I did not think you would. He got off leash outside. Would you please keep watch for him?”


	Locks clicked and the door opened a few inches. Kris noticed a chain pulled tight across the opening. A woman’s face appeared.


	Despite his training and experience, he couldn’t help a short, sharp intake of breath.


	Louise Myers.


	Thinner, longer hair, but her. No question. His first instinct was to kick down the door and strangle her.


	“Are you all right?” she said.


	“Yes. I mean, no. My wife and I are very attached to our Binky.”


	She smiled and seemed to relax. “Binky?”


	He forced a smile. “Yes. A long story. But if you see him about, that is name he will answer to. Grab him if you can—he is friendly—but if you cannot, just follow him and call that number. We are offering five-thousand-dollar reward.”


	He passed the flier through the opening and she took it.


	So easy to grab her wrist and yank it through. Then he’d—


	“I’ll keep my eyes open.”


	“Thank you. Thank you so much.”


	The door closed and he walked away.


	Mission accomplished.


	Drexler wanted only her address, nothing else. Not even observation. Simply a location.


	But Kris wanted so much more.
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	Ohio, Kewan thought as he trudged through the dark up a rise behind a guy he’d met only a few hours ago. The fuck am I doing in Ohio?


	He’d been ushered into a car right after this morning’s meeting and driven out to the middle of nowhere. He’d been met by this white guy named Clinton Bridger who’d be putting him up and showing him the ropes. Exactly what ropes, no one was saying.


	He thought it had been cold in the city, but here was much worse. The wind—damn, it cut like a razor. Even with his hooded parka and heavy pants, he was freezing his nuts off. Bridger didn’t seem to mind. Maybe it was that thick biker mustache, or maybe he was wearing long johns.


	Better question: The fuck am I doing in Ohio freezing my ass off near midnight in the middle of open country?


	When they reached the top of the rise, Bridger pointed to a brightly lit building about a quarter mile away.


	“There you go,” he said.


	Kewan was puffing. “Looks like a warehouse.”


	“It’s not. It’s the McVicker IXP.”


	Kewan knew what that meant: Internet exchange point.


	“Oh, like a super data center.”


	“More like data center to the nth power. An IXP is where all sorts of ISPs crisscross and share information. Take that out and a shitload of people don’t have Internet.”


	“So that’s our next target?”


	“Lemme tell you about that place, friend.”


	They weren’t friends, but Kewan let it pass.


	“They chose this spot because we don’t get earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, or floods around here. It’s got two electric supplies from two separate substations, plus its own generators. The walls are foot-thick reinforced concrete with Kevlar lining. What few small windows it’s got are bomb-resistant laminated glass. And the air handlers inside can be set to recirculate in case of a gas attack. See those planters ringing the place? They’re really bollards. Plus they’ve got two staggered sets of retractable bollards at the gate. Only two ways into the building—the front door and the loading dock. The fire doors are exit only. Security cameras are everywhere. And even if you get inside, there are more layers of security within.”


	Kewan stared at the place. “So you’re telling me getting in’s a bitch.”


	“More than a bitch. Nigh on impossible.”


	“So what do we do?”


	He started back down the rise and waved for Kewan to follow.


	They got into his pickup truck—still holding a little warmth since when they left it—and drove about a mile along a four-lane county road, where Bridger stopped on the shoulder. He pulled some sort of crowbar from behind his seat and hopped out.


	“Come on.”


	Back into the cold. Damn.


	He joined Bridger by the rear of the truck where he stood watching the traffic. Wasn’t much. Just one set of lights coming their way from the left.


	“Where we going?” Kewan said, rubbing his gloved hands and shivering.


	Bridger pointed across the road with the bar. “There.”


	“Why don’t we just drive over there?”


	“No.” He pointed again. “There.”


	Kewan saw now that the bar wasn’t pointing across the street, but at the street—at a manhole cover.


	“What?”


	As soon as the lone car passed, Bridger walked to the middle of the road, stuck the end of the bar through a hole in the manhole cover, and levered it free. He pushed it aside and gestured to the opening.


	“In you go.”


	“Like hell.”


	Bridger dropped the bar inside, then slipped through, disappearing through the hole. A flashlight beam speared up from the opening.


	“Hurry your ass down here before a car comes!”


	Well, okay, Kewan thought. Long as you’re in there first.


	He eased down. His feet landed in about an inch of water as he found himself in a concrete pipe about four feet high.


	Shit!


	He crouched as Bridger popped his head and an arm back through the hole and used the bar to maneuver the cover back into place.


	“What the fuck we doing here?”


	Bridger flashed his beam along the collection of wires and thick cables running along the side of the pipe.


	“Some of these are fiber-optic cables—OC-twenty-four and forty-eight—running to the IXP I just showed you. You’ve got other OC cables running into it from other directions, but almost all of them are as easy to access as these.”


	Kewan saw what was going on.


	“You’re kidding. They’re this easy to get to?”


	Bridger nodded, grinning. “Yep. They go to all that trouble to protect the IXP building, but the lines feeding into it are sitting ducks. We’ve got brother Kickers inside lots of these places, and they feed us the cable layouts, tell us which are the important ones.”


	“So all we’ve got to do is take a hammer and—”


	“Hammer? My friend, we’ve got something a lot better than hammers at our disposal.”


	“Like what?”


	“You’ll see.”
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	At first Dawn thought it was just another of the backaches that had totally plagued her the past two months. But they’d never bothered her in bed before. Usually the ache stopped once she got herself horizontal. But this one had awakened her. Not that she slept much anyway these days. But she’d finally managed to doze off.


	She checked the bedside clock: 3:22. Another long, lonely night.


	The pain eased. Maybe she’d twisted in her sleep and set off a spasm, because this had seemed like more of a clenching than an ache. She closed her eyes and tried to find sleep again. So hard these days. She tried counting backward. That sometimes—


	There, starting in the back again, only this time reaching forward into her lower abdomen, almost like a period cramp, except it couldn’t be. She was—


	The baby? Was this a contraction? Was she going into labor?


	Oh, God, she’d been totally waiting for this moment, hungering for it, because it meant the end of this eternal pregnancy. And yet she’d totally dreaded it as well, because it meant pain. How was this baby ever going to pass out of her? No way it could fit.


	No. She could do it. She’d have to. Countless women through the ages had done it. So could she.


	But she was so scared. All through the pregnancy she’d had no one to talk to about it. She wished her mother were here. Mom would tell her how it would go, talk her through it. But Mom was gone, murdered by that—


	Wait. There. It eased off.


	Shouldn’t she time the contractions? She’d read about that in her pregnancy books. She noted the time on the clock, and waited . . . and waited. And then, eight minutes later, it came again.


	No question about it, she was in labor.


	She pressed the call button next to her headboard. A minute later, just as the contraction was subsiding, Gilda knocked and stepped into the room.


	“Yes, Miss?” she said in her vague, East European accent.


	She’d tucked her gray hair up inside some sort of old-fashioned sleep cap and wrapped herself in a bulky, flower-print robe. Her eyes were puffy slits and she looked anything but happy to be called to Dawn’s room.


	“I think it’s started.”


	The slitted lids parted halfway. “What has started?”


	Dawn wished she and Gilda had been getting along better. She could use some help now but didn’t know how much Gilda would be willing to give. Dawn had asked forgiveness for what had happened to Henry, but Gilda didn’t seem to have much of that in her.


	“Labor! I think the baby’s coming.”


	The older woman’s eyes popped wide open. “Yes? This is true?”


	“I think so. I’ve had three now.”


	The woman’s face creased as she smiled and clapped her hands. “I must call the Master!”


	“Never mind him! Call Doctor Landsman!”


	“No-no-no!” she said, bustling out. “The Master must know first!”


	Mr. Osala was in North Carolina or someplace like that. What could he do?


	Dawn punched her pillow. She’d call Dr. Landsman herself if she had a phone. But she didn’t, and didn’t know the passcode for the few the duplex contained.


	So she watched the clock and waited. Twelve minutes and still counting when Gilda returned, looking uncertain.


	“He is not answering and he has not responded to my messages.”


	“Maybe just as well,” Dawn said. “It seems to have stopped. Maybe it was just, you know, false labor.”


	“Perhaps.”


	“Do you have any children?”


	Her expression hardened into the stony look Dawn had grown accustomed to. “Yes.”


	“How many?”


	“One.”


	“A boy or a girl?”


	“A boy.”


	This was totally like pulling teeth.


	“What’s his name?”


	“Kristof.”


	“What was delivering him like?”


	Her eyes glittered and her lips curved into a smile. “Terrible. I was your age. The worst pain I ever have had. I will never forget it.”


	Dawn’s stomach lurched. What a mean bitch. “You’re just saying that. You’re just saying that to scare me.”


	Gilda shook her head slowly back and forth, right, then left, once each way. “No, it is truth. But in end I had my Kristof.”


	“Does he work for Mister Osala too?”


	A single nod. “In a way.”


	“Does—?”


	And then a contraction hit, harder than before. She writhed on the bed.


	“It’s back! Call Doctor Landsman. Now!”


	Gilda hurried out, leaving Dawn to deal with the pain. This one was lasting longer than the others. It seemed to go on forever.


	Gilda popped back holding a terry-cloth robe, usually reserved for the pool area.


	“The doctor says to come right away.”


	Dawn struggled from her bed and started for her closet. She’d been wearing an oversized Giants T-shirt to bed these days.


	“I need to get dressed first.”


	“No-no-no! He says baby will come very quickly when it begins.” She held up the robe by its shoulders and shook it. “Come-come. Georges awaits to drive you.”


	Dawn hesitated, then turned and slipped her arms into the sleeves. She’d be changing into a hospital gown as soon as she got there anyway.


	Gilda hustled her out into the hall where Georges waited like a bad portent. A liveried block of granite, with about as much emotion. Without a word—he rarely spoke—he led her to the penthouse’s elevator. Dawn was praying she wouldn’t get hit with another contraction before the hospital. She didn’t want to double over in front of Georges.


	Not like he gave off a creepy vibe or anything. He gave off no vibe, and that was sort of creepy in itself. He looked relaxed and wide awake in his fresh, uncreased suit. Didn’t he ever sleep?


	She realized the insides of her thighs felt wet. She looked down and saw thin fluid running down her legs into the Crocs she’d slipped on. Her gut clenched. She knew what that meant.


	“My water broke!”


	Georges looked down, looked at her, then pulled out his cell phone and pressed a button. After a few seconds he said, “Gilda? Mess in elevator.”


	The door slid open into the building’s front hall. Georges led the way to the front doors.


	“Which hospital are we going to?” she said as she sloshed along in her shoes.


	“No hospital.”


	She stopped. “What? What are you talking about?”


	“Doctor Landsman has a clinic. Your baby, he is much too special for hospital.”
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	“This guy looks promising,” Jack said, handing Munir a file. “Remember him?”


	Until tonight, Munir never had realized how many people his department had let go—“downsized” was the euphemism—in the course of the past year. He was amazed.


	And exhausted. They had been at this for hours, checking names against an online list of victims of the Trade Tower attacks. No hits so far. That didn’t rule anyone out, because the madman’s sister could have been married, and therefore wouldn’t necessarily carry the same name.


	Munir had slept in fitful naps since Wednesday and could barely keep his eyes open. But he opened the file and blinked the text into focus.


	Richard Hollander. The name didn’t catch until he read the man’s performance report.


	“Not him. Anyone but him.”


	“Yeah? Why not?”


	“Because he was so . . .” As Munir searched for the right word, he pulled out all he remembered about Hollander, and it wasn’t much. The man hadn’t been with the company long, and had been pretty much a nonentity during his stay. Then he found the word he was looking for. “Ineffectual.”


	“Yeah?”


	“Yes. He never got anything done. Every assignment, every report was either late or incomplete. He had a wonderful academic record—good grades from a good school, that sort of thing—but he proved incapable of putting any of his learning into practice. That was why he was let go.”


	“Any reaction? You know, shouting, yelling, threats?”


	“No.” Munir remembered giving Hollander his notice. The man had merely nodded and begun emptying his desk. He hadn’t even asked for an explanation. “He knew he’d been screwing up. I think he was expecting it. Besides, he had no southern accent.”


	For the sake of completeness, he checked the 9/11 list, but no Hollander.


	Munir passed the folder back. “It’s not him.”


	Instead of putting it away, Jack opened it and glanced through it again.


	“Wouldn’t be too sure about that. Accents can be faked. And if I was going to pick the type who’d go nuts for revenge, this guy would be it. Look: He’s unmarried, lives alone—”


	“Where does it say he lives alone?”


	“It doesn’t. But his emergency contact is his mother in Massachusetts. If he had a lover or even a roomie, he’d list them, wouldn’t you think? ‘No moderating influences,’ as the head docs like to say. And look at his favorite sports: swimming and jogging. This guy’s a loner from the git-go.”


	“That does not make him a psychopath. I imagine you are a loner, too, and you . . .”


	The words dribbled away as Munir’s mind followed the thought to its conclusion.


	Jack grinned. “Right, Munir. Think about that.”


	He reached for the phone and punched in a number. After a moment he spoke in a deep, authoritative voice: “Please pick up. This is an emergency. Please pick up.”


	A moment later he hung up and began writing on a notepad.


	“I’m going to take down this guy’s address for future reference. It’s almost three A.M. and Mr. Hollander isn’t home. His answering machine is on, but even if he’s screening his calls, I think he’d have responded to my little emergency message, don’t you?”


	Munir nodded. “Most certainly. But what if he doesn’t live there anymore? Or is visiting his mother?”


	“Always a possibility.” Jack glanced at his watch. “But right now I’ve got to go pick up a package. You sit tight and stay by the phone here. I’ll call you when I’ve got it.”


	Before Munir could protest, Jack was gone, leaving him alone in his office, staring at the gallery of family photos arrayed on his desk. He began to sob.
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	“Fully dilated and effaced,” Dr. Landsman announced to all present.


	For what seemed like the millionth time in the past hour, he had his gloved hand in her vagina, checking her cervix. She lay on the delivery table with her knees up, her crotch totally exposed to anyone who cared to look. And there seemed to be a lot of potential lookers—potential only, since no one seemed interested.


	Why so many people for a simple delivery? What were they all doing here? And where exactly was here? Why wasn’t she at a hospital instead of this private surgicenter somewhere in Queens?


	She’d think about that later. Right now all she wanted was for the pains to stop.


	“Is that good?”


	He nodded. “Very good.”


	“Then why isn’t he coming out?”


	“He’s trying. You’ve got to help him a little more.”


	“But what if he’s too big to fit?”


	“No worry about CPD—you’ve got a perfect pelvis for childbearing.”


	“Yeah, but—unnnngh!”


	Another contraction. They were coming closer and harder. This was the worst yet.


	“Breathe like I showed you,” said the nameless nurse in scrubs by the head of the bed.


	Dawn started panting through pursed lips, blowing hard. It helped, but not much.


	“Make it stop!” she groaned. “I can’t take much more of this.”


	Another woman in scrubs appeared at her bedside. “We’re going to take care of that right now.”


	When the contraction subsided she was rolled onto her side and her lower back was swabbed with something cold.


	“What are you doing?”


	“It’s epidural time.”


	She’d read about that—injecting anesthetic into the fluid around the spinal cord. But it involved sticking a needle into the spinal canal. Scary, but if it worked . . . anything to stop these pains.


	She was ready for the stick when it came.


	“Okay, we’re in,” the woman said. “Now the anesthetic. This will be like money from home.”


	She felt a new contraction coming on, building. “Better hurry. I’ve got another . . .”


	And then the pain faded. They did some taping and then eased her onto her back again. She looked at the woman—doctor, nurse, she couldn’t tell, and didn’t care—and loved her.


	“If you were a man, I’d kiss you.”


	She smiled. “I’ve heard that before.”


	Another man in surgical scrubs, tall and fair-haired with a round, cherubic face, walked into the room.


	“Who’s that?”


	“That’s Doctor Heinze.”


	“Another doctor?”


	He must have heard because he stepped forward and smiled down at her.


	“I’m a pediatrician. I’m here to examine your baby after he’s born.”


	Wow. Mr. Osala was sure going all out for this baby. He’d totally thought of everything.


	“All right!” Dr. Landsman said, rubbing his gloved hands together. “Let’s deliver us a baby!”


	Dawn flowed through a blur of pushing and then not pushing and then pushing again and again and again until . . .


	Dawn felt a great pressure relieved, heard a high-pitched wail, and then someone said, “We have a baby!”


	Joy, relief, and fear roiled within her. It was over, she had a baby, but what was she going to do with a baby? Oh, right. He was already adopted.


	“Is he all right?”


	“He’s . . .”


	Dr. Landsman seemed at a loss for words. She could see his head framed between her raised thighs. He was gazing down at the baby in his arms, well below Dawn’s line of sight, with the same fascinated expression she’d seen during the ultrasounds.


	The nurse and the anesthetist flanked him, each looking over a shoulder. Their expressions reflected different emotions. A certain fascination, yes, but tinged with something else. Revulsion?


	“He’s what?”


	Dr. Landsman shook himself and looked at her, then looked down again. “He’s stopped breathing! Quick! We’ll need to suction him!”


	As he shot to his feet, cradling the baby, Dawn caught a glimpse of her child.


	And screamed.


	He had hair—a full head of black hair and a dark down covering his skin. But what were those things under his arms? They—


	Snakes!


	Two baby snakes, maybe four inches long, had sunk their fangs into his armpits and were writhing—


	No! Tendrils! That’s what they were. No—tentacles! Two smooth, twisting, coiling tentacles. No suckers like an octopus. Flesh colored . . . looked like rattails.


	Dawn screamed again as Dr. Landsman rushed away with the baby. Her little boy’s eyes opened and he looked at her with a black gaze. As she screamed again she saw the anesthetist injecting something into her IV line.


	“You’ve done your job,” she said softly. “Now rest.”


	Something warm in her arm, and then the world faded to white . . .
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	The phone startled Munir out of a light doze. Confusion jerked him upright. What was he doing in his office? He should be home . . .


	Then he remembered.


	Jack was on the line: “Meet me downstairs.”


	Out on the street, in the pale, predawn light, two figures waited. One was Jack, the other a stranger—a thin man of Munir’s height with light, shoulder-length hair and a goatee. Jack made no introductions. Instead he led them around a corner to the front of a small all-night coffee shop. He stared through the window at the lights inside.


	“This looks bright enough,” Jack said.


	Inside he ordered two coffees and two cheese Danish and carried them to the rearmost booth in the narrow, deserted store. Jack and the stranger slid into one side, Munir the other, facing them. Still no introductions.


	“Okay, Munir,” Jack said. “Put your hand on the table.”


	Munir complied, placing his left hand palm down, wondering what this was about.


	“Now let’s see the merchandise,” Jack said to the stranger.


	The thin man pulled a small, oblong package from his pocket. It appeared to be wrapped in brown paper hand towels. He unrolled the towels and placed the object next to Munir’s hand.


	It looked like a finger. Not Robby’s. Different. Adult size.


	Munir pulled his hand back onto his lap and stared.


	“Come on, Munir,” Jack said. “We’ve got to do a color check.”


	Munir slipped his hand back onto the table next to the gruesome object, regarding it obliquely. So real looking.


	“It’s too long and that’s only a fair color match,” Jack said. “After all this time I thought you’d do better.”


	“Hey,” the stranger said, “I have to be careful. I not only gotta find the right shade, the boarder’s gotta be a John Doe, and one that’s headed for the oven or med school real soon.”


	Jack shook his head. “Still . . .”


	“It’s close enough. Pretty damn good on such short notice, I’d say.”


	“I guess it’ll have to do.” Jack handed him an envelope. “Here you go.”


	The goateed stranger took it and stuffed it inside his shirt without opening it, then left without saying good-bye.


	Munir stared at the finger. The grisly flesh on the stump end, the detail over the knuckles and around the fingernail—even down to the dirt under the nail—was amazing. It almost looked real.


	“This won’t work,” he said. “I don’t care how real this looks, when he finds out it’s a fake—”


	“Fake?” Jack said, stirring sugar into his coffee. “Who said it’s a fake?”


	Munir snatched his hand away and pushed himself back. He wanted to sink into the vinyl of the booth seat, wanted to pass through to the other side and run from this man and the loathsome object on the table between them. He fixed his eyes on the seat beside him and managed to force a few words past his rising gorge.


	“Where . . . ?”


	“He works at the city morgue.”


	“Please . . . take . . . that . . . away.”


	He heard the soft crinkle and scrape of paper being folded and dragged across the tabletop, then Jack’s voice:


	“Okay, Cinderella. You can look now. It’s gone.”


	Munir kept his eyes averted. What had he got himself into? In order to save his family from one ruthless madman he was forced to deal with another. What sort of world was this?


	He felt a sob build in his throat. Until last week, he couldn’t remember crying once since his boyhood. For the past few days it seemed he wanted to cry all the time. Or scream. Or both.


	He saw Jack’s hand pushing a cup of coffee into his field of vision.


	“Here. Drink this. Lots of it. You’re going to need to stay alert.”


	An insane hope rose in Munir.


	“Do you think . . . do you think the man on the phone did the same thing? With Robby’s finger? Maybe he went to a morgue and . . .”


	Jack shook his head slowly, as if the movement pained him. For an instant he saw through the wall around Jack. Saw pity there.


	“Don’t torture yourself.”


	Yes, Munir thought. The madman on the phone was already doing too good a job of that.


	“It’s not going to work,” he said, fighting the blackness of despair. “He’s going to realize he’s been tricked and then he’s going to take it out on my boy.”


	“No matter what you do, he’s going to find an excuse to do something nasty to your boy. Or your wife. That’s the whole idea behind this gig—make you suffer. But his latest wrinkle with the fingers gives us a chance to find out who he is and where he’s holed up.”


	“How?”


	“He wants your finger. How’s he going to get it? He can’t very well give us an address to mail it to. So there’s going to have to be a drop—someplace where you leave it and he picks it up. And that’s where we nab him and make him tell us where he’s got your family stashed.”


	“What if he refuses to tell us?”


	Jack’s voice was soft, his nod almost imperceptible.


	“Oh . . . he’ll tell us.”


	Munir shuddered at what he saw flashing through Jack’s eyes in that instant.


	“He thinks I won’t do it,” he said, looking at his fingers—all ten of them. “He thinks I’m a coward because he thinks all Arabs are cowards. He’s said so. And he was right. I couldn’t do it.”


	“Hell,” Jack said, “I couldn’t do it either, and it wasn’t even my hand. But I’m sure you’d have done it eventually if I hadn’t come up with an alternative.”


	Would I? Munir thought. Could I have done it?


	Maybe he’d have done it just to demonstrate his courage to the madman on the phone. Over the years Munir had seen the Western world’s image of the Arab male distorted beyond recognition by terrorism: The Arab strapped bombs to women and children to blow up school buses; the Arab videotaped the beheading of helpless hostages; Arab manhood aimed its weapons from behind the skirts of unarmed civilian women and children.


	“If something goes wrong because of this, because of my calling on you to help me, I . . . I will never forgive myself.”


	“Don’t think like that. It gets you nothing. And you’ve got to face it: No matter what you do—cut off one finger, two fingers, your left leg, kill somebody, blow up Manhattan—it’s never going to be enough. He’s going to keep escalating until you’re dead. You’ve got to stop him now, before it goes any further. Understand?”


	Munir nodded. “But I’m so afraid. Poor Robby . . . his terrible pain, his fear. And Barbara . . .”


	“Exactly. And if you don’t want that to go on indefinitely, you’ve got to take the offensive. Now. So let’s get back to your place and see how he wants to take delivery on your finger.”
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	Dawn blinked in the dimness. Where was she? This wasn’t her bed. She—


	The baby!


	It all rushed back at her—the labor, the delivery, the glimpse of her baby and his . . . tentacles?


	No, that couldn’t be. It had to be a dream. Had to be . . .


	She looked around and realized she wasn’t in her room in the penthouse. Some sort of hospital room. The shade was pulled on the single window but daylight seeped around the edges. She pushed herself up to a sitting position and hung on to the bed rails as the room spun. They’d doped her with something last night, injected it into—


	She looked at her arm and saw the IV was still running into her.


	“Hello?” she called. “Is anybody here?”


	Almost immediately a woman in green scrubs scurried in.


	“You’re awake. Oh, good.”


	As the nurse busied herself taking her blood pressure, Dawn said, “Where’s my baby?”


	The nurse concentrated on the blood pressure cuff’s dial. “Doctor Landsman will discuss that with you.”


	A twinge of alarm fluttered through her. “Discuss? What’s to discuss?”


	“He’ll tell you. He’s down the hall. I’ll get him.”


	She rushed out before Dawn could ask anything more. Minutes later Dr. Landsman appeared with the nurse in tow.


	“How are you feeling, Dawn?” he said as he reached the bedside. “You did really well. No episiotomy or repairs necessary.” He reached over the rail and gripped her hand. “Any pain?”


	Dr. Landsman holding her hand? Something had to be wrong.


	“Never mind me, where’s my baby?”


	He squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry, Dawn.”


	Her chest clenched inside. “Sorry? Sorry for what?”


	“He had neurological birth defects, I’m afraid, ones that didn’t show up on the ultrasounds. And they turned out to be incompatible with life.”


	“ ‘Incompatible with life’? What does that mean?”


	His smile was sad. “An old medical term referring to fatal, uncorrectable birth defects.”


	“You mean his tentacles?”


	Dr. Landsman’s eyebrows rose, then fell. “Tentacles? Where did you get the idea he had tentacles?”


	“I saw them. I—”


	He patted her hand. “You were distraught. You’d just gone through an arduous delivery and suddenly your baby stopped breathing. Your eyes played tricks on you. Your baby had birth defects, yes, but I assure you he did not have tentacles.”


	“I want to see him.”


	“He’s . . . dead, Dawn. Do you really think that’s a good idea?”


	Dawn wasn’t sure what she was feeling—panic or anger.


	“I have a right to see him, and I want to see him now!”


	Dr. Landsman released her hand. “I’m afraid that’s impossible. The baby’s remains were sent to the city morgue.”


	“What?”


	“It’s the law. The baby was full term. His death is reportable.”


	“But I’m his mother!”


	“Not officially. You gave him up for adoption upon birth, remember? I’m terribly sorry. I thought it was for the best. I’ve notified the adoptive parents. They’re crushed, of course, but they said they’d take care of cremation expenses.”


	“Cremation! But I should be able to see him at least once!”


	Dr. Landsman shook his head. “I wish I’d known you’d feel this way. But since you’d put him up for adoption, and did try to abort—”


	“Stop throwing that in my face!”


	He patted her hand. “There, there. I know you’re upset.”


	Upset? Upset didn’t come close to how she was feeling.


	But why? All she’d wanted all these months was to be free of that baby, and now she was. But she hadn’t wanted him dead—at least, not anymore.


	She couldn’t explain this terrible sense of loss.


	Wait.


	She’d seen tentacles, or things that looked like tentacles. She hadn’t imagined them. Were those what had so fascinated Dr. Landsman on the ultrasounds? Was that why he’d never allowed her even a peek? He’d said nothing was wrong, that there was nothing to see, but he’d lied. And if he’d lied about that—


	“I don’t believe you,” she said.


	“Trust me, my dear, he had no—”


	“I don’t believe you about the tentacles. I don’t even believe he’s dead. I think you’ve hidden him away.”


	He loosed a strangled laugh. “Why would I want to do that?”


	“I don’t know.” The words seemed to form on their own and poured from her in a torrent. “But I do know there’s been a lot of strange stuff going on with this baby. Jerry wanted him, then Jerry’s brother stopped me from having an abortion. Those crazy monks wanted him—or at least I think they did—and then Mister Osala came along, and he wouldn’t let me have an abortion. He had a reason for that—supposedly for my own protection—and it sounded good, at least in theory, but I wonder, because the outcome of it all was to keep me pregnant with this baby, not let anything happen to the baby. The baby, the baby, the baby! What’s so damn important about my baby? The tentacles?” She heard her voice rising in pitch and volume but couldn’t help it. “What? Somebody tell me! Somebody stop lying to me for just half a fucking minute and tell me!”


	By the end she was screaming.


	Dr. Landsman turned to the nurse and nodded. Dawn saw a syringe in her hand, saw her plunge it into the IV tubing and empty it. She reached over to rip out the line but Dr. Landsman grabbed her wrist and held it.


	“Relax, Dawn. You’re hysterical. It’s a postpartum mood disorder. You’re imagining things. This will relax you.”


	She struggled, but the strength seemed to leak out of her. A moment later she had to lie back. She fought to keep her eyes open but they refused to obey. She heard Dr. Landsman saying something to the nurse but his voice was too far away to understand . . .
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	“Mister Tuit?” someone called as Russ stepped off the elevator.


	He mispronounced it as Too-it. Most people did.


	“It’s ‘Tweet,’ ” he said. “Like that thing you do on Twitter.”


	The guy gave him a blank look. Under his topcoat he was thin as a memory board and looked like he had a black BB embedded in the middle of his chin.


	Then he blinked and said, “Sorry, Mister . . . Tuit.” This time he got it right. He extended a hand. “My name’s Belgiovene. I’m with the Operation.”


	That was how they referred to the project—the Operation—and it involved some of the most satisfying work he had ever done. The National Reconnaissance Office, manned by DoD and CIA personnel, operated the nation’s reconnaissance satellites. As such it was under constant attack by foreign hackers. It had secretly gathered a group of veteran hackers—Russ among them—to do some white-hat work, challenging them to push the hacking envelope, to take the most vicious worms and trojans hurled against the NRO’s computers and make them worse. Then find defenses against them. And then develop a virus to breach those defenses. And then a firewall to block that attack. And on and on.


	But as for this guy really being with the NRO, Russ wasn’t so sure.


	“How do I know that?”


	The guy pulled out an ID folder and flipped it open to reveal his NRO ID. It looked good, but Russ still wasn’t satisfied.


	“How come you’re meeting me out here and not in there?” he said, jerking his thumb down the hall to where the security teams worked.


	The NRO had installed them on the sixth floor of this office building on West Houston. To earn their salary, the teams were required to put in eight-to-five days, but they often stayed late—sometimes all night if things were rolling. Russ appreciated the generous income, but the potential bonus he’d been offered meant more than money.


	“Because the Operation is closing down and your team will be finishing up without you.”


	Russ felt like he’d just been shoved into a black hole.


	“Like hell!”


	He started for the office door.


	“Wait!” Belgiovene called out behind him. “It’s not what you think.”


	Russ ignored him. Something wrong here. He’d done primo work for the Operation, given it his all. They couldn’t—


	He was halfway to the door when it opened and Hart, overseer of the teams, stepped out.


	“Oh, Russ. I see you’ve met Belgiovene. Good news, eh?”


	“Good news? I’m being canned and you call that good news?”


	Hart looked flabbergasted. “Canned? Who said anything about—?”


	“A misunderstanding, I’m afraid,” Belgiovene said, joining them. He put a hand on Russ’s arm. “We’re moving you to a different project.”


	“Yeah,” Hart said. “This one’s done. Just a matter of tying up loose ends. You’re too valuable to waste on scut work.”


	The praise shot a blast of relief through Russ.


	Belgiovene said, “We’re very impressed with your work. And . . . there’s another matter I need to discuss with you.”


	“What?”


	
“The terms of your parole?”


	Relief morphed into exhilaration. Was he finally going to stop paying for that bank hack?


	“You mean—?”


	Belgiovene raised a hand. “Not here.”


	“What? Oh, right. Sure. Where?”


	“It’s best we talk in private. We will have to meet with people. It is a delicate procedure. Judicial egos are involved—not local, but federal. We keep our promises. You’ve delivered your end, so we’ll deliver ours. We’ll get this done.”


	Russ followed him toward the elevator, feeling lighter than air.
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	“I’m falling apart,” Munir said.


	They sat in his kitchen while they waited for the phone to ring, and he did feel as if he were crumbling, physically as well as emotionally.


	“You’re under unimaginable stress,” Jack said as he bandaged Munir’s hand in thick layers of gauze to make it look injured. “You’ve got a guy out there trying to break you.”


	“Well, he’s succeeding.”


	“You can’t let him win. You’ve got to hold on. You’ve got a wife and child somewhere out there depending on you.”


	He sensed Jack was not comfortable in the cheerleader role. And he shouldn’t have been. He wasn’t very good. Motivational speaking would not be a good alternate career choice.


	“But what good am I to them? I’m not good for anything. This has made me realize how isolated the three of us have become. We became a self-sustaining unit: Barbara, Robby, and me. And now they’re gone and I’m useless without them. You’re all that’s holding me together.”


	“I didn’t sign on to hold anyone together,” he said. “That’s your responsibility.”


	After finishing the bandage, Jack rose and went to the refrigerator where he removed the bag with the amputated finger.


	“Where are you going?” Munir said.


	“The bathroom, to give this a little wash. We want this to be as convincing as possible, and you don’t strike me as the type to have dirty fingernails.”


	Munir shook his head. Jack thought of everything.


	When the call finally came, he ground his teeth at the sound of the hated voice. Jack stayed beside him, gripping his arm, steadying him as he listened through an earphone he had plugged into the answering machine. He had told Munir what to say, and had coached him on how to say it, how to sound.


	“Well, Mooo-neeer. You got that finger for me?”


	“Yes,” he said in the choked voice he had rehearsed. “I have it.”


	The caller paused, as if surprised by the response.


	“You did it? You really did it?”


	“Yes. You gave me no choice.”


	“Well, I’ll be damned. Hey, how come your voice sounds so funny?”


	“Codeine. For the pain.”


	“Yeah. I’ll bet that smarts. But that’s okay. Pain’s good for you. And just think: Your kid got through it without codeine.”


	Jack’s grip on his arm tightened as Munir stiffened and began to rise. Jack pulled him back to a sitting position.


	“Please don’t hurt Robby anymore,” Munir said, and this time he did not have to feign a choking voice. “I did what you asked me. Now please let them go.”


	“Not so fast, Mooo-neeer. How do I know you really cut that finger off? You wouldn’t be bullshitting me now, would you?”


	“Oh, please. I would not lie about something as important as this.”


	Yet I am lying, he thought. Forgive me, my son, if this goes wrong.


	“Well, we’ll just have to see about that, won’t we? Here’s what you do: Put your offering in a brown paper lunch bag and head downtown. Go to the mailbox on the corner of Lafayette and Astor. Leave the bag on top of the mailbox, then disappear. Got it?”


	“Yes. Yes, I think so.”


	“Of course you do. Even a bonehead like you should be able to handle those instructions.”


	“But when should I do this?”


	“Ten A.M.”


	“This morning?” He glanced at his watch. “But it is almost nine-thirty!”


	“Aaaay! And he can tell time too! What an intellect! Yeah, that’s right, Mooo-neeer. And don’t be late or I’ll have to think you’re lying to me. And we know what’ll happen then, don’t we.”


	“But what if—?”


	“See you soon, Mooo-neeer.”


	The line went dead. His heart pounding, Munir fumbled the receiver back onto its cradle and turned to Jack.


	“We must hurry! We have no time to waste!”


	Jack nodded. “This guy’s no dummy. He’s not giving us a chance to set anything up.”


	“I’ll need the . . . finger,” Munir said. Even now, long after the shock of learning it was real, the thought of touching it made him queasy. “Could you please put it in the bag for me?”


	Jack nodded. Munir led him to the kitchen and gave him a brown lunch bag. Jack dropped the finger inside and handed the sack back to him.


	“You’ve got to arrive alone, so you go first. I’ll go out the back way and follow a few minutes from now. If you don’t see me around, don’t worry. I’ll be there. And whatever you do, follow his instructions—nothing else. Understand? Nothing else. I’ll do the ad-libbing. Now get moving.”


	Munir fairly ran for the street, praying to Allah that it wouldn’t take too long to find a taxi.
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	“Gentlemen, I have an announcement,” Ernst said when Thompson and Szeto had seated themselves on the far side of his desk. “Valez has delivered the goods.”


	Thompson muttered, “About time.”


	Szeto simply nodded.


	Ernst hadn’t expected cheers, but had thought he’d see a little more enthusiasm than this.


	“Come, come, gentlemen. This is excellent news.”


	Szeto said, “Not until we test code and see if it live up to expectations.”


	Ernst couldn’t help smiling. “But we have. And it does.”


	Szeto straightened in his seat. “So soon?”


	“Valez delivered it yesterday and our people have been testing it all night. It lives up to its advance press. It does everything we hoped and more. It’s a work of genius, and it’s all ours.”


	“And you have incorporated into Jihad?” Szeto said.


	“Yes, and Jihad can slip past any firewall in existence.”


	Szeto pumped a fist. “Then we are set.”


	Ernst nodded. “We are testing and retesting, but I am assured that Jihad4/20 will be ready tonight.”


	Szeto sighed. “A big step. The High Council is sure this will speed Opus Omega?”


	This was the story being fed to all lower echelon members of the Order working on Jihad. Like them, Szeto knew nothing about the Change. He was high enough to know about the One, but believed that bringing the One to power would simply put the Order in charge of his dominion, not end the world as he knew it.


	“Of course they do.” He quickly shifted the subject. “The Connell woman’s brother. What do we do about him? Let him know we’ve found her, or keep him in the dark?”


	“I have been thinking about that. Why do we not take photo we have and see what he says when we show to him?”


	“Excellent idea. A sort of loyalty test. I like that. He’s met Fournier. Use him. But right now, go make sure our Lebanese brother is on schedule with the video.”


	Nodding, Szeto rose and left.


	Ernst glanced at Thompson who sat staring at his hands, strangely silent. “Mister Thompson . . . have you nothing to say?”


	Was he worried that his Kickers would not be able to carry out their part of the plan?


	“This is it, then?” he said, looking up. “We pull this off, the Others return?”


	Thompson’s late father had imparted a warped version of reality to his young son, and Thompson still clung to it. He believed that certain powerful beings—the Others—had been booted off the Earth and were trying to return, and would reward those who helped them regain their former status here. Its simplicity made it easy to grasp, but the truth was more nebulous. The Otherness was not a discrete being but rather a consciousness, a state of being.


	“Not right away,” Ernst said. “This will, in a sense, clear the path to a doorway which the One will open.”


	Thompson was the only one among all the Kickers who knew that bringing down the Internet was a means rather than an end. And among members of the Order, only the Inner Circles knew of the organization’s connection to the One and to the Secret History.


	“Big step,” Thompson said.


	“You’re having second thoughts?”


	He squared his shoulders. “Me? Hell no. It’s just . . . we don’t really know what happens after, do we. We’ve been told stuff—your people supposedly have all sorts of secret writings—but at this point it’s all just jawboning.”


	“It’s ancient lore, Mister Thompson.”


	“Yeah, that’s all well and good, but my point is: It’s never happened before. We’re stepping through a doorway into a place no one’s ever been. And once we set that virus loose, there’s no calling it back. There’s no time-out or reset button. Once it starts doing its business, there’s no stopping it.”


	“That is the whole point. That is why we have spent so much time and treasure developing this virus—so that no one could stop it, and that includes us.”


	“Hey, I’m still with you. It’s just that, like I said, it’s a big step, you know?”


	“Oh, I know. I know very well. But it is our time, Mister Thompson. Can’t you feel it?”


	Thompson shook his head. “Not really.”


	Ernst felt it. Everything was going smoothly, everything falling into place. Take the final code, for instance. It had been slightly delayed, but Valez had delivered it, and it worked perfectly. The Jihad virus had been perfected. Even the search for the Myers woman—or rather, the Connell woman—had gone swimmingly. The One had asked him to find her, and what happened? A strolling Dormentalist spotted her just one day after the notice had gone out.


	Everything was going the One’s way . . . everything. He’d been pleased when Ernst had given him the location, and he had reiterated that he wanted the Order to have nothing more to do with her.


	“Well, feel it or not, our time has come. As has your niece’s. I have good news.”


	“Like what?”


	“I have been informed that in the early hours of this morning you became an uncle.”


	For the life of him Ernst could not read Thompson’s expression.


	After a long pause, Thompson said, “Where is he?”


	“I know nothing beyond that. I found a message on my office voice mail. I’ve heard nothing more.”


	Again, that same strange expression.


	“When do you release Jihad?”


	“As soon as I hear from the One and receive the go-ahead. I expect him to call tonight. Trust me, Mister Thompson. It is our time.”
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	Somehow Jack’s cab made it down to the East Village before Munir’s. He had a bad moment when he couldn’t find him. Then a taxi screeched to a halt and Munir jumped out. Jack watched as he hurried to the mailbox and placed the brown paper bag atop it. Jack stepped into the huge Starbucks on the corner of Lafayette and scanned the area through a window wall. While Munir strode down toward the Astor Place Theater and passed a Blue Man Group poster, Jack kept an eye on the mailbox as he began an animated conversation with no one on his cell phone.


	Midmorning in the East Village. Layered against the cold, the neighborhood’s homeless brigade was out in force, either shuffling aimlessly along, as if dazed by the bright morning sun, or huddled like discarded rag piles around the huge cube in the traffic island. The nut could be among them. Easy to hide within layers of grime and ratty clothes. But not so easy to hide a purpose in life. Jack hunted for someone who looked like he had somewhere to go.


	Hollander . . . he wished there’d been a photo in his personnel file. Jack was sure he was the bad guy here. If only he’d been able to get over to his apartment before now. Maybe he’d have found—


	And then Jack spotted him. A tall bearded guy traveling westward along Eighth Street, weaving his way through the loitering horde. He was squeezed into a filthy, undersized army fatigue jacket. The cuffs of at least three of the multiple shirts he wore under the coat protruded from the too-short sleeves. The neck of a pint bottle of Mad Dog stuck up like a periscope from the frayed edge of one of the pockets; the torn knees of his green work pants revealed threadbare jeans beneath. Blue eyes peered out from under a navy watch cap.


	The sicko? Maybe. Maybe not. One thing was sure: This guy wasn’t wandering; he had someplace to go.


	And he was heading directly for the mailbox.


	When he reached it he stopped and looked over his shoulder, back along the way he’d come, then grabbed the brown paper bag. He reached inside, pulled out the paper towel–wrapped contents, and began to unwrap.


	Suddenly he let out a strangled cry and tossed the finger into the street. It rolled in an arc and came to rest in the debris matted against the curb. He glanced over his shoulder again and began a stumbling run in the other direction, toward Jack.


	“Shit!” Jack said aloud, working the word into his one-way conversation, making it an argument, all the while pretending not to notice the doings at the mailbox.


	Something tricky going down. But what? Had the sicko sent a patsy? Jack had known the guy was sly, but figured he’d have wanted to see the finger up close and personal, just to be sure it was real.


	Unless of course the sicko was playing the wino and he’d done just that a few seconds ago.


	The guy was almost up to the Starbucks now. Keeping his cell to his ear and continuing his argument, Jack stepped outside as if looking for better reception. The only option was to follow him. Give him a good lead and—


	He heard pounding footsteps. Munir coming this way—running this way, sprinting across the pavement, teeth bared, eyes wild, reaching for the tall guy. Jack repressed an impulse to get between the two of them. Wouldn’t do any good. Munir was out of control and had built up too much momentum. Besides, no use in tipping off his own part in this.


	Munir grabbed the taller man by the elbow and spun him around.


	“Where are they?” he screeched. His face was flushed; tiny bubbles of saliva collected at the corners of his mouth. “Tell me, you swine!”


	Swine? Maybe that was a heavy-duty insult in Muslimville but it was pabulum around here.


	The tall guy jerked back, trying to pull free. His open mouth revealed gapped rows of rotting teeth.


	“Hey, man—!”


	“Tell me or I’ll kill you!” Munir shouted, grabbing his upper arms and shaking his lanky frame.


	“Lemme go, man,” he said as his head snapped back and forth like a guy in a car that had just been rear-ended. Munir was going to give him whiplash in a few seconds. “Don’t know whatcha talking about!”


	“You do! You went right to the package. You’ve seen the finger—now tell me where they are!”


	“Hey, look, man, I don’t know nothin’ ’bout whatcher sayin’. Dude stopped me down the street and told me to go check out the bag on top the mailbox. Gave me five to do it. Told me to hold up whatever was inside it.”


	“Who?” Munir said, releasing the guy and turning to look back down Eighth. “Where is he?”


	“Gone now.”


	Munir grabbed the guy again, this time by the front of his fatigue jacket.


	“What did he look like?”


	“I dunno. Just a guy. Whatta you want from me anyway, man? I didn’t do nothin’. And I don’t want nothin’ to do with no dead fingers. Now getcher hands offa me!”


	Jack had heard enough. Keeping the phone clapped to his ear, he approached the pair.


	“Let him go,” he said, raising his voice while still pretending to talk into the phone.


	Munir gave him a baffled look. “No. He can tell us—”


	“He can’t tell us anything we need to know. Let him go and get back to your apartment. You’ve done enough damage already.”


	Munir blanched and loosened his grip. The guy stumbled back a couple of steps, then turned and ran down Lafayette. Munir looked around and saw that every rheumy eye in the area was on him. He stared down at his hands—the free right and the bandaged left—as if they were traitors.


	“You don’t think—?”


	“Get home.” Jack turned away and gestured into the air, as if angry with what he was hearing. “He’ll be calling you. And so will I.”


	Facing the window glass, he watched Munir’s reflection move away toward the Bowery like a sleepwalker. Jack talked and gesticulated for another minute or so, then closed the phone and stepped back into the Starbucks. Might as well get a coffee.


	What a mess. The nut had pulled a fast one. Got some wino to make the pickup. But how could a guy that kinked be satisfied with seeing Munir’s finger from afar? He seemed the type to want to hold it in his grubby little hand.


	But maybe he didn’t care. Because maybe it didn’t matter.


	Jack pulled out the slip of paper on which he’d written Richard Hollander’s address. Time to pay Saud Petrol’s ex-employee a visit.
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	Eddie’s direct line was ringing. He picked it up and immediately recognized the voice.


	“Brother Connell, I need a word with you.”


	“How did you—? Never mind.” He was going to ask how Fournier had found his office number, but realized what a ridiculous question that was. “About my sister?”


	“Yes. We have a photo.”


	His gut coiled. Already?


	“You’ve found her?”


	“We need you to look at the photo. I am outside on the street. Shall I come up?”


	“No, I’ll come down.”


	He threw on his coat and took the stairs—he needed the exercise. All the way down he debated what to say if the photo showed Weezy. If he told the truth, they’d have her—and for what purpose, he still didn’t know. If he lied, he might be found out later. What were the consequences of that?


	Maybe he should have kept his damn mouth shut. Well, too late for that. Had to see this through.


	He found Fournier standing to the side of the office building entrance, smoking with the secretaries on their cigarette break. He stepped away from them as Eddie walked over to him.


	“Take a look,” Fournier said, handing him a three-by-five photo. “Is this her?”


	Not wanting to give anything away, Eddie set his features before looking. He felt a sinking sensation as he recognized the blurred face. She’d lost weight since he’d last seen her, but no question: Weezy.


	So soon? They’d sent out the fax only yesterday.


	He tried to guess where they’d taken it—on a street, in a restaurant?—but it was so closely cropped he couldn’t tell.


	What to do? How about stonewalling?


	“I’m not saying. Because the Order still hasn’t explained its interest in her.”


	Fournier shrugged as he took back the photo. “That is not my decision.” He held up the photo. “So . . . you are saying this is not your sister?”


	“Keep looking.” Eddie was ready to turn away when something occurred to him. “Oh, by the way . . . as I was waiting around at the Lodge, I overhead a couple of people talking about ‘Jihad.’ I thought that an odd thing for a couple of Kickers to be discussing.”


	Fournier frowned. “Jihad? I have not heard any talk of this. Just chatter, I am sure. I know of no Muslims who are Kickers. I do not think they would be allowed in.”


	“Well, no one can know everything about every Kicker.”


	“No.” He looked Eddie in the eye. “No one can know everything about anyone, n’est-ce pas?”
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	Munir paced his apartment, going from room to room, cursing himself. Such a fool! Such an idiot! But he couldn’t help it. He’d lost control. When he’d looked back and seen that man walk up to the paper bag and reach inside it, all rationality had fled. The only thing left in his mind had been the sight of Robby’s little finger tumbling out of that envelope last night.


	After that, everything was a blur.


	The phone began to ring.


	Oh, no! It’s him. Please, Allah, let him be satisfied. Grant him mercifulness.


	He lifted the receiver and heard the voice.


	“Quite a show you put on there, Mooo-neeer.”


	“Please. I was upset. You’ve seen my severed finger. Now will you let my family go?”


	“Now just hold on there a minute, Mooo-neeer. I saw a finger go flying through the air, but I don’t know for sure if it was your finger.”


	Munir froze with the receiver jammed against his ear.


	“Wh-what do you mean?”


	“I mean, how do I know that was a real finger? How do I know it wasn’t one of those fake rubber things you buy in the five-and-dime?”


	“It was real! I swear it! You saw how your man reacted!”


	“He was just a wino, Mooo-neeer. Scared of his own shadow. What’s he know?”


	“Oh, please! You must believe me!”


	“Well, I would, Mooo-neeer. Really, I would. Except for the way you grabbed him afterward. Now it’s bad enough you went after him, but I’m willing to overlook that. I’m far more generous about forgiving mistakes than you are, Mooo-neeer. But what bothers me is the way you grabbed him. You used both your hands the same.”


	Munir felt his blood congealing, sludging through his arteries and veins.


	“What do you mean?”


	“Well, I got a problem with seeing a man who just chopped off one of his fingers doing that, Mooo-neeer. I mean, you grabbed him like you had two good hands. And that bothers me, Mooo-neeer. Sorely bothers me.”


	“Please. I swear—”


	“Swearing ain’t good enough, I’m afraid. Seeing is believing. And I believe I saw a man with two good hands out there this morning.”


	“No. Really . . .”


	“So I’m gonna have to send you another package, Mooo-neeer.”


	“Oh, no! Don’t—”


	“Yep. A little memento from your wife.”


	“Please, no.”


	He told Munir what that memento would be, then he clicked off.


	“No!”


	Munir jammed his knuckles into his mouth and screamed into his fist.


	“NOOOOO!”
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	Jack stood outside Richard Hollander’s door.


	No sweat getting into the building. The address in the personnel file had led Jack to a rundown walk-up in the far west Forties. He’d checked the mailboxes in the dingy vestibule and found R. HOLLANDER listed for 3B. A few quick strokes with the notched credit card Jack kept handy, and he was in.


	He knocked—not quite pounding, but with enough urgency to bring even the most cautious resident to the peephole.


	Three tries, no answer. Jack pulled out his bump key set and checked out the deadbolt. A Quickset. He found a Quickset bumper and inserted it. These were so much better than the standard rake-and-tension-bar method he’d learned as a kid. He was rusty at that anyway. Might have taken him up to a minute that way, and a minute was a long time when you were standing in an open hallway fiddling with someone’s lock—the closest a fully-clothed man could come to feeling naked in public.


	He took off his shoe, gave the bump key a gentle tap as he twisted, and the cylinder turned. He drew his Kel-Tec backup and entered in a crouch.


	Quiet. Didn’t take long to check out the one-bedroom apartment. Empty. He started to toss the place.


	Neat. The bed was made, the furniture dusted, clothes folded in the bureau drawers, no dirty dishes in the sink. Hollander either had a maid or was a neatnik. People who could afford maids didn’t live in this building; that made him a neatnik. Not what Jack had expected from a guy who got fired because he couldn’t get the job done.


	He checked the bookshelves. A few novels and short story collections—literary stuff, mostly—salted in among the business texts. And in the far right corner, three books on Islam with titles like Understanding Islam and An Introduction to Islam.


	Not an indictment by itself. Hollander might have bought them for reference when he’d been hired by Saud Petrol.


	And he might have bought them after he was fired.


	Jack was willing to bet on the latter. He had a gut feeling about this guy.


	On the desk was a picture of an older woman. Hollander’s mother maybe?


	He went through the drawers and found a black ledger, a checkbook, and a pile of bills. Looked like he’d been dipping into his savings. Paying only the minimum on his MasterCard. A lot of late payment notices, and a couple of bad-news letters from employment agencies. Luck wasn’t running his way, and maybe Mr. Richard Hollander was looking for someone to blame.


	Folded between the back cover and the last page of the ledger was a receipt from the Brickell Real Estate Agency for a cash security deposit and first month’s rental on Loft #629. Dated last month. Made out to Sean McCabe.


	Loft #629. Where the hell was that? And why did Richard Hollander have someone else’s cash receipt? Unless it wasn’t someone else’s. Had he rented loft #629 under a phony name? That would explain using cash. But why would a guy who was almost broke rent a loft?


	Unless he was looking for a place to do something too risky to do in his own apartment.


	Like holding hostages.


	Jack copied down the Brickell agency’s phone number. Might need that later. Then he called Munir.


	Hysteria on the phone. Sobbing, moaning, the guy was almost incoherent.


	“Calm down, dammit! What exactly did he tell you?”


	“He’s going to cut her . . . he’s going to cut her . . . he’s going to cut her . . .”


	He sounded like a stuck record player. If Munir had been within reach Jack would have whacked him alongside the head to unstick him.


	“Cut her what?”


	“Cut her nipple off!”


	“Oh, jeez. Stay there. I’ll call you right back.”


	Jack retrieved the receipt for the loft and dialed the number of the rental agent. As the phone began to ring, he realized he hadn’t figured out an angle to pry out the address. They wouldn’t give it to just anybody. But maybe a cop . . .


	He hoped he was right as a pleasant female voice answered on the third ring. “Brickell Agency.”


	Jack put a harsh Brooklynese edge on his voice.


	“Yeah. This is Lieutenant Adams of the Twelfth Precinct. Who’s in charge there?”


	“I am.” Her voice had cooled. “Esther Brickell. This is my agency.”


	“Good. Here’s the story. We’ve got a suspect in a mutilation murder but we don’t know his whereabouts. However, we did find a cash receipt among his effects. Your name was on it.”


	“The Brickell Agency?”


	“Big as life. Down payment of some sort on loft number six-two-nine. Sound familiar?”


	“Not offhand. We’re computerized. We access all our rental accounts by number.”


	“Fine. Then it’ll only take you a coupla seconds to get me the address of this place.”


	“I’m afraid I can’t do that. I have a strict policy of never giving out information about my clients. Especially over the phone. All my dealings with them are strictly confidential. I’m sure you can understand.”


	Swell, Jack thought. She thinks she’s a priest or a reporter.


	“What I understand,” he said, “is that I’ve got a crazy perp out there and you think you’ve got privileged information. Well, listen, sweetie, that kinda thing don’t include Realtors. I need the address of your six-two-nine loft rented to”—he glanced at the name on the receipt—“Sean McCabe. Not later. Now. Capice?”


	“Sorry,” she said. “I can’t do that. Good day, Lieutenant—if indeed you are a lieutenant.”


	Shit! But Jack wasn’t giving up. He had to get this address.


	“Oh, I’m a lieutenant, all right. And believe me, sweetie, you don’t come across with that address here and now, you’ve got trouble. You make me waste my time tracking down a judge to swear out a search warrant, make me come out to your dinky little office to get this one crummy address, I’m gonna do it up big. I’m gonna bring uniforms and squad cars and we’re gonna do a thorough search. And I do mean thorough. We’ll go through all your files. But we won’t do it there. We’ll confiscate all your computers and storage devices and take them down to the one-two and keep them for a while, just to be sure we didn’t miss anything. And maybe you’ll get them back next Christmas. Maybe. And maybe when you do some information’ll be missing. And maybe an obstruction of justice charge as a kicker. How’s that sound?”


	“Just a minute,” she said.


	Jack waited, hoping she hadn’t gone to another phone to call her lawyer and check on his empty threats, or call the Twelfth to check on a particularly obnoxious lieutenant named Adams.


	“It’s on White Street,” she said suddenly in cold, clipped tones. “One-thirty-seven. Two-D.”


	“Thank—”


	She hung up on him. Fine. He had what he needed.


	White Street. That was in Tribeca—a trendy triangle below Canal Street. Lots of lofts down there.


	He punched in Munir’s number.


	“One-thirty-seven White,” he said without preamble. “Get down there now.”


	No time for explanations. He hung up and ran for the door.
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	“The Order may have found you.”


	Weezy felt her chest tighten at Eddie’s words.


	“What—what do you mean?”


	“They have a photo but weren’t sure it was you. I told them to keep looking.”


	“I’m confused. You’re saying they found me but may not be sure it’s me?”


	“Right.”


	“What does it all mean?”


	“I don’t know, but maybe you should think of moving back in with—”


	“Can’t do that,” she said, cutting him off before he could mention Jack’s name. Who knew who might be listening? “He needs his space and I need mine. Besides, I’ve caused him enough trouble. And you as well. Please drop this, Eddie.”


	“I can’t. Not till I find out why the Order is interested in you.”


	She begged, he refused, they argued, but Eddie wasn’t budging. Finally they ended the conversation.


	Weezy wandered her apartment, rubbing her suddenly cold hands. A photo of her—how? Where? When? Had they followed her home? She’d seen a number of new faces lately. The girl on the elevator yesterday . . . the guy looking for his dog . . .


	But the building was new and half empty and new people were moving in all the time.


	She went to the window to watch the Broadway traffic, then backed away. Someone could be watching her from an apartment across the street. She pulled the curtains, darkening the room.


	She hated this. She’d been so comfortable here, able to concentrate on the Compendium. All the disparate pieces were fitting together into a cohesive picture of the First Age and its secrets. And maybe . . . just maybe a way to stop Rasalom, referred to in the Compendium only as “the One.”


	She heard noise outside and hurried to her door. Through the peephole she saw men in overalls angling a new mattress through the door across the hall. That apartment had been empty since she’d moved in. Looked like someone had rented or bought it.


	The Order gets a photo of her and then someone moves in across the hall. For some reason, that didn’t sit right.


	She’d have to keep a careful watch.


	14


	The building looked like a deserted factory. Probably was. Four stories with no windows on the first floor. Maybe an old sweatshop. A NOW RENTING sign next to the front door. The place looked empty. Had the Brickell lady stiffed him with the wrong address?


	With his trusty credit card in his gloved hand, Jack hopped out of the cab and ran for the door—a steel leftover from the building’s factory days. An anti-jimmy plate had been welded over the latch area. Jack pocketed the plastic and inspected the lock: a heavy-duty Schlage. A tough pick, even with a bump key. Here on the sidewalk, with the clock ticking, in full view of the passing cars and pedestrians . . . no go.


	He ran along the front of the building and took the alley around to the back. Another door there, this one with a big red alarm warning posted front and center.


	Two-D . . . that meant the second floor had been subdivided into at least four mini lofts. If Hollander was here at all, he’d be renting the cheapest. Usually the lower letters meant up front with a view of the street; further down the alphabet you got relegated to the rear with an alley view.


	Jack stepped back and looked up. The second-floor windows to his left were bare and empty. The ones on the right were draped with what looked like bedsheets.


	And running right smack between those windows was a downspout.


	Jack tested the pipe. Not some flimsy aluminum tube that collapsed like a beer can, this was good old-fashioned galvanized steel. He pulled on the fittings. They wiggled in their sockets.


	Not good, but he’d have to risk it.


	He began to climb, shimmying up the pipe, vising it with his knees and elbows as he sought toeholds and fingerholds on the fittings. It shuddered, it groaned, and halfway up it settled a couple of inches with a jolt, but it held. Moments later he was perched outside the shrouded second-floor windows.


	Now what?


	Sometimes the direct approach was the best. He knocked on the nearest pane—two feet high, three feet wide, and filthy. After a few seconds, he knocked again. Finally a corner of one of the sheets lifted hesitantly and a man stared out at him. Dark, buzz-cut hair, wide dark eyes behind thick glasses, pale face in need of a shave. The eyes got wider and the face faded a few shades paler when he saw Jack.


	Jack smiled and gave him a friendly wave. He raised his voice to be heard through the glass.


	“Good morning. I’d like to have a word with Mrs. Habib, if you don’t mind.”


	The corner of the sheet dropped and the guy disappeared. Which confirmed that he’d found Richard Hollander. Anybody else would have asked him what the hell he was doing out there and who the hell was Mrs. Habib?


	Had to move quickly now. No telling what this gutless creep might do before he scuttled off.


	Bracing his hands on the pipe, Jack planted one foot on the three-inch windowsill and aimed a kick at the bottom pane.


	Suddenly the glass three panes above it exploded outward as a rusty steel L-bar smashed through, narrowly missing Jack’s face and showering him with glittering shards.


	Jack swung back onto the pipe and around to the windows on the other side. The bar retreated through the holes it had punched in the sheet and the glass. As Jack shifted his weight to the opposite sill, he realized that from inside he was silhouetted on the sheet. Too late. The bar came crashing through the pane level with Jack’s groin, catching him in the leg. He grunted with pain as the corner of the bar tore through his jeans and gouged the flesh across the front of his thigh. In a sudden burst of rage, he grabbed the bar and pulled.


	The sheet came down and draped over Hollander. He fought it off with panicky swipes, letting go of the bar in the process. Jack pulled it the rest of the way through the window and dropped it into the alley below. Then he kicked the remaining glass out of the pane and swung inside.


	Hollander was dashing for the door, something in his right hand—gloved hand.


	Jack started after him, his mind registering strobe-flash images as he moved: a big empty space, a card table, two chairs, three mattresses on the floor, the first empty, a boy tied to the second, a naked woman tied to the third, blood on her right breast.


	Jack picked up speed and caught him as he reached the door. He grabbed the collar of Hollander’s T-shirt and yanked him back. As the fabric ripped, Hollander spun and swung a meat cleaver at Jack’s head. Jack ducked, grabbed the wrist with his left hand—Hollander was wearing latex gloves—and smashed his right fist into the pale face. The leather glove cushioned the blow a little, but not much. The glasses went flying, the cleaver fell to the floor, and Hollander dropped to his knees.


	“I give up.” He coughed and spat blood. “It’s over.”


	“No.” Jack hauled him to his feet. The darkness was welling up in him now, whispering, taking control. “It’s not.”


	“ ‘Not’?” The wide blue eyes darted about in confusion. “Not what?”


	“Over.”


	Jack drove a left into his gut, then caught him with an uppercut as he doubled over, slamming him back against the door.


	Hollander retched and groaned as he sank to the floor again.


	“You can’t do this,” he moaned. “I’ve surrendered.”


	“And you think that does it? You’ve played dirty for days and now that things aren’t going your way anymore, that’s it? Finsies? Uncle? Tilt? Game over? I don’t think so. I don’t think so.”


	“No. You’ve got to read me my rights and take me in.”


	“Oh, I get it,” Jack said. “You think I’m a cop.”


	Hollander looked up at him in dazed confusion. He pursed his lips, beginning a question that died before it was asked.


	“I’m not.” Jack grinned. “Mooo-neeer sent me.”


	He waited a few heartbeats as Hollander glanced over to where Munir’s naked wife and mutilated child were trussed up, watched the sick horror grow in his eyes. When it filled them, when Jack was sure he was tasting a crumb of what he’d been putting Munir through for days, he rammed the heel of his hand against the creep’s nose in a spray of blood, slamming the back of his head against the door.


	He wanted to do it again, and again, keep on doing it until the gutless wonder’s skull was bone confetti, but he fought the urge, pulled back as Hollander’s eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed the rest of the way to the floor.


	He went first to the woman. She looked up at him with terrified eyes.


	“Don’t worry,” he said. “Munir’s on his way. It’s all over.”


	She closed her eyes and began to sob through her gag.


	As Jack fumbled with the knots on her wrists, he checked out the fresh blood on her left breast. The nipple was still there. An inch-long cut ran along its outer margin. A bloody straight razor lay on the mattress beside her.


	If he’d tapped on that window a few minutes later . . .


	As soon as her hands were free she sat up and tore the gag from her mouth. She looked at him with tear-flooded eyes but seemed unable to speak. Sobbing, she went to work on her ankle bonds. Jack stepped over to where the fallen sheet lay crumpled on the floor and draped it over her.


	“That man, that . . . animal,” she said. “He told us Munir didn’t care about us, that he wouldn’t cooperate, wouldn’t do anything he was told.”


	Jack glanced over at Hollander’s unconscious form. Was there no limit?


	“He lied to you. Munir’s been going crazy doing everything the guy told him.”


	“Did he really cut off his . . . ?”


	“No. But he would have if I hadn’t stopped him.”


	“Who are you?”


	“Nobody.”


	He went to the boy. The kid’s eyes were bleary. He looked flushed and his skin was hot. Fever. A wad of bloody gauze encased his left hand. Jack pulled the gag from his mouth.


	“Where’s my dad?” he said hoarsely. Not Who are you? or What’s going on? Just worried about his dad. Jack wished for a son like that someday.


	“On his way.”


	He began untying the boy’s wrists. Soon he had help from Barbara. A moment later, mother and son were crying in each other’s arms. He found their clothing and handed it to them.


	While they were dressing, Jack dragged Hollander over to Barbara’s mattress and stuffed her gag in his mouth. As he finished tying him down with her ropes, he heard someone pounding on the downstairs door. He ushered the woman and the boy out to the landing. His thigh throbbed as he went down and found Munir frantic on the sidewalk.


	“Where—?”


	“Upstairs,” Jack said.


	“Are they—?”


	Jack nodded.


	He stepped aside to allow Munir past, then waited outside awhile to give them all a chance to be alone together. Five minutes, then he returned upstairs. It wasn’t over yet.


	He found them huddled on the landing in a group hug. Now came the tough part. He was in a bad position here.


	“Okay. Decision time.” They looked up. “Robby needs a doctor. But there’s not an ER in the city that won’t be phoning in a child abuse complaint as soon as they see that hand.”


	“He was abused.” Barbara’s eyes blazed. “But not by us.”


	“I know a doctor who won’t say anything to anybody.”


	Because he couldn’t. Doc Hargus’s license had been on permanent suspension for years.


	“But can he reattach Robby’s finger?” she said.


	Jack shook his head. “That’s beyond him, I’m afraid.”


	Beyond anyone, Jack thought.


	He’d read somewhere that the last thing you wanted to do with a severed anything was freeze it. Keep it cold, yes, but freezing killed the cells. The finger was most likely already a goner by the time Munir received it. He thought he’d done the right thing, but sticking it in his freezer had been the coup de grâce.


	Jack couldn’t tell these people that. They wouldn’t believe it, wouldn’t want to hear it, needed to give their boy every chance at a full complement of fingers.


	Munir straightened. “He needs a hospital, the best surgeons. And now I’m free to tell the police everything.”


	And that would start officialdom down a road that might lead them to Jack. He clenched his jaw. This was why he stayed the hell away from kidnappings.


	“Except about me, okay? I don’t exist. You’ve got two victims who can testify against him, you have the recordings of his threats—an airtight case against the bastard. You don’t need me.”


	Munir nodded. “I owe you . . . everything. Without you—”


	“But that’s taken care of. Now your so-called justice system goes to work. It doesn’t know about me. I’d like to keep things that way.”


	“Of course. Anything you say. I am forever in your debt.” He looked back at the closed door of 2D. “I still cannot understand it. Richard Hollander . . . how could he do this to me? To anybody? I never hurt him.”


	“You fired him,” Jack said. “He’s probably been loony tunes for years, on the verge of a breakdown, walking the line. Losing his job just pushed him over the edge.”


	“But people lose their jobs every day. They don’t kidnap and torture—”


	“I guess he was ready to blow. You just happened to be the unlucky one. He had to blame somebody—anybody but himself—and get even for it. He chose you. Don’t look for logic. The guy’s crazy.”


	“But the depth of his cruelty . . .”


	“Maybe you could have been gentler with him when you fired him,” Barbara said.


	The words sent a chill through Jack, bringing back Munir’s plea from his first telephone call.


	Please save my family!


	Jack wondered if that was possible, if anyone could save Munir’s family now.


	It had begun to unravel as soon as Barbara and Robby were kidnapped. It still had been salvageable then, up to the point when the cleaver had cut through Robby’s finger. That was probably the deathblow. Even if nothing worse had happened from there on in, that missing finger was going to be a permanent reminder of the nightmare, and somehow it would be Munir’s fault. If he’d already gone to the police, it would be because of that; since he hadn’t, it would be his fault for not going to the police. Or for firing Hollander in the first place. Munir would always blame himself; and deep in her heart Barbara would blame him too. Later on, maybe years from now, Robby might blame him too.


	Because there’d always be one too few fingers on Robby’s left hand, always that scar along the margin of Barbara’s nipple, always the vagrant thought, sneaking through the night, that Munir hadn’t done all he could, that if he’d only been a little more considerate before the kidnapping, had been just a little more cooperative after, Robby still would have ten fingers.


	Sure, they were together now, and they’d been hugging and crying and kissing, but later on Barbara would start asking questions: Couldn’t you have done more? Why didn’t you cut your finger off when he told you to?


	Even now, Barbara was edging into the possibility that Munir could have been gentler when he’d fired Hollander. The natural progression from that was to: Maybe if you had, none of this would have happened.


	The individual members might still be alive, but Munir’s family as a viable unit was still under the gun.


	And that saddened Jack. It meant that Hollander might still win.


	Barbara hugged Robby against her side. “We need to get to the hospital. Now.”


	Jack said, “You can flag a cab on the street.”


	As they started for the stairwell, Munir held back.


	“I must speak to him. I have to ask him why.”


	Jack wondered if talk was all he had in mind.


	“Sure. Go ahead. We’ll hold the cab for you.”


	Jack led Barbara and Robby down to the steel front door. He grabbed a takeout menu flier from the floor, wadded it up, and stuffed it in the door’s latch hole.


	Might want to give the place a once-over before the cops arrived.


	Took a couple of minutes, but finally a cab cruised by and he flagged it. As Barbara and Robby slid into the rear, Munir stumbled from the building looking dazed.


	Had Hollander escaped?


	“What’s wrong?”


	“That is not Richard Hollander.”


	“Then who is he?”


	“I have never seen that man before in my life.”
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	Dawn stepped off the private elevator into Mr. Osala’s duplex. She felt totally dazed and knew she looked like some sort of mental patient in her bathrobe and borrowed scrubs from the surgicenter. After she’d come to a couple of hours ago, they’d checked her over to see if she was all right, then stuck her in a cab. Lucky the doorman, Mack, recognized her and keyed her up in the elevator, or she’d never have been able to return.


	She felt totally awful and weird. She’d been trying to get out of this place for like nine months, and now that she had her chance to take off, she didn’t. She’d never thought she’d look at this place as home, but that was what it felt like at the moment.


	She passed a stack of cardboard boxes as she stumbled down the hall to her room, but stopped at the door when she found Gilda within. The older woman was scooping clothes out of her drawers and dumping them into a cardboard box, just like the ones in the hall.


	“What do you think you’re doing?”


	She started—so intent on what she was doing she hadn’t heard Dawn arrive. She straightened and gave her a cold smile.


	“I am packing your things.”


	“Why?”


	The smile became harder, colder. “You are moving out.”


	The words shocked her. Moving out? No. No way.


	“You’re crazy!”


	“Oh, no. Not me. The Master has called and told me to pack up your things. You leave tomorrow.”


	“Like hell!”


	The woman stepped closer. “Yes. He is kicking you out. And good riddance, I say. You have been nothing but trouble since you set foot in this house. No more will I have to listen to your whining and complaining. I cannot wait till you are gone. Then there will be peace.”


	“You’re lying.”


	“We will see. The Master will be here tomorrow to personally throw you out on the street.”


	No . . . he couldn’t. Not now.


	“Get out,” Dawn said.


	“I will not! The Master told me to—”


	Despite feeling she might collapse at any minute, Dawn grabbed the older woman by the front of her blouse and swung her around, then shoved her toward the door.


	“Get out!”


	Gilda stumbled backward through the doorway and almost fell. She steadied herself at the last instant just as Dawn slammed the door and locked it. Feeling too exhausted, too totally rotten to deal with any of this now, Dawn pulled back the covers on her unmade bed and slipped under them.


	Sleep . . . she needed sleep . . . she’d be able to deal with this once she got some sleep.
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	Jack peeked through the tiny glass pane set in the emergency exit door. Outside in the alley, Abe stood next to the open rear doors of his dark blue panel truck. He looked edgy, repeatedly glancing toward the street.


	The mystery man hung over Jack’s shoulder. Trussed head to foot in duct tape and wrapped in a sheet, he’d struggled at first. But the bouncing trip down the stairs had taken some of the fight out of him. Jack’s shoulder nestled in his gut and he had to be sore by now. The guy was heavier than he looked.


	Jack kicked the door to get Abe’s attention.


	“Get behind the wheel,” he shouted when Abe looked up.


	Abe nodded and bustled away toward the front of the truck. Jack gave him thirty seconds, then pushed the door open. An alarm bell began clanging, just as the sign on the door had promised.


	Jack dumped the guy into the back of the truck, hopped in, and closed the door behind him.


	“Go!”


	Abe hit the gas and they lurched into motion, out of the alley, onto the street, and into the traffic—a nondescript panel truck in a stampeding herd of other nondescript panel trucks.


	“Where to now?”


	Jack was slipping into a pair of work gloves Abe had had lying about. “Let’s just drive around while this fellow and I get better acquainted.”


	Before sending Munir and his family off in the cab, Jack had pulled him aside and told him to hold off as long as possible giving the address where his wife and boy had been held. None of this was making sense and he wanted a little time with the mystery man.


	But back upstairs he spotted a familiar scar through the tear in the guy’s shirt and realized the situation had suddenly become complicated. He called Abe and asked him to bring his truck downtown.


	He peeled back the sheet to free the guy’s bloodied, blindfolded face, then yanked the tape off his mouth.


	“Help!” he screamed as he started slamming his feet against the truck floor. “Help!”


	“No tumel!” Abe shouted from up front.


	Jack gave him a backhand slap across the face.


	“Don’t waste your breath. You’re in a truck with no rear windows in the middle of downtown traffic.”


	“Just turn me in.”


	Jack shook his head. “Not gonna happen. Who are you?”


	“Richard Hollander.”


	“Nah. You went to a lot of trouble to make people think that, did everything to make this look personal—fooled me on that one—but Munir has met Hollander and he says you’re not him.”


	His face twisted. “You believe a lying sand nigger over—”


	Jack backhanded him again.


	“None of that,” he said as he wiped the blood off his glove onto the man’s shirt.


	“You’re pretty brave with me tied up.”


	Feeling the darkness struggle to get loose within him, Jack leaned closer and spoke through his teeth.


	“Do you have any idea what I want to do to you? You mutilated a little boy! And you made his mother watch! People like you—”


	“Worthless mongrel,” he muttered.


	Jack hit him again.


	The guy clenched his teeth. “Be a man. Untie me and we’ll see—”


	“What? See you running away like you did when I came through the window—even though you had a meat cleaver? If I hadn’t grabbed the back of your shirt, you’d’ve been gone. But I’m glad it happened that way, otherwise I’d never have seen the brand.”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“How long have you been a member of the Septimus Order?”


	“I’m not—”


	Jack poked the guy’s chest and he flinched.


	“Uh-uh. I know the brand.”


	“So, you know the brand. Big deal.”


	“Is the Order behind this?”


	“Of course not.”


	“What’s the Order got against Munir?”


	“Absolutely nothing. This is personal.”


	“Where’s the real Richard Hollander?”


	“You’re looking at him.”


	Jack shook his head again. “You left all the evidence where it could be easily found, so that when this was over, everything would point to Hollander. Where is he?”


	And then, in a strobing epiphany, it all became clear. Jack sat back, stunned.


	“Hollander is dead.”


	“Ridiculous.” But his voice carried no conviction, no sense that he’d be believed.


	“I just realized . . . you weren’t wearing a mask when I broke in. Barbara and the boy knew your face. But you didn’t care if they could recognize you, because you were planning all along to kill them. Hollander would get the blame, but Hollander wouldn’t be able to defend himself because you killed him first and probably disposed of his body. The cops will be looking for someone they’ll never find while you roam about free as can be.”


	“You’re obviously on drugs.”


	Jack stared at him. “Why?”


	The man’s face twisted into a snarl. “Because he’s a no-good Arab piece of shit!”


	No act there. The naked rage in his eyes said he was speaking what he felt.


	“But why this particular Arab?”


	The face went slack. Not going there. Hiding something.


	“An Arab’s an Arab,” he said.


	Jack couldn’t buy that. Something else going on here. Very good possibility the Order was involved. And if that was the case, then Jack needed to be involved.


	As he slapped the tape back over the guy’s mouth, he began twisting and kicking and making frantic noises.


	“What’s that? Take off the tape?”


	The guy nodded.


	“Why? You’re not telling me anything. I think we’ll let you marinate awhile. Maybe you’ll be feeling more loquacious in a few hours.”


	As the guy made all sorts of protesting sounds, Jack slipped the sheet back over his face.


	Needed to find a way to make him open up.


	He’d come up with something.
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	“Christ, it’s cold,” Russ said, hugging his arms around him as the wind off the water cut through his coat.


	He was surprised he could feel cold at all after all he’d had to drink.


	This Belgiovene guy was all right. This morning he’d explained all the intricacies of getting his parole modified to allow him back online. Cruel and unusual punishment, banning him from the Internet for ten years after his release. Russ didn’t tell him he was already online under various identities. He’d be FUBAR without the Net, but the risk of discovery hung over him like the sword of Damocles. If word got back to his parole officer, some hard-ass judge could lock him up again. Yeah, it might be federal soft time, but time was time. Outsiders called them country clubs. Screw them. The two years he’d spent inside had sucked. Royally. He’d come this close to offing himself.


	Belgiovene had dropped him off home and then picked him up later for dinner. They wound up at Peter Luger’s in Williamsburg for the best porterhouse he’d ever had—and more wine than he usually drank in a month.


	Then they’d come here, to the Chelsea Piers.


	They weren’t really piers anymore. Everything but. Huge warehouselike structures housed shops, restaurants, dining halls, tennis courts, nightclubs—anything that might entertain or distract anyone at any time.


	Belgiovene said, “As I told you, we’re to meet the U.S. attorney outside here, and then we’ll go up to the space we’ve rented for the next project.”


	Russ stood at the water’s edge and stared at the lights of New Jersey across the Hudson. What was he looking at? Hoboken? Jersey City? He knew they were over there somewhere, but they were just names. Who cared which was where? They were in Jersey.


	“Do we have to meet him right on the waterfront? There’s gotta be a place that’s out of the wind. I mean, like, is all this secrecy necessary?”


	“It was his request. It’s a touchy thing, messing with a federal judge’s ruling. We should accommodate him, don’t you think?”


	“I suppose.”


	Belgiovene pointed down at the rippling surface of the river. “Look. Lights underwater.”


	Russ didn’t see anything, so he leaned forward. He felt a hand press against his back and then he was falling. He hit the water and went under.


	Cold—colder than any cold he could ever imagine. Colder than interstellar space.


	He fought to the surface and saw Belgiovene standing above him, watching.


	“Help! Help me!”


	The guy did nothing. Just stared.


	Panic lanced through him. What was going on here? Was he crazy?


	Well, Russ would show him. He could swim. He’d been a pretty damn good swimmer in his day.


	But his clothes were dragging him down. And the cold was paralyzing his muscles. He sank and clawed back to the surface. After gulping air, he tried to shed his coat but went down again as he struggled with it. This time, despite his best effort, despite the panic adrenaline coursing through his arteries, he couldn’t make it back to the surface. His arms felt like lead. Legs too. Wouldn’t respond.


	A great lethargy came over him, and with it, a strange sort of peace. His oxygen-starved brain kept asking the same question, over and over.


	Why?


	With a sob he exhaled what he knew was his last breath.
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	“Are we ready?”


	Ernst dropped his glass of water. It shattered in the sink. He turned, knowing who he would find. He knew that voice. But the kitchen was empty. He stepped into the living room/dining room area of his apartment.


	The One stood in the far corner. He looked relaxed, his hands loosely clasped before him.


	Ernst felt sweat break out all over his body. These unannounced appearances always rattled him. The man—well, he was something more than a man—had an unsettling ability to enter and leave rooms without warning, without a sound.


	“Yes, sir. We are.”


	The One clasped his hands behind him and began to wander the living room at a leisurely pace . . . like a shark in a tank. He was dressed in his usual dark business suit. He had adopted his current, somewhat Hispanic appearance last summer: slim frame, soft features, darkened skin tones, mustache. He had never honored Ernst with an explanation, probably never would. Whatever the reason, he’d maintained the look. He stopped pacing and fixed Ernst with his abysmally dark eyes.


	“Will it work?”


	The dreaded question.


	“I believe it will bring down the Internet.”


	“And that will extinguish the Lady?”


	“The lore says she must be slain three times. The first death was accomplished by another hand.”


	The One’s eyes gleamed. “Yes. That upstart mutant in Florida unknowingly aided us. She might have proven to be an asset, but she was impossible to control.”


	Ernst knew little of this, had gleaned only bits from passing references to the incident. Now was not the time to ask for more.


	“I understand those circumstances were unique. Since they were not reproducible, we turned to the Fhinntmanchca.”


	“Yes. But that failed.”


	Ernst wanted to shout that it didn’t fail—not completely—but held his tongue.


	“Only because the noosphere was too strong.”


	“Will this succeed?”


	“Yes, I believe so, yes.”


	“You do not sound terribly confident. And as I recall, this was all your idea.”


	Another wave of nervous perspiration seeped from his pores.


	“Yes . . . yes it was. But we are in uncharted territory here. First, no one has crippled the Internet before, but I believe we have the best chance ever. The final piece was acquired just yesterday and we are set to begin.”


	“Whether the Internet is down or up is of little interest to me. I want the Lady extinguished—nothing more, nothing less.”


	“Yes, of course. That is what we all want. But as I explained last year when we embarked on this mission, I believe the reason the Fhinntmanchca failed to extinguish her—”


	“She did cease to exist for an instant.”


	“Yes. And even though that was only her second death, she should not have returned. The noosphere should have been too weakened by the Fhinntmanchca to permit it. But she did return. The damaged noosphere was able to revive her almost immediately. That possibility was never addressed in our lore, because it was inconceivable. But the Internet, with its myriad human interactions, was also inconceivable in the First Age. It has energized and strengthened the noosphere to a level far beyond what anyone ever dreamed possible. After the failure of the Fhinntmanchca I theorized that if we removed that input, the still-damaged noosphere would be unable to maintain the Lady. It would have to re-create her from scratch, as originally hoped, giving you the window you need to allow the Otherness to achieve dominance.”


	“And I have allowed you a chance to prove your theory.”


	Ernst bowed. “For which I am honored. Still I must stress that it is but a theory. I have no means to test it, other than to crash the Internet.”


	“It has taken you quite some time to reach this point.”


	“Yes, even with the combined aid of the Kickers and the Dormentalists, it has been a massive, time-consuming undertaking. But it is the only means we have left to us.”


	“There is, perhaps, another way,” the One said as he began pacing again.


	Ernst swallowed. Another way? “What might that be, if I may ask?”


	“You may not. The means have only just recently become available. I am preparing contingencies in case your grand scheme fails.”


	Ernst felt a sudden pain in his gut. It couldn’t fail.


	“I was hoping you had more confidence—”


	The One’s expression darkened. “After the failure of the Fhinntmanchca—not your fault, I realize—I cannot afford to take anything for granted. I’ve been so close for so long—”


	He cut himself off.


	Ernst realized they had both waited their entire adult lives for the advent of the Otherness, but the One had lived for millennia. By comparison, Ernst’s wait was a mere eye blink.


	The One said, “When do you put your plan into motion?”


	“As soon as you say so.”


	“Then I say so. Why did you wait?”


	“Why . . .” Ernst was surprised at the question. “As a courtesy. To be sure the execution date fit with your plans.”


	“My plans?”


	“Well, you told me you were engaged in a project . . .”


	The One had been away for months, appearing only occasionally. All he would say was that he was “down south” engaged in “a personal matter.”


	“Yes. That is in its final stage. In fact, I expect to have it wrapped up by the weekend.”


	“Then shall we set the execution date for Saturday night? If we release the virus now, we will be more than ready by then.”


	The One’s eyebrows lifted. “It will spread that quickly?”


	“We calculate global saturation within less than forty-eight hours of release.”


	“I am impressed.”


	“We have had the best computer minds in the world working on it for months. Jihad4/20 is so unlike previous viruses that no existing AV software will recognize it. We will introduce it to random email addresses. All the recipient need do is open the email. No link to click in the mail. Simply opening it will allow the virus in.”


	“And then what?”


	“Well, it’s what is known as a rootkit—”


	The One waved a hand. “Never mind technological terms. Those sort of details mean little to me.”


	“It will access the address book and send email to all of the contacts listed, thereby entering all those computers where it will do the same, time and again, on and on, spreading itself across the globe in a geometric progression. But it will do more than merely propagate itself. It will take over each computer, turning it into what is known as a zombie—a machine that will do what the virus tells it to do, independent of what its owner wishes.”


	“But neither is anything new.”


	“True. And as the virus spreads, it will create a network of zombies—a so-called ‘botnet’—which, again, is nothing new. But the pervasiveness and penetration of Jihad’s botnet will be unprecedented, as will what the virus will tell its network of zombies to do on Saturday night.”


	Ernst felt a swell of pride as he thought about that. He’d come up with the idea himself. And it was brilliant—not because it was arcane and esoteric, but because it was so obvious, and so elegant in its simplicity.


	“All I care is that it gets the job done. And it had better.”


	The implied threat doused Ernst’s inner glow. “I have every confidence that the Internet cannot stand against it.”


	“Good. I trust the package I sent arrived?”


	“Yes.” A mysterious, locked, oblong box, three feet long. “It is safe.”


	“Then I shall leave you to your task.”


	He turned and started for the door.


	“Oh, I assume you’ve heard about the baby,” Ernst said.


	The One did not break stride. “Of course.”


	“Why is the baby—?”


	“None of that is your concern.”


	And then he was out the door and gone.


	Ernst stood a moment, letting the tension seep out of him. He couldn’t help thinking of the Oscar Wilde remark about how some people bring happiness wherever they go, and others whenever they go. The One fell squarely in the latter category. The room seemed brighter without him.


	He picked up his phone to call Szeto and give him the go-ahead. But his thumb stalled over the speed-dial button as Hank Thompson’s words came back to him.


	We’re stepping through a doorway into a place no one’s ever been. And once we set that virus loose, there’s no calling it back. There’s no time-out or reset button. Once it starts doing its business, there’s no stopping it.


	True. Once this djinn was out of the bottle, there would be no ordering it back. When the Lady was extinguished, this world would be perceived as non-sentient. The Enemy would abandon it, leaving the Otherness an open field.


	What would happen then?


	The Order’s ancient lore spoke of a Great Change, but was vague on what form that change would take. The Otherness would make alterations that would be terrifying and painful for the masses of humanity. The elite few who aided the One in bringing about the Change, however, would be rewarded, but the lore was even more vague as to what form that reward would take. Ernst assumed it meant insulation from the Change or perhaps even a way to adapt to it.


	The lore also stated that those who had been active participants in aiding the Otherness—he and the Council of Seven and other high-ups in the Order, and perhaps even Hank Thompson—would be awarded positions of power. But “power” was such a nebulous term.


	He smiled at the parallels between what was about to happen and the Christian myths of the Rapture and the Tribulation. But then, leaks from the Order’s lore over the millennia were what had sparked those myths.


	Taking a breath, he pushed the button. Time to take the big step: Tell Szeto to set Jihad4/20’s activation time for Saturday night and unleash it on the Internet.


	No turning back now.


	THURSDAY
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	Jack stopped outside a dirty white doorway next to an equally dirty white roll-up garage door in the West Thirties. He looked around. A few pedestrians uphill toward Ninth Avenue. The bulk of the Javits Center squatted down by the Hudson River to the west. Not many people out and about at this hour on a frigid morning.


	He rested his coffee cup atop a nearby standpipe and stuck a key into the door lock. After another glance around—no one looking—he pulled his Glock from the small of his back. He held it ready under his jacket as he pushed the door open and stepped inside. He’d left the single overhead incandescent bulb on overnight. Abe’s dirty blue van sat directly under it. The garage occupied half the ground floor of an old dilapidated former tenement. Abe rented it to store his delivery truck and other sundries he had no room for at the store.


	Jack had left the van’s rear doors closed and they remained that way. He stepped up and pulled one open.


	There, with taped head, hands, feet, arms, and legs, lay the blindfolded mystery man. Jack and Abe had decided to let him stew overnight. To keep him in place, they’d snaked bungee cords around him and hooked them into the rings in the floor panels. Gulliver might have looked like this if the Lilliputians had had duct tape and bungees.


	Jack retrieved his coffee from outside, locked the door behind him, and returned to the van.


	“Restful night?” he said through the door as he sipped his coffee.


	The guy tried to speak through the tape across his mouth.


	“A bit chilly, I’ll bet.”


	The garage wasn’t heated but it was warmer than outside. By now the mystery man had to be cold, hungry, and exhausted.


	“Ready to talk?”


	More tape-muffled squawking.


	Jack slipped inside. He pulled off the blindfold and grabbed an edge of the piece of tape covering his mouth.


	“No yelling or this goes back on, capice?”


	The guy nodded. Jack ripped off the tape. The guy glared at him as he puffed, mouth-breathing for the first time in about a dozen hours. He noticed a pungent odor.


	“What’s that—?” He spotted a wet stain around the guy’s crotch. “Uh-oh. I see you peed your pants during the night. That’s gotta be reeeeal uncomfortable.”


	Another glare.


	Jack held up his blue-and-white container. “You drink coffee?”


	The guy nodded vigorously.


	“Good. I’ll run out and get you a cup as soon as we’ve had a little Q and A. First Q: Who are you?”


	Silence.


	Jack prodded him with his boot. “This is where you give the A.”


	The guy glared at him. “Why do you give a shit?”


	“I have an inquiring mind.”


	“Yeah? Then who are you?”


	“If this were a B movie, I’d say something like, ‘Your worst nightmare.’ Truth is, I am no one.”


	“So am I.”


	Jack hadn’t been able to find any ID on the guy or in the loft, and hadn’t any contacts among the cops to run prints for him. He decided to come back to the name later.


	“Okay . . . why Munir?”


	“Told you: He’s an Arab.”


	“But why that particular Arab?”


	“He was convenient.”


	“I don’t believe you, pal. I might if it weren’t for that Septimus brand on your back. What’s their interest in Munir?”


	“Nothing. The Order’s never even heard of him.”


	That could be true. This guy could be a psycho who just happened to be a member, but Jack’s gut wasn’t buying. He drained his coffee, tossed the container out the back door, and picked up the fourteen-inch bolt cutter lying nearby. Jack had brought it along from the loft. The coffee soured in his stomach as he looked at the bloodstains along the pincer edges.


	“You cut off a little boy’s finger with this. How does a grown man do that to a child?”


	The guy smirked. “When he has Arab blood? Easy. I picture the Trade Towers collapsing. I picture Daniel Pearl being beheaded and hear his gurgling cries.”


	“But the kid wasn’t even born when the Towers went down. And he’s never hurt anyone.”


	“Neither did Daniel Pearl. Neither did the people in the Towers.”


	“How about I start lopping off your fingers until I get some answers?”


	The guy looked him in the eyes and said, “I don’t think you’ve got it in you.”


	Jack stared back. In a way, he was right. He’d cooled down since yesterday. Under different circumstances—say, if Gia and Vicky were at risk—he’d have no problem getting medieval. But here, now?


	No. He wanted to know why this creep had put Munir through “the wringer,” as he’d put it, and whether or not the Septimus Order had anything to do with it, but not enough to assume the role of torturer. They’d have to remain one of life’s mysteries. Jack could go on without knowing . . .


	But what about Munir?


	Yeah. This was personal for Munir . . . about as personal as it got.


	“Yeah, you’re right. I’m not in a fingernail-ripping mood at the moment, but I bet I know someone who is.”


	He pulled out his cell phone and made a call.


	“Munir?” he said when he answered.


	“Yes?”


	“How’s Robby?”


	His voice thickened. “His finger could not be saved. I should not have frozen it. I didn’t know. It’s all my fault.”


	“No, not your fault. Not your fault at all. In fact, I’m sitting with the man who’s really to blame.”


	“The one who—?”


	“Yeah. Mister Non-Hollander. He’s reluctant to explain why he did all this to you and your family. I thought you might want to persuade him.”


	A brief pause, then, “I’ll be right over. Where are you?”


	“Hang on a minute.” Jack slipped out of the van and pointed to the mystery man. “Stay put.”


	He walked outside to the street, well out of earshot of the garage, and gave Munir the address. Then he returned to the van.


	“I’m afraid you’re going to have to deal with a guy who’s got a bit of a chip on his shoulder where you’re concerned.”


	The guy smirked again. “Who? Mooneeer?”


	“Yeah. He’s on his way over to get sharia on your ass.”


	“Not likely. The guy’s a wimp. Probably faint if he saw blood.”


	Jack eyed the bolt cutter . . . looking pretty good right now.


	No . . . not ready to go there yet.


	“You seem to know a lot about him. Almost like you did some real in-depth research.”


	“I heard him whining and blubbering on the phone. That was all the research I need. Typical Arab wimp.”


	The cutter . . . looking better and better.


	“And what’s that make you? If he’s such a wimp, why didn’t you have the cojones to go mano-a-mano with him?”


	He looked away. “I’m through talking to you.”


	“In that case, keep quiet till Munir gets here, or the tape goes back on.”


	“Moooneeer . . . what a joke.”


	Jack slammed the doors and found a crate to sit on while he waited for Munir.
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	Finally! Jack thought as a buzzer echoed through the garage. Where’s he been?


	He stepped over to the door and used the peephole. Not Munir . . . a woman.


	What the hell?


	And then he recognized her.


	“Mrs. Habib?” he said as he pulled open the door.


	She stepped inside, rubbing her hands against the cold wind that followed her. She wore a parka and a large shoulder bag.


	“Call me Barbara, please.”


	“All right . . . Barbara.” He stuck his head out the door and checked the street. No sign of Munir. “I was expecting your husband.”


	He closed the door against the cold and turned to her. Her face was pale in the dim light of the single bulb. Her eyelids were dusky from lack of sleep, but a hard, fierce light glinted in the eyes behind them.


	“I came in his place.”


	Jack cleared his throat. “Well, what I had in mind was some rather intense interrogation and—”


	“Munir is a decent man with a gentle soul. He would not be good for this. He’s better off staying with Robby.”


	Was she saying the mystery man’s “wimp” remark hadn’t been so far off the mark?


	Jack watched her closely. “Am I to infer that your soul is not so gentle?”


	“Robby’s finger cannot be saved. He will go through life maimed, mutilated. He will be fine, physically—a missing pinky is mildly disfiguring but will not be a handicap. But psychologically . . . I don’t see him ever getting over the trauma of being strapped down, fully awake and alert, while a stranger cut off his finger. The memory of the pain will fade, but his helplessness, and the cold-blooded cruelty of what was done to him . . . those will remain with him forever. He will need therapy . . . years and years of it.”


	“Do you think you feel worse about this than Munir?”


	She nodded. “Because he was not there.”


	Jack remembered the photo of her that had accompanied the severed finger, and its inscription.


	“You watched?”


	She shook her head. “He wanted me to. He tied Robby down with his hand just inches from my face, but he had no way to keep my eyes open. He demanded that I watch but I couldn’t.”


	“Of course not.”


	“But I heard the crunch of his little bone, and I heard his screams through his gag. Munir heard none of that. And he was not tied down and prevented from comforting her poor terrified baby when he needed her after it was done.” She looked at Jack with tear-filled eyes. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to need years of therapy too.”


	“I’m sorry.”


	“But it will help me to know why this . . . creature did this to us.”


	“He said it’s because Munir is an Arab.”


	She shook her head. “He hates Arabs. The way he raged about the attack on the Towers . . . that was real. But I cannot help feel there was some other reason.”


	The Septimus Order’s seven-pointed sigil flashed in Jack’s brain.


	“I’m with you.” He glanced at the van. “But you don’t have to dirty your hands with him. I’ll—”


	“No. He mutilated my son. I need to find out why.”


	“I’ll find out why and tell you.”


	She set her jaw. “I must do this myself. I need to do this. It will be the start of my therapy.”


	Jack thought about it . . . setting a mother loose on the man who’d maimed her child . . .


	He sort of liked that. Something almost poetic there.


	“All right, but first . . . wait here.”


	He opened one of the van’s rear doors and hopped inside. The mystery man gave him a puzzled look as Jack checked to make sure none of the tape or bungees was loose.


	“I guess he finally got the nerve to show up, huh? Making sure I don’t get loose and hurt him?”


	“He couldn’t make it.”


	“Bullshit. I heard you talking. He’s afraid of me. Even all trussed up like this, I scare the hell out of him.”


	“He stayed with his son. Someone else came in his place.”


	Jack pushed open the other rear door to reveal Barbara.


	The guy’s eyes did the closest Jack had ever seen to a real-life Bob Clampett bug-out.


	“No! Wait!” His voice kept rising. “Not her! You can’t!”


	Jack found the mouth tape and slapped it back across his face.


	“Keep it down.”


	He began twisting and writhing, but the bungees held him in place. As Jack slid out and helped Barbara in, the guy’s struggles became even more frantic. High-pitched, panicky squeals leaked through the tape. It looked like a fresh wet stain was spreading across his crotch.


	The guy knew he was about to be repaid in kind and Jack savored his terror. What had gone around was about to come around.


	Sweet.


	“Thank you,” she said. “Now please close the door.”


	Jack hesitated. “I don’t know. He might—”


	“He’s secure. And I need privacy for this.”


	“All right. But I’ll be right outside. Yell if you need me.”


	“I will. Thank you.”


	As Jack pushed the doors closed he saw Barbara remove a paper sack from her shoulder bag. It read “Ace Hardware.”


	Hoo boy.


	Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned popped into his head, and he thought how a scorned woman’s fury couldn’t hold a candle to that of the mother of a brutalized child.
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	Dawn was dressed and waiting when Gilda opened the door. Her belly still bulged some, and she could have worn one of her maternity tops, but she totally refused. She was so done with maternity clothes. She’d opted for a loose sweat suit. The opposite of stylish, but until she lost these pregnancy pounds, she’d opt for comfort over style.


	She’d expected a knock first, but apparently the old bat didn’t think Dawn deserved the courtesy. Because she was staying and Dawn was going.


	Well, not if Dawn had anything to say about it. Not yet.


	“The Master wants to see you in his office.”


	Without so much as a glance at her, Dawn stood and walked into the hall. She stopped before Mr. Osala’s door at the far end. For a second she considered popping in like Gilda had done to her, then reconsidered. Why get down on her level? And why piss off a guy she wanted on her side.


	So she knocked.


	“Come,” said a voice on the other side.


	Come? Was he kidding?


	She entered and found him sitting behind his desk. She still wasn’t used to his appearance. When he’d taken her in last spring he’d looked taller, paler, broader. More WASPish. As the months went by he’d seemed to become darker and more delicate. And he’d grown a thin little mustache. She hadn’t seen him much at all since the summer. Working on some “demolition project” down South.


	“Have a seat,” he said, pointing to a chair on the far side of his desk.


	Nothing had changed here since she’d sneaked a peek last summer. Same glaring overhead fluorescents and bare white walls. No paintings, photos, degrees, or knickknacks. Just the big mahogany desk, its computer monitor, and a filing cabinet. Totally devoid of personality. Just like its occupant.


	She closed the door—didn’t want Gilda the bitch eavesdropping—and eased onto the chair. She was still sore from the delivery, but definitely better than yesterday.


	“You wanted to see me?”


	“Yes. We need to discuss your future.”


	Dawn couldn’t help blurting, “Gilda says you’re kicking me out.”


	He looked troubled. “Oh, I wouldn’t put it that way. You should look at it as being freed to live your life.”


	Then it was true. She was history here.


	“Comes down to the same thing, doesn’t it? I’m being put out on the street.”


	He smiled. “I’d hardly call being moved into a two-bedroom Upper West Side apartment ‘on the street.’ ”


	“What are you talking about?”


	“I’m talking about you moving on. This episode of your life is past. It’s time to start a new chapter. And moving on requires moving out.”


	She couldn’t believe how totally devastated she felt. She’d so not wanted to stay and now she didn’t want to leave. She’d grown used to the place. Out there was . . . uncertainty.


	And Jerry Bethlehem . . . the baby’s father . . . her—


	Couldn’t think about that.


	Jerry was the reason Mr. Osala had hidden her away here, making her a virtual prisoner.


	“What about Jerry?”


	“Not a problem.”


	“You’ve been telling me all along I was safe from him as long as I was pregnant with the baby, and if I aborted it, he’d kill me. Well, guess what? The baby’s dead—”


	“And so is Jerry.”


	The words struck her like a blow, catapulting her to her feet.


	“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”


	“I only recently found out.”


	“I don’t believe you!”


	He spread his hands. “Believe what you wish. I double and triple checked. Jerry died under a different, assumed name, so the news never reached me until a few days ago.”


	She eased herself back into the chair.


	Jerry . . . dead. It seemed almost impossible.


	“How did he die?”


	“In a most mundane way: a motor vehicle accident. But no matter the manner, it’s the result that counts. He’s dead, and that means the threat to you has been eliminated. I promised your mother I would protect you from Jerry Bethlehem, and I have. I am free of my obligation and you are free to go.”


	Free . . . she’d thought she’d never be free. But where—?


	“What did you say about an apartment?”


	“I’ve found you a nice one and paid the rent in advance for six months. The lease will be up then, and you can decide to renew or find another place.”


	He might have given her a little warning. And he might have given her a little say in where she lived, but still . . .


	“That’s awfully generous.”


	“Money is not a problem. Your status with the law, however, is. You cannot move into your old home—”


	She shook her head so violently it hurt. “No way. I couldn’t.”


	Mom had been murdered there.


	“Just as well. You remain a fugitive. Not that the police are actively pursuing you now, but you are, as they say, ‘a person of interest’ in your mother’s death.”


	“Oh, God.”


	How could that be? How could they even think . . . ?


	“Your temporary accommodations will serve as a base from which you may begin to extricate yourself from your legal predicament.”


	“But what about—?”


	“Money? When I found you, you had a quarter of a million dollars in cash in your car. I deposited that in a small, secure bank with conservative investment policies that insulated it from the vagaries of the financial markets. Your money is safe. In fact you have more now than when you arrived.”


	Dawn could only shake her head. “You . . . why have you done all this?”


	He shrugged. “Why not?” He pulled a large manila envelope from the top drawer and slid it toward her across the desktop. “Here’s a copy of the lease, the keys to the apartment, and a debit card linked to your account in the bank.”


	She stared at it, afraid to take it.


	“I’ve . . . never been on my own.”


	He smiled. “You’ve got wings, but you’ll never learn how to fly until you use them.”


	Oh, spare me, shot through her mind. The last thing she needed now were tired clichés. She was scared. But she kept her expression neutral.


	“I guess so.”


	He rose. “Georges is waiting to take you to your new quarters. Your belongings have been moved in.”


	“Already?”


	It was like he could so not wait to get her out of here. She knew she’d been something of a pain, but had she been that bad?


	“Yes.” He extended his hand across the desk. “Your life awaits. Good luck with it.”


	She pushed herself up from the seat. He was trying to make it sound inviting, yet she was totally scared out of her wits.


	She shook his cool, dry hand. “Thank you.”


	She took the envelope, turned toward the door, then turned back. One more thing before she left . . .


	“About the baby—”


	“Yes, unfortunate.”


	“I don’t believe he’s dead.”


	He looked surprised. “What makes you think that?”


	“They’re not telling me the truth.”


	“Why should anyone lie about this?”


	“Because he’s abnormal.”


	She shuddered. Considering the identity of his father, maybe she should have been surprised if the baby had had no birth defects.


	“Then all the more reason for its failure to survive.”


	“But why wouldn’t they let me see him? Maybe they’re keeping him to experiment on or something.”


	“Are you listening to yourself?”


	Yeah, she knew it sounded totally crazy, but she couldn’t get it out of her head that Dr. Landsman had been lying.


	“I know.”


	“This is the baby you could not wait to be rid of. Well, now you have your wish. No one is lying to you. No one is experimenting on your baby. It died and you are unencumbered.” He made a shooing motion. “Go. Georges is waiting for you.”


	Unencumbered . . . that was good, she guessed. She was so not ready for motherhood. But still . . . that baby had grown and kicked and turned and lived inside her . . . she’d gone through a lot of pain giving birth to him . . . perfectly natural to feel connected.


	She stepped out into the hall and saw Georges waiting by the elevator. A large suitcase sat at his feet.


	She gestured back down the hall toward her room. “I have a few things left—”


	“All here,” he said, pointing to the bag.


	“Are you sure?”


	“Yes, he is sure,” said Gilda’s voice from behind her.


	Dawn turned and saw her standing outside the room, grinning.


	She must have swept through the room as soon as Dawn stepped into Mr. Osala’s office.


	She started toward Georges and the elevator. Scary as hell to be on her own, but better than spending another minute under the same roof with that old bitch.
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	Jack jumped at the sound of the buzzer.


	He’d been listening to the thumping sounds from the van. A couple of times it rocked on its springs and he thought of the old bumper sticker, When the van is a-rockin’, don’t come a-knockin’, but figured that was the last thing that might be happening. A couple times he’d approached and asked if everything was all right, and Barbara had told him it was.


	The buzzer couldn’t be Abe. He had a key. A quick peek through the peephole revealed Munir. Jack let him in.


	“Is Barbara here?”


	“Yeah, she—”


	“Oh, no,” he said, squeezing his eyes closed.


	Uh-oh.


	“You mean you didn’t know?”


	“Where is she?” he said, starting forward.


	Jack pushed him back. “Wait-wait-wait. What’s going on?”


	“I told her about your call. She said she needed to stop at the apartment first, that I should wait with Robby until she got back. But she didn’t come back and when I called her, her phone was turned off. And then I noticed the paper I’d written this address on was missing.”


	Oh, hell. Barbara had given the impression Munir had sent her.


	“So you had no idea?”


	“None. When I found the address missing, I knew where she was. I can’t let her—”


	One of the van’s rear doors swung open and Barbara eased herself out. She looked pale, shaken. She wore latex gloves—bloody ones.


	Munir ran to her and threw his arms around her. “Barbara! What—?”


	“Where’s Robby?” she said.


	“Sound asleep at the hospital. You know how the painkillers knock him out. Why did you—?”


	“I had to, Munir. I had to know. I had to make him tell me—myself.”


	Jack peeked in the back and saw the mystery man where he’d left him. No surprise there. He wasn’t moving but he was breathing. A bloody mass of gauze swathed his right hand.


	“He tell you who he is?”


	“He said his name is James Valez.”


	Jack closed the door. “Why’d he do all this?”


	She looked at her husband. “For a piece of computer code.”


	Munir looked stunned. “Code? What code? He never once mentioned anything about—” He stopped and frowned.


	“What?”


	“The other morning—what is today? I’ve lost track.”


	“Thursday.”


	“Then it was Tuesday morning. He made me admit a virus into both my computers. He said it was so he could track my emails, to make sure I wasn’t communicating with the police.”


	“Did you let him?” Barbara said.


	“Of course. I thought it strange at the time that he wanted the key to my encrypted files, but now it makes sense. He was going through all my files looking for this piece of code. But what—?”


	Barbara sobbed. “Tuesday morning? That’s when . . . even though you did what he asked, he still cut off Robby’s finger.”


	Jack shook his head. “And told Munir he had to cut off one of his own. Even though he probably already had the code. Sick bastard.”


	Munir’s expression remained incredulous. “But what do I have that he wants?”


	“Something to do with the online game program you’ve been working on,” she said.


	He pressed his hands against the sides of his head. “The game? The MMO? What could he possibly—?”


	“What’s it do?” Jack said.


	“It speeds up play. Russ and I—”


	“Russ!” Barbara said. “He mentioned Russ!”


	Jack shook his head. “I can’t believe Russ would be involved in anything like this.”


	“He’s not,” Barbara said. “But Valez told me that Russ was shooting his mouth off about the wonders of this software.”


	“Then why didn’t he go to Russ?”


	Munir sighed. “Because I store all the code.”


	“But didn’t he have a copy?”


	Munir shook his head. “I have—or at least had—the more secure system. Russ calls me ‘Mister Encryption.’ But still . . .” He frowned. “He would have gone to Russ first.”


	Jack remembered something. “Maybe he did. Maybe he got in through the guy next door. Russ gets online by poaching his neighbor’s Wi-Fi.”


	Munir closed his eyes as if in pain. “Oh, that makes it so easy. He found out Russ didn’t have it, so he came after me.”


	“And he couldn’t get into your system—”


	“Even if he did, I use two-fifty-six-bit AES encryption.”


	“So he attacked you through your family and made it look like crazy racism when all he really wanted was a bit of code.”


	Munir turned to Barbara. “Did he say why?”


	She shook her head.


	“Or who he was working for?” Jack asked.


	Another shake. “It was hard enough extracting what I did. Once I learned that it was neither random nor personal, but just for a chunk of innocent computer code, I . . . I was so sickened I couldn’t bear to be near him anymore.” She closed her eyes and tears squeezed between her lids as she sobbed. “He cut off my little boy’s finger for a string of letters and numbers!”


	Murnir threw his arms around her. “I’m so sorry.”


	As Jack gave them a moment, he thought about how it was pretty near a sure thing that certain strings of letters and numbers out there could change the world. But code for an online game? To use the online lingua franca: WTF?


	“What happened to his hand?”


	Still sobbing, Barbara reached into her coat pocket. She pulled out a clear plastic bag and handed it to him. Jack checked it out.


	A human thumb.


	Munir gasped.


	Jack said, “What are you going to do with it?”


	“See to it that he and it are never rejoined.”


	Jack pocketed it. “I’ll take care of that.”


	He’d noticed a rat hole in the rear wall of the garage. Maybe he’d treat them to a midday snack.


	“But we’ve a bigger problem: What do we do with the rest of him?”


	Munir looked at him. “What do you mean?”


	Might as well slap it on the table: “If I were in your shoes, I’d get rid of him as well.”


	Barbara’s eyes widened. “You mean kill him?”


	“Think about it. He knows who you are, knows where to find you. He snatched you and Robby once. What’s going to keep him from doing it again? His plan was to kill you—”


	“You don’t know that,” she said.


	“Why else would he allow you to see his face? When I mentioned it to him yesterday he didn’t deny it.”


	Barbara pressed herself against her husband. “You’re talking cold-blooded murder.”


	“Sure sounds like it.”


	“No,” Munir said, shaking his head. “I won’t allow it. I . . . I can’t.”


	“ ‘Allow’? I wasn’t talking about Barbara doing it.”


	He looked confused. “No, I meant you. Monster that he is, I don’t think I can be a party to something like that.”


	Now Jack saw the problem.


	“Whoa. We’ve got our signals crossed here. I’m not a contract killer. I don’t do that. Remember, I said, ‘If I were in your shoes.’ I’m talking about you offing him.”


	Their eyes widened simultaneously as they spoke in unison. “No!”


	“Better give that a little more thought. He started cutting off your wife’s nipple when the only thing he had against her was she married you. Now how do you think he feels about her?”


	Munir swallowed. “There must be another way.”


	“Not that I can see. He’s a ticking time bomb.”


	“The police . . . we can press charges.”


	“Sure, but that might not go the way you hope.” He looked at Barbara. “He was wearing surgical gloves when I broke in—”


	“He wore them the entire time.”


	Jack nodded. “No prints left behind. And he’s set the real Hollander up as a fall guy. I’m pretty sure Hollander is dead, so he won’t be able to deny his involvement.”


	“But we can all identify him.”


	“What about his thumb? How do you explain that? He’s established reasonable doubt, while you’ve cut him up. In this system, with the kind of judges we have in this city, he could walk while Barbara ends up behind bars.”


	Murnir shook his head. “No, that can’t happen.”


	“It damn well can. I’m not saying it will, but it can. You want to take that risk?”


	Jack wouldn’t. If this were personal—if Gia and Vicky were at risk—James Valez would not see sunset. Hell, he wouldn’t see noon. But this wasn’t personal. This was Munir and Barbara’s problem. They had to make the choice and do the deed.


	Munir seemed lost in thought.


	Barbara said, “Oh, Munir . . . you can’t be considering . . .”


	He looked at her. “What do you say? He kidnapped you, he cut you, he hurt Robby in front of you. I will go along with whatever you choose.”


	She closed her eyes. “I’ve hurt him back. If he had a heart attack now I would not try to save him. The world would be a better place without him, but I don’t want any more of his blood on my hands, and I don’t want it on yours.” She turned to Jack and shook her head. “No. We can’t.”


	Jack sighed. “I didn’t think you could.”


	He understood. They were regular citizens. They hadn’t walked in Jack’s shoes, or made the mistakes he’d made—like allowing a killer with a grudge to walk away. Someone had died because of that. He’d never make that mistake again.


	“Then we’ll have to let him go.”


	He could tell from their expressions they were frightened, and well they should be.


	Munir tightened his arm around his wife. “What can we do to protect ourselves?”


	“Arm yourselves and hire someone to teach you defensive tactics. Meanwhile, take off. I’ll deal with him.”


	“How?”


	“Let me worry about that. I’ll be expecting the rest of my fee tomorrow.”


	Munir nodded. “Absolutely.”


	When they were gone, Jack climbed back into the back of the van. He’d noticed the door ajar earlier. He hoped Valez had heard his conversation with the Habibs. He lay there with his eyes closed. The bandage on his hand was completely red now.


	Jack yanked the tape off his mouth.


	“You awake?”


	Valez moaned. “My hand . . .” His voice was hoarse, gravelly. “Killing me. Need a doctor.”


	Jack had to laugh. “You’re kidding, right? You’re lucky you’re still alive. Up to me you’d be rat meat. Like your thumb.”


	He groaned.


	“Okay,” Jack said. “Here’s the deal: You live to see another day. Just how many more days depends on you. I know who you are and I know where you live.”


	He opened his eyes. “No you don’t. The first thing you asked me this morning was my name.”


	“Had a cop buddy trace your prints last night.” I wish, he thought. “You weren’t easy to find, but he found you.”


	“Bullshit. Don’t have a record.”


	“Amazing how many people think that means something. But just because you’ve never been arrested doesn’t mean your prints aren’t on file somewhere. Anyway, my buddy matched yours, James Valez. And the reason I asked you your name this morning is because an interrogator should always know the answer to at least one question he’s asking. How else you gonna know if the interrogatee—that’d be you—is telling the truth?”


	Sounded good for something Jack had just made up on the spot.


	“Anyway, here’s the deal: I dump you somewhere and you find your own way to a doctor. After that, you leave the Habibs alone. You bother them again, or they get even a hint that you’re sniffing around, I’m back in the picture. Despite what the wife did to you—be thankful she wasn’t working on your crotch—they’re gentle people. I, on the other hand, have impulse issues. I’ll come back and shoot off your kneecaps and smash your elbows. It’s part of my warranty. I guarantee my work. So the bottom line is, you’re out of their lives forever. Got it?”


	Valez said nothing, so Jack kicked his wounded hand.


	“Got it?”


	He howled. “Yes! Yes!”


	Jack hoped the message had penetrated.


	“Now, a couple more questions.”


	“Please . . .”


	“Why did you want that code?”


	“Don’t know.”


	Jack stared at the wounded hand. “You gonna let this turn ugly?”


	Jack wanted to avoid that almost as much as he guessed Valez did, but he couldn’t let on.


	Valez followed his stare. “No, please, I swear. I was only supposed to get into his hard drive and find the code. I don’t know what for. I swear on my mother’s life I don’t.”


	Could be telling the truth. No way to know for sure.


	“Who put you up to it? And don’t hold back. You are going to tell me, so why don’t we save me a little time and you a lot of pain by spilling? You don’t even have to speak. Just nod. The Order put you up to it, right?”


	He hesitated, then closed his eyes and nodded.


	Well, well, well . . . Barbara had broken him.


	“Why?”


	“Didn’t say. Not high enough to know.”


	That had a ring of truth as well. From what he’d learned about the Order, it was layered, with only the top echelons privy to the real agenda.


	Jack wanted to ask if Drexler was involved but didn’t want to give away how much he knew about the group.


	“Was it the Order’s idea to have you torture the Habibs and mutilate their boy?”


	He shook his head. “Mine.”


	“Why?”


	His answer surprised Jack.
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	Georges placed Dawn’s suitcase on the floor inside the front door of the apartment and handed her the door keys.


	“Unlike Gilda,” he said, smiling at her from the doorway, “I bear you no ill will. In fact, I wish you well. Had you been better behaved, I would not hold my current position.”


	He pulled the door closed, leaving her alone in her new place. Boxes of her belongings littered the floors, waiting to be unpacked.


	Alone . . . when was the last time she’d been alone anywhere?


	Her shoes clicked on the hardwood floor as she checked out the front room, dining area, and kitchen. Then to the two bedrooms. All furnished in a minimalist way. Although she couldn’t imagine him bothering, the furniture totally looked like something Mr. Osala would pick out: no personality.


	Well, so what? Not like she’d be throwing parties, or even having company. All the kids she’d hung with in high school were in college now. She’d been headed for Colgate before Jerry . . . and the baby . . . and Mom’s death . . .


	Suddenly overwhelmed, she dropped into a chair. The world had been her oyster, waiting for her to pry it open and grab the pearl. She’d done an expert job of screwing up her life and her mother’s. If she hadn’t fallen for Jerry’s line . . .


	She felt her throat tighten but she was not going to break down. She was on her own now and was going to have to stop acting like a baby.


	She noticed her hands trembling. Nerves? She felt like crap. Her stomach growled. When was the last time she’d eaten? She thought back. Had to be Tuesday afternoon—almost two days ago. She tended to get low blood sugar if she didn’t eat.


	She pushed herself up from the chair and almost fell back as the room did a 360. Had to get some food into her.


	She staggered to the kitchen, all but bouncing off a wall along the way. She yanked open the refrigerator door and stared at empty shelves. Mr. Osala had taken care of everything but stocking the fridge.


	She totally needed food. She’d spotted a coffee shop across the street. She could grab a sandwich and some milk, get her bearings, then do some grocery shopping.


	Sounded like a plan.


	She fumbled around, found the envelope Mr. Osala had given her, grabbed the apartment key, and stepped out into the hall. As she closed the door behind her, the hallway undulated like a snake. She sagged against the wall as she broke out in a sweat and her legs turned to Twizzlers.


	She was sliding toward the floor when she heard a door open nearby.


	“Are you all right?” said a woman’s voice.


	Dawn conquered an urge to say she was fine and always acted this way.


	“Low blood sugar.”


	“Are you a diabetic?”


	She shook her head. “Just need something to eat.”


	Hands gripped her under the arms, lifted her to standing, and the two of them stumbled into the neighbor woman’s apartment. She was guided to a chair and she gratefully dropped into it.


	“Stay there. I’ll get you some juice.”


	But instead of heading straight for the kitchen, the woman closed and locked the door. Dawn got a look at her then: midthirties, straight dark hair, no makeup, medium build.


	She disappeared into the kitchen, then reappeared with a glass of orange juice. As Dawn gulped it down, the woman went back to the kitchen and returned with a couple of cheese sticks.


	“Here,” she said, unwrapping one. “Eat these. The protein will give you a more sustained blood sugar.”


	“Are you a doctor?”


	She smiled. Nice smile. “Hardly.”


	“My name’s Dawn. I just moved—”


	“Yeah, I gathered you were my new neighbor. My name’s Louise, but people call me Weezy.”
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	One of the things Abe stored in his garage was a stock of defunct license plates Jack had acquired from Sal Vituolo, a former customer who owned a Staten Island junkyard. A set of those plates—from Mississippi—adorned Abe’s van now.


	He’d driven downtown to Allen Street, then turned onto the Lodge’s block. Valez was blindfolded, gagged, and wrapped in a sheet in the back. He had no idea of what Abe or the van looked like, or the location of the garage, and Jack planned to keep it that way. Jack wore an oversized cap with the brim riding his eyebrows, and big sunglasses.


	A few car lengths upstream from the Lodge, he double-parked, freed Valez from the bungees, and dragged him out the back door. He left him between two parked cars. The cold kept sidewalk traffic lean and the few people around paid him little heed.


	As he drove off, he called the Lodge. He knew the number of the phone in the foyer.


	When someone answered, he asked for “the Lodge guy.” After multiple requests and clarification to “someone from the Septimus Order,” Drexler came to the phone.


	Good. Finding him there was hit or miss.


	“Hello? Who is this?”


	“Just dropped one of your goons off by the curb—the guy who kidnapped Munir Habib’s wife and kid. Do you know he cut off the kid’s finger just for kicks—I mean after he broke into the computer and got the code. Nice buncha people you got in the Order.”


	“What are you talking about. Who—?”


	“Yeah, he told me all about the game code and what you want it for. You jerks are sicker than I thought.”


	He broke the connection and turned off the phone.


	There . . . that ought to rattle some cages.


	7


	This is a disaster, Ernst thought as he stared across his desk at Valez.


	The man was a disheveled mess—bruised, battered, and missing his right thumb. All bad enough, but the phone call.


	“Tell me again what happened.”


	“I already—”


	“Tell. Me.”


	Valez sighed. “I was attacked. It was a case of mistaken identity. They thought I was someone else . . . thought I had information about something I knew nothing about. They tortured me until they realized they had the wrong man.”


	An absurd story, obviously concocted on the spot. Apparently he hadn’t had time to make up something more credible.


	“So . . . this had nothing to do with acquiring the code from Habib’s computer?”


	“No. Absolutely not. I’d already secured the code and released his wife and child.”


	“But not before amputating the child’s finger.”


	Watching the blood drain from Valez’s face, Ernst knew the caller had been telling the truth. It took all his will to restrain his fury.


	“That’s . . .” Valez’s mouth worked in silence for a heartbeat or two.


	Ernst forced a calm tone. “Don’t bother denying it.”


	“How do—?”


	“How do I know? That does not concern you. What I do not know is why you deviated from the plan. Your mission was to extract the code from Habib’s computer without him knowing it. You were provided a scapegoat and a covering motive. I don’t remember any mention in the plan of mutilating a child. Explain.”


	“I went a little crazy, I guess.”


	“You guess?”


	“If he hadn’t been an Arab, I would have been fine. But—”


	“What does being an Arab have to do with anything? We have many Arab brothers in the Order.”


	Valez looked away. “But it’s my sister I’m talking about. A flesh-and-blood sister who worked at Cantor Fitzgerald in the Trade Center. She’d been on the job just six weeks on nine/eleven when the jets hit. She was twenty-four years old. Since then I can’t look at an Arab without wanting to kill him. So you can see why I went a little crazy.”


	Ernst repressed a scream of rage. “I see nothing of the sort. You were given a task—”


	He looked up. “Which I successfully completed.”


	“Do not interrupt me!” Control . . . control. “Ever.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“Tell me everything. I want a day-by-day account of every event as it transpired.”


	As Valez spoke, Ernst could not escape the crushing irony of the situation. James Valez, a member of the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order, had quite possibly sabotaged the most important project in the Order’s millennia-long history because of his hatred of Arabs as the culprits behind the fall of the Trade Towers. The irony? He was not a high-enough ranking brother to know that the Order itself had guided the Arabs who had guided those fatal jets.


	Ernst might not have learned any of this if Habib had not hired some sort of detective to help him. As a result, Habib, his wife, the detective, the police, and who knew how many others were aware that Habib’s game code had been the object.


	But they could not know why . . . because Valez did not know.


	Ernst gathered his thoughts. How to deal with this?


	He could see only one path open to him.


	“At the first inkling that you were becoming emotionally involved, you should have informed us and we would have replaced you.”


	“I know that now. I’m sorry. I swear to you, this will never happen again.”


	How right you are, Ernst thought.


	“I believe you, and I accept your apology. You need medical attention, but we can’t risk a hospital. Wait outside. Szeto will take you to a doctor who’s a brother and will guarantee discretion.”


	Szeto came in right after Valez left.


	“Is it as bad as you thought?”


	Ernst nodded. “Yes and no. He could not have made a worse mess of it, unless he had failed to acquire the code. But he succeeded there, and Jihad has been set free and is spreading around the globe. So our plans remain unchanged.”


	“So, he suffers no repercussions?”


	“Of course he does. He thinks you’ll be taking him to a doctor. I do not wish him seen by a doctor, or anyone else, for that matter. See to it that he’s never seen again. By anyone.”


	He smiled. “Consider it done.”


	“But before he disappears for good, remove the rest of his fingers. One by one.”


	The smile broadened . . . “Consider it done” . . . then faded . . . “We may have another problem.”


	“Nothing serious, I hope.”


	“Could be.”


	Ernst closed his eyes. “What now?”


	“Connell. He met with Fournier yesterday and mentioned ‘Jihad.’ ”


	Ernst felt a lead weight plummet into his stomach. This couldn’t be happening. Not now. He could not allow Jihad to be connected in any way to the Order. If the virus was successful, it would not matter. But should it fail . . .


	“How could he possibly . . . ?”


	“I don’t know. But that may have been his real purpose all along—to spy on us.”


	“But for whom?”


	“If you want my opinion—his sister.”


	Far-fetched but not impossible, though Szeto’s opinions regarding that woman were automatically suspect.


	“Round him up and find out what he knows, and who he’s told.”


	A light glinted in Szeto’s eyes. “His sister too?”


	Ernst jabbed a finger at him. “What was the One’s directive regarding that woman?”


	The glint faded and he looked away. “No contact of any sort.”


	“Then why did you suggest picking her up?”


	“I just thought—”


	“Is there confusion on your part as to the meaning of ‘no’ being something less than an absolute?”


	“None at all.”


	“Then banish that woman from your thoughts. We will not mention her ever again unless we are instructed otherwise.”


	If the One wanted her left alone, then left alone she would be. With the Great Change imminent, this was no time to jeopardize his store of goodwill with the One.


	“As you wish. Since Connell has seen me, I will have to involve someone else in picking him up.”


	“Fournier will do. Did he take care of that hacker?”


	“Last night.”


	“No links to us?”


	“You know Fournier—very clean. But what of the remains of these two brothers?”


	“The usual—q’qr them both. And I don’t want them found.”


	Again, none of that would matter if Jihad succeeded and paved the way for the Change.
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	Jack idled the van next to a fire hydrant upstream from the Lodge as he waited for Valez to reappear. He figured they eventually had to find him some medical care.


	Or maybe they wouldn’t. The Order couldn’t be happy with him after what Jack had told them.


	Between periodic glances in the rearview to check for a passing patrol car—didn’t want a ticket for parking here—he watched Kickers straggling in and out. One of those glances revealed Hank Thompson himself walking down the sidewalk. To further hide his face in case the hat and shades weren’t enough, Jack scratched his cheek as Thompson passed. Thompson knew him as the guy who did a smash and grab on his Compendium of Srem almost a year ago. Things would get ugly if he recognized Jack. But he passed without glancing inside.


	A little later, a vaguely familiar figure appeared—swarthy, dark-haired, with a unibrow and perpetual five-o’clock shadow, wearing a chrome-studded black leather jacket. Took Jack a few seconds to place him. He didn’t know who he was, but he’d shown up in Weezy’s hospital room last year, pretending to be a good Samaritan. What had he called himself? Bob Garvey. Yeah, right. Like a guy with a Czech or Polish accent would be named Bob Garvey. He’d tried to pump Jack and Eddie for information about Weezy.


	Garvey walked off in the other direction.


	Still no sign of Valez.


	Shortly after that, a car pulled up ahead of him and double-parked, idling like Jack.


	The so-called Garvey sat behind the wheel.


	Interesting.


	Then a big black Lincoln Town Car pulled up in front of the old stone Lodge. Less than a minute later Valez came limping down the steps and got in.


	About time.


	Jack put the van in gear and pulled out to follow, but Garvey had the same idea.


	Even more interesting.


	So Jack followed Garvey.


	A mini caravan.


	Why was Valez in one car and Garvey following? Didn’t make sense. Or maybe it did. Maybe the Order had plans for him other than medical care. Jack knew from personal experience how murderous the Order became when it felt threatened. Was it equally murderous with members who displeased it? In Valez’s case, he hoped so. If not, Jack would follow Valez to the hospital or wherever, then follow him home. He wanted to know where he lived so he could look him up should the need arise.
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	Eddie’s private line rang in his office. He picked it up. Weezy maybe?


	“Brother Connell?”


	He recognized Fournier’s voice.


	“Yes.”


	“The Actuator wishes to meet with you.”


	Didn’t they ever refer to Drexler by name?


	“Sure. When?”


	“Immediately.”


	“I’m in the middle of—”


	“I am on my way over with a car to pick you up. I will be out front in three minutes.”


	He had an urge to tell him what Drexler could do with his car, but hesitated. Maybe he had some information on Weezy and why the Order was so interested in her.


	“Okay. Meet you out front.”


	He saved the file he’d been working on, threw on his coat, and headed out. When he arrived down on Sixth Avenue, he found the car waiting for him. Fournier stood outside and pulled open the rear door as Eddie approached.


	“I’m riding in the back?”


	“It seems I am a chauffeur of sorts for the day.”


	Eddie thought this royal treatment a bit odd, but didn’t see much choice but to go along. As he slid into the rear he noticed another man sitting at the far end of the seat. He looked disheveled and had a bloody bandage on his right hand.


	“Meet Brother Valez. He had an accident. We are taking him for medical care, then going to Mister Drexler.”


	
The man nodded to him distractedly. Eddie nodded back and hid his annoyance. Fournier had made it sound as if Drexler were in a rush to see him, but here they were, making a side trip.


	As the car slid into motion, the door locks clicked shut.


	The sound made him uneasy. But some cars locked automatically. He tried the door handle but it didn’t work.


	He was seated directly behind Fournier so he tapped him on the shoulder.


	“What’s going on with the doors? Why won’t they open?”


	Fournier shrugged. “Child-guard locks, I suppose. I do not know why they are engaged. Are you claustrophobic? Do you want me to stop and undo them?”


	Eddie suddenly felt foolish. Yes, he was a bit claustrophobic—not so much as when he’d been a kid—but he could handle this.


	“No, of course not. Just curious.”


	None of this seemed to bother Brother Valez. He sat to Eddie’s right, brooding and clutching the wrist of his injured hand. So why let it bother him?
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	Jack hunched over the steering wheel of the van and stared in shock as the Lincoln pulled away . . . with Eddie inside and Garvey, or whoever he was, following.


	Garvey’s staying out of sight made sense now. Eddie would remember him from the hospital. And if Eddie connected him to the Order, he’d know something was up. But why follow at all unless . . .


	. . . Eddie was headed for the same fate as Valez?


	Jack hit the gas. He had to get Eddie out of the car.


	But how? Under other circumstances he might approach them, acting all innocent and asking for directions. But both Garvey and Valez knew him, and even if they didn’t, Eddie might give it away.


	An idea began to form . . . one that involved a much more direct approach.


	Jack hated direct approaches.


	As they headed uptown, he pulled the van ahead of Garvey and settled beside the Lincoln, pacing it, looking for some indication that it might be getting ready to turn. It pulled to the far left and stopped at a light with its turn signal blinking.


	Jack stopped a little ahead and to its right, checking out the driver through the windshield. No one he’d seen before. Valez slumped on the rear passenger side, looking a little dazed. Eddie, seated behind the driver, wasn’t visible from this angle.


	As the light for crosstown traffic turned yellow, Jack jumped the green, darting around the Lincoln and beating it onto the cross street. The Town Car honked its annoyance. Jack took his time along the block, slowing enough to make sure he was first at the stop line when the next light turned red.


	He put it in park and pulled on a pair of driving gloves. He unlatched the driver door, then lay back on the front seat bench, drew up his knees, and poised the soles of his boots toward the door, ready to kick.


	Things were about to get ugly.


	11


	Fournier muttered something that sounded like a curse and leaned on the horn. Eddie shifted his gaze from people watching on the sidewalk to straight ahead.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“That damn van won’t move!” He hit the horn again. “Is he asleep?”


	True enough—the traffic light had turned green and the truck wasn’t budging.


	“Maybe he stalled.”


	“No,” Valez said, speaking for the first time since Eddie had entered the car. “His tailpipe is smoking.”


	Fournier grabbed his cell phone and speed dialed someone. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him. Do you want me to go see?” He listened, then nodded and said, “Very well.”


	“Who was that?” Eddie said.


	“No one.”


	Eddie was about to call him on that when he saw someone in a black leather biker jacket hurry past on his left and approach the van.


	“Now we will see,” Fournier said.


	“Hey, that looks like Szeto,” Valez said.


	Eddie glanced over and saw a concerned, almost frightened look on his face.


	“Who’s that?”


	“One of the Order’s enforcers.”


	He said it like everyone knew.


	“We have enforcers?”


	Eddie watched as Szeto reached the van’s door. Suddenly it exploded open, its edge catching him in the face and throwing him back against a parked car. Eddie jumped and leaned forward.


	What the hell?


	He got his first look at Szeto’s face and realized he’d seen it before. But where?


	He winced as the door caught Szeto twice more, slamming him against the parked car again and again. And each time Eddie saw booted feet kicking it open.


	Then a man in a sweatshirt, baseball cap, and sunglasses jumped out and grabbed Szeto by the back of his head and slammed his face against the side of the truck, and once more on the roof of the parked car. He released Szeto and let him crumple to the pavement.


	The bloodied face was barely recognizable now, but memory of it before all the damage sparked recognition.


	Eddie cried, “He was in the hospital!” just as Valez said, “I know that guy!”


	“Who?” Fournier shouted, reaching inside his coat.


	The man from the van bent and pulled something from inside Szeto’s jacket, then sprinted their way. Eddie noticed he now carried a pistol in his gloved hand, then looked at his face and recognized him.


	“Jack!”


	What was he doing—?


	“Who?” Fournier repeated.


	Valez said, “Him!”


	Eddie saw Fournier raise his right hand clutching something dark and oblong.


	A gun! What? Why? To shoot Jack?


	Eddie grabbed for it. He got a two-handed grip on the barrel and tried to yank it free. Flame erupted from its muzzle with a deafening blast. Valez’s head exploded in a spray of red as the window behind him shattered.


	Eddie recoiled in shock and revulsion and lost his grip on the pistol. As it swung toward him he grabbed Fournier’s wrist but that only slowed the angling of the muzzle toward his face. The pistol went off again and Eddie felt what seemed like a blast of compressed air against his right cheek as a bullet whizzed past.


	And then the driver’s window exploded inward as two shots sounded from outside the car. Fournier’s left eye erupted in a gush of red and he released the pistol as his face slammed against the top of the front seat, then slid from view. Eddie dropped the pistol and fought back a surge of vomit.


	“You all right?” Jack shouted through the shattered window as he tried to open Eddie’s door. His voice seemed far away, distorted by a high-pitched whine.


	“It’s locked,” Eddie managed. His own voice echoed in his head. “I can’t open it.”


	Jack opened the driver’s door and hit a button. The lock popped up. He threw the pistol onto the front seat, then opened Eddie’s door, grabbed his upper arm, and yanked him out.


	“Into the van! Move!”


	Jack shoved him away from the car and retrieved Fournier’s gun from the backseat, then raced ahead of him back to the van. Szeto was stirring, raising himself off the pavement onto his elbows. Jack jumped on his back and used him as a step into the van.


	Eddie found his way to the passenger door and hauled himself inside. Jack was already in the driver’s seat. He threw the van into gear and gunned it into motion. Eddie hadn’t closed his door yet. He leaned out and lost lunch in one hot, acidic gush.


	“Jack!” he gasped as he pulled the door shut and wiped his mouth. “What the—?”


	“You do know you were on a one-way trip, don’t you?”


	Eddie hadn’t realized it then, but no argument now. Clear as day. Two men killed, right before his eyes, their heads blown open just inches away. He couldn’t stop shaking.


	“Why me? What did I do?”


	“You screwed up. You got in over your head. You played boy detective and got caught.”


	Boy detective . . . he used to make fun of Jack with that when they were kids.


	“But how . . . how did you wind up here?”


	“Long story. Can’t talk now. Gotta get this crate off the road. Strap in and hang on.”


	As Eddie complied and Jack started driving like a maniac, he spotted Fournier’s gun on the seat between them.


	“What are you going to do with that?”


	“Wipe it down and get rid of it. It’s lousy with your prints.”


	Was it? Yes, he guessed it was. How had Jack even thought of that? His mind must click through details like—


	He hung on as the truck made a wild swerve around a slowing car. This wasn’t the Jack he’d known as a kid. This was someone else. Weezy had mentioned this side of him but Eddie hadn’t understood. He did now.


	After he’d put a few blocks between themselves and the shooting, Jack said, “Did you recognize the guy who got a faceful of door as the guy who called himself Garvey in Weezy’s room at the hospital?”


	“Yes. The other passenger—”


	“Valez?”


	“Yes.” Was there anything Jack didn’t know about this? “He said his name is Szeto. He’s some kind of ‘enforcer’ for the Order.”


	“I believe it. He was carrying a Tokarev”—he pointed to the pistol between them—“just like this one.”


	“What’s—?”


	“A nine-millimeter pistol. Same kind carried by the guys who were gunning for Weezy last year. Now they’re gunning for you.”


	“The Order wants me dead?” It was so unreal. Anyone wanting him dead was unreal. “It can’t be.”


	“Get used to it. You must know something they don’t want spread around.”


	“But I don’t. All I did was say I’d help them find Weezy if they’d tell me why they were interested in her. You’ll never guess who they brought me to.”


	“Drexler.”


	Eddie blinked. “Yes! How did—? Never mind.”


	He realized he’d have to stop being surprised by what Jack knew about all this.


	“What did he tell you?”


	“He said he didn’t know but he’d find out.”


	“That’s not enough to want you dead. Did you see or read or overhear something you shouldn’t have?”


	“No, I—wait. I overheard part of a conversation where ‘jihad’ was repeated a number of times.”


	“That could be it.”


	“It’s just an Arabic word.”


	“The Order has had some dealings with Islamic nutcases in the past. Maybe they’re dealing again. Weezy was uncovering the connection. That was why they were after her. This ‘jihad’ could be something new along that line or nothing.” Jack glanced at him. “Do they know you know about this ‘jihad’ thing? I mean, you didn’t ask Drexler what it meant, did you?”


	“No.” He hated to admit it . . . “But I did ask Fournier, the guy who was driving.”


	“Jeez, Eddie. How could you be so—?” He waved a hand. “Did he tell you?”


	“No. But I guess he told Drexler.”


	“If that’s it. Means nothing to me beyond holy war. But whether it’s this ‘jihad’ or something else, the fact remains you’ve got to disappear.”


	“Disappear? How?”


	“Fall off the radar. I assume you’ve got a savings or checking account?”


	“Both.”


	“Good. Where?”


	“Citi.”


	“First thing you do is empty them—almost empty them. Now. Use your Crackberry to find the nearest branch. I’ll drop you there. While I’m hiding this van, you go to the nearest Duane’s or department store and buy a duffel bag. You empty those accounts and put the money in the bag. I’ll come by and pick you up and we’ll start your disappearing act.”


	Eddie felt a surge of panic.


	“But I’ve got a business—”


	Jack gave him a hard look. “Your business or your life. Choose.”


	Eddie leaned back and stared through the windshield. He’d worked so hard to build up his actuarial business. Things were going so well. But none of that would matter if the Order caught up with him.


	He pulled out his BlackBerry and hunted up a Citi branch.
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	Ernst stared at Szeto’s swollen, bruised, stitched, bandaged face and shook his head in disgust. He wanted to scream but didn’t want the Kickers wandering the Lodge’s halls to hear.


	“You have no idea who did this?”


	“I had no chance. Door hit me in face before I get look at him. I see nothing after that.”


	“He took your pistol and used it to kill Fournier and Valez, then whisk Connell off to safety. Are you feeling a sense of déjà vu?”


	Szeto nodded. “Max and Josef.”


	Though not exactly the same—Max’s pistol had been stolen but not used to kill either him or Josef—but both had died transporting another Connell . . . Edward’s sister Louise.


	Ernst steepled his fingers. “Do you think it’s the same man?”


	“I am sure. These Connells seem to have guardian angel.”


	“A deadly one.” Ernst aimed a hard gaze at Szeto. “An angel with inside information.”


	Szeto frowned. “What do you mean?”


	“How could he possibly know you were taking Connell anywhere? Connell had only minutes’ warning that he was being picked up, no hint that he would be in danger, and even if so, no time to set up a tail.”


	“Only Fournier and I knew.”


	“And Fournier is conveniently dead.”


	Szeto’s already swollen eyes narrowed further. “You can’t think—”


	“Odd, don’t you think, that he would kill Valez and Fournier, but leave you alive?”


	“I was down and no threat.”


	“Valez was no threat either.”


	“He might not have known that. You insult me.”


	Ernst had no doubts about Szeto’s loyalty, but a hint that he might be under suspicion would keep him sharp.


	“Just speculating. I am disturbed by someone’s uncanny ability to be in the right place at the right time to rescue the Connell siblings. Could it have been the same man who abducted Valez?”


	“Possible but not likely. If he wanted Valez dead, he could have killed him when he had him.”


	“Yes, I suppose that makes sense. But this incident . . . right on the street . . . you aren’t a suspect?”


	Szeto shook his head. “They think I am victim. I hide my holster under parked car. Police question me and I tell truth: I did not see man, his van is blue, and had Mississippi plates. I know nothing else. But I know how to find more.”


	He meant the woman, of course—Connell’s sister—but knew better than to bring it up directly. Ernst decided to misinterpret his remark.


	“Yes. Locate Brother Connell. If we are lucky, he will run to the police. If that happens, our brothers within the authorities will isolate him and interrogate him.”


	“What if he goes into hiding like sister?”


	“We’ll find him just like we found her.”


	“That was luck. We thought she was in Wyoming.”


	“But she came back. We weren’t networking with the Dormentalists and Kickers then. Besides, I doubt he knows how to hide. But check his bank accounts and his credit and debit cards anyway. Track him that way.”


	The Order had members in all the large financial corporations and law enforcement agencies as well. No information was privileged.


	“And when he is found?”


	“When he is found, he shall lead us to his guardian angel. You will see to it that he cooperates. And then you shall have the pleasure of dealing with that one.”


	Instead of smiling, Szeto frowned. “We do not have much time. When Jihad brings down Internet, we will have difficulty tracing anything.”


	Ernst hadn’t thought of that.


	He was going to miss the Internet.
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	“Feeling better?” Weezy said, watching Dawn closely as she sat next to her on the couch.


	Dawn nodded. “Much.”


	The juice and cheese had worked a mini miracle. She certainly looked better. A little color in her cheeks made a world of difference. But she looked disheveled. Her medium-length blond hair needed a brushing and her oversized blue sweat suit didn’t do her figure any favors.


	“Should I call your parents?”


	Suddenly she looked as if she was about to burst into tears.


	“Is something wrong?”


	She nodded, biting her lip. Finally she said, “I don’t have any. My mother . . . died . . .”


	Weezy touched her knee. “I’m so sorry. Who are you staying with?”


	“No one.”


	“You’re living by yourself? Across the hall?”


	She nodded.


	But she looked so young.


	“How old are you?”


	“Nineteen next month.”


	A teenager . . . living alone in this building. The rent was reasonable for the location, but not cheap. How did she afford it? Unless she’d inherited it. Like Weezy.


	“I’m an orphan too, if it makes you feel any better.”


	Lame! she thought.


	Dawn offered a weak smile. “No offense, but it doesn’t.” Then she quaked with a sob. “I miss my mother so much!”


	Weezy hesitated, then put an arm around her shoulders. “It’s been years and years for me, but I still miss mine. How long for you?”


	Another sob and she pressed her face against Weezy’s shoulder. “Not even a year.”


	Still a fresh wound, she thought. For some odd reason she thought of a couple of girls she knew who had gotten pregnant during high school. Their children would be just about Dawn’s age.


	I’m old enough to be your mother.


	What a thought.


	Dawn gathered herself and pulled away. “Sorry.”


	“It’s okay. Really, it’s okay.”


	She was overweight like Weezy had been until a few months ago. As Dawn straightened her sweat suit top, Weezy noticed the bulge of her belly.


	“Can I ask you a personal question?”


	Dawn’s face took on a guarded look. “Maybe.”


	“Are you pregnant?”


	Weezy thought she was going to cry again, but she held it together.


	“I was . . . until yesterday morning.”


	“You delivered yesterday? And now you’re here alone?”


	She nodded.


	No wonder she almost passed out.


	“Where’s your baby?”


	The tears flowed again. “Gone. He died.”


	Oh no. The poor kid.


	Weezy squeezed her hand. “That’s terrible.”


	“They said he had birth defects but they wouldn’t let me see him.”


	“You didn’t see your baby?”


	She shook her head. “Only a glimpse when they rushed him away because he’d stopped breathing.”


	That was hard to believe, but she didn’t seem to be lying. She seemed genuinely upset.


	Weezy gave her hand another squeeze. “I’m so sorry. I—”


	A knock on her door startled her. If that guy looking for his dog was back, she wasn’t answering. She looked through the peephole and saw Jack. She’d given him a swipe card for the downstairs door.


	Always glad to see Jack. Sometimes too glad, because sometimes it hurt to spend time with a man she wanted and knew she could never have. He was so attached to Gia and Vicky—hermetically sealed was more like it. She’d never pry him free. Didn’t know if she wanted to, really. For his sake. Gia made him happy, filled in the spaces where he was empty.


	Weezy could do that too, she was sure of it. And the thing was, she’d known him first, and should have had first dibs. But that had been such a—literally—crazy time in her life that she hadn’t realized what was sitting right in front of her.


	If only she could go back in time. She’d follow him to New York and become his partner in all ways. What a life they’d have lived—would still be living. He’d have never met Gia and would be unable to imagine a single day without his dear, sweet, ever-loving Weezy.


	Instead of solace, fantasies like that had made her miserable and forced her to move out of Jack’s place and find her own.


	And now, happy as she was to see Jack, she wasn’t happy with his expression. He looked concerned.


	She pulled the door open. “Hey.”


	“Hey.” He took a step across the threshold. “We need to—”


	He froze, wide-eyed, as he stared over her shoulder, then ducked back into the hallway and to the side.


	“Jack?” she said, following him.


	“Close the door,” he whispered.


	She couldn’t do that—she’d be locked out—but she pulled it closed without latching it. She’d never seen Jack like this. He looked agitated . . . flabbergasted.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“Where did you find her?”


	“I didn’t find her.” She pointed to Dawn’s door. “She just moved in.”


	His eyes widened further. “There? Across the hall?”


	“Yes. What’s wrong with that?”


	“Everything! Get rid of her. Get her out of your apartment.”


	“I can’t do that. She’s not feeling well and—”


	“We’ve got to talk—about Eddie and about her. And I can’t let her see me.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because she knows my face.” He backed away toward the elevator. “I’ll wait downstairs and check back with you in a few minutes.”


	Just then she felt a tug on the door. Dawn pulled it open.


	“I should be going,” she said.


	Weezy noticed Jack turn away. He stopped at the elevator and stood with his back toward them.


	Still off balance from Jack’s strange reaction, Weezy studied Dawn. She appeared composed now, and steady on her feet.


	“Do you think that’s a good idea?”


	“I’m much better now. I’m going to do a little food shopping.”


	“Do you need money?”


	She smiled and started down the hall. “No, I’m good.”


	Weezy glanced past her and saw Jack still waiting for the elevator. She couldn’t imagine what was going on between him and a nineteen-year-old girl, but was sure he had a good reason for not wanting her to see him.


	“Wait. Let me give you my number in case you need anything.”


	She hurried inside and jotted it down on a sticky note. By the time she returned to the hall, Jack was gone.


	She pressed the note into Dawn’s hand, telling her she could call any time, then shooed her down the hall.


	She couldn’t wait to hear what this was all about.
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	“That’s the girl I told you about,” Jack said, pacing Weezy’s front room like a caged tiger. “The one with the super oDNA baby that everyone’s been looking for.”


	“Dawn Pickering?”


	“Yes!”


	Sometime last year he’d told her about oDNA, the Otherness-spawned genes hiding in the mass of junk DNA cluttering the human genome. Dawn’s baby was the fourth generation of what someone had called “barnyard genetic engineering” aimed toward creating a child packed with oDNA. For what purpose, no one knew.


	She pressed her palms against her temples. “She told me her name was Dawn and that she’d just had a baby . . . I should have put it together. But who’d ever guess?”


	“ ‘Just’ had a baby?”


	“Yesterday morning, she said.”


	“Wait. That’s not right. She was pregnant last April . . . ten months ago. But that’s not important. Her moving in across the hall from you—that’s important.”


	“I know it’s a coincidence, and I know what the Lady told you about coincidences, but she’s just a scared kid.”


	Jack remembered the Lady’s words, spoken at Kate’s graveside: No more coincidences for you.


	“Things like that don’t just happen. Someone—whether working for the Otherness or the Ally, I can’t tell anymore—put her there for a reason.”


	“But that would mean they know where I am.”


	Jack nodded. “Exactly. I’ll bet that’s why the Order was looking for you.”


	Weezy looked a little ill. “Eddie called me yesterday and said they had a photo of me.”


	Eddie . . . that was what he’d come here to discuss with her, but the shock of seeing Dawn had blasted it out of his head. He’d get to Eddie in a minute, but first . . .


	“That clinches it. They found you.”


	“But he told them it wasn’t me.”


	“They were testing him, I bet. And he flunked.”


	Another reason to want Eddie gone.


	Weezy frowned. “But how could they have moved her so fast?”


	“When did her furniture arrive?”


	“Um . . . yesterday afternoon. I see what you mean. Still . . . awfully fast.”


	“Fast or not, the fact is she’s here. And the only reason I can think of for that is to get to know you.”


	“No way,” Weezy said with an emphatic shake of her head. “She wasn’t faking. She was about to pass out. You can’t fake green color and sweat.”


	“I’m not saying she knows, I’m saying she’s being used.”


	“And you call me paranoid.”


	“Seriously, Weez. I think you should stay away from her. She says she had a baby just yesterday, so what is she doing here?”


	“She said the baby died and—”


	“Whoa. Died?”


	“She said it had birth defects.”


	Jack thought about that. “Makes sense in a way. Maybe all that oDNA was too much for it . . . turned it into some awful mutant. No surprise, considering who its father was. Was it misshapen?”


	“She said she never saw the body.”


	Jack held up a hand. “Wait-wait-wait. How can that be?”


	“Yeah, I know. Weird. She said she’d had a glimpse before they whisked him away, but after that . . . ‘They wouldn’t let me see him.’ Those were her exact words.”


	Jack knew as much about labor and delivery as about particle physics, but he figured every mother had a right to see her baby, even dead.


	And then he knew.


	“They lied to her. It’s alive.”


	“Why would anyone—?”


	“This is a unique child, a unique being. Somebody wants to keep its existence secret, even from its mother. Did she say where she’s been staying until now?”


	“No. She might have come around to mentioning it, but you knocked on the door. And I guess we’ll never know if we’re going to avoid her like she’s Typhoid Mary.”


	Jack wanted to know . . . needed to know. But was that wise? Maybe that was why she had been put here—to make them seek out the answer to the question of the baby’s purpose.


	But which side would the answer benefit? That was the bigger question.


	“Let’s put Dawn aside for a moment and deal with a more immediate problem: Eddie seems to be on the Order’s hit list.”


	Weezy shot from her seat, her hand against her mouth.


	“Oh, no! Are you sure?”


	He told her about the shoot-out.


	“I think we have to assume he was on a one-way ride. And that means we have to disappear him like we did you.”


	“Eddie’s going to be tougher.”


	Jack nodded. “A lot tougher.”


	Weezy had kept most of the considerable proceeds from her share of her parents’ estate, swelled by her father’s death benefit, under her maiden name. The Order had been looking for someone named Myers, so she’d had time to transfer them to a new identity. Eddie wouldn’t have that luxury.


	“Where is he?”


	“He’s stashed in Abe’s garage, but he can’t stay there very long. It’s not meant for human habitation.”


	“He can move in with me. I’ve got a spare—”


	Jack shook his head. “Not a good idea. We have to assume they know you’re here. They may be out there watching for him, expecting him to run to his sister. You two have got to stay separate.”


	“But where—?”


	“I’m going to take him over to Ernie, just like I did you. We’ll get him some papers then start building him a new ID.”


	“If he needs money—”


	“He’s okay for now.”


	“Poor Eddie. He’s losing everything . . . his home, his business . . . everything he’s worked for.”


	Jack sensed guilt in her tone. Weezy hadn’t had much of a life after her husband offed himself, rarely leaving her house, virtually no social contact except Eddie, so going into hiding hadn’t been an appreciable change in lifestyle.


	“I don’t see any other way.”


	She wandered over to the window. “I warned him. Why wouldn’t he listen?”


	Jack shrugged. He understood. “He thought his sister might be in trouble so he got involved. Trouble is, he’s a direct guy. He’s not cut out for that sort of thing.”


	“Yeah, but now his life is ruined.” Her voice thickened as she stared out at the city. “And it’s all my fault.”


	“Bullshit. He’s a grown man who made a choice—a noble one, I might add.”


	“But he’d never have had to make that choice if I’d kept my mouth shut and stayed out of the Order’s business.”


	“You smelled something rotten and cried foul.”


	She turned to face him, her eyes red. Her words came in a rush.


	“And did I change one damn thing? No. Life goes on just as before, with the same people pulling the same strings and everybody dancing to their tune while Eddie and I are both in hiding, which is better than dead, I guess, which is what we’d both be if not for you.”


	“Easy, Weezy. It’ll be all right. We take it a day at a time. And who knows . . . I mean, who knows how much time we really have left?”


	“You mean about everything ending in the spring?”


	He nodded. “Yeah.”


	“We’re losing, aren’t we.”


	“We’re not winning, that’s for damn sure. And we’ll never win as long as we let them keep us on the defensive.”


	She said, “We don’t seem to have much choice.”


	“It only seems that way—because they have a center, a focal point, a leader. We don’t.”


	“We have Veilleur.”


	Jack shook his head. . . . Glaeken. But Glaeken wasn’t Glaeken anymore.


	“Who won’t let me go on the offensive. He’s old, he’s tired, he’s fading. He’s got only a few more years left and he knows it. He’s ready to pack it in. But the One, the Adversary, R, or whatever we’re calling him at the moment—he’s immortal, he’s got powers, and he smells blood. He’s going for the kill.”


	“It’s like those lines from ‘The Second Coming’ . . . ‘The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.’ ”


	“I guess it is a second coming of sorts. He lost out in the First Age, but now he’s back to get it right. And he’s got troops to help. The Otherness maintained an active infrastructure during the half millennium the One was imprisoned, while the Ally let its own deteriorate.”


	“And hasn’t done much to rebuild it since the One’s rebirth,” she said. “Plus the other side’s got something we don’t: a specific goal.”


	Jack knew exactly what she meant. “Kill the Lady.”


	A bizarre errant thought popped into his head and he brushed it away before it could complete itself. Something must have shown in his expression.


	“What?” Weezy said.


	“Nothing.”


	“You just made a strange face. What? Maybe it’s important.”


	“Oh, trust me, it’s not important.”


	“Can I decide that?”


	“Okay. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. For an insane instant I heard a strange little voice singing in my head. It went”—he did his best approximation of Elmer Fudd—‘I’m going to kill the Waaaaaady!’ ” He watched Weezy’s features go slack. “Warned you. Happy now?”


	She stared at him a long moment. “You know . . . the way your mind indexes and references is a little disturbing.”


	“A little? You should be on this side of it.”


	“Not to mention inappropriate at times.”


	“Yeah, that too. But we’re off topic. Let’s get back to their goal of killing the Lady—which, by the way, brings us full circle: We’re on defense again—or should I say, as usual.”


	Jack had been racking his brain but couldn’t come up with any way of taking the battle to them outside of a direct assault.


	Weezy said, “That’s always the problem with the conservative position.”


	“Who’s conservative?”


	“Well, in the basic, non–political/philosophical meaning of the term, we are. We’re trying to preserve the status quo, while they’re the radicals, trying to undermine it.”


	Me . . . a conservative. What a kick in the head.


	But when he thought about it . . .


	“I’ve never been a fan of the status quo, but when you consider the alternative these creeps have got waiting in the wings . . .”


	Weezy nodded. “The status quo we’re protecting now is the Lady’s existence. On our side is the fact that nothing of Earthly origin can harm her, including the One himself, since he’s human. The only way to strike at her is indirectly—through the noosphere.”


	“And they seem to be trying to strike at that via the Internet.”


	“Right. By bringing it down.”


	Jack said, “But the Internet’s already got a whole slew of governments protecting it, and it’s so diffuse and redundant it’s virtually impossible to bring down. So I don’t see how we can be useful on that front.”


	“Speaking of the Internet, what was supposed to be in that email you sent me?”


	“What email?”


	“About an hour ago.”


	“I haven’t been home since early this morning. I checked my email then but didn’t send any. And you know I don’t have a BlackBerry or anything like that. What did I say?”


	“Nothing. It was blank.” She frowned. “Ooh, I don’t like that.”


	“What’s wrong?”


	“You may have picked up a virus.”


	“Show me the email.”


	He followed her to the laptop sitting on the kitchen counter. She wiggled the mouse, the screen came to life, she clicked around, then pointed to the screen.


	“There. Empty subject line, empty body.”


	Jack didn’t use email very often, and when he replied to strangers inquiring at repairmanjack.com, he used a pseudonymous remailer. The site used a webmail account on a different server from the Web site. Neither host knew him or his whereabouts, and didn’t care so long as the money order for the annual fee arrived on time. This was from the Gmail account he used for the rare email he sent to even rarer friends.


	“Come to think of it, I got a blank email from Abe this morning.”


	Weezy was clicking around again. “Damn. Three more emails with no subject line.” More mousing. “All blank. I think we’ve got a virus running here. I could be infected too. Weird. My firewall should have stopped it.”


	He thought about Valez stealing Munir’s code. Related? But Munir’s code was for an online game.


	“What do we do?”


	“I’ll check it out later.” She straightened and looked at him. “Right now we need to figure out what we do about Dawn.”


	An idea had been growing. Not a battle plan so much as a path to explore.


	“I’m going to look into this baby. See if it’s really dead.”


	“How’re you going to do that?”


	Jack smiled. “A friend at the city morgue. Every dead newborn or even a stillborn past twenty weeks’ gestation gets a death certificate.”


	“And you know this how?”


	He felt his smile vanish. “Emma.”


	Weezy looked away, then back. “Oh. Right. Sorry.”


	“Anyway, if her baby’s really dead, then that ends that trail. If not, then we do our damnedest to find out why they want it. If it’s been spirited off, then I’m pretty sure whoever’s behind it is connected to the One in one way or another. And if the baby’s important to the One, it’s important to us.”


	Weezy nodded. “Sounds logical. Find out where she’s been hiding during her pregnancy and we’ll have a good idea who’s got the baby. But I can see only one way to learn that.”


	So did Jack and he didn’t like it.


	“Yeah. Ask her.”


	“And that means contact with her, which you think is a bad idea.”


	“Because it’s pretty obvious that’s why she was put here: to make contact with you.”


	“Well, let’s fall for it. Except we won’t be falling for it. We’ll be going in with our eyes open. That way we might be able to turn the situation to our advantage.”


	Jack wasn’t so sure. He had a feeling this kind of second-guessing could lead them in circles.


	“First thing for me to do,” he said, “is find out how many newborns died yesterday morning.”


	“And I’ll start combing Craigslist for a sublet for Eddie.”


	“Good.” That was how they’d found this sublet for Weezy. “If one of the dead newborns was Dawn’s, we’re back to square one. But if not . . .”


	“Then we start looking for the baby.”


	Jack had a thought. “What if they want us to find the baby?”


	“Well, then I think they’d have let Dawn keep it when they moved her in across the hall.”


	“Maybe they want us to work for it.”


	She gave him a sidelong look. “Are we overthinking here?”


	“Could be. We could end up in a poisoned-cup debate.”


	She rolled her eyes. “The Princess Bride?”


	“Sorry.”


	He couldn’t escape the way his mind worked. And he couldn’t escape the uneasy feeling that they were missing something.
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	Munir ignored the incessant rings from his in-box. A blizzard of emails was filling it. They seemed to be coming from everyone he knew and even some he didn’t—or didn’t recognize. And not just one from each, but multiples, all without a subject line, all blank. He had stopped opening them.


	Somebody somewhere had a virus.


	When the storm abated he’d delete them en masse. Right now he was more interested in the rootkit virus that Valez had forced him to allow into his computer. It had hijacked his system and refused to be removed.


	It gave him something to do. Barbara was at the hospital at Robby’s side—they were taking shifts—and Munir was supposed to be here at home resting. But he couldn’t rest. Robby would be back in a day or two and they’d have to start dealing with the aftermath of all this horrendous trauma. This was a way of keeping his mind occupied.


	He’d located the virus but it had integrated itself so deeply into his system that he could not pry it loose. Three times now he thought he had eradicated it, but it reappeared each time he rebooted his system.


	And then he realized this wasn’t the original rootkit. A second virus, introduced sometime since Tuesday, had overlaid the first.


	He could see it now: This had to be related to the email assault. But what was the purpose? It wasn’t even slowing down his machine. It was merely annoying.


	He wished he could contact Russ. He’d been calling him all day, ever since Valez had said he’d heard of the game code from Russ. Munir couldn’t believe he’d been involved in any way with what had befallen him and his family, but he needed to know the connection between the two. He also needed Russ’s hacker expertise to help eradicate this virus.


	Of course, Munir could simply wipe his hard drive clean and reinstall everything. A simple, effective solution, but he was loath to admit defeat.


	After another half hour of tinkering, he finally managed to break into the rootkit’s code.


	What he found there sent him running to the phone to call Russ.


	But once again Russ wasn’t answering. So Munir called Jack.
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	First thing Jack did when he got home was check his various email accounts. All had multiple blank letters with no subject line from seemingly everyone he’d ever emailed. Not a large number, since he preferred the ephemeral nature of a phone call to committing words to electronic blips that could conceivably exist forever in cyberspace.


	Conspicuously absent from the in-box were Gia and Vicky. Gia liked to send him a link now and again, and he’d occasionally shoot Vicky a cartoon or joke he thought she’d like. But Gia was about twelve hundred miles away from her computer.


	Weezy said he’d caught a virus. Where from? Abe’s email? Did these other folks have it too? Whatever, he’d leave finding a solution to Weezy. The intricacies of the Net were a mystery to him and he was content to let them remain so.


	He checked his voice mail and found a message from Munir saying he had to talk to him, immediately.


	Yeah, in a minute. Someone else he had to talk to first.


	He called Ron Clarkson for the second time in two days. Ron worked at the city morgue in Bellevue. He’d probably think Jack was calling with a complaint about the color-matched finger he’d supplied for Munir, but Jack only needed him to answer a question this time.


	“Hey,” he said when he recognized Jack’s voice. “Figured you might be calling.”


	“It’s not about the merchandise,” Jack said. “That was fine.”


	It had all been for nothing, but none of that was Ron’s fault.


	“Well, I’m glad to hear that, but I was talking about Russ.”


	“Russ who?”


	“Tuit. Who else? I thought you was calling ’cause you’d heard the news.”


	Not something Jack wanted to hear from a morgue attendant.


	“Aw jeez, you’re not telling me—”


	“Yeah. Fished him out of the Hudson this morning, poor guy. Looks like he drowned.”


	Jack couldn’t speak for a moment. Russ . . . geeky, good-natured, harmless Russ. The feds listed him as a felon, but he was one of the least violent people Jack knew. His crime had been hacking a few banks and skimming a fraction of a cent off their transactions. For years he’d been Jack’s go-to guy for all things cyber—to solve a problem or sometimes create one. When Jack had been looking for a contact in the morgue, Russ had put him in touch with Ron.


	“Any signs of foul play?”


	“I ain’t the ME, but preliminary word is no.”


	Jack wasn’t buying that for a second.


	“Shit.”


	“Yeah. Good guy. Coulda knocked me over with a feather when I heard. But if you didn’t call about Russ—?”


	Jack told him about looking for a newborn who died Wednesday morning.


	“Piece o’ cake,” Ron said. “Lemme run a check on the computer and call you right back.”


	Jack hung up and stared at his computer screen. Valez said they’d heard about Munir’s game code from Russ. How? Bigger question: Why kill him?


	Because Jack had no doubt Russ had been murdered. Drowned in the Hudson? No doubt true. No sign of foul play? Easy enough to do. Take a guy out on the river for a party or a girl or some weed, whatever, and push him over. The water out there in February is not much above freezing. No matter how good a swimmer he is, he can’t last fifteen minutes, if that, before his muscles seize up and he sinks.


	No sign of foul play . . . not one bit. And if you liquor him up a little beforehand, the ME’s got all he needs to construct a neat little scenario: He got drunk and fell into the river.


	Bastards.


	Or maybe . . . maybe he had jumped or fallen. Maybe he’d been involved in what had happened to Munir and felt so guilty—


	Not Russ. If he’d wanted the game code, he could have gotten it without all the drama that had gone down. All he’d have had to do was ask Munir for a copy.


	No, Russ had not been involved. But for some reason, he had been murdered.


	His cell rang and he recognized Ron’s voice.


	“That was fast.”


	“Told ya. Piece o’ cake . . .”
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	Munir took Russ’s death pretty hard.


	Jack had figured he would. They’d been friends, working together on a freelance project. And the way Russ had gone to bat for Munir when he was in trouble said a lot about how close they were.


	So that was one of the reasons Jack had come over for a face-to-face. The other was his naïveté about the world of computer viruses. He figured he’d understand better in person.


	So the two of them sat in Munir’s computer room. Jack watched him rub his teary eyes and struggle to get a grip. Finally he did.


	“Do you really think it was an accident?” he said.


	“Not saying it’s impossible, but my gut says no.”


	“That leaves murder.”


	Jack nodded. “Yes, it does.”


	“If that is so, then it makes it more important than ever to find out who’s behind this virus. Because if we find them, we find the people behind Valez and the ones who murdered Russ.”


	Jack had already come to that conclusion—and knew the answer—but how had Munir arrived at the same place?


	“What makes you say that?”


	“On Tuesday morning Valez sent me an email. Just opening it allowed a virus into my system. That isn’t supposed to happen. Email programs were vulnerable to that back in the day, but the glitch was fixed. Nowadays no program allows an email to execute code just by being read or previewed. Usually you have to click on a link or do something to allow the virus in. But this one has some new workaround.” He gave Jack a quizzical look. “Low-level binary data bursts on open ports, maybe?”


	“You’re asking me?”


	“Sorry. Whatever they’re doing, the upshot is the hijacking of your system.”


	“Like hijacking a car?”


	“Exactly. It takes over the driver’s seat. And what this one does is invade your email address books, cull all the addresses, and then send a blank email to everyone on your lists.”


	Jack nodded. “I got one this morning from an old friend.”


	“And you opened it?”


	“Well, yeah.”


	“Of course you did. It’s only natural. You recognize the sender so you open it. But each email the virus sends out contains a copy of itself. That email from your old friend’s infected system infected your system as well, then emailed itself to everyone in your address book.”


	“Not many.”


	“It doesn’t matter. Every computer you infected went on and sent infected mail to every computer in its address book, and then each of those did the same, and on and on. It’s a geometric progression with an unfixed, ever expanding ratio. It must be creating a tidal wave of email around the globe.”


	Tidal wave . . . tidal waves destroy things.


	“Around the globe? Wouldn’t that take a while?”


	Munir shook his head. “Not at all. A geometric progression can do astounding numbers in almost no time. There’s an old story about a king paying a dowry for his daughter. The prince asked simply that he place a single grain of rice on one square of a chessboard, two grains on the next, four on the third, eight on the fourth, and so on, doubling on each square up to the final, sixty-fourth square.”


	“I can see how that might involve a lot of rice.”


	“A ‘lot’? Try a little over one-point-eight times ten to the nineteenth power. That’s eighteen quadrillion grains of rice. A quadrillion is a billion billions. The entire world produces only a fraction of that in a year.”


	Jack nodded. Impressive.


	“So this virus—”


	“If each infected computer infects just two new computers every minute—and we know it infects many times more because of all the email addresses people store—it will pass the two-billion mark in just over half an hour—thirty-two minutes, to be exact.”


	“And how many computers in the world?”


	“We hit the billion mark in 2008. We may be nearing a billion and a half now. Of course, it can only infect those computers that open email. But how many computers don’t have email? And it would have to wait through a twenty-four-hour cycle for people around the world to wake up and check their email. So, in a single day it’s conceivable that it could have infected a billion computers—and that’s a conservative estimate.”


	A billion?


	“Could this bring down the Internet?”


	He saw the Lady’s imaginary mountain lake, its water spilling downhill through the damaged wall . . . saw its feeder tributary from the Internet choking off . . . the lake drying up . . . the Lady disappearing . . .


	Munir shook his head. “Not even close. It’s a spam tsunami, but the Internet can easily absorb it.”


	That was a relief, but then . . .


	“What’s the point?”


	“Sometimes it’s prankish maliciousness, simply to cause trouble. Other times there’s a definite purpose—like creating a botnet. That’s what I think we have here.”


	“Means nothing to me.”


	“All right. Let’s see. My computer is now what can be called a zombie or a slave or a robot—it’s under someone else’s control. So is yours. So is everyone in our address books who opened email from us. If you link up all our zombie machines, you’ve got a robot network, or botnet, that you can force into coordinated efforts. A botnet can be used to assault another system with what’s known as a DDoS attack—a distributed denial of service. It uses all the computers in its network to target a system and overwhelm it with a barrage of traffic and shut it down.”


	“So this virus is creating a global botnet.”


	Munir nodded. “I’m sure it already has, one that’s still growing. I’m also sure that governments are already aware of it and looking for a way to stop it. Unfortunately, it’s way too soon for the antiviral companies to have a fix.”


	“Then somebody needs to get the word out not to open any email with a blank subject line, especially if it’s from someone they know.”


	Munir shook his head. “Too late for that.”


	Jack swallowed. “Could this bring down the Internet?”


	“No. The Internet’s too big, too resilient. Besides, bringing down the Internet is the last thing hackers want. That’s where they live. It would be like burning down their own home.”


	“A psycho might burn down his own home.”


	“Yes, but this isn’t one psycho. This is a well-organized, well-funded group. Trust me, they want to use the Internet, bend it to their will, not bring it down.”


	Well, Jack thought, he’s right about the well-organized and well-funded part, but dead wrong about its purpose.


	“But they stole the code you were using for that Magog game.”


	“The MMO game.”


	“Whatever.” These acronyms were going to drive him nuts. “What’s that got to do with this email virus?”


	“I found a piece of my code in the virus. It’s something I wrote for the gaming program to accelerate upload and download of video. It triples, quadruples video transfer speed, depending on your bandwidth.”


	“What good is that?”


	“The only thing I can think of is that at some point they’re going to send a video message throughout the botnet.”


	“To what? Sell Viagra?”


	“No,” he said in a grave tone. Probably thought Jack was serious. “It must be something bigger than that.”


	“Ya think?”


	“It may be propaganda, or a religious message.”


	Jack couldn’t see that. The Order operated behind the scenes. Coming out in a video fed to a zillion computers in a botnet didn’t make sense. Had to be something more sinister.


	“You’re sure they couldn’t use it to crash the Internet?”


	Munir shook his head. “I am telling you, these people want to use the Internet, not bring it down.”


	Munir was refusing to get on board that train, so he wasn’t going to be much help in building a scenario of how an Internet kill might work.


	“Gotta go,” Jack said, rising. “Meeting some people later.”


	“If we could get hold of Valez,” Munir said, “we could wring the answer out of him.”


	Obviously he hadn’t heard. How could he? The victims’ names hadn’t been released yet.


	“Valez won’t be telling anyone anything. He’s dead.”


	He gave Munir the news account of the shooting: According to the police, both the driver and his passenger had been shot by the mystery man in the mystery van from Mississippi. Logical assumption. Ballistics would square that eventually, not that it mattered.


	He looked horrified. “Who are these people? What kind of monsters are they?”


	You don’t want to know, Jack thought. You really don’t.


	He pointed to Munir. “As you said, well organized and well financed. And smart. Smart enough to keep any of their people on the lower rungs from knowing the big picture. Even if Valez were alive, I don’t think he could help us. I think he knew he was supposed to acquire your game code and little else. He had no idea what it would be used for. But my guess is he went too far with you and paid the price. What I don’t get is Russ . . . how’d he get involved?”


	Munir leaned back and looked like he might puddle up again, but he held on.


	“I’ve been thinking about that, and as I’ve been explaining this virus to you, the pieces began to fit. Do you know what Russ was involved with lately?”


	Jack remembered him telling him something at Julio’s . . .


	“Some government project to foil hackers. Said he was a ‘white hat’ now.”


	Munir nodded. “Yes. A team of hackers, supposedly put together by the NRO.”


	“ ‘Supposedly’?”


	“I don’t believe the project had anything to do with national defense. I think they were put together to come up with this virus.”


	“He told me they were doing protection. Said they’d been building firewalls higher, wider, and smarter than anything else out there.”


	Munir looked at him. “And how do you test a firewall?”


	Oh, crap. “You create bigger and better ways to breach it.”


	Munir jerked a thumb at his computer. “And if that was the case, neither the NRO nor any other agency would want their name connected. I think the one thing we can be certain of is that whoever hired Russ was not who they said they were. Maybe it was some other agency, or some group outside the government.”


	The latter, Jack thought. The Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order.


	“You think Russ helped design that?”


	“Yes. It’s a very elegant virus, revolutionary, you could say. You would need a team of experienced hackers—just the sort of blue-ribbon team Russ was working with—to come up with something like that. I think in his conversations with the other hackers he must have mentioned the MMO game enhancer we were working on. He had been impressed with my video code and probably talked about it. The wrong person overheard, and I was targeted. But they couldn’t have Russ around when they inserted my code. He’d recognize it. So . . .”


	“So they killed him.”


	Munir slammed a fist on his desk. “They could simply have fired him!”


	Yeah, they could have. But death seemed the Order’s favorite way of dealing with problem people.


	“Do you see any way of stopping this?”


	Munir shook his head. “Until someone writes a program to kill it, you can stop the spread by not opening emails with no subject line. But the virus has too much of a head start. And once in your system, it’s almost impossible to remove. It hides in multiple areas. You think you’ve gotten all of it, but if you’ve missed any, it immediately regenerates itself the next time you power up.”


	“Swell.”
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	“A global botnet created by a virus built to download video,” Weezy said with a slow shake of her head. “To what end?”


	Jack, Weezy, Veilleur, and the Lady sat around the table in the Lady’s apartment. With Weezy’s help, Jack had explained as best he could what he’d learned from Munir. They seemed to understand.


	“That’s the big question,” Jack said.


	A wild scenario flashed through his brain.


	“What if they plan to broadcast a never-ending loop of a hypnotic chant which, if repeated often enough by millions upon millions of people, would part the veil between the worlds and let the Otherness flood in. Or maybe show non-Euclidean designs that if enough people copy will alter geometry and have the same effect.”


	Veilleur and the Lady stared at him uncomprehendingly. Weezy gave him the same look as this afternoon after his Elmer Fudd remark.


	“This isn’t an H. P. Lovecraft story, Jack. This is serious business.”


	“I know that. But if their goal isn’t an Internet crash, I’ve got to ask myself what else it can be. And this is what pops up.”


	She shook her head. “Your mind . . . the Order playing ‘Cthulhu fhtagn’ over and over?”


	“Well, not those exact words, I suppose. Okay. Dumb idea. I’m just throwing things out as they hit me. Here’s something else that hit me on the way over: Could the release of this virus have anything to do with the birth of Dawn’s baby?”


	Weezy’s eyes widened. “Did you find out about him? Is he alive?”


	Jack nodded. “I can’t say it’s alive, but it wasn’t reported dead. No death certificate filed on a newborn with Wednesday morning time of death.”


	“According to Dawn, the baby’s a ‘he,’ not an ‘it.’ And I think we have to assume he’s alive.”


	Veilleur said, “Is this the baby laden with the Taint?”


	The term threw Jack for an instant, then he remembered that back in the First Age they called oDNA the Taint.


	“That’s the one.”


	After Jack explained the situation, Veilleur looked at Weezy.


	“I don’t like her moving in next to you. That cannot be an accident.”


	“Exactly,” Jack said.


	Weezy shrugged. “No argument. But that’s the way it is, so we’ve got to deal with it.”


	Veilleur continued to stare at her. “She said nothing else about these so-called ‘birth defects’?”


	“She said she only got a glimpse of him before they whisked him away. Supposedly he’d stopped breathing.”


	Veilleur stroked his beard. “I’m interested in those birth defects. If you speak to her again, ask her what she saw. Any details at all.”


	“Why?” Jack said.


	“Just . . . curious. A creature so rife with the Taint might have predictable deformities.”


	“Like what?” Jack said.


	“Let’s wait until you hear what the mother has to say.”


	Weezy looked offended. “ ‘Creature’? It’s a child.”


	The Lady shook her head. “One so heavy with the Taint might not be quite human.”


	Weezy paled and said nothing.


	Jack tried to steer the talk back to his original question.


	“The baby was born yesterday morning. The virus shows up all over today, which means it was probably released yesterday. Connection?”


	Weezy shrugged. “Maybe. But synchronicity doesn’t signify a causal relationship.”


	“Thank you, Ms. Sting.”


	She offered a sour smile. “That’s Ms. Sumner to you.”


	“I agree,” Veilleur said. “But I think we must assume a connection. The people behind the virus could very well be the people who hid Dawn away during her pregnancy. My money is on the Order. So yes, there’s a connection. But whether the baby’s birth triggered the release of the virus, I can’t say.”


	Jack said, “Fair enough. But I think the baby should be our focus now. It’s the only lead we have. It’s important to someone—important enough to hide its mother away during her pregnancy and then lie about it dying. So that, I think, makes it important to us.”


	“We have to consider that the baby might be dead and unreported,” Weezy said. “There might have been something about his deformities, whatever they were, they didn’t want made public.”


	Jack looked at her. “Do you buy that?”


	“Not for a second, but it is a possibility.”


	Veilleur said, “The child is an enigma at this point. It had its origins in a crude plot conceived by Jonah Stevens to create a descendant richer in the Taint than any other living being. But you all know that.”


	Jack nodded along with the others. “But how did he know about the Taint?” He glanced at Weezy. “Or oDNA?”


	“As a boy he lost his left eye in the Great Lower Mississippi Valley flood. After that he began to have visions in whatever was left of that eye.”


	Jack thought of Diana and her dad. “Sort of an Oculus for the Otherness.”


	“I suppose. Back in the spring of 1941, after I slew the One—at least his physical form—his essence, instead of dissipating, found a place to hide: the body of a unique human infant.”


	“Unique how?” Weezy said.


	“I’ll save that for another day. Suffice it to say that the Ally was unaware of this, and decided it didn’t need me anymore, and so it freed me to grow old and die.”


	“After millennia of service?” Jack said. “Some reward.”


	Veilleur smiled. “After all those millennia of watching loved ones die while I went on . . . trust me, it was a magnificent boon. But the Otherness knew where the essence of its champion hid, and it brought in a protector: Jonah Stevens. The visions led Jonah to adopt that unique human infant—the ‘vessel,’ the One’s unknowing host. The One was trapped within that helpless little body, a passive passenger, unable to exert any influence. Jonah’s task was to guard the vessel until he grew to be a man who fathered a very special child.”


	“The One,” Jack said.


	Pieces were falling together.


	“When was that?” Weezy said. “You’ve mentioned he’d been reborn a number of times, but when exactly was this?”


	“I believe the exact date of his reconception was on or about February tenth, 1968, in the village of Monroe on Long Island. He was reborn November seventh in Hickory Hill, Arkansas.”


	Jack shook his head. “Eleven-seven. Supposed to be lucky numbers.”


	“Not so lucky. After the One’s rebirth into a new body, to a new life devoted to the cause of the Otherness, Jonah stayed with him and his mother, guarding him as he grew. But I believe the part of him that made him uniquely suited for the guardian post also led to his eventual betrayal of his charge.”


	“That’s why he’s no longer with us,” Jack said.


	Veilleur nodded. “Exactly. For a while he took his job seriously, moving the child and his mother throughout the South to elude any Ally-influenced people who might try to harm him.”


	“So there was a movement to stop him?”


	“Yes, but not terribly ambitious. It very nearly succeeded in Monroe, but fell apart after a horrific failure. I doubt that whatever iota of the Ally remains involved here considers him much of a threat. The One has been very circumspect, very cautious.


	“But back to Jonah. As the One grew, so did his powers, and Jonah came to see a day coming soon when he would no longer be needed. From his visions he knew that he had been chosen as the guardian because of his bloodline, which we can assume meant he carried an abnormally high level of the Taint—supremely high. But he decided it could be higher. So he began his plan to concentrate it further, to create a child with a Taint so deep and so dark that it could replace the child he guarded and become the One. Then the One would be Jonah’s progeny.”


	“Putting his bloodline in the catbird seat when the Otherness took over?” Jack said. “How was loading a child with the Taint going to accomplish that? I don’t follow the logic.”


	Weezy shook her head. “Neither do I.”


	“It would not have worked,” the Lady said.


	Veilleur shrugged. “He may have known something we do not, or he may have misinterpreted some of his visions. But as it turned out, he never had a chance to find out. The One learned of the plot and, though occupying the body of a ten-year-old boy at the time, arranged a slow agonizing death for Jonah Stevens.”


	Weezy winced. “Do I want to know how?”


	“Crushed in an elevator shaft. Took him hours to die.”


	“I could have lived without knowing that.”


	“Speaking of knowing,” Jack said, “how’d you learn all this? I doubt you got it from the One.”


	Veilleur smiled. “I’ve become acquainted with the One’s mother—I suppose I should say his most recent mother. He’s had three.”


	Jack saw Weezy’s jaw drop, then realized his own was gaping.


	“He had a mother?”


	The One’s mother . . . the idea that that cold-blooded freak had had someone to nurture him when he was young and helpless . . . well, of course he did, but it boggled Jack’s mind. If only she’d been careless . . . left the gate to the pool area open . . . something, anything . . .


	He waved a hand in the air. “Never mind. Of course he did. Even you had a mother, I suppose.”


	“Naturally, though I remember nothing about her. The only one in this room who never had a mother is the Lady.”


	“The noosphere is my mother . . . and my father.”


	“Okay,” Jack said. “But let’s get back to this woman. You know the One’s mother?”


	Veilleur nodded. “We’ve become good friends. Quite a story she has, raising the One. She knew there was something very different about him, something wrong with him, but had no idea of the magnitude of his evil.”


	“I don’t suppose he keeps in touch with her.”


	“Oh, right,” Weezy said. “He really seems the kind to send Mother’s Day cards.”


	“No contact. Ever. He left home at age fifteen with thirty million dollars and never looked back. As far as he was concerned, she was an incubator, nothing more.”


	“Can she help us find Dawn’s baby?”


	Veilleur shook his head. “She knows nothing of Dawn Pickering or her baby, or Dawn’s relationship to Jonah Stevens. You’re on your own, I’m afraid.”


	Jack looked across the table at Weezy. “I guess we’ll have to invite Dawn over tomorrow for a chat. You make the tea, I’ll bring the crumpets.”


	“You’re going to let her see you? You said she knows you.”


	He smiled. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure she’ll remember me. And I think I can make it a fond memory.” Weezy gave him a puzzled look. “I’ll explain tomorrow.”


	FRIDAY
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	“What is the state of your investigations?” Ernst said from the rear of his Bentley as it cruised the city.


	He’d given his driver the day off and replaced him with Szeto. His usual driver knew nothing about Jihad4/20, and would live longer by remaining ignorant.


	Szeto half turned his battered face to speak through the opening in the glass partition between them.


	“Connell has not gone to police. Instead he made large withdrawals from bank accounts yesterday as soon as he escaped.”


	That wasn’t good. It showed a cool head at work. Probably not Connell’s. He was an actuary, a number cruncher, who had sat only inches from the cold-blooded murder of two men. His likely response was panic.


	“I see the hand of the Connell guardian angel. I think we can assume our brother will not be going to the police. If he’s carrying a large amount of cash, it’s obvious he’s going into hiding. We may have to resort to putting out a BOLO on him.”


	Szeto shook his head. “That will not help if he goes to Wyoming like sister.”


	“No, but if he’s hiding, he’s silent, and that will be a good thing.”


	If they didn’t find him, it was not the end of the world.


	Ernst shook his head at the phrase. End of the world . . . the end of the world, at least as anyone knew it, was just around the corner.


	But he couldn’t allow the imminence of the Change to lull him into complacency. So easy to slip into the attitude that the Change will make all these concerns irrelevant, so why bother?


	“What about that other investigation?”


	“The boy Jack from New Jersey?”


	“That would be it.”


	Szeto said, “I find record of him in the town of Johnson, as you said, but little beyond that.”


	Ernst frowned. “Where is he now?”


	A shrug. “He went to local high school, to state college but did not graduate. After that, nothing.”


	“Nothing? There’s no such thing as nothing unless you’re dead.”


	“Much bad luck in family. Parents and sister dead, brother missing, wanted by Philadelphia police and may be dead too. Perhaps your Jack from New Jersey is also dead.”


	“No. Connell told me he’s some sort of repairman. His Social Security number will—”


	“I could not find Social Security number.”


	“Ridiculous. Every American has one.”


	“Was not necessary when he was child. Maybe he never get.”


	How interesting. No SSN and working as a repairman. Thinking back on his encounters with the teen, he remembered how strong a Taint he had. And he’d sensed a deep independent streak coursing through him. Repairs were often paid for in cash. Yes, he could well imagine a grown-up Jack dodging taxes and—


	Ernst stiffened in his seat.


	And killing to protect his friends?


	No.


	He forced himself to relax.


	Rich though he was with the Taint, Jack had exhibited no violent tendencies. But could something in his life have brought the Taint to the surface, changing him?


	Possible . . .


	But highly unlikely.


	Szeto had described this guardian angel as highly skilled—a “ninja,” he’d called him. That bespoke training. In real life the grown-up Jack was most likely just as he appeared on paper: a college dropout living off the books as a repairman.


	Still . . . too many blank spaces in that picture. Ernst did not like blanks. And did not want another crossed path from that little town in New Jersey circling back on him.


	“Keep after both of them,” he told Szeto. “In the meantime . . .” He reached for the radio button. “Let’s see what’s going on in the world.”


	He scanned the channels until . . .


	“. . . and so far, beyond filling in-boxes with avalanches of blank emails, the virus appears to be more of a nuisance than a threat to the computers it has infected. And it has infected many. Experts estimate that more than half of the world’s personal computers and networks have already been infected with this as yet unnamed virus, and the number is rapidly growing.


	“If in the last forty-eight hours you’ve opened an email with no subject line and no content, you are probably infected. If you haven’t, then it’s very easy to avoid infection: Do not open any email with a blank subject line, no matter who it’s from. Even if it’s from your mother or your best friend—especially if it’s from your mother or your best friend—DO NOT OPEN IT.


	“Antivirus software companies are scrambling for a cure to release to their subscribers. Stay tuned here for the latest. We’ll keep you posted on what you can do to clear this nuisance from your computer.


	“So far, no one has stepped forward to take credit—maybe we should say ‘blame’—for the virus.”


	Ernst smiled as he turned off the radio. The world was aware of the virus. This was what he’d been waiting to hear.


	“We’ll remedy that right now. Has the video been uploaded?”


	Szeto had been on his cell phone. He ended the call and said, “The video is up.”


	“Excellent.”


	He had obtained the number of Ellen Rifkin, one of the reporters for the ABC television network. He turned on a voice distorter and punched in the number. A woman answered.


	“Rifkin.”


	“Ms. Rifkin,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I have news about the email virus.”


	“I’m listening,” she said in a bored tone.


	Ernst wondered how many of these calls the network was receiving.


	“The virus is called Jihad four/twenty. To see a video with more details, search ‘Jihad four/twenty’ on YouTube.”


	He ended the call, then made similar calls to specific reporters at the New York Times and Fox News Network. That pretty much covered the political spectrum.


	He opened the back of his prepaid phone and removed the battery. Then he pulled out the chip. He was carrying caution to an extreme, he knew, but it gave him comfort.


	A Lebanese brother high in the Order had recorded the deliberately out-of-focus video just yesterday. He had recited the message in Arabic first, then repeated it in English.


	Ernst turned the radio back on.


	“It won’t be long now.”
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	Jack arrived at Weezy’s a little early. Dawn had accepted her invitation for coffee and Jack wanted to be there when she arrived.


	He didn’t get a chance to knock. As he raised his hand, the door swung open and Weezy grabbed his arm.


	“Jack!” She pulled him in. “You’ve got to see this! It’s all over the news.”


	“What is?”


	He followed her to her computer where a YouTube video was running. She backed it up some and started it running again.


	“Watch.”


	He saw some guy with his head and face wrapped in a patterned white keffiyeh babbling in a foreign language. What was this? Another al Qaeda slimeball with a threat against the world?


	“What language is that? Arabic? You going to translate for me?”


	He knew Arabic was one of the half dozen or so languages she spoke.


	“I don’t have to. He starts repeating it in English just about . . . now.”


	And sure enough, he broke into pretty decent English. He rambled on about Jihad4/20, the virus he’d released into the “Godless Internet,” and how on April twentieth it would awaken and exorcise Satan and his demons from the world’s computers by filling them with prayers of praise to Allah.


	“So I was right,” Jack said as the video ended. “The virus is some sort of prayer wheel. But instead of ‘Cthulhu fhtagn,’ it’ll be ‘Allah Akbar’ or the like over and over.”


	She was staring at him.


	“What?” he said.


	“You’re not serious.”


	He decided against putting her on any longer. She didn’t seem in the mood. And besides . . . this wasn’t funny.


	“Of course not.”


	She looked relieved. “I never know with you.”


	“The video’s bullshit.”


	She nodded as she glanced at her monitor. “Yes, it’s bullshit. But remarkable bullshit. When I first watched it I thought of Eddie. You said he told you he’d overheard something about ‘jihad’ at the Lodge. This has to be it.”


	“And mentioning it to someone in the Order is most likely what earned him a death sentence.”


	“Poor Eddie,” she said. “He had no idea what he was getting into.”


	“None of us did. Or do. What’s this all about?”


	“I don’t think there can be any doubt: They’re going to try to crash the Internet.”


	“But how? Not with prayers to Allah. And what’s with the four/twenty? What’s that mean?”


	“April twentieth is Mohammed’s birthday by the Gregorian calendar. At least it’s supposed to be. I don’t think anyone knows his exact birth date for sure. Happens to be Hitler’s too, by the way. And the date of the Columbine massacre.”


	Anyone else and Jack would assume she’d Googled it before he came in, but he knew if he asked Weezy how she knew she’d just tell him she’d “read it somewhere.”


	“Well,” he said, “the video with the Islamic angle is brilliant. It gives the virus a name, it gives the hacker a face—sort of—and makes praising Allah the motivation.”


	“Exactly. And so we all pigeonhole the group behind it as Islamic nuts and look no further.”


	Another angle hit him. “And maybe people don’t look so hard for a cure because it’s only going to be prayers, and they have a couple of months before anything happens.”


	“Do you believe that?”


	He shook his head. “No way. If they’ve found a way to crash the Internet with this virus, they’re not going to wait until April twentieth. They’ll go for it ASAP.”


	“Exactly.”


	“But what are they going to do?”


	Weezy shrugged. “I have to assume it has something to do with Munir Habib’s video transfer code, but how they intend to use it, I haven’t the vaguest.”


	“Maybe his code is a red herring. Get the experts looking at that, thinking it’ll be used to download the promised praise-Allah video, when all the while the virus is really aimed at something else.”


	“Like what?”


	“Like wiping a zillion hard drives.”


	Weezy shook her head. “But that will affect only the infected computers, leaving the Internet up and running for the uninfected. And the fix for a wiped drive is a simple reinstall of software. Traffic would be back to normal in no time. The Internet itself has to be the target.”


	As he listened, a depressing thought took hold.


	“Even if we knew what the Order was going to do, could we stop it?”


	“Not unless we can convince everyone with an infected computer to turn it off and keep it off.”


	Jack made a face. “Oh, yeah. That’ll happen.”


	“Even that might not work, because the virus could have the ability to turn on infected machines.”


	“So unless everyone unplugs their computer, we’re screwed.”


	Weezy shrugged and looked down. “On that front, yes, considering the number of computers already infected. Plus we’re a couple of nobodies against a global organization.”


	“Then we’re back to finding Dawn’s baby.”


	She nodded. “Speaking of which, she’ll be here any minute.”
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	Dawn arrived right on time.


	Jack had managed only a brief glance at her yesterday—just long enough to recognize her face—but now he could see she’d put on a good twenty pounds since last summer. He rose as she entered the room.


	“Dawn,” Weezy said, “this is my friend, Jack.”


	Dawn frowned at him as they shook hands. “Do I know you? You look familiar.”


	“We met last spring in a bar in Queens . . . a place called Work.”


	A pause, and then her eyes widened and she stepped back. “You’re that friend of Jerry’s.”


	“I wouldn’t say ‘friend.’ ”


	She took another backward step as she looked from Jack to Weezy. “Hey, what’s going on here?”


	“Just coffee and conversation,” Weezy said. “Jack recognized you yesterday but wasn’t sure you’d remember him.”


	“And I am no friend of Jerry’s,” he said. “Not by a long shot.”


	She stopped her retreat and pointed at him. “That’s right! He went after you with a tire iron and you totally beat the crap out of him!”


	That surprised him. He hadn’t noticed her around at the time, but figured Jerry would have made up a story about being jumped or sucker punched. He hadn’t known he’d had a witness. Jack had planned to tell her that he’d done that. Looked like he wouldn’t have to.


	“How nice,” Weezy said.


	“No, it was awesome! Like a jerk I felt sorry for Jerry then, but now I wish you’d wailed on him with his own tire iron.”


	“You saw that?”


	“Yes! I was waiting in the car. But . . . but your name wasn’t Jack, it was Joe something.”


	“Yeah. Joe Henry or something like that. I was, um, undercover.”


	“You’re a cop?”


	“No . . .” Here comes the hard part, the tough sell. “I was hired to check out Jerry Bethlehem. To dig up some dirt on him.”


	“That shouldn’t have been too hard. He was a world-class creep. But who—?” Her already pale skin blanched a little further. “Oh, no. You’re not going to tell me it was my mother.”


	“Afraid I am. She wanted something to use to drive a wedge between you two.”


	She looked shaky.


	“Maybe you should sit down,” Weezy said, stepping closer with a concerned look.


	Dawn held up a hand. “No, I should go. Because you’re lying to me.”


	“Hey, look,” he said. “Maybe your mother could have handled it differently, but she was worried—”


	“Oh, I know she hired someone. It just wasn’t you.”


	Baffled, Jack looked for a way to respond.


	“Um, yeah, it was,” he said slowly. “When she approached me, she told me she needed to keep her daughter from making a terrible mistake. That sound familiar?”


	He could tell by her expression that it did.


	He related the details of what Christy Pickering had told him about how Jerry had insinuated himself into Dawn’s life with the ploy of designing a video game together. He could see his words hitting home, but she still wasn’t sold.


	“Jerry could have told you that.”


	“Yeah, he could have, but he didn’t.” Time to start fudging the truth. “When I did a background check on him I couldn’t learn anything about him—like he had no past. But eventually I found out he wasn’t who he said he was.”


	“Who was he then?”


	He didn’t want to open that can of worms.


	“A wanted criminal.”


	That didn’t seem to faze her. “I’m so not surprised. Did you tell my mom?”


	“I didn’t get the chance. She was . . . gone before I could reach her.”


	He figured it best to keep the part about finding her body to himself.


	She sat down, looking shaky again. “Then what?”


	“I went looking for you but you dropped off the face of the Earth.”


	“I’ve been hiding from Jerry.” Her tone had gone flat.


	“All this time?”


	She looked up. “I couldn’t let him find me.”


	“But he’s been dead since last spring.”


	Her eyes widened. “Last spring? I thought it was more recent.”


	“So you know?”


	“I just heard. Mister Osala said Jerry died under a phony name, so nobody knew. He said—”


	“Who’s Mister Osala?”


	“Why should I tell you anything about him?”


	“Why not? Is it a secret?”


	She shrugged. “I guess not. He was hiding me from Jerry. My mother hired him to investigate—”


	“Two of us?” Jack said. “Does it seem logical that she’d hire two investigators?”


	Jack didn’t think of himself as a PI, but in this case he guessed he’d served as one.


	“Totally not.” She rubbed her temples. “I don’t know . . . this is so not making sense. One of you has to be lying.”


	Jack pulled out his ace. He hoped it was enough.


	“Remember that letter you received from Doctor Vecca?”


	Her head snapped up. “How do you know about that?”


	“It wasn’t from her. I wrote it. I even delivered it to you personally—in a blond wig. Remember? It contained everything I’d learned about Jerry.”


	She stared at him, her eyes growing wider and wider. “Then you know . . . ?”


	He nodded.


	She looked up at Weezy. “You too?”


	Weezy nodded.


	Dawn buried her face in her hands. “Oh, God! I didn’t want anyone else to know! Ever!”


	Weezy put a hand on her shoulder. “No one blames you. You were the victim of a sick, sick man.”


	“And it’s over,” Jack said. “He’s gone for good—out of your life, out of everyone’s life.”


	“But I was so stupid!”


	“You were young,” Weezy said, squeezing her shoulder. “That was the problem.”


	Still young, Jack thought, leaning forward. “So who’s this Mister Osala?”


	“Jack,” Weezy said with a warning tone. What was with the look she was giving him?


	“What?”


	“She’s upset. Maybe later.”


	What was up with her? This was important.


	“Just this one thing, okay?” Jack sat next to her. “Tell me about this Osala, Dawn.”


	She took a deep breath. “Well, he’s very rich, lives in a duplex on Fifth Avenue overlooking the park. He said he’d made a promise to my mother to protect me and that’s what he did.”


	“Why aren’t you there now?”


	She looked away. “He kicked me out. He said with Jerry dead, I was in no danger, so his obligation was up. He found me this apartment and—”


	“He chose it for you?”


	“Totally. Even paid the first six months’ rent.”


	Jack couldn’t help a glance at Weezy.


	“What’s wrong?” Dawn said.


	“Weez, can you get me a pen and a piece of paper?”


	“Right here.”


	She plucked a Sharpie and a yellow legal pad from the table. Jack took them and drew a crude figure. He held it up for her.


	“Did you see anything like this around Mister Osala’s house?”


	She shook her head. “Never.”


	Damn.


	“But,” she added, “my obstetrician had something like that on his pocket watch.”


	Jack tensed. “And who set you up with the obstetrician?”


	“Mister Osala.”


	He choked back a whoop. There was the connection: The Order had had its sights on the baby all along. They’d placed Dawn under the wing of a well-heeled member until she delivered, then they dumped her and spirited the baby away.


	The question was, had they searched out Weezy just so they could install Dawn across the hall? Seemed so. But to what end?


	“What’s that symbol mean?” Dawn said.


	He didn’t want to start in on the history of the Septimus Order. Weezy could handle that beautifully, but it wasn’t where he wanted the conversation to go.


	“Just a fraternal order . . . like the Masons.”


	Yeah, I wish.


	“Enough of this,” Weezy said from the kitchen. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”
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	Dawn sipped coffee and nibbled on half of a sesame bagel with nothing on it. Weezy did the same, but was more aggressive with the coffee, draining cup after cup. Jack knew from the time they’d been apartment mates that she had an astounding capacity for caffeine.


	Jack loaded his poppy-seed bagel with cream cheese and chomped.


	“How are you feeling?” Weezy said.


	They hadn’t planned out a good-cop, bad-cop thing, but she seemed to be falling into the more touchy-feely role.


	Dawn looked at her. “You never had a baby?”


	Weezy shook her head.


	“Well, then,” Dawn said, “I’m sore. Not totally sore like I was yesterday, but sore.”


	Jack tried to imagine giving birth. Gave up. He’d tried many times while Gia was pregnant but his mind couldn’t go there.


	He wanted to ask Dawn about her baby but held back. He sensed Weezy tacking in that direction.


	She tapped a finger against her temple. “How are you feeling up here?”


	Dawn frowned. “What do you mean?”


	“Emotionally. You’ve been living in somebody’s house, now you’re on your own. You were pregnant, now you’re not. You just delivered a baby and . . .” Weezy shook her head. “That’s got to get to you.”


	Jack could see Dawn withdrawing, shutting down. Weezy must have sensed it too. She reached out and touched her arm.


	“I’m messing this up. What I’m trying to say is, if you’re ever feeling down or lonely or just want to talk, I’m here all by myself too. I hardly ever go out, and sometimes I get lonely, so any time you want to talk or just come over to sit and read or watch TV with someone else around, feel free.”


	Jack thought Weezy might be laying it on a little thick, acting all mother hennish, which was not Weezy. Then it dawned on him that she wasn’t playing good cop . . . this was genuine.


	Dawn’s voice was thick when she spoke. “Why do you care?”


	Jack wanted the answer too.


	Weezy looked flustered. “I . . . I’m not sure. You needed help yesterday, and you seem, I don’t know . . . lost. I’m just offering to help until you find your bearings.”


	“Lost . . . yeah, you’ve got that right. I was headed for college, everything was going my way, but I screwed up everything.” She looked like she might cry but got on top of it and turned to Jack. “What about you, Mister Thousand Questions? Why do you care?”


	So many reasons . . . most he couldn’t tell her.


	But he knew one, as true as any of the others, that would mean something to her.


	“Because I let your mother down.”


	Dawn blinked. “What? How?”


	“I took too long getting the job done. In my defense, I didn’t know a clock was ticking, and neither did she. She was gone before I could tell her I’d dug up something that would end your relationship with Jerry forever. She loved you fiercely, Dawn, and knew you’d be ruining your life with him.”


	“She had that so right. I just wish I’d seen it.”


	“She was ready to do anything to save you from him. Unfortunately she died not knowing she’d succeeded.”


	Dawn was staring at him. “So she didn’t know about . . . ?”


	Jack shook his head. “I was on my way to tell her. I figured it was news that needed to be delivered face-to-face, but I didn’t get to her in time.”


	“So she died not knowing?”


	He nodded.


	She closed her eyes and let her head fall back. “Thank God!”


	He glanced at Weezy and she gave him a small smile and an approving nod. Approving of what? Comforting her? Gaining her trust? Or both?


	He cocked his head toward Dawn: Your turn.


	“I’m sorry about your baby,” Weezy said. “I won’t pretend that I can imagine how that feels.”


	Dawn straightened and looked at her. “I’m not sure how it feels either. I totally didn’t want the baby—”


	“I can imagine why you wouldn’t,” Weezy said.


	“I even tried to abort it. But now that they tell me he’s dead . . .” She sighed. “You know, it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t, you know, ask to be conceived. He had nothing to do with it. He’s totally an innocent bystander. But after he was born they told me he had neurological problems, ‘incompatible with life’ . . .”


	Remembering Veilleur’s request to find out about the birth defects, Jack said, “Weezy told me they didn’t let you see him?”


	“I got a peek.” She made a face. “He looked hairy . . . black hair all over . . . kind of like a monkey, you know?”


	Weezy said, “That could be lanugo. Some infants are born with a lot of body hair.”


	“I read about that while I was pregnant, but this seemed awfully thick. But that wasn’t the weirdest . . .” She shook her head.


	“What?” Weezy said.


	“I thought he had . . . you’re so not going to believe this.”


	“Try us,” Jack said.


	“Well, it looked . . . I only caught a glimpse . . . but it looked like he had . . . tentacles.”


	Jack felt queasy as he remembered how they’d been making Lovecraftian jokes about the Order’s schemes, but this . . .


	“You mean like an octopus?”


	“No, they didn’t have suckers or anything like that. They looked more like snakes . . . like slim little garter snakes.”


	“Instead of arms?”


	“No, he had arms too, although his fingers looked kind of clawish. Two arms with a tentacle coming from . . . they looked like they were coming from his armpits.”


	Something stirred and rustled in the back of Jack’s mind. Something long buried. He glanced at Weezy and saw she’d gone dead white.


	He was about to ask her if she was all right when Dawn spoke again. She was staring straight ahead, oblivious to both of them.


	“Maybe he’s better off dead—if he’s dead. I mean, they say he is, and I kind of wish I could believe them, but . . .”


	Jack felt like he’d just stuck his finger in a live socket.


	“Wait-wait-wait! You don’t believe he’s dead?”


	She sighed. “I know it sounds totally paranoid, but you probably already think I’m crazy because of the tentacles, so I might as well go for the gold, right? No, I don’t believe he’s dead.”


	“And you base this on . . . ?”


	She shrugged. “Mother’s intuition? Or maybe the way they wouldn’t let me see his body.”


	“What excuse did they give?”


	“Well, he—Doctor Landsman—told me that since I’d already signed the adoption papers, he wasn’t officially mine, and anyway, they’d already sent him to the morgue.”


	Jack glanced at Weezy. Some of her color was back but she didn’t look right. What was upsetting her? Had she made a connection to something she’d read in the Compendium?


	“Did you mention the tentacles?”


	Dawn nodded. “He said I must have been hallucinating from all the stress of the delivery. Well, yeah, I was stressed, but not to the point where I was totally seeing things.”


	“But why do you think this doctor would lie to you?”


	“Ready for more paranoia?”


	Jack had to smile. “Bring it on. I eat it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”


	“Okay. Try this: Doctor Landsman always did the ultrasounds of the baby himself, never his tech, and he’d never let me see them. He’d show Mister Osala, but never me. I’m sure he knew about these deformities in advance, and so did Mister Osala. I’ve done some thinking. I think the adoption papers were fake. I think they’ve taken the baby themselves.”


	“Why?”


	She shrugged. “I don’t know. To experiment on? To put in a sideshow? I don’t know. Call me paranoid if you want, but I just know they’re lying to me. They are so lying to me.”


	Jack debated whether or not to tell her about his call to the morgue. As the mother, didn’t she have a right to know?


	“I don’t think you’re paranoid, Dawn. In fact, I’m pretty damn sure you’re not.”


	She frowned. “What do you mean?”


	“When Weezy told me how they wouldn’t let you see your baby’s body after he died, I had the same thought: No reason in the world they wouldn’t show you unless they couldn’t—because they had no body . . . because he wasn’t dead. Now, granted, I’ve got a suspicious mind that sometimes leads me astray, but more often than not, it’s on target.”


	Dawn straightened. “And this time?”


	“Well, you tell me: No death certificate was filed for a newborn with a Wednesday morning time of death.”


	“I knew it!” She balled a fist. “I’m not crazy!” She looked at Jack and then Weezy. “But where is he? Where’s my baby?”


	“If I had to guess,” Weezy said, “I’d say he’s in this Mister Osala’s house.”


	Dawn gasped. “No way! I was just—”


	“Kicked out,” Jack said, seeing the logic. “You had to go because he was expecting another guest.” He ripped the top sheet off the legal pad and prepared to take notes. “First off, how do you spell his name?”


	“O-s-a-l-a.”


	Jack printed that at the top of the sheet. Something about the name . . . but it wouldn’t come.


	“Okay, now tell me everything you know about Mister Osala and his place . . .”
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	“Jack,” Weezy said as he followed Dawn out the door, “I need to talk to you about something.”


	He watched Dawn disappear into her apartment, then stepped back into Weezy’s. The plan was for him to pay a visit to Osala’s place and see if he could get in and find the baby, or evidence that a baby was living there.


	“What’s up?”


	“Did Dawn’s description of her baby stir up any memories?”


	“Should it?”


	He did remember a faint reaction, but it had been overshadowed by Dawn’s belief that her baby was still alive.


	“Covered with dark hair . . . clawlike hands . . . and tentacles? Ring any bells?”


	“No.”


	“Back when we were teens . . . the basement of the Lodge . . . ?”


	And then it hit.


	“Oh, jeez!”


	. . . the feeling of something coiling around his neck . . . black-furred paws scraping along concrete . . . a snakelike thing—maybe a tentacle—waving in the air . . .


	No wonder she’d gone pale. He was probably looking a little pale himself right now.


	“You don’t think there’s any connection, do you? I mean, how can there be?”


	“Lately I’ve been catching references to q’qrs in the Compendium, so they’re up front in my mind. Srem doesn’t present a drawing of a q’qr—at least I haven’t found one yet. Her references are always oblique because, like so many things in the Compendium, she assumes the reader is already familiar with what she’s discussing. But that thing that chased us back in Johnson seems to fit what I’ve put together about q’qrs. And things that Dawn said about her baby fit too.”


	Jack was having trouble wrapping his mind around that one . . . or maybe his mind simply didn’t want to go there.


	“But q’qrs disappeared with the First Age, what, fifteen thousand years ago.”


	“Maybe not. Maybe some survived the cataclysm.”


	“But Dawn’s baby?”


	“Think about it: Q’qrs were created by the Otherness back in the First Age. Maybe ‘created’ isn’t the best word—genetically retrofitted or repurposed from human DNA is more like it. They became the source of the Taint, what we know as oDNA, which everyone carries to varying degrees. So, in a sense, they’ve never been away. They live on, right here in our genomes.”


	Lots of them lived on in Jack’s genes, and he didn’t like it. But he saw where Weezy was going.


	“I get it. According to Veilleur, Jonah Stevens’s plan was to produce a child—Dawn’s—so packed with oDNA that it would be able to replace the One. You’re thinking he wound up creating a q’qr instead.”


	“Not a real, one hundred percent q’qr, but something close.”


	“But what could the Order want with it?”


	She shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe to use it as a mascot. Maybe they plan to supplant the One themselves.”


	He gave her a look. “What?”


	“I don’t believe that either. Just throwing things out. Whatever their reason, we should know it, don’t you think?”


	“Exactly. That’s why I’m going to pay a visit to Mister Osala.”


	Her expression turned worried. “You’ll be careful, please?”


	“I’m always careful.”


	For some reason he had a feeling he should be especially careful with this Osala guy.
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	The lobby of Osala’s building had an almost cathedral air about it. High-ceilinged but not that high. Maybe it was the wrought iron affixed to the entry door, or the dark wood and pointed arches within that gave it a gothic feel. Maybe it was a cathedral—consecrated to money and set in the ionospheric rent district.


	He noticed two elevators opposite the entrance.


	“Got a repair order for . . .” Jack squinted at the name scrawled on the work order . . . “the Osama elevator.”


	He carried a red steel toolbox and wore oil-smudged overalls.


	“It’s Osala,” the doorman said, giving him a suspicious look. “Repair order from who?”


	He had a small, thin frame and deep brown skin, with short gray hair and a matching beard. He wore a gray uniform with dark red piping and a brass name tag that read MACK. He looked sixtyish and like he’d been around the block a few times.


	Jack shrugged. “From whoever manages this place. I just go where they send me.”


	He handed over the work order and Mack studied it.


	“This says you’re to fix a noise.”


	“That it do.”


	“It ain’t making a noise. It works perfect.”


	Jack shrugged again. “Like I said: I don’t write up the work orders, I just go where I’m sent.”


	Dawn had told him everything she knew about the place. She’d described the Osala duplex in impressive detail but was vague about the rest of the building. One elderly doorman during the day—that would be Mack here—two elevators, one for the exclusive use of Osala’s penthouse. She said the building had been virtually deserted since the holidays, with most of the other tenants fleeing to warmer climes till spring. Even Osala had been “down south” a lot lately.


	Jack liked the virtually deserted part because he might have to improvise. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that because he hated to improvise. But in case it did, he’d applied a droopy mustache and shoved some cotton pledgets between his cheeks and upper gums to change the shape of his face.


	Mack looked at him. “How the hell you gonna stop a noise that ain’t there?”


	“Well, why don’t we put her in motion and see about that. If there’s no noise, I’m outta here.”


	Mack gave him a long stare, then said, “Let’s do that.”


	He led Jack to the elevator on the left, pressed a button, and the ornate doors parted, revealing a good-size elevator.


	“This the one belongs to Osala?” Jack wanted to be sure he was in the right one.


	Mack nodded. “This is it. No one uses it but him and his people. Runs from here to the penthouse. No stops in between.”


	Just like Glaeken’s. Jack knew from Dawn that it had a DOWN button but no UP. It required a key to go up.


	“This Osala . . . he got a first name?”


	“Yeah. ‘Mister.’ ”


	“You don’t sound like you like him much.”


	“Ain’t paid to like people.”


	Mack stepped inside and moved to a rear corner where he folded his hands in front of him, looking like he was waiting for a train.


	Jack held out his hand. “Key?”


	Mack looked surprised. “Didn’t the management give you one?”


	“No. I was planning on using yours.”


	“I don’t have one. Only Osala and his people have keys. Didn’t they tell you?”


	“No.”


	Dawn hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort. Maybe she didn’t know. They hadn’t let her leave the place.


	Damn.


	Okay. Time to improvise. He looked at the lock: small keyhole, no brand name. He didn’t have a bump key for this. These mini-locks could be a royal pain to pick because of their tiny pins. Then too, Mack could be lying.


	He held out his hand. “Give me your keys.”


	Mack looked at him like he’d grown another head. “You on crack? I ain’t giving you my keys.”


	Jack really didn’t want to do this, but time was running out. He pulled the Glock from the small of his back and pointed it between Mack’s eyes.


	“Please?”


	Mack pressed back into the corner. “Easy with that! I’m telling you I ain’t got a key!”


	“I’m not convinced. Hand them over.”


	Mack straightened, steely determination hardening his eyes and setting his jaw.


	“No.”


	Jack couldn’t believe this.


	“In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a hollowpoint-loaded semiauto aimed at your head. You have any idea what one of these rounds will do to your brain?”


	“Go ahead. Shoot. You’re not getting my keys.”


	Aw no. He did not need this.


	“Look. If, as you say, you don’t have the key, then what’s the harm in letting me check?”


	Listen to me. I’ve got the gun, and I’m reasoning with him.


	“Got the keys to other people’s apartments on that ring. They trust me with them. I can’t let you have them.”


	Jack bared his teeth and leaned closer, looking as tough as he could.


	“Would they want you to die for that key ring?”


	He shook his head. “Don’t matter. This ain’t about them. This is about me. You can’t have it.”


	“What if you don’t die? What if you just get your kneecaps blown off?”


	Mack kept shaking his gray head. “I ain’t giving it to you.”


	Jack wanted to break something. Of all the doormen in the city, he had to run into one with a sense of duty.


	Jack pulled him from the wall and forced him down till he was face-first on the floor of the cab. Pinning him with a knee in the center of his back, he holstered the Glock and pulled out his lockpick gun. Using that and a small tension bar, it took him only a few seconds to turn the lock.


	The doors closed and the elevator started up.


	“Do you really not have the key?” Jack said, pulling Mack back to his feet.


	He dusted off his uniform. “I told you I didn’t.”


	Jack helped brush him off. “Sorry about the dirt. But you didn’t answer the question. You got a key or not?”


	“Yeah, I got a key. Fire regs say I gotta have one.”


	Jack inspected the ornate ceiling of the cab.


	“They have video surveillance here?”


	“Of course.”


	Of course. That meant someone could be watching them right now. Dawn had mentioned a big driver and all-around helper named Georges. Maybe him? Maybe Osala himself? Or maybe no one because no one knew the elevator was in operation.


	The cab stopped and the doors opened into a tiled foyer. With one hand behind him on the grip of the Glock, Jack used the other to push Mack out ahead of him. He followed and glanced around.


	Empty.


	He looked for something to stick between the elevator doors to keep them from closing, but found nothing. The foyer was bare of furnishings. In fact . . .


	“How many home right now?” Jack whispered as the elevator doors slid closed behind them.


	“No one.”


	“You’re sure?”


	“Absolutely. They all moved out last night. The movers finished hauling out the last of the furniture just before you showed up.”


	Shit.


	“You could have told me.”


	Mack smiled, showing a gold tooth. “Would you have believed me?”


	“Guess not.”


	“Besides, ain’t none of your beeswax.”


	Jack suppressed a laugh. “ ‘Beeswax’? How old are you?”


	“Older than you’ll ever be.”


	Jack stared at him a moment. “You might be right about that, but let’s hope not.”


	Jack wandered up and down the central hall. Not a stick of furniture anywhere. And it felt empty.


	“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”


	“You were supposed to be fixing an elevator. Didn’t matter who was home. What do you want here anyway? You come here to kill someone?”


	That surprised Jack. “What makes you think that?”


	“Well, you’re carrying.”


	“I always carry. You wouldn’t have happened to notice a baby being taken in or out, would you?”


	“Never.” He stared at Jack. “You’re not a cop. So what are you?”


	“A nobody.”


	Mack pressed the elevator button and the door opened.


	“Well, Mister Nobody,” he said as they got in, “you gotta work on your tough-guy act.”


	Jack hid a smile. “Yeah? Where’d I fail?”


	Mack hit the DOWN button.


	“Shoulda bashed me with your gun the first time I said no. Real tough guy woulda dented my skull for that. When you didn’t, I knew you was mostly show.”


	Jack shrugged. “Not many jollies in pistol-whipping a skinny old man just for doing his job.”


	“Ain’t old.”


	“So . . . when you told me to go ahead and shoot, you knew I wouldn’t.”


	His smile was sheepish. “You don’t look like you have it in you, so I was pretty sure.”


	“ ‘Pretty sure’? Tell me the truth: Would you have taken a bullet for that key ring?”


	“Don’t know. I would’ve hoped whoever was on the other end of that gun wouldn’t shoot.”


	“But you weren’t going to give up that key ring.”


	He shook his head “Uh-uh.”


	Jack pressed him. “It’s only a set of keys.”


	Mack held his gaze. “I think you know what I’m talking about.”


	“I think I do, Mack. I think I do.”


	He really liked this old guy.


	“What’s the ‘Mack’ stand for? I’ve got a feeling your mother didn’t name you that.”


	“Yeah, she kind of did: McKinley’s on my birth certificate.”


	“Last name?”


	“First.”


	“Oh, right. Next you’ll be telling me your last name’s Morganfield.”


	He gave Jack a look. “You a blues hound?”


	“Better believe it.”


	He smiled. “Well, the last name ain’t Morganfield, but I am the Hoochie Coochie Man.”


	“That you are. No question about it.”


	The doors opened onto the lobby and they both stepped out.


	“All right,” Jack said. “Osala’s gone, left the building for good. You’ve got no obligation to him anymore. So what can you tell me about him?”


	Mack looked around the empty lobby, then shrugged. “Ain’t much to tell. Strange duck, I can tell you that. Not like I’d know from anything he ever said, because I don’t think he ever spoke to me. Had his people do it for him. Usually his housekeeper, Gilda, did his talking. Lemme tell you, there’s a lady with a face I wouldn’t want to come home to every night. And if it’s not her, it’s his driver-gofer. Used to be a guy named Henry, but he quit or got fired last year. Liked him. Now it’s Georges who’s got this kinda French accent. Won’t miss either of them. Come to think of it, I ain’t sure Mister Osala’s ever even looked at me. Not once.”


	“What’s he do?”


	“For a living? Damn if I know. Got lotsa money, that’s for sure. Need a ton to own this place and have all that plastic surgery.”


	“Whoa-whoa-whoa! Plastic surgery?”


	“Well, it’s gotta be. His looks changed last year. He started off this lily-white guy somewhere like forty or so, and now he’s darker, like a Latino or something, and younger. Even looks smaller, though I don’t know how he did that.”


	“You mean he darkened his skin?”


	“Yeah, though not as bad as Michael Jackson lightened his. Sort of like a good tan. And grew a mustache . . . like he was going for the Latin-lover look or something.”


	Dawn hadn’t mentioned that. Maybe because she’d grown used to it.


	“Where’d he go?”


	Mack shrugged. “Never said.”


	“Well, he must have left a forwarding address.”


	“Not with me.”


	“What happens if a package arrives?”


	“I don’t know. I suppose he’ll have Georges stop by now and then and pick it up.”


	Jack narrowed his eyes. “You sure?”


	“Absolutely.”


	Jack pretended to reach behind him for the Glock. “Don’t make me use this.”


	Mack waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Sure you will. I’d tell you if he left a number, but I wouldn’t give it to you.”


	Jack laughed and offered the man his hand. “I don’t know what these folks pay you, Mack, but it can’t be enough.”


	Mack gave his hand a firm shake. “You got that right.”


	As Jack pushed through the door into the tiny vestibule before the sidewalk, he glanced at the directory of tenants, listed in order of their floor. He froze when he saw the top name.


	MR OSALA


	Again . . . something about it . . .


	And then he knew.


	
“Holy shit!”


	He turned and slammed back through the door and strode toward Mack. The man turned at his approach and backed up two steps when he saw him.


	“Jesus God! What—?”


	“Osala,” Jack said. “You work for him?”


	“N-no. I work for the building.”


	“And you don’t have any idea where he’s gone?”


	“No, I told you. And I take back what I said about you.”


	The remark surprised Jack.


	“What?”


	“About you not having it in you to kill someone. You do. What happened?”


	“Why do you think something happened?”


	“Your face. You look ready for murder.”


	Jack realized he was.


	Mack stepped closer. “What set you off?”


	“An anagram,” Jack said. “A lousy goddamn anagram.”


	7


	“You really think this is necessary?” Weezy said.


	Despite the gravity of the situation, Jack had to suppress a smile. Weezy looked ridiculous in the oversize worn cloth coat, babushka, and huge sunglasses he’d picked up in a secondhand shop on his way over.


	“You’ve been made, Weezy.”


	“You really think they’re watching?”


	“I didn’t see anyone outside, but they could have someone parked in an apartment across the street keeping an eye on the front entrance. We can’t risk leading them to Veilleur.”


	She distastefully inspected the rubber tips of the four-footed cane he’d picked up along with the clothes. “Why don’t I just teleconference the meeting? I don’t have to be there in person.”


	“You know we’re not set up for that. And besides, I need you there with the Compendium.”


	“Gonna give me a hint of what it’s about?”


	“Has to do with the One. I’ll explain the rest when we’re all together.”


	“You looked upset when you showed up. Still do.”


	He’d been kicking himself for missing the anagram.


	“You’ll understand later—if we ever stop talking and get you out of here.”


	“Okay, okay. I’m ready. But . . .” She looked at the warning on the exit door before them. “It’s alarmed.”


	He’d scouted her apartment building’s rear before approaching her with the plan. They now stood before the exit door that opened onto an alley that led to the neighboring street.


	“That’s okay.” He held up a rectangular metal wafer. “We have this.”


	“And that is . . . ?”


	“A magnet. All I—”


	“What kind?”


	“NIB. I don’t know what that stands for but—”


	“Neodymium, iron, and boron. Those things are powerful.”


	He stared at her. “How do you . . . ? Never mind.”


	She looked up at the magnetic contact on the doorframe. “You’re assuming that’s a closed circuit sensor.”


	He sighed. Was there anything she didn’t know?


	“It’s too new not to be. I’m going to—”


	“—slip it between the magnet and the sensor to keep the circuit closed. Cool. Let see.”


	He did just that and the NIB wafer snapped up against the sensor. Jack pushed on the door but it wouldn’t budge.


	Weezy pointed to the handle labeled PULL. “Another Midvale graduate, I see.”


	Jack sighed as he pulled on the handle. “Class of eighty-seven. We’re everywhere.” He opened the door an inch. When no alarm sounded he said, “Vy-oh-la.”


	“My hero.”


	A slew of memories peppered him.


	“You used to say that to me when we were kids.”


	“I didn’t mean it then.”


	Jack let that slide.


	“Okay . . . time to get into character.”


	Weezy hunched her back, knocked her knees so she was flat-footed, then stepped through the door into the alleyway. Jack watched her wobble toward the other street, then closed the door and removed the magnet. She’d catch a cab while he went out the way he’d come in. They’d meet at the Lady’s.
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	“I can’t believe I didn’t see it.”


	Mr. Osala . . . Rasalom.


	Jack still hadn’t forgiven himself for missing that anagram. Jerk.


	Rasalom . . . the Adversary . . . the One . . . right under their collective noses.


	“Neither did I,” Weezy said. “Because we weren’t seeing it. We were only hearing it.”


	“But I wrote it down.”


	“You only wrote ‘Osala.’ Kind of hard to scope out an anagram without all the letters present.”


	Veilleur spoke from the end of the table. “Failing to recognize the anagram is of little importance now. But its simple existence is important—and instructive.”


	Jack had called Veilleur and then Weezy as soon as he’d left Mack. They’d rushed to the Lady’s apartment and settled into their usual positions around her big table.


	“How so?” Jack said. “I thought using anagrams of his name was his MO.”


	“It has been. For millennia. In fact it was an anagram—Molasar—that allowed me to track him to Wallachia and eventually imprison him in the keep.”


	“He could name himself anything,” Jack said. “Why’s he so fixated on that one?”


	Veilleur leaned back. “I guess you could say it’s cultural. Names were important back in the First Age, especially to those serving the Otherness. He has three names. The first was given by his parents and that one is lost to antiquity. The other two he acquired when he was elevated to the Seven.”


	“I’ve read about the Seven,” Weezy said, patting the ever-present Compendium of Srem. “They were sort of the Otherness’s joint chiefs of staff.”


	Veilleur nodded. “Correct. But they were more than that. They were rulers as well. They governed the land controlled by the forces of the Otherness. The man who later became the One was the last to join, and the others lived to rue the day they allowed him in.”


	“I also read about how he became known as the One,” Weezy said. “Because of him, the Seven were eventually reduced to . . . One.”


	“Exactly. But when he was inducted he was allowed to choose a seven-character name by which the world would know him.”


	Jack said, “What’s with all the sevens?”


	Weezy patted the Compendium again. “According to this, I gather the Otherness uses a base-seven counting system.”


	“In an arcane ceremony,” Veilleur said, “the Adversary was also given a name by the Otherness—again, seven characters. Each of the Seven had a similar name—their Other Name—composed of the same seven characters. That name was kept secret from the world and known only to the other members of the Seven.”


	“I see the hubris,” Weezy said. “He can’t use his Other Name because that one must remain secret. But the R-name is entwined with his identity as the One, so he refuses to drop it for another.”


	Veilleur smiled. “Exactly the way I see it. It’s not that he can’t break an old habit—he won’t break it. Hubris is at work. And hubris is a very human failing.”


	“So?”


	“So never forget that: He is human.”


	Jack remembered his encounter with Rasalom in Florida, and here in the city last winter.


	“Well, he’s the only human I know who can walk on water and float in the air.”


	“He can?” Weezy said with a shocked expression. “You never told—”


	“I will. Later. Promise.”


	“He may be an extraordinary human,” Veilleur said, “but he’s still human, with all the faults and foibles of any other human. Just because he can measure his years in millennia—”


	“As can you,” Jack said.


	“Ah, but I look my age, he doesn’t. And never will. As a result, there’s a tendency to think of him and react to him as some sort of demigod. But he has human faults. One of them is, as I said, hubris. Another is a certain pettiness of spirit.”


	Jack perked up. That sounded exploitable.


	“How so?”


	“He is incapable of letting go of a slight. If he has been injured, he must retaliate. Time will not lessen his need. He will bide his time and wait for the right moment to inflict the most pain. Then he will strike, and feast on that pain.”


	“How does that help us?”


	Veilleur frowned. “I’m not sure yet. The doorman told you he’d changed his appearance?”


	“ ‘Latin lover’ was how he described it.”


	Veilleur nodded. “We can only guess why he’d do that. Not for anything to do with his mission for the Otherness, I’ll bet. I believe it’s personal. And I believe that is where he might be vulnerable.”


	Jack felt a tingle of anticipation. “You mean it may be coming time to make a move against him?”


	Veilleur shook his head. “Sorry, Jack, but we can’t risk any head-to-head confrontations. You know that.”


	Jack balled his fists under the table. No point in arguing. They’d been over this too many times already.


	“Then what?”


	“I don’t know. But I’m going to investigate. Perhaps we can use your skills and ingenuity to make something backfire on him. Who is to say?”


	Better than nothing, Jack guessed.


	“He is also impatient,” Veilleur added. “He was reborn in 1968 and has run into no opposition since. He senses that something is amiss on our side—”


	“And he’s right,” Jack said.


	Veilleur nodded. “Yes, he is right. But that very lack of opposition causes suspicion. He paid a terrible price for letting his guard down in the fifteenth century. He won’t do that again. But that does not leaven his impatience. And his impatience may trump his caution . . . again, presenting us with an opening.”


	An opening for what? Jack wondered. An opportunity to sit on our hands some more?


	“That’s all fine and good,” Weezy said, “but where does Dawn fit in?”


	Jack wasn’t following. “We’re not going to involve her.”


	“She is involved. Ras—I mean R has been hiding her for nearly a year. And as soon as she has the baby, he moves her out.”


	“Which means he has plans for the baby and not for her.”


	Weezy gave him an arch look. “Oh, really? Let’s think about that. He didn’t just kick her out, he moved her into her own place, and guess where that place is.”


	Veilleur said, “I was concerned about that before I knew who Osala was,” Veilleur said. “Now that I know . . .”


	“There are no coincidences here,” the Lady said.


	That was old news, but the words never failed to send a chill through Jack.


	He turned to Weezy. “Okay, maybe he does have plans for her. But where do you fit in? You were a threat to his plans for the Fhinntmanchca, but that’s over and done. So why would he be interested in you now?”


	“It somehow involves the baby,” she said. “I’ll bet my life on it.”


	Veilleur’s expression was grim. “Not a wager to take lightly where the One is concerned.”


	Weezy swallowed and nodded. “Oh, right.”


	Veilleur leaned forward. “Did Dawn mention anything to you about the infant’s ‘deformities’?”


	Weezy’s hand flew to her mouth. “Ohmygod! In all the clamor about the anagram, I forgot.”


	He raised his eyebrows. “Well?”


	“She said it had black hair all over its body, little clawed hands, and . . . a tentacle coming out of each armpit.”


	Jack would have said simply that it looked like what a q’qr was supposed to look like, but Weezy was obviously letting Veilleur draw his own conclusion. And he did—with a bang.


	He slammed his hands on the table and straightened from his seat.


	“What?”


	Even the Lady seemed shocked. “Please tell me you’re joking.”


	Weezy shook her head. “That’s what she told us.”


	Veilleur dropped back into his seat. “This shouldn’t be. And yet it makes a strange sort of sense.”


	“Does it? Dawn giving birth to a quasi q’qr?” He glanced at Weezy. “We figure there’s still some human in that baby.”


	“Correct,” said Veilleur. “It’s not one hundred percent what you call oDNA. But obviously it has enough to take on the appearance of a q’qr.”


	“That’s what I thought,” Weezy said. “A hybrid displaying the q’qr phenotype.”


	“Whatever,” Jack said. “The big question, as I see it, is why is a baby q’qr so important? I mean, important enough for R himself to keep Dawn as a houseguest all through her pregnancy and for the Order’s doctors to guide her through labor and then whisk the baby away as soon as he’s born?”


	“I don’t have the answer to that,” Veilleur said. “Let me tell you what I know about the baby’s genesis. For that we have to go back to the First Age.”


	“That’s fifteen thousand years,” Jack said. “The baby’s only two days old.”


	“But the Taint that fills him is ancient. You know about the q’qr race.”


	Weezy said, “Genetically altered humans created by the Otherness to fight its battles—its own private Mongol horde.”


	“Exactly. They multiplied like bacteria and overran everything in their path. A weapon designed to wipe them out misfired and killed only their females. So they mated with human women but human DNA trumped oDNA every time. Their offspring carried the Taint, but no new q’qrs were born. Their line was at a dead end. When the last one was killed, the q’qr race was extinct.”


	Weezy said, “I think the last q’qr died in 1983.”


	Veilleur gave her a strange look.


	“One used to live on your property in the Pines, Mister Foster. Jack and I ran into it—the last one I’m sure—when we were teens. We’re pretty sure it drowned.”


	He frowned. “You’re quite sure?”


	“Quite.”


	“How odd. But not impossible. A q’qr can be killed, but if left alone, it lives on and on.”


	“Immortal?” Weezy said.


	“In a sense, yes.”


	Jack didn’t care much about that q’qr. Dawn’s was the one that mattered.


	“Can we get back on topic? Why do the One and the Order want this quasi-q’qr baby?”


	“Again, I can’t even hazard a guess. Though I doubt the One is personally changing diapers, he does seem to have taken the child under his wing.”


	“Or the Order has. Dawn mentioned that her OB man had the Order’s sigil on his watch.”


	Weezy frowned. “You don’t think they’re going to worship him or anything like that, do you?”


	Veilleur barked a laugh. “Oh, I doubt that very much. The Septimus Order has its roots in the First Age. Its leaders took orders from the Seven and marshaled the q’qr armies. They had nothing but contempt for their filthy, ignorant, brutal charges. In fact, when the Order executed one of its own for treachery or a high crime, they q’qred them.”


	“Meaning?”


	“Meaning they would cut off his forearms at the elbows and shove them into his armpits as a show of contempt.”


	Jack stiffened and glanced at Weezy, only to find her staring at him.


	“Mister Boruff!” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.


	“Who?” Veilleur said.


	Jack turned back to him. “A corpse we stumbled on in the Pine Barrens when we were kids—on your property, in fact—turned out to be a member of the Order, and he’d been killed that way.”


	“To mimic the form of a q’qr,” Weezy added. “We never dreamed . . . no one had ever seen the Kicker Man back then.”


	“Speaking of which,” Jack said, “if the q’qrs were fashioned by the seven-crazy Otherness, why do they have only six limbs instead of seven?”


	Instead of answering, Veilleur turned to Weezy and pointed to the Compendium. “Do you think you could find the Order’s sigil in there and trace it for me?”


	“I’ll try.” She opened the book and began flipping through it. “With the way the pages shift around, finding anything in here is a real challenge.” But only a few seconds later she stopped. “Well, I’ll be. Got one.”


	She grabbed a pen and began tracing, then handed the sheet to him. Veilleur held it up for Jack to see.


	“Now,” Veilleur said to Weezy, “may I have one of your markers?”


	Weezy handed him one of her ever-present Sharpies and he went to work on the tracing.


	“It’s true that q’qrs do not have seven limbs, but their symbol, the one they left behind wherever they pillaged and slaughtered, the one Hank Thompson has misinterpreted as the Kicker Man, has seven points.”


	He held up his handiwork.


	“And so, the rule of seven holds.”


	Jack shook his head in wonder. “It fits right into the sigil. I never saw it, never guessed.”


	“Everything is connected,” Veilleur said. “Everything.”


	“But we still don’t know why the One is protecting this baby instead of disposing of it. Because if he wanted it gone, he wouldn’t have waited for its birth; he’d have killed Dawn last year and been done with it. Someone’s got plans for that baby.”


	“Then those plans must include me,” Weezy said. “Else why would he install the baby’s mother across the hall?”


	Jack had been thinking along those same lines.


	Veilleur said, “What puzzles me more is the obviousness of the move. The One is devious. He’s practiced at the art of misdirection. A blind man could see through this.”


	“Maybe that’s the point,” Weezy said. “Maybe we’re supposed to see through it. Maybe its real purpose is to cause us to spin our wheels in confusion while the plan to bring down the Internet”—she glanced at the Lady—“and you, goes forward.”


	Jack shook his head. “Well, he’s confusing me. Does he want us looking for Dawn’s baby or not?”


	“Maybe he doesn’t care,” Weezy said. “Maybe he’s so confident the Internet will fall that he feels we’re irrelevant now, and he’s just playing with our heads.”


	Veilleur pushed himself up from the chair. “Weezy is right. If the assault on the Internet succeeds, these questions will be irrelevant. We must find a way to save the Internet.”


	If I’d been allowed to find and take out Rasalom, Jack thought, this conversation would never have happened, because it would be irrelevant.


	“Yes, please,” the Lady said. “I like it here. I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want you to suffer what will befall you if I am taken away.”


	Veilleur stared at her a moment, seemingly appraising her, then turned to Jack.


	“May I ask you a couple of favors, Jack?”


	“Sure.”


	“Would you drive me out to Queens tonight?”


	“Sure. When?”


	“Around midnight or so?”


	Jack frowned. “Where do you want to go at midnight?”


	“A graveyard. Would you be so kind as to bring along a two-gallon container of gasoline?”


	“Um . . . okay. Can I ask what you need it for?”


	“I’m going to help someone start a fire.”


	“Well, as I always say, set a fire for a man and he’s warm for a day; set him on fire and he’s warm for the rest of his life.”


	Weezy punched his arm. “Jack!”


	But Veilleur’s expression was stricken. “How did you know?”


	SATURDAY
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	“Bayside?” Jack said as he headed for the Queensboro Bridge. “What’s over there?”


	He’d pulled up in front of Veilleur’s building in his big black Crown Vic at about 12:10 and found him waiting at the curb. The old guy had given him the destination as he’d settled into the roomy front seat.


	“A cemetery.”


	Jack felt his gut clench. “That wouldn’t be Saint Ann’s, would it?”


	“Yes. How did you know?”


	“I’m familiar with it. My . . . daughter is buried there.”


	“Oh, yes. You mentioned her. Emma, correct?”


	Jack nodded, his throat thick. She’d never been born, never officially lived, but she was far enough along in gestation and might have survived if not for the trauma Gia had suffered.


	“I’m sorry,” Veilleur said. “Had I known, I would have asked someone else.”


	He found his voice. “No, it’s fine. Gia and I go out there every so often and visit her grave.”


	Veilleur shook his head. “Terrible thing to have to bury a child.”


	“Have you—? Never mind. Of course you have.”


	Over the span of the millennia he’d lived, Veilleur must have buried many children. Then Jack realized with a start that he’d lived long enough to bury all his children.


	“Too many times. It wasn’t so hard with the old ones—the sons and daughters who had lived a full life and eventually became sickly and decrepit with age. But the children who die as little ones . . . no matter how often you go through it, that ordeal does not get a bit easier.”


	They drove in silence for a while, with Jack wondering how many children Veilleur had sired through the ages.


	“Do you remember them? All of them?”


	A sigh. “All of them. They ran the gamut from the saintly to the downright evil.”


	“Evil? You had an evil child?”


	He nodded. “A number of them. Some people are simply born bad. They grow up bad. There’s no accounting for it. A couple of them, well, I had to end their lives myself.”


	Jack swallowed. “Kill your own child?”


	“Twice, yes. They weren’t children, they were grown men, and they were killers. This was in times without much in the way of civilization, no ‘authorities’ who could arrest them, no medications to treat them, no jails to lock them up. But they had to be stopped. They couldn’t be allowed to go on raping and killing whenever they felt an urge in their loins or became angry. So it fell to their father to stop them.”


	Jack tried to imagine . . .


	“There was no one else?”


	“How could I let someone else kill one of my sons? I’d brought him into the world. He was my responsibility.” He rolled his shoulders. “Can we talk about something else?”


	“Yeah. Sure.”


	Gladly.


	Jack said nothing for a while, too dazed by the thought of having to kill your own child. What kind of world had it been between civilizations? Rule by brute force . . . survival of the fittest . . .


	Veilleur—Glaeken—had survived all that. The stories this man could tell . . .


	In an effort to break the silence and change the subject, he said, “I’m pretty sure you won’t be able to get in Saint Ann’s at this hour.”


	“I won’t need to.”


	He remembered the two-gallon can sitting behind his seat.


	“I brought the gas.”


	“I know. I can smell it. Thank you.”


	“Mind telling me what this trip is all about?”


	“I’d be glad to if I could, but I’m not sure myself. All I can say is that someone does not rest easy in the soil of Saint Ann’s.”


	“ ‘Not easy’ . . . we’re not talking a vampire or anything like that, are we?”


	Veilleur made an amused sound, not quite a laugh. “No, nothing so prosaic, I’m afraid. The inhabitant of this unmarked grave is human, or was, but somehow, in some way, it has been infused with the Otherness.”


	“You mean oDNA?”


	“No. It’s something from without. This is the One’s doing.”


	Remembering something from one of his trips to St. Ann’s, Jack said, “There’s a patch of ground there where nothing will grow. I got that from a very frustrated groundskeeper. No matter what he does, nothing will germinate or survive on this oblong patch.”


	Veilleur was nodding. “That’s the grave. I visit it every so often, trying to decipher its purpose, what it means.”


	“And . . . ?”


	“I remain baffled. But I have a feeling a few of my questions may be answered tonight.”


	“How do these ‘feelings’ work?”


	He shrugged. “I’m not sure. After millennia of being connected to the Ally and fighting the One, I suppose I became sensitized. No doubt I lost some of that sensitivity along with my immortality, but enough remains to sense singularities and incongruities, and sometimes a coalescing and intersecting of forces. That’s what I sense happening at Saint Ann’s.”


	“You think the One’s got a plan going?”


	“I’m certain he has a number of plans running congruently. That’s been the pattern of our struggle down the millennia: We both adhered to the practice of having a backup plan already in motion in case the current strategy fails. But I have a feeling—and I can’t say why—that this has nothing to do with opening the way for the Otherness. I sense this is somehow personal.”


	Jack remembered something Mack had said.


	“Guy I talked to yesterday says the One’s been involved in something ‘down south,’ but didn’t know much beyond that.” He glanced at Veilleur. “What’s your plan B?”


	“I don’t even have plan A. I’m out of this, Jack. I’m old and I’m tired. I can no longer lead. I can serve only in an advisory capacity.”


	Swell. But Jack had known that.


	“And what do you advise?”


	“Stay away from that baby. Other than that . . .” He shrugged.


	Jack pounded his fist on the steering wheel. “What? How do we fight back without going after the One or the Order? It’s like punching smoke.”


	Especially frustrating since Rasalom was no longer smoke. The realization that he had been living for the last ten months—at least—right across Central Park from Rasalom had gnawed at Jack since he’d seen that name on the tenants list. He’d been right there. And if he could be located, he could be followed. And if he could be followed, a routine could be established. And if a routine could be established, a trap could be set. And if a trap could be set, one with a big enough payload . . .


	The One becomes the None.


	And then it’s: Okay, Otherness . . . now what?


	They drove the rest of the way in silence.


	Eventually Jack stopped before the cemetery’s locked gates. He expected to wait with Veilleur but the old guy surprised him by opening his door and getting out.


	“Wait. Where are you going?”


	“They should be along soon.”


	“Who?”


	“That’s what I’m here to find out. May I have the gasoline?”


	A cold breeze sliced at Jack as he got out and retrieved the can from behind his seat.


	“You’re gonna freeze your butt off.”


	Veilleur took the can. “I’ll be fine. I’ve endured much colder.”


	Jack noted his heavy topcoat, scarf, homburg, and leather gloves. Yeah, he’d come prepared.


	“You’re sure you don’t want me to wait?”


	“Positive. I think this will work better if I am alone. Can I call you if I need a ride back?”


	“Sure.”


	Veilleur waved with his cane and walked off, following the sidewalk that ran along the cemetery’s high wall. Jack watched him for a moment, then slid back into the car and headed back to the city.


	He turned on the radio and the Stones’ “Miss You” was playing. Loved this song. Usually when it came on he’d empty his head and just follow the bass line. But tonight it made him think of Gia. He wished he was heading to her place instead of his.


	2


	What are the chances? Kewan wondered as he spliced the wires from the garage door opener receiver to the wires from the two blasting caps. Had to be one in a zillion, but still a chance.


	He’d spent the past two days hooking up receivers to the Semtex and C4 he’d positioned earlier in the week. Kewan would have preferred using cell phones, but the high-ups were expecting transmissions to be iffy when kablooie time came, so these were better. Better for the high-ups maybe. Kewan didn’t want to be anywhere near this stuff when it went off. Not that the explosions would cause much damage above ground—maybe a little flying pavement, maybe the world’s worst potholes—but someone might see him and connect him. The cell would be so much easier and safer. He could sit in a bar on the other side of the world and trigger these things.


	At least it was only moderately cold down here. Not like topside where the wind screamed across the fields and scoured the pavement.


	Okay. The wires were all twisted up inside their splice caps. Now the weird part—powering up the receiver.


	Yeah-yeah-yeah. He knew it was crazy, but what if someone driving nearby just happened to press his garage door opener transmitter at the very moment Kewan installed the batteries, and that transmitter just happened to send the same signal programmed into this receiver?


	Kablooie.


	But he’d done a shitload of these and it hadn’t happened yet. So he took a breath and powered it up. Still holding that breath, he duct-taped the receiver to the fiber optic cable, then headed for the manhole.


	Only a couple more left, then he’d go on standby, waiting for the signal to start activating these receivers.


	He stuck his little periscope through one of the holes in the manhole cover. All clear, so he pushed up and crawled out.


	As he trotted for the shadows where the car hid, his heart rate kicked up. Not from exertion but excitement. Not long now before everything started falling apart. And he’d be partly responsible for the breakdown.


	As he drove away he fought the temptation to shove some batteries into the transmitter and press the button. That would guarantee him the honor of firing the first shot. But it also guaranteed him a shitload of trouble if it tipped off the cops and ATF and all the powers that be that trouble was coming.


	No, he’d be patient.
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	The phone woke Jack.


	As he thumbed the TALK button he realized with a start that it was morning and he hadn’t heard from Veilleur about a ride back from the cemetery. Had he caught a cab? Not an easy task in Bayside in the wee hours of the morning. He hoped the old guy hadn’t frozen out there. Maybe this was him.


	“Yeah?”


	“Jack, this is Munir.”


	Uh-oh.


	“Trouble?”


	“Yes. But not personal. I think I know what the Jihad virus intends to do.”


	“What?”


	“I will need to show you. Can you come over?”


	“Sure. On my way.”


	Great, he thought as he pulled on some clothes. The first step toward stopping it is figuring out what it’s gonna do.


	He hurried out into the cold, grabbed a coffee from a cart on Amsterdam, and hopped into a cab for Munir’s. On the way to Turtle Bay he called Veilleur.


	“Yes, I’m fine, Jack. Thanks for your concern. I met two fellows who gave me a ride home. In fact they’re here right now. I’m making them breakfast. Care to join us?”


	“Gotta see Munir. He might have figured out something on the virus.”


	“Interesting. Keep me informed.”


	Met two guys . . . brought them home . . . making them breakfast? Was Veilleur losing a few marbles?


	At the Habib apartment, Munir pressed a finger to his lips as he opened the door.


	“Barbara and Robby are still asleep.”


	He led Jack to his study with the multiple computers and monitors, then began tapping on one of the keyboards.


	“I’ve isolated the stolen game code in the virus.”


	“So they’re going to make everyone play World of Warcraft? Or maybe World of Jihadcraft?”


	He said it facetiously but the humor—scant and dubious, he’d admit—was lost on Munir.


	“I told you, I do not believe followers of Islam would countenance what was done to me. It must be someone else.”


	Might as well tell him.


	“It is. The Septimus Order is behind it.”


	He frowned. “Septimus Order . . . I’ve heard of them. Aren’t they like the Elks or the Moose Lodge? Or Masons?”


	“They love you to think that.”


	The frown edged into a faint smile. “Are you going to tell me that they’re a globe-spanning secret society like the Illuminati, plotting to take over the world?”


	“If only.”


	Munir stared at him. “You’re serious.”


	“Deadly—as in Russ, as in Valez. As you said: Well organized, well financed.”


	Munir sat silent for a while, then, “I dismissed you when you said they wanted to bring down the Internet. I thought they wanted to use it for their own purposes, control it rather than destroy it. Mainly because I didn’t think it possible to bring down the Internet. Now . . .”


	This was what Jack had come for.


	“Now what?”


	He shrugged. “If the botnet created by Jihad four/twenty is anywhere near as extensive as theorized, I think they can do it. As a matter of fact, I’m sure they can do it.”


	Jack had suspected this had been the purpose of the virus all along, but to hear it confirmed by a man whose stolen code had been spliced into it . . . chilling.


	“How?”


	“I’ve been baffled from the start as to how an online gaming enhancement program could be of use to hackers. Then I realized they’d utilized only my video transfer protocol and scrapped the rest.”


	“I’m not sure what that means.”


	“I developed a way of rapidly transferring video between a player’s computer and an online game server. It uses a lot of bandwidth while running, but the beauty of it is it doesn’t run for long. Russ loved it, called it the ‘primo feature’ of the package. Thinking about it now, I’m sure that was what he must have talked about to his fellow hackers. The wrong person overheard, and now . . . he’s dead and my family’s life is changed forever.”


	Jack saw Munir’s throat work as he blinked a few times. He gave him a moment. Jack felt bad about Russ too. A sweet, harmless guy.


	“Okay,” he said finally, “how does this bring down the Internet?”


	Munir cleared his throat. “By overloading it. I’m not saying this is what the virus intends, but considering that it’s created a billion-unit botnet that has high-bandwidth video transfer capability, that capability could be used to send video back and forth between all the computers on the botnet.”


	“I can see how that would jam up the computers, but how would that affect the Internet?”


	“Imagine all the computers in the botnet simultaneously spewing tons of network traffic. Imagine computers all across the world overloading their ISPs. Not only is each ISP inundated with network traffic, but they keep trying to communicate with servers and Web sites across the world, over and over again, all at the same time. They have tremendous capacity, but they have their limits. Eventually, the whole Net grinds to a halt. Look what happened when Michael Jackson died. There were so many posts and searches about him that Google and Twitter slowed to a crawl. And those were just text, which is nothing compared to video. Even so, they thought they were under a DDoS attack.”


	“That denial of service you told me about?”


	“Yes. A distributed denial of service attack. That’s when hackers stream enormous amounts of data from a botnet at a specific target in an attempt to crash its servers.”


	“Why?”


	“Because they can, I suppose. It’s happened to the social networking sites numerous times; back in 2008 a group called ‘Anonymous’ crashed the Scientology site with a DDoS. If you overload a Web site with too much traffic, eventually it cannot keep up. All the users’ connections to the site time out, and the site appears dead. This Jihad botnet could use my protocol to inundate servers all over the world.”


	“You’re sure?”


	“I’m positive. Since the nineties, experts have worried about demand for bandwidth exceeding the Internet’s capacity. Video transfer demands large amounts and the explosion of video on the Internet has generated no little anxiety. It’s enough of a concern to cause ISPs like AT&T and others to talk about charging extra for high-bandwidth users. So far, the Internet has always been able to expand its capacity to meet growing demand, but I don’t think it’s prepared for what Jihad four/twenty can throw at it.”


	Jack was having a hard time wrapping his mind around this.


	“You’re talking about using something like YouTube to crash the Internet?”


	“I’m talking about bigger, longer, fatter videos than the clips on YouTube. What happens if you miss an episode of your favorite TV show? Used to be you’d have to wait for a rerun. No more. You simply go online and watch it. The days of the movie DVD are numbered. Online film rental services no longer have to ship you a disk, they simply download the film to your computer, or cell phone or iPod. That uses bandwidth—lots of it. Imagine a billion or more devices uploading and downloading video back and forth to each other, over and over.”


	There had to be more to it than that.


	“That will crash the Internet?”


	“If the Jihad botnet encompasses a billion computers—and I believe it has more—that will do it. But I have examined the code and I believe they may have more specific targets—like the root name servers.”


	“The what?”


	“They’re the heart of the Web. When you type in ‘microsoft.com’ or ‘twitter.com,’ those texts need to be translated into numerical IP addresses that computers can read. Knock out those specific servers and the Internet becomes terminally dyslexic. Back in oh-seven a botnet in Southeast Asia mounted a DoS attack on the name servers and managed to damage two. The Jihad botnet is incalculably bigger. It could succeed.”


	“But using video . . . it’s so . . . simple, so obvious. Why hasn’t some nut tried this before?”


	“It only seems simple and obvious when someone points it out, but the execution is anything but. It took a cadre of expert hackers working in concert to come up with a virus that could slip past the best firewalls and create a botnet of sufficient size to make this feasible. And it took a new approach to video transfer—mine, unfortunately—to make it work.”


	“I’d have thought some terrorists—”


	“Terrorists love the Internet. They can’t communicate without it.”


	“Could this have been done without you?”


	Munir nodded. “I think so. But the extra bandwidth my protocol demands makes it irresistible. That was why they came after me.” He shook his head. “I wish to God I’d never learned how to program. If I’d returned home after college as my father had wished, Robby would still have ten fingers.”


	Jack had gone through his share of if-onlies about Emma, and he knew Munir wasn’t seeing this from all angles.


	“If you’d gone back to Saudi Arabia after college, there’d be no Robby.”


	Munir gave him a strange look. “Yes, that’s true. I didn’t think of that.”


	“Is a nine-fingered Robby better than no Robby?”


	Munir nodded. “Most certainly.”


	Jack stared at the monitor and shook his head. Bring the Internet down just by swapping videos. Who’d have thought?


	“Okay,” he said. “Now that we know what they’re going to do, how do we stop them?”


	“Do we know that they’re going to do this? Everything points to that as their purpose but . . .” Munir shrugged. “Why? This Septimus Order must use the Internet itself—to keep in touch with its membership, to . . . it must use it in many, many ways. Everyone does. Why cripple its own operations by bringing it down?”


	Jack couldn’t tell him about the noosphere and the Lady. Munir would think him crazy.


	“Remember the reason you gave for the denial of service attacks? ‘Because they can’? I believe that holds here.”


	Munir kept shaking his head. “But a DoS harms only the target servers. It doesn’t inconvenience the attacker. This does. This . . .” He shot to his feet and began pacing. “Do you realize how much the everyday operations of civilization are tied into the Internet?”


	“Well, there’s email—”


	“Email!” He began flailing his arms. “Email is nothing! Business will slow to a crawl. Companies have gradually been moving their transactions, their databases, their software online, into the cloud. Without the Internet there is no cloud. The computers that run banking, stock trading, transit systems, and traffic control systems communicate and route parts of their operations through the Internet. Communication networks depend on the Internet. We’re not talking about losing eBay and Facebook. We’re talking about commerce and finance and communication and even street traffic grinding to a halt. The result will be chaos.”


	And worse than all that, Jack thought, we’ll lose the Lady.


	“So—” Jack began, but Munir was still rolling.


	“But what makes no sense is that this will all be temporary. Chaos at first, yes, but then a mad scramble to repair the servers and routers and get them back online as soon as possible. Everything is backed up—or should be—and many systems are redundant, so it won’t be terribly long before things are back to normal. The white hats will figure a way to block the botnet and the antivirus companies will release software to disinfect our computers. People will be enormously inconvenienced for days, perhaps weeks, but the status quo will return before very long.”


	Don’t count on it, Jack thought. Not if they’re able to start the Change during the interval. A crashed Internet will be the least of your worries when you find yourself facing the Otherness.


	“You’re sure of that?”


	“No one can say exactly how long. It’s unprecedented. Of course, the botnet will still be out there, ready to do it again. But not for long, I think. A Jihad four/twenty killer will be developed very quickly.” He shrugged. “So what’s the point? Profit? Mischief? To go down in history?”


	No, Jack thought. To end history.


	He said, “We still need to do what we can to stop it, right?”


	“Of course.”


	“Well, that brings us back to the same old question: Do what?”


	“You and I?” Munir frowned. “Nothing by ourselves. But I’m going to call ICANN and NRO and anyone else I can think of and tell them what I know.”


	Jack wondered if he realized what he was getting himself into.


	He held up a hand. “They’re going to want to know how you know what you know. They’re going to suspect you’re part of the plot.”


	Munir stopped his pacing. “They will? Why would they do that?”


	“Hey, you’re an Arab and the virus is named ‘Jihad’ and your code is part of it. That makes you suspecto numero uno in anybody’s book.”


	Munir stood silent in the center of the room with a stricken expression.


	Jack felt for him. “You could do it anonymously.”


	He shook his head. “No. That would be just another crank call. I’ll need a face and a name if I am to be credible. I’ll go in person if I have to, but I must raise the alarm. This cannot be allowed to happen.”


	“Do you think anyone can stop it?”


	“With enough time . . .” He looked at Jack. “Four/twenty is the Prophet’s birthday. Do we have that long?”


	Jack shook his head. “Not a chance.”


	Murnir dropped into a chair and began banging away on his keyboard.


	“Then I’ve no time to waste. I must find the numbers to call.”


	“Think you’ll find anyone on a weekend?”


	He looked up. “What day it is it?”


	“Saturday.”


	“Is it? With all that’s happened, I’ve lost track.” He shook his head. “I’ll try anyway, but I might not reach anyone of consequence until Monday, because no one sees any danger but me.”


	Jack turned to go. “Well, good luck. And don’t forget our deal: I don’t exist.”


	“Monday . . .” Munir said softly, as if he hadn’t heard. Maybe he hadn’t.


	“Munir . . . our deal?”


	But Munir’s eyes looked out of focus and his thoughts seemed far away. “Monday . . .”


	“What about Monday?”


	“No one of consequence around until Monday. That makes me think that if I were going to try to bring down the Internet, I would do it on a Saturday or a Sunday.”


	A thought hit Jack like a gut punch.


	“What’ll a crash do to the airlines?”


	“Short term?” Munir said without looking up. “Complete chaos for a while. Reservations, scheduling—all heavily Internet based. It might even affect air traffic control.”


	Gia . . . Vicky . . .


	“Oh, crap.”


	“The FAA may have its own closed system, just like much of the military, but I don’t know for sure.”


	“If you had to pick Saturday or Sunday, which would you pick?”


	“Sunday, but I doubt it matters much.”


	Gia and Vicky were due to fly back tomorrow . . . Sunday.


	“I’ll let myself out,” Jack said. “I’ve got a couple of important calls to make myself.”
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	As soon as he hit the street, Jack speed dialed Gia. Cell phone technology had been in common use since the nineties and he’d been using it since the turn of the millennium, but he still marveled at the ability to reach Gia anywhere at any time. Didn’t matter if she was over on Sutton Square or in Ottumwa, Iowa—he dialed the same number and she answered.


	As he listened to the rings, he wondered what to tell her. Get on an earlier flight? Cancel her flight and stay there?


	The sound of her voice when she picked up and her obvious delight at hearing from him dissipated the enveloping chill. He wanted to jump right into the reason he’d called but forced himself to engage in some brief, obligatory small talk. Then . . .


	“I think trouble may be coming.”


	“What sort?”


	“Big sort. An Internet crash.”


	He knew this was a cell conversation and vulnerable as all hell to eavesdropping, but he was in too much of a rush for circumlocution.


	“The whole Net? I didn’t think that could happen.”


	“It can . . . and it will.”


	A pause, then she said, “Is this another one of Abe’s theories?”


	“You mean like the one he drove us all crazy with for years about how the economy was heading for a meltdown?”


	“Um, yeah. Okay. Touché.”


	Right. After the banking, brokerage, and stock market debacles, Abe had spent most of 2009 saying, I told you so. Not so much to Jack, who by necessity kept most of his net worth in gold, but he hadn’t let anyone else he knew forget that he should henceforth be addressed as Nostradamus.


	“It’s not Abe. It’s the Order.”


	Jack tried to keep Gia out of the loop as much as possible—and she was fine with that. He figured the less she knew, the better for her and Vicky. They were noncombatants and he didn’t want them mistaken for anything else.


	But last year he’d had to tell her something about the Order to explain why Weezy had had to move in with him for a while.


	“They told you?”


	“No. They’re behind it.”


	“I know you said they were global, but do they really have that kind of power?”


	“You’ve been hearing about that Jihad virus?”


	“Of course. It’s all over the news.”


	“Right. Well, that’s theirs. And come to think of it, your home computer may be one of the few in the city that’s uninfected.”


	“Why’s that?”


	“Because you haven’t been around to open any contaminated emails.”


	“Lucky me.”


	“But here’s the thing . . . I suspect—it’s more of a gut reaction than anything based on hard evidence—that today or tomorrow could be it. And that’s got me worried about your flight.”


	Gia was silent for a while, then, “I see. If you’re right, that could cause major problems.”


	He was glad he didn’t have to convince her of the consequences. She’d grasped them on her own right away.


	“Question is: Should you risk it? I’d like you back here—for the usual selfish reasons, of course, but also because I want you where I can protect you.”


	“Will we need protection?”


	“Well, things could get a little . . . disorderly.”


	Chaotic might be more like it. He didn’t want to get all Armageddonish about it, but with communications crippled, or simply hampered, police response times would be lengthened. That might encourage certain elements of the urban population—particularly those with a little seven-pointed figure tattooed on a hand—to get frisky and reckless.


	“For how long?”


	“Days, weeks. No one can say.”


	If Munir didn’t know, Jack wasn’t going to guess.


	“Do you think we’d be safer here?”


	She was thinking about Vicky, he knew, and how Iowa might experience fewer repercussions if the Net went down. But it wasn’t like the Midwest was crime free. Ed Gein and Jeffrey Dahmer had hung out there. Iowa wasn’t all that different from Kansas, and Kansas had produced Perry Smith and Dick Hickock. There had to be more of them, and if they learned no one was patrolling the hallways . . .


	“Not necessarily. You could get an earlier flight—like switch to today and arrive before the virus starts doing its thing—”


	“If it starts doing anything.”


	“Right. Or you could stay there. I’m going to leave it up to you.”


	Without hesitation, she said, “I’ll try for the earlier flight.”


	“Miss me?”


	“Terribly.”


	“And your folks are on your nerves?”


	She laughed. He missed that sound. “That too.” She lowered her voice. “Somehow, whenever I visit, I’m suddenly twelve again. I love them, but they make me crazy after a while.”


	“That’s a parent’s job with grown children.”


	His father had made him crazy, but he’d give an awful lot to have him back.


	“I’ll call you and let you know if I’m able to reschedule and when we’re due in.”


	“Do that. And hurry. I don’t know how much time we have.”


	He hung up and wished he’d never let them go.
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	Veilleur opened the door at Jack’s knock.


	“Jack. You made good time. I didn’t expect you quite so soon.” He glanced back into his apartment. “Perhaps we should talk in the Lady’s quarters.”


	Jack glanced over his shoulder and saw three strangers in the front room. A tall guy with a grayish ponytail, a sixtyish woman, and a thin, fidgety guy who had cop written all over him.


	He stepped back, saying, “Those the ones who drove you back from Saint Ann’s?”


	“The men, yes. The woman just arrived. I’ll meet you downstairs in a minute.”


	Jack took the two flights down and knocked on the Lady’s door.


	“Mister Veilleur will be down in a minute,” he said as he entered. “I’ve got reason to believe—”


	“That the assault will begin soon.”


	That stopped him. “How did you know?”


	She looked tired. How could that be? She never slept.


	“Certain . . .” She waved her hand. “I’m not sure how to express it. If I fix my attention I can sense a gathering of possibilities and probabilities.”


	That rang a bell from the past.


	“Like that time back home when I was a kid and you told Weird Walt to stop drinking because he might be needed.”


	She nodded. “Exactly.” She sighed. “Poor Walter. He carried that burden as best he could. He’s dead, you know.”


	“Yeah. Read the obit last summer. Shame. Sweet guy.” As much as he felt sorry for Walt Erskine, the Jihad virus was a more immediate concern. “But these gathering possibilities and probabilities you mentioned . . . do they point to this weekend?”


	“I wish I could say more than ‘soon.’ ”


	“So do I,” Jack muttered, thinking of Gia and Vicky.


	Veilleur entered then.


	“Sorry for the delay. Magda is asleep so I have a little free time.” He looked at Jack. “What did you want to tell me?”


	“The computer guy I told you about—he says the Jihad virus is going to use some of the code stolen from him to overload the Internet with video. Enough to bring it down.”


	Veilleur, his expression grim, glanced at the Lady, then back to Jack. “And they can succeed?”


	“He seems pretty damn sure.”


	“And there’s nothing we can do?”


	“He’s going to alert the military and the committees and groups and whatever in charge of the Internet, but doubts he’ll get far because it’s the weekend. And because of that, he thinks the weekend is the best time to trigger the virus.”


	Veilleur’s eyebrows lifted. “You think it might be this weekend?”


	“If you were the One, would you want to wait any longer than you had to?”


	“Knowing that I would most likely get only one shot at this, I would want to maximize my chances of success. I would want to wait until the virus has spread as far as it can, until this botnet you speak of has reached maximum penetration.”


	That made sense, but . . .


	“Doesn’t this go against what you said about his impatience?”


	Veilleur rubbed his beard. “It does, doesn’t it. But there might be another reason he’ll give it a little more time.”


	“Such as?”


	“Remember how I told you that he never forgets a slight, never lets go of a grudge? Well, that’s what ‘Mister Osala’ has been up to during his trips to the South: petty revenge.”


	“For what?”


	He waved a hand. “Much too complicated to go into. But that long-haired man upstairs is involved. I’ve decided to head back to North Carolina with him to see if I can help him stymie the One.”


	Something about that sounded a warning note.


	“You think that’s wise? What if he sees you?”


	“I’ll stay well out of sight.”


	Jack shook his head. “I don’t like it.”


	Veilleur stepped closer and put a big hand on Jack’s shoulder.


	“How frustrated are you that you can’t strike back at the One?”


	“You know all about that.”


	“Exactly. Imagine how I feel. I battled him for millennia. I frustrated his every move and finally trapped him and locked him away for what should have been forever.” His eyes flashed. “Damn Nazis.” He shook his head. “But now I’m enfeebled and mortal and I keep telling myself I’m out of the fight, that it’s somebody else’s worry.”


	Jack nodded. “So you’ve said. Most recently on the way to Saint Ann’s. You’ve been pretty convincing.”


	“Well, I mean it when I say it, but inaction grinds at me.” He balled his other hand into a meaty fist as his lips retreated into a snarl. “I long to lash out at him, crush him, strip his hide, grind his bones to dust.”


	Jack watched and listened, amazed. Here was a side of Veilleur he’d never seen. Here was the hidden warrior . . . Glaeken.


	And just as quickly it faded.


	“Alas, I cannot. So I must take my little victories wherever I can find them. And I believe just such an opportunity has presented itself. It’s not pure ego. It has a practical purpose. If he can be frustrated and delayed in his revenge plot, perhaps that will give the computer specialists enough time to come up with a cure for this Jihad virus. And then a small victory will become a major victory, and we’ll have bought more time.”


	More time for what? Jack thought. More sitting around and waiting for Rasalom’s next move?


	But he didn’t voice it. They’d been over this ground before.


	“Think it’s worth the risk?”


	Veilleur nodded. “I do. I’m going to arrange for round-the-clock nursing for Magda, but would you mind checking in once in a while?”


	“Not at all.”


	“Good. The four of us will travel separately—the two men together, and Mrs. Treece with me.”


	Jack had a sudden inkling . . .


	“This Mrs. Treece wouldn’t happen to be the One’s mother?”


	He smiled. “Very good. Yes, she wants to come along and . . .” He shrugged. “She might prove useful. We’re scheduling flights now. Leaving as soon as possible.”


	Didn’t seem like he had a chance of changing Veilleur’s mind, so . . .


	“Need a ride to the airport?”


	“Thanks, no. The men have a car.”


	“How long do you think you’ll be gone?”


	“The longer, the better, wouldn’t you say?” He smiled and rubbed his hands together. “I’m really looking forward to this.”


	After he left, Jack turned to the Lady.


	“He seems pretty energized. I guess that’s good. What do you think? Any gathering possibilities and probabilities about this trip of his?”


	She shrugged. “I wish I could say. As I’ve told you, there are times I can sense what the One is doing—because he is human—and others when I cannot—because he is something other than human as well. As a result, the possibilities and probabilities do not gather about him as with others.”


	“So you think this trip is okay?”


	Her expression and voice remained flat. “No, I do not.”


	“Neither do I, damn it. Think we can talk him out of it?”


	She shook her head. “Remember what he told you yesterday about the One?”


	“You mean about how he’s still human?”


	“Yes. With all the foibles of a human, driven to certain actions by that human nature.”


	“Yeah. So?”


	“He may not have realized it at the time, but he was talking about himself as well.”
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	Eddie said, “Well, anything’s better than that garage, I guess.”


	Jack joined him at the window in the rear of the apartment that revealed other windows looking out onto a brick-walled air shaft.


	“Nice view.”


	“Hey,” Weezy said from behind them. “It’s the best I could do on such short notice. Craigslist wasn’t exactly crammed with furnished, immediate-occupancy sublets. And I think it’s not bad.”


	Jack agreed. Not bad at all. A third-floor walk-up in the West Village. Small, yes, but comfortable looking. The owner was connected to NYU in some way and off to Europe for a year.


	“No one’s complaining,” Eddie said, turning to face her. “It’s just . . .”


	He looked worn and haggard. Well, who wouldn’t after spending two days living in a van parked in a drafty garage? But it went deeper than that. He looked lost.


	Jack said, “You miss your stuff.”


	He nodded, swallowing hard. “I miss my life.” He looked at Jack. “Think I’ll ever get it back?”


	As far as Jack could see, the odds were stacked high against that.


	Maybe if Veilleur delayed Rasalom long enough for an anti-Jihad program to be developed and released, Drexler would be demoted or sacked or might even be eliminated—Valez was proof that the Order wasn’t shy about deep-sixing members who didn’t live up to expectations. If that happened, the pressure on Eddie would lessen.


	If, on the other hand, Veilleur failed and the Lady vanished, well, his old life would be the least of Eddie’s worries.


	But Jack looked around and understood how he felt. He couldn’t rob him of all hope.


	“Yeah, it’s possible. But until it is, you’ve got to stay away from there. Count on them watching the place twenty-four/seven.”


	“Yes, Eddie,” Weezy said, stepping closer to him. “If—”


	He leaned back. “Don’t get too close. I need a shower something awful.”


	“You’ve got a stall shower here and I bought you a change of clothes.”


	Jack said, “Listen, Eddie. If the virus works, or even only partially works, there’s going to be one pissed-off world out there, and the Order doesn’t want anyone—especially one of its own members—pointing a finger at it. They’ll do anything to silence you.”


	Eddie nodded. “Okay, okay. I’m not stupid.” Then he raised his hands. “All right, maybe I am for mentioning the virus to the wrong person. But I’ve learned my lesson about underestimating the Order.”


	“You’ve got to put distance between you and your money too,” Weezy added.


	“But the rent—”


	“I’ve got that covered.”


	“I’ve got cash—”


	“Which will set off all sorts of alarms if you try to use it to pay rent. We can straighten all that out later. Meanwhile I’ll show you how to use ATMs without being tracked.”


	“Where’d you learn that?” He raised a hand as he glanced at Jack. “Never mind.”


	Jack’s phone rang then. He checked the ID in the window.


	“Hey, Gia. How’d you do?”


	“I got us on the 3:45 out of Des Moines.”


	“Great.”


	At least he hoped it was great. And hoped Veilleur was right about Rasalom waiting until the botnet was maxed.


	“That’s the good news.”


	“Uh-oh. What’s the bad?”


	“A long layover in Chicago. We won’t get in till eleven.”


	Jack did the math: Subtracting an hour for the time-zone change, that meant more than six hours in transit. Lots of time for things to go wrong.


	“Not sure I like that. Nothing earlier?”


	“Not a thing. Believe me, I tried. Something wrong?”


	“Maybe you should stay.”


	“No, Jack. I already switched the flights and we’re coming back. It’s in my head now—both of our heads: We want to be home.”


	“And I want you home, but—”


	“We’re coming. Flight three-forty-six, American. You’ll pick us up?”


	He could see he wasn’t going to talk her out of it. “Of course.”


	They chatted a bit longer, then ended the call. He snapped the phone closed with a gnawing foreboding.


	Veilleur, he thought, you’d damn well better delay that virus. At least until tomorrow.


	After that, his ladies would be home where he could watch over them.
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	“Looks like they might pull it off,” Jack said.


	Abe swallowed a bite of the hot pastrami on rye Jack had brought him. Jack wasn’t eating. Not hungry.


	“Pull? Who? What?”


	“The Order. Looks like they may be bringing down the Net. Munir thinks they can do it.”


	“When?”


	“Maybe this weekend.”


	“Oy. So soon? What can I expect?”


	“According to Munir, a real mess. Business—”


	“Business, schmizzness. What about social order and such?”


	Jack and he had had long discussions about civilization. Abe thought it was a veneer, easily stripped away. Jack disagreed, believing there were lots of civilized people about. Trouble was, those folks had no clue how to handle the wolves among them.


	“Depends on how badly communications are hit, I suppose. I think things will hold together.”


	“But not your friend, the Lady.”


	Jack felt a wave of sadness. “No, I’m afraid not. She’ll be dead.”


	“Well, she’s not really alive, is she?”


	True, but . . .


	“She is to me. I first knew her as Mrs. Clevenger, and Mrs. Clevenger was a real person as far as I was concerned. And now that she’s been stuck in this grandmotherly mode instead of switching her looks, she’s more of a person than ever.”


	“I’m sorry for your coming loss.”


	Silence settled between them. Finally Abe broke it.


	“So . . . we should maybe head for the hills?”


	“We? I’ve got Gia and Vicky coming back from the middle of nowhere tonight.”


	“After you gather them to your bosom, then—the hills?”


	The hills . . . Abe’s code name for his hideaway in the wilds of Pennsylvania. He’d been predicting an economic holocaust and subsequent social and civic meltdown for as long as Jack had known him. The economy had crashed, though inflation hadn’t achieved the Weimar levels Abe had envisioned. Civilization, such as it was, had managed to remain intact.


	“I don’t think that will be necessary . . . yet.”


	“ ‘Yet’? What’s this ‘yet’ already?”


	“Well, there’s the Change.”


	“Ah . . . the Change. This is where you lose me. This is where you start to sound a little farblondjet in the head.”


	“You accept the Lady but not the rest?”


	“The Lady, well, I can buy the noosphere—that’s rational and makes a certain amount of sense—but this Otherness-Ally business . . . maybe you’re buying into some narishkeit.”


	Jack frowned. He’d listened to Abe talk for so many years that he understood most of his expressions. This was a new one.


	“You got me on that one.”


	“It means nonsense, foolishness.”


	“Yeah, well, a couple of years ago, I’d have said the same. But I’ve seen too much. I mean even the rakoshi could have a rational explanation—like mutants, or something. But even if I’d had any doubts left, the Fhinntmanchca blew them away.”


	“Let me keep my doubts, already. I’ll sleep better.” He looked around. “Speaking of sleeping, maybe I’ll sleep here tonight.”


	“Downstairs?”


	“Where else?”


	Jack had seen the bunk Abe kept in the armory downstairs. It looked a little small for him, but he didn’t mention that.


	“Yeah, well, short of a fire, I guess you’ll be safe down there.”


	“Even with a fire, I’ll be safe. You want some ammo while you’re here? You may need it if things fall apart for a while.”


	Jack hesitated, then, “What the hell. Might as well stock up.”


	“They say you can have too much of a good thing. They’re wrong. Ammo is a good thing and there’s no such thing as too much ammo.”


	Jack couldn’t argue with that.
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	Ernst Drexler’s caller ID showed nothing but he took the call anyway. You never knew . . .


	“Hello?”


	“She’s dead.”


	No greeting was necessary. He recognized the One’s voice, and he sounded . . . happy.


	“Who, sir? The Lady?”


	“If only that were so. No, no one you know. She was what one might call an innocent victim. But those are the best kind, are they not? And after all, no one is really innocent.”


	“I don’t understand.”


	“Of course you don’t. No need for you to understand any of this. She died just a little while ago, and it was tasty.”


	“Tasty . . .”


	“But she was merely an aperitif. The main course comes from the effect of her death on those closest to her . . . especially a certain someone. It will send him spinning out of control again, and just when he thinks life can do no worse to him, the Change will be upon us.” The One paused—savoring his anticipation? “This will be wholly delicious.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	Ernst had no idea what he was talking about.


	“When exactly is it due to begin this evening?”


	He could mean only one thing: the virus.


	“Eight o’clock Eastern Time.”


	“Perfect.”


	The One broke the connection without another word.


	Ernst noticed that his hand was shaking as he laid his phone on the table.


	Eight o’clock . . .


	Six hours away . . . after all this time, all this preparation, the plan—his plan—was about to come to fruition.


	And he was terrified.


	Terrified it would fail.


	Terrified it would work.


	If it failed, the One would be furious. He might vent his murderous rage on Ernst, and he would never see the Change.


	But did he want to see the Change?


	The possibility of success terrified as well.


	If bringing down the Internet diminished the already damaged noosphere to the point where it could no longer support the Lady, she would vanish, and with her, the last obstacle to the Change would be removed.


	The Change . . . it fascinated and frightened him.


	The end of the world as we know it.


	An old and overused expression, and even the title of a once-popular song. But that was what the Change would mean. And he, among all of humanity, would be most responsible for making it possible. For which he would be rewarded.


	Humanity consisted of the Moved and the Movers. He would ascend to Mover status—Master status.


	But master of what?


	What would the world be like after the Change? A different place, to be sure. But in what way? The Order’s lore was vague about that. It did say that those who served the One before the change would become his overseers in the aftermath.


	Overseeing what?


	Those who fought the Otherness swore it would be a place of horror, but who could believe them? They were simply trying to frighten their followers into compliance, just as Christians tried to keep their faithful in line with tales of hell and damnation if they strayed from Church doctrine.


	But could they be right?


	Ernst had never had the nerve to ask the One what he could expect. Could the Otherness be as inimical to humanity as the enemies said? That didn’t seem likely. Else why would the One have spent millennia working to usher it in? Some of the Order’s lore spoke of the One transforming with the Change, and his chosen transforming as well so that they could thrive in the new, Otherness-ruled world.


	Ernst wasn’t so sure now that he wanted the world or himself changed.


	All fine and good when it was simply lore, something to expect in a nebulous future. But it was nebulous no more. He stood before the door to that future, waiting for it to swing open . . .


	. . . terrified of what might step through.
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	After settling Eddie in his new digs—which didn’t take much since he had little more than the clothes on his back—and letting him shower and change into the sweatshirt and jeans Weezy had bought him this morning, they hit the streets.


	He hadn’t been able to empty his bank accounts entirely, but he’d walked away with a load of cash. Jack wanted him to use his remaining credit to confuse anyone who might be tracking him.


	So they all hopped the A train at West 4th and took it to 207th Street in the Bronx—the end of the line. There Eddie used an ATM to withdraw some of the cash he’d left in the account. He did some quick shopping and charged some essential clothing, then trained back to the Village.


	“I get it,” Eddie said as they dropped off his purchases. “Next time I train to Brooklyn and buy stuff. And maybe Staten Island after that. Drive them crazy if they’re tracking me.”


	Jack shook his head. “Maybe so, but they’ll know you’re somewhere in the five boroughs. You’ve only got a few hundred left in the accounts, and we can put that to better use.”


	“How?”


	“Grab some of your cash and I’ll show you.”


	They hopped a cab uptown to Ernie’s place. The folding sign set on the sidewalk before his narrow storefront said it all.


	Ernie’s I-D All Kinds Passport Taxi Drivers License


	Cheap metal and pewter castings of the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty shared the front window display with snow globes of the Manhattan skyline and other souvenirs. A buzzer sounded as they opened the front door. Jack led the way toward the rear of the tiny store, passing a display of DVDs. Eddie stopped, pointing to one of the titles.


	“Didn’t that just open yesterday?”


	Jack didn’t bother looking. A Pakistani bootlegger down on 32nd Street kept Ernie supplied with the latest titles.


	“Wouldn’t be surprised. They’re okay, I guess, if you don’t mind people standing up and moving about in front of the movie.”


	Eddie pointed to a display of Spade, Vuitton, Gucci, and Prada accessories.


	“Bootleg too?”


	“Not just bootlegs—bootlegs of bootlegs.”


	Ernie took pride in never selling anything but knock-offs.


	The man himself waited by the rear counter, whippet thin with thick, longish black hair and a nervous tongue that flicked in and out between Sten-gun sentences. His eyes lit when he saw Jack wasn’t alone. He knew that often meant a payday.


	“Hey, Jacko. How y’doin, how y’doin?”


	“Good, good. Ernie, meet Eddie, Eddie, meet Ernie. You alone?”


	“Just me and my dreams of winning Powerball. The pot’s up to seventy mil. Need some tickets?”


	“No.” He’d probably printed them in the back this morning. “But Eddie needs to disappear and reappear.”


	Ernie didn’t hesitate. “Not a problem. We can help.”


	He’d supplied all of Jack’s many identities through the years. And he knew anyone Jack brought in would be stand-up.


	He hurried to the front of the store where he flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED.


	When he returned he said, “We’ll take some pics and pick out a nice new name. I don’t know if Jack’s told you, but I recommend keeping the first letter of your first name. Saves awkward moments when you sign something. May I suggest Ernest?”


	“He also needs to be in two places at once.”


	Eddie looked at him. “What?”


	“You’ll see.”


	Ernie glanced at Jack. “Money in the accounts?”


	“Some.”


	“Good, good.”


	“What are we talking about here?” Eddie said.


	“Ernie’s going to clone your card and give it to someone—where this time, Ern?”


	“Got someone in Tennessee.”


	“Perfect.”


	“I don’t get it,” Eddie said.


	“He’s going to give all the info off your debit card, plus your PIN to someone in Tennessee who is going to make a new card.”


	“What?”


	“Then they’ll use that new card all over the state to buy whatever they want till the money runs out.”


	The light dawned in Eddie’s eyes and he smiled. “I get it. Whoever’s tracking me will think I’ve run to Tennessee.”


	“Exactly.”


	“Works beautiful,” Ernie said, neglecting to mention that he’d be collecting a fee on both ends.


	“He did the same for Weezy last year. Where was that?”


	Ernie thought a moment. “Wyoming, wasn’t it?”


	“Yeah, I think so. But hang on to this till Monday, okay?”


	“Not a problem. Come on into the back so I can steal your soul.”


	Eddie gave Jack a bewildered look.


	“Photos, Eddie. He’s going to take your picture.”


	As they disappeared behind a curtained doorway, Jack wandered to the front and stared through the glass door at the traffic on Tenth Avenue.


	Should he have waited? If the Jihad virus worked and brought down the Net this would be an empty exercise.


	Nah. Wrong mind-set. Play it like victory was a sure thing, otherwise you’ve already lost.


	But wasn’t that the case?
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	“Who’s that?” Jack said as a new tune started thumping from Weezy’s iPod. He liked it.


	“Moby.” She began swaying to the beat. “From The Bourne Identity.”


	“Moby’s awesome,” Dawn said.


	Weezy had invited her over. She seemed channeled into mother mode with the teen.


	Eddie had opted out. He’d been fragged. He hadn’t slept well the past few nights so they let him crash and returned to Weezy’s.


	Weezy opened her refrigerator door and checked out the shelves within.


	“Hungry.”


	He knew from his own inspection a few minutes ago that they were bare. He glanced at the clock on her kitchen wall.


	“Almost eight. We forgot to eat.”


	Almost eight . . . that meant Gia and Vicky were on their way. She’d called from O’Hare to say they were in safe and their flight to LaGuardia was on time.


	Almost home free . . . almost.


	“And I didn’t have lunch,” she said.


	“You only eat veggies anyway.”


	Though Jack had to admit her diet was working.


	“I’m feeling decadent tonight,” she said. “Like Chinese takeout.”


	“My treat,” Dawn said.


	Weezy smiled. “Not necessary.”


	“I have money,” she said. “And I need to contribute something here. You’ve both been so good to me.”


	Jack glanced at Weezy. How could they tell her what they knew about her baby? They’d discussed it earlier and decided it was better to leave some things unsaid.


	“No, I totally insist,” Dawn said, misinterpreting the look. She turned to Jack. “I mean, you went over there and checked out his place.”


	Jack shrugged. “No biggie.”


	He was glad he did. It had been a revelation.


	“I still can’t believe they’re gone . . . just up and left. You think Mister Osala has the baby?”


	He shrugged again. “Who can say? But you’ve got to admit, the timing is suspicious. He keeps you there until you have the baby, then the baby disappears and so does he.”


	“But Mack told you he never saw a baby.”


	“No. But I’m going to talk to him again and get the name of that moving company. This Osala guy has got to be somewhere.”


	“See?” Dawn said, tearing up a little. “That’s what I mean. You’re going to all this effort for me.”


	Not just for you, Jack thought. For me.


	He hadn’t thought to ask Mack for the name of the moving company yesterday—realizing Osala’s true identity had blown everything else out of his mind—but he’d remedy that tomorrow. He wanted to know where Rasalom was setting up shop next. He’d promised Veilleur to keep his distance, but as far as Jack was concerned, that promise was voided if the Lady went down.


	Then it was war . . . all-out war.


	But right now, a change of subject was in order.


	“Like I said: No biggie. But we can talk about this later. Right now we’ve got food to order. Shrimp egg foo yung for me, and maybe—”


	“That’s not a real Chinese dish, you know,” Weezy said.


	“If it’s served in Chinese restaurants, that’s Chinese enough for me.”


	“It’s served in Chinese-American restaurants, but you can’t get it in a real Chinese restaurant—i.e., those in China—because they’ve never heard of it. In Shanghai they have fuyung egg slices, but it’s not the same dish.”


	Where did she dig this stuff up?


	“Fascinating, Weez. Absolutely fascinating. But I still want egg foo yung—shrimp egg foo yung, if you don’t mind—and an egg roll. Or are you going to tell me egg rolls were invented in Peoria?”


	“Were you two ever married?” Dawn said.


	“No!” they replied in unison, perhaps a tad too loudly.


	“Oh, because—”


	“We go back a long way,” Jack said. “A real long—”


	“Wait,” Weezy said, holding up a hand. “Do you hear something?”


	Jack listened and heard a voice coming from the spare bedroom. Sounded like a woman.


	He looked at Weezy. “Someone here?”


	She looked baffled, and a little worried. “No way.”


	Jack stepped up to the darkened doorway and peered within. The computer was running, with a black-and-white film playing on the monitor. It looked familiar.


	Weezy came up behind him and peered over his shoulder.


	“What the . . . ?” She squeezed past and flicked on the light. “I turned that off before I left to go to Eddie’s place. And what’s playing?”


	“Dark Victory.”


	“You think?”


	He pointed to the actress speaking. “She’s got Bette Davis eyes.”


	Weezy looked at him. “But I don’t have any movies on my—” Her hand shot to her mouth. “Oh no!”


	Jack’s gut clenched as Munir’s theory flashed through his brain.


	“Video . . . it’s downloading a video. It’s started.”


	Dawn joined them. “What’s started?”


	“The Jihad virus,” Weezy said as she leaped to her keyboard and began tapping madly. “I can’t stop it. And it won’t shut down.” She leaned over and pressed the power button on the tower. The screen went blank. “There—” The screen came to life again. “It turned itself on!”


	“Just unplug it,” Jack said.


	Instead she hit the lighted off switch on her power strip. As the screen went dark again, she looked at him with wide eyes.


	“If this is happening all over the world . . .”


	Jack said, “But it’ll happen in a wave, right? As all the computer clocks hit the trigger time?”


	“Not necessarily. Not if the virus is set to Greenwich Mean Time. If it was set for three P.M. GMT, then computers on the U.S. East Coast would trigger at eight local time. In the Central Time Zone they’d go at seven local, and in the Pacific Zone at five local.”


	“So they’d all start at once?”


	She nodded. “That’s the way I’d do it. That’s the way to get the most bang out of the virus. Don’t give anyone a chance to mount a defense. Hit them with an all-out frontal assault.”


	Jack envisioned a billion-plus computers across the globe turning themselves on and beginning to download video from the Internet. And as the data is recorded onto the hard drive, the computer begins to upload it to other computers in the botnet which in turn upload video back to it, back and forth and back and forth until their bandwidth is maxed out. All the computers in empty offices in every country, unattended but busily enslaved to Jihad4/20, trading video throughout their networks and beyond. Servers and routers all over the world crashing with the overload.


	Gia . . . Vicky.


	“How long . . .” His mouth had gone dry. “How long do you think it will take?”


	She shrugged. “I’m no expert, not even close, but I imagine it depends on the size of the Jihad botnet. If it’s as extensive as they say, could be just a matter of minutes, certainly no more than a few hours.”


	Jack pulled his phone from a pocket and speed dialed Gia. Her voice mail came up almost immediately. That meant she had her cell turned off. Of course she would. The airlines made you turn them off.


	What flight had she said—346, right?


	He dialed 411, got the number, and called American Airlines. After navigating a voice tree and punching in the flight number, a robotic female voice told him flight 346 had taken off on time and was due in at 10:50.


	“Well,” he said, turning to Weezy and Dawn, “at least that computer is still working.”


	Weezy said, “They’re in the air?”


	She kept her expression neutral but he could tell from her eyes that she didn’t like that idea.


	“They’ll make it.”


	Dawn was shaking her head, her expression baffled. “What’s happening? I’ve heard about the virus on the news, but what’s that got to do with computer video and planes?”


	As Weezy began to explain, Jack wandered back into the front room. His hands balled into fists. He jammed them into his pockets and squeezed his eyes shut as he fought to control the frustration boiling within.


	Everywhere he turned lately he found himself facing situations he couldn’t control, couldn’t do anything about. Rasalom, the Jihad virus, and now Gia and Vicky in the air, in possible danger, and he could do nothing to bring them down safely. Had to depend on someone else . . . always someone else . . .


	He needed to break something, hurt someone.


	But he wouldn’t. Instead he’d do the thing he hated, but the only thing he could do.


	He’d wait.
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	“. . . again, if you’re just tuning in, the message from the Department of Homeland Security is to unplug your computer and disconnect it from the Internet. In other words, if you have dial-up service, unplug the phone connector; if you have high-speed cable, disconnect from the cable; if you have Wi-Fi, disconnect and power off your router. Do this even if you have an uninfected computer. Where the Internet is working at all, transmission has slowed to a crawl. Many servers and routers are down and the ones still working are jammed.”


	Dawn hugged herself as she leaned forward on the couch and stared at the TV.


	“This is totally scary.”


	Weezy sat beside her. Jack hung back at the dining area table, listening with growing alarm as news heads from the local stations kept breaking into the regular programming with bulletins from the city and the feds.


	The botnet had been active for only an hour or so but was already sending seismic shock waves through cyberspace.


	“This just in from the mayor’s office: Unless it is absolutely necessary to be elsewhere, please stay in your homes. Traffic signals have malfunctioned and traffic is snarled. We have the mother of all traffic jams out there, folks.”


	“Oh, hell.”


	Jack jumped up and stepped to the window. Saturday night traffic on the Upper West Side was always snarled, but what he could see below wasn’t moving at all.


	“What’s wrong?” Weezy said.


	“I’ve got to head for the airport.”


	“But it’s only nine-thirty. They’re not due in till eleven.”


	Right. Less than a ten-mile trip. New York City traffic could be a hassle any time, especially on a Saturday night. But this was New York City traffic on a Saturday night in the middle of a cyber meltdown.


	“From the way things look, it could take me that long.”


	She came up beside him and stared down at the traffic.


	“I see what you mean.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Be careful out there. And stay in touch, okay?”


	“Will do. You stay put.”


	She shook her head. “I’m going over to sit with the Lady. She may need some company.”


	The Lady—in his worries about Gia and Vicky he’d forgotten about her.


	“Think she’s feeling the effects?”


	Concern tightened her features. “I don’t know. Nobody’s ever been here before. She could have a slow weakening, or might not feel a thing till the whole Net crashes.”


	He looked past her at where Dawn stared at the TV screen. “What about her?”


	“I’ll have to leave her.”


	“Yeah. The truth might be hard to explain.”


	“Too hard.”


	Jack smiled. “Momma Weezy.”


	“She needs someone, Jack. She’s all alone in the world.”


	Jack hadn’t realized how true that was. Parents dead, baby stolen, cut off from whatever friends she’d had . . . the kid had no one.


	“Going to leave her here?”


	She shook her head. “She’ll be safe in her place.”


	“Okay. Give the Lady my best. I’ll stay in touch as best I can.”


	He grabbed his coat and headed for the door. He took the stairs down and hit the sidewalk at a trot, heading west toward where he garaged the Crown Vic. Traffic on the side street was stopped dead. As he loped past a taxi he saw a young couple get out and start to walk, leaving behind an angry-looking driver.


	“It’s cold,” the girl said, tightening her coat around her neck.


	The guy laid a protective arm over her shoulders. “Yeah, but at least we’ll get there before it’s over.”


	When Jack reached Amsterdam, he stopped. Always a jam here, but at least with some sense of movement, even if only inches at a time. Right now—nothing.


	He looked up and saw why: The traffic lights were blinking yellow in both directions. In this city a yellow caution light translated as Hit the gas. Yellow both ways meant everybody had the right of way. Yielding was for pussies. No surprise at the ironclad gridlock.


	A traffic cop might have helped—if one could get here—but as Jack fought his way uptown along the crammed Broadway sidewalk, he doubted it. Every intersection was the same. This called for a cop on every corner and even that wouldn’t work. There didn’t seem anywhere left to go. It looked like every car in the five boroughs had been plunked down on the streets. The only solution Jack could see was to pave them over and start anew.


	He passed an angry crowd outside the Beacon Theater, complaining about the inability to buy tickets for the Allman Brothers because the theater’s computers were down. A waiter was taping a CASH ONLY sign to the window of a bistro. The subtitle read: “Can’t run credit cards.”


	The faces around him showed a mixture of anger, frustration, bemusement, and bewilderment. At least no one looked bored.


	It dawned on him that his car was useless.


	Okay, he’d go subway. Catch a train down to Times Square and switch to the 7 out to Queens. It would drop him off with a good walk to the airport, but maybe he could grab a cab out there. Traffic couldn’t be as bad as here.


	He found a subway entrance and was halfway down the stairs when a haggard-looking suit coming up said, “Don’t bother.”


	Jack stopped. He’d had a niggling worry about this.


	“Not running?”


	He shook his head. “Got a 1 just sitting in the station with its doors open. Conductor says he doesn’t know what’s up. They got the word to sit tight. Something about switching or signal problems, he thinks.”


	Yeah, that made sense. They were controlled by computers, right?


	Jack slammed a fist against the railing.


	“I know how you feel,” the guy said. “Well, there’s always a cab.”


	“Not always.”


	Jack turned and followed him back up to the surface.


	“Christ!” the guy said, stopping short as he saw the traffic. “What the fuck?”


	Jack slipped past him and headed for Julio’s.
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	“Where’s the remote?” Weezy said.


	The Lady sat at the big table and pointed to the empty shelves built into the wall of the front room of her apartment. “Up there.”


	She didn’t look so hot. Not as pale and frail as she’d been after the Fhinntmanchca assault, but not as good as she’d looked just yesterday. Weezy was worried about her.


	But at least she was still here.


	She found the remote where the Lady had indicated—and also found a thick coating of dust on it. She blew it off and coughed.


	“I take it you don’t watch much TV.”


	“I don’t watch any.”


	“Not even news?”


	“Of human events, the state of the world? I know whatever I wish to know.”


	Of course she did. Stupid questions. She was the product of the collective human consciousness.


	“And the rest?”


	She shrugged. “The fictions—the dramas, the comedies, the commentaries hold no interest for me.”


	“They do for me.” Weezy pressed the ON button. “Especially now.”


	“—appears that preventive measures are failing,” said the channel seven newsreader.


	“Too little too late,” Weezy muttered.


	“Servers and routers all over the world are failing as they are inundated with a tsunami of video feeds that is overwhelming the bandwidth of the entire Internet. Here in the city . . .”


	Weezy heard a groan behind her and turned to find the Lady slumped forward on the table. She dropped the remote and hurried over to her.


	“Are you all right?”


	Another stupid question—of course she wasn’t all right. She looked anything but all right.


	“So weak.” Her voice was thin, husky, fragile, as if it might dissolve to dust if she spoke too loud.


	Weezy’s heart clenched. This was it. They were losing her.


	“You need to lie down. Which way’s your bedroom?”


	“I don’t have a bedroom.”


	“You don’t—?”


	“I don’t sleep.”


	“Okay. Fair enough. We’ll find you a bed.”


	Glaeken had given her a furnished apartment. One of the rooms down the hall had to have a bed.


	She put one of the Lady’s arms over her shoulder and one of her own around her back, then lifted. She’d expected near dead weight, but the Lady came right off the chair.


	So light . . . too light . . . much too light.


	Was this how she was going to go? Lose her substance bit by bit and fade away?


	She walked her down the hall. The first room on the right had a queen-size bed. Weezy stretched her out on it.


	“Should I get you a blanket?”


	“I don’t feel cold. Or warmth. Temperature doesn’t affect me. But I do feel terribly weak.” She raised an arm and let it fall. “Weaker and weaker by the moment . . . as if the life is draining out of me.”


	Weezy felt her throat constrict. “Don’t leave us.”


	“I will not go willingly. I will fight this.” She waved a hand. “Let me lie here alone. I need to conserve my strength.”


	Weezy left her and returned to the front room. She sat before the TV and stared at the screen. It was running feeds from street cams, showing massive traffic jams.


	How was Jack ever going to reach LaGuardia?
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	“Don’t know what’s taking him so long,” Julio said. “He’s only coming from Harlem.”


	Jack glanced at the St. Pauli Girl clock over the bar. Almost ten after ten.


	Damn. Forty minutes till they landed.


	He’d remembered that Julio’s younger brother Juan was into motorcycles. Julio had called him and prevailed upon him to drive down to the bar and lend one of his bikes to Jack.


	“If he’s dealing with this traffic, it’s going to take him a while—even weaving through it.”


	With all the arteries out of the city clogged, the only solution was something with the ability to slip between the clots. A motorcycle seemed perfect.


	One problem, though. Jack hadn’t ridden one in a while. He’d used two wheels pedaling around Burlington County as a kid, so when he was old enough for motorvating, he’d seen no reason to move up to four. His folks had hated his Harley, and his sister Kate, the doctor, repeatedly warned him about the motorcycle drivers she’d seen wheeled into the ER, brain dead from a dust-up with a car or truck. She’d called his Harley a “donorcycle.”


	Jack wouldn’t listen, and owned a succession of Harleys through college. He loved motorcycles—he’d used Arlo Guthrie’s pronunciation, rhyming with pickle—reveling in the anarchic freedom they offered. Plus, the helmet conferred anonymity.


	Of course, he’d felt immortal then.


	He’d brought one with him when he’d disappeared into the city, and rode it until a potentially fatal crash drove home how vulnerable he was on two wheels—like a turtle living outside its shell, roadkill waiting to happen at the hands of anyone who was fiddling with the radio or cell phone when traffic was coming to a sudden stop. What might be a simple fender bender in a car-to-car scenario escalated to bug-against-the-windshield potential when a motorcycle was involved. And when being chased by a gang of psychos in cars . . .


	That was when he’d bought Ralph. And when the Corvair became too conspicuous, he’d graduated to the Crown Vic.


	If he was going to be involved in any vehicle-to-vehicle mishap, Jack wanted to be the one to walk away.


	He looked around the unusually crowded bar.


	“You running a two-for-one special or something?”


	Julio made a face. “Yeah, right.” He jerked a thumb toward the street. “They’re from out there. Traffic ain’t movin’ so they come in to kill time.”


	“I see you opened up the back tables.”


	He looked sheepish. “They need a place to go. Gotta put ’em somewhere.”


	This was mucho unJulio. He didn’t like random patrons. If he had his way, his bar would be a private club that required a membership card, with him as sole arbiter of the suitability of who could be served.


	“How civicly responsible.”


	He grinned. “Community service—my middle name, meng.”


	“And that ringing cash register has nothing to do with it.”


	“Like Abe says: Ain’t nothin’ better’n doing well while doing good.”


	Then the door banged open and a young Latino who resembled Julio—minus ten years and a lot of muscle—pushed a stripped-down motocross bike into the bar.


	“Ay, Juanito. You can’t bring that in here.”


	“Ain’t leavin’ it outside. Be gone in a beat.”


	Julio stepped forward and shot his hand toward Juan’s face. For a second Jack thought he was going to hit him, but instead he grabbed his chin and turned his head.


	“What happen to you?”


	Jack could see it now—a good-size bruise on his chin, bleeding a little.


	“Guy tried to steal my bike. It’s getting crazy out there.”


	So soon?


	Jack had figured it would take longer for the idea to filter to the synapses of the wolves that the shepherds had lost some of their eyes and ears and the sheeple were largely unguarded.


	“Hey, I’m sorry about that,” Jack said. “I owe you.”


	Juan shrugged. “S’okay. You don’t owe this family nothing.”


	Jack looked at Julio. “What’s he talking about?”


	“Rosa.” Julio gave Jack a backhand slap across an arm. “What? You forget?”


	It took Jack a couple of seconds to realize he was talking about his sister. Rosa had been having some nasty trouble with her ex-husband. Jack had fixed it. And yeah, he’d kind of forgotten about it.


	“Long time ago.”


	“This family, we got long memories. You know that.”


	“And nobody else was supposed to know.”


	Julio’s deprecatory shrug could not quite hide his pride in his younger brother. “Juanito figured it out.”


	“Good for him.” Jack held the door and nodded toward the street. “Back her out onto the sidewalk and you can show me how it works.”


	Juan rolled his eyes. “Aw, you ain’t gonna tell me you never been on a bike before.”


	“Course I have. Just been a while is all. Be with you in a minute.” As the door closed behind Juan and the bike, Jack turned to Julio. “Got anything I can use if I run into trouble?”


	Julio’s eyebrows lifted. “You ain’t carrying?”


	Jack cocked his head and gave him a stare.


	“Silly me,” Julio said with a twisted grin.


	“Silence would be golden.”


	Julio ducked behind the bar and returned with something held tight against his outer thigh, shielding it from the room. When he reached Jack he slipped him a leather slapper. Jack gave it a surreptitious heft.


	“Isn’t this—?”


	“Yeah, the one you got me.”


	Jack had bought it years ago from Abe as a gift for Julio. Basically a foot-long blackjack—fourteen ounces of lead in a flattened leather sleeve with a wrist strap. A fight ender.


	“What if you need it?”


	“I still got the bat and my little fren.”


	Little fren . . . Julio’s borrowed name for the double-ought, sawed-off ten-gauge he kept under the bar.


	Jack pocketed the sap and headed for the door.


	Out on the sidewalk, the night had quieted some. Only an occasional echoing blare. Drivers seemed to have realized the futility of leaning on the horn. In fact some of the cars were empty, temporarily abandoned while their owners found something better to do—like hang out in Julio’s.


	Jack turned his attention to the bike. It looked like it had seen better days.


	“Kind of old.”


	Juan puffed his chest. “Vintage Yamaha, man. Custom seat, titanium—”


	“Great. I need a quick tour so I can get on the road.”


	“What you use to ride?”


	“Harleys.”


	“Cool. But these ride different.”


	Juan quickly ran through the gearshift, the clutch, and the throttle. Pretty standard, except Jack hadn’t driven anything with a clutch in ages.


	Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Get into an accident and break something major or, worse, wind up dead—what good would he be to Gia and Vicky then?


	But it was the only idea left.


	He thought of them landing and walking into an airport in chaos. Could they rent a car? Maybe, maybe not. Depended on whether the rental companies’ computers were up and running. And then where could they drive? Not into the city. Maybe just catch a shuttle to an airport hotel. Yeah, that might work, but Jack wanted to be with them when they did it.


	So it was Easy Rider time.


	“Remember, this ain’t no Harley. You gotta keep your weight forward on these models. The front wheel comes up easy if you don’t. Keep your feet on the pegs and hug that gas tank with your knees.”


	“Got it.”


	“Yeah?” Juanito looked a little uncertain. “Let’s see you ride.”


	Jack looked at the dead-still traffic on the street. “Where?”


	“Yeah. You gotta point.”


	“I’ll take her over to the museum,” Jack said. “Run her around the lot to get used to her.”


	“Good idea. Want me to come?”


	“Nah. You stay here and hang with your brother. Don’t wait for me though. I don’t know when I’ll be able to return this thing.”


	Truth was, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do with the bike once he got to the airport. No way he could ride Gia and Vicky back on it. If anything happened to it, he’d buy Juan a new one—the bike of his choice.


	“You leave it anywhere, you chain it good.” He touched the pouch behind the seat. “Chain and lock’s in here. Key’s with the ignition.”


	“Got it.”


	He swung his leg over and revved the engine as he got comfortable on the seat. He could half walk, half ride to the museum, only a few blocks from here. Use the sidewalks if he had to.


	“Take this,” Juan said, holding out the helmet.


	Jack looked at his bruised, cut chin. “You say it’s rough out there?”


	“Guy tried to jump me when I slowed down.”


	Jack waved off the helmet. “You hang on to it.”


	“It’s the law.”


	“Somehow I don’t think the law’s gonna be worrying about biker helmets tonight.”


	Besides, if things were heading south out there, he didn’t want anything interfering with his peripheral vision.
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	The Museum of Natural History’s lot was deserted and in just a few minutes Jack felt like he’d never stopped riding. On the way to Julio’s earlier he’d picked up an oversize gray Nets hoodie as an extra layer against the cold. He’d slipped it over his jacket. Now he pulled up the hood, tied it tight to give him a full view, and got moving.


	The traffic on Central Park West . . . could he call it traffic? The word implied movement. No movement here. More like a parking lot. And little or no space between bumpers. People had inched forward until they were all practically touching. A lot of drivers had turned off their engines and sat, huddled lumps of frustration behind their steering wheels, staring out at the tableau, despairing of ever moving again.


	Jack rode uptown on the downtown-bound side until he found a small pod of cars with enough space between their bumpers to let him through to the park side.


	Now at least he was heading in the direction the traffic was pointing. He found narrow riding room on the shoulder. The sidewalk to his right separated him from the park, and was less crowded than those he’d seen farther west. Beyond a low stone-and-concrete wall, the trees loomed large and leafless against the night sky, the closer ones lit by the sodium streetlights, those farther in little more than dark smudges.


	The park tempted him. He was sure the traverses were as jammed as every other street in the city, but he’d have better off-road opportunities there. A no-brainer if the sun was up. But on this night, in the dark . . . uh-uh. Odds of running into a wolf pack were a little too high. Be a different story in a few months when he’d start the Annual Park-a-Thon to raise money for the local Little League team. Then he’d dress in appropriate tourist gear and wander off the paths, looking to get jumped so he could mug the muggers for donations. But he couldn’t afford any trouble tonight. No time for it.


	So he’d have to settle for ten or so miles per hour along the CPW shoulder. He could have gone faster, but limited his speed for fear of someone opening a car door in front of him. Even so, he felt like he was whizzing by.


	He’d reached the Nineties, closer to the uptown end of the park, and was passing the twin-towered mass of the Eldorado—one of his favorite Manhattan buildings—when a man’s voice called out behind him.


	“Young man! On the cycle! Wait!”


	If the guy had called out, Ay, yo!, Jack would have kept going, but the cultured tone made him look back. An older gent was standing by the open door of a limo two cars back, waving.


	“Please stop!”


	Jack stopped and waited as the man hurried toward him. He looked maybe sixty, with dyed hair, wearing what looked like a cashmere coat. His jaw barely moved when he spoke.


	“Can you give me a ride? I must get to Columbus and Ninety-sixth. I’ll pay you—handsomely, I assure you.”


	That was the West Side. Jack was headed east.


	He shook his head. “Out of my way.”


	As he started to kick off, the guy grabbed his arm.


	“No, wait! I’ll buy the bike from you. The whole bike. How much do you want for it? Name your price.”


	“Sorry. Not for sale.”


	As he began to move off, the guy grabbed him in a bear hug and tried to pull him off the bike.


	“I’ve got to meet someone!”


	Jack drove an elbow into his solar plexus—hard. The guy stumbled back and landed against the passenger door of a nearby car. A faint “Hey!” filtered from within. People on the sidewalk had stopped to watch. Slow night on Central Park West.


	“So do I,” Jack said.


	“Mister Ausler?”


	Jack looked around and saw a big guy in a black suit get out of the driver seat of the limo and start moving his way.


	“Kevin!” the man who’d been called Ausler shouted, his voice thick with fury. “I need that bike! Get me that bike!”


	Now he was moving his jaw.


	Kevin? Bruno or Jeeves would have been more in keeping with the scene.


	Jack gave Kevin a hard look and shook his head. “You don’t want to start something you can’t finish.” Kevin stopped uncertainly by the front bumper.


	Jack then looked at Ausler. “Didn’t your mommy ever say no?”


	“I offered to buy it!”


	Jack twisted the throttle and roared off, passing more limos and junkers and even a pickup truck or two—hedge fund managers, secretaries, laborers, all frozen in position. A traffic jam was an equal-opportunity pain in the ass.


	Riding along the park’s western flank, the only cross traffic he’d had to deal with was at the rare traverses. They hadn’t been too bad, but the gridlock at the 110th Street circle stopped him dead. So he turned east and ran along the top of the park. He made good time there until he reached the northeast corner at Fifth. Crossing that took some doing. He turned uptown again on Madison but had to stop and thread his way past every cross street until he reached 125th.


	Harlem’s main drag was a whole different kind of chaos. Almost a party vibe here. It looked like people had abandoned their cars either to walk to their destination or hit whatever bars or food joints they could find. If you couldn’t drive, might as well get comfortable and hoist a few till the jam eased. A bonanza for the street vendors too—people were lined up for shish kebab and falafel and anything else edible. He spotted a couple of places advertising “soul food.” Up ahead he noticed that the rear door of a Budweiser truck had been rolled up and folks were helping themselves to cases of beer and passing out the cans to anyone who wanted one. The driver was nowhere in sight.


	The result was an impassable vehicular thicket. He could walk his bike along the crowded sidewalks but time was running out.


	Jack needed 125th Street. It led directly to the Triboro Bridge. Only a few more blocks and he’d hit its ramp. The Triboro, true to its name, was actually a series of three bridges linking the Bronx, Manhattan, and, most important, Queens, where it led to the Grand Central Parkway, which in turn led to LaGuardia Airport. The bridges were linked by a long, high viaduct with no lights to slow the flow. Traffic should—should—open up there.


	Well, he could try a parallel approach. He turned around and headed back down Madison against the traffic, then turned east on 124th.


	Much better. Not good, but at least he was able to find a path through the cars. At Second Avenue he saw a sign to the Robert F. Kennedy Bridge. What the—?


	Oh, yeah. They’d renamed the bridge back in ’08, but nobody called it the Kennedy or the RFK. It was the Triboro and would always be the Triboro. Even the traffic guys on the radio still called it the Triboro.


	Jack angled left onto the ramp and ran into real trouble.
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	“Lady?” Weezy said, edging into the darkened bedroom.


	She’d never had to address her before by name and “Lady” sounded kind of awkward. But awkwardness be damned, she wasn’t answering.


	“Lady?”


	Still no response.


	Weezy stopped at the bedside and turned on the lamp. The Lady lay stretched out in her housedress, her arms at her side, her expression peaceful. She said she didn’t sleep but her eyes were closed and—


	She wasn’t breathing.


	Weezy dropped to her knees beside the bed and shook her. Her whole body moved. She seemed to be hollow, made of papier-mâché.


	“Lady!”


	A breath, then a barely audible, “Yes.”


	“I thought you were dead!”


	Her eyes remained closed as she spoke. “So weak.”


	Too weak to open her eyes?


	“You weren’t breathing.”


	“I don’t need air to exist, only to speak.”


	“Anything I can do?”


	A thin smile. “Just go on being you. Now . . . I must conserve my strength.”


	“Sure. Of course.” Weezy rose and backed away. “Conserve it. Every ounce. I’ll be outside if you need me.”


	Need me? For what? What could she do?


	She reached for the lamp. “Do you want the light out?”


	“It doesn’t matter.”


	Weezy left it on and returned to the front room.


	“She’s fading away,” she whispered to no one. A sob broke free. “We’re losing her.”
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	The Triboro ramp was at a complete standstill. The tollbooths were bad enough. Each of the narrow lanes between them was blocked by a car that couldn’t move forward or backward. Jack inched his bike past a Mini Cooper only to face the worst jam yet. Cars feeding toward the first bridge were packed so close they couldn’t open their doors. Certainly no room for his bike.


	He spotted open space far to the left—the exit to Randall’s Island. Nobody seemed interested in that. Well, why not give that a try? Maybe he could find a way back up to the viaduct that would put him past this logjam.


	A real rush to be able to feed the bike some gas down the empty ramp. After what he’d been through, thirty miles an hour felt like ninety.


	He’d been here once or twice since moving to New York. Mostly a sports park with tennis courts, soccer and football fields, a couple of baseball diamonds, but also home to an FDNY fire academy and some sort of mental hospital.


	Down on solid ground again, he followed a road paralleling the phalanx of huge columns that supported the viaduct looming a good hundred feet overhead. The light was poor down here and he had to depend on his headlight. He was rolling along, looking for a way back upstairs when the light picked up a hint of movement up ahead on the right near one of the columns. Could be nothing, could be bad news, like someone ducking out of sight. His headlight would have been visible for a while now, allowing time to set a trap.


	As he sped through his options, he pulled the sap from his jacket and looped the thong around his wrist. He could have gone for the Glock nestled in the nylon holster in the small of his back, but he was going to need two hands to handle the bike. Still . . .


	Thick brush lined the left side of the road, creating a gauntlet of sorts. He could stop and go back and look for another route, but there might not be one. He needed a way through here that would avoid trouble without slowing his progress.


	As he closed in on the column, he made up his mind. Leaning low over the handlebars, he maxed the throttle and veered left, away from the column. The bike leaped ahead—


	—and someone jumped from behind the column, swinging what looked like a two-by-four. It passed through the space where Jack’s head would have been had he remained upright, but now it missed both high and wide.


	As Jack glanced right to see if his would-be attacker was alone, something hit him from the left. He felt an arm go around his waist in a partially missed tackle. He slipped free but the impact was enough to unbalance him. He squeezed the brakes for all they were worth as the bike tipped. It went over, but he had his arms and legs tucked as metal scraped pavement. He was into a roll as he hit the ground, minimizing the impact. Still it knocked some of the wind out of him, and pain knifed through his right hip as it caught on the rim of a pothole.


	Damn. Same leg that Valez had gouged.


	The failed tackler was on him before he could regain his feet. In the glow of the bike’s headlamp, he saw a boot flashing toward his face. He managed to block it and keep rolling. The move caused a stab of agony from his hip, and then a second kick caught him in the ribs—a glancing blow because of his roll, but it still hurt like hell.


	Continuing to roll, he spotted the Buford Pusser wannabe approaching, two-by-four raised. He found the handle to the slapper—still attached by its thong—and took a wild swing, putting as much arm and wrist into it as he could manage from the ground. Nearly a pound of whipping lead connected with the tackler’s knee. The guy let loose a cry of pain as his leg gave out. He pitched forward, landing next to Jack. With a howl of rage he made a gouge move at Jack’s face, going for the eyes. Jack grabbed his wrist and rolled him atop him just as his buddy took a fence-buster swing at Jack’s head. The board caught the tackler across the back; ribs cracked like twigs as the air went out of him in a strangled whoosh.


	Jack took another wild swing with the slapper and caught the batter’s ankle. With a surprised yelp he hopped backward, grabbing at his lower leg. Jack lashed out with a kick from his uninjured leg, hooking the good ankle and unbalancing him. He landed hard on his ass with a pained, stunned look.


	Jack rolled the grunting, gasping tackler off him, struggled to his feet, and hobbled over to the batter before he could recover. The guy took a wild swing at Jack’s legs with the board but missed. Jack stepped in and backfisted him in the nose, snapping his head back, then dropped on him, planting a knee in his ample gut. The guy gave out an agonized grunt. He rolled back and forth, groaning and writhing as he clutched his belly. He bent a knee and as Jack saw it rise he swung the slapper, putting his back, arm, and wrist into the blow. The lead weight caught the kneecap dead center. He was pretty sure he heard it shatter before the guy’s echoing scream blotted out all other sounds.


	After making a quick full turn to see if the immediate area held any more surprises, Jack limped back to where the tackler lay on his side, trying to catch his breath as he struggled to rise. Jack flipped him over onto his back and disabled him the same way—another scream, another shattered knee.


	He straightened and stared at the two writhing, groaning figures. He wanted to say something to them but his hip hurt like hell and his brain was stuck in a nonverbal gear that wanted to kill instead of speak.


	He pulled the Glock and worked the slide to chamber a round. The tackler looked up at him, fear widening his eyes.


	Not for you, Jack thought. Just insurance.


	No need for something so final. No threat to him now—or to anyone else. Chaos might reign in the city over the next few days, but these two oxygen wasters would not be part of it.


	He put the pistol away and turned to where the bike lay on its side. On the other hand, if the bike was disabled and he wouldn’t be able to get to LaGuardia tonight, he might revisit the kill option.


	The bike had stalled after the fall. He righted it, and in the backwash of the headlight, checked it out as best he could. No major structural damage he could see, no odor of leaking gas. He got on, put her in neutral, kicked the starter, and felt a flood of relief as she sputtered to life.


	Before he got rolling again, he checked his watch: ten after eleven. Already late and these jerks had slowed him even more. He called Gia’s cell with little hope of hearing her voice.


	Yep. No answer. No surprise. If she’d landed she’d be calling him as soon as allowed.


	He found the American Airlines number in his call history from earlier and hit that. Went all the way through the damn voice tree again only to be told that no flight information was available. He thumbed 0 until he reached a living, breathing human being who told him what he’d already guessed: The airline’s computers were down.


	“So, you don’t know if the plane landed or is still in the air or crashed?”


	“No, sir.”


	“Do you know the gate number?”


	“I would need the system up for that, sir.”


	He noticed the batter rolling onto his belly.


	“Well then, how about calling one of your gates at the airport and asking them to check if three forty-six is in?”


	“I can’t do that, sir.”


	“Even if I say ‘Please’?”


	“I’m sorry, sir.”


	He noticed Buford trying to rise onto his good knee.


	“Uh-uh!” Jack told him.


	The guy ignored him and kept rising.


	
“I’m sorry, sir?”


	“You’ve got two knees. Nature deplores asymmetry. Want me to even them out?”


	Buford blasted him a look of pure hatred and lowered himself to the ground.


	“Sir?”


	“Sorry. Talking to someone else. Look, how about giving me the number and I’ll call.”


	“Sorry, sir.”


	Jack felt steam rising. She couldn’t help the computer snafu, but she could do something about this.


	“Hey, look—”


	The phone went dead. Had she hung up on him?


	He checked the cell’s display: no bars . . . no service. But just a moment ago he’d had a strong signal. That could only mean—


	Shit. Ripples from the botnet were seeping into the communications systems.


	He resisted an urge to fling the phone and pocketed it instead. Service would be back up sooner or later. Probably later. But this meant no contact with Gia until he reached the airport.


	If then.


	He realized with a start that her flight might have been diverted. Well, that didn’t change anything. Until he learned otherwise, he had to assume she was landing at LaGuardia, and so that was where he had to be.


	He gunned the engine and got rolling again. He followed the Triboro viaduct above onto Ward’s Island, which used to be separate but had been joined to Randall’s by landfill. He rode across a soccer field and found a path that dead-ended near a baseball diamond at the water’s edge. At no point had he seen an access ramp back onto the roadway that coursed directly above.


	Jack sat on the bike and cursed as he stared across the water at the lights of Astoria . . . the northwest corner of Queens. And along Astoria’s eastern border lay LaGuardia Airport.


	Narrow here. Not a thousand feet across. The far shore looked close enough to swim to, but not here, not even in summer. This strait, a branch of the East River known as Hell Gate, was famous for its treacherous currents and occasional whirlpools. Jack didn’t know how much of that was real and how much myth, but even if it were all myth, here and now he’d never make it across that frigid water.


	Still cursing he began to turn the bike. He was halfway around when he saw lights in the sky to the east . . . a plane . . . coming in for a landing.


	All right. The airport was still functioning. Gia could be waiting there now, wondering where he was. Trouble was, she’d have to go on wondering for a while. Because Jack was going to have to go back and find a way past that pile-up—even if he had to pick up the bike and carry it over those jammed cars.


	He glanced left and saw another bridge. He gunned in that direction and stopped under it. Above, silhouetted against the light pollution from the city, were what looked like slats.


	Then he realized what they were.


	Train tracks.


	A train trestle. Couldn’t belong to any of the mass transit lines. None of them ran this way. So it had to be a freight line. Of course. Trains ran all the way from New England into Queens across the Hell Gate trestle. If he could find a way onto those tracks, he had a route across the river.


	He just had to hope the tracks stayed empty.


	He raced back toward the on-ramp to the viaduct. As he was approaching the spot where he’d been jumped he noticed a sign that brought him to a skidding halt.


	Queens Pedestrian Ramp


	A closer look revealed a covered walkway running up to the viaduct. How had he missed that? He guessed his attackers had distracted him. More they had to answer for.


	He gunned the bike. The pedestrian ramp was about to become a motocross ramp.
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	Kewan sat in the borrowed car, sipping lukewarm coffee and listening to the news while he waited for word. He’d parked on a little-used stretch of asphalt off the rural county road that led to the IXP. He’d tuned in to a Cleveland station and couldn’t help grinning as he listened to news of the chaos. The city was paralyzed. Nobody could get anywhere.


	He pumped a fist at the windshield. They’d done it—they brought down the system.


	He checked his watch and a tingle ran through his chest. Less than a minute to go. He checked his cell phone. He’d been told to keep it handy in case Bridger called to tell him plans had changed, but that wasn’t going to happen. The phone’s window read No Service. Fine with Kewan. He didn’t want to hear from Bridger. Didn’t care much for the guy and got the impression the feeling was mutual. But he didn’t have to like the guy. What mattered was with no service, there’d be no message telling him to walk away. No message meant it was Go for blow!


	Timing was important. No sense in breaking up the infrastructure before the Net was down because that would actually save some routers. No, they wanted everything fried before the charges added icing to the cake.


	He started the car and pulled up to the four-lane blacktop of the county road. He paused there and sorted through his collection of seventeen garage door transmitters on the passenger seat. Each had a piece of white labeling tape on its cover, and each tape was labeled with a number. He found number 1 and opened the battery compartment. He slipped in two AA Energizers, then turned onto the empty road. Keeping an eye on his rearview mirror, he pressed the button.


	A column of flame exploded from the center of the pavement, sending the manhole cover into orbit.


	He laughed and pounded the wheel as he drove on. One down, sixteen more to go. Much as he liked to watch them blow, being there was risking getting his ass caught, the last thing he needed. He wanted to be out and about when everything fell apart, not in a jail cell.


	But these transmitters didn’t have much range, so he had no choice.


	Maybe that was for the best. No worry then about someone passing a spot when it exploded. He was an evolutionary, not a revolutionary—a Kicker, not a killer. He didn’t want innocent blood on his hands. Guilty blood, okay, but he wasn’t no goddamn Arab. Anybody who got in the way of the evolution had to go down, but a mom driving home to her kids from a late shift . . . no way.


	He kept to the speed limit as he drove toward the next spot.
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	“Hey, you gotta come with us,” the guy said for what seemed like the thousandth time. “Jake’ll be here any minute—lives like a mile from here—and then it’s party time.”


	Gia kept a tight grip on Vicky’s hand and stared straight ahead at the empty baggage carousel. After the nightmare plane ride, why did she have to be saddled with these two low-rent Lotharios?


	For a while up there she’d been afraid the plane would never land. The pilot had announced that computer problems were slowing landings at all the New York airports and they’d been directed into a holding pattern. As they’d flown round and round, she’d wondered how much fuel the tanks held in reserve. Then, finally, they’d been cleared to land.


	But upon leaving the plane, these two had attached themselves to her on the jetway. They’d obviously been drinking. Probably had a few at O’Hare before the flight and then more on board.


	Gia had been about to say something back there, but then she’d emerged into chaos. The gates and aisles of Concourse D were jammed with angry-looking people. As she moved through the crowd she gathered that the same computer problems that had delayed their landing had delayed all departures, with no hint of when they might resume.


	As she’d woven through the crowds, the two remoras stayed close behind, oblivious to their surroundings, focused solely on what they repeatedly referred to as her “fine ass.” She finally stopped and confronted them and threatened to report them. A mistake. They’d only laughed and escalated the trash talk, becoming bolder and bolder as they moved from the concourse to the equally chaotic Central Terminal.


	“Why are they following us, Mommy?” Vicky said.


	“Just hang on. We’ll be out of here soon.”


	“I don’t like them.”


	She’d tried to lose them in the terminal, but they’d stayed close. They seemed to be traveling light and she’d prayed they wouldn’t stick with her all the way to baggage.


	They did.


	Along the way she’d learned that the taller one was named Gabe and the shorter was Angelo. Gabe had bleached his hair a stark white but had left his eyebrows black. Angelo simply tied his long, dirty locks into a greasy ponytail. Both had Kicker Man tattoos on their hands.


	Gabe was the mouthier of the pair. He leaned close now—close enough to share the whiskey on his breath as he spoke over her shoulder.


	“You’re one fine MILF, y’know that?”


	Gia said nothing.


	“You know what MILF means, don’t you.”


	She did, but she ignored him. Too late she realized that was a mistake.


	“It means you’re a Mom I’d Like to Fuck.”


	Fury ignited within Gia. She spun to face him and shoved him away.


	“If you’ve no respect for me, at least have some for this little girl!”


	He looked at Vicky and grinned. “Hey, a couple more years on her and she’ll be a TILF—a Tween I’d Like to Fuck.”


	This cracked up Angelo and the two of them bumped fists. Gia’s hand started into motion to give his face a bump of her own, but she pulled it back. No telling what that would spark in these two.


	“That does it. I’m getting a cop.”


	He laughed and made a dramatic show of looking around. “Yeah? Where?”


	She made her own search. Her heart sank. Not a uniform of any kind in sight. No TSA. Nothing.


	Two liquored-up creeps and her with a child. Jack had pushed her for years to carry a pistol but the very idea terrified her. To pacify him, she had agreed to a little spray can of Mace. She’d never had to use it, but she was ready now. Too bad it was on her dresser at home—no way to check it through onto the plane in her carry-on.


	Where was Jack? She couldn’t raise him on her cell phone—couldn’t call anyone, in fact, including 911.


	Then she felt a pair of hands grab her hips as Gabe began thrusting his pelvis against her buttocks.


	Angelo laughed. “Ride her, cowboy!”


	Gia tried to twist away but Gabe held her fast. Other people around her turned to look but no one moved to help. Maybe they thought they were a couple just fooling around, or maybe they simply didn’t want to get involved.


	Vicky’s terrified expression fueled a burst of strength that allowed her to pull free. She whirled, fingers bent into claws. She remembered Jack telling her that if she was ever in a situation like this to go for the eyes. No matter how big or mean an attacker, they’d drop whatever they were doing to defend their eyes. A gouged cornea monopolized anyone’s attention. She’d never thought she could do something like that, but this creep had crossed the line.


	She lashed out and raked her nails across his face. He ducked back but not before she made contact, scraping his forehead and the bridge of his nose, but missing his eyes.


	She grabbed Vicky and began to hurry her away when a hand clamped on the back of her neck.


	“You fucking little—ungh!”


	The hand suddenly released her. She looked over her shoulder and saw Gabe down on one knee, his face a mask of pain as a man twisted his ear. The man wore a Nets sweatshirt with the hood up. His face was partially hidden but her heart leaped as she recognized what she saw of it.


	“Jack!” Vicky cried.


	Jack didn’t react to her. He had his eyes fixed on Angelo.


	“Not another inch unless you want a present,” he told him.


	Gia knew that tone. She’d heard it only a few times and each of those had ended in terrible mayhem. It was the voice of the other Jack, the one he kept hidden. The Hyde Jack. She knew she’d hesitate to strike at someone’s eyes, even someone like Gabe. And that hesitation had given Gabe a chance to duck away. Hesitation was alien to Jack, especially the Hyde Jack. She didn’t understand his thought processes in that sort of situation, or even if thought was involved. Jack acted.


	She used to be afraid of the Hyde, worrying that he’d take over and not let go. But over the years she’d come to see that he was but a small part of Jack, and if she loved Jack, she’d have to love the Hyde Jack as well. Hyde was part of the package. And strangely enough, with time she realized that the seeming danger Hyde represented attracted her to Jack all the more.


	Angelo looked baffled as he tried to make sense of Jack’s comment. Gia was baffled as well.


	“Present? What the f—?”


	“Your buddy’s ear.” Jack gave it a vicious twist, eliciting a howl from Gabe as he touched his other knee to the floor and further lowered his head. “Another inch closer and I’ll make you a present of it.”


	Angelo backed off a step.


	Everybody around the carousel was watching now. But, as before, no one moved to interfere.


	Jack turned his attention to Gabe. His voice shook as he spoke.


	“What . . . what did you think you were just doing? What made you think you could do that to her? What-what-what-what-WHAT!” The last word was a barely decipherable roar.


	Against all reason, Gia suddenly feared what might happen to the creep. Not for the creep’s sake. For Jack’s. He looked ready to lose it. And if he did he could end up in terrible trouble.


	“Jack? Don’t.”


	He didn’t look up.


	“Don’t what?”


	“Whatever it is you feel like doing to him, please don’t.”


	“You can’t imagine what I feel like doing to him.”


	“I won’t even try.”


	She was about to say, For your sake, don’t, but realized he might be in a place where that wouldn’t matter. She did know something that wouldn’t fail to reach him.


	“Vicky’s watching.”


	He glanced over at Vicky and her worried expression. He paused, then lowered his head toward Gabe’s ear and said something. Gia couldn’t make out the words, but she was pretty sure they weren’t sweet nothings.


	Finally he released Gabe and stepped back. The creep jumped up and covered his ear with a hand.


	“You all right, Gabe?” Angelo said.


	Instead of answering, Gabe pointed a finger at Jack.


	“You’re fucking dead! Angelo here is my witness, motherfucker. You are so fucking—!”


	The word ended in a cry of pain and Gia realized that somehow Jack had gotten hold of his finger and bent it back at an impossible angle—impossible without breaking or dislocating it.


	Again . . . without the slightest hint of hesitation.


	Cradling his damaged hand in his good one, Gabe bent and hobbled away.


	“You’re dead!” he screamed. “DEAD!”


	Jack watched them go, then turned and walked toward her—with a limp. What had happened? But as he approached, he smiled and Gia saw Hyde fade away.
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	“I want to go home,” Vicky whined from her mother’s lap.


	So did Jack. And he knew Gia did too. But even if he could fit them on the back of the bike—and he couldn’t—passage to the city was impossible unless he went back the way he came in. And that was out of the question. Riding the Triboro walkway into Astoria hadn’t been bad, but he’d had to leave the highway and travel local streets to get here. Twice along the way guys tried to jump him, but he managed to scoot out of trouble by inches. He’d almost lost control of the bike once, coming that close to going over. And that had been solo. Taking the same route back with one passenger, let alone two, was out of the question.


	Gia closed her phone with a frustrated snap.


	“Still dead. How long is this going to last?”


	Jack shrugged. “Could be a long time.” He took her hand. “Sorry about this.”


	“This is hardly your fault.”


	“Your being here is. If I’d kept my mouth shut, you wouldn’t have changed your flight. Right now you’d be in Iowa, sound asleep in your folks’ place.”


	She squeezed his hand. “You hardly twisted my arm. I wanted to get home.” She stared at his hood. “Are you going to keep that up all night?”


	“Yeah. This is an airport. Cameras everywhere.”


	“But you’re just sitting.”


	“I wasn’t just sitting when I had my little run-in with your admirers.”


	“I’m sorry you had to wind up in the baggage area. I had it all planned to meet you out front so you wouldn’t have to—”


	“It’s okay.”


	Whatever pain he might have felt revisiting the site of his father’s murder had vanished in a blast of rage when he spotted that animal dry-humping Gia. It had taken every nanoparticle of restraint he possessed to keep from tearing off his ear and shoving it down his throat. He could feel the memory of it pulling his lips back from his teeth . . .


	Shaking it off, he scanned the mobbed Central Terminal and sensed impending disaster. The place was a pressure cooker building toward an explosion. People with canceled flights could not go back home because the Grand Central Parkway outside and all the roads around it were at a standstill. Taxis and buses and limos filled the ramps to and from the terminals with nowhere to go.


	At least the traffic was keeping new departing passengers from reaching the airport, but planes were still landing. And the debarking passengers had nowhere to go but the terminal and the baggage claim area.


	As soon as they’d retrieved Gia’s bag, Jack had found two seats at a table in the food court and installed Vicky and her there. They were lucky. Not an open seat left in the entire airport now. Then he’d hit the food stands, stocking up on whatever was ready for immediate consumption: bottles of water, bags of nuts, candy bars, big soft pretzels, hot dogs, and a couple of slices of pizza. Gia had passed on a dog, opting for pizza instead, while he and Vicky enjoyed theirs. They squirreled away the nuts and pretzels for later.


	Good thing too. The concessions and restaurants, even though they were operating on a cash-only basis, soon ran out of food and drink. Bare display cases in the Italian specialty shop, empty ovens at the pizza place. Beer and liquor still remained in a good supply at a big, open bar at the center of the food court. That seemed a good thing right now, but what happened when they ran out?


	More people kept pressing in from the arrival gates, but at a slower rate. With airports all over the country shutting down departures as well, fewer planes were in the air. All those passengers were on the ground, but they couldn’t go home. How many more bodies could the terminals accommodate before someone blew a fuse and the place went nuts? Mass hysteria here could leave a lot of people dead, crushed in the panic.


	“Should we stay?” Gia said with a worried look, obviously getting the same powder-keg vibe.


	“Well, at least we’re warm. It’s pretty damn cold outside, and I don’t see frostbite as a viable option. The hotels are full, so—”


	“You’re sure of that?”


	“More than one source said so.”


	After picking up the food, he’d made his way to the drop-off area—somewhat difficult then, a major challenge now—and spoken to the skycaps. They said guys had walked to the hotels for a room and returned saying they were all sold out and people were camping in the lobbies.


	He’d considered making the trip himself to verify it but hadn’t wanted to leave his ladies alone that long. He couldn’t see any reason for the skycaps to make that up.


	“How long do we stay here?”


	“We can try heading back to the city in the morning. It will be warmer then and, well, most likely we’ll have to walk.”


	Her eyebrows lifted. “You really think so?”


	“I do. Maybe not all the way. Your place is less than ten miles from here. Maybe some of the traffic will thin out overnight. Maybe we can cover some of the distance in a cab. It’ll be cold, but we’ll make it. And then we’ll all be back home and feeling like we’ve won the lottery.”


	She leaned against him. “I’d give anything to be there now.” She straightened and looked around. “Any sign of . . . ?”


	“Your fans?”


	Jack too took a quick look and saw nothing. Not that he could see very far. Every square foot of floor seemed occupied—those not standing were sitting on their suitcases. No one looked happy.


	“Nah. Been watching. Didn’t you say they had a friend nearby?”


	She nodded. “They said their buddy Jake lives a mile from here and it was going to be ‘party time.’ ”


	“How could you turn down an offer like that?”


	“Well, it wasn’t easy, and under normal circumstances I’d jump at the chance—you know me, right?”


	“World’s number-one partay babe.”


	“You got it. But I know how cranky you get when I run off to partay with complete strangers.”


	“Yeah, well, but I’m in therapy for that—deep into multiple twelve-step programs—so you could’ve gone.”


	“Really? If only I’d known. I—” She looked around again and shook her head. “Sorry. Nothing funny about those two.”


	“No argument. But they’re probably at their friend’s place getting loaded. And even if they’re still here, they aren’t armed—”


	“How can you be sure?”


	“Well, they were on the flight with you.” He lowered his voice. “You can sneak certain types of weapons aboard a plane these days”—he’d done it—“but neither of them struck me as having the wattage to pull it off.”


	“Well . . . I hope you’re right.”


	He shrugged. “Even if I’m not, doesn’t matter. I didn’t have to go through security.”


	She lowered her own voice as she looked at him. “So you’re . . .”


	“Of course.”


	She snuggled against him again. “I can’t believe how much comfort I’m taking from that.”


	“Ms. No-guns sees the light?”


	“I was never antigun. My father has shotguns for hunting pheasant. And though I’m not crazy about the idea of going out and shooting harmless birds, it’s part of life out there. But he stored them in a loft in the garage. Guns around the house, especially handguns, make me uncomfortable. Own all the guns you want, just not near me.”


	Jack smiled. “But I gather you’ll admit to an occasional exception?”


	“Don’t rub it in.”


	Vicky twisted in her lap. “I’m hungry.”


	“I’m Mommy,” Gia said. “Pleased to meet you, Hungry.”


	Vicky rolled her eyes. They went through this all the time. “Can I pleeeease have something to eat?”


	“Sure you’re not just bored?”


	She clutched her throat and spoke in a strangled voice. “I’m staaaarving!”


	Gia fished in her bag and came up with one of the big soft pretzels Jack had bought earlier. She gave Vicky half and tucked the rest away.


	“Can’t I have the whole thing?”


	“If you finish that and you’re still hungry, we’ll see. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”


	Jack watched her shrug and take a hefty bite. He saw Gia squirm under Vicky. She didn’t weigh much, but she’d been perched on her mother’s lap for a good hour.


	“Want me to take her?”


	“That’s okay. I—”


	“Hey!” Vicky cried.


	Jack looked up and saw Gabe taking a big bite out of Vicky’s pretzel. His left ear was red and swollen, and someone—the first aid station?—had taped his damaged pointer to its neighbor. Three welted scrapes ran across his forehead and the bridge of his nose—Gia’s work. Angelo stood behind him, smirking. They’d squeezed through the crowd to wind up in front of them.


	He spit out the bite and made a face.


	“These things taste like shit without mustard.”


	Then he dropped the remainder and ground it under his sneaker.


	Vicky began to cry. The sound hurled Jack to the brink. He felt the door to where he kept the darkness penned explode off its hinges. His muscles tensed, readying to leap at Gabe and rip out his throat, when he felt slim fingers grip his thigh.


	“Don’t,” Gia said in a low voice. “He’s goading you.”


	“Ya think?” His voice sounded far away, the words like croaks.


	But she was right. A fight here could trigger a panic, endangering Gia and Vicky.


	He let the darkness flow through him, saturating him without controlling him.


	He locked eyes with Gabe and saw him flinch. Some of the confidence seemed to drain from him.


	“We need to talk.”


	Gabe blinked. “Talk?”


	“Yeah. Someplace private.”


	Gabe grinned, his cockiness back. “Oh, I getcha. Yeah. Private. I know just the place.”


	“I’ll bet you do.”


	“Jack, don’t,” Gia said, increasing the pressure on his thigh.


	“It’s okay,” he said, rising. He lifted the sobbing Vicky from Gia’s lap and put her in his seat. “We’re just going to talk.” He glanced at Gabe. “Right?”


	The grin widened. “Right.”


	She grabbed his hand. “Please, Jack. They’ve got something planned.”


	He looked down at her worried face and winked. Then pulled the hood farther forward to hide more of his face.


	“We’ll just talk. Like two civilized adults.” He pulled free and turned to Gabe and Angelo. “Lead on.”


	“Jack, no!”


	He waved but didn’t look back. Gabe turned and began moving away. Angelo tried to fall in behind Jack.


	“As if,” Jack said, pointing to the spot behind his pal. “After you.”


	20


	“You like making little girls cry?” Jack said as they forced their way through the crowd.


	“Yeah,” Gabe said over his shoulder. “I like making big girls cry even more. Like your GF. Oh, man, that bitch gonna cryyyyyyy for more when I do her.”


	Jack let the words roll off. Because they were only words. But this guy had assaulted Gia, and made Vicky cry. Actions . . . actions didn’t roll off. Actions demanded reaction. And reaction was on the way.


	He knew these guys—not these two in particular, but their type. He ran into them all the time. They weren’t schooled, but they weren’t dumb. They possessed a cunning lupine radar for when a situation could be turned to their advantage. They sensed the veneer of civilization thinning here and they were responding. They knew nothing about the Internet, but they knew this was no ordinary night. Opportunities were knocking and they were eager to answer the door.


	Jack had been assessing the situation as he followed in their wake through the throng. They’d made sure to provoke him past the point where few men could remain passive. That meant they had a plan—and from the way Gabe had agreed to “someplace private,” Jack figured getting him alone had been part of the plan all along. Too many witnesses and cell phone cameras in the Central Terminal.


	This could go down a number of ways.


	Get him alone and pound him to a pulp with some improvised weapon; Jack didn’t see any sign of one on either of them, but they could have it waiting for them.


	Or they could have a gun or a knife, delivered by their pal, Jake. Who knew? Jake himself might be waiting wherever they were leading him, ready to partake in the beat down.


	They reached an EMPLOYEES ONLY door in a recess near some restrooms. People were huddled against the door, just as they huddled in every square foot of the terminal.


	“Come on, move your asses,” Gabe said. “I told you before, y’gotta keep this door clear.”


	Before . . . that meant he’d been through here recently.


	“Yeah, clear,” Angelo said.


	Gabe pulled out a plastic card and swiped it through the reader.


	“You work here?” Jack said.


	“Nah. Got a friend who does.”


	Would his name be Jake, perhaps?


	Gabe entered, Angelo close behind. Jack paused on the threshold, ostensibly concerned about the legality of all this . . .


	“Are we allowed?”


	. . . while he checked out both sides of the inner doorway.


	Clear.


	“Yeah,” Gabe said. “We’re cool.”


	Jack kept his head down as he stepped into a well-lit stairwell. He didn’t bother to look around to check for cameras. He’d work on the assumption they were everywhere. With all the chaos in the terminal, he doubted anyone was watching too closely, if at all. But he’d bet the ranch they were recording.


	Keeping a careful watch behind and on all the shadowed recesses along the way, he followed them down a series of flights of stairs. Gabe and Angelo hurried ahead but Jack refused to be rushed. Not that he had much choice. His injured hip complained bitterly about the stairs.


	“You’re slow as shit, y’know that?” Gabe said from below.


	“I’m scared of heights.”


	“Pussy. I can beat the shit out of you, y’know.”


	“Maybe.”


	“Ain’t no fuckin’ maybe. You suckered me before. Got me from behind. Square on, man to man, I can kick your ass from here to the Bronx. Even with a broken finger I can take you.”


	As Gabe ranted, Jack sneaked a hand under his sweatshirt to make sure the Glock was loose in its nylon low-back holster. He’d chambered a round after the melee on Randall’s Island, and it remained chambered, ready to fire. He had his slapper and his Spyderco Endura in his pockets, and his Kel-Tec backup in its ankle holster.


	They kept going down until he was sure they had to be underground.


	“Let me know if you spot a Morlock,” Jack said.


	Angelo glanced over his shoulder. “What?”


	“Never mind.”


	They reached bottom where a heavy door stood open. A swipe-card reader jutted from the wall next to the frame. No Holmesian deduction needed to figure they’d been here before and prepared the space beyond. With what, he had no clue.


	Gabe stopped on the threshold and gestured to the space beyond. A smile rippled his lips.


	“Nice and private in here.”


	Still not sure of how he was going to play this, but getting an idea, Jack too gestured toward the doorway.


	“About as private as you can get, from the look of it. Please—you two first.”


	As they stepped through, Jack grabbed the door and slammed it shut behind them. He wasn’t sure how he was going to keep it closed, but that question became moot when he saw the big knife in the hand of the man who had been hiding behind the door. The only spot Jack hadn’t been able—or had time—to check.


	He leaped toward Jack, slashing with the eight-inch blade just as the door reopened and Gabe and Angelo came charging out.


	Jack backpedaled, reaching behind him, but his hip slowed him and they were on him before he could grab the Glock. Gabe and Angelo each grabbed an arm while the newcomer held the point of his bowie knife’s big, beveled blade against Jack’s throat. The overhead fluorescents reflected off both the blade and his shaven skull.


	“Real clown, this guy.”


	Jack didn’t dare struggle too much. A heavy blade like that could open his throat with a flick of the wrist. He felt a little sweat gather in his armpits. He’d expected Jake to be waiting inside.


	Okay, options-options-options. What did he have?


	First off, play cool or scared? Cool might work better with these guys.


	“You must be Jake,” he said.


	The guy’s features went slack for a second as he glanced at Gabe. “How the fuck he know—?”


	“Who gives a shit!” Gabe tugged Jack’s arm and started him moving toward the doorway. “Get him inside!”


	“I don’t like him knowing my name, man.”


	“Fuhgeddaboudit. It ain’t gonna matter.”


	That didn’t sound good.


	As they hauled him into the room, Jack put up enough of a struggle to work his hands behind his back. Jake closed the door, then took Jack’s right arm and transferred the knife to Gabe. They slammed Jack back against the wall, but he managed to keep his hands behind him. They each hooked a leg around one of his, preventing any kicks on Jack’s part. Seemed like they’d done this before.


	“This isn’t fair,” he said.


	“Ay, it’s as fair as fair can be. I got a knife and you don’t.”


	Jack lowered his head. “I guess I didn’t plan well enough.”


	“I guess you didn’t.”


	“Yeah, you know the old saying: If you find yourself in a fair fight it means you didn’t plan well enough.”


	Gabe grinned. “Hey, I like that. And it looks like you didn’t plan for shit.” He twisted the blade back and forth. “Now it’s playtime.”


	Jack writhed, as if trying to get as far as possible from the blade—which wasn’t such a bad idea—but the move allowed him to slip his hand under his sweatshirt and find the grip of the Glock.


	“Wh-what are you talking about?”


	“I’m talkin ’bout you talkin big upstairs, talkin ’bout rippin off my ear and givin it to Angelo. Well, guess what? Guess who’s gonna lose an ear? Maybe two?”


	“Aw, you don’t want to do that.”


	“That’s just starters, asshole. The real fun will be when I gut you.”


	“G-gut me?”


	Jack inched the Glock free of its holster as the tip of the bowie approached his abdomen.


	“Yeah. Gonna slice you open and let your guts fall out.”


	Angelo laughed. “Yeah, like sausages.”


	Jake twisted his arm. “Maybe we’ll feed you some. Like hot dogs.”


	Angelo guffawed. “Aw, man, we forgot the fuckin’ rolls!”


	This got laughs all around.


	“B-b-but I’ll die!”


	“No shit!” Gabe shouted. “You’re one smart asshole!”


	More laughs. They all seemed to be getting a big kick out of this.


	“Y-you can’t get away with it! The security cameras! It’ll all b-b-be on tape! They’ll catch you!”


	Gabe kept smiling. “All you need is a broom handle to tip them so they don’t see nothin’.”


	Jack slipped his finger over the Glock’s trigger. No safety to worry about. Ready. Just needed to know one more thing.


	“S-someone will hear!”


	He laughed. “Not you, asshole, ’cause you won’t have no ears. And besides, nobody up there can hear nothin’ down here.”


	Just what he needed to hear.


	“That’s a relief.”


	Gabe gave him a puzzled look. “Wha—?”


	“You didn’t plan well enough.”


	He twisted to clear his right forearm, raised the Glock to hip level, and shot Gabe in the belly. The report was deafening in the small space. Angelo loosened his grip as he jumped and screamed like a girl, giving Jack a chance for a cross-body shot into his chest. Jake jumped on him and tried to take him down. Jack switched hands, slipped the pistol between his arm and his flank, and fired. Jake tumbled off, staggered back against the wall, and left a trail of blood as he slid to the floor.


	Jack whirled and found Gabe on his side, hands clutched over his abdomen, kicking his legs as he made agonized, grunting noises. He’d taken a hardball round to the gut. Looked like it had exited via his back. Same with Jake, but his bullet must have hit something vital on its trip through his chest, because his wide, unblinking eyes said he was gone. As was Angelo. The second round in Jack’s magazine tended to be a hollowpoint or a pre-frag. He’d used Hydra-Shoks this time. Not much useful left inside Angelo’s rib cage.


	He stepped over to Gabe and kicked the knife away. The guy’s attention was centered on the pain in his belly, but why take a chance?


	“. . . hurts . . .” he grunted.


	“So I’ve heard,” Jack said. “But probably not as much as being gutted by a bowie knife.”


	Another grunt that sounded like “. . . doctor . . .”


	“Don’t think so.”


	“. . . please . . .”


	Jack rolled Gabe onto his back and pressed the muzzle of the Glock against his chest.


	His eyes widened. “No!”


	“You made a mistake. You thought you’d brought me into your world, but you wound up in mine. You threatened Gia and put your hands on her. You don’t do that in my world. At the moment, life holds too many threats to me and mine that I can’t seem to do anything about. You, I’m afraid, have the misfortune of being one that I can.”
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	Jack waded back through the crowd until he reached a point where he had a line of sight to Gia. He waited till she looked his way, then waved. Her face lit when she saw him but he motioned her to stay seated.


	“Meet me downstairs by the car rental booths,” he called.


	She gave him a questioning look.


	“ASAP,” he said.


	She nodded and began buttoning Vicky’s coat. He turned and squeezed through the crowd.


	Far below, he’d left the three bodies where they’d fallen. He’d closed the door to the room and locked them in. No one without a swipe card could open it. After wiping down anything he’d touched, he’d made the long, painful climb back up to the ticketing level.


	His hip was on fire now as he entered the crowded men’s room and found he had to wait on line for a stall. When he finally reached one, he removed the sweatshirt and hung it on the hook on the back of the door. He waited a minute, then exited, leaving the hoodie behind.


	He found a spot outside on the floor where he could watch the traffic in and out of the men’s room. He thought it would take at least ten minutes, but it took only five before he spotted a tall, lanky kid exit the men’s room with a gray sweatshirt rolled up under his arm. Could have been his own, but his swiveling head and furtive look meant he’d probably boosted it. When Jack spotted a piece of the Nets logo, he was sure.


	Wear it in good health . . . but wear it.


	Jack headed down to the baggage level and found his ladies waiting near the Hertz booth. Vicky smiled and waved. She seemed to have recovered from the loss of her pretzel. Gia’s expression was more serious.


	“Are you okay?”


	He nodded as he took the handle of her rolling suitcase.


	“Fine.”


	“What about—?”


	“They’re no longer interested in you.”


	She bit her upper lip. “Oh, Jack, I don’t like the sound of that.”


	“It’s okay.”


	“But what does that mean?”


	“Just what it says: They won’t be bothering you anymore.”


	“But . . .” She leaned close and whispered so Vicky couldn’t hear. “Did they attack you?”


	“As we both knew they would.”


	“Then why did you go?”


	“To get them away from you.”


	“Did you . . . I mean, are they . . . ? ”


	He looked at her. “Do you really want to know the details?”


	She held his gaze, then looked away. “No. Not really. I have a good imagination.”


	“I hope Jack kicked their fucking asses.”


	Unwilling to believe Vicky had just said that, Jack turned and stared into her innocent blue eyes.


	“What did you—?”


	“Victoria Maria Westphalen!” Gia said, hands on hips in the classic shocked-and-angry mother pose.


	It appeared to be dawning on Vicky that she’d crossed some sort of line, but she merely shrugged. “Well, he stole my pretzel.”


	“That’s not the point. Have you ever heard me talk like that? Have you ever heard Jack talk like that? Where on Earth have you ever heard that kind of language?”


	“On the bus. Everybody—”


	“I don’t care what everybody does, we do not use that kind of language, understand?”


	“Okay, okay,” she said in a my-mother-is-so-not-cool tone. “I hope he kicked their fucking heinies. Okay?”


	Jack had to turn away. He could stifle—barely—the laugh that struggled to burst free, but he could not hide the grin. He shouldn’t have bothered because, after a pregnant pause, Gia leaned against him and started laughing out loud. Jack joined her while Vicky looked at them like they were crazy.


	When Gia finally composed herself she looked back at Vicky. “We don’t drop f-bombs either.”


	“F-bombs?”


	“The f-word.”


	Vicky rolled her eyes. “Okay, how about—?”


	“How about we talk about something else?”


	Vicky shrugged. “Okaaaaay.”


	Gia looked back at Jack. “What are we doing out here?”


	“I thought we’d go for a walk.”


	“Back to the city? But—”


	“No. One of the hotels. Whichever is closest.”


	“I thought you said they were full up.”


	“They are, so we’ll camp in a lobby until morning.”


	“Why?”


	“The airport might not be the best place to stay. Way too crowded in there. Something might set that mob off. And if it does, you two might get hurt.” He put an arm around her and pressed her against him. “Or worse.”


	That was one reason. But Jack had another. Since no one without the right swipe card could enter that room, the bodies had a decent chance of remaining undiscovered till morning. But he couldn’t count on it. Someone might stumble on them five minutes from now. Word of a triple murder could panic the crowd. But even if word never reached the crowd, the cops and TSA people would be poring over the tapes. They might see a couple of the dead guys with someone in a gray Nets hoodie. Jack had spotted a good number of gray hoodies in the Central Terminal and, though it was highly unlikely in that packed throng, the tapes might link the hoodie with the dead guys to the hoodie who’d been with Gia and Vicky. That was the way his luck seemed to be running lately.


	He lifted Vicky onto his shoulders. His hip protested but he ignored it. This was Vicky.


	“Want to go for a ride?”


	“Yes!”


	He held out his arm to Gia. “Shall we?”


	She hooked an arm around his elbow and they started walking. A couple of hotels waited not half a mile from the terminal. Any other night, it would be suicide to try to cross the Grand Central on foot. But tonight it would be like making their way through a crowded parking lot.


	He looked up at the sparkling winter sky and thought of the Lady. With all the concern about Gia and Vicky, she’d slipped his mind.


	He wondered how she was doing. It couldn’t be good.
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	“Well, it’s official. A White House spokesperson has announced that the Internet, that globe-spanning conglomeration of computer networks for the sharing of information, has, for all intents and purposes, crashed. Internet data traffic has come to a virtual standstill. Uninfected intranets—self-contained computer networks with guarded Internet access—still remain functional, as do military and some governments networks, but these form an infinitesimal fraction of what the Internet was. No World Wide Web, no Twitter, no Facebook, no chat rooms, no Usenet—it’s all down. The Department of Defense is looking at this as a possible act of war. The Department of Homeland Security has raised the National Threat level to red or ‘severe.’


	“In further comment, the White House announced—”


	Weezy muted the TV.


	She hadn’t checked on the Lady for a while and was afraid to go see her now. She knew the end was near, maybe had passed.


	She pushed herself up to her feet, and forced herself down the hall to the bedroom.


	She stopped by the doorway, listening. Again, no breathing. She wasn’t used to that, but she expected it. She stepped into the room. The bedside lamp still burned, illuminating the bed—


	The empty bed!


	No . . . no . . . someone there, under the covers. But she’d left the Lady lying atop the covers.


	“Lady?”


	Weezy gasped as she realized she was seeing the covers through the Lady. Her brain kept telling her to run, to flee this madness, but she put one foot in front of the other until she was standing at the bedside, looking down at what was left of the Lady.


	Her body as well as her clothing had become transparent, or nearly so. What substance she retained had a faint, misty quality about it, just enough—barely enough—to provide a visible form. Weezy wondered at the transparency of her clothing until she realized that what appeared to be clothing on the Lady was really part of her, as malleable as her flesh—or rather, as malleable as it used to be.


	Weezy stared at the two holes in that flesh. When Weezy had first met her last year, she’d shown her a tunnel carved front to back through her torso by a previous attempt to extinguish her. After the Fhinntmanchca attack, a second, larger tunnel had appeared on the other side of her navel.


	She lay just as Weezy had left her, but . . . she’d been solid then. As before, her eyes were closed. Still conserving energy, or unable to open them?


	She reached a hand toward her and noticed how it trembled. She pushed it toward the Lady’s shoulder, finally touching it—


	—and passing through.


	She snatched it back. She’d felt something—the best she could describe it was a tepid liquid. The Lady’s substance had sublimated to a semi-solid state. Was this how it would end? From solid to semisolid to . . . what? A vapor, her molecules dissipating into the air? Was that how she would end—a victim of Brownian motion?


	And yet . . . why hadn’t that already happened? If the Internet was down, why was she here at all? Weezy could only assume that the damaged noosphere was trying desperately to maintain her existence, and obviously losing the battle.


	The mountain lake she’d described was draining dry.


	“Lady?”


	No motion, no response, not even a flutter of the eyelids. She seemed even less substantial than a moment ago.


	Weezy felt a sob building in her chest. No need to suppress it, so she let it burst free. She’d come to love the Lady as a person. She knew she was simply a projection of the noosphere, but she seemed more than that. She seemed to have her own personality. Most likely that was merely a projection as well, but whatever it was, Weezy had come to love it.


	She pulled a chair up beside the bed. She didn’t want to look at what was left of the Lady, so she turned out the light. But even though the Lady wasn’t human, she shouldn’t have to die alone. Someone needed to be here to bear witness to her passing.


	“I’ll sit with you until . . .”


	She couldn’t bring herself to say it.


	. . . until there’s no more of you to sit with.


	SUNDAY
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	Weezy awoke in the dark with a cold left hand. She remembered resting it on the bed next to the Lady’s earlier. She must have fallen asleep. A cold weight rested on that hand.


	Reaching across with her right, she turned on the light and gasped.


	The Lady still lay on the bed as Weezy had last seen her, but she seemed more visible. No, she was more visible. She could no longer see the covers through her. The cold weight resting on Weezy’s hand was the Lady’s. It had substance now. Last night she’d been reduced to some sort of strange semiliquid, progressing toward vapor. Now she seemed to be gathering mass and moving in the other direction.


	Weezy slipped her hand from under the Lady’s and touched her arm. Definitely solid now.


	But how could that be?


	She shook her gently. “Lady? Lady, can you hear me?”


	Nothing. No breath. No movement. But she was still here. And she must have moved sometime since Weezy dozed off, or else how would her hand have come to rest atop Weezy’s?


	She gave the Lady’s arm a gentle squeeze. The flesh rebounded. How was this possible? The Internet was down, and yet she not only survived, she was rebounding.


	Unless . . . had the Internet somehow rebounded just in time? It seemed too good to be true, but . . .


	She looked around for a clock but couldn’t find one. She dug out her cell phone and touched a key. The display lit to show no service and no time. She’d left the TV on in the front room and heard it now. She hurried out to see if she could learn anything from the tube.


	The time was posted in the lower right corner of the screen: 2:32. A harried looking newsreader on one of the local stations sat at his desk, reading a press release.


	“. . . of Homeland Security says that Jihad-four-twenty, the virus responsible for the crash of the Internet, originated from a server in Tehran. In an unprecedented step, the intelligence services of the world are uniting to hunt down the hacker or cabal of hackers or the terrorist organization responsible.”


	He switched to another sheet of paper.


	“The DHS has also revealed that shortly after the myriad servers and routers that feed the Internet crashed, terrorists launched a well-organized and widespread attack against the Internet’s physical infrastructure. All across the globe, but mostly here in the United States, explosions ripped through the fiber-optic cables that crisscross the country and the oceans, linking data centers and nations. This will make rebuilding the Internet even more difficult. Not only will the countless crashed servers and routers need to be reprogrammed, but the damaged cables that link them will have to be repaired or replaced.”


	Weezy hit the mute button and stepped to the window. Clearly the Internet had not rebounded, and would not for some time. Below, the traffic was still snarled. Only a few headlights remained on. Nothing moved except a rare pedestrian.


	The Internet crashed . . . the noosphere further weakened . . . the Lady should be gone. But she was hanging on.


	No, more than hanging on—rallying.


	How? Whence was she drawing strength?
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	The clock on the wall behind the Marriott’s registration desk said it was a little after six-thirty. Jack looked out the front door. The sun hadn’t yet cleared the horizon, but the sky had lightened enough to make travel feasible.


	He’d spent the night trying to think of a way back to Gia’s place that didn’t involve a six- or seven-mile walk through the cold. Even if he could fit Gia and Vicky on the motocross bike, he couldn’t guarantee their safety. He couldn’t rent a car because the roads—at least all the roads he could see—were still jammed. The side streets here in Queens had probably eased up, but the problem was getting to them. Enough people had abandoned their cars, at least temporarily, to create a near-permanent snarl.


	The fact that it was Sunday, without millions trying to get to work, would help, but it still might take all day to untangle this mess. They couldn’t wait for that. The hotel coffee shop was out of everything but coffee, and that was in short supply. He’d managed to snag a couple of cups for Gia and himself, and an OJ for Vicky.


	“Are we ready for this?” he said.


	Gia and Vicky nodded. They were both well bundled up. Good thing they’d been returning from Iowa instead of Florida.


	Gia looked at him. “How long do you think it will take?”


	Jack had borrowed a map from the concierge during the night and checked out the shortest route to the Queensboro Bridge. Gia lived in its shadow.


	“If we take the Grand Central to Northern Boulevard to the bridge, it’s between six and a half and seven miles. It shouldn’t be too hard to move at around three miles an hour—”


	He caught Gia’s glance at Vicky, then at his hip.


	“I’m okay. The rest has helped.” True enough. He’d checked it in the men’s room: big bruise, but much less painful. “And Vicks will be on my shoulders. I think we’re talking two and a half hours, less if we’re lucky.”


	Gia smiled. “Home by nine. You have no idea how good that sounds. I’ll have scrambled eggs and coffee on the table by nine-thirty.”


	“You have no idea how good that sounds. Let’s go. I’m starved.”


	Jack had paid the bell captain to check Gia’s bag. So, unencumbered, they stepped out into the cold. Jack swung Vicky onto his shoulders and the three of them set off for Manhattan.


	Vicky started singing “We’re Off to See the Wizard” and Jack thought that was somehow appropriate. He would have sung along, but he feared that after last night, the Wizard’s name was Rasalom.
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	“I . . . live?”


	The Lady’s voice was faint, hoarse, like a broom sweeping sand. She lay as she had before, but her eyes were open and she was conscious. Weezy had been watching her, talking to her, touching her. She’d seen her mouth move a few times, but these were the first words she’d heard her speak since last night.


	She leaned closer. “Miraculously, yes. How?”


	“Don’t . . . know.”


	Speech seemed a war, each word a victory.


	“Well, your enemies succeeded in bringing down the Net, but I guess the noosphere is stronger and more resilient than anyone imagined.”


	“No . . . not.”


	“But your continued survival is proof that it is.”


	“No . . . not.”


	“Not what?”


	The Lady closed her eyes again. Weezy wanted to shake her—gently, of course—and ask her to explain, but she seemed to have slipped back into her sleep mode. The Lady had said she didn’t sleep, but she was doing a convincing imitation. Except for the not-breathing part. Weezy couldn’t get used to that.


	She leaned back. No . . . not. What did she mean? That the noosphere was not sustaining her? How could that be? She was a creation of the noosphere, a projection of humanity’s neuromass. Weezy had come to conceptualize her as a sort of hologram. But if the hologram’s projector suffered a power failure, or its light source fizzled to a point where it could no longer sustain the projection, the hologram vanished.


	The noosphere had suffered two crushing blows in less than a year. The nuclear strike from the Fhinntmanchca should have been a knockout punch. And would have been if not for the Internet. The Net had been swelling the noosphere with a massive, ongoing infusion of sentient interactions that had cushioned the blow, allowing it to continue supporting the Lady’s existence. The Fhinntmanchca had knocked it down, but not out. It was regrouping but still had a long way to go before it regained its former depth and breadth. It needed the Internet input for recovery. Loss of that would put it on the critical list. It could never die—so long as humans existed and interacted, there would always be a noosphere—but what had happened last night should have reduced it to a shell of its former self, to Stone Age level, unable to maintain its avatar, its beacon, the Lady.


	The Lady should have vanished. Yet she persisted.


	And her persistence meant that this corner of reality was still perceived as sentient, and valuable—a worthy marble in the Ally’s collection, and thus still under its protection.


	Somehow, against all odds, Rasalom and the Order had succeeded in bringing down the Internet yet failed to bring down the Lady.


	Weezy wandered out to the front room. She wished Jack were here. Even more, she wished Mr. Veilleur were. He might be able to explain. But he hadn’t returned from wherever he’d gone off to. She’d checked upstairs but the nurse he’d hired to watch over his wife said she hadn’t heard from him.


	She went to the window and looked out at the bright winter day.


	“What’s going on!”
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	Hank Thompson couldn’t sit still, so he left his office in the Lodge and strode down the hall toward Drexler’s. Along the way he passed the grinning faces of his Kickers. They assumed their leader had been behind the fall of the Internet and they were digging it.


	“Nice work, boss!” someone called.


	“I didn’t do anything. It was those crazy Muslims.”


	“Sure thing, boss.” Then a laugh.


	He stepped into Drexler’s office without knocking because he knew it drove the uptight prick crazy.


	“Well?” he said. “When does it start?”


	Drexler sat behind his desk, hands steepled, tips of his index fingers against his lips. His tie was loose, and he looked uncharacteristically disheveled, as if he hadn’t slept all night. Hank had slept like the proverbial baby.


	As Drexler, seemingly lost in thought, looked up, his eyes focused. “What?”


	He didn’t even seem annoyed at Hank’s intrusion. What was on his mind?


	“The Change.” Hank stepped to the window and gazed at the jammed traffic below. “Look at it out there. Chaos! We’ve brought the whole damn city to a halt. We did our part, now your pal’s got to do his.”


	Drexler gave him a long look. “ ‘Got to’? You’re going to tell the One what he’s ‘got’ to do?”


	“Well, not to his face. But the Net is down, and that means he’s got a clear field to bring the Others back.”


	“Not unless the Lady is down as well.”


	“The Lady? Who’s the Lady?”


	Drexler looked like a kid who’d blurted something he shouldn’t have.


	“Nothing. Just a figure of speech.”


	“Yeah? Why don’t I believe you?”


	“What you believe is not my concern.”


	“You said all that was standing between the One and the Change was the Internet. Now you’re talking about some lady. I think I got a right to know what gives.”


	“A figure of speech. Like the expression, ‘It’s not over until the fat lady sings.’ There is no fat lady. It’s just an expression.”


	“Like hell.”


	“Mister Thompson, I find you especially vexing today. Please leave. Now.”


	Hank was tempted to tell him to shove it, but he reminded himself, once again, that this building he and the Kickers occupied belonged to the Order, and Drexler was the Order’s guy. Yeah, he’d leave, but not without a parting shot.


	“Sure. I was leaving anyway. But you know what, I don’t particularly care whether your fat lady sings or not. We killed the Internet. If that’s all that happens, if it doesn’t lead to the Change, fine. That’s enough for me and Kickerdom.” He’d come up with that word recently and loved it. “Because it pushes people one step closer to dissimilation. It forces them to realize that too much interconnectedness is a trap.”


	“Leave,” Drexler said.


	Hank left. He had things to do. Hadn’t made any plans for cashing in on the Internet crash. The Change was supposed to follow close on its heels, but maybe it wouldn’t. If not, he had to mobilize Kickerdom to get out and about and start securing converts.


	Change or no Change, both presented opportunities, and Hank wasn’t going to let them pass him by.
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	We killed the Internet.


	What an idiot, Ernst thought as he watched the door swing closed behind Thompson.


	Even though everything had gone according to plan, the Internet was not dead. He knew better than to think they could ever kill it. That would mean damaging it beyond repair, and that was not possible. It would be up and running in some limited form within a week or two, and soon after that would be back to near-normal activity.


	Damaged and knocked unconscious, but not dead.


	Questions swirled through his brain as he swiveled his chair to face the window. He put his feet up on the sill and leaned back. He was exhausted. He hadn’t slept at all last night and he wasn’t getting any younger.


	How long must the Internet stay down to have the desired effect? How much time did the One require to begin the Change? How long would it take to restore the Lady after an inevitably revived Internet began pumping life again into the noosphere? And would it matter then? Would it be too late?


	Only the One knew. Or did he? This was all terra incognita to him as well. Never before had the Change been so imminent. Perhaps he was as much in the dark as Ernst.


	The Change . . .


	Uncertainty, a novel emotion in his life, had plagued him since giving the word to unleash the virus. His life had been focused toward this moment. And now that it was here, he felt no triumph, only unease. He had to admit that he liked this life. He had power, position, privilege. He was privy to the forces that shaped history. And he was going to trade all that for . . . what?


	The Change? Supposedly he would become one of the forces that would change the course of history—end history, in fact.


	But what did that mean? Did anyone—even the One—know? The suspense was killing him. If only—


	“You have failed me.”


	Ernst vaulted from his chair with a yelp of shock. He whirled to find the One standing on the far side of his desk, his expression grim, his eyes ebon eternities of fury. Fear deeper than Ernst had ever known glued his tongue to the roof of his mouth.


	When he finally tore it free he managed a weak, “Failed?”


	“She persists,” he said, finishing with a prolonged hiss as he leaned over the desk.


	Ernst repressed an urge to step back. “But the Internet is down. We succeeded—”


	The One’s voice remained low; Ernst almost wished he would shout.


	“Was the end of the Internet the goal? No. It was elimination of the Lady. And the Lady persists. Therefore you have failed.”


	Ernst’s heart began to pound.


	“I did my part. We agreed that strangling the Internet’s input was supposed to finish what the Fhinntmanchca began. I delivered on what I promised.”


	“And yet she endures. I have wasted months waiting for this scheme of yours to bear fruit. It has not. It has proved worthless. Just as you have proved worthless.”


	For a heartbeat, he feared the One was going to attack him—strangle him, snap his spine, hurl him through the window . . . a parade of agonizing possibilities marched through his mind.


	But he did not. He simply trained his depthless black gaze on Ernst for what seemed like an eternity.


	Suddenly, to Ernst’s shock, he smiled.


	“Fortunate for you, this meeting might have ended differently had not something wonderful happened yesterday.”


	Ernst found his voice. “Wonderful?”


	“Yes!” The One became animated, almost giddy. “Something I should have suspected, but never dreamed possible!”


	And then . . . he laughed. Ernst had never heard him laugh, never imagined he could.


	“What—?”


	“You wouldn’t—couldn’t understand, but it almost makes up for your failure. Yesterday I learned something that changes evvvvvverything.”


	And just as suddenly, his mood darkened. In a blindingly fast move, he reached across the desk and grabbed Ernst by the throat, lifting him off the ground as his fingers squeezed.


	“But that does not mitigate your abject failure. You still might prove useful, otherwise . . .”


	The last word hung in the air between them.


	Ernst forced his words past the choking fingers.


	“I’ve . . . dedicated . . . my life—”


	The One’s grip tightened, cutting him off.


	“At last I can take direct action. I may call on you and your Order for minor logistical support, but now that I am free to act, I will take matters into my own hands. I will finish this myself.”


	With that he hurled Ernst across the office. The back of his head struck the wall with brain-jarring force, blurring his vision. When it cleared, the One was gone.


	At least he was alive. But what had just happened?


	You still might prove useful . . .


	Might? What did this mean? Would he not be elevated during the Change? Would he be left to suffer with the rabble?


	And what “wonderful” occurrence had spurred such a drastic change in the One’s tactics?
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	Hunger eased and bloodstream properly caffeinated, Jack arrived at Veilleur’s front door shortly before ten-thirty. He’d cut a diagonal across the lower end of Central Park to shorten his walk from Gia’s place. Traffic signals were still on the fritz but cops and cadets were directing at the major intersections, allowing cars to inch along. Still, he made better time walking.


	Gia had whipped up breakfast while Jack had set some logs ablaze in the fireplace. None of them had thought they’d ever be warm again, but scrambled eggs and coffee—hot chocolate in Vicky’s case—had worked wonders. He’d left his two ladies preparing to shower and, most likely, nap. No one had slept worth a damn last night.


	Jack could have used a snooze himself, but he needed news more—news of the Lady. Neither his cell nor Gia’s was working, and she’d canceled her landline last year after the accident. For all he knew, landlines were out too. The only solution left was to walk over and find out.


	The doorman knew him by now and let him in. He took the elevator up to the next-to-top floor and stopped outside the Lady’s door. He raised his hand to knock, but hesitated.


	He’d put off thinking about this. Weezy had had to face the Lady’s death alone. He felt bad about dumping it on her, but Veilleur was off on some mission and Jack had had no choice—he loved Weezy like the sister he’d lost, but Gia and Vicky came first, and he was damn glad he’d made the trip to LaGuardia.


	Now he had to deal with it: The Lady was gone. But how had she met her end? Poor Weezy . . .


	He knocked. The door opened almost immediately and Weezy stood staring at him, her expression unreadable for a second. Then her eyes closed and her lips trembled and she fell into his arms, sobbing. He held her close, absorbing her sobs.


	“I’m so sorry you had to—”


	“She’s alive!” she said, breaking free and wiping her eyes.


	“What?”


	“Somehow . . . she survived.”


	“Show me.”


	She led him to a bedroom in the rear of the apartment where daylight filtered through the closed blinds. In the dim light he could make out a shape lying on the bed. He stepped closer and recognized the Lady.


	“She looks just the same,” he whispered.


	“You should have been here last night. She was transparent for a while. I thought—I was sure we were going to lose her then, but . . .”


	With a jolt he noticed something. “She’s not breathing.”


	“She doesn’t have to. She’s not a real person, and that’s not a real human body.”


	Of course . . . obvious when he thought about it, but he’d never had to think about it until now.


	“But—”


	A noise from the front room cut him off. The sound of the door opening. They went to check and found Veilleur standing in the center of the room.


	“It’s true?” he said. “The Lady survived?”


	Weezy nodded. “Yes. How did you know?”


	“I would sense her absence. All the way home from North Carolina I waited to lose her, but she never left. She faded and I thought for sure that was it, but she’s come back.”


	Jack said, “But how?”


	“I think I know, but . . .”


	He turned and slammed his fist on the big table. It shook the room.


	“This means I’m an even bigger fool!”


	Weezy stepped toward him. “What do you mean?”


	“Rasalom—he knows.”


	“I thought we weren’t supposed to say his name.”


	He turned toward them, eyes filled with pain. “Say it all you want now. It doesn’t matter. He found me in North Carolina. He’s seen me. He knows I’m old and powerless. He knows!”
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	“It’s a long story,” Veilleur said. “Too long to tell right now.”


	The three of them had seated themselves at the big table. The Lady was conspicuous by her absence. Jack had recovered from his shock at the news, but not his ire. He resisted an I-told-you-so remark.


	“All right, then. When? How long has he known?”


	“Since yesterday morning. You said it was too risky and I should have listened. I never should have gone. It took the three of us nearly twenty-four hours to make it back here by car, and all the time—”


	“Three?” Jack said. “I thought four of you were going.”


	Veilleur shook his head. “One of us didn’t make it.”


	“His mother?” Jack said


	“No. She’s . . .” He shook his head again. “Rasalom . . .”


	Weezy said, “Maybe he knows about you, but if you keep saying his name, won’t he find you and . . . ?”


	“Kill me? He had ample opportunity yesterday, but didn’t. That would send up a warning flare to the Ally. Besides, he wants me to see everything fall apart, see the Change well under way before he finishes me.”


	“Well, if we can use his name now, why don’t we use yours as well . . . Glaeken?”


	“Yeah,” Jack said. “Let’s let it all hang out.”


	“Very well.” His expression remained grim. “Call me Glaeken.”


	“Okay, Glaeken,” Jack said. “What change in tactics can we expect from Rasalom? He still can’t start the Change—not with the Lady still around. The Ally won’t let the Otherness in as long as our reality is listed in the ‘sentient’ category. So what can he do that he hasn’t already done?”


	“He can be bolder, more aggressive. He no longer has to worry about the possibility of my lying in wait for him, baiting a trap. He’s free to mount open assaults against the Lady.”


	“But he can’t hurt her,” Weezy said. “He’s of this Earth and nothing of this Earth can hurt the Lady. So unless he’s got another Fhinntmanchca lying about, he’s out of luck.”


	Glaeken shook his head. “Don’t be too sure. He’s cunning and resourceful. She has been slain twice now. Remember what she said about the third time.”


	Weezy nodded. “A third time, and Rasalom wins.”


	“Speaking of the Lady,” Jack said, “you said you had a theory on why she’s still with us. Care to share?”


	“Yes,” said a weak voice from behind him. “I should like an answer as well.”


	Jack turned and saw the Lady leaning in the arch to the hallway. He leaped up and helped her to a seat at the table.


	“Should you be up?” Weezy said, hovering.


	She leaned heavily on the table. “I need to be with you.” She looked at Glaeken. “I overheard. Rasalom knows?”


	Glaeken nodded. “I’m afraid so.”


	“Tell me why I am here.”


	“First tell me this: Are you still connected to the noosphere?”


	She nodded. “Still connected. I am still its avatar, still its beacon, but it does not support me. It cannot. It is too weak. I should not be here, yet I am. Why?”


	“Because you refused to leave.”


	Her face reflected the shock Jack felt. “Refused? I cannot refuse.”


	“Hear me out. I began to suspect when the Fhinntmanchca didn’t finish you. You winked out of existence for a few heartbeats.”


	“My second death.”


	“Yes, but then you returned—as an adult. You wouldn’t have been an adult if the shocked and weakened noosphere had had to regenerate you. You would have returned as a child, am I right?”


	She looked puzzled. “Yes . . . yes, I suppose that is true.”


	Jack wasn’t following. “I don’t get it.”


	Keeping her eyes on Glaeken, she said, “My ability to shape-shift to different ages and races is a function of the power of the noosphere. The noosphere should have been destroyed by the Fhinntmanchca. Instead, because of the Internet, it survived in a weakened state, thrown back to an earlier level of power when I could represent myself only as a young girl. I had no shape-shifting powers back then.”


	Jack said, “Why didn’t you return as a young girl?”


	Wonder lit her features. “I returned in the form I wore when the Fhinntmanchca attacked. I have been stuck in that form, unable to shift. And now, though still connected to the noosphere, I seem to be existing independent of it. How can that be?”


	“Because, my dear, you have become a person.”


	Weezy gave her head an emphatic shake. “No. That’s—”


	“Impossible? Note I did not say ‘human.’ I said ‘person.’ There’s a difference. The Lady has existed for so long that she’s no longer a mere projection, she’s developed a self—one with a real attachment to this world and the people who inhabit it. That self refused to leave us.”


	The Lady looked confused. “But if the noosphere isn’t feeding me, how do I exist?”


	Weezy’s eyes lit. “Through us! You’re being fed by humanity itself—directly.”


	Jack had an awful thought.


	“Wait. Does this mean that Rasalom can hurt her now?”


	Silence around the table until . . .


	The Lady held out her hand to Jack. “Your knife, please?”


	Jack pulled out his Endura, opened it, and gently pushed it across the table. The Lady took it, stared at the blade a moment, then stabbed it through the back of her other hand. Jack had known this was coming, but it still made him wince. Weezy had seen this demonstration before too, but she still let out a yelp.


	They all watched as the Lady pulled the blade free. No blood on the steel, and as before, the wound sealed itself in an instant.


	Jack released a breath he’d been holding. “Okay. At least we know that Rasalom can’t hurt her.”


	Glaeken raised a finger. “Not by any means we know, but he’s resourceful. He may find one. He will be relentless in seeking her third death. So our first priority must be to protect the Lady.”


	Jack balled his fists. “Defense again. Always defense.”


	Glaeken nodded. “Yes. Defend the Lady at all costs. But this latest development allows us a change in tactics.”


	Something in his voice . . . Jack leaned forward.


	“What have you got in mind?”


	Glaeken fixed him with his blue stare. “I’m releasing you from your promise, Jack. As you know, the only reason I’ve been holding you back was the fear that Rasalom would learn the truth about my condition. Well, thanks to a foolish old man, he now knows. So there’s no further need for restraint. Go after him, Jack. Find him, kill him if you can.”


	Jack felt as if he’d been released from a cell.


	“Open season? Anything goes?”


	“Anything. You may well need anything and everything. He can die, but he is something more than human now, so he will be very hard to kill. Your first strike must be decisive. You may not get a second.”


	Weezy’s expression turned fearful. “Better think this over, Jack. He’s dangerous, and he’s so powerful.”


	Jack knew. Did he ever. And that was why he wasn’t going to let this rush of release take over. Yes, he was finally being allowed to do something, but he had to be careful and deliberate. When he made his moves, they’d matter.


	“That’s why I’ll need your help,” he told her. “Keep going through the Compendium. See if you can find a weakness, a vulnerability we can exploit.”


	She looked at Glaeken. “Isn’t there anyone else?”


	“You know there isn’t. Jack is uniquely suited for this. And it makes you wonder, doesn’t it, if perhaps his whole life has been steered toward this moment, this confrontation.”


	She turned back to Jack. “But first you’ve got to find him. He might not be calling himself Mister Osala anymore.”


	“I’d be surprised if he were.”


	But Jack had a good idea of where to start looking.


	The rules of engagement had just changed, and Jack was going to take the war to Rasalom.


	www.repairmanjack.com


	THE SECRET HISTORY OF THE WORLD
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	AUTHOR’S NOTE


	You hold the final installment in the Repairman Jack series.


	As I’ve mentioned in the past few books, I’m ending the series with number fifteen (though Jack will appear in Nightworld), and The Dark at the End is it.


	I’ve always said this would be a closed-end series, that I would not run Jack into the ground, that I had a big story to tell and would lower the curtain after telling it. The major arc—the cosmic conflict between the Ally and the Otherness—has accrued critical mass and it’s time to pay off on everything I’ve been building toward. Drawing it out further will do nothing but add excess verbiage and vitiate the series’s punch.


	Let’s end on a high note, okay?


	The Dark at the End picks up two weeks after Fatal Error. I hope you’ve read the Adversary Cycle by now. The two story tracks—Jack’s tale and the Cycle—have merged here. (See “The Secret History of the World” for how everything fits together.)


	From The Dark at the End we’ll move on to the extensively revised Nightworld. Jack is a major player there, but only one of many. Nightworld is an ensemble novel with characters from across the Secret History. It ends both narrative tracks, as well as the Secret History. More stories remain to be told, but the timeline stops there. I will set no stories after Nightworld.


	However …


	In response to cries of agony from readers, I’ve agreed to write three more Repairman Jack novels from the period between his arrival in NYC and The Tomb, just to fill in those gaps. They’ll trace how he gets to know Abe and Julio, and how he becomes the guy you meet in The Tomb. After those books, it’s over. You will then know all I know about Jack and I’ll have nothing left to say. I need to move on.


	—F. Paul Wilson, the Jersey Shore
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	WEDNESDAY


	1


	“Sir!” the cabbie said in heavily accented English as Jack slammed the taxi door shut behind him. “Those people were—”


	“Drive!”


	“They were there first and—”


	Jack slammed the plastic partition between them and shot him his best glare. “Drive, goddammit!”


	The guy hesitated, then his dark features registered the truth that he wasn’t going to win this one.


	“Where?”


	“There!” Jack pointed uptown, where the cab was facing. “Anywhere, just move!”


	As the cab pulled into the bustling morning traffic on Central Park West, Jack twisted to peer through the rear window. The couple he’d shoved out of the way to commandeer the taxi stood at the curb, huddling against the March wind as they stared after him in openmouthed shock, but they seemed to be the only ones.


	Good … as if anything about this could be called good.


	He faced front again and checked his arm. His left deltoid hurt like hell. He noticed a bullet hole in the sleeve of his beloved beat-up bomber jacket. He reached inside, touched a reeeally tender spot. His fingers came out bloody.


	Swell. Just swell. This was not how the day was supposed to go.


	It had begun serenely enough: shower, coffee and kaisers with Gia, then a trip to Central Park West to drop in on the Lady. He knew certain forces wanted to rid the world of her, and had almost succeeded a couple of weeks ago. But he’d never expected an armed ambush.


				*

	


	
After finding the Lady’s apartment empty, he’d taken the stairs one floor up to Veilleur’s floor.


	Even though he could call him Glaeken now, he’d trained himself to think of him as Veilleur and Veilleur only for over a year, so shifting to his real name was going to take a little time.


	He knocked on the steel door at the top step. “Hello?”


	“Come in, Jack,” said a voice from somewhere on the other side. “It’s open.”


	Inside he found Glaeken slumped in an easy chair in the apartment’s great room, sipping coffee as he stared out at the morning sky through the panoramic windows.


	Jack slowed as he approached, struck by his appearance. He was as big as ever; his shoulders just as broad, his hair as gray, his eyes as blue. But he looked older today. Okay, the guy was old—he measured his age in millennia—but this morning, in this unguarded moment, he looked it. Jack hadn’t been by since the Internet mess. Could Glaeken have aged so much since then?


	“You okay?”


	He straightened and smiled, and some—but not all—of the extra years dropped away. “Fine, fine. Just tired. Magda had a bad night.”


	His aged wife’s memory had been slipping away for years and was little more than vapor now. Glaeken radiated devotion to her, and Jack knew he’d hoped they’d grow old together. The old part had worked out, but not the together. Glaeken was alone. Someone named Magda might be in a bedroom down the hall, but the mind of the woman he’d fallen in love with had left the building.


	“Didn’t the nurse—?”


	“Yes, she did what she could, but sometimes I’m the only one who can calm her.”


	Jack shook his head. Like the old guy needed more stress in his life.


	“Have you seen the Lady? I stopped in to check on how she’s doing but her place is empty.”


	She occupied the apartment just below. Couldn’t say she lived here, because the Lady wasn’t alive in the conventional sense.


	“You just missed her.” Glaeken gestured to the window. “She went for her morning walk in the park.”


	“Really? When did she start that?”


	“Almost a week now.”


	Jack stepped to the glass and stared down at Central Park, far below. A little to the left, ringed by winter-bare trees, the grass of the Sheep Meadow showed brown through patches of leftover snow.


	“I take it she’s recovering then?”


	“Still weak but feeling a little stronger every day.”


	“Well, I guess after being wheelchair-bound and damn near dead a couple of weeks ago, that’s not bad.”


	“Would that I had a fraction of her resilience.”


	Jack scanned the park but couldn’t pick her out. Even though the park was relatively empty due to the cold, the strollers looked too small from up here. All his uncles looked like ants, as the joke went.


	“Can you spot her?”


	Glaeken rose and stood beside him, leaning into the sunlight as he squinted below. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”


	“What’s she wearing?”


	“One of those house dresses she favors lately. It’s yellow today.”


	“That’s all? It’s freezing—” He caught himself. “Never mind.”


	Glaeken shot him a quick glance but said nothing.


	Right. He knew. The Lady didn’t feel cold. Or heat. Or pain. And her clothes weren’t really clothes, simply part of whatever look she was presenting to the world. She’d worn the form of Mrs. Clevenger before her near-death experience and seemed to be stuck in that form ever since.


	Glaeken said, “You know how she likes to be out among her ‘children.’”


	Jack spotted a bright yellow someone strolling in the near half of the meadow.


	“Got her.” He turned away from the window. “I’ll catch up to her.”


	“She’ll be back soon.”


	Jack shook his head. “Got things to do. Today’s the day I start looking for the R-Man.”


	“You can say his name now.”


	“I know. But it’s geekier to have code names for him.”


	Glaeken looked at him. “Geekier?”


	“Don’t worry about it. Just me running at the mouth.”


	“I hope it doesn’t indicate that you are in any way taking him lightly.”


	“Believe me, I’m not. I’ve seen what he can do.”


	Just my way of coping, he thought as he headed for the elevator.


	Glaeken’s elevator had two buttons—one for the top floor and one for the lobby. One of the perks of owning the building.


	At street level, Jack waved to the doorman and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Central Park loomed just across the street. He strode to the corner of Sixty-fourth and waited for the light.


	He’d developed enormous respect, maybe even a sort of love for the city’s traffic signals after they’d gone down during the Internet crash. Days of pure hell followed. They were back in working order now, though not all in sync yet. The Internet, however, still had a ways to go before it could call itself cured. The virus that had brought it down—and the city’s traffic and transit systems along with it—was still replicating itself in unvaccinated regions of the Web. Cell phones were back up and running, much to everyone’s relief, though local outages were still a problem.


	He adjusted the curved bill of his Mets cap lower over his face. Working lights meant working traffic cams. Designed to catch red-light runners, they recorded tons of pedestrians every minute. Couldn’t go anywhere these days without some goddamn camera sucking off a bit of your soul.


	He crossed with the green and trotted a block uptown to one of the park entrances. He stopped at the edge of the fifteen-acre field known as the Sheep Meadow. In the old days it had lived up to its name, with a real shepherd and his flock housed in what was now Tavern on the Green. Nowadays, in warmer weather, hordes of sun worshippers littered the grass. None of those on this blustery March day, making the Lady’s yellow dress easy to pick out.


	
He spotted her ambling along the tree line at the northern end. Gray-haired Mrs. Clevenger had been a fixture in his hometown when he was a kid, but she’d always worn black. To see her in any other color, especially yellow, was jarring.


	As he started toward her, he noticed the stares she was attracting. People had to think she was a little off in the head, strolling around in this temperature wearing only a thin, sleeveless housedress.


	He was about fifty yards away, and readying to call out, when four men stepped out of the trees, raised semiautomatic pistols, and began firing at her.


	Jack froze for a shocked instant, thinking he had to be hallucinating, but no mistaking the loud cracks and muzzle flashes. He yanked the Glock 19 from the holster at the small of his back and broke into a run.


	The Lady had stopped and was staring at the men firing nearly point-blank at her head and torso as they moved in on her. She didn’t stagger, didn’t even flinch. They couldn’t be missing.


	As he neared and got a better look, she seemed to be unharmed. No surprise. Her dress was undamaged as well. The bullets seemed to disappear before they reached her.


	One of her assailants looked Jack’s way. As their eyes locked the man shouted something in a foreign language and angled his pistol toward him. Jack swiveled his torso to reduce his exposure and veered left, popping three quick rounds at the gunman’s center of mass. Two hit, staggering him, felling him. He landed on his back in a patch of old snow. The third bullet missed but winged his buddy behind him. Another of the attackers shouted something and fired just as Jack changed direction. He felt an impact and a stinging pain in his left upper arm. He dropped to a knee and began pulling the trigger, firing two-to-three rounds per second in a one-handed grip. This was going to run his mag in no time, but he had only one man down and couldn’t allow any of the three still standing to get a bead on him.


	Relief flooded him as they grabbed their wounded pal and ran back into the trees. He stopped firing and didn’t follow. He’d counted thirteen rounds fired. That left two in his magazine and he wasn’t carrying a spare—a firefight had not been on the morning’s agenda. He did have his Kel-Tec backup in an ankle holster, but that was useful only at close range.


	The Lady was staring at him. “They tried to kill me.”


	“Ya think?”


	Jack looked at the downed attacker. His face matched the shade of the dirty snow cushioning his head. Ragged breaths bubbled the blood in his mouth. His pistol lay by his side. A Tokarev. Jack had seen a lot of Tokarevs lately—too many—and its presence pretty much nailed who’d sent him and his buddies.


	The Order.


	Drexler had sent out a hit team on the Lady. What was he thinking? Nothing of this Earth could harm her, and lead slugs were of this Earth. Drexler knew that. So why would he try? Unless he thought he’d come into some special super bullets.


	As Jack holstered his Glock, he grabbed the Tokarev and felt a jab of pain in his left upper arm. Yeah, he’d been hit. Worry about that later. People were pointing their way, some already on cell phones. Too much to hope for one of the random phone outages here and now, he supposed. And even if they couldn’t get their calls through, they could use the phones as cameras. None of the callers was too close but that could change. Cops would be here soon.


	He shoved the Tokarev into his jacket and grabbed the Lady’s arm.


	“We’ve got to get you out of here.”


	In the good old days—as in, before last summer—she could simply change into someone else or disappear and reappear somewhere else. But nowadays she was stuck in old-woman mode and had to travel like a human.


	She wasn’t very spry but Jack moved her along as fast as she could go. He pulled his cap even lower and kept his head down, not exactly sure of where he was taking her—out of the park, definitely, but after that? Couldn’t take her straight back to her apartment. Her damn yellow dress made her stick out like a canary at a crow convention. Needed to get her off the street, then figure out what to do.


	As they reached the sidewalk he saw a taxi pull to a stop before a late-middle-aged couple—he wore an Intrepid cap and she carried a Hard Rock shopping bag. Tourists. They stood a few feet ahead. He knew his next step …


				*

	


	
The Lady sat beside him in the rear of the cab and stared at the blood on his hand.


	“You’re hurt.”


	“Yeah. Looks that way.”


	Jack wiped his fingers on his jeans and moved his left arm. Pain shot up and down when he flexed the elbow. He checked the sleeve and found the exit hole in the leather. He wondered how bad it was but wasn’t about to remove the jacket here in the cab to find out.


	The Lady gently touched his sleeve over the wound, her expression sad.


	“Not so long ago I could have healed you.”


	“I know.” What he hadn’t known was that she no longer could. “You’ve lost that too?”


	She nodded. “I have lost so much. But at least I am still here.”


	“Yeah, that’s the important part. But there is something you could do that would help things.”


	“Tell me.”


	“Can you change into someone else?”


	She shook her head. “I am not able. I am still fixed as Mrs. Clevenger.”


	“Well, how about switching that dress to something less noticeable?”


	“That I can do.” Suddenly she was wearing a drab cloth coat. “Better?”


	“Much.”


	He marveled at how he’d come to take these things as a matter of course. The workaday world remained blissfully unaware of the secret lives and secret histories playing out around them. As he once had been. As no doubt their cabbie was.


	He checked their driver. The Lady was seated directly behind him and he gave no sign that he’d witnessed the transformation. If and when he did notice the coat, he’d assume she’d carried it in with her.


	Jack spotted Seventy-second Street approaching. The light was green. He rapped on the plastic partition.


	“Take a right up here—into the park.”


	The cab turned into the traverse and headed across Central Park. Where to now? Couldn’t head straight back to Glaeken’s. He’d left a dead guy behind in the park. NYPD would be all over the area, collecting witness accounts, checking the traffic cams. They might end up talking to … he checked the operator license taped on the other side of the partition: Abhra Rahman … they might track down Abhra and want to know where he’d dropped them. Jack needed a diversionary stop.


	He pictured the city. They were heading east. What was landmarky in this area of the East Side? Of course—Bloomie’s down on Fifty-ninth and Lexington. Get out there, then downstairs to the subway station, hop a downtown N, R, or Q two stops to West Fifty-seventh, then cab back to Glaeken’s.


	Yeah. That would work.


	He rapped gently on the partition. “Drop us at Bloomingdale’s, please.”


	He’d make sure to give Mr. Rahman a good tip.


	2


	“Who the hell are you?” Jack said as he spotted the guy sitting in the Lady’s front room.


	He already had the Glock half out of its holster when the Lady touched his arm.


	“A friend of Glaeken’s.”


	The guy rose and extended his hand. “You must be Jack. Glaeken sent me down. I was visiting him. He’s told me a lot about you. I’m Bill.”


	“Told me a little about you,” Jack said as they shook. “Very little.”


	Jack had seen him from a distance before. This was the first time close up. Long hair pulled back into a ponytail and a full beard, both generously salted with gray, a scarred forehead and bent nose, eyes almost as blue as Glaeken’s. The face put him in his sixties, but his lean, muscular six-foot frame seemed younger. Jack felt thick calluses on his shake hand.


	Bill shrugged. “Not a whole lot to tell.”


	“You were in North Carolina with him. Heard things went sour down there.”


	Till that moment, Bill’s eyes had been closed off, showing nothing. The shutters opened for an instant, releasing an almost palpable flash of pain and anguish. This guy had been through hell—a number of hells. Then they snapped shut again.


	“You could say that.” He cleared his throat. “Glaeken said you might need help with an injury.”


	Jack checked his jacket sleeve. Blood had soaked his arm and begun to drip during their trip back from the park. He’d kept his arm inside the jacket and phoned ahead to see if Glaeken had any bandages. He knew the Lady sure as hell didn’t. Glaeken kept that nurse around for Magda, but Jack didn’t want her involved. She might recognize it as a bullet wound and get all good-citizeny and report it.


	“You a doctor or something?”


	He smiled. “I’ve been a lot of things, but not a doctor. I used to take care of a bunch of boys who tended to hurt themselves or each other on a regular basis.” Another, briefer flash of pain.


	“Sleep-away camp?”


	“Nope. Orphanage. Here … let’s take a look at that arm.”


	Jack laid the Tokarev on the table and shrugged out of his jacket. The lining of the left sleeve was soaked. Same with the long-sleeved tee he was wearing beneath it. The tee he could throw away, but the bomber jacket was an old friend. Maybe he’d take it downtown to Tram’s place and see if he knew a way to clean it up. Couldn’t bring a bloody jacket just anywhere.


	Bill was staring at the gun. “Do you carry that everywhere?”


	“Not mine. But one just like it did this.”


	Bill stared a moment longer, then pulled a pair of scissors from a paper bag on the Lady’s table. He pointed them toward the torn sleeve of Jack’s T-shirt.


	“That’s got to go.”


	“Do it.”


	He cut over Jack’s shoulder and around and under his armpit, then rolled the bloody fabric down and off. He shook his head as he inspected the wound.


	“That’s going to need stitches, which I can’t help you with.”


	Jack took a look and winced at the sight of the open, two-inch-long gash running across the skin at the lower end of his deltoid. The bleeding was down to an ooze.


	“I know someone who can.”


	He hoped Doc Hargus was around and available.


	“I can butterfly it until you get to him.”


	“Sounds like a plan.”


	The Lady helped Jack wash the blood off his arm in her shower. The barest woman’s bathroom he’d ever seen. Not one cream or lotion, not even a toothbrush or toothpaste.


	“Where do you keep the towels?” he said after the blood had swirled down the drain.


	“I’m afraid I don’t have any. I don’t bathe.”


	Of course she didn’t. She didn’t need to. He made do with the rest of his T-shirt.


	As Bill was cutting strips of adhesive tape, Glaeken walked in with Weezy. After calling Glaeken, Jack had let Weezy know about the attack on the Lady. He wanted her input.


	Glaeken dropped into a chair next to Jack and glanced at the wound. He didn’t seem impressed, or even sympathetic. After all the wounds he’d no doubt collected over his thousands of years, this probably qualified as a scratch in his book.


	Weezy was another story. Concern tightened her features as she went down on one knee next to him and closely inspected his arm.


	She’d been a skinny, goth type during their childhood together, but on the chunky side and living in sweatsuits when she rocketed back into his life last year. These days she’d slimmed some and dressed in fitted jeans and sweaters. Her dark hair was longer and tied back in a simple ponytail. No trace of the heavy eyeliner she’d worn as a teen.


	“Does it hurt?” she said, and chewed her upper lip.


	“Not as much as you’d expect.”


	Bill dabbed it with something that foamed the blood and made it feel like a nest of hornets was attacking it.


	Jack squeezed the chair’s armrest with his free hand and said, “Okay. Make a liar out of me. Now it hurts.”


	“Sorry,” Bill said. He dabbed again. “Needs to be done.”


	Weezy bounced up and stepped around to the other side of the table where the Lady stood watching in silence.


	“Are you all right?”


	The Lady nodded. “Not the slightest harm done.”


	Weezy turned to Glaeken and Jack. “I don’t get it. What happened?”


	Jack didn’t get it either. He hadn’t wanted to get into the details over the phone, so he gave them a quick run-through now.


	When he was done Weezy turned to the Lady and said, “It sounds as if they knew just where you’d be.”


	“No question,” Jack said. “They jumped out directly in her path and began firing.” He looked up at the Lady. “Do you take the same route every day?”


	She nodded. “Since I began walking again.”


	Weezy turned to Jack. “You’re sure they were from the Order?”


	“Sure as I can be without seeing a sigil brand.” He pointed to the Tokarev. “They used that and spoke a foreign language. Drexler seems to favor Eastern Europeans for the rough stuff and Eastern Bloc types favor Tokarevs and Makarovs.”


	Glaeken frowned. “But the Order wouldn’t attempt such a thing without clearance from the One. And Rasalom knows very well that bullets can’t hurt the Lady.”


	Jack grabbed the pistol and ejected the magazine, then popped out the 9mm rounds one by one.


	“I thought he might be using some supersecret Lady-killing ammo, but these are standard jacketed hollowpoints.”


	“If they are of this Earth,” the Lady said, “they cannot harm me.”


	“Maybe he was making sure that was still true,” Weezy said. “You’ve been damaged, you’ve been weakened, you can’t change your looks, you can’t hop around the globe like you used to. If you lost those abilities, he had to wonder if maybe you’d lost the invulnerability as well. Even you weren’t sure right after you survived the Internet outage.”


	Jack remembered that. To test herself, she’d thrust a knife blade into her hand. To everyone’s relief, the wound had closed instantly.


	Glaeken was nodding. “Yes, that makes sense.”


	“You know what this means, don’t you?” Weezy said, looking around at them. “Rasalom has been watching us, clocking and tracking our movements.”


	Something tightened in Jack’s chest. He didn’t like the idea of anyone tracking him, especially Rasalom.


	“Maybe not yours or mine,” he said. “But obviously the Lady’s—especially the Lady—and probably Glaeken’s too.”


	Weezy turned back to the Lady. “Is there a way we can hide you?”


	“I cannot hide. The purpose of my existence is to proclaim this world’s sentience.”


	“Hide you from Rasalom, not the Ally.”


	“I don’t think there’s a way to do that,” Glaeken said.


	The Lady thought a moment. “There might be. I am not always aware of what the One and the Otherness are doing. Perhaps there is a way to keep them unaware of what I am doing. I shall consult the noosphere.”


	“Consult?” Weezy said. “But you’re a part of it.”


	“Not anymore. I am still its creation, but no longer its appendage, no longer directly fed by it. I must reconnect regularly now.”


	She closed her eyes and stood still and silent. Utterly. She didn’t need to breathe and did so only to speak.


	Bill stared at her, then at the three of them. “At the request of my new friend here,” he said, gesturing to Glaeken, “who’s some fifteen thousand years old, I’m patching up a man with no identity who got wounded protecting a woman who’s not really a woman, or at least not a human woman, and is even older than my friend, and for whom the Internet was crashed in an attempt to kill her. What happened to the world I used to know—or thought I knew? I’ve gone through bizarre, life-changing experiences, but they take a backseat to what I’ve seen and heard the past couple of weeks.”


	Jack knew how he felt. Weezy had always known there was a Secret History. Jack had learned gradually, piecemeal, over a period of years, and was still adjusting. He gathered Bill had been thrown headfirst into the Secret History. And the cosmic shadow war that fueled it.


	Two nameless, unimaginable forces in a tug-of-war for control of the sentient realities across the multiverse. Earth occupied one of those universes, and was one of the prizes. Not the gold medal, just another piece of the sentient mosaic the forces were assembling. Without sentience, a world had no value, and had no place in the mosaic.


	That was why the Lady was so important. As the avatar of humanity’s collective consciousness, a product of the noosphere, she was the beacon that announced this world’s sentience to the multiverse. Extinguish that beacon and this world, this corner of reality would appear worthless.


	Earth was currently the possession of a force known to those aware of the Secret History as the Ally—a misnomer. It didn’t have humanity’s back, cared nothing for it, and valued it only for its sentience. Indifferent was the best description, but considering the alternative, indifference seemed downright benign. The alternative was the other half of the cosmic yin and yang, the Otherness—unquestionably inimical, and determined for countless millennia to add Earth to its own mosaic. But the Otherness’s mosaic was toxic to humanity, and life here would be hell under its influence.


	An immortal named Rasalom—or the One—led the Otherness’s forces here. Glaeken had once led the Ally’s, had once been immortal, but had been released and allowed to age. He was now as mortal as Jack. Rasalom’s lifelong mission was to clear the path for the Otherness. All that stood between him and that goal now was the Lady. Extinguish her and this world would no longer appear sentient. The Ally would discard it and the Otherness could grab it for its own.


	“Welcome to the Secret History of the World,” Jack said.


	“Thanks. But in this case, knowledge isn’t power.” He positioned himself closer to Jack’s arm. “Hold still. Time for the butterflies.”


	Jack put a whine in his voice. “Please don’t hurt me.”


	Bill gave him a concerned look, then smiled. “For a moment there you almost had me.”


	“You’d be amazed how many times that has come in handy.”


	“I can’t imagine how, and I’m not going to try.”


	He began applying the homemade butterflies, using them to bridge the wound edges and hold them together.


	Glaeken said, “So now that the One has established that the Lady still cannot be harmed by anything of this Earth, including him, what does he do with that information?”


	“He looks for another way to make an end run,” Weezy said. “The Fhinntmanchca failed, so did the Internet meltdown. He’ll need to find something else.”


	Glaeken frowned. “Is there anything left to find?”


	Jack shrugged. “I’m sure there is. Maybe Dawn’s baby.”


	“Dawn’s baby,” Weezy said, shaking her head. “She’s out looking for him as we speak.”


	“Any way you can help her find him?”


	“I can try, but I’m still working on the Compendium.”


	The ancient Compendium of Srem … Weezy had been collating its uncollated data since last year and still wasn’t finished. Its pages could be photographed, but the language would no longer be English. And so, with her faultless memory, she was probably one of the few people in the world who could wrestle it to coherence.


	Jack felt like standing and pacing, but had to sit still for the butterflies. “Maybe it’s not the baby. Maybe that’s a red herring to distract us while he’s looking for something else. Whatever, we need to bring the battle to Rasalom before he finds something. But I’ve got to find him first.”


	Glaeken’s intense blue eyes bored into him. “And should you find him, then what?”


	“He goes down.”


	“Don’t be so sure. At the risk of being a bore, I must remind you once again that he will not ‘go down,’ as you put it, easily. As the One, he has been gifted with extraordinary recuperative powers. As once was I.”


	Glaeken had become kind of a broken record on that.


	“How extraordinary?” Bill said.


	“Wounds heal much more quickly than you’d imagine.” He pointed to Jack’s arm. “A scratch like that would heal almost immediately.”


	“Scratch?” Bill said. “This is no scratch.”


	Glaeken shrugged but said nothing.


	Jack checked out the scars on the backs of the old guy’s gnarled hands. “But the wounds still left scars?”


	He nodded. “Oh, yes.”


	“What about penetrating wounds?”


	“They take a little longer; they take a toll, but they heal.”


	“Even the heart?”


	“Even the heart. My body spat out a dozen or so bullets shortly before the Ally cut me loose to join you mortals.”


	“Spat them out?”


	Glaeken nodded. “More of a slow extrusion, I would say, but I hope you’re getting the picture.”


	He was, and not liking it.


	“How about amputations?”


	“The bleeding will stop quickly, the stump will scar over, but what’s gone is gone.”


	“No regeneration?”


	“He remains human, and humans do not regenerate limbs.”


	Bill was shaking his head. “How did I get myself into this?”


	“You know very well how,” Glaeken said. “Your virtue nearly killed the One.”


	Jack looked at the gentle, ponytailed, hippie-type guy patching up his arm. Almost killed Rasalom?


	“Really? How—?”


	“That’s for another time,” Glaeken said. “How do you plan to put him ‘down,’ as you say?”


	Jack considered this a moment, then said, “Sounds like beheading will work.”


	“It will, but you’ll never get that close.”


	Jack knew that. “I guess that leaves kablooie.”


	Glaeken frowned. “Kablooie?”


	“Blow him to pieces.”


	Glaeken’s expression became grim. “Yes, that will work. But it had better work the first time. You won’t get a second chance.”


	“There won’t be a first time if I don’t find him.”


	“How do you plan to do that?”


	“Start at the last known sighting.”


	“The Osala apartment?” Weezy said.


	Jack nodded. “I’ll see what the doorman can tell me and go from there.”


	“Be careful.”


	“You sound like Gia.”


	“Neither of us wants to see you hurt. Or worse.”


	That makes three of us, Jack thought.


	Bill had finished his butterflying and bandaging.


	“That oughta hold you until you find a real doctor.”


	Jack rose and extended his hand. “Thanks. Nice meeting you. We’ll have to talk about your set-to with Rasalom sometime.”


	Bill gathered up his tape and bandages. “It won’t help you.”


	“Don’t be so sure.”


	“I’m pretty sure. He wasn’t born yet.”


	Before Jack could ask for an explanation, Glaeken rose.


	“I must get back upstairs.”


	They would have said good-bye to the Lady but she was still in her trance, communing with the noosphere, so they all followed Glaeken out into the hallway. Bill started for the stairway, but Glaeken didn’t follow.


	“Coming?” he said, stopping and turning.


	Glaeken shook his head as he pressed the elevator button. “I don’t feel up to the stairs today.”


	Weezy put a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?”


	“I’m fine. Just a little tired.”


	Jack looked at Weezy and read the concern in her eyes—not much different from his own, he imagined. Was Glaeken failing? He seemed as solid and steady as ever, but this was a new twist. He’d been shuttling back and forth to the Lady’s apartment via the stairs since he’d moved her in. Why couldn’t he manage them now? His heart? His knees?


	He was an old man, had been aging since his mortality was restored on the eve of World War II. His chronological age was mind-boggling. But what was his body age? That was what mattered. One day his body would give out, just like everybody else’s.


	And then Jack would step into his shoes—or so he’d been told.


	Hang in there, Glaeken, Jack thought. You keep on being the Defender, and I’ll stay perfectly happy being the Heir.


	Bill too looked concerned. “Okay. See you upstairs.”


	The elevator arrived and Glaeken pressed the Lobby button once the three of them were aboard.


	“Kind of a roundabout way to go,” Jack said for lack of anything better.


	Glaeken sighed. “I don’t have my key.”


	The building had two elevators: Glaeken’s private express to his penthouse, and the local that required a key to reach his floor.


	He turned to Weezy. “How is Dawn searching for her baby?”


	“She tracked down one of the doctors at her delivery—a pediatrician—and she’s haunting him in the hope the baby will show up at his office. I’m worried about her. She’s become obsessed with finding that baby. It’s all she talks about anymore.”


	Motherly concern infused the descending cab. Still in her teens, Dawn had awakened Weezy’s maternal instincts. Not surprising. The girl was young enough to be her daughter—Weezy would have had to deliver her as a teen herself, but it was biologically possible. She’d never said so, but Jack suspected Weezy’s subconscious saw Dawn as the child she’d never had and most likely never would.


	Glaeken turned to Jack. “Perhaps, when you’re not in active pursuit of the One, you might help her.”


	Jack had been thinking about that.


	Rasalom, posing as a Mr. Osala, had hidden Dawn away during her pregnancy under the guise of protecting her from the baby’s father. He arranged for prenatal care and for a skilled delivery team … which promptly whisked the newborn away to parts unknown.


	Obviously the child—which according to Dawn had some pretty scary deformities—meant something to Rasalom. And if it meant something to Rasalom, maybe it could be used as a lure.


	“Yeah. Not a bad idea.”


	The elevator arrived at the lobby. Weezy said good-bye and walked toward the entrance, but Glaeken grabbed Jack’s arm and held him back.


	“What do you plan for the baby if you find it?” he whispered.


	Jack shrugged. “Not sure.”


	“I know what you should do.”


	Glaeken put his fists together and gave them a sharp twist. The meaning was clear and it shocked Jack. So unlike Glaeken …


	“What?”


	“Too much is at stake—humanity is at stake. Nothing good can come of that creature. Only evil.”


	With that he turned away and pressed the button on his private elevator. Jack stared a moment, then slipped back into his bloody jacket.


	“What did he say?” Weezy said as he joined her on the sidewalk.


	“He wants the baby found too.”


	“I’m glad he’s on board with that. Maybe then Dawn can find some peace.”


	Don’t count on that, Jack thought.
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	“Doctor Heinze?” Dawn Pickering said as he approached her stalking spot.


	That was what she called this stretch of hallway in the McCready building where she’d set up watch on Kenneth Heinze, MD. She’d totally memorized his office hours and had made a point of being in the building whenever he was. Sooner or later Mr. Osala or Gilda or Georges would appear with the baby, bringing him in for a checkup.


	Or so she hoped. He’d been present at the delivery. Didn’t it stand to reason that whoever had the baby would follow up with Dr. Heinze? At the time she’d been impressed at how Mr. Osala had totally thought of everything, even going so far as to have a pediatrician on hand to check out her newborn.


	She’d had no idea what they had in mind. She’d been whisked in and out of a surgicenter she could not identify. She’d tried contacting Dr. Landsman, the obstetrician, but he said he’d never heard of her and had left instructions with his office building’s security that she was not to be allowed in. During her pregnancy he’d examined her in his office during off-hours and done his own ultrasounds. She’d thought she was getting VIP treatment but now she realized no one on his staff would remember her. And Mr. Osala and his entire household had vanished.


	Her only link was Dr. Heinze. She remembered thinking of “fifty-seven varieties” when she’d first heard his name. But when she looked she found only one pediatrician named Heinze in the five boroughs. She’d thought she was on the wrong track when she learned he was a pediatric surgeon. Why had they thought they needed a surgeon? But one look at this tall, fair-haired man with the round, apple-cheeked face totally dispelled all doubts. He was the one.


	But still … why had they wanted a surgeon who specialized in children on hand?


	Maybe they’d expected problems. After the quick glimpse she got of her child she wasn’t surprised. The black body hair, almost like fur, the clawlike hands—nobody had prepared her for that. But the most horrifying of all was the tentacle springing from each of his armpits, writhing in the air like little snakes.


	And then they’d said he’d stopped breathing and they whisked him away. The next day they told her he hadn’t survived. She’d been so not ready for that. And since she’d already signed him away for adoption, they never let her see him.


	But she didn’t believe he was dead. Neither did Jack. And so she was totally determined to find him. She’d let her baby down before—tried to abort him, signed him away to be raised by strangers—but things had changed. She was so not going to let him down again.


	Dr. Heinze walked past. He either hadn’t heard her or was ignoring her. She had a chance to back off. And maybe she should. Confronting him was dumb. She needed to hang back and keep lurking. She’d made a point of dressing in business casual and staying on the move so she looked like she belonged here. The research wing of the McCready Foundation’s headquarters had restricted access, but the outpatient areas were open to the public.


	Patience, she told herself. Sooner or later the baby would show.


	But her patience had thinned, and now it tore. Totally.


	“Doctor Heinze?” she repeated.


	He stopped and gave her a pleasant smile. “Yes?”


	“Remember me?”


	He stared at her with no hint of recognition. “Should I? Were you once a patient?”


	“My name’s Dawn Pickering and you stole my baby.”


	His eyes widened and the apple in his cheeks faded. Now he recognized her.


	“I-I did no such thing.”


	“Then you helped. Where’s my baby, Doctor Heinze? Where’s my baby?”


	He pushed open his office door. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Please leave.”


	She followed him inside.


	“Where’s my baby, Doctor Heinze?” She felt herself losing it. No turning back now. “Where’s-my-baby-where’s-my-baby?” Startled looks from parents and little patients in the waiting area as her voice rose in pitch and volume. “Where’s-my-baby-where’s-my-baby?” The receptionist grabbing the phone and calling someone, had to be security, but Dawn was screaming now and it felt so good to scream. “WHERE’S-MY-BABY-WHERE’S-MY-BABY-WHERE’S-MY-BABEEEEE?”
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	“Well, well,” Mack said with a smile as he admitted Jack to the foyer of Rasalom’s former residence. “If it isn’t the hit man.”


	Like Glaeken, “Mr. Osala” had occupied the top floor—in this case, floors, since the penthouse was a duplex. Jack had come looking for him, not knowing he was Rasalom, only to learn that he had moved out just a day or two before and taken everything with him.


	“Hey, Mack. Osala or any of his staff been around?”


	Mack shook his graying head. He had deep brown skin, a Sammy Davis Jr. build, and a Redd Foxx beard. McKinley—his first name—was engraved into the brass name tag that graced his gray uniform.


	“No sign, not a word from them.”


	No surprise.


	“Too bad,” Mack added.


	“Yeah? Why?”


	“Because I loooove his ride. A black 1980 450SEL 6.9.”


	“An old Mercedes? I had him figured for a Maybach, or maybe a Bugatti.”


	Mack shook his head. “Uh-uh. That ain’t just an ‘old Mercedes.’ Don’t you dare call it that. It’s one of the greatest saloons ever built.”


	Jack knew Mack was baiting him with the term. He knew what he was talking about but bit anyway.


	“Saloon? I thought we were talking about a car.”


	Mack’s eyebrows rose. “We are, my man. That’s the British term for sedan. But that SEL is a saloon.”


	“More like a tank.”


	“Got that right.”


	Jack pushed the conversation back on target. “Okay, so when Osala moved out, did you happen to notice who did the actual moving?”


	Mack gave him an annoyed look. “You take me for some kinda fool who’s gonna let a bunch of yahoos come in here and clean out a tenant’s apartment without knowing who they are and making sure it’s cleared with the tenant ahead of time? Course I did.”


	Jack knew from their previous run-in that Mack took his job very seriously.


	“Was there a name on the truck?”


	“There was.”


	Compared to Mack, a rock was garrulous.


	“What was it?”


	“Don’t remember.”


	“Crap.”


	“But I do have a work order.”


	Bless you, Jack thought as he followed the bantam of a man to his cubbyhole of an office. Mack pulled open a drawer, fished around, and came up with a yellow sheet of paper.


	“Here it is.”


	Jack reached for it but Mack pulled it away. Jack snagged it on his second try. The name on the header came as a shock, but only for an instant, replaced by an I-should-have-known feeling and accompanied by a Bernard Herrmann cue.


	Mack snatched it back. “Don’t you go grabbing my papers.”


	Wm. Blagden & Sons, Inc.


	A year and a half ago, in South Florida, a Blagden & Sons dump truck had been stolen—supposedly—and used to run down his father, leaving him in a coma. A couple of months later, Jack had followed Luther Brady to the Blagden & Sons’ concrete plant in Jersey … a bad memory there.


	And now the name pops up again. He had known back then the Blagden company was connected to the Order, and that the Order was connected to the Otherness and Rasalom. So not a huge surprise that when Rasalom needed his stuff moved, Blagden & Sons showed up. After all, they had trucks galore. But mostly dump trucks and cement mixers.


	“What kind of truck was it?”


	“Typical box truck.”


	“Like a moving van?”


	Mack glanced ceilingward. “A moving van is a box truck.”


	“Okay, okay. Jersey plates?”


	“How’d you know?”


	“Lucky guess. You don’t happen to remember the plate number.”


	“Don’t have to. Wrote it down. You don’t think I’m going to let them drive off without me knowing that, do you?”


	He jotted the number on a scrap of paper and handed it to Jack.


	“I suppose it would be too much to ask if they happened to have a delivery address on that work order.”


	Mack nodded. “It would.”


	“Then I guess I’ll have to ask them.”


	“You really think they’ll tell you?”


	“I can be very persuasive.” He clapped Mack on his upper arm. “Thanks for your help.”


	As he turned to go, Mack said, “Don’t you want the address?”


	“Don’t need it. Been there a couple of times already.”


	On his second trip he’d discovered the plant’s awful secret.
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	Ernst Drexler hung the jacket of his white suit on a hanger in his office closet, then adjusted his vest before seating himself behind his desk. He had to look cool, calm, and most of all, in control. He could not reveal the rage and—yes, he admitted it—fear and uncertainty roiling through his gut.


	The man who would knock on the door any minute now could not be allowed to see any of that. Ernst was an actuator, one of the long arms of the Order’s Council of Seven. The man arriving was a tool for that arm …


	A tool who had acted on his own.


	Or had he? That was the unsettling part.


	He rubbed his hands together. Chilly in here. Maybe he should have kept his jacket on. The thick granite walls of the Order’s Lower Manhattan Lodge kept it cool in the summer but made it hard to heat in the winter. And he wasn’t getting any younger. He’d passed sixty years ago. One felt the cold more in one’s seventh decade.


	Or was it just his mood?


	A knock on the door.


	“Come.”


	Kris Szeto entered in his beloved black leather jacket. He had black hair, swarthy skin, and always appeared to need a shave, even when he didn’t. He had been living in America for years but maintained a Eurotrash look. His face still exhibited faint reminders of the severe beating he’d sustained two weeks ago. The bruises had cleared but a couple of fresh scars remained.


	“You wished to see me?” he said in Eastern Bloc–flavored English as he came to a stop before the desk.


	Control … keep the voice steady.


	“Yes. It has come to my attention that Claudiu Ozera is dead.”


	The incident was all over the news. Four men had opened fire on an elderly woman in Central Park this morning. A fifth gunman came to her aid, killing one of her attackers before whisking her away. The dead man had not been identified to the public, but a brother of the Order who was also a member of the NYPD had reported it to the Council. The news came as a shock. Ozera had been assigned to Szeto. Szeto was assigned to Ernst. The Council was in an uproar over it: Why was a member of the Order involved in a public shootout? Why hadn’t the actuator informed them?


	For a very good reason: Ernst had known nothing about it. But he was about to find out.


	“Yes. Most unfortunate. An unforeseen circumstance.” Szeto’s tone was flat, matter-of-fact, as if explaining a spilled quart of milk. “My team engaged target as instructed—”


	As instructed? Ernst let it pass for now.


	“—and fire many times, make many hits, but she does not go down. Then other man appears, firing. He kills Claudiu and wounds Filip. I am watching from side. Since Lady is not going down, I order retreat.”


	Ice shot through Ernst’s veins. No … it couldn’t be.


	“‘Lady’ … do you mean the Lady?”


	“Yes, of course.”


	“But she cannot be hurt by bullets.”


	“I know this. But if the One wishes to have her shot, then I must shoot her, yes?”


	Ice was fire compared to the interstellar cold exploding within him now. He couldn’t help himself—


	“The One? How would you know what the One wishes?”


	Szeto’s bland expression finally changed. “He came to me and told me.”


	“You idiot! That was not the One. You’ve been duped!”


	Szeto’s face darkened. “I know the One. Is my mother not his housekeeper?”


	Yes. Yes, she was. The connection had slipped Ernst’s mind. Women weren’t allowed in the Order, of course, but the Order supplied the One with staff, and traditionally any woman supplied would be related to a brother.


	“But the One knows better than all of us that the Lady can’t be shot.”


	Szeto shrugged. “He tells me shoot Lady, I shoot. I do not question the One.”


	No one questioned the One.


	Szeto’s eyes narrowed. “Why is it you do not know of this?”


	Ernst had been dreading the question, but was prepared for it.


	“I have been out of town on Council business. Most likely he did not want to wait until I returned. The One is not known for his patience. And since he knows you are my right-hand man, he went directly to you.”


	Szeto nodded slowly as he stared at Ernst. “Yes. That must be it.”


	Ernst hoped Szeto swallowed the lie. He hadn’t been anywhere but here and home in his apartment. The One could have contacted him any time.


	Yet he hadn’t. He had bypassed Ernst the actuator and gone straight to Szeto the enforcer.


	The One had been furious when the Internet meltdown Ernst had engineered failed to remove the Lady. Had he given up on Ernst because of that?


	He took a breath and looked at Szeto. “I have not spoken to the One recently. Did he say why he thought bullets might harm the Lady?”


	“No. He tells me where she will be and when, and says to gun her down. So that is what I do.”


	“Of course. And no effect, I assume.”


	“None.”


	“And the man who came to her defense? Was he a bodyguard?”


	“We observed before we acted. She was walking alone, no sign of anyone following. And besides, Lady does not need bodyguard.”


	No, of course she doesn’t. I’m not thinking straight.


	How could he with his world turning upside down?


	“Did you recognize him?”


	Szeto shook his head. “He was wearing hat and had pistol held before face. And I was helping Filip escape. But he took Claudiu’s gun. We have seen this happen before.”


	Yes … last summer, when Max and Josef were gunned down at the hospital, and just a couple of weeks ago when Fournier was killed.


	“Do you think it’s the same man who was protecting Louise Myers and Edward Connell? That would mean he has collected three of your guns in the course of killing half a dozen of your men.”


	Ernst put the slightest emphasis on each your.


	Szeto spoke through clenched teeth. “If it is same man, I want him. The Myers woman can lead me to him…”


	“But the One says she is to be left alone. Remember that?”


	“I remember. But no matter. I will find him, I will catch up to him one day, and then he will curse his mother for giving him birth.”


	“Yes, well, good luck on that. Now, if you don’t mind…” He shuffled assorted random papers on his desk. “I have some of the Council’s business to attend to.”


	Szeto left without another word. As soon as the door closed behind him, Ernst shot from his seat and began pacing his office. He could not sit still, not after what he’d just heard.


	Bypassed! The One had bypassed not only him but the High Council as well, and gone straight to one of the Order’s enforcers.


	Memory of Ernst’s last encounter with the One, here, on this very spot, flashed through his brain. He could still feel the pressure of the One’s hand on his throat as he’d lifted him off the floor, the heat of his breath as he’d spoken so close to his face.


	You still might prove useful, otherwise …


	Otherwise what he hadn’t said. He hadn’t had to. Ernst hadn’t been able to breathe.


	“At last I can take direct action. I may call on you and your Order for minor logistical support, but now that I am free to act, I will take matters into my own hands. I will finish this myself.”


	And then he’d hurled Ernst across the office.


	Ernst rubbed his throat. The bruises had faded away only recently, but the fear hadn’t.


	I may call on you and your Order for minor logistical support …


	But he hadn’t called on Ernst. He’d called on Szeto.


	Have I been marginalized?


	The possibility brought a surge of bile. Like his father before him, he had devoted his entire life to the Order, to helping the Otherness become ascendant in this world. The Otherness would bring about the Change, and elevate its loyal helpers to allow them not only to survive unscathed in the remade world but to oversee it as well. To be Movers among the Moved.


	His father hadn’t lived to see the Change, but Ernst fully expected to. He could sense its imminence. And the One would choose those who would be part of the Change rather than merely subject to it. Ernst had fully expected to be among the chosen …


	Until now.


	He had failed the One and the One had turned against him. No … not against him. Simply discarded him.


	He had to find a way back into his good graces. If he couldn’t, it meant all his years in the Order had been wasted. After the Change he would be just another face in the hordes of oppressed humanity … looking up to the likes of Szeto for mercy.


	No. He would die first.
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	Now what? Hank Thompson thought as he strolled the hall of the Lodge that served as Kickerdom headquarters.


	He was bored out of his skull. Worse than that, he was still pissed that the Internet was rebounding so quickly from the meltdown. His Kickers had busted their asses blowing up the infrastructure while Drexler and his Order attacked from the inside. The one-two punch was supposed to cause a KO.


	But no. A couple of days of chaos, and then things started getting back to normal. Amazing how fast they’d come up with a fix for the Jihad virus, disrupting the botnet. Even more amazing was how fast they’d repaired those blown fiber-optic cables. He’d wanted the ’Net down for good. Without all that constant networking, people would be forced to realize that their so-called interconnectedness was a trap. And that would push them one step closer to dissimilation, one step closer to him and joining the Kicker Evolution.


	But the ’Net hadn’t been down near long enough for that. In no time their chat rooms and facebooks and myspaces and all that crap were back up and running. Still lots of glitches and bandwidth problems, but pretty much business as usual.


	Fuck ’em. Fuck ’em all.


	“Hey, boss,” said a passing Kicker, a burly guy named McGrew. He carried a red toolbox emblazoned with a Kicker Man.


	A tattoo of the same figure adorned the web between his thumb and forefinger.


	Lots of Kickers had asked Hank why he’d never got himself inked with the symbol. He always gave the same answer. Because I am the Kicker Man.


	Hank nodded and kept moving, thinking about the Kicker Man. He was more than a symbol to Hank. Years ago the Kicker Man had appeared in one of his dreams and led him to write Kick, the book that had put him on the map and started the Kicker Evolution. He’d appeared from time to time to guide him.


	Maybe his frustration in real life was behind that weird dream he’d been having the past few nights, wherein the Kicker Man seemed to be in trouble—attacked by a flock of birds. At least they looked like birds. Hard to tell because it was happening in the dark. Hard enough to see the Kicker Man in the dark, let alone what was attacking him. Whatever they were, they swarmed him, buzzing him from all sides. He couldn’t seem to drive them off.


	What the hell did that mean?


	He knew it meant something, because the Kicker Man never appeared unless something was in the offing. Sometimes it was good, sometimes not. This didn’t look good.


	Hank needed a little distraction. Maybe Drexler was in. Been a while since he’d hassled him. The uptight dickhead was always good for a laugh. Couldn’t tick him too much, though. He was the Order’s head honcho around here, and the Order let Hank use this Lodge as Kicker HQ. Push Drexler too far and he might kick them all out.


	He entered Drexler’s office without knocking—Hank knew he hated that—and found the man standing at one of his windows, looking out at the street. The Kickers who hung out at the Lodge called him the Ice Cream Dude because of the white suit he wore year in and year out.


	When Drexler didn’t turn, Hank said, “How goes it?” When Drexler still didn’t turn, Hank raised his voice. “Hello? Anybody home?”


	Finally the guy turned and Hank felt a little jolt of surprise when he saw his face. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but it had changed somehow. The swept-back black hair with the widow’s peak and the bits of gray at the temples were the same. So were the hawk nose and thin-lipped mouth.


	The eyes … that was it. As blue as ever, but the Master of the Universe look was gone. Their usual ice had melted, leaving just … eyes.


	“Yes, Thompson? What is it?”


	His itty-bitty German accent hadn’t changed, but what happened to “Mister”? Ever since they’d met he’d called him Mister Thompson.


	Hank shrugged. “Just stopping by to see what’s new in the world of the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order.”


	Drexler’s eyes widened as he took a quick step forward. “Why do you ask? Have you heard anything? What have you heard?”


	Whoa. His face was all uncertainty and hunger now. What the hell was going on?


	“Nothing. Just sort of wondering if you folks have any more Internet tricks up your sleeve. One that’ll last a little longer. Like maybe permanent.”


	“It wasn’t a ‘trick.’ And it wasn’t designed to be permanent, just long enough…” His voice trailed off.


	“Yeah, just long enough for what? At first you said the Internet was all that was standing between the One and the Change. Then you mentioned some lady. Which was it?”


	“It didn’t work. That’s all that matters.”


	“No, it’s not. Not by a long shot. Things are pretty much back the way they were. My Kickers are just hanging around instead of going out and gathering up converts who don’t know what to do with themselves without the Internet.”


	“Your precious Kickers,” Drexler said, looking like he’d just bitten into a lemon. “They’re just tools. As are you.”


	That stung—maybe because it hit a little too close to home.


	“Watch it. We don’t answer to anyone, especially your lame Order.”


	“We all answer to someone. And we expect at least a modicum of loyalty in return. But sometimes it turns out to be a one-way street, and expectations aren’t met.”


	What was he talking about?


	“You mean the Change?” Bringing the Internet down was supposed to clear the way to start the Change. But it hadn’t. “You telling me there’s gonna be no Change?”


	That would mean all that Internet business had been for nothing. The Change was supposed to be bad news for everyone except those who helped bring it on. Like Hank and Drexler and the high-ups in his Order. They were supposed to be the One’s right-hand men when he took over.


	Drexler’s thin smile was pure condescension. “Oh, the Change will come. There’s no stopping it. It will take all of humanity by surprise.” He took a step closer. “And you, Hank Thompson, might be the most surprised of all.”


	Hank felt like he’d been punched.


	“What? What are you talking about?”


	Without replying, Drexler turned away and removed his white suit coat from the closet. He shrugged into it, grabbed his black rhino-hide cane, and strode to the door. Hank grabbed his arm as he passed.


	“Hey, I asked you something—”


	Drexler batted his wrist with the silver head of the cane, sending a shock wave up to Hank’s shoulder. Hank released his grip and stood rubbing his arm as Drexler stepped out into the hall and disappeared without a backward glance.


	But his final words hung in the air.


	And you, Hank Thompson, might be the most surprised of all.


	What the hell did that mean?
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	Jack stopped at Tram’s laundry off Canal Street and showed him the bomber jacket. Tram squinted against the smoke from his unfiltered Pall Mall as he inspected the ruined lining of the sleeve. He was on the far side of sixty and as a younger man had lost the lower half of his right leg to a Viet Cong finger charge. He’d hired Jack a while back to help him with a mob problem he’d been pushed into.


	“Much blood.”


	“Tell me about it.”


	He poked a finger through the bullet hole and eyed Jack. “Yours?”


	Jack nodded. He’d gone home, found an insulated Windbreaker, then trained down here.


	“Can’t clean,” Tram said, shaking his head. “But can fix hole and sew new sleeve liner.”


	“Okay on the liner, but leave the holes.”


	His eyebrows lifted. “Eh?”


	“A reminder.”


	Tram’s smile revealed a mouth crowded with canary-yellow teeth. “Yes. Reminder is good.” He pointed down to where his right leg was steel and plastic. “Makes one more careful.”


	From Tram’s he walked up to Canal Street and caught a cab over to Doc Hargus’s place. He’d called from home and the doc was in. Doc’s office was his apartment, a third-floor walk-up. He’d had a little substance abuse problem back in the day. Okay, a big problem and he’d lost his license before he’d cleaned up. His only vice now was beer, and that in moderation.


	He still practiced on the QT, treating injuries and overdoses and things people didn’t want part of the public record. Too bad, because his portly physique, deep voice, and Wilford Brimley mustache inspired trust and confidence.


	“What’re you running on me?” he said after Jack had stripped to the waist and he’d removed Bill’s dressing.


	Odd question.


	“Not running anything. What’re you talking about?”


	Doc pulled on a pair of latex gloves and removed one of the butterflies, peeling both ends at once toward the middle.


	“Didn’t I tell you over the phone I couldn’t stitch up any wound over twenty-four hours old?”


	“Yeah.”


	“And you told me this happened just this morning, right?”


	“Right.”


	“Bullshit.”


	Jack tensed, feeling a niggle of annoyance. “What do you mean?”


	Doc pointed to the wound. “I can’t suture this. It’s already started to knit.”


	Jack craned his neck and looked. The wound still looked bloody and angry to him.


	“That’s just the butterflies holding it together.”


	Doc looked at him over his glasses. “I think I’ve seen a few more of these than you, Jack.”


	“Okay, no argument there, but Doc, I swear: I got grazed at around ten o’clock this morning. Why would I lie?”


	Doc looked at him, then adjusted his glasses and leaned closer to the wound. He studied it for a few seconds, then straightened, shaking his head.


	“Yeah. Good question. Why would you? But Jack … that’s at least two days old—” His hand flashed up as Jack opened his mouth to protest. “I’ll rephrase: It’s got at least two days’ worth of healing there. If, as you say, this happened this morning, well, you tell me what vitamins and herbs you’re taking because you’ve suddenly developed some super healing powers.”


	Jack went cold as he heard Glaeken’s voice echo in his head.


	Wounds heal much more quickly than you’d imagine … a scratch like that would heal almost immediately.


	Jack’s wound hadn’t healed “almost immediately,” but Doc said it was already days into the process, though only hours had passed.


	“You okay?” Doc said. “You don’t look so hot. Never known you to mind the sight of blood—even your own.”


	“I’m okay.”


	Big lie.


	Glaeken seemed to be failing, and here Jack was developing the healing powers the old guy had once possessed. Pretty obvious that Jack, as the Heir to the Defender post, was being prepared to step into Glaeken’s shoes. How long had this healing thing been going on? If Jack hadn’t been hurt, he still wouldn’t know about it. It could only mean Glaeken’s demise was imminent. How long did the old guy have?


	“I’ll replace the butterflies,” Doc was saying, “even though it hardly needs them at this point. Pretty good job of closing that wound. Who did it?”


	“Some guy.”


	I don’t want this, Jack thought. I do not want this.


	But no one had asked. No one had given him a choice.
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	“Oy. You’re trying to start the next world war?”


	“Call me the rovin’ gambler.”


	Abe glanced up from the wish list Jack had handed him and offered a puzzled look. “Nu?”


	“Were you ever a Dylan fan?”


	Abe shook his head. “Neither Thomas nor Bob.”


	Jack waved him off. “Never mind then. Take too long to explain.”


	He took a bite of his cheesesteak. He’d brought two of them from Vinny’s pizzeria off West Houston. Vinny was a Philly transplant and knew his way around the classic cheesesteak. Jack confessed to being a purist and a minimalist where cheesesteaks were concerned. Razor-thin slices of steak, provolone cheese, fried onions on a sub roll. No peppers, no gravy, and Vinny might do violence to anyone who added mustard or catsup. Jack would help him.


	Jack and Abe had laid the torpedo-shaped packages on the scarred rear counter of the Isher Sports Shop, spreading the greasy wrapping paper to reveal the treasured contents, then chowed down. Parabellum, Abe’s powder-blue parakeet, hopped around on the hunt for scraps. The seedless rolls made for slim pickings, so Jack tossed him a sliver of meat. He pounced on it.


	Abe, already finished with his first half, had the second clutched in his pudgy fingers, which in turn were attached to pudgy arms connected to a pudgy body. He needed a cheesesteak like he needed herpes, but Jack had given up nannying Abe’s health. Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die. The last part was likely if Rasalom got his way.


	Abe closed his eyes and groaned softly as he chewed.


	“Why is traif so good?” he said around a mouthful.


	“Because forbidden and flavor both start with F?”


	“In her grave my mother would turn if she knew what I was eating.”


	“Could be worse.”


	“How?”


	“She could find out about that Taylor pork roll and cheese with egg on a kaiser you had last week.”


	Abe rolled his eyes. “Oy. That might return her from the dead.”


	“I’ll never tell.” Jack nodded at the list. “What can you do for me?”


	“All right already. What I’ve seen so far is not for everyday home protection. The first thing here, an MM-1 … you really want an MM-1? You been watching—what’s that film?”


	“Dogs of War?”


	“That’s the one. With that meshuggeneh actor…”


	“I prefer ‘quirky’—Christopher Walken.”


	“Him, yes. You’ve been watching that movie?”


	“No. Not lately.”


	But Jack remembered it well. The MM-1 had been the film’s iconic weapon. It looked like a sawed-off shotgun with a huge rotating drum that held a dozen 40mm grenades.


	“Then why an MM-1 already?”


	“I may have a need for grenades and I want to be able to use them at a distance greater than I can throw.”


	“Fine. But this throws a dozen in rapid succession.”


	“I’m after a tough bastard.”


	“Well, I don’t have one sitting downstairs. I’ll have to call around.”


	“Fine, but please get on it ASAP.”


	“This is a rush job?”


	Jack looked at him. “It’s a long overdue job.”


	Abe understood. “That mamzer whose name, like God’s, we shouldn’t say?”


	“It’s ‘Rasalom.’ Say his name anytime you feel like it now. I want him to come looking.”


	“Not for me, thank you.” He scratched his stubbled chin. “Like I said, the MM-1 itself I don’t have, but rounds to feed it I do. You want HE, I assume?”


	Jack nodded. High-explosive grenades, yes—the higher, the better.


	“What’s the kill zone?” Jack asked.


	“Five meters.”


	“Perfect.”


	“But … the HE rounds won’t detonate within thirty meters of the launcher.”


	Well, he couldn’t allow himself to get close to Rasalom anyway. But just in case it happened …


	“Understood. What’ve you got for close range? I’ve heard of Beehives—”


	“With the flechettes?” Abe waved his hands. “Those you don’t want.”


	Jack had thought shooting a round that held forty or fifty darts might come in handy.


	“Why not?”


	“Unless you’re very close, the flechettes don’t necessarily land point first. Skip the Beehive. You want the buckshot round. Filled with number-four pellets. Does a nice shredding job close in.”


	“Okay. I’ll take four HE and eight shot.”


	Abe jotted that down on the list, then went to the next item. His head shot up.


	“LX-14? You’re going to trigger a nuclear bomb?”


	“Nooo.” Jack had heard it had been used in nuclear weapons but, although he’d have loved to be able to hit Rasalom with a tactical nuke, he didn’t have one. And Abe wasn’t going to find him one. “I just want max of everything—detonation velocity, brisance, everything. And I’m told this is powerful stuff.”


	“It is. But as far as I know, it’s made only at Livermore in this country. I’ll see what I can do.” He gave Jack a sidelong look. “You’re changing your last name to Kozlowski, maybe?”


	Jack laughed. “Please, no.”


	The Kozlowski brothers, Stan and Joe, had been demolition experts, really got off on blowing things up. Damn near blew Jack to smithereens a couple of years ago. But Jack had learned a few things from them … before he blew them up.


	Abe squinted at the last item on the list. “If I didn’t know better I’d say this says ‘Stingers.’” He looked up and smiled. “But you couldn’t want—”


	Jack was nodding. “Yup. Two of them.”


	Abe threw his hands—and the list—in the air as he gestured to the leaning shelves and crowded aisles running toward the front of the store.


	“Gevalt! This is a sport shop.”


	“What about the armory in the basement? Or did you forget?”


	“Small arms I sell. Small. Stinger missiles are not small arms.”


	“I figure if one guy can carry it and fire it, it’s a small arm.”


	“That’s your definition. Others—like yours truly—would disagree.” He picked up the list and read it again. “You’re sure about this?”


	“Absolutely.”


	Abe shook his head. “I should maybe not complain about you saving the world, but…”


	“But what?”


	He didn’t correct him about the saving-the-world bit. If that happened, fine. But he was out to save Gia and Vicky and Abe and Weezy and Julio and Eddie and a few others.


	“This isn’t your style.”


	“Why? Because of all the firepower?”


	“Yes. With you it’s always up close and personal. This…” He shrugged again.


	“I don’t have a choice, Abe. Get too close to this guy and he can freeze you with a look, paralyze you so all you can do is watch. I’m not giving him that chance. I have to operate from a distance.”


	“But surface-to-air missiles?”


	“Well…” Jack paused. He’d never told Abe this.


	“Well, what?”


	“He can fly.”


	Abe’s eyebrows lifted halfway to his far-receded hairline. “Like a bird, you mean? Like Superman?”


	“No … but he can float. I’ve seen it. I don’t intend to give him a chance to do that. But if he does … he gets stung.”


	Abe sighed as he resettled himself on his stool. “I know the world is not what I once thought it to be. Seeing that thing that came out of the Hudson and cut up your chest—how long has it been?”


	“Three years this coming summer.”


	If summer came. Word was it might not.


	Abe shook his head. “Like a lifetime it seems. Anyway, seeing that happen made it abundantly clear that the world is keeping secrets. Not just the kind I thought it was—and is. Currencies and economies and governments are being manipulated, but that’s gornisht compared to what’s really going on, right?”


	“’Fraid so. It’s cosmic, dude.”


	“Since when you’re a hippie?”


	“But it is cosmic.”


	“And how do you find this Adversary, as you call him?”


	“I hope to pick up his trail tonight.”


	“Where? In the cosmos?”


	“Nope. New Jersey.”
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	“They kicked you out?” Weezy said.


	She’d run into Dawn Pickering in the lobby downstairs and they’d rode the elevator up together. They now stood outside their respective apartment doors across the hall from each other. A blue-eyed blonde, Dawn had lost some baby weight in the weeks since she’d delivered, but was by no means slim.


	“Totally. Not just out of his office, out of the building.” She glanced away. “I sort of lost it.”


	This wasn’t good. Weezy, Jack, and Glaeken all wanted to know the baby’s fate. Rasalom had personally involved himself in protecting Dawn during its gestation. He wouldn’t have done that out of the goodness of his heart—he had no goodness anywhere in him, especially his heart. So the baby had to be useful to him. Or potentially so.


	And if it was useful to Rasalom, it might be useful against him.


	“You really think stalking Doctor Heinze is the best way to find your baby?”


	Dawn shrugged. “If you can think of a better way, I’m all ears.”


	“Wish I could.”


	Weezy and Jack had tried, but besides the obstetrician—who seemed to have washed his hands of Dawn since the delivery—Heinze was their only link to the baby.


	“So do I. But until we do, this seems the only way. But it just got harder now that I’m persona non grata at the McCready building. I mean, they won’t even let me through the front door anymore.”


	Weezy had to smile.


	Dawn caught it and frowned. “I hardly think it’s funny.”


	Touchy, touchy, Weezy thought. Dawn was becoming more and more strung out in her quest for her baby.


	“Neither do I. It was ‘persona non grata.’ You don’t hear that too often in daily conversation.”


	“Don’t you mean quotidian conversation?”


	“Um, yeah. That too.”


	Finally Dawn allowed a faint smile. “You know, just because I’m still in my teens and say ‘totally’ a lot doesn’t make me dumb. I aced my SATs, especially the verbal parts. I’d be in my second semester at Colgate right now if I hadn’t…”


	Her smile crumbled as her throat worked and she blinked back sudden tears.


	Weezy’s heart went out to her. This poor kid had been through more heartache in the past year than many people see in a lifetime.


	“It’s okay.”


	“It’s not okay. If I hadn’t gotten involved with that … that monster, I’d be a college freshman instead of an unwed mother, and my own mother would still be alive.” She shook her head. “She used to fine me every time I said ‘totally’ and ‘like.’”


	Weezy fought an urge to hug her. Dawn was too brittle right now. No telling how she’d react.


	Aw, hell with it, she thought and slipped her arms around her.


	“I’m so sorry. I wish I could say something to make you feel better.”


	Dawn hesitated, then, with a soft sob, returned the hug. She clung to Weezy a moment, then eased away.


	“Just having you to talk to keeps me sane.”


	“You worry about staying sane?”


	“Not really. Well, maybe. The baby’s all I can think about. Sometimes I wish I could turn it off, but it won’t stop.”


	Weezy knew how that was. She’d been diagnosed as manic-depressive as a teen—they called it bipolar now. She didn’t know if the diagnosis was accurate, but she’d been medicated and it had helped … some. She still hadn’t been able to turn off the thoughts, but she’d been able to slow them. Having a memory that wouldn’t allow her to forget anything, ever, was no help either.


	Dawn wasn’t bipolar, though, just post-partum and obsessed.


	“Want to come in for some coffee?”


	Dawn shook her head as she turned toward her apartment door. “I know you need to go back to reading your bizarro book, and I need to crash. Haven’t been sleeping much and I need to catch up if I’m going to be fresh tomorrow.”


	“What’s tomorrow?”


	Dawn pushed open her door and stepped inside. “Back to the McCready building.”


	“But you’re, as you say, persona non grata.”


	Her smile was grim. “They can keep me out of the building but they can’t keep me from watching it. Thanks for being a friend.”


	She closed the door, leaving Weezy alone in the hall, wondering how long Dawn could keep going like this.


	In her own apartment, Weezy headed directly for the kitchenette and her coffeemaker. She’d invested in a Keurig personal brewer—named it Katy, of course—and immediately it had become her favorite appliance. Pots of coffee went stale after a while. Her beloved Katy was always ready to brew a fresh cup for her.


	She unlocked the kitchen cabinet where she hid the Compendium of Srem, the “bizarro book” Dawn had mentioned. Almost as old as Glaeken and Rasalom, and virtually indestructible, Torquemada had tried to destroy it during the Spanish Inquisition but couldn’t, so he buried it and built a monastery over it. It wouldn’t stay buried, however, and after a torturous journey through many hands—Hank Thompson’s and Jack’s among them—it wound up here in Weezy’s apartment.


	She laid it on the kitchen table and opened it to the leather marker she had left against the last page she’d read. As usual it did not open to that page. The book had this maddening, frustrating tendency to change pages on its own. Nobody knew the exact number of pages in the Compendium—the book was designed to have a finite number of sheets but a virtually infinite number of pages. But something had gone wrong and all the pages were out of order. What you found when you turned the page rarely had anything to do with the page before. And when you turned back, the original page might have changed as well.


	She flipped to a random page, just to see what she’d find. When she saw the header, she caught her breath. The Other Name … she’d seen that mentioned in the past but had never encountered a whole page devoted to it. Glaeken had mentioned something about each of the Seven who championed the Otherness back in the First Age having a secret name. This could be it. But the text that followed caused her to slam on the brakes.


	It wasn’t in English.


	One of the many miraculous things about the Compendium—and what Torquemada must have considered the most Satanic—was its ability to present its text in the reader’s native tongue. Someone born and raised in Riyadh would see Arabic; from the Congo, Swahili; from Johnson, NJ, English.


	Yet this was in some mishmash of symbols and characters that Weezy had never seen. She had a feeling this was important—so important that she couldn’t risk losing the page. She pulled out her cell phone and began snapping photos. As expected, what she saw as English reverted to the Old Tongue in the photos, but the gibberish remained the same.


	She couldn’t wait to show Glaeken.
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	The dashboard clock in the Crown Vic read a little after eleven P.M. as Jack exited the Garden State Parkway and began to wind his way along rural back roads in northern Ocean County. The twisting pavement led him along hilly curves until the road crested. He knew what was coming up on his left: an opening through the trees with a concrete skirt abutting the road’s asphalt. The skirt seemed to end at a cliff, but Jack knew better. He turned onto it and descended a steep concrete driveway into a former sandpit, a huge excavation maybe seventy or eighty feet deep, with a hodgepodge of buildings backed up against the near wall.


	All the buildings were dark. He passed a small fleet of cement-mixer trucks and haulers of various shapes and sizes, all lined up and facing front like grunts awaiting inspection. No moving van in sight.


	He pulled up to the office door of the biggest, tallest building. A sign above it showed a stylized black sun that looked like a sunflower, and the words Wm. Blagden & Sons, Inc.


	Yep. They still ran the place.


	He got out and banged on the door, shouting, “Anybody there?” a couple of times.


	If anyone answered, he’d ask for directions.


	No one did. He flashed his penlight on the lock. A Schlage. Good.


	He parked the Vic behind the mixers. Its black color blended nicely into the shadows. He pulled out his Schlage bump key set and returned to the door. Found one that fit the lock, tapped it with the butt of his Glock, and he was in. The place hadn’t been alarmed on his last trip and didn’t appear to be now. After all, what was there to steal? Sand? Loose cement mix?


	Jack flashed his light around the office. Pretty bare bones: a couple of desks, chairs, computer monitors, filing cabinets. His plan was to find a work order for the date Osala was moved and maybe a delivery address to go along with it. A picture window looked out onto the big building’s wide, open floor. Jack aimed his flash through and the beam picked up …


	A truck.


	He stepped out onto the floor and played his beam over it as he approached. A box truck with the Blagden logo on the side. Jack froze as the light picked up something else beyond it. Something big and long and metallic.


	Forcing himself back into motion, he passed the truck and stopped before a large metal tube, maybe twenty feet long and five in diameter, its flanks embossed with odd symbols. Jack knew it well. A year and a half ago he’d come here looking for someone. He’d peeped through the window as this cylinder—standing upright then—had been filled with concrete, unaware that the person he’d come to find was bound inside, and had drowned in the wet mix while Jack watched.


	A wave of sadness rippled through him as he returned to the truck. He grabbed the handles on the rear door and heaved. As it rolled up, he flashed his light into the truck’s bay, revealing stacks of gleaming furniture protected by thick mover’s pads.


	He stepped back and checked the license plate. It matched the numbers Mack had given him.


	So … weeks after loading, Osala’s—Rasalom’s—furniture still hadn’t been delivered.


	He hopped into the truck’s cab—it stank of cigarettes—and hunted for papers. None on the seat. In the glove compartment he found maps, matches, and a work order that matched Mack’s copy, but no delivery address. Instead, someone had scrawled Hold until further notice across the bottom.


	Jack had a feeling the “further notice” might never come. But even if they eventually unloaded all this at Rasalom’s new digs, when would that be? More weeks? Months? Jack had no way of knowing. And no way to know about the move if and when it happened.


	He couldn’t set up a stakeout. Not while Rasalom was skulking about, planning who knew what.


	He returned to the rear of the truck and climbed in. Rasalom’s stuff … maybe it would give some clue to the guy.


	He began inspecting things, then throwing them out—pushing them off the edge of the bed to crash on the concrete floor. Chairs got an immediate heave-ho. Dressers and bureaus first had their drawers pulled out and inspected—all empty—then were dumped.


	Empty, empty, empty.


	Nothing, nothing, nothing.


	When he’d finished, he eased himself down amid the splintered remains of the furniture and found himself facing the cylinder. A rush of anger burned away his frustration.


	The Dormentalists had been behind the ritual murder in that tube. The higher-ups behind it had paid, but others hadn’t. William Blagden was a Dormentalist and had been involved, yet life was still business as usual for him. Maybe Jack should do something about that.


	He knew his next step.


	He retrieved the matchbook from the glove compartment and then popped the truck’s hood. Took him a moment to find the fuel line, took only a second to cut it. The sharp smell of gasoline spread as it spilled onto the floor. He waited for a good-size puddle to form, then struck a match, lit the book, and tossed it.


	The gas went up with a woomp! and Jack headed for the door. Outside, he started his car and waited until the truck’s gas tank exploded, blowing out a number of windows. He watched a little longer, to be sure the building was catching. When he was, he put the Vic in gear and drove away.


	Not at all what he’d come for, but at least the trip hadn’t been a total waste.
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	Gia zeroed in on the gauze as soon as Jack pulled off his T-shirt.


	“What’s this?”


	He pulled off the dressing and saw it had further healed to the point where it had stopped oozing. He’d forgotten about it because the pain was gone. This was scary.


	“Just a scratch.” At least it was now.


	Slim, with short blond hair and sky-blue eyes, Gia sat next to him on her bed. Vicky was asleep and they were enjoying a little private time.


	“When? I don’t remember this yesterday.”


	She removed her top and unfastened her bra as he gave her a quick rundown of the incident in Central Park. Her pink-tipped breasts weren’t large and weren’t small. A handful each … just right.


	Her blue eyes were wide. “That shoot-out in the park? That was you?”


	“I was just walking by—”


	“How do you manage to get involved in these things?”


	“I was minding my own business.”


	He was reaching for one of her breasts but she pushed his hand away and leaned close, studying the wound.


	“The news said a man was killed. That could have been you.” She frowned. “This looks almost healed.”


	“Told you it was just a scratch. Doc Hargus said it hardly needed the butterflies.” To prove his point, Jack pulled them off. “There.”


	He stared at the wound. No way the healing should be this far gone.


	“You do heal fast.”


	Jack opened his mouth to tell her, but closed it again. Why try to explain what he didn’t know for sure, what he only suspected? He’d talk to Glaeken first and see what he thought.


	She ran a finger lightly along the line of the wound. “That other bullet scar is round.”


	“That was a direct hit. This was a graze.”


	“Looks like something a knife might make.” He’d expected her to be repulsed, and maybe if the wound looked fresher, she would be. But she seemed fascinated. “Or a sword.”


	“Sword?” He laughed. “Where’d that come from?”


	“I guess I have swords on my mind,” she said as she slipped out of her jeans. “I mean, since Vicky asked if I thought you’d mind if she brought your katana into school for show and tell.”


	“The Gaijin Masamune?”


	“Whatever.”


	“How does she know about that?”


	“Well, it’s visible on the top shelf of your front closet. Every time we hang up our coats—”


	“Okay, okay. But how does she even know what a katana is?”


	“A combination of things. They’re studying Japan in school, and today she happened to catch some of The Seven Samurai on TV.”


	“But she hates black-and-white films.”


	He remembered how he’d had to bribe her to watch the original King Kong.


	“Well, she didn’t watch for long, and I’m pretty sure she would have flipped right past if they hadn’t been studying Japan. But she lasted long enough to recognize the swords in the samurais’ belts as just like the one in your closet.”


	“And she wants to bring it to class?”


	She slipped out of her panties.


	“Don’t worry. I’ve already told her it’s not going to happen. Not with the schools’ zero-tolerance policy.”


	He couldn’t take his eyes off her.


	“Right. They get freaked about toy light sabers. Imagine something that can really lop off limbs and heads. Besides, it’s pretty messed up.”


	Gia kissed his wound. “Not like your other sword.”


	“What other sword?”


	She kissed his chest. “The pretty one. The one that only I see.”


	“Oh … that one.” His skin tingled at her touch.


	“Yes, that one. How’s it doing?”


	“Ready for battle.”


	She pushed him back and trailed her lips down along his abdomen.


	“I sure hope so…”


	THURSDAY
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	Jack yawned as he closed and locked his apartment door behind him.


	One A.M. Long day.


	But he couldn’t call it quits yet. Gia’s mention of the Gaijin Masamune had set him to thinking, and he didn’t like where his thoughts were going.


	He pulled open the door to his closet and brought the scabbarded katana down from its high shelf. He pulled on the handle and unsheathed the blade. Vicky would be disappointed if she saw it, because it looked like a piece of junk. The blade was Swiss-cheesed and mottled with a random pattern of a hundred or so holes and pocks—not eaten or rusted out, melted out.


	The story went that in the fourteenth century a gaijin warrior commissioned the legendary swordsmith Masamune to make a sword for him using metal that had fallen from the sky. It turned out to be the strongest steel Masamune had ever encountered, but he had enough for only a short kodachi. When the gaijin failed to return, Masamune melted down the kodachi and added more steel—Earth steel—but the two metals never fully blended. The resultant katana’s mottled finish embarrassed the swordsmith, and so he didn’t sign it. Instead he carved the two symbols for “gaijin” on the tang.


	The so-called Gaijin Masamune became a legend—supposedly stronger and sharper than anything Masamune had ever made. Somehow it wound up at ground zero in Hiroshima on that fateful day. The atomic heat supposedly melted out the Earth steel, leaving only the metal from the sky, pocked and riddled with defects.


	Jack angled the blade back and forth, watching the light play off the mottled surface. The edge and the undulating temper line that bordered it, however, were unmarred.


	A lot of people had died by and for this sword. He wondered if it was cursed. Used to be Jack didn’t believe in curses. Used to be he didn’t believe in a lot of things he took for granted now.


	Holding the katana safely away from his body—he’d seen what that blade could do—he wound through the Victorian oak furniture that cluttered his claustrophobic—Gia’s term, not his—front room. He occupied the third floor of a West Eighties brownstone that was much too small for all the neat stuff he’d accumulated over the years.


	When he reached the old fold-out secretary at the far end of the room, he angled it out from the wall and removed the lower rear panel. His collection of saps, knives, bullets, and pistols hung on self-adhering hooks or cluttered the floor of the space. By far the largest weapon was the huge Ruger SuperRedhawk revolver chambered for .454 Casulls. He had no use for it here in the city, but it always made him think of his dad. Maybe that was why he couldn’t let it go. He wasn’t good at letting go of stuff anyway.


	On the other hand, something in the compartment wouldn’t let go of him—a ten-by-twelve-inch flap of human skin. He’d buried it three times but it always returned to his apartment.


	He unfolded the rectangle, as supple as suede, with no hint of decomposition. The pattern of pocked scars crisscrossed with fine, razor-thin cuts used to confound him. Later he learned it was a map of Opus Omega, the pocks indicating places where concrete pillars—some of them fashioned in the recently razed building on the Wm. Blagden & Sons grounds—had been buried around the world.


	Everything was connected … everything.


	Another thing he’d learned about the skin was that he couldn’t cut it up. He’d tried to slice it into pieces to get rid of it, but it wouldn’t allow itself to be cut. Or rather, wouldn’t allow itself to stay cut.


	He wondered if that was still true.


	He pulled out his Spyderco Endura and flipped out the curved blade. He pierced the skin with the point near a corner and sliced downward.


	The blade parted the skin, which promptly sealed itself closed behind it. Just as before. Good.


	As the Lady had said of the bullets fired at her yesterday: If they are of this Earth, they cannot harm me. Nothing of this Earth could harm her.


	The Endura’s blade was of this Earth.


	But Gia had started Jack thinking about the blade of the Gaijin Masamune. It had “fallen from the sky.” Which meant it was not of this Earth. Could it harm the Lady?


	He picked up the katana and stretched the flap against the point. His gut clenched as he saw the pierced edges of the skin glow a ghostly blue as it poked through. But only briefly. Taking a breath, he sliced downward. Again the glow along the cut edges—which stayed cut and separate, even after the glow faded. No self-repair when cut by the Gaijin Masamune.


	His saliva evaporated as he stared at the blade.


	This could do it … this could kill the Lady … cause her third death … end her existence.


	At least that was the way it looked.


	Only one person would know for sure.
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	The other three members of what Jack had come to call the Ally’s Gang of Four were seated around the table in the Lady’s front room when he arrived. Weezy was leaning toward Glaeken where he sat at the head of the table, shaking his head as he stared at the Compendium.


	“I’ve never seen anything like it.”


	Weezy looked shocked. “But-but-but you must have.”


	Glaeken shrugged. “I—”


	“Can I interrupt?”


	Jack didn’t know what was going on, but whatever it was, the contents of the blanket-wrapped bundle under his arm took precedence.


	Weezy looked annoyed as she tapped the open page in the Compendium before Glaeken. “This could be important.”


	Jack unrolled the blanket, revealing the katana and the rectangle of skin.


	“Not as important as these.”


	“We’ve all seen them before,” Weezy said.


	He held up the sliced piece of skin and wiggled the cut flap. “Not like this.”


	He pulled out his Endura and held it up. “Of this Earth.”


	He made a quick cut, showing everyone how the skin healed itself. Then he unsheathed the katana.


	“Not of this Earth.”


	He made a cut—again the blue glow along the edges, again no healing.


	Weezy’s face had gone white, Glaeken looked concerned, but the Lady seemed unperturbed.


	“That skin is not me,” she said.


	“But it used to be yours.”


	She used to be able to appear in many guises. Jack had known her as Anya when she’d been stripped of this piece of skin—or rather, stripped of everything but this skin.


	That had been her first death … caused by creatures not of this Earth.


	Then her second death, caused by the Fhinntmanchca, also not of this Earth.


	And now the Gaijin Masamune … would that cause her third and final death?


	“Still, it is not me.” She held out her hand. “I know this sword. You showed it to me.”


	“Yes. Last year.” He handed it to her. “Remember what you said?”


	“Of course.” She held the katana by the handle and studied the pierced, pitted blade. “I said I sensed something significant, something of great import about it … that it would be a means to a momentous end.”


	Jack raised his eyebrows. “Your end?”


	She shook her head. “I don’t believe so.”


	Without warning, she held out her left arm and slashed at it. Blue light flared and her cry of pain mixed with Weezy’s cry of alarm as the blade sliced through her wrist and embedded itself in the tabletop.


	But the hand remained attached.


	“Jeez,” Jack whispered. “What the hell?”


	“The blade can cause me pain,” the Lady said. “But it cannot damage me.”


	Jack leaned in for a closer look—not even a line to mark the blade’s passing.


	“Swell. But how about a little warning before you pull something like that?”


	“Th-that was your wrist,” Weezy said, still visibly shaken. “What if it pierces a vital organ?”


	The Lady rose. “Like this?”


	Before Jack could stop her, she turned, placed the butt of the handle against the wall, and impaled herself on the blade. She yelped in pain as pale blue light flashed and the point emerged from her upper back.


	She turned and faced them, her expression pained as she looked down at the sword protruding from her chest.


	“Could someone help, please?”


	Jack was already halfway there. He stepped up to her, gripped the handle and, after a heartbeat’s hesitation, yanked it free. No blood, not even moisture on the blade.


	“Thank you,” she said.


	Jack couldn’t help but be angry. “Are you crazy? That could have killed you.”


	But the Lady was looking at Weezy. “No fear of piercing my vital organs, dear. I have none. I am all of a piece.”


	Weezy opened her mouth but couldn’t speak.


	Jack could. He held up the sword. “Remember what else you told me about this?”


	“I believe I said it might be used for good or ill.”


	“No, I mean what you told me to do with it.”


	She nodded. “I said to throw it into the sea.”


	“You went further than that. I believe you suggested getting on a boat and dropping it into the Hudson Canyon.”


	She nodded. “Yes, I did.”


	“Well, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” He glanced at Glaeken. “Unless you object.”


	The old man frowned. “Why would I object?”


	“Well, it’s sort of yours. You supplied Masamune with the original ‘metal from the sky.’ I figure you should have some say.”


	Glaeken shook his head. “I lay no claim to that blade.”


	“Then it goes.”


	“Thank God,” Weezy said. “When?”


	“ASAP.”


	“Good or ill,” the Lady said. “You never know.”


	“I know the ill it can do. That’s enough.” He turned to Weezy. “How deep is the Hudson Canyon?”


	She shrugged. “Depends on how far out you go. It’s four hundred miles long. Go out about a hundred and the canyon floor is probably a mile from the surface.”


	“A mile sounds good.”


	“Hire a tuna boat captain to take care of it for you on his next trip.”


	He shook his head as he sheathed the sword in its curved scabbard. The Gaijin Masamune was a collector’s item. Couldn’t risk somebody finding out and getting greedy.


	“This needs the personal touch.”


	He’d hire a boat, have it take him out over the canyon, and when they reached a point where the depth finder read a mile, he’d discard the scabbard, unwind the handle, and drop the blade over the side.


	Not even Rasalom would be able to find it in the muck a mile down.


	“Need some company?” she said.


	“Not if you get seasick.”


	“I was thinking of Eddie. We’re having lunch later. Wants to talk to me. He hasn’t got much else going on.”


	Jack thought about it a sec. “Sure. Why not? I’ll see if I can set it up for early tomorrow.”


	She smiled. “Great. We done with the sword?”


	“Yeah. I’ll—”


	The Lady held up a finger. “One minor thing.”


	“Yes?”


	“I wish the return of my skin.”


	The request startled him. Since it didn’t seem to want to leave him, he’d come to think of it as his skin, his memento of Anya—a grisly one, but a memento nonetheless. Then again, Anya had been simply another manifestation of the Lady.


	“Of course.” He held it out to her.


	She touched it—immediately the two slices Jack had made with the sword sealed up—but she did not take it.


	“I wish it returned to my person.”


	With that she turned and her housedress split, revealing an identical map on her back. Jack would never get used to her clothes not being clothes, but part of her. As she said, I am all of a piece.


	The split also revealed the two tunnels running back to front through her flesh, scars of her first two deaths.


	“Lay it against my back but please align it properly.”


	Jack handed it to Weezy, who was closer, but she backed away, shaking her head. But finally she took it. Gingerly, she aligned the pattern on the Lady’s back with that on the flap, and pressed it against the Lady. It blurred, then melted into her. The Lady’s back was unchanged, but the flap was gone.
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	“My turn again,” Weezy said when the Lady had reseated herself.


	She watched Jack lean the wrapped katana against a wall, then return to the seat directly opposite her. She wondered at his almost feline grace. When, how had he developed that? He’d been such a gangly kid as a teen.


	She shook off the questions and pointed to the Compendium, still before Glaeken. “Still on the same page?”


	He nodded. “Yes.”


	That was weird, but fortunate. Weezy had come prepared for the opposite. She’d expected the Compendium to lose that page, so she’d uploaded jpegs of last night’s photos to her laptop.


	Turned out to be wasted effort. She’d brought the laptop and the Compendium over to the Lady’s place, but when she arrived, the book opened to the same page. A virtual miracle, since the Compendium never showed you what you wanted most to see. And it had stayed on the same page.


	She’d been counting on Glaeken to translate the gibberish.


	“I still can’t translate this,” Glaeken said, staring at the page. “I recognize some of the Old Tongue, the language we spoke in the First Age, but that gibberish in the middle is not any language I’ve ever seen.”


	Weezy said, “The section I can read talks about ‘The Other Name,’ but why can’t I read the rest? I mean, you’ve told us about the Seven Other Names and all, but what’s this page talking about?”


	Glaeken shrugged. “I wish I could tell you. Each of the Seven had three names, two of which were given, and one chosen. The first given was from their parents and, like everyone else, they had no control over that. The second was one they chose when they aligned themselves with the Otherness. They had to discard their old name as a symbolic way of renouncing everything they were before. The man we know as the Adversary or the One chose ‘Rasalom.’”


	Jack said, “So ‘Rasalom’ didn’t come from the Otherness? He actually chose that? You’d think he’d come up with something better.”


	“Like what?” Weezy said.


	“Like Mordan … or Omen … or Dethlok.” He smiled, but it had a sour edge. “Or Stimpy.”


	Glaeken didn’t seem amused. “He chose Rasalom—which is why he can’t seem to let it go. His third name, his Other Name, was, like his first, also given—by the Otherness. Each of the Seven received an Other Name when they were elevated to the group. Each Other Name consists of the same seven characters in a unique arrangement.”


	Weezy tapped the table. “Seven times six, times five, times four, times three, times two, times one gives us five thousand forty permutations.”


	Jack shook his head. “You just did that in your head?”


	Yeah, she had. Without even thinking about it. Just the way her mind worked.


	“It’s a gift. And that’s a lot of names.”


	“Especially if you don’t know the seven characters. And I can guarantee none of them is from our alphabet.”


	Weezy remembered something … from 1983. “Remember that little pyramid we found as kids?”


	“Sure. The little black thing with six sides.”


	“Seven if you count the base. And each of those seven faces was carved with a symbol.”


	Jack straightened from his slouch. “Hey…”


	Weezy looked at Glaeken. “Do you know the symbols we’re talking about? The same ones were on the big pyramid on your property in the Pine Barrens.”


	“I do,” he said.


	“Could they be the seven characters in the Other Names?”


	“Who can say? I never saw or heard the One’s Other Name or any of the Seven’s. But it seems a possibility.”


	Other possibilities flashed through her head as she grabbed a pen and a sheet of paper from her backpack and began drawing. She held up the result and showed it to the other three.


	“That’s what they looked like.”


	Jack was staring with an awed expression. “You remember? After all these—” Then he shook himself. “What am I saying? Of course you remember.”


	“So…” she said, “if Rasalom’s Other Name is composed of these seven characters, we can arrange them in the five thousand forty possible sequences, and know that one of them is his.”


	“So? What does that get us?”


	“Well, if people saying his ‘Rasalom’ name used to get him worked up, think what saying his Other Name will do?”


	Jack shook his head. “You’re talking five thousand possibilities. And even if we do find the right one, how would you pronounce it?”


	That brought Weezy to a screeching halt. “Oh, right. Didn’t think about that.”


	“And even if we could antagonize him by spreading his Other name around, what good would it do?”


	“It might bring him out in the open where you could get a bead on him.”


	The smile broadened. “I like the way you think. Make him come to us.”


	“How’s the search going, by the way?” she said. “Any luck with the moving people?”


	Jack’s smile faded as he shook his head. “Dead end.”


	The Lady pointed to the Compendium. “May I see this mysterious writing that no one knows?”


	She’d fully intended to show the Lady, but she’d been so quiet, Weezy had forgotten she was there. She placed the book before her and pointed to the middle section.


	“That gobbledygook there. Does that make any sense to you?”


	The Lady stared little more than a heartbeat, then nodded. “Of course. I know all the languages of Earth for all time.”


	Of course you would, Weezy thought, chagrined that she hadn’t figured that out on her own.


	“Well?” Jack said, sounding more impatient than usual. Weezy guessed he didn’t realize that the Lady’s responses were very literal at times.


	“What language?” Weezy said, almost as curious about that as the translation.


	“It is the original language of the small folk.”


	Glaeken’s eyes lit. “The smithies.”


	Weezy leaned forward. “‘Small folk.’ I’ve seen them mentioned in the Compendium. Like gnomes, elves?”


	“I’m sure they’re the source of those tales,” Glaeken said. “Tiny people skilled with metals. As soon as I could afford their services, I allowed no one else to make my weapons.” He looked at the Lady. “So this is their tongue. I’d heard them talk among themselves but never saw it written down.”


	“That is because they rarely committed words to paper,” the Lady said. She frowned. “If Srem used their tongue for this, she must have wanted it kept secret.”


	A secret passage in a book full of secrets—Weezy could barely contain herself.


	“What does it say—read it, read it, read it.”


	“I already have. It details the ritual of the Other Naming Ceremony.”


	The excitement died—fell off a cliff—and Weezy dropped back into her chair.


	“Oh. Well, that’s no help.” She sighed. “I mean, I don’t see any of us being given an Other Name soon, so I can’t see any use in knowing the naming ceremony.”


	Jack swiveled to face her. “Then why write it down in a language that’s effectively code?”


	Good point.


	“Perhaps it has something to do with what Srem added here at the end: ‘No two humans may have the same Other Name. The First-named shall be powerless as long as the Second-named lives. The First-named shall hear the Name within the Second and thus be able to resolve the duplication.’”


	“What’s that mean?” Jack said.


	Glaeken looked baffled. “I’ve never heard of any of this.” He glanced at the Lady. “You?”


	She shook her head. “Many things originating with the Otherness are hidden from me. It does, however, offer a reason why they so jealously guarded their Other Names.”


	“‘No two humans may have the same Other Name,’” Weezy recited. “We’ll probably never know why, so let’s just accept that that’s the way the Otherness wants it. But the next part is interesting: ‘The First-named shall be powerless as long as the Second-named lives.’ Powerless how? Does that mean no longer connected to the Otherness?”


	Jack’s eyes lit. “Could mean he’s mortal and normally vulnerable while someone else has his name.”


	Weezy could almost see the wheels turning in Jack’s head, and guess what he was thinking.


	“The last part’s a little scary, though: ‘The First-named shall hear the Name within the Second and thus be able to resolve the duplication.’ I’ve got a pretty good idea what ‘resolve the duplication’ entails, but what does ‘hear the name within the Second’ mean?”


	Jack said, “Rasalom knows whenever someone speaks his self-given name, so it makes sense he’d know when someone speaks his Other name. But this sounds different.”


	“Right,” Weezy said. “‘Hear within’ doesn’t seem quite the same. ‘Within’ what?”


	“Within the mind,” the Lady said. “I recall tales of this. The First-named will know when someone else has adopted his Other Name, because that name will live in the mind of the Second-named. The Second-named need not speak it, merely be conscious of his Other Name for the First-named to be able to home in on it—and ‘resolve’ the problem.”


	“What if the Second-named forgets the name?” Jack said.


	The Lady gave him a look. “I believe that is unlikely.”


	Weezy shook her head. Jack … always looking for a workaround.


	“You know…” he said slowly, “this has possibilities. If we figured out his Other Name, you could put me through the naming ceremony and give it to me.”


	Weezy’s stomach twisted. “He’d hunt you down and kill you.”


	“He’d try. But I’d be ready for him. Especially since I wouldn’t have to waste a lot of time looking for him—he’d come to me. I could choose the battlefield.”


	“Speaking of wasting time,” Glaeken said, “you’re doing that now. We don’t know his Other Name, so there’s no point in discussing it.”


	“You could christen me with all of them.”


	“‘Christen’ is a Christian term,” Weezy said. “I don’t think that applies here. And we’re talking five-K-plus possibilities.”


	The Lady said, “Whether it applies or would work is irrelevant. Only I can read the text, therefore I am the only one who can perform the ceremony, and I will not—not with one name, not with five thousand.”


	Jack looked offended. “Why not?”


	“It would be tantamount to pronouncing a death sentence. I would not do that to you or anyone else.”


	“It might be Rasalom’s death sentence.”


	The Lady folded her arms with grim finality. “I have spoken.”


	And that’s that, Weezy thought, relieved.


	“Can we move on to something a little more pressing?” she said.


	Jack said, “What’s more pressing than taking out Rasalom?”


	“Protecting the Lady from him.”


	A pause, then a nod. “Well, yeah. There’s that. After yesterday, there’s no doubt she’s still his focus.”


	“Speaking of yesterday,” Weezy said, “how’s your arm?”


	Jack got a funny look in his eyes. “Coming along fine. Just fine.” He turned to the Lady. “Did the noosphere come up with a place you can hide from him?”


	The Lady nodded. “A possibility.”


	“Where?”


	“Very near where the two of you grew up.”


	A shock zapped through Weezy. “Johnson?”


	Jack too looked surprised. “I know there’s a nexus point in the Barrens—”


	The Lady shook her head. “Not there.” She looked at Glaeken. “There is a structure on your land—”


	“The pyramid?” Weezy said.


	She nodded. “There is a good possibility I will be shielded from his awareness if I stay there.”


	Weezy tapped the Compendium. “I found something once—of course, I can’t find it again—that mentioned a pyramidal structure and hinted it had some sort of ‘power of occultation.’ And typical of Srem, she didn’t explain.”


	“Occultation,” Jack said. “Fancy word for hiding. How? It’s not even enclosed.”


	“Srem said.”


	“That was once a cage, wasn’t it?” Jack glanced at her. “At least we figured it was.”


	Glaeken nodded. “Yes. Once a very famous place in the world of the Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order when it wasn’t quite so ancient. They built it to house the last q’qr.”


	Weezy pounded a fist on the table. “I knew it!” She pointed at Jack. “That thing that chased us in the lost town—that was a q’qr. The last q’qr.” She looked at Glaeken. “Is that possible?”


	He shrugged. “Well, after all, they live until they are killed, so I suppose it could be.”


	Weezy had been finding references to q’qrs in the Compendium and Glaeken had filled in the gaps: Q’qrs were created by the Otherness back in the First Age—genetically retrofitted from humans—as savage soldiers in its war against the Ally. Dark, hairy bipeds with two arms and two tentaclelike appendages sprouting from their armpits.


	“But why New Jersey, of all places?”


	“I believe the cage—or pyramid, as you’ve called it—was erected in the late Archaic period. The Order had preserved a good deal of knowledge after the cataclysm that ended the First Age, but never shared it. The ‘New World’ was not the least bit new to them. They penned the last q’qr near their first Lodge in North America.”


	“The one in Johnson?” Jack said, his expression baffled. “Why?”


	“The Pine Barrens, in what would eventually become New Jersey, were convenient to the coast via rivers and streams, and even more isolated then. The woods presented a good buffer against the natives.”


	“But why not someplace warmer—like the Carolinas?”


	“The location of the Johnson lodge isn’t random. It lies on a convergence near a particularly powerful nexus point. A settlement sprang up around it long before Columbus or even the Vikings found this continent, and eventually became the Old Town section of Johnson. You probably can’t pronounce its First Age name, but because of the presence of the last q’qr, it was referred to as Q’qret—which translates as Q’qr Home. As English became the dominant local language—”


	Weezy saw where he was going. “Q’qret was bastardized into Quakerton.”


	Glaeken nodded. “Which remained the town’s name until President Andrew Johnson decided to spend the night there. Members of the Order had largely moved on by then, leaving only the Lodge as a permanent holding. I knew the cage was empty and assumed the last q’qr was dead, but I bought the land around it to prevent development. Who knew what trouble people might unearth if they started digging?”


	Weezy remembered what she and Jack had uncovered when they’d dug on his land—Glaeken had been known to the locals back then as Old Man Foster—and it had led to a ton of trouble.


	She looked at the Lady. “But you’re saying that old stone cage would be a safe place for you?”


	“Wait,” Jack said, holding up a hand. “We’re just going to forget about this Other Name thing?”


	Glaeken said, “I think it’s a dead end, Jack.”


	Jack shook his head. “I’m not so sure. There’s an opportunity there. I don’t know what, exactly, but something’s there.”


	“Not if I do not perform the ceremony,” the Lady said.


	Jack leaned back, looking frustrated. Weezy had a feeling he wasn’t going to let this go.


	The Lady turned to Weezy. “To answer your question: Yes, I think that ancient cage might offer a hiding place.”


	Jack frowned. “How? It’s got open sides. I think you’d be more exposed.”


	“But it was built in a way that honors the Otherness. If I stay within its confines, its walls might deflect the One’s awareness of me.”


	Glaeken said, “It’s obvious he has no way to harm you—at least at the moment—otherwise he would have used it yesterday. But we can be just as sure that he is leaving no stone unturned looking for a means to extinguish you. So I see no downside to trying the cage.”


	“Well, who knows?” Jack said. “If you drop off his radar, he may waste time and resources locating you instead of hunting up ways to off you.” He looked at Weezy. “Somebody’s going to have to drive her.”


	Right. The Fhinntmanchca encounter had robbed her of the ability to zap herself around, appearing anywhere on Earth whenever she pleased. Until she regained her full strength, she had to travel like anyone else.


	Weezy raised her eyebrows. “Road trip?”


	He sighed. “I guess so.”


	He couldn’t have sounded less enthused.


	“Today?”


	He shook his head. “Something I need to do. Tomorrow is better.”


	“Then we head home tomorrow.”


	Home … so many memories back there, good, bad, and awful.
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	Dawn stared through her windshield at the McCready Foundation building from her quasi-legal parking space. Senator James McCready had died last year but his foundation lived on. Part of the building was rented office space—mostly to the private practices of the physicians associated with the foundation—but the rest was devoted to research.


	And that totally bothered Dawn. Dr. Heinze was a pediatric surgeon—it still bothered her that Mr. Osala had called in a surgeon—associated with a medical research facility. Were they doing research on her baby? Were his birth defects so unusual that he had to be hidden away and studied?


	She didn’t care about his defects, she wanted him back.


	But where was he?


	She hadn’t named him, and he certainly wouldn’t be listed anywhere with her last name. Baby Boy Pickering. Totally unlikely. But he had to be somewhere.


	Banned from the building, she’d had to set up watch out here. Not an easy thing in midtown Manhattan.


	She stepped out of the car—a used Volvo V70 wagon—and stretched her legs. Jack had helped her buy it. She glanced through the side window into the rear where the infant seat was securely strapped in. She’d wanted a Volvo because she’d heard they were safe, and if she was going to be driving her baby around, she wanted a safe car.


	She’d parked where she could see not only the front entrance to the office section of the building but the ramps in and out of the attached garage as well.


	She was suddenly on alert as a silver Lexus pulled out of the garage. Dr. Heinze drove a silver Lexus—


	And yes, that was him behind the wheel.


	She jumped in and started the car. She’d never before been able to follow him after he left his office. Now she’d know exactly what he was up to. And, eventually, where he lived.
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	After arranging a time to meet here at the Lady’s and drive her into the wilds of the Jersey Pine Barrens, Weezy left to meet Eddie, and Jack stayed behind.


	As Glaeken rose and started for the door, Jack said, “I want to show you something.”


	He pulled off the long-sleeved T he was wearing and angled his wounded left arm toward him.


	“Remember that from yesterday?”


	The butterflies were gone and the wound had further healed. No dressing necessary.


	Glaeken peered at the arm, then looked at Jack with concern in his eyes.


	“You’re healing … quickly.”


	“Too quickly. What gives?”


	“It’s obvious, isn’t it?”


	“It’s obvious in a direction I don’t want it to be moving, so tell me something else. Please.”


	“I wish I could, but the answer is clear: As I begin to fail, you are progressing.”


	“Toward what?”


	Jack knew the answer but needed to hear Glaeken say it.


	“Toward what I used to be. You are the Heir, after all. And as you well know, upon my death, you assume my old place as Defender.”


	Jack did know.


	“Swell.”


	Glaeken looked at the wound again and heaved a sigh. “I can only assume this means I haven’t much time left.”


	That saddened Jack. Yeah, he wanted Glaeken to live forever for his own selfish reasons—so he wouldn’t have to take on the Defender mantle. But he had others. He’d grown attached to the old guy. Glaeken had a quiet nobility that appealed to him. He was a walking trove of arcane knowledge. With his passing, humanity would lose someone unique and infinitely valuable.


	“How much do you think? I mean, this is all new to me.”


	Glaeken smiled. “It’s new to me as well. I’ve never died before, so I have no idea.” The smile faded. “But I’d hoped to outlive Magda. Without me…” He looked at Jack. “May I ask you a favor?”


	Jack sensed what was coming. “Look after her? Sure. Gia and I will see she’s well taken care of. And you know Weezy will pitch in.”


	“Thank you. That’s a comfort. I want her to stay right where she is. Any change in her surroundings worsens her confusion. If she was moved to another apartment, it would upset her terribly. I don’t want her upset.”


	Jack slipped back into his T-shirt. “Don’t worry. I’ll see to it.”


	“Good. I knew I could count on you.” He turned toward the door, then swung back. “Oh, and don’t worry about paying for her care. I—”


	“I’ve got plenty of money stashed away.”


	“You won’t need it. I’ve left everything to you.”


	“What do you mean, ‘everything’?”


	“All that I own. You are the Heir, after all, so you will be my heir as well—my sole heir.”


	“You don’t have any kids?”


	“Hundreds. But they’re all gone. And Magda and I never had any, so you’re it. You’ll own this building and all my other holdings, including the Foster tract in the Barrens.”


	Jack shook his head. Me … owning a building on CPW—


	“Wait. I can’t inherit anything. I don’t exist. No Social Security number, no property, never paid taxes.”


	He’d run into this problem when Gia was pregnant. Without an official existence, he couldn’t be a child’s legal parent.


	Glaeken smiled again. “I’m aware of that. And I’ve been aware of you for a long time. I knew this day would come, so, maybe a dozen years ago I had someone create an alter ego for you. You, as you are now, have a corporeal life but no legal existence. This other entity has a legal existence but no life. He draws a salary from me and pays all proper taxes on it. He has your face and your fingerprints. He is named in my will and you will assume that identity whenever you need to access the assets I will leave to you.”


	“But I don’t need—”


	“A few billion dollars? Of course you don’t. No one does. But it’s got to go somewhere.”


	Jack swallowed. “Billions?”


	Glaeken shrugged. “Give or take. I’m not sure of the exact figure. I’ve had a long time to accrue treasures and property, and they all tend to increase in value over time.”


	Billions … the responsibility was daunting. But then …


	“This is all working under the assumption that there’ll be anything to inherit. People who’ve had a peek at the future say it all goes dark sometime in the spring. That’s not far off.”


	Glaeken nodded gravely. “Yes. If Rasalom gets his way, if he succeeds in bringing about the Change, this conversation becomes moot. Ironic in a way. He’s wanted me dead for all these millennia. But now that he has the upper hand, now that he’s so close to succeeding, he wants me to live—so he can rub my nose in the Change before he destroys me. And in a way, I will deserve that.”


	That startled Jack. “Deserve? How?”


	“Because I could have ended the One back in the fifteenth century when I trapped him in the Keep. But I didn’t. I thought our existences were linked, and if I destroyed him, the Ally would have no further use for me, and would destroy me in turn. So I locked him away for what I thought was forever. Well, not forever, just until I tired of the world. I wanted the decision to make my exit to be my own, and to choose the time of that exit. When I was ready I would return to the Keep and end him. But the German Army ruined that plan.”


	“You couldn’t have known.”


	He shook his head. “Pure selfishness on my part. I’d lived for thousands of years. I could have risked it. So now, if we lose, I deserve whatever happens to me.”


	Jack found the thought intolerable.


	“Not if I find him first.”


	“But should I die before anything happens, promise me you’ll use some of the inheritance to keep Magda comfortable.”


	“Of course. Absolutely. Anything and everything she needs.”


	He clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Good. Good.”


	Glaeken headed for the hall and the elevator, leaving Jack alone with the Lady.


	“I have sensed you undergoing a change for a while,” she said.


	She hadn’t moved from her place at the table. Her gaze was serene, her voice low.


	“Really? Why didn’t you tell me?”


	“I know you do not want it. The realization has caused you only pain. What purpose would telling you serve?”


	Good point. He was glad he hadn’t known. He cocked his head toward the door where Glaeken had exited.


	“And him? Any idea how long he’s got?”


	“Not long. His heart is failing—not his will to live on and fight. Those will never fail in that one. But the pump itself is old and it is tired. He will not see midsummer’s eve.”


	“When’s that?”


	“In the latter half of June.”


	Shaken, Jack pulled out a chair and dropped into it. One thing to say he hasn’t got much time left, but to hear it narrowed down like that. Early March now … that meant …


	“Glaeken’s got less than four months to live?”


	The Lady nodded. “I cannot say the exact day, but the way his light is fading, it cannot last too long.”


	Jack felt his throat constrict. He’d bumped into Glaeken—as Mr. Foster—once as a kid, but had come to know him only last May, not even a year ago. Yet he felt as if he’d known him all his life.


	“I’m going to miss him.”


	“You’re going to miss him!” the Lady said. “He’s been my friend since the First Age. We’ve been the only constants in each other’s lives over these many millennia.” She pointed at Jack. “It rests in your hands to see that his few remaining days are not reduced to even fewer by the One.”


	Right. Eliminate Rasalom first.


	“Any sense of where he might be?”


	She shook her head. “I sense him most often to the east, but he seems ever on the move.”


	“To the east … Monroe?”


	“Where he was conceived … perhaps. Perhaps farther. Perhaps Europe.”


	This was no help.


	“Well, tonight I’m going to meet with someone who might know the One’s whereabouts.”


	“Someone who knows is not likely to tell you.”


	“Oh, if he knows, he’ll tell me.”
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	“Are you really going to eat that?” Weezy said, eyeing Eddie’s thick pastrami on rye. “All of it?”


	He smiled. “Every freakin’ bite.”


	Weezy shook her head. If the meat wasn’t stacked a full two inches, it was close. She looked around at the Lower East Side kosher deli Eddie had chosen—Moishe’s on Second Avenue.


	“How’d you find this place?” she said as he took a great-white bite. He had a sublet in the West Village, on the opposite side of the island.


	He chewed, swallowed, and sipped his Pepsi One.


	“I wander the city most of the day. I mean, nothing else to do. I wandered in here for breakfast once and liked it.”


	“Youse folks okay here?” said a high-pitched, cigarette-scorched voice with an aggressive Brooklyn accent.


	Weezy studied their waitress. She looked seventy and was built like Olive Oyl, but with a widow’s hump and hair the color of a caution light. She seemed to have a pot of coffee grafted to her hand. Her name tag read Sally and her eye makeup was a wonder—a rainbow of blue hues applied like spackle.


	“We’re doing great,” Weezy told her.


	“You ain’t touched your lox. Eat up. You never know when you’re gonna get to eat again.”


	As Sally wandered away in search of needy coffee cups, Weezy forked a piece of the salmon into her mouth. She wasn’t particularly hungry. Not after seeing the Lady pierce herself with that sword.


	She nodded at Eddie who’d just taken another huge bite. “I don’t think you’ll have to eat again for a week.”


	She noticed he’d gained some weight since she’d last seen him, though nothing like the Pugsley pudginess of his teen years. He was either letting his sandy hair grow longer or hadn’t bothered to get it cut.


	“Still working out?”


	He shrugged. “What’s the point?”


	“Same point as before, I guess.”


	“For what?” he said with some heat. “I played by all the rules, Weez. I slimmed down, I got in shape, I worked hard, gave good value to my clients. And where did it get me? I had to abandon my business, I’m afraid to go back to my house, I’m subletting a roach-infested apartment. What went wrong?”


	He’d never been the type to feel sorry for himself. Maybe he was simply bored and frustrated. Either way, she would let him answer his own question.


	“I think you know what went wrong.”


	He sighed. “Yeah. I joined the Order.”


	Bull’s-eye.


	They’d discussed this before but she’d never gotten a satisfactory answer.


	“Why, Eddie?”


	He shrugged. “At the time it was, ‘Why not?’” He raised a hand as she opened her mouth to reply. “I know, I know. You always categorized it as one of the sinister forces in the world, one of the powers guiding the Secret History. But do you know how that sounds to the average person?”


	“Yeah. Crazy. Plus I did have my emotional problems, and I was diagnosed as manic-depressive, so I don’t blame you one bit for dismissing what I said.”


	“It went beyond dismissing, you know. I got to the point where if you said something was black, I’d assume it was white.”


	She felt her throat tighten and her eyes fill. She blinked back tears.


	Eddie reached across and covered her hand. “I’m sorry, Weez. I didn’t mean—”


	“No-no. It’s okay. It wasn’t just you. Mom and Dad were the same, and the kids in school. Every time I opened my mouth, eyes would roll. Finally I simply shut up. And now…”


	“Now you know you were right all along.”


	“And wish I weren’t. I wish this were all the product of a mind careening out of control due to a screwed-up soup of neurotransmitters.” She squeezed his hand. “But Eddie, it’s worse and more fantastic than I ever suspected.”


	He frowned. “More fantastic? How—?”


	“Trust me?” She squeezed his hand harder. “I’m saying it’s black.”


	He hesitated a heartbeat, then nodded. “Then black it is. How black?”


	Weezy closed her eyes and swallowed a sob of joy. Breakthrough. Her brother believed her … finally believed her.


	“Black-hole black.”


	He shook his head. “That book of yours—”


	“The Compendium of Srem.”


	“Yeah, that. There’s nothing else in the world like it. That was a clue. And then the Order turning against me.”


	“They were never for you.”


	“Pretty obvious now, but they come on so benign, with such a seductive line. All the movers and shakers belong, and you can belong too—if you qualify.”


	Weezy nodded. “That’s the grabber.”


	“Damn right it is. Appeals to the elitism in all of us. And it’s not a marketing tool. You really do have to qualify. They put you through a rigorous vetting that lots of people don’t pass.”


	“‘Many are called but few are chosen.’”


	“You’re quoting Jesus now?”


	She shrugged. “Whatever fits.”


	“Well, whatever their criteria, I was chosen. I look back and can’t believe I let them brand me. That’s how seductive it is. I spent six years in blissful ignorance until…”


	“Until I upset the apple cart.”


	“Turned on the light is more like it.” He shook his head again. “The Order was going to kill me.”


	Right … bad enough Eddie had learned something he wasn’t supposed to know, he’d mentioned it to the wrong person.


	He added, “They would have if Jack hadn’t interfered.”


	Weezy had to smile. “He’s very good at interfering.”


	Had it been only two weeks?


	“You should have seen him, Weez. He beat the crap out of some guy named Szeto, then killed the guy who was driving me on my one-way trip. I mean, killed him like you or I would swat a fly.”


	“Well, the driver was trying to shoot you.”


	“I know that.” He barked a brittle laugh. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not being the least bit critical. You’d told me he’d killed to protect you, but the image wouldn’t stick. Then I saw him in action and he was … the best way I can put it is coldly efficient. It was like someone else had taken over.”


	Weezy nodded. “He’s able to do that. It’s like he has a switch that can turn off every emotion and allow him to do what has to be done without hesitation.”


	“Well, I don’t have that, but I do want to get involved.”


	“In what?”


	“In getting in the Order’s way. They’ve made a mess of my life, so I’d like to return the favor.”


	A part of Weezy immediately disliked this. The last time he’d been proactive hadn’t turned out so well.


	“I don’t know, Eddie…”


	He leaned forward. “Why not? You don’t think I can be useful?”


	“You’re maybe a little too emotionally involved.”


	“I’m an actuary, Weez.” He tapped a temple. “A numbers guy. I can be dispassionate, especially about probabilities.”


	“But you have no idea of the scope of what we’re up against. The Order is just the tip of the tip of an unimaginable iceberg. Meanwhile, humanity, existence as we know it, is sunning itself on the decks of the Titanic.”


	
He frowned. “‘Humanity’ … ‘existence as we know it’?”


	She sensed a reflexive doubt.


	“Listen to me, Eddie: It’s black.”


	He hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. Black. I accept that it’s black because I trust you. But you never take things simply on faith, so don’t expect me to. You need to educate me.”


	She wished he could have been at the Lady’s just a little while ago. Seeing that flap of skin melt into her back … that would have been a combination education and big-time doubt eraser.


	She tapped her backpack. “I’ve got the Compendium. I’m going to give you a crash course in the Conflict.”


	“The Conflict?”


	“With an uppercase C.” She looked around. “But not here. Eat up and we’ll go to your apartment. We’ll start with the First Age.”


	He frowned. “That little black pyramid you found as a kid … you said it was from some First Age.”


	“It was, Eddie. It’s all connected. Everything is connected.”


	Wait till she told him about the Otherness and the Ally and the Lady—he’d grown up knowing her as Mrs. Clevenger—and all the rest. The big question: Would he be able to handle the fact that he and the rest of humanity were property?
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	Hank Thompson popped into Drexler’s office to see if he’d calmed down from yesterday. And to see if maybe he’d explain his “you might be the most surprised of all” remark. It had bothered him yesterday, but after last night’s dream …


	The Kicker Man in trouble again, worse this time. Just like the past few nights, he’d been under attack by a flock of birds or things that looked like birds—like in that movie where the birds turned on people. Just like before, they swarmed him, but this time they knocked him down and wouldn’t let him get up. And at the end he’d just lain there as they pecked at him.


	Gave Hank the creeps.


	Annoying Drexler would take the edge off.


	But instead of Drexler he found his enforcer, Szeto, in the office. Not just in the office, but seated behind Drexler’s desk. The Kickers had their fair share—some said more than their fair share—of scary guys, but Hank had always found Szeto even scarier. Everything about the guy was black, from his eyes to his hair—Hank had always wanted to ask if he dyed it—to his clothes. He looked better than he had a couple of weeks ago when someone worked him over real good. Anyone who could put that kind of hurt on Szeto had to be one tough mother.


	“Where’s the boss?”


	“Mister Drexler not in today,” he said in English warped by an Eastern European accent. Russian? Romanian? Hungarian? They all sounded the same to Hank.


	Then he raised his black-booted feet and plopped them on the desk.


	“Don’t know if the boss would like that.”


	“Do I look worried?”


	Hank noted the smug tone. What was going down here? A little palace revolt in the works?


	Szeto smiled. “Is something I can help you with?”


	Hank was about to say no, then remembered a little research Szeto had been assigned last month.


	“Remember those guys you were supposed to look into? The one who’d been a kid when Drexler met him—the friend of the brother and sister you were hunting—and John Tyleski, the one who stole something from me?”


	Stole the Compendium of Srem … Hank couldn’t believe he’d allowed that to happen. He still lay awake some nights dreaming of strangling that son of a bitch.


	Szeto shook his head. “Both are dead ends. The boy disappears during college. No record, not of taxes or even Social Security number. Your man, Tyleski, he lives only on paper. Has credit card and Social Security but address is mailbox.”


	Hank wandered around the office. The news was hardly a surprise. About a year ago—in fact, next month would make it exactly a year—this asshole Tyleski had presented himself as a reporter from the Trenton Times who wanted to interview him about his book and the growing Kicker movement. Back then, Hank would ramble on to anyone who’d listen. The guy had asked all the wrong questions—hell, they almost got into a fight. Hank ran a check and found out the Trenton Times had never heard of John Tyleski. And then he went and robbed Hank of what was unquestionably the most valuable book on Earth—mugged him and snatched it in broad daylight.


	Hank couldn’t report the theft, of course, because the book had been stolen from the Museum of Natural History by one of his Kickers.


	But wait …


	Certain tidbits began to circulate in his head, bouncing off each other, looking for ways to fit together.


	“Check this out: We’ve got a real person—personally known to our good buddy Drexler—who grows up and disappears. Later on there’s a person who uses the name of a man who exists only on paper.” He turned to Szeto. “Could the first guy have become the second?”


	Szeto looked mildly interested. “Possible. But not probable.”


	“Tyleski knew more about me and other things than anybody should know.” That had become apparent to Hank during the interview. “And then last summer up pops this guy who Tasers your boss and me while we’re trailing the Fhinntmanchca. Only Drexler got a look at him.”


	Szeto smirked. “No. You must have seen him as well. I understand he was posing as Kicker and was in and out of here many times.”


	Hank had been down with a zillion Taser volts in him and not noticing a whole lot of what was going on in his immediate vicinity. The guy had been wearing a beard so it was hard to sync up memories of Tyleski with Drexler’s description of the Taser guy. No point in getting sidetracked into the possibility that Tyleski could have grown a beard and been right under Hank’s nose for who the hell knew how long.


	“According to Drexler, the Taser guy had brown hair and brown eyes, just like Tyleski, and he also knew all sorts of stuff no one outside the Order should know. So, couldn’t he and Tyleski be the same person?”


	Szeto looked a little more interested. “Possible.”


	“But still not probable?”


	“I do not know.”


	“Can we agree on still improbable, but less so?”


	Szeto shrugged. “If you wish.”


	“Good. Then, as I recall, last summer you were looking for a woman who knew lots more than she should.”


	Szeto’s eyes flashed. “Louise Myers, yes. We know where is bitch but the One does not wish her touched.”


	“But what if we—?”


	“The One has spoken.”


	Hank sighed. The One, the One, the One.


	“Okay. Be that as it may, I recall that she had a protector who killed just about every man you sent against her. A man you never saw and could never find. And the Myers gal comes from that same town as the man Drexler knew as a boy, the one who vanished without a trace.”


	Szeto dropped his feet from the desk and leaned forward. “You really think…?”


	“All I’m saying is we’ve got three guys messing with us—‘Tyleski,’ the Taser guy, and the killer—and no one knows who they are or where they are. They’re untraceable.”


	“But you mention boy.”


	“Yeah. The boy—a fourth guy we can’t find. A circle is a perfect shape, and I see things circling back to a certain boy in that small town in Jersey. Could all four mystery men turn out to be just one guy?”


	Szeto pounded his fist on the desk. “But we do not know where he is!”


	“The boy’s got to have family—”


	“All dead or disappeared.”


	“Then we’re left with Louise Myers, who you’re afraid to touch.”


	Szeto smiled like a snake. “You are free to approach her. Do not let me stop you.”


	Going against the One … uh-uh.


	“Well then, looks like we’re stuck, amigo.”


	“No. Not stuck. He has been to high school and to university. We can get picture—”


	“Right-right-right. Yearbooks.” Hank hadn’t thought of that.


	“And you can see if face is same as Tyleski.”


	“Well, that’ll answer some questions about who he is, but we won’t be any closer to knowing where. Let’s just hope that if the One changes his mind about the Myers babe, he lets your people know. Because she can point us to him, and I sorely want to get my hands on that fucker.”


	Szeto rose to his feet and puffed up behind the desk. “The One speaks to me. He will tell me first.”


	Hank stared at Szeto as the implications of that remark sank in.


	First?


	“I thought he spoke to your boss—”


	“No. Speaks to me. He comes to me for solution to problems. If he does not wish Myers woman disturbed, okay. I am in her hometown many times. I can find other way perhaps.”


	“In Jersey? What for?”


	“Is not your concern. The One gives me many things to do and I am taking care of them all.”


	Many things to do?


	“Like what?”


	That smirk again. “If the One wishes you to know, I am sure he will tell you.”


	Had Drexler been taken out of the loop? Hank didn’t like that. Not one bit. Because if Drexler had been booted aside, Hank might be next.


	… You might be the most surprised of all …


	Hell, he might have been given the boot already and didn’t even know it.
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	Dawn followed Dr. Heinze through the Midtown Tunnel onto the Long Island Expressway. Her stomach totally knotted when he turned off on Woodhaven Boulevard and headed south into Rego Park. She’d grown up in this area. He continued on to Forest Hills where he eventually parked his car in the driveway of a two-story brick house with a manicured lawn and shrubbery that probably looked beautiful in season.


	Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.


	Now where had that come from? Oh, yeah. Her mother used to recite that nursery rhyme line every time they pulled into their driveway.


	Dawn’s throat tightened. God, how she missed her.


	She shook it off and stared at the house. Well, Dr. Heinze, I now know where you live.


	What she was going to do with that information, Dawn hadn’t a clue, but she tucked the address away, just in case …


	She wound her way back to Queens Boulevard and Rego Park, and slowed as she passed the Tower Diner where she used to wait tables … where she first met Jerry Bethlehem or whatever his real name was … where he started spinning the lies that led her into his bed and got her pregnant with the child she was now chasing.


	Full circle.


	Her hands seemed to have a life of their own as they turned the wheel, taking her off Queens Boulevard into the confusing local residential streets. She headed for 68th Drive, which paralleled 68th Road and 68th Avenue. She slowed before an older, stucco-walled house with high-peaked gables and an attached two-car garage. On impulse she pulled into the driveway.


	Home again, home again, jiggety-jig.


	Mom’s house. The house Dawn had left to move in with Jerry. She remembered it being better kept, then realized it had been almost a year since her mother had died in there, leaving a huge hole in her life.


	A sob burst from her as she saw the foreclosure sign. Mom had loved that place, had worked so hard to earn it, and now …


	She stared at the darkened windows.


	What would you do, Mom? Would you tell me to find my baby or let him go?


	Dawn realized her mother might very well tell her to let him go. She’d warned her against Jerry from the get-go, but Dawn wouldn’t listen. And Dawn was totally sure she’d tell her now that nothing good could ever come from something that came from Jerry.


	And maybe she was right.


	But I can’t let it go, Mom. I can’t.


	A car pulled out of a driveway two doors down—the Schanz house. It turned this way and slowed as it approached, the driver probably wondering about a car parked outside the deserted Pickering place. Dawn’s pulse picked up as she recognized Mrs. Schanz behind the wheel. Couldn’t be seen here by that old busybody—not when she was a “person of interest” in her mother’s death.


	She turned her head, praying the biddy wouldn’t recognize her in the failing light.


	After Mrs. Schanz moved on, Dawn backed out and gunned away. She headed back to Manhattan, but she’d be back in the morning to trail Dr. Heinze from his house to the foundation—just to make sure he didn’t make any stops between.


	She shook her head, realizing how this had totally become a sickness. But she couldn’t let go. She couldn’t.
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	A voice had invaded Hank’s head. A cut from his conversation with Szeto kept playing and replaying as he walked up from the Lodge toward Allen Street.


	“The One speaks to me. He will tell me first.”


	“I thought he spoke to your boss—”


	“No. Speaks to me.”


	Couple that with how distracted Drexler had seemed the last time he’d seen him—


	No, more than distracted—upset. Drexler was pretty damn near the most together, focused guy he’d ever met. But not yesterday. Yesterday he looked like he was being held together by spit and baling wire.


	Had something gone wrong at the Order? Their High Council had an inside track on everything connected to the Change, and Drexler was Hank’s connection to those bozos. Hank was counting on riding with them to Mover-Shaker status after the Change.


	But then Drexler had made that “the most surprised of all” remark.


	Hank had to get all this straightened out, and the only guy he knew who could do that was Drexler.


	But he wasn’t answering his phone. Hank had left half a dozen messages.


	Only one thing to do. Go over there and get some face time, whether Drexler liked it or not.


	Hank reached Allen Street and found it at a standstill. Something must have happened on the outward-bound Williamsburg Bridge around the corner. He’d planned on taking a cab but Drexler’s place wasn’t all that far away. He decided to walk.
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	“Hello, Mister Drexler.”


	Ernst had just stepped into his dark and supposedly empty apartment. He fumbled with the grocery bag he was carrying, almost dropping it in shock at the sound of the voice.


	The One would occasionally surprise him by suddenly appearing in his office or apartment. But this was not the One’s voice. Ernst almost wished it were. It would mean …


	“Who are you?”


	“An old acquaintance.”


	Ernst felt for the wall switch, found and flipped it. The light revealed a nondescript man in his midthirties relaxing in a chair on the far side of the room. He looked like someone off the street: jeans, baseball cap, sweatshirt. He was clean shaven, with brown hair, brown eyes … and was that one of Ernst’s Grolsch lagers in his hand?


	Something about his face ignited a spark of familiarity, but not bright enough for recognition.


	“You look familiar…”


	“Remember your little sojourn at the Lodge in Johnson, New Jersey?”


	And then it all came crashing back.


	“Jack.”


	The man nodded. “Your former groundskeeper.”


	Controlling his initial shock, Ernst walked across his front room and set the bag on the counter. As the answers to a number of long-running questions began to flash through his mind, he realized he might be in mortal danger.


	Might be. Jack certainly had changed from the skinny teenager Ernst had known. He’d filled out but remained wiry instead of bulky. He didn’t look the least bit threatening. In fact, he appeared perfectly innocuous.


	But if what Ernst suspected were true, he was anything but. Hard to believe, looking at him now, but no one knew better than Ernst how appearances could deceive.


	Talk … get him talking.


	“How did you get in here?”


	“The door.”


	“And how did you reach the door?”


	“The stairs.”


	Ernst clenched his jaw. The building was supposed to have excellent security. He’d have to have a talk with the management.


	“I have armed guards from the Order who routinely…”


	Jack was shaking his head. “No, you don’t. Weeks ago I followed you from the Lodge and I’ve been watching this place on and off since. You don’t have any extra security. And why should you? No one outside the Order knows who you are.”


	True. He had no enemies. Except perhaps the man seated before him.


	Stay cool and keep him talking.


	“Rather ironic, don’t you think, that while you’ve been stalking me, I’ve been looking for you?”


	“I assumed that,” Jack said.


	“Am I so predictable?”


	“After you learned that Weezy Myers was Weezy Connell of Johnson, En-Jay, and her brother Eddie was a member of the Order, I figured it wouldn’t take you long to start wondering what had happened to the third musketeer.”


	“Yes, it was idle at first. Then I learned that you had seemingly dropped off the face of the Earth.”


	“Still on Earth, just off the radar.”


	“But now you’re here. Any particular reason?”


	“A little conversation.”


	“Nothing else?”


	“That depends.”


	“On what?”


	“On how the conversation goes.”


	That had just enough of an ominous ring to bunch the muscles at the back of Ernst’s neck.


	“Will we be a while?”


	“Depends.”


	Ernst didn’t ask again on what. Instead he pointed to the green bottle in Jack’s hand.


	“I could use one of those. Shall I get you another?”


	“Thanks. I’ll come with you.”


	He realized it had been too much to hope for Jack to leave him alone in the kitchen, but it had been worth a try.


	“I need to put some food away as well.”


	A few months ago he’d found a wonderful German butcher, a man who made superb bratwurst. Brats had always been a comfort food for him, but over the years he had avoided too many of them for health reasons. After yesterday he didn’t see much point in worrying about his health, and he was in desperate need of comfort.


	Jack hovered as he placed the perishables in the refrigerator, and Ernst thought about that term.


	Perishable … we’re all perishable, but am I about to perish?


	He removed a pair of bottles.


	“Hope you don’t mind that I helped myself,” Jack said. “Not too many people stock Grolsch. Hard to resist.”


	Keep him talking …


	“Yes, the Dutch make excellent lagers, but not quite up to my favorite—Märzen.”


	He found an opener and popped the caps. He handed a bottle to Jack and grabbed a Pilsner glass for himself—he didn’t drink from bottles. They returned to the front room where Ernst made a show of searching for coasters. He knew exactly where they were but opened two wrong drawers first. He pulled a Taser from the second and palmed it, thumbing the ON switch before quickly slipping it into his suit coat pocket as he pretended to discover the coasters in the third.


	Now he felt a little safer. He had no idea how this might turn out, but at least he could protect himself.


	He handed Jack a coaster and they settled into upholstered chairs, facing across a glass-top table.


	“If I may ask,” he said, keeping his tone light, “how did you, as you phrase it, drop off the radar so completely? After a cursory search found no trace of you, I put some very skilled people to work looking for you. They came up with nothing.”


	He shrugged. “I was never on the radar. Never bothered applying for a Social Security number, always worked for cash.” A quick smile. “You always paid me cash, remember?”


	Ernst nodded. He remembered. Petty cash.


	“A long time ago.” Half a lifetime.


	“Why were you so intent on finding me?”


	“You were a blank space that needed filling in. A mystery man. Brother Connell said you were a repairman, but I began to wonder if you might be related to another mystery man.”


	“Really? And who might that be?”


	How did he phrase this? Should he choose his words carefully? Why? Jack’s appearance here pretty much confirmed his suspicions, although he still found it hard to believe.


	Might as well simply come out and say it.


	“Someone involved with the Connells was using deadly force against the Order.”


	Not a trace of surprise in Jack’s eyes as he said, “Now why would anyone do that? I mean, considering the caliber of people you sent against them.”


	Ernst felt his saliva began to evaporate. Jack had just admitted to being that man. One thing to suspect, but to have it confirmed in such a matter-of-fact tone …


	The skinny, innocent kid who had mowed the Lodge’s lawn had grown into a cold-blooded killer. Granted, he had been facing equally cold-blooded killers, but he had proved just as ruthless and much more efficient.


	Ernst was trapped here with a very, very dangerous man. Was he armed? Of course he was.


	Keep him talking.


	He forced calm and shook his head. No need to fake bafflement. “How did that boy pulling the lawn mower behind his bike wind up…?” He shook his head again.


	“Necessity.”


	“What could—?”


	He held up a hand. “I didn’t come here to tell my life story.”


	“Then why did you come?”


	“I’ve got a question, and you’ve got the answer. At least I’m assuming you do.”


	Only “a” question? That was a relief. But what would happen if he couldn’t answer it?


	“You seem awfully sure of that. Let’s see if you’re right. Go ahead: Ask.”


	Jack spoke and the question seemed to hover in the air between them. Clear, succinct, to the point. He could almost see the words floating before him, but he couldn’t quite grasp their meaning. It sounded as if he’d said … but no … he couldn’t have.


	“Pardon?”


	“How do I go about finding the One?”


	Ernst’s muscles seized, freezing him in place. His first impression had been correct. He’d truly asked about the One. But … impossible. He couldn’t know about him.


	And then Ernst flashed back on a conversation with the One, perhaps a month ago. He had appeared in Ernst’s office and asked what he knew about the Order’s Lodge in Johnson, New Jersey. He’d made Ernst recount his stay there in excruciating detail. Ernst hadn’t perceived it at the time, but in light of what was transpiring at this moment, it occurred to him that the One had seemed especially interested in the young groundskeeper and his girlfriend who had invaded the Lodge one night with near disastrous consequences. Ernst had thought he was interested in the event, but now it was clear he’d been interested in Jack.


	An unexpected symmetry: the One asking about Jack, and now Jack asking about the One.


	“The one?” Ernst fought to maintain a neutral, mildly curious expression as he took a sip of his beer. He noticed the glass shaking in his hand. “The one what?”


	Jack looked annoyed and the mild brown eyes hardened. “No games. I asked you a straight question. I expect a straight answer. You know exactly who I’m talking about: the One … the point man for the Otherness … Rasalom.”


	Ernst choked and spewed beer across the table.


	“Don’t speak his name!”


	But a bigger shock than hearing the name said aloud was the realization that Jack knew it. Only the High Council of Seven and precious few others were privileged with the One’s name. Even Ernst wasn’t supposed to know it, but he’d heard it from his father shortly before he died.


	Jack merely stared at him, waiting.


	Ernst stared back as other connections formed. Jack knew something only a few in the Order were aware of. So had another man … the bearded man who’d accosted him in Central Park. He’d known about the One and the Fhinntmanchca. He’d pressed a good Austrian pistol under his chin and asked him questions.


	And then Tasered him.


	He remembered the feel of the current jolting through him, running from the back of his neck down his spine and limbs, coursing through his chest. Pain and helplessness—his useless muscles felt as if they’d melted.


	He remembered the humiliation.


	He imagined a beard on Jack and—yes … no question. Ernst had never seen the adult Jack, so he hadn’t recognized him through the beard. No doubt about it.


	In a burst of anger he slid his hand toward the pocket where his own Taser hid. He’d bought it after the incident, hoping someday he’d have a chance to return the favor when he caught up to the mystery man. His fingers brushed against the comforting lump, then withdrew.


	He was too far away. He’d bide his time till Jack was closer. Then …


	“Last summer,” Ernst said. “In the park. That was you.”


	Jack nodded. “I was in a rush chasing that Fhinn-thing, and neglected to introduce myself. Sorry.”


	“The man I was with—”


	“Hank Thompson.”


	No surprise there. If he knew the One’s taken name, he probably knew as much about Thompson as Ernst did.


	“Yes. He didn’t see you but is under the impression that you’ve met before.”


	Jack nodded. “We have.”


	“You do get around.”


	“Not by choice.”


	Ernst wasn’t sure what that meant, but didn’t want to waste time pursuing it when he had another question burning to be asked.


	“How do you know about the One? How do you know his name?”


	“We’ve met—a couple of times, in fact.”


	The words struck like a blow. “Met? I don’t believe you. How could you have met the One? And if you really know him, why do you need me to find him?”


	“We’re not on the best of terms.”


	And then it became clear.


	“You’re aligned with the Enemy.”


	That was the reason for the One’s interest in him.


	Jack frowned. “‘Enemy’?” Then nodded. “Oh, right. From your end, I work for the Enemy. From mine, you do.”


	Ernst remembered secretly testing him for the Taint as a teen.


	“How does someone so rich with the Taint come to oppose the Otherness?”


	Jack shook his head. “Only the Ally can answer that. But you tell me: How does anyone with half a brain—and you’ve always struck me as an intelligent man—come to work for a force that is out to put some serious hurt on humanity?”


	“Because the Otherness is going to win. I have no doubts about that and neither should you. Those who help it win will not, as you put it, have the hurt put on them.”


	Jack gave him a lopsided grin. “You really believe that? You really think you can trust something like the Otherness?”


	“As much as you trust your so-called Ally.”


	Something flickered across Jack’s features. Pain?


	“I don’t trust the so-called Ally. Not a bit. It keeps the Otherness at bay. That’s all it’s good for. And not for our sake. It has its own agenda. I learned that the hard way.”


	Interesting. The Enemy—Jack’s Ally—was reputed to be as ruthless as the Otherness.


	“Really? How?”


	Instead of answering, Jack said, “You don’t strike me as a man with many illusions, so why do you think you’ll be spared if the Change comes?”


	“When it comes,” Ernst said, “the One will ascend to power, and those who aided him will ascend with him.”


	“Right. You and your buddies in the Order will be seated at the right hand of God.” Jack laughed. “At the risk of sounding like John McEnroe, you cannot be serious.”


	“The multimillennial existence of the Septimus Order has been devoted to that. Our lore confirms it.”


	He laughed again. “And you’re basing this on what—the word of a guy who feeds on pain and misery? Not exactly what I’d call an ironclad guarantee. After the Change he won’t need you or your Order anymore, Drexler. He’ll be top dog and all bets will be off. New rules will be in place and he’ll be the one making them.”


	The words cut to the heart of Ernst’s own misgivings. He’d taken it as a matter of course that if the Change occurred during his lifetime he would be part of it. But would he?


	Jack wouldn’t stop.


	“What kind of leverage will you have, Drexler? Do you even have a promise? Did he ever say to you, ‘When I take over, you’ll be one of my lieutenants’?”


	“Enough!”


	Jack ignored him.


	“I’ll take that as a no. But think about it: Even if he did promise, you’d have only moral leverage, and we know what kind of moral code this creep lives by. We’re talking about the guy who convinced Vlad that impaling people was an entertaining hobby.”


	“That’s quite enough.”


	“Face it, Drexler: If the One gets his way, you’ll be as screwed as the rest of us.”


	Ernst felt something snap within him. With a cry he leaped across the room, pulling the Taser from his pocket as he moved. When Jack raised an arm to ward him off, Ernst rammed the prongs of the Taser against it and pressed the button.


	Nothing happened.


	He pressed it again with the same result.


	Still seated in his chair, Jack stared up at him, his smile almost sad as he shook his head.


	Ernst felt a pressure against his throat and angled his gaze downward. He realized with a start that the pressure originated from the muzzle of that same Austrian pistol.


	Where had that come from?


	“Drop it and get back to your seat.”


	Ernst did just that, and watched as Jack rested the Glock on his lap and took a sip of his beer. He shifted his gaze to the Taser on the floor. What had gone wrong? It had been turned on, had had plenty of time to build a charge … It should have reduced Jack to twitching helplessness. What sort of man was this?


	Jack looked at him. “Hit a nerve, huh?”


	Ernst didn’t answer.


	What is happening to me?


	Where was the icy control that had been his lifelong pride? His father would be ashamed of him for letting someone—his former teenage groundskeeper, of all people—goad him like that. And it was clear to him now that Jack had been doing just that.


	Was that what this visit was about? To demonstrate that Ernst was not in control—not of who entered his home, not of his own emotions?


	“Where is he?” Jack said.


	That question again. Was this his true reason for coming?


	“The One? I don’t know.”


	Jack stared at him. Ernst tried to read his face. What next? Torture. Ernst didn’t see Jack as a torturer, but he was rich with the Taint, and someone with so much of the Otherness in him might be capable of anything.


	“It’s true,” he added. “The One answers to no one and has never felt the need or obligation to keep the Order informed of his whereabouts. Communication with the One is, fittingly, a one-way street. When he wants something from us, he contacts us. We do not contact him.”


	Jack kept staring in silence. He was beginning to make Ernst uncomfortable. Finally he broke it.


	“When was your last contact with him?”


	“Weeks ago.”


	“After your Jihad virus failed?”


	How did he know that? Did he have a contact inside the Order? Oh, yes. Edward Connell. It must have been him.


	Ernst saw no use in playing coy.


	“Yes.”


	“Is that when he put out the hit on the Lady?”


	Ernst stiffened and tried to hide it. “Yes.”


	Jack frowned. “You hesitated.”


	In truth, he didn’t know when the One had ordered the attack. Szeto never mentioned it.


	Ernst dodged that. “May I inquire as to why you wish to know his whereabouts?”


	“I’m going to kill him.”


	Ernst barked a laugh. He couldn’t help it. He waved a hand. “I apologize. Kill the One? Your hubris borders on the surreal.”


	Jack seemed unperturbed. “You think he’s invulnerable?”


	“Well, no. But he’s so much older and wiser than you. If you know his taken name, then I’m sure you’re aware that he’s survived countless attacks over the thousands of years of his life, many of them launched by one of equal longevity who is far more capable than you. And yet he is still standing.”


	“So is the one who made those attacks.”


	“Ah, yes. The so-called Defender or Guardian or Paladin or whatever he’s called these days. But where is he?”


	Jack rose from his seat. “That was my question to you: Where is the One?”


	“I told you: I don’t know.”


	Jack closed the distance between them and stood over him, reaching into the pocket of his jacket.


	Now what? Ernst wondered. A knife? A bullet?


	No … something small and metallic in his hand. Ernst flinched as it landed in his lap.


	“Your little gizmo will work better with that.”


	Ernst glanced down and saw the Taser’s battery, then looked at Jack’s retreating form.


	“That’s it?”


	Jack turned at the door and pulled the hood of his sweatshirt up over his baseball cap. “That’s it.”


	“But…” Ernst didn’t know what to say.


	“You say you don’t know where he is or how to find him, and I believe you.”


	He was baffled. “Why?”


	“Because if you knew, you’d tell me. Right?”


	It hadn’t occurred to Ernst until this moment, but if he did indeed know the whereabouts of the One …


	“Yes … yes, I believe I would.”


	“Because you think I don’t stand a chance against him, and you’d like to see me get my just deserts for thinking I can take him on. Right?”


	“Exactly.” This was uncanny.


	He shrugged as he opened the door. “So there’s no point in continuing this conversation.”


	He stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind him, leaving Ernst alone.
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	Ernst rose and locked the door. He felt a little safer after he slid the surface-mounted bolt into place, but not much.


	What a jarring experience. But it had answered a slew of questions, solved some nagging mysteries.


	Jack and the One had met … and the One had wanted to know more about Jack.


	The man who had killed all those operatives Szeto had sent after the woman, stolen Thompson’s Compendium, Tasered Ernst in Central Park, and done who knew what else … all were the same person … all were Jack the lawn-cutting teen.


	And Jack was working for the Enemy. Not only working, but looking for the One … to kill him.


	And that raised another question.


	Why wasn’t the Defender looking for the One? Why had an immortal sent a mortal to kill a fellow immortal?


	It made no sense unless …


	Ernst remembered his bizarre last meeting with the One. He had been enraged that the Jihad virus had not had the desired effect, and yet quite literally giddy—had actually laughed—about an unspecified event. He could hear his voice again as if he were in the room …


	… something wonderful happened yesterday. Something I should have suspected, but never dreamed possible … something that changes everything … at last I can take direct action … take matters into my own hands. I will finish this myself.”


	Two obstacles had stood in the path between the One and bringing about the Change: the Defender and the Lady.


	No question that the Lady remained—Szeto’s failed attempt on her life proved that.


	… At last I can take direct action …


	In all the One’s moves against the Lady, he had stayed out of the picture, kept his hand hidden. Even with the Fhinntmanchca, he had remained in the background, orchestrating the attack through the Order and the Dormentalists and the Kickers. He had never taken direct action.


	Now he felt he could.


	What had changed?


	The Defender? Had something happened to him? That might explain why Jack was so openly searching for the One.


	If the Defender was out of the picture—and really, that was a question being asked with increasing frequency over the years in the upper echelons of the Order: Where was the Defender?


	During the months since the Fhinntmanchca debacle, it had become an incessant buzz.


	Why hadn’t the Defender stepped in—if not in time to stop it, then at least making himself known afterward? The incident should have goaded him into some sort of action.


	But no … nothing.


	The Defender hadn’t been heard from since the dawn of World War II when it appeared he’d slain the One. No need for him to do anything after that. But then came the One’s reincarnation in 1968. He could have—should have—acted then. Countless opportunities to snuff out the One for good must have presented themselves during the years he was growing to manhood.


	But again … nothing.


	Was it possible he’d been killed in the war? Caught in Dresden during the firebombing, perhaps? In the wrong place when a V2 smashed into London during the battle of Britain?


	Whatever the reason, the Defender had been conspicuous by his absence. And now Jack was taking on the task that should be the Defender’s.


	As Americans liked to say: What’s wrong with this picture?


	Everything.


	… Something I should have suspected, but never dreamed possible … something that changes everything …


	That “something” could only be that the Defender was no longer around. Which would indeed leave the One free to take direct action.


	So … all that stood between the One and the Lady now was a lone mortal.


	Jack didn’t stand a chance.


	Or did he?


	Was that why the One had been asking about him? He couldn’t possibly fear Jack … could he?


	For some reason Jack seemed to think he could bring it off. Ernst had gathered from their brief conversation that the intelligent boy he’d known as a teen had not grown into a fool, so why did he think he could win? Did he know something Ernst didn’t?


	If he did succeed, the Change would be forestalled … indefinitely.


	And that possibility brought back other things Jack had said, frightening things that had struck home …
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	Hank had kept up a brisk pace on his trek and found himself puffing a little by the time he stopped at the corner across the street from Drexler’s apartment building.


	Out of shape. Back in the day before he became a best-selling author, he earned his pay through hard physical labor—and every so often he missed the simplicity of his slaughterhouse job. But, despite all the pain-in-the-ass picayune bullshit it entailed, being the King of Kickerdom was better. He had a purpose now, something he’d lacked before.


	As he waited for the light to change he saw a guy in a hoodie come out the front entrance and signal an approaching cab. Hank gave him a casual glance and was turning away when the cab’s headlights caught his face.


	He knew that face. Where—?


	Him! Shit, it was him!


	Tyleski—the guy who stole the Compendium.


	A burst of rage pushed Hank off the curb but he reined it in after two steps and stopped. The guy was getting into the cab and Hank would never reach him.


	But he couldn’t let him get away again. No fucking way.


	He looked upstream and saw a couple of cabs barreling his way. He waved an arm and the one in the lead swerved across three lanes to stop in front of him. Hank jumped in and pointed to Tyleski’s departing taxi across the street.


	“Follow that cab!” he said, realizing how the words sounded as they spilled out.


	But no wisecrack from the driver. He just hit the gas and followed.


	Now what? Think.


	Follow the guy home, find out where he lived, then arrange payback.


	Wait. Shit happened. What if traffic snarled and he got away? This was a precious opportunity. Couldn’t let chance screw it up. He needed backup. He could call Kewan and—


	No. Szeto—call Szeto. Good chance this was the same guy he was looking for. He’d be more aggressive than Kewan. Tons more. He had a real hard-on for this guy.


	He found his number and punched SEND.


	“Yes.”


	“Hey, it’s me. You know that guy we were talking about today, the guy you’ve been looking for? I’m following him in a cab as we speak, but I’m afraid I might lose him, so—”


	“Do not lose him! I will call you right back.”


	Szeto was gone.


	Hank looked at his phone and said, “‘Do not lose him’? Well, fuck you.”


	Ahead, the guy’s cab stopped at a light. Hank’s pulled up right behind it. As they idled, waiting for green, Hank watched the silhouette of the guy’s head. And wondered what the hell Szeto was planning. Had to be up to something. He wanted this guy.


	The light changed and they started moving again. Hank drummed his fingers on his leg. Well, so far so good. Maybe he wouldn’t need backup. Maybe—


	His phone rang.


	“Where are you?” Szeto said. His voice echoed like he was in hands-free mode or using the speaker on his phone.


	Hank gave him the intersection.


	“Going uptown?”


	“You got it.”


	“What side he is seated?”


	Wondering why that mattered, Hank double-checked the silhouette ahead.


	“He’s on the right.”


	“Good.”


	“Why is that good?”


	“Just stay on phone and keep me posted.”


	Hank felt his steam rising.


	“Hey, look. I brought you in as backup. I don’t need—”


	“Just stay with him. I will handle this.”


	Hank bit back a remark and let it go. Maybe better to let Szeto call the shots. That way, if they came up empty-handed, he’d have no one to blame but himself.


	So he kept Szeto informed of their uptown progress, wondering what the enforcer had in mind, and wishing he’d get to it before—


	A bright yellow Hummer roared through a red light and T-boned the right side of the cab ahead of Hank, knocking it a good half dozen feet sideways. Hank’s own cab screeched to a halt. A second later Szeto, carrying a pistol, jumped out of the Hummer. Hank watched, stunned and slack-jawed, as he ran around to the undamaged side. He pulled open the rear door and looked inside, then shoved the pistol into a shoulder holster and signaled to Hank to come help him.


	Hank shook off his paralysis and jumped out. By the time he reached the damaged cab, Szeto was dragging an unconscious guy in a hoodie out the door. A van screeched to a halt beside them and the side door slid open. Hank helped load the guy into the van, then jumped in behind Szeto. They roared off, leaving the cab and the Hummer behind.
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	Every jounce and bounce rammed a spike of pain through Jack’s head. Vaguely familiar voices, one accented, echoed through cottony air …


	“… about the Hummer?… Stolen. This is he?… Yeah, that’s him. Think he’s your guy?… We will find out…”


	Lying on his back. Where? What happened? He remembered leaving Drexler’s, grabbing a cab, and then … what?


	Seemed to be moving. Still in the cab?


	No. Hard floor against his back.


	God, his head. And his stomach felt ready to hurl.


	Tried to open his eyes but the reluctant lids allowed him only a brief glimpse of blurred figures before losing strength and collapsing.


	Tried to move but couldn’t. Seemed to be—alarm shot through him as he struggled to move his arms. They’d been tied or taped.


	The lump of his Glock was missing against the small of his back.


	And then the cab or whatever he was in hit a pothole or a curb and took a big bounce and the world faded away …
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	Kristof stared at the man blinking up at him from the chair. He was securely taped into it. His Glock and backup pistol had been removed.


	He turned to Thompson. “You are absolutely sure this is man who rob you?”


	“Sure as shit.” He flung the man’s wallet across the room. “All his ID backs that up. John Fucking Tyleski.” He leaned closer to the man, almost nose to nose. “Ain’t that right?”


	Tyleski looked up at him. Kristof was quite sure that was not his real name, but it would do for now. They would know his real name before this night was over. He had seemed confused before but his eyes had cleared and he appeared more alert now.


	He blinked at Thompson. “Who are you?”


	“You know goddamn well who I am.”


	“Never saw you before in my life.”


	Thompson bared his teeth as he cocked his right fist. Kristof grabbed his arm before he could strike.


	“I do not want him knocked out again.”


	“I owe this guy, Szeto. So do you.”


	“I want him to talk. He cannot talk if he is unconscious.”


	“Talk, huh? You want talk? I saw a hardware store down the block. How about I pick us up a few tools to loosen him up?”


	Kristof nodded. The Order had owned this top-floor loft and the one below it since the days before the meatpacking district became trendy. Thompson had kept his distance while Dieter and Erich were dragging Tyleski up the stairs from the street. But he’d gained swagger and confidence once the man was secured to the chair.


	Just then Dieter and Erich returned from hiding the van.


	Dieter stared at Tyleski. His English carried a thick German accent. “Kristof! I thought he looked familiar before, but now in the light, I am sure: This is the man from the park yesterday, the one who killed Claudiu and wounded Filip.”


	“Is he now?” Erich said with an equally heavy accent as he pulled out his pistol.


	The revelation triggered an explosion of rage within Kristof but he managed to contain it. He raised a hand and stopped Erich.


	“No. We have time for that later.”


	He pulled his own pistol from its holster and a three-inch suppressor from a side pocket. He made a show of screwing it onto the threaded end of the barrel.


	“How much later?” Dieter asked, looking equally itchy to inflict damage on this man.


	“After I have learned what I want to know, we shall play Last Shot Loser, the three of us—and Mister Thompson too, if he wishes.”


	“What’s that?” Thompson said.


	“We take turns shooting Mister Tyleski with one bullet each.”


	Thompson smiled. “Count me in. How do I win?”


	“By not losing. You lose by killing him. The one who fires the kill shot must pay each of the other players one thousand dollars.”


	Thompson’s grin broadened. “Oh, I’m definitely in. The way I see it, even if I lose, I win.”


	“But first, your suggestion about hardware store is excellent. Get whatever tools appeal to you, but for me … you are familiar with something called X-Acto knife?”


	“Course I am.”


	“Get me one, or something quite like it.”


	“Planning a little cosmetic surgery?”


	“In a way. First thing I do is cut off eyelids so he must watch whatever we do to him.”


	Dieter and Erich slapped palms as Thompson turned to Tyleski. “You are soooo fucked!”


	Tyleski didn’t react. Szeto hadn’t expected much from him. A man like this would know better than to show fear, even if he were quaking inside. And the prospect of losing his eyelids should cause deep quaking. Kristof had seen men broken by that alone. Not so much because of the pain, but because of the finality of the mutilation, the realization that even if he survived, his life was changed, horribly and forever.


	Thompson turned at the door. “Hey, we forgot about Drexler. Think he might be in on—oh, shit. You think he might have hit Drexler?”


	That had occurred to Kristof, but he hadn’t had time to check on it. Not that it would be such a terrible loss. Ernst Drexler had been bypassed by the One. That meant that the High Council might decide to elevate someone else to Actuator status. And since the One was dealing directly with Kristof Szeto, who better to choose?


	But until that happened, Kristof would have to play the game.


	He pulled out his phone. “You go,” he told Thompson. He pointed to Dieter and Erich. “You two wait outside.”


	He didn’t want them overhearing his conversation with Drexler. And he wanted a little time alone with the prisoner.


	When the door closed behind them, he speed-dialed Drexler’s number. Kristof couldn’t help a stab of disappointment when he picked up on the third ring.


	“Yes, Szeto?”


	“You are aware that man we have been looking for was seen leaving your apartment building?”


	A long pause, during which Kristof was certain that Drexler was wondering if he was being watched and whether to ask about it.


	Instead he said, “Jack from Johnson, New Jersey. Yes.”


	“He visits you often?”


	“Never before. He was looking for the One.”


	That took Kristof by surprise. He glanced at the man before him. Looking for the One? Was he mad?


	“Why would he—?”


	“Never mind that. Did you follow him?”


	“Yes, of course. He is now guest at meatpacking place. He will soon be telling us many things we wish to know.”


	Another long pause, then, “Don’t do anything until I get there. I have a score to settle with that man.”


	“Many have scores.”


	He ended the call and turned to the man.


	“So … you are called John Tyleski. Another name for John is ‘Jack,’ yes? Are you called Jack?”


	The man said nothing, merely stared at Kristof.


	Kristof said, “I am making conversation. I know answers. I know you are Jack from Johnson, New Jersey. I have come to know your hometown very well lately. I know you grew up with Louise and Edward Connell. I know you have killed many of my men.” He lifted the man’s Glock from the floor. “Probably with this very gun.”


	He wanted to smash the barrel across his face but held back. Men who had just recovered consciousness were too easily knocked out again. He needed him awake. Instead he leaned closer and pointed to the healing scars on his own face.


	“And even though I did not see you, Jack, I know you were one who did this to me.”


	Still no response.


	“You are looking for the One, yes? It is sure now that you will never find him, so you can tell me: Why do you look for him?”


	Instead of continuing his impassive stare, Jack seemed to consider this. Finally he shrugged.


	“I’m going to kill him.”


	Kristof couldn’t help but laugh. “You are quite mad, you know.”


	“You won’t think so when he’s dead.”


	“Why do you want him dead?”


	“I think you know.”


	Kristof realized he had finally met someone directly related to the Enemy. Almost everything he had done for the Order was intended to weaken the Enemy, but the men and women he had run up against along the way had not been directly connected to the Enemy, merely impeding the One’s ascent. Here, at last, was someone with a direct connection.


	“It is too bad you work for Enemy. You would have been strong fighter for Order.”


	“Not much of a joiner, Mister Szeto.”


	He knows my name, Kristof thought. How—?


	Well, of course he would.


	Jack said, “My turn for a question: Why work for a guy who’s going to wreck the world if he wins?”


	Kristof laughed again. “This is Enemy propaganda. ‘The end of world as we know it.’ Is like Church telling children they go to hell if they do not follow rules. When the One wins, we make rules.”


	Jack shook his head. “You’re dealing with a guy who has one agenda—himself. You, Drexler, Thompson, the high-ups in your Order, you’re all going to be left out in the cold with the rest of us when he changes the world to his own brand of hell.”


	Kristof kept his expression impassive, not wanting this man to know that he’d struck his most secret fear. Not that the world would be changed into a place of pain and terror—those were the laughable fantasies sold by the Enemy—but that he would not be elevated to a position of power. That fear had receded since the One had turned directly to him for assistance, but it had not vanished.


	“I would love to prove you wrong, but unfortunately, you will not be around to see it.”


	“When does your master arrive?”


	“Master?”


	Kristof bristled at the comment but feigned confusion. He would so much enjoy making this man scream.


	“The man in the wonderful ice cream suit.”


	“Oh, you must mean Drexler. No, I answer only to the One. In fact, soon I may be Drexler’s master. The One comes to me now. In fact, he has engaged me for special project in your hometown. Isn’t that interesting?”


	Finally a reaction from the man—surprise … concern. “What project?”


	Just then Kristof heard the door open. He turned and saw Drexler, wearing a long, dark herringbone overcoat over his white suit. He stepped in and closed the door behind him.


	“Well, well,” Drexler said, smiling at Jack. “We meet again. But this time I have the advantage.”
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	This Washington Street hardware store was tiny but it had everything. He found an X-Acto number two knife with a long slim aluminum handle and a sharp-pointed number eleven blade.


	Perfect for cutting off eyelids.


	At least Hank thought it would be perfect. He shuddered at the thought of it happening to him. Something like that would never even have occurred to him. But Szeto seemed pretty comfortable with it. Like maybe this wouldn’t be his first eyelidectomy.


	Be the first for Hank. He was kind of looking forward to it. He’d never tortured anyone. Before becoming King of the Kickers, he’d earned his daily bread alternating between a knocker and a sticker in a slaughterhouse. The former involved shooting a steel bolt into cows’ heads to knock them out; the latter meant slitting the cow’s throat as it hung by a back leg from an overhead rail. So blood and guts were no problem.


	Especially this guy’s blood and guts. The son of a bitch had stolen his Compendium of Srem. But worse than that, he’d made a fool of Hank while doing it, right out in public on the streets of New York. Nothing too bad could happen to this guy.


	But the thing was, Hank didn’t want the guy to die before he told him where he’d stashed the Compendium. Or if he’d sold it, who to.


	He found a pair of needle-nose pliers. Might be good for yanking off fingernails. He added that to his shopping basket and moved on till he came across some Drano Kitchen Crystals. Sprinkle some of that onto lidless eyes … oh, yeah.


	He kept shopping …
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	Szeto, Thompson, the Katzenjammer Killers who’d ambushed the Lady, and now Drexler.


	Party time.


	Jack wasn’t sure if his nausea was from the concussion or the certainty of impending torture. Probably a little of both. He wondered how he’d hold up.


	And he wondered how he’d landed here. He’d watched Drexler’s apartment for a number of nights—no guards, no surveillance. Drexler hadn’t had time to contact anyone to tail him, so how had he been set up?


	Not that it mattered now. Barring a miracle, he was done. He wouldn’t mind dying so much if it didn’t mean leaving Gia and Vicky to fend for themselves in the coming Change. He did mind dying in agony. And worse, whoever found his body wouldn’t be able to identify him—he had no identity. He’d wind up in Bellevue with a “John Doe” tag on his big toe.


	Still smiling at him, Drexler reached into the pocket of the overcoat and pulled out his Taser.


	“I replaced the battery.”


	“We have more interesting plans,” Szeto said.


	“Yes, but this is direct payback. He Tasered me in Central Park last summer and I am going to return the favor … many times.”


	Jack steeled himself. This wasn’t going to be fun.


	“Well, this is all right, I suppose,” Szeto said. “It will soften him up for main event.”


	“By the way, how did you manage this?”


	“Thompson was on his way to visit you when he spotted him leaving your building.”


	So that was it—one of those random events that screws up the most careful plans.


	Drexler’s eyebrows lifted as he looked around. “Thompson? Really? Where is he?”


	“He returns soon with tools.”


	“Then we have no time to waste.”


	He turned and jammed the Taser against Szeto’s neck.


	Jack figured the shock on Szeto’s face had to mirror his own as the man’s muscles turned to overcooked spaghetti and he dropped to the floor. Jack watched him twitch, then looked at Drexler standing over him.


	He knew he had a bad concussion. Did hallucinations go with it? If so, this was a doozy.


	“All right. I give up. What was that all about? Not that I’m protesting or anything.”


	Drexler—Jack had to assume he was real—said nothing as he pulled a jackknife from his pocket, opened it, and cut the duct tape fastening Jack’s right wrist to the chair. As Jack pulled it free, he handed him the knife.


	“Finish yourself.”


	Jack went to work on his other wrist and realized his right shoulder hurt like hell. What had happened to it? But more important …


	“What’s going down here?”


	Drexler didn’t answer. Instead, he zapped Szeto again, then reached inside the man’s leather coat. He removed the Tokarev and held it up, staring at the suppressor.


	“Perfect.”


	He stepped back and pointed it at Szeto. The pistol went phut-phut as Drexler, with about as much ceremony as a carpenter tacking up wallboard, double-tapped the supine man in the forehead.


	“Jeez,” Jack whispered.


	He finished freeing his left wrist and hurried on to his ankles. He didn’t know what was playing out here but wanted all his limbs available for the next act.


	Drexler turned and raised the Tokarev toward him. Jack was already making a move to deflect the barrel when Drexler flipped it so the grip was turned his way.


	“Take this and hide it and be ready to use it.”


	“What?”


	He opened the door and called out in what sounded like German. “Sie zwei! Schnell kommen!”


	Some hurried footsteps and then the Katzenjammers arrived. They gasped, “Kristof!” in unison when they saw their boss.


	A lot of things began happening at once. Drexler was behind the Germans. He slipped out the door and closed it behind him as they went for their weapons. They were facing Jack, half a dozen feet away. Raising and extending his arm reduced the range to four feet. He shot each once in the chest. He didn’t know what sort of ammo Szeto had loaded, but it proved damn effective. The lights instantly went out in the Katzenjammers’ eyes and they hit the floor in unison.


	Drexler came back through the door and held out his hand for the pistol. But Jack wasn’t about to give it up. He pointed it at Drexler.


	“For like the third or fourth time: What’s this all about?”


	“I’ll explain later.” He snapped his fingers. “Come-come. I want to be out of here before Thompson returns.”


	“Maybe I don’t.”


	Thompson had been so into the prospect of torturing him. Be kind of fun to see his face when he walked in with his tools and learned the tables had been turned.


	“It’s important. Please.”


	Drexler saying please … Jack would have thought the word long expunged from his vocabulary.


	Fact: He’d already had plenty of opportunities to shoot Jack but hadn’t. Still …


	“Back up.”


	When Drexler complied, Jack quickly finished cutting the tape on his ankles, then rose. The room did a spin and he thought he’d either hurl, collapse, or both, but he locked his throat against a surge of bile and widened his stance. Room and stomach settled.


	Moving carefully, he stepped over to where his Glock and backup lay on the floor. Only after he’d reclaimed them did he hand back the Tokarev.


	Drexler turned and, keeping his distance, administered a coup de grâce to Hans and Fritz, or whatever their names were. Then he pulled out a handkerchief and wiped down the pistol. He dropped it on Szeto’s belly and turned to Jack.


	“We have no time to waste.” He pointed to the chair Jack had just vacated. “Help me remove this tape, then we’ll go. I’ll explain outside.”


	As much as Jack wanted to wait for Thompson, he wanted that explanation more.
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	“I’m sure you’re thoroughly confused and have a million questions,” Drexler said. “But I can answer them all with one simple statement.”


	They stood in a shadowed, recessed doorway across the street from the loft building, watching the entrance. The fresh cold air was like a tonic for Jack. The nausea had receded and his head felt clearer.


	“Hit me.”


	“I wish to prevent the Change.”


	Jack almost laughed. “As the saying goes, ‘I may have been born at night, but not last night.’”


	“I don’t understand.”


	“You really expect me to believe that?”


	“I was hoping that what just transpired in that loft would add credence to my statement.”


	Jack digested that, looking for the angle.


	Rasalom knew Glaeken was powerless, leaving only the Lady blocking his path to the Change. He knew too that Jack was the Heir. So how could Drexler’s approaching him with this off-the-wall change of heart work to Rasalom’s advantage?


	Jack couldn’t see the trip wire—at least not yet.


	Nor could he see how this could have been set up. No one had known he’d be visiting Drexler tonight. No time to set up a big-store type scam like this. Especially since it involved the deaths of three members of the Order, including Drexler’s right-hand man.


	“Let’s just say I buy that. Why?”


	“That is not something I care to discuss. Take it or leave it.”


	Wait … something Szeto had said tonight …


	I answer only to the One. In fact, soon I may be Drexler’s master.


	Was a palace coup in the offing? Or threatened? Was that why Drexler had executed Szeto?


	Jack tried to read Drexler’s expression in the shadows as he replied.


	“You think the One is going to abandon you when the Change comes. Is that it?”


	Drexler didn’t react. “I repeat: I want to stop the Change. Take it or leave it.”


	“You think killing off the Order’s enforcers is the way to do that?”


	“The only way I know to stop the Change is to stop the One. You told me tonight that you are set on doing that. Therefore our goals are confluent. I will help you make the attempt.”


	Jack shook his head. “‘Attempt.’ Not exactly a vote of confidence.”


	“I am nothing if not a realist and a pragmatist. And you … you are not a fool. You must know you face a daunting challenge.”


	Jack sighed. “Yeah. I do. But if I find him, I’m gonna hit him with everything.”


	“You must. It must be your personal Armageddon.”


	“But the key word is find. If I can’t find him, I can’t take him out. You’ve no idea where he is?”


	Drexler shook his head. “None. But I haven’t been looking. That changes as of tonight. I will work with you. Only you. No one must know of my involvement. Are we agreed?”


	Jack hesitated. This was the weirdest damn turn of events. Working with Ernst Drexler against the One. Surreal. So surreal, he couldn’t fully buy into it. Blagden seemed a dead end. Rasalom and the Order were connected, so tapping into the Order’s datastream seemed a good way to go.


	But he’d keep one eye looking over his shoulder.


	Jack extended his hand. “Agreed.”


	They shook.


	Drexler looked about to say something when his gaze fixed over Jack’s shoulder.


	“There he is.”


	Jack turned and saw Hank Thompson fast-walking along the sidewalk, carrying a paper bag. Containing an X-Acto knife, perhaps? To remove a man’s eyelids?


	Jack fought the urge to start after him … and failed. But Drexler grabbed his arm as he stepped from the doorway.


	“No. I have need of him.”


	Jack stepped back.


	As they waited for Thompson to enter the loft building, Jack said, “One last question: When you let Hans and Fritz through the door—”


	“Hans and Fritz?”


	“The two German guys. Why did you step out and close it?”


	“Obvious, I should think: I didn’t want to risk blood spatters on my suit or coat.”


	“Right. Obvious.”


	As soon as Thompson was through the entrance, Drexler handed Jack the balled-up remnants of the duct tape that had bound him, then hurried across the street.


	Jack watched him go. So weird. Could he trust Drexler to hold up his end of the bargain? Well, at least as long as their goals remained—to use his term—confluent. Jack harbored no doubt that if Drexler got a better offer, their deal would be as dead as Szeto and the Katzenjammers.
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	Ernst caught up to Thompson just as he was entering the big, open elevator.


	“Mister Thompson. Hold that.”


	Thompson smiled. “Well, well. Look who got invited to the party. I didn’t know if Tyleski had got to you or not.”


	“Tyleski?” The name threw Ernst for a second, then he remembered. “Oh, yes. That was the name he gave you.”


	“Bogus as all hell.” He raised the paper sack he was carrying. “But these will bring out the truth. Before the night is over, we’ll know everything about this guy.”


	Ernst removed the Taser from his pocket and held it up.


	“This will help too.”


	“That’s way too tame, man.”


	“But if he is the one who Tasered us last summer, it is only fair, no?”


	Thompson grinned. “Well, maybe for appetizers.”


	The elevator stopped at the top floor and he let Thompson lead the way across the foyer.


	“Hey, everybody,” he said as he opened the door to the loft. “It’s party ti—”


	He stopped dead one step inside the threshold. Ernst was expecting that but purposely ran into him from behind, pushing him farther into the room.


	“Oh, shit!” Thompson cried. “Oh, fuck!”


	Ernst put on a suitably shocked expression and pushed past him. Perhaps only partially put on. It always surprised him how much blood the human body contained. And when it ran out through multiple large exit wounds, it formed pools of remarkable size. These three pools had merged into a crimson lake. Clotting had begun.


	Thompson seemed mesmerized by the blood, but he tore his gaze away and focused on the empty chair.


	“He’s gone!”


	“Yes, I can see that,” Ernst said.


	“But how? Szeto and I taped him into that chair ourselves. No way he could have gotten out.”


	Ernst stepped around the pool of blood and inspected the chair.


	“Tape? What tape? There is no tape here.”


	“There’s gotta be!” Thompson’s eyes looked ready to pop from his head. “What the fuck’s going on?”


	“Szeto once told me he thought he was a ninja.”


	“A ninja? Naw, he was just some American guy, but this—this is like supernatural!” He looked around. “We better get out of here.”


	“I think that is wise.”


	“What about the bodies?”


	This encounter had served its purpose. The Order would want answers. Ernst would say he arrived and found them all dead. Thompson would back that up. But Ernst would wonder aloud about Thompson … the last to see the three men alive … or had they been alive when he’d left? He claimed to have taped the stranger into the chair, but no tape was evident when Ernst arrived … could he be working with the stranger?


	The Order would find no evidence of that, but the questions would focus attention on Thompson while Ernst searched for clues to the One’s whereabouts.


	Even better, the One might contact him. Since he could no longer go to Szeto for “minor logistical support,” as he’d called it, would he turn again to Ernst Drexler? Ernst hoped so.


	If that happened, and if Ernst regained the One’s trust and favor, the deal with Jack would be null and void.
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	A sharp intake of breath hissed between Gia’s teeth as she parted the hair on the right side of Jack’s head.


	“Oh, Jack, your scalp’s all bruised.”


	He knew. He’d felt the squishy blood under the skin there earlier. Not the first time he’d been knocked cold, but the first time in years. Doc Hargus had called it a hematoma back then—not subdural, subcutaneous.


	He pressed his fingers against the area now. Odd … no squish. The last one had lasted a week.


	And his headache. Last time he’d been knocked out his head had pounded for days.


	More proof that he was being changed in preparation for Glaeken’s impending demise.


	She dabbed at the area with a cold, wet washcloth.


	“You’ve got a little dried blood here from these little tiny scratches.”


	Which were probably bigger an hour ago.


	“Oh, and look. Here’s a teeny piece of glass.”


	“I can shower all that away.”


	“No, let me help.”


	Normally this kind of attention would make him claustrophobic. If she were a nurse in an ER, he’d be pushing her away. But injuries, even minor ones, brought out Gia’s nurturing side. With every passing year Vicky needed less and less nurturing, so she had a lot stored up.


	Gia never made him claustrophobic. The closer the better.


	“Two injuries in two days,” she said as she picked at the glass. “I hope you’re not going to be making a habit of this.”


	He smiled at her. “If tonight ends like last night…”


	“Don’t count on that. You’ve got me worried now. I mean, you seem to be getting hurt lately. First your arm and now this. You never used to get hurt. Are they connected?”


	“In a way.”


	“What way?”


	“Long story. All part of a bigger problem. But this particular part of the problem has been solved.”


	She stopped dabbing at his scalp. “Solved … do I want to know the details?”


	“Probably not.”


	She sighed. “Okay. No details. But just tell me: Is the person responsible for these injuries in a position to cause more injuries?”


	“No.”


	“Okay. Good. That’s enough.” She slipped her arms around his shoulders and hugged. “I worry about you, you know.”


	“I know.”


	Her attitude had switched a hundred and eighty degrees from last night. The arm wound had seemed old then, well on its way to healing. But this one was fresh. And he could feel her trembling inside.


	Still holding him, she said, “Don’t you feel it’s all unraveling?”


	“‘All’?”


	“The world.”


	“What makes you think it was ever truly raveled?”


	“You know what I mean.”


	“Yeah, unfortunately I do.”


	Was she sensing Rasalom’s ascent? Ever since her coma she seemed sensitized to the Conflict. She’d seen what she interpreted as a landscape of the future while she was out, and it had ended in impenetrable darkness this coming spring.


	And spring was only weeks away.


	Her hug tightened. “I’m worried.”


	“I know.”


	“Not for myself, so much. I’m worried for you. But most of all I’m worried for Vicky. There’s so much I want for her. I want her to fall in love, I want her to have a chance at motherhood, I want her to…”


	“Live long and prosper?”


	She laughed softly. “Exactly, Mister Spock. Actually, that’s the least of what I want for her. I want everything for her, or at least a chance at it.”


	“I’ll do my damnedest to see that she gets that chance.”


	No more needed to be said.


	FRIDAY
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	Dawn was going crazy with boredom.


	Mind numbing. The only way to describe it. She didn’t know how long she could keep up the surveillance on Dr. Heinze before totally losing it and committing mass murder.


	She’d been up since before sunrise, arriving at the doctor’s house and watching it until he’d left. She’d followed him to the hospital where she assumed he made morning rounds. She didn’t know because she’d stayed outside in the visitor lot with a view of his Lexus in the doctors’ lot.


	After an hour and a half or so in the hospital, he’d returned to his car and she’d followed him to the McCready Foundation offices.


	Was all this worth it? She had to wonder if this would ever pay off, if she’d ever see her baby. She could be wasting her time on a total wild-goose—


	Wait. A silver Lexus pulled out of the parking garage, and Dr. Heinze was behind the wheel. Leaving early today. Maybe things were slow at the office. Maybe he had a golf game—no, wait … too cold for golf.


	She followed him toward the east side. When he got in line for the Midtown Tunnel, she wanted to scream. She was so not in the mood for the LIE and another trip to Forest Hills. But she hung in, following him through the tunnel and onto the Long Island Expressway. But instead of turning off onto Woodhaven Boulevard like he had yesterday, he kept heading east.


	And farther east.


	Soon they were out of Queens and into Nassau County. And still he kept speeding east.


	Dawn followed. This was something different. This could prove to be nothing, or might be the break she’d been waiting for.
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	“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Jack said with all the gosharooty enthusiasm he could muster as he, Weezy, and the Lady cruised south on Route 206. “Let’s sing ‘Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer’!”


	He’d awakened early feeling pretty decent, considering what he’d gone through the night before. Maybe too decent. His bruises were already fading.


	He’d tried to fall back to sleep but began imagining what he would have gone through if Drexler hadn’t gotten cold feet about the Change. The possibilities had made sleep impossible.


	Later he’d rented a Jeep Cherokee for the Jersey trip and now had the wheel. Not the cushiest ride, but this one had a high suspension that would come in handy once they hit the Pine Barrens.


	He thought about their destination, the pyramid. He still couldn’t imagine how that fifteen-foot construct of standing triangles with open spaces between them—he remembered Eddie describing it as half a dozen Godzilla pizza slices standing on end—could hide anyone from anything. But real life had been leaving his imagination in the dust lately, so why not?


	“‘Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer’!” Weezy said with equal faux glee from the passenger seat. “My favorite! You take the first ten verses by yourself, and then the Lady and I will sing harmony on the rest.”


	“I do not sing,” the Lady said from behind him.


	Jack wasn’t sure why, but he was glad for that.


	“Neither does Weezy,” he said.


	Weezy looked offended. “You don’t know that.”


	“You used to howl in the shower when you were staying with me.”


	“I didn’t howl.”


	“Caterwaul, then. Whatever it was, you can’t call it singing. And ‘Hungry Like the Wolf,’ of all things. What happened to Bauhaus?”


	She reddened. “I had a closet crush on Simon le Bon.”


	Jack checked his phone. No missed calls.


	“You keep doing that,” Weezy said.


	“I’m waiting to hear back from a couple, three charter boats I contacted.”


	Earlier he’d made a few calls to fishing boats in the Coney Island area. No one had answered, so he’d left messages about chartering the boat for a day trip.


	Weezy nodded. “Oh, right. Disposing of the katana. No responses?”


	“March isn’t exactly charter fishing season. Gotta be colder than hell out there.”


	“Obviously you left your number. We’ll be back by early afternoon.”


	Back from Johnson … he hadn’t been back to Johnson since his father’s funeral, and that had been—what?—a year and a half or so ago. Dad and Mom were buried side by side.


	Weezy turned in her seat. “I’ve got something serious to discuss.”


	Jack said, “Uh-oh.”


	“It’s about Eddie. He wants to join the fight.”


	“Against what?”


	She shrugged. “The Order, the Otherness, whatever we’re fighting.”


	“Since when does he know about any of that?”


	“Since yesterday when I spent half the day educating him.”


	“And he’s convinced?”


	She nodded. “Pretty much. It’s a lot to swallow, but the Compendium is an excellent persuader.”


	Jack hesitated. He didn’t want to offend her. “Don’t take this wrong, but … what’s he bringing to the table?”


	“A new way of looking at things, maybe?”


	“Good enough.” He couldn’t see a downside. He turned to the Lady. “Any objection?”


	She shook her head. “Not at all.”


	Jack had to smile. “To tell the truth, I can’t wait to see his face when we seat him at a table with Mrs. Clevenger.”


	Weezy laughed. “That makes two of us.”


	They passed through Tabernacle and now farms lined the highway.


	“Nothing changes much around here,” Weezy said. “I haven’t been back in forever and it’s like I never left.”


	“Big change up ahead,” Jack said.


	“What?”


	“You remember the blinker at 206 and Quakerton Road?”


	“Of course. Johnson didn’t rate a full stoplight.”


	“It does now.”


	And it was red when they reached it. As they waited to hang a left, Weezy pointed out the window.


	“Look. The Krauszer’s is still here, and Burdett’s is now an Exxon.”


	“Well, it is the twenty-first century.”


	Joe Burdett had kept up his Esso sign for decades after the company changed its name. What had once been Sumter’s used-car lot was now a discount furniture store.


	Quakerton Road split the north and south halves of Johnson and sported a couple of new stores. USED, where Jack had worked as a kid, was a mom-and-pop drugstore now. Mr. Rosen, his old boss, had died back in the 1990s. The bridge over Quaker Lake was wider but otherwise Old Town looked pretty much the same as it had when they were kids. The two-story stucco box of the Lodge remained unchanged.


	“There’s your old place,” he said, swinging by the rickety Victorian house where the Lady had lived as Mrs. Clevenger during their childhoods.


	“It needs painting,” she said.


	Weezy stared at it as they passed. “We all thought you were a witch.”


	“By most standards, I was.”


	“Wonder who lives there now.”


	“The Meads,” the Lady said. “Tom and Alice, and their daughters Selena and Emily.”


	“Can you tell where anybody is at any given time?” Jack said. “I mean, do you keep track of all of us?”


	She shook her head. “The noosphere is a unified consciousness. No identities there. However, when I am near enough to individuals here, I know identities. After all, they help keep me here.”


	Jack noticed with a start that the lightning tree was still standing—how had it lasted so long?—and then they entered the Pine Barrens, the million-plus acres of mostly uninhabited woodland sitting in the belly of New Jersey. Jack steered onto one of the firebreak trails that crisscrossed the area. He experienced the same creepy sensation he’d get when riding his bike into the trees as a kid. The forty-foot scrub pines got thicker and thicker, their crooked, scraggly branches leaning over the path as they crowded its edges. He remembered imagining them shuffling off the path ahead of him and then moving back in to close it off behind.


	Dumb question, but he asked Weezy anyway: “You remember the route?”


	“I think so.”


	He hadn’t expected that. “Think so?”


	She smiled. “Just kidding. I remember it exactly.” She tapped her forehead. “The map’s right here.”


	He followed her directions on which way to turn as the firebreak trails forked left and right. The NO FISHING / NO HUNTING / NO TRAPPING / NO TRESPASSING signs posted along the way confirmed that they were on land owned by “Old Man Foster,” known to them now as Glaeken. But that was about all he knew for sure. He was thoroughly lost by the time she told him to stop.


	He scanned the surrounding trees, which looked pretty much like all the myriad others they’d passed.


	“You sure this is the place?”


	“You remember it as burned out. That was decades ago.”


	The Lady had already stepped out of the car and was starting into the trees. Jack and Weezy hurried after her.


	“You know where you’re going?” Weezy said.


	“Of course.”


	Yeah, well, of course.


	Somewhere in all the revived undergrowth—winter bare now—lay the remnants of a burial mound he and Weezy had explored as kids. What they’d found had set a whole deadly chain of events in motion. Sometimes secrets were better left secret.


	The Lady, wearing only a housedress, forged ahead, moving easily through the brush, with nothing snagging her clothing that wasn’t clothing. Clouds had moved in and the temperature had dropped, but as usual she didn’t appear to notice.


	Then they broke into the pyramid’s clearing and Jack had to stop and take it in, just as he had the first time he’d seen it at age fourteen.


	Six huge, elongated triangular megaliths stood in a circle, their bases buried in the sandy soil with their pointed ends jutting skyward and leaning toward each other.


	Godzilla pizza slices …


	One had broken off halfway up, but the points of the other five met at the pyramid’s apex, fifteen feet above the ground.


	The Lady’s new home.
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	Dawn checked her gas gauge. Getting low. She’d never guessed she’d be driving all the way out to Long Island’s South Fork. But no way she could stop. She’d lose Dr. Heinze and never find him again.


	If she’d had unlimited funds she could have bugged his car—was “bugged” the right word?—with some sort of transmitter that would have allowed her to follow him on a GPS map.


	She wondered if he was at all concerned about being followed. He didn’t seem to be. No big deal on the LIE, but here on the narrower, slower Montauk Highway, he might notice the same Volvo behind him mile after mile. So she kept a car or two between them.


	She followed him through all the Hamptons—West-, South-, Bridge-, and East—and Amagansett as well. She was wondering if he was going all the way to Montauk Point when his left blinker started flashing and he turned off at someplace called Nuckateague. She started to follow him into the hairpin turn but stopped herself. No. Too, too obvious. She had to be totally careful now because hers was the only other car in sight.


	It killed her to keep driving but she did. But only for an eighth of a mile or so, then she made a U-turn and raced back. Her heart thumped out a dance beat. She’d never heard of Nuckateague and had no idea how big it was. Couldn’t be too big because the South Fork was so narrow out here, but Dr. Heinze could be checking on a summer place he owned and have his car garaged before Dawn caught up to him. Then what?


	She turned off at the Nuckateague sign and raced up a narrow blacktop called Nuckateague Drive. She slowed as she came to a street that ran off to the left—Bayberry Drive. Nothing moving there. She pushed on and stopped when her street ended at a T intersection with Dune Drive. She looked right and left—again nothing moving in either direction. She tossed a mental coin and turned right.


	Her tension increased as she ran the length of the waterfront homes with no sign of a silver Lexus. She reached the east end of the road and raced back to the intersection. Only a few houses on the west end of Dune Drive, one of them dominating the waterfront with its own lagoon cut in from the bay. The houses she’d seen so far were just that—houses. This was totally a mansion.


	She drove past it and spotted a silver Lexus with MD plates, parked near the lagoon by what was either a garage or boathouse.


	Gotcha.


	Either pediatric surgery was a very lucrative specialty or Dr. Heinze had some rich friends or relatives.


	Or—hope-hope-hope—he was making a house call.


	Dawn kept moving, then made a quick left into the driveway of a house two lots west and across the street. She twisted in her seat and checked out the mansion. She had a clear view of the front door, the lagoon dock, and the Lexus from here. Perfect.


	Now … if she could only stay here.


	She checked out the house before her: a two-story saltbox clad in weathered cedar shakes. It looked empty.


	She left her car running and stepped to the front door where she rang the bell and waited. If someone answered, she’d ask if they knew where so-and-so lived.


	No answer, so she rang again.


	Still no answer.


	Cool.


	She tightened her coat around her against the buffeting wind off the bay—they kept talking about a big storm coming—and checked out the neighbors. Only half a dozen houses down here on the west end of the street, and they all looked deserted. The Lexus was the only car in sight.


	No surprise. Some of these were summer homes, some were year round. But if you could afford to live out here, you probably spent the winter months someplace warm. Like Key Biscayne or Naples, or the Keys.


	She returned to her car, pulled out, then backed in close to the garage so she was half hidden but still had a view. She turned off her engine—save that gas—and settled down to watch.


	Not ten minutes passed before she saw movement around the far side of the house.


	A boat was bobbing down the lagoon toward the dock, moving backward. A small white cabin cruiser, twenty-five feet long, with a couple of fishing rods poking up from the rear and a lone man at the helm. As it eased against the dock, the driver—captain? pilot?—hopped out and grabbed the lines. A big man, bundled up and wearing a slicker against the cold and wet. Something familiar about him …


	After he’d tied the lines, he went to a compartment by the transom and pulled out a string of four flat fish. He’d had his head down or turned away since he arrived, but now he raised it. He wore a satisfied grin on a face Dawn knew all too well.


	“Oh … my … God!” she said aloud.


	Her mouth went dry as her heart doubled its rate.


	Georges … Mr. Osala’s driver and general gofer.


	If he was here, and Dr. Heinze was here, that could only mean her baby was here too. Probably inside with that bitch Gilda. And maybe Mr. Osala as well.


	What should she do? What could she do?


	She fumbled for her phone. Call Weezy. No, call Jack. He’ll know what to do.
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	Hank stood at the window of his second-floor bedroom and thought about birds. A big, double-hung window. The room sported two of them. Thick, old-fashioned glass with faint ripples through it. But one large bird or a bunch of smaller, determined birds might break through it.


	He had birds on the brain because he’d had that dream again and it was worse than ever.


	He’d expected to dream about Szeto and his Eurotrash enforcers with bullets through their heads. Those three dead bodies tangled on the floor, all staring eyes and punctured foreheads and blood, so much blood … he couldn’t get the image out of his head.


	The death and blood didn’t bother him in the least—really, who gave a shit about Szeto and company? What did bother him was knowing that the guy he’d been looking for all these months had done it. Killed all three—single-handed. Hank was glad now that he’d never found him. Still couldn’t figure out how he’d got free. But the guy was back on the streets now, and he knew Hank had gone out to find some tools to mess him up, so it was a good chance he’d be coming for Hank.


	Bad enough, but then the new Kicker Man dream. Not completely new—it started like the others with the K-Man being attacked in the dark by birds or something like birds, unable to fight them off, and finally knocked down and repeatedly buzzed. But it hadn’t stopped there. The birds had left the Kicker Man laid out on the ground. As soon as they flew off, worms slid out of the ground and crawled all over the K-Man … eating him. They didn’t quit till they’d devoured his diamond-shaped head, leaving behind a decapitated stick figure.


	Hank didn’t need any gypsy to interpret that dream. The K-Man was Kickerdom, and Hank was its head. Someone wanted Hank’s head. And that someone could only be the guy known as Jack.


	Well, Hank Thompson’s head was staying right where it was, and the rest of Hank Thompson was staying right here. Neither that Jack guy nor anyone else was going to scare him off.


	Hank was going to take steps.
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	Jack helped the Lady step over the three-foot-high wall of rectangular slabs—they still reminded Jack of headstones—ringing the pyramid. The three of them stopped and stared at the structure.


	Odd glyphs had been carved in the outer surface of each megalith, and remained faintly visible. He could make out three from this angle:


	Eddie had also called it a giant stone teepee, and that wasn’t too far off. But it looked ancient, felt ancient … and alien.


	Everything was exactly as he remembered it. No sign of vandalism or evidence that anyone else had discovered it. The absence of litter confirmed that.


	Weezy must have been thinking along the same lines. “Nice to know that some secrets remain secret,” she said.


	The Lady approached the pyramid. She stopped at the opening between a pair of the megaliths and stuck her head through.


	“I believe Srem was right,” she said as Jack and Weezy came up behind her. “This does have a power of occultation.”


	“Great,” Jack said. “Then we won’t have to worry about anyone sneaking up on you.”


	She pulled her head back and turned to face them.


	“It might have had the power to hide me completely when it was whole.” She pointed to the broken megalith. “But it is not.”


	Weezy frowned. “But then—?”


	“It will, however, reduce awareness of me, and diffuse what seeps through. If you have a sensitivity to me, you will know that I exist, but you will not be able to pinpoint my location.”


	Jack grinned. “Perfect.”


	The Lady thrust her arm through the slit. “Let us waste no time then.”


	She turned sideways and squeezed through the opening, easing herself down to the sunken sandy floor within. She strode to the stone column, maybe a foot in diameter and four feet high, that stood in the exact center of the space, then turned to face them.


	“I will stay here.”


	Jack didn’t know what to say. He glanced at Weezy, close beside him, and she seemed at a loss for words too.


	“Go,” the Lady said, making a shooing motion. “You both have more important things to do than stand here and stare at me.”


	“Just … leave?” Weezy said.


	“Yes. Go.”


	“You’ll be all right?”


	“Perfectly fine.”


	“Won’t you be lonely?”


	“How can I be lonely when I have all of you—when I am all of you?”


	Good point.


	“Do you need—?”


	“I need you to go about your business.”


	Jack took Weezy’s arm and gently pulled her away.


	“You heard her, Weez.”


	“Yeah, but…” She came with him, but kept looking back over her shoulder. “Walking away and just leaving her there—with a storm coming, no less—seems so … wrong.”


	Jack looked back and saw the old woman standing alone in the cold within the confines of the megaliths. He knew how Weezy felt.


	“Yeah, it does, because we keep thinking of her as an old woman. But that’s simply the avatar she’s stuck with. She’s not an old woman. And she doesn’t feel cold or hot, rain and snow don’t bother her, she doesn’t eat, she doesn’t sleep, and she doesn’t feel lonely. Ever.”


	They made their way back to the Jeep and headed back to Johnson, driving in silence until they reached Old Town.


	“Do we have time to swing by our old places?”


	Jack nodded. “Tons of time.”


	Back over the bridge and then onto North Franklin up to Adams Street where Weezy used to live. He slowed as they passed and let her stare at her place.


	“Want me to stop?”


	She shook her head. “No. Seen enough.” She leaned back. “I don’t know why people have such nostalgia for their childhoods.”


	“Was yours so bad?”


	“I remember the grammar school years as being pretty good—at least I don’t remember anything bad. But high school…” She shook her head again. “As soon as I stopped being the Stepford child and started thinking for myself, it all went to hell.”


	“You went goth.”


	“I didn’t go anything.”


	He smiled. “Oh, right. Black shirts, black jeans, lots of eyeliner, Bauhaus, Siouxie … you were a disco queen.”


	“Okay, okay, I fit a type. But I didn’t go around thinking, ‘Look at me, I’m a goth.’ It was what I liked. And what my folks hated, unfortunately.”


	“Yeah, your dad…”


	“I still remember that disapproving look on his face every time he’d see me. Every time. I was on an emotional seesaw as it was, with my moods all over the place, and he made it ten times worse.”


	Jack remembered her ups and downs, wild swings sometimes.


	She sighed. “Even after the doctors came up with a drug cocktail to even me out—well, I never evened out, but the amplitude of the swings lessened. Even so, high school was hell.”


	Not for Jack. He remembered having a pretty good time. But he wasn’t about to say that.


	She reached over and rubbed his shoulder. “Except for you, Jack. You were my rock. You never rejected me, even at my nuttiest.”


	Jack was wondering what he could say that wouldn’t sound lame. The ringing of his cell phone saved him.


	“I’m calling from the Easy Peasy,” said a male voice. “You left a message about a charter?”


	“Yeah. Thanks for calling back. First thing: you have a depth finder?”


	A snort. “Course I do.”


	“Can you take me out to the Hudson Canyon where it’s a mile deep?”


	“Yeah.” He stretched the word. “We are talking fishing here, right?”


	“No. Scientific experiment.”


	Weezy gave him a look and he shrugged. Couldn’t very well tell the guy he was dumping a sword overboard.


	“How many people?”


	“Two. Just me and my assistant.”


	Another Weezy look.


	He pressed the mute button. “Eddie?”


	She nodded.


	“Easy Peasy’s built to hold up to twenty. Kind of expensive for just two people.”


	“Money’s no object. I’ve got oceanography grants.”


	Weezy rolled her eyes and put a hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh.


	“Whatever. When do you want to go?”


	“This afternoon.”


	“No way.”


	“Why not?”


	“Don’t you listen to the news? Heavy weather coming. Big nor’easter heading up the coast. Ten-foot swells out there already.”


	Jack hadn’t been paying much attention to the weather. He’d heard some mention of snow.


	“Tomorrow, then?”


	The master of the Easy Peasy couldn’t hide his exasperation with this landlubber. “It hits tomorrow. I’ll call you next week.”


	Jack didn’t want to wait that long.


	“I’ll pay extra.”


	“Look, you can’t pay me enough to take my boat out into what’s coming. Talk to you next week.”


	He hung up.


	“Crap,” Jack said. He told Weezy about the nor’easter.


	“It’s been all over the news,” she said. “Where’ve you been?”


	Abducted … taped to a chair … threatened with torture … shooting people …


	“Preoccupied, I guess. Maybe one of the other boats—”


	“Maybe the Andrea Gail will take you. Look, that katana’s been in your closet for months. It can stay there a few more days. No sense in risking your life just to—”


	Now Weezy’s phone rang. She dug it out of her pocket.


	“Hello?” she said. “Oh, hi. Yeah, he’s right here. What—?” She frowned and handed Jack the phone. “It’s Dawn. She sounds a little worked up. Says she’s got to talk to you.”
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	“Nothing?” Dawn said, her voice rising in pitch and volume. “We do nothing?”


	Jack noticed a couple of people in the deli/sandwich shop glancing their way and made a calming gesture.


	“Let’s keep this between just the three of us, okay?”


	“Okay,” she said at a lower volume. “But my baby’s in there. I can totally feel it.”


	Jack watched her. Dawn looked more animated than he’d ever seen her. After her call, he and Weezy had driven directly from Jersey to Long Island by way of the Verrazano and Brooklyn. They’d stayed in touch much of the time, with only a few cell dead spots along the way. When Dawn had called to say Dr. Heinze was leaving the beach house, Jack had told her to follow him as far as the nearest town and find someplace like a coffee shop where she could wait for them. She’d resisted at first, preferring to stay where she was, but had finally agreed.


	She’d found a Citarella with a view of a windmill, and waited. The three of them occupied a rear table, with Jack facing the two women.


	Jack decided she looked more than animated. She looked wired. Not the state of someone who’d be easy to convince that slow and steady was going to win this race. So he’d have to let her convince herself.


	He said, “I agree a hundred percent: Everything points to your baby being in that house. What do you think we should do?”


	She shrugged as if the answer was too obvious. “Go in and get him.”


	“Really? How many people are inside?”


	From her spot beside Dawn, Weezy gave him an almost imperceptible nod of approval.


	“Well, I know Georges is there, and I assume Mr. Osala and … Gilda.”


	Lots of poison in that last name. From what Jack had gathered, Osala’s housekeeper had given Dawn a pretty hard time while she was a not-so-voluntary guest at the Fifth Avenue digs.


	“Can’t assume. You do a home invasion, you’d damn well better know what you’re getting into.”


	She lowered her voice further. “Well, you have a gun—I’ve seen it. You could use it to make them give us the baby.”


	“They could have guns too, and things could get ugly, endangering us and your baby. But let’s say they’re unarmed. What if they refuse to give up the baby? Who do I shoot?”


	She didn’t hesitate. “Gilda.”


	“Really? Shoot her dead or just wound her?”


	She looked away. “All right … I guess not.”


	“Okay. But let’s assume we do cow them and they hand over your baby. Where do you take him? They know where you live. Reprisals could follow. Not only that, you signed him away for adoption. Maybe Mr. Osala adopted him. You have no legal right to that baby, so they could send the police after you—and Weezy and me, as well—for kidnapping.”


	She leaned back, looking defeated. “Okay, okay, okay, but I can’t believe there isn’t something we can do.”


	Weezy put an arm around her shoulders. “We talked about this on the way here and we think we’ve come up with a plan.”


	He was glad she’d sat next to Dawn; that way it didn’t seem like the two adults against her. Jack had to keep reminding himself that she was only nineteen.


	“Right,” Jack said. “A full frontal assault is a last resort. We need to determine exactly what we’re dealing with and find a way to spirit your baby out of there without being seen. But before we try that, we need to set up a way for you to drop out of sight afterward. You’ll be their prime suspect, but if they can’t find you…”


	Jack had no idea if he could pull this off. Really … how do you hide a woman who has a baby with a tentacle growing out of each armpit? But he was going to try his damnedest.


	The only way he could see even a glimmer of hope of success was to take out Rasalom first. Do that and Georges and Gilda would lose their center, their purpose for staying with the baby. They might be glad to have someone take the child off their hands. But even if they weren’t, grabbing the baby would be much easier with their Mr. Osala out of the picture. In the aftermath of his death, Jack could very likely swoop in and snatch the child from right under their noses.


	A plan began to form …


	“First thing we need is an observation post. You say you found a house that’s a good vantage point?”


	Dawn nodded. “But I don’t see how we can camp out there very long without someone noticing.”


	Jack agreed. “It has a garage?”


	Another nod.


	“Okay, we need to find out who owns it and—”


	“It has an oar over the door carved with ‘The O’Donnell’s’—that’s with an apostrophe s.”


	“Perfect. Time to learn all about the O’Donnells.”
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	It took longer than expected. Not because the O’Donnells were particularly secretive, but because the Internet still wasn’t up to snuff after the crash.


	First thing after leaving the coffee shop, the three of them drove to the county seat and looked up the lot and block number of the property jointly owned by Francis and Marie O’Donnell who were listed as residents of Riviera Beach, Florida. From there to the local library where they used a computer to track the couple. Bits and pieces from multiple sites sketched out the details Jack needed. Francis: seventy-six and a former stockbroker who retired from Bear Stearns well before the meltdown. Marie: seventy-four and a former high school teacher.


	Jack made the assumption that, barring a family emergency, a couple in their midseventies with a primary residence in South Florida would keep their distance from the bitter cold of Long Island in March.


	So he decided to move in.


	He left Weezy and Dawn in the Hamptons and made the long trip to his apartment to retrieve his break-in kit and a few other goodies.


	Darkness had fallen by the time he returned. Weezy dropped him off at the end of the street and he walked the rest of the way. He had a bad moment when he reached the place and found lights on in the front room and an upstairs window. But a few cautious peeks inside showed no signs of life: he spotted a timer in the socket feeding the light in the front window. No doubt the same story upstairs. A good policy for the owner: The place looked occupied to anyone driving by.


	He used a bump key to enter the house through the rear door into the utility room. The place felt delightfully warm to Jack after the frigid wind off the bay, but still a little cool for the comfort of a couple of septuagenarians. A good sign, but he needed to be absolutely sure the place was empty. He hurried through the first floor, then through the bedrooms upstairs. All empty.


	Back on the first floor, he used quick flashes of his penlight to find a thermostat. They’d left it set on fifty-five. He upped that ten degrees and heard a furnace go on. He tried a faucet. No water. Took him a few minutes to find the shut-off valve; he turned it back on.


	He called Weezy and gave her the all-clear, then went out by the garage—a one-car garage, unfortunately. But they’d found a spot in the trees down by the highway, not a hundred yards from the O’Donnells’ back door, to stash the SUV. A padlock on the simple gate latch held the garage’s old-fashioned double doors closed. He shimmed it open and waited.


	A few minutes later a car appeared with its headlights out. Jack swung the garage doors open and held them until Dawn’s Volvo was inside, then closed up and replaced the padlock without securing it. Weezy and Dawn emerged from the garage’s rear door with the bare-necessities groceries they’d picked up in Amagansett. Weezy had her backpack with her precious Compendium slung over her shoulder.


	“Okay,” he said as they unpacked the bags in the kitchen. “We’ve got heat, water, and power.”


	The backwash of light from the front room provided enough illumination to allow them to see what they were doing.


	“All the comforts of home,” Weezy said.


	“Not quite. We need to stay out of the front room while the light is on. Same for the lighted room upstairs. The owners may have hired some security people to drive by now and then, or they may have some sort of neighborhood watch. We don’t want to risk someone spotting movement in a supposedly empty house.”


	The women nodded.


	“I’ll find a blanket to drape over the bathroom window, so we can at least put that light on when we need it, but otherwise no lights.”


	Dawn looked at him. “Sounds like you think we’re going to be here a long time.”


	“I don’t know. I hope not.”


	She looked from Jack to Weezy. “I’ve got a feeling there’s another agenda here.”


	No dummy, this girl.


	Weezy said, “I want you to get your baby back. But…”


	Dawn turned to Jack. “But what?”


	“Mister Osala is important too,” he said.


	She frowned. “Why?”


	Okay. Time to lay out as much as he could for her. He gestured to the kitchen table.


	“Maybe we should sit down and discuss this.”


	They pulled out chairs and seated themselves in the near dark.


	Jack said, “Where do I begin, Weez?”


	She cleared her throat. “I think we should keep this on as mundane a level as possible.”


	Explain it without mentioning the Otherness and the Ally? Not easy, but it would keep them from looking like head cases.


	“Worth a try.”


	She leaned toward Dawn. “There’s a war going on. It’s being fought behind the scenes. Mister Osala is a very big player in that war. He’s not a detective, your mother never hired him to protect you—in fact, your mother never met or even heard of him. Everything he told you is a lie.”


	“Then why—?”


	“He leads a cult. You saw their symbol on the back of your obstetrician’s watch. They think they can take over the world.”


	Dawn slapped her hands on the table. “Oh, I don’t believe this!”


	Jack saw where Weezy was going.


	“You don’t have to believe it,” he said. “What’s important to know is that Osala believes it. And he believes your baby is the key to that takeover.”


	Jack didn’t know if that was true—he had no idea what Rasalom had planned for the baby—but it might be. And even if he was wrong, it sounded good. Whatever it took to widen Dawn’s focus from just her baby to a bigger picture.


	“But that’s crazy!”


	Weezy said, “No argument. But crazy or not, the baby is why he took you in during your pregnancy and dumped you as soon as you delivered. That’s why he spirited the baby away.”


	“And that,” Jack said, tapping the table, “is why he’s got to figure into what we do here.”


	“But I just want my baby back.”


	Jack hit her with an angle he thought would lock her in.


	“Do you want to keep your baby once you find him?”


	“Of course!”


	“Well, you can depend on Osala to do his damnedest to get him back. So unless we deal with Osala here and now, you and your baby could spend the rest of your lives on the run.”


	Dawn leaned forward. “What do you mean by ‘deal’ with him?”


	“Leave that to me.”


	A pause, then, “You’re a little scary, you know that?”


	“Scarier than the guy who locked you away in his apartment for months on end and then stole your baby?”


	Another pause. “Score one for you. But how does this affect what we’re doing here?”


	“Okay,” Jack said. “We’re working with only two facts right now: Osala’s driver is over there, and the pediatric surgeon present during your labor has paid a visit. Everything else is assumption. We can assume your baby is there but we need to establish that as a fact. And even if we do, we can’t move until we can establish beyond a doubt that Osala is there.”


	“But why?”


	Jack thought he’d made that obvious but Dawn’s tunnel vision persisted.


	“So that when you take the baby and leave, I can make sure no one hounds your trail.”


	Weezy rested her hand atop Dawn’s. “Larger issues than you and your baby are at stake here, Dawn. You don’t need to know the details, but you were right: We have another agenda. But it dovetails perfectly with yours. We’ll help you get and keep your baby, but you’ve got to promise us you’ll play it Jack’s way and let him decide the timing. That way we’ll all walk away with what we came for.”


	“Do I have a choice?”


	“Of course you have a choice,” Jack told her. “But if you do something rash, we could all come away empty-handed.”


	“Rash?” She sounded offended. “Like what?”


	“Like going over there and peeking in the windows to see if you can spot the baby.”


	She didn’t reply.


	“On target?” Jack said.


	She sighed and he saw her nod in the dim light. “Yeah.”


	He’d figured if she hadn’t already thought of that, it wouldn’t be long before she did. Might as well get it on the table.


	“Just promise me, Dawn, that the only window you’ll peek through is one of those upstairs, okay?”


	A reluctant tone: “Okay. But somebody needs to look in that house.”


	“I agree. And that would be me. Dark is the best time. In fact, I’ll take a look right now.”
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	The bayfront mansion occupied an oversize lot—at least triple, maybe quadruple. The excess land on either side had been left untended and filled with a tangle of wild bayberry. The leaves had dropped in the fall and the bare branches scratched and tugged at Jack as he made his way toward the west side of the house.


	Before approaching the mansion, he’d done a quick reconnoiter of the neighborhood. Half a dozen houses occupied this end of the street. He already knew about the mansion and the O’Donnell house, so he checked out the others. All four were empty. Still had to be careful, though. Never knew who was going to drive by.


	When he reached the yard proper, he encountered an expanse of three-quarter-inch gravel that substituted for grass out here.


	Good thing it was March instead of summer. No way to cross those stones in silence. If the windows were open, he’d be busted. But even though they were all shut tight against the cold, he moved as carefully and silently as he could.


	The icy wind off the bay cut at him as he peeked through a lighted side window that looked in on the house’s great room. Probably should have been called a huge room. It had a high, raftered ceiling and took up the entire waterfront side of the first floor. An unbroken line of sliding-glass doors faced the water; the stained plank walls were bedizened with all the standard beach house paraphernalia: framed seascapes, sailboat-racing pennants, mounted fish, and an assortment of nets and buoys suspended among the rafters.


	Two people—a heavyset gray-haired woman on the sofa and a big guy in an easy chair—watched an appropriately large flat-screen TV.


	And off to the side … a white bassinet.


	Isn’t this cozy. Just a down-homey, Norman Rockwelly domestic scene.


	Okay, the guy had to be Georges, and the woman fit Dawn’s description of Gilda, the housekeeper. The baby himself wasn’t visible and no tentacles coiled in the air above the bassinet. But after Dr. Heinze’s visit today, the mere presence of the bassinet was enough.


	Only one thing missing: the Master of the house. Where was—?


	He stiffened at the sound of a high-pitched screech from within. Not human, and not like any animal he’d ever heard. Something between, that tickled the hairs on the back of his neck.


	He saw Georges jump in his chair—the screech had to have been much louder in there—but he didn’t rise. He looked like he’d heard it before. The woman, however, bounced her thick body off the couch and hurried in Jack’s direction. Another screech sounded as she approached and he saw her press her hands over her ears. He ducked back as she neared. When he peeked back in, Georges was still in his chair, eyes on the screen, and Gilda was nowhere in sight.


	That noise … had to be Dawn’s baby. But what kind of baby had a cry like that? Jack had spent some time with Gia down in the St. Vincent’s pediatric AIDS ward before the hospital shut down. He’d heard a lot of distressed babies but never one that sounded like that.


	The sound didn’t repeat. Jack watched until Gilda reappeared from a side room. He’d hoped to see her carrying a baby but she was empty-handed. She returned to the sofa where she and Georges had a brief conversation before fixing their gazes on the screen again.


	Lowering to a crouch and stepping carefully, he moved around to the south side to what he estimated would be the window into the room she’d visited. He couldn’t stay here long because it faced the street where he was exposed to anyone driving past, but he felt compelled to peek. The streetlight behind him cast a skewed quadrangle of light across the floor within, ending at the legs of a crib. He saw the shadow of his head moving within the light, but the crib lay beyond it, sheathed in darkness.


	He spotted two bright points behind its railing—not glowing, merely reflecting the light from the window. Little eyes? But they seemed too high in the crib to belong to the baby. He’d have to be standing upright for them to be at that level. Jack’s knowledge about babies was on a par with his grasp of quantum mechanics, but he was pretty damn sure infants couldn’t stand at only two weeks of age.


	But then again, this was no ordinary baby. This little guy was full of oDNA, damn near a q’qr. Maybe …


	No way. But damn, they looked like eyes, and they seemed trained on him … but they didn’t blink.


	He ducked away for fear of triggering another screech.


	He shook off a chill. The previous Norman Rockwelly scene had taken an Addams Family turn.


	He returned to the great-room window and the really important question: Where was Rasalom?


	What did he do in his downtime, when he wasn’t plotting the end of the world? Hang upside down from a rafter? Jack couldn’t help a glance up to check among the junk up there.


	The rest of the house was dark, so he had to assume that Rasalom was either sleeping or absent. Jack couldn’t buy sleeping, so he’d have to go with his being somewhere else.


	But where? When was he coming back? Did he ever visit?


	The presence of his driver was a good indication that he did. But hell, he could be a couple of continents away on some extended jaunt. If so, how long could Jack keep Dawn reined in?


	Dawn … she worried him. She was the weak link here. He wished he could send her back to the city and tell her to wait while he took care of everything. But that would never fly.


	That infant seat in the back of her car spoke volumes: She wasn’t leaving here until she had a baby in it.


	The question now was how much to tell her? Mention the bassinet? Would that send her flying across the street?


	He needed more info on Rasalom’s whereabouts and knew of only one place to get it.
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	“I’m glad you called,” Ernst said when he recognized Jack’s voice. He meant it. “I have uncovered some information and didn’t know how to contact you.”


	“I’m all ears.”


	“I proceeded in a circumspect manner, pretending to look for one thing while really looking for another.”


	“And?”


	Impatience was already creeping into Jack’s tone. Well, too bad. Ernst’s information could not be fully appreciated without the details of the quest.


	He glanced around his apartment. Hard to believe that only twenty-four hours ago Jack had invaded his home and threatened him. In the ensuing hours Ernst had become responsible for the deaths of three of his brothers in the Order and had joined forces with Jack against the One. An almost unthinkable turnaround in any length of time, but a day?


	All the One’s doing, of course. He had deserted Ernst, not the other way around.


	“Do you know the name of the One’s housekeeper?”


	“Gilda.”


	Ernst felt his eyebrows lift. Odd that Jack would know. Only the very upper echelons of the Order were aware of that. Well, here was something he would not know …


	“Are you aware of her last name?”


	“Not a clue.”


	That was a relief, in a way.


	“The Order has supplied logistical support and personnel to the One for millennia. His current driver/assistant—”


	“Georges.”


	“Yes … correct.”


	Did Jack have a source high up in the Order? His friend Edward Connell would be privy to none of this. Who then?


	“Georges is a member of the Order. When the One needed a female to deal with a certain matter—”


	“That matter being Dawn Pickering, right? Does this train have a caboose?”


	Of course—the pregnant Pickering girl had lived in the One’s house and was no doubt in touch with Jack now. She was the source.


	He felt better.


	“Since the Order does not admit female members, a relative of one of the brothers was recruited for the housekeeper position. Gilda’s son’s name was Kristof … Kristof Szeto.”


	“Ah. Like mother, like son, I gather. But so what?”


	“Well, I could not very well draw attention to myself by going to the High Council and inquiring directly as to the One’s whereabouts. Instead I asked about Kristof Szeto’s mother so that I might offer my condolences, seeing as how her son and I had such a close working relationship.”


	“Pretty close dying relationship too.”


	“Yes, well, be that as it may, I learned her location but I was instructed not to approach her. She’s still being used by the One and has not been informed of her son’s demise because it might distract her from her duties.”


	A short, bitter laugh. “You guys are all heart.”


	“Never mind that. She will be told at a later date. The important thing is that locating her is the same as locating the One.”


	“Not necessarily. I’ve been to the Nuckateague place—she’s there, but he’s not.”


	The words shocked Ernst.


	“You know about Nuckateague? How can you possibly—?”


	“Vee haff vays.”


	If that was supposed to be a German accent, it was terrible.


	Ernst felt unaccountably crushed. He thought he’d been quite clever in ferreting out the location without allowing the slightest hint of what he was really looking for. And here Jack had found it without him.


	“So if he’s not at the house,” Jack said, “where is he?”


	Ernst wanted to say, You mean there is something you do not already know?


	“I do not know.”


	“Then what good—?”


	“But I know where he will be.”


	“Where?”


	“JFK Airport at six P.M. tomorrow evening. Georges is scheduled to pick him up then and drive him to the Nuckateague house.”


	During the ensuing silence Ernst thought of how fortuitous it was that the High Council required Georges and Gilda to log in regarding their duties. Gilda was apparently taking care of the Pickering baby now, while Georges had what could only be described as a cushy assignment—few duties in luxurious surroundings. With the One away—no one knew where—he quite literally had nothing to do.


	“Six o’clock tomorrow night,” Jack said. “You’re sure?”


	“I’m sure that is what Georges told the Council. Whether or not it will change, I have no idea.”


	“All right. Thanks.”


	And then he was gone. Ernst laid his phone on the table.


	Thanks …


	No … thank you … if you succeed.


	Would Jack make his move tomorrow? He seemed impatient to have this done with, but he also seemed very cautious … a careful planner.


	But even the most carefully laid plan could go awry, usually because of the simplest little thing. Some unpredictable mishap, some unforeseeable variable completely outside the plan could change everything.


	
If Jack succeeded, excellent. If he failed, Ernst would stand ready to assist the One in any way humanly possible.


	Yes, though he foresaw little chance of success, from the depths of his heart Ernst wished Jack luck. The best of luck. Eliminating the One would save the entire world from a terrible fate.


	But most important, it would save Ernst Drexler.
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	Jack pocketed his phone.


	Tomorrow at six …


	That didn’t leave much time. He had the huge trunk of his Crown Vic stocked with the special ammo Abe had supplied, but it was garaged a couple of hours away in the city. He needed to get back to Manhattan, and hoped Abe had acquired the final items on his shopping list.


	Dawn’s Volvo sat in the O’Donnells’ garage and would stay there. Weezy had hidden the rented SUV off road in the trees down by the highway and driven in with Dawn. Round trip from way out here to the city this time of year took about four hours. On a crowded summer weekend it could take that long just one way. Weezy could drive him in and head right back, but that would mean leaving Dawn out here alone for four hours. Not a good idea.


	Then he remembered: The Hampton Jitney ran between Montauk and the city. Probably a limited schedule this time of year, but he could hop one of those early tomorrow morning and make it to the city without leaving Dawn unattended.


	He took the steps to the second floor two at a time and slipped into the darkened front bedroom. Two figures sat by the window, silhouetted against the glow from the streetlight outside. Dawn stared out at the night, Jack’s Leica Ultravid binocs pressed to her eyes. Weezy turned at his entrance.


	“The lights are going out over there,” she said. “Looks like they’re calling it a night.”


	“Are you sure you didn’t see my baby?” Dawn said, still peering.


	“I’ve a pretty good idea what a baby looks like, and I didn’t see one.”


	But I’m pretty sure I heard one.


	He’d told her about seeing Gilda but hadn’t mentioned the bassinet or the screech. He wasn’t sure of the best way to play this, but that seemed like the way to go. The screech might get her all upset, thinking the baby was in distress or being mistreated, making her a wilder card than she already was.


	She lowered the Leica. “Damn.”


	“Hey, Dawn, it’s late,” he said. “Only the great room was lit. The baby was probably asleep in one of the dark rooms. Add Gilda’s presence to the doctor’s visit and it’s almost a sure thing he’s there.”


	“I hope so.”


	Weezy looked at him. “Just as you’re almost sure Ra—” She cleared her throat. “Mister Osala is not?”


	He glanced at her. She’d almost slipped there. Dawn knew nothing of Rasalom.


	“I just got it on good authority that he’ll be returning tomorrow night.”


	“Excellent,” Weezy said. “Then all the pieces will be in place and we can start to plan our moves.”


	Jack already had a plan forming. If it worked out, Rasalom would never reach the house.


	Weezy was rubbing Dawn’s shoulder. “Won’t be long now, Dawn.”


	Jack took the glasses and checked out the mansion. All dark now. Early to bed and early to rise?


	He focused on the window to the baby’s room, remembering those two points of light in the crib. Could it have been standing at two weeks old?


	He’d promised Dawn he’d help her get her baby back, but what exactly would she be getting? She’d had only a glimpse of the child right after delivery. Would she still want it when she saw it close up in the light of day?


	The memory of its screech still rattled him.


	SATURDAY
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	Weezy guessed this was what cops called a stakeout. How did they stand it? Boredom had her ready to scream.


	She was sick of watching that place on the far side of Dune Drive but they had to track anyone coming or going—especially Rasalom or the baby. Rasalom—had to remember to call him Osala when Dawn was around—wasn’t due in till tonight, and she hardly expected to see the driver or the housekeeper taking the baby for a walk in a stroller. Not in this wind and cold.


	Still …


	She trained Jack’s Leica on the place anyway. She didn’t know what these binoculars cost, but knew they were pricey. Worth it, though. She felt she knew every cedar shake on the house’s siding, every shingle on its hipped roof. Even found a few that needed replacing.


	After checking all the windows, she aimed the binocs at the yard. This window in the O’Donnell house offered a view of the west and south sides of the place, plus some of the bulkheaded yard along the bay. With a waterfront house, which was the front yard—water side or street side?


	She tracked right to the bulkheaded lagoon that ran along the far side of the house. The cabin cruiser bobbed in the water, moored to the pilings of the small planked dock.


	Farther right she came to the detached garage that sat at the end of the lagoon. Its siding and roof were identical to the house. Weezy hadn’t looked, but assumed Rasalom’s Mercedes rested within.


	She angled her view up and left to the stormy water beyond the house. Out there among the whitecaps, maybe three miles off shore, sat Gardiner’s Island—privately owned and big enough to have its own airstrip.


	Lots of money out here. Some of it old, some of it new. But if Rasalom had his way, none of it would be of any use, no matter what the amount.


	She lowered the glasses and stared at the gray clouds flowing over the bay. Comin’ up a storm, as they said down south. Indeed it was. And that was where the nor’easter lay—to the south.


	She glanced over at the bedroom’s fourteen-inch TV where the Weather Channel’s reporters were salivating over the storm roiling up the coast. D.C. and Baltimore were getting snowed in; Delaware, Jersey, and New York were next in line.


	She hoped Jack got back before it hit too hard.


	They’d left Dawn asleep in the downstairs bedroom and walked to where Weezy had parked the SUV. The short drive into Amagansett gave them a chance to talk. While they waited by the school for the jitney to show, Jack had told her about his conversation with Drexler.


	“Can you trust him?” she’d asked.


	Jack had shrugged. “As long as our agendas overlap, maybe. My agenda is stopping the One. Drexler’s only agenda, now and forever, is Ernst Drexler. At the moment, stopping the One seems good for Drexler. He told me about the Nuckateague house, which we already knew to be true, so I think I can believe that Georges is scheduled to pick up the One at JFK tonight.”


	“‘The One’ … I thought we were going to use his name—not around Dawn, of course, but between us.”


	“That’s okay back at Glaeken’s place, but I’d like to avoid it out here. Even if he’s no longer paying attention, he might still be aware of it. I don’t want him to have the vaguest hint of what I’m planning.”


	“But what is the plan? Dawn’s going to be asking me.”


	“It’s still forming, but I can tell you I’m going to do my damnedest to hit him before he reaches the house. He’ll be much harder to take down once he’s inside. Plus, making a move on him in the house could endanger the baby. I promised Dawn I’d get her baby back, and that sort of implies alive and well.”


	Something in his tone …


	“And if you hadn’t promised?”


	He looked out the side window. “Let’s not go there.”


	It seemed to be a moot point anyway, so, okay, she wouldn’t go there. But his attitude started a knot of concern in her chest.


	“Where do you plan to ‘hit’ him?”


	“On the road … target his car.”


	“What about the driver?”


	“What about him?”


	“Are you going to ‘hit’ him too?”


	“Not on purpose, but I intend to reduce R’s car to molten slag. And if this guy Georges is in it, well…”


	“That’s kind of cold. He’s just his driver.”


	He turned to her, his expression grim. “He’s more than ‘just his driver.’ He’s a member of the Order. You remember them, don’t you? The ones who expended all that effort last year trying to kill you?”


	She remembered. She found herself shuddering under the covers some nights with the memory.


	“Touché. Just reflex, I guess. I’m new at this sort of thing.”


	Jack didn’t seem to be listening. His eyes blazed. “He’s made a choice as to whose side he’s on. Serve the One, you take your lumps with the One.”


	He was frightening like this.


	“What’s happening to you?”


	“What’s happening?” His voice rose. “Something! We’ve been sitting around doing nothing. Finally something is happening. This is the end game, Weez. We’ve come to the point where we either win it all or lose it all. I’ll get one shot at this guy. If I blow it, there’ll be no second chance. So I’ve got to make that first shot count. No more Mister Nice Guy.”


	“Does that mean no niceties like worrying about collateral damage?”


	He sighed and stared through the windshield at the empty school.


	“I always worry about that, Weez. And I think I’ve got a way to do this with zero collateral damage. But the driver won’t be collateral. He’s part of the package.”


	The jitney pulled up then. He turned to her.


	“Keep an extra close watch on Dawn. Do your mother-hen thing with a vengeance and keep her out of sight and away from the mansion. Gilda and Georges know her. If they spot her, even a passing glimpse, it will blow everything. Just tell her to sit tight. Because if things go according to plan, she’ll have her baby tonight.”


	“You’re so sure?”


	“I’m not sure of anything. I’m not even sure she’ll still want the baby once she sees it.”


	“Why do you say that?”


	“Claws? Hair? Tentacles? Sounds like it might have a face even a mother can’t love.”


	Something in his eyes …


	“Do you know something I don’t?”


	“No. Just a feeling. But we can deal with that later. If things work out, without Georges and the One around, we can sashay in, tie Gilda to a chair, and waltz out with the baby.”


	“And Gilda?”


	“When we’re well on our way, we’ll call the local cops and give them her address.”


	“Well, at least she won’t be collateral damage. But what if she were in the car?”


	“Good-bye, Gilda.”


	A crazy thought leaped from her brain to her lips.


	“And what if I were in the car?”


	He stared at her. “Now you’re getting stupid. You’re one of the reasons I’m doing this.”


	And there it was. This was all personal for Jack. He wasn’t acting on behalf of humanity or the Ally, he was doing it for the people he knew and loved and cared about. He didn’t look beyond that circle. He didn’t wish the masses any harm, but they simply weren’t on his radar.


	Knowing she was in that circle sparked a warm feeling that somewhat relieved the chill of his new cold-bloodedness.


	He’d kissed her lightly on the cheek and ran for the bus like a commuter heading for his job in the city.


	Weezy had reparked the car in the trees and walked back here to find Dawn still asleep. Poor kid was knocked out.


	Weezy checked out the mansion again. Nothing moving over there. She rose and stepped back from the window to stretch her aching back. Not the most comfortable chair.


	She realized what she needed to make this bearable: the Compendium of Srem.


	Yeah, that would do it. Sit by the window with the Compendium on her lap, leafing through it, looking up and checking across the street, then back to the Compendium. Multitasking.


	She’d kept coming across that page about the Naming Ceremony, and the more she thought about it, the more she saw it as a possible back door to weakening or even neutralizing Rasalom.


	That wouldn’t matter if Jack succeeded today. But if he failed …


	And best of all, the Compendium was across the hall. She’d brought it along on the Jersey trip to quiz the Lady on a few points but had never got around to it.


	But first: more coffee. As she headed downstairs to refresh her cup, she peeked in on Dawn and found her sitting on the edge of the bed, yawning.


	“Hey, sleepyhead.”


	Dawn gave her a little smile. “My mom used to call me that.” And then the smile faded.


	Weezy understood: My mom …


	She wondered at her feelings for this woman-child. In less than a year Dawn had weathered the murder of her mother, the loss of her home, months as a fugitive and virtual prisoner, pregnancy, childbirth, the abduction of her child and yet … she was still a vulnerable teenager.


	Jack teased her about Dawn, about how she became all motherly whenever she was around. She supposed it was true.


	Supposed? No. Don’t kid yourself. Own it: She’s some sort of surrogate daughter, the child you never had, never will have.


	Weezy had always assumed she’d be an inept mother. Her emotions had become untethered during her teen years and never fully grounded since; plus she saw herself as too involved in her own little world to give herself fully to a child. Now she wasn’t so sure. Now she wished she’d taken the plunge, because she could have been a damn good mother. And she would have been proud to have a daughter like Dawn. Yes, she’d made some terrible mistakes, some awful decisions that had left her bruised, battered, chipped, and dented, but she still was functioning. That girl had steel in her core.


	But she still needed some guidance, some mothering.


	Weezy could provide that.


	“How about we make some breakfast together?”


	Dawn made a face. “You don’t want anything I cook.”


	“You can’t be worse than me. Come on. It’ll be fun.”


	She glanced toward the front of the house. “Shouldn’t we be watching the mansion?”


	“I’ve been watching it all morning. Nothing shaking over there. We’ll whip up something and eat it by the window. Fair enough?”


	Dawn smiled. “Okay. Let’s do it.”


	When they reached the kitchen, Weezy poured Dawn a cup of coffee.


	“Hope you like it strong.”


	“Like a black hole.”


	“Meaning?”


	“Milk disappears when you pour it in.”


	Weezy beamed at her. “Black-hole coffee. I like that.”


	Dawn looked around. “Where’s Jack?”


	“Took the jitney into the city.”


	“What for?”


	“To gather the means to remove the obstacles between you and your baby.”


	Could she phrase “murder” any more obliquely than that?


	“How is he going to do that?”


	“He’s not saying. But he is saying that if all goes according to plan you should have your baby back tonight.”


	Dawn fumbled her coffee cup, nearly dropping it.


	“You’re kidding! Tonight?”


	“That’s what he said.”


	“Does he really mean it?”


	“Obviously, you don’t know Jack.”
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	“Oy, such powerful stuff,” Abe said, gently placing the gallon paint can atop the scarred counter. “I’ll be glad when you take it off my hands.”


	“Why? LX-14 is stable.” That was why Jack had ordered it.


	“That’s just it. I couldn’t get LX-14—at least not near the quantity you wanted.”


	“Aw.”


	Abe patted the can. “Octol will do the job.”


	“Octol … what’s the mix?”


	“Seventy-five/twenty-five.”


	Hmm. Three quarters HMX, one quarter TNT … LX-14 was 95 percent HMX. Not quite the same.


	“Detonation velocity is ninety-one hundred,” Abe added.


	Well, okay, yeah, that would get it done.


	“Cool. And the paint can is a nice touch.”


	Jack spotted a letter opener nearby and used it to pry loose the lid. A chemical odor wafted out as he lifted it. He made a show of sniffing the air.


	“I love the smell of aliphatics in the morning.”


	Abe was shaking his head. “If you’re ever caught with this…”


	“I know. They’ll think I’m some homegrown jihadist. Especially when they find my Koran.”


	“That way at least you’ll get special treatment, not to mention a special diet.”


	“Kosher?”


	Abe shrugged. “Either way, no more pulled-pork sandwiches for you.”


	“I could handle that. Don’t know how long I can go without a beer, though.”


	“Then you should go kosher if you can.”


	Jack shook his head. “I suppose they’ll be even more upset if they find my copper cones.”


	Abe’s smile faded. “Shaped charges?”


	Jack nodded. “Roadside IEDs. A matching pair.”


	When Jack got back to Nuckateague he planned to pack the claylike octol around the copper cones, insert a detonator connected to the receiver of a garage-door opener, then fit each into its own little open-ended container.


	Abe said, “How big are these cones?”


	“Eight inches across at the mouth.”


	Abe winced. “You’re taking out maybe a tank, an armored half-track?”


	“No, a Mercedes.”


	“Gevalt! All that for a car?”


	“Well, it is a classic SEL.”


	“Seriously, Jack—”


	“One on each side, Abe. Simultaneous detonation.”


	“Do you realize—?”


	He nodded. Two high-pressure plasma jets of molten metal penetrating each side of the car at eight thousand meters per second, heating the interior to ten thousand degrees and igniting the gas tank to add to the party.


	“I’m not taking any chances with this guy.”


	“Then why the Stingers?”


	“Insurance. Backup.”


	“Because turning the car into a supernova isn’t hot enough already?”


	“Because things can always go wrong. Detonators fail, he might change plans. I don’t have a team of observers along the route, I don’t have time to experiment, I don’t have an expert to help me set it up. Just little old me. If the IEDs are placed at the wrong distance, the molten copper in the plasma jet will solidify into a slug that will punch a hole in the car but can’t be counted on to disable it, and certainly not turn it into the inferno I need to make this work.”


	“And this will happen where? Not on the LIE, I should hope.”


	Jack shook his head. “Much closer to his home. In fact, home will be in sight when I hit him.”


	He waggled his pudgy fingers in a “gimme” move. “Run it for me.”


	“I got up extra early this morning and checked out the road leading to the mansion.”


	“Sandy?”


	“I wish. They’re too damn civilized out there. Too damn rich to want to get their tires dirty. Would’ve loved sand. Then I could dig a hole and set the charges to blast straight up through the floor of his car as it passed over.”


	Abe was nodding. “But…?”


	“But it’s paved with asphalt—cracked and buckled, yeah, but still too tough to break through without a jackhammer. So I’ve got to make do with roadside—two big mean, opposing charges flanking the road just east of the mansion.”


	“And it has to be tonight? Isn’t that pushing?”


	Maybe it was, but Jack didn’t see that he had a choice.


	“It’s too good to pass up. I know he’s being picked up at six. I know it will take him about two hours to get there. The neighborhood’s deserted. And I need to hit him before he gets into that house.”


	“Why?”


	“Because once he’s in there, who knows when he’ll leave again? When will I get another chance to know his schedule in advance? It’s got to be tonight.”


	“What about this strange baby? You want him, right?”


	“Not for myself. No way. But Dawn does. And she’s another reason I need to strike sooner than later: I don’t know how long I can hold her in check.”


	“You shouldn’t have involved her maybe?”


	“No choice. She found the place. I can’t very well ship her out. But here’s the scenario: Georges leaves around four o’clock to head for JFK. After he’s gone, I set up my roadside IEDs about fifty yards east of the mansion. At six o’clock Georges picks up his boss and heads back. Around seven, Weezy, Dawn, and I invade the mansion. We tie up Gilda and relieve her of the baby. Weezy and Dawn head back to Manhattan with the kid. I wait in the bushes with my remote detonator. When Rasalom’s Mercedes passes between the charges, I set them off and he becomes a piece of the Colonel’s Extra Crispy recipe. Then I get in my Vic and ease on down the road to the city.”


	“And that’s it? Humanity will be saved?”


	Jack shrugged. “Saved from the Change, not from itself.”


	“Well, that would be too much to ask anyone.”


	“That’s the plan, anyway. But just in case … just in case he somehow gets out of the car and is staggering around in flames, I’ll finish him with a Stinger. I’m assuming you were able to get them.”


	“You doubt? Delivered yesterday.”


	“Excellent. And the MM-1?”


	Abe heaved a deep sigh and shook his head. “Haven’t found one yet.”


	Jack couldn’t hide his disappointment. “Abe…”


	“Such short notice you give me.” He waved his hands in the air. “You think they grow on trees? These are not the low-hanging fruit of the arms world. How many do you think are around already? And finding someone who has one and wants to part with it—you should be so lucky. They’re all maybe fans of—what’s his name again?”


	“Christopher Walken?”


	“That’s it. They’re Christopher Walken fans, maybe, and want to snuggle it close to their bosoms. Who knows? If I had a little more time…” He gave one of his shrugs.


	“Tonight’s the night.”


	“Well, I did track down a modified thumper.”


	“An M-79?”


	“Shoots the same grenade or a forty-millimeter round.”


	“But it’s single shot. And it’s break action. I might need to get off a few shots real quick like.”


	“Hit close with one of those HE rounds and there won’t be a pupik’s worth of him left.”


	“That’s the idea.”


	“Nu? Needing a second shouldn’t be a concern.” He held up a finger. “But not to worry, because your uncle Abe has solved the problem. He has found you an M-79 with the China Lake modification.”


	“The what?” That was a new one.


	“A naval research station designed a four-round pump-action version of the M-79 for SEAL use. Only thirty were made. Unless I should rob a museum, those are impossible to find. But a fellow I know in South Dakota makes working replicas, mostly for collectors and gun pornists, and they’re lighter and more reliable than the China Lakes. He shipped me one.”


	“Four shots?”


	Abe nodded.


	Well … not the twelve rounds the MM-1 offered but … He drummed his fingers on the counter.


	“All right, I’ll take it. I’m already stocked up on the grenades and ammo, so I might as well.” He looked around. “And the Stingers are…?”


	Abe pointed behind Jack. “Right there.”


	He turned and saw a golf bag with half a dozen clubs jutting from it. Two carpet-wrapped bundles lay on the floor next to it.


	“Really?”


	“The golf bag is home for the M-79. Like a glove it fits.”


	Jack had to smile. “You knew I’d go for it.”


	“Like you said, the ammo you’ve got, why waste it? The clubs I added for authenticity. No charge.”


	“But I hate golf.”


	“This is the Isher Sports Shop, bubbela. I should send you out the door carrying a grenade launcher? And each of those rugs holds an FIM-92 Stinger—no case, just the rocket and launcher.”


	“Nice. I can squeeze those into the Vic’s trunk along with the golf bag.”


	“It’s big enough?”


	“Will be after I evict the immigrant family that’s renting it now.” He turned back to Abe and leaned on the counter. “So, what do you think of the plan?”


	Abe pouted, furrowed his brow, then said, “It’s simple, direct, and to the point. It should work like a charm, but…”


	Jack didn’t want to hear a but.


	“Meaning?”


	“Something is bound to go wrong.”


	His own gut had been telling him the same.


	“Exactly what I’m thinking.”
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	“Let me spell you,” Dawn said.


	Weezy rubbed her eyes. Focusing and refocusing between the Compendium on her lap and the house across the street had given her a headache.


	“Gladly.” She took one last glance at the mansion as she began to rise. “Nothing doing over there any—” The front door flew open and a man dressed in a yellow nor’easter and jeans stepped out. “Hang on a sec.”


	He started across the yard toward the detached garage.


	“That’s Georges!” Dawn said, pressing against Weezy’s back for a better view. “Has he got the baby with him?”


	From the way his arms swung at his sides, Weezy knew he couldn’t, but she raised the glasses anyway.


	“Nope. Empty-handed.”


	She bit her lip as she watched him enter the garage by the side door. Was he going somewhere simple and mundane—like the grocery store? Or had plans changed and Rasalom was coming in early? No way she could know. She was going to have to call Jack.


	But then Georges emerged carrying a pair of fishing poles.


	“Going fishing,” Dawn said. “He must do that every day.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Shortly after I got here yesterday I saw him pull the boat into the dock and get out with a bunch of flat fish.”


	“What did they look like?”


	Weezy didn’t really care, just something to talk about as they watched him board the boat and set the rods in holders near the stern.


	“One side was white and the other was medium brown with dark splotches.”


	Weezy nodded. “Winter flounder. Good eating.”


	“You fish?”


	“No.”


	“Then how do you know?”


	“I just … know.”


	It’s what I do.


	“Nice cozy little life they’ve got out here,” Dawn said, her tone bitter. “Big house, beautiful view, fresh fish daily … and my baby.”


	“Not for long, Dawn. Not for long.”


	Weezy kept the glasses trained on him as he opened the engine hatch—to release fumes, maybe?—then started the engine. He fussed with the rods while the engine warmed.


	She said, “He must really love fishing if he’s going out in this weather.”


	The bay teemed with whitecaps, but the water here was relatively sheltered. She wondered what the surf looked like on the ocean side of the South Fork. The Atlantic had to be pretty wild right now.


	Dawn said, “Maybe Gilda’s planning a welcome-home fish fry for Mr. Osala.”


	Weezy glanced at her, sensing fuming sulfuric acid when she said “Gilda.”


	They watched Georges cast off the lines and head out into the bay until the boat disappeared behind the house.


	“Take a break,” Dawn said. “My turn.”


	Weezy rose from the chair and handed her the Leica.


	“I’ll make some fresh coffee.”


	“No more for me, thanks. I’ve had more than enough.”


	More than enough coffee? Weezy found that an alien concept.


	“This from the girl who likes ‘black-hole’ coffee?”


	“I’m wound up enough as it is.”


	Yeah, she probably was.


	“Hang in there. This should all be over by tonight.”


	Down in the kitchen, as Weezy filled the carafe with water for the O’Donnells’ Mr. Coffee, she glanced out the back door and saw flashing lights. Not good. When you’d invaded someone’s home, flashing lights were not good. At least they weren’t blue-and-red police lights. These were orange. Still …


	She put the carafe down and stepped to the door for a better look. Yes, flashing orange lights visible between the houses on the next street, down by the highway …


	… where she’d parked the Jeep.


	“Oh, Christ!”


	She dashed back into the front room, grabbed the keys and her coat, then called upstairs.


	“Gotta go down to the Jeep! Be right back!”


	She didn’t wait for a reply as she dashed out the back door. Only a hundred yards or so. She’d make it in no time.


	She ran across the O’Donnells’ backyard into the scrub that buffered their property from the houses behind. She cut through a neighbor’s yard—again, nobody home—and onto Bayberry Drive, the street parallel to Dune.


	No doubt about it. Those lights belonged to a tow truck. Aw, no. She’d parked the SUV on a sandy path within the trees. It wasn’t bothering anybody there, and it hadn’t been visible from the road. How—?


	She angled onto Nuckateague Road and raced down toward the highway. She reached it just in time to see a flatbed truck pull out with a Jeep Cherokee on its bed—her Cherokee. Or rather Jack’s.


	She increased her speed, shouting and waving her arms as she chased it. Whoever was driving either didn’t look back or ignored her.


	What on Earth?


	She’d caught a glimpse of the writing on the driver’s door. She stuttered to a stop and called up the image: Neumeister’s Towing and Auto Body … with an Amagansett address and phone number below.


	She reached into her coat pocket. She’d call those sons of—


	Where was her phone? She searched through all her pockets. Damn! Back at the O’Donnell place, charging.


	Puffing from the unaccustomed exertion, she turned in a small circle, stamping her feet in frustration.


	So now what? Walk back to the O’Donnell place just to tell Dawn she’d be delayed, and then walk back here and beyond to get to Amagansett?


	Didn’t make sense. And she couldn’t have Dawn drive her to town in the Volvo. That would mean leaving the mansion unwatched. Besides, Dawn’s car had to stay hidden. Best to just head into Amagansett and call her from there.


	Wouldn’t take long to hitch into town, pay whatever fine was due for whatever ordinance they’d broken, then return.


	She began heading west along Route 27—labeled the Montauk Highway out here. She walked backward, ready to stick out her thumb when a car approached.


	Something wet hit her face. Then another. White flakes began to swirl from above.


	Snow.


	She shook her head with chagrin. Could it get any worse?
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	Dawn noticed the flurries and leaned back from the window to check the Weather Channel. Yep, the Doppler map showed the first green bands of the storm hitting Long Island’s South Fork.


	She wondered about getting snowed in. Wouldn’t that mess up Jack’s plans? She’d worry about that when the time came. Nobody seemed totally sure of how much was going to fall anyway.


	As she turned back to the window, she thought she saw movement near the house. She grabbed the binoculars and scanned the property through the scattered flakes.


	There—in the yard, on the bay side, a gray-haired woman in a coat was crouched by the bulkhead. Dawn adjusted the focus to sharpen her features and confirm what she’d already guessed. She knew that hatchet face, totally recognized that toadlike body.


	Gilda.


	Her hands tightened on the binoculars. Gilda … how happy she must be. She hated Dawn, and taking charge of Dawn’s stolen child must have given her incalculable pleasure.


	But what was she doing?


	Dawn focused on her hands as they pulled bits of greenery from the stones in the yard.


	Weeding?


	But why would she be out weeding? And in the blustery snow? Had she totally lost her mind? She had a two-week-old baby inside.


	An awful thought struck like a blow: What if she didn’t? What if they didn’t have the baby over there? What if there was no baby? What if he’d died, just as Dr. Landsman had said?


	The what-ifs filled her head, reverberating across her brain until—


	Wait-wait-wait. Dr. Heinze … only one reason a pediatrician would visit that house: a child.


	But then why, if she had a baby inside under her care, was Gilda out in the yard, pulling weeds in the snow?


	Something totally wrong here.


	And if Dawn and Weezy and Jack were all wrong, and there was no baby in that house, they were all wasting their time.


	She focused again on Gilda, still crouched, still weeding. She tracked over to the dock. Empty. Back to Gilda: weeding. Then to the front door: The glass-paned storm door was closed but the paneled inner door stood open. Georges hadn’t closed it on his way out.


	She fought a terrible urge to go over there and check it out.


	Call Weezy.


	She grabbed her phone and called Weezy from her contact list. She heard a strange ring tone coming from downstairs. She hurried down and found a phone charging on the kitchen counter. Its display read Dawn.


	That did it.


	Dawn ended her call and hurried for the front door. She didn’t stop to find her coat, simply pushed out and trotted across the street through the wind and cold and swirling flakes toward the mansion.


	She wasn’t going to do anything stupid like take the baby. That would upset all of Jack’s plans. He’d made it clear that if Dawn was ever going to be able to keep her baby in peace, Mr. Osala had to be stopped—she hadn’t asked for clarification on exactly what he’d meant by “stopped.” She hadn’t really wanted to know.


	Jack had totally wanted her out of sight for fear she’d be recognized. But Georges was out fishing on the bay and Gilda was out in the yard on the far side of the house. Nobody around to recognize her.


	No … nothing so stupid as taking the baby, but she wanted—needed—to make sure the baby was there. Once she established that, she’d totally run back to the O’Donnell place and let Jack work his plan.


	She was almost to the front door when the possibility of a third adult in the house slowed her. But even if it were true, what were the odds of him or her recognizing Dawn? Only Gilda and Georges knew her.


	She picked up speed again and bounded up the two steps to the front door. She cupped her hands around her face as she leaned close and peered through the storm glass. The central hall ran directly into the great room Jack had mentioned. Looking straight ahead she could see all the way to the window wall and the churning bay beyond.


	She was about to rap gently on the glass to see if anyone responded when she heard a piercing shriek from within. It jolted her. She’d never heard anything like it—high-pitched and thin, like it came from a little throat.


	The baby?


	Another shriek.


	It had to be the baby. Was it in pain? Had that bitch been mistreating him because he was Dawn’s? She had to know.


	Steeling herself, she tested the latch. It moved.


	Okay, she had to do this. Just a look—just one look. She pulled open the door, slipped inside, and eased it closed behind her. She stood there listening. Somewhere a television was playing. She tiptoed forward toward the great room and peeked in.


	Empty.


	She looked through the window wall and saw Gilda, still outside, still pulling weeds.


	Yes!


	Now where—?


	The screech startled her, almost buckled her knees. So loud!


	It came from behind her and to the left. She backed up and found a door ajar. She pushed it open …


	… and froze, staring, not sure of what she was seeing.


	A crib with a child … a small child wearing a dark blue, sleeveless onesy … very small … only two feet tall, if that … but standing in the crib. Standing. Should a child that small be able to stand?


	And yet there he stood, gripping the bars, staring at her with his black eyes. He had wild black hair shooting straight out from his scalp, a flat nose and nearly lipless mouth.


	Those eyes … she recognized those eyes.


	And then he opened his mouth and loosed an ear-splitting shriek that rocked Dawn back on her heels.


	But only for a second. She moved closer, slowly, so as not to startle him. His eyes never moved from her face. She looked at his sturdy little legs. They seemed covered with black stubble. And his hands where he gripped the rails of the crib—his fingernails looked more like black claws, and might have been sharp but they’d been trimmed back. He opened his mouth and shrieked again—a nerve-wracking sound—and Dawn thought she saw glimmers of white along his gums.


	Teeth? Already? Whoever heard of a baby teething at two weeks? And yet … was that why he was shrieking?


	My baby.


	This was her child. Dawn knew it as surely as she knew her own name.


	He’s alive. My baby is alive!


	But where were the tentacles she’d seen? She leaned left and right for a look at what little she could see of his armpits, but no sign of a tentacle in either.


	Okay. Maybe she’d been wrong about the tentacles. She’d been sure she’d seen two little tendrils like wriggling garter snakes right after she delivered, but she’d been pretty stressed out then, and frankly, being wrong about the tentacles was totally okay.


	He continued to stare at her, as if she were the most fascinating thing he had ever seen. She had to smile. With no one else to look at but Gilda and Georges, maybe she was.


	Yes, this was her baby, but …


	She’d expected this totally overwhelming surge of maternal love when she saw him, but it hadn’t come. She felt more curiosity than anything. And she had to ask herself: Did she really want him back? She knew she should, and she wanted to want him, but she couldn’t help it: The maternal urge wasn’t there. He was like some creature … the result of combining all the bad DNA that had been bred into her and into the baby’s father. Her baby was alive, he was well—already standing, for God’s sake—and looked like he was being well treated. Could she do better? Should she try?


	She backed away. She’d assumed the decision would be easy, automatic, but it wasn’t. She’d have to give this some thought. No, more than some—a lot of thought.


	As she turned away toward the door, she heard a whimper. She looked back and saw him still standing there with his little arms stretched out toward her. Did he recognize her as his mother? Could that be possible? She felt a sudden impulse to rush to him but fought it off.


	“Sorry,” she whispered. “Can’t. See you later maybe.”


	She heard another whimper as she stepped out the door into the hallway but kept moving. A third whimper, louder, more drawn out, turned her around and forced her to take one last peek at him.


	As she watched, he turned away, head hanging, and curled up on his mattress facing the wall.


	The forlorn dejection tightened her throat and damn near broke her heart. He had recognized her as his mother and she’d turned away from him, rejected him. And with those looks, he was probably facing a lifetime of people turning away.


	Something crumbled inside her.


	God help her, she couldn’t leave him like this. She hurried over to the crib. He turned over at her approach, crawled to the railing, and pulled himself to his feet. His arms went out to her.


	“Come on, baby,” she whispered. “I’m taking you home.”


	She pulled him into her arms—heavier than he looked—and grabbed the blanket from the crib, then she retraced her steps to the door. She peeked out. No sound other than the TV. She stepped to the edge of the great room and peered through to the bayfront yard.


	She didn’t see Gilda.


	Her heart twisted in her chest. Oh, God, where was Gilda?


	And then Dawn spotted her at the other end. She’d switched sides to pull weeds over there.


	The baby saw the older woman and shrieked, a truly ear-splitting sound this close.


	Weak with relief, her heart still thumping, Dawn turned and hurried for the front door. She paused long enough to wrap the baby in the blanket, then she pushed open the storm door and pulled the inner door closed behind her.


	She ran for the O’Donnell house.


	The baby loosed another shriek as the chill wind and snowflakes swirled around him.
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	Gilda straightened and cocked her head.


	What?


	That cry … it almost sounded like the little one. But that baby, that awful, ugly little baby couldn’t be heard in the yard. Which was why she was out here. She couldn’t stand that cry. It set her teeth on edge. It scraped her nerves raw. And the little monster kept doing it, over and over.


	Not a hunger cry. Nor was it a distressed cry because it needed changing. She’d feed it its formula—such an enormous appetite—but even when finally sated and changed into a fresh diaper, still it shrieked. All through its waking hours. Gilda had come to the conclusion that it liked to make that noise. Almost as if it knew it disturbed her and it cried out just to torture her.


	Sometimes she needed all her strength and loyalty to the Master to keep from holding a pillow over its wretched little head to stop it forever.


	But the Master had plans for the baby. He had not shared them with Gilda or Georges, but he had made it clear he wanted the baby kept well until the time when he had use for him.


	Gilda had had only one child of her own, and Kristof had been nothing like this one. Her Kristof had been headstrong, but a good boy. She hadn’t heard from him lately, but that wasn’t unusual. Sometimes his work for the Order did not allow easy communication. But he would call when he was able. Kristof was a good son.


	But that child inside—a devil child from a devil girl. That Dawn Pickering was no good, and she’d given birth to a child just as bad. Gilda almost wished the mother had been allowed to keep the child. Let her deal with that awful sound.


	There. She heard it again. It seemed to come from the other side of the house. But it couldn’t be the child. Probably some seagull.


	Time to go inside anyway. Her hands were stiff from the cold, almost frozen. But the discomfort was nothing compared to the sound of that child.


	The Master could silence him. The Master would step into the child’s room and stare at him. And thereafter the child would remain silent—for as long as the Master stayed in the house. As soon as he left, as he had last week, the screeching resumed. For six days straight now. Gilda was so glad the Master was returning.


	The Master … he frightened and fascinated her. Her Kristof feared him and said she must obey him at all times or suffer grave consequences. She had taken that with a grain of salt until Georges’s predecessor, Henry, had deviated from the Master’s instructions regarding that little trollop, Dawn. He disappeared. Gilda never saw or heard from Henry again.


	She opened the door at the side of the great room and stepped in. She pulled it closed behind her and tensed as she stood listening, waiting. But the sound didn’t come.


	She waited longer. Still silence.


	Could it be … could the little monster have fallen asleep? She found that almost too much to hope for. After screeching all day, the child would fall asleep at night, but rarely for more that two consecutive hours. Then he’d be up, waking the house with his cries. But never since the day he was born had he taken a nap.


	She tiptoed across the great room and approached the center hall. She stopped at its entrance. Still silence, glorious silence. She had no idea how soundly he slept—deep, like her Kristof in his baby days, so that almost nothing awakened him, or very lightly, so that the slightest sound would rouse him? If the latter, she needed to sneak that bedroom door closed, or run the risk of waking him with the simple rattle of a pan in the kitchen.


	She glanced farther down the hall at the front door to the street side and noticed it closed over. Hadn’t that been open? She couldn’t be sure. The child’s racket was so distracting it was a wonder she remembered her own name.


	She slipped out of her shoes and edged up to the nursery door. Anyone watching her exaggerated caution might think she was sneaking up on an unsuspecting victim, but this opportunity for peace and quiet was too rare and precious to ruin with carelessness.


	When she reached the doorway she peeked through the narrow opening between the frame molding and the hinged side of the door. She had a view of the foot of the crib but no sign of the child. He must have fallen asleep at the other end.


	Gilda took a breath before peeking around the door. The last thing she wanted to see was that ugly little face staring back at her through the bars. Because sure as the sun rose in the east, a screech would be quick to follow.


	She poked her head past the edge of the door for a full view of the crib and—


	Empty!


	Mouth dry, heart pounding, she rushed into the room and gripped the top rail as she stared at the rumpled sheets.


	No! This could not be!


	Wait. The child could stand long, long before it should have been able. Could it have climbed out?


	She dropped to her hands and knees and was crawling about the floor when she remembered something. She popped her head back up to the level of the crib mattress.


	The blanket. Where was the blue blanket she kept in the crib? Even if by some miracle the baby could have climbed out, it would not have taken the blanket.


	And the front door—Georges had left it open when he’d gone fishing. And now it was closed.


	Someone had taken the baby!


	Who? The mother? Dawn? No. She was too self-centered to even worry about her baby, and too stupid to track him here and take him.


	Dr. Heinze? He’d visited only yesterday. He was interested in the baby, yes, but more as a specimen than a child. She couldn’t see him involved in a kidnapping.


	She ran to the front door and pulled it open. She stood there, panting with terror as she scanned the empty yard. The Master … no telling what he would do if he returned tonight and learned that Gilda had allowed the baby to be taken. Not even her Kristof could save her.


	A random passerby? Saw the open door and investigated? Took the child for ransom or perversion?


	But where was he? No sign of a car, or another living soul. She’d have heard car tires on the stones.


	She ran back to the great room, slipped back into her shoes, then raced out to the bayside yard. She searched churning waters but saw no sign of Georges. The misty, snowy air hampered visibility.


	Back to the house, this time to the kitchen where she yanked open a drawer and grabbed a carving knife. She would search, go from house to house if she had to, until she found that child. And if anyone interfered …


	Out again into the cold, the street side, this time. She went to the garage and kicked open the side door. The Master’s car sat within. She checked inside, around, and under. No sign of that miserable little child.


	She stepped back into the yard and slammed the door behind her. Where next? Maybe—


	She heard something … a high-pitched shriek. Like she’d heard before and written off as a seagull. But this was no seagull. She knew that awful cry like the sound of her own name. No sign of anyone about, but it seemed to originate from somewhere to her left.


	She headed in that direction and had reached the middle of the roadway when she heard it again.


	She could swear it came from that garage across the street …
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	Oh, that sound. It pierced her like a knife.


	“Come on, little guy,” Dawn said as she fitted him into the infant seat in her Volvo. “Cool it, okay? Somebody’ll totally hear you.”


	Carrying the baby wrapped against the weather, she’d run straight back inside the O’Donnell house, just long enough to grab her keys and her phone. The display informed her that she’d missed a call from a number she didn’t know. Weezy? Where was she, anyway? And how could she call without her phone? Not important right now. Dawn would get back to her once she was on the road.


	She’d hurried out to the garage, entering by the side panel door and leaving the two big doors closed. And they would stay closed until the last minute. Jack had left the padlock in the latch but unlocked. As soon as the baby was strapped into his seat, she’d open those doors and get out of here.


	She knew she was probably messing up Jack’s plans, and probably even screwing herself. And if she had to do it over again, maybe she could have resisted grabbing her baby. But when he’d turned his face to the wall like that, she’d lost it.


	And now this little genie was out of the bottle and she saw no way of putting him back.


	But maybe if she got out of the neighborhood without leaving a trace, Jack could still make his plan work.


	As she fitted the child’s arms beneath the seat straps, she couldn’t resist a quick, closer look at his armpits. No … no tentacles. But she could have sworn—


	Wait. Were those little scars in his armpits? Had they removed his tentacles?


	Dr. Heinze … a pediatric surgeon. She’d always been curious as to why a surgeon had been present rather than a plain pediatrician. Now she knew. They’d cut them off. She noticed a bump beneath the surface of each of the scars. Were the tentacles trying to grow back?


	And what happened to all the hair she’d seen? She felt his arm … bristly. Had they—? Yes! They’d shaved his arms and legs. What the—?


	And then she heard the squeal of the side-door hinges behind her and the garage filled with daylight. She turned and saw a squat silhouette rushing toward her, screaming.


	“You! You-you-you-you-you!”


	She knew that voice—Gilda!


	Something glinted in the older woman’s raised hand, then slashed toward her. Dawn tried to duck and turn away but was trapped against the car door. The blade cut through her sweater, and a blaze of pain, like nothing she’d ever felt in her life, lanced into her chest near her left shoulder. She spun away with the knife still in her and stumbled, landing on her hands and knees, worsening the pain. She’d heard of seeing stars and now she really did.


	Meanwhile Gilda had moved to her side and was kicking her, screaming in fury.


	“You! Will I never be free of you?”


	Dawn gasped as she felt a rib crack. The old bitch was going to kill her … kick her to death.


	She grabbed the handle of the knife and pulled. The blade came loose from her chest with a slick wet sound and another burst of agony. Nearly overwhelmed by the pain, Dawn slashed out blindly, connecting with her first swing. She felt the knife sink into something—had to be flesh because she heard Gilda’s screams change tone from rage to shock and pain.


	She yanked the knife free and turned on her knees in time to see Gilda falling backward, clutching her bleeding lower leg. Dawn heaved to her feet and stumbled over to her. Gilda kicked at her but missed. Dawn felt her legs turn to taffy as she moved in. They gave way and she landed knees first on Gilda’s abdomen, knocking the wind out of her with a whoosh. Nearly blind with pain and panic, Dawn raised the knife and drove it into Gilda. She didn’t know where she struck but Gilda screamed louder, so Dawn struck again, and again, and again …


	“Take my baby?” said a barely audible voice she recognized as her own. “My baby? You? No! Never! Especially you. Especially you!”


	Soon the screaming stopped, but Dawn kept stabbing. Her arm seemed to have a life of its own, and it seemed to be thinking that Gilda was somehow connected to Jerry, the foul scum who’d seduced her and fathered the baby, and who’d later killed her mother. Everyone who’d ruined her life seemed to be connected. Not that she hadn’t played a part in the ruin, but she was the one who’d suffer for it until her last breath. She couldn’t reach those others, but she had Gilda and Gilda was going to pay for all of them.


	And then the strength ran out of her and Dawn dropped the knife and looked at the bloody piece of butchered meat splayed before her. Gilda’s eyes stared roofward from a blood-spattered face. Red still oozed from the ruin of her throat into the sandy floor of the garage.


	Oh, God! Did I do that?


	Dawn felt her stomach heave but the morning’s coffee stayed down. Clinging to the rear fender of the car, she pulled herself to her feet with her right arm—the left seemed useless—and checked the baby. He hadn’t made a sound. And now he stared at her with wide black eyes. His arms thrust out to her, his hands opening and closing as if squeezing some invisible toy.


	“We’ll play later,” she gasped as the garage tilted around her. She grabbed the edge of the door to steady herself. “First we get you out of here before Georges gets back.”


	She looked at the closed garage doors. Somehow she was going to have to find the strength to go outside, walk around to the front, remove the lock, and swing them open.


	Every breath hurt like a new wound. She didn’t know if she could make it.


	She had a thought: Maybe she wouldn’t have to.


	The doors were wood—old wood—held closed by a little lock in a simple gate latch. And she had a car.


	It took nearly all her strength to slam the rear door and open the driver’s. She dropped behind the steering wheel and found the keys. Somehow she got her door closed—not easy without her left arm, and not completely, but at least latched. She started the car, put it in reverse, and stomped on the gas. The car lurched into motion and hit the doors. With a crash and a clatter they blew wide. The passenger-side mirror caught the edge of one and ripped off with a crunch.


	Worry about that later. No, she wouldn’t worry at all. Didn’t matter. Getting out was all that mattered.


	She backed to the middle of the street, shifted into drive, and began the laborious process of turning the wheel with one hand. It seemed to take forever. Finally she got it turned and gently hit the gas. As the car began to move forward, the road swam before her. She clenched her teeth and kept a death grip on the wheel with her good hand.


	She coughed, spurring a fresh jab of agony and spraying blood all over the dashboard. She watched in horror as it dripped onto her legs and the floor.


	Oh, God, what did that mean? Had Gilda punctured her lung?


	Everything went blurry. She blinked, trying to focus. Gravel crunched under the tires. The ringing of her cell phone brought her back, her vision cleared—and she saw she was rolling across the mansion’s front yard toward the boat dock and the lagoon.


	Taking her foot off the gas she hauled the wheel to the right. The car came to a rest, still in gear, engine running, nosed against the mansion’s garage. She had to back up.


	The world went blurry again, but instead of clearing, it faded to black, taking the sound of her phone with it.
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	“What the hell?”


	Anxiety nibbled at Jack as he jabbed the END button and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat.


	Where was everybody? No answer from either Weezy or Dawn. Not good. Not good at all. All they had to do was sit tight in that house and watch from the window. What was so hard about that? Had the goddamn O’Donnells come back from Florida and found their home invaded? What? What?


	His phone rang. He grabbed it. The display showed a number he didn’t recognize. He thumbed SEND. He’d take a call from anyone right now.


	“Yeah.”


	“Jack, it’s me.” Weezy’s voice. “Where are you?”


	“Just about to the Nuckateague turnoff. Where are you?”


	“In a garage in Amagansett.”


	“What? How the hell—?”


	“Long story. The Jeep got towed. I can’t get it back because it’s rented under your name. A complete mess.”


	Well, rented under his Tyleski name. He’d been ready to deep-six that identity anyway. No arguing about the mess, though. He looked ahead for a place to make a U-turn.


	“I’ll come get you and—”


	“No. Check the house first. I can’t get hold of Dawn.”


	“Neither can I.”


	“I’m worried.”


	“Makes two of us. I hope she didn’t do anything stupid. You were supposed to keep an eye on her.”


	“I know, I know. But I saw the lights of the tow truck. I figured I’d be right back—”


	“I’m turning into Nuckateague. Stay by that phone.”


	“I’ll keep trying Dawn.”


	He hit the END button and made the turn.


	Okay, how to play this? His initial plan had been to find another empty garage farther down the street to hide the Crown Vic and its armamentarium. To reach that house, whichever one it was, required him to drive by the O’Donnell place.


	So that was what he’d do … and hope everything was as he’d left it. He shook his head as foreboding thickened around him like a fog.


	Fat chance.


	This was why he worked alone.
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	As was his custom, Georges reversed the boat toward the dock. The lagoon wasn’t wide enough to turn it around without a whole series of forwards and reverses, so he always backed in and docked it nose-out toward the open water. Today he’d have to secure the boat to the dock with an extra mooring line against the storm.


	A waste of time going out. Too rough. He’d spent more time fighting the wind and waves than fishing. And then the snow had come. But he’d known this would be his last chance for a while, so he’d given it a try.


	Well … almost fishing was better than no fishing at all.


	He’d tied the first stern line and was about to add a second when he noticed the car.


	Immediately he was on alert, senses humming, muscles tensed. He reached for his pistol but his hand came away empty. Of course. He never took it fishing. The salt air was poison for a fine weapon like his SIG Sauer. He grabbed a rusty knife from his tackle box and hid it, palmed against his wrist, and assessed the situation as he approached through the thickening snowfall.


	A Volvo … the engine running … someone slumped forward in the driver’s seat … a young woman … blond … something familiar—


	He froze when he recognized the Pickering girl. What was she—?


	No need to ask. It could only be the baby. But how had she found them? No matter. What was she doing now?


	He started forward again, but more cautiously. She made no move. Had she passed out? When he reached the driver’s door he peered through the glass and saw blood on her and on the dashboard. Knife held at ready, he opened the door.


	Her left arm moved toward him and he went into a defensive stance, ready to make a backhand slash. But her blood-soaked arm had been resting against the door and had merely fallen when he’d opened it. She made no further movement. He felt her throat. Still a pulse.


	What had happened here? She’d been wounded—shot or stabbed, he couldn’t tell.


	He edged around the rear of the car and opened the passenger door. Still in gear. He put it in park and turned off the engine, taking the keys. A cell phone started to ring—


	A sudden nerve-shattering shriek so startled him that, had he been holding his pistol, he was sure he would have fired it.


	There, in the backseat, the monster baby, staring at him.


	Blood on Dawn … the baby here … Gilda would not have given up without a fight.


	He was starting toward the house when he caught movement to his left. One of the doors to a garage across the street was swinging in the wind and … was that someone on the floor inside?


	He couldn’t make sense of this whole situation, couldn’t come up with a scenario to explain it. The street and the neighborhood looked as deserted as they had every other day—the very reason the Order had offered this location for the One. Georges had a terrible premonition about the figure on the floor of the garage.


	He hurried over and gaped at Gilda’s corpse. He’d seen damaged human flesh before—had inflicted a good deal of damage himself—so he felt no physical repulsion. But this wasn’t anything like what he’d expected. He’d seen damage inflicted by design, and damage inflicted by emotion. And this … someone had relieved an enormous burden of rage upon Gilda.


	Georges felt nothing for the woman, but he feared for himself. He had been appointed guardian of the household in the One’s absence, and he had failed—miserably. When the One returned—


	He heard the baby shriek. He turned.


				*

	


	
Her baby’s screech brought Dawn to. She opened her eyes. Her phone was ringing.


	Where—?


	It all came back to her in a rush. The baby … Gilda …


	Her door was open. So was the passenger door. She reached to start the car but the keys were gone. Someone was here. Georges? She had to keep the baby from him. Couldn’t let him take the baby.


	She slithered out of the door. Her legs barely supported her but somehow she managed to pull the rear door open. The baby looked at her and screeched. The sound was almost sweet over the roaring in her ears. As she reached out to undo his straps, she realized that she’d never be able to get him out with just one arm. How—?


	Someone grabbed her roughly from behind. Her left shoulder and chest screamed as she was whirled around but she hadn’t enough breath for a single sound as she saw Georges’s livid face. His teeth were bared and clenched.


	“You killed her!”


	His big hands went around her neck and his thumbs jabbed into her throat.


	“You whore! You killed her and I will pay the price! But so will you!”


	The pressure on her throat was unbearable, unrelenting. She couldn’t breathe and didn’t have the strength to fight him, not even with her good arm. She felt like a rag doll in his hands. She heard a crunch as something in her throat gave way. The roaring increased as the light faded, leaving only blackness.


	And then even the roaring stopped.


				*

	


	
Georges knew she’d never breathe again through her crushed larynx, but he kept squeezing her throat because it felt so good. So damn good. The little trollop had most likely ruined his life. Well, he’d just ended hers, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly.


	He heard tires screech in the street. He looked up and saw a big black sedan skidding to a halt. He tossed Dawn back into the rear compartment atop her ugly baby as a man leaped from the sedan.


	What now? He hadn’t seen a single car on this street in over a week, and one had to pass by now?


	Wait—he had a pistol in his hand. A Glock. And his expression was fierce as he raised the pistol and fired twice.


	Georges’s thighs—first the left, then the right—exploded in pain. The second hit spun him half around as he felt his femur shatter. The pain brought tears to his eyes, but he bit back the scream that rose to his lips. He would not scream.


	What was happening? Who was this? Georges had never seen this man before. He hadn’t asked what was going on, like any normal passerby. He’d simply looked at Georges and started firing.


	The man stared into the car, then reached inside. Georges couldn’t see his hand but imagined he was checking for a pulse. Clenching his jaw against the pain, Georges reached into his pocket and pulled out the rusty knife. Not a throwing knife, but the only weapon he had. He had to try something.


	He hurled it at the stranger—


	Who turned and batted it away with his pistol. But he cut his hand in the process. He switched the Glock to his left hand and sucked on the side of his index finger as he approached Georges. His expression was furious … and frightening.


	“Why’d you kill her? No reason on Earth to do that. She’s just a teenager trying to get her kid back.”


	Georges jutted his chin toward the garage across the street. “She killed Gilda.”


	The man glanced over his shoulder, then back to Georges. “Yeah, well, you guys stole her baby.” He looked at his wounded finger. “You trying to give me tetanus? Cause that was a piss-poor toss.”


	Georges spat at him. “May you die in agony.”


	The man waved his pistol at Georges’s legs. “Doesn’t look like you’ll be picking up your boss tonight.”


	Georges felt as if he’d been slapped. How could he know that? It could only mean he wasn’t here by accident. Who was he?


	“No worry,” the man said. “I’ll sub for you. What airline?”


	“Fuck you.”


	He looked at his finger. “Well, whatta ya know?” He thrust it toward Georges. “All better.”


	It was true—the cut had already stopped bleeding.


	“Just like your master. We’re old buddies. So tell me: What airline?”


	“Fuck your mother!”


	The man looked at the sky, then back to Georges.


	“I haven’t got time for this.”


	He pointed the Glock at Georges’s chest.


	“No!”
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	Jack double-tapped Georges’s heart and put one through his forehead for insurance.


	Then he heard his phone ringing back in the car. He holstered the Glock and went to retrieve it. The same number as before. He thumbed SEND.


	“Weezy?”


	“I’ve been calling Dawn but she doesn’t answer.”


	Jack glanced back toward the Volvo. “Yeah … well…”


	“What? What, Jack?”


	He was on a cell, the signal going who knew where.


	“Remember that movie with Bruce Willis?”


	“Die Hard? Listen, Jack, I don’t want to play movie trivia. Dawn—”


	“Remember what Haley Joel Osment’s character could see?”


	“Ohmigod! You mean—?”


	“I’m seeing three … and a really ugly baby.”


	“Dawn? Is she—oh, God, no!”


	“Pull it together, okay? I—we need you to stay together. We’ve got big trouble. What street are you on?”


	“Ju-just off twenty-seven.”


	“Any landmarky place nearby?”


	“I can see a farmer’s market across the street but it’s closed.”


	“I think I saw the place on the way in. Forget the car and get over there and wait. I’ll pick you up ASAP.”


	He cut the call before she could say anything else and looked around. Had to get these bodies out of sight. He wasn’t worried about anyone hearing the shots in this wind and weather. What few people were within earshot were inside.


	He emptied Georges’s pockets and found nothing but a cell phone and the Volvo keys. He grabbed him by the wrists and dragged him around to the far side of the car where he loaded him into the passenger seat. Heavy son of a bitch. Then he moved to the rear compartment to deal with Dawn.


	Poor kid. If she’d just done what he’d told her she’d still be alive. He tried to imagine what had happened since he’d left. She’d been with Weezy, and Weezy had walked down to the car … and then what?


	He leaned in and went to grab her shoulders to pull her farther into the car when the baby’s deafening screech stopped him. He looked at the child—the Marty Allen hair and the scrunched-in features gave him a troll-doll look without any of the cuteness. Fury lit his beady little black eyes and Jack thought he was angry for taking his mother from him.


	“Don’t worry, little guy. I’m not gonna—”


	But then he saw the red smears on his face.


	As he watched, the kid dipped his fingers into the blood welled in Dawn’s shoulder wound and then stuck them in his mouth, sucking greedily.
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	They had a litany going …


	“We can’t just leave her there,” Weezy said for what seemed like the thousandth time.


	And each time Jack gave the same reply: “We don’t have a choice.”


	They stood inside the door to the O’Donnell house, looking out on Dawn’s Volvo, collecting snow as it sat in the yard.


	After Weezy’s call from the garage, Jack had moved Dawn and Georges into the O’Donnell garage, where they joined Gilda on the floor. He’d arranged them along its west wall, Dawn supine, covered by a sheet from the house, the other two facedown. Then he’d eased the Crown Vic in beside them—a tight fit even if the garage had been empty—and closed the damaged doors. Their hinges had been loosened and twisted a bit, and the latch was broken, but he’d managed to jury-rig them so they stayed closed.


	Then he’d taken the Volvo and its little passenger into Amagansett to pick up Weezy. Snow had begun to accumulate on the asphalt, but the Volvo handled nicely.


	He’d tensed himself during the ride, waiting for one of those screeches, but it never came. A glance in the rearview mirror showed the kid asleep. Good thing, too. He’d pitched a fit when Jack had taken his mother away, screeching like the proverbial banshee. Jack hadn’t known whether it was maternal attachment or removal of his snack. He’d been chowing down on Dawn’s blood with lip-smacking gusto. Jack had wiped the blood off the dashboard before heading for Weezy, and now realized he should have cleaned up the baby’s face as well. But he’d had more important things on his mind.


	Like how to salvage this clusterfuck.


	He’d found a snow-dappled Weezy rubbing her hands and stamping her feet in front of the empty produce stand.


	“Sorry to take so long,” he said, turning up the heat as she got in. “Cleanup took longer than I expected.”


	Shivering, she slid into the passenger seat and held her hands over the dashboard vents.


	“’S-s-s’all right.”


	She glanced at the baby in the backseat and grimaced.


	“Was I right?” he said.


	“Not so bad.”


	She had to be kidding. Then again, this baby belonged to Dawn, her surrogate daughter, and so maybe Weezy was seeing the child with different eyes.


	She looked at him again. “Does he really have…?”


	“Tentacles? I didn’t check.”


	Time had been tight and he was in no great hurry to find out. Plenty of time for an anatomy check later.


	She gave him a quick rundown of seeing the tow truck flashers and running out to stop it.


	“How did anyone find it?”


	“The guy at the garage told me it was reported to the police and the police called them to pick up an abandoned vehicle. That’s all he knows.”


	Jack shook his head. “Murphy’s law rules the goddamn universe.”


	“The multiverse,” Weezy said.


	Unasked questions about Dawn layered the air within the car. Finally Weezy took a deep breath and looked at Jack.


	“Dawn … she’s really…?”


	He nodded.


	Her features twisted as tears began to roll down her cheeks. “How?”


	Jack described the scene as he’d found it, then, “The best I can come up with is somehow she got hold of the baby, Gilda came after her with a knife, wounded her, but Dawn fought back and killed Gilda. Then Georges killed Dawn.”


	Weezy buried her face in her hands. “Oh, God. It’s all my fault!”


	He sighed. “Somehow I knew you’d say that.”


	“Well, it is. I never should have left her.”


	“You saw the flashers. I’d have hauled ass down there too.”


	“But if I’d stayed—”


	“This never would have happened? Okay, probably not. But just because you could have stopped her if you were there doesn’t make you responsible for her bad decisions. And she made a whole series of them, one right after another: leaving the house, going to the mansion, entering the mansion, taking the baby. At any point along the way she could have made the opposite choice, but she didn’t.”


	She raised her head and looked at him. “That’s awfully cold.”


	Yeah, it was, wasn’t it. But anger was leaving him feeling pretty damn cold at the moment.


	“Sorry, but that’s the way I see it.”


	“She was a young mother, her baby had been taken from her, she wasn’t thinking.”


	“Exactly. This wasn’t all about her. There’s a bigger picture. We explained that. But in the end none of that mattered to her. Dawn-Dawn-Dawn—that was it.”


	Weezy was staring at him with a worried expression. “What’s happening to you?”


	“What’s happening to me? How about what’s happening to us—as in the whole world? How about she’s blown this primo chance—a near-perfect setup—to stop this guy.”


	“How can you say it’s blown?”


	“Well, Georges isn’t going to be waiting at JFK to pick him up tonight. And neither Georges nor Gilda will be answering the phone—death tends to create something of an impediment to that. He’s no idiot. When Georges doesn’t show and he can’t contact either of them, don’t you think he’ll suspect that maybe, just maybe something’s amiss? And when he does, he’ll head elsewhere. Maybe turn around and catch the next flight to Timbuktu or anywhere far from here. We’re losing our last chance to stop the Change. And when the Change happens, how many deaths will be laid on Dawn’s doorstep?”


	“There’ll be other chances.”


	“Not like this one.”


	She gestured toward the backseat. “We have him.”


	“Yeah, there’s that—assuming the kid is crucial to his plans. If not … then, as Abe would say, we’ve got bupkes.”


	She reached out and patted his arm. “You can salvage this.”


	“Oh, really?”


	“Yes, really. I have faith in you.”


	“Swell.”


	He didn’t tell her that he hadn’t a clue as to how to accomplish that.


	He’d turned into Nuckateague and sensed Weezy pulling into herself as they neared the house. Dune Drive was quiet as, well, a tomb—and would be sort of functioning as one for a while. As he approached the mansion and the O’Donnell house he couldn’t find a clue that all hell had broken loose here less than an hour ago.


	She’d insisted on seeing Dawn’s body. He’d warned her it was bloody and she’d suffered an ugly death, but she’d insisted. And when he’d pulled the sheet down, she lost it.


	She’d recovered somewhat now, but was keeping up the how-can-we-leave-her-there-like-that? litany. The most rational woman he’d ever known had surrendered all her critical faculties.


	“You’re not thinking, Weez. Where can you take her?”


	“I don’t know, but we can’t just—”


	He raised his hands. “Please. Stop. You’re talking about driving around with a dead body in your car. Not just dead—murdered. So you can’t take her to a funeral home or even an ER without winding up being asked a lot of questions you do not want to answer.”


	“But—”


	“Think of it as cold storage.”


	“But rats … mice…”


	He realized he had to give her something.


	“Okay, here’s what I can do: Before I clear out, I’m going to wipe this place down—everything we might have touched. After I’m gone I’ll call the East Hampton police and report bodies in the O’Donnell garage on Dune Drive. I’ll even give them Dawn’s name so she can be buried with her mother.”


	Weezy thought about this for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. I guess that’s the best we can do. It means she won’t be out there for long. I’ll help you wipe down and—”


	“No. You take the baby and head for the city.”


	“The baby?”


	“Well, yeah. You’ve just become his unofficial guardian.”


	“But I don’t know the first thing about babies.” Her hand shot up as Jack opened his mouth. “And please, no Butterfly McQueen references.”


	How had she guessed? Was he that predictable?


	“You mean there’s something you don’t know?”


	“I never found babies very interesting.”


	“Better start reading up on them because you just became Aunt Weezy.”


	Her expression reflected mild panic. “This is serious, Jack. I’ve never had contact with children, especially babies, and this is no ordinary baby.”


	“That’s for sure.”


	“I mean, what does he eat? Formula? Cereal? Were they feeding him Jell-O or jelly or something?”


	“What?”


	“He’s got red smears on his face.”


	“Oh, um…” He decided not to burden her with that detail. “I have no idea what Gilda was feeding him.”


	“Jack, what’ll I do?”


	“You’re the smartest person I know. You’ll figure it out.”


	Weezy looked ready to cry again. Jack couldn’t help it. To do what he needed to do, he needed her and the baby gone.


	They packed up Dawn’s things and Weezy’s things, and within half an hour she and the baby were on their way, leaving Jack at the door staring across the empty yard at the equally empty mansion on the far side of the street.


	Dawn had deep-sixed his original plan. Had to be another way to salvage this opportunity. He’d have to improvise.


	Jack hated to improvise.


	11


	After wiping down the O’Donnell place as best he could, he went to the garage and opened his trunk. He stared at all the ordnance he’d acquired and might never get a chance to use.


	The octol and the copper cones—what good were shaped charges now? The double-whammy roadside IEDs were out. Even if Rasalom decided to return to the mansion on his own, Jack would have no idea how he was arriving. If he rented a car, Jack wouldn’t know what it looked like. He couldn’t simply incinerate the first car that passed between the charges. And if he took a taxi, he’d have somebody driving—Jack had had no qualms about Georges, but he wasn’t about to kill an innocent cabbie.


	He grabbed the golf bag and checked inside: the M-79 nestled among the clubs. Easy enough to use. He leaned that against the wall and pulled out one of the two carpet-clad Stingers. He unwrapped and inspected it. The missile and its launcher ran about five feet long and weighed north of thirty pounds. Not exactly a concealable weapon. He’d never fired one, but Abe had included instructions. He’d have to read up on the procedure if he was going to use it.


	A big if.


	He leaned the Stinger next to the golf bag and stared at the makings for his shaped charges. He’d had big plans for those—taking out Rasalom before he made it to the house. Now, if he showed up at all, Jack would have to try to take him down on his own turf.


	He stepped out the side door and stared at the mansion. Launch a grenade and missile attack on the place once he was inside and reduce it to rubble? A possibility.


	But first Jack had to get him out here. How to do that? How to explain Georges’s no-show at the airport without arousing suspicion? Couldn’t send a stand-in driver—he’d never go for that. Had to be a way.


	Jack made a mental list of the elements he had to work with—all the people and things that involved Rasalom’s life in Nuckateague: Gilda, Georges, the baby, the car, the house. Some combination of those might provide the key.


	First thing he needed was a plausible reason for Georges not to show up at JFK … and for both him and Gilda to be incommunicado. And he needed a way to get that information to Rasalom.


	Did Rasalom carry a cell phone? Well, why not? Glaeken carried one, no good reason Rasalom wouldn’t.


	He ducked back into the garage and made a beeline for Georges. He’d left the guy’s phone with his corpse. Yep, there it was. Jack flipped it open, found the address book, and began going through it. He tried “Osala,” “Boss,” even “Rasalom,” but no luck. He did find “One.” A New York City code. Pretty good chance that was it. But just to be sure …


	He had to roll Gilda over to check her pockets. He’d placed her facedown to hide her gory front from Weezy. He’d found only one knife, and he doubted that Dawn had stabbed herself, so the most logical scenario was that Gilda had found the baby gone, grabbed a knife, and run over here to stop Dawn. Dawn had somehow disarmed her and given her a dose of her own medicine. Many doses.


	He shook his head at the butchery. Dawn had continued stabbing long after Gilda was gone. Weezy wouldn’t want to believe that her Dawn was capable of that.


	He found Gilda’s cell in a pocket of her coat. He searched for “One” first this time but came up blank. No luck either with “Osala,” “Boss,” or “Rasalom.” While searching he noticed a number of texts from “Kris” and a reply to each. So, the murderous old broad liked to exchange texts with her equally murderous son. How sweet. The family that kills together, what?—chills together?—heads for the hills together?—stomps anthills together? He wondered if they discussed their favorite blades for cutting off eyelids.


	Gilda didn’t seem to have many names in her address book so he went through them one by one. He stopped when he reached “Master.” That number matched the one in Georges’s.


	Got it.


	A phone number for Rasalom … how weird that seemed.


	But then he remembered Glaeken’s warning of a few weeks ago: Rasalom was human. He had a few enhancements that weren’t standard equipment in the off-the-rack members of the species, but he wasn’t a god—not even a demigod. Another thing he wasn’t was telepathic, so he had to resort to prosaic methods to stay in contact with his minions.


	The number glowed on the displays of the two phones. Great.


	Now what?


	An idea, barely formed, began to tickle his brain. He didn’t jump on it. That might scare it away. Better to leave it alone and let it develop on its own.


	He’d need some luck—the good kind. Plenty of bad luck today … he was due for some good. Yeah, with a little luck and a lot of fancy footwork, there might, just might be a way.
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	A man who was something more than a man, who was known as the One to many and as Rasalom to a few, who had numerous names, the most important known only to him, strode through the airport toward the baggage area.


	The solid floor of the terminal felt good beneath his feet. Such a relief to tread solid ground again—ground that would soon be his. He was not one for anxiety, yet he’d experienced a few moments of concern during the flight, especially when the plane had dipped and yawed in the rough weather toward the end. The pilot had mentioned something about an East Coast storm. He could survive far more trauma than any of his fellow passengers, but he had limits.


	How ironic, after all the dangers he’d survived across the millennia of his life, to die in a plane crash when he stood on the brink of his ultimate victory.


	He had been to China where he stood atop Minya Konka. The planet’s largest nexus point is located there. He had stood naked within it, his feet resting upon a buried pillar, communing with the Otherness, preparing for the Change.


	For the time was near … close, so close he could taste it. So could the Otherness. It hovered, poised to reenter this world, slavering to engulf this reality.


	It knew of his plan and approved. No more surrogates, no more underlings doing his bidding. He would handle this entirely on his own, because he could act freely now, without fear of retribution from Glaeken.


	Glaeken … He shook his head with chagrin. He had spent the entire time since his last rebirth looking over his shoulder, wondering when Glaeken would strike. The man had fooled Rasalom before, lulled him into believing he had wearied of his role in the Conflict and retired from the field of battle. Rasalom had let down his guard and, as a result, had spent half a millennium languishing in a stone prison in a remote pass in the Transylvanian Alps.


	And when he’d thought he’d found a way free, Glaeken had shown up and slain him with that cursed sword.


	But now the sword was gone, as was its hilt, and Glaeken had been stripped of his immortality—aging since he’d slain Rasalom at the keep. He was now an impotent, doddering old man who could do nothing to stop the Change. He had his Heir working for him, but the Heir was no Glaeken. He carried not an iota of his predecessor’s experience or cunning. He was no threat. After the Change, Rasalom would tear him into tiny screaming pieces, and make Glaeken watch. And then he would move onto his wife, and take even longer with her.


	How different things would be now had Rasalom known all this upon his rebirth. All that wasted time …


	But now he was poised to end this battle. All the pieces were in play. He merely had to wait for the proper alignment, and that wouldn’t be long.


	He drank in the emotions oozing from the cattle around him. Normally an airport did little to ease his hunger. Too many of the cattle were headed for vacations, filled with pleasant anticipation about their destination—rest, relaxation, fun activities, good food, good drink, good sex. Occasionally he’d come across one in a near panic about flying, and that was a pleasing hors d’oeuvre, but he rarely found enough of them to qualify as even a snack.


	This evening was different. The air was redolent of anxiety over the weather and the safety of flying and whether or not their precious flight would be canceled. And even better: the crushing disappointment of those whose flights had already been canceled—especially the children. The young ones’ emotions were so intense. Their joy was like a knife in his heart, but their anger, sadness, fear blended into a splendidly potent cocktail.


	But the emotions here, now, were nothing compared to what the Change would precipitate. Grief and fear would reign at first, but would devolve into hate and rage and violence as resources became scarce and the cattle gouged and maimed and killed for scraps of food and sips of water.


	He looked at the passing faces and smiled. Yes, after the Change these average humans will engage daily in actions they presently consider unthinkable. The fragile mental constructs the herds call civilization will crumble, their rational veneers will flake away to reveal the beast lurking just below the surface.


	Fear … fear was the gateway to debasement—of others, of the self—and debasement was ambrosia, the pièce de résistance. Fear was the key to everything that empowered the Otherness and, consequently, Rasalom.


	Fear will rule as their mortal world is transformed, as the very rules of nature shift and twist into tortured parodies of everything they once relied upon. Their sun will go out, and in the ensuing nightworld, every shadow will hide the threat of agony, the very air will scorch their skin and scald their eyes, and they’ll pray that every searing breath will be their last. But it will not. They’ll live on and on, and the Otherness will feed and feed.


	As will I.


	For he would undergo his own Change—into a new form adapted to the new Earth … the Other Earth.


	When the Change was ready to begin, he would return to the summit of Minya Konka to be imbued with the seeds of his own Change.


	All that stood between him and that day was the Lady.


	But she would not be standing too much longer.


	He arrived at the baggage area but saw no sign of Georges. Had the snow slowed him? No excuse. He should have left earlier.


	He pulled out his phone. He’d shut it down during the flight and hadn’t yet turned it back on. The display lit with the date and local time, plus a little envelope at the bottom. A message? As wonderful as these little devices were—how different the First Age wars might have turned out had these been available—he felt they had too many options. He did not like text messages, and apparently he had one.


	He toiled through the menu and discovered he had two, both sent while he was in flight. And both from Gilda. He knew she frequently texted her son. Perhaps she thought a text was the best way to leave a message while he was in the air.


	He opened the first:


	The child is ill. We must take him to hospital.


	He frowned. Ill? He did not like the sound of that. The child had become integral to his plans—delicate plans, easily thrown off. It wouldn’t do for it to become seriously ill. But hadn’t that doctor, that surgeon who had excised his tentacles—Heinze, wasn’t it? Hadn’t he been out to the house just yesterday and pronounced him in excellent health?


	Good thing the tentacles were gone. Dr. Landsman, who had delivered the child, had lobbied for the amputations, saying that if the child ever needed inpatient care, the tentacles would cause a tremendous stir—headlines in the tabloids, reporters, medical specialists, geneticists, TV camera crews. A circus.


	He now was glad he had listened.


	He glanced at the message again. No mention of which hospital. Perhaps in the second message. He noted it was sent almost three hours after the first.


	He opened it:


	He is very sick. They are admitting him. My phone does not work in hospital. Georges will fill you in when he picks you up.


	… very sick … not good at all. This could ruin everything.


	Still no mention of which hospital. Had they taken him someplace in the Hamptons or to the city? Probably the latter. Dr. Heinze would most likely want to be involved in his care.


	He tried calling Gilda but her voice mail came on immediately. Had she turned off her phone or was the hospital jamming it? He’d heard that some hospitals did that. Well, he would have to depend on Georges.


	Speaking of whom, where was he?


	He speed-dialed Georges’s number but was shifted to his voice mail immediately too. Was he still at the hospital with Gilda? That was no excuse.


	He turned and saw his bag riding the carousel. He refused to walk over and pick it up. That was Georges’s job.


	And Georges had better have a very good reason for not being here.
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	Dark had fallen extra early due to the storm. Jack debated turning on the mansion’s lights. Would Rasalom be more comfortable entering a lighted house? Most definitely. Jack had done his best to leave everything looking as close as possible to the way he had found it—exactly was not an option. Would the lights increase the chances of Rasalom picking up telltale signs of his handiwork? Certainly, but only incrementally.


	He decided in favor of lights, but only a few, judiciously chosen.


	He made his final walk-through. Everything looked good. Had this been the original plan, and had he had time, he would have photographed every area before starting work, to make sure he’d returned it to its original condition. This was why he hated to improvise.


	His phone rang. He checked the display: Weezy.


	“Everything okay?”


	“Well, no. The roads are bad and getting worse, but I made it.”


	“Then what—?”


	“This baby. I don’t know what to do with him. How much—?” A screech in the background. “Oh, God. He’s awake. I gotta go.”


	The call ended. He closed his phone and checked the display: 6:35. He pulled out Georges’s and Gilda’s phones. He’d turned both off after sending the text messages. Now he turned on Gilda’s for a quick look at the call history. Two missed calls in the past half hour, both from “Master.” He powered hers down again and turned on Georges’s. Four calls from “One.” He resisted the impulse to listen to Rasalom’s voice mails, which he assumed would ascend in irritation and anger as they progressed. Didn’t want to risk Rasalom getting through. So he turned off that phone as well.


	Yes, sir … ol’ Rasalom oughta be royally pissed by now.
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	Where was that man?


	Rasalom could understand Gilda being incommunicado with the baby. But Georges … no. Possibilities, none of them good, cascaded through his mind: accident, arrest, death, something catastrophic with the child. While devastating to contemplate in relation to his plans, the last should not be a factor in Georges’s absence.


	He made up his mind. The snow continued and road conditions were no doubt deteriorating. If he was to entertain any hope of returning to Nuckateague tonight—and he did not wish to stay in one of these dreary airport hotels—he would have to act now.


	He signaled to one of the loitering skycaps to remove his bag from the carousel. The man found him one of the limousines that cruised the arrival areas like sharks, and stowed the bag in the trunk while Rasalom seated himself on the leather upholstery.


	“Good evening, sir,” the driver said, putting the car in gear and beginning to roll. “Where to?”


	“Nuckateague.”


	The driver braked. “Out past the Hamptons?”


	“Correct. Is there a problem?”


	“I’m afraid that’s too far, sir. Especially in this weather. It’s a long ride out and probably even longer back with no fare.”


	Rasalom had kept his wallet out after tipping the skycap. He’d anticipated this. The driver had probably expected to hear a Midtown or Westchester address. He pulled out five hundred-dollar bills and tossed them over the backrest onto the front seat.


	“Sufficient?”


	The man’s eyes lit. “Yes, sir!”


	He was certain he could have bought him off with less, but didn’t care to bargain with his sort. Over what? These pieces of paper that people chased after with such unseemly fervor? He had access to a virtually limitless supply, but so what? They lacked even the slightest intrinsic value and were leaking what little fiat value they still retained. After the Change they might be useful as toilet paper, but little else.


	“Proceed,” he said. “But with caution.”
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	The intercom buzzed and Weezy fairly ran to it. She jammed the talk button.


	“Gia?”


	“That would be me.”


	Oh, thank God, thank God, thank God! she thought as she hit the button to buzz her through the front door.


	“Seven-C. Come on up.”


	And please hurry.


	Once again she complimented herself on the simple brilliance of her solution to the problem of the baby: call Gia. Gia had firsthand baby experience—Vicky was proof of that. But she’d offered more than just advice, she’d volunteered to come over and give hands-on help.


	Weezy restrained herself from doing a Snoopy happy dance, but even if she’d given in to the urge, the piercing shriek that shot through the apartment at that moment would have brought it to a screeching halt.


	It originated in the spare bedroom she had turned into an office, but now served as a bedroom again—the baby’s. She’d put him there because she didn’t know what else to do with him. And she sure as hell didn’t know how to stop those shrieks.


	She admitted she was frazzled. No, frazzled didn’t quite cut it. How about at her wits’ end?


	Nothing she did would stop his shrieking. She might have been able to stand the sound if it hadn’t been so loud. Already her next-door neighbor had knocked on the door and asked if everything was all right. She’d have management calling if this went on all night.


	She paced her front room, waiting for Gia’s knock. When it came she didn’t even bother checking the peephole—something she never skipped. The door swung open to reveal Gia and Vicky, red-cheeked from the cold, in snow-sprinkled knit hats and puffy coats.


	“Come in! Come in!”


	“Hi, Weezy,” Gia said, giving her a quick hug. “Good to see you again.”


	Weezy had roomed with Jack most of last summer into the fall. Another woman might have made it impossible, or at the very least, terribly awkward. But Gia and Jack had such trust and confidence and regard for each other, simultaneously deep and casual, that it never became an issue between them. Not surprising, considering what they’d weathered together.


	Weezy, on the other hand, couldn’t deny that it had been tough on her at times, especially on certain lonely nights when she felt the need to snuggle up to a warm body, and the best friend from her past and now the best friend of her present was in the next room …


	“Hi, Weezy!” Vicky said with a grin. “Remember me?”


	Vicky … if Weezy ever had a daughter—and she didn’t see that ever happening—she’d wish for one like Vicky.


	“Of course I do.” They hugged. “How could I ever forget—?”


	Another shriek.


	Gia winced and stiffened. “What…?”


	“That’s the baby,” Weezy said, taking her coat.


	“Is something wrong?”


	“I don’t know. I don’t think so. He’s … different.”


	Gia nodded. “Jack told me about him back when he was looking for her mother. Something about genetics. But—”


	Another shriek.


	Vicky put her hands over her ears. She looked frightened.


	“How long has he been doing that?” Gia said.


	“Since I brought him in and he woke up.”


	“Is he—?”


	A shriek.


	“I’ve fed him—or tried to, anyway—and changed him and held him and rocked him and…” Weezy was afraid she’d break down in tears of frustration. “Nothing works. I don’t know what’s wrong. He just stands there and screams.”


	“Stands? On the phone you said he was only two weeks old. He can’t—”


	Another shriek.


	“He is.”


	Gia looked dubious as she began moving toward the spare room. “And you said you ‘tried’ to feed him?”


	“He sort of wrecks the nipples on the bottles.”


	“Wrecks?”


	Another shriek.


	“I’ll show you in a minute.”


	As they stepped inside the room, Weezy found the baby right where she’d left him: Dressed in a diaper, standing in the crib, and holding on to the side rail. He went a little crazy at the sight of Gia and let out a series of back-to-back ear-splitting shrieks that went on and on. Both Weezy and Gia pressed their hands over their ears. And then—


	—the shrieks stopped as if somebody had turned an off switch.


	Weezy saw the child’s wide-eyed stare directed past them. She turned to see what he found so interesting.


	Vicky had entered the room.


	Weezy looked back and forth between them. The baby seemed fascinated … couldn’t take his eyes off her.


	“Vicky,” she said. “Do me a favor … leave the room for a second, will you, please?”


	Looking confused, Vicky glanced at her mother.


	Gia nodded. “Go ahead, honey.”


	Vicky backed out and turned the corner. As soon as she was out of sight, the shrieks resumed.


	“Okay, come back in.”


	The baby immediately went silent at her return.


	“I think he likes you, Vicky,” Weezy said.


	Vicky’s wary look said she wasn’t so crazy about that idea.


	As the baby stared at Vicky, and Vicky stared back, Gia stepped up to the crib and gave the child a closer look.


	“Back in Iowa,” she said in a low voice, “when I was growing up, the ladies of Ottumwa used to have a name for little guys like this. They called them ‘I’m-sorry’ babies.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“The mother would be asked, ‘Is this your baby?’ When she said, ‘Yes,’ they’d think, I’m sorry.” She glanced at Weezy. “Tough crowd, that Ottumwa bunch.”


	Vicky stayed back, looking unsettled. The baby’s stare seemed to bother her. “He scares me, Mom.”


	Gia reached out and stroked his stiff black hair. “He’s just a baby, Vicky. And I think he’s had a bad day. A very bad day. So we have to cut him a little slack, okay?”


	“But he looks so—”


	“Remember what we talked about? People can’t help the looks they’re born with, so we never make fun of them for that. We never hurt their feelings, right?”


	“I guess.” Vicky looked at Weezy. “What’s his name?”


	“I … I don’t know.” Gia’s puzzled look spurred her on. “If Dawn ever came up with a name for him, she never told me. To tell the truth, I don’t think she had one.”


	Gia frowned. “How could she not have a name for her own baby?”


	Weezy hesitated, unsure of how much Gia might want her to say in front of Vicky.


	“Well, the circumstances were unique. Dawn couldn’t be sure her baby was even alive, so I got the impression she was afraid to name him until she found him and got him back.”


	“And did she?”


	Weezy’s throat constricted. “Yes, poor kid. Briefly. Very briefly.”


	Gia was studying her. “You and Dawn were close?”


	“She … I was all she had.” A sob built. “I—”


	She couldn’t speak. Gia stepped close and put her arms around her.


	That did it. The dam burst and Weezy lost it. All the grief, the anguish, the sense of loss she’d been holding in since she’d heard, since she’d seen Dawn’s pale, lifeless body, broke loose and flooded from her. She clutched Gia, leaning against her as she sobbed on her shoulder like a child.


	It felt so good to let it go. The pressure of it … she’d been afraid she’d explode. She hadn’t dared let go on the ride home—not with a sleeping baby in the backseat and the roads so awful. And once here, when he woke up and the screeching began, and she’d been trying to feed him and wash him and get him settled …


	She regained control and eased herself away from Gia.


	“I’m sorry. That’s not like me. I just…”


	“It’s okay. Really.”


	Weezy studied her. From the day they’d met last year, she’d sensed a steely core in Gia. And when the Lady had told her what she and Vicky and Jack had been through—coma, brain injury, miscarriage—she realized Gia had needed that core to survive. But she hadn’t appreciated until now how her steel was cushioned within an envelope of serenity.


	“Thanks for understanding. How did you know?”


	“I’ve been there.”


	She took a deep breath. “I feel so much better. Thank you.”


	Gia smiled and nodded as she ran her hand over the top railing of the crib.


	“You must have been expecting him.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“How else would you get a nursery set up so quickly?”


	“Actually, they’re Dawn’s things.” Dawn had given her a key, so Weezy had used it to enter her apartment. “I brought them over from across the hall.”


	That was when Weezy had come closest to losing it. Dawn had been all set for motherhood: the crib, baby clothes, bottles, formula. She hadn’t been sure her baby was even alive, but she’d been ready to take on the role of mother if she found him.


	Gia nodded. “That’s right. She lived across the hall. I remember Jack being very concerned about that.”


	“He still is, I’m sure.”


	“And you’re not?”


	“Well, we’d feared there might be a plan to use Dawn and the baby against us, but we could never figure out what. It all seems moot now. They put a lot of effort into separating Dawn and her child, and hiding the child from her, but now Dawn’s gone”—that tightening in her throat again—“and the baby’s here.”


	“Could that have been the plan all along?”


	A shocking possibility, but …


	“Somehow I doubt it.”


	Gilda and Georges dead, and Jack at this very moment lying in wait, ready to blow the One to hell … no way that could have been Rasalom’s plan.


	Gia bent for a closer look at the rail. “This is all gnawed. Almost like he’s teething. But that can’t be. He’s too young.”


	“That’s what I’d have thought, but he’s doing more than teething.” She glanced around and spotted one of the plastic bottles she’d used to try to get formula into him. She grabbed it and handed it to Gia. “Here.”


	Gia stared at the torn end of the nipple and shook her head. “I don’t…”


	“He has teeth.”


	She stared at Weezy. “What? Teeth … at two weeks?”


	“See for yourself.”


	Weezy carefully lifted his upper lip—at any other time he might have fought her, but whatever level of concentration he possessed was fully focused on Vicky. Light glinted off four white points poking through the upper gum and four through the bottom.


	“My God,” Gia whispered. She glanced at the ruined rubber nipple on the bottle in her hand. “I can’t imagine nursing him.”


	“That’s why he’s dressed in just a diaper. His teeth are pointed and sharp. He starts sucking, then chewing, and it spills all over him.”


	“Maybe that’s why he’s screeching like that. They must hurt.”


	“They don’t seem to be hurting him now.” Weezy watched Vicky crossing the room to look out the window. The baby followed her every move. “But I think they were bleeding earlier today.”


	She’d assumed the red on his face and his clawlike fingers was Jell-O or the like, but it had turned out to be blood. She’d learned that when she’d cleaned him up. The only source she could think of were his gums.


	“We need to get him teething rings,” Gia said. “The kind you can freeze.”


	“But what about bottle nipples? I’ve just about run out.”


	“Plastic sippy cups—with the hardest plastic we can find.”


	“Why didn’t I think of that?”


	“You never babysat as a kid?”


	Weezy shook her head. “No. Never.”


	As she’d told Jack, babies had never interested her.


	Gia smiled. “I did a lot of it. Loved babies then, and still do.” She turned and headed for the door. “Show me what you’ve got and I’ll run out and stock you up with what you’re missing.”


	Weezy followed, with Vicky bringing up the rear. But as soon as the little girl left the room, the baby renewed his screeching.


	Weezy gave Gia a pleading look.


	“Honey,” she said, leaning close to Vicky, “would you mind staying in there with the baby?”


	She shook her head. “He’s scary.”


	“But he likes you—he likes you best of all.”


	“But it’s boring.”


	“Well, you brought a book. Why don’t you sit in there at Weezy’s desk and read?”


	“Even better,” Weezy said. “Maybe you can read to the baby. I think he’d like that.”


	She brightened. “Okay.”


	You wonderful child, she thought as the baby screeched and screeched again. But please hurry.


	“What are you reading?” Weezy said as Vicky beelined for her backpack.


	“Nocturnia. I’m on book three.”


	“She just discovered the series,” Gia said. “Loves it.”


	“She’s ten, right?”


	“Ten and a half next month,” Vicky said.


	“I remember reading lots of Judy Blume as a kid.”


	Gia smiled. “Me too. And Beverly Cleary. Loved those books.”


	Vicky stopped by the table in the front room where Weezy had left the Compendium. “Hey, that’s Jack’s book.”


	“Hay is for horses,” Gia said and rolled her eyes. “I hated when my mother would say that, and yet here I am…”


	Weezy smiled at Vicky. “Well, hay is for horses and yes, that’s Jack’s book. He lent it to me.”


	Vicky opened it, scanned a page, and shrugged. “Weird as ever.”


	A particularly loud screech prompted her to return to the baby’s room and the result was …


	… silence … blessed silence.


	She glanced and noticed Vicky had opened the Compendium to the naming ceremony page Weezy had come across not too long ago. A lot had happened since then.


	Faintly from within the baby’s room she heard Vicky begin to read aloud.


	“She’s a gem,” Weezy said. “Do you rent her out?”


	Gia laughed. “She loves to read. Getting paid for it would be her dream job.” She spread her arms. “Peace.”


	Peace here, Weezy thought. But she imagined it soon might be a different story tonight in a mostly deserted hamlet near the east end of Long Island.
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	Jack blinked and rubbed his eyes.


	Sleepy.


	Concerns, contingencies, and uncertainties about today had made for fitful slumber last night. The confinement of sitting at the watch window and waiting for the Otherness’s Godot were dulling his consciousness. He couldn’t afford that.


	He stood and began walking around in as wide a circle as the tiny room would allow.


	Considering what lay immediately ahead, how could his brain and body even consider sleep? He’d run a dozen or more mental checks on all his setups in the mansion. He’d studied the Stinger manual and had the pair set up and ready to rock. He wished he could have test fired one, but no way … no way.


	Nothing left to do but wait … and watch the snow pile up … and know that each inch of accumulation further increased the odds of a no-show by Rasalom.


	He might have decided to stay in town and wait out the storm. Or he might have become spooked and lit out for parts unknown.


	And then what? Jack had three bodies in the garage and his car could be snowed in by the time it became certain Rasalom wasn’t coming tonight. How long did he wait before aborting? A day? Two?


	Damn. He felt like kicking a hole or two in these walls. Maybe three or four. But it wasn’t the O’Donnells’ fault. He—


	A glow outside.


	He leaped to the window and saw headlights working their way down Dune Drive. He watched as they passed the spot where he’d planned to set up the shaped charges. A click of his remote and kaboom!—game over for the R-man.


	Same for the hapless bastard driving him.


	Jack suddenly wished he’d set the charges as planned—and let the chips fall where they may. That was Rasalom out there. Nothing was more important than stopping him, and as for anyone who happened to wander into the line of fire … sorry, Charlie. A little collateral damage was a small price to pay for—


	Whoa! Where’d all this come from?


	He pushed back against the alien homicidal regrets and concentrated on the here and now.


	He found the field glasses and focused them on the car as it pulled into the mansion’s front yard. Looked like a late model Lincoln Town Car. Typical rental limo. The driver got out and opened the rear door, then hurried to the trunk where he removed a suitcase. As he lugged it through the snow to the front door, another man slid from the rear of the car. Jack trained the glasses on the second’s head as he passed in front of the headlights on his way to the house.


	He felt his lips pull back from his teeth when he recognized the face.


	Rasalom.


	The One.


	Godot.


	He hurried downstairs to where a number of remotes sat on the coffee table next to the M-79 thumper. He picked out the one labeled FRONT DOOR and held it ready.


	He’d rigged the front door with a tripwire. He’d wanted to position one of the shaped charges six feet inside the door, set to go off when the door was opened. The blast would pretty much vaporize whoever had his hand on the knob. Trouble was, Jack didn’t know who would step through, so he’d scrapped that plan.


	Good thing too as he watched the driver push open the door and set the bag inside. He waved to his passenger and scooted back to the warmth of his car. No money exchanged hands. Probably a prepaid fare.


	As Rasalom entered and closed the door behind him, Jack pressed the remote. The door’s tripwire was now armed for a different kind of surprise. Same with the back door.


	A welcome-home gift for the One.


	Soon to be the None.
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	He stood in the front hall and stamped the snow off his feet.


	The house was warm, lights were on, but …


	He didn’t have to call out. He knew the house was empty. He sensed no other presence. Like everyone else, Gilda and Georges had their own unique, emotional signatures. Neither was evident. Nor was anyone else’s.


	But …


	Something was different. A residue of high emotion. He couldn’t identify it, but it had been intense at the time. Gilda discovering the child was sick?


	Perhaps.


	He knew she loathed the child and it provided a constant source of amusement to him to sup on that loathing while she cooed over it and pretended to love it. He was certain she would not harm it. But something had happened here—sickness or injury—and she probably feared she would be blamed for negligence and face punishment.


	A not unreasonable concern.


	Yes, that would explain the residue.


	He strode to his office to see if Gilda or Georges had left a message for him before departing. No … nothing. He’d called each of them a number of times during the long trip from the airport, and had watched his cell phone display for return calls, but nothing.


	What happened? What is wrong with my baby?


	My baby … what an odd, singular thought.


	In all his years, he had never fathered a child. But he had taken possession of this one, so in the most practical sense it was indeed his baby. And central to his plans. If it died, he would have to scrap his carefully constructed timetable and chart a whole new course.


	He considered calling the hospitals, one by one, but discarded that. He had no idea under what name Gilda would have presented the child.


	He would wait. He was good at waiting.


	He realized he was thirsty. After the Change he would have no bodily needs, but until then …


	He realized he didn’t know where Gilda kept the glasses. Attending to himself was a new experience. As he moved to the kitchen he considered how pampered he’d become. He simply asked for something and someone served it up.


	Glasses … one of these cabinets over the counter, he assumed.


	The refrigerator-freezer was a side-by-side model. As he opened a cabinet door in search of a tumbler, he reached over and tugged on the handle of what he assumed to be the refrigerator side—


	—and found himself on the floor … across the room … a room full of roaring smoke and flaming debris. The refrigerator was gone. A remnant of one of its doors lay across his legs. The kitchen table and chairs that had sat before it were gone as well, reduced to flaming splinters.


	And then he noticed his coat was on fire. He went to slap at the flames and searing agony shot up his left arm. He looked at it and cried out when he saw no hand. No bleeding—the stump was charred—but nothing beyond his left wrist.


	And then the rest of his body announced its survival with screams of agony. Ignoring the pain, he rolled over to douse the flames, trying to orient himself, trying to remember what had happened. He’d been opening the refrigerator …


	Flashes returned … the door swinging open … a white-hot blast of light and sound … the door disintegrating as a jet of flame spewed from within, catching his hand, vaporizing it … and then being hurled backward across the kitchen to slam against a wall.


	Had he not happened to be looking for a glass he would have been standing before the refrigerator when he opened that door, and his entire body would have suffered the fate of his hand.


	A trap.


	Too obvious to need stating, but the buzzing hornets in his brain were drowning out his already jumbled thoughts, and he needed orientation. He clung to the word.


	A trap … the child was not sick … Georges and Gilda had taken him nowhere … Georges and Gilda were dead, floating in the bay, perhaps … and someone was bent on destroying him.


	Mind working frantically, he struggled to his knees.


	He had been beyond lucky. And yet, even if by some chance the refrigerator contained the only bomb, he had to escape this burning house.


	To where?


	Outside could be just as dangerous. Odds were the assassin was waiting to confirm his kill, or to finish the job.


	Thoughts congealed. Trade places: Where would he wait?


	Out front, on the street. With the frigid, storm-tossed bay blocking retreat to the rear, that was the place to cut off escape.


	Go out the rear, then. Sneak into the unlandscaped brush that flanked the property. Hide there until safe to move on.


	Staying low, he threaded his way around the flaming furniture in the great room toward the back door. Snow gusted through the blown-out windows. He peered through the shattered glass of the back door. No sign of anyone about. He turned the knob and pulled—


	—and the world lit up around him.


				*

	


	
Jack saw the flash of light from the rear of the mansion. A faint boom echoed through the night, muffled by the wind and snow.


	Shit.


	He’d made only one shaped charge—for the refrigerator. He figured sooner or later everyone winds up at the refrigerator, right? Even Rasalom.


	He had used the rest of the octol for other booby traps, mainly the front and rear doors.


	The rear door had just blown. Could have been secondary to the pressure wave from refrigerator explosion, but somehow he doubted it. Not the way his luck was running.


	How could anyone, even Rasalom, survive the refrigerator? No question it had been tripped—the inside of the house had lit up like a mini nuke had gone off and then most of the windows had blown out. The plasma jet from the shaped charge sitting on the shelf inside should have apocalypsed his ass. Whatever part of him escaped being sublimated to red vapor should have been reduced to charbroiled meat confetti. Glaeken had said he was tough, but no one was that tough.


	Something had gone wrong.


	Well, he’d prepared for that. If the shaped charge misfired, Rasalom would know he was in a trap and flee the house. Jack would have gone out a window, but he was pretty sure in all the millennia Rasalom had lived, he’d never set a bomb, so he’d probably choose a door. He had come in the front, so he’d assume it was safe to exit that way. But it was no longer safe—not after Jack had used the remote. For some reason Rasalom had chosen the back. No matter. Jack had lined its frame with octol as well.


	Trouble was, that sort of bomb tended to be chaotic, with no direction, no reliable kill radius. In a word: unreliable. Especially where an immortal was concerned.


	Looked like he was going to have to get closer—but not too close—to make sure he’d done what he’d come to do.


	He checked his watch. He’d marked the time of the first detonation: just over thirty seconds ago. He had only so much time before the explosions were recognized for what they were and called in.


	He reached for the modified M-79. He’d loaded it with M406 40mm high-explosive grenades—one chambered, three in the tube—each with a fifteen-foot kill radius. He stuffed a variety of rounds into his jacket pockets—just in case—and headed out to the garage where he had the Stingers ready.


	He swung the right door open and stepped inside. The Vic’s trunk lay open with the two Stingers waiting in their launchers. He leaned the M-79 against the wall and grabbed one of the rockets. He shoved the coolant unit into the handle and let the argon gas do its work. The IFF antenna was unfolded but wouldn’t be needed. He rested the launcher on his shoulder, centered the front door in the sight, and pulled the trigger.


	The missile flew from the launcher. The ejection charge took it across the street before its solid fuel rocket flared to life and shot it toward the house. It wouldn’t have time to reach its top speed of Mach 2, but its acceleration was awe inspiring.


				*

	


	
He groaned and rolled over. He looked down at himself. The surrounding flames revealed a dozen wounds on his limbs and torso—all bleeding. Pain told him he had more in his back.


	Another bomb. Was the whole house booby-trapped? He had to get out of here before he tripped another.


	He blinked to focus on the back door—or rather where it had been. A charred, smoking, ragged opening had replaced it. Rasalom forced himself to his elbows and knees and crawled toward it. He had just reached the threshold when another explosion ripped through the house. The blast flung him through the opening and onto the snow outside.


	What was that? The biggest explosion of all. Whatever glass had survived the first two blasts cascaded into the yard with that one. He had to put some distance between himself and this doomed house. If he could reach the brush he’d—


	Rasalom froze as he saw the piling a few feet ahead of him, blocking his way. He’d exited on the east side of the house—his dazed, pain-fogged brain had forgotten that the mini lagoon and dock lay this way.


	But not too far to his right … the garage. If he could reach that, he’d have a place to hide, out of sight and out of the elements.


	Another explosion from within. The house would be a smoking ruin before long. He had to move now.


	As yet another blast shook the house, he forced himself to his feet and stumbled toward the garage, praying to the Otherness that its side door wasn’t locked.


				*

	


	
The Stinger had blown a gaping hole in the front of the house, but Jack wasn’t through. He dropped the launcher and picked up the M-79. He wished he could move across the street and pump the grenades into the house at closer range, but the high-explosive rounds were equipped with a safety feature that prevented detonation within a hundred feet of the launcher. He’d have to fire from here.


	He settled the thumper’s stock into his shoulder and sighted to the left of the former door, on the front bedroom where he’d peeked in and seen the baby last night.


	Last night … seemed like days ago that he’d watched Georges and Gilda in their domestic bliss. They lay stretched out a few feet away. As did Dawn …


	He pulled the trigger and heard the thump! that had earned the M-79 its nickname. Surprisingly little recoil for such a big round, but nothing little about the explosion that ripped out the bedroom wall. If Rasalom had thought that might be a safe place to hide—wrong.


	He pumped another HE grenade into the chamber and took aim at the room to the right of the door. Another thump! Another ruined wall.


	He fired two more for insurance, emptying the weapon. As he bent to pick up the empty casings, he caught motion on the east side of the mansion. A dark figure, limned by the flames from the house, moving toward the garage.


	Jack watched, stunned, as the man leaned against the side door and fairly fell inside.


	How could it be? How could anyone, even Rasalom, survive all Jack had thrown at him? He looked hurt—he’d definitely taken some damage—but the fact he was moving at all was a miracle.


	Jack pulled the extra 40mm ammo from his pockets and inspected them. Two more HE grenades, and a couple of buckshot rounds. He loaded them up—the HEs first, followed by the shot. He might not need either type, but he was ready to finish this in any number of ways.


	In fact, if things went right, Rasalom might end it himself.


				*

	


	
He closed the door behind him and slumped against the black hood of the Mercedes. The metal was cold. No surprise there. He wondered how long Georges had been dead. No matter.


	He needed a place to rest, time to heal. His recuperative powers were vast. The bleeding would stop soon, the pain in his wrist stump would ease, and then the healing would begin. He could not grow a new hand, but all his other wounds would mend. He would need nourishment, though. And warmth.


	He would contact Szeto, or better yet, that fool Drexler. Let him think he was still of value, let him provide shelter in the hope that it would return him to the One’s good graces.


	No chance of that.


	But the first thing to do was remove himself as far from here as possible. He’d need the car for that. But he did not know how to drive. He’d never had a need. He’d left home as a child—a very wealthy child who could afford a chauffeur—so he had never learned.


	But how hard could it be? The roads were filled with idiots.


	He opened the driver door and slipped painfully behind the wheel.


				*

	


	
Jack watched the garage blow open its doors and belch flame.


	The car had been an afterthought. Insurance of a sort. What if Rasalom had checked the garage and found the car there? He’d have known that Gilda and Georges were not at the hospital with the baby. He might have skipped going in the house, jumped in the car, and hauled ass out of there.


	Might have …


	An unlikely scenario, to be sure. Considering his hubris and his special abilities, he’d think himself capable of handling any situation mere mortals could toss at him. But Jack was taking no chances.


	Georges, good chauffeur that he was, had kept the gas tank full to the brim. Jack hadn’t had enough octol left over to do a proper car bomb, but enough to make sure the tank went up and fried anyone inside. He’d thoughtfully left the keys in the ignition.


	He checked his watch. Only a minute and ten secs since the first blow. Seemed a lot longer. Had to get a move on. But first and foremost, he had to end this.


	He raised the thumper to his shoulder again and sighted on the garage. Time for the coup de—


	A figure, engulfed in flame, broke from the side door in a staggering run, weaving back and forth, and then careening toward the lagoon. It tumbled over the edge and into the water.


	Jack pulled the trigger, a too-quick shot that demolished the rear corner of the garage. He worked the pump and chambered the second grenade. He fought the impulse to run over to the lagoon and fire it into the water—the target would be too close and the safety mechanism would prevent detonation.


	Rasalom was out of sight, so he aimed at the bulkhead along the far side of the lagoon where he’d seen him go in. If he was on the surface, he’d be caught in the kill radius. If underwater … Jack had no idea.


	He fired and was running toward the lagoon even as the bulkhead shattered. When he reached it, light from the burning garage lit the surface of the water. No sign of Rasalom. Dead on the bottom? Hiding below the surface?


	He chambered a buckshot round and fired into the water. Twenty pellets of number four shot ripped into the surface. The last round sent twenty more.


	Still no sign of anything moving.


	He pulled his Glock. Spacing the slugs two feet apart in a grid pattern, he emptied the magazine into the water. He replaced that with a fresh magazine and continued the pattern until he was clean out.


	Still no sign of life or a body.


	He checked his watch. Two and a half minutes of carnage. He still had a little time, but no more ordnance except for the Stinger—and he couldn’t fire that into the water.


	He knew he should leave but he couldn’t. He had to be sure. He needed a final touch. But what?


	Then he remembered a gas can he’d seen in the O’Donnell garage. As he ran back across the street he prayed it was full or near full. He’d dump it on the surface of the water, toss in a piece of burning wood from the garage, and woomp! Fire on the water.


	He headed for the garage.


				*

	


	
He broke the surface and gulped air. He’d known it was certain death—his head would be blown apart as soon as it appeared—but he could stay under no longer.


	He braced for the attack but none came. Shuddering in the near-freezing water, he looked around. To his left the garage burned at the end of the lagoon. Directly ahead, above and beyond the bulkhead, the blazing house lit the night. Movement to his right drew his attention. A dozen feet away, the boat swung back and forth on a mooring rope, banging against the dock.


	No one in sight on the dock or standing on the bulkhead. He appeared to be alone.


	His whole body began to shake—from the cold, from the blood loss, and from the burns that covered most of his exposed skin. He almost gave in, almost allowed himself to succumb to his wounds and his hopeless position.


	Or did he have a chance? Could his attackers have left him for dead?


	He couldn’t afford to allow himself to believe that. He had to assume they’d be back.


	The flickering light from the garage flames revealed a ladder built into the bulkhead near the stern of the boat. He forced his shuddering muscles to move and kicked toward it. Focusing his remaining strength, he used his good hand to grip the side rail. His feet found a rung and he pulled himself half out of the water. Even at full strength, climbing the ladder with one hand would present a challenge. In his current condition it seemed insurmountable.


	And then the boat recoiled on its rope and the stern bumped him, almost knocking him off the ladder. He managed to hang on.


	The boat.


	He released the ladder and swung his right arm over the transom. He found a handhold on the far side and clung for all his life. He swung his damaged arm over the edge and hooked the crook of his elbow there. The stump screamed with pain but he ignored it and kicked off the ladder. Slowly, painfully, he wriggled himself onto the transom, then tumbled over onto the deck.


	He allowed himself a few seconds to lie there gasping, then struggled to his knees. The boat seemed to be secured by only a single line. He untied it and felt it begin to drift away from the dock … toward the bay.


	This was it. This was his answer, his escape route. All he needed were a few moments and he’d drift out of the lagoon into the open water of the bay. Once there, he’d be beyond their reach. No one else out here had a boat. The dark and the snow would swallow him and he’d be free. He’d—


	The boat banged against something and lurched to a stop. He looked up and saw it scraping against the far bulkhead. The wind angled out of the lagoon but also across it, and was holding the boat against the bulkhead.


	He was stuck.


	No!


	His attackers could return any minute. They’d find him and take their time using their guns to reduce him to ground meat.


	He thought of climbing out and crawling into the brush, but they’d see the boat and guess what had happened. His best bet still was out on the water.


	He crawled to the bridge and hauled himself onto the seat before the steering wheel. The keys were in the ignition.


	Did he dare? He’d been fooled once.


	But he had to think that his attackers wouldn’t booby-trap both the car and the boat.


	He realized he had no choice. He might die if he turned the key, but he would certainly die if he didn’t.


				*

	


	
Jack found the can in the garage and hefted it—damn. Just a tiny bit sloshing in the bottom. He—


	—froze as he heard the faint sound of a diesel engine sputtering to life.


	What the—?


	The boat! Rasalom had reached the boat. Jack couldn’t imagine how, but he knew how to stop it.


	He grabbed the second Stinger and a BCU and raced back toward the dock, shoving the cooling unit into the grip as he ran. The boat’s engine was roaring now, full throttle no doubt.


	Jack arrived in time to catch a glimpse of its stern as it raced from the mouth of the lagoon into the open water of the bay. The snowy darkness swallowed it, leaving him no target.


	Then he remembered he didn’t need one. The Stinger was a heat seeker. All he had to do was fire it and it would find the boat and ram itself up its exhaust pipe.


	He rested the launcher on his shoulder, aimed where he’d last seen the boat, and pulled the trigger. For maybe two seconds he followed the blazing yellow streak of the missile’s rocket engine as it flashed across the water, just a few feet above the surface. Then impact. The explosion lit the night—high explosive plus whatever diesel fuel was in the tank. The swirling snow and mist enhanced the glow as Jack watched bits of flaming debris pinwheel and tumble in all directions—bits of Rasalom among them, he assumed. He hoped. He prayed.


	The One is the None.


	But was he?


	He’d survived everything else Jack had thrown at him. Could he have survived that?


	Jack had hit him with everything he had, but still he wasn’t satisfied.


	What would satisfy him?


	Pumping Rasalom’s lifeless body full of kerosene and watching it burn, adding more as needed, poking the burning flesh to make sure it was fully consumed, then taking the ashes up in a plane and scattering them over the ocean.


	Yeah. Then he’d be satisfied.


	But unless Rasalom’s body washed up somewhere, he was going to have to make do with this.


	He checked his watch. Four minutes gone. The neighborhood was due for lots of company—the flashing-light kind—real soon.


	Time to clean up and move on.


	His Glock brass had ejected into the water. The last 40mm buckshot empty remained in the thumper’s chamber. He picked up the other casing and trotted back to the O’Donnell garage where he policed the HE empties. They all went into the Vic’s trunk along with the Stinger launchers and the M-79.


	A quick trip through the house to retrieve his Leica and the remotes. He’d worn gloves since the wipe-down, so no worry about prints.


	At the five-minute mark he was backing out of the garage. He left the doors open to guarantee that Dawn’s body would be found. He’d call later to identify her.


	He made it to Route 27 without passing anyone and was halfway to Amagansett when the first police car screamed past going the other way. The road was slick and the Vic had rear-wheel drive, so he took it easy.


	He called Gia.


	“How’s everything?”


	“Fine. We’re at Weezy’s.”


	He felt like he’d been punched. “What? You and Vicky?”


	“You sound surprised.”


	Surprised? Try shocked. The last people he wanted involved with that baby were Gia and Vicky. Dawn, Gilda, and Georges were dead because of that child. It was dangerous, it was bad luck, it was—


	“How—?”


	“Weezy called and said she needed help, so we came over.”


	Weezy called … Jack clenched his teeth. She should know better.


	Or should she? She hadn’t seen him sucking his mother’s blood off his fingers. To her it was Dawn’s baby—one weird little baby, but just a baby.


	Was he overreacting? Could be.


	He forced calm.


	“How’s the baby? Making that noise?”


	“Not anymore. Vicky read to him and in ten minutes he was asleep. Are you okay?”


	“Yeah. Safe and sound and on my way back. You’re heading home?”


	“Soon. You going to stop by?”


	“Your place? Hope to. Gonna stop off and see Glaeken first.”


	“Be careful out there. I hear the roads are awful. What? Weezy wants to speak to you.”


	And he wanted to speak to her. Did he ever want to speak to her.


	“Okay. Bye. Love ya.”


	“It’s over?” Weezy said when she came on.


	Jack stayed cool. The baby was asleep, Rasalom was dead, Gia and Vicky were okay and were headed home.


	“Think so. Hope so.”


	
“You’re not sure?”


	“Couldn’t be. Circumstances wouldn’t allow. I hit him with everything I had. I do believe he sleeps with the fishes.”


	“Let’s hope. By the way, you know who I love?”


	“Who?”


	“Vicky. The little lady hath charms to soothe the q’qr breast.”


	Jack loved her too. More than life. That was why he wanted her far from that little monster.


	“Yeah, Vicky’s the best.”


	Jack ended the call then leaned back and sighed. What was done was done. He just wished he could be sure Rasalom was done.


	Uncertainty gnawed his gut all the way back to the city.
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	Ernst had been switching back and forth between the city and the Long Island stations, waiting for news of an incident from somewhere between the Hamptons and Montauk. Exactly what that incident might be, he had no idea, but he’d know it when he heard it.


	He fairly leaped toward the screen when he heard an announcer mention a “live report from Nuckateague.” A pretty woman reporter wearing a hooded parka stood in the swirling snow and spoke into a microphone while firefighters, lit by flashing lights from their trucks, milled back and forth before a large pile of smoking rubble.


	“I tell you, Evan, it’s like a war zone out here. A waterfront mansion in this quiet, well-to-do hamlet has been razed to the ground after reports of multiple explosions. The detached garage has also been reduced to ashes and the car within appears to have been ripped apart by a bomb. Take a look…”


	Ernst stared in wonder as the camera panned across the scene. The Order had owned the property for decades. Ernst remembered spending a weekend there a few summers ago. How shocking to see what had become of it.


	Jack, Jack, Jack … I do believe I underestimated you.


	The reporter went on to mention the three bodies that had been found in a garage across the street—two women and a man, all murdered.


	Georges and Gilda, no doubt. But who was the second woman?


	Jack had taken no prisoners, apparently.


	But where was the most important body? What had happened to the One? Had Jack destroyed him so completely that no trace remained? Were his ashes mixed with those of the house?


	Ernst hoped so. For that would mean that the Change would be postponed indefinitely. Perhaps forever. Certainly for his own lifetime.


	And his own lifetime was all that mattered.


	19


	Glaeken had given him a key to the elevator. Jack entered the darkened apartment, knowing he’d find him up. He was right. He spotted him by the big picture window, silhouetted against the glow of the snowy city.


	Three and a half hours on the road to get here, dreading and anticipating this moment.


	“Well?”


	Glaeken didn’t turn from the window.


	“You’re asking me if he lives?”


	“Yes.”


	“You don’t know?”


	“I blew him up, set him on fire, and blew him up again. But I couldn’t confirm the kill. What’s left of him is somewhere on or under Gardiner’s Bay.”


	Glaeken sighed. “He lives.”


	Jack dropped onto the couch and let his head drop back. “Shit.”


	“But barely. Just barely.”


	“What’s that mean?”


	Now Glaeken turned but Jack could not see his features. He imagined a pretty grim expression.


	“Ever since his rebirth he has been a presence, a dissonant hum between my ears. That hum is still there, yet it has grown so faint in the past few hours that it hovers on the edge of perception. He is severely wounded, perhaps mortally so. He is dying.”


	“But he’s not dead.”


	The silhouette shook its head. “No. Not yet.”


	Jack didn’t know what more he could do. Be great if he knew someone in the Coast Guard. He could commandeer a cutter and go out in the storm with a harpoon, searching for what was left of Rasalom.


	Yeah, right.


	“Tell me the circumstances.”


	Jack recounted the progression of events during the four fateful minutes in Nuckateague.


	Glaeken shook his head. “I don’t see what else you could have done.”


	“I could have gotten more up close and more personal.”


	“And if you had, you might not be here describing your travails.”


	Jack banged the arm of the couch with a fist. “I don’t know what else to do.”


	“We wait. From the sound of what you put him through, he must die soon. Unless…”


	The last thing Jack wanted to hear right then was an unless.


	“Unless what?”


	“Unless someone helps him. But his two attendants are dead, and the storm is keeping everyone inside. Where could he find help?”


	“He could wash up near the house and some rescue worker could spot him and pull him out. Some CPR, some IV fluids, some hypothermia treatment, and some do-gooder could assure the end of life as we know it.”


	“What are the chances?”


	“Who knows? I listened to the radio all the way in. Plenty of talk about the fire and the three bodies, but not a word about a survivor.”


	“Yet.”


	Jack nodded. “Let’s turn on the TV and keep posted as to whether there’s a sole survivor of this terrible tragedy. Because if there is, he’s going to require a late-night consultation by Doctor Jack to finish the job.”
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	He opened his eyes again and saw the light. And once again he reassembled his scattered thoughts into a semi-coherent assessment of his situation.


	He had washed up on an unknown shore. He lay upon snow-covered sand. A light shone somewhere ahead. He had been trying to reach it, crawling toward it. But every time he progressed a few feet, he passed out. And each attempt yielded less progress and briefer consciousness. But now something new.


	Somewhere a dog barked.


	The light went out …


	… and came back on again. And something else. A vocal rumble nearby.


	A dog, sniffing, panting, and growling. Would it attack? He could not defend himself against a sick kitten, let along a hungry dog. Never, not even during his darkest days trapped in the depths of the keep, had he felt this helpless.


	And then a voice … one of the cattle … a cow … far away … or perhaps it only seemed far away.


	“Rocky? Rocky, come back here this instant!”


	He clung to the sound like a sailor to flotsam. He tried to speak but had no voice. He managed to raise his remaining hand, and that set the dog to barking again.


	“What have you got out there, you dumb mutt?” the cow said. He sensed age in the voice. “Whatever it is, leave it alone and come inside before you catch your death.”


	No! Do not go in! Stay!


	“Don’t make me come out there!”


	Yes! Come out! I beg you, come out! I will give you anything! I will seat you at my right hand after the Change if you will only bring me into your house!


	He moved his hand again, precipitating a new round of near hysterical barking.


	“I declare, you are the dumbest creature on Earth!” The voice … growing louder. “And I’m even dumber for coming out in this to get you. I should leave you out here, but you’re so dumb you’d forget how to find the door! You’ll probably—Mother of God! Is that—?”


	He felt something nudge him. A toe? He raised his hand as he had before.


	“Dear God, he’s alive!”


	He felt something tighten on his left arm. He assumed it was the cow’s hands but he was too numb to feel anything beyond deep pressure.


	“You’re going to have to help me, mister,” she said. “I’m assuming you don’t know I’m on in years and don’t see so well. You’re dead weight and I can’t move you on my own.”


	He pushed against the ground with his right hand while she tugged on his left arm. Suddenly she released him and he dropped again.


	“Dear God! Your hand! Did you lose your hand?”


	He wanted to scream, Isn’t that obvious, you old idiot?


	Fortunately for him, he still had no voice. He could only grunt.


	She grabbed him again, pulling on his truncated left arm while he dug his right hand into the semi-frozen snow and pushed toward the light.
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	Plenty on the late-night news about the destruction and dead bodies out in Nuckateague, but nothing about a survivor.


	Jack didn’t know if that was good or not. If they found an unidentified man hovering near death, he’d know where to go and what to do to finish the job. If they didn’t, it meant Rasalom was still out in the storm, burned, battered, barely breathing—and ready to breathe his last, Jack hoped.


	He rose and grabbed his jacket. “I might as well head out.”


	“Stopping in to see your ladies?”


	“Nah. Don’t think I’m good company tonight.”


	“You need them.”


	“But they don’t need me. Not like this.”


	Glaeken was staring at him. “Are you all right, Jack? I ask this knowing the answer.”


	“Well, if you know the answer, why are you asking?”


	“Because I’m curious about the reason. I understand you’re angry and disappointed and frustrated about tonight—”


	“Do you? Can you? I threw every goddamn thing I had at him—everything short of a tactical nuke—and you tell me the son of a bitch is still breathing.”


	“You haven’t failed yet. He still might—”


	“Not knowing is driving me nuts.”


	“All the more reason to be with people who love you.”


	“They won’t want to be with me very long. Even I don’t want to be with me tonight. So rather than alienate them, I figure it’s better I keep to myself.”


	The old man continued his annoying stare. “This isn’t like you, Jack.”


	“Yeah? Well, I’m not feeling much like me lately.”


	“Oh?”


	He looked at the finger he’d cut batting away the knife Georges had thrown. Pretty much completely healed now.


	“I told you about the healing bit.”


	Glaeken nodded. “Not good news for either of us.”


	“Got that right.” Glaeken on his way out and Jack being pushed someplace he didn’t want to go. “But what’s happening seems more than physical.”


	Another nod. “A certain … ruthlessness?”


	“Right again.”


	“That’s part of it. As your recuperative abilities increase, your empathy diminishes.”


	“So it’s not just me.”


	“No. It’s the Ally, or whatever infinitesimal fragment of it remains with this world. To be the Defender you must not only be physically resilient but you must have a singleness of purpose. As you’ve so painfully discovered, the Ally cares not a whit for us as individuals, only that we survive as a species to keep this corner of reality sentient.”


	“‘A spear has no branches.’” The phrase tasted bitter.


	“Correct. Nor should said spear have any concern beyond hitting the target.”


	Jack shook his head. So that was why he’d considered setting out the shaped IEDs anyway, even if it meant sacrificing an innocent driver. And why he’d been kicking himself on the way home for not doing it.


	“How do you fight that? How do you resist something that sneaks up on you and gets into your head and changes your perspective?”


	Glaeken sighed. “With great difficulty. Because you don’t feel it. You think it’s right and natural. You think it’s you. And in a way, it is. There’s a darkness in all of us that will gladly use the end to justify any means.”


	“What you call ‘darkness,’ I call the brain.”


	“Ah, science. Stealing the mysteries from life.”


	“More like providing an antidote for magic.”


	“But ‘darkness’ is so much more picturesque, so much more evocative.”


	“You can’t get much darker than the human brain. It’s got no conscience. It wants what it wants when it wants it, but most of all it wants to survive, and will do whatever’s necessary to preserve itself. But then there’s the mind…”


	“That which makes us sentient, which sees a bigger picture, a different perspective. You can’t allow the darkness—or your brain—to overrule your mind.” He shook his head. “But it’s not easy. Back in the First Age, a number of us were chosen to lead the battle against the Seven—when Rasalom still counted himself in their number. Some of us succumbed to the influence, willing to sacrifice strings of innocent villages in order to win a single battle, becoming nearly indistinguishable from those we were fighting.”


	Jack thought of Glaeken’s love for his wife and his continued devotion to her demented shell.


	“You seemed to have succeeded.”


	“The best weapon is awareness. Knowing that your perspectives and values are being subverted forces you to question yourself. Preserve the real you early on, and that is the person who will prevail.”


	Jack slipped into his jacket. “I still don’t want to subject anyone to my presence tonight.”


	Glaeken smiled. “See? You’re winning the battle already.”


	“What about tonight’s battle? You still sense him out there?”


	Glaeken’s smile faded as he nodded.


	Shit.


	Jack took the elevator down and trudged out into the storm. The falling snow muffled the sounds of the city. He’d garaged the car before coming to Glaeken’s. The trunk had a special lock and he had the only keys. The Nuckateague evidence would be safe until he disposed of it.


	A cab cruised by but he let it go. He lived twenty-some blocks from here. Might as well walk. To Julio’s? Nah. Just home. He always had beer in the fridge.


	He hoped the walk would tire him. Fat chance. He had a feeling he wouldn’t sleep much tonight. Probably stay up listening to the radio for word of a survivor in Nuckateague.


	Jack couldn’t stand the fact that this wasn’t over. It had to be over.


	His phone rang. He checked the display: Gia.


	“Hi. Home safe?”


	“No. We’ve decided to spend the night at Weezy’s.”


	No! He resisted an urge to shout into the phone.


	“Bad idea.”


	A pause, then, “Why do you say that?”


	“The farther you and Vicky are from that kid, the better.”


	“He’s just a baby. And Vicky has such a great effect on him, we figured it would make things a whole lot easier for Weezy if we stayed.”


	Jack’s turn to pause. Maybe it was okay if they stayed. He didn’t see how anyone in the Order could connect Weezy with the baby. Still, he had a bad feeling about that child, that it was some sort of lightning rod for disaster.


	“Stop over,” Gia said.


	“Maybe I’ll do that.”


	Even though he wouldn’t be good company, he wanted to stay close to Gia and Vicky. So he’d do more than stop by. If they were sleeping over, so would he.
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	After an endless series of heaves and lurches and lunges, the cow had managed to help slide him across her threshold into light and warmth. At least he assumed it was warm. He’d lost all feeling.


	“Lord, you’re all but frozen. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to have to cut you out of those wet clothes. There’s not much left to them anyway. Mostly charred rags.”


	During the next few minutes he felt himself rolled left and right as he assumed his tattered clothing was being ripped or cut away.


	“Don’t you worry about me staring at your bum or your privates. I got what they call wet AMD—macular degeneration. You’re mostly a blur to me.”


	He wasn’t worried about that. Survival was his concern.


	She left him, then returned. He felt a blanket fall over him.


	“You’re gonna have to stay there on the rug for now, I’m afraid. No way we’re gonna get you up on the couch. But this here’s an electric blanket. It’ll warm up shortly and start raising your temperature.”


	Good. Warmth. He’d thought he’d never be warm again.


	“What happened to you? I heard an explosion and saw something light up out on the water. That you? Your boat blow up?”


	Exactly what had happened, but he could not imagine how. He’d been free. The burning house had been a glow fading in his wake when something shot out of the darkness and struck the rear of the boat, hurling him through the air and into the water. He remembered nothing until he washed up on this shore.


	“Well, whatever happened, you need a doctor and a hospital, especially for that hand. From what I can see it’s all charred, and I guess that’s good because it’s not bleeding, but that stump’s gonna need specialist care.”


	No! He was too weak. He’d be vulnerable in a hospital. Defenseless.


	“But no way you’re gonna get to one tonight. The phone’s not working worth a damn, and even if it was, I don’t see anyone coming out in this storm. So we’re gonna have to ride it out together tonight and see what the morning brings. I’ll get the boat out here as soon as it can make the trip.”


	He could not allow her to call for help, but how could he stop her? He fought to stay conscious, but it slipped away …


	… until he felt himself rolled onto his side.


	“Here,” she was saying.


	His head was propped on pillows or cushions. He knew only that they were soft. He felt a straw pressed between his swollen lips.


	“Drink some of that.”


	He drew on the straw. Hot salty liquid filled his mouth. He swallowed and greedily sucked more.


	“I heated you up a can of chicken broth. Drink as much as you can. With the electric blanket cooking you on the outside and this working from the inside, we’ll have you warmed up yet.”


	This cow … if he survived this, she would be rewarded.


	He swallowed more and took a breath. He tried his voice. He had to know.


	“Where…?” was all he could manage. His voice sounded like sandpaper on concrete. He must have inhaled smoke, perhaps even a little flame.


	“Oh, so you can speak. Well, your voice don’t sound too good. Maybe you better save it. As for where you are—little place called Sadie’s Island, in the middle of Gardiner’s Bay. And me? I’m Sadie. Sadie Swick. I own this little hunk of rock and I’m its sole resident. And how about you? What are you called?”


	What name to use? He’d had so many of them. He chose an old one at random.


	“Roma,” he croaked.


	“Like the quarterback? Any relation?”


	So many people had asked him those questions when he’d started using the name. He had no idea what they were talking about at first, but he’d soon learned.


	“Rome-AH,” he said.


	“Like the city then. Got a first name?”


	“Sal.”


	“A real Italian, ay? You don’t look Italian, but then I’ve known a bunch of Italians who don’t. Welcome to Sadie’s Island, Sal. Wish it could have been under better circumstances but…”


	She talked on but her voice faded with his consciousness.
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	The scream jolted Weezy from her sleep. A child’s scream—not the baby’s trademarked shriek. A little girl—


	“Vicky!”


	She jumped off the couch and ran for the bedroom. She’d given it to Gia and Vicky. The bedroom light came on almost immediately, and when Weezy arrived she found a terrified Vicky huddled against her shaken mother …


	… and the baby standing at the edge of the bed, chewing on the sheet.


	Vicky was babbling. “I-I-I opened my eyes and he was right in front of me, staring at me! I was so scared!”


	Weezy couldn’t blame the poor kid. She’d left a night light on in case Gia or Vicky had to find their way to the bathroom. She imagined Vicky opening her eyes and seeing that face just inches away.


	Gia had her arms around her and gave her an extra squeeze. “It’s okay, hon. He was just looking at you. He likes you.”


	“No! He bit me!”


	She held up an index finger. Weezy stood near the foot of the bed, but even from there she could see reddened scrapes where his sharp little teeth had broken the skin.


	Gia frowned as she examined it. “Well, now we’ve got a problem. Let’s go clean that up.”


	“Should I wake Jack?” Weezy said.


	He’d wanted to stay close by but Weezy had no room for him here—Gia, Vicky, and the baby maxed out her sleepover capacity—so he’d crashed across the hall on Dawn’s couch.


	Gia shook her head as she hustled Vicky toward the bathroom. “We can handle this. Let him sleep.”


	Weezy glanced at the bedside clock—3:32—and then stared at the baby. How on Earth had he gotten from the crib to the bedroom? As Vicky rounded the corner and disappeared, the baby screeched, then dropped to his hands and knees and began to crawl after her.


	An infant … crawling … and biting.


	What had she brought into her home?
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	“Breakfast time!” said the now-familiar voice.


	He opened his eyes to daylight. The cow was back. She had awakened him periodically during the night to feed him warm broth. He wondered if she had set an alarm to rouse her to the task. No matter. He had gulped whatever she had offered, then returned to sleep.


	Though he felt stronger—and certainly warmer—than he had last night, he remained terribly weak.


	“Time to get something a little more solid into you.”


	He tried to raise himself to his elbows and gasped at the bolt of pain that shot up his left arm. He gaped at the charred stump of his wrist. He’d forgotten about his hand.


	Slowly he became aware of pain all over his body.


	The cow was talking again. She seemed to love to talk. Not surprising. If she was as isolated as she had said, her only conversations would be with her dog and whoever she phoned.


	What had she called herself? Last night was such a blur … Sadie, was it? Yes. Sadie.


	She gestured toward her dog. “Rocky seems afraid of you. That’s not like him. He usually adores people.”


	Idiot cow. You’ve taken in a pack animal that behaves according to a set of instincts honed by breeding and evolution. It adores nothing.


	She pursed her lips and spoke to the dog in an inane tone. “Isn’t that twue, Wocky-wocks. You’re a good dog, aren’t you, Wocky-wocks. Yes, you are.”


	Nauseated by this display of affection for a creature that was little more than a bundle of reflexes, he regarded the dog. The big brown mutt sat in the corner and stared at him. Animals tended to fear him, and that was just as well. He did not understand the concept of a pet and had not the slightest desire to own one.


	When the Change came and food became scarce, pet owners’ sickening anthropomorphisms would evaporate as they devoured their formerly beloved companions … those that did not devour them first.


	But this mutt … had he watched like that all night?


	The cow prattled on. “We cooked you some oatmeal, but made it real thin since we don’t know how your digestion is doing. We put it in a cup.”


	“‘We’?” His voice was still harsh and faint.


	“Sure. Rocky and me. We’re the only ones here. And no, he didn’t help cook the oatmeal. It’s just the way I talk.”


	He nodded, hoping that would end her prattle. But no …


	“If you can’t drink it yourself, I’ll spoon it into you. But if I were you, I’d try the cup. With my eyes I’ll probably miss your mouth more often than I’ll hit it.”


	He took the cup and sipped the gruel. It went down easily.


	“Ooh, look at your face,” she said, leaning close to his left cheek. “It’s all burned. Really bad.”


	That didn’t surprise him. He was probably burned to varying degrees over most of his body.


	She had her face close to the remnant of his wrist, not touching, but examining with her rheumy eyes. He disliked anyone being this close.


	“Glasses?” he said.


	“I got some—got a dozen pair, at least—but they’re not worth a damn. With this wet AMD, I can’t see a damn thing unless I get real close. And even then…”


	His weakness left him no choice but to allow her to continue her inspection.


	“I don’t see any sign of infection yet, but it’s coming. Can’t get hurt like that and not get infected. We’re going to have to get you to a doctor soon or—”


	“No…”


	“No arguing. You’ve got to have a doctor.”


	“No … please.”


	Words were agony.


	“Why the hell not?”


	“Later.”


	“‘Later’? That mean you’ll explain later? Well, it better be a damn good explanation. But don’t you worry about any of that now. The phone’s still out and the storm’s still going strong. So it’s just you and me and Rocky for a while.”


	Good. That was good.


	Now she was leaning close to the electric blanket that covered him, touching it here and there.


	“Oh, dear. Look here. Some of your body burns have oozed through the blanket and dried. Ooh, it’s going to be stuck to you. That’s not good. I’ll get another blanket and we’ll try to ease that one off you.”


	He finished the oatmeal and put the cup down. With his remaining hand, he grasped the edge of the blanket and yanked it free of his skin. He gasped a few hissing breaths through clenched teeth as pain screamed through his body.


	“Oh, dear God!” she cried, backing away. “Why would you go and do a thing like that? I could have taken it off you real easy like, without all that pain.”


	Didn’t she know? Pain was good. Other people’s pain was better, but even his own pain was better than none. Pain meant he was alive. Pain would stimulate his healing powers.


	He handed her the soiled blanket and watched her hurry off to find a replacement. Then he lay back and closed his eyes. Sleep beckoned again. He answered the call.
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	Weezy placed the baby’s sippy cup to his lips, and once more he turned his head away.


	Gia had picked up a few of the cups last night on her run to a nearby CVS. He couldn’t chew through the mouthpiece, which was good, but he kept rejecting them. Weezy didn’t think the cup was the problem. More like its contents. Formula wasn’t doing it for him.


	At least he wasn’t screeching, but his attachment to Vicky was a bit unsettling. The four of them sat at the kitchenette table, and as long as the little girl was present, he limited himself to baby noises. But God forbid she left his sight. He sat on Weezy’s lap, but seemed largely unaware of her. He had eyes only for Vicky and watched her every move.


	“Maybe he can’t stomach formula,” Weezy said.


	What was she going to do? Dawn’s child was unique—the closest thing this world had seen to his species in millennia. Well, except for the creature she and Jack had encountered as kids; she was convinced that had been a q’qr.


	“Maybe he needs different food.”


	Gia sat across from her, sipping coffee. “We can try something solid when Jack gets back. I mean, he’s got teeth.”


	Jack had risen, made a brief appearance—they hadn’t told him about the biting incident yet—and gone out on a bagel run.


	“Maybe we don’t have to wait.”


	Weezy retrieved the loaf of bread she kept in the refrigerator—she didn’t eat much bread—and tore a length of crust from a slice.


	Gia took it and held it before the baby’s mouth. He gave it a cross-eyed look, sniffed it, then chomped—but caught Gia’s fingertip instead.


	Gia dropped the crust and sucked on her finger. “Those little teeth are sharp.”


	As they watched, he reached out a stubby, black-nailed hand and wrapped it around the crust.


	Gia shook her head. “Palm-grabbing already.”


	“What’s that?”


	“A crude form of grasping. Most babies can’t do that till they’re four months old.”


	The end of the crust was sticking out of his fist. He shoved it toward his mouth, missed, tried again, then made it on the third go. He bit off the end and chewed.


	Gia’s expression was full of wonder. “Feeding himself…”


	But after only a few chews he spit it out, letting the mush drip down his chin.


	“So much for bread,” Gia said. She looked at her scraped fingertip. “Seems to like fingers, though.”


	“He’s going to starve,” Weezy said.


	She felt responsible for Dawn’s baby, for its survival. But this was no ordinary baby. Who did she turn to? She was pretty damn sure Dr. Spock’s book had no sections on the care and feeding of q’qr babies.


	Gia didn’t look too concerned. “Usually that’s not a problem with children, even with the fussiest. As a rule, if they get hungry enough, they’ll eat. He’ll—”


	The buzzer for the downstairs entrance sounded.


	Who could that be? Jack had a key. She carried the baby to the intercom and pressed the talk button.


	“Hello?”


	“It is I.”


	Weezy knew that voice, and the recognition startled her.


	“Lady?”


	What was she doing here? They’d left her in the Pine Barrens. Even better question: How had she gotten here?


	“I wish to visit.”


	“Well, um, sure. Of course. Come up.” She buzzed the door open. “Seven-C.”


	“I know where you are.”


	Well, of course she did.


	Gia looked surprised. “The Lady … here?”


	“You’ve met?”


	Now she looked a little frazzled—Weezy had never imagined Gia’s composure could slip. “Yes … and no.”


	Weezy cocked her head toward Vicky who was playing with the Band-Aid on her finger. “Does she…?”


	Gia shook her head. “No. Better that way. Gabby-gabby, if you get my drift.”


	Weezy got it. Better that Vicky knew nothing about the Lady’s true nature, because she’d talk about her and everyone would think she was either lying or deluded.


	A few moments later she arrived, looking perfectly dry and comfortable in her short-sleeved housedress, as if she’d stepped in from a balmy spring day instead of a winter storm that was still snowing and blowing.


	Weezy felt a bit awkward introducing her as “The Lady,” but Gia already knew who she was, and Vicky … Vicky seemed unaccountably in awe of her. She stared at the Lady like the baby stared at her.


	“I believe we’ve met,” Gia said softly.


	The Lady nodded. “Yes, we have.”


	“Thank you. I know what you did … thank you.”


	“Would that I had been allowed to do more, but it was not possible.”


	Gia’s throat worked. “I know that, but…” She glanced at Vicky. “Thank you.”


	Weezy had to ask. “How did you get here from the Pines?”


	“I walked.”


	Gia blinked. “You walked? In this storm? From south Jersey?”


	“I do not feel cold or rain or wind. And to be honest, I rode much of the way.”


	Weezy had a vision of the Lady walking along the side of Route 206 with her thumb out.


	“Don’t tell me you hitched a ride?”


	“People are kind to an underdressed old woman caught in a snowstorm.” She focused her attention on the baby in Weezy’s arms. “You hold the reason for my visit. I wished to see him in person.” She leaned in for a closer look. “Interesting.”


	The scene struck a discordant note in Weezy.


	“But aren’t you aware of everyone?”


	“Only the sentient. Newborns aren’t self-aware. And this creature, even when grown, will function mostly by instinct.” The Lady leaned closer. “Where are the tentacles?”


	“Tentacles?” Gia said.


	“They appear to have been removed,” Weezy said.


	The Lady frowned. “Show me, please.”


	Weezy unsnapped his shirt and worked his left arm free. She raised it to expose the underarm area. While washing up the baby yesterday she’d looked for the tentacles and had found a healed but recent scar in each axilla.


	“If you look closely you can see a little—ohmygod!”


	Yesterday when she’d touched the scars she’d felt a little lump beneath each. Now this scar appeared to have split and something was protruding from it. Weezy remembered how Dawn had described the tentacles—“like slim little garter snakes.” This was no more than an inch long, but that was what it looked like. Or maybe a rat tail. As she watched, it curved and straightened.


	The Lady nodded, her expression impassive. “They are growing back.”


	Gia’s face was ashen.


	Vicky, who was out of the line of sight, said, “I have to go to the bathroom, Mom.”


	“Go ahead, sweetie.” Gia’s eyes were glued to the tentacle. “Go right ahead.”


	With Vicky out of sight, the baby began screeching. He fought Weezy as she tried to reinsert his arm in the sleeve, and struggled maniacally to break free from her grasp.


	The screeches were almost nonstop.


	Weezy felt ready to burst into tears. How was she going to handle this?


	“This is not good,” the Lady said, barely audible over the noise. “You cannot take care of him. As his tentacles regrow to their full length, they will be grabbing everything in sight. Your situation will soon become untenable.”


	Weezy had to admit the truth of that, but couldn’t help feeling offended.


	“Well, I can’t just throw him out on the street or give him up for adoption.”


	She’d love to pass this torch, but to whom? Ideally someone who knew the care and feeding of q’qrs. No one alive today knew that.


	The Lady stared at the baby. “Very little in this child is human. He houses more Otherness than humanity. And as such, he should be kept separate from humanity. I know you feel an obligation, a responsibility, but your greater responsibility is to humanity. You must continue your study of the Compendium.”


	Yes … the Compendium. No way she could concentrate on that or anything else with this screeching.


	“She’s right, Weezy,” Gia said, wincing at a particularly loud shriek. The noise seemed to be causing her physical pain.


	Weezy nodded. Only Vicky seemed able to quiet the baby and the girl couldn’t stay with the baby every minute. She looked at the Lady.


	“But who?”


	“I will take him.”


	The Lady caring for a child … she wasn’t even human. Then again, neither was the baby … not quite.


	“How will you manage?”


	“I know his needs. And I have my ways.” She reached out and placed her palm on the baby’s head. “Hush now. You’ve caused enough disturbance.”


	And miraculously, the baby quieted. He stopped struggling and stared at the Lady. Then he held his arms out to her. Weezy saw nothing else to do but hand him over. The Lady cradled him and he remained quiet, staring up at her face.


	“If you will give me a blanket,” she said, “I will take him to my home.”


	Some small part deep inside felt she was betraying Dawn, but the rest of her knew this was the best course—for her and for the child.


	She went to his room and returned with the blanket from his crib.


	The Lady wrapped him snugly and said, “You may visit any time you wish.”


	And then she walked out.


	Weezy felt guilty at the flood of relief when the door closed.


	Vicky returned then. “Where’s the baby?”


	“The Lady took him to her place, honey,” Gia said. “He’ll be happier there.”


	Vicky’s expression said she was pretty happy herself.


	Giving in to a need to move, Weezy wandered the room. As she passed the table where she’d left the Compendium, she noticed it was open. She knew she’d left it closed.


	She looked at Vicky. “Were you looking through this?”


	“That was me,” Gia said. “Hope you don’t mind.”


	Weezy stared at the open page.


	“Was that okay?” Gia said.


	Weezy shook herself. “What? Oh, yes. Of course. It’s just that … is there any reason you left it open at this page?”


	Gia approached and looked over her shoulder. “No. I just opened it at random. I was going to flip through but then you said coffee was ready. Why?”


	“It’s the same page Vicky opened to last night.”


	The Naming Ceremony page …


	Odd. The page order in the Compendium was in constant flux—random, chaotic. Not impossible that it could open to the same page twice in a row, but the probability was low.


	She closed the book, stepped back, and said, “Do me a favor and open it again—anywhere.”


	Gia gave her a puzzled expression, then shrugged and smiled. “I remember how this book used to drive Jack nuts. He could never find anything he wanted. I’ll try near the beginning instead of the middle.” She flipped it open and stared. “Well, I’ll be.”


	Weezy checked it and felt a little tickle in her stomach. The Naming Ceremony page lay open.


	She closed it again and motioned Vicky over.


	“Hey, Vicks. Open this for me, will you? Any page you want.”


	“Sure.”


	She opened it near the middle … revealing the Naming Ceremony.


	Gia glanced at Weezy. “Looks like this old book is trying to tell you something.”


	Tell me something? Ridiculous.


	Or was it?
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	Ernst stormed up to the Lodge’s second floor and found two Kickers replacing the door to one of the rooms. Ernst knew whose room.


	“What is the meaning of this?”


	“Just following orders,” one of the Kickers said. “The boss told us to—”


	“Where is he?”


	The other jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the room. “Right inside.”


	Ernst raised his black, silver-headed cane. “Out of my way! Out!”


	They scuttled to the sides, leaving him a clear path through the doorway.


	After a number of days’ absence, he’d returned to the Lodge and had been shocked to see its street façade defaced by a pair of steel window shutters on the second floor.


	He stormed into the room and found Hank Thompson staring out one of those windows.


	“The shutters must come down!”


	Thompson smiled as he turned to face him. “Morning, Drexler. How’re they hanging?”


	He was goading. Thompson seemed to take inordinate pleasure in annoying him. Well, Ernst was already annoyed—more than annoyed.


	“Remove those shutters immediately.”


	Thompson gave him a cold stare. “No.”


	“This is a historic building. You cannot deface it like this.”


	“What’s defaced? These are primo roll-up hurricane shutters. Heaviest of the heavy duty. Watch.”


	He picked up a remote, pointed it at the nearest window, and pressed a button. With a soft clatter, a ribbed steel sheet unrolled from the cylinder at the top and slid down the tracks attached to either side of the frame. He pointed the remote at the other window and the same happened, darkening the room.


	He grinned. “Pretty neat, huh? And if there’s a power failure, I’ve got a little gadget that lets me crank them up and down by hand.”


	“Have you gone mad? This is totally irrational. You’re on the second floor. Someone would have to put up a ladder in full view of the street and the claque of your followers who drape themselves on the front steps.”


	Thompson’s smile faltered. “What if what wants in isn’t human? What if it flies through the air?”


	Ernst stared at him. He had gone mad.


	“‘It’?”


	“The Kicker Man warned me. He hasn’t led me wrong yet.”


	Was he talking about the Change? Had he had some sort of premonition and was preparing for it?


	Ernst hoped he was wasting his time, hoped that Jack, the man Thompson hated so fiercely, had succeeded in stopping the One.


	“So don’t waste your breath telling me to undo this. It stays.”


	Ernst turned toward the new door. “And this?”


	“Steel. With a big bar across it. The walls are stone, two feet thick on the outside, a foot on the inside.” He looked around, nodding. “Yep, I’ll be safe here.”


	Ernst saw no point in continuing the conversation, so he walked out.


	Where was the One? Alive? Dead? He wished he could call Jack.
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	Jack turned away from the Lady’s window and faced the occupants of the room. He’d taken Gia and Vicky home from Weezy’s, then returned here.


	“Storm’s done. You’re sure he’s still alive?”


	Both Glaeken and the Lady nodded from their customary places at the table. Weezy was in her place too, the Compendium open before her. And next to her, a new face: Eddie.


	Under different circumstances, Jack would have been amused at his reaction to seeing Mrs. Clevenger alive and well, and finally meeting the mysterious “Mr. Foster.” Even though Weezy had prepared him, he’d been awestruck.


	Over in the corner, Dawn’s baby, confined in a playpen, contentedly chewed on a bone—a freaking soup bone.


	When Eddie had seen him he’d whispered a simple, “Jesus.”


	At least he hadn’t done a Kramer.


	Glaeken said, “And slowly, very slowly, growing stronger.”


	Not what Jack wanted to hear. A supernova of frustration blazed in his chest. He’d blown it. His original plan had been sabotaged—unintentionally, but sabotaged nonetheless—and he’d been forced to improvise. But he couldn’t excuse himself. He’d blown it.


	“I need to get back to Nuckateague.”


	“For what possible purpose?” Weezy said.


	He glared at her. “Oh, I don’t know. To toast some marshmallows over the ashes of Rasalom’s mansion. What else?”


	He was walking a thin line here and he didn’t need anyone baiting him with stupid questions.


	“I’m serious, Jack. You’ve seen the news. That whole area is crawling with state and local cops. Even Homeland Security is into the act. The Coast Guard found the wreckage of the cabin cruiser, so they’re out on the water patrolling the bay, looking for bodies.”


	“But Rasalom is not a body. And he’s not in the water. I don’t care how resilient he is, he’s saddled with a human body. It may be a special human body, but human muscle can’t function in near-freezing water like they’ve got in that bay. Somehow he made it to shore—maybe somewhere along the South Fork, maybe Gardiner’s Island, I don’t know. But he’s on land, and he’s hurt, and he’s hiding.”


	“I don’t disagree,” Weezy said. “And if he’s findable, he’ll be found. But not by you.”


	“Don’t be so sure.”


	“Think, will you?” she snapped. “You’ll be conspicuous as all hell out there. If you’re poking through the bushes on land, the cops or DHS will want to know who you are and what you’re doing there. If you somehow find a boat to take out, the Coast Guard will want to know the same things. If there’s a chink anywhere in your ID you’ll wind up in jail and completely out of the fight. Is that what you want?”


	Of course it wasn’t.


	He forced a smile. “I hate it when you’re right.”


	She continued her stare. “Funny. You didn’t used to.”


	“I’m not exactly who I used to be.”


	“And you seem to be getting less like him every day.”


	Jack glanced at Glaeken and remembered what he’d said last night about the Ally.


	The Ally wants a tool … a relentless tool.


	He raised his hands in surrender. “Peace. You’re right, I’m wrong. I’m open to suggestions—anything but ‘let’s just sit back and see what happens.’ Anything but that.”


	“All right,” Weezy said. “Let’s play a game.”


	“Weez…”


	“No, I’m serious. And this is a serious game.” She closed the Compendium and stood it up on its spine. “Guess which page it will open to when I let go of its covers.”


	Had she lost her mind?


	“Weez…”


	“I’m going to guess the page about the Otherness Naming Ceremony.” She let the covers go and the book fell open. She looked down and said, “Well, well. What do you know: the Otherness Naming Ceremony. Let me try it again.”


	She did.


	“How about that? The Otherness Naming Ceremony.”


	Jack moved around for a look. Sure enough. He recognized the page.


	She called Eddie over and he got the same result.


	Jack took the book from her and tried it himself: same page.


	“What the—?”


	He knew this book. Before Weezy had come back into his life and taken over the Compendium, he’d owned it, studied it—or at least tried to until its sequencing went on the fritz and pages began appearing in random order, anywhere they damn well pleased.


	In all his time with the book it had never done anything like this.


	“Since coming across that first reference on Wednesday I’ve been finding more and more mentions of the Other Naming Ceremony. Think about that: In all those months, not one reference till last week, then one after another, and now the book won’t open to any other page.”


	“Another malfunction in its pagination?” Glaeken said.


	“I showed it to Gia this morning and she said it looked like the book was trying to tell me something.”


	Jack laughed. “Yeah, but she was—”


	“—joking, or at least half joking, sure. But it got me to thinking. Could it be trying to tell me something?”


	“It’s a book, Weez.”


	“But the Compendium isn’t like any other book in the world, maybe not like any book ever made—and I emphasize ever. I’ve been studying it a long time. I’ve become attuned to it. It’s kind of, well, almost interactive, and I’m wondering if maybe it’s somehow become attuned to me.”


	Silence around the table.


	Jack didn’t know what to make of this. A book—even the most maddening and amazing book in the world—trying to tell them something? It didn’t sit right. His instinct was to reject the idea out of hand. But Weezy had instincts too, and he’d learned to respect them.


	Finally Glaeken cleared his throat. “What do you think it’s trying to tell us?”


	“That maybe what we talked about when I first showed you the page is a way to go.”


	Jack vaguely remembered. “Putting someone through the Naming Ceremony and giving him Rasalom’s Other Name?”


	She nodded. “That’s it. ‘No two humans may have the same Other Name. The First-named shall be powerless as long as the Second-named lives.’ That sounds pretty good to me. In fact that sounds like just what we’re looking for.”


	Glaeken said, “You neglected the rest of it.”


	Weezy remedied that: “‘The First-named shall hear the Name within the Second and thus be able to resolve the duplication.’”


	Glaeken was nodding. “Which means the One will be powerless until he hunts down the usurper and wrings his neck. Which won’t be very long if he can ‘hear the name’ within the unfortunate who has it.”


	As before, Jack was thinking that would be an excellent way to make Rasalom come to him, but he saw a couple of major problems.


	“Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?” He turned to the Lady. “Once again, I volunteer, but you’re the only one who can perform the ceremony and you’ve already said you won’t.”


	“It is a death sentence,” she said, shaking her head.


	He turned back to Weezy. “But even if we can change her mind, we don’t know his Other Name.”


	Weezy looked at him, her expression intense. “I have an idea where we might—might be able to find it.”


	“I’m all ears. Where?”


	“Under the Johnson Lodge.”


	The previous silence around the table had been baffled. This one felt more like stunned.


	Finally Eddie said, “Johnson? Our Johnson?”


	Jack said, “You mean those tunnels, that buried town?”


	She nodded. “Remember we came across a big model of the Order’s sigil down there, the one made out of the same black stuff as the little pyramid we found?”


	Jack had a vague memory of it. He’d archived most of his childhood and pretty much everything else that had happened before his break with his past and arrival in New York. Most of what he could dredge up from their teenage venture into the dark region beneath the Lodge involved running from some bearlike creature they never saw clearly—what might have been the last q’qr—and trying to keep from drowning.


	“What about it?”


	“It was damaged, remember?”


	He shook his head. “Sort of.”


	More like hardly. He remembered finding it and calling Weezy to take a look, but the details …


	Looking frustrated, she pulled a pad and a pen from her backpack and began drawing. When finished she held it up for all to see.


	“Here’s the sigil as we know it. Check the outer border—the rows of boxes running between the points. Each row has seven boxes.” She looked at Glaeken. “Didn’t you tell me that each of the Seven’s Other Names had seven characters?”


	Glaeken nodded. “As do their taken, worldly names—like Rasalom. The original sigil belonged to the Seven. Seven points for the seven agents of the Otherness, interwoven to show a unity of purpose. Each of their public names was carved into the boxes of the great sigil that overlooked the hall where they would meet to draw up their plans for rule by the Otherness. After the Cataclysm, when the Seven and their schemes and their armies were no more, the Order adopted the sigil, but without the names.”


	“The great sigil is mentioned here,” Weezy said, tapping the Compendium. “But so is another sigil—seven of them, in fact—all engraved with the Other Name of each of the Seven.”


	“I’d heard rumors of that back in the First Age,” Glaeken said. “But I thought it was just wishful thinking on our part.”


	“Why?” Jack said.


	“Knowing their Other Names would give us power over them.”


	Jack didn’t get it. “What are we talking about here? It’s just a name.”


	Glaeken shook his head. “The Conflict was out in the open back then. The laws of nature were different and could be bent in ways no longer possible. The things we could do in the First Age would be called magic now.”


	“Okay. I’ll take your word for that. But that makes it all the less likely that they’d share this Other Name with anyone.”


	Glaeken gave a wry smile. “The Otherness did not cull the Seven from the cream of humanity. They were vicious and ruthless and without honor. Those of us fighting for the Ally were flawed in many ways—some fatally—but compared to the Seven, we were the First Age equivalent of choirboys.”


	“All the more reason not to let the Hank Thompsons and Ernst Drexlers of their day in on your closest secret.”


	“Ever hear of mutually assured destruction?” Weezy said.


	Of course he had. “With nuclear weapons, yeah, but names?”


	Glaeken was nodding. “It does make a sort of sense. If one of them or even a pair of them went rogue, the others had the means to bring them into line or wipe them off the face of the Earth.”


	Weezy started erasing parts of her drawing.


	“Okay, what if I told you we came upon a sigil, six feet high or so, and certain parts of it were missing?” She held up the edited drawing. “What if it looked like this.”


	“See?” she said. “Six of the seven borders have been removed. Only one remains—and that’s got a name on it.”


	Glaeken leaned forward, keen interest sparking in his blue eyes. “What name?”


	She leaned back. “I don’t know. That’s why I put little X’s in the boxes.”


	Jack couldn’t hide his shock. “You mean you forgot? You never forget anything.”


	“I doubt I ever knew, Jack.” She closed her eyes. “I can see it there, leaning against the wall of the tunnel. It’s covered with dust. You even rubbed off some of the dust to show me how it was made of the same black material as the pyramid. I can see that six of the borders are missing, and I have an impression of seven symbols on the remaining border, but for the life of me I can’t remember what they are.”


	“That photographic memory of yours never failed before. Why now? Try.”


	Her eyes opened and flashed at him. “What do you think I’m doing right now? It’s simply not there. You remember what it was like that night. We thought that door opened into some kind of floor safe but it was much bigger than that. It was dark down there, we had crummy little flashlights, I was nervous, and we were looking for a lost kid. So excuse me if I didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to a dusty old sigil. I can’t remember something if it never registered.”


	He realized he’d ticked her off. He hadn’t meant to. He couldn’t remember ever being so impatient. He also realized she was ticked at herself for not being able to remember it.


	“Okay. Sorry. If that’s the way it is, we’ll just have to resign ourselves to not knowing.”


	“But we can find out,” she said. “I mean, assuming the sigil is still there.”


	“If it is, it’s got to be buried under a ton of mud from when the lake flooded in.”


	“Maybe, maybe not. I think we should go see.”


	“Where? Back to Johnson? What for?” He nodded to the Lady. “If no one’s going to perform the ceremony, why bother?”


	“We can worry about ceremonies later. Just knowing Rasalom’s Other Name could be important. Don’t you want to know it? Aren’t you curious, even a little?”


	“Not a bit.”


	“You won’t go back?”


	“No.”


	No way he was leaving for the wilds of New Jersey while Rasalom’s heart was still ticking up here. If an opportunity arose to finish the job, Jack wanted to be ready to jump on it.


	Where was that son of a bitch?
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	With the cow’s help, Rasalom had struggled his way to the couch. She’d draped it with a sheet—the first step toward making him a bed, she promised—and he now sat upon it, wrapped in a blanket.


	The effort had exhausted him. He hadn’t felt this weak since Glaeken had trapped him in that wretched little castle in Romania. His lids felt heavy, and kept drifting closed, but he forced them open to concentrate on the television on the far side of the small room.


	The woman had a satellite feed; she’d turned it on first thing this morning and left it running. He had a feeling she kept it on all day. Her only company besides her dog. Rasalom would have ignored it except the channel was updating what it called “the nightmare in Nuckateague.” The mention of a triple murder associated with the “blitzkrieg assault” on the mansion had galvanized his attention.


	Triple murder?


	He assumed two of the dead to be Georges and Gilda, but who was the third? And then it struck him—the baby.


	Oh, no … not the baby.


	Despairing, he listened carefully, but the identities of the dead were being withheld pending notification of their families.


	He had to get off this island …


	Then again, what was the hurry? With the baby gone, he’d have to come up with a new plan.


	Another concern arose: Did Glaeken know he had survived? The Glaeken of old could sense his presence in the world, just as Rasalom could always sense his. Had he lost that ability along with his immortality? If not, he knew that his scheme had failed. He might try another strike to finish the job. Rasalom’s weakness and injuries left him painfully vulnerable out here.


	He lifted the blanket and examined his naked body. The burns were still oozing, and that concerned him. Certainly his skin was further along in the healing process than an everyday human’s, but he felt he should be doing better. The injuries had seriously weakened him.


	He raised his left arm and stared at the stump of his wrist. More than weakened: maimed and mutilated. He could recover from the weakness, he could heal his wounds, but his left hand was gone forever.


	Who did this to him?


	Glaeken? Not personally, that was certain. Too old and feeble. How he had reveled in seeing him like that. He had not expected so bold a move—had not expected any move.


	Killing Georges and Gilda and the baby … that was not like the old Glaeken. Rasalom had used his concern for “innocent” lives against him countless times. Perhaps the mortal Glaeken, with his clock winding down, had realized, like Rasalom, that no one was innocent.


	And no one was supposed to know about the Nuckateague house. How had Glaeken found out? Did he have a source in the Order? That was the only answer. But who?


	His Heir must have led the attack. An impressive assault, Rasalom had to admit. Only by the sheerest good fortune had he survived. If not for the presence of this island, if not for the wind and current that carried him here, he would have drowned. And even then, had it not been inhabited, he would have frozen solid on the beach out there.


	The island’s sole inhabitant, the cow, Sadie, bustled in carrying a plate and a glass of milk.


	“Brunch! More like a real breakfast—bacon and fried eggs—but since it’s after twelve we’re going to call it brunch.”


	The communal “we” again.


	“And since you’ve only got one hand, I put it between bread. So you’ve got a breakfast sandwich and some milk. Now, you may be saying to yourself, I want coffee, and maybe we’ll get you some later, but right now you need nourishment to get your strength back and milk’s got a lot more nourishment than coffee.”


	The chatter, the incessant chatter. Did she never tire of prattle?


	She placed the plate and the glass on the table next to the couch and moved on to the window.


	“Looks like the storm’s finally giving up the ghost. About time, I say. About time.” She turned and looked at him. “The phone should be working now. Time to get you some medical help.”


	“No!” he said. His voice was stronger now, but still raspy.


	“You keep saying that, but you’re not thinking straight. Those burns are going to get infected for sure and then you’re going to be one sick puppy.”


	Infection was the least of his worries—his immune system would not allow it. But discovery … how was he going to stop her?


	Perhaps the truth …


	“You have been watching the television?”


	“On and off. You’ve occupied a lot of my attention.”


	“You saw the fire in Nuckateague?”


	Her eyes widened. “I surely did! Did you see what someone did to that house? I declare I’ve never seen anything like that in all my born…” Her voice trailed off as she stared at him. “You’re not going to tell me…?”


	He nodded.


	Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, dear God!”


	He faked a sob. “They killed my family and were going to kill me but I managed to escape—though, as you can see … just barely.”


	“Oh, you poor man! Who were they?”


	“I don’t know.” He had to improvise now … something lurid yet plausible. “Home invaders. I am a wealthy man. They thought I had a house full of valuables. They cut off my hand trying to get me to tell them where I had hidden all these supposed valuables. They did not want to hear the truth—that it was all in the city in a bank vault. When they finally were convinced, they became enraged and went on a murder rampage—my brother, my wife, and my baby boy.”


	“Oh, dear God!”


	That would cover him should they identify the bodies.


	“Then they left me for dead and blew up the house to destroy all evidence.”


	“Oh, you poor man!”


	“That is why you cannot call for medical help. They believe I am dead and must go on believing that. I’ll reward you well—”


	“I don’t need money. Got plenty of that. But it sounds like I should be calling the police instead of emergency services.”


	“No, I don’t want to endanger you. If they learn I’m alive they might try to finish what they began. They will kill you too. They are merciless. You must keep my presence secret until I’m well enough to go to the police and ask for protective custody. Do you understand?”


	She was nodding vigorously. “Yes. Yes, of course. When you’re well enough, we’ll put you aboard the boat and—”


	“Boat?”


	“The weekly boat out of Sag Harbor. How do you suppose I get mail and food and such? The boat stops every Tuesday. I’ll just tell them you’re a relative who’s been staying here, recovering from some terrible accident. You can ride back to Sag Harbor and get in touch with the police there.”


	“Thank you. You are very kind.”


	“It’s the least I can do after the terrible ordeal you’ve been through. I’ll help you any way I can to get through this.”


	How easily gulled were these cattle. Especially the cows. Ruled by their emotions. Tell them a sad story and they were at your service.


	“Now eat up.” She took the sandwich plate and placed it in his lap. “Whether you’re hungry or not, you need your strength.”


	Yes, that was true. But he was in no hurry to leave. Glaeken might or might not be aware of his survival. Even if so, he would not be able to pinpoint his location. Better to stay here until he was stronger—strong enough to transport himself from this lump of rock.


	That would certainly not be by Tuesday.


	MONDAY
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	“… more mysteries surrounding the deadly events in Nuckateague Saturday night. Police seem to be having as much trouble locating the owners of the house as they are tracking down the killers who demolished it with fire and explosives. The house appears to be owned by a corporation, which is in turn owned by an offshore holding company. The holding company is owned by yet another foreign corporation. Very confusing, very mysterious. As for the perpetrators, at this point in time the police still have no leads. A large black sedan was seen driving away from the scene, but whether or not it was connected to the devastation is anyone’s guess.”


	Rasalom suppressed a growl of annoyance. Those incompetents would never find the “perpetrators.” He’d been watching this banal Long Island TV station all morning, hoping for word that progress had been made on tracking them down. A waste of time.


	But then again, he had nothing but time while he healed.


	He reached for the remote. He would have liked to turn off the TV while the cow was in the kitchen and be alone with his thoughts, but she’d only turn it on again when she returned. At least he could turn down the sound—especially when the talk was of Nuckateague. He reduced it to a barely audible level, and was glad he had when he heard the announcer go on with the story.


	“Progress has been made, however, in other aspects of the case, and a surprise was unearthed in identifying the three bodies found in a garage across the street from the fire. The owners of that garage are not involved, as they were out of state at the time of the incident. The youngest of the three victims turns out to be Dawn Pickering, whose name might sound familiar. She was in the news last year when she and her boyfriend disappeared after the death of her mother in Rego Park. Foul play was suspected. Still no sign of her boyfriend, but her connection to the house in Nuckateague is yet another mystery in the evolving story of this grisly, violent tragedy.


	“In other news…”


	Rasalom quickly changed the channel and leaned back, thinking.


	Dawn … what was she doing there? How had she known about the house? She must have tracked the baby there. He doubted she could have done that on her own. She must have had help.


	He was beginning to piece together a chain of events that could have led to the ambush when the announcer’s words came back to him with a shock.


	The youngest of the three victims turns out to be Dawn Pickering …


	Youngest? What of the child? No mention of a dead infant, who certainly would have been the youngest of the three victims.


	That meant the baby was alive. And that meant his plan was still viable.


	But for how long?


	A sudden urgency possessed him. This changed everything. He was certain his window of opportunity had not closed, but it could be shrinking by the moment. What had the cow said about a boat? Tomorrow? He could not wait until tomorrow. He needed to be back today.


	He tried to rise from the couch.


	“Here now!” she said, bustling into the room with a plate in her hand. “You need to visit the john again?”


	The john … was there a more inane name for a bathroom facility?


	He had suffered the indignities of having to allow the cow to assist him to the bathroom, his knees collapsing beneath him while she chattered to him in the tone she used to speak to her dog.


	“Need … to leave.”


	He flopped back onto the couch, gasping from the effort.


	“Leave? You’re weak as a kitten. And even if you were strong enough to dance a jig, you still wouldn’t be going anywhere today. The boat doesn’t come till tomorrow, remember?”


	“Can’t wait.”


	“I know you want to get to the police as soon as you can and help them find those killers. If you can walk a few steps tomorrow, maybe we can help you out to the dock.” As she looked over at her dog her voice took on that noxious tone. “Me and Wocky-wocks will come along and see you safely into town, won’t we, doggy?”


	The dog panted in the corner, beating its tail against the wall.


	“Do you take him everywhere?”


	“Of course I do.” She continued the tone as she grinned idiotically at her pet. “Don’t I, Wocky? Don’t I? Cause you’re a good dog, aren’t you. You’re Mommy’s best boy, aren’t you.”


	Rasalom rescinded his rash decision during the storm to reward her for saving him.


	“So now,” she said, resuming a normal tone, “you just sit back and eat this nice turkey sandwich I made you. That’s the sort of thing that’ll build you up and get your strength back.”


	She set the plate on his lap and looked around.


	“Where’s that remote?”


	He pointed to it with his wrist stump. “There.”


	“Where?”


	He remembered she could barely see. “Right next to me.”


	“Well, use it to turn up the sound, will you. I like to listen. Now go on and eat up. If you’re getting on that boat tomorrow you’re going to need all your strength.”


	She bustled back to the kitchen.


	Yes, strength. He needed strength—but now, not later. He couldn’t afford the time it would take for turkey sandwiches to do the job. He needed another form of nourishment, and here on this tiny island he was cut off from the emotions that could speed the process. The world out there writhed with a farrago of pain and fear and anger and grief, but he could access none of it from here. The population at this end of Long Island was thin this time of year, and the meager sustenance available was dampened by distance. Water further muted the effect.


	He had only the cow close at hand, and he needed her.


	He looked across the room at the dog, who stared back. But he didn’t need her pet … her beloved pet.


	Before he could do anything, he needed it closer. But the dog feared him. How to bring him within reach? And then he remembered the sandwich in his lap. Would the dumb animal’s stomach overcome its distrust of the stranger in its home?


	Let’s see, shall we?


	He pulled a piece of turkey from the sandwich and held it out, dangling it from his hand.


	The dog’s head shot up and rocked as it sniffed. But its body remained prone.


	He waved the meat back and forth. Should he whisper its name? He didn’t want the cow to hear, but decided to risk it. He was quite sure, however, that he could not bring himself to utter, “Wocky-wocks.”


	“Here, Rocky.”


	That was enough. The old dog pushed itself to its feet and ambled over, head down, tail giving a few tentative wags.


	Rasalom slowly drew the meat back, enticing the animal closer and closer until he could lay his wrist stump on its back. Deep within the furry chest, he felt the heart beating.


	He focused in on the beat.


	And stopped it.


	The animal stiffened, coughed once, and then its legs collapsed. It landed on the floor with a thump, shuddered, and did not move again.


	Rasalom popped the piece of turkey into his mouth—after all, he needed it more than the dog.


	Now … what was the cow’s name?


	“Sadie! I think something is wrong with your dog.”


	The cow rushed in. Her eyes darted to the corner where she’d left the dog, then to the still brown lump on the carpet before the couch.


	“Rocky?” she said, her voice rich with anxiety.


	When the lump did not respond, she bent and touched its flank.


	“Rocky?” A delicious burst of fear accompanied the word.


	When her fingers sent the message that no life lingered in the inert flesh beneath them, she dropped to her knees beside her companion and screamed.


	“Rockyyyyyyyyyyy!”


	Rasalom leaned back, closed his eyes, and bathed in the cataract of grief and loss, absorbing it like a dry sponge, feeding his needy cells, abating a hunger that could never be fully assuaged.


	Yessssss.
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	“I should move in here,” Weezy said as she and Eddie entered the Lady’s apartment.


	She placed the backpack with the Compendium on the table.


	The Lady smiled from her usual seat. “If you have no place to stay, you are always welcome here. You know that. I will not forget how you sat at my side that night.”


	Neither would Weezy. She’d been sure then that she was seeing the last of the Lady.


	She glanced over at Dawn’s baby in his playpen. He was chewing on a bone, just like yesterday.


	“Where do you get the soup bones?”


	“A local butcher delivers them.”


	“It looks raw,” Eddie said, making a face.


	“He prefers them that way. He wears them down to the marrow. He likes the blood there.”


	Weezy remembered the blood she’d washed off his face that first day. She’d assumed it was from his teeth. Now she wondered …


	She shook it off. It didn’t bear thinking about.


	“Do you know why Jack asked us here?”


	The Lady shook her head. “He did not tell me.”


	“Nor me,” Glaeken said as he entered and eased into his seat at the head of the table. “But he seemed … enthused.”


	Weezy could think of only one thing Jack had been enthused about lately.


	“Then it must have something to do with killing Rasalom.”


	As if on cue, Jack entered.


	“It does.” He dropped his bomber jacket onto the remaining seat opposite Weezy but remained standing. “I think I’ve found a solution to the Other Naming Ceremony problem.”


	He seemed a different person from the surly grouch of yesterday’s gathering. He appeared unable to sit still. He was psyched about something.


	“Which problem?” Weezy said. “Not knowing the name, or no one to perform the ceremony?”


	“The latter.”


	Weezy glanced at the Lady, then back to Jack. “You’ve found someone else who can read the small folks’ writing?”


	“No. But I think I can convince the Lady to perform it on me.”


	“I will not,” she said with rock-solid finality.


	“Give me a chance here. I’ve been up half the night thinking about this.”


	That would be Jack. Give him a problem to solve and he was like Dawn’s baby with a bone: He’d gnaw it down to the marrow.


	He turned to Weezy. “Could you read us that paragraph about the ceremony?”


	“I don’t need to read it.”


	“Okay. Would you recite it, please?”


	Weezy pictured the page and began to read from it.


	“‘No two humans may have the same Other Name. The First-named shall be powerless as long as the Second-named lives. The First-named shall hear the Name within the Second and thus be able to resolve the duplication.’”


	“Thanks,” Jack said. “Now, the second half is the part that’s causing the problem. The Lady here thinks it’s a death sentence. I disagree.”


	The Lady said, “The One ‘shall hear the Name’ within you. That means, even if you never speak the Other Name you have been given, you will know it … it will be in your mind. He will hear it just as he hears ‘Rasalom’ whenever it is spoken. He will follow that name to you, wait until you are vulnerable, and slay you.”


	Jack held up a finger. “Ah, but what if I don’t know the Other Name I’m given?”


	“How can you not?” Weezy said. “You’ll have to go through the ceremony.”


	He looked at the Lady. “Does the ceremony require me to say the name?”


	She shook her head. “It does not.”


	“Well, then,” he said, “what if I’m unconscious during the ceremony? Then I won’t be aware of a word being said.”


	Weezy stared at him. She noticed Glaeken, the Lady, and Eddie doing the same. She voiced what she knew they were all thinking.


	“Are you out of your mind?”


	“Not at all.” He began wandering around the table. “We can hire an anesthetist to put me under during the ceremony. I called Doc Hargus this morning and he said he could fix me up with one.”


	Weezy couldn’t help it. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard.”


	Jack glared at her. “Can I speak to you a minute? Alone? Outside?”


	She hesitated, taken aback by his expression and the strange request. What couldn’t they say in front of Eddie, Glaeken, and the Lady? But how could she refuse?


	“Sure.”


	She followed him into the hall where he shut the door behind them and lowered his voice.


	“Why are you so negative about this?”


	“Because it’s crazy, Jack.”


	“What’s crazy about it? Look at the situation: Rasalom is down but not out. In fact, he’s coming back and we don’t know how to find him to finish the job. As soon as he’s well enough, he’s going to want payback. How long do you think it’s going to take him to figure out I was behind the Nuckateague attack, if he hasn’t already? That means he’ll be coming after me anyway. So why not render him ‘powerless’ before he does? That will at least level the playing field.”


	“But we don’t know what ‘powerless’ means. It could simply mean unable to bring about the Change. All his other advantages could very well remain intact.”


	“But at least he’ll no longer be the One. There’ll be two with his Other Name, and that’s got to hamper him.”


	“I don’t think that’s going to change the Lady’s mind.”


	“It might. But I’ll never convince her with you constantly sniping at me.”


	“I’m sorry, Jack, but I’ve got to say what I feel, and I think it’s a bad idea. What if you’re wrong?”


	“Even if I’m wrong, can we afford not to take the chance? If Rasalom finds a way to extinguish the Lady, this whole opportunity goes with her. The option of the Other Name is entirely off the table because there’ll be no one to perform the ceremony.”


	Was this why he’d wanted to talk in private—didn’t want to discuss the Lady’s demise in front of her?


	“But he’s got nothing left to throw at her. If he did, he would have used it instead of trying that ambush.”


	Jack’s mouth twisted. “That was just to test if she was still immune to Earthly harm.”


	“Which means if he had another option, he would have used it.”


	“I think Dawn’s child might have been part of his plan.”


	Weezy’s heart clenched. She’d had the same feeling but hadn’t wanted to voice it.


	“How could that baby be used against the Lady?”


	He shook his head. “Wish I knew.”


	“Let’s go back inside and ask the Lady herself.”


	As Weezy started toward the door, Jack gripped her arm. “You’ll back me on the anesthesia?”


	She didn’t want any walls between Jack and her, but she couldn’t get behind his plan.


	“I think it’s a terrible risk but I’m willing to compromise: I’ll shut up and let you see if you can change her mind.”


	He gave a curt nod. “Fair enough.”


	Eddie gave her a what’s-going-on? look when they returned.


	Glaeken said, “Have you settled your disagreements?”


	“We ironed out a few things,” Weezy said, “but came up with an interesting question.” She turned to the Lady and pointed to the baby. “Can you think of any way that child can be used against you?”


	The Lady sat still a moment, then shook her head. “Not a one. Why do you ask?”


	Jack stepped forward. “We’re not sure. But consider what we know: We know the baby is brimming with the Otherness. And we know that Rasalom protected Dawn throughout her pregnancy, then took the baby into hiding right after he was born. He’s not the paternal sort and he’s got a one-track mind that’s fixed on the Change. He can’t effect the Change with you around, so that means…?”


	Jack gave Weezy an expectant look, so she turned to the Lady and answered the implied question.


	“He must think he can use the baby against you.”


	Glaeken said, “Your conclusion has a certain circumstantial logic to it, but in reality…” He shrugged. “The baby has a deep, strong Taint, but is not as full of the Otherness as a full-blown q’qr. The Lady was around when the world was full of q’qrs and they never posed a threat to her. Their blood may be from the Otherness, but they are creatures of the Earth and powerless against her. Maybe Rasalom thought he might eventually find a use for the baby against the Lady, but that is moot now.”


	The Lady nodded. “For now I have him.”


	Jack and Weezy stared at each other. She was sure Jack’s suddenly troubled expression matched hers. She echoed Gia’s question from the other night:


	“Do you think this could have been his plan all along?”


	After a long pause, Jack shook his head. “I can’t see how getting caught in an exploding house and being set on fire and almost drowning and having a boat blown out from under you by a Stinger were part of his plan.”


	Eddie cleared his throat. “Speaking from an actuarial perspective, none of that eliminates the possibility that his original plan was to return the baby to Dawn.”


	“But Dawn is dead,” Jack said.


	“True. But isn’t it true that this guy, this One, placed Dawn across the hall from Weezy? Which would place the baby, when returned to Dawn, in proximity to Weezy and, by extension, to the Lady.” He pointed to the Lady, then to the baby. “If so, mission accomplished.”


	Weezy gave Jack a look. “Told you he’d bring a new perspective.”


	Jack glanced at the baby, then the Lady. “Jeez.” Then at Eddie. “High or low probability?”


	Eddie gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Wish I could say. I don’t have enough data.”


	Weezy’s mind whirled with all the possibilities and permutations of the situation. “I have to tell you, this is way confusing.”


	Glaeken said, “It is indeed. We don’t know what the One’s plans were for the baby, but Eddie, the Lady, and I came up with one of our own while you two were in conference.”


	Jack said, “What about my idea?”


	“It has merit.”


	He dropped into his chair. “Well, that’s a start.”


	“But it has serious flaws as well.”


	“Like?”


	Glaeken leaned forward. “What if the anesthesia is just a tiny bit too light and you hear the name during the ceremony? Or what if your brain registers it and stores it even if your consciousness doesn’t? What if you’re wrong and you don’t have to know the Other Name to allow Rasalom to ‘hear’ it within you? What if simply knowing you’ve been given his Other Name is enough?”


	“A lot of what-ifs,” Jack said.


	“Then here’s the ultimate what-if: If just one of those what-ifs is true, he will ‘hear’ the name within you. That means he will know where you are every minute of every day. You will never be able to surprise him again. But he will be able to surprise you. Knowing your whereabouts, he can bide his time, make his plans, and then strike when the time is right—for him.”


	Weezy could see that struck a nerve with Jack. The idea of someone knowing his whereabouts at all times was bad enough, but when that someone was Rasalom …


	She was tempted to speak, but bit it back. She’d promised …


	“You’re our spear, Jack,” Glaeken said. “I’d hate to think of you fitted with a locator.”


	Exactly.


	Jack looked at the Lady. “So you won’t do the naming ceremony.”


	“Not on you.”


	“Then who?” Jack said. “Glaeken?”


	“That was a thought,” the old man said. “I’ve got the least to lose, and if not for Magda, I wouldn’t hesitate. But, even in her present state—or perhaps because of her present state—I can’t desert my wife.”


	“Well, forget about Weezy,” Jack said. “No way that’s happening.”


	“No, not Weezy,” Glaeken said. “Eddie volunteered—”


	“No!” Weezy cried, her heart constricting.


	He said, “I’ve lost my home, my business, and I’ve got no strings. I’m perfect, but—”


	“But we came up with a better candidate,” Glaeken said. “There is one more in the room you might consider.”


	Weezy had a sudden bad feeling about what was coming next. She slowly turned and looked at the baby, gnawing contentedly on its bone.


	“Oh, no. You can’t be serious.”
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	During the time the cow had cried hysterically over her fallen pet, Rasalom felt the strength pouring into him. Even when her vocalizations ratcheted down to quaking sobs, the grief that poured from her remained considerable.


	All for a dumb animal that was, in many other countries, considered an entrée.


	“I’m terribly sorry for your loss,” he said when she finally quieted.


	She only moaned.


	“My goodness,” he said. “I hope it wasn’t my fault.”


	Her head snapped up. “What do you mean?”


	“Well, just before he died I gave him a piece of my turkey.”


	She sniffed. “You did?”


	“Yes. I hope it didn’t cause a reaction or anything. He wasn’t allergic to turkey, was he?”


	“No, he ate it all the time.” She was staring at him, although he knew he was just a blur to her. “That turkey was to help you regain your strength, yet you gave him some?”


	“Well, he seemed like such a sweet, loyal dog.”


	She began sobbing again.


	Good … good. Keep it up. More. Give me more.


	“I’m so happy that-that-that his last memory was of a stranger being kind to him.”


	His last memory? The cow was pathetic. That creature had been little more than a quadrupedal appetite.


	She broke down again, bending over the dog, placing her cheek against its back.


	As Rasalom drank, he lifted the blanket and examined his burns. Healing nicely now.


	He closed his eyes and sighed as he feasted. Too bad he couldn’t bring the dog back to life—just for a few minutes, just long enough to let her believe her pet was back from the dead—and then stop its heart again.


	In his previous life he’d been so much more powerful. His very proximity could cause people to turn on each other, commit atrocities they would never dream of had he not entered their lives. He’d been able to make the dead move, walk, appear almost alive, even though they were not. But Glaeken had ended that life and Rasalom had been forced to wait until his rebirth to begin rebuilding his powers.


	He was not yet powerful enough to make this carcass move. He could end a life, make a life a living hell, but he couldn’t restore a life. Never could. Dead was dead.


	At least until the Change. After that, who knew?
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	Weezy had jumped from her seat and gone to the playpen. After recovering from his shock at what Glaeken was suggesting, Jack rose and joined her. He realized he should not have been surprised. Glaeken had wanted the child removed from the picture.


	He put an arm around her shoulder as she stared down at the baby.


	“I know how you felt about Dawn,” he said, “so I’ve a pretty good idea what you’re thinking.”


	“Do you?” Her voice carried an edge. “Putting an infant in danger. Really?”


	“Listen. Yes, he’s a baby, but that is why he will not be in danger: He’s not sentient yet. With all that q’qr blood flowing through him, he will most likely never be sentient in the fully human sense. And that’s the beauty part. The ceremony can be performed on him and he’ll have no cognizance of it. If he’s even listening during the ceremony, which I doubt, he’ll hear that name then and never again. He’ll certainly never be called by that name. He’ll have no idea that it’s even a name. He’ll hear it as background noise, just as he’s hearing this conversation. It won’t register in his conscious or subconscious. He’ll never even know he’s been through a ceremony.”


	“And yet,” the Lady said, raising a finger, “if what Srem says is true, once that infant has gone through the Naming Ceremony, he will render the One powerless.”


	Weezy turned to Jack. “What do you think?”


	He found he had no easy answer. And their decision here would have momentous impact.


	“Let me think out loud here.” He couldn’t stand still so he wandered the room. “First off, am I right in saying the Lady won’t perform the ceremony on anyone else?”


	The Lady nodded. “Correct.”


	“And it’s also a fact that if something happens to the Lady, no one else can perform the ceremony?”


	He stopped and looked at Glaeken and the Lady. Both nodded.


	Moving again, he said, “Now, because we’re on terra incognita here, we can’t say it’s a fact, but it seems a good bet that of everyone in this room, maybe even the world, this little guy here has the best chance of safely taking on Rasalom’s Other Name.” He pointed to Eddie. “Actuarial opinion?”


	Eddie glanced at Weezy, then away. “Given the information at hand, true.”


	Jack turned to Weezy but said nothing. After a long pause, she gave a reluctant shrug. “I suppose so.”


	“So, if we do do it, Rasalom will no longer be the One, rendering him ‘powerless’ to start the Change. Not being the One might also rob him of some of his extra-human abilities as well, making him easier to take down next time we get a crack at him. Realizing he’s no longer the One has got to distract him, sending him searching for whoever else has his Other Name instead of plotting against the Lady. That search will bring him out in the open, making him an easier target.”


	Jack paused. He had to admit those were strong arguments.


	“Okay,” he went on. “If we don’t do it, it’s business as usual for Rasalom: He’s still the One and once he heals up he can go to ground and redouble his efforts against the Lady with no worries.” He looked Weezy in the eyes. “Considering what’s at stake, the effect on billions of lives if Rasalom brings the Change, I don’t see how we can not do it.”


	Jack watched her stare down at the baby as he scored the bone with his sharp little teeth. He thought of another child: Vicky. She was the child he cared about. And after what Jack had done to Rasalom the other night, he had no doubt that if or when he brought the Change, he’d reserve a special place in that particular hell for anyone Jack held dear.


	Rasalom had to be stopped.


	But he said nothing. He had to let Weezy work this through.


	“With so much at stake,” she finally said, shaking her head, “how can I object?”


	He sighed. “Okay. It’s settled then. That means we’re looking at another trip to Johnson to find that sigil.”


	Her eyebrows rose. “Oh? Yesterday you refused to go.”


	“Yesterday we had no possible use for it. That’s changed.”


	“Well, I’m set to go. I was getting ready to leave when you called.”


	“Alone?”


	“No. Eddie offered to go with me.”


	He turned to Eddie. “You don’t have to now.”


	“No, I want to go,” he said. “I haven’t been back in a while.”


	Jack shrugged. “Well, the more the merrier, I guess. I’ll throw some stuff together and we’ll leave this afternoon.”


	He had a strange feeling that a circle was closing: the three of them back in Johnson, back in the Lodge. Like old times.


	Except the fate of the world hadn’t hung in the balance then.
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	The cow had calmed herself somewhat, yet remained on the floor, kneeling next to her dead pet. Acceptance had lessened the flow of grief from a gushing cataract to a steady stream.


	Was it enough?


	He pulled off the blanket and pushed himself up. He straightened his knees and stood—swaying at first as the room rocked and tilted, but he quickly steadied himself.


	“Dear God!” she said. “What are you doing?”


	“I believe it’s called ‘standing.’”


	“But you don’t have any clothes!”


	He looked down at his body. He had never understood modesty. He had no interest in cattle as sexual partners—he had other appetites—and felt no more embarrassment standing naked before her than would a shepherd before his flock. And even had he suffered from a modicum of modesty, she couldn’t see much of him anyway.


	He was more interested in his wounds.


	He lightly touched the burns. No more oozing, and new pink skin was maturing in the open areas.


	“Sit yourself back down!” the cow said. “Before you fall down.”


	He ignored her and took a faltering step, and then another. The room swayed again, but he would not sit down. Not yet.


	“Go ahead,” she said. “Fall on your face. See if I care. But you’re not going to stand there naked as a jaybird. I’ll get you some clothes.”


	Clothes? Did she expect him to wear one of her housedresses?


	She returned a moment later with green twill work pants and a flannel shirt.


	“These belonged to my husband. They’re old and musty and they’ll be big on you, but they’re better’n what you got on now. Don’t know why I kept them. Well, yes, I do. I just couldn’t bring myself to throw them out. He had his own closet, you know, and I’ve just sort of left it like it was and…”


	Did this woman ever shut up?


	He took the shirt from her as she rattled on. The lack of his left hand caused minimal difficulty in slipping into it, but the buttons were an obstacle. Not insurmountable, however. He managed to button one single-handedly and was working on a second when the cow leaned in close.


	“Stop fooling with that and help me get you into these pants. Then we’ll tend to your buttons.”


	He didn’t want her helping him, but pants were going to be a problem with only one hand. Bracing himself on a table, he stepped into the legs and allowed her to pull them up and button them at his waist. Then she leaned close and began fastening his shirt buttons.


	He could see now that once he was back on the mainland and settled in a new abode, he would have to engage someone to dress him. What were they called? A valet? A man’s man? Whatever, it was painfully clear that he could not manage this alone.


	He clenched his jaw at the indignity of it: the One needing help to dress himself.


	Whoever had done this—and he was increasingly certain that the Heir was responsible—had rendered him dependent. He might not understand modesty, but he understood dignity. And he had been robbed of his—or at least a portion of it.


	The Heir, the one called Jack, would pay. He would suffer. But those he loved would suffer first, and he would watch.


	Suffering … he sensed less of it here. The cow’s grief had abated. His sudden ability to stand and her assumption of a caregiver role had distracted her from her loss.


	She needed a reminder.


	“There,” she said, straightening as she finished the last button. “Now you’re decent.”


	“Do you want me to help you with your dog?”


	“Oh, dear God. Rocky!” Sobbing, she turned and knelt beside the carcass again. “Oh, Wocky-wocks. I didn’t forget about you. Honest, I didn’t.”


	“Very sad,” Rasalom said. “Has he been sickly?”


	“No!” she wailed. “The vet said he was in great shape.”


	“Well, I suppose it was God’s will then.”


	“No, not God’s will! It can’t be.”


	Rasalom shrugged. “Don’t they say, ‘The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away’?”


	“No!” Her voice rose. “God is a giver of life, not a taker. Satan is a destroyer of life. This wasn’t God’s work, this was Satan’s!” She pounded a fist on the floor. “Satan-Satan-Satan!”


	Anger mixed with the grief. Even better. He supped.


	Rasalom hid a smile. The Judeo-Christian myths personifying what the cattle perceived as “evil” were no closer to the truth than the rest of the world’s religions. He knew the true wellspring of those myths.


	“Are you sure?”


	“Yes! Satan did this!”


	And so, in a way, she was right.
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	The sun was low over the bare, snow-covered cornfields and orchards by the time they reached Johnson.


	“At least Burlington County hasn’t been paved over yet,” Eddie said.


	He’d called shotgun—for old times’ sake—and Jack drove. Weezy had been perfectly happy to have the backseat to herself and the Compendium.


	Eddie was exaggerating—plenty of green left, especially with the Pine Barrens sprawling to the east—but Jack got the point. An awful lot of strip malls lining these once pristine country roads.


	“Take it slow on Quakerton Road,” Eddie said.


	“You mean Q’qr Town?” Weezy said.


	“What?”


	Jack smiled. “Long story.”


	Too long to tell.


	“Anyway,” Eddie said, “I want to see what’s changed.”


	So Jack did just that. Why not? They weren’t in any big hurry. They’d see what was what at the Lodge and then find a place to spend the night. First thing tomorrow they’d get started on finding that sigil. If it was still to be found.


	They crossed the bridge over Quaker Lake—or was that Q’qr Lake?—into Old Town and turned toward the two-story stucco box of the Lodge. Jack was surprised to see a pair of pickup trucks parked in front.


	Weezy leaned forward over the back of the front seat and thrust her head between them.


	“What’s up? Remodeling, y’think?”


	Not good, Jack thought as he parked next to the pickups. He didn’t want company.


	As the three of them walked through the snow toward the front door, Jack noticed how the place had gone to seed a little. Not quite rundown, but not as pristine as he remembered. The stucco showed small cracks here and there, the paint needed freshening, the grass was trimmed but the foundation plantings needed weeding.


	As ever, the Order’s sigil hung over the pillared front entrance.


	Jack noticed something new that hadn’t been apparent from a distance.


	“Check out the second-floor windows.”


	Weezy looked up and frowned. “Only the first floor used to be barred. Now the second?”


	Eddie said, “Why would they do that?”


	Jack couldn’t tell if he was being facetious or not.


	“Because they were broken into?”


	Weezy smiled. “Could be … could be.”


	The trucks bothered Jack. Except for sporadic gatherings of the regional members, the Lodge typically remained vacant, often for weeks at a stretch. The only time in memory that anyone had lived there was when the white-suited Ernst Drexler and his assistant—whose name eluded Jack now—had moved in during a crisis involving the deaths of a number of the Order’s local members … deaths precipitated by something Jack and Weezy had dug from a mound in the Pines.


	Jack had been counting on that emptiness, because they were going to need time—maybe lots of it—alone in the building if they were to find the sigil.


	He knocked and turned to Weezy as they waited.


	“Remember the first time we knocked on this door?”


	She nodded. “We were looking for help for that lost guy we found in the Pines.”


	That was the day he first met Ernst Drexler. He’d been fourteen and Drexler an adult. The dynamics of their first meeting had been dramatically different from their last.


	No answer, so he knocked again. Still no response so he turned to Eddie.


	“What’s the secret password?”


	Eddie blinked. “What?”


	“That opens the door. You’re a member of the Order. We expect you to know these things. Right, Weez?”


	“Absolutely.” She grinned and nudged her brother. “‘Open, Septimus,’ or something like that, right?”


	Eddie wasn’t smiling as he shook his head. “What an idiot I was … a few weeks ago that might have been funny. But now … now I realize how little I knew about them.”


	“Well, at least your eyes were opened,” Weezy said.


	Jack nudged him. “And you still have your skin.”


	“But little else.”


	He felt bad for Eddie.


	“Let’s try the back.”


	As they walked around the side, Jack peeked through the bars on the first-floor windows and saw lights on. They turned the corner in time to see a man in dirt-smeared work clothes exiting the rear door lugging a jackhammer.


	Jackhammer?


	“Tearing the place down?” Jack said.


	The guy seemed surprised to see them. “I’m pissed enough to do just that. You with AFSO?”


	“AFSO?”


	“Ancient Fraternal Septimus Order,” Eddie muttered.


	Oh, right.


	“You mean the Order? I’ve done some work for them.”


	True enough—he’d been the groundskeeper here.


	“You get paid?”


	Jack nodded. “On time, to the dime. I get the feeling you’ve got a different story.”


	The guy gave Jack a narrow look. “What’s it to you?”


	“Maybe we can help.”


	The man shrugged and rested the jackhammer on the ground. “All right. This guy from the Order hired me to put together a crew and excavate a section of the basement.”


	“Excavate?”


	“Yeah. Break through the floor and start digging.”


	“For China?”


	“No, just until we found something.”


	“Like what?”


	“He called it an ‘artifact.’”


	Weezy stepped closer, eyes narrowed. “What did he say it looked like?”


	“Didn’t. Said we’d know it when we saw it.”


	Jack said, “And what were you supposed to do when you found it?”


	“Stop digging and call Kris.”


	Kris? Jack had heard Szeto’s bully boys call him Kristof. And in the last hour of his life Szeto himself had mentioned a “special project.”


	The One comes to me now. In fact, he has engaged me for special project in your hometown. Isn’t that interesting?


	Yeah. Very interesting. This had to be it. But just to be sure …


	“Black hair, likes leather, perpetual five-o’clock shadow?”


	The guy’s eyebrows rose. “You got it. You know the SOB? Where’s he hiding?”


	Another guy in work clothes came out the back door with a number of shovels over his shoulder. He gave them a sullen look, then nudged the other worker.


	“You comin’, Tommy?”


	“Yeah. On my way.”


	Had to keep this guy talking.


	“Kris…” Jack said, looking thoughtful as the second guy walked away. “Not sure at the moment. Haven’t seen him since sometime last week. But I might be able to find out. Sounds like you have a problem with him.”


	“Yeah. Like getting paid. He gave me an advance and I hired the crew and we got started. But the second payment is way late and he ain’t returning my calls.”


	And he never will, Jack thought.


	“So you’re calling it quits?”


	“Till we get paid, yeah. If I don’t get paid, I can’t pay my crew. And we’re not working for free.”


	Jack said, “I’ll check around. If I see him, I’ll tell him to give you a call.”


	The guy picked up his jackhammer. “Yeah, you do that. Meanwhile, I’m somewhere else.”


	“Well, good luck.” Jack stepped toward the door. “I’m gonna take a look at what you’ve done.”


	“You can’t go in there.”


	Jack kept moving. “Yeah, I can.”


	Tommy paused, then shrugged. “Whatever.” He headed for his truck.


	Weezy and Eddie followed Jack inside, through the mudroom that led to the small kitchen. Tommy had left lights on and, while the place wasn’t exactly warm, the heat was on—most likely to keep the pipes from freezing.


	The place had changed. The refrigerator looked relatively new but the stove seemed like an antique.


	“Remember the tour Drexler gave us way back when?” Jack said.


	Eddie shook his head. “Not us. Just you and Weez. The only time I was in here was that night you found Cody.”


	Jack wondered if Weezy had ever told him the real story of what had happened that night.


	“This is as far as you got before you chickened out.”


	“I was scared of the Order then,” he said, his voice low. “Wish I’d stayed scared.”


	They moved through a short hallway into the conference room where the chairs had been upended and placed on the long table in the center of the room. The sigil painted on the ceiling looked faded. Dying light through the barred windows picked up dust motes in the air.


	“Where are the paintings?” Weezy said.


	Portraits of past leaders of the Order had lined these walls; now only rectangular smudges remained.


	Eddie looked around. “The place looks like it’s been abandoned. Or put on the back burner.”


	Weezy said, “And that’s strange, because it’s the oldest Lodge in the Americas—or at least the site is.”


	Jack didn’t care if they turned it into a whorehouse. Only the basement interested him.


	He opened the cellar door and flipped the light switch. The space below lit up. Weezy stayed close behind him on the way down.


	“Who’s this Kris and is he looking for what I think he’s looking for?”


	“Kristof Szeto was one of the Order’s enforcers.”


	“That guy you slammed with the truck door?” Eddie said.


	“The same. Also the guy who put out the hits on Weezy last year. We had a run-in on Thursday and he told me he was working on a project in my hometown.”


	“‘Run-in’?” Weezy said.


	“Yeah.”


	“Would that ‘run-in’ be the reason he’s not returning calls?”


	“It would.”


	No reason to get into Drexler’s involvement and administration of the coupe de grâce.


	“Will he ever again return calls?”


	“Not without a séance.”


	“Oh, brother,” Eddie muttered.


	Weezy sighed. “Before he lost the ability to return calls, did he perhaps say what this ‘project’ involved?”


	“No, but he told me who had put him up to it: the One.”


	Weezy stumbled against his back. “What?”


	“Exactly.”


	“The One? But what—?”


	“That’s all I know.”


	The basement had changed too. Last they’d seen it, the space had been piled high with antique furniture. Now it lay empty except for scattered chunks of broken concrete and three six-foot piles of freshly dug earth.


	Weezy clutched Jack’s arm as they approached the dirt.


	“Look at this. It can only mean … Jack, he’s got to be looking for the altered sigil of the Seven.”


	“That’s my guess too.”


	“But why?”


	“Well, I’d be surprised if Rasalom didn’t know we have the Compendium.”


	She frowned. “How could he?”


	“Between what I heard from Thompson and Szeto and Drexler on Thursday night, they’ve been making connections between you and Eddie and me and my Tyleski identity. I’m sure Thompson mentioned somewhere along the way that Tyleski stole the Compendium from him and he wants it back. And I’m sure Drexler must have mentioned it to the R-man.”


	Weezy said, “And if he knows we have the Compendium, and knows the Compendium contains the Other Naming Ceremony…”


	“… then the last thing he wants any of us knowing is his Other Name,” Jack added, nodding. A thought struck. “Could that be why he put Dawn across the hall from you?”


	“To spy on me?”


	“Or to steal the book.”


	Weezy looked offended. “She wouldn’t! Tell me true, Jack. Do you really think she’d do something like that?”


	“I’m reaching the point where, except for a very select few, I’m wondering if anyone is incapable of anything.” He caught her glare, so he added, “Oh, all right. I don’t think she’d do that to you.”


	“Thank you. I like to think I’m a half decent judge of people.”


	“Well, then, does your judgment tell you why she was moved in there?”


	“Eddie gave us a possible explanation.”


	Yeah, one that had made Jack very uncomfortable.


	“I might have another,” Eddie said. “Maybe the One had some way of influencing Dawn or tapping into what she knew.”


	Jack stopped and stared at him. Weezy did the same.


	Eddie looked embarrassed. “Hey, just tossing it off. This guy is supposed to be more than human and I—”


	“No-no,” Jack said. “It’s not as crazy as it sounds. She lived in his house for most of her pregnancy. Maybe…”


	Weezy said, “Well, if he knew I was studying and cross-referencing the Compendium, and he learned from Drexler that you and I had been in the buried town—”


	“Wait!” Eddie said, waving his hand. “What buried town?”


	“Long story.”


	“According to you they’re all long stories.”


	“I’ll tell you later.”


	“Why didn’t anyone tell me before?”


	Jack and Weezy replied in unison: “Because you were a blabbermouth.”


	And then they both cracked up.


	Eddie wasn’t laughing. “Real funny. A riot.”


	Jack turned and stepped to the edge of the deep hole in the basement floor. When the underground corridor below had flooded back in the eighties, a lot of silt must have washed in from the lake, collapsing side walls, burying everything.


	“Ras must have decided the safest course was to dig up the special sigil and either destroy it or find a safer place for it. He assigned Szeto the job, Szeto hired Tommy and his crew, but Szeto became … incapacitated and couldn’t follow through on paying the workers. So there’s good news and bad news.”


	Weezy and Eddie joined him at the edge.


	“What’s the good news?” Weezy said.


	“They didn’t find it.”


	Eddie said, “I think I can guess the bad news.”


	“Right. We get some shovels and replace Tommy and company.”
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	Rasalom barely recognized the face in the mirror. His right cheek and ear had been severely burned. They were healing but would remain scarred. The disfigurement did not matter in and of itself. He was not vain. And once the Change began and he was transformed, the scars and loss of a hand would not matter. He would be renewed.


	But until then, these scars would attract attention. He did not like the idea of people staring.


	Well, it would not be for long.


	Then again, it might be a very long time if he did not locate that baby. He had to return to the mainland—now.


	He left the bathroom and made his way through the front room, feeling stronger, and somewhat steadier on his feet, but still nowhere near who he had been forty-eight hours ago. He needed to lean on the furniture.


	“Where are you going?” the cow said as he passed her.


	She remained on the floor beside her dead dog, caressing the fur of its carcass. How long would she stay there? Until it rotted?


	He didn’t answer her. Instead he opened the front door and stepped outside. The air was icy but still, and the sky a speckled black dome. With so little light pollution here, he could make out the crowded stars and dust lanes of the Milky Way arching above him.


	If his plans held, all this would change—day would become night, and the stars would mutate into new formations.


	The South Fork of Long Island glowed faintly straight ahead and to his right. He raised his arms to each side, spreading them like wings. He stood swaying, a human cross, then willed himself to rise.


	Nothing happened.


	He tried harder, but remained earthbound.


	Unease filtered through him. Was it because he was still so weak?


	He lowered his arms and stared at the stump of his left wrist. Or had the loss of his hand affected his mastery over gravity? Through the years he’d used that mastery judiciously and with caution—it wouldn’t do to be seen floating in the air—and had found it of limited use. An occasional convenience. But now, when he needed it, it had deserted him.


	“What are you doing out there?” the cow called from behind him. “Come in here right now before you catch your death of cold.”


	No, he would not catch his death from a cold or any other infection. Viruses and bacteria had no chance against his immune system. But a too-low body temperature could stop his heart like anyone else’s.


	Perhaps it was just as well he couldn’t lift in his weakened condition. The ability might fail him while airborne. He needed more strength.


	He could go back inside and begin slow work on the cow with a knife. No one would hear her screams as he fed on her agony and fear. But he saw no guarantee that would be enough. He would most likely have to take the boat back to the mainland anyway. That meant witnesses. And if evidence were found in the house, he would be subjected to the inconvenience of a police investigation.


	All reasons why he rarely harmed anyone himself. So much better to induce someone else to commit an atrocity.


	Patient … he must be patient.


	He returned to the house.
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	“How much farther, do you think?” Eddie said, panting.


	Jack and Eddie were both in the hole, digging their way east along the dirt-filled subterranean corridor. They’d fill buckets with the excavated dirt, which Weezy would pull up on ropes and dump into the basement.


	Jack had driven down to Spurlin’s Hardware and bought shovels, an aluminum ladder, lanterns, and the rest of the equipment. Then he’d picked up sandwiches and drinks at the Krauszer’s down on 206.


	“We should be getting close,” Jack said. He looked back and up toward the hole in their ceiling and basement’s floor. “What do you think, Weez?”


	Her face appeared in the opening. “If memory serves—”


	“And it usually does,” Jack said.


	“—you should have just a few more feet to go. If…” She hesitated.


	“If what?”


	“If the flood didn’t wash it deeper into the passage.”


	Jack remembered the force of the water as it had surged against him back when they were teens. Quaker Lake lay to the west, just beyond the other end of the passage. That September, swollen by record September rains, it had broken into the passage, flooding it and nearly drowning Jack.


	“If it moved even ten feet, we’re sunk. We’re going to have to find Tommy and company and pay them ourselves. No way the three of us can dig that far.”


	“We don’t have the authority to do that,” Eddie said. “This Szeto guy must have cleared it with the Council first. No way they’re going to clear it for us.”


	“Who says they have to know? We can—”


	“Hey, guys!” Weezy said in a hushed voice. “Quiet for just a minute.”


	Jack glanced at Eddie and they shut up. Finally Jack said, “What’s up, Weez?”


	Her voice filtered from above. “I swear I heard someone upstairs.”


	Jack didn’t like that. He climbed the ladder and retrieved his Glock from his jacket pocket.


	“Maybe Tommy came back,” he said as he led the way upstairs.


	Both the front and rear doors were locked, which meant nothing if someone had a key. But it had begun to rain about an hour ago and the floors inside the doors showed no trace of moisture.


	“You’re sure?” Jack said.


	Weezy shrugged. “I’m not saying I heard someone, but I know I heard something. Maybe just the building settling.”


	“I think it would have pretty much settled by now,” Eddie said.


	“It’s got part of a buried town beneath it, so who says it will ever be fully settled?”


	Eddie nodded. “Point to you.”


	“Just to be sure, I’m going to take a room-to-room look-see. Anyone want to come along?” Jack said.


	They both volunteered.


	The first floor was easy—only the kitchen, the conference room, the front room, and a few closets. All empty.


	A different story upstairs: lots of small rooms—almost like a dorm—and crammed with the furniture that had once filled the basement. Took longer, but same result: empty.


	“All clear,” Jack said. “Back to digging?”


	Eddie shook his head. “I’ve got to tell you, I thought I was in shape, but I’m bushed.”


	Weezy laughed. “I know I’m not in shape, so imagine how I feel.”


	Well, the hour was late, and Jack had to admit he was feeling a little sore himself. Working out wasn’t the same as working.


	“Okay, let’s knock off and see if we can find a motel and crash for the night.”


	“And risk not being able to get back in?” Weezy said.


	“We’ll get back in.”


	She gestured around them. “Why don’t we stay here? Heat, electricity, running water, lots of rooms, no linens, but we’ve got mattresses.”


	“I don’t know,” Eddie said.


	“Come on. It’ll be fun. Where else can we stay? The Lonely Pine Motel? These mattresses here are ancient but I bet they’re better than the ones at the Lonely Pine.”


	Jack said, “I can’t do anything in the morning without coffee.”


	“I’ll run down to Krauszer’s for you. Come on. I’ve got an alarm on my phone. I’ll set it for an early start in the morning.”


	Well, why not? They were already trespassers. Might as well become squatters too.


	“As long as I get my coffee.”
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	Weezy’s voice woke him.


	“Jack? Eddie?”


	It echoed from down the hall and she sounded terrified.


	He leaped up from the bare mattress and looked around in the dark. He was fully dressed except for his work boots. He’d rolled his jacket into a makeshift pillow. He felt around for the flashlight and the Glock he’d left on a bedside table.


	They’d left a light on in the hall before calling it a night. What had happened to it?


	“Guys!” she called again, her voice quavering. “Can you come here?”


	“On my way,” Jack said.


	He found the flashlight and turned it on, then grabbed his Glock. Couldn’t imagine why he’d need it but he preferred to have it with him rather than on the table.


	The piles of upended chairs and bureaus and such scattered around the room cast weird shadows as he hurried toward his open door. He flipped the switch on the wall as he went by but the ceiling light didn’t go on. Odd. It had worked before.


	Light flashed in the hall, though, and it turned out to be Eddie with his own flashlight.


	“Weezy?” Eddie said.


	“I’m in here,” she called from two doors down where she’d chosen to spend the night.


	Jack reached the darkened room first. A flick of her wall switch proved that her light didn’t work either, but Jack’s flash beam found her wrapped in her coat and crouched on the bed, holding her unlit flashlight and looking terrified. He entered with Eddie close behind him.


	“What’s wrong?”


	“Someone was here.”


	“Who? How?” Eddie said. “There’s nobody here but us.”


	Jack couldn’t argue with that. The windows were barred and they’d barricaded both downstairs doors before hitting the mattresses. Even someone with a key couldn’t get in without making a terrible racket. Eddie tried her wall switch again—as dead as Jack’s.


	“Mine’s dead too,” Eddie said. “Seems we’ve lost power.”


	Jack held his pistol against his thigh as he flashed his beam around. Like every other room, lots of furniture stacked and bunched together, but no people.


	“I’m telling you someone was in the room.” Her voice rose in pitch. “He was standing over the bed and looking down at me.”


	“‘He’? ” Jack said. “What’d he look like?”


	“Okay, it could have been a she, but it … I don’t know … it felt like a he. I grabbed my flashlight but it’s dead.”


	
She hit the button and the beam shot across the room.


	“It didn’t work before.” She turned it off and back on again. “I swear it didn’t.”


	Jack said, “The place is empty except for us. It wasn’t Eddie or me, so that leaves a nightmare.”


	“I wasn’t dreaming. Believe me, I know when I’m dreaming. What time is it?”


	Eddie pulled out his cell phone and pressed a button. Jack saw his puzzled frown in the glow from its display.


	“No service. It worked fine before.”


	No service meant no time on the display. Jack hadn’t yet become dependent on his phone for the time. He trained his flash beam on his watch, an old Seiko that refused to die.


	“Two thirty-two,” he said, then noticed the second hand wasn’t moving. “Wait. I take that back. My watch has stopped.”


	Okay. This was getting weird.


	Weezy’s door slammed closed.


	Jack jumped just like everyone else. Eddie was closest. He grabbed the knob, twisted, and pulled.


	“It won’t budge.” His voice had developed a quaver.


	Jack stepped over to help. “Maybe the two of us—”


	“Jack? Eddie?” Weezy said. Her voice sounded strange.


	Jack turned and saw her awed expression as she trained her flashlight beam across the room.


	“Look.”


	He followed her beam and stepped back in shock when he saw two chairs on the ceiling.


	“What the…?” His mouth had gone dry.


	Those chairs had been part of the furniture pile a moment ago. Now they were in the front corner of the room, resting on their sides against the ceiling.


	“We’re outta here,” he said.


	He and Eddie tried the heavy wooden door together but it wouldn’t budge—wouldn’t even rattle. Seemed like it had fused to the frame.


	He crossed the room to the window and looked out. Beyond the wrought-iron bars, the frozen surface of Quaker Lake reflected the streetlights of the sleeping town.


	He tried to raise the sash but it wouldn’t budge—either painted shut or fused like the door. He could break the glass but didn’t see the point: They’d never get past the bars crisscrossing the opening.


	“Hey, guys,” Eddie said, his ear pressed against the door. “Somebody’s out in the hall.”


	Jack joined him at the door. He heard movement outside to their right. Floorboards creaking, joists squealing in distress.


	Someone? No, something was moving down the hall, something massive, coming their way.


	“Stand back,” Jack said, pulling Eddie with him.


	The sounds of the walls, floor, and maybe even the ceiling of the hallway struggling to hold together grew louder and closer. Cracks zigzagged along the stucco walls of the room, the door bulged inward as if some monstrous weight were pressing against its far side. It didn’t look like it could hold.


	Jack looked around, spotted an open closet door, pointed.


	“In there!”


	He had no idea if it would protect them from whatever was out there, but he saw no other options.


	Their flashlights—all three of them—died just before the room door slammed open.


	Weezy screamed, Eddie shouted in terror. For want of anything better to do, Jack dropped to one knee and fired a half dozen quick shots at the doorway. The muzzle flashes revealed what looked like a glistening gray surface sliding past, oblivious to the bullets. Nothing appeared to be entering the room so Jack saved his rounds.


	Maybe ten seconds later the sounds and the sense of massive movement faded away, and their flashlights came on. All three beams zipped to the doorway.


	“What the hell was that?” Eddie said.


	Jack shook his head. “Not sure I want to know. But I do want to know what’s going on here. Weezy—any ideas?”


	“Right now I’m having a little trouble thinking about anything but getting out of here.”


	“I’m with you on that. The Lonely Pine Motel doesn’t sound so bad now, does it.”


	“Sounds like paradise.”


	Glock held before him, Jack eased toward the gaping doorway and the darkness beyond it. Eddie came up beside him.


	“God, that thing is loud,” he whispered.


	“The pistol?”


	“Yeah. My ears are ringing.”


	So were Jack’s.


	“Never fired one?”


	“Shot my share of rifles, but always outside.”


	Yeah, inside a small, closed room was a different ball game.


	Jack poked his head through the doorway and flashed his beam quickly in both directions. Empty.


	Except for the slime.


	The walls, floor, and ceiling glistened with a mucousy substance, as if some giant slug had just passed.


	“Come on, Weezy,” Eddie said, stepping into the hall. “Let’s get the hell—”


	He slipped on the slime and would have gone down if Jack hadn’t caught his arm.


	“Steady, guy.”


	Eddie stepped back inside, wiping his shoe on the floor.


	“Slippery as hell. We’re going to have to be careful.”


	Weezy was reaching under her bed. “Let me get my backpack and—”


	The door slammed shut again.


	“Ah, jeez,” Jack said. “Now what?”


	A startling clatter from the corner of the room: The two chairs had fallen from the ceiling.


	Jack pulled on the doorknob and the door swung open with no problem. The hall seemed even darker than before. His flash beam picked up no glistening mucus this time. In fact, it picked up nothing at all. The hallway was gone, and in its place …


	Darkness.


	A darkness so absolute it swallowed his flash beam.


	“Okay, Jack,” Eddie said. “What the hell is that?”


	“Wish I knew.”


	He did know it made his gut crawl. He couldn’t say why. Maybe it was the sense of emptiness in that blackness.


	He backed up a step, reaching for the door to slam it closed, but the blackness didn’t enter the room. It simply sat there, absorbing light. A return trip to the window showed the same tranquil scene as before. Nothing had changed out there, but what had happened in the hall? What was the darkness? What did it hide?


	He returned to the doorway.


	“Keep back, Jack,” Weezy said.


	He hardly needed to be told that. But as he approached he again sensed that empty feeling out there. He had a strange impression that the hallway wasn’t simply hidden in the blackness, but was no longer there. A feeling that nothing was out there, not even light.


	He handed Eddie his flash and stuck the Glock into his waistband. Then he grabbed a chair from the nearby pile of furniture.


	“Jack?” Weezy said behind him. “What—?”


	“Just a little experiment.”


	He tossed the chair through the doorway and then stepped back, listening … and listening.


	Nothing.


	It should have hit the hallway floor. But it didn’t. If by some stretch of possibility that was gone, it should have landed on the first floor. But it didn’t. After that, some clatter from the basement should have echoed up. But it didn’t.


	“Jack?” Eddie handed back the flashlight as he stepped up beside him and stared into the black. “What happened to the chair?”


	“Not a clue. It could be still falling, for all I know.”


	The blackness was bottomless. Or effectively so.


	Eddie was shaking his head. “No … no … shit like this doesn’t happen. It’s some kind of trick … an illusion.”


	He turned, grabbed another chair, and heaved it through the door.


	The three of them stood in silence, listening.


	No sound. Falling is silent.


	Eddie backed away. “What have we got ourselves into?”


	Shaken, Jack closed the door.


	Eddie flicked the beam of his flashlight back and forth between Jack and Weezy. Hard to say which wobbled more: the beam or his voice. “And how can you two be so calm about it?”


	“I’ve been living with these sorts of things for years now. And I’ve had more practice hiding it. And your sister’s suspected this stuff since she was a kid.”


	Jack turned to Weezy. He didn’t want to shine the light in her eyes, so he kept the beam trained on the mattress.


	“Okay, Weez. You’re the expert here. What’s going on?”


	“I-I don’t know. I can make some guesses but—”


	“Guess away. Please.”


	“Well, the Compendium says that the mortar used to build the Lodges is often mixed with some dirt from a nexus point.”


	“What’s a nexus point?” Eddie said.


	“Places around the globe where the barrier—sometimes called the Veil—between our world and the Otherness is very thin.”


	“There’s one not too far from here,” Jack said.


	Weezy stared at him. “You know about that?”


	“I used to hang with some piney kids in high school. They mentioned a ‘bald spot’ deep in the Pines where weird lights flashed at certain times and nothing ever grew—hence the name.”


	“Sounds like the nexus point.”


	“How long has all this been going on?” Eddie said.


	Weezy looked at him. “Almost forever.”


	“But … it’s practically in our backyard—or at least what was our backyard.”


	She shrugged. “Tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen.”


	Jack remembered one of Eddie’s favorite descriptors for his older sister: crazy.


	“Well, I’m listening now. Black is black, remember? This can’t happen every night. Why’s it happening now?”


	“Well, if you combine the nexus point dirt in the mortar, and a nexus point not too far away, with the proximity of an equinox, maybe … ow!”


	She had been reaching into the backpack where she kept the Compendium. Now she snatched it away and shook it in the air.


	Eddie stepped closer. “What happened?”


	“The Compendium. It’s hot.”


	Jack reached in and gave it a quick touch. Right. Hot. Hot enough to raise a blister if you tried to hold it.


	“The book must be reacting to all this weirdness,” she said.


	Jack wondered about that. “Maybe it’s triggering it.”


	Weezy nodded. “That could be. Take all those elements—the mortar, the proximity to the nexus point, the time in the sun’s cycle—and they may not be enough. But add this relic of the First Age to the mix and … who knows?”


	“Whatever the cause,” he said, “we’re stuck here.”


	“No!” Eddie said, going to the window. “We can’t stay here! We’ve got to get out!”


	Jack said, “Not gonna happen. But if we stick together and stay awake, we’ll make it to morning.”


	Eddie leaned closer. “How can you be so sure this’ll change by then?”


	“Sunrise,” Weezy said, nodding. “Sunrise will change everything. You’ll see.”
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	Sunrise.


	Rasalom stood in the cow’s kitchen and watched the sky turn bright orange above the watery horizon. By noon—if the storm hadn’t changed the boat’s schedule—it would arrive at her dock and he would be bound for the mainland.


	Her phone service had returned last night and he’d put in a call to Szeto. He’d been satisfied with his performance in the probe against the Lady—proof beyond doubt that the Fhinntmanchca had not altered her invulnerability to Earthly assault. He seemed competent, ruthless, and enthusiastic—an excellent mélange of qualities—and so Rasalom had rewarded him with another assignment.


	But Szeto had not answered, and had not returned the call despite a message to contact him immediately.


	Rasalom sighed. He supposed he would have to call Drexler. He knew his anger at the man was unjustified. His behavior had been exemplary in procuring the Orsa and creating the Fhinntmanchca. Not his fault that it failed to eliminate the Lady. And he had achieved the seemingly impossible by bringing down the Internet, albeit briefly. But long enough to further bloody an already hemorrhaging noosphere.


	And yet, the Lady persisted.


	Rasalom did not understand how. He could only assume that she had somehow evolved to a point where she could exist independently of the noosphere.


	Again, not Drexler’s fault.


	Yet Rasalom had vented his rage and frustration on the man, had been ready to tear him limb from limb. But he had restrained himself at the last moment. And now he was glad he had. Never discard a tool for which you might find future use.


	He punched Drexler’s number into the cow’s phone.


	“Hello?”


	His tone was appropriately cautious. He would not recognize the number on his caller ID.


	“Drexler, I have a task for you.”


	A few heartbeats of confused silence, then, “Sir! Of course! What do you wish?”


	“I want you to meet me at the Water Street docks in Sag Harbor. Leave in plenty of time to reach the docks by noon and wait for me there.”


	He supposed he could have hired a cab, but he had no money, and even if he did, he did not want to be seen by any more people than absolutely necessary. Besides, Drexler’s Bentley was very comfortable.


	“Yes, sir. Immediately. I … we heard about the house. We thought—”


	“We will discuss that in the car. For that reason you will leave your driver and come alone.”


	“Of course. I am very glad to hear from you. We feared the worst.”


	“Yes. I’m sure.”


	He hung up.


	How pathetically eager to please. Right now Drexler would do anything, perhaps even rape his mother, to return to the good graces of the One. He and the other higher members of the Septimus Order who knew of the Otherness and the Change were under the impression they would be given special treatment once the Change began. Rasalom encouraged that belief. It made them willing participants in their own demise.


	But only the One would change with the Change.


	Or so he had been led to believe.


	What if the Otherness had been toying with him all these millennia? While improbable, it was not impossible. This was not the first time he had confronted the possibility, but he had no way to answer the question, so he let it go. He would continue on this path. Divergence, after all this time, was unthinkable.


	He heard the woman stirring in her room. Last night he had slipped in while she was sleeping and laid his hand on her head. Soon she would realize what he’d done to her.


	“Oh, dear God! Dear God!”


	There.


	He heard the approach of her scurrying footsteps as she continued to cry out to her deity.


	“Praise God! Praise him!”


	She hurtled into the kitchen and skidded to a halt before him.


	“I can see!” Tears coursed down her cheeks. “Dear God, I can see! It’s a miracle!”


	“You could see before,” he said, maintaining a bland, unimpressed air. “You inspected my wounds many times and—”


	“I could see blurry shapes and maybe a little more close up, but now I can really see! Everything is perfectly clear! It’s a miracle!”


	Her joy was nauseating.


	“Whatever was afflicting you has cleared up. That is hardly divine intervention.”


	“Don’t you understand? I had AMD and it’s incurable. Now I can see. I call that a miracle!”


	“As you wish.”


	Her gaze narrowed. “Are you an angel?”


	He hadn’t seen that one coming.


	“A what?”


	“An angel, sent here by God to test me?”


	“That is perhaps the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.”


	“No … it makes sense to me now. God washed you up on shore to see if I’d be a good Samaritan and take care of you. And I did. So then He took Rocky from me to test me further. But still I didn’t reject Him. And so now I’m rewarded with my sight. Praise God!”


	“Well, if I’m his angel, I wish he’d give me back my hand.” He remembered his cover story and forced a sob. “Or even better … my family.”


	The cow added a sob of her own. “And I’d give up my sight if I could have Rocky back.”


	“Maybe God has a mission for you that requires sight.”


	She brightened. “You think so? I could be God’s instrument … I could do His work.”


	“Yes. That would be wonderful.”


	She looked around and made a face. “Having sight has its disadvantages. Look at this mess. I couldn’t see the dirt before. This place needs a good scrubbing.”


	As she bustled off, Rasalom could not help but smile at the cow’s comment.


	Having sight has its disadvantages …


	She could not realize how true those words, for she would curse her sight and beg her god for return of her blindness when the horrors of the Change reached her little island.
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	Eddie rammed his shovel into the hard-packed dirt. “How long do we keep this up?”


	“Digging?” Jack said, doing the same.


	“Yeah. When do we reach the point where we say two shovels aren’t cutting it and go hire some help?”


	Jack stopped and stared at the wall of hard-packed earth before them.


	Good question.


	And one Eddie would ask before either Jack or Weezy. Eddie had never seen the altered sigil. He’d only heard talk about it, so it wasn’t as real to him as to them. Jack could picture it right about here, leaning against the right-hand wall. But even if it hadn’t washed away, it might have fallen to the floor.


	Eddie would also ask because he still looked shaken by last night’s events. Jack wasn’t untouched—he realized the danger they’d been in—and he was sure Weezy wasn’t either, but they’d learned to expect the unexpected and inexplicable. Eddie was still a long way from that.


	Even though sunrise had brought everything back to normal, just as Weezy had predicted, Jack could tell Eddie wanted out of here. Because even though the hallway and beyond had been restored at first light, the two chairs they’d tossed through the door were nowhere in sight. They’d gone Somewhere Else.


	Jack wondered if that might be the same Somewhere Else his brother Tom had been taken. In truth, he didn’t even know if his brother was alive. But if he was, and in the same Somewhere Else, at least now he had someplace to park his doughy butt.


	But no matter what they found down here today, if they needed to stay over another night, they’d do it at the Lonely Pine Motel.


	“Jack?” Eddie said. “The end point?”


	“What?” He yanked himself back to the here and now. “Oh, sorry.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure.”


	“Well, pick something. I need a target.”


	“Why?”


	“I’m goal directed. It’s the way my mind works. It needs an end point. Give me one.”


	Jack thought a moment, then shrugged. “Two more feet.”


	Didn’t sound like much, but with a passage ten feet wide and eight feet high, that was 160 cubic feet of dirt. Eddie’s daunted look said he realized that.


	“And then what?”


	“Then we call Tommy.”


	“Do we know his number?”


	Jack smiled. Eddie was already preparing for defeat. Jack wasn’t ready to concede yet.


	“It was on the side of his truck.”


	He squinted at Jack. “You remember it?”


	“No, but I’ll bet your sister does.”


	“Sister does what?” Weezy said from behind them as she descended the ladder.


	“Remember Tommy the excavator’s phone number.”


	“Sure.” She rattled it off as she slipped on her work gloves. “You giving up?”


	“After two more feet,” Eddie said.


	Weezy took the shovel from her brother and gave Jack a semi-stern look.


	“Is we gonna stand here jawboning or is we gonna move some dirt?”


	Before Jack could answer, she drove her shovel into the wall of dirt—


	And hit something that went clink!


	They all froze.


	Jack said, “Do that again.”


	She did, with the same result. Jack attacked the dirt in the area and within minutes a four-inch-wide expanse of gleaming black appeared.


	“That look familiar?” he said.


	“Does it ever.” Weezy’s smile was beatific as she turned to Eddie. “See? Same material as our little pyramid.”


	“So we’ve found it?”


	“We have.”


	But they had a lot of digging left to do to free it from the earth.
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	Ernst jumped at the sound of a knock on the car window. He turned and saw some disfigured derelict peering at him through the rear passenger window.


	Ernst waved him away. Probably wanted to wash the windshield or—


	“Drexler, open the door.”


	That voice … he knew that—oh, no, it couldn’t be! He looked closely and saw that it was.


	The One.


	He fumbled for the LOCK toggle. The buttons popped up and the One entered the rear of the car. Ernst gaped at him. The hair had been burned off the right side of his scalp; scars stippled his right cheek. And his hand … his left hand was—


	“Close your mouth. You look foolish.”


	“Yes, sir. It’s just that—”


	“Someone tried very hard to kill me, Drexler. To make that attempt, they had to first find me. My presence at that house was supposed to be a secret.”


	Ernst tried to read his eyes, but as usual, that proved impossible. Those pools of black infinity revealed nothing. How much did he know?


	“Your whereabouts was known only at the highest levels—and to Doctor Heinze, of course.”


	“Did that include you?”


	Ernst swallowed. Best to stay close to the facts, if not the truth. He’d learned of the One’s whereabouts through indirect means. No one could be aware that he’d known.


	“No. I had no idea. The Council informed me only after the attack.”


	“I feel fear washing off you, Drexler. And while I find that enjoyable, I must ask: Are you guilty of something?”


	“No-no. I’m simply afraid I’ll be suspected of something of which I am innocent. We—the High Council and I—believe we have pieced together what happened. Doctor Heinze visited the baby on Friday. We believe the baby’s mother—”


	“Dawn Pickering—her body was found across the street.”


	“Correct. She was convinced that her baby was still alive, and we now believe she was following Doctor Heinze. We spoke to the doctor and he hadn’t seen Dawn since he’d had her removed from his office last week. But we think she was following him and trailed him to Nuckateague.”


	The One looked troubled. “Sounds reasonable. It appears I underestimated that girl’s determination.”


	“I assure you no one on our end let it slip. Gilda hadn’t left the South Fork for a week and Georges only once to drive you to the airport. And no one could have followed you to Nuckateague because you weren’t around.”


	Ernst would have loved to know where the One went on his jaunts but knew better than to ask.


	“Doctor Heinze’s visit might have led her to suspect her baby’s presence, but not mine.”


	“If Dawn spotted either Georges or Gilda out there—and we believe she must have—it would be logical for her to assume that Mr. Osala was there too.”


	“But Dawn Pickering did not mount that assault.”


	He had a feeling the One knew the identity of his attacker—or had a pretty good idea who he was—but was testing Ernst in some way.


	“No, of course not. My theory is that she informed Louise Myers—also known as Louise Connell—of the whereabouts of the baby.”


	“That requires a leap in logic.”


	Yes … definitely a test.


	“Not so much, considering they lived across the hall from each other.”


	Ernst wanted to add: Something you arranged. But he dared not. He was still baffled by the move. Weeks ago the One had instructed him to find the Connell woman—find and no more. Absolutely no contact. Ernst had succeeded almost immediately, and shortly thereafter the One moved Dawn in across the hall. He must have had a reason for that, but Ernst could not fathom what it might be. Now was not the time to ask …


	Or was it?


	“Is that why you moved Dawn so close to the Connell woman? So they would meet?”


	“That is not your concern.”


	Well, Ernst thought, glancing at the One’s scars and the stump of his wrist where it rested in his lap, whatever your plan, it certainly backfired.


	“As you wish.”


	“You knew the Connell woman as a youngster, Drexler. Do you think her capable of such an assault?”


	“Louise Connell? No. A very determined young lady, but her weapon is her intellect. Her friend Jack, on the other hand … the one you were interested in … he’s another story.”


	“Yes,” the One said. “The Heir is quite another story.”


	Ernst jolted in his seat. He had never been struck by lightning, but this must be how it felt.


	“Jack is the Heir?”


	The One nodded. “Heir Apparent.”


	Now Ernst understood why the One had grilled him in such detail about his early experiences with Jack.


	“I knew it!”


	The singed remnants of the One’s eyebrows lifted. “Did you, now?”


	Watch it! Be careful here. Fabricate as little as possible.


	“Well, I didn’t know, exactly. But he visited me on Thursday night asking where he might find you.”


	“Really. For what purpose?”


	Ernst’s mouth was dry. “To kill you.”


	The One leaned back. “Interesting. And what did you tell him?”


	“The truth: I had no idea where you were. He threatened me but became convinced I didn’t know. In fact, I laughed in his face at the possibility that he could succeed in harming you.”


	Obviously, not such a laughing matter. Jack, you impress me more and more. But still … you failed.


	Which put Ernst firmly back in the One’s camp.


	“He very nearly did. Why didn’t you subdue him?”


	“I tried but he was waiting for me when I entered my apartment and had disabled all my defenses.” Time to stretch the truth. “But I did call Szeto—”


	“Ah, yes. Szeto. Where is he?”


	Yes … your beloved Szeto …


	“Alerted by me, Szeto and two of his men captured Jack and brought him to a property the Order keeps on the West Side. Szeto wished to torture him for revenge, I wanted information from him—specifically, how he knew about you being the One. I had surmised he was involved with the Enemy but had no idea he was the Heir. When I got there, Szeto and his two men were dead and Jack was gone.”


	The One considered this. “Szeto did not strike me as the careless sort.”


	“Well, in this case he was. Perhaps because he was so full of rage at Jack for killing so many of his men, and for the brutal beating he had suffered at his hands just weeks ago.” Ernst could not resist a final dig. “Szeto was competent, but I learned from my dealings with him that he suffered from an exalted estimation of his own abilities. If he had done his job, Jack would not have been around to attack you.”


	The One appeared to mull this. “Still, he proved useful on a number of fronts. I shall miss Szeto.”


	All but choking on the words, Ernst said, “We all will.”


	Another protracted silence, and then the One said, “Drive me to the city. And as we travel, I want you to call the Council and tell them to send someone over to the Connell woman’s apartment—that is, if the Heir has left any to send.”


	“We still have a few.”


	“Tell them I want to know if she is there. If she is not, I want them to search her apartment for the Compendium of Srem.”


	Another jolt, albeit of much lower voltage. Louise Connell had the Compendium?


	“Yes, sir. And if they find it?”


	“If it is there, do not touch it. If it is not, they are to leave her apartment exactly as they found it and report back to you.”


	“As you wish,” Ernst said and reached for the phone.


	“And while that is under way, tell the Council to send some of the local members of that Johnson, New Jersey, Lodge over to the building to see what is going on. I want a report as soon as possible.”


	The Johnson Lodge? What could interest the One there?


	“Right away. May I ask—?”


	“You may not.”


	The One leaned back and closed his eyes. The hideous injuries aside, he looked haggard, exhausted. Ernst had never dreamed anything like this could happen. And yet it had.


	He wondered what that ancient twisted mind was planning.


	Of one thing he was certain … Ernst was quite glad he was not Jack.
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	Jack hacked away at the last layer of dirt packed around the gleaming black sigil where it leaned against the wall. Neither time, the flood, nor the encasing dirt had dulled its onyx finish.


	Since the sigil measured a half dozen feet across, they’d decided to excavate a narrow passage in front of it, free it from the dirt, and drag it out. The passage allowed room for only one, so the three of them rotated between digging and hauling away the loosened earth.


	Behind him, Eddie said, “Careful. Don’t break it.”


	Jack bit back a retort that might have come out sharper than intended. Eddie had morphed into a pest. Yes, Jack understood that the Lodge creeped him out and he wanted the place in his rearview mirror ASAP, but he was beginning to micromanage. Maybe that expanded his comfort zone, but it set Jack’s teeth on edge. Having dirt in his hair, his eyes, and down the back of his shirt didn’t help.


	So he said, “Not to worry, Fredo.”


	“Frodo?” he heard Eddie say to Weezy. “Why’s he calling me Frodo?”


	“I said ‘Fredo,’” Jack called back. “And I’m getting in the mood to take you out on the lake for a little fishing.”


	“Fishing? What’s he talking about?”


	Jack heard Weezy laughing farther behind. “Never mind. And as for the stuff that sigil is made of, you can’t even scratch it.”


	“Nice sentence structure,” Jack said.


	She laughed again. “Oh, now you’re getting on me?”


	“No,” he said as the last bit of dirt fell away from the top point of the sigil. “Now I’m getting this thing out of here. Eddie, give me a hand and we’ll see if we can shake it free.”


	Eddie slipped in beside him. Together they both got two-handed grips on the spokes of the sigil and began rocking it back and forth. Dirt rained on them as it became looser and looser.


	“What is this thing made of?” Eddie said as they increased their efforts.


	“Don’t know … but it looks like the same stuff as our little pyramid back in the day, and that was virtually indestructible.”


	“It’s called tenathic,” Weezy said.


	“Since when?”


	“Since I read about it in the Compendium.”


	He remembered Professor Nakamura telling him and Weezy that the folks at U of P hadn’t been able to identify the pyramid’s shiny black compound, mainly because they hadn’t been able to chip off a sample. Now he had a name for it: tenathic.


	Finally it came free.


	“Yeah!” Eddie shouted. “Yeah!”


	“Okay. Let’s try to roll it out of here.”


	They put their shoulders against the spokes, and Weezy pitched in by pulling on the free side, but the remaining section of the perimeter was jammed. Jack stepped up on one of the crosspieces and grabbed the perimeter. He could only vaguely make out the glyphs carved into the surface, but he could feel them against his palms. Something strange about them … something not right, but he couldn’t say just what.


	Well, right or not right, it needed freeing up, so he tightened his grip and threw his weight backward—once … twice …


	It loosened up on the third try. He dropped back to the floor and put his shoulder against the sigil. The three of them resumed their effort to roll it.


	“Watch out for that point,” Jack told Weezy. “If this thing starts to move, it could—”


	It moved and a point angled toward Weezy but she danced out of the way. Another couple of turns and it sat free in the passage. Dusting the dirt out of his hair, Jack stepped back with the others and stared at it.


	Weezy said, “That has to be his Other name. Don’t you think? Can it be anything else?”


	Jack looked at her eager face. “It had better be. It’s all we have.”


	After they’d discovered the sigil this morning, Weezy had brought her backpack down. As she stepped over to where she’d tied it to the ladder, Jack leaned in for a closer look. He couldn’t say why it had felt so strange. But he recognized the glyphs.


	“No doubt, Weez. Those are the same seven characters from the pyramids—the big and the little.”


	“Makes sense, doesn’t it?” she said, pulling out her camera. “Each of the seven sides of the pyramid had one of these glyphs. Each of the Other Names is composed of the same seven glyphs, so, in a way, each member of the Seven had his name chiseled on the pyramid.”


	She fiddled with the lens as she returned, then leaned in next to Jack and flashed a photo. When she checked the display, she frowned.


	“What’s wrong?” Jack said as he and Eddie angled in on either side for a look.


	“Blurred,” Eddie said, then grunted. “Huh. Master of the Obvious.”


	“Maybe you’ve got some schmutz on the lens,” Jack said.


	Weezy gave him a cockeyed look. “Schmutz?”


	“Abespeak for dirt. Enough of it down here.”


	Weezy checked the lens. “No. Clean. I always keep the lens cover on and—oh, crap.”


	“What?”


	“Just remembered something.”


	She snapped another photo with the same result.


	“Damn!” she said. “The pyramid wouldn’t photograph either, remember?”


	Now that she mentioned it …


	“Right-right-right. Neither would the box it came in. And since this is the same material…”


	Weezy returned to her backpack and traded her camera for a yellow pad and one of her Sharpies.


	“That never stopped me from drawing them before.”


	Less than a minute later she displayed her work.


	“I now present the One’s Other Name.”


	Jack made a quick comparison with the sigil: a damn near exact copy.


	“We hope.”


	Her smile faltered. “Yeah … we hope.”


	“Whether it is or not,” he said, “it’s a beautiful name … so euphonious.”


	“Okay!” Eddie said, clapping his hands. “Our work here is done, so let’s get the hell out.”


	Jack couldn’t argue with that.


	Eddie led the way up. Jack followed with Weezy’s backpack, then helped her up to the basement level. He was about to unplug the spotlight they’d used below—he’d leave that and the shovels as a gift to the Lodge—when he heard footsteps on the basement stairs. He turned to see two men in suits step into the room from the stairwell.


	“Who are you and what are you doing here?” said the one in the lead.


	Jack had left his Glock in the backpack while he was digging. Neither of these two seemed to pose much of a threat but that didn’t keep him from slipping his hand inside to find its comforting polymer composite.


	“We were hired to excavate the subbasement.”


	“I know who was hired,” the guy said, “and you aren’t he.”


	Ooh … you aren’t he … a grammarian.


	Without missing a beat Jack changed the story: “The One told us to check out the work.”


	Both men frowned.


	“The one what?” said the second.


	Either they weren’t high-ups or were pretending not to know. He bet on the former and figured it wouldn’t hurt to keep them off balance by changing the subject.


	He jerked his thumb at the opening in the floor. “We found an interesting variation on the Order’s sigil down below.”


	Weezy was nodding. “Really interesting. Like nothing you’ve ever seen before.”


	The Order guys glanced at each other. Both looked dubious but finally the first said, “I’ll go see.” He pointed at Jack. “No games, all right?”


	Jack put on a wounded look. “I assure you, this is not a joking matter.”


	He turned to the second. “Watch them.”


	He headed for the opening, descended the ladder, and was down maybe half a minute when his excited voice echoed up.


	“Hey, Lee! Get down here. You’ve got to see this!”


	Lee gave them a look as he approached the opening. “Don’t go anywhere.”


	“As if,” Jack said. “That’s our find and don’t you guys even think about stealing credit.”


	He waited for Lee to descend then stepped over to the opening. Both of them were out of sight, so he grabbed the ladder and quickly hauled it up.


	Ignoring the cries of “Hey!” and “What the fuck?” from below, he signaled Weezy and Eddie to follow him up the stairs.


	“Yeah,” Eddie said. “Let’s roll.”


	Jack glanced at him. Let’s roll? Really?


	Well, at least they had a name—whether the right name or not, no one could say, but the only name available. It would have to do.


	But something about the glyphs and the feel of that sigil continued to gnaw at him.
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	Ernst ended the call and closed his phone. Just ahead, the Manhattan skyline loomed above the entrance to the Midtown Tunnel, while his impatient passenger waited behind.


	They had heard from the Manhattan brothers who investigated the Connell woman’s apartment. Neither she nor the Compendium had been in evidence.


	And now word from New Jersey. Some of the information was puzzling, and even a little disturbing.


	“That was from the brothers who checked the Johnson Lodge. They found two men and a woman in the basement. The woman’s description fits Louise Connell. Descriptions of the men are vague, but they easily could have been Jack and the woman’s brother.”


	“What were they doing?”


	Here was the puzzling part.


	“According to the brother I just spoke to, they were digging.”


	“Were they.” A statement rather than a question.


	“Yes. They appeared to have been digging in an excavation beneath the basement of the Lodge.”


	“That would put them in the ruins of the buried town.”


	The One had been very interested in the town when he had quizzed Ernst about Jack’s boyhood.


	“Yes. The brother told me that the High Council had authorized the dig and sent an emissary named Kristof Szeto to initiate it.”


	“Did they find anything?”


	“Someone—they don’t know whether it was Jack and his friends or the workers Szeto hired—but someone unearthed the large, damaged sigil that has been down there longer than the Lodge.”


	It had been largely forgotten over the years. Ernst hadn’t thought about it in a long, long time—not since the 1980s when he’d researched the Johnson Lodge before visiting it. The sigil had been found in ancient times. The brothers back then had no use for a damaged symbol of the Order but did not feel right discarding such a relic. So they stored it away.


	“Then we must assume the Heir saw it.”


	“No assumption necessary: He directed the brothers to it.”


	The One made no reply. He remained silent as they entered the Midtown Tunnel. Ernst glanced in the rearview mirror and saw him staring out the window, his expression unreadable.


	“Does that particular sigil have a special significance?”


	His voice seemed to come from far away. “It belonged to me back in the First Age.”


	Ernst stiffened in his seat. What a remarkable revelation. That explained the One’s interest in it when Ernst had mentioned it during his quizzing about Jack.


	“If only we’d known, it would have been displayed all these centuries in a place of honor.”


	“I am glad it wasn’t. I had thought it lost forever.” He seemed full of sudden determination as he leaned forward. “When we reach the city, turn downtown.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	Ernst knew better than to ask why. But then the One answered his question.


	“I must feed.”
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	“‘It may never happen, Weez,’” she said, quoting. “‘This may all be wasted time and chatter.’”


	Jack, behind the wheel, stared straight ahead and said nothing as they cruised north on the New Jersey Turnpike. She’d called shotgun for the trip home. She was too rattled about what lay ahead to concentrate on the Compendium.


	She studied Jack. He’d been strangely silent since leaving the Lodge. Something was bothering him. Endangering the baby? She doubted it. That was her worry.


	“But, since it is going to happen,” she added, “I guess it wasn’t just wasted chatter. Not that I have veto power.”


	He glanced at her. “We all respect your feelings, Weez. There’s just…”


	“… too much hanging in the balance,” she said. “I know that. I just…”


	“… never believed the end justifies the means.”


	Behind them, Eddie laughed. “Are you two going to spend the entire trip finishing each other’s sentences?”


	They were, weren’t they. Once again she was filled with such a longing for Jack. What was it? He wasn’t handsome—not ugly, but a long way from a hot guy. He didn’t radiate alpha masculinity; it might be there, but he hid anything that might draw attention.


	But he was Jack, and he couldn’t hide what he was from her. And she’d fallen for who he was.


	They made a pretty good team too. Didn’t he see that? Well, maybe he did, but he didn’t feel about her the way she felt about him. Not even close. How could he? To him, they were simply … buds—close as could be, with a history that went way, way back, but she didn’t go beyond friend for him. He would never see her any other way, and that tore a hole in her heart.


	After a couple of beats of awkward silence, Jack said, “In this case, I don’t think the means are so terrible. The baby won’t know he’s got an Other name.”


	“I know. I’ve come to terms with it. The Lady won’t perform the ceremony on anyone else, so that’s the way it has to be.”


	Eddie said, “Why not give him a plain old American name right after the ceremony. That way he’ll grow up answering to Tom or Dick or Harry or whatever.”


	“Assuming he grows up,” Jack said.


	Weezy frowned. “What do you mean?”


	“Assuming we have the right name, assuming the Compendium has the right ceremony, and assuming the ceremony will do what we hope it will, we all just might see the summer.”


	The summer …


	Jack was convinced—said he’d heard from multiple sources—that darkness waited in the spring. If Rasalom had his way, if they didn’t find a way to stop him, there’d be no summer.


	“If just one of those assumptions is wrong,” he added, “then all this is for nothing.”


	She couldn’t argue with his logic, but he seemed so negative lately.


	“The Compendium hasn’t let us down yet.”


	“But the name…”


	Yes … the name. Everything hinged on the name belonging to Rasalom.


	“We have to trust it’s his Other Name.”


	“Trust? Trust whom? R?”


	“Trust what we know about him from Glaeken—that he suffers from a monstrous case of hubris. The Seven served the Otherness, and one by one he eliminated them until only he remained. It fits perfectly with his personality that as he eliminated them he removed their Other names from his sigil—like crossing them off a list—until only his remained. And it makes sense that he kept that sigil as a souvenir of his triumph.”


	Jack shook his head. “But does it make sense that he left it in Johnson, New Jersey, where we could find it? Seems just a little too convenient.”


	“Now that you mention it,” Eddie said. “It seems a lot too convenient.”


	“On the surface, yes, but ‘too convenient’ implies that someone put it there for us to find. Think about that. We first discovered that sigil when we were in our midteens. Rasalom was reborn just a few months before you. That means when you were fourteen, he was fourteen. Do you see him, at some time during his first fourteen years, hunting down his sigil, transporting it to Johnson, New Jersey, and somehow hiding it under the Lodge? And that’s a big ‘somehow’ because the sigil would never fit through that trapdoor we found back then. ‘Too convenient’ requires an awful lot of assumptions, don’t you think?”


	Jack mulled that a moment, then gave a reluctant shrug. “Point taken. But I’m still uncomfortable with how convenient it turned out for us.”


	Weezy understood. That skepticism made Jack Jack, one of the reasons he had survived so long doing what he did. She doubted she could make him comfortable, but maybe she could make him less uncomfortable.


	“I don’t think he had anything to do with its presence in Johnson. But I’ll bet the Order did. What do we know about the sigil? It’s a relic of the First Age, which makes it about fifteen thousand years old. Because it’s made of the virtually indestructible tenathic, it survived the Great Cataclysm that ended the First Age. Because it’s a relic of that time, it was only natural that the Septimus Order—which adopted it as its seal—would have preserved it through the ages. Somehow it wound up in the Pine Barrens.”


	“It’s that ‘somehow’ that bothers me. Even if it’s not ‘too convenient,’ it’s one helluva coincidence. And ‘no more coincidences,’ remember?”


	“Well, we know from Glaeken that the Order settled in the Barrens and caged the last q’qr there—another leftover of the First Age. Is it such a stretch to believe that they’d bring along this ancient, damaged sigil too? Unless they’ve got some sort of Rosetta Stone, I’m sure they had no idea of the significance of the seven glyphs, or that it had once belonged to the One. But they kept it because it was an antique, a reminder of their salad days. It wound up in the town that was eventually buried, and they built the Lodge over it.”


	Jack’s expression remained sour. “Just blocks from the home of the Heir.”


	“No, you’ve got it backward, Jack. Rasalom’s sigil was brought to the Barrens long, long before you were born. Probably before the Pilgrims arrived. The sigil wasn’t moved near you—you came to it. Do you know why your folks settled in Johnson?”


	He shook his head. “Never occurred to me to ask. My folks got married in the fifties, and moved to Johnson after Kate was born. I have no idea why they chose Johnson. I’m pretty sure it was my dad’s idea—he liked the idea of raising a family in a small town, away from all the crowding and problems of big-city life, and my mother tended to leave those decisions up to him. Wish he was alive so I could ask him.”


	“Well, I can see only three possibilities: He was either drawn there, pushed there, or just happened to stop there.”


	Jack grimaced. “I’ve been moved around the chessboard all my life. Maybe he was too.”


	“So maybe it’s not a coincidence.”


	“Maybe it’s not,” he muttered.


	He still didn’t seem satisfied.


	“What’s wrong, Jack?”


	Instead of answering, he pulled off the road into a service area and parked near the food court.


	“We have to go back.”


	“What?” Eddie said. “No way. We’re halfway home.”


	Weezy was baffled. “Go back for what?”


	“I need to see that sigil again.”


	Eddie popped his seat belt loose and leaned forward. “But you won’t get to see it again. As it was, we were lucky we weren’t arrested for trespassing or breaking and entering. They’ll be watching for us. We got what we came for. If we go back to that Lodge again we’re sure to get arrested and that’s the last thing we need.”


	For once she had to agree with her brother. As much as she hated to side against Jack …


	“He’s right, Jack. Risking arrest only plays into Rasalom’s hands. We need to get this name to the Lady and put the Naming Ceremony behind us.”


	“Okay, maybe three of us can’t go back, but one can.”


	“How?” Eddie said.


	“Where the hell are we?”


	“Exit Seven-A is ahead,” Weezy said. “Route 195. Trenton, et cetera.”


	“Good. Gotta be a car rental place there. I’ll rent something and drive back to Johnson while you continue on to the city.”


	He put the car back in gear and started moving again.


	She said, “I don’t get it, Jack. I just don’t get it. What do you hope to find?”


	“Nothing. I hope everything is just what we think it is. But I…” He shook his head. “I don’t know.”


	“Give me something. Please.”


	“I just don’t like the way everything is falling together so neatly. It feels orchestrated.”


	“Maybe it is orchestrated—but by the Ally.”


	“Yeah, well, you know how much I trust the Ally.”


	Weezy sighed. She had no comeback for that. She knew what the Ally had done to him. She didn’t trust it either.


	But she trusted Jack.
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	Ernst checked his watch again. Hours now since he’d dropped off the One.


	The One had offered no explanation, simply directed him to an address in the East Twenties and walked into a brick-front office building. A brass plaque was affixed to the wall to the left of the door, but in the fading light Ernst could not read it from the street.


	I must feed …


	What was he feeding on in there?


	Ernst had driven around the block a number of times until a parking space opened with a view of the entrance. He’d left the car and walked over to view the plaque close up.


	MRP RENEWALS.


	He could find nothing else to give any hint as to what was being renewed, so he returned to the car and called the Order’s office in midtown. He asked the receptionist who answered to look up the organization.


	After a short wait she said, “It appears to be a drug rehabilitation facility.”


	Ernst stared at the entrance. What possible need could the One have for a place like that?


	He watched a few people straggle in and out—none of them looked like the clientele one would expect at a rehab center. Finally the One appeared. He walked to the curb and stood. Ernst started the car and pulled in before him.


	Ernst got a brief look at him while the courtesy light was on and was nearly as shocked at his appearance now as he had been this morning. The wounded, haggard, exhausted, depleted man who had exited the car was gone, replaced by someone who looked healthy and rested.


	Still scarred, yes, and still missing his left hand, but the scars seemed less prominent, his complexion had improved, and he seemed to have—was it possible?—filled out.


	“Sir, you look…” He searched for the right word.


	“Renewed?”


	Yes. Exactly.


	“May I ask—?”


	“Not your concern, Drexler. Your immediate concern lies in retrieving the item I entrusted to you for safekeeping before the Internet fiasco. I assume you still have it.”


	“Yes. Of course.”


	“Then proceed.”


	Traffic was light and he made good time, pulling in front of his building fewer than fifteen minutes later.


	“I will wait here.”


	Ernst hurried up to his apartment but entered cautiously. What if Jack waited inside? Not an irrational fear—it wouldn’t be the first time. Ernst would have to choose sides right then and there: Tell Jack that his prey waited below, wounded and unsuspecting, or keep the One’s confidence.


	But his fear proved unfounded. His apartment was empty and he removed the rectangular box from beneath his bed without incident.


	Ernst returned to the car and opened the rear door to hand it to the One, who took it awkwardly with his remaining hand. Then Ernst slipped back behind the wheel.


	“One more stop,” said the One.


	Only one? And then what?


	He gave Ernst an address in the West Eighties. Traffic was heavier there, and half an hour passed before he pulled in before a four-story brownstone. The One got out, carrying his package, and disappeared into the narrow alley running along the side.


	What now? More renewal? How long would this take?


	Not long at all. The One reappeared less than ten minutes later, still carrying that strange box under his arm. But instead of re-entering the car, he motioned Ernst to lower the window.


	“You may go about your business. I have no further need of you tonight.”


	That came as both a relief and a disappointment. The One’s presence was intensely discomfiting, but at least he knew where he was and what he was doing … although he had to confess he had no idea what the One had been up to since they’d arrived in Manhattan.


	“But where are you going, where will you stay? You have no phone, no money. I will give you the use of my—”


	“Not necessary. Events will reach a head in the next few hours or days or … they will not. If they go our way, phones and money will be irrelevant. If they do not, you will hear from me.”


	With that he turned and began walking east. Where to? Central Park lay in that direction.


	Ernst sat and watched him go, remembering his parting words.


	If they go our way …


	The One had said “our way.” Did that mean that Ernst was back in the fold, that he’d be spared the tribulations of the Change? It certainly seemed so.


	With a lightened heart, he put the car in gear and headed home.


	Strange, how things worked. Had Ernst not sided with Jack last week, Szeto would still be alive. The One’s remarks this morning had made it clear that he’d called Szeto first and, were he alive, Szeto would be ferrying the One around today instead of Ernst.


	Always trust your instincts, he reminded himself. And right now his instincts told him to stay as far as possible from Jack.
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	Jack slowed his southward progress on 206 as he neared the light at Quakerton Road. The sun had sunk a while ago and darkness had settled. Eddie’s BlackBerry had found an Enterprise car rental place but it had taken forever to reach it and do the paperwork. Jack figured he’d probably ruined John Tyleski’s credit by abandoning his last rental on the South Fork, so he’d used a new credit card identity to rent a Pontiac G6. Not much of a car, but that wasn’t a bad thing. It meant no one would pay much attention to it.


	He let Eddie and Weezy keep the Crown Vic.


	Was he doing the right thing, leaving Weezy and Eddie to go on alone? He wasn’t comfortable with that but …


	He shook his head. Maybe it was just him, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing something … something that had to do with that sigil.


	As he turned onto Quakerton he saw a pickup pull out onto 206 and head north. Looked familiar. That guy Tommy? What had he come back for? Something big, covered by a drape, sat on the bed of his truck. Most likely some of his equipment, but Jack had a feeling—


	Enough with these damn feelings. Feelings-feelings-feelings. What the hell? They were driving him crazy. He needed facts, damn it.


	He reached the Lodge, a pale blob against the darker trees behind it, and not a single light on inside. He parked a block down on the street and walked back. Old Town had fewer streetlights than the newer sections on the other side of the lake, and that was a good thing tonight. He’d taken his lock-pick set and bump keys from the Crown Vic and carried them now, along with a flashlight, plus one of Weezy’s Sharpies and a pad, all in a small backpack slung over a shoulder.


	He went straight to the back door. He’d noted the brand of the door lock before, so he had his Quickset bumps ready. The third one fit and in seconds he was in. Turning on his flashlight for only a second at a time for guidance, he found the basement door … leaning against a wall. The black rectangle of the doorway gaped before him.


	His gut twisted. Not good.


	Discarding all discretion, he turned on the basement lights and pelted down the stairs. The basement looked different, rearranged since they’d left. He fairly ran to the opening in the floor. The ladder had been pulled out and lay beside it. He lowered it back into the hole and descended.


	No sign of the sigil.


	Shit.


	Heart pounding, Jack raced back up the ladder. The sigil was too big to hide, so the only explanation was they’d removed it. That guy Tommy had been leaving Johnson. Had he had the sigil in the back of his truck?


	What was his phone number? Weezy had rattled it off. She’d know. But as he pulled out his phone to call her, he heard her voice in his head reciting the number. Instead of speed-dialing her, he punched in that number. After two rings he reached the voice mail:


	“You’ve reached Thomas Mulliner Excavating and Land Clearing Service. Leave a number and we’ll call you back as soon as possible.”


	Got him. Jack left his cell number, said he had to speak to him ASAP.


	So, Tommy was one of the Mulliner clan. The Pinelands were full of them, going back to revolutionary times. Jack wasn’t going to sit around waiting for a call back that might not come till morning. He had to find a Mulliner with an excavating business.


	He punched in 4-1-1.
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	Rasalom rose through the darkness at the rear of Glaeken’s building. He had fed well and was strong enough now to reassert his mastery over gravity.


	The drug rehab center had served him well. He had identified certain centers—the ones that offered detox programs—as excellent feeding grounds. Not all detox programs were equal, however. The more high-tech centers, catering to the upper socioeconomic strata, performed rapid detox under general anesthesia, rendering their clients worthless for Rasalom’s purposes.


	The more run-of-the-mill centers, the ones that oversaw withdrawal from alcohol and opiates and other drugs the old-fashioned way, offered a veritable smorgasbord of pain, fear, and self-loathing. A couple of hours in proximity to a few addicts in varying stages of the process had replenished him.


	He reached the fifth-floor level. He willed the window latch on the other side of the glass to rotate to the unlocked position. With the box pinned under his left arm, he used his right hand to lift the sash. He climbed into the apartment without fear of disturbing a tenant. That was the wonderful thing about Glaeken’s building—only Glaeken and the Lady and a few others lived here.


	He left the apartment and ascended the stairwell.


	After the revelation of Glaeken’s mortality, Rasalom had had no trouble locating him. He had then enlisted Szeto to find someone who could make certain modifications to the quarters below the Lady’s.


	He reached that floor and entered the bare apartment. Szeto had told him that the equipment had been hidden in a built-in cabinet. Rasalom laid the box before it. He opened the cabinet to reveal its electronic contents.


	He could not help but marvel at this modern world. His body had matured in these times but his consciousness and the predominance of his reference points were anchored in vastly more primitive eras. Communication now was a wonder, astoundingly convenient—unless one wished to sever communications. And Rasalom so wished. But he’d had no idea how to accomplish that, so he had left it up to others.


	The cabinet contained a metallic box with multiple antennae jutting skyward. To its right lay a remote with a single button; to the left, a set of headphones.


	He understood little of electronics and modern communications. He’d spent the decades since his rebirth trying to erase the Lady’s presence through the arcane and traditional avenue of Opus Omega, and then the even more arcane Fhinntmanchca. When those failed—or, in the case of the Fhinntmanchca, only partially succeeded—he’d allowed Drexler to attack the Lady indirectly via modern electronics or cyberspace or whatever it was called. That too had failed, and so now he was compelled to launch a direct assault.


	Perhaps compelled wasn’t quite true. He was now free to take direct action, and he relished the opportunity.


	Remembering Szeto’s instructions, Rasalom found the power switch on the box and pressed it. Lights began to glow along the front. It made no sound, not even a hum, but Szeto had sworn it would render all cell phones in the top half of the building useless.


	Rasalom picked up the remote. This was supposed to activate a switch that would block incoming calls to the landline phone connections in the building. He pressed the button.


	He did not know how long he would have to wait here for his moment, or if his moment would ever come. But he would wait as long as it took. He had time.


	He put on the headphones and listened …
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	Glaeken admitted them to the Lady’s apartment. Weezy had called ahead from the road to tell him they would be there soon. The first thing upon entering, she went straight to the Lady and handed her the paper.


	“What do you think? Is it a name?”


	As the Lady took it, Weezy moved to her side and together they stared at the weird glyphs.


	After a moment the Lady nodded. “It has been so long since I have seen this form of writing. It has been dead for ages. But, yes, it is a name.” She then made a sound like two grunts of different pitch connected by a click.


	“That’s a name?” Eddie said. He sounded as if he was suppressing a laugh.


	The Lady looked up at him. “I believe that is what I said.”


	Weezy realized that Eddie wasn’t used to the Lady’s literal nature, so she jumped in.


	“But is it the name—Rasalom’s Other Name?”


	The Lady shrugged. “Who is to say? I have no way of telling.”


	“But it came from the broken sigil,” Eddie said. “It was written on the only remaining section of the border.”


	“And the sigil is made of tenathic,” Weezy added.


	Glaeken said, “If that’s true, then it can only be from the First Age—the secret of forging it was lost in the Cataclysm. We have no choice but to proceed on the assumption this is his Other Name.”


	“But what if it’s not?” Weezy said.


	“We will never be sure until we try.”


	Weezy finally looked directly at the playpen. Since entering the apartment, she’d kept it in her peripheral vision. Now she had to confront the reality of burdening that baby with Rasalom’s Other Name.


	As ever, he sat in his space and gnawed a soup bone. He seemed perfectly content, oblivious to the role he was about to play in a cosmic drama. If Glaeken was right, his limited intelligence would allow him to remain oblivious. And that in turn would protect him.


	She watched him and thought about how they were all pawns being moved around a cosmic game board. And now the pawns in this room were about to move him, bringing him into the game.


	But hadn’t he always been in play? Wasn’t that what Jonah Stevens had in mind when he started designing his own strategy using his bloodline—a strategy aimed at producing a child that would supplant the One?


	So, in a way, Jonah was going to get his wish: His grandchild was going to stop the One, though not in the way he’d intended.


	“Even if it’s not the One’s Other Name,” Eddie said, “we haven’t lost anything, have we?”


	Weezy looked from Glaeken to the Lady. “Have we?”


	“The Other Naming Ceremony can be performed only once on the child. Once given an Other Name, it cannot be undone.”


	Weezy looked back to the baby. “So, he could wind up with an Other Name that has no power. Then what?”


	Glaeken shrugged. “It is the only name we have. Unless you know of some other inscribed tenathic sigil somewhere, we must accept it as the only name we will ever have.”


	“We’ve got to go with it, Weez,” Eddie said. “And the sooner the better, if you ask me.”


	She wasn’t asking him. She shook her head. “I want to wait for Jack.”


	Eddie scowled. “He could be cooling his heels in a jail cell for all we know.”


	“Wait,” Glaeken said. “Where is Jack? Why isn’t he here?”


	How did she explain? She wasn’t sure herself.


	“Something about the situation bothers him. He thinks it’s too easy, too pat.”


	“I can’t argue with him on that. But if the sigil is, as you say, made of tenathic, then it must be genuine.”


	“I agree, but he wanted another look at it.”


	“We were caught trespassing in the Lodge,” Eddie said. “We were lucky we got away. Jack might not be so lucky a second time.”


	“You don’t know Jack,” she snapped, fully intending the double meaning.


	Eddie sighed. “I do. Or at least I’ve been getting to know him. But nobody’s perfect. I think it was risky going back.”


	“And don’t you think the stakes merit some risk? We’ll wait until we hear from Jack.”


	She didn’t have the authority to say that, but she guessed enough of her determination shone through. No one argued.
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	Rasalom frowned. The Heir was absent. He had expected him there, wanted him there—needed him there.


	The woman had just said he wanted another look at the sigil. Why? Did he suspect the truth? But how could he?


	This was not going as planned. Rasalom had expected the woman, the one studying the Compendium of Srem, to be the problem. If anyone would have noticed inconsistencies, it should have been she. These electronic countermeasures had been put in place to block communication from her.


	Rasalom was suddenly glad he’d had the foresight to order Drexler to remove the sigil from the Lodge. The question was, where was the Heir now? With the sigil gone, what could he be doing?
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	Jack found the home of the Thomas Mulliner Excavating and Land Clearing Service at the end of a dark, twisty path in the woods off Carranza Road. His headlights picked up a clearing with a leaning shed, scattered backhoes and earth movers, and the Dodge pickup truck he’d seen earlier. He saw no sign of a house nearby, so he backed the little Pontiac around until the headlights were centered on the pickup, and left them on.


	He left his car running and approached the pickup with fingers figuratively crossed. The draped object leaning in the bed was the right size. If only …


	Using the rear bumper as a step, he hopped up into the bed and yanked the tarp free.


	Yes!


	The broken sigil gleamed in the headlights. He leaned in for another look at the glyphs carved into the black surface. Before leaving Weezy earlier, he’d asked her to draw him a duplicate of the glyphs she’d copied. He pulled it out and checked it again against the originals.


	A perfect copy. So why wasn’t he satisfied? Why—?


	A shadow moved into the edge of the light cone from the headlights and a voice said, “Hold it right there!” before Jack could move.


	Shit.


	He did a slow turn and saw a guy standing about ten feet away pointing a shotgun at his midsection. More than a silhouette—he stood far enough off to the side for the lights to reveal some features. Jack recognized Tommy Mulliner, holding what looked like a Mossberg over-under twelve gauge.


	“The fuck you think you’re doing here? Get your ass off my truck!”


	“Just looking,” Jack said as he sifted through ways to play this.


	“Bullshit!”


	“If I’d seen anyone around, I would’ve asked, but the place was deserted, so—”


	“I know you. I seen you at the Lodge. You was trespassing there and now you’re trespassing here. Get down.”


	Jack thought about that. The sigil was too important and he wasn’t through with it. He couldn’t go for his Glock without the Mossberg tearing a hole in him, so …


	“No.”


	In the following seconds of stunned silence, he turned back to the sigil.


	“What?” Tommy finally said.


	“No. It’s a simple word. Also known as uh-uh, non, nein, nyet, and that’s a negatory.”


	“I’ll blow your fucking head off!”


	“Well, go ahead, Tommy. I’m here only to look, not steal, but you go ahead and do what you think you have to do. By the way, you related to Luke Mulliner, the guy who used to run the canoes at Quaker Lake?”


	Another pause—Tommy probably hadn’t expected a question about his family right after a death threat.


	“Yeah. My uncle. What about him?”


	Jack knelt beside the sigil and ran his hand over the glyphs. Again that feeling of something not right, but he had to keep Tommy talking.


	“Knew him when I was a kid living in Johnson.”


	“Easy to say.”


	“I know he had brothers named Matthew, Mark, and John. Their mother was into the Gospels. And you’re Thomas. Another apostle. Doubting Thomas. You still doubting me, Tommy?”


	“I’m doubting you’ve got your head on straight. Get off my truck or I shoot.”


	“Your family’s related to Joe Mulliner, the Robin Hood of the Pines, right? Would old Joe approve of that?”


	He ran his fingers over the glyphs, outlining their shapes.


	“Old Joe was hung in the seventeen hundreds.”


	And then it hit Jack like a sucker punch to the gut.


	“Oh, no.”


	He rose and turned toward Tommy. He didn’t want that itchy trigger finger to twitch so he gave him a preview of what he was going to do.


	“I’m getting off your truck and going to my car.”


	“Now you’re talking.”


	Jack jumped to the ground and pulled open the passenger door. He found the pen Weezy had given him on the seat.


	“And now I’m going back to the truck.”


	“No, you ain’t!”


	Tommy made the mistake of stepping in and trying to club Jack with the barrel. He wasn’t experienced in this sort of thing and, before he knew it, the shotgun had changed hands.


	Tommy raised his arms and cringed back as Jack pointed it his way.


	“Hey, no! Don’t!”


	Jack lowered the weapon, saying, “Not here to hurt anyone or anything. I need about two minutes with that crazy black thing and then I’ll be on my way.”


	He took the shotgun with him when he climbed back into the truck bed. He took out Weezy’s drawing and laid the sheet over the glyphs, then began rubbing the pen over it. Gradually the writing began to appear. When he was finished he held the sheet up to the light. He leaped to his feet when his worst suspicions were confirmed.


	“Shit-shit-shit!”


	The same glyphs but in a different order. An optical illusion. The visible glyphs weren’t the same as the carved glyphs. A different name. Rasalom had hidden his true Other Name. Had all of the Seven done that, so that even if someone outside their circle found their sigils, he still wouldn’t know their Other Names? Over five thousand fake variations remained, after all. Or had Rasalom been the only one?


	Didn’t matter. What did was the Lady using the wrong name in the Ceremony.


	He had to tell them.


	He opened the Mossberg’s breech and pulled out the two shells, tossed them over his shoulder, then closed it. He laid it at the foot of the sigil and hopped down to the ground again. Without a word, he jumped into the car and slammed it into reverse.


	“What the fuck’s going on?” Tommy shouted as Jack backed around. Jack heard him repeating, “What the fuck?” two or three times as he roared down the driveway.


	WTF, indeed.
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	When Jack turned back on to Carranza Road, he faced a straight shot back to 206, allowing him to make some quick calls. He speed-dialed Weezy’s cell number but her voice mail picked up immediately. He tried two more times with the same result. Another post-crash cell dead zone? They were happening less frequently, but still happening.


	Or had she turned off her phone? She wouldn’t do that. Not unless they’d started the ceremony.


	No-no-no. They wouldn’t start without hearing from him. Or would they?


	Feeling a little frantic, he dialed her home landline: no answer. No surprise there—she had to be at the Lady’s—but he’d needed to give it a try. He dialed Glaeken’s apartment. He’d no doubt be down in the Lady’s place too, but he usually left a nurse with Magda. She’d answer and he could ask her to go downstairs and—


	Glaeken’s voice mail picked up immediately too.


	He wanted to smash his phone against the steering wheel. What the hell was going on?


	He gunned the car around the traffic circle onto Route 70 and headed west, weaving through the traffic, but carefully. He faced a frustrating gauntlet of traffic lights between him and the freeways, and he couldn’t risk a cop stop for being too aggressive.


	Every cell in his brain and body screamed at him to stop that ceremony. But why? As if some part of his subconscious—the primitive crocodile hind brain perhaps—was sensing danger but unable to explain it to the higher centers.


	All right … what did he know? Why this gnawing feeling that they’d been gamed?


	It all centered around the Other Naming Ceremony. Where had that come from? Discovered by Weezy in the Compendium of Srem.


	The Compendium … it kept opening to the Ceremony—so often that Gia had remarked that it seemed to be “trying to tell you something”—a quip they could have brushed off had it referred to any book other than the Compendium. Because the Compendium was sui generis, and its page order seemed to be in constant flux. It frustrated you by making it almost impossible to return to a page after you’d seen it. And yet here it was, opening to the same page time and again … the page about the Other Naming Ceremony.


	Yes, it did seem to be “trying to tell you something.”


	But books don’t have awareness, don’t have a will. Not even the Compendium. At least not as far as anyone knew. Srem had used a long-lost technology to construct it, but Jack doubted she’d been able to imbue it with consciousness.


	So that meant randomness or manipulation. He discarded randomness—first, because he couldn’t buy it, and second, because if that was the case, he had nothing to worry about.


	But the manipulation possibility bothered him. A lot.


	Two sources for that: the Ally or the Otherness. If the Ally, no problem. It wanted to frustrate the Otherness as much as Jack and Glaeken.


	But what if the Otherness was the source?


	Jack’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel as he remembered how the Order had put out a BOLO on Weezy a few weeks ago. Out of the blue. After months and months of disinterest—he now knew they’d been preoccupied with developing the Jihad virus—they suddenly wanted to locate Weezy. And according to Eddie, they’d found her.


	But they did nothing. They left her alone. Or maybe not. Rasalom moved Dawn in across the hall. No one had yet to make sense of that. But Weezy discovered the Other Naming Ceremony shortly thereafter.


	Connection?


	Could Rasalom have sneaked in and altered the Compendium? Manipulated it to show the Ceremony page every time it was opened?


	Jack stiffened in the seat. Could he have added the page? Neither Glaeken nor the Lady had ever heard of the Ceremony. Was it bogus? Could the words, written in the Small Folk tongue that only the Lady knew, have an effect that went beyond naming? Would the Lady’s reciting them harm her?


	His mind whirled with possibilities.


	What if discovery of the Ceremony was meant to spark memories of the broken sigil and send Weezy and him back to Johnson to find it?


	No, wait … Rasalom couldn’t know they’d seen it …


	Unless Drexler told him. Drexler had been living in the Lodge when they found it.


	Jack tracked down Drexler’s number in his phone history and hit SEND. When Drexler picked up, he wasted no time.


	“This is Jack. Did the One ever ask about me?”


	A heartbeat or two of hesitation, then, “You flatter yourself.”


	Not an answer.


	“He never asked you about our interactions when I was a kid?”


	“Why on Earth would he care?”


	Still not an answer.


	“Yes or no?”


	“No. Never.”


	“Okay.”


	Jack ended the call.


	Lying … Drexler was good at it. A good liar’s reflexes when withholding info were to avoid getting caught in a lie, so he dodged a yes-or-no answer whenever possible—just as Drexler had done until pinned down. And Jack had sensed an instant’s hesitation before the flat denial.


	Pretty clear now that Drexler had been contacted by the wounded Rasalom, maybe even helped him. The One had survived and turned to Drexler, and so he’d switched sides again.


	Why am I not surprised?


	But it meant Drexler’s denial was bullshit. Rasalom had quizzed him on what he knew of Jack’s childhood.


	The scenario took shape in Jack’s head:


	Rasalom, knowing Jack was the Heir, probed Drexler about his childhood and learned that he and Weezy had seen the broken sigil. That may or may not have been important to him at first.


	He knew finding Jack would be nigh impossible, but the Order knew what Weezy looked like, so he told Drexler to find her and then do nothing more than watch her—because maybe she would lead them to the Heir.


	Once Rasalom knew her location, he could have floated to her apartment windows, entered, and found the Compendium. He could have altered the book—


	Wait. The Other Naming Ceremony didn’t appear until after Dawn moved in. So …


	He moved Dawn in across the hall—reason to be determined.


	Then he changed the Compendium to keep opening to the Other Naming Ceremony—which he might well have added to the book.


	Jack punched the steering wheel. And we played right into his hands. We remembered the name on the sigil, we went and found it, and now we’re ready to perform the Other Naming Ceremony on a not quite human baby—


	He almost hit a divider as the truth hit him.


	That’s it! That’s why Dawn was moved in across the hall. So we’d go looking for the baby. Because the baby’s such an obvious choice to take on Rasalom’s Other Name.


	Except it isn’t his Other Name. It’s bogus.


	But what was all this supposed to accomplish?


	Jack hadn’t a clue, but he did know that, for whatever reason, Rasalom wanted the Lady to perform the Ceremony.


	He called Weezy again, and again got her voice mail. Then he remembered Eddie. He’d probably be with Weezy, and even if not, he could run over and tell them to wait for him.


	But Eddie’s voice mail came on immediately as well.


	Jack tossed the phone into the backseat—worthless piece of crap. Wait. Could be a local cell outage in the city, or was the Internet down again?


	He retrieved it and called Gia. She picked up almost immediately.


	“Is everything okay there?” he said. “The Internet and the phones?”


	“Yes. I’m on the computer now. Why?”


	“I’m not sure. Can’t get hold of Weezy or Eddie.”


	“I thought they were with you.”


	“Long story. Are you going out at all tonight?”


	“No plans. Schools are open tomorrow. Why?”


	“Good. Stay in. Don’t go anywhere.”


	“Should I be worried?”


	“I don’t know. Just … stay in. I’ll call you later.”


	He cut the call and stepped on the gas. He didn’t know what Rasalom was up to, but he knew he had to stop the Ceremony.
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	“It’s been two hours, Weez,” Eddie said. “We should have heard from him by now.”


	Eddie was really on her nerves with his constant bugging to start the Ceremony.


	“How can we hear from him when our phones say ‘no service’?”


	“I believe we should get on with it,” Glaeken said. “The One has regained his strength.”


	Weezy looked at him. “You’re sure?”


	He nodded. “I sense it. He’s back in the city and he’s damaged, but he is strong again.”


	“Where in the city?” Eddie said. He looked frightened.


	Glaeken shrugged. “I’ve never been able to pinpoint his location. I know only that he is here.”


	“Weezy…” Eddie drew out her name. “If he’s nearby and he finds out what we’ve got planned, no telling what he’ll do.”


	“I told Jack we’d wait.”


	Eddie gave her a look. “Is that really what this is about?” He nodded at the baby. “Or are you just postponing the inevitable?”


	Was that it? Was she delaying the Ceremony just because of the baby?


	“Jack could be in jail, for all we know,” Eddie added. “We’ve got to get this done.”


	“I agree,” the Lady said. “We have all we need here to perform the Ceremony.”


	Weezy looked around the room. Looked like she was outvoted.


	She sighed. “All right. Let’s do it.” She looked at the Lady. “What’s the first step?”


	“According to the Compendium, the baby must be seated on the lap of whoever recites the Ceremony. That would be me.”


	While Eddie pulled one of the wooden chairs away from the table, Weezy stepped to the playpen and lifted the baby. He loosed one of his ear-piercing shrieks as he lost his grip on his bone. Weezy quickly retrieved it for him and returned to where the Lady was seating herself on the chair. Weezy set the baby on her lap. The Lady faced him outward and wrapped her arms around him.


	“Now … hold the Compendium before me so I can see the words…”
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	Perfect.


	Rasalom removed the earphones and paused to marvel at how everything had fallen into place. His original plan had gone off track in seemingly disastrous directions, and yet somehow …


	His original intent had been simply to locate Glaeken.


	He’d known for years the identity of the Heir, although not where he lived. The plan had hinged on one all-important assumption: that the Heir knew the whereabouts of Glaeken. If that were so, Rasalom could use Dawn’s baby as a means to locate Glaeken through the Heir.


	From his discussions with Drexler he’d known of the Connell woman’s relationship to the Heir. So he had paired Dawn with the Connell woman, knowing the girl would be needy and would attach herself. He would eventually allow Dawn—with the Connell woman’s help—to find her way back to her baby. The Connell woman would show the q’qrlike child to the Heir. The Heir, if he knew Glaeken’s whereabouts, would want him to see the child. And Rasalom would follow.


	But the revelations in North Carolina had made all that unnecessary: Glaeken turned out to be an impotent mortal and no threat.


	Which freed Rasalom to devote all his energies to eliminating the Lady.


	That was when he realized that Dawn’s baby could be used as a means to that very end.


	Through the Connell woman, he had learned where the Heir lived—a bit of information crucial to the plan. Once he had established that, he entered her apartment while she was out and inserted a new page about the Other Naming Ceremony into the Compendium, arranging for it to appear whenever the book was opened. The Connell woman couldn’t help but find it, and couldn’t help but bring it to Glaeken’s attention. And to the Lady’s as well, since she was the only living being—aside from Rasalom—who knew the Small Folk’s language.


	He had worded the page with caveats carefully tailored to leave the q’qrlike child as the only safe recipient of the Other Name.


	The Heir and the Connell woman would go in search of Rasalom’s ancient sigil, would find what they’d believe was his Other Name, and the Lady would perform the Ceremony.


	Everything had been working perfectly until the Heir’s ferocious assault almost ruined everything.


	Almost.


	Because even though Rasalom had been maimed and had nearly lost his life, it had been worth it. The child had followed the path he’d originally set for it: straight to Glaeken and the Lady.


	He went down on one knee and opened the case.


	After all these millennia … time to end this.
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	Weezy held the Compendium open before the Lady while she in turn held the baby on her lap. The Lady was perhaps half a minute into the tongue-twisting, larynx-torturing vocalizations that made up the Ceremony when the apartment door slammed open.


	Jack?


	Weezy looked around in time to see a disfigured stranger emerge from the shadows behind Eddie who was himself in the midst of turning.


	Time seemed to slow …


	The stranger’s arm blurred as he swung something through the air. Eddie’s eyes widened and she watched in horror as his head tipped to the side and toppled free of his shoulders.


	She screamed at the twin jets of red pumping from his neck stump as the stranger shoved him aside in his headlong rush into the room.


	His eyes blazed in his scarred face … they fixed on her as he raised his right arm again.


	A sword … he carried a sword …


	She saw it arc toward her and instinctively raised the Compendium for protection. The blade bit into the metal of the cover and Weezy recognized the pitted blade of Jack’s katana—the Gaijin Masamune—before it pulled free.


	Another swing of the blade, lower this time. She tried to block it again but was too slow …


	She felt it slice across her belly, parting the fabric of her shirt and the skin beneath as if they were paper …


	No pain at first, and then a burst of staggering agony, deeper and more intense than she’d ever felt or imagined possible, as the point gouged through her intestines.


	She dropped the book and slumped to her knees, doubling over as the stranger rushed by, raising the sword again.


	From the corner of her eye she saw it ram through the baby and into the Lady.


	The baby screamed, the Lady’s mouth opened wide but no sound emerged as blue light began to glow where the blade pierced her chest.


	Leaving the Lady and the baby skewered on the sword, the stranger released his grip and stepped back to watch.


	The Lady’s eyes rolled up in her head and she began to shudder as the blue glow grew brighter, spreading until it enveloped her and the baby, covering them like a second skin. The baby stopped shrieking, stopped moving as he began to press back against the Lady’s chest and abdomen.


	No … not press back … the baby was melting into the Lady … or the Lady was absorbing him. Weezy couldn’t tell. But either way, the baby was disappearing into the Lady. And when he was gone, the Lady’s shuddering became more violent. The feet of the chair legs beat a tattoo on the floor, then went silent as it began to rise into the air. The Lady’s mouth hung open, emitting a long low moan as the enveloping blue glow brightened and brightened until it flashed with intolerable brilliance.


	The sword bounced off the suddenly empty chair and both clattered to the floor.


	The Lady and the baby …


	Gone.


	No, please, she couldn’t be! No!


	“At last!” the stranger said, his voice vibrant with triumph.


	This had to be Rasalom … could only be Rasalom.


	Through her blur of tears and haze of pain she saw him raise his arms and noticed his left hand was missing. That and the scars … Jack’s work. But not enough.


	Not enough.


	“Done!” he cried.


	Eddie … my poor Eddie … and the Lady …


	She wanted to rear up and strangle this creature, this beast, but could do no more than topple to her side and curl into a ball of agony. She clutched her gushing wound and felt the slick tubes of her small intestine.


	Rasalom turned and stepped closer.


	“Thank you for making this possible,” he said as he stood over her. “I doubt I could have done it without you.”


	What did he mean? She didn’t understand, but the possibility that she was in any way responsible for what had happened in the last few seconds hurt her more deeply than any wound. She wanted to scream a denial, but had no strength for even a whisper.


	She felt her life oozing away, the room dimming …


	“A gut wound is soooo painful,” he said, his tone taunting. “As a reward for your help, I should let you die and end your agony, but I need it. And I need you alive.”


	He nudged her with the toe of his shoe. The room brightened, but her agony screamed on unabated. Why wouldn’t he let her die?


	She looked at the empty wooden chair. The Lady. He’d killed her. This was her third death, and that meant she was gone and couldn’t come back.


	The voice went on. “I only wish the Heir were here. I owe him. His presence would make my victory complete. But that will have to wait for another day. And that day is soon coming.”


	Wait … where was Glaeken? He’d been somewhere behind her when all this happened. Why hadn’t he done anything, why was he silent?


	Her question was answered when Rasalom stepped over her and addressed someone else.


	“Well, what do you think, Glaeken. Enjoy the show? You may speak now.”
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	Glaeken felt his larynx loosen but his limbs remained locked.


	He made no reply. He was too shocked to speak.


	He stared with grief and dismay at Eddie’s severed head, staring blindly into space, at the Lady’s empty, toppled chair and the bloody sword beside it on the floor, and at Weezy’s shuddering, huddled form next to it.


	He and Rasalom had surprised each other numerous times through the millennia of their battle, but this was by far the most devastating blow ever dealt. It surpassed even Glaeken’s imprisoning him in the keep.


	As Rasalom stepped forward Glaeken took in the scars on his face and the absence of his left hand. Jack must have come close … so close.


	“What’s that you say?” He leaned close, grinning. “I didn’t catch it.”


	Still Glaeken said nothing. He had no defiance left.


	Over … after all this time, it was finally over. A spark of relief flashed within but he doused it. Yes, he was tired of the endless struggle, exhausted from it, but he couldn’t allow himself to welcome its end—not when the Otherness had won.


	Weezy moaned, and now he had to speak.


	“Let her go.”


	Rasalom shook his head. “Her agony is tasty, but I have another, more important reason to keep her alive.”


	“Jack?”


	“The Heir … yes. I want him to find her like this, I want the agony of his loss, I want to feel his unfounded guilt that if only he’d been here things would have been different, when in truth, I’d have frozen him just like you.”


	Glaeken knew what would come next. “And then you’ll kill us, slowly.”


	“Yes. As you know, I never forgive, never forget. But I’ll save that pleasure for later. He has people he loves. One of them writhes in agony behind me, but there are others. The woman and child will go first, and slowly. And he will watch. Then he will go, even more slowly. And you will watch. Because he’s your heir, and because you love him, don’t you. Love him like a son.”


	Glaeken blinked in shock. He’d never seen their relationship in those terms, but now that he thought of it, yes … Jack was like a son.


	“And after your son is dismembered, you’ll watch your wife die.”


	He cringed at the thought, but took infinitesimal consolation in the fact that Magda’s limited awareness would spare her the worst of it.


	“But before her agonies begin, I will restore her mind.”


	“Impossible.”


	The grin broadened. “At this moment, yes. But I will transform during the Change, and in my new form I will be able to perform”—he spread the fingers of his remaining hand—“miracles. Remember: I never forgive, never forget. And I well remember how that bitch delayed my exit from the keep. If not for her, I would have escaped before you arrived, and everything would have been so different.”


	Now Glaeken could smile. “You did your damnedest, but she withstood everything you threw at her.”


	Glaeken remembered Magda’s courage, how she’d stood like a lone Spartan with the gate of the keep as her Thermopylae.


	“You will both pay for that. And she will be aware of every torment I inflict on her, and will know it is all because of you. That is perhaps the best part: When your loved ones begin to curse you—not me—as the cause of their agonies.”


	Glaeken didn’t care about himself, but poor Magda …


	“But none of this will take place,” Rasalom went on, “until the Change is well under way. Before your personal agonies begin, I want you to have a front-row seat from your big windows upstairs as the reality you’ve protected for so long is transformed into something incomprehensible.”


	Glaeken shook his head. “Gloating becomes you.”


	“Why shouldn’t I gloat? I manipulated you and your pathetic band like a maestro directs an orchestra. I’ll even bet it was you who suggested that the baby carry my Other Name.”


	Glaeken realized with a dismay that the suggestion had indeed come from him.


	“Am I so predictable?”


	“Yes! You’ve always tried to avoid collateral damage, and dubbing a nearly mindless human-q’qr hybrid was the perfect solution. That helps me in so many ways. The Heir made the same mistake. If he’d concentrated all the massive firepower he’d assembled upon my car as I arrived, I would be cinders now and we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I’m sure he considered it, just as I’m sure he discarded it for my driver’s sake.”


	“We’re trying to preserve this world, and those in it, and so we have different rules of engagement.”


	“And that is why I was always destined to win, Glaeken.”


	“We follow a code—”


	“And where has it gotten you? You’ve lost everything—quite literally, everything.”


	He began to pace before Glaeken.


	“Yes, I should gloat! When I learned of the Gaijin Masamune, I knew it had been repurposed from one of your blades, made of steel from a meteor. And then I learned of the heavily Tainted baby conceived as a result of my old protector and betrayer, Jonah Stevens. Suddenly I saw the possibilities. Nothing of this Earth can harm the Lady, but a sword made of steel not of this Earth could cut her. But would it kill her? Perhaps if coated with tainted blood that is not wholly of this Earth, it might very well inflict a third and final death upon her. And I was right. I was right!”


	Glaeken realized that Rasalom had no one to celebrate with, so he was celebrating with Glaeken.


	“It’s over, Glaeken. You’ve lost. The Change is imminent now. Remember what I told you in North Carolina: It will begin in the heavens.” He looked around, as if sniffing the air. “I should go. The Heir will be here soon.”


	“Afraid to face him?”


	“Hardly.” He turned and headed for the door. “But if he sees me he will be all rage, which will overcome the tastier, more delicate agonies he’ll exude when he cradles one of the great loves of his life in his arms and watches helpless as she dies.”


	Jack loving Weezy … yes, Glaeken could see that, even if Jack couldn’t.


	Rasalom’s cruelty was truly boundless.


	As if to prove that, Rasalom turned at the door and added, “And you, Glaeken … until the Heir arrives, you will stay silent in that chair and watch the woman suffer and be able to do nothing to comfort her.”


	With that he was gone. Glaeken tried to move but could not, tried to call for help but could not.


	He could only listen to Weezy’s agonized moans and watch her writhe in pain …
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	The first thing Jack saw when he stepped off the elevator was the blood pooled outside the Lady’s door. Heart in his mouth—he’d heard the expression, now he knew how it felt—he rushed forward and grabbed the doorknob. An instant of hesitation while his brain screamed Don’t let it be! and then he pushed it open and—


	Blood. So much blood. Where could it possibly come—?


	And then he saw the headless corpse sprawled on the floor. And beside it a head with Eddie’s face, so pale, the eyes so wide.


	Jack’s gorge rose. Eddie … innocuous Eddie who’d joined the Order just to network, who’d spent his days crunching numbers, who’d never harmed a soul in his life. Who would ever—?


	But Jack knew who.


	He stood transfixed, staring until a low moan shook him free and he looked around. There, farther into the room, another pool of blood, another form on the floor, back to him, huddled in the fetal position. It moved …


	Weezy?


	Oh, no!


	He stepped past Eddie, slipping and almost falling in the sticky blood of their merging pools, and dropped to his knees beside her.


	“Weezy! Weezy!”


	Her eyes fluttered open. “Jack?” Her voice was barely a whisper. “That you? Can hardly see.”


	He looked down to where her hands clutched her abdomen, saw a loop of intestine between her bloody fingers.


	“I’ll get help.”


	He fumbled out his phone, punched in 9-1-1, then noticed “No Service” flashing on the display.


	“Too late,” she rasped. “The Lady…”


	Jack looked around and spotted a katana next to a nearby wooden chair lying on its side. He recognized the Gaijin Masamune and his heart sank as he realized what had gone down here.


	He spotted Glaeken sitting silent and immobile on the far side of the room, staring. Was he too—?


	No. The old guy blinked. Jack knew what Rasalom had done to him. Jack had been frozen like that a couple of times himself.


	He turned back to Weezy.


	“I’ve got to get you out of here, find some help.”


	“No,” she said. “Too late. I love you, Jack.”


	And then her eyes went blank and she stopped breathing.


	“No! No!”


	He rolled her onto her back and jammed his fingers against the side of her throat. No pulse. He parted her lips and blew into her mouth, then placed his palms one atop the other, and began thrusting against her chest.


	“It’s no use, I’m afraid,” Glaeken said.


	Jack glanced up and saw him approaching in a slow, stiff walk. Apparently he’d been released.


	Jack felt a surge of blind anger. “Don’t tell me what’s no use!”


	“She should have died some time ago, but he wouldn’t let her. He kept her alive for you … so you would see her die.”


	“No.” He kept pumping on her chest. “No!”


	“I loved her too, Jack.” Glaeken’s voice was thick with pain. “But she has no blood left to pump.”


	When the inescapable truth of that simple statement penetrated, Jack stopped. He slumped forward and rested his face against her silent chest. Pressure built in his own chest until it burst free in an explosive sob.


	She was gone. His Weezy was gone. Forever. The light of that brilliant, unique mind, snuffed out, never to shine again.
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	Rasalom closed his eyes and drank in the misery from above.


	Ambrosia.


	The strongest individuals provided the sweetest nectar when they broke. The Heir hadn’t broken—it would take much more to crush that one—but he had been deeply gored, and his pain was a delight.


	Glaeken’s pain was a bonus. Rasalom hadn’t realized what deep affection he’d harbored for the Connell woman.


	And something else from Glaeken … defeat? Was his old nemesis giving up? That was even sweeter. But it would not let him off the hook. He had slain Rasalom twice, deprived him of half a millennium of freedom. He would suffer.


	He caressed the stump of his left wrist. So would the Heir. He had much to answer for, and Rasalom knew how to break him. The woman and child he so adored … he would watch them slowly skinned alive—just for starters.


	But until then, Rasalom would bide his time until the Otherness provided him with the seeds of Change. That would not happen until it was safe to proceed. The Lady’s beacon of sentience had been extinguished, and so it was only a matter of time now until the Enemy realized that this sphere, a formerly valuable possession, had become worthless, and discarded it. When that happened, the Otherness would scoop it up and have its way.


	Not long now. After all this time, not long at all …
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	Glaeken dropped heavily into a chair.


	“The Lady’s gone. We’re done. He’s won.”


	The words barely registered through the emotional storm whirling through Jack, but when they did, he raised his head from where he’d lain it on Weezy and stared at him.


	Glaeken had changed since this morning. He’d lost something. A spark had died. He looked older than ever, and seemed to have shrunk. Something had gone out of him.


	Something had gone out of Jack as well. Losing Kate and Dad to violence had been awful, but this … this was unbearable … unspeakable. And yet … his father and sister had been collateral damage. Not Weezy. She’d been an active participant in the war. She’d died in battle. And to concede defeat right after she’d sacrificed everything … was obscene.


	“I don’t want to hear that.”


	“We have to face it, Jack. It may take a week, it may take a month or two, but the Ally will soon realize that this corner of reality has stopped emanating a sentient signal, and it will abandon us. The Otherness will have a clear field, and humanity cannot stand long against it. It’s too vast, too powerful. Without the counterbalance of the Ally, we’re helpless.”


	Jack rose to his feet. Weezy’s blood soaked his jeans from the knees down. His hands were caked with it.


	“Fuck ’em both.”


	“I share the sentiment.” Glaeken shook his head. “But it’s like expecting a tiny anthill to survive against a human armed with gallons of insecticide.”


	Jack’s grief burned away in a blast of fury. He stepped over to the straight-backed chair and grabbed the Gaijin Masamune. He hefted the handle in a two-handed grip and inspected the bloody, pitted blade.


	“Weezy’s blood,” he said. “And Eddie’s.”


	“And the baby’s,” Glaeken said.


	Of course … the baby’s too.


	He remembered the Lady’s words when he’d asked her about the katana.


	It might now be a weapon only for good, or only for evil. Or, like any blade, it might cut either way, depending on who wields it. But it will be used for something momentous.


	She’d suggested he dump it in the ocean, but hadn’t given him a good reason why.


	… something momentous …


	She’d been right about the momentous part.


	… depending on who wields it …


	Why hadn’t he listened? Why hadn’t he hopped on a boat right then, motored to the edge of the continental shelf, and dropped it off?


	Maybe because the Lady had once told him there’d be no more coincidences in his life, so he’d assumed it was no coincidence that the sword had fallen into his hands. At the time it had seemed logical to assume he was expected to come up with a way to wield the blade against Rasalom.


	Instead Rasalom had done the wielding, to disastrous effect … for momentous evil.


	Contact with the katana now opened a door within him and darkness swirled free, filling him, seeking a victim. Glaeken was the only other living being in the room, and Jack almost turned on him. But at the last moment he found another target. With a wild cry Jack swung the blade at the chair. The otherworldly steel sliced through the wood of the ladder back and into the seat. Another swing and he’d cut the chair in half. It felt good to destroy.


	He turned to Glaeken. “It’s not over.” The words grated through his clenched teeth.


	But Glaeken was staring not at him but at the katana. He extended his hand. “Here. Let me see that.”


	He took the sword and held it before him, turning the bloody, pitted blade this way and that. A spark had returned to his eyes.


	“Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps it’s not over.”


	“That’s more like it.”


	But Jack’s defiance had been all emotion. He had no idea how to proceed against the coming darkness. He looked at the remains of Weezy and Eddie and felt the fight start to leak out of him. He’d failed them. He’d failed everyone who had depended on him.


	“You have a plan…?”


	“No, but I have an idea. We must locate certain people, certain objects, and a nonhuman being. We must gather them, and maybe, just maybe, we can fight back. But it is such a long shot, such a terribly long shot.”


	Jack felt a twinge of hope. “I’ll take a terribly long shot any day over no shot. Tell me what you want me to do.”


	“Right now it is what I must do. I must search out who and what we need.” He hefted the katana. “This is just one of the things I need. There are others. When I find them I will need you to help bring them together.”


	“Just say the word.”


	The spark grew in Glaeken’s blue eyes. “We are going to fight, Jack. We may lose—in fact we most likely will lose—but before this is over, Rasalom will know he’s been in a fight.”


	Jack turned and caught sight of Weezy again. Crushing grief washed the rest of the fight out of him.


	“Yeah, well, whatever.”


	He knelt at her side again. He glanced over at Eddie—his head, his body … he’d have to do something with what was left of him. But right now …


	He slipped his arms beneath Weezy.


	“What are you doing?” Glaeken said.


	The words slipped out. “Making her comfortable.”


	He wasn’t sure what he meant. Just something to say. But he knew he couldn’t leave her on the floor a moment longer.


	He rose and carried her to one of the Lady’s unused bedrooms—all unused, because she never slept. He positioned her on her back on a queen-size bed in the nearest room and pulled the spread over her, up to her breasts, covering her wound. He closed her eyelids. In the dark, with only the backwash of light from the living room around the corner, she could have been asleep.


	He sat next to her as an emptiness yawned within him. She’d become such a part of his life since she’d reappeared last year, what was he going to do without her? A light had gone out. The world without Weezy … it wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair, it wasn’t … whole.


	His voice broke as he took her bloody hand in his and whispered, “Weezy.”


	A man who is something more than a man goes to the mountain and shouts his name.


	Not “Rasalom.” And not his birth name, the one his mother bestowed on him. He discarded that back in the First Age when the Otherness held more sway in this sphere. When he tapped into that mother lode of power and strangeness he took on a new name, an Other Name he had protected like a wolverine guarding her young. But the time for secrecy is past. He can now shout his Other Name anywhere and it will not matter.


	From here atop Minya Konka, through a break in the clouds, much of what is now called China spreads out in the darkness nearly five miles below. His birthplace is not far from here. It is bitterly cold on the mountaintop. Gale-force winds shriek and howl as they swirl the frozen air about his naked body. He scarcely notices. The power within protects him, fed by the delicious woes of the world below.


	The horizon brightens. Dawn does not break at this altitude—it shatters. He stares at the glint of fire sliding into view and focuses the power he has been storing during the months since the death of the Lady. Eons of frustration fall away as he finalizes the process to which he has devoted the ages of his existence. No gestures, no incantations, just elseness, Otherness, vomiting out of him, spreading out and up and around, seeping into the planet’s crust, billowing into its atmosphere, saturating this locus in the multiverse.


	Soon all shall be his. The Enemy has moved on. No one and nothing opposes him, no power on Earth or elsewhere can stop him. He drops to his knees, not in prayer but in relief, elation.


	At last, after so many ages, it has begun.


	Dawn will never be the same.


	On May 17, the sun rises late.


	And so it begins …


	COMING SOON …
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	Rasalom went to the mountain.


	Rasalom is not his birth name, not the one his mother bestowed on him. He discarded that back in the First Age when the Otherness held more sway in this sphere. When he tapped into that mother lode of power and strangeness he took on a new name, a True Name he had protected like a wolverine guarding her young. But the time for secrecy is past. He can now shout his True Name anywhere on the planet and it will not matter.


	From here atop Minya Konka, through a break in the clouds, much of what is now called China spreads out four and a half miles below him in the darkness. His birthplace is not far from here. It is bitterly cold on the mountaintop. Gale-force winds shriek and howl as they swirl the frozen air about his naked body. Rasalom scarcely notices. The power within protects him, fed by the delicious woes of the world below.


	The horizon brightens. Dawn does not break at this altitude—it shatters. Rasalom stares at the glint of fire sliding into view and focuses the power he has been storing since his most recent rebirth. Eons of frustration fall away as he finalizes the process to which he has devoted the ages of his existence. No gestures, no incantations, just elseness, otherness, vomiting out of him, spreading out and up and around, seeping into the planet’s crust, billowing into its atmosphere, saturating this locus in the multiverse.


	Soon all shall be his. No one and nothing opposes him, no power on earth or elsewhere can stop him.


	He drops to his knees, not in prayer but in relief, elation.


	At last, after so many ages, it has begun.


	Dawn will never be the same.


	PART ONE


	SUNSET


	WEDNESDAY


	Nicholas Quinn, Ph.D.


	Manhattan


	On May 17, the sun rose late.


	Nick Quinn heard the first vague rumors of a delayed sunrise while filling his coffee mug from the urn in the lounge of Columbia University’s physics department. He didn’t pay them much mind. A screwed-up calculation, a missed observation, a malfunctioning clock. Human error. Had to be. Old Sol never missed appointments. It simply didn’t happen.


	But the rumor continued to echo through the halls all morning, with no offsetting rumor of explanation. So at lunch break, when Nick had settled his usual roast beef on rye and large cola on his tray in the faculty cafeteria, the first thing he did was hunt up Harvey Sapir from astrophysics.


	Nick looked for the hair. Harv’s hair was always perfect. It flowed back seamlessly from his forehead in a salt-and-pepper wave, so full and thick it looked like a toupee. Close up, if you looked carefully, you could catch a glimpse of pink scalp through the mane. A running joke around the physics department was guesstimating how much time and spray Harv invested in his hair each morning.


	Nick spotted him at a corner table with Cynthia Hayes. She was from astrophysics too. The two of them were in deep conversation.


	Harv’s hair was a mess.


	Nick found that unsettling.


	“Mind if I join you?” he said, hovering over the seat next to Cynthia.


	Both glanced up and nodded absently, then immediately put their heads back together.


	Beneath his uncombed hair, Harv’s face was haggard. He looked all of his fifty-five years and then some. Cynthia too looked disheveled. She was younger—mid thirties—with short chestnut hair and glorious skin. Nick liked her. A lot. She was the main reason he’d put aside his Coke-bottle lenses and got fitted for contacts. Years ago. Still hadn’t found the nerve to ask her out. With his pocked skin and weird-shaped head, he felt like a warty frog with no chance of ever changing into a prince, yet still he pined for this princess.


	“What’s all this I hear about the sun being late?” he said after swallowing the first bite of his sandwich. “How’d a story like that get started?”


	They both glanced at him again, then Cynthia leaned back and rubbed her eyes.


	“Because it’s true.”


	Nick stopped in mid bite and stared at them, looking for a smile, a twist of the lips, a hint of the put-on.


	Nothing. Two deadpan faces.


	“Bullshit.”


	Instantly he regretted it. He never used profanity in front of a woman, even though many of them had no reservations about swearing like sailors in front of him.


	“Sunrise was scheduled at five twenty-one this morning,” Cynthia said. “It rose at five twenty-six. Five minutes and eight-point-two-two seconds late.”


	Her husky voice never failed to give him a warm feeling.


	Except today. Her words chilled him. She was saying the unthinkable.


	“Come on, guys.” He forced a laugh. “We set our clocks by the sun, not vice versa. If the clock says the sun is late, then the clock needs to be reset.”


	“Atomic clocks, Nick?”


	“Oh.”


	That was different. Atomic clocks worked on nuclear decay. They were accurate to a millionth of a second. If they said the sun was late …


	“Could be some sort of mechanical failure.”


	Harv shook his head. “Greenwich reported a late rise too. Five minutes and a fraction late. They called us. I was here at four thirty A.M., waiting. As Cynthia told you, sunrise was late here by exactly the same interval.”


	Nick felt a worm of uneasiness begin to work its way up his spine.


	“What about Palo Alto?”


	“The same,” Cynthia said.


	“But do you know what you’re saying? Do you know what this means?”


	“Of course I know what it means!” Harv said with ill-concealed annoyance. “This is my field, you know. It means the earth has either temporarily slowed its rate of spin during the night or tilted back on its axis.”


	“But either would mean cataclysm! Why, the effect on tides alone would be—”


	“But it didn’t slow. Not the slightest variation in axial rotation or axial tilt. Believe me, I’ve checked. The days are supposed to be getting progressively longer until the equinox in June, but today got shorter—or at least it started out that way.”


	“Then the clocks are wrong!”


	“Atomic clocks? All of them? All experiencing precisely the same level of change in nuclear decay at the same time? I doubt it. No, Nick. The sun rose late this morning.”


	Nick’s field was lasers and particle physics. He was used to uncertainties at the subatomic level—Heisenberg had seen to that. But on the celestial plane, things were supposed to go like … clockwork.


	“This is all impossible!”


	Harv’s expression was desolate, Cynthia’s frightened.


	“I know,” he said in a low voice. “Don’t I know.”


	And then Nick remembered a conversation he’d had with a certain Jesuit a couple of months ago.


	It will begin in the heavens …


	After years of hiding in the South, Father Bill Ryan had returned to the city, but was still lying low. Only a handful of people knew he was back. After all, he was still wanted by the police.


	Poor Father Bill. The years of seclusion had not been kind to him. He looked so much older, and he acted strange. Simultaneously jumpy, irritable, frightened, and angry. And he talked of strange things. No specifics, just cryptic warnings of some sort of approaching Armageddon. Nothing involving Islamic crazies. Something else …


	One thing Father Bill had been fairly positive about was where it all would start.


	It will begin in the heavens.


	He’d told Nick to keep his ears open and to let him know if he heard of anything strange happening in the skies, no matter how insignificant.


	Well, something more than strange had happened. Something far from insignificant. Something impossible.


	It will begin in the heavens.


	The unease in Nick’s spine stopped crawling and sprinted up to the back of his neck, spreading across his shoulders. He excused himself from the table and pulled out his cell phone as he headed for the hallway.


	William Ryan, S.J.


	“Ask him about tonight,” Glaeken said, close by Bill’s side. “Do they think the sun will set ahead of schedule tonight?”


	Bill turned back to the phone and repeated the question. Nick’s reply was agitated. Bill detected a tremor weaving through the younger man’s voice.


	“I don’t know, and I’m sure Harv and Cynthia don’t know, either. This is terra incognita, Bill. Nothing like this has ever happened before. All bets are off.”


	“Okay, Nick. Thanks for calling. Keep me posted, will you? Let me know about sunset.”


	“That’s it?” Nick said. “Keep you posted? What’s this all about? How did you know something was going to happen? What’s it all mean?”


	Bill sensed the fear, the uncharacteristic uncertainty in Nick, and wished he could say something to comfort him. But Bill had nothing comforting to say.


	“You’ll know as soon as I know. I promise you. Get back to me here tonight. I’ll be waiting for you. Good-bye.”


	Bill hung up and turned to Glaeken, but the old man was over by the picture window, staring down at the park. He did that a lot.


	Glaeken looked eighty-something, maybe ninety, with white hair and wrinkled olive skin; blue eyes shone above high cheekbones. Though slightly stooped, he was still a big man, and his frame blocked a good portion of the window. Bill had been living here in Glaeken’s apartment building for the past couple of months, helping him with his ailing wife, driving him around town while he did his “research,” but mostly waiting.


	A huge apartment, occupying the entire top floor of the building, filled with strange curios and even stranger paintings. The wall to Bill’s left was mirrored and he started at the stranger facing him in the glass, then realized he was looking at himself. He’d shaved his beard and cut his hair. He missed his ponytail and still wasn’t used to seeing himself with bare cheeks. Or looking so old. The hair had been gray for years, but the beard had hidden all the lines in his face.


	He moved up to the window and stood beside Glaeken.


	The months of waiting since March were apparently over. In a way he was glad for that. But an icy tendril of dread slithered through his gut as he realized he had traded one uncertainty for another. The apprehension of wondering when it would start had been replaced now by a greater worry of what was starting.


	“You didn’t seem too surprised,” Bill said.


	“I sensed the difference this morning. Your friend confirmed it. The Change has begun its march.”


	“You wouldn’t know it from the looks of things down there.”


	Across the street and a dozen stories below, the high spring sun spread a palette of greens across Central Park as the various species of trees sprouted this year’s leaf crop.


	“No. And you won’t for a while. But now we must lower our watch. The next manifestation will occur in the earth.”


	“Like what?”


	“I don’t know. But if he follows his pattern, that is where he’ll make his next move. And when he has reached his full powers—”


	“You mean he hasn’t?”


	“He must go through a process before his power is complete. Plus, there’s a purpose to playing with the length of our days. It’s all part of his method.”


	“Not at full power,” Bill said softly, his mind balking. “My God, if he’s able to alter the time the sun rises when he’s not up to speed, what’ll he be able to do when he is?”


	Glaeken turned and pinned him with his deep blue gaze.


	“Anything he wants, Bill. Anything.”


	“Nick says it’s impossible for the sun to rise late.” Bill knew he was grasping at straws. “It breaks too many physical laws.”


	“We’ll have to learn to forget about physical laws—or any laws, for that matter. The ‘laws’ we have created to explain our existence and make sense of the universe around us are about to be repealed. Physics, chemistry, gravity, time itself will be reduced to futile, meaningless formulae. The first laws were broken at sunrise. Many more will follow until they all lie scattered about in ruins. As of this morning, we begin a trek toward a world and a time without laws.”


	An old woman’s voice quavered from the master bedroom.


	“Glenn? Glenn, where are you?”


	“Coming, Magda.” Glaeken gripped Bill’s upper arm and lowered his voice. “I don’t think we can stop him, but we may have a chance to impede him.”


	Bill urged his spirits to respond, to lift, to cast off the pall of gloom that enveloped him. But his mood remained black.


	“How? How can we hope to stand against a power that can alter the path of the sun?”


	The old man’s expression turned stern. “We can’t. Not with that attitude. And that’s just the way he wants us to react—with despair and hopelessness. ‘He’s too powerful. Why even try to resist?’”


	“Good question.”


	“No.” Glaeken tightened his grip. “Bad question. That way, he’s already won, without a fight. He may win. In fact, I’m pretty sure we haven’t got a chance. But I’ve fought him too long to sit around and simply wait for the end. I thought I could. I wanted to sit this out, sit everything out. That was why I took the name Veilleur. For once I’d be involved in nothing; I’d simply sit back and watch. And I have watched.”


	He released Bill’s arm and turned back to the window.


	“And all that time I’ve waited for someone to come along and be given the power to stand in Rasalom’s way. I found that someone, but he hasn’t the power. And he’ll not be endowed with that power because Rasalom has succeeded in convincing the Ally that this world is non-sentient—dead. And the Ally has no interest in dead worlds.” He looked at Bill again. “We’re on our own here.”


	If he was trying to bolster Bill’s spirits, he’d failed.


	“So we’re screwed.”


	“So it would seem. But despite my vow, I find I can’t sit by and let everything fall into Rasalom’s lap. I want that bastard to have to work for it. If he wants this world, he’s going to have to earn it!”


	Something in Glaeken’s words, his manner, his flashing eyes offered a hint of hope.


	“I’m all for that, but can we do enough to let him know he’s even been in a fight?”


	“Oh, yes. I’ll see to it.”


	Magda’s voice intruded again, trailing in from the bedroom.


	“Doesn’t anybody hear me? Isn’t anybody there? Have I been left here alone to die?”


	“I’d better go to her,” Glaeken said.


	“Can I help?”


	“Thanks, no. She simply needs a little reassurance. But I’d appreciate it if you could be around tonight while I go out. I’ve got a little errand I must run.”


	“If you need anything, I can—”


	“No. I have to meet with Jack.”


	Jack … they’d met a few times. Bill had even patched up a wound on the younger man. He and Glaeken had some sort of bond Bill couldn’t fathom. He called Jack his “heir,” but to what?


	“Okay. I think I’ll stop in on Carol. To tell her it’s started.”


	“Good. Do that. And keep emphasizing to her that none of what has happened or is about to happen is her fault.”


	“Will do.” Bill started to turn away, then stopped. “Can we really give Rasalom a fight?”


	“If I can gather together the proper elements, we may have ourselves a weapon.”


	“Really?” Bill was almost afraid to yield to the hope growing within him. “When do we start this gathering?”


	“Tomorrow. Will you drive me out to Long Island? And would you wear your cassock?”


	What a strange request. Why did Glaeken want him to look like a priest?


	“I don’t have one. I … I don’t believe in any of that anymore.”


	“I know. But I must be at my most persuasive. And the presence of a Jesuit at my side might lend some weight to my arguments. We’ll fit you for a new cassock.”


	Bill shrugged. “Anything for the cause. Where on Long Island?”


	“The North Shore.”


	A familiar pang stirred within Bill.


	“I grew up in that area.”


	“Yes. In the village of Monroe.”


	“How did you know?”


	Glaeken shrugged. “That is where we’re going.”


	“Monroe? My hometown? Why?”


	“Part of the weapon is there.”


	Bill was baffled. In Monroe?


	“It’s just a little harbor town. What kind of weapon can you hope to find out there?”


	Glaeken turned and walked down the hall to attend to his wife. He cast the reply over his shoulder.


	“A small boy.”


	In the East Eighties, Bill knocked on an eighth-floor apartment door. It opened and a slender woman with ash blond hair, fine features, and a pert, upturned nose stared at him. Carol. Their decades apart had been kinder to her than to him. But now her face was tight, her eyes haunted, her usual high coloring blanched. She knew.


	“It’s begun, hasn’t it?”


	The afternoon sun filled the room behind her with golden light, lending her an almost ethereal quality. The sight of her disturbed once again the old feelings he tried to keep tucked away.


	Bill stepped across the threshold and closed the door behind him.


	“How did you know?”


	“I heard about the late sunrise on the radio.” Tears filled her eyes as her lips began to tremble. “I knew right away it was Jimmy’s doing.”


	Bill reached out and folded her in an embrace. She trembled as she leaned against him. Her arms locked around his back and she clung as if he were a tree in a flood. Bill closed his eyes and let the good feelings wash through him. Good feelings were so hard to come by these days.


	He’d been moving through a black fog since the deadly events in North Carolina.


	Three times his world had been all but torn apart.


	First, the violent death of his old friend and Carol’s first husband, Jim Stevens, followed by the bizarre murders in the Hanley mansion and Carol’s flight to parts unknown; he’d recovered from that.


	Then, years later, his parents’ death in a fire, Danny Gordon’s mutilation and all the horrors that followed, capped by his own flight and years of hiding.


	He’d dragged himself from that well of despair and was just settling into a different sort of life when he’d had to face Renny Augustino’s brutal murder, Lisl’s suicide, and the exhumation of Danny Gordon’s living corpse.


	Bill wasn’t bouncing back this time. He wasn’t sure he had any bounce left. He’d dragged himself back to New York but it was no longer home. No place was home. In this entire teeming city, Nick Quinn and Carol Treece were the only people left alive from his past that he dared approach.


	“You’ve got to call him Rasalom and stop calling him Jimmy. Got to stop thinking of him as your son. He’s not. There’s nothing of you and Jim in him. He’s someone else.”


	“I know that,” she said, holding him tighter. “In my mind I know that. But in my heart is this feeling that if I’d loved him more, if I’d been a better mother, he’d have turned out differently. It’s crazy, but I can’t get away from it.”


	“Nothing anyone could have done in his childhood would have made the slightest bit of difference. Except maybe strangling him as an infant.”


	He felt Carol stiffen against him and was sorry he’d said it. But it was true.


	“Don’t.”


	“Okay. But stop calling him Jimmy. He’s not Jimmy. Never was. His name is Rasalom and he was already who he was long before he took over the baby in your womb. Long before you were born. He didn’t develop under your care. He was already there. You are not responsible.”


	He stood there in the middle of her tiny living room, holding Carol’s thin body against him, breathing the scent of her hair, spying the streaks of gray nestling in the ash blond waves. Trickles of desire ran down his chest and over his abdomen. With a start, he felt himself hardening. He became aroused so easily these days. Sex had been no problem when he’d still considered himself a priest. But now that his lifelong beliefs had been reduced to ashes, buried with the charred remains of Danny Gordon, everything seemed to be slipping out of control. Here he was, his arms wrapped around Carol Treece, formerly Carol Stevens, née Carol Nevins. His high school sweetheart, his best friend’s widow, now another man’s wife. Priest or ex-priest, this wasn’t right.


	Gently, Bill put some space between them. Room for the Holy Ghost, as the nuns used to say when he was a kid.


	“Are we straight on that?” He gazed into her blue eyes. “You’re not responsible.”


	She nodded. “Right. But how can I stop feeling like his mother, Bill? Tell me how I can do that?”


	He saw the pain in her eyes and resisted the urge to pull her into his arms again.


	“I don’t know, Carol. But you’ve got to learn. You’ll go crazy if you don’t.” They looked at each other for a moment, then Bill changed the subject. “How’s Nelson? Does he know yet?”


	She shook her head and turned away.


	“No. I haven’t been able to tell him.”


	“Don’t you think—?”


	“You’ve met Nels. You know what he’s like.”


	Bill nodded silently. He’d met Nelson Treece a number of times—he’d even been invited over here for dinner twice—but always as a priest and an old friend of the family. Nelson was a straight arrow, a comptroller in a computer software firm. A man who dotted all his i’s, crossed all his t’s, and whose numbers always added up. A good man, a decent man, an organized man. The antithesis of spontaneity. Bill doubted whether Nelson had ever done anything on impulse in his entire life.


	So unlike Jim, Carol’s first husband. Bill couldn’t see Nelson Treece and Carol as a loving couple, but maybe that was because he didn’t want to. Maybe Nelson was just what she needed. After the way chaos had intruded repeatedly on Carol’s life, maybe she needed the structure, stability, and predictability a man like Nelson offered. If he made her happy and secure, more power to him.


	But that didn’t make Bill want Carol any less.


	“How can I tell him what we know?” she said. “He’ll never accept it. He’ll think I’m crazy. He’ll have me going to psychiatrists. I wouldn’t blame him. I’d probably be doing the same if positions were reversed.”


	“But now with the sun playing tricks, we’ve got an indisputable fact on our side. Carol, he’s got to know sooner or later. I mean, if you’re going to be involved—”


	“Maybe if he met Glaeken. You know how persuasive he is. Maybe he could convince Nelson.”


	“It’s worth a try. I’ll talk to him about it. Maybe tonight—”


	“Maybe not tonight. He’s been away on a trip.”


	“Since when does he travel?”


	“Just the past month or so. The company’s been sending him. And when he comes back he crashes. I don’t think he’s built for travel. It … changes him.”


	What was she saying? Or rather, what was she not saying?


	“I’m not following.”


	A shrug and a shy smile. “It’s nothing. Just stress.”


	Bill glanced at his watch. “When’s he due in?”


	“Any minute. His flight from Denver should have landed about an hour ago.”


	“I’d better go.”


	“No, Bill.” She took his hand and squeezed it. “Stay. Please.”


	Her touch shot a bolus of tingling warmth up his arm.


	“I can’t. I’ve got a bunch of errands to run for Glaeken. Now that Rasalom’s made his first move, the old guy’s looking for countermoves. He needs me to be his legs.”


	Bill gave her a quick hug and fled the apartment.


	He hated lying to Carol. But how could he tell her that it ripped his heart out to see Nelson Treece stroll in the door and give her his usual casual hello kiss? Didn’t Nelson realize what he had? Did he have any idea what Bill would give—do—to take his place?


	He had another reason for wanting to leave. He was afraid to get too close to Carol, afraid to care too much. First and most obvious: She was married. But, more important, terrible things seemed to happen to people he cared about. All his emotional investments crashed.


	Bill began looking for a place where he could have a quiet beer and sit alone in the dark.


	Repairman Jack


	Jack sat at his back-against-the-rear-wall table in Julio’s, apart from the evening regulars, nursing a Stella and fuming.


	Some low-rent scumbag had tried to put the moves on Gia this morning while she was waiting with Vicky for the school bus. At seven in the morning. Right in front of Vicky.


	He couldn’t get it out of his mind. Hoped the creep tried it again tomorrow. He planned to be across the street. Watching. Waiting.


	Everything seemed to be going to hell. After a long period of relative peace, the city was becoming unmanageable again. Same all over the world. During the past year or so he’d witnessed a slow unraveling of the social fabric. He had a pretty good idea what was behind it. Or rather, who.


	It had started last year with the advent of the Kickers, but had spread from there, going into overdrive since March. As if the worst sensed that something was coming and they’d better grab what they could while they still had time.


	Too many people had begun acting as if nothing was beneath them. Rip off an old lady’s handbag or a toddler’s candy bar. No item too small, no deed too low. Everything up for grabs, anything okay if you got away with it—that was the operating ethic.


	Mine was anything I could take and keep. If you put something down and left it unguarded, it became mine if I could snatch it and make off with it. Civilized folk were on the run. Those who could afford to were leaving, others were withdrawing, tightening their range of activities, limiting their hours in public. And those unfortunates who had to be out on the streets and down in the subways were fodder. And they knew it.


	Like the city had gone back in time to the seventies and eighties.


	On the way over tonight he’d passed car after car with “No Radio” signs in the windows. Every street was flanked with them. A symptom of the city-dwellers’ response to the predators. With failing faith in City Hall’s ability to make the streets safe, they retreated. When they parked their cars they removed their satellite units and took them into the steel-doored, barred-windowed fortresses they called home. One more piece of ground surrendered. They’d pulled all their belongings in from the street; after having shrubs and small trees repeatedly dug up and carted off from the fronts of their apartment houses, they’d stopped planting them, and they’d chained—chained—the trunks of the few larger ones that remained.


	The Taint was taking over.


	It all sickened Jack. He’d had it up to here with watching the good folks retreat. But maybe it served them right. They’d allowed themselves to be disarmed, surrendered all responsibility for their own safety until they’d been reduced to rabbits cowering in their burrows, praying the wolves wouldn’t find them.


	Jack sighed and sipped.


	“Is this seat taken?”


	Startled, Jack looked up and saw Glaeken standing across the table, one big hand holding his cane, the other resting on the back of a chair.


	“How do you do that?”


	The man could slip through a room like a ghost.


	“Years of practice.”


	Years … right. More like millennia.


	Julio ambled over, wiping his hands on a towel.


	“Hey, G. The usual?”


	“If you’d be so kind.”


	“Comin’ up, meng.”


	“Make that two,” Jack said.


	Glaeken sniffed the air as he watched the muscular little man hustle back to the bar.


	“I do believe he’s managed to find a cologne worse than the last.”


	Jack nodded. “I think this one’s Eau du Wet Stray Dog.”


	The old man looked older than ever as he dropped into the chair and stared at the tabletop.


	“Something wrong?”


	Glaeken looked up. “Wrong? Of course there’s something wrong. Have you been in a cave all day?”


	The snapping tone was uncharacteristic. Glaeken upset … not good. He never got upset.


	“Let’s pretend that’s just where I’ve been. What’s up?”


	“The sun rose five minutes late this morning and set ten minutes early tonight.”


	The words hit him like a bucket of ice water.


	It will begin in the heavens.


	Rasalom’s warning back in March.


	March … the horror of that night in Glaeken’s apartment. Weezy, Eddie, the Lady …


	“Oh, hell.”


	“Exactly: Hell. How could you not have heard?”


	Jack had glanced through Abe’s newspapers at the shop this morning and spent the rest of the day setting up a fix over in Brooklyn.


	“Guess it happened too late for the morning papers and I’m not much for radio and TV.”


	“It’s all everybody’s talking about.”


	Jack gestured to the crowd of Julio’s regulars, yakking and yukking it up like any other night.


	“Not here.”


	“This place has its own consensual reality. It doesn’t count. But you know now, and I think you know what it means.”


	Jack nodded, feeling a little sick. “He’s started his final moves, his end game.”


	“Yes, the Change…”


	Why now, damn it? This conflict had been running for ages. Why did the final showdown have to come at a time when Gia and Vicky would be caught in the fray?


	Julio returned with two pints of John Courage. He’d put it on tap for Jack a few years ago. Jack had moved on to other brews but Courage Amber had become such a hit with the regulars that Julio kept it running with privately imported kegs.


	Glaeken lifted the glass with a big, scarred hand, quaffed about a quarter of its contents in one gulp, then loosed an appreciative burp.


	“Not as good as when they first made it back in oh-two, but still tasty.”


	Jack knew he meant 1902. He leaned forward. “What are our options?”


	Glaeken sighed. “I’d hoped not to live to see this day. But ever since … that night, I’ve been doing some research, trying to prepare.”


	“And?”


	“And I’ve found some of what we’ll need, but not all.”


	“What have you got?”


	Glaeken leaned back in the chair.


	“Nothing yet. One is a person—a boy. I could not very well go to his mother and tell her our story without something tangible—without evidence that I’m not simply a crazy old man. What is happening to the sun will lend credence to what I must tell her.”


	Jack shook his head. “If she’s got even one skeptical neuron in her brain, some fluctuations in the sun’s timing aren’t going to be near enough. A cosmic shadow war … that’s going to be one hard sell.”


	“Not as hard as the one I’m going to ask of you.”


	Jack stiffened. “Don’t like the sound of that. I’m not exactly the salesman type. Who’s the projected sellee?”


	“Someone you know: Kolabati Bahkti.”


	Kolabati … as much as Jack was devoted to Gia—now more than ever—unbidden memories of Kolabati’s long, dark, slender body occasionally floated back to him.


	Glaeken was eyeing him. “I’m trying to locate her.”


	“Can’t help you there. Haven’t seen her in years.”


	“Oh, I realize that. I’ll find her eventually. And when I do, that’s when I’ll need your help.”


	“What for?”


	“I need the necklaces.”


	“You’re talking plural? As in both?” Jack shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re asking. Kolabati will never give them up. Not in a million years. I might talk her out of one, but never both.”


	“I’ll need both. And soon.”


	“Then forget it. The necklace keeps her alive, keeps her young. She’s on the downslope toward the end of her second century. But she looks only thirty or so. All because of the necklace. You think she’s going to give that up?”


	“That’s why I’ve come to you. So you can convince her once I’ve located her.”


	“She’ll die without it.”


	“I have faith that you’ll return with both necklaces.”


	Jack stared at him. “You asking me to kill her?”


	“I hope it won’t come to that.”


	“But if it does?”


	Glaeken didn’t blink. “Then I’ll leave that decision to you.”


	“News flash,” Jack said, feeling a burst of heat. “That’s the kind of decision that never was and never will be anybody else’s.”


	“Of course. But will you go to her when I find her?”


	Tough question.


	“Depends.”


	“On what?”


	“On where she is. If she’s still in New York, sure. I’ll do my best.”


	The thought of facing Kolabati … they had a history, but he’d locked it away. He didn’t want her thinking he was back looking for a key.


	“And if she’s not nearby?”


	“Well, then … I don’t know.”


	Glaeken spread his hands. “With the stakes what they are, how can you refuse?”


	“Because of the stakes—because I have no idea what Rasalom’s got planned. If Bati’s back in India, I’ll have to leave Gia and Vicky here. What if the Change kicks in full speed while I’m away and I can’t make it back?” The thought of those two facing the apocalypse without him … He shook his head. “Can’t risk it.”


	“They can stay with me.”


	“Oh, swell. You’re right in Rasalom’s crosshairs—numero uno on his extermination list. That would really put my mind at ease.” He noted Glaeken’s steely gaze. “Don’t take that personally. It’s just that I don’t consider camping out on a firing range the best way to keep from getting shot.”


	Glaeken sighed. “Point taken. But you can’t believe you’re the only one who can protect them.”


	“That’s not the point. When they need me, I want to be there.”


	“Short term, that makes sense, but in the long term Kolabati’s necklace might be a greater help to them.”


	“‘Might’ be.”


	“Yes. Might be. I can offer a little hope, but sadly, no guarantee. You must—”


	Jack raised a hand. “Let’s table this for some other time. If you find her and she’s living in Hoboken, then this is all wasted air: Of course I’ll go.”


	“And if she’s in India?”


	“Isn’t there another way? What about the Compendium?” Immediately Jack wished he hadn’t brought that up.


	Glaeken lowered his gaze. “We lost our interpreter.”


	The words were a gut punch, bringing back the aching sense of loss he’d managed to hide from … well, most of the time.


	“I miss her, Glaeken.” His throat felt thick.


	“So do I. The Lady too.”


	“Yeah. The Lady too.”


	He did miss the Lady, but nowhere near the way he missed Weezy. A hole in his life. Not the gaping chasm the loss of Gia and Vicky would leave, but a hole nonetheless.


	“They made the ultimate sacrifice. So … if Kolabati’s back in India?”


	Jack’s teeth clenched. “I told you—”


	“Will you reconsider if Central Park shrinks?”


	“Sure.” That seemed a safe bet. “If you find her in India or someplace else on the far side of the globe, I’ll go see her when Central Park shrinks.”


	“Fine,” Glaeken said, nodding. “It’s a deal then.”


	“Deal.”


	“Wonderful.”


	The old man finished off his Courage, rose, and dropped a Hamilton on the table.


	“My treat. See you soon.”


	As Jack watched Glaeken make his way to the door, he thought about Kolabati and wondered how she was. Where she was. And what she was up to these days.


	Kolabati


	Maui—upcountry


	The wind stopped.


	Kolabati put down her book and rose from her chair. Not sure at first what had happened, she took her coffee cup and stepped out on the lanai where she stood for a moment, listening. Something was wrong. Too quiet. In her time on Maui she could not remember a truly silent moment. She had no neighbors to speak of, at least none within shouting or even bullhorn distance, but even when the birds and insects were silent, the Maui breeze whispered. Child of the tireless trade winds rolling from the northeast, its constant sussurrant undertone varied in pitch but never ceased—perpetual, interminable, timeless, relentless.


	But it paused now. The ceramic wind chimes hung silent on the corners of the unscreened lanai. The air lay perfectly still, as if resting. Or holding its breath.


	What was happening? First the news of the late sunrise this morning, and now this.


	Kolabati looked down the slope of Haleakala past the rooftops of Kula to the valley spread out below in the late afternoon sun. A gently curved, almost flat span between the two volcanic masses that defined the island of Maui, the valley’s narrow waist was checkered with the pale green squares of sugar cane, the darker green of pineapple plants, the rich red-brown of newly tilled earth, and the near black of a recently burned cane field. She spent part of each day out here staring across the valley at the cloud-capped West Maui Mountains, waiting for her daily rainbow, or watching the cloud-shadows run across the valley floor thousands of feet below. But no shadows ran now. The streaming trade winds that propelled them had stalled. The clouds and their shadows waited.


	Kolabati waited too. The air should have grown warmer in the wind’s absence, yet she felt a chill of foreboding. Something was wrong. The Maui breeze occasionally changed its pattern when the kona winds came, but the air always moved.


	Krishna, Vishnu, she said, silently praying to the ancient gods of her youth, please don’t let anything spoil this. Not now. Not when I’ve finally found peace.


	Peace. Kolabati had searched for it all her life, and it had been a long life. She looked thirty, perhaps a youngish thirty-five, yet she had been born in 1848. She had ceased counting her birthdays after the one hundred fiftieth.


	A long time to be searching for contentment. She thought she’d found a chance for it a few years ago with a man named Jack but he had spurned her and the gift of longevity she’d offered him. She’d left him sitting in a pool of his own blood, dying. He was probably dead, and the thought saddened her. Such a vital man …


	But I’m different now.


	The new Kolabati would have stayed and helped Jack, or at least called a doctor for him despite the cruel things he had said to her.


	Maui had worked a change in her. Maui and Moki. A place and a man. Together they had given her what little peace could be found in this world.


	Here on Maui, clinging to the breast of the world’s largest dormant volcano, she had all the world within reach. If she tired of watching the valley below, cloud-dappled on sunny days, lashed by rain and speared by lightning when storms marched through, she could travel to the mountain’s windward east coast and visit the jungles above Hana; farther around on the south slope she could pretend she was in the savannas of Africa or the plains of North America, grazing cattle and all; or she could travel across the valley and wander among the rich Japanese and American vacationers in the resorts at Ka’anapali and Kapalua, or travel into the Iao Valley and beyond to the rain forests of the second wettest spot in the world, or return to Haleakala itself and walk the floor of its desolate crater, wandering among its thousand-foot cinder cones and imagining she was exploring the surface of Mars.


	Wonders were close at hand too. Directly below the lanai her silversword garden grew. She had transplanted the seedlings culled during her explorations of Haleakala’s slopes and was perhaps unduly proud of her collection of the rare spiky clusters. Each would grow for twenty years before producing its one magnificent flower. Kolabati could wait. She had time.


	She glanced down at the cup in her hands. Oh, yes. And coffee from the big island’s Kona Coast—the richest coffee in the world. She sipped.


	No, she could not see herself tiring of living here, even if she didn’t have Moki. But Moki was here, and Moki gave meaning to it all.


	She could hear him in the back now, working in his shop. Moki—her kane, her man. He carved driftwood. Together they would scour the beaches and the banks of Haleakala’s countless streams and waterfalls, searching for branches and small trunks, the long-dead pieces, bleached and hardened by time and the elements. They’d bring these gnarled, weathered remains back to the house and set them up around Moki’s workshop. There he would get to know them, live with them. And gradually he would spy things in them—the wrinkles around the eyes of an old woman’s face, the curve of a panther’s back, a lizard’s claws. When he’d spied the form hiding within, he would bring his small ax and array of chisels into play, working on the wood and with the wood to expose the hidden form to the light of day.


	Moki was modest about his art, never taking credit and refusing blame for the nature of the works he produced. His stock phrase: “It was already there in the wood; I simply cleared away the excess and set it free.”


	But he deserved far more credit. For Moki wasn’t content to leave his work as simple sculptures. They were Hawaiian wood carved by an almost full-blooded Hawaiian, but that wasn’t quite Hawaiian enough for Moki. When each was finished he shipped it to the big island and carried it to the fiery mouth of Kilauea, the active crater on the southeastern slope of Mauna Loa. There he trapped some of the living lava, poured it into a shape that complemented his sculpture, allowed the lava to cool to a point where it wouldn’t damage the wood, then set his sculpture into the gooey stone.


	Kolabati had first seen Moki’s work with its intricate cuts and swirls and unique lava-rock bases in a Honolulu gallery. Fascinated, she had asked to meet the artist. She commissioned a piece and visited Moki many times during its fashioning. She found herself as taken by the man as by his work. His intensity, his passion for living, his love of his native islands. He was complete. In that sense he reminded her a little of her dead brother, Kusum.


	Moki wanted her, but he didn’t need her, and that made him all the more attractive. Theirs was a relationship of passionate equals. She didn’t want to own Moki, didn’t demand all his passion. She knew some of that had to be funneled into his art and she encouraged it. To dominate him, to possess him would risk destroying a wild and wonderful talent. By demanding all of him, she would wind up with less than she had begun with.


	Moki needed his art, needed to be Moki, and very much needed to be Hawaiian. He would have loved to have lived and worked on Niihau, the forbidden island, oldest of the Hawaiian chain, but had not been able to wrangle an invitation from the last of the purebred Hawaiians living there in the old, primitive ways. Like most Hawaiians, Moki was not purebred—traces of Portuguese and Filipino slunk through his bloodline.


	But he remained pure Hawaiian in his heart, dressing the part around their hale or house, speaking the old language and teaching it to Kolabati.


	His pieces, the graceful and the grotesque, were scattered about the islands, in galleries, museums, corporate offices, and on every available surface in their house. Kolabati loved the clutter, which was unusual for her. As a rule she preferred an ordered existence. But not in this case. The clutter was Moki. It put his stamp on their home, made it truly theirs. No other place on earth was quite like it.


	Kolabati did not want that to change. For the first time in her many years the nattering inner voice of dissatisfaction had fallen silent. For the first time she no longer hungered for new people, new sensations, new feelings, the Next New Thing. Continuity counted most now.


	“Bati! Hele mai!”


	Moki’s voice, calling from his workshop, telling her to come to him. He sounded excited. She started toward the rear of the house but he was already coming her way.


	The old Kolabati used to tire of a man after two weeks. They were all the same; so few had anything new to offer. But even after more than a year with Moki, the sight of him still excited her. His long, wild, red-brown hair—he was considered an ehu, a red-haired Hawaiian—his lean, light brown, muscled body, and his eyes as dark as her own. An artist, a sensitive man, as attuned to the mysteries of the wood he worked as to the mysteries within her own psyche. And yet he still retained an untamed quality, as witness the brief, loincloth-like malo he wore now. No two days were alike with Moki.


	Which was why Kolabati called him her kane and allowed him to wear the other necklace.


	And she loved his lilting accent.


	“Bati, look!”


	He held out his left palm to her. A ragged red line ran across it.


	“Oh, Moki! What happened?”


	“I cut myself.”


	“But you’re always cutting yourself.”


	She looked at the cut. It was barely bleeding. He’d done worse to his hands before. What was so special about this?


	“Yes, but this was a deep one. I slipped badly. I thought the chisel went halfway through my palm. Blood started spurting a foot into the air—and then it stopped. I squeezed it for a few minutes, and when I checked again, it was half healed. And in the time it took me to come in from the workshop, it’s healed even further. Look at it. You can almost see it closing before your eyes!”


	He was right. Kolabati watched with uneasy fascination as the wound stopped oozing and became shallower.


	“What’s going on?” he said.


	“I don’t know.”


	He touched the necklace around his throat—a heavy chain of sculpted iron, each crescent link embossed with pre-Vedic script; centered over the notch atop his breastbone lay a matched pair of bright yellow elliptical stones, like thumb-sized topazes, each with a black center. Moki’s necklace perfectly matched her own. They’d belonged to her family for generations … since before history.


	“You said these things would help heal us, keep us young and healthy, but I never—”


	Unease tugged at her. “They don’t work like this. They’ve never worked like this.”


	The necklace could heal illnesses, prolong life, stave off death from all but the most catastrophic injuries. But it worked slowly, subtly. The healing of Moki’s hand was crude, garish, like a sideshow trick.


	Something was wrong.


	“But they work like this now,” Moki said, a wild light in his eyes. “Watch.”


	That was when she saw the wood knife in his other hand. He jabbed it through the skin on the underside of his left forearm and into the tissues beneath.


	“No! Moki, don’t!”


	“It’s all right. Just wait a minute and I’ll show you what I mean.”


	Wincing with the pain, he dragged the blade upward until a four-inch wound gaped open. He watched the blood spurt for an instant, then squeezed it shut. He smiled crazily at her for a moment or two as he pressed the skin edges together, then he released it.


	The wound had stopped bleeding. The edges were adhering as if they’d been sutured. And the wild light in his eyes had brightened.


	“See? The necklace has made me almost indestructible. Maybe immortal. I feel like a god—like Maui himself!”


	Kolabati watched in horror as Moki cavorted about the great room. First the sun, then the wind, and now this. She could not fend off the feeling of impending doom. Something was happening, something had gone terribly awry, and the necklaces were responding. Their powers were increasing, as if in preparation for … what?


	And then she heard it—the ceramic tinkling of the wind chimes on the lanai. She turned and hurried to the railing. Thank the gods! The wind! The wind was back!


	But the wrong wind. This blew from the west. The trade winds came from the east, always from the east. Where did this wind come from? And where was it blowing?


	At that moment Kolabati knew beyond a doubt that the world was beginning a change. But how? And why?


	Then she felt rather than heard a deep seismic rumble. The lanai seemed to shudder beneath her feet.


	Haleakala?


	Could the old volcano be coming to life?


	THURSDAY


	WFPW-FM


	FREDDY: Hey! What’s going on up there, man? It says here sunrise was late again this morning. C’mon, sun! Get your act together. You were fifteen minutes late this morning. Get a new alarm clock already!


	The Village of Monroe


	Bill barely recognized his hometown.


	He stared in awe as he cruised Monroe’s morning-lit harbor front behind the wheel of Jack’s Crown Victoria, borrowed for the trip. New condos crowded the east end, the trolley tracks had been paved over, and all the old Main Street buildings had been refurbished with nineteenth-century clapboard façades.


	“This is awful,” he said aloud.


	In the passenger seat, Glaeken straightened and looked around.


	“The traffic? It doesn’t look so bad.”


	“Not the traffic—the town. What did they do to it?”


	“I hear lots of towns are trying to attract tourists these days.”


	“But this is where I grew up. My home. And now it looks like a theme park … like someone’s idea of an old whaling village.”


	“I never saw a whaling village that looked like this.”


	Bill glanced at Glaeken. “I guess you’d know, wouldn’t you.”


	Glaeken said nothing.


	Bill drove on, shaking his head in dismay at the changes. At least they’d left the old bricks on Town Hall, and hadn’t changed the high white steeple of the Presbyterian church. He noticed with relief that Crosby’s Marina was still there, and Memison’s was still in business. Some of the old town was left, so he didn’t feel completely lost.


	But he’d come here today hoping for a burst of warmth, for a sense of belonging, a place to call home. He knew now he wasn’t going to find it in Monroe.


	Still, better than sitting around waiting, letting the unease within bubble and stew. Probably nothing he could do would block out the growing dread, especially after hearing that sunrise had been even later this morning.


	“I still don’t know why you need me along, other than as a driver.”


	He was uncomfortable wearing a cassock and collar again. The clothing fit, but only physically. He no longer considered himself a priest, not in his mind, not in his heart, not in his soul.


	“Your mere presence will help me.”


	“But you’re going to do all the talking and what am I going to do? Stand around and look holy?”


	“You may say anything you wish.”


	“Thanks loads. But I’ll be afraid to open my mouth because I don’t know what’s going on. You’re playing this too close to the vest, Glaeken. You ought to know by now you can trust me. And maybe if I knew a little bit more about what we’re doing here, I might be able to help.”


	Glaeken sighed. “You’re right, of course. I don’t mean to keep you in the dark. It’s just habit. I’ve kept so many secrets for so long…” His voice trailed off.


	“Well?”


	“We’ve come to Monroe for the Dat-tay-vao.”


	Bill had to laugh. “Well! That clears up everything!”


	“The name is Vietnamese. In truth, the Dat-tay-vao has no name. It is an elemental force, but it has wandered around Southeast Asia for so long that it’s convenient to refer to it by the name the locals have used for centuries.”


	“Dat-tay-vao.” Bill rolled the alien syllables over his tongue. “What’s it mean?”


	“Loosely translated, ‘to lay a hand on.’ There’s an old Vietnamese folk song about it:


	It seeks but will not be sought.


	It finds but will not be found.


	It holds the one who would touch,


	Who would cut away pain and ill.


	But its blade cuts two ways


	And will not be turned.


	If you value your well-being,


	Impede not its way.


	Treat the Toucher doubly well,


	For he bears the weight


	Of the balance that must be struck.


	It has better meter in the original language.”


	“A bit ominous, don’t you think?”


	“The song is a celebration and a warning. Twice a day, for an hour or so at a time, the one who possesses the Dat-tay-vao—or is possessed by the Dat-tay-vao, depending on how you look at it—can heal wounds, clear cancers, and cure illnesses with a touch.”


	Not too long ago, Bill would have scoffed. Today he remained silent, listening. His scoffing days were over.


	“The Dat-tay-vao came to Monroe last year and became one with a local physician, Alan Bulmer.”


	“Sounds vaguely familiar. Wasn’t he associated with Doc Alberts for a while?”


	“Possibly. He’s on his own now. Out of practice since the Dat-tay-vao enabled him to heal with a touch.”


	“That’s it—People did an article on him last summer.” He remembered leafing through the issue during a work break at Darnell U. “Hinted that he was a charlatan.”


	“He wasn’t. And isn’t. His cures were very real. He lives now with Sylvia Nash and her adopted son.”


	“Out on Shore Drive, you said?


	Glaeken nodded. “Two ninety-seven.”


	“The high-rent district.”


	The old Hanley mansion was out on Shore Drive too. Bill repressed a shudder as memories of the horrors he’d witnessed there in 1968 flashed within his brain like distant lightning.


	“The estate is called Toad Hall.”


	“Never heard of it. Must be new.”


	But as soon as he saw Toad Hall, Bill knew that it wasn’t. Only the brass plaque on the right-hand brick gatepost was new. He recognized the place as one of the Preferred North Shore’s most venerable mansions: the old Borg Estate. Three acres on the Long Island Sound surrounded by a stone wall and dense, insulating stands of white pine.


	He turned into the driveway. The house itself was set far back, close to the water; a many-gabled affair, flanked by weeping willows. He hated the thought of someone renaming the old Borg place, but as he turned off the ignition and heard the briny breeze whisper through the swaying willow branches, he conceded that the new name might be right on target.


	He accompanied Glaeken to the front door.


	“It’s a household of four,” the old man said as they walked. “Mrs. Nash, Doctor Bulmer, a Vietnamese houseman named Ba Thuy Nguyen, and Jeffrey, Mrs. Nash’s adopted son.”


	“You said yesterday we’re looking for a boy. Is he the one?”


	Glaeken nodded. “He is. And his mother is not going to like what I have to tell her.”


	“Why? What’s he got that—?”


	The front door opened as they stepped onto the porch. A tall, gaunt Asian towered in the doorway. This had to be Ba. His age was hard to judge: might be fifty, sixty, maybe older. His high-cheekboned face was expressionless, but his eyes were alert, active, darting back and forth between Glaeken and Bill, picking up details, assessing, measuring, categorizing. Bill knew someone else with eyes like that: Glaeken.


	“Yes, sirs.” His voice was thickly accented. “May I be of service?”


	“Yes, you may.” Glaeken fished a card out of his pocket. “My name is Veilleur. I believe Mrs. Nash is expecting me.”


	Ba stepped aside and ushered them through a marble-tiled foyer and into the living room. Doo-wop was playing softly through hidden speakers. A wave of nostalgia swept Bill away as he recognized “Story Untold” by the Nutmegs. He and Carol had danced to that song at CYO dances in the gym of Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow, not a mile from here.


	Ba’s voice yanked him back to the present.


	“I will tell the Missus that you are here. Do you wish coffee?”


	They both agreed and remained standing by the cold fireplace as Ba turned and left them alone.


	“That’s one powerful-looking fellow,” Bill said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Vietnamese that tall.”


	Glaeken nodded. “A one-man security force, I would say.”


	A slender woman with short black hair, blue eyes, and finely chiseled features strode into the room. She wore loose black slacks and a white blouse buttoned all the way to her throat. She moved with complete self-confidence.


	“I’m Sylvia Nash. Which one of you is—?”


	“I’m Veilleur,” Glaeken said, stepping forward and offering his hand. “And this is Father William Ryan.”


	Her handshake was as cool as the rest of her. A striking woman.


	Bill was making connections now. He’d heard of her. Greg Nash’s widow. Bill had gone to high school with Pete Nash, Greg’s older brother. Greg had been in the Gulf War. He’d come back in one piece, but then he’d been killed trying to break up a convenience store robbery. Sylvia had become a renowned sculptress. And obviously a very successful one if she could afford this place.


	“Please sit down,” she said, gesturing to the couch. She seated herself across from them. “You said you had something of a personal nature to discuss with me. I hope that wasn’t a scam to get in here and try to sell me something.”


	Bill glanced up at Ba as he returned with a silver coffee service set on a huge silver tray; he pitied anyone who tried any tricks in this house.


	“I assure you I have nothing to sell,” Glaeken said. “I’ve come to talk to you about the Dat-tay-vao.”


	The big Vietnamese started as he was setting down the silver tray. He almost spilled the coffeepot but righted it in time. He stared at Glaeken but his eyes were unreadable. Bill glanced at Sylvia. Her face was ashen.


	“Ba,” she said in a shaky voice. “Please get Alan.”


	“Yes, Missus.”


	Ba turned to go but at that moment a man in a wheelchair rolled into the room. He looked lean, pale, with gray-flecked brown hair and gentle brown eyes. He paused on the threshold, staring at Glaeken, a puzzled look on his face, then he came the rest of the way in. As the wheelchair rolled to a stop beside her chair, Sylvia reached over and grasped the man’s hand. They shared a smile. Bill immediately sensed a powerful bond between these two. Sylvia introduced him as Dr. Alan Bulmer.


	“They want to talk about the Dat-tay-vao, Alan.”


	Bill felt the weight of Bulmer’s gaze as he stared at them.


	“You’d better not be reporters.”


	Bill recognized a deep loathing in his tone as he spoke the last word.


	Glaeken said, “I assure you, we’re not.”


	Bulmer seemed to accept that. The old man had a gift for speaking the truth in a way that sounded like the truth.


	“What do you know—or think you know?” the doctor said.


	“Everything.”


	“I doubt it.”


	“I know that your present condition is a direct result of your association with the Dat-tay-vao.”


	“Really.”


	“Yes. I know that the Dat-tay-vao left Vietnam in late nineteen sixty-eight within a medic named Walter Erskine who couldn’t handle the responsibility and became a derelict alcoholic—”


	A flash of memory strobed Bill’s brain. Years ago … the parking lot of Downstate Medical Center … two winos, one was Martin Spano, the other a bearded stranger named Walter … Walter was a medic once … repeatedly asking, Are you the one? Could it have been…?


	“—but before he died, Erskine passed the Dat-tay-vao on to you. You used the power of the Dat-tay-vao to cure a great number of people—too many people for your own good. As a result—”


	Bulmer looked uncomfortable as he held up his hand.


	“Okay. Score one for you.”


	“May I ask if you regret your time with the Dat-tay-vao?”


	Bulmer paused, then: “I’ve thought about that a lot, believe me. It left me half vegetable, but that appears to be only temporary. With therapy I’m working my way back to full function. My arms and hands are as good as they ever were, and my legs are starting to come around. The Dat-tay-vao helped me cure—cure—a hell of a lot of people with an incredible array of illnesses—acute, chronic, debilitating, life-threatening. And in the process Sylvia and I found each other. A year or two of rehab is a small price to pay for that.”


	Bill knew then and there that this man operated on a different plane from most—and he liked him enormously for it.


	“May I ask then—?” Glaeken stopped speaking and looked to his right.


	A small boy stood in the living room entryway. He looked about nine; a round face, curly blond hair, and piercing blue eyes. He reminded Bill of another child from what seemed like another epoch … Danny.


	The child’s gaze roamed over the occupants of the room … and came to rest on Glaeken.


	“Hello, Jeffy,” Sylvia said. She obviously didn’t want him listening to this. “Is anything wrong?”


	“I came to see who was here.”


	He walked past Bulmer and his mother and stopped before Glaeken where he sat on the couch. For a long moment he stared almost vacantly into the old man’s eyes, then threw his arms around Glaeken’s neck and hugged him.


	Sylvia found herself on her feet, stepping toward Jeffy and Mr. Veilleur who was returning the hug, gently patting the boy’s back. This wasn’t like Jeffy at all. He was usually so shy. What had got into him?


	“Jeffy?” She restrained her hands from reaching for him. “I’m very sorry, Mister Veilleur. He’s never done this before.”


	“Quite all right,” Veilleur said, looking up at her over Jeffy’s shoulder. “I’m rather honored.”


	He gently pulled Jeffy’s arms from around his neck, engulfed one of the child’s little hands in his own, and patted the couch cushion next to him.


	“Want to sit here between me and Father Bill?”


	Jeffy nodded, his eyes huge. “Yes.”


	He snuggled between them.


	“Good.”


	Sylvia sat again but remained perched on the edge of the chair. She tried to catch Jeffy’s attention but he had eyes only for Veilleur.


	This whole scene made her uneasy.


	“He used to be autistic,” she said.


	Jeffy had made such strides since his sudden release from autism, but he was still backward socially. He was learning, but remained unsure how to act, so he wasn’t comfortable with strangers. Until now, apparently.


	“I know,” Veilleur said. “And I know that Doctor Bulmer’s final act with the Dat-tay-vao was to cure Jeffy.”


	Sylvia glanced at Alan. His expression mirrored her own alarm and confusion. How did this stranger know so much about them? It gave her the creeps.


	“All right,” Alan said, shrugging resignedly. “So you do know about the Dat-tay-vao. But I’m afraid you’re too late. I don’t have that power anymore. The Dat-tay-vao is gone.”


	“The Dat-tay-vao has left you,” Veilleur said, “but it is not gone.”


	Sylvia sensed Ba stiffen where he stood behind her. Why was he suddenly on the alert?


	“That may be,” she said. “But I still don’t see what we can do for you.”


	“Not what you can do for me—for everyone. We are entering a time of great strife, of darkness and madness. The days are getting shorter when they should be lengthening. The Dat-tay-vao can help forestall that. Maybe even prevent it.”


	Sylvia glanced at Alan again. He nodded imperceptibly. This poor old man had blown a few fuses. She darted a glance at the priest—a good-looking man, older than Alan, with graying hair, a scarred face, and a nose that looked as if it had been badly broken. She wondered if he’d ever been a boxer. She also wondered how he could sit there with a straight face. Unless he was as crazy as the old fellow. Ever since yesterday’s news of the sun’s erratic behavior, the kooks had been coming out of the woodwork, predicting the end of the world and worse. And to think she had let two of them into her house.


	And then she saw something flash in the priest’s eyes. A look of tortured weariness, as if he’d seen too much already and was dreading the time to come.


	“But I told you,” Alan said. “The Dat-tay-vao is gone.”


	“Gone from you, yes.” Veilleur put his arm around Jeffy. “But it hasn’t traveled far.”


	Sylvia shot to her feet, fighting the panic vaulting within her. She let anger take its place.


	“Out! I want you out of here! Both of you. Now!”


	“Mrs. Nash,” the priest said, rising. “We mean no harm—to anyone.”


	“Fine. Good. But I want you both to leave. I have nothing to say to either of you, nothing more to discuss.”


	The priest pointed to Veilleur. “This man is trying to help you—help us all. Please listen to him.”


	“Please leave now, Father Ryan. Don’t force me to have Ba eject you.”


	She looked at Ba. Over the years she’d learned to read his usually expressionless face. What she saw there now was reluctance. Why? Did he want them to stay? Did he want to hear them out?


	No. It didn’t matter what Ba wanted in this situation. She had to get them out of here. Now.


	She strode through the foyer and opened the front door. With obvious reluctance, the old man and the priest made their exit. On the way out, Mr. Veilleur left a card on the hall table.


	“For when you change your mind,” he said.


	He sounded so sure, she found herself unable to frame a reply. As she slammed the door behind them, she heard the sound of Alan’s wheelchair rolling toward her.


	“Kind of rough on them, weren’t you?”


	“You heard them. They’re crazy.” She stepped to one of the sidelights flanking the front door and watched the old man and the priest stand by their car in the driveway. “They might be dangerous.”


	“They might be. But neither of them struck me that way. And that old fellow—he knew an awful lot about the Dat-tay-vao. All of it accurate.”


	“But his end-of-the-world stuff … about a time of ‘darkness and madness.’ That’s crazy talk.”


	“I recall someone who reacted exactly the same way when I told her that I had the power to heal with a touch.”


	Sylvia remembered how she’d thought Alan had gone off the deep end then. But this was different.


	“You weren’t talking about doomsday.”


	The priest and the old man were getting into the car.


	“True. But something’s happening, Sylvia. It’s spring, yet the days are getting shorter, and the scientists can’t say why. Maybe we are heading for some sort of apocalypse. Maybe we should have listened a little longer. That man knows something.”


	“He doesn’t know anything I care to hear. Certainly not doomsday nonsense.”


	“That’s not what you’re afraid of, is it, Sylvia?”


	She turned and faced him. She still wasn’t used to seeing Alan in a wheelchair. She refused to become used to it. Because Alan wouldn’t be in it forever. The Dat-tay-vao had left him in a coma last summer, but he had fought back. And he was still fighting. That was why she loved him. He was a fighter. His will was as strong as hers. He’d never admit defeat.


	“What do you mean?”


	She knew exactly what he meant, and because of that she had trouble meeting his gaze.


	“We’ve skirted around this for months now, but we’ve never really faced it.”


	“Alan, please.” She stepped up beside the wheelchair and ran her fingers gently through his hair, then trailed them down to his neck, hoping to distract him. She didn’t want to think about this. “Please don’t.”


	But Alan wasn’t going to be put off this time.


	“Where’s the Dat-tay-vao, Sylvia? Where did it go? We know it transferred from Erskine to me as he died. We know I still had it when it cured Jeffy of his autism. But when I came out of the coma in the hospital, it was gone. I can’t cure anymore, Sylvia. The tide comes in and my touch is no different from anybody else’s. So where’d it go? Where’s the Dat-tay-vao now?”


	“Who knows?” she said, angry that he was pushing her like this, forcing her to face the greatest fear of her life. “Maybe it died. Maybe it just evaporated.”


	“I don’t believe that and neither do you. We’ve got to face it, Sylvia. When it left me it went to someone else. There were only three other people in the house that night. We know you don’t have the Touch, and neither does Ba. That leaves only one other possibility.”


	She wrapped her hands around his head and pressed it against her abdomen.


	No! Please don’t say it!


	The possibility had kept her awake far into so many nights, and it skulked through her dreams when she finally did manage to drop off to sleep.


	“You saw how Jeffy responded to Mr. Veilleur. He’s attuned to him. So am I, I think. I just didn’t happen into the living room earlier. I was drawn. And when I saw that old man I felt this burst of warmth. I can only guess at what Jeffy felt.”


	She heard a noise over by the window and looked.


	Jeffy was there, pressing his face and hands against the glass.


	“I want to go with him, Mom. I want to go!”


	Bill was disappointed and found it difficult to hide his irritation. This whole trip had been for nothing.


	“Well,” he said, glancing at Glaeken, “that was a fiasco.”


	The old man was staring out the side window at the house. He did not turn to Bill as he spoke.


	“It didn’t go quite as I’d hoped, but I wouldn’t say it was a fiasco.”


	“How could it have gone worse? She kicked us out.”


	“I expect resistance from the people I must recruit. After all, I’m asking them to believe that human civilization, such as it is, is on the brink of annihilation, and to put their trust in me, a perfect stranger. That’s a difficult pill to swallow. Mrs. Nash’s dose is doubly bitter.”


	“I gather you think this Dat-tay-vao is in Jeffy.”


	“I know it is.”


	“Well, then, I think you’ve got a real selling job ahead of you. Because it’s pretty clear that not only does that woman not believe it, she doesn’t want to believe it.”


	“She will. As the Change progresses she will have no choice but to believe. And then she will bring me the boy.”


	“Let’s hope she doesn’t wait too long.”


	Glaeken nodded, still staring at the house. “Let’s hope that the Dat-tay-vao and the other components are enough to make a difference.”


	Bill fought the despondency as he felt it return.


	“In other words, all this—everything you’re trying to do—might be for nothing.”


	“Yes. It might. But even the trying counts for something. And I met the boy today. Contact with him will help me locate someone I have been searching for. That was a good thing.”


	“He took to you like I’ve rarely seen a child take to a strange adult.”


	“Oh, that wasn’t Jeffy himself responding to me. That was the Dat-tay-vao within him.” Glaeken turned from the window and smiled at Bill. “We’re old friends, you see.”


	Over his shoulder, in the window next to the mansion’s front door, Bill spotted the little boy’s face pressed against the glass, staring at them.


	WFAN-AM


	Well, for those of you keeping track, the sun set early again tonight. Should’ve gone down at 8:06 but it was gone by 7:35. That means the lights’ll come on a little earlier tonight here at Citi Field as the Mets meet the Phillies. A lot of our listeners are concerned as to how all this will affect the playing season …


	The First Hole


	Rasalom stands on the plot of grass in the heart of the city and looks up at the surrounding buildings. Their lights blot out the wheeling stars overhead, nearly blot out the rising moon. He stares at the top-floor windows of a particular building in the nearest row to the west. Glaeken’s building. Glaeken’s windows.


	“Do you see me, old man?” he whispers to the night. “Or if your feeble, failing eyes can’t penetrate the shadows, do you at least sense my presence? I hope so. I began in the sky where all could see. Now I move to the earth. Here. Under your nose. I don’t want you to miss a thing, Glaeken. I want you front-row center from the overture to the final curtain.


	“Watch.”


	Rasalom spreads his arms straight out on each side, forming a human cross. The left is truncated, missing the hand, but that is only temporary. He faces his right palm down. With a basso rumble, the ground begins to fall away beneath his feet, plummeting as if dropped from a cliff. But he does not fall. The opening widens beneath him yet he remains suspended in air as more earth, tons of earth crumble and tumble …


	… down …


	… down …


	… out of sight.


	Yet there is no sound of any of it striking bottom.


	And when the hole has reached half of its intended width, Rasalom allows himself to sink into the abyss. Slowly. Gently.


	“Do you see me, Glaeken? Do you SEE?”


	Manhattan


	The city was getting nuttier by the minute.


	Jack ambled past the darkened Museum of Natural History and headed south on Central Park West. On the corner of 74th a bearded guy dressed in sackcloth stood holding a placard. Straight out of a New Yorker cartoon. His laboriously hand-printed sign bellowed “REPENT!” in giant letters at the top followed by a biblical quote so long you’d have to stop and read for a good three minutes before you got it all.


	Yeah, the world might be coming to an end, but spring had sprung, and spring meant baseball, and the start of the baseball season meant it was time once again for the annual Repairman Jack Little League Park-a-Thon. Time to stroll Central Park and tempt the muggers out of hiding so they could give to the local Little League equipment fund. Give till it hurt.


	Come to think of it, he’d met Glaeken during last year’s Park-a-Thon.


	As he crossed CPW he heard a deep rumble. Thunder? The sky was clear. Maybe a storm was gathering over Jersey.


	He entered the Park at 72nd Street, got on the jogging path, and continued south. A young teenage couple, certainly not seventeen yet, appeared, faces pale and strained, running like the girl’s father was after them. They weren’t joggers—weren’t dressed for it. In fact, they seemed to be buttoning up their clothing as they ran.


	Jack stepped off the path to let them pass.


	“S’up?”


	“Earthquake!” the boy said, his voice a breathless whisper.


	Jack walked on. He’d heard of making the earth move—he’d had it move for him a couple of times—but it was nothing to panic over. The quake in 2011 had been a nonevent.


	Half a minute later another guy ran by and said the same thing.


	“Where?” Jack hadn’t felt anything.


	“Sheep Meadow!”


	“But what—?”


	The guy was gone, running like a madman.


	Curious now, Jack broke into a loping run and cut off the jogging path. He skirted the lake until he reached the wide expanse of grass in the lower third of the park called the Sheep Meadow. He’d heard that real sheep used to graze these fifteen acres as late as the 1930s. In the wan starlight he could make out a ragged, broken line of murmuring people rimming the area. And smack in the center of the meadow, what looked like a pool of inky liquid. But nothing reflected off its surface. A huge circle of empty blackness.


	Tar?


	Jack paused. Something about that black pool raised his hackles. An instinctive fear surged up from the most primitive parts of his being. He’d experienced something similar when he’d seen his first rakosh. But this was different. This was a hell of a lot bigger.


	He forced his feet to move, to carry him toward the pool. He could make out the figures of a couple of people at the edge and they seemed all right, so he guessed it was safe.


	As he neared, Jack realized it wasn’t a pool at all. A huge sinkhole, a good hundred feet across, had opened in the middle of the meadow.


	He skidded to a halt on the grass.


	A hole …


	He had a bad history with holes in the earth during the past couple of years. One in Monroe had almost swallowed him, and another in Florida had released some nasty creatures into the Everglades. Both had been connected with the Otherness, and now the Otherness was on the march.


	Maybe this was something else, something innocent.


	Yeah, right.


	Two guys there ahead of him stood on the edge, laughing, jostling each other. Jack could see they were young, dressed head to toe in black, with spiky hair. He stopped behind them. No way he wanted to get that close.


	One of the guys on the rim turned and spotted him.


	“Hey, dude, c’mon up here. You gotta see this. It’s fuckin’ awesome, man!”


	“Yeah!” said the other. “The mother of all potholes!”


	They started laughing and elbowing each other again.


	Wrecked.


	“That’s okay. I can see all I want from here.”


	Which was mostly true. In the wash of light from the tall buildings ringing the lower end of the park, Jack could make out a sheer wall on the far side of the hole leading straight down through the sod, the topsoil, and the granite bedrock. The edge of the hole was clean.


	He’d seen pictures of sinkholes before on the news, from places like Guatemala where the underground water had been tapped out. But he’d never seen one so perfectly round. This looked like it had been made with a King Kong cookie cutter. Manhattan’s bedrock—he could almost hear his dear, lost Weezy correcting him that it was called “schist”—was near the surface here. Could sinkholes occur in solid granite? Didn’t think so.


	Otherness … definitely the Otherness.


	The two kids were still fooling around, dancing on the edge, playing macho games. Jack was moving to his right, away from them, trying to position the light-bleed from Central Park West behind him for a better look, when he heard a yelp of terror.


	He saw one of the kids leaning forward over the edge, his arms windmilling. Even from Jack’s distance it was plain he was overbalanced and no longer fooling around, but his buddy only stood beside him, laughing at his antics.


	His laughter died with the first kid’s scream as he toppled headfirst into the hole.


	“Jason! Oh, shit! Jason!”


	He lunged for his friend’s foot, missed it, and Jason disappeared into the blackness. His scream was awful to hear, not merely for the blood-chilling terror it carried, but for its length. The cry seemed to go on forever, echoing up endlessly from below as Jason plummeted into the depths. It never really ended. It simply … faded … out …


	His friend was on his hands and knees at the edge, looking down into the blackness.


	“Oh, fuck, Jason! Where are you?” He turned to Jack. “How deep is this fuckin’ thing?”


	Jack didn’t answer. If this one held true to the others he’d seen, it was bottomless.


	He stepped to within half a dozen feet of the kid, got down on his belly, and crawled to the edge. He’d seen light deep down in the others—not a bottom, just light … a hazy violet glow. Maybe he’d see that—


	Vertigo hit him like a gut punch as he peeked over and saw nothing but impenetrable blackness.


	Jack closed his eyes and hung on. And as he did he thought he could still hear Jason screaming down there … way, way down there … fading …


	He felt a slight breeze against the back of his neck. Air was flowing into the hole. Into the hole. That meant it had to go somewhere, be open at the other end. He had a good idea where that might be.


	And then the earth began to slide away beneath his fingers, beneath his wrists, his forearms. Christ! The rim was giving way.


	Jack rolled to his left and back, away from the edge, but he wasn’t fast enough. A Cadillac-sized wedge of earth gave way and crumbled beneath him. He slid downward toward the black maw. With a desperate, panicky lunge he managed to grab a fistful of turf and hang on. His feet kicked empty air and for one breathless moment he felt eternity beckoning from below. Then the toes of his sneakers found the rocky wall. He levered himself up to ground level and scrambled away from the edge as fast as his rubbery knees would carry him.


	When he’d gone a good fifty feet he heard a terrified cry and risked a look back. Jason’s buddy had stayed behind and the edge had given way under him. Most of his body had dropped into the hole. Jack could see his head, see his arms and hands tearing at the grass in a losing effort to hold on.


	“Help me, man!” he cried in a voice all tears and terror. “God, please!”


	Jack started to unbutton his shirt, thinking he might be able to use it as a rope. But before he was halfway done, a huge clump of earth gave way beneath the kid’s hands and he was gone, leaving behind only a fading high-pitched wail.


	More earth sloughed off and fell away, narrowing the distance between Jack and the edge. The damn hole was getting bigger.


	He looked around. The few people who had been scattered around the perimeter of the Sheep Meadow were now fleeing for the streets. Good idea, Jack thought. A fine idea. He broke into a headlong run and followed them.


	And as he ran it occurred to him that a big chunk of Central Park was missing. What was it Glaeken had said last night?


	Will you reconsider if Central Park shrinks?


	Sure, he’d said.


	Jack didn’t remember his high school geometry, so he couldn’t even guess the surface area of that hole, but a helluva lot of the Sheep Meadow was missing. Which meant the park was smaller by that many square feet.


	… if Central Park shrinks …


	Jack picked up his pace. How had Glaeken known?


	He shook his head. Stupid question.


	Arms limp at his sides, Rasalom floats within a tiny pocket in the bedrock, a pocket he has made. When he descended approximately a hundred feet into the pit, he stopped and hovered as a passage into the stone opened before him. He followed it to this spot.


	Yesterday he began the Change without. Now to begin the Change within.


	He hesitates. This is a step from which there is no return. This is a process that once begun cannot be reversed, cannot be halted. When it is complete he will have a new form, one he will wear into eternity.


	He will be magnificent.


	Still he hesitates. For the shape of his new form will not be of his own choosing. Those above—those puny, frightened creatures milling on the surface—will determine his countenance. He shall be an amalgam of all that they fear. For as their fear feeds him, so shall it shape him. His form shall be the common denominator of all that humanity loathes and dreads most, the personification of all its nightmares. The deepest fears from the darkest recesses of the fetid primordial swamps of their hindbrains. Everything that causes the hairs at the back of the neck to rise, makes the flesh along the spine crawl, urges the bowels and bladder to empty. He shall be all of them.


	Fear incarnate.


	Rasalom’s body tilts until he is floating horizontally in the tight granite pocket. He spreads his legs and rams his feet against the stone wall. He screams as they fuse with the living rock, screams as all the fears, the angers, the hatreds, hostilities, violence, pain, and grief from the city surge into him. He stretches his arms and fuses his right fist and the stump of his left wrist to the stone, and screams again. A scream of ecstasy as new power surges through him, but a scream of agony as well. For now the Change within has begun.


	He swells. His skin stretches, then splits along his arms and legs, tears from his genitals to his scalp. As he continues to swell, the skin sloughs off and falls to the floor of the stone pocket like a discarded wrapper.


	As the night air caresses his raw flesh, Rasalom screams again with what remains of his mouth.


	FRIDAY


	In Profundis


	WNYW-TV


	—the sun’s behavior continues to baffle astronomers, physicists, and cosmologists. We’ve been informed that it rose at 5:46 this morning, late again, this time by almost nineteen minutes.


	And from Central Park, startling news of a huge hole opening in the Sheep Meadow during the night. We have a camera crew on the scene and you’ll see live footage as soon as it is available …


	Manhattan


	Glaeken stood at the picture window and looked down on the hole. Flashing red lights lit the tardy dawn as police cars and fire trucks ringed the lower end of the park. A barricade had been set up around the entire Sheep Meadow to keep out the curious throngs. Television vans and camera trucks spewed miles of cable and aimed lights that lit the area to noon brightness. Dominating the center of the scene was the hole. It had grown to two hundred feet across and stopped.


	He closed his eyes to shut out the sight of it—just for a moment. He swayed with fatigue. He ached for sleep, but when he lay down it spurned his bidding.


	So tired. He’d thought he’d freed himself from this, escaped the burden of responsibility for this war. But it wouldn’t go away. Only when his successor was empowered would he truly be free.


	Jack was the successor, the Heir. The Lady had known it, and Glaeken had no doubt of it. Even Rasalom knew.


	Under the old rules—when the Ally was still present—the succession would have occurred automatically with Glaeken’s last breath. But now, with the Ally turned away, his death would accomplish nothing.


	He needed the weapon.


	He’d expected some difficulty in reassembling its components, but the task was proving to be more formidable than he’d imagined.


	The weapon would empower Jack and pass the reins to him.


	That was the hope: first the weapon, then the succession, then the battle. A battle that, from the looks of things, would be lost before it was begun. But he had to go through the motions, had to try.


	Behind him he heard Bill hang up the phone and approach the window. Glaeken opened his eyes and rubbed a hand across his face. Had to appear calm and in control at all times. Couldn’t let them see the doubt, the dread, the desperation that nipped at his heels. How could he exhort them to maintain belief in themselves if he didn’t set the example?


	“Finally got through to Nick,” Bill said, coming up beside him. “He’s on his way down to the park with a team from the university.”


	“What for?”


	“To find out what caused the hole.”


	“I can save him the trip. Rasalom caused the hole.”


	“That’s not going to do it for Nick.” He gazed down at the park. “I guess this is what you meant when you said his next move would be in the earth.”


	Glaeken nodded. “And its placement is not random.”


	“Really? Central Park has some significance for Rasalom?”


	“Only so far as Central Park is located right outside my window.”


	Going to rub my face in it, aren’t you, Rasalom?


	“It doesn’t look real,” Bill said. “I feel like I’m in a movie looking at some sort of computer-generated effect.”


	“It’s quite real, believe me.”


	“I do. They’ve got close-ups on the TV, by the way. Want to take a look?”


	“I’ve seen others like it close up before, although never one this big.”


	“You have? When?”


	“Long ago.” Ages.


	“How deep is that thing?”


	“Bottomless.”


	Bill smiled. “No. Really.”


	Apparently he’d misunderstood, so Glaeken spoke slowly and clearly.


	“There is no bottom to that hole, Bill. It is quite literally bottomless.”


	“But that’s impossible. It would have to go all the way through to China or whatever’s on the other end.”


	“The other end doesn’t open on this world.”


	“Come on. Where then?”


	“Elsewhere.”


	Glaeken watched the priest’s eyes flick back and forth between him and the hole.


	“Elsewhere? Where’s elsewhere?”


	“The place has no name. We call it the Otherness, but I don’t believe there’s any way to describe in human terms what the other end of that hole is like.”


	“I believe I’ll change and go down there for a closer look.”


	“No need to rush. The hole isn’t going anywhere. And it’s only the first.”


	“You mean there’s going to be more?”


	“Many. All over the world. But Rasalom has honored me by opening the first outside my front door.”


	“I’ll see if I can hook up with Nick down there and find out what he knows.”


	“Just be sure to be back before dark.”


	Bill smiled. “Okay, Dad.”


	“I’m quite serious.”


	His smile faded. “Yeah. I guess you are. Okay. Back before dark.”


	Glaeken watched Bill hurry to his room. He was fond of the man. He couldn’t ask for a better houseguest. Always willing to help around the apartment or with Magda when the nurse wasn’t around.


	As if sensing her name within his thoughts, Magda called from the bedroom.


	“Hello? Is anybody there? Have I been left alone to die?”


	“Coming, dear.”


	He took one final look at the hole, then headed down the hall.


	He found Magda sitting up in her bed. She’d been losing weight and her eyes were starting to retreat into her skull. Her face was as lined as his, her hair as white. But her brown eyes were bright with anger.


	“Who are you?” she said, switching to her native Hungarian tongue.


	“I’m your husband, Magda.”


	“No, you’re not!” She spat the words. “I wouldn’t marry such an old man like you! Why, you’re old enough to be my father! Where’s Glenn?”


	“Right here. I’m Glenn.”


	“No! Glenn’s young and strong with red hair!”


	He took her hands in his. “Magda, it’s me. Glenn.”


	Terror flashed across her face, then her features softened. She smiled.


	“Oh, yes. Glenn. How could I have forgotten? Where have you been?”


	“Right in the next room.”


	Her expression hardened as her eyes narrowed.


	“No you weren’t! You’ve been out seeing other women! Don’t deny it! You’re out with that nurse! Don’t think I don’t know what the two of you are up to when you think I’m asleep!”


	Glaeken held her hands and let her ramble on. He wanted to cry. After two years he’d have thought he could have adapted to anything, but he couldn’t get used to Magda’s dementia. None of her ravings were true, yet Magda fully believed the delusions floating through the expanding vacuum of her mind, truly meant the hurtful things she said as she spoke them. They never failed to cut him deeply.


	Oh, Magda, my Magda, where have you gone?


	Glaeken closed his eyes and recalled her as she had been when they’d met in 1941. Her soft, even features, her fresh pale skin, glossy chestnut hair, and wide dark eyes filled with love, tenderness, and intelligence. It was the love, tenderness, and intelligence he mourned for most now. Even after her physical beauty had faded, his love for her had not. For she had remained Magda the poet, Magda the singer, Magda the mandolin player, Magda the scholar who so loved art and music and literature. Her compendium of Romanian Gypsy music, Songs of the Rom, was still in print, still gracing the shelves of finer bookstores.


	Three years ago she started to slip away, infiltrated and irreversibly replaced by this mad, incoherent stranger. Her mental status deteriorated first, but soon she became physically enfeebled as well. She could not get out of bed by herself now. That made caring for her easier in a way because she could no longer wander at night. In the early stages of her decline Glaeken had found her searching the street below, calling for their pet cat, dead since 1962. After that he’d had to deadbolt the apartment door and remove the knobs from the stove to prevent her from cooking “dinner” at two in the morning.


	The old, buried Magda occasionally flickered back to life. She couldn’t remember what she had for breakfast—or if she’d even had breakfast—yet now and then she’d recall an incident in their life together from thirty or forty years ago as if it were yesterday. But instead of buoying Glaeken, the brief lapses in her dementia only deepened his despair.


	It wasn’t fair.


	Glaeken had known and loved so many women through the ages, yet each relationship had ended in bitterness. Each love had, in her own way, ended up hating him as she grew old while he stayed young. Finally he had found Magda, the one woman in his seemingly endless life that he’d be allowed to grow old with. And they’d had a glorious life, a love that could not be tainted even by the pain of these past few years.


	Maybe it was for the best. Magda would spend her final days immune to the horror stalking the world. Her body was as vulnerable as everybody else’s, but her mind was impregnable to reality.


	He glanced over and saw that she’d fallen asleep again. This was her pattern—a reversal of day and night. Catnaps throughout the day, awake most of the night. Even with the hired nurse and Bill to help, Glaeken existed in a state of constant exhaustion. His heart went out to all the unfortunate spouses of Alzheimer’s patients throughout the world who did not have his financial resources. Unless they had a large family of willing helpers, their lives were an endless nightmare.


	Nightmare … soon everyone across the globe would know what it was like to live a nightmare.


	Gently he laid Magda’s head back down on the pillow and tucked the covers in around her. He would not allow a deterioration of her brain to lessen his commitment to her. If their conditions were reversed, she’d be at his side whenever he needed her. He was sure of it. And he would do no less.


	All morning he had debated whether or not to warn the media about the hole. Finally, he’d decided against it. He didn’t want to attract attention to himself. Besides, they’d write him off as just another doom-monger. The end result would be the same: They’d have to learn the hard way.


	CNBC


	—on the commodities exchanges, due to uncertainties about the upcoming growing season, prices are up sharply, especially October beans and orange juice futures, in brisk trading around the globe …


	Nick felt someone tugging at his arm. Reluctantly, he turned away from the hole to face one of the park cops.


	“You Doctor Quinn?” the guy said, shouting over the rattle and roar of the generators.


	“Yeah. What’s up?”


	“Got a priest back in the crowd says you asked him here to say some prayers.”


	“Priest?” Nick said, baffled. “I didn’t ask for any—” And then he knew. He almost laughed in the cop’s face. “Oh, yeah. I’ve been waiting for him. Can you bring him over?”


	The cop turned and waved to someone along the barricade. Nick saw a lone figure in black break from the crowd and approach at a quick walk.


	He shook Father Bill’s hand when he arrived. He’d seen the priest a couple of times since his return from North Carolina but still couldn’t get used to how he’d aged during his years in hiding. Before he disappeared, Nick had got to the point where he’d been calling the priest simply “Bill,” but since his return he’d fallen back into the practice of prefixing the name with “Father.” He pointed to the cassock and Roman collar.


	“I thought you weren’t going to wear that anymore.”


	“So did I. But I’ve decided the uniform has its uses. Especially when you want special treatment in a crowd.”


	“So what are you doing here?”


	Father Bill smiled. “I came to perform the exorcism. To close this thing up.”


	“Very funny.”


	The smile faded. “Seriously, Nick. I would like to get a close-up look at the hole.”


	“Sure. But stay on the platform. The dirt tends to crumble at the edges.”


	Nick felt the excitement build all over again as he led Father Bill to the edge of the wooden platform. He still couldn’t get over it. Something like this—a mysterious two-hundred-foot-wide hole appearing here, practically in his backyard. It was wonderful.


	They stopped at the railing and looked down. He heard Father Bill catch his breath.


	“Incredible, isn’t it?” Nick said. “I can’t believe my luck. And that’s all it is. Luck. If I’d been out getting coffee when the boys from geology called this morning, someone else might have picked up the phone and he’d be calling the shots here now instead of me. Being in the right place at the right time. That’s all it takes.”


	But Father Bill said nothing. He seemed to be mesmerized by the hole.


	Nick knew what the priest was feeling. He’d looked down into that opening a good hundred times since he’d arrived and still couldn’t shake how unnatural it seemed.


	The walls did it. Too sheer. They didn’t look fallen away—more like scooped away. He could see the layers of earth and schist stacked like the cut edge of a trifle. When he’d first looked down he’d expected to see a sort of inverted cone with a rubble-filled bottom. But he couldn’t see the bottom. The hole was much deeper than he’d imagined. Half a mile down, he guessed. Maybe deeper. Straight down into darkness. Maybe when the sun got higher they’d be able to see more, but right now it was night down there.


	Nick had visited the Grand Canyon last summer and still remembered the vertigo he’d experienced standing at the edge of the lookout for the first time. The giddy, vertical descent of these walls gave him a similar sensation. But he’d been able to see a ribbon of water at the base of the Grand Canyon. Here, with the gentle downdraft flowing around him, he could see only blackness.


	The downdraft had bothered him at first. Where could it be going? Then he realized that the air was probably sinking into the cavity at the edges, and then reversing and flowing out straight up through the center. Like the bubbles in a glass of Guinness. That had to be the explanation. It couldn’t all be flowing continually downward. It had no place to go.


	He straightened and turned to the priest.


	“Well? What do you think of our little sand pit?”


	The priest tore his gaze away and looked at him. He looked frightened.


	“How’d it get here, Nick?”


	“Don’t know. That’s for the geology boys to figure out. But already people are making comparisons to those crop circles in England. The tabloids will have a field day. I think The Light has got its whole staff here already.”


	“Any idea how deep it is?”


	“We don’t know yet. Geology rigged up a sonic range-finder first thing this morning and pointed it at the bottom, but couldn’t get a reading.”


	“No bottom?” The priest’s voice suddenly sounded a little dry.


	Nick laughed. “Of course there’s a bottom. It’s just that echoes from the side walls were interfering with the readings. Geology was stumped, so they called physics—moi. We could wait till the sun hits zenith and do a sight measurement, but why wait? We’ve got a new laser that’ll bounce a beam off the bottom and give us a distance reading accurate to within a centimeter.”


	Father Bill was staring into the hole again as he spoke.


	“I have it on good authority that it’s bottomless.”


	“Well, it is deep, but not that deep. Guarantee it.” And then a thought struck him. “This authority wouldn’t be the same one that told you about something happening ‘in the heavens’ now, would it?”


	As Father Bill nodded, Nick felt a cold weight settle between his shoulder blades. He gestured toward the hole.


	“Come on, now. Bottomless? You can’t really believe that.”


	“I never believed the sun would be rising progressively later each day in mid spring either. Did you?”


	“No, but…”


	Bottomless? No way. Patently impossible.


	Someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned and found one of the grad students.


	“We’re ready to shoot.”


	“Great.” He turned to Father Bill. “The laser’s set. Wait here. In a few minutes we’ll have a reading from the bottom—wherever it is.”


	Bill watched a moment as Nick hurried away toward some odd-looking contraption suspended on a boom over the hole. He was proud of him. He’d come a long way from the bratty little nine-year-old orphan he’d played chess with back in his early days at St. Francis Home for Boys. He was mature and self-assured—at least in the field of physics. He wondered how he was faring socially. Bill knew Nick was more than a little self-conscious about his appearance—the misshapen skull from when he was abused as an infant, the old acne scars. But worse-looking men had found the girl of their dreams and lived happily ever after. He hoped that would happen for Nick soon.


	He turned back to the hole and stared into its black depths.


	What was that Nietzsche quote? If thou gaze into the abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee.


	That was how he now felt—as if he were gazing inward at his own reclusive darkness. The abyss expanded before him, beckoning. What mysteries, what horrors were sequestered in those misty, chaotic depths? For an instant he was gripped by a mad impulse to step off the edge and let himself fall. If it was truly bottomless as Glaeken had said, he would keep falling. And falling. Imagine the vistas, the wonders he’d see. What would he find? Himself? An endless voyage of self-discovery. How wonderful. How could anyone resist? How on Earth could anyone with an iota of character refuse? How—?


	“Better be careful, Father.”


	The voice jolted him out of the reverie. To his horror he found himself sitting astride the platform railing, readying to swing his other leg over. The depths loomed below. With a convulsive lunge, he hurled himself back onto the platform and squatted there panting, sweating, and shaking. He looked up and saw one of the city workers standing nearby, looking down at him.


	“You okay, Father?”


	“I will be in a minute.”


	“Hey, I din’t mean t’scare ya, but I mean we built that railing as sturdy as we could, but it ain’t gonna hold a guy your size, know what I mean?”


	Bill nodded as he rose shakily to his feet.


	“I realize that. Thanks for the warning.” Thanks more than you know.


	The workman waved and ambled off, leaving Bill alone on the platform. He pulled himself together and moved away from the edge.


	What had happened a moment ago? What had he been doing sitting on that railing? Had he actually been readying to jump? What could he have been thinking?


	Or had he been thinking at all? More like reacting—but to what? To the abyss?


	He shuddered. Maybe coming down here hadn’t been such a good idea. He’d now seen the hole up close. He could watch further developments from Glaeken’s window or on the tube. He looked around for Nick and saw him walking his way, his expression troubled.


	“What’s wrong, Nick?”


	“‘Technical difficulties,’ as they say on TV. We’ll have it straightened out in a few minutes.”


	Bill watched Nick’s face closely. His upper lip was beaded with perspiration.


	“You didn’t get the reading you expected, did you.”


	“We didn’t get any reading. A glitch in the receiver, that’s all.”


	Bill allowed himself a quick shot of relief. He wanted very much for Nick to find the bottom of that hole. He wanted Glaeken to be wrong, just once. Not out of animosity or envy, but because Glaeken had been right about everything so far, and everything he was predicting was bad. Bill felt he’d be able to rest a little better at night if just once Glaeken was proven wrong.


	And then a thought struck him like an icy wind, carrying off any sense of relief.


	“Wait a minute, Nick. You said you didn’t receive any signal. Isn’t that what would happen if the hole was bottomless?”


	“It’s not bottomless, Fa—”


	“Isn’t that what would happen?”


	“Well … yes. But that’s not the only reason. There are scores of reasons why we wouldn’t get a signal back.”


	“But one of them is that the beam didn’t find anything to bounce off, and so therefore it never came back. Am I right?”


	Nick sighed. “Technically, yes, but…” Suddenly he sounded tired. “But the hole’s not bottomless. It can’t be. Nothing’s bottomless.”


	One of the grad students rushed up to Nick with a green-striped printout. Bill could tell from Nick’s expression that he didn’t like what he saw there. He handed the slip back to the student.


	“Do it again. And do it right.”


	“But we are,” the student said, looking offended. “Everything checks out a hundred percent. The beam and the receiver are working perfectly.”


	Nick tapped the printout. “Obviously not.”


	“Maybe something down there’s absorbing the beam.”


	“Absorbing the beam,” Nick said slowly. He seemed to like the idea. “Let’s look into that.” He turned to Bill. “I’m going to be tied up for a while, Father, but hang around. We’ll crack this yet.” He winked and walked away.


	At midafternoon Bill headed back to the apartment to grab a bite and make a pit stop before Nick started his descent.


	He had to hand it to Nick—he was as inventive as he was stubborn. Wouldn’t admit defeat. When he’d learned of a working diving bell on display down at South Street Seaport, he made a few calls and arranged to rent it. His plan was to get in that thing and ride it as far into the hole as the cable would allow, then take another laser reading from down there. Bill wanted to be back in time to see him off.


	He had to fight through the crowd on Central Park West. The area around the lower end of the park had become an impromptu street festival. Well, why not? The sun was out and the area was jammed with curious people. Anyone with anything to sell, from hot dogs to shish kebab, from balloons to knock-off Rolexes was there. The air was redolent of an array of ethnic foods wide enough to shame the UN cafeteria. He spotted someone hawking “I saw the Central Park Hole” T-shirts, still wet from the silk screener.


	In the apartment he found Glaeken, as expected, at the picture window.


	“What have they decided down there?” the old man said without turning.


	“They’ve decided that due to various technical glitches they can’t figure out how deep it is at this time.”


	Even at noon, with the sun shining directly into the hole, they hadn’t been able to see the bottom. The blackness had been driven farther down, but it remained, obscuring the bottom.


	Now Glaeken turned. His smile was rueful.


	“They’ve constructed these fabulous instruments for exact measurements, yet they refuse to believe the data they’re receiving. Amazing how the mind resists the truth when the truth conflicts with preconceptions.”


	“I can’t really blame them. It’s not easy to accept the impossible.”


	“I suppose. But impossible is a useless word now.” He turned back to the window. “What’s that they’re rigging up?”


	“A derrick. Nick’s going down into the hole to—”


	Glaeken spun and faced Bill, his eyes wide.


	“You’re talking about your young friend? He’s going down into the hole?”


	“Yes. As soon as the bell is set up.”


	Glaeken grabbed Bill’s upper arms. His grip was like iron.


	“Don’t let him do it. You’ve got to stop him. Don’t let him go into that hole!”


	The look on his face made Bill afraid for Nick. Very afraid. He turned and ran for the door. Out in the hall, he pressed the elevator button. When the doors didn’t open immediately, he ran for the stairs. No time to wait. He made it down and out to the street in a few minutes, but there his progress came to a grinding halt. The crowd had grown even thicker. Pressing through them was like wading through taffy.


	He fought a rising panic as he roughly pushed and shoved people aside, leaving an angry wake. He hadn’t waited around to ask Glaeken what might happen to Nick down in that hole. The look on the old man’s perpetually deadpan face told him more than he wanted to know. He’d never seen Glaeken react that way.


	As he inched toward the Sheep Meadow he remembered Nick saying how lucky he felt to be here. But Bill couldn’t help thinking about the awful fates that had befallen all those other people he cared about.


	His gut writhed with the thought that perhaps luck had nothing to do with it.


	“Lights, camera, action!” Nick said as the diving bell lurched into motion.


	Dr. Dan Buckley gave him a wan smile and gripped one of the hand rungs. Buckley was an older gent from geology, balding, white-haired, sixty at least. He had his camcorder hooked up and directed out one of the forward ports; a digital Nikon hung from his neck. He was sweating. Nick wondered if Buckley was prone to panic attacks. The bell, named Triton, was the size of a small, low-ceilinged bathroom. Not a happy place for a claustrophobe.


	His stomach did a little spin as the bell swung out over the hole. He’d never liked amusement park rides and this was starting out like one.


	He peered through the aft port to his right to double-check the laser range finder mounted there. Everything looked secure. He glanced out the other port toward the crane and the crowd of cops, workers, various city officials, and the other members of the teams from the university. He saw Father Bill push his way to the front and start jumping and waving and shouting. He’d been late coming back but at least he’d made it. Nick was glad to have him here to see this. He waved back and gave him a thumbs-up through the glass, then settled down for the ride.


	This was great. This was fabulous. This was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him.


	“All set in there?” said a tinny voice from the speaker overhead.


	“All set,” Nick said. Buckley echoed the same.


	A sick second of free fall, then they were on their way, sinking into the depths on a steel cable. The sunlight changed to shadow. The alternating floodlights and spotlights ringing the bell’s equator were already on, illuminating the near wall. Buckley pressed his camera against his porthole, snapping shot after shot of the passing strata with his Nikon.


	“Can you hear us up there?” Nick said.


	“Loud and clear, Triton,” came the reply. “How’s it going?”


	“Smooth as can be. And fascinating. The city ought to consider buying this rig and making it into an amusement ride. Might keep taxes down.”


	He heard appreciative laughter from above and smiled. That sounded pretty cool and collected, didn’t it? He hoped so. Cynthia Hayes was up there, watching and waiting with the others from the department. He hoped she’d heard it, hoped she was impressed.


	This little jaunt was going to make a name for Nicholas Quinn, Ph.D. The press would see to that. A mob of reporters was waiting up top, and he knew as soon as he stepped out of the bell they’d be all over him with a million questions. He’d be on all the news shows tonight, both the early and late. Maybe even the networks. Most guys in his spot—Nick could think of three from his own department right off—would be figuring out how they could parlay this into a major step up in their career. He almost laughed at his own narrow vision. He was wondering how to parlay it into an opportunity to ask Cynthia out. If he was famous, how could she say no?


	The intercom popped him out of a Cynthia daydream.


	“You’re at the halfway mark, Triton. How’re you doing?”


	Halfway. They had ten thousand feet of cable up there. Almost a mile down and still no bottom. This was incredible.


	“Fine,” Nick said. “Can you still see us?”


	“Yeah, but you’re just a little blob of light down there now.”


	What could have caused a hole like this? Could it be natural? Something extraterrestrial maybe? Say, that was a thought. It did seem like an artifact. What if—?


	Buckley’s voice drew him back to reality again.


	“Can we get these lights any brighter?” he said to the intercom.


	“They’re at max. What’s the problem, Triton?”


	“The wall’s fading from view.”


	“You’re out of sight now. Want to stop?”


	Nick looked out his port. Black out there. The beams from the floodlights didn’t seem to be going anywhere; the blackness swallowed the light within a few yards of the bulbs. The spots weren’t doing much better—bright shafts poking a dozen or so feet into the darkness and then disappearing.


	No, wait—ten feet into the darkness. No …


	Nick swallowed hard. The darkness was edging in on the lights, overcoming, devouring the illumination.


	“What’s wrong with the lights?” Buckley said, his voice tremulous.


	“I don’t know.” His own voice didn’t sound too steady either.


	“They’re losing power.”


	Nick didn’t think so. The darkness … something about it was overpowering the light, gobbling it up. Something thick and oily about it. The blackness seemed to move out there beyond the ports, almost seemed alive. Alive and hungry.


	He shook himself. What kind of thinking was that?


	But this blackness was certainly unusual, and probably the reason the laser signal had never returned. He smiled. Bottomless indeed! This weird old hole was deeper than it had any right to be, but it wasn’t bottomless.


	“We need more power to the lights!” Buckley said to the intercom.


	Pure black out there now. All illumination was gone.


	“You got it all, Triton. If there’s an electrical problem we’ll bring you back up and try again tomorrow.”


	“Not till I get at least one reading off the laser,” Nick said.


	He started flipping switches on the controls and noticed that his hands were trembling. Had the temperature dropped? He glanced at Buckley as he fastened a flash attachment to his camera.


	“You cold?”


	Buckley nodded. “Yeah, now that you mention it.” His breath steamed in the air. “You get your reading, I’ll try a couple of flash shots through the ports, then we’ll get back upstairs.”


	“You’ve got a deal.”


	Nick suddenly wanted very much to be out of this hole and into the sunlight again. He adjusted the laser settings, triggered it, and waited for the readout. And waited.


	Nothing.


	Buckley tried a few flash photos out his port while Nick rechecked his settings. Everything looked fine.


	“This is useless!” Buckley said, irritably snatching his camera away from the glass. “Like black bean soup out there.”


	Nick glanced out his port. The blackness seemed to press against the outer glass, as if it wanted to get in.


	Nick fired the laser again. And again nothing. Nothing was coming back. Damn! Maybe the laser wasn’t getting through the blackness or maybe the hole was indeed bottomless. Right now he was too cold to care.


	“That does it,” Nick said. “I’m through. Let’s get out of here.”


	“Take us up!” Buckley shouted.


	“Say again, Triton,” said the speaker in the ceiling. “We’ve got static on this end.”


	Buckley repeated the message but no reply came through. The bell did not halt its descent.


	Nick was frightened now. The walls of the Triton seemed to close in on him. And it was colder. And …


	… darker?


	“Did the lights just dim?” Buckley said.


	Nick could only nod. His tongue felt glued to the roof of his mouth.


	“Take us up, goddammit!” Buckley screamed, banging on the steel wall of the bell with his fist. “Up!”


	“Okay, Triton,” came the matter-of-fact reply. “Will do.”


	But they didn’t stop, didn’t even slow their descent. They continued down, ever downward.


	And it was getting darker by the second.


	“Oh, my God, Quinn!” Buckley said in a hushed voice teetering on the edge of panic. “What’s happening?”


	Finally Nick found his voice. He tried to keep it calm as the cold and the darkness grew … and Buckley began to fade from view.


	“I don’t know. But one thing I do know is we’ve got to stay calm. Something’s wrong with the intercom up there. But they’ve got only so much cable. They can send us down just so far, and then they’ll have to bring us up. So let’s just be cool and hang in there and we’ll be okay.”


	Darkness had control of the Triton now, within and without. Nick couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. He was losing his sense of direction, of up and down. His stomach threatened to heave.


	“Quinn?” Buckley’s voice seemed to come from some point outside the walls of the bell. “You still there?”


	Nick forced a laugh. “No. I just stepped outside for a cigarette.”


	And suddenly he sensed more than darkness between them. Something solid. An entity, a presence. Beside him, around him, touching him. And it was cold and evil and filled Nick with an unnameable dread that threatened to kick his bowels loose in his pants. He wanted to cry, he wanted Father Bill, he wanted to go home, he wanted the drugged-up mother who’d tried to kick his head in when he was three months old, anything but this!


	And then Buckley’s flash went off and they both screamed out their souls when they saw what had moved in to share the bell with them.


	“Everything’s fine. Don’t reel us in yet. Play the cable out to the end.”


	Bill heard the voice over the loudspeaker and froze. That wasn’t Nick’s voice. And it wasn’t the other scientist’s either. It was a new voice—different.


	He scanned the faces in the control area. No one was reacting. Someone replied, “Okay, Triton. Will do.”


	What was wrong with them? It was a different voice! Couldn’t they hear that?


	Something familiar about it too. He’d heard it before, but where? The answer was tantalizingly close. And then he heard it again.


	“That’s it,” said the loudspeaker in that same voice. “Just keep us going down.”


	Suddenly Bill knew. And the realization nearly drove him to his knees.


	Rafe! It was Rafe’s voice! Rafe, Jimmy Stevens, Rasalom, whatever his name was, it was him! The one Glaeken called the Adversary. The one who was shrinking the daylight, who’d dug this huge wormhole in the earth. He’d tortured Bill for years in many forms and many voices, and the voice on that speaker was the one he’d used as Rafe Losmara. No mistake. Its sound still echoed through his dreams. Rasalom was controlling that diving bell—and God knew what he was doing to Nick!


	Bill forced his wobbly legs into a run toward the control area.


	“Bring them up! Bring them up now!”


	The scientists and technicians started at the sound of his shouts. They looked at him as if he were crazy.


	“Who the hell are you?” someone said.


	“A friend of Nick Quinn’s. And that wasn’t his voice just then. Couldn’t you hear that?”


	“Of course it was Nick’s voice,” said a thirtyish woman with short brown hair. “I’ve worked with him for years and that was Nick.”


	Beside her, an older man with perfectly combed hair nodded in agreement.


	“That was Nick, all right.”


	“I’m telling you it wasn’t. Reel them back up, dammit! Something’s happening in there! Get them up!”


	Someone grabbed his arms from behind and he heard a mix of voices talking over and under each other: Who is he?… Get security … Says he’s a friend of Nick’s … I don’t care if he’s Quinn’s mother, get him out of here!


	Bill was hustled away from the control area. The security guards were going to take him back to the edge of the Sheep Meadow but he pleaded with them to let him stay near the hole, swore that he wouldn’t say another word or go near the control area again. The Roman collar and cassock paid off again. They let him stay.


	But it was torture to stand there and listen to that voice tell them to send the bell deeper and deeper into the hole. Did it sound like Nick to everyone else? Was he the only one who could hear the Rafe voice? Why? Another game being played with his head?


	He wanted to scream, to charge the derrick cab and wrest the controls from the operator and drag that bell back up to the light. But he had about as much chance of succeeding in that as he had of leaping to the far side of the hole itself. So he stood among the crowd of privileged onlookers and silently endured the clawed terror that lacerated the inner walls of his heart.


	Finally, the cable reached its end. No matter what the voice told them now, the bell could descend no farther.


	But the voice was silent.


	Bill noticed a flurry of activity in the control area. He sidled in that direction through the crowd. He intercepted a student hurrying away from the area and caught his arm.


	“What’s happening?”


	“The Triton—they’re not answering!”


	Bill let him go and stood there feeling cold and frightened and useless as the derrick reversed its gears and began to reel in the Triton. The rewind seemed to take forever. During the interval an ambulance and an EMS van roared into the Sheep Meadow with their howlers going full blast. Finally the bell hove into view again. When it was swung away from the hole and settled onto the platform near the edge, the people from the control area surged toward it.


	Bill pushed his way to the front of the crowd until his belly pressed against one of the blue “Police Line” horses that rimmed the area. He stood next to a dark-haired man in a white suit who carried a walking stick wrapped in some sort of black hide. Together they watched the workers spin the winged lug nuts on the hatch, swing it open, and peer inside.


	Somebody screamed. Bill clutched the rough wood of the horse and felt his heart double its already mad pounding. A flurry of activity erupted around the bell, people grabbing their phones, frantically waving the EMS van forward.


	Good God, something had happened to Nick! He’d never forgive himself for not getting here in time to stop him.


	A pair of EMTs, stethoscopes around their necks, drug boxes and life packs in each hand, rushed forward as a limp figure was eased through the hatch. Bill craned his neck to see through the throng. He sighed with relief when he saw that the injured man was white-haired and balding. Not Nick, thank God. The other one. They stretched him out prone on the platform and began pumping on his chest.


	But where was Nick?


	Bill spotted more activity around the hatch. They were carrying—no, leading—someone else out. It was Nick. Nick, thank God! He was on his feet, coming out under his own steam.


	Then Bill got a look at his face. Red—blood on his face, on his lips, dribbling down his chin. He’d cut his lower lip—looked more like he’d chewed it. But it was Nick’s eyes that drove the air from Bill’s lungs in a cry of horror. They were wide open and utterly vacant. Whatever he’d seen down there, whatever had happened, it had driven away all intelligence and sanity, sent it fleeing into the deepest, most obscure corners of his mind.


	“Nick!”


	He bent to slip under the barricade but one of the security cops was watching him.


	“Stay back there, Father!” he warned. “You come through there an’ I’ll have to toss you in the wagon.”


	He ground his teeth in frustration but straightened up behind the barricade. He’d be no help to Nick in jail. And Nick was going to need him.


	“Do you know him?” the white-suited man next to him said with a slight German accent.


	Bill only nodded and stood quietly as they led the stumbling, drooling young man to the waiting ambulance. Those mad, empty eyes. What had he seen down there?


	And then, as Nick came even with him, his eyes suddenly focused. He turned his head to stare at Bill. Then he grinned—a wide, bloody-mouthed rictus, totally devoid of humor.


	Bill started in horror, pressing back against the people behind him. And then as suddenly as it had appeared, the grimace was gone. The light faded from Nick’s eyes and he stumbled away toward the waiting ambulance.


	“Most entertaining,” said the man in the white suit, then turned and walked away.


	Bill fought an urge to take a swing at him. Instead, he watched, weak, trembling, as they loaded Nick in the back of an ambulance. Then he fought through the crowd and began to follow the rig on foot as it headed east across the grass. Finally he saw the name on its side: Columbia-Presbyterian. He ran for Fifth Avenue, looking for a cab to take him to the hospital, all the while fighting the feeling that he’d lived through this horror once already. He didn’t know if he could survive a second round.


	WFPW-FM


	FREDDY: Bad news from Central Park, folks. Those two guys who went down into that big hole in a diving bell ran into some trouble.


	JO: Yeah. One of them had a heart attack and the other got pretty sick. They’re saying they think there was some problem with the air supply. We’ll let you know more about it as soon as we hear.


	FREDDY: Right. Meanwhile, here’s a classic Beatles tune for all those people working out there in the Sheep Meadow.


	


	“When’s this other guy arriving?”


	“I’m not sure,” Glaeken said.


	He looked up from the couch to where Jack stood at the picture window staring out at the park. Everyone who came to this apartment was drawn to that window, including Glaeken himself. The vista had always been breathtaking. With that hole in the Sheep Meadow now, it had become captivating.


	Jack wore slightly wrinkled beige slacks and a lightweight Jets shirt hanging down to the tops of his thighs—loose, Glaeken knew, to hide the pistol holstered in the small of his back. Average height, brown hair with a low hairline, and deceptively mild brown eyes. You would not pick him out of a crowd; in fact his manner of dress, his whole demeanor was geared toward unobtrusiveness. This man could dog your steps all day long and you’d never notice him.


	Glaeken liked Jack. More than liked. He’d known him only a year or so but felt a rapport with him on a very fundamental level. Perhaps because Jack reminded him of himself in another era, another epoch, when he was that age. A warrior. He sensed the strength coiled within the man; not mere physical strength, although he knew plenty of that hid in his wiry muscles, but inner toughness, a resolve to see a task through to the end. He had the strength, too, to question himself, to examine his motives and actions and wonder at the wisdom, the sanity of the life he had chosen for himself.


	The Heir.


	But he saw a downside to Jack taking his place. He was unruly and untamed. He recognized no master, no authority over himself. He followed his own code. And he was angry. Too angry, perhaps. At times the cold fire of his rage fairly lit the room.


	Still, Glaeken desperately needed his services. Jack was the only one in this world who had any chance of retrieving the ancient necklaces. Glaeken knew he had to be at his most convincing here.


	“How long are we going to wait for him?” Jack said, turning from the window.


	“He should be here. I have a feeling he might have been delayed by a sick friend.”


	Glaeken had watched on TV as the diving bell returned from the depths. It continually amazed him how much one could experience through television without ever leaving the living room. When the first footprints were stamped into the surface of the moon, he had been there watching via television, just as he had been watching an hour or so ago when Bill’s friend and the other scientist had been removed from the bell. The other man, a Dr. Buckley, was dead of cardiac arrest, and Dr. Quinn had been rushed to an emergency room in shock. Glaeken assumed that Bill had followed.


	Too bad—for Bill’s friend, and because Glaeken had wanted Bill present.


	Jack dropped into a chair opposite Glaeken.


	“Let’s get on with it. You mentioned the necklaces again. You’re not still set on getting hold of them, are you?”


	“Yes. I’m afraid they’re an absolute necessity.”


	Jack jumped from the chair and stepped to the window again.


	“Well, the damn park is smaller, isn’t it? I mean, it’s lost whatever amount of surface area that hole swallowed, so it has shrunk, just like you said.” He turned and stared at Glaeken. “How did you know?”


	“Lucky guess.”


	“Yeah. Right. But you’re going to need more than a lucky guess to find Kolabati and those necklaces.”


	“I’ve learned exactly where she is.”


	Jack sat down again.


	“Where?”


	“She’s living on Maui, on the northwest slope of Haleakala, above Kula. And she has both necklaces with her.”


	He shook his head. “Too far.”


	“You can make the round trip in two days. The sooner you leave, the sooner you can be back.”


	He drummed his fingers on his thighs. “I don’t know…”


	“Jack—”


	“How’d you find out? Two nights ago you hadn’t the faintest idea where she was.”


	“I ran into an old acquaintance who happened to know.”


	“How convenient.”


	“Not really. I sought out this acquaintance.”


	Glaeken allowed himself a tight little smile and said no more. Let Jack assume that the acquaintance was a person. The truth was that when he had touched that boy Jeffy yesterday, he made contact with the Dat-tay-vao, and in a flash that contact revealed the whereabouts of the necklaces. For the Dat-tay-vao always knew their location. They had been intimately linked once. He hoped, with the cooperation of men like Jack, he could soon reunite them.


	“And you want me to go there and convince Kolabati to give them up so she can turn into an old hag and die.”


	“I want you to get them. Simply get them.”


	“Killing her is out.”


	“Even if it means the destruction of life as we know it?”


	“If she were doing the destroying it would be a different story. No problem. But her life’s on the line too.”


	Glaeken pointed to the window. “That hole out there is only the first. Many more will follow—countless holes. Sooner or later one of them will bring about the death of one you love. Those necklaces will go a long way toward stopping that.”


	Jack blew out a breath. “You don’t have to remind me. But putting a bullet through her brain and then looting her body?” He shook his head. “Can’t see it.”


	Glaeken hadn’t liked mixing Gia and Vicky into the conversation, but he wanted to see how Jack would react. He was pleased. Jack had lines he wouldn’t cross. Now to try another tack.


	“You’ve been known to steal things back for people, I believe?”


	Jack drummed his fingers on the arms. “On occasion.”


	“Very well: Those necklaces—or rather, the metal they were made from—originally belonged to me.”


	Jack shook his head slowly. “I know for a fact that those necklaces date from pre-Vedic times, and that they’ve been in her family for generations. And believe me, hers is a family with long generations.”


	“Still, it is true. The source material was stolen from me long, long ago.”


	Jack rubbed his eyes and shook his head as if to clear it. “Yours, huh. Well, you do have a few years behind you.”


	“A few. I need that metal.”


	“Is this like the metal in the katana?” The word seemed to taste bad to him. “That belonged to you too originally.”


	Glaeken understood Jack’s reaction. That blade had killed the Lady and Weezy and her brother as well.


	“Yes, and we need it too. But though its metal is not of this Earth, it lacks qualities unique to those necklaces.”


	After a lengthy pause, “All right, I’ll think about that angle. I’m not committing to running off to Maui yet, but in the meantime I could use some detailed drawings of the necklaces.”


	“You know what they look like.”


	“Yeah, but I might have to flash them around. Got any?”


	“I can have them for you tomorrow.”


	Jack rose from the chair. “Let me know.”


	“It’s almost sundown,” Glaeken said as Jack headed for the door. “Go straight home.”


	He smiled. “Why? Vampires on the loose?”


	“No. Worse. Do not go out after dark, especially near that hole.”


	Jack waved as he went out the door.


	Glaeken hoped he heeded. He truly liked the man; and he needed him. He didn’t want him hurt.


	De Profundis


	WNYW-TV


	This is Charles Burge reporting live from the Sheep Meadow in Central Park. It’s been quiet here since the tragedy this afternoon, but that doesn’t mean nothing’s been happening. If you look behind me you’ll notice that the crowds are gone. That’s because along about 5:30 or so, the downdraft that’s been flowing into the hole changed to an updraft. And boy, let me tell you, it doesn’t smell good here. A rotten odor permeates the air. Anyone who doesn’t have to be here has gone. And I’ll be going too. See you in the studio soon, Warren.


	Washington Heights


	“Physically, he checks out fine,” the neurology resident said. “Overweight, cholesterol and triglycerides on the high side, otherwise all his numbers, scans, and reflexes check out.”


	Bill swallowed and asked the dreaded question that had plagued him since he’d seen Nick’s blank expression and empty eyes. It reminded him too much of a similar sight years ago.


	“He’s … he’s not hollow, is he?”


	The resident gave him a funny look. “Hollow? No, he’s not hollow. Where’d you get an idea like that?”


	“Never mind. Just a recurring nightmare. Go on.”


	“Right. As I was saying, he checks out physically, but”—he waved his hand before Nick’s unresponsive eyes—“the Force is definitely not with him.”


	The nametag read R. O’Neill, M.D. He wore an earring and his hair was braided at the back.


	Not exactly Marcus Welby, Bill thought, but he seemed to know what he was about.


	“He’s in shock,” Bill said.


	“Well … shock to you isn’t shock to me. Shock to me means he’s prostrate, his blood pressure’s hit bottom, his kidneys are shutting down, and so on. That’s not our friend here.”


	Bill glanced over to where Nick sat on the edge of the bed. The emergency room physicians and the consultants had unanimously recommended that, at the very least, he be kept overnight for observation. The university had wrangled a private room for him, very much like a sitting room, with a small picture window, a sofa, a couple of chairs, and of course a hospital bed. Nick looked a lot better. His lower lip had been sutured; he’d been cleaned up and fitted into a hospital gown. But his eyes were still as vacant as a drive-in theater on a sunny afternoon.


	“What’s wrong with him, then?”


	“Hysteria? Acute withdrawal? That’s for the psych boys to figure out. I’m here to say it’s not medical, not neurological. It’s the windmills of his mind—they aren’t turning.”


	“Thank you for that astute observation. How about the other man who went down in the bell with him?”


	Dr. O’Neill shrugged. “Haven’t heard a thing.”


	Nick said, “He’s dead, you know.”


	Bill started at the sound. Nick’s eyes weren’t exactly focused, but they weren’t completely empty. And he wasn’t grinning as he had before when they were leading him to the ambulance. His expression was neutral. Still, the sound of Nick’s voice, so flat and expressionless, gave him a chill.


	“Great!” said Dr. O’Neill. “He’s coming around already.” He picked up Nick’s chart and headed for the door. “I’ll make a few notes and let psych know.”


	Bill wanted to stop him, make him stay, but didn’t know how. He didn’t want to be alone with Nick.


	“Doctor Buckley’s dead,” Nick repeated.


	Bill came around the bed and stood before him—but not too close.


	“How do you know?”


	Nick’s brow furrowed. “I just do.”


	The fact didn’t seem to bother Nick and he sat silent for a long moment. Abruptly he spoke again in that affectless voice.


	“He wants to hurt you, you know.”


	“Who? Doctor Buckley?”


	“No. Him.”


	The room suddenly seemed cooler.


	“Who are you talking about? The one you … met down there?”


	A nod. “He hates you, Father Bill. There’s one other he hates even more, one he wants to hurt more than you, but he hates you terribly.”


	Bill reached back, found a chair, and lowered himself into it.


	“Yes, I know. I’ve been told.”


	“Are you going to stay with me tonight?”


	“Yes. Sure. If they’ll let me.”


	“They’ll let you. It’s good that you’re going to stay tonight.”


	
Bill remembered the bespectacled nine-year-old orphan who used to be afraid of the dark but would never admit it.


	“I’ll stay as long as you need me.”


	“Not for me. For you. It’s going to be dangerous out there.”


	Bill turned and looked out the window. The sun was down, the city’s lights were beginning to sparkle through the growing darkness. He turned back to Nick.


	“What do you—”


	Nick was gone. He was still sitting on the bed, but no longer there. His eyes had gone empty and his mind had slipped back into hiding.


	But what of his mind? What did it know about Rasalom? And how did it know? Was Nick somehow tapped into a part of Rasalom as a result of whatever happened in that hole?


	Bill shuddered as he rose and gently pushed him back to a reclining position on the bed. He didn’t envy Nick if that were true. Simply to brush the hem of that sickness would mean madness …


	And that was precisely where Nick was now, wasn’t he?


	Bill stood over the bed, wondering if he should stay. How much could he do for Nick? Not much. But at least he could be here for him if he came around again, or came out of this mental fugue and wanted to know where he was and what had—


	Something went splat against the window.


	Bill turned and saw what looked like a softball-sized glob of mucus pressed against the outer surface of the glass. It began to move—sideways.


	Repulsed but curious, he stepped closer. As he neared he heard an angry buzzing. The glob appeared to be encased in a thin membrane, red-laced with fine, pulsating blood vessels. It left a trail of moisture as it slid slowly across the glass. But the buzzing—it seemed to be coming from the glob.


	Bill picked up a lamp from an end table and held it close to the window. He spotted a fluttering blur on the far side of the glob. Wings? He angled the lamp. Yes, wings—translucent, at least a foot long, fluttering like mad. And eyes. A cluster of four black, multifaceted knobs at the end of a wasplike body the size of a jumbo shrimp, lined with rows of luminescent dots. Eight articulated arms terminating in small pincers stretched across the mucus-filled membrane.


	“What the hell?” Bill muttered as he followed its progress across the pane.


	He’d never seen or heard of anything like this creature. He felt his hackles rise. This thing was alien, like something out of an H. R. Geiger painting.


	It reached the end of the picture pane and slid over the frame toward one of the double-hung windows that flanked it. Bill realized with a start that the side window was open. He was reaching out to close it when the creature lunged toward him. Bill snatched his hand away and watched as it buzzed furiously against the screen, as if trying to squeeze itself through the mesh. A foul, rotten odor backed him up a step. He slammed down the inner sash and watched through the glass. The creature hung on another minute or so, then dropped off, swooping away into the night, leaving a wet spot on the screen that steamed slightly in the cooling air.


	Shaken, Bill shut the other double-hung and turned down the lights. He pulled a chair up next to Nick’s bed and readied himself for a long, uncomfortable night. He’d decided to take Nick’s advice and stay. At least until sunrise.


	WFPW-FM


	—now official that the sun set early for the third day in a row. It dropped below the western horizon at 7:11 P.M., robbing us of nearly two hours of daylight. The scientific community is becoming increasingly alarmed about the environmental effects of the shortened days. In a statement …


	Sutton Square


	Gia kissed him at the door to the town house.


	“Sure,” she said with a sardonic smile. “Eat and run.”


	Jack returned the kiss and ran his fingertips through her short blond hair.


	“I’ve got an appointment at Julio’s.”


	Her clear blue eyes flashed. “A new customer?”


	“An old one.” She opened her mouth to speak but he pressed a finger across her full lips. “We just need to settle up.”


	She kissed his finger and pulled it away.


	“I was just going to say that Vicky wants you to stay.”


	Vicky. The other bright spot in his life. The skinny little ten-year-old who’d wormed her way into his heart years ago and refused to leave.


	“Really?” Jack slipped his arms around her waist and pressed her slim body against him.


	“I wish you’d stay too.”


	He ran his hands over Gia’s back and noticed the tight muscles. He knew she was a high-strung sort, but tonight she seemed unusually tense.


	“Something wrong?”


	“I don’t know. I feel jumpy. Like something’s going to happen.”


	“Something already has. You saw the news: The sun set even earlier and a big chunk of Central Park fell all the way to hell.”


	“That’s not it. Something in the air. Is it what I saw in the coma, do you think?”


	“I hope not.”


	Ever since the near-fatal accident last year she’d become … he guessed “sensitized” was the best word for it. She’d seen a landscape of the future while she was out, and it had ended in impenetrable darkness this spring.


	“Don’t you feel it?”


	Jack did feel it. A pervasive imminence in the still darkness at his back. The very air seemed heavy, pregnant with menace.


	“It’s probably all these strange things that’ve been happening.”


	“Maybe. But I don’t want to be alone with Vicky tonight. Can you come back later?”


	“Sure. Be glad to. I shouldn’t be too—”


	“Jack-Jack-Jack!”


	Over Gia’s shoulder Jack could see Vicky running down the hall, a piece of paper in her hand. She had her mother’s blue eyes and her late father’s brown hair, tied back in a long ponytail that flicked back and forth as she ran. Bony limbs and a dazzling smile that could pull Jack from his blackest moods.


	“What is it, Vicks?”


	“I drew you a picture.”


	Vicky had inherited her mother’s artistic abilities and was increasingly into drawing. Jack took the proffered sheet of paper and stared at it. A swarm of tentacled things filled the air over the Manhattan skyline. It was … disturbing.


	He smiled through his discomfiture. “It’s great, Vicks. Is this from War of the Worlds?”


	“No. It’s raining octopuses!”


	“Yeah … I guess it is. What made you think of that?”


	“I don’t know,” she said, wrinkling her brow. “It just came to me.”


	“Well, thanks,” Jack said, rolling it up into a tube. “I’ll add it to my Victoria Westphalen collection.”


	She beamed and flashed him that smile. “Because it’s going to be worth a lot when I’m famous, right?”


	“You got it, kid. You’re gonna help me retire.”


	Jack gave her a kiss and a hug, then another quick kiss for Gia.


	“Be back later.”


	Gia gave his hand a squeeze of thanks, then he was out on the street, walking west.


	As he headed up 58th, Mr. Veilleur’s final words of the afternoon echoed in his head.


	Do not go out after dark, especially near that hole.


	Why the hell not? The warning was like a waving red flag. And since he’d have to pass the park on his way to Julio’s …


	Ernst Drexler smiled as he turned off Allen Street toward the Order’s downtown Lodge.


	The last twenty-four hours had been quite entertaining. Quite entertaining indeed. Not if you didn’t understand the portent of the events, of course. Then you were baffled, perhaps even frightened. As well you should be.


	No doubt about it—the Change had begun.


	Ernst had been anticipating it since the death of the Lady. Two uneventful months had passed, leaving him wondering at the delay. But he supposed these things took time. The One had to give the Enemy time to conclude that sentience here had died and to move on to greener pastures, so to speak. Maybe the stars had to align or the spheres of the multiverse had to rotate into a certain configuration. Who knew? All that mattered was that it had begun.


	The One’s time, the Order’s time, and most important, Ernst’s time was at hand.


	He just wished he’d been given some warning.


	He’d consulted the head of the High Council as soon as he heard about the late sunrise. But the Council had been given no prior notice either.


	Despite the One’s saying he would not be contacting him if his plans bore fruit, the lack of warning bothered Ernst.


	He replayed the moment on that frigid night back in March when he had dropped off the One in midtown, near Central Park. He remembered his words exactly.


	Events will reach a head in the next few hours or days or … they will not. If they go our way, phones and money will be irrelevant. If they do not, you will hear from me.


	If they go our way … Ernst had spent the ensuing weeks clinging to that pronoun.


	The brothers of the Ancient Septimus Fraternal Order had spent millennia manipulating people and events to maintain a certain level of chaos to pave the way for the Change. Ernst’s own father had been instrumental in fomenting much of the turmoil of the first half of the twentieth century. Of all living brothers, certainly no one had provided the One more personal service toward bringing the Change than Ernst Drexler. He’d been the One’s go-to guy, as Americans liked to put it.


	Ernst hadn’t done it out of the goodness of his heart. He and the upper echelons of the Order expected to be rewarded in the world that followed the Change.


	If they go our way …


	Our way …


	Yet not one word from the One since that night. He certainly hadn’t been shy about contacting Ernst before that. Oh, they’d had a minor falling out, but that fence had been mended. He’d—


	A bird buzzed past his ear.


	Buzzed? Since when do birds buzz? It was sailing down the street toward the Lodge, and he got a better look at it as it slowed and banked around a streetlight. Not a bird. Something else, something insectoid, with four diaphanous wings and a pendulous translucent sack for a body.


	When it completed its turn he realized it was coming back his way, heading straight for his face. Ernst ducked to the right and swung his cane as it passed. He might be well into his seventh decade, but he’d remained trim and agile. The silver head made a direct hit on the middle of the thing’s back, damaging two of its wings with a satisfying crunch.


	It caromed off a nearby car and dropped to the sidewalk where its remaining wings buzzed in a furious attempt to fly again but succeeded only in propelling it off the curb. Ernst stepped closer but couldn’t make out more details in the shadowed gutter.


	Nasty, aggressive thing. He stabbed it with the end of his cane, puncturing its sack. Clear fluid oozed from the wound. Ernst was about to stab it again when another buzzed past.


	Deciding he might be better off inside, he hurried the rest of the way to the Lodge. As he neared he was surprised to see the front steps deserted. Ever since the Order had allowed Hank Thompson to use it as a headquarters for his Kicker movement, the front steps had become the smoking area for his followers, giving the stately, granite-block building the appearance of some sort of halfway house for paroled felons rather than a branch of the world’s oldest fraternal order. Ernst didn’t like Thompson, loathed his scruffy retinue, and had been opposed to allowing them use of the downtown Lodge.


	He had to admit that the group had come in handy at times, but still …


	When he reached the steps he glanced up at the second floor and noticed that the hurricane shutters Thompson had installed a couple of months ago on the windows of his quarters had been lowered. Another reason to dislike Thompson: He’d defaced this historic building.


	As Ernst hurried up the steps he noticed a splash of fresh blood on the stone balustrade. And below that, among the cigarette butts littering the steps, a trail of blood leading to the heavy front doors. He pushed through them into the marble foyer.


	“Close it!” said a familiar voice. The man himself, Hank Thompson, stood to his right, peering through one of the doorway’s narrow sidelights. “Close it right now!”


	Ernst ignored him, of course. Instead he strode a few steps farther into the lobby. The trail of blood led to a dreadlocked Kicker sitting on the floor against the far wall while a couple of his fellows ministered to him.


	An entry door slammed behind him. He turned to see Thompson staring at him. Tall, lean, and shaggy-haired as usual, but his customary insouciance had vanished. He stood there tense, pale-faced, and wide-eyed.


	“What’s it like out there?” he said, pointing to the doors.


	“Whatever are you talking about?”


	“The birds! They’re attacking!”


	Ernst assumed he was referring to that thing that had come at him. A bit unsettling, yes, but Thompson looked nearly unhinged.


	“Well, I saw some strange-looking—”


	Thompson stepped closer. “You weren’t attacked? Kewan was out there on a cigarette break, minding his own business, when this thing swoops down and takes a chunk out of his shoulder.”


	Ernst had had to deal with Kewan from time to time, and had found him brighter than he looked, despite his ridiculous hair.


	Thompson leaned even closer and lowered his voice. “You think this is how it starts, with the birds turning on us?”


	“Are you referring to that du Maurier story?”


	Thompson made a face. “Who’s that?” He shook his head. “Whatever. You think this is it? I mean, first that hole, now—”


	Ernst nodded. “Yes, I believe the Change has begun.”


	Thompson kept his voice low but was speaking through his teeth. “Then what’s the idea of attacking us? We’re on his side! We helped him get here!”


	Yes, Thompson and his Kickers had been useful in bringing down the Internet, but the end result had fallen short of everyone’s expectations. Especially the One’s.


	“You didn’t really believe your followers would get a pass, did you?”


	“Well…”


	“Only you and I and a few others will be exalted. The rest…” He shrugged.


	Ernst doubted that Hank Thompson himself would be spared, but didn’t say that. He still might have his uses.


	“It’s just like that dream I’ve been having. But I’m prepared. I’m protected. Ain’t no birds getting to me.”


	With that he turned and hurried up the stairway to the upper floors. To his quarters, no doubt, to huddle behind his storm shutters and steel door.


	They won’t save you, Ernst thought.


	Only those selected by the One to assist in his domination of the post-Change world would avoid the coming horrors. Ernst would be in that number. He had to be. How many people in this world did the One know by name? Barely a handful. And Ernst was one of them.


	He glanced down and noticed something different about the distal end of his cane. He raised it for a closer look. The black rhinoceros hide that wrapped the shaft was missing near the tip—right where it had been splattered by fluid from the ruptured sack of that strange insect. It appeared to be eaten away, as if by acid. How odd.


	He headed toward his office to call his car. The One might know his name, but Ernst did not want to venture unprotected into this night.


	The party was over.


	The area around the Sheep Meadow looked virtually deserted. Only a few workers and security people about.


	Maybe it was the smell.


	Jack caught his first whiff as he passed the Plaza. Something rotten, putrid. He wasn’t the only one. The hotel guests emerging from their cabs and limos, or strolling down the steps from the entrances, wrinkled their noses as it struck them. He’d thought maybe a nearby sewer had backed up, but the odor had grown stronger as he entered the park.


	It lay thick in the air of the Sheep Meadow.


	Banks of floodlights lit the hole and the surrounding area like home plate at Yankee Stadium. As he watched he thought he saw something like a pigeon fly up from the hole, darting through the light and into the darkness beyond. But it moved awfully fast for a pigeon.


	Jack spotted a middle-aged woman crossing the grassy buffer zone that had been cordoned off to separate officialdom and the hoi polloi; he moved laterally to intercept her.


	“Is that stink coming from the hole?” he said as she ducked under the barricade. The answer was obvious but it was a good opener.


	She wore a plastic badge that flopped around as she walked. Her first name looked like “Margaret”; he couldn’t make out her last but he caught the words “Health” and “Department” above it. Her tan slacks and blue blazer had a distinctly masculine cut.


	“It’s not coming from me.”


	Ooh, a friendly one.


	“I hope not. Smells like something crawled into my nose and died.”


	She smiled. “That pretty well captures it.”


	“Seriously.” Jack matched her stride as she headed toward the street. “When did it start? There was a downdraft into the hole last night.”


	She glanced sideways at him. “How’d you know about that?”


	“I was here when it opened.”


	“We already have plenty of witnesses. If you want to make a statement—”


	“I’m just curious about the stink.”


	“Oh. Well, the downdraft became an updraft shortly after sunset. We started noticing the odor about an hour later. It’s almost unbearable at the edge.”


	“I thought I saw something fly out of there a few moments ago.”


	Margaret nodded. “There’ve been a few. We’re toying with the idea of trying to net one. We think they might be birds that flew in during the day. Maybe the smell is driving them out. But don’t worry. It’s not toxic.”


	“That’s hard to believe.”


	“Believe it. We’ve checked it out eight ways from—”


	Screams and shouts rose from behind them. They both turned. Jack saw a flock of birdlike things swarming in the air over the hole. No … not just swarming—swooping and diving at the people working along the perimeter.


	“Oh, my God!” Margaret said and started running back toward the hole.


	Jack kept pace. He wanted to get a closer look—but not too close. Those birds appeared to be going crazy, like something out of the Hitchcock movie.


	When they got to within fifty yards of the hole Jack realized they weren’t birds.


	“Whoa!” He grabbed Margaret’s arm. “I don’t like the looks of this.”


	She pulled away.


	“My reports! All my test data! They’ll be ruined!”


	Jack slowed his pace and hung back as she ran off toward one of the control tents. His gut crawled as he remembered another hole, in the Everglades, and what had flown out of it.


	So he stood in the shadows and tried to identify these things filling the air … more like insects than birds. They must have come out of the hole. He sure as hell hadn’t seen anything like them around New York.


	Two kinds darting around on dragonfly wings. Both had strips of neonlike dots along their flanks. They looked like those weird deep-sea fish that show up every so often in National Geographic, the ones from miles down where the sun never shines. Only these were right here in Central Park.


	One sort looked like a balloon filled with clear Jell-O, and appeared too heavy and ungainly for flight, the other—


	“Oh, Christ!”


	The things from the Florida cenote … that young girl Semelee had called them chew wasps—mostly mouth, little more than giant, fanged jaws attached to lobster-sized, wasp-waisted bodies.


	Screams of pain and terror snatched his attention from the air to ground level. Suddenly everything looked red in the false daylight of the lamps. Jack dropped to a frozen crouch when he saw what was happening along the periphery of the hole. The things weren’t just buzzing the folks stationed there, they were on the attack. People scattered in all directions, swatting at the air like picnickers who’d disturbed a hornets’ nest.


	But hornets would have been a blessing. The jawed things were like airborne piranhas, swooping in, sinking their teeth into an arm, a leg, a neck, an abdomen, ripping a mouthful of flesh free, and then darting away. Blood spurted from a hundred wounds.


	Amid the melee Jack saw a bald-headed man go down kicking and screaming under a dozen chew wasps; a second dozen joined the first, and then more until they covered him like ants on a piece of candy.


	Instinctively, Jack pulled his Glock and stepped forward to help, then stepped back. He’d seen those things in action before—nothing he could do. He watched helplessly as the man’s screaming and kicking stopped, but the feeding went on.


	He turned, ready to head for the street, when he noticed a bloated, distorted, vaguely human shape stumbling through the shadows in his direction. It gave off hoarse, high-pitched, muffled noises as it approached, its arms outstretched, reaching for him. At first Jack thought it was another sort of monstrosity from the hole, but as it drew nearer he noticed something familiar about the swatches of tan fabric visible on its legs.


	Shock slammed him like a truck. Margaret—from the Health Department. But what—?


	The other things from the hole, the ones with the Jell-O sacks—she was covered with them. Wings humming, sacks pulsating, a good thirty or forty of the creatures clung to every part of her body. Jack leapt to her side. The Glock was useless—might do as much damage to her as the things stuck to her—so he holstered it and began tearing at the things, grabbing them by their wings and ripping them off, starting with the pair that clung to her face.


	Her scream of agony tore through the night and he stared in horror at the bloody ruin of her face. What was left looked melted, or corroded by acid. Her cheeks were eaten away, so deeply on the right that he spotted the exposed white of a tooth poking through.


	He stepped back and looked at the two creatures squirming and writhing in his grasp, raking at his hands with their tiny claws. Their sacks were no longer clear, but red—with Margaret’s blood.


	He hurled them to the ground and stomped on them, rupturing their sacks. Crimson mucus exploded, smoking where it splattered his pants and sneakers, eating through the fabric and bubbling the rubber. Jack danced away from the mess and turned back to Margaret.


	She was gone. He looked around. She couldn’t have got far. Then he saw her, a still form facedown on the grass. He crouched beside her. As he reached toward her, one of the sack things lifted off her back, leaving a bloody patch of exposed ribs, denuded of flesh and muscle, and fluttered toward Jack. He tried to bat it away but it latched onto his forearm like a lump of epoxy glue. And the pain! Scalding—like boiling acid poured on his skin. It took Jack by surprise and he shouted with the sudden agony. He ripped it off his arm and as it came free he felt a layer of his skin peel away.


	The pain drove him nearly to his knees, but he straightened up when he saw one of the chew wasps winging toward him. He swung the sack thing at it, right into its jagged-toothed maw. The pair left a trail of steaming red as they went down in a tangle and rolled along the grass.


	Jack glanced back at the perimeter of the hole. Nothing moving there but flocks of chew wasps and jelly sacks swarming in the air. Many of the sacks were bloodred. As he watched, a new drove rose from the hole and circled for a moment, then massed into a rough V-formation and took off toward the East Side like a flying arrowhead.


	East! Gia and Vicky were on the East Side.


	As the remaining creatures spread out, some heading Jack’s way, he took one last look at Margaret. The sack things were still massed on her. What he could see of her looked deflated, like a scarecrow with the stuffing pulled out.


	He headed for the trees, removing his shirt and wrapping it around the raw patch on his left forearm. He spotted the lights of the Tavern on the Green visitor center and veered in that direction. When he reached the driveway, he saw a cab pulling away from the entrance. He flagged it down and hopped in the back.


	“Sutton Square—quick! And roll up your windows!”


	The driver turned in his seat and stared at Jack’s arm. He was a thin black man with dreads and a thick island accent.


	“Wha’ hoppen to you arm, mon? If you in trouble—”


	Jack rolled up the window on his right and began to work furiously on the one to his left.


	“Roll up your goddamn windows!”


	“Look, mon. You don’t come into my cab and tell me—hey!”


	Just then one of the chew wasps caromed off the taxi’s hood and slammed against the windshield. Its crystalline teeth worked furiously against the glass, scoring it in a dozen places. A windshield wiper got caught in its maw and was ripped off its base.


	It took the driver only a second or two to roll up his window.


	“In the name of God, what is that?”


	“They came out of the hole,” Jack said, slumping against the seat back and allowing himself a few seconds to regroup. “They’re still coming out of the hole. The park’s loaded with them.”


	The chew wasp continued its ferocious, mindless gnawing at the windshield, trying to get through it. The driver stared at it in mute shock.


	Jack slapped the back of the front seat.


	“Come on! Let’s get out of here. It’ll only get worse. Sutton Square.”


	“Yes … yes, of course.”


	He threw the cab into gear and hit the gas. The chew wasp’s wings fluttered in the sudden rush of air. It slid off the hood but became airborne, pacing the cab for about fifty yards, butting against the side windows a few times before it gave up.


	“Persistent bugger,” Jack said as it finally flew off.


	“But what was that, mon? It looked like a creature from hell!”


	“It just might be.” He didn’t want to get into explaining the Otherness. “Who knows how far down that hole in the Sheep Meadow goes? Maybe it popped through the roof of hell.”


	The driver glanced over his shoulder, real fear in his eyes.


	“Don’t say that, mon. Don’t joke about something like that.”


	“Who’s joking?”


	They raced east on Central Park South. The things from the hole were there ahead of them. People running, screaming, bleeding, dying, cabs careening out of control. Jack’s taxi ran the gauntlet, dodging people and vehicles, screeching to a halt as a driverless Central Park hansom cab bolted in front of them, its horse galloping madly, eyes bulging in pain and terror, a sack-thing attached to its neck. And then they were into the calm and relative darkness of 58th Street.


	The driver started sobbing.


	“It’s the end of the world, mon! Oh, I know it is! God’s finally had enough. He’s going to punish us all!”


	“Easy there. We’re safe for the moment.”


	“Yes! But only for the moment! Judgment Day is here!”


	He stopped at a red light and fumbled with something on the seat next to him. When his hand reappeared it held a joint the size of a burrito. He struck a wooden match and puffed furiously. As the cab filled with pungent smoke, he passed it back toward Jack.


	“Here. Partake.”


	Jack waved him off. “No thanks. Gave that up in high school.”


	“It’s a sacrament, mon. Partake.”


	The last thing Jack needed now was to get mellow. He wanted every reflex at the ready. And he wanted to beat those things to Gia’s place.


	“The light’s green. Let’s go.”


	Two minutes later he was flipping the driver a ten and leaping to the front door of the town house. He rang the bell and slammed the brass knocker. Gia pulled the door open.


	“Jack! What—?”


	“No time!” He brushed by her. “Get the windows! Close and lock them, all of them! Vicky! Help us out!”


	After a flurry of running and slamming, all floors were sealed up tight. Jack checked and rechecked each window personally. Then he gathered Gia and Vicky in the library.


	“Jack!” Gia said, clutching a very frightened Vicky against her. “You’ve got to explain this!”


	Over dinner he’d wanted to tell her what Glaeken had said, but had kept mum because of Vicky. He gave them a sanitized rundown of what had happened since he’d left here a short while ago, editing out the more horrific details for Vicky’s sake.


	Gia pulled Vicky even closer. “What does it mean?”


	He thought of what Glaeken had said about hundreds, thousands of these holes opening up all over the world.


	… the end of life as we know it …


	But he couldn’t say too much in front of Vicky.


	“The guy I’ve been telling you about—”


	“The Adversary?”


	Jack nodded. “He’s making his move.”


	“Oh, dear God!”


	“What is it, Mommy?” Vicky said.


	As Gia tried to soothe her, Jack remembered how that flock of hole creatures had zoomed off so purposefully eastward. They hadn’t come to Sutton Square. Must have continued farther on. Where were they headed? Queens? Long Island?


	Monroe, Long Island


	“Mommy! Look at this bug!”


	Sylvia heard Jeffy calling her from somewhere in the house. She tamped down the fresh soil around the roots of one of her bankan bonsai—the one with the quadruple-curved trunk—and followed the sound of his voice from the greenhouse to the kitchen, wiping the dirt from her hands as she moved. Bugs in the kitchen? She didn’t like the sound of that. She noticed an unsettling odor as she approached.


	She found a plate of cookies half eaten on the butcher-block kitchen table. Gladys, the cook and housekeeper, always left Jeffy a snack before she went home. The boy was standing at the back door, pointing up at the screen.


	“See it, Mom? It looks like a giant booger!”


	As much as Sylvia hated to admit it, Jeffy was right. What appeared to be a big glob of mucus with legs and buzzing wings was clinging to the outside of the screen.


	She heard a growl. Old Phemus, their one-eyed mongrel, was crouched by the dishwasher, ears back, tail tucked under him, snarling at the thing on the screen.


	“I know what you mean, old boy,” she said, patting his head. “I’ve never seen anything like that either.”


	As bizarre as the thing was, Sylvia was almost glad to see it. This was one of the few times since yesterday morning that Jeffy had shown interest in something besides that Mr. Veilleur. He’d talked about the man incessantly since his visit. He seemed infatuated with him, repeatedly asking when he was coming back or when Sylvia could take him to see the old man. Sylvia kept putting him off, saying “We’ll see” instead of “No,” hoping the boy’s fixation would pass. In the meantime, any distraction was welcome.


	Sylvia wrinkled her nose. Whatever this creature was, it stunk. A part of her immediately loathed the thing, but curiosity edged her forward. Some of its mucus appeared to be oozing through the mesh of the screen. She leaned closer and heard Phemus whine.


	“It’s all right, boy.”


	She reached out a finger to—


	A hand grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her back. She whirled and saw Ba. Sylvia stared in shock at the giant Vietnamese. He never touched her, not even to help her out of the car. He looked paler than usual, and he was sweating.


	“Ba? What’s wrong?”


	“Please, Missus, no. Terrible sorry, but mustn’t touch.”


	“I wasn’t going to touch it, just get a better look.”


	“Please—let me close the door.”


	“What is it, Ba? I’ve never seen anything like it before. Have you?”


	“No, Missus, but is an evil thing. You can tell by the smell.”


	The smell was bad, that was for sure, but if odor were a worthy criterion, Limburger cheese would be evil too. Ba was obviously concerned, though, almost frightened. Sylvia had to respect that. Any overt sign of emotion from this man was an extraordinary event, not to be taken lightly. And for him to show fear … almost unthinkable. Sylvia was suddenly a little afraid herself.


	“Very well, Ba,” she said, stepping back. “We’ll lock up if you think it best.”


	He smiled with relief. But as he reached for the door to swing it closed, something crashed into the screen. Another bug, but this one was different. A vicious-looking thing that seemed to be all mouth, its jaws lined with hundreds of transparent teeth that looked like tiny glass daggers. Some of those teeth had thrust through the screen on impact. The creature gripped the metal mesh with its tiny claws and began chewing, ripping an ever larger hole.


	Ba slammed the door shut just as the head poked through.


	“My God! What are those things?”


	“What are what?” Alan said as he rolled his wheelchair into the kitchen.


	“Tooth bugs and booger bugs!” Jeffy whimpered.


	Sylvia felt him press against her leg, clinging to it. He seemed afraid now. She smoothed his blond hair and offered him what she hoped was a reassuring smile.


	“Don’t be afraid, Jeffy. They can’t get in here.”


	“Yes, they can! They want to eat me!”


	Just then another of the toothed insects buzzed against the screen of the casement window over the sink as Alan was passing. He stopped his chair and stared.


	“What the—?”


	As it began to chew at the screen, Ba stepped past Alan and tried to bat it away, but his efforts only seemed to enrage the thing. It buzzed more loudly, attracting another of its kind.


	“Close the window!” Jeffy wailed as he trembled against Sylvia’s leg. “Don’t let them get me!”


	Alan sat calmly in his wheelchair, staring at the creatures. He had to know he was directly in harm’s way should those things get through, but nothing seemed to frighten him since his recovery from the coma last year. The only concession he made to the things was to pull a dish towel from under the sink and slowly wrap it around his right hand.


	Sylvia saw the problem. The casement windows angled outward. If they wound them closed, the two things would be trapped between the glass and the screen and literally pushed into the kitchen. But if more were coming, it might be better to shut them.


	Apparently Ba came to the same conclusion. He wound the windows closed on the things. And none too soon—seconds later a third bounced off the glass. The confined space trapped their wings and stopped their buzzing, but not their chewing. What was he going to do with—?


	She saw Ba pull open the knife drawer.


	“Come on, Jeffy,” she said, turning him away. “Those things haven’t got a chance against Ba and Alan, so why don’t we go upstairs and—”


	“I’m scared, Mommy,” Jeffy said. “I don’t want to go upstairs. What if they come in those windows too?”


	The upstairs windows—she’d left them open. Such a beautiful day, she’d wanted to air out the house. God, she had to get up there and close them!


	“How about the basement?” she said. “No windows down there. Want to wait in the basement for a few minutes while I check upstairs?”


	He nodded eagerly. The playroom down there stocked lots of his toys. He’d be safe, and what was more, he’d feel safe.


	“Want Phemus to come along?”


	“Yes! That way he’ll be safe too.”


	Sylvia ushered Jeffy and the dog down the hall to the basement door. When she flipped on the lights, Jeffy pointed down the steps.


	“Look, Mommy. Mess is here too!”


	She looked and saw the family cat huddled at the bottom of the staircase, its pupils wide, fur standing out in all directions. It looked spooked. Phemus ran down the steps and waited next to Mess.


	“Great. Both of your friends will be with you.”


	She waited for him to go down but he stopped on the first step and sat on the little landing beyond the door.


	“Aren’t you going down?”


	He looked up at her with frightened blue eyes. “Close the door and I’ll wait right here.”


	“You’re sure?”


	He nodded solemnly.


	“Okay. But I’ll be right back. And don’t you worry about a thing.”


	Feeling like some sort of abusive mother locking her child in a closet, she pushed the door closed. The click of the latch echoed in her heart like the clang of a jail cell door. But it was what Jeffy wanted. She’d never seen him so frightened. Granted, those things were vicious looking, ready to grind up anything that got in their way, but what made him think they were after him? A carryover from his years of autism?


	She didn’t want to think about that, didn’t even want to entertain the possibility that he might slide back into his former impenetrable state.


	She hurried back to the kitchen where she found Alan in his chair by the sink, towel-wrapped fist held before him, and Ba leaning toward the window with a raised meat clever. One of the things broke through the screen just as she arrived. Faster than her eyes could follow, it launched itself into the kitchen with a furious buzz. Alan batted at it with his fist. The thing sank its teeth into the towel and bit. Alan yelped with pain but held his hand steady while Ba’s cleaver whizzed down and sliced through the creature just behind its head. The winged body dropped into the sink, then rose and flapped about the room, dripping orange fluid as it caromed off the walls and ceiling, leaving wet splotches wherever it impacted. Finally it flopped to the floor, twitched a couple of times, then lay still.


	The head didn’t relax its grip on Alan’s hand, however. It clung there, its jaws weakly chewing, even in death. Finally it stopped.


	Alan leaned in for a closer look. “Where the hell did you come from?”


	He pried the head off and dropped it into the sink. It left behind a shredded section of towel. Crimson fluid began to seep through from within.


	Sylvia found her mouth parched but she managed to speak.


	“Alan? Are you all right?”


	He winked at her and smiled. “Sharp teeth on those buggers. Only a scratch, though.” He glanced at the second thing still caught between the screen and the window. “Better take cover before this one breaks through.”


	He wrapped a second towel around the first as he and Ba took their positions and waited.


	“I’m going upstairs to close the windows,” she told them.


	“No, Missus,” Ba said without taking his eyes from the window.


	Alan glanced at her. “Don’t risk it alone. Wait till we get this one, then we’ll all go up together.”


	She headed for the stairs. “I’ll only be a minute.”


	“Sylvia!”


	She ignored Alan’s call as she hurried through the front foyer and ran up the curved staircase. The lights were on in the master bedroom where she and Alan slept. She dashed from one window to the next, checking the screens for holes, then slamming them closed. No holes, no booger bugs.


	One room down, five more to go.


	She hurried down the hall to Jeffy’s room. The door was closed. When she opened it and flipped the switch, nothing happened. The floor lamp in the corner was supposed to come on. Sylvia hovered on the threshold, afraid to enter. She held her breath and listened.


	Silence. No … a faint telltale buzzing from the window near the corner. Silhouetted in the moonlight was a translucent globule clinging to the screen. Another booger bug. The one downstairs had seemed harmless enough. And anyway, it was outside.


	Telling herself it was safe, Sylvia gritted her teeth and hurried across the darkened room. She was almost to the window when her foot caught on something. She went down on both knees with a bruising thud. She reached back and felt the beveled post of the floor lamp. It had been knocked over somehow. A breeze, or…?


	Suddenly afraid, Sylvia scrambled to her feet and fumbled for the lamp on Jeffy’s end table, found the switch, twisted it.


	Light. Blessed light.


	She peered over at the window. The booger bug was still there alone on the screen, trying to strain itself through the mesh. It looked like it was making some headway too. Part of it seemed to have seeped through—


	Her stomach dropped when she saw the jagged edges of the screen. The bug wasn’t seeping through the mesh, it was bulging through a hole. She lunged for the window and slammed down the sash. Then she ran around the bed and closed the window on the other side.


	But the question remained: Had anything got in?


	She stood and listened again. No buzzing now. She let herself relax. She’d got here in time—just in time. But she had other rooms to secure. Before heading farther down the hall, she picked up the fallen floor lamp—


	—and stopped, staring. The lampshade was shredded, as if a teething puppy had been working at it for an hour. She dropped it and spun, her skin rippling with fear. No movement, no sound. But the door was open, and if something had got in, it could get loose in the house if she didn’t close it.


	Moving slowly, smoothly, as casually as she could, she stepped toward the door. Her heart thumped madly. If one of those chewer bugs came after her she knew she’d fall apart and run screaming for the hall.


	Almost there. Half a dozen feet or so and she’d be home free. She just had to stay calm and—


	Sylvia heard it before she saw it. A ferocious buzz from the other side of the bed, a machine-gun rattle of hundred-toothed jaws banging against each other as they chewed the air, then a blur hurtling over the bed toward her face. She ducked but not quickly enough. It caught her hair, twisting her head around with an incendiary blaze of pain from her scalp. She felt a patch of hair rip from its follicles as the thing yanked free and swooped around the room. As she crouched, watching it, she heard another sudden buzz from behind her and instinctively threw herself to the side. A second chewer bug darted past her ear, jaws clicking dangerously close.


	Two of them!


	She stumbled in a circle, turned, felt something soft press against her calves, and then she was dropping backward onto the bed, landing on her butt. The mad clicking accelerated and the dissonant harmony of the buzzes rose in pitch as they homed in together. Sylvia grabbed Jeffy’s pillow and held it before her. The impact of the two creatures knocked her onto her back amid a squall of feathers. She could feel them wriggling, chewing their way into the pillow. She turned it over, trapping them against Jeffy’s bedspread.


	“Got you!” Her cry was an awful sound, tinged with hysteria.


	She glanced at the open door. With these things immobilized for the moment, she could make it. But just as she was about to ease her grip on the pillow, a pair of tooth-encrusted jaws burst through the case and snapped at her. She screamed and ran for the door, slipping on the feathers, scrabbling along on her hands and knees until she reached it. She rolled through, stretched up and grabbed the knob, and was just pulling the door closed when the two chewer bugs hurtled through the air above her and dove toward the first floor.


	“No!”


	And even before they were out of sight she heard an angry shout from Alan in the kitchen. She got to her feet and ran downstairs where she met him and Ba in the foyer. Ba, cleaver in hand, looked like a mad Asian chef.


	Alan’s eyes widened when he saw her.


	“Sylvia! What happened?” He was staring at her head.


	“Why?” She touched the sore spot on her scalp. Her fingers came away wet and red. Some of her skin must have ripped away with her hair. “Two of those things upstairs—in Jeffy’s room. They got away and came down here. Did you see them?”


	“No. The second one in the kitchen window got past us. We were just looking for it.”


	“Listen, please,” Ba said, holding up his cleaver.


	They quieted. A rasping sound … from down the hall … like chisels working wood.


	“Where—?” Alan began.


	“Oh, God, I think I know!”


	She turned and led them toward the cellar door. As she rounded the corner she skidded to a halt and bit back a scream. All three chewers were there, nose-on to the cellar door, gnawing at the wood in blind determination to get through to what lay beyond it.


	And from the other side she heard the wail of a child’s small, frightened voice.


	“Mommy? Are you out there, Mommy? What’s that noise? What’s happening, Mommy?”


	“Get them!” she said in a controlled screech through her teeth. “Get them!”


	Ba leapt forward, Alan rolling behind him. Ba cut one in half, then another. As their body parts flopped and flew around, Alan reached out with his towel-wrapped hand and grabbed the third by its tail. He swung it against the floor, smashing its head. Glasslike teeth flew in all directions. The last chewer lay still.


	“Get the upstairs windows, Ba,” he said. “I’ll look after the ones down here.”


	As the two men hurried off in different directions, Sylvia opened the basement door just enough to slip through and step onto the landing, then quickly pulled it closed behind her.


	Jeffy’s face was ashen as he stared up at her.


	“Don’t let them get me, Mom!”


	She took the boy in her arms and clutched him tight against her. Her mind raced. Jeffy had been right. Those things were after him. But why?


	“It’s okay. We’ve killed the bugs and as soon as the house is sealed up tight we’ll get out of here.”


	A moment later she heard Alan’s wheelchair on the other side of the door.


	“Okay, gang,” he said, pulling it open. “The coast is clear. All the windows are down. No holes in any of the other screens.”


	Sylvia stepped out into the hall, carrying Jeffy. Alan was smiling but she noticed that his eyes were apprehensive as he looked at the boy.


	“Jeffy, why don’t you and Ba go to the movie room while your mother and I get some hot chocolate. Then we’ll all watch a movie.”


	The movie room? It was a converted oversize pantry where they’d set up the giant screen TV. Perfect for movies any time of day because it had no windows. Was that why Alan was suggesting it?


	Jeffy let go of her and went with Ba. He no longer looked afraid. What could possibly harm you when Ba Thuy Nguyen was holding your hand?


	As soon as Jeffy was out of earshot she turned to Alan.


	“What’s wrong?” Dumb question. “I mean, what else is wrong?”


	“They’re all over the place, Sylvia,” he said in a low voice. “A huge flock of them swarmed in just as we finished closing up. They’re at every window, trying to get in. Listen.”


	She did. And she heard it. A cadenceless tattoo, as if a thousand people were outside bouncing tennis balls off the windows. It congealed her blood to think of how many of those creatures it took to make that kind of noise.


	“Who do we call? The police, the fire company, who?”


	“All of the above.” Alan grabbed the cordless phone from the counter, listened, then frowned as he put it down. “Phone’s out. Try your cell.”


	Sylvia fished it from her pocket but found a two-word message on the display.


	“‘No Service.’ How can that be?”


	He pointed to the dead creatures on the floor. “How can they be?”


	“Then we’re trapped.”


	“I think we’re safe for now. We’ll see what the morning brings. But until then, let’s keep Jeffy as calm as we can.”


	“They’re after him, aren’t they?”


	Alan nodded gravely. “Sure looks that way.”


	She bit back a sob as she dropped into Alan’s lap and flung her arms around his neck. So afraid for Jeffy. If anything happened to him …


	It took everything to keep from crying.


	“Why, Alan?”


	“I think Mr. Veilleur might know.”


	Sylvia said nothing. Mr. Veilleur … she’d thought of him too. But she didn’t trust him. He was hiding too much. Besides, what could a feeble old man do against these hideous things?


	She pulled away from Alan and stood. She took his hand.


	“We’ll handle this ourselves. Let’s make that cocoa.”


	Ecstasy!


	The horror, the pain, the bloodshed, the ravenous, screaming FEAR soaks through from above, filtering down the tissues of the earth, through the living granite into the conduits of Rasalom’s changed being.


	His raw flesh has healed now, hardened into a tough new covering. His limbs remain fused to the walls of the granite pocket, reaching deeper and deeper into the rock, sending intangible feeder roots through the surrounding earth, searching for more nourishment. More.


	And as he feeds, Rasalom gains mass, grows larger, thicker. The granite walls of the pocket flake away to accommodate his increasing size. The chips slide to the bottom and collect there like shattered bones.


	SATURDAY


	Daybreak


	Monroe, Long Island


	It took Sylvia a moment or two to appreciate the silence, but shortly before sunup she realized the incessant beating on the windows had stopped.


	She was the first to know because she hadn’t slept a wink all night. Jeffy had dozed off halfway through his umpteenth viewing of The Incredibles. Alan had succumbed a short while later in his wheelchair. Ba had spent much of the night working on some sort of weapon—carving tiny niches into the wood of one of his billy clubs and fixing chew-bug teeth into them with Krazy Glue. But even he dozed now and then. Sylvia had sat by the door of the movie room, keeping it open an inch or two, listening at the gap.


	Silence. She was almost afraid to believe it could be true. As she rose from her chair, Ba sprang up, instantly alert.


	“Missus?”


	“It’s all right, Ba,” she whispered. “I’m just going to take a look outside.”


	“I will come.”


	“That’s okay. I’ll just be—”


	But he was already by her side, peering into the hall. When he was satisfied it was safe, he stepped out and held the door for her. Sylvia sighed, smiled her thanks, and followed him.


	She wondered if she’d ever get used to having someone around who was ready at any moment to lay down his life for her. It had all started sometime when her father had recognized Ba in a TV news story about the boat people crossing the South China Sea with nothing but the clothes on their backs. He’d stood out because he towered above his fellow Vietnamese. Dad had dug out a photo and told her about this huge South Vietnamese kid his Special Forces group had trained as a guerrilla, how they’d become friends. The man in the photo and on the tube were the same.


	He’d rushed to Manila, brought Ba and his wife, Nhung Thi, back to the States, and found them jobs in the Vietnamese community on the Lower East Side.


	Shortly after that, her father died in his sleep. Years later, when Sylvia learned that Nhung Thi had lung cancer, she’d brought her to Toad Hall and paid her medical expenses until her death. Afterward, Ba stayed on as driver, groundskeeper, and one-man security force. Sylvia had told him a thousand times that he didn’t owe her a thing, but Ba didn’t see it that way.


	Now, as he glided ahead of her, as silent and fluid as a shadow in the pale light filtering down the hall, his newly customized billy club poised at the ready, she was glad he’d never listened to her.


	They entered the dining room and went directly to the windows. Sylvia pulled back the sheers and gasped. The screens hung in tatters, the panes were smeared and fouled, the mullions gouged and splintered.


	But no bugs. Not a single chewer or booger bug in sight. As if they’d evaporated in the morning light—or gone back to where they came from.


	“Let’s take a look outside.”


	He led the way to the front door, motioned for her to stay back, opened it, then slipped outside. A moment later he returned.


	“It is safe, Missus, but…”


	“But what?”


	“It is not nice.”


	Sylvia strode to the door and stepped outside. Down the steps, into the driveway, then she turned and faced the house.


	“Oh … my … God!”


	Toad Hall looked like a disaster area—as if it had sat empty for a decade, then been struck by a hurricane, a hailstorm, a horde of carpenter ants, and a plague of locusts all at once. Besides the shredded screens and splintered mullions on the windows, all the wooden siding looked gnawed. The chewers had left hundreds, thousands of their sharp, crystalline teeth in the wood. They gleamed like diamonds in the morning sun. And the trees—her beautiful willows! Half the branches, the ones facing the house, had been denuded of their leaves, as if the creatures had been so frustrated by their inability to get into the house that they’d attacked the trees in retaliation.


	“Why, Ba? Why’d this happen? What’s going on?”


	Ba said nothing. He never offered opinions, even when asked. He stood beside her in silence, his tooth-studded club at the ready as he scanned the grounds, his head swiveling in a smooth, continuous motion, like a radar dish.


	“Stay here,” she told him. “I want to take a look next door.”


	Ba didn’t stay, of course. He fell in behind her.


	The stone wall that ran three sides of Toad Hall’s perimeter lay a good fifty yards away. When Sylvia reached it she fitted her foot into a crevice and pulled herself up to where she could see over. She peered through the shrubs at the house next door, a contemporary that had fallen into disrepair for a while after its previous owner, a golden oldies DJ and entrepreneur named Lenny Winter, disappeared. But the new owners had done a complete overhaul. She pushed a branch aside for a better look.


	Her stomach turned. The house was untouched. Well, not completely. She noticed a few ripped screens flapping in the breeze, and a wet smear or two on the cedar siding, but nothing near what had happened to Toad Hall. The owners might not be aware of the damage yet.


	Weak and shaky, she dropped back to the ground. As she stared again at the violated exterior of her home, Jeffy’s voice echoed in her brain.


	They want to eat me!


	He was right. They’d concentrated their attack on the house where he lived and they’d come after him when they broke in.


	Why? Did it have anything to do with the Dat-tay-vao?


	She couldn’t let them hurt Jeffy. She’d risk anything to protect him. Even …


	“Ba, do you remember that older man who was here the other day? He left a card on the foyer table. I told Gladys to throw it away. Do you know if she did?”


	“No, Missus.”


	“Oh. Then I guess I’ll have to wait until she arrives. I may just have to—”


	She noticed that Ba was holding out a piece of paper.


	“Gladys did not throw it away.”


	She took the card. G. Veilleur was embossed at its center.


	She looked at Ba and saw only devotion and fierce loyalty in his eyes. But she remembered the fear there last night when he’d pulled her away from that mucus creature. Alan wanted her to contact the old man, and Ba obviously agreed.


	Now it was unanimous.


	“Thank you, Ba.”


	With her heart weighing heavy in her chest, she headed back to the house, hoping her cell phone was working again by now.


	WNYW-TV


	Hello, I’m Alice Gray, and we interrupt our usual Saturday morning programming to bring you this special news report. Sunrise was late again for the fourth morning in a row. But it never rose at all for many of our fellow New Yorkers. As most of you are no doubt already aware, chaos reigned in Manhattan last night as the midtown area became the set of the world’s goriest horror movie. Except these horrors were real. Real people died, hundreds of them, perhaps as many as a thousand. The police and emergency services are still counting at this time. And these are the killers.


	


	From what we can gather, these creatures flew out of the hole in Central Park and attacked everyone in sight, leaving the streets littered with corpses. They were indiscriminate in their choice of targets, attacking men, women, children, even dogs and cats, creating a reign of bloody terror. But shortly before dawn they fled, forming swarms that streamed along the streets back to here …


	


	Witnesses described the smaller swarms gathering and mingling above the mysterious Central Park hole, swelling to a huge swirling mass before plummeting again into the depths of the earth where they originated.


	


	But what are these things? No live specimens are available, but dead ones abound. It appears that the ones that didn’t make it back to the hole before dawn died in the daylight. People have already begun referring to them as “vampire bugs.” Scientists from a variety of fields—biology, chemistry, even paleontology (that’s the study of fossils)—are working at identifying the creatures and devising ways to combat them. State and federal authorities have already arrived and are conducting studies to find a way to prevent them from getting loose again. Talk of placing a huge metal mesh over the hole is circulating.


	


	But that may prove futile. Chilling news just in from Long Island and New Jersey of other bottomless holes, identical to the one in our own Central Park, opening up in a Bayside cemetery, Glen Cove, Hackensack, and other places. These reports are unconfirmed as yet, but we have a team racing to St. Ann’s Cemetery in Bayside at this very moment and will bring you live coverage from Queens as soon as they arrive and set up.…


	Gatherings


	Manhattan


	Glaeken handed the drawings of the necklaces to Jack and watched the younger man study them. These were Xeroxes. He had the parchment originals safely tucked away in a vault.


	“Good,” Jack said, nodding appreciatively. “Great detail. Just what I need. Where’d you get them?”


	“I’ve kept them in a series of safe places over the years on the outside chance that I’d need them someday. That day is here.”


	“Yeah,” Jack said glumly. He rubbed his gauze-wrapped forearm. “I guess it is.”


	He rose from the chair and began pacing the living room, folding the drawings into a neat square as he roamed. Glaeken sensed the tension coiled within the man, the frustration boiling just under the skin. Jack was used to solving problems, usually other people’s problems. Now he himself was faced with a problem for which he had no solution.


	“It’s like a butcher shop out there. I saw those things come out of that hole last night. And now there’s rumors of other holes opening up all over the place.”


	“They’re not rumors. I believe I told you—”


	“I know.” Jack slowed and stopped as he passed the window. “I know you told me.” He pointed out toward the park. “Thousands of those holes? Really? Thousands of them?”


	“I’m afraid so.”


	“What’s going to keep one from opening up right under your building and swallowing it up?”


	“I doubt very much that will happen. That would be too quick—mercifully quick. Rasalom wants me to witness the death throes of civilization before he comes for me. Besides, those holes cannot open just anywhere. They must locate at specific points in order to connect with the … other place. You’ve seen the map.”


	“On the Lady’s back, yeah.”


	“Wherever a pair of the crisscrossing lines intersect—”


	“But with swarms of those things pouring out through thousands of holes, the whole planet will be overrun. I’m sure we can find ways to exterminate the bugs, but—”


	“The belly flies and chew wasps are just the first wave. Worse things are on the way.”


	Jack was slowly shaking his head as he stared out the window. “What could be worse than those little horrors last night?”


	“Bigger horrors. But only during the hours of darkness. They must return to the holes before sunrise.”


	“Swell. I mean, that’s a big comfort, isn’t it, what with the sunlit hours shrinking day by day.” Jack held up the folded drawings. “You’re telling me these necklaces will help close up the holes?”


	“They’ll give us a chance. Without them we might as well quit right now.”


	“All right.” Jack shoved them into the back pocket of his jeans. “Sounds crazy to me, but crazy seems to be in charge.”


	“Very true. But don’t go yet. There are some people I want you to meet.”


	“I already know Bill.”


	“Not Bill. He’s still with a hospitalized friend. I don’t think he’ll be back today.”


	He’d called last night to explain his absence and to relate what had befallen Nick. Glaeken had told him to do whatever he thought best for his friend.


	But another call had come this morning—from Sylvia Nash. She told him what had transpired at her house last night. Glaeken had been shaken by the news. He had expected Rasalom’s forces to home in on the Dat-tay-vao eventually, but not so soon. Certainly not on the first night. The news increased the sense of urgency boiling within him.


	Mrs. Nash had wanted him to come out to Monroe and see the damage, but Glaeken had refused. He wanted her—no, not her, the boy—here where he could watch over and protect him and the Dat-tay-vao residing within. With obvious reluctance, she had agreed to meet him here today.


	“I must tend to my wife for a few moments,” he told Jack. “If the doorman announces a Mrs. Nash or a Mrs. Treece, tell him to send them up.”


	Jack tore his gaze away from the window. “What? Oh, sure. Why are they coming?”


	“I must explain the situation to them.”


	“About the Conflict—the Ally and the Otherness?”


	Glaeken nodded. “They need to know.”


	“Tough sell.” He glanced out the window. “But after last night, maybe not so tough.”


	“That’s what I’m hoping.”


	Jack jerked a thumb toward the rear rooms. “Go do what you have to. I’ll take care of things here.”


	Glaeken headed for Magda’s room. He knew Repairman Jack was very good at taking care of things.
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	Jack wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing at the window, mesmerized by all the furious activity in the Sheep Meadow, when the doorbell rang. He glanced down the hall where Glaeken had gone but saw no sign of him.


	Well, he’d said to answer the door, so that was what he’d do.


	Jack found the Odd Couple standing in the hall. He didn’t recognize Bill Ryan at first—the Roman collar and priest garb threw him off—as did the funny-looking younger guy with unfocused eyes, a stitched lip, and a dazed look on his puss. And was that drool in the corner of his mouth?


	“Jack?” Ryan said. “I didn’t expect you.”


	“I didn’t expect to be here.” Jack stepped out of the way.


	Bill Ryan was taller than Jack, lots older, but looked fit. His face was battered and haggard and his blue eyes had the haunted look of a guy who’d seen too much of a bad thing.


	Jack figured he might have the same look.


	He led his shell-shocked companion into the living room and sat him on the sofa. He almost had to bend the guy’s knees to get him to sit. Then he turned to Jack.


	“Where’s Glaeken?”


	“Back with Magda.” Although he’d met Ryan a few times, he didn’t know much about him. He pointed to the Roman collar. “Is Halloween early or are you really—?”


	“The ex kind. You know, I don’t recall ever catching your last name.” He seemed anxious to steer talk away from the priest thing.


	“Jack’ll do.” Jack wanted to steer the talk away from names, so he nodded toward the guy on the sofa, and yeah, that was drool on his chin. “What happened to him?”


	“That’s Doctor Nick Quinn. He’s one of the scientists who went down into the hole yesterday—the one who survived.”


	Jack stared at the man with new respect. “I saw what came out of there last night…”


	Ryan put his hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “I’m afraid Nick saw something much worse.”


	“Yeah.” Jack watched the poor bastard stare blindly into space. Went down a rocket scientist, came back a geranium. “I guess he did. Where’d you come from this morning?”


	“Washington Heights.”


	“How do things look up there?”


	“Not too bad. Mostly you’d never know anything happened until you get to Harlem. And even there, you could convince yourself they had nothing more than a bad storm. But from the Nineties down it looks like we had a riot or something. And around here…” He shook his head in dismay. “There’s still blood on the pavement.”


	Jack nodded. “It was worse when I walked over from the East Side.”


	His gut squirmed at the memory. He hadn’t slept much last night. Spent most of the time standing anxious guard over Gia and Vicky and watching the tube for word from Central Park. The cable news channels talked all night, but without visuals. Camera teams sent to the area were never heard from again. Shortly after sunrise he’d ventured out into the streets. Sutton Square was quiet, and the usual early morning traffic was rolling uptown and down on Sutton Place. No flying monsters anywhere about, so he’d jogged up the incline toward midtown.


	Between Madison and Park he came upon police barricades. He slipped past and continued west. Fifty-ninth Street became a nightmare. Deflated, sunken-cheeked, desiccated corpses littered the pavements, body parts were everywhere—a limbless, headless torso on the sidewalk, a leg in a gutter, a gnawed finger atop a mailbox. The closer he got to the park, the thicker the carnage.


	Central Park South was the worst yet—dead people, dead horses still harnessed to their carriages, overturned cars, a taxi halfway through the side doors of the Plaza. Every emergency vehicle and meat wagon in the city seemed to have converged on the area to remove the bodies.


	Live people were about too. All on their way out. The cops weren’t allowing cabs or civilian vehicles into the area, so the surviving members of the Armani and Prada set were lugging their own suitcases out of the Plaza, the Park Lane, the St. Regis, and the rest and rolling them down the avenues to where they could flag a ride to the nearest airport.


	Jack had picked his way through the area and hurried here.


	The intercom buzzed then and Ryan answered it. He seemed pretty much at home. The doorman said that a Mrs. Nash had arrived. Ryan looked at Jack questioningly.


	“It’s okay,” Jack said. “Glaeken said she’d be coming.”


	Ryan said to send her up, then turned and looked back toward the bedrooms.


	“Wonder what changed her mind,” he said to no one in particular. Then he shrugged and led Quinn to the kitchen. “I’m going to fix Nick something to eat. Want anything?”


	“No, thanks.”


	Actually, Jack was hungry but too edgy, too unsettled to eat. Maybe later, at Julio’s, over a pint of brew. A gallon of brew.


	The doorbell rang. He opened it. The Addams family stood outside.


	At least they reminded him of the Addams family: a slinky brunette in a dark dress, a Pugsley, and an Asian Lurch. But no Wednesday, and that wasn’t Gomez in the wheelchair.


	A knot tightened in his chest as he remembered calling Weezy and Eddie Wednesday and Pugsley when they were kids.


	Weezy … jeez. Something squeezed inside his chest, then released.


	“Is he here?” said the blond kid, his blue eyes wide and bright. He poked his head through the doorway and looked up and down the hall. “He’s here! I know he’s here!”


	“Please, Jeffy,” the woman said, placing a hand on his shoulder. She looked at Jack. “I’m Sylvia Nash.”


	Jack liked her voice. You could fall in love with that voice. But he was already in love.


	“Hi.” He stepped back and made way. “He’s expecting you.” A thought struck. “There’s a sculptress named Sylvia Nash…”


	She inclined her head. “That would be me.”


	He was impressed. “No kidding. I have one of your pieces. The Chrysler Building bonsai.”


	“You do?” She looked surprised. “I’m so pleased.”


	“Where’s Mr. Veilleur?” said the guy in the wheelchair as he rolled forward.


	Jack pointed toward the living room. “He’s around. Come on in. Have a seat.” Jack wanted to bite his tongue on that one. The guy already had a seat.


	And he was staring at him.


	“My name’s Alan Bulmer,” he said, extending his hand. “You look familiar.”


	Jack shook the hand. Bulmer … the name had a vaguely familiar ring, but not the face.


	“Name’s Jack and—no offense—you don’t.”


	“I was a physician in Monroe until last summer. Were you ever a patient?”


	Jack wondered about that. He’d been admitted unconscious to Monroe Community Hospital as a John Doe a couple of years ago but decided not to mention that. He’d left via a second-floor window to avoid the cop stationed outside his door.


	“Don’t get out to Long Island much.”


	Jack stood back and watched them as they all trooped toward the living room—all except the big Asian whose eyes never stopped moving. He stayed with the group as far as the end of the hall but halted at the threshold of the bigger room. He gave the living room the once-over, then stepped to the side and stood with his back against the wall, his big hands folded in front of him. The drawstring of a plastic Lord & Taylor’s bag hung from one of his fingers. Out on the street he might have passed as a tourist who’d been shopping, but Jack had spied the billy club handle protruding from the bag.


	Jack admired the way he moved—smooth, silent, graceful for a guy his age and size. Everything about him said he’d been trained for hand-to-hand combat and security. As he studied the big guy, he realized the big guy was studying him.


	Jack wandered over to where he stood. He put out his hand.


	“Name’s Jack.”


	The big guy bobbed a quick bow and gave Jack’s hand a brief shake.


	“Ba,” he said in a deep voice.


	While Jack tried to figure if that was a personal assessment or a name, he noticed that the big guy’s eyes did not stray from the living room for more than a heartbeat.


	“It’s safe here,” Jack said. “You can relax.”


	Another bob from Ba and a fleeting, yellow-toothed smile. “Yes. I see. Thank you so very much.”


	Jack noted with approval that Ba did not relax one bit.


	“Where’d you train?”


	“In my homeland—Vietnam.”


	Jack wondered if he’d been a Cong.


	“Army?”


	His dark eyes never left the living room. “Help from Special Forces.”


	Knew it.


	“What’s in the bag besides the billy?”


	Ba glanced at him, his eyes searching his face for a moment, then he handed the bag to Jack.


	Jack took it and loosened the drawstrings. From its weight he guessed there wasn’t much more inside but checked anyway. He pulled out the club and stared dumbfounded at the hundreds of tiny, gleaming, glasslike teeth protruding from the final ten inches of its business end.


	“Jesus. These are chew-wasp teeth.”


	Ba said nothing.


	Jack gave the club a few short test swings. He’d seen what those little teeth could do. A club studded with them made one hell of a weapon.


	“How many did you kill?”


	“A few.”


	“How about the glob things? Get any of those?”


	Ba shook his head.


	“Watch out for them.” Jack lifted his partially eaten-away sneaker for Ba to see. “The glop in their bellies does this to rubber. It’s even worse on skin.”


	Ba’s eyes flicked to Jack’s bandaged arm, then away.


	Jack slipped the club back into the sack and held it out to him.


	“Think you could make me one of those?”


	Ba pushed the sack toward Jack. “You may have this.”


	Reflexively, Jack began to refuse. He didn’t accept gifts from strangers. He didn’t like to be indebted to anyone, especially someone he’d just met. But he caught himself. They’d met only a few moments ago, had spoken only a few words—Ba hardly any at all—yet he sensed a kinship with this man. Something like this had happened only a few times in his life. A good feeling. Ba must have sensed it too. The big guy was making a gesture. Jack could not refuse.


	“What about you? Won’t you be needing it?”


	“I will make myself another. Many, many teeth where I live.”


	“All right. I accept.” Jack hefted the bag and tucked it under his arm. “Thank you, Ba. I have a feeling this might come in very handy.”


	Ba nodded silently and watched the living room.


	Alan glanced over at where Ba was standing with the dark-haired, quick-eyed man who looked familiar. Something going on between those two, communication on a level he was not privy to. Odd … Ba related to almost no one outside the household.


	Alan hauled his attention away from the pair and directed it toward Sylvia and Jeffy.


	“He’s here, isn’t he, Mommy?” Jeffy was saying. He was bouncing on the seat cushion, his head swiveling this way and that. “Isn’t he?”


	“Yes,” Sylvia said patiently. “That’s what we were told.”


	“I bet he’s in one of those rooms back there. Can I go back and see?”


	“Jeffy, please sit still. It’s very bad manners to go wandering around someone’s house.”


	“But I want to see him!”


	She put an arm around the boy’s shoulders and hugged him against her.


	“I know you do, sweetie. So do I. That’s why I’m here.”


	Poor Sylvia. She’d been having such a hard time with Jeffy since Veilleur had shown up two days ago. And now that he was here in the old man’s home, the boy was like an overwound spring.


	Alan could understand it. He too felt wired. Maybe it was the stress of last night, maybe it was all the coffee he’d poured down his throat this morning. But he had a feeling those were just a small part of it.


	Veilleur was the major factor. For no good reason, something within Alan responded positively—no, enthusiastically—to the man. It had to have something to do with the months Alan had played host to the Dat-tay-vao. After reducing him to a comatose vegetable, the power—entity, elemental force, whatever it was—had deserted him. But it must have left some sort of residue, whether clinging to his peritoneum, coating his meninges, or riding the neural currents along his axons, he couldn’t say. All he knew was that he was drawn to that old man, trusted him; he still remembered the warm glow he’d felt at first sight of him.


	And if that’s how I feel, what must Jeffy feel?


	For Alan had no doubt that the Dat-tay-vao had chosen Jeffy for its new residence.


	He saw the priest from yesterday, Father Ryan, walk from the rear of the apartment. Mr. Veilleur followed, wiping his hands on a towel as he entered. At the sight of him Alan felt that warmth again, glowing at his center, seeping through his torso and into his limbs.


	And Jeffy … Jeffy was on his feet. He ran to the old man and clasped his leg in a bear hug. Veilleur stopped and smiled down at him as he smoothed the boy’s hair.


	“Hello, Jeffy. It’s good to see you again.”


	The boy said nothing, merely looked up at Veilleur with glowing eyes.


	Alan glanced over at the sofa where Sylvia, alone now, sat with a rigid spine and a tight, tense expression, chewing her lower lip as she watched the scene. Her eyes flashed with hurt—and anger. Alan knew the core of anger that coiled within Sylvia like a living thing. It had been quiescent the past few months, but he vividly remembered how it used to bare its fangs and strike out at the unwary. He sensed it waking and stirring within her now.


	His heart went out to her. She had taken Jeffy in when he’d been abandoned at age three by unknown parents defeated by his autism. She had slaved over him with psychotherapy, physiotherapy, nutritional therapy, occupational therapy, butting her head and heart against the unyielding barricades of his autism without ever once entertaining the thought of giving up. And then, a miracle: The Dat-tay-vao smashed through his autistic shell and released the child trapped within. Sylvia at last had the little boy she had been seeking.


	But now all that little boy seemed to care about was the mysterious old man who had appeared on her doorstep two days ago.


	Alan felt her hurt as if it were his own. He wanted to go to her side and put an arm around her to let her know he understood and was with her all the way, but he couldn’t reach her with his hand, and his wheelchair couldn’t squeeze by the coffee table to where she sat, and these damn legs wouldn’t carry him the lousy half-dozen feet to her side.


	His legs. They infuriated him at times. Yes, they were getting stronger—slowly, steadily, he’d progressed to the point where he could stand unsupported for a few seconds. But that wouldn’t help him now when Sylvia needed him. So he had to sit here, trapped in this ungainly wheeled contraption and watch the woman he loved suffer. At times like this he—


	A harsh voice broke through his thoughts.


	“You!”


	Alan twisted in his chair, searching for the source. He saw a tall, stoop-shouldered man with unruly dark hair covering a misshapen skull standing in the hallway that led to the kitchen. His head was in constant motion, twisting back and forth, up and down.


	Frozen silence all around. Even Jeffy fell quiet. The room had become a tableau. Finally the newcomer steadied his gaze and fixed it on the man called Jack.


	“He hates you!”


	Jack didn’t look too worried. “Who?”


	“You took his hand!”


	“Oh, him.” He shrugged. “It’s mutual. More than mutual.”


	Father Ryan came up behind the man and gently took his arm, saying, “It’s all right, Nick. Come back here with—”


	“No.” The man snatched his arm out of the priest’s grasp and turned on him. “He hates you too! You almost killed him!”


	“Nick—”


	He turned again and pointed a trembling finger at Veilleur. “But he hates you most of all! He hates you so! He wants everyone to suffer, but he wants you to suffer the most!” He pointed to his head. “Here!” Then to his heart. “And here! And then he plans to make you suffer the tortures of the damned!”


	Alan glanced at Veilleur and saw no sign of shock or fear in his wrinkled features. He looked like a man who was hearing exactly what he’d expected to hear. But his clear blue eyes narrowed ever so slightly.


	“Come, Nick,” Father Ryan was saying, trying to turn the man back toward the kitchen. “You’re making a scene.”


	“Let him stay a moment,” Veilleur said, stepping closer to Nick. Jeffy trailed along, clutching his leg. “This is your friend? The one who went into the hole yesterday?”


	The priest nodded sadly. “What’s left of him.”


	Into the hole? Alan had heard the news reports about yesterday’s tragic expedition. A physicist and a geologist had been lowered into the depths, and the geologist had died in transit. Here was the survivor. What had happened to him down there?


	“I’ve seen this before,” Veilleur said to the priest. “On occasion, in the old days, one of the rare persons who survived a trek into a chaos hole returned sensitized.” He turned to the man called Nick. “Tell me, my friend, do you know where Rasalom is?”


	Nick stepped over to the picture window and pointed to the park. Alan had wanted to take a look through that window to see the hole from above but it had seemed like such a hassle to wheel his chair around all the furniture.


	“He’s down there,” Nick said. “Way down there. I saw him. He opened his heart to me. I … I…” His mouth worked but he seemed incapable of describing what he had seen.


	“Why?” Veilleur said. “Why is he down there?”


	“He’s changing.”


	For the first time, Mr. Veilleur appeared disturbed, and something deep inside Alan quailed at the thought of that man being afraid.


	“He’s started his change already?”


	“Yes!” Nick’s eyes were wilder than ever. “And when it’s complete, he’s going to come for you!”


	“I know,” Veilleur said in a low voice. “I know.”


	The light suddenly died in Nick’s eyes. His gaze drifted and his shoulders slumped.


	Father Ryan gripped his shoulder. “Nick? Nick?”


	But Nick didn’t answer.


	“What’s wrong with him?” Alan said.


	He hadn’t practiced medicine in over a year but he could almost hear the associations clicking into place. The man had lapsed into an almost catatonic state. Alan wondered if his behavior had anything to do with the cranial deformities he’d noticed. But that was unlikely. And they certainly wouldn’t have sent a schizophrenic down into that hole.


	“He’s been like this since yesterday—since he came up from below.”


	“Has he been examined by a doctor?”


	The priest nodded. “Scads of them. They’re not sure what to do for him.”


	“Why isn’t he in a hospital? He should be closely monitored until they work out an appropriate course of therapy.”


	Father Ryan looked at him a moment and Alan was jolted by the depth of the pain in his eyes. Then the priest looked away.


	“Sorry, Doctor Bulmer, but it’s … it’s been my experience that modern medicine isn’t equipped to deal with Nick’s sort of problem.”


	He took Nick’s arm and the younger man docilely followed him into the kitchen, leaving Alan to wonder what sort of hell that priest had been through.


	“Well,” Mr. Veilleur said, facing Sylvia and Alan. Jeffy still hung on his leg. “I’m expecting one more person any minute now; then our company will be complete.” He pried the boy loose from his leg. “There now, Jeffy. Be a good boy and sit with your mother.”


	Reluctantly, Jeffy complied, seating himself next to Sylvia, but barely glancing at her. His eyes remained fixed on Veilleur.


	“I’m glad you decided to come,” Glaeken told Sylvia.


	“You didn’t leave us much choice,” she said. “Not after what happened last night.” She frowned. “Strange … you show up at our house Thursday, I kick you out, and on Friday all hell breaks loose.”


	“No connection, I assure you, Mrs. Nash. I’m not responsible for the hole or for the chew wasps and belly flies.”


	“So you say. But the area around your apartment building this morning looks like a slaughterhouse. And out on Long Island, way out in Nassau County, in the village of Monroe, the same little monstrosities that did all the damage around here swarmed in and attacked one house. Ours. Why is that, Mr. Veilleur?”


	“Call me Glaeken,” the old man said. “And I believe you know the answer to your own question.”


	Alan caught the slightest tremor along Sylvia’s lips; he noticed her eyes were suddenly moist. He ached for her. What she must be feeling to let even this much through. In all the years he’d known her, Sylvia had never once let her feelings show in public. Around the house she’d let her hair down with the best of them, but in public she was pretty much like Ba.


	“Why would anyone want to hurt him?” she said in a small voice.


	Alan noted how she avoided saying Jeffy’s name.


	The man who wanted to be called Glaeken smiled sadly and ruffled the boy’s hair.


	“He’s not the target. It’s what resides within him.”


	Sylvia leaned back and closed her eyes. Her voice was a whisper. “The Dat-tay-vao.”


	Alan sagged with relief in his chair. Finally, after all these months, she’d admitted it. Now maybe they could get on with the problem of dealing with it.


	“Yes,” Glaeken said. “There’s an instinctive enmity between the things from the hole and something like the Dat-tay-vao. That’s why I’d like you to move into this building with me.”


	Sylvia looked at him as if he’d just propositioned her. Before she could answer, the doorbell rang.


	“Will you get that, Bill?” Glaeken called toward the kitchen. “I believe it’s Mr. and Mrs. Treece.”


	Father Ryan came out of the kitchen and headed for the door, tossing Glaeken a baffled look along the way.


	An older woman entered, a slender, attractive ash blonde who had an immediate, bright smile for Father Ryan. The woman and the priest seemed to know each other. Alan sensed that they might be more than simply friends.


	The priest asked her something but she shook her head. He introduced her around as Carol Treece, then she seated herself on the other section of the angled sofa. The priest stood behind her, but kept an eye on the entrance to the kitchen.


	“I was hoping your husband would come,” Glaeken said.


	Carol looked flustered as she shook her head. “He was delayed on business … in Denver.”


	“Too bad,” Glaeken said. “Well, at least everyone else is here. But before you can fully grasp why you are here, I must give you some background. It’s a long story. Eons long. It begins—”


	Suddenly there came screaming outside the window. Glaeken turned and Alan looked with the rest of them.


	A woman floated there—portly, middle-aged, dressed in a white blouse and a polyester pantsuit—rising through the air a dozen feet beyond the glass, twisting, turning, kicking, writhing, futilely reaching for something, anything that would halt her helpless ascent. Her face was a study in panic. Her terrified screams penetrated the double-paned windows.


	We’re twelve stories up! Alan thought, as everyone but he, Ba, and Nick ran to the windows.


	As quickly as she had appeared, she was gone, rising above the glass and tumbling out of sight like a lost balloon.


	Sylvia’s face was white, her lips tight; Mrs. Treece’s hands were pressed over her mouth. The one named Jack turned to Glaeken with an uncertain smile.


	“It’s a gag, right?”


	The old man shook his head. “I’m afraid not. That woman is a victim of another kind of hole that will begin appearing at random intervals and locations—a gravity hole.”


	“Can’t we do anything for her?” the priest said.


	“No. She’s beyond our reach. Perhaps a helicopter…” He sighed. “But please, all of you, sit down and let me finish. Perhaps it’s a good thing this happened now. It’s no accident that it occurred outside my windows. But even so, what I’m about to tell you will strain your credulity. I had little hope of any of you believing me before now. However, the events of the past two days—the bottomless hole in Central Park, the depredations of the first wave of night creatures, this unfortunate woman outside—I hope they have put you all in a more receptive frame of mind. It is important that you believe me, because our survival, the survival of most of the human race, will depend on the course of action we take from this day forward. And for you to act intelligently and get the job done, you must know what you are up against.”


	Alan glanced around the room. At the rear, Ba was listening intently, but the man named Jack looked like he’d heard all this before. Nearby on his right, Sylvia wore her this-had-better-be-good expression. Father Ryan hovered behind the sofa with a faraway look in his eyes; Alan got the impression that he too had already heard what Glaeken had to say. On the far side of the sofa, Carol’s expression mirrored the priest’s.


	Then Glaeken began to speak. He told of two warring forces existing beyond the veil of human reality—ageless, deathless, implacable, nebulous, huge beyond comprehension. One inimical to humanity, feeding on fear and depravity; the other an ally—not a friend, not a protector or guardian, an ally simply by circumstance, simply because it opposed the other force. He told of the endless war between these two forces, raging across the galaxies, across the dimensions, across all time itself; of the human named Rasalom who in ancient times aligned himself with the malign force, and of another man, equally ancient, who’d had thrust upon him the burden of bearing the standard of the opposing force. And now the ages-long battle was coming to a close with only one army on the field. The outcome depended on this small group of people collected in this room. Unless they acted to muster an opposing force, all was lost.


	Emotionally, Alan believed Glaeken—deep within he felt the truth of what he was saying. Perhaps that too was the result of his entanglement with the Dat-tay-vao.


	But intellectually he rebelled.


	This was it? Humanity depended on this group gathered here?


	He hoped the old man was crazy. Because if not, they were all doomed.


	“Why are we so important to these … forces?” he blurted.


	Glaeken shrugged. “It’s almost impossible to divine the motives of such entities, but long experience has led me to conclude that we have not the slightest strategic value to either side. We are fought over because we exist. We are a piece on their game board. To win the game, you must have the most pieces—perhaps all the pieces.”


	“Then why—?”


	“I think we are needed by the side that’s come to be known as the Otherness. It is inimical to everything that gives our lives meaning, that makes life worth living. It thrives on what’s worst in us, feeds on the misery and pain we cause each other. Perhaps it gathers strength from our negative emotions. Or maybe we’re only a potential snack. Whatever, it is here to feed.”


	“And this other power,” Sylvia said, leaning forward. “It wants to protect us?”


	“Not us, as humans, per se. The Ally power cares not a whit for our welfare. It laid claim to us in prehistory and simply wants to keep us in its collection. Or did. The Otherness needs us, and so is a little more aggressive.”


	“Where was this Ally last night?” Alan said.


	Glaeken looked away. “Gone.”


	“Dead?”


	“No. Just … gone. Turned its attention elsewhere. Back in 1941 it thought it had won the little skirmish and pulled back.”


	“That’s it?” Alan said. “This Ally or whatever battles for eons, thinks it’s won, then goes ‘elsewhere’? Didn’t it want to hang around and show off the prize, or maybe just gloat a little?”


	Glaeken fixed him with his blue eyes and Alan felt the power behind them.


	“Tell me, Doctor: In chess, do you really want the other player’s pieces for their intrinsic value? Do you have any plans for those pieces? After you’ve taken an opponent’s knight in a match, do you give it another thought?”


	The room was dead quiet for a long, breathless moment.


	Glaeken glanced at Mrs. Treece. “You may wonder why Carol is here. In ancient times a man named Rasalom sided with the Otherness and became its agent. In so doing he became something more than human. Eventually, in the fifteenth century, he was imprisoned in Eastern Europe. He should have remained so forever, but the German Army inadvertently released him in 1941. Before he could escape, however, he was destroyed. Or at least appeared to have been destroyed.”


	Alan wondered at Carol’s stricken expression, how she wouldn’t look at anyone, as if she feared what Glaeken was about to say next.


	“Through luck and unique circumstances, Rasalom was able to incorporate himself into the unborn body of an embryo who would grow to be James Stevens. But Rasalom was powerless within Jim Stevens. He could only watch the world pass by from within Jim’s body … until Jim married Carol and they conceived a child.”


	Dear God, Alan thought.


	He noticed Sylvia stiffen, saw her suppress a gasp.


	Poor Carol.


	Glaeken pushed on. “He moved into that child—became that child. For decades after his rebirth he lay low while his new body matured, soaking up power from the world around him, from the wars and genocide in Southeast Asia, from the slaughters in Africa and the endless hatred and bloodshed in the Middle East, and from the countless spites, acrimonies, antipathies, rancors, and casual brutalities of everyday life as well. He has been preparing to make his move, setting the stage by deceiving the Ally into believing our world is dead. A few months ago he discovered he was unopposed here and succeeded in extinguishing the beacon that proclaimed our sentience to the multiverse. Since only sentient worlds have value in the game, the Ally has turned away from us and shifted what little of its attention it focused on us to other realities. Rasalom’s first overt move was delaying the sunrise on Wednesday morning. He has been steadily escalating since then.”


	From the back of the room, Jack said, “What he’s telling you is that in the old days we had some heavy backup, but now we’re on our own. This is the Little Big Horn and we’re not the Indians.”


	Glaeken’s lips twisted. “You could put it that way. But we might have a chance of calling in reinforcements, so to speak.”


	“The necklaces,” Jack said.


	Necklaces? Alan thought. What necklaces?


	Glaeken nodded. “The necklaces, plus the right smithies, and…” He gestured toward Jeffy. “This little boy.”


	“Would you mind being just a little more specific?” Sylvia said. She was speaking through her teeth. “Just what the hell are you talking about?”


	Alan’s sentiments exactly.


	Glaeken seemed unfazed by Sylvia’s outburst. He smiled her way.


	“To put it in a nutshell, Mrs. Nash: We need to let the Ally know that this is not a dead world and that the battle here is not over; that we are still sentient, and that the Adversary is still active and about to take complete control of this sphere. We need to send the Ally a signal.”


	“And just how do we do that?” Sylvia said.


	“We need to reconstruct an ancient artifact.”


	“A weapon?”


	“In a way, but what I’m talking about is as much a weapon as an antenna, a focal point.”


	“Where is it?” Alan asked.


	“It was deactivated more than a half century ago when it supposedly destroyed Rasalom in a Romanian mountain pass outside a place called the keep.”


	Alan’s mind continued to rebel against Glaeken’s words, more intensely now than ever, but his heart, his emotions insisted that he believe.


	“All right. Suppose we accept all this at face value.” That earned him a sharp look from Sylvia. “How do we go about reactivating the focus deactivated in Romania?”


	“We don’t,” Glaeken said. “All the essences that made it a focus were drained off by the act of destroying Rasalom—or what appeared to be Rasalom’s destruction. The remnant of that instrument was reduced to dust when Rasalom started on the path toward rebirth.”


	“If it’s gone and we can’t get it back,” Alan said, “why are we talking about it?”


	“Because there were two. The other was stolen in ancient times and dismantled—melted down into other things.”


	“Oh, jeez,” Jack said. “The necklaces.”


	Glaeken smiled. “Correct.”


	“What are you two talking about?” Sylvia said. Alan sensed her anger edging closer to the surface.


	“The other instrument—the other focus—was stolen and melted down. The melting process dislodged a powerful elemental force within the focus, releasing it to wander free. But a residue of that force remained in the molten metal. The metal was fashioned into a pair of necklaces which have been used for ages by the high priests and priestesses of an ancient cult to keep them well and to prolong their lives.”


	“And the elemental force?” Sylvia said, leaning forward, her face pale, her expression tight, tense.


	The answer flashed into Alan’s mind. He suspected Sylvia had guessed it as well.


	“It wandered the globe for ages,” Glaeken said. “It’s been called many things in its time, but eventually it became known as the Dat-tay-vao.”


	Alan thought he heard a faint groan escape Sylvia as she closed her eyes and slipped an arm around Jeffy.


	Just then a voice broke through from somewhere in the apartment.


	“Glenn? Glenn!” It rose in pitch, edging toward panic. “Glenn, I’m all alone in here! Where are you?”


	As Glaeken glanced toward the rear rooms, Alan saw genuine concern and dismay mix in his eyes. This was the first time he had shown a hint of uncertainty. He took a hesitant step in the direction of the cries.


	“Let me go,” Father Ryan said, moving from his spot behind the sofa. “She knows me by now. Maybe I can reassure her.”


	“Thank you, Bill.” Glaeken turned back to his audience. “My wife is ill.”


	“Anything I can do?” Alan said.


	“I’m afraid not, Doctor Bulmer, but I thank you for offering.” Alan saw no hope in the man’s eyes as he spoke. “She has Alzheimer’s disease.”


	Alan could only say, “I’m sorry.”


	But Sylvia shot to her feet. “Now I get it!”


	“Get what, Mrs. Nash?” Glaeken appeared confused.


	Sylvia was leaning forward, jabbing her finger toward him over the coffee table. Her core of anger had fully uncoiled, baring its fangs, lashing out.


	“I should have known! Do you think I’m an idiot? You want Jeffy here so you can use him—or rather use the power you think is in him—to cure your wife!”


	“Not at all, Mrs. Nash,” he said softly with a slow, sad shake of his head. “The Dat-tay-vao will not work against a degenerative process like Alzheimer’s. It can cure disease, but it can’t turn back the clock.”


	“So you say.”


	Then Jeffy tugged at Sylvia’s sleeve. “Don’t yell at him, Mom. He’s my friend.”


	That did it. Alan saw Sylvia wince as if she’d been jabbed by a needle.


	“We’re leaving,” she said, taking Jeffy by the hand and guiding him away from the sofa.


	“But Mrs. Nash,” Glaeken said, “we need Jeffy to reactivate the focus. We need to reunite the Dat-tay-vao and the metal from the instrument.”


	“But you don’t have the metal, do you.”


	“Not yet, but—”


	“Then I see no point in discussing this further. When you’ve located this magic metal, call me. You have my number. Then we’ll talk. Not before.”


	“But where are you going?”


	“Back home. Where else?”


	“No, you mustn’t. It’s too dangerous. It’s better that you stay here. I own the building. You can have your choice of the empty apartments. You’ll be safe here.”


	“Here?” She stopped at the door. “This place is practically on top of that hole out there—all but falling into it. I’ll take my chances in Monroe.”


	“This place is protected, in a way. It will be preserved until the end. You and Jeffy and your friends can share that protection.”


	“Why? What’s so special about this place?”


	“I’m here. I’m to be saved until the last.”


	… and then he plans to make you suffer the tortures of the damned!


	Alan remembered Nick’s words and wondered why the old man didn’t look more frightened.


	“Toad Hall will be protected too. Alan and I have already seen to that.”


	Alan turned his chair and wheeled it toward Sylvia and Jeffy. He’d been on the phone first thing this morning and called around until he found a contractor who could immediately start installing steel storm shutters. He’d offered a substantial bonus if the job was completed by sundown. Now he wondered if shutters would be enough.


	Why not stay here? It might be a good move. Alan felt at home with this group, had a feeling they’d find safety here among this disparate, unlikely crew.


	Something going on here. A subtle chemistry, a subliminal bond.


	But Sylvia seemed oblivious to all that. When her anger-core broke free and took the helm, she’d dig in her heels and refuse to budge. Alan knew he couldn’t talk to her when she got like this. Nobody could. He’d learned to recognize the signs and—when the storm came—to sit back and let it have its way with her. When the clouds and winds had blown past and she was cooler, calmer, she’d be a different Sylvia, and able to discuss it.


	He might be able to change her mind later.


	Sylvia’s anger could be inconvenient, frustrating, even infuriating at times, but the anger was part of what made Sylvia who she was. And Alan loved who Sylvia was.


	Jeffy, though, clearly wanted to stay.


	“I don’t want to go, Mom.”


	“Please don’t argue with me, Jeffy,” Sylvia said in a low voice. “It’s time to go home.”


	He tried to pull away from her. “No!”


	“Please obey your mother, Jeffy,” Glaeken said softly.


	The boy abruptly stopped struggling. The look Sylvia threw Glaeken was anything but grateful.


	“There’s something you should realize, Mrs. Nash,” Glaeken said. “The creatures that attacked your house last night are active only in the hours between sunset and sunrise. They must hide from the sun during the day. However, as I’m sure you are all aware, the daylight hours are shrinking.”


	“But that can’t go on forever,” Alan said. “Can it?”


	Glaeken nodded. “The pattern will continue. And accelerate. Sunrise was late again today. Tomorrow it will be even later. Sunset will keep coming earlier and earlier.”


	“But if that keeps up…” He looked at Sylvia.


	“You see the pattern?” Glaeken said. “Shrinking daylight hours, lengthening periods of darkness. The hole creatures will have progressively longer time for their feedings, and shorter periods when they must be in hiding. And when daylight is gone completely…”


	“They’ll never stop,” Jack said in a hushed voice.


	Alan knew from looking at him that no matter what terrors he and Sylvia and Ba had experienced last night, Jack had seen far worse.


	Glaeken nodded. “Correct. We are headed for a world without light, without law, without reason, sanity, or logic. A nightworld from which there will be no dawn. Unless we do something.”


	“Call me when you get the metal,” Sylvia said.


	Alan reached out and shook hands with Glaeken as he wheeled past, then guided himself to where Ba stood holding the door.


	“Don’t leave,” said a strained voice.


	Alan turned at the door and saw that Nick had stepped out of the kitchen. His eyes were bright again, and alive with concern as he stared at Alan.


	“Why not?”


	“If the four of you leave here today, only three will live to return.”


	A chill swept over Alan. He glanced out into the atrium and saw Sylvia, Ba, and Jeffy standing before the elevator. As he watched, the bell dinged and the doors slid open. Sylvia and Jeffy stepped inside. Ba stood waiting, restraining the doors with one of his big hands.


	Alan was paralyzed for a moment. The three outside were waiting for him; the four people in the apartment were staring at him. He wanted to stay, but wouldn’t—couldn’t—without Sylvia. And no way was Sylvia moving. Not yet, at least.


	He shrugged and flashed what he knew was a weak grin.


	“We’ll see about that.”


	Then he headed toward the elevator, feeling as if he were rolling himself toward an abyss as deep and dark as the one in the Sheep Meadow outside.


	As the door closed behind Dr. Bulmer, Carol said, “I should go too.”


	So soon? Bill thought, returning from Magda’s room.


	“Why don’t you hang out for a while?”


	She shook her head. “I’d better get home. Nelson will be back soon.”


	She waved and let herself out. Something going on there. Bill would have followed, but he had Nick.


	He guided Nick back into the kitchen. Carol’s behavior disturbed him, but Nick’s even more. He was acting like some sort of Delphic oracle, transmitting threats and predictions from beyond. Was it madness or had his brush with the abyss left him connected, as Glaeken had said, to the chaos encroaching on all their lives?


	“Are you trying to frighten people, Nick?”


	“No,” he said as he resumed his seat at the kitchen table. His eyes were tortured. “They’re in danger. One of them’s going to die.”


	“Who, Nick? Which one?”


	If Nick was actually tapped in, maybe Bill could get something concrete out of him before he went catatonic again. Those four people from Long Island—the woman, Sylvia, was a bit of a bitch, but he didn’t want to see harm come to any of them, especially the boy.


	“Who’s going to die, Nick? Who’s in danger? Is it Jeffy, the boy?”


	But Nick was gone again, his face empty, his eyes blank.


	“Damn it, Nick!” Bill said softly. He gave the slumped shoulders a gentle squeeze. “Couldn’t you have held on a few minutes longer?”


	No reply, of course.


	He felt a surge of anger, but not at Nick. That Nash woman—talking to Glaeken like that. He was only trying to help, and all he was asking was her cooperation to save their own hides. But Bill had to keep reminding himself that the truth was so difficult to accept. He remembered how he’d fought it for years—decades. And Sylvia Nash was afraid of something. He didn’t know what, but was sure he’d seen fear in her eyes as she walked past on her way out.


	He heard an amused voice rising in the living room. He went to see what was up.


	“Do you hire out?” Jack was saying as he clapped the old man on the back. “I mean, if I ever have guests who won’t leave, will you come over and get rid of them for me?”


	Glaeken smiled, and as concerned as Bill was about Carol and Nick and the whole situation, he had to laugh. It felt good, especially since he wasn’t sure when he’d have cause to laugh again.


	Preparations


	Manhattan


	“Well, what do you think?” Thompson said as Ernst accompanied him along Central Park West.


	He’d called this morning and asked Ernst to join him to discuss “matters of mutual interest.” Having little else to do, now that the Change had begun, Ernst agreed.


	Thompson seemed more composed this morning. Perhaps because the “birds” were gone. But they’d certainly left their mark on this part of the city.


	“About what?”


	Thompson gestured toward the park. “About this. About everything that’s happening.”


	The police weren’t letting anybody into the lower end of the park, and they’d closed off the streets adjacent to it. He and Thompson were able to walk down the center of CPW. But yesterday’s carnival atmosphere was gone. Fewer street vendors cluttered the curbs, and far fewer sightseers milled about. Plenty of curious standing outside the yellow tape, yes, but less noisy and jocular than yesterday.


	The hole had been an event. What had issued from the hole had been a horror.


	The deadly depredations of what were described as new breeds of insects had been all over the news this morning. The fatalities had been carted away but the damage to the buildings overlooking the park remained in evidence—hundreds, perhaps thousands of torn window screens and even some broken glass. All except one building. Ernst noted the number: 34. It appeared to have suffered not one iota of damage during the night. He wondered why.


	The sun was high and warm. His three-piece suit was white, as usual, and reflected some of the heat, but still he wished he’d worn a lighter-weight model.


	“We couldn’t have discussed this—whatever it is—in my office at the Lodge?”


	Thompson shrugged. “Maybe. But the sun rose even later this morning, and I figure I might as well snag a few rays while I still can.”


	Not a bad idea, Ernst supposed.


	They passed the barricades and began to see traffic again.


	“Well, what’s on your mind?”


	Screeching tires and cries of terror brought them up short. Up ahead, a yellow cab began rising off the street, trunk first. The driver opened his door, hung by the seat belt, then dropped to the pavement. A woman and child leaned out the rear window and screamed for help.


	“My God!” a nearby woman cried out. “Can’t somebody do something?”


	Thompson’s face was a study in vulpine fascination as he watched the cab continue to rise, beginning a slow rotation as it cleared the tops of the surrounding buildings and kept on falling up.


	“What the fuck?”


	“The laws are changing,” Ernst said, trying to sound calm and composed despite his suddenly dry tongue. “That’s why it’s called ‘the Change.’”


	The Order’s lore was skimpy and vague about what exactly would happen during the Change.


	Thompson looked at him. “The laws? But—”


	“The laws of physics among them.”


	Finally the car drifted out of sight past the building tops. Good. Ernst had felt rather ghoulish watching it.


	“Stay close to the buildings,” he said as they began to move again. “That way we’ll have something to grab on to if it happens to us.”


	Ernst stepped gingerly, wondering if a gravity hole lay in wait a few steps ahead.


	Thompson glanced at him as they crossed the sidewalk. “You know what? I don’t care what this One guy promised you, I think he’s gonna fuck us over.”


	He had just verbalized Ernst’s greatest unspoken fear.


	“He owes us.” He owes me. “He couldn’t have done this without us.”


	“Yeah, well, maybe, but even if you get an invitation to the party, I got a bad feeling he’s gonna leave me out in the cold. So I gotta consider all possibilities. If he brings me along, cool. But if not, I need a backup plan.”


	Thompson wasn’t educated—high school dropout was probably an overestimation of his level of formal education—but Ernst had come to appreciate his native intelligence, and his particularly well-developed survival instinct. He would probably last longer than most in the post-Change world, but eventually he would succumb, no matter how elaborate his strategy.


	Ernst had a simpler strategy if he found himself left behind: a hefty dose of cyanide waited at home.


	At Eightieth Street they hurriedly entered the park and walked along the traverse past the budding Shakespeare Garden, keeping close to the trees. The sun shone, birds sang, bees hummed … just another spring day in Central Park. Nothing hinted at the changes Ernst knew were coming.


	“Any ideas yet?”


	Thompson nodded. “Yeah. Been thinking. If the Change works, things’ll be a mess. But even if it fizzles out halfway through—”


	Ernst doubted that. “I don’t think—”


	He stopped and jabbed a finger at Ernst. “It ain’t over till it’s over, and I don’t hear a fat lady singing yet. Your One fella’s got people and things working against him, right?”


	“I suppose, but they haven’t a chance.”


	“So you say, but shit happens on both sides of the fence.” He started walking again. “Here’s my point: Even if the Change stops half done, the world’s gonna be messed up. Whether completely messed up or only half messed up, either way I’m gonna need an edge. Part of that edge is someone taking your back. I got a lotta someones.”


	“Your followers … of course.”


	“Right. Kickerdom’ll do what I say. But that’s not enough. We’ll need an edge.”


	He stopped again, but this time he looked at the sky through the trees.


	“What are you getting at?”


	Ernst sensed a strange new intensity about Thompson. His eyes had taken on an almost feverish glow.


	“Sunlight, Drexie. What needs sunlight—regular, measured doses of sunlight—more than anything else?”


	As much as he loathed the insulting nickname, he wondered where this was going.


	“I suppose I would have to say plants.”


	“Exactly! And right now, in the spring, they need sunlight for sprouting and seedling growth.” He glanced at Ernst. “I worked a farm with my mother when I was little. So, if the daily dose of sunlight gets smaller and smaller over the next few weeks, we’re gonna see huge crop failures all across the globe.”


	“When the Change is over, crop failures will be the least of the world’s problems.”


	“But even if the Change fizzles, we’ll still be seeing worldwide food shortages, maybe even famine. You agree?”


	“Why … yes.”


	The realization startled Ernst. He hadn’t bothered to think that far ahead or consider that contingency. Yes … if the One failed, and the Change—to use Thompson’s term—fizzled, billions would starve in the aftermath. Even if the Enemy managed to stop the One, it would be a Pyrrhic victory.


	He had to smile through the bitterness: Otherness über alles.


	“Damn right, yes. So I figure I’d better start making plans for that. Those who can suss out the future can profit from it.”


	“I hope you’re not thinking of the futures market or anything like that.”


	“Shit, no. We lose much sunlight for any length of time, I don’t see there even being a stock market. Futures will go through the roof, but what are you going to pay with?”


	Ernst saw it all: In the face of worldwide crop failures, money—currency—wouldn’t be worth anything.


	“Certainly not money.”


	“Damn right. Money’s just paper, and you can’t eat paper. When the crops fail and the grocery shelves are empty, we’re going to see food riots in this city—in every city. The only thing that’ll be worth anything is food. And the guy who’s got the food—and the manpower to protect it—will rule the roost. That’ll be me.”


	“That’s your plan?”


	He nodded. “Yep. Stock up—canned and bottled stuff, and things that’ll keep a long time, like pasta. Nothing that needs refrigeration. We’ll clean out every store in town.”


	“Do you have enough money for that?”


	He gave a derisive snort. “Don’t need money. We’ll get a bunch of charge cards and max them out. Buy everything on credit.” He grinned. “Odds are the credit card companies won’t be around to collect.” He glanced at his watch. “Gotta get my people to start stocking up.” He grinned again and winked. “Before the hoarding starts.”


	CNN


	—same in country after country around the globe: gigantic holes, seemingly bottomless, averaging two hundred feet across, opening one after the other throughout the day. The governments of Iran, North Korea, and China deny the existence of any such holes within their borders, but aerial reconnaissance says otherwise. And the question on everyone’s mind: Is each of these holes going to release a horde of vicious creatures like those that were loosed on Manhattan last night? And if so, what can be done to stop them?


	In Manhattan, preparations are under way for—


	Wait. This just in from the White House: The President has declared a national state of emergency. Repeat: a national state of emergency. Reserve units of the Army are being activated. Congress has called an emergency session.


	Jack sat at the counter of the Isher Sports Shop—one of the few places left on the Upper West Side that spelled shop with one P—and watched the people passing by outside. Amsterdam Avenue was sunny and only slightly less crowded than usual for a Saturday afternoon.


	Like nothing’s changed.


	But everything had changed. They just didn’t realize it yet. Jack had an urge to run out there and start grabbing people by the collar, to shout in their faces that last night wasn’t an isolated incident or bizarre aberration. It was going to happen again. And worse. Tonight.


	Abe Grossman, the owner, bustled from the pantry/storage area behind the counter carrying two cups of coffee. He handed one to Jack and perched himself on the stool behind the cash register. Jack sipped and winced.


	“Jeez, Abe. When did you make this?”


	“This morning. Why?”


	“It’s not like wine, you know. It doesn’t get better with age.”


	“I should waste it? With a microwave in the back, I should throw out perfectly good coffee because Mr. Repairman Jack suddenly has a delicate palate?”


	The stool creaked as he adjusted the two-hundred-plus pounds he packed into a Humpty Dumpty frame. He had receding gray hair and wore his usual black pleated-front pants, white shirt, and black tie. A bit of egg yolk from breakfast yellowed the breast pocket of his shirt; a red spot that looked like strawberry jelly clung to his tie; he had just finished sprinkling his entire shirt-front with bits of finely chopped onion from the fresh bialys Jack had brought.


	“Nu?” he said when he was settled on his perch. “What have I been saying for so many years to the accompaniment of your derisive laughter? And now it’s finally happening. The Collapse of Civilization. It’s all going to fall apart, right before our eyes, just as I’ve been saying.”


	Jack had expected this. He’d known when he told Abe what Glaeken had said that he’d be in for an I-told-you-so lecture. But he had to let Abe know. He’d been Jack’s friend, confidant, and arms supplier for most of his time in New York City. In fact Abe was the one who’d started calling him Repairman Jack, something Jack wished he hadn’t. He’d come to hate the name.


	“No offense, Abe, but you’ve been predicting an economic holocaust. You know, bank failures, runaway inflation, and so on. Remember?”


	“And I pretty much got that already when—”


	“This is different.”


	Abe stared at him over the rim of his coffee cup. “I checked the sun. It doesn’t look like it’s traveling any faster.”


	Jack shook his head. “The sun doesn’t move, we do.”


	“I know that. But something has to be moving faster. I mean, Earth’s tilt on its axis—that’s what determines the varying duration of daylight through the year. Shorter days would mean we’re either rotating faster or the Earth’s shifted on its axis.”


	“All the scientific types say neither has happened.”


	“Yet the days are shortening. A paradox already. The impossible is happening. If that’s true, then the impossible—or the impossible-sounding things Glaeken told you—could be true as well.” He looked at Jack. “You really think this could be our last stand? The ‘nightworld’? A real possibility?”


	Jack nodded. “But not an inevitability if he can get some cooperation.”


	Abe was silent a moment, then, “For some reason, I believe it too. Maybe because I’ve been preparing for this eventuality most of my adult life. Maybe because I’d feel like such a schlemiel if I’d been preparing for such a thing for so long and it never happened. But you know what, Jack? Now that the time has come, it’s not such a vindication. Happy I’m not.”


	“You still have that hideaway?”


	“Of course.”


	Abe, the world’s dourest pessimist, had been preparing for the Collapse of Civilization for as long as Jack had known him. He’d confided in Jack about his refuge in rural Pennsylvania, an overgrown farm with an underground bunker and deep stocks of water, weapons, and freeze-dried food. He’d said Jack was welcome there when the Big Crash came. He’d even told Jack where it was—something he’d never revealed to anyone else, even his own daughter.


	“Go there, Abe. Get out of the city and hole yourself up. Today, if possible.”


	“Today? Today I can’t go. Tomorrow maybe.”


	“Not ‘maybe,’ Abe. If not today, then tomorrow for sure. For sure.”


	“You’re really worried, aren’t you. How bad we talking, Jack?”


	“Bad like you’ve never dreamed.” Jack stopped and grinned. “Jeez, Abe. I’ve been around you so much I’m starting to sound like you.”


	“That’s because you’re part chameleon. But how bad is bad like I never dreamed? I dream pretty bad.”


	“Whatever you’ve dreamed, trust me: This’ll be worse.”


	Scenes from the bloody carnage around the Sheep Meadow hole flashed before his eyes. And now, more holes. Even if the predators remained limited to the two species he’d seen last night, the city would devolve into a nightmare. But Glaeken was saying the things would get progressively bigger and more vicious.


	Jack’s mind shied away from envisioning the holocaust.


	“But I’d like to ask a favor.”


	“Don’t even ask,” Abe said. “You show up here first thing tomorrow morning with Gia and darling Vicky and we’ll all head for the hills together.”


	“Thanks, man,” he said, feeling a burst of warmth for this dumpy gunrunner. “That means a lot. But I won’t be coming along.”


	“I should go and you should stay?”


	“There’s a chance I can do something about the situation.”


	“Ah. The necklaces you mentioned. I remember the one you had. With the pre-Vedic inscriptions.”


	“Right. I need to get copies made. I was thinking about Walt Duran. What do you think?”


	“Walt’s as good as you could ask. A shtarker in the world of engraving. And he could use the work.”


	“Really? What happened?”


	“Computers and the new bills are what happened. Putting honest counterfeiters out of business.”


	Walt was a stand-up guy, a hard worker. If he’d put his talents to work in the jewelry industry, he’d probably have made more money in the long run and wouldn’t have had to do that stretch in the joint. But even so, Jack wasn’t unhappy to hear he’d fallen on hard times. That meant he could be goosed into high gear by the lure of a bonus for early delivery.


	Because Walt was as slow as he was good.


	“Okay,” Abe said. “What’s the plan?”


	Jack choked down the rest of his coffee and stood.


	“You gas up that van of yours and garage it for the night. Pack up your stuff this afternoon and get back here before nightfall. Spend the night in your basement here. No matter what you hear upstairs, don’t come up to have a look. Stay down there. I’ll have Gia and Vicky here right after sunrise. Sound okay?”


	Abe frowned. “Sounds like you think things will be going downhill fast.”


	“Downhill?” Jack said as he headed for the door. “I think they’re going to run off a cliff.”


	Okay, Jack thought as he drove his black Crown Vic from the Lower East Side. Walt Duran is on the job.


	Now all he had to do was convince Gia that she had to leave town.


	Walt had been glad for the work. Ecstatic, actually. He’d been reduced to living in a tiny overpriced studio. Jack had shown him the drawings, told him he wanted two copies on a one-to-one scale, and given him a down payment so he could go out and get the raw materials. Delivery time was a problem, though. Walt had said no way could he get it done by Monday morning. But when Jack promised a ten-thousand-dollar bonus, Walt reconsidered. Maybe he could have them by then.


	Jack drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he cruised along. Getting those necklaces out of Walt by Monday morning would be a breeze compared to getting Gia into Abe’s van tomorrow. And he didn’t have all that much time to persuade her. The afternoon was already on the wane. But if Glaeken was right about tonight being worse than last, maybe he wouldn’t have to convince her. He could let the things from the hole do it.


	He swung up toward the park to see how the cleanup was going and was amazed at the transformation. The barricades were still up to keep cars off Central Park South, but the corpses were gone, the wrecked vehicles had been cleared, the pavements washed clean. Cars were restricted, but not pedestrians. A lot of people were about on the sidewalks and the fringe of the park, the curious of all ages, come to see the notorious Sheep Meadow hole and check out the stories of bloody carnage they’d heard on the news.


	Jack checked his watch. He had a little time to spare so he double-parked and jogged across the matted grass to get another look at the hole.


	The crowd was thick there. Everyone seemed to be watching something going on down by the edge. Over their heads he could see cranes dipping up and down. He wove through the press until he got to a decent-sized tree. He shimmied up the trunk to where he could see the hole.


	Its southern half was covered with some sort of steel mesh. Work crews were in the process of screening over the rest of the opening. Jack watched for a moment, then slid back to the ground.


	“How’s it going?” someone said.


	Jack turned and saw a well-dressed young couple standing nearby with a baby carriage. The guy was smiling warily.


	“Better than half done,” Jack said.


	The woman sighed and squeezed her husband’s biceps with both hands and looked at Jack with uneasy doe eyes.


	“Do you think those things will come back?”


	“You can count on it.”


	“Will the net work?”


	Jack shrugged. “Maybe. But this isn’t the only hole.”


	“I know,” the guy said, nodding. “But this is the one that counts for us.” He put an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “I’m sure we’ll be all right,” he told her.


	Jack looked down at the baby in the stroller. Eighteen months at the most, all in pink, sandy-haired, grinning up at him.


	“You got a cellar where you live?” he said, staring into those two innocent blue eyes. “Someplace with no windows?”


	“Uh, yes we do. There’s a storage area down by the boiler room where—”


	“Move in there before sunset. Bring everything you’ll need until morning. Don’t go upstairs until sunrise.”


	He tore his eyes away from the child and hurried off.


	Gia and Vicky. Dammit, even if he had to sling Gia over his shoulder and dump her in the back of Abe’s van, he’d see them on their way out of town tomorrow morning.


	Manhattan


	“Yo, let’s get behind granny, here. She’s got next to nothin’.”


	Carol turned and saw four scruffy men line up behind her in the checkout lane. All looked to be in their thirties or late twenties and each had a shopping cart stacked high with food. Not individual cans and such, but cases of food. She glanced at her own purchases: a container of blueberries and three nonfat yogurts. With Nelson’s return delayed yet another day, she saw no need in stocking up.


	And then the man’s comment struck home.


	Granny?


	Well, she did have a lot of years on them, but she stayed in shape, exercising regularly, watching her diet. She might be well into her sixties, but her body was trimmer, better toned, and younger looking than a lot of bodies in their thirties. But she was old enough to be their grandmother …


	Grandmother … the word expanded in her chest, building a pressure, almost painful. She’d never be a grandmother. She’d been a mother … of sorts. Did she truly deserve to call herself a mother? She’d borne a child, but the child was not hers. Genetically, yes … she’d contributed half of his DNA, but the consciousness within that body had preexisted it—preexisted herself.


	“What’re you starin’ at, granny?”


	The words startled her. The man directly behind her had spoken. He wore a work shirt with the sleeves cut off at the shoulders, no doubt to show off all the tattoos on his muscular arms. She noticed a familiar one in the web between his thumb and forefinger.


	She’d seen that around town a lot. Everyone knew it: the Kicker Man.


	She hadn’t realized she’d been staring.


	“Sorry. And I wish you wouldn’t call me that.”


	“You mean ‘granny’? What? You ain’t?”


	“No, I’m not.”


	She’d almost said “unfortunately,” but bit it back. God knew what kind of child that man, that creature Rasalom would father.


	“But you could be, right?”


	“Yes,” she sighed. “I could be.”


	“Hey,” said the second in line in a low voice. “She ain’t bad lookin’. I guess that makes her a G-MILF.”


	They all had a good laugh at that. Carol didn’t get it.


	“Anyway,” she said, “I wasn’t staring, just thinking.”


	But now she was staring. The man’s cart was stacked with five cases of spaghetti sauce. And the two carts behind him were overflowing with pasta of all shapes, sizes, and brands. Gristede’s carried a lot of pasta, but there couldn’t be much left.


	“Italian night?” she said.


	The guy laughed. “Not exactly.”


	“Did you leave any?”


	The second in line—he had the little Kicker tattoo as well—said, “We ain’t leavin’ nothin’ nowhere no how.”


	Carol began to count the negatives in that single sentence, but then the cashier began ringing her up. It took only seconds. She swiped her debit card and tapped in her PIN, careful to angle her body so those behind her couldn’t see it.


	They seemed friendly enough, but they had a bad reputation. She sensed violence percolating just below the surface.


	“Your card was rejected, ma’am,” said the cashier.


	Carol heard the Kicker behind her mutter, “Aw, shit.”


	“It must have misread it,” she told the cashier. “Clear it and I’ll run it again.”


	She did, with the same result: rejected.


	The cashier frowned. “‘Insufficient funds.’”


	The two words stabbed her. “But that’s impossible! It’s not even ten dollars. There must be—”


	“Put it on our charge,” the man behind her told the cashier as he held up a green American Express card.


	Carol was not about to let someone pay for her.


	“No. It’s all right. I have cash—”


	“Sure you do, granny, but the light’s fading and we’re on a tight schedule. You’re holding us up.”


	“I can’t allow—”


	“You’ll be doing us a big favor by getting the hell out of the way.”


	He gathered her blueberries and yogurt and thrust them into the shopping bag dangling from her arm. Then he was pushing her out of the aisle and moving into her place.


	“But—”


	He waved her off. “Go-go-go. You’re starting to piss me off.”


	Carol hesitated, then moved off. The cashier had already turned his attention to the case of tomato sauce being lifted onto his conveyor belt.


	As she exited the store, her thoughts turned to the debit card. Insufficient funds? Impossible. Nelson always kept at least a thousand in that particular account—never much more in case someone got hold of the card and PIN and emptied it—but never much less. He’d never let it go empty. Nelson’s numbers always added up. There had to be a mistake. Unless …


	She hurried home through the dying light and went directly to her computer, where she logged onto their CitiBank account. When she checked the balance in the debit account it registered $2.27.


	She gasped. Someone must have gained access and raided it. And if they breached one account …


	A growing sense of dread bloomed to horror as she accessed their other accounts. One after another they showed negligible balances—even Nelson’s IRA. Every one of them cleaned out.


	She grabbed the phone and speed-dialed Nelson’s number. He was stuck in Denver. He didn’t answer—probably in a meeting or something—so she left him a frantic message, then searched for the CitiBank customer service number. She’d start there. How could this have happened?


	Monroe, Long Island


	Sylvia stood in the driveway and watched the workmen swarming along the scaffolding they’d set up against Toad Hall’s west wall.


	“I think we’re gonna make it,” said Rudy Snyder as he stood by her side.


	Sylvia looked at the sinking sun, the long shadows. The day was ending too quickly, as if winter were approaching instead of summer.


	“You promised me, Rudy.” She and Alan had called all along the North Shore this morning and finally had coaxed Rudy out of Glen Cove. “You guaranteed me you’d have every window shuttered before sunset. I hope I’m not hearing the sound of someone beginning to hedge.”


	She tightened her fists to hide her anxiety. She didn’t think she could stand another ordeal like last night.


	“No way, Mrs. Nash.” Rudy wore a peaked cap with Giants across the front; he was tall and fat, with red hair and a veiny, bulbous nose. When he aided the work crew, he did so at ground level only. “We’ll have them all in, just like I said. But they won’t all be wired.”


	“I don’t care about the wiring. You can do that tomorrow. Just get those shutters in good and tight, then pull them down and leave them down.”


	“You really think all this is necessary?”


	She glanced at him, then away. He thought she was a nut, overreacting to some wild stories out of the city.


	“You’ve seen all those little teeth in the siding?”


	“Hey, I’m not saying you didn’t have a problem last night, but do you really think they’ll come back again?”


	“I know they will. Especially since they don’t have to come all the way from Central Park this time.”


	“You mean because of that hole that opened up in Oyster Bay this morning? Whatta y’think’s goin’ on?”


	“Don’t you know? It’s the end of the world.” My world, at least.


	Rudy’s smile was wary. “No … really.”


	“Please finish the job.” She didn’t feel like talking about it. “Seal the house up tight. That will earn you the bonus I promised.”


	“You got it.”


	He bustled off and began shouting at his workers to get their asses moving.


	Sylvia sighed as she stared at Toad Hall. The old place’s carefully maintained look of faded elegance was gone, destroyed by the rolling storm shutters. But they were good, tight, with heavy-duty slats of solid steel. The best. During the day they could be rolled up into the cylinders bolted above the windows; at sunset they’d slide down along tracks fastened to the window frames. They’d be cranked down by hand tonight, but after they were fully wired up tomorrow, Sylvia would be able to roll them all up and down with the flick of a single switch. This particular model was designed to withstand storms of hurricane force. Tonight they were going to have to withstand a storm of a different sort. She prayed they’d be enough.


	“The back’s done,” Alan said, rolling toward her. “They’re moving around here to help finish up this side.” His gaze followed Sylvia’s to the anachronisms being attached to Toad Hall. “A shame, isn’t it?”


	Sylvia smiled, glad to know their thoughts were still in synch, even after the uncomfortable silence of the ride back from the city. Especially when Alan had told her what that nut had said as they were leaving.


	Only three will live to return.


	What an awful thing to say.


	“I feel like I’m witnessing the end of an era.”


	“It might be the end of a lot more than that,” Alan said.


	Sylvia felt all her muscles tighten. She said nothing. She knew where Alan was leading and didn’t want to go there. She’d been dreading this conversation since they left Glaeken’s apartment.


	“Talk to me, Sylvia. Why are you so angry?”


	“I’m not angry.”


	“You’re coiled like a steel spring.”


	Again she said nothing. I’m coiled, all right, she thought, but it’s not anger. I wish it were. I can deal with anger.


	“What do you think, Syl?” Alan said finally.


	Why couldn’t he let it drop?


	“About what?”


	“About Glaeken. About what he said this morning.”


	“I haven’t had time to think much about anything, least of all that old crank’s ravings.”


	“I believe him,” Alan said. “And so do you. I saw it in your eyes when you were listening. I know your expression when you think you’re being bullshitted. You weren’t wearing it back in Glaeken’s apartment. So why don’t you admit it?”


	“All right,” she said through tight lips. “I believe him too. Does that make you happy?”


	She regretted that last sentence as soon as she said it, but it seemed to roll right off Alan.


	“Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. So I’ve got to ask you: If you believe him, why did you walk out?”


	“Because I don’t trust him. Don’t misunderstand me on that,” she added quickly. “I don’t think he’s lying to us. I think he’s sincere, I … just … don’t think he’s as much in control of his end of things as he thinks he is … or wants us to believe he is.”


	“Maybe not. He was trying to sell us—you, especially—on something none of us is prepared to accept. The only reason we can accept it is that we’ve already had our lives turned upside down by something that ninety-nine percent of rational humanity would swear is impossible.”


	Sylvia sighed. “The Dat-tay-vao.”


	“Yeah. And if he says he needs the Dat-tay-vao to try to close up those holes and keep the days from shrinking to nothing and the world being overrun by those monstrosities from last night, why would you hold Jeffy away from him? Jeffy doesn’t need the Dat-tay-vao.”


	“How do you know that?”


	“Has it ever treated its carrier well? Look at Walter Erskine. Look at me. Remember the lines from the old song about the one who carries the Touch? ‘… He bears the weight of the balance that must be struck.’”


	“But the Dat-tay-vao hasn’t harmed Jeffy.”


	“Only because he hasn’t used it—yet. He hasn’t had an opportunity—yet. But what if he does find out, and does begin using it?”


	Here it comes. She felt the pressure building up in her, edging past the point of control until she had to say it.


	“And what if the Dat-tay-vao’s relationship with Jeffy is different? Special?”


	Alan’s puzzled gaze searched her face.


	“I don’t—”


	“What if the Dat-tay-vao’s presence is keeping Jeffy like he is?” She tried to hold the tremor out of her voice but it grew, lending the words a jittery vibrato. “What if it’s the reason he’s been alert, responsive, laughing, singing, reading, playing with other kids—a normal boy—for the past year? Alan, what if that old man takes the Dat-tay-vao away for his focus or whatever he was talking about and Jeffy goes back to the way he was when I adopted him?” The tremor spread from her voice to her body now. She couldn’t control the shaking in her hands and knees. “What if he becomes autistic again, Alan?”


	Sylvia pressed her hands against her face, as much to hide as to catch the tears springing into her eyes.


	“God, Alan, I’m so ashamed!”


	Suddenly someone was standing beside her. She felt a pair of arms slip around her and hold her close.


	“Alan! You’re standing!”


	“Not very well, I’m afraid. But that’s not the point. Watching you all morning, trying to figure out what’s going on inside you, and never seeing how frightened you are. Christ, what a jerk.”


	“But you’re standing!”


	“You’ve seen me do it before.”


	“But not without the parallel bars.”


	“You’re my parallel bars at the moment. I couldn’t just sit there and watch you go to pieces and spout that nonsense about being ashamed.”


	“But I am ashamed.” She twisted in his arms and clung to him. “If Glaeken’s right, the whole world is threatened, billions of people in danger, and here I’m only worried about one little boy. I’m ready to let the whole world take a flying leap rather than jeopardize him.”


	“But that’s not just any little boy. That’s Jeffy—your little boy, the most important little boy in your world. Don’t be ashamed of putting him first. That’s where he should be. That’s where he belongs.”


	“But the whole world, Alan! How can I say no?” The panic welled up again. “How can I say yes?”


	“I can’t answer that for you, Syl. I wish I could. You’ve got to weigh everything. Got to figure that if Glaeken’s right, and he can’t get the Dat-tay-vao for the focus he was talking about, then Jeffy’s a goner along with everybody else. There’s nothing to say that he can’t lure the Dat-tay-vao from Jeffy without harming him. If Glaeken can then turn all these horrors around, Jeffy will have a safer world to live in.”


	“But if Jeffy is left in autistic limbo again…”


	“That branches into two possibilities. Glaeken succeeds and Jeffy’s back to where he was a year ago and we deal with it and hope for a medical breakthrough in autism. Or Glaeken fails despite Jeffy’s sacrifice.”


	“Then it’s all been for nothing.”


	“Not necessarily. If nothing else, Jeffy’s relapse into autism will shield him from the living hell Glaeken’s predicting. That might be a blessing.”


	She clung more tightly to Alan. “I wish this weren’t up to me.”


	“I know. Too bad he’s not old enough to be brought in on the decision.”


	Sylvia felt a vibration begin to shimmer through Alan’s lean body. She looked down and saw that his left leg had begun to tremble. As she watched, it began to jitter and shake. Alan reached a hand down to steady it, but as soon as he let go, the tremors started again.


	Alan smiled. “I feel like Robert Klein doing his old I-can’t-stop-my-leg routine.”


	“What’s wrong?”


	“Spasm. Happens when I’m on it too long. Used to be in both legs, now it’s just my left. Maybe I could try an Elvis imitation.”


	“Stop it. Nobody listens to Elvis anymore.”


	“I do. But only his Sun stuff, and pre-Army RCA.”


	Sylvia smiled. Alan and his oldies. Part of his therapy after the coma had been to rebuild his doo-wop collection. It had worked miracles with his memory linkages.


	“Here. Sit down.”


	He eased himself back into the wheelchair. The leg stopped its jittering as soon as he took his weight off it.


	“Uh-oh,” Alan said, slapping the still leg. “There goes my new career.”


	Sylvia bent and hugged him around the neck.


	“Have I told you that I love you?”


	“Not today.”


	“I love you, Alan. And thanks.”


	“For what?”


	“For standing up and holding me when I needed it. And for making things clear. I think I know what I’m going to do now.”


	“Missus?”


	Sylvia started at the sound of Ba’s voice. She wished he’d learn to make a little more noise when he moved about. He was like a cat.


	He stood behind her holding the new club he’d been working on most of the afternoon to replace the one he’d given to that Jack fellow. Like its predecessor it was studded with diamond-like chew-wasp teeth.


	“Yes, Ba?”


	“Where is the Boy?”


	Fingers of unease brushed her throat.


	“I thought he was with you.”


	“He was in the garage with me. He wished to go outside. I knew the Missus and the Doctor were here so…”


	Ba’s voice trailed off as he did a slow turn, scanning the perimeter of the grounds.


	Sylvia started toward the backyard. She never let Jeffy out alone by the water. Nightmares of dragging the Long Island Sound for his body …


	“Maybe he’s—”


	“No, Missus. I watched him run around house to front.”


	“Maybe he’s inside, then.”


	“He is not, Missus.”


	The long shadows seemed to be reaching for her. The sun had become a red glow behind the willows along the west wall. The fingers of unease at her throat stretched, reaching toward panic, encircling and squeezing.


	Rudy came toward her across the lawn. “We’re done!” he said, grinning.


	“Have you seen Jeffy?” she asked. “My little boy?”


	“The blond-haired kid? Not for a while. Not for a few hours. But we’ve been kinda occupied with getting those shutters up on time. Now, about that bonus—”


	“I’ll pay you everything later—tomorrow. Right now we’ve got to find Jeffy!”


	Alan said, “I’ll check the waterfront. Ba, you beat the bushes along the wall. Sylvia, why don’t you check the road?”


	
As Alan and Ba went their separate ways, Sylvia hurried down the driveway toward the front gate. When she reached the street she stopped, looking both ways, straining to see in the waning light.


	Which way?


	Shore Drive followed the curve of the sound, running east toward the center of town and west toward Lattingtown and Glen Cove. Instinctively, she started east, toward the pale moon rising full and translucent in the fading light. Jeffy loved the toy shops and video arcades along the harbor front. If he was traveling Shore Drive, that was the way he’d go. She took a few steps, then stopped, suddenly unsure.


	If I were Jeffy, she thought, which way would I go?


	Slowly she turned and faced the other way, where the sun perched on the horizon, sinking behind Manhattan.


	Manhattan … where Glaeken was … where Jeffy and the power within him wanted to be …


	She began running west. Her heart was a claustrophobic prisoner, trapped in her chest, pounding frantically on the bars of her ribs. Her eyes roved left and right, scanning the yards along the road. All oversize lots here, with as much frontage along the street as the shoreline. Unlike Toad Hall, most of the other yards were open, their manicured grounds studded with trees and shrubs and free-form plantings. Jeffy could have followed a squirrel or a bird into any one of them.


	He might be anywhere.


	She slowed but kept moving. She didn’t want to miss him. To her left a battered red pickup truck squealed to a halt on the street. Rudy leaned out the window as the rest of his work crew sped by him in their own cars and trucks.


	“Any sign of your boy?”


	Sylvia shook her head. “No. Look, we call him Jeffy. If you see him on your way—”


	“I’ll send him back. Good luck.”


	He sped off and Sylvia, with increasingly frequent glances at the disappearing sun, resumed her search. Before she’d traveled a block—the blocks were long out here—the sun was gone.


	My God, my God, she thought, the sun’s down and those horrible insects are probably rising out of that new hole and heading this way right now.


	If she didn’t get Jeffy back to the house soon those things would rip him to pieces. And if she stayed out here much longer, she would be ripped to pieces.


	What am I going to do?


	WFPW-FM


	FREDDY: All right, everybody. It’s official—the sun’s gone down early again. It sank outta sight at 6:44. One hour and thirty-nine minutes early. If I were you I’d get off the streets. Now. Get indoors and keep it tuned here. We’ll keep you updated between the greatest songs ever recorded.


	
  
    
    

    
  
  
Nobody was shopping now. Pillaging was more like it. People were jumping in and out of the broken door and windows, looking for anything remotely edible. But with nothing left to pillage, the enraged mob was tearing out the empty shelves and hurling them into the street. Three men were brawling over what looked like a can of tuna fish.


	Farther on, groups of tight-faced people hung about on the glass-bejeweled sidewalks, clustered in tense circles, glancing nervously over their shoulders this way and that with fear-haunted eyes. He saw three women standing around a doorway sobbing as a sheet-covered body was carried out. The people on the streets looked like ghosts.


	“It’s falling apart.” Carol had her arms crossed in front of her chest as if to ward off a chill. “Just like Nelson said it would.”


	As Bill was slowing for a red light at 63rd—habit, pure habit—somebody shot at them. The bullet punched through the rear window and smashed the right rear side pane on its way out. Bill floored the gas and sped uptown, ignoring traffic lights the rest of the way.


	He double-parked in front of Carol’s apartment building and led her toward the shattered front door. Inside, she gasped when she saw a body on the floor. Someone had covered it with a drape from one of the ruined windows.


	The elevator ride was slow and rough, as if the motors weren’t getting enough juice. As soon as the doors opened on her floor, Carol bolted from the car and ran down the hall. Bill noticed some drying brown stains on the carpet and what looked like a trail of the same leading past her apartment but said nothing. She had her door open by the time he caught up with her. He stayed close behind as she entered.


	He bumped up against her back when she stopped dead inside the threshold.


	“It’s a wreck!”


	The windows were broken, the furniture gnawed and gouged.


	“Good thing you weren’t here.”


	If Nelson hadn’t run off, they might have stayed here last night, and might have ended up like that corpse in the lobby.


	So damn it all, Bill was glad he’d taken off. Because it meant one less barrier between him and Carol. He loathed himself for that. But he wanted her. God, how he wanted her.


	He forced himself to pull back and take her arm.


	“Let’s move it.”


	She led him to a storage closet where they each grabbed a suitcase, then to the master bedroom. She pulled clothing out of drawers, handed it to him, and he stuffed it in a suitcase. Then she opened a closet. She stopped and touched one of Nelson’s suits.


	“I still can’t believe…”


	“Do you hate him?”


	She shook her head. “I don’t think much of him now, but I can’t bring myself to hate him.”


	“I don’t think you’re capable of hate, so I’ll hate him for both of us.”


	She turned and looked at him. “I’m the one he ran out on.”


	“No, he ran out on us.”


	Carol stared. “Us?”


	“All of us. Now’s the time when we have to stick together, help each other through this catastrophe. Doing what Nelson did, that just makes Rasalom stronger. It’s another brick in the walls going up between people. Don’t you see what’s happening? All the intangibles that link us are being destroyed. Love, trust, brotherhood, community, camaraderie, neighborliness. The simple everyday things that make us human, that make us more than just a pile of organisms, that make us larger than ourselves—they’re all going up in smoke.”


	“It’s fear, Bill. Everyone’s afraid. Death is everywhere. Up is down, down is up—nothing’s sure anymore.”


	“That’s outside. Rasalom’s wrecking everything outside. He’s calling all the shots out there. But inside”—he pounded on his chest—“inside you’ve got who you are, and you’ve got the bonds you’ve formed with other people. That’s where those bonds are anchored. Rasalom can’t get inside unless he’s allowed in. You let that fear in and it will destroy those bonds. And that’s the beginning of the end. For without them we divide into small, suspicious enclaves, which soon deteriorate into warring packs, which finally degenerate into a bunch of backstabbing lone wolves.”


	“Nelson would never—”


	“Excuse me, Carol, but I believe you’ve got a knife in your back. One with Nelson’s fingerprints all over it. As far as I’m concerned, running off like this is aiding and abetting the enemy.”


	Carol didn’t argue.


	They finished packing what they could, then headed for the elevators. They descended in silence and didn’t talk much as they started the ride back. More traffic about now, but scattered and fitful. Bill headed west toward the park on 72nd. As he slowed for a passing truck on Madison, three tough-looking Hispanics, either high or drunk or both, stepped in front of the car.


	“A car,” the biggest of them said, slurring his words. “I could use me some wheels.”


	Bill pulled out the pistol and pointed it through the windshield at one of the men, hoping the bluff would work. He knew he couldn’t pull the trigger. The big man smiled sheepishly, held up his hands, and the three of them staggered away. Bill glanced at Carol and found her staring at him.


	“A pistol, Bill? You?”


	“Jack’s idea. I don’t even know how to fire it.”


	Carol held out her hand. “I do. I spent fifteen years roaming around the South with Jonah and … that boy.”


	She took the gun, pulled the slide back maybe an inch, and looked inside.


	“One in the chamber. All set.”


	She flicked a little switch on its side, then held the pistol up in plain view next to her window.


	Speechless, Bill drove on. They had no trouble the rest of the trip back.


	Jack pulled into a no-parking zone on Seventh Avenue in front of a battered hospital and hopped out of his car. The West Village had taken a beating last night and he was pretty sure an illegally parked car would be low on the police priority list. He wasn’t staying long anyway.


	He saw a slim brunette using a cordless drill to screw sheets of plywood over broken windows. Something familiar about her. A second look and he recognized her.


	“Alicia?”


	She turned, squinted at him with her blue-gray eyes. Her black hair was pinned up, making her look younger than her thirty-something years.


	“Jack? What are you doing here?”


	Alicia Clayton, M.D., pulled off a work glove and extended her hand.


	“Came by to see if you needed a safer place to stay.”


	She shrugged. “Don’t we all. But I’m bunking here. The kids, you know.”


	Yeah, the kids. Alicia was a pediatric infectious disease specialist. She ran the Center for Children with AIDS.


	“Listen, the place I’m talking about has lots of space—empty apartments galore. You could move the kids—”


	She shook her head. “No way. Some of them are too sick to be moved anywhere without a full hospital setup. This place of yours have that?”


	“Well, no. But … it’s going to get uglier, Alicia.”


	Her mouth twisted. “I don’t see how—”


	“Trust me, it will. You need to get to a safe place.” She was good people. Jack was one of the few who knew the hell she’d lived through growing up. Yet she’d overcome all that. Most of it anyway. “We’re going to need doctors.”


	“I appreciate the offer, Jack, but these kids are stuck here, and that means I am too.”


	Jack hadn’t expected any less, but he’d felt compelled to offer.


	Just then a dapper fellow in green scrubs stepped through the entrance carrying a toolbox.


	“Raymond,” Alicia said. “You remember Jack.”


	“Of course,” he said and shook hands, but Jack knew the guy had no clue who he was.


	“How come two of the medical staff are out here boarding up windows?”


	Raymond fluttered a hand in the air. “Because the maintenance people didn’t show up this morning. Somebody’s got to do it.”


	Alicia smiled. “But this is the last board. After this we’ll be sealed in safe and sound.”


	Jack doubted that, but said nothing. He knew Alicia’s type. No way she’d walk away from a responsibility—and those sick kids were a responsibility she lived for. And would die for.


	He said his good-byes and headed for his next stop, knowing he’d likely never see her again.


	New Jersey Turnpike


	Clear sailing on the blacktop. Hardly any other cars. Hank had most of the six southbound lanes to himself.


	He wondered why more people weren’t on the move, then realized that gas was probably in short supply—all the service areas he’d passed so far had been deserted. And where was there to go? According to the news reports, hell was everywhere. It might be a horror show where you were, but you could be fleeing into something far worse. And what if dark fell before you made it to where you were going? Better to stay where you were, hunker down, and try to hold on to what you had.


	He saw the sign for exit 11—the Garden State Parkway. That was his. The Parkway would take him down the coast to the shore towns. Just past the sign was another for the Thomas A. Edison Service Area. Under that, on the shoulder, sat a sheet of plywood, hand painted:


	WE HAVE GAS


	DEISEL TOO


	Yeah, but can you spell?


	Hank checked his gas gauge: half a tank. They were probably charging an arm and a leg per gallon, but who knew when he’d get another chance—if ever?


	Ahead he saw a beat-up station wagon turn off the road onto the service area approach. Hank decided to follow.


	As he approached the gas lanes he saw one of the two overalled attendants leaning in the passenger window of the station wagon. He straightened up and waved the wagon on.


	Probably doesn’t have enough money, Hank thought.


	He smiled and clinked his heel against the canvas bags stowed under the front seat. He had something they couldn’t refuse: silver coins. Precious metal. Always worth something, but more in bad times. The TV had said silver was going for eighty dollars an ounce. And the worse things got, the more it would be worth.


	He slowed, reached down, and pulled out a handful of coins; he shoved them into his pocket, checked that both door locks were down, then headed for the gas lanes.


	The two attendants were clean-cut and clean-shaven, one blond, one dark, both well built, each about thirty. The blond one came around to Hank’s side.


	“You’ve got gas?” Hank said, rolling his window down a couple of inches.


	The fellow nodded. “What’ve you got for it besides plastic or paper?”


	Hank pulled out his quarters. “These should do. They’re all pre-1964—solid silver.”


	The blond stared at the coins, then called to the dark-haired one.


	“Hey, Chuck. He’s got silver. We want silver?”


	Chuck came up to the passenger window. “I dunno,” he said through the glass. “What else you got?”


	“This is it.”


	“What you got in the back?” the blond one said.


	A trapped feeling had begun to steal over Hank. He grabbed for the gearshift.


	“Never mind.”


	His hand never reached it. Both side windows exploded inward, peppering him with glass; a club came in from his left and smashed against his cheek, showering cascades of flashing lights through his vision. He heard the door open, felt fingers clutch his hair and his shoulder, then he was dragged from the van and dumped onto his back on the pavement.


	Pain shot up and down Hank’s spine as he writhed, trying to catch the wind that had been knocked out of him. Above he was dimly aware of one of the attendants reaching into the van’s cab and turning off the engine, then taking the keys around to the rear. He heard the doors swing open.


	“Holy shit!” said Chuck’s voice. “Gary! Take a look! This guy’s loaded!”


	Terrified, Hank struggled to his feet. A part of him wanted to run, but where? For what? To be caught out in the open when dark came? Or to starve to death if he did find shelter? No! He had to get his supplies back.


	He staggered to the rear of his van and tried to slam the nearest door closed.


	“That’s mine!”


	The fair one, Gary, turned on him in red-faced fury and lashed out with his fists so fast, so hard, so many times in rapid succession that Hank barely knew what hit him. One moment he was on his feet, the next his head and abdomen were exploding with pain and his face was slamming onto the asphalt drive.


	He used to be pretty tough, able to hold his own against anyone, but this guy was tough and fast, and the good life Hank had been living the last year had left him soft and slow.


	He raised his head and spat blood. As his vision cleared, he saw a white car speeding toward them from the highway. He blinked. Something on top of the car—a red-and-blue flasher bar. And the state seal on the door. A Jersey State Trooper.


	He’d never liked cops, but he was glad to see this one.


	Groaning, he forced himself up to his knees and began waving with both arms.


	“Help! Over here! Help! Robbery!”


	The police unit screeched to a halt behind Hank’s van and a tall, graying, bareheaded trooper, resplendent in his gray uniform and shiny Sam Brown belt, hopped out and approached the two thieves still leaning inside the back doors.


	“Yo, Captain,” Chuck said. “Look what we found.”


	“Fucking supermarket on wheels,” Gary said.


	The trooper stared at the stacks of cartons. “Very impressive. Looks like we caught us a live one.”


	“Officer,” Hank said, not quite believing his ears, “these men tried to rob me!”


	The trooper swiveled and looked down at Hank, fixing him with a withering glare.


	“We’re commandeering your hoard.”


	“You’re with them?”


	“No. They’re with me. I’m their superior officer. I set up this little sting operation to catch hoarder scum and looters on the run. You have the honor of being our first of the day.”


	“I bought all that stuff!” Hank struggled to his feet and stood swaying like a sapling in a gale. “You have no right!”


	“Wrong,” the trooper said calmly. “I have every right. Hoarders have no rights.”


	“I’ll report you!”


	His smile was white ice. “Move away, little man. I’m the court of last resort around here. Be thankful I don’t have you shot on the spot. Your hoard is about to be divided up among those who’ll make the best use of it. It’ll see us through until the time comes to restore order.”


	Hank couldn’t believe this was happening. There had to be something he could do, someone he could turn to. He shouldn’t have come alone, should have brought a few Kickers for backup, but he didn’t trust—


	And then he saw the tattoo in the thumb web of the officer’s hand and relief flooded through him.


	“You’re a Kicker!”


	“We all are. So?”


	“I’m Hank Thompson!”


	“That supposed to mean something?”


	“I wrote Kick! I created that symbol. I created Kickerdom!”


	The officer sneered. “Yeah, right.”


	He reached for his wallet. “I can prove it!”


	The cop kicked him in the gut. “You ain’t nobody.”


	As Hank gagged with the pain, he saw Gary rip open a carton and pull out a cellophane envelope.


	“Hey, look! Oodles of Noodles. My favorite!”


	Something snapped inside him. Ignoring the pain, he rolled to his feet. Screaming, waving his fists, he charged at Gary.


	“That’s mine! Get your hands off it!”


	He never made it. The captain stepped in front of him and rammed his forearm into Hank’s face. Hank reeled back, clutching his shattered nose.


	“Get running, little man,” he said in a tight, cold voice. “Run while you still can.”


	“You can’t do this to me! I’m your leader!”


	“Git!”


	Mortally afraid now, Hank said, “I can’t! There’s no place to go! We’re in the middle of nowhere! I’ve got two bags of silver coins under the front seat. You can have them. Just give me back my van!”


	The captain reached for the revolver in his holster. He didn’t pause or hesitate an instant. In one smooth, swift motion he pulled it free, ratcheted the hammer back with his thumb, and pointed it at Hank’s face.


	“You just don’t get it, do you?”


	Hank saw nothing in his eyes as the captain pulled the trigger. He tried to duck but was too late. He felt a blast of pain in his skull as the world exploded into unbearable light, then collapsed into fathomless darkness.


	Manhattan


	Jack spotted a few people sitting on the park benches in Union Square as he passed. Didn’t notice any movement, so he couldn’t be sure if they were alive or dead.


	He parked on 17th Street before a storefront diabetes clinic—or at least a place that had once been a clinic. The Laundromat next door was equally demolished, but at least the wrecked equipment still resembled washers and dryers. The clinic … nothing but smashed furniture.


	He stepped through the front room to the office and treatment areas in the rear. Just as deserted as the rest of the place. In the office he spotted the remnants of a Mr. Coffee. He shook his head. That brought back memories. W. C. Fields had his fatal glass of beer; here was where Jack had drunk a near-fatal cup of coffee.


	Which, now that he thought of it, might have led to his first encounter with Dr. Bulmer.


	He heard glass crunch behind him and whirled. A stocky young woman with straight dark hair stood in the doorway, staring at him. She wore a turtleneck sweater, a short plaid skirt, and dark tights.


	“Jack? What are you doing here?”


	Nadia Radzminsky, M.D., had let her hair grow, but otherwise looked pretty much the same as the last time he’d seen her.


	“Looking for you. Don’t have your home address, so I thought I’d give this place a try.”


	He told her about Glaeken’s building and the invitation to stay there.


	With a dazed expression, she looked around at the destruction. “But my patients…”


	“Are gone.”


	Her head snapped around. “You don’t know that.”


	“Nadia, you treat the poor, the homeless, the marginal folks.” He kept his tone gentle. “Lots of people who live behind thick walls with sturdy doors and double locks didn’t make it through the night. What do you think happened to your people?”


	Her eyes glistened with tears. “Some of them must have survived.”


	“Then they’d be here, wouldn’t they.”


	She didn’t reply, just stood there and chewed her lip.


	“The one thing we’re going to need when this is over—if it’s ever over—are doctors. You want to do the most good, you’ll keep yourself safe.”


	She was looking around again. “I don’t know…”


	“And doesn’t your mother live in the city? She’s welcome too.”


	That seemed to tip her Jack’s way.


	“Okay. Where is this place?”


	Jack gave her the address, then added, “You’ll bring Doug too, of course.”


	She nodded. “Of course.”


	“Okay. See you there. And don’t waste time. There’s not much of it.”


	Good. He had a doctor for the building. Next stop, finish up a little business with an engraver. And after that, a visit to a ghost and his brother.


	WFPW-FM


	JO: Stay out of the water, everybody. In fact, stay away from the water. There are things in the rivers and apparently they don’t go into hiding during the day. We’ve just received a confirmed report of a fisherman being pulled off a dock in Coney Island and eaten alive right in front of his kids.


	FREDDY: Don’t go near the water, man.


	
  
    
    

    
  
  
Bill began to dig again. One of the men shouted something to him. Bill didn’t know the language but the meaning was clear.


	Hurry!


	Bill placed his flashlight on the stones and used the first piece to help dig after the second, throwing dirt in all directions. He heard a faint clink of metal on metal and was reaching into the hole to feel for it when a chew wasp darted between the legs of one of the men and sank its needle teeth into his arm. Without thinking, Bill lashed at it with the metal fragment in his hand.


	The flash nearly blinded him for an instant. He blinked, and when the purple afterimage faded, he saw the chew wasp flopping on the stones and gnashing its teeth in waning fury, a deep, blackened, smoking wound in its back.


	Bill stared at the metal fragment in his hand. Whatever power this blade had once held was not completely gone, not by a long shot.


	He threw himself into probing deeper into the bottom of the second hole. He found a second piece of metal almost immediately and held it up.


	“How about this one, Nick? Quick! Does it glow?”


	Nick nodded. “Yes.”


	“Great. All right now. Where’s the—”


	Then one of the villagers screamed and fell backward, landing across Bill’s back and nearly knocking him flat. Bill thought the bugs might have broken through his defenses and latched onto him en masse, but he was wrong.


	This was worse.


	Something had the man by the ankle, something uncoiling out of the darkness like a long black rope, but alive, tapered, twisting, and powerful. His fall had broken the circle and now the bugs were inside, attacking from within as well as without. The men tried to regroup but wavered as the snakelike thing began to drag their friend from their midst. Some bent to grab his arms to pull him back but the bugs were immediately upon them and they had to let him go to protect themselves. Bill watched in horror as the man was dragged screaming into the darkness, the bugs swarming him, ripping at him.


	Another inky snake darted through the night and snared a second villager. And as he was pulled crying to his doom, a third creature caught Nick and pulled him off his feet. Nick made no sound as he landed on the rocks. Bill wrapped an arm around his chest but the snake began to drag them both away. Bill sensed something huge and dark looming in the blackness beyond the reach of the torchlight and realized then that these weren’t snakes but the long, smooth tentacles of a single monstrous creature. Glaeken’s offhanded comment floated through his mind …


	The bigger ones tend to be slow; it will take them a while to get here, but they’ll get here.


	Bill knew from the inexorable pull it exerted on Nick that he couldn’t resist its strength.


	In desperation he reached down to the tentacle and slashed at it with the sword fragments. Another blinding, sizzling flash and suddenly the tentacle had uncoiled and its severed tip was writhing and flopping furiously about like a beheaded snake.


	The villagers were now in complete disarray, stumbling about, swinging their torches and shields wildly.


	“Back!” Bill cried. “Back to the keep.”


	He pulled Nick to his feet and half carried him over the rocky ground toward the base of the tower, flailing about in the air with the metal shards, clearing a path through the bugs. Finally they made it, trailing some of the villagers, just ahead of a few others, stumbling through the opening into the blessedly empty air of the keep. Bitten, bleeding, burned, they collapsed into panting heaps on the granite floor; compared to the rough stones outside, its smooth surface felt almost soft. Only the elderly Alexandru stood, exactly where they had left him.


	“Where are the others?” he said, his eyes ranging through their ranks. “What happened to Gheorghe? And Ion? And Michael and Nicolae?”


	Bill lifted his head and counted. Only eight of the dozen villagers who’d gone out with him had made it back. He went to the door and looked out. Four torches burned on the stones of the gorge. The men who had carried them were nowhere in sight. Behind him, the survivors began to weep and he felt his own throat tighten. Four brave men had sacrificed themselves so a stranger could dig up some chunks of old metal.


	Bill looked down at the fragments in his hand, then again at the four sputtering torches.


	These had damn well better be worth it.


	Outside he heard something huge dragging its enormous weight over the rubble of the gorge.


	Manhattan


	Carol watched the light fade from the sky over the darkened city and thought of how lucky they were to have generators here. She thought of Bill. He’d been an integral part of each thought since he’d left yesterday morning, but especially now, with dark coming.


	“Where is he?” she said to Glaeken.


	He was passing by, carrying an empty tray from Magda’s room. He paused beside her.


	“Still in Romania, I should think.”


	She glanced at her watch. Almost five here. That meant it was almost midnight over there. Almost Wednesday.


	“But he should have been back by now.”


	“Could have been back, perhaps, but as for should…” He shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He reached out and gently laid a scarred hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry yet. Not until tomorrow. If he’s not back by this time tomorrow, then worry. You’ll have company then—I’ll be worrying with you.”


	He left her and headed toward the kitchen.


	Carol continued to stare at the darkening city, wondering if Bill was alive, on land, or in the air. If only she knew.


	Dinu Pass, Romania


	With the two metal shards settled deep in his pocket and Nick strapped into the passenger seat, Bill was ready to go. The villagers had nailed a board across the land rover’s broken rear window. Bill hoped it blocked the bugs half as well as it blocked his view.


	“I don’t want to go.”


	Bill glanced at Nick and was shocked to see tears running down his cheeks.


	“Nick…?”


	“I like it here. I feel … better here. Please let me stay.”


	“Nick, I can’t leave you. I’ve got to go back and we may need you there. But once this is all over, I’ll bring you back.”


	He sobbed. “Do you promise, Father Bill?”


	Bill felt a sob building in his own throat. He gripped Nick’s hand.


	“Yeah, Nicky. I promise.”


	He felt miserable but hid it as he waved to Alexandru and the others.


	“Tell them I’ll be back,” he told the old man in German. “After this is all over, after the holes are closed and the monsters are gone, I’ll be back. And I’ll tell the world of the bravery of your people.”


	Alexandru waved but did not smile. Tears rimmed his eyes. Bill shared his grief, not only for the dead but for Alexandru’s little community. A village atrophying and dying as was his could ill afford to lose four of its most vital men.


	“I’ll be back,” he said again. “I won’t forget you.”


	And he meant it. If he survived this, if he was alive to do so, he’d be back.


	He threw the vehicle into first and started out the gate onto the causeway. The bugs swarmed him. He was halfway across when the headlights picked up the first tentacle. It lay stretched lengthwise along the planks and lifted its tapered tip at Bill’s approach, as if watching him, or catching his scent.


	Bill stopped and squinted into the darkness as other tentacles pushed forward to join the first. Soon the causeway was acrawl with them. He found the high-beam button on the floor to the left of the clutch and kicked it.


	He gasped and instinctively pressed himself back in his seat when he saw what waited at the far end. The light from his high beams reflected off a huge, smooth, glistening, featureless black mass, thirty feet high and at least a hundred feet across. He looked for eyes or a mouth but could find none. Just slimy-looking blackness. A huge sluglike creature with tentacles.


	And those tentacles were reaching for him, stretching closer.


	Bill looked for a way out, a way to get around it, but its massive bulk blocked the end of the causeway. Even if he could run the land rover over the tentacles, he’d end up against the immovable wall of the thing’s flank.


	The tip of one of the tentacles suddenly appeared at the end of the hood. It coiled around the hood ornament and pulled. Bill shifted into reverse and backed up a dozen feet. The tentacles inched after him.


	Trapped, dammit! Trapped until morning!


	He pounded the steering wheel in impotent rage and undiluted frustration. He had the shards that he’d come for and he couldn’t get them back to Glaeken, couldn’t even set off for his return trip to Ploiesti until dawn.


	More time wasted. And another night without seeing Carol. He wanted to be with her. Every moment was precious. How many did they have left?


	Using the side mirror, he carefully backed the vehicle through the gates, then sat behind the wheel and swallowed the pressure that built in his chest as he stared out at the night. He felt like crying.


	“We’re back?” Nick said, smiling. “Oh, I’m so glad we’re back.”


	WFPW-FM


	FREDDY: Jo’s catching some much-needed Zs, man, but I’m still here with you. The phones are down and our cable’s out. And hey, it’s time for you to get back inside. It’s 4:48. Get your butts to safety right now. Ten minutes of light left.


	
  
    
    

    
  
  
PART THREE


	NIGHT


	Aaaahh! NIGHT. Endless night. Everlasting darkness.


	Rasalom turns within his fluid-filled chrysalis and revels in the fresh waves of panic seeping through from the nightworld above. Darkness reigns. His dominion is established beyond all doubt. A fait accompli.


	Except for one flaw, one minuscule spot of hope—Glaeken’s building. But that is a calculated flaw. That too will fade once its residents realize that all their puny efforts to reassemble the weapon are for naught. It is too late—too late for anything. The juices from those crushed hopes will be SWEET.


	All Rasalom need do now is await the completion of the Change at the undawn tomorrow, then break free from this shell to lay claim to this world.


	His world.


	And he is nearly there. He feels the final strands of the metamorphosis drawing tight around and through him. And when it is done, he will rise to the surface and allow Glaeken to gaze on the new Rasalom, to shrink in awe and fear from his magnificence before the life is slowly crushed from his body.


	Soon now.


	Very soon.


	END PLAY


	Manhattan


	“Where can they be?”


	Carol knew she was being a pest, that no one in the room—neither Sylvia, nor Jeffy, nor Ba, nor Nick, not even Glaeken himself—could answer the question she’d repeated at least two dozen times in the past hour, but she couldn’t help herself.


	“I know I’m not supposed to be afraid, I know that’s what Rasalom wants, but I can’t help it. I’m scared to death something’s happened to Bill. And Jack.”


	“That’s not fear,” Glaeken said. “That’s concern. There’s an enormous difference. The fear that Rasalom thrives on is the dread, the panic, the terror, the fear for one’s self that paralyzes you, makes you hate and distrust everyone around you, that forces you either to lash out at whoever is within reach or to crawl into a hole and huddle alone and miserable in the dark. The fear that cuts you off from hope and from each other, that’s what he savors. This isn’t fear you’re feeling, Carol. It’s anxiety, and it springs from love.”


	Carol nodded. That was all fine and good …


	“But where are they?”


	“They’re gone,” Nick said.


	Carol’s stomach plummeted as she turned toward him. Glaeken, too, was staring at him.


	Nick hadn’t answered her all the other times she’d asked the same question. Why now?


	“Wh-what do you mean?”


	“They’re gone,” he repeated, his voice quavering. “They’re not out there. Father Bill and the other one—they’ve disappeared.”


	Carol watched in horror as a tear slid down Nick’s cheek. She turned to Glaeken.


	“What does he mean?”


	“He’s wrong,” Glaeken said, but his eyes did not hold the conviction of his words. “He has to be.”


	“But he sees things we don’t. And he hasn’t been wrong yet. Oh, God!”


	She began to sob. She couldn’t help it. Lying in Bill’s arms last night had been the first time since Jim’s death that she had felt like a complete, fully functioning human being. She couldn’t bear to lose him now.


	Or was this part of a plan?


	She swallowed her sobs and wiped away her tears.


	“Is this another of Rasalom’s games? Feed us a little hope, let us taste a little happiness, make us ache for a future and then crush us by snatching it all away?”


	Glaeken nodded. “That is certainly his style.”


	“No!” she screamed.


	The outburst shocked her. She never raised her voice. Never felt it necessary. But this had leapt from her—and it seemed right. It capsulized the anger she felt. She glanced over to where Jeffy sat reading a picture book with Sylvia. Sylvia was looking at her with a curious expression, but the boy wasn’t paying attention. Carol turned back to Glaeken.


	“No,” she said again, in a lower voice. “He’s not getting anything from me. I won’t be afraid, I won’t lose hope, I won’t give up.”


	She went to the huge curved sofa, picked up a magazine, and sat down to read it. But she couldn’t see the trembling page through her freshly welling tears.


	The Horror Channel


	


	“Got to be those things in the backseat,” Jack said in a hushed voice.


	Bill said nothing. He held his breath and leaned away from the passenger-side window as countless tentacles brushed across its surface.


	Hurry up!


	A giant, tentacled slug blocked their way on Broadway as it squeezed into 47th Street. He mentally urged it to keep moving and get out of their way.


	“This happened to me once before,” Jack went on. “With the rakoshi. As long as I was wearing one of the necklaces, they couldn’t see me. One or both of those things Haskins gave us was made from the necklaces. This has got to be the same kind of effect. I mean, look at that slug. It’s ignoring us like we don’t even exist.”


	The whole trip had been like a dream, an interminable nightmare. The horrors from the holes had taken over—completely. Their movements had lost the frantic urgency of all past nights. Now they were more deliberate, no longer an invading army, but more like an occupying force.


	Bill and Jack had traveled in from the Island through swarms of bugs and crawlers large and small—but they had traveled unnoticed. An occasional horror would flutter against one of the windows or crash into a door or a fender, but each was accidental contact. Still, their progress had been slow through the dark dreamscape, and when they arrived at the Midtown Tunnel, they’d found it impassable—choked with countless giant millipede-like creatures. They’d finally found their way across the miraculously intact Brooklyn Bridge and had been making good time heading uptown on Broadway. The wide avenue had run downtown in the days when it had been a thoroughfare for cars instead of crawlers, but no one seemed to be writing tickets tonight.


	Bill watched Jack. “You wanted to keep on going west, didn’t you.”


	Jack glanced at him, then looked away. “Say what?”


	“When we hit Manhattan and it was clear we weren’t going to be attacked, you wanted to cut straight across and into Jersey. Am I right?”


	“Crossed my mind.”


	“You could have dumped me, reached the people you care about, and used these things to protect them. Why didn’t you?”


	He shrugged. “Not the right thing to do. And Gia would have sent me back anyway.” He grinned. “A colossal waste of gas.”


	Bill thought he finally understood why Glaeken placed such stock in this violent, enigmatic man.


	The slug’s back end finally cleared enough pavement to allow Jack to scoot around behind it and they were moving again. Another fifteen minutes of picking their way around abandoned cars and the larger crawlers and they arrived at Glaeken’s building.


	Bill unlocked his door and reached for the handle as Jack drove up on the sidewalk.


	“Better not get out empty-handed,” Jack said. “You might not make it to the door.”


	Good thought. Bill grabbed the boxier of the two blanket-wrapped objects and hopped out. Julio was at the lobby door, holding it open.


	“Where you guys been?” he said as Bill rushed through. “We been worried sick ’bout you.”


	Bill patted him on the shoulder as he passed.


	“Elevator still working?”


	“Slow as shit, but it gets there.”


	Bill hopped in and waited for Jack only because it would have been a slap in the face to leave him behind. The need to be with Carol was a desperate, gnawing urgency. He wanted to see her, hold her, let her know he was all right. She had to be sick with worry by now.


	Jack hit a button short of the top.


	“Got to make a stop.”


	Bill knew it wasn’t for the bathroom.


	“Hope they’re okay.”


	“Yeah.” His voice was tight. “So do I.”


	Jack got out and seconds later Bill reached the top floor alone. He fairly ran for Glaeken’s apartment, and there she was, the wonder and joy and relief in her eyes so real, and just for him. She sobbed when he wrapped his free arm around her. He wanted to carry her back to the bedroom right now but knew that would have to wait.


	“Nick said you were dead!”


	Bill straightened and looked at her. “He did? Dead?”


	“Well, not dead. But he said you were gone—not there anymore.”


	“Why would he—?”


	And then Bill thought he understood. Just as he and Jack had been invisible to the bugs on their trip home, so they must have been invisible to Nick as well.


	He realized that he and Carol were the center of attention—Sylvia, Jeffy, Ba, Glaeken—everyone but Nick was staring at them. He released Carol and showed his blanket-wrapped bundle to Glaeken.


	“We got it. Those smallfolk you mentioned were there. They took the necklaces and scraps and gave us this and another package in return.”


	“Where’s the other?”


	“Jack has it. He’s making a call. He’ll be here in a minute.”


	Glaeken pointed to the bundle, then the coffee table.


	“Unwrap it and place it there, if you will.”


	Bill searched through the many folds until his hand came in contact with cold metal. He wriggled it free and held it up.


	Bill’s gasp was echoed by the others in the room.


	“A cross!” Carol said in hushed tones.


	Yes. A cross, identical to the ones that studded the walls of the keep back in Romania. But the colors surprised him most. He’d expected something made of iron, a dull flat gray similar to the necklaces they had delivered to Haskins this morning. Not this. Not an upright of solid gold and a crosspiece of shining silver, reflecting the dancing light of the flames in the fireplace.


	Bill tore his eyes away from its gleaming surface and looked at Glaeken.


	“Is this it? A cross?”


	Glaeken had stepped back, placing a section of the sofa between Bill and himself. He shook his head.


	“Not a cross. But it is the source, the reason the cross is such an important symbol throughout the world. In truth it is merely the hilt of a sword.”


	Bill ran his fingers over its surface and felt something like a tingle.


	“But what happened to the iron from the necklaces?”


	“You’re touching it,” Glaeken said. “The smallfolk have a way with metals.”


	“I guess they do.”


	Glaeken looked around. “What’s taking Jack so long?”


	The Bunker


	Nightmare.


	The only word for it.


	Vicky crouched in the center of the floor, fingers jammed into her ears, shoulders quaking as she sobbed in terror. Abe knelt next to her, reloading his shotgun while Gia rotated in a slow circle. Sweat soaked her hair, dripped down her face, drenched the long-sleeve T-shirt she wore. Her insides quaked, her fingers twitched, and her palms felt sweaty against the stock as she waited for the next burrower to show its snout.


	The strategy, if it could be called that, was Abe’s: One of them would shoot until only one round—the one in the chamber—remained; then the other would take over while the first reloaded.


	The burrowers hadn’t waited long after dark before resuming their incessant grinding. Gia had expected one to pop through the existing hole, but it remained empty. Maybe the burrower that had made it backed up and died after Abe had shot it, blocking the passage. She could only guess, and feel relieved.


	But that didn’t last. Others must have been close to breaking through before they’d quit with the coming of the light, because it didn’t take long before new holes began opening in the walls and horrid snouts pushing into the bunker.


	Abe took the lead, pumping two shots each into the first two, then three into the third. Each time, they writhed and retreated, leaving their holes empty. But more were on the way. Gia couldn’t hear them through her ear protectors, but she knew they were coming.


	Abe had insisted on wearing the protectors, saying they’d be virtually deaf after a few shots if they didn’t. And they might need their hearing.


	He tapped her calf and pointed to her right. Gia looked and saw the concrete begin to flake and bulge. She swallowed her fear and hurried over. She reached the spot just in time to see the snout break through. Again, a close look at the concentric rows of black grinding teeth ringing the snout, but this time she got a look inside the round, gnashing mouth and saw more rings of teeth, diamond clear like chew wasps’, angled inward for tearing.


	Fighting her rising gorge she jammed the muzzle in among those teeth, took a breath, and pulled the trigger—once, twice. The creature twisted, shuddered, then withdrew.


	I did it! I got one!


	But she couldn’t celebrate. Another was breaking through a dozen feet to her right. She ran over and blasted that one twice.


	As she looked around for the next invader, she saw a light on the shortwave radio flashing red. An incoming signal. That could only be Jack calling. As she debated answering she felt something tickle the back of her neck. She rubbed it and looked at her hand: fine white powder mixed with sweat.


	Cement!


	She looked up in time to see a burrower break through the ceiling directly above her. They were coming from all directions!


	She screamed and lifted the shotgun. As she rammed the muzzle into the snout she thought of Jack’s call. No way they could answer. She prayed he was calling with good news, to say he’d been successful. But if so, she saw no sign of a letup here.


	Whatever he was involved in had to work, and work soon.


	Very soon.


	Or she and Vicky and Abe were goners.


	Manhattan


	Jack finally stepped into the room carrying the longer package. Something in his face …


	Bill gripped his arm. “Everything okay?”


	He shook his head. “No … don’t know. Couldn’t get an answer. Let’s get this done.” He hefted his burden. “What’s in here?”


	“The rest of the instrument,” Glaeken said. “Be careful. It will be sharp.”


	Another intake of breath across the room as the layers of blanket fell away to reveal a gleaming length of carved steel.


	“The blade,” Jack breathed.


	The muscles in his forearm rippled as he held it by the butt spike and raised it in the air, turning it back and forth, letting the light leap and run across the runes carved along its length.


	The blade … magnificent. The sight of it warmed one part of Bill and chilled another. Something alien and unsettling about those runes. He slipped his arm around Carol and held her closer.


	Bill still held the hilt in his free hand. He’d noticed a deep slot in the center of its upper surface—a perfect receptacle for the blade’s butt spike.


	“Should we put them together?” he asked Glaeken.


	The old man shook his head. “No. Not yet. Please place the hilt on the table.”


	As Bill complied, Jack lowered the blade.


	“This too?”


	“Drive its point into the floor, if you will.”


	Jack shot him a questioning look, then shrugged. He upended the blade, grabbed the butt spike with both hands, then drove it through the carpet and deep into the hardwood floor beneath. It quivered and swayed a moment, then stood straight and still.


	Glaeken turned to Sylvia. His eyes opaque, his expression grave.


	“Mrs. Nash … it is time.”


	Sylvia stared at the gold-and-silver cross gleaming on the table not five feet away and felt all her strength desert her in a rush.


	Everything was happening—changing—too quickly. She’d gone to bed last night thinking she’d been freed of the burden of deciding. Jack had only one necklace and it wasn’t enough. The instrument could not be reassembled, Jeffy would not be called on to give up the Dat-tay-vao. She had been frightened, terrified of the near future, and ashamed at the relief she had felt at being spared the burden of risking her son’s mind.


	This morning she’d awakened to find everything changed. Glaeken had both necklaces and the original plan was back in motion.


	Sylvia had been preparing herself for this moment all day but still wasn’t close to ready. How could she ever be ready for this?


	She sensed Ba looming behind her and didn’t have to look to know that whatever she decided he would be with her 100 percent. But the rest of them … she glanced around the room. Carol, Bill, Jack, Glaeken—all their eyes intent upon her.


	How could they ask her to do this? She’d already lost Alan. How could they ask her to risk Jeffy?


	But they could. And they were. And considering all that was at stake, how could they not ask?


	Jeffy too seemed to notice their stares. He drew his gaze from the hilt—he’d been fixated on it since Bill had unwrapped it—and turned to Sylvia.


	“Why are they all looking at us, Mom?”


	Sylvia tried to speak but no sound came. She cleared her throat and tried again.


	“They want you to do something, Jeffy.”


	He looked around at the expectant faces. “What?”


	“They want you to—” She looked up at Glaeken. “What does he have to do?”


	“Just touch it,” Glaeken said. “That is all it will take.”


	“They want you to touch that cross. It will—”


	“Oh, sure!”


	Jeffy pulled away from her, eager to get his hands on the shiny object. Sylvia hauled him back.


	“Wait, honey. You should know … it might hurt you.”


	“It didn’t hurt that man,” he said, pointing to Bill.


	“True. But it will be different for you. The cross will take something from you, and after you lose that something you … you might not be the same.”


	He gave her a puzzled look.


	“You may be like you were before, in the time you can’t remember.” How to explain autism to a nine-year-old? “You didn’t speak then; you barely knew your name. I … don’t want you to be like that again.”


	His smile was bright, almost blinding. “Don’t worry, Mommy. I’ll be okay.”


	Sylvia wished she could share even a fraction of his confidence, but she had a dreadful feeling about this. Yet if she held him back, didn’t let him near the hilt, then what had Alan died for? He’d gone to his death protecting Jeffy and her. How could she hold Jeffy back now and condemn him—condemn everyone—to a short life and a brutal death in a world of eternal darkness?


	Yet the risk was Jeffy losing the light of intelligence in those eyes and living on as an autistic child.


	Certain darkness without, a chance of darkness within.


	What do I do?


	She forced her hands to release him. She spoke before she had a chance to change her mind.


	“Go, Jeffy. Do it. Touch it.”


	He lurched away from her, eager to get to the bright metal thing on the table. He covered the distance in seconds, reached out and, without hesitation, curled his tiny fingers around the grip of the hilt.


	For an instant his hand seemed to glow, then he cried out in a high-pitched voice. A violent shudder passed through him, then he was still.


	What is that?


	A disturbance. An aberrant ripple races across Rasalom’s consciousness, disrupting the seething perfection of the ambient fear and agony.


	Something has happened.


	Rasalom searches the upper reaches, sensing out the cause. Only one possible place it could have originated—Glaeken’s building.


	And there he finds the source.


	The weapon. Glaeken has managed to reassemble its components. He has actually recharged it. That is what Rasalom felt.


	But even now the sensation is fading.


	Such hope concentrated in that room, an unbearable amount. Yet exquisite misery is incipient there. How wonderful it will be to catch the falling flakes of that hope as it crystallizes in the cold blast of fear and terror when they realize they have failed.


	For it is too late for them. Far, far too late. This world is sealed away from Glaeken’s Ally. Let him assemble a hundred such weapons, a thousand. It will not matter. The endless night is upon the world. A dark, impenetrable barrier. There can be no contact, no reunion of Glaeken with the opposing force.


	Let him try. Let his pathetic circle hope. It will make their final failure all the more painful.


	There now. The disturbing ripple is gone, swallowed by the thick insulating layers of night that surround it like a shroud.


	Rasalom returns to his repose and awaits the undawn.


	“Jeffy?”


	Her little boy stood stone still with his hand on the hilt, staring at it. His cry of pain had pierced her like a spear and she’d leapt to his side. Now she hovered over him, almost afraid to touch him.


	“Jeffy, are you all right?”


	He did not move, did not speak.


	Sylvia felt a rime of fear crystallize along the chambers of her heart.


	No! Please, God, no! Don’t let this happen!


	She grabbed him by the shoulders and twisted him toward her, caught his chin with her thumb and forefinger and turned it up. She stared into his eyes.


	And his eyes …


	“Jeffy!” she cried, barely able to keep her voice under control. “Jeffy, say something! Do you know who I am? Who am I, Jeffy? Who am I?”


	Jeffy’s gaze wandered off her face to a spot over her shoulder, lingered there a few seconds, then drifted on. His eyes were empty. Empty.


	She knew that face.


	She fought off the encroaching blackness that her mind hungered to escape to. She’d lived with that vacant expression for too many years not to know it now. Jeffy was back to the way he used to be.


	“Oh, no!” Sylvia moaned as she slipped her arms around him and pulled him close. “Oh, no … oh, no … oh, no!”


	This can’t be! she thought, holding his unresisting, disinterested body tight against her. First Alan and now Jeffy … I can’t lose them both! I can’t!


	She glared across the room at Glaeken, who stood watching her with a stricken expression. She had never felt so lost, so alone, so utterly miserable in her life, and it was all his fault.


	“Is this the way it has to be?” she cried. “Is this it? Am I to lose everything? Why? Why me? Why Jeffy?”


	She gathered Jeffy up in her arms and carried him from the room, hurling one final question at Glaeken and everyone else there as she left.


	“Why not you?”


	The heaviness in Glaeken’s chest grew as he stood at the far end of the living room and watched poor Sylvia flee with her relapsed child.


	Because this is war, he thought in answer to her parting question. And every war exacts its price, on the victors as well as the vanquished.


	Even in the unlikely event we win this, we will all be changed forever. None of us will come through unscathed.


	That knowledge did not make him grieve any less for the loss of that poor boy’s awareness.


	A single sob burst from Carol and echoed like a shot in the mortuary silence. Bill slipped his arms around her. Jack stood with his hands in his pockets, staring at the floor. Ba looked simply … lost. And tortured. Glaeken knew anything that hurt his mistress hurt him doubly. His pain-filled eyes reflected the war within—torn between following Sylvia or staying here. He took a step toward the door, then turned back and leaned against the wall.


	Glaeken faced the others. “We are ready.”


	“How can you be so cold?” Carol said, glaring at him.


	“I am not immune to their torment. I ache for that child, but even more for his mother. He may have lost his awareness and his ability to respond to the world around him, but he has lost his perspective as well—he doesn’t know what he has lost. Sylvia does. She bears the pain for both of them. But we must save our grief for later. If the price the child has paid is to have meaning, we must take the final step.”


	“Okay,” Jack said. “What do we do?”


	“Put the hilt and the blade together.”


	“That’s it? Then what?”


	“Then the signal reaches the Ally or it does not. And then the Ally responds or it does not.”


	“Do or die, eh?”


	“Quite literally.”


	“Then let’s get to it. We’ve waited long enough. Let’s get this over with.”


	Jack seemed in a terrible hurry. Why?


	He picked up the hilt, hefted it, and turned toward the blade where it jutted from the floor.


	“Wait,” Glaeken said. “There’s something you should know.”


	Jack was the Heir. The Ally hadn’t hung a sign on him saying so, but Glaeken sensed it, and everything pointed to it. Even Rasalom had referred to him as such. He was destined to take on the role of Sentinel, Defender, Guardian when Glaeken died. A natural progression.


	But Rasalom’s ascension and the initiation of the Change while Glaeken still lived had changed all that. What should have been a simple progression now required an initiation. The Heir would have to participate in the process. When Jack rammed the hilt onto the blade’s butt spike, he would become a different sort of being—ageless, potent, powerful.


	And so the easiest thing for Glaeken would have been to allow Jack to join the two parts of the weapon and have done with it.


	But he felt compelled to warn the man what he was getting into. Glaeken wished someone had warned him countless years ago before his own first encounter with the weapon.


	But I was so reckless and headstrong then. Would it have made a difference?


	Jack stood by the blade, waiting.


	“If this works,” Glaeken said, “when you join the two halves you will be, in a very real sense, joining yourself to the weapon and the force that fuels it.”


	Jack looked at him. “Just by putting it together? No spells or incantations or any of that stuff?”


	“None of that stuff,” Glaeken said, allowing himself a tiny smile. “Because that’s just what it is—stuff. Showbiz. This is the real thing. Know that it is an intimate bond, permanent, one you will not be able to break no matter how much you desire to.”


	He noticed that Jack seemed to have lost some of his enthusiasm for joining the hilt to the blade.


	“What about you?” he said. “Didn’t this used to be yours? Shouldn’t you be handling this?”


	Glaeken fought the urge to retreat to the farthest corner of the room.


	“No. It’s over for me. This is not my age. I’m from another time, a long-dead time. This is your age. I saved mine. Someone from your time must save yours.”


	“So you’re saying if this works I’ll be the new Sentinel or whatever?”


	Glaeken nodded. “You are, after all, the Heir.”


	The Bunker


	Gia saw Vicky leap to her feet and lurch away from her spot, her face a mask of terror. And then Gia knew why: A snout burst through the floor inches away from where she’d been crouching. Vicky slipped and fell and the snout stretched toward her.


	“No!” Gia screamed, leaping forward.


	She rammed the muzzle of her Benelli into its maw and yanked the trigger three times in rapid succession.


	“Fuck you!” she shouted in a burst of rage and horror. “FUCK you!”


	Spurting goo, the thing slipped back into its hole.


	Too close. She shuddered. Too, too close.


	Vicky was staring at her. “Mom, you said the F-word.”


	“Did I?” She hadn’t realized. “Well, when some slimy worm is trying to eat your little girl, you’re allowed.”


	She looked around. The situation was deteriorating. Some of the burrowers in the walls and ceiling were starting to wriggle from their holes, revealing white, bulbous bodies, ringed with bristling ridges. They reminded Gia of maggots—glistening, human-size maggots.


	So many now. Too many. She and Abe simply couldn’t reach them all.


	But they had to try.


	Gia ran over to one that jutted three feet into the room. As she neared, it whipped toward her, stretching like an accordion. She fell back in shock and it snapped at her shotgun. She fired and missed, gouging a deep pock in the ceiling. Another pull of the trigger and this time the shot shredded an area behind the head. The burrower writhed and twisted, spraying thick yellow goo, but it kept coming, pushing itself farther and farther into the room.


	Around her she saw others doing the same.


	Manhattan


	His mouth dry as sand, Jack could only stare at Glaeken. The moment he’d been dreading had arrived.


	Or had it?


	“But I’m not supposed to … at least I was told that I don’t take over till you’re gone.”


	“The Change alters the rules. I’m as good as gone. My sword was broken and I have aged. Now there’s a new sword, and it needs a new champion, a new Sentinel to wield it. By completing the weapon you accept the role.”


	Jack thought of Gia and Vicky … if they’d somehow survived, taking Glaeken’s place meant losing them. Because he wouldn’t be Jack anymore. He’d be the new Sentinel, the immortal watchman. He remembered what Glaeken had told him about how his own past relationships had deteriorated as the women grew old and he did not. He’d had to watch his wives, his children, his grandchildren age and wither and die, until he’d decided to have no more wives or children, or even long-term relationships.


	Until he’d been freed … until he’d known that he and Magda could grow old together.


	Watching Gia and Vicky age and die while he stayed young … Jack had been struggling for years to find a way to make it work with them, and now Glaeken wanted him to throw everything away—assuming anything was left.


	He laid the hilt on the table.


	“I’m going to take a rain check.”


	Glaeken’s expression slackened. “Jack, you can’t—”


	“I can, and I am. What makes you so sure it’s me?”


	“You know as well as I that you’re the Heir.”


	Looking around, he saw all eyes fixed on him. Confused eyes … they didn’t know what had gone down these past years, what he and Glaeken were talking about—that he’d been drafted into this cosmic war and, without being given a choice or a say, tagged for the generalship when the time came. Glaeken was saying the time was now. Jack couldn’t buy that—wouldn’t buy that.


	“Maybe it’s someone else here.”


	Glaeken sighed. “You know very well it is not. The weapon chooses who shall wield it—and it shall choose you.”


	“It has a say?”


	“Of course. What you’ve known as the Dat-tay-vao now resides within the hilt. That is not an inert amalgam of metals, it is very much alive—almost sentient.”


	“Then let’s see if it chooses someone else.”


	“One of us?” Bill said.


	Jack turned to him. “Why not?” He was grasping at straws, he knew, but what if there was more than one potential Heir? “None of you is an accidental bystander. You’ve all played a part in the events leading up to this moment.”


	He turned to Ba.


	“If there was ever a natural-born warrior, it’s you, Ba. Maybe you were cured by the Dat-tay-vao so you’d be able to travel halfway around the world to wind up here in this room at this time.”


	Plus, Jack realized, all this had become personal for Ba. No way he couldn’t be carrying an incandescent grudge against Rasalom after what happened to his friend Alan and now to Jeffy. Righteous fury—the perfect fuel.


	The big Asian’s expression remained calm but Jack noticed a tightening in the muscles of his throat. His nod was almost imperceptible.


	“I will do this.”


	Ba stepped forward with no hint of hesitation. Jack glanced around and noticed Sylvia slipping back into the room. She stood in a corner holding her listless Jeffy by the hand. She watched grim-faced as Ba took the hilt from the table and lined it up over the butt spike.


	Ba paused and looked at Glaeken. “What will happen?”


	“Maybe nothing. It may be too late for anything to work. Rasalom may have us sealed off too completely for the signal to break through.”


	“But if it does work, how will I know?”


	“Oh, you’ll know,” Glaeken said. “Believe me, we’ll all know.”


	Ba continued to stare at him questioningly.


	“For one thing, Ba, the blade and hilt will fuse. That will be your confirmation that the sword has accepted you.”


	Ba nodded.


	Jack noticed that Glaeken took a surreptitious backward step and looked away as Ba inhaled deeply and rammed the hilt home.


	Nothing happened … nothing that Jack could see.


	After a few heartbeats Ba said, “I do not feel different.” He pulled up on the hilt, slipping it free of the butt spike. “And they have not become one. It has refused me.”


	Jack couldn’t read his expression. Relief, or disappointment that he would not have this weapon to protect Sylvia and Jeffy?


	Jack ground his teeth and hid his frustration. The big guy would have been perfect.


	Without a word, Ba held out the hilt to Bill.


	Bill blinked. “Me? But I can’t … I mean, I’m not…”


	Jack jumped in. “Why not? I mean, from what you told me in the car, you’ve been Rasalom’s nemesis since his rebirth—since before his rebirth. Is there anyone alive today besides Glaeken who Rasalom hates more? Look what he did to your life.” Jack’s life had been shattered too, but not by Rasalom. “That sets you up as someone ready to administer major payback.”


	Yes. It could be Bill. Had to be. He was perfect—a holy man’s soul and a warrior’s heart. Bill had drawn blood and had withstood the death, misery, and horror of Rasalom’s vicious campaign to break him.


	They were made to face off against each other.


	At the moment, however, Bill looked anything but the fearless standard-bearer.


	Carol was clutching his arm, but he pulled free and stepped forward. She stood back with her eyes fixed on the hilt and both hands pressed tight against her face, covering her mouth. The ex-priest approached Ba as if he were holding a poisonous snake. Slowly, hesitantly, he reached out with trembling hands and took the hilt from him.


	“It can’t be me.”


	Ba stepped aside, clearing the path.


	Like a sleepwalker, Bill shuffled to the blade, fitted the tip of the spike into the opening—and paused. He looked around.


	“It’s not me. I know it’s not.” But his hoarse voice lacked conviction.


	Bill didn’t shove the hilt down, he merely let it fall upon the spike. Once again, Jack noticed Glaeken averting his eyes.


	But nothing happened—again.


	Bill removed the hilt and stepped back from the instrument, his body trembling from head to foot.


	Jack closed his eyes and swallowed a surge of bile. He’d run out of denials.


	It’s me. Christ, it’s me.


	Glaeken’s eyes bored into his, penetrating to his soul. Bill and Ba too were staring at him.


	But their faces were replaced by Gia’s and Vicky’s. Even if, somehow, they were still alive, if he cut and run now they’d have no chance. If this hilt-and-blade thing worked—still a big if—things could never be the same between him and them, but at least he’d be able to give them a chance of survival.


	“Damn it!” he said through his clenched teeth. “Goddamn it!” He stepped forward and snatched the hilt from Bill. “No sense in wasting any more time. Let’s get this shit over with.”


	With a single swift motion he positioned the hilt over the spike and—paused. He didn’t want this.


	But if it’s gotta be, it’s gotta be.


	He set his jaw and pushed the hilt onto the spike.


	And waited.


	And waited.


	He jiggled the hilt. Loose. No fusion.


	He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Maybe cry. Because the inescapable truth was that the instrument, the sword, whatever it was, didn’t work. No signal would be going out.


	We’re all screwed.


	He looked up and saw Glaeken gaping at him.


	Glaeken balled his fists to keep from shouting.


	No! This couldn’t be! He’d done everything right! The sword was fresh, new, and ready! Why didn’t—?


	“Well, then, who is it?” he heard Carol say in a high voice verging on rage. “It’s got to be somebody!” She turned to Glaeken. “And who said it has to be a man?”


	Glaeken had no answer for that, and Carol wasn’t waiting for one anyway. She reached past Jack, lifted the hilt, and slammed it back down.


	With no more effect than anyone before her.


	“Don’t tell me we went through all this for nothing!” she said. “It’s got to—” She turned to the figure watching from the far end of the room. “Sylvia! Sylvia, you try it. Please.”


	Sylvia wiped away a tear. “I don’t…”


	“Just come over and do it.”


	Leading Jeffy by the hand, Sylvia approached the instrument. She made eye contact with no one.


	“This is a waste of time,” she said.


	The words proved too true. She released Jeffy, lifted the hilt, and rammed it home.


	Nothing.


	How pathetic they are.


	Rasalom’s expanded consciousness has witnessed the members of Glaeken’s circle stride up to the odd conglomeration of metals and spirit standing in the center of the room, each so full of hope and noble purpose, and watched each of them fail. He relishes the growing despair in the room, thickening and congealing until it is almost palpable.


	And something else growing there … anger.


	When their trite little totem fails, they will begin to turn on each other.


	Luscious.


	The Bunker


	Burrowers, living and dead and dying, littered the floor. They ran six to seven feet in length and moved with an obscene, undulating motion. They’d backed Gia, Vicky, and Abe into the corner by the bathroom. Gia had Vicky hidden behind the bathroom door while she and Abe did what damage they could to the invaders. The burrowers would have overrun them by now if the live ones hadn’t paused to taste the dead and the nearly so.


	Gia’s gorge rose at the sight of them tearing into their inert brothers, knowing they’d soon be doing the same to the three humans down here. The dying burrowers jerked and spasmed as they were eaten. Unbidden images of Vicky at their mercy, eaten alive, flashed through her brain.


	For the first time in her life she almost felt it might be a good thing that Emma hadn’t made it.


	Almost.


	She couldn’t imagine, couldn’t allow her child to die like this. Better a quick clean death than …


	But could she do it? Even if it was the best thing for Vicky, a merciful gift, could she aim this shotgun at her daughter and pull the trigger?


	Listen to me. I’ve got us dead already. And we’re not. Jack and Glaeken are still out there. They’ll come up with something. They’ve got to.


	But when? Oh God, when?


	Manhattan


	Glaeken watched Sylvia tug the hilt free of the spike and turn in a slow circle. This time she made eye contact—and her gaze was withering.


	“This is it?” her voice bitter, brittle. “This is all we get? Alan loses his life, Jeffy sinks back into autism, all for what? For nothing?”


	“Maybe it’s Nick,” Bill said.


	“No,” Sylvia said, her voice rimed with disdain. “It’s not Nick.”


	Jack shook his head. “Maybe it wasn’t refurbished right. Or like Glaeken said, maybe it’s too late. Maybe the signal can’t get through.”


	“Oh, it’s too late all right.” She continued her slow turn. “Too late for Alan and Jeffy.” Finally she stopped and glared at him. “But it’s not too late for you, is it?”


	Glaeken felt his mouth going dry. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


	“Yes, you do.” She lifted the hilt higher, straining against its weight. “This is yours, isn’t it?”


	“Its predecessor was, before it was melted down and—”


	“It’s still yours, isn’t it?”


	Glaeken swallowed. Sylvia was trespassing along a path he dearly wished her to avoid.


	“Not anymore. Someone new must take it up now.”


	“But it wants you.”


	“No.” What was she saying? “I served my time—more than my time. Someone else—”


	“But what if no one but the wonderful Glaeken will do?” She spat his name.


	“That’s not possible.”


	She lifted the hilt still higher, her expression fierce.


	“Try it. Just try it. Let’s see what happens. Then we’ll know for sure.”


	“You don’t understand,” Glaeken said. His arthritic lower back was shooting pain down his left leg so he eased himself into the straight-back chair against the wall behind him. “It can’t be me. It’s not possible.”


	He saw Jack step closer to Sylvia. He kept his voice low but Glaeken made out the words.


	“Chill, Sylvia. Look at him. He’s all rusted up. Even if he’s the one it wants, what can he do against all that’s going on out there?”


	Sylvia stared Glaeken’s way a moment longer, then shook her head.


	“Maybe. But there’s something else going on here.” She handed the hilt to Jack. “You figure it out.”


	Jack glanced down at the gold and silver hilt in his hand, then looked at Bill.


	“Only one other person left to try. It’s crazy, but what’s new about that?”


	As they led Nick to the blade, wrapped his hands around the hilt, and guided it over the butt spike, Glaeken rose stiffly and walked down the hall to the rear of the apartment. He needed to be alone, away from the oppressive despair in the living room.


	He stopped at Magda’s bedroom and looked in. She was sleeping. That was all she seemed to do these days. Maybe it was a blessing. He took a seat at her bedside and held her hand.


	Sylvia and the others didn’t—couldn’t—understand. He was tired. They didn’t know how tired one could be after all this living. To have engineered one last victory, or merely to have launched a final battle against Rasalom would have been wonderful. He could have gone blissfully to his death then. But that was not to be. He would die in the darkness like everyone else—no … worse than everyone else. Rasalom had something special reserved for him.


	Still, he couldn’t risk even going near the instrument. Who knew what the reaction might be? It might start everything over again, and once more he would be in the thrall of the ally power. Its champion. Its slave. Forever.


	I’ve done my part. I’ve contributed more than my share. They cannot ask for more.


	Someone else had to carry on the fight.


	The Bunker


	“Are we going to die?”


	Gia looked down into Vicky’s wide, terrified blue eyes. Abe had pushed her into the bathroom with Vicky, saying he’d hold off the burrowers as long as he could, then come in and join them for a final defense.


	She could hear him out there, back to the door, firing round after round at the advancing creatures; she imagined the flying bits of maggot flesh, the splattering yellow goo. Part of her felt she should be out there with him, but another knew her place was here as her daughter’s last defense.


	“No. We’re not going to die.” She hoped she sounded convincing. “We’ve got Jack working on it. Remember?”


	She nodded but didn’t smile. She almost always smiled at the mention of Jack’s name. “Yeah, Jack. He’ll fix it.”


	Oh, the faith of youth.


	“He sure will. And when—”


	Gia yelped and Vicky screamed as something heavy slammed against the steel door, rattling it on its hinges and leaving a soccer ball–size dent.


	The gunfire from the other side stopped.


	“Abe?” Gia banged on the door. Oh, no! “Abe!”


	Manhattan


	“Where’s my Glenn?”


	Startled by the words, spoken in Hungarian, Glaeken looked down and found Magda awake, staring at him. Their litany was about to begin. Her memories were mired in the Second World War, when they both had been young and fresh and newly in love.


	“I’m right here, Magda.”


	She pulled her hand away. “No. You’re not him. You’re old. My Glenn is young and strong!”


	“But I’ve grown old, my dear, like you.”


	“You’re not him!” she said, her voice rising. “Glenn is out there fighting the darkness.”


	The darkness. Some part of her jumbled mind was aware of the horrors outside, and knew Rasalom was involved.


	“No, he isn’t. He’s right here beside you.”


	“No! Not my Glenn! He’s out there! He’d never let the dark win! Never! Now get away from me, you old fool! Away!”


	Glaeken didn’t want her to start screaming, so he rose and left her.


	“And if you see Glenn, tell him his Magda loves him and knows he won’t let the darkness get away with this.”


	The words stung, setting their barbs into the flesh of his neck and shoulders and trailing him down the hall toward the living room.


	The living room … it looked like a wake. The seven silent occupants, though separated by only a few feet of space, were miles apart, each closed off, locked behind the walls of their own thoughts. And fears.


	Even here.


	Nick and Jeffy stared at the air. Ba sat cross-legged against the far wall, eyes closed, silent. Jack and Sylvia stood at opposite ends of the long window, each gazing out at the eternal blackness. Even Bill and Carol sat apart, silent and separate on the couch.


	And here am I, he thought, separated from them and from my wife, as cut off from the rest of humanity as I’ve ever been.


	Rasalom had won outside, and he was winning in here.


	And then Glaeken saw Jeffy move. The boy approached the coffee table and dropped to his knees before it. He gripped the hilt where it lay and pressed his cheek down against it, as if some part of him knew that what he was missing was locked within the cold reaches of the metal.


	All their sacrifices … all their faith in him … Rasalom eternally victorious …


	Anger erupted within Glaeken like one of the long-dormant volcanoes in the Pacific, exploding in his chest, engulfing him in its fiery heart.


	Rasalom winning … having the last laugh …


	It comes down to that, doesn’t it? Me against him. That’s what it’s always been. Always the two of them pitted against each other.


	He couldn’t allow Rasalom to win. If there was one chance, no matter how slim, he had to take it.


	He found himself moving, crossing the room toward Jeffy, lifting him gently away from the hilt.


	“Sylvia,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “Take him and stand back.”


	Sylvia rushed over and pulled Jeffy away.


	“Why? What’s happened?”


	“Nothing yet. And perhaps nothing will. But just in case…”


	Glaeken stared down at the hilt.


	Is this what it wants? he said, speaking silently to the power within the metal, wondering if it could hear him. It let me go and now it wants me back? Will no one else do?


	The hilt lay silent, gleaming coldly in the flickering light of the breathless room. Wondering which he hated more, Rasalom or the power to which he had allied himself ages ago, Glaeken reached down and wrapped his gnarled fingers around the hilt.


	Memories surged through him at the metal’s touch. Yes, the hilt was alive. The entity that had been the Dat-tay-vao welcomed him back. The smallfolk had done their job well.


	And as much as he hated to admit it, the hilt felt as if it belonged in his hands.


	He turned toward the blade.


	“Everybody back.”


	What is that?


	Rasalom is disturbed by another ripple through the enveloping chaos above. Bigger. A wavelet this time.


	He spreads his consciousness. It’s that instrument again. And this time Glaeken himself is holding it. It’s the reunion of the man and the living metal that is disturbing. No matter. A minor ruffle, and short lived.


	“Too late, Glaeken!” he shouts into the subterranean dark. “Too late!”


	“Don’t look,” Glaeken said.


	But Carol had to look. For as soon as Glaeken had touched the hilt the air of the living room became charged.


	She’d risen and followed Bill to the far side of the sofa where they now stood with their arms wrapped around each other watching as Glaeken poised the hilt over the butt spike.


	Something was going to happen. How could she turn away?


	She watched the old man set his feet, take a deep breath, then ram the hilt downward.


	Light such as she had never seen or imagined, light like the hearts of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the Bikinis and all the Yucca Flats bombs rolled into one, light like the Big Bang itself exploded from the hilt, engulfing Glaeken and searing the room. Hot light, cold light, new light, ancient light, it blasted through the room in a wave.


	In that initial flash Carol saw Glaeken’s bones silhouetted through his flesh and clothes, saw the springs and inner supports of the sofa before her, then the light was upon her, making her retinas scream and her irises spasm and her lids clamp down tight to shut out the light but it was no use because the light would not be denied and it poured through her, suffusing each cell of each tissue in a perceptible wave of warmth as it passed.


	She heard cries of wonder and astonishment from the others and was startled by a deafening crash as the glass in the picture windows blew out. Gusts of night air stormed through the room as Carol fought to open her eyes against the glare.


	The light was still there, more diffuse now, and splotched with purple from the afterburns on her retinas. It had stopped expanding and had begun to contract, rushing back from the edges of the room to concentrate again at the center, coalescing into a column with Glaeken at its heart. Carol had to raise a protecting arm across her face and half turn away as it consolidated and amplified its power into a narrower beam, shooting upward, burning through the ceiling, through the roof, into the blackness above. And faintly through the brilliance she could still make out the figure of a man standing in the heart of the light.


	She turned to Bill. “The roof! We’ve got to go up to the roof!”


	He blinked at her, half dazed. “Why?”


	She didn’t know why exactly. A deep part of her was responding to the light, almost as if she recognized it. Whatever the reason, she felt compelled to be up where she could watch this beam of light challenge the darkness.


	“Never mind why.” She grabbed his hand. “Let’s go!” She turned to the others in the room. “Everybody—the roof! The roof!”


	Rasalom writhes in his chrysalis.


	What is happening? A sudden squall of light in the upper reaches of Glaeken’s building.


	The instrument! He’s activated it!


	Rasalom remains calm. The light being shed is a discomfort, an irritant. No more.


	This is not a setback. Glaeken may be able to cause some trouble with this, but he can be no more than an inconvenience. The Change is too far along. It cannot be reversed.


	The Bunker


	Finally, Abe’s voice, weak and shaky, filtered through the door.


	“I’m okay, but don’t come out.”


	Relief flooded Gia. “Why not?”


	“Because the things, the burrowers … they’re still here.”


	Gia pressed her ear against the door. She didn’t understand.


	“Then why…?”


	“Why am I not shooting? Because they’re not doing anything. They’re just…”


	Gia couldn’t stay in the bathroom. She had to see, had to know what he was talking about. She pulled open the door … and gaped.


	Abe, drenched in sweat and slime, slumped on the floor with his back against the wall. A rearing burrower loomed over him … but was facing away. Gia looked around and saw that the two dozen or so surviving burrowers had all reared up and were facing in the same direction.


	“What … what happened?”


	“I don’t know.” Abe didn’t try to rise, just lay there panting. “They had me. I’d emptied every weapon I have, and then suddenly they stopped and turned.”


	“What are they doing?”


	“I don’t know. It almost seems as if they’re waiting.”


	Gia noticed that they all faced the wall to the right of the hatch chimney. She did a quick calculation of the direction.


	“They’re facing east.”


	“What? They’re Muslims?”


	“Toward New York.”


	Jack … Glaeken …


	Someone had done something. But was it enough?


	Manhattan


	Carol led the way up, throwing her shoulder against the door at the top of the stairs and bursting out into the cold night air. She was vaguely aware of the hungry buzz and flutter of the night things swooping through the darkness beyond the edges of the building; she barely heard the rooftop gravel crunch under her feet, or noticed the others crowding out behind her. She was locked on the bright beam spearing into the heavens—straight and true, unwavering, a narrow tower of light shooting upward, ever upward until it pierced the sky.


	And then it faded.


	“It’s gone,” Bill said close behind her.


	“No!” She pointed up. “Look. There’s still a bright spot up there. Like a star.”


	The only star in the sky.


	“Never mind the star,” Bill said. “Check out the roof.”


	Carol saw a smoldering hole where the light had burst through. She approached it cautiously and looked down into the living room below, afraid of what she might see there, afraid that Glaeken had been harmed somehow by the blaze of light.


	But no charred, blackened remains lay crumbled on the rug below. No Glaeken either. Instead, a stranger stood in his place—in Glaeken’s clothes—clutching the hilt that sat upon the blade.


	“Look!” Carol whispered. “Who’s that?”


	He was taller than Glaeken. He had the old man’s broad build but was much younger, perhaps Jack’s age. And fiery red hair. His shoulders and upper arms stretched the seams of the shirt he wore. Who—?


	And then she caught a glimpse of his blue eyes and knew beyond all question—


	“It’s Glaeken!”


	She felt an arm slip around her shoulder as she heard Bill’s hoarse whisper beside her.


	“But he’s so young! He can’t be more than thirty-five!”


	“Right,” she said as understanding grew. “The same age as when he first took up the battle.”


	Carol could not take her eyes off him. The way he moved as he tore the blade free of the floor and swung it before him. He was—she could find no other word for him—magnificent.


	And then he looked up at them through the opening and Carol recoiled at the grim set of his mouth and the rage that flashed in his eyes. He lifted the weapon and reduced the coffee table to marble gravel and kindling with one blow, then he strode from sight. Seconds later they heard the apartment door shatter.


	“He is pissed,” Jack said.


	Bill shook his head. “I hope it’s not at us.”


	“No,” Jack said. “It’s Rasalom. Got to be Rasalom.”


	“Then I’m glad I’m not Rasalom.”


	Jack spun and ran toward the doorway.


	“Where—?” Carol began, but he was already out of earshot.


	“Probably headed to Pennsylvania. I know he’s been worried sick about his ladies and his friend.”


	Carol shivered in the cold wind and looked back up at the point of light the beam had left in the sky. It looked brighter—and bigger.


	She pointed. “It’s growing.”


	“I think you’re right,” Bill said, squinting upward at the rapidly expanding spot. “It almost looks like—” He yanked her back, away from the hole in the roof. “Run! It’s coming back!”


	Carol shook him off and stood waiting for the brilliance falling from the heavens. It wouldn’t hurt her—she knew it wouldn’t hurt her. She spread her arms, waiting for it, welcoming it.


	And suddenly she was bathed in light—the whole rooftop awash in blindingly white light. Warm, clean, almost like—


	“Sunlight!”


	The entire building stood in a cone of brilliance that challenged the darkness from the point source far overhead—as if a pinhole had been poked into the inverted bowl of Rasalom’s night and a single, daring ray of sunlight had ventured through.


	Carol ran to the edge of the roof and leaned over the low parapet. Below, on the bright sidewalk, the crawlers were scuttling away into the darkness, fleeing the glare.


	She heard a crash as bright fragments of glass exploded onto the pavement. And suddenly Glaeken was there, striding across the street toward the park, his red hair flying as he swung the blade before him, as if daring something to challenge him. And as he stepped from the light into the darkness beyond—


	“Bill!” Carol cried. “Oh, God, Bill, come look! You’ve got to see this!”


	The light followed Glaeken, clinging to the sword and to his body like some sort of viscous fluid, trailing after him, creating a luminescent tunnel through the darkness.


	“Where’s he going?” Bill said as he, Ba, Sylvia, and Jeffy joined her at the edge.


	Carol thought she knew but Ba answered first.


	“To the hole. The one he seeks is there.”


	They quickly lost sight of Glaeken, but together they stood on the roof and watched the tube of light channel its way into the inky depths of the park.


	And then something else—someone else: another figure, bristling with weapons, running along the path of light.


	“Who on Earth—?” Carol began, but didn’t have to finish.


	No one felt the need to answer. They all knew who it was, the only one it could be.


	WFPW-FM


	FREDDY: Something’s happened out there, man. We just got a call on the CB that there’s a beam of light coming out of the sky over Central Park West. We can’t see it from here so we don’t know for sure if it’s true.


	JO: Hey, the guy who called’s been pretty reliable all through this mess, but you know we’ve all been getting, like, a little funky since the sun went out, man, so if you’ve got a CB and you’re anywhere near Central Park, peek out what’s left of your windows and let us know what you see.


	Rasalom relaxes within his chrysalis.


	Only a pinhole, nothing more. All that effort expended by Glaeken’s circle and to what end? A pinhole in the night cover. Laughable. It changes nothing.


	Except Glaeken. He’s been changed, returned to the way he was when he and Rasalom first squared off against each other. Little did either of them know that they would be locked in battle for ages.


	But Rasalom cheers Glaeken’s rejuvenation. It would have been almost embarrassing to crush the life out of the feeble old man he had become. Destroying the reborn Glaeken—young, agile, angry—will be so much more satisfying.


	And best yet, he doesn’t even have to seek out Glaeken. The idiot is coming to him. How convenient.


	Their last meeting … so like their first. The circle shall be complete. It shall end as it began—in a cavern.


	Glaeken stood in the dark on the rim of the Sheep Meadow hole and gazed into the abyss.


	Somewhere down there, Rasalom waited. Glaeken could feel him, sense him, smell his stink. He would not be hard to find.


	But he had to hurry. A rude, insistent urgency crowded against his back, nudging him forward. In spite of it, he turned and stared back at the cone of brilliance that pinned his apartment house like a prop on a stage, at the worm of light that had trailed him from the cone. Because of it, the night things had avoided him on his trek to this spot. They’d been clustered along the edge here but had slithered away at his approach.


	He wished they hadn’t—wished something had challenged him, blocked his path. He hungered to hurt something—to slash, cut, maim, crush under his heel, destroy.


	I was free! he thought. Free!


	And now he was caught again, trapped once more in the service of—what? The power he’d served had no name, had never presented a physical manifestation. It simply was there—and it wanted him here.


	The rage seething and boiling within him was beyond anything he had experienced in all his countless years. A living thing, like a berserk warrior, wild, deranged, psychotic, slavering for an object—anyone, anything on which to vent the steam of its pent-up fury. His whole body trembled as the beast within howled to be let loose.


	Save it. Save it for Rasalom.


	He was sure he’d need it then. All of it.


	He turned back to the pit and swung the weapon. Damn the Ally, but it felt good to feel good, to have his muscles and joints so strong and lithe, to be able to fling his arms freely in all directions, to twist and bend without stiffness and stabs of pain.


	And the weapon—he hated to admit how right it felt in his grasp as a deeper part of him remembered and responded to the heavy feel of the hilt tight against his palms and fingers. The warrior in him smelled blood.


	He sensed movement behind him and whirled. Had one of the creatures dared—?


	No. A lone figure approached, trotting toward him. He had a strange-looking shotgun strapped across his back, an assault rifle in his hands, and a pair of pistols stuck in his belt.


	Jack.


	“Take your back?” he said as he stopped before him.


	Glaeken’s bitterness eased at the words, balmed by the man’s casual courage.


	“You shouldn’t be here, Jack—you’re the Heir. You should be back with the others.”


	He held back from telling him that he was a liability here—that Rasalom might find a way to use Jack against him.


	Jack shook his head. “You’re not the only one with a score to settle.”


	Yes … the Connells … Weezy and Eddie. Especially Weezy. Glaeken had loved her too.


	“I understand, but I’m the only one who can do the settling.” He pointed to Jack’s weapons. “Bullets are useless here.” He hefted the sword. “This is the only thing that can put an end to Rasalom.”


	Or maybe not. Maybe he’s too powerful now even for the sword.


	“You’ll help me best by waiting with the others. All my dangers lay straight ahead. It’s not my back I’m worried about—it’s you.”


	“All right. You go ahead. But I’m not going back. I’m waiting right here—just in case.”


	“Just in case what?”


	“You never know.”


	Glaeken had no more time to waste. He nodded to Jack, slipped the weapon through the back of his belt, and lowered himself over the edge to begin his descent.


	WFPW-FM


	JO: Awright, man. We’ve had confirmation. A few other good people have CB’d in to tell us that yes, there is some heavy light coming out of the sky on Central Park West up near the Sheep Meadow.


	FREDDY: Yeah, and if you remember, that’s near where the first of those nasty bug holes opened up. We don’t know if there’s a connection so you might want to be careful, but the folks who’ve contacted us say they’re going to try to get over to it and check it out.


	JO: We’ll keep you informed. As long as we’ve got juice from the generator, we’ll be here. So keep us on.


	Carol pointed into the dark blob that was Central Park. The thread of light that wove through the blackness there had not lengthened in the past few minutes.


	“Glaeken must have stopped moving,” she said. “Do you think something’s wrong?”


	“I don’t think we’ll see it move any farther,” Bill said. “It looks like it’s reached the hole. He’s probably out of sight now, moving down.”


	“I hope the light’s still following him. And where’s Jack?”


	No one had an answer.


	Carol glanced down at the sidewalks below in time to see a battered car skid to a halt against the curb. It was covered—smothered—with night things, but they slipped away when the car penetrated the edge of the light. The door flew open and a half dozen people—a man, two women, and three kids—tumbled out. They began to run for the door of the building but slowed to a stop as they realized they were no longer being pursued. They looked up at the light, spread their arms, laughed, and began to hug each other.


	Another car flew out of the darkness and bounded over the curb before it came to a stop. Another group of people jumped out. The first greeted them with cheers and they all embraced.


	“I don’t know if I like this,” Bill said.


	Carol looked at him. “They’re coming to the light.”


	“That could be trouble. Think we ought to get downstairs, Ba?”


	The big Asian stood behind Sylvia and Jeffy. He shook his head.


	“I don’t think there’s anything to worry about,” Carol said. “I mean, I think we should share the light.”


	Bill nodded. “I do too. As long as that’s all they want.”


	Carol looked down again. More people had reached the light, some apparently on foot from neighboring buildings. She noticed something.


	“Bill? Remember when we first looked down? Wasn’t the light just to the edge of the sidewalk?”


	Bill shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t notice.”


	Carol stared down at the rim of shadow that encircled the building. It now reached a good yard beyond the curb on the asphalt of the street.


	A hundred or so feet down the western wall, Glaeken found the mouth of the lateral passage—a dozen feet across and the only break in the smooth granite surface. He swung inward and landed on his feet. He pulled the weapon free and started walking. He needed no signpost to tell him that Rasalom lay ahead.


	The light followed, filling the tunnel in his wake, stretching his shadow far ahead, sending dark things scuttling and slithering and fluttering out of the way.


	He pushed on, not running, but moving swiftly with quick, long strides. The sense of urgency clung to his back, propelling him forward. He swung the blade back and forth, splashing the air with bright arcs of light, then waded through them.


	But as he progressed deeper and farther along the tunnel, he noticed a dimming of the light. He turned and looked back along his path. Back there the light looked as thick and bright as before, but down here it seemed attenuated, diluted, tainted …


	It could only mean he was nearing his goal, the heart of the darkness.


	Not much farther on, the light loosened its embrace and pulled free; it hung back, abandoning him to penetrate the beckoning blackness of the tunnel ahead alone.


	Glaeken kept moving, slower now, stepping more carefully. Only the blade was glowing now, and that faintly, struggling against the thickening blackness that devoured its light. Soon its light failed too. Glaeken stood in a featureless black limbo, cold, silent, expectant. Darkness complete, victorious.


	And then, as he knew it would, came the voice, the loathed voice, speaking into his mind.


	“Welcome, Glaeken. Welcome to a place where your light cannot go. My place. A place of no light. Remind you of anywhere from the past?”


	Glaeken refused to reply.


	“Keep walking, Glaeken. I won’t stop you. There’s light of sorts ahead. A different light, the kind I choose to allow here. No traps or tricks, I promise. I want you here. I’ve been waiting for you. The Change is almost complete. I want you to marvel at my new form. I want you to be the first to see me. I want to be the very last thing you see.”


	Glaeken felt his palms dampen. He was in another country now, where Rasalom made all the rules. Tightening his grip on the hilt, he stepped forward into the black.


	WFPW-FM


	JO: Okay. We’ve had somebody CB us from right inside the beam of light over on Central Park West and they say it’s the real thing. Bright, warm, and the bugs won’t go near it. Nobody knows how long it’ll last, but it’s there now and these folks think it might be there to stay.


	FREDDY: So look, here’s what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna make this loop and set it going, then we’re outta here. We’re heading there ourselves. We’ll have a message on the tape, then we’ll follow it with a Travelin’ Wilburys song, and the whole deal will play over and over.


	JO: And here’s the message: Get to the light. Get over to Central Park West any way you can and get into the light. Get moving and good luck. And while you’re on the move, here’s some appropriate traveling music. See you there, man.


	


	Dim light ahead, oozing around the next bend in the passage.


	Unhealthy light. A sickly, wan, greasy glow, clinging to the tunnel walls like grime, casting no shadows. No hope dwelt in that light, no succor from the night, merely a confirmation of the dark’s superiority.


	As Glaeken moved toward the feeble glow, the air grew colder; an acrid odor stung his nostrils. He rounded the bend and stopped.


	In the center of a huge granite cavern, a hundred feet across, Rasalom’s new form hung suspended over a softly glowing abyss. Four gleaming ebony pillars reached from the corners of the chamber, arching across the chasm to fuse over its center. A huge sac, bulging, pendulous, nearly the size of a small warehouse, hung suspended from that central fusion. Glaeken could make out no details of the shape floating within its inky amnion. He didn’t need to see Rasalom to know it was he, undergoing the final stage of his transformation.


	“Welcome to my womb, Glaeken.”


	Glaeken did not reply. Instead, he leapt upon the nearest support where it sprang from the wall and strode along its upper surface toward the center where Rasalom hung.


	“Glaeken, wait! Stop!” Rasalom’s voice took on a panicky edge in his head. “What are you doing?”


	Glaeken kept moving toward the center, the weapon raised before him.


	“There’s no need for this, Glaeken! I’m so close! You’ll ruin everything!”


	Glaeken slowed, alerted by the anxious tone. This was the Adversary’s time, and Rasalom’s natural arrogance must have ballooned to gargantuan proportions by now. Glaeken could count on any sign of uncertainty being a sham, a lure to draw him closer, not put him off.


	He’d cautiously progressed to within a dozen feet of the sac when the surface of the support suddenly softened and erupted in hundreds of fine tendrils that wrapped around his ankles, snaring them, encasing them in a squirming mass, then recrystallized to rocklike hardness. He pulled and strained but his feet were locked down. He chopped with the blade but remained trapped like a fly on a pest strip.


	He stared down at the sac hanging within spitting distance below. A huge eye rolled against the inner surface of the membrane and stopped to stare back at him.


	“That is quite far enough.”


	“Perhaps you’re right.”


	He shifted his grip on the hilt and raised the weapon over his shoulder like a spear, its point directed at the eye. Rasalom’s voice screamed in his brain.


	“No! Glaeken, wait! I can help you!”


	That didn’t sound feigned. Was Rasalom vulnerable while not fully reshaped?


	“No deals, Rasalom.”


	He reared back to hurl the weapon.


	“I can make her whole again!”


	Glaeken hesitated. He couldn’t help it.


	“Whole again? Who?”


	“Your woman. That Hungarian Jewess who stole your heart. I can give her back her mind—and make her young again.”


	“No. You can’t. Not even the Dat-tay-vao—”


	“I’m far more powerful than that puny elemental. This is my world now. When I complete the Change I can do whatever I wish. I will be making the rules here, Glaeken. All the rules. And if I say the woman called Magda shall be thirty again and sound of mind and body forever—forever—then so it shall be.”


	Magda … alert, young, healthy, sane … the vision of the two of them together as they used to be …


	He shook it off.


	“No. Not in this world.”


	“It doesn’t have to be this world. You can have your own corner of the globe, your own island, your own archipelago. All to yourselves. You can even take some of your friends. The sun will shine there forever. You can live on in idyllic splendor.”


	“While the rest of the world…?”


	“Is mine. All you have to do is acknowledge me as master of this sphere and drop your weapon into the abyss. After that I shall see to all your comforts.”


	For a heartbeat he half considered it—and the realization rocked Glaeken.


	Did he want Magda back that much? And Magda—she’d never forgive him. He’d have to live on with her abhorrence, her loathing.


	He tightened his grip on the weapon.


	“No deals.”


	Putting all his arm and as much of his foot-locked body as he could behind it, Glaeken hurled the weapon at the sac. The huge eye ducked away as Rasalom’s voice screamed in his mind.


	“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”


	The point of the blade pierced the membrane, penetrated about a foot, then stopped, quivering. Rasalom’s voice became a howl of pain as inky fluid spurted out around the blade, coating it, congealing around it, sealing the wound and encasing the weapon until the entire blade and all but the pommel of the hilt were mired in a hardening tarry mass.


	And then Rasalom’s howl of pain segued into a peal of laughter. The single huge eye once again pressed against the inner surface of the membrane and regarded him coldly.


	“Ah, Glaeken. Noble to the end. Just as well, I suppose. You probably knew you’d never see the tropical idyll I promised. But did you truly think you could hurt me? Here in the heart of my domain, in the seat of my power? Your arrogance is insufferable. It is too late to harm me, Glaeken—too late for a long time.”


	Glaeken tried once more to pull his feet free but they would not budge. He took a deep breath and stood quietly, waiting, listening to the hated voice in his mind.


	“You knew it was too late, Glaeken. You must have known all along. Yet knowing it was useless, still you took up the weapon and came to me instead of waiting for me to come to you. I don’t understand that. Can you explain your madness, your arrogance? We have some time. Speak.”


	“If the answer is not apparent to you, no amount of talking will make you understand. Where do we go from here?”


	“We wait. I’m almost ready. At the undawn I will be complete. When I emerge from my chrysalis I shall leave you here and move to the surface where I shall deal with your little circle of allies. And as I gut them I shall let you see it all through my eyes. And as for your wife, I shall keep my promise to you: I will restore her youth and her mind before her end—after all, we wouldn’t want her to die without knowing exactly what is happening. When all that is done, I’ll return for you. And then the fun shall truly begin.”


	Glaeken said nothing. No use in asking for mercy for himself or the others when none was to be had. So he closed his eyes and willed his insides to stone to inure them from the sick dread coiling through him.


	He’d failed.


	“And while we wait, I believe I’ll close that tiny wound in my perfect night. Too many people are taking undue pleasure in it. Imagine their fear and dismay when it starts to fade and they realize that they are naked prey to all the night things encircling them. Yes, I like that idea. I should have thought of the pinhole myself. Allow a little cone of light through here and there about the world, let the locals run to it like moths to a flame, let it shine long enough to lift hopes, and then douse it. Thank you, Glaeken. You’ve given me a new game.”


	“Look at them all,” Carol said. “Must be thousands down there.”


	She’d returned with the others to the living room of Glaeken’s apartment and now she gazed down through the broken windows at the crowd below, listening to the noise floating up as each new arrival was greeted with cheers and hugs. A good sound, the noise of people breaking from unrelenting fear.


	“It’s the radio,” Bill said. “The only station still on air in town is playing a message sending everybody here.”


	Suddenly it went quiet below.


	“What happened?” Carol’s heart thudded with alarm and she clutched his arm. “I think the light just dimmed. Tell me I’m wrong, Bill. Tell me I’m wrong!”


	Bill glanced at her, then back out the windows.


	“No … I’m afraid you’re right. Look—it just dimmed a little more!”


	“It’s Glaeken’s fault,” said a familiar voice.


	They all turned. Nick was still sitting on the couch where they’d left him, still facing the dead fireplace.


	“Glaeken has lost. Rasalom is ascendant.”


	“Glaeken is … dead?” Sylvia said, stepping forward, hovering over Nick.


	Carol was surprised at her concern. She’d thought Sylvia blamed Glaeken for Jeffy’s condition.


	“Not yet,” Nick said. “But soon. We’ll die. Then he’ll die. Slowly.”


	Carol heard a new sound well up from the crowd outside—murmurs of fear, wails of panic. She turned back to the window and had the sudden impression that their cries of despair seemed to chase the light. She watched with growing dread as it faded from midday glare to twilight glow.


	They’re afraid again.


	“Afraid!” she cried. “Maybe that’s it.” Suddenly she knew what had to be done—or thought she knew. “Bill, Sylvia, everybody—downstairs. Now!”


	She didn’t wait to explain and she didn’t wait for the elevator. Filled with a growing excitement and a desperate urgency, she galloped down the dizzying flights to the ground floor, dashed through the lobby, and out into the crowd on the twilit sidewalk.


	Bill was right behind her, then Ba, carrying Jeffy and guiding Sylvia through the restless, panicky people. Carol led them to the edge of the fading light, right to the shadow border facing the park, then grabbed Bill’s hand in her right and took a stranger’s—a frightened-looking black woman’s—in her left.


	“I won’t be afraid anymore!” Carol shouted at the huge outer darkness that tried to stare her down. She squeezed the woman’s hand. “Say it,” she told her. “I won’t be afraid anymore! Grab somebody’s hand and say it as loud as you can.” She turned to Bill. “Shout it, Bill. Mean it. Take a hand and get them to say it!”


	Bill stared at her. “What’s this—?”


	“Just do it. Please! There’s not much time.”


	Bill shrugged and grabbed someone’s hand and began repeating the phrase. She noticed that the black woman to her left had taken a young man’s hand and was repeating the phrase to him. Carol turned and saw a very grim Sylvia standing behind her, arms folded across her chest.


	“Come on, Sylvia!”


	She shook her head. “This is nuts. It’s—it’s hippie bullshit. Like those peaceniks back in the sixties trying to levitate the Pentagon. You can’t chant Rasalom away.”


	“I know that. But maybe we can put a kink in his plans. His whole thrust has been to isolate us from each other, to use fear to break us up into separate, frightened little islands. But look what’s happened here. One little ray of light and we’ve suddenly got a crowded little island. What if we refuse to play his game anymore? What if we refuse to run screaming in fear back to our hidey-holes? What if we stand here as a group and defy him? There’s a defect up there, a hole in Rasalom’s night. Maybe we can keep it open. Maybe we can even widen it. What have we got to lose that’s not already lost?”


	“Not one damn thing!” a nearby bedraggled, middle-aged woman said. She pulled Sylvia’s arm away from her chest and grabbed her hand. “I won’t be afraid anymore!”


	“Okay, okay,” Sylvia said through tightly clenched teeth as she clutched Jeffy’s arm in one hand and the woman’s in the other. “Do your worst—I won’t be afraid anymore!”


	Carol felt her throat tighten at the defiance in her voice.


	The chant was becoming more organized, picking up a rhythm as it spread through the crowd, growing in volume as more and more voices chimed in …


	And then the light around them brightened. The increase was barely noticeable, but it was noticed. A cheer rose from the crowd and suddenly everyone was a believer. The chant doubled, tripled in volume.


	Carol laughed as tears sprang into her eyes. She heard Sylvia’s voice behind her.


	“It’s working! It’s working!”


	Everyone in the crowd was involved now, shouting at the tops of their lungs. And the light continued to brighten. Carol had no doubt now that the glow was growing stronger. Even the light in the channel that had trailed Glaeken into the park was growing brighter.


	But more than that, the cone of light was growing wider, inching across the pavement toward the park, pumping pulses of brightness along the luminous channel that led to the Sheep Meadow hole.


	And more people were coming, running to the light, swelling the crowd, swelling the sound of defiance.


	Something was happening.


	Rasalom had been uncharacteristically silent. And his huge new form did not lie quiet in its amniotic sac. The membrane rippled now and again, like a chill running over fevered skin, and occasionally it bulged in places as Rasalom shifted within.


	Glaeken closed his eyes and tried to sense what was going on. He stood perfectly still, listening, feeling.


	Warmth.


	Light … light growing above. Not visible here, but he sensed it. Light and warmth, seeping into the earth above the cavern. And behind …


	He turned and looked down the passageway. Where he’d left perfect darkness, he now saw the faintest glow. An illusion? Or the harbinger of a tiny dawn?


	Glaeken turned back to his ancient enemy.


	“What’s happening upstairs, Rasalom? Tell me!”


	But now it was Rasalom’s turn to be silent.


	Sylvia watched the scene from a second-floor window. The noise, the press of people had begun to frighten Jeffy so she’d brought him inside.


	The cone of light had returned to noontime brightness and was widening steadily now, creeping uptown and down along the street, invading the park. The crowd, too, was swelling steadily, the light and the noise attracting thousands more. The Manhattan mix was there, red, yellow, Central African ebony to Norwegian white and every shade between.


	The chant Carol had started still reverberated loud and clear, but here and there in the crowd Sylvia noticed pockets of people singing and dancing. A couple of MP3 ghetto blasters had appeared and different kinds of music, from hip-hop to salsa, were each attracting their own fans. A couple of guys were leading a big group in singing “Happy Together.” She guessed that was just as effective. You didn’t have to proclaim your lack of fear when you were singing and dancing. And from directly below her window, uncertain harmonies drifted up as a ragtag group tried to find a comfortable key for “The Closer You Are.”


	Sylvia thought of Alan then and how he’d loved doo-wop and suddenly she was crying.


	Oh, Alan. My God, how I miss you. You belong here, not me. You loved people so much more than I. I should be dead and you should be here.


	Alan … after he’d pulled out of the coma from the Dat-tay-vao, she’d come to think of him as indestructible. An indisputable assumption: Alan would be around forever. She’d never considered the possibility of life without him. And now he was gone—no body, no grave, no trace, just gone—and she hadn’t even had a chance to say good-bye.


	She hugged Jeffy closer. It was all so damn unfair.


	For a brief while she had blamed Glaeken, but knew now that he, too, was paying a terrible price. She’d seen it in his eyes as he’d picked up the hilt and told her to get Jeffy clear—the anger, the frustration, the vulnerability, the weary resignation. All in a single glance. The weight of the terrible responsibility he was shouldering once more had struck her like a blow. She’d instantly regretted all the angry things she’d said to him.


	And now maybe he was gone too.


	She watched the arc of light edging through the park—well into the Sheep Meadow now, almost to the rim of the hole. Did that mean they were winning, or was this just a false hope?


	Sylvia closed her eyes and hugged Jeffy tighter.


	If you’re still alive down there, Glaeken, please know that you’re in our thoughts. If there’s anything you can do, do it. Get him, Glaeken. Don’t let him get away with what he’s done to us. GET HIM!


	Yes, light was seeping down the tunnel. Glaeken was sure of it now. Growing steadily. And Rasalom … Rasalom was thrashing about in his amniotic sac.


	What was happening up on the surface? The weapon was here, useless, encased in hardened fluid from the sack. What in the name of anything could exert such a disturbing effect on Rasalom?


	Suddenly a thunderous rumble from the tunnel behind him. The support shuddered beneath Glaeken’s feet. He twisted and saw the growing glow disappear as the roof of the tunnel collapsed, choking the passage with rubble. As the tunnel mouth belched a cloud of dust, Rasalom’s voice returned.


	“Once again you’ve chosen a vexing group of friends, Glaeken.”


	A warm glow of pride lit within him, along with a glimmer of—did he dare?—hope.


	“They’re a tough bunch. What have they done?”


	“Nothing that will matter in the long run, but for the present they’ve created an annoyance, an inconvenience.”


	“What?”


	“They’ve enlarged the pinhole in the night-cover made by your puny little weapon.”


	Glaeken steadied himself, choked down the shout of triumph that surged against his vocal cords. He maintained a calm exterior.


	“How?”


	“How is irrelevant. Their success is irrelevant. The entire world is in darkness. A single cone of sunlight, no matter how bright, is laughably insignificant.”


	Glaeken sensed the weight of all that Rasalom had left unsaid.


	“Sunlight, Rasalom? Since when have you been afraid of sunlight?”


	“I fear nothing, Glaeken. I am master of this sphere. It fears me.”


	“It’s not sunlight, is it, Rasalom. It’s another kind of light. Light from your enemy. And it comes at a time and place that’s more than ‘inconvenient.’ It’s shining directly above your little nest, and it has arrived at a time when you’re vulnerable, before your new form has matured.”


	“Nonsense, Glaeken. Pure wishful thinking on your part. When my gestation is through, and that is only a matter of hours now, I shall personally plug that hole in my perfect night. Then you will see how ‘vulnerable’ I am.”


	Glaeken noticed a growing warmth at his back. He twisted again toward the rubble-strewn tunnel. Something happening there.


	And then he saw it. A gleaming pinpoint, a tiny bead no larger than a grain of sand, glowing near the top of the debris, growing bigger, growing brighter. The light seemed to be worming its way through the rubble, as if it had a mind of its own. But how was that possible?


	“Don’t allow yourself to hope, Glaeken. It cannot harm me.”


	Yet Glaeken did allow himself to hope, could not help but hope when he saw the bead brighten suddenly and shoot out toward the pit in a narrow beam of brilliance, like a needle-thin blue-white laser streaming toward Rasalom. But it came up short against the support under Glaeken’s feet, spraying and splashing like water against a stone wall.


	The beam persisted, though. Like a living thing with a will of its own, it split, one half sliding upward, the other down around the support. The light crept to the top just inches ahead of Glaeken’s trapped feet. As soon as it crested the support it raced downward to rejoin its other half. They fused and once again shot out toward Rasalom’s amniotic sac.


	But the beam did not strike the sac. Instead it flashed toward the weapon, igniting the exposed butt of the hilt. The pommel blazed with blinding fire, and dimly, through the encrustations, Glaeken could see bolts of light flashing along the length of the blade.


	Rasalom howled in Glaeken’s mind as he writhed and thrashed within his sac. Glaeken had a feeling that this time was no act.


	The weapon began to vibrate, the encrustations cracked and fell away like old skin, and suddenly the hilt was free, blazing with white light.


	Another beam of radiance broke through the rubble and flashed across the cavern. It too found the weapon and added its power to it.


	But how … how could the light pass through the rubble?


	And then he heard a stone tumble off the debris pile. Something—someone—was disturbing the rubble, clearing a passage along its top.


	Glaeken knew of only one person with the indomitable will necessary to reach this spot.


	As Rasalom’s howl rose to a shriek, Glaeken felt the tendrils wrapped around his legs begin to soften, their hold weaken. He bent and tore at them, straining to pull free. No time to lose. Rasalom’s thrashings were shaking the weapon within the wound it had made. The beam of light stayed with it, moving whenever it did, but if the weapon slipped loose it would fall into the pit. And then Rasalom’s victory would be assured.


	With a final surge, Glaeken yanked his legs free and leapt to the central disk where the four arched supports fused. He dropped to his belly, hung precariously over the edge, and reached for the weapon.


	Cold-fire eternity beckoned below.


	He fought a surge of vertigo and stretched his right arm to its limits, violently thrusting it down to force the ligaments to give him the tiny extra increment of length he needed to reach the jittering hilt. His fingertips brushed the pommel twice, and then with a final, agonizing thrust, he hooked two fingers around it. At his touch the weapon seemed to move on its own, slamming the grip of the hilt against his palm. Power surged up his arm and throughout his body and once more the weapon was his.


	As he was the weapon’s.


	He stood and looked about. The original beams of light and new ones from the rubble stayed with the blade, fueling it, following wherever he moved it. He couldn’t reach Rasalom or his sac, so he decided to try the next best thing.


	Reversing his grip, he lifted the weapon high and drove the point down into the center of the nearest of the supporting arches. A blinding flash lit the cavern as the blade cut deep into the flinty substance. The material of the support began to bubble and smoke as the blade melted its way through it like a hot knife cutting frozen butter. Foul, greasy smoke, reeking of seared flesh, engulfed him. More flashes followed as Glaeken worked the blade back and forth, widening the gash as he deepened it, strobing the cavern with bursts of light and stretching weird shadows against its walls.


	Rasalom howled.


	“No, Glaeken! I command you to stop! Stop now or you’ll pay dearly. And so will your friends!”


	Without pausing an instant in his labors, Glaeken glanced down at the huge eye pressed furiously against the membrane.


	“You’ve already promised that, Rasalom. What have I got to lose?”


	“I won’t kill you, Glaeken! I’ll let you live on, just barely. I’ll make you witness, see, feel everything that happens in my new world.”


	Glaeken said nothing. He had almost cut through the first arch. With a final thrust, the blade angled through the underside and came free.


	The central portion suddenly sagged a half a foot under him. Glaeken hurried to his left, toward the next support.


	“Glaeken, NO! That island I promised you—you and the woman and your friends—”


	Glaeken shut his mind to Rasalom’s rantings and drove the blade into the second arch. More flashes and oily smoke. He worked the blade ferociously, gasping with the stench and the exertion, and eventually it worked its way through.


	The center sagged again, its free edge lurching downward almost two feet this time. The supports he had cut wept dark fluid from their truncated ends as they remained suspended above the void like severed arms reaching for something they would never again possess.


	Supported now by only two arches, the center tilted at an angle. Glaeken’s feet slipped on the smooth surface as he hurried toward the nearer of the remaining arches.


	And again he drove the blade deep into the substance. But as he worked it through, he felt an impact on his right leg. Searing pain flashed up to his hip. He caught a blur of movement and rolled away.


	A huge hand had reared up from the underside of the center, but it resembled a hand in only the vaguest sense—black as the night above, with three fingers as thick around as Glaeken’s waist, each terminating in a sharp yellow talon. Crimson fluid stained one of those—his blood.


	Rasalom—in his new form. Glaeken could not see the rest of him, most of which was no doubt still in the sac below. Had his new form finally matured, or was he breaking free before the process was completed in order to stop Glaeken?


	It made another swipe, blindly, in his direction. Glaeken ducked under the talons. The sudden move sent a fresh surge of agony through his wounded leg. As it came for him again, he slashed with the weapon and felt the blade dig deep into the inky flesh.


	Light exploded around him, a flash of brilliance that dwarfed all those before it. In his mind he heard Rasalom cry out in shock and pain. When his vision cleared he saw the taloned hand waving above him, one of its thick fingers swinging madly back and forth as it dangled from a smoking stump by a few remaining intact tendons.


	Glaeken straightened and limped to the other support. He had been able to cut only partway through the third and was unlikely to get a chance to finish the job within Rasalom’s reach. He’d attack the fourth—but not near the center.


	His move must have surprised Rasalom because Glaeken was halfway along the arch before the voice sounded in his brain.


	“Don’t run off, Glaeken. We’ve only begun to play.”


	Glaeken didn’t look back. He continued his torturous trek toward the far end of the arch. Within a dozen feet of its origin he stopped and turned.


	Rasalom’s amniotic sac still hung from its lopsided platform like a gargantuan punching bag, but now a sinewed arm with a wounded hand protruded from the rent made by the weapon. It raked the air above it with its two remaining talons. And the eye … that malevolent eye still pressed against the membrane, glaring at him.


	“I’m not running far.”


	With another burst of light and bloom of oily smoke, he drove the weapon deep into the arch beneath him and began to work it back and forth. The support was thicker here near its base, but he could afford the extra time it would take because he was out of Rasalom’s reach.


	“Glaeken,” Rasalom said to his mind, “you’ll never learn. You are forcing me to…”


	Ahead, over the center of the pit, another arm clawed free of the membrane, then ripped a talon down the surface of the sac, opening it like a zipper. Tons of ebony fluid poured from the rent, spilling into the bottomless glow of the depths below. The rent parted, widened, and then …


	Something emerged from the membrane.


	Glaeken knew who it was, but could not be certain what it was. It had arms, that he knew. And a huge eye at its upper end. But in the dim glow leaking up from the pit below he could be sure of little else as it crawled from the sac and hoisted itself onto the sagging central platform. Legs … now he could see legs, four bristling, segmented stalks like a tarantula’s, but the rest was encased in an oozing gelatinous mass that dripped off the platform in amorphous globs and tumbled into infinity. A larger shape lurked within the mass, something with a head and a torso, but Glaeken could make out no details. And now a pair of thick, sucker-studded tentacles wriggled free of the gelatin below the arms to twist and coil in the air.


	Glaeken flashed back to the q’qrs with their extra, tentacle-like upper limbs, but he had a feeling this shape, this avatar possessed far more appendages.


	It began moving his way, crawling toward him along the slope of the fourth arch.


	Glaeken redoubled his efforts with the weapon, widening, deepening the cut in the upper surface, thrusting the blade through to the underside. Rasalom’s incomplete new form was cumbersome, his progress slow, but he was sliding steadily closer. He soon would have Glaeken within reach of those talons.


	Suddenly an explosive crack echoed through the cavern as the fourth arch shook beneath Glaeken’s feet and broke partway through like a green sapling. Its distal segment sagged. Glaeken paused and watched Rasalom claw frantically for purchase as he slipped back along the decline toward the central disk. He gave the monstrous form no time to recover, however; immediately he renewed his hacking assault at the remaining splinters holding the arch together.


	“Give it up, Glaeken! This is an exercise in futility! You cannot win!”


	Rasalom’s words were no longer in his mind. His new form was speaking in a startlingly powerful voice. Even muffled by the gelatinous coating, it shook the walls of the cavern.


	Glaeken ignored it and forced his wearying arms to maintain the assault on the arch. The reflexes were still there, the arms knew what to do, but the unconditioned muscles were sagging with fatigue. Yet he couldn’t rest, couldn’t even slow his pace. He closed his eyes to blot out all distractions and kept hacking.


	“GLAEKEN!”


	The stark terror in the voice and the ripping sound that accompanied it jolted Glaeken. He looked up.


	Rasalom was near, clinging to the arch with his tentacles, his outstretched talons only a few feet from Glaeken’s face, yet he was receding, falling away. And then he saw why. Glaeken had cut through the remnant of the fourth support and now Rasalom was dangling over the pit, clutching the swiftly tilting remnant with arms, legs, and tentacles.


	The entire structure—the central disk, the new Rasalom, and the remnant of his saclike chrysalis—was now supported entirely by the third arch. And Glaeken had already damaged that near its union with the disk.


	After all these ages, Rasalom’s end was at hand.


	Or was it?


	Rasalom was suspended head down over the pit, but he was scrabbling backward along the remnant of the newly severed arch, up toward the disk.


	“You cannot win, Glaeken! Not this time! It cannot happen! I’m too close!”


	His movements were shaking the entire structure, exerting enormous pressure on the lone arch. It began to bob like a fishing pole that had hooked an enormous great white. As Glaeken hobbled back to the rim of the cavern and made his way toward the final arch, he heard it begin to crack where he had started his cut.


	Rasalom must have realized it too, because even in this dim light Glaeken could discern a frantic desperation in his movements. But too late. The end of the arch was splitting, angling down at its wounded tip. Breaking …


	A cannon-shot crack signaled the end. The disk lurched downward to a vertical angle, twisted crazily. Rasalom remained, clutching the disk’s upper edge with his taloned fingers. Other appendages, spiny, rickety arms with clawed tips had broken free of the gel along his flank and were blindly questing for purchase while his tentacles stretched toward the end of the arch, reaching.


	And then the final threads of the final arch gave way and the disk, the sac, and Rasalom too, plunged into the abyss.


	No—not Rasalom.


	Glaeken groaned as he realized Rasalom was still there. The rest had fallen away but he was clinging to the remnant of the final support by one of his tentacles—and pulling himself up.


	“What can I do?”


	Glaeken whirled at the sound of the voice and saw a dirt- and dust-caked Jack silhouetted in the light from the tunnel. He must have crawled through.


	“Nothing! Go back!”


	“Not likely.”


	“You’ve done more than enough. This is my fight!”


	“Like hell!”


	“YOU!”


	Jack focused on Rasalom. “Jesus Christ, look at you! You spent thousands of years and put us through all this shit so you could look like that? You’ve gotta be the biggest asshole in the multiverse!”


	He raised his automatic rifle and began firing at Rasalom’s tentacles. The bullets had no more effect than gnats. He quickly ran out his magazine.


	Glaeken forced his wounded leg to move, to half run, half stagger along the ledge to the base of the third arch, climb upon it, and hobble along its wavering length. He didn’t have time to cut through this one. He had to meet Rasalom at its terminus and stop him there before he regained his footing.


	“This is what it’s always come down to, hasn’t it, Rasalom. You and I. Just you and I.”


	Rasalom’s reply was to snake his other tentacle upward and loop it around the shaft next to the first. He used them to hoist himself higher until his taloned hands could grip the arch. That done, new tentacles began to spring from the great gelatinous mass of his body to join the others.


	He’s going to make it!


	Glaeken clenched his teeth against the pain in his leg and increased his speed. He didn’t hesitate when he reached the shaft. He stepped out on its swaying, sloping surface and slashed the first tentacles with the weapon. The air filled with blinding flashes, greasy smoke, and thick, dark fluid spurting from the amputated ends. The world narrowed to Glaeken, Rasalom, the arch, and the weapon. Slitting his eyes against the flashes, choking on the smoke, he slipped into a fugue of pain and motion, moving in a fog, operating on reflexes as he severed coil after coil and kicked their writhing remnants aside, then moved on to the next group.


	From below him came a thunderous roar as Rasalom kicked and thrashed in inarticulate pain and rage.


	Spiny, spidery, pincer-tipped arms rose on both sides and snapped at him. Glaeken lashed out left and right, scything through them as he kept inching forward.


	Something coiled about his ankle and pulled him off his feet. He fell and landed hard, almost losing his grip on the sword. Ahead of him, Rasalom’s yellow-taloned hands found purchase. He began to lever himself up onto the support. If he made it—


	Something boomed in the cavern and the area of the support beneath the hand with the missing finger exploded, the flinty surface dissolving into a spray of fragments. The two talons slipped, leaving Rasalom dangling by one arm.


	Glaeken glanced over his shoulder and saw Jack aiming a large-bore weapon like a grenade launcher his way. Only he hadn’t fired a grenade, more like a huge shotgun shell. The pellets couldn’t harm Rasalom, but the support was another matter.


	Another boom and another explosion as the shot tore up the support beneath the remaining set of talons. They slipped but held.


	Glaeken rolled, severed the tentacle holding him, then crawled to the end of the arch where Rasalom swung below, suspended by only three talons dug into its surface.


	“Glaeken … no … please! Don’t—”


	And in the instant of that plea Rasalom yanked his body upward and lashed at Glaeken with the two talons of his damaged hand. Glaeken ducked as they raked the air inches away, the breeze of their passing ruffling his hair. He swung the weapon upward, over his head. The impact with Rasalom’s wrist and the simultaneous detonation of brilliance as the blade sliced through skin and muscle and tendon and bone nearly knocked Glaeken off the arch. He threw himself flat and hung on as Rasalom thrashed and howled and waved his partially severed, black-spurting wrist in the air.


	Up ahead, near the shattered tip of the arch, Glaeken saw that Rasalom’s only remaining hold on it was the three talons of his surviving hand.


	“Kinda like déjà vu, huh?” said a voice close behind him.


	Glaeken turned. Jack, his expression fierce, his eyes ablaze, had stepped onto the arch and was addressing Rasalom.


	“You again!”


	“Yeah, me again. Looks like you’ve lost another hand.” Jack edged past Glaeken, then held out his own hand. “I need a piece of this son of a bitch.”


	Glaeken understood. He handed Jack the sword. Jack hefted it, then looked down at Rasalom.


	“You really wanted to look like that? You think you’re scary? Seriously? What an asshole.”


	His face changed, becoming a mask of rage as he raised the sword over the clutching talons.


	“NO!”


	A flash as Jack swung the blade and severed one of the fingers. Rasalom howled incoherently.


	“That was for Eddie and Weezy!” Jack screamed in a raw voice Glaeken didn’t recognize. His throat worked as his tone softened. “Especially Weezy.”


	Another flash, another scream as he swung and sliced through a second. The severed tip tumbled into oblivion.


	“And that was for whatever you did or tried to do to three very important people.”


	Rasalom howled as the talon of the last digit scraped along the surface of the arch, scratching a deep furrow as it slipped slowly toward eternity. Then it caught in a small pit near the edge.


	Jack seemed to be blinking back tears as he handed the sword to Glaeken.


	“The last one is yours. You must have one helluva list.”


	Glaeken, still prone, nodded. “It would take me all day to recite it.”


	“The Lady there?”


	“She’s number one.”


	“Glaeken!” came the muffled, agonized voice from below. “You can’t! This can’t be happening! Don’t!”


	Glaeken pointed to the partially choked tunnel where Jack had entered.


	“Back up.”


	Jack nodded and retreated. Glaeken rose to his knees and lifted the weapon to sever that last digit.


	“GLAEKEN! Surely after all these millennia we can find a tiny piece of common ground, come to some kind of accord!”


	He lowered the blade.


	“Never.”


	Instead of using the weapon, he swiveled his body, flexing his good leg all the way to his abdomen.


	His foot shot out and knocked the talon over the edge.


	No final farewell to Rasalom, no verbal send-off. Nothing more than a contemptuous kick. Just what he deserved.


	Rasalom’s scream was loud, almost painfully so. It echoed up from the glowing depths long after his tumbling, mutilated form had been swallowed by the mists.


	But Glaeken did not wait and watch and listen as he dearly would have loved. Instead, as soon as the arch slowed its bobbing from the release of Rasalom’s enormous weight, he began crawling back toward the cavern rim as fast as his limbs would allow.


	Rasalom was falling into eternity. When he passed the point where his presence no longer influenced this sphere, the old laws would begin to reassert themselves. Nature would awaken from its Rasalom-induced coma and begin its recovery, regain its control.


	And this cavern had no place in nature.


	As he reached the end of the arch, the walls began to shake. He saw Jack knocked off his feet to tumble back into the tunnel. Glaeken knew if he could reach that tunnel, he might survive.


	He was almost there when the cavern rim gave way. He fought for purchase but his hands found only loose earth. He tried to raise his good leg, find some sort of foothold, but no use. His upper torso angled back as he began to tumble after Rasalom. Eternity beckoned below …


	And then a hand closed about his ankle.


	The Bunker


	Vicky screamed as the burrowers broke from their paralysis and lurched into motion again. But they ignored the humans as they moved … away.


	Gia watched in awe as they wriggled back into the holes that Swiss-cheesed the walls—something frantic about their movements—and disappeared.


	“What’s happening?”


	Abe shook his head. “I don’t know, but I bet You-Know-Who has something to do with it.”


	Vicky frowned. “Who’s You-Know-Who?”


	Gia nudged her and gave her a look. “Who do you think?”


	The little girl beamed. “Ohhhh yeaaaah.”


	Manhattan


	The crowd quieted as a new sound overwhelmed their chants and songs. Carol’s voice had given out a while ago, so she was already silent.


	They’d spilled across the street and into the illuminated sections of the park, and were swelling farther. But the sound had frozen them all in their tracks; and now they stood half crouched, looking up, looking around, looking at each other. Carol hushed those near her.


	A basso drone, a thunderous buzz, a monstrous flapping in the air all around the widening cone of light, growing louder, vibrating the streets, the sidewalks, the buildings.


	“It’s the bugs!” someone cried. “They’re coming back! Coming to get us!”


	“No!” Carol cried, her voice a ragged blare above the growing fearful murmur of those about her. “Don’t be afraid. They hate the light. As long as we stay in the light they won’t come near us.”


	She, too, was afraid, but she hid it. What was happening? She glanced at Bill and he shrugged and held her close.


	Then she saw them. Bugs. An immense horde of them, thickening the air and swarming along the ground around the cone of light. Some of them were forced to dip into the light by the crowding but their wings and bodies began to smoke where the light touched them and they darted back out.


	No concerted attack, no suicidal kamikaze bug rush to wipe them out. Rather, a mad, blind, panicked dash toward the hole. The cone of light had reached the edge of the bottomless opening and she could see the countless horrors diving into the depths beyond the light, the winged ones spiraling down, the crawlers leaping from the edge.


	“They’re going back!” Carol said, as much to herself as to Bill. “They’re going back into the hole!”


	As a cheer roared from the crowd and she pressed forward for a better look, the earth began to shake. Cheers turned to screams as people were knocked off their feet. Carol’s hoarse shout of alarm rose with the others as she was hurled to the pavement with Bill atop her.


	From the blown-out windows of the top floor, Sylvia watched the pandemonium below with growing alarm. She clutched the sill with one hand and Jeffy with the other as the building shook and creaked and groaned around them.


	An earthquake! she thought. She remembered the 2011 tremor, but this was much worse.


	And there, down on the near edge of the Sheep Meadow, the earth was cracking open.


	Another hole!


	This was it, then. The growing light, the sense of impending victory, the return of the bugs en masse to the original hole—all a false hope, an empty promise. A new hole, unafraid of the light, was opening closer to the building. What new horror was going to issue from that?


	The sudden changes could mean only one thing: Glaeken had failed.


	The tremors worsened as a deep rumble issued from the first hole in the center of the Sheep Meadow. Clouds of what looked like dust or smoke were spewing from the opening. Sylvia reached for the field glasses and focused on the hole. The edges looked ragged—they seemed to be crumbling, breaking away, sliding into the opening, choking it.


	Yes! It was closing! And below—she shifted the glasses—what was happening with the new hole?


	But it wasn’t a hole yet. Maybe it never would be. More like a depression, a cave-in of some sort.


	The tremors stopped.


	Then silence. Sylvia lowered the field glasses and paused, listening. Silence like no silence she could ever recall. Not a bird, not an insect, not a breeze was stirring. She could hear the rush of her own blood through her arteries, but nothing else. All the world, all of nature paused, frozen, stunned, afraid to move, afraid to breathe.


	It lasted one prolonged agonized moment. And then, for the second time tonight, the light began to fade.


	The silence was shattered by a burst of cries of renewed terror from below, then the chant began again. She heard Ba begin to repeat the words behind her. Sylvia joined him, whispering the litany as she raised the glasses and scanned the roiling crowd for Carol or Bill or Jack—anyone she knew.


	The chant was failing this time. Despite thousands of throats shouting the words at the tops of their lungs, the light continued to fade.


	We’ve lost!


	Somehow in the dying light she managed to pick out Carol’s familiar figure at the edge of the new hole, or depression, or wherever it was. She wanted to shout down to her to get away from there. That was where the new threat would arise. But Carol was right on the edge, pointing down at the bottom of the depression. She was pacing back and forth, hugging Bill, hugging everyone within reach. What—?


	Sylvia refocused on the bottom of the pit. Something moving there, struggling in the loose dirt. She strained to see in the last of the light.


	A man. A man with red hair. And another man, helping him, pulling him free.


	Glaeken? Jack? Alive? But … if they’d survived down there, it could only mean—


	Suddenly Ba was at her side, pointing across the park toward the East Side.


	“Look, Missus! Look!”


	In all their years together, she had never heard such naked excitement in his voice. She looked.


	The crowd below couldn’t see it yet, but from this elevation there could be no doubt. Sylvia didn’t need the field glasses. Straight ahead, down at the far end of one of the streets, a bright orange glow was firing the eastern sky, reaching for them along the concrete canyons that ran to the East River.


	Manhattanhenge.


	“The sun, Missus! The sun is rising!”


	PART FOUR


	DAWN


	FRIDAY


	In The Beginning …


	Manhattan


	Carol stood on Glaeken’s rooftop in the bright morning sunlight and wished she had the nerve to remove her blouse. Jack and Bill had pulled off their shirts as soon as they’d stepped out the door. Carol envied the males their casual ability to expose so much surface area to the warm light pouring through the cloudless sky.


	Why not me? she thought, reaching for the top buttons on her blouse. After all we’ve been through together, what difference would it make?


	But she stopped after two buttons. If it was just Bill, maybe. But not with Jack here.


	I know I’ve been changed by all this—but not that much. An uptight Catholic girl still lived somewhere within her.


	“Still hard to believe it’s over,” Jack said.


	Bill stared out over the city. “What a mess.”


	Carol followed his gaze. There didn’t seem to be an unbroken window in the city. Ruined buildings were everywhere, some torn apart by gravity holes, some crushed by debris falling from other gravity holes. Above them, pillars of smoke rose from fires still raging here and there about the boroughs. Below, a rare car picked its way through the cluttered streets. Dazed-looking people wandered the sidewalks or stood around the huge depression that only hours ago had been the Sheep Meadow hole.


	“It’s not all bad,” Jack said. “When was the last time midtown air smelled this clean?”


	He seemed a new man, energized. She knew why: The shortwave had come alive. He’d contacted his loved ones.


	Bill nodded. “You’ve got a point. I’m just wondering how we’ll ever rebuild this.”


	Jack made a face. “Who said we should?”


	“We have to,” Carol said. “We now have a chance to start from scratch and do it right this time.”


	Bill nodded. “Or at least give it our best shot.”


	“Oh, wow!” Jack said through a laugh. “Polly, meet Anna. Anna, meet Polly.”


	Carol turned to him. “What’s wrong with that?”


	“Pie in the sky. Sure, there’ll be lots of talk about a new world and a new brotherhood, but believe me it won’t be long before we’re all back to the same old shit: The truly capable people, the ones you’d be proud to call leader, will be devoting all their time to the actual rebuilding, while the usual crew of blowhard leeches incapable of building anything will be pretending to lead while they position themselves for a driver seat once things get rolling again.”


	“I disagree,” Carol said. “I think we can and will do better. And as for leaders…” She gestured below. “Do you think anyone down there knows what you two did?”


	“No,” Jack said sharply. He suddenly seemed uneasy. He began slipping back into his shirt. “And let’s leave it that way.”


	“Don’t want to be a hero?” Bill said, smiling.


	“I don’t even want to be noticed.” He turned and started walking away.


	“Leaving?” Carol said.


	“Yeah. Soon as I find a car with gas I’m heading out to Pennsylvania.” A light glowed in his eyes. “Abe’s bringing Gia and Vicky back. I’m going to provide the escort.”


	“Good luck,” Bill said.


	Carol watched Jack go. As he reached the stairs, a little girl, maybe seven or eight with curly blond hair, approached him. She held a puppy. How on Earth had she got up here?


	Jack skidded to a stop before her. They stared at each other. Jack spoke, the child nodded. Then Jack did the strangest thing: He dropped to one knee before her, wrapped her in his arms, and hugged her.


	“Do you see that?” Carol said.


	Bill nodded, frowning. “Are those tears in his eyes?”


	Carol was pretty sure they were. “I wonder who she is?”


	As she watched Jack wipe his eyes, something swooped through the air and landed on the little girl’s head: a pale blue parakeet.


	Carol heard Jack cry, “Parabellum?” then laugh. “I’ll be damned!”


	He took the child by the hand and led her, the dog, and the bird downstairs.


	“What was that all about?”


	Carol shook her head. “I don’t think that’s the little girl he’s been talking about.”


	“No,” Bill said. “Something different—something very unchildlike about that child.”


	“Whoever she is, he seems very protective. Heaven help anyone who tries to harm her.”


	Bill slipped his arm around her waist and turned her toward the ruined cityscape before them.


	“I doubt heaven helps anybody.”


	“Just a figure of speech. But I do wonder who or what will get the credit for the sunrise.”


	Bill laughed. “I heard a bunch of guys singing ‘Here Comes the Sun’ over and over. I’ll bet that becomes a new religious hymn. But you’re right. A whole new mythology could rise out of this. A new round of sun worship, that’s for sure. It’ll be interesting to see what develops.”


	“But whatever it is, it will be wrong. They’ll be looking for some deity to praise and thank.”


	“That’s nothing new.”


	“But what about you? You deserve part of the credit.”


	Bill shook his head. “No. I just ran an errand.” He looked into her eyes. “You’re the one who found the real key and put it to use. You saw that the answer was inside us rather than outside.”


	“It’s always been that way, hasn’t it? We’ve always been in charge but we’ve never taken control. We just let ourselves get pushed this way and that.”


	“Fear is like a disease, and I guess some of us have better immune systems than others. Sometimes we need a little help from others, but we all have the power to step aside and say I’m not going to be a part of this anymore.”


	She locked her arms around his waist and smoothed his wind-ruffled gray hair.


	“Do you think things will be different?”


	He shook his head. “I like to think I’m more optimistic than Jack, but I fear he’s right. Nothing changes.”


	“That’s not true, Bill. I’m changed, you’re changed, we’ve all been changed by this.”


	“Especially Glaeken.”


	Yes, she thought with a pang of anguish. Especially poor Glaeken. What would he do, where would he go when Magda was gone?


	And Sylvia and Jeffy—what about them? And Nick … would he ever recover?


	So many questions, so many uncertainties.


	She locked her arms around Bill’s waist and snuggled against him.


	At least there were a few things of which she could be sure—her love for Bill, for one, and the certainty that no one alive today would ever again take sunrise for granted.


	And beneath their feet, in the apartment directly below, a red-haired man with an ageless thirty-five-year-old body spoon-feeds applesauce to the twisted, empty-minded woman he loved so dearly and with whom he had hoped to grow old. A little girl, older than Glaeken, enters with a puppy in her arms. Glaeken embraces her. The Veilleur household has just expanded.


	THE SECRET HISTORY OF THE WORLD


	The preponderance of my work deals with a history of the world that remains undiscovered, unexplored, and unknown to most of humanity. Some of this secret history has been revealed in the Adversary Cycle, some in the Repairman Jack novels, and bits and pieces in other, seemingly unconnected works. Taken together, even these millions of words barely scratch the surface of what has been going on behind the scenes, hidden from the workaday world. I’ve listed them below in the chronological order in which the events in them occur.


	Note: “Year Zero” is the end of civilization as we know it; “Year Zero Minus One” is the year preceding it, etc.


	THE PAST


	“Demonsong” (prehistory)


	“Aryans and Absinthe”** (1923–1924)


	Black Wind (1926–1945)


	The Keep (1941)


	Reborn (February–March 1968)


	“Dat Tay Vao” + (March 1968)


	Jack: Secret Histories (1983)


	Jack: Secret Circles (1983)


	Jack: Secret Vengeance (1983)


	“Faces”* (1989)


	YEAR ZERO MINUS THREE


	Sibs (February)


	The Tomb (summer)


	“The Barrens”* (ends in September)


	“A Day in the Life”* (October)


	“The Long Way Home” ++


	Legacies (December)


	YEAR ZERO MINUS TWO


	“Interlude at Duane’s”** (April)


	Conspiracies (April) (includes “Home Repairs” ++)


	All the Rage (May) (includes “The Last Rakosh” ++)


	Hosts (June)


	The Haunted Air (August)


	Gateways (September)


	Crisscross (November)


	Infernal (December)


	YEAR ZERO MINUS ONE


	Harbingers (January)


	Bloodline (April)


	By the Sword (May)


	Ground Zero (July)


	The Touch (ends in August)


	The Peabody-Ozymandias Traveling Circus & Oddity Emporium (ends in September)


	“Tenants”*


	YEAR ZERO


	“Pelts”*


	Reprisal (ends in February)


	Fatal Error (February) (includes “The Wringer” ++)


	The Dark at the End (March)


	Nightworld (May)


		available in The Barrens and Others

	
	
	available in Aftershock & Others

	
+ available in the 2009 reissue of The Touch


	++ available in Quick Fixes—Tales of Repairman Jack
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	Repairman Jack*


	The Tomb


	Legacies


	Conspiracies


	All the Rage


	Hos